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INTRODUCTION

St. Thomas Aquinas’s faithful scribe, Reginald of Piperno, append-
ed the following remark to the original manuscript of the Lectura super 
Ioannem: 

Here therefore is what I, Friar Reginald of Piperno, of the Order of 
Preachers, at the request of certain companions and particularly at the 
order of the reverend Father Lord Provost of Saint-Omer, have gath-
ered together in following Friar Thomas Aquinas—just like—just like 
he who gathers the grapes [left] after the harvest. Please God that it is 
not too inadequate to the work.1

From this note, scholars have gathered that the Super Ioannem is Reg-
inald’s reportatio, or course notes, on Aquinas’s lectures on the Gos-
pel of John. Jean-Pierre Torrell estimates that Aquinas delivered these 
lectures before students at the University of Paris between 1270 and 
1272, shortly before Aquinas’s death but while he was still at the peak 
of his powers. Torrell argues that Aquinas probably never revised Reg-
inald’s reportatio.2 As Thomas Prügl observes, nonetheless, “The qual-
ity of these notes was so remarkable that they were accepted by the 
University of Paris as an exemplar, that is, an official copy serving as 
an authentic text for further copying.”3 Torrell judges the Super Io-
annem to be among Aquinas’s most valuable biblical commentaries: 
“It would be a bit foolish to try drawing up a ranking of Thomas’s 
best scriptural commentaries, but it is certain that we could classify 
this one as among the most fully finished and most profound that he 
has left us.”4 In the best passages of the Super Ioannem, “Thomas re-
veals himself . . . as one of the contemplatives of whom St. John is the 
model.”5

1. Quoted in Jean-Pierre Torrell, O.P., Saint Thomas Aquinas, Vol. 1: The Person 
and His Work, trans. Robert Royal (Washington, D.C.: The Catholic University of 
America Press, 1996), 198–99.

2. Torrell, Saint Thomas Aquinas, vol. 1, 199.
3. Thomas Prügl, “Thomas Aquinas as Interpreter of Scripture,” in The Theol-

ogy of Thomas Aquinas, ed. Rik Van Nieuwenhove and Joseph Wawrykow (Notre 
Dame, Ind.: University of Notre Dame Press, 2005), 386–415, at 390.

4. Torrell, Saint Thomas Aquinas, vol. 1, 200.
5. Ibid., 201.
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Biblical Commentary and Sacra Doctrina

If we follow Torrell’s time frame, we find that at the height of his 
career Aquinas was—among other projects—lecturing regularly on the 
Gospel of John, commenting on the works of Aristotle, and compos-
ing the tertia pars of the Summa theologiae.6 These concurrent projects 
illustrate how integral Scholastic theologians considered philosophi-
cal inquiry and biblical commentary to be for the transmission of sacra 
doctrina. In this regard, Nicholas M. Healy has well described the high 
Scholastic understanding of the Master’s task: “The pedagogical func-
tion of theological inquiry is to train readers of Scripture so that they 
read it more profoundly and with less error, in order that they may go 
forth into the world and preach the gospel. The best kind of training is 
that whereby students discuss Scripture under the authority and guid-
ance of the master, using reason and dialectic.”7 Aquinas’s intense la-
bor served this integration of scriptural exegesis with “reason and dia-
lectic” and “theological inquiry.” 

To Healy’s description of the Master’s task, one might add the goal 
of contemplation. The Master must lead the student to understand 
how the various topics of theological inquiry have their place under 
the rubric of the study of the triune God. Understood as sapiential con-
templation of God, sacra doctrina aims not merely at understanding 
Scripture per se, but at an intellectual (and affective) union with reali-
ties taught by Scripture, so as to attain a foretaste of beatific contem-
plation. As Aquinas explains, “the purpose of this science [sacra doctri-
na], in so far as it is practical, is eternal bliss.”8 Likewise he states that 
sacra doctrina, as a particular body of knowledge or scientia, “proceeds 
from principles established by the light of a higher scientia, namely, the 
scientia of God and the blessed.”9 Scripture reveals these principles and 
enables human minds to participate somewhat in God’s own knowl-
edge even prior to the beatitude enjoyed by the blessed in heaven. 
This participation requires intellectual reflection that is enlightened by 
faith, humbled by charity, and disciplined by philosophical reasoning. 

To place a strict separation between the biblical commentaries and 
the Summa theologiae would therefore be a mistake. Not only is Scrip-
ture the primary source of “scientific” and sapiential expositions of 
theology, but also the discussions found in the biblical commentaries 

6. See ibid., chapter 12, for discussion of the commentaries on Aristotle’s works.
7. Nicholas M. Healy, “Introduction,” in Aquinas on Scripture: An Introduction to 

His Biblical Commentaries, ed. Thomas G. Weinandy, O.F.M. Cap., Daniel A. Keat-
ing, and John P. Yocum (New York: T. & T. Clark, 2005), 12.

8. Summa theologiae [hereafter, ST] I, q. 1, a. 5.
9. ST I, q. 1, a. 2. He later adds, “Sacred doctrine derives its principles not 

from any human knowledge, but from the divine knowledge, through which, as 
through the highest wisdom, all our knowledge is set in order” (I, q. 1, a. 6, ad 1).
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recur throughout the Summa theologiae. In fact, Prügl points out, the 
difference between the biblical commentaries and the Summa theologi-
ae is “modest,”10 because Scripture is sacra doctrina and thus itself pos-
sesses an ordering wisdom that Aquinas, like other high Scholastics, 
sought to illumine by the method of divisio textus.11 Prügl goes on to 
say, “The ‘advantage’ of the Summa lies in the fact that its endeavors 
are not tied to the continuous text of a biblical book; its topics are in-
stead ‘freely’ arranged according to the requirements of the theolog-
ical discipline [secundum ordinem doctrinae, non secundum quod require-
bat librorum expositio].”12 As set forth in a Summa, the ordering wisdom 
of the biblically revealed principles should possess a distinct clarity—
which explains why Aquinas carefully revised his Summa theologiae but 
not his biblical commentaries. Yet, no high Scholastic theologian gave 
up the task of commenting on Scripture. As Torrell says, “The great 
systematic works have monopolized attention. But ‘to read’ Scripture 
was the first task for the master in theology, and therefore also for 
Thomas.”13 Understanding St. Thomas thus calls for uniting scholar-
ship on his Summae with scholarship on his biblical commentaries. Tor-
rell affirms, “If we wish, therefore, to get a slightly less one-sided idea 
of the whole theologian and his method, it is imperative to read and 
use in a much deeper fashion these biblical commentaries in parallel 
with the great systematic works.”14

Scholarly Study of Aquinas’s Biblical Commentaries

When Torrell wrote those words in 1993, there existed no book-
length study, so far as we know, of Aquinas’s Lectura super Ioannem. 
There did not even exist a full French or English translation of the Super 
Ioannem. Since that time, fortunately, the situation has changed rather 
significantly.15 Clearly, this surge in interest in Aquinas’s biblical com-

10. Prügl, “Thomas Aquinas as Interpreter of Scripture,” 403.
11. On this point, see ibid., 401–2.
12. Ibid., 403–4. The quotation is from the Prologue to the prima pars of the ST.
13. Torrell, Saint Thomas Aquinas, vol. 1, 55.
14. Ibid.
15. Pim Valkenberg’s study of Aquinas’s use of Scripture in the ST, originally 

published in 1990, received a much larger print run in 2000 under the title Words 
of the Living God: Place and Function of Holy Scripture in the Theology of St. Thomas 
Aquinas (Leuven: Peeters, 2000). Book-length studies of Aquinas’s commentaries 
on the Psalms, on the Letter to the Ephesians, and on the Letter to the Hebrews 
have appeared, by Thomas F. Ryan (2000), Christopher T. Baglow (2002), and 
Antoine Guggenheim (2004), respectively. See Thomas F. Ryan, Thomas Aquinas 
as Reader of the Psalms (Notre Dame, Ind.: University of Notre Dame Press, 2000); 
Christopher T. Baglow, “Modus et Forma”: A New Approach to the Exegesis of Saint 
Thomas Aquinas with an Application to the Lectura super Epistolam ad Ephesios 
(Rome: Pontifical Biblical Institute Press, 2002); and Antoine Guggenheim, Jé-
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mentaries in general and the Lectura super Ioannem in particular marks a 
major step, even if only a preliminary one, toward the accomplishment 
of Torrell’s goal that scholars learn to “read and use in a much deeper 
fashion these biblical commentaries in parallel with the great system-
atic works.” Around the same time, the second and final volume of the 
English translation of the Super Ioannem finally appeared in 1999, nine-
teen years after the publication of the first volume.16 Unfortunately, al-
most immediately after its appearance, this second volume joined the 
first one in going out of print, having sold out its print run. In recent 
years, those who led the original effort to publish English translations 
of Aquinas’s biblical commentaries have passed to the Lord: one thinks 
especially of Fabian Larcher, O.P., Pierre Conway, O.P., and Thomas 
Gallagher, publisher of Magi Books, who spent his last years editing the 
1999 volume of the second half of the Super Ioannem. 

The present republication of the English translation of Aquinas’s 
Lectura super Ioannem corresponds with growing scholarly attention to 
the commentary and validates the important work of Fabian Larcher 
and his contemporaries. In preparing this republication of Fr. Larch-
er’s translation (whose first eight chapters were corrected by James 
Weisheipl, O.P., for the 1980 edition), we have corrected typographical 
errors, clarified a few translation problems, and added one short sec-
tion from the commentary on chapter fifteen, lecture three, that was 
missing from the original edition. We have also added a prologue at-
tributed to St. Jerome with a commentary by St. Thomas, translated 
by Becket Soule, O.P. This was not part of the volume published by  
Fr. Larcher in 1980. The prologue does not appear in any of the extant 
works of Jerome (and so its authenticity is questionable), but the text 

sus Christ, grand prêtre de l’ancienne et de la nouvelle alliance. Étude du Commentaire de 
saint Thomas d’Aquin sur l’Épître aux Hébreux (Geneva: Parole et Silence, 2004). 
Thomas G. Weinandy, O.F.M. Cap., Daniel A. Keating, and John P. Yocum edited 
Aquinas on Scripture: An Introduction to His Biblical Commentaries (2005), a collection 
of essays covering the majority of Aquinas’s commentaries. With particular focus 
upon the Lectura super Ioannem, Pierre-Yves Maillard published a study of the vi-
sion of God (2001) and Denis-Dominique Le Pivain a study of the Holy Spirit’s 
action (2006); Michael Dauphinais and Matthew Levering edited a collection of 
essays, Reading John with St. Thomas Aquinas (2005), which also contains a lengthy 
bibliography of publications treating Aquinas’s biblical commentaries. See Pierre-
Yves Maillard, O.P., La vision de Dieu chez Thomas d’Aquin. Une lecture de l’In Inoan-
nem à la lumière de ses sources augustiniennes (Paris: Vrin, 2001); Denis-Dominique 
Le Pivain, F.S.S.P., L’action du Saint-Esprit dans le commentaire de l’évangile de saint 
Jean par saint Thomas d’Aquin (Paris: Téqui, 2006); and Michael Dauphinais and 
Matthew Levering, Reading John with St. Thomas Aquinas: Theological Exegesis and 
Speculative Theology (Washington, D.C.: The Catholic University of America Press, 
2005).

16. St. Thomas Aquinas, Commentary on the Gospel of Saint John, trans. Fabian 
Larcher, O.P. and James A. Weisheipl, O.P., 2 vols. (Albany, N.Y.: Magi Books, 
1980; Petersham, Mass.: St. Bede’s Publications, 1999).
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has been traced back to the sixth century and several medieval authors 
(St. Bonaventure, St. Albert, Hugh of St. Cher, Nicholas of Lyra, and 
St. Thomas) attribute it to Jerome. We are including Jerome’s prologue 
and Aquinas’s commentary on it primarily because the latter sheds 
further light on Aquinas’s overall estimation of the Gospel of John.

The most significant addition we have made is to situate Aquinas’s 
Commentary on John more clearly and directly in relationship to his pa-
tristic sources and to his Summa theologiae. When Aquinas quotes a pa-
tristic author, we provide the full citation of that source in either the 
Patrologia Latina or Patrologia Graeca (but we have not done this for 
the many allusions where he does not cite his source).17 We have also 
noted when the patristic source that Aquinas cites appears in the Cat-
ena aurea (which is his own collection of patristic texts on the four gos-
pels). Similarly, without claiming to have caught every instance, we 
note where a given verse from the Gospel of John appears in the Sum-
ma theologiae, thereby enabling both a direct comparison of Aquinas’s 
discussion of the verse in his Super Ioannem with his use(s) of the verse 
in the Summa theologiae, and an appreciation of which verses from the 
Gospel of John are deemed by Aquinas to be most important for his 
theological reflection in the various parts of the Summa.

Since the Super Ioannem itself contains a large amount of speculative 
theological reflection, we have also noted discussions of the same or 
similar themes in the Summa theologiae, so as to assist readers in mov-
ing from the commentary to the Summa. In general, these are not loca 
parallela in the traditional sense. Instead, these notes point the reader 
to further speculative background in the Summa regarding a particular 
theme that appears in the Super Ioannem. The Summa aims at enabling 
theologians to read Scripture well, and so the insights of the Summa 
are often presumed in the commentary. Our notes, while not exhaus-
tive, seek to identify key places where this is so. In addition, when 
Aquinas refers to councils, heresies, or lesser-known figures, we have 
provided an explanatory note giving information about the person or 
event in question. So as to avoid confusion, we should also observe 
that we have kept the Vulgate numbering of the Psalms.

Fr. Larcher’s translation is based on the Parma, Vivès, and Mariet-
ti Latin editions of the Commentary on John.18 It is not, however, based 
upon a critical edition of Aquinas’s Super Ioannem, since none exists. 

17. We have attempted to identify as many of the patristic sources as possi-
ble. For this task, the English edition of the Catena aurea has been indispensable, 
and the footnotes from the French edition of Aquinas’s Commentary on John have 
been gratefully mined in order to identify many of the original sources: Thomas 
D’Aquin, Commentaire sur l’Évangile de saint Jean, vol. 1, introduction and trans. 
M.-D. Philippe (Paris: Les Éditions du Cerf, 1998).

18. See “A Note to the Reader,” in St. Thomas Aquinas, Commentary on the Gos-
pel of St. John, part II (Petersham, Mass.: St. Bede’s Publications, 1999). 
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The Leonine edition of Aquinas’s Super Ioannem has not appeared and—
from what we can foresee—will not appear for some years. Since the 
variations in the extant texts (thirty-three complete and thirteen in-
complete surviving manuscript copies) of the Super Ioannem are rela-
tively few, it is to be hoped that the eventual publication of the Leonine 
edition of the Commentary will require only slight adjustments in this 
English edition.

Spiritual and Literal Senses

In the Lectura super Ioannem, Aquinas employs the spiritual sense 
relatively rarely. Not all chapters in his commentary contain even one 
example of the spiritual sense. This does not mean, however, that 
Aquinas disdained the spiritual sense. Thomas Prügl observes that “any 
attempt to reduce his exegesis to a wrestling between the spiritual and 
literal sense would represent a gross misunderstanding of his concerns. 
The discussion of different senses in Scripture illustrates merely one 
aspect of his exegesis.”19 Rather than seeking in his exegesis to priori-
tize one sense over another, Aquinas is concerned throughout his ex-
egesis, as Prügl goes on to say, “with the most important task of theol-
ogy: encountering the ultimate and greatest mystery of faith, God and 
the ways in which He reveals Himself to humanity for our salvation.”20 
The encounter with “God Teaching” is at the heart of Aquinas’s exe-
getical work, and the literal and spiritual senses of Scripture serve this 
encounter.

An example of this appears in Aquinas’s commentary on Jn 20:17, 
“Jesus said to her [Mary Magdalene], ‘Do not hold me, for I have not 
yet ascended to the Father; but go to my brethren and say to them, 
I am ascending to my Father and your Father, to my God and your 
God.’” The difficulty consists in understanding why Christ told Mary 
Magdalene not to hold him. After all, Aquinas points out, the very 
opposite is found in other post-Resurrection accounts, for instance  
Lk 24:39, “Handle me, and see; for a spirit has not flesh and bones” 
(no. 2516). In Matt 28:9, similarly, Mary Magdalene and the other 
women were allowed to take hold of the risen Christ’s feet. These in-
stances suggest that in addition to the literal meaning of Jesus’ words 
to Mary Magdalene in Jn 20:17, there is a meaning that the Holy Spirit 
seeks to teach believers. 

What meaning might this be? Why would Christ tell Mary Magda-
lene, at this meeting, not to hold him? Aquinas offers two “mystical 
reasons” from Augustine (no. 2517). Augustine’s mystical readings pre-
suppose the literal sense, namely, that Christ is a teacher, which Mary 

19. Prügl, “Thomas Aquinas as Interpreter of Scripture,” 391–92.
20. Ibid., 406.
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Magdalene proclaims him to be in the preceding verse. Christ therefore 
speaks here in order to teach Mary Magdalene, and those who believe 
in him, an important truth. Augustine’s first mystical reading presents 
Christ as teaching through mystical symbolism, as Christ does often in 
the Gospel of John. If we read Christ’s words, in their context, as mys-
tical teaching, Mary Magdalene could symbolize “the Church of the 
Gentiles, which was not to touch Christ by faith until he had ascended 
to the Father” (no. 2517). Jesus may intend to teach us through mys-
tical symbolism a truth about the Church, whose permanent center is 
Israel to whom Christ preached in the flesh. Augustine’s second mys-
tical reading suggests that “touch is the last stage of knowledge: when 
we see something, we know it to a certain extent, but when we touch 
it our knowledge is complete” (no. 2517). Mary Magdalene may know 
Jesus to a certain extent, but not yet know him fully as the divine Son. 
Jesus would then be teaching her how to know him. She should not 
think that she already knows him fully (“hold” or “touch” him) in the 
limited sense that she now sees him; she must seek to see him spiri- 
tually. 

Augustine, followed by Aquinas, in this way presents the encounter 
between Jesus and Mary Magdalene as a spiritual or mystical instruc-
tion concerning how Mary Magdalene must learn to know Jesus, un-
derstandable (and therefore interpretable) only in faith. Aquinas sum-
marizes Augustine’s second interpretation: 

Thus Christ says, “Do not hold me,” that is, do not allow what you now 
believe of me to be the limit of your faith, “for I have not yet ascended 
to my Father,” that is, in your heart, because you do not believe that I 
am one with him—yet she did believe this later. In a way Christ did as-
cend to the Father within her when she had advanced in the faith to 
the point of believing that he was equal to the Father (no. 2517). 

Such mystical interpretations, Aquinas makes clear, do not compete 
with the literal sense, but illumine it. In this case, he draws the literal 
sense from John Chrysostom. Chrysostom supposes that Mary Mag-
dalene, seeing Jesus, thinks of him simply as a man who, having died, 
has now risen from the grave to return to his former bodily life. Such 
a response on Mary Magdalene’s part would not be surprising. On this 
reading, Jesus’ instruction to Mary not to hold him “was like saying: Do 
not think that I have a mortal life, and can associate with you as before: 
‘Even though we once regarded Christ from a human point of view, we 
regard him thus no longer’ (2 Cor 5:16)” (no. 2518). Similarly, Jesus’ 
remark that “I have not yet ascended to my father” would explain why 
he was in this transitional state, visible to her as if continuing his mortal 
life. The transitional state belonged to his desire to teach his followers: 
“For before he ascended he wanted to strengthen in the hearts of the 
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apostles their faith in his resurrection and in his divinity” (no. 2518). 
The mystical or spiritual sense, in short, builds upon and manifests 

the literal sense, namely, that Christ is the Teacher, both before and af-
ter his Resurrection. This literal sense corresponds with Aquinas’s un-
derstanding of Scripture as a privileged mode (because its principal au-
thor is the Holy Spirit) of sacra doctrina. To cite Prügl again: “Aquinas 
views Scripture as a part—indeed, a central part—of this encompassing 
project of transmitting divine knowledge, which starts in God’s wis-
dom, continues in the revelation of the incarnate Logos, arrives at the 
apostles as main witnesses of Christ’s deeds and words, and is eventu-
ally transmitted from the biblical authors to the interpreters of Scrip-
ture.”21 The mystical sense here arises from and deepens Aquinas’s 
keen appreciation of Christ, in the literal sense, as the Teacher of sa-
cra doctrina.22 That there is a mystical sense comes from the fact that 
Christ, by the Holy Spirit, teaches both literally, at the level of the in-
terchange between himself and Mary Magdalene, and spiritually, us-
ing that historical interchange as symbolism for further teaching about 
realities such as the Church or the act of faith. 

Aquinas often uses the spiritual sense without dividing it into al-
legorical, moral, and anagogical, preferring to call it simply the “mys-
tical” sense. He is nonetheless aware of the division. For instance, he 
proposes an allegorical reading of Jn 1:35 (no. 281) and of Jn 1:38 (no. 
290), as well as a moral reading of Jn 1:38. As we will see below, he 
cites Origen on the anagogical sense of Jn 2:22 (no. 415). He has no 
hesitation in specifying and employing the different senses.

Regarding the literal sense in the biblical commentaries, a question 
that frequently arises is whether Aquinas allows that a particular bib-
lical passage can have more than one literal sense. Certainly, Aquinas 
denies that any merely human exegete can so fully apprehend the lit-
eral sense of certain biblical passages as to exclude further literal sens-
es. As we will see, therefore, he frequently places side by side, without 
deciding between them, quite different interpretations of the literal 
sense, generally taken from the Fathers. As Thomas Prügl states, how-
ever, Aquinas also affirms that “the meaning remains rooted in the 
text and must not be arbitrarily separated from it by the interpreter.”23 
Aquinas further holds that the creedal articles of faith, as set forth by 
the Church’s Magisterium, impose definite limits on the range of pos-
sible literal interpretations.24 

21. Ibid., 392.
22. See also Michael Sherwin, O.P., “Christ the Teacher in St. Thomas’s Com-

mentary on the Gospel of John,” in Reading John with St. Thomas Aquinas, 173–93; 
Michael Dauphinais, The Pedagogy of the Incarnation: Christ the Teacher According to 
St. Thomas Aquinas, Ph.D. dissertation, University of Notre Dame, 2000.

23. Prügl, “Thomas Aquinas as Interpreter of Scripture,” 395. 
24. Thus one might need to qualify Prügl’s remark that for Aquinas “the in-
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Aquinas’s Sources

Parallel Biblical Texts

An extraordinary profusion of “parallel” biblical texts characterizes 
Aquinas’s Lectura super Ioannem, which whenever possible seeks to in-
terpret Scripture through Scripture. This profusion of parallel texts dis-
plays how Aquinas conceives of the richness of the realities depicted 
in Scripture. He ranges throughout the Old and New Testament with 
a freedom that is possible only for one who believes that the realities 
of faith are present and active throughout history, preparing for and/
or fulfilling the work of deification in Christ through the Holy Spirit. 
Brevard Childs considers Aquinas’s citation of parallel passages as a so-
phisticated form of “intertextuality,” wherein “a catena of verses with-
out commentary . . . prompts the reader to reflect on the nature of the 
reality undergirding these different witnesses.”25

We can take as a representative example, among so many, Aqui-
nas’s commentary on Jn 1:16–18, “And from his fullness have we all 
received, grace upon grace. For the law was given through Moses; grace 
and truth came through Jesus Christ. No one has ever seen God; the 
only Son, who is in the bosom of the Father, he has made him known.” 
His commentary on these verses runs somewhat more than four thou-
sand words in total.

To what other biblical passages does Aquinas refer in order to elu-
cidate these three verses from John’s Gospel? With regard to grace  
(Jn 1:16 and 1:17), Thomas refers to Stephen in Acts and to the Vir-
gin Mary in Lk 1:28. He crosslists texts about the Holy Spirit from 1 
Cor 12:11, Jl 2:28, Rom 8:9, and Wis 1:7. He also cites passages that 
have to do with God’s grace in Sir 24:26, Eph 4:7, Prov 4:2, Rom 3:1, 
Rom 6:23, Rom 11:6, and Zech 4:7. With regard to Moses and Christ 
(Jn 1:17), he compares Christ and Moses by recourse to Deut 6:4, Deut 
34:10, Is 33:22, 2 Cor 3:9, Heb 7:19 (twice), Heb 10:1, and Rom 6:6, as 
well as Jn 14:6 and 18:37.

Lastly, with regard to the question of whether any human being or 
angel has ever seen God (Jn 1:18), Aquinas turns to Ex 33:20, Is 6:1, 
Is 45:15, Prov 30:4, 2 Sam 6:2, 1 Tim 6:16, Matt 5:8, Matt 18:10, Matt 
22:30, 1 Jn 3:2, Gen 18:1–3, Gen 32:30, Wis 13:5, Rom 1:20, Job 36:25, 
Job 36:26, Jer 32:18, 2 Cor 5:8, and 2 Cor 12:3, as well as Jn 4:24 and 

terpretation of Scripture is never final because the Holy Spirit imbues the texts 
with a degree of vitality that continues to affect the Church in ever new ways 
and at all times” (396). Truths taught de fide by the Church do constitute, for 
Aquinas, definitively truthful interpretations of Scripture. Though such interpre-
tations are not final in one sense because they can develop in depth, they are fi-
nal in another sense in that they can never be contradicted.

25. Brevard Childs, The Struggle to Understand Isaiah as Christian Scripture 
(Grand Rapids, Mich.: Eerdmans, 2004), 160.
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17:3. He investigates Christ’s unique knowledge of God by means of 
Ps 2:7, Ps 109:3, 1 Cor 2:11, Matt 11:27, Is 52:6, Heb 1:1, and Heb 2:3.

In short, in his treatment of three verses from the Gospel of John, 
Aquinas cites three of the four Gospels, eleven of the twenty-seven 
books of the New Testament, and thirteen books of the Old Testament, 
including three of the five books of the Pentateuch as well as texts 
from the historical books, the prophets, the psalms, and the wisdom 
literature. Obviously some of these “parallel” biblical passages have 
more clear application than others, a point that is particularly in ev-
idence with regard to the Old Testament texts. Even so, it could be 
shown that almost every one of the texts employed by Aquinas has a 
clear theological relationship with the verses from John 1. 

While such a profusion of parallel biblical passages does not occur 
equally for every three verses of the Gospel of John, nonetheless we 
have here an accurate portrait of Aquinas’s effort to read Scripture by 
means of Scripture. These parallel biblical passages differ from the ones 
chosen by Albert the Great in his commentary on John; unless we are 
mistaken, many of them are original to Aquinas himself.

Patristic Commentary

One of the hallmarks of Aquinas’s biblical commentaries is his lib-
eral citation of the Fathers. Especially for his era, Thomas’s access to, 
and use of, the Greek Fathers is particularly noteworthy. In the ear-
ly 1260s, Pope Urban IV asked Thomas—then resident in Orvieto—
to provide a Gospel commentary based upon the Latin and Greek Fa-
thers. Though Urban lived to see only the first volume completed (in 
1264), Thomas went on to finish this massive project, a work known 
to us as the Catena aurea (the “Golden Chain”).26 

In the Introduction to the 1997 reprint of the English edition of 
the Catena aurea, Aidan Nichols observes that “the patristic research 
represented by the Catena aurea is, for its time, staggering.”27 Thomas 
cites more than fifty authors in the four-volume commentary, mostly 
from the patristic era, but also from the medieval period, including the 
Glossa Interlinearis and the Glossa Ordinaria. He undoubtedly took many 
of his citations from earlier collected catenae of patristic citations, but 
it also appears that he had access to complete commentaries as well. 
When compiling the Catena aurea on John, Aquinas relied principal-

26. For Aquinas’s use of the Church Fathers, see Leo J. Elders, “Thomas Aqui-
nas and the Fathers of the Church,” in Irena Backus, ed., The Reception of the 
Church Fathers in the West: From the Carolingians to the Maurists, vol. 1 (Leiden: E. J. 
Brill, 1997), 337–66.

27. Aidan Nichols, “Introduction to the 1997 Republished Edition,” Catena 
Aurea (Southampton, U.K.: Saint Austin Press, 1997), v; English edition first pub-
lished in 1841, ed. John Henry Newman.
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ly on a few select authors. He cites far fewer sources overall (approxi-
mately sixteen) than he does in the Catena for the Synoptic Gospels, 
and he depends largely on three authors: Origen, Augustine, and John 
Chrysostom.28

Origen. The practice of line-by-line commentary on the Gospel of 
John in the patristic period had a curious beginning. Though we find 
individual references to John’s Gospel in the anti-Gnostic writings of 
Irenaeus (c. 180), the first recorded commentary on the fourth Gos-
pel comes from the Valentinian Gnostic teacher, Heracleon, toward the 
end of the second century. Prompted in part by Heracleon’s work, Ori-
gen of Alexandria undertook his own massive commentary on John, 
composing thirty-two books between the years 230 and 242. It is Ori-
gen who has preserved fragments of Heracleon’s work, refuting the 
Gnostic’s interpretations in the context of his own commentary. In 
turn, Origen’s commentary had an enormous influence on subsequent 
interpretation of John in both the East and the West.

Scholars surmise that Origen never finished his commentary on 
John’s Gospel, but instead ended at Jn 13:33—worn out, perhaps, by 
having devoted more than three hundred pages to Jn 1:1–29.29 From 
the thirty-two books that originally made up Origen’s commentary, 
only books 1, 2, 6, 10, 13, 19, 20, 28, and 32 survive in Greek.30 It is 
not surprising, then, that thirty-six of Aquinas’s eighty-five referenc-
es to Origen appear in his discussion of chapter one of John’s Gospel. 
Of the remainder, thirteen appear in his discussion of John 8, eleven 
in his discussion of John 13, nine in his discussion of John 4, six in 
his discussion of John 2, and four in his discussion of John 11. The re-
maining few are scattered in various chapters, and refer at times not to 

28. Aquinas does not appear to have had access to the full-length commen-
taries on the Gospel of John by Theodore of Mopsuestia (c. 410) and Cyril of 
Alexandria (c. 425–27). Theodore’s commentary, available in full only in Syriac 
translation, represents the epitome of Antiochene biblical commentary, a close 
and careful adherence to the plain sense of the text, but with little exploration 
of wider biblical connections and themes. Cyril’s massive commentary on John, 
the largest extant commentary from the patristic period, presents a Christological 
interpretation of John, and is commonly judged to represent the finest theologi-
cal commentary on John among the Greek Fathers. In the West, citations of John 
appear in the more significant Latin Fathers (Tertullian, Novatian, Cyprian, Hil-
ary, Ambrose, and Jerome), but the only full-length treatment of the fourth Gos-
pel comes from the pen of Augustine. For the history of the Fourth Gospel in the 
Latin Fathers, see Douglas J. Milewski, Nos Locus Dei Sumus: Augustine’s Exege-
sis and Theology of John 17 in the Light of In Evangelium Iohannis Tractatus CIV–CXI 
(Rome: Institutum Patristicum Augustinianum, 2000), 61–84.

29. See Ronald E. Heine, “Introduction,” in Origen: Commentary on the Gospel 
According to John Books 1–10, trans. Ronald E. Heine (Washington, D.C.: The Cath-
olic University of America Press, 1989), 7.

30. Ibid., 8.
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Origen’s commentary on John but to other texts of Origen. There are 
no references to Origen in Aquinas’s discussion of John 5–7, 9, 14, and 
16–20.

When Origen’s name does appear, we find a wide variation in Aqui-
nas’s appraisal of Origen’s interpretations. On the one hand, approxi-
mately ten percent of the references criticize Origen’s position, often in 
strong terms. Discussing the affirmation in Jn 1:1 that “the Word was 
God,” for example, Aquinas observes, 

We should note that Origen disgracefully misunderstood this clause, led 
astray by the Greek manner of speaking. It is the custom among the 
Greeks to put the article before every name in order to indicate a dis-
tinction. In the Greek version of John’s Gospel the name “Word” in the 
statement, In the beginning was the Word, and also the name “God” in 
the statement, and the Word was with God, are prefixed by an article, 
so as to read “the Word” and “the God,” in order to indicate the emi-
nence and distinction of the Word from other words, and the princi-
pality of the Father in the divinity. But in the statement, the Word was 
God, the article is not prefixed to the noun “God,” which stands for the 
person of the Son. Because of this Origen blasphemed that the Word, 
although he was Word by essence, was not God by essence, but is called 
God by participation; while the Father alone is God by essence. And so 
he held that the Son is inferior to the Father (no. 58).

Against Origen’s position, Aquinas provides a lengthy argument from 
St. John Chrysostom. Aquinas goes on to pair Origen with Arius, since 
both denied the full divinity of the Son (no. 126).31

Nonetheless, the great majority of Aquinas’s references to Origen in 
the Super Ioannem treat him as a highly valuable interpreter. Given that 
Origen devoted significant portions of his commentary to critiquing 
the views of Heracleon, a disciple of Valentinus, Aquinas draws upon 
Origen to criticize Gnostic readings of the Gospel of John. With regard 
to Jn 1:3, for example, Aquinas observes that some thinkers had in-
terpreted the phrase “without him nothing was made” as if “nothing” 
were a substantial reality. Following Origen, Aquinas describes in some 
detail the view of Valentinus, who held this position regarding Jn 1:3: 

[Valentinus] affirmed, as Origen says, a multitude of principles, and 
taught that from them came thirty eras. The first principles he postu-

31. Aquinas also denounces Origen for his denial of the full divinity of the 
Holy Spirit (no. 74), for teaching that the Son is the subordinate instrument of 
the Father (no. 75), for speculating that Christ’s soul preexisted his body (no. 
467), and for asserting that all would be saved (no. 486). The strength of the 
charges against Origen stem not just from indications in his own writings, but 
from later condemnations of exaggerated Origenist teaching in his followers in 
the fourth, fifth, and sixth centuries. 
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lates are two: The Deep, which he calls God the Father, and Silence. 
And from these proceed ten eras. But from the Deep and from Silence, 
he says, there are two other principles, Mind and Truth; and from these 
issued eight eras. Then from Mind and Truth, there are two other prin-
ciples, Word and Life; and from these issued twelve eras; thus making a 
total of thirty. Finally, from the Word and Life there proceeded in time, 
the man Christ and the Church. In this way Valentinus affirmed many 
eras previous to the issuing forth of the Word (no. 80).

The Gnostics also taught that the Father of Jesus Christ is different 
from the God of the Old Testament, and that evil is a substance (and 
coprinciple with good). In commenting upon Jn 8:19 and 8:44, Aqui-
nas cites Origen for help in refuting both these positions.

Origen provides an important source for Aquinas’s use of the spiri-
tual sense of Scripture as well. Aquinas’s commentary on John 2 of-
fers an example of this influence. Discussing Jn 2:19, where Jesus 
says “Destroy this temple, and in three days I will raise it up,” Aquinas 
states that Origen “assigns a mystical reason for this expression, and 
says: The true body of Christ is the temple of God, and this body sym-
bolizes the mystical body, i.e., the Church” (no. 404). Likewise, Aqui-
nas accepts Origen’s anagogical reading of Jn 2:22, where the evange-
list relates, “When therefore he was raised from the dead, his disciples 
remembered that he had said this” (no. 415). Origen finds in this verse 
the promise that after our resurrection from the dead, we will un-
derstand things that before our resurrection are obscure to us. Again, 
commenting on Jn 4:21, Aquinas adopts Origen’s explanation that Je-
sus’ discussion of worship with the Samaritan woman may mystically 
be interpreted as showing that “the three types of worship are three 
kinds of participation in divine wisdom,” namely, erroneous worship, 
the Church’s imperfect worship, and the perfection of the heavenly 
Jerusalem. Such examples of Aquinas’s use of Origen on the spiritual 
sense of Scripture could be multiplied. 

As regards the literal sense, Aquinas frequently cites Origen posi-
tively. Regarding Jn 1:2 in relationship to 1:1, Aquinas states: “Ori-
gen gives a rather beautiful explanation of this clause, ‘He was in the 
beginning with God,’ when he says that it is not separate from the 
first three, but is in a certain sense their epilogue” (no. 63). According 
to Origen, followed by Aquinas, the clause points back to “In the be-
ginning” (1:1), “was God” (1:1), and “was with God.” Similarly, inter-
preting Jn 1:3–4, Aquinas notes that Augustine, Origen, and Hilary of 
Poitiers each give a different meaning to the Greek. Whereas the mod-
ern Revised Standard Version has “that was made. In him was life,” 
Aquinas accepts the reading “What was made in him was life” (no. 
89f.). He then observes that Augustine constructs the sentence “What 
was made in him” / “was life,” whereas Origen constructs the sentence 
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“What was made” / “in him was life.” The theological differences that 
these constructions imply enable Aquinas to reflect fruitfully on the 
variety of possibilities within the literal sense of the text. Again, in-
terpreting Jn 1:10, “He was in the world,” Aquinas praises Origen’s 
literal reading of this verse as being about creatures’ presence in the 
Word: “Origen uses an apt example to show this, when he says that as 
a human vocal sound is to a human word conceived in the mind, so 
is the creature to the divine Word; for as our vocal sound is the effect 
of the work conceived in our mind, so the creature is the effect of the 
Word conceived in the divine mind” (no. 135). Just as with the spiritu-
al sense, examples of Aquinas’s appreciation for Origen’s literal reading 
could easily be multiplied.

Augustine. Augustine’s commentary on John, which Aquinas pos-
sessed in full, is a constant presence in Aquinas’s own commentary.32 
The first chapter of Aquinas’s Super Ioannem cites Augustine more than 
forty times, and this reliance continues throughout each chapter of the 
Super Ioannem. Augustine provides a central source for the literal sense 
(inclusive of technical theological discussions), as well as the spiritual 
sense.

Although Aquinas generally places Augustine’s interpretation side-
by-side with other patristic interpreters such as Chrysostom, Origen, 
and Hilary,33 at times he draws upon Augustine’s commentary in a 
more exclusive fashion, especially when the biblical text involves a 
theme that has particular significance in Augustine’s theology. Thus, 
for example, Aquinas’s discussion of Jn 1:1, “In the beginning was the 
Word,” draws heavily and at times exclusively upon Augustine’s com-
mentary in seeking to explain the meaning of the term “Word” (see 
nos. 25–29)—although Aristotle and John Damascene are also present 
here. A similar representative example of reliance on Augustine’s com-
mentary is Aquinas’s discussion of “Peace I leave with you; my peace 

32. The Tractates on the Gospel of John, written between 406 and 421, treat the 
entire Gospel against the backdrop, first of the Donatist, and then of the Pelagian, 
controversies. The dating of the Tractates is debated, but there is general agree-
ment that they should be divided into two distinct groupings: the first group, 
Tractates 1–54, makes regular reference to the Donatists, and is dated either c. 
405–408 or c. 411–414; the second group, Tractates 55–124, shows a Pelagian 
background, and is dated c. 416–418. See John W. Rettig, Tractates on the Gospel of 
John: 1–10, Fathers of the Church 78 (Washington, D.C.: The Catholic University 
of America Press, 1988), 23–31, for a summary of the scholarly debate over the 
date of the Tractates.

33. See, for example, the commentary on Jn 16:14, “I did not say these things 
to you from the beginning, because I was with you,” where Aquinas develops 
two possible explanations of the literal sense from Augustine, but then offers a 
different account from Chrysostom (no. 2081). Repeatedly, Aquinas pairs the in-
terpretations of Augustine with John Chrysostom and others, without choosing 
between them.
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I give to you” (Jn 14:27). Aquinas has in view Augustine’s theology 
of “peace,” which plays such a crucial role in Augustine’s anthropolo-
gy, political theory, and eschatology. In order to explore its theological 
ramifications, Aquinas devotes a distinct “lecture” in his commentary 
to the first half of Jn 14:27. 

According to Augustine’s famous definition, employed here by 
Aquinas, “Peace is nothing else than the tranquility arising from order” 
(no. 1962).34 Following Augustine without explicit attribution, Aqui-
nas observes that human beings exhibit a threefold “order.” The soul 
and body should be properly ordered, as happens when the intellect 
directs the will and the intellect and will direct the sense appetites; the 
person should be rightly ordered to other created persons by the bond 
of love; and the person should be rightly ordered to God by loving God 
above all things. Given this threefold order, “peace” is also threefold, 
as Aquinas affirms through biblical quotations: interior (with oneself), 
with one’s neighbor, and with God.

In its full meaning, it is clear that even the followers of Christ, on 
earth, do not enjoy perfect “peace.” Aquinas recognizes this tension: 
“The saints [true Christians] have this peace now, and will have it in 
the future. But here it is imperfect because we cannot have an undis-
turbed peace either within ourselves, or with God, or with our neigh-
bor. We will enjoy it perfectly in the future, when we reign without 
an enemy and there can never be conflicts” (no. 1962). Thus Aquinas, 
following Augustine, proposes that when Jesus describes “peace” in 
two ways—“Peace I leave with you, my peace I give to you”—Jesus is 
describing two degrees of peace, imperfect and perfect. Without peace, 
the fruit of the grace of the Holy Spirit, Jesus’ followers would be un-
able to be sanctified on earth, and would remain entirely unjust (dis-
ordered) in themselves, in relation to other created persons, and in re-
lation to God. Aquinas cites Augustine to the effect that “one cannot 
gain the inheritance of the Lord who is unwilling to observe his cov-
enant, nor can he have a union with Christ if he lives in strife with a 
Christian” (no. 1962). 

In addition to this imperfect “peace,” the second way of describ-
ing “peace”—“my peace I give to you”—indicates a second sense of 
“peace,” namely, the perfect peace that we will enjoy in heaven. Jesus 
characterizes this peace as “my peace” because it is perfect, just as his 
peace has always been perfect. As Aquinas notes, “He always had this 
second kind of peace, because he was always without conflict” (no. 
1963). Yet, is the “peace” that Jesus leaves with us (the first way of de-
scribing peace) also Jesus’ peace? Drawing a connection between this 
text and Jn 16:33, “in me you shall have peace,” Aquinas affirms the 
unity of Christian peace. The distinction between imperfect and per-

34. See ST II-II, q. 29, a. 2.
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fect peace does not exhaust Jesus’ meaning: “According to Augustine, 
both statements can refer to the peace of this time. Then Christ is say-
ing, ‘Peace I leave with you,’ by my example, but ‘my peace I give to 
you,’ by my power and strength” (no. 1963). 

In Augustinian fashion, therefore, Aquinas interprets this biblical 
verse first in terms of the distinction between earthly and heavenly 
“peace,” and second in terms of Christ’s efficacious example and grace 
as giving us “peace.” While Christ is the author of our peace in both 
this life and the next, in the next life we enjoy peace in the same way 
that Christ possesses it, whereas in this life we do not enjoy peace in 
this way. For Aquinas and Augustine, in short, it is important to rec-
ognize variations on the meaning of “peace” in interpreting this text. 
Otherwise, one will end up being forced either to deny that followers 
of Christ receive peace—to deny that any real sanctification occurs at 
all—or else, by imagining that we are expected as Christians to display 
on earth Christ’s perfect peace, to despair at our pitiful condition and 
to fear that no one is saved because all are hypocrites.

Though Aquinas most often employs Augustine’s exegesis to under-
take the literal theological interpretation that we have seen above, he 
also turns to Augustine to present the spiritual sense. As a representa-
tive example of this practice, one might note Aquinas’s interpretation 
of Jn 5:2. Here the evangelist describes the Sheep Pool in Jerusalem 
as having “five porticoes.” The literal sense of this verse, Aquinas says, 
simply conveys the structure of the pool which enabled the priests to 
“stand and wash the animals without inconvenience” (no. 704). The 
number five, however, prompts a search for the mystical sense of the 
verse. Just as he so often does for the literal sense, Aquinas sets forth 
the spiritual interpretations of Chrysostom and Augustine: “In the mys-
tical sense these five porticoes, according to Chrysostom, signify the 
five wounds in the body of Christ; about which we read: ‘Put your 
hand into my side, and do not be unbelieving, but believe’ (Jn 20:27). 
But according to Augustine, these five porticoes signify the five books 
of Moses” (no. 704). In this way Aquinas exhibits, as the mystical sense 
of the five porticoes, Christ’s fulfillment of the Torah by his Passion.

John Chrysostom. We have already noted that Chrysostom appears 
in Aquinas’s Super Ioannem with a frequency that rivals that of Augus-
tine. This is not surprising, because Aquinas drew heavily upon Chrys-
ostom’s biblical commentaries in his Catena aurea as well. As Torrell 
remarks, “The last chapters of his [Aquinas’s] commentary on Saint 
John are a rewriting of the Catena,”35 and indeed the entire commen-
tary is stamped by the Catena’s influence.

Unlike Origen, Chrysostom is not in need of doctrinal correction; 

35. Torrell, Saint Thomas Aquinas, vol. 1, 139.
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and unlike Augustine, whose theology so deeply influenced the medi-
eval distinctiones and quaestiones, Chrysostom rarely provides the basis 
for an extended theological discussion whose main lines appear also in 
the Summa theologiae. Instead, Aquinas values Chrysostom for his abili-
ty to draw forth a profound theological insight from what at first seems 
an unremarkable observation. Commenting for instance on Nicode-
mus’s question, “How can a man be born again when he is already 
an old man?” (Jn 3:4), Chrysostom observes that Nicodemus under-
stands Christ’s words carnally and therefore makes a foolish objection. 
From this point, which is quite clear in the Gospel, Chrysostom pro-
poses that likewise “all the reasons brought forth to attack the things 
of faith are foolish, since they are not according to the meaning of Sa-
cred Scripture” (no. 437). Human reason must be illumined by faith in 
order to understand Scripture’s teachings truly; faith saves human rea-
son from foolishness. Both a hermeneutics for biblical interpretation 
and an account of the relationship of faith and reason follow from Ni-
codemus’s misunderstanding.

Similarly, discussing the Virgin Mary’s request to Jesus at the Wed-
ding at Cana (Jn 2:3), Chrysostom asks why she had not urged him to 
do miracles before this time. After all, the angel had told her to expect 
that he would be powerful (Lk 1:32–33). Aquinas notes that Chrys-
ostom answers that she waited until the time was ripe. While true 
enough, this insight hardly goes far enough. Yet Chrysostom finds in 
her waiting, and in her request for a miracle at Cana, the evidence that 
she embodies the perfection of Israel. Because “Jews demand signs”  
(1 Cor 1:22), her request for a miracle flows from her perfect Jewish-
ness (no. 346). She reveals herself to be the mother of the Messiah pre-
cisely as the perfection of “the symbol of the synagogue, which is the 
mother of Christ” (no. 346). Chrysostom’s commentary also demon-
strates an attentiveness to the working of ordinary minds. For exam-
ple, regarding Jesus’ promise that the Father will give the Holy Spirit 
“to be with you for ever” (Jn 14:16), Chrysostom explains that “one 
could say that our Lord said these things to dispel a certain physical in-
terpretation they might have. They could have imagined that this Par-
aclete, which was to be given to them, would also leave them after a 
while by some kind of suffering, like Christ” (no. 1914). If the Messiah, 
whom they had expected to reign forever on earth, was leaving, then 
certainly they might have wondered whether the Paraclete would also 
eventually depart. In his commentary on Cana and on the Paraclete, 
we find Chrysostom’s rich ecclesiology, whose lineaments—as regards 
its attention to Israel and to the Holy Spirit—Aquinas adopts.

Heretics and Heterodoxy 

The role of the early Church’s central heretics in Aquinas’s Lectu-
ra super Ioannem should not go unmentioned. Thus Aquinas repeat-
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edly refers to the theology of Arius, whose views naturally come up 
relatively frequently in Aquinas’s patristic sources, such as Augustine 
and Hilary of Poitiers (see no. 1879). Arius appears not only where we 
would expect it—namely, in the discussion of the Word in chapter one 
of the Gospel, which contains eight references to Arius that combat the 
denial that the Son is fully divine—but he receives attention through-
out the commentary. For example, commenting on Jn 12:27, where 
Jesus says “Now is my soul troubled,” Aquinas points out that Jesus 
thereby refutes “the error of Arius and Apollinarius. For they said that 
Christ does not have a soul, and in place of his soul they substituted 
the Word” (no. 1654). Similarly, discussing Jesus’ statement that “he 
who receives me receives him who sent me” (Jn 13:20), Aquinas also 
brings in Arius: “Arius used this text in the following way to help sup-
port his own error: the Lord says that he who receives him receives 
the Father; and so the relationship between the Father who sends and 
the Son is the same as that of the Son who sends and the disciples. 
But Christ who sends is greater than the disciples who are sent” (no. 
1794). Against the logical conclusion that the Father is greater than 
the Son, Aquinas follows Augustine in appealing to Jesus’ two natures 
and role as Mediator. Again, when Jesus instructs Mary Magdalene to 
tell his disciples that “I am ascending to my Father and your Father, to 
my God and your God” (Jn 20:17), Aquinas warns against Arius’s in-
terpretation. He points out that Arius interpreted the words “my Fa-
ther and your Father” as evidence for the notion that “God is the Fa-
ther of the Son in the same way that he is our Father, and that he is 
the God of the Son in the same way that he is our God” (no. 2520). In 
response to Arius’s reading, Aquinas notes that Jesus is asking Mary 
Magdalene to “go to my brethren” (Jn 20:17). Thus he is speaking as 
man, and emphasizing his unity with the disciples in his humanity. 
Without question, “in his human nature he is subject to the Father as a 
creature to the Creator” (no. 2520).

Also present, though less frequently (in part because they lived af-
ter the deaths of Aquinas’s key patristic sources), are heterodox figures 
such as Apollinarius, Nestorius, and Eutyches.36 Commenting on Jn 
1:14, for instance, Aquinas asks “why the Evangelist did not say that 
the Word assumed flesh, but rather that ‘the Word was made flesh.’ I 
answer that he did this to exclude the error of Nestorius” (no. 170), in 
other words, to exclude any possibility of holding that the Virgin Mary 
is mother solely of the human nature, not mother of God. The prob-
lem with Nestorius’s heresy, Aquinas observes, is that “it would mean 
that God did not become man, for one particular suppositum cannot be 
predicated of another. Accordingly, if the person or suppositum of the 

36. Other heretics who make appearances in the Super Ioannem include Sabel-
lius, Eunomius, and Ebion, to name only a few.
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Word is different than the person or suppositum of the man in Christ, 
then what the Evangelist says is not true, namely, ‘the Word was made 
flesh’” (no. 170). Aquinas likewise takes up Nestorius’s views in inter-
preting Jn 2:19, where Jesus says, “Destroy this temple, and in three 
days I will raise it up.” Nestorius, Aquinas says, argues from this verse 
that “the Word of God was joined to human nature only by an in-
dwelling, from which it follows that the person of God is distinct from 
that of man in Christ” (no. 400). In response, Aquinas notes that the 
Person of the Word does not indwell the human nature as in a tem-
ple, because the divine Person is the Person of the human nature. For 
his part, Eutyches comes up also in the context of “the Word became 
flesh” (Jn 1:14). Aquinas holds that Eutyches’s effort to blend the di-
vine and human natures in Christ does not do justice to the Evange-
list’s earlier affirmation that “the Word was God” (Jn 1:1) (no. 166). It 
would be a crude understanding of the Incarnation to suppose that the 
divine nature changed into flesh.

Aristotle

Thomas Prügl observes, “When his scriptural commentaries are 
compared not only to Albertus Magnus but also to his own Summae, 
Aquinas employs even quotations from Aristotle quite sparingly.”37 By 
our count, Aquinas quotes Aristotle directly only in chapters 1, 2, 4, 
10, 12, 15, 19, 20, and 21. This is not of course to say that Aquinas’s 
commentary is not influenced by Aristotelian concerns, about causal-
ity, for example. The quotations of Aristotle show the range of his in-
fluence. 

For example, in his discussion of the name “Word” (Jn 1:1), Aqui-
nas begins by quoting Aristotle’s On Interpretation concerning vocal 
sounds: “To understand the name ‘Word’ we should note that accord-
ing to the Philosopher vocal sounds are signs of the affections that exist 
in our soul” (no. 25). He goes on to ask what the vocal sound “Word” 
signifies. Drawing again upon Aristotle, he states, “Now there are 
three things in our intellect: the intellectual power itself, the species of 
the thing understood (and this species is its form, being to the intellect 
what the species of a color is to the eye), and thirdly the very activ-
ity of the intellect, which is to understand” (ibid.). Having concluded 
that the vocal sound does not signify any of these, he argues following 
Augustine that the “Word” must be understood analogously through 
the “interior word,” namely, that “which the one understanding forms 
when understanding” (ibid.). Employing Aristotle’s account of the op-
eration of the intellect in concepts and judgments, Aquinas explains 
that “the Philosopher says that the notion [ratio] which a name signi-

37. Prügl, “Thomas Aquinas as Interpreter of Scripture,” 399.
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fies is a definition. Hence, what is thus expressed, i.e., formed in the 
soul, is called an interior word. Consequently it is compared to the in-
tellect, not as that by which the intellect understands, but as that in 
which it understands” (ibid.). In his exegetical exposition of Jn 1:1, in 
short, Aquinas draws together Aristotle and Augustine.

Similarly, Aristotle provides an important source for the insights into 
human action that abound in Aquinas’s commentary. In particular, we 
find Aristotle’s Rhetoric as a valued source. Interpreting Jn 12:27, “Now 
is my soul troubled. And what shall I say?” Aquinas remarks that “it 
is natural to deliberate about what to do when one is perplexed. So 
the Philosopher says in his Rhetoric that fear makes a person take coun-
sel” (no. 1656). Likewise, commenting on Pilate’s scourging of Jesus, he 
proposes that Pilate did this so as to soothe the anger of those Jews who 
wanted Jesus put to death: “For it is natural for our anger to subside if 
we see the one we are angry at humiliated and punished, as the Phi-
losopher says in his Rhetoric” (no. 2372). With regard to the risen Lord’s 
remark to Peter that “when you were young, you girded yourself and 
walked where you would” (Jn 21:18), Aquinas says that such self-will 
“is characteristic of the young, as the Philosopher says in his Rhetoric” 
(no. 2629). Aquinas also cites Aristotle to explain Jesus’ comment to 
his disciples that “[i]f you were of the world, the world would love its 
own” (Jn 15:19). People who commit the same sin hate each other: “As 
the Philosopher says, potters quarrel with one another,” out of greed 
and envy in business (no. 2036).

Aristotle also plays a role in discussions of politics, both ecclesial 
and secular. Aquinas suggests that the risen Lord asks Peter, “Do you 
love me more than these?” (Jn 21:15), because it is fitting that the 
leader possess greater love: “as the Philosopher says in his Politics, it 
is the natural order of things that the one who cares for and governs 
others should be better” (no. 2619). This “natural order” applies, or 
should apply, to the bishops of the Church. Commenting on the differ-
ence between the good shepherd and the hireling, Aquinas also turns 
to Aristotle: “the good shepherd looks to the benefit of the flock, while 
the hireling seeks mainly his own advantage. This is also the difference 
between a king and a tyrant, as the Philosopher says” (no. 1402). Aris-
totle also has an influence upon a more mystical interpretation of the 
biblical account of Christ’s Passion. Aquinas finds it to be fitting that 
Christ died between two thieves, because this manifests Christ’s com-
ing role as Judge: “it is the function of the judge to be in the middle of 
the parties; so the Philosopher says that to go to a judge is to go to the 
middle. Christ was also placed in the middle” (no. 2417).

Aquinas uses Aristotle’s theory of carnal generation to explain the 
difference between creation and graced sonship (nos. 160–61), in light 
of Jn 1:12–13, “But to all who received him, who believed in his name, 
he gave power to become children of God; who were born, not of blood 



nor of the will of the flesh nor of the will of man, but of God.” He em-
ploys Aristotle’s account of motion and change to discuss the original 
goodness of the devil (no. 1246), in light of Jn 8:44, “He [the devil] was 
a murderer from the beginning, and has nothing to do with the truth, 
because there is no truth in him. When he lies, he speaks according to 
his own nature, for he is a liar and the father of lies.” He uses Aristot-
le’s arguments against astrology to deny that Jesus’ statement that “my 
hour has not yet come” (Jn 2:4) implies that fate controls Jesus’ deeds 
(no. 351). He draws on Aristotle’s understanding of material bodies to 
argue that the risen Lord’s ability to move through closed doors was 
miraculous rather than the property of a glorified body (no. 2527). And 
he takes up Neoplatonic and Aristotelian arguments to make the claim 
that “every creature possesses some likeness to God, but it is infinitely 
distant from a likeness to his nature” (no. 947).

Lest one receive the wrong impression, we might close this section 
with Aquinas’s point that “the wisdom of no philosopher has been so 
great that it could keep men from error; rather, the philosophers have 
led many into error” (no. 854).

The Glossa Ordinaria

How much does Aquinas’s Super Ioannem draw from the Glossa ordi-
naria?38 The chapters of Aquinas’s commentary quote regularly from 
the Gloss, but not frequently. To give examples from the early chapters: 
chapter one, by far the longest chapter of the commentary, contains six 
references to the Gloss; chapters four and five, three references each; 
chapter two, two references; chapters three, six, and seven, one ref-
erence each. Chapter eight contains no direct references to the Gloss. 
Sometimes Aquinas takes an argument from the Gloss, as in chap-
ter one, where he writes regarding “In the beginning was the Word” 
(Jn 1:1), that “this verb ‘was,’ according to the Gloss, is not understood 
here as indicating temporal changes, as other verbs do, but as signifying 
the existence of a thing” (no. 40). At other places he adopts a “parallel” 
biblical passage used by the Gloss, as in chapter seven (no. 1110). Still 
elsewhere he takes a quotation from Augustine (no. 411), or a timeline 
for Jesus’ deeds (no. 498). In short, while the Gloss certainly contrib-
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38. The production of the standard Medieval Gloss of the biblical text is as-
sociated with the school of Anselm of Laon (1100–1130) and the figure of Gil-
bert of Auxerre. Though it has been common to see the Gloss as the merging 
of two separate works (the marginal Gloss and the interlinear Gloss), it is now 
commonly judged that both the marginal and the interlinear notes are from the 
same school. For the history of the Glossa Ordinaria, see Beryl Smalley, The Study 
of the Bible in the Middle Ages, 3rd ed. (Oxford: Blackwell, 1983), 62–66; and E. 
Ann Matter, “The Church Fathers and the Glossa Ordinaria,” in The Reception of the 
Church Fathers in the West, vol. 1, 83–111.



xxx  INTRODUCTION

utes to Aquinas’s Super Ioannem, his Catena aurea is much more conse-
quential, as will be apparent from the footnotes to the text.

Conclusion

At all points in Aquinas’s Lectura super Ioannem, we should keep in 
mind his understanding that sacra doctrina, in its various modes, leads 
us back to “God Teaching.” To be drawn into “God Teaching” is the act 
of the contemplative. For Aquinas, St. John is the master contempla-
tive, and Aquinas’s own theological and exegetical procedure seeks to 
imitate St. John’s contemplative power. How does St. John’s Gospel 
lead us to union with the triune God, and thus to salvation? Behind 
all the interpretations of particular passages, we would submit, stands 
this question. In reading John with St. Thomas Aquinas, we seek not 
solely knowledge, but faith’s knowledge that is, like the Word himself, 
filled with love. 
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1

PrOLOGuE TO THE  
GOSPEL Of JOHn

I saw the Lord seated on a high and lofty throne, and the whole 
house was full of his majesty, and the things that were under him filled 
the temple. (Is 6:1) 

1. These are the words of a contemplative, and if we regard them 
as spoken by John the Evangelist they apply quite well to showing the 
nature of this Gospel. For as Augustine1 says in his work, On the Agree-
ment of the Evangelists: “The other Evangelists instruct us in their Gos-
pels on the active life; but John in his Gospel instructs us also on the 
contemplative life.”

The contemplation of John is described above in three ways, in 
keeping with the threefold manner in which he contemplated the 
Lord Jesus. It is described as high, full, and perfect. It is high: I saw the 
Lord seated on a high and lofty throne; it is full: and the whole house 
was full of his majesty; and it was perfect: and the things that were un‑
der him filled the temple.

2. As to the first, we must understand that the height and sub-
limity of contemplation consists most of all in the contemplation and 
knowledge of God: “Lift up your eyes on high, and see who has cre-
ated these things” (Is 40:26).2 A man lifts up his eyes on high when he 
sees and contemplates the Creator of all things. Now since John rose 
above whatever had been created—mountains, heavens, angels—and 
reached the Creator of all, as Augustine3 says, it is clear that his con-
templation was most high. Thus, I saw the Lord. And because, as John 
himself says below (12:41), “Isaiah said this because he had seen his 
glory,” that is, the glory of Christ, “and spoke of him,” the Lord seated 
on a high and lofty throne is Christ.

Now a fourfold height is indicated in this contemplation of John. A 
height of authority; hence he says, I saw the Lord. A height of eternity; 
when he says, seated. One of dignity, or nobility of nature; so he says, 
on a high throne. And a height of incomprehensible truth; when he 
says, lofty. It is in these four ways that the early philosophers arrived at 
the knowledge of God.

1. De cons. Evang. 1. 5; PL 34, col. 1045–46.
2. See ST II-II, q. 180, a. 4.
3. De cons. Evang. 1. 4; PL 34, col. 1045. 
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3. Some attained to knowledge of God through his authority, and 
this is the most efficacious way. For we see the things in nature acting 
for an end, and attaining to ends which are both useful and certain. 
And since they lack intelligence, they are unable to direct themselves, 
but must be directed and moved by one directing them, and who pos-
sesses an intellect. Thus it is that the movement of the things of nature 
toward a certain end indicates the existence of something higher by 
which the things of nature are directed to an end and governed. And 
so, since the whole course of nature advances to an end in an orderly 
way and is directed, we have to posit something higher which directs 
and governs them as Lord; and this is God.4 This authority in govern-
ing is shown to be in the Word of God when he says, Lord. Thus the 
Psalm (88:10) says: “You rule the power of the sea, and you still the 
swelling of its waves,” as though saying: You are the Lord and govern 
all things. John shows that he knows this about the Word when he 
says below (1:11), “He came unto his own,” i.e., to the world, since the 
whole universe is his own.

4. Others came to knowledge of God from his eternity. They saw 
that whatever was in things was changeable, and that the more no-
ble something is in the grades of being, so much the less it has of mu-
tability. For example, the lower bodies are mutable both as to their 
substance and to place, while the heavenly bodies, which are more 
noble, are immutable in substance and change only with respect to 
place. We can clearly conclude from this that the first principle of all 
things, which is supreme and more noble, is changeless and eternal.5 
The prophet suggests this eternity of the Word when he says, seated, 
i.e., presiding without any change and eternally: “Your throne, O God, 
is forever and ever” (Ps 44:7); “Jesus Christ is the same yesterday, to-
day, and forever” (Heb 13:8). John points to this eternity when he says 
below (1:1), “In the beginning was the Word.”

5. Still others came to knowledge of God from the dignity of God; 
and these were the Platonists. They noted that everything which is 
something by participation is reduced to what is the same thing by es-
sence, as to the first and highest. Thus, all things which are fiery by 
participation are reduced to fire, which is such by its essence. And so 
since all things which exist participate in existence (esse) and are be-
ings by participation, there must necessarily be at the summit of all 
things something which is existence (esse) by its essence, i.e., whose es-
sence is its existence. And this is God, who is the most sufficient, the 
most eminent, and the most perfect cause of the whole of existence, 
from whom all things that are participate existence (esse).6 This dignity 

4. See ST I, q. 2, a. 3.
5. See ST I, q. 9, a. 1; I, q. 10, a. 2.
6. See ST I, q. 3, a. 4.



is shown in the words, on a high throne, which, according to Diony-
sius,7 refer to the divine nature. “The Lord is high above all nations” 
(Ps 112:4). John shows us this dignity when he says below (1:1), “the 
Word was God,” with “Word” as subject and “God” as the predicate.

6. Yet others arrived at knowledge of God from the incomprehensi-
bility of truth. All the truth which our intellect is able to grasp is finite, 
since according to Augustine,8 “everything that is known is bounded 
by the comprehension of the one knowing”; and if it is bounded, it is 
determined and particularized. Therefore, the first and supreme Truth, 
which surpasses every intellect, must necessarily be incomprehensible 
and infinite; and this is God.9 Hence the Psalm (8:2) says, “Your great-
ness is above the heavens,” i.e., above every created intellect, angel-
ic and human. The Apostle says this in the words, “He dwells in un-
approachable light” (1 Tim 6:16). This incomprehensibility of Truth is 
shown to us in the word, lofty, that is, above all the knowledge of the 
created intellect. John implies this incomprehensibility to us when he 
says below (1:18), “No one has ever seen God.”10

Thus the contemplation of John was high as regards authority, eter-
nity, dignity, and the incomprehensibility of the Word. And John has 
passed on this contemplation to us in his Gospel.

7. John’s contemplation was also full. Now contemplation is full 
when someone is able to consider all the effects of a cause in the cause 
itself, that is, when he knows not only the essence of the cause, but 
also its power, according as it can extend out to many things.11 Of this 
flowing outward we read, “It overflows with wisdom, like the Pishon, 
and like the Tigris in the days of the new fruits” (Sir 24:35); “The riv-
er of God is full with water” (Ps. 64:10), since the divine wisdom has 
depth in relation to its knowledge of all things. “With you from the be-
ginning is wisdom, who knows your works” (Wis 9:9).

Since John the Evangelist was raised up to the contemplation of the 
nature of the divine Word and of his essence when he said, “In the be-
ginning was the Word; and the Word was with God,” he immediate-
ly tells us of the power of the Word as it extends to all things, saying, 
“Through him all things came into being.” Thus his contemplation was 
full. And so after the prophet had said, I saw the Lord seated, he added 
something about his power, and the whole house was full of his maj‑
esty, that is, the whole fullness of things and of the universe is from 
the majesty and power of God, through whom all things were made, 
and by whose light all the men coming into this world are enlightened. 
“The earth and its fullness are the Lord’s” (Ps 23:1).12
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7. De coel. hier. 13. 4; PG 3, col. 304C. 8. De civ. Dei 12. 18; PL 41, col. 368.
9. See ST I, q. 16, aa. 3, 5–6. 10. See ST I, q. 12, a. 7.
11. See ST II-II, q. 180, a. 5. 
12. See ST I, q. 45, a. 5; I-II, q. 109, a. 1.



8. The contemplation of John was also perfect. For contemplation 
is perfect when the one contemplating is led and raised to the height 
of the thing contemplated. Should he remain at a lower level, then no 
matter how high the things which he might contemplate, the contem-
plation would not be perfect. So in order that it be perfect it is neces-
sary that it rise and attain the end of the thing contemplated, adhering 
and assenting by affection and understanding to the truth contemplat-
ed. Job (37:16) says, “Do you not know the path of the clouds,” that 
is, the contemplation of those preaching, “how perfect they are?” in-
asmuch as they adhere firmly by affection and understanding to con-
templating the highest truth.

Since John not only taught how Christ Jesus, the Word of God, is 
God, raised above all things, and how all things were made through 
him, but also that we are sanctified by him, and adhere to him by the 
grace which he pours into us, he says below (1:16), “Of his fullness 
we have all received—indeed, grace in return for grace.” It is therefore 
apparent that his contemplation is perfect. This perfection is shown 
in the addition, and the things that were under him filled the temple. 
For “the head of Christ is God” (1 Cor 11:3). The things that are under 
Christ are the sacraments of his humanity, through which the faith-
ful are filled with the fullness of grace. In this way, then, the things 
that were under him filled the temple, i.e., the faithful, who are the 
holy temple of God (1 Cor 3:17) insofar as through the sacraments of 
his humanity all the faithful of Christ receive from the fullness of his 
grace.13

The contemplation of John was thus full, high, and perfect.
9. We should note, however, that these three characteristics of 

contemplation belong to the different sciences in different ways. The 
perfection of contemplation is found in Moral Science, which is con-
cerned with the ultimate end. The fullness of contemplation is pos-
sessed by Natural Science, which considers things as proceeding from 
God. Among the physical [natural] sciences, the height of contempla-
tion is found in Metaphysics. But the Gospel of John contains all to-
gether what the above sciences have in a divided way, and so it is most 
perfect.14

10. In this way then, from what has been said, we can understand 
the matter of this Gospel. For while the other Evangelists treat princi-
pally of the mysteries of the humanity of Christ, John, especially and 
above all, makes known the divinity of Christ in his Gospel, as we saw 
above. Still, he does not ignore the mysteries of his humanity. He did 
this because, after the other Evangelists had written their Gospels, here-
sies had arisen concerning the divinity of Christ, to the effect that Christ 
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13. See ST III, q. 8, a. 1; III, q. 62, aa. 1–3.
14. See ST I, q. 1, a. 2.



was purely and simply a man, as Ebion and Cerinthus falsely thought.15 
And so John the Evangelist, who had drawn the truth about the divin-
ity of the Word from the very fountain-head of the divine breast, wrote 
this Gospel at the request of the faithful. And in it he gives us the doc-
trine of the divinity of Christ and refutes all heresies.

The order of this Gospel is clear from the above. For John first shows 
us the Lord seated on a high and lofty throne, when he says below 
(1:1), “In the beginning was the Word.” He shows secondly how the 
house was full of his majesty, when he says, “through him all things 
came into being” (1:3). Thirdly, he shows how the things that were un‑
der him filled the temple, when he says, “the Word was made flesh” 
(1:14). The end of this Gospel is also clear, and it is that the faithful be-
come the temple of God, and become filled with the majesty of God; 
and so John says below (20:31), “These things are written so that you 
may believe that Jesus is the Christ, the Son of God.”

The matter of this Gospel, the knowledge of the divinity of the 
Word, is clear, as well as its order and end.

11. Then follows the condition of the author, who is described above 
in four ways: as to his name, his virtue, his symbol, and his privilege. 
He is described as to name as John, the author of this Gospel. “John” is 
interpreted as “in whom is grace,” since the secrets of the divinity can-
not be seen except by those who have the grace of God within them-
selves: “No one knows the deep things of God but the Spirit of God”  
(1 Cor 2:11).16

As concerns his virtue, John saw the Lord seated, because he was a 
virgin; for it is fitting that such persons see the Lord: “Blessed are the 
pure in heart” (Mt 5:8).17

He is described as to his symbol, for John is symbolized by an ea-
gle. The other three Evangelists, concerned with those things which 
Christ did in his flesh, are symbolized by animals which walk on the 
earth, namely, by a man, a bull calf, and a lion. But John flies like an 
eagle above the cloud of human weakness and looks upon the light of 
unchanging truth with the most lofty and firm eyes of the heart. And 
gazing on the very deity of our Lord Jesus Christ, by which he is equal 
to the Father, he has striven in this Gospel to confide this above all, to 

 PROLOGUE TO JOHN 5

15. Ebion was the purported founder of the Ebionites, a Jewish-Christian sect 
of the early Church. According to the evidence provided by Irenaeus, Origen, 
Hippolytus, and Tertullian, the Ebionites rejected the writings of Paul, accepted 
only the Gospel of Matthew, followed all the prescriptions of the Jewish Law, 
and (notably for Aquinas here) rejected the divine status of Jesus. Cerinthus was 
an early Gnostic teacher (first–second century) credited with teaching that Jesus 
was a mere man on whom the “Christ” descended at his baptism. His views were 
denounced by Polycarp and Irenaeus, and Eusebius later wrote that the Apostle 
John composed his Gospel in order to refute the teachings of Cerinthus.

16. See ST I-II, q. 109, a. 1.
17. See ST II-II, q. 152, a. 4.
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the extent that he believed was sufficient for all. Concerning this flight 
of John it says in Job (39:27): “Will the eagle,” that is, John, “fly up 
at your command?” And further on it says (39:29), “His eyes look far 
away,” because the Word of God is seen in the bosom of the Father by 
the eye of the mind.

John is described as to privilege since, among the other disciples of 
the Lord, John was more loved by Christ. Without mentioning his own 
name John refers to himself below (21:20) as “the disciple whom Je-
sus loved.” And because secrets are revealed to friends, “I have called 
you friends because everything I have heard from my father I have 
made known to you” (below 15:15), Jesus confided his secrets in a 
special way to that disciple who was specially loved. Thus it says in Job 
(36:32-33): “From the savage,” that is, the proud, “he hides his light,” 
that is, Christ hides the truth of his divinity, “and shows his friend,” 
that is, John, “that it belongs to him,” since it is John who sees the 
light of the Incarnate Word more excellently and expresses it to us, 
saying “He was the true light” (below 1:19).18

Now the matter, order, end and author of this Gospel of the blessed 
John are clear.

18. See ST I, q. 20, a. 4.
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PrOLOGuE Of SAinT JErOmE

I. This is John the evangelist, one of the disciples of the Lord; he was 
chosen by God to be a virgin, whom God called away from a wedding 
although he was willing to marry.

II. A double testimony of John’s virginity is given in the Gospel, 
both since he was said to be beloved by God above the others, and be‑
cause the Lord, while hanging on the cross, commended his own moth‑
er to him, so that a virgin might serve a virgin.

III. Furthermore, the Evangelist clearly manifests in the Gospel that 
he himself was beginning a work on the incorruptible Word, for he 
alone testifies that the Word became flesh and that light was not com‑
prehended by darkness. He placed first the sign which the Lord did at a 
wedding, showing what he himself was, to demonstrate to the readers 
that where the Lord is invited, the wine of the wedding ought to cease: 
and also that all things instituted by Christ might appear new, now 
that the old things have been changed. Moreover, he wrote this gospel 
in Asia, after he had written the Apocalypse on the island of Patmos, 
so that the one who is noted as the incorruptible beginning at the be‑
ginning of the canon in Genesis, might through a virgin be described 
also as the incorruptible end in the Apocalypse, since Christ says: I am 
alpha and omega. 

IV. And this is John who, knowing that the day of his death had 
come, after his disciples were called together in Ephesus, disclosed Christ 
through many signs, and descending into the place dug out for his buri‑
al, was gathered to his fathers after a prayer, as much a stranger to the 
pain of death as to the corruption of the flesh. 

V. He wrote the gospel after all the others; and this was due to a vir‑
gin. We have explained in detail, however, neither the order in which 
the books were written, nor how they were arranged, so that, when the 
desire to know has been granted, the fruit of labor might be reserved to 
those who seek, and the magisterial teaching to God.



THE ExPOSiTiOn Of SAinT THOmAS  
On THiS PrOLOGuE

i

12. In this Prologue, Jerome intends to explain two things, name-
ly, the author of the Gospel, and to show that it was fitting for him to 
write this Gospel.

Therefore it is divided into two parts: in the first he describes John 
with respect to his life, in the second, with respect to his death, where 
he says [n. 20], And this is John.

He makes two points in the first part: first, he describes the author 
of the work, with respect to the gifts granted to him in his life; second, 
he shows John’s suitability for writing the Gospel from these things  
[n. 16]: Furthermore the Evangelist clearly manifests in the Gospel.

He does two things regarding the first of these points: first, he com-
mends the author; second, he gives the proof [n. 15]: A double testi‑
mony of John’s virginity is given in the Gospel.

13. For he describes the author’s name, saying This is John, that 
is, the one in whom is grace; “by the grace of God I am what I am” (1 
Cor 15:10). Then he describes his office, when he calls him the Evan‑
gelist; “The first will say to Zion: Behold, I am here and I shall give an 
Evangelist to Jerusalem” (Is 41:27). Thirdly, he describes his dignity, 
when John is said to be of the disciples of the Lord; “I shall make all 
your children to be taught by the Lord” (Is 54:13). Fourthly, he de-
scribes John’s virtue of chastity, when he is called a virgin. Fifthly, he 
describes John’s election: He was chosen by the Lord; “You have not 
chosen me” (Jn 15:16). Sixthly, he describes the manner of John’s call, 
when he says that God called him away from a wedding, that is, from 
the wedding to which Jesus was invited with his disciples, where he 
changed the water into wine.

14. But Matthew writes that John was called with James his broth-
er from the boat, and not from a wedding (Mt 6:21).

We answer that the callings of the apostles were different. At first 
they were called to intimate acquaintance with Jesus, but finally they 
were called to discipleship, that is, when they followed Jesus after they 
had left their nets. Thus we should understand what Jerome says to 
be about the first type of call, by which John was called to intimate 
acquaintance with Jesus away from the wedding; but what Matthew 
writes should be understood to be about the final call, by which Jesus 
called John from the boat with James his brother, namely, when they 
followed Jesus after they had left their nets behind.

8  COMMENTARY ON THE GOSPEL OF JOHN
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ii

15. Next, when Jerome says, a double testimony of John’s virgin‑
ity is given in the Gospel, he commends John’s virginity by two signs.

First, as a sign of greater love. Jerome speaks with respect to this 
double testimony of his, that is, John’s, virginity given in the Gospel, 
that is, in the words contained in the Gospel, in that he was said to be 
beloved by God above the other disciples: “This is the disciple who testi-
fies of these things and wrote these things” (Jn 21:24). The reason for 
this special love was his purity, which calls forth to love, as it is written 
in Proverbs: “Whoever loves pureness of heart on account of the grace 
of his lips, will have the king for his friend” (Pr 22.11).

He proves the same thing by a second sign, that of Christ’s entrust-
ing his mother to John, when he says the Lord, while he was hang-
ing on the cross, commended his own mother to him, that is, to John 
(Jn 19:27), so that a virgin, namely John, might appropriately serve a 
virgin mother.

iii

16. Then, when he says, Furthermore, the Evangelist clearly mani‑
fests in the gospel, etc., he shows that it was fitting for John to write 
the Gospel, and this is so for four reasons.

The first reason has to do with the beginning of the Gospel, which 
starts with the incorrupt Word, about which it is fitting to investigate 
only what is incorrupt. Jerome refers to this when he says Further‑
more, manifesting, that is, John, in the Gospel that he himself was be‑
ginning a work on the incorruptible Word, for he alone testifies that the 
Word became flesh and that light was not comprehended by darkness.

17. The second reason concerns the beginning of miracles.
For John composes the order of the miracles beginning with that 

miracle which God showed at the wedding, namely, when he changed 
water into wine (Jn 2:1-11), in which the wine at the wedding was ex-
hausted when the new wine, namely, that of virginity, was restored. 
Jerome refers to this when he says in placing first, at the beginning 
of the other miracles, the sign, that is, the miracle, which the Lord did 
in a wedding, he shows what he himself was, that is, a virgin, to dem‑
onstrate to the readers that where the Lord is invited the wine of the 
wedding, that is, the enjoyment of marriage, ought to cease: and also 
that when the old things have been changed, that is, the old water has 
been turned into new wine, all things instituted by Christ might ap‑
pear new; that is to say, when men have turned to Christ, they must 



put off the old man and put on the new, as it is said in Col 3:10, and in 
Rev 21:5: “Behold, I make all things new.”

18. On the other hand, it seems for this same reason that, when 
he says that when the Lord was invited the wine of the wedding must 
cease, whoever loves God must abstain from marriage: therefore it is 
not permitted to marry.

I respond that a person is called by God in two ways: according to 
the common grace, it is not necessary for the wine of the wedding to 
cease in this way; and according to the special summit of contempla-
tion: the wine of the wedding ought to cease in this fashion. The Apos-
tle gives the reason for this: “The married woman cares for how she 
may please her husband,” and therefore there must be an obstacle to 
the act of contemplation, “but she who is unmarried cares for how she 
may please Christ” (1 Cor 7:34).

Or we may say that for those who love God and possess him 
through grace, the wine of the wedding must cease from the effect 
of the wine, that is to say, it does not cause drunkenness by carnal 
pleasure. This effect can be so great and can be experienced with such 
force that there may be mortal sin even between the married.

19. The third reason concerns the order of the composition of the 
book.

For this Gospel was written after all of the other books of Sacred 
Scripture had been composed. For although the canon of Scripture be-
gins with the book of Genesis and concludes with the Apocalypse, this 
Gospel was written at the request of the bishops of Asia after John 
was recalled from the island of Patmos in Asia. Nevertheless, it was 
not placed at the end, even though it was the last book to be written. 
From this the fittingness of writing the gospel is shown so that in the 
beginning of the canon, that is, of Sacred Scripture, when we read, “In 
the beginning God created the heaven and the earth,” the one who 
is noted as the incorruptible beginning in Genesis might be described 
also through a virgin in the Apocalypse as the incorruptible end, with 
respect to the order of the books, not with respect to the order of  
Scripture.

iV

20. Then, when Jerome says, And this is John, he described the au-
thor and makes two points.

First he commends John’s death, and, second, he concludes from 
this the fittingness of this Gospel’s order, where [n. 22] He wrote the 
gospel after all the others.

21. The privilege of John’s death was wonderful and special, for he 
felt no pain in death; and this took place by God’s action so that the 
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one who was a complete stranger to the corruptions of the flesh might 
be exempt from the pain of death.

V

22. He shows appropriateness of the author to faith, saying, He 
wrote the gospel after all the others.

We may consider two orders in the books of Sacred Scripture, name-
ly, one as the order of the time in which the books were written, and 
the other as the order of the arrangement of the books in the Bible.
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CHAPTEr 1

LECTurE 1

1 In the beginning was the Word; and the Word was with God; and 
the Word was God. 2 He was in the beginning with God.1

23. John the Evangelist, as already indicated, makes it his princi-
pal object to show the divinity of the Incarnate Word. Accordingly, his 
Gospel is divided into two parts. In the first he states the divinity of 
Christ; in the second he shows it by the things Christ did in the flesh 
(2:1). In regard to the first, he does two things. First he shows the di-
vinity of Christ; secondly he sets forth the manner in which Christ’s 
divinity is made known to us (1:14). Concerning the first he does two 
things. First he treats of the divinity of Christ; secondly of the Incarna-
tion of the Word of God (1:6).

Because there are two items to be considered in each thing, name-
ly, its existence and its operation or power, first he treats the existence 
of the Word as to his divine nature; secondly of his power of operation 
(1:3). In regard to the first he does four things. First he shows when the 
Word was: In the beginning was the Word; secondly where he was: and 
the Word was with God; thirdly what he was: and the Word was God; 
fourthly, in what way he was: He was in the beginning with God. The 
first two pertain to the inquiry “whether something exists”; the second 
two pertain to the inquiry “what something is.”

24. With respect to the first of these four we must examine the 
meaning of the statement, In the beginning was the Word. And here 
three things present themselves for careful study according to the 
three parts of this statement. First it is necessary to investigate the 
name Word; secondly the phrase in the beginning; thirdly the mean-
ing of the Word was in the beginning.

25. To understand the name Word we should note that according 
to the Philosopher2 vocal sounds are signs of the affections that ex-
ist in our soul. It is customary in Scripture for the things signified to 
be themselves called by the names of their signs, as in the statement, 
“And the rock was Christ” (1 Cor 10:4). It is fitting that what is with-
in our soul, and which is signified by our external word, be called a 
“word.” But whether the name “word” belongs first to the exterior vo-

1. St. Thomas quotes Jn 1:2 in ST I, q. 41, a. 3. 
2. Aristotle, On Interpretation 1; 16a3–4.
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cal sound or to the conception in our mind, is not our concern at pres-
ent. However, it is obvious that what is signified by the vocal sound, as 
existing interiorly in the soul, exists prior to the vocal expression inas-
much as it is its actual cause. Therefore if we wish to grasp the mean-
ing of the interior word, we must first look at the meaning of that 
which is exteriorly expressed in words.

Now there are three things in our intellect: the intellectual power 
itself, the species of the thing understood (and this species is its form, 
being to the intellect what the species of a color is to the eye), and 
thirdly the very activity of the intellect, which is to understand. But 
none of these is what is signified by the exterior vocal word: for the 
name “stone” does not signify the substance of the intellect because 
this is not what the one naming intends; nor does it signify the spe-
cies, which is that by which the intellect understands, since this also is 
not the intention of the one naming; nor does it signify the act itself of 
understanding since to understand is not an action proceeding to the 
exterior from the one understanding, but an action remaining within. 
Therefore, that is properly called an interior word which the one un-
derstanding forms when understanding.3

Now the intellect forms two things, according to its two operations. 
According to its operation which is called “the understanding of in-
divisibles,” it forms a definition; while according to its operation by 
which it unites and separates, it forms an enunciation or something 
of that sort.4 Hence, what is thus formed and expressed by the opera-
tion of the intellect, whether by defining or enunciating, is what the 
exterior vocal sound signifies. So the Philosopher5 says that the no-
tion (ratio) which a name signifies is a definition. Hence, what is thus 
expressed, i.e., formed in the soul, is called an interior word. Conse-
quently it is compared to the intellect, not as that by which the intel-
lect understands, but as that in which it understands, because it is in 
what is thus expressed and formed that it sees the nature of the thing 
understood. Thus we have the meaning of the name “word.”

Secondly, from what has been said we are able to understand that 
a word is always something that proceeds from an intellect existing in 
act; and furthermore, that a word is always a notion (ratio) and like-
ness of the thing understood. So if the one understanding and the 
thing understood are the same, then the word is a notion and like-
ness of the intellect from which it proceeds. On the other hand, if the 
one understanding is other than the thing understood, then the word 
is not a likeness and notion of the one understanding but of the thing 
understood, as the conception which one has of a stone is a likeness of 

3. See ST I, q. 27, a. 1.
4. See ST I, q. 85, a. 5.
5. Aristotle, On Interpretation 2; 16a20–16b5.
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only the stone.6 But when the intellect understands itself, its word is a 
likeness and notion of the intellect.7 And so Augustine8 sees a likeness 
of the Trinity in the soul insofar as the mind understands itself, but not 
insofar as it understands other things.

It is clear then that it is necessary to have a word in any intellectual 
nature, for it is of the very nature of understanding that the intellect in 
understanding should form something. Now what is formed is called 
a word, and so it follows that in every being which understands there 
must be a word.

However, intellectual natures are of three kinds: human, angelic 
and divine; and so there are three kinds of words. The human word, 
about which it is said in the Psalm (13:1): “The fool said in his heart, 
‘There is no God.’” The angelic word, about which it is said in Zech-
ariah (1:9), and in many places in Sacred Scripture, “And the angel 
said to me.”9 The third is the divine word, of which Genesis (1:3) says, 
“And God said, ‘Let there be light.’” So when the Evangelist says, In 
the beginning was the Word, we cannot understand this as a human 
or angelic word, because both these words have been made since man 
and angel have a cause and principle of their existence and operation, 
and the word of a man or an angel cannot exist before they do. The 
word the Evangelist had in mind he shows by saying that this word 
was not made, since all things were made by it. Therefore, the word 
about which John speaks here is the Word of God.

26. We should note that this Word differs from our own word in 
three ways. The first difference, according to Augustine, is that our 
word is formable before being formed, for when I wish to conceive 
the notion of a stone, I must arrive at it by reasoning. And so it is in 
all other things that are understood by us, with the sole possible ex-
ception of the first principles which, since they are known in a sim-
ple manner, are known at once without any discourse of reason. So as 
long as the intellect, in so reasoning, casts about this way and that, the 
formation is not yet complete. It is only when it has conceived the no-
tion of the thing perfectly that for the first time it has the notion of the 
complete thing and a word. Thus in our mind there is both a “cogita-
tion,” meaning the discourse involved in an investigation, and a word, 
which is formed according to a perfect contemplation of the truth. So 
our word is first in potency before it is in act. But the Word of God is 
always in act. In consequence, the term “cogitation” does not properly 
speaking apply to the Word of God. For Augustine10 says: “The Word 
of God is spoken of in such a way that cogitation is not included, lest 

6. See ST I, q. 85, a. 1.
7. See ST I, q. 87, a. 1.
8. De Trin. 9. 5, no. 8; PL 42, col. 965. See also ST I, q. 34, a. 2.
9. See ST I, q. 55, a. 2.
10. De Trin. 15. 16, no. 25; PL 42, col. 1079; cf. Catena aurea, 1:1a.
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anything changeable be supposed in God.” Anselm11 was speaking im-
properly when he said: “For the supreme Spirit to speak is for him to 
look at something while cogitating.”12

27. The second difference is that our word is imperfect, but the di-
vine Word is most perfect. For since we cannot express all our con-
ceptions in one word, we must form many imperfect words through 
which we separately express all that is in our knowledge.13 But it is 
not that way with God. For since he understands both himself and ev-
erything else through his essence, by one act, the single divine Word is 
expressive of all that is in God, not only of the Persons but also of crea-
tures; otherwise it would be imperfect. So Augustine14 says: “If there 
were less in the Word than is contained in the knowledge of the One 
speaking it, the Word would be imperfect; but it is obvious that it is 
most perfect; therefore, it is only one.” “God speaks once” (Jb 33:14).15

28. The third difference is that our word is not of the same nature 
as we; but divine Word is of the same nature as God. And therefore it 
is something that subsists in the divine nature. For the understood no-
tion which the intellect is seen to form about some thing has only an 
intelligible existence in our soul. Now in our soul, to understand is not 
the same as the nature of the soul, because our soul is not its own op-
eration. Consequently, the word which our intellect forms is not of the 
essence of our soul, but is an accident of it. But in God, to understand 
and to be are the same; and so the Word of the divine intellect is not 
an accident but belongs to its nature. Thus it must be subsistent, be-
cause whatever is in the nature of God is God. Thus Damascene16 says 
that God is a substantial Word, and a hypostasis, but our words are 
concepts in our mind.

29. From the above it is clear that the Word, properly speaking, is 
always understood as a Person in the Divinity, since it implies only 
something expressed by the one understanding; also, that in the Di-
vinity the Word is the likeness of that from which it issues; and that it 
is co-eternal with that from which it issues, since it was not first form-
able before being formed, but was always in act; and that it is equal to 
the Father, since it is perfect and expressive of the whole being of the 
Father; and that it is co-essential and consubstantial with the Father, 
since it is his substance.

It is also clear that since in every nature that which issues forth and 
has a likeness to the nature from which it issues is called a son, and 
since this word issues forth in a likeness and identity to the nature 

11. Mon. 63; PL 158, col. 208. 
12. See ST I, q. 14, a. 7; I, q. 34, a. 1, ad 2.
13. See ST I, q. 13, a. 4.
14. De Trin. 15. 14, no. 23; PL 42, col. 1076; cf. Catena aurea, 1:1a.
15. See ST I, q. 34, a. 1, ad 3.
16. John of Damascus, De fide orth. 1. 13; PG 94, col. 857.
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from which it issues, it is suitably and appropriately called a “Son,” and 
its production is called a generation.17

So now the first point is clear, the meaning of the term Word.
30. There are four questions on this point, two of them from Chrys-

ostom.18 The first is: Why did John the Evangelist omit the Father and 
begin at once with the Son, saying, In the beginning was the Word? 

There are two answers to this. One is that the Father was known to 
everyone in the Old Testament, although not under the aspect of Fa-
ther, but as God; but the Son was not known.19 And so in the New Tes-
tament, which is concerned with our knowledge of the Word, he be-
gins with the Word or Son.

The other answer is that we are brought to know the Father though 
the Son: “Father, I have manifested your name to the men whom you 
have given to me” (below 17:6). And so wishing to lead the faithful 
to a knowledge of the Father, the Evangelist fittingly began with the 
Son, at once adding something about the Father when he says, and 
the Word was with God.

31. The second question is also from Chrysostom.20 Why did he 
say Word and not “Son,” since, as we have said, the Word proceeds as 
Son?

There are also two answers to this. First, because “son” means some-
thing begotten, and when we hear of the generation of the Son, some-
one might suppose that this generation is the kind he can compre-
hend, that is, a material and changeable generation. Thus he did not 
say “Son,” but Word, which signifies an intelligible proceeding, so that 
it would not be understood as a material and changeable generation. 
And so in showing that the Son is born of the Father in an unchange-
able way, he eliminates a faulty conjecture by using the name Word.21

The second answer is this. The Evangelist was about to consider 
the Word as having come to manifest the Father. But since the idea 
of manifesting is implied better in the name “Word” than in the name 
“Son,” he preferred to use the name Word.

32. The third question is raised by Augustine22 in his book Eighty-
three Questions; and it is this. In Greek, where we have “Word,” they 
have “Logos”; now since “Logos” signifies in Latin both the “notion” 
and “word” [i.e., ratio et verbum], why did the translators render it as 
“word” and not “notion” since a notion is something interior just as a 
word is? 

I answer that “notion” [ratio], properly speaking, names a concep-

17. See ST I, q. 27, a. 2; I, q. 34, a. 1.
18. Hom. in Io. 2. 4; PG 59, col. 33; cf. Catena aurea, 1:1a.
19. See ST I, q. 33, a. 3.
20. Hom. in Io. 2. 4; PG 59, col. 34; cf. Catena aurea, 1:1a.
21. See ST I, q. 27, a. 2.
22. De div. quaest. 83, q. 63; PL 40, col. 54; cf. Catena aurea, 1:1a.
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tion of the mind precisely as in the mind, even if through it nothing 
exterior comes to be; but “word” signifies a reference to something ex-
terior. And so because the Evangelist, when he said “Logos,” intended 
to signify not only a reference to the Son’s existence in the Father, but 
also the operative power of the Son, by which, through him, all things 
were made, our predecessors preferred to translate it “Word,” which 
implies a reference to something exterior, rather than “notion,” which 
implies merely a concept of the mind.23

33. The fourth question is from Origen,24 and is this. In many pas-
sages, Scripture, when speaking of the Word of God, does not simply 
call him the Word, but adds “of God,” saying, “the Word of God,” or 
“of the Lord”: “The Word of God on high is the foundation of wisdom” 
(Sir 1:5); “His name is the Word of God” (Rev 19:13). Why then did 
the Evangelist, when speaking here of the Word of God, not say, “In 
the beginning was the Word of God,” but said In the beginning was the 
Word?

I answer that although there are many participated truths, there is 
just one absolute Truth, which is Truth by its very essence, that is, the 
divine act of being (esse); and by this Truth all words are words. Simi-
larly, there is one absolute Wisdom elevated above all things, that is, 
the divine Wisdom, by participating in which all wise persons are wise. 
Further, there is one absolute Word, by participating in which all per-
sons having a word are called speakers. Now this is the divine Word 
which of itself is the Word elevated above all words. So in order that 
the Evangelist might signify this supereminence of the divine Word, he 
pointed out this Word to us absolutely without any addition.25

And because the Greeks, when they wished to signify something 
separate and elevated above everything else, did this by affixing the 
article to the name (as the Platonists, wishing to signify the separated 
substances, such as the separated good or the separated man, called 
them the good per se, or man per se), so the Evangelist, wishing to signi-
fy the separation and elevation of the Word above all things, affixed an 
article to the name “Logos,” so that if it were stated in Latin we would 
have “the Word.”

34. Secondly, we must consider the meaning of the phrase, In the 
beginning. We must note that according to Origen,26 the word prin-
cipium has many meanings [such as “principle,” “source,” or “begin-
ning”]. Since the word principium implies a certain order of one thing 

23. See ST I, q. 34, a. 3.
24. Comm. in Io. II. 4, no. 37; PG 14, col. 116B; cf. Catena aurea, 1:2. Citations 

of chapter and paragraph numbers for Origen’s Commentary on St. John follow the 
critical edition in Sources Chretiénnes, 5 vols (Les Éditions du Cerf, 1966–1992).

25. See also ST I, q. 34, a. 2.
26. Comm. in Io. I. 16–17, nos. 90–105; PG 14, cols. 49B–53C; cf. Catena aurea, 

1:1a.
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to another, one can find a principium in all those things which have an 
order. First of all, order is found in quantified things; and so there is a 
principle of number and lengths, as for example, a line. Second, order 
is found in time; and so we speak of a “beginning” of time, or of du-
ration. Third, order is found in learning; and this in two ways: as to 
nature, and as to ourselves, and in both cases we can speak of a ‘be-
ginning”: “By this time you ought to be teachers” (Heb 5:12). As to 
nature, in Christian doctrine the beginning and principle of our wis-
dom is Christ, inasmuch as he is the Wisdom and Word of God., i.e., in 
his divinity.27 But as to ourselves, the beginning is Christ himself inas-
much as the Word has become flesh, i.e., by his Incarnation. Fourth, 
an order is found in the production of a thing. In this perspective there 
can be a principium on the part of the thing generated, that is, the first 
part of the thing generated or made; as we say that the foundation is 
the beginning of a house. Another principium is on the part of the gen-
erator, and in this perspective there are three “principles”: of intention, 
which is the purpose which motivates the agent; of reason, which is 
the idea in the mind of the maker; and of execution, which is the op-
erative faculty. Considering these various ways of using the term, we 
now ask how principium is used here when it says, In the beginning 
was the Word.

35. We should note that this word can be taken in three ways. In 
one way so that principium is understood as the Person of the Son, who 
is the principle of creatures by reason of his active power acting with 
wisdom, which is the conception of the things that are brought into ex-
istence.28 Hence we read: “Christ the power of God and the wisdom of 
God” (1 Cor 1:24). And so the Lord said about himself: “I am the prin-
cipium who also speaks to you” (below 8:25). Taking principium in this 
way, we should understand the statement, In the beginning was the 
Word, as though he were saying, “The Word was in the Son,” so that 
the sense would be: The Word himself is the principium, principle, in the 
sense in which life is said to be “in” God, when this life is not something 
other than God. And this is the explanation of Origen.29 And so the 
Evangelist says In the beginning here in order, as Chrysostom30 says, 
to show at the very outset the divinity of the Word by asserting that he 
is a principle because, as determining all, a principle is most honored.

36. In a second way principium can be understood as the Person of 
the Father, who is the principle not only of creatures, but of every di-
vine process.31 It is taken this way in, “Yours is princely power (prin-
cipium) in the day of your birth” (Ps 109:3). In this second way one 

27. See also ST I, q. 42, a. 3.
28. See ST I, q. 34, a. 3.
29. Comm. in Io. I. 19, nos. 116–17; PG 14, col. 57A; cf. Catena aurea, 1:1a.
30. Hom. in Io. 2. 3; PG 59, col. 33; cf. Catena aurea, 1:1b. See also ST I, q. 34, a. 3.
31. See also ST I, q. 33, aa. 1 and 3.
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reads In the beginning was the Word as though it means, “The Son 
was in the Father.” This is Augustine’s32 understanding of it, as well as 
Origen’s.33 The Son, however, is said to be in the Father because both 
have the same essence. Since the Son is his own essence, then the Son 
is in whomsoever the Son’s essence is. Since, therefore, the essence of 
the Son is in the Father by consubstantiality, it is fitting that the Son be 
in the Father. Hence it says below (14:10): “I am in the Father and the 
Father is in me.”

37. In a third way, principium can be taken for the beginning of du-
ration, so that the sense of In the beginning was the Word is that the 
Word was before all things, as Augustine34 explains it. According to 
Basil35 and Hilary,36 this phrase shows the eternity of the Word.

The phrase In the beginning was the Word shows that no mat-
ter which beginning of duration is taken, whether of temporal things 
which is time, or of aeviternal things which is the aeon, or of the 
whole world or any imagined span of time reaching back for many 
ages, at that beginning the Word already was. Hence Hilary37 says: “Go 
back season by season, skip over the centuries, take away ages. Set 
down whatever you want as the beginning in your opinion: ‘The Lord 
possessed me in the beginning of his ways, before he made anything’” 
(Prov. 8:22). But what is prior to the beginning of duration is eternal.38

38. And thus the first explanation asserts the causality of the Word; 
the second explanation affirms the consubstantiality of the Word with 
the Father, who utters the Word; and the third explanation affirms the 
co-eternity of the Word.

39. Now we should consider that it says that the Word was (erat), 
which is stated in the past imperfect tense. This tense is most appro-
priate for designating eternal things if we consider the nature of time 
and of the things that exist in time. For what is future is not yet in act; 
but what is at present is in act, and by the fact that it is in act what is 
present is not described as having been. Now the past perfect tense in-
dicates that something has existed, has already come to an end, and 
has now ceased to be. The past imperfect tense, on the other hand, in-
dicates that something has been, has not yet come to an end, nor has 
ceased to be, but still endures. Thus, whenever John mentions eternal 
things he expressly says “was” (erat, past imperfect tense), but when 
he refers to anything temporal he says “has been” (fuit, past perfect 
tense), as will be clear later.

32. De Trin. 6. 2, no. 3; PL 42, cols. 924–25. 
33. Comm. in Io. I. 17, no. 102; PG 14, col. 53A–B. 
34. De Trin. 6. 2, no. 3; PL 42, col. 925.
35. Hom. 16. 1; PG 31, col. 474C; cf. Catena aurea, 1:1a.
36. De Trin. 2. 13; PL 10, col. 60D; cf. Catena aurea, 1:1a.
37. Ibid. 
38. See ST I, q. 42, a. 2.
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But so far as concerns the notion of the present, the best way to des-
ignate eternity is the present tense, which indicates that something is in 
act, and this is always the characteristic of eternal things. And so it says 
in Exodus (3:14): “I am who am.”39 And Augustine40 says: “He alone 
truly is whose being does not know a past and a future.”

40. We should also note that this verb was, according to the Gloss,41 
is not understood here as indicating temporal changes, as other verbs 
do, but as signifying the existence of a thing. Thus it is also called a 
substantive verb.

41. Someone may ask how the Word can be co-eternal with the Fa-
ther since he is begotten by the Father: for a human son, born from a 
human father, is subsequent to his father.

I answer that there are three reasons why an originative principle 
is prior in duration to that which derives from that principle. First of 
all, if the originative principle of anything precedes in time the action 
by which it produces the thing of which it is the principle; thus a man 
does not begin to write as soon as he exists, and so he precedes his 
writing in time. Secondly, if an action is successive; consequently, even 
if the action should happen to begin at the same time as the agent, 
the termination of the action is nevertheless subsequent to the agent. 
Thus, as soon as fire has been generated in a lower region, it begins to 
ascend; but the fire exists before it has ascended, because the motion 
by which it tends upward requires some time. Thirdly, by the fact that 
sometimes the beginning of a thing depends on the will of its principle, 
just as the beginning of a creature’s coming-to-be depends on the will 
of God, such that God existed before any creature.

Yet none of these three is found in the generation of the divine 
Word. God did not first exist and then begin to generate the Word: for 
since the generation of the Word is nothing other than an intelligible 
conception, it would follow that God would be understanding in po-
tency before understanding in act, which is impossible. Again, it is im-
possible that the generation of the Word involve succession: for then 
the divine Word would be unformed before it was formed (as hap-
pens in us who form words by “cogitating”), which is false, as was said. 
Again, we cannot say that the Father pre-established a beginning of 
duration for his Son by his own will because God the Father does not 
generate the Son by his will, as the Arians held, but naturally: for God 

39. See ST I, q. 2, a. 3.
40. De Trin. 5. 2, no. 3; PL 42, col. 912. On the eternity of God see ST I, q. 10. 
41. The Gloss was the standard Medieval commentary on the Bible, drawn 

largely from citations of the Church Fathers. Though the texts of the Fathers 
were gathered over many years, it was the school of Anselm of Laon (1100–
1130) that was largely responsible for composing the Gloss. It was finished by the 
mid-12th century.
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the Father, understanding himself, conceives the Word; and so God 
the Father did not exist prior to the Son.42

An example of this, to a limited degree, appears in fire and in the 
brightness issuing from it: for this brightness issues naturally and with-
out succession from the fire. Again, if the fire were eternal, its bright-
ness would be coeternal with it. This is why the Son is called the 
brightness of the Father: “the brightness of his glory” (Heb 1:3). But 
this example lacks an illustration of the identity of nature. And so we 
call him Son, although in human sonship we do not find coeternity: 
for we must attain our knowledge of divine things from many like-
nesses in material things, for one likeness is not enough. The Coun-
cil of Ephesus says that the Son always coexists with the Father: for 
“brightness” indicates his unchangeability, “birth” points to the Word 
himself, but the name “Son” suggests his consubstantiality.43

42. And so we give the Son various names to express his perfection, 
which cannot be expressed by one name. We call him “Son” to show 
that he is of the same nature as the Father; we call him “image” to 
show that he is not unlike the Father in any way; we call him “bright-
ness” to show that he is coeternal; and he is called the “Word” to show 
that he is begotten in an immaterial manner.44

43. Then the Evangelist says, and the Word was with God, which 
is the second clause in his account. The first thing to consider is the 
meaning of the two words which did not appear in the first clause, 
that is, God, and with; for we have already explained the meanings 
of “Word,” and “beginning.” Let us continue carefully by examining 
these two new words, and to better understand the explanation of this 
second clause, we must say something about the meaning of each so 
far as it is relevant to our purpose.

44. At the outset, we should note that the name “God” signifies the 
divinity concretely and is inherent in a subject, while the name “deity” 
signifies the divinity in the abstract and absolutely. Thus the name “de-
ity” cannot naturally and by its mode of signifying stand for a [divine] 
person, but only for the [divine] nature. But the name “God” can, by 
its natural mode of signifying, stand for any one of the [divine] per-
sons, just as the name “man” stands for any individual (suppositum) 
possessing humanity. Therefore, whenever the truth of a statement or 
its predicate require that the name “God” stand for the person, then 
it stands for the person, as when we say, “God begets God.”45 Thus, 
when it says here that the Word was with God, it is necessary that God 
stand for the person of the Father, because the preposition with signi-
fies the distinction of the Word, which is said to be with God. And al-
though this preposition signifies a distinction in person, it does not sig-

42. See ST I, q. 42, a. 2. 43. See ST I, q. 27, a. 1.
44. See ST I, q. 34, a. 2, ad 3. 45. See ST I, q. 39, aa. 4–5.
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nify a distinction in nature, since the nature of the Father and of the 
Son is the same. Consequently, the Evangelist wished to signify the 
person of the Father when he said God.

45. Here we should note that the preposition with signifies a cer-
tain union of the thing signified by its grammatical antecedent to the 
thing signified by its grammatical object, just as the preposition “in” 
does. However, there is a difference, because the preposition “in” sig-
nifies a certain intrinsic union, whereas the preposition with implies in 
a certain way an extrinsic union. And we state both in divine matters, 
namely, that the Son is in the Father and with the Father. Here the in-
trinsic union pertains to consubstantiality, but the extrinsic union (if 
we may use such an expression, since “extrinsic” is improperly em-
ployed in divine matters) refers only to a personal distinction, because 
the Son is distinguished from the Father by origin alone. And so these 
two words designate both a consubstantiality in nature and distinction 
in person: consubstantiality inasmuch as a certain union is implied; 
but distinction, inasmuch as a certain otherness is signified as was said 
above.

The preposition “in,” as was said, principally signifies consubstan-
tiality, as implying an intrinsic union and, by way of consequence, a 
distinction of persons, inasmuch as every preposition is transitive. The 
preposition “with” principally signifies a personal distinction, but also 
a consubstantiality inasmuch as it signifies a certain extrinsic, so to 
speak, union. For these reasons the Evangelist specifically used here 
the preposition “with” in order to express the distinction of the person 
of the Son from the Father, saying, and the Word was with God, that 
is, the Son was with the Father as one person with another.

46. We should note further that this preposition with has four 
meanings, and these eliminate four objections. First, the preposition 
with signifies the subsistence of its antecedent, because things that do 
not subsist of themselves are not properly said to be “with” another; 
thus we do not say that a color is with a body, and the same applies to 
other things that do not subsist of themselves. But things that do sub-
sist of themselves are properly said to be “with” another; thus we say 
that a man is with a man, and a stone with a stone.

Secondly, it signifies authority in its grammatical object. For we do 
not, properly speaking, say that a king is with a soldier, but that the 
soldier is with the king. Thirdly, it asserts a distinction. For it is not 
proper to say that a person is with himself, but rather that one man 
is with another. Fourthly, it signifies a certain union and fellowship. 
For when some person is said to be with another, it suggests to us that 
there is some social union between them.

Considering these four conditions implied in the meaning of this 
preposition with, the Evangelist quite appropriately joins to the first 
clause, In the beginning was the Word, this second clause, and the 
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Word was with God. For if we omit one of the three explanations of, 
In the beginning was the Word (namely, the one in which principium 
was understood as the Son), certain heretics make a twofold objection 
against each of the other explanations (namely, the one in which prin-
cipium means the same as “before all things,” and the one in which it is 
understood as the Father). Thus there are four objections, and we can 
answer these by the four conditions indicated by this preposition with.

47. The first of these objections is this. You say that the Word was 
in the beginning, i.e., before all things. But before all things there was 
nothing. So if before all things there was nothing, where then was the 
Word? This objection arises due to the imaginings of those who think 
that whatever exists is somewhere and in some place. But this is re-
jected by John when he says, with God, which indicates the union 
mentioned in the last of the four conditions. So, according to Basil,46 
the meaning is this: Where was the Word? The answer is: with God; 
not in some place, since he is unsurroundable, but he is with the Fa-
ther, who is not enclosed by any place.

48. The second objection against the same explanation is this. You 
say that the Word was in the beginning, i.e., before all things. But 
whatever exists before all things appears to proceed from no one, since 
that from which something proceeds seems to be prior to that which 
proceeds from it. Therefore, the Word does not proceed from another. 
This objection is rejected when he says, the Word was with God, taking 
“with” according to its second condition, as implying authority in what 
is causing. So the meaning, according to Hilary,47 is this: From whom 
is the Word if he exists before all things? The Evangelist answers: the 
Word was with God, i.e., although the Word has no beginning of dura-
tion, still he does not lack a principium or author, for he was with God 
as his author.

49. The third objection, directed to the explanation in which prin-
cipium is understood as the Father, is this: You say that In the begin‑
ning was the Word, i.e., the Son was in the Father. But that which is 
in something does not seem to be subsistent, as a hypostasis; just as 
the whiteness in a body does not subsist. This objection is solved by 
the statement, the Word was with God, taking “with” in its first condi-
tion, as implying the subsistence of its grammatical antecedent. So ac-
cording to Chrysostom,48 the meaning is this: In the beginning was the 
Word, not as an accident, but he was with God, as subsisting, and a di-
vine hypostasis.

50. The fourth objection, against the same explanation, is this. You 
say that the Word was in the beginning, i.e., in the Father. But what-

46. Hom. 16. 4; PG 31, col. 479B; cf. Catena aurea, 1:1b.
47. De Trin. 2. 14; PL 10, col. 61; cf. Catena aurea, 1:1b.
48. Hom. in Io. 4. 1; PG 59, col. 46–47; cf. Catena aurea, 1:2.
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ever is in something is not distinct from it. So the Son is not distinct 
from the Father. This objection is answered by the statement, and the 
Word was with God, taking “with” in its third condition, as indicat-
ing distinction. Thus the meaning, according to Alcuin49 and Bede,50 is 
this: the Word was with God, and he was “in” the Father by a consub-
stantiality of nature, while still being “with” him through a distinction 
in person. 

51. And so, and the Word was with God, indicates: the union of the 
Word with the Father in nature, according to Basil; their distinction in 
person, according to Alcuin and Bede; the subsistence of the Word in 
the divine nature, according to Chrysostom; and the authorship of the 
Father in relation to the Word, according to Hilary.

52. We should also note, according to Origen,51 that the Word was 
with God shows that the Son has always been with the Father. For in 
the Old Testament it says that the word of the Lord “came” to Jeremi-
ah or to someone else, as is plain in many passages of sacred Scripture. 
But it does not say that the word of the Lord was “with” Jeremiah or 
anyone else, because the word “comes” to those who begin to have 
the word after not having it. Thus the Evangelist did not say that the 
Word “came” to the Father, but was “with” the Father, because, given 
the Father, the Word was with him.

53. Then he says, and the Word was God. This is the third clause in 
John’s account, and it follows most appropriately considering the or-
der of teaching. For since John had said both when and where the Word 
was, it remained to inquire what the Word was, that is, the Word was 
God, taking “Word” as the subject, and “God” as the predicate.

54. But since one should first inquire what a thing is before investi-
gating where and when it is, it seems that John violated this order by 
discussing these latter first.

Origen52 answers this by saying that the Word of God is with man 
and with God in different ways. The Word is with man as perfecting 
him, because it is through him that man becomes wise and good: “She 
makes friends of God and prophets” (Wis 7:27). But the Word is not 
with God as though the Father were perfected and enlightened by 
him.53 Rather, the Word is with God as receiving natural divinity from 
him, who utters the Word, and from whom he has it that he is the 
same God with him. And so, since the Word was with God by origin, it 
was necessary to show first that the Word was in the Father and with 
the Father before showing that the Word was God.

49. Comm. in S. Ioannis Evang. 1; PL 100, col. 745.
50. In S. Ioannis Evang. expos. 1; PL 92, col. 638.
51. Comm. in Io. II. 1, no. 8; PG 14, col. 105C; cf. Catena aurea, 1:1b.
52. Ibid., no. 10; PG 14, col. 105D; cf. Catena aurea, 1:1c.
53. See ST I, q. 34, a. 2, ad 4.
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55. This clause also enables us to answer two objections which arise 
from the foregoing. The first is based on the name “Word,” and is this. 
You say that In the beginning was the Word, and that the Word was 
with God. Now it is obvious that “word” is generally understood to sig-
nify a vocal sound and the statement of something necessary, a mani-
festing of thoughts. But these words pass away and do not subsist. Ac-
cordingly, someone could think that the Evangelist was speaking of a 
word like these.

According to Hilary54 and Augustine,55 this question is sufficiently 
answered by the above account. Augustine says that it is obvious that 
in this passage “Word” cannot be understood as a statement because, 
since a statement is in motion and passes away, it could not be said 
that In the beginning was the Word, if this Word were something pass-
ing away and in motion. The same thing is clear from and the Word 
was with God: for to be “in” another is not the same as to be “with” 
another. Our word, since it does not subsist, is not “with” us, but “in” 
us; but the Word of God is subsistent, and therefore “with” God. And 
so the Evangelist expressly says, and the Word was with God. To en-
tirely remove the ground of the objection, he adds the nature of being 
of the Word, saying and the Word was God.

56. The other question comes from his saying, with God. For since 
“with” indicates a distinction, it could be thought that the Word was 
with God, i.e., the Father, as distinct from him in nature. So to exclude 
this he adds at once the consubstantiality of the Word with the Father, 
saying, and the Word was God. As if to say: the Word is not separat-
ed from the Father by a diversity of nature, because the Word itself is 
God.

57. Note also the special way of signifying, since he says, the Word 
was God, using “God” absolutely to show that he is not God in the 
same way in which the name of the deity is given to a creature in Sa-
cred Scripture. For a creature sometimes shares this name with some 
added qualification, as when it says, “I have appointed you the God of 
Pharaoh” (Ex 7:1), in order to indicate that he was not God absolutely 
or by nature, because he was appointed the god of someone in a quali-
fied sense. Again, it says in the Psalm (81:6): “I said, ‘You are gods’”—
as if to say: in my opinion, but not in reality. Thus the Word is called 
God absolutely because he is God by his own essence, and not by par-
ticipation, as men and angels are.

58. We should note that Origen disgracefully misunderstood this 
clause, led astray by the Greek manner of speaking. It is the custom 
among the Greeks to put the article before every name in order to in-
dicate a distinction. In the Greek version of John’s Gospel the name 

54. De Trin. 2. 15; PL 10, col. 61; cf. Catena aurea, 1:1c.
55. Tract. in Io. 1. 8; PL 35, col. 1383.
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“Word” in the statement, In the beginning was the Word, and also the 
name “God” in the statement, and the Word was with God, are pre-
fixed by an article, so as to read “the Word” and “the God,” in order to 
indicate the eminence and distinction of the Word from other words, 
and the principality of the Father in the divinity. But in the statement, 
the Word was God, the article is not prefixed to the noun “God,” which 
stands for the person of the Son. Because of this Origen56 blasphemed 
that the Word, although he was Word by essence, was not God by es-
sence, but is called God by participation; while the Father alone is God 
by essence. And so he held that the Son is inferior to the Father.57

59. Chrysostom58 proves that this is not true, because if the article 
used with the name “God” implied the superiority of the Father in re-
spect to the Son, it would never be used with the name “God” when it 
is used as a predicate of another, but only when it is predicated of the 
Father. Further, whenever said of the Father, it would be accompa-
nied by the article. However, we find the opposite to be the case in two 
statements of the Apostle, who calls Christ “God,” using the article. 
For in Titus (2:13) he says “the coming of the glory of the great God 
and our Savior Jesus Christ,” where “God” stands for the Son, and in 
the Greek the article is used. Therefore, Christ is the great God. Again 
he says (Rom 9:5): “Christ, who is God over all things, blessed forev-
er,” and again the article is used with “God” in the Greek. Further, in 1 
John (5:20) it says: “That we may be in his true Son, Jesus Christ; he is 
the true God and eternal life.” Thus, Christ is not God by participation, 
but truly God. And so the theory of Origen is clearly false.

Chrysostom gives us the reason why the Evangelist did not use the 
article with the name “God,” namely, because he had already men-
tioned God twice using the article, and so it was not necessary to re-
peat it a third time, but it was implied. Or, a better reason would be 
that “God” is used here as the predicate and is taken formally. And it 
is not the custom for the article to accompany names used as pred-
icates, since the article indicates separation. But if “God” were used 
here as the subject, it could stand for any of the persons, as the Son or 
the Holy Spirit; then, no doubt, the article would be used in the Greek.

60. Then he says, He was in the beginning with God. This is the 
fourth clause and is introduced because of the preceding clause. For 
from the Evangelist’s statement that the Word was God, two false in-
terpretations could be held by those who misunderstand. One of these 
is by the pagans, who acknowledge many and different gods, and say 
that their wills are in opposition. For example, those who put out the 
fable of Jupiter fighting with Saturn; or as the Manicheans,59 who 

56. Comm. in Io. II. 2, nos. 17–18; PG 14, col. 109A–B.
57. See ST I, q. 34, a. 1, ad 1.
58. Hom. in Io. 4. 3, PG 59, col. 50; cf. Catena aurea, 1:1c.
59. The movement called Manichaeism originated with Mani (Manichaeus), 
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have two contrary principles of nature. The Lord said against this error 
(Dt 6:4): “Hear O Israel: The Lord our God is one Lord.”

Since the Evangelist had said, the Word was with God; and the 
Word was God, they could adduce this in support of their error by un-
derstanding the God with whom the Word is to be one [God], and 
the Word to be another, having another, or contrary, will to the for-
mer; and this is against the law of the Gospel. And so to exclude this 
he says, He was in the beginning with God, as if to say, according to 
Hilary:60 I say that the Word is God, not as if he has a distinct divinity, 
but he is with God, that is, in the one same nature in which he is. Fur-
ther, lest his statement, and the Word was God, be taken to mean that 
the Word has an opposed will, he added that the Word was in the be‑
ginning with God, namely, the Father; not as divided from him or op-
posed, but having an identity of nature with him and a harmony of 
will.61 This union comes about by the sharing of the divine nature in 
the three persons, and by the bond of the natural love of the Father 
and the Son.

61. The Arians were able to draw out another error from the above. 
They think that the Son is less than the Father because it says be-
low (14:28): “The Father is greater than I.” And they say the Father 
is greater than the Son both as to eternity and as to divinity of na-
ture. And so to exclude this the Evangelist added: He was in the be‑
ginning with God. For Arius62 admits the first clause, In the beginning 
was the Word, but he will not admit that principium should be taken 
for the Father, but rather for the beginning of creatures. So he says 
that the Word was in the beginning of creatures, and consequently is 
in no sense coeternal with the Father. But this is excluded, according 
to Chrysostom,63 by this clause, He was in the beginning, not of crea-
tures, but in the beginning with God, i.e., whenever God existed. For 
the Father was never alone without the Son or Word, but He, that is, 
the Word, was always with God.

62. Again, Arius admits that the Word was God, but nevertheless 
inferior to the Father. This is excluded by what follows. For there are 
two attributes proper to the great God which Arius attributed solely 

c. 216–276, and spread from his home in Persia to both the East and the West 
from the late third century onwards. The Manichaeans emphasized a cosmic du-
alism between the true God and the evil lord who fashioned the material world, 
and taught the need to release the divine element in human beings through as-
cetical acts from this fallen, material world.

60. De Trin. 2. 16; PL 10, col. 62; cf. Catena aurea, 1:2.
61. See ST I, q. 42, a. 5.
62. Arius, a priest of Alexandria in the early fourth century, taught that the 

Logos is not the eternal Son of God, but is a creature, made by the Father, and 
not divine in the same sense that the Father is. The controversy over his teaching 
resulted in his condemnation at the Council of Nicaea in 325.

63. Hom. in Io. 4. 1; PG 59, col. 47; cf. Catena aurea, 1:2.
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to God the Father, that is, eternity and omnipotence. So in whomever 
these two attributes are found, he is the great God, than whom none is 
greater. But the Evangelist attributes these two to the Word. Therefore, 
the Word is the great God, and not inferior. He says the Word is eternal 
when he states, He was in the beginning with God, i.e., the Word was 
with God from eternity, and not only in the beginning of creatures (as 
Arius held), but with God, receiving being and divinity from him. Fur-
ther, he attributes omnipotence to the Word when he adds, Through 
him all things came into being.64

63. Origen65 gives a rather beautiful explanation of this clause, He 
was in the beginning with God, when he says that it is not separate 
from the first three, but is in a certain sense their epilogue. For the 
Evangelist, after he had indicated that truth was the Son’s and was 
about to describe his power, in a way gathers together in a summary 
form, in this fourth clause, what he had said in the first three. For in 
saying He, he understands the third clause; by adding was in the be‑
ginning, he recalls the first clause; and by adding with God, he recalls 
the second, so that we do not think that the Word which was in the 
beginning is different than the Word which was God; but this Word 
which was God was in the beginning with God.

64. If one considers these four propositions well, he will find that 
they clearly destroy all the errors of the heretics and of the philoso-
phers. For some heretics, as Ebion and Cerinthus, said that Christ did 
not exist before the Blessed Virgin, but took from her the beginning 
of his being and duration; for they held that he was a mere man, who 
had merited divinity by his good works. Photinus and Paul of Samo-
sata,66 following them, said the same thing. But the Evangelist ex-
cludes their errors saying, In the beginning was the Word, i.e., before 
all things, and in the Father from eternity. Thus he did not derive his 
beginning from the Virgin.67

Sabellius,68 on the other hand, although he admitted that the God 
who took flesh did not receive his beginning from the Virgin, but ex-
isted from eternity, still said that the person of the Father, who existed 

64. See ST I, q. 42, aa. 2, 4, 6.
65. Comm. in Io. II. 4, no. 34; PG 14, col. 116A; cf. Catena aurea, 1:2.
66. Photinus, bishop of Sirmium (died c. 376), was deposed for teaching that 

Jesus was a man inspired by God, not the pre-existant Logos become flesh. Paul 
of Samosata, bishop of Antioch (c. 260), was reported by Eusebius as also teaching 
that Jesus was an ordinary man inhabited by the Word of God, and who thus be-
came the Son of God. Both Photinus and Paul represent an adoptionist Christology. 

67. See ST III, q. 32, aa. 2–3; III, q. 35, aa. 2–4.
68. Sabellius (flourished in Rome, early third century) taught that the Father 

and Son were simply different modes of the one God, with no real distinction be-
tween them. He and others who taught this are known as Monarchian Modalists 
because they uphold the unity or monarchy of God by asserting that Father and 
Son are merely different economic modes of the activity of the one God.
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from eternity, was not distinct from the person of the Son, who took 
flesh from the Virgin. He maintained that the Father and Son were the 
same person; and so he failed to distinguish the trinity of persons in 
the deity.69 The Evangelist says against this error, and the Word was 
with God, i.e., the Son was with the Father, as one person with an-
other.

Eunomius70 declared that the Son is entirely unlike the Father. The 
Evangelist rejects this when he says, and the word was God. Finally, 
Arius said that the Son was less than the Father. The Evangelist ex-
cludes this by saying, He was in the beginning with God, as was ex-
plained above.

65. These words also exclude the errors of the philosophers. For 
some of the ancient philosophers, namely, the natural philosophers, 
maintained that the world did not come from any intellect or through 
some purpose, but by chance. Consequently, they did not place at the 
beginning as the cause of things a reason or intellect, but only matter 
in flux; for example, atoms, as Democritus thought, or other materi-
al principles of this kind as different philosophers maintained. Against 
these the Evangelist says, In the beginning was the Word, from whom, 
and not from chance, things derive their beginning.

Plato, however, thought that the Ideas of all the things that were 
made were subsistent, i.e., existing separately in their own natures; 
and material things exist by participating in these. For example, he 
thought men existed through the separated Idea of man, which he 
called Man per se. So lest you supposed, as did Plato, that this Idea 
through which all things were made be Ideas separated from God, the 
Evangelist adds, and the Word was with God.71

Other Platonists, as Chrysostom relates, maintained that God the 
Father was most eminent and first, but under him they placed a cer-
tain mind in which there were the likenesses and ideas of all things. 
So lest you think that the Word was with the Father in such a way as 
to be under him and less than he, the Evangelist adds, and the Word 
was God.

Aristotle,72 however, thought that the ideas of all things are in God, 
and that in God, the intellect, the one understanding, and what is un-
derstood, are the same. Nevertheless, he thought that the world is coe-

69. See ST I, q. 27, a. 1.
70. Eunomius (c. 325–395) was the key representative of the later radical Ari-

an party that asserted that the Son is entirely unlike the Father. He was the main 
opponent of the Cappadocian Fathers (Basil, Gregory of Nazianzus, and Gregory 
of Nyssa). 

71. See ST I, q. 15.
72. See Aristotle, Physics VIII, for his explanation of eternal motion. For Aqui-

nas’s interpretation of Aristotle’s view of God, see his Commentary on Aristotle’s 
Metaphysics, especially nos. 2536–51 and 2600–63.
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ternal with him. Against this the Evangelist says, He, the Word alone, 
was in the beginning with God, in such a way that He does not ex-
clude another person, but only another coeternal nature.

66. Note the difference in what has been said between John and 
the other Evangelists: how he began his Gospel on a loftier plane than 
they. They announced Christ the Son of God born in time: “When Je-
sus was born in Bethlehem” (Mt 2:1); but John presents him existing 
from eternity: In the beginning was the Word. They show him sudden-
ly appearing among men: “Now you dismiss your servant, O Lord, in 
peace, according to your word; because my eyes have seen your salva-
tion” (Lk 2:29); but John says that he always existed with the Father: 
and the Word was with God. The others show him as a man: “They 
gave glory to God who had given such authority to men” (Mt 9:8); 
but John says that he is God: and the Word was God. The others say 
he lives with men: “While living in Galilee, Jesus said to them” (Mt 
17:21); but John says that he has always been with the Father: He was 
in the beginning with God.

67. Note also how the Evangelist designedly uses the word was 
(erat) to show that the Word of God transcends all times: present, past 
and future. It is as though he were saying: He was beyond time: pres-
ent, past and future, as the Gloss says.

LECTurE 2

3 All things were made through him, and without him nothing was 
made. What was made 4a in him was life.73

68. After the Evangelist has told of the existence and nature of the 
Divine Word, so far as it can be told by man, he then shows the might 
of his power. First, he shows his power with respect to all things that 
come into existence. Secondly, with respect to man. As to the first, he 
uses three clauses; and we will not distinguish these at present because 
they will be distinguished in different ways according to the different 
explanations given by the saints.

69. The first clause, All things were made through him, is used to 
show three things concerning the Word. First, according to Chryso-
stom,74 to show the equality of the Word to the Father. For as stat-
ed earlier, the error of Arius was rejected by the Evangelist when he 
showed the coeternity of the Son with the Father by saying, “He was 
in the beginning with God.” Here he excludes the same error when 

73. St. Thomas quotes Jn 1:3 in ST I, q. 74, a. 3, obj. 1; III, q. 10, a. 2, ad 1; and 
Jn 1:3–4a in ST I, q. 18, a. 4, sed contra.

74. Hom. in Io. 5. 3; PG 59, col. 56; cf. Catena aurea, 1:3a.
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he shows the omnipotence of the Son, saying, All things were made 
through him. For to be the principle of all the things that are made is 
proper to the great omnipotent God, as the Psalm (134:6) says, “What-
ever the Lord wills he does, in heaven and on earth.” Thus the Word, 
through whom all things were made, is God, great and coequal to the 
Father.75

70. Secondly, according to Hilary,76 this clause is used to show the 
coeternity of the Word with the Father. For since someone might un-
derstand the earlier statement, “In the beginning was the Word,” as re-
ferring to the beginning of creatures, i.e., that before there were any 
creatures there was a time in which the Word did not exist, the Evan-
gelist rejects this by saying, All things were made through him. For if 
all things were made through the Word, then time was also. From this 
we can form the following argument: If all time was made through 
him, there was no time before him or with him, because before all 
these, he was. Therefore they [the Son and the Father] are eternally 
coeternal.77

71. Thirdly, according to Augustine,78 this clause is used to show 
the consubstantiality of the Word with the Father. For if all things were 
made through the Word, the Word himself cannot be said to have 
been made; because, if made, he was made through some Word, since 
all things were made through the Word. Consequently, there would 
have been another Word through whom was made the Word of whom 
the Evangelist is speaking. This Word, through whom all things are 
made, we call the only begotten Son of God, because he is neither 
made nor is he a creature. And if he is not a creature, it is necessary to 
say that he is of the same substance with the Father, since every sub-
stance other than the divine essence is made. But a substance that is 
not a creature is God. And so the Word, through whom all things were 
made, is consubstantial with the Father, since he is neither made, nor 
is he a creature.

72. And so in saying All things were made through him, you have, 
according to Chrysostom, the equality of the Word with the Father; 
the coeternity of the Word with the Father, according to Hilary; and 
the consubstantiality of the Word with the Father, according to Au-
gustine.

73. Here we must guard against three errors. First, the error of Val-
entinus.79 He understood All things were made through him to mean 

75. See ST I, q. 34, a. 3; I, q. 42, aa. 4, 6.
76. De Trin. 2. 17; PL 10, col. 62; cf. Catena aurea, 1:3a.
77. See ST I, q. 42, a. 2.
78. Tract. in Io. 1. 11; PL 35, col. 1384; De Trin. 1. 6, no. 9; PL 42, col. 825; cf. 

Catena aurea, 1:3a.
79. Valentinus (flourished in Rome c. 136) was probably the most influential 
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that the Word proffered to the Creator the cause of his creating the 
world; so that all things were made through the Word as if the Fa-
ther’s creating the world came from the Word. This leads to the posi-
tion of those who said that God created the world because of some ex-
terior cause; and this is contrary to Proverbs (16:4), “The Lord made all 
things for himself.” The reason this is an error is that, as Origen says, 
if the Word had been a cause to the Creator by offering him the mate-
rial for making things, he would not have said, All things were made 
through him, but on the contrary, that all things were made through 
the Creator by the Word.

74. Secondly, we must avoid the error of Origen.80 He said that the 
Holy Spirit was included among all the things made through the Word; 
from which it follows that he is a creature. And this is what Origen 
thought. This is heretical and blasphemous, since the Holy Spirit has 
the same glory and substance and dignity as the Father and the Son, 
according to the words of Matthew (28:19), “Make disciples of all the 
nations, baptizing them in the name of the Father, and of the Son, 
and of the Holy Spirit.” And, “There are three who give testimony in 
heaven, the Father, the Word, and the Holy Spirit; and these three are 
one” (1 Jn 5:7).81 Thus when the Evangelist says, All things were made 
through him, one should not understand “all things” absolutely, but in 
the realm of creatures and of things made. As if to say: All things that 
were made, were made through him. Otherwise, if “all things” were 
taken absolutely, it would follow that the Father and the Holy Spirit 
were made through him; and this is blasphemous. Consequently, nei-
ther the Father nor anything substantial with the Father was made 
through the Word.

75. Thirdly, we must avoid other of Origen’s82 errors. For he said 
that all things were made through the Word as something is made by 
a greater through a lesser, as if the Son were inferior to, and an instru-
ment of, the Father. But it is clear from many places in Scripture that 
the preposition “through” (per) does not signify inferiority in the thing 
which is its grammatical object, i.e., in the Son or Word. For the Apos-
tle says, “God is faithful, through whom you were called into the fel-
lowship of his Son” (1 Cor 1:9). If he “through” whom something is 
done has a superior, then the Father has a superior. But this is false. 
Therefore, the preposition “through” does not signify any inferiority 
in the Son when all things are said to have been made through him.83

of the early Gnostics. His theological system, known through the works of his dis-
ciples, was critiqued by Irenaeus, Tertullian, and Clement of Alexandria.

80. Comm. in Io. II. 10, no. 75; PG 14, col. 128A–B. 
81. See ST I, q. 27, aa. 3–4.
82. Comm. in Io. II. 10, no. 72; PG 14, col. 125C.
83. See ST I, q. 45, a. 6.
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76. To explain this point further, we should note that when some-
thing is said to be made through someone, the preposition “through” 
(per) denotes some sort of causality in its object with respect to an op-
eration; but not always the same kind of causality. For since an opera-
tion, according to our manner of signifying, is considered to be medi-
al between the one acting and the thing produced, the operation itself 
can be regarded in two ways. In one way, as issuing from the one op-
erating, who is the cause of the action itself; in another way, as termi-
nated in the thing produced. Accordingly, the preposition “through” 
sometimes signifies the cause of the operation insofar as it issues from 
the one operating; but sometimes as terminated in the thing which is 
produced. It signifies the cause of the operation as issuing from the 
one operating when the object of the preposition is either the effi-
cient or formal cause why the one operating is operating. For example, 
we have a formal cause when fire is heating through heat; for heat is 
the formal cause of the fire’s heating. We have a movent of efficient 
cause in cases where secondary agents act through primary agents; as 
when I say that the bailiff acts through the king, because the king is 
the efficient cause of the bailiff’s acting. This is the way Valentinus un-
derstood that all things were made through the Word: as though the 
Word were the cause of the maker’s production of all things. The prep-
osition “through” implies the causality of the operation as terminated 
in the thing produced when what is signified through that causality is 
not the cause which operates, but the cause of the operation precisely 
as terminated in the thing produced. So when I say, “The carpenter is 
making a bench through [by means of] a hatchet,” the hatchet is not 
the cause of the carpenter’s operating; but we do say that it is the cause 
of the bench’s being made by the one acting.

And so when it says that All things were made through him, if the 
“through” denotes the efficient or movent cause, causing the Father to 
act, then in this sense the Father does nothing through the Son, but he 
does all things through himself, as has been said. But if the “through” 
denotes a formal cause, as when the Father operates through his wis-
dom, which is his essence, he operates through his wisdom as he op-
erates through his essence. And because the wisdom and power of the 
Father are attributed to the Son, as when we say, “Christ, the power 
of God and the wisdom of God” (1 Cor 1:24), then by appropriation 
we say that the Father does all things through the Son, i.e., through 
his wisdom. And so Augustine84 says that the phrase “from whom all 
things,” is appropriated to the Father; “through whom all things,” is 
appropriated to the Son; and “in whom all things,” is appropriated to 
the Holy Spirit. But if the “through” denotes causality from the stand-

84. De Trin. 6. 10, no. 12; PL 42, col. 932.
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point of the thing produced, then the statement, “The Father does all 
things through the Son,” is not [mere] appropriation but proper to 
the Word, because the fact that he is a cause of creatures is had from 
someone else, namely the Father, from whom he has being.85

However, it does not follow from this that the Word is the instru-
ment of the Father, although whatever is moved by another to effect 
something partakes of the nature of an instrument. For when I say 
that someone works through a power received from another, this can 
be understood in two ways. In one way, as meaning that the power of 
the giver and of the receiver is numerically one and the same power; 
and in this way the one operating through a power received from an-
other is not inferior but equal to the one from whom he receives it. 
Therefore, since the same power which the Father has he gives to the 
Son, through which the Son works, when it is said that “the Father 
works through the Son,” one should not on that account say that the 
Son is inferior to the Father or is his instrument.86 This would be the 
case, rather, in those who receive from another not the same power, 
but another and created one. And so it is plain that neither the Holy 
Spirit nor the Son are causes of the Father’s working, and that neither 
is the minister or instrument of the Father, as Origen87 raved.

77. If we carefully consider the words, All things were made 
through him, we can clearly see that the Evangelist spoke with the ut-
most exactitude. For whoever makes something must preconceive it in 
his wisdom, which is the form and pattern of the thing made: as the 
form preconceived in the mind of an artisan is the pattern of the cabi-
net to be made. So, God makes nothing except through the concep-
tion of his intellect, which is an eternally conceived wisdom, that is, 
the Word of God, and the Son of God. Accordingly, it is impossible that 
he should make anything except through the Son. And so Augustine88 
says, in The Trinity, that the Word is the art full of the living patterns 
of all things. Thus it is clear that all things which the Father makes, he 
makes through him.

78. It should be remarked that, according to Chrysostom,89 all the 
things which Moses enumerates, individually in God’s production of 
things, saying, “And God said, ‘Let there be light’” (Gen 1:3) and so 
forth, all these the Evangelist transcends and embraces in one phrase, 
saying, All things were made through him. The reason is that Moses 
wished to teach the emanation of creatures from God; hence he enu-
merated them one by one. But John, hastening toward loftier things, 

85. See ST I, q. 33, a. 1.
86. See ST I, q. 42, a. 6.
87. Comm. in Io. II. 14, no. 104; PG 14, col. 140A. See also ST I, q. 34, a. 3.
88. De Trin. 6. 10, no. 11; PL 42, col. 931. 
89. Hom. in Io. 5. 1; PG 59, col. 53; cf. Catena aurea, 1:3b.



 CHAPTER 1 35

intends in this book to lead us specifically to a knowledge of the Cre-
ator himself.

79. Then he says, and without him nothing was made. This is the 
second clause which some have distorted, as Augustine90 says in his 
work, The Nature of the Good. Because of John’s manner of speaking 
here, they believed that he was using “nothing” in an affirmative 
sense; as though nothing was something which was made without the 
Word. And so they claimed that this clause was added by the Evange-
list in order to exclude something which was not made by the Word. 
They say that the Evangelist, having said that All things were made 
through him, added and without him nothing was made. It was as if 
to say: I say that all things were made through him in such a way that 
still something was made without him, that is, the “nothing.”

80. Three heresies came from this. First, that of Valentinus. He af-
firmed, as Origen91 says, a multitude of principles, and taught that 
from them came thirty eras. The first principles he postulates are two: 
The Deep, which he calls God the Father, and Silence. And from these 
proceed ten eras. But from the Deep and from Silence, he says, there 
are two other principles, Mind and Truth; and from these issued eight 
eras. Then from Mind and Truth, there are two other principles, Word 
and Life; and from these issued twelve eras; thus making a total of 
thirty. Finally, from the Word and Life there proceeded in time, the 
man Christ and the Church. In this way Valentinus affirmed many 
eras previous to the issuing forth of the Word. And so he said that be-
cause the Evangelist had stated that all things were made through him, 
then, lest anything think that those previous eras had been effected 
through the Word, he added, and without him nothing was made, i.e., 
all the preceding eras and all that had existed in them. All of these 
John calls “nothing,” because they transcend human reason and can-
not be grasped by the mind.

81. The second error to arise from this was that of Manichaeus, who 
affirmed two opposing principles: one is the source of incorruptible 
things, and the other of corruptible things. He said that after John had 
stated that All things were made through him, then, lest it be thought 
that the Word is the cause of corruptible things, he immediately added, 
and without him nothing was made, i.e., things subject to corruption, 
which are called “nothing” because their being consists in being con-
tinually transformed into nothing.

82. The third error is that of those who claim that by “nothing” we 
should understand the devil, according to Job (18:15), “May the com-
panions of him who is not dwell in his house.” And so they say that all 

90. De nat. boni 25; PL 42, col. 559; cf. Catena aurea, 1:3b.
91. Comm. in Io. II, 14, nos. 100–101; PG 14, col. 137A–C; cf. Catena aurea, 1:3b.
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things except the devil were made through the Word. In this way they 
explain, without him nothing was made, that is, the devil.

83. All these three errors, arising as they do from the same source 
namely, taking “nothing” in a positive sense, are excluded by the fact 
that “nothing” is not used here in an affirmative, but in a merely nega-
tive sense: the sense being that all things were made through the Word 
in such a way that there is nothing participating in existence that was 
not made through him.92

84. Perhaps someone will object and say that is was superfluous 
to add this clause, if it is to be understood negatively, on the ground 
that the Evangelist, in stating that All things were made through him, 
seems to have already said adequately enough that there is not some-
thing that was not made through the Word.

The answer to this is that, according to many expositors, this clause 
was added in many ways for a number of reasons. One of these rea-
sons is, according to Chrysostom,93 so that no one reading the Old Tes-
tament and finding only visible things listed by Moses in the creation 
of things, would think that these were the only things made through 
the Word. And so after he had said, All things were made through him, 
namely, those that Moses listed, the Evangelist then added, and with‑
out him nothing was made, as though he were saying: None of the 
things which exist, whether visible or invisible, was made without the 
Word.94 Indeed, the Apostle also speaks in this way (Col 1:16), saying 
that all things, visible and invisible, were created in Christ; and here 
the Apostle makes specific mention of invisible things because Moses 
had made no express mention of them on account of the lack of erudi-
tion of that people who could not be raised above the things of sense.

Chrysostom95 also gives another reason why this clause was add-
ed. For someone reading in the Gospels of the many signs and mir-
acles worked by Christ, such as, “The blind see, the lame walk, lep-
ers were cleansed” (Mt 11:5), might believe that in saying, All things 
were made through him, John meant that only the things mentioned 
in those Gospels, and nothing else, were made through him. So lest 
anyone suspect this, the Evangelist adds, and without him nothing 
was made. As if to say: Not only all the things contained in the Gos-
pels were made through him, but none of the things that were made, 
was made without him. And so, according to Chrysostom, this clause 
is added to bring out his total causality, and serves, as it were, to com-
plete his previous statement.

92. See ST I, q. 45, aa. 1–2.
93. Hom. in Io. 5. 1; PG 59, col. 53, 56; cf. Catena aurea, 1:3b.
94. See ST I, q. 44, a. 1.
95. Hom. in Io. 5. 1; PG 59, col. 57; cf. Catena aurea, 1:3b.
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85. According to Hilary,96 however, this clause is introduced to show 
that the Word has operative power from another. For since the Evan-
gelist had said, All things were made through him, it might be supposed 
that the Father is excluded from all causality. For that reason he added, 
and without him nothing was made. As if to say: All things were made 
through him, but in such a way that the Father made all things with 
him. For “without him” is equivalent to saying, “not alone,” so that the 
meaning is: It is not he alone through whom all things were made, but 
he is the other one without whom nothing was made. It is as if he said: 
Without him, with another working, i.e., with the Father, nothing was 
made, as it says, “I was with him forming all things” (Prv 8:30).

86. In a certain homily attributed to Origen,97 and which begins, 
“The spiritual voice of the eagle,” we find another rather beautiful ex-
position. It says there that the Greek has choris where the Latin has 
sine (without). Now choris is the same as “outside” or “outside of.” It 
is as if he had said: All things were made through him in such a way 
that outside him nothing was made. And so he says this to show that 
all things are conserved through the Word and in the Word, as stated 
in Hebrews (1:3), “He sustains all things by his powerful word.” Now 
there are certain things that do not need their producer except to bring 
them into existence, since after they have been produced they are able 
to subsist without any further activity on the part of the producer. For 
example, a house needs a builder if it is to come into existence, but it 
continues to exist without any further action on the part of the build-
er. So lest anyone suppose that all things were made through the Word 
in such a way that he is merely the cause of their production and not 
of their continuation in existence, the Evangelist added, and without 
him nothing was made, i.e., nothing was made outside of him, because 
he encompasses all things, preserving them.98

87. This clause is also explained by Augustine99 and Origen100 and 
several others in such a way that “nothing” indicates sin. Accordingly, 
because All things were made through him might be interpreted as in-
cluding evil and sin, he added, and without him nothing, i.e., sin, was 
made. For just as art is not the principle or cause of the defects in its 

96. De Trin. 2. 18; PL 10, col. 62; cf. Catena aurea, 1:3b.
97. This selection is from a sermon of John Scotus Erigena, Hom. in prol. Evang. 

sec. Io.; PL 122, col. 288A; cf. Catena aurea 1:3c. John Scotus Erigena (or Eriugena) 
(c. 810–877) was an Irish theologian at the palace school of Laon. He attempted 
the harmonization of Neoplatonic emanationism with the Christian view of cre-
ation. He is also credited with making available in Latin translation key works of 
Dionysius, Maximus the Confessor, and Gregory of Nyssa.

98. See ST I, q. 104, aa. 1–2.
99. Tract. in Io. 1. 13; PL 35, col. 1385. 
100. Comm. in Io. II. 13, nos. 92–96; PG 14, col. 133C–36B.
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products, but is through itself the cause of their perfection and form, 
so the Word, who is the art of the Father, full of living archetypes, is 
not the cause of any evil or disarrangement in things, particularly of 
the evil of sin, which carries the full notion of evil.101 The per se cause 
of this evil is the will of the creature, either a man or an angel, freely 
declining from the end to which it is ordained by its nature. One who 
can act in virtue of his art but purposely violates it, is the cause of the 
defects occurring in his works, not by reason of his art, but by reason 
of his will. So in such cases, his art is not the source or cause of the de-
fects, but his will is. Consequently, evil is a defect of the will and not 
of any art. And so to the extent that it is such [i.e., a defect], it is noth-
ing.102

88. So then, this clause is added to show the universal causality of 
the Word, according to Chrysostom; his association with the Father, 
according to Hilary; the power of the Word in the preserving of things, 
according to Origen; and finally, the purity of his causality, because he 
is so the cause of good as not to be the cause of sin, according to Au-
gustine, Origen, and a number of others.103

89. Then he says, What was made in him was life; and this is the 
third clause. Here we must avoid the false interpretation of Manichae-
us, who was led by this to maintain that everything that exists is alive: 
for example, stones, wood, men, and anything else in the world. He 
understood the clause this way: What was made in him, comma, was 
life. But it was not life unless alive. Therefore, whatever was made in 
him is alive. He also claimed that in him is the same as saying “through 
him,” since very often in Scripture “in him” and “through him” are in-
terchangeable, as in “In him and through him all things were created” 
(Col 1:16). However, our present explanation shows that this interpre-
tation is false.

90. There are, nevertheless, a number of ways to explain it without 
error. In that homily, “The spiritual voice,”104 we find this explanation: 
What was made in him, i.e., through him, was life, not in each thing 
itself, but in its cause. For in the case of all things that are caused, it is 
always true that effects, whether produced by nature or by will, exist 
in their causes, not according to their respective existences but accord-
ing to the power of the sun. Therefore, since the cause of all effects 
produced by God is a certain life and an art full of living archetypes, for 
this reason What was made in him, i.e., through him, was life, in its 
cause, i.e., in God.105

101. See ST I, q. 49, a. 2; I-II, q. 79, aa. 1–2.
102. See ST I, q. 48, a. 1.
103. See ST I, q. 34, a. 3, ad 5.
104. Erigena, Hom. in prol. Evang. sec. Io.; PL 122, col. 288B; cf. Catena aurea, 1:4a.
105. See ST I, q. 18, a. 4.
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91. Augustine106 reads this another way, as: What was made, com-
ma, in him was life. For things can be considered in two ways: as they 
are in themselves, and as they are in the Word. If they are considered 
as they are in themselves, then it is not true that all things are life or 
even alive, but some lack life and some are alive. For example, the 
earth was made and metals were made, but none is life, none is living; 
animals and men were made, and these, considered in themselves, are 
not life, but merely living. Yet considered as they are in the Word, they 
are not merely living, but also life. For the archetypes which exist spir-
itually in the wisdom of God, and through which things were made by 
the Word, are life, just as a chest made by an artisan is in itself neither 
alive nor life, yet the exemplar of the chest in the artisan’s mind prior 
to the existence of the chest is in some sense living, insofar as it has an 
intellectual existence in the mind of the artisan. Nevertheless it is not 
life, because it is neither in his essence nor is it his existence through 
the act of understanding of the artisan. But in God, his act of under-
standing is his life and his essence. And so whatever is in God is not 
only living, but is life itself, because whatever is in God is his essence. 
Hence the creature in God is the creating essence. Thus, if things are 
considered as they are in the Word, they are life.107 This is explained 
in another place.

92. Origen,108 commenting on John, gives another reading, thus: 
That which was made in him; and then, was life. Here we should 
note that some things are said of the Son of God as such; for example, 
that he is God, omnipotent, and the like. And some things are said of 
him in relation to ourselves; for example, we say he is Savior and Re-
deemer. Some things are said in both ways, such as wisdom and jus-
tice. Now in all things said absolutely and of the Son as such, it is not 
said that he was “made”; for example, we do not say that the Son was 
made God or omnipotent. But in things said in reference to us, or in 
both ways, the notion of being made can be used, as in, “God made 
him [Jesus Christ] our wisdom, our justice, our sanctification and re-
demption” (1 Cor 1:30). And so, although he was always wisdom and 
justice in himself, yet it can be said that he was newly made justice and 
wisdom for us.

And so Origen,109 explaining it along these lines, says that although 
in himself the Son is life, yet he was made life for us by the fact that 
he gave us life, as is said, “Just as in Adam all die, so in Christ all will 
come to life” (1 Cor 15:22). And so he says “the Word that was made” 
life for us in himself was life, so that after a time he could become life 

106. Tract. in Io. 1. 17; PL 35, col. 1387; cf. Catena aurea, 1:4a.
107. See ST I, q. 18, a. 4.
108. Comm. in Io. II. 16, no. 114; PG 14, col. 141D; cf. Catena aurea, 1:4a.
109. Ibid., II. 18, no. 128; PG 14, col. 148A; cf. Catena aurea, 1:4a.
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for us; and so he immediately adds, and that life was the light of men.
93. Hilary110 reads the clause differently, thus: And without him 

was made nothing, which was made in him, and later it says, he was 
life. For he says that when the Evangelist says without him nothing 
was made, one might be perplexed and ask whether there are still oth-
er things made by him that were not made through him, although 
not without him, but with respect to which he was associate with the 
maker; and this clause is added to correct the aforesaid error. There-
fore lest this be so understood, when the Evangelist says, All things 
were made through him, he adds, and without him nothing was made, 
which was made, in him, that is, through him; and the reason for this 
is that he was life.

For it is plain that all things are said to have been made through the 
Word inasmuch as the Word, who proceeds from the Father, is God. 
But let us suppose that some father has a son who does not perfectly 
exercise the operations of a man, but reaches such a state gradually. In 
that case the father will do many things, not through the son, yet not 
without [having] him. Since, therefore, the Son of God has from all 
eternity the same life that the Father has—“Just as the Father possess-
es life in himself, so has he granted it to the Son to have life in himself” 
(below 5:26)—one cannot say that God the Father, although he made 
nothing without the Son, nevertheless made some things not through 
him, because he was life. For in living things which participate life, it 
can happen that imperfect life precedes perfect life; but in per se life, 
which does not participate life but is simply and absolutely life, there 
can be no imperfection at all. According, because the Word is per se life, 
there was never imperfect life in him, but always perfect life.111 And 
so in such a way that nothing was made without him that was not also 
made in him, i.e., through him.

94. Chrysostom112 has a different reading and punctuation, thus: 
And without him was made nothing that was made. The reason for 
this is that someone might believe that the Holy Spirit was made 
through the Word. So to exclude this, the Evangelist says, that was 
made, because the Holy Spirit is not something that is made. And af-
terward follows, In him was life, which is introduced for two reasons. 
First, to show that after the creation of all things his causality was in-
defectible not only with respect to the things already produced, but 
also with respect to things yet to be produced. As if to say: In him was 
life, by which he could not only produce all things, but which has an 
unfailing flow and a causality for producing things continually with-
out undergoing any change, being a living fountain which is not di-
minished in spite of its continuous outflow; whereas collected water, 

110. De Trin. 2. 20; PL 10, col. 63 B; cf. Catena aurea, 1:4a.
111. See ST I, q. 18, a. 3. 
112. Hom. in Io. 5. 2; PG 59, col. 55–56; cf. Catena aurea, 1:4a.
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that is not living [i.e., running] water, is diminished when it flows out, 
and is used up. So the Psalm (35:10) says, “With you is the fountain 
of life.” The second reason is to show that things are governed by the 
Word. For since In him was life, this shows that he produced things by 
his intellect and will, not by a necessity of his nature, and that he gov-
erns the things he made. “The Word of God is living” (Heb 4:12).

Chrysostom is held in such esteem by the Greeks in his explana-
tions that they admit no other where he expounded anything in Holy 
Scripture. For this reason, this passage in all the Greek works is found 
to be punctuated exactly as Chrysostom did, namely, And without him 
was made nothing that was made.

LECTurE 3

4b And that life was the light of men. 5 And the light shines in the 
darkness, and the darkness did not overcome it.

95. Above, the Evangelist described the power of the Word inso-
far as he brought all things into existence; here he describes his pow-
er as it is related to men, saying that this Word is a light to men. First, 
he introduces a certain light to us (v. 4b); secondly, the light’s irradia-
tion (v. 5a); thirdly, participation in the light (v. 5b). This whole section 
may be explained in two ways: first, according to the influx of natural 
knowledge; secondly, according to participation in grace.113

As to the first point he says, And that life was the light of men.
96. Here we should note first that, according to Augustine114 and 

many others, light is more properly said of spiritual things than of sen-
sible things. Ambrose,115 however, thinks that brightness is said met-
aphorically of God. But this is not a great issue, for in whatever the 
name “light” is used, it implies a manifestation, whether that manifest-
ing concerns intelligible or sensible things. If we compare sensible and 
intelligible manifestation, then, according to the nature of things, light 
is found first in spiritual things. But for us, who give names to things 
on the basis of their properties as known to us, light is discovered first 
in sensible things, because we first used this name to signify sensible 
light before intelligible light; although as to power, light belongs to 
spiritual things in a prior and truer way than to sensible things.

97. To clarify the statement, And that life was the light of men, we 
should remark that there are many grades of life.116 For some things 

113. See ST I-II, q. 109, a. 1.
114. Tract. in Io. 1. 18; PL 35, col. 1388; cf. Catena aurea, 1:4b. See also ST I, q. 

67, a. 1.
115. See ST I, q. 67, a. 1, sed contra. 
116. See ST I, q. 18, a. 1.
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live, but do so without light, because they have no knowledge; for ex-
ample, plants. Hence their life is not light. Other things both live and 
know, but their knowledge, since it is on the sense level, is concerned 
only with individual and material things, as in the case with the brutes. 
So they have both life and a certain light. But they do not have the light 
of men, who live, and know, not only truths, but also the very nature 
of truth itself. Such are rational creatures, to whom not only this or 
that are made manifest, but truth itself, which can be manifested and is 
manifestive to all.

And so the Evangelist, speaking of the Word, not only says that he 
is life but also light, lest anyone suppose he means life without knowl-
edge. And he says that he is the light of men, lest anyone suppose he 
meant only sensible knowledge, such as exists in the brutes.

98. But since he is also the light of angels, why did he say, of men? 
Two answers have been given to this. Chrysostom117 says that the 
Evangelist intended in this Gospel to give us a knowledge of the Word 
precisely as directed to the salvation of man, and therefore refers, in 
keeping with his aim, more to men than to angels. Origen,118 howev-
er, says that participation in this light pertains to men insofar as they 
have a rational nature; accordingly, when the Evangelist says, the light 
of men, he wants us to understand every rational nature.

99. We also see from this the perfection and dignity of this life, be-
cause it is intellectual or rational. For whereas all things that in some 
way move themselves are called living, only those that perfectly move 
themselves are said to have perfect life; and among lower creatures 
only man moves himself, properly speaking, and perfectly. For al-
though other things are moved by themselves by some inner princi-
ple, that inner principle is nevertheless not open to opposite alterna-
tives; hence they are not moved freely but from necessity. As a result, 
those things that are moved by such a principle are more truly made to 
act than act themselves. But man, since he is master of his act, moves 
himself freely to all that he wills. Consequently, man has perfect life, as 
does every intellectual nature.119 And so the life of the Word, which is 
the light of men, is perfect life.120

100. We find a fitting order in the above. For in the natural order 
of things, existence is first; and the Evangelist implies this in his first 
statement, In the beginning was the Word. Secondly, comes life; and 
this is mentioned next, In him was life. Thirdly comes understanding; 
and that is mentioned next; And that life was the light of men. And, 

117. Hom. in Io. 5. 3; PG 59, col. 58; cf. Catena aurea, 1:5.
118. Comm. in Io. II. 22, nos. 141–43; PG 14, col. 152B–C; cf. Catena aurea, 1:4b.
119. See ST I, q. 83, a. 1; I, q. 105, a. 3.
120. See ST I, q. 19, a. 10.



 CHAPTER 1 43

according to Origen,121 he fittingly attributes light to life because light 
can be attributed to the living.

101. We should note that light can be related in two ways to what 
is living: as an object and as something in which they participate, as 
is clear in external sight. For the eyes know external light as an ob-
ject, but if they are to see it, they must participate in an inner light by 
which the eyes are adapted and disposed for seeing the external light. 
And so his statement, And that life was the light of men, can be un-
derstood in two ways. First, that the light of men is taken as an object 
that man alone can look upon, because the rational creature alone can 
see it, since he alone is capable of the vision of God who “teaches us 
more than the beasts of the earth, and enlightens us more than the 
birds of the air” (Jb 35:11); for although other animals may know cer-
tain things that are true, nevertheless, man alone knows the nature it-
self of truth.

The light of men can also be taken as a light in which we partici-
pate. For we would never be able to look upon the Word and light it-
self except through a participation in it; and this participation is in man 
and is the superior part of our soul, i.e., the intellectual light, about 
which the Psalm (4:7) says, “The light of your countenance, O Lord, 
is marked upon us,” i.e., of your Son, who is your face, by whom you 
are manifested.122

102. Having introduced a certain light, the Evangelist now considers 
its irradiation, saying, And the light shines in the darkness. This can be 
explained in two ways, according to the two meanings of “darkness.”

First, we might take “darkness” as a natural defect, that of the cre-
ated mind. For the mind is to that light of which the Evangelist speaks 
here as air is to the light of the sun; because, although air is recep-
tive of the light of the sun, considered in itself it is a darkness. Accord-
ing to this the meaning is: the light, i.e., that life which is the light of 
men, shines in the darkness, i.e., in created souls and minds, by always 
shedding its light on all. “On a man from whom the light is hidden” 
(Jb 3:23).

And the darkness did not overcome it, i.e., enclose it [i.e., intellectu-
ally]. For to overcome something [comprehendere, to overcome, to com-
prehend, to seize or apprehend, and so forth], is to enclose and under-
stand its boundaries. As Augustine says, to reach God with the mind is 
a great happiness; but to overcome [comprehend] him is impossible.123 
And so, the darkness did not overcome it. “Behold, God is great, ex-
ceeding our knowledge” (Jb 36:26); “Great in counsel, incomprehen-

121. Comm. in Io. II. 23, no. 153; PG 14, col. 156B.
122. See ST I, q. 79, a. 4; I, q. 84 a. 5; I, q. 93 a. 4; I-II, q. 19 a. 4.
123. See ST I, q. 12, a. 7.
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sible in thought” as Jeremiah (32:19) says. This explanation is found in 
that homily124 which begins, “The spiritual voice of the eagle.”

103. We can explain this passage in another way by taking “dark-
ness” as Augustine125 does, for the natural lack of wisdom in man, 
which is called a darkness. “And I saw that wisdom excels folly as 
much as light excels knowledge” (Ecc 2:13). Someone is without wis-
dom, therefore, because he lacks the light of divine wisdom. Conse-
quently, just as the minds of the wise are lucid by reason of a partici-
pation in that divine light and wisdom, so by the lack of it they are 
darkness. Now the fact that some are darkness is not due to a defect in 
that light, since on its part it shines in the darkness and radiates upon 
all. Rather, the foolish are without that light because the darkness did 
not overcome it, i.e., they did not apprehend it, not being able to attain 
a participation in it due to their foolishness; after having been lifted up, 
they did not persevere. “From the savage,” i.e., from the proud, “he 
hides his light,” i.e., the light of wisdom, “and shows his friend that 
it belongs to him, and that he may approach it” (Jb 36:32); “They did 
not know the way to wisdom, nor did they remember her paths” (Bar 
3:23).

Although some minds are darkness, i.e., they lack savory and lucid 
wisdom, nevertheless no man is in such darkness as to be completely 
devoid of divine light, because whatever truth is known by anyone is 
due to a participation in that light which shines in the darkness; for ev-
ery truth, no matter by whom it is spoken, comes from the Holy Spirit. 
Yet the darkness, i.e., men in darkness, did not overcome it, apprehend 
it in truth. This is the way [i.e., with respect to the natural influx of 
knowledge] that Origen and Augustine explain this clause.126

104. Starting from And that life was the light of men, we can ex-
plain this in another way, according to the influx of grace, since we are 
illuminated by Christ.

After he had considered the creation of things through the Word, 
the Evangelist considers here the restoration of the rational creature 
through Christ, saying, And that life, of the Word, was the light of men, 
i.e., of all men in general, and not only of the Jews. For the Son of God 
assumed flesh and came into the world to illumine all men with grace 
and truth. “I came into the world for this, to testify to the truth” (below 
18:37); “As long as I am in the world I am the light of the world” (be-
low 9:5). So he does not say, “the light of the Jews,” because although 
previously he had been known only in Judea, he later became known 
to the world. “I have given you as a light to the nations, that you might 
be my salvation to the ends of the earth” (Is 49:6).

124. Erigena, Hom. in prol. Evang. sec. Io.; PL 122, col. 288A; cf. Catena aurea, 1:5.
125. Tract. in Io. 1. 19; PL 34, col. 1388; cf. Catena aurea, 1:5.
126. See ST I-II, q. 85, a. 3; I-II, q. 94, a. 6.
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It was fitting to join light and life by saying, And that life was the 
light of men, in order to show that these two have come to us through 
Christ: life, through a participation in grace, “Grace and truth have 
come through Jesus Christ” (below 1:17); and light, by a knowledge of 
truth and wisdom.127

105. According to this explanation, the light shines in the darkness, 
can be expounded in three ways, in the light of the three meanings of 
“darkness.”

In one way, we can take “darkness” for punishment. For any sad-
ness and suffering of heart can be called a darkness, just as any joy 
can be called a light. “When I sit in darkness and in suffering the Lord 
is my light,” i.e., my joy and consolation (Mic 7:8). And so Origen128 
says: In this explanation, the light shines in the darkness, is Christ 
coming into the world, having a body capable of suffering and without 
sin, but “in the likeness of sinful flesh” (Rom 8:3). The light is in the 
flesh, that is, the flesh of Christ, which is called a darkness insofar as it 
has a likeness to sinful flesh.129 As if to say: The light, i.e., the Word of 
God, veiled about by the darkness of the flesh, shines on the world; “I 
will cover the sun with a cloud” (Ex 32:7). 

106. Secondly, we can take “darkness” to mean the devils, as in 
Ephesians (6:12), “Our struggle is not against flesh and blood; but 
against principalities and powers, against the rulers of the world of this 
darkness.” Looked at this way he says, the light, i.e., the Son of God, 
shines in the darkness, i.e., has descended into the world where dark-
ness, i.e., the devils, hold sway: “Now the prince of this world will 
be cast out” (below 12:31). And the darkness, i.e., the devils, did not 
overcome it, i.e., were unable to obscure him by their temptations, as is 
plain in Matthew (chap. 4).130

107. Thirdly, we can take “darkness” for the error or ignorance 
which filled the whole world before the coming of Christ: “You were 
at one time darkness” (Eph 5:8). And so he says that the light, i.e., the 
incarnate Word of God, shines in the darkness, i.e., upon the men of 
the world, who are blinded by the darkness or error and ignorance. 
“To enlighten those who sit in darkness and in the shadow of death” 
(Lk 1:79); “The people who were sitting in the darkness saw a great 
light” (Is 9:2).

And the darkness did not overcome it, i.e., did not overcome him. 
For in spite of the number of men darkened by sin, blinded by envy, 
shadowed over by pride, who have struggled against Christ (as is plain 
from the Gospel) by upbraiding him, heaping insults and calumnies 

127. See ST I-II, q. 106, a. 1.
128. Comm. in Io. II. 26, nos. 163–66; PG 14, col. 160B–61A; cf. Catena aurea, 1:5.
129. See ST III, q. 14, a. 1.
130. Ibid. 
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upon him, and finally killing, nevertheless they did not overcome it, 
i.e., gain the victory of so obscuring him that his brightness would not 
shine throughout the whole world. Wisdom (7:30) says, “compared to 
light, she takes precedence, for night supplants it, but wisdom,” that is, 
the incarnate Son of God, “is not overcome by wickedness,” that is, of 
the Jews and of heretics, because it says, “She gave him the prize for 
his stern struggle that he might know that wisdom is mightier than all 
else” (Wis 10:12).

LECTurE 4

6 There was a man sent by God, whose name was John. 7 He came 
as a witness, that he might bear witness to the light, so that through 
him all men might believe. 8 He was not the light, but [he came] in or‑
der to bear witness to the light.

108. Above, the Evangelist considered the divinity of the Word; 
here he begins to consider the Incarnation of the Word. And he does 
two things concerning this: first, he treats of the witness to the in-
carnate Word, or the precursor; secondly, of the coming of the Word 
(1:9). As to the first, he does two things: first, he describes the precur-
sor who comes to bear witness; secondly, he shows that he was inca-
pable of the work of our salvation (1:8).

He describes the precursor in four ways. First, according to his na-
ture, There was a man. Secondly, as to his authority, sent by God. 
Thirdly, as to his suitability for the office, whose name was John. 
Fourthly, as to the dignity of his office, He came as a witness.

109. We should note with respect to the first that, as soon as the 
Evangelist begins speaking of something temporal, he changes his 
manner of speech. When speaking above of eternal things, he used 
the word “was” (erat), which is the past imperfect tense; and this indi-
cates that eternal things are without end. But now, when he is speak-
ing of temporal things, he uses “was” (fuit, i.e., “has been”); this indi-
cates temporal things as having taken place in the past and coming to 
an end there.

110. And so he says, There was a man (Fuit homo). This excludes at 
the very start the incorrect opinion of certain heretics who were in er-
ror on the condition or nature of John. They believed that John was 
an angel in nature, basing themselves on the words of the Lord, “I 
send my messenger [in Greek, angelos] before you, who will prepare 
your way” (Mt 11:10); and the same thing is found in Mark (1:2). But 
the Evangelist rejects this, saying, There was a man by nature, not an 
angel. “The nature of man is known, and that he cannot contend in 
judgment with one who is stronger than himself” (Ecc 6:10).
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Now it is fitting that a man be sent to men, for men are more eas-
ily drawn to a man, since he is like themselves. So in Hebrews (7:28) 
it says, “The law appoints men who have weakness priests.” God could 
have governed men through angels, but he preferred men so that we 
could be more instructed by their example. And so John was a man, 
and not an angel.

111. John is described by his authority when it says, sent by God. In-
deed, although John was not an angel in nature, he was so by his office, 
because he was sent by God. For the distinctive office of angels is that 
they are sent by God and are messengers of God. “All are ministering 
spirits, sent to serve” (Heb 1:14). Hence it is that “angel” means “mes-
senger.”131 And so men who are sent by God to announce something 
can be called angels. “Haggai the messenger of the Lord” (Hg 1:13).

If someone is to bear witness to God, it is necessary that he be sent 
by God. “How can they preach unless they are sent?” as is said in Ro-
mans (10:15). And since they are sent by God, they seek the things of 
Jesus Christ, not their own. “We do not preach ourselves, but Jesus 
Christ” (2 Cor 4:5). On the other hand, one who sends himself, and 
is not sent by God, seeks his own things or those of man, and not the 
things of Christ. And so he says here, There was a man sent by God, 
so that we would understand that John proclaimed something divine, 
not human.

112. Note that there are three ways in which we see men sent by 
God. First, by an inward inspiration. “And now the Lord God has sent 
me, and his spirit” (Is 48:16). As if to say: I have been sent by God 
through an inward inspiration of the spirit. Secondly, by an expressed 
and clear command, perceived by the bodily senses or the imagination. 
Isaiah was also sent in this way; and so he says, “And I heard the voice 
of the Lord saying, ‘Whom shall I send, and who will go for us?’ Then 
I said, ‘Here I am! Send me’” (Is 6:8). Thirdly, by the order of a prelate, 
who acts in the place of God in this matter. “I have pardoned in the 
person of Christ for your sake” as it says in 2 Corinthians (2:10). This is 
why those who are sent by a prelate are sent by God, as Barnabas and 
Timothy were sent by the Apostle.

When it is said here, There was a man sent by God, we should un-
derstand that he was sent by God through an inward inspiration, or 
perhaps even by an outward command. “He who sent me to baptize 
with water had said to me: ‘The man on whom you see the Spirit come 
down and rest is the one who is to baptize with the Holy Spirit’” (be-
low 1:33).

113. We should not understand, There was a man sent by God, 
as some heretics did, who believed that from the very beginning hu-
man souls were created without bodies along with the angels, and that 

131. See ST I, q. 112, a. 1.
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one’s soul is sent into the body when he is born, and that John was 
sent to life, i.e., his soul was sent to a body.132 Rather, we should un-
derstand that he was sent by God to baptize and preach.

114. John’s fitness is given when he says, whose name was John. 
One must be qualified for the office of bearing witness, because unless 
a witness is qualified for the office of bearing witness, then no mat-
ter in what way he is sent by another, his testimony is not acceptable. 
Now a man becomes qualified by the grace of God. “By the grace of 
God I am what I am” (1 Cor 15:10); “who has made us fit ministers of 
a new covenant” (2 Cor 3:6). So, the Evangelist appropriately implies 
the precursor’s fitness from his name when he says, whose name was 
John, which is interpreted, “in whom is grace.”

This name was not given to him meaninglessly, but by divine pre-
ordination and before he was born, as is clear from Luke (1:13), “You 
will name him John,” as the angel said to Zechariah. Hence he can say 
what is said in Isaiah (49:1), “The Lord called me from the womb”; “He 
who will be, his name is already called” (Ecc 6:10). The Evangelist also 
indicates this from his manner of speaking, when he says was, as to 
God’s preordination.

115. Then he is described by the dignity of his office. First, his of-
fice is mentioned. Secondly, the reason for his office, to bear witness 
to the light.

116. Now his office is to bear witness; hence he says, He came as a 
witness.

Here it should be remarked that God makes men, and everything 
else he makes, for himself. “The Lord made all things for himself” (Prv 
16:4). Not, indeed, to add anything to himself, since he has no need of 
our good, but so that his goodness might be made manifest in all of the 
things made by him, in that “his eternal power and divinity are clearly 
seen, being understood through the things that are made” (Rom 1:20). 
Thus, each creature is made as a witness to God in so far as each crea-
ture is a certain witness of the divine goodness.133 So, the vastness of 
creation is a witness to God’s power and omnipotence; and its beauty is 
a witness to the divine wisdom. But certain men are ordained by God 
in a special way, so that they bear witness to God not only naturally by 
their existence, but also spiritually by their good works. Hence all holy 
men are witnesses to God inasmuch as God is glorified among men 
by their good works. “Let your light so shine before men, that they 
may see your good works, and glorify your Father who is in heaven”  
(Mt 5:16). But those who not only share in God’s gifts in themselves 
by acting well through the grace of God, but also spread them to others 
by their teaching, influencing and encouraging others, are in a more 

132. See ST I, q. 90, a. 4; I, q. 118, a. 3.
133. See ST I, q. 6, a. 4; I, q. 44, a. 4; I, q. 65, a. 2; I, q. 103, a. 2.
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special way witnesses to God.134 “Everyone who calls upon my name, 
I have created for my glory” (Is 43:7). And so John came as a witness 
in order to spread to others the gifts of God and to proclaim his praise.

117. This office of John, that of bearing witness, is very great, be-
cause no one can testify about something except in the manner in 
which he has shared in it. “We know of what we speak, and we bear 
witness of what we see” (below 3:11). Hence, to bear witness to di-
vine truth indicates a knowledge of that truth. So Christ also had this 
office: “I have come into the world for this, to testify to the truth” 
(below 18:37). But Christ testifies in one way and John in another. 
Christ bears witness as the light who comprehends all things, indeed, 
as the existing light itself. John bears witness only as participating in 
that light. And so Christ gives testimony in a perfect manner and per-
fectly manifests the truth, while John and other holy men give tes-
timony in so far as they have a share of divine truth. John’s office, 
therefore, is great both because of his participation in the divine light 
and because of a likeness to Christ, who carried out this office. “I made 
him a witness to the peoples, a leader and a commander of the na-
tions” (Is 55:4).135

118. The purpose of this office is given when he says, that he might 
bear witness to the light. Here we should understand that there are 
two reasons for bearing witness about something. One reason can be 
on the part of the thing with which the witness is concerned; for ex-
ample, if there is some doubt or uncertainty about that thing. The oth-
er is on the part of those who hear it; if they are hard of heart and 
slow to believe. John came as a witness, not because of the thing about 
which he bore witness, for it was light. Hence he says, bear witness 
to the light, i.e., not to something obscure, but to something clear. He 
came, therefore, to bear witness on account of those to whom he tes-
tified, so that through him (i.e., John) all men might believe. For as 
light is not only visible in itself and of itself, but through it all else can 
be seen, so the Word of God is not only light in himself, but he makes 
known all things that are known. For since a thing is made known and 
understood through its form, and all forms exist through the Word, 
who is the art full of living forms, the Word is light not only in himself, 
but as making known all things; “all that appears is light” (Eph 5:13).

And so it was fitting for the Evangelist to call the Son “light,” be-
cause he came as “a revealing light to the Gentiles” (Lk 2:32). Above, 
he called the Son of God the Word, by which the Father expresses 
himself and every creature. Now since he is, properly speaking, the 
light of men, and the Evangelist is considering him here as coming to 

134. See ST I, q. 106, a. 4; I, q. 117, a. 1.
135. See ST III, q. 7, a. 8.
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accomplish the salvation of man, he fittingly interrupts the use of the 
name “Word” when speaking of the Son, and says, “light.”

119. But if that light is adequate of itself to make known all things, 
and not only itself, what need does it have of any witness? This was the 
objection of the Manichaeans, who wanted to destroy the Old Testa-
ment. Consequently, the saints gave many reasons, against their opin-
ion, why Christ wanted to have the testimony of the prophets.

Origen136 gives three reasons. The first is that God wanted to have 
certain witnesses, not because he needed their testimony, but to en-
noble those whom he appointed witnesses. Thus we see in the order 
of the universe that God produces certain effects by means of interme-
diate causes, not because he himself is unable to produce them with-
out these intermediaries, but he deigns to confer on them the dignity 
of causality because he wishes to ennoble these intermediate causes. 
Similarly, even though God could have enlightened all men by himself 
and lead them to a knowledge of himself, yet to preserve due order in 
things and to ennoble certain men, he willed that divine knowledge 
reach men through certain other men. “‘You are my witnesses,’ says 
the Lord” (Is 43:10).137

A second reason is that Christ was a light to the world through his 
miracles. Yet, because they were performed in time, they passed away 
with time and did not reach everyone. But the words of the prophets, 
preserved in Scripture, could reach not only those present, but could 
also reach those to come after. Hence the Lord willed that men come 
to a knowledge of the Word through the testimony of the prophets, in 
order that not only those present, but also men yet to come, might be 
enlightened about him. So it says expressly, so that through him all 
men might believe, i.e., not only those present, but also future genera-
tions.

The third reason is that not all men are in the same condition, and 
all are not led or disposed to a knowledge of the truth in the same 
way.138 For some are brought to a knowledge of the truth by signs and 
miracles; others are brought more by wisdom. “The Jews require signs, 
and the Greeks seek wisdom” (1 Cor 1:22). And so the Lord, in order 
to show the path of salvation to all, willed both ways to be open, i.e., 
the way of signs and the way of wisdom, so that those who would not 
be brought to the path of salvation by the miracles of the Old and New 
Testaments, might be brought to a knowledge of the truth by the path 
of wisdom, as in the prophets and other books of Sacred Scripture.

A fourth reason, given by Chrysostom,139 is that certain men of 

136. Comm. in Io. II. 34, no. 199; PG 14, col. 173A; cf. Catena aurea, 1:6–8.
137. See ST III, q. 26, a. 1, ad 1.
138. See ST III, q. 55, a. 4.
139. Hom. in Io. 6; PG 59, col. 61; cf. Catena aurea, 1:6–8.
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weak understanding are unable to grasp the truth and knowledge of 
God by themselves. And so the Lord chose to come down to them and 
to enlighten certain men before others about divine matters, so that 
these others might obtain from them in a human way the knowledge 
of divine things they could not reach by themselves. And so he says, 
that through him all men might believe. As if to say: he came as a wit‑
ness, not for the sake of the light, but for the sake of men, so that 
through him all men might believe. And so it is plain that the testimo-
nies of the prophets are fitting and proper, and should be received as 
something needed by us for the knowledge of the truth.

120. He says believe, because there are two ways of participating 
in the divine light. One is the perfect participation which is present in 
glory, “In your light, we shall see the light” (Ps 35:10). The other in 
imperfect and is acquired through faith, since he came as a witness. Of 
these two ways it is said, “Now we see through a mirror, in an obscure 
manner, but then we shall see face to face” (1 Cor 13:12). And in the 
same place we find, “Now I know in part, but then I shall know even 
as I am known.” Among these two ways, the first is the way of partici-
pation through faith, because through it we are brought to vision. So 
in Isaiah (7:9) where our version has, “If you do not believe, you will 
not persist,” another version has, “If you do not believe, you will not 
understand.” “All of us, gazing on the Lord’s glory with unveiled faces, 
are being transformed from glory to glory into his very image,” which 
we have lost (2 Cor 3:18). “From the glory of faith to the glory of vi-
sion,” as a Gloss says.140

And so he says, that through him all men might believe, not as 
though all would see him perfectly at once, but first they would be-
lieve through faith, and later enjoy him through vision in heaven.141

121. He says through him, to show that John is different than 
Christ. For Christ came so that all might believe in him. “He who be-
lieves in me, as Scripture says, ‘Out of his heart shall flow rivers of liv-
ing water’” (below 7:38). John, on the other hand, came that all men 
might believe, not in him, but in Christ through him.

One may object that not all have believed. So if John came that all 
might believe through him, he failed. I answer that both on the part 
of God, who sent John, and of John, who came, the method used is 
adequate to bring all to the truth. But on the part of those “who have 
fixed their eyes on the ground” (Ps 16:11), and refused to see the light, 
there was failure, because all did not believe.142

140. Glossa Ordinaria; PL 114, col. 556A. This text is also found in Peter Lom-
bard, Collect. in Epist. Pauli, In 2 Cor. 3.12–18; PL 192, col. 28D.

141. See ST II-II, q. 2, a. 3; II-II, 5, a. 1.
142. See ST II-II, q. 10, a. 1.
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122. Now although John, of whom so much has been said, even in-
cluding that he was sent by God, is an eminent person, his coming is 
not sufficient to save men, because the salvation of man lies in partici-
pating in the light. If John had been the light, his coming would have 
sufficed to save men; but he was not the light. So he says, he was not 
the light. Consequently, a light was needed that would suffice to save 
men.

Or, we could look at it another way. John came to bear witness to 
the light. Now it is the custom that the one who testifies is of greater 
authority than the one for whom he bears witness. So, lest John be 
considered to have greater authority than Christ, the Evangelist says, 
he was not the light, but he came in order to bear witness to the light. 
For he bears witness not because he is greater, but because he is better 
known, even though he is not as great.

123. There is a difficulty about his saying, he was not the light. Con-
flicting with this is, “You were at one time darkness, but now you are 
light in the Lord” (Eph 5:8); and “You are the light of the world” (Mt 
5:14). Therefore, John and the apostles and all good men are a light.

I answer that some say that John was not the light, because this be-
longs to God alone. But if “light” is taken without the article, then John 
and all holy men were made lights. The meaning is this: the Son of 
God is light by his very essence; but John and all the saints are light by 
participation.143 So, because John participated in the true light, it was 
fitting that he bear witness to the light; for fire is better exhibited by 
something afire than by anything else, and color by something colored.

LECTurE 5

9 He [the Word] was the true light, which enlightens every man 
coming into this world. 10 He was in the world, and through him the 
world was made, and the world did not know him.144

124. Above, the Evangelist considered the precursor and his wit-
ness to the incarnate Word; in the present section he considers the in-
carnate Word himself. As to this he does three things. First, he shows 
why it was necessary for the Word to come. Secondly, the benefit we 
received from the coming of the Word (1:11). And thirdly, the way he 
came (1:14).

The necessity for the Word’s coming is seen to be the lack of divine 
knowledge in the world. He points out this need for his coming when 

143. See ST III, q. 23, a. 1, ad 2.
144. St. Thomas quotes Jn 1:9 in the ST I-II, q. 79, a. 3; III, q. 5, a. 4, obj. 2; III, 

q. 9, a. 1, ad 2; and Jn 1:10 in ST I, q. 47, a. 3, sed contra.
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he says, “For this was I born, and I came into the world for this, to tes-
tify to the truth” (below 18:37). To indicate this lack of divine knowl-
edge, the Evangelist does two things. First, he shows that this lack does 
not pertain to God or the Word. Secondly, that it does pertain to men 
(v. 10b).

He shows in three ways that there was no defect in God or in the 
Word that prevented men from knowing God and from being enlight-
ened by the Word. First, from the efficacy of the divine light itself, be-
cause He was the true light, which enlightens every man coming into 
this world. Secondly, from the presence of the divine light, because He 
was in the world. Thirdly, from the obviousness of the light, because 
through him the world was made. So the lack of divine knowledge in 
the world was not due to the Word, because it is sufficient. First, he 
shows the nature of this efficiency, that is, He was the true light. Sec-
ondly, its very efficiency, which enlightens every man.

125. The divine Word is efficacious in enlightening because He 
was the true light. How the Word is light, and how he is the light of 
men need not be discussed again, because it was sufficiently explained 
above. What we must discuss at present is how he is the true light. To 
explain this, we should note that in Scripture the “true” is contrasted 
with three things. Sometimes it is contrasted with the false, as in “Put 
an end to lying, and let everyone speak the truth” (Eph 4:25). Some-
times it is contrasted with what is figurative, as in “The law was given 
through Moses; grace and truth have come through Jesus Christ” (be-
low 1:17), because the truth of the figures contained in the law was 
fulfilled by Christ. Sometimes it is contrasted with what is something 
by participation, as in “that we may be in his true Son” (1 Jn 5:20), 
who is not his Son by participation.

Before the Word came there was in the world a certain light which 
the philosophers prided themselves on having; but this was a false 
light, because as is said, “They became stultified in their speculations, 
and their foolish hearts were darkened; claiming to be wise, they be-
came fools” (Rom 1:21); “Every man is made foolish by his knowl-
edge” (Jer 10:14). There was another light from the teaching of the 
law which the Jews boasted of having; but this was a symbolic light: 
“The law has a shadow of the good things to come, not the image itself 
of them” (Heb 10:1). There was also a certain light in the angels and 
in the holy men in so far as they knew God in a more special way by 
grace; but this was a participated light, “Upon whom does his light not 
shine?” (Jb 25:3), which is like saying, “Whoever shine, shine to the 
extent that they participate in his light, i.e., God’s light.”145

But the Word of God was not a false light, nor a symbolic light, nor 

145. See ST I-II, q. 91, a. 4; I-II, q. 106, a. 3; I-II, q. 107, a. 2.
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a participated light, but the true light, i.e., light by his essence. There-
fore he says, He was the true light.

126. This excludes two errors. First, that of Photinus, who believed 
that Christ derived his beginning from the Virgin. So, lest anyone sup-
pose this, the Evangelist, speaking of the Incarnation of the Word, 
says, He was the true light, i.e., eternally, not only before the Virgin, 
but before every creature. This also excludes the error of Arius and 
Origen; they said that Christ was not true God, but God by participa-
tion. If this were so, he could not be the true light, as the Evangelist 
says here, and as in “God is light” (1 Jn 1:5), i.e., not by participation, 
but the true light. So if the Word was the true light, it is plain that he 
is true God. Now it is clear how the divine Word is effective in causing 
divine knowledge.

127. The effectiveness or efficiency of the Word lies in the fact that 
he enlightens every man coming into this world. For everything which 
is what it is by participation is derived from that which is such by its 
essence; just as everything afire is so by participation in fire, which is 
fire by its very essence. Then since the Word is the true light by his 
very essence, then everything that shines must do so through him, in-
sofar as it participates in him. And so he enlightens every man coming 
into this world.146

128. To understand this, we should know that “world” is taken in 
three ways in Scripture. Sometimes, from the point of view of its cre-
ation, as when the Evangelist says here, “through him the world was 
made” (v. 10). Sometimes, from the point of view of its perfection, 
which it reaches through Christ, as in “God was, in Christ, reconciling 
the world to himself” (2 Cor 5:19). And sometimes it is taken from the 
point of view of its perversity, as in “The whole world lies under the 
power of the evil one” (1 Jn 5:19).

On the other hand, “enlightenment” or “being enlightened” by the 
Word is taken in two ways. First, in relation to the light of natural 
knowledge, as in “The light of your countenance, O Lord, is marked 
upon us” (Ps 4:7). Secondly, as the light of grace, “Be enlightened, O 
Jerusalem” (Is 60:1).

129. With these two sets of distinctions in mind, it is easy to solve a 
difficulty which arises here. For when the Evangelist says, he enlight‑
ens every man, this seems to be false, because there are still many in 
darkness in the world. However, if we bear in mind these distinctions 
and take “world” from the standpoint of its creation, and “enlighten” 
as referring to the light of natural reason, the statement of the Evange-
list is beyond reproach. For all men coming into this visible world are 
enlightened by the light of natural knowledge through participating in 

146. See ST I, q. 89, a. 3, ad 1.
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this true light, which is the source of all the light of natural knowledge 
participated in by men.

When the Evangelist speaks of man coming into this world, he does 
not mean that men had lived for a certain time outside the world and 
then came into the world, since this is contrary to the teaching of the 
Apostle in Romans (9:11), “When the children were not yet born nor 
had they done anything good or evil.” Therefore, since they had done 
nothing before they were born, it is plain that the soul does not exist 
prior to its union with the body. He refers to every man coming into 
this world, to show that men are enlightened by God with respect to 
that according to which they came into the world, i.e., with respect 
to the intellect, which is something external [to the world]. For man 
is constituted of a twofold nature, bodily and intellectual. According 
to his bodily or sensible nature, man is enlightened by a bodily and 
sensible light; but according to his soul and intellectual nature, he is 
enlightened by an intellectual and spiritual light. Now man does not 
come into this world according to his bodily nature, but under this as-
pect, he is from the world. His intellectual nature is derived from a 
source external to the world, as has been said, i.e., from God through 
creation; as in “Until all flesh returns to its origin, and the spirit is di-
rected to God, who made it” (Ecc 12:7).147 For these reasons, when the 
Evangelist speaks of every man coming into this world, he is showing 
that this enlightenment refers to what is from without, that is, the in-
tellect.

130. If we understand “enlightenment” with respect to the light of 
grace, then he enlightens every man may be explained in three ways. 
The first way is by Origin148 in his homily, “The great eagle,” and is 
this. “World” is understood from the point of view of its perfection, 
which man attains by his reconciliation through Christ. And so we 
have, he enlightens every man coming, by faith, into this world, i.e., 
this spiritual world, that is, the Church, which has been enlightened 
by the light of grace.149

Chrysostom150 explains it another way. He takes “world” under 
the aspect of creation. Then the sense is: He enlightens, i.e., the Word 
does, in so far as it depends on him, because he fails no one, but rath-
er “wants all men to be saved, and to come to the knowledge of the 
truth” (1 Tim 2:4); every man coming, i.e., who is born into this sensi-
ble world. If anyone is not enlightened, it is due to himself, because he 
turns from the light that enlightens.

147. See ST I, q. 118, a. 2.
148. Erigena, Hom. in prol. Evang. sec. Io.; PL 122, col. 293B; cf. Catena aurea, 1:9.
149. See ST I-II, q. 110, a. 1.
150. Hom. in Io. 8. 1, PG 59, col. 65; cf. Catena aurea, 1:9.
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Augustine151 explains it in a third way. For him, “every” has a re-
stricted application, so that the sense is: He enlightens every man com‑
ing into this world, not every man universally, but every man who is 
enlightened, since no one is enlightened except by the Word. Accord-
ing to Augustine,152 the Evangelist says, coming into this world, in or-
der to give the reason why man needs to be enlightened, and he is 
taking “world” from the point of view of its perversity and defect. It 
is as though he were saying: Man needs to be enlightened because he 
is coming into this world which is darkened by perversity and defects 
and is full of ignorance. (This followed the spiritual world of the first 
man.) As Luke says (1:79), “To enlighten those who sit in darkness 
and in the shadow of death.”

131. The above statement refutes the error of the Manichaeans, 
who think that men were created in the world from an opposing prin-
ciple, i.e., the devil.153 For if man were a creature of the devil when 
coming into this world, he would not be enlightened by God or by the 
Word, for “Christ came into the world to destroy the works of the devil”  
(1 Jn 3:8).

132. So it is clear, from the efficacy of the divine Word, that the lack 
of knowledge in men is not due to the Word, because he is effective in 
enlightening all, being the true light, which enlightens every man com‑
ing into this world.

But so you do not suppose this lack arose from the withdrawal or 
absence of the true light, the Evangelist rules this out adding, He was 
in the world. A comparable statement is found in “He is not far from 
any one of us,” that is, God, “for in him we live, and move, and are” 
(Acts 17:28). It is as though the Evangelist were saying: The divine 
Word is effective and is at hand in order to enlighten us.

133. We should remark that something is said to be “in the world” 
in three ways. In one way, by being contained, as a thing in place ex-
ists in a place: “They are in the world” (below 17:11). In another way, 
as a part in a whole; for a part of the world is said to be in the world 
even though it is not in a place. For example, supernatural substances, 
although not in the world as in a place, are nevertheless in it as parts: 
“God . . . who made heaven and earth, the sea, and all things that are 
in them” (Ps 145:6). But the true light was not in the world in either of 
these ways, because that light is neither localized nor is it a part of the 
universe. Indeed, if we can speak this way, the entire universe is in a 
certain sense a part, since it participates in a partial way in his goodness.

Accordingly, the true light was in the world in a third way, i.e., as 
an efficient and preserving cause: “I fill heaven and earth” as said in 

151. Enchir. 103. 27; PL 40, col. 280.
152. Tract. in Io. 2. 7; PL 35, col. 1392; cf. Catena aurea, 1:9.
153. See ST I, q. 45, a. 4.
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Jeremiah (23:24). However, there is a difference between the way the 
Word acts and causes all things and the way in which other agents act. 
For other agents act as existing externally: since they do not act except 
by moving and altering a thing qualitatively in some way with respect 
to its exterior, they work from without. But God acts in all things from 
within, because he acts by creating. Now to create is to give existence 
(esse) to the thing created. So, since esse is innermost in each thing, 
God, who by acting gives esse acts in things from within. Hence God 
was in the world as one giving esse to the world.154

134. It is customary to say that God is in all things by his essence, 
presence and power.155 To understand what this means, we should 
know that someone is said to be by his power in all things that are sub-
ject to his power; as a king is said to be in the entire kingdom subject 
to him, by his power. He is not there, however, by presence or essence. 
Someone is said to be by presence in all the things that are within his 
range of vision; as a king is said to be in his house by presence. And 
someone is said to be by essence in those things in which his substance 
is; as a king is in one determinate place.

Now we say that God is everywhere by his power, since all things 
are subject to his power: “If I ascend into heaven, you are there. . . . If 
I take my wings early in the morning, and dwell in the furthest part of 
the sea, even there your hand will lead me, and your right hand will 
hold me” (Ps 138:8–10). He is also everywhere by his presence, be-
cause “all things are bare and open to his eyes,” as is said in Hebrews 
(4:13). He is present everywhere by his essence, because his essence is 
innermost in all things. For every agent, as acting, has to be immedi-
ately joined to its effect, because mover and moved must be together. 
Now God is the maker and preserver of all things, with respect to the 
esse of each. Hence, since the esse of a thing is innermost in that thing, 
it is plain that God, by his essence, through which he creates all things, 
is in all things.156

135. It should be noted that the Evangelist significantly uses the 
word “was,” when he says, He was in the world, showing that from 
the beginning of creation he was always in the world, causing and pre-
serving all things; because if God for even a moment were to withhold 
his power from the things he established, all would return to nothing 
and cease to be. Hence Origen157 uses an apt example to show this, 
when he says that as a human vocal sound is to a human word con-
ceived in the mind, so is the creature to the divine Word; for as our vo-
cal sound is the effect of the work conceived in our mind, so the crea-

154. See ST I, q. 44, a. 1; I, q. 104, aa. 1–2.
155. See ST I, q. 8, aa. 1, 3.
156. See ST I, q. 8, a. 1; I, q. 105, a. 5.
157. Erigena, Hom. in prol. Evang. sec. Io.; PL 122, col. 293 C; cf. Catena aurea, 

1:10.
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ture is the effect of the Word conceived in the divine mind. “For he 
spoke, and they were created” (Ps 148:5). Hence, just as we notice that 
as soon as our inner word vanishes, the sensible vocal sound also ceas-
es, so, if the power of the divine Word were withdrawn from things, 
all of them would immediately cease to be at that moment. And this is 
because he is “sustaining all things by his powerful word” (Heb 1:3).158

136. So it is plain that a lack of divine knowledge in minds is not 
due to the absence of the Word, because He was in the world; nor is 
it due to the invisibility or concealment of the Word, because he has 
produced a work in which his likeness is clearly reflected, that is, the 
world: “For from the greatness and beauty of creatures, their creator 
can be seen accordingly” (Wis 13:5), and “The invisible things of God 
are clearly seen, being understood through the things that are made” 
(Rom 1:20).159 And so the Evangelist at once adds, and through him 
the world was made, in order that that light might be manifested in it. 
For as a work of art manifests the art of the artisan, so the whole world 
is nothing else than a certain representation of the divine wisdom con-
ceived within the mind of the Father, “He poured her [wisdom] out 
upon all his works,” as is said in Sirach (1:10).160

Now it is clear that the lack of divine knowledge is not due to the 
Word, because he is efficacious, being the true light; and he is at hand, 
since he was in the world; and he is knowable, since through him the 
world was made.

137. The Evangelist indicates the source of this lack when he says, 
the world did not know him. As if to say: It is not due to him, but to 
the world, who did not know him.

He says him in the singular, because earlier he had called the Word 
not only the “light of men,” but also “God”; and so when he says him, 
he means God. Again, he uses “world” for man. For the angels knew 
him by their understanding, and the elements by their obeying him; 
but the world, i.e., man, who lives in the world, did not know him.

138. We attribute this lack of divine knowledge either to the na-
ture of man or to his guilt. To his nature, indeed, because although all 
the aforesaid aids were given to man to lead him to the knowledge of 
God, human reason in itself lacks this knowledge. “Man beholds him 
from afar” (Jb 36:25), and immediately after, “God is great beyond our 
knowledge.”161 But if some have known him, this was not insofar as 
they were in the world, but above the world; and the kind for whom 
the world was not worthy, because the world did not know him. Hence 

158. See ST I, q. 104, aa. 2–4.
159. See ST I, q. 2, a. 3.
160. See ST I, q. 15, a. 2, ad 2.
161. See ST I, q. 12, a. 12.



 CHAPTER 1 59

if they mentally perceived anything eternal, that was insofar as they 
were not of this world.162

But if this lack is attributed to man’s guilt, then the phrase, the world 
did not know him, is a kind of reason why God was not known by man; 
in this sense world is taken for inordinate lovers of the world. It is as 
though it said, The world did not know him, because they were lovers 
of the world. For the love of the world, as Augustine163 says, is what 
chiefly withdraws us from the knowledge of God, because “Love of the 
world makes one an enemy to God” (Jas 4:4); “The sensual man does 
not perceive the things that pertain to the Spirit of God” (1 Cor 2:14).

139. From this we can answer the question of the Gentiles who 
futilely ask this: If it is only recently that the Son of God is set before 
the world as the Savior of men, does it not seem that before that time 
he scorned human nature?164 We should say to them that he did not 
scorn the world but was always in the world, and on his part is know-
able by men; but it was due to their own fault that some have not 
known him, because they were lovers of the world.

140. We should also note that the Evangelist speaks of the Incarna-
tion of the Word to show that the incarnate Word and that which “was 
in the beginning with God,” and God, are the same. He repeats what 
he had said of him earlier. For above he had said he [the Word] “was 
the light of men”; here he says he was the true light. Above, he said 
that “all things were made through him”; here he says that through 
him the world was made. Earlier he had said, “without him nothing 
was made,” i.e., according to one explanation, he conserves all things; 
here he says, he was in the world, creating and conserving the world 
and all things. There he had said, “the darkness did not overcome it”; 
here he says, the world did not know him. And so, all he says after he 
was the true light, is an explanation of what he had said before.

141. We can gather three reasons from the above why God willed 
to become incarnate.165 One is because of the perversity of human na-
ture which, because of its own malice, had been darkened by vices 
and the obscurity of its own ignorance.166 And so he said before, the 
darkness did not overcome it. Therefore, God came in the flesh so that 
the darkness might apprehend the light, i.e., obtain a knowledge of it. 
“The people who walked in darkness saw a great light” (Is 9:2).

The second reason is that the testimony of the prophets was not 
enough. For the prophets came and John had come; but they were 
not able to give sufficient enlightenment, because he was not the light. 

162. See ST I, q. 12, aa. 1 and 11; II-II, q. 175, a. 3.
163. See Tract. in Io. 2. 11; PL 35, col. 1393; cf. Catena aurea, 1:10. Cf. ST II-II, 

q. 163, a. 2.
164. See ST I-II, q. 106, a. 3. 165. See ST III, q. 1, a. 2.
166. See ST I-II, q. 85, a. 3.
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And so, after the prophecies of the prophets and the coming of John, 
it was necessary that the light itself come and give the world a knowl-
edge of itself. And this is what the Apostle says: “In past times, God 
spoke in many ways and degrees to our fathers through the prophets; 
in these days he has spoken to us in his Son” as we find in Hebrews 
(1:1). “We have the prophetic message, to which you do well to give 
attention, until the day dawns” (2 Pt 1:19).167

The third reason is because of the shortcomings of creatures. For 
creatures were not sufficient to lead to a knowledge of the Creator; 
hence he says, through him the world was made, and the world did 
not know him. Thus it was necessary that the Creator himself come 
into the world in the flesh, and be known through himself. And this is 
what the Apostle says: “Since in the wisdom of God the world did not 
know God by its wisdom, it pleased God to save those who believe by 
the foolishness of our preaching” (1 Cor 1:21).

LECTurE 6

11 He came unto his own, and his own did not receive him; 12 but 
whoever received him, he gave them power to become the sons of God, 
to all who believe in his name, 13 who are born not from blood, nor 
from the desires of the flesh nor from man’s willing it, but from God.168

142. Having given the necessity for the Incarnation of the Word, 
the Evangelist then shows the advantage men gained from that Incar-
nation. First, he shows the coming of the light (v. 11); secondly, its re-
ception by men (v. 11b); thirdly, the fruit brought by the coming of the 
light (v. 12).

143. He shows that the light which was present in the world and 
evident, i.e., disclosed by its effect, was nevertheless not known by the 
world. Hence, he came unto his own, in order to be known. The Evan-
gelist says, unto his own, i.e., to things that were his own, which he 
had made. And he says this so that you do not think that when he 
says, he came, he means a local motion in the sense that he came as 
though ceasing to be where he previously was and newly beginning to 
be where he formerly had not been. He came where he already was. 
“I came forth from the Father, and have come into the world,” as said 
below (16:28).

He came, I say, unto his own, i.e., to Judea, according to some, be-
cause it was in a special way his own. “In Judea God is known” (Ps 

167. See ST III, q. 7, a. 8.
168. St. Thomas quotes Jn 1:12 in ST II-II, q. 104, a. 6, obj. 1; III, q. 23, a. 2; 

and Jn 1:13 in ST III, q. 27, a. 1, obj. 1. 
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75:1); “The vineyard of the Lord of hosts is the house of Israel” (Is 5:7). 
But it is better to say, unto his own, i.e., into the world created by him. 
“The earth is the Lord’s” (Ps 23:1).

144. But if he was previously in the world, how could he come into 
the world? I answer that “coming to some place” is understood in two 
ways. First, that someone comes where he absolutely had not been be-
fore. Or, secondly, that someone begins to be in a new way where he 
was before. For example, a king, who up to a certain time was in a city 
of his kingdom by his power and later visits it in person, is said to have 
come where he previously was: for he comes by his substance where 
previously he was present only by his power. It was in this way that 
the Son of God came into the world and yet was in the world. For he 
was there, indeed, by his essence, power and presence, but he came by 
assuming flesh. He was there invisibly, and he came in order to be vis-
ible.169

145. Then when he says, and his own did not receive him, we have 
the reception given him by men, who reacted in different ways. For 
some did receive him, but these were not his own; hence he says, 
his own did not receive him. “His own” are men, because they were 
formed by him. “The Lord God formed man” (Gen 2:7); “Know that 
the Lord is God: he made us” (Ps 99:3). And he made them to his own 
image, “Let us make man to our image” (Gen 1:26).

But it is better to say, his own, i.e., the Jews, did not receive him, 
through faith by believing, and by showing honor to him. “I have come 
in the name of my Father, and you do not receive me” (below 5:43), 
and “I honor my Father and you have dishonored me” (below 8:49). 
Now the Jews are his own because they were chosen by him to be his 
special people. “The Lord chose you to be his special people” (Dt 26:18). 
They are his own because related according to the flesh, “from whom 
is Christ, according to the flesh,” as said in Romans (9:3). They are also 
his own because enriched by his kindness, “I have reared and brought 
up sons” (Is 1:2). But although the Jews were his own, they did not re-
ceive him.

146. However, there were not lacking those who did receive him. 
Hence he adds, but whoever received him. The Evangelist uses this 
manner of speaking, saying, but whoever, to indicate that the deliv-
erance would be more extensive than the promise, which had been 
made only to his own, i.e., to the Jews. “The Lord is our lawgiver, the 
Lord is our king; he will save us” (Is 33:22). But this deliverance was 
not only for his own, but for whoever received him, i.e., whoever be-
lieve in him. “For I say that Christ was a minister to the circumcised, 
for the sake of God’s truth, to confirm the promises made to the fa-

169. See ST III, q. 2, a. 2.
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thers” (Rom 15:8). The Gentiles, however, [are delivered] by his mer-
cy, because they were received through his mercy.

147. He says, whoever, to show that God’s grace is given without 
distinction to all who receive Christ. “The grace of the Holy Spirit has 
been poured out upon the Gentiles” (Acts 10:45). And not only to free 
men, but to slaves as well; not only to men, but to women also. “In 
Christ Jesus there is neither male nor female, Jew or Greek, the cir-
cumcised or uncircumcised” (Gal 3:28).

148. Then when he says, he gave them power to become the sons of 
God, we have the fruit of his coming. First, he mentions the grandeur 
of the fruit, for he gave them power. Secondly, he shows to whom it is 
given, to all who believe. Thirdly, he indicates the way it is given, not 
from the blood, and so forth.

149. The fruit of the coming of the Son of God is great, because by it 
men are made sons of God. “God sent his Son made from a woman . . . 
so that we might receive our adoption as sons” (Gal 4:4–5). And it was 
fitting that we, who are sons of God by the fact that we are made like 
the Son, should be reformed through the Son.170

150. So he says, he gave them power to become the sons of God. To 
understand this we should remark that men become sons of God by 
being made like God. Hence men are sons of God according to a three-
fold likeness to God. First, by the infusion of grace; hence anyone hav-
ing sanctifying grace is made a son of God. “You did not receive the 
spirit of slavery . . . but the spirit of adoption as sons,” as said in Ro-
mans (8:15). “Because you are sons of God, God sent the Spirit of his 
Son into your hearts” (Gal 4:6).

Secondly, we are like God by the perfection of our actions, because 
one who acts justly is a son: “Love your enemies . . . so that you may 
be the children of your Father” (Mt 5:44).

Thirdly, we are made like God by the attainment of glory. The glo-
ry of the soul by the light of glory, “When he appears we shall be like 
him” (1 Jn 3:2); and the glory of the body, “He will reform our low-
ly body” (Phil 3:21). Of these two it is said in Romans (8:23), “We are 
waiting for our adoption as sons of God.”

151. If we take the power to become the sons of God as referring 
to the perfection of our actions and the attainment of glory, the state-
ment offers no difficulty. For then when he says, he gave them power, 
he is referring to the power of grace; and when a man possesses this, 
he can perform works of perfection and attain glory, since “The grace 
of God is eternal life” (Rom 6:23). According to this way we have, 
he gave them, to those who received him, power, i.e., the infusion of 
grace, to become the sons of God, by acting well and acquiring glory.171

170. See ST III, q. 3, a. 8.
171. See ST I-II, q. 110, a. 2.
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152. But if this statement refers to the infusion of grace, then his 
saying, he gave them power, gives rise to a difficulty. And this is because 
it is not in our power to be made sons of God, since it is not in our pow-
er to possess grace. We can understand, he gave them power, as a power 
of nature; but this does not seem to be true since the infusion of grace 
is above our nature. Or we can understand it as the power of grace, 
and then to have grace is to have power to become sons of God. And in 
this sense he did not give them power to become sons of God, but to be 
sons of God.

153. The answer to this is that when grace is given to an adult, his 
justification requires an act of consent by a movement of his free will. 
So, because it is in the power of men to consent and not to consent, 
he gave them power. However, he gives this power of accepting grace 
in two ways: by preparing it, and by offering it to him. For just as one 
who writes a book and offers it to a man to read is said to give the pow-
er to read it, so Christ, through whom grace was produced (as will be 
said below), and who “accomplished salvation on the earth” (Ps 73:12), 
gave us power to become the sons of God by offering grace.172

154. Yet this is not sufficient since even free will, if it is to be moved 
to receive grace, needs the help of divine grace, not indeed habitual 
grace, but movent grace. For this reason, secondly, he gives power by 
moving the free will of man to consent to the reception of grace, as 
in “Convert us to yourself, O Lord,” by moving our will to your love, 
“and we will be converted” (Lam 5:21). And in this sense we speak of 
an interior call, of which it is said, “Those whom he called,” by inward-
ly moving the will to consent to grace, “he justified,” by infusing grace 
(Rom 8:3).173

155. Since by this grace man has the power of maintaining himself 
in the divine sonship, one may read these words in another way. He 
gave them, i.e., those who received him, power to become the sons of 
God, i.e., the grace by which they are able to be maintained in the di-
vine sonship. “Every one who is born from God does not sin, but the 
grace of God,” through which we are reborn as children of God, “pre-
serves him” (1 Jn 5:18).174

156. Thus, he gave them power to become the sons of God, through 
sanctifying grace, through the perfection of their actions, and through 
the attainment of glory; and he did this by preparing this grace, mov-
ing their wills, and preserving this grace.

157. Then when he says, to all who believe in his name, he shows 
those on whom the fruit of his coming is conferred. We can under-
stand this in two ways: either as explaining what was said before, or as 

172. See ST I-II, q. 113, a. 3.
173. See ST I-II, q. 111, a. 2.
174. See ST I-II, q. 109, a. 10; I-II, q. 111, a. 3; I-II, q. 114, a. 3.
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qualifying it. We can regard it as explaining as the Evangelist had said, 
whoever received him, and now to show what it is to receive him, he 
adds by way of explanation, who believe in his name. It is as though he 
were saying: To receive him is to believe in him, because it is through 
faith that Christ dwells in your hearts, as in “that Christ may dwell in 
your hearts through faith” (Eph 3:17). Therefore, they received him, 
who believe in his name.175

158. Origen176 regards this as a qualifying statement, in his homily, 
“The spiritual voice.” In this sense, many receive Christ, declaring that 
they are Christians, but they are not sons of God, because they do not 
truly believe in his name; for they propose false dogmas about Christ 
by taking away something from his divinity or humanity, as in “Every 
spirit that denies Christ is not from God” (1 Jn 4:3). And so the Evan-
gelist says, as though contracting his meaning, he gave them, i.e., those 
who receive him by faith, power to become the sons of God, to those, 
however, who believe in his name, i.e., who keep the name of Christ 
whole, in such a way as not to lessen anything of the divinity or hu-
manity of Christ.

159. We can also refer this to formed faith, in the sense that to all, 
that is, he gave power to become the sons of God, who believe in his 
name, i.e., those who do the works of salvation through a faith formed 
by charity. For those who have only an unformed faith do not believe 
in his name because they do not work unto salvation.177

However, the first exposition, which is taken as explaining what 
preceded, is better.

160. Then when he says, who are born not from blood, he shows 
the way in which so great a fruit is conferred on men. For since he 
had said that the fruit of the light’s coming is the power given to men 
to become the sons of God, then to forestall the supposition that they 
are born through a material generation he says, not from blood. And 
although the word “blood” (sanguis) has no plural in Latin, but does in 
Greek, the translator [from Greek into Latin] ignored a rule of gram-
mar in order to teach the truth more perfectly. So he does not say, 
“from blood,” in the Latin manner, but “from bloods” (ex sanguinibus). 
This indicates whatever is generated from blood, serving as the matter 
in carnal generation. According to the Philosopher,178 “semen is a resi-
due derived from useful nourishment in its final form.” So “blood” in-
dicates either the seed of the male or the menses of the female.

The cause moving to the carnal act is the will of those coming to-
gether, the man and the woman. For although the act of the genera-

175. See ST I-II, q. 113, a. 4.
176. Erigena, Hom. in prol. Evang. sec. Io.; PL 122, col. 294–95.
177. See ST II-II, q. 4, a. 4. 
178. Aristotle, On the Generation of Animals I. 18; 726a26–28.
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tive power as such is not subject to the will, the preliminaries to it are 
subject to the will. So he says, nor from the desires of the flesh, re-
ferring to the woman; nor from man’s willing it, as from an efficient 
cause; but from God. It is as though he were saying: They became sons 
of God, nor carnally, but spiritually.

According to Augustine,179 “flesh” is taken here for the woman, be-
cause as the flesh obeys the spirit, so woman should obey man. Adam 
(Gen 2:23) said of the woman, “This, at last, is bone of my bones.” And 
note, according to Augustine, that just as the possessions of a house-
hold are wasted away if the woman rules and the man is subject, so 
a man is wasted away when the flesh rules the spirit. For this reason 
the Apostle says, “We are not debtors to the flesh, so that we should 
live according to the flesh” (Rom 8:12). Concerning the manner of his 
carnal generation, we read, “In the womb of my mother I was molded 
into flesh” (Wis 7:1).

161. Or, we might say that the moving force to carnal generation is 
twofold: the intellectual appetite on the one hand, that is, the will; and 
on the other hand, the sense appetite, which is concupiscence. So, to 
indicate the material cause he says, not from blood. To indicate the ef-
ficient cause, in respect to concupiscence, he says, nor from the desires 
of the flesh [ex voluntate carnis, literally, “from the will of the flesh”], 
even though the concupiscence of the flesh is improperly called a 
“will” in the sense of Galatians (5:17), “The flesh lusts against the spir-
it.” Finally, to indicate the intellectual appetite he says, nor from man’s 
willing it. So, the generation of the sons of God is not carnal but spiri-
tual, because they were born from God. “Every one who is born from 
God conquers the world” (1 Jn 5:4).

162. Note, however, that this preposition de (“of,” or “from”), always 
signifies a material cause as well as an efficient and even a consub-
stantial cause. Thus we say a blacksmith makes a knife de ferro (“from” 
iron), and a father generates his son de seipso (“from” himself), because 
something of his concurs somehow in begetting. But the preposition a 
(“by”) always signifies a moving cause. The preposition ex (“from,” or 
“by”)—[in the sense of “out of” or “by reason of”]—is taken as some-
thing common, since it implies an efficient as well as a material cause, 
although not a consubstantial cause.

Consequently, since only the Son of God, who is the Word, is “of” 
(de) the substance of the Father and indeed is one substance with the 
Father, while the saints, who are adopted sons, are not of his sub-
stance, the Evangelist uses the preposition ex, saying of others that 
they are born from God (ex Deo), but of the natural Son, he says that he 
is born of the Father (de Patre).

179. Tract. in Io. 2. 14; PL 34, col. 1394; cf. Catena aurea, 1:11–13.
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163. Note also that in the light of our last exposition of carnal gen-
eration, we can discern the difference between carnal and spiritual 
generation. For since the former is from blood, it is carnal; but the lat-
ter, because it is not from blood, is spiritual. “What is born from flesh 
is itself flesh; and what is born from Spirit is itself spirit” (below 3:6). 
Again, because material generation is from the desires of the flesh, i.e., 
from concupiscence, it is unclean and begets children who are sinners: 
“We were by nature children of wrath” as it says in Ephesians (2:3). 
Again, because the former is from man’s willing it, that is, from man, 
it makes children of men; but the latter, because it is from God, makes 
children of God.180

164. But if he intends to refer his statement, he gave them power, to 
baptism, in virtue of which we are reborn as sons of God, we can de-
tect in his words the order of baptism: that is, the first thing required is 
faith, as shown in the case of catechumens, who must first be instruct-
ed about the faith so that they may believe in his name; then through 
baptism they are reborn, not carnally from blood, but spiritually from 
God.181

LECTurE 7

14a And the Word was made flesh, and made his dwelling among 
us.182

165. Having explained the necessity for the Word’s coming in the 
flesh as well as the benefits this conferred, the Evangelist now shows 
the way he came (v. 14a). He thus resumes the thread with his earlier 
statement, he came unto his own. As if to say: The Word of God came 
unto his own. But lest anyone suppose that he came by changing his 
location, he shows the manner in which he came, that is, by an Incar-
nation. For he came in the manner in which he was sent by the Fa-
ther, by whom he was sent, i.e., he was made flesh. “God sent his Son 
made from a woman” (Gal 4:4). And Augustine says about this that 
“He was sent in the manner in which he was made.”183

According to Chrysostom,184 however, he is here continuing the 

180. See ST I-II, q. 113, a. 9.
181. See ST III, q. 66, a.1; III, q. 68, a. 1
182. St. Thomas quotes Jn 1:14 in ST I-II, q. 108, a. 1; III, q. 1, a. 3, ad 1; III, 

q. 6, a. 3, obj. 3; III, q. 6, a. 6; III, q. 7, a. 7, obj. 1; III, q. 7, a. 9, sed contra; III, q. 
7, a. 10, sed contra; III, q. 7, a. 12, sed contra; III, q. 8, a. 1; III, q. 10, a. 4; III, q. 15, 
a. 3, ad 1; III, q. 16, a. 6, sed contra; III, q. 23, a. 4, ad 2; III, q. 26, a. 2, ad 1; III, q. 
27, a. 5, obj. 1; III, q. 34, a. 1; III, q. 49, a. 6, obj. 1; III, q. 59, a. 2, ad 1; III, q. 69, 
a. 5; III, q. 72, a. 1, ad 4. 

183. See ST I, q. 43, a. 1, especially ad 2.
184. Hom. in Io. 11. 1; PG 59, col. 78–79; cf. Catena aurea, 1:14a.
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earlier statement, he gave them power to become the sons of God. As 
if to say: If you wonder how he was able to give this power to men, 
i.e., that they become sons of God, the Evangelist answers: because the 
Word was made flesh, he made it possible for us to be made sons of 
God. “God sent his Son . . . so that we might receive our adoption as 
sons” (Gal 4:5).185

But according to Augustine,186 he is continuing the earlier state-
ment, who are born from God. For since it seemed a hard saying that 
men be born from God, then, as though arguing in support of this and 
to produce belief in the existence of the Word, the Evangelist adds 
something which seems less seemly, namely, that the Word was made 
flesh. As if to say: do not wonder if men are born from God, because 
the Word was made flesh, i.e., God became man.

166. It should be noted that this statement, the Word was made 
flesh, has been misinterpreted by some and made the occasion of er-
ror. For certain ones have presumed that the Word became flesh in 
the sense that he or something of him was turned into flesh, as when 
flour is made into bread, and air becomes fire. One of these was Eu-
tyches,187 who postulated a mixture of natures in Christ, saying that 
in him the nature of God and of man was the same. We can clearly 
see that this is false because, as was said above, “the Word was God.” 
Now God is immutable, as is said, “I am the Lord, and I do not change”  
(Mal 3:6). Hence in no way can it be said that he was turned into 
another nature. Therefore, one must say in opposition to Eutyches, 
the Word was made flesh, i.e., the Word assumed flesh, but not in the 
sense that the Word himself is that flesh. It is as if we were to say: 
“The man became white,” not that he is that whiteness, but that he as-
sumed whiteness.

167. There were others who, although they believed that the Word 
was not changed into flesh but assumed it, nevertheless said that he 
assumed flesh without a soul; for if he had assumed flesh with a soul, 
the Evangelist would have said, “the Word was made flesh with a 
soul.” This was the error of Arius, who said that there was no soul in 
Christ, but that the Word of God was there in place of a soul.

The falsity of this opinion is obvious, both because it is in conflict 
with Sacred Scripture, which often mentions the soul of Christ, as: 
“My soul is sad, even to the point of death” (Mt 26:38), and because 
certain affections of the soul are observed in Christ which can not pos-

185. See ST III, q. 23, a. 1.
186. Tract. in Io. 2. 15; PL 35, col. 1395; cf. Catena aurea, 1:14a.
187. Eutyches (c. 378–454), head of a monastery in Constantinople, taught 

that there was one nature of the Incarnate Word, such that the humanity of Christ 
was not the same as our humanity. In this he directly contradicted the teaching 
of Cyril of Alexandria (whose teaching he was seeking to defend), and his views 
were condemned by the Council of Chalcedon in 451. See ST III, q. 2, a. 1. 
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sibly exist in the Word of God or in flesh alone: “He began to be sor-
rowful and troubled” (Mt 26:37). Also, God cannot be the form of a 
body. Nor can an angel be united to a body as its form, since an angel, 
according to its very nature, is separated from body, whereas a soul is 
united to a body as its form. Consequently, the Word of God cannot be 
the form of a body.188

Furthermore, it is plain that flesh does not acquire the specific na-
ture of flesh except through its soul. This is shown by the fact that 
when the soul has withdrawn from the body of a man or a cow, the 
flesh of the man or the cow is called flesh only in an equivocal sense. 
So if the Word did not assume flesh with a soul, it is obvious that he 
did not assume flesh. But the Word was made flesh; therefore, he as-
sumed flesh with a soul.

168. And there were others who, influenced by this, said that the 
Word did indeed assume flesh with a soul, but this soul was only a 
sensitive soul, not an intellectual one; the Word took the place of the 
intellectual soul in Christ’s body. This was the error of Apollinaris.189 
He followed Arius for a time, but later in the face of the [scriptural] au-
thorities cited above, was forced to admit a soul in Christ which could 
be the subject of these emotions. But he said this soul lacked reason 
and intellect, and that in the man Christ their place was taken by the 
Word.

This too is obviously false, because it conflicts with the authority of 
Sacred Scripture in which certain things are said of Christ that cannot 
be found in his divinity, nor in a sensitive soul, nor in flesh alone; for 
example, that Christ marveled, as in Matthew (8:10). For to marvel or 
wonder is a state which arises in a rational and intellectual soul when 
a desire arises to know the hidden cause of an observed effect. There-
fore, just as sadness compels one to place a sensitive element in the 
soul of Christ, against Arius, so marveling or amazement forces one to 
admit, against Apollinaris, an intellectual element in Christ.190

The same conclusion can be reached by reason. For as there is no 
flesh without a soul, so there is no human flesh without a human soul, 
which is an intellectual soul. So if the Word assumed flesh which was 
animated with a merely sensitive soul to the exclusion of a rational 
soul, he did not assume human flesh; consequently, one could not say: 
“God became man.”

188. See ST I, q. 3, a. 8; III, q. 5, a. 3.
189. Apollinaris of Laodicea (c. 315–392) was a defender of the Nicene under-

standing of the Son, but he taught that the eternal Logos took the place of a ra-
tional soul in Christ, and as a consequence Christ did not have a human soul like 
ours. His views were condemned in Rome (377), in Antioch (379), and at the 
Council of Constantinople (381), as denying that Christ assumed our full human-
ity in order to redeem it. See ST III, q. 5, aa. 3 and 4.

190. See ST III, q. 5, a. 4.
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Besides, the Word assumed human nature in order to repair it. 
Therefore, he repaired what he assumed. But if he did not assume a 
rational soul, he would not have repaired it. Consequently, no fruit 
would have accrued to us from the Incarnation of the Word; and this 
is false. Therefore, the Word was made flesh, i.e., assumed flesh which 
was animated by a rational soul.

169. But you may say: If the Word did assume flesh with such a 
soul, why did the Evangelist not mention “rational soul,” instead of 
only “flesh,” saying, the Word was made flesh? I answer that the Evan-
gelist had four reasons for doing this.191

First, to show the truth of the Incarnation against the Manichae-
ans, who said that the Word did not assume true flesh, but only imagi-
nary flesh, since it would not have been becoming for the Word of the 
good God to assume flesh, which they regarded as a creature of the 
devil. And so to exclude this the Evangelist made special mention of 
the flesh, just as Christ showed the truth of the resurrection to the dis-
ciples when they took him for a spirit, saying: “A spirit does not have 
flesh and bones, as you see that I have” (Lk 24:39).

Secondly, to show the greatness of God’s kindness to us. For it is ev-
ident that the rational soul has a greater conformity to God than does 
flesh, and that it would have been a great sign of compassion if the 
Word had assumed a human soul, as being conformed to himself. But 
to assume flesh too, which is something far removed from the simplic-
ity of his nature, was a sign of a much greater, indeed, of an incompre-
hensible compassion.192 As the Apostle says (1 Tim 3:16): “Obviously 
great is the mystery of godliness which appeared in the flesh.” And so 
to indicate this, the Evangelist mentioned only flesh.

Thirdly, to demonstrate the truth and uniqueness of the union in 
Christ. For God is indeed united to other holy men, but only with re-
spect to their soul; so it is said: “She [wisdom] passes into holy souls, 
making them friends of God and prophets” (Wis 7:27). But that the 
Word of God is united to flesh is unique to Christ, according to the 
Psalmist: “I am alone until I pass” (Ps 140:10). “Gold cannot equal it” 
(Jb 28:17). So the Evangelist, wishing to show the uniqueness of the 
union in Christ, mentioned only the flesh, saying, the Word was made 
flesh.

Fourthly, to suggest its relevance to man’s restoration. For man was 
weak because of the flesh. And thus the Evangelist, wishing to suggest 
that the coming of the Word was suited to the task of our restoration, 
made special mention of the flesh in order to show that the weak flesh 
was repaired by the flesh of the Word. And this is what the Apostle 
says: “The law was powerless because it was weakened by the flesh. 

191. See ST III, q. 5, a. 3, ad 1.
192. See ST III, q. 5, a. 1.
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God, sending his Son in the likeness of sinful flesh and in reparation 
for sin, condemned sin in his flesh” (Rom 8:3).193

170. A question arises as to why the Evangelist did not say that the 
Word assumed flesh, but rather that the Word was made flesh. I an-
swer that he did this to exclude the error of Nestorius. He said that in 
Christ there were two persons and two sons, [one being the Son of 
God] the other being the son of the Virgin. Thus he did not admit that 
the Blessed Virgin was the mother of God.

But if this were so, it would mean that God did not become man, 
for one particular suppositum cannot be predicated of another. Accord-
ingly, if the person or suppositum of the Word is different than the per-
son or suppositum of the man, in Christ, then what the Evangelist says 
is not true, namely, the Word was made flesh. For a thing is made or 
becomes something in order to be it; if, then, the Word is not man, it 
could not be said that the Word became man. And so the Evangelist 
expressly said was made, and not “assumed,” to show that the union 
of the Word to flesh is not such as was the “lifting up” of the prophets, 
who were not “taken up” into a unity of person, but for the prophetic 
act.194 This union is such as would truly make God man and man God, 
i.e., that God would be man.

171. There were some, too, who, misunderstanding the manner of 
the Incarnation, did indeed admit that the aforesaid assumption was 
terminated at a oneness of person, acknowledging in God one person 
of God and man. But they said that in him there were hypostases, i.e., 
two supposita; one of a human nature, created and non-eternal, and 
the other of the divine nature, non-created and eternal. This is the first 
opinion presented in the Sentences (III, d6).

According to this opinion the proposition, “God was made man and 
man was made God,” is not true. Consequently, this opinion was con-
demned as heretical by the Fifth Council,195 where it is said: “If anyone 
shall assert one person and two hypostases in the Lord Jesus Christ, let 
him be anathema.” And so the Evangelist, to exclude any assumption 
not terminated at a oneness of persons, says, was made.196

172. If you ask how the Word is man, it must be said that he is 
man in the way that anyone is man, namely, as having human na-
ture. Not that the Word is human nature itself, but he is a divine sup-
positum united to a human nature. The statement, the Word was made 
flesh, does not indicate any change in the Word, but only in the nature 
newly assumed into the oneness of a divine person. And the Word was 
made flesh through a union to flesh. Now a union is a relation. And 
relations newly said of God with respect to creatures do not imply a 

193. See ST III, q. 4, a. 6; III, q. 61, a. 1.
194. See ST III, q. 2, a. 8; III, q. 4, aa. 2–3; III, q. 23, a. 4.
195. The Second Council of Constantinople in 553.
196. See ST III, q. 2, aa. 2–4, 6.
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change on the side of God, but on the side of the creature relating in a 
new way to God.197

173. Now follows, and made his dwelling among us. This is distin-
guished in two ways from what went before. The first consists in stat-
ing that above the Evangelist dealt with the Incarnation of the Word 
when he said, the Word was made flesh; but now he touches on the 
manner of the Incarnation, saying, and made his dwelling among us. 
For according to Chrysostom198 and Hilary,199 by the Evangelist say-
ing the Word was made flesh, someone might think that he was con-
verted into flesh and that there are not two distinct natures in Christ, 
but only one nature compounded from the human and divine natures. 
And so the Evangelist, excluding this, added, and made his dwelling 
among us, i.e., in our nature, yet so as to remain distinct in his own. 
For what is converted into something does not remain distinct in its 
nature from that into which it is converted.

Furthermore, something which is not distinct from another does not 
dwell in it, because to dwell implies a distinction between the dweller 
and that in which it dwells. But the Word dwelt in our nature; there-
fore, he is distinct in nature from it. And so, inasmuch as human nature 
was distinct from the nature of the Word in Christ, the former is called 
the dwelling place and temple of the divinity, according to John (2:21): 
“But he spoke of the temple of his body.”200

174. Now although what is said here by these holy men is ortho-
dox, care must be taken to avoid the reproach which some receive for 
this. For the early doctors and saints were so intent upon refuting the 
emerging errors concerning the faith that they seemed meanwhile to 
fall into the opposite ones. For example, Augustine, speaking against 
the Manichaeans, who destroyed the freedom of the will, disputed in 
such terms that he seemed to have fallen into the heresy of Pelagius. 
Along these lines, John the Evangelist added, and made his dwelling 
among us, so that we would not think there was a mingling or trans-
formation of natures in Christ because he had said, the Word was made 
flesh.

Nestorius misunderstood this phrase, and made his dwelling among 
us, and said that the Son of God was united to man in such a way 
that there was not one person of God and of man. For he held that 
the Word was united to human nature only by an indwelling through 
grace. From this, however, it follows that the Son of God is not man.201

175. To clarify this we should know that we can consider two things 
in Christ: his nature and person. In Christ there is a distinction in na-

197. See ST III, q. 2, a. 7.
198. Hom. in Io. 11. 2; PG 59, col. 80; cf. Catena aurea, 1:14a. 
199. De Trin. 10. 22; PL 10, col. 359–360; cf. Catena aurea, 1:14a.
200. See ST III, q. 2, a. 1.
201. See ST III, q. 2, a. 6.
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ture, but not in person, which is one and the same in the two natures, 
since the human nature in Christ was assumed into a oneness of per-
son.202 Therefore, the indwelling which the saints speak of must be re-
ferred to the nature, so as to say, he made his dwelling among us, i.e., 
the nature of the Word inhabited our nature; not according to the hy-
postasis or person, which is the same for both natures in Christ.

176. The blasphemy of Nestorius is further refuted by the author-
ity of the Sacred Scripture. For the Apostle calls the union of God and 
man an emptying, saying of the Son of God: “He, being in the form 
of God . . . emptied himself, taking the form of a servant” (Phil 2:6). 
Clearly, God is not said to empty himself insofar as he dwells in the ra-
tional creature by grace, because then the Father and the Holy Spirit 
would be emptying themselves, since they too are said to dwell in man 
through grace: For Christ, speaking of himself and of the Father says, 
“We will come to him and make our home with him” (below 14:23); 
and of the Holy Spirit the Apostle says: “The Spirit of God dwells in us” 
(1 Cor 3:16).203

Furthermore, if Christ was not God as to his person, he would 
have been most presumptuous to say: “I and the Father are one” (be-
low 10:30), and “Before Abraham came to be, I am,” as is said below 
(8:58). Now “I” refers to the person of the speaker. And the one who 
was speaking was a man, who, as one with the Father, existed before 
Abraham.

177. However, another connection [besides that given in 173] with 
what went before is possible, by saying that above he dealt with the 
Incarnation of the Word, but that now he is treating the manner of life 
of the incarnate Word, saying, he made his dwelling among us, i.e., he 
lived on familiar terms with us apostles. Peter alludes to this when he 
says, “During all the time that the Lord Jesus came and went among 
us” (Acts 1:21). “Afterwards, he was seen on earth” (Bar 3:38).

178. The Evangelist added this for two reasons. First, to show the 
marvelous likeness of the Word to men, among whom he lived in such 
a way as to seem one of them. For he not only willed to be like men 
in nature, but also in living with them on close terms without sin, in 
order to draw to himself men won over by the charm of his way of 
life.204

Secondly, to show the truthfulness of his [the Evangelist’s] state-
ments. For the Evangelist had already said many great things about 
the Word, and was yet to mention more wonderful things about him; 
and so that his testimony would be more credible he took as a proof of 
his truthfulness the fact that he had lived with Christ, saying, he made 

202. See ST III, q. 2, a. 2.
203. See ST III, q. 43, a. 6.
204. See ST III, q. 40, aa. 1–2.



 CHAPTER 1 73

his dwelling among us. As if to say: I can well bear witness to him, be-
cause I lived on close terms with him. “We tell you . . . what we have 
heard, what we have seen with our eyes” (1 Jn 1:1); “God raised him 
up on the third day, and granted that he be seen, not by all the peo-
ple, but by witnesses preordained by God,” that is, “to us who ate and 
drank with him” (Acts 10:40).

LECTurE 8

14b And we have seen his glory, the glory as of the Only Begotten of 
the Father, full of grace and truth.

179. Having set forth the Incarnation of the Word, the Evangelist 
then begins to give the evidence for the incarnate Word. He does two 
things about this. First, he shows the ways in which the incarnate Word 
was made known. Secondly, he clarifies each way, below (1:16). Now 
the incarnate Word was made known to the apostles in two ways: first 
of all, they obtained knowledge of him by what they saw; secondly, by 
what they heard of the testimony of John the Baptist. So first, he states 
what they saw about the Word; secondly, what they heard from John 
(v. 15).

He states three things about the Word. First, the manifestation of 
his glory; hence he says, we have seen the glory. Secondly, the unique-
ness of his glory, when he adds, as of the Only Begotten. Thirdly, the 
precise nature of this glory, because full of grace and truth.

180. And we have seen his glory, can be connected in three ways 
with what went before. First, it can be taken as an argument for his 
having said, the Word was made flesh. As if to say: I hold and know 
that the Word of God was incarnate because I and the other apostles 
have seen his glory. “We know of what we speak, and we bear witness 
of what we see” (below 3:11). “We tell you . . . what we have heard, 
what we have seen with our eyes” (1 Jn 1:1).

181. Secondly, according to Chrysostom,205 the connection is made 
by taking this statement as expressing many benefits. As if to say: The 
Incarnation of the Word not only conferred on us the benefit of be-
coming sons of God, but also the good of seeing his glory. For dull and 
feeble eyes cannot see the light of the sun; but they can see it when it 
shines in a cloud or on some opaque body. Now before the Incarnation 
of the Word, human minds were incapable of seeing the divine light in 
itself, the light which enlightens every rational nature. And so, in or-
der that it might be more easily seen and contemplated by us, he cov-
ered it with the cloud of our flesh: “They looked towards the desert, 

205. Hom. in Io. 12. 1; PG 59, col. 81; cf. Catena aurea, 1:14b.
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and saw the glory of the Lord in a cloud” (Ex 16:10), i.e., the Word of 
God in the flesh.206

182. According to Augustine,207 however, the connection refers to 
the gift of grace. For the failure of the spiritual eyes of men to contem-
plate the divine light is due not only to their natural limitations but 
also to the defects incurred by sin: “Fire,” that is, of concupiscence, 
“fell on them, and they did not see the sun,” of justice (Ps 57:9). Hence 
in order that the divine light might be seen by us, he healed our eyes, 
making an eye salve of his flesh, so that with the salve of his flesh 
the Word might heal our eyes, weakened by the concupiscence of the 
flesh. And this is why just after saying, the Word was made flesh, he 
says, we have seen his glory. To indicate this the Lord made clay from 
his saliva and spread the clay upon the eyes of the man born blind (be-
low 9:6). For clay is from the earth, but saliva comes from the head. 
Similarly, in the person of Christ, his human nature was assumed from 
the earth; but the incarnate Word is from the head, i.e., from God the 
Father. So, when this clay was spread on the eyes of men, we saw his 
glory.

183. This is the glory of the Word Moses longed to see, saying, “Show 
me your glory” (Ex 32:18). But he did not deserve to see it; indeed, he 
was answered by the Lord: “You shall see my back” (Ex 33:23), i.e., 
shadows and figures. But the apostles saw his brightness: “All of us, 
gazing on the Lord’s glory with unveiled faces, are being transformed 
from glory to glory into his very image” (2 Cor 3:18). For Moses and 
the other prophets saw in an obscure manner and in figures the glory 
of the Word that was to be manifested to the world at the end of their 
times; hence the Apostle says: “Now we see through a mirror, in an ob-
scure manner, but then face to face” in 1 Corinthians (13:12); and be-
low (12:41), “Isaiah said this when he saw his glory.” But the apostles 
saw the very brilliance of the Word through his bodily presence: “All of 
us, gazing on the Lord’s glory,” and so forth (2 Cor 3:18); “Blessed are 
the eyes which see what you see. For many kings and prophets desired 
to see what you see, and did not see it” (Lk 10:23).208

184. Then when he says, the glory as of the Only Begotten, he shows 
the uniqueness of his glory. For since it is written of certain men that 
they were in glory, as of Moses it says that “his face shone” (Ex 34:29), 
or was “horned,” according to another text, someone might say that 
from the fact that they saw him [Jesus] in glory, it should not be said 
that the Word of God was made flesh. But the Evangelist excludes this 
when he says, the glory as of the Only Begotten of the Father. As if to 
say: His glory is not like the glory of an angel, or of Moses, or Elijah, or 

206. See ST III, q. 1, a. 1.
207. Tract. in Io. 2. 16; PL 35, col. 1395; cf. Catena aurea, 1:14b.
208. See ST I-II, q. 101, a. 2; III, q. 25, a. 1.
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Elisha, or anything like that; but the glory as of the Only Begotten; for 
as it is said, “He [Jesus] was counted worthy of more glory than Mo-
ses” (Heb 3:3); “Who among the sons of God is like God?” (Ps 88:7).

185. The word as, according to Gregory,209 is used to express the 
fact. But according to Chrysostom,210 it expresses the manner of the 
fact: as if someone were to see a king approaching in great glory and 
being asked by another to describe the king he saw, he could, if he 
wanted to be brief, express the grandeur of his glory in one word, and 
say that he approached “as” a king, i.e., as became a king. So too, here, 
the Evangelist, as though asked by someone to describe the glory of 
the Word which he had seen, and being unable to fully express it, said 
that it was “as” of the Only Begotten of the Father, i.e., such as became 
the Only Begotten of God.

186. The uniqueness of the glory of the Word is brought out in four 
ways. First, in the testimony which the Father gave to the Son. For 
John was one of the three who had seen Christ transfigured on the 
mountain and heard the voice of the Father saying: “This is my be-
loved Son, with whom I am well pleased” (Mt 17:5). Of this glory it is 
said, “He received honor and glory from God the Father . . . ‘This is my 
beloved Son’” (2 Pt 1:17).211

Secondly, it is brought out by the service of the angels. For prior to 
the Incarnation of Christ, men were subject to the angels. But after it, 
angels ministered, as subjects, to Christ. “Angels came and ministered 
to him” (Mt 4:11).212

Thirdly, it is brought out by the submission of nature. For all nature 
obeyed Christ and heeded his slightest command, as something estab-
lished by him, because “All things were made through him” (above 
1:3). This is something granted neither to angels nor to any creature, 
but to the incarnate Word alone. And this is what we read, “What kind 
of man is this, for the winds and the sea obey him?” (Mt 8:27).213

Fourthly, we see it in the way he taught and acted. For Moses and 
the other prophets gave commands to men and taught them not on 
their own authority, but on the authority of God. So they said: “The 
Lord says this”; and “The Lord spoke to Moses.” But Christ speaks as 
the Lord, and as one having power, i.e., by reason of his own power. 
Hence he says, “I say to you” (Mt 5:22). This is the reason why, at the 
end of the Sermon on the Mount, it is said that he taught as one “hav-
ing authority” (Mt 7:29). Furthermore, other holy men worked mira-

209. Mor. 18. 6; PL 76, col. 43–44; cf. Catena aurea, 1:14.
210. Hom. in Io. 12. 1; PG 59, col. 81–82; cf. Catena aurea, 1:14.
211. See ST III, q. 45, aa. 2, 4.
212. See ST I, q. 113, a. 4, ad 1; III, q. 8, a. 4; III, q. 22, a. 1, ad 1; III, q. 26, a. 

1, ad 2.
213. See ST III, q. 44, a. 4, ad 3. 
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cles, but not by their own power. But Christ worked them by his own 
power. In these ways, then, the glory of the Word is unique.214

187. Note that sometimes in Scripture we call Christ the Only Be-
gotten, as here, and below (1:18): “It is the Only Begotten Son, who 
is in the bosom of the Father, who has made him known.” At other 
times we call him the First-born: “When he brings the First-born into 
the world, he says, ‘Let all the angels of God adore him’” (Heb 1:6). 
The reason for this is that just as it belongs to the whole Blessed Trinity 
to be God, so it belongs to the Word of God to be God Begotten. Some-
times, too, he is called God according to what he is in himself; and in 
this way he alone is uniquely God by his own essence. It is in this way 
that we say there is but one God: “Hear, O Israel: the Lord your God 
is one” (Dt 6:4). At times, we even apply the name of deity to oth-
ers, insofar as a certain likeness of the divinity is given to men; in this 
sense we speak of many gods: “Indeed, there are many gods and many 
lords” (1 Cor 8:5).

Along these lines, if we consider what is proper to the Son as Begot-
ten, and consider the way in which this sonship is attributed to him, 
that is, through nature, we say that he is the Only Begotten of God: 
because, since he alone is naturally begotten by the Father, the Be-
gotten of the Father is one only. But if we consider the Son, insofar as 
sonship is conferred on others through a likeness to him, then there 
are many sons of God through participation. And because they are 
called sons of God by a likeness to him, he is called the First-born of 
all. “Those whom he foreknew, he predestined to become conformed 
to the image of his Son, so that he might be the First-born of many 
brothers” (Rom 8:29).

So, Christ is called the Only Begotten of God by nature; but he is 
called the First-born insofar as from his natural sonship, by means of 
a certain likeness and participation, a sonship is granted to many.215

188. Then when he says, full of grace and truth, he determines the 
glory of the Word. As if to say: His glory is such that he is full of grace 
and divinity. Now these words can be applied to Christ in three ways.

First, from the point of view of union. For grace is given to some-
one so that he might be united to God through it. So he who is most 
perfectly united to God is full of grace. Now some are joined to God 
by participating in the natural likeness: “Let us make man to our im-
age and likeness” (Gen 1:26). Some are joined by faith: “That Christ 
may dwell in your hearts through faith” (Eph 3:17). And others are 
united by charity, because “He who abides in love abides in God” (1 Jn 
4:16). But all these ways are partial: because one is not perfectly unit-
ed to God by participating a natural likeness; nor is God seen as he is 

214. See ST III, q. 42, a. 1; III, q. 43, a. 3.
215. See ST III, q. 4, a. 1; III, q. 23, a. 1.



 CHAPTER 1 77

by faith; nor is he loved to the extent that he is lovable by charity—for 
since he is the infinite Good, his lovableness is infinite, and the love of 
no creature is able to love this infinitely. And so these unions are not 
full.

But in Christ, in whom human nature is united to the divinity in 
the unity of a suppositum, we find a full and perfect union with God. 
The reason for this is that this union was such that all the acts not only 
of his divine but also of his human nature were acts of the suppositum 
[or person]. So he was full of grace insofar as he did not receive any 
special gratuitous gift from God, but that he should be God himself. 
“He gave him,” i.e., God the Father gave to the Son, “a name which is 
above every name” (Phil 2:9). “He was foreordained to be the Son of 
God in power” (Rom 1:4). He was also full of truth, because the hu-
man nature in Christ attained to the divine truth itself, that is, that this 
man should be the divine Truth itself. In other men we find many par-
ticipated truths, insofar as the First Truth gleams back into their minds 
through many likenesses; but Christ is Truth itself. Thus it is said: “In 
whom all the treasures of wisdom are hidden” (Col 2:3).216

189. Secondly, these words can be applied in relation to the perfec-
tion of his soul. Then he is said to be full of grace and truth inasmuch 
as in his soul there was the fullness of all graces without measure: 
“God does not bestow the Spirit in fractions,” as we read below (3:34). 
Yet it was given in fractions to all rational creatures, both angels and 
men. For according to Augustine, just as there is one sense common to 
all the parts of the body, namely, the sense of touch, while all the sens-
es are found in the head, so in Christ, who is the head of every ratio-
nal creature (and in a special way of the saints who are united to him 
by faith and charity), all virtues and graces and gifts are found super-
abundantly; but in others, i.e., the saints, we find participations of the 
graces and gifts, although there is a gift common to all the saints, and 
that is charity. We read about this fullness of Christ’s grace: “there shall 
come forth a shoot out of the root of Jesse, and a flower shall spring 
up out of his root. And the spirit of the Lord shall rest upon him: The 
spirit of wisdom and of understanding, the spirit of counsel and of for-
titude, the spirit of knowledge and of piety” (Is 11:1).217

Further, Christ was also full of truth because his precious and 
blessed soul knew every truth, human and divine, from the instant of 
his conception. And so Peter said to him, “You know all things” (below 
21:17). And the Psalm (88:25) says: “My truth,” i.e., the knowledge of 
every truth, “and my mercy,” i.e., the fullness of all graces, “shall be 
with him.”218

216. See ST III, q. 6, a. 6; III, q. 7, a. 13.
217. See ST III, q. 9, aa. 1–3; III, q. 10, a. 2; III, q. 11, a. 1.
218. See ST III, qq. 9–12.



78  COMMENTARY ON THE GOSPEL OF JOHN

190. In a third way these words can be explained in relation to his 
dignity as head, i.e., inasmuch as Christ is the head of the Church. 
In this way it is his prerogative to communicate grace to others, both 
by producing virtue in the minds of men through the inpouring of 
grace and by meriting, through his teaching and works and the suf-
ferings of his death, superabundant grace for an infinite number of 
worlds, if there were such. Therefore, he is full of grace insofar as he 
conferred perfect justice upon us. We could not acquire this perfect 
justice through the law, which was infirm and could make no one 
just or bring anyone to perfection. As we read: “The law was power-
less because it was weakened by the flesh. God, sending his son in the 
likeness of sinful flesh and in reparation for sin, condemned sin in his 
flesh” (Rom 8:3).219

Again, he was full of truth insofar as he fulfilled the figures of the 
Old Law and the promises made to the fathers. “Christ was a minister 
to the circumcised to confirm the promises made to the fathers” (Rom 
15:8); “All the promises of God are fulfilled in him” (2 Cor 1:20).220

Further, he is said to be full of grace because his teaching and man-
ner of life were most gracious. “Grace is poured out upon your lips” 
(Ps 44:3). And so it is said, “All the people came to him early in the 
morning,” i.e., in the morning they were eager to come (Lk 21:38). He 
was full of truth, because he did not teach in enigmas and figures, nor 
gloss over the vices of men, but preached the truth to all, openly and 
without deception. As it says below: “Now you are speaking plainly” 
(16:29).221

LECTurE 9

15 John bore witness to him, and he cried out saying: “This is the 
one of whom I said: ‘He who comes after me, ranks ahead of me, be‑
cause he existed before me.’”

191. Having given the evidence by which the Word was made 
known to the apostles by sight, the Evangelist then presents the evi-
dence by which the Word was made known to persons other than the 
apostles by their hearing the testimony of John. He does three things 
about this. First, the witness is presented. Secondly, his manner of tes-
tifying is indicated. Thirdly, his testimony is given.

192. So he says: We indeed have seen his glory, the glory as of the 
Only Begotten of the Father. But we are not believed, perhaps because 

219. See ST III, q. 8, aa. 1, 6; III, q. 22, a. 4; III, q. 48, a. 1; III, q. 49, a. 1.
220. See ST III, q. 47, a. 2, ad 1.
221. See ST III, q. 42, a. 3.
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we are held in suspicion. So let his witness come forth, that is, John 
the Baptist, who bears witness to Christ. He is a faithful witness who 
will not lie: “A faithful witness will not lie” (Prv 14:5); “You sent [mes-
sengers] to John; and he bore witness to the truth” (below 5:33). John 
gives his testimony here and fulfills his office with perseverance be-
cause he came as a witness. As Proverbs (12:19) says, “Truthful lips en-
dure forever.”

193. Then when he says, John bore witness to him, and he cried out, 
he describes the way he bore witness, that is, it was with a cry. So he 
says, he cried out, i.e., freely without fear. “Cry out loud voice. . . . Say 
to the cities of Judah: Here is your God” (Is 40:9). He cried out ardently 
and with great fervor, because it is said, “His word burned like a torch” 
(Sir 48:1); “Seraphim cried one to another” (Is 6:3), which is expres-
sive of a more interior eagerness of spirit. The use of a cry shows that 
the statements of the witness are not made to a few in figurative lan-
guage or secretly, but that a truth is being declared openly and publicly, 
and told not to a few but to many. “Cry out, and do not stop” (Is 58:1).

194. Then he adds his testimony. And he does two things. First, he 
shows that his testimony was continuous. Secondly, he describes the 
person to whom he bore witness.

195. The testimony of the Baptist was continuous because he bore 
witness to him not only once but many times, and even before Christ 
had come to him. And so he says, This is the one of whom I said, i.e., 
before I saw him in the flesh I bore witness to him. “And you, child, 
shall be called the prophet of the Most High” (Lk 1:76). He pointed 
him out both as present and when about to come. And his testimony is 
certain because he not only predicted that he would come, but pointed 
him out when he was present, saying, Look! There is the Lamb of God. 
This implies that Christ was physically present to John; for he had of-
ten come to John before being baptized.

196. Then he describes the one to whom he bore witness, saying, 
He who comes after me, ranks ahead of me. Here we should note that 
John does not at once preach to his disciples that Christ is the Son of 
God, but he draws them little by little to higher things: first, by prefer-
ring Christ to himself, even though John had such a great reputation 
and authority as to be considered the Christ or one of the great proph-
ets. Now he compares Christ to himself: first, with regard to the order 
of their preaching; secondly, as to the order of dignity; and thirdly, as 
to the time of their existence.

197. With respect to the order of their preaching, John preceded 
Christ as a servant precedes his master, and as a soldier his king, or as 
the morning star the sun: “See, I am sending my messenger, and he 
will prepare the way before me” (Mal 3:1), So, He comes after me, in 
being known to men, through my preaching. Observe that comes is in 
the present tense, because in Greek the present participle is used.
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Now John preceded Christ for two reasons. First, according to Chrys-
ostom,222 because John was a blood relation of Christ according to the 
flesh: “your relative, Elizabeth” (Lk 1:36). Therefore, had he borne wit-
ness to Christ after knowing him, his testimony might have been open 
to question; accordingly, John came preaching before he was acquaint-
ed with Christ, in order that his testimony might have more force. 
Hence he says, “And I did not know him! And yet it was to reveal him 
to Israel that I came baptizing with water” (below 1:31).

Secondly, John preceded Christ because in things that pass into act 
from potency, the imperfect is naturally prior to the perfect; hence it 
is said in 1 Corinthians (15:46): “The spiritual is not first, but the ani-
mal.” Accordingly, the perfect doctrine of Christ should have been pre-
ceded by the less perfect teaching of John, which was in a certain man-
ner midway between the doctrine of the law and the prophets (which 
announced the coming of Christ from afar), and the doctrine of Christ, 
which was clear and plainly made Christ known.

198. He [John] compares him to himself with respect to dignity 
when he says, he ranks ahead of me [ante me factus est, literally, he “was 
made before me”]. It should be noted that it is from this text that the 
Arians took occasion for their error. For they said that “He who comes 
after me,” is to be understood of Christ as to the flesh he assumed, but 
what follows, “was made before me,” can only be understood of the 
Word of God, who existed before the flesh; and for this reason Christ 
as the Word was made, and was not coeternal with the Father.

According to Chrysostom,223 however, this exposition is stupid, be-
cause if it were true, the Baptist would not have said, he “was made 
before me, because he existed before me,” since no one is unaware 
that if he was before him, he was made before him. He rather would 
have said the opposite: “He was before me, because he was made be-
fore me.” And so, according to Chrysostom, these words should be tak-
en as referring to his [Christ’s] dignity, that is, he was preferred to me 
and placed ahead of me. It is as though he said: Although Jesus came 
to preach after me, he was made more worthy than I both in eminence 
of authority and in the repute of men: “Gold will not be equal to it” (Jb 
28:17). Or alternatively: he is preferred ahead of me, that is, before my 
eyes, as the Gloss224 says and as the Greek text reads. As if to say: Be-
fore my eyes, i.e., in my sight, because he came into my view and was 
recognized.

199. He compares him to himself with respect to their duration, 
saying, because he existed before me. As if to say: He was God from all 
eternity, I am a frail man of time. And therefore, even though I came 

222. Hom. in Io. 13. 2; PG 59, col. 88; cf. Catena aurea, 1:15.
223. Ibid. 13. 3; PG 59, col. 89; cf. Catena aurea, 1:15.
224. Glossa ordinaria; PL 114, col. 357.
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to preach ahead of him, yet it was fitting that he rank before me in 
the reputation and opinion of men, because he preceded all things by 
his eternity: “Jesus Christ is the same yesterday, today, and forever”  
(Heb 13:8). “Before Abraham came to be, I am,” as we read below 
(8:58).

If we understand this passage as saying that he “was made before 
me,” it can be explained as referring to the order of time according to 
the flesh. For in the instant of his conception Christ was perfect God 
and perfect man, having a rational soul perfected by the virtues, and a 
body possessed of all its distinctive features, except that it lacked perfect 
size: “A woman shall enclose a man,” i.e., a perfect man (Jer 31:22).225 
Now it is evident that Christ was conceived as a perfect man before 
John was born; consequently he says that he “was made before me,” 
because he was a perfect man before I came forth from the womb.

LECTurE 10

16 Of his fullness we have all received—indeed, grace upon grace; 
17 because, while the law was given through Moses, grace and truth 
have come through Jesus Christ.226

200. He follows with, Of his fullness we have all received. These 
words and those that follow to (v. 19), “This is the testimony of John,” 
are taken in two ways. According to Origen,227 these are the words of 
John the Baptist and are added by him to support what he had said 
previously. It is as though he said: Truly, he existed before me, because 
of his fullness, i.e., of his grace, not only I but all, including the proph-
ets and patriarchs, have received, because all had the grace they pos-
sessed by faith in the incarnate Word. According to this explanation, 
John the Baptist began weaving the story of the Incarnation at, “John 
bore witness to him” (v. 15).

But according to Augustine228 and Chrysostom,229 the words from 
“John bore witness to him” (v. 15), are those of John the Evangelist. 
And they are connected with the previous words, “full of grace and 

225. See ST III, q. 34, aa. 1–2, 4.
226. St. Thomas quotes Jn 1:16 in ST I-II, q. 108, a. 1; II-II, q. 176, a. 1, obj. 3; 

III, q. 1, a. 6; III, q. 2, a. 11, ad. 2; III, q. 7, a. 1; III, q. 8, a. 1; III, q. 8, a. 5, sed con-
tra; III, q. 19, a. 4, obj. 2; III, q. 24, a. 3; III, q. 27, a. 5, ad 1; III, q. 39, a. 6, obj. 4; 
III, q. 53, a. 3, obj. 3; III, q. 64, a. 4, obj. 3; III, q. 69, aa. 4 and 5; and Jn 1:17 in 
ST I, q. 75, a. 1, ad 1; I-II, q. 98, a. 1; I-II, q. 98, a. 3, obj. 2; I-II, q. 112, a. 1, obj. 
1; II-II, q. 12, a. 2, obj. 3; III, q. 2, a. 11; III, q. 27, a. 5; III, q. 38, a. 3; III, q. 61, a. 
4, obj. 1; III, q. 79, a. 1.

227. Comm. in Io. VI. 6, no. 33; PG 14, col. 209A–B; cf. Catena aurea, 1:16, 17.
228. Tract. in Io. 3. 8; PL 35, col. 1399.
229. Hom. in Io. 14. 1; PG 59, col. 92; cf. Catena aurea, 1:16, 17.



82  COMMENTARY ON THE GOSPEL OF JOHN

truth,” as though he were saying: Above, the Evangelist gave the evi-
dence for the Word which was learned through sight and by hearing; 
but here he explains each. First, how he was made known to the apos-
tles through sight, which was tantamount to receiving the evidence 
from Christ. Secondly, how John bore witness to him, at “This is the 
testimony of John” (v. 19). As to the first he does two things. First, he 
shows that Christ is the origin, as a fountain, of every spiritual grace. 
Secondly, he shows that grace is dispensed to us through him and from 
him.

201. He says first of all: We know from our own experience that we 
have seen him full of grace and truth, because of his fullness we have 
all received. Now one fullness is that of sufficiency, by which one is 
able to perform acts that are meritorious and excellent, as in the case 
of Stephen. Again, there is a fullness of superabundance, by which the 
Blessed Virgin excels all the saints because of the eminence and abun-
dance of her merits. Further, there is a fullness of efficiency and over-
flow, which belongs only to the man Christ as the author of grace. For 
although the Blessed Virgin super-abounds her grace into us, it is nev-
er as authoress of grace. But grace flowed over from her soul into her 
body: for through the grace of the Holy Spirit, not only was the mind 
of the Virgin perfectly united to God by love, but her womb was su-
pernaturally impregnated by the Holy Spirit. And so after Gabriel said, 
“Hail, full of grace,” he refers at once to the fullness of her womb, add-
ing, “the Lord is with you” (Lk 1:28).230 And so the Evangelist, in or-
der to show this unique fullness of efficiency and overflow in Christ, 
said, Of his fullness we have all received, i.e., all the apostles and patri-
archs and prophets and just men who have existed, do now exist, and 
will exist, and even all the angels.231

202. Note that the preposition de [of, from] sometimes signifies ef-
ficiency, i.e., an originative cause, as when it is said that a ray is or pro-
ceeds “from” the sun. In this way it signifies the efficiency of grace in 
Christ, i.e., authorship, because the fullness of grace in Christ is the 
cause of all graces that are in intellectual creatures. “Come to me, all 
you who desire me, and be filled with my fruits,” that is to say, share 
in the fullness of those fruits which come from me (Sir 24:26).

But sometimes this preposition de signifies consubstantiality, as 
when it is said that the Son is “of” the Father [de Patre]. In this usage, 
the fullness of Christ is the Holy Spirit, who proceeds from him, con-
substantial with him in nature, in power and in majesty. For although 
the habitual gifts in the soul of Christ are other than those in us, nev-
ertheless it is one and the same Holy Spirit who is in him and who fills 
all those to be sanctified. “One and the same Spirit produces all these”  

230. See ST III, q. 25, a. 5; III, q. 27, aa. 1, 5.
231. See ST III, q. 8, aa. 1, 4; III, q. 26, a. 1.
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(1 Cor 12:11); “I will pour out my Spirit upon all flesh” (Jl 2:28); 
“If anyone does not have the Spirit of Christ, he does not belong to 
him” (Rom 8:9). For the unity of the Holy Spirit produces unity in the 
Church: “The Spirit of the Lord filled the whole world” (Wis 1:7).232

In a third way, the preposition de [of, from] can signify a portion, 
as when we say “take ‘from’ this bread or wine [de hoc pane, vel vino],” 
i.e., take a portion and not the whole. Taken in this way it signifies 
that those who take a part derive it from the fullness. For he [Christ] 
received all the gifts of the Holy Spirit without measure, according 
to a perfect fullness; but we participate through him some portion of 
his fullness; and this is according to the measure which God grants to 
each. “Grace has been given to each of us according to the degree to 
which Christ gives it” (Eph 4:7).233

203. Then when he says, grace upon grace, he shows the distribu-
tion of graces into us through Christ. Here he does two things. First, 
he shows that we receive grace from Christ, as its author. Secondly, 
that we receive wisdom from him (1:18). As to the first he does two 
things. First he shows that we have received of his fullness. Secondly, 
our need to receive it.

204. First, he says that we have received of the fullness of Christ 
what is described as grace upon grace. In the light of what is said, we 
are forced to understand that of his fullness we have received grace, 
and that upon that grace we have received another. Accordingly, we 
must see what that first grace is upon which we have received a sec-
ond one, and also what that second grace is.

According to Chrysostom,234 the first grace, which was received by 
the whole human race, was the grace of the Old Testament received in 
the law. And this was indeed a great grace: “I will give you a good gift” 
(Prv 4:2). For it was a great benefit for idolatrous men to receive pre-
cepts from God, and a true knowledge of the one true God.235 “What is 
the advantage of being a Jew, or the benefit of circumcision? It is great 
in every way. First indeed, because the words of God were entrusted to 
them” (Rom 3:1). Upon that grace, then, which was first, we have re-
ceived a second far better. “He will follow grace with grace” (Zec 4:7).

But was not the first grace sufficient? I answer that it was not, be-
cause the law gives only a knowledge of sin, but does not take it away. 
“The law brought nothing to perfection” (Heb 7:19). Hence it was nec-
essary that another grace come that would take away sin and reconcile 
one with God.236

232. See ST I, q. 43, a. 6; III, q. 8, a. 1, ad 1.
233. See ST III, q. 7, a. 10.
234. Hom. in Io. 14. 1; PG 59, col. 92–93; cf. Catena aurea, 1:16, 17.
235. See ST I-II, q. 98, a. 1.
236. See ST I-II, q. 91, a. 5.
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205. And so he says, because, while the law was given through Mo‑
ses, grace and truth have come through Jesus Christ. Here the Evange-
list ranks Christ above Moses the lawgiver, whom the Baptist ranked 
above himself. Now Moses was regarded as the greatest of the proph-
ets: “There did not arise again in Israel a prophet like Moses” (Dt 
34:10).237 But he ranks Christ above Moses in excellence and in dig-
nity of works, because the law was given through Moses; and between 
these two, the One excels the other as the reality excels the symbol 
and the truth the shadow: “The law had a shadow of the good things 
to come” (Heb 10:1). Further, Christ excels him in the way he works, 
because the law was given by Moses as by one proclaiming it, but not 
originating it; for “The Lord alone is our lawgiver” (Is 33:22).238 But 
grace and truth have come through Jesus Christ, as through the Lord 
and Author of truth and grace, as was explained above.

206. According to Augustine,239 however, the first grace is justifying 
and prevenient grace, which is not given to us because of our works: 
“If it is by grace, it is not now by works” (Rom 11:6). Upon that grace, 
then, which is imperfect, we have received another grace which is per-
fect, i.e., the grace of eternal life. And although eternal life is in some 
way acquired by merits, nevertheless, because the principle of merit-
ing in everyone is prevenient grace, eternal life is called a grace: “The 
grace of God is eternal life” (Rom 6:23). To be brief, whatever grace is 
added to prevenient grace, the whole is called grace upon grace.240

The need for this second grace arises from the insufficiency of the 
law, which showed what was to be done and what avoided; but it gave 
no help to fulfill what was commanded. Indeed, what seemed to have 
been directed to life was the occasion for producing death. Hence the 
Apostle says that the law was a minister of death: “If the ministry that 
condemned had glory, the ministry that justifies has much more glo-
ry” (2 Cor 3:9). Also, it promised the help of grace but did not fulfill, 
because “The law brought nothing to perfection” (Heb 7:19). Again, it 
prefigured the truth of the new grace by its sacrifices and ceremonies; 
indeed, its very rites proclaimed that it was a figure. Hence it was nec-
essary that Christ come, who by his own death would destroy other 
deaths and grant the help of new grace, in order that we might both 
fulfill his precepts with ease and joy, and die to our sins and our old 
way of life: “Our old self was crucified with him” (Rom 6:6), and in or-
der that the truth of the figures contained in the law might be revealed 
and the promises made to the fathers be fulfilled.241

This can be explained in another way: truth has come through Je‑

237. See ST II-II, q. 174, a. 4.
238. See ST I-II, q. 98, a. 3; I-II, q. 101, a. 2. 
239. Tract. in Io. 3. 9; PL 35, col. 1400; cf. Catena aurea, 1:16, 17.
240. See ST I-II, q. 111, a. 3.
241. See ST I-II, q. 101, a. 2.
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sus Christ as to the wisdom and truth which was hidden for centu-
ries, and which he openly taught when he came into the world: “I 
came into the world for this, to testify to the truth,” as we read below 
(18:37).

207. But if Christ is the Truth, as it says below (14:6), how did truth 
come [i.e., come to be, be made] through him, because nothing can 
make itself? I answer that by his essence he is the uncreated Truth, 
which is eternal and not made, but is begotten of the Father; but all 
created truths were made through him, and these are certain partic-
ipations and reflections of the first Truth, which shines out in those 
souls who are holy.

LECTurE 11

18 No one has ever seen God; it is the Only Begotten Son, who is in 
the bosom of the Father, who has made him known.242

208. Above, the Evangelist showed how the apostles received grace 
from Christ as its author; here he shows how they received it from him 
as a teacher. About this he does three things. First, he shows the need 
for this teaching. Secondly, the competency of the teacher. Thirdly, the 
teaching itself.

209. The need for this teaching arose from the lack of wisdom 
among men, which the Evangelist implies by alluding to the ignorance 
concerning God which prevailed among men, saying: No one has ever 
seen God. And he does this fittingly, for wisdom consists properly in 
the knowledge of God and of divine things. Hence Augustine243 says 
that wisdom is the knowledge of divine things, as science is the knowl-
edge of human things.

210. But this statement of the Evangelist, No one has ever seen God, 
seems to contradict many passages of divine Scripture. For it is said in 
Isaiah (6:1): “I saw the Lord seated on a high and lofty throne.” And 
about the same is found in 2 Samuel (6:2). Again in Matthew (5:8), 
the Lord says: “Blessed are the pure in heart, for they shall see God.” If 
someone were to answer this last statement by saying that it is true that 
in the past no one has seen God, but will see him in the future, as the 
Lord promises, the Apostle would exclude this, saying, “He dwells in 
unapproachable light, whom no man has seen or can see” (1 Tim 6:16).

Because the Apostle says, “no man has seen,” someone might say 
that if he cannot be seen by men, then at least he can be seen by an-

242. St. Thomas quotes Jn 1:18 in ST I, q. 12, a. 1, obj. 1; I, q. 33, a. 3, ad 2; I, 
q. 41, a. 3; I, q. 88, a. 3, sed contra.

243. De Trin. 12. 15, no. 25; PL 42, col. 1012. See also ST I-II, q. 57, a. 2.
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gels; especially since God says, “Their angels in heaven always see the 
face of my Father” (Mt 18:10). But it cannot be taken in this way ei-
ther, because it is said, “The sons of the resurrection will be like the an-
gels of God in heaven” (Mt 22:30). If, therefore, the angels see God in 
heaven, then it is plain that the sons of the resurrection also see him: 
“When he appears we shall be like him, and we shall see him as he is” 
(1 Jn 3:2).244

211. How then are we to understand what the Evangelist says: No 
one has ever seen God? To understand it we must know that God is 
said to be seen in three ways. First, through a created substitute pre-
sented to the bodily sight; as Abraham is believed to have seen God 
when he saw three [men] and adored one (Gen 18:1–21). He adored 
one because he recognized the mystery of the Trinity in the three, 
whom he first thought to be men, and later believed to be angels. In a 
second way, through a representation in the imagination; and in this 
way Isaiah saw the Lord seated on a high and lofty throne. Many vi-
sions of this sort are recorded in the Scriptures. In a third way, he is 
seen through an intelligible species abstracted from material things, 
and in this way he is seen by those who, considering the greatness of 
creatures, see with their intellect the greatness of the Creator, as it is 
said: “From the greatness and beauty of creatures, their Creator can be 
seen accordingly” (Wis 13:5); “The invisible things of God are clearly 
seen, being understood through the things that are made,” as found 
in Romans (1:20). In another way, God is seen through a certain spiri-
tual light infused by God into spiritual minds during contemplation; 
and this is the way Jacob saw God face to face, as it says in Genesis 
(32:30).245 According to Gregory, this vision came about through his 
lofty contemplation.

But the vision of the divine essence is not attained by any of the 
above visions: for no created species, whether it be that by which an 
external sense is informed, or by which the imagination is informed or 
by which the intellect is informed, is representative of the divine es-
sence as it is. Now man knows as to its essence only what the species 
he has in his intellect represents as it is. Therefore, the vision of the di-
vine essence is not attained through any species.246

The reason why no created species can represent the divine essence 
is plain: for nothing finite can represent the infinite as it is; but every 
created species is finite; therefore [it cannot represent the infinite as it 
is]. Further, God is his own esse; and therefore his wisdom and great-
ness and anything else are the same. But all those cannot be repre-

244. See ST I, q. 12, a. 1; I-II, q. 69, a. 2, obj. 3; II-II, q. 1, a. 2, ad 3; III, q. 45, 
a. 4.

245. See ST I, q. 12, a. 11.
246. See ST I, q. 12, aa. 1–4.
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sented through one created thing. Therefore, the knowledge by which 
God is seen through creatures is not a knowledge of his essence, but 
a knowledge that is dark and mirrored, and from afar. “Everyone sees 
him,” in one of the above ways, “from afar” (Jb 36:25), because we 
do not know what God is by all these acts of knowing, but what he is 
not, or that he is. Hence Dionysius247 says, in his Mystical Theology, that 
the perfect way in which God is known in this present life is by taking 
away all creatures and every thing understood by us.248

212. There have been some who said that the divine essence will 
never by seen by any created intellect, and that it is seen neither by the 
angels nor by the blessed. But this statement is shown to be false and 
heretical in three ways. First, because it is contrary to the authority of 
divine Scripture: “We shall see him as he is” (1 Jn 3:2); “This is eternal 
life, that they know you, the only true God, and Jesus Christ whom 
you have sent” (below 17:3). Secondly, because the brightness of God 
is the same as his substance: for he does not give forth light by partici-
pating in light, but through himself. And thirdly, because it is impos-
sible for anyone to attain perfect happiness except in the vision of the 
divine essence. This is because the natural desire of the intellect is to 
understand and know the causes of all the effects that it knows; but 
this desire cannot be fulfilled unless it understands and knows the first 
universal cause of all things, which is a cause that is not composed of 
cause and effect, as second causes are. Therefore, to take away the pos-
sibility of the vision of the divine essence by man is to take away hap-
piness itself. Therefore, in order for the created intellect to be happy, it 
is necessary that the divine essence be seen. “Blessed are the pure in 
heart, for they shall see God” (Mt 5:8).249

213. Three things should be noted about the vision of the divine 
essence. First, it will never be seen with a bodily eye, either by sense 
or imagination, since only sensate bodily things are perceived by the 
senses, and God is not bodily: “God is spirit” (below 4:24). Secondly, 
that as long as the human intellect is in the body it cannot see God, be-
cause it is weighed down by the body so that it cannot attain the sum-
mit of contemplation. So it is that the more a soul is free of passions 
and is purged from affections for earthly things, the higher it rises in 
the contemplation of truth and tastes how sweet the Lord is. Now the 
highest degree of contemplation is to see God through his essence; and 
so as long as a man lives in a body which is necessarily subject to many 
passions, he cannot see God through his essence. “Man will not see 
me and live” (Ex 33:20). Therefore, if the human intellect is to see the 

247. De myst. theol. 1. 2; PG 3, col. 1000B; see also De div. nom 13. 3; PG 3, col. 
981 A–B, and De coel. hier. 2. 3; PG 3, col. 141A. See ST I, qq. 12–13.

248. See ST I, q. 13, a. 2.
249. See ST I, q. 12, a. 1.
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divine essence it must wholly depart from the body: either by death, 
as the Apostle says, “We would prefer to be absent from the body and 
present with the Lord” (2 Cor 5:8); or by being wholly abstracted by 
rapture from the senses of the body, as is mentioned of Paul in 2 Cor-
inthians (12:3).250

Thirdly, no created intellect (however abstracted, either by death, 
or separated from the body) which does not see the divine essence, 
can comprehend it in any way. And so it is commonly said that al-
though the whole divine essence is seen by the blessed, since it is most 
simple and has no parts, yet it is not wholly seen, because this would 
be to comprehend it. For “wholly” implies a certain mode. But any 
mode of God is the divine essence. Hence one who does not see him 
wholly does not comprehend him. For one is properly said to compre-
hend a thing through knowledge when he knows that thing to the ex-
tent that it is knowable in itself; otherwise, although he may know it, 
he does not comprehend it. For example, one who knows this propo-
sition, “A triangle has three angles equal to two right angles,” by a di-
alectical syllogism, does not know it as well as it is knowable in itself; 
thus he does not know it wholly. But one who knows this by a de-
monstrative syllogism does know it wholly. For each thing is knowable 
to the extent that it has being and truth; while one is a knower accord-
ing to his amount of cognitive power. Now a created intellectual sub-
stance is finite; hence it knows in a finite way. And since God is infi-
nite in power and being, and as a consequence is infinitely knowable, 
he cannot be known by any created intellect to the degree that he is 
knowable. And thus he remains incomprehensible to every created in-
tellect. “Behold, God is great, exceeding our knowledge” (Jb 36:26). 
He alone contemplates himself comprehensively, because his power to 
know is as great as his entity in being. “O most mighty, great, power-
ful, your name is Lord of hosts, great in counsel, incomprehensible in 
thought” (Jer 32:18).251

214. Using the above explanations, we can understand, No one has 
ever seen God. First, No one, i.e., no man, has seen God, that is, the di-
vine essence, with the eye of the body or of the imagination. Secondly, 
No one, living in this mortal life, has seen the divine essence in itself. 
Thirdly, No one, man or angel, has seen God by a vision of compre-
hension. So when it is said that certain ones have seen God with their 
eyes or while living in the body, he is not seen through his essence, but 
through a creature acting as a substitute, as was said.

And thus it was necessary for us to receive wisdom, because No one 
has ever seen God.

250. See ST I, q. 12, aa. 3–4; II-II, q. 175, aa. 3–6.
251. See ST I, q. 12, a. 7.
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215. The Evangelist mentions the competent teacher of this wisdom 
when he adds, it is the Only Begotten Son, who is in the bosom of the 
Father. He shows the competence of this teacher in three ways: by a 
natural likeness, by a singular excellence, and by a most perfect con-
substantiality.

216. By natural likeness, because a son is naturally like his father. 
Wherefore it also follows that one is called a son of God insofar as he 
shares in the likeness of his natural son; and one knows him insofar as 
he has a likeness to him, since knowledge is attained through assimi-
lation [or “likeness to”]. Hence 1 John (3:2) says, “Now we are sons of 
God,” and he immediately adds, “when he comes, we will be like him, 
and we will see him as he is.” Therefore, when the Evangelist says Son, 
he implies a likeness as well as an aptitude for knowing God.

217. Because this teacher knows God in a more special way than 
other sons do, the Evangelist suggests this by his singular excellence, 
saying, the Only Begotten. As if to say: He knows God more than other 
sons do. Hence, because he is the natural Son, having the same nature 
and knowledge as the Father, he is called the Only Begotten. “The Lord 
said to me: ‘You are my Son’” (Ps 2:7).

218. Although he may know in a unique way, he would be lack-
ing the ability to teach if he were not to know wholly. Hence he adds a 
third point, namely, his consubstantiality to the Father, when he says, 
who is in the bosom of the Father. “Bosom” is not to be taken here as 
referring to men in their garments, but it indicates the secret things of 
the Father. For what we carry in our bosom we do in secret. The secret 
things of the Father refer to his unsurpassed power and knowledge, 
since the divine essence is infinite. Therefore, in that bosom, i.e., in 
the most secret things of the paternal nature and essence, which tran-
scends all the power of the creature, is the Only Begotten Son; and so 
he is consubstantial with the Father.

What the Evangelist signifies by “bosom,” David expressed by 
“womb,” saying: “From the womb, before the daystar,” i.e., from the 
inmost secret things of my essence, incomprehensible to every created 
intellect, “I begot you” (Ps 109:3), consubstantial with me, and of the 
same nature and power, and virtue and knowledge. “What man knows 
the things of a man except the spirit of the man that is in him? So also, 
no one knows the things of God except the Spirit of God” (1 Cor 2:11). 
Therefore, he comprehends the divine essence, which is his own.252

219. But the soul of Christ, which knows God, does not compre-
hend him, because this is attributed only to the Only Begotten Son 
who is in the bosom of the Father.253 So the Lord also says: “No one 

252. See ST I, q. 27, a. 1.
253. See ST III, q. 10, a. 1.
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knows the Father except the Son, and any to whom the Son wishes to 
reveal him” (Mt 11:27); we should understand this as referring to the 
knowledge of comprehension, about which the Evangelist seems to be 
speaking here. For no one comprehends the divine essence except the 
Father, the Son, and the Holy Spirit. And so we have shown the com-
petence of the teacher.

220. We should note that the phrase, who is in the bosom of the 
Father, rejects the error of those who say that the Father is invisible, 
but the Son is visible, though he was not seen in the Old Testament. 
For from the fact that he is among the hidden things of the Father, it is 
plain that he is naturally invisible, as is the Father. So it is said of him: 
“Truly, you are a hidden God” (Is 45:15). And so Scripture mentions 
the incomprehensibility of the Son: “No one knows the Son except 
the Father, and no one knows the Father except the Son” (Mt 11:27), 
“What is the name of his son, if you know?” as we read in Proverbs 
(30:4).

221. Then the Evangelist indicates the way in which this teaching is 
handed down, saying that it is the Only Begotten Son who has made 
him known. For in the past, the Only Begotten Son revealed knowl-
edge of God through the prophets, who made him known to the ex-
tent that they shared in the eternal Word. Hence they said things like, 
“The Word of the Lord came to me.” But now the Only Begotten Son 
has made him known to the faithful: “It is I who spoke; here I am” 
(Is 52:6); “God, who in many and varied ways, spoke to the fathers in 
past times through the prophets, has spoken to us in these days in his 
Son” (Heb 1:1).

And this teaching surpasses all other teachings in dignity, author-
ity and usefulness, because it was handed on immediately by the Only 
Begotten Son, who is the first Wisdom. “It was first announced by the 
Lord, and confirmed to us by those who heard him” (Heb 2:3).

222. But what did he make known except the one God? And even 
Moses did this: “Hear, O Israel: the Lord your God is one” (Dt 6:4). 
What did this add to Moses? It added the mystery of the Trinity, and 
many other things that neither Moses nor any of the prophets made 
known.254

LECTurE 12

19 This is the testimony of John, when the Jews sent priests and 
Levites from Jerusalem to him, to ask him: “Who are you?” 20 He de‑
clared openly, and did not deny, and stated clearly, “I am not the Mes‑
siah.” 21 And they questioned him, “Who then? Are you Elijah?” And 

254. See ST II-II, q. 2, a. 8.
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he said, “I am not. “Are you the Prophet?” And he responded “No.” 
22 They therefore said to him, “Who are you? We must take back an 
answer to those who sent us. What have you to say about yourself?” 
23 He said, quoting the prophet Isaiah, “I am ‘a voice that cries in the 
wilderness: Make a straight way for the Lord’” [ Is 40:3].255

223. Above, the Evangelist showed how Christ was made known to 
the apostles through the testimony of John; here he develops this tes-
timony more fully. First, he presents John’s testimony to the people. 
Secondly, the testimony he gave of Christ to his own disciples (below 
1:35). If we carefully consider what was said, we discover a twofold 
testimony of John to Christ: one which he gave to Christ in his pres-
ence, the other in his absence. For he would not have said, “It is he” 
(below 1:30), unless he had given testimony in Christ’s presence; and 
he would not have said, “of whom I said,” unless he gave testimony 
to him in his absence. So first, the Evangelist develops the testimony 
John gave to Christ in his absence; secondly, that he gave in his pres-
ence (v. 29).

Now these two testimonies differ, because the first was given when 
he was questioned; the other was spontaneous. So in the first instance, 
we are given not only his testimony, but also the questions. First, he 
was asked about himself; secondly, about his office (v. 24). First we are 
shown how John stated that he was not what he really was not; sec-
ondly, that he did not deny what he was.

224. As to the first, there are three questions and three answers, 
as is plain from the text. In the first question there is great respect for 
John shown by the Jews. They had sent certain ones to him to ask 
about his testimony. The greatness of their respect is gathered from 
four facts. First, from the dignity of those who sent the questioners; 
for they were not sent by Galileans, but by those who were first in 
rank among the people of Israel, namely, Judeans, of the tribe of Ju-
dah, who lived about Jerusalem. It was from Judah that God chose the 
princes of the people.

Secondly, from the preeminence of the place, that is, from Jerusa-
lem, which is the city of the priesthood, the city dedicated to divine 
worship: “You people claim that Jerusalem is the place where men 
must worship God” (below 4:20); “They will worship him with sac-
rifices and offerings” (Is 19:21).256 Thirdly, from the authority of the 
messengers, who were religious and from among the holier of the peo-
ple, namely, priests and Levites; “You will be called the priests of the 
Lord” (Is 61:6).

Fourthly, from the fact that they sent them so that John might bear 
witness to himself, indicating that they put such trust in his words as 

255. St. Thomas quotes Jn 1: 23 in ST III, q. 38, a. 2, ad 2.
256. See ST III, q. 46, a. 10.
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to believe John even when giving testimony about himself. Hence he 
says they were sent to ask him, Who are you? They did not do this to 
Christ, in fact they said to him: “You are bearing witness to yourself; 
Your testimony is not true” (below 8:13).

225. Then when he says, He declared openly, and did not deny, 
John’s answer is given. The Evangelist twice mentioned that John 
spoke forth to show his humility; for although he was held in such 
high esteem among the Jews that they believed he might be the Mes-
siah, he, on his part, usurped no honor that was not due him; indeed, 
he stated clearly, I am not the Messiah.

226. What of the statement, He declared openly, and did not deny? 
For it seems that he did deny, because he said that he was not the Mes-
siah. It must be answered that he did not deny the truth, for he said 
he was not the Messiah; otherwise he would have denied the truth. 
“A very great iniquity, and a denial of the most high God” (Jb 31:28). 
Thus he did not deny the truth, because however great he might have 
been considered, he did not become proud, usurping for himself the 
honor of another. He stated clearly, I am not the Messiah; because in 
truth he was not. “He was not the light,” as was said above (1:8).

227. Why did John answer, I am not the Messiah, since those who 
had been sent did not ask if he was the Messiah, but who he him-
self was? I answer that John directed his answer more to the mind of 
the questioners than to their question. And we can understand this in 
two ways. According to Origen,257 the priests and Levites came to John 
with a good intention. For they knew from the Scriptures, and particu-
larly from the prophecy of Daniel, that the time for the coming of the 
Messiah had arrived. So, seeing John’s holiness, they suspected that he 
might be the Messiah. So they sent to John, wishing to learn by their 
question, Who are you? whether John would admit that he was the 
Messiah. And so he directs his answer to their thoughts: I am not the 
Messiah.

Chrysostom,258 however, says that they questioned him as a strat-
agem. For John was related to priests, being the son of a chief priest, 
and he was holy. Yet, he bore witness to Christ, whose family seemed 
lowly; for that reason they even said, “Is not this the son of the carpen-
ter?”; and they did not know him. So, preferring to have John as their 
master, not Christ, they sent to him, intending to entice him by flat-
tery and persuade him to take this honor for himself, and to state that 
he was the Messiah. But John, seeing their evil intent, said, I am not 
the Messiah.

257. Comm. in Io. VI. 8, nos. 50–51; PG 14, col. 213D–216A; cf. Catena Aurea, 
1:19–23.

258. Hom. in Io. 16. 1; PG 59, col. 103; cf. Catena aurea, 1:19–23.
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228. The second question is stated when they ask him, Who then? 
Are you Elijah? Here we should note that just as the Jews awaited the 
Lord who was to come, so too they waited for Elijah, who would pre-
cede the Messiah: “I will send you Elijah, the prophet” (Mal 4:5). And 
so those who were sent, seeing that John did not say that he was the 
Messiah, pressed him that at least he state if he were Elijah. And this is 
what they ask: Who then? Are you Elijah?

229. There are certain heretics who say that souls migrate from 
one body to another. And this belief was current among the Jews of 
that time. For this reason they believed that the soul of Elijah was in 
John’s body, because of the similarity of John’s actions to those of Eli-
jah. And they say that these messengers asked John whether he was 
Elijah, i.e., whether the soul of Elijah was in John. They support this 
with Christ’s statement, “He is Elijah who is to come,” as is found in 
Matthew (11:14). But John’s answer conflicts with their opinion, as he 
says, I am not, i.e., Elijah.

They counter this by saying that John answered in ignorance, not 
knowing whether his soul was the soul of Elijah. But Origen259 says 
in answer to this that it seems most unreasonable that John, a proph-
et enlightened by the Spirit, and telling such things about the Only 
Begotten Son of God, should be ignorant of himself, and not know 
whether his soul had been in Elijah.

230. So this was not the reason John was asked, Are you Elijah? 
Rather it was because they took it from Scripture (2 Kings 2:11) that 
Elijah did not die, but had been carried alive by a whirlwind into heav-
en. Accordingly, they believed that he had suddenly appeared among 
them.

But against this opinion is the fact that John was born from par-
ents who were known, and his birth had been known to everyone. So 
it says in Luke (1:66) that all said, “What do you think this child will 
be?” One might say to this that it is not incredible that they should re-
gard John in the manner described. For a similar situation in found 
in Matthew (14:1): for Herod thought that Christ was John, whom 
he had beheaded, even though Christ had been preaching and was 
known for some time before John had been beheaded. And so from 
a similar stupidity and madness the Jews asked John whether he was 
Elijah.

231. Why does John say, I am not Elijah, while Christ said, “He is 
Elijah” (Mt 11:14). The angel gives us the answer: “He will go before 
him in the spirit and power of Elijah” (Lk 1:17), i.e., in his works. Thus 
he was not Elijah in person, but in spirit and power, i.e., because he 
showed a similarity to Elijah in his works.

259. Comm. in Io. VI. 13, nos. 74–75; PG 14, col. 224A; cf. Catena aurea, 1:19–23.
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232. This likeness can be found in three matters. First, in their of-
fice: because as Elijah will precede the second coming of Christ, so 
John preceded the first. Thus the angel said, “He will go before him.” 
Secondly, in their manner of living. For Elijah lived in desert places, 
ate little food and wore coarse clothing, as recorded in 1 and 2 Kings. 
John, also, lived in the desert, his food was locusts and wild honey, 
and he wore clothing of camel’s hair. Thirdly, in their zeal. For Eli-
jah was filled with zeal, thus it was said, “I have been very zealous for 
the Lord” (1 Kgs 19:10). So, also, John died because of his zeal for the 
truth, as is clear from Matthew (14:6).

233. Then when he says, Are you the Prophet? the third ques-
tion is presented. Here there is a difficulty, for since it is said in Luke 
(1:76), “And you, child, shall be called the prophet of the Most High,” 
why does John, when asked if he is a prophet, answer that he is not a 
prophet?

There are three ways of answering this. One is that John is not just 
a prophet, but more than a prophet. For the other prophets only pre-
dicted future things from afar: “If there is a delay, wait for it” (Hab 
2:3). But John proclaimed that the Messiah was present, pointing him 
out with his finger: “Look, there is the Lamb of God,” as it says be-
low (1:36). And so the Lord says that he is more than a prophet (Mt 
11:9).260

Again, in another way, according to Origen,261 because through a 
misunderstanding the Jews associated three great personages with the 
coming of Christ: Christ himself, Elijah, and some other person, the 
greatest of the prophets, about whom Deuteronomy (18:15) says: “The 
Lord your God will raise up a prophet for you.” And although this 
greatest of the prophets is in fact none other than Christ, according to 
the Jews he is someone other than Christ. And so they do not ask sim-
ply whether he is a prophet, but whether he is that “greatest of the 
prophets.” And this is clear from the order of their questions. For they 
first ask whether he is the Messiah; secondly, whether he is Elijah; 
thirdly, whether he is that prophet. Accordingly, in Greek, the article is 
used here as signifying the prophet, as it were, antonomastically.

In a third way, because the Pharisees were indignant at John for as-
suming the office of baptizing outside the order of the law and their 
tradition. For the Old Testament mentions three persons to whom this 
office could belong. First, to the Messiah, since “I will pour clean wa-
ter upon you, and you will be cleansed” (Ez 36:25), are words consid-
ered as spoken by the person of the Messiah. Secondly, to Elijah, of 
whom it says in 2 Kings that he divided the water of the Jordan, and 
crossing over, was taken up. Finally, to Elisha, who made Naaman the 

260. See ST II-II, q. 174, a. 6, especially ad 3.
261. Comm. in Io. VI. 15, no. 90; PG 14, col. 228C; cf. Catena aurea, 1:19–23.
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Syrian wash seven times in the Jordan so as to be cured of leprosy, as 
mentioned in 2 Kings (chap. 5). And so when the Jews saw that John 
was baptizing, they believed that he was one of those three: the Mes-
siah, or Elijah, or Elisha. Accordingly, when they ask here, Are you the 
Prophet? they are asking whether he is Elisha, who is called “proph-
et” in a special way because of the many miracles he had performed; 
hence he himself says, “Let him come to me, so that he may know that 
there is a prophet in Israel” (2 Kgs 5:8). And to this John answers, No, 
I am not Elisha.

234. Then he shows how he declared who he was. First, the ques-
tion of the messengers is given; secondly, his answer (v. 23).

235. They said, Who are you? We must take back an answer to 
those who sent us. As if to say: We were sent to learn who you are; so 
tell us, What have you to say about yourself?

Notice John’s devotion. He has already fulfilled what the Apostle 
says, “It is not I who now live, but Christ lives in me” (Gal 2:20). And 
so he does not answer, “I am the son of Zechariah,” or this or that, but 
only the way in which he followed Christ.

236. So he says, I am a voice that cries in the wilderness. And he 
says that he is a voice because from the point of view of origin, a voice 
comes after the [mental, interior] word, but before the knowledge it 
causes. For we know a [mental, interior] word conceived in the heart 
by means of the voice which speaks it, since it is its sign. But God the 
Father sent the precursor John, who came to be in time, in order to 
make known his Word, which was conceived from eternity. And so he 
fittingly says, I am a voice.

237. The addition, that cries, can be understood in two ways: as re-
ferring to John, crying and preaching in the wilderness; or to Christ 
crying in him, according to, “Do you want proof that Christ is speaking 
in me” (2 Cor 13:3).

Now he cries for four reasons. First of all, a cry implies a show-
ing; and so he cries in order to show that Christ is clearly speaking in 
John and in himself: “Now on the last, the great day of the feast, Je-
sus stood and cried out, saying, ‘If any one thirsts, let him come to me 
and drink’” (below 7:37). But he did not cry out in the prophets be-
cause prophecies were given in enigmas and figures; so it is said that 
he was “wrapped in dark rain-clouds” (Ps 17:12). Secondly, because a 
cry is made to those who are at a distance; and the Jews were far from 
God. Thus it was necessary that he cry: “You have taken my friends 
and neighbors away from me” (Ps 87:19). He cries, in the third place, 
because they were deaf: “Who is deaf, but my servant?” (Is 42:19). He 
cries, fourthly, because he speaks with indignation, for they deserved 
God’s wrath: “He will speak to them in his anger” (Ps 2:5).

238. Note that he cries in the wilderness, because “The word of the 
Lord came to John, the son of Zechariah, in the desert,” as we read in 
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Luke (3:2). There can be both a literal and a mystical reason for this. 
The literal reason is that by living in the desert he would be immune 
from all sin, and so be more worthy to bear witness to Christ, and his 
testimony would be more credible to men because of his life.

The mystical reason is twofold. For the wilderness or desert desig-
nates paganism, according to Isaiah (54:1); “She who is deserted has 
more children than she who has a husband.” Accordingly, in order 
to show that God’s teaching would from now on not be in Jerusa-
lem alone, but also among the pagans, he cried in the wilder ness. “The 
kingdom of God will be taken away from you, and given to a people 
that will produce its fruits” (Mt 21:43). Again, the desert can indicate 
Judea, which was already deserted: “Your house will be left to you, 
deserted” (Mt 23:38). And so he cried in the desert, in the wilderness, 
i.e., in Judea, to indicate that the people to whom he was preaching 
had already been deserted by God: “In a desert land, where there is no 
way or water, so I have come to your sanctuary” (Ps 62:3).

239. Why does he cry, Make a straight way for the Lord? Because 
this is the task for which he was sent. “And you, child, will be called 
the prophet of the Most High, for you will go before the face of the 
Lord to prepare his way” (Lk 1:76). The way, prepared and straight, for 
receiving the Lord is the way of justice, according to Isaiah (26:7): “The 
way of the just is straight.” For the way of the just is straight when the 
whole man is subject to God, i.e., the intellect through faith, the will 
through love, and actions through obedience, are all subject to God.262

And this was spoken, i.e., predicted, by the prophet Isaiah. As if to 
say: I am the one in whom these things are fulfilled.

LECTurE 13

24 Now these men had been sent from the Pharisees, 25 and they 
put this further question to him: “Why then do you baptize, if you 
are not the Messiah, nor Elijah, nor the Prophet?” 26 John replied, 
“I baptize with water. But there is one standing in your midst whom 
you do not recognize—27 the one who is to come after me, who ranks 
ahead of me—the strap of whose sandal I am not worthy to unfasten.” 
28 This happened at Bethany, on the far side of the Jordan, where 
John was baptizing.

240. Above, we saw John bear witness to Christ as he was being 
questioned on matters concerning himself; here, on matters concern-
ing his office. Four things are set forth: first, those who question him; 

262. See ST I, q. 95, a. 1.
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secondly, their questions; thirdly, his answer, in which he bore wit-
ness; and fourthly, the place where all this happened.

241. His interrogators were Pharisees. Hence he says, Now these men 
had been sent from the Pharisees. According to Origen,263 what is being 
said from this point on describes a different testimony given by John; 
and further, those who were sent from the Pharisees are not the same 
as those priests and Levites sent by the generality of the Jews, but oth-
ers who were specifically sent by the Pharisees. And according to this it 
says: Now these men had been sent, not by the Jews, as the priests and 
Levites had been, but were others, from the Pharisees. So he says about 
this that because the priests and Levites were educated and respectful, 
they ask John humbly and respectfully whether he is the Messiah, or 
Elijah, or the Prophet. But these others, who were from the Pharisees, 
according to their name “separated” and importunate, used disdainful 
language. Thus they asked him, Why then do you baptize, if you are not 
the Messiah, nor Elijah, nor the Prophet?

But according to others, such as Gregory,264 Chrysostom,265 and Au-
gustine,266 these Pharisees are the same priests and Levites who had 
been sent by the Jews. For there was among the Jews a certain sect 
which was separated from the others by reason of its external cult; and 
for this reason its members were called Pharisees, i.e., “divided.” In this 
sect there were some priests and Levites, and some of the people. And 
so, in order that the delegates [to John] might possess a greater author-
ity, they sent priests and Levites, who were Pharisees, thus furnishing 
them with the dignity of a priestly caste and with religious authority.

242. The Evangelist adds, these men had been sent from the Phari‑
sees, to disclose, first, the reason why they asked about John’s baptiz-
ing, which was not why they were sent. It is as though he were saying: 
They were sent to ask John who he was. But they asked, Why do you 
baptize? because they were from the Pharisees, whose religion was be-
ing challenged. Secondly, as Gregory says, in order to show with what 
intention they asked John, “Who are you?” (1:19). For the Pharisees, 
more than all the others, showed themselves crafty and insulting to 
Christ. Thus they said of him: “He casts out devils by Beelzebub, the 
prince of devils” (Mt 12:24). Further, they consulted with the Hero-
dians on how to trap Jesus in his speech (Mt 22:15). And so in saying 
that these men had been sent from the Pharisees, he shows that they 
were disrespectful and were questioning him out of envy.

243. Their questions concerned his office of baptizing. Hence he 
says that they asked him, Why then do you baptize? Here we should 

263. Comm. in Io. VI. 22, no. 120; PG 14, col. 240A–B; cf. Catena aurea, 1:24–28.
264. XL hom. in Evang. I, Hom. 7. 3; PL 76, col. 1100D.
265. Hom. in Io. 16. 2; PG 59, col. 104; cf. Catena aurea, 1:24–28.
266. Tract. in Io. 4. 8; PL 35, col. 1409.
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note that they are asking not to learn, but to obstruct. For since they 
saw many people coming to John because of the new rite of baptism, 
foreign both to the rite of the Pharisees and of the law, they became 
envious of John and tried all they could to hinder his baptism. But be-
ing unable to contain themselves any longer, they reveal their envy 
and say, Why then do you baptize if you are not the Messiah, nor Eli‑
jah, nor the Prophet? As if to say: You should not baptize, since you 
deny that you are any of those three persons in whom baptism was 
prefigured, as was said above. In other words, if you are not the Mes‑
siah, who will possess the fountain by which sins are washed away, 
nor Elijah, nor the Prophet, i.e., Elisha, who made a dry passageway 
through the Jordan (2 Kgs 2:8), how do you dare baptize? They are 
like envious persons who hinder the progress of souls, “who say to the 
seers, ‘See no visions’” (Is 30:10).

244. His answer is true: and so he says that John answered, I bap‑
tize with water. As if to say: You should not be disturbed, if I, who am 
not the Messiah, nor Elijah, nor the Prophet, baptize; because my bap-
tism is not completive but imperfect. For the perfection of baptism re-
quires the washing of the body and of the soul; and the body, by its na-
ture, is indeed washed by water, but the soul is washed by the Spirit 
alone. So, I baptize with water, i.e., I wash the body with something 
bodily; but another will come who will baptize perfectly, namely, with 
water and with the Holy Spirit; God and man, who will wash the body 
with water and the spirit with the Spirit, in such a way that the sancti-
fication of the spirit will be distributed throughout the body. “For John 
indeed baptized with water but you will be baptized with the Holy 
Spirit not many days from now” (Acts 1:5).267

245. Then he bears witness to Christ. First, in relation to the Jews. 
Secondly, in relation to himself (v. 27).

246. He relates him to the Jews when he says, But there is one 
standing in your midst. As if to say: I have done an incomplete work, 
but there is another who will complete my work, and he is standing 
in your midst.

This is explained in a number of ways. First, according to Grego-
ry,268 Chrysostom269 and Augustine,270 it refers to the ordinary way 
Christ lived among men, because according to his human nature he 
appeared to be like other men: “He, being in the form of God . . . emp-
tied himself, taking the form of a servant” (Phil 2:6). And according 
to this he says, there is one standing in your midst, i.e., in many ways 
he lived as one of you: “I am in your midst” (Lk 22:27), whom you do 
not recognize, i.e., you cannot grasp the fact that God was made man. 

267. See ST III, q. 38, a. 3.
268. XL hom. in Evang. I, Hom. 7. 3; PL 76, col. 1101A.
269. Hom. in Io. 16. 3; PG 59, col. 104; cf. Catena aurea, 1:24–28.
270. Tract. in Io. 4. 9; PL 35, col. 1409.
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Likewise, you do not recognize how great he is according to the di-
vine nature which is concealed in him: “God is great, and exceeds our 
knowledge” (Jb 36:26). And so, as Augustine271 says, “The lantern was 
lighted,” namely, John, “so that Christ might be found.” “I have pre-
pared a lamp for my anointed” (Ps 131:17).

It is explained differently by Origen:272 and in two ways. First, as 
referring to the divinity of Christ: and according to this, there is one 
standing, namely, Christ, in your midst, that is, in the midst of all 
things; because he, as Word, has filled all from the beginning of cre-
ation: “I fill heaven and earth” (Jer 23:24). Whom you do not recog‑
nize, because, as was said above (1:10), “He was in the world . . . and 
the world did not know him.”

It is explained another way as referring to his causality of human 
wisdom. But there is one standing in your midst, i.e., he shines in ev-
eryone’s understanding; because whatever light and whatever wisdom 
exists in men has come to them from participating in the Word.273 
And he says, in your midst, because in the midst of man’s body lies 
the heart, to which is attributed a certain wisdom and understand-
ing; hence, although the intellect has no bodily organ, yet because the 
heart is our chief organ, it is the custom to take it for the intellect. So 
he is said to stand among men because of this likeness, insofar as he 
“enlightens every man coming into this world” (1:9). Whom you do 
not recognize, because, as was said above (1:5), “The light shines in 
the darkness, and the darkness did not overcome it.”

In a fourth way, it is explained as referring to the prophetic fore-
telling of the Messiah. In this sense the answer is directed chiefly to 
the Pharisees, who continually searched the writings of the Old Testa-
ment in which the Messiah was foretold; and yet they did not recog-
nize him. And according to this it says, there is one standing in your 
midst, i.e., in the Sacred Scriptures which you are always considering: 
“Search the Scriptures” (below 5:39); whom you do not recognize, be-
cause your heart is hardened by unbelief, and your eyes blinded, so 
that you do not recognize as present the person you believe is to come.

247. Then John compares Christ to himself. First, he states the su-
periority of Christ as compared to himself. Secondly, he shows the 
greatness of this superiority.

248. He shows the superiority of Christ in comparison to himself 
both in preaching and in dignity. Now, as to the order of preaching, 
John was the first to become known. Thus he says, the one who is to 
come after me, to preach, to baptize and to die; because as was said in 
Luke (1:76): “You will go before the face of the Lord to prepare his 
way.” John preceded Christ as the imperfect the perfect, and as the dis-

271. Tract. in Io. 4. 9; PL 35, col. 1409; cf. Catena aurea, 1:24–28.
272. Comm. in Io. VI. 38, no. 188; PG 14, col. 264C; cf. Catena aurea, 1:24–28.
273. See ST I, q. 79, a. 4.
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position the form; for as is said, “The spiritual is not first but the ani-
mal” (1 Cor 15:46). For the entire life of John was a preparation for 
Christ; so he said above, that he was “a voice that cries in the wilder-
ness.”274

But Christ preceded John and all of us as the perfect precedes the 
imperfect and the exemplar precedes the copy: “If any one wishes to 
come after me, let him deny himself, and take up his cross, and fol-
low me” (Mt 16:24); “Christ suffered for us, leaving you an example”  
(1 Pt 2:21).

Then he compares Christ to himself as to dignity, saying, who ranks 
ahead of me, i.e., he has been placed above me and is above me in dig-
nity, because as he says (below 3:30), “He must increase, and I must 
decrease.”

249. He touches on the greatness of his superiority when he says, 
the strap of whose sandal I am not worthy to unfasten. As if to say: You 
must not suppose that he ranks ahead of me in dignity in the way that 
one man is placed ahead of another, rather he is ranked so far above 
me that I am nothing in comparison to him. And this is clear from the 
fact that it is the strap of whose sandal I am not worthy to unfasten, 
which is the least service that can be done for men. It is clear from this 
that John had made great progress in the knowledge of God, so far 
that from the consideration of God’s infinite greatness, he completely 
lowered himself and said that he himself was nothing.275 So did Abra-
ham, when he recognized God, and said (Gen 18:27), “I will speak to 
my Lord, although I am but dust and ashes.” And so also did Job, say-
ing, “Now I see you, and so I reprove myself, and do penance in dust 
and ashes” (Jb 42:5). Isaiah also said, after he had seen the glory of 
God, “Before him all the nations are as if they are not” (Is 40:17). And 
this is the literal explanation.

250. This is also explained mystically. Gregory276 explains it so that 
the sandal, made from the hides of dead animals, indicates our mor-
tal human nature, which Christ assumed: “I will stretch out my sandal 
to Edom” (Ps 59:10). The strap of Christ’s sandal is the union of his di-
vinity and humanity, which neither John nor anyone can unfasten or 
fully investigate, since it is this which made God man and made man 
God. And so he says, the strap of whose sandal I am  not worthy to un‑
fasten, i.e., to explain the mystery of the Incarnation perfectly and ful-
ly. For John and other preachers unfasten the strap of Christ’s sandal 
in some way, although imperfectly.

It is explained in another way by recalling that it was ordered in the 

274. See ST III, q. 38, a. 2, ad 2.
275. See ST II-II, q. 161, a. 6, ad 1.
276. XL. hom. in Evang. I, Hom. 7. 3; PL 76, col. 1101C–D; cf. Catena aurea, 

1:24–28.
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Old Law that when a man died without children, his brother was ob-
ligated to marry the wife of the dead man and raise up children from 
her as his brother’s. And if he refused to marry her, then a close rela-
tive of the dead man, if willing to marry her, was to remove the san-
dals of the dead man as a sign of this willingness and marry her; and 
his home was then to be called the home of the man whose sandals 
were removed (Dt 15:5). And so according to this he says, the strap 
of whose sandal I am not worthy to unfasten, i.e., I am not worthy 
to have the bride, that is, the Church, to which Christ has a right. As 
if to say: I am not worthy to be called the bridegroom of the Church, 
which is consecrated to Christ in the baptism of the Spirit; but I bap-
tize only in water.277 As it says below (3:29): “It is the groom who has 
the bride.”

251. The place where these events happened is mentioned when he 
says, This happened at Bethany, on the far side of the Jordan. A ques-
tion arises on this: Since Bethany is on the Mount of Olives, which is 
near Jerusalem, as is said in John (11:1) and also in Matthew (26:6), 
how can he say that these things happened beyond the Jordan, which 
is quite far from Jerusalem? Origen278 and Chrysostom279 answer that 
it should be called Bethabora, not Bethany, which is a village on the far 
side of the Jordan; and that the reading “Bethany” is due to a copyist’s 
error. However, since both the Greek and Latin versions have Bethany, 
one should rather say that there are two places called Bethany: one is 
near Jerusalem on the side of the Mount of Olives, and the other is on 
the far side of the Jordan where John was baptizing.

252. The fact that he mentions the place has both a literal and a 
mystical reason. The  literal reason, according to Chrysostom,280 is that 
John wrote this Gospel for certain ones, perhaps still alive, who would 
recall the time and who saw the place where these things happened. 
And so, to lead us to a greater certitude, he makes them witnesses of 
the things they had seen.

The mystical reason is that these places are appropriate for baptism. 
For in saying “Bethany,” which is interpreted as “house of obedience,” 
he indicates that one must come to be baptized through obedience 
to the faith. “To bring all the nations to have obedience to the faith” 
(Rom 1:5). But if the name of the place is “Bethabora,” which is inter-
preted as “house of preparation,” it signifies that a man is prepared for 
eternal life through baptism. 

There is also a mystery in the fact that this happened on the far side 
of the Jordan. For “Jordan” is interpreted as “the descent of them”; and 

277. See ST III, q. 38.
278. Comm. in Io. VI. 40, nos. 204–7; PG 14, col. 269A–C.
279. Hom. in Io. 17. 1; PG 59, col. 107; cf. Catena aurea, 1:24–28.
280. Ibid.



102  COMMENTARY ON THE GOSPEL OF JOHN

according to Origen281 it signifies Christ, who descended from heaven, 
as he himself says that he descended from heaven to do the will of his 
Father (below 6:38). 

Further, the river Jordan aptly signifies baptism. For it is the border 
line between those who received their inheritance from Moses on one 
side of the Jordan, and those who received it from Joshua on the other 
side. Thus baptism is a kind of border between Jews and Gentiles, who 
journey to this place to wash themselves by coming to Christ so that 
they might put off the debasement of sin. For just as the Jews had to 
cross the Jordan to enter the promised land, so one must pass through 
baptism to enter into the heavenly land. And he says, on the far of the 
Jordan, to show that John preached the baptism of repentance even to 
those who transgressed the law and sinners; and so the Lord also says, 
“I did not come to call the righteous, but sinners” (Mt 9:13).

LECTurE 14

29 The next day John saw Jesus coming toward him and he said, 
“Look! There is the Lamb of God who takes away the sins of the world. 
30 It is he of whom I said: ‘After me is to come a man, who ranks 
ahead of me, because he existed before me.’ 31 And I did not know 
him! And yet it was to reveal him to Israel that I came baptizing with 
water.” 32 John gave this testimony also: “I saw the Spirit coming 
down on him from heaven like a dove, and resting on him. 33 And I 
did not know him, but he who sent me to baptize with water had said 
to me: ‘The man on whom you see the Spirit come down and rest is the 
one who is to baptize with the Holy Spirit.’ 34 Now I have seen for my‑
self and have given testimony that he is the Son of God.”282

253. Above, John had given testimony to Christ when he was ques-
tioned. Here, he gives testimony to him on his own initiative. First, 
he gives the testimony; secondly, he confirms it (v. 32). As to the first: 
first, the circumstances of the testimony are given; and secondly, the 
testimony itself is given (v. 29); thirdly, suspicion is removed from the 
witness (v. 31).

281. Comm. in Io. VI. 42, nos. 217–18; PG 14, col. 273A; cf. Catena aurea, 1:24–
28.

282. St. Thomas quotes Jn 1:29 in ST I-II, q. 82, a. 2, sed contra; I-II, q. 103, a. 
2; III, q. 1, a. 4, sed contra; III, q. 22, a. 3, ad 3; III, q. 28, a. 1; III, q. 31, a. 8; III, q. 
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254. The circumstances are first described as to the time. Hence he 
says, The next day. This gives credit to John for his steadfastness, be-
cause he bore witness to Christ not for just one day or once, but on 
many days and frequently: “Every day I will bless you” (Ps 144:2). His 
progress, too, is cited, because one day should not be just like the day 
before, but the succeeding day should be different, i.e., better: “They 
will go from strength to strength” (Ps 83:8).

Another circumstance mentioned is his manner of testifying, be-
cause John saw Jesus. This shows his certitude, for testimony based on 
sight is most certain. The last circumstance he mentions is about the 
one to whom he bore witness. Hence he says that he saw Jesus com‑
ing toward him, i.e., from Galilee, as it says, “Jesus came from Galilee” 
(Mt 3:13). We should not understand this as referring to the time 
when he came to be baptized, of which Matthew is here speaking, but 
of another time, i.e., a time when he came to John after he had al-
ready been baptized and was staying near the Jordan. Otherwise, he 
would not have said, “‘The man on whom you see the Spirit come 
down and rest is the one who is to baptize with the Holy Spirit.’ Now 
I have seen” (v. 33). Therefore, he had already seen him and the Spirit 
come down as a dove upon him.

255. One reason why Christ now came to John was to confirm the 
testimony of John. For John had spoken of Christ as “the one who 
is to come after me” (v. 27). But since Christ was now present, some 
might not understand who it was that was to come. So Christ came to 
John to be pointed out by him, with John saying, Look! There is the 
Lamb of God. Another reason Christ came was to correct an error. For 
some might believe that the first time Christ came, i.e., to be baptized, 
he came to John to be cleansed from his sins.283 So, in order to pre-
clude this, Christ came to him even after his baptism. Accordingly, John 
clearly says, There is the Lamb of God who takes away the sins of the 
world. He committed no sin, but came to take away sin. He also came 
to give us an example of humility, because as it is said, “The greater you 
are the more humble you should be in all matters” (Sir 3:20).

Note that after the conception of Christ, when his mother, the Vir-
gin, went in haste to the mountainous country to visit John’s mother, 
Elizabeth, that John, still in his mother’s womb and unable to speak, 
leaped in her womb as though performing a religious dance out of rev-
erence for Christ. And as then, so even now; for when Christ comes 
to John out of humility, John offers his testimony and reverence and 
breaks out saying, Look! There is the Lamb of God.

256. With these words John gives his testimony showing the pow-
er of Christ. Then Christ’s dignity is shown (v. 30). He shows the pow-

283. See ST III, q. 39, a. 2.
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er of Christ in two ways: first, by means of a symbol; secondly, by ex-
plaining it (v. 29).

257. As to the first, we should note, as Origen284 says, that it was 
customary in the Old Law for five animals to be offered in the tem-
ple: three land animals, namely, the heifer, goat and sheep (although 
the sheep might be a ram, a sheep or a lamb) and two birds, namely, 
the turtle-dove and the dove. All of these prefigured the true sacrifice, 
which is Christ, who “gave himself for us as an offering to God,” as is 
said in Ephesians (5:2).

Why then did the Baptist, when giving witness to Christ, specifi-
cally call him a Lamb? The reason for this is that, as stated in Num-
bers (28:3), although there were other sacrifices in the temple, at other 
times, yet each day there was a time in which a lamb was offered ev-
ery morning, and another was offered in the evening. This never var-
ied, but was regarded as the principal offering, and the other offerings 
were in the form of additions. And so the lamb, which was the prin-
cipal sacrifice, signified Christ who is the principle sacrifice.285 For al-
though all the saints who suffered for the faith of Christ contribute 
something to the salvation of the faithful, they do this only inasmuch 
as they are immolated upon the oblation of the Lamb, they being, as it 
were, an oblation added to the principal sacrifice. The lamb is offered 
in the morning and in the evening because it is through Christ that the 
way is opened to the contemplation and enjoyment of the intelligible 
things of God, and this pertains to “morning knowledge”; and we are 
instructed how to use earthly things without staining ourselves, and 
this pertains to “evening knowledge.”286 And so he says, Look! There is 
the Lamb of God, i.e., the one signified by the lamb.

He says, of God, because there are two natures in Christ, a human 
nature and a divine nature. And it is due to the power of the divini-
ty that this sacrifice has the power to cleanse and sanctify us from our 
sins, inasmuch as “God was, in Christ, reconciling the world to him-
self” (2 Cor 5:19).287 Or, he is called the Lamb of God, because offered 
by God, i.e., by Christ himself, who is God; just as we call what a man 
offers the offering of the man. Or, he is called the Lamb of God, that 
is, of the Father, because the Father provided man with an oblation to 
offer that satisfied for sins, which man could not have through him-
self. So when Isaac asked Abraham, “Where is the victim for the holo-
caust?” he answered, “God himself will provide a victim for the holo-
caust” (Gen 22:7); “God did not spare his own Son, but delivered him 
up for all of us” (Rom 8:32).

284. Comm. in Io. VI. 51, nos. 266–67; PG 14, col. 289B–C; cf. Catena aurea 
1:29–31.

285. See ST III, q. 73, a. 6. 286. See ST I, q. 58, aa. 6–7. 
287. See ST III, q. 48, a. 6.
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258. Christ is called a Lamb, first, because of his purity: “Your lamb 
will be without blemish” (Ex 12:5); “You were not redeemed by perish-
able gold or silver” (1 Pt 1:18). Secondly, because of his gentleness: “Like 
a lamb before the shearer, he will not open his mouth” (Is 53:7). Third-
ly, because of his fruit; both with respect to what we put on: “Lambs 
will be your clothing” (Prv 27:26), “Put on the Lord Jesus Christ” (Rom 
13:14); and with respect to food: “My flesh is for the life of the world” 
(below 6:52). And so Isaiah said (16:1); “Send forth, O Lord, the lamb, 
the ruler of the earth.”

259. Then when he says, who takes away the sins of the world, he 
explains the symbol he used. In the law, sin could not be taken away 
either by a lamb or by any other sacrifice, because as is said in Hebrews 
(10:4), “It is impossible that sins be taken away by the blood of bulls 
and goats.” This blood takes away, i.e., removes, the sins of the world. 
“Take away all iniquity” (Hos 14:3). Or, takes away, i.e., he takes upon 
himself the sins of the whole world, as is said, “He bore our sins in his 
own body” (1 Pt 2:24); “It was our infirmities that he bore, our suffer-
ings that he endured,” as we read in Isaiah (53:4).288

However, according to a Gloss,289 he says sin, and not “sins,” in or-
der to show in a universal way that he has taken away every kind of 
sin: “He is the offering for our sins” (1 Jn 2:2); or because he died for 
one sin, that is, original sin: “Sin entered into this world through one 
man” (Rom 5:12).

260. Above, the Baptist bore witness to the power of Christ; now 
he bears witness to his dignity, comparing Christ to himself in three re-
spects. First, with respect to their office and order of preaching. So he 
says, It is he, pointing him out, that is, the Lamb, of whom I said, i.e., 
in his absence, After me is to come a man, to preach and baptize, who 
in birth came after me.

Christ is called a man by reason of his perfect age, because when he 
began to teach, after his baptism, he had already reached a perfect age: 
“Jesus was now about thirty years of age” (Lk 3:23).290 He is also called 
a man because of the perfection of all the virtues that were in him: 
“Seven women,” i.e., the virtues, “will take hold of one man” (Is 4:1), 
the perfect Christ; “Look, a man! His name is the Orient” (Zec 6:12), be-
cause he is the origin of all the virtues found in others. He is also called 
a man because of his espousal, since he is the spouse of the Church: 
“You will call me ‘my husband’” (Hos 2:16); “I espoused you to one 
husband” (2 Cor 11:2).

261. Secondly, he compares himself to Christ with respect to dig-
nity when he says, who ranks ahead of me. As if to say: Although he 

288. See ST III, q. 49, a. 1.
289. In the Catena aurea for Jn 1:29–31, the first comment noted here by 

Aquinas is attributed to Theophylact, and the second to the Gloss.
290. See ST III, q. 39, a. 3.
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comes to preach after me, yet he ranks before me in dignity. “See, he 
comes, leaping upon the mountains, skipping over the hills” (Sg 2:8). 
One such hill was John the Baptist, who was passed over by Christ, 
because as is said below (3:30), “He must increase, and I must de-
crease.”

262. Thirdly, he compares himself to Christ with respect to dura-
tion, saying, because he existed before me. As if to say: It is not strange 
if he ranks ahead of me in dignity; because although he is after me in 
time, he is before me in eternity, because he existed before me.

This statement refutes a twofold error. First, that of Arius, for John 
does not say that “he was made before me,” as though he were a crea-
ture, but he existed before me, from eternity, before every creature: 
“The Lord brought me forth before all the hills,” as is said in Proverbs 
(8:25). The second error refuted is that of Paul of Samosata: for John 
said, he existed before me, in order to show that he did not take his be-
ginning from Mary. For if he had taken the beginning of his existence 
from the Virgin, he would not have existed before the precursor, who, 
in the order of human generation, preceded Christ by six months.

263. Next (v. 31), he precludes an erroneous conjecture from his 
testimony. For someone might say that John bore witness to Christ be-
cause of his affection for him, coming from a special friendship. And 
so, excluding this, John says, And I did not know him!; for John had 
lived in the desert from boyhood. And although many miracles hap-
pened during the birth of Christ, such as the Magi and the star and so 
on, they were not known to John: both because he was an infant at 
the time, and because, after withdrawing to the desert, he had no as-
sociation with Christ. In the interim between his birth and baptism, 
Christ did not perform any miracles, but led a life similar to any other 
person, and his power remained unknown to all.

264. It is clear that he worked no miracles in the interim until he 
was thirty years old from what is said below (2:11): “This beginning 
of signs Jesus worked in Cana of Galilee.” This shows the error of the 
book, The Infancy of the Savior.291 The reason he performed no miracles 
during this period was that if his life had not been like that of other 
infants, the mystery of the circumcision and Incarnation might have 
been regarded as pure fancy. Accordingly, he postponed showing his 
knowledge and power to another time, corresponding to the age when 
other men reach the fullness of their knowledge and power. About this 
we read, “And Jesus increased in grace and wisdom” (Lk 2:52); not 
that he acquired a power and wisdom that he previously lacked, for in 
this respect he was perfect from the instant of his conception,292 but 

291. See ST III, q. 43, a. 3.
292. See ST III, q. 7, a. 12; III, q. 12, a. 2.
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because his power and wisdom were becoming known to men: “In-
deed, you are a hidden God” (Is 45:15).

265. The reason why John did not know him was that he had so far 
seen no signs, and no one else had known Christ through signs. Hence 
he adds: It was to reveal him to Israel that I came baptizing with wa‑
ter. As if to say: My entire ministry is to reveal: “He was not the light, 
but he came in order to bear witness to the light,” as was said above 
(1:8).

266. He says, I came baptizing with water, to distinguish his bap-
tism from that of Christ. For Christ baptized not just in water, but in 
the Spirit, conferring grace; and so the baptism of John was merely a 
sign, and not causative.

John’s baptism made Christ known in three ways. First, by the 
preaching of John. For although John could have prepared the way for 
the Lord and led the people to Christ without baptizing, yet because of 
the novelty of the service many more came to him than would have 
come if his preaching were done without baptism. Secondly, John’s 
baptism was useful because of Christ’s humility, which he showed by 
willing to be baptized by John: “Christ came to John, to be baptized 
by him” (Mt 3:13). This example of humility he gives us here is that 
no one, however great, should disdain to receive the sacraments from 
any person ordained for this purpose. Thirdly, because it was during 
Christ’s baptism by John that the power of the Father was present in 
the voice, and the Holy Spirit was present in the dove, by which the 
power and dignity of Christ were all the more shown: “And the voice 
of the Father was heard: ‘This is my beloved Son’” (Lk 3:22).293

267. Then when he says, John gave this testimony also, he confirms 
by the authority of God the great things he testified to about Christ, 
that Christ alone would take away the sins of the whole world. As 
to this he does three things. First, he presents a vision. Secondly, he 
tells us the meaning of the vision (v. 33). Thirdly, he shows what he 
learned from this vision (v. 34).

268. He presents the vision when he says, I saw the Spirit com‑
ing down on him from heaven. When this actually happened John the 
Evangelist does not tell us, but Matthew and Luke say that it took place 
when Christ was being baptized by John.294 And it was indeed fitting 
for the Holy Spirit to be present at this baptism and to the person be-
ing baptized. It was appropriate for the one baptized, for as the Son, 
existing by the Father, manifests the Father, “Father, I have manifested 
your name” (below 17:6), so the Holy Spirit, existing by the Son, man-
ifests the Son, “He will glorify me, because he will receive from me” 

293. See ST I q. 43, a. 7; III, q. 38, a. 1.
294. See ST III, q. 39, a. 6.
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(below 16:14). It was appropriate for this baptism because the baptism 
of Christ begins and consecrates our baptism. Now our baptism is con-
secrated by invoking the whole Trinity: “Baptizing them in the name 
of the Father, and of the Son, and of the Holy Spirit” (Mt 28:19).295 
Thus, the ones we invoke in our baptism were present at the baptism of 
Christ: the Father in the voice, the Holy Spirit in the dove, and the Son 
in his human nature.

269. He says, coming down, because descent, since it has two ter-
mini, the start, which is from above, and the end, which is below, suits 
baptism in both respects. For there is a twofold spirit: one of the world 
and the other of God. The spirit of the world is the love of the world, 
which is not from above; rather, it comes up to man from below and 
makes him descend. But the Spirit of God, i.e., the love of God, comes 
down to man from above and makes him ascend: “We have not re-
ceived the spirit of this world, but the Spirit of God,” as is said in 1 Cor-
inthians (2:12). And so, because that Spirit is from above, he says, com‑
ing down.

Similarly, because it is impossible for the creature to receive God’s 
goodness in the fullness in which it is present in God, the communi-
cation of this goodness to us is in a way a certain coming down: “Ev-
ery perfect gift is from above, coming down from the Father of lights” 
(Jas 1:17).

270. The Evangelist, in describing the manner of the vision and of 
the coming down, says that the Holy Spirit did not appear in the spir-
it, i.e., in his nature, but in the form of a dove, saying, that he came 
like a dove. The reason for this is that the Holy Spirit cannot be seen 
in his nature, as is said, “The Spirit blows where it wills, and you hear 
its sound, but you do not know where it comes from or where it goes” 
(below 3:8), and because a spirit does not come down but goes up, 
“The spirit lifted me up” (Ez 8:3).

It was appropriate that the Son of God, who was made visible 
through flesh, should be made known by the Holy Spirit in the visible 
form of a dove. However, the Holy Spirit did not assume the dove into 
a unity of person, as the Son of God assumed human na ture.296 The 
reason for this is that the Son did not appear as a manifester but as a 
Savior. And so, according to Pope Leo,297 it was appropriate that he be 
God and man: God, in order to provide a remedy; and man, in order to 
offer an example. But the Holy Spirit appeared only to make known, 
and for this it was sufficient merely to assume a visible form which 
was suitable for this purpose.

271. As to whether this dove was a real animal and whether it ex-
isted prior to its appearance, it seems reasonable to say that it was a 

295. See ST III, q. 66, aa. 5–6.
296. See ST I, q. 43, a. 7; III, q. 39, a. 6.
297. Serm. 21. 2; PL 54, col. 192 B.
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real dove.298 For the Holy Spirit came to manifest Christ, who, being 
the Truth, ought to have been manifested only by the truth. As to the 
other part of the question, it would seem that the dove did not exist 
prior to its appearance, but was formed at the time by the divine pow-
er, without any parental union, as the body of Christ was conceived 
by the power of the Holy Spirit, and not from a man’s seed. Yet it was 
a real dove, for as Augustine299 says in his work, The Christian Combat: 
“It was not difficult for the omnipotent God, who produced the entire 
universe of creatures from nothing, to form a real body for the dove 
without the aid of other doves, just as it was not difficult to form the 
true body of Christ in the womb of the Blessed Virgin without natu-
ral semen.”

Cyprian,300 in his The Unity of the Church, says: “It is said that the 
Holy Spirit appeared in the form of a dove because the dove is a sim-
ple harmless animal, not bitter with gall, not savage with its bites, not 
fierce with rending talons; it loves the dwellings of men, is able to live 
together in one nest, together it raises its young, they remain together 
when they fly, spend their life in mutual association, signify the con-
cord of peace with the kiss of their bill, and fulfill the law of harmony 
in all things.”

272. Many reasons are given why the Holy Spirit appeared as a dove 
rather than in some other form. First, because of its simplicity, for the 
dove is simple: “Be wise as serpents, and simple as doves” (Mt 10:16). 
And the Holy Spirit, because he inclines souls to gaze on one thing, that 
is, God, makes them simple; and so he appeared in the form of a dove. 
Further, according to Augustine,301 the Holy Spirit also appeared in the 
form of fire over the heads of the assembled apostles. This was done 
because some are simple, but lukewarm; while others are fervent but 
guileful. And so in order that those sanctified by the Spirit may have no 
guile, the Spirit is shown in the form of a dove; and in order that their 
simplicity may not grow tepid, the Spirit is shown in fire.

A dove was used, secondly, because of the unity of charity; for the 
dove is much aglow with love: “One is my dove” (Sg 6.9). So, in order 
to show the unity of the Church, the Holy Spirit appears in the form 
of a dove. Nor should it disturb you that when the Holy Spirit rested 
on each of the disciples, there appeared separate tongues of fire; for 
although the Spirit appears to be different according to the different 
functions of his gifts, he nevertheless unites us through charity. And 
so, because of the first he appeared in separate tongues of fire, as is 
said, “There are different kinds of gifts” (1 Cor 12:4); but he appears in 
the form of a dove because of the second.

298. See ST III, q. 39, a. 7.
299. De agon. chris. 22; PL 40, col. 303; cf. Catena aurea, 1:32–34.
300. De unit. Eccl. 9, PL 4, col. 522B.
301. Tract. in Io. 6. 3; PL 35, col. 1426; cf. Catena aurea, 1:32–34.
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A dove was used, thirdly, because of its groaning, for the dove has a 
groaning chant; so also the Holy Spirit “pleads for us with indescribable 
groanings” (Rom 8:26); “Her maidens, groaning like doves” (Nah 2:7). 
Fourthly, because of the dove’s fertility, for the dove is a very prolific 
animal. And so in order to signify the fecundity of spiritual grace in the 
Church, the Holy Spirit appeared in the form of a dove. This is why the 
Lord commanded an offering of two doves (Lv 5:7).

A dove was used, fifthly, because of its cautiousness. For it rests 
upon watery brooks, and gazing into them can see the hawk flying 
overhead and so save itself: “His eyes are like doves beside brooks of 
water” (Sg 5:12). And so, because our refuge and defense is found in 
baptism, the Holy Spirit appropriately appeared in the form of a dove.

The dove also corresponds to a figure in the Old Testament. For as 
the dove bearing the green olive branch was a sign of God’s mercy to 
those who survived the waters of the deluge, so too in baptism, the 
Holy Spirit, coming in the form of a dove, is a sign of the divine mercy 
which takes away the sins of those baptized and confers grace.

273. He says that the Holy Spirit was resting on him. If the Holy 
Spirit does not rest on someone, it is due to two causes. One is sin. 
For all men except Christ are either suffering from the wound of mor-
tal sin, which banishes the Holy Spirit, or are darkened with the stain 
of venial sin, which hinders some of the works of the Holy Spirit. But 
in Christ there was neither mortal nor venial sin; so, the Holy Spirit in 
him was never disquieted, but was resting on him.

The other reason concerns charismatic graces, for the other saints 
do not always possess their power. For example, the power to work 
miracles is not always present in the saints, nor is the spirit of proph-
ecy always in the prophets. But Christ always possessed the power to 
accomplish any work of the virtues and the graces.302 So to indicate 
this, he says, resting on him. Hence this was the characteristic sign for 
recognizing Christ, as the Gloss says. “The Spirit of the Lord will rest 
on him” (Is 11:2), which we should understand of Christ as man, ac-
cording to which he is less than the Father and the Holy Spirit.

274. Then when he says, I did not know him, he teaches us how 
this vision should be understood. For certain heretics, as the Ebionites, 
said that Christ was neither the Christ nor the Son of God from the 
time he was born, but only began to be the Son of God and the Christ 
when he was anointed with the oil of the Holy Spirit at his baptism. 
But this is false, because at the very hour of his birth the angel said to 
the shepherds: “This day a Savior has been born for you in the city of 
David, Christ the Lord” (Lk 2:11). Therefore, so that we do not believe 
that the Holy Spirit descended upon Christ in his baptism as though to 
receive the Spirit anew for his sanctification, the Baptist gives the rea-

302. See ST III, q. 7, aa. 2, 7.
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son for the Spirit’s coming down. He says that the Spirit descended not 
for the benefit of Christ, but for our benefit, that is, so that the grace 
of Christ might be made known to us. And so he says, And I did not 
know him! And yet it was to reveal him to Israel that I came baptizing 
with water.

275. There is a problem here. For he says, he who sent me to bap‑
tize. If he is saying that the Father sent him, it is true. Also, if he is say-
ing that the Son sent him, it is even more clear, since it is said that both 
the Father and the Son sent him, because John is not one of those re-
ferred to in Jeremiah (23:21), “I did not send the prophets, yet they 
ran.” But if the Son did send him, how can he then say, I did not know 
him? If it is said that although he knew Christ according to his divin-
ity, yet he did not know him according to his humanity until after he 
saw the Spirit coming down upon him, one might counter that the 
Holy Spirit descended upon Christ when he was being baptized, and 
John had already known Christ before he was baptized, otherwise he 
would not have said: “I ought to be baptized by you, and you come to 
me?” (Mt 3:14).

So we must say that this problem can be resolved in three ways. In 
one way, according to Chrysostom,303 so that the meaning is to know 
familiarly; the sense being that I did not know him, i.e., in a familiar 
way. And if the objection is raised that John says, “I ought to be bap-
tized by you,” it can be answered that two different times are being 
discussed: so that I did not know him, refers to a time long before bap-
tism, when he was not yet familiar with Christ; but when he says, “I 
ought to be baptized by you,” he is referring to the time when Christ 
was being baptized, when he was now familiar with Christ because of 
his frequent visits. In another way, according to Jerome,304 it could be 
said that Christ was the Son of God and the Savior of the world, and 
that John did in fact know this; but it was not through the baptism 
that he knew that he was the Savior of the world. And so to remedy 
this ignorance he adds, he is the one who is to baptize with the Holy 
Spirit. But it is better to say with Augustine305 that John knew certain 
things and was ignorant of others. Explaining what he did not know, 
he adds that the power of baptizing, which Christ could have shared 
with his faithful followers, would be reserved for himself alone. And 
this is what he says, he who sent me to baptize with water . . . is the 
one, exclusively and solely, who is to baptize with the Holy Spirit, i.e., 
he and no one else, because this power he reserved for himself alone.

276. We should note that a threefold power of Christ is found in 
baptism. One is the power of efficiency, by which he interiorly cleans-

303. Hom. in Io. 17. 2; PG 59, col. 110; cf. Catena aurea, 1:32–34.
304. Expos. in quat. Evang., In Evang. sec. Ioan., PL 30, col. 578.
305. Tract. in Io. 5. 8; PL 35, col. 1417, 1418; cf. Catena aurea, 1:32–34. 
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es the soul from the stain of sin. Christ has this power as God, but not 
as man, and it cannot be communicated to any other. Another is the 
power of ministry, which he does share with the faithful: “Baptizing 
them in the name of the Father, and of the Son, and of the Holy Spirit” 
(Mt 28:19).306 Therefore priests have the power to baptize as ministers. 
Christ too, as man, is called a minister, as the Apostle says. But he is 
also the head of all the ministers of the Church.

Because of this he alone has the power of excellence in the sacra-
ments. And this excellence shows itself in four things. First, in the in-
stitution of the sacraments, because no mere man or even the entire 
Church could institute sacraments, or change the sacraments, or dis-
pense with the sacraments. For by their institution the sacraments give 
invisible grace, which only God can give. Therefore, only one who is 
true God can institute sacraments.307 The second lies in the efficacy 
of Christ’s merits, for the sacraments have their power from the merit 
of Christ’s passion: “All of us who have been baptized into Christ Je-
sus, have been baptized into his death” (Rom 6:3).308 The third is that 
Christ can confer the effect of baptism without the sacrament; and this 
is peculiar to Christ.309 Fourthly, because at one time baptism was con-
ferred in the name of Christ, although this is no longer done.310

Now he did not communicate these four things to anyone; al-
though he could have communicated some of them, for example, that 
baptism be conferred in the name of Peter or of someone else, and per-
haps one of the remaining three. But this was not done lest schisms 
arise in the Church by men putting their trust in those in whose name 
they were baptized.311

And so John, in stating that the Holy Spirit came down upon Christ, 
teaches that it is Christ alone who baptizes interiorly by his own power. 

277. One might also say that when John said, “I ought to be bap-
tized by you,” he recognized Christ through an interior revelation, but 
that when he saw the Holy Spirit coming down upon him, he knew 
him through an exterior sign. And so he mentions both of these ways 
of knowing. The first when he says, he who sent me to baptize with 
water had said to me, i.e., revealed something in an interior way. The 
second when he adds, The man on whom you see the Spirit come down 
and rest is the one who is to baptize with the Holy Spirit.

278. Then he shows what the Baptist understood from this vision, 
that is, that Christ is the Son of God. And this is what he says, Now 
I have seen for myself, that is, the Spirit coming down on him, and 
have given testimony that he, that is, Christ, is the Son of God, that 
is, the true and natural Son. For there were adopted sons of the Fa-

306. See ST III, q. 64, aa. 1, 3, 4. 307. See ST III, q. 64, a. 2.
308. See ST III, q. 62, a. 5. 309. See ST III, q. 64, a. 3.
310. See ST III, q. 66, a. 6. 311. See ST III, q. 64, a. 4.
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ther who had a likeness to the natural Son of God: “Conformed to the 
image of his Son” (Rom 8:29). So he who baptizes in the Holy Spirit, 
through whom we are adopted as sons, ought to fashion sons of God. 
“You did not receive the spirit of slavery . . . but the spirit of adoption”  
(Rom 8:15). Therefore, because Christ is the one who baptizes in the 
Holy Spirit, the Baptist correctly concludes that he is the true and pure 
Son of God: “that we may be in his true Son” (1 Jn 5:20).

279. But if there were others who saw the Holy Spirit coming down 
upon Christ, why did they not also believe? I answer that they had not 
been so disposed for this.312 Or perhaps, this vision was seen only by 
the Baptist.

LECTurE 15

35 On the following day John was standing there again with two of 
his disciples. 36 And seeing Jesus walking by, he said, “Look! There is 
the Lamb of God.” 37 Hearing this, the two disciples followed Jesus. 38 
Jesus turned around, and seeing them following him said, “What are 
you looking for?” They replied, “Rabbi (which means Teacher), where 
do you live?” 39 “Come and see,” he replied. They went and saw where 
he lived, and they stayed with him the rest of that day. It was about 
the tenth hour. 40 One of the two who had followed him after hear‑
ing John was Simon Peter’s brother, Andrew. 41 The first thing he did 
was to look for his brother Simon, and say to him, “We have found the 
Messiah” (which means the Christ), 42 and he brought him to Jesus. 
Looking at him intently Jesus said, “You are Simon, son of John; you 
are to be called Cephas” (which is translated Peter).313

280. Above, the Evangelist presented the Baptist’s testimony to the 
people; here he presents his testimony to John’s disciples. First, his 
testimony is given; secondly, the fruit of this testimony (v. 37). As to 
the first he does three things: first, the one giving the testimony is de-
scribed; secondly, his way of testifying is given (v. 36); and thirdly, his 
testimony itself, Look! There is the Lamb of God.

281. The witness is described when he says, On the following day 
John was standing there again with two of his disciples. In saying 
standing, three things are noted about John. First, his manner of teach-
ing, which was different from that of Christ and his disciples. For Christ 
went about teaching; hence it is said: “Jesus traveled over all Galilee” 
(Mt 4:23). The apostles also traveled the world teaching: “Go to the 
whole world, and preach the good news to every creature” (Mk 16:15). 

312. See ST I-II, q. 112, a. 2; III, q. 55, a. 4.
313. St. Thomas refers to Jn 1:39 in ST III, q. 43, a. 3, obj. 3. 
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But John taught in one place; hence he says, standing, that is, in one 
place, on the far side of the Jordan. And John spoke of Christ to all who 
came to him.

The reason why Christ and his disciples taught going about is that 
the preaching of Christ was made credible by miracles, and so they 
went to various places in order that the miracles and powers of Christ 
might be made known.314 But the preaching of John was not con-
firmed by miracles, so that it is written, “John performed no sign” (be-
low 10:41), but by the merit and sanctity of his life. And so he was 
standing in one place so that various people might stream to Christ by 
his holiness. Furthermore, if John had gone from place to place to an-
nounce Christ without performing any miracles; his testimony would 
have been quite unbelievable, since it would seem to be inopportune 
and he would seem to be forcing himself upon the people.

Secondly, John’s perseverance in the truth is noted, because John 
was not a reed shaken by the wind, but was firm in the faith; “Let him 
who thinks that he stands, take heed so he will not fall” (1 Cor 10:12), 
“I will stand my watch” (Hab 2:1).

Thirdly, and allegorically, it is noted that to stand is, in an allegori-
cal sense, the same as to fail or cease: “The oil stood,” i.e., failed (2 Kgs 
4:6). So when Christ came John was standing, because when the truth 
comes the figure ceases. John stands because the law passes away.

282. The manner of his testifying is presented as being certain, 
because based on sight. So he says, seeing Jesus walking by. Here it 
should be remarked that the prophets bore witness to Christ: “All the 
prophets bear witness to him” (Acts 10:43). So did the apostles as they 
traveled the world: “You will be my witnesses in Jerusalem and in all 
of Judea and Samaria, and to the remotest parts of the world” (Acts 
1:8). However, their testimony was not about a person then visible or 
present, but on one who was absent. In the case of the prophets about 
one who was to come; in the case of the apostles, about one who was 
now gone. But John bore witness when Christ was present and seen 
by him; and so he says, seeing Jesus, with the eyes of his body and of 
his mind: “Look on the face of your Christ” (Ps 83:10); “They will see 
eye to eye” (Is 52:8).

He says, walking, to point out the mystery of the Incarnation, in 
which the Word of God assumed a changeable nature: “I came forth 
from the Father, and have come into the world,” as it says below 
(16:28).

283. Then he gives John’s testimony in saying, Look! There is the 
Lamb of God. He says this not just to point out the power of Christ, but 
also in admiration of it: “His name will be called Wonderful” (Is 9:6). 

314. See ST III, q. 43, a. 1.
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And this Lamb did possess truly wonderful power, because being slain, 
it killed the lion—that lion, I say, of which it says: “Your enemy, the 
devil, goes about like a roaring lion, seeking whom he can devour” 
(1 Pt 5:8). And so this Lamb, victorious and glorious, deserved to be 
called a lion: “Look! The Lion of the tribe of Judah has conquered” 
(Rev 5:5).

The testimony he bears is brief, Look! There is the Lamb of God. 
It is brief both because the disciples before whom he testified had al-
ready been sufficiently instructed about Christ from the things they 
had heard from John, and also because this is sufficient for John’s in-
tention, whose only aim was to lead them to Christ. Yet he does not 
say, “Go to him,” so that the disciples would not seem to be doing 
Christ a favor by following him. But he does praise the grace of Christ 
so that they would regard it as of benefit to themselves if they followed 
Christ. And so he says, Look! There is the Lamb of God, i.e., here is the 
One in whom is found the grace and the power which cleanses from 
sin: for the lamb was offered for sins, as we have said.

284. The fruit of his testimony is given when he says, Hearing this, 
the two disciples followed Jesus. First, the fruit resulting from the tes-
timony of John and his disciples is given. Secondly, the fruit resulting 
from the preaching of Christ (v. 43). In relation to the first: first, the 
fruit arising from John’s testimony is given; secondly, the fruit coming 
from the preaching of one of his disciples (v. 40). With respect to the 
first he does two things. First, he shows the very beginning of the fruit 
coming from John’s testimony. Secondly, its consummation as accom-
plished by Christ (v. 38).

285. He says, Hearing this, John saying, “Look! There is the Lamb 
of God,” the two disciples, who were with him, followed Jesus, liter-
ally, going with him. First, the fact that it is John who speaks while 
Christ is silent, and that disciples gather to Christ through the words 
of John, all this points out a mystery. For Christ is the groom of the 
Church, and John, the friend and groomsman of the groom. Now the 
function of the groomsman is to present the bride to the groom, and 
verbally make known the agreements; the role of the groom is to be si-
lent, from modesty, and to make arrangements for his new bride as he 
wills. Thus, the disciples are presented by John to Christ and espoused 
in faith. John speaks, Christ is silent; yet after Christ accepts them, he 
carefully instructs them.

We can note, secondly, that no one was converted when John 
praised the dignity of Christ, saying, he “ranks ahead of me,” and “I 
am not worthy to unfasten the strap of his sandal.” But the disciples 
followed Christ when John revealed Christ’s humility and about the 
mystery of the Incarnation; and this is because we are more moved 
by Christ’s humility and the sufferings he endured for us. So it is said: 
“Your name is like oil poured out,” i.e., mercy, by which you have ob-
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tained salvation for all; and the text immediately follows with, “young 
maidens have greatly loved you” (Sg 1:2).

We can note, thirdly, that the words of a preacher are like seed fall-
ing on different kinds of ground: on one they bear fruit, and on anoth-
er they do not. So too, John, when he preaches, does not convert all 
his disciples to Christ, but only two, those who were well disposed.315 
The others are envious of Christ, and they even question him, as men-
tioned in Matthew (9:14).

Fourthly, we may note that John’s disciples, after hearing his wit-
ness to Christ, did not at once thrust themselves forward to speak with 
him hastily; rather, seriously and with a certain modesty, they tried to 
speak to Christ alone and in a private place: “There is a time and fit-
ness for everything” (Ecc 8:6).

286. The consummation of this fruit is now set forth (v. 38), for 
what John began is completed by Christ, since “the law brought noth-
ing to perfection” (Heb 7:19). And Christ does two things. First, he 
questions the disciples who were following him. Secondly, he teaches 
them (v. 39). As to the first we have: first, the question of Christ is giv-
en; secondly, the answer of the disciples.

287. He says, Jesus turned around, and seeing them following him 
said. According to the literal sense we should understand that Christ 
was walking in front of them, and these two disciples, following him, 
did not see his face at all; and so Christ turns to them to bolster their 
confidence. This lets us know that Christ gives confidence and hope 
to all who begin to follow him with a pure heart: “She goes to meet 
those who desire her” (Wis 6:14). Now Jesus turns to us in order that 
we may see him; this will happen in that blessed vision when he will 
show us his face, as is said: “Show us your face, and we will be saved” 
(Ps 79:4). For as long as we are in this world we see his back, because 
it is through his effects that we acquire a knowledge of him; so it is 
said, “You will see my back” (Ex 33:23). Again, he turns to give us the 
riches of his mercy. This is requested in Psalm 89 (13): “Turn to us, O 
Lord.” For as long as Christ withholds the help of his mercy he seems 
to be turned away from us. And so Jesus turned to the disciples of 
John who were following him in order to show them his face and to 
pour his grace upon them.

288. Christ examines them specifically about their intention. For all 
who follow Christ do not have the same intention: some follow him 
for the sake of temporal goods, and others for spiritual goods. And so 
the Lord asks their intention, saying, What are you looking for?; not in 
order to learn their intention, but so that, after they showed a proper 
intention, he might make them more intimate friends and show that 
they are worthy to hear him.

315. See ST I-II, q. 112, a. 2; II-II, q. 45, a. 2; III, q. 55, a. 4.
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289. It may be remarked that these are the first words which Christ 
speaks in this Gospel. And this is appropriate, because the first thing 
that God asks of a man is a proper intention. And, according to Ori-
gen,316 after the six words that John had spoken, Christ spoke the sev-
enth. The first words spoken by John were when, bearing witness to 
Christ, he cried out, saying, “This is the one of whom I said.” The sec-
ond is when he said, “I am not worthy to unfasten the strap of his san-
dal.” The third is, “I baptize with water. But there is one standing in 
your midst whom you do not recognize.” The fourth is, “Look! There 
is the Lamb of God.” The fifth, “I saw the Spirit coming down on him 
from heaven like a dove.” The sixth, when he says here, “Look! There 
is the Lamb of God.” But it is Christ who speaks the seventh words so 
that we may understand, in a mystical sense, that rest, which is signi-
fied by the seventh day, will come to us through Christ, and that in 
him is found the fullness of the seven gifts of the Holy Spirit.317

290. The disciples answer; and although there was one question, 
they gave two answers. First, why they are following Christ, namely, 
to learn; thus they call him Teacher, Rabbi (which means Teacher). As 
if to say: We ask you to teach us. For they already knew what is stat-
ed in Matthew (23:10): “You have one Teacher, the Christ.” The sec-
ond answer is what they want in following him, that is, Where do you 
live? And literally, it can be said that in truth they were looking for the 
home of Christ. For because of the great and wonderful things they had 
heard about him from John, they were not satisfied with questioning 
him only once and in a superficial way, but wanted to do so frequent-
ly and seriously. And so they wanted to know where his home was 
so that they might visit him often, according to the advice of the wise 
man: “If you see a man of understanding, go to him early” (Sir 6:36), 
and “Happy is the man who hears me, who watches daily at my gates” 
(Prv 8:34).

In the allegorical sense, God’s home is in heaven, according to the 
Psalm (122:1): “I have lifted up my eyes to you, who live in heaven.” 
So they asked where Christ was living because our purpose in follow-
ing him should be that Christ leads us to heaven, i.e., to heavenly glory.

Finally, in the moral sense, they ask, Where do you live? as though 
desiring to learn what qualities men should possess in order to be wor-
thy to have Christ dwell in them. Concerning this dwelling Ephesians 
(2:22) says: “You are being built into a dwelling place for God.” And 
the Song (1:6) says: “Show me, you whom my soul loves, where you 
graze your flock, where you rest at midday.”

291. Then when he says, Come and see, Christ’s instruction of the 
disciples is given. First we have the instruction of the disciples by 

316. Comm. in Io. II. 35–36, nos. 212–219; PG 14, col. 177B–180B; cf. Catena 
aurea, 1:37–40.

317. See ST III, q. 7, a. 5.
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Christ; secondly, their obedience is cited; and thirdly, the time is given.
292. First he says, Come and see, that is, where I live. There is a dif-

ficulty here: for since the Lord says, “The Son of Man does not have 
any place to lay his head” (Mt 8:20), why does he tell them to Come 
and see where he lives? I answer, according to Chrysostom318 that 
when the Lord says, “The Son of Man does not have any place to lay 
his head,” he showed that he had no home of his own, but not that he 
did not remain in someone else’s home. And such was the home he 
invited them to see, saying, Come and see.

In the mystical sense, he says, Come and see, because the dwell-
ing of God, whether of glory or grace, cannot be known except by ex-
perience: for it cannot be explained in words: “I will give him a white 
stone upon which is written a new name, which no one knows but he 
who receives it” (Rev 2:17). And so he says, Come and see: Come, by 
believing and working; and see, by experiencing and understanding.

293. It should be noted that we can attain to this knowledge in 
four ways. First, by doing good works; so he says, Come: “When shall 
I come and appear before the face of God” (Ps 41:3). Secondly, by the 
rest or stillness of the mind: “Be still and see” (Ps 45:11). Thirdly, by 
tasting the divine sweetness: “Taste and see that the Lord is sweet” 
(Ps 33:9). Fourthly, by acts of devotion: “Let us lift up our hearts and 
hands in prayer” (Lam 3:41). And so the Lord says: “It is I myself. Feel 
and see” (Lk 24:39).319

294. Next the obedience of the disciples is mentioned; for immedi-
ately they went and saw, because by coming they saw him, and seeing 
they did not leave him. Thus it says, and they stayed with him the rest 
of that day, for as stated below (6:45): “Every one who hears the Fa-
ther, and has learned, comes to me.” For those who leave Christ have 
not yet seen him as they should. But those who have seen him by per-
fectly believing stayed with him the rest of that day; hearing and see-
ing that blessed day, they spent a blessed night: “Happy are your men, 
and happy are your servants, who always stand before you” (1 Kgs 
8:10). And as Augustine320 says: “Let us also build a dwelling in our 
heart and fashion a home where he may come and teach us.”

And he says, that day, because there can be no night where the 
light of Christ is present, where there is the Sun of justice.

295. The time is given when he says, It was about the tenth hour. 
The Evangelist mentions this in order that, considering the literal 
sense, he might give credit to Christ and the disciples. For the tenth 
hour is near the end of the day. And this praises Christ who was so 

318. Hom. in Io. 18. 3; PG 59, col. 118; cf. Catena aurea, 1:37–40.
319. See ST II-II, q. 82, a. 3; II-II, q. 180, a. 7.
320. Tract. in Io. 7. 9; PL 35, col. 1441; cf. Catena aurea, 1:37–40.
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eager to teach that not even the lateness of the hour induced him to 
postpone teaching them; but he taught them at the tenth hour. “In the 
morning sow your seed, and in the evening do not let your hands be 
idle” (Ecc 11:6).

296. The moderation of the disciples is also praised, because even 
at the tenth hour, when men usually have eaten and are less self- 
possessed for receiving wisdom, they were both self-possessed and pre-
pared to hear wisdom and were not hindered because of food or wine. 
But this is not unexpected, for they had been disciples of John, whose 
drink was water and whose food was the locust and wild honey.

297. According to Augustine,321 however, the tenth hour signifies 
the law, which was given in ten precepts. And so the disciples came to 
Christ at the tenth hour and remained with him to be taught so that 
the law might be fulfilled by Christ, since it could not be fulfilled by 
the Jews. And so at that hour he is called Rabbi, that is, Teacher.

298. Then (v. 40), he sets forth the fruit produced by the disciple of 
John who was converted to Christ. First, the disciple is described; sec-
ondly, the fruit begun by him (v. 41); thirdly, the consummation of 
this fruit by Christ (v. 42).

299. The disciple is described by name when he says, Andrew, i.e., 
“manly”. “Act manfully, and let your heart be strong,” as it says in 
Psalm 30 (v. 25). He mentions his name in order to show his privilege: 
he was not only the first to be perfectly converted to Christ, but he also 
preached Christ. So, as Stephen was the first martyr after Christ, so 
Andrew was the first Christian.

He is described, secondly, by his relationship, that is, as Simon Pe‑
ter’s brother, for he was the younger. And this is mentioned to com-
mend him, for although younger in age, he became first in faith.

He is described, thirdly, by his discipleship, because he was one of 
the two who had followed him. His name is mentioned in order to 
show that Andrew’s privilege was remarkable. For the name of the 
other disciple is not mentioned: either because it was John the Evan-
gelist himself, who through humility followed the practice in his Gos-
pel of not mentioning his own name when he was involved in some 
event, or, according to Chrysostom,322 because the other one was not 
a notable person, nor had he done anything great, and so there was no 
need to mention his name. Luke does the same in his Gospel (10:1), 
where he does not mention the names of the seventy-two disciples 
sent out by the Lord, because they were not the outstanding and im-
portant persons that the apostles were. Or, according to Alcuin,323 this 

321. Ibid. 7. 10; PL 35, col. 1442; cf. Catena aurea, 1:37–40.
322. Hom. in Io. 18. 3; PG 59, col. 117; cf. Catena aurea, 1:37–40.
323. Comm. in S. Ioannis Evang. 1; PL 100, col. 761; cf. Catena aurea, 1:37–40.
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other disciple was Philip: for the Evangelist, after discussing Andrew, 
begins at once with Philip, saying: “On the following day Jesus wanted 
to go to Galilee, and coming upon Philip” (below 1:43).

He is commended, fourthly, for the zeal of his devotion; hence he 
says that Andrew followed him, i.e., Jesus: “My foot has followed in his 
steps” (Jb 23:11).

300. The fruit begun by Andrew is mentioned when he says, The 
first thing he did was to look for his brother Simon. He first mentions 
the one for whom he bore fruit, that is, his brother, in order to mark 
the perfection of his conversion. For as Peter says, in the Itinerary of 
Clement,324 the evident sign of a perfect conversion of anyone is that, 
once converted, the closer one is to him the more he tries to convert 
him to Christ. And so Andrew, being now perfectly converted, does 
not keep the treasure he found to himself, but hurries and quick-
ly runs to his brother to share with him the good things he has re-
ceived.325 And so he says the first thing he, that is, Andrew, did was to 
look for his brother Simon, so that related in blood he might make him 
related in faith: “A brother that is helped by his brother is like a strong 
city” (Prv 18:19); “Let him who hears say, ‘Come’” (Rev 22:17).

301. Secondly, he mentions the words spoken by Andrew, We 
have found the Messiah (which means the Christ). Here, according to 
Chrysostom,326 he is tacitly answering a certain question: namely, that 
if someone were to ask what they had been instructed about by Christ, 
they would have the ready answer that through the testimony of the 
Scriptures he instructed him in such a way that he knew he was the 
Christ. And so he says, We have found the Messiah. He implies by this 
that he had previously sought him by desire for a long time: “Happy is 
the man who finds wisdom” (Prv 3:13).

“Messiah,” which is Hebrew, is translated as “Christos” in Greek, 
and in Latin as “Unctus” (anointed), because he was anointed in a spe-
cial way with invisible oil, the oil of the Holy Spirit. So Andrew explic-
itly designates him by this title: “Your God has anointed you with the 
oil of gladness above your fellows” (Ps 44:8), i.e., above all the saints. 
For all the saints are anointed with that oil, but Christ was singularly 
anointed and is singularly holy. So, as Chrysostom327 says, he does not 
simply call him “Messiah,” but the Messiah.

324. This apocryphal life of St. Clement of Rome is part of a longer work, the 
Clementine Recognitions, that recounts the history of Clement’s life, his relationship 
with the Apostle Peter, and their struggles against Simon Magus. The origin of 
the Recognitions is obscure, but it is often dated to the early third century. It was 
translated into Latin by Rufinus of Aquileia (d. 410). 

325. See ST II-II, q. 4, a. 2, ad 1.
326. Hom. in Io. 19. 1; PG 59, col. 121; cf. Catena aurea, 1:41–42.
327. Ibid. 19. 1, 2.
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302. Thirdly, he mentions the fruit he produced, because he brought 
him, that is, Peter, to Jesus. This gives recognition to Peter’s obedience, 
for he came at once, without delay.328 And consider the devotion of 
Andrew: for he brought him to Jesus and not to himself (for he knew 
that he himself was weak); and so he leads him to Christ to be in-
structed by him. This shows us that the efforts and the aim of preach-
ers should not be to win for themselves the fruits of their preaching, 
i.e., to turn them to their own private benefit and honor, but to bring 
them to Jesus, i.e., to refer them to his glory and honor. “What we 
preach is not ourselves, but Jesus Christ,” as is said in 2 Corinthians 
(4:5).

303. The consummation of this fruit is given when he says, Look‑
ing at him intently Jesus said. Here Christ, wishing to raise him up 
to faith in his divinity, begins to perform works of divinity, making 
known things that are hidden. First of all, things which are hidden in 
the present: so looking at him, i.e., as soon as Jesus saw him, he con-
sidered him by the power of his divinity and called him by name, say-
ing, You are Simon. This is not surprising, for as it is said: “Man sees 
the appearances, but the Lord sees the heart” (1 Sm 16:7). This name 
is appropriate for the mystery. For “Simon” means “obedient,” to in-
dicate that obedience is necessary for one who has been converted to 
Christ through faith: “He gives the Holy Spirit to all who obey him” 
(Acts 5:32).

304. Secondly, he reveals things hidden in the past. Hence he says, 
son of John, because that was the name of Simon’s father; or he says, 
“son of Jonah,” as we find in Matthew (16:17), “Simon Bar-Jonah.” 
And each name is appropriate to this mystery. For “John” means 
“grace,” to indicate that it is through grace that men come to the faith 
of Christ: “You are saved by his grace” (Eph 2:5). And “Jonah” means 
“dove,” to indicate that it is by the Holy Spirit, who has been given to 
us, that we are made strong in our love for God: “The love of God is 
poured out into our hearts by the Holy Spirit” (Rom 5:5).

305. Thirdly, he reveals things hidden in the future. So he says, 
you are to be called Cephas (which is translated Peter), and in Greek, 
“head.” And this is appropriate to this mystery, which is that he who 
was to be the head of the others and the vicar of Christ should remain 
firm. As Matthew (16:18) says: “You are Peter, and upon this rock I 
will build my church.”

306. There is a question here about the literal meaning. First, why 
did Christ give Simon a name at the beginning of his conversion, rath-
er than will that he have this name from the time of his birth? Two dif-
ferent answers have been given for this. The first, according to Chrys-

328. See ST II-II, q. 104, a. 3.
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ostom,329 is that divinely given names indicate a certain eminence in 
spiritual grace. Now when God confers a special grace upon anyone, 
the name indicating that grace is given at one’s birth: as in the case of 
John the Baptist, who was named before he was born, because he had 
been sanctified in his mother’s womb. But sometimes a special grace 
is given during the course of one’s life: then such names are divinely 
given at that time and not at birth: as in the case of Abraham and Sar-
ah, whose names were changed when they received the promise that 
their posterity would multiply. Likewise, Peter is named in a divine 
way when he is called to the faith of Christ and to the grace of apostle-
ship, and particularly because he was appointed Prince of the apostles 
of the entire Church—which was not done with the other apostles.

But, according to Augustine,330 if he had been called Cephas from 
birth, this mystery would not have been apparent. And so the Lord 
willed that he should have one name at birth, so that by changing his 
name the mystery of the Church, which was built on his confession of 
faith, would be apparent. Now “Peter” (Petrus) is derived from “rock” 
(petra). But the rock was Christ. Thus, the name “Peter” signifies the 
Church, which was built upon that solid and immovable rock which is 
Christ.331

307. The second question is whether this name was given to Pe-
ter at this time, or at the time mentioned by Matthew (16:18). Augus-
tine332 answers that this name was given to Simon at this time; and 
at the event reported by Matthew the Lord is not giving this name 
but reminding him of the name that was given, so that Christ is using 
this name as already given. But others think that this name was given 
when the Lord said, “You are Peter, and upon this rock I will build my 
church” (Mt 16:18); and in this passage in the Gospel of John, Christ is 
not giving this name, but foretelling what will be given later.

308. The third question is about the calling of Peter and Andrew: 
for here it says that they were called near the Jordan, because they 
were John’s disciples; but in Matthew (4:18) it says that Christ called 
them by the Sea of Galilee. The answer to this is that there was a tri-
ple calling of the apostles. The first was a call to knowledge or friend-
ship and faith—and this is the one recorded here. The second consisted 
in the diction of their office: “From now on you will be catching men” 
(Lk 5:10). The third call was to their apostleship, which is mentioned 
by Matthew (4:18). This was the perfect call because after this they 
were not to return to their own pursuits.

329. Hom. in Io. 19. 2; PG 59, col. 122; cf. Catena aurea, 1:41–42.
330. Tract. in Io. 7. 14; PL 35, col. 1444; cf. Catena aurea, 1:41–42.
331. See ST III, q. 8, a. 6.
332. De cons. Evang. 2. 17, no. 34; PL 34, col. 1094; cf. Catena aurea, 1:41–42.
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LECTurE 16

43 On the following day Jesus wanted to go to Galilee, and coming 
upon Philip, he said, “Follow me.” 44 Now Philip came from Beth‑
saida, the same town as Andrew and Peter. 45 Philip sought out Na‑
thanael, and said to him, “We have found the one Moses spoke of in 
the law—the prophets too—Jesus, son of Joseph, from Nazareth.” 46 
“From Nazareth!” Nathanael replied, “What good can come from that 
place?” Philip said, “Come and see.” 47 When Jesus saw Nathanael 
coming toward him, he said of him: “Here is a true Israelite, in whom 
there is no guile.” 48 Nathanael asked him, “How do you know me?” 
Jesus replied and said, “Before Philip called you, I saw you when you 
were sitting under the fig tree.” 49 “Rabbi,” said Nathanael, “you are 
the Son of God; you are the King of Israel.” 50 Jesus responded and 
said, “You believed just because I said to you that I saw you sitting un‑
der the fig tree! You will see greater things than this.” 51 He went on 
to say, “Amen, amen, I say to you, you will see the heavens opened and 
the angels of God ascending and descending on the Son of Man.”

309. After having shown the fruit produced by John’s preaching 
and that of his disciples, the Evangelist now shows the fruit obtained 
from the preaching of Christ. First, he deals with the conversion of one 
disciple as the result of Christ’s preaching. Secondly, the conversion 
of others due to the preaching of the disciple just converted to Christ  
(v. 45). As to the first he does three things: first, the occasion when the 
disciple is called is given; secondly, his calling is described; thirdly, his 
situation.

310. The occasion of his calling was the departure of Jesus from 
Judea. So he says, On the following day Jesus wanted to go to Galilee, 
and coming upon Philip. There are three reasons why Jesus left for 
Galilee, two of which are literal. One of these is that after being bap-
tized by John and desiring to shed honor on the Baptist, he left Judea 
for Galilee so that his presence would not obscure and lessen John’s 
teaching authority (while he still retained that state); and this teaches 
us to show honor to one another, as is said in Romans (12:10).333

The second reason is that there are no distinguished persons in Gal-
ilee: “No prophet is to rise from Galilee” (below 7:52). And so, to show 
the greatness of his power, Christ wished to go there and choose there 
the princes of the earth, who are greater than the prophets: “He has 
turned the desert into pools of water,” as we read in Psalm 106 (v. 35).

The third reason is mystical: for “Galilee” means “passage.” So 
Christ desired to go from Judea into Galilee in order to indicate that 

333. See ST III, q. 38, a. 5.
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“on the following day,” i.e., on the day of grace, that is, the day of the 
Good News, he would pass from Judea into Galilee, i.e., to save the 
Gentiles: “Is he going to go to those who are dispersed among the Gen-
tiles, and teach the Gentiles?” (below 7:35).

311. A disciple’s vocation is to follow: hence he says that after 
Christ found Philip he said, Follow me. Note that sometimes man finds 
God, but without knowing it, as it were: “He who finds me will find 
life, and will have salvation from the Lord” (Prv 8:35). And at other 
times God finds the man, in order to bestow honor and greatness upon 
him: “I have found David, my servant” (Ps 88:21). Christ found Philip 
in this way, that is, to call him to the faith and to grace. And so he says 
at once, Follow me.

312. There is a question here: Why did not Jesus call his disciples at 
the very beginning? Chrysostom answers that he did not wish to call 
anyone before someone clung to him spontaneously because of John’s 
preaching, for men are drawn by example more than by words.

313. One might also ask why Philip followed Christ immediately 
after only a word, while Andrew followed Christ after hearing about 
him from John, and Peter after hearing from Andrew.

Three answers can be given. One is that Philip had already been in-
structed by John: for according to one of the explanations given above, 
Philip was that other disciple who followed Christ along with Andrew. 
Another is that Christ’s voice had power not only to act on one’s hear-
ing from without, but also on the heart from within: “My words are 
like fire” (Jer 23:29). For the voice of Christ was spoken not only to 
the exterior, but it enkindled the interior of the faithful to love him. 
The third answer is that Philip had perhaps already been instructed 
about Christ by Andrew and Peter, since they were from the same 
town. In fact, this is what the Evangelist seems to imply by adding, 
Now Philip came from Bethsaida, the same town as Andrew and Peter.

314. This gives us the situation of the disciples he called: for they 
were from Bethsaida. And this is appropriate to this mystery. For 
“Bethsaida” means “house of hunters,” to show the attitude of Philip, 
Peter and Andrew at that time, and because it was fitting to call, from 
the house of hunters, hunters who were to capture souls for life: “I 
will send my hunters” (Jer 16:16).

315. Now the fruit produced by the disciple who was converted to 
Christ is given. First, the beginning of the fruit, coming from this dis-
ciple. Secondly, its consummation by Christ (v. 47). As to the first, he 
does three things: first, the statement of Philip is given; secondly, Na-
thanael’s response; and thirdly, Philip’s ensuing advice.

316. As to the first, note that just as Andrew, after having been per-
fectly converted, was eager to lead his brother to Christ, so too Philip 
with regard to his brother, Nathanael. And so he says that Philip found 
Nathanael, whom he probably looked for as Andrew did for Peter; and 
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this was a sign of a perfect conversion. The word “Nathanael” means 
“gift of God”; and it is God’s gift if anyone is converted to Christ.

He tells him that all the prophecies and the law have been ful-
filled, and that the desires of their holy forefathers are not in vain, but 
have been guaranteed, and that what God has promised was now ac-
complished. We have found the one Moses spoke of in the law—the 
prophets too—Jesus. We understand by this that Nathanael was fairly 
learned in the law, and that Philip, now having learned about Christ 
wished to lead Nathanael to Christ through the things he himself 
knew, that is, from the law and the prophets. So he says, the one Moses 
spoke of in the law. For Moses wrote of Christ: “if you believed Moses, 
you would perhaps believe me, for he wrote of me” (below 5:46). The 
prophets too wrote of Christ: “All the prophets bear witness to him” 
(Acts 10:43).

317. Note that Philip says three things about Christ that are in 
agreement with the law and the prophets. First, the name: for he says, 
We have found Jesus. And this agrees with the prophets: “I will send 
them a Savior” (Is 19:20); “I will rejoice in God, my Jesus” (Hab 3:18).

Secondly, the family from which Christ took his human origin, 
when he says, son of Joseph, i.e., who was of the house and family of 
David. And although Jesus did not derive his origin from him, yet he 
did derive it from the Virgin, who was of the same line as Joseph. He 
calls him the son of Joseph, because Jesus was considered to be the son 
of the one to whom his mother was married. So it is said: “the son of 
Joseph (as was supposed)” (Lk 3:23). Nor is it strange that Philip called 
him the son of Joseph, since his own mother, who was aware of his 
divine Incarnation, called him his son: “Your father and I have been 
looking for you in sorrow” (Lk 2:48). Indeed, if one is called the son of 
another because he is supported by him, this is more reason why Jo-
seph should be called the father of Jesus, even though he was not so 
according to the flesh: for he not only supported him, but was the hus-
band of his virgin mother. However, Philip calls him the son of Joseph 
(not as though he was born from the union of Joseph and the Virgin) 
because he knew that Christ would be born from the line of David; 
and this was the house and family of Joseph, to whom Mary was mar-
ried. And this also is in agreement with the prophets: “I will raise up a 
just branch for David” (Jer 23:5).334

Thirdly, he mentions his native land, saying, from Nazareth; not 
because he had been born there, but because he was brought up there; 
but he had been born in Bethlehem. Philip omits to mention Beth-
lehem but not Nazareth because, while the birth of Christ was not 
known to many, the place where he was brought up was. And this also 
agrees with the prophets: “A shoot will arise from the root of Jesse, 

334. See ST III, q. 31, a. 2.
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and a flower (or Nazarene, according to another version) will rise up 
from his roots” (Is 11:1).

318. Then when he says, Nathanael replied, the answer of Na-
thanael is given. His answer can be interpreted as an assertion or as 
a question: and in either way it is suitable to Philip’s affirmation. If it 
is taken as an assertion, as Augustine335 does, the meaning is: “Some 
good can come from Nazareth.” In other words, from a city with that 
name it is possible that there come forth to us some very excellent 
grace or some outstanding teacher to preach to us about the flower of 
the virtues and the purity of sanctity; for “Nazareth” means “flower.” 
We can understand from this that Nathanael, being quite learned in 
the law and a student of the Scriptures, knew that the Savior was ex-
pected to come from Nazareth—something that was not so clear even 
to the Scribes and Pharisees. And so when Philip said, We have found 
Jesus from Nazareth, his hopes were lifted and he answered: “Indeed, 
some good can come from Nazareth.”

But if we take his answer as a question, as Chrysostom336 does, then 
the sense is: From Nazareth! What good can come from that place? As 
if to say: Everything else you say seems credible, because his name and 
his lineage are consistent with the prophecies; but your statement that 
he is from Nazareth does not seem possible. For Nathanael understood 
from the Scriptures that the Christ was to come from Bethlehem, ac-
cording to: “And you, Bethlehem, land of Judah, are not the least 
among the princes of Judah: for out of you a ruler will come forth, 
who will rule my people Israel,” as we read in Matthew (2:6). And so, 
not finding Philip’s statement in agreement with the prophecy, he pru-
dently and moderately inquires about its truth, What good can come 
from that place?

319. Then Philip’s advice is given, Come and see. And this advice 
suits either interpretation of Nathanael’s answer. To the assertive in-
terpretation it is as though he says: You say that something good can 
come from Nazareth, but I say that the good I state to you is of such 
a nature and so marvelous that I am unable to express it in words, so 
Come and see. To the interpretation that makes it a question, it is as 
though he says: You wonder and say: What good can come from that 
place?, thinking that this is impossible according to the Scriptures. But 
if you are willing to experience what I experienced, you will under-
stand that what I say is true, so Come and see.

Then, not discouraged by his questions, Philip brings Nathanael to 
Christ. He knew that he would no longer argue with him if he tast-
ed the words and teaching of Christ. And in this, Philip was imitat-

335. Tract. in Io. 7. 16; col. 1445; cf. Catena aurea, 1:43–46; see also Enarr. in Ps. 
65. 4; PL 36, col. 788–89.

336. Hom. in Io. 20. 1; PG 59, col. 125; cf. Catena aurea, 1:43–46.
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ing Christ who earlier answered those who had asked about the place 
where he lived: “Come and see.” “Come to him, and be enlightened” 
(Ps 33:6).

320. Then when he says, When Jesus saw Nathanael, the consum-
mation of this fruit by Christ is described. We should note that there 
are two ways in which men are converted to Christ: some by miracles 
they have seen and things experienced in themselves or in others; oth-
ers are converted through internal insights, through prophecy and the 
foreknowledge of what is hidden in the future.337 The second way is 
more efficacious than the first: for devils and certain men who receive 
their help can simulate marvels; but to predict the future can only be 
done by divine power. “Tell us what is to come, and we will say that 
you are gods” (Is 41:23); “Prophecies are for those who believe.” And 
so our Lord draws Nathanael to the faith not by miracles but by mak-
ing known things which are hidden. And so he says of him, Here is a 
true Israelite, in whom there is no guile.

321. Christ mentions three hidden matters: things hidden in the 
present, in the heart; past facts; and future heavenly matters. To know 
these three things is not a human but a divine achievement.

He mentions things hidden in the present when he says, Here is a 
true Israelite, in whom there is no guile. Here we have, first, the prior 
revelation of Christ; secondly, Nathanael’s question, How do you know 
me?

322. First he says, When Jesus saw Nathanael coming toward him. 
As if to say: Before Nathanael reached him, Jesus said, Here is a true 
Israelite. He said this about him before he came to him, because had 
he said it after he came, Nathanael might have believed that Jesus had 
heard it from Philip.

Christ said, Here is a true Israelite, in whom there is no guile. Now 
“Israel” has two meanings. One of these, as the Gloss says, is “most 
righteous.” “Do not fear, my most righteous servant, whom I have 
chosen” (Is 44:2). Its second meaning is “the man who sees God.” And 
according to each meaning Nathanael is a true Israelite. For since one 
in whom there is no guile is called righteous, Nathanael is said to be 
a true Israelite, in whom there is no guile. As if to say: You truly rep-
resent your race because you are righteous and without guile. Fur-
ther, because man sees God through cleanness of heart and simplicity, 
Christ said, a true Israelite, i.e., you are a man who truly sees God be-
cause you are simple and without guile.

Further, he said, in whom there is no guile, so that we do not think 
that it was with malice that Nathanael asked: What good can come 
from that place?

337. See ST III, q. 44, a. 3.
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323. Augustine338 has a different explanation of this passage. It 
is clear that all are born under sin. Now those who have sin in their 
hearts but outwardly pretend to be just are called guileful. But a sin-
ner who admits that he is a sinner is not guileful. So Christ said, Here 
is a true Israelite, in whom there is no guile, not because Nathanael 
was without sin, or because he had no need of a physician, for no one 
is born in such a way as not to need a physician; but he was praised by 
Christ because he admitted his sins.

324. Then when he says, How do you know me?, we have Na-
thanael’s question. For Nathanael, in wonder at the divine power in 
this revelation of what is hidden, because this can only be from God—
“The heart is depraved and inscrutable, and who is able to know it? I 
the Lord search the heart and probe the loins” (Jer 17:9); “Man sees 
the appearances, but the Lord sees the heart” (1 Sm 16:7)—asks, How 
do you know me? Here we can recognize Nathanael’s humility, be-
cause, although he had been praised, he did not become elated, but 
held this praise of himself suspect. “My people, who call you blessed, 
they are deceiving you” (Is 3:12).

325. Then he touches on matters in the past, saying, Before Philip 
called you, I saw you when you were sitting under the fig tree. First we 
have the statement of Christ; secondly, the confession of Nathanael.

326. As to the first, we should note that Nathanael might have had 
two misgivings about Christ. One, that Christ said this in order to win 
his friendship by flattery; the other, that Christ had learned what he 
knew from others. So, to remove Nathanael’s suspicions and raise him 
to higher things, Christ reveals certain hidden matters that no one 
could know except in a divine way, that is, things that related only to 
Nathanael. He refers to these when he says, Before Philip called you, 
I saw you when you were sitting under the fig tree. In the literal sense 
this means that Nathanael was under a fig tree when he was called by 
Philip—which Christ knew by divine power, for “The eyes of the Lord 
are far brighter than the sun” (Sir 23:28).

In the mystical sense, the fig tree signifies sin: both because we find 
a fig tree, bearing only leaves but no fruit, being cursed, as a symbol 
of sin (Mt 21:19); and because Adam and Eve, after they had sinned, 
made clothes from fig leaves. So he says here, when you were sitting 
under the fig tree, i.e., under the shadow of sin, before you were called 
to grace, I saw you, with the eye of mercy; for God’s predestination 
looks upon the predestined, who are living under sin, with an eye of 
pity, for as Ephesians (1:4) says, “He chose us before the foundation of 
the world.” And he speaks of this eye here: I saw you, by predestining 
you from eternity.339

338. Tract. in Io. 7. 18; col. 1446; cf. Catena aurea, 1:47–51. 
339. See ST I, q. 23, a. 4; I-II, q. 112, a. 1.
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Or, the meaning is, according to Gregory,340 I saw you when you 
were sitting under the fig tree, i.e., under the shadow of the law. “The 
law has only a shadow of the good things to come” (Heb 10:1). 

327. Hearing this, Nathanael is immediately converted, and, seeing 
the power of the divinity in Christ, breaks out in words of conversion 
and praise, saying, Rabbi, you are the Son of God. Here he considers 
three things about Christ. First, the fullness of his knowledge, when he 
says, Rabbi, which is translated as Teacher. As if to say: You are per-
fect in knowledge. For he had already realized what is said in Matthew 
(23:10); “You have one Teacher, the Christ.”341 Secondly, the excel-
lence of his singular grace, when he says, you are the Son of God. For it 
is due to grace alone that one becomes a son of God by adoption. And 
it is also through grace that one is a son of God through union, and 
this is exclusive to the man Christ, because that man is the son of God 
not due to any preceding merit, but through the grace of union.342 
Thirdly, he considers the greatness of his power when he says, you are 
the King of Israel, i.e., awaited by Israel as its king and defender: “His 
power is everlasting (Dn 7:14).”343

328. A question comes up at this point, according to Chrysostom.344 
For since Peter, who after many miracles and much teaching, con-
fessed what Nathanael confesses here about Christ, that is, you are the 
Son of God, merited a blessing, as the Lord said: “Blessed are you, Si-
mon Bar-Jona” (Mt 16:17), why not the same for Nathanael, who said 
the same thing before seeing any miracles or receiving any teaching? 
Chrysostom answers that the reason for this is that even though Na-
thanael and Peter spoke the same words, the meaning of the two was 
not the same. For Peter acknowledged that Christ was the true Son of 
God by nature, i.e., he was man, and yet truly God; but Nathanael ac-
knowledged that Christ was the Son of God by means of adoption, in 
the sense of, “I said: You are gods, and all of you the sons of the Most 
High” (Ps 81:6).345 This is clear from what Nathanael said next: for if 
he had understood that Christ was the Son of God by nature, he would 
not have said, you are the King of Israel, but “of the whole world.” It is 
also clear from the fact that Christ added nothing to the faith of Peter, 
since it was perfect, but stated that he would build the Church on that 
profession. But he raises Nathanael to greater things, since the greater 
part of his profession was deficient; to greater things, i.e., to a knowl-
edge of his divinity.

340. Mor. 18. 38; PL 76, col. 70C–D; cf. Catena aurea, 1:47–51.
341. See ST III, q. 9, a. 2.
342. See ST III, q. 2, aa. 10, 12; q. 6, a. 6.
343. See ST III, q. 13, a. 1.
344. Hom. in Io. 21. 1; PG 59, col. 127–128; cf. Catena aurea, 1:47–51.
345. See ST III, q. 23, a. 4.
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329. And so he said, You will see greater things than this. Here we 
have, thirdly, an allusion to the future. As if to say: Because I have re-
vealed the past to you, you believe that I am the Son of God only by 
adoption, and the King of Israel; but I will bring you to greater knowl-
edge, so that you may believe that I am the natural Son of God, and the 
King of all ages. And accordingly he says, Amen, amen, I say to you, you 
will see the heavens opened and the angels of God ascending and de‑
scending on the Son of Man. By this, according to Chrysostom,346 the 
Lord wishes to prove that he is the true Son of God, and God. For the 
peculiar task of angels is to minister and be subject: “Bless the Lord, all 
of you, his angels, his ministers, who do his will” (Ps 102:20). So when 
you see angels minister to me, you will be certain that I am the true 
Son of God. “When he leads his First-Begotten into the world, he says: 
‘Let all the angels of God adore him’” (Heb 1:6).347

330. When did the apostles see this? They saw it, I say, during the 
Passion, when an angel stood by to comfort Christ (Lk 22:13); again, at 
the resurrection, when the apostles found two angels who were stand-
ing over the tomb. Again, at the ascension, when the angels said to 
the apostles: “Men of Galilee, why are you standing here looking up 
to heaven? This Jesus, who has been taken from you into heaven, will 
come in the same way as you have seen him going into heaven” (Acts 
1:11).348

331. Because Christ spoke the truth about the past, it was easier for 
Nathanael to believe what he foretells about the future, saying, you 
will see. For one who has revealed the truth about things hidden in the 
past, has an evident argument that what he is saying about the future 
is true. He says, the angels of God ascending and descending on the Son 
of Man, because, in his mortal flesh, he was a little less than the an-
gels; and from this point of view, angels ascend and descend upon him. 
But insofar as he is the Son of God, he is above the angels, as was said.

332. According to Augustine,349 Christ is here revealing his divin-
ity in a beautiful way. For it is recorded that Jacob dreamed of a lad-
der, standing on the ground, with “the angels of God ascending and 
descending on it” (Gen 28:16). Then Jacob arose and poured oil on a 
stone and said, “Truly, the Lord is in this place” (Gen 28:16). Now that 
stone is Christ whom the builders rejected; and the invisible oil of the 
Holy Spirit was poured on him. He is set up as a pillar, because he was 
to be the foundation of the Church: “No one can lay another founda-
tion except that which has been laid” (1 Cor 3:11). The angels are as-
cending and descending inasmuch as they are ministering and serv-

346. Hom. in Io. 21. 1; PG 59, col. 129; cf. Catena aurea, 1:47–51.
347. See ST III, q. 8, a. 4.
348. See ST III, q. 55, a. 2; III, q. 57.
349. Serm. supposit. 11. 2; PL 39, col. 1761; cf. Catena aurea, 1:47–51.
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ing before him. So he said, Amen, amen, I say to you, you will see the 
heavens opened, and so forth, as if to say: Because you are truly an Is-
raelite, give heed to what Israel saw, so that you may believe that I am 
the one signified by the stone anointed by Jacob, for you also will see 
angels ascending and descending upon him [viz. Jesus].

333. Or, the angels are, according to Augustine,350 the preachers 
of Christ: “Go, swift angels, to a nation rent and torn to pieces,” as it 
says in Isaiah (18:2). They ascend through contemplation, just as Paul 
had ascended even to the third heaven (2 Cor 12:2); and they descend 
by instructing their neighbor. On the Son of Man, i.e., for the honor 
of Christ, because “what we preach is not ourselves, but Jesus Christ”  
(2 Cor 4:5). In order that they might ascend and descend, the heavens 
were opened, because heavenly graces must be given to preachers if 
they are to ascend and descend. “The heavens broke at the presence of 
God” (Ps 67:9); “I saw the heavens open” (Rev 4:1).351

334. Now the reason why Nathanael was not chosen to be an apos-
tle after such a profession of faith is that Christ did not want the con-
version of the world to the faith to be attributed to human wisdom, 
but solely to the power of God. And so he did not choose Nathanael as 
an apostle, since he was very learned in the law; he rather chose sim-
ple and uneducated men. “Not many of you are learned,” and “God 
chose the simple of the world” (1 Cor 1:26).

350. Tract. in Io. 7. 23; col. 1449; cf. Serm. supposit. 11. 5; PL 39, col. 1762; cf. 
Catena aurea, 1:47–51.

351. See ST I, q. 117, a. 1.
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CHAPTEr 2

LECTurE 1

1 On the third day there was a wedding at Cana in Galilee, and 
the mother of Jesus was there. 2 Jesus and his disciples were also in‑
vited to the feast. 3 When the wine ran out, the mother of Jesus said 
to him, “They have no more wine.” 4 Jesus then said to her, “Wom‑
an, what does that have to do with me and you? My time has not yet 
come.” 5 His mother said to the servants, “Do whatever he tells you.” 
6 Now there were six stone water jars near by for purifications accord‑
ing to Jewish customs, each holding two or three metretes. 7 Jesus said 
to them, “Fill those jars with water.” And they filled them to the top. 
8 Then Jesus said to them, “Now pour out a drink and take it to the 
head waiter.” They did as he instructed them. 9 Now when the head 
waiter tasted the water made wine, and not knowing where it came 
from (although the servants knew, since they had drawn the water), 
he called the groom over 10 and said to him, “People usually serve the 
choice wines first, and when the guests have had their fill, then they 
bring out inferior wine; but you have saved the best wine until now.” 
11 This beginning of signs Jesus worked in Cana of Galilee; and Jesus 
revealed his glory, and his disciples believed in him.1

335. Above, the Evangelist showed the dignity of the incarnate 
Word and gave various evidence for it. Now he begins to relate the ef-
fects and actions by which the divinity of the incarnate Word was made 
known to the world. First, he tells the things Christ did, while living in 
the world, that show his divinity. Secondly, he tells how Christ showed 
his divinity while dying; and this from chapter twelve on.

As to the first he does two things. First, he shows the divinity of 
Christ in relation to the power he had over nature. Secondly, in re-
lation to the effects of grace; and this from chapter three on. Christ’s 
power over nature is pointed out to us by the fact that he changed a 
nature. And this change was accomplished by Christ as a sign: first, to 
his disciples, to strengthen them; secondly, to the people, to lead them 
to believe (2:12). This transformation of a nature, in order to strength-
en the disciples, was accomplished at a marriage, when he turned wa-

1. St. Thomas quotes Jn 2:1–11 in ST II-II, q. 176, a. 1, obj. 1; Jn 2:3 in ST III, 
q. 27, a. 4, obj. 3; Jn 2:4 in ST III, q. 46, a. 9, sed contra; Jn 2:10 in ST III, q. 44, a. 
3, ad. 2; and Jn 2:11 in ST III, q. 36, a. 4, ad 3; III, q. 43, a. 3, sed contra. 
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ter into wine. First, the marriage is described. Secondly, those present. 
Thirdly, the miracle performed by Christ.

336. In describing the marriage, the time is first mentioned. Hence 
he says, On the third day there was a wedding, i.e., after the calling of 
the disciples mentioned earlier. For, after being made known by the 
testimony of John, Christ also wanted to make himself known. Sec-
ondly, the place is mentioned; hence he says, at Cana in Galilee. Gali-
lee is a province, and Cana a small village located in that province.

337. As far as the literal meaning is concerned, we should note that 
there are two opinions about the time of Christ’s preaching. Some say 
that there were two and a half years from Christ’s baptism until his 
death. According to them, the events at this wedding took place in the 
same year that Christ was baptized. However, both the teaching and 
practice of the Church are opposed to this. For three miracles are com-
memorated on the feast of the Epiphany: the adoration of the Magi, 
which took place in the first year of the Lord’s birth; secondly, the bap-
tism of Christ, which implies that he was baptized on the same day 
thirty years later; thirdly, this marriage, which took place on the same 
day one year later. It follows from this that at least one year elapsed 
between his baptism and this marriage. In that year the only things re-
corded to have been done by the Lord are found in the sixth chapter 
of Matthew: the fasting in the desert, and the temptation by the devil; 
and what John tells us in this Gospel of the testimony by the Baptist 
and the conversion of the disciples. After this wedding, Christ began to 
preach publicly and to perform miracles up to the time of his passion, 
so that he preached publicly for two and one half years.

338. In the mystical sense, marriage signifies the union of Christ 
with his Church, because as the Apostle says: “This is a great mystery: 
I am speaking of Christ and his Church” (Eph 5:32). And this marriage 
was begun in the womb of the Virgin, when God the Father united a 
human nature to his Son in a Unity of person.2 So, the chamber of this 
union was the womb of the Virgin: “He established a chamber for the 
sun” (Ps 18:6). Of this marriage it is said: “The kingdom of heaven is 
like a king who married his son” (Mt 22:2), that is, when God the Fa-
ther joined a human nature to his Word in the womb of the Virgin. 
It was made public when the Church was joined to him by faith: “I 
will bind you to myself in faith” (Hos 2:20). We read of this marriage: 
“Blessed are they who are called to the marriage supper of the Lamb” 
(Rv 19:9). It will be consummated when the bride, i.e., the Church, is 
led into the resting place of the groom, i.e., into the glory of heaven.

The fact that this marriage took place on the third day is not without 
its own mystery. For the first day is the time of the law of nature; the 
second day is the time of the written law; but the third day is the time 

2. See ST III, q. 30, a. 1.
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of grace, when the incarnate Lord celebrated the marriage: “He will re-
vive us after two days; on the third day he will raise us up” (Hos 6:3).

The place too is appropriate. For “Cana” means “zeal,” and “Gali-
lee” means “passage.” So this marriage was celebrated in the zeal of a 
passage, to suggest that those persons are most worthy of union with 
Christ who, burning with the zeal of a conscientious devotion, pass 
over from the state of guilt to the grace of the Church. “Pass over to 
me, all who desire me” (Sir 24:26). And they pass from death to life, 
i.e., from the state of mortality and misery to the state of immortality 
and glory: “I make all things new” (Rv 21:5).

339. Then the persons invited are described. Mention is made of 
three: the mother of Jesus, Jesus himself, and the disciples.

340. The mother of Jesus is mentioned when he says, the mother 
of Jesus was there. She is mentioned first to indicate that Jesus was 
still unknown and not invited to the wedding as a famous person, 
but merely as one acquaintance among others; for as they invited the 
mother, so also her son. Or, perhaps his mother is invited first because 
they were uncertain whether Jesus would come to a wedding if invit-
ed, because of the unusual piety they noticed in him and because they 
had not seen him at other social gatherings. So I think that they first 
asked his mother whether Jesus should be invited. That is why the 
Evangelist expressly said first that his mother was at the wedding, and 
that later Jesus was invited.

341. And this is what comes next: Jesus was invited. Christ decided 
to attend this wedding, first of all, to give us an example of humility. 
For he did not look to his own dignity, but “just as he condescended 
to accept the form of a servant, so he did not hesitate to come to the 
marriage of servants,” as Chrysostom3 says. And as Augustine4 says: 
“Let man blush to be proud, for God became humble.” For among his 
other acts of humility, the Son of the Virgin came to a marriage, which 
he had already instituted in paradise when he was with his Father. Of 
this example it is said: “Learn from me, for I am gentle and humble of 
heart” (Mt 11:29).

He came, secondly, to reject the error of those who condemn mar-
riage, for as Bede5 says: “If there were sin in a holy marriage bed and 
in a marriage carried out with due purity, the Lord would not have 
come to the marriage.” But because he did come, he implies that the 
baseness of those who denounce marriage deserves to be condemned. 
“If she marries, it is not a sin” (1 Cor 7:36).6

342. The disciples are mentioned when he says, and his disciples.

3. Hom. in Io. 21. 1; PG 59, col. 129; cf. Catena aurea, 2:1–4.
4. Serm. supposit. 92. 1; PL 39, col. 1922; cf. Catena aurea, 2:1–4.
5. Hom. XIII in dom. sec. post Epiphan.; PL 94, col. 68B; cf. Catena aurea, 2:1–4. 
6. See ST III, q. 29, a. 2.
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343. In its mystical meaning, the mother of Jesus, the Blessed Vir-
gin, is present in spiritual marriages as the one who arranges the mar-
riage, because it is through her intercession that one is joined to Christ 
through grace: “In me is every hope of life and of strength” (Sir 24:25).7 
Christ is present as the true groom of the soul, as is said below (3:29): 
“It is the groom who has the bride.” The disciples are the groomsmen 
uniting the Church to Christ, the one of whom it is said: “I betrothed 
you to one husband, to present you as a chaste virgin to Christ” (2 Cor 
11:2).

344. At this physical marriage some role in the miracle belongs to 
the mother of Christ, some to Christ, and some to the disciples. When 
he says, When the wine ran out, he indicates the part of each. The role 
of Christ’s mother was to superintend the miracle; the role of Christ to 
perform it; and the disciples were to bear witness to it. As to the first, 
Christ’s mother assumed the role of a mediatrix.8 Hence she does two 
things. First, she intercedes, with her Son. In the second place, she in-
structs the servants. As to the first, two things are mentioned. First, his 
mother’s intercession; secondly, the answer of her Son.

345. In Mary’s intercession, note first her kindness and mercy. For 
it is a quality of mercy to regard another’s distress as one’s own, be-
cause to be merciful is to have a heart distressed at the distress of an-
other: “Who is weak, and I am not weak?” (2 Cor 11:29). And so be-
cause the Blessed Virgin was full of mercy, she desired to relieve the 
distress of others. So he says, When the wine ran out, the mother of Je‑
sus said to him.

Note, secondly, her reverence for Christ: for because of the rev-
erence we have for God it is sufficient for us merely to express our 
needs: “Lord, all my desires are known by you” (Ps 37:10). But it is not 
our business to wonder about the way in which God will help us, for 
as it is said: “We do not know what we should pray for as we ought” 
(Rom 8:26). And so his mother merely told him of their need, saying, 
They have no more wine.

Thirdly, note the Virgin’s concern and care. For she did not wait un-
til they were in extreme need, but When the wine ran out, that is, im-
mediately. This is similar to what is said of God: “A helper in times of 
trouble” (Ps 9:10).

346. Chrysostom9 asks: Why did Mary never encourage Christ to 
perform any miracles before this time? For she had been told of his 
power by the angel, whose work had been confirmed by the many 
things she had seen happening in his regard, all of which she remem-
bered, thinking them over in her heart (Lk 2:51). The reason is that be-

7. See ST II-II, q. 83, a. 11; III, q. 25, a. 5.
8. See ST III, q. 26, a. 1.
9. Hom. in Io. 21. 2; PG 59, col. 130; cf. Catena aurea, 2:1–4.
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fore this time he lived like any other person. So, because the time was 
not appropriate, she put off asking him. But now, after John’s witness 
to him and after the conversion of his disciples, she trustingly prompt-
ed Christ to perform miracles. In this she was true to the symbol of the 
synagogue, which is the mother of Christ: for it was customary for the 
Jews to require miracles: “The Jews require signs” (1 Cor 1:22).

347. She says to him, They have no more wine. Here we should note 
that before the Incarnation of Christ three wines were running out: the 
wine of justice, of wisdom, and of charity or grace. Wine stings, and in 
this respect it is a symbol of justice. The Samaritan poured wine and oil 
into the wounds of the injured man, that is, he mingled the severity of 
justice with the sweetness of mercy. “You have made us drink the wine 
of sorrow” (Ps 59:5). But wine also delights the heart, “Wine cheers the 
heart of man” (Ps 103:15). And in this respect wine is a symbol of wis-
dom, the meditation of which is enjoyable in the highest degree: “Her 
companionship has no bitterness” (Wis 8:16). Further, wine intoxi-
cates: “Drink, friends, and be intoxicated, my dearly beloved” (Sg 5:1). 
And in this respect wine is a symbol of charity: “I have drunk my wine 
with my milk” (Sg 5:1).10 It is also a symbol of charity because of char-
ity’s fervor: “Wine makes the virgins flourish” (Zec 9:17).

The wine of justice was indeed running out in the Old Law, in which 
justice was imperfect. But Christ brought it to perfection: “Unless your 
justice is greater than that of the scribes and of the Pharisees, you will 
not enter into the kingdom of heaven” (Mt 5:20). The wine of wis-
dom was also running out, for it was hidden and symbolic, because as 
it says in 1 Corinthians (10:11): “All these things happened to them in 
symbol.” But Christ plainly brought wisdom to light: “He was teaching 
them as one having authority” (Mt 7:29). The wine of charity was also 
running out, because they had received a spirit of serving only in fear. 
But Christ converted the water of fear into the wine of charity when 
he gave “the Spirit of adoption as sons, by which we cry: ‘Abba, Fa-
ther’” (Rom 8:15), and when “the charity of God was poured out into 
our hearts,” as Romans (5:5) says.11

348. Then when he says, Jesus said to her, the answer of Christ is 
given. This answer has been the occasion for three heresies.

349. The Manicheans claim that Christ had only an imaginary body, 
not a real one. Valentinus maintained that Christ assumed a celestial 
body and that, as far as his body was concerned, Christ was not relat-
ed to the Virgin at all. The source of this error was that he understood, 
Woman, what does that have to do with me and you? as if it meant: “I 
have received nothing from you.” But this is contrary to the author-
ity of Sacred Scripture. For the Apostle says: “God sent his Son, made 

10. See ST III, q. 79, a. 1, ad 2.
11. See ST II-II, q. 19, a. 2.
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from a woman” (Gal 4:4). Now Christ could not be said to have been 
made from her, unless he had taken something from her.12 Further, 
Augustine13 argues against them: “How do you know that our Lord 
said, What does that have to do with me and you? You reply that it is 
because John says so. But he also says that the Virgin was the mother 
of Christ. So, if you believe the Evangelist when he states that Jesus 
said this to his mother, you should also believe him when he says, and 
the mother of Jesus was there.”

350. Then there was Ebion who said that Christ was conceived 
from a man’s seed, and Helvidius,14 who said that the Virgin did not 
remain a virgin after childbirth. They were deceived by the fact that 
he said, Woman, which seems to imply the loss of virginity. But this 
is false, for in Sacred Scripture the word “woman” sometimes refers 
merely to the female sex, as it does in “made from a woman” (Gal 4:4). 
This is obvious also by the fact that Adam, speaking to God about Eve, 
said: “The woman whom you gave me as a companion, gave me fruit 
from the tree, and I ate it” (Gn 3:12); for Eve was still a virgin in Para-
dise, where Adam had not known her. Hence the fact that the mother 
of Christ is here called “woman” in this Gospel does not imply a loss of 
virginity, but refers to her sex.15

351. The Priscillianists,16 however, erred by misunderstanding the 
words of Christ, My time has not yet come. They claimed that all things 
happen by fate, and that the actions of men, including those of Christ, 
are subject to predetermined times. And that is why, according to 
them, Christ said, My time has not yet come.

But this is false for any man. For since man has free choice, and this 
is because he has reason and will, both of which are spiritual, then ob-
viously, as far as choice is concerned, man, so far from being subject to 
bodies, is really their master.17 For spiritual things are superior to ma-
terial things, so much so that the Philosopher says that the wise man 
is master of the stars. Further, their heresy is even less true of Christ, 
who is the Lord and Creator of the stars. Thus when he says, My time 
has not yet come, he is referring to the time of his passion, which was 
fixed for him, not by necessity, according to divine providence.18 What 

12. See ST III, q. 31, aa. 4–5.
13. Tract. in Io. 8. 7; PL 35, col. 1454; cf. Catena aurea, 2:1–4.
14. Helvidius (late fourth century), a disciple of the Arian Auxentius, was re-

puted to have denied the virginity of Mary.
15. See ST III, q. 28, aa. 2–3.
16. The Priscillianist sect, founded by the Spaniard Priscillian (c. 370s), was a 

strongly ascetical movement that practiced liturgical irregularities and accepted 
apocryphal works beyond the New Testament canon. They were accused of Man-
ichaean errors, though it is unclear how widely the sect adopted cosmic specula-
tion and a dualist framework.

17. See ST I, q. 115, a. 4; I-II, q. 9, a. 5.
18. See ST III, q. 46, a. 9.
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is said in Sirach (33:7) is also contrary to their opinion: “Why is one 
day better than another?” And the answer is: “They have been differ-
entiated by the knowledge of the Lord,” i.e., they were differentiated 
from one another not by chance, but by God’s providence.19

352. Since we have eliminated the above opinions, let us look for 
the reason why our Lord answered, Woman, what does that have to do 
with me and you? For Augustine,20 Christ has two natures, the divine 
and the human. And although the same Christ exists in each, never-
theless things appropriate to him according to his human nature are 
distinct from what is appropriate to him according to his divine na-
ture.21 Now to perform miracles is appropriate to him according to his 
divine nature, which he received from the Father; while to suffer is ac-
cording to his human nature, which he received from his mother. So 
when his mother requests this miracle, he answers, Woman, what does 
that have to do with me and you? as if saying: I did not receive from 
you that in me which enables me to perform miracles, but that which 
enables me to suffer, i.e., that which makes it appropriate for me to 
suffer, i.e., I have received a human nature from you. And so I will 
recognize you when this weakness hangs on the cross. And so he con-
tinues with, My time has not yet come. As if to say: I will recognize you 
as my mother when the time of my passion arrives. And so it was that 
on the cross he entrusted his mother to the disciple.

353. Chrysostom22 explains this differently. He says that the Blessed 
Virgin, burning with zeal for the honor of her Son, wanted Christ to 
perform miracles at once, before it was opportune; but that Christ, be-
ing much wiser than his mother, restrained her. For he was unwilling 
to perform the miracle before the need for it was known; otherwise, 
it would have been less appreciated and less credible. And so he says, 
Woman, what does that have to do with me and you? As if to say: Why 
bother me? My time has not yet come, i.e., I am not yet known to those 
present. Nor do they know that the wine ran out; and they must first 
know this, because when they know their need they will have a great-
er appreciation of the benefit they will receive.

354. Now although his mother was refused, she did not lose hope 
in her Son’s mercy. So she instructs the servants, Do whatever he tells 
you, in which, indeed, consists the perfection of all justice. For perfect 
justice consists in obeying Christ in all things: “We will do all that the 
Lord commanded us” (Ex 29:35). Do whatever he tells you, is fitting-
ly said of God alone, for man can err now and then. Hence in matters 
that are against God, we are not held to obey men: “We ought to obey 

19. See ST I, q. 22, aa. 2–3; I, q. 116, a. 1.
20. Serm. de symb. ad catechum. 5. 14; PL 40, col. 644; cf. Catena Aurea, 2:1–4. 

See also Tract. in Io. 8. 9; PL 35, col. 1455–1456; cf. Catena Aurea, 2:1–4.
21. See ST III, q. 16, aa. 4–5.
22. Hom. in Io. 22. 1; PG 59, col. 134; cf. Catena aurea, 2:1–4.
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God rather than men” (Acts 5:29). We ought to obey God, who does 
not err and cannot be deceived, in all things.23

355. Now Christ’s completion of the miracle is set forth.24 First, the 
vessels in which the miracle was performed are described. Secondly, 
the matter of the miracle is stated (v. 7). Thirdly, we have how the 
miracle was made known and approved (v. 8).

356. The miracle was performed in six vessels; Now there were six 
stone water jars near by. Here we should note, that as mentioned in 
Mark (7:2), the Jews observed many bodily washings and the cleans-
ing of their cups and dishes. So, because they were in Palestine where 
there was a shortage of water, they had vessels in which they kept 
the purest water to be used for washing themselves and their utensils. 
Hence he says, there were six stone water jars near by, i.e., vessels for 
holding water, for purifications according to Jewish customs, i.e., to 
use for purification, each holding two or three metretes of liquid, that 
is, two or three measures; for the Greek “metrete” is the same as the 
Latin “mensura.”

These jars were standing there, as Chrysostom25 says, in order to 
eliminate any suspicion about the miracle: both on account of their 
cleanliness, lest anyone suspect that the water had acquired the taste 
of wine from the dregs of wine previously stored in them, for these jars 
were standing there for purifications according to Jewish customs, and 
so had to be very pure; and also on account of the capacity of the jars, 
so that it would be abundantly clear that the water in such jars could 
be changed into wine only by divine power.

357. In the mystical sense, the six water jars signify the six eras of 
the Old Testament during which the hearts of men were prepared and 
made receptive of God’s Scriptures, and put forward as an example for 
our lives.

The term metretes, according to Augustine,26 refers to the Trinity 
of persons. And they are described as two or three because at times in 
Scripture three persons in the Trinity are distinctly mentioned: “Bap-
tizing them in the name of the Father, and of the Son, and of the Holy 
Spirit” (Mt 28:19), and at other times only two, the Father and the 
Son, in whom the Holy Spirit, who is the union of the two, is implied: 
“If anyone loves me, he will keep my word, and my Father will love 
him, and we will come to him” (below 14:23). Or they are described as 
two on account of the two states of mankind from which the Church 
arose, that is, Jews and Gentiles. Or three on account of the three sons 
of Noah, from whom the human race arose after the deluge.

23. See ST II-II, q. 104, a. 4; II-II, q. 186, a. 5.
24. See ST III, q. 43, a. 3.
25. Hom. in Io. 22. 2; PG 59, col. 135; cf. Catena aurea, 2:5–11.
26. Tract. in Io. 9. 7; PL 35, col. 1461.
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358. Then when he says that Jesus instructed them, Fill those jars 
with water, he gives the material of the miracle. Here we might ask 
why this miracle was performed with already existing material, and 
not from nothing. There are three reasons for this. The first reason is 
literal, and is given by Chrysostom:27 to make something from noth-
ing is much greater and more marvelous than to make something 
from material already existing; but it is not so evident and believable 
to many. And so, wishing to make what he did more believable, Christ 
made wine from water, thus condescending to man’s capacity.

Another reason was to refute wrong dogmas. For there are some 
(as the Marcionists28 and Manicheans) who said that the founder of 
the world was someone other than God, and that all visible things 
were established by such a one, that is, the devil. And so the Lord per-
formed many miracles using created and visible substances in order to 
show that these substances are good and were created by God.29

The third reason is mystical. Christ made the wine from water, and 
not from nothing, in order to show that he was not laying down an 
entirely new doctrine and rejecting the old, but was fulfilling the old: 
“I have not come to destroy the law, but to fulfill it” (Mt 5:17). In oth-
er words, what was prefigured and promised in the Old Law, was dis-
closed and revealed by Christ: “Then he opened their minds so they 
could understand the Scriptures”’ (Lk 24:45).

Finally, he had the servants fill the jars with water so that he might 
have witnesses to what he did; so it is said, the servants knew, since 
they had drawn the water.

359. Then, the miracle is made known. For as soon as the jars were 
filled, the water was turned into wine. So the Lord reveals the miracle 
at once, saying: Now pour out a drink and take it to the head waiter. 
First, we have the command of Christ selecting who is to test the wine; 
secondly, the judgment of the head waiter who tasted it.

360. Then Jesus said to them, i.e., to the servants, Now pour out a 
drink, that is, of wine, from the jars, and take it to the head waiter (ar-
chitriclinus). Here we should note that a triclinium is a place where there 
are three rows of tables, and it is called a triclinium from its three rows 
of dining couches: for cline in Greek means couch. For the ancients 
were accustomed to eat reclining on couches, as Maximus Valerius re-
counts.30 This is the reason why the Scriptures speak of lying next to 

27. Hom. in Io. 22. 2; PG 59, col. 135; cf. Catena aurea, 2:5–11.
28. Marcion flourished in Rome, c. 140, and founded a network of Christian 

communities gathered around his teaching. He taught a gospel of love to the ex-
clusion of law, and so rejected the Old Testament entirely, accepting as inspired 
Scripture only ten epistles of St. Paul and an edited version of the Gospel of Luke. 
He rejected the material world as a creation of the evil god of the Old Testament 
and taught a docetic view of Christ.

29. See ST III, q. 44, a. 4.
30. Valerius Maximus, c. 20 BC–c. AD 50, was a notable Latin author and col-
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and lying down. Thus the architriclinus was the first and chief among 
those dining. Or, according to Chrysostom,31 the architriclinus was the 
one in charge of the whole banquet. And because he had been busy 
and had not tasted anything, the Lord wanted him, and not the guests, 
to be the judge of what had been done, so some could not detract from 
the miracle by saying the guests were drunk and, their senses dulled, 
could not tell wine from water. For Augustine, the architriclinus was 
the chief guest, as was mentioned; and Christ wanted to have the 
opinion of this person in high position so it would be more acceptable.

361. In the mystical sense, those who pour out the water are 
preachers: “With joy you will draw water from the springs of the Sav-
ior” (Is 12:3). And the architriclinus is someone skilled in the law, as Ni-
codemus, Gamaliel or Paul. So, when the word of the Gospel, which 
was hidden under the letter of the law, is entrusted to such persons, it 
is as though wine made from water is poured out for the architriclinus, 
who, when he tastes it, gives his assent to the faith of Christ.

362. Then the judgment of the one examining the wine is given. 
First, he inquires into the truth of the fact; secondly, he gives his opin-
ion.

He says, Now when the head waiter tasted the water made wine, 
and not knowing where it came from, because he did not know that 
the water had miraculously been made wine by Christ, although the 
servants knew, the reason being, since they had drawn the water, he 
called the groom over, in order to learn the truth and give his opinion 
of the wine. Hence he adds: People usually serve the choice wines first, 
and when the guests have had their fill, then they bring out inferior 
wine.

Here we should consider, according to Chrysostom,32 that every-
thing is most perfect in the miracles of Christ. Thus, he restored most 
complete health to Peter’s mother-in-law, so that she arose at once 
and waited on them, as we read in Mark (1:30) and Matthew (8:14). 
Again, he restored the paralytic to health so perfectly that he also arose 
immediately, took up his mat, and went home, as we read below (5:9). 
And this is also evident in this miracle, because Christ did not make 
mediocre wine from the water, but the very best possible. And so the 
head waiter says, People usually serve the choice wines first, and when 
the guests have had their fill, then they bring out inferior wine, be-
cause they drink less, and because good wine consumed in quantity 
along with a quantity of food causes greater discomfort. It is as though 
he were saying: Where did this very good wine come from which, con-
trary to custom, you saved until now?

lector of historical anecdotes. His nine books of memorable deeds and sayings 
(Factorum ac dictorum memorabilium libri IX) were popular and widely quoted.

31. Hom. in Io. 22. 2; PG 59, col. 135; cf. Catena aurea, 2:5–11.
32. Ibid., 22. 3; PG 59, col. 136; cf. Catena aurea, 2:5–11.
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363. This is appropriate to a mystery. For in the mystical sense, he 
serves good wine first who, with an intent to deceive others, does not 
first mention the error he intends, but other things that entice his hear-
ers, so that he can disclose his evil plans after they have been intoxicat-
ed and enticed to consent. We read of such wine: “It goes down pleas-
antly, but finally it will bite like a serpent” (Prv 23:31). Again, he serves 
good wine first who begins to live in a saintly and spiritual manner at 
the start of his conversion, but later sinks into a carnal life: “Are you so 
foolish as, having begun in the Spirit, to end in the flesh?” (Gal 3:3).

Christ, however, does not serve the good wine first, for at the very 
outset he proposes things that are bitter and hard: “Narrow is the way 
that leads to life” (Mt 7:14). Yet the more progress a person makes in 
his faith and teaching, the more pleasant it becomes and he becomes 
aware of a greater sweetness: “I will lead you by the path of justice, 
and when you walk you will not be hindered” (Prv 4:11).33 Likewise, 
all those who desire to live conscientiously in Christ suffer bitterness 
and troubles in this world: “You will weep and mourn” (below 16:20). 
But later they will experience delights and joys. So he goes on: “but 
your sorrow will be turned into joy.” “I consider that the sufferings 
of this present time are not worthy to be compared with the glory to 
come, which will be revealed in us,” as is said in Romans (8:18).34

364. Then when he says, This beginning of signs Jesus worked in 
Cana of Galilee, he gives the disciples’ acknowledgment of the miracle. 
We can see from this the falsity of the History of the Infancy of the Sav-
ior, which recounts many miracles worked by Christ as a boy.35 For if 
these accounts were true, the Evangelist would not have said, This be‑
ginning of signs Jesus worked. We have already given the reason why 
Christ worked no miracles during his childhood, that is, lest men re-
gard them as illusions.

It was for the reason given above, then, that Jesus performed this 
miracle of turning water into wine at Cana of Galilee; and this was the 
first of the signs he did. And Jesus revealed his glory, i.e., the power 
by which he is glorious: “The Lord of hosts, he is the King of glory”  
(Ps 23:10).

365. And his disciples believed in him. But how did they believe? 
For they already were his disciples and had believed before this. I an-
swer that sometimes a thing is described not according to what it is at 
the time, but according to what it will be. For example, we say that the 
apostle Paul was born at Tarsus, in Cilicia; not that an actual apostle 
was born there, but a future one was. Similarly, it says here that his 

33. See ST I-II, q. 69, a. 3.
34. See ST III, q. 45, a. 1.
35. The Arabic Gospel of the History of the Infancy of the Savior, probably fifth cen-

tury, is one of several early apocryphal accounts of Christ’s childhood that ascribe 
legendary miracles to the infant Jesus.
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disciples believed in him, i.e., those who would be his disciples. Or, 
one might answer that previously they had believed in him as a good 
man, preaching what was right and just; but now they believed in him 
as God. 

LECTurE 2

12 After this he went down to Capernaum together with his moth‑
er, his brethren and his disciples; but they did not remain there many 
days. 13 The Jewish Passover was near at hand, and Jesus went up 
to Jerusalem. 14 In the temple precincts he came upon merchants sell‑
ing oxen, sheep and doves, and moneychangers seated at tables. 15 
And when he had made a kind of whip from cords, he drove everyone, 
including sheep and oxen, out of the temple, swept away the gold of 
the moneychangers, and knocked over their tables. 16 To those selling 
doves he said, “Get out of here! And stop making my Father’s house 
into a marketplace.” 17 His disciples then remembered that it is writ‑
ten: “Zeal for your house consumes me.”36

366. Above, the Evangelist presented the sign Christ worked in order 
to confirm his disciples; and this sign pertained to his power to change 
nature. Now he deals with the sign of his resurrection; a sign pertaining 
to the same power, but proposed by Christ to convert the people.

The Evangelist does two things as to this miracle. First, he men-
tions its occasion. Secondly, the prediction of the miracle (v. 18). As to 
the first he does two things. First, he describes the place. Secondly, he 
tells of the incident which was the occasion for proposing this miracle 
(v. 14). Now the place where this happened was Jerusalem. And so 
the Evangelist recounts step by step how the Lord had come to Jeru-
salem. First, then, he shows how he went down to Capernaum. Sec-
ondly, how he then went up to Jerusalem. As to the first he does three 
things. First, he mentions the place to which he went down. Secondly, 
he describes his company. Thirdly, he mentions the length of his stay.

367. The place to which Christ went down was Capernaum; and 
so he says, After this, i.e., the miracle of the wine, he went down to 
Capernaum. Now as far as the historical truth is concerned, this seems 
to conflict with Matthew’s account that the Lord went down to Caper-
naum after John had been thrown into prison (Mt 4:12), while the 
entire series of events the Evangelist refers to here took place before 
John’s imprisonment.

I answer that in order to settle this question we should bear in mind 

36. St. Thomas quotes Jn 2:12 in ST III, q. 28, a. 3, obj. 5; Jn 2:16 in ST II-II, 
q. 84, a. 3, sed contra; and Jn 2:17 in ST I-II, q. 28, a. 4; III, q. 15, a. 9, sed contra.
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what is learned from the Ecclesiastical History,37 that is, that the other 
Evangelists, Matthew, Mark and Luke, began their account of the pub-
lic life of Christ from the time that John was thrown into prison. Thus 
Matthew (4:12), after describing the baptism, fast and temptation of 
Christ, began at once to weave his story after John’s imprisonment, 
saying: “When Jesus heard that John had been arrested. And Mark 
(1:14) says the same: “After John had been arrested, Jesus came into 
Galilee.” John, who outlived the other three Evangelists, approved the 
accuracy and truth of their accounts when they came to his notice. Yet 
he saw that certain things had been left unsaid, namely, things which 
the Lord had done in the very first days of his preaching before John’s 
imprisonment. And so, at the request of the faithful, John, after he 
began his own Gospel in a loftier manner, recorded events that took 
place during the first year in which Christ was baptized before John’s 
imprisonment, as is plain from the order of the events in his Gospel. 
According to this, then, the Evangelists are not in disagreement. Rath-
er, the Lord went down to Capernaum twice: once before John’s im-
prisonment (which is the one dealt with here), and once after his im-
prisonment, which is dealt with in Matthew (4:13) and Luke (4:31).

368. Now “Capernaum” means “very pretty village,” and signifies 
this world, which has its beauty from the order and disposition of di-
vine wisdom: “The beauty of the land is mine” (Ps 49:2). So the Lord 
went down to Capernaum, i.e., this world, with his mother and breth-
ren and disciples. For in heaven the Lord has a Father without a moth-
er; and on earth a mother without a father. Thus, he significantly men-
tions only his mother. In heaven he does not have brothers either, but 
is “the Only Begotten Son, who is in the bosom of the Father” (above 
1:18). But on earth he is “the Firstborn of many brothers” (Rom 8:29). 
And on earth he has disciples, to whom he can teach the mysteries of 
the divinity, which were not known to men before: “In these days he 
has spoken to us in his Son” as we read in Hebrews (1:1).

Or, “Capernaum” means “the field of consolation”; and this signi-
fies every man who bears good fruit: “The odor of my son is like the 
odor of a fruitful field” (Gn 27:27). Such a person is called a field of 
consolation because the Lord is consoled and rejoices in his achieve-
ment: “God will rejoice over you” (Is 62:5), and because the angels re-
joice over his good: “There is joy in the angels of God over one repen-
tant sinner” (Lk 15:10).

369. His companions were, first of all, his mother. So he says, with 
his mother, for because she had come to the wedding and had brought 
about the miracle, the Lord accompanied her back to the village of 
Nazareth. Nazareth was a village in Galilee, whose chief town was 
Capernaum.

37. Eusebius, HE 3. 24; PG 20, col. 266–267; cf. Catena aurea, 2:12–13.
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370. Secondly, his companions were his brethren; and so he says, 
his brethren (fratres, brothers, brethren). We must avoid two errors 
here. First, that of Helvidius, who said that the Blessed Virgin had oth-
er sons after Christ: and he called these the brothers of the Lord. This is 
heretical, because our faith maintains that just as the mother of Christ 
was a virgin before giving birth, so in giving birth and after giving 
birth, she remained a virgin.38 We must also avoid the error of those 
who say that Joseph fathered sons with another wife, and that these 
are called the brothers of the Lord; for the Church does not admit this.

 Jerome refutes this opinion: for on the cross the Lord entrusted 
his virgin mother to the care of his virgin disciple. Therefore, since Jo-
seph was the special guardian of the Virgin, and of the Savior too, in 
his childhood, one may believe that he was a virgin. Consequently, it 
is a reasonable interpretation to say that the brothers of the Lord were 
those related to his virgin mother in some degree of consanguinity, 
or even to Joseph, who was the reputed father. And this conforms to 
the custom of Scripture which generally refers to relatives as brothers. 
Thus we read: “Let us not quarrel, for we are brothers” (Gn 13:8), as 
Abram said to Lot, who was his nephew. And note that he distinguish-
es between relatives and disciples, because not all of Christ’s relatives 
were his disciples; hence we read: “Even his brethren did not believe 
in him” (below 7:5).

371. Thirdly, his disciples were his companions; hence he says, and 
his disciples. But who were his disciples? For it seems, according to 
Matthew, that the first ones to be converted to Christ were Peter and 
Andrew, John and James; but they were called after John’s imprison-
ment, as is clear from Matthew (4:18). Thus it does not seem that they 
went down to Capernaum with Christ, as it says here, since this was 
before John’s imprisonment.

There are two answers to this. One is from Augustine,39 in his De 
consensu Evangelistarum, namely, that Matthew does not follow the his-
torical, order, but in summarizing what he omitted, relates events that 
occurred before John’s imprisonment as though they happened af-
ter. So, without any suggestion of a time lapse he says, “As Jesus was 
walking by the Sea of Galilee, he saw two brothers” (Mt 4:18), with-
out adding “after this” or “at that time.” The other answer, also by Au-
gustine, is that in the Gospel not only the twelve whom the Lord chose 
and named apostles are called disciples of the Lord (Lk 6:13), but also 
all who believed in him and were instructed for the kingdom of heav-
en by his teaching. Therefore, it is possible that although those twelve 
did not yet follow him, others who adhered to him are called disciples 
here. But the first answer is better.

38. See ST III, q. 28, a. 3.
39. De cons. Evang. 2. 17, no. 39; PL 34, col. 1096; cf. Catena aurea, 2:12–13.
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372. His stay there was short; hence he says, but they did not re‑
main there many days. The reason for this was that the citizens of 
Capernaum were not eager to accept the teachings of Christ, being 
very corrupt, so that in Matthew (11:23) the Lord rebukes them for 
not doing penance in spite of the miracles done there and of Christ’s 
teaching: “And you Capernaum, will you be lifted up to heaven? You 
will go down to hell. For if the mighty works that were done in you 
had been performed in Sodom, it would have stood until this day.” But 
although they were evil, he went there to accompany his mother, and 
to stay there for a few days for her consolation and honor.

373. As for its mystical sense, this signifies that some cannot remain 
long with the many words spoken by Christ; a few of these words are 
enough for them, to enlighten them, because of the weakness of their 
understanding. Hence as Origen40 said, Christ reveals few things to 
such persons, according to “I have many things to tell you, but you 
cannot bear them now” (Jn 16:12).

374. Then when he says, The Jewish Passover was near at hand, he 
mentions the place to which he went up. And concerning this he does 
two things. First, the occasion is given. Secondly, the going up.

375. Now the occasion for his going up was the Jewish Passover. 
For in Exodus (13:17) it is commanded that every male be presented 
to the Lord three times a year; and one of these times was the Jew-
ish Passover. So, since the Lord came to teach everyone by his exam-
ple of humility and perfection, he wished to observe the law as long as 
it was in force. For he did not come to destroy the law, but to fulfill it 
(Mt 5:17).41 And so, because the Passover of the Jews was at hand, he 
went up to Jerusalem. So we, after his example, should carefully ob-
serve the divine precepts. For if the Son of God fulfilled the decrees of 
a law he himself had given, and celebrated the great feasts, with what 
zeal for good works ought we both to prepare for them and observe 
them?

376. It should be noted that in John’s Gospel mention is made of 
the Passover in three passages: here, and in (6:4), when he worked the 
miracle of the loaves, where it is said: “Now the Jewish Passover was 
near at hand”, and again in (13:1), where it says: “Before the feast day 
of the Passover.” So, according to this Gospel, we understand that after 
the miracle of the wine Christ preached for two years plus the interval 
between his baptism and this Passover. For what he did here occurred 
near the Passover, as it says here, and then a year later, near the time 
of another Passover, he performed the miracle of the loaves, and in 
the same year John was beheaded. Thus John was beheaded near the 
time of the Passover, because we read in Matthew (14:13) that imme-

40. Comm. in Io. X, 9, no. 41; PG 14, col. 320D; cf. Catena aurea, 2:12–13.
41. See ST III, q. 40, a. 4.
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diately after John was beheaded Christ withdrew to the desert, where 
he worked the miracle of the loaves; and this miracle took place near 
Passover time, as stated below (6:4). Nevertheless, the feast of this be-
heading of John is celebrated on the day his head was found. It was 
later, during another Passover, that Christ suffered.

So, according to the opinion of those who say that the miracle 
worked at the wedding and the events being discussed here occurred 
in the same year in which Christ was baptized, there was an interval, 
of two and one half years between Christ’s baptism and his passion. 
So, according to them, the Evangelist says, The Jewish Passover was 
near at hand, in order to show that Christ had been baptized just a few 
days before.

But the Church holds the opposite. For we believe that Christ 
worked the miracle of the wine on the first anniversary of the day of 
his baptism; then a year later, near Passover time, John was behead-
ed; and then there was another year between the Passover near which 
John was beheaded and the Passover during which Christ suffered. So 
between the baptism of Christ and the miracle of the wine there had 
to be another Passover which the Evangelist does not mention. And 
so, according to what the Church holds, Christ preached for three and 
one half years.

377. He says, the Jewish Passover, not as though the people of oth-
er nations celebrated a Passover, but for two reasons. One, because 
when people celebrate a feast in a holy and pure way, it is said that 
they celebrate it for the Lord; but when they celebrate it in neither of 
those ways, they do not celebrate it for the Lord, but for themselves: 
“My soul hates your new moons and your feasts” (Is 1:14). It is as 
though he said: Those who celebrate for themselves and not for me, do 
not please me: “When you fasted, did you fast for me?” (Zec 7:5), as 
if to say: You did not do it for me, but for yourselves. And so because 
these Jews were corrupt and celebrated their Passover in an unbecom-
ing manner, the Evangelist does not say, “the Passover of the Lord,” 
but the Jewish Passover was at hand.

Or, he says this to differentiate it from our Passover. For the Pass-
over of the Jews was symbolic, being celebrated by the immolation of 
a lamb which was a symbol. But our Passover is true, in which we re-
call the true passing [passion] of the Immaculate Lamb: “Christ, our 
Passover, has been sacrificed” (1 Cor 5:7).42

378. The journey was to Jerusalem, and so he says, and Jesus went 
up to Jerusalem. Note here that according to the historical order, Jesus 
went up to Jerusalem near the time of the Passover and expelled the 
merchants from the temple on two occasions. The first, before John’s 
imprisonment, is the one the Evangelist mentions here, the other is 

42. See ST I-II, q. 101, a. 2; III, q. 73, a. 6.
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mentioned by Matthew (21:13) as occurring when the Passover and 
the hour of his passion were at hand. For the Lord frequently repeated 
works that were similar. For example, the two cases of giving sight to 
the blind: one in Matthew (9:28) and another in Mark (10:46). In like 
manner he twice cast merchants from the temple.

379. In the mystical sense, Jesus went up to Jerusalem, which is 
translated as the “vision of peace,” and signifies eternal happiness. It 
is to here that Jesus ascended, and he took his own with him. There is 
no lack of mystery in the fact that he went down to Capernaum and 
later went up to Jerusalem. For if he did not first go down, he would 
not have been suited to go up, because, as it is said: “He who descend-
ed is the same as he who ascended” (Eph 4:10). Further, no mention is 
made of the disciples in the ascent to Jerusalem, because the ascent of 
the disciples comes from the ascent of Christ: “No one has gone up to 
heaven except the one who came down from heaven, the Son of Man, 
who lives in heaven” (below 3:13).

380. Then when he says, In the temple precincts he came upon mer‑
chants selling oxen, sheep and doves, the Evangelist sets down what 
moved Christ to propose the sign of the resurrection. He does three 
things with this. First, he exposes the faulty behavior of the Jews. Sec-
ondly, he discloses Christ’s remedy (v. 15). Thirdly, he gives the an-
nouncement of the prophecy (v. 22).

381. With respect to the first, we should note that the devil plots 
against the things of God and strives to destroy them. Now among the 
means by which he destroys holy things, the chief is avarice; hence it is 
said: “The shepherds have no understanding. All have turned aside to 
their own way; everyone after his own gain, from the first one to the 
last” (Is 56:11).43 And the devil has done this from the earliest times. 
For the priests of the Old Testament, who had been established to care 
for divine matters, gave free rein to ava rice. God commanded, in the 
law, that animals should be sacrificed to the Lord on certain feasts. 
And in order to fulfill this command, those who lived nearby brought 
the animals with them. But those who came a long distance were un-
able to bring animals from their own homes. And so because offerings 
of this kind resulted in profit for the priests, and so animals to offer 
would not be lacking to those who came from a distance, the priests 
themselves saw to it that animals were sold in the temple. And so they 
had them shown for sale in the temple, i.e., in the atrium of the tem-
ple. And this is what he says: In the temple precincts he came upon 
merchants selling oxen, sheep and doves.

Mention is first made of two land animals, which according to the 
law could be offered to the Lord: the ox and the sheep. The third land 

43. See ST I, q. 114, a. 3; I-II, q. 77, a. 1; I-II, q. 80, aa. 1–4.
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animal offered, the goat, is implied when he says “sheep”, similarly, 
the turtle-dove is included when he says “doves.”

382. It sometimes happened that some came to the temple not 
only without animals, but also without money to buy them. And so 
the priests found another avenue for their avarice; they set up mon-
eychangers who would lend money to those who came without it. 
And although they would not accept a usurious gain, because this was 
forbidden in the law, nevertheless in place of this they accepted cer-
tain “collibia,” i.e., trifles and small gifts. So this also was turned to the 
profit of the priests. And this is what he says, moneychangers seated at 
tables, i.e., in the temple, ready to lend money.

383. This can be understood mystically in three ways. First of all, 
the merchants signify those who sell or buy the things of the Church: 
for the oxen, sheep and doves signify the spiritual goods of the Church 
and the things connected with them. These goods have been conse-
crated and authenticated by the teachings of the apostles and doc-
tors, signified by the oxen: “When there is an abundant harvest the 
strength of the ox is evident” (Prv 14:4); and by the blood of the mar-
tyrs, who are signified by the sheep: so it is said for them: “We are re-
garded as sheep for the slaughter” (Rom 8:36); and by the gifts of the 
Holy Spirit, signified by the doves, for as stated above, the Holy Spirit 
appeared in the form of a dove. Therefore, those who presume to sell 
the spiritual goods of the Church and the goods connected with them 
are selling the teachings of the apostles, the blood of the martyrs, and 
the gifts of the Holy Spirit.44

Secondly, it happens that certain prelates or heads of churches sell 
these oxen, sheep and doves, not overtly by simony, but covertly by 
negligence; that is, when they are so eager for and occupied with tem-
poral gain that they neglect the spiritual welfare of their subjects. And 
this is the way they sell the oxen, sheep and doves, i.e., the three class-
es of people subject to them. First of all, they sell the preachers and la-
borers, who are signified by the oxen: “Happy are you who sow beside 
all the streams, letting the ox and the donkey range free” (Is 32:20); 
because prelates ought to arrange the oxen, i.e., teachers and wise 
men, with the donkeys, i.e., the simple and uneducated. They also sell 
those in the active life, and those occupied with ministering, signified 
by the sheep: “My sheep hear my voice” (below 10:27); and as is said 
in 2 Samuel (24:17): “But these, who are the sheep, what have they 
done?” They also sell the contemplatives, signified by the doves: “Who 
will give me wings like a dove, and I will fly?” (Ps 54:7).45

Thirdly, by the temple of God we can understand the spiritual soul, 

44. See ST II-II, q. 100, aa. 1–3.
45. See ST II-II, q. 185, a. 3.
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as it says: “The temple of God is holy, and that is what you are” (1 Cor 
3:17). Thus a man sells oxen, sheep and doves in the temple when he 
harbors bestial movements in his soul, for which he sells himself to 
the devil. For oxen, which are used for cultivating the earth, signify 
earthly desires; sheep, which are stupid animals, signify man’s obsti-
nacy, and the doves signify man’s instability. It is God who drives these 
things out of men’s hearts.

384. The Lord’s remedy is at once set forth (v. 15). Here the Lord’s 
remedy consisted in action and in words, in order to instruct those 
who have charge of the Church that they must correct their subjects in 
deed and in word.46 And he does two things with respect to this. First, 
he gives the remedy Christ applied by his action. Secondly, the remedy 
he applied by word (v. 16).

385. As to the first he does three things. First, he drives the men out. 
Secondly, the oxen and sheep. Thirdly, he sweeps away the money.

He drives the men out with a whip; and this is what he says, when 
he had made a kind of whip from cords. This is something that could 
be done only by divine power. For as Origen47 says, the divine pow-
er of Jesus was as able, when he willed, to quench the swelling anger 
of men as to still the storms of minds: “The Lord brings to nought the 
thoughts of men” (Ps 32:10). He makes the whip from cords because, 
as Augustine48 says, it is from our own sins that he forms the matter 
with which he punishes us: for a series of sins, in which sins are added 
to sins, is called a cord: “He is bound fast by the cords of his own sins” 
(Prv 5:22); “Woe to you who haul wickedness with cords” (Is 5:18). 
Then, just as he drove the merchants from the temple, so he swept 
away the gold of the moneychangers and knocked over their tables.

386. And mark well that if he expelled from the temple things that 
seemed somehow licit, in the sense that they were ordained to the 
worship of God, how much more if he comes upon unlawful things? 
The reason he cast them out was because in this matter the priests did 
not intend God’s glory, but their own profit. Hence it is said: “It is for 
yourselves that you placed guardians of my service in my sanctuary” 
(Ez 44:8)

Further, our Lord showed zeal for the things of the law so that he 
might by this answer the chief priests and the priests who were later to 
bring a charge against him on this very point. Again, by casting things 
of this kind out of the temple he let it be understood that the time was 
coming in which the sacrifices of the law were due to cease, and the 
true worship of God transferred to the Gentiles: “The kingdom of God 
will be taken away from you” (Mt 21:43).49 Also, this shows us the 

46. See ST II-II, q. 185, a. 1; III, q. 42, a. 2.
47. Comm. in Io. X, 25, no. 147; PG 14, col. 352B; cf. Catena aurea, 2:14–17.
48. Tract. in Io. 10. 5; PL 35, col. 1469; cf. Catena aurea, 2:14–17.
49. See ST I-II, q. 103, a. 3.



 CHAPTER 2 151

condemnation of those who sell spiritual things: “May your money 
perish together with you” (Acts 8:20).

387. Then when he says, To those selling doves he said, he records 
the treatment which the Lord applied by word. Here it should be not-
ed that those who engage in simony should, of course, first be ex-
pelled from the Church. But because as long as they are alive, they can 
change themselves by free will and by the help of God return to the 
state of grace, they should not be given up as hopeless. If, however, 
they are not converted, then they are not merely to be expelled, but 
handed over to those to whom it is said: “Bind him hand and foot, and 
cast him into outer darkness” (Mt 22:13).50 And so the Lord, attend-
ing to this, first warns them, and then gives the reason for his warning, 
saying, stop making my Father’s house into a marketplace.

388. He warns those selling the doves by reproaching them, for 
they signify those who sell the gifts of the Holy Spirit, i.e., those who 
engage in simony.

389. He gives his reason for this when he says, stop making my Fa‑
ther’s house into a marketplace. “Take away your evil from my sight” 
(Is 1:16). Note that Matthew (21:13) says: “Do not make my house 
a den of thieves,” while here he says, a marketplace. Now the Lord 
does this because, as a good physician, he begins first with the gentler 
things; later on, he would propose harsher things. Now the action re-
corded here was the first of the two; hence in the beginning he does 
not call them thieves but merchants. But because they did not stop 
such business out of obstinacy, the Lord, when driving them out the 
second time (as mentioned in Mark 11:15), rebukes them more se-
verely, calling robbery what he had first called business.

He says, my Father’s house, to exclude the error of Manicheus, who 
said that while the God of the New Testament was the Father of Christ, 
the God of the Old Testament was not. But if this were true, then since 
the temple was the house of the Old Testament, Christ would not have 
referred to the temple as my Father’s house.51

390. Why were the Jews not disturbed here when he called God his 
Father, for as is said below (5:18), this is why they persecuted him? I 
answer that God is the Father of certain men through adoption; for ex-
ample, he is the Father of the just in this way. This was not a new idea 
for the Jews: “You will call me Father, and you will not cease to walk 
after me” (Jer 3:19). However, by nature he is the Father of Christ 
alone: “The Lord said to me: ‘You are my Son’” (Ps 2:7), i.e., the true 
and natural Son. It is this that was unheard of among the Jews.52 And 
so the Jews persecuted him because he called himself the true Son of 
God: “the Jews tried all the harder to kill him, because he not only 

50. See ST II-II, q. 100, a. 6.
51. See ST I-II, q. 98, aa. 1–2.
52. See ST I, q. 33, a. 3; III, q. 23, aa. 1, 4.
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broke the Sabbath rest, but even called God his own Father, making 
himself equal to God” (below 5:18). But when he called God his Fa-
ther on this occasion, they said it was by adoption.

391. That the house of God shall not be made a marketplace is tak-
en from Zechariah (4:21): “On that day there will no longer be any 
merchants in the house of the Lord of hosts”: and from the Psalm 
(70:10), where one version has the reading: “Because I was not part of 
the marketplace, I will enter into the strength of the Lord.”

392. Then when he says, His disciples then remembered, he sets 
down a prophecy which was written in Psalm 68 (v. 10): “Zeal for 
your house consumes me.” Here we should remark that zeal, proper-
ly speaking, signifies an intensity of love, whereby the one who loves 
intensely does not tolerate anything which is repugnant to his love. 
So it is that men who love their wives intensely and cannot endure 
their being in the company of other men, as this conflicts with their 
own love, are called “zelotypes.” Thus, properly speaking, one is said 
to have zeal for God who cannot patiently endure anything contrary 
to the honor of God, whom he loves above all else: “I have been very 
zealous for the Lord God of hosts” (1 Kgs 19:10).53 Now we should 
love the house of the Lord, according to the Psalm (25:8): “O Lord, 
I have loved the beauty of your house.” Indeed, we should love it so 
much that our zeal consumes us, so that if we notice any thing amiss 
being done, we should try to eliminate it, no matter how dear to us 
are those who are doing it; nor should we fear any evils that we might 
have to endure as a result. So the Gloss54 says: “Good zeal is a fervor 
of spirit, by which, scorning the fear of death, one is on fire for the de-
fense of the truth. He is consumed by it who takes steps to correct any 
perversity he sees; and if he cannot, he tolerates it with sadness.”

LECTurE 3

18 At this the Jews responded and said, “What sign can you show 
us authorizing you to do these things?” 19 Jesus replied, “Destroy this 
temple, and in three days I will raise it up again.” 20 The Jews then 
retorted, “This temple took forty‑six years to build, and you are going 
to raise it up again in three days!” 21 He was speaking, however, of 
the temple of his body. 22 When, therefore, he had risen from the dead, 
his disciples recalled that he had said this; they then believed the Scrip‑
tures and the statement Jesus had made. 23 While he was in Jerusalem 

53. See ST II-II, q. 26, a. 3.
54. In the Catena aurea for Jn. 2:14–17, the first half of this quotation is as-

cribed to Alcuin: see Comm. in S. Ioannis Evang. 2. 1; PL 100, col. 775D; and the 
second half to Augustine: see Tract. in Io. 10. 9; PL 35, col. 1471–72.
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during the Passover feast, many people, seeing the signs he was work‑
ing, believed in his name. 24 But Jesus did not trust himself to them, 
for he knew all men, 25 and he did not need anyone to give him tes‑
timony about men. He was well aware of what was in man’s heart.55

393. Having set forth the occasion for showing the sign, the Evange-
list then states the sign which would be given. First, he gives the sign. 
Secondly, he mentions the fruit of the signs Christ performed (v. 23). 
As to the first he does three things. First, the request for the sign is giv-
en. Secondly, the sign itself (v. 19). Thirdly, the way the sign was un-
derstood (v. 20).

394. The Jews ask for a sign; and this is what he says: What sign 
can you show us authorizing you to do these things?

395. Here we should note that when Jesus drove the merchants out 
of the temple, two things could be considered in Christ: his rectitude 
and zeal, which pertain to virtue; and his power or authority. It was 
not appropriate to require a sign from Christ concerning the virtue and 
zeal with which he did the above action, since everyone may lawful-
ly act according to virtue. But he could be required to give a sign con-
cerning his authority for driving them out of the temple, since it is not 
lawful for anyone to do this unless he has the authority.

And so the Jews, not questioning his zeal and virtue, ask for a sign 
of his authority; and so they say, What sign can you show us autho‑
rizing you to do these things? i.e., Why do you drive us out with such 
power and authority, for this does not seem to be your office? They say 
the same thing in Matthew (21:23): “By what authority are you doing 
these things?”

396. The reason they ask for a sign is that it was the usual thing 
for Jews to require a sign, seeing that they were called to the law by 
signs: “There did not arise again in Israel a prophet like Moses, whom 
the Lord knew face to face, with all his signs and wonders,” as is said 
in Deuteronomy (34:10), and “The Jews require signs,” as we find in 
1 Corinthians (1:22). Hence David complains for the Jews saying: “We 
have not seen our signs” (Ps 73:9). However, they asked him for a sign 
not in order to believe, but in the hope that he would not be able to 
provide the sign, and then they could obstruct and restrain him. And 
so, because they asked in an evil manner, he did not give them an evi-
dent sign, but a sign clothed in a symbol, a sign concerning the resur-
rection.

397. Hence he says, Jesus replied, and he gives the sign for which 
they asked. He gives them the sign of his future resurrection because 
this shows most strikingly the power of his divinity. For it is not within 
the power of mere man to raise himself from the dead. Christ alone, 

55. St. Thomas quotes Jn 2:20 in ST III, q. 33, a. 1, obj. 1; and Jn 2:21 in ST III, 
q. 32, a. 1, obj. 3. 
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who was free among the dead, did this by the power of his divinity.56 
He shows them a similar sign in Matthew (12:30): “An evil and adul-
terous generation asks for a sign. And a sign will not be given it, except 
the sign of Jonah the prophet.” And although he gave a hidden and 
symbolic sign on both occasions, the first was stated more clearly, and 
the second more obscurely.

398. We should note that before the Incarnation, God gave a sign of 
the Incarnation to come: “The Lord himself will give you a sign. A vir-
gin will conceive, and give birth to a son” (Is 7:14). And in like man-
ner, before the resurrection he gave a sign of the resurrection to come. 
And he did this because it is especially by these two events that the 
power of the divinity in Christ is evidenced. For nothing more mar-
velous could be done than that God become man and that Christ’s hu-
manity should become a partaker of divine immortality after his res-
urrection: “Christ, rising from the dead, will not die again . . . his life is 
life with God” (Rom 6:9), i.e., in a likeness to God.57

399. We should note the words Christ used in giving this sign. For 
Christ calls his body a temple, because a temple is something in which 
God dwells, according to “The Lord is in his holy temple” (Ps 10:5). 
And so a holy soul, in which God dwells, is also called a temple of God: 
“The temple of God is holy, and that is what you are” (1 Cor 3:17). 
Therefore, because the divinity dwells in the body of Christ, the body 
of Christ is the temple of God, not only according to the soul but also 
according to the body: “In him all the fullness of the divinity dwells 
bodily” (Col 2:9). God dwells in us by grace, i.e., according to an act of 
the intellect and will, neither of which is an act of the body, but of the 
soul alone. But he dwells in Christ according to a union in the person; 
and this union includes not only the soul, but the body as well. And so 
the very body of Christ is God’s temple.

400. But Nestorius, using this text in support of his error, claims 
that the Word of God was joined to human nature only by an indwell-
ing, from which it follows that the person of God is distinct from that 
of man in Christ. Therefore it is important to insist that God’s indwell-
ing in Christ refers to the nature, since in Christ human nature is dis-
tinct from the divine, and not to the person, which in the case of Christ 
is the same for both God and man, that is, the person of the Word, as 
was said above.58

401. Therefore, granting this, the Lord does two things with respect 
to this sign. First, he foretells his future death. Secondly, his resurrec-
tion.

402. Christ foretells his own death when he says, Destroy this tem‑
ple. For Christ died and was killed by others: “And they will kill him” 

56. See ST III, q. 53, a. 4. 57. See ST III, q. 2, a. 9.
58. See ST III, q. 2, aa. 1–2, 6.
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(Mt 17:22), yet with him willing it: because as is said: “He was offered 
because it was his own will” (Is 53:7). And so he says, Destroy this 
temple, i.e., my body. He does not say, “it will be destroyed,” lest you 
suppose he killed himself. He says, Destroy, which is not a command 
but a prediction and a permission. A prediction, so that the sense is, 
Destroy this temple, i.e., you will destroy. And a permission, so that 
the sense is, Destroy this temple, i.e., do with my body what you will, 
I submit it to you. As he said to Judas: “What you are going to do, do 
quickly” (below 13:27), not as commanding him, but as abandoning 
himself to his decision.

He says Destroy, because the death of Christ is the dissolution of his 
body, but in a way different from that of other men. For the bodies of 
other men are destroyed by death even to the point of the body’s re-
turning to dust and ashes. But such a dissolution did not take place 
in Christ, for as it is said: “You will not allow your Holy One to see 
corruption” (Ps 15:10). Nevertheless, death did bring a dissolution to 
Christ, because his soul was separated from his body as a form from 
matter, and because his blood was separated from his body, and be-
cause his body was pierced with nails and a lance.59

403. He foretells his resurrection when he says, and in three days I 
will raise it up again, that is, his body; i.e., I will raise it from the dead. 
He does not say, “I will be raised up,” or “The Father will raise it up,” 
but I will raise it up, to show that he would rise from the dead by his 
own power. Yet we do not deny that the Father raised him from the 
dead, because as it is said: “Who raised Jesus from the dead” (Rom 
8:11); and “O Lord, have pity on me, and raise me up” (Ps 40:11). And 
so God the Father raised Christ from the dead, and Christ arose by his 
own power: “I have slept and have taken my rest, and I have risen, 
because the Lord has taken me” (Ps 3:6). There is no contradiction in 
this, because the power of both is the same; hence “whatever the Fa-
ther does, the Son does likewise” (below 5:19). For if the Father raised 
him up, so too did the Son: “Although he was crucified through weak-
ness, he lives through the power of God” (2 Cor 13:4).60

404. He says, and in three days, and not “after three days,” because 
he did not remain in the tomb for three complete days; but, as Augus-
tine says, he is employing synecdoche, in which a part is taken for the 
whole.

Origen,61 however, assigns a mystical reason for this expression, 
and says: The true body of Christ is the temple of God, and this body 
symbolizes the mystical body, i.e., the Church: “You are the body of 
Christ” (1 Cor 12:27). And as the divinity dwells in the body of Christ 

59. See ST III, q. 50, aa. 1–3.
60. See ST III, q. 53, a. 4.
61. Comm. in Io. X, 35, no. 228; PG 14, col. 369D. See ST III, q. 8, a. 3.
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through the grace of union, so too he dwells in the Church through 
the grace of adoption. Although that body may seem to be destroyed 
mystically by the adversities of persecutions with which it is afflicted, 
nevertheless it is raised up in “three days,” namely, in the “day” of the 
law of nature, the “day” of the written law, and the “day” of the law of 
grace: because in those days a part of that body was destroyed, while 
another still lived. And so he says, in three days, because the spiritual 
resurrection of this body is accomplished in three days. But after those 
three days we will be perfectly risen, not only as to the first resurrec-
tion, but also as to the second: “Happy are they who share in the sec-
ond [sic] resurrection” (Rv 20:6).62

405. Then when he says, The Jews then retorted, we have the inter-
pretation of the sign he gave. First, the false interpretation of the Jews. 
Secondly, its true understanding by the apostles (v. 21).

406. The interpretation of the Jews was false, because they believed 
that Christ was saying this of the material temple in which he then 
was; consequently, they answer according to this interpretation and 
say: This temple took forty‑six years to build, i.e., this material temple 
in which we are standing, and you are going to raise it up again in 
three days!

407. There is a literal objection against this. For the temple in Je-
rusalem was built by Solomon, and it is recorded in 2 Chronicles (6:1) 
that it was completed by Solomon in seven years. How then can it be 
said that this temple took forty-six years to build? I answer that ac-
cording to some this is not to be understood of the very first temple, 
which was completed by Solomon in seven years: for that temple built 
by Solomon was destroyed by Nebuchadnezzar. But it is to be under-
stood of the temple rebuilt under Zerubbabel, after they returned from 
captivity, as recorded in the book of Ezra (5:2). However, this rebuild-
ing was so hindered and delayed by the frequent attacks of their ene-
mies on all sides, that the temple was not finished until forty-six years 
had passed.

408. Or it could be said, according to Origen,63 that they were speak-
ing of Solomon’s temple: and it did take forty-six years to build if the 
time be reckoned from the day when David first spoke of building a 
temple and discussed it with Nathan the prophet, as we find in 2 Sam-
uel (7:2), until its final completion under Solomon. For from that first 
day onward David began preparing the material and the things neces-
sary for building the temple. Accordingly, if the time in question is care-
fully calculated, it will come to forty-six years.

409. But although the Jews referred their interpretation to the ma-
terial temple, nevertheless, according to Augustine,64 it can be referred 

62. See also ST III, q. 56, a. 1. 
63. Comm. in Io. X, 38, no. 255; PG 14, col. 377B; cf. Catena aurea, 2:18–22.
64. De div. quaest. 83, q. 56; PL 40, col. 39; cf. Catena aurea, 2:18–22.
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to the temple of Christ’s body. As he says in The Book of Eighty-three Ques-
tions, the conception and formation of the human body is completed in 
forty-five days in the following manner: “During the first six days, the 
conception of a human body has a likeness to milk; during the next 
nine days it is converted into blood; then in the next twelve days, it is 
hardened into flesh; then the remaining eighteen days, it is formed into 
a perfect outlining of all the members. But if we add six, nine, twelve 
and eighteen, we get forty-five; and if we add ‘one’ for the sacrament of 
unity, we get forty-six.” 

410. However a question arises about this: because this process 
of formation does not seem to have taken place in Christ, who was 
formed and animated at the very instant of conception.65 But one may 
answer that although in the formation of Christ’s body there was some-
thing unique, in that Christ’s body was perfect at that instant as to the  
outlining of its members, it was not perfect as to the quantity due  
the body; and so he remained in the Virgin’s womb until he attained 
the due quantity.

However, let us take the above numbers and select six, which was 
the first, and forty-six, which was the last, and let us multiply one by 
the other. The result is two hundred seventy-six. Now if we assemble 
these days into months, allotting thirty days to a month, we get nine 
months and six days. Thus it was correct to say that it took forty-six 
years to build the temple, which signifies the body of Christ; the sug-
gestion being that there were as many years in building the temple 
as there were days in perfecting the body of Christ. For from March 
twenty-five, when Christ was conceived, and (as is believed) when 
he suffered, to December twenty-five, there are this number of days, 
namely, two hundred seventy-six, a number that is the result of multi-
plying forty-six by six.

411. Augustine66 (as is plain from the Gloss) has another mystical 
interpretation of this number. For he says that if one adds the letters 
in the name “Adam,” using for each the number it represented for the 
Greeks, the result is forty-six. For in Greek, A represents the number 
one, since it is the first letter of the alphabet. And according to this or-
der, D is four. Adding to the sum of these another one for the second 
A and forty for the letter M, we have forty-six. This signifies that the 
body of Christ was derived from the body of Adam.

Again, according to the Greeks, the name “Adam” is composed of 
the first letters of the names of the four directions of the world: namely, 
Anathole, which is the east; Disis, which is the west; Arctos, which is 
the north; and Mensembria, the south. This signifies that Christ derived 
his flesh from Adam in order to gather his elect from the four parts of 
the world: “He will gather his elect from the four winds” (Mt 24:31).

65. See ST III, q. 33, aa. 1–2.
66. Tract. in Io. 10. 12; PL 35, col. 1473–74; cf. Catena aurea, 2:18–22.
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412. Then, the true interpretation of this sign as understood by the 
apostles is given (v. 21). First, the way they understood it is given. Sec-
ondly, the time when they understood it (v. 22).

413. He says therefore: The Jews said this out of ignorance. But 
Christ did not understand it in their way; in fact, he meant the temple 
of his body, and this is what he says: He was speaking, however, of the 
temple of his body. We have already explained why the body of Christ 
could be called a temple.

Apollinarius misunderstood this and said that the body of Christ was 
inanimate matter because the temple was inanimate. He was mistak-
en in this for when it is said that the body of Christ is a temple, one is 
speaking metaphorically. And in this way of speaking a likeness does 
not exist in all respects, but only in some respect, namely, as to indwell-
ing, which is referred to the nature, as was explained. Further, this is 
evident from the authority of Sacred Scripture, when Christ himself 
said: “I have the power to lay down my life,” as we read below (10:18).

414. The time when the apostles acquired this true understanding is 
then shown by the Evangelist when he says, When, therefore, he had 
risen from the dead, his disciples recalled that he had said this. Pri-
or to the resurrection it was difficult to understand this. First, because 
this statement asserted that the true divinity was in the body of Christ; 
otherwise it could not be called a temple. And to understand this at 
that time was above human ability. Secondly, because in this statement 
mention is made of the passion and resurrection, when he says, I will 
raise it up again; and this is something none of the disciples had heard 
mentioned before. Consequently, when Christ spoke of his resurrection 
and passion to the apostles, Peter was scandalized when he heard it, 
saying, “God forbid, Lord” (Mt 16:22). But after the resurrection, when 
they now clearly understood that Christ was God, through what he had 
shown in regard to his passion and resurrection, and when they had 
learned of the mystery of his resurrection, his disciples recalled that he 
had said this of his body, and they then believed the Scriptures, i.e., the 
prophets: “He will revive us after two days; on the third day he will 
raise us up” (Hos 6:3), and “Jonah was in the belly of the fish three 
days and three nights” (Jon 2:1). So it is that on the very day of the 
resurrection he opened their understanding so that they might under-
stand the Scriptures and the statement Jesus had made, namely, De‑
stroy this temple, and in three days I will raise it up again.67

415. In the anagogical sense, according to Origen,68 we understand 
by this that in the final resurrection of nature we will be disciples of 
Christ, when in the great resurrection the entire body of Jesus, that is, 
his Church, will be made certain of the things we now hold through 

67. See ST III, q. 55, a. 6.
68. Comm. in Io. X, 43, nos. 299–306; PG 14, col. 392B–393B; cf. Catena aurea, 

2:18–22.
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faith in a dark manner. Then we shall receive the fulfillment of faith, 
seeing in actual fact what we now observe through a mirror.

416. Then (v. 23) he sets forth the fruit which resulted from the 
signs, namely, the conversion of certain believers. Concerning this he 
does three things. First, he mentions those who believed on account of 
the miracles. Secondly, he shows the attitude of Christ to them (v. 24). 
Thirdly, he gives the reason for this (v. 25).

417. The fruit which developed from the signs of Jesus was abun-
dant, because many believed and were converted to him; and this is 
what he says, While he was in Jerusalem during the Passover feast, 
many people, seeing the signs he was working, believed in his name, 
i.e., in him.

418. Note that they believed in two ways: some on account of the 
miracles they saw, and some on account of the revelation and proph-
ecy of hidden things. Now those who believe on account of doctrine 
are more commendable, because they are more spiritual than those 
who believe on account of signs, which are grosser and on the level of 
sense. Those who were converted are shown to be more on the level 
of sense by the fact that they did not believe on account of the doc-
trine, as the disciples did, but seeing the signs he was working: “Proph-
ecies are for those who believe” (1 Cor 14:22).69

419. One might ask which signs worked by Jesus they saw, for we 
do not read of any sign worked by him in Jerusalem at that time. Ac-
cording to Origen,70 there are two answers to this. First, Jesus did 
work many miracles there at that time, which are not recorded here; 
for the Evangelist purposely omitted many of Christ’s miracles, since 
he worked so many that they could not easily be recorded: “Jesus 
did many other signs, and if every one was written, the world itself, I 
think, would not be able to contain the books that would be written” 
(below 21:25). And the Evangelist expressly shows this when he says, 
seeing the signs he was working, without mentioning them, because it 
was not the intention of the Evangelist to record all the signs of Jesus, 
but as many as were needed to instruct the Church of the faithful. The 
second answer is that among the miracles the greatest could be the 
sign in which Jesus by himself drove from the temple a crowd of men 
with a whip of small cords.

420. The attitude of Jesus to those who believed in him is shown 
when he says, But Jesus did not trust himself to them, i.e., those who 
had believed in him. What is this, men entrust themselves to God, and 
Jesus himself does not entrust himself to them? Could they kill him 
against his will? Some will say that he did not trust himself to them 
because he knew that their belief was not genuine. But if this were 

69. See ST III, q. 43, a. 1.
70. Comm. in Io. X, 46, nos. 319–20; PG 14, col. 397A–B; cf. Catena aurea, 2:23–

25.
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true, the Evangelist would surely not have said that many believed 
in his name, and yet he did not trust himself to them. According to 
Chrysostom,71 the reason is that they did believe in him, but imper-
fectly because they were not yet able to attain to the profound myster-
ies of Christ, and so Jesus did not trust himself to them, i.e., he did not 
yet reveal his secret mysteries to them; for there were many things he 
would not reveal even to the apostles: “I still have many things to say 
to you, but you cannot bear them now” (below 16:12), and “I could 
not speak to you as spiritual persons, but as sensual” (1 Cor 3:1). And 
so it is significant that in order to show that they believed imperfectly, 
the Evangelist does not say that they believed “in him,” because they 
did not yet believe in his divinity, but he says, in his name, i.e., they 
believed what was said about him, nominally, i.e., that he was just, or 
something of that sort.

Or, according to Augustine,72 these people represent the catechu-
mens in the Church, who, although they believe in the name of Christ, 
Jesus does not trust himself to them, because the Church does not give 
them the body of Christ. For just as no priest except one ordained in 
the priesthood can consecrate that body, so no one but a baptized per-
son may receive it.73

421. The reason Jesus did not trust himself to them arises from his 
perfect knowledge; hence he says, for he knew all men. For although 
one must ordinarily presume good of everyone, yet after the truth 
about certain people is known, one should act according to their condi-
tion. Now because nothing in man was unknown to Christ and since he 
knew that they believed imperfectly, he did not trust himself to them.

422. The universal knowledge of Christ is then described: for he 
knew not only those who were on close terms with him, but strangers 
too. And therefore he says, for he knew all men; and this by the pow-
er of his divinity: “The eyes of the Lord are far brighter than the sun” 
(Sir 23:28). Now a man, although he may know other people, cannot 
have a sure knowledge of them, because he sees only what appears; 
consequently, he must rely on the testimony of others. But Christ 
knows with the greatest certainty, because he beholds the heart; and so 
he did not need anyone to give testimony about men. In fact, he is the 
one who gives testimony: “Look, my witness is in heaven” (Jb 16:20)

His knowledge was perfect, because it extended not only to what 
was exterior, but even to the interior; thus he says, He was well aware 
of what was in man’s heart, i.e., the secrets of the heart: “Hell and de-
struction are open to the Lord: how much more the hearts of the chil-
dren of men” (Prv 15:11).74

71. Hom. in Io. 24. 1; PG 59, col. 143; cf. Catena aurea, 2:23–25.
72. Tract. in Io. 11. 3; PL 35, col. 1476; cf. Catena aurea, 2:23–25.
73. See ST III, q. 63, a. 6; III, q. 82, a. 1.
74. See ST III, q. 10, a. 2; III, q. 11, a. 1.
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CHAPTEr 3

LECTurE 1

1 There was a certain Pharisee named Nicodemus, a member of the 
Sanhedrin. 2 He came to Jesus at night and said to him, “Rabbi, we 
know that you are a teacher come from God, for no one could perform 
the signs you perform, unless he had God with him.” 3 Jesus respond‑
ed and said to him, “Amen, amen, I say to you, unless one is born 
again, he cannot see the kingdom of God.” 4 Nicodemus said to him, 
“How can a man be born again when he is already an old man? Is it 
possible for him to return to his mother’s womb and be born all over 
again?” 5 Jesus replied, “Amen, amen, I say to you, unless one is born 
again of water and the Holy Spirit, he cannot enter the kingdom of 
God. 6 What is born of flesh is itself flesh; and what is born of Spirit is 
itself spirit.”1

423. Above, the Evangelist showed Christ’s power in relation to 
changes affecting nature; here he shows it in relation to our refor-
mation by grace, which is his principal subject. Reformation by grace 
comes about through spiritual generation and by the conferring of 
benefits on those regenerated. First, then, he treats of spiritual gener-
ation. Secondly, of the spiritual benefits divinely conferred on the re-
generated, and this in chapter five.

As to the first he does two things. First, he treats of spiritual regen-
eration in relation to the Jews. Secondly, of the spreading of the fruits 
of this regeneration even to foreign peoples, and this in chapter four. 
Concerning the first he does two things. First, he explains spiritual re-
generation with words. Secondly, he completes it with deeds (3:22).

As to the first he does three things. First, he shows the need for a 
spiritual regeneration. Secondly, its quality (3:4). Thirdly, its mode and 
nature (3:9). As to the first he does two things. First, he mentions the 
occasion for showing this need. Secondly, the need itself for this regen-
eration (3:3).

The occasion was presented by Nicodemus; hence he says, There 

1. St. Thomas quotes Jn 3:1 in ST III, q. 51, a. 2, obj. 1; Jn 3:3 in ST I-II, q. 87, 
a. 5, obj. 2; Jn 3:4 in ST III, q. 66, a. 9; III, q. 67, a. 4, obj. 3; III, q. 80, a. 10, ad 1; 
and Jn 3:5 in ST I, q. 74, a. 3, ad 4; I-II, q. 112, a. 1, ad 2; III, q. 38, a. 6; III, q. 39, 
a. 4; III, q. 60, a. 5, sed contra; III, q. 66, a. 2, ad 3; III, q. 66, a. 3, sed contra; III, q. 
66, a. 7, obj. 2; III, q. 66, a. 9; III, q. 66, obj. 10, ad 1; III, q. 68, a. 1, sed contra; III, 
q. 68, a. 2, obj. 1; III, q. 68, a. 9; III, q. 80, a. 1, obj. 1; III, q. 84, a. 7, ad 3.
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was a certain Pharisee named Nicodemus. And he describes him as to 
his person, from the time, and from his statements.

424. He describes his person in three ways. First, as to his religion, 
because he was a Pharisee; hence he says, There was a certain Phar‑
isee. For there were two sects among the Jews: the Pharisees and the 
Sadducees. The Pharisees were closer to us in their beliefs, for they be-
lieved in the resurrection, and admitted the existence of spiritual crea-
tures. The Sadducees, on the other hand, disagree more with us, for 
they believed neither in the resurrection to come nor in the existence 
of spirits. The former were called Pharisees, as being separated from the 
others. And because their opinion was the more credible and nearer to 
the truth, it was easier for Nicodemus to be converted to Christ. “I lived 
as a Pharisee, according to the strictest sect of our religion” (Acts 26:5).

425. As to his name he says, named Nicodemus, which means “vic-
tor,” or “the victory of the people.” This signifies those who overcame 
the world through faith by being converted to Christ from Judaism. 
“This is the victory that overcomes the world, our faith” (1 Jn 5:4). 

426. Thirdly, as to his rank he says, a member of the Sanhedrin. 
For although our Lord did not choose the wise or powerful or those 
of high birth at the beginning, lest the power of the faith be attributed 
to human wisdom and power—“Not many of you are learned in the 
worldly sense, not many powerful, not many of high birth. But God 
chose the simple ones of the world” (1 Cor 1:26)—still he willed to 
convert some of the wise and powerful to himself at the very begin-
ning. And he did this so that his doctrine would not be held in con-
tempt, as being accepted exclusively by the lowly and uneducated, and 
so that the number of believers would not be attributed to the rustic-
ity and ignorance of the converts rather than to the power of the faith. 
However, he did not will that a large number of those converted to 
him be powerful and of high birth, lest, as has been said, it should be 
ascribed to human power and wisdom. And so it says, “many of those 
in authority believed in him” (below 12:42), among whom was this 
Nicodemus. “The rulers of the people have come together” (Ps 46:10).

427. Then he describes him as to the time, saying, he came to Je-
sus at night. In regard to this, it might be noted that in Scripture the 
quality of the time is mentioned as to certain persons in order to indi-
cate their knowledge or the condition of their actions. Here an obscure 
time is mentioned, at night. For the night is obscure and suited to the 
state of mind of Nicodemus, who did not come to Jesus free of care 
and anxiety, but in fear; for he was one of those of whom it is said that 
they “believed in him; but they did not admit it because of the Phari-
sees, so that they would not be expelled from the synagogue” (below 
12:42). For their love was not perfect, so it continues, “For they loved 
the glory of men more than the glory of God.”

Further, night was appropriate to his ignorance and the imperfect 



 CHAPTER 3 163

understanding he had of Christ: “The night has passed, and day is at 
hand. So let us cast off the works of darkness” (Rom 13:12); “They have 
not known or understood; they are walking in darkness” (Ps 81:5).

428. Then he is described from his statements, when he says that 
Nicodemus said to Jesus: Rabbi, we know that you are a teacher come 
from God. Here he affirms Christ’s office as teacher when he says, Rab‑
bi, and his power of acting, saying, for no one could perform the signs 
you perform, unless he had God with him. And in both remarks he 
says what is true, but he does not affirm enough.

He is right in calling Jesus Rabbi, i.e., Teacher, because, “You call 
me Teacher and Lord; and you do well, for so I am,” as we read be-
low (13:13). For Nicodemus had read what was written in Joel (2:23): 
“Children of Zion, rejoice, and be joyful in the Lord your God, because 
he has given you a teacher of justice.” But he says too little, because 
he says that Jesus came as a teacher from God, but is silent on wheth-
er he is God. For to come as a teacher from God is common to all good 
prelates: “I will give you shepherds after my own heart, and they will 
feed you with knowledge and doctrine,” as it says in Jeremiah (3:15). 
Therefore, this is not unique to Christ even though Christ taught in a 
manner unlike other men. For some teachers teach only from with-
out, but Christ also instructs within, because “He was the true light, 
which enlightens every man” (above 1:9); thus he alone gives wisdom: 
“I will give you an eloquence and a wisdom” (Lk 21:15), and this is 
something that no mere man can say.2

429. He affirms his power because of the signs he saw. As if to say: 
I believe that you have come as a teacher from God, for no one could 
perform the signs you perform. And he is speaking the truth, because 
the signs which Christ did cannot be worked except by God, and be-
cause God was with him: “he who sent me is with me” (below 8:29). 
But he says too little, because he believed that Christ did not perform 
these signs through his own power, but as relying on the power of 
another; as though God were not with him by a unity of essence but 
merely by an infusion of grace. But this is false, because Christ per-
formed these signs not by an exterior power but by his own; for the 
power of God and of Christ is one and the same.3 It is similar to what 
the woman says to Elijah: “Because of this I know that you are a man 
of God” (1 Kgs 17:24).

430. Then when he says that Jesus answered, Amen, amen, I say 
to you, he sets down the necessity for spiritual regeneration, because 
of the ignorance of Nicodemus. And so he says, Amen, amen. Here we 
should note that this word, amen, is a Hebrew word frequently em-
ployed by Christ; hence out of reverence for him no Greek or Latin 

2. See ST III, q. 42, a. 4.
3. See ST III, q. 43, a. 2.
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translator wanted to translate it. Sometimes it means the same as “true” 
or “truly”; and sometimes the same as “so be it.” Thus in the Psalms 71 
(v. 19), 88 (v. 53), and 105 (v. 47), where we have, “So be it, so be it,” 
the Hebrew has “Amen, amen.” But John is the only Evangelist who 
duplicates or makes a twin use of this word. The reason for this is that 
the other Evangelists are concerned mainly with matters pertaining to 
the humanity of Christ, which, since they are easier to believe, need 
less reinforcement; but John deals chiefly with things pertaining to the 
divinity of Christ, and these, since they are hidden and remote from 
men’s knowledge and experience, require greater formal declaration.

431. Next we should point out that at first glance this answer of 
Christ seems to be entirely foreign to Nicodemus’ statement. For what 
connection is there between Nicodemus’ statement, Rabbi, we know 
that you are a teacher come from God, and the Lord’s reply, unless one 
is born again, he cannot see the kingdom of God.

But we should note, as has already been stated, that Nicodemus, 
having an imperfect opinion about Christ, affirmed that he was a teach-
er and performed these signs as a mere man. And so the Lord wish-
es to show Nicodemus how he might arrive at a deeper understand-
ing of him. And as a matter of fact, the Lord might have done so with 
an argument, but because this might have resulted in a quarrel—the 
opposite of which was prophesied about him: “He will not quarrel”  
(Is 42:2)—he wished to lead him to a true understanding with gentle-
ness. As if to say: It is not strange that you regard me as a mere man, 
because one cannot know these secrets of the divinity unless he has 
achieved a spiritual regeneration. And this is what he says: unless one 
is born again, he cannot see the kingdom of God. 

432. Here we should point out that since vision is an act of life, 
then according to the diverse kinds of life there will be diversity of vi-
sion. For there is a sentient life which some living things share in com-
mon, and this life has a sentient vision or knowledge. And there is also 
a spiritual life, by which man is made like God and other holy spirits; 
and this life enjoys a spiritual vision. Now spiritual things cannot be 
seen by the sentient: “The sensual man does not perceive those things 
that pertain to the Spirit of God” (1 Cor 2:14), but they are perceived 
by the spiritual vision: “No one knows the things of God but the Spir-
it of God” (1 Cor 2:11).4 So the apostle says: “You did not receive the 
spirit of slavery, putting you in fear again, but the spirit of adoption” 
(Rom 8:15). And we receive this spirit through a spiritual regenera-
tion: “He saved us by the cleansing of regeneration in the Holy Spir-
it” (Ti 3:3). Therefore, if spiritual vision comes only through the Holy 
Spirit, and if the Holy Spirit is given through a cleansing of spiritual re-
generation, then it is only by a cleansing of regeneration that we can 

4. See ST II-II, q. 1, a. 4.
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see the kingdom of God. Thus he says, unless one is born again of wa‑
ter and the Holy Spirit, he cannot enter the kingdom of God. As if to 
say: It is not surprising if you do not see the kingdom of God, because 
no one can see it unless he receives the Holy Spirit, through whom 
one is reborn a son of God.5

433. It is not only the royal throne that pertains to a kingdom, but 
also the things needed for governing the kingdom, such as the roy-
al dignity, royal favors, and the way of justice by which the kingdom 
is consolidated. Hence he says, he cannot see the kingdom of God, i.e., 
the glory and dignity of God, i.e., the mysteries of eternal salvation 
which are seen through the justice of faith: “The kingdom of God is 
not food and drink” (Rom 14:17).

Now in the Old Law there was a spiritual regeneration; but it was 
imperfect and symbolic: “All were baptized into Moses, in the cloud 
and in the sea” (1 Cor 10:2), i.e., they received baptism in symbol.6 Ac-
cordingly, they did see the mysteries of the kingdom of God, but only 
symbolically: “seeing from afar” (Heb 11:13). But in the New Law there 
is an evident spiritual regeneration, although imperfect, because we are 
renewed only inwardly by grace, but not outwardly by incorruption: 
“Although our outward nature is wasting away, yet our inward na-
ture is being renewed day by day” (2 Cor 4:16).7 And so we do see the 
kingdom of God and the mysteries of eternal salvation, but imperfectly, 
for as it says, “Now we see in a mirror, in an obscure manner” (1 Cor 
13:12). But there is perfect regeneration in heaven, because we will be 
renewed both inwardly and outwardly. And therefore we shall see the 
kingdom of God in a most perfect way: “But then we will see face to 
face,” as is said in 1 Corinthians (13:12), and “When he appears we will 
be like him, because we will see him as he is” (1 Jn 3:2).8

434. It is clear, therefore, that just as one does not have bodily vi-
sion unless he is born, so one cannot have spiritual vision unless he is 
reborn. And according to the threefold regeneration, there is a three-
fold kind of vision.

435. Note that the Greek reading is not “again,” but anōthen, i.e., 
“from above,” which Jerome translated as “again,” in order to suggest 
addition. And this is the way Jerome understood the saying, unless one 
is born again.9 It is as if he were saying: Unless one is reborn once more 
through a fraternal generation.

5. See ST I-II, q. 113, a. 2; II-II, q. 6, a. 1.
6. See ST I-II, q. 101, a. 2; III, q. 62, a. 6; III, q. 70, a. 4.
7. See ST III, q. 69, a. 3. 
8. See ST I-II, q. 106, a. 4.
9. Thomas is referring to Jerome’s translation of the Latin Vulgate text for  

Jn 3:3, in which Jerome has selected the Latin term denuo (“again”) rather than 
desuper (“from above”) to translate the Greek term, anōthen. In fact, anōthen can 
mean either “again” or “from above,” and Jesus appears to be intentionally play-
ing off of this equivocation in his conversation with Nicodemus.
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Chrysostom,10 however, says that to be “born from above” is pecu-
liar to the Son of God, because he alone is born from above: “The one 
who came from above is above all things” (below 3:31). And Christ is 
said to be born from above both as to time (if we may speak thus), be-
cause he was begotten from eternity: “Before the daystar I begot you” 
(Ps 109:3), and as to the principle of his generation, because he pro-
ceeds from the heavenly Father: “I came down from heaven not to do 
my own will, but the will of him who sent me” (below 6:38). There-
fore, because our regeneration is in the likeness of the Son of God, 
inasmuch as “Those whom he foreknew he predestined to become 
conformed to the image of his Son” (Rom 8:29), and because that gen-
eration is from above, our generation also is from above: both as to the 
time, because of our eternal predestination, “He chose us in him be-
fore the foundation of the world” (Eph 1:4), and as to its being a gift 
of God, as we read below (6:44), “No one can come to me unless the 
Father, who sent me, draws him”; and “You have been saved by the 
grace of God” (Eph 2:5).11

436. Then when he says, Nicodemus said to him, he gives the man-
ner of and the reason for this spiritual regeneration. First, the doubt of 
Nicodemus is set forth. Secondly, Christ’s response (v. 5).

437. As to the first we should note that as stated in 1 Corinthians 
(2:14): “The sensual man does not perceive those things that pertain 
to the Spirit of God.” And so because Nicodemus was yet carnal and 
sensual, he was unable to grasp, except in a carnal manner, the things 
that were said to him. Consequently, what the Lord said to him about 
spiritual regeneration, he understood of carnal generation. And this is 
what he says: How can a man be born again when he is already an old 
man?

We should note here, according to Chrysostom,12 that Nicodemus 
wanted to object to what was said by the Savior. But his objection is 
foolish, because Christ was speaking of spiritual regeneration, and he 
is objecting in terms of carnal regeneration. In like manner, all the rea-
sons brought forth to attack the things of faith are foolish, since they 
are not according to the meaning of Sacred Scripture.

438. Nicodemus objected to the Lord’s statement that a man must 
be born again according to the two ways in which this seemed impos-
sible. In one way, on account of the irreversibility of human life; for 
a man cannot return to infancy from old age. Hence we read, “I am 
walking on a path,” namely, this present life, “by which I will not re-
turn” (Jb 16:23). And it is from this point of view that he says, How 
can a man be born again when he is already an old man? As if to say: 

10. Hom. in Io. 26. 1; PG 59, col. 154; cf. Catena aurea, 3:1–3.
11. See ST I, q. 23, aa. 1, 4; III, q. 24, aa. 3–4.
12. Hom. in Io. 25. 1; PG 59, col. 149; cf. Catena aurea, 3:4–8.
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Shall he become a child once more so that he can be reborn? “He will 
not return again to his home, and his place will not know him any 
more” (Jb 7:10). In the second way, regeneration seemed impossible 
because of the mode of carnal generation. For in the beginning, when 
a man is generated, he is small in size, so that his mother’s womb 
can contain him; but later, after he is born, he continues to grow and 
reaches such a size that he cannot be contained within his mother’s 
womb. And so Nicodemus says, Is it possible for him to return to his 
mother’s womb and be born all over again? As if to say: He cannot, be-
cause the womb cannot contain him.

439. But this does not apply to spiritual generation. For no mat-
ter how spiritually old a man might become through sin, according to 
the Psalm (31:3): “Because I kept silent, all my bones grew old,” he 
can, with the help of divine grace, become new, according to the Psalm 
(102:5): “Your youth will be renewed like the eagle’s.” And no matter 
how enormous he is, he can enter the spiritual womb of the Church 
by the sacrament of baptism. And it is clear what that spiritual womb 
is; otherwise it would never have been said: “From the womb, before 
the daystar, I begot you” (Ps 109:3). Yet there is a sense in which his 
objection applies. For just as a man, once he is born according to na-
ture, cannot be reborn, so once he is born in a spiritual way through 
baptism, he cannot be reborn, because he cannot be baptized again: 
“One Lord, one faith, one baptism,” as we read in Ephesians (4:5).13

440. Then we have the answer of Christ. Concerning this he does 
three things. First, he answers the arguments of Nicodemus by show-
ing the nature of regeneration. Secondly, he explains this answer with 
a reason (v. 6). Thirdly, he explains it with an example.

441. He answers the objections by showing that he is speaking of a 
spiritual regeneration, not a carnal one. And this is what he says: un‑
less one is born again of water and the Holy Spirit, he cannot enter the 
kingdom of God. As if to say: You are thinking of a carnal generation, 
but I am speaking of a spiritual generation.

Note that above he had said, he cannot see the kingdom of God, 
while here he says, he cannot enter the kingdom of God, which is the 
same thing. For no one can see the things of the kingdom of God un-
less he enters it; and to the extent that he enters, he sees. “I will give 
him a white stone upon which is written a new name, which no one 
knows but he who receives it” (Rev 5:5).

442. Now there is a reason why spiritual generation comes from the 
Spirit. It is necessary that the one generated be generated in the like-
ness of the one generating; but we are regenerated as sons of God, in 
the likeness of his true Son. Therefore, it is necessary that our spiritu-
al regeneration come about through that by which we are made like 

13. See ST III, q. 66, a. 9.
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the true Son and this comes about by our having his Spirit: “If any one 
does not have the Spirit of Christ, he is not his” (Rom 8:9); “By this 
we know that we abide in him, and he in us: because he has given us 
of his Spirit” (1 Jn 4:13). Thus spiritual regeneration must come from 
the Holy Spirit. “You did not receive the spirit of slavery, putting you in 
fear again, but the spirit of adoption” (Rom 8:15); “It is the Spirit that 
gives life” (below 6:63).14

443. Water, too, is necessary for this regeneration, and for three 
reasons. First, because of the condition of human nature.15 For man 
consists of soul and body, and if the Spirit alone were involved in his 
regeneration, this would indicate that only the spiritual part of man 
is regenerated. Hence in order that the flesh also be regenerated, it is 
necessary that, in addition to the Spirit through whom the soul is re-
generated, something bodily be involved, through which the body is 
regenerated; and this is water.

Secondly, water is necessary for the sake of human knowledge. For, 
as Dionysius16 says, divine wisdom so disposes all things that it pro-
vides for each thing according to its nature. Now it is natural for man 
to know; and so it is fitting that spiritual things be conferred on men in 
such a way that he may know them: “so that we may know what God 
has given us” (1 Cor 2:12). But the natural manner of this knowledge 
is that man know spiritual things by means of sensible things, since all 
our knowledge begins in sense knowledge.17 Therefore, in order that 
we might understand what is spiritual in our regeneration, it was fit-
ting that there be in it something sensible and material, that is, water, 
through which we understand that just as water washes and cleanses 
the exterior in a bodily way, so through baptism a man is washed and 
cleansed inwardly in a spiritual way.

Thirdly, water was necessary so that there might be a correspon-
dence of causes for the cause of our regeneration is the incarnate 
Word: “He gave them power to become the sons of God,” as we saw 
above (1:12). Therefore it was fitting that in the sacraments, which 
have their efficacy from the power of the incarnate Word, there be 
something corresponding to the Word, and something corresponding 
to the flesh, or body.18 And spiritually speaking, this is water when the 
sacrament is baptism, so that through it we may be conformed to the 
death of Christ, since we are submerged in it during baptism as Christ 
was in the womb of the earth for three days: “We are buried with him 
by baptism” (Rom 6:4).

14. See ST III, q. 66, aa. 1 and 11.
15. See ST III, q. 60, a. 1; III, q. 61, a. 1; III, q. 66, a. 3.
16. See De div. nom. 4. 33; PG 3, col. 812. Thomas also refers to this Dionysian 

principle in the ST, III, q. 61, a. 1.
17. See ST III, q. 1, a. 1; III, q. 60, a. 4.
18. See ST III, q. 62, a. 5.
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Further, this mystery was suggested in the first production of things, 
when the Spirit of God hovered over the waters (Gn 1:2). But a greater 
power was conferred on water by contact with the most pure flesh of 
Christ; because in the beginning water brought forth crawling creatures 
with living souls, but since Christ was baptized in the Jordan, water has 
yielded spiritual souls.19

444. It is clear that the Holy Spirit is God, since he says, unless one 
is born again of water and the Holy Spirit (ex aqua et Spiritu Sancto). 
For above (1:13) he says: “who are born not from blood, nor from the 
desires of the flesh, nor from man’s willing it, but from God (ex Deo).” 
From this we can form the following argument: He from whom men 
are spiritually reborn is God; but men are spiritually reborn through 
the Holy Spirit, as it is stated here; therefore, the Holy Spirit is God.20

445. Two questions arise here. First, if no one enters the kingdom of 
God unless he is born again of water, and if the fathers of old were not 
born again of water (for they were not baptized), then they have not 
entered the kingdom of God. Secondly, since baptism is of three kinds, 
that is, of water, of desire, and of blood, and many have been baptized 
in the latter two ways (who we say have entered the kingdom of God 
immediately, even though they were not born again of water), it does 
not seem to be true to say that unless one is born again of water and 
the Holy Spirit, he cannot enter the kingdom of God.

The answer to the first is that rebirth or regeneration from water 
and the Holy Spirit takes place in two ways: in truth and in symbol. 
Now the fathers of old, although they were not reborn with a true re-
birth, were nevertheless reborn with a symbolic rebirth, because they 
always had a sense perceptible sign in which true rebirth was prefig-
ured. So according to this, thus reborn, they did enter the kingdom of 
God, after the ransom was paid.21

The answer to the second is that those who are reborn by a baptism 
of blood and fire, although they do not have regeneration in deed, 
they do have it in desire.22 Otherwise neither would the baptism of 
blood mean anything nor could there be a baptism of the Spirit. Con-
sequently, in order that man may enter the kingdom of heaven, it is 
necessary that there be a baptism of water in deed, as in the case of all 
baptized persons, or in desire, as in the case of the martyrs and cate-
chumens, who are prevented by death from fulfilling their desire, or in 
symbol, as in the case of the fathers of old.

446. It might be remarked that it was from this statement, unless 
one is born again of water and the Holy Spirit, that the Pelagians de-

19. See ST III, q. 66, a. 2.
20. See ST I, q. 38, a. 1.
21. See ST I-II, q. 102, a. 4; I-II, q. 107, a. 3; III, q. 49, a. 5; III, q. 52, a. 5; III, 

q. 70, a. 4.
22. See ST III, q. 66, a. 11.
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rived their error that children are baptized not in order to be cleansed 
from sin, since they have none, but in order to be able to enter the 
kingdom of God. But this is false, because as Augustine23 says in his 
book, The Baptism of Children, it is not fitting for an image of God, 
namely, man, to be excluded from the kingdom of God except for 
some obstacle, which can be nothing but sin. Therefore, there must be 
some sin, namely, original sin, in children who are excluded from the 
kingdom.

447. Then when he says, What is born of flesh is itself flesh, he 
proves by reason that it is necessary to be born of water and the Holy 
Spirit. And the reasoning is this: No one can reach the kingdom unless 
he is made spiritual; but no one is made spiritual except by the Holy 
Spirit; therefore, no one can enter the kingdom of God unless he is 
born again of the Holy Spirit.24

So he says, what is born of flesh (ex carne) is itself flesh, i.e., birth 
according to the flesh makes one be born into the life of the flesh: “The 
first man was from the earth, earthly” (1 Cor 15:47); and what is born 
of Spirit (ex Spiritu), i.e., from the power of the Holy Spirit, is itself 
spirit, i.e., spiritual.

448. Note, however, that this preposition ex (from, of, by) some-
times designates a material cause, as when I say: “A knife is made of 
(ex) iron”; sometimes it designates an efficient cause, as when I say: 
“The house was built by (ex) a carpenter.” Accordingly, the phrase, 
what is born of (ex) flesh is itself flesh, can be understood according to 
either efficient or material causality. As efficient cause, indeed, because 
a power existing in flesh is productive of generation; and as material 
cause, because some carnal element in animals makes up the animal 
generated. But nothing is said to be made out of spirit (ex spiritu) in a 
material sense, since spirit is unchangeable, whereas matter is the sub-
ject of change; but it is said in the sense of efficient causality.

According to this, we can discern a threefold generation. One is ma-
terially and effectively from (ex) the flesh, and is common to all who 
exist according to the flesh. Another is according to the Spirit effective-
ly, and according to it we are reborn as sons of God through the grace 
of the Holy Spirit, and are made spiritual.25 The third is midway, that 
is, only materially from the flesh but effectively from the Holy Spirit. 
And this is true in the singular case of Christ: because he was born de-
riving his flesh materially from the flesh of his mother, but effective-
ly from the Holy Spirit: “What she has conceived is of the Holy Spirit” 
(Mt 1:20).26 Therefore, he was born holy: “The Holy Spirit will come 

23. De bapt. parv. 30; PL 44, col. 142; cf. Catena aurea, 3:4–8. See ST III, q. 68, 
a. 9.

24. See ST I-II, q. 113, a. 2. 25. See ST III, q. 23, a. 1.
26. See ST III, q. 32, aa. 2–3.
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upon you, and the power of the Most High will overshadow you. And 
so the Holy One who will be born from you, will be called the Son of 
God” (Lk 1:35).

LECTurE 2

7 “Do not be surprised that I said to you, you must be born again.  
8 The wind blows where it wills, and you hear its sound, but you do 
not know where it comes from or where it goes. So it is with everyone 
who is born of the Spirit.” 9 “How can all this happen?” asked Nico‑
demus. 10 Jesus replied: “You are a teacher in Israel and you do not 
know these things? 11 “Amen, amen I say to you, that we know of 
what we speak, and we bear witness of what we see; but you do not ac‑
cept our testimony. 12 If I spoke of earthly things, and you did not be‑
lieve me, how will you believe if I tell you of heavenly things? 13 No 
one has gone up to heaven except the One who came down from heav‑
en, the Son of Man, who lives in heaven. 14 Just as Moses lifted up the 
serpent in the desert, so must the Son of Man be lifted up, 15 so that 
everyone who believes in him may not be lost, but have eternal life.”27

449. Above, in his instruction on spiritual generation, the Lord pre-
sented a reason; here he gives an example. For we are led to see that 
Nicodemus was troubled when he heard that what is born of Spirit 
is itself spirit. And so the Lord says to him, Do not be surprised that I 
said to you, you must be born again.

Here we should note that there are two kinds of surprise or aston-
ishment. One is the astonishment of devotion in the sense that some-
one, considering the great things of God, sees that they are incompre-
hensible to him; and so he is full of astonishment: “The Lord on high is 
wonderful” (Ps 92:4), “Your testimonies are wonderful” (Ps 118:129). 
Men are to be encouraged, not discouraged, to this kind of astonish-
ment.28 The other is the astonishment of disbelief, when someone does 
not believe what is said. So Matthew (13:54) says: “They were aston-
ished,” and further on adds that “They did not accept him.” It is from 
this kind of astonishment that the Lord diverts Nicodemus when he 
proposes an example and says: The wind (spiritus, wind, spirit) blows 
where it wills. In the literal sense, the same words can be explained in 
two ways.

27. St. Thomas refers to Jn 3:8 in ST II-II, q. 24, a. 3, sed contra; Jn 3:13 in ST 
III, q. 5, a. 2, ad 1; III, q. 39, a. 5, obj. 1; III, q. 55, a. 6; III, q. 57, a. 2, obj. 2; and 
Jn 3:14 in ST III, q. 18, a. 2, obj. 2; III, q. 46, a. 1, sed contra; III, q. 46, a. 4; III, q. 
46, a. 9, obj. 2. 

28. See ST II-II, q. 82, a. 3.
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450. In the first way, according to Chrysostom,29 spiritus is taken 
for the wind, as in Psalm 148 (v. 8): “The winds of the storm that ful-
fill his word.” According to this interpretation, he says four things 
about the wind. First, the power of the wind, when he says, the wind 
blows where it wills. And if you say that the wind has no will, one 
may answer that “will” is taken for a natural appetite, which is noth-
ing more than a natural inclination, about which it is said: “He creat-
ed the weight of the wind” (Jb 28:25). Secondly, he tells the evidence 
for the wind, when he says, and you hear its sound, where “sound” 
(vox, voice, sound) refers to the sound the wind makes when it strikes 
a body. Of this we read: “The sound (vox) of your thunder was in the 
whirlwind” (Ps 76:19).

Thirdly, he mentions the origin of the wind, which is unknown; 
so he says, but you do not know where it comes from, i.e., from where 
it starts: “He brings forth the winds out of his storehouse” (Ps 134:7). 
Fourthly, he mentions the wind’s destination, which is also unknown; 
so he says, or where it goes you do not know, i.e., where it remains.

And he applies this similarity to the subject under discussion, say-
ing, So it is with everyone who is born of the Spirit. As if to say: If the 
wind, which is corporeal, has an origin which is hidden and a course 
that is unknown, why are you surprised if you cannot understand the 
course of spiritual regeneration.

451. Augustine30 objects to this explanation and says that the Lord 
was not speaking here about the wind, for we know where each of 
the winds comes from and where it goes. For “Auster” comes from the 
south and goes to the north; “Boreas” comes from the north and goes 
to the south. Why, then, does the Lord say of this wind, you do not 
know where it comes from or where it goes?

One may answer that there are two ways in which the source of 
the wind might be unknown. In one way, in general: in this way it is 
possible to know where it comes from, i.e., from which direction of 
the world, for example that Auster comes from the south, and where 
it goes, that is, to the north. In another way, in particular: and in this 
sense it is not known where the wind comes from, i.e., at which pre-
cise place it originated, or where it goes, i.e., exactly where it stops. 
And almost all the Greek doctors agree with this exposition of Chryso-
stom.

452. In another way, spiritus is taken for the Holy Spirit. And ac-
cording to this, he mentions four things about the Holy Spirit. First, his 
power, saying, The Spirit blows where it wills, because it is by the free 
use of his power that he breathes where he wills and when he wills, 
by instructing hearts: “One and the same Spirit does all these things, 

29. Hom. in Io. 26. 2; PG 59, col. 154–155; cf. Catena aurea, 3:4–8.
30. Tract. in Io. 12. 7; PL 35, col. 1488; cf. Catena aurea, 3:4–8.
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distributing to each as he wills” (1 Cor 12:11).31 This refutes the error 
of Macedonius who thought that the Holy Spirit was the minister of 
the Father and the Son. But then he would not be breathing where he 
willed, but where he was commanded.

453. Secondly, he mentions the evidence for the Holy Spirit, when 
he says, and you hear its voice: “Today, if you hear his voice, do not 
harden your hearts” (Ps 94:8).

Chrysostom32 objects to this and says that this cannot pertain to 
the Holy Spirit. For the Lord was speaking to Nicodemus, who was 
still an unbeliever, and thus not fit to hear the voice of the Holy Spirit. 
We may answer to this, with Augustine,33 that there is a twofold voice 
of the Holy Spirit. One is that by which he speaks inwardly in man’s 
heart; and only believers and the saints hear this voice, about which 
the Psalm (84:9) says: “I will hear what the Lord God says within me.” 
The other voice is that by which the Holy Spirit speaks in the Scriptures 
or through those who preach, according to Matthew (10:20): “For it is 
not you who speak, but the Holy Spirit who is speaking through you.” 
And this voice is heard by unbelievers and sinners.

454. Thirdly, he refers to the origin of the Holy Spirit, which is hid-
den; thus he says, but you do not know where it comes from, although 
you may hear its voice. And this is because the Holy Spirit comes from 
the Father and the Son: “When the Paraclete comes, whom I will send 
you from the Father, the Spirit of truth, who proceeds from the Fa-
ther” (below 15:26).34 But the Father and the Son “dwell in inaccessi-
ble light, whom no man has seen or is able to see” (1 Tim 6:16).

455. Fourthly, he gives the destination of the Holy Spirit, which is 
also hidden: and so he says, you do not know where it goes, because 
the Spirit leads one to a hidden end, that is, eternal happiness. Thus it 
says in Ephesians (1:14) that the Holy Spirit is “the pledge of our in-
heritance.” And again, “The eye has not seen, nor has the ear heard, 
nor has the heart of man conceived, what God has prepared for those 
who love him” (1 Cor 2:9).

Or, you do not know where it comes from, i.e., how the Spirit en-
ters into a person, or where it goes, i.e., to what perfection he may lead 
him: “If he comes toward me, I will not see him” (Jb 9:11).

456. So it is with everyone who is born of the Spirit, i.e., they are 
like the Holy Spirit. And no wonder: for as he had said before, “What 
is born of Spirit is itself spirit,” because the qualities of the Holy Spirit 
are present in the spiritual man, just as the qualities of fire are present 
in burning coal.

31. See ST I, q. 36, a. 1.
32. Hom. in Io. 26. 2; PG 59, col. 155; cf. Catena aurea, 3:4–8.
33. See Quaest. ex Novo Test., q. 59; PL 35, col. 2254–55.
34. See ST I, q. 36, a. 2.
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Therefore, the above four qualities of the Holy Spirit are found in 
one who has been born of the Holy Spirit. First of all, he has freedom: 
“Where the Spirit of the Lord is, there is freedom” (2 Cor 3:17), for 
the Holy Spirit leads us to what is right: “Your good Spirit will lead me 
to the right path” (Ps 142:10); and he frees us from the slavery of sin 
and of the law: “The law of the Spirit, of life in Christ, has set me free” 
(Rom 8:2). Secondly, we get an indication of him through the sound 
of his words; and when we hear them we know his spirituality, for it is 
out of the abundance of the heart that the mouth speaks.

Thirdly, he has an origin and an end that are hidden, because 
no one can judge one who is spiritual: “The spiritual man judges all 
things, and he himself is judged by no one” (1 Cor 2:15). Or, we do not 
know where such a person comes from, i.e., the source of his spiritu-
al birth, which is baptismal grace; or where he goes, i.e., of what he is 
made worthy, that is, of eternal life, which remains concealed from us.

457. Then the cause and reason for spiritual regeneration are set 
forth. First, a question is asked by Nicodemus; secondly, the Lord’s an-
swer is given (v. 10).

458. It is apparent from the first that Nicodemus, as yet dull, and 
remaining a Jew on the level of sense, was unable to understand the 
mysteries of Christ in spite of the examples and explanations that were 
given. And so he says, How can all this happen?

There are two reasons why one may question about something. 
Some question because of disbelief, as did Zechariah, saying: “How will 
I know this? For I am an old man, and my wife is advanced in age” 
(Lk 1:18); “He confounds those who search into mysteries” (Is 40:23). 
Others, on the other hand, question because of a desire to know, as the 
Blessed Virgin did when she said to the angel: “How shall this be, since 
I do not know man?” (Lk 1:34). It is the latter who are instructed. And 
so, because Nicodemus asked from a desire to learn, he deserved to be 
instructed.

459. And this is what follows: Jesus replied. First the Lord chides 
him for his slowness. Secondly, he answers his question (v. 13).

460. He chides him for his slowness, basing himself on three things. 
First, the condition of the person to whom he is speaking, when he 
says, You are a teacher in Israel. And here the Lord did not chide 
him to insult him. Rather, because Nicodemus, presuming on his 
own knowledge, was still relying on his status as a teacher, the Lord 
wished to make him a temple of the Holy Spirit by humbling him: “For 
whom will I have regard? For he who is humble and of contrite spirit”  
(Is 66:2). And he says, You are a teacher, because it is tolerable if a sim-
ple person cannot grasp profound truths, but in a teacher, it deserves 
rebuke. And so he says, You are a teacher, i.e., of the letter that kills  
(2 Cor 3:6), and you do not know these things? i.e., spiritual things. 
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“For although you ought to be teachers by now, you yourselves need 
to be taught again” (Heb 5:12).

461. You might say that the Lord would have rebuked Nicodemus 
justly if he had spoken to him about matters of the Old Law and he 
did not understand them; but he spoke to him about the New Law. I 
answer that the things which the Lord says of spiritual generation are 
contained in the Old Law, although under a figure, as is said in 1 Cor-
inthians (10:2): “All were baptized into Moses, in the cloud and in the 
sea.” And the prophets also said this: “I will pour clean water upon 
you, and you will be cleansed from all your uncleanness” (Ez 36:25).35

462. Secondly, he rebukes him for his slowness on account of the 
character of the person who is speaking. For it is tolerable if one does 
not acquiesce to the statements of an ignorant person; but it is repre-
hensible to reject the statements of a man who is wise and who pos-
sesses great authority. And so he says, Amen, amen I say to you, that 
we know of what we speak, and we bear witness of what we see. For a 
qualified witness must base his testimony on hearing or sight: “What 
we have seen and heard” (1 Jn 1:3). And so the Lord mentions both: 
we know of what we speak, and we bear witness, of what we see. In-
deed, the Lord as man knows all things: “Lord, you know all things” 
(below 21:17); “The Lord, whose knowledge is holy, knows clearly”  
(2 Mc 6:30). Further, he sees all things by his divine knowledge: “I 
speak of what I have seen with my Father,” as we read below (8:38).36

He speaks in the plural, we know, we see, in order to suggest the 
mystery of the Trinity: “The Father, who dwells in me, he does the 
works” (below 14:10). Or, we know, i.e., I, and others who have been 
made spiritual, because “No one knows the Father but the Son, and he 
to whom the Son wishes to reveal him” (Mt 11:27).

But you do not accept our testimony, so approved, so solid. “And his 
testimony no one accepts” (below 3:32).

463. Thirdly, he rebukes him for his slowness because of the qual-
ity of the things under discussion. For it is not unusual when someone 
does not grasp difficult matters, but it is inexcusable not to grasp easy 
things. So he says, If I spoke of earthly things, and you did not believe, 
how will you believe if I tell you of heavenly things? As if to say: If you 
do not grasp these easy things, how will you be able to understand the 
progress of the Holy Spirit? “What is on earth we find difficult, and 
who will search out the things in heaven,” as is said in Wisdom (9:16).

464. But one might object that the above does not show that the 
Lord spoke of earthly things to Nicodemus. I answer, according to 
Chrysostom,37 that the Lord’s statement, If I spoke of earthly things, re-

35. See ST I-II, q. 101, a. 2.
36. See ST III, q. 9, a. 1.
37. Hom. in Io. 27. 1; PG 59, col. 157.
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fers to the example of the wind. For the wind, being something which 
is generable and corruptible, is regarded as an earthly thing. Or one 
might say, again according to Chrysostom,38 that the spiritual genera-
tion which is given in baptism is heavenly as to its source, which sancti-
fies and regenerates; but it is earthly as to its subject, for the one regen-
erated, man, is of the earth.

Or one might answer, according to Augustine,39 that we must un-
derstand this in reference to what Christ said earlier: “Destroy this 
temple,” which is earthly, because he said this about the temple of his 
body, which he had taken from the earth.

If I spoke of earthly things, and you did not believe, how will you 
believe if I tell you of heavenly things? As if to say: If you do not be-
lieve in a spiritual generation occurring in time, how will you believe 
in the eternal generation of the Son? Or, if you do not believe what I 
tell you about the power of my body, how will you believe what I tell 
you about the power of my divinity and about the power of the Holy 
Spirit?

465. Jesus replied. Here he answers the question. First, he lays down 
the causes of spiritual regeneration. Secondly, he explains what he says 
(3:16). Now there are two causes of spiritual regeneration, namely, the 
mystery of the Incarnation of Christ, and his passion. So first, he treats 
of the Incarnation; secondly, of the passion (3:14).

466. Here we should consider, first of all, how this answer of Christ 
is an adequate reply to the question of Nicodemus. For above, when 
the Lord was speaking of the Spirit, he said: you do not know where it 
comes from or where it goes. We understand by this that spiritual re-
generation has a hidden source and a hidden end. Now the things in 
heaven are hidden from us: “Who will search out the things in heav-
en?” (Wis 9:16). Therefore, the sense of Nicodemus’ question, How 
can all this happen? is this: How can something come from the secret 
things of heaven or go to the secret things of heaven? So before an-
swering, the Lord expressed this interpretation of the question, saying, 
how will you believe if I tell you of heavenly things?

And immediately he begins to show whose prerogative it is to as-
cend into heaven, namely, anyone who came down from heaven, ac-
cording to the statement of Ephesians (4:10): “He who descended is 
he who ascended.” This is verified even in natural things, namely, that 
each body tends to a place according to its origin or nature. And so in 
this way it can come about that someone, through the Spirit, may go to 
a place which carnal persons do not know, i.e., by ascending into heav-
en, if this is done through the power of one who descended from heav-
en: because he descended in order that, in ascending, he might open 

38. Ibid; cf. Catena aurea, 3:9–12.
39. Tract in Io. 12. 7; PL 35, col. 1488; cf. Catena aurea, 3:9–12.
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a way for us: “He ascends, opening the way before them” (Mic 2:13).
467. Some have fallen into error because of his saying, the One who 

came down from heaven, the Son of Man. For since Son of Man des-
ignates human nature, which is composed of soul and body, then be-
cause he says that the Son descended from heaven, Valentinus wanted 
to maintain that he even took his body from heaven and thus passed 
through the Virgin without receiving anything from her, as water pass-
es through a pipe; so that his body was neither of an earthly substance 
nor taken from the Virgin. But this is contrary to the statement of the 
Apostle, writing to the Romans (1:3): “who was made from the seed of 
David according to the flesh.”40

On the other hand, Origen41 said that he descended from heaven 
as to his soul, which, he says, had been created along with the angels 
from the very beginning, and that later this soul descended from heav-
en and took flesh from the Virgin. But this also conflicts with the Cath-
olic faith, which teaches that souls do not exist before their bodies.

468. Therefore, we should not understand that the Son of Man de-
scended from heaven according to his human nature, but only accord-
ing to his divine nature. For since in Christ there is one suppositum, 
or hypostasis, or person of the two natures, the divine and human na-
tures, then no matter from which of these two natures this supposi-
tum is named, divine and human things can be attributed to him. For 
we can say that the Son of Man created the stars and that the Son of 
God was crucified. But the Son of God was crucified, not according to 
his divine nature, but according to his human nature; and the Son of 
Man created the stars according to his divine nature. And so in things 
that are said of Christ, the distinction is not to be taken with respect to 
that about which they are said, because divine and human things are 
said of God and man indifferently; but a distinction must be made with 
respect to that according to which they are said, because divine things 
are said of Christ according to his divine nature, but human things ac-
cording to his human nature. Thus, to descend from heaven is said of 
the Son of Man, not according to his human nature, but according to 
his divine nature, according to which it was appropriate to him to have 
been from heaven before the Incarnation, as is said, “Heaven belongs 
to the Lord” (Ps 113:24).42

469. He is said to have come down, but not by local motion, because 
then he would not have remained in heaven; for nothing which moves 
locally remains in the place from which it comes down. And so to ex-
clude local motion, he adds, who lives in heaven. As if to say: He de-
scended from heaven in such a way as yet to be in heaven. For he came 

40. See ST III, q. 31, a. 1.
41. See Origen, Comm. in Io. XX. 4, no. 17; PG 14, col. 580B–C.
42. See ST III, q. 16, aa. 4–5, 11.
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down from heaven without ceasing to be above, yet assuming a nature 
which is from below. And because he is not enclosed or held fast by his 
body which exists on earth, he was, according to his divinity, in heaven 
and everywhere. And therefore to indicate that he is said to have come 
down in this way, because he assumed a [human] nature, he said, the 
Son of Man came down, i.e., insofar as he became Son of Man.43

470. Or it can be said, as Hilary44 does, that he came down from 
heaven as to his body: not that the material of Christ’s body came down 
from heaven, but that the power which formed it was from heaven.

471. But why does he say, No one has gone up to heaven except the 
Son of Man, who lives in heaven? For have not Paul and Peter and 
the other saints gone up, according to 2 Corinthians (5:1): “We have a 
house in the heavens.” I answer that no one goes up into heaven ex-
cept Christ and his members, i.e., those believers who are just. Accord-
ingly, the Son of God came down from heaven in order that, by mak-
ing us his members, he might prepare us to ascend into heaven: now, 
indeed, in hope, but later in reality. “He has raised us up, and has giv-
en us a place in heaven in Christ Jesus” (Eph 2:6).45

472. Here he mentions the mystery of the passion, in virtue of which 
baptism has its efficacy: “We who have been baptized into Christ Jesus, 
have been baptized into his death” (Rom 6:3).46 And with regard to this 
he does three things. First, he gives a symbol for the passion. Secondly, 
the manner of the passion. Thirdly, the fruit of the passion.

473. He takes the symbol from the Old Law, in order to adapt to 
the understanding of Nicodemus; so he says, Just as Moses lifted up 
the serpent in the desert. This refers to Numbers (21:5) when the Lord, 
faced with the Jewish people saying, “We are sick of this useless food,” 
sent serpents to punish them; and when the people came to Moses and 
he interceded with the Lord, the Lord commanded that for a remedy 
they make a serpent of bronze; and this was to serve both as a remedy 
against those serpents and as a symbol of the Lord’s passion. Hence it 
says that this bronze serpent was lifted up as a sign (Nm 21:9).

Now it is characteristic of serpents that they are poisonous, but 
not so the serpent of bronze, although it was a symbol of a poison-
ous serpent. So, too, Christ did not have sin, which is also a poison: 
“Sin, when it is fully developed, brings forth death” (Jas 1:15); but he 
had the likeness of sin: “God sent his own Son, in the likeness of sin-
ful flesh” (Rom 8:3).47 And thus Christ had the effect of the serpent 
against the insurgence of inflamed concupiscences.

43. See ST III, q. 5, a. 2, ad 1.
44. De Trin. X. 16; PL 10, col 355A; cf. Catena aurea, 3:13.
45. See ST III, q. 57, a. 6.
46. See ST III, q. 62, a. 5; III, q. 66, a. 2.
47. See ST III, q. 14, a. 1; III, q. 15, a. 1.
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474. He shows the manner of the passion when he says, so must the 
Son of Man be lifted up: and this refers to the lifting up of the cross. So 
below (12:34) when it says, “The Son of Man must be lifted up,” it also 
has, “He said this to indicate the manner of his death.”

He willed to die lifted up, first of all, to cleanse the heavens: for 
since he had cleansed the things on earth by the sanctity of his life, the 
things of the air were left to be cleansed by his death: “through him he 
should reconcile all things to himself, whether on earth or in the heav-
ens, making peace through his blood” (Col 1:20). Secondly, to triumph 
over the demons who prepare for war in the air: “the prince of the 
power of the air” (Eph 2:2). Thirdly, he wished to die lifted up to draw 
our hearts to himself: “I, if I am lifted up from the earth, will draw all 
to myself” (below 12:32). And fourthly, because in the death of the 
cross he was lifted up in the sense that there he triumphed over his en-
emies; so it is not called a death, but a lifting up: “He will drink from 
the stream on the way, therefore he will lift up his head” (Ps 109:7). 
Fifthly, he willed to die lifted up because the cross was the reason for 
his being lifted up, i.e., exalted: “He became obedient to the Father 
even to death, the death of the cross; on account of which God has ex-
alted him” (Phil 2:8).48

475. Now the fruit of Christ’s passion is eternal life; hence he says, 
so that everyone who believes in him, performing good works, may not 
be lost, but have eternal life. And this fruit corresponds to the fruit of 
the symbolic serpent. For whoever looked upon the serpent of bronze 
was freed from poison and his life was preserved. But he who looks 
upon the lifted up Son of Man, and believes in the crucified Christ, he 
is freed from poison and sin: “Whoever believes in me will never die” 
(below 11:26), and is preserved for eternal life. “These things are writ-
ten that You may believe . . . and that believing you may have life in 
his name” (below 20:31).49

LECTurE 3

16 “For God so loved the world that he gave his Only Begotten Son, 
so that whoever believes in him should not perish, but have eternal 
life. 17 God did not send his Son into the world to judge the world, but 
that the world might be saved through him. 18 Whoever believes in 
him is not judged; but whoever does not believe is already judged, since 
he does not believe in the name of the Only Begotten Son of God. 19 
The judgment of condemnation is this: the light came into the world, 

48. See ST III, q. 46, a. 4.
49. See ST III, q. 49, a. 5.
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and men loved darkness more than the light, because their deeds were 
evil. 20 Everyone who practices evil hates the light, and does not ap‑
proach the light for fear that his deeds might be exposed. 21 But every‑
one who practices the truth comes to the light, to make clear that his 
deeds are done in God.”50

476. Above, the Lord assigned as the cause of spiritual regeneration 
the coming down of the Son and the lifting up of the Son of Man; and 
he set forth its fruit, which is eternal life. But this fruit seemed unbe-
lievable to men laboring under the necessity of dying. And so now the 
Lord explains this. First, he proves the greatness of the fruit from the 
greatness of God’s love. Secondly, he rejects a certain reply (v. 17).

477. Here we should note that the cause of all our good is the Lord 
and divine love.51 For to love is, properly speaking, to will good to 
someone. Therefore, since the will of God is the cause of things, good 
comes to us because God loves us. And God’s love is the cause of the 
good of nature: “You love everything which exists” (Wis 11:25). It 
is also the cause of the good which is grace: “I have loved You with 
an everlasting love, and so I have drawn you” i.e., through grace  
(Jer 31:3). But it is because of his great love that he gives us the good 
of glory. So he shows us here, from four standpoints, that this love of 
God is the greatest.

First, from the person of the one loving, because it is God who 
loves, and immeasurably.52 So he says, For God so loved: “He has loved 
the people; all the holy ones are in his hand” (Dt 33:3). Secondly, from 
the condition of the one who is loved, because it is man, a bodily crea-
ture of the world, i.e., existing in sin: “God shows his love for us, be-
cause while we were still his enemies, we were reconciled to God by 
the death of his Son” (Rom 5:8). Thus he says, the world. Thirdly, from 
the greatness of his gifts, for love is shown by a gift; as Gregory53 says: 
“The proof of love is given by action.” But God has given us the great-
est of gifts, his Only Begotten Son: and so he says, that he gave his 
Only Begotten Son. “God did not spare his own Son, but delivered him 
up for all of us” (Rom 8:32).54

He says his Son, i.e., his natural Son, consubstantial, not an adopt-
ed son, i.e., not those sons of which the Psalmist says: “I said: You are 
gods” (Ps 81:6). This shows that the opinion of Arius is false: for if the 

50. St. Thomas quotes Jn 3:16 in ST I, q. 38, a. 2, ad 1; III, q. 4, a. 5, obj. 2; 
Jn 3:21 in ST I, q. 17, a. 1; I-II, q. 102, a. 3; III, q. 1, a. 2, sed contra; III, q. 32, a. 1; 
III, q. 49, a. 4, obj. 2; Jn 3:17 in ST III, q. 44, a. 3; Jn 3:19 in ST III, q. 1, a. 4; and 
Jn 3:20 in ST I-II, q. 18, a. 1, sed contra.

51. See ST I, q. 6, a. 4; I, q. 20, a. 2.
52. See ST I, q. 20, a. 3.
53. XL hom. in Evang., II, Hom. 30. 1; PL 76, col. 1220.
54. See ST III, q. 47, a. 3.
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Son of God were a creature, as he said, the immensity of God’s love 
through the taking on of infinite goodness, which no creature can re-
ceive, could not have been revealed in him. He further says Only Be‑
gotten, to show that God does not have a love divided among many 
sons, but all of it is for that Son whom he gave to prove the immensity 
of his love: “For the Father loves the Son, and shows him everything 
that he does” (below 5:20).55

Fourthly, from the greatness of its fruit, because through him we 
have eternal life. Hence he says, so that whoever believes in him should 
not perish, but have eternal life, which he obtained for us through the 
death of the cross.56

478. But did God give his Son with the intention that he should 
die on the cross? He did indeed give him for the death of the cross in-
asmuch as he gave him the will to suffer on it. And he did this in two 
ways. First, because as the Son of God he willed from eternity to as-
sume flesh and to suffer for us; and this will he had from the Father. 
Secondly, because the will to suffer was infused into the soul of Christ 
by God.57

479. Note that above, when the Lord was speaking about the com-
ing down which belongs to Christ according to his divinity, he called 
him the Son of God; and this because of the one suppositum of the 
two natures, as was explained above. And so divine things can be said 
about the suppositum of the human nature, and human things can be 
said about the suppositum of the divine nature, but not with reference 
to the same nature. Rather, divine things are said with reference to 
the divine nature, and human things with reference to the human na-
ture.58 Now the specific reason why he here calls him the Son of God 
is that he set forth that gift as a sign of the divine love, through which 
the fruit of eternal life comes to us. And so, he should have been called 
by that name which indicates the power that produces eternal life; and 
this power is not in Christ as Son of Man but as Son of God: “This is 
the true God and eternal life,” as we read in 1 John (5:20); “in him 
was life” (above 1:4).

480. Note also that he says, should not perish. Someone is said to 
be perishing when he is hindered from arriving at the end to which he 
is ordained. But the end to which man is ordained is eternal life, and 
as long as he sins, he turns himself from that end. And although while 
he is living he cannot entirely perish in the sense that he cannot be re-
stored, yet when he dies in sin, then he entirely perishes: “The way of 
the wicked will perish” (Ps 1:6).

55. See ST I, q. 37, a. 2.
56. See ST III, q. 49, a. 3, especially ad 3.
57. See ST III, q. 47, a. 3.
58. See ST III, q. 16, a. 5.
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He indicates the immensity of God’s love in saying, have eternal life: 
for by giving eternal life, he gives himself. For eternal life is nothing else 
than enjoying God.59 But to give oneself is a sign of great love: “But 
God, who is rich in mercy, has brought us to life in Christ” (Eph 2:5), 
i.e., he gave us eternal life.

481. Here the Lord excludes an objection that might be made. For 
in the Old Law it was promised that the Lord would come to judge: 
“The Lord will come to judge” (Is 3:14). So someone might say that the 
Son of God had not come to give eternal life but in order to judge the 
world. The Lord rejects this. First, he shows that he has not come to 
judge. Secondly, he proves it (v. 18).

482. So he says: The Son of God has not come to judge, because 
God did not send his Son, referring to his first coming, into the world to 
judge the world, but that the world might be saved through him. The 
same thing is found below (12:47): “I did not come to judge the world, 
but to save the world.”

Now man’s salvation is to attain to God: “My salvation is in God” 
(Ps 61:8). And to attain to God is to obtain eternal life; hence to be 
saved is the same as to have eternal life. However, because the Lord 
says, “I did not come to judge the world,” men should not be lazy or 
abuse God’s mercy, or give themselves over to sin: because although in 
his first coming he did not come to judge but to forgive, yet in his sec-
ond coming, as Chrysostom60 says, he will come to judge but not to 
forgive. “At the appointed time I will judge with rigor” (Ps 74:3).

483. However, this seems to conflict with what is said below (9:39): 
“I came into this world to judge.” I answer that there are two kinds of 
judgment. One is the judgment of distinction, and the Son has come 
for this in his first coming; because with his coming men are distin-
guished, some by blindness and some by the light of grace. The other is 
the judgment of condemnation; and he did not come for this as such.

484. Now he proves what he had said, as though by a process of 
elimination, in the following way: Whoever will be judged will be ei-
ther a believer or an unbeliever. But I have not come to judge unbeliev-
ers, because they are already judged. Therefore, from the outset, God 
did not send his Son to judge the world.61 So first he shows that believ-
ers are not judged. Secondly, that unbelievers are not judged (v. 18).

485. He says therefore: I have not come to judge the world: be-
cause he did not come to judge believers, for Whoever believes in him 
is not judged, with the judgment of condemnation, with which no one 
who believes in him with faith informed by love is judged: “Whoever 
believes . . . will not encounter judgment, but will pass from death to 

59. See ST I-II, q. 3, a. 8; I-II, q. 4, a. 1.
60. Hom. in Io. 28. 1; PG 59, col. 162; cf. Catena aurea, 3:16–18.
61. See ST III, q. 1, aa. 1–4.
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life” (below 5:24). But he is judged with the judgment of reward and 
approval, of which the Apostle says: “It is the Lord who judges me”  
(1 Cor 4:4).

486. But will there be many believing sinners who will not be 
damned? I reply that some heretics [e.g., Origen] have said that no be-
liever, however great a sinner he may be, will be damned, but he will 
be saved by reason of his foundation of salvation, namely, his faith, 
although he may suffer some [temporary] punishment. They take as 
the basis of their error the statement of the Apostle: “No one can lay a 
foundation other that the one that has been laid, that is, Jesus Christ” 
(1 Cor 3:11); and further on: “If a man’s building burns . . . he himself 
will be saved as one fleeing through fire” (3:15).

But this view is clearly contrary to what the Apostle says in Gala-
tians (5:1): “It is obvious what proceeds from the flesh: lewd conduct, 
impurity, licentiousness . . . Those who do such things will not inher-
it the kingdom of God.” Therefore we must say that the foundation of 
salvation is not faith without charity (unformed faith), but faith in-
formed by charity.62 Significantly therefore the Lord did not say, “who-
ever believes him,” but whoever believes in him, that is, whoever by 
believing tends toward him through love is not judged, because he 
does not sin mortally, thereby removing the foundation.63

Or one could say, following Chrysostom,64 that everyone who acts 
sinfully is not a believer: “They profess to know God, but they deny 
him by their actions” (Ti 1:16); but only one who acts worthily: “Show 
me your faith by your works” (Jas 2:18). It is only such a one who is 
not judged and not condemned for unbelief.

487. Here [the Lord] shows that unbelievers are not judged. First he 
makes the statement; secondly, he explains it (v. 19).

488. Concerning the first we should note, according to Augustine, 
that Christ does not say, “whoever does not believe is judged,” but 
rather is not judged. This can be explained in three ways. For, accord-
ing to Augustine,65 whoever does not believe is not judged, because he 
is already judged, not in fact, but in God’s foreknowledge, that is, it is 
already known to God that he will be condemned: “The Lord knows 
who are his” (2 Tim 2:19). In another way: according to Chrysostom,66 
whoever does not believe is already judged, that is, the very fact that he 
does not believe is for him a condemnation: for not to believe is not 
to adhere to the light—which is to live in darkness, and this is a mo-
mentous condemnation: “All were bound with one chain of darkness”  

62. See ST II-II, q. 4, a. 3.
63. See ST II-II, q. 2, a. 2.
64. Hom. in Io. 28. 1; PG 59, col. 163; cf. Catena aurea, 3:16–18.
65. Tract. in Io. 12. 12; PL 35, col. 1490; cf. Catena aurea, 3:16–18.
66. Hom. in Io. 28. 2; PG 59, col. 163; cf. Catena aurea, 3:16–18.
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(Wis 17:17). “What kind of joy can I have; I who sit in darkness and do 
not see the light of heaven?” (Tb 5:12). In a third way: also according 
to Chrysostom,67 whoever does not believe is not judged, that is, being 
already condemned, he displays the obvious reason for his condem-
nation. This is like saying that a person who is proven guilty of death 
is already dead, even before the sentence of death has been passed on 
him, because he is as good as dead.

Hence Gregory68 says that in passing judgments there is a twofold 
order. Some will be sentenced by a trial; such are the ones who have 
something not deserving of condemnation, namely, the good of faith, 
that is, sinners who believe. But unbelievers, whose reason for con-
demnation is manifest, are sentenced without trial; and of these it 
is said, whoever does not believe is already judged. “In judgment the 
wicked will not stand” (Ps 1:5), that is, stand in trial.

489. It should be noted that to be judged is the same as to be con-
demned; and to be condemned is to be shut out from salvation, to 
which only one road leads, that is, the name of the Son of God: “There 
is no other name under heaven given to men, by which we are saved” 
(Acts 4:12); “O God, save me by your name” (Ps 53:3). Therefore, 
those who do not believe in the Son of God are cut off from salvation, 
and the cause of their damnation is evident.69

490. Here the Lord explains his statement that unbelievers have 
an evident cause for their condemnation. First, he sets forth the sign 
which shows this. Secondly, the fittingness of this sign (v. 20).

491. In the sign he sets forth he does three things. First, he men-
tions the gift of God. Secondly, the perversity of mind in unbelievers. 
Thirdly, the cause of this perversity.

So he says: It is abundantly clear that whoever does not believe is al‑
ready judged, because the light came into the world. For men were in 
the darkness of ignorance, and God destroyed this darkness by send-
ing a light into the world so that men might know the truth: “I am the 
light of the world. He who follows me does not walk in darkness, but 
will have the light of life” (below 8:12), “To enlighten those who sit in 
darkness and in the shadow of death” (Lk 1:78). Now the light came 
into the world because men could not come to it: for “He dwells in in-
accessible light, whom no man has seen or is able to see” (1 Tim 6:16).

It is also clear from the perversity of mind in unbelievers who loved 
darkness more then the light, i.e., they preferred to remain in the dark-
ness of ignorance rather than be instructed by Christ: “They have re-
belled against the light” (Jb 24:13); “Woe to you who substitute dark-
ness for light, and light for darkness” (Is 5:20).70

67. Ibid.; cf. Catena aurea, 3:16–18.
68. See Mor. 26. 27; PL 76, col. 379C; cf. Catena aurea, 3:16–18.
69. See ST II-II, q. 2, a. 7.
70. See ST II-II, q. 10, a. 1.
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And the cause of this perversity is that their deeds were evil: and 
such deeds do not conform to the light but seek the darkness: “Let us 
cast off the works of darkness” (Rom 13:12), i.e., sins, which seek the 
darkness; “Those who sleep, sleep at night” (1 Thes 5:7); “The eye of 
the adulterer watches for the darkness,” as we read in Job (24:15). 
Now it is by withdrawing from the light, which is unpleasant to him, 
that one does not believe the light.

492. But do all unbelievers produce evil works? It seems not: for 
many Gentiles have acted with virtue; for example, Cato, and many 
others. I answer, with Chrysostom,71 that is it one thing to work by 
reason of virtue, and another by reason of a natural aptitude or dispo-
sition. For some act well because of their natural disposition, because 
their temperament is not inclined in a contrary way. And even unbe-
lievers can act well in this way. For example, one may live chastely be-
cause he is not assailed by concupiscence; and the same for the other 
virtues. But those who act well by reason of virtue do not depart from 
virtue, in spite of inclinations to the contrary vice, because of the right-
ness of their reason and the goodness of their will; and this is proper 
to believers.72

Or, one might answer that although unbelievers may have done 
good things, they do not do them for love of virtue but out of vainglo-
ry. Further, they did not do all things well; for they failed to render to 
God the worship due him.

493. Then when he says, Everyone who practices evil hates the light, 
he shows the appropriateness of the sign he used. First, with respect to 
those who are evil. Secondly, with respect to the good.

494. So he says: The reason why they did not love the light is that 
their works were evil. And this is plain because Everyone who practic‑
es evil hates the light. He does not say, “practiced,” but rather practices: 
because if someone has acted in an evil way, but has repented and is 
sorry, seeing that he has done wrong, such a person does not hate the 
light but comes to the light. But Everyone who practices evil, i.e., per-
sists in evil, is not sorry, nor does he come to the light, but he hates it, 
not because it reveals truth, but because it reveals a person’s sins. For 
an evil person still wants to know the light and the truth; but he hates 
to be unmasked by it. “If the dawn suddenly appears, they regard it 
as the shadow of death” (Jb 24:17). And so he does not approach the 
light; and this for fear that his deeds might be exposed. For no one who 
is unwilling to desert evil wants to be rebuked; this is fled from and 
hated. “They hate the one who rebukes at the city gate” (Am 5:10); 
“A corrupt man does not love the one who rebukes him” (Prv 15:12).

71. Hom. in Io. 28. 2; PG 59, col. 164; cf. Catena aurea, 3:19–21.
72. See ST I-II, q. 63, a. 2; I-II, q. 65, a. 2; I-II, q. 109, aa. 2 and 8; II-II, q. 4, a. 

7; II-II, q. 10, a. 4.
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495. Now he shows the same things with respect to the good, who 
practice the truth, i.e., perform good works. For truth is found not 
only in thought and words, but also in deeds. Every one of these comes 
to the light.

But did anyone practice the truth before Christ? It seems not, for 
to practice the truth is not to sin; and “before Christ all have sinned” 
(Rom 3:23). I answer, according to Augustine,73 that he practices the 
truth in himself who is displeased at the evil he has done; and after 
leaving the darkness, keeps himself from sin, and repenting of the 
past, comes to the light, with the special intention of making his ac-
tions known.

496. But this conflicts with the teaching that no one should make 
public the good he has done; and this was a reason why the Lord re-
buked the Pharisees. I answer that it is lawful to want one’s works to 
be seen by God so that they may be approved: “It is not the one who 
commends himself who is approved, but the one whom God com-
mends” (2 Cor 10:18); “My witness is in heaven,” as is said in Job 
(16:20). It is also lawful to want them to be seen by one’s own con-
science, so that one may rejoice: “Our glory is this: the testimony of 
our conscience” (2 Cor 1:12). But it is reprehensible to want them to 
be seen by men in order to be praised or for one’s own glory.74 Yet, 
holy persons desire that their good works be known to men for the 
sake of God’s glory and for the good of the faith: “Let your light so 
shine before men that they may see your good works, and glorify your 
Father in heaven” (Mt 5:16).75 Such a person comes to the light to 
make clear that his deeds are done in God, that is, according to God’s 
commandment or through the grace of God. For whatever good we 
do, whether it be avoiding sin, repenting of what has been done, or 
doing good works, it is all from God: “You have accomplished all our 
works” (Is 26:12).76

LECTurE 4

22 After this Jesus and his disciples came to Judean territory; he 
stayed there with his disciples and was baptizing. 23 But John also 
was baptizing at Aenon near Salim, where the water was plentiful, 
and people kept coming and were baptized. 24 John, of course, had not 
yet been thrown into prison. 25 A controversy arose between the dis‑
ciples of John and the Jews concerning purification. 26 They went to 

73. Tract. in Io. 12. 13; PL 35, col. 1491; cf. Catena aurea, 3:19–21.
74. See ST II-II, q. 132, a. 1. 75. See ST II-II, q. 129, a. 3.
76. See ST I, q. 105, a. 5.
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John and said to him, “Rabbi, the man who was with you across the 
Jordan, the one of whom you have given testimony, he is here baptiz‑
ing, and all the people are flocking to him.”77

497. Above, the Lord gave us his teaching on spiritual regeneration 
in words; here he completes his teaching through action, by baptizing. 
First, two kinds of baptism are mentioned. Secondly, a question about 
their relationship is raised (v. 25). As to the first, two things are done. 
Mention is first made of the baptism of Christ. Secondly, of the bap-
tism of John.

498. He says first, After this, i.e., the teaching on spiritual regenera-
tion, Jesus and his disciples came to Judean territory. There is a ques-
tion here about the literal meaning. For above, the Evangelist had said 
that the Lord had come from Galilee to Jerusalem, which is in Judean 
territory, where he taught Nicodemus. So how, after teaching Nicode-
mus, can he come into Judea, since he was already there?

Two answers are given to this. According to Bede,78 after his discus-
sion with Nicodemus, Christ went to Galilee, and after remaining there 
for a time, returned to Judea. And so After this Jesus and his disciples 
came to Judean territory, should not be understood to mean that he 
came into Judea immediately after his talk with Nicodemus. Another 
explanation, given by Chrysostom,79 is that he did come into the ter-
ritory of Judea immediately after this discussion: for Christ wanted to 
preach where the people gathered, so that many might be converted: 
“I have declared your justice in the great assembly” (Ps 39:10); “I have 
spoken openly to the world” (below 18:20).80 Now there were two 
places in Judea where the Jewish people gathered: Jerusalem, where 
they went for their feasts, and the Jordan, where they gathered on 
account of John’s preaching and his baptism. And so the Lord used 
to visit both places; and after the feast days were over in Jerusalem, 
which is in one part of Judea, he went to another part, to the Jordan, 
where John was baptizing.

499. As for the moral sense, Judea means “confession,” to which Je-
sus came, for Christ visits those who confess their sins or speak in praise 
of God: “Judea became his sanctuary” (Ps 113:2). He stayed there, be-
cause he did not make a merely temporary visit: “We will come to him, 
and make our abode with him,” as it says below (14:23). And was bap‑
tizing, i.e., cleansing from sin; because unless one confesses his sins he 

77. St. Thomas refers to Jn 3:22 in ST III, q. 69, a. 7, obj. 2; III, q. 73, a. 5, ad 
4; and Jn 3:22–23 in ST III, q. 38, a. 5, sed contra.

78. See Glossa ordinaria, Evang. Ioannis; PL 114, col. 368 D; cf. Catena aurea, 
3:22–26.

79. Hom. in Io. 29. 1; PG 59, col. 166–167; cf. Catena aurea, 3:22–26.
80. See ST III, q. 42, a. 3.
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does not obtain forgiveness: “He who hides his sins will not prosper” 
(Prv 28:13).81

500. Then when he says, But John also was baptizing, the Evan-
gelist presents the baptism of John. And in regard to this he does four 
things. First, he presents the person who is baptizing. Secondly, the 
place of the baptism. Thirdly, its fruit. Fourthly, the time.

501. John is the person who is baptizing; so he says, John also was 
baptizing. There is a question about this: Since John’s baptism was or-
dained to the baptism of Christ, it seems that John should have stopped 
baptizing when Christ started to baptize, just as the symbol does not 
continue when the truth comes. Three reasons are given for this.82 
The first is in relation to Christ, for John baptized in order that Christ 
might be baptized by him. But it was not fitting that John baptize just 
Christ; otherwise, on this point alone, it might seem that John’s bap-
tism was superior to Christ’s. Accordingly, it was expedient that John 
baptize others before Christ, because before Christ’s teaching was to be 
made public it was necessary that men be prepared for Christ by John’s 
baptism. In this way, the baptism of John is related to the baptism of 
Christ as the catechesis or religious instruction given to prospects to 
teach and prepare them for baptism is related to the true baptism. It 
was likewise important that John baptize others after he had baptized 
Christ, so that John’s baptism would not seem to be worthless. For the 
same reason, the practice of the ceremonies of the Old Law was not 
abolished as soon as the truth came, but as Augustine83 says, the Jews 
could lawfully observe them for a time.

The second reason relates to John. For if John had stopped baptiz-
ing at once after Christ began baptizing, it might have been thought 
that he stopped out of envy or anger. And because, as the Apostle says, 
“We ought to look after what is good, not only before God, but also be-
fore all men” (Rom 12:17), this is the reason why John did not stop at 
once.

The third reason relates to John’s disciples, who were already be-
ginning to act like zealots toward Christ and his disciples, because 
they were baptizing. So if John had entirely stopped from baptizing, it 
would have provoked his disciples to an even greater zeal and opposi-
tion to Christ and his disciples. For even while John continued baptiz-
ing, they were hostile to Christ’s baptism, as later events showed. And 
so John did not stop at once: “Take care that your freedom does not 
become a hindrance to those who are weak,” as is said in 1 Corinthi-
ans (8:9).

502. The place of his baptism was at Aenon near Salim, where the 
water was plentiful. Another name for Salim is Salem, which is the vil-

81. See ST III, q. 90, a. 2. 
82. See ST III, q. 38, a. 5.
83. See Ep. 82. 15–16; PL 33, col. 281–82.
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lage from which the king Melchizedek came. It is called Salim here be-
cause among the Jews a reader may use any vowel he chooses in the 
middle of his words; hence it made no difference to the Jews wheth-
er it was pronounced Salim or Salem. He added, where the water was 
plentiful, to explain the name of this place, i.e., Aenon, which is the 
same as “water.”

503. The fruit of his baptism is the remission of sins; thus he says, 
people kept coming and were baptized, i.e., cleansed: for as is stated in 
Matthew (3:5) and in Luke (3:7), great crowds came to John.84

504. The time is indicated when he says, John had not yet been 
thrown into prison. He says this so that we may know that he began 
his narrative of Christ’s life before the other Evangelists. For the oth-
ers began their account only from the time of John’s imprisonment. So 
Matthew (4:12) says: “When Jesus heard that John had been arrested, 
he withdrew into Galilee.” And so, because they had passed over the 
things that Christ did before John’s imprisonment, John, who was the 
last to write a Gospel, supplied these omissions. He suggests this when 
he says: John had not yet been thrown into prison.

505. Note that by divine arrangement it came about that when 
Christ began to baptize, John did not continue his own baptizing and 
preaching for very long, in order not to create disunion among the peo-
ple. But he was granted a little time so that it would not seem that he 
deserved to be repudiated, as was mentioned before. Again, by God’s 
arrangement, it came about that after the faith had been preached and 
the faithful converted, the temple was utterly destroyed, in order that 
all the devotion and hope of the faithful could be directed to Christ.

506. Then when he says, A controversy arose, he brings in the is-
sue of the two baptisms. First, the issue is mentioned. Secondly, it is 
brought to John’s attention (v. 26). Thirdly, the issue is resolved.

507. Because both John and Christ were baptizing, the disciples of 
John, out of zeal for their teacher, started a controversy over this. And 
this is what he says, A controversy arose, i.e., a dispute, between the 
disciples of John, who were the first to raise the issue, and the Jews, 
whom the disciples of John had rebuked for preferring Christ, because 
of the miracles he did, to John, who did not do any miracles. The is-
sue was concerning purification, i.e., baptizing. The cause of their envy 
and the reason why they started the controversy was the fact that 
John sent those he baptized to Christ, but Christ did not send those he 
baptized to John. It seemed from this, and perhaps the Jews even said 
so, that Christ was greater than John. Thus, the disciples of John, hav-
ing not yet become spiritual, quarreled with the Jews over the bap-
tisms. “While there is envy and fighting among you, are you not car-
nal?” (1 Cor 3:3).

84. See ST III, q. 38, a. 2.
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508. They referred this issue to John; hence he says, They went to 
John. If we examine this closely, we see that they were trying to in-
cite John against Christ. Indeed, they are like the gossip and the dou-
ble-tongued: “Those who gossip and are double-tongued are accursed, 
for they disturb many who are at peace” (Sir 28:15).

So they bring up four things calculated to set John against Christ. 
First, they recall the previous unimportant status of Christ. Second-
ly, the good John did for him. Thirdly, the role which Christ took on. 
Fourthly, the loss to John because of Christ’s new role.

509. They recall Christ’s unimportance when they say, the man who 
was with you, as one of your disciples; and not the one you were with 
as your teacher. For there is no good reason for envy if honor is shown 
to one who is greater; rather, envy is aroused when honor is given to 
an inferior: “I have seen slaves on horses, and princes walking like 
slaves” (Ecc 10:7); “I called my servant, and he did not answer me”  
(Jb 19:16). For a master is more disturbed at the rebellion of a servant 
and a subject than of anyone else.

510. Secondly, they remind John of the good he did Christ. Thus 
they do not say, “the one whom you baptized,” because they would 
then be admitting the greatness of Christ which was shown during his 
baptism when the Holy Spirit came upon him in the form of a dove 
and in the voice of the Father speaking to him. So they say, the one of 
whom you have given testimony, i.e., we are very angry that the one 
you made famous and admired dares to repay you in this way: “The 
one who ate my bread has lifted his heel against me” (Ps 40:10). They 
said this because those who seek their own glory and personal profit 
from their office become dejected if their office is taken over by some-
one else.

511. And so thirdly, they even add that Christ took over John’s of-
fice for himself, when they say, he is here baptizing, i.e., he is exercis-
ing your office; and this also disturbed them very much. For we gener-
ally see that men of the same craft are envious and underhanded with 
respect to one another; a potter envies another potter, but does not 
envy a carpenter. So, even teachers, who are seeking their own honor, 
become sad if another teaches the truth. In opposition to them, Grego-
ry85 says: “The mind of a holy pastor wishes that others teach the truth 
which he cannot teach all by himself.” So also Moses: “Would that all 
the people might prophesy,” as we read in Numbers (11:29).

512. Yet they were not satisfied with merely disturbing John, rath-
er they report something that should really excite him, that is, the loss 
that John seemed to be having because of the office Christ took over. 
They give this when they say: and all the people are flocking to him, 
i.e., the ones who used to come to you. In other words, they have re-

85. See Mor. 22. 23; PL 76, col. 247 C.
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jected and disowned you, and now are all going to his baptism. It is 
clear from Matthew (11:7) that they used to go to John: “What did 
you go into the desert to see?” The same envy affected the Pharisees 
against Christ; so they said: “Look, the whole world has gone after 
him” (below 12:19). However, all this did not set John against Christ, 
for he was not a reed swaying in the wind; and this is clear from John’s 
answer to their question.

LECTurE 5

27 John replied and, said: “No one can lay hold of anything unless 
it is given to him from heaven. 28 You yourselves are witnesses to the 
fact that I said: I am not the Christ, but the one sent before him. 29 It 
is the groom who has the bride. The groom’s friend waits there and lis‑
tens to him, rejoicing at hearing his voice. Therefore in this case my joy 
is complete. 30 He must increase, and I must decrease. 31 The One who 
came from above is above all things. He who is of earth is earthly, and 
speaks of earthly things. 32a The One who comes from heaven is above 
all things, and he testifies to what he sees, and to what he hears.”86

513. Here we have John’s answer to the question presented to him 
by his disciples. Their question contained two points: a complaint about 
the office Christ took on, and so they said, he is here baptizing; and 
about Christ’s increasing fame and reputation among the people, and 
so they said, all the people are flocking to him. Accordingly, John directs 
his answer to these two complaints. First he answers the complaint 
about the office Christ took on. Secondly, the complaint about Christ’s 
increasing reputation (v. 30). As to the first he does two things. First, he 
shows the source of Christ’s office and of his own. Secondly, their dif-
ference (v. 28). Thirdly, how Christ and he are related to these offices.

514. As to the first, note that although John’s disciples broach their 
question maliciously, and so deserve to be rebuked, John neverthe-
less does not sharply reprove them; and this because of their imper-
fection. For he feared that they might be provoked by a rebuke, leave 
him, and, joining forces with the Pharisees, publicly harass Christ. In 
acting this way he was putting into practice what is said of the Lord: 
“The bruised reed he will not break” (Is 42:3). Again, we should also 
note that he begins his answer not by telling them what is great and 
wonderful about Christ, but what is common and obvious; and he did 
this on account of their envy. For since the excellence of a person pro-
vokes others to envy, if John had stressed Christ’s excellence at once, 
he would have fed the fire of their envy.

86. St. Thomas refers to Jn 3:31 in ST III, q. 14, a. 3.
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515. Thus he states something unpretentious, and says, No one can 
lay hold of anything unless it is given to him from heaven; and he said 
this to them in order to inspire them with reverence. As if to say: If all 
men are going to him, it is God’s doing, because no one can lay hold of 
anything, in the order of perfection and goodness, unless it is given to 
him from heaven. Therefore, if you oppose him, you oppose God. “If 
this plan or work is from men, it will fail,” as is said in Acts (5:38). This 
is the way Chrysostom87 explains it, applying these words to Christ.

Augustine,88 on the other hand, does much better when he refers 
them to John. No one can lay hold of anything unless it is given to him 
from heaven: as if to say: You are zealous on my behalf and you want 
me to be greater than Christ; but that has not been given to me, and I 
do not wish to usurp it: “No one takes this honor on himself” (Heb 5:4). 
This is the origin of their offices.

516. Then follows the difference of their offices, when he says, You 
yourselves are witnesses. As if to say: From the testimony which I bore 
to him, you can know the office committed to me by Christ: for You 
yourselves are witnesses, i.e., you can testify, to the fact that I said: 
I am not the Christ—“He declared openly and did not deny” (above 
1:20)—but the one sent before him, as a herald before a judge. And so 
from my own testimony you can know my office, which is to go be-
fore Christ and prepare the way for him: “There was a man sent by 
God, whose name was John” (above 1:6). But the office of Christ is to 
judge and to preside. If we look at this closely we can see that John, 
like a skillful disputant, answers them with their own arguments: “I 
judge you out of your own mouth,” as said in Luke (19:12).

517. He shows how John is related to his own office when he says: 
It is the groom who has the bride. First, he gives a simile. Secondly, he 
applies it to his own situation. With respect to the first he does two 
things. First, he gives a simile which applies to Christ; and secondly, to 
himself.

518. As to the first, we should note that on the human level it is the 
groom who regulates, governs and has the bride. Hence he says, It is 
the groom who has the bride. Now the groom is Christ: “Like a bride-
groom coming out of his bridal chamber” (Ps 18:6). His bride is the 
Church, which is joined to him by faith: “I will espouse you to myself 
in faith” (Hos 2:20). In keeping with this figure, Zipporah said to Mo-
ses: “You are a spouse of blood to me” (Ex 4:25). We read of the mar-
riage: “The marriage of the Lamb has come” (Rv 19:7). So, because 
Christ is the groom, he has the bride, that is, the Church; but my part 
is only to rejoice in the fact that he has the bride.

519. Consequently he says, The groom’s friend waits there and lis‑
tens to him, rejoicing at hearing his voice. Although John had said ear-

87. Hom. in Io. 29. 2; PG 59, col. 168; cf. Catena aurea, 3:27–30.
88. Tract. in Io. 13. 9; PL 35, col. 1497; cf. Catena aurea, 3:27–30.



 CHAPTER 3 193

lier that he was not worthy to unfasten the strap of Jesus’ sandal, he 
here calls himself the friend of Jesus in order to bring out the faith-
fulness of his love for Christ. For a servant does not act in the spirit of 
love in regard to the things that pertain to his master, but in a spirit of 
servitude; while a friend, on the other hand, seeks his friend’s interests 
out of love and faithfulness. Hence a faithful servant is like a friend 
to his master: “If you have a faithful servant, treat him like yourself”  
(Sir 33:31). Indeed, it is proof of a servant’s faithfulness when he re-
joices in the prosperity of his master, and when he obtains various 
goods, not for himself, but for his master. And so because John did not 
keep the bride entrusted to his care for himself, but for the groom, we 
can see that he was a faithful servant and a friend of the groom. It is to 
suggest this that he calls himself the groom’s friend.89

Those who are friends of the truth should act in the same way, not 
turning the bride entrusted to their care to their own advantage and 
glory, but treating her honorably for the honor and glory of the groom; 
otherwise they would not be friends of the groom but adulterers. This 
is why Gregory90 says that a servant who is sent by the groom with 
gifts for the bride is guilty of adulterous thoughts if he himself desires 
to please the bride. This is not what the Apostle did: “I espoused you 
to one husband in order to present you to Christ as a chaste virgin”  
(2 Cor 11:2). And John did the same, because he did not keep the 
bride, i.e., the faithful, for himself, but brought them to the groom, 
that is, to Christ.

520. And so by saying, the groom’s friend, he suggests the faithful-
ness of his love. Further, he suggests his constancy when he says, waits, 
firm in friendship and faithfulness, not extolling himself above what he 
really is: “I will stand my watch” (Hb 2:1); “Be steadfast and unchang-
ing” (1 Cor 15:58); “A faithful friend, if he is constant, is like another 
self” (Sir 6:11).

He suggests his attention when he says, and listens to him, i.e., at-
tentively considers the way in which the groom is united to the bride. 
For according to Chrysostom,91 these words explain the manner of 
this marriage, for it is accomplished through faith, and “faith comes 
through hearing” (Rom 10:17). Or, he listens to him, i.e., reverently 
obeys him, by caring for the bride according to the commands of the 
groom: “I will listen to him as my master,” as is said in Isaiah (50:4). 
This is in opposition to those evil prelates who do not follow Christ’s 
command in governing the Church.92

Likewise, he hints at his spiritual joy when he says, rejoicing at 
hearing his voice, that is, when the groom talks to his bride. And he 

89. See ST II-II, q. 23, a. 1.
90. Reg. pastor. liber, II. 8; PL 77, col. 42C.
91. Hom. in Io. 29. 3; PG 59, col. 170; cf. Catena aurea, 3:27–30.
92. See ST II-II, q. 105, a. 2.
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says, rejoicing (literally, “rejoicing with joy”), to show the truth and 
perfection of his joy.93 For one whose rejoicing is not over the good, 
does not rejoice with true joy. And so, if it made me sad that Christ, 
who is the true groom, preaches to the bride, i.e., the Church, I would 
not be a friend of the groom; but I am not sad.

521. Therefore in this case my joy is complete, namely, in seeing 
what I have so long desired, that is, the groom speaking to his bride. 
Or, my joy is complete, i.e., brought to its perfect and due measure, 
when the bride is united to the groom, because I now have my grace 
and I have completed my work: “I will rejoice in the Lord, and I will 
take joy in God, my Jesus” (Hb 3:18).

522. Then when he says, He must increase, and I must decrease, he 
answers their question as to their complaint about the increasing es-
teem given to Christ. First, he notes that such an increase is fitting. Sec-
ondly, he gives the reason for it (v. 31).

523. So he says: You say that all the people are flocking to him, i.e., 
to Christ, and therefore that he is growing in honor and esteem among 
the people. But I say that this is not unbecoming, because He must in‑
crease, not in himself, but in relation to others, in the sense that his 
power become more and more known. And I must decrease, in the rev-
erence and esteem of the people: for esteem and reverence are not due 
to me as if I were a principal, but they are due to Christ. And therefore 
since he has come, the signs of honor are diminishing in my regard, 
but increasing in regard to Christ, just as with the coming of the prince, 
the office of the ambassador ceases: “When the perfect comes, what 
is imperfect will pass away” (1 Cor 13:10). And just as in the heavens 
the morning star appears and gives light before the sun, only to cease 
giving light when the sun appears, so John went before Christ and is 
compared to the morning star: “Can you bring out the morning star?” 
(Jb 38:32).

This is also signified in John’s birth and in his death. In his birth, 
because John was born at a time when the days are getting shorter; 
Christ, however, was born when the days are growing longer, on the 
twenty-fifth of December. In his death, because John dies shortened 
by decapitation; but Christ died raised up by the lifting up of the cross.

524. In the moral sense, this should take place in each one of us. 
Christ must increase in you, i.e., you should grow in the knowledge and 
love of Christ, because the more you are able to grasp him by knowl-
edge and love, the more Christ increases in you; just as the more one 
improves in seeing one and the same light, the more that light seems to 
increase. Consequently, as men advance in this way, their self-esteem 
decreases; because the more one knows of the divine greatness, the 

93. See ST II-II, q. 28, a. 1.
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less he thinks of his human smallness.94 As we read in Proverbs (30:1): 
“The revelation spoken by the man close to God”; and then there fol-
lows: “I am the most foolish of men, and the wisdom of men is not in 
me.” “I have heard you, but now I see you, and so I reprove myself, 
and do penance in dust and ashes,” as we read in Job (42:5).

525. Then when he says, The One who came from above is above 
all things, he gives the reason for what he has just said. And he does 
this in two ways. First, on the basis of Christ’s origin. And secondly, by 
considering Christ’s teaching.

526. Regarding the first, we should note that in order for a thing to 
be perfect, it must reach the goal fixed for it by its origin; for example, 
if one is born from a king, he should continue to progress until he be-
comes a king. Now Christ has an origin that is most excellent and eter-
nal; therefore he must increase by the manifestation of his power, in 
relation to others, until it is recognized that he is above all things. Thus 
he says, The One who came from above, that is, Christ, according to his 
divinity. “No one has gone up to heaven except the One who came 
down from heaven” (above 3:13); “You are from below, I am from 
above” (below 8:23).

527. Or, he came from above, as to his human nature, i.e., from the 
“highest” condition of human nature, by assuming it according to what 
was predominant in it in each of its states. For human nature is consid-
ered in three states. First, is the state of human nature before sin; and 
from this state he took his purity by assuming a flesh unmarked by the 
stain of original sin: “A lamb without blemish” (Ex 12:5). The second 
state is after sin; and from this he took his capability to suffer and die 
by assuming the likeness of sinful flesh as regards its punishment, but 
not in its guilt: “God sent his own Son in the likeness of sinful flesh” 
(Rom 8:3). The third state is that of resurrection and glory; and from 
this he took his impossibility of sinning and his joy of soul.95

528. Here we must be on guard against the error of those who say 
that there was left in Adam something materially unmarked by the 
original stain, and this was passed on to his descendants; for example, 
to the Blessed Virgin, and that Christ’s body was formed from this. This 
is heretical, because whatever existed in Adam in a material way was 
marked by the stain of original sin. Further, the matter from which the 
body of Christ was formed was purified by the power of the Holy Spirit 
when he sanctified the Blessed Virgin.96

529. The One who came from above, according to his divinity as well 
as his human nature, is above all things, both by eminence of rank: 
“The Lord is high above all nations” (Ps 112:4), and by his authority 

94. See ST II-II, q. 161, a. 6.
95. See ST III, q. 14, a. 1; III, q. 15, a. 1.
96. See ST III, q. 31, a. 1; III, q. 32, a. 4.
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and power: “He has made him the head of the Church,” as is said in 
Ephesians (1:22).

530. Now he gives the reason for what he had said above (v. 30), 
by considering the teaching of Christ. First, he describes the doctrine of 
Christ and its grandeur. Secondly, the difference in those who receive 
or reject this doctrine (v. 32b). He does two things with respect to the 
first. First, he describes John’s doctrine. Secondly, he describes the doc-
trine of Christ (v. 32).

531. As to the first we should note that a man is known mainly by 
what he says: “Your accent gives you away” (Mt 26:73); “Out of the 
abundance of the heart the mouth speaks” (Mt 12:34). This is why the 
quality of a teaching or doctrine is considered according to the quality 
of its origin. Accordingly, in order to understand the quality of John’s 
doctrine, we should first consider his origin. So he says, He who is of 
earth, that is John, not only as to the matter from which he was made, 
but also in his efficient cause: because the body of John was formed by 
a created power: “They dwell in houses of clay, and have a foundation 
of earth” (Jb 4:19). Secondly, we should consider the quality of John 
himself, which is earthly; and so he says, is earthly. Thirdly, the qual-
ity of his teaching is described: he speaks of earthly things. “You will 
speak of the earth” (Is 29:4).

532. But since John was full of the Holy Spirit while still in his 
mother’s womb, how can he be said to speak of earthly things? I an-
swer that, according to Chrysostom,97 John says he speaks of earth-
ly things by comparison with the teaching of Christ. As if to say: The 
things I speak of are slight and inferior as becomes one of an earthly 
nature, in comparison to him “in whom are hidden all the treasures of 
wisdom and knowledge” (Col 2:3); “As the heavens are high above the 
earth, so my ways are high above your ways” (Is 55:9).

Or we could say according to Augustine,98 and this is a better expla-
nation, that we can consider what any person has of himself and what 
he has received from another. Now John and every mere human of 
himself is of the earth. Therefore, from this standpoint, he has noth-
ing to speak of except earthly things. And if he does speak of divine 
things, it is due to a divine enlightenment: “Your heart has visions, 
but unless they come from the Almighty, ignore them” (Sir 34:6). So 
the Apostle says, “It is not I, but the grace of God which is with me” 
(1 Cor 15:10); “For it is not you who speak, but the Holy Spirit who is 
speaking through you” (Mt 10:20). Accordingly, as regards John, he is 
earthly and speaks of earthly things. And if there was anything divine 
in him, it did not come from him, as he was the recipient, but from the 
one enlightening him.99

97. Hom. in Io. 30. 1; PG 59, col 171; cf. Catena aurea, 3:31–32.
98. Tract. in Io. 14. 6; PL 35, col. 1505; cf. Catena aurea, 3:31–32.
99. See ST I, q. 105, a. 3; II-II, q. 172, aa. 1–2.
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533. Now he describes the doctrine of Christ. And he does three 
things. First, he shows its origin, which is heavenly; hence he says, 
The One who comes from heaven is above all things. For although the 
body of Christ was of the earth as regards the matter of which it was 
made, yet it came from heaven as to its efficient cause, inasmuch as 
his body was formed by divine power. It also came from heaven be-
cause the eternal and uncreated person of the Son came from heaven 
by assuming a body. “No one has gone up to heaven except the One 
who came down from heaven, the Son of Man, who lives in heaven” 
(above 3:13).100

Secondly, he shows the dignity of Christ, which is very great; so he 
says, is above all things. This was explained above.

Thirdly, he infers the dignity of Christ’s doctrine, which is most 
certain, because he testifies to what he sees and to what he hears. For 
Christ, as God, is truth itself; but as man, he is its witness: “For this was 
I born, and for this I came into the world: to testify to the truth” (below 
18:37). Therefore, he gives testimony to himself: “You testify to your-
self” (below 8:13). And he testifies to what is certain, because his testi-
mony is about what he has heard with the Father: “I speak to the world 
what I have heard from my Father” (below 8:26): “What we have seen 
and heard” (1 Jn 1:3).101

534. Note that knowledge of a thing is acquired in one way through 
sight and in another way through hearing. For by sight, a knowledge 
of a thing is acquired by means of the very thing seen; but by hear-
ing, a thing is not made known by the very voice that is heard, but by 
means of the understanding of the one speaking. And so, because the 
Lord has knowledge which he has received from the Father, he says, 
to what he sees, insofar as he proceeds from the essence of the Father; 
and to what he hears, insofar as he proceeds as the Word of the Fa-
ther’s intellect. Now because among intellectual beings, their act of be-
ing is other than their act of understanding, their knowledge through 
sight is other than their knowledge through hearing. But in God the 
Father, the act of being (esse) and the act of understanding (intelligere) 
are the same.102 Thus in the Son, to see and hear are the same thing. 
Moreover, since even in one who sees there is not the essence of the 
thing seen in itself but only its similitude, as also in the hearer there 
is not the actual thought of the speaker but only an indication of it, so 
the one who sees is not the essence of the thing in itself, nor is the lis-
tener the very thought expressed. In the Son, however, the very es-
sence of the Father is received by generation, and he himself is the 
Word; and so in him to see and to hear are the same.103

And so John concludes that since the doctrine of Christ has more 

100. See ST III, q. 2, a. 8. 101. See ST III, q. 7, a. 8.
102. See ST I, q. 3, a. 4; I, q. 14, a. 4. 103. See ST I, q. 34, a. 2.
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grandeur and is more certain than his, one must listen to Christ rather 
than to him.

LECTurE 6

32b “And his testimony no one accepts. 33 But whoever accepts his 
testimony has given a sign [or certifies] that God is true. 34 For the 
One whom God sends speaks the words of God, for God does not bestow 
the Spirit in fractions. 35 The Father loves the Son, and has put every‑
thing into his hands. 36 Whoever believes in the Son has eternal life. 
But whoever is unbelieving in the Son will not see life; rather, the an‑
ger of God rests on him.”104

535. Above, John the Baptist commended the teaching of Christ, 
here, however, he considers the difference in those who receive it. 
Thus, he treats of the faith that must be given to this teaching. And 
he does three things. First, he shows the scarcity of those who believe. 
Secondly, the obligation to believe (v. 33). Lastly, the reward for belief 
(v. 36).

536. He says therefore: I say that Christ has certain knowledge and 
that he speaks the truth. Yet although few accept his testimony, that is 
no reflection on his teaching, because it is not the fault of the teach-
ing but of those who do not accept it: namely, the disciples of John, 
who did not yet believe, and the Pharisees, who slandered his teach-
ing. Thus he says, And his testimony no one accepts.

537. No one can be explained in two ways. First, so that it implies a 
few; and so some did accept his testimony. He shows that some did ac-
cept it when he adds, “But whoever accepts his testimony.” The Evan-
gelist used this way of speaking before when he said: “He came unto 
his own, and his own did not receive him” (above 1:11): because a few 
did receive him.

In another way, to accept his testimony is understood as to believe 
in God. But no one can believe of himself, but only due to God: “You 
are saved by grace” (Eph 2:8). And so he says, his testimony no one ac‑
cepts, i.e., of himself, but it is given to him by God.105

This can be explained in another way by realizing that Scripture re-
fers to people in two ways. As long as we are in this world the wicked 
are mingled with the good; and so Scripture sometimes speaks of “the 
people,” or “they,” meaning those who are good; while at other times, 
the same words can refer to the wicked. We can see this in Jeremiah 

104. St. Thomas refers to Jn 3:34 in ST III, q. 7, a. 11, obj. 1; and Jn 3:36 in ST 
I-II, q. 88, a. 4, obj. 1.

105. See ST I-II, q. 109, aa. 5–7; I-II, q. 112, a. 1; II-II, q. 6, a. 1.
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(26): for first it says that all the people and the priests sought to kill 
Jeremiah, and this referred to those who were evil; then at once it says 
that all the people sought to free him, and this referred to those who 
were good. In the same way, John the Baptist says, looking to the left, 
i.e., toward those who are evil, And his testimony no one accepts; and 
later, referring to those on the right, i.e., to the good, he says, But who‑
ever accepts his testimony.

538. But whoever accepts his testimony. Here he speaks of the obli-
gation to believe, i.e., to submit oneself to divine truth.106 As to this he 
does four things. First, he presents the divine truth. Secondly, he speaks 
of the proclamation of the divine truth (v. 34). Thirdly, of the ability to 
proclaim it (v. 34b). Fourthly, he gives the reason for this ability (v. 35).

539. Man’s obligation to the faith is to submit himself to divine 
truth, and so he says that if few accept his testimony that means that 
some do. Hence he says, whoever accepts his testimony, i.e., whoever 
he may be, has given a sign, i.e., he ought to affix a certain sign or has 
in fact placed a seal in his own heart, that Christ is God. And he [Christ] 
is true, because he said that he is God. If he were not, he would not be 
true, but it is written: “God is true” (Rom 3:4). Concerning this seal it 
is said: “Set me as a seal on your heart” (Sg 8:6), and “The foundation 
of God stands firm, bearing a seal, etc,” as we read in 2 Timothy (2:19).

Or, following Chrysostom,107 he has given a sign, i.e., he has shown 
that God, that is, the Father, is true, because he sent his Son whom he 
promised to send. The Evangelist says this to show that those who do 
not believe Christ deny the truthfulness of the Father.

540. Then, immediately he adds a commendation of divine truth, 
saying, For the One whom God sends speaks the words of God. As if to 
say: He has given this as a sign, namely, that Christ, whose testimony 
he accepts, the One whom God sends speaks the words of God. Conse-
quently, one who believes Christ believes the Father: “I speak to the 
world what I have heard from the Father” (below 8:26). So he ex-
pressed verbally nothing but the Father and the words of the Father, 
because he has been sent by the Father, and because he is the Word of 
the Father. Hence, he says that he even bespeaks the Father.

Or, if the statement God is true refers to Christ, we understand the 
distinction of persons; for since the Father is true God, and Christ is 
true God, it follows that the true God sent the true God, who is distinct 
from him in person, but not in nature.108

541. The ability to proclaim divine truth is present in Christ in the 
highest degree, because he does not receive the Spirit in a partial way; 
and so he says, for God does not bestow the Spirit in fractions.

106. See ST II-II, q. 10, a. 1.
107. Hom. in Io. 30. 2; PG 59, col. 173; cf. Catena aurea, 3:32b–36.
108. See ST I, q. 39, a. 4.
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You might say that although God sent Christ, yet not all that Christ 
says is from God, but only some of the things; for even the prophets 
spoke at times from their own spirit, and at other times from the Spir-
it of God. For example, we read that the prophet Nathan (2 Sm 7:3), 
speaking out of his own spirit, advised David to build a temple, but 
that later, under the influence of the Spirit of God, he retracted this. 
However, the Baptist shows that such is not the case with Christ. For 
the prophets receive the Spirit of God only fractionally, i.e., in refer-
ence to some things, but not as to all things. Consequently, not all they 
say are the words of God. But Christ, who received the Spirit fully and 
in regards to all things, speaks the words of God as to all things.109

542. But how can the Holy Spirit be given in fractions, since he 
is immense or infinite, according to the Creed of Athanasius:110 “Im-
mense is the Father, immense the Son, immense the Holy Spirit”? I 
answer that the Holy Spirit is given in fractions, not in respect to his 
essence or power, according to which he is infinite, but as to his gifts, 
which are given fractionally: “Grace has been given to each of us ac-
cording to degree” (Eph 4:7).

543. We should note that we can understand in two ways what is 
said here, namely, that God the Father did not give the Spirit to Christ 
in a partial way. We can understand it as applying to Christ as God, 
and, in another way, as applying to Christ as man. Something is given 
to someone in order that he may have it: and it is appropriate to Christ 
to have the Spirit, both as God and as man. And so he has the Holy 
Spirit with respect to both. As man, Christ has the Holy Spirit as Sanc-
tifier: “The Spirit of the Lord is upon me, because the Lord has anoint-
ed me” (Is 61:1), namely, as man. But as God, he has the Holy Spirit 
only as manifesting himself, inasmuch as the Spirit proceeds from him: 
“He will give glory to me,” that is, make known, “because he will have 
received from me,” as is said below (16:14).

Therefore, both as God and as man, Christ has the Holy Spirit be-
yond measure. For God the Father is said to give the Holy Spirit with-
out measure to Christ as God, because he gives to Christ the power 
and might to bring forth (spirandi) the Holy Spirit, who, since he is in-
finite, was infinitely given to him by the Father: for the Father gives it 
just as he himself has it, so that the Holy Spirit proceeds from him as 
much as from the Son. And he gave him this by an everlasting genera-

109. See ST III, q. 7, aa. 9–11.
110. Athanasian Creed (Quicumque vult); PG 28, col. 1581. The Athanasian 

Creed is a Western, Latin creed attributed to St. Athanasius but composed after 
his death, probably in southern Gaul or Spain in the late fifth or early sixth cen-
tury. Its expansive treatment of the Trinity reflects Augustine’s trinitarian teach-
ing (including the Filioque), and its statement of the Incarnation follows the 
Christological affirmations of the Council of Chalcedon (451). 
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tion. Similarly, Christ as man has the Holy Spirit without measure, for 
the Holy Spirit is given to different men in differing degrees, because 
grace is given to each “by measure” [cf., e.g., Mk 4:24; Mt 7:2]. But 
Christ as man did not receive a certain amount of grace; and so he did 
not receive the Holy Spirit in any limited degree.111

544. It should be noted, however, that there are three kinds of grace 
in Christ: the grace of [the hypostatic] union, the grace of a singular 
person, which is habitual, and the grace of headship, which animates 
all the members. And Christ received each of these graces without mea-
sure.

The grace of union, which is not habitual grace, but a certain gratu-
itous gift, is given to Christ in order that in his human nature he be the 
true Son of God, not by participation, but by nature, insofar as the hu-
man nature of Christ is united to the Son of God in person. This union 
is called a grace because he had it without any preceding merits. Now 
the divine nature is infinite; hence from that union he received all in-
finite gift. Thus it was not by degree or measure that he received the 
Holy Spirit, i.e., the gift and grace of union which, as gratuitous, is at-
tributed to the Holy Spirit.112

His grace is termed habitual insofar as the soul of Christ was full of 
grace and wisdom: “the Only Begotten of the Father, full of grace and 
truth” (above 1:14). We might wonder if Christ did receive this grace 
without measure. For since such grace is a created gift, we must admit 
that it has a finite essence. Therefore, as far as its essence is concerned, 
since it is something created, this habitual grace was finite. Yet Christ is 
not said to have received this in a limited degree for three reasons.113

First, because of the one who is receiving the grace. For it is plain 
that each thing’s nature has a finite capacity, because even though 
one might receive an infinite good by knowing, loving and enjoying 
it, nevertheless one receives it by enjoying it in a finite way. Further, 
each creature has, according to its species and nature, a finite amount 
of capacity. But this does not make it impossible for the divine power 
to make another creature possessing a greater capacity; but then such 
a creature would not be of a nature which is specifically the same, 
just as when one is added to three, there is another species of num-
ber. Therefore, when some nature is not given as much of the divine 
goodness as its natural capacity is able to contain, then it is seen to be 
given to it by measure; but when its total natural capacity is filled, it is 
not given to it by measure, because even though there is a measure on 
the part of the one receiving, there is none on the part of the one giv-
ing, who is prepared to give all. Thus, if someone takes a pail to a river, 

111. See ST III, q. 7, a. 11, especially ad 1.
112. See ST III, q. 2, aa. 10 and 12.
113. See ST III, q. 7, a. 11.
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he sees water present without measure, although he takes the water 
by measure on account of the limited dimensions of the pail. Thus, the 
habitual grace of Christ is indeed finite according to its essence, but it 
is said to be given in an infinite way and not by measure or partially, 
because as much was given to him as created nature was able to hold.

Secondly, Christ did not receive habitual grace in a limited way by 
considering the gift which is received. For every form or act, consid-
ered in its very nature, is not finite in the way in which it is made fi-
nite by the subject in which it is received. Nevertheless, there is noth-
ing to prevent it from being finite in its essence, insofar as its existence 
(esse) is received in some subject. For that is infinite according to its es-
sence which has the entire fullness of being (essendi): and this is true 
of God alone, who is the Supreme esse. But if we consider some “spiri-
tual” form as not existing in a subject, for example, whiteness or color, 
it would not be infinite in essence, because its essence would be con-
fined to some genus or species—nevertheless it would still possess the 
entire fullness of that species. Thus, considering the nature of the spe-
cies, it would be without limit or measure, since it would have every-
thing that can pertain to that species. But if whiteness or color should 
be received into some subject, it does not always have everything that 
pertains necessarily and always to the nature of this form, but only 
when the subject has it as perfectly as it is capable of being possessed, 
i.e., when the way the subject possesses it is equivalent to the power 
of the thing possessed. Thus, Christ’s habitual grace was finite accord-
ing to its essence; yet it is said to have been in him without a limit or 
measure because he received everything that could pertain to the na-
ture of grace. Others, however, do not receive all this; but one receives 
in one way, and another in another way: “There are different graces” 
(1 Cor 12:4).

The third reason for saying that the habitual grace of Christ was not 
received in a limited way is based on its cause. For an effect is in some 
way present in its cause. Therefore, if someone has an infinite power 
to produce something, he is said to have what can be produced with-
out measure and, in a way, infinitely. For example, if someone has a 
fountain which could produce an infinite amount of water, he would 
be said to have water in an infinite way and without measure. Thus, 
the soul of Christ has infinite grace and grace without measure from 
the fact that he has united to himself the Word, which is the infinite 
and unfailing source of the entire emanation of all created things.

From what has been said, it is clear that the grace of Christ which is 
called capital grace, insofar as he is head of the Church, is infinite in its 
influence. For from the fact that he possessed that from which the gifts 
of the Spirit could flow out without measure, he received the power to 
pour them out without measure, so that the grace of Christ is sufficient 
not merely for the salvation of some men, but for all the people of the 
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entire world: “He is the offering for our sins; and not for ours only, 
but also for those of the entire world” (1 Jn 2:2), and even for many 
worlds, if they existed.114

545. Christ also had the ability appropriate for declaring divine truth, 
because all things are in his power; hence he says, The Father loves the 
Son, and has put everything into his hands. This can refer to Christ 
both as man and as God, but in different ways. If it refers to Christ ac-
cording to his divine nature, then loves does not indicate a principle 
but a sign: for we cannot say that the Father gives all things to the Son 
because he loves him. There are two reasons for this. First, because to 
love is an act of the will; but to give a nature to the Son is to generate 
him. Therefore, if the Father gave a nature to the Son by his will, the 
will of the Father would be the principle of the generation of the Son; 
and then it would follow that the Father generated the Son by will, and 
not by nature; and this is the Arian heresy.115

Secondly, because the love of the Father for the Son is the Holy 
Spirit.116 So, if the love of the Father for the Son were the reason why 
the Father put everything into his hands, it would follow that the Holy 
Spirit would be the principle of the generation of the Son; and this is 
not acceptable. Therefore, we should say that loves implies only a sign. 
As if to say: The perfect love with which the Father loves the Son, is a 
sign that the Father has put everything into his hands, i.e., everything 
which the Father has: “All things have been given to me by my Fa-
ther” (Mt 11:27); “Jesus, knowing that the Father had given all things 
into his hands” (below 13:3).

But if loves refers to Christ as man, then it implies the notion of 
a principle, so that the Father is said to have put everything into the 
hands of the Son, everything, that is, that is in heaven and on earth: 
“All authority has been given to me, in heaven and on earth,” as he 
says in Matthew (28:18); “He has appointed him [the Son] the heir 
of all things” (Heb 1:2). And the reason why the Father gives to the 
Son is because he loves the Son; hence he says, The Father loves the 
Son, for the Father’s love is the reason for creating each creature: “You 
love everything which exists, and hate nothing which you have made” 
(Wis 11:25).117 Concerning his love for the Son we read in Matthew 
(3:17): “This is my beloved Son, in whom I am well pleased”; “He has 
brought us into the kingdom of the Son of his love,” that is, i.e., of his 
beloved Son (Col 1:13).

546. Then when he says, Whoever believes in the Son has eternal 
life, he shows the fruit of faith. First, he sets forth the reward for faith. 
Secondly, the penalty for unbelief (v. 36b).

114. See ST III, q. 8, a. 3; III, q. 48, a. 1.
115. See ST I, q. 41, a. 2.
116. See ST I, q. 37, a. 2.
117. See ST I, q. 20, a. 2; I-II, q. 87, a. 3.
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547. The reward for faith is beyond our comprehension, because it 
is eternal life. Hence he says, Whoever believes in the Son has eternal 
life. And this is shown from what has already been said. For if the Fa-
ther has given everything he has to the Son, and the Father has eter-
nal life, then he has given to the Son to be eternal life: “Just as the Fa-
ther possesses life in himself, so he has given it to the Son to have life 
in himself” (below 5:26): and this belongs to Christ insofar as he is the 
true and natural Son of God. “That you may be in his true Son, Christ. 
This is the true God and eternal life” (1 Jn 5:20).118 Whoever believes 
in the Son has that toward which he tends, that is, the Son, in whom 
he believes. But the Son is eternal life; therefore, whoever believes in 
him has eternal life. As it says below (10:27): “My sheep hear my voice 
. . . and I give them eternal life.”

548. The penalty for unbelief is unendurable, both as to the pun-
ishment of loss and as to the punishment of sense.119 As to the pun-
ishment of loss, because it deprives one of life; hence he says, whoev‑
er is unbelieving in the Son will not see life. He does not say, “will not 
have,” but will not see, because eternal life consists in the vision of the 
true life: “This is eternal life: that they may know you, the only true 
God, and Jesus Christ, whom you have sent” (below 17:3): and unbe-
lievers will not have this vision and this knowledge: “Let him not see 
the brooks of honey” (Jb 4:19), that is, the sweetness of eternal life. 
And he says, will not see, because to see life itself is the proper reward 
for faith united with love.

The punishment of sense is unendurable because one is severely 
punished; so he says: the anger of God rests on him. For in the Scrip-
tures anger indicates the pain with which God punishes those who are 
evil. So when he says, the anger of God, the Father, rests on him, it is 
the same as saying: They will feel punishment from God the Father.120

Although the Father “has given all judgment to the Son,” as we 
read below (5:22), the Baptist refers this to the Father in order to lead 
the Jews to believe in the Son. It is written about this judgment: “It is a 
terrible thing to fall into the hands of the living God” (Heb 10:31). He 
says, rests on him, because this punishment will never be absent from 
the unbelieving, and because all who are born into this mortal life are 
the objects of God’s anger, which was first felt by Adam: “We were by 
nature,” that is, through birth, “children of anger” (Eph 2:3).121 And 
we are freed from this anger only by faith in Christ; and so the anger 
of God rests on those who do not believe in Christ, the Son of God.122

118. See ST III, q. 53, a. 4.
119. See ST II-II, q. 10, a. 3.
120. See ST I, q. 23, a. 3; I-II, q. 87, aa. 3–5.
121. See ST I-II, q. 81, aa. 1, 3.
122. See ST III, q. 49, aa. 3–4.
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CHAPTEr 4

LECTurE 1

1 When, therefore, Jesus learned that the Pharisees had heard that 
he was making more disciples and baptizing more than John 2 (al‑
though Jesus did not himself baptize, but his disciples did), 3 he left 
Judea, and went again to Galilee. 4 He had, however, to pass through 
Samaria. 5 He came therefore to a city of Samaria, called Sychar, near 
the plot of land which Jacob had given to his son Joseph. 6 This was 
the site of Jacob’s well. Jesus, tired from his journey, rested there at the 
well. It was about the sixth hour. 7 When a Samaritan woman came to 
draw water, Jesus said to her, “Give me a drink.” 8 (His disciples had 
gone to the town to buy some food.) 9 So the Samaritan woman said to 
him, “How is it that you, being a Jew, ask me, a woman of Samaria, 
for a drink?” (Recall that the Jews had nothing to do with the Samari‑
tans.)1

549. Having set forth the teaching of Christ on spiritual regenera-
tion, and that Christ had given this grace of spiritual regeneration to 
the Jews, he now shows how Christ gave this grace to the Gentiles. 
Now the salutary grace of Christ had been dispensed in two ways to 
the Gentiles: through teaching and through miracles. “Going forth, 
they preached everywhere”: this is the teaching; “the Lord cooperated 
with them, and confirmed the word with signs”: these are the miracles 
(Mk 16:20).

First, he shows the future conversion of the Gentiles through teach-
ing. Secondly, their future conversion through miracles (v. 43). As to 
the first, he does two things. First, he sets down certain matters pre-
liminary to the teaching. Secondly, he presents the teaching and its ef-
fect (v. 10). As to the first, he sets down three preliminary facts. First, 
what relates to the one teaching. Secondly, something about the matter 
taught. Thirdly, something about who received the instruction (v. 7). 
As to the person teaching, the preliminary remark is about his journey 
to the place where he taught. Here he does three things. First, he gives 
the place which he left, that is, from Judea. Secondly, the place where 
he was going, to Galilee. Thirdly, the place through which he passed, 

1. St. Thomas quotes Jn 4:2 in ST III, q. 38, a. 6, obj. 2; III, q. 67, a. 2, ad 1; III, 
q. 72, a. 6, obj. 2; III, q. 84, a. 7, ad 4; Jn 4:7 in ST III, q. 42, a. 1, obj 3; and Jn 4:8 
in ST II-II, q. 188, a. 7. 
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Samaria. As to the first, he does three things. First, he gives the reason 
for his leaving Judea. Secondly, he explains certain facts included in 
this reason. Thirdly, he describes Christ’s departure from Judea (v. 3).

550. The Evangelist says, When, therefore, Jesus learned that the 
Pharisees had heard, because he wished to show that after the Baptist 
had calmed the envy of his disciples, Jesus avoided the ill will of the 
Pharisees.

551. Since we read: “All things were known to the Lord God before 
they were created” (Sir 23:29), and “All things are naked and open to 
his eyes” (Heb 4:13), it seems that we should ask why Jesus is said to 
acquire new knowledge. We must answer that Jesus, in virtue of his 
divinity, knew from eternity all things, past, present and to come, as 
the scriptural passages cited above indicate. Nevertheless, as man, he 
did begin to know certain things through experiential knowledge. And 
it is this experiential knowledge that is indicated when it says here, 
When Jesus learned, after the news was brought to him, that the Phar‑
isees had heard. And Christ willed to acquire this knowledge anew as 
a concession, to show the reality of his human nature, just as he willed 
to do and endure many other things characteristic of human nature.2

552. Why does he say: the Pharisees had heard that he was making 
more disciples and baptizing more than John, when this would seem 
to be of no concern to them? For they persecuted John and did not be-
lieve in him: for as Matthew says (21:25), when the Lord questioned 
them about the source of John’s baptism, they said: “If we say from 
heaven, he will say to us, ‘Why then did you not believe him?’” Thus 
they did not believe in John.

There are two answers to this. One is that those disciples of John 
who had spoken against Christ were either Pharisees or allies of the 
Pharisees. For we see in Matthew (9:11, 14), that the Pharisees along 
with the disciples of John raised questions against the disciples of 
Christ. And so according to this explanation, then, the Evangelist says 
that When, therefore, Jesus learned that the Pharisees had heard, that 
is, after he learned that John’s disciples, who were Pharisees or allied 
with the Pharisees, had raised questions and had been disturbed about 
his baptism and that of his disciples, he left Judea.

Or, we might say that the Pharisees were disturbed at John’s 
preaching due to their envy, and for this reason they persuaded Herod 
to arrest him. This is plain from Matthew (17:12), where Christ, speak-
ing of John, says, “Elijah has already come . . . and they did with him 
whatever they wanted,” and then he adds, “so also will the Son of 
Man suffer from them.” The Gloss3 comments on this that it was the 
Pharisees who incited Herod to arrest John and put him to death. Thus 

2. See ST III, q. 12, a. 2; III, q. 14, a. 1; III, q. 15, a. 4.
3. See Bede, In S. Matthaei Evang. expos. 3. 17; PL 92, col 82A.
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it seems probable that they felt the same way toward Christ because 
of what he was preaching. And this is what it says, that is, the envi-
ous Pharisees and persecutors of Christ had heard, with the intention 
of persecuting him, that he was making more disciples and baptizing 
more than John.

553. This kind of hearing is described by Job (28:22): “Death and 
destruction have said: We have heard of his deeds.” The good, on the 
other hand, hear in order to obey: “We have heard him in Ephrathah” 
(Ps 131:6), followed by, “We will adore at his footstool.”

The Pharisees heard two things. First, that Christ made more dis-
ciples than John. This was right and reasonable, for as we read above 
(3:30), Christ must increase and John must decrease. The second thing 
was that Christ baptized; and rightly so, because he cleanses: “Wash 
me from my injustice” (Ps 50:4), and again in Psalm (7:7): “Rise up, 
O Lord,” by baptizing, “in the command you have given,” concerning 
baptism, “and a congregation of people,” united through baptism, “will 
surround you.”

554. Then when he says, although Jesus did not himself baptize, he 
explains what he has just said about Christ’s baptizing. Augustine4 says 
that there is an apparent inconsistency here: for he had stated that Je-
sus was baptizing, whereas now he says, as though correcting himself, 
Jesus did not himself baptize.

There are two ways to understand this. This first way is that of 
Chrysostom.5 What the Evangelist now says is true, i.e., that Christ did 
not baptize. When he said above that Jesus was baptizing, this was the 
report received by the Pharisees. For certain people came to the Phar-
isees and said: You are envious of John because he has disciples and 
is baptizing. But Jesus is making more disciples than John and is also 
baptizing. Why do you put up with him? So the Evangelist is not him-
self saying that Jesus was baptizing, but only that the Pharisees heard 
that he was. It is with the intention of correcting this false rumor that 
the Evangelist says: It is true that the Pharisees heard that Christ was 
baptizing, but this is not true. So he adds: although Jesus did not him‑
self baptize, but his disciples did. And so for Chrysostom,6 Christ did 
not baptize, because the Holy Spirit was not given at any time before 
the passion of Christ in the baptism of John and his disciples. The pur-
pose of John’s baptism was to accustom men to the baptism of Christ 
and to gather people in order to instruct them, as he says.7 Moreover, 
it would not have been fitting for Christ to baptize if the Holy Spirit 
were not given in his baptism; but the Spirit was not given until after 

4. Tract. in Io. 15. 3; PL 35, col. 1511; cf. Catena aurea, 4:1–6.
5. Hom. in Io. 31. 1; PG 59, col. 176; cf. Catena aurea, 4:1–6.
6. Ibid., 29. 1, col. 167–168; cf. Catena aurea, 4:1–6.
7. See ST III, q. 38, a. 1.



208  COMMENTARY ON THE GOSPEL OF JOHN

the passion of Christ, as we read below (7:39): “The Spirit had not yet 
been given, because Jesus had not yet been glorified.”

According to Augustine,8 however, one should say, and this is 
the preferable way, that the disciples did baptize with the baptism of 
Christ, that is, in water and the Spirit, and the Spirit was given in this 
baptism, and also that Christ did and did not baptize. Christ did baptize 
because he performed the interior cleansing; but he did not baptize be-
cause he did not wash them externally with the water. It was the office 
of the disciples to wash the body, while Christ gave the Spirit which 
cleansed within. So in the proper sense Christ did baptize, according 
to: “The man on whom you see the Spirit come down and rest is the 
one who is to baptize with the Holy Spirit,” as was said above (1:33).9

With respect to the opinion of Chrysostom that the Holy Spirit was 
not yet given and so on, we might say that the Spirit was not yet given 
in visible signs, as he was given to the disciples after the resurrection; 
nevertheless, the Spirit had been given and was being given to believ-
ers through an interior sanctification.10

The fact that Christ was not always baptizing gives an example to us 
that the major prelates of the churches should not occupy themselves 
with things that can be performed by others, but should allow them to 
be done by those of lesser rank: “Christ did not send me to baptize, but 
to preach the Gospel” (1 Cor 1:17).

555. If someone should ask whether Christ’s disciples had been 
baptized, it could be said, as Augustine11 answered Stelentius, that 
they had been baptized with the baptism of John, because some of 
Christ’s disciples had been disciples of John. Or, which is more like-
ly, they were baptized with the baptism of Christ, in order that Christ 
might have baptized servants through whom he would baptize others. 
This is the meaning of what is said below (13:10): “He who has bathed 
does not need to wash, except his feet,” and then follows, “and you are 
clean, but not all.”

556. He then mentions Christ’s going away, he left Judea. He left 
for three reasons. First, to get away from the envy of the Pharisees, 
who were disturbed because of what they had heard about Christ, and 
were preparing to harass him. By this he gives us the example that 
we should, with gentleness, yield ground to evil for a time: “Do not 
pile wood on his fire” (Sir 8:4). Another reason was to show us that 
it is not sinful to flee from persecution: “If they persecute you in one 
town, flee to another” (Mt 10:23). The third reason was that the time 
of his passion had not yet come: “My time has not yet come” (above 

8. Tract. in Io. 15. 3-4; PL 35, col. 1511; cf. Catena aurea, 4:1–6.
9. See ST III, q. 64, a. 3.
10. See ST III, q. 61, a. 3.
11. Ep. 265. 5; PL 33, col. 1087–88; see also Ep. 44. 10; PL 33, col. 178; cf. Ca-

tena aurea, 4:1–6.
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2:4). And there is an additional reason, a mystical one: he indicated by 
his leaving that because of persecution the disciples were destined to 
abandon the Jews and go to the Gentiles.

557. Then when he says, and went again to Galilee, he shows where 
he was going. He says, again, because above (2:12) he had mentioned 
another time when Christ went to Galilee: when he went to Caper-
naum after the miracle at the wedding. Since the other three evan-
gelists did not mention this first trip, the Evangelist says again to let 
us know that the other evangelists had mentioned none of the mat-
ters he mentions up to this point, and that he is now beginning to give 
his account contemporaneous with theirs. According to one interpreta-
tion, Galilee is understood to signify the Gentile world, to which Christ 
passed from the Jews; for Galilee means “passage.” According to anoth-
er interpretation,12 Galilee signifies the glory of heaven, for Galilee also 
means “revelation.” 

558. Then he describes the intermediate place through which Christ 
passed; first in a general way, then specifically.

559. On his way to Galilee, Christ passes through Samaria; hence 
he says, He had to pass through Samaria. He says, had to pass, lest he 
seem to be acting contrary to his own teaching, for Christ says in Mat-
thew (10:5): “Do not go on the roads of the Gentiles.” Now since Sa-
maria was Gentile territory, he shows that he went there of necessity 
and not by choice. Thus he says, had to pass, the reason being that Sa-
maria was between Judea and Galilee.

It was Omri, the king of Israel, who bought the hill of Samaria from 
a certain Shemer (1 Kgs 16:24); and it was there he built the city which 
he called Samaria, after the name of the person from whom he bought 
the land. After that, the kings of Israel used it as their royal city, and 
the entire region surrounding this city was called Samaria. When we 
read here that Christ had to pass through Samaria, we should under-
stand the region rather than the city.

560. Describing it in more detail, he adds, He came therefore to a city 
of Samaria, i.e., of the region of Samaria, called Sychar. This Sychar is 
the same as Shechem. Genesis (33:18) says that Jacob camped near 
here and that two of his sons, enraged at the rape of Dinah, Jacob’s 
daughter, by the son of the king of Shechem, killed all the males in that 
city. And so Jacob took possession of the city, and he lived there and 
dug many wells. Later, as he lay dying, he gave the land to his son Jo-
seph: “I am giving you a portion more than your brothers” (Gn 48:22). 
And this is what he says: near the plot of land which Jacob had given 
to his son Joseph.

The Evangelist is so careful to record all these matters in order to 
show us that all the things which happened to the patriarchs were 

12. See Erigena, Comm. in S. Evang. sec. Io., frag. 2; PL 122, col. 330D–331C.
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leading up to Christ, and that they pointed to Christ, and that he de-
scended from them according to the flesh.

561. Then when he says, This was the site of Jacob’s well, the Evan-
gelist gives the material setting for the spiritual doctrine about to be 
taught. And this was most fitting: for the doctrine about to be taught 
was about water and a spiritual font, and so he mentions the mate-
rial well, thus giving rise to a discussion of the spiritual font, which is 
Christ: “For with you is the fountain of life” (Ps 35:10), namely, the 
Holy Spirit, who is the spirit of life. Likewise, the well symbolizes bap-
tism: “On that day a fountain will be open to the house of David, to 
cleanse the sinner and the unclean” (Zec 13:1).

He does three things here. First, he describes the well. Secondly, 
Christ’s rest at the well. Thirdly, the time.

562. He describes the water source saying, the site of Jacob’s well. 
Here one might object that further on (v. 11) he says this source is 
deep; thus it did not gush water like a fountain. I answer, as does Au-
gustine,13 that it was both a well and gushed water like a fountain. For 
every well is a fountain, although the converse is not true. For when 
water gushes from the earth we have a fountain; and if this happens 
just on the surface, the source is only a fountain. But if the water gush-
es both on the surface and below, we have a well; although it is also 
still called a fountain. It is called Jacob’s well because he had dug this 
well there due to a shortage of water, as we read in Genesis (chap. 34).

563. Jesus, tired from his journey, rested there at the well. Jesus re-
veals his weakness (even though his power was unlimited), not be-
cause of a lack of power, but to show us the reality of the [human] na-
ture he assumed.14 According to Augustine,15 “Jesus is strong, for ‘In 
the beginning was the Word’ (above 1:1); but he is weak, for ‘the Word 
was made flesh’” (above 1:14). And so Christ, wishing to show the 
truth of his human nature, allowed it to do and to endure things prop-
er to men; and to show the truth of his divine nature, he worked and 
performed things proper to God. Hence when he checked the inflow of 
divine power to his body, he became hungry and tired; but when he let 
his divine power influence his body, he did not become hungry in spite 
of a lack of food, and he did not become tired in his labors. “He had 
fasted forty days and forty nights, and was hungry” (Mt 4:2).

564. Seeing Jesus becoming tired from his journey is an example to 
us not to shrink from our work for the salvation of others: “I am poor, 
and have labored since my youth” (Ps 87:16). We also have an exam-
ple of poverty, as Jesus rested there, upon the bare earth.

In its mystical meaning, this resting [literally, a sitting] of Christ in-

13. See Tract in Io. 15. 5; PL 35, col. 1512; cf. Catena aurea, 4:1–6.
14. See ST III, q. 14, a. 2.
15. Tract. in Io. 15. 6; PL 35, col. 1512; cf. Catena aurea, 4:1–6.
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dicates the abasement of his passion: “You know when I sit down (i.e., 
the passion), and when I rise” (Ps 138:2). Also, it indicates the author-
ity of his teaching, for he speaks as one having power; thus we read in 
Matthew (5:1) that Christ, “sitting down, taught them.”

565. He indicates the time, saying, It was about the sixth hour. 
There are both literal and mystical reasons for fixing the time. The lit-
eral reason was to show the cause of his tiredness: for men are more 
weary from work in the heat and at the sixth hour [at noon]. Again, 
it shows why Christ was resting: for men gladly rest near the water in 
the heat of the day.

There are three mystical reasons for mentioning the time. First, be-
cause Christ assumed flesh and came into the world in the sixth age 
of the world. Another is that man was made on the sixth day, and 
Christ was conceived in the sixth month. Third, at the sixth hour the 
sun is at its highest, and there is nothing left for it but to decline. In 
this context, the “sun” signifies temporal prosperity, as suggested by 
Job (31:26): “If I had looked at the sun when it shone, etc.” Therefore 
Christ came when the prosperity of the world was at its highest, that 
is, it flourished through love in the hearts of men; but because of him 
natural love was bound to decline.

566. Next, we have a preliminary remark concerning the one who 
listens to Christ. First, we are introduced to the person who is taught. 
Secondly, we are given her preparation for his teaching.

567. The teaching is given to a Samaritan woman; so he says, a Sa‑
maritan woman came to draw water. This woman signifies the Church, 
not yet justified, of the Gentiles. It was then involved in idolatry, but 
was destined to be justified by Christ. She came from foreigners, i.e., 
from the Samaritans, who were foreigners, even though they lived in 
the neighboring territory: because the Church of the Gentiles, foreign 
to the Jewish race, would come to Christ: “Many will come from the 
East and the West, and will sit down with Abraham, and Isaac, and Ja-
cob, in the kingdom of heaven,” as we find in Matthew (8:11).

568. Christ prepares this woman for his teaching when he says, 
Give me a drink. First, we have the occasion for his asking her. Sec-
ondly, the Evangelist suggests why it was opportune to make this re-
quest (v. 8).

569. The occasion and the preparation of the woman was the re-
quest of Christ; thus he says, Give me a drink. He asks for a drink both 
because he was thirsty for water on account of the heat of the day, and 
because he thirsted for the salvation of man on account of his love. Ac-
cordingly, while hanging on the cross he cried out: “I thirst.” 

570. Christ had the opportunity to ask this of the woman because 
his disciples, whom he would have asked for the water, were not 
there; thus the Evangelist says, His disciples had gone to the town.

Here we might notice three things about Christ. First, his humil-
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ity, because he was left alone.16 This is an example to his disciples that 
they should suppress all pride. Someone might ask what need there 
was to train the disciples in humility, seeing that they had been but 
lowly fishermen and tentmakers. Those who say such things should 
remember that these very fishermen were suddenly made more de-
serving of respect than any king, more eloquent than philosophers and 
orators, and were the intimate companions of the Lord of creation. 
Persons of this kind, when they are suddenly promoted, ordinarily be-
come proud, not being accustomed to such great honor.17

Secondly, note Christ’s temperance: for he was so little concerned 
about food that he did not bring anything to eat.18 Thirdly, note that 
he was also left alone on the cross: “I have trodden the wine press 
alone, and no one of the people was with me” (Is 63:3).

571. Our Lord prepared the woman to receive his spiritual teaching 
by giving her an occasion to question him. First, her question is given. 
Secondly, her reason for asking it (v. 9).

572. Here we should point out that our Lord, when asking the 
woman for a drink, had in mind more a spiritual drink than a mere-
ly physical one. But the woman, not yet understanding about such a 
spiritual drink, thought only of a physical drink. So she responds: How 
is it that you, being a Jew, ask me, a woman of Samaria, for a drink? 
For Christ was a Jew, because it was promised that he would be from 
Judah: “The scepter will not be taken away from Judah . . . until he 
who is to be sent comes” (Gn 49:10); and he was born from Judah: 
“It is evident that our Lord came from Judah” (Heb 7:14). The wom-
an knew that Christ was Jewish from the way he dressed: for as Num-
bers (15:37) says, the Lord commanded the Jews to wear tassels on the 
corners of their garments, and put a violet cord on each tassel, so that 
they could be distinguished from other people.

573. Then the reason for this question is given: either by the Evan-
gelist, as the Gloss19 says, or by the woman herself, as Chrysostom20 
says; the reason being, the Jews had nothing to do with Samaritans. 

Apropos of this, we should note that, as mentioned in 2 Kings, it 
was on account of their sins that the people of Israel, i.e., of the ten 
tribes, who were worshipping idols, were captured by the king of the 
Assyrians, and led as captives into Babylonia. Then, so that Samaria 
would not remain unpopulated, the king gathered people from various 
nations and forced them to live there. While they were there, the Lord 
sent lions and other wild beasts to trouble them; he did this to show 
that he let the Jews be captured because of their sins, and not because 

16. See also ST III, q. 46, a. 3. 17. See also ST II-II, q. 162, a. 4.
18. See also ST II-II, q. 147, a. 1.
19. See Bede, In S. Ioannis Evang. expos. 4; PL 92, col. 682A.
20. Hom. in Io. 31. 4; PG 59, col. 180.
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of any lack in his own power. When news of their trouble reached the 
Assyrian king and he was informed that this was happening because 
these people were not observing the rites of the God of that territory, 
he sent them a priest of the Jews who would teach them God’s law as 
found in the law of Moses. This is why, although these people were 
not Jewish, they came to observe the Mosaic law. However, along with 
their worship of the true God, they also worshipped idols, paid no at-
tention to the prophets, and referred to themselves as Samaritans, 
from the city of Samaria which was built on a hill called Shemer (1 Kgs 
16:24). After the Jews returned to Jerusalem from their captivity, the 
Samaritans were a constant source of trouble, and as we read in Ezra, 
interfered with their building of the temple and the city. Although the 
Jews did not mix with other people, they especially avoided these Sa-
maritans and would have nothing to do with them. And this is what 
we read: Jews had nothing to do with the Samaritans. He does not 
say that the Samaritans do not associate with Jews, for they would 
have gladly done so and have cooperated with them. But the Jews re-
buffed them in keeping with what is said in Deuteronomy (7:2): “Do 
not make agreements with them.”

574. If it was not lawful for the Jews to associate with Samaritans, 
why did God ask a Samaritan woman for a drink? One might answer, 
as Chrysostom21 does, that the Lord asked her because he knew that 
she would not give him the drink. But this is not an adequate answer, 
because one who asks what is not lawful is not free from sin—not to 
mention the scandal—even though what he asks for is not given to 
him. So we should say, as we find in Matthew (12:8): “The Son of Man 
is Lord even of the sabbath.” Thus, as Lord of the law, he was able to 
use or not use the law and its observances and legalities as it seemed 
suitable to him.22 And because the time was near when the nations 
would be called to the faith, he associated with those nations. 

LECTurE 2

10 Jesus replied and said: “If you knew the gift of God, and real‑
ized who it is who says to you, ‘Give me a drink,’ you perhaps would 
have asked him that he give you living water.” 11 The woman chal‑
lenged him: “You, sir, have no bucket, and the well is deep. How then 
could you have living water? 12 Are you greater than our father Ja‑
cob, who gave us this well and drank from it with his sons and his 
flocks?” 13 Jesus replied and said: “Whoever drinks this water will be 
thirsty again, but whoever drinks the water that I give, will never be 

21. Ibid.; cf. Catena aurea, 4:7–12.
22. See ST III, q. 40, a. 4.
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thirsty again. 14 The water that I give will become a fountain within 
him, leaping up to provide eternal life.” 15 “Lord,” the woman said, 
“Give me this water so that I shall not grow thirsty and have to keep 
coming here to draw water.” 16 Jesus said to her: “Go, call your hus‑
band, and then come back here.” 17 “I have no husband,” replied the 
woman. Jesus said, “You are right in saying you have no husband, 18 
for you have had five, and the man you are living with now is not your 
husband. What you said is true.” 19 “Sir,” said the woman, “I see that 
you are a prophet. 20 Our ancestors worshiped on this mountain, but 
you people claim that Jerusalem is the place where men must worship 
God.” 21 Jesus said to her: “Believe me, woman, the hour is coming 
when you will worship the Father neither on this mountain nor in Je‑
rusalem. 22 You people worship what you do not understand, while we 
understand what we worship, since salvation is from the Jews. 23 But 
the hour is coming, and is now here, when true worshipers will wor‑
ship the Father in spirit and in truth. Indeed, it is just such worshipers 
the Father seeks. 24 God is spirit, and those who worship him ought to 
worship in spirit and truth.” 25 The woman said to him: “I know that 
the Messiah is coming, the one called Christ; when he comes he will tell 
us everything.” 26 Jesus replied: “I who speak to you am he.”23

575. Now (v. 10), the Evangelist gives us Christ’s spiritual teaching. 
First, he gives the teaching itself. Secondly, the effect it had (v. 27). As 
to the first, he does two things. First, a summary of the entire instruc-
tion is given. Secondly, he unfolds it part by part (v. 11).

576. He said therefore: You are amazed that I, a Jew, should ask 
you, a Samaritan woman, for water; but you should not be amazed, 
because I have come to give drink, even to the Gentiles. Thus he says: 
If you knew the gift of God, and realized who it is who says to you, 
Give me a drink, you perhaps would have asked him.

577. We may begin with what is last, and we should know first 
what is to be understood by water. And we should say that water sig-
nifies the grace of the Holy Spirit. Sometimes this grace is called fire, 
and at other times water, to show that it is neither one of these in its 
nature, but like them in the way it acts.24 It is called fire because it lifts 
up our hearts by its ardor and heat: “ardent in Spirit” (Rom 12:11), 
and because it burns up sins: “Its light is fire and flame” (Sg 8:6). Grace 

23. St. Thomas quotes Jn 4:13 in ST I-II, q. 2, a. 1, ad 3; I-II, q. 30, a. 4; I-II, q. 
33, a. 2, sed contra; Jn 4:14 in ST I-II, q. 114, a. 3; Jn 4:21 in ST I-II, q. 108, a. 3, ad 
3; II-II, q. 84, a. 3, obj. 1; Jn 4:23 in ST I-II, q. 108, a. 3, ad 3; II-II, q. 83, a. 5, ad 
1; II-II, q. 84, a. 2, obj. 1; II-II, q. 93, a. 1, ad 1; II-II, q. 94, a. 2, obj. 3; and Jn 4:24 
in ST I, q. 3, a. 1 sed contra; I-II, q. 101, a. 2, obj. 4; I-II, q. 101, a. 3, obj. 3; II-II, q. 
81, a. 7, obj. 1; II-II, q. 83, a. 13, obj. 1; III, q. 58, a. 1, obj. 1; III, q. 60, a. 4, obj. 2; 
III, q. 63, a. 4, ad 1. See also III, q. 42, a. 1, obj. 3.

24. See ST I, q. 1, a. 9; see also I, q. 36, a. 1.
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is called water because it cleanses: “I will pour clean water upon you, 
and you will be cleansed from all your uncleanness” (Ez 36:25), and 
because it brings a refreshing relief from the heat of temptations: “Wa-
ter quenches a flaming fire” (Sir 3:33), and also because it satisfies our 
desires, in contrast to our thirst for earthly things and all temporal 
things whatever: “Come to the waters, all you who thirst” (Is 55:1).25

Now water is of two kinds: living and non-living. Non-living wa-
ter is water which is not connected or united with the source from 
which it springs, but is collected from the rain or in other ways into 
ponds and cisterns, and there it stands, separated from its source. But 
living water is connected with its source and flows from it. So accord-
ing to this understanding, the grace of the Holy Spirit is correctly called 
living water, because the grace of the Holy Spirit is given to man in 
such a way that the source itself of the grace is also given, that is, the 
Holy Spirit. Indeed, grace is given by the Holy Spirit: “The love of God 
is poured out into our hearts by the Holy Spirit, who has been given 
to us” (Rom 5:5). For the Holy Spirit is the unfailing fountain from 
whom all gifts of grace flow: “One and the same Spirit does all these 
things” (1 Cor 12:11).26 And so, if anyone has a gift of the Holy Spirit 
without having the Spirit, the water is not united with its source, and 
so is not living but dead: “Faith without works is dead” (Jas 2:20).

578. Then we are shown that in the case of adults, living water, i.e., 
grace, is obtained by desiring it, i.e., by asking. “The Lord has heard the 
desire of the poor” (Ps 10:17), for grace is not given to anyone with-
out their asking and desiring it. Thus we say that in the justification of 
a sinner an act of free will is necessary to detest sin and to desire grace, 
according to Matthew (7:7): “Ask and you will receive.” In fact, de-
sire is so important that even the Son himself is told to ask: “Ask me, 
and I will give to you” (Ps 2:8). Therefore, no one who resists grace re-
ceives it, unless he first desires it; this is clear in the case of Paul who, 
before he received grace, desired it, saying: “Lord, what do you want 
me to do?” (Acts 9:6). Thus it is significant that he says, you perhaps 
would have asked him. He says perhaps on account of free will, with 
which a person sometimes desires and asks for grace, and sometimes 
does not.27

579. There are two things which lead a person to desire and ask for 
grace: a knowledge of the good to be desired and a knowledge of the 
giver. So, Christ offers these two to her. First of all, a knowledge of the 
gift itself; hence he says, If you knew the gift of God, which is every 
desirable good which comes from the Holy Spirit: “I know that I can-
not control myself unless God grants it to me” (Wis 8:21). And this is a 
gift of God, and so forth. Secondly, he mentions the giver; and he says, 

25. See ST III, q. 66, a. 3. 26. See ST I, q. 38, aa. 1–2.
27. See ST I-II, q. 112, a. 2.
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and realized who it is who says to you, i.e., if you knew the one who 
can give it, namely, that it is I: “When the Paraclete comes, whom I 
will send you from the Father, the Spirit of truth . . . he will bear wit-
ness to me” (below 15:26); “You have given gifts to men” (Ps 67:19).28

Accordingly, this teaching concerns three things: the gift of living 
water, asking for this gift, and the giver himself.

580. When he says, The woman challenged him, he treats these 
three things explicitly. First, the gift; secondly, asking for the gift (v. 19); 
and thirdly, the giver (v. 25). He does two things about the first. First, 
he explains the gift by showing its power. Secondly, he considers the 
perfection of the gift (v. 15). About the first he does two things. First, he 
gives the woman’s request. Secondly, Christ’s answer (v. 13).

581. We should note, with respect to the first, that this Samaritan 
woman, because she was sensual, understood in a worldly sense what 
the Lord understood in a spiritual sense: “The sensual man does not 
perceive those things that pertain to the Spirit of God” (1 Cor 2:14). 
Consequently, she tried to reject what our Lord said as unreasonable 
and impossible with the following argument: You promise me living 
water; and it must come either from this well or from another one. 
But it cannot come from this well because You, sir, have no bucket, 
and the well is deep; and it does not seem probable that you can get it 
from some other well, because you are not greater than our father Ja‑
cob, who gave us this well.

582. Let us first examine what she says, You, sir, have no bucket, 
i.e., no pail to use to draw water from the well, and the well is deep, so 
you cannot reach the water by hand without a bucket.

The depth of the well signifies the depth of Sacred Scripture and of 
divine wisdom: “It has great depth. Who can find it out?” (Ecc 7:25).29 
The bucket with which the water of wisdom is drawn out is prayer: “If 
any of you lack wisdom, ask God” (Jas 1:5).30

583. The second point is given at, Are you greater than our father 
Jacob, who gave us this well? As if to say: Have you better water to 
give us than Jacob? She calls Jacob her father not because the Samari-
tans were descendants of the Jews, as is clear from what was said be-
fore, but because the Samaritans had the Mosaic law, and because they 
occupied the land promised to the descendants of Jacob.

The woman praised this well on three counts. First, on the author-
ity of the one who gave it; so she says: our father Jacob, who gave us 
this well. Secondly, on account of the freshness of its water, saying: Ja‑
cob drank from it with his sons: for they would not drink it if it were 
not fresh, but only give it to their cattle. Thirdly, she praises its abun-

28. See ST I, q. 43, aa. 3, 6.  29. See ST I, q. 1, a. 10.
30. See ST II-II, q. 45, a. 1.
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dance, saying, and his flocks: for since the water was fresh, they would 
not have given it to their flocks unless it were also abundant.

So, too, Sacred Scripture has great authority: for it was given by the 
Holy Spirit. It is delightfully fresh: “How sweet are your words to my 
palate” (Ps 118:103). Finally, it is exceedingly abundant, for it is given 
not only to the wise, but also to the unwise.31

584. Then when he says, Jesus replied and said, he sets down the 
Lord’s response, in which he explains the power of his doctrine. First, 
with respect to the fact that he had called it water. Secondly, with re-
spect to the fact that he called it living water (v. 14).

585. He shows that his doctrine is the best water because it has the 
effect of water, that is, it takes away thirst much more than does that 
natural water. He shows by this that he is greater than Jacob. So he 
says, Jesus replied and said, as if to say: You say that Jacob gave you a 
well; but I will give you better water, because whoever drinks this wa‑
ter, that is, natural water, or the water of sensual desire and concupis-
cence, although it may satisfy his appetite for a while, will be thirsty 
again, because the desire for pleasure is insatiable: “When will I wake 
up and find wine again?” (Prv 23:35). But whoever drinks the water, 
that is, spiritual water, that I give, will never be thirsty again. “My ser-
vants will drink, and you will be thirsty,” as said in Isaiah (65:13).

586. Since we read in Sirach (24:29): “Those who drink me will 
still thirst,” how is it possible that we will never be thirsty if we drink 
this water of divine wisdom, since this Wisdom itself says we will still 
thirst? I answer that both are true: because he who drinks the water 
that Christ gives still thirsts and does not thirst. But whoever drinks 
natural water will become thirsty again for two reasons. First, because 
material and natural water is not eternal, and it does not have an eter-
nal cause, but an impermanent one; therefore its effects must also 
cease: “All these things have passed away like a shadow” (Wis 5:9). 
But spiritual water has an eternal cause, that is, the Holy Spirit, who 
is the unfailing fountain of life. Accordingly, he who drinks of this will 
never thirst; just as someone who had within himself a fountain of liv-
ing water would never thirst.

The other reason is that there is a difference between a spiritual 
and a temporal thing. For although each produces a thirst, they do so 
in different ways. When a temporal thing is possessed it causes us to 
be thirsty, not for the thing itself, but for something else; while a spiri-
tual thing when possessed takes away the thirst for other things, and 
causes us to thirst for it. The reason for this is that before temporal 
things are possessed, they are highly regarded and thought satisfying; 
but after they are possessed, they are found to be neither so great as 

31. See ST I, q. 1, a. 8.
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thought nor sufficient to satisfy our desires, and so our desires are not 
satisfied but move on to something else. On the other hand, a spiritual 
thing is not known unless it is possessed: “No one knows but he who 
receives it” (Rv 2:17). So, when it is not possessed, it does not produce 
a desire; but once it is possessed and known, then it brings pleasure 
and produces desire, but not to possess something else. Yet, because it 
is imperfectly known on account of the deficiency of the one receiv-
ing it, it produces a desire in us to possess it perfectly. We read of this 
thirst: “My soul thirsted for God, the living fountain” (Ps 41:2). This 
thirst is not completely taken away in this world because in this life 
we cannot understand spiritual things; consequently, one who drinks 
this water will still thirst for its completion. But he will not always be 
thirsty, as though the water will run out, for we read (Ps 35:9): “They 
will be intoxicated from the richness of your house.” In the life of glo-
ry, where the blessed drink perfectly the water of divine grace, they 
will never be thirsty again: “Blessed are they who hunger and thirst for 
what is right,” that is, in this world, “for they will be satisfied,” in the 
life of glory” (Mt 5:6).32

587. Then when he says, The water that I give will become a foun‑
tain within him, leaping up to provide eternal life, he shows from the 
movement of the water that his doctrine is living water: thus he says 
that it is a leaping fountain: “The streams of the river bring joy to the 
city of God” (Ps 45:5).

The course of material water is downward, and this is different from 
the course of spiritual water, which is upward. Thus he says: I say that 
material water is such that it does not slake your thirst; but the water 
that I give not only quenches your thirst, but it is a living water be-
cause it is united with its source. Hence he says that this water will be‑
come a fountain within one: a fountain leading, through good works, 
to eternal life. So he says, leaping up, that is, making us leap up, to 
eternal life, where there is no thirst: “He who believes in me, out of his 
heart there will flow rivers” that is, of good desires, “of living water” 
(below 7:38); “With you is the fountain of life” (Ps 35:10).33

588. Then when he says, The woman said, he states her request 
for the gift. First, her understanding of the gift is noted. Secondly, the 
woman is found guilty (v. 17). As was said, the way to obtain this gift 
is by prayer and request. And so first, we have the woman’s request. 
Secondly, Christ’s answer (v. 16).

589. We should note with respect to the first that at the beginning 
of this conversation the woman did not refer to Christ as “Lord,” but 
simply as a Jew, for she said: “How is it that you, being a Jew, ask me, 
a woman of Samaria, for a drink?” But now as soon as she hears that 

32. See ST I, q. 26, a. 3; I-II, q. 2, a. 6; I-II, q. 2, a. 8; I-II, q. 3, a. 8.
33. See ST I-II, q. 4, a. 3.
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he can be of use to her and give her water, she calls him “Lord”: Lord, 
give me this water. For she was thinking of natural water, and was 
subject to the two natural necessities of thirst and labor, that is, of go-
ing to the well and of carrying the water. So she mentions these two 
things when asking for the water: saying in reference to the first, so 
that I shall not grow thirsty; and in reference to the second, and have 
to keep coming here to draw water, for man naturally shrinks from la-
bor: “They do not labor as other men” (Ps 72:5).

590. Then (v. 16), the answer of Jesus is given. Here we should note 
that our Lord answered her in a spiritual way, but she understood in a 
sensual way. Accordingly, this can be explained in two ways. One way 
is that of Chrysostom,34 who says that our Lord intended to give the 
water of spiritual instruction not only to her, but especially to her hus-
band, for as is said, “Man is the head of woman” (1 Cor 11:3), so that 
Christ wanted God’s precepts to reach women through men, and “If the 
wife wishes to learn anything, let her ask her husband at home” (1 Cor 
14:35).35 So he says, Go, call your husband, and then come back here; 
and then I will give it to you with him and through him.

Augustine36 explains it another way, mystically. For as Christ spoke 
symbolically of water, he did the same of her husband. Her husband, 
according to Augustine, is the intellect: for the will brings forth and 
conceives because of the cognitive power that moves it; thus the will is 
like a woman, while the reason, which moves the will, is like her hus-
band. Here the woman, i.e., the will, was ready to receive, but was not 
moved by the intellect and reason to a correct understanding, but was 
still detained on the level of sense. For this reason the Lord said to her, 
Go, you who are still sensual, call your husband, call in the reasoning 
intellect so you can understand in a spiritual and intellectual way what 
you now perceive in a sensual way; and then come back here, by un-
derstanding under the guidance of reason.

591. Here (v. 17), the woman is found guilty by Christ. First, her an-
swer is set down. Secondly, the encounter in which she is found guilty 
by Christ.

592. As to the first, we should note that the woman, desiring to 
hide her wrongdoing, and regarding Christ as only a mere man, did 
answer Christ truthfully, although she keep silent about her sin, for 
as we read, “A fornicating woman will be walked on like dung in the 
road” (Sir 9:10). She said, I have no husband. This was true, for al-
though she previously had a number of husbands, five of them, she 
did not now have a lawful husband, but was just living with a man; 
and it is for this that the Lord judges her.37

34. Hom. in Io. 32. 2; PG 59, col. 186; cf. Catena aurea, 4:13–18.
35. See ST III, q. 55, a. 1, ad 3.
36. Tract. in Io. 15. 18–19; PL 35, col. 1516–17; cf. Catena aurea, 4:13–18.
37. See ST II-II, q. 154, a. 8.
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593. Then the Evangelist reports that Jesus said to her: You are 
right in saying you have no husband, a legitimate husband; for you 
have had five, before this one, and the man you are living with now, 
using as a husband, is not your husband. What you said is true, be-
cause you do not have a husband. The reason our Lord spoke to her 
about these things he had not learned from her and which were her 
secrets, was to bring her to a spiritual understanding so that she might 
believe there was something divine about Christ.

594. In the mystical sense, her five husbands are the five books of 
Moses: for, as was said, the Samaritans accepted these. And so Christ 
says, you have had five, and then follows and he whom you now have, 
i.e., he to whom you are now listening, i.e., Christ, is not your hus‑
band, because you do not believe.

This explanation, as Augustine38 says, is not very good. For this 
woman came to her present “husband” after having left the other five, 
whereas those who come to Christ do not put aside the five books of 
Moses. We should rather say, you have had five, i.e., the five senses, 
which you have used up to this time; but the man you are living with 
now, i.e., an erring reason, with which you still understand spiritual 
things in a sensual way, is not your lawful husband, but an adulterer 
who is corrupting you. Call your husband, i.e., your intellect, so that 
you may really understand me.

595. Now the Evangelist treats of the request by which the gift is 
obtained, which is prayer. First there is the woman’s inquiry about 
prayer. Secondly, Christ’s answer (v. 21). Concerning the first the 
woman does two things. First, she admits that Christ is qualified to an-
swer her question. Secondly, she asks the question (v. 20).

596. And so this woman, hearing what Christ had told her about 
things that were secret, admits that the one who up to now she be-
lieved was a mere man, is a prophet, and capable of settling her doubts. 
For it is characteristic of prophets to reveal what is not present, and 
hidden: “He who is now called a prophet was formerly called a seer” 
(1 Sm 9:9). And so she says, Sir, I see that you are a prophet. As if to 
say: You show that you are a prophet by revealing hidden things to me. 
It is clear from this, as Augustine39 says, that her husband was begin-
ning to return to her. But he did not return completely because she re-
garded Christ as a prophet: for although he was a prophet, “A prophet 
is not without honor except in his own country” (Mt 13:57), he was 
more than a prophet, because he produces prophets: “Wisdom produc-
es friends of God and prophets” (Wis 7:27).40

597. Then she asks her question about prayer, saying: Our ances‑
tors worshiped on this mountain, but you people claim that Jerusa‑

38. De div. quaest. 83, q. 64. 6–7; PL 40, col. 57; cf. Catena aurea, 4:13–18.
39. Tract. in Io. 15. 23; PL 35, col. 1518; cf. Catena aurea, 4:19–24.
40. See ST I-II, q. 174, a. 1; III, q. 7, a. 8; III, q. 31, a. 2; III, q. 42, a. 1.
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lem is the place where men must worship God. Here we should admire 
the woman’s diligence and attention: for women are considered curi-
ous and unproductive, and not only unproductive, but also lovers of 
ease (1 Tim 5), whereas she did not ask Christ about worldly affairs, or 
about the future, but about the things of God, in keeping with the ad-
vice, “Seek first the kingdom of God” (Mt 6:33)

She first asks a question about a matter frequently discussed in her 
country, that is, about the place to pray; this was the subject of ar-
gument between Jews and Samaritans. She says, Our ancestors wor‑
shiped on this mountain. We should mention that the Samaritans, 
worshiping God according to the precepts of the law, built a temple 
in which to adore him; and they did not go to Jerusalem where the 
Jews interfered with them. They built their temple on Mount Gerizim, 
while the Jews built their temple on Mount Zion. The question they 
debated was which of these places was the more fitting place of prayer; 
and each presented reasons for its own side. The Samaritans said that 
Mount Gerizim was more fitting, because their ancestors worshiped 
the Lord there. So she says, Our ancestors worshiped on this mountain.

598. How can this woman say, our ancestors, since the Samaritans 
were not descended from Israel? The answer, according to Chrysos-
tom,41 is that some claim that Abraham offered his son on that moun-
tain; but others claim that is was on Mount Zion. Or, we could say 
that our ancestors means Jacob and his sons, who as stated in Genesis 
(33) and as mentioned before, lived in Shechem, which is near Mount 
Gerizim, and who probably worshiped the Lord there on that moun-
tain. Or it could be said that the children of Israel worshiped on this 
mountain when Moses ordered them to ascend Mount Gerizim that 
he might bless those who observed God’s precepts, as recorded in Deu-
teronomy (6). And she calls them her ancestors either because the Sa-
maritans observed the law given to the children of Israel, or because 
the Samaritans were now living in the land of Israel, as said before.

The Jews said that the place to worship was in Jerusalem, by com-
mand of the Lord, who had said: “Take care not to offer your holo-
causts in every place, but offer them in the place the Lord will choose” 
(Dt 12:13). At first, this place of prayer was in Shiloh, and then after, 
on the authority of Solomon and the prophet Nathan, the Ark was 
taken from Shiloh to Jerusalem, and it was there the temple was built: 
so we read: “He left the tabernacle in Shiloh,” and a few verses lat-
er, “But he chose the tribe of Judah, Mount Zion, which he loved” 
(Ps 77:68). Thus the Samaritans appealed to the authority of the patri-
archs, and the Jews appealed to the authority of the prophets, whom 
the Samaritans did not accept. This is the issue the woman raises. It is 
not surprising that she was taught about this, for it often happens in 

41. Hom. in Io. 32. 2; PG 59, col. 186; cf. Catena aurea, 4:19–24.



222  COMMENTARY ON THE GOSPEL OF JOHN

places where there are differences in beliefs that even the simple peo-
ple are instructed about them. Because the Samaritans were continu-
ally arguing with the Jews over this, it came to the knowledge of the 
women and ordinary people.

599. Christ’s answer is now set down (v. 21). First he distinguished 
three types of prayer. Secondly, he compares them to each other (v. 22).

600. As to the first, he first of all gains the woman’s attention, to in-
dicate that he was about to say something important, saying, Believe 
me, and have faith, for faith is always necessary: “To come to God, one 
must believe” (Heb 11:6); “If you do not believe, you will not under-
stand” (Is 7:9).42

Secondly, he mentions the three kinds of worship: two of these 
were already being practiced, and the third was to come. Of the two 
that were current, one was practiced by the Samaritans, who wor-
shiped on Mount Gerizim; he refers to this when he says, the hour is 
coming when you will worship the Father neither on this mountain, of 
Gerizim. The other way was that of the Jews, who prayed on Mount 
Zion; and he refers to this when he says, nor in Jerusalem.

The third type of worship was to come, and it was different from 
the other two. Christ alludes to this by excluding the other two: for if 
the hour is coming when they will no longer worship on Mount Ger-
izim or in Jerusalem, then clearly the third type to which Christ refers 
will be a worship that does away with the other two.43 For if someone 
wishes to unite two people, it is necessary to eliminate that over which 
they disagree, and give them something in common on which they 
will agree. And so Christ, wishing to unite the Jews and Gentiles, elim-
inated the observances of the Jews and the idolatry of the Gentiles; for 
these two were like a wall separating the peoples. And he made the 
two people one: “He is our peace, he who has made the two of us one” 
(Eph 2:14). Thus the ritual observances [of the Jews] and the idola-
try of the Gentiles were abolished, and the true worship of God estab-
lished by Christ.

601. As for the mystical sense, and according to Origen,44 the three 
types of worship are three kinds of participation in divine wisdom. 
Some participate in it under a dark cloud of error, and these adore on 
the mountain: for every error springs from pride: “I am against you, 
destroying mountain” (Jer 51:25). Others participate in divine wisdom 
without error, but in an imperfect way, because they see in a mirror 
and in an obscure way; and these worship in Jerusalem, which signi-
fies the present Church: “The Lord is building Jerusalem” (Ps 146:2). 
But the blessed and the saints participate in divine wisdom without er-

42. See ST II-II, q. 2, a. 5.
43. See ST I-II, q. 103, a. 3; III, q. 62, a. 4.
44. Comm. in Io. XIII. 14, nos. 86–89; 15, no. 113; PG 14, col. 420B–C; 429C; 

cf. Catena aurea, 4:19–24. 
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ror in a perfect way, for they see God as he is, as said in 1 John (3:2). 
And so Christ says, the hour is coming, i.e., is waited for, when you 
will participate in divine wisdom neither in error nor in a mirror in an 
obscure way, but as it is.45

602. Then (v. 22), he compares the different kinds of worship to 
each other. First, he compares the second to the first. Secondly, the 
third to the first and second (v. 23). As to the first he does three things. 
First, he shows the shortcomings of the first type of worship. Secondly, 
the truth of the second (v. 22b). Thirdly, the reason for each statement.

603. As to the first he says, You people worship what you do not un‑
derstand.

Some might think that the Lord should have explained the truth 
of the matter and solved the woman’s problem. But the Lord does not 
bother to do so because each of these kinds of worship was due to end.

As to his saying, You people worship, and so on, it should be point-
ed out that, as the Philosopher46 says, knowledge of complex things 
is different than knowledge of simple things. For something can be 
known about complex things in such a way that something else about 
them remains unknown; thus there can be false knowledge about 
them. For example, if someone has true knowledge of an animal as 
to its substance, he might be in error touching the knowledge of one 
of its accidents, such as whether it is black or white; or of a differ-
ence, such as whether it has wings or is four-footed. But there cannot 
be false knowledge of simple things: because they are either perfectly 
known inasmuch as their quiddity is known; or they are not known at 
all, if one cannot attain to a knowledge of them. Therefore, since God 
is absolutely simple, there cannot be false knowledge of him in the 
sense that something might be known about him and something re-
main unknown, but only in the sense that knowledge of him is not at-
tained. Accordingly, anyone who believes that God is something that 
he is not, for example, a body, or something like that, does not adore 
God but something else, because he does not know him, but some-
thing else.47

Now the Samaritans had a false idea of God in two ways. First of 
all, because they thought he was corporeal, so that they believed that 
he should be adored in only one definite corporeal place. Further, 
because they did not believe that he transcended all things, but was 
equal to certain creatures, they adored along with him certain idols, 
as if they were equal to him.48 Consequently, they did not know him, 
because they did not attain to a true knowledge of him. So the Lord 
says, You people worship what you do not understand, i.e., You do not 

45. See ST I, q. 26, a. 3; I-II, q. 3, a. 8.
46. See Aristotle, Metaphysics, θ 10, 1051 b 1–32.
47. See ST I, q. 3, a. 1; II-II, q. 2, a. 2, ad 3.
48. See ST I, q. 3, a. 5; II-II, q. 94, a. 3.
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adore God because you do not know him, but only some imaginary 
being you think is God, “as the Gentiles do, with their foolish ideas” 
(Eph 4:17).

604. As to the second, i.e., the truth of the worship of the Jews, he 
says, we understand what we worship. He includes himself among the 
Jews, because he was a Jew by race, and because the woman thought 
he was a prophet and a Jew. We understand what we worship, because 
through the law and the prophets the Jews acquired a true knowledge 
or opinion of God, in that they did not believe that he was corporeal 
nor in one definite place, as though his greatness could be enclosed in 
a place: “If the heavens, and the heavens of the heavens cannot con-
tain you, how much less this house that I have built” (1 Kgs 8:27). And 
neither did they worship idols: “God is known in Judah” (Ps 75:2).49

605. He gives the reason for this when he says, since salvation 
is from the Jews. As if to say: The true knowledge of God was pos-
sessed exclusively by the Jews, for it had been determined that salva-
tion would come from them. And as the source of health should it-
self be healthy, so the source of salvation, which is acquired by the 
true knowledge and the true worship of God, should possess the true 
knowledge of God. Thus, since the source of salvation and its cause, 
i.e., Christ, was to come from them, according to the promise in Gene-
sis (22:18): “All the nations will be blessed in your descendents,” it was 
fitting that God be known in Judah.50

606. Salvation comes from the Jews in three ways. First in their 
teaching of the truth, for all other peoples were in error, while the Jews 
held fast to the truth, according to Romans (3:2): “What advantage do 
Jews have? First, they were entrusted with the words of God.” Second-
ly, in their spiritual gifts: for prophecy and the other gifts of the Spirit 
were given to them first, and from them they reached others: “You,” 
i.e., the Gentiles, “a wild olive branch, are ingrafted on them,” i.e., on 
the Jews (Rom 11:17); “If the Gentiles have become sharers in their 
(i.e., the Jews’) spiritual goods, they ought to help the Jews as to earth-
ly goods” (Rom 15:27). Thirdly, since the very author of salvation is 
from the Jews, since “Christ came from them in the flesh” (Rom 9:5).51

607. Now (v. 23), he compares the third kind of worship to the first 
two. First, he mentions its superiority to the others. Secondly, how ap-
propriate this kind of worship is (v. 23b).

608. As to the first point, we should note, as Origen52 says, that 
when speaking above of the third kind of worship, the Lord said, 
the hour is coming when you will worship the Father neither on this 
mountain nor in Jerusalem; but he did not then add, and is now here. 

49. See ST I-II, q. 98, a. 2.
50. See ST II-II, q. 16, aa. 1–2.
51. See ST I-II, q. 98, a. 4.
52. Comm. in Io. XIII. 14, no. 86; PG 14, col. 420B. cf. Catena aurea, 4:19–24.
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But now, in speaking of it, he does say, the hour is coming, and is now 
here. The reason is because the first time he was speaking of the wor-
ship found in heaven, when we will participate in the perfect knowl-
edge of God, which is not possessed by those still living in this mortal 
life. But now he is speaking of the worship of this life, and which has 
now come through Christ.

609. So he says, But the hour is coming, and is now here, when true 
worshipers will worship the Father in spirit and in truth.

We can understand this, as Chrysostom53 does, as showing the su-
periority of this worship to that of the Jews. So that the sense is: Just 
as the worship of the Jews is superior to that of the Samaritans, so the 
worship of the Christians is superior to that of the Jews. It is superior 
in two respects. First, because the worship of the Jews is in bodily rites: 
“Rites for the body, imposed only until the time they are reformed” 
(Heb 9:10); while the worship of the Christians is in spirit. Second-
ly, because the worship of the Jews is in symbols: for the Lord was 
not pleased with their sacrificial victims insofar as they were things; 
so we read, “Shall I eat the flesh of bulls, or drink the blood of goats?”  
(Ps 49:13), and again, “You would not be pleased with a holocaust”  
(Ps 50:18), that is, as a particular thing; but such a sacrificial victim 
would be pleasing to the Lord as a symbol of the true victim and of 
the true sacrifice: “The law has only a shadow of the good things to 
come” (Heb 10:1). But the worship of the Christians is in truth, because 
it is pleasing to God in itself: “grace and truth have come through Jesus 
Christ,” as we saw above (1:17). So he is saying here that true worship‑
ers will worship in spirit, not in bodily rites, and in truth, not in sym-
bols.54

610. This passage can in interpreted in a second way, by saying that 
when our Lord says, in spirit and in truth, he wants to show the dif-
ference between the third kind of worship and not just that of the 
Jews, but also that of the Samaritans. In this case, in truth, refers to 
the Jews: for the Samaritans, as was said, were in error, because they 
worshiped what they did not understand. But the Jews worshiped 
with a true knowledge of God.

611. In spirit and in truth can be understood in a third way, as in-
dicating the characteristics of true worship. For two things are nec-
essary for a true worship: one is that the worship be spiritual, so he 
says, in spirit, i.e., with fervor of spirit: “I will pray with spirit, and I 
will pray with my mind” (1 Cor 14:15); “Singing to the Lord in your 
hearts” (Eph 5:19). Secondly, the worship should be in truth. First, in 
the truth of faith, because no fervent spiritual desire is meritorious un-
less united to the truth of faith, “Ask with faith, without any doubt-

53. Hom. in Io. 33. 2; PG 59, col. 190; cf. Catena aurea, 4:19–24.
54. See ST I-II, q. 108, a. 1; III, q. 62, aa. 1 and 3.
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ing” (Jas 1:6). Secondly, in truth, i.e., without pretense or hypocrisy; 
against such attitudes we read: “They like to pray at street corners, so 
people can see them” (Mt 6:5).55

This prayer, then, requires three things: first, the fervor of love: sec-
ondly, the truth of faith, and thirdly, a correct intention.

He says, the true worshipers will worship the Father in spirit and in 
truth, because under the law, worship was not given to the Father, but 
to the Lord. We worship in love, as sons; whereas they worshiped in 
fear, as slaves.56

612. He says true worshipers, in opposition to three things men-
tioned in the above interpretations. First, in opposition to the false 
worship of the Samaritans: “Put aside what is not true, and speak the 
truth” (Eph 4:25). Secondly, in opposition to the fruitless and transi-
tory character of bodily rites: “Why do you love what is without profit, 
and seek after lies” (Ps 4:3). Thirdly, it is opposed to what is symbolic: 
“Grace and truth have come through Jesus Christ” (above 1:17).

613. Then when he says, Indeed, it is just such worshipers the Fa‑
ther seeks, he shows that this third kind of worship is appropriate for 
two reasons. First, because the One worshiped wills and accepts this 
worship. Secondly, because of the nature of the One worshiped (v. 24).

614. Concerning the first, we should note that for a man to merit 
receiving what he asks, he should ask for things which are not in op-
position to the will of the giver, and also ask for them in a way which 
is acceptable to the giver. And so when we pray to God, we ought to be 
such as God seeks. But God seeks those who will worship him in spirit 
and in truth, in the fervor of love and in the truth of faith; “And now, 
Israel, what does the Lord your God want from you, but that you fear 
the Lord your God, and walk in his ways, and love him, and serve the 
Lord your God with all your heart” (Dt 10:12); and in Micah (6:8): “I 
will show you, man, what is good, and what the Lord requires of you: 
to do what is right, and to love mercy, and to walk attentively with 
your God.”

615. Then he shows that the third type of worship is appropriate 
from the very nature of God, saying, God is spirit. As is said in Sirach 
(13:19), “Every animal loves its like”; and so God loves us insofar as 
we are like him. But we are not like him by our body, because he is in-
corporeal, but in what is spiritual in us, for God is spirit: “Be renewed 
in the spirit of your mind” (Eph 4:23).57

In saying, God is spirit, he means that God is incorporeal: “A spir-
it does not have flesh and bones” (Lk 24:39); and also that he is a 
life-giver, because our entire life is from God, as its creative source. 

55. See ST II-II, q. 111, a. 3.
56. See ST I-II, q. 91, a. 5; I-II, q. 99, aa. 1 and 6.
57. See Thomas Aquinas, Super Eph., chap. 4, lec. 7, no. 243; ST I, q. 3, a. 1; I, 

q. 93, a. 1, ad 1.
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God is also truth: “I am the way, and the truth, and the life” (below 
14:6). Therefore, we should worship him in spirit and in truth.

616. When he says, The woman said to him, he mentions the one 
who gives the gift, and this corresponds to what our Lord said before, 
If you knew the gift of God, and realized who it is who says to you, 
Give me a drink, you perhaps would have asked him. First, we have 
the woman’s profession. Secondly, the teaching of Christ (v. 26). As 
to the first, he does two things. First, the woman professes her faith in 
the Christ to come. Secondly, in the fullness of his teaching, he will tell 
us everything.

617. The woman, wearied by the profound nature of what Christ 
was saying, was confused and unable to understand all this. She says: 
I know that the Messiah is coming, the one called Christ. As if to say: 
I do not understand what you are saying, but a time will come when 
the Messiah will arrive, and then we will understand all these things. 
For “Messiah” in Hebrew means the same as “Anointed One” in Latin, 
and “Christ” in Greek. She knew that the Messiah was coming because 
she had been taught by the books of Moses, which foretell the coming 
of Christ: “The scepter will not be taken away from Judah . . . until he 
who is to be sent comes” (Gn 49:10). As Augustine says,58 this is the 
first time the woman mentions the name “Christ”: and we see by this 
that she is now beginning to return to her lawful husband.

618. When this Messiah comes, he will give us a complete teaching. 
Hence she says, when he comes he will tell us everything. This was fore-
told by Moses: “I will raise up a prophet for them, from among their 
own brothers, like them; and I will put my words in his mouth, and 
he will tell them all I command him” (Dt 18:18). Because this woman 
had now called her husband, i.e., intellect and reason, the Lord now 
offers her the water of spiritual teaching by revealing himself to her in 
a most excellent way.

619. And so Jesus says: I who speak to you am he, i.e., I am the 
Christ: “Wisdom goes to meet those who desire her, so she may first 
reveal herself to them” (Wis 6:14), and below (14:21): “I will love him, 
and reveal myself to him.”

Our Lord did not reveal himself to this woman at once because it 
might have seemed to her that he was speaking out of vainglory. But 
now, having brought her step by step to a knowledge of himself, Christ 
revealed himself at the appropriate time: “Words appropriately spoken 
are like apples of gold on beds of silver” (Prv 25:11). In contrast, when 
he was asked by the Pharisees whether he was the Christ, “If you are 
the Christ, tell us clearly” (below 10:24), he did not reveal himself to 
them clearly, because they did not ask to learn but to test him. But this 
woman is speaking in all simplicity.

58. Tract. in Io. 15. 21–23; PL 35, col. 1517–19; De div. quaest. 83, q. 64. 8; PL 
40, col. 59.
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LECTurE 3

27 His disciples, returning at this point, were amazed that Jesus 
was speaking with a woman. But no one said, “What do you want?” 
or “Why are you talking to her?” 28 The woman then left her water 
jar and went off to the town. And she said to the people: 29 “Come, 
and see the man who told me everything that I have done. Could he not 
be the Christ?” 30 At that they set out from the town to meet him. 31 
Meanwhile, his disciples asked him saying, “Rabbi, eat something.” 32 
But he said to them, “I have food to eat of which you do not know.” 33 
At this the disciples said to one another, “Do you suppose that someone 
has brought him something to eat?”

620. After presenting the teaching on spiritual water, the Evangelist 
now deals with the effect of this teaching. First, he sets down the effect 
itself. Secondly, he elaborates on it (v. 31). The effect of this teaching is 
its fruit for those who believe. And first we have its fruit which relates 
to the disciples, who were surprised at Christ’s conduct. Secondly, its 
fruit in relation to the woman, who proclaimed Christ’s power (v. 28).

621. We are told three things about the disciples. First, their return 
to Christ: he says, His disciples, returning at this point. As Chrysos-
tom59 reminds us, it was very convenient that the disciples returned 
after Christ had revealed himself to the woman, since this shows us 
that all events are regulated by divine providence: “He made the small 
and the great, and takes care for all alike” (Wis 6:8); “There is a time 
and fitness for everything” (Ecc 8:6).

622. Secondly, we see their surprise at what Christ was doing; he 
says, they were amazed that Jesus was speaking with a woman. They 
were amazed at what was good; and as Augustine60 says, they did not 
suspect any evil. They were amazed at two things. First, at the extraor-
dinary gentleness and humility of Christ: for the Lord of the world 
stooped to speak with a poor woman, and for a long time, giving us an 
example of humility: “Be friendly to the poor” (Sir 4:7). Secondly, they 
were amazed that he was speaking with a Samaritan and a foreigner, 
for they did not know the mystery by which this woman was a symbol 
of the Church of the Gentiles; and Christ sought the Gentiles, for he 
came “to seek and to save what was lost” (Lk 19:10)

623. Thirdly, we see the disciples’ reverence for Christ, shown by 
their silence. For we show our reverence for God when we do not pre-
sume to discuss his affairs: “It is to the glory of God to conceal things; 

59. Hom. in Io. 33. 2; PG 59, col. 191; cf. Catena aurea, 4:27–30. See ST I, q. 22, 
a. 3.

60. Tract in Io. 15. 29; PL 35, col. 1520; cf. Catena aurea, 4:27–30.
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and to the glory of kings to search things out” (Prv 25:2). So the Evan-
gelist says that although his disciples were surprised, none of them 
said, What do you want? or asked him, Why are you talking to her? 
“Listen in silence” (Sir 32:9). Yet the disciples had been so trained to 
observe order, because of their reverence and filial fear toward Christ, 
that now and then they would question him about matters that con-
cerned themselves, i.e., when Christ said things relating to them, but 
which were beyond their understanding: “Young men, speak if you 
have to” (Sir 32:10). At other times they did not question him; in 
those matters that were not their business, as here.

624. Then (v. 28), we have the fruit which relates to the woman; by 
what she said to her people, she was taking on the role of an apostle. 
From what she says and does, we can learn three things. First, her af-
fective devotion; secondly, her way of preaching; thirdly, the effect her 
preaching had (v. 30).

625. Her affection is revealed in two ways. First, because her devo-
tion was so great that she forgot why she had come to the well, and left 
without the water and her water jar. So he says, the woman then left 
her water jar and went off to the town, to tell of the wonderful things 
Christ had done; and she was not now concerned for her own bodily 
comfort but for the welfare of others. In this respect she was like the 
apostles, who “leaving their nets, followed the Lord” (Mt 4:20). The 
water jar is a symbol of worldly desires, by which men draw out plea-
sures from the depths of darkness—symbolized by the well—i.e., from 
a worldly manner of life. Accordingly, those who abandon worldly de-
sires for the sake of God leave their water jars: “No soldier of God be-
comes entangled in the business of this world” (2 Tim 2:4). Second-
ly, we see her affection from the great number of those to whom she 
brings the news: not to just one or two, but to the entire town; we read 
that she went off to the town. This signifies the duty Christ gave to the 
apostles: “Go, teach all nations” (Mt 28:19); and “I have chosen you to 
go and bring forth fruit” (below 15:16).

626. Next we see her manner of preaching (v. 29). She first invites 
them to see Christ, saying, Come and see the man. Although she had 
heard Christ say that he was the Christ, she did not at once tell the 
people that they should come to the Christ, or believe, so as not to 
give them a reason for scoffing. So at first she mentions things that 
were believable and evident about Christ, as that he was a man: “made 
in the likeness of men” (Phil 2:7). Neither did she say, “believe,” but 
Come, and see; for she was convinced that if they were to taste from 
that well by seeing him, they would be affected in the same way she 
was: “Come, and I will tell you the great things he has done for me” 
(Ps 65:16). In this she is imitating the example of a true preacher, not 
calling men to himself, but to Christ: “What we preach is not our-
selves, but Jesus Christ” (2 Cor 4:5).
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627. Secondly, she mentions a clue to Christ’s divinity, saying, who 
told me everything that I have done, that is, how many husbands she 
had had. For it is the function and sign of the divinity to disclose hid-
den things and the secrets of hearts. Although the things she had done 
would cause her shame, she is still not ashamed to mention them; for 
as Chrysostom61 says: “When the soul is on fire with the divine fire, 
it no longer pays attention to earthly things, neither to glory nor to 
shame, but only to that flame that holds it fast.”

628. Thirdly, she infers the greatness of Christ, saying, Could he not 
be the Christ? She did not dare to say that he was the Christ, lest she 
seem to be trying to teach them; they could have become angry at this 
and refuse to go with her. Yet she was not entirely silent on this point, 
but submitting it to their judgment, set it forth in the form of a ques-
tion, saying, Could he not be the Christ? For this is an easier way to 
persuade someone.

629. This insignificant woman signifies the condition of the apos-
tles, who were sent out to preach: “Not many of you are learned in 
the worldly sense, not many powerful . . . But God chose the simple 
ones of the world to embarrass the wise” (1 Cor 1:26). Thus in Prov-
erbs (9:3) the apostles are called handmaids: “She,” divine wisdom, 
i.e., the Son of God, “sent out her handmaids,” the apostles, “to sum-
mon to the tower.”

630. The fruit of her preaching is given when he says, At that they 
set out from the town, to where she had returned, to meet him, Christ. 
We see by this that if we desire to come to Christ, we must set out from 
the town, i.e., leave behind our carnal desires: “Let us go out to him 
outside the camp, bearing the abuse he took,” as we read in Hebrews 
(13:13).

631. Now the effect of this spiritual teaching is elaborated. First, by 
what Christ said to his disciples; secondly, by the effect of all this on 
the Samaritans (v. 39). Concerning the first he does two things. First, 
we have the situation in which Christ speaks to his disciples; secondly, 
what he said (v. 32).

632. The situation is the insistence of the apostles that Christ eat. 
He says, Meanwhile, i.e., between the time that Christ and the woman 
spoke and the Samaritans came, his disciples asked him, that is, Christ, 
Rabbi, eat something: for they thought that then was a good time to 
eat, before the crowds came from the town. For the disciples did not 
usually offer Christ food in the presence of strangers: so we read in 
Mark (6:31), that so many people came to him that he did not even 
have time to eat.

633. After presenting the situation, he gives its fruit. First, it is giv-
en in figurative language. Secondly, we see the disciples are slow in 

61. Hom. in Io. 34. 1; PG 59, col. 193; cf. Catena aurea, 4:27–30.
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understanding this. Thirdly, the Lord explains what he meant (v. 34).
634. The fruit of his spiritual teaching is proposed under the sym-

bols of food and nourishment; so the Lord says, I have food to eat. We 
should note that just as bodily nourishment is incomplete unless there 
is both food and drink, so also both should be found in spiritual nour-
ishment: “The Lord fed him with the bread of life and understand-
ing,” this is the food, “and gave him a drink of the water of saving wis-
dom,” and this is the drink (Sir 15:3). So it was appropriate for Christ 
to speak of food after having given drink to the Samaritan woman. 
And just as water is a symbol for saving wisdom, so food is a symbol of 
good works.

The food that Christ had to eat is the salvation of men; this was 
what he desired. When he says that he has food to eat, he shows how 
great a desire he has for our salvation. For just as we desire to eat 
when we are hungry, so he desires to save us: “My delight is to be with 
the children of men” (Prv 8:31). So he says, I have food to eat, i.e., the 
conversion of the nations, of which you do not know; for they had no 
way of knowing beforehand about this conversion of the nations.

635. Origen62 explains this in a different way, as follows. Spiritual 
food is like bodily food. The same amount of bodily food is not enough 
for everyone; some need more, others less. Again, what is good for one 
is harmful to another. The same thing happens in spiritual nourish-
ment: for the same kind and amount should not be given to everyone, 
but adjusted to what is appropriate to the disposition and capacity of 
each. “Like newborn babes, desire spiritual milk” (1 Pt 2:2). Solid food 
is for the perfect; thus Origen says that the man who understands the 
loftier doctrine, and who has charge of others in spiritual matters, can 
teach this doctrine to those who are weaker and have less understand-
ing. Accordingly, the Apostle says in 1 Corinthians (3:2): “Being little 
ones in Christ, I gave you milk, not solid food.” And Jesus could say 
this with much more truth: I have food to eat; and “I have many things 
to tell you, but you cannot bear them now” (below 16:12).63

636. The slowness of the disciples to understand these matters is 
implied by the fact that what our Lord said about spiritual food, they 
understood as referring to bodily food. For even they were still with-
out understanding, as we see from Matthew (15:16). It is not surpris-
ing that this Samaritan woman did not understand about spiritual wa-
ter, for even the Jewish disciples did not understand about spiritual 
food.

In their saying to each other, Do you suppose that someone has 
brought him something to eat? we should note that it was customary 

62. Comm. in Io. XIII. 33, nos. 205–13; PG 14, col. 456C–457B; cf. Catena au-
rea, 4:31–34.

63. See ST III, q. 42, a. 4.
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for Christ to accept food from others; but not because he needs our 
goods: “He does not need our goods” (Ps 15:2), nor our food, because 
it is he who gives food to every living thing.

637. Then why did he desire and accept goods from others? For two 
reasons. First, so that those who give him these things might acquire 
merit. Secondly, in order to give us an example that those engrossed in 
spiritual matters should not be ashamed of their poverty, nor regard it 
burdensome to be supported by others.64 For it is fitting that teachers 
have others provide their food so that, being free from such concerns, 
they may carefully pay attention to the ministry of the word, as Chrys-
ostom65 says, and as we find in the Gloss.66 “Let the elders who rule 
well be regarded as worthy of a double compensation; especially those 
concerned with preaching and teaching” (1 Tim 5:17).

LECTurE 4

34 Jesus explained to them, “My food is to do the will of him who 
sent me, to accomplish his work. 35 Do you not have a saying: ‘There 
are still four months, and it will be harvest time’? So I say to you: Lift 
up your eyes, look at the fields, because they are already white for the 
harvest! 36 He who reaps receives his wages and gathers fruit for eter‑
nal life, so that the sower can rejoice at the same time as the reaper. 
37 For here the saying is verified: ‘One man sows, another reaps.’ 38 I 
have sent you to reap what you have not worked for. Others have done 
the work, and you have entered into their labors.”67

638. Since the disciples were slow to understand the Lord’s figure 
of speech, the Lord now explains it. First, we have its explanation, sec-
ondly, its application (v. 35).

639. As to the first, we should note that just as Christ explained 
to the Samaritan woman what he had told her in figurative language 
about water, so he explains to his apostles what he told them in figu-
rative language about food. But he does not do so in the same way in 
both cases. Since the apostles were able to understand these matters 
more easily, he explains to them at once and in few words; but to the 
Samaritan woman, since she could not understand as well, our Lord 
leads her to the truth with a longer explanation.

640. It is perfectly reasonable for Christ to say, My food is to do the 
will of him who sent me, to accomplish his work. For as bodily food 

64. See ST III, q. 40, a. 3.
65. Comm. ad Gal. 6. 2; PG 61, col. 676.
66. See Peter Lombard, In Ep. I ad Tim., ch. 5; PL 192, col. 354 C–D.
67. St. Thomas quotes Jn 4:36 in ST I-II, q. 70, a. 1, obj. 1.
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sustains a man and brings him to perfection, the spiritual food of the 
soul and of the rational creature is that by which he is sustained and 
perfected; and this consists in being joined to his end and following a 
higher rule. David, understanding this, said: “For me, to adhere to God 
is good” (Ps 72:28). Accordingly, Christ, as man, fittingly says that his 
food is to do the will of God, to accomplish his work.68

641. These two expressions can be understood as meaning the same 
thing, in the sense that the second is explaining the first. Or, they can 
be understood in different ways.

If we understand them as meaning the same, the sense is this: My 
food is, i.e., in this is my strength and nourishment, to do the will of 
him who sent me; according to, “My God, I desired to do your will, 
and your law is in my heart” (Ps 39:9), and, “I came down from heav-
en not to do my own will, but the will of him who sent me” (below 
6:38). But because “to do the will” (facere voluntatem) of another can be 
understood in two ways—one, by making him will it, and second, by 
fulfilling what I know he wills—therefore, explaining what it means 
to do the will of him who sent him, the Lord says, to accomplish his 
work, that is, that I might complete the work I know he wants: “I must 
do the works of him who sent me while it is day” (below 9:4).

If these two expressions are understood as different, then we should 
point out that Christ did two things in this world. First, he taught the 
truth, in inviting and calling us to the faith; and by this he fulfilled the 
will of the Father: “This is the will of my Father, who sent me: that ev-
eryone who sees the Son and believes in him should have eternal life” 
(below 6:40). Secondly, he accomplished the truth by opening in us, 
by his passion, the gate of life, and by giving us the power to arrive at 
complete truth: “I have accomplished the work which you gave me to 
do” (below 17:4). Thus he is saying: My food is to do the will of him 
who sent me, by calling men to the faith, to accomplish his work, by 
leading them to what is perfect.69

642. Another interpretation, given by Origen,70 is that every man 
who does good works should direct his intention to two things: the 
honor of God and the good of his neighbor: for as it is said: “The end 
of the commandment is love” (1 Tim 1:5), and this love embraces both 
God and our neighbor. And so, when we do something for God’s sake, 
the end of the commandment is God; but when it is for our neigh-
bor’s good, the end of the commandment is our neighbor. With this 
in mind, Christ is saying, My food is to do the will of him who sent me, 

68. See ST III, q. 18, aa. 5–6.
69. See ST III, q. 49, a. 5.
70. This interpretation, ascribed to Origen by Thomas, is found neither in the 

Catena aurea for Jn 4:34, nor in Origen’s own comments on this text in his Com-
mentary on John: XIII. 37, nos. 236–46; PG 14, col. 461D–465A.
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God, i.e., to direct and regulate my intention to those matters that con-
cern the honor of God, to accomplish his work, i.e., to do things for the 
benefit and perfection of man.

643. On the other hand, since the works of God are perfect, it does 
not seem proper to speak of accomplishing or completing them. I an-
swer that among lower creatures, man is the special work of God, who 
made him to his own image and likeness (Gn 1:26). And in the begin-
ning God made this a perfect work, because as we read in Ecclesiastes 
(7:30): “God made man upright.” But later, man lost this perfection 
by sin, and abandoned what was right. And so, this work of the Lord 
needed to be repaired in order to become right again; and this was ac-
complished by Christ, for “Just as by the disobedience of one man, 
many were made sinners, so by the obedience of one man, many will 
be made just” (Rom 5:19). Thus Christ says, to accomplish his work, 
i.e., to bring man back to what is perfect.71

644. Then when he says, Do you not have a saying: There are still 
four months, and it will be harvest time? he makes use of a simile. 
Note that when Christ asked the Samaritan woman for a drink, “Give 
me a drink,” he made use of a simile concerning water. But here, the 
disciples are urging the Lord to eat, and now he makes use of a simile 
concerning spiritual food.

There are some persons whom God asks for a drink, as this Samari-
tan woman; and there are some who offer a drink to God. But no one 
offers food to God unless God first asks him for it: for we offer spiritual 
food to God when we ask him for our salvation, that is, when we ask, 
“Your will be done on earth as it is in heaven” (Mt 6:10). We cannot 
obtain salvation of ourselves, unless we are pre-moved by “prevenient 
grace,” according to the statement in Lamentations (5:21): “Make us 
come back to you, O Lord, and we will come back” (Lam 5:21). The 
Lord himself, therefore, first asks for that which makes us ask through 
“prevenient grace.”72

In this simile, we have first, the harvest. Secondly, those who reap 
the harvest (v. 36). He does two things concerning the first. First, he 
states the simile concerning the natural harvest; secondly, concerning 
the spiritual harvest (v. 35b).

645. Do you not have a saying: There are still four months, and it 
will be harvest time? We can see from this that, as stated in Matthew 
(4:12), Christ left Judea and traveled through Samaria right after John 
was arrested, and that all this happened during the winter. So, because 
the harvests ripen there more according to the season, there were four 
months from that time till the harvest. Thus he says, Do you not have 
a saying, about the natural harvest, There are still four months that 

71. See ST I-II, q. 106, a. 3.
72. See ST I-II, q. 111, a. 3.
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must pass, and it will be harvest time? i.e., the time for gathering up 
the harvest. So I say to you, speaking of the spiritual harvest, Lift up 
your eyes, look at the fields, because they are already white for the har‑
vest.

646. Here we should point out that harvest time is the time when 
the fruit is gathered; and so whenever fruit is gathered can be regarded 
as a harvest time. Now fruit is gathered at two times: for both in tem-
poral and in spiritual matters there is nothing to prevent what is fruit 
in relation to an earlier state from being seed in relation to something 
later. For example, good works are the fruit of spiritual instruction, as 
is faith and other such things; but these in turn are seeds of eternal life, 
because eternal life is acquired through them.73 So Sirach (24:23) says: 
“My blossoms,” in relation to the fruit to follow, “bear the fruit of hon-
or and riches,” in relation to what preceded.

With this in mind, there is a certain gathering of a spiritual harvest; 
and this concerns an eternal fruit, i.e., the gathering of the faithful into 
eternal life, of which we read: “The harvest is the end of the world” 
(Mt 13:39). We are not here concerned with this harvest. Another 
spiritual harvest is gathered in the present; and this is understood in 
two ways. In the first, the gathering of the fruit is the converting of the 
faithful to be assembled in the Church; in the second, the gathering is 
the very knowing of the truth, by which a person gathers the fruit of 
truth into his soul. And we are concerned with these two gatherings of 
the harvest, depending on the different expositions.

647. Augustine74 and Chrysostom75 understand the gathering of 
the harvest in the first way, as follows. You say that it is not yet the 
time for the natural harvest; but this is not true of the spiritual har-
vest. Indeed, I say to you: Lift up your eyes, i.e., the eyes of your mind, 
by thinking, or even your physical eyes, look at the fields, because they 
are already white for the harvest: because the entire countryside was 
full of Samaritans coming to Christ.

The statement that the fields are already white is metaphorical: for 
when sown fields are white, it is a sign that they are ready for harvest. 
And so he only means to say by this that the people were ready for sal-
vation and to hear the word. He says, look at the fields, because not only 
the Jews, but the Gentiles as well, were ready for the faith: “The harvest 
is great, but the workers are few” (Mt 9:37). And just as harvests are 
made white by the presence of the burning heat of the summer sun, so 
by the coming of the Sun of justice, i.e., Christ, and his preaching and 
power, men are made ready for salvation. Malachi (4:2) says: “The sun 
of justice will rise on you who fear my name.” Thus it is that the time 

73. See ST I-II, q. 5, a. 7.
74. Tract. in Io. 15. 32; PL 35, col. 1521–22.
75. Hom. in Io. 34. 2; PG 59, col. 194; cf. Catena aurea, 4:35–38.
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of Christ’s coming is called the time of plenitude or fullness: “When the 
fullness of time had come, God sent his Son” (Gal 4:4).76

648. Origen77 deals with the second gathering of the harvest, i.e., 
the gathering of truth in the soul. He says that one gathers as much of 
the fruit of truth in the harvest as the truths he knows. And he says 
that everything said here (v. 35) was presented as a parable. In this in-
terpretation, the Lord does two things. First, he mentions a false doc-
trine held by some. Secondly, he rejects it, I say to you.

Some thought that man could not acquire any truth about any-
thing. This opinion gave rise to the heresy of the Academicians, who 
maintained that nothing can be known as certain in this life;78 about 
which we read: “I tested all things by wisdom. I said: ‘I will acquire 
wisdom,’ and it became further from me” (Ecc 7:24). Our Lord men-
tions this opinion when he says, Do you not have a saying: There are 
still four months and it will be harvest time? i.e., this whole present 
life, in which man serves under the four elements, must end, so that 
after it truth may be gathered in another life.

Our Lord rejects this opinion when he says: This is not true, I say 
to you: Lift up your eyes. Sacred Scripture usually uses this expression 
when something subtle and profound is being presented; as, “Lift up 
your eyes on high, and see who has created these things” (Is 40:26). 
For when our eyes are not lifted away from earthly things or from 
the desires of the flesh, they are not fit to know spiritual fruit. For 
sometimes they are prevented from considering divine things because 
they have stooped to earthly things: “They have fixed their eyes on the 
earth” (Ps 16:11); sometimes they are blinded by concupiscence: “They 
have averted their eyes so as not to look at heaven or remember the 
judgments of God” (Dn 13:9).79

649. So he says, Lift up your eyes, look at the fields, because they 
are already white for the harvest, i.e., they are such that the truth 
can be learned from them: for by the “fields” we specifically under-
stand all those things from which truth can be acquired, especially the 
Scriptures: “Search the Scriptures . . . they bear witness to me” (below 
5:39). Indeed, these fields existed in the Old Testament, but they were 
not white for the harvest because men were not able to pick spiritu-
al fruit from them until Christ came, who made them white by open-

76. See ST III, q. 1, aa. 5–6.
77. Comm. in Io. XIII. 40, nos. 262–63; PG 14, col. 469B; cf. Catena aurea, 4:35–

38.
78. The Academicians that Aquinas refers to here are those that Augustine 

writes against in his early work, Against the Academicians (written in 386). The 
Academicians were part of the New Academy that looked to Cicero as its patron. 
They adopted a skeptical philosophy, denying that we could have true knowl-
edge of things.

79. See ST II-II, q. 15, a. 1.
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ing their understanding: “He opened their minds so they could under-
stand the Scriptures” (Lk 24.45).80 Again, creatures are harvests from 
which the fruit of truth is gathered: “The invisible things of God are 
clearly known by the things that have been made” (Rom 1:20). None 
the less, the Gentiles who pursued a knowledge of these things gath-
ered the fruits of error rather than of truth from them; because as we 
read, “they served the creature rather than the Creator” (Rom 1:25).81 
So the harvests were not yet white; but they were made white for the 
harvest when Christ came.

650. Next (v. 36), he deals with the reapers. First, he gives their re-
ward. Secondly, he mentions a proverb. And thirdly, he explains it, 
i.e., applies it (v. 38).

651. Concerning the first, we should note that when the Lord was 
explaining earlier about spiritual water, he mentioned the way in 
which spiritual water differs from natural water: a person who drinks 
natural water will become thirsty again, but one who drinks spiritual 
water will never be thirsty again. Here, too, in explaining about the 
harvest, he points out the difference between a natural and a spiritual 
harvest. Three things are mentioned.

First, the way in which the two harvests are similar: namely, in that 
the person who reaps either harvest receives a wage. But the one who 
reaps spiritually is the one who gathers the faithful into the Church, or 
who gathers the fruit of truth into his soul. Each of these will receive a 
wage, according to: “Each one will receive his own wage according to 
his work” (1 Cor 3:8).

The two other points he mentions concern the ways the two har-
vests are unlike each other. First, the fruit gathered from a natural 
harvest concerns the life of the body; but the fruit gathered by one 
who reaps a spiritual harvest concerns eternal life. So he says, he who 
reaps, i.e., he who reaps spiritually, gathers fruit for eternal life, that 
is, the faithful, who will obtain eternal life: “Your fruit is sanctification, 
your end is eternal life” (Rom 6:22). Or, this fruit is the very knowing 
and explaining of the truth by which man acquires eternal life: “Those 
who explain me will have eternal life,” as we read in Sirach (24:31).82 
Secondly, the two harvests are unlike because in a natural harvest it is 
considered a misfortune that one should sow and another reap; hence 
he who sows is saddened when another reaps. But it is not this way 
when the seed is spiritual, for the sower can rejoice at the same time 
as the reaper.

According to Chrysostom83 and Augustine,84 the ones who sow 

80. See ST I, q. 1, a. 10; I-II, q. 107, a. 3.
81. See ST I, q. 2, aa. 2–3; II-II, q. 1, a. 8, ad 1.
82. See ST II-II, q. 180, a. 5; II-II, q. 181, a. 3.
83. Hom. in Io. 34. 2; PG 59, col. 195–96; cf. Catena aurea, 4:35–38. 
84. Tract. in Io. 15. 32; PL 35, col. 1521–22; cf. Catena aurea, 4:35–38.
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spiritual seed are the fathers and prophets of the Old Testament, for 
“The seed is the word of God” (Lk 8:11), which Moses and the proph-
ets sowed in the land of Judah. But the apostles were the reapers, be-
cause the former were not able to accomplish what they wanted to do, 
i.e., to bring men to Christ; this was done by the apostles. And so both 
the apostles and the prophets rejoice together, in one mansion of glo-
ry, over the conversion of the faithful: “Joy and gladness will be found 
there, thanksgiving and the voice of praise” (Is 51:3). This refutes the 
heresy of the Manicheans who condemn the fathers of the Old Testa-
ment; for as the Lord says here, they will rejoice with the apostles.85

According to Origen,86 however, the “sowers” in any faculty [of 
the soul] are those who confer the very first principles of that facul-
ty; but the reapers are those who proceed from these principles to fur-
ther truths. And this is all the more true of the science of all the scienc-
es. The prophets are sowers, because they handed down many things 
concerning divine matters; but the apostles are the reapers, because in 
preaching and teaching they revealed many things which the prophets 
did not make known: “which was not made known to the sons of men 
in other generations as it has now been revealed to his holy apostles” 
(Eph 3:5).87

652. Then when he says, For here the saying is verified, we are giv-
en a proverb. As if to say: For here, i.e., in this fact, the saying is veri‑
fied, i.e., the proverb in current use among the Jews is fulfilled: One 
man sows, another reaps. This proverb seems to have grown out of 
a statement in Leviticus (26:16): “You will sow your seed in vain for 
it will be devoured by your enemies.” As a result, the Jews used this 
proverb when one person labored on something, but another received 
the pleasure from it. This then is what our Lord says: The proverb is 
verified here because it was the prophets who sowed and labored, 
while you are the ones to reap and rejoice.

Another interpretation would be this. For here the saying is veri‑
fied, i.e. what I am saying to you, One man sows, another reaps, be-
cause you will reap the fruits of the labor of the prophets. Now the 
prophets and the apostles are different, but not in faith, for they both 
had faith: “But now the justice of God has been manifested outside 
the law; the law and the prophets bore witness to it” (Rom 3:21).88 
They are different in their manner of life, for the prophets lived un-
der the ceremonies of the law, from which the apostles and Chris-
tians have been freed: “When we were children, we were slaves un-

85. See ST III, q. 49, a. 5.
86. Comm. in Io. XIII. 46, nos. 302–5; PG 14, col. 480D–481B; cf. Catena aurea, 

4:35–38.
87. See ST II-II, q. 174, a. 6.
88. See ST I-II, q. 107, aa. 2–3; II-II, q. 1, a. 7.
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der the elements of this world. But when the fullness of time came, 
God sent his Son, made of a woman, made under the law, to redeem 
those who were under the law, so that we could receive adoption as 
sons” (Gal 4:3). And although the apostles and prophets labor at differ-
ent times, nevertheless they will rejoice equally and receive wages for 
eternal life, so that the sower can rejoice at the same time as the reaper. 
This was prefigured in the transfiguration of Christ, where all had their 
own glory, both the fathers of the Old Testament, that is, Moses and 
Elijah, and the fathers of the New Testament, that is, Peter, John and 
James. We see from this that the just of the New and of the Old Testa-
ments will rejoice together in the glory to come.89

653. Then (v. 38), he applies the proverb. First, he calls the apostles 
reapers. Secondly, he says they are laborers (v. 38b).

654. He says concerning the first: I say that it is one who reaps, be-
cause you are reapers, and another who sows, for I have sent you to 
reap what you have not worked for. He does not say, “I will send you,” 
but I have sent you. He says this because he sent them twice. One time 
was before his passion, when he sent them to the Jews, saying: “Do 
not go on the roads of the Gentiles . . . but go rather to the lost sheep 
of the house of Israel” (Mt 10:5). In this case, they were sent to reap 
that on which they did not work, that is, to convert the Jews, among 
whom the prophets worked. After the resurrection, Christ sent them 
to the Gentiles, saying: “Go to the whole world, and preach the good 
news to every creature,” as we find in Mark (16:15). This time they 
were sent to sow for the first time; for as the Apostle says: “I have 
preached the good news, but not where Christ was already known, so 
as not to build on another’s foundation. But as it is written: ‘They to 
whom he was not proclaimed will see, and they who have not heard 
will understand’” (Rom 15:20). And so Christ says, I have sent you, re-
ferring to the first time they were sent. This is the way, then, the apos-
tles are reapers, and others, the prophets, are the sowers.

655. Accordingly, he says, Others have done the work, by sowing 
the beginnings of the doctrine of Christ, and you have entered into 
their labors, to collect the fruit: “The fruit of good labors is glorious” 
(Wis 3:15). The prophets labored, I say, to bring men to Christ: “If you 
believed Moses, you would perhaps believe me, for he wrote of me” 
(below 5:46). If you do not believe his written words, how will you 
believe my spoken words? But the prophets did not reap the fruit; so 
Isaiah said with this in mind: “I have labored for nothing and without 
reason: in vain I have exhausted my strength” (Is 49:4).

89. See ST III, q. 45, a. 3.
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LECTurE 5

39 Many Samaritans of that town believed in him on the testimo‑
ny of the woman who said, “He told me everything I ever did.” 40 So 
when the Samaritans came to him, they begged him to stay with them 
awhile. So he stayed there two days. 41 And many more believed in him 
because of his own words. 42 And they said to the woman, “Now we be‑
lieve not just because of your story, but because we have heard him our‑
selves, and we know that here is truly the Savior of the world.”90

656. Above, the Lord foretold to the apostles the fruit to be pro-
duced among the Samaritans by the woman’s witness. Now the Evan-
gelist deals with this fruit. First, the fruit of the woman’s witness is giv-
en. Secondly, the growth of this fruit produced by Christ (v. 41). The 
fruit of the woman’s witness is shown in three ways.

657. First, by the faith of the Samaritans, for they believed in Christ. 
Thus he says, Many Samaritans of that town, to which the woman 
had returned, believed in him, and this, on the testimony of the wom‑
an, from whom Christ asked for a drink of water, who said, He told me 
everything I ever did: for this testimony was sufficient inducement to 
believe Christ. For since Christ had disclosed her failures, she would 
not have mentioned them if she had not been brought to believe. And 
so the Samaritans believed as soon as they heard her. This indicates 
that faith comes by hearing.91

658. Secondly, the fruit of her witness is shown in their coming to 
Christ: for faith gives rise to a desire for the thing believed.92 Accord-
ingly, after they believed, they came to Christ, to be perfected by him. 
So he says, So when the Samaritans came to him. “Come to him, and 
be enlightened” (Ps 33:6); “Come to me, all you who labor and are 
burdened, and I will refresh you” (Mt 11:28).

659. Thirdly, the fruit of her witness is shown in their desire: for a 
believer must not only come to Christ, but desire that Christ remain 
with him. So he says, they begged him to stay with them awhile. So he 
stayed there two days.

The Lord remains with us through charity: “If anyone loves me, he 
will keep my word” (below 14:23), and further on he adds, “and we 
will make our abode with him.” The Lord remains for two days because 
there are two precepts of charity: the love of God and the love of our 
neighbor, “On these two commandments all the law and the prophets 
depend” (Mt 22:40). But the third day is the day of glory: “He will re-

90. St. Thomas quotes Jn 4:42 in ST II-II, q. 2, a. 10; II-II, q. 27, a. 3, ad 2. 
91. See ST II-II, q. 6, a. 1.
92. See ST III, q. 45, a. 3.
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vive us after two days; on the third day he will raise us up” (Hos 6:3). 
Christ did not remain there for that day because the Samaritans were 
not yet capable of glory.

660. Then (v. 41), the Evangelist says that the fruit resulting from 
the witness of the woman was increased by the presence of Christ; and 
this in three ways. First, in the number of those who believed. Sec-
ondly, in their reason for believing. Thirdly, in the truth they believed.

661. The fruit was increased as to the number of those who be-
lieved because while many believed in Christ on account of the wom-
an, many more believed in him because of his own words, i.e., Christ’s 
own words. This signifies that although many believed because of the 
prophets, many more were converted to the faith after Christ came, 
according to the Psalm (7:7): “Rise up, O Lord, in the command you 
have given, and a congregation of people will surround you.”

662. Secondly, this fruit was increased because of the way in which 
they believed: for they say to the woman: Now we believe not just be‑
cause of your story.

Here we should note that three things are necessary for the perfec-
tion of faith; and they are given here in order. First, faith should be 
right; secondly, it should be prompt; and thirdly, it should be certain.

Now faith is right when it obeys the truth not for some alien rea-
son, but for the truth itself; and as to this he says that they said to the 
woman, Now we believe, the truth, not just because of your story, but 
because of the truth itself. Three things lead us to believe in Christ. 
First of all, natural reason: “Since the creation of the world the in-
visible things of God are clearly known by the things that have been 
made” (Rom 1:20). Secondly, the testimony of the law and the proph-
ets: “But now justification from God has been manifested outside the 
law; the law and the prophets bore witness to it” (Rom 3:21). Thirdly, 
the preaching of the apostles and others: “How will they believe with-
out someone to preach to them?” as Romans (10:14) says. Yet when a 
person, having been thus instructed, believes, he can then say that it 
is not for any of these reasons that he believes: i.e., neither on account 
of natural reason, nor the testimony of the law, nor the preaching of 
others, but solely on account of the truth itself: “Abram believed God, 
who regarded this as his justification” (Gn 15:6).93

Faith is prompt if it believes quickly; and this was verified in these 
Samaritans because they were converted to God by merely hearing 
him; so they say: we have heard him ourselves, and believe in him, 
and we know that here is truly the Savior of the world, without seeing 
miracles, as the Jews saw. And although to believe men quickly is an 
indication of thoughtlessness, according to Sirach (19:4): “He who be-

93. See ST II-II, q. 1, a. 1; II-II, q. 2, aa. 2, 4, 10.
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lieves easily is frivolous,” yet to believe God quickly is more praisewor-
thy: “When they heard me, they obeyed me” (Ps 17:45).

Faith should be certain, because one who doubts in the faith is an 
unbeliever: “Ask with faith, without any doubting” (Jas 1:6). And so 
their faith was certain; thus they say, and we know. Sometimes, one 
who believes is said to know (scire), as here, because scientia [science, 
knowledge in a more perfect state] and faith agree in that both are cer-
tain. For just as scientia is certain, so is faith; indeed, the latter is much 
more so, because the certainty of scientia rests on human reason, which 
can be deceived, while the certainty of faith rests on divine reason, 
which cannot be contradicted. However they differ in mode: because 
faith possesses its certainty due to a divinely infused light, while scien-
tia possesses its certainty due to a natural light. For as the certitude of 
scientia rests on first principles naturally known, so the principles of 
faith are known from a light divinely infused: “You are saved by grace, 
through faith; and this is not due to yourselves, for it is the gift of God” 
(Eph 2:8).94

663. Thirdly, the fruit was increased in the truth believed; so they 
say, here is truly the Savior of the world. Here they are affirming that 
Christ is the unique, true and universal Savior.

He is the unique Savior for they assert that he is different from oth-
ers when they say, here is, i.e., here he alone is who has come to save: 
“Truly, you are a hidden God, the God of Israel, the Savior” (Is 45:15); 
“There is no other name under heaven given to men, by which we are 
saved” (Acts 4:12).95

They affirm that Christ is the true Savior when they say, truly. For 
since salvation, as Dionysius96 says, is deliverance from evil and pres-
ervation in good, there are two kinds of salvation: one is true, and the 
other is not true. Salvation is true when we are freed from true evils 
and preserved in true goods. In the Old Testament, however, although 
certain saviors had been sent, they did not truly bring salvation, for 
they set men free from temporal evils, which are not truly evils, nor 
true goods, because they do not last. But Christ is truly the Savior, be-
cause he frees men from true evils, that is, sins: “He will save his peo-
ple from their sins” (Mt 1:21), and he preserves them in true goods, 
that is, spiritual goods.97

They affirm that he is the universal Savior because he is not just for 
some, i.e., for the Jews alone, but is the Savior of the world. “God did 
not send his Son into the world to judge the world, but that the world 
might be saved through him” (above 3:17).98

94. See ST II-II, q. 4, a. 8; II-II, q. 6, a. 1.
95. See ST III, q. 26, a. 1; III, q. 48, a. 5.
96. De div. nom. 8. 9; PG 3, col. 896D–897B.
97. See ST III, q. 1, a. 2.
98. See ST III, q. 47, a. 4, ad 1; III, q. 49, a. 1.
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LECTurE 6

43 After two days he left that place and went to Galilee. 44 Jesus 
himself had testified that a prophet has no honor in his own country. 
45 When however he arrived in Galilee, the Galileans welcomed him, 
because they had seen all the things he had done in Jerusalem on the 
festive day, where they too had gone. 46a He therefore went to Cana in 
Galilee once more, where he had made the water wine.99

664. Having described the conversion of the Gentiles due to teach-
ing, their conversion due to miracles is now given. The Evangelist men-
tions a miracle performed by Christ: first, giving the place: secondly, de-
scribing the miracle; and thirdly, its effect (v. 53). He does two things 
about the first. First, he gives the general location of the miracle, that 
is, Christ’s own homeland. Secondly, the specific place (v. 46). With 
respect to the first he does two things. First, he mentions the general 
place. Secondly, he tells how Christ was received there (v. 45). Con-
cerning the first he does two things. First, he indicates the general 
place. Secondly, he gives a certain reason, at (v. 44).

665. He says first of all: I say that Jesus remained with these Samar-
itans for two days, and after two days he left that place, i.e., Samaria, 
and went to Galilee, where he had been raised. This signifies that at 
the end of the world, when the Gentiles have been confirmed in the 
faith and in the truth, a return will be made to convert the Jews, ac-
cording to: “until the full number of the Gentiles enters, and so all Is-
rael will be saved” (Rom 11:25).

666. Then he gives a certain reason, saying: Jesus himself had tes‑
tified that a prophet has no honor in his own country. There are two 
questions here: one is about the literal meaning; and the other about 
the continuity of this passage with the first.

The problem about the literal meaning is that it does not seem to 
be true, as stated here, that a prophet has no honor in his own coun-
try: for we read that other prophets were honored in their own land. 
Chrysostom100 answers this by saying that the Lord is speaking here 
about the majority of cases. So, although there might be an exception 
in some individual cases, what is said here should not be considered 
false: for in matters concerning nature and morals, that rule is true 
which is verified in most cases: and if a few cases are otherwise, the 
rule is not considered to be false.

Now what the Lord says was true with respect to most of the 
prophets, because in the Old Testament it is hard to find any prophet 

99. St. Thomas refers to Jn 4:44 in ST III, q. 7, a. 8, sed contra.
100. Hom. in Io. 35. 2; PG 59, col. 200.
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who did not suffer persecution, as stated in Acts (7:52): “Which of the 
prophets did your fathers not persecute?”; and in Matthew (23:37): 
“Jerusalem, Jerusalem, you kill the prophets and stone those who are 
sent to you.” Further, this statement of our Lord holds true not only in 
the case of the prophets among the Jews, but also, as Origen101 says, 
with many among the Gentiles, because they were held in contempt 
by their fellow citizens and put to death: for living with men in the 
usual way, and too much familiarity, lessen respect and breed con-
tempt. So it is that those with whom we are more familiar we come to 
reverence less, and those with whom we cannot become acquainted 
we regard more highly.

However, the opposite happens with God: for the more intimate we 
become with God through love and contemplation, realizing how su-
perior he is, the more we respect him and the less do we esteem our-
selves. “I have heard you, but now I see you, and so I reprove myself, 
and do penance in dust and ashes” (Jb 42:5). The reason for this is that 
man’s nature is weak and fragile; and when one lives with another for 
a long time, he notices certain weaknesses in him, and this results in 
a loss of respect for him. But since God is infinitely perfect, the more a 
person knows him the more he admires his superior perfection, and as 
a result the more he respects him.102

667. But was Christ a prophet? At first glance it seems not, because 
prophecy involves an obscure knowledge: “If there is a prophet of the 
Lord among you, I will appear to him in a vision” (Nm 12:6). Christ’s 
knowledge, however, was not obscure. Yet he was a prophet, as is clear 
from, “The Lord your God will raise up a prophet for you, from your 
nation and your brothers; he will be like me. You will listen to him” 
(Dt 18:15). This text is referred to Christ.

I answer that a prophet has a twofold function. First, that of see-
ing: “He who is now called a prophet was formerly called a seer” (1 
Sm 9:9). Secondly, he makes known, announces; Christ was a prophet 
in this sense for he made known the truth about God: “For this was I 
born, and for this I came into the world: to testify to the truth” (below 
18:37). As for the seeing function of a prophet, we should note that 
Christ was at once both a “wayfarer” and a “comprehensor,” or blessed. 
He was a wayfarer in the sufferings of his human nature and in all the 
things that relate to this. He was a blessed in his union with the divin-
ity, by which he enjoyed God in the most perfect way.103 There are two 
things in the vision or seeing of a prophet. First, the intellectual light 
of his mind; and as regards this Christ was not a prophet because his 
light was not at all deficient, his light was that of the blessed. Secondly, 

101. Comm. in Io. XIII. 54, nos. 376–77; PG 14, 504A; cf. Catena aurea, 4:43–45.
102. See ST II-II, q. 161, a. 3.
103. See ST III, q. 9, a. 2.
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all imaginary vision is also involved; and with respect to this Christ did 
have a likeness to the prophets insofar as he was a wayfarer and was 
able to form various images with his imagination.104

668. Secondly, there is the problem about continuity. For the Evan-
gelist does not seem to be right in connecting the fact that After two 
days he left that place and went to Galilee, with the statement of Je-
sus that a prophet has no honor in his own country. It would seem 
that the Evangelist should have said that Christ did not go into Gali-
lee, for if he was not honored there, that would be a reason for not go-
ing there.

Augustine105 answers this by suggesting that the Evangelist said this 
to answer a question that could have been raised, namely: Why did 
Christ return to Galilee since he had lived there for a long time, and 
the Galileans were still not converted to him; while the Samaritans 
were converted in two days? It is the same as saying: Even though the 
Galileans had not been converted, still Jesus went there, for Jesus him‑
self had testified that a prophet has no honor in his own country.

Chrysostom106 explains this in a different way: After two days he 
left, not for Capernaum, which was his homeland because of his con-
tinuous residence there, nor for Bethlehem, where he was born, nor 
for Nazareth, where he was educated. Thus he did not go to Caper-
naum; hence in Matthew (11:23) he upbraids them, saying: “And you, 
Capernaum, will you be exalted to heaven? You will descend even to 
hell.” He went rather to Cana in Galilee. And he gives the reason here 
[for not going to Capernaum]: because they were ill-disposed toward 
him. This is what he says: Jesus himself had testified that a prophet 
has no honor in his own country.

669. Was Christ seeking glory from men? It seems not, for he says: 
“I do not seek my own glory” (below 8:50). I answer that it is only God 
who seeks his own glory without sin. A man should not seek his own 
glory from men, but rather the glory of God.107 Christ, however, as 
God, fittingly sought his own glory, and as man, he sought the glory of 
God in himself.

670. Then he shows that Christ was received by the Galileans more 
respectfully than before, saying, When however he arrived in Galilee, 
the Galileans welcomed him, respectfully. The reason behind this was 
because they had seen all the things he had done in Jerusalem on the 
festive day, where they too had gone, as the law commanded.

This seems to conflict with the fact that we did not read above of 
any miracles being performed by Christ at Jerusalem. I answer, with 

104. See ST II-II, q. 173, aa. 2–3.
105. Tract. in Io. 16. 3–7; PL 35, col. 1523–27; cf. Catena aurea, 4:43–45.
106. Hom. in Io. 35. 1–2; PG 59, col. 200; cf. Catena aurea, 4:43–45.
107. See ST II-II, q. 132.
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the opinion of Origen,108 that the Jews thought it a great miracle that 
Christ drove the traders from the temple with such authority (above 
2:14). Or, we could say that Christ performed many miracles which 
were not written down, according to, “Jesus did many other signs . . . 
which are not written down in this book” (below 20:30).

671. In its mystical sense, this gives us an example that if we wish 
to receive Jesus Christ within ourselves, we should go up to Jerusalem 
on a festive day, that is, we should seek tranquility of mind, and ex-
amine everything which Jesus does there: “Look upon Zion, the city 
of our festive days” (Is 33:20); “I have meditated on all your works”  
(Ps 142:5).

672. Note that as men were lesser in dignity, they were better with 
respect to God. The Judeans were superior in dignity to the Galileans: 
“Look at the Scriptures and see that the Prophet will not come from 
Galilee” (below 7:52); and the Galileans were superior in dignity to the 
Samaritans: “The Jews had nothing to do with the Samaritans” (above 
4:9). On the other hand, the Samaritans were better than the Galileans 
because more of them believed in Christ in two days without any mir-
acles than the Galileans did in a long period of time and even with the 
miracle of the wine: for none of them believed in him except his disci-
ples. Finally, the Judeans were worse than the Galileans, because none 
of them believed in Jesus, except perhaps Nicodemus.

673. Then he says, He therefore went to Cana in Galilee. According 
to Chrysostom,109 this is given as a conclusion from what went before; 
it is as though he were saying: Christ did not go to Capernaum be-
cause he was not held in honor there. But he was under an obligation 
to go to Cana in Galilee: for on the first occasion he had been invited 
to the wedding, and now he goes again without being invited. The two 
trips to Cana are mentioned by the Evangelist to show their hardness 
of heart: for at the first miracle of the wine, only his disciples believed 
in Christ; and at the second miracle, only the official and his house-
hold believed. On the other hand, the Samaritans believed on Christ’s 
words alone.

674. In the mystical sense, the two visits to Cana signify the effect 
of God’s words on our minds. First of all they cause delight, because 
they who hear the word “receive the word with joy” (Mt 13:20). This 
is signified in the miracle of the wine, which as the Psalm (103:15) 
says, “gladdens the heart of man.” Secondly, the word of God heals: “It 
was neither a herb nor a poultice that healed them, but your word, O 
Lord, which heals all things” (Wis 16:12). And this is signified by the 
curing of the sick son.

108. Comm. in Io. XIII. 56, nos. 381–88; PG 14, col. 504C–505C cf. Catena au-
rea, 4:43–45.

109. Hom. in Io. 35. 2; PG 59, col. 200; cf. Catena aurea, 4:43–45.
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Further, these two visits to Cana indicate the two comings of the 
Son of God. The first coming was in all gentleness to bring joy: “Re-
joice and give praise, people of Zion, for he is great who is in your 
midst, the Holy One of Israel” (Is 12:6). So the angel said to the shep-
herds: “I bring you good news of great joy . . . this day a Savior has 
been born to you” (Lk 2:10). This is signified by the wine. His second 
coming into the world will be in majesty, when he will come to take 
away our weaknesses and our punishments, and to make us like his 
radiant body. And this is signified in the cure of the sick son.

LECTurE 7

46b There happened to be a certain official, whose son lay sick at 
Capernaum. 47 When he heard that Jesus had come to Galilee from 
Judea, he went to him, and begged him to come down and heal his son, 
who was at the point of death. 48 But Jesus said to him, “Unless you 
see signs and wonders, you do not believe.” 49 The official said to him, 
“Lord, come down before my child dies.” 50 Jesus told him, “Go, your 
son lives.” The man took Jesus at his word, and started for home. 51 
While he was on his way down, his servants ran up to meet him with 
word that his son was going to live. 52 He asked them at what time his 
boy got better. And they told him that yesterday at the seventh hour the 
fever left him. 53 The father then realized that it was at that very hour 
when Jesus told him, “Your son lives.” He and his whole household be‑
came believers. 54 This was the second sign Jesus had performed on re‑
turning from Judea to Galilee.110

675. Having told us the place of this miracle, the Evangelist now de-
scribes the miracle itself: telling us of the person who was ill; the one 
who interceded for him; and the one who healed him. The one who 
was ill was the son of the official; his father interceded for him; and it 
was Christ who was to heal him.

676. About the person who was ill, he first tells us of his status, a 
son of an official; secondly, where he was, at Capernaum; thirdly, his 
illness, a fever.

He says about the first, There happened to be a certain official, 
whose son lay sick. Now one can be called an official for a variety of 
reasons. For example, if one is in charge of a small territory. This is not 
its meaning here for at this time there was no king in Judea: “We have 
no king but Caesar” (below 19:15). One is also called an official, as 

110. St. Thomas quotes Jn 4:48 in ST III, q. 43, a. 1, obj. 3; III, q. 55, a. 5, ad 3; 
and Jn 4:53 in ST II-II, q. 6, a. 1, obj. 2.
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Chrysostom111 says, because he is from a royal family; and this is also 
not its meaning here. In a third way, an official is some officer of a king 
or ruler; and this is its meaning here.

Some think, as Chrysostom112 reports, that this official is the same 
as the centurion mentioned by Matthew (8:5). This is not so, for they 
differ in four ways. First, because the illness was not the same in each. 
The centurion was concerned with a paralytic, “My servant is lying 
paralyzed at home” (Mt 8:6); while this official’s son is suffering from a 
fever, yesterday at the seventh hour the fever left him. Secondly, those 
who are sick are not the same. In the first case, it was a servant, “my 
servant”; but now we have a son, as it says, whose son. Thirdly, what 
is requested is different. For when Christ wanted to go to the home of 
the centurion, the centurion discouraged him, and said: “Lord, I am 
not worthy to have you come under my roof; but only say the word 
and my servant will be healed” (Mt 8:8). But this official asked Christ 
to come to his house, Lord, come down before my child dies. Fourthly, 
the places are different. For the first healing took place at Capernaum, 
while this one is at Cana in Galilee. So this official is not the same as 
the centurion, but was from the household of Herod the Tetrarch, or 
some kind of a herald, or an official of the Emperor.

677. In its allegorical sense, this official is Abraham or one of the fa-
thers of the Old Testament, in so far as he adheres by faith to the king, 
that is, to Christ, about which we read, “I was made king by him over 
Zion” (Ps 2:6). Abraham adhered to him, for as is said below (8:56): 
“Abraham, your father, rejoiced that he might see my day.” The son of 
this official is the Jewish people: “We are the descendants of Abraham, 
and we have never been slaves to any one” (below 8:33). But they are 
sick from evil pleasures and incorrect doctrines. They are sick at Caper-
naum, i.e., in the abundance of goods which caused them to leave 
their God, according to, “The beloved grew fat and rebellious . . . he 
deserted the God who made him, and left God his Savior” (Dt 32:15).

678. In the moral sense, in the kingdom of the soul, the king is rea-
son itself: “The king, who sits on his throne of judgment” (Prv 20:8). 
But why is reason called the king? Because man’s entire body is ruled 
by it: his affections are directed and informed by it, and the other pow-
ers of the soul follow it. But sometimes it is called an official [not the 
king], that is, when its knowledge is obscured, with the result that it fol-
lows inordinate passions and does not resist them; “They live with their 
foolish ideas, their understanding obscured by darkness” (Eph 4:17).113 
Consequently, the son of this official, i.e., the affections, are sick, that 
is, they deviate from good and decline to what is evil. If reason were 
the king, that is, strong, its son would not be sick; but being only an of-

111. Hom. in Io. 35. 2; PG 59, col. 201.
112. Ibid.; cf. Catena aurea, 4:46–54.
113. See ST I-II, q. 85, a. 3.
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ficial, its son is sick. This happens at Capernaum because a great many 
temporal goods are the cause of spiritual sickness: “This was the crime 
of your sister Sodom: richness, satiety in food, and idleness” (Ez 16:49).

679. Now we see the person making his request (v. 47). First, we 
have the incentive for making his request. Secondly, the request itself. 
Thirdly, the need for the request.

680. The incentive for making the request was the arrival of Christ. 
So he says, When he, the official, heard that Jesus had come to Galilee 
from Judea, he went to him. For as long as the coming of Christ was 
delayed, men’s hope of being healed from their sins was that much 
fainter; but when it is reported that his coming is near, our hope of be-
ing healed rises, and then we go to him. For he came into this world to 
save sinners: “The Son of Man came to seek and to save what was lost” 
(Lk 19:22).114 Further, as Sirach says (18:23), we should prepare our 
soul by prayer, and we do this by going to God through our desires. 
And this is what the official did, as we read, he went to him. Amos 
(4:12) says, “Be prepared to meet your God, O Israel.”

681. The request of the official was that Christ heal his son. So the 
Evangelist says that he begged him to come down, out of compassion: 
“O that you would rend the heavens, and come down” (Is 64:1), and 
heal his son. We, too, ought to ask to be healed from our sins: “Heal 
my soul, for I have sinned against you” (Ps 40:5). For no one of him-
self can return to the state of justice; rather, he has to be healed by 
God: “I cannot help myself” (Jb 6:13).115 The fathers of the Old Tes-
tament interceded for the people of Israel in the same way; for as we 
read of one: “He loves his brothers, because he prays much for the 
holy city and for the people of Israel, Jeremiah, the prophet of God” 
(2 Mc 15:14).

682. The need for this request was urgent, for the son was at the 
point of death. When a person is tempted, he is beginning to become 
sick; and as the temptation grows stronger and takes the upper hand, 
inclining him to consent, he is near death. But when he has consent-
ed, he is at the point of death and beginning to die.116 Finally, when he 
completes his sin, he dies; for as we read: “Sin, when it is completed, 
brings forth death” (Jas 1:15). The Psalm (33:22) says about this: “The 
death of sinners is the worst,” because it begins here and continues 
into the future without end.

683. Now he deals with the request for Christ to heal the son of the 
official. First, our Lord’s criticism is given. Secondly, the official’s re-
quest. Thirdly, the granting of the request.

684. Our Lord criticizes him for his lack of faith, saying, Unless you 
see signs and wonders, you do not believe. This raises a question, for 

114. See ST II-II, q. 17, a. 7. 115. See ST I-II, q. 113, a. 2.
116. See ST I-II, q. 74, a. 7.
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it does not seem right to say this to this official, for unless he had be-
lieved that Christ was the Savior, he would not have asked him to heal 
his son.

The answer to this is that this official did not yet believe perfectly; 
indeed, there were two defects in his faith. The first was that although 
he believed that Christ was a true man, he did not believe that he had 
divine power; otherwise he would have believed that Christ could heal 
one even while absent, since God is everywhere, as Jeremiah (23:24) 
says: “I fill heaven and earth.” And so he would not have asked Christ 
to come down to his house, but simply give his command. The sec-
ond defect in his faith, according to Chrysostom,117 was that he was 
not sure that Christ could heal his son: for had he been sure, he would 
not have waited for Christ to return to his homeland, but would have 
gone to Judea himself. But now, despairing of his son’s health, and not 
wishing to overlook any possibility, he went to Christ like those par-
ents who in their despair for the health of their children consult even 
unskilled doctors.

685. In the second place, it does not seem that he should have been 
criticized for looking for signs, for faith is proved by signs. The answer 
to this is that unbelievers are drawn to Christ in one way, and believ-
ers in another way. For unbelievers cannot be drawn to Christ or con-
vinced by the authority of Sacred Scripture, because they do not be-
lieve it; neither can they be drawn by natural reason, because faith 
is above reason. Consequently, they must be led by miracles: “Signs 
are given to unbelievers, not to believers” (1 Cor 14:22). Believers, on 
the other hand, should be led and directed to faith by the authority of 
Scripture, to which they are bound to assent. This is why the official is 
criticized: although he had been brought up among the Jews and in-
structed in the law, he wanted to believe through signs, and not by the 
authority of the Scripture. So the Lord reproaches him, saying, Unless 
you see signs and wonders, i.e., miracles, which sometimes are signs 
insofar as they bear witness to divine truth. Or wonders (prodigia), ei-
ther because they indicate with utmost certitude, so that a prodigy is 
taken to be a “portent” or some “sure indication”; or because they por-
tend something in the future, as if something were called a wonder as 
if showing at a great distance some future effect.

686. Now we see the official’s persistence, for he does not give up 
after the Lord’s criticism, but insists, saying. Lord, come down before 
my child dies: “We should pray always, and not lose heart” (Lk 18:1). 
This shows an improvement in his faith in one respect, that is, in that 
he calls him “Lord.” But there is not a total improvement, for he still 
thought that Christ had to be physically present to heal his son; so he 
asked Christ to come.

117. Hom. in Io. 35. 2; PG 59, col. 201; cf. Catena aurea, 4:46–54.



 CHAPTER 4 251

687. His request is granted by the Lord, for persevering prayer is an-
swered.118 Jesus said to him: Go, your son lives. Here we have first, the 
statement by Christ, who cured the boy, that the boy was cured. Sec-
ondly, we are told of the persons who witnessed the cure (v. 51). Two 
things are mentioned concerning the first: the command of the Lord 
and the obedience of the official (v. 50b).

688. As to the first, the Lord does two things. First, he orders; sec-
ondly, he affirms. He orders the official to go: hence he says, Go, i.e., 
prepare to receive grace by a movement of your free will toward God: 
“Turn to me, and you will be saved” (Is 45:22); and by a movement of 
your free will against sin. For four things are required for the justifi-
cation of an adult sinner: the infusion of grace, the remission of guilt, 
a movement of the free will toward God, which is faith, and a move-
ment of the free will against sin, which is contrition.119

Then the Lord says that his son is healed, which was the request of 
the official: Your son lives.

689. One may ask why Christ refused to go down to the home of 
this official as asked, while he promised to go see the servant of the 
centurion. There are two reasons for this. One, according to Gregory,120 
is to blunt our pride; the pride of us who offer our services to great 
men, but refuse to help the insignificant: since the Lord of all offered 
to go to the servant of the centurion, but refused to go to the son of an 
official: “Be well-disposed to the poor” (Sir 4:7). The other reason, as 
Chrysostom121 says, was that the centurion was already confirmed in 
the faith of Christ, and believed that he could heal even while not pres-
ent; and so our Lord promised to go to show approval of his faith and 
devotion. But this official was still imperfect, and did not yet clearly 
know that Christ could heal even while absent. And so our Lord does 
not go, in order that he may realize his imperfection.

690. The obedience of this official is pointed out in two ways. First, 
because he believed what Christ said; so he says. The man took Jesus 
at his word, that is, Your son lives. Secondly, because he did obey the 
order of Christ; so he says, he started for home, progressing in faith, al-
though not yet fully or soundly, as Origen122 says. This signifies that 
we must be justified by faith: “Justified by faith, let us have peace with 
God, through our Lord Jesus Christ” (Rom 5:1).123 We also must go 
and start out by making progress: because he who stands still runs the 
risk of being unable to preserve the life of grace. For, along the road to 
God, if we do not go forward we fall back.

118. See ST II-II, q. 83, a. 14.
119. See ST I-II, q. 113, aa. 3–5.
120. XL hom. in Evang. II, Hom. 28. 2; PL 76, col. 1212; cf. Catena aurea, 4:46–54.
121. Hom. in Io. 35. 3; PG 59, col. 202; cf. Catena aurea, 4:46–54.
122. See Comm. in Io. XIII. 59, no. 409; PG 14, col. 512A.
123. See ST I-II, q. 113, a. 4; II-II, q. 7, a. 2.
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691. Next we see the servants bringing news of the healing. First, 
the news of the healing is given. Secondly, there is an inquiry about 
the time of the healing (v. 52).

692. He says, While he was on his way down, from Cana of Gali-
lee to his own home, his servants ran up to meet him—which shows 
that this official was wealthy and had many servants—with word that 
his son was going to live: and they did this because they thought that 
Christ was coming, and his presence was no longer necessary as the 
boy was already cured.

693. In the mystical sense, the servants of the official, i.e., of rea-
son, are a man’s works, because man is master of his own acts and of 
the affections of his sense powers, for they obey the command and di-
rection of reason. Now these servants announce that the son of the 
official, that is, of reason, lives, when a man’s good works shine out, 
and his lower powers obey reason, according to: “A man’s dress, and 
laughter, and his walk, show what he is” (Sir 19:27).

694. Because this official did not yet believe either fully or sound-
ly, he still wanted to know whether his son had been cured by chance 
or by the command of Christ. Accordingly, he asks about the time of 
the cure. He asked them, the servants, at what time his boy got bet‑
ter. And he found that his son was cured at exactly the same hour that 
our Lord said, Go, your son lives. And no wonder, because Christ is the 
Word, through whom heaven and earth were made: “He spoke and 
they were made; he commanded and they were created” (Ps 148:5).

695. And they, his servants, told him that yesterday at the seventh 
hour the fever left him. In the mystical sense, the seventh hour, when 
the boy is cured of his fever, signifies the seven gifts of the Holy Spirit, 
through whom sins are forgiven, according to: “Receive the Holy Spir-
it; whose sins you forgive, are forgiven” (below 20:22), and through 
whom spiritual life is produced in the soul: “It is the Spirit that gives 
life” (below 6:64).124 Again, the seventh hour signifies the appropri-
ate time for rest, for the Lord rested from all his work on the seventh 
day.125 This indicates that the spiritual life of man consists in spiritual 
rest or quiet, according to: “If you remain at rest, you will be saved” 
(Is 30:15). But of the evil we read: “The heart of the wicked is like the 
raging sea, which cannot rest” (Is 57:20).

696. Next, we are given the effect of this miracle (v. 53). First, its 
fruit is mentioned. Secondly, this miracle is linked with another one 
(v. 54).

697. He says, The father then realized, by comparing the hour men-
tioned by the servants with the hour of Christ’s affirmation, that it was 
at that very hour when Jesus told him, Your son lives. Because of this 

124. See ST I-II, q. 68, aa. 1–2, 5.
125. See ST I, q. 73, a. 3.
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he was converted to Christ, realizing that it was by his power that the 
miracle was accomplished. He and his whole household became believ‑
ers, that is, his servants and his aides, because the attitude of servants 
depends on the condition, whether good or wicked, of their masters: 
“As the judge of the people is himself, so also are his ministers” (Sir 
10:2); and in Genesis (18:19) we read: “I know that he will direct his 
sons.”

This also shows that the faith of the official was constantly grow-
ing: for at the beginning, when he pleaded for his sick son, it was 
weak; then it began to grow more firm, when he called Jesus “Lord,” 
then when he believed what the Lord said and started for home, it 
was more perfect, but not completely so, because he still doubted. But 
here, clearly realizing God’s power in Christ, his faith is made perfect, 
for as Proverbs (4:18) says: “The way of the just goes forward like a 
shining light, increasing to the full light of day.”126

698. Finally, this miracle is linked with the previous one, This was 
the second sign Jesus had performed on returning from Judea to Gal‑
ilee. We can understand this in two ways. In one way, that our Lord 
performed two miracles during this one trip from Judea to Galilee; but 
the first of these was not recorded, only the second. In the other way, 
we could say that Jesus worked two signs in Galilee at different times: 
the one of the wine, and this second one about the son of this official 
after he returned again to Galilee from Judea.

We also see from this that the Galileans were worse than the Sa-
maritans. For the Samaritans expected no sign from the Lord, and 
many believed in his word alone; but as a result of this miracle, only 
this official and his whole household believed: for the Jews were con-
verted to the faith little by little on account of their hardness, accord-
ing to: “I have become as one who harvests in the summer time, like a 
gleaner at the vintage: not one cluster to eat, not one of the early figs 
I desire” (Mi 7:1).

126. See ST II-II, q. 4, a. 5; II-II, q. 5, a. 4.
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CHAPTEr 5

LECTurE 1

1 After this there was a Jewish festival, and Jesus went up to Je‑
rusalem. 2 Now at Jerusalem there is a Sheep Pool, called in Hebrew 
Bethsaida, having five porticoes. 3 In these porticoes lay a great num‑
ber of people: feeble, blind, lame and withered, waiting for the move‑
ment of the water. 4 From time to time an angel of the Lord used to 
come down into the pool and the water was stirred up, and the first 
one into the pool after it was stirred was healed of whatever ailment 
he had. 5 There was one man lying there who had been sick for thir‑
ty‑eight years with his infirmity. 6 Jesus, seeing him lying there and 
knowing that he had been sick a long time, said to him, “Do you wish 
to be healed?” 7 The sick man said, “Sir, I have no one to plunge me 
into the pool once the water is stirred up. By the time I get there, some‑
one else has gone in before me.” 8 Jesus said to him, “Stand up, pick 
up your mat and walk!” 9a The man was immediately cured; he picked 
up his mat, and walked.1

699. Above, our Lord dealt with spiritual rebirth; here he deals with 
the benefits God gives to those who are spiritually reborn. Now we see 
that parents give three things to those who are physically born from 
them: life, nourishment, and instruction or discipline. And those who 
are spiritually reborn receive these three from Christ: spiritual life, spir-
itual nourishment, and spiritual teaching. And so these three things 
are considered here: first, the giving of spiritual life; secondly, the giv-
ing of spiritual food (chap. 6); and thirdly, spiritual teaching (chap. 7).

About the first he does three things. First, he sets forth a visible sign 
in which he shows Christ’s power to produce and to restore life. This 
is the usual practice in this Gospel: to always join to the teaching of 
Christ some appropriate visible action, so that what is invisible can be 
made known through the visible. Secondly, the occasion for this teach-
ing is given (v. 9b). Thirdly, the teaching itself is given (v. 19). As to the 
first he does three things. First, the place of the miracle is given. Sec-
ondly, the illness involved. Thirdly, the restoration of the sick person 
to health (v. 8).

700. The place of this miracle is described in two ways: in gener-
al and in particular. The general place is Jerusalem; so he says, After 

1. St. Thomas quotes Jn 5:4 in ST III, q. 73, a. 1, ad 2.
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this, i.e., after the miracle performed in Galilee, there was a Jewish 
festival, that is Pentecost, according to Chrysostom.2 For above, when 
Christ went to Jerusalem, it was the Passover that was mentioned; and 
now, on the following festival of Pentecost, Jesus went up to Jerusalem 
again. For as we read in Exodus (23:17), the Lord commanded that all 
Jewish males be presented in the temple three times a year: on the fes-
tival days of the Passover, Pentecost, and Tabernacles.

There were two reasons why our Lord went up to Jerusalem for 
these festivals. First, so that he would not seem to oppose the law, for 
he said himself: “I have not come to destroy the law, but to complete 
it” (Mt 5:17);3 and in order to draw the many people gathered there 
on the feast days to God by his signs and teaching: “I will praise him in 
the midst of the people” (Ps 108:30); and again, “I have declared your 
justice in the great assembly” (Ps 39:10). So Christ himself says, as we 
read below (18:20): “I have spoken openly to the world.”4

701. The specific place of the miracle was the pool called the Sheep 
Pool; so he says, Now at Jerusalem there is a Sheep Pool. This is de-
scribed here in four ways: by its name, its structure, from its occu-
pants, and from its power.

702. First, it is described from its name when he says, there is a 
Sheep Pool (probatica piscina), for probaton is Greek for “sheep.” It was 
called the Sheep Pool for it was there that the priests washed the sac-
rificial animals; especially the sheep, who were used more than the 
other animals. And so in Hebrew it was called Bethsaida, that is, the 
“house of sheep.” This pool was located near the temple, and formed 
from collected rainwater.

703. In its mystical sense, this pool, according to Chrysostom,5 has 
prefigured baptism. For the Lord, wishing to prefigure the grace of 
baptism in different ways, first of all chose water: for this washes the 
body from the uncleanness which came from contact with what was 
legally unclean (Nm 19). Secondly, he gave this pool a power that ex-
presses even more vividly than water the power of baptism: for it not 
only cleansed the body from its uncleanness, but also healed it from its 
illness, for symbols are more expressive, the closer they approach the 
reality. Thus it signified the power of baptism: for as this water when 
applied to the body had the power (not by its own nature, but from an 
angel) to heal its illness, so the water of baptism has the power to heal 
and cleanse the soul from sins: “He loved us, and washed us from our 
sins” (Rev 1:5). This is the reason why the passion of Christ, prefigured 
by the sacrifices of the Old Law, is represented in baptism: “All of us 

2. Hom. in Io. 36. 1; PG 59, col. 203; cf. Catena aurea, 5:1–13.
3. See ST III, q. 40, a. 4; III, q. 47, a. 2.
4. See ST III, q. 42, a. 3.
5. Hom. in Io. 36. 1; PG 59, col. 203–4; cf. Catena aurea, 5:1–13.
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who have been baptized into Christ Jesus, have been baptized into his 
death” (Rom 6:3).6

According to Augustine,7 the water in this pool signified the condi-
tion of the Jewish people, according to: “The waters are the peoples” 
(Rev 17:15). The Gentiles were not confined within the limits of the 
divine law, but each of them lived according to the vanity of his heart 
(Eph 4:17). But the Jews were confined under the worship of the one 
God: “We were kept under the law, confined, until the faith was re-
vealed” (Gal 3:23). So this water, confined to the pool, signified the 
Jewish people. And it was called the Sheep Pool, for the Jews were the 
special sheep of God: “We are his people, his sheep” (Ps 94:7).8

704. The pool is described in its structure as having five porticoes, 
i.e., round about, so that a number of the priests could stand and wash 
the animals without inconvenience. In the mystical sense these five 
porticoes, according to Chrysostom, signify the five wounds in the 
body of Christ; about which we read: “Put your hand into my side, and 
do not be unbelieving, but believe” (below 20:27). But according to 
Augustine,9 these five porticoes signify the five books of Moses.

705. The pool is also described from its occupants, for in these porti‑
coes lay a great number of people: feeble, blind, lame and withered. The 
literal explanation of this is that since all the afflicted persons gathered 
because of the curative power of the water, which did not always cure 
nor cure many at the same time, it was inevitable that there be many 
hanging around waiting to be cured. The mystical meaning of this, for 
Augustine,10 was that the law was incapable of healing sins: “It is im-
possible that sins be taken away by the blood of bulls and goats” (Heb 
10:4). The law merely shed light on them, for “The knowledge of sin 
comes from the law” (Rom 3:20).11

706. And so, subject to various illnesses, these people lay there, un-
able to be cured. They are described in four ways. First, by their pos-
ture: for there they lay, i.e., clinging to earthly things by their sins; 
for one who is lying down is in direct contact with the earth: “He had 
compassion on them, for they were suffering, and lying like sheep 
without a shepherd” (Mt 9:36). But the just do not lie down, but stand 
upright, toward the things of heaven: “They,” i.e., sinners, “are bound, 
and have fallen down; but we,” the just, “have stood and are erect”  
(Ps 19:9).

Secondly, they are described as to their number, for there was a 
great number of them: “The evil are hard to correct, and the number 

6. See ST III, q. 62, a. 5; III, q. 66, aa. 2–3.
7. Tract. in Io. 17. 2; PL 35, col. 1528; cf. Catena aurea, 5:1–13.
8. See ST I-II, q. 98, a. 4.
9. Tract. in Io. 17. 2; PL 35, col. 1528; cf. Catena aurea, 5:1–13.
10. Ibid.
11. See ST I-II, q. 103, a. 2.
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of fools is infinite” (Ecc 1:15); and in Matthew (7:13): “The road that 
leads to destruction is wide, and many go this way.”

Thirdly, these sick people are described as to their condition. And 
he mentions four things which a person brings on himself through sin. 
First, a person who is ruled by sinful passions is made listless or fee-
ble; and so he says, feeble. So it is that Cicero12 calls certain passions of 
the soul, such as anger and concupiscence and the like, illnesses of the 
soul. And the Psalm says: “Have mercy on me, O Lord, for I am weak” 
(Ps 6:3).

Secondly, due to the rule and victory of a man’s passions, his rea-
son is blinded by consent; and he says as to this, blind, that is, through 
sins. According to Wisdom (2:21): “Their own evil blinded them”; and 
in the Psalm (57:9): “Fire,” that is the fire of anger and concupiscence, 
“fell on them, and they did not see the sun.”13

Thirdly, a person who is feeble and blind is inconstant in his works 
and is, in a way, lame. So we read in Proverbs (11:18): “The work of 
the wicked is unsteady.” With respect to this the Evangelist says, lame. 
“How long will you be lame?” (1 Kgs 18:21).

Fourthly, a man who is thus feeble, blind in understanding, and 
lame in his exterior actions, becomes dry in his affections, in the sense 
that all the fatness of devotion withers within him. This devotion is 
sought in the Psalm (62:6): “May my soul be filled with fat and mar-
row.” With respect to this the Evangelist says, withered. “My strength 
is dried up like baked clay” (Ps 21:16).

But there are some so afflicted by the lassitude of sin, who do not 
wait for the motion of the water, wallowing in their sins, according to 
Wisdom (14:22): “They live in a great strife of ignorance, and they call 
so many and great evils peace.” We read of such people: “They are glad 
when they do evil, and rejoice in the worst of things” (Prv 2:14). The 
reason for this is that they do not hate their sins: they do not sin from 
ignorance or weakness, but from malice.14 But others, who do not sin 
from malice, do not wallow in their sins, but wait by desire for the 
motion of the water. So he says, waiting. “Every day of my service I 
wait for my relief to come” (Jb 14:14). This is the way those in the Old 
Testament waited for Christ: “I will wait for your salvation, O Lord”  
(Gn 49:18).

707. Finally, the power of the pool is described, for it healed all 
physical illnesses in virtue of an angel who came to it; so he says. From 
time to time an angel of the Lord used to come down into the pool. In 
certain ways, the power of this pool is like that of baptism. It is like 
it, first, in the fact that its power was unperceived: for the power of 

12. Tusculan Disputations III. 5. 10–11.
13. See ST II-II, q. 153, a. 1; II-II, q. 158, a. 2.
14. See ST I-II, q. 78, a. 2.
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the water in this pool did not come from its very nature, otherwise it 
would have healed at all times; its power was unseen, being from an 
angel. So he says, From time to time an angel of the Lord used to come 
down into the pool. The water of baptism is like this in that precisely 
as water it does not have the power to cleanse souls, but this comes 
from the unseen power of the Holy Spirit, according to: “Unless one is 
born again of water and the Holy Spirit, he cannot enter the kingdom 
of God” (above 3:5). It is like it, in a second way, in its effect: for as the 
water of baptism heals, so also the water of that pool healed.15 So he 
says, the first one into the pool was healed. Further, God gave to that 
water the power to heal so that men by washing might learn through 
their bodily health to seek their spiritual health.

Yet the water of this pool differs from the water of baptism in three 
ways. First, in the source of its power: for the water in the pool pro-
duced health because of an angel, but the water of baptism produces 
its effect by the uncreated power not only of the Holy Spirit, but of 
the entire Trinity. Thus the entire Trinity was present at the baptism of 
Christ: the Father in the voice, the Son in person, and the Holy Spirit 
in the form of a dove.16 This is why we invoke the Trinity in our bap-
tism.

Secondly, this water differs in its power: for the water in the pool 
did not have a continuous power to cure, but only from time to time; 
while the water of baptism has a permanent power to cleanse, accord-
ing to: “On that day a fountain will be open to the house of David, and 
to the inhabitants of Jerusalem, to cleanse the sinner and the unclean” 
(Zec 13:1).

Thirdly, this water differs as regards the number of people healed: 
for only one person was cured when the water of this pool was moved; 
but all are healed when the water of baptism is moved. And no won-
der: for the power of the water in the pool, since it is created, is finite 
and has a finite effect; but in the water of baptism there is an infinite 
power capable of cleansing an infinite number of souls, if there were 
such: “I will pour clean water upon you, and you will be cleansed from 
all your uncleanness” (Ez 36:25).

708. According to Augustine,17 however, the angel signifies Christ, 
according to this reading of Isaiah (9:6): “He will be called the angel of 
the great counsel.” Just as the angel descended at certain times into the 
pool, so Christ descended into the world at a time fixed by the Father: 
“The time is near” (Is 14:1); “When the fullness of time had come God 
sent his Son, made from a woman, made under the law” (Gal 4:4).18 
Again, just as the angel was not seen except by the motion of the wa-

15. See ST III, q. 69, aa. 2–3.
16. See ST III, q. 39, aa. 6, 8.
17. Tract. in Io. 17. 3; PL 35, col. 1528; cf. Catena aurea, 5:1–13.
18. See ST III, q. 1, aa. 5–6.
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ter, so Christ was not known as to his divinity, for “If they had known, 
they would never have crucified the Lord of glory” (1 Cor 2:8). For as 
Isaiah (45:15) says: “Truly, you are a hidden God.” And so the motion 
of the water was seen, but not the one who set it in motion, because, 
seeing the weakness of Christ, the people did not know of his divin-
ity. And just as the one who went into the pool was healed, so a per-
son who humbly believes in God is healed by his passion: “Justified by 
faith, through the redemption which is in Christ, whom God put for-
ward as an expiation” (Rom 3:24).19 Only one was healed, because no 
one can be healed except in the oneness or unity of the Church: “One 
Lord, one faith, one baptism” (Eph 4:5). Therefore, woe to those who 
hate unity, and divide men into sects.

709. Then (v. 5), the Evangelist mentions the disability of a man 
who lay by the pool. First, we are told how long he was disabled; and 
secondly, why it was so long (v. 7).

710. He was disabled for a long time, for There was one man lying 
there who had been sick for thirty‑eight years with his infirmity. This 
episode is very aptly mentioned: the man who could not be cured by 
the pool was to be cured by Christ, because those whom the law could 
not heal, Christ heals perfectly, according to: “God did what the law, 
weakened by the flesh, could not do: by sending his own Son in the 
likeness of sinful flesh, and as a sin-offering, he condemned sin in his 
flesh” (Rom 8:3); and in Sirach (36:6): “Perform new signs and won-
ders.”20

711. The number thirty-eight is well-suited to his infirmity, for we 
see it associated with sickness rather than with health. For, as Augus-
tine21 says, the number forty signifies the perfection of justice, which 
consists in observing the law. But the law was given in ten precepts, 
and was to be preached to the four corners of the world, or be com-
pleted by the four Gospels, according to: “The end of the law is Christ” 
(Rom 10:4). So since ten times four is forty, this appropriately signifies 
perfect justice. Now if two is subtracted from forty, we get thirty-eight. 
This two is the two precepts of charity, which effects perfect justice. 
And so this man was sick because he had forty minus two, that is, his 
justice was imperfect, for “On these two commandments all the law 
and the prophets depend” (Mt 22:40).

712. Now the reason for the length of the man’s illness is consid-
ered. First, we have the Lord’s query; secondly, the sick man’s answer 
(v. 7).

713. John says, Jesus, seeing him, the man, lying there. Jesus saw 
him not only with his physical eyes, but also with the eyes of his mer-
cy; this is the way David begged to be seen, saying: “Look at me, O 

19. See ST III, q. 49, a. 1.
20. See ST III, q. 44, a. 3.
21. Tract. in Io. 17. 4, 6; PL 35, col. 1529, 1530; cf. Catena aurea, 5:1–13.
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Lord, and have mercy on me” (Ps 85:16). And Jesus knowing that he 
had been sick a long time—which was repugnant to the heart of Christ 
as well as to the sick man himself: “A long illness is a burden to the 
physician” (Sir 10:11)—said to him, Do you wish to be healed? He did 
not say this because he did not know the answer, for it was quite evi-
dent that the man wanted to be healed; he said it to arouse the sick 
man’s desire, and to show his patience in waiting so many years to be 
cured of his sickness, and in not giving up. We see from this that he 
was all the worthier to be cured: “Act bravely, and let your heart be 
strengthened, all you who hope in the Lord” (Ps 30:25). Jesus incites 
the man’s desires because we keep more securely what we perceive 
with desire and more easily acquire. “Knock,” by your desire, “and it 
will be opened to you,” as we read in Matthew (7:7).22

Note that in other situations the Lord requires faith: “Do you be-
lieve that I can do this for you” (Mt 9:28); but here he does not make 
any such demand. The reason is that the others had heard of the mir-
acles of Jesus, of which this man knew nothing. And so Jesus does not 
ask faith from him until after the miracle has been performed.23

714. Then (v. 7), the answer of the sick man is given. Two reasons 
are given for the length of his illness: his poverty and his weakness. As 
he was poor, he could not afford a man to plunge him into the pool; 
so he says, Sir, I have no one to plunge me into the pool. Perhaps he 
thought, as Chrysostom24 says, that Christ might even help to put him 
into the water. Someone else always reached the pool before him be-
cause he was weak and not able to move fast; so he says, By the time 
I get there, someone else has gone in before me. He could say with Job: 
“I cannot help myself” (Jb 6:13). This signifies that no mere man could 
save the human race, for all had sinned and needed the grace of God. 
Mankind had to wait for the coming of Christ, God and man, by whom 
it would be healed.25

715. Now we see the man restored to health, i.e., the working of 
the miracle. First, the Lord’s command is given; secondly, the man’s 
obedience (v. 9).

716. The Lord commanded both the nature of the man and his will, 
for both are under the Lord’s power. He commanded his nature when 
he said, Stand up. This command was not directed to the man’s will, 
for this was not within the power of his will. But it was within the 
power of his nature, to which the Lord gave the power to stand by his 
command. He gave two commands to the man’s will: pick up your mat 
and walk! The literal meaning for this is that these two things were 

22. See ST I-II, q. 112, a. 2.
23. See ST III, q. 43, aa. 1, 4.
24. Hom. in Io. 37. 1; PG 59, col. 207; cf. Catena aurea, 5:1–13.
25. See ST III, q. 1, a. 2.
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commanded in order to show that the man had been restored to per-
fect health. For in all his miracles the Lord produced a perfect work, 
according to what was best in the nature of each case: “The works of 
God are perfect” (Dt 32:4). Now this man was lacking two things: first, 
his own energy, since he could not stand up by himself, thus our Lord 
found him lying by the pool. Secondly, he lacked the help of others; so 
he said, I have no one. So our Lord, in order that this man might rec-
ognize his perfect health, ordered him who could not help himself to 
pick up his mat, and him who could not walk to walk.

717. These are the three things which the Lord commands in the 
justification of a sinner. First, he should stand up, by leaving his sinful 
ways: “Rise up, you who sleep, and arise from the dead” (Eph 5:14). 
Secondly, he is commanded to pick up your mat, by making satisfac-
tion for the sins he has committed. For the mat on which a man rests 
signifies his sins. And so a man takes up his mat when he begins to do 
the penance given to him for his sins.26 “I will bear the anger of God, 
because I have sinned against him” (Mic 7:9). Thirdly, he is command-
ed to walk, by advancing in what is good, according to: “They will go 
from strength to strength” (Ps 83:8).

718. According to Augustine,27 this sick man was lacking two 
things: the two precepts of charity. And so our Lord gives two com-
mands to his will, which is perfected by charity: to take up his mat, 
and to walk. The first concerns the love of neighbor, which is first in 
the order of doing; the second concerns the love of God, which is first 
in the order of precept.28 Christ says, with respect to the first, pick up 
your mat. As if to say: When you are weak, your neighbor bears with 
you and, like a mat, patiently supports you: “We who are stronger 
ought to bear with the infirmities of the weak, and not seek to please 
ourselves” (Rom 15:1). Thus, after you have been cured, pick up your 
mat, i.e., bear and support your neighbor, who carried you when you 
were weak: “Carry each other’s burdens” (Gal 6:2). About the second 
he says, walk, by drawing near God; so we read: “They will go from 
strength to strength” (Ps 83:8); “Walk while you have the light” (be-
low 12:35).

719. Next we see the man’s obedience. First, the obedience of his 
nature, because, The man was immediately cured. And no wonder, be-
cause Christ is the Word through whom heaven and earth were made: 
“He commanded and they were created” (Ps 148:5): “By the Word of 
the Lord the heavens were made” (Is 32:6).29 Secondly, we see the obe-
dience of the man’s will: first, because he picked up his mat, and sec-

26. See ST III, q. 85, a. 3; III, q. 86, a. 1.
27. Tract. in Io. 17. 8–9; PL 35, col. 1531–32; cf. Catena aurea, 5:1–13.
28. See ST II-II, q. 25, a. 1.
29. See ST I, q. 45, a. 6.
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ondly, because he walked. “We will do everything that the Lord com-
mands, and obey him” (Ex 24:7).30

LECTurE 2

9b That day, however, was a Sabbath. 10 Therefore the Jews told 
the man who had been cured, “It is the Sabbath; it is not permitted for 
you to carry your mat.” 11 He replied to them, “He who cured me said 
to me: ‘Pick up your mat and walk.’” 12 They then asked him, “Who is 
this man who told you to pick up your mat and walk?” 13 But he who 
was cured had no idea who it was, for Jesus had slipped away from the 
crowd that had gathered in that place. 14 Later, Jesus found the man 
in the temple and said to him, “Remember, you have been made well; 
now do not sin again lest something worse happen to you.” 15 The 
man went off and related to the Jews that it was Jesus who had cured 
him. 16 For reasons like this the Jews began to persecute Jesus, be‑
cause he performed such works on the Sabbath. 17 But Jesus had a re‑
ply for them: “My Father works even until now, and so do I.” 18 Con‑
sequently, the Jews tried all the harder to kill him, because he not only 
broke the Sabbath rest, but even called God his own Father, making 
himself equal to God.31

720. Having seen a visible miracle which shows the power of Christ 
to restore spiritual life, we now see an opportunity given to him to 
teach. This opportunity was the persecution launched against him by 
the Jews. These Jews, who were envious of Christ, persecuted him for 
two reasons: first, the above act of his mercy; secondly, his teaching of 
the truth (v. 17). As to the first, the Evangelist does three things. First, 
he gives the occasion for their persecution. Secondly, the false accusa-
tion against the man who was just cured (v. 10). And thirdly, their at-
tempt to belittle Christ (v. 12).

721. Their opportunity to persecute Christ was the fact that he 
cured the man on the Sabbath; accordingly, the Evangelist says, That 
day, however, was a Sabbath, when Christ performed the miracle of 
commanding the man to pick up his mat.

Three reasons are given why our Lord began to work on the Sab-
bath. The first is given by Ambrose, in his commentary, On Luke.32 He 
says that Christ came to renovate the work of creation, that is, man, 
who had become deformed. And so he should have begun where the 
Creator had left off the work of creation, that is, on a Sabbath, as men-

30. See ST II-II, q. 104, a. 4.
31. St. Thomas quotes Jn 5:14 in ST III, q. 44, a. 3, ad 3; Jn 5:17: I, q. 73, a. 

2, obj. 1; q. 118, a. 3, obj. 1; III, q. 40, a. 4, ad 1; Jn 5:18: III, q. 47, a. 4, obj. 3.
32. Expos. Evang. sec. Luc. IV. 58; PL 15, col. 1629–30.
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tioned in Genesis (chap. 1). Thus Christ began to work on the Sabbath 
to show that he was the renovator of the whole creature.

Another reason was that the Sabbath day was celebrated by the 
Jews in memory of the first creation. But Christ came to make, in a 
way, a new creation, according to Galatians (6:15): “In Christ Jesus, 
neither circumcision nor the lack of circumcision is a benefit; what 
counts is a new creation,” i.e., through grace, which comes through 
the Holy Spirit: “You will send forth your Spirit, and they will be cre-
ated; and you will renew the face of the earth” (Ps 103:30). And so 
Christ worked on the Sabbath to show that a new creation, a recre-
ation, was taking place through him: “that we might be the first-fruits 
of his creatures” (Jas 1:18).33

The third reason was to show that he was about to do what the law 
could not do: “God did what the law, weakened by the flesh, could 
not do: by sending his own Son in the likeness of sinful flesh, he con-
demned sin in his flesh, in order that the requirements of the law 
might be accomplished in us” (Rom 8:3).34

The Jews, however, did not do any work on the Sabbath, as a sym-
bol that there were certain things pertaining to the Sabbath which 
were to be accomplished, but which the law could not do. This is clear 
in the four things which God ordained for the Sabbath: for he sancti-
fied the Sabbath day, blessed it, completed his work on it, and then 
rested. These things the law was not able to do. It could not sanctify; so 
we read: “Save me, O Lord, for there are no holy people left” (Ps 11:1). 
Nor could it bless; rather, “Those who rely on the works of the law are 
under a curse” (Gal 3:10). Neither could it complete and perfect, be-
cause “the law brought nothing to perfection” (Heb 7:19). Nor could 
it bring perfect rest: “If Joshua had given them rest, God would not be 
speaking after of another day” (Heb 4:8).

These things, which the law could not do, Christ did.35 For he sanc-
tified the people by his passion: “Jesus, in order to sanctify the peo-
ple with his own blood, suffered outside the gate” (Heb 13:12).36 He 
blessed them by an inpouring of grace: “Blessed be God, the Father of 
our Lord Jesus Christ, who has blessed us with every spiritual blessing 
of heaven, in Christ” (Eph 1:3).37 He brought the people to perfection 
by instructing them in the ways of perfect justice: “Be perfect, as your 
heavenly Father is perfect” (Mt 5:48). He also led them to true rest: 
“We who have believed will find rest,” as is said in Hebrews (4:3).38 
Therefore, it is proper for him to work on the Sabbath, who is able to 
make perfect those things that pertain to the Sabbath, from which an 
impotent law rested.39

33. See ST I-II, q. 100, a. 5, ad 2. 34. See ST III, q. 47, a. 2, ad 2.
35. See ST I-II, q. 107, a. 2. 36. See ST III, q. 49, a. 1.
37. See ST III, q. 48, a. 1. 38. See ST III, q. 46, a. 3.
39. See ST III, q. 40, a. 4, ad 1.
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722. Then (v. 10), the Evangelist gives the accusation brought 
against the man who was healed. First, we have the accusation; and 
secondly, the explanation given by the man who was healed (v. 11).

723. The man was accused for carrying his mat on the Sabbath, and 
not for being healed; so they say: It is the Sabbath; it is not permit‑
ted for you to carry your mat. There are several reasons for this. One 
is that the Jews, although frequently charging Christ with healing on 
the Sabbath, had been embarrassed by him on the ground that they 
themselves used to pull their cattle from ditches on the Sabbath in or-
der to save them. For this reason the Jews did not mention his heal-
ing, as it was useful and necessary; but they charge him with carry-
ing his mat, which did not seem to be necessary. As if to say: Although 
your cure need not have been postponed, there was no need for you 
to carry your mat, or for the order to carry it. Another reason was that 
the Lord had shown, contrary to their opinion, that it was lawful to do 
good on the Sabbath. And so, because being healed is not the same as 
doing good, but being done a good, they attack the one healed rather 
than the one healing. The third reason was that the Jews thought that 
they were forbidden by the law to do any work on the Sabbath; and it 
was the carrying of burdens that was especially forbidden on the Sab-
bath: “Do not carry a burden on the Sabbath” (Jer 17:21). Accordingly, 
they made a special point of being against the carrying of anything on 
the Sabbath, as being opposed to the teaching of the prophet. But this 
command of the prophet was mystical: for when he forbade them to 
carry burdens, he wanted to encourage them to rest from the burdens 
of their sins on the Sabbath. Of these sins it is said: “My iniquities are a 
heavy burden and have weighed me down” (Ps 37:5). Therefore, since 
the time had come to explain the meaning of obscure symbols, Christ 
commanded him to take up his mat, i.e., to help his neighbors in their 
weaknesses: “Bear one another’s burdens, and so you will fullfil the 
law of Christ” (Gal 6:2).40

724. Then (v. 11), we see the man who was healed defending him-
self. His defense is wisely taken: for a doctrine is never so well proved 
to be divinely inspired as by miracles which can be accomplished only 
by divine power: “Going out, they preached everywhere, and the Lord 
worked with them and confirmed the word by the signs that followed” 
(Mk 16:20).41 Thus he argued with those who were defaming the one 
who healed him, saying: He who cured me said to me. As if to say: 
You say that I am forbidden to carry a burden on the Sabbath, and 
this on divine authority; but I was commanded by the same author-
ity to pick up my mat. For, he who cured me, and by restoring my 
health showed that he had divine power, said to me, Pick up your mat 

40. See ST I-II, q. 100, a. 8, ad 4.
41. See ST III, q. 43, a. 1.
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and walk. Therefore, I was duty bound to obey the commands of one 
who has such power and who had done me such a favor. “I will nev-
er forget your precepts because you have brought me to life by them”  
(Ps 118:93).

725. Then, since they could not very well charge the man who was 
cured, they try to belittle Christ’s cure, for this man defended himself 
through Christ. But since he did not indicate precisely who he was, 
they maliciously ask him who it was. With respect to this, first, the 
search for Christ is set down. Secondly, his discovery. And thirdly, his 
persecution (v. 16).

726. Three things are mentioned about the first: the Jews’ interro-
gation; the ignorance of the man who was cured; and the cause of that 
ignorance.

As to the first, we read: They then asked him, not with the good in-
tention of making progress, but for the evil purpose of persecuting and 
destroying Christ: “You will seek me, and you will die in your sin” (be-
low 8:21). Their very words show their malice: for while our Lord had 
commanded the man who was sick to become healed and to pick up 
his mat, they ignored the first, which is an undeniable sign of divine 
power, and harped on the second, which seemed to be against the law, 
saying, Who is this man who told you to pick up you mat and walk? 
“He lies in wait, and turns good into evil, and he will put blame,” i.e., 
attempt to put blame, “on the elect” (Sir 11:33).

727. As to the second, the Evangelist says, But he who was cured 
had no idea who it was. This cured man signifies those who believe 
and have been healed by the grace of Christ: “You are saved by grace” 
(Eph 2:8). Indeed, they do not know who Christ is, but they know 
only his effects: “While we are in the body, we are absent from the 
Lord: for we walk by faith, and not by sight” (2 Cor 5:6). We will know 
who Christ is when “we shall see him as he is,” as said in 1 John (3:2).

728. Next, the Evangelist gives the reason for the man’s ignorance, 
saying, for Jesus had slipped away from the crowd that had gathered 
in that place. There are both literal and mystical reasons why Christ 
left. Of the two literal reasons, the first is to give us the example of 
concealing our good deeds and of not using them to seek the applause 
of men: “Take care not to perform your good actions in the sight of 
men, in order to be seen by them” (Mt 6:1). The second literal reason 
is to show us that, in all our actions, we should leave and avoid those 
who are envious, so as not to feed and increase their envy: “Do not be 
provoked by one who speaks evil of you, so he will not trap you by 
your own words” (Sir 8:14).

There are also two mystical reasons why Christ slipped away. First, 
it teaches us that Christ is not easy to find in the midst of men, or in 
the whirlwind of temporal cares; rather, he is found in spiritual seclu-
sion: “I will lead her into the wilderness, and there I will speak to her 
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heart” (Hos 2:14); and in Ecclesiastes (9.17): “The words of the wise 
are heard in silence.”42 Secondly, this suggests to us that Christ was to 
leave the Jews for the Gentiles: “He hid his face for a while from the 
house of Jacob” (Is 8:17), i.e., he withdrew the knowledge of his truth 
from the Jewish people.

729. Then (v. 14), the Evangelist tells us how Jesus was found. First, 
he says that he was found. Secondly, that after having been found, he 
taught. Thirdly, that after having taught, his identity was reported to 
the Jews.

730. The Evangelist tells us both where and the way in which Christ 
was found. The way in which he was found was remarkable, for Christ 
is not found unless he first finds; hence he says, Later, after the above 
events, Jesus found the man. For we cannot find Jesus by our own 
power unless Christ first presents himself to us; so we read: “Seek your 
servant” (Ps 118:176); and, “She [wisdom] goes to meet those who de-
sire her” (Wis 6:14).

The place Christ was found was holy, in the temple, according to: 
“The Lord is in his holy temple” (Ps 10:5).43 For his mother had also 
found him in the temple (Lk 2:46); and he was there for he had to be 
concerned with his Father’s affairs. We see from this that this man was 
not cured in vain, but having been converted to a religious way of life, 
he visited the temple and found Christ: because if we desire to come to 
a knowledge of the Creator, we must run from the tumult of sinful af-
fections, leave the company of evil men, and flee to the temple of our 
heart, where God condescends to visit and live.

731. After Christ was found, he began to teach (v. 14). First, Christ 
reminded the man of the gift he was given. Secondly, he offered him 
sound advice. And thirdly, he pointed out an imminent danger.

732. The gift was remarkable, for it was a sudden restoration to 
health; so he says, Remember, you have been made well. Therefore, 
you should always keep this in mind, according to: “I will remember 
the tender mercies of the Lord” (Is 63:7).

733. His advice, too, was useful, that is, do not sin again. “My son, 
you have sinned. Do not sin again” (Sir 21:1).

Why did our Lord mention sin to this paralytic and to certain oth-
ers that he cured, and not to the rest? He did this to show that illness 
comes to certain people as a result of their previous sins, according to: 
“For this reason many of you are weak and sick, and many have died” 
(1 Cor 11:30). In this way he even showed himself to be God, point-
ing out sins and the hidden secrets of the heart: “Hell and destruction 
are open to the Lord; how much more the hearts of the children of 
men” (Prv 15:11). And so Christ mentioned sin only to some he cured 

42. See ST II-II, q. 83, a. 2; II-II, q. 182, a. 3.
43. See ST I-II, q. 102, a. 4, ad 1.
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and not to all, for not all infirmities are due to previous sins: some 
come from one’s natural disposition, and some are permitted as a trial, 
as with Job.44 Or, Christ might have brought up sin to some because 
they were better prepared for his correction: “Do not rebuke one who 
mocks, lest he hate you; rebuke a wise man, and he will love you”  
(Prv 9:8). Or, we could say, in telling some not to sin, he intended his 
words for all the others.

734. The imminent danger was great; so he says, lest something 
worse happen to you. This can be understood in two ways, according 
to the two events that preceded. For this man was first punished with 
a troublesome infirmity, and then received a marvelous favor. Accord-
ingly, Christ’s statement can refer to each. To the first, for when any-
one is punished for his sin, and the punishment does not check him 
from sinning, it is just for him to be punished more severely. So Christ 
says, do not sin again, because if you do sin, something worse will 
happen to you: “I have struck your children in vain” (Jer 2:30). It can 
refer to the second, for one who falls into sin after receiving favors 
deserves a more severe punishment because of his ingratitude, as we 
see in 2 Peter (2:20): “It would be better for them not to know the 
way of truth, than to turn back after knowing it.”45 Also, because af-
ter a man has once returned to sin, he sins more easily, according to 
Matthew (12:45): “The last state of that man becomes worse than the 
first”; and in Jeremiah (2:20): “You broke your yoke a long time ago, 
and snapped off your chains, and said: ‘I will not serve.’”

735. Then when he says, The man went off and related to the Jews, 
we see Jesus identified. Some think, as Chrysostom46 reports, that this 
man identified Jesus out of malice. But this does not seem probable: 
that he would be so ungrateful after receiving such a favor. He related 
to the Jews that it was Jesus who had cured him, in order to make it 
clear that Christ had the power to heal: “Come . . . and I will tell you 
what great things the Lord has done for me,” as we read in the Psalm 
(65:16). This is obvious, for they had asked him who commanded him 
to pick up his mat, but he told them that it was Jesus who had cured 
him.

736. Next (v. 16), we have the persecution of Christ, begun because 
he performed a work of mercy on the Sabbath. Thus the Evangelist 
says, For reasons like this the Jews began to persecute Jesus, because 
he performed such works on the Sabbath. “Princes have persecuted me 
without cause” (Ps 118:161).

737. Then (v. 17), the second reason for his persecution is given: 
what he taught. First, we are given the truth he taught; and secondly, 
the perversity of his persecutors (v. 18).

44. See ST I-II, q. 85, a. 6; III, q. 44, a. 3, ad 3.
45. See ST II-II, q. 12, a. 1.
46. Hom. in Io. 38. 2; PG 59, col. 213–14; cf. Catena aurea, 5:14–18.
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738. Our Lord taught the truth, while justifying his breaking of the 
Sabbath. Here we should note that our Lord justified both him self and 
his disciples from breaking the Sabbath. He justified his disciples, since 
they were men, by comparing them to other men: as the priests who, 
although they worked in the temple on the Sabbath, did not break 
the Sabbath; and to David, who, while Ahimelech was priest, took the 
consecrated bread from the temple on the Sabbath when he was run-
ning from Saul (1 Sm 21:1).

Our Lord, who was both God and man, sometimes justified him-
self in breaking the Sabbath by comparing himself to men, as in Luke 
(14:5): “Which of you; if his donkey or ox falls into a pit, will not take 
him out on the Sabbath?” And sometimes he justified himself by com-
paring himself to God: particularly on this occasion, when he said: My 
Father works even until now, and so do I. As if to say: Do not think 
that my Father rested on the Sabbath in such a way that from that 
time he does not work; rather, just as he is working even now without 
laboring, so I also am working.

By saying this, Christ eliminated the misunderstanding of the Jews: 
for in their desire to imitate God, they did not do any work on the Sab-
bath, as if God entirely ceased from work on that day. In fact, although 
God rested on the Sabbath from producing new creatures, he is work-
ing always and continuously even till now, conserving creatures in ex-
istence. Hence it is significant that Moses used the word “rest,” after 
recounting the works of God from which he rested: for this signifies, 
in its hidden meaning, the spiritual rest which God, by the example of 
his own rest, promised to the faithful, after they have done their own 
good works. So we may say that this command was a foreshadowing 
of something that lay in the future.47

739. He expressly says, works even until now, and not “has worked,” 
to indicate that God’s work is continuous. For they might have thought 
that God is the cause of the world as a craftsman is the cause of a house, 
i.e., the craftsman is responsible only for the making or coming into 
existence of the house: in other words, just as the house continues in 
existence even when the craftsman has ceased working, so the world 
would exist if God’s influence ceased. But according to Augustine,48 
God is the cause of all creatures in such a way as to be the cause of their 
existing: for if his power were to cease even for a moment, all things in 
nature would at once cease to be, just as we may say that the air is il-
luminated only as long as the light of the sun remains in it. The reason 
for this is that things which depend on a cause only for their coming 
into existence, are able to exist when that cause ceases; but things that 
depend on a cause not only for their coming into existence but also to 

47. See ST I, q. 73, aa. 2–3; I-II, q. 100, a. 5, ad 2; III, q. 40, a. 4.
48. De Gen. ad litt. IV. 12. 22; PL 34, col. 304; cf. Catena aurea, 5:14–18.



 CHAPTER 5 269

exist, need that cause for their continuous conservation in existence.49

740. Further, in saying that My Father works even until now, he 
rejects the opinion of those who say that God creates through the in-
strumentality of secondary causes.50 This opinion conflicts with Isa-
iah (26:12): “O Lord, you have accomplished all our works for us.” 
Therefore, just as my Father, who in the beginning created nature, 
works even until now, by preserving and conserving his creation by 
the same activity, so do I work, because I am the Word of the Father, 
through whom he accomplishes all things: “God said: ‘Let there be 
light’” (Gn 1:3). Thus, just as he accomplished the first production of 
things through the Word, so also their conservation. Consequently, if 
he works even until now, so do I, because I am the Word of the Father, 
through whom all things are made and conserved.51

741. Then (v. 18), the Evangelist mentions the persecution of Christ, 
which resulted from his teaching: for it was because of his teaching that 
the Jews tried all the harder, i.e., with greater eagerness and a higher 
pitch of zeal, to kill him. For in the law two crimes were punished by 
death: the crime of breaking the Sabbath—thus anyone who gathered 
wood on the Sabbath was stoned, as we see from Numbers (15:32); and 
the crime of blasphemy—so we read: “Bring the blasphemer outside 
the camp . . . and let all the children of Israel stone him” (Lv 24:14). 
Now they thought it was blasphemy for a man to claim that he was 
God: “We are not stoning you for any good work, but for blasphe-
my: because although you are a man, you make yourself God” (below 
10:33). It was these two crimes they imputed to Christ: the first because 
he broke the Sabbath; the second because he said he was equal to God. 
So the Evangelist says that the Jews tried all the harder to kill him, be‑
cause he not only broke the Sabbath rest, but even called God his own 
Father.52

Because other just men had also called God their Father, as in “You 
will call me ‘Father’” (Jer 3:19), they do not just say that he called 
God his own Father, but added what made it blasphemy, making him-
self equal to God, which they understood from his statement: My Fa‑
ther works even until now, and so do I. He said that God was his Fa-
ther so that we might understand that God is his Father by nature, and 
the Father of others by adoption.53 He referred to both of these when 
he said: “I am going to my Father,” by nature, “and to Your Father,” 
by grace (below 20:17). Again, he said that as the Father works, so he 
works. This answers the accusation of the Jews about his breaking the 
Sabbath: for this would not be a valid excuse unless he had equal au-

49. See ST I, q. 8, a. 1.
50. See ST I, q. 44, aa. 1–2; I, q. 45, a. 5.
51. See ST I, q. 34, a. 4.
52. See ST II-II, q. 13, a. 3; III, q. 47, a. 5.
53. See ST III, q. 23, a. 4, ad 2.
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thority with God in working. It was for this reason they said he made 
himself equal to God.

742. How great then is the blindness of the Arians when they say 
that Christ is less than God the Father: for they cannot understand in 
our Lord’s words what the Jews were able to understand. For the Ari-
ans say that Christ did not make himself equal to God, while the Jews 
saw this. There is another way to settle this, from the very things men-
tioned in the text. For the Evangelist says that the Jews persecuted 
Christ because he broke the Sabbath, because he said God is his Fa-
ther, and because he made himself equal to God. But Christ is either a 
liar or equal to God. But if he is equal to God, Christ is God by nature.

743. Finally, the Evangelist says, making himself equal to God, not 
as though he was making himself become equal to God, because he 
was equal to God through an eternal generation. Rather, the Evange-
list is speaking according to the understanding of the Jews who, not 
believing that Christ was the Son of God by nature, understood him to 
say that he was the Son of God in the sense of wishing to make him-
self equal to God; but they could not believe he was such: “because al-
though you are a man, you make yourself God” (below 10:33), i.e., 
you say that you are God, understanding this as you wish to make 
yourself God.

LECTurE 3

19 Jesus therefore replied and said to them: “Amen, amen, I say 
to you, the Son cannot do anything of himself, but only what he sees 
the Father doing. For whatever the Father does, the Son does likewise. 
20a For the Father loves the Son, and shows him everything that he 
does.”54

744. Here we have Christ’s teaching on his life-giving power. First, 
his teaching is presented. Secondly, it is confirmed (v. 31). Two things 
are done with the first. First, Christ’s teaching on his life-giving power 
in general is given. Secondly, it is presented in particular (v. 20b). As to 
the first, three things are done. First, the origin of this power is men-
tioned. Secondly, the greatness of this power, at (v. 19b). Thirdly, the 
reason for each is given (v. 20).

745. We should point out, with respect to the first, that the Ari-
ans use what Christ said here, the Son cannot do anything of him‑
self, to support their error that the Son is less than the Father. As the 
Evangelist said, the Jews persecuted Christ for making himself equal 
to God. But the Arians say that when our Lord saw that this disturbed 

54. St. Thomas quotes Jn 5:19 in ST I, q. 27, a. 1; I, q. 46, a. 6, obj. 1 and sed 
contra; III, q. 23, a. 2; III, q. 43, a. 4; Jn 5:20 in I, q. 42, a. 6, obj. 2.
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the Jews, he tried to correct this by stating that he was not equal to the 
Father, saying, Amen, amen, I say to you, the Son cannot do anything 
of himself, but only what he sees the Father doing. As if to say: Do not 
interpret what I said, “My Father works even until now, and so do I,” 
as meaning that I work as though I am equal to the Father, for I can-
not do anything of myself. Therefore, they say, because the Son can do 
only what he sees the Father doing, he is less than the Father. But this 
interpretation is false and erroneous. For if the Son were not equal to 
the Father, then the Son would not be the same as the Father; and this 
is contrary to: “I and the Father are one” (below 10:30). For equality is 
considered with respect to greatness, which in divine realities is the es-
sence itself. Hence, if the Son were not equal to the Father, he would 
be different from him in essence.55

746. To get the true meaning of Christ’s statement, we should know 
that in those matters which seem to imply inferiority in the Son, it 
could be said, as some do, that they apply to Christ according to the 
nature he assumed; as when he said: “The Father is greater than I” 
(below 14:28). According to this, they would say that our Lord’s state-
ment, the Son cannot do anything of himself, should be understood of 
the Son in his assumed nature. However, this does not stand up, be-
cause then one would be forced to say that whatever the Son of God 
did in his assumed nature, the Father had done before him. For exam-
ple, that the Father had walked upon the water as Christ did: other-
wise, he would not have said, but only what he sees the Father doing.

And if we say that whatever Christ did in his flesh, God the Father 
also did in so far as the Father works in him, as said below (14:10): 
“The Father, who lives in me, he accomplishes the works,” then Christ 
would be saying that the Son cannot do anything of himself, but only 
what he sees the Father doing in him, i.e., in the Son. But this cannot 
stand either, because Christ’s next statement, For whatever the Father 
does, the Son does likewise, could not, in this interpretation, be applied 
to him, i.e., to Christ. For the Son, in his assumed nature, never cre-
ated the world, as the Father did. Consequently, what we read here 
must not be understood as pertaining to Christ’s assumed nature. 

747. According to Augustine,56 however, there is another way of 
understanding statements which seem to, but do not, imply inferior-
ity in the Son: namely, by referring them to the origin of the Son com-
ing or begotten from the Father. For although the Son is equal to the 
Father in all things, he receives all these things from the Father in an 
eternal begetting. But the Father gets these from no one, for he is un-
begotten.57 According to this explanation, the continuity of thought is 

55. See ST I, q. 42, aa. 1–2.
56. Tract. in Io. 19. 13; PL 35, col. 1550, and 20. 4; col. 1558; cf. Catena aurea, 

5:19–20. See ST I, q. 33, a. 4; I, q. 42, a. 4.
57. See ST I, q. 33, a. 4.
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the following: Why are you offended because I said that God is my Fa-
ther, and because I made myself equal to the Father? Amen, amen, I 
say to you, the Son can do nothing of himself. As if to say: I am equal to 
the Father, but in such a way as to be from him, and not he from me; 
and whatever I may do, is in me from the Father.

748. According to this interpretation, mention is made of the pow-
er of the Son when he says, can, and of his activity when he says, do. 
Both can be understood here, so that, first of all, the derivation of the 
Son’s power from the Father is shown, and secondly, the conformity of 
the Son’s activity to that of the Father.

749. As to the first, Hilary58 explains it this way: Shortly above our 
Lord said that he is equal to the Father. Some heretics, basing them-
selves on certain scriptural texts which assert the unity and equality of 
the Son to the Father, claim that the Son is unbegotten. For example, 
the Sabellians, who say that the Son is identical in person with the Fa-
ther. Therefore, so you do not understand this teaching in this way, 
he says, the Son cannot do anything of himself, for the Son’s power is 
identical with his nature. Therefore the Son has his power from the 
same source as he has his being (esse); but he has his being (esse) from 
the Father: “I came forth from the Father, and I have come into the 
world” (Jn 16:28). He also has his nature from the Father, because he 
is God from God; therefore, it is from him that the Son has his power 
(posse).

So his statement, the Son cannot do anything of himself, but only 
what he sees the Father doing, is the same as saying: The Son, just as he 
does not have his being (esse) except from the Father, so he cannot do 
anything except from the Father. For in natural things, a thing receives 
its power to act from the very thing from which it receives its being: 
for example, fire receives its power to ascend from the very thing from 
which it receives its form and being. Further, in saying, the Son cannot 
do anything of himself, no inequality is implied, because this refers to a 
relation; while equality and inequality refer to quantity.59

750. Someone might misunderstand his saying, but only what he 
sees the Father doing, and take it to mean that the Son works or acts 
in the way he sees the Father acting, i.e., that the Father acts first, and 
when the Son sees this, then the Son begins to act. It would be like 
two carpenters, a master and his apprentice, with the apprentice mak-
ing a cabinet in the way he saw the master do. But this is not true for 
the Word, for it was said above (1:3): “All things were made through 
him.” Therefore, the Father did not make something in such a way 
that the Son saw him doing it and so learned from it.

58. De Trin. 7. 17–18, 21; PL 10, col. 212D–214A, 216A–217A; cf. Catena au-
rea, 5:19–20.

59. See ST I, q. 42, a. 1.
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But this is said so that the communication of paternity to the Son 
might be designated in terms of begetting or generation, which is fit-
tingly described by the verb sees, because knowledge is conveyed to us 
by another through seeing and hearing. For we receive our knowledge 
from things through seeing, and we receive knowledge from words 
through hearing. Now the Son is not other than Wisdom, as we read: 
“I came forth out of the mouth of the Most High, the first-born before 
all creatures” (Sir 24:5). Accordingly, the derivation of the Son from 
the Father is nothing other than the derivation of divine Wisdom. And 
so, because the act of seeing indicates the derivation of knowledge and 
wisdom from another, it is proper for the generation of the Son from 
the Father to be indicated by an act of seeing; so that for the Son to see 
the Father doing something is nothing other than to proceed by an in-
tellectual procession from the acting Father.60

Another possible explanation of this is given by Hilary.61 For him, 
the word sees eliminates all imperfection from the generation of the 
Son or Word. For in physical generation, what is generated changes lit-
tle by little in the course of time from what is imperfect to what is per-
fect, for such a thing is not perfect when it is first generated. But this 
is not so in eternal generation, since this is the generation of what is 
perfect from what is perfect. And so he says, but only what he sees the 
Father doing. For since the act of seeing is the act of a perfect thing, it 
is plain that the Son was begotten as perfect at once, as seeing at once, 
and not as coming to perfection over a course of time.

751. Apropos of the second point, Chrysostom62 explains it as show-
ing the conformity of the Father to the Son in operation. So that the 
sense is: I say that it is lawful for me to work on the Sabbath, because 
my Father, too, continues to work, and I cannot do anything opposed 
to him: and this is because the Son cannot do anything of himself. For 
one does something of himself when he does not conform himself to 
another in his actions. But whoever is from another sins, if he is op-
posed to him: “Whoever speaks on his own, seeks his own glory” (be-
low 7:18). Therefore, whoever exists from another, but acts of himself, 
sins. Now the Son is from the Father; thus, if he acts of himself, he sins; 
and this is impossible. So by saying, the Son cannot do anything of him‑
self, he means nothing more than that the Son cannot sin. As if to say: 
You are persecuting me unjustly for breaking the Sabbath, because I 
cannot sin, since I do not act in a way opposed to my Father.63

Augustine64 makes use of both of these explanations, that of Hilary 
and the one given by Chrysostom, but in different places.

60. See ST I, q. 27, a. 2.
61. De Trin. 7. 17; PL 10, col. 213; cf. Catena aurea, 5:19–20.
62. Hom. in Io. 38. 4; PG 59, col. 216–18; cf. Catena aurea, 5:19–20.
63. See ST III, q. 15, a. 1; III, q. 18, a. 5.
64. De Trin. 2. 1, no. 3; PL 42, col. 847.
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752. Then when he says, For whatever the Father does, the Son does 
likewise, he affirms the greatness of Christ’s power. He excludes three 
things in the power of Christ: limitation, difference, and imperfection.

First, limitation is excluded. Since there are diverse agents in the 
world, and the first universal agent has power over all other agents, 
but the other agents, which are from him, have a limited power in 
proportion to their rank in the order of causality, some might think 
that since the Son is not of himself, that he must have a power limited 
to certain existents rather than a universal power over all, as the Fa-
ther has. And so to exclude this he says, whatever the Father does, i.e., 
to all the things to which the Father’s power extends, the Son’s power 
also extends: “All things were made through him” (above 1:3).

Secondly, difference is excluded. For sometimes a thing that exists 
from another is able to do whatever that from which it exists does. 
And yet the things the former does are not the same as those done by 
that from which it is. For example, if one fire which exists from an-
other can do whatever that other does, i.e., cause combustion, the act 
of causing combustion would be specifically the same in each, even 
though one fire ignites certain things and the other fire ignites differ-
ent things. And so that you do not think that the Son’s activity is dif-
ferent from the activity of the Father in this way, he says, whatever the 
Father does, the Son does, i.e., not different things, but the very same.

Thirdly, imperfection is excluded. Sometimes one and the same 
thing comes from two agents: from one as the principal and perfect 
agent, and from the other as an instrumental and imperfect agent. But 
it does not come in the same way, because the principal agent acts in a 
different way from the instrumental agent: for the instrumental agent 
acts imperfectly, and in virtue of the other. And so that no one thinks 
that this is the way the Son does whatever the Father does, he says 
that whatever the Father does, the Son does likewise, i.e., with the 
same power by which the Father acts, the Son also acts; because the 
same power and the same perfection are in the Father and the Son: “I 
was with him, forming all things” (Prv 8:30).65

753. Then when he says, For the Father loves the Son, he gives the 
reason for each, i.e., for the origin of the Son’s power and for its great-
ness. This reason is the love of the Father, who loves the Son. Thus he 
says, For the Father loves the Son.

In order to understand how the Father’s love for the Son is the rea-
son for the origin or communication of the Son’s power, we should 
point out that a thing is loved in two ways. For since the good alone 
is loveable, a good can be related to love in two ways: as the cause 
of love, or as caused by love. Now in us, the good causes love: for 
the cause of our loving something is its goodness, the goodness in it. 

65. See ST I, q. 25, a. 2; I, q. 42, a. 6.
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Therefore, it is not good because we love it, but rather we love it be-
cause it is good. Accordingly, in us, love is caused by what is good. But 
it is different with God, because God’s love itself is the cause of the 
goodness in the things that are loved. For it is because God loves us 
that we are good, since to love is nothing else than to will a good to 
someone.66 Thus, since God’s will is the cause of things, for “whatever 
he willed he made” (Ps 113:11), it is clear that God’s love is the cause 
of the goodness in things. Hence Dionysius67 says that the divine love 
did not allow itself to be without issue.68 So, if we wish to consider the 
origin of the Son, let us see whether the love with which the Father 
loves the Son, is the principle of his origin, so that he proceeds from it.

In divine realities, love is taken in two ways: essentially, so far as 
the Father and the Son and the Holy Spirit love; and notionally or per-
sonally, so far as the Holy Spirit proceeds as Love. But in neither of 
these ways of taking love can it be the principle of origin of the Son. 
For if it is taken essentially, it implies an act of the will; and if that were 
the sense in which it is the principle of origin of the Son, it would fol-
low that the Father generated the Son, not by nature, but by will—and 
this is false.69 Again, love is not understood notionally, as pertaining to 
the Holy Spirit. For it would then follow that the Holy Spirit would be 
the principle of the Son—which is also false. Indeed, no heretic ever 
went so far as to say this. For although love, notionally taken, is the 
principle of all the gifts given to us by God, it is nevertheless not the 
principle of the Son; rather it proceeds from the Father and the Son.70

Consequently, we must say that this explanation is not taken from 
love as from a principle (ex principio), but as from a sign (ex signo). For 
since likeness is a cause of love (for every animal loves its like), wher-
ever a perfect likeness of God is found, there also is found a perfect 
love of God. But the perfect likeness of the Father is in the Son, as is 
said: “he is the image of the invisible God” (Col 1:15): and “he is the 
brightness of the Father’s glory, and the image of his substance” (Heb 
1:3). Therefore, the Son is loved perfectly by the Father, and because 
the Father perfectly loves the Son, this is a sign that the Father has 
shown him everything and has communicated to him his very own 
[the Father’s] power and nature.71 And it is of this love that we read 
above (3:5): “The Father loves the Son, and has put everything into his 
hands”; and, “This is my beloved Son” (Mt 3:17).

754. With respect to what follows, and shows him everything that 
he does, we should point out that someone can show another his 

66. See ST I, q. 20, a. 2.
67. De div. nom. 6. 2–3; PG 3, col. 856C–857B.
68. See ST III, q. 1, a. 1.
69. See ST I, q. 41, a. 2.
70. See ST I, q. 27, a. 4; I, q. 36, aa. 2–3; I, q. 37, a. 1.
71. See ST I, q. 42.



276  COMMENTARY ON THE GOSPEL OF JOHN

works in two ways: either by sight, as an artisan shows his apprentice 
the things he has made; or by hearing, as when he verbally instructs 
him. In whatever of these ways shows is understood, there can follow 
something which is not appropriate, that is, something that is not pres-
ent when the Father shows things to the Son. For if we say the Father 
shows things to the Son by sight, then it follows, as with humans, that 
the Father first does something which he then shows to the Son; and 
that he does this by himself, without the Son. But the Father does not 
show the Son things which he did before, for the Son himself says: 
“The Lord possessed me at the beginning of his ways, before he made 
anything” (Prv 8:22). Nor does the Father show the Son things he has 
done without the Son, for the Father does all things through the Son: 
“All things were made through him” (above 1:3). If shows is under-
stood as a kind of hearing, two things seem to follow. For the one who 
teaches by word first points out something to the one who is ignorant; 
again, the word is something intermediate between the one showing 
and the one being shown. But it is in neither of these ways that the Fa-
ther shows things to the Son: for he does not do so to one who is ig-
norant, since the Son is the Wisdom of the Father: “Christ is the power 
of God, and the wisdom of God” (1 Cor 1:24); nor does the Father use 
some intermediate word, because the Son himself is the Word of the 
Father: “The Word was with God” (above 1:1).

Therefore, it is said that the Father shows all that he does to the 
Son, inasmuch as he gives the Son a knowledge of all of his works. For 
it is in this way that a master is said to show something to his disciple, 
inasmuch as he gives him a knowledge of the things he makes. Hence, 
according to Augustine,72 for the Father to show anything to the Son 
is nothing more than for the Father to beget or generate the Son. And 
for the Son to see what the Father does is nothing more than for the 
Son to receive his being (esse) and nature from the Father.

Nevertheless, this showing can be considered similar to seeing in-
sofar as the Son is the brightness of the paternal vision, as we read in 
Hebrews (1:3): for the Father, seeing and understanding himself, con-
ceives the Son, who is the concept of this vision. Again, it can be con-
sidered similar to hearing insofar as the Son proceeds from the Father 
as the Word. As if to say: The Father shows him everything, insofar as 
he generates him as the brightness and concept of his own wisdom, 
and as the Word. Thus the words, The Father shows, refer to what was 
said before: the Son cannot do anything of himself, but only what he 
sees the Father doing. And the word, everything, refers to, For what‑
ever the Father does, the Son does likewise. 73

72. Tract. in Io. 21. 4; PL 35, col. 1566; cf. Catena aurea, 5:19–20.
73. See ST I, q. 34, aa. 1 and 2.
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LECTurE 4

20b “Indeed, he will show him even greater works than these, such 
that you will be amazed. 21 For just as the Father raises the dead and 
grants life, so the Son grants life to those to whom he wishes. 22 The 
Father himself judges no one, but he has given all judgment to the Son, 
23 so that all men may honor the Son as they honor the Father. Who‑
ever does not honor the Son does not honor the Father who sent him. 
24 Amen, amen, I say to you, that whoever hears my voice and believes 
in him who sent me, possesses eternal life; and he will not encounter 
judgment, but has passed from death to life. 25 Amen, amen, I say to 
you, the hour is coming, and is now here, when the dead shall hear the 
voice of the Son of God; and those who hear it will live.”74

755. Having pointed out the power of the Son in general, he now 
shows it in more detail. First, the Lord discloses his life-giving power. 
Secondly, he clarifies what seemed obscure in what was said before  
(v. 26). As to the first he does two things. First, he shows that the Son 
has life-giving power. Secondly, he teaches how life is received from the 
Son (v. 24). Concerning the first he does three things. First, he presents 
the life-giving power of the Son. Secondly, he gives a reason for what 
he says (v. 22). Thirdly, he shows the effect of this (v. 23). With respect 
to the first he does two things. First, he sets forth this life-giving power 
in general. Secondly, he expands on it (v. 21).

756. He says, to the first, Indeed, he will show even greater works 
than these. As if to say: You are astonished and affected by the power 
of the Son in his healing of the sick man, but the Father will show even 
greater works than these, as in raising the dead, such that you will be 
amazed.

757. This passage gives rise to two difficulties. First, about his say-
ing, he will show. For the earlier statement that the Father shows ev-
erything to the Son (5:20) refers to his eternal generation. How, then, 
can he say here, he will show, if the Son is coeternal with him and 
eternity does not allow of a future?75 The second difficulty is over, 
such that you will be amazed. For if he intends to show something to 
amaze the Jews, then he will be showing it to the Son at the same time 
as to them; for they could not be amazed unless they saw it. And yet 
the Son saw all things from eternity with the Father.

758. We must say that this is explained in three ways. The first way 
is given by Augustine,76 and in it this future showing is referred to the 

74. St. Thomas quotes Jn 5:21 in ST III, q. 56, a. 1, obj. 3; III, q. 56, a. 1; Jn 
5:22: III, q. 59, a. 4 sed contra; Jn 5: 23: III, q. 25, a. 1, obj. 1.

75. See ST I, q. 10, aa. 1–3; I, q. 42, a. 2.
76. Tract. in Io. 21. 7, 9; PL 35, col. 1568, 1569; cf. Catena aurea, 5:19–20.
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disciples. For it is Christ’s custom that now and then he says that what 
happens to his members happens to himself, as in Matthew (25:40): 
“As long as you did it to one of the least of my brethren, you did it to 
me.” And then the meaning is this: You saw the Son do something 
great in healing the sick man, and you were amazed; but the Father 
will show him even greater works than these, in his members, that is, 
the disciples: “He will do greater things than these,” as we read below 
(14:12). He then says, such that you will be amazed, for the miracles of 
the disciples so amazed the Jews that a great many of them were con-
verted to the faith, as we see in the Acts.

759. The second explanation, also by Augustine,77 refers this show-
ing to Christ according to his assumed nature. For in Christ there is 
both a divine nature and a human nature, and in each he has life-giv-
ing power from the Father, although not in the same way. According 
to his divinity he has the power to give life to souls; but according to 
his assumed nature, he gives life to bodies. Hence Augustine78 says: 
“The Word gives life to souls; but the Word made flesh gives life to 
bodies.” For the resurrection of Christ and the mysteries which Christ 
fulfilled in his flesh are the cause of the future resurrection of bodies: 
“God, who is rich in mercy, has brought us to life in Christ” (Eph 2:5); 
“If it is preached that Christ rose from the dead, how can some of you 
say that there is no resurrection of the dead” (1 Cor 15:12).79 The first 
life-giving power he has from eternity; and he indicated this when he 
said: “The Father shows him everything that he does” (above 4:20), all 
of which he shows to his flesh.

The other life-giving power he has in time, and concerning this he 
says: he will show him even greater works than these, i.e., his power 
will be shown by the fact that he will do greater works, by raising the 
dead. He will raise some of the dead here: as Lazarus, the young girl, 
and the mother’s only son; and finally he will raise all on the day of 
judgment.

760. A third explanation refers this showing to Christ in his divine 
nature, according to the custom of Scripture in saying that a thing is be-
ginning to take place when it is beginning to be known. For example: 
“All power has been given to me, in heaven and on earth” (Mt 28:18); 
for although Christ had the complete fullness of power from eternity 
(because “whatever the Father does, the Son does likewise”), he still 
speaks of this power as being given to him after the resurrection, not 
because he was then receiving it for the first time, but because it was 
through the glory of the resurrection that it became most known.80 In 
this interpretation, then, he says that power is given to him insofar as 

77. Ibid., 19. 5; col. 1545; 23. 12; col. 1590–91; cf. Catena aurea, 5:19–20.
78. Ibid., 19. 16; col. 1553.  79. See ST III, q. 56, a. 1.
80. See ST III, q. 59, a. 3.
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he exercises it in some work. As if to say: he will show him even greater 
works than these, i.e., he will show by his works what has been given 
to him. And this will come about when you are amazed, i.e., when the 
one who seems to you to be a mere man is revealed to be a person of 
divine power and as God.

We could also take the word show as referring to an act of seeing, as 
was explained above [750].

761. Now he explains in more detail the life-giving power of the Son 
by indicating those greater works which the Father will show the Son 
(v. 21). Here we should point out that in the Old Testament the divine 
power is particularly emphasized by the fact that God is the author of 
life: “The Lord kills, and brings to life” (1 Sm 2:6); “I will kill, and bring 
to life again” (Dt 32:39). Now just as the Father has this power, so also 
does the Son; hence he says, For just as the Father raises the dead and 
grants life, so the Son grants life to those to whom he wishes. As if to 
say: These are those greater works that the Father will show the Son, 
that is, he will give life to the dead. Such works are obviously greater, 
for it is greater to raise the dead than for a sick man to become well. 
Thus the Son grants life to those to whom he wishes, i.e., by giving ini-
tial life to the living, and by raising the dead.

We should not think that some are raised up by the Father and oth-
ers by the Son. Rather, the same ones who are raised and vivified by 
the Father, are raised and vivified by the Son also: because just as the 
Father does all things through the Son, who is his power, so he also 
gives life to all through the Son, who is life, as he says below: “I am the 
way, and the truth, and the life” (14:6).81

The Father does not raise up and give life through the Son as 
through an instrument, because then the Son would not have freedom 
of power. And so to exclude this he says, the Son grants life to those to 
whom he wishes, i.e., it lies in the freedom of his power to grant life to 
whom he wills. For the Son does not will anything different than the 
Father wills: for just as they are one substance, so they have one will; 
hence Matthew (20:15) says: “Is it not lawful for me to do as I will?”

762. Then when he says, The Father himself judges no one, he gives 
the reason for what was said above, and indicates his own power. It 
should be remarked that there are two expositions for the present pas-
sages: one is given by Augustine, and the other by Hilary and Chryso-
stom.

Augustine’s82 explanation is this. The Lord had said that just as the 
Father raises the dead, so also does the Son. But so that we do not 
think that this refers only to those miracles the Son performs in raising 
the dead to this life, and not to the Son’s raising to eternal life, he leads 

81. See ST III, q. 56, a. 1.
82. Tract. in Io. 21. 11; PL 35, col. 1570; cf. Catena aurea, 5:21–23.
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them to the deeper consideration of the resurrection to occur at the fu-
ture judgment. Thus he refers explicitly to the judgment, saying, The 
Father himself judges no one.

Another explanation by Augustine,83 in which the same meaning 
is maintained, is that the earlier statement, just as the Father raises 
the dead and grants life, so the Son, should be referred to the resurrec-
tion of souls, which the Son causes inasmuch as he is the Word; but the 
text, The Father himself judges no one, should be referred to the res-
urrection of bodies, which the Son causes inasmuch as he is the Word 
made flesh. For the resurrection of souls is accomplished through the 
person of the Father and of the Son; and for this reason he mentions 
the Father and Son together, saying, just as the Father raises the dead 
. . . so the Son.84 But the resurrection of bodies is accomplished through 
the humanity of the Son, according to which he is not coeternal with 
the Father. Consequently, he attributes judgment solely to the Son.

763. Note the wonderful variety of expressions. The Father is first 
presented as acting and the Son as resting, when it says: “the Son can-
not do anything of himself, but only what he sees the Father doing” 
(5:19); but here, on the contrary, the Son is presented as acting and 
the Father as resting: The Father himself judges no one, but he has giv‑
en all judgment to the Son. We can see from this that he is speaking 
from different points of view at different times. At first, he was speak-
ing of an action which belongs to the Father and the Son; thus he says 
that “the Son cannot do anything of himself, but only what he sees 
the Father doing”; but here he is speaking of an action by which the 
Son, as man, judges, and the Father does not: thus he says that the Fa-
ther has given all judgment to the Son. For the Father will not appear 
at the judgment because, in accord with what is just, God cannot ap-
pear in his divine nature before all who are to be judged: for since our 
happiness consists in the vision of God, if the wicked were to see God 
in his own nature, they would be enjoying happiness. Therefore, only 
the Son will appear, who alone has an assumed nature. Therefore, he 
alone will judge who alone will appear to all. Yet he will judge with 
the authority of the Father: “He is the one appointed by God to be 
the judge of the living and of the dead” (Acts 10:42); and in the Psalm 
(71:2) we read: “O Lord, give your judgment to the king.”85

764. Then when he says, so that all men may honor the Son, he 
gives the effect which results from the power of the Son. First, he gives 
the effect. Secondly, he excludes an objection (v. 23b).

765. He says that the Father has given all judgment to the Son, ac-
cording to his human nature, because in the Incarnation the Son emp-

83. Ibid., 23. 12–13; col. 1590–91; cf. Catena aurea, 5:21–23.
84. See ST III, q. 56, a. 2.
85. See ST III, q. 59, a. 2.
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tied himself, taking the form of a servant, under which form he was 
dishonored by men, as is said below (8:49): “I honor my Father, and 
you have dishonored me.” Therefore, judgment was given to the Son 
in his assumed nature in order that all men may honor the Son as they 
honor the Father. For on that day “they will see the Son of Man com-
ing with great power and glory” (Lk 21:27); “They fell on their faces 
and worshipped, saying: ‘Blessing and glory, and wisdom and thanks, 
and honor, power and strength, to our God’ (Rev 7:11).

766. Someone might say: I am willing to honor the Father, but do 
not care about the Son. This cannot be, because whoever does not 
honor the Son does not honor the Father who sent him. For it is one 
thing to honor God precisely as God, and another to honor the Father. 
For someone may well honor God as the omnipotent and immutable 
Creator without honoring the Son. But no one can honor God as Fa-
ther without honoring the Son, for he cannot be called Father if he 
does not have a Son. But if you dishonor the Son by diminishing his 
power, this also dishonors the Father: because where you give less to 
the Son, you are taking away from the power of the Father.

767. Another explanation, given by Augustine,86 is this. A two-
fold honor is due to Christ. One, according to his divinity, in regard to 
which he is owed an honor equal to that given the Father; and with 
respect to this he says, that all men may honor the Son as they honor 
the Father. Another honor is due the Son according to his humanity, 
but not one equal to that given the Father; and with respect to this he 
says, Whoever does not honor the Son does not honor the Father who 
sent him. Thus in the first case he significantly used “as”; but now, the 
second time, he does not say “as,” but states absolutely that the Son 
should be honored: “He who rejects you rejects me; and he who re-
jects me, rejects him who sent me,” as we read in Luke (10:16).

768. Hilary87 and Chrysostom88 give a more literal explanation, 
but it is only slightly different. They explain it this way. Our Lord said 
above, the Son grants life to those to whom he wishes. Now whoever 
does anything according to the free decision of his will acts because of 
his own judgment. But it was stated above that “whatever the Father 
does, the Son does likewise” (5:19). Therefore, the Son enjoys a free 
decision of his own will in all things, since he acts because of his own 
judgment. Thus he immediately mentions judgment, saying that the 
Father himself judges no one, i.e., without or apart from the Son. Our 
Lord used this way of speaking below (12:47): “I do not judge him,” 
i.e., I alone, “but the word that I have spoken will judge him on the 

86. Tract. in Io. 23. 13; PL 35, col. 1591; cf. Catena aurea, 5:21–23.
87. De Trin. 7. 20; PL 10, col. 215; 8. 43; col. 268–69; 9. 50; col. 320–21; cf. Ca-

tena aurea, 5:19–20.
88. Hom. in Io. 38. 4; 39. 1; PG 59, col. 218, 220.
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last day.” But he has given all judgment to the Son, as he has given all 
things to him. For as he has given him life and begotten him as living, 
so he has given him all judgment, i.e., begotten him as judge: “I judge 
only as I hear it” (below 5:30), i.e., just as I have being (esse) from the 
Father, so also judgment. The reason for this is that the Son is nothing 
other than the conception of the paternal wisdom, as was said.89 But 
each one judges by the concept of his wisdom. Hence, just as the Fa-
ther does all things through the Son, so he judges all things through 
him. And the fruit of this is that all men may honor the Son as they 
honor the Father, i.e., that they may render to him the cult of “latria” 
as they do the Father.90 The rest does not change.

769. Hilary91 calls our attention to the remarkable relationship of 
the passages so that the errors concerning eternal generation can be 
refuted. Two heresies have arisen concerning this eternal generation. 
One was that of Arius, who said that the Son is less than the Father; 
and this is contrary to their equality and unity. The other was that of 
Sabellius, who said that that there is no distinction of persons in the 
divinity; and this is contrary to their origin.

So, whenever he mentions the unity and equality [of the Father 
and Son], he immediately also adds their distinction as persons accord-
ing to origin, and conversely.92 Thus, because he mentions the origin 
of the persons when he says, “the Son cannot do anything of him-
self, but only what he sees the Father doing” (5:19), then, so we do 
not think this involves inequality, he at once adds: “for whatever the 
Father does, the Son does likewise.” Conversely, when he states their 
equality by saying: For just as the Father raises the dead and grants 
life, so the Son grants life to those to whom he wishes, then, so that we 
do not deny that the Son has an origin and is begotten, he adds, the 
Father himself judges no one, but he has given all judgment to the Son. 
Similarly, when he mentions the equality of the persons by saying, so 
that all men may honor the Son as they honor the Father, he imme-
diately adds something about a “mission,” which indicates an origin, 
saying: Whoever does not honor the Son does not honor the Father who 
sent him, but not in such a way that involves a separation.93 Christ 
mentions such a mission below (8:29) in saying: “He who sent me is 
with me, and he has not left me alone.”

89. See ST I, q. 27, aa. 1–2.
90. See ST III, q. 25, a. 1. “Latria” is the term used to denote the worship that 

is given to God alone and not to any creature, however exalted. In the eighth 
century John of Damascus used the distinction between latreia (worship given 
to God alone) and proskynesis (reverence that may be given to created beings and 
holy things) to defend the reverence that the Church gives to the holy icons, and 
to distinguish this from the worship that is rendered to God alone.

91. De Trin. 7. 17–18, 20; PL 10, col. 212–13, 215.
92. See ST I, q. 42, aa. 1, 3.
93. See ST I, q. 42, a. 5. 
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770. Above, our Lord showed that he had life-giving power; here 
he shows how someone can share in this life coming from him. First, 
he tells how one can share in this life through him. Secondly, he pre-
dicts its fulfillment (v. 25).

771. With respect to the first, we should point out that there are 
four grades of life.94 One is found in plants, which take nourishment, 
grow, reproduce, and are reproduced. Another is in animals which 
only sense. Another in living things that move, that is, the perfect an-
imals. Finally, there is another form of life which is present in those 
who understand. Now among those grades of life that exist, it is im-
possible that the foremost life be that found in plants, or in those with 
sensation, or even in those with motion. For the first and foremost life 
must be that which is per se, not that which is participated. This can be 
none other than intellectual life, for the other three forms are com-
mon to a corporal and spiritual creature [as man]. Indeed, a body that 
lives is not life itself, but one participating in life. Hence intellectual 
life is the first and foremost life, which is the spiritual life, that is im-
mediately received from the first principle of life, whence it is called 
the life of wisdom. For this reason in the Scriptures life is attributed to 
wisdom: “He who finds me finds life, and has salvation from the Lord” 
(Prv 8:35). Therefore we share life from Christ, who is the Wisdom of 
God, insofar as our soul receives wisdom from him.95

Now this intellectual life is made perfect by the true knowledge of 
divine Wisdom, which is eternal life: “This is eternal life: that they may 
know you, the only true God, and Jesus Christ, whom you have sent” 
(below 17:3). But no one can arrive at any wisdom except by faith. 
Hence it is that in the sciences, no one acquires wisdom unless he first 
believes what is said by his teacher. Therefore, if we wish to acquire 
this life of wisdom, we must believe through faith the things that are 
proposed to us by it.96 “He who comes to God must believe that he 
is and rewards those who seek him” (Heb 11:6); “If you do not be-
lieve, you will not understand,” as we read in another version of Isa-
iah (28:16).

772. Thus, our Lord fittingly shows that the way of obtaining life is 
through faith, saying, whoever hears my voice and believes in him who 
sent me, possesses eternal life. First, he mentions the merit of faith. 
Secondly, the reward of faith, eternal life.

773. Concerning the merit of faith, he first indicates how faith is 
brought to us; and secondly, the foundation of faith, that on which it 
rests.

Faith comes to us through the words of men: “Faith comes through 
hearing, and hearing through the word of Christ” (Rom 10:17). But 

94. See ST I, q. 18, a. 3. 95. See ST III, q. 3, a. 8.
96. See ST I, q. 1, a. 1; II-II, q. 2, a. 3.
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faith does not rest on man’s word, but on God himself: “Abram be-
lieved God, who counted this as his justification” (Gn 15:6); “You who 
fear the Lord, believe in him” (Sir 2:8). Thus we are led to believe 
through the words of men, not in the man himself who speaks, but in 
God, whose words he speaks: “When you heard the word we brought 
you as God’s word, you did not receive it as the word of men, but, as 
what it really is, the word of God” (1 Thes 2:13).97 Our Lord mentions 
these two things. First, how faith is brought to us, when he says, who‑
ever hears my voice [literally, word], which leads to faith. Secondly, he 
mentions that on which faith rests, saying, and believes in him who 
sent me, i.e., not in me, but in him in virtue of whom I speak.

This text can apply to Christ, as man, insofar as it is through Christ’s 
human words that men were converted to the faith. And it can apply 
to Christ, as God, insofar as Christ is the Word of God. For since Christ 
is the Word of God, it is clear that those who heard Christ were hear-
ing the Word of God, and as a consequence, were believing in God. 
And this is what he says: whoever hears my word, i.e., me, the Word of 
God, and believes in him, i.e., the Father, whose Word I am.

774. Then when he says, possesses eternal life, he mentions the re-
ward of faith, and states three things we will possess in the state of 
glory; but they are mentioned in reverse order. First, there will be the 
resurrection from the dead. Secondly, we will have freedom from the 
future judgment. Thirdly, we will enjoy everlasting life, for as we read 
in Matthew (chap. 25), the just will enter into everlasting life. He men-
tions these three as belonging to the reward of faith; and the third was 
mentioned first since it is desired more than the others.98

775. So he says, whoever believes, i.e., through faith, possesses eter‑
nal life, which consists in the full vision of God. And it is fitting that 
one who believes on account of God certain things that he does not 
see, should be brought to the full vision of these things: “These things 
are written that you may believe . . . and that believing you may have 
life in his name” (below 20:31).

776. He mentions the second when he says, and he will not en‑
counter judgment. But the Apostle says something which contradicts 
this: “We must all appear before the judgment seat of Christ” (2 Cor 
5:10), even the apostles. Therefore, even one who does believe will 
encounter judgment. I answer that there are two kinds of judgment. 
One is a judgment of condemnation, and no one encounters that 
judgment if he believes in God with a faith that is united with love [a 
“formed faith”]. We read about this judgment: “Do not enter into judg-
ment with your servant, for no living man is just in your sight”; and it 
was said above (3:18): “Whoever believes is not judged.” There is also 

97. See ST II-II, q. 1, aa. 1–2.
98. See ST II-II, q. 4, a. 1.
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a judgment of separation and examination; and, as the Apostle says, 
all must present themselves before the tribunal of Christ for this judg-
ment. Of this judgment we read: “Judge me, O God, and distinguish 
my cause from those people who are not holy” (Ps 42:1).99

777. Thirdly, he mentions a reward when he says, but has passed 
from death to life, or “will pass,” as another version says. This state-
ment can be explained in two ways. First, it can refer to the resur-
rection of the soul. In this case the obvious meaning is that he is say-
ing: Through faith we attain not only to eternal life and freedom from 
judgment, but also to the forgiveness of our sins as well. Hence he 
says, but has passed, from unbelief to belief, from injustice to justice: 
“We know that we have passed from death to life” (1 Jn 3:14).

Secondly, this statement can be explained as referring to the resur-
rection of the body. Then it is an elaboration of the phrase, possesses 
eternal life. For some might think from what was said, that whoever 
believes in God will never die, but live forever. But this is impossible, 
because all men must pay the debt incurred by the first sin, according 
to: “Where is the man who lives, and will not see death?” (Ps 88:49). 
Consequently, we should not think that one who believes has eter-
nal life in such a way as never to die; rather, he will pass from this life, 
through death, to life, i.e., through the death of the body he will be re-
vived to eternal life.

Or, “will pass,” might refer to the cause [of one’s resurrection]: for 
when a person believes, he already has the merit for a glorious resur-
rection: “Your dead will live, your slain will rise” (Is 26:19).100 And 
then, once released from the death of the old man, we will receive the 
life of the new man, that is, Christ.

778. Amen, amen, I say to you. . . . Since some might doubt if any 
would pass from death to life, our Lord predicts that this will happen, 
saying: I say that he [who believes] “will pass from death to life”; and 
I say it before it actually occurs. And this is what he states, saying: 
Amen, amen, I say to you, the hour is coming, not determined by a ne-
cessity of fate, but by God’s decree: “It is the last hour” (1 Jn 2:18).101 
And so that we do not think that it is far off, he adds, and is now 
here—“It is now the time for us to rise from sleep” (Rom 13:11)—i.e., 
the hour is now here when the dead shall hear the voice of the Son of 
God; and those who hear it will live.

779. This can be explained in two ways. In one way as referring to 
the resurrection of the body, and so it is said that the hour is coming, 
and is now here, as if he had said: It is true that eventually all will rise, 
but even now is the hour when some, whom the Lord was about to 

99. See ST III, q. 59, a. 5.
100. See ST I-II, q. 114, a. 3; II-II, q. 7, a. 2; III, q. 56, a. 1.
101. See ST I, q. 116, a. 1.



286  COMMENTARY ON THE GOSPEL OF JOHN

resuscitate, shall hear the voice of the Son of God. This is the way Laza-
rus heard it when it was said to him, “Come forth,” as we read below 
(11:43); and in this way the daughter of the leader of the synagogue 
heard it (Mt 9:18); and the widow’s son (Lk 7:12). Therefore, he says 
significantly, and is now here, because through me the dead already 
are beginning to be raised.

Another explanation is given by Augustine,102 according to which 
and is now here refers to the resurrection of the soul. For as was said 
above, resurrection is of two kinds: the resurrection of bodies, which 
will happen in the future; this does not take place now, but will oc-
cur at the future judgment. The other is the resurrection of souls from 
the death of unbelief to the life of faith, and from the life of injustice 
to that of justice; and this is now here.103 Hence he says, the hour is 
coming, and is now here, when the dead, i.e., unbelievers and sinners, 
shall hear the voice of the Son of God; and those who hear it will live, 
according to the true faith.

780. This passage seems to imply two strange occurrences. One, 
when he says that the dead will hear. The other, when he adds that it 
is through hearing that they will come to life again, as though hearing 
comes before life, whereas hearing is a certain function of life. Howev-
er, if we refer this to the resurrection, it is true that the dead will hear, 
i.e., obey the voice of the Son of God. For the voice expresses the in-
terior concept. Now all nature obeys the slightest command of the di-
vine will: “He calls into existence what does not exist” (Rom 4:17). Ac-
cording to this, then, wood, stones, all things, not just the dry bones 
but also the dust of dead bodies, shall hear the voice of the Son of God 
so far as they obey his slightest will. And this belongs to Christ, not in-
sofar as he is the Son of Man, but insofar as he is the Son of God, be-
cause all things obey the Word of God. And so he significantly says, of 
the Son of God; “What kind of man is this, for the sea and winds obey 
him?” (Mt 8:27).

If this statement (25b) is understood as referring to the resurrection 
of souls, then the reason for it is this: the voice of the Son of God has a 
life-giving power, that voice by which he moves the hearts of the faith-
ful interiorly by inspiration, or exteriorly by his preaching and that of 
others: “The words that I have spoken to you are spirit and life” (below 
6:64). And so he gives life to the dead when he justifies the wicked.104 
And since hearing is the way to life, either of nature through obedi-
ence, namely, by repairing nature, or the hearing of faith by repairing 
life and justice, he therefore says, and those who hear it, by obedience 
as to the resurrection of the body, or by faith as to the resurrection of 

102. Tract. in Io. 19. 8–9, 22; PL 35, col. 1547; 22. 12, col. 1581; cf. Catena au-
rea, 5:25–26. 

103. See ST I-II, q. 113, a. 1; III, q. 56, a. 2.
104. See ST I-II, q. 113, a. 9.
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souls, will live, in the body in eternal life, and in justice in the life of 
grace.

LECTurE 5

26 “Indeed, just as the Father possesses life in himself, so he has 
given it to the Son to have life in himself. 27 And he [the Father] gave 
him the power to pass judgment, because he is the Son of Man. 28 Do 
not be surprised at this, since the hour is coming when all those buried 
in tombs will hear the voice of the Son of God. 29 And those who have 
done well will come forth to a resurrection of life; those who have done 
evil will come forth to a resurrection of judgment [i.e., condemnation]. 
30 I cannot do anything of myself, but I judge only as I hear it and my 
judgment is just, because I am not seeking my own will, but the will of 
him who sent me.”105

781. Above, our Lord showed that he had the power to give life and 
to judge; and he explained each by its effect. Here he shows how each 
of these powers belongs to him. First, he shows this with respect to his 
life-giving power. Secondly, with respect to his power to judge (v. 27).

782. So he says, first: I say that as the Father raises the dead, so I 
do also; and anyone who hears my word has eternal life. And I possess 
this because, just as the Father possesses life in himself, so he has given 
it to the Son to have life in himself.

Apropos of this, we should note that some who live do not have 
life in themselves: as Paul, “I am living by faith in the Son of God” (Gal 
2:20); and again in the same place: “it is not I who now live, but Christ 
lives in me.” Thus he lived, yet not in himself, but in another through 
whom he lived: as a body lives, although it does not have life in itself, 
but in a soul through which it lives. So that has life in itself which has 
an essential, non-participated life, i.e., that which is itself life. Now in 
every genus of things, that which is something through its essence is 
the cause of those things that are it by participation, as fire is the cause 
of all things afire. And so, that which is life through its essence, is the 
cause and principle of all life in living things. Accordingly, if something 
is to be a principle of life, it must be life through its essence. And so our 
Lord fittingly shows that he is the principle of all life by saying that he 
has life in himself, i.e., through his essence, when he says: just as the 
Father possesses life in himself, i.e., as he is living through his essence, 
so does the Son. Therefore, as the Father is the cause of life, so also is 
his Son.106

105. St. Thomas quotes Jn 5:27 in ST III, q. 59, a. 2 sed contra; 5:28: III, q. 51, 
a. 1; 5: 30: I, q. 42, a. 6, obj. 2.

106. See ST I, q. 18, aa. 3–4.
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Further, he shows the equality of the Son to the Father when he 
says, as the Father possesses life in himself; and he shows their dis-
tinction when he says, he has given it to the Son.107 For the Father 
and the Son are equal in life; but they are distinct, because the Father 
gives, and the Son receives. However, we should not understand this 
to mean that the Son receives life from the Father as if the Son first ex-
isted without having life, as in lower things a first matter, already ex-
isting, receives a form, and as a subject receives accidents: because in 
the Son there is nothing that exists prior to the reception of life. For as 
Hilary108 says: “the Son has nothing unless it is begotten,” i.e., nothing 
but what he receives through his birth. And since the Father is life it-
self, the meaning of, he has given it to the Son to have life in himself, 
is that the Father produced the Son as living. As if one were to say: the 
mind gives life to the word, not as though the word existed and then 
receives life, but because the mind produces the word in the same life 
by which it lives.

783. According to Hilary,109 this passage destroys three heresies. 
First, that of the Arians, who said that the Son is inferior to the Father. 
They were forced by what was stated earlier, that is, “For whatever 
the Father does, the Son does likewise” (5:19), to say that, the Son is 
equal to the Father in power; but they still denied that the Son is equal 
to the Father in nature. But now, this too is refuted by this statement, 
namely, just as the Father possesses life in himself, so he has given it to 
the Son to have life in himself. For since life pertains to the nature, if 
the Son has life in himself as does the Father, it is clear that he has in 
himself, by his very origin, a nature indivisible from and equal to that 
of the Father.

The second error is also Arian: their denial that the Son is coeter-
nal with the Father, when they say that the Son began to exist in time. 
This is destroyed when he says, the Son has life in himself. For in all 
living things whose generation occurs in time, it is always possible to 
find something that at some time or other was not living. But in the 
Son, whatever is, is life itself. Consequently, he so received life itself 
that he has life in himself, so as always to have been living.110

Thirdly, by saying, he has given, he destroys the error of Sabellius, 
who denied the distinction of persons. For if the Father gave life to the 
Son, it is obvious that the Father, who gave it, is other than the Son, 
who received it.111

107. See ST I, q. 42, aa. 1, 3–4.
108. De Trin. 4. 10; PL 10, col. 103; cf. Catena aurea, 5:25–26.
109. See Liber de Syn., definit. II, IV, VI; PL 10, col. 491–95; De Trin. 2. 11; PL 

10, col. 59; 5. 37, col. 154–55; 6. 35, col. 185; 9. 37, 53, 69; col. 308–9, 323–24.
110. See ST I, q. 42, a. 2.
111. See ST I, q. 27, a. 2; I, q. 31, a. 2; I, q. 33, a. 4.



 CHAPTER 5 289

784. Then (v. 27), he makes it clear that he has the power to judge. 
First, he reveals his judiciary power. Secondly, he gives a reason for 
what he has said (v. 30). As to the first he does two things. First, he in-
dicates the origin of his judiciary power. Secondly, he shows that his 
judgment is just (v. 29).

785. With regard to the first, we should note that his statement, he 
[the Father] gave him the power, can be understood in two ways. One 
way is that of Augustine; the other is that of Chrysostom.

786. If we understand it as Chrysostom112 does, then this section is 
divided into two parts. First, he reveals the origin of his judiciary pow-
er. Secondly, he settles a difficulty (v. 27b).

Chrysostom punctuates this section in the following way. He gave 
him the power to pass judgment. And then a new sentence begins: Be‑
cause he is the Son of Man, do not be surprised at this. The reason for 
this punctuation is that Paul of Samosata, an early heretic, who like 
Photius said that Christ was only a man and took his origin from the 
Virgin, punctuated it as: He gave him the power to pass judgment be‑
cause he is the Son of Man. And then he began a new sentence: Do not 
be surprised at this, since the hour is coming. It was as if he thought 
that it was necessary for judiciary power to be given to Christ because 
he is the Son of Man, that is, a mere man, who, of himself, cannot 
judge men. And so, if Christ is to judge others, he must be given the 
power to judge.

But this, according to Chrysostom, cannot stand, because it is not 
at all in agreement with what is stated. For if it is because he is a man 
that he receives judiciary power, then for the same reason, since it 
would belong to every man to have judiciary power in virtue of his 
human nature, it would not belong to Christ any more than to oth-
er men. So we should not understand it this way. Rather, we should 
say that because Christ is the ineffable Son of God, he is on that ac-
count also judge. And this is what he says: The Father not only gave 
him the power to give life, but also he gave him the power, through 
eternal generation, to pass judgment, just as he gave him, through 
eternal generation, to have life in himself: “He is the one appointed 
by God to be the judge of the living and of the dead,” as we read in  
Acts (10:42).113

He settles a difficulty when he says, Do not be surprised at this. 
First, he mentions the difficulty. Secondly, he clears it up.

787. The difficulty arose in the minds of the Jews and they were 
surprised because while they thought that Christ was no more than a 
man, he was saying things about himself that surpassed man and even 
the angels. So he says, Do not be surprised at this, that is, that I have 

112. Hom. in Io. 39. 3; PG 59, col. 223–24; cf. Catena aurea, 5:27–29.
113. See ST I, q. 59, a. 1.
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said that the Son gives life to the dead and has the power to judge pre-
cisely because he is the Son of Man. They were surprised because, al-
though they thought he was only a man, they saw that he accom-
plished divine effects: “What kind of man is this, for the sea and winds 
obey him?” (Mt 8:27).114 And he gives a reason why they should not 
be surprised, which is, because he who is the Son of Man is the Son 
of God. Although, as Chrysostom115 says, is it not said explicitly that 
the Son of Man is the Son of God, our Lord lays down the premises 
from which this statement necessarily follows: just as we notice that 
those who use syllogisms in their teaching do not express their main 
conclusion, but only that from which it follows with necessity. So our 
Lord does not say that he is the Son of God, but that the Son of Man is 
such that at his voice all the dead will rise. From this it necessarily fol-
lows that he is the Son of God: for it is a proper effect of God to raise 
the dead.116 Thus he says, Do not be surprised at this, since the hour 
is coming when all those buried in tombs will hear the voice of the Son 
of God. But he does not say of this hour, as he said above, “and is now 
here” (5:25). Again, here he says, all, which he did not say above: be-
cause at the first resurrection he raised only some, as Lazarus, the wid-
ow’s son and the young girl; but at the future resurrection, at the time 
of judgment, all will hear the voice of the Son of God, and will rise. “I 
will open your graves, and lead you out of your tombs” (Ez 37:12).

788. Augustine117 punctuates this passage in the following way. 
And he gave him the power to pass judgment because he is the Son of 
Man. And then a new sentence follows: Do not be surprised at this. In 
this interpretation there are two parts. The first concerns the power 
to judge granted to the Son of Man. In the second, the granting of an 
even greater power is made clear, at Do not be surprised at this.

789. As to the first we should note that, according to the mind of 
Augustine,118 he spoke above of the resurrection of souls, which is ac-
complished through the Son of God; but here he is speaking of the res-
urrection of bodies, which is accomplished through the Son of Man.119 
And because the general resurrection of bodies will take place at the 
time of judgment, he mentions the judgment first, in saying, And he 
[the Father] gave him, i.e., Christ, the power to pass judgment, and 
this, because he is the Son of Man, i.e., according to his human nature. 
Thus it is also after the resurrection that he says in Matthew (28:18): 
“All power has been given to me, in heaven and on earth.”

There are three reasons why judiciary power has been given to 

114. See ST III, q. 44, a. 4, especially ad 3.
115. Hom. in Io. 39. 3; PG 59, col. 223–24; cf. Catena aurea, 5:27–29.
116. See ST III, q. 56, a. 1.
117. Tract. in Io. 19. 16; PL 35, col. 1553; 22. 12, col. 1580.
118. Ibid., 23. 15; col. 1592. See also ST III, q. 59.
119. See ST III, q. 56, aa. 1–2.
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Christ as man. First, in order that he might be seen by all: for it is nec-
essary that a judge be seen by all who are to be judged. Now both the 
good and the wicked will be judged. And the good will see Christ in 
his divinity and in his humanity; while the wicked will not be able to 
see him in his divinity, because this vision is the happiness of the saints 
and is seen only by the pure in heart: “Happy are the pure in heart, for 
they will see God” (Mt 5:8). And so, in order that Christ can be seen 
at the judgment not only by the good, but also by the wicked, he will 
judge in human form: “Every eye will see him, and all who pierced 
him” (Rev 1:7).

Secondly, the power to judge was given to Christ as man because 
by the self-abasement of his passion he merited the glory of an exalta-
tion. Thus, just as he who died arose, so that [human] form which was 
judged, will judge, and he who stood before a human judge will pre-
side at the judgment of men. He who was falsely found guilty will con-
demn the truly guilty, as Augustine120 remarks in his work, The Say-
ings of the Lord: “Your cause has been judged as that of the wicked; but 
cause and judgment you will recover” (Jb 36:17).

Thirdly, Christ as man was given judiciary power to suggest the 
compassion of the judge. For it is very terrifying for a man to be judged 
by God: “It is a terrible thing to fall into the hands of the living God” 
(Heb 10:31); but it produces confidence for a man to have another 
man as his judge. Accordingly, so you can experience the compassion 
of your judge, you will have a man as judge: “We do not have a high 
priest who cannot have compassion on our weakness” (Heb 4:15).121

Thus, he gave him, Christ, the power to pass judgment because he is 
the Son of Man.

790. Do not be surprised at this, for he has given him a greater pow-
er, that is, the power to raise the dead. Thus he says, since the hour is 
coming, that is, the last hour at the end of the world: “The time has 
come, the day of slaughter is near” (Ez 7:7), when all those buried in 
tombs will hear the voice of the Son of God. Above he did not say “all,” 
because there he was speaking of the spiritual resurrection, in which 
all did not rise at his first coming, for we read: “All do not have faith”  
(2 Thes 3:2). But here he is speaking of the resurrection of the body, 
and all will rise in this way, as we read in 1 Corinthians (15:20). He 
adds, those buried in tombs, which he had not mentioned above, be-
cause only bodies, not souls, are in tombs, and it is the resurrection of 
bodies that will then take place.

All those buried in tombs will hear the voice of the Son of God. 
This voice will be a sense perceptible sign of the Son of God, at whose 
sound all will be raised: “The Lord will come with the cry of the arch-

120. Serm. de Scrip. 127. 7. 10; PL 38, col. 711; cf. Catena aurea, 5:27–29.
121. See ST III, q. 59, a. 2.
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angel and with the trumpet of God” (1 Thes 4:15); we find the same in 
1 Corinthians (15:52) and in Matthew (25:6): “There was a cry at mid-
night.” This voice will derive its power from the divinity of Christ: “He 
will make his voice a powerful voice,” as the Psalm (67:34) says.

791. As we saw, Augustine says that the resurrection of the body 
will be accomplished through the Word made flesh, but the resurrec-
tion of the soul is accomplished through the Word. One may wonder 
how to understand this: whether we are talking about a first cause or 
a meritorious cause. If we are referring to a first cause, then it is clear 
that the divinity of Christ is the cause of the corporal and spiritual res-
urrection, i.e., of the resurrection of bodies and of souls, according to: 
“I will kill, and I will bring to life again” (Dt 32:39). But if we are re-
ferring to a meritorious cause, then it is the humanity of Christ which 
is the cause of both resurrections: because through the mysteries ac-
complished in the flesh of Christ we are restored not only to an incor-
ruptible life in our bodies, but also to a spiritual life in our souls: “He 
was put to death on account of our sins, and he rose for our justifica-
tion” (Rom 4:25). Accordingly, what Augustine says does not seem to 
be true.

I answer that Augustine is speaking of the exemplary cause and of 
that cause by which that which is brought to life is made conformable 
to that which brings it to life: for everything that lives through anoth-
er is conformed to that through which it lives. Now the resurrection 
of souls does not consist in souls being conformed to the humanity 
of Christ, but to the Word, because the life of the soul is through the 
Word alone; and so he says that the resurrection of souls takes place 
through the Word. But the resurrection of the body will consist in our 
bodies being conformed to the body of Christ through the life of glory, 
that is, through the glory of our bodies, according to: “He will change 
our lowly body so it is like his glorious body” (Phil 3:21). And it is from 
this point of view that he says that the resurrection of the body will 
take place through the Word made flesh.122

792. Then (v. 29), he shows the justness of his judgment: because 
the good will be rewarded, and so he says, And those who have done 
well will come forth to a resurrection of life, i.e., to living in eternal 
glory; but the wicked will be damned, and so he says, those who have 
done evil will come forth to a resurrection of judgment, i.e., they will 
rise for condemnation: “These,” the wicked, “will go into everlasting 
punishment; but the just will go to eternal life” (Mt 25:46); “Many of 
those who sleep in the dust of the earth will awake: some to an ever-
lasting life, and others to everlasting shame” (Dn 12:2).123

122. See ST III, q. 56, aa. 1–2.
123. See ST III, q. 59, a. 5, especially ad 1.
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793. Note than when he was speaking above of the resurrection of 
souls, he said, “those who hear it,” the voice of the Son of God, “will 
live” (5:25); but here he says, will come forth. He says this because 
of the wicked, who will be condemned: for their life should not be 
called a life, but rather an eternal death. Again, above he mentioned 
only faith, saying, “Whoever hears my voice and believes in him who 
sent me, possesses eternal life; and he will not encounter judgment” 
(5:24). But here he mentions works, so that we do not think that faith 
alone, without works, is sufficient for salvation, saying: And those who 
have done well will come forth to a resurrection of life. As if to say: 
Those will come forth to a resurrection of life who do not just believe, 
but who have accomplished good works along with their faith: “Faith 
without works is dead,” as we see from James (2:26).124

794. Then when he says, I cannot do anything of myself, he gives 
the reason for what he has just said. Now he had spoken of two things: 
the origin of his power, and the justness of his judgment. Consequent-
ly, he mentions the reason for each.

795. The first point, when he says, I cannot do anything of myself, 
can be understood in two ways, even according to Augustine.125 First, 
as referring to the Son of Man in this manner: You say that you have 
the power to raise the dead because you are the Son of Man. But do 
you have this power precisely because you are the Son of Man? No, 
because I cannot do anything of myself, but I judge only as I hear it. He 
does not say, “as I see,” as he said above: “The Son cannot do anything 
of himself, but only what he sees the Father doing” (5:19). But he does 
say, as I hear it: for in this context “to hear” is the same as “to obey.” 
Now to obey belongs to one who receives a command, while to com-
mand pertains to one who is superior. Accordingly, because Christ, as 
man, is inferior to the Father, he says, as I hear it, i.e., as infused into 
my soul by God.126 We read of this kind of hearing in Psalm 84 (v. 9): 
“I will hear what the Lord God says in me.” But above he said “sees,” 
because he was then speaking of himself as the Word of God.

796. Then when he says, and my judgment is just, he shows the 
justness of his judgment. For he had said: “Those who have done well 
will come forth to a resurrection of life.” But some might say: Will he be 
partial and uneven when he punishes and rewards? So he answers: No, 
saying: my judgment is just; and the reason is because I am not seeking 
my own will, but the will of him who sent me. For there are two wills 
in our Lord Jesus Christ: one is a divine will, which is the same as the 
will of the Father; the other is a human will, which is proper to himself, 

124. See ST II-II, q. 4, aa. 3–5.
125. Tract. in Io. 19. 19; PL 35, col. 1555; 22. 14–15, col. 1581–82; 23. 15, col. 

1592; cf. Catena aurea, 5:30.
126. See ST III, q. 9, a. 3; III, q. 10, a. 2.
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just as it is proper to him to be a man. A human will is borne to its own 
good; but in Christ it was ruled and regulated by right reason, so that it 
would always be conformed in all things to the divine will.127 Accord-
ingly he says: I am not seeking my own will, which as such is inclined 
to its own good, but the will of him who sent me, that is, the Father: “I 
have desired to do your will, my God” (Ps 39:9); “Not as I will, but as 
you will” (Mt 26:39).

If this is carefully considered, the Lord is assigning the true nature 
of a just judgment, saying: because I am not seeking my own will. For 
one’s judgment is just when it is passed according to the norm of law. 
But the divine will is the norm and the law of the created will. And so, 
the created will, and the reason, which is regulated according to the 
norm of the divine will, is just, and its judgment is just.128

797. Secondly, it is explained as referring to the Son of God; and 
then the aforesaid division still remains the same. Thus Christ, as the 
Divine Word showing the origin of his power, says: I cannot do any‑
thing of myself, in the way he said above, “the Son cannot do anything 
of himself” (5:19). For his very doing and his power are his being (esse); 
but being (esse) in him is from another, that is, from his Father.129 And 
so, just as he is not of himself (a se), so of himself he cannot do any-
thing: “I do nothing of myself” (below 8:28).

His statement, I judge only as I hear it, is explained as his previ-
ous statement, “only what he sees the Father doing” (above 5:19). For 
we acquire science or any knowledge through sight and hearing (for 
these two senses are those most used in learning).130 But because sight 
and hearing are different in us, we acquire knowledge in one way 
through sight, that is, by discovering things, and in a different way 
through hearing, that is, by being taught. But in the Son of God, sight 
and hearing are the same; thus, when he says either “sees” or “hears,” 
the meaning is the same so far as the acquisition of knowledge is con-
cerned. And because judgment in any intellectual nature comes from 
knowledge, he says significantly, I judge only as I hear it, i.e., as I have 
acquired knowledge together with being from the Father, so I judge: 
“Everything I have heard from my Father I have made known to you” 
(below 15:15).

798. Showing the justness of his judgment he says: and my judg‑
ment is just: the reason being, because I am not seeking my own will. 
But do not the Father and the Son have the same will? I answer that 
the Father and the Son do have the same will, but the Father does not 
have his will from another, whereas the Son does have his will from 
another, i.e., from the Father.131 Thus the Son accomplishes his own 

127. See ST III, q. 18, a. 5; III, q. 20, aa. 1–2.
128. See ST I-II, q. 19, aa. 4, 9–10; I-II, q. 91, a. 1; II-II, q. 60, a. 1.
129. See ST I, q. 27, a. 2. 130. See ST I, q. 84, a. 6.
131. See ST I, q. 42, aa. 2 and 4.
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will as from another, i.e., as having it from another; but the Father ac-
complishes his will as his own, i.e., not having it from another. Thus 
he says: I am not seeking my own will, that is, such as would be mine 
if it originated from myself, but my will, as being from another, that is 
from the Father.

LECTurE 6

31 “If I were to bear witness to myself, my testimony would not be 
valid. 32 But there is someone else who testifies on my behalf, and I 
know that the witness he bears on my behalf is true. 33 You sent [mes‑
sengers] to John; and he bore witness to the truth. 34 I myself do not 
need proof from men; but I say this in order that you may be saved. 
35 He was a lamp, blazing and burning brightly. And for a time you 
yourselves exulted in his light. 36 But I have testimony that is great‑
er than that of John. The very works which my Father has given me 
to perform—those works that I myself perform—they bear witness to 
me that the Father sent me. 37 Moreover, the Father who sent me has 
himself given testimony on my behalf, but you have neither heard his 
voice, nor seen his image; 38 and you do not have his word abiding in 
your hearts, for you do not believe in him whom he has sent. 39 Search 
the Scriptures, since you think you have eternal life in them; they too 
bear witness to me. 40 Yet you are unwilling to come to me in order to 
possess that life.”132

799. Having given us the teaching on the life-giving power of the 
Son, he now confirms it. First, he confirms, with several testimonies, 
what he had said about the excellence of his power. In the second 
place, he reproves them because of their slowness to believe (v. 41). 
He does two things about the first. First, he states why there was a 
need to resort to such testimonies. Secondly, he invokes the testimo-
nies (v. 32).

800. The need to appeal to testimony arose because the Jews did 
not believe in him; for this reason he says: If I were to bear witness 
to myself, my testimony would not be valid (verum, valid, true). Some 
may find this statement puzzling: for if our Lord says of himself, “I 
am the truth” (below 14:6), how can his testimony not be valid? If 
he is the truth, in whom shall one believe if the truth itself is not be-
lieved in? We may answer, according to Chrysostom,133 that our Lord 
is speaking here of himself from the point of view of the opinion of 

132. St. Thomas quotes Jn 5:36 in ST III, q. 43, a. 1; III, q. 43, a. 4 sed contra; 
Jn 5, 37: III, q. 39, a. 8 ad 2; Jn 5, 39: III, q. 39, a. 8, ad 3.

133. Hom. in Io. 40. 1; PG 59, col. 229; cf. Catena aurea, 5:31–40.
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others, so that his meaning is: If I were to bear witness to myself, my 
testimony would not be valid so far as your outlook is concerned, be-
cause you do not accept what I say about myself unless it is confirmed 
by other testimony: “You are bearing witness to yourself; your testi-
mony is not valid” (below 8:13).

801. Next, he presents these testimonies: first, a human testimony; 
secondly, a divine testimony. He does two things about the first. First, 
he mentions the testimony of John; secondly, he tells why this testi-
mony was given (v. 34). With respect to the first he does two things. 
First, he brings in the testimony; secondly, he commends it (v. 32).

802. He brings on the witness when he says: But there is some‑
one else who testifies on my behalf. This is, in the opinion of Chrysos-
tom,134 John the Baptist, of whom we read above: “There was a man 
sent by God, whose name was John. He came as a witness, that he 
might bear witness to the light” (1:6).

803. He commends John’s testimony on two grounds: first, because 
of its truth; secondly, because of its authority, for the Jews had sought 
it (v. 33).

804. He commends his testimony because of its truth, saying: And I 
know, from certain experience, that the witness he, that is, John, bears 
on my behalf is true. His father, Zechariah, had prophesied this of him: 
“You will go before the face of the Lord to prepare his way, to give 
his people a knowledge of salvation” (Lk 1:76). Now it is obvious that 
false testimony is not a testimony that saves, because lying is a cause 
of death: “A lying mouth kills the soul” (Wis 1:11). Therefore, if John’s 
testimony was for the purpose of giving knowledge of salvation to his 
people, his testimony is true.

805. The Gloss135 has a different explanation of this: If I were to 
bear witness to myself, my testimony would not be valid. For above, 
Christ was referring to himself as God, but here he is referring to him-
self as a man. And the meaning is: If I, namely, a man, were to bear 
witness to myself, i.e., apart from God, that is, which God the Father 
does not certify, then it follows that my testimony would not be valid, 
for human speech has no truth unless it is supported by God, accord-
ing to: “God is true, but every man is a liar” (Rom 3:4). Thus, if we 
take Christ as a man separated from the Deity and not in conformity 
with it, we find a lie both in his essence and in his words: “Although I 
bear witness to myself, my testimony is true” (below 8:14); “I am not 
alone, because the Father is with me” (below 16:32). And so, because 
he was not alone but with the Father, his testimony is true.

Accordingly, to show that his testimony is true, not in virtue of his 

134. Ibid., col. 230; cf. Catena aurea, 5:31–40.
135. See Alcuin, Comm. in S. Ioannis Evang. 3. 10; PL 100, col. 815–16; cf. 

Bede, In S. Ioannis Evang. expos. 5; PL 92, col. 700D–701C.
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humanity considered in itself, but in so far as it is united to his divinity 
and to the Word of God, he says, But there is someone else who testifies 
on my behalf: not John, but the Father, according to this explanation. 
Because if the testimony of Christ as man is not of itself true and pro-
ductive, much less is the testimony of John. Therefore, the testimony 
of Christ is not verified by the testimony of John, but by the testimo-
ny of the Father. So this someone else who testifies is understood to be 
the Father. And I know that the witness he bears on my behalf is true, 
for he is truth: “God is light,” i.e., truth, “and in him there is no dark-
ness,” i.e., lie (1 Jn 1:5).

The first explanation, which is that given by Chrysostom, is nearer 
to the letter of the text.

806. He also commends the testimony of John by reason of its au-
thority, because it was sought after by the Jews, saying: You sent [mes‑
sengers] to John. As if to say: I know that his testimony is true and you 
should not reject it, because the great authority John enjoyed among 
you led you to seek his testimony about me; and you would not have 
done this if you did not think that he was worthy of belief: “The Jews 
sent priests and Levites from Jerusalem to him” (above 1:19). And on 
this occasion, John bore witness, not to himself, but to the truth, i.e., 
to me. As a friend of the truth, he bore testimony to the truth, which is 
Christ: “He declared openly, and did not deny, and stated clearly, ‘I am 
not the Messiah’” (above 1:20).

807. Then (v. 34), he gives the reason why an appeal was made to 
the testimony of John. First, he excludes a supposed reason. Next, he 
presents the true reason (v. 34b).

808. Someone might think that John’s testimony was brought in 
to assure them about Christ, on the ground that Christ’s own testimo-
ny was not sufficient. He excludes this reason when he says, I myself 
do not need proof from men. Here we should note that sometimes in 
the sciences a thing is proved by something else which is more evident 
to us, but which is less evident in itself; and at other times a thing is 
proved by something else which is more evident in itself and absolute-
ly.136 Now, in this case, the issue is to prove that Christ is God. And, al-
though the truth of Christ is, in itself and absolutely, more evident, yet 
it is proved by the testimony of John, which was better known to the 
Jews. So Christ, of himself, did not have any need of John’s testimony; 
and this is what he says: I myself do not need proof from men.

809. But this seems to conflict with: “You are my witnesses, said 
the Lord” (Is 40:10); and with “You will be my witnesses in Jerusalem 
and in all of Judea and Samaria, and to the remotest part of the world” 
(Acts 1:8). So how can he say: I myself do not need proof from men.

This can be understood in two ways. In the first way, the sense is: I 

136. See ST I, q. 2, a. 1.
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myself do not need proof from men, as relying on it alone; but I have 
stronger testimony, that is, divine testimony: “For me, it does not mat-
ter much if I am judged by you” (1 Cor 4:3); “You know that I have 
not desired the day of man,” i.e., human glory (Jer 17:16).

Another interpretation is: I myself do not need proof from men, in-
sofar as the one giving witness is a man, but insofar as he is enlightened 
by God in order to testify: “There was a man sent by God, whose name 
was John” (above 1:6); “We did not seek glory from men” (1 Thes 2:6); 
“I do not seek my own glory” (below 8:50). And so I receive the testi-
mony of John not just as a man, but insofar as he was sent and enlight-
ened by God in order to testify.

A third explanation, and a better one, is: I myself do not need proof 
from men, i.e., human testimony. As far as I am concerned, I receive 
my authority from no one but God, who proves that I am great.

810. Next (v. 34b), he gives the real reason for appealing to John’s 
testimony. First, he states the reason. Secondly, he explains it. The rea-
son for appealing to this testimony was so that the Jews might be saved 
by believing in Christ, and this because of John’s testimony.137 Thus he 
says: I do not need John’s testimony for my sake, but I say this in or‑
der that you may be saved: “He desires the salvation of all men” (1 Tim 
2:4); “Christ came into this world to save sinners” (1 Tim 1:15).

811. He explains his statement, in order that you may be saved: that 
is, because I am appealing to testimony you have accepted. And so he 
mentions that John was accepted by them: He was a lamp, blazing 
and burning brightly. First, he states that John was a witness accepted 
on his own merits. Secondly, he mentions to what degree he was ac-
cepted by them (v. 35b).

812. Three things perfected John and show that he was a witness 
accepted in his own right. The first concerns the condition of his na-
ture, and he refers to this when he says, He was a lamp. The second 
concerns the perfection of his love, because he was a blazing lamp. 
The third is related to the perfection of his understanding, because he 
was a lamp that was burning brightly.

John was perfect in his nature because he was a lamp, i.e., enriched 
by grace and illumined by the light of the Word of God. Now a lamp 
differs from a light: for a light radiates light of itself, but a lamp does 
not give light of itself, but by participating in the light. Now the true 
light is Christ: “He was the true light, which enlightens every man 
coming into this world” (above 1:9). John, however, was not a light, 
as we read in the same place, but a lamp, because he was enlightened 
“in order to bear witness to the light” (above 1:8), by leading men to 
Christ. We read of this lamp: “I have prepared a lamp for my anointed” 
(Ps 131:17).

137. See ST III, q. 38, a. 2.
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Further, he was blazing and impassioned in his affections, so he 
says, blazing. For some people are lamps only as to their office or rank, 
but they are snuffed out in their affections: for as a lamp cannot give 
light unless there is a fire blazing within it, so a spiritual lamp does 
not give any light unless it is first set ablaze and burns with the fire 
of love. Therefore, to be ablaze comes first, and the giving of light de-
pends on it, because knowledge of the truth is given due to the blaz-
ing of love: “If any one loves me, he will keep my word, and my Fa-
ther will love him, and we will come to him, and make our home with 
him” (below 14:23); and “I have called you friends, because every-
thing I have heard from my Father I have made known to you” (below 
15:15); “You who fear the Lord, love him, and your hearts will be en-
lightened” (Sir 2:20).138

The two characteristics of fire are that it both blazes and shines. Its 
blazing signifies love for three reasons. First, because fire is the most 
active of all bodies; so too is the warmth of love (charity), so much so 
that nothing can withstand its force: “The love of Christ spurs us on” 
(2 Cor 5:14). Secondly, because just as fire, because it is very volatile, 
causes great unrest, so also this love of charity makes a person rest-
less until he achieves his objective: “Its light is fire and flame” (Sg 8:6). 
Thirdly, just as fire is inclined to move upward, so too is charity; so 
much so that it joins us to God: “He who abides in love abides in God, 
and God in him” (1 Jn 4:16).

Finally, John had an intellect that was burning brightly. First, it 
was bright within, because of his knowledge of the truth: “The Lord 
will fill your soul with brightness,” i.e., he will make it shine (Is 58:11). 
Secondly, it was bright without, because of his preaching: “You will 
shine in the world among them like stars, containing the word of life”  
(Phil 2:15). Thirdly, it was bright because it manifested good works: 
“Let your light so shine before men that they may see your good 
works” (Mt 5:16).

813. And so, because John was of himself so acceptable—for he was 
a lamp, not smothered out but blazing, not dark but burning bright-
ly—he deserved to be accepted by you, as indeed he was, because for a 
time you yourselves exulted in his light. He fittingly links their exulting 
or rejoicing with light; because a man rejoices most in that which most 
pleases him. And among physical things nothing is more pleasant than 
light, according to: “It is a delight for the eyes to see the sun” (Sir 11:7). 
He says, you yourselves exulted in his light, i.e., you rested in John and 
put your end in him, thinking that he was the Messiah. But you did 
this only for a time, because you wavered on this; for when you saw 
that John was leading men to another, and not to himself, you turned 
away from him. Thus we read in Matthew (21:32) that the Jews did 

138. See ST II, q. 4, a. 4; II-II, q. 4, a. 7, especially ad 4, 5.
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not believe in John. They belonged to that group referred to by Mat-
thew (13:21) as believing “for a while.”

814. Then (v. 36), he presents the divine testimony. First, he men-
tions its greatness; and then he continues on to describe it.

815. He says: I do not need proof from men for my sake, but for 
your sake, for I have testimony that is greater than that of John, that 
is, the testimony of God, which is greater than the testimony of John: 
“If we receive the testimony of men, the testimony of God is greater” 
(1 Jn 5:9). It is greater, I say, because of its greater authority, greater 
knowledge, and infallible truth, for God cannot deceive: “God is not 
like man, a liar” (Nm 23:19).139

816. God bore witness to Christ in three ways: by works, by him-
self, and by the Scriptures. First, he mentions his witness as given by 
the working of miracles; secondly, the way God gave witness by him-
self (v. 37); thirdly, the witness given through the Scriptures (v. 39).

817. He says first: I have testimony that is greater than that of John, 
that is, my works, i.e., the working of miracles, the very works which 
my Father has given me to perform. We should point out that it is nat-
ural for man to learn of the power and natures of things from their ac-
tions, and therefore our Lord fittingly says that the sort of person he is 
can be learned through the works he does. So, since he performed di-
vine works by his own power, we should believe that he has divine 
power within him: “If I had not done among them the works which 
no one else did, they would not have sin,” that is, the sin of unbelief 
(below 15:24). And so he leads them to a knowledge of himself by ap-
pealing to his works, saying, the very works which my Father has given 
me in the Word, through an eternal generation, by giving me a pow-
er equal to his own. Or we could say, the very works which my Father 
has given me, in my conception, by making me one person who is both 
God and man, to perform, i.e., to perform them by my own power. He 
says this to distinguish himself from those who do not perform miracles 
by their own power but have to obtain it as a favor from God; thus Pe-
ter says: “In the name of Jesus Christ of Nazareth: stand up” (Acts 3:6). 
Thus it was God, and not themselves, who accomplished these works; 
but Christ accomplished them by his own power: “Lazarus, come 
forth,” as John reports below (11:43). Accordingly, those works that I 
myself perform—they bear witness to me; “If you do not believe me, at 
least believe my works” (below 10:38). We see from Mark (16:20) that 
God bears witness by the working of miracles: “The Lord worked with 
them and confirmed the word by the signs that followed.”140

818. Then (v. 37), he presents the second way God bore witness to 

139. See ST I, q. 16, a. 5.
140. See ST III, q. 43, a. 4.
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Christ, namely, by himself. First, he mentions the way; secondly, he 
shows that they were not able to receive this testimony.

819. He says: It is not only the works which my Father has given 
me to perform that bear witness to me, but the Father who sent me 
has himself given testimony on my behalf: in the Jordan, when Christ 
was baptized (Mt 3:17): and on the mountain, when Christ was trans-
figured (Mt 17:5). For on both these occasions the voice of the Father 
was heard: “This is my beloved Son.” And so they should believe in 
Christ, as the true and natural Son of God: “This is the testimony of 
God: he has borne witness to his Son” (1 Jn 5:9). Consequently, any-
one who does not believe that he is the Son of God, does not believe in 
the testimony of God.141

820. Someone could say that God also gave testimony to others by 
himself: for example, to Moses, on the mountain, with whom God 
spoke while others were present. We, however, never heard his testi-
mony, as the Lord says: you have neither heard his voice. On the other 
hand, we read in Deuteronomy (4:33): Did it ever happen before that 
the people heard the voice of God speaking from the midst of fire, as 
you heard, and have lived?” Then how can Christ say: you have nei‑
ther heard his voice?

I reply, according to Chrysostom,142 that the Lord wishes to show 
those established in a philosophical frame of mind that God gives testi-
mony to someone in two ways, namely, sensibly and intelligibly. Sen-
sibly, as by a sensible voice only; and in this way he gave witness to 
Moses on Mount Sinai: “You heard his voice, and saw no form at all” 
(Dt 4:12). Likewise, he gives testimony by a sensible form, as he ap-
peared to Abraham (Gn 26), and to Isaiah: “I saw the Lord seated on 
a high and lofty throne” (Is 6:1). However, in these visions, neither 
the audible voice nor the visible figure were like anything in the ani-
mal kingdom, except efficiently, in the sense that these were formed 
by God. For since God is a spirit, he neither emits audible sounds nor 
can he be portrayed as a figure. But he does bear testimony in an intel-
ligible manner by inspiring in the hearts of certain persons what they 
ought to believe and to hold: “I will hear what the Lord God will speak 
within me” (Ps 84:9); “I will lead her into the wilderness and there I 
will speak to her heart,” as we read in Hosea (2:14).143

Now you were able to receive the testimony given in the first of 
these ways; and this is not surprising, because they were the words and 
image of God only efficiently, as was said. But they were not able to re-
ceive the testimony given in that intelligible voice; so he says: you have 
neither heard his voice, i.e., you were not among those who shared in 

141. See ST III, q. 39, a. 8; III, q. 45, a. 4.
142. Hom. in Io. 40. 3; PG 59, col. 232–33; cf. Catena aurea, 5:31–40.
143. See ST II-II, q. 173, a. 2.
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it. “Everyone who has heard the Father and has learned, comes to me” 
(below 6:45). But you do not come to me. Therefore, you have neither 
heard his voice nor seen his image, i.e., you do not have his intelligi-
ble testimony. Hence he adds: and you do not have his word abiding 
in your hearts, i.e., you do not have his word that is inwardly inspired. 
And the reason is, for you do not believe in him whom he, the Father, 
has sent. For the word of God leads to Christ, since Christ himself is 
the natural Word of God. But every word inspired by God is a certain 
participated likeness of that Word.144 Therefore, since every participat-
ed likeness leads to its original, it is clear that every word inspired by 
God leads to Christ. And so, because you are not led to me, you do not 
have his word, i.e., the inspired word of God, abiding in your hearts. 
“He who does not believe in the Son of God does not have life abiding 
in him,” as it says below (sic). He says abiding, because although there 
is no one who does not have some truth from God, they alone have 
the truth and the word abiding in them whose knowledge has pro-
gressed to the point where they have reached a knowledge of the true 
and natural Word.145

821. Or we could say that, you have neither heard his voice, can be 
taken as showing the three ways in which God reveals things. This is 
done either by a sensible voice, as he bore witness to Christ in the Jor-
dan and on the mountain, as in 2 Peter (1:16): “We were eyewitnesses 
of his greatness. For he received honor and glory from God the Father, 
when a voice came from the heavens.” And the Jews did not hear this. 
Or, God reveals things through a vision of his essence, which he re-
veals to the blessed. And they did not see this, because “while we are 
in the body, we are absent from the Lord” (2 Cor 5:6). Thirdly, it is ac-
complished by an interior word through an inspiration; and the Jews 
did not have this either.

822. Then when he says, Search the Scriptures, he gives the third 
way in which God bore witness to Christ, through the Scriptures. First, 
he mentions the testimony of the Scriptures. Secondly, he shows that 
they were not able to gather the fruit of this testimony (v. 40).

823. He says: Search the Scriptures. As if to say: You do not have the 
word of God in your hearts, but in the Scriptures; therefore, you must 
seek for it elsewhere than in your hearts. Hence, Search the Scriptures, 
that is, the Old Testament, for the faith of Christ was contained in the 
Old Testament, but not on the surface, for it lay hidden in its depths, 
under shadowy symbols: “Even to this day, when Moses is read, a veil 
is over their hearts” (2 Cor 3:15).146 Thus he significantly says, Search, 
probe into the depths: “If you search for her [wisdom] like money, and 

144. See ST I, q. 15, a. 2; I, q. 16, aa. 5–6; I, q. 34, a. 3.
145. See ST II-II, q. 10, a. 4, ad 3.
146. See ST I-II, q. 107, a. 3, especially ad 1.
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dig for her like a treasure, you will understand the fear of the Lord and 
will find the knowledge of God” (Prv 2:4); “Give me understanding 
and I will search your commandments” (Ps 118:34).

The reason why you should search them I take from your own opin-
ion, because you think you have eternal life in them, since we read in 
Ezekiel (8:19): “He who has kept my commands will live.” But you are 
mistaken; because although the precepts of the Old Law are living, they 
do not contain life in themselves. They are said to be living only to the 
extent that they lead to me, the Christ.147 Yet you use them as though 
they contained life in themselves, and in this you are mistaken, for they 
bear witness to me, i.e., they are living to the extent that they lead to a 
knowledge of me. And they lead to a knowledge of me either by plain 
prophecies, as in Isaiah (7:14): “A virgin will conceive” or in Deuteron-
omy (18:15): “The Lord your God will raise up a prophet for you”; and 
so Acts (10:43) says: “All the prophets bear witness to him.” The Scrip-
tures also lead to a knowledge of Christ through the symbolic actions of 
the prophets; thus we read: “I have used resemblances in the ministry 
of the prophets” (Hos 12:10). Knowledge of Christ is also given in their 
sacraments and figures, as in the immolation of the lamb, and other 
symbolic sacraments of the law: “The law has only a shadow of the 
good things to come” (Heb 10:1).148 And so, because the Scriptures of 
the Old Testament gave much testimony about Christ, the Apostle says: 
“He promised the Good News before, through his prophets in the holy 
Scriptures; the Good News of his Son, a descendant of David in his hu-
man nature” (Rom 1:2).149

824. The fruit which you think you have in the Scriptures, that is, 
eternal life, you will not be able to obtain, because in not believing the 
testimonies of the Scriptures about me, you are unwilling to come to 
me, i.e., you do not wish to believe in me, in whom the fruit of these 
Scriptures exists, in order to possess that life in me, the life which I give 
to those who believe in me: “I give them eternal life” (below 10:28); 
“Wisdom infuses life into her children” (Sir 4:12); “He who finds me 
will find life, and will have salvation from the Lord” (Prv 8:35).

LECTurE 7

41 “Praise from men I do not need, 42 but I know you, and you do 
not have the love of God in your hearts. 43 I have come in my Father’s 
name, and yet you do not accept me. If someone else came in his own 
name, you would be accepting him. 44 How can people like you believe, 

147. See ST I-II, q. 107, a. 2. 148. See ST III, q. 73, a. 6.
149. See ST II-II, q. 174, a. 6.
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when you crave praise from each other, and yet not even ask for that 
one praise which is from God alone? 45 Do not think that I will ac‑
cuse you before my Father. The one who accuses you is Moses, in whom 
you place your trust. 46 If you believed Moses, you would perhaps be‑
lieve me as well, for it was about me that he wrote. 47 But if you do 
not believe in his written statements, how will you believe in my spo‑
ken words?”150

825. After God confirmed the greatness of his power by the tes-
timonies of men, of God, and of the Scriptures, he here rebukes the 
Jews for being slow to believe.151 Now the Jews persecuted Christ on 
two grounds: for breaking the Sabbath, by which he seemed to go 
against the law, and for saying that he is the Son of God, by which 
he seemed to go against God. Thus they persecuted him on account 
of their reverence for God and their zeal for the law. And so our Lord 
wishes to show that their persecution of him was really inspired not by 
these motives, but by contrary reasons.

He first shows that the cause of their unbelief was their lack of rev-
erence for God. Secondly, that another cause of their unbelief was their 
lack of reverence for Moses (v. 45). As to the first he does two things. 
First, he shows their irreverence for God. Secondly, he shows that this 
is the cause of their unbelief (v. 44). Concerning the first he does two 
things. First, he mentions their lack of reverence for God. Secondly, he 
makes this obvious by a sign (v. 43). With respect to the first he does 
two things. First, he rejects what they might have assumed to be his 
intention, from what he had said before. Secondly, he presents his real 
intention (v. 42).

826. The Jews might have assumed that Christ was seeking some 
kind of praise from men, since he had reminded them of so many wit-
nesses to himself, as John, God, his own works, and the testimony of 
the Scriptures. Against this thought he says, Praise from men I do not 
need, i.e., I do not seek praise from men; for I have not come to be an 
example of one seeking human glory: “We did not seek glory from 
men” (1 Thes 2:6). Or, Praise from men I do not need, i.e., I do not 
need human praise, because from eternity I have glory with the Fa-
ther: “Glorify me, Father, with the glory I had before the world was 
made” (below 17:5). For I have not come to be glorified by men, but 
rather to glorify them, since all glory proceeds from me (Wis 7:25) 
[“Wisdom is a pure emanation of the glory of the almighty God.”] 
It is through this wisdom that I have glory. God is said to be praised 
and glorified by men—“Glorify the Lord as much as you are able; he 
will still surpass even that” (Sir 43:30)—not that he might become by 

150. St. Thomas quotes Jn 5:46 in ST I-II, q. 98, a. 2; I-II, q. 106, a. 4, ad 3.
151. See ST II-II, q. 10, a. 6; III, q. 47, aa. 4–6.
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this more glorious, but so that he might appear glorious among us.152

827. Thus Christ presented the various testimonies to himself not 
for the reason they thought, but for another one: because I know you, 
i.e., I have made known about you, that you do not have the love of 
God in your hearts, although you pretend to have it. And so you are 
not persecuting me because of your love for God. You would be per-
secuting me for the love of God if God and the Scriptures did not bear 
witness to me; but God himself bears witness to me by himself, his 
works and in the Scriptures, as has been said. Consequently, if you tru-
ly loved God, then so far from rejecting me, you would come to me. 
You, therefore, do not love God.

Another interpretation would be this. It is as though he were saying: 
I have not brought in these witnesses because I wanted your praise; but 
I know you do not love God and your waywardness makes me sad, 
and I want to lead you back to the way of truth: “Now they have seen 
and hated both me and my Father” (below 15:24); “The pride of those 
who hate you continuously rises,” as the Psalm (73:23) says. 

828. Here we should point out that God cannot be hated in himself 
by anyone, nor can he be hated with respect to all his effects, since ev-
ery good in things comes from God, and it is impossible for anyone to 
hate all good, for he will at least love existence and life. But someone 
may hate some effect of God, insofar as this is opposed to what he de-
sires: for example, he might hate punishment, and things of that sort. 
It is from this point of view that God is said to be hated.153

829. Then (v. 43), he gives a sign that they do not love God. First, a 
present sign; secondly, a future sign (v. 43b).

830. The present sign concerns his own coming; so he says, I have 
come in my Father’s name. As if to say: What I say is obvious, for if one 
loves his Lord, it is clear that he will honor and receive one who comes 
from him, and seek to honor him. But I have come in my Father’s 
name, and I make his name known to the world: “I have made your 
name known to those you have given me” (below 17:6), and yet you do 
not accept me. Therefore, you do not love him. The Son is said to make 
his Father known to men because, although the Father, as God, was 
known—“God is known in Judah” (Ps 75:1)—yet he was not known as 
the natural Father of the Son before Christ came. Thus Solomon asked: 
“What is his name? And what is the name of his son?” (Prv 30:4).

831. The future sign concerns the coming of the Antichrist.154 For 
the Jews could say: Although you come in his name, we have not ac-
cepted you, because we will not accept anyone but God the Father. The 
Lord speaks against this, and says that it cannot be, because you will ac-
cept another, who will come, not in the Father’s name, but in his own 

152. See ST II-II, q. 91, aa. 1–2. 153. See ST II-II, q. 34, a. 1.
154. See ST III, q. 8, a. 8.
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name; and what is more, he will come, not in the name of the Father, 
but in his own name, precisely because he will not seek the glory of the 
Father but his own. And whatever he does, he will attribute it, not to 
the Father, but to himself: “who opposes and is exalted above all that 
is called God, or is worshipped” (2 Thes 2:4). You would be accepting 
him; and so the Apostle continues in the same letter: “God will send 
them a misleading influence so that they might believe what is false”  
(2 Thes 2:11). And this, because they did not accept the true teach-
ing, that they might be saved. So the Gloss says: “Because the Jews 
were unwilling to accept Christ, the penalty for this sin will be, fittingly 
enough, that they will receive the Antichrist; with the result that those 
who were unwilling to believe the truth, will believe a lie.”

According to Augustine,155 however, we can understand this text 
as applying to heretics and false teachers: who spread a teaching that 
comes from their own hearts and not from the mouth of God, and who 
praise themselves and despise the name of God.156 Of such persons it is 
written: “You have heard that the Antichrist is coming; and now many 
antichrists have appeared” (1 Jn 2:18). So it is clear that your persecu-
tion of me does not spring from your love for God, but from your ha-
tred and envy of him. And this was the reason why they did not be-
lieve.

832. He concludes: How can people like you believe, when you crave 
praise from each other, i.e., human praise, and yet not even ask for 
that one praise which is from God alone? which is true glory. The rea-
son they could not believe in Christ was that, since their proud minds 
were craving their own glory and praise, they considered themselves 
superior to others in glory, and regarded it as a disgrace to believe in 
Christ, who seemed common and poor. And this was why they could 
not believe in him. The one who can believe in Christ is the person 
of humble heart, who seeks the glory of God alone, and who strives 
to please him. And so we read: “Many of the leaders believed in him; 
but they did not admit it because of the Pharisees, so that they would 
not be expelled from the synagogue” (below 12:42). We can see from 
this just how dangerous vainglory is.157 For this reason Cicero158 says: 
“Let a man beware of that glory that robs him of all freedom; that free-
dom for which a man of great spirit should risk everything.” And the 
Gloss159 says: “It is a great vice to boast and to strive for human praise: 
to desire that others think you have what you really do not have.”

833. Then (v. 45), he shows that they do not have zeal for Moses. 

155. Serm. de Scrip., 129. 6. 7; PL 38, col. 723; cf. Catena aurea, 5:41–47.
156. See ST II-II, q. 11, aa. 1–2.
157. See ST II-II, q. 132, aa. 1, 3.
158. De Officiis 1. 20, sec. 68.
159. See Alcuin, Comm. in S. Ioannis Evang. 3. 11; PL 100, col. 818B; Bede, In S. 

Ioannis Evang. expos. 5; PL 92, col. 703C–D.
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First, how Moses was against them. Secondly, he gives the reason for 
this opposition (v. 46). As to the first he does two things. First, he re-
jects their false zeal; secondly, he shows them true zeal, The one who 
accuses you is Moses.

834. As to the first he says: Do not think that I will accuse you be‑
fore my Father. There are three reasons for his saying this. First, the 
Son of God did not come into the world to condemn the world, but to 
save it. So he says, Do not think that I have come to condemn; I have 
come to free: “God did not send his Son into the world to judge the 
world,” that is, to condemn the world, “but that the world might be 
saved through him” (above 3:17). And so the blood of Christ cries out, 
not to accuse, but to forgive: “We have the blood of Christ, crying out 
better than that of Abel” (Heb 12:24), whose blood cried out to accuse; 
“Who will accuse God’s elect? It is Christ who justifies. Who is it, then, 
who will condemn?” (Rom 8:33).160 As to his second reason for say-
ing this, he says: Do not think that I will accuse you before my Father, 
because I will not be the one to accuse you, but to judge you: “The Fa-
ther has given all judgment to the Son” (above 5:22). The third reason 
is: Do not think that I, i.e., I alone, will accuse you before my Father for 
what you are doing to me; for even Moses will accuse you for not be-
lieving him in the things he said of me.

835. Consequently he adds: The one who accuses you is Moses, in 
whom you place your trust, because you believe you are saved through 
his precepts. Moses accuses them in two ways. Materially, because they 
deserved to be accused for transgressing his commands: “Those who 
have sinned under the law, will be judged by the law” (Rom 2:12). 
Again, Moses accuses them because he and the other saints will have 
authority in the judgment: “The two-edged swords will be in their 
hands” (Ps 149:6).

836. He presents the reason for this opposition when he says: If 
you believed Moses, you would perhaps believe me as well, as is clear 
from “The Lord your God will raise up a prophet for you, from your 
nation and your brothers; he will be like me: you will listen to him” 
(Dt 18:15), and from all the sacrifices, which were a symbol of Christ. 
He says, perhaps, to indicate that their will acts from a free judgment, 
and not to imply that there is any doubt on the part of God.

837. Then when he says, But if you do not believe in his written 
statements, how will you believe in my spoken words? he gives a sign of 
this opposition. He does this by comparing two things, and then deny-
ing of the lesser of them what is denied of the greater. First, there is a 
comparison between Moses and Christ: for although Christ, absolutely 
speaking, is greater than Moses, Moses was the greater in reputation 
among the Jews. Thus he says: If you do not believe Moses, you will 

160. See ST III, q. 46, a. 5.
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not believe me either. Secondly, he compares the way in which they 
presented their teaching: Moses gave his precepts in a written form; 
and so they can be studied for a long time, and are not easily forgotten. 
Hence they impose a stronger obligation to believe. But Christ pre-
sented his teachings in spoken words. Thus he says, But if you do not 
believe in his written statements, which you have preserved in your 
books, how will you believe in my spoken words?161

161. See ST III, q. 42, a. 4.
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CHAPTEr 13

LECTUrE 1

1 Now before the feast of the Passover, when Jesus knew that his 
hour had come to depart out of this world to the Father, having loved 
his own who were in the world, he loved them to the end. 2 And dur-
ing supper, when the devil had already put it into the heart of Judas 
Iscariot, Simon’s son, to betray him, Jesus, knowing that the Father 
had given all things into his hand, and that he had come from God and 
was going to God.1

1727. Above, the Evangelist set forth some of the events leading to 
Christ’s passion and death; in this part he shows how Christ prepared 
his disciples before his passion. First, we see how he formed them by his 
example; secondly, how he comforted them with his words (chap. 14); 
thirdly, how he strengthened them by the help of his prayers (chap. 
17). Concerning the first he does two things: first, he presents the ex-
ample Christ gave for his disciples to imitate; and secondly we see the 
weakness of the disciples, who were not yet ready to follow him (v. 21). 
Concerning the first he does three things: first, he sets forth the exam-
ple; secondly, he shows that the example was useful (v. 6); thirdly, we 
see Jesus asking them to imitate it (v. 12). Concerning the first he does 
two things: first, he describes the love of Christ, who is giving the ex-
ample; secondly, the action in which he gave the example (v. 2). Con-
cerning the first he mentions three things: first, the feast about to be 
celebrated; secondly, the approaching death of Christ; thirdly, Christ’s 
burning love.

1728. The feast at hand was the Passover; so he says, Now before 
the feast of the Passover. Here we should note that some say the [Lat-
in] word pascha comes from the Greek word for “passion,” and that 
this feast is called the Pascha because it is then that we celebrate the 
passion of our Lord. As a matter of fact, the word pascha in Greek does 
mean “to suffer.” Yet the primary origin of this word is from the He-
brew word, pesah, which means a “passage,” as in Exodus (12:11): 
“It is the pesah,” passage, or a passing over, “of the Lord.” This is the 
meaning the Evangelist gives it here because of two passings. The first 
was the passing of the angel striking down the first-born of the Egyp-

1. St. Thomas refers to Jn 13:1 in ST III, q. 46, a. 9, s. c. and ad 1; q. 74, a. 4, 
obj. 1. 



2  COMMENTARY ON THE GOSPEL OF JOHN

tians and sparing the first-born of the Hebrews (Ex 12:12); and the 
other was the passage of the children of Israel through the Red Sea. So 
it was reasonable to call this feast the Pascha [translated into English as 
Passover].

We can say that our Passover takes its meaning from both languag-
es, Greek and Hebrew. For the passage of Christ from this world to the 
Father took place through his passion. “He passed about doing good 
and healing all” (Acts 10:38). Again, all of us who follow Christ have 
our own passage: either by reform and martyrdom, according to the 
saying, “We have passed through fire and water and you have brought 
us to a place of refreshment” (Ps 65:12); or by the desire of our mind 
aspiring to heavenly things: “Pass over to me all you who desire me 
and be filled with my fruits” (Sir 24:19).

1729. As we read in Exodus (23:14), the Jews had three great feasts, 
when they gathered together in a place chosen by the Lord: The Pesah, 
when the lamb was sacrificed, Pentecost, and the Feast of Tabernacles, 
that is, the Skenopegia. But the greatest feast was that of the Passover.2

A problem arises as to why he says here, before the feast of the Pass-
over, for the feast of the Passover is when the lamb was sacrificed, that 
is, on the fourteenth day of the month. So since he says, before the feast 
of the Passover, it seems that this was taking place on the thirteenth 
day, the day before the fourteenth. And indeed, the Greeks accept this, 
and say that our Lord suffered on the fourteenth, when the Jews were 
supposed to celebrate the Passover, and that our Lord, knowing that 
his passion was near, anticipated the celebration of the Passover and 
celebrated his own Passover on the day before the Passover feast of 
the Jews. And because it is commanded in Exodus (12:18) that from 
the evening of the fourteenth day to the twenty-first day the Hebrews 
should not have any leavened bread, they further say that the Lord cel-
ebrated not with unleavened bread, but with leavened bread, because 
Hebrews did have leavened bread on the thirteenth day, that is, before 
the Passover.

But the other three Evangelists do not agree with this, for they say 
the time was the first day of Unleavened Bread, when the lamb was to 
be sacrificed (Mt 26:17; Mk 14:12; Lk 22:7). It follows from this that 
our Lord’s Supper took place on the very day that the Jews sacrificed 
the lamb.

1730. The Greeks respond to this that the other Evangelists did not 
report this truly; and so John, who wrote the last of the Gospels, cor-
rected them. But it is heresy to say that there is anything false not only 
in the Gospels but anywhere in the canonical scriptures. Consequent-
ly, we have to say that all the Evangelists state the same thing and do 
not disagree.

2. See ST I-II, q. 102, a. 5, ad 2; III, q. 73, a. 6.
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To elucidate this it should be noted that, as is stated in Leviticus 
(23:5), the feasts of the Jews began on the evening of the preceding 
day. The reason for this was that they reckoned their days according 
to the moon, which first appears in the evening; so, they counted their 
days from one sunset to the next. Thus for them, the Passover began 
on the evening of the preceding day and ended on the evening of the 
day of the Passover. We celebrate feasts in the same way; so something 
that takes place with us on the vigil of Christmas is said to have hap-
pened on Christmas. And so the other Evangelists, using this way of 
speaking, said that the supper took place on the first day of Unleav-
ened Bread, meaning it took place on the evening before the first full 
day of the feast of Unleavened Bread. But here, John the Evangelist 
regards the Passover as that entire daytime which was celebrated, but 
not as the evening before, which was also celebrated. Thus he says, be-
fore the feast of the Passover. Consequently, it is clear that our Lord’s 
supper took place on the fourteenth day in the evening [the beginning 
of the fourteenth day, the day beginning in the evening].3

1731. The death of Christ, which was approaching, was his passage 
from this world by his passion. And as to this he says, Jesus knew that 
his hour had come: for this feast was a symbol of the passion of Christ, 
“All these things happened to them as symbols” (1 Cor 10:11). So he at 
once mentions the reality, that is, the passion of Christ. And as a way 
of showing that the word pascha came from pesah, meaning a passage, 
he mentions his passage, to depart, pass, out of this world to the Father.

1732. Here the Evangelist mentions three things about the passion 
of Christ: first, that it was foreseen; secondly, that it was fitting; thirdly, 
it was a source of benefits and exaltation.

It was foreseen and not fortuitous; so he says, Jesus knew. He is 
saying in effect: Jesus suffered knowingly and willingly, not unex-
pectedly and unwillingly. “Jesus, knowing all that was to befall him” 
(18:4).4 The opposite is said of us: “There is great affliction for man be-
cause he is ignorant of things past, and things to come he cannot know 
in any way” (Ecc 8:7).

1733. The passion of Christ was fitting, first as to its time; and as to 
this he says, that his hour had come, which was the time of the Pass-
over, when his passage would be by the cross: “There is a time and op-
portunity for every business” (Ecc 8:6). This is the hour of which he 
said, “My hour has not yet come” (2:4). Yet this hour was not a mat-
ter of fate, as though governed by the course and arrangement of the 
stars; it was determined by the disposition and providence of God. I 
say, therefore, it was determined for the Jewish Passover because it 
was fitting to this Jewish feast that the reality follow the symbol, that 

3. See ST III, q. 74, a. 4, ad 1.
4. See ST III, q. 47, a. 1.
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is, that when the lamb, which was a symbol of Christ, was sacrificed, 
Christ, who was truly the Lamb of God, should be immolated. “You 
know that you were ransomed . . . not with perishable things such as 
silver or gold, but with the precious blood of Christ, like that of a lamb 
without blemish or spot” (1 Pet 1:18–19).5

It was also fitting to the situation, for Christ was now glorified: 
“Now is the Son of man glorified, and in him God is glorified” (13:31). 
He had already revealed the Father to the world: “I have manifested 
thy name to the men whom thou gave me out of the world” (17:6). 
What remained, therefore, was to accomplish his passion and the work 
of human redemption, about which we read: “It is finished,” followed 
by, “and he bowed his head and gave up his spirit” (19:30).

1734. The passion of Christ was a source of benefits and glory, not 
of defeat, because it was in order that he could depart out of this world 
to the Father, by making his human nature a partaker in the glory 
of the Father: “I am ascending to my Father and your Father, to my 
God and your God” (20:17). This does not mean that he would pass 
from one place to another, since God the Father is not contained by 
any place: “Do I not fill heaven and earth?” (Jer 23:24). Rather, just 
as Christ is said to have come from the Father, not by leaving him, but 
by assuming an inferior nature like our own, so he is said to have re-
turned to the Father insofar as, even in his human nature, he became 
a sharer in the Father’s glory. “The life he lives he lives to God” (Rom 
6:10); “Every tongue should confess that the Lord Jesus Christ is in the 
glory of God the Father” (Phil 2:11).6

1735. Then when he says, having loved his own who were in the 
world, he loved them to the end, he commends the intense love of 
Christ; and this on four points.

First, because his love was first, according to “Not that we have 
loved God, but that he has first loved us” (1 Jn 4:10). And as to this he 
says, having loved his own, trying to suggest that this was in advance 
of our love. I say he loved us before he created us: “For you love all 
things that exist, and have loathing for none of the things which you 
have made” (Wis 11:24). He loved us before he called us: “I have loved 
you with an everlasting love; therefore, I have drawn you, taking pity 
on you” (Jer 31:3). And he loved us before he redeemed us: “Greater 
love has no man than this, that a man lay down his life for his friends” 
(15:13).7

1736. Secondly, his love is commended as fitting, because he loved 
his own. Here we should note that God loves persons in various ways, 
depending on the various ways they are Christ’s. Now, one can be 

5. See ST III, q. 46, a. 9.
6. See ST III, q. 57, a. 1.
7. See ST I, q. 20, a. 4; I, q. 23, a. 5; III, q. 48, a. 2.
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his in three ways. First, by creation; and God loves these by conserv-
ing their goods of nature: “He came to his own home, and his own 
people,” by creation, “received him not” (1:11). Others are his by do-
nation, that is, those given to him by God the Father through faith: 
“Thine they were, and thou gave them to me, and they have kept thy 
word” (17:6); and he loves these by preserving their goods of grace. Fi-
nally, some are his by a special devotion: “Behold, we are your bone 
and flesh” (1 Chr 11:1); he loves these by consoling them in a special 
way.8

1737. Thirdly, Christ’s love is commended because it was needed, 
since he loved his own who were in the world. Those who were al-
ready in the glory of the Father are his, because even our fathers of 
long time past were his insofar as they hoped to be set free by him: 
“All his holy ones are in his hand” (Deut 33:3).9 But these do not need 
such love as this as much as those who were in the world; so he says, 
who were in the world, that is, in body, but not in mind.

1738. Fourthly, his love is commended because it was perfect, so 
he says, he loved them to the end. Now there are two kind of ends: the 
end in the intention, and the end in execution. The end in intention is 
that to which our intention is directed; and this end ought to be eter-
nal life, according to, “The return you get is sanctification and its end, 
eternal life” (Rom 6:22). Again this end should be Christ: “For Christ 
is the end of the law, that every one who has faith may be justified” 
(Rom 10:4). But these two are really one end, because eternal life is 
nothing other than enjoying Christ in his divinity: “And this is eternal 
life, that they know thee the only true God, and Jesus Christ whom 
thou hast sent” (17:3). From this point of view he says, he loved them 
to the end, in order to lead them to himself, the end; or, to lead them 
to eternal life, which is the same thing. “I have loved you with an ev-
erlasting love; therefore, I have drawn you, taking pity on you” (Jer 
31:3).10

The end in execution is the terminus or outcome of a thing; so in 
this sense, death can be called an end. Thus he could say, he loved 
them to the end, that is, up to death. Used in this way, it can have three 
meanings. The first, mentioned by Augustine,11 is a very human way, 
and means that Christ loved his own until he died, but then no longer. 
This meaning is false: for Christ, who was not ended by death, by no 
means ends his love at death. Another meaning would take the word 
“to” as indicating a cause; and then it would mean, he loved them to 
the end, that is, his love for them led him to death: “He loved me and 

8. See ST I, q. 20, a. 4; I, q. 23, a. 3, ad 1; I, q. 104, a. 4; I-II, q. 113, a. 2.
9. See ST III, q. 49, a. 5, ad 1; III, q. 52, a. 5.
10. See ST I, q. 44, a. 4; I-II, q. 3, a. 8; III, q. 23, a. 3; III, q. 24, aa. 3–4.
11. Tract. in Io. 55. 2; PL 35, col. 1785; cf. Catena aurea, 13:1–5.
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gave himself for me” (Gal 2:20). A third meaning would be this: al-
though Christ had already shown them many signs of his love, yet to 
the end, that is, at the time of his death, he showed them signs of a 
greater love: “I did not say these things to you from the beginning, be-
cause I was with you” (16:4). He would be saying in effect: it was not 
necessary then to show you how much I loved you, but now that I 
am leaving it is, so that my love and the memory of me might be im-
pressed more deeply into your hearts.12

1739. Then when he says, during supper, he describes the act by 
which Christ gave his example. First, he mentions the time of the ac-
tion; secondly, the dignity of the one acting (v. 3); thirdly, his humil-
ity (v. 4). He describes the time in two ways: in one way, as the time of 
Christ’s love; in another way, by emphasizing the sin of Judas.

1740. In regard to the first, he says, literally, “when supper was 
done.” Here we should note that both things that are permanent and 
things that are successive are said to be done or made. A permanent 
thing is said to be done or made when it has come to the perfection 
of its proper species and form; thus a house is said to be done or made 
when it has proper form. But in something which is successive, it is 
said to be made or done when it is over or is finished; thus the world 
is said to have been made when it was completed. But even things 
like this can be said to be made or done when they receive their ap-
propriate species. So when he says here, literally, “when supper was 
done,” he does not mean it was finished and over with: for after Christ 
washed the feet of the disciples, he returned to his place and gave the 
morsel to Judas. “When supper was done” rather means that it was 
prepared and now brought to his own species: for the group had al-
ready begun to eat, and then Christ got up. Thus Christ washed the 
feet of the disciples during supper. 

We read about such a supper in Luke (14:16), “A man once gave a 
great supper.” A breakfast and supper are different. What is given at 
the beginning of the day is called a breakfast, while what is given at its 
end is called supper. Likewise, that spiritual nourishment suitable for 
those beginning is called breakfast, while that nourishment appropri-
ate for the advanced is more like a supper.

1741. Then when the Evangelist says, when the devil had already 
put it into the heart of Judas Iscariot, Simon’s son, to betray him, he 
depicts the time by emphasizing the sin of the traitor. He mentions 
his sin for two reasons. First, the better to bring out the evil of Judas, 
who in spite of so many tokens of love and humble service, considered 
committing such a great sin: the Psalm (40:10) says: “Even my bo-
som friend in whom I trusted, who ate of my bread, has lifted his heel 
against me.” And secondly, the better to show the wonderful love of 

12. See ST III, q. 46, a. 3; III, q. 73, a. 5.
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Christ who, although knowing this, treated him with love and humil-
ity by washing his feet: “With those who hated peace I was peaceable” 
(Ps 119:7).

1742. But can the devil put anything into our hearts? It seems he 
can, for a Psalm speaks of things “sent by evil angels” (Ps 77:49). To ex-
plain this, we should note that what is in a person’s thought and will 
is said to be in his heart. So the statement, when the devil had already 
put it into the heart of Judas, should be understood to refer to his will.

Understanding it the above way, there are two ways something can 
be put into our heart. First, directly; and in this way only one who has 
the power to move our will from within can put something into our 
heart. Only God can do this; consequently, he alone can directly move 
our will: “The king’s heart is a stream of water in the hand,” in the 
power, “of the Lord; he turns it wherever he will” (Pr 21:10). But be-
cause the will is also moved by an external object, something appre-
hended as a good, it follows that anyone who brings to mind, or sug-
gests that something is good is said to put something into our heart 
indirectly, by making us apprehend something as good, which in turn 
moves our will. This happens in two ways. By an external suggestion, 
and then one person can put something into another’s heart; or by an 
interior suggestion, which is the way the devil puts something into our 
heart. For our imagination, since it is a physical reality, is subject to the 
power of the devil when God allows it. So, whether we be awake or 
asleep, he forms in it certain images which, when apprehended, move 
our will to desire something. And so the devil puts something into our 
heart, not directly by moving our heart, but indirectly, by suggestion.13

1743. Then (v. 3) he considers the dignity of the one acting, for 
“the greater you are, the more you must humble yourself” (Sir 3:18). 
So the Evangelist, about to speak of Christ’s humility, treats first of his 
very great dignity because of his knowledge, saying, Jesus, knowing 
that the Father had given all things into his hands. For spiritual gifts 
are such that they are not unrecognized when given: “Now we have 
received not the spirit of the world, but the Spirit which is from God, 
that we might understand the gifts bestowed on us by God” (1 Cor 
2:12).14 Thus, Christ knew what had been given to him by God; and 
the Evangelist mentions this so Christ’s humility would be more ad-
mirable. For sometimes it happens that a person is of great dignity, yet 
because of his simplicity he does not realize it. If such a person were 
to do something humble, it would not be regarded as worthy of great 
praise: “If you do not know yourself, O fairest among women . . .”  
(Sg 1:8). But if someone does know his own dignity, and still his affec-
tions are inclined to what is humble, his humility should be praised. 

13. See ST I, q. 111, aa. 1–3.
14. See ST II-II, q. 161, a. 3.
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And this is why the Evangelist says, Jesus, knowing that the Father 
had given all things into his hands; and he still did not neglect to do 
what was humble.

Secondly, we see his dignity as to his power, because the Father had 
given all things into his hands, that is, into his power. God gave, in 
time, to Christ as man, what was in the power of the Son from eternity: 
“All authority in heaven and earth has been given to me” (Mt 28:18). 
He says, the Father had given all things into his hands, for two reasons. 
First, to show that Christ did not suffer against his will.15 For if all things 
were in his hands, that is, in his power, it is clear that his enemies could 
do nothing to him against his will. Secondly, because when a person of 
little importance is honored, he easily becomes proud; nor does he do 
anything humble, lest it seem to lessen his dignity. But when one of 
great dignity is honored, he does not neglect the humble things. And so 
Christ’s dignity is mentioned here.

Thirdly, we see his dignity because of his nobility, when he says, 
that he had come from God and was going to God: “living with God” 
as Wisdom (8:3) says. Fourthly, his dignity because of his holiness, be-
cause he was going to God, for our holiness lies in our going to God. 
He mentions this because since Christ is going to God, it is special to 
him to lead others to God. This is done especially by humility and love; 
and so he offers them an example of humility and love.16

LECTUrE 2

4 [He] rose from supper, laid aside his garments, and girded him-
self with a towel. 5 Then he poured water into a basin, and began to 
wash the disciples’ feet, and to wipe them with the towel with which he 
was girded. 6 He came to Simon Peter; and Peter said to him, “Lord, 
do you wash my feet?” 7 Jesus answered him, “What I am doing you 
do not know now, but afterward you will understand.” 8 Peter said to 
him, “You shall never wash my feet.” Jesus answered him, “If I do not 
wash you, you have no part in me.” 9 Simon Peter said to him, “Lord, 
not my feet only but also my hands and my head!” 10 Jesus said to 
him, “He who has bathed does not need to wash, except for his feet, 
but he is clean all over; and you are clean, but not all of you.” 11 For 
he knew who was to betray him; that was why he said, “You are not 
all clean.”17

1744. After showing the dignity of Christ, the Evangelist now com-
mends his humility, which Christ showed by washing the feet of the 

15. See ST III, q. 14, a. 2; III, q. 47, a. 1.
16. See ST III, q. 46, a. 3.
17. St. Thomas refers to Jn 13:10 in ST III, q. 72, a. 6, ad 2; q. 83, a. 5, ad 1.
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disciples. First, the Evangelist mentions Christ’s preparation for this 
humble task; secondly, the service itself (v. 5).

1745. In regard to the first, we should note that in performing this 
humble task, Christ shows himself a servant: “The Son of man came 
not to be served but to serve, and to give his life as a ransom for many” 
(Mt 20:28). Now three things are necessary for a good servant. First, 
he should be careful to notice anything that might be lacking in his 
service; and this would be hampered if he were sitting or lying down. 
Thus servants stand. So he says, Christ rose from supper: “For which is 
the greater, one who sits at table, or one who serves” (Lk 22:27). Sec-
ondly, a servant should not be encumbered, so he can do everything 
necessary to his service. And since too much clothing is such a hin-
drance, our Lord laid aside his garments. Thirdly, a good servant is 
prepared, having at hand everything which he needs. In Luke (10:40) 
we read that Martha “was distracted with much serving.” So our Lord 
girded himself with a towel, so he would be ready not just to wash 
their feet, but to dry them as well. And since he who had come from 
God and was going to God is now washing the feet of others, he is 
treading under foot the universal tendency to pride.

1746. As to its mystical meaning, this action can be referred to two 
things: the Incarnation of Christ and his passion. If it is referred to his 
Incarnation, it tells us three things about Christ. First, he was willing 
to help the human race, indicated by the fact that he rose from supper. 
For God seems to be sitting down as long as he allows us to be trou-
bled; but when he rescues us from it, he seems to rise, as the Psalm 
(43:26) says: “Rise up, come to our help.” Secondly, it indicates that he 
emptied himself: not that he abandoned his great dignity, but he hid it 
by taking on our smallness: “Truly, you are a God who hides yourself” 
(Is 45:15). This is shown by the fact that he laid aside his garments: 
“He emptied himself, taking the form of a servant” (Phil 2:7). Thirdly, 
the fact that he girded himself with a towel indicates that he took on 
our mortality: “taking the form of a servant, being born in the likeness 
of men” (Phil 2:7).

If this event is referred to the passion of Christ, then he literally set 
aside his garments when the soldiers stripped him: “for my clothing 
they cast lots” (19:23). And he was girded with a towel in the tomb. 
And also in his passion he laid aside the garments of our mortality 
and put on a towel, that is, the splendor of immortality: “Christ being 
raised from the dead will never die again; death no longer has domin-
ion over him” (Rom 6:9).18

1747. Then when the Evangelist says, Then he poured water into a 
basin, he describes Christ’s service, and shows his admirable humility 
in three ways. First, as to what kind of service it was, for it was very 

18. See ST III, q. 54, a. 2.
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lowly, since the Lord of majesty stooped down to wash the feet of his 
servants. Secondly, as to the number of things he did, for he put wa-
ter into the basin, washed their feet, and then dried them. Thirdly, as 
to the way it was done: for Christ did not do it through others or with 
their help, but by himself. “The greater you are, the more you must 
humble yourself” (Sir 3:18).

1748. As for the mystical meaning, three things can be gathered 
from these events. First, the pouring out of Christ’s blood on the earth 
is indicated by his pouring water into the basin. For the blood of Jesus 
can be called water because it has the power to cleanse: “He washed 
us from our sins in his own blood” (Rev 1:4). And so blood and water 
came out of his side at the same time to show us that his blood wash-
es away sins. Or, water can indicate the passion of Christ, for in Scrip-
ture water signifies tribulations: “Save me O God! For the waters,” that 
is, tribulations, “have come up to my soul” (Ps 68:1). Therefore, he 
poured water into a basin, that is, he impressed the memory of his 
passion on the minds of the faithful by their faith and devotion: “Re-
member my affliction and my bitterness, the wormwood and the gall!” 
(Lam 3:19).

1749. Secondly, when he says, and began to wash, it indicates our 
human imperfection. For after Christ, the apostles were more perfect 
than others, and yet even they needed to be washed, since they were 
unclean to some degree. We can understand by this that no matter 
how perfect a person may be, he acquires some uncleanness, and still 
needs to become more perfect: “Who can say, ‘I have made my heart 
clean; I am pure from my sin’?” (Pr 20:9). However, only the feet of 
such persons are unclean. But others are not only unclean in their 
feet, they are stained all over.19 For those who lie down in earthly un-
cleanness are defiled all over; thus, those who cling entirely to the love 
of earthly things, both in their affections and their senses, are entire-
ly unclean. But those who stand, that is, tend to heavenly things in 
mind and desire, become unclean only on their feet. For just as a per-
son who is standing must at least touch the earth with his feet, so we, 
as long as we live this mortal life which needs earthly things to sus-
tain the body, acquire some uncleanness, at least because of our sen-
suality. Thus our Lord told the disciples to shake the dust from their 
feet (Lk 9:5). The Evangelist says that Christ began to wash, because 
the cleansing of our earthly affections begins here and is completed in 
the future. Then the words of Isaiah (35:8) will be fulfilled: “It shall be 
called the Holy Way.”

Note that, according to Origen,20 our Lord began to wash the feet 
of his disciples right before his passion, for if he had washed them a 

19. See ST I-II, q. 86, a. 2.
20. Comm. in Io XXXII. 2, nos. 8–18; PG 14, col. 741B–44C.
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long time before, they would have become dirty again. So he began to 
wash them a short time before he would wash the apostles with the 
water of the Holy Spirit, after his passion: “Before many days you shall 
be baptized with the Holy Spirit” (Act 1:5). In short, when our Lord 
put water into the basin, this indicated the pouring out of his blood; 
and when he began to wash the feet of his apostles, this indicated the 
cleansing of our sins.

1750. Thirdly, we have indicated the fact that Christ took upon 
himself our punishments; for he not only cleansed us from our stains, 
but took upon himself the punishments they deserved. For our own 
punishments and penance would not be enough unless they were 
founded on the merits and power of Christ’s passion.21 This is shown 
by the fact that he wiped the feet of his disciples with his towel, that is, 
his body (1 Pet 2:21).

1751. Then when the Evangelist says, he came to Simon Peter, he 
shows the example was beneficial by means of an encounter between 
the Teacher and the disciple. In this encounter our Lord shows that 
this example is both a mystery and necessary (v. 8); and secondly, that 
it is appropriate (v. 9). As to the first, the Evangelist does two things. 
First, he mentions the circumstances for Christ’s speaking; secondly, 
what Christ said (v. 7).

1752. The occasion for Christ’s words was the refusal of Peter to al-
low this example of humility; he says, he came to Simon Peter, and Pe-
ter said to him, Lord, do you wash my feet? There are three explana-
tions for this.

According to Origen,22 our Lord began to wash their feet by begin-
ning with the last. The reason for this was that just as a doctor who 
must care for a number of sick begins with those who need it more, so 
too Christ, when he washed the grimy feet of his disciples, began with 
the dirtiest, and then came to Peter, who needed it less than the oth-
ers: “beginning with the last, up to the first” (Mt 20:8). The Evangelist 
seems to indicate this: for Christ began to wash the disciples’ feet, and 
then he follows this with, he came to Simon Peter. It seems from this 
that Jesus washed the feet of the others first.

1753. If you ask why Peter was the first to object, Origen23 replies 
that this was due to the intense love Peter had for Christ. The other dis-
ciples had a certain respectful awe and fear of Christ, and so complied 
without question to everything he did. But Peter, more aflame with 
love—“Simon, son of John, do you love me more than these? . . . Yes 
Lord; you know that I love you” (21:15)—and taking confidence from 
this love, refuses to comply and asks to know why: “A true friend will 

21. See ST I-II, q. 114, a. 3; III, q. 86, a. 1.
22. Comm. in Io XXXII. 6, no. 68; PG 14, col. 756C–D; cf. Catena aurea, 13:6–11.
23. Ibid.
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act as your equal and assume authority in your household” (Sir 6:11). 
This is why in Scripture Peter often asks for explanations and does not 
hesitate to say what he thinks is best.

1754. The second explanation is by Chrysostom.24 He says that 
Christ was ready to start with the first of the apostles, but Judas, the 
betrayer, in his foolishness and pride, pushed ahead of Peter. None of 
the others would have dared to go ahead of Peter. Thus the Evangelist 
is speaking of Judas when he says, he began to wash the disciples’ feet, 
that is, the feet of Judas, who, as proud and foolish, would make no 
objection or refuse to allow what our Lord did. But when he came to 
Peter, who revered and loved his Teacher, Peter refused with awe and 
asked for an explanation. And any of the others would have done the 
same.

1755. The third explanation is by Augustine.25 He says the words of 
the Evangelist do not show that our Lord first washed the feet of the 
other disciples and then came to Peter. Rather, according to his cus-
tom, the Evangelist first mentions the incident and after that gives the 
order of events within it, just as he did in Chapter Six. So he first men-
tions the entire incident, that is, Christ washed the feet of his disciples; 
and then, if we should ask how this was done, he says that he came 
first to Simon Peter. And so he was the first to refuse, saying, Lord, do 
you wash my feet?

These words have great depth. He says, Lord, do you, who are the 
Son of the living God, wash my feet, who am Simon, the son of Jo-
nah? Lord, do you, the Lamb without spot, the mirror without stain, 
and the brightness of eternal light, do you wash my feet, who am a sin-
ner? “Depart from me, for I am a sinful man, O Lord” (Lk 5:8). Lord, 
do you, who are the Creator, wash my feet, I who am a creature and 
of little faith? Peter said these things struck by awe at the realization 
of the dignity of Christ, as in “I have considered your works, and have 
feared” (Hab 1:3). 

1756. Then (v. 7), we see the words of Christ, which show that this 
action is a mystery. Christ said to Peter: What I am doing you do not 
know now, but afterward you will understand. This action is both an 
example and a mystery. It is an example of humility to be practiced: 
“For I have given you an example, that you also should do as I have 
done to you” (v. 15) And it is a mystery because it signifies an interior 
cleansing: “He who has bathed does not need to wash, except for his 
feet” (v. 10).

So what Christ said can be understood in two ways. In one way, 
What I am doing you do not know now, that is, you do not now under-
stand that what I am doing is an example; but afterward you will un-

24. Hom. in Io. 70. 2; PG 59, col. 383; cf. Catena aurea, 13:6–11.
25. Tract. in Io. 56. 1; PL 35, col. 1788.
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derstand, when he explained it to them saying: “Do you know what 
I have done to you?” (v. 12). In another way, What I am doing you 
do not know now; that is to say, this is a mystery and something hid-
den, and it signifies an interior cleansing which only I can accomplish, 
and which you do not understand now, but afterward you will under-
stand, when you receive the Holy Spirit: “I have yet many things to 
say to you, but you cannot bear them now. When the Spirit of truth 
comes, he will guide you into all the truth” (16:12).

1757. Next, he shows that this action is necessary. First, the Evan-
gelist mentions what Peter said which provoked Christ’s answer; sec-
ondly, we see what Christ said.

1758. Peter says, You shall never wash my feet. He is saying in ef-
fect: By no means will I submit to this from my Teacher, my Lord and 
my God. And although Peter said this out of zeal, it was an impru-
dent and disordered zeal: “They have a zeal for God, but it is not en-
lightened” (Rom 10:2). His zeal was disordered for three reasons. He 
refused something that was beneficial and necessary; for as we read: 
“We do not know how to pray as we ought” (Rom 8:26). And so it is 
imprudent to refuse what God gives us, even if it seems disadvanta-
geous. Paul too asked to be freed from his thorn (2 Cor 12:8), yet it 
was for his benefit. Again, it seemed to indicate a certain disrespect for 
Christ by wanting to go against his plans. Finally, it seemed to dispar-
age his companions in that the others, according to Origen,26 yielded 
to Christ without an argument, while Peter refused, saying, You shall 
never wash my feet. 

1759. Our Lord reproved him, saying, If I do not wash you, you 
have no part in me. This statement can refer to two things: to the ac-
tion that Christ was performing, or to what the action signified. 

If we refer it to what the action signified, the meaning is clear. For 
no one can share in the eternal inheritance and be a joint heir with 
Christ unless he is spiritually clean, for we read: “But nothing unclean 
shall enter it” (Rev 21:27). And in the Psalm (14:1) it says: “O Lord, 
who shall sojourn in thy tent?” And the answer is given: “He who 
walks blamelessly.” Therefore, it is like he was saying: If I do not wash 
you, you will not be clean; and if you are not clean, you have no part 
in me.27

But if we refer this statement to the action itself, then it can be 
asked if this washing was necessary for salvation. We can say to this 
that just as some things are forbidden because they are evil, and some 
things are evil because they are forbidden, so some things are com-
manded because they are necessary, and some things are necessary 
because they are commanded. And so this washing, about which our 

26. Comm. in Io XXXII. 6, no. 66; PG 14, col. 756B; cf. Catena aurea, 13:6–11.
27. See ST III, q. 49, a. 1; III, q. 69, a. 1.



14  COMMENTARY ON THE GOSPEL OF JOHN

Lord said, If I do not wash you, you have no part in me, if considered 
in itself, was not necessary for salvation. But on the supposition that 
it was commanded by Christ, then it was necessary: “To obey is bet-
ter than sacrifice,” and so “stubbornness is as iniquity and idolatry”  
(1 Sam 15:22–23).

1760. Then the Evangelist shows the action was appropriate. First, 
the words of Peter are given; and then Christ’s answer.

1761. Peter’s words indicate his intense love for Christ. Before, 
when our Lord said to him, What I am doing you do not know now, 
he had intimated that it would be useful; yet Peter paid no attention 
to this, and could not be persuaded to have his feet washed. But when 
our Lord warned him it would mean they would no longer be togeth-
er, saying, you have no part in me, Peter offered more than just his 
feet, saying, Lord, not my feet only, but also my hands and my head! 
For Peter was frightened by this answer, and affected by love and fear, 
he offered all of himself for washing. Clement tells us in his Itinerary28 
that Peter was so touched by the physical presence of Christ, whom he 
had loved so intensely, that after the Ascension, when he recalled the 
sweetness of Christ’s presence, and his holy manner, he wept so much 
that his cheeks appeared to be furrowed.

1762. We may note that there are three things in a person: the head 
at the top, the feet at the bottom, and the hands in the middle. The 
same is true for the inner person, that is, for the soul. There is the 
head, which is the higher reason, by which the soul adheres to God. 
“The head of a woman is her husband” (1 Cor 4:4), that is, the higher 
reason. The hands are the lower reason, which is concerned with the 
works of the active life. Finally, the feet are the sensuality. Now our 
Lord knew that his disciples were clean as to their head, because they 
had been united to God by faith and charity; and their hands were 
clean because their works were holy. But as to their feet, they still re-
tained some affection for earthly things in their sensuality. And so Pe-
ter, anxious because of our Lord’s warning, agrees not only to have 
his feet washed, but also his hands and head, saying, Lord, not my 
feet only but also my hands and my head. It was like saying: I do not 
know if my hands and feet need washing—“I am not aware of any-
thing against myself, but I am not thereby acquitted” (1 Cor 4:4)—and 
so I am ready to wash not my feet only, that is, my lower affections—
“I had bathed my feet, how could I soil them?” (Sg 5:3)—but also my 
hands, that is, my works—“I will wash my hands among the inno-
cent” (26:6)—and my head, that is, my higher reason—“Wash your 
face” (Mt 6:17).

28. The Itinerary of Clement, usually dated to the third century, is an apocry-
phal life of St. Clement that recounts the history of Clement’s life and his rela-
tionship with the Apostle Peter.



 CHAPTER 13 15

1763. Then (v. 10), the Evangelist gives our Lord’s answer. First, our 
Lord states a general principle; secondly, he applies it to this situation; 
and thirdly, the Evangelist explains these words of Christ.

1764. He says at first, he who has bathed does not need to wash, 
except for his feet, but he is clean all over, except for his feet, which 
touch the earth. We understand from this that the apostles had already 
been baptized. For he says, he who has bathed, and then adds, and you 
are clean, that is, because they had been baptized.

1765. Some say they had been baptized only with the baptism of 
John. But this does not seem to be true, because then they would not 
have bathed, because the baptism of John did not cleanse within from 
guilt. And so it should be said, according to Augustine,29 that they had 
been baptized with the baptism of Christ. If you object that Christ did 
not baptize but only his disciples, as was stated above (4:2), I say that 
he did not baptize the crowds, but only his disciples and those he knew 
well.30

But since baptism cleanses even the stains from the feet, it seems 
that one who has bathed, that is, is baptized, does not need to wash 
his feet. I answer that if they had left this world immediately after their 
baptism, they would have had no need for this washing, for since they 
would be entirely clean, they would go to God at once. But those who 
live in this world after their baptism cannot reach such perfection that 
disordered movement of the sensuality in regard to earthly affections 
never arise.31 And so it is necessary that they wash their feet either by 
martyrdom, which is a baptism of blood, or by repentance, which is a 
baptism of fire, so that they can return to God.32

1766. Then when he says, you are clean, but not all of you, our Lord 
applies this general principle to the situation. But if they were clean, 
why did our Lord wash them again? Augustine33 says their hands and 
heads were clean, but that their feet needed washing. Chrysostom34 
says that they were not absolutely clean, because they had not yet 
been cleansed from original sin: for since Christ had not yet suffered, 
the price of our redemption had not yet been paid—but they were 
clean in a limited sense, that is, from the errors of the Jews. Origen35 
says that they were clean, but that a further cleansing was needed, for 
reason should always aspire to better gifts, always strive for the heights 
of virtue, and glow with the brightness of righteousness: “He who is 

29. Ep. 265. 1–5; PL 33, col. 1086–88; cf. Catena aurea, 13:6–11.
30. See ST III, q. 38, a. 6, ad 2.
31. See ST I-II, q. 91, a. 6; III, q. 84, a. 2; III, q. 86, a. 5.
32. See ST III, q. 66, a. 11.
33. Tract. in Io. 56. 3; PL 35, col. 1788; cf. Catena aurea, 13:6–11.
34. Hom. in Io. 70. 2; PG 59, col. 384; cf. Catena aurea, 13:6–11.
35. Comm. in Io XXXII. 7, nos. 72–73; PG 14, col. 757B–C; cf. Catena aurea, 

13:6–11.
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holy, let him be sanctified further” (Rev 22:11). But not all of you, be-
cause one of them was dirty both in hands and head.

1767. This is why the Evangelist says, for he knew who was to be-
tray him. He is saying that Christ said, but not all of you, because he 
knew the uncleanness of Judas the betrayer. In general, there are two 
things which cleanse a person: alms and compassion for the poor—
“Give alms and then all things are clean for you” (Lk 11:41)—and love 
for God—“her sins, which are many, are forgiven, for she loved much” 
(Lk 7:47); “love covers all offenses” (Pr 10:12). But Judas lacks these 
two things. He lacked compassion because he was a thief and, hold-
ing the money, he stole the alms of the poor. He also lacked love for 
Christ, because the devil had already put it into his heart to betray 
Christ to the chief priests to be crucified.36

LECTUrE 3

12 When he had washed their feet, and taken his garments, and re-
sumed his place [again], he said to them, “Do you know what I have 
done to you? 13 You call me Teacher and Lord; and you are right, for 
so I am. 14 If I then, your Lord and Teacher, have washed your feet, 
you also ought to wash one another’s feet. 15 For I have given you an 
example, that you also should do as I have done to you. 16 Truly, truly, 
I say to you, a servant is not greater than his master; nor is he who is 
sent greater than he who sent him. 17 If you know these things, blessed 
are you if you do them. 18 I am not speaking of you all; I know whom 
I have chosen; it is that the scripture may be fulfilled, ‘He who ate my 
bread has lifted his heel against me.’ 19 I tell you this now, before it 
takes place, that when it does take place you may believe that I am he. 
20 Truly, truly, I say to you, he who receives anyone whom I send re-
ceives me; and he who receives me receives he who sent me.”37

1768. After our Lord showed that his humble service was necessary, 
he then urges that it be imitated. First, the Evangelist describes the cir-
cumstances of this exhortation; secondly, he mentions the exhortation 
itself (v. 12b). Concerning the first he does two things: first, he men-
tions the sequence in this exhortation; secondly, he describes the one 
giving the exhortation (v. 12a).

1769. The sequence found in this exhortation is that Christ later 
taught in words what he had first done by his actions. In regard to this 
he says, When he had washed their feet: “Jesus began to do and teach” 

36. See ST II-II, q. 26, a. 3; II-II, q. 32, a. 2.
37. St. Thomas refers to Jn 13:13 in ST II-II, q. 132, a. 1, ad 1; Jn 13:15: ST III, 

q. 37 a. 1, obj. 2; Jn 13:17: ST I-II, q. 4, a. 6, s. c.; q. 5, a. 7, s. c.; Jn 13:18: ST III, 
q. 36, a. 3, s. c.



 CHAPTER 13 17

(Acts 1:1): “He who does them and teaches them shall be called great 
in the kingdom of heaven” (Mt 5:19).

1770. He describes the one giving the exhortation by his clothing 
and posture. As to his clothing, different clothing is suitable to differ-
ent people depending on the different activities appropriate to each: “A 
man’s attire . . . shows what he is” (Sir 19:30). One sort of attire is suit-
able for a servant, and another for a teacher.38 Now because a servant 
must be ready to serve, he does not have any superfluous clothing; 
and so Christ, when he wished to serve, “rose from supper, laid aside 
his garments.” And a teacher, who should be serious and of great au-
thority, ought also to be suitably dressed. Thus our Lord, when begin-
ning to teach, had taken his garments.

As to his posture: when Christ began to serve he rose; he says that 
Christ “rose from supper.” But now, about to teach, he reclines; he 
says, he resumed his place again, he said to them. The reason for this 
is that teaching should be done in an atmosphere of serenity, and it is 
by sitting and being quiet that the soul becomes wise and discerning.

1771. Three events here are able to indicate mysteries. When Christ 
sends the Holy Spirit to his disciples he will be giving them complete 
teaching: “But the Counselor, the Holy Spirit, whom the Father will 
send in my name, he will teach you all things, and bring to your re-
membrance all that I have said to you” (14:26). But three things are 
to take place before the Spirit is sent. First, their sins are to be washed 
away by his passion: “He washed us from our sins in his own blood” 
(Rev 1:5). In reference to this he says, when he had washed their feet, 
that is, completely cleansed them by his blood. Secondly, there is the 
resurrection of Christ. Christ had a mortal body before his passion, but 
he was not mortal because he was, as a person, the Son of God; his 
mortality was due to the human nature he assumed. But after he rose 
from the dead by the power of his divinity, he took on bodily immor-
tality. And in reference to this he says, he had taken his garments, that 
is, he arose immortal. He says his garments because he did this by his 
own power: “The life he lives he lives to God,” that is, by the pow-
er of God (Rom 6:10). We read of these garments: “He who conquers 
shall be clad thus in white garments, and I will not blot his name out 
of the book of life” (Rev 3:5). Also, before the Spirit is sent, Christ is 
to be seated [next to the Father] after his Ascension: “If I do not go 
away, the Counselor will not come to you” (16:7). And referring to 
this he says, and resumed his place again, that is, remaining and sitting 
at the right hand of the Father: “The Lord Jesus, after he had spoken 
to them, was taken up into the heaven, and sat down at the right hand 
of God” (Mk 16:19). He says, again, not because as the Son of God he 
had ever ceased to sit with the Father, for he is in the bosom of the Fa-

38. See ST II-II, q. 169, a. 1, ad 2.
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ther from all eternity, but because as man he was raised to the greater 
goods of the Father: “Therefore God has highly exalted him and be-
stowed on him the name which is above every name” (Phil 2:9).39

And so, before sending into them the Holy Spirit, who would per-
fectly teach them, Christ would wash them with the blood he shed; take 
up his garments by rising; and resume his place by ascending in glory.

1772. Next (v. 12b), he gives his exhortation. First, he asks a ques-
tion; secondly, he accepts their acknowledgement; thirdly, he draws a 
conclusion from this; fourthly, he confirms this conclusion.

1773. Christ questions them when he says, Do you know what I 
have done to you? This means: You have seen what I have done, but 
you do not know why I did it. And he asks them in this way in order 
to show the greatness of his action and to prompt them to reflect on 
it. For we should meditate on the works of God because they are pro-
found: “How great are your works, O Lord! Your thoughts are very 
deep” (Ps 91:6). We can barely know the works of God: “Then I saw all 
the works of God, that man cannot find out the work that is done un-
der the sun” (Ecc 8:17). Yet it is still a delight to think about them: “For 
you O Lord, have made me glad by your work; at the work of your 
hands I sing for joy” (Ps 91:5). Further, these works are helpful, be-
cause they lead us to a knowledge of their author: “For from the great-
ness and beauty of created things comes a corresponding perception of 
their Creator” (Wis 13:5); “These very works which I am doing, bear 
me witness” (5:36).40

According to Origen,41 this statement can be rendered as, Know 
what I have done to you. In this way, it has an imperative sense, as if 
Christ were saying: you ought to understand what I have done to you. 
In this interpretation our Lord said this to rouse their understanding.

1774. Our Lord accepts their acknowledgment, You call me Teach-
er and Lord. He mentions what they acknowledge; and then he ap-
proves of it.

1775. As to the first, we should note that in 1 Corinthians (1:24), 
the Apostle says two things about Christ: he is the power of God and 
the wisdom of God. As the power of God, he rules all things, for as Am-
brose42 says, the word “Lord” is a name of power. As the wisdom of 
God he teaches everyone. Thus the disciples called him Lord—“Lord, 
to whom shall we go?” (6:68)—and Teacher—“Rabbi, eat” (4:31). And 
with good reason. For he is the Lord, who alone creates and restores: 
“Know that the Lord is God!” (Ps 99:3). And he is the only Teacher who 
teaches from within: “You have one master, the Christ” (Mt 23:10).43

39. See ST III, q. 49, a. 1; III, q. 53, a. 1; III, q. 57, a. 1.
40. See ST I, q. 2, a. 3; III, q. 1, a. 1.
41. Comm. in Io XXXII. 10, no. 113; PG 14, col. 768A; cf. Catena aurea, 13:12–20.
42. Expos Evang. sec. Luc. 10. 3; PL 15, col. 1804–5.
43. See ST I, q. 43, a. 5.



 CHAPTER 13 19

1776. When he says, and you are right, he approves their acknowl-
edgement. Here we should note that something which is spoken can 
be commendable for two reasons. First, because what is said is in har-
mony with the thing about which it is said; and this happens if what 
is said is true, for if it is false, it does not harmonize with the thing. So 
it is well said: “Therefore, putting away falsehood, let every one speak 
the truth” (Eph 4:25). For lies must be avoided to such an extent that 
even if it seems that they lead to the glory of God, they should not be 
spoken. In reference to this point he says, and you are right; because 
what you say is true, for it applies to me, for so I am, Teacher and Lord. 
I am the Teacher because of the wisdom I teach by my words; I am the 
Lord because of the power I show in my miracles.44

Secondly, what is spoken can be commendable because it is in har-
mony with the person speaking. There are some who call Christ Teach-
er and Lord, but it is not in harmony with themselves, for they do not 
defer to the teaching and commands of God; and such people do not 
speak rightly. So to those who say, “Lord, Lord, open to us,” the answer 
is given, “Truly, I say to you, I do not know you” (Mt 25:11), because 
they are not speaking from their hearts, but only with their lips. But the 
apostles spoke rightly, because it was in agreement with themselves. 
And so Christ replied, and you are right, that is, you are speaking the 
truth, for so I am, that is, for you I am the Teacher and the Lord, for you 
listen to me as Teacher—“To whom shall we go? You have the words of 
eternal life” (6:6)—and you follow me as Lord—“Lo, we have left ev-
erything and followed you” (Mt 19:27).

1777. This seems to conflict with the statement in Proverbs (27:2): 
“Let another praise you, and not your own mouth.” It seems, there-
fore, that it was not right for our Lord to praise himself. Augustine45 
answers this in two ways. First, it is wrong for a person to commend 
himself because of the danger of becoming proud: because if one is 
inclined to pride, it is dangerous for him to be pleased with himself. 
When there is no danger of pride, self-praise is not wrong. This dan-
ger was not to be feared in Christ, for if one is above everything, then 
no matter how much he praises himself, he does not commend him-
self too much.

Augustine46 also says that sometimes it is good that a person com-
mends himself, as when this is beneficial to others. The Apostle com-
mended himself this way to the Corinthians (2 Cor 11). Now for us to 
know God is very beneficial and necessary in every way, for our en-
tire perfection lies in this. Thus it was a benefit for us that he reveal his 
greatness to us, for how could we know it if it were not shown to us by 
the one who knows. Thus it was necessary that Christ commend him-

44. See ST III, q. 42, a. 3, ad 2; III, q. 43, a. 4.
45. Tract. in Io. 58. 3; PL 35, col. 1793; cf. Catena aurea, 13:12–20.
46. Ibid.
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self to us, for as Augustine says, if he did not praise himself in order to 
avoid seeming arrogant, he would be depriving us of wisdom: “Wis-
dom will praise herself” (Sir 24:1).

1778. He draws the conclusion when he says, If I then, your Lord 
and Teacher, have washed your feet, you also ought to wash one an-
other’s feet. He is arguing here from what is less [expected] to what is 
more [expected]. For it seems less [expected] that one who is greater 
humble himself than one who is not as great. And with this in mind 
he concludes, If I then, who am greater, because I am your Lord and 
Teacher, have washed your feet, then you who are not as great, because 
you are disciples and servants, ought, far more than I, to wash one an-
other’s feet: “Whoever would be great among you must be your ser-
vant. . . . even as the Son of man came not to be served but to serve” 
(Mt 20:26).

1779. It seems that the statement, you ought to wash one anoth-
er’s feet, is a precept. And one who neglects a precept sins in a serious 
way. Therefore, [it is a serious sin not to wash the feet of others]. I re-
ply, according to Augustine,47 that every one should wash the feet of 
others, either in a physical or spiritual way. And it is much better, and 
true beyond argument, that one should do this in a physical way, so 
that a Christian will not consider it beneath him to do what Christ did. 
For when a person stoops down to the feet of his neighbor, humility is 
awakened in his heart, or if already there it is made stronger.

If one cannot do this in a physical way, it should at least be done in 
one’s heart. When feet are washed, their stains are washed away. So 
we wash the feet of our neighbors in a spiritual way when, as far as 
we can, we wash away their moral stains. This is done in three ways. 
The first way is by forgiving their offenses, as in “And if one has a com-
plaint against another, forgiving each other; as the Lord has forgiven 
you, so you also must forgive” (Col 3:13). Another way is by praying 
because of their sins, according to “Pray for one another, that you may 
be healed” (Jas 5:16). These two kinds of washing can be done by all 
the faithful. The third way belongs to prelates, who ought to wash by 
forgiving sins by the power of the keys: “Receive the Holy Spirit. If you 
forgive the sins of any, they are forgiven” (20:22).48 

We can also say that by this action our Lord pointed out all the 
works of mercy. For one who gives bread to the hungry washes his 
feet, as does one who practices hospitality, or gives food to one in 
need; and so on for the other works. “Contribute to the needs of the 
saints” (Rom 12:13).

1780. He supports his conclusion in four ways: first, by his inten-
tion; secondly, by his authority (v. 16); thirdly, by the reward due 

47. Tract. in Io. 58. 4–5; PL 35, col. 1794; cf. Catena aurea, 13:12–20.
48. See ST II-II, q. 30, a. 4.
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this action (v. 17); and fourthly, by the dignity of those whose feet he 
washed (v. 20).

1781. He said the reason I did this was to give you an example; 
so you also ought to wash one another’s feet, because that was what 
I intended by this action. For when we are dealing with the conduct 
of people, example has more influence than words. A person chooses 
and does what seems good to him, and so what one chooses is a bet-
ter indication of what is good than what one teaches should be chosen. 
This is why when someone says one thing and does another, what he 
does has more influence on others than what he has taught. Thus it is 
especially necessary to give example by one’s actions.

Now the example of a mere human being would not be adequate 
for the entire human race to imitate, both because human reason can-
not take everything into account, and it does err in what it does take 
into account. And so there was given to us the example of the Son of 
God, which cannot be in error and is adequate for all situations. Thus 
Augustine49 says: “Pride is not healed if it is not healed by the divine 
humility”; and the same is true of avarice and the other vices.

Note that the Son of God is a fitting and sufficient example for us. 
For he is the art of the Father, and just as he was the model or pat-
tern for every thing created, so he was the model for our justification: 
“Christ also suffered for you, leaving you an example that you should 
follow in his steps” (1 Pet 2:21); “My foot has held fast to his steps, 
I have kept his way and have not turned aside,” as we read in Job 
(23:11).50

1782. Then when he says, Truly, truly, I say to you, a servant is not 
greater than his master, he strengthens his conclusion by his author-
ity. First, he mentions the status of his disciples; secondly, the work 
they do.

The status of the disciples is that they are servants: “so you also, 
when you have done all that is commanded you, say, ‘We are unwor-
thy servants’” (Lk 17:10). The work they have to do is to be apostles—
and an apostle is one who is sent: “He . . . chose from them twelve, 
whom he named apostles” (Lk 6:13). So he says: I say that “you also 
ought to wash one another’s feet” as I have washed yours, because a 
servant is not greater than his master, and this refers to their status, 
nor is he who is sent greater than he who sent him. Although the Son 
of God was sent to us, as we see in Hebrews (3:1), and he is equal to 
the one who sent him, that is, the Father, yet it is true of all others that 
he who is sent is not greater than the one who sent him.

1783. This seems to contradict what our Lord said to his disciples 
below (15:15): “No longer do I call you servants, for the servant does 

49. De agon. chris. 11. 12; PL 40, col. 297.
50. See ST III, q. 46, a. 3.
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not know what his master is doing.” I answer that there are two ways 
of being a servant. One way is based on reverence and respect, “filial 
fear,” and this produces a good servant: “Well done, good and faith-
ful servant” (Mt 25:23). This is the kind of servant our Lord is talking 
about here in John (13:16). The other way of being a servant is based 
on the fear of punishment, “servile fear.” This kind of servant is men-
tioned in “You wicked servant! I forgave you all that debt because you 
besought me” (Mt 18:33). This is the kind of servant our Lord refers to 
when he says: “No longer do I call you servants” (15:15).51

1784. When he says, If you know these things, blessed are you if 
you do them, he strengthens his conclusion by a reward. First, he men-
tions the reward; secondly, he excludes someone from it (v. 18).

1785. If you know these things, which many do know, blessed are 
you if you do them, which is true of few. He says, “know” and “do” be-
cause we read: “Blessed are those who hear the word of God and keep 
it” (Lk 11:28); and “A good understanding have all those who practice 
it” (Ps 110:10).52 On the other hand, “Whoever knows what is right to 
do and fails to do it, for him it is sin” (Jas 4:17).

1786. He excludes someone when he says, I am not speaking of you 
all. First, he says there is an exception; secondly, he gives the reason 
for the exception (v. 18). Thirdly, he tells why he said there was an ex-
ception (v. 19). He does two things about the first: he mentions there is 
an exception; he answers an unspoken question.

1787. He says there is an exception when he says, I am not speak-
ing of you all. He is saying in effect: You will be blessed, but not all 
of you, because I am not speaking of you all when I say you will be 
blessed: “All the runners compete, but only one receives the prize” 
(1 Cor 9:24). For there is one of you, that is, Judas, who will not be 
blessed, and he will not do these things.

According to Origen, our Lord did not say blessed are you, with-
out qualification; but he added a condition, if you do them. And this 
is true for all of them, even Judas; for if Judas had done these things, 
he would have been blessed. So for Origen,53 Jesus is excluding Judas 
from his servants, “a servant is not greater than his master” (v. 16). 
It was like saying: I say you are servants and apostles, but I am not 
speaking of you all: for Judas, since he was a servant of sin, was not a 
servant of the Divine Word, nor was he an apostle once the devil had 
entered into his heart. 

1788. Someone could say: Since Christ does not say that all are 
blessed or his apostles, then some member of his group might perish 

51. See ST II-II, q. 19, a. 2.
52. See ST II-II, q. 44, a. 3.
53. Comm. in Io XXXII. 13, nos. 142–51; PG 14, col. 773B–76B; cf. Catena au-

rea, 13:12–20.
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unexpectedly. Our Lord answers this saying, I know whom I have cho-
sen. This was like saying: Those who have been chosen will not perish; 
but not all have been chosen. So, the one who will perish will be the 
one who has not been chosen, that is, Judas: “You did not choose me, 
but I chose you” (15:16).54

1789. This seems to conflict with his earlier statement: “Did I not 
choose you, the twelve?” (6:71). Therefore, since Judas was one of the 
twelve, it seems that he was chosen. I answer that one can be chosen 
in two ways. One is for a present righteousness; and Judas was chosen 
for this. The other is for final glory; and Judas was not chosen for this.

1790. The reason there was an exception was so that the scripture 
may be fulfilled—not that scripture forced the event, but it did men-
tion an event that would happen: “Everything written about me in 
the law of Moses and the prophets and the psalms must be fulfilled” 
(Lk 24:44); “Not an iota, nor a dot, will pass from the law until all is 
accomplished” (Mt 5:18).55 This scripture says: He who ate my bread 
has lifted his heel against me. This is another translation of what we 
have in the Psalm (40:10) as: “The man of my peace, in whom I trust-
ed, who ate my bread, has greatly deceived me.” The intimacy Judas 
had with Christ is shown when we read, he who ate my bread: for Ju-
das, along with the other disciples, ate bread with Christ, even conse-
crated bread. Further, his malicious efforts against Christ are shown 
when it says, has lifted his heel against me; that is, he will try to crush 
me. And we do crush our enemies under our heel: “She shall crush 
your head, and you will lie in wait for her heel” (Gen 3:15). And so 
one is said to raise his heel against another when he tries to crush 
him. But Judas will not be able to do this, because I will be exalted by 
the very thing with which he wants to crush me: “And I, when am 
lifted up from the earth, will draw all things to myself” (12:32).

1791. We have an example in this for ourselves: let us not be set 
back if we happen to suffer evil from those close to us or from the ma-
licious, since we can remember the conduct of Judas who, in spite of 
having received unlimited goods, returned the contrary to his bene-
factor. Our Lord chose Judas, whom he knew would become an evil 
person, so that we could realize that there would be no human soci-
ety which does not have some evil members: “As a lily among bram-
bles, so is my love among maidens” (Sg 2:2). And in one of his letters 
Augustine56 says: “I don’t care to assume that my household is better 
than the group of the apostles.” We can also understand from this that 
if a prelate receives someone into the Church, and this person becomes 
bad, the prelate should not be blamed. Look at Judas! Even though he 
was chosen by Christ he turned out to be a traitor. The same thing 

54. See ST I, q. 23, aa. 3–5. 55. See ST III, q. 46, a. 1.
56. Ep. 78. 8; PL 33, col. 272.
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happened to Philip when he received Simon the magician: “Shall they 
repay good with evil, by making a snare to take my life?” (Jer 18:20); 
“A man’s foes will be those of his own household” (Mt 10:36).

1792. Then when he says, I tell you this now, he gives the reason 
why he mentioned there was an exception. As if to say: I have been 
silent about his malice for a long time, but because the time is near 
when it will appear publicly, therefore, I tell you this now, before it 
takes place, that when it does take place you may believe that I am 
he who predicts the future and reveals the secrets of the heart: things 
which are characteristic of God. “The heart is deceitful above all things, 
and desperately corrupt; who can understand it? ‘I the Lord search the 
mind and try the heart’” (Jer 17:9); “Tell us what is to come hereafter, 
that we may know that you are gods” (Is 41:23). Or, “I am who am” 
(Ex 3:14).

1793. Next (v. 20), he confirms his conclusion from the dignity of 
those whose feet he washed. For their dignity was so great that servic-
es performed for them seemed in a way to rebound to God, although 
according to a certain progression: because things done for the faithful 
through Christ rebound to God the Father.

First, he shows how those things done for the disciples of Christ 
flow back or rebound to Christ. Regarding this he says, Truly, truly, I 
say to you. He is saying in effect: Truly, you ought to wash their feet, 
because he who receives any one whom I send receives me, that is, I re-
gard as done to me the service given to those whom I send: “He who 
receives you receives me” (Mt 10:41). Secondly, he shows how a ser-
vice given to Christ rebounds to the Father, saying, he who receives me 
receives him who sent me: “That all may honor the Son, even as they 
honor the Father” (5:23).

However, according to Origen,57 this verse can be understood in two 
ways. In one way by compressing the two parts into one, and then the 
sense is: he who receives those sent by me also receives the Father. The 
second way keeps the parts distinct, and then the meaning is: he who 
receives, that is, in a physical way, those sent by me, receives me; and 
those who receive me, that is, coming into their souls in a spiritual 
way—as in “that Christ may dwell in your hearts through faith” (Eph 
3:17)—receives him who sent me, the Father. Not only will I dwell 
in him, but the Father will also: “We will come to him and make our 
home with him” (14:23).58

1794. Arius used this text in the following way to help support his 
own error: the Lord says that he who receives him receives the Father; 
and so the relationship between the Father who sends and the Son is 

57. Comm. in Io XXXII. 17, nos. 212–13; PG 14, col. 788B; cf. Catena aurea, 
13:12–20.

58. See ST I, q. 43, a. 6; II-II, q. 5, a. 3.
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the same as that of the Son who sends and the disciples. But Christ 
who sends is greater than the disciples who are sent; thus, the Father 
is greater than the Son.

We should answer this, according to Augustine,59 by saying that 
there were two natures in Christ, a human and a divine nature. In the 
first part he is speaking with reference to his human nature, saying, he 
who receives any one whom I send receives me, as human, for I share 
with them in one [human] nature. In the second part he speaks in ref-
erence to his divinity: he who receives me, who am God, receives him 
who sent me, for I have the same [divine] nature as him.

Or, we could understand it to mean: he who receives one whom 
I send, receives me, for my authority is in him; and he who receives 
me receives the Father, whose authority is in me. In this way, these 
words show that Christ is the bridge between God and humankind, as 
in “There is one mediator between God and men, the man Christ Je-
sus” (1 Tim 2:5).60

LECTUrE 4

21 When Jesus had thus spoken, he was troubled in spirit, and tes-
tified, “Truly, truly, I say to you, one of you will betray me.” 22 The 
disciples looked at one another, uncertain of whom he spoke. 23 One 
of his disciples, whom Jesus loved, was lying close to the breast [lap] of 
Jesus; 24 so Simon Peter beckoned to him and said, “Tell us who it is 
of whom he speaks.” 25 So lying thus, close to the breast of Jesus, he 
said to him, “Lord, who is it?” 26 Jesus answered, “It is he to whom I 
shall give this morsel [bread] when I have dipped it.” So when he had 
dipped the morsel [bread], he gave it to Judas, the son of Simon Iscari-
ot. 27 Then after the morsel, Satan entered into him.61

1795. Above, the Evangelist presented the example Christ gave to 
his disciples to imitate. Here he shows the failure of the disciples who 
were not yet ready to follow him; a failure which Christ predicted. 
First, we see the failure of the disciple who betrayed him; secondly, of 
the disciple who denied him (v. 36). Two things are done with the first: 
one of the disciples is said to be a betrayer; secondly, we see him leave 
the supper. Two things are done concerning the first: the betrayal is 
predicted; then we see it beginning to be executed (v. 27a). Two things 
are done about the first: the crime of the traitor is foretold; secondly, 
the traitor is identified (v. 22).

59. Tract. in Io. 59. 2–3; PL 35, col. 1796; cf. Catena aurea, 13:12–20.
60. See ST III, q. 26, a. 2.
61. St. Thomas refers to Jn 13:26, 27 in ST III, q. 81, a. 2, obj. 3. 



26  COMMENTARY ON THE GOSPEL OF JOHN

1796. Two things are done about the first: the emotions of the one 
foretelling the betrayal are mentioned; secondly, the event predicted is 
mentioned. 

The one foretelling the betrayal is Christ, and he is troubled. As to 
this the Evangelist says, When Jesus had thus spoken, inviting them 
once again to works of love, he visualized the disciple who was to be-
tray him and he was troubled in spirit. Here we should note that to be 
troubled is to be disturbed. This is shown by an event mentioned be-
fore: “From time to time an angel of the Lord used to come down into 
the pool and the water was disturbed . . . the sick man said, ‘Sir, I have 
no one to plunge me into the pool once the water is troubled’” (5:4). 
Here it is the same thing for water to be disturbed or troubled. We also 
say the sea is troubled when it is disturbed. And so to say that a soul 
is troubled is to say that it is disturbed. Now there are some acts of the 
soul which do not involve a disturbance in the body; these are the ac-
tions of its intellectual powers. But the acts of the sensory appetite do 
involve some bodily disturbance; and so the affections of the sensory 
appetite are called passions. Now among all the affections or passions 
of the sensory appetite, sadness involves the most disturbance. While 
pleasure, since it implies a rest in a good which is possessed, has more 
the character of rest than of disturbance. Even fear, since it is con-
cerned with an evil to come in the future, has less disturbance than 
sadness, which involves an evil which is present. This is why one who 
is afflicted with sadness is especially said to be troubled. So Christ was 
troubled, that is, he was sad.62

1797. We can recall here that there have been philosophers, the 
Stoics, who said that those who are wise are not troubled this way or 
by such passions. For although they admit that one who is wise may 
have fear, or joy or desire, such a one is never sad. It is clear that this is 
false because Jesus, who is the highest wisdom, was troubled.

Note that one can be troubled in two ways. Sometimes it comes 
from the flesh, which means that one is troubled because of some ap-
prehension by the senses, but independently of the judgment of rea-
son. Yet sometimes this can remain within the limits of reason and not 
cloud one’s reason; in this case, Jerome63 would call it a propassion. 
This can happen in one who is wise. At other times, this can go beyond 
the limits of reason and trouble reason. This is not found in the wise.

The second way of being troubled is to have it come from one’s rea-
son, that is, when one is troubled in the sensory appetite because of 
a judgment of reason and from deliberation. This was the way Christ 
was troubled. And so the Evangelist is careful to say that he was trou-
bled in spirit, that is, the sensory appetite of Christ was troubled be-

62. See ST III, q. 15, a. 6.
63. Comm. in Matt.1. 5. 28; PL 26, col. 38C.
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cause of a judgment of his reason. Thus he said above (11:33) that 
Jesus “troubled himself.” For in Christ all things arose from the delib-
eration of reason, even in his sensory appetite; and so there were in 
him no sudden disturbances of his sensuality.64

1798. Jesus willed to be troubled at this time for two reasons. First, 
in order to instruct us in the faith. For suffering and death, which hu-
man nature naturally shuns, were drawing near to him; and when he 
realized this, he became sad because they were harmful and evil for 
him.65 And so he willed, by a judgment of reason, to be troubled even 
in his soul, to show us that he had a real human nature. This excludes 
the error of Apollinarius who said that Christ did not have a soul, but 
the Word took its place.

Secondly, he did this to aid our own progress. According to Augus-
tine,66 he saw that the traitor was about to leave and return with the 
Jews who wanted to capture him. By this action, Judas was severed 
from the society of the saints and drew down a sentence of death upon 
himself. And because Jesus loved him, this made him sad.67 This gives 
an example to superiors that if now and then they have to pass a harsh 
judgment on their subjects, they should do it with a sad heart, accord-
ing to “Let a good man strike or rebuke me in kindness” (Ps 140:5). For 
when Jesus decided to reveal the treachery of Judas to the others, he 
was troubled in spirit and testified, to show he was not ignorant of his 
betrayal, and said, Truly, truly, I say to you, one of you will betray me. 

1799. He is careful to say, one of you, i.e., one of those chosen for 
this holy society, so that we might understand that there would nev-
er be a society so holy that it would be without sinners and those who 
are evil: “Now there was a day when the sons of God came to pres-
ent themselves before the Lord, and Satan also came among them”  
(Job 1:6).

He said one of them, not two or several, so it would not seem that 
he was reproving the whole group rather than the traitor in the group. 
For we should not think a group bad because one member is bad; al-
though if several are bad, the group could be considered bad. He said, 
one of you, that is, one of your number, not one of you in merit or one 
in spirit: “They went out from us, but they were not of us, for if they 
had been of us, they would have continued with us” (1 Jn 2:19). One 
of you will betray me. Me, the Teacher, the Lord, the Savior.

1800. Next (v. 22), the traitor is privately identified. First, the occa-
sions for this are mentioned; secondly, the traitor is identified (v. 26); 
thirdly, we see the effect of his identification (v. 27). There were two 

64. See ST III, q. 15, a. 4; III, q. 15, a. 6, ad 1.
65. See ST III, q. 21, a. 2; III, q. 46, aa. 5–7.
66. Tract. in Io. 60. 1; PL 35, col. 1797; cf. Catena aurea, 13:21–30.
67. See ST III, q. 46, a. 5.
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occasions for his identification: one was the uncertainty of the disci-
ples, and the other was a question asked by one of the disciples. First, 
John mentions their uncertainty; and then the disciple’s question.

1801. With regard to the first, note that the good disciples had very 
great love for Christ and their faith was very strong. Because of their 
love each one assumed that he would not be the one to deny Christ; 
yet because their faith was so strong they were most certain that what 
Christ said could not be false. And so, although none of them was con-
scious of any evil, they nevertheless thought the prediction of Christ was 
truer and more believable than their own opinion. Accordingly, consid-
ering that they were human and that their affections could change so 
much that they could will the opposite of what they willed before, they 
were more uncertain of themselves than of the truth spoken by Christ. 
So, the disciples looked at one another, uncertain of whom he spoke: 
“Therefore let any one who thinks that he stands take heed lest he fall” 
(1 Cor 10:12); “If I wash myself with snow, and cleanse my hands with 
lye, yet you will plunge me into a pit” (Job 9:30).

1802. Next (v. 23), the disciple’s question is stated. First we see the 
intimacy he had with Christ; secondly, what led him to ask (v. 24); 
thirdly, his question (v. 25).

1803. The disciple’s intimacy with Christ is shown by the fact that 
he was lying close to him. He says, one of the disciples was lying close 
to the lap of Jesus. This was John the Evangelist who wrote his Gospel. 
He wrote of himself in the third person to avoid boasting. In this he fol-
lowed the custom of others who wrote Sacred Scripture. Moses wrote 
of himself this way, as though he were someone else: “and the Lord 
said to Moses” (Lev 11:1). And so did Matthew: “He saw a man called 
Matthew sitting at the tax office” as we see from Matthew (Mt 9:9). 
And further on Paul did the same: “I know a man in Christ who four-
teen years ago was caught up to the third heaven” (2 Cor 12:2).

1804. John here mentions three things about himself. First, the 
love he had for Christ as he rested on him. John said that he was lying, 
that is resting: “Then you will delight yourself in the Almighty, and 
lift up your face to God” (Job 22:26); “He leads me beside the waters 
of rest” (Ps 22:2). Secondly, he intimates his knowledge of mysteries, 
which were made known to him by Christ, and especially for the writ-
ing of this Gospel. He says he was lying close to the lap of Jesus, for the 
lap signifies things that are hidden: “The only Son, who is in the lap of 
the Father, he has made him known” (1:18). Thirdly, he mentions the 
special love Christ had for him, saying, whom Jesus loved, not exclu-
sively, but in a way above others. Exactly how Christ loved him more 
than others will be stated more clearly at the end of this book. 

For the present, it is enough to say that John was more loved by 
Christ for three reasons. First, because of the cleanliness of his purity: 
for he was a virgin when chosen by the Lord, and always remained 
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so: “He who loves purity of heart, and whose speech is gracious, will 
have the king as his friend” (Pr 22:11). Secondly, because of the depth 
of his wisdom, for he saw further into the secrets of God than others; 
and so he is compared to an eagle, “A wise servant has the king’s fa-
vor” (Pr 14:35). Thirdly, because of the great intensity of his love for 
Christ: “I love those who love me” (Pr 8:17).68

1805. Then when he says, so Simon Peter beckoned to him, John 
mentions what led him to question Christ. But since to beckon is to 
suggest something without speaking any words, why does he say that 
Peter both beckoned . . . and said? I answer that the [Latin] word beck-
on can also mean just to think something within ourselves, as “The 
fool says in his heart . . .” (Ps 52:1). And, even more so, we can say 
that someone said something when he indicates by some external sign 
or gesture what he has conceived in his heart. This is the meaning of 
his saying that Peter beckoned . . . and said, that is, thinking of some-
thing within himself, he indicated it by some kind of gesture. Or, one 
could say that he first gave some gesture, and then said in words: Who 
is it of whom he speaks? that is, who will betray him.

1806. Since everywhere in the Gospels Peter is always presented as 
bold and as the first to speak out because of his fervent love, why is he 
now keeping silent? Chrysostom69 gives three reasons for this. One is 
that Peter had just been reprimanded by our Lord for not allowing him 
to wash his feet, and had heard, “If I do not wash you, you have no 
part in me.” As a result, he preferred not to bother our Lord just now. 
Another reason is that Peter did not want our Lord to reveal this open-
ly so that others could hear it. And so because Peter was a few feet 
away from Christ and would not be the only one to hear his answer, 
he urged John, who was next to Jesus, to ask him.

The third reason is mystical. John signifies the contemplative life, 
and Peter the active life. Now Peter is instructed by Christ by means 
of John because the active life learns about divine things by means of 
the contemplative life: “Mary sat at the Lord’s feet and listened to his 
teaching. But Martha was distracted with much serving” (Lk 10:39).70

1807. Then when he says, So lying thus, close to the breast of Jesus, 
he said to him, Lord, who is it? he mentions the question. Note that 
when Peter was beckoning to John to get him to question our Lord, 
John was leaning near the lap of Jesus. But now when John asks he 
is near the breast of Jesus, for the breast is closer to the mouth than 
the lap is. And so John moved from the lap of Christ to his breast so he 
could hear his answer more quietly and privately.

As for the mystical interpretation, we can see from this that the 

68. See ST II-II, q. 184, a. 3.
69. Hom. in Io. 72. 1; PG 59, col. 389–90; cf. Catena aurea, 13:21–30.
70. See ST II-II, q. 181, a. 3; II-II, q. 182, a. 1.
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more a person wants to grasp the secrets of divine wisdom, the more 
he should try to get closer to Christ, according to: “Come to him and 
be enlightened” (Ps 33:6). For the secrets of divine wisdom are es-
pecially revealed to those who are joined to God by love: “He shows 
his friend that it is his possession” (Job 36:33); “His friend comes and 
searches into him” (Pr 18:17).71

1808. Then when he says, Jesus answered, he identifies the betray-
er: first by words, then by an action. He identifies by words when he 
says, It is he to whom I shall give this bread when I have dipped it. 
This can signify two things, depending on how bread is understood. If 
it is understood to indicate something evil, it signifies the hypocrisy of 
Judas. For just as dipped bread is stained and has changed in appear-
ance so also a pretender, for he thinks one thing in his heart while he 
simulates something else with his words. And Judas was like this, for 
on the outside he pretended to love the Teacher, but in his heart he 
planned to betray him: The wicked “speak peace with their neighbors, 
while mischief is in their hearts” (Ps 27:3).

If bread is taken to signify something good, then this action stress-
es the malice of Judas. When bread is dipped it tastes better. So Christ 
gave Judas dipped bread to show that although Judas had received 
many good things from Christ, in spite of these he betrayed him: “But 
it is you, my equal, my companion, my familiar friend. We used to 
hold sweet converse together” (Ps 54:14).

1809. He identifies the betrayer by an action when he says, so when 
he had dipped the bread, he gave it to Judas, the son of Simon Iscari-
ot. Some say that this bread was the consecrated body of Christ. But, 
according to Augustine,72 this is not so. For it is clear from the other 
Evangelists that our Lord gave his body to the disciples while he was 
having supper. Thus it is evident that Judas received the body of Christ 
at the same time as the other disciples, that is, during the supper. Dur-
ing the course of this meal Jesus rose and washed the feet of the dis-
ciples and returned to his place. And it was only after this that he gave 
the bread to Judas. Clearly, this was not the body of Christ.

1810. He continues with the effect of this identification, saying, 
then after the morsel, Satan entered into him. Here we might ask how 
Satan enters into a person. I answer that there are two ways of under-
standing Satan’s entering into a person. He could enter into a person’s 
body, as in the case of those who are physically molested by a devil. 
In this way the devil can essentially enter into a person. Or, we might 
take it to mean that the devil enters into a person’s mind, so that the 
devil would essentially penetrate the mind. However, no one but God 
can enter into a person in this way. Now the rational soul does not 

71. See ST II-II, q. 45, a. 2.
72. Tract. in Io. 62. 3; PL 35, col. 1802; cf. Catena aurea, 13:21–30.
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have quantitative dimensions so that something could be in it except 
what gives it existence, which is there by its own power. Now where 
the power of God is, there also is his essence: for in God essence and 
power are the same. So it is clear that God is in the soul essentially. Yet 
the devil can enter into the human mind in the sense that a person 
who has been seduced by him follows him in doing evil; this is an ef-
fect of the devil’s malice, which someone has loved.73

1811. It was said above: “And during supper, when the devil had 
already put it into the heart of Judas Iscariot, Simon’s son, to betray 
him . . .” But now he says, Satan entered into him. So there seems to 
be a difference between “put into” and “enter into.” I say that this was 
not said to indicate a difference, but to note a growth in evil. The dev-
il is said to put something evil into a person’s heart when the person 
yields to him and assents to the evil, but with some fear as to whether 
he ought to do this or not. But he enters into a person’s heart when 
one totally gives himself to following his suggestions and offers no re-
sistance at all. Thus Satan first put the plan to deceive Christ into Ju-
das, and then he entered into to possess him more completely and to 
lead him to accomplish the evil.74

1812. One might ask why Luke (22:3) says that Satan entered into 
Judas even before he received the morsel. This seems to conflict with 
what John says here, that after the morsel, Satan entered into him. I 
answer that in the first case Satan entered into him to plan the betray-
al, but now he entered into him to accomplish and complete it.

1813. Was it wrong to give Judas this morsel, for after that Satan 
would enter into him? I say, no. Judas himself was evil, and used a 
good thing in an evil way. In a similar way, when someone unworthily 
receives the Eucharist, which is good and even the best of things, he 
receives it in an evil way and it turns out to be evil for him, because he 
“eats and drinks judgment upon himself” (1 Cor 11:29).75 

LECTUrE 5

27b Jesus said to him, “What you are going to do, do quickly.” 
28 Now no one at the table knew why he said this to him. 29 Some 
thought that, because Judas had the money box, Jesus was telling him, 
“Buy what we need for the feast”; or, that he should give something to 
the poor. 30 So, after receiving the morsel, he immediately went out; 
and it was night.76

73. See ST I, q. 106, a. 2; I, q. 111, aa. 1–3. 
74. See ST I-II, q. 80, aa. 1–2.
75. See ST III, q. 80, a. 4.
76. St. Thomas refers to Jn 13:27b in ST III, q. 7, a. 2, obj. 3; Jn 13:29: ST II-

II, q. 188, a. 7. 
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1814. We now see the betrayal itself, after it was predicted. First, 
we see that Judas was allowed to do what was predicted; and secondly, 
how it was done (v. 30). John does three things with the first: first, he 
gives the words of our Lord, allowing Judas to act; secondly, he men-
tions that the meaning of these words was not clear; and thirdly, he 
states how the apostles understood them.

1815. Our Lord’s words were: What you are going to do, do quickly. 
This is not a command or a counsel, since sin cannot be commanded 
or counseled, because “The command of the Lord is pure, enlighten-
ing the eyes” (Ps 18:9). It is, rather, a permission. As we have seen, the 
devil had put it into the heart of Judas to betray Jesus, and he had al-
ready made arrangements with the chief priests. Yet he could not carry 
this out unless Christ himself gave permission, because “No one takes 
it [my life] from me, but I lay it down of my own accord” (10:18); “He 
was offered because it was his own will” (Is 53:7).77

These words also reprimand the evil act of betrayal, and imply that 
while Christ was conferring benefits on him, Judas was planning his 
death: “But now I rebuke you, and lay the charge before you” (Ps 
49:21). As Augustine78 says, they are also the words of one who eager-
ly desires to carry out the work of our redemption. Still, Christ was not 
commanding the crime, but predicting it. He was not so much seeking 
the ruin of the one who betrayed him as he was hurrying to become 
the salvation of believers: “I have a baptism to be baptized with; and 
how I am constrained until it is accomplished!” (Lk 12:50).

1816. What our Lord said was not clear to the disciples. John says, 
Now no one at the table knew why he said this to him. We can under-
stand from this that the words of Christ are so profound and so above 
human understanding that we can understand no more of them than 
what he reveals: “It is the glory of God to conceal the word” (Pr 25:2).79

1817. A question arises here. Since our Lord had indicated to John 
who the traitor was, saying, it is he to whom I shall give this bread 
when I have dipped it, and then he gave it to Judas, the disciples seem 
to have been exceedingly dull not to have understood what he had 
just said. I answer that our Lord said this privately to John in order not 
to reveal the betrayer. The reason for this being that Peter loved Christ 
so fiercely that had he been certain that Judas was about to betray 
him, he would have quickly killed him.

1818. Since John himself was one of those at the dinner, why did 
he say, no one at the table knew why he said this to him? I answer that 
it is usual for one who is good and without evil to believe that others 
also are without evil. Now John was extremely good and would never 

77. See ST III, q. 47, a. 1.
78. Tract. in Io. 62. 4; PL 35, col. 1802–3; cf. Catena aurea, 13:21–30.
79. See ST III, q. 42, a. 3.
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consider becoming a betrayer. Thus he never suspected that another 
disciple would commit such a great crime.

1819. Now the Evangelist tells us what the disciples, ignorant of the 
real reason Jesus was speaking, thought he meant: some of the dis-
ciples thought that, because Judas had the money box, Jesus was tell-
ing him. . . . Here we should note that the Lord God of Heaven, who 
feeds all living things, had a purse, not to own the things of earth, but 
to save the offerings of believers and so provide for his own necessities 
and the needs of others. This purse was in the care of Judas. As Augus-
tine80 says, this teaches us that the Church can have and reserve mon-
ey for its immediate needs. It also teaches us that the Church’s money 
should be used for only two things. First, for what pertains to divine 
worship; for we read, Buy what we need for the feast, that is, what we 
can use to worship God on the festival day: “Bring the full tithes into 
the storehouse, that there may be food in my house” (Mal 3:10). Sec-
ondly, its money can be used to help the poor, so he adds, or that he 
should give something to the poor.81

1820. One might argue against this that Matthew (6:34) says, “Do 
not be anxious about tomorrow.” Augustine82 answered this and said 
that our Lord did not command the saints not to keep the money or 
other goods of one day for the next. Rather, he said, “Do not be anx-
ious about tomorrow.” This means that we should not be preaching or 
doing other religious services in order to provide a future for ourselves; 
nor should we omit acting in a virtuous way because of fear of the fu-
ture.83 Thus it is clear that when our Lord said “Do not be anxious 
about tomorrow,” he was forbidding two things. First, we are not to do 
good to secure our future; secondly, we are not to omit doing good be-
cause we fear a future poverty.

Chrysostom84 explains this clearly when he says: “Do not be anx-
ious about tomorrow, that is, do not anticipate today the cares of the 
next day; the troubles of today are enough.”

1821. Some might also wonder why our Lord had a purse, since 
he told his disciples, “Carry no purse, no bag, no sandals” (Lk 10:4). 
According to Chrysostom,85 our Lord possessed a purse to provide for 
those in need and to teach us that no matter how poor and crucified 
to the world we may be, we should be concerned for the poor, accord-
ing to “He has distributed freely, he has given to the poor” (Ps 111:9). 
Or, we could say that when he told them to take nothing on their way, 
he was referring to individual preachers and apostles, who should car-

80. Tract. in Io. 62. 5; PL 35, col. 1803; cf. Catena aurea, 13:21–30.
81. See ST q. 185, a. 7.
82. Tract. in Io. 62. 5; PL 35, col. 1803; cf. Catena aurea, 13:21–30.
83. See ST q. 100, aa. 3–5.
84. Hom. in Io. 72. 2; PG 59, col. 392.
85. Ibid., col. 391–92; cf. Catena aurea, 13:21–30.
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ry nothing when they went to preach. But it did not refer to the entire 
group which would need something for themselves and for the poor.86

1822. Next (v. 30), John shows that what was predicted came about. 
First, he mentions the action which was done; secondly, the time when 
it was done.

1823. What was done was done quickly, because after receiving 
the morsel, he immediately went out. Note that, as Origen87 says, the 
Evangelist does not say that Judas ate the morsel, but that he received 
it. This can be understood in two ways. First, it could be that Judas 
was so troubled about obeying the Teacher that when he received the 
morsel, he did not eat it, but perhaps left it on the table and with-
out delay went out to complete his betrayal. The reason for this could 
be that the devil did not allow Judas to eat the bread. For the devil, 
who had already entered into the heart of Judas, feared that if Judas 
ate the bread, the devil would have to leave, since he could not be in 
the same place as Jesus: “What accord has Christ with Belial?” (2 Cor 
6:15); “You cannot drink the cup of the Lord and the cup of demons” 
(1 Cor 10:21).

Taken the other way, we could think that Judas ate the bread he re-
ceived. Then the meaning is, after receiving the morsel, not only in his 
hand, but even eating it, he immediately went out. He thus made use 
of a good thing in a bad way. This is exactly what someone does who 
unworthily eats the bread of the Lord, or drinks from his chalice: he 
eats and drinks to his own damage and adds to his sin.88 So the bread 
Jesus gave to Judas became a source of harm: for after the bread en-
tered into him so did Satan.

1824. The time is described as one of darkness: and it was night. He 
mentions this for two reasons. First, to emphasize the malice of Judas. 
It had grown in his heart to such a degree that even the inconvenience 
of the hour did not cause him to wait till the morning: “The murderer 
rises in the dark . . . and in the night he is as a thief” (Job 24:14).

In the second place, he wants to show his state of mind. It was 
night, because the mind of Judas the traitor was dark, without divine 
light. “If any one walks in the day, he does not stumble, because he 
sees the light of this world. But if any one walks in the night, he stum-
bles, because the light is not in him” (11:9–10).

86. See ST II-II, q. 188, a. 7; III, q. 40, a. 3.
87. Comm. in Io XXXII. 24, nos. 303–8; PG 14, col. 808C–9A; cf. Catena aurea, 

13:21–30.
88. See ST III, q. 80, a. 4.
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LECTUrE 6

31 When he had gone out, Jesus said, “Now is the Son of man glori-
fied and in him God is glorified; 32 if God is glorified in him, God will 
also glorify him in himself, and [will] glorify him at once.”

1825. After Judas left to bring about our Lord’s death, Jesus men-
tions that he himself will be leaving for glory. First, to console them, 
he mentions the glory to which he is going; secondly, he foretells his 
leaving (v. 33).

1826. The glory to which he is going is the glorification and exalta-
tion of Christ insofar as he is the Son of man. When he had gone out, 
that is Judas, Jesus said to his disciples, Now is the Son of man glori-
fied, and in him God is glorified. The [Latin] word used was actually 
“clarified” and not “glorified.” But both words mean the same thing. 
To be clarified (to be made bright or splendorous, to be displayed and 
made known) is the same as to be glorified, for glory is a kind of splen-
dor. According to Ambrose,89 someone has glory when he is known 
with clarity and praised. And so exegetes translate the Greek word 
“clarify” as “glorify,” and vice versa.

We can understand this statement in four ways, by referring it to 
the four kinds of glory which Christ had: the glory of the cross; the glo-
ry of his judicial power; the glory of his resurrection; and the glory of 
being known by the faith of the people. Scripture attributes this four-
fold glory to Christ.

1827. First, then, Christ was glorified by being lifted up on the cross. 
Even Paul said that his own glory was in the cross: “But far be it from 
me to glory except in the cross of our Lord Jesus Christ” (Gal 6:14). This 
is the glory Chrysostom90 has in mind in his explanation of the text. In 
this explanation our Lord mentions four things about the glory of the 
cross: the glory itself; the fruit of this glory; the author of the glory; and 
the time of the glory.

As to the first [the very glory of the cross] he says, Now is the Son 
of man glorified. Note that when something is beginning, it seems in a 
way to already exist. Now when Judas went out to bring back the sol-
diers, this seems to be the beginning of Christ’s passion, the passion by 
which he was to be glorified. This is why he says, now is the Son of man 
glorified, that is, the passion by which he will be glorified is now begin-
ning. Indeed, Christ was glorified by the passion of the cross because 
by it he conquered the enemies of death and the devil: “that through 
death he might destroy him who has the power of death” (Heb 2:14). 

89. Hex. 3. 7. 30; PL 14, col. 168.
90. Hom. in Io. 72. 2; PG 59, col. 392; cf. Catena aurea, 13:31–32.
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Again, he acquired glory because by his cross he joined heaven and 
earth: “to reconcile to himself all things, whether on earth or in heav-
en, making peace by the blood of his cross” (Col 1:20). Further, he was 
glorified by his cross because by it he acquired all kingship. One version 
of Psalm 95 (v. 9) says: “Say to the nations that the Lord has reigned 
from his cross.” Again, Christ was glorified by the cross because he ac-
complished many miracles on it: the curtain of the temple was split, 
an earthquake occurred, rocks were split and the sun was darkened, 
and many saints arose, as Matthew (27:51) states. So with his passion 
drawing near, these are the reasons why our Lord said, now is the Son 
of man glorified. It is like saying: now my passion is beginning, the pas-
sion which is my glory.91

The fruit of this glory is that God is glorified by it. So he says, and 
in him God is glorified, that is, in the glorified Son of man. For the glo-
ry of the passion leads to the glory of God. If God was glorified by the 
death of Peter—“This he said to show by what death he was to glori-
fy God” (21:19)—he was much more glorified by the death of Christ.

The author of this glory is not an angel or a human being, but God 
himself. He says, if God is glorified in him, that is, if his glory is so great 
that God is glorified by it, he does not need to be glorified by another. 
But God will also glorify him in himself, that is, through himself: “Fa-
ther, glorify me” (17:5).92

The time for this glory is fast approaching, because God will glori-
fy him at once, that is, he will give him the glory of the cross. “For the 
cross, although it is foolish to the Gentiles and to those who are lost, 
yet to us who believe, it is the very great wisdom of God and the pow-
er of God” (1 Cor 1:18).

1828. The second glory of Christ is the glory of his judicial power: 
“And then they will see the Son of man coming in clouds with great 
power and glory” (Mk 13:26). This is the glory about which Augus-
tine93 speaks, as the Gloss says. In reference to this, he does four things 
here: first, he mentions the glory of the judicial power of Christ; sec-
ondly, he shows the merit from which he acquired it; thirdly, he ex-
pounds on this; fourthly, he shows the source of Christ’s glory. As to 
the first, he says, Now is the Son of man glorified. We should note that 
in Sacred Scripture, one thing is not explicitly said to signify another, 
and the word for the signifying thing is also used for the thing signified. 
For example, we do not read that “The rock signified Christ”; rather, it 
says, “And the Rock was Christ” (1 Cor 10:4). In the departure of Ju-
das away from the apostles we have a kind of image of the future judg-
ment, when the wicked will be separated from the good, and Christ will 

91. See ST III, q. 47, a. 2; III, q. 48, a. 1.
92. See ST III, q. 47, a. 3.
93. Tract. in Io. 63. 2; PL 35, col. 1804–5; cf. Catena aurea, 13:31–32.
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put the sheep on his right and the goats on his left (Mt 25:33). Since 
this departure of Judas signified the future judgment, right after this 
our Lord began to speak of the glory of his judicial power, saying, Now 
is the Son of man glorified; that is, this departure or separation repre-
sents the glory which the Son of man will have in the judgment, where 
none of the good will perish and none of the evil will be with them. 
He does not say: “Now is the glorification of the Son of man signified,” 
but rather, Now is the Son of man glorified, in keeping with the above-
mentioned custom of Scripture.94

Now the merit of this glorification is that God would be glorified 
in him. For God is glorified by those who seek to do his will, and not 
their own. Christ was like this: “For I have come down from heaven 
not to do my own will, but the will of him who sent me” (6:38). And 
this is why in him God is glorified. He amplifies on this when he says, 
if God is glorified in him, that is, if, by doing the will of God, he glori-
fies God, then rightly God will also glorify him in himself, so that the 
human nature assumed by the eternal Word will be given an eternal 
glory. Thus, in himself, that is, in his own glory: “Therefore God has 
highly exalted him and bestowed on him the name which is above ev-
ery name” (Phil 2:9). Therefore the glorification by which God is glori-
fied in Christ is the merit in virtue of which Christ as man is glorified 
in himself, that is, in the glory of God. This will occur when his human 
nature, its weakness having been laid down by the death of the cross, 
receives the glory of immortality at the resurrection. So the resurrec-
tion itself was the source from which this glory began. Accordingly 
he says, and will glorify him at once, at the resurrection, which will 
quickly come: “I will arise in the morning early” (Ps 107:3): and also, 
“You will not let your Holy One see corruption” (Ps 15:10).95

1829. The third glory of Christ is the glory of his resurrection, about 
which we read, “We were buried therefore with him by baptism into 
death, so that as Christ was raised from the dead by the glory of the 
Father, we too might walk in newness of life” (Rom 6:4). It is in terms 
of this glory that Hilary96 explains this passage, and Augustine97 also 
in part.

From this aspect, Christ first foretells this glory of his, saying, Now 
is the Son of man glorified. Here he is speaking of the future as if it has 
already happened, because what we think will quickly happen we re-
gard as good as done. Now the glory of the resurrection was very near, 
and so he says, Now is the Son of man glorified, as if his body, by its 
union with the divine nature, had in a way acquired the glory of the 
divinity.

94. See ST III, q. 59, a. 3.
95. See ST III, q. 53, aa. 1–2.
96. De Trin. 11. 42; PL 10, col. 426–27; cf. Catena aurea, 13:31–32.
97. Tract. in Io. 63. 3; PL 35, col. 1805; cf. Catena aurea, 13:31–32.
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Secondly, he mentions the cause of this glory quite subtly. As he 
said, in the resurrection the humanity of Christ was glorified because 
of its union with the divine nature; and there was one person, that 
of the Word. For we read: “You will not leave my soul in Sheol; you 
will not let your holy one,” who is the holiest of all, “see corruption” 
(Ps 15:10). Such glory is also due to this human being, Christ, in so far 
as he is God. We too will have the glory of the resurrection to the ex-
tent that we share in the divinity: “He who raised Jesus Christ from the 
dead will give life to your mortal bodies also through his Spirit which 
dwells in you” (Rom 8:11). So he says that the Son of man, that is, 
Christ considered in his human nature, is glorified, by his resurrection. 
And who will glorify him? He says, God will also glorify him in himself, 
so that this human being, Christ, who reigns in the glory which is from 
the glory of God, may himself pass into the glory of God, that is, might 
entirely abide in God, as though deified by the way his human nature 
is possessed. It is like saying: A lamp is bright because a fire is burn-
ing brightly within it. That which sends the rays of brightness into the 
human nature of Christ is God; and thus the human nature of Christ  
is glorified by the glory of his divinity, and the human nature of Christ is 
brought into the glory of his divinity, not by having its nature changed, 
but by a sharing of glory in so far as this human being, Christ, is adored 
as God: “Therefore God has highly exalted him and bestowed on him 
the name which is above every name, that at the name of Jesus every 
knee should bow” (Phil 2:9). So he says, if God is glorified in him, that 
is, if it is true that the glory of his divinity overflows to the glory of his 
humanity, subsequently God will also glorify him in himself, give him a 
share of his own glory by assuming him into that glory: “Every tongue 
should confess that Jesus Christ is Lord in the glory of God the Father” 
(Phil 2:11).98

Thus, Christ has a twofold glory. One is in his human nature, but 
is derived from his divinity. The other is the glory of his divinity, into 
which his human nature is in a way taken up. But each glory is differ-
ent. The first-mentioned glory had a beginning in time. For this reason 
he speaks of it as past, saying, and in him God is, or has been, glorified, 
on the day of the resurrection. The other glory is eternal, because from 
eternity the Word of God is God. And the human nature of Christ, as-
sumed into this glory, will be glorified forever. And so he speaks of this 
as in the future: and will glorify him at once, that is, he will always es-
tablish him in that glory forever.

1830. The fourth glory of Christ is the glory of being known by the 
faith of the people. Origen99 has this kind of glory in mind in his ex-

98. See ST III, q. 53, a. 1; III, q. 54, a. 1, ad 2.
99. Comm. in Io XXXII. 26–28, nos. 330–44; PG 14, col. 813C–817B; cf. Catena 

aurea, 13:31–32.
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position. According to him, glory means one thing in ordinary speech, 
and another thing in Scripture. In ordinary speech, glory is the praise 
given by a number of people, or the clear knowledge of someone ac-
companied by praise, as Ambrose100 says. While in Scripture, glory in-
dicates that a divine sign or mark is upon one. We read in Exodus 
(40:34) that “The glory of the Lord appeared over the tabernacle,” that 
is, a divine sign rested over it. The same happened to the face of Mo-
ses, when it was glorified. Just as glory, in the physical sense, indi-
cates that a divine sign rests upon one, so, in the spiritual sense, that 
intellect is said to be glorified when it is so deified and so transcends 
all material things that it is raised to a knowledge of God. It is by this 
that we are made sharers of glory: “And we all, with unveiled face, 
beholding the glory of the Lord, are being changed into his likeness 
from one degree of glory to another” (2 Cor 3:18). Therefore, if any-
one who knows God is glorified and made a sharer of glory, it is clear 
that Christ, who knows God most perfectly, since he is the brightness 
of the entire divine glory (Heb 1:3), and able to receive the splendor of 
the entire divine glory, if, I say, this is so, then Christ is most perfectly 
glorified.101 And all who know God owe this to Christ.

But men did not yet realize that Christ was so glorified by this most 
perfect knowledge and participation in the divinity. And so, although 
he was glorified in himself, he was not yet glorified in the knowledge 
of men. He began to have this glory at his passion and resurrection, 
when men began to recognize his power and divinity.102 Our Lord, 
speaking here of this glory, says, Now is the Son of man glorified, that 
is, now, in his human nature, he is receiving glory in the knowledge 
of men because of his approaching passion. And in him God, the Fa-
ther, is glorified. For the Son not only reveals himself, but the Father 
as well: “[Father] I have manifested your name” (17:6). Consequently, 
not only is the Son glorified, but the Father also: “No one knows the 
Father except the Son and any one to whom the Son chooses to reveal 
him” (Mt 11:27). He says, in him, because one who sees the Son also 
sees the Father (14:9).

It is characteristic of one who is greater to return what is greater. 
And thus he adds, if God is glorified in him, that is, if the glory of God 
the Father somehow increases because of the glory of the Son of man, 
because the Father becomes better known, God will also glorify him 
in himself, that is, make it known that Christ Jesus is in his glory. This 
will not be delayed for he will glorify him at once.

100. Hex. 3. 7. 30; PL 14, col. 168. 101. See ST III, q. 15, a. 10.
102. See ST III, q. 53, a. 1.
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LECTUrE 7

33 “Little children, yet a little while I am with you. You will seek 
me; and as I said to the Jews so now I say to you, ‘Where I am going 
you cannot come.’ 34 A new commandment I give to you, that you love 
one another; even as I have loved you, that you also love one another. 
35 By this all men will know that you are my disciples, if you have love 
for one another.”

1831. Above, our Lord spoke of the glory he would acquire by his 
leaving. Here, he is telling them that he will leave them. First, he fore-
tells his leaving; secondly, he shows that his disciples were not yet fit 
to follow him (v. 33b); thirdly, he shows how they can become fit, A 
new commandment I give to you.

1832. He briefly foretells his coming departure, saying, Little chil-
dren, yet a little while I am with you. He uses the words of a parent to 
his children the more to inflame their love; for it is when friends are 
about to leave each other that they especially glow with love: “Hav-
ing loved his own who were in the world, he loved them to the end” 
(13:1).103 He says, little children, to show their imperfection, for they 
were not yet perfectly children, because they did not yet perfectly love. 
They were not yet perfect in charity: “My little children, with whom 
I am again in travail until Christ be informed in you” (Gal 4:19). Still, 
they had grown somewhat in perfection, because from slaves they be-
came little children, as he calls them here, and brethren, “Go to my 
brethren and say to them” (20:17).104

1833. We should note that the expression, yet a little while, can be 
explained in three ways, according to the three ways Christ is pres-
ent to his disciples. Christ was present to his disciples in body. But his 
body can be considered in two ways. First, we can view it as having 
the characteristics that belong to human nature, for Christ had a mor-
tal body, just as others. So, a little while, is understood as the time be-
tween these words and his death. So the sense is: yet a little while I 
am with you, that is, a little time remains until I am taken and die, and 
then I will rise and be immortal, even in body: “Christ being raised 
from the dead will never die again; death no longer has dominion over 
him” (Rom 6:9). So Luke (24:44) says: “These are my words which I 
spoke to you, while I was still with you.”

Secondly, he was with them in body, but a body that was already 
glorified. Then, a little while, indicates the time that intervened un-
til his Ascension: “A little while, and you will see me no more; again 
a little while, and you will see me, because I go to the Father” (16:16); 

103. See ST III, q. 73, a. 5.
104. See ST II-II, q. 24, a. 9; II-II, q. 44, a. 6.
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“Once again, in a little while, I will shake the heavens and the earth 
and the sea and the dry land” (Hag 2:6).

Thirdly, it can be explained as applying to the spiritual presence of 
Christ, his presence in his divinity and in the sacraments. Then, a little 
while, is taken to mean the time which would intervene until the end 
of the world. This is a little while in comparison with eternity: “Chil-
dren it is the last hour” (1 Jn 2:18). Then the meaning is: yet a little 
while I am with you, that is, although I will leave you in body, I am still 
spiritually with you for a little while which remains before the end of 
the world: “I am with you always, to the close of the age” (Mt 28:20).

Yet this explanation is not appropriate to the presence of Christ in 
his divinity, for he will be with them not only to the end of the world, 
but for all eternity. For this reason Origen105 explains it another way. 
He says that Christ is always with the perfect, who do not sin in a seri-
ous way. But he is not always present to the imperfect, because when 
they sin he withdraws from them.106 Now in a little while the disciples 
would leave Christ, fall away and abandon him: “You will all fall away 
because of me this night” (Mt 26:31). And so Christ spiritually with-
drew from them. In reference to this he says, yet a little while I am 
with you, that is, in a little while you will leave and abandon me, and 
then I will not be with you.

1834. Next, he mentions their inability to follow him. First, he 
notes their effort, you will seek me, whom you have spiritually aban-
doned by your flight and denials. You will seek me, I say, by your re-
pentance, as Peter did, who wept bitterly: “Seek the Lord while he 
may be found” (Is 55:6); “In their distress they seek me” (Hos 5:15). 
Or, you will seek me, that is, you will want me to be present in body: 
“The days are coming when you will desire to see one of the days of 
the Son of man, and you will not see it” (Lk 17:22).

Secondly, he shows their weakness, saying, as I said to the Jews so 
now I say to you, Where I am going you cannot come. Yet this was said 
differently to the two. Some of the Jews would never be converted. It 
was to these that it was said absolutely that they could not go where 
Christ was going. But now that Judas has gone, none of the remaining 
disciples would be separated from Christ. And to them he did not say 
absolutely, you cannot come, but added, now I say to you. It is like say-
ing: I said to the Jews, that is, to the obstinate among them, that they 
could never come. But I say to you, that for now, you cannot follow 
me, because you are not perfect enough in charity to want to die for 
me. For I will leave you by dying.107

Again, I am going to the glory of my Father, to which no one can 

105. Comm. in Io XXXII. 30–31, nos. 376–86; PG 14, col. 824B–25C; cf. Catena 
aurea, 13:33–35.

106. See ST II-II, q. 24, a. 8; II-II, q. 184, a. 2.
107. See ST II-II, q. 26, a. 3.
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come unless he is perfect in charity. Also, I will be glorified now, for as 
we read, “Now is the Son of man glorified.” But it is not yet the time 
for your bodies to be glorified; so, where I am going you cannot come.

1835. Then, he teaches them how they can become fit to follow 
him: a new commandment I give to you. First, he mentions the special 
character of this commandment; secondly, he shows why they should 
live up to it (v. 35). As to the first he does three things: first, he men-
tions a feature of this commandment, secondly, its meaning; and third-
ly, its standard.

1836. The feature of this commandment he emphasizes is its new-
ness. Thus he says, a new commandment. But did not the Old Testa-
ment or Law have a commandment about the love of one’s neigh-
bor? It did, because when Christ was asked by a lawyer which was 
the greatest commandment, he replied: “You shall love the Lord your 
God,” and continued, “You shall love your neighbor as yourself” (Mt 
22:37). This is found in Leviticus: “You shall love your neighbor as 
yourself” (Lev 19:18).108

Nevertheless, there are three special reasons why this command-
ment is said to be new. First, because of the newness, the renewal, it 
produces: “You have put off the old nature with its practices and have 
put on the new nature, which is being renewed in knowledge after the 
image of its creator” (Col 3:9). This newness is from charity, the char-
ity to which Christ urges us. Secondly, this commandment is said to 
be new because of the cause which produces this renewal; and this is 
a new spirit. There are two spirits: the old and the new. The old spirit 
is the spirit of slavery; the new is the spirit of love. The first produces 
slaves; the second, children by adoption: “For you did not receive the 
spirit of slavery to fall back into fear, but you have received the spirit 
of sonship” (Rom 8:15); “A new heart I will give you, and a new spir-
it I will put within you” (Ez 36:26). The spirit sets us on fire with love 
because “God’s love has been poured into our hearts through the Holy 
Spirit” (Rom 5:5). Thirdly, it is a new commandment because of the 
effect it established, that is, a New Covenant. The difference between 
the New and the Old Covenant is that between love and fear: as we 
read in Jeremiah (31:31): “I will make a new covenant with the house 
of Israel.” Under the Old Covenant, this commandment was observed 
through fear; under the New Covenant it is observed through love. So 
this commandment was in the Old Law, not as characteristic of it, but 
as a preparation for the New Law.109

1837. The import of the commandment is mutual love; thus he 
says: that you love one another. It is of the very nature of friendship 
that is not imperceptible; otherwise, it would not be friendship, but 

108. See ST I-II, q. 100, a. 10; II-II, q. 44, a. 2.
109. See ST I-II, q. 106, a. 3; I-II, q. 107, aa. 1–2.
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merely good-will. For a true and firm friendship the friends need a 
mutual love for each other; for this duplication makes it true and firm. 
Our Lord, wanting there to be perfect friendship among his faithful 
and disciples, gave them this command of mutual love: “Whoever 
fears the Lord directs his friendship aright” (Sir 6:17).110

1838. The standard for this mutual love is given when he says, as 
I have loved you. Now Christ loved us three ways: gratuitously, effec-
tively, and rightly.

He loved us gratuitously because he began to love us and did not 
wait for us to begin to love him: “Not that we loved God, but because 
he first loved us” (1 Jn 4:10). In the same way we should first love our 
neighbors and not wait to be loved by them or for them to do us a fa-
vor.111

Christ loved us effectively, which is obvious from what he did; for 
love is proven to exist from what one does. The greatest thing a per-
son can do for a friend is to give himself for that friend. This is what 
Christ did: “Christ loved us and gave himself up for us” (Eph 5:2). So 
we read: “Greater love has no man than this, that a man lay down his 
life for his friends” (15:13). We also should be led by this example and 
love one another effectively and fruitfully: “Let us not love in word or 
in speech but in deed and in truth” (1 Jn 3:18).112

Christ also loved us rightly. Since all friendship is based on some 
kind of sharing (for similarity is a cause of love), that friendship is right 
which is based on a similarity or a sharing in some good. Now Christ 
loved us as similar to himself by the grace of adoption, loving us in the 
light of this similarity in order to draw us to God. “I have loved you 
with an everlasting love; and so taking pity on you, I have drawn you” 
(Jer 31:3). We also, in the one we love, should love what pertains to 
God and not so much the pleasure or benefits the loved one gives to 
us. In this kind of love for our neighbor, even the love of God is in-
cluded.113

1839. Then when he says, By this all men will know that you are 
my disciples, he gives the reason for following this command. Here we 
should note that one who is in the army of a king should wear this 
emblem. The emblem of Christ is the emblem of charity. So anyone 
who wants to be in the army of Christ should be stamped with the 
emblem of charity. This is what he is saying here: By this all men will 
know that you are my disciples, if you have love for one another. I 
mean a holy love: “I am the mother of beautiful love and of fear and of 
knowledge and of holy hope” (Sir 24:24; Vulgate).114

110. See ST II-II, q. 23, a. 1. 111. See ST II-II, q. 25, a. 8.
112. See ST III, q. 49, a. 1.
113. See ST II-II, q. 25, a. 1; II-II, q. 26, a. 2; III, q. 23, a. 1.
114. See ST II-II, q. 17, a. 2; II-II, q. 19, a. 9; II-II, q. 24, a. 2; II-II, q. 44, a. 2; 

III, q. 8, a. 3.
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Although the apostles received many gifts from Christ, such as life, 
intelligence and good health, as well as spiritual goods, such as the 
ability to perform miracles—“I will give you a mouth and wisdom” 
(Lk 21:15)—none of these are the emblem of a disciple of Christ, since 
they can be possessed both by the good and the bad.115 Rather, the 
special sign of a disciple of Christ is charity and mutual love; “He has 
put his seal upon us and given us his Spirit” (2 Cor 1:22).116

LECTUrE 8

36 Simon Peter said to him, “Lord, where are you going?” Jesus 
answered, “Where I am going you cannot follow me now; but you shall 
follow afterward.” 37. Peter said to him, “Lord, why cannot I follow 
you now? I will lay down my life for you.” 38 Jesus answered, “Will 
you lay down your life for me? Truly, truly, I say to you, the cock will 
not crow, till you have denied me three times.”

1840. Above, John mentioned the defection of one of the disciples, 
Judas the traitor; here he tells of the failure of another, Peter, who de-
nied Christ. First we see the occasion of Christ’s prediction; secondly, 
the prediction of Peter’s denial. He does two things about the first: he 
mentions Peter’s desire; secondly, his confidence, Why cannot I follow 
you now? He does two things about the first: he shows Peter express-
ing his desire; secondly, he shows that its fulfillment will be delayed, 
you cannot follow me now.

1841. Peter’s desire is shown by the quick way he questioned 
Christ: Simon Peter said to him, Lord, where are you going? Peter had 
heard our Lord say that he would be with them just for a little while, 
and he became anxious about Christ’s leaving them. So he asks, Where 
are you going? Chrysostom117 says about this: “Peter’s love was indeed 
great, and more furious than a fire that nothing could stop.” This is 
why even after Christ had said, “Where I am going you cannot follow,” 
Peter still wanted to follow him. So he asked where he was going, just 
like we read in the Song of Songs (6:1): “Whither has your beloved 
gone, O fairest among women? Whither has your beloved turned, that 
we may seek him with you?”

1842. Yet he cannot now have what he desires, since for the pres-
ent he is prevented from following Christ. Where I am going you can-
not follow me now; but you shall follow afterward. This is like saying: 
You are still imperfect, and thus not able to follow me now; but lat-

115. See ST II-II, q. 178, a. 2.
116. See ST II-II, q. 184, a. 1.
117. Hom. in Io. 73. 1; PG 59, col. 395–96; cf. Catena aurea, 13:36–38.
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er, when you are perfect, you will follow me. This is similar to what 
we will read further on: “Truly, truly, I say to you, when you were 
young,” that is, imperfect, “you girded yourself . . . but when you are 
old,” and have climbed the mountain of perfection, “you will stretch 
out your hands, and another will gird you” (21:18).118

1843. When John says, Peter said to him, he indicates Peter’s confi-
dence. Peter had understood what our Lord had just said as expressing 
some doubt about the perfection of Peter’s love. Love is perfect when 
one exposes oneself to death for a friend: “Greater love has no man 
than this, that a man lay down his life for his friends” (15:13). And so 
because Peter was ready to die for Christ, he declared that he was per-
fect in love when he said, I will lay down my life for you, that is, I am 
ready to die for you. He really meant this, and was not pretending. 
Still, we do not know the strength of our own love until it meets some 
obstacle to be overcome: “I am not aware of anything against myself, 
but I am not thereby acquitted” (1 Cor 4:4).

1844. Next, John shows Jesus predicting the denial of Peter. First, 
Jesus checks Peter’s presumption; secondly, he predicts his denial.

1845. As to the first we should note that after Christ said you can-
not follow me now, Peter was confident of his own strength and said 
that he could follow Christ and die for him. Our Lord checked him by 
saying, Will you lay down your life for me? It is like saying: Think what 
you are saying. I know you better than you know yourself; you do not 
know how strong your own love is. So do not assume that you can do 
everything. “So do not become proud, but stand in awe” (Rom 11:20). 
A similar thought is found in Matthew (26:41): “The spirit indeed is 
willing, but the flesh is weak.”

Our Lord allowed Peter to be tempted and to fall so that when he 
became head of the Church he would have an unpretentious opin-
ion of himself and have compassion for his subjects when they sinned: 
“For we have not a high priest who is unable to sympathize with our 
weakness, but one who in every respect has been tempted as we are, 
yet without sinning” (Heb 4:15). In Peter, some temptations grew into 
sins. But Christ was tempted as we are, not because he committed sin, 
but because the temptations were penal in character.119

1846. Christ predicts Peter’s denial when he says, Truly, truly, I say 
to you, the cock will not crow, till you have denied me three times. This 
causes a problem as it seems to be false: for in [some versions of] Mark 
(14:68) we read that the cock crowed immediately after his first deni-
al. Augustine120 answers this in two ways. In the first way he says that 
our Lord was expressing Peter’s state of mind rather than his actions: 

118. See ST II-II, q. 24, a. 9.
119. See ST III, q. 41, a. 1.
120. Tract. in Io. 66. 2; PL 35, col. 1810–11.
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for such fear had overcome Peter’s soul that he was ready, by the time 
the cock crowed, to deny our Lord not only once but three times. So 
the meaning is: you will be ready to deny me three times before the 
cock crows. He explains it another way by saying the prediction re-
fers to the very beginning of Peter’s denial. Something is said to hap-
pen before something else even it if only begins to happen. Now our 
Lord predicted three denials; they began before the first cock-crow, al-
though the entire series was not completed before it. Here the mean-
ing is: your triple denial will begin before the cock crows.

1847. There is also a question about where these words were spo-
ken. Matthew and Mark say that our Lord said this to Peter after they 
had left the upper room; but Luke and John say he said this in the up-
per room. It is after the farewell discourses that John has Jesus saying, 
“Rise, let us go hence” (below 14:31). In answer to this we should say 
that it is true that our Lord said this in the upper room. Matthew and 
Mark did not follow the order of history, but of memory.

One could also say, with Augustine,121 that our Lord said this three 
times. A close inspection of our Lord’s words which led to his predict-
ing the denial of Peter shows that three different things were said. In 
Matthew we read that our Lord said: “You will all fall away because of 
me this night” (Mt 26:31); and Mark says the same (Mk 14:27). Peter 
answered: “Though they all fall away because of you, I will never fall 
away” (Mt 26:33). Then Jesus said: “This very night, before the cock 
crows, you will deny me three times” (Mt 26:34). In Luke, however, 
we read that Jesus said: “Satan demanded to have you, that he might 
sift you like wheat, but I have prayed for you that your faith may not 
fail” (Lk 22:31). Peter then said, “Lord, I am ready to go with you to 
prison and to death” (Lk 22:33). Our Lord answered this: “I tell you, 
Peter, the cock will not crow this day, until you three times deny that 
you know me” (Lk 22:34). But here, in John, when Peter asked our 
Lord where he was going, our Lord replied: “the cock will not crow, till 
you have denied me three times.” We can conclude from this that our 
Lord predicted Peter’s denial several times.

121. De cons. Evang. 3. 6. 22–23; PL 34, col. 1169–70; cf. Catena aurea, 13:36–38.
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CHAPTEr 14

LECTUrE 1

1 “Let not your hearts be troubled; you believe in God, believe also 
in me. 2 In my Father’s house are many rooms; if it were not so, would 
I have told you that I go to prepare a place for you? [If it were not so I 
would have told you that I am going to prepare a place for you.] 3 And 
when [if] I go and prepare a place for you, I will come again and will 
take you to myself, that where I am you may be also.”1

1848. Above (chap. 13), our Lord taught his disciples by example, 
here he consoles them by his words. First, they are encouraged in many 
ways by what he says; secondly, what he has said is explained (chap. 
16). Concerning the first, we should note that there were two things 
which could trouble the disciples. One was near, that Christ would 
soon be leaving them; the second was in the future, and was the hard-
ships they would undergo. First, Christ consoles them over his leaving; 
secondly, over their future hardships (chap. 15).

He does two things concerning the first: first, he consoles them 
from their own point of view, as those who will be left; secondly, from 
his own point of view, as the one leaving (v. 27). He does three things 
about the first: first, he says that he is going to the Father; secondly, 
he promises them the gift of the Holy Spirit (v. 15); thirdly, he prom-
ises that he will also be with them (v. 18). He does two things about 
the first: first, he mentions that he is going to the Father; secondly, he 
brings in the way he would go (v. 4). He does three things about the 
first: first, he expels their anxieties; secondly, he refers to his power 
(v. 1b); thirdly, he adds a promise (v. 2a).

1849. In regard to the first, note that the disciples could have been 
disturbed by what our Lord said about the betrayal of Judas, Peter’s 
denial, and his own going away. Indeed, each of these did trouble 
them and make them sad: “You have made the land to quake,” that 
is, the hearts of the disciples, “you have rent it open” (Ps 59:4). There-
fore our Lord, wishing to soothe their sorrow, said: Let not your hearts 
be troubled.

1850. In Acts (1:1) we read: “Jesus began to do and teach.” Yet above  

1. St. Thomas refers to Jn 14:1 in ST II-II, q. 1, a. 9, obj. 5; q. 16, a. 1, obj. 2; q. 
174, a. 6; Jn 14:2: ST I-II, q. 5, a. 2, s. c.; III, q. 57, a. 6; q. 75, a. 1; Jn 14:3: ST III, 
q. 57, a. 1, ad 3; q. 57, a. 6. 
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(13:21) it says that Jesus “was troubled in spirit.” How can he tell his 
disciples not to be troubled when he himself was troubled? I answer 
that he did not teach the opposite of what he did. It was stated above 
that he was troubled in spirit, not that his spirit was troubled. Here he 
is not forbidding them to be troubled in spirit, but he is forbidding that 
their hearts, that is, their spirits, be troubled. For there is a troubled 
state which arises from reason; this is to be praised and is not forbidden: 
“For godly grief produces a repentance that leads to salvation” (2 Cor 
7:10). Yet there is a different grief or troubled state of the reason itself; 
this is not laudable because it draws the reason from its proper course; 
this is forbidden: “The just person will not be troubled for the Lord puts 
his hand under him” (Ps 36:24).2 For one who always possesses God 
cannot be disturbed.

1851. Accordingly, our Lord refers to the power of his divinity, say-
ing, you believe in God, believe also in me. Here he presupposes one 
thing and commands another. He presupposes their faith in God, say-
ing, you believe in God: he had already taught them about this: “For 
whoever would draw near to God must believe that he exists” (Heb 
11:6). What he commands is that they believe in him, saying, believe 
also in me. For if you believe in God, and since I am God, then you 
should believe in me. And this follows whether the word God stands 
for the divine essence, since the Son is God, or whether it stands for 
the person of the Father. For no one can believe in the Father unless 
he believes in the Son: “He who does not honor the Son does not hon-
or the Father” (5:23).3

The fact that he says, believe also in me, indicates that he is truly 
God; for although we are allowed to believe a human being (homini) 
or a creature, we ought to believe in God alone (in Deum).4 Therefore, 
we must believe in Christ as we believe in God. “We are in him who is 
true, in his Son Jesus Christ. This is the true God and eternal life” (1 Jn 
5:20); “This is the work of God, that you believe in him whom he has 
sent” (6:29).

1852. Then when he says, in my Father’s house are many rooms, he 
adds the promise that it is through Christ that they will approach and 
be brought to the Father. Now a promise to others that they will gain 
entrance to some place involves two things: first, the place must be 
prepared; next, they have to be brought there. Our Lord makes these 
two promises here: one concerns the preparation of the place, and the 
other is about their being brought there. Yet the first is not necessary, 
for the place has already been prepared; but the second is necessary. 
Thus he does two things: he says the first promise is not necessary; 

2. See ST I-II, q. 24, a. 2; III, q. 15, a. 4.
3. See ST II-II, q. 1, a.7; II-II, q. 2, a. 8, obj. 1 and ad 1.
4. See ST II-II, q. 2, a. 2.



 CHAPTER 14 49

and then he makes his second promise (v. 3). In regard to the first he 
does two things: first, he indicates that it is not necessary to prepare 
the place; secondly he shows that he could prepare it if it were neces-
sary (v. 2b).

1853. He says, in my Father’s house are many rooms. The house 
of any one is where he dwells, and so the house of God is where God 
dwells. Now God dwells in his saints: “Yet thou, O Lord, are in the 
midst of us” (Jer 14:9). In some of them he dwells by faith: “I will 
live in them and move among them” (2 Cor 6:16); while in others 
he dwells by perfect happiness: “that God may be everything to ev-
ery one” (1 Cor 15:28). Accordingly, God has two houses. One is the 
Church militant, that is, the society of those who believe: “that you 
may know how one ought to behave in the household of God, which 
is the church of the living God” (1 Tim 3:15). God dwells in this house 
by faith. “The dwelling of God is with men. He will dwell with them” 
(Rev 21:3). The other is the Church triumphant, that is, the society 
of the saints in the glory of the Father: “We shall be satisfied with the 
goodness of your house, your holy temple” (Ps 64:5).

Yet the house of the Father is not only where he dwells, but he 
himself is the house, for he exists in himself. It is into this house that 
he gathers us. We see from 2 Corinthians (5:1) that God himself is the 
house: “We have a building from God, a house not made with hands, 
eternal in the heavens.” This house is the house of glory, which is God 
himself: “A glorious throne set on high from the beginning is the place 
of our sanctification” (Jer 17:12). We remain in this place, in God, 
with our will and affections by the joys of love: “He who abides in love 
abides in God, and God abides in him” (1 Jn 4:16). And we remain 
here with our minds by our knowledge of the truth: “Sanctify them in 
the truth” (17:17).5

In this house, then, that is, in glory, which is God, are many rooms, 
that is, various participations in happiness. This is because one who 
knows more will have a greater place. Therefore, the different rooms 
are the various participations in the knowledge and enjoyment of God.

1854. The question arises here whether one person can be happier 
than another. It seems not. For happiness is the end; and what is per-
fect, complete, does not have degrees; therefore, there cannot be dif-
ferent degrees of happiness.

I answer that a thing can be perfect in two ways: absolutely and in 
a qualified sense. The absolute perfection of happiness is found only 
in God, for only he knows and loves himself to the extent that he is 
knowable and lovable (since he knows and loves infinitely his own in-
finite truth and goodness). From this point of view, the supreme good 

5. See ST I-II, q. 4, a. 1.
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itself, which is the object and cause of happiness, cannot be greater or 
less. This is because there is only one supreme good, which is God.6

But in a qualified sense, that is, considering certain conditions of 
time, of nature and of grace, one person can be happier than another 
depending on the possession of this good and the capacity of each. The 
greater the capacity a person has for this good, the more he shares in 
it; I mean he participates in it more the better disposed and prepared 
he is to enjoy it. Now one is disposed for this good in two ways. Hap-
piness consists in two things. The first is the vision of God; and one is 
disposed for this by purity. And so the more one has a heart which is 
raised above earthly matters, the more he will see God, and the more 
perfectly. Secondly, happiness consists in the delight of enjoying [God], 
and one is disposed for this by love. Thus, one who has a more burn-
ing love for God will find more delight in the enjoyment of God. We 
read about the first in Matthew (5:8): “Blessed are the pure in heart, 
for they shall see.”7

1855. Another question arises from what Matthew (20:10) says, 
that every laborer received one denarius. This denarius is nothing 
but a room in the house of the Father. Therefore, there are not many 
rooms. I answer that the reward of eternal life is both one and many. 
It is many based on the various capacities of those who share in it, and 
from this point of view there are different rooms in the Father’s house.

Yet this reward is one, and this for three reasons. First, because 
there is one object; for it is the same object which all the blessed see 
and enjoy. Thus, there is one denarius. But it is seen and loved in var-
ious degrees: “Then you will delight yourself in the Almighty” (Job 
22:26); “In that day the Lord of hosts will be a crown of glory, and a 
diadem of beauty, to the remnant of his people” (Is 28:5). It is like a 
spring of water, available to all to take as much as they wish. Then, 
one who has a larger cup will receive more, and one who has a small-
er cup will receive less. Therefore, there is one fountain, considering 
it in itself, but every one does not receive the same portion. This is 
the opinion of Gregory,8 in his Morals XXII. Secondly, this reward is 
one, according to Augustine,9 because it is an eternal portion: each 
one will have an eternal happiness, for the just will go into eternal life; 
but there are differences in capacity. Thirdly, this reward is one be-
cause of charity, which unites everything, and makes the joy of each 
the joy of the rest, and conversely: “Rejoice with those who rejoice” 
(Rom 12:15).10

1856. The Pelagians erred by misunderstanding this passage. They 

6. See ST I, q. 26, a. 3.
7. See ST I-II, q. 5, a. 2.
8. Mor. 22. 24. 55; PL 76, col. 247D–48D; cf. Mor. 4. 36. 70; PL 75, col. 677A–B. 
9. Tract. in Io. 67. 2; PL 35, col. 1812; cf. Catena aurea, 14:1–4.
10. See ST I, q. 26, a. 3; I-II, q. 4, a. 8; I-II, q. 5, a. 2.
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said that children who die without baptism will be saved in the house 
of God, but not in the kingdom of God, for we read “Unless one is born 
of water and the Spirit, he cannot enter the kingdom of God” (3:5). 
Augustine11 answers this by saying that our Lord said that these rooms 
are in God’s house. Now in a kingdom there are nothing but houses: 
for a kingdom is made up of cities, and cities of neighborhoods, and 
neighborhoods of houses. Thus, if rooms are in a house, it is evident 
that they are in the kingdom.

1857. Then when he says, if it were not so I would have told you 
that I am going to prepare a place for you, he shows he has the abil-
ity to prepare a place for them if necessary. For one could say: it is true 
that in his Father’s house many rooms have been prepared, but if not, 
he could not prepare them. Our Lord excludes this by saying, if it were 
not so, that is, if the rooms were not prepared, I would have told you 
that I am going to prepare a place for you.

Here we should consider what is meant by the phrase, to prepare 
a place for you. A place is prepared in two ways. In one way, when 
something is done to the place itself, as when it is cleaned or enlarged: 
“Enlarge the place of your tent” (Is 54:2). In another way, when some-
one is given the means to enter it; and so the Psalmist prays: “Be to me 
a rock of refuge, a strong fortress to save me” (Ps 70:3), which is like 
saying: May I always have the means to enter here. With this in mind, 
the text can be understood in two ways. If this place had some defect 
or was something created, it would be subject to my power to perfect 
it, for every creature is subject to the power of the Word: “All things 
were made through him” (1:3). So, if it had some defect, I would have 
told you that I am going to prepare a place for you. But this place, in 
itself, is prepared; for this place is God himself, as was said, in whom 
is the abundance of all perfections. But perhaps you do not have the 
means to enter it; and so, if it were not so, that is, if it were not so 
that you had the means to enter here and were not predestined to this 
place, I would have told you that I am going to prepare a place for you, 
for it is in my power to predestine you to this place. For he, with the 
Father and the Holy Spirit has predestined them to eternal life: “He 
chose us in him” (Eph 1:4).12

1858. Our Lord said above: “Where I am going you cannot follow 
me now” (13:36). And then here, to keep them from believing that 
they would be absolutely separated from him he adds, and if I go and 
prepare a place for you, I will come again and will take you to myself. 
This is the second promise, that they will be brought into the kingdom.

This seems to conflict with his earlier statement, for he had said: if 
it were not so [if places were not already prepared], I would have told 

11. Tract. in Io. 67. 3; PL 35, col. 1813; cf. Catena aurea, 14:1–4.
12. See ST I, q. 23, a. 1; III, q. 24, a. 4.
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you that I am going to prepare a place for you. This implies that he is 
not going to prepare a place for them. Yet here we read: if I go and 
prepare a place for you, which suggests that he is going to prepare a 
place for them.

One reply would be that these two sentences can be understood as 
connected together. Then the meaning would be this: “if it were not 
so,” that is, if places were not prepared [that is, by predestination] and 
I had to go to prepare them, “I would have told you that I am going to 
prepare [such] a place for you.” And then again, “if it were not so” [in 
the sense of the execution of predestination, see below], “I go and pre-
pare a place for you.”

According to Augustine,13 however, these are distinct sentences 
and are not read together. Our Lord prepared places both by eternal 
predestination, and by carrying out this predestination. He also pre-
pared these places by his departure. Thus, what our Lord said first, that 
rooms were prepared, is understood as referring to the first prepara-
tion from all eternity. Then when he says, if I go and prepare a place 
for you, this is understood as referring to the carrying out of the eter-
nal predestination.

1859. Our Lord prepared a place for us by his departure in five 
ways. First he made room for faith: for since faith concerns things not 
seen, when the disciples saw Christ in person, they did not need faith 
for this. Thus he left them, so that the one they had possessed by his 
bodily presence and saw with their bodily eyes, they could still pos-
sess in his spiritual presence and see with the eyes of their mind. This 
is to possess him by faith. Secondly, his leaving prepared a place by 
showing them the way to go to that place: “He who opens the breach 
will go before them” (Mic 2:13). Thirdly, by his prayers for them: “He 
is able for all time to save those who draw near to God through him” 
(Heb 7:25); “He rides through the heavens to your help” (Deut 33:26). 
Fourthly, by attracting them to what is above: “Draw me after you” 
(Sg 1:4); “If then you have been raised with Christ, seek the things 
that are above” (Col 3:1). Fifthly, by sending them the Holy Spirit: “As 
yet the Spirit had not been given, because Jesus was not yet glorified” 
(7:39).14

1860. The glorification of Christ was completed by his Ascension. 
And so as soon as he ascended, he sent the Holy Spirit to his disciples.15 
He told them ahead of time that he would physically leave them, say-
ing, if I go and prepare a place for you. And then he promised them a 
spiritual return, saying, I will come again. I will come at the end of the 
world: “Then Jesus . . . will come in the same way as you saw him go 

13. Tract. in Io. 68. 1; PL 35, col. 1814; cf. Catena aurea, 14:1–4.
14. See ST III, q. 55, a. 3.
15. See ST III, q. 57, a. 6.
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into heaven” (Acts 1:2). And will take you, glorified in soul and body, 
to myself: “We shall be caught up together with them in the clouds to 
meet the Lord in the air” (1 Th 4:17).

1861. Will Christ wait until the end of the world before he takes 
the spirits of the apostles? It is the opinion of the Greeks that the saints 
will not go to paradise until the day of judgment. But if this were true, 
the desire of the Apostle (Phil 1:23) to be with Christ would be futile. 
Therefore, one should say that immediately after the house where we 
dwell here is overthrown, our souls are with Christ.16 And so the state-
ment, I will come again and will take you to myself, can be understood 
as that spiritual coming with which Christ always visits the Church of 
the faithful and vivifies each of the faithful at death. Then the mean-
ing is: I will come again, to the Church, spiritually and continuously, 
and will take you to myself, that is, I will strengthen you in faith and 
love for me: “My beloved has gone down to his garden, to the beds of 
spices,” that is, to the community of the saints, “to feed in the garden,” 
that is, to delight in their virtues, “and to gather lilies,” to draw pure 
souls to himself when he gives life to the saints at death (Sg 6:1).17

1862. Then he mentions the fruit of this, saying, that where I am 
you may be also, that is, so that the members may be with their head; 
so the disciples may be with their Teacher: “Wherever the body is, 
there the eagles will be gathered together” (Mt 24:28); “Where I am, 
there shall my servant be also” (12:26).

LECTUrE 2

4 “Where I am going you know, and the way you know.” 5 Thomas 
said to him, “Lord, we do not know where you are going; how can we 
know the way?” 6 Jesus said to him, “I am the way, and the truth, and 
the life; no one comes to the Father, but by me. 7 If you had known me, 
you would [without doubt] have known my Father also; henceforth 
you [shall] know him and have seen him.”18

1863. Above our Lord consoled his disciples because he was leav-
ing, promising them that they could come to the Father. Now he men-
tions the way by which they are to approach the Father. But one does 
not know a way unless he also knows his destination; and so he also 
considers the destination. First, he mentions the way and its destina-
tion as known to them; secondly, he explains this (v. 5).

16. See ST I, q. 76, a. 1; I, q. 89, a. 1.
17. See ST I, q. 43, a. 6.
18. St. Thomas refers to Jn 14:5 in ST III, q. 45, a. 1; Jn 14:6: ST I, q. 2, a. 1, 

obj. 3; I, q. 3, a. 3, s. c.; I, q. 16, a. 5, s. c.; I, q. 39, a. 8, obj 5; II-II, q. 34, a. 1, obj. 
2; III, q. 78, a. 5, s. c.
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1864. In regard to the first, note that our Lord had said: “If I go and 
prepare a place for you, I will come again.” The disciples could have 
asked him where he was going, just like Peter did before: “Lord, where 
are you going?” (13:36). Our Lord knew this and so said to them, 
Where I am going you know, and the way you know. For I am going 
to the Father, whom you know, since I have manifested him to you: “I 
have manifested your name to the men whom you gave me” (17:9). 
And I myself am the way through which I go, and you know me: “We 
have beheld his glory” (1:14). He spoke truly, therefore, when he said, 
where I am going you know, and the way you know: because they knew 
the Father through Christ, and they knew Christ by living with him.

1865. Next (v. 5), our Lord explains what he has just said: first, we 
see the occasion for this explanation; secondly, the explanation itself 
(v. 6).

1866. The occasion for this explanation was the hesitation ex-
pressed in the question of Thomas. Lord, we do not know where you 
are going; how can we know the way? Here Thomas denies the two 
things that our Lord affirmed. For our Lord said that they knew both 
the way and its destination; but Thomas denied that he knew the way 
and its destination. Yet both statements are true: for it is true that they 
knew, yet they did not know that they knew. For they knew many 
things about the Father and the Son which they had learned from 
Christ; yet they did not know that it was the Father to whom Christ 
was going, and that the Son was the way by which he was going. For 
it is difficult to go to the Father. It is not surprising that they did not 
know this because although they clearly knew that Christ was a hu-
man being, they only imperfectly recognized his divinity: “That path 
no bird of prey knows” (Job 28:7).

Thomas says, how can we know the way? Knowledge of the way 
depends on knowledge of the destination. And so because we do not 
know the destination—“He dwells in unapproachable light, whom no 
man has ever seen or can see” (1 Tim 6:16)—we can not discover the 
way: “How inscrutable his ways!” (Rom 11:33).19

1867. Then when he says, Jesus said to him, I am the way, and the 
truth, and the life, the question is answered. Our Lord was to answer 
about two things: first, about the way and its destination; secondly, 
about their knowledge of both (v. 7). He does two things about the 
first: first, he states what the way is; secondly, he gives its destination 
(v. 6b).

1868. The way, as has been said, is Christ himself; so he says, I am 
the way. This is indeed true, for it is through him that we have access 
to the Father, as stated in Romans (5:2). This answer could also settle 
the uncertainty of the faltering disciple.

19. See ST II-II, q. 2, a. 3.
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Because this way is not separated from its destination but united 
to it, he adds, and the truth, and the life. So Christ is at once both the 
way and the destination. He is the way by reason of his human nature, 
and the destination because of his divinity. Therefore, as human, he 
says, I am the way; as God, he adds, and the truth, and the life. These 
last two appropriately indicate the destination of the way. For the des-
tination of this way is the end of human desire.20 Now human beings 
especially desire two things: first, a knowledge of the truth, and this is 
characteristic of them; secondly, that they continue to exist, and this is 
common to all things. In fact, Christ is the way to arrive at the knowl-
edge of the truth, while still being the truth itself: “Teach me your way 
O Lord, that I may walk in your truth” (Ps 85:11). Christ is also the 
way to arrive at life, while still being life itself: “You show me the path 
of life” (Ps 15:10). And so he indicated the destination or end of this 
way as truth and life. These two were already applied to Christ: first, 
he is life: “In him was life” (1:4); then, he is truth, because “the life is 
the light of men” (1:45), and light is truth.

1869. Note that both truth and life belong properly and essential-
ly (per se) to Christ. Truth belongs essentially to him because he is the 
Word. Now truth is the conformity of a thing to the intellect, and this 
results when the intellect conceives the thing as it is. Therefore, the 
truth of our intellect belongs to our word, which is its conception. Yet 
although our word is true, it is not truth itself, since it is not true of 
itself but because it is conformed to the thing conceived. And so the 
truth of the divine intellect belongs to the Word of God. But because 
the Word of God is true of itself (since it is not measured by things, but 
things are true in the measure that they are similar to the Word) the 
Word of God is truth itself. And because no one can know the truth 
unless he adheres to the truth, it is necessary that anyone who desires 
to know the truth adhere to this Word.

Life also belongs properly to Christ: for everything which has some 
activity from itself is said to be living, while non-living things do not 
have motion from themselves. Among the activities of life the chief 
are the intellectual activities. Thus, the intellect itself is said to be liv-
ing, and its activities are a certain kind of life. Now in God the activity 
of understanding and the intellect itself are the same. Thus it is clear 
that the Son, who is the Word of the intellect of the Father, is his own 
life.21

This is the reason why Christ referred to himself as the way, united 
to its destination: because he is the destination, containing in himself 
whatever can be desired, that is, existing truth and life.

1870. If then, you ask which way to go, accept Christ, for he is the 

20. See ST I, q. 26, a. 4; I-II, q. 5, a. 8; III, q. 26, a. 2.
21. See ST I, q. 18, aa. 3–4. 
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way: “This is the way, walk in it” (Is 30:21). And Augustine22 says: 
“Walk like this human being and you will come to God. It is better to 
limp along on the way than to walk briskly off the way.” For one who 
limps on the way, even though he makes just a little progress, is ap-
proaching his destination; but if one walks off the way, the faster he 
goes the further he gets from his destination.

If you ask where to go, cling to Christ, for he is the truth which we 
desire to reach: “My mouth will utter truth” (Pr 8:7). If you ask where 
to remain, remain in Christ because he is the life: “He who finds me 
finds life and shall have salvation from the Lord” (Pr 8:35). Therefore, 
cling to Christ if you wish to be secure, for you cannot get off the road 
because he is the way. And so those who hold on to him are not walk-
ing off the road but on the right road: “I have taught you the way of 
wisdom” (Pr 4:11). But some are just the opposite: “They did not find 
the way of truth to dwell in” (Ps 106:4).

Again, those who hold on to Christ cannot be deceived, because 
he is the truth and teaches all truth: “For this I was born, and for this 
I have come into the world, to bear witness to the truth” (18:37). Fur-
ther, they cannot be troubled, because he is the life and the giver of 
life: “I came that they may have life, and have it abundantly” (10:10).

Augustine23 says that when our Lord said I am the way, and the 
truth, and the life, he was saying in effect: How do you want to go? I 
am the way. Where do you want to go? I am the truth. Where do you 
want to remain? I am the life. As Hilary24 says: he who is the way does 
not lead us off the right path; he who is the truth does not deceive us 
with falsehoods; and he who is the life does not abandon us to death.

1871. Here is another interpretation. In human beings, holiness in-
volves three things: action, contemplation, and one’s intention. These 
are brought to perfection by Christ. Christ is the way for those in the 
active life; he is the truth for those who stand firm in the contempla-
tive life. And he directs the intention of both those in the active and 
contemplative life to life, eternal life.25 For he teaches us to go and 
preach for the sake of the age to come. So, the Lord is our way by 
which we go to him, and through him to the Father.

1872. But when he, who is the way, goes to the Father, is he the 
way for himself? As Augustine26 says, he is the way, and the one who 
goes by the way, and the destination of the way. Thus he goes to him-
self through himself. He, as having human nature, is the way. Thus, 
he came through his flesh, yet remained where he was; and he went 
through his flesh, without leaving where he had come from.

22. Serm. 142. 1–2; PL 38, col. 778–79; cf. Catena aurea, 14:5–7.
23. Ibid. 142. 1, col. 778; cf. Catena aurea, 14:15–7.
24. De Trin. 7. 33; PL 10, col. 228A; cf. Catena aurea, 14:5–7. 
25. See ST II-II, q. 182, a. 2.
26. Tract. in Io. 69. 2; PL 35, col. 1816; cf. Catena aurea, 14:5–7.
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Also, through the flesh he returned to himself, the truth and the 
life. For God had come, through his flesh, to us, the truth to liars, the 
life to mortals: “God is truthful, and every human is a liar” (Rom 3:4). 
And when he left us, and took his flesh up to that place where there 
are no liars, this very Word who was made flesh returned, through his 
flesh, to the truth, which is himself. For example: when I speak to oth-
ers, my mind goes out to them, yet it does not leave me; and when I 
am silent, in a certain sense I return to myself, yet still remain with 
those to whom I spoke [if they remember what I said]. And so Christ, 
who is our way, be came the way even for himself, this is, for his flesh, 
to go to the truth and the life.27

1873. Then when he says, no one comes to the Father, but by me, 
he answers what was asked about the destination of the way. The way, 
which is Christ, leads to the Father. Yet, because the Father and the 
Son are one, this way leads also to himself. And so Christ says that he 
is the terminus of the way.

1874. Note that the Apostle says: “For what person knows a man’s 
thoughts except the spirit of the man which is in him?” (1 Cor 2:11), 
that is, provided one does not choose to reveal his own thoughts. A 
person reveals what is hidden within by his words, and it is only by the 
words of a person that we can know what is hidden within. Now “no 
one comprehends the thoughts of God except the Spirit of God” (1 Cor 
2:11), therefore, no one can acquire a knowledge of the Father except 
by his Word, which is his Son: “No one knows the Father except the 
Son” (Mt 11:27). And just like one of us who wants to be known by 
others by revealing to them the words in his heart, clothes these words 
with letters or sounds, so God, wanting to be known by us, takes his 
Word, conceived from eternity, and clothes it with flesh in time.28 And 
so no one can arrive at a knowledge of the Father except through the 
Son. Thus he says: “I am the door; if any one enters by me, he will be 
saved” (10:9).29

1875. Note, with Chrysostom,30 that our Lord had said: “No one 
can come to me unless the Father who sent me draws him” (6:44). But 
here he says: no one comes to the Father, but by me. This indicates 
that the Son is equal to the Father.

It is now clear what the way is, it is Christ; what the destination is, 
it is the Father.

1876. Then when he says, If you had known me, you would without 
doubt have known my Father also, he shows that the disciples knew 
both where he was going and the way. First, he shows this; secondly 
he resolves a coming difficulty. He does two things about the first: first, 

27. See ST III, q. 48, a. 1. 28. See ST III, q. 1, a. 1.
29. See ST III, q. 26, a. 2.
30. Hom. in Io. 73. 2; PG 59, col. 398; cf. Catena aurea, 14:5–7.
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he shows that knowledge of the Son is also knowledge of the Father; 
secondly, he states the disciples’ knowledge of the Father (v. 7b).

1877. He had said: I have said that I am the way, and that you know 
the way, that is, me. Therefore, you also know where I am going, be-
cause you cannot know me without knowing the Father. This is what 
he says: If you had known me, you would without doubt have known 
my Father also.

1878. Yet he had said to the Jews before: “If you knew me, you 
would perhaps know my Father also” (8:19). Why does he say here, 
“without doubt,” while before he said “perhaps”? It seems that before 
he had some doubts about what he says here.

We should answer that in the first instance he was speaking to the 
Jews, whom he was reprimanding.31 And so he added “perhaps” not 
because he had any doubts, but as a rebuke to them. But here he is 
speaking to his disciples, whom he is teaching. Thus, he simply states 
the truth to them: If you had known me, you would without doubt 
have known my Father also. This is like saying: If you knew my grace 
and dignity, you would without doubt also know that of the Father. For 
there is no better way to know something than through its word or im-
age, and the Son is the Word of the Father: “In the beginning was the 
Word, and the Word was with God” (1:1); “And the Word became flesh 
and dwelt among us, full of grace and truth; we have beheld his glory, 
glory as of the only Son from the Father” (1:14). The Son is also the 
image of the Father: “He is the image of the invisible God” (Col 1:15); 
“He reflects the glory of God and bears the very stamp of his nature” 
(Heb 1:3). Therefore, the Father is known in the Son as in his Word and 
proper image.32

1879. Note that to the extent that something approaches to a like-
ness of the Word of the Father, to that extent the Father is known in 
it, and to that extent it is in the image of the Father. Now since every 
created word is some likeness of that Word, and some likeness, though 
imperfect, of the divinity is found in every thing, either as an image or 
a trace, it follows that what God is cannot be known perfectly through 
any creature or by any thought or concept of a created intellect.33 It is 
the Word alone, the only-begotten Word, which is a perfect word and 
the perfect image of the Father, that knows and comprehends the Fa-
ther.34

Therefore, according to Hilary,35 this statement can be put in anoth-
er context. Our Lord said: “no one comes to the Father, but by me.” If 

31. See ST III, q. 42, a. 2.
32. See ST I, q. 34, a. 2; I, q. 35, a. 2.
33. See ST I, q. 4, a. 3; I, q. 44, a. 3; I, q. 45, a. 7; I, q. 93, aa. 1, 4.
34. See ST I, q. 12, a. 7; III, q. 10, a. 1.
35. De Trin. 7. 33; PL 10, col. 228A; cf. Catena aurea, 14:5–7.
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you ask Arius how one goes to the Father through the Son, he answers 
that it is by recalling what the Son taught, because the Son taught us 
about the Father: “Father . . . I have manifested your name to the men 
whom you gave me” (17:6). But our Lord rejected this by saying: If 
you had known me, you would without doubt have known my Father 
also. This is like saying: Arius, or anyone else can indeed speak about 
the Father, but no human being is such that by knowing him the Fa-
ther is known. This is true of the Son alone, who has the same nature 
as the Father.

1880. Next, our Lord shows the knowledge the disciples had of the 
Father. Our Lord had already told the disciples that they knew the Fa-
ther when he said, “Where I am going you know.” Yet Thomas denied 
this: “we do not know where you are going.” Thus our Lord shows 
here that in a certain way they did know the Father, so that his state-
ment was true; and in another sense they did not know the Father, 
so that what Thomas said was true. To do this, he mentions a twofold 
knowledge of the Father: one which will be in the future, and the oth-
er which was in the past.

He says, henceforth you shall know him. And he says, henceforth, 
because knowledge of the Father is of two kinds. One is perfect, and 
is by an immediate vision of him, and this will be in our homeland: 
“When he appears we shall be like him” (1 Jn 3:2). The other is im-
perfect, and is by reflections and is obscure; and we have this by faith: 
“For now we see in a mirror dimly” (1 Cor 3:2). Thus, this phrase can 
be understood of each kind of knowledge. Henceforth you shall know 
him, with perfect knowledge in your homeland: “I shall tell you plain-
ly of the Father” (16:25). This is like saying: It is true that you do not 
know him with perfect knowledge, but from henceforth you shall 
know him, after the mystery of my passion has been accomplished. Or, 
in the other way, henceforth, after my resurrection and Ascension and 
after I have sent the Holy Spirit, you shall know him, with the perfect 
knowledge of faith, for when the Spirit, the Paraclete, comes, “he will 
teach you all things, and bring to your remembrance all that I have 
said to you” (14:26). So you are speaking the truth when you say that 
you do not know him with perfect knowledge.36

And I am speaking the truth, because you have seen him: “After-
ward he was seen on earth and conversed with men” (Bar 3:37). They 
saw Christ in the flesh he had taken on, in which the Word existed, 
and in the Word they saw the Father. Thus they saw the Father in him: 
“He who sent me is with me” (8:29).

1881. Note that the Father was not in the flesh in such a way that 
it was joined to him to constitute one person, but he was in the incar-
nate Word because they had one and the same nature, and the Father 

36. See ST I, q. 12, a. 4; II-II, q. 5, a. 4; III, q. 57, a. 6.
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was seen in the incarnate Christ: “We have be held his glory, glory as 
of the only Son from the Father” (1:14).37

LECTUrE 3

8 Philip said to him, “Lord, show us the Father, and we shall be sat-
isfied.” 9 Jesus said to him, “Have I been with you so long, and yet you 
do not know me, Philip? [Philip], he who has seen me has seen the Fa-
ther [also]; how can you say, ‘Show us the Father’? 10 Do you not be-
lieve that I am in the Father and the Father in me? The words that I 
say to you I do not speak on my own authority [of myself]; but the Fa-
ther who dwells in me does his [the] works. 11 Believe me [Do you not 
believe] that I am in the Father and the Father in me [?]. Or else believe 
me for the sake of the works themselves. 12 Truly, truly, I say to you, he 
who believes in me will also do the works that I do; and greater works 
than these will he do, because I go to the Father. 13 Whatever you ask 
[the Father] in my name, I will do it, that the Father may be glorified in 
the Son; 14 if you ask me anything in my name, I will do it.”38

1882. Here our Lord clears up a confusion in one of the disciples: 
first, we see what the confusion was; secondly, it is resolved (v. 9).

1883. In regard to the first, recall that above our Lord mentioned 
two things. He promised something for the future, namely, a perfect 
knowledge of God, when he said: “henceforth you shall know him”; 
and he mentioned something about the past, namely, that they had 
seen him (v. 7). When Philip heard this he believed that he had seen 
the Father. But now he asks to know him, saying, Lord, show us the 
Father (not asking for a vision but for knowledge) and we shall be sat-
isfied. This is not surprising since that vision of the Father [a knowl-
edge] is the end of all our desires and actions, and nothing else is nec-
essary: “You will fill me with joy by your face,” that is, by the vision 
of your face (Ps 15:10); “He satisfies your desire with good things”  
(Ps 102:5).39

1884. Now the confusion is cleared up. First, we see it resolved; sec-
ondly, this is explained further (v. 10). As to the first, our Lord chides 
Philip for his slowness; secondly, he states the truth, Philip, he who 
has seen me has seen the Father also; thirdly, Christ objects to the very 
request, how can you say, “Show us the Father.”

1885. He says, Have I been with you so long, and yet you do not 

37. See ST III, q. 3, aa. 4, 8.
38. St. Thomas quotes Jn 14:11 in ST I, q. 42, a. 5, s. c.; II-II, q. 1, a. 8, obj. 3; 

Jn 14:10: ST III, q. 43, a. 2, s. c.; Jn 14:12: ST I, q. 105, a. 8, s. c.; I-II, q. 111, a. 2, 
obj. 2; q. 113, a. 9, s. c.; III, q. 43, a. 4, obj. 2; q. 64, a. 4, obj. 2; q. 69, a. 6, obj. 2. 

39. See ST I-II, q. 3, a. 8; I-II, q. 5, a. 8.
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know me, Philip? He is saying in effect: you should know me, consid-
ering how long I have been living with you and talking with you. And 
if you had known me, you would without doubt have known the Fa-
ther also. Therefore, since you do not know the Father, you indicate 
that you do not know me. And you can be chided for your slowness: 
“Are you also still without understanding?” (Mt 15:16); “For though 
by this time you ought to be teachers, you need some one to teach you 
again” (Heb 5:12)

1886. This gives rise to a question, for before, our Lord told the disci-
ples that they knew him, when he said, “and the way you know” (v. 4), 
while here he seems to say the opposite, “If you had known me, you 
would without doubt have known my Father also” (v. 7).

Augustine40 answers this by saying that among the disciples there 
were some who knew Christ as the Word of God. One of these was Pe-
ter, when he said, “You are the Christ, the Son of the living God” (Mt 
16:16). There were others who did not truly know him, and Philip was 
one of these. It is to the first group that our Lord says, “Where I am go-
ing you know, and the way you know” (v. 4); it is to the second group 
that he says, “If you had known me, you would without doubt have 
known the Father also.”

Here is another explanation. Christ could be known in a twofold 
way. He could be known in his human nature, and every one knew 
him this way. With this in mind he says, “Where I am going you know, 
and the way you know.” He could also be known as being of a divine 
nature, but they did not yet perfectly know him in this way. In ref-
erence to this, he says, “If you had known me, you would without 
doubt have known my Father also.” This is clear from the fact that he 
adds, Philip, he who has seen me has seen the Father also. He is say-
ing in effect: If you knew me, you would know the Father; and then 
you would not be saying, show us the Father, because you would have 
already seen him by seeing me: “If you knew me, you would perhaps 
know my Father also” (8:19).

1887. Sabellius made this statement the basis of his error. He asked 
what could be the meaning of he who has seen me has seen the Father 
also, except that the Father and the Son are the same?

Hilary41 answers this by saying if this were so, our Lord would have 
said, “he who has seen me has seen the Father,” without adding the 
“also.” But because he adds the “also,” saying, has seen the Father also, 
he shows there is a distinction. Augustine42 says that we use the same 
way of speaking when we talk about two people who are alike. We say 
that if you saw one you saw the other. Now the most perfect likeness 

40. Tract. in Io. 70. 2; PL 35, col. 1818; cf. Catena aurea, 14:8–11.
41. De Trin. 7. 38; PL 10, col. 231. 
42. Tract. in Io. 70. 2; PL 35, col. 1819; cf. Catena aurea, 14:8–11.
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of the Father is in the Son. Therefore he says, he who has seen me has 
seen the Father also. In fact, there is a greater likeness in the Son than 
there is among mere human beings, because in them there can never 
be a likeness based on the very same numerical form or quality, but 
only a likeness in species. In the Son, however, there is the same nu-
merical nature as in the Father. Thus, when seeing the Son, the Father 
is better seen than when seeing some mere human another mere hu-
man is seen, no matter how much alike they are.43

1888. Note that this statement excludes the error of Arius on two 
points.44 First, it rejects his denial of consubstantiality. For it is impos-
sible to see the uncreated substance by seeing some created substance, 
just as by knowing a substance of one genus, one cannot know a sub-
stance of another genus. It is evident, therefore, that the Son is not 
a created substance, but is consubstantial with the Father. Otherwise, 
one who sees the Son would not see the Father.

The other error excluded is their interpretation of 1 Timothy (1:17), 
“To the King of ages, immortal, invisible, the only God,” as meaning 
that only the Father is invisible, but the Son was often seen in his na-
ture. But if this were so, it would follow that the Father was also fre-
quently seen, because one who sees the Son sees the Father also. So 
since the Father is invisible as to his nature, it is impossible that the Fa-
ther was seen in his nature.

1889. Someone might question why our Lord chided Philip for ask-
ing to see the Father after he had seen the Son, since when one sees a 
picture he should not be rebuked for wanting to see the thing pictured.

Chrysostom45 answers this by saying that after hearing about 
knowing and seeing the Father, Philip wanted to see the Father with 
his bodily eyes, just as he thought he had seen the Son. This is what 
our Lord reproved, pointing out to him that he did not even see the 
Son in his nature with his bodily eyes.46

Augustine47 says that our Lord did not disapprove of the request, 
but of the attitude behind it. Philip said, Show us the Father, and 
we shall be satisfied. This was like saying: We know you, but that is 
not enough. Thus he believed that there was complete sufficiency in 
knowing the Father, but not in knowing the Son. He seemed to think 
that the Son was inferior to the Father. This is what our Lord reproved, 
showing that there is the same sufficiency in knowing the Son as there 
is in knowing the Father, saying, he who has seen me has seen the Fa-
ther also.

1890. Then when he says, How can you say, Show us the Father? 

43. See ST I, q. 35, a. 1.
44. See ST I, q. 27, a. 1.
45. Hom. in Io. 74. 1; PG 59, col. 401; cf. Catena aurea, 14:8–11.
46. See ST I, q. 12, a. 3.
47. Tract. in Io. 70. 3; PL 35, col. 1820; cf. Catena aurea, 14:8–11.
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he shows his disapproval of the request, and of the basis of the re-
quest. He is displeased with the request because the Father is seen in 
the Son. Philip could have said what we read in Job: “I, who have spo-
ken so unthoughtfully, what can I reply? I will put my hand over my 
mouth” (39:34). He disapproves of the root of the request when he 
says, Do you not believe that I am in the Father and the Father in me? 
This is like saying: You want to possess the Father, believing that you 
will have sufficiency in him. But if you believe that, Do you not believe 
that I am in the Father and the Father in me? For if you believed the 
latter, you would expect to find in me all the sufficiency which is in 
the Father.

1891. He says, I am in the Father and the Father in me, because 
they are one in essence. This was spoken of before: “I and the Father 
are one” (10:30).48

We should note that in the divinity essence is not related to person 
as it is in human beings. Among human beings, the essence of Socrates 
is not Socrates, because Socrates is a composite. But in the divinity, es-
sence is the same with the person in reality, and so the essence of the 
Father is the Father, and the essence of the Son is the Son. Therefore, 
wherever the essence of the Father is, there the Father is; and wher-
ever the essence of the Son is, there the Son is. Now the essence of the 
Father is in the Son, and the essence of the Son is in the Father. There-
fore, the Son is in the Father, and the Father in the Son.49 This is how 
Hilary50 explains it.

1892. Now our Lord clarifies his answer: first by the works he does 
himself; secondly, by the works he will do by the disciples (v. 12). So 
he first mentions the works he does himself; secondly, he infers a tenet 
of the faith (v. 11).

1893. The belief that Christ was God could be known from two 
things: from his teaching and from his miracles.51 Our Lord mentions 
these. “If I had not done among them the works which no one else 
did, they would not have sin” (15:24). Referring to his teaching he 
says, “If I had not come and spoken to them, they would not have sin” 
(15:22). We also read: “No man ever spoke like this man!” (7:46). The 
blind man, referring to his works, said: Never since the world began 
has it been heard that any one opened the eyes of a man born blind” 
(9:32). Our Lord shows his divinity by these two things. Referring to 
his teaching, he says, The words that I say to you, by the instrument 
of my human nature, I do not speak of myself, but from him who is 
in me, that is, the Father: “I declare to the world what I have heard 
from him,” the Father (8:26). The Father, therefore, who speaks in 

48. See ST I, q. 39, aa. 1–2.
49. See ST I, q. 42, a. 5.
50. De Trin. 7. 39; PL 10, col. 232; cf. Catena aurea, 14:8–11.
51. See ST III, q. 43, aa. 1, 4.
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me, is in me. Now whatever a human being says must come from the 
first Word. And this first Word, the Word of God, is from the Father. 
Therefore, all the words we speak must be from God. So when anyone 
speaks words he has from the Father, the Father is in him. Referring 
to his works, he says, the Father who dwells in me does the works, be-
cause no one could do the works that I do: “The Son can do nothing of 
himself” (5:19).

1894. Chrysostom52 wonders how Christ can start by referring to 
his words, and then bring in his works, for Christ says, the words that I 
say to you . . . but the Father does the works. There are two answers to 
this. Chrysostom says that Christ was referring to his teaching the first 
time, and then referring to his miracles. For Augustine,53 our Lord is re-
ferring to his words as his works: “This is the work of God, that you be-
lieve in him whom he has sent” (6:29). So when the Lord says, the Fa-
ther does the works, we should understand that these works are words.

1895. Two heresies were based on the above texts. When our Lord 
said, I am in the Father, Sabellius understood this to mean that the Fa-
ther and the Son are the same. And from the statement, I do not speak 
of myself, Arius inferred that the Son is inferior to the Father. Yet these 
very texts refute these heresies. For if the Father and Son were the 
same, as Sabellius speculated, the Son would not have said, The words 
that I say to you I do not speak of myself. And if the Son were inferior 
to the Father, as Arius blasphemed, he would not have said, the Father 
who dwells in me does the works.

1896. Since our belief in the Trinity is shown by the above two 
statements, our Lord concludes to this belief, saying, Do you not be-
lieve that I am in the Father and the Father in me? It was explained 
above how this is to be understood. In Greek, the text reads: Believe, 
that is, believe me, that I am in the Father and the Father in me. Or, 
it is surprising that you do not believe that I am in the Father and the 
Father in me. Note that before our Lord was speaking only to Philip 
(vv. 8–10a), but from the point where he says, the words that I say to 
you (v. 10b), he is speaking to all the apostles together. But if what I 
say to you is not enough to show my consubstantiality, then at least 
believe me for the sake of the works themselves: “The works which 
the Father has granted me to accomplish, these very works which I am 
doing, bear me witness” (5:36); “Even though you do not believe me, 
believe the works” (10:38).

1897. After clarifying what he had said by appealing to the works 
he did by himself, our Lord now clarifies these things by the works 
he would do through the disciples. First, he mentions the works of 
the disciples; secondly, he mentions how they would do them, What-

52. Hom. in Io. 74. 2; PG 59, col. 401; cf. Catena aurea, 14:8–11.
53. Tract. in Io. 71. 1–2; PL 35, col. 1820–21; cf. Catena aurea, 14:12–14.
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ever you ask the Father in my name, I will do it. As to the first, he first 
mentions the works of the disciples; secondly, he states the reason for 
what he said, because I go to the Father.

1898. He says, Truly, truly, I say to you, and so forth. He is say-
ing in effect: The works that I do are so great that they are a sufficient 
sign of my divinity; but if these are not enough for you, then look 
at the works I will do through others. For the strongest sign of great 
power is when a person does extraordinary things not only by him-
self but also through others. So he says, he who believes in me will also 
do the works that I do. These words not only show the power of the 
divinity in Christ, but also the power of faith, and the union of Christ 
with those who believe. For just as the Son acts because the Father 
dwells in him by a unity of nature, so also those who believe act be-
cause Christ dwells in them by faith: “that Christ may dwell in your 
hearts through faith” (Eph 3:17). Now the works which Christ accom-
plished and the disciples do by the power of Christ are the miracles: 
“And these signs will accompany those who believe: in my name they 
will cast out demons; they will speak in new tongues; they will pick up 
serpents” (Mk 16:17).54

1899. What is remarkable is that he adds, and greater works than 
these will he do. We could say that in a certain sense our Lord does 
more things and greater things through his apostles than by himself. 
Among the miracles of Christ the greatest was when a sick person was 
healed by touching the fringe of his garment (Mt 9:20). But the sick 
were healed by the shadow of Peter, as we read in Acts (5:15). And it is 
greater to heal by one’s shadow than by the fringe of one’s garment.55 
In another way, we could say that Christ did more by the words of his 
disciples than by his own. As Augustine56 says, our Lord is speaking 
here of works accomplished by words, when the fruit of these words 
was faith. We see in Matthew that a young man was not persuaded by 
Christ to sell his possessions and follow him, for when Christ said to 
the youth, “Go, sell what you possess and give to the poor,” we read 
that “he went away sorrowful” (Mt 19:21). Yet we read that at the 
preaching of Peter and the other apostles, people sold their possessions 
and all that they owned and brought the money and laid it at the feet 
of the apostles (Acts 4:34).

1900. Someone might find fault with this because our Lord did not 
say that the apostles would do greater things, but he who believes in 
me. Should we say, then, that those who do not do greater things than 
Christ are not to be counted among those who believe in Christ? Of 
course not! That would be too harsh.

54. See ST II-II, q. 178, a. 1; III, q. 43, a. 4, ad 2.
55. See ST III, q. 43, a. 4, ad 2.
56. Tract. in Io. 71. 2; PL 35, col. 1821; cf. Catena aurea, 14:12–14.
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We should say, rather, that Christ works in two ways. In one way, 
he works without us, as in creating the heavens and the earth, raising 
the dead to life, and things like that. In the other way, he works in us 
but not without us: the result of this is faith, by which the impious are 
brought to life. Our Lord is speaking here of what is found in all be-
lievers: this is the result which Christ produces in us, but not without 
us.57 The reason for this is that whoever believes is producing the same 
result since what is produced in me by God is also produced in me by 
myself, that is, by my free choice. Thus the Apostle says: “it was not I,” 
that is, I alone, “but the grace of God which is with me” (1 Cor 15:10). 
Christ is speaking of this result or work when he says that believers will 
also do the works that I do; and greater works than these will he do, 
for it is a greater thing to justify the impious than to create the heavens 
and the earth.58 For the justification of the impious, considered in it-
self, continues forever: “Righteousness is immortal” (Wis 1:15). But the 
heavens and the earth will pass away, as Luke (21:33) says. Further, ef-
fects which are physical are directed to what is spiritual. Now the heav-
ens and the earth are physical effects, but the justification of the impi-
ous is a spiritual effect.

1901. This gives rise to a question. The creation of the holy angels 
is included in the creation of the heavens and the earth. Is it then a 
greater work to cooperate with Christ in one’s own justification than 
to create an angel? Augustine59 does not settle this, but he does say: 
“Let him who can judge whether it is greater to create the just angels 
than to justify impious men. Certainly, if each shows an equal power, 
the second shows greater mercy.” But if we carefully consider what 
works our Lord is talking about here, we are not setting the creation 
of the angels above the justification of the impious. When our Lord 
said, and greater works than these will he do, we need not understand 
this to mean all the works of Christ, but perhaps only those which he 
was then doing. But then he was working by the word of faith, and it 
is not as great to preach words of righteousness [or of faith] which he 
did without us, as to justify sinners, which he does in us in such a way 
that we also do it.

1902. Now he gives the reason why he said they will do greater 
things, which is because I go to the Father. This can be understood in 
three ways. First, according to Chrysostom:60 I will work as long as I 
am in the world, but when I leave, you will take my place. And so, the 
things that I am doing you will do, and even greater things, because I 
go to the Father, and after that I will do nothing by myself, that is, by 

57. See ST I-II, q. 113, aa. 3, 8.
58. See ST I-II, q. 113, a. 9.
59. Tract. in Io. 71. 3; PL 35, col. 1821–22; cf. Catena aurea, 14:12–14.
60. Hom. in Io. 74. 2; PG 59, col. 402; cf. Catena aurea, 14:12–14.
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preaching. The second interpretation is this: The Jews think that if I 
am killed faith in me will be eradicated. This is not true. Indeed, it will 
be approved even more, and you will do greater things because I go to 
the Father, that is, I will not perish, but continue in my own dignity 
in heaven: “Now is the Son of man glorified, and in him God is glori-
fied” (13:31). A third interpretation: You will do greater things because 
I go to the Father. He is saying in effect: Since I will be glorified more, 
it is appropriate that I do greater things, and also give you the power to 
do greater things. Thus, before Jesus was glorified, the Spirit was not 
given to the disciples in that fullness with which it was given after: “As 
yet the Spirit had not been given, because Jesus was not yet glorified” 
(7:39).61

1903. Now he mentions how these things will be done: first, the 
way, whatever you ask; secondly, why they will be done, that the Fa-
ther may be glorified.

1904. As to the first, since our Lord said, “and greater works than 
these will he do,” in order that the greatness of the worker might be 
known from the greatness of the works, some might suppose that one 
who believes in the Son of God would be greater than the Son. Our 
Lord excludes this by the way the works are done. For the Son does 
these works by his own authority, while one who believes in him does 
it by asking.62 So he says, Whatever you ask the Father in my name, I 
will do it.

This eliminates the equality between believers and Christ in three 
ways. First, because as was said, believers do these works by asking: so 
he says, Whatever you ask. “Every one who asks receives” (Mt 7:8). 
Secondly, because believers work by reason of the Son; so he says, in 
my name, that is, by reason of my name: “There is no other name 
under heaven given among men by which we must be saved” (Acts 
4:12). For this name is above every name: “Not to us, O Lord, not to 
us, but to your name give glory” (Ps 113:9). Thirdly, because the Son 
himself does all these works in them and through them: thus he says, I 
will do it. Note that the Father is asked and the Son does the work, the 
reason being that the works of the Father and the Son are inseparable: 
“Whatever he [the Father] does, that the Son does likewise” (5:19). 
For the Father does all things through the Son: “All things were made 
through him” (1:3).63

1905. How could he say, Whatever you ask I will do it, since we see 
that his faithful ask and do not receive? According to Augustine,64 we 
should consider here that he first says, in my name, and then adds, I 
will do it. The name of Christ is the name of salvation: “You shall call 

61. See ST III, q. 57, a. 6. 62. See ST III, q. 43, a. 2.
63. See ST I, q. 45, a. 6.
64. Tract. in Io. 73. 1; PL 35, col. 1824; cf. Catena aurea, 14:12–14.
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his name Jesus, for he will save his people from their sins” (Mt 1:21). 
Therefore, one who asks for something pertaining to salvation asks in 
the name of Christ. It does happen that someone asks for something 
which does not pertain to salvation. This happens for two reasons. First, 
because one has a corrupt affection: as when one asks for something 
to which he is attracted, but which if he did have, would be an ob-
stacle to his salvation. One who asks this way is not heard because he 
asks wrongly: “You ask and do not receive, because you ask wrongly” 
(Jas 4:3). For when someone, because of his corrupt affection, would 
badly use what he wants to receive, he does not receive it because of 
our Lord’s compassion. The reason being that our Lord does not just 
look at one’s desire, but rather the helpfulness of what is desired. For 
the good Lord often denies what we ask in order to give us what we 
should prefer.

The second reason we may ask for something which does not per-
tain to our salvation is our ignorance. We sometimes ask for what we 
think is helpful, but really is not. But God takes care of us, and does not 
do what we ask. Thus Paul, who labored more than all others, asked 
our Lord three times to take away a thorn in his flesh, but he did not 
receive what he asked because it was not useful for him (2 Cor 12:8). 
“We do not know how to pray as we ought, but the Spirit himself in-
tercedes for us with sighs too deep for words” (Rom 8:26). “You do not 
know what you are asking” (Mt 20:22). Thus it is clear that when we 
truly ask in his name, in the name of Jesus Christ, he will do it.65

He says, I will do it, using the future tense, not the present tense, 
because he sometimes postpones doing what we ask so that our desire 
for it will increase and so that he can grant it at the right time: “Rain 
will fall on you when it should fall” (Lev 26:4); “In a day of salvation I 
have helped you” (Is 49:8). Again, it sometimes happens that we pray 
for people and are perhaps not heard, and this is because they put ob-
stacles in the way. “Do not pray for this people . . . for I do not hear 
you” (Jer 7:16); “Though Moses and Samuel stood before me, yet my 
heart would not turn toward this people” (Jer 15:1).66

1906. Then when he says, that the Father may be glorified in the 
Son, he gives the reason. Augustine punctuates this passage in the fol-
lowing way. “Whatever you ask the Father in my name, I will do it.” 
Then a new sentence begins: “That the Father may be glorified in the 
Son, if you ask me anything in my name, I will do it.” This is like say-
ing: I will do what you ask in my name so that the Father may be 
glorified in the Son, and everything that the Son does is directed to 
the glory of the Father: “I do not seek my own glory” (8:50). We also 
should direct all our works to the glory of God: “Do all to the glory of 
God” (1 Cor 10:31).

65. See ST II-II, q. 83, aa. 5–6.
66. See ST II-II, q. 83, a. 7.
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LECTUrE 4

15 “If you love me, [keep my commandments] you will keep my 
commandments. 16 And I will pray the Father, and he will give you 
another [Paraclete] Counselor, to be with you forever, 17 even the Spir-
it of truth, whom the world cannot receive, because it neither sees him 
nor knows him; you [will] know him, for he [will dwell] dwells with 
you, and will be in you.”67

1907. Above, our Lord consoled his disciples over his leaving by 
promising that they would be able to approach the Father. But because 
it might seem that this was in the distant future, and in the meantime 
they would still be in sorrow without their Teacher, he here soothes 
their sorrow by promising them the Holy Spirit. First, we see the prep-
aration needed to receive the Holy Spirit; secondly, the Holy Spirit is 
promised, he will give you another Paraclete. Thirdly, this promise is 
clarified, to be with you forever. Preparation for receiving the Holy 
Spirit was necessary both for the disciples and for Christ.

1908. The disciples needed a twofold preparation: love in their hearts 
and obedience in their work. Our Lord assumes they have one of these, 
for he says, If you love me. And it is clear that you do because you are 
sad over my leaving: “You also are witnesses, because you have been 
with me from the beginning” (15:27). The other he commands for the 
future, keep my commandments. This is like saying: You don’t express 
your love for me by tears but by obedience to my commands, for this is 
a clear sign of love: “If a man love me, he will keep my word” (14:23). 
Thus, two things prepare one to receive the Holy Spirit. Since the Holy 
Spirit is love, he is given only to those who love: “I love those who love 
me” (Pr 8:17). Likewise, he is given to the obedient: “To this we are 
witnesses” (Acts 3:15); “I have put my Spirit upon him” (Is 42:1).68

1909. Yet is it true that it is the obedience of the disciples and their 
love for Christ that prepare them for the Holy Spirit? It seems not, be-
cause the love by which we love God is from the Holy Spirit: “God’s 
love has been poured into our hearts through the Holy Spirit which 
has been given to us” (Rom 5:5). Further, our obedience is from the 
Holy Spirit: “For all who are led by the Spirit of God are sons of God” 
(Rom 8:14); “I have run in the way of your commandments when you 
enlarged my heart” (Ps 118:32). One might answer that it is by loving 
the Son that we deserve to receive the Holy Spirit, and having him, we 
love the Father. But this is false because our love for the Father and 
the Son is the same love.

67. St. Thomas quotes Jn 14:16 in ST I, q. 27, a. 3, s. c.; II-II, q. 83, a. 10, obj. 
1; Jn 14:17: ST I-II, q. 68, a. 3, s. c.; I-II, q. 106, a. 1, ad 1.

68. See ST II-II, q. 43, a. 3.
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Accordingly, we should say that it is characteristic of the gifts of God 
that if one makes good use of a gift granted to him, he deserves to re-
ceive a greater gift and grace. And one who badly uses a gift, has it tak-
en from him. For we read in Matthew (25:24) that the talent which 
the lazy servant received from his master was taken from him because 
he did not use it well, and it was given to the one who had received 
five talents. It is like this with the gift of the Holy Spirit. No one can 
love God unless he has the Holy Spirit: because we do not act before 
we receive God’s grace, rather, the grace comes first: “He loved us first” 
(1 Jn 4:10).69 We should say, therefore, that the apostles first received 
the Holy Spirit so that they could love God and obey his commands. 
But it was necessary that they make good use, by their love and obe-
dience, of this first gift of the Holy Spirit in order to receive the Spir-
it more fully. And so the meaning is, If you love me, by means of the 
Holy Spirit, whom you have, and obey my commandments, you will 
receive the Holy Spirit with greater fullness.70

1910. Another preparation was needed for Christ, and as to this he 
says, And I will pray the Father, and so forth. Note that our Lord Je-
sus Christ, as a human being, is the mediator between God and hu-
mankind, as we see from 1 Timothy (2:5). And so as a human being 
he approaches God and asks heavenly gifts for us, and coming to us he 
lifts us up and leads us to God. And so, because he had already come 
to us, and by giving us the commandments of God had led believers to 
God, he still had to return to the Father and ask for spiritual gifts: “Ap-
proaching God by himself he is able to save forever” (Heb 7:25). He 
does this by asking the Father; and he says this, I will pray the Father: 
“When he ascended on high he led a host of captives and he gave gifts 
to men” (Eph 4:8).71

Note that it is the same person who asks that the Paraclete be giv-
en and who gives the Paraclete. He asks as a human being, he gives as 
God. And he says I will pray in order to banish their sorrow over his 
leaving them, because his very leaving is the reason they can now re-
ceive the Holy Spirit.

1911. Now we see the promise of the Holy Spirit. The word Para-
clete is Greek, and means “Consoler.” He says, he will give you another 
Paraclete, that is, the Father, although not without the Son, will give 
the Holy Spirit, who is the Consoler, since he is the spirit of love.72 It is 
love that causes spiritual consolation and joy: “The fruit of the Spirit is 
love, joy” (Gal 5:22). The Holy Spirit is our advocate: “We do not know 
how to pray as we ought, but the Spirit himself intercedes for us with 
sighs too deep for words” (Rom 8:26).

69. See ST I-II, q. 109, a. 3.
70. See ST I-II, q. 112, a. 2; I-II, q. 114, aa. 4, 8.
71. See ST III, q. 26, a. 2.
72. See ST I, q. 37, aa. 1–2.
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The fact that he says, another, indicates a distinction of persons in 
God, in opposition to Sabellius.

1912. An objection. The word “Paraclete” suggests an action of the 
Holy Spirit. Therefore, by saying another Paraclete, a difference in na-
ture seems to be indicated, because different actions indicate different 
natures. Thus the Holy Spirit does not have the same nature as the Son.

I reply that the Holy Spirit is a consoler and advocate, and so is the 
Son. John says that the Son is an advocate: “We have an advocate with 
the Father, Jesus Christ the righteousness” (1 Jn 2:1). In Isaiah we are 
told he is a consoler: “The Spirit of the Lord has sent me to comfort 
those who mourn” (Is 61:1). Yet the Son and the Holy Spirit are not 
consolers and advocates in the same way, if we consider the appropri-
ation of persons [how and why we attribute certain attributes to the 
different Persons of the Trinity].73 Christ is called an advocate because 
as a human being he intercedes for us to the Father; the Holy Spirit is 
an advocate because he makes us ask. Again, the Holy Spirit is called 
a consoler because he is formally love. But the Son is a consoler be-
cause he is the Word. The Son is a consoler in two ways: because of his 
teaching and because the Son gives the Holy Spirit and incites love in 
our hearts.74 Thus the word, another, does not indicate a different na-
ture in the Son and in the Holy Spirit. Rather, it indicates the different 
way each is an advocate and a consoler.

1913. Now the promise of the Holy Spirit is given: first, we see how 
it is given; secondly, what the gift itself is; thirdly, those who receive it 
(v. 17).

1914. The Spirit is truly given because it is given forever. Thus he 
says, to be with you forever, even the Spirit of truth. When something 
is given to a person only for a time, this is not a true giving; but there 
is a true giving when something is given to be kept forever. And so the 
Holy Spirit is truly given because he is to remain with them forever.75 
He is with us forever: in this life he enlightens and teaches us, bringing 
things to our mind; and in the next life he brings us to see the very re-
ality: “And the Spirit of the Lord came mightily upon David from that 
day forward” (1 Sam 16:13). Although Judas had received him, the 
Spirit did not remain with him forever, because he did not receive him 
to remain with him forever, but only for a temporary righteousness.

According to Chrysostom,76 one could say that our Lord said these 
things to dispel a certain physical interpretation they might have. They 
could have imagined that this Paraclete, which was to be given to them, 
would also leave them after a while by some kind of suffering, like 
Christ. He rejects this when he says, to be with you forever. This is like 
saying: The Spirit will not suffer death as I do, nor will he leave you.

73. See ST I, q. 39, aa. 7–8. 74. See ST I, q. 36, a. 2.
75. See ST I, q. 38, aa. 1–2.
76. Hom. in Io. 75. 1; PG 59, col. 405; cf. Catena aurea, 14:15–17.
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1915. We saw above that it was said to John the Baptist: “He on 
whom you see the Spirit descend and remain, this is he who baptiz-
es with the Holy Spirit” (1:33). It seems from this that it is peculiar to 
Christ that the Holy Spirit remain with him forever. Yet this is not true 
if he also remains with the disciples forever.

According to Chrysostom, the solution is that the Holy Spirit is said 
to remain in us by his gifts. Certain gifts of the Holy Spirit are neces-
sary for salvation; these are found in all the saints and always remain 
in us, as charity, which never leaves (1 Cor 13:8), since it will continue 
into the future. Other gifts are not necessary for salvation, but are giv-
en to the faithful so they can manifest the Spirit: “To each is given the 
manifestation of the Spirit for the common good” (1 Cor 12:7). With 
this in mind, the Holy Spirit is with the disciples and the saints forever 
by the first type of gift. But it is peculiar to Christ that the Spirit is al-
ways with him by the second type of gift, for Christ always has a pleni-
tude of power to work miracles and to prophesy, and so on.77 This is 
not true of others, because, as Gregory78 says, the spirits of the proph-
ets are not under the control of the prophets.79

1916. The Spirit is a most excellent gift because he is the Spirit of 
truth. He is called the Spirit to show the subtlety or fineness of his na-
ture, for the word “spirit” is used to indicate something which is un-
discoverable and invisible. And so what is invisible is usually referred 
to as a spirit. The Holy Spirit also is undiscoverable and invisible: “The 
Spirit blows where it wills, and you hear the sound of it, but you do 
not know where it comes from or where it goes” (3:8). He is also called 
the Spirit to indicate his power, because he moves us to act and work 
well. For the word “spirit” indicates a certain impulse, and that is why 
the word spiritus can also mean the wind: “For all who are impelled by 
the Spirit of God are sons of God” (Rom 8:14); “Let your good spirit 
lead me on a level path” (Ps 142:10).80

He adds, of truth, because this Spirit proceeds from the Truth and 
speaks the truth, for the Holy Spirit is nothing else than Love.81 (When 
a person is impelled to love earthly things and the world, he is im-
pelled by the spirit of the world: “Now we have received not the spirit 
of the world, but the Spirit which is from God” [1 Cor 2:12]; and when 
one is impelled to works of the flesh, he is not impelled by the Holy 
Spirit, as Ezekiel [13:3] says: “Woe to the foolish prophets who follow 
their own spirit.”)

But the Holy Spirit leads to the knowledge of the truth, because 
he proceeds from the Truth, who says, “I am the way, and the truth, 
and the life” (14:6). In us, love of the truth arises when we have con-

77. See ST III, q. 7, aa. 5, 7–8.
78. Mor. 2. 56. 90–92; PL 75, col. 598–600; cf. Catena aurea, 14:15–17.
79. See ST II-II, q. 171, a. 2. 80. See ST I, q. 36, a. 1.
81. See ST I, q. 37, a. 1.
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ceived and considered truth. So also in God, Love proceeds from con-
ceived Truth, which is the Son.82 And just as Love proceeds from the 
Truth, so Love leads to knowledge of the truth: “He [The Holy Spirit] 
will glorify me because he will receive from me and declare it to you” 
(16:14). And therefore Ambrose83 says that any truth, no matter who 
speaks it, is from the Holy Spirit. “No one can say ‘Jesus is Lord’ except 
by the Holy Spirit” (1 Cor 12:3); “When the Paraclete comes, whom I 
shall send to you from the Father, even the Spirit of truth . . .” (15:26). 
It is a characteristic of the Holy Spirit to reveal the truth because it is 
love which impels one to reveal his secrets: “I have called you friends, 
for all that I have heard from my Father I have made known to you” 
(15:15); “He showed it,” the truth, “to his friend” (Job 36:33).

1917. The ones who receive the Holy Spirit are those who believe; 
he says, whom the world cannot receive. First, he shows to whom the 
Spirit is not given; secondly, to whom he is given, you will know him. 
First, he shows that he is not given to the world; secondly, he men-
tions why (v. 17).

1918. As to the first he says, whom the world cannot receive. Our 
Lord is here calling those who love the world, the “world.” As long as 
they love the world they cannot receive the Holy Spirit, for he is the 
love of God. And no one can love, as his destination, both God and the 
world: “If anyone loves the world, love for the Father is not in him”  
(1 Jn 2:15). As Gregory84 says: “The Holy Spirit inflames everything he 
fills with a desire for invisible things. And because worldly hearts love 
only visible things, the world does not receive him, because it does not 
rise to the love of what is invisible. For worldly minds, the more they 
widen themselves with their desires, the more they narrow the core of 
their hearts to the Spirit.”85 “The Holy Spirit of discipline will flee from 
the deceitful” (Wis 1:5).

1919. In regard to the second, why he is not given to the world, he 
says, because it neither sees him nor knows him. For spiritual gifts are 
not received unless they are desired: “She,” divine Wisdom, “hastens 
to make herself known to those who desire her” (Wis 6:13). And they 
are not desired unless they are somehow known. Now there are two 
reasons why they are not known. First, because one does not want to 
know them; and secondly, because one is not capable of such knowl-
edge. These two reasons apply to the worldly. In the first place, they 
do not desire this, and as to this he says, the world neither sees him, 
that is, does not want to know him: “They have fixed their eyes on 
the ground” (Ps 16:11). Further, they are not capable of knowing him, 

82. See ST q. 36, aa. 2–4.
83. The quote attributed here to Ambrose is from Ambrosiaster’s commentary 

on 1 Cor. 12:3 (PL 17, col. 244–45); cf. ST II-II, q. 172, a.6, obj. 1.
84. Mor. 5. 28. 50; PL 75, col. 706A; cf. Catena aurea, 14:15–17.
85. See ST I-II, q. 84, a. 2; II-II, q. 26, a. 3.
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and as to this he says, nor knows him. As Augustine86 says: “World-
ly love does not have invisible eyes which alone can see the invisible 
Holy Spirit.” “The sensual person does not perceive those things per-
taining to the Spirit of God” (1 Cor 2:14). Just as a tainted tongue does 
not taste sweet flavors, so a soul tainted by the corruption of the world 
does not taste the sweetness of heavenly things.87

Here is the interpretation of Chrysostom.88 I say that he will give 
you another Paraclete, the Spirit of truth, but he will not assume flesh, 
because the world neither sees him nor knows him, that is, it will not 
receive him, but only you will.

1920. Now he mentions, first of all, to whom the Spirit is given; sec-
ondly, he gives the reason. The Holy Spirit is given to believers: he says, 
you, who are moved by the Holy Spirit, will know him: “Now we have 
received not the spirit of the world, but the Spirit which is from God” 
(1 Cor 2:12). This is because you scorn the world: “We look not to the 
things that are seen but to the things that are unseen” (2 Cor 4:18).

The reason for this is, for he will dwell with you. Note, first, the fa-
miliarity of the Holy Spirit with the apostles, for he will dwell with 
you, that is, for your benefit: “Let your good spirit lead me on a level 
path!” (Ps 142:10); “O, how good is your spirit, O Lord, in all things” 
(Wis 12:1). Secondly, note how intimate his indwelling is, for he will 
be in you, that is, in the depths of your heart: “I will put a new Spirit 
within them” (Ez 11:19).89

LECTUrE 5

18 “I will not leave you [orphans] desolate; I will come to you. 19 Yet 
a little while, and the world will see me no more, but you will see me; 
because I live, [and] you will live also. 20 In that day you will know 
that I am in my Father, and you in me, and I in you. 21 He who has my 
commandments and keeps them, he it is who loves me; and he who loves 
me will be loved by my Father, and I will love him and manifest myself 
to him.”90

1921. Above, our Lord promised that the Holy Spirit would be our 
Consoler. But because the apostles had not risen very high in their 
knowledge of the Holy Spirit, and their attention was absorbed by the 
presence of Christ, this consolation seemed small to them. Thus, in this 

86. Tract. in Io. 74. 4; PL 35; col 1828; cf. Catena aurea, 14:15–17.
87. See ST II-II, q. 15, aa. 1, 3.
88. Hom. in Io. 75. 1; PG 59, col. 405; cf. Catena aurea, 14:15–17.
89. See ST I, q. 43, a. 3; I-II, q. 110, a. 2.
90. St. Thomas quotes Jn 14:18 in ST I, q. 88, a. 3, s. c.; Jn 14:21: ST I-II, q. 

114, a. 4, s. c.; II-II, q. 24, a. 12, s. c.; II-II, q. 27, a. 8; III, q. 19, a. 3, obj. 4.
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part, our Lord promises, first, that he will return; secondly, his own 
gifts (v. 25). Concerning the first, he promises then that he will return; 
and then he gives the reason (v. 21); thirdly, he answers a question for 
one of the disciples (v. 22). Concerning the first, he first shows that he 
will return; secondly, the way he will return (v. 19); and thirdly, he 
foretells the fruit of his return (v. 20). Concerning the first, he shows 
why he needs to return; secondly, he promises to return, I will come to 
you (v. 18).

1922. The reason our Lord has to return is so that the disciples 
would not remain orphans; he says, I will not leave you orphans. The 
word “orphans” comes from the Greek, and indicates little children 
who do not have a father: “We have become orphans, fatherless; our 
mothers are like widows” (Lam 5:3).

Consider that we can have three fathers. One father gives us ex-
istence: “We have had earthly fathers,” literally, fathers of our flesh 
(Heb 12:9). Another father would be one whose evil example we fol-
low: “You are of your father the devil” (8:44). A third father would 
be one who gratuitously adopts us: “You have received the spirit of 
adoption of sons” (Rom 8:15). Now God does not adopt as his children 
those who imitate their father, the devil, for “What fellowship has light 
with darkness?” (2 Cor 6:14). And he does not adopt those who are 
too attached, in a worldly way, to their parents: “He who loves father 
or mother more than me is not worthy of me” (Mt 10:37). But God 
does adopt as his children those who have become orphans by being 
stripped of their affection for sin and by abandoning a worldly love for 
their parents. “For my father and my mother have forsaken me, but 
the Lord will take me up” (Ps 26:10); but much more one who has left 
them: “Forget your people and your father’s house; and the king will 
desire your beauty” (Ps 44:11).91

Note that Christ presents himself to his disciples as a father. Now al-
though the word “father,” if taken to indicate a person, is special to the 
Father, yet if it is taken to indicate an essence, it is appropriate for the 
entire Trinity. So our Lord said above (13:33): “Little children, yet a lit-
tle while I am with you.”

1923. Christ promises to come when he says, I will come to you. But 
he had already come to them by taking on flesh: “Christ Jesus came 
into the world” (1 Tim 1:15). Still, he will come in three more ways. 
Two of these ways are bodily or physical. One is after the resurrection 
and before his Ascension, when he leaves them by death and comes to 
them after the resurrection and stands among his disciples, as is stat-
ed below (chap. 20). The other bodily coming will be at the end of the 
world: “This Jesus, who was taken up from you into heaven, will come 
in the same way as you saw him go into heaven” (Acts 1:11); “And 

91. See ST III, q. 23, aa. 2–3.
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then they will see the Son of man coming in a cloud with power and 
great glory” (Lk 21:27). His third coming is spiritual and invisible, that 
is, when he comes to his faithful by grace, either in life or in death: “If 
he comes to me I will not see him” (Job 9:11).

He says, therefore, I will come to you, after the resurrection (and 
this is the first way of coming mentioned above) and “I will see you 
again” (16:22). Again, I will come to you at the end of the world: “The 
Lord will come to judge” (Is 3:14). And again I will come at your death 
to take you to myself: “I will come again and will take you to myself” 
(above v. 3). And again, I will come to you, visiting you in a spiritual 
way: “We will come to him and make our home with him” (14:23).92

1924. Here he explains how he will return and shows that his re-
turn to the apostles will be in a special way. Since they might think 
that he would return to them as still subject to death, he excludes this, 
saying: Yet a little while, and the world will see me no more. If we ex-
plain this as referring to his return after the resurrection, the mean-
ing is this: Yet a little while, that is, I will be with you only for a short 
time in this mortal flesh, and then I will be crucified; but after that, the 
world will see me no more. This is because after the resurrection he did 
not show himself to all, but only to witnesses pre-ordained by God, 
that is, to his disciples (Acts 1:3).93 Thus he says, but you will see me, 
that is, in my glorified and immortal body.

He gives the reason for this when he says, because I live and you 
will live. This clears up a difficulty. The disciples could have wondered 
how they would see him, since he would be dead, and they with him. 
So he says that this will not be the case, because I live, that is, I will 
live after the resurrection: “I died, and behold I am alive for evermore” 
(Rev 1:18), and you will live, because you will not be killed with me: 
“If you seek me, let these men go” (18:8). Here is another interpreta-
tion: I live, by my resurrection, and you will live, that is, you will re-
joice over this, since “The disciples were glad when they saw the Lord” 
(20:20) Here, to live means to rejoice, and it is used in this sense in 
Genesis (45:26): “When Jacob heard that Joseph was ruling in Egypt 
his spirit began to live again,” with joy.

1925. Augustine94 finds fault with this interpretation because our 
Lord said, Yet a little while, and the world will see me no more. This 
means that the worldly will never see him again. Yet they will see him 
at the judgment, according to: “Every eye will see him” (Rev 1:7). For 
this reason Augustine explains this little while as including the second 
coming, when Christ comes to judge. This time is described as little in 
comparison to eternity: “For a thousand years in your sight are but as 

92. See ST I, q. 43, a. 5; III, q. 55, a. 6; III, q. 59, a. 2.
93. See ST III, q. 55, a. 1.
94. Tract. in Io. 75. 2; PL 35, col. 1829; cf. Catena aurea, 14:18–21.
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yesterday when it is past” (Ps 89:4). The Apostle, in Hebrews (12:26), 
also refers to this time as a little while when he is explaining the state-
ment in Haggai: “In a little while, I will shake the heavens and the 
earth and the sea and the dry land” (2:7). And the world will see me 
no more, because after the judgment those who love the world and 
the wicked will not see him, since they are going into eternal fire.95 
As we read in another version of Isaiah (26:10): “Remove the wicked 
so they do not see the glory of God.” But you, who have followed me 
and stayed with me in my trials, will see me, in an everlasting eternity: 
“Your eyes will see the king in his beauty” (Is 33:17); “We shall always 
be with the Lord” (1 Th 4:17). You will see me because I live and you 
will live also. This is like saying: Just as I have a glorified life in my soul 
and in my body, so will you; “Christ will change our lowly body to be 
like his glorious body” (Phil 3:21). He says this because our glorified 
life is produced by the glorified life of Christ: “For as in Adam all die, 
so also in Christ shall all be made alive” (1 Cor 15:22). Christ speaks of 
himself in the present tense, I live, because his resurrection would be 
immediately after his death, and there would be no delay; according 
to: “I will rise at dawn” (Ps 107:3), because “You will not let your holy 
one undergo corruption” (Ps 15:10).96 When referring to the disciples 
he uses the future, you will live, because the resurrection of their bod-
ies was to be postponed till the end of the world: “Your dead shall live, 
their bodies shall rise” (Is 26:19).

1926. Now we see the fruit of his return, which is the knowledge 
of those things which the apostles did not know. For, as we saw, Peter 
did not know where Christ was going, and so he asked: “Lord, where 
are you going?” (13:36); and Thomas did not know this, nor the way 
he would go: “Lord, we do not know where you are going; how can 
we know the way?” (14:5). Philip did not know the Father, and so he 
asked: “Lord, show us the Father, and we shall be satisfied” (14:8). All 
these arose from ignorance of one thing: they did not know how the 
Father is in the Son and the Son is in the Father.97 Thus Christ said 
to Philip: “Do you not believe that I am in the Father and the Father 
in me?” (14:10). And so our Lord promises them that they will know 
this, saying, In that day you will know that I am in my Father, and so 
forth. This will dispel all confusion from the hearts of the disciples.

1927. This sentence can be explained as referring to his coming at 
the time of the resurrection, and his coming at the judgment. We have 
two kinds of knowledge of the mysteries of the divinity. One is imper-
fect, and we have this by faith; the other is perfect, and comes by vi-
sion. These two kinds of knowledge are mentioned in, “For now we 

95. See ST III, q. 52, aa. 2, 6.
96. See ST III, q. 51, a. 3; III, q. 53, a. 2; III, q. 54, a. 2.
97. See ST I, q. 42, a. 5.
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see in a mirror dimly,” by the first kind of knowledge, “but then face to 
face,” referring to the second kind of knowledge (1 Cor 13:12).

He says, In that day, after my resurrection, you will know that I am 
in my Father: and they will know this by the knowledge of faith, be-
cause then having seen that he has arisen and is among them, they 
will have a most certain faith about him, especially those who would 
receive the Holy Spirit, who would teach them all things. Or, on the 
other hand, In that day, of the final resurrection at the judgment, you 
will know, that is, clearly and by vision: “Then I shall understand fully, 
even as I have been fully understood” (1 Cor 13:12).98

1928. But what will they know? The two things he mentioned 
above. First, “the Father who dwells in me does the works” (14:10). 
Referring to this he says, that I am in my Father, that is, by a consub-
stantiality of nature. The other thing they will know is what he said 
about doing works through the disciples, when he said, “He who be-
lieves in me will also do the works that I do” (14:12). And referring to 
this he says, and you in me, and I in you.

1929. Here our Lord seems to say that the relation between him-
self and the Father is like the relation of the disciples to himself. For 
this reason the Arians maintained that just as the disciples are inferior 
to Christ and not consubstantial with him, so the Son is inferior to the 
Father and distinct from him in substance. One should answer this by 
saying that when Christ says, I am in my Father, he means by a con-
substantiality of nature: “I and the Father are one” (10:30); “And the 
Word was with God” (1:1).99

1930. The statement, and you in me, means that the disciples are in 
Christ. For what is protected or shielded by something is said to be in 
that thing, like something contained in its container. In this way the 
affairs of a kingdom are said to be in the hands of the king. And with 
this meaning it is said that “in him we live and move and have our be-
ing” (Acts 17:28). And I in you, remaining within you, and acting and 
indwelling within you by grace: “that Christ may dwell in your hearts 
through faith” (Eph 3:17); “You desire proof that Christ is speaking in 
me” (2 Cor 13:3).100

Hilary101 gives another exposition. And you in me, that is, you will 
be in me through your nature, which I have taken on: for in taking on 
our nature he took us all on: “He did not take hold of the angels, but 
he did take hold of the seed of Abraham” (Heb 2:16). And I in you, 
that is, I will be in you when you receive my sacrament, for when one 
receives the body of Christ, Christ is in him: “He who eats my flesh and 
drinks my blood abides in me, and I in him” (6:56).102

98. See ST I, q. 12, aa. 11, 13. 99. See ST I, q. 42, a. 1.
100. See ST III, q. 8, a. 1.
101. De Trin. 8. 15; PL 10, col. 247–48; cf. Catena aurea, 14:18–21.
102. See ST III, q. 73, a. 3.
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Another interpretation: and you in me, and I in you, that is, by 
our mutual love, for we read: “God is love, and he who abides in love 
abides in God, and God abides in him” (1 Jn 4:16). And you did not 
know these things, but you will know them in that day.

1931. Now the reason for his return is given, and our Lord men-
tions two reasons why he is seen by the faithful and not by the world. 
The first is their true love for God; the second is God’s love for them 
(v. 21b).

1932. As to the first he says, he who has my commandments and 
keeps them, he it is who loves me. Note that true love is love which ap-
pears and proves itself by actions: for love is revealed by its actions. 
Since to love someone is to will that person something good and to de-
sire what this person wants, one does not seem to truly love a person 
if he does not accomplish the will of the beloved or do what he knows 
this person wants. And so one who does not do the will of God does 
not seem to truly love him.103 Thus he says, he who has my command-
ments and keeps them, he it is who loves me, that is, with a true love 
for me.

1933. Some have these commandments of God in their heart, by re-
membering them and continually meditating on them: “I have laid up 
your word in my heart, that I might not sin against you” (Ps 118:11). 
But this is not enough unless they are kept in one’s actions: “A good 
understanding have all those who practice it” (Ps 110:10). Others have 
these commandments on their lips, by preaching and exhorting: “How 
sweet are your words to my taste” (Ps 118:103). They also should fol-
low them in their actions, because “He who does them and teaches 
them shall be called great in the kingdom of heaven” (Mt 5:19). Thus in 
Matthew (chap. 23), God reprimands those who speak but do not act. 
Others have them by hearing them, gladly and earnestly listening to 
them: “He who is of God hears the words of God” (8:47). Yet this is not 
enough unless they keep them in their actions, “for it is not the hearers 
of the law who are righteous before God, but the doers of the law who 
will be justified” (Rom 2:13); “Do not labor for the food which perishes, 
but for the food which endures to eternal life” (6:27). Therefore, those 
who have the commandments [in the above ways] do keep them to a 
certain extent; but they still have to persist in keeping them. For this 
reason Augustine104 says: “The person who keeps the commandments 
in his memory and keeps them in his life, who has them in his speech 
and keeps them in his conduct, who has them by hearing them and 
keeps them by doing them, who has them by doing and persisting in 
doing them, this is one who loves me.”105

1934. As for the second reason why he will be seen by the faith-

103. See ST II-II, q. 24, a. 12.
104. Tract. in Io. 75. 5; PL 35, col. 1830; cf. Catena aurea, 14:18–21.
105. See ST I-II, q. 100, a. 2; I-II, q. 108, a. 1.
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ful, he says, he who loves me will be loved by my Father. At first glance 
this does not seem to make sense. Does God love us because we love 
him? Assuredly not; for we read: “not that we loved God, but because 
he has first loved us” (1 Jn 4:10).106 Therefore, we should understand 
this statement in the light of what was said before, “He who has my 
commandments and keeps them, he it is who loves me.” This does 
not mean that one keeps the commandments and as a result of this 
loves. But rather, one loves, and as a result of this, keeps the command-
ments.107 In the same way, we should say here that one is loved by the 
Father, and as a result he loves Christ, and not that one is loved because 
he loves. Therefore, we love the Son because the Father loves us. For 
it is a characteristic of true love that it draws the one loved to love the 
one who loves him: “I have loved you with an everlasting love, and 
therefore I have drawn you having compassion on you” (Jer 31:3).108

1935. Because the Father’s love is not without the Son’s love, since 
it is the same love in each, “Whatever the Father does, that the Son 
does likewise” (5:19), he adds, and I will love him. Why does he say, I 
will love, using the future, since the Father and the Son love all things 
from eternity? We should answer that love, considered as being in the 
divine will, is eternal; but considered as manifested in the accomplish-
ment of some work and effect, is temporal.109 So the meaning is: and 
I will love him, that is, I will show the effect of my love, because I will 
manifest myself to him: for I love in order to manifest myself.

1936. Note that one’s love for another is sometimes qualified and 
sometimes absolute. It is qualified when one wills the other some par-
ticular good; but it is absolute when one wills the other all good. Now 
God loves every created thing in a qualified sense, because he wills 
some good to every creature, even to the demons, for example, that 
they live and understand and exist. These are particular goods. But 
God loves absolutely those to whom he wills all good, that is, that they 
have God himself. And to have God is to have truth, for God is Truth. 
But truth is had or possessed when it is known. So God, who is Truth, 
truly and absolutely loves those to whom he manifests himself. This is 
what he says, and I will manifest myself to him, that is, in the future, 
by glory, which is the ultimate effect of future beatitude: “He showed 
it to his friend” (Job 36:33); “She hastens to make herself known to 
those who desire her” (Wis 6:13).110

1937. Someone might ask: The Father will manifest himself, will he 
not? Yes, both the Father and the Son. For the Son manifests himself 
and the Father at the same time, because the Son is the Word of the 

106. See ST I, q. 20, a. 2.
107. See ST I-II, q. 109, a. 4.
108. See ST I, q. 23, a. 1; I-II, q. 112, a. 1.
109. See ST I, q. 19, a. 2; I, q. 20, a. 2, ad 1.
110. See ST I, q. 20, aa. 3–4.
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Father: “No one knows the Father except the Son” (Mt 11:27). If in 
the meantime the Son manifests himself to anyone in some way, this 
is a sign of God’s love. And this can be a reason why the world will not 
see him, because he will not manifest himself to it because it does not 
love him.

LECTUrE 6

22 Judas (not Iscariot) said to him, “Lord, how is it that you will 
manifest yourself to us, and not to the world?” 23 Jesus answered him, 
“If a man loves me, he will keep my word, and my Father will love 
him, and we will come to him and make our home with him. 24 He 
who does not love me does not keep my words; and the word which you 
hear is not mine but the Father’s who sent me. 25 These things I have 
spoken to you, while I am still with you. 26 But the [Paraclete] Coun-
selor, the Holy Spirit, whom the Father will send in my name, he will 
teach you all things, and bring to your remembrance all that I have 
said to you.”111

1938. Above, our Lord promised the disciples that he would come 
to them; here he clears up a perplexity for one of the disciples. First, 
we see the bewildered disciple; secondly, Christ’s answer (v. 23).

1939. With respect to the first, when those who are humble and 
saintly hear great things about themselves, they are usually astonished 
and bewildered. Now the disciples had just heard our Lord say, “Yet a 
little while, and the world will see me no more, but you will see me,” 
and so on. So it seemed that he was preferring the apostles to the en-
tire world. Thus Judas, the brother of James, whose letter is part of 
Holy Scripture, was bewildered and astonished, and said, Lord, how is 
it that you will manifest yourself to us, and not to the world? It is like 
saying: Why will you do this? Are we superior to the whole world? 
David said something like this: “Who am I, O Lord God, and what is 
my house, that you have brought me thus far?” (2 Sam 7:18). And the 
righteous also say: “Lord, when did we see you hungry and feed you?” 
(Mt 25:37).

1940. Then, Christ’s answer is given: first, Christ states the reason 
why he will manifest himself to the disciples and not to the world; 
secondly, he explains something he had said (v. 24b). He shows, first, 
why he will manifest himself to his disciples; secondly, why he will 
not manifest himself to the world: he who does not love me. As to the 

111. St. Thomas quotes Jn 14:23 in ST II-II, q. 184, a. 3, obj. 3; Jn 14:28: ST I, 
q. 42, a. 4, obj. 1; III, q. 3, a. 8, obj. 1; III, q. 20, a. 1, s. c.; III, q. 58, a. 3, obj. 3; Jn 
14:23: ST I, q. 43, a. 4, obj. 2; I, q. 43, a. 5.
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first, we see the fitness of the disciples to have Christ manifest himself 
to them; secondly, we see the manner and order of this manifestation: 
and my Father will love him (v. 23). In regard to the first, he mentions 
two things which make a person fit to receive God’s manifestation. 
The first is charity, the second is obedience.

1941. As to charity, he says, If a man loves me. Three things are nec-
essary for a person who wants to see God. First, one must draw near 
to God: “Those who approach his feet will receive his teaching” (Deut 
33:3). Secondly, one must lift up his eyes in order to see God: “Lift up 
your eyes on high and see who created these things” (Is 40:26). And 
thirdly, one must take time to look, for spiritual things cannot be seen 
if one is absorbed by earthly things: “Take time and see that the Lord 
is sweet” (Ps 33:9). Now it is charity which accomplishes these three 
things. Charity joins our soul to God: “He who abides in love abides in 
God, and God abides in him” (1 Jn 4:16). It also makes us look at God: 
“For where your treasure is, there will your heart be also” (Mt 6:21). 
As the saying goes: “Where your love is, there your eyes are.” Charity 
also frees us from worldly matters: “If any one loves the world, perfect 
love for God is not in him” (1 Jn 2:15). Thus, to turn it about, one who 
perfectly loves God, does not love the world.112

1942. Obedience follows from charity; and so he says, he will keep 
my word. Gregory113 says: “The proof of love is one’s actions. Love for 
God is never lazy: if it is present it accomplishes great things; if it re-
fuses to work, it is not love.” For the will, especially when it is con-
cerned with an end, moves the other powers to their actions: for a 
person does not rest until he does those things which will bring him 
to his intended end, especially if it is intensely desired. And so, when 
a person’s will is intent on God, who is its end, it moves all powers to 
do those things which obtain him. Now it is charity which makes one 
intent on God, and thus it is charity which causes us to keep the com-
mandments: “The love of Christ controls us” (2 Cor 5:14); “Its flashes 
are flashes of fire” (Sg 8:6). And through obedience a person is ren-
dered fit to see God: “Through your precepts,” that is, as kept by me, “I 
get understanding” (Ps 118:104). Again, “I understood more than the 
aged” (Ps 118:100).114 

1943. Then when he says, and my Father will love him, we see the 
manner and order of this manifestation. Three things are needed so a 
divine manifestation can be made to us. The first is divine love; and 
he refers to this when he says, and my Father will love him. We ex-
plained above why the future tense is used, will love, which is that he 
is referring to the effect of love, although from the point of view of his 

112. See ST II-II, q. 15, a. 3; II-II, q. 24, a. 9.
113. XL hom. in Evang. 30. 1; PL 76, col. 1220C; cf. Catena aurea, 14:22–27
114. See ST II-II, q. 44, a. 1; II-II, q. 104, a. 3.
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willing to do good, God loves us from eternity: “Yet I have loved Ja-
cob but I have hated Esau” (Mal 1:2). Jesus does not say here, “I will 
love him,” because he had already made that clear to them before: “I 
love those who love me” (Pr 8:17). It remained for him to say that the 
Father would love them: “He loved the people: all the saints are in his 
hand” (Deut 4:37).

1944. The second thing needed is that the divine come to us; refer-
ring to this, he says, and we will come to him. An objection to this is 
that for a thing to come, it has to change its place. But God does not 
change. Therefore, I answer that God is said to come to us not because 
he moves to us, but because we move to him. Something comes into 
a place in which it previously was not: but this does not apply to God 
since he is everywhere: “Do I not fill heaven and earth?” (Jer 23:24). 
Rather, God is said to come to someone because he is there in a new 
way, in a way he had not been there before, that is, by the effect of his 
grace. It is by this effect of grace that he makes us approach him.115

1945. According to Augustine,116 God comes to us in three ways 
and we go to him in the same three ways. First, he comes to us by fill-
ing us with his effects; and we go to him by receiving them: “Come to 
me, you who desire me, and eat your fill of my produce” (Sir 24:19). 
Secondly, God comes to us by enlightening us; and we go to him by 
thinking of him: “Come to him and be enlightened” (Ps 33:6). Thirdly, 
he comes to us by helping us; and we go to him by obeying, because 
we cannot obey unless helped by Christ: “Come, let us go up to the 
mountain of the Lord” (Is 2:3).117

1946. Why does he not mention the Holy Spirit? Augustine says 
that we do not read here that the Spirit will be excluded when the Fa-
ther and Son come, because we read above that the Spirit was “to be 
with you forever” (v. 16). Since in the Trinity there is a distinction of 
Persons and a unity of essence, sometimes the three persons are men-
tioned to indicate the distinction of the persons. And sometimes only 
two of the three persons are mentioned to indicate the unity of es-
sence. Or again, one could say that since the Holy Spirit is nothing oth-
er than the love of the Father and the Son, when the Father and Son 
are mentioned, the Spirit is implied.118

1947. The third thing required for the manifestation of God is the 
continuation of each of the above, that is, of the love of God and of his 
coming to us. In regard to these he says, and make our home with him. 
Two things are indicated here. First, when he says, home, he indicates 
the stability with which we cling to God. God comes to some by faith, 

115. See ST I, q. 9, a. 1; I, q. 43, a. 6.
116. Tract. in Io. 76. 2–3; PL 35, col. 1831–32; cf. Catena aurea, 14:22–27.
117. See ST I, q. 8, a. 3.
118. See ST I, q. 38, a. 2.
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but does not remain because “they believe for a while and in time of 
temptation fall away” (Lk 8:13). He comes to others through their sor-
row for sin; yet he does not stay with them because they return to their 
sins: “Like a dog that returns to his vomit is a fool that repeats his folly” 
(Pr 26:11). But he remains forever in his predestined: “I am with you 
always, to the close of the age” (Mt 28:20).119 Secondly, these words 
indicate the intimacy of Christ with us: with him, that is, with the one 
who loves and obeys him, since he takes pleasure in us, and has us take 
pleasure in him, “delighting in the sons of men” (Pr 8:31).

1948. Chrysostom120 gives this a different meaning. He says that 
when Judas heard I will not leave you orphans . . . but you will see me, 
he thought that after his death Christ would come to them like the 
dead appear to us in a dream. So he asks, how is it that you will mani-
fest yourself to us, and not to the world? This was like saying: How un-
fortunate for us! You will die and can only help us as the dead do. To 
exclude this Christ says, I and the Father will come to him (v. 23), that 
is, as the Father manifests himself, so I do also, and make our home 
with him, which is not done in dreams.

1949. Now he gives the reason why he will not manifest himself to 
the world: this reason is the lack of those things on account of which 
he says that he will manifest himself. For when the cause is absent, the 
effect is absent. Now the causes for a divine manifestation to be made 
to the worldly are not found in them. And so God will not manifest 
himself to the world and the worldly.

It is clear that they do not have the cause, because the world does 
not love him. Referring to this he says, he who does not love me. Fur-
ther, they do not obey him; and so he says, does not keep my words. 
As Gregory121 says: “To love God it is necessary to use our words, our 
minds and our lives.” The reason is obvious why God will manifest 
himself to his own, and not to the world. It is because his own really 
have love, and it is love which distinguishes the saints from the world: 
“He hides the light from the proud. He shows his friend that he owns 
it” (Job 36:32); “The deep says ‘It is not in me’ and the sea,” that is, 
one who is disordered, “says, ‘It is not with me.’” (Job 28:14).122

1950. Then when he says, and the word which you hear is not mine 
but the Father’s, he clears up what he had just said, “If a man loves 
me, he will keep my word, and my Father will love him, and we will 
come to him.” For someone could say that there was no reason for this 
statement (v. 23), and it would be more reasonable to have said: “I will 
love him, and I will come to him.” To exclude this idea he says, and 

119. See ST I, q. 23, a. 2.
120. Hom. in Io. 75. 3; PG 59, col. 406; cf. Catena aurea, 14:22–27.
121. XL hom. in Evang. 30. 2; PL 76, col. 1221B; cf. Catena aurea, 14:22–27.
122. See ST II-II, q. 23, a. 1.
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the word which you hear is not mine, that is, it is not mine as coming 
from myself, but it is mine as coming from another, from the Father, 
who sent me. It is like saying: One who does not hear this word does 
not love only me, he also does not love the Father. And therefore, one 
who loves both Christ and the Father deserves a manifestation of each. 
So he says: and the word which you hear, spoken by me, as a human 
being, is indeed mine insofar as I speak it, and yet it is not mine, inso-
far as it is mine from another: “My teaching is not mine” (7:16); “The 
words that I say to you I do not speak of my self” (14:10).

1951. Augustine123 remarks that when our Lord refers to his own 
words he uses the plural, “my words” (v. 24), but when he speaks 
of the utterance of the Father, he uses the singular form, “the word 
which you hear is not mine,” because he wants us to understand that 
the word of the Father is he himself, the unique Word of the Father. 
Thus he says he is from the Father, and not from himself, because he 
is neither his own image nor his own Son, but the Son and image of 
the Father. Yet all the words in our heart are from this unique Word of 
the Father.124

1952. Here our Lord promises gifts to his disciples. He had prom-
ised them both the Holy Spirit and himself; and so now he first men-
tions what they will receive when the Holy Spirit comes; and secondly, 
what they will receive from him, peace. From the coming of the Holy 
Spirit they will receive great things, namely an understanding of all 
the words of Christ. In regard to this he first mentions what he taught 
them, and secondly he promises they will understand them (v. 26).

1953. He says, in regard to the first, these things, what I have said, 
I have spoken to you, by the instrument of my human nature, while I 
am still with you, as bodily present. It is indeed a very great favor that 
the Son himself should speak to us and teach us: “In these last days he 
has spoken to us by a Son” (Heb 1:1); “What is all flesh that it should 
hear its Lord?” (Deut 5:26).

1954. He promises them that they will understand his teachings 
through the Holy Spirit, who will give himself to them; he says, the 
Paraclete . . . will teach you all things. He does three things concerning 
the Holy Spirit: he describes him, mentions his mission and his effect.

1955. He describes the Holy Spirit in several ways: as the Paraclete, 
as Spirit, and as Holy. He is the Paraclete because he consoles us. He 
consoles us in our sorrows which arise from the troubles of this world: 
“fighting without and fear within” (2 Cor 7:5); “who comforts us in all 
our affliction” (2 Cor 1:4). He does this because he is love, and causes 
us to love God and give him great honor.125 For this reason we endure 

123. Tract. in Io. 76. 5; PL 35, col. 1832; cf. Catena aurea, 14:22–27.
124. See ST I, q. 27, a. 2, ad 2; I, q. 34, a. 3.
125. See ST I, q. 37, a. 1.
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insults with joy: “Then they left the presence of the council rejoic-
ing that they were counted worthy to suffer dishonor for the name” 
(Acts 5:41); “Rejoice and be glad, for your reward is great in heaven”  
(Mt 5:12). He also consoles us in our sadness over past sins; Matthew 
refers to this in “Blessed are those who mourn for they shall be com-
forted” (5:4). He does this because he gives us the hope of forgiveness: 
“Receive the Holy Spirit. If you forgive the sins of any, they are forgiv-
en” (20:22).

He is the Spirit because he moves hearts to obey God: “He will come 
like a rushing stream, which the Spirit of the Lord drives” (Is 59:19); 
“For all who are led by the Spirit of God are sons of God” (Rom 8:14). 
He is Holy because he consecrates us to God, and all consecrated things 
are called holy: “Do you not know that your body is a temple of the 
Holy Spirit within you” (1 Cor 6:19); “There is a river whose streams 
make glad the city of God” (Ps 45:5).126

1956. Then when he says, whom the Father will send in my name, 
he refers to the mission of the Spirit. We should not think the Spirit 
comes by a local motion, but rather by being in them in a new way 
in which he was not before: “When you send forth your Spirit, they 
are created,” that is, with a spiritual existence (Ps 103:30). Notice that 
the Holy Spirit is sent by the Father and the Son. To show this Christ 
sometimes says that the Father sends him, as he does here; and he 
sometimes says that he himself sends him, “I will send him to you” 
(16:7). Yet Christ never says that the Spirit is sent by the Father with-
out mentioning himself. So he says here, whom the Father will send 
in my name. Nor does Christ say that the Spirit is sent by himself, the 
Son, without mentioning the Father: “the Paraclete, whom I shall send 
to you from the Father” (15:26).127

1957. Why does he say, in my name? Will the Holy Spirit be called 
the Son? One could answer that this was said for the reason that the 
Holy Spirit was given to the faithful when they invoked the name of 
Christ. But it is better to say that just as the Son comes in the name of 
the Father—“I have come in my Father’s name”—so the Holy Spirit 
comes in the name of the Son. Now the Son comes in the name of the 
Father not because he is the Father, but because he is the Son of the 
Father. In a similar way, the Holy Spirit comes in the name of the Son 
not because he was to be called the Son, but because he is the Spirit 
of the Son: “Any one who does not have the Spirit of Christ does not 
belong to him” (Rom 8:9); “God has sent the Spirit of his Son into our 
hearts” (Gal 4:6), because he is the Spirit of his Son, and not because 
he was to be called the Son: “He predestined [them] to be conformed 

126. See ST I, q. 36, a. 1.
127. See ST I, q. 36, aa. 2–4; I, q. 43, a. 3.



 CHAPTER 14 87

to the image of his Son” (Rom 8:29). The basis for this is the consub-
stantiality of the Son with the Father and of the Holy Spirit with the 
Son.128

Further, just as the Son, coming in the name of the Father, subjects 
his faithful to the Father—“and has made them a kingdom and priests 
to our God” (Rev 5:10)—so the Holy Spirit conforms us to the Son be-
cause he adopts us as children of God: You have received the spirit of 
adoption, by which we cry out ‘Abba!’ Father” (Rom 8:15).129

1958. Next he mentions the effect of the Holy Spirit, saying, he will 
teach you all things. Just as the effect of the mission of the Son was to 
lead us to the Father, so the effect of the mission of the Holy Spirit is to 
lead the faithful to the Son. Now the Son, once he is begotten Wisdom, 
is Truth itself: “I am the way, and the truth, and the life” (14:6). And so 
the effect of this kind of mission [of the Spirit] is to make us sharers in 
the divine wisdom and knowers of the truth. The Son, since he is the 
Word, gives teaching to us; but the Holy Spirit enables us to grasp it.130

He says, he will teach you all things, because no matter what a per-
son may teach by his exterior actions, he will have no effect unless the 
Holy Spirit gives an understanding from within. For unless the Spir-
it is present to the heart of the listener, the words of the teacher will 
be useless: “The breath of the Almighty makes him understand” (Job 
32:8). This is true even to the extent that the Son himself, speaking 
by means of his human nature, is not successful unless he works from 
within by the Holy Spirit.

1959. We read before that “Every one who has heard and learned 
from the Father comes to me” (6:45). Here he is expanding on this, be-
cause one does not learn without the Holy Spirit teaching. He is saying 
in effect: one who receives the Holy Spirit from the Father and the Son 
knows the Father and the Son and comes to them. The Spirit makes 
us know all things by inspiring us from within, by directing us and lift-
ing us up to spiritual things. Just as one whose sense of taste is tainted 
does not have a true knowledge of flavors, so one who is tainted by 
love of the world cannot taste divine things: “The sensual man does 
not perceive those things of the Spirit of God” (1 Cor 2:14).131

1960. Since to remind a person of something is the task of an in-
ferior, like an agent in divine affairs, shall we say that the Holy Spirit, 
who brings things to our mind, is inferior to us? According to Grego-
ry,132 we should say that the Holy Spirit is said to bring things to our 
remembrance not as though he brought us knowledge from below, but 

128. See ST I, q. 36, a. 2; I, q. 42, a. 1. 
129. See ST III, q. 23, aa. 1–2.
130. See ST III, q. 7, a. 1.
131. See ST II-II, q. 6, a. 1; II-II, q. 15, a. 3.
132. XL hom. in Evang. 30. 3; PL 76, col. 1222B; cf. Catena aurea, 14:22–27. 
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because in a hidden way he aids our ability to know. Or, one could say 
the Spirit teaches because he makes us share in the wisdom of the Son; 
and he brings things to our remembrance because, being love, he in-
cites us. Or, the Spirit will bring to your remembrance all that I have 
said to you, that is, he will recall them to your memory: “All the ends 
of the earth shall remember and turn to the Lord” (Ps 21:28).

We should notice that of all the things Christ said to his disciples, 
some were not understood, and others were not remembered. Thus 
our Lord says, he will teach you all things, which you cannot now un-
derstand, and bring to your remembrance all that you cannot remem-
ber. How could John the Evangelist after forty years have remembered 
all the sayings of Christ he wrote in his Gospel unless the Holy Spirit 
had brought them to his mind?

LECTUrE 7

27a “Peace I leave with you; my peace I give to you; not as the world 
gives do I give to you.”

1961. Above, our Lord promised his disciples what they would gain 
from the presence of the Holy Spirit. Here he promises them a gift they 
will obtain from his own coming and presence.

Note that if we consider the characteristic feature of the persons of 
the Son and the Holy Spirit, our Lord seems to interchange their gifts. 
Since the Son is the Word, it seems that the gifts of wisdom and knowl-
edge are appropriate to him. But peace is appropriate, appropriated, to 
the Holy Spirit, since he is love, which the cause of peace.133 Neverthe-
less, because the Holy Spirit is the Spirit of the Son, and what the Holy 
Spirit gives he has from the Son, our Lord here attributes this gift of 
knowledge to the Holy Spirit, saying, he will teach you all things. Yet, 
this gift is still appropriate to the Son. And because the Holy Spirit pro-
ceeds from the Son, actions which are appropriate to the Holy Spirit 
are attributed to the Son. This is the reason why Christ attributes peace 
to himself, saying, Peace I leave with you. First, he promises his gift of 
peace, which he is leaving; secondly, he distinguishes this peace from 
the peace of the world.

1962. He says, Peace I leave with you. Peace is nothing else than 
the tranquillity arising from order, for things are said to have peace 
when their order remains undisturbed. In a human being there is a 
threefold order: that of a person to himself; of a person to God; and of 
a person to his neighbor. Thus, the human person can enjoy a three-
fold peace. One peace is interior, when he is at peace with himself, and 

133. See ST I, q. 39, a. 8.
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his faculties are not unsettled: “Great peace have those who love your 
law” (Ps 118:165). Another peace is peace with God, when one is en-
tirely conformed to his direction: “Since we are justified by faith, let us 
have peace with God” (Rom 5:1). The third peace is with our neigh-
bor: “Strive for peace with all men” (Heb 12:14).134

There are three things which have to be put in order within us: the 
intellect, the will and sense appetency. The will should be directed by 
the mind or reason, and sense appetency should be directed by the in-
tellect and will.135 Accordingly, Augustine,136 in his The Words of Our 
Lord, describes the peace of the saints by saying: “Peace is a calmness 
of mind, a tranquillity of soul, a simplicity of heart, a bond of love and 
a fellowship of charity.” Calmness of mind refers to our reason, which 
should be free, not tied down, nor absorbed by disordered affections; 
tranquillity of soul refers to our sense appetency, which should not be 
harassed by our emotional states; simplicity of heart refers to our will, 
which should be entirely set toward God, its object; the bond of love 
refers to our neighbor; and the fellowship of charity to God. The saints 
have this peace now, and will have it in the future. But here it is im-
perfect because we cannot have an undisturbed peace either with our-
selves, or with God, or with our neighbor. We will enjoy it perfectly in 
the future, when we reign without an enemy and there can never be 
conflicts.137

Our Lord here promises us each kind of peace. The first kind when 
he says, Peace I leave with you, that is, in this world, so that you can 
conquer the enemy and love each other. This is a kind of covenant es-
tablished by Christ which we should keep: “A covenant of peace was 
established with him” (Sir 45:24). As Augustine138 says, one cannot 
gain the inheritance of the Lord who is unwilling to observe his cov-
enant, nor can he have a union with Christ if he lives in strife with 
a Christian. He promises the second kind of peace when he says, my 
peace I give to you, that is, in the future: “I will bring her,” the heaven-
ly Jerusalem, “a river of peace” (Is 66:12).

1963. Since whether in this world or in our native land, all the 
peace possessed by the saints comes to them through Christ—“in me 
you shall have peace” (16:33)—why does our Lord, when speaking of 
the peace of the saints in this life not say, “my peace I give to you,” in-
stead of reserving this for the peace of our native land? We should say 

134. See ST II-II, q. 29, aa. 1, 3.
135. See ST I, q. 95, a. 1.
136. The sermon that Aquinas cites here, Serm. de Verbis Domini 97 (App.); PL 

39, col. 1931–32, comes from a medieval collection of sermons attributed to Au-
gustine but generally considered inauthentic; cf. Catena aurea, 14:22–27.

137. See ST II-II, q. 29, a. 2.
138. Serm. de Verbis Domini 97 (App.); PL 39, col. 1931–32; cf. Catena aurea, 

14:22–27. 
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that each peace, of the present and of the future, is a peace of Christ. 
But our present peace is the peace of Christ because he is only its au-
thor. The future peace is the peace of Christ both because he is its  
author and because it is a peace such as he possesses it. He always had 
this second kind of peace, because he was always without [interior] 
conflict.139 Our present peace, as was said, is not without conflict, and 
although Christ is its author, he does not possess it this way. This ex-
planation makes use of the distinction between the peace of this time 
and the peace of eternity. According to Augustine, both statements 
can refer to the peace of this time. Then Christ is saying, Peace I leave 
with you, by my example, but my peace I give to you, by my power 
and strength.

1964. Then when he says, not as the world gives do I give to you, 
he distinguishes this peace from the peace of the world. The peace 
of the saints is different from the peace of the world in three ways. 
First, the purpose of each is different. Temporal peace is directed to the 
quiet and calm enjoyment of temporal things, with the result that it 
sometimes helps a person to sin: “They live in strife due to ignorance, 
and they call such great evils peace” (Wis 14:22). But the peace of the 
saints is directed to eternal goods. The meaning, therefore is: not as the 
world gives do I give to you, that is, not for the same end. The world 
gives peace so exterior goods can be possessed undisturbed; but I give 
peace so that you can obtain eternal things.140

They also differ as the pretended or deceitful from the true, because 
the peace of the world is a pretended peace since it is only on the out-
side: “The wicked . . . who speak peace with their neighbors, while 
mischief is in their hearts” (Ps 27:3). But the peace of Christ is true, be-
cause it is both on the outside and the inside. So the meaning is, not as 
the world gives do I give to you, that is, I do not give a pretended peace, 
as the world does, but true peace. Thirdly, they differ in perfection, be-
cause the peace of the world is imperfect since it is not concerned with 
the interior tranquillity of a person but only with externals. “There is 
no peace, says my God, for the wicked” (Is 57:21). But the peace of 
Christ brings tranquillity both within and without. “Great peace have 
those who love your law” (Ps 118:165). So the meaning is: not as the 
world gives, that is, not such an imperfect peace.141

LECTUrE 8

27b “Let not your hearts be troubled, neither let them be afraid. 
28 You heard me say to you, ‘I go away, and I will come to you.’ If you 

139. See ST III, q. 15, aa. 1, 4. 140. See ST II-II, q. 29, a. 3.
141. See ST II-II, q. 29, a. 2, ad 4.
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loved me, you would have rejoiced, because I go to the Father, [who is 
greater than I]: for the Father is greater than I. 29 And now I have 
told you before it takes place, so that when it does take place, you may 
believe. 30 I will no longer talk much with you, for the ruler of this 
world is coming. He has no power over me; 31 but I do as the Father 
has commanded me, so that the world may know that I love the Father. 
Rise, let us go hence.”142

1965. Above, our Lord consoled his disciples by mentioning what 
directly affected them: he promised them that they could approach the 
Father, that the Holy Spirit would come, and that he himself would 
return. Here he consoles them by mentioning what directly concerns 
himself. These give them two reasons for being consoled: one is from 
the fruit which will follow Christ’s leaving; the other is from the rea-
son for his death (v. 30).

1966. Now the fruit which would follow from Christ’s leaving 
would be such things as his exaltation, which would console them. For 
it is usual among friends that when one departs to go to his exaltation, 
the others feel less desolate. And so our Lord mentions this reason for 
their consolation. First, he casts a certain uneasiness from their hearts; 
secondly, he recalls something which somewhat consoled them, yet 
partly troubled them; thirdly, he gives a reason which will completely 
console them; fourthly, he answers an unspoken question.

1967. He casts out uneasiness from their hearts when he says, Let 
not your hearts be troubled, neither let them be afraid. Here, trouble 
means sadness, and being afraid refers to fear. Sadness and fear are 
similar in that both are concerned with an evil. Yet they are different 
because sadness is over an evil which is present, while fear is over an 
evil which is to come. Our Lord said, Let not your hearts be troubled, 
about evil which is present: “For the righteous will never be moved” 
(Ps 111:6). Neither let them be afraid, of what is future: “Who are you 
that you are afraid of man who dies?” (Is 51:12), which refers to hu-
man fear, for he does not reject divine fear.143

1968. Then when he says, You heard me say to you, I go away, they 
were troubled because he was leaving them. But they were some-
what consoled because he added, and I will come to you. This did not 
completely console them because they were afraid that perhaps in the 
meantime, when the shepherd was gone, the wolf would attack the 
flock, according to “Strike the shepherd, that the sheep may be scat-
tered” (Zech 13:7). Thus he said to them, Let not your hearts be trou-

142. St. Thomas quotes Jn 14:28 in ST III, q. 3, a. 8, obj. 1; III, q. 20, a. 1, s. 
c.; III, q. 57, a. 2, obj. 3; III, q. 58, a. 3, obj. 3; Jn 14:31: ST I, q. 42, a. 6, obj. 2; III, 
q. 47, a. 2, ad 1.

143. See ST I-II, q. 36, a. 1; II-II, q. 125, a. 1.
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bled because I go away, neither let them be afraid because I will come 
to you.

He goes by his own power, by dying; and he comes by arising: “The 
Son of man will be delivered to the chief priests and scribes, and they 
will condemn him to death . . . and he will rise on the third day” (Mt 
20:18). Again, he went by his Ascension: “The beautiful one in his 
robe, walking in the greatness of his strength” (Is 63:1); and he will 
come to judge: “They will see the Son of man coming in a cloud with 
power and great glory” (Lk 21:27).

1969. He completely consoles them when he says, If you loved me, 
you would have rejoiced. It is like saying: If you love me, you should 
not be sad, but rather rejoice that I am leaving, because I am leaving to 
be exalted, because I go to the Father, who is greater than I.

1970. This passage led Arius to the disparaging statement that the 
Father is greater than the Son. Yet our Lord’s own words repel this er-
ror. One should understand the Father is greater than I, based on the 
meaning of I go to the Father. Now the Son does not go to the Father 
insofar as he is the Son of God, for as the Son of God he was with the 
Father from eternity: “In the beginning was the Word and the Word 
was with God” (1:1). Rather, he is said to go to the Father because of 
his human nature. Thus when he says, the Father is greater than I, he 
does not mean I, as Son of God, but as Son of man, for in this way he is 
not only inferior to the Father and the Holy Spirit, but even to the an-
gels: “We see Jesus, who was made a little lower than the angels” (Heb 
2:9). Again, in some things he was subject to human beings, as his par-
ents (Lk 2:51). Consequently, he is inferior to the Father because of 
his human nature, but equal because of his divine nature: “He did not 
think it robbery to be equal to God, but emptied himself, taking the 
form of a servant” (Phil 2:6).144

1971. One could also say, as Hilary145 does, that even according to 
the divine nature the Father is greater than the Son, yet the Son is not 
inferior to the Father, but equal. For the Father is not greater than the 
Son in power, eternity and greatness, but by the dignity of a grant-
or or source. For the Father receives nothing from another, but the 
Son, if I can put it this way, receives his nature from the Father by an 
eternal generation. So, the Father is greater because he gives; but the 
Son is not inferior, but equal, because he receives all that the Father 
has: “God has bestowed on him the name which is above every name” 
(Phil 2:9). For the one to whom a single act of existence (esse) is given, 
is not inferior to the giver.146

144. See ST I, q. 42, a. 4.
145. De Trin. 9. 54; PL 10, col. 324B; cf. Catena aurea, 14:27–31.
146. See ST I, q. 33, a. 1; I, q. 42, aa. 3–4.
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1972. Chrysostom147 explains this by saying that our Lord is saying 
this by taking into account the opinions of the apostles, who did not 
yet know of the resurrection or think that he was equal to the Father. 
And so he said to them: even if you do not believe me on the ground 
that I cannot help myself, or expect that I will see you again after my 
cross, yet believe me because I go to the Father, who is greater than I.

1973. He now answers an unspoken question when he says, And 
now I have told you before it takes place, so that when it does take 
place, you may believe. For they could have asked why he was telling 
them these things, and so he anticipates them by saying this.

Augustine brought up a problem: since faith is concerned with 
things which are not seen, a person should not believe after the event, 
but before it. One should say to this that the apostles saw one thing and 
believed another. They saw the death and resurrection of Christ, and 
having seen, they believed that he was the Christ, the Son of God. But 
after these events they did not believe with a new faith, but with an 
increased faith.148 Or, indeed, they believed with a failing faith when 
he had died, and a renewed faith when he arose, as Augustine149 says.

1974. Then when he says, I will no longer talk much with you, he 
mentions another source of their consolation, based on the reason for 
his death. Sometimes the reason for a person’s death is a cause for sor-
row, as when one is killed because he is guilty; other reasons are con-
soling, as when someone dies for that good we call virtue: “Let none of 
you suffer as a murderer or a thief . . . yet if one suffer as a Christian, 
let him not be ashamed” (1 Pet 4:15). With respect to this, our Lord 
first shows that a sin was not the reason for his death; secondly, that it 
was caused by the virtues of obedience and love, so that the world may 
know that I love the Father.

1975. He says, I will no longer talk much with you, because the 
time is short: “Little children, yet a little while I am with you” (13:33). 
Or, because you are not yet ready for it: “I have yet many things to say 
to you, but you cannot bear them now” (16:12). Or, I will no longer 
talk much with you, because I will briefly explain to you that I will not 
die because of my own guilt. And he does this when he says, for the 
ruler of this world is coming. He has no power over me. This ruler is 
the devil, and he is called a ruler of this world not because he is its cre-
ator, or because of his natural power, as the Manicheans blasphemed, 
but because of guilt, that is, because of the lovers of this world. For this 
reason he is called the ruler of the world and of sin: “For we are not 
contending against flesh and blood, but against . . . the world rulers 
of this present darkness” (Eph 6:12). Therefore, he is not the ruler of 

147. Hom. in Io. 75. 4; PG 59, col. 407–8; cf. Catena aurea, 14:27–31.
148. See ST II-II, q. 5, a. 4.
149. Tract. in Io. 79. 1; PL 35, col. 1838; cf. Catena aurea, 14:27–31.



94  COMMENTARY ON THE GOSPEL OF JOHN

creatures, but of sinners and of darkness: “He is king over all the chil-
dren of pride” (Job 41:34).150

So this ruler comes to afflict: he entered into the heart of Judas to 
incite his betrayal, and into the hearts of the Jews to incite them to 
kill. But he has no power over me, for he has no power over us except 
because of sin: “Every one who commits sin is a slave to sin” (8:34). 
Now in Christ there was no sin: not in his soul, “He committed no sin” 
(1 Pet 2:22), nor in his flesh, because he was conceived of the Virgin 
without original sin through the Holy Spirit: “the child to be born of 
you will be called holy, the Son of God” (Lk 1:35). Because the devil 
even attacked Christ, over whom he had no right, he deserved to lose 
what he justly held: “What have I to do with you, Jesus, Son of the 
Most High God?” (Mk 5:7).151 So it is clear that the cause of Christ’s 
death was not his own guilt; and there was no reason for him to die if 
he had no sin.

1976. Then he mentions the true reason for his death, which is that 
good which is virtue. He says, so that the world may know that I love 
the Father. Augustine152 relates this sentence to what follows, Rise, let 
us go hence.

Two things led Christ to undergo death: love for God and love for 
neighbor; “Walk in love” (Eph 5:2). He shows this love by the sign 
that he accomplishes what God commands: “If you love me keep my 
commandments” (14:15). Referring to this he says, that the world may 
know that I love the Father, with an active love, because I go to die. 
Thus he adds, I do as the Father has commanded me. This is obedi-
ence, which is produced by love; and it is the second thing by which 
the Father moved him to undergo death. The Father did not give this 
commandment to the Son of God, who since he is the Word, is also 
the command of the Father. He gave this commandment to the Son 
of man, insofar as he infused into his soul that it was necessary for the 
salvation of humankind that the Christ die in his human nature. And 
so, that the world may know these things, Rise, from the place where 
they had eaten, let us go hence, to the place where I am to be betrayed, 
so that you can see that I am not dying by necessity, but from love and 
obedience: “He goes out to meet the weapons” (Job 39:21).153

1977. Chrysostom154 understands this differently, since he does not 
relate Rise, let us go hence, to what came before it in the same way. 
The meaning now is: I am not dying because the ruler of this world 
has power over me; I am doing this because I love the Father. But as 

150. See ST III, q. 8, a. 7.
151. See ST III, q. 49, a. 2.
152. Tract. in Io. 79. 2; PL 35, col. 1838; cf. Catena aurea, 14:27–31.
153. See ST III, q. 47, aa. 1–3.
154. Hom. in Io. 76. 1; PG 59, col. 409–11; cf. Catena aurea, 14:27–31.
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for you, Rise, let us go hence. He said this because he saw they were 
afraid, both because of the time, as it was deep into the night, and due 
to the place, for they were obviously at some house and constantly 
watching the entrance as if expecting to be set upon by their enemies. 
Consequently they were not paying attention to what he was saying. 
So Christ led them to another hidden place, so that feeling more se-
cure they could listen with more attention to what he would say to 
them and understand it better: “I will bring her into the wilderness, 
and speak tenderly to her” (Hos 2:14).
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CHAPTEr 15

LECTUrE 1

1 “I am the true vine, and my Father is the vinedresser. 2 Every 
branch of mine that bears no fruit, he takes away, and every branch 
that does bear fruit he prunes, that it may bear more fruit. 3 You are 
already made clean by the word which I have spoken to you. 4 Abide 
in me, and I in you. As the branch cannot bear fruit by itself, unless it 
abides in the vine, neither can you, unless you abide in me. 5 I am the 
vine, you are the branches. He who abides in me, and I in him, he it 
is that bears much fruit, for apart from me you can do nothing. 6 If a 
man does not abide in me, he is cast forth as a branch and withers; and 
the branches are [and he is] gathered, thrown into the fire and burned.  
7 If you abide in me, and my words abide in you, ask whatever you 
will, and it shall be done for you. 8 By this my Father is glorified, that 
you bear much fruit, and so [become] prove to be my disciples.1

1978. In this talk our Lord especially wants to comfort his disciples 
about two things: one was near, in the present, and this was his pas-
sion; the other was what they feared in the future, and this was the 
troubles which would come upon them. He had said to them about 
these two things: Let not your hearts be troubled, referring to the first, 
and neither let them be afraid (14:27), referring to the second.

So now, after comforting them over his leaving (14:1), he strength-
ens them for the troubles which will come upon them. First, he pres-
ents a certain picture; secondly, he moves from this to his intention 
(15:3). The picture he presents is of a vine and a vinedresser. First, he 
mentions the vine; secondly, the vinedresser; and thirdly, he approves 
of the vinedresser’s concern for the branches of the vine.

1979. He himself is the vine. So he says, making a comparison, I am 
the vine; for just like a vine, although it seems to be of small account, 
nevertheless surpasses all trees in the sweetness of its fruit, so Christ, 
although he seemed to be despised by the world because he was poor, 
and seemed of small account and was publicly disgraced, nevertheless 
produced the sweetest fruit: “His fruit was sweet to my taste” (Sg 2:3). 
And so Christ is a vine producing a wine which interiorly intoxicates 

1. St. Thomas refers to Jn 15:1 in ST III, q. 74, a. 5, s. c.; Jn 15:3: ST III, q. 74, 
a. 5, s. c.; Jn 15:5: ST I-II, q. 6, a. 1, obj. 3; I-II, q. 109, a. 6, ad 2; II-II, q. 156, a. 
2, ad 1. 
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us: a wine of sorrow for sin: “You have given us to drink the wine of 
sorrow” (Ps 59:5); and a wine which strengthens us, that is, which re-
stores us: “My blood is drink indeed” (6:55). In the same way he com-
pared himself, above, to wheat, for his flesh is truly food.2

This is the vine mentioned in Genesis (40:9–10): “There was a vine 
before me, and on the vine there were three branches,” that is Christ, 
in whom there are three substances: his body, soul and divinity. This is 
also the vine about which Jacob says: “My son, tie your she-ass,” that 
is, the Church, “to the vine” (Gen 49:11).

1980. This vine is true. Sometimes what is true is distinguished 
from its likeness, as a man is distinguished from his picture. And some-
times what is true is distinguished from what is deformed or spoiled, as 
true wine is distinguished from vinegar, which is spoiled wine. When 
Christ says here, I am the true vine, he is using “true” in the second 
sense to distinguish himself from the deformed or spoiled vine, which 
is the Jewish people. We read about them: “How then have you turned 
degenerate and become a wild vine” (Jer 2:21). This was because this 
vine brought forth wild grapes instead of grapes: “When I looked for it 
to yield grapes, why did it yield wild grapes?” (Is 5:4).

1981. There are two natures in Christ, the divine and the human. 
Because of his human nature he is like us and is less than the Father. 
Because of his divine nature he is like God and above us. Thus he is 
the true vine insofar as he is the head of the Church, the man Christ 
Jesus.3 He implies this when he mentions the vinedresser, who is the 
Father. He says, and my Father is the vinedresser. If Christ is the vine 
because of his divine nature, the Father would also be the vine like 
the Son. But because Christ is the vine by reason of his human nature, 
the Father is related to him as vinedresser to vine. Indeed, even Christ 
himself, as God, is a vinedresser.

1982. [The vinedresser cultivates the vine.] Now to cultivate some-
thing is to devote one’s interest to it. And we can cultivate something 
in two ways: either to make what is cultivated better, as we cultivate a 
field or something of that sort, or to make ourselves better by the culti-
vating, and in this way we cultivate wisdom. God cultivates us to make 
us better by his work, since he roots out the evil seeds in our hearts. As 
Augustine4 says, he opens our hearts with the plow of his words, plants 
the seeds of the commandments, and harvests the fruit of devotion.

But we cultivate God, not by plowing but by adoring, in order that 
we may be made better by him: “If any one is a worshiper,” that is, a 
cultivator, “of God and does his will, God listens to him” (9:31). And so 
the Father is the vinedresser of this vine for the good of others. For he 

2. See ST III, q. 73, a. 2.
3. See ST III, q. 2, a. 2; III, q. 8, a. 1.
4. See Serm. 113. 6; PL 38, col. 652; Serm. 213. 9, col. 1065; Catena aurea, 15:1–3.
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plants: “I planted you a choice vine, wholly of pure seed” (Jer 2:21); he 
makes its grow: “I planted, Apollos watered, but God gave the growth” 
(1 Cor. 3:6), because only God can make one grow from within and 
produce fruit, no matter how much others cooperate on the exterior. 
And God guards and preserves, for we read that he built a watchtower 
in the vineyard, and put a hedge around it (Mt 21:33; Is 5:2).5

1983. The vinedresser is concerned about two things: the vine 
and its branches. Now the vine considered here was perfect, and did 
not need care by the vinedresser. And so the entire care of the vine-
dresser will be directed to the branches. He says, every branch of mine 
and so forth. The branches of a vine, however, have the nature of the 
vine; and so those united to Christ are branches of this vine: “The vine 
brought forth branches” (Ez 17:6). He mentions two things about the 
branches: first, the attitude of the vinedresser to the bad branches; his 
interest in the good branches.

1984. The vinedresser’s interest in the bad branches is to cut them 
off the vine. Thus he says, every branch, that is, every believer, of mine 
that bears no fruit, that is, bears no fruit on the vine, which is me, 
without whom nothing can bear fruit, he takes away from the vine. 
It is clear from this that not only are some cut off from Christ for do-
ing evil, but also because they neglect to do good: “We entreat you not 
to accept the grace of God in vain” (2 Cor 6:1).6 Thus the Apostle said 
about himself: “By the grace of God I am what I am, and his grace to-
ward me was not in vain” (1 Cor 15:10). We read in Matthew (25:28) 
that the money was taken away from the servant who did not bear 
fruit with it, but hid it instead; and our Lord ordered the unfruitful fig 
tree to be cut down (Lk 13:7).

1985. His interest in the good branches is to help them so they can 
bear more fruit. So he says, and every branch that does bear fruit he 
prunes, that it may bear more fruit. Considering the literal sense, we 
see that a natural vine with branches that have many shoots bears less 
fruit, because the sap is spread out through all the shoots. Thus the 
vinedresser prunes away the extra shoots so that the vine can bear 
more fruit. It is the same with us. For if we are well-disposed and unit-
ed to God, yet scatter our love over many things, our virtue becomes 
weak and we become less able to do good. This is why God, in or-
der that we may bear fruit, will frequently remove such obstacles and 
prune us by sending troubles and temptations, which make us stron-
ger.7 Accordingly, he says, he prunes, even though one may be clean, 
for in this life no one is so clean that he does not need to be cleansed 
more and more: “If we say we have no sin, we deceive ourselves, and 

5. See ST I, q. 105, a. 4; I-II, q. 111, a. 2.
6. See ST I-II, q. 71, a. 5; I-II, q. 72, a. 6.
7. See ST I-II, q. 85, a. 5, ad 2; III, q. 69, a. 3.
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the truth is not in us” (1 Jn 1:8). And he does this so that it may bear 
more fruit, that is, grow in virtue, so that the more pruned or cleansed 
the more fruitful one is: “Let the just still be justified, and the holy still 
be sanctified” (Rev 22:11); “The Gospel is bearing fruit and growing” 
(Col 1:6); “They go from strength to strength” (Ps 83:8).

1986. Now he passes from this picture to his main intention. Two 
things were noticed in the above picture when comparing the branch-
es to the vine: the union of the branches to the vine, and the pruning 
of the branches. First, he considers the union of the branches with the 
vine; secondly, their pruning (v. 18). As to the first, he advises the dis-
ciples to cling to the vine; secondly, he gives the reason for this (v. 4b); 
thirdly, he describes this union (v. 9). He does two things concerning 
the first: he reminds them of a benefit already received; secondly, he 
tells them to abide in him (v. 4a).

1987. The benefit they had already received was that of being 
cleansed. He says, you are already made clean. It is like saying: I have 
said certain things about branches; and you are branches ready to be 
pruned so as to bear fruit. And you are clean by the word which I have 
spoken to you.

The word of Christ, in the first place, cleanses us from error by 
teaching us: “He must hold firm to the sure word as taught, so that he 
may be able to give instruction in sound doctrine” (Ti 1:9). This is be-
cause there is no falsity in the words of God: “All my words are right” 
(Pr 8:8). He says, you are already made clean from the errors of the 
Jews. Secondly, the word of Christ cleanses our hearts from earthly af-
fections by inflaming them toward heavenly things. For the word of 
God by its power moves our hearts, weighed down by earthly things, 
and sets them on fire: “Is not my word fire?” (Jer 23:29).8 Thirdly 
when God is invoked in baptism, his word cleanses us from sin. For 
we are cleansed in baptism because the word cleanses with the wa-
ter. As Augustine9 says: “Take away the word and what is the water 
but only water? The word accompanies the element and a sacrament 
is formed.” Thus it is the word which makes the water touch the body 
and wash the heart. The word, I say, not because it is spoken, but be-
cause it is believed. For this word of faith is so strong in the Church 
that it even cleanses infants, although they themselves cannot believe, 
when it is proclaimed from the faith of those who believe, offer, bless 
and touch the infants, “baptizing them in the name of the Father and 
of the Son and of the Holy Spirit” (Mt 28:19). Fourthly, the word of 
Christ cleanses by the power of faith: God “cleansed their hearts by 
faith” (Acts 15:9).10

8. See ST III, q. 42, a. 4.
9. Tract. in Io. 80. 3; PL 35, col. 1840; cf. Catena aurea, 15:1–3.
10. See ST II-II, q. 7, a. 2; III, q. 68, aa. 8–9. 
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Thus he says to them, you already instructed, moved, baptized, 
strengthened in faith, are already made clean by the word which I have 
spoken to you. “You are clean, but not all” (13:10). Since he had said 
above that the work of a vinedresser was to prune, he clearly shows 
that he is a vinedresser when he says that his word cleanses. And in-
deed, Christ, as God, is a vinedresser and prunes the branches.

1988. Here he urges them to persevere. He is saying in effect: Be-
cause you are now cleansed and have received such a great benefit, 
you should remain this way. He says, Abide in me, by charity: “He who 
abides in love abides in God” (1 Jn 4:16); and by means of the sac-
raments: “He who eats my flesh and drinks my blood abides in me” 
(6:56). He says, Abide in me, by receiving grace, and I in you, by help-
ing you.11

1989. Next (v. 4b), he gives four reasons for being united to Christ. 
First, it sanctifies those who are united to him; secondly, those not 
united are punished (v. 6); thirdly, those who are united to him have 
their desires satisfied (v. 7); fourthly, it glorifies God (v. 8). In regard to 
the first, he shows that being united to Christ is necessary in order to 
bear fruit; secondly that this is efficacious (v. 5).

1990. He does two things about the first: first, he presents an illus-
tration; and secondly shows that it is apt. As to the first he says, I say 
that you should abide in me so that you can bear fruit, because just 
as the branch literally, a material branch, cannot bear fruit by itself, 
unless it abides in the vine, from whose roots sap ascends to give life 
to the branches, so neither can you bear fruit unless you abide in me. 
Thus, being united to Christ is the reason why someone bears fruit. 
And so of those who are not united to Christ we read: “What return 
[fruit] did you get from the things of which you are now ashamed?” 
(Rom 6:21); “The company of the godless is barren” (Job 15:34).

His example is apt because I am the vine, you are the branches. It is 
like saying: The relation between you and me is like that of branches 
to the vine. We read of these branches: “It sent out its branches to the 
sea” (Ps 79:12).

1991. Here he shows that being united to Christ is efficacious: first, 
he shows that it is efficacious; secondly, the reason for this efficacy (v. 
5b).

1992. First he says: I say that it is not only necessary for a person to 
abide in me in order to bear fruit, it is also efficacious, because he who 
abides in me, by believing, obeying and persevering, and I in him, by 
giving enlightenment, help and perseverance, he it is and not another, 
that bears much fruit.

Such persons bear a threefold fruit in this life. The first is that they 
avoid sin. Secondly, they are eager to accomplish works of holiness: 

11. See ST I-II, q. 109, aa. 9–10.
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“the return you get is sanctification” (Rom 6:22). Thirdly, they are ea-
ger for the progress of others: “The earth will be filled with the fruit of 
your works” (Ps 103:13). They also pro duce a fourth fruit, but in eter-
nal life: “He gathers fruit for eternal life” (4:36). Eternal life is the last 
and perfect fruit of our labors: “The fruit of good works is glorious” 
(Wis 3:15).

1993. The reason for this efficacy is because apart from me you can 
do nothing. With these words he instructs the hearts of the humble 
and silences the mouths of the proud, especially of the Pelagians, who 
say that they can do by themselves, without the help of God, the good 
works of the virtues and of the law.12 And although they were trying 
to maintain our free will, they really undermined it.

Look at what our Lord says here! He says that without him we can-
not do anything great, nor anything small, indeed, we cannot do any-
thing at all. This is not surprising because neither does God do any-
thing without him: “Without him was not anything made that was 
made” (1:3). For our works are either from the power of nature or from 
divine grace. If they are from the power of nature, then, since every 
action of nature is from the Word of God, no nature can act to do any-
thing without him. If our works are from the power of grace, then, 
since he is the author of grace—“grace and truth came through Je-
sus Christ” (1:17)—it is obvious that no meritorious work can be done 
without him: “Not that we are capable of thinking anything of our-
selves as originating from ourselves; our capability is from God” (2 Cor 
3:5). Therefore, if we cannot even think without it coming from God, 
much less can we do anything else.13

1994. Here he mentions the second reason for remaining united to 
Christ, which is the threat of punishment, for unless we abide in him, 
we will not escape punishment. 

He mentions five things which describe this punishment. Some of 
these belong to the punishment of loss, that is to say, the exclusion 
from glory; so he says, he is cast forth. Sometimes on a natural vine 
we see a branch which remains by some sort of an external connec-
tion without sharing any of the sap. In this way also some remain con-
nected to Christ only by faith, yet they do not share the sap of the vine 
because they do not have charity. Thus, such persons will be cast out, 
that is, separated from fellowship with the good.14

The second punishment of loss is a withering; he says, and with-
ers, for if such a person once took anything at all from the root, he will 
lose it when deprived of its help and life. Even bad Christians seem to 
have some kind of a freshness, but when they are separated from the 

12. See ST I-II, q. 109, aa. 3–6.
13. See ST I, q. 105, a. 5; I-II, q. 112, a. 1.
14. See ST II-II, q. 4, aa. 3–4.
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saints and from Christ their dried up condition will be apparent: “My 
strength is dried up like a potsherd” (Ps 21:16).

The third punishment is association with those who are evil; he 
says, and he is gathered, by the reaping angels, to be with the wick-
ed. This is a very great punishment. For if it is a great punishment to 
be with the wicked for only a little while, how much greater it is to 
be with the most evil men and devils forever: “They will be gathered 
together as prisoners in a pit” (Is 24:22); “Gather the weeds first and 
bind them into bundles to be burned” (Mt 13:30).

The fourth punishment is that of sense; he says, thrown into 
the fire, which is eternal: “What will be done with the wood of the 
vine? . . . Look, it is given to the fire for fuel” (Ez 15:2). If the wood of 
the vine does not remain united to it, it is more worthless than other 
woods; but if it abides on the vine it is more beautiful than the others. 
Thus Augustine15 says: “A branch is fit for two things: either the vine 
or the fire. If it is not on the vine, it will be in the fire.” “Depart from 
me, you cursed, into the eternal fire” (Mt 25:41). The fifth punishment 
is the unending experience of fire, he says, and burned, without end: 
“And they will go away into eternal punishment” (Mt 25:46).16

1995. Now we have the third reason for abiding in Christ: our 
prayers become effective. He is saying, in effect, If you abide in me, 
you will obtain this fruit, that is, ask whatever you will, and it shall be 
done for you.

Note that when before he urged them to remain united to him, he 
mentioned two things; and he repeats them here. First, he said before, 
Abide in me, and he repeats it here by saying, If you abide in me. Sec-
ondly, he said before, and I in you, in place of which he now says, and 
my words abide in you. Because Christ is the Word of the Father, all 
words of wisdom are from him: “The source of wisdom is God’s Word 
in the highest heaven” (Sir 1:5). Thus it is clear that Christ is in us 
when the words of his wisdom are in us: “You do not have his word 
abiding in you” (5:38).17

Thus he says, and my words abide in you, in four ways: by your 
loving them, believing them, meditating on them and accomplishing 
them: “My son, be attentive to my words,” by believing them; “incline 
your ear to my sayings,” by obeying or accomplishing them; “let them 
not escape from your sight,” because you meditate on them; but “keep 
them within your heart,” by loving them (Pr 4:20). “Your words were 
found and I ate them” (Jer 15:16).

Therefore, the words of Christ are in us when we do as he com-
mands and love what he promises. And from this it follows that they 

15. Tract. in Io. 81. 3; PL 35, col. 1841–42; cf. Catena aurea, 15:4–7.
16. See ST I, q. 23, a. 3.
17. See ST III, q. 3, a. 8.



 CHAPTER 15 103

teach us what we ought to pray for: “We do not know how to pray as 
we ought, but the Spirit himself intercedes for us with sighs too deep 
for words” (Rom 8:26). For this reason Christ taught us to pray with 
his own words (Mt 6:9; Lk 11:2).18 And so the words of God, when be-
lieved and meditated upon, teach us to ask for the things necessary for 
our salvation; and these words of God when loved and accomplished 
help us to merit it. So he adds, ask, with sound judgment and perse-
verance, whatever you will, and it shall be done for you: “If you ask 
anything of the Father in my name he will give it to you” (16:23).19

1996. Now the fourth reason for abiding in Christ is mentioned, 
and it is the glory of the Father. All our works should be directed to the 
glory of God: “Not to us, O Lord, not to us, but to your name give glo-
ry” (Ps 113:9); “So, whether you eat or drink, or whatever you do, do 
all to the glory of God” (1 Cor 10:31). And so our Lord shows that we 
are in Christ, because this is why we bear fruit, and because we bear 
fruit the Father is glorified. He says, By this my Father is glorified, that 
is, it reflects glory on my Father, that you bear much fruit.20

Here he mentions, in reverse order, three things which follow one 
from the other. One refers to abiding in Christ, you become my disci-
ples, and this is the same as “Abide in me” (v. 4). The second follows 
from this, you bear much fruit. And from this my Father is glorified. 
He is saying in effect: It gives glory to the Father that you bear much 
fruit, and you bear much fruit because you are my disciples. You do 
this, first of all, by living well: “That they may see your good works 
and give glory to your Father who is in heaven” (Mt 5:16); and by 
teaching well, which also glorifies God: “Glorify the Lord by teaching” 
(Is 24:15, Vulgate); “Every one who calls upon my name, I have cre-
ated him for my praise and glory” (Is 43:7). And so the apostles are the 
soil which bears much fruit because they have become the disciples of 
Christ by abiding in him and by the fire of their charity.

For these are the signs of a disciple of Christ: first that one abides 
in him, is united to him: “If you continue in my word, you are truly 
my disciples” (8:31). And by doing this they become fit for bearing the 
fruit of teaching. The second sign is charity: “By this all men will know 
that you are my disciples, if you have love for one another” (13:35). 
And because of this they are able to bear the fruit of good works, be-
cause nothing has any value without charity: “If I have prophetic pow-
ers, and understand all mysteries . . . but have not love, I am nothing” 
(1 Cor 13:2).21

18. See ST II-II, q. 83, a. 9. 19. See ST II-II, q. 83, a. 5.
20. See ST I, q. 44, a. 4; III, q. 47, a. 2.
21. See ST II-II, q. 23, aa. 6–7.
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LECTUrE 2

9 “As the Father has loved me, so have I loved you; abide in my love. 
10 If you keep my commandments, you will abide in my love, just as I 
have kept my Father’s commandments and abide in his love. 11 These 
things I have spoken to you, that my joy may be in you, and that your 
joy may be full. 12 This is my commandment, that you love one another 
as I have loved you. 13 Greater love has no man than this, that a man 
lay down his life for his friends.”22

1997. Above, our Lord urged his disciples to remain united with 
him; here he shows what this involves. He makes three points: first, 
to abide in him is to abide in his love; secondly, to abide in his love is 
to keep his commandments (v. 10); thirdly, that his commandment is 
to love (v. 12). He does two things about the first: first, he recalls the 
benefit granted to the disciples; secondly, he urges them to persevere, 
abide in my love (v. 9).

1998. He says that the fact that we abide in Christ is due to his 
grace; and this grace is the effect of his love: “I have loved you with 
an everlasting love” (Jer 31:3). It is clear from this that all our good 
works are ours due to the benefit of divine love. For they would not be 
ours unless faith acted through love, and we would not love unless we 
were first loved. And so he reminds them of this benefit by saying, As 
the Father has loved me, so have I loved you.23

1999. The word “as” sometimes indicates an equality of nature, and 
at other times a similarity in acting. The Arians, who erred about this 
passage, wanted the “as” to indicate an equality, and because of this 
they concluded that the Son was inferior to the Father. But this is false. 
We must say, then, according to Augustine,24 that the word “as” in-
dicates a likeness in grace and love; for the love with which the Son 
loves his disciples is a certain likeness of that love with which the Fa-
ther loves the Son. Now since to love someone is to will good to that 
person, the Father loves the Son, with respect to the Son’s divine na-
ture, because the Father wills him his own infinite good, which he has, 
by communicating to the Son the very same numerical nature the Fa-
ther himself has: “For the Father loves the Son, and shows him all that 
he himself is doing” (5:20).25 The Father also loves the Son with re-

22. St. Thomas refers to Jn 15:11 in ST II-II, q. 28, a. 3, s. c.; Jn 15:12: ST I-II, 
q. 68, a. 1; II-II, q. 22, a. 1, s. c.; Jn 15:13: ST II-II, q. 26, a. 5, obj. 3; II-II, q. 124, 
a. 2, obj. 2; II-II, q. 124, a. 3; II-II, q. 184, a. 5, obj. 3; II-II, q. 184, a. 2, ad 3; III, 
q. 66, a. 12. 

23. See ST I, q. 20, aa. 2–4.
24. Tract. in Io. 82. 4; PL 35, col. 1844; cf. Catena aurea, 15:8–11.
25. See ST I, q. 27, a. 2; I, q. 37, a. 2.
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spect to his human nature: “When Israel was a child, I loved him, and 
out of Egypt I called my son” (Hos 11:1). And he loves him so that he 
would be at once both God and man.

But the Son did not love the disciples in either of these ways. For he 
did not love them to the point of their being gods by nature, nor to the 
point that they would be united to God so as to form one person with 
him. But he did love them up to a similar point: he loved them to the 
extent that they would be gods by their participation in grace—“I say, 
‘You are gods’” (Ps 81:6); “He has granted to us precious and very great 
promises, that through these you may become partakers of the divine 
nature” (2 Pet 1:4)—and he loved them to the extent that they would 
be united to God in affection: “He who is united to the Lord becomes 
one spirit with him” (1 Cor 6:17); “For those whom he foreknew he 
also predestined to be conformed to the image of his Son” (Rom 8:29). 
Thus the Father communicated to the Son a greater good, with respect 
to each nature of the Son, than the Son did to his disciples; yet there is 
a similarity, as was said.26

2000. Abide in my love. This is like saying: Because you have re-
ceived such a great benefit from my love, abide in it so that you love 
me. Or it could mean, abide in my love because I love you, that is, 
abide in my grace so you will not be excluded from the good things 
I have prepared for you. This meaning is the more apt, so that the 
thought is: Persevere in this state so that you will be loved by me 
through the effect of grace: “Every one should remain in the state in 
which he was called” (1 Cor 7:20). “He who abides in love abides in 
God, and God abides in him” (1 Jn 4:16).27

2001. Now he shows what it means to abide in his love. First, he 
shows that it means to keep his commandment; secondly, he illustrates 
it with an example, as I have kept my Father’s commandments; thirdly, 
he eliminates an assumption (v. 11).

2002. He says, Abide in my love, and you will do this if you keep my 
commandments, for this is the way you will abide in my love. Keeping 
the commandments is an effect of divine love, not only of the love by 
which we love, but also of the love by which God loves us. For from 
the fact that God loves us, he influences us and helps us to fulfill his 
commandments, which we cannot do without grace: “In this is love, 
not that we love God but that he loved us first” (1 Jn 4:10).28

2003. He adds an example when he says, as I have kept my Father’s 
commandments and abide in his love. For just as the love which the 
Father has for him is the model or standard of Christ’s love for us, so 
Christ wants his obedience to be the model of our obedience. By say-
ing this Christ shows that he abided in the Father’s love because in 

26. See ST I, q. 4, a. 3; III, q. 24, a. 3. 27. See ST I-II, q. 109, a. 10.
28. See ST I-II, q. 109, a. 4.
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all things he kept the Father’s commandments. For he submitted to 
death: “He humbled himself and became obedient unto death, even 
death on a cross” (Phil 2:8); and refrained from all sin: “He committed 
no sin; no guile was found on his lips” (1 Pet 2:22). These things are 
to be understood of Christ in his human nature: “He has not left me 
alone, for I always do what is pleasing to him” (8:29). And so he says, 
I abide in his love, because there is nothing in me, as a human being, 
opposed to his love.29

2004. Now so they do not think he is urging them to keep his com-
mandments for his own benefit and not for their benefit, he says, 
These things I have spoken to you, that you keep my commandments, 
for your own good, so that my joy may be in you. Now love is the 
cause of joy, for everyone takes joy in what he loves. But God loves 
himself and creatures, especially rational creatures, to whom he grants 
an infinite good. So Christ rejoices in two things from all eternity: first, 
in his own good and that of the Father: “I was delighted every day, 
playing before him” (Pr 8:30); secondly, he delights in the good of the 
rational creature: “delighting in the sons of men” (Pr 8:31), that is, in 
the fact that I am shared in by the children of men. He rejoices in these 
things from eternity: “As the bridegroom rejoices over the bride, so 
shall your God rejoice over you” (Is 62:5).30

Consequently, our Lord wants us to become sharers of his joy by 
our observing his commandments. He says, that my joy, the joy I take 
in my divinity and that of my Father, may be in you. This is nothing 
else than eternal life, which as Augustine31 says, is joy in the truth. 
That my joy may be in you means, in effect, that you may have eter-
nal life: “Then you will delight yourself in the Almighty” (Job 22:26). 
And that your joy, which I take in my own humanity, may be full. 
The goods in which we rejoice are either imperfect or imperfectly pos-
sessed; and so in this life our joy cannot be full. But it will be full when 
perfect goods are perfectly possessed: “Enter into the joy of your mas-
ter” (Mt 25:21).32

2005. Now our Lord states what his precepts are: first, he states his 
commandment; secondly, he presents an example (v. 12b); thirdly, he 
recalls a benefit (v. 14).

2006. The commandment he gives is the commandment of charity, 
which he wants us to keep: This is my commandment, that you love 
one another. Since there are many other commandments of the Lord 
in the sacred writings, why does he say that his commandment is only 
the practice of charity?

29. See ST III, q. 15, a. 1; III, q. 47, a. 2.
30. See ST II-II, q. 28, a. 1.
31. Tract. in Io. 83. 1; PL 35, col. 1844–45; cf. Catena aurea, 15:8–11.
32. See ST II-II, q. 28, a. 3.
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The answer, according to Gregory,33 is that charity is the root and 
end of all the virtues. It is the root, because it is from charity, firmly 
rooted in the human heart, that we are led to accomplish all the oth-
er commandments: “He who loves his neighbor has fulfilled the law” 
(Rom 13:8). Therefore, all the commandments are, in a way, directed 
to this: that we do good to our neighbor, and not harm him; and this 
is done best through charity. Charity is the end because all the com-
mandments are directed to it and by it alone are given strength: “The 
aim of our charge is love” (1 Tim 1:5). So he says, This is my com-
mandment, that you love one another, since everything comes from 
charity as its source, and all things are directed to charity as their end. 
As Gregory34 puts it: just as many branches of a tree spring from one 
root, so the many virtues are produced from one root; and the branch 
of a good work has no life if it is not united to the root of charity.35

2007. Since we read in Matthew (22:40) that the law and the 
prophets depend not only on love for God, but also on love for neigh-
bor, why does Christ mention here only love for neighbor? The an-
swer is that one is included in the other: for a person who loves God 
must love his neighbor and things which belong to God; and the per-
son who loves his neighbor for the sake of God must love God. Now al-
though the objects of these acts are different, yet the outcomes are the 
same. There are two reasons why he mentions love of neighbor rather 
than the love of God. By doing this he wants to teach and lead them 
to help their neighbor, and to help them to become strong enough to 
endure sufferings from those who will persecute them. To do both of 
these, charity for our neighbor is necessary.36

2008. Here he shows by an example how we should love our neigh-
bor, which is, as Christ loved us. Now Christ loved us in the correct or-
der and efficaciously. His love was orderly because he loved nothing in 
us but God and in relation to God: “I am the mother of beautiful love” 
(Sir 24:18), and efficacious because he loved us so much that he deliv-
ered himself for us: “Christ loved us and gave himself up for us, a fra-
grant offering and sacrifice to God” (Eph 5:2). So we should love our 
neighbor, in a holy way, for his good, and efficaciously, by showing our 
love by our actions: “Let us not love in word or speech but in deed and 
in truth” (1 Jn 3:18).

2009. Greater love has no man than this, that a man lay down his 
life for his friends. Here he shows the efficacy of love, which is that 
one undergo death for his friends; this is a sign of the greatest love. 
Yet one could object that it is considered to be a sign of a greater love 
when someone lays down his life for his enemies, as Christ did: “But 

33. XL hom. in Evang. 27. 1; PL 76, col. 1205B; cf. Catena aurea, 15:12–16. 
34. Ibid.; cf. Catena aurea, 15:12–16 35. See ST II-II, q. 24, a. 8.
36. See ST II-II, q. 25, a. 1.
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God shows his love for us in that while we were yet sinners Christ died 
for us” (Rom 5:8).

We should answer that Christ did not lay down his life for his en-
emies so that they would remain his enemies, but to make them his 
friends. Or, one could say, that he lay down his life for his friends, not 
in the sense that they were friends who loved him, but rather were 
those whom he loved. It is clear that the sign of the greatest love is to 
lay down one’s life for one’s friends. This is so because there are four 
lovable things to be put in order: God, our soul, our neighbor, and our 
body. We should love God more than ourselves and our neighbor, so 
that for the sake of God we ought to give ourselves, body and soul, 
and our neighbor. We should lay down our body, but not give it, for 
the sake of our soul. For our neighbor, we should expose our body and 
our physical life for his salvation. Consequently, since our physical life 
is the best thing we have after our soul, it is the greatest thing to ex-
pose it for the sake of our neighbor, and a sign of greater love: “In this 
the love of God was made manifest among us, that God sent his only 
Son into the world, so that we might live through him” (1 Jn 4:9).37 

LECTUrE 3

14 “You are my friends if you do what I command you. 15 No lon-
ger do I call you servants, for the servant does not know what his mas-
ter is doing; but I have called you friends, for all that I have heard 
from my Father I have made known to you. 16 You did not choose me, 
but I chose you and appointed you that you should go and bear fruit 
and that your fruit should abide; so that whatever you ask the Father 
in my name, he may give it to you. 17 This I command you, to love [so 
that you will love] one another.”38

2010. Above, our Lord urged us to love our neighbor, based on his 
example. Here, Christ shows his disciples the benefit conferred upon 
them which obliges them to imitate him, which is, that he has em-
braced them in his love. First, he mentions a sign of friendship; sec-
ondly, the cause of this friendship (v. 16). He gives two signs of friend-
ship: one is found in the disciples; the other in himself (v. 15).

2011. The sign in the disciples that they are friends of Christ is that 
they keep his commandments; he says, You are my friends if you do 
what I command you. He is saying in effect: Up to now I have urged 
you to love one another, but now I am speaking and teaching you 
about your friendship with me.

37. See ST II-II, q. 26, aa. 3–5.
38. St. Thomas refers to Jn 15:14 in ST II-II, q. 23, a. 1, s. c.; Jn 15:15: ST II-II, 

q. 172, a. 4, obj. 2. 
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The statement, you are my friends can be understood in two ways, 
based on the two ways someone is called a friend. A person is called 
a friend either because he loves or because he is loved. And what fol-
lows, if you do what I command you is true for both meanings of friend. 
Those who love God keep his commandments, and because a friend is, 
as Gregory39 says, in a way the guardian of the other’s soul, it is appro-
priate that one who guards or keeps the will of God in his command-
ments is called the friend of God. Again, those whom God loves keep 
his commandments, because by conferring his grace on them he helps 
them to keep them: for by loving us, God makes us love him: “I love 
those who love me” (Pr 8:17). It is not they who first loved God, but 
God makes them lovers by loving them.40

2012. Note that keeping the commandments is not the cause of di-
vine friendship but the sign, the sign both that God loves us and that 
we love God: “Love of her [Wisdom] is the keeping of her laws” (Wis 
6:19); “He who says he loves him and does not keep his command-
ments is a liar” (1 Jn 2:4).

2013. The sign of Christ’s friendship for them is mentioned when 
he says, No longer do I call you servants. First, he excludes what seems 
opposed to friendship; secondly, he mentions the sign of true friend-
ship (v. 15b).

2014. Servitude is opposed to friendship; and he rejects this by say-
ing, No longer do I call you servants. It is like saying: although you 
were formerly servants under the law, now you are free under grace: 
“You have received the spirit of adoption” (Rom 8:15).41

Secondly, he adds the reason for this when he says, for the servant 
does not know what his master is doing: for a servant is like a strang-
er to his master, “The slave does not continue in the house for ever” 
(8:35). Now secrets should not be told to strangers, “Do not tell a se-
cret to a stranger” (Pr 25:9). And so secrets should not be given to 
those who are now servants. 

And this can be connected to what precedes. The disciples might 
say, that if we obey your commands, we are your friends; but to obey 
commands more befits the servant than the friend: and therefore, ex-
cluding this, the Lord says, no longer do I call you servants. 

2015. But here one may ask: Why then did the same apostles call 
themselves servants of Christ?—as, for example, “Paul, a servant of Je-
sus Christ” (Rom 1:1), and David: “I am your servant” (Ps 118:25), and 
even those who are being introduced into eternal life: “Well done, good 
and faithful servant . . . enter into the joy of your master” (Mt 25:23): 
Why then does the Lord say, no longer do I call you servants? 

One may also ask: Since masters frequently reveal their secrets to 

39. Mor. 27. 15. 28; PL 76, col. 415B; cf. Catena aurea, 15:12–16.
40. See ST II-II, q. 23, a. 1.
41. See ST I-II, q. 107, a. 4.
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servants, as does even God—“Surely the Lord does nothing, without 
revealing his secret to his servants the prophets” (Am 3:7)—the words 
that he says here do not seem true, the servant does not know what his 
master is doing. 

I respond that it should be said, according to Augustine,42 that ser-
vitude arises or is created from fear. Fear is twofold: namely servile 
fear, which charity casts out—“there is no fear in love” (1 Jn 4:18); 
and filial fear, which is generated by love, because someone fears to 
lose what he loves; and this is a good and holy fear, of which it is said 
in Psalm 18:10, “The holy fear of the Lord endures forever.”43 And ac-
cording to this there are two servitudes. One which proceeds from fil-
ial fear; and in this way all the just are servants, and sons of God, so 
that God is obeyed. The other servitude is that which proceeds from 
fear of punishment, and it is contrary to love; and of this he says no 
longer do I call you servants. 

It should also be understood that a servant properly is not for his 
own sake: a free man is for his own sake. This, therefore, is the differ-
ence between the activities of the servant and of the free man: the ser-
vant acts for the sake of another; the free man acts for his own sake, 
both with regard to the final end of the activity, and with regard to 
the moving cause. For the free man acts for the sake of himself, as for 
an end, and he acts by himself, because he is moved to the work by 
his own will; but the servant does not act for the sake of himself, but 
for the sake of the master, nor by himself but by the will of the mas-
ter, and as if by a certain compulsion But it happens sometimes that a 
servant acts for the sake of another, as for a final cause; nevertheless 
he acts by himself, insofar as he moves himself to the work: and this 
is a good servitude, because he is moved out of love to do good works. 
He does not act for the sake of himself, because charity does not seek 
its own, but the interests of Jesus and the salvation of one’s neighbor. 
Those who act entirely by reason of another are bad servants. Thus 
it is clear that the disciples were servants, but it was a good servitude 
springing from love.

As for the second difficulty, we should say that the servant who is 
moved only by another and not by himself, is related to the one who 
moves him as a tool to the worker. Now a tool shares with the worker 
in the work, but not in the reason for the work. So such servants share 
only in the work. But when a servant acts by his own will, it is nec-
essary for him to know the reason for the work and have secrets re-
vealed to him so he can know what he is doing. “If you have a servant, 
regard him as your own soul” (Sir 33:31). Now the apostles, as was 
said, were moved by themselves to accomplish good works, that is, 

42. Trac. In Io. 85. 3; PL 35, col. 1849; cf. Catena aurea, 15:12–16. 
43. See ST II-II, q. 19, aa. 2–6. 
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they were moved by their own will, inclined by love. And so our Lord 
revealed his secrets to them. But bad servants do not know what their 
master is doing. What things don’t they know? Strictly speaking, they 
do not know what God does in us. For God acts in us in all the good 
we do: “O Lord . . . you have wrought for us all our works” (Is 26:12). 
So the bad servant, darkened by the pride in his own heart, does not 
know what his master is doing when this servant attributes to himself 
what he does.

2016. Now he sets down the true sign of friendship on his own part, 
which is that all that I have heard from my Father I have made known 
to you. For the true sign of friendship is that a friend reveals the se-
crets of his heart to his friend. Since friends have one mind and heart, 
it does not seem that what one friend reveals to another is placed out-
side his own heart: “Argue your case with your neighbor” (Pr 25:9). 
Now God reveals his secrets to us by letting us share in his wisdom: “In 
every generation she [Wisdom] passes into holy souls and makes them 
friends of God and prophets” (Wis 7:27).44

2017. There is a question here as to what and in what way the Son 
hears from the Father. The answer has already been indicated in many 
ways. Since to hear is to receive knowledge from another, for the Son 
to hear from the Father is nothing other than for the Son to receive 
knowledge from the Father. Now the knowledge of the Son is his own 
essence. Thus, for the Son to hear from the Father is for the Son to re-
ceive his essence from the Father.45

2018. Another question concerns the statement, all that I have 
heard from my Father I have made known to you. If he did make all 
things known to them it would follow that the disciples knew as much 
as the Son. The answer, according to Chrysostom,46 is that all that I 
have heard means all that I have heard which you ought to hear, but 
not absolutely all things, I have made known to you: “I have yet many 
things to say to you, but you cannot bear them now” (16:12).

Or, one could say, according to Augustine,47 that what he would 
say to them was so certain that he used the past tense instead of the 
future. So the meaning becomes, all that I have heard from my Father 
I have made known to you, that is, I will make known with that full-
ness of which the Apostle says: “Then I shall understand fully, even as I 
have been fully understood” (1 Cor 13:12).48 And below we read, “The 
hour is coming when I shall tell you plainly of the Father” (16:25), 
that is, when I lead you to the vision of the Father. For all things the 

44. See ST II-II, q. 45, aa. 4, 6.
45. See ST I, q. 27, a. 2.
46. Hom. in Io. 77. 1; PG 59, col. 415; cf. Catena aurea, 15:12–16.
47. Tract. in Io. 86. 1; PL 35, col. 1850; cf. Catena aurea, 15:12–16.
48. See ST I, q. 12, a. 1.
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Son knows the Father knows. So when he reveals the Father to us, the 
Son will reveal all that the Son himself knows and which we know.

Again, one could say with Gregory, and this is better, that the same 
thing can be known perfectly or imperfectly. For example, in the sci-
ences it is obvious that a person who knows all the principles of a sci-
ence is said to know that science, although imperfectly. And so a per-
son who teaches some principles of a science can say that he teaches 
that science, because everything that belongs to that science is virtu-
ally contained in its principles. But one will know that same science 
more perfectly when he knows the individual conclusions which are 
virtually in the principles. In the same way we can have a twofold 
knowledge of divine matters. One is imperfect, and is gained by faith, 
which is a foretaste of that future happiness and knowledge which we 
will have in heaven: “Faith is the substance of things to be hoped for” 
(Heb 11:2). He says of this knowledge, all . . . I have made known to 
you, that is, in faith, by a kind of foretaste, like conclusions are virtu-
ally contained in their principles. So Gregory49 says: “All the things he 
has made known to his servants are the joys of interior love and the 
feasts of our heavenly fatherland, which he excites in our minds every 
day by the breath of his love. For as long as we love the sublime heav-
enly things we have heard, we already know what we love, because 
the love itself is knowledge.”50

2019. Now he mentions the cause of this friendship. It is the usual 
practice for each one of us to say that he or she is the cause of friend-
ship: “Every friend will say, ‘I started the friendship’” (Sir 37:1). And 
so many people attribute to themselves the cause of God’s friendship 
when they attribute to themselves, and not to God, the source of their 
good actions. Our Lord rejects this by saying, you did not choose me. He 
is saying in effect: Whoever has been called to this sublime friendship 
should not attribute the cause of this friendship to himself, but to me, 
who chose him or her as a friend. First, he mentions the gratuitous 
choice of God; secondly, he sets forth for what they have been chosen, 
that you should go and bear fruit.

2020. He says, you did not choose me to be your friend, but I chose 
you to make you my friends: “Not that we loved God, but that he 
loved us first” (1 Jn 4:10).

Now God’s love is twofold. One is eternal, by which we are predes-
tined: “He chose us in him before the foundation of the world” (Eph 
1:4). The other is temporal, by which we are called by him, and this is 
simply the carrying out of eternal predestination. And this is because 
those he chose by predestining them he also chose by calling them: 

49. XL hom. in Evang. 27. 4; PL 76, col. 1206–7; cf. Catena aurea, 15:12–16.
50. See ST II-II, q. 4, a. 1.
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“Those whom he predestined he also called” (Rom 8:30); “He chose 
from them twelve, whom he named apostles” (Lk 6:13).51

2021. Some say that God’s temporal choice is caused by the mer-
its of those who are chosen. This conflicts with what it says here. For 
if God chose you because you were good, you were still not able to 
be good unless you chose the good, and this good is especially God. 
Therefore, it was you who first chose the good which is God, before 
you were chosen. But our Lord says the contrary: you did not choose 
me, but I chose you. Thus we should not say that our own goodness 
entirely precedes God’s choice. I say “entirely” because we might have 
some particular good which could be the cause of another good being 
given to us; and this good could be the cause of being given still an-
other good, since there is a certain order in God’s gifts. But in general, 
nothing can be the cause of and precede the divine choice, because all 
our goods are from God.52

2022. It would be an even greater error to say that our eternal elec-
tion was preceded by our own choice. Yet there are some who said 
that our preceding merits are the cause of that election. This was Ori-
gen’s53 error. He said that human souls were created equal at the same 
time and that while some stood firm, others sinned, more and less se-
riously. Thus, some merited to receive grace, and others did not. Our 
Lord’s saying is opposed to this, you did not choose me.54

2023. Others say that it is true that our actually existing merits are 
not the cause of our predestination, but those merits preexisting in the 
foreknowledge of God are. Thus they say that because God knew that 
certain persons would be good and make good use of grace, he decid-
ed to give them grace. But if this were so, it would follow that the rea-
son he chose us was because he foreknew we would choose him. And 
so our choice would be prior to the divine choice; which is contrary to 
our Lord’s statement.

2024. Perhaps someone might say: What choice could there be 
since we were nothing and there was no rank among us? But one 
who says this is misled by thinking that the divine choice is like hu-
man choice. They are not the same. Our choice is caused by some al-
ready existing good; while God’s choice is the cause of an influx of 
good, greater in one than in another. Since choice is an act of the will, 
then according as the will of God and the human will are differently 
related to the good, so the character of their choice will be different. 
Now God’s will is related to a created good as its cause: “How would 
anything have endured if you had not willed it?” (Wis 11:25). And so 

51. See ST I, q. 23, a. 2; I, q. 103, a. 5.
52. See ST I, q. 23, a. 5. 
53. For Origen’s teaching on the soul, see especially De Prin. 2. 8.
54. See ST I-II, q. 112, aa. 2–3.
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goodness is dispensed to created things from the will of God. Accord-
ingly, God prefers one person to another insofar as he confers more 
good on that one than on another.55 But the human will is moved to 
something by a preexisting good which has become known. There-
fore, in our choices it is necessary that one good exist before another. 
The reason why God confers more good on one than on another is so 
that there might be a splendor of order in things. This is clear in ma-
terial things where prime matter of itself is uniformly disposed to all 
forms. Also, before things themselves exist, they are not disposed to 
this or that existence; rather, they receive different forms and existenc-
es from God so that an order can be established among them. It is like 
this among rational creatures, where some are chosen for glory and 
some are rejected for punishment: “The Lord knows who are his. . . . 
In a great house there are not only vessels of gold and silver but also 
of wood and earthenware, and some for noble use, some for ignoble”  
(2 Tim 2:19). And so we see a diversified order: the mercy of God 
shines forth in those whom, without any previous merits, he prepares 
for grace; in others we see the justice of God when, because of their 
own guilt, he allots them punishment, yet less than is deserved. So, I 
have chosen you by predestining you from all eternity, and by calling 
you to the faith during your lifetime.56

2025. Then he points out for what he has chosen them when he 
says, I appointed you that you should go and bear fruit. First, he states 
for what he chose them; secondly, he gives a reason for the above (v. 
17). In regard to the first he does two things: first, he shows that he 
chose them to do something; secondly, that he chose them to receive 
something, whatever you ask the Father.

2026. He says, I appointed you, that is, I gave you a definite rank in 
my Church: “And God has appointed in the church, first apostles, sec-
ond prophets” (1 Cor 12:28). Again, I appointed you, that is, firmly set 
you: “And God made the two great lights . . . and God set them in the 
firmament of the heavens to give light upon the earth” (Gen 1:16).

2027. I appointed you, I say, to three things. First to go; and so he 
says, that you should go, traveling over the whole world to convert the 
whole world to the faith: “Go into all the world and preach the gos-
pel to the whole creation” (Mk 16:15). Or, that you should go, that is, 
progress from virtue to virtue: “They go from strength to strength; the 
God of gods will be seen in Zion” (Ps 83:8); “His shoots shall spread 
out” (Hos 14:6).

Secondly, he appointed them to bear fruit; so he says, and bear fruit. 
This fruit is the fruit of conversion to the faith, as in Paul’s first journey, 
“In order that I may reap some harvest among you as well as among 

55. See ST I, q. 19, a. 5; I, q. 20, a. 2.
56. See ST I, q. 19, a. 6, ad 1; I, q. 23, a. 5, ad 3.
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the rest of the Gentiles” (Rom 1:13); or an interior and spiritual fruit, 
as in his second journey, “The fruit of the Spirit is love, joy, peace” (Gal 
5:22); “My blossoms became glorious and abundant fruit” (Sir 24:17).

Thirdly, they were appointed to bear fruit that would not be de-
stroyed by death or sin; so he says, and that your fruit should abide, 
that is, that the society of the faithful would be led into eternal life and 
their spiritual fruit flourish: “He gathers fruit for eternal life” (4:36).

2028. So that whatever you ask the Father in my name, he may 
give it to you. Here he shows that he chose them to receive something, 
namely, all that they ask for. He is saying: I have appointed you to be 
worthy to receive from the Father in my name: “If our hearts do not 
condemn us we have confidence before God; and we receive from him 
whatever we ask” (1 Jn 3:22).

2029. These things I command you so that you will love one anoth-
er. Here he is giving the reason for what he has said. Someone might 
ask: Why did Christ tell them all these things? So our Lord answers, 
These things I command you so that you will love one another. He is 
saying in effect: Everything I said to you was to lead you to love your 
neighbor: “The aim of our charge is love” (1 Tim 1:5). One could also 
say, with Chrysostom,57 that the apostles could have said: Lord, why 
are you reminding us so much about your love? Are you reprimand-
ing us? But our Lord says: Not at all. I am doing this to encourage you 
to love your neighbor: “And this commandment we have from him, 
that he who loves God should love his brother also” (1 Jn 4:21).

LECTUrE 4

18 “If the world hates you, know that it has hated me before it hat-
ed you. 19 If you were of the world, the world would love its own; but 
because you are not of the world, but I chose you out of the world, 
therefore the world hates you. 20 Remember the word that I said to 
you, ‘A servant is not greater than his master.’ If they persecuted me, 
they will persecute you; if they kept my word, they will keep yours also. 
21 But all this they will do to you on my account, because they do not 
know him who sent me.”

2030. After presenting the picture of the vine and the branches and 
explaining the part about the branches being united to the vine, he 
now explains it in regard to the pruning or cleansing they will receive 
from their trials. So our Lord now consoles them against the tribula-
tions they were going to endure. First, he mentions a few consider-
ations which will console them; secondly, he explains these (v. 20); 

57. Hom. in Io. 77. 2; PG 59, col. 416–17; cf. Catena aurea, 15:17–20.
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thirdly, he rejects the excuses of those who will persecute them (v. 22). 
He mentions two reasons why they should be consoled: the first uses 
himself as an example; the second is based on the reason for their be-
ing hated, because you are not of the world.

2031. Our Lord consoles them by using himself as an example of 
one who has suffered the persecution of oppressors, saying, If the 
world hates you, know that it has hated me before it hated you. Note 
that just as the source of all benefits is love, so the source of all per-
secutions is hatred. And so our Lord foretells that they will be hated: 
“You will be hated by all nations” (Mt 24:9); “Blessed are you when 
men hate you” (Lk 6:22).

He says, If the world hates you, that is, it will come to pass that the 
world will hate you, and show its hatred by persecuting you, know 
that it has hated me before it hated you: “The world cannot hate you, 
but it hates me” (7:7). This thought is a great consolation for the just 
so that they can courageously endure persecutions: “Consider him 
who endured from sinners such hostility against himself, so that you 
may not grow weary or fainthearted” (Heb 12:3); “Christ also suffered 
for you, leaving you an example, that you should follow in his steps”  
(1 Pet 2:21). According to Augustine,58 the members should not consid-
er themselves greater than the Head, nor refuse to be part of his body 
by being unwilling to endure with their Head the hatred of the world.59

2032. The world can have two meanings. First a good meaning, for 
those who lead a good life in the world: “God was in Christ reconcil-
ing the world to himself” (2 Cor 5:19). Secondly, it can have an evil 
sense, meaning those who love the world: “The whole world is in the 
power of the evil one” (1 Jn 5:19). And so the whole world hates the 
whole world, because those who love the world, and they are spread 
throughout the whole world, hate the whole world, that is, the Church 
of the good, which has been established throughout the whole world.

2033. Now he mentions a second point for their consolation, and 
this is based on the reason for their being hated. When a person en-
dures another’s hatred because of his own sins, there is reason for re-
gret and sorrow; but when he is hated because of his virtue he should 
rejoice. First, our Lord gives the reason why some are loved by the 
world; secondly, why the apostles are hated by the world (v. 19).

2034. The reason why some are loved by the world is that they are 
like the world; If you were of the world, the world would love its own. 
Like loves like: “Every creature loves its like” (Sir 13:15). And thus 
the world, that is, those who love the world, love those who love the 
world. Accordingly, our Lord says, If you were of the world, that is, fol-
lowers of the world, the world would love its own, because you would 

58. Tract. in Io. 87. 2; PL 35, col. 1853; cf. Catena aurea, 15:17–21.
59. See ST III, q. 8, a. 1; III, q. 49, a. 3, ad 3.
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be its own and like to it: “The world cannot hate you, but it hates me” 
(7:7). “They are of the world, therefore what they say is of the world, 
and the world listens to them” (1 Jn 4:5).

2035. One might object that our Lord meant by the world the au-
thorities of the world, who would persecute the apostles. Yet these 
very same authorities persecute other worldly people, like murderers 
and thieves. Therefore, the world does not love its own any more than 
it loves the apostles.

I reply that it is possible to find something purely good, but not 
something purely evil, since the subject of evil is something good.60 
Consequently, the evil of guilt is located in some good of nature. There-
fore, no person can be a sinner and evil without having some good. So 
it is because of the evil of these authorities, the evil of their unbelief, 
that they belong to the world and hate the apostles and those who are 
not of the world. But because of the good they possess they are not of 
the world and hate those who are of the world, as thieves and robbers, 
and such. Still, there were some who were living well in the world yet 
loved the apostles and approved of their actions.

2036. But now there seems to be a greater difficulty. For every sin 
pertains to the world, and so a person is of the world by reason of any 
sin. Yet we observe that people who commit the same sin hate each 
other, for, example, the proud: “Among the proud there is always strife” 
(Pr 13:10). And one greedy person hates another who is also greedy. 
As the Philosopher61 says, potters quarrel with one another. Thus, the 
world is hating the world, and what our Lord says here does not seem 
to be true, that is, the world would love its own.

I reply that there are two kinds of love: the love of friendship and 
the love of concupiscence.62 These are quite different. With the love of 
concupiscence we draw external things or persons to ourselves, and 
we love these others insofar as they are useful to us or give us plea-
sure. But in the love of friendship we have the opposite, for we draw 
ourselves to what is external to us, because those we love in this way 
we treat the same as ourselves, sharing ourselves with them in some 
way. Thus, likeness is a cause of love, when we are speaking of the 
love of friendship, for we do not love a person in this way unless we 
are one with that person: and likeness is a certain way of being one. 
But with the love of concupiscence, whether it is for what is useful 
or gives pleasure, likeness is a cause of division and hated. For since 
with this love I love some person or thing insofar as it is useful to me 
or gives me pleasure, I hate as opposed to me whatever hinders this 
usefulness or pleasure. So it is that the proud feud among themselves, 

60. See ST I, q. 5, a. 3.
61. Aristotle, Eudemian Ethics, VII. 1. 9; Rhetoric, II. 4. 21; II. 10. 6.
62. See ST I-II, q. 26, a. 4.
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for one takes for himself the glory that another loves and in which he 
takes pleasure. As for the potters, they quarrel because one takes for 
himself some profit which another wants for himself.

Notice that the love of concupiscence is not a love for the thing de-
sired but a love for the person desiring: for in this kind of love, one 
loves another because the other is useful, as was said. Therefore, in 
this kind of love, one is rather loving himself than the other. For ex-
ample, a person who loves wine because it gives him pleasure loves 
himself rather than the wine. But the love of friendship is concerned 
rather with the thing loved than with the one loving, because here 
one loves another for the sake of the one loved, and not for the sake 
of the one loving. And so because in the love of friendship likeness is a 
cause of love, and unlikeness a cause of hatred, the world hates what 
is not its own and is unlike it; but it loves, with the love of friendship, 
what is its own. It is the reverse with the love of concupiscence. Thus 
he says, If you were of the world, the world would love its own, with 
the love of friendship.63

2037. Now he gives the reason why the world hates the apostles, 
which is because they are unlike the world. He says, but because you 
are not of the world, because your spirit has been lifted above it—al-
though you are of the world by your origin: “You are from below, I am 
from above” (8:23)—lifted above it not by yourselves but by my grace, 
because I chose you out of the world, therefore, because you are not of 
the world, the world hates you, that is, those who love the world and 
who are unlike you, hate you: “An unjust man is an abomination to 
the righteous, but he whose way is straight is an abomination to the 
wicked” (Pr 29:27); and in the same chapter “Bloodthirsty men hate 
one who is blameless” (v. 10).

2038. Three reasons can be given why the world hates those who 
are holy. First, there is a difference of condition: the world is in a state 
of death, but those who are holy are in a state of life: “Do not won-
der, brethren, that the world hates you. We know that we have passed 
out of death into life, because we love the brethren” (1 Jn 3:13). And 
so we read: “The very sight of him is a burden to us” (Wis 2:15). The 
second reason is that the world does not like to be corrected: for those 
who are holy are, by their words and actions, a rebuke to the conduct 
of the world. Consequently the world hates them: “They hate him 
who reproves in the gate” (Amos 5:10); “But it,” the world, “hates me 
because I testify of it that its works are evil” (7:7). The third reason is 
because of evil envy, for those who are evil envy the good when they 
see them grow and increase in goodness and holiness, just like the 
Egyptians hated and persecuted the children of Israel when they saw 

63. See ST I-II, q. 27, a. 3; I-II, q. 28, a. 3; II-II, q. 23, a. 1.
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them increasing (Ex 1:9). And we also see that Joseph’s brothers hated 
him when they saw that he was loved more than they (Gen 37:4).64

2039. Now he amplifies on the reasons just given for their consola-
tion: first, the one using himself as an example; secondly, the one re-
lating to the reason why they are hated (v. 21). He does two things 
with the first: first, he reminds them that he and they are different in 
condition; secondly, he shows they are alike in what will be done to 
them, If they persecuted me, they will persecute you.

2040. Their different conditions were that Christ was the Lord and 
the apostles were servants: “A servant is not greater than his master” 
(13:16). He reminds them of this difference when he says, Remember 
the word that I said to you, A servant is not greater than his master. 
Therefore, it is not unfitting for you to undergo the same sufferings as 
your Lord; rather, you should regard this as a great glory. Thus Christ 
said to the disciples who were asking to sit on his right and left, “Are 
you able to drink the cup that I am to drink?” (Mt 20:22). “It is a great 
honor to follow God” (Sir 23:28); “It is enough for the disciple to be 
like his teacher” (Mt 10:25).

2041. On the contrary. He said above, “No longer do I call you ser-
vants” (15:15), while he says here, A servant is not greater than his 
master. I answer that there are two kinds of servitude. One comes 
from a slave-like fear, that is, from a fear of punishment; and the apos-
tles were not servants in this way. The other comes from a “chaste 
fear” [the respect of a spouse], and such servitude was in the apostles: 
“Blessed are those servants whom the master finds awake when he 
comes” (Lk 12:37).65

2042. If then you are my servants and I am your Lord, you should 
be content to have happen to you what happens to me. Now some 
have despised me, while others have accepted me: “He came to his 
own home, and his own people received him not. But to all who re-
ceived him, who believed in his name, he gave power to become chil-
dren of God” (1:11). You will be treated the same way: if some despise 
you, yet others will honor you.

For this reason he says, If they persecuted me, they will persecute 
you. Here we see how the saints are like Christ: for the disciples were 
persecuted for the same reason that Christ was, because Christ was be-
ing persecuted in the disciples. In fact in Acts (9:4) Christ said that he 
was being persecuted in the persecution of his disciples: “Saul, Saul, 
why do you persecute me?” And so because their reason for acting is 
the same in the two cases, the consequence follows: If they persecut-
ed me, they will persecute you: “If they have called the master of the 

64. See ST II-II, q. 36, a. 2.
65. See ST II-II, q. 19, a. 2.
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house Beelzebul, how much more will they malign those of his house-
hold” (Mt 10:25). Matthew (23:34) says of this persecution: “Therefore 
I send you prophets and wise men and scribes, some of whom you will 
kill and crucify, and some you will scourge in your synagogues and 
persecute from to town to town.” Similarly, they will be honored for 
the same reason that Christ was: if they kept my word, they will keep 
yours also, because your words are my words: “You desire proof that 
Christ is speaking in me” (2 Cor 13:3); “For it is not you who speak, 
but the Spirit of your Father speaking through you” (Mt 10:20). And 
so Christ says, “He who hears you hears me” (Lk 10:16). The apostles 
were in truth accepted and honored by some of the people, as is clear 
from “When you received the word of God which you heard from us, 
you accepted it not as the word of men but as what it really is, the 
word of God” (1 Th 2:13).

2043. Now he amplifies on the second consideration that would 
console them, which is based on the reason for their being hated. The 
apostles were chosen and raised above the world insofar as they had 
been made sharers of divinity and joined to God. This is why the world 
hated them. From this it follows that the world rather hated God in 
them than hated them. The reason for this hatred was that the world 
lacked the true knowledge of God which comes from the true faith 
and devoted love. If they did have this knowledge and recognized 
that the apostles were friends of God, they would not have persecut-
ed them.66 Thus he says, all this they will do to you, that is, hate and 
persecute you, on my account. And so this should be your glory: “Let 
none of you suffer as a murderer, or a thief, or a wrongdoer, or a mis-
chief-maker; yet if one suffers as a Christian, let him not be ashamed, 
but under that name let him glorify God” (1 Pet 4:14). On my account, 
not because they love me, but because they hate me; just as, on the 
contrary, you will suffer on my account because you love me.67

They will do these things to you because they do not know him who 
sent me: “If you knew me, you would perhaps know my Father also” 
(8:19). For they did not know that God would be pleased by their ac-
cepting Christ. Note that he is speaking here of a perfect knowledge, 
which consists in a faith which perfects the intellect and joins the af-
fections to God. We read of this kind of knowledge: “Let him who glo-
ries glory in this, that he understands and knows me” (Jer 9:24); “To 
know you is complete righteousness” (Wis 15:3).68

66. See ST II-II, q. 34, a. 2; III, q. 47, a. 5.
67. See ST II-II, q. 124, a. 3.
68. See ST II-II, q. 8, a. 6.
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LECTUrE 5

22 “If I had not come and spoken to them, they would not have sin; 
but now they have no excuse for their sin. 23 He who hates me hates 
my Father also. 24 If I had not done among them the works which no 
one else did, they would not have sin; but now they have seen and hat-
ed both me and my Father. 25 It is to fulfill the word that is written in 
their law, ‘They hated me without a cause.’ 26 But when the Counsel-
or [Paraclete] comes, whom I shall send to you from the Father, even 
the Spirit of truth, who proceeds from the Father, he will bear witness 
to me. 27 And you also are witnesses, because you have been with me 
from the beginning.”69

2044. Before, when our Lord said that the Jews would persecute 
his disciples, he gave as the reason that the Jews did not know the 
one who sent him. Now, since ignorance usually excuses one, he here 
shows that they are inexcusable. He does this in two ways: first, be-
cause of the things he personally did and taught them; secondly, be-
cause of what will occur when he is no longer present (v. 26). In re-
gard to the first he does two things: first, he shows that they were 
without excuse because of the truth he taught; secondly, because of 
the witness of the works he performed (v. 24). He does three things 
about the first: first, he shows what could have excused them; second-
ly, that they did not have this excuse (v. 22); thirdly, he shows the real 
source of their persecution (v. 23).

2045. He had said: “But all this they will do to you on my account.” 
Yet they might have had an excuse. If I had not come and spoken to 
them, that is, if I had not shown myself personally and taught them 
personally, they would not have sin.

2046. How does this reconcile with Romans (3:23) which states that 
“All have sinned”? We should say that our Lord is not speaking here 
of just any sin, but of the sin of disbelief, that is, they do not believe in 
Christ. This is called here simply “sin” because it is a prime example of 
sin, because as long as this sin lasts, no other sin can be remitted; for 
no sin is remitted except by faith in Jesus Christ through whom we are 
justified, as we read in Romans (5:1). Consequently, they would not 
have sin means that they would not be charged with not believing in 
him. This is primarily because “faith comes from what is heard” (Rom 
10:17). So, if Christ had not come and had not spoken to them, they 

69. St. Thomas refers to Jn 15:22 in ST II-II, q. 5, a. 2, obj. 3; II-II, q. 10, a. 1; 
II-II, q. 10, a. 3, s. c.; III, q. 47, a. 5; III, q. 80, a. 5, s. c.; III, q. 86, a. 3, ad 2; Jn 
15:24: ST II-II, q. 34, a. 1, s. c.; III, q. 43, a. 4, ad 1; III, q. 47, a. 5, obj. 2; Jn 15:25: 
ST II-II, q. 16, a. 1, obj. 5; Jn 15:26: ST I, q. 27, a. 3, s. c.; I, q. 36, a. 2, obj 1.
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could not have believed. And no one is charged with a sin for not do-
ing what he cannot do at all.70

2047. Yet some could say that they were bound to believe and could 
have believed even if Christ had not come, since he had been foretold 
to them by the prophets: “which he promised beforehand through his 
prophets in the holy scriptures, the gospel concerning his Son” (Rom 
1:2). I answer that of themselves the Jews could not believe and un-
derstand the words of the prophets unless they were shown by divine 
help: “The words are shut up and sealed until the appointed time” 
(Dan 12:9). Thus the eunuch said: “How can I understand, unless 
some one guides me?” (Acts 8:31).71

Therefore, if Christ had not come, they would not have this sin, 
the sin of disbelief, although they would have had other actual sins for 
which they would have been punished. And a similar reasoning holds 
for all those whom the preaching of God’s word could not reach. For 
this reason they cannot be charged with the sin of disbelief for their 
condemnation; but they will be condemned, because deprived of God’s 
favors because of their other actual sins and original sin.

2048. Note that Christ’s coming and teaching resulted in good for 
many, that is, for those who accepted him and kept his word. And for 
many it turned out bad, that is, for those who decided neither to listen 
to him nor believe him. “He will become . . . a stone of offense and a 
rock of stumbling to both houses of Israel, a trap and a snare to the in-
habitants of Jerusalem” (Is 8:14); “This child is set for the fall and ris-
ing of many in Israel” (Lk 2:34).72

2049. He has just stated what could have excused them from unbe-
lief. But they don’t have this excuse because Christ showed himself to 
them in person and taught them. Thus he says, but now, since I have 
come and spoken to them, they have no excuse, that of ignorance, 
for their sin. “So they are without excuse; for although they knew 
God they did not honor him as God” (Rom 1:20). But they did know 
Christ, as is clear from Matthew (21:38): “This is the heir; come, let 
us kill him.” However, they knew that he was the Christ promised in 
the law, but they did not know that he was God, because “If they had, 
they would not have crucified the Lord of glory” (1 Cor 2:8). And so 
their ignorance is no excuse, because they did not do this from igno-
rance but from another root, that is, from hatred and a certain malice.

2050. This is why he adds, He who hates me hates my Father also. 
This is like saying: Their sin is not ignorance of me, but hatred for me, 
and this involves hatred for the Father. Since the Son and the Father 
are one in essence, truth and goodness, and since all knowledge of 
anyone is through the truth which is in him, whoever loves the Son 

70. See ST II-II, q. 10, a. 3. 71. See ST III, q. 47, a. 5.
72. See ST III, q. 42, a. 2.
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loves the Father also; and whoever knows the one knows the other 
also; and whoever hates the Son hates the Father also.

2051. Two problems arise here. First, whether anyone can hate 
God? We should say that no one can hate God as God. Since God is the 
pure essence of goodness, and since this is lovable in itself, it is impos-
sible that God be hated in himself. This is the reason why it is impossi-
ble for an evil person to see God. For it is impossible for God to be seen 
without being loved; and one who loves God is good. So these two 
things are incompatible, namely, to see God and be evil.73

Yet one can hate God from a particular point of view. For example, 
one who loves lustful pleasures hates God as forbidding the enjoyment 
of lust, and one who wants to be free from all punishment hates the 
justice of God when it punishes.74

2052. The second problem arises because no once can hate what he 
does not know. But the Jews did not know the Father: “They do not 
know him who sent me” (15:21). Therefore, what he says here does 
not seem to be true, that they hate my Father also. We can say, ac-
cording to Augustine,75 that a person can love or hate something that 
was never seen nor truly known. This can happen in two ways. In one 
way, I can hate or love a person according as I know him; or, accord-
ing to what I am told about him. For example, if I hear that someone 
is a thief I hate him, not because I know or hate this very person, but 
because in general I hate all thieves. So, if he were a thief and I did not 
know it, I would hate him without knowing that I hated him. Now the 
Jews hated Christ and the truth that he preached. Since the very truth 
that Christ preached and the works he performed were in the will of 
God the Father, then just as they hated Christ, so also they hated the 
Father, even though they did not know that these things were in the 
will of the Father.

2053. Now he shows they are without excuse because of the wit-
ness of his signs. They could say that they were not convinced by the 
words he spoke in opposition to them. So he corroborates his words 
with marvelous actions, saying, If I had not done among them the 
works which no one else did, they would not have sin. First, he shows 
that they could be somewhat excused; secondly, he reveals the root of 
their sin (v. 24b); thirdly, he cites an authority (v. 25).

2054. There are two questions about the first point. One is about 
the truth of the antecedent statement, If I had not done among them 
the works which no one else did. Did Christ perform certain good works 
among them that no one else had done? It seems not. If we say that 
Christ raised the dead, Elijah and Elisha also did this. If Christ walked 

73. See ST II-II, q. 34, a. 1.
74. See ST II-II, q. 34, a. 2, ad 3. 
75. Tract. in Io. 90. 1; PL 35, col. 1858–59; cf. Catena aurea, 15:22–25.
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on the water, Moses parted the waters. Again, Joshua did something 
greater [than Christ] for he made the sun stand still. So it seems that 
Christ should not use this as an argument, and thus the conclusion is 
not true.

I answer that we can say, according to Augustine,76 that our Lord is 
not speaking of the miracles he worked among them, that is, merely 
in their sight, but of those he worked “among” them, that is, on their 
very persons. In curing the sick, although others did it, no one did it so 
much as Christ, because no other was made God and no one was born 
of a virgin but Christ. So in healing the sick he performed among them 
works which no one else performed; and this in three ways. First, be-
cause his works were so great: for he raised a person who had been 
dead for four days; he gave sight to a man who was born blind, which 
had never been heard of before, as we read above (9:32). Secondly, 
because of the great number of his works, for he healed all who were 
sick (Mt 14:35), and no one else did this. Thirdly, because of the way 
he did these works: others did these things by praying for help, which 
showed that they were not doing this by their own power; but Christ 
did it by command, for he did it by his own power: “What is this? A 
new teaching! With authority he commands even the unclean spirits, 
and they obey him” (Mk 1:27).77

Therefore, although others have raised the dead and have accom-
plished other miracles which Christ did, they did not do it in the same 
manner as Christ, nor by their own power, as Christ did. Further, mak-
ing the sun stand still is less than what the dying Christ did, when he 
made the moon move backwards and changed the whole course of the 
heavens, as Dionysius78 says.

2055. The second question is about the truth of the conditional 
statement, that if Christ had not done among them works which no 
one else did, the Jews would not have the sin of disbelief. My reply 
is that if we speak of any of the miracles indiscriminately, the Jews 
would have been excusable if they had not been done among them 
by Christ. For no one can come to Christ by faith unless he is drawn: 
“No one can come to me unless the Father who sent me draws him” 
(6:44). So the spouse says in the Song [of Songs] (1:4): “Draw me af-
ter you.” Therefore, if there were no one who had drawn them to the 
faith, they would have an excuse for their disbelief. Note that Christ 
drew by words and by signs, both visible and invisible, that is, by in-
citing and stirring hearts from within: “The king’s heart is a stream of 
water in the hand of the Lord” (Pr 21:1). And so an inner impulse to 
act well is the work of God, and those who resist it sin. If not, Stephen 

76. Ibid. 91.1–3, col. 1860–62, cf. Catena aurea, 15:22–25.
77. See ST III, q. 43, a. 4.
78. Ep. 7. 2; PG 3, col. 1080–81.



 CHAPTER 15 125

would have no reason to say: “You always resist the Holy Spirit” (Acts 
7:51). And Isaiah (50:5) says: “The Lord has opened my ear,” that is, 
the ear of my heart, “and I was not rebellious.” When our Lord said, If 
I had not done among them the works which no one else did, we have 
to understand this as referring not only to visible works but also to the 
interior impulses and attractions to his teaching. If these had not been 
done among them, they would not have sin. It is now clear how they 
could have been excused, that is, if he had not accomplished miracu-
lous works among them.

2056. Now he shows the root of their sin of disbelief, namely, their 
hatred, because of which they did not believe the works they saw. He 
says, but now they have seen, the works he did among them, and hat-
ed both me and my Father: “Because they hated knowledge and did 
not choose the fear of the Lord” (Pr 1:29). As Gregory79 says, there 
are some in the Church who not only do not do good works, but they 
even persecute those who do, so that what they fail to do they detest 
in others. Thus their sin is not one of weakness or ignorance, but is 
committed of set purpose.80

2057. Yet some could say: If it is true that the Jews hated you and 
your Father, why did you perform miracles among them? He answers 
and says It is to fulfill the word that is written in their law. Here we 
could ask why he says that this was written in their law when it was 
written in the Psalms? We can say to this that the “law” is understood 
in three ways in scripture. Sometimes it is taken for the entire Old Tes-
tament; and this is the way it is understood here, because the entire 
teaching of the Old Testament is directed to the observance of the law: 
“Jesus, remember me when you come in your kingdom” (Lk 23:42). 
Sometimes it is taken as distinguished from the histories and the 
prophets: “that everything written about me in the law of Moses and 
the prophets and the psalms” (in which the histories are sometimes in-
cluded) “must be fulfilled” (Lk 24:44). And sometimes the law is taken 
as distinct only from the prophets, and then the histories are included 
in the prophets. He says, It is to fulfill what is written in their law, that 
is, in the Psalms (35:19) ‘They hated me without a cause,’ and not to 
gain some benefit or avoid some trouble (for this is why people hate). 
Indeed, Christ gave them opportunities to love him when he healed 
and taught them: “He went about doing good” (Acts 10:38); “Is evil 
a recompense for good? They have dug a pit for my life” (Jer 18:20); 
“What wrong did your fathers find in me that they went far from me” 
(Jer 2:5).

2058. Now he shows that they are inexcusable because of what will 
come to pass after him: because they would have other testimonies, 

79. Mor. 25. 11. 28; PL 76, col. 339C; cf. Catena aurea, 15:22–25.
80. See ST II-II, q. 10, a. 1.
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namely, those of the Holy Spirit and of the apostles. First, he states 
what was to come from the Holy Spirit; secondly, from the apostles (v. 
27). He indicates four things about the Spirit: his freedom, tenderness, 
procession, and activity.

2059. He indicates his freedom, or power, when he says, But when 
the Paraclete comes. Strictly speaking that person is said to come who 
comes willingly and on his own authority; and this is true of the Holy 
Spirit, because “the Spirit blows where it wills” (3:8); “I called upon 
God, and the Spirit of wisdom came to me” (Wis 7:7). Therefore, in 
saying, whom I shall send, he does not suggest force but origin.81

2060. He touches on his tenderness when he says, the Paraclete, 
that is the Consoler. Since the Paraclete is the Love of God he makes us 
scorn earthly things and cling to God; and thus he takes away our pain 
and sadness and gives us joy in divine things: “The fruit of the Spir-
it is love, joy, peace” (Gal 5:22); and in Acts (9:31) we read that the 
Church was walking “in the comfort of the Holy Spirit.”

2061. Thirdly, he touches on the twofold procession of the Holy 
Spirit. First, he mentions the temporal procession when he says, whom 
I shall send to you from the Father. Note that the Holy Spirit is said to 
be sent not because the Spirit is changing place, since the Spirit fills the 
entire universe, as we read in Wisdom (1:7), but because, by grace, the 
Holy Spirit begins to dwell in a new way in those he makes a temple 
of God: “Do you not know that you are God’s temple and that God’s 
Spirit dwells in you?” (1 Cor 3:16). There is no disagreement in saying 
that the Holy Spirit is sent and that he comes. In saying that the Spirit 
comes the grandeur of his divinity is indicated: the “Spirit, who appor-
tions to each one individually as he wills” (1 Cor 12:11). And he is said 
to be sent to indicate his procession from another, for the fact that he 
sanctifies the rational creature by indwelling he has from that other, 
from whom he has it that he is, just as it is from another that the Son 
has whatever he does.82

The Holy Spirit is sent by the Father and the Son together; and this 
is indicated in “He showed me the river of the water of life,” that is, 
the Holy Spirit, “flowing from the throne of God and of the Lamb,” 
that is, of Christ (Rev 22:1). Therefore, when speaking of the send-
ing of the Holy Spirit he mentions the Father and the Son, who send 
the Spirit by the same and equal power. Thus sometimes he mentions 
the Father as sending the Spirit, but not without the Son, as above 
(14:26): “The Holy Spirit, whom the Father will send in my name”; at 
other times he says that he himself sends the Holy Spirit, but not with-
out the Father: as here, whom I shall send to you from the Father, be-
cause whatever the Son does he has from the Father: “The Son cannot 
do anything of himself” (5:19).83

81. See ST I, q. 43, aa. 2–3. 82. See ST I, q. 43, a. 6.
83. See ST I, q. 36, aa. 2–4.
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2062. He mentions the eternal procession of the Holy Spirit when 
he shows in a similar way that the Spirit is related both to the Father 
and the Son. He shows the Spirit as related to the Son when he says, 
the Spirit of truth, for the Son is the Truth: “I am the way, and the 
truth, and the life” (14:6). He shows the Spirit as related to the Fa-
ther when he says, who proceeds from the Father. So to say that the 
Holy Spirit is the Spirit of truth, is the same as saying the Holy Spir-
it is the Spirit of the Son: “God has sent the Spirit of his Son into our 
hearts” (Gal 4:6). And because the word “spirit” (spiritus) suggests a 
kind of impulse and every motion produces an effect in harmony with 
its source (as heating makes something hot), it follows that the Holy 
Spirit makes those to whom he is sent like the one whose Spirit he is.84 
And since he is the Spirit of Truth “He will teach you all truth” (16:13); 
“The inspiration of the Almighty gives understanding” (Job 32:8). In 
the same way, because he is the Spirit of the Son, he produces sons: 
“You have received the spirit of sonship” (Rom 8:15). He says the Spir-
it of truth as contrasted with the spirit of lying: “The Lord has mingled 
within her the spirit of error” (Is 19:14); “I will go forth, and will be a 
lying spirit in the mouth of all his prophets” (1 Kg 22:22).

2063. Because he says who proceeds from the Father and does not 
add “and from the Son,” the Greeks say that the Holy Spirit does not 
proceed from the Son but only from the Father. But this absolutely 
cannot be. For the Holy Spirit could not be distinguished from the Son 
unless he either proceeds from the Son, or on the other hand, the Son 
proceeds from him (and no one claims this). For one cannot say that 
among the divine persons, who are entirely immaterial and simple, 
there is a material distinction based on a division of quantity, which 
matter underlies. Thus it is necessary that the distinction of the divine 
persons be by way of a formal distinction, which has to involve some 
kind of opposition. For if forms are not opposed they are compatible 
with one another in the same subject and do not diversify a supposit; 
for example, to be white and large. So among the divine persons, since 
“not subject to birth” and “fatherhood” are not opposed, they belong 
to one person. If, then, the Son and the Holy Spirit are distinct persons 
proceeding from the Father, they have to be distinguished by some 
properties that are opposed. These properties cannot be opposed like 
affirmation and negation or privation and possessing are opposed, be-
cause then the Son and the Holy Spirit would be related to one anoth-
er like being and non-being and as the complete to the deprived, and 
this is repugnant to their equality. Nor can these properties be opposed 
like contraries are opposed, one of which is more perfect than the oth-
er. What remains is that the Holy Spirit is distinguished from the Son 
only by a relative opposition.

84. See ST I, q. 36, a. 1.
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This kind of opposition rests solely on the fact that one of them is 
referred to the other. For the different relations of two things to some 
third thing are not directly opposed except accidentally, that is by some 
incidental consequence. So in order for the Holy Spirit to be distin-
guished from the Son, they must have relations that are opposed, by 
which they will be opposed to each other. No such relations can be 
found except relations of origin, insofar as one person is from the oth-
er. Thus it is impossible, granting the Trinity of persons, that the Holy 
Spirit not be from the Son.85

2064. Some say that the Holy Spirit and the Son are distinguished 
by the different ways they proceed, insofar as the Son is from the Fa-
ther by being born and the Holy Spirit by proceeding. But the same 
problem still returns which arose from the previous opinion, as to 
how these two processions differ. One cannot say that they are distin-
guished because of the diverse things received by their respective gen-
erations, like the generation of a human being and a horse differ be-
cause of the diverse natures that are communicated. For the very same 
nature is received by the Son by being born from the Father and by 
the Holy Spirit by proceeding.86 So we are left with the conclusion that 
they are distinguished only by the order of origin, that is to say, insofar 
as the birth of the Son is a principle of the procession of the Holy Spir-
it. And so, if the Holy Spirit were not from the Son, the Spirit would 
not be distinguished from the Son and procession would not be distin-
guished from birth.

Thus even the Greeks admit some order between the Son and the 
Holy Spirit. For they say that the Holy Spirit is of the Son, and that the 
Son acts through the Holy Spirit, but not conversely. And some even 
admit that the Holy Spirit is from the Son, but they will not concede 
that the Holy Spirit proceeds from the Son. Yet in this they are ob-
viously imprudent. For we use the word “procession” in all cases in 
which one thing is from another in any way. And so this word, be-
cause it is so general, has been adapted to indicate the existence of the 
Holy Spirit as from the Son. We don’t have any examples of this in 
creatures which would lead us to give it a specific name; while we do 
have examples which give us the special term of “generation” which 
is applied to the Son. The reason for this is that in creatures we do not 
find a person proceeding from will, as love, while we do find a person 
proceeding from nature, as son. Thus, however the Holy Spirit is or-
dered to the Son, it can be concluded that the Spirit proceeds from the 
Son.

2065. Nevertheless some of the Greeks assert that one should not 
say that the Holy Spirit proceeds from the Son because for them the 

85. See ST I, q. 36, a. 2.
86. See ST I, q. 35, a. 2.
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preposition “from” indicates a principle which is not from a principle, 
and this is so only of the Father. This is not compelling because the 
Son with the Father is one principle of the Holy Spirit, as also of crea-
tures. And although the Son has it from the Father that the Son is a 
principle of creatures, still creatures are said to be from the Son; and 
for the same reason it can be said that the Holy Spirit proceeds from 
the Son.87

Nor does it make any difference that we read here, who proceeds 
from the Father, instead of “from the Father and the Son,” because in 
a similar way it is said, whom I shall send, and yet the Father is also 
understood to send, since there is added, from the Father. In a similar 
way because it says, the Spirit of truth, that is, the Spirit of the Son, 
we understand that the Spirit proceeds from the Son. For, as has been 
said, when the procession of the Holy Spirit is mentioned, the Son is 
always joined to the Father, and the Father to the Son; and so these 
different ways of expression indicate a distinction of persons.

2066. Fourthly, he mentions the activity of the Holy Spirit when 
he says, he will bear witness to me; and this in three ways. First, the 
Spirit will teach the disciples and give them the confidence to bear wit-
ness: “For it is not you who speak, but the Spirit of your Father speak-
ing through you” (Mt 10:20). Secondly, the Spirit will communicate 
his teaching to those who believe in Christ: “God also bore witness by 
signs and wonders and various miracles and by gifts of the Holy Spir-
it” (Heb 2:4). Thirdly, the Spirit will soften the hearts of their hearers: 
“When you send forth your Spirit, they are created” (Ps 103:29).

2067. Finally, he mentions what lies ahead for the disciples when 
he says, and you also are witnesses, inspired by the Holy Spirit: “You 
shall be my witnesses in Jerusalem and in all Judea and Samaria and 
to the end of this earth” (Acts 1:8). We read of this twofold testimony 
in Acts (5:32): “We are witnesses to these things, and so is the Holy 
Spirit whom God has given to those who obey him.”

He adds why this testimony is appropriate when he says, because 
you have been with me from the beginning, that is, the beginning of 
my preaching and working of miracles, and so you can testify to what 
you have seen and heard: “That which we have seen and heard we 
proclaim also to you” (1 Jn 1:3). We can see from this that Christ did 
not perform miracles in his youth, as some apocryphal gospels relate 
but only from the time he called his disciples.

87. See ST I, q. 33, a. 1; I, q. 36, a. 4.
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CHAPTEr 16

LECTUrE 1

1 “I have said all this to you to keep you from falling away. 2 They 
will put you out of the synagogues; indeed, the hour is coming when 
whoever kills you will think he is offering service to God. 3 And they 
will do this because they have not known the Father, nor me. 4 But I 
have said these things to you, that when their hour comes you may re-
member that I told you of them. I did not say these things to you from 
the beginning, because I was with you.”1

2068. Above, our Lord had used certain considerations to console 
his disciples over his leaving and against the persecutions and tribu-
lations that would come upon them. Here he amplifies these consid-
erations more clearly. First, he explains the considerations he gave 
before; and secondly, we see the effect of this explanation on the dis-
ciples (v. 29).

If we pay close attention to what was said in the previous two chap-
ters, we can see that our Lord aimed at consoling his disciples against 
two things: his own leaving them, and the tribulations that would 
come upon them. But he here explains these two things in reverse or-
der. He had consoled them first over his leaving because this would 
take place very soon and he had not yet foretold all the tribulations 
that would come upon them. But now, since they seemed to be more 
troubled by their own tribulations than by Christ’s leaving, our Lord 
here consoles them first of all against their forthcoming trials, and then 
against his leaving (v. 5). He does three things concerning the first: 
first, he gives his intention; secondly, he mentions the tribulations they 
will suffer from being persecuted (v. 2); thirdly, he tells why they will 
be persecuted (v. 3).

2069. He says: I have said that the Jews hate me and you, because 
they do not know who sent me. I have said that they are inexcus-
able and that you and the Holy Spirit will bear witness against them. 
Now I have said all this to you to keep you from falling away, that 
is, so you don’t fall away when the tribulations I have foretold come 
upon you. And it is fitting that our Lord restrains them from falling af-
ter promising the Holy Spirit, because the Holy Spirit is love—“God’s 
love has been poured into our hearts through the Holy Spirit which 

1. St. Thomas refers to Jn 16:2 in ST I-II, q. 19, a. 6, s. c.
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has been given to us” (Rom 5:5)—and the Holy Spirit prevents stum-
bling: “Great peace have those who love your law; nothing can make 
them stumble” (Ps 118:165). Now it is characteristic of friends that 
they disregard any loss for the sake of one another, as stated in Prov-
erbs (12:26). So, for one who is a friend of God, to suffer punishment 
and loss is no reason to fall away. Yet because the disciples had not yet 
received the Holy Spirit before the death of Christ, they did fall away 
during his passion: “You will all fall away because of me this night” 
(Mt 26:31). But after the Holy Spirit came there was no falling away.

2070. The disciples might say: Don’t we have reason to fall away? 
Many troubles will come upon us: first, that of rejection; secondly, we 
will be killed.

2071. They will be rejected from the society of the Jews; so he says, 
They will put you out of the synagogues: “The Jews had already agreed 
that if any one should confess him to be Christ, he was to be put out of 
the synagogue” (9:22). This was so successful that for this reason some 
of the [Jewish] authorities who did believe in Christ were afraid to 
profess him publicly, as we read above (12:42). Christ foretold this re-
jection: “Blessed are you when men hate you, and when they exclude 
you and revile you, and cast out your name as evil, on account of the 
Son of man” (Lk 6:22).

2072. Was it an evil for the apostles to be cast out of the Jewish syn-
agogues, since they were going to leave them in any case? The answer, 
according to Augustine,2 is that it was a trial for them, because this was 
our Lord’s way of telling them that the Jews would not accept Christ. 
For if they had received Christ, the synagogue of the Jews and the 
Church of Christ would have been the same; and those who would be 
converted to the Church of Christ would have been converted to the 
synagogue of the Jews.

2073. The other trial is that of being killed: indeed, the hour is com-
ing when whoever kills you will think he is offering service to God. We 
can take these words as spoken to console the disciples, so that the in-
deed signifies a contrary train of thought and the sense would be: in-
deed, you ought to be consoled by what they will do to you, for the 
hour is coming when whoever kills you will think he is offering service 
to God. How is it a consolation for them that whoever kills them thinks 
he is serving God? The answer, according to Augustine,3 is that in say-
ing, they will put you out of the synagogues, we are to understand that 
those converted to Christ would be immediately killed by the Jews. 
And so to console his disciples our Lord tells them that they would 
win so many to Christ, who would be expelled from the Jewish syna-
gogues, that they could not all be killed, and so the Jews would try to 

2. Tract. in Io. 93. 3; PL 35, col. 1866; cf. Catena aurea, 16:1–4.
3. Ibid.; cf. Catena aurea, 16:1–4.
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kill the apostles so they would not convert all the people to the name 
of Christ by their preaching.

Or, we could say that here Christ is simply telling them beforehand 
that they will be killed.

2074. He says, whoever kills you will think he is offering service to 
God, and not to the gods, to show that he is speaking only of persecu-
tion from the Jews: “I send you prophets and wise men and scribes, 
some of whom you will kill and crucify” (Mt 23:34). The martyrs of 
Christ were killed by the Gentiles, and they did not consider that they 
were serving God but only their own gods. It was the Jews who, when 
they killed those who were preaching Christ, thought this was a ser-
vice to God. For they had zeal for God, but without knowledge, since 
they believed that anyone who converted to Christ was deserting God. 
We read of this killing: “For your sake we are slain all the day long, 
and accounted as sheep for the slaughter” (Ps 43:22).

2075. He gives the reason why this will be so (v. 3), first stating the 
reason, and then saying why he foretold this persecution (v. 4).

2076. He says, they will persecute you, but they will do this, not out 
of zeal for the truth, but because they have not known the Father, as 
Father, nor me, his Son: “If you did know me, perhaps you would have 
known my Father also” (8:19); “I formerly blasphemed and persecuted 
and insulted him; but I received mercy because I had acted ignorantly 
in unbelief” (1 Tim 1:13).

2077. One could ask: If the Jews are going to persecute you because 
of their ignorance of the faith, why did Christ foretell this to you? So 
Christ first gives the reason why he foretold this; and secondly, why he 
did not tell them before (v. 4).

2078. He says, But I have said these things to you, that when their 
hour comes you may remember that I told you of them. The hour is said 
to come for people when they are able to accomplish what they desire 
and do what they want: “Let not the flower of time,” that is, the hour 
ripe for indulging in pleasures, “pass us by” (Wis 2:7). So the hour of 
the Jews will come when they are able to begin to persecute you. This 
is the hour of darkness: “But this is your hour, and the power of dark-
ness” (Lk 22:53).

That you may remember that I told you of them. This would help in 
two ways. In the midst of their persecutions, when they recalled that 
Christ had predicted them, they would realize his divinity and become 
more confident of his help. Again, when people foresee that tribula-
tions are soon to come, they are less afflicted by them, for forewarned 
is forearmed. Cicero4 gives the reason for this in his Tusculan Questions. 
The better temporal goods and evils are known, he says, the less they 

4. Tusculan Disputations, III. xiv. 29–xvi. 34.
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are regarded.5 Thus, riches are more highly regarded by those who 
don’t have them than by the same people after they acquire them. In 
the same way, troubles are more feared and considered more oppres-
sive before they are experienced than when they have come and are 
present. Now when evil is meditated upon before it actually comes, 
this makes it present in a certain sense, and because of this presence it 
is less regarded. So Cicero says that one who is wise, by premeditation 
on evils before they strike, can acquire strength against the sadness 
they will bring. Accordingly, Christ foretold the apostles about their 
tribulations for two reasons: to increase their confidence in his help, 
and to lessen their sadness.

2079. Here he gives the reason why he did not foretell these things 
to them before, namely, because I was with you. We can relate this to 
the two points just mentioned. First, to the increasing of their hope. 
While I was with you, you had confidence in my help. But now that 
you will see me die, you might doubt my power. Consequently, I must 
foretell certain things that are to come so that you may realize my di-
vinity and power. Or, we can refer this to the second point, and then 
the meaning becomes this: I was with you, protecting you, and letting 
you cast all your troubles on me—“Father . . . while I was with them, 
I kept them in your name” (17:12). But since I am about to leave you, 
the entire weight of your troubles will fall upon yourselves. And so it is 
necessary that you be forewarned.

2080. Yet it seems that our Lord did predict similar things before, 
for the other Evangelists tell us that before this the Lord foretold to his 
disciples that they would be handed over to the authorities and rulers 
and that they would be scourged in the Jewish synagogues. This is not 
at odds with what our Lord says here, I did not say these things to you 
from the beginning, because they said that our Lord said this to them 
on the Mount of Olives, when his passion was near, that is, three days 
before the last supper. So the phrase, from the beginning, does not re-
fer to the time of the passion, but to the time [of his public ministry, 
before the time of his passion] when he was first with his disciples, as 
Augustine6 says.

2081. But this conflicts with Matthew. For he says that our Lord 
foretold that tribulations would come to the disciples not only when 
his passion was fast approaching, but even when he first chose them: 
“I send you out as sheep in the midst of wolves” (Mt 10:16). One must 
say then that from the beginning refers to the Holy Spirit, for he did 
not tell them of the coming of the Holy Spirit from the beginning, as 
Augustine7 says.

5. See ST I-II, q. 114, a. 10.
6. Tract. in Io. 94. 1; PL 35, col. 1868; cf. Catena aurea, 16:1–4.
7. Ibid., 94. 2, col. 1868; cf. Catena aurea, 16:1–4.
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Or, it could be said, with Chrysostom,8 that Christ is referring to 
their tribulations. In this case, he did not tell them from the beginning 
two things which he now newly foretells. One is that they would suf-
fer persecutions from the Jews, which he had not said previously, but 
had only mentioned the gentiles, as is clear from Matthew (10). The 
second regards something he had previously foretold them, which was 
that they would be scourged. But he now adds an element which was 
especially troublesome, which was that the Jews would regard their 
death as a service to God.

LECTUrE 2

5 “But now I am going to him who sent me; yet none of you asks me, 
‘Where are you going?’ 6 But because I have said these things to you, 
sorrow has filled your hearts. 7 Nevertheless I tell you the truth: it is to 
your advantage that I go away, for if I do not go away, the Counselor 
[Paraclete] will not come to you; but if I go, I will send him to you.”9

2082. Above, our Lord dealt with what would console his disciples 
in their coming troubles. Here he deals with what will console them 
against his leaving. Our Lord consoles them against his leaving with 
three considerations: first, they will have access to the Father, as prom-
ised when he said, “Let not your hearts be troubled . . . In my Father’s 
house there are many rooms” (14:1); secondly, because he was going 
to send the Paraclete, and so he said, “And I will pray the Father, and 
he will give you another Paraclete” (14:16); thirdly, they will see him 
again, as he said, “I will not leave your orphans; I will come to you” 
(14:18). He explains these three things here, but not in the above or-
der. First, we see the promise of the Spirit; secondly, the fact that they 
will see him again (v. 16); thirdly, we see their access to the Father. He 
does two things with the first: first, he mentions that they need some 
consolation; secondly, he gives it (v. 7). He does two things with the 
first: first, he foretells his leaving them; secondly, he mentions the ef-
fect of this prediction (v. 6).

2083. He is leaving them, going to the Father. He says, I was with 
you till now, but now I am going to him who sent me, that is, to the Fa-
ther. This is a mark of perfection, for a thing reaches its perfection when 
it returns to its source: “I am ascending to him who sent me” (Tob 
12:20); “The rivers return to the place from which they came” (Sir 1:7). 
He went, in his human nature, to the one with whom he was from all 
eternity, in his divine nature. This was explained more fully before. 

8. Hom. in Io. 78. 1; PG 59, col. 421; cf. Catena aurea, 16:1–4.
9. St. Thomas refers to Jn 16:7 in ST III, q. 57, a. 1, ad 3; III, q. 57, a. 6, s. c.; 

III, q. 72, a. 1, ad 1; III, q. 75, a. 1, obj. 4.
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2084. He adds, yet none of you asks me, Where are you going? Why 
does he say this? For Peter asked, “Lord, where are you going?” (13:36); 
and Thomas said, “Lord, we do not know where you are going” (14:5). 
Both Chrysostom and Augustine give an answer to this, but not the 
same one.

Chrysostom10 says that when the disciples heard that they would be 
killed and cast out of the synagogues, they became so sad and stunned 
that they practically forgot about Christ’s leaving them and losing the 
thread of his thought did not ask him about this. So Christ says, but 
because I have said these things to you, sorrow has filled your hearts. 
Thus when our Lord says, But now I am going to him who sent me; 
yet none of you asks me, Where are you going? he is really reproving 
them, according to Chrysostom. They did not question him about this: 
“Ask your Father, and he will show you” (Deut 32:7); “Search out and 
seek, and she will become known to you” (Sir 6:28).

Augustine,11 on the other hand, thinks that the statement, But now 
I am going to him who sent me, does not refer to this very time when 
he is speaking, but refers to the time when he was to ascend into heav-
en. It was like saying: You asked me before where I was going; but 
I will be going now in such a way that you will not have to ask me, 
Where are you going? because “as they were looking on, he was lifted 
up” (Acts 1:9).

2085. Now he mentions the sorrow of the disciples. For Chrysos-
tom this sorrow is the effect of Christ’s prediction [of the future trou-
bles of the disciples]—For Augustine, their sorrow is the effect of 
Christ’s leaving, for they were glad to be in his presence, and attracted 
in a certain carnal way to him in his human nature, like one friend is 
pleased at the presence of another. So they were sad that he was leav-
ing: “Weeping may tarry for the night,” that is, the time of the pas-
sion, “but joy comes” to the apostles “with the morning” of the resur-
rection (Ps 29:6). It is human for sorrow to touch our hearts, but it is 
bad when it completely takes over our heart because it then destroys 
our reason. So he says, somewhat like a rebuke, sorrow has filled your 
hearts; “Do not give yourself over to sorrow” (Sir 30:21); “Let not your 
hearts be troubled” (14:27).12

2086. Now he mentions one of the things which will console them, 
the promise of the Holy Spirit. First, he promises the Holy Spirit; sec-
ondly, he foretells the effect of the Spirit (v. 8).

2087. He does two things about the first. First, he points out the ne-
cessity of his going; secondly, he shows that his going is beneficial.

He says, sorrow has filled your hearts, because I am leaving; but 
you should rather be glad, because it is to your advantage that I go 

10. Hom. in Io. 78. 1; PG 59, col. 421; cf. Catena aurea, 16:5–11.
11. Tract. in Io. 94. 3; PL 35, col. 1869; cf. Catena aurea, 16:5–11.
12. See ST I-II, q. 36, a. 1.
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away, that is, it is very necessary for you, for if I do not go away, the 
Paraclete will not come to you. Furthermore, my going is very fruitful 
and beneficial for you, because if I go, I will send him to you.

2088. But, could not Christ have sent the Holy Spirit while he was 
still living in the flesh? He could have, because even at his baptism the 
Holy Spirit descended upon him in the form of a dove and never left 
him. Indeed, from the instant of his conception he received the Spir-
it without measure. But Christ did not choose to give the Spirit to his 
disciples while he was still living among them for four reasons. First, 
they were not prepared, for carnal love is contrary to the Holy Spir-
it, since the Spirit is spiritual love. Now the disciples were affected by 
a certain carnal love for the human nature of Christ, without yet be-
ing elevated to a spiritual love of his divinity. And so they were not yet 
ready for the Holy Spirit: “From now on, therefore, we regard no one 
from a human point of view,” with carnal affection; “even though we 
once regarded Christ from a human point of view,” before his passion, 
“we regard him thus no longer” (2 Cor 5:16).

Secondly, Christ did not give them the Spirit then because of the 
characteristic of divine help, which is to be especially present in times 
of need: “A stronghold in times of trouble” (Is 9:9); “For my father and 
my mother have forsaken me, but the Lord will take me up” (Ps 26:10). 
Now as long as Christ was with them, he was all the help they need-
ed. But when he left they were exposed to many tribulations, and so 
another consoler and helper was very quickly given to them: “He will 
give you another Paraclete” (14:16); “Whom will he teach knowledge? 
Those who are weaned from the milk, those taken from the breast”  
(Is 28:9).

Thirdly, the Spirit was not given then out of consideration for the 
dignity of Christ. As Augustine13 says in his book On the Trinity, Christ 
as human does not have the power to give the Holy Spirit, but he does 
as God. When he was with his disciples, he seemed to be human, just 
like them. And so that it would not seem that it was a mere human be-
ing who was giving the Holy Spirit, Christ did not give the Spirit be-
fore his ascension: “the Spirit has not been given, because Jesus was 
not yet glorified” (7:39) “Send her forth from the holy heavens” (Wis 
9:10).14

Fourthly, the Spirit was not given at that time to preserve unity in 
the Church. We saw that “John did no sign” (10:41), and this was so in 
order not to divert the people from Christ, and to make the superior-
ity of Christ over John more evident. But the disciples were to be filled 
with the Holy Spirit so that they could do even greater works than 
Christ had done: “And greater works than these will he do” (14:12). If 

13. De Trin. 15. 26, no. 46; PL 42, col. 1093–94; cf. Catena aurea, 16:5–11.
14. See ST III, q. 8, a. 1.
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the Holy Spirit had been given to them before the passion, the people 
might have become confused as to who really was the Christ, and they 
would be divided: “You have ascended to the heights, and have given 
gifts to men” (Ps 67:19).

2089. Chrysostom15 thinks that we can use this as an argument 
against the Macedonians. They say that the Holy Spirit is a creature 
and the minister of the Father and the Son. But if this were true, the 
coming of the Holy Spirit would not have been a sufficient consolation 
to the apostles for Christ’s leaving them. It would be like the depar-
ture of a king, where the substitution for him of one of his ministers 
would not be a sufficient consolation. Thus, because the Holy Spirit is 
equal to the Son, our Lord consoles them by promising that the Spirit 
will come.

2090. Yet if the Son and the Holy Spirit are equal, why is it to their 
advantage that the Son leave so that the Holy Spirit can come? The 
Son left as far as concerns his bodily presence, but he came invisibly 
together with the Holy Spirit.16 If the Son had dwelt here invisibly 
and said, “It is to your advantage that I go because the Holy Spirit will 
come,” people would think the Holy Spirit was greater than the Son.

LECTUrE 3

8 “And when he comes, he will convince the world of sin and of 
righteousness and of judgment: 9 of sin, because they do not believe in 
me; 10 of righteousness, because I go to the Father, and you will see me 
no more; 11 of judgment, because the ruler of this world is [already] 
judged. 12 I have yet many things to say to you, but you cannot bear 
them now. 13 When the Spirit of truth comes, he will guide you into 
all the truth [will teach you all truth]; for he will not speak on his own 
authority [from himself], but whatever he hears [will hear] he will 
speak, and he will declare to you the things that are to come.”17

2091. Above, our Lord consoled his apostles by promising them the 
Holy Spirit. Here he shows the benefit the Holy Spirit will bring to 
them when he comes. He mentions three benefits: one for the world; 
a second for the disciples; and a third for Christ. As for the world, the 
Holy Spirit will convince the world; as for the apostles, the Spirit will 
teach them (v. 12); as for Christ, the Spirit will glorify him (v. 14). 

15. Hom. in Io. 78. 1; PG 59, col. 421; cf. Catena aurea, 16:5–11.
16. See ST I, q. 43, a. 5.
17. St. Thomas refers to Jn 16:8 in ST III, q. 57, a. 1, ad 3; III, q. 59, a. 1, obj. 

3; Jn 16:12: ST III, q. 42, a. 3, ad 2; III, q. 45, a. 4, obj. 4; Jn 16:13: ST I-II, q. 106, 
a. 4, obj. 2; III, q. 39, a. 7.
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First, he mentions the benefit of the Spirit’s coming for the world; sec-
ondly, he explains it (v. 9).

2092. He says: It is to your advantage that I go, because I will send 
the Holy Spirit to you, and when he comes, he will convince the world 
of sin and of righteousness and of judgment. This has received two in-
terpretations; one by Augustine, and the other by Chrysostom.

2093. Augustine18 explains it this way. And when he comes, the 
Holy Spirit, that is, he will convince, that is, rebuke or reprove, the 
world. “Reprove a wise man, and he will love you” (Pr 9:8).

But did not Christ also rebuke the world? He did, as in “You are of 
your father the devil” (8:44), and in Matthew (chap. 23) he said many 
things against the Pharisees and Scribes. Why then does he say, he will 
convince, as though he himself did not reprove?

Perhaps someone will say that Christ rebuked only the Jews, but 
that the Holy Spirit, in and through the disciples, will rebuke the entire 
world. But this is in opposition to the fact that Christ also speaks in and 
through the apostles, just as the Holy Spirit does: “You desire proof 
that Christ is speaking in me” (2 Cor 13:3).

One must therefore say that, he will convince, rebuke, the world, as 
the one who will invisibly enter into their hearts and pour his charity 
into them so that their fear is conquered and they have the strength to 
rebuke.19 For as was already said, as long as the disciples were carnally 
attracted to Christ, the Holy Spirit was not in them as he would be later. 
Consequently they were not as courageous then as they were after the 
Spirit came. “Their power,” the power of the apostles, “came from the 
Spirit of his mouth” (Ps 32:6); “Then the Spirit of God took possession 
of Zechariah” (2 Chr 24:20). Again, he will convince the world because 
he will fill hearts which were before worldly and lead them to rebuke 
themselves: “I will reprove my ways in his sight” (Job 13:15). The Holy 
Spirit does this: “Put a new and right spirit within me” (Ps 50:12).

2094. For what will the Spirit rebuke the world? For three things. 
He will reprove the worldly for the sin they have committed: “Declare 
to my people their transgression” (Is 58:1). And this was done by the 
apostles: “Their voice goes out through all the earth” (Ps 18:5). He will 
reprove the world for the righteousness it has neglected. And the apos-
tles did this: “None is righteousness, no not one” (Rom 3:10). And the 
Spirit will reprove the world because of the judgment it has held in 
contempt: “When wickedness comes, contempt comes also” (Pr 18:3); 
“She [Jerusalem] has despised my judgments” (Ez 5:6).

2095. Now he explains all this. First, what he says about their sin, 
because they do not believe in me. The Spirit rebukes them only for 
the sin of disbelief because by faith all other sins are remitted. In a sim-

18. Tract. in Io. 95. 1; PL 35, col. 1870; cf. Catena aurea, 16:5–11.
19. See ST II-II, q. 19, a. 10.
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ilar way our Lord charges the damned only with a lack of mercy, be-
cause all sins are washed away by mercy: “By mercy and faith sins are 
cleansed away” (Pr 15:27). The same applies here, because as long as 
they remain in disbelief, their other sins remain, but when there is no 
longer disbelief the other sins are remitted. He says, “because they do 
not believe in me,” using the form in me, and not the forms mihi or me, 
because even the devils believe that Christ exists and they tremble (Jas 
2:19). “In me,” that is, with a faith enlivened by hope and love.20

2096. Secondly, he explains what he said about righteousness when 
he says because I go to the Father. This can be understood in two ways: 
either as referring to the righteousness of Christ or that of the apostles. 
As referring to the righteousness of the apostles the explanation is this: 
the world will be rebuked because of our righteousness, because the 
world has not imitated it. The righteousness, I say, which is not from 
the law but from faith: “The righteousness of God through faith in Je-
sus Christ” (Rom 3:22).

Faith is concerned with what is invisible (Heb 11:1). Now the dis-
ciples saw one thing, the humanity of Christ, and did not see another, 
his divinity. But Christ promises this to them as a reward: “I will . . . 
manifest myself to him” (14:21). Thus, the disciples had faith only re-
garding the divinity of Christ; but when Christ’s human nature was 
taken from them, they had faith regarding both. And so, according to 
Augustine21 in his Commentary on John, when Christ says, because I go 
to the Father, and you will see me no more, it is like saying: You believe 
in me, that is, as regards my divinity, and because I go to the Father, 
you will believe in me also as regards my humanity. This is the righ-
teousness of faith which the world does not imitate.

He says, and you will see me no more, not because they would nev-
er see him, but because they would not see him in that mortal flesh. 
They did see him at the resurrection, but then he was immortal; and 
they will see him at the judgment, coming in glory.

This phrase is expounded as referring to the righteousness of Christ 
in the book, On the Words of the Lord.22 The Jews were unwilling to rec-
ognize the righteousness of Christ: “We know that this man is a sin-
ner” (9:24). But he will manifest his righteousness to them, saying be-
cause I go to the Father: for the very fact that I go to the Father is a sign 
of my righteousness. Christ descended because of his mercy, but his 
ascension was due to his righteousness: “Therefore God has highly ex-
alted him” (Phil 2:9).23

20. See ST II-II, q. 4, a. 3; II-II, q. 5, a. 2.
21. Tract. in Io. 95. 2; PL 35, col. 1871; cf. Catena aurea, 16:5–11.
22. The medieval collection of sermons, Serm. de Verbis Domini, was attributed 

to Augustine but is now generally considered inauthentic. For the same teaching 
in Augustine, see Serm. 144. 3; PL 38, col. 789; cf. Catena aurea, 16:5–11.

23. See ST III, q. 53, a. 1.
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2097. Thirdly, the Holy Spirit reproves the world by the judgment. 
This is because the ruler of this world is already judged. It is the devil 
who is the ruler of this world, that is, of worldly people. He is the rul-
er, not by creation, but by his suggestions and their imitation of him: 
“Those on his side imitate him” (Wis 2:25); “He is king over all the sons 
of pride” (Job 41:34).24 Therefore, this ruler is already judged, that is, 
cast outside: “Now is the judgment of this world,” that is, in favor of 
the world, “now shall the ruler of this world be cast out” (12:31). He 
says this to anticipate the excuse that some will make for their sins, 
saying that the devil tempted them. He is saying in effect: They cannot 
be excused because the devil has been cast out by the grace and faith 
of Christ and by the Holy Spirit, cast out from the hearts of the faith-
ful so that he no longer tempts from within as before, but from with-
out. And so those who resolve to cling to Christ can resist. This is why 
the devil, who has conquered the strongest males, can be conquered 
by frail women. Thus the world is reproved by this judgment because 
being unwilling to resist, it is overcome by the devil, who although ex-
pelled is brought back by their consent to sin: “Let not sin therefore 
reign in your mortal bodies” (Rom 6:12).25

Another explanation is in the book, The Words of the Lord.26 It says 
here that the phrase, is already judged, refers to the judgment of con-
demnation. That is, the ruler of this world is already condemned, and 
consequently all who adhere to him: “Depart from me, you cursed, 
into the eternal fire prepared for the devil and his angels” (Mt 25:41). 
The world is reproved by this judgment because although the world 
knows that its ruler has been condemned, it has not escaped from this 
judgment but is judged with its ruler, because it imitates his pride and 
evil ways.

2098. Chrysostom27 gives another explanation of this passage, as 
follows. When he comes, the Holy Spirit, he will convince, that is, con-
vict, the world of sin. It is like saying: The Holy Spirit will be a witness 
against the world: “God also bore witness by signs and wonders” (Heb 
2:4). He will show that they have sinned grievously because they did 
not believe in me, when they see that the Holy Spirit will be given in 
my name to those who believe: “And we are witnesses to these things, 
and so is the Holy Spirit whom God has given to those who obey him” 
(Acts 5:32). The Holy Spirit will be a witness to my righteousness, 
which the world did not think I possessed. And he will be this witness 
because I go to the Father, and will send you the Spirit, who will show 
that I am righteous and have led a faultless life: “Whom I shall send 

24. See ST III, q. 8, a. 7.
25. See ST III, q. 49, a. 2.
26. Serm. de Verbis Domini; see Serm. 144. 5, col. 790; cf. Catena aurea, 16:5–11.
27. Hom. in Io. 78. 1; PG 59, col. 422; cf. Catena aurea, 16:5–11.
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to you from the Father, even the Spirit of truth” (15:26); and in the 
Psalm (68:18) we see that after Christ ascends he gives gifts to men. He 
will be a witness of judgment, because the ruler of this world is already 
judged, that is, it is by the Holy Spirit that he is judged, that is, cast out 
of the hearts of those who believe: “I will remove from the land . . . the 
unclean spirit” (Zech 13:2); “Now we have received not the spirit of 
the world, but the Spirit which is from God” (1 Cor 2:12). He will con-
vict the world by his judgment because the world wickedly judged that 
Christ had a devil and cast out devils by Beelzebul.28 The Holy Spirit, 
which I will send, will condemn the devil and cast him out.

2099. Now he mentions the benefit his disciples will receive from 
the coming of the Holy Spirit; this benefit is their instruction. First, he 
states their need for instruction; secondly, he promises this instruction 
(v. 13); thirdly, he eliminates a difficulty (v. 13b).

2100. He says: the coming of the Holy Spirit will benefit the world 
because he will rebuke it. But the Spirit will also benefit you by in-
structing you.29 You need this instruction because I have yet many 
things to say to you, but you cannot bear them now. It is like saying: I 
have instructed you, but you are not completely instructed: “Lo, these 
are but the outskirts of his ways; and how small a whisper do we hear 
of him. But the thunder of his power who can understand?” (Job 
26:14). It would be foolish to ask what those many things were which 
they could not bear, as Augustine30 remarks. For if they could not bear 
them, much less can we.

2101. The statement, you cannot bear them now, has been used by 
certain heretics as a cover for their errors. They tell their adherents the 
basest things in private, things they would not dare to say openly, as 
though these were the things the disciples were not then able to bear, 
and as though the Holy Spirit taught them these things which a man 
would blush to teach and preach openly.

We should not think that some secret teaching is kept from believ-
ers who are uneducated, and taught to those who are more learned. 
Indeed, matters of faith are presented to all the faithful: “What I tell 
you in the dark, utter in the light” (Mt 10:27).31 Still, they have to be 
presented in one way to the uneducated and in another way to the 
learned. For instance, certain fine points about the mystery of the In-
carnation and the other mysteries would not be presented to the un-
educated because they would not understand them and they would 
actually be an obstacle. So our Lord presented all matters of faith to 
his disciples, but not in the way he later revealed them, and especial-

28. See ST III, q. 47, aa. 4–5.
29. See ST I-II, q. 109, a. 1.
30. Tract. in Io. 96. 1; PL 35, col. 1874; cf. Catena aurea, 16:12–15.
31. See ST III, q. 42, a. 3.
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ly not in the way they will be presented in eternal life. Accordingly, 
what they could not bear then was the full knowledge of divine things, 
such as knowledge of the equality of the Son with the Father and oth-
er things of that sort which they did not then know.32 Paul says, “He 
heard things that cannot be told, which man may not utter” (2 Cor 
12:4); these things were the very truths of faith, not something else, 
but known in a more profound way.33 Again, the disciples did not then 
have a spiritual understanding of all the scriptures, but did only when 
“He opened their minds to understand the scriptures” (Lk 24:45). Also, 
the disciples did not then have a full understanding of the sufferings 
and dangers they were to undergo—they could not bear such knowl-
edge then as their spirits were weak: “Put your shoulder under her 
and carry her” (Sir 6:25). For these reasons the disciples were in need 
of further instruction.

2102. Then he promises that they will be instructed by the coming 
of the Holy Spirit, who will teach them all truth. For since the Holy 
Spirit is from the Truth, it is appropriate that the Spirit teach the truth, 
and make those he teaches like the one who sent him. He says, all the 
truth, that is, the truth of the faith. He will teach them to have a better 
understanding of this truth in this life, and a fullness of understanding 
in eternal life, where we will know as we are known (1 Cor 13:12); 
“His anointing teaches you about everything, and is true, and is no lie” 
(1 Jn 2:27).34 Or, all the truth, that is, of the figures of the law, which 
understanding the apostles received from the Holy Spirit.35 We read 
in Daniel (1:17) that the Lord gave to his children wisdom and under-
standing.

2103. Now he excludes a difficulty which could have arisen. If the 
Holy Spirit will teach them, it seems that he is greater than Christ. This 
is not true, because the Spirit will teach them by the power of the Fa-
ther and the Son, for he will not speak from himself, but from me, 
because he will be from me. Just as the Son does not act from him-
self but from the Father, so the Holy Spirit, because he is from anoth-
er, that is, from the Father and the Son, will not speak from himself, 
but whatever he will hear by receiving knowledge as well as his es-
sence from eternity, he will speak, not in a bodily way but by enlight-
ening your minds from within: “I will bring her into the wilderness, 
and speak tenderly to her” (Hos 2:14); “Let me hear what God the 
Lord will speak” (Ps 84:9).36

2104. Since the Holy Spirit hears from eternity, why does he say he 

32. See ST I, q. 12, a. 4.
33. See ST II-II, q. 175, a. 3.
34. See ST II-II, q. 8, a. 4; II-II, q. 9, a. 2; II-II, q. 45, a. 5.
35. See ST I-II, q. 101, a. 2; II-II, q. 174, a. 6.
36. See ST I, q. 36, aa. 2–4. 
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will hear? We should say to this that eternity includes all time.37 Con-
sequently, the Holy Spirit, who hears from all eternity, is said to hear 
in the present, in the past, and in the future. Yet at times he is said to 
hear in the future because the knowledge in question concerns things 
that are still in the future. He will speak, therefore, whatever he will 
hear, for he will not only teach about things that are eternal, but fu-
ture things. Thus he adds, he will declare to you the things that are to 
come, which is a characteristic of God: “She has foreknowledge of signs 
and wonders” (Wis 8:8); “Tell us what is to come hereafter, that we 
may know that you are gods” (Is 41:23). This is characteristic of the 
Holy Spirit: “I will pour out my spirit on all flesh; your sons and your 
daughters shall prophesy” (Jl 2:28). So they would have no doubts 
about how they would know of the coming tribulations, which Christ 
predicted for them, he adds, and he will declare to you the things that 
are to come, that is, upon you.

LECTUrE 4

14 “He will glorify me, for he will take what is mine [for he will re-
ceive from me] and declare it to you. 15 All that the Father has is mine; 
therefore I said that he will take what is mine [that he will receive 
from me] and declare it to you.”38

2105. Above, we saw two fruits of the coming of the Holy Spirit, 
which were the rebuking of the world and the instruction of the disci-
ples. Now the third fruit is mentioned, the glorification of Christ. First, 
he mentions this fruit, the glorification; secondly, the reason for it (v. 
14b); thirdly, he expands on this (v. 15).

2106. He says: “He will teach all truth,” because he will glorify me, 
in whom is all truth: “I am the way, and the truth, and the life” (14:6); 
“In whom,” that is, in Christ, “are hid all the treasures of wisdom and 
knowledge” (Col 2:3).

He will glorify me, that is, give a clear knowledge of me. He will do 
this, first of all, by enlightening the disciples: for they were still carnal 
and attached to Christ in a carnal way, that is, in the weakness of his 
flesh, not realizing the grandeur of his divinity. Later, they were able 
to grasp this through the Holy Spirit: “God has revealed to us through 
the Spirit” (1 Cor 2:10). Secondly, the Spirit will give them the confi-
dence to preach clearly, openly. Before this the disciples were so timid 
that they did not dare to profess Christ publicly, but when they were 
filled with the Holy Spirit fear was cast out, and they proclaimed Christ 

37. See ST I, q. 10, a. 4.
38. St. Thomas quotes Jn 16:14 in ST I, q. 36, a. 2, ad 1. 
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to the people, being somehow impelled by that same Spirit: “He will 
come like a rushing stream, which the wind [or Spirit] of the Lord 
drives” (Is 59:19). This is why the Apostle says: “The love of Christ im-
pels us” (2 Cor 5:14). Thirdly, the Spirit will glorify Christ by accom-
plishing marvelous works in and through the apostles: “All things are 
inspired by one and the same Spirit” (1 Cor 12:11).

2107. Now we see the reason why the Holy Spirit will glorify Christ: 
it is because the Son is the principle of the Holy Spirit.39 For everything 
which is from another manifests that from which it is. Thus the Son 
manifests the Father because he is from the Father. And so because the 
Holy Spirit is from the Son, it is appropriate that the Spirit glorify the 
Son. He says, he will glorify me, for he will receive from me. However, 
the Holy Spirit does not receive in the same way creatures do.

When creatures receive, three things are found, and two of these 
are not found in the divinity. In creatures, that which receives is one 
thing, and what is received is something else. This is not so in the di-
vinity, since the divine persons are simple, and not composed of sever-
al elements. Indeed, the Holy Spirit receives his entire substance from 
whomever this Spirit receives, and so does the Son. Another difference 
is that among creatures the one who receives did not have at one time 
what he receives, as when matter receives a form, or a subject receives 
an accident: for at some time the matter was without such a form, and 
the subject without that accident. This is not so in the divinity, because 
what the Son receives from the Father the Son has from eternity, and 
what the Holy Spirit receives from the Father and the Son, the Spirit 
has from eternity. Accordingly, the Holy Spirit receives from the Son 
like the Son receives from the Father: “What my Father has given to 
me is greater than all” (10:29). Thus, when the expression “to receive” 
is used of the divinity, it indicates an order in origin.40

2108. Note that when he says, he will receive from me, the word 
from (de, “from” or “of”) does not indicate participation, but consub-
stantiality, because the Spirit receives all that the Son has. For just as 
the Son is from (de) the substance of the Father, because he receives 
the entire substance of the Father, so also the Holy Spirit is from (de) 
the substance of the Son because the Spirit receives the whole sub-
stance of the Son. Thus, because he will receive from me, and I am the 
Word of God, therefore he will declare it to you.41

2109. Now this reason is further explained when Christ shows that 
the Holy Spirit received from him because of the unity and consub-
stantiality of the Father and the Son. First, we see the consubstantial-
ity of the Father and Son; secondly, the conclusion is drawn, therefore 
I said that he will receive from me.

39. See ST I, q. 36, a. 4.
40. See ST I, q. 3, a. 7; I, q. 33, a. 1; I, q. 42, a. 3.
41. See ST I, q. 33, a. 3, ad 2.
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2110. He says: he will receive from me because all that the Father 
has is mine. This is like saying: Although the Spirit of truth proceeds 
from the Father, yet because all that the Father has is mine (and the 
Spirit is the Spirit of the Father), the Spirit receives from me.42

Note that one “has” something in two ways: in one way as a posses-
sion, and in the other way as something existing in oneself, as a form 
or a part. The Father has as a possession and as something subject to 
himself the totality of created things: “The earth is the Lord’s and the 
fullness thereof” (Ps 23:1). The Father also has something which is in 
him, indeed, which is himself, because the Father is whatever is in 
Christ, since the Father is his own essence, own goodness, own truth 
and own eternity. The word “has” is being used in this sense here. And 
so whatever the Father has is the Son’s, because the Son has the same 
wisdom and the same goodness that the Father also has: “For as the 
Father has life in himself, so he has granted the Son also to have life in 
himself” (5:26); “All things have been delivered to me by my Father” 
(Mt 11:27).43

2111. As Didymus44 says, some might make this objection: If all 
that the Father has the Son also has, then since the Father has the 
characteristic of fatherhood, it follows that the Son also has this. I an-
swer that this argument would appear to be valid if our Lord had said, 
“All that God has is mine.” But he says, all that the Father has is mine, 
and this keeps a distinction between the Father and the Son, and leads 
us to understand that all that the Father has is the Son’s, except that by 
which the Father is distinguished from the Son. For by using the word 
Father, Christ declares that he is the Son, and has not usurped the at-
tribute of fatherhood.45

2112. We have conceded that whatever the Father has the Son has, 
but not that the Son has it in the same order as the Father. For the Son 
has as receiving from another; while the Father has as giving to anoth-
er. Thus, the distinction is not in what is had, but in the order of hav-
ing. Now relations of this kind, that is, of fatherhood and sonship, sig-
nify a distinction of order: for fatherhood signifies a giving to another 
and sonship a receiving from another.

2113. One might ask whether a relation is something real in the di-
vinity. It seems that it is: for if not, then since the divine persons are 
distinguished by relations, the distinction of the persons would not be 
real. The answer to this is that in the divinity a relation is considered in 
two ways. In one way, a relation is considered in comparison to the es-
sence or person of the Father. And in this way the relation of Father is 

42. See ST I, q. 36, a. 4.
43. See ST I, q. 42, a. 1.
44. De Spir. Sanc. 38; PL 23, col. 136A; cf. Catena aurea, 16:12–15.
45. See ST I, q. 33, aa. 3–4.
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not other than the essence or person of the Father.46 In the other way, 
a relation can be considered in comparison to the opposite relation, for 
example, to sonship. In this way fatherhood is a real relation, because 
it signifies an order of the nature which the Father gives the Son by an 
eternal generation.47 And this order is really in God. Therefore, if fa-
therhood is compared to the essence of the Father, all that the Father 
has the Son has, because fatherhood is not other than the essence of 
the Father, but the Son does not have it in the same order, as was said.

2114. Now he draws his conclusion, that the Holy Spirit receives 
from the Son. If all things which the Father has are the Son’s, and the 
Son is consubstantial to the Father, it is necessary that the Holy Spirit 
proceed from the Son as he proceeds from the Father, as Hilary48 and 
Didymus49 argue.

To understand this we should note that among created things in 
every procession or origination that by which the agent acts or gives 
what it has is the same as what the recipient receives. For instance, 
fire which has been generated receives the form of fire which the gen-
erating fire gives it by its own form. There is something similar to this 
in the origin of the divine persons, because that by which the Father 
gives his nature to the Son (not by will, but by nature), is the same as 
that which he gives. Still there is an unlikeness in this way: in crea-
tures, that which is communicated and that by which it is communi-
cated is only the same in species, not the same individual; but in the 
divinity, what the Father gives to the Son and that by which he gives 
or communicates it is the same individual nature.50

2115. Note that we say that the Son receives from (de) the sub-
stance of the Father, that is, he receives the substance of the Father; 
and we say that the Holy Spirit receives from the substance of the Fa-
ther and the Son; and that the Father, by virtue of his nature, gives 
his substance to the Son, and the Father and the Son give to the Holy 
Spirit. But we do not say that the Father is from (de) the substance of 
the Son, or that the Father and the Son are from the substance of the 
Holy Spirit, because the “from” (de) signifies consubstantiality with an 
order of origin. Thus, what is communicated to the Holy Spirit is what 
is common to the Father and the Son. Now in the divinity the prin-
ciple of communication must be the same as what is communicated. 
And so if what is communicated to the Holy Spirit is as essence, that 
which communicates must be this essence. This essence, however, is 
common to the Father and the Son. So, if the Father gives his essence 

46. See ST I, q. 39, a. 1.
47. See ST I, q. 28, aa. 1–3; I, q. 29, a. 4; I, q. 40, a. 4
48. De Trin. 8. 20; PL 10, col. 250–51; cf. Catena aurea, 16:12–15.
49. De Spir. Sanc. 38; PL 23, col. 136A; cf. Catena aurea, 16:12–15.
50. See ST I, q. 41, aa. 2–3, 5.
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to the Holy Spirit, the Son must also do so.51 For this reason he says, 
all that the Father has is mine. And if the Holy Spirit receives from the 
Father, he will also receive from the Son. And for this reason he says, 
therefore I said that he will receive from me and declare it to you, for 
according as he receives from me, so he will show you.

LECTUrE 5

16 “A little while, and you will see me no more; again a little while, 
and you will see me [because I go to the Father].” 17 Some of his disci-
ples said to one another, “What is this that he says to us, ‘A little while, 
and you will not see me, and again a little while, and you will see me’, 
and, ‘because I go to the Father’?” 18 They said, “What does he mean 
by ‘a little while’? We do not know what he means.” 19 Jesus knew 
that they wanted to ask him; so he said to them, “Is this what you are 
asking yourselves, what I meant by saying, ‘A little while, and you will 
not see me, and again a little while, and you will see me’? 20 Truly, 
truly, I say to you, you will weep and lament, but the world will rejoice, 
you will be sorrowful, but your sorrow will turn into joy. 21 When a 
woman is in travail she has sorrow, because her hour has come; but 
when she is delivered of the child, she no longer remembers the an-
guish, for joy that a child [man] is born into the world. 22 So you have 
sorrow now, but I will see you again and your hearts will rejoice, and 
no one will take your joy from you.”52

2116. Above, our Lord explained one reason for their consola-
tion, that was his promise of the Holy Spirit. Here he gives the second, 
which is that they will see him again. First, the promise that they will 
see him again is made; secondly, we see the perplexity of the disciples 
(v. 17); and thirdly, their perplexity is answered (v. 19).

2117. When our Lord foretold that he would leave his disciples, he 
also promised that they would see him again. He insists on this sever-
al times so that by considering the fact that he would come again they 
might better endure his absence. He actually mentions three things to 
console them: his absence will be brief; he will be with them again; 
and he will leave with honor.

2118. His absence is brief because a little while and you will see me 
no more, so that the little while refers to the time when you will see me 
no more. It is like saying: I will be taken from you by death and you 
will see me no more; but do not be sad, because the time during which 
you will not see me will be a little while, for I will rise at dawn, that is, 

51. See ST I, q. 36, a. 2; I, q. 41, a. 5.
52. St. Thomas refers to Jn 16:22 in ST III, q. 55, a. 3, ad 1.
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on the third day: “Hide yourselves for a little while until the wrath is 
past” (Is 26:20).

2119. Yet I will be with you again because again a little while, that 
is, during a brief time after the resurrection, for forty days, “appearing 
to them during forty days” (Acts 1:3), you will see me: “Then the disci-
ples were glad when they saw the Lord” (20:20).53

2120. And this is because I am leaving with honor, because I go to 
the Father: “As they were looking on, he was lifted up” (Acts 1:9).

Another interpretation would be that the little while refers to the 
time before Christ’s death, so that the meaning is: It will just be a little 
while until I am taken from you, that is, on the morrow: “Yet a little 
while I am with you” (13:33). And you will see me no more, that is, in 
mortal form, because “yet a little while, and the world will see me no 
more,” as mortal (14:19); yet it will see him at the judgment and com-
ing in majesty. But the disciples will see Christ when immortal, after 
the resurrection, because as we read in Acts (10:40): “God . . . made 
him manifest, not to all the people but to us who were chosen by God 
as witnesses.”54 And so he adds, a little while, and you will see me, for 
I will remain in death only for a little while: “In a moment of indigna-
tion I hid my face from you for a little while” (Is 54:8).

Or this little while and we will see him can refer to the time of 
our entire life until the judgment; and then we will see Christ at the 
judgment and in glory. It is called a “little while” in relation to eter-
nity: “For a thousand years in your sight are but as yesterday when it 
is past” (Ps 89:4). Because I go to the Father, by my resurrection and 
ascension: “Jesus knew that his hour had come to depart out of this 
world to the Father” (13:1).

2121. Now we see the perplexity of the disciples: first, they talk it 
over among themselves; secondly, we see the reason for their perplex-
ity; and thirdly, we see their point of view and attitude.

2122. The disciples questioned one another about the Lord’s state-
ment, saying, What does he mean by a little while? They show an ad-
mirable respect for Christ for it was so great that they did not presume 
to question him. The angels do the same: “Who is this that comes from 
Edom, in crimsoned garments from Bozrah” (Is 63:1). And he answers: 
“It is I who am speaking of righteousness and a defender who saves 
you” (Is 63:1). We see from the words of the disciples that they did not 
yet have a complete understanding of what Christ said, either because 
they were still sunk in sorrow or because the words themselves were 
obscure: “Are you also still without understanding?” (Mt 15:16).

2123. The reason for their perplexity was that Christ’s statements 
seemed to be incompatible. They understood well enough when he 

53. See ST III, q. 55, a. 3.
54. See ST III, q. 55, a. 1.
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said, you will not see me, and because I go to the Father. But they were 
perplexed as to how they could see the same person a little while af-
ter he had died, for they did not yet know of the resurrection, and we 
read “What man can live and never see death? Who can deliver his 
soul from the power of Sheol?” (Ps 88:49); “No one has been known 
to return from Hades” (Wis 2:1).

2124. This is why the disciples say, What does he mean by a little 
while and we will see him? We do not know what he means, they reply 
in an unassuming way. As Augustine55 remarks, when some do not 
understand the words of Scripture they belittle it, preferring their own 
theories to the authority of Scripture. Yet others, when they do not 
understand, unpretentiously admit their own lack of knowledge: “I am 
. . . a man who is weak and short-lived, with little understanding of 
judgment and laws” (Wis 9:5). This is what the apostles are doing here, 
for they do not say that Christ was wrong or that he said nothing. They 
ascribe their lack of understanding to their own ignorance.

2125. Now their perplexity is revealed. First, it is acknowledged [by 
Christ]; secondly, it is cleared up (v. 20); and thirdly Christ presents a 
similar situation (v. 21).

2126. He does two things about the first. First, he shows how the 
perplexity of the disciples was recognized by Christ, when he says, Je-
sus knew, by reason of his divinity, that they wanted to ask him, about 
this difficulty: “He himself knew what was in man” (2:25); “Man looks 
on the outward appearance, but the Lord looks on the heart” (1 Sam 
16:7).56 Then he shows how this recognition was expressed in words, 
when Christ said to them, Is this what you are asking yourselves . . . ? 
“I made them known; then suddenly I did them and they came to 
pass” (Is 48:3).

2127. Now he explains his words and removes the perplexity of the 
disciples, not just repeating what he had said, but setting their minds 
at ease. First, he states that there will be a division of those who are 
sad and those who are joyful; secondly, he mentions their own interior 
sorrow; and thirdly, the joy that will follow.

2128. About the first, he says, Truly, truly I say to you that during 
that little while in which you will not see me you will weep, groaning 
aloud in sad tones, and lament, shedding tears: “She weeps bitterly in 
the night,” referring to the first, “tears on her cheeks” referring to the 
second (Lam 1:2); “Keep your voice from weeping” (Jer 31:16).

2129. But their interior sadness will be in contrast to the joy of the 
world. Thus he says, but the world will rejoice. This can be understood 
in a particular way as referring to the time of Christ’s passion, and then 
the world, that is, the Scribes and Pharisees, will rejoice that Christ is 

55. Tract. in Io. 101. 1; PL 35, col. 1893.
56. See ST III, q. 10, a. 2.
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killed: “Ah, this is the day we longed for; now we have it; we see it!” 
(Lam 2:16). Or the world, that is the evil members of the Church, will 
rejoice that the saints are persecuted: “The inhabitants of the earth 
will rejoice” (Rev 17:8). Or in a general sense, the world, those liv-
ing carnally, will rejoice in worldly things: “And behold, joy and glad-
ness, slaying oxen and killing sheep, eating flesh and drinking wine” 
(Is 22:13).

The sorrow of the disciples follows, and so he says, you will be sor-
rowful, because of the sufferings you will have in this world, or rather 
at my being killed. This is the way the saints are saddened: by the suf-
ferings they endure at the hands of the world and by sin: “For godly 
grief produces a repentance that leads to salvation” (2 Cor 7:10).57

2130. Yet joy will follow this sadness, because your sorrow, which 
you will experience over my passion, will turn into joy, at my resur-
rection: “The disciples were glad when they saw the Lord” (20:20). 
And in general, the sorrow of all the saints will be turned into the 
joy of the future life: “Blessed are those who mourn, for they shall be 
comforted” (Mt 5:4); “He that goes forth weeping, bearing the seed for 
sowing, shall come home with shouts of joy” (Ps 125:6). For the saints 
weep as they sow during this time of merit, but they will rejoice at the 
reaping, during the time of reward.

2131. Now our Lord mentions a similar case and then draws the 
parallels. The similar instance he gives is that of a woman about to give 
birth. First, he mentions the sorrow she has while in labor; and sec-
ondly, her joy once her child is born (v. 21).

2132. In regard to the first he says, When a woman is in travail 
she has sorrow, very great sensible sorrow, because her hour of pain 
has come: “Anguish as of a woman in travail” (Ps 47:7). We can un-
derstand this pain as the pain of the passion of Christ, which was the 
greatest: “Look and see if there is any pain like my pain” (Lam 1:12).58 
We can also see in it the pain of the saints when repentant over their 
sins: “Like a woman with child, who writhes and cries out in her 
pangs, when she is near her time, so were we because of you, O Lord” 
(Is 26:17).

2133. Now he mentions the joy when it is over. After a birth there 
is a double joy: one, because the pain is past; the other, and greater, is 
over the birth of the child. This joy is greater if the child is of the male 
sex, since the male is complete, while the female is incomplete and 
fortuitous.59 “Cursed be the man who brought the news to my father, 
‘A son is born to you!’” (Jer 20:15). And in Genesis, when Sara con-
ceived she said, “God has made laughter for me; everyone who hears 
will laugh with me” (Gen 21:6). So he says, but when she is delivered 

57. See ST I-II, q. 39, a. 2. 58. See ST III, q. 46, a. 6.
59. See ST I, q. 92, a. 1; I, q. 99, a. 2.
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of the child, she no longer remembers the anguish, rejoicing that the 
pain is over, but even more for joy that a man is born into the world.

This image is appropriate to Christ because by his suffering he de-
livered us from the anguish of death and gave birth to a new man, that 
is, he conferred on human nature a newness of life and glory which 
were not yet known to us. Thus he does not say, “a child is born,” but 
rather a man is born, because Christ, in his human nature, rose from 
the dead, renewed, with the newness of a child at birth. This image 
also fits the Church militant, which walks in a newness of life; and the 
Church triumphant, which walks in a newness of glory. He does not 
say, “There will be no anguish,” but she no longer remembers the an-
guish, because even though the saints in glory will remember the af-
flictions they endured, they will not experience them.

2134. Here he draws the parallels. As regards the present sorrow 
the apostles were experiencing he says, So you have sorrow now, now 
being from the time of my passion, and the sorrow is over my death: 
“What is this conversation which you are holding with each other as 
you walk and look sad?” (Lk 24:17). Or now, during your entire life, 
you have sorrow: “You will weep and lament” (16:20).

As regards their future joy he says, but I will see you again. This is 
the same as if he said “you will see me,” because we can see him only 
if he shows himself. Yet he does not say, “You will see me,” but I will 
see you, because this showing of himself to us springs from his com-
passion, which the very sight of him indicates. He says, I will see you 
again, at my resurrection and in future glory: “Your eyes will see the 
king in his beauty” (Is 33:17).

Secondly, he promises them a joyful heart and gladness, saying, and 
your hearts will rejoice, when you see me at my resurrection. Thus the 
Church sings: “This is the day the Lord has made: let us rejoice and 
be glad.” And your hearts will rejoice at the vision of my glory: “Your 
face will fill me with joy” (Ps 15:10); “Then you shall see and be radi-
ant, your heart shall thrill and rejoice” (Is 60:5). For it is natural for 
each one to rejoice at the sight of what is loved. Now no one can see 
the divine essence unless he loves it: “He shows it to his friend, as it is 
his possession” (Job 36:33). And so it is necessary that joy follow upon 
this vision: “You shall see,” knowing with your mind, “and your heart 
shall rejoice” (Is 66:14). This joy will even spill over on to the body 
when it is glorified, and so Isaiah continues: “Your bones shall flourish 
like the grass”; “Enter into the joy of your master” (Mt 25:21).60

Thirdly, he promises that this joy will last forever, saying, and no one 
will take your joy from you, that is, the joy you will have over my res-
urrection will not be taken from you, like the Jews took your joy dur-
ing my passion. And this is because “Christ rising from the dead will 

60. See ST I-II, q. 4, aa. 1–3; II-II, q. 28, a. 1.
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never die again; death no longer has dominion over him” (Rom 6:9). 
Or, your joy in the fullness of your glory no one will take from you since 
it cannot be lost and is continuous: “Everlasting joy shall be upon their 
heads” (Is 35:10). For we will not lose this joy for ourselves by sin since 
our wills shall be fixed in the good; and no one can take this joy from 
us because then there will be no violence and no injuries will be inflict-
ed on us, etc.61

LECTUrE 6

23 “In that day you will ask nothing of me. Truly, truly, I say to 
you, if you ask anything of the Father [in my name], he will give it to 
you in my name. 24 Hitherto you have asked nothing in my name; ask, 
and you will receive, that your joy may be full.”62

2135. Above, our Lord enlarged on two things which would com-
fort his apostles, the promise of the Paraclete and his own return. Here 
he mentions a third reason by which he comforts them, promising 
them access to the Father. First, he promises them an intimate rela-
tionship with the Father; secondly, he gives a reason for this intimacy 
(v. 25). He does two things about the first: he gives them that security 
that comes from confidence; secondly, he encourages them to act on 
their confidence (v. 24). He does two things with the first: first, he re-
jects a need for an intercessor; secondly, he promises them an oppor-
tunity to ask (v. 23).

2136. He says, In that day you will ask nothing of me. According 
to Augustine,63 where we have ask, the Greeks have a word which 
means two things: to ask for something, and to ask or pose a question. 
Consequently, In that day you will ask nothing of me can mean two 
things: you will not ask me for anything, or you will not question me 
about anything.

In that day. What that day is can be seen from what he said before, 
“I will see you again” (v. 22). This can be understood to be the day of 
his resurrection, or the day when we have the vision of his glory.

2137. Chrysostom64 understands this passage the first way. Thus, 
In that day, when I arise from the dead, you will ask nothing of me, 
that is, you will not say such things as “Show us the Father.” Augus-
tine objects to this interpretation because after the resurrection the dis-
ciples did say: “Lord, will you at this time restore the kingdom to Is-

61. See ST I-II, q. 5, a. 4; III, q. 54, a. 2.
62. St. Thomas refers to Jn 16:23 in ST II-II, q. 83, a. 7, obj. 2. 
63. Tract. in Io. 101. 4; PL 35, col. 1894; cf. Catena aurea, 16:23–28.
64. Hom. in Io. 79. 1; PG 59, col. 427; cf. Catena aurea, 16:23–28.
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rael?” (Acts 1:6); and Peter poses the question: “Lord, what about this 
man?” (20:21).

Yet one can uphold Chrysostom’s explanation by saying that our 
Lord calls that day not only the day of his resurrection, but also that 
day the disciples were to be taught by the Holy Spirit: “When the Spirit 
of truth comes, he will teach you all truth” (16:13). And so by speak-
ing in a vague manner of that time, our Lord also includes the com-
ing of the Holy Spirit. It is like saying: In that day, once the Holy Spir-
it has been given, you will ask nothing of me, because you will know 
all things by the Holy Spirit: “His anointing teaches you about every-
thing” (1 Jn 2:27). Again, according to Chrysostom, In that day, when 
the Holy Spirits comes, you will ask nothing of me, that is, you will 
have no need to ask me.

2138. But after the resurrection did not the apostles pray to Christ 
for things? It seems so, for the Apostle says: “Three times I besought 
the Lord,” that is, Christ (2 Cor 12:8). I answer that there are two na-
tures in Christ: his human nature, by which he is the mediator be-
tween God and us (1 Tim 2:5), and his divine nature, by which he is 
one God with the Father. Christ, considered as having a human na-
ture, was not a mediator who never united us to God, like some me-
diators who never unite extremes. So, Christ joins us to the Father. 
Now to join God the Father and to join Christ as God are the same. 
Thus he says: It is not necessary for you to use my mediation as man. 
Thus, In that day you will ask nothing of me as mediator, because you 
will have access to God by yourselves—but you will ask me as God. Al-
though Christ intercedes for us, as the Apostle says (Rom 8:34), still 
the Church does not ask him as an intercessor. Thus we do not say, 
“Christ, pray for us”; but we do ask him as God, adhering to him as 
God by faith and love.65

2139. Augustine66 explains this passage as referring to the day of 
the vision of glory in this way: In that day, when I see you in glory, 
you will ask nothing of me, that is, you will not ask me for anything 
because there will be nothing left to desire, since all goods will be ours 
in superabundance in our homeland: “You will fill me with joy by 
your face” (Ps 15:10); and again, “I will be satisfied when your glory 
appears” (Ps 16:15). Also, you will ask no questions because you will 
be filled with the knowledge of God: “In your light do we see light” 
(Ps 35:10).67

2140. An objection can be raised against both of these points. The 
saints do pray in our homeland: “Call now, if there is any who will 
answer you; and turn to some of the saints” (Job 5:1); and in 2 Mac-

65. See ST III, q. 26, a. 2.
66. Tract. in Io. 102. 2; PL 35 col. 1897; cf. Catena aurea, 16:23–28.
67. See ST I, q. 26, aa. 3–4; I-II, q. 5, a. 2, ad 3; I-II, q. 5, a. 8.
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cabees (15:12) we see that a saint prayed for the entire Jewish peo-
ple. Nor can one say that the saints pray just for others and not for 
themselves, for we read: “O Sovereign Lord . . . how long before you 
will judge and avenge our blood on those who dwell upon the earth?” 
(Rev 6:10). Further, the saints ask questions: for they will be equal to 
the angels (Mt 22:30), and the angels question: “Who is the King of 
glory?” (Ps 23:8), and “Who is this that comes from Edom?” (Is 63:1). 
Therefore, the saints do question.

Two points can be made in answer to this. The time of glory can be 
considered in two ways: the time of the beginning of glory, and the 
time of its full completion. The time of the beginning of glory lasts un-
til the day of judgment: for the saints receive glory in their soul, but 
something still remains to be received, that is, the glory of the body 
for each one, and the completion of the number of the elect. Conse-
quently, till the day of judgment the saints can both ask for things and 
question, but not about what pertains to the very essence of beatitude. 
The time of fully complete glory is after the day of judgment, and af-
ter this nothing is left to be asked for, and nothing left to be known. It 
is about this that he says, In that day, of consummated glory, you will 
ask nothing of me.68

The observation about the angels asking questions is true in this 
way: they do ask about the mysteries of the humanity of Christ and 
the Incarnation, but they do not question about the divinity.

2141. Now he promises them an opportunity to ask. This is relat-
ed to the above in two ways. According to Chrysostom,69 this refers 
to the time of the resurrection and the coming of the Holy Spirit. It 
is like saying: It is true that in that day of the resurrection and of the 
Holy Spirit that you will not ask me; yet you will have my help, be-
cause you will ask the Father, to whom you have access through me, 
in my name.

Augustine70 explains it the other way. “In that day,” of my glory, 
“you will ask nothing of me”; but in the meantime, during your sor-
rowful pilgrimage, if you ask anything of the Father, he will give it to 
you. So according to this explanation, if you ask anything of the Fa-
ther, does not refer to “in that day,” but to what precedes that day.

2142. Our Lord lays down seven conditions for good prayer. The 
first is that spiritual goods should be sought, when he says, “If you ask 
anything.” For what is entirely earthly, even though it is something 
in itself, is nothing when compared to spiritual goods: “I accounted 
wealth as nothing in comparison with her” (Wis 7:8); “I looked on the 
earth, and lo, it was waste and void” (Jer 4:23). But an objection: In 

68. See ST III, q. 59, a. 5.
69. Hom. in Io. 79. 1; PG 59, col. 428; cf. Catena aurea, 16:23–25.
70. Tract. in Io. 102. 2; PL 35, col. 1896–97.
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Matthew (6:11), our Lord teaches us to ask for temporal goods: “Give 
us this day our daily bread.” I answer that a temporal good asked for in 
relation to a spiritual good is then something.71 The second is that it be 
made with perseverance; as to this he says, If you ask, with persever-
ance: “They ought always to pray and not lose heart” (Lk 18:1); “Pray 
constantly” (1 Th 5:17).72

Thirdly, we should pray in harmony with others; he says, if you, in 
the plural, ask: “If two of you agree on earth about anything they ask, 
it will be done for them by my Father in heaven” (Mt 18:19). Thus 
the Gloss says, about Romans (chap. 16), that it is impossible for the 
prayers of many not to be heard. Fourthly, it should arise from an af-
fection like that of a child for its parents, as he says, the Father. One 
who asks out of fear does not ask a father, but a master or an enemy: 
“If you then, who are evil, know how to give good gifts to your chil-
dren, how much more will your Father who is in heaven give good 
things to those who ask him!” (Mt 7:11).

The fifth condition is that it be made with piety, that is, with 
humility:—“He will regard the prayer of the humble and will not de-
spise their petitions” (Ps 101:18)—with confidence that it will be 
granted—“Let him ask in faith, with no doubting” (Jas 1:6)—and it 
should be made correctly—“You ask and do not receive, because you 
ask wrongly” (Jas 4:3).73 In regard to this he says, in my name, which 
is the name of the Savior, in which name one asks when asking for 
things pertaining to salvation, and when asking in that way by which 
one can attain salvation: “There is no other name under heaven given 
among men by which we must be saved” (Acts 4:12).

The sixth condition is that prayer be made for an appropriate time, 
so he says, he will give. One should not stop praying if one does not 
immediately receive; it will be given to us even if it is postponed till a 
better time, so as to increase our desire: “You give them their food in 
due season” (Ps 144:15). Seventhly, one should ask for himself. Thus 
he says, to you, because sometimes prayers for others are not heard be-
cause the demerits of those we ask for stand in the way: “Do not pray 
for this people” (Jer 7:16); “Though Moses and Samuel stood before 
me, yet my heart would not turn toward this people” (Jer 15:1).74

2143. Now he encourages them to act with the confidence he has 
given them: first, he reminds them of what they lacked in the past; 
secondly, he encourages them to advance in the future, ask.

2144. What they lacked in the past was not asking; thus he says, 
Hitherto you have asked nothing in my name. But this seems to con-
flict with Luke (9:1) where it says that Christ gave the twelve “pow-
er and authority over all demons and to cure diseases”; and the same 

71. See ST II-II, q. 83, aa. 5–6. 72. See ST II-II, q. 83, a. 14.
73. See ST II-II, q. 83, a. 15. 74. See ST II-II, q. 83, a. 7.
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in Matthew (10:1). Now they did these things by praying. Therefore, 
they did ask something in the name of Christ, especially because the 
disciples said: “Lord, even the demons are subject to us in your name” 
(Lk 10:17).

We must say, then, that this can be explained in two ways. First, 
Hitherto you have asked nothing, that is nothing great, in my name. 
For to ask for cures for the body is a small matter compared to the 
great things they would accomplish by their prayers; nor had they yet 
received the Spirit of adoption to make them aspire to spiritual and 
heavenly things. And if you object that they did ask for something 
great when they asked before, “Lord, show us the Father” (14:8), I 
answer that they were not asking the Father (which is what Christ is 
talking about here), but only Christ as man, trusting that as a mediator 
he would show them the Father.

Another explanation: if you ask anything of the Father in my 
name. Up to now they had not asked in his name because they did not 
have a complete knowledge of the name of Christ.

2145. When he says, ask, and you will receive, he is urging them to 
make progress, that is, they are now to ask: “Ask, and it will be given 
you” (Mt 7:7). Ask, I say, and you will receive, that is, what you are 
asking for, that your joy may be full: “The seventy returned with joy, 
saying, ‘Lord, even the demons are subject to us in your name’” (Lk 
10:17). The phrase that your joy may be full can be taken to indicate 
the reason why their prayers are heard. Or, it can point to what they 
are praying for, so the meaning is: ask, and you will receive, and what 
you should ask for is that your joy may be full.

2146. Note that the object of joy is a good that is desired. Since de-
sire is a kind of movement toward a good, and joy is rest in that good, 
a person has joy when he rests in a good, now possessed, to which his 
desire was moved. And one’s joy is proportionate to the good possessed. 
There cannot be full joy in a created good because it does not give com-
plete rest to man’s desires and yearnings. Our joy will be full when we 
possess that good in which all the goods we can desire are found super-
abundantly. This good is solely God “who satisfies our desire with good 
things” (Ps 102:5). Therefore he says, ask this, that your joy may be full, 
that is, ask to enjoy God and the Trinity, as Augustine75 says, and no 
joy is greater: “You will fill me with joy with your face” (Ps 15:10). And 
why is this? Because “all good things came to me along with her,” that 
is, with the contemplation of divine wisdom (Wis 7:11).76

75. De Trin. 1. 10, no. 20; PL 42, col. 834; cf. Catena aurea, 16:23–28.
76. See ST II-II, q. 28, aa. 1–3.
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LECTUrE 7

25 “I have said this to you in figures [proverbs]; the hour is com-
ing when I shall no longer speak to you in figures [proverbs] but tell 
you plainly of the Father. 26 In that day you will ask in my name; and 
I do not say to you that I shall pray the Father for you; 27 for the Fa-
ther himself loves you, because you have loved me and have believed 
that I came from the Father [from God]. 28 I came from the Father and 
have come into the world; again, I am leaving the world and going to 
the Father.”

2147. Above, our Lord promised his disciples an access and intima-
cy with the Father. Now he gives the reason for this intimacy. There 
are two things that make a person intimate with another and foster 
confidence when asking for something: knowledge and love. Thus our 
Lord gives these two reasons here. The first is taken from their clear 
knowledge of the Father; the second, from his special love for them 
(v. 26).

2148. He does two things about the first: first, he reminds them of 
their previous imperfect knowledge of the Father; secondly, he prom-
ises them complete knowledge, the hour is coming when I shall no lon-
ger speak to you in proverbs.

Indeed, their knowledge was imperfect; so he says, I have said this 
to you in proverbs. A proverb, strictly speaking, is a maxim, a common 
expression, as “Train up a child in the way he should go, and when 
he is old he will not depart from it” (Pr 22:6). Now because proverbs 
are sometimes not clear and are metaphorical, the word “proverb” is 
sometimes used to indicate a parable, which states one thing while ac-
tually meaning something else. This is the case here, and “proverb” 
should be taken to mean parable.

2149. The statement, I have said this to you in proverbs, can be tak-
en in four ways. The first is literal, and refers to what he had said im-
mediately before this. Then the sense is: I said to you that hitherto you 
have asked nothing in my name, and that you will ask in my name, 
and I have said this to you in proverbs, and obscurely. But the hour 
is coming when what I said obscurely I will say plainly. Thus he adds: 
“the Father himself loves you,” and “I came from the Father and have 
come into the world.” This seems to be the way the apostles under-
stood it because when they heard him say these things they said, “Ah, 
now you are speaking plainly, and not in proverbs” (16:29).

2150. In the second way, I have said this to you in proverbs, refers 
to everything which is read in this Gospel about the teaching of Christ. 
Then the next statement, the hour is coming when I shall no longer 
speak to you in proverbs, would refer to the time of glory. For now we 
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see in a mirror, in an obscure manner, since what we are told about 
God is presented to us in proverbs. But in our homeland we will see 
“face to face,” as we read in 1 Corinthians (13:12). Therefore, we will 
then be plainly told of the Father, and not in proverbs. He says, of the 
Father, because no one can see the Father in that glory unless the Son 
reveals him: “No one knows the Father except the Son and any one to 
whom the Son chooses to reveal him” (Mt 11:27). For the Son is the 
true light, and gives us the light by which we can see the Father: “I am 
the light of the world” (8:12).77

2151. But the next statement, in that day you will ask in my name, 
does not fit this [second] explanation. For if that hour is the time of 
glory, we will not ask for anything because our desires will be satis-
fied with good. Accordingly, there are two other meanings. Accord-
ing to Chrysostom78 the sense is this: I have said this to you, that is, 
what I have just said, in proverbs, that is, in veiled language, not en-
tirely expressing all that you should know about me and the Father, 
because “I have yet many things to say to you, but you cannot bear 
them now” (16:12). But the hour is coming, that is, when I have aris-
en from the dead, when I shall no longer speak to you in proverbs, that 
is, obscurely and in figures, but tell you plainly of the Father. Indeed, 
during those forty days during which he appeared to them, he taught 
them many mysteries and told many things about himself and the Fa-
ther. Further, they had been raised to higher things by their faith in 
the resurrection, firmly believing that Christ was the true God. So we 
read that Christ was “speaking of the kingdom of God” to them (Acts 
1:3), and that “He opened their minds to understand the scriptures” 
(Lk 24:45).79

2152. The other reading is given by Augustine,80 and is this. When 
Christ said I have said this to you in proverbs, our Lord is promising to 
make them spiritual. There is a difference between one who is spiritual 
and one who is sensual: a sensual person understands spiritual words 
as proverbs, not because they were spoken as proverbs, but because the 
mind of such a person cannot rise above material things, and spiritual 
things are hidden (1 Cor 2:14).81 But one who is spiritual understands 
spiritual words as spiritual. At the beginning, the disciples themselves 
were sensual, and what was told them they found obscure, and took 
as proverbs. But after they were made spiritual by Christ and had been 
taught by the Holy Spirit, they clearly understood spiritual words as 
spiritual. And so Christ says, I have said this to you in proverbs, that is, 
you understood what I said as proverbs. But the hour is coming when 

77. See ST I, q. 12, a. 1; I-II, q. 3, a. 8.
78. Hom. in Io. 79. 2; PG 59, col. 428; cf. Catena aurea, 16:23–28.
79. See ST III, q. 55, a. 6.
80. Tract. in Io. 102. 4; PL 35, col. 1897; cf. Catena aurea, 16:23–28.
81. See ST II-II, q. 15, a. 1.
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I shall no longer speak to you in proverbs: “And we all, with unveiled 
face, beholding the glory of the Lord, are being changed into his like-
ness” (2 Cor 3:18).

2153. Now we see the second reason why they should have con-
fidence, and it is based on the Father’s love for the disciples: first, he 
shows the Father’s love for them; secondly, the intimacy of the Father 
with the Son, I came from the Father. He does two things with the 
first: first, he repeats a promise he made to them; secondly, he gives 
the reason for what was promised, for the Father himself loves you.

2154. He does two things with the first: he repeats one of his prom-
ises; secondly, he promises that they will have confidence when they 
pray.

He says, In that day, when I tell you plainly of the Father, you will 
ask in my name; for when you plainly know the Father you will know 
that I am equal to him and of the same essence, and that it is through 
me that you can approach or have access to him. To have this hope of 
approaching or having access to the Father through Christ is what is 
meant by asking in the name of Christ: “Some trust in chariots, and 
some in horses. But we will call upon the name of the Lord our God” 
(Ps 20:7). But Christ is silent about asking the Father for them; he says, 
I do not say to you that I shall pray the Father for you.

2155. But doesn’t Christ pray for us? Certainly: “We have an advo-
cate with the Father, Jesus Christ the righteous” (1 Jn 2:1); “He is able 
for all time to save those who draw near to God through him” (Heb 
7:25). According to Augustine,82 Christ says this so the disciples will 
not think that Christ, since he is a man, is limited to interceding for 
them. So in that day when I tell you plainly, you will not only ask in 
my name, but you will know that I am one with the Father, and not 
just an intercessor, but in addition to interceding, I, as God, will hear 
your prayer.

According to Chrysostom,83 however, Christ probably says this so 
the disciples will not believe that they are to ask through the Son as if 
they could not approach the Father directly. He is saying in effect: At 
present you come to me to intercede for you. But in that day you will 
have such confidence in the Father that you will be able to ask the Fa-
ther in my name, without needing another to intercede for you.

2156. But the apostles did need Christ, as man, to intercede, didn’t 
they? If not, then since he does intercede, his intercession is superflu-
ous. We should say that Christ intercedes for them not as though they 
were strangers and had no access to the Father, but he makes their 
prayers more effective.

2157. Here he gives the reason for the promise, which is the Fa-

82. Tract. in Io. 102. 4; PL 35, col. 1897; cf. Catena aurea, 16:23–28.
83. Hom. in Io. 79. 2; PG 59, col. 428.
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ther’s love for them: and first, he mentions the Father’s love; secondly, 
the proof of this love, because you have loved me.

2158. He says: I do not say to you that I shall pray the Father for 
you, for then it might seem that the Father did not love them. As-
suredly, the Father himself, who loves all things by willing them the 
goods of nature—“For you love all things that exist, and have loathing 
for none of the things which you have made” (Wis 11:26)—loves you, 
apostles and saints, with an exceptional love, by willing you the high-
est good, that is, himself. “He loved his people: all those consecrated to 
him were in his hand” (Deut 33:3), because he loved them that much. 
“The souls of the righteous are in the hand of God” (Wis 3:1).84

2159. He proves this from two facts, from the love of the disciples 
for Christ, and from their faith. With regard to the first he says, be-
cause you have loved me. This proof does not give the cause [why the 
Father loves them], for we read, “Not as though we had loved God, 
but because he has first loved us” (1 Jn 4:10). Rather, it gives a sign 
[of God’s love for them], for the fact that we love God is a sign that he 
loves us, for our being able to love God is a gift from God: “God’s love 
has been poured into our hearts through the Holy Spirit which has 
been given to us” (Rom 5:5); “He who loves me will be loved by my 
Father” (14:21).85

Referring to the second he says, and have believed that I came from 
the Father: “Without faith it is impossible to please God” (Heb 11:6). 
Our faith is due to God’s love for us, for “it is the gift of God” (Eph 
2:8).86 Now a gift is not given except through the love of the giver. 
To believe in and to love Christ insofar as he comes forth from God is 
a clear sign of one’s love for God, since that in virtue of which some-
thing is such is itself even more so. Therefore, when one loves Christ, 
who came forth from God, this love is particularly traced back to God 
the Father; but this is not so when one loves Christ precisely as hu-
man.

2160. Because he had mentioned his coming forth from the Father, 
he now comments more fully on it, saying, I came (exivi, came forth) 
from the Father and have come (veni) into the world. This shows his 
intimacy with the Father. He first mentions his coming forth from the 
Father; and secondly, his return to the Father (v. 28).

2161. The Son proceeds or comes from the Father in two ways: one 
is eternal, the other temporal. He refers to the eternal procession when 
he says, I came (came forth, exivi) from the Father, eternally begotten 
from him.87

84. See ST I, q. 20, a. 4; I, q. 23, a. 1.
85. See ST II-II, q. 23, a. 2; II-II, q. 24, a. 2.
86. See ST II-II, q. 6, a. 1.
87. See ST I, q. 27, a. 2; III, q. 35, a. 2.
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Everything which comes forth from another was first in it. There 
are three ways one thing can be in something else. First, as what is 
contained is in its container; second, as a part in some whole; thirdly, 
as an accident in its subject and as an effect in its cause. What comes 
forth is in that from which it comes forth in one of these ways. In the 
first two ways, what comes forth remains the same individual it was. 
For example, what comes from the keg is the very same wine that was 
in the keg; and the very same part that was in the whole comes from 
the whole. In the other two ways [the third member] what comes forth 
is not the same individual. Now none of these ways apply to God: for 
since God is entirely simple, and is in some place only metaphorically 
speaking, we cannot say that the Son is in God like some part, or that 
the Son is contained in a container. Rather, the Son is in the Father by 
a oneness of essence: “I and the Father are one” (10:30). For the entire 
essence of the Father is the entire essence of the Son, and vice versa.88 
Consequently, the Son does not come forth from the Father in the pre-
viously mentioned ways. For when a part comes from the whole, it is 
distinct from the whole in essence: for when a part comes from the 
whole it becomes a being in act, while in the whole it was only a being 
in potency. Likewise, what comes from being contained in some con-
tainer now occupies a different place than it did. But the Son does not 
come forth from the Father to occupy a different place because he fills 
all things, “Do I not fill heaven and earth?” (Jer 23:24). Nor is the Son 
split off from the Father because the Father cannot be divided. Rather, 
the Son comes forth by reason of a distinction in person. Thus, inso-
far as the coming forth of the Son presupposes some kind of existing 
in another, this indicates a unity of essence; while insofar as there is a 
certain coming forth, a distinction in person is indicated. “His coming 
forth is from the highest heaven” (Ps 18:7), that is, from God the Fa-
ther; “You are my son, born before the day-star rises” (Ps 109:3).

In material things, what comes forth from another is no longer in 
it, since it comes from it by a separation from it in place or in essence. 
This is not the kind of coming forth we have here, for the Son came 
forth from the Father from all eternity in such a way that the Son is 
still in the Father from all eternity. And so when the Son is in the Fa-
ther, he comes forth, and when the Son comes forth he is in the Fa-
ther: so the Son is always in the Father and always coming forth from 
the Father.89

2162. He mentions his temporal coming when he says, I have come 
into the world. Just as the Son’s coming forth from the Father from 
eternity does not involve a change of place, neither does his coming 
into the world imply a change of place. Since the Father is in the Son 

88. See ST I, q. 42, aa. 1, 5.
89. See ST I, q. 27, a. 1; I, q. 34, a. 1.



162  COMMENTARY ON THE GOSPEL OF JOHN

and the Son is in the Father, then just as the Father fills all things, so 
does the Son; nor is there any place to go. Thus the Son is said to have 
come into the world because he assumed a human nature, which had 
its origin from the world as far as its body was concerned. But the Son 
did not move to a new place.90 “He came to his own home, and his 
own people received him not” (1:11).

2163. Then when he says, again, I am leaving the world and going 
to the Father, he speaks of his return to the Father. First he mentions 
his leaving the world, again, I am leaving the world, but not ceasing 
to govern us by his providence, because he is always governing the 
world together with the Father, and he is always with the faithful by 
the help of his grace: “I am with you always, to the close of the age” 
(Mt 28:20).91 Rather, he left the world by withdrawing from the physi-
cal sight of the worldly.

Secondly, he mentions his return to the Father when he says, and 
going to the Father, whom he had never left. He goes insofar as he of-
fered himself to the Father in his passion: “Christ . . . gave himself up 
for us, a fragrant offering and sacrifice to God” (Eph 5:2). Again, he 
goes to the Father insofar as by his resurrection his human nature be-
came like the Father in its immortality: “The life he lives he lives to 
God” (Rom 6:10). Further, he goes to the Father by ascending into the 
heavens where he shines in a special way with divine glory: “So then 
the Lord Jesus, after he had spoken to them, was taken up into heav-
en, and sat down at the right hand of God” (Mt 16:19); “But now I am 
going to him who sent me; yet none of you asks me, ‘Where are you 
going?’”

LECTUrE 8

29 His disciples said, “Ah, now you are speaking plainly, not in 
any figure [proverb]! 30 Now we know that you know all things, and 
need none to question you; by this we believe that you came from God.”  
31 Jesus answered them, “Do you now believe? 32 The hour is coming, 
indeed it has come, when you will be scattered, every man to his home, 
and will leave me alone; yet I am not alone, for the Father is with me. 
33 I have said this to you, that in me you may have peace. In the world 
you have tribulation; but be of good cheer, I have overcome the world.”

2164. After these consoling words spoken to the apostles, we now 
see their effect on them: first, their reaction is given; secondly, we see 

90. See ST I, q. 43, a. 1; III, q. 2, a. 2.
91. See ST I, q. 8, a. 3; I, q. 22, a. 2.
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their condition; and thirdly, we see the intention of Christ, I have said 
this to you, that. . . . 

The reaction of the disciples is a profession of faith, Ah, now you are 
speaking plainly. . . . They profess three things about Christ: the clarity 
of his teaching, the certitude of his knowledge, and his divine origin.

2165. They profess the clarity of his teaching when they say, Now 
you are speaking plainly, not in any proverb! If we consider this with 
attention we see that there is scarcely any other place in sacred scrip-
ture where the origin of Christ is so openly expressed as here, when he 
says, “I shall tell you plainly of the Father,” and “I came forth from the 
Father and have come into the world.” And so believing that his prom-
ise to tell them plainly of the Father had now been kept so that they 
did not need any further teaching, they say, Ah, now you are speak-
ing plainly. As Augustine92 remarks, the disciples were still so lacking 
in understanding that they did not realize they were lacking in under-
standing. For Christ had not promised to speak to them without prov-
erbs at that time, but at the time of the resurrection or of glory. Yet as 
far as the disciples were concerned, he was now speaking more clear-
ly, although they were later to understand his words still more clearly.

2166. They profess the certainty of his knowledge when they say, 
Now we know that you know all things. At first glance, the meaning 
seems to be that when one clearly explains the things he says, this is 
a proof of his certain and full knowledge of them: for the sign of one 
who knows is the ability to fully teach what he knows—“Knowledge is 
easy for a man of understanding” (Pr 14:6)—and what is beyond one’s 
understanding cannot be plainly told in words. Yet the apostles said 
this for another reason, which is because the Lord knew all the secrets 
of their hearts, and could satisfy their perplexities. He consoled them 
by promising them the joy of the Holy Spirit, that they would see him 
again, and that the Father loves them. Thus they say, Now we know 
that you know all things, that is, the secrets of hearts: “Lord, you know 
everything” (21:17); “The Lord God knows all things before they are 
done” (Wis 8:8).93

2167. Then they add, and need none to question you. This seems to 
contradict what they had just said, namely, that he knows all things; 
for one who is wise is questioned (rather than questioning others). 
Why then is it not necessary to question him? The answer is that they 
said this to indicate that he even knew the secrets of hearts, because 
even before he was questioned he satisfied their perplexity when they 
were saying to each other, “What does he mean by ‘a little while’?” 
(16:18). Nevertheless, Christ does ask and is asked, not because he 
needs it, but because we do.

92. Tract. in Io. 103. 1; PL 35, col. 1899; cf. Catena aurea, 16:29–33.
93. See ST III, q. 10, a. 2.
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2168. They profess Christ’s divine origin when they say, by this we 
believe that you came (came forth, existi) from God. This statement is 
appropriate for it is a distinguishing characteristic of the divinity to 
know all things and even the secrets of hearts: “The heart is deceit-
ful above all things, and desperately corrupt; who can understand it? 
‘I the Lord search the mind and try the heart’” (Jer 17:9). Thus they 
say, you came from God, consubstantial with the Father, and true God.

2169. Now we see the condition of the disciples, which is one of 
weakness: first, Christ reproaches their slowness to believe; secondly, 
he foretells their approaching troubles; thirdly, he shows that he can-
not be injured by them.

2170. As to the first he says, Do you now believe? If this is under-
stood as a question, it is a rebuke for being so slow to believe. It is like 
saying: Have you waited till now to believe? If we understand this re-
missibly, Christ is reproving the instability of their faith. Then it is like 
saying: It is true that you believe now, but as soon as I am betrayed, 
you will leave me: “They believe for a while and in time of temptation 
fall away” (Lk 8:13).

2171. The hour is coming, indeed it has come, when you will be 
scattered, every man to his home, and will leave me alone. Here we 
see their approaching troubles and falling away. Notice that by their 
falling away they lost what they had acquired through Christ. They 
had acquired the companionship of Christ, freedom from the burdens 
of ownership, and a life together.94 Peter mentions these three things 
in Matthew (19:27): “We,” all of us, referring to their life together, 
“have left everything,” referring to the freedom from the burdens of 
ownership, “and followed you,” referring to their companionship with 
Christ. They lost these things and our Lord foretold this to them when 
he said: The hour is coming, indeed it has come, when you will be scat-
tered (referring to their life together), because you will be dominated 
by such fear that you will not be able to run away together, as a group: 
“Strike the shepherd and the sheep will be scattered” (Zech 13:7); ev-
ery man to his home (referring to their lost freedom from things), that 
is, returning to his desire to possess his own things. And we do see Pe-
ter and the others return to their boat and their own property: “They 
went out and got into the boat” (21:3). And will leave me alone (refer-
ring to the loss of Christ’s companionship): “My kinsfolk and my close 
friends have failed me; the guests in my house have forgotten me” 
(Job 19:14); “I have trodden the wine press alone” (Is 63:3).

2172. Yet Christ did not suffer any loss by the falling away of his 
disciples; thus he says, yet I am not alone, for the Father is with me. 
This is like saying: Although I am one with the Father by a unity of es-

94. See ST II-II, q. 188, aa. 7–8.
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sence, I am not alone because distinct in person. Thus I have not come 
forth from the Father in such a way as to leave him.95

2173. Here our Lord states the purpose of his teaching: first he 
mentions the benefit it brings; secondly, why we need this benefit, in 
the world you have tribulation.

2174. The benefit his teaching gives is peace. He says to them: I am 
telling you that you will be reduced to leaving me alone; and so I am 
teaching you so you do not continue in this abandonment. Indeed, ev-
erything I have said to you in this talk and everything I have spoken in 
the entire Gospel is aimed at having you return to me, that in me you 
may have peace.

Truly, the purpose of the Gospel is peace in Christ: “Those who love 
your name have great peace” (Ps 118:165). The reason for this is that 
peace of heart is opposed to its disturbance, which comes from the evils 
that afflict it and grow worse. But if one has affliction only now and 
then, or a joy greater than one’s evils, his disturbance does not last. 
This is why the worldly, who are not united to God by love, have trou-
bles without peace; while the saints, who have God in their hearts by 
love, have peace in Christ even if they have troubles from the world: 
“He makes peace in your borders” (Ps 147:3). And our purpose here 
should be to have peace in God: “My soul refused to be comforted,” 
with things of the world, “but I remembered God and was delighted” 
(Ps 77:3).

2175. We need this peace because of the troubles imposed by the 
world; so Christ says, In the world you have tribulation. First, he fore-
tells their future distress; secondly, he gives them confidence to meet 
it. In regard to the first he says, In the world you have tribulation, that 
is, from the worldly: “Do not wonder, brethren, that the world hates 
you” (1 Jn 3:13); “I chose you out of the world, therefore the world 
hates you” (15:19). Referring to the second, Christ says, but be of good 
cheer [have confidence], I have overcome the world. For Christ does 
free us: “You delivered me . . . from choking fire on every side” (Sir 
51:4). He is saying in effect: Return to me and you will have peace, for 
I have overcome the world which is oppressing you.

2176. Christ overcame the world, first of all, by taking away the 
weapons it uses to attack us: these are its allurements: “For all that is in 
the world [is] the lust of the flesh and the lust of the eyes and the pride 
of life” (1 Jn 2:16). He conquered the allurement of riches by his pov-
erty: “I am poor and needy” (Ps 85:1); “The Son of man has nowhere 
to lay his head” (Lk 9:58). Christ overcame the allurement of honors 
by his humility: “Learn from me; for I am gentle and lowly in heart” 
(Mt 11:29). He overcame the lusts of the world by his sufferings and 

95. See ST I, q. 31, a. 2.
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labors: “He . . . became obedient unto death, even death on a cross” 
(Phil 2:8); “Jesus, wearied as he was with his journey, sat down beside 
the well” (4:6); “I have labored from my youth” (Ps 87:16). Anyone 
who conquers these, conquers the world. And this is what faith does—
“This is the victory that overcomes the world, our faith” (1 Jn 5:4)—
because since faith is [the present possession of] the substance, the ba-
sic reality, of what we hope for, which is spiritual and eternal good, it 
causes us to disdain sensual and passing goods.96

Secondly, Christ overcame the world by casting out the ruler of the 
world: “Now shall the ruler of this world be cast out” (12:31); “He dis-
armed the principalities and powers” (Col 2:15). This shows us that 
the devil is also to be overcome by us: “Will you play with him as with 
a bird, or will you put him on a leash for your maidens?” (Job 41:5), 
which understood literally means that after the passion of Christ the 
little boys and young handmaids of Christ will make him their play-
thing.97

Thirdly, Christ overcame the world by converting the people of this 
world to himself. The world rebelled by stirring up dissensions through 
worldly people. But Christ drew these to himself: “I, when I am lifted 
up from the earth, will draw all things to myself” (12:32). Thus it was 
said: “The world has gone after him” (12:19). So, we should not fear 
its oppression because it has been overcome: “Thanks be to God, who 
gives us the victory through our Lord Jesus Christ” (1 Cor 15:57).

96. See ST II-II, q. 4, a. 1.
97. See ST III, q. 49, a. 2.
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CHAPTEr 17

LECTUrE 1

1 When Jesus had spoken these words, he lifted up his eyes to heav-
en and said, “Father, the hour has come; glorify your Son that the Son 
may glorify you, 2 since you have given him power over all flesh, to 
give eternal life to all whom you have given him. 3 And this is eternal 
life, that they know you the only true God, and Jesus Christ whom you 
have sent. 4 I glorified you on earth, having accomplished the work 
which you gave me to do; 5 and now, Father, glorify me in your own 
presence with the glory which I had with you before the world was 
made.”1

2177. Above, our Lord consoled his disciples by example and en-
couragement; here he comforts them by his prayer. In this prayer he 
does three things: first, he prays for himself; secondly, for the group 
of the disciples (v. 6); thirdly, for all the faithful (v. 20). He does three 
things with the first: first, he makes his request; secondly, he states the 
fruit of this request, that the Son may glorify you; thirdly, he mentions 
why his request deserves to be heard (v. 4). In regard to the first point: 
first, we see the order he followed in his prayer; secondly, the way he 
prayed; thirdly, the words he used.

2178. The order he followed was fitting, because he prayed after first 
encouraging them. So we read, When Jesus had spoken these words. 
This gives us the example to help by our prayers those we are teach-
ing by our words, because religious teaching has its greatest effect in 
the hearts of those who hear it when it is supported by a prayer which 
asks for divine help: “Pray for us, that the word of the Lord may speed 
on and triumph” (2 Th 3:1). Again, our sermon should end with a 
prayer: “The sum of our words is: ‘he is the all.’”

2179. The way he prayed is that he lifted up his eyes to heaven. There 
is a difference between the prayer of Christ and our own prayer: our 
prayer arises solely from our needs, while the prayer of Christ is more 
for our instruction, for there was no need for him to pray for himself, 

1. St. Thomas refers to Jn 17:1 in ST III, q. 21, a. 3, s. c.; III, q. 83, a. 4, ad 2; 
Jn 17:3: ST I, q. 10, a. 3; I, q. 12, a. 4, s. c.; I, q. 12, a. 6, s.c.; I, 18, a. 2, obj. 3; I, q. 
31, a. 4, obj. 1; I-II, q. 3, a. 2, ad 1; I-II, q. 3, a. 4, s. c.; I-II, q. 114, a. 4, s. c.; II-II, 
q. 1, a. 8; II-II, q. 24, a. 12, s. c.; III, q. 9, a. 2, obj. 2; III, q. 59, a. 5, ad 1; Jn 17:5: 
ST I, q. 46, a. 1, s. c.; III, q. 83, a. 4, ad 7.
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since together with his Father he answers prayers.2 He instructs us here 
by his words and actions. He teaches us by his actions in lifting up his 
eyes, so that we also will lift our eyes to heaven when we pray: “To you 
I lift up my eyes, O you who are enthroned in the heavens!” (Ps 122:1). 
And not just our eyes, but also our actions, by referring them to God: 
“Let us lift up our hearts and hands to God in heaven” (Lam 3:41). He 
teaches us by his words, for he said his prayer publicly, and said, so that 
those whom he taught by teaching he might also teach by praying. We 
are taught not just by the words of Christ, but also by his actions.

2180. His words are effective; thus he says, Father, the hour has 
come. Their effectiveness is caused by three things. First, by the love 
of the one praying. For the Son is praying to his Father and petition-
ing the Father because of his love for the Father. So he says, Father, to 
show us that we should pray to God with the affection of his children: 
“And I thought you would call me, My Father, and would not turn 
from following me” (Jer 3:19).

Secondly, his prayer is effective because of the need for this prayer; 
for as he says, the hour has come, for his passion, about which he had 
said before: “My hour has not yet come” (2:4). The hour, I say, not 
the season, not the day, because Christ was to be seized right away. 
Not an hour fixed by fate, but chosen by his own plan and good plea-
sure.3 And it is appropriate that right before he prays he mentions his 
troubles, because God especially hears us when we are troubled: “In 
my troubles I cried to the Lord, and he heard me” (Ps 119:1); “Since 
we do not know what to do, we can only turn our eyes to you” (2 Chr 
20:12). Thirdly, his prayer is effective because of its content, glorify 
your Son.4

2181. But the Son of God is Wisdom itself, and this has the great-
est glory: “Wisdom is radiant and unfading” (Wis 6:13). How then can 
he speak of glory being glorified, especially since he is the splendor of 
the Father (Heb 1:3)? We should say that Christ asked to be glorified 
by the Father in three ways. First, in his passion, and this was done by 
the many miracles which occurred: for the sun was darkened, and the 
veil of the temple was rent, and graves were opened. This was referred 
to before (12:28): “I have glorified it,” by the miracles occurring before 
the passion, “and I will glorify it again,” during the passion. With this 
understanding Christ says, glorify me in my passion by showing that 
I am your Son. And so the centurion, after seeing the miracles, said: 
“Truly, this was the Son of God” (Mt 27:54).

Secondly, Christ sought to be glorified in his resurrection. His holy 
soul was always joined to God and possessed glory from the vision of 
God: “We have beheld his glory, glory as of the only Son from the Fa-

2. See ST III, q. 21, a. 1, ad 1. 3. See ST III, q. 47, a. 1.
4. See ST III, q. 21, a. 3.
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ther” (1:14). From the beginning of his conception, his soul was glo-
rified, but in the resurrection he had glory of body also, referred to in 
“Jesus Christ, who will change our lowly body to be like his glorious 
body” (Phil 3:21). Thirdly, he sought to be glorified in the knowledge 
of all people: “Because of her I shall have glory among the multitudes 
and honor in the presence of the elders” (Wis 8:10).

And so he says, glorify your Son, that is, show the entire world that 
I am your Son, in the strict sense: by birth, not by creation (in opposi-
tion to Arius, who said that the Son of God is a creature); in truth, not 
just in name (against Sabellius, who said that the same person is now 
called Father and then called Son); by origin, not adoption (in opposi-
tion to Nestorius, who said that Christ was an adopted son).

2182. Now we see the fruit of his being glorified: first, the fruit is 
mentioned; secondly, it is explained, since you have given him pow-
er. . . .

2183. The fruit of the Son’s being glorified is that the Father is glori-
fied; thus he says, that the Son may glorify you. When Arius observed 
that our Lord said, glorify your Son, he supposed that the Father is 
greater than the Son. This is true if we consider the Son in his hu-
man nature: “The Father in greater than I” (14:28).5 Consequently, 
Christ adds, that the Son may glorify you (in the knowledge of men) to 
show he is equal to the Father as regards the divine nature. Now glo-
ry is renown joined with praise. Formerly, God was renowned among 
the Jews: “In Judah God is known” (Ps 75:2); but later, through his 
Son, he was known throughout the entire world. Holy people also in-
crease God’s renown by their good works: “That they may see your 
good works and give glory to your Father who is in heaven” (Mt 5:16). 
Above Christ said: “I do not seek my own glory; there is One who 
seeks it and he will be the judge” (8:50).

2184. Now we have the fruit of Christ’s request: first, we see the 
benefit conferred on us by Christ; secondly, he shows that this benefit 
is related to the glory of the Father (v. 3).

2185. He says, that the Son may glorify you, and this since you have 
given him power over all flesh. We should know that what acts in vir-
tue of another tends in its effect to reveal that other: for the action of 
a principle which proceeds from another principle manifests this prin-
ciple. Now whatever the Son has he has from the Father; and thus it is 
necessary that what the Son does manifests the Father.6 Thus he says 
to the Father, you have given him power over all human beings. By 
this power the Son ought to lead them to a knowledge of the Father, 
which is eternal life. This is the meaning of, that the Son may glorify 
you, since you have given him power over all flesh, that is, over all hu-
man beings: “All flesh shall see the salvation of God” (Lk 3:6).

5. See ST I, q. 42, a. 4.
6. See ST I, q. 27, a. 2; I, q. 33, a. 1.
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You have given him [this power], says Hilary,7 by giving, through 
an eternal generation, the divine nature to the Son, from which the 
Son has the power to embrace all things: “All things have been deliv-
ered to me by my Father” (Mt 11:27); “For the Father loves the Son, 
and shows him all that he himself is doing” (5:20). Or, in another way, 
you have given this power to Christ in his human nature because this 
nature is united with your Son to form one person. And in this way 
flesh has power over flesh: “All authority [power] in heaven and on 
earth has been given me” (Mt 28:18); “And to him,” that is, the Son of 
man, “was given dominion and glory and kingdom” (Dan 7:14).8

He says, Father, you have given him power: Father, just as you have 
power, not to wrest things from your human creatures, but to give 
yourself to them, so you have given power to Christ in his human na-
ture, power over all flesh, so that he may give eternal life to all whom 
you have given him, through eternal predestination: “My sheep hear 
my voice, and I know them” (10:27).

2186. But is the eternal life given to men related to the glory of the 
Father? Indeed it is, for this is eternal life, that they may know you the 
only true God, and Jesus Christ whom you have sent, who was sent so 
that the Father could be glorified by being known by men.

Two things need explanation here. First, why he says, this is eter-
nal life, that they may know. Note that strictly speaking, we call those 
things living which move themselves to their activities. Those things 
which are only moved by other things are not living, but dead. And 
so all those activities to which an active thing moves itself are called 
living activities, for example, to will, to understand, to sense, to grow 
and to move about. Now a thing is said to be alive in two senses. First 
because it has living activities in potency, as one who is asleep is said 
to have sensitive life because it has the power to move itself about, al-
though it is not actually doing so. Or, something is said to be alive be-
cause it is actually engaged in living activities, and then it is alive in 
the full sense. For this reason one who is asleep is said to be half alive. 
Among living activities the highest is the activity of the intellect, which 
is to understand. And thus the activity of the intellect is living activi-
ty in the highest degree. Now just as the sense in act is identified with 
the sense-object in act, so also the intellect in act is identified with the 
thing understood in act. Since then intellectual understanding is living 
activity, and to understand is to live, it follows that to understand an 
eternal reality is to live with an eternal life. But God is an eternal real-
ity, and so to understand and see God is eternal life.

Accordingly our Lord says that eternal life lies in vision, in seeing, 
that is, it consists in this basically and in its whole substance. But it is 

7. De Trin. 9. 31; PL 10, col. 304–5; cf. Catena aurea, 17:1–5.
8. See ST III, q. 59, aa. 2–4.
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love which moves one to this vision, and is in a certain way its fulfill-
ment: for the completion and crown of beatitude (happiness) is the de-
light experienced in the enjoyment of God, and this is caused by char-
ity. Still, the substance of beatitude consists in vision, seeing: “We shall 
see him as he is” (1 Jn 3:2).9

2187. Secondly, we should explain the phrase, you the only true 
God. It is clear that Christ was speaking to the Father, so when he says, 
you the only true God, it seems that only God the Father is true God. 
The Arians agree with this, for they say that the Son differs by essence 
from the Father, since the Son is a created substance, although he 
shares in the divinity more perfectly and to a greater degree than do all 
other creatures. So much more that the Son is called God, but not the 
true God, because he is not God by nature, which only the Father is.

Hilary10 answers this by saying that when we want to know wheth-
er a certain thing is true, we can determine it from two things: its na-
ture and its power. For true gold is that which has the species of true 
gold; and we determine this if it acts like true gold. Therefore, if we 
maintain that the Son has the true nature of God, because the Son 
exercises the true activities of divinity, it is clear that the Son is true 
God. Now the Son does perform true works of divinity, for we read, 
“Whatever he [the Father] does, that the Son does likewise” (5:19); 
and again he said, “For as the Father has life in himself,” which is not 
a participated life, “so he has granted the Son also to have life in him-
self” (5:26); “That we may be in his true Son, Jesus Christ. This is the 
true God and eternal life” (1 Jn 5:20).11

According to Hilary,12 he says, you the only true God, in a way that 
does not exclude another. He does not say without qualification, you 
the only, but adds and Jesus Christ whom you have sent. It is like say-
ing: that they know you and Jesus Christ whom you have sent to be 
the one and only true God. This is a pattern of speaking that we also 
use when we say [in the Gloria]: “You alone, Jesus Christ, are the most 
high, together with the Holy Spirit.” No mention is made of the Holy 
Spirit because whenever the Father and the Son are mentioned, and 
especially in matters pertaining to the grandeur of the divinity, the 
Holy Spirit, who is the bond of the Father and Son, is implied.

2188. Or, according to Augustine13 in his work, The Trinity, he says 
this to exclude the error of those who claim that it is false to say that 
the Father is God, and the Son is God, and the Holy Spirit is God; while 
it is true to say that the Father and the Son and Holy Spirit are one 
God. The reason for this opinion was that the Apostle said that “Christ 

9. See ST I, q. 18, a. 3; I-II, q. 3, a. 8.
10. De Trin. 5. 3; PL 10, col. 131–32; cf. Catena aurea, 17:1–5.
11. See ST I, q. 42, a. 6.
12. De Trin. 5. 14; PL 10, col. 137; cf. Catena aurea, 17:1–5.
13. De Trin. 6. 9, no. 10; PL 42, col. 930; cf. Catena aurea, 17:1–5.
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[is] the power of God and the Wisdom of God” (1 Cor 1:24). Now it is 
clear that we cannot call anyone God unless he has divine power and 
wisdom. Therefore, since these people held that the Father was wis-
dom, which is the Son, they held further that the Father considered 
without the Son would not be God. And the same applies to the Son 
and the Holy Spirit.14

The Incarnation of the Son of God is indicated by saying that he 
was sent. So when he says here, and Jesus Christ whom you have sent, 
we are led to understand that in eternal life we will also rejoice in the 
humanity of Christ: “Your eyes will see the king,” that is, Christ, “in 
his beauty” (Is 33:17); “He will go in and out and find pasture” (10:9).

2189. Now we see why Christ’s prayer deserves to be heard: first, 
he mentions why he deserves this; secondly, he states the reward, Fa-
ther, glorify me.

2190. He states that he merited to be heard for two reasons. First, 
because of his teaching, when he says, I glorified you on earth, that is, 
in the minds of men, by manifesting you in my teaching: “Glorify the 
Lord in teaching” (Is 24:15). Secondly, I glorified you by my obedi-
ence; thus he said, I . . . having accomplished the work.15 He uses the 
past tense in place of the future: I glorified for “I will glorify,” and ac-
complished in place of “I will accomplish.” He does this because these 
things had already begun, and also because the hour of his passion, 
when his work would be accomplished, was very near.

“The work which you gave me to do,” not merely ordered. It is not 
enough [for a work to be accomplished] for Christ and us to be ordered 
by God, because whatever Christ as man accomplished and whatever 
we can do is God’s gift: “I knew that I could not be continent unless 
God gave it” (Wis 8:21). You gave me, I say, by the gift of grace, to do, 
that is, to accomplish.16

2191. The reward for Christ’s obedience and teaching is glory: “He 
humbled himself and became obedient unto death, even death on a 
cross. Therefore God has highly exalted him and bestowed on him the 
name which is above every name” (Phil 2:8). And so Christ asks for 
his reward, saying, and now, Father, glorify me.17 According to Augus-
tine18 this does not mean, as some have thought, that the human na-
ture of Christ, which was assumed by the Word, would at some time 
be changed into the Word, and the human nature changed into God. 
This would be to annihilate the [human] nature of Christ, for when 
a first thing is changed into another in such a way that this other is 
not enriched, the first thing seems to have been annihilated [because 

14. See ST I, q. 39, a. 8.
15. See ST III, q. 42, a. 4; III, q. 47, a. 2.
16. See ST I, q. 105, a. 5; I-II, q. 109, a. 1.
17. See ST III, q. 49, a. 6.
18. Trac. in Io. 105. 6; PL 35, col. 1906–7; cf. Catena aurea, 17:1–5.
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it produced no effect]. But nothing can be added to enrich the divine 
Word of God.

Thus, for Augustine,19 and now, Father, glorify me, refers to the pre-
destination of Christ as man. Something can be had by us both in the 
divine predestination and in actual fact. Now Christ, in his human na-
ture, as all other human beings, was predestined by God the Father: 
“He was predestined Son of God” (Rom 1:4). With this in mind he says, 
and now—after I have glorified you, having accomplished the work 
which you gave me to do—Father, glorify me in your own presence, 
that is, have me sit at your right hand, with the glory which I had with 
you before the world was made, that is to say, with the glory I had in 
your predestination: “The Lord Jesus . . . was taken up into heaven, 
and sat down at the right hand of God” (Mk 16:19).20

2192. Hilary21 gives the other interpretation. The glory of human 
beings will be in a certain way similar to the glory of God, although 
unequal. Now Christ, as God, had glory with the Father from all eter-
nity, a divine glory and equal to that of the Father. Accordingly, what 
he is asking for here is that he be glorified in his human nature, that is 
to say, that what was flesh in time and changed by corruption, should 
receive the glory of that brightness which is outside of time. He is ask-
ing not for an equal glory, but for one which is similar, which is to say 
that just as the Son is immortal and sitting at the right hand of the Fa-
ther from all eternity, so he now become immortal in his human na-
ture and exalted to the right hand of God.22

LECTUrE 2

6 I have manifested your name to the men whom you gave me out 
of the world; thine they were, and you gave them to me, and they have 
kept your word. 7 Now they know that everything that you have given 
me is from you; 8 for I have given them the words which you gave me, 
and they have received them and know in truth that I came (exivi) 
from you; and they have believed that you did send me. 9 I am pray-
ing for them; I am not praying for the world but for those whom you 
have given me, for they are yours; 10 all mine are yours, and yours are 
mine, and I am glorified in them. 11a And now I am no more in the 
world, but they are in the world, and I am coming to you.23

19. Ibid., 105. 5–6, col. 1906; cf. Catena aurea, 17:1–5.
20. See ST III, q. 24, a. 1; III, q. 58, a. 3.
21. De Trin. 5. 16; PL 10, col. 138–39; cf. Catena aurea, 17:1–5.
22. See ST III, q. 54, a. 2; III, q. 58, a. 3.
23. St. Thomas refers to Jn 17:6 in ST II-II, q. 2, a. 8, obj. 2; Jn 17:10: ST III, 

q. 48, a. 1, s. c.
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2193. Above, our Lord prayed for himself; here he prays for the so-
ciety of his apostles: first, he states his reasons for praying; secondly, 
what he is praying for (v. 11). He does two things about the first: first, 
he mentions his reasons for praying founded on his disciples; second-
ly, the reasons founded on himself (v. 9). From the point of view of 
his disciples, he mentions three reasons for praying for them: first, be-
cause they were taught by him; secondly because they had been given 
to him; thirdly, because of their obedience and devotion.

2194. He mentions the first reason when he says, I have manifest-
ed your name. We could add here, according to Augustine,24 “that the 
Son may glorify you” (v. 1). The Father has already received some of 
this glory because I have manifested your name to the men whom you 
gave me out of the world.

Chrysostom25 reads it this way. I say that I have finished the work 
you gave me to do. What this work was he adds by saying, I have 
manifested your name to the men. . . . This is the characteristic work 
of the Son of God, who is the Word, and the characteristic of a word is 
to manifest the one speaking it: “No one knows the Father except the 
Son and any one to whom the Son chooses to reveal him” (Mt 11:27); 
“No one has ever seen God; the only Son, who is in the bosom of the 
Father, he has made him known” (1:18).

2195. There is a problem with this: Since God the Father was known 
to men before Christ came—“In Judah God is known” (Ps 75:2)—why 
does Christ say, I have manifested your name. I answer that the name 
of God the Father can be known in three ways. In one way, as the cre-
ator of all things; and this is the way the Gentiles knew him: “His invis-
ible nature . . . has been clearly perceived in the things that have been 
made” (Rom 1:20); “God has shown it to them” (Rom 1:19).26 In an-
other way [the Father can be known] as the only one to whom the 
veneration of latria [adoration] is to be given. He was not known to 
the Gentiles in this way, for they gave the veneration of latria to other 
gods. He was known in this way only to the Jews, for they alone had 
been commanded in their law to sacrifice only to the Lord: “Whoever 
sacrifices to any god, save to the Lord only, shall be utterly destroyed” 
(Ex 22:20).27 Thirdly, he can be known as the Father of an only Son, 
Jesus Christ. He was not known to anyone in this way, but did become 
so known through his Son when the apostles believed that Christ was 
the Son of God.28

2196. He gives the second reason why he prays for them when he 
says, whom you gave me. First, he mentions that they were given to 

24. Tract. in Io. 106. 1; PL 35, col. 1908; cf. Catena aurea, 17:6–8.
25. Hom. in Io. 81. 1; PG 59, col. 437; cf. Catena aurea, 17:6–8.
26. See ST I, q. 2, a. 3.
27. See ST I-II, q. 98, a. 2; II-II, q. 84, a. 1.
28. See ST I, q. 33, a. 3. 
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him, from which we can see the reason or way they were given. He 
says, whom you gave me, that is, it is to these that I have manifested 
your name. But did Christ possess them as the Father possessed them? 
Yes he did, insofar as he was God. But he says, whom you gave me, that 
is, to me as man, to listen to me and obey me: “No one can come to me 
unless the Father who sent me draws him” (6:44). Those who come to 
Christ do so through the gift and grace of God: “For by grace you have 
been saved . . . it is the gift of God” (Eph 2:8). You gave them to me out 
of the world, that is, they were chosen from the world: “I chose you 
out of the world” (5:19). For even though the entire world was given 
to the Son insofar as he was God, the apostles were given to the Son to 
obey. He mentions the reason for this giving when he says, thine they 
were. This is like saying: the reason they were given is that thine they 
were, and mine, and predestined from eternity to attain by grace a fu-
ture glory: “He chose us in him before the foundation of the world” 
(Eph 1:4). And you gave them to me, that is, by making them adhere 
to me you accomplished in fact what was previously predestined for 
them with me and in me.29

2197. The third reason for praying for the disciples, based on their 
devotion, is mentioned when he says, they have kept your word. First, 
he mentions their devotion to the Son; secondly, he shows that this 
devotion gives glory to the Father, they know that everything that you 
have given to me is from you; thirdly, we see the reason this gives glo-
ry to the Father: for I have given them the words which you gave me.

2198. As to the first: he had said that you gave them to me because 
thine they were. And they were devoted because they have kept your 
word, in their hearts by faith, and in their actions by fulfilling your 
words: “Keep my commandments and live” (Pr 7:2); “If you keep my 
commandments, you will abide in my love” (15:10).

2199. Father, the fact that they kept your word in this way gives 
you glory. For this is my word: everything I have I have from you. 
Now they know that everything that you have given me, that is, to 
your Son in his human nature, is from you: “We have beheld his glory, 
glory as of the only Son from the Father” (1:14), that is to say, we saw 
him as having everything from the Father. And because they know 
this, the Father receives glory in their minds.

2200. The reason this gives glory, that is, that this obedience of the 
disciples to the Son gives glory to the Father, is stated when he says, 
for I have given them the words which you gave me. First he states that 
knowledge comes from the Father to the disciples; secondly, that the 
minds of the disciples are led back to the Father.

2201. It is stated that knowledge is given in two ways. In the first 
way the Father gives to the Son. Thus he says: the words which you 

29. See ST I, q. 23, a. 1; III, q. 24, a. 4.
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gave me, in my eternal generation, in which the Father gave words 
to the Son, although the Son himself is the Word of the Father. These 
words are nothing else than the patterns or plans of everything which 
is to be done. And all these patterns the Father gave to the Son in gen-
erating him.30 Or, it could be said that you gave me refers to the hu-
manity of Christ, because from the very instant of his conception the 
most holy soul of Christ was full with all knowledge of the truth, “full 
of grace and truth” (1:14), that is, with the knowledge of every truth: 
“In whom are hid all the treasures of wisdom and knowledge” (Col 
2:3).31

The other giving of knowledge is from Christ to his disciples, so 
he says, I have given them, by teaching them, both from without and 
from within: “For all that I have heard from my Father I have made 
known to you” (15:15). By saying this he shows that he is the media-
tor between God and man (1 Tim 2:5), because what he received from 
the Father he passed on to the disciples: “I stood between the Lord and 
you at that time, to declare to you the word of the Lord” (Deut 5:5).32

2202. He mentions that the minds of the disciples were led back to 
the Father when he says, and they have received them. Two kinds of 
receiving are mentioned, corresponding to the two kinds of giving pre-
viously stated. One kind of receiving corresponds to the second kind 
of giving [the giving by Christ to the disciples] and as to this he says, 
and they have received them, from me, without resisting: “The Lord 
God has opened my ear, and I was not rebellious” (Is 50:5); “Every 
one who has heard and learned from the Father comes to me” (6:45). 
And receiving them, they know in truth that I came from you, that you 
have given me all things, and this corresponds to the first kind of giv-
ing [of the Father to the Son].

2203. According to Augustine33 the words that follow, and they 
have believed that you did send me, are added to explain the previous 
sentence, “I came from you.” Knowledge of God is of two kinds: one 
is perfect, by the clear vision of glory; the other is imperfect, through 
faith: “For now we see in a mirror dimly,” in the second way, “but then 
face to face,” in the first way (1 Cor 13:12). He says [in the previous 
sentence], they know in truth that I came from you. But what kind of 
knowledge was this? The knowledge of our homeland, heaven? No, it 
was the knowledge of faith.34 And so he adds, and they have believed, 
indicating that to know this is to believe it. They have believed I say, in 
truth, that is, firmly and strongly: “Do you now believe?” that is, firm-
ly. “The hour is coming” when you will believe completely (16:31). He 

30. See ST I, q. 34, a. 3.
31. See ST III, q. 10, a. 2.
32. See ST III, q. 26, a. 2; III, q. 42, a. 4.
33. Tract. in Io. 106. 6; PL 35, col. 1911; cf. Catena aurea, 17:6–8.
34. See ST II-II, q. 4, a. 1.
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uses the past tense, have believed, in place of the future tense because 
of his certainty about the future, and because of the infallibility of di-
vine predestination.35

Or, according to Chrysostom,36 he uses the past tense to indicate 
that these things have already happened, because they had already be-
gun. We can harmonize both of these interpretations because all these 
things had already begun, but they still remained to be completed. 
Thus, in reference to what has already begun, he speaks in the past 
tense, but in reference to their completion he speaks in the future, be-
cause they would be accomplished by the coming of the Holy Spirit.

2204. But what did they believe? That you did send me: “God sent 
his Son” (Gal 4:4). According to Augustine37 this is the same as “I 
came (exire, come, come forth) from you” (v. 8). This does not agree 
with Hilary38 for whom, as was said, “to come forth” (exire) refers to 
the eternal generation of the Son, and “to be sent” refers to the Incar-
nation of the Son.39 But I say that we can speak of Christ in two ways. 
In one way, from the point of view of his divinity; and then, insofar as 
he is the Son of God “to come forth” and “to be sent” are not the same, 
as Hilary says. Or, we can speak of Christ from the point of view of his 
humanity; and then, insofar as he is the Son of man, “to come forth” 
and “to be sent” are the same, as Augustine says.

2205. Now we see the reasons, founded on himself, why Christ 
prayed for his disciples. He mentions three reasons.

2206. One is based on the authority he had received over them. In 
reference to this he says, I am praying for them, that is, the disciples. 
First we see the reason; secondly, its explanation, for they are yours.

The reason why a person’s prayer should be heard and why he 
should pray for others is that they belong to him in a special way; for 
general prayers are less likely to be heard.40 Accordingly he says, I am 
praying for them; I am not praying for the world, that is, the lovers of 
the world, but for those whom you have given me, especially as obedi-
ent disciples, although all things are mine, under my authority: “Ask 
of me, and I will make the nations your heritage” (Ps 2:8).

2207. To the contrary, it seems that he prayed for all: “We have an 
advocate with the Father, Jesus Christ the righteous; and he is the ex-
piation for our sins, and not for ours only but also for the sins of the 
whole world” (1 Jn 2:1); “God our Savior, who desires all men to be 
saved” (1 Tim 2:4). We should say to this that Christ did pray for all 
because his prayer is powerful enough to benefit the entire world. Yet 

35. See ST I, q. 23, aa. 6–7.
36. Hom. in Io. 80. 2; PG 59, col. 435; cf. Catena aurea, 17:1–5.
37. Tract. in Io. 106. 6; PL 35, col. 1911; cf. Catena aurea, 17:6–8.
38. De Trin. 8. 12; PL 10, col. 244–45.
39. See ST I, q. 43, a. 2.
40. See ST II-II, q. 83, a. 7.
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it does not produce its effect in all, but only in the elect and saints of 
God. This is because of the obstacles present in the worldly.41

2208. He gives a reason for why he prays for them when he says, 
for they are yours, that is, by eternal predestination. But they were not 
yours in such a way that the Son could not have them; nor were they 
given to the Son in such a way that they were taken from the Father. 
Thus he says, all mine are yours, and yours are mine. This indicates 
the equality of the Son with the Father, for the Son, insofar as he is 
God, has from all eternity everything that the Father has.

2209. Note that the Father has certain things that belong to his es-
sence, like wisdom, goodness, and things of that kind; and these things 
are nothing else but his essence. And the Son asserts that he himself 
has this when, speaking of the procession of the Holy Spirit, he says: 
“He will receive from me and declare it to you” (16:14). This is because 
“All that the Father has is mine” (16:15). He says all [using a plural 
form], because while all these things are one in reality, we apprehend 
them with many ideas.

Secondly, the Father has certain things that relate to those who 
possess holiness or sanctity, who are set apart for him through faith, 
such as all the saints and the elect, of whom it was said, “thine they 
were” (v. 6). All these things, too, the Son asserts that he has when he 
says here, speaking of them, and yours are mine, because they have 
been predestined to enjoy the Son as well as the Father.

Thirdly, the Father has some things in a general way because of 
their origin, for example, all created things: “The earth is the Lord’s 
and the fullness thereof” (Ps 23:1). All these too belong to the Son. 
Thus in the parable of the prodigal son, the father says to his older son: 
“Son . . . all that is mine is yours” (Lk 15:31).

2210. The second reason why Christ prayed for his disciples is based 
on the glory he had in them: for they already knew something of his 
glory, and would know it more fully: “For we did not follow clever-
ly devised myths when we made known to you the power and com-
ing of our Lord Jesus Christ, but we were eyewitnesses of his majesty”  
(2 Pet 1:16).

2211. The third reason why he prays for them is his coming physi-
cal absence; so he says, and now I am no more in the world. Note that 
one is said to be “in the world” in two senses. First, by clinging to the 
world by one’s affections: “For all that is in the world [is] the lust of 
the flesh and the lust of the eyes and the pride of life” (1 Jn 2:16). This 
is not the sense in which Christ was no longer in the world, since he 
never clung to it with his affections. He is no longer in the world in an-
other way, that is, by his physical presence, for while he had been in 

41. See ST III, q. 49, a. 3, ad 3.
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the world physically, he would soon physically leave it. But they, the 
disciples, are in the world, physically present. And I am coming to you, 
as regards my humanity, to share your glory and to be seated at your 
right hand. So it is fitting that I pray for those whom I will soon physi-
cally leave.

LECTUrE 3

11b “Holy Father, keep them in your name, which you have giv-
en me, that they may be one, even as we are one. 12 While I was with 
them, I kept them in your name, which you have given me; I have 
guarded them, and none of them is lost but the son of perdition, that 
the scripture might be fulfilled. 13 But now I am coming to you; and 
these things I speak in the world, that they may have my joy fulfilled in 
themselves. 14 I have given them your word; and the world has hated 
them because they are not of the world, even as I am not of the world. 
15 I do not pray that you should take them out of the world, but that 
you should keep them from evil. 16 They are not of the world, even as I 
am not of the world.”

2212. After Christ stated his reasons for praying for the apostles, he 
here makes his petitions: first, he asks for their protection; secondly, 
for their sanctification, sanctify them (v. 17). They are to be protect-
ed from evil, and sanctified by good. In regard to the first he does two 
things: first, he asks for their protection; secondly, he mentions why 
they need protection (v. 12).

2213. In regard to the first, four things must be considered: whom 
he asks; what he asks for; for whom he asks; and why he asks. The 
one he asks is the Father; so he says, Father: and with good reason, 
for the Father is the source of every good: “Every good endowment 
and every perfect gift is from above, coming down from the Father of 
lights” (Jas 1:17). He adds, Holy, because the Father is also the source 
and origin of all holiness and because, in the last analysis, he was 
asking for the sanctification of the apostles: “You shall be holy; for I 
the Lord your God am holy” (Lev 19:2); “There is none holy like the 
Lord” (1 Sam 2:2).

He asks for their protection, saying, keep them, for as we read: “Un-
less the Lord builds the house, those who build it labor in vain” (Ps 
126:1). For our good consists not only in receiving existence from God, 
but also in being kept in existence by God, because as Gregory42 says: 
“All things would return to nothingness, if the hand of the Almighty 

42. Mor. 16. 37. 45; PL 75, col. 1143–44; cf. ST I, q. 50, a. 5, obj. 3.
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did not uphold them”; “upholding the universe by his word of power” 
(Heb 1:3).43 Accordingly, the Psalmist prays: “Keep me, O Lord, for I 
have put my trust in you” (Ps 15:1). Now we are kept from evil and 
from sin in the name of God; thus he says, keep them in your name, 
that means, by the power of your name and of your knowledge, for 
in these lay our glory and our well-being: “Some trust in chariots, and 
some in horses. But we will call upon the name of the Lord our God” 
(Ps 19:8).

He is praying for those who were given to him; he says, which you 
have given me: “Consider the work of God; who can make straight 
what he has made crooked?” (Ecc 7:13). For one can be kept from evil 
only by God’s choice, which is indicated when he says, which you have 
given me, that is, by a gift of grace, so that they remain with me: “Not 
all men can receive this precept, but only those to whom it is given” 
(Mt 19:11). Those who are given to Christ in this way are kept from 
evil.

Then he states why he is asking for their protection, saying, that 
they may be one, even as we are one. This can be connected with what 
has gone before in two ways. In the first way, it shows the way they 
will be kept or protected. Then the meaning is: They will be kept and 
protected by being kept as one. For a thing is preserved in existence as 
long as it remains one, and it ceases to be when it become divided: “Ev-
ery kingdom divided against itself is laid waste” (Mt 12:23). According-
ly, the Church and people can be preserved if they remain one. In an-
other way this phrase can state the purpose of their being kept. Then 
the meaning is this: Let them be kept or protected so that they may be 
one: for our entire perfection lies in a unity of spirit: “eager to maintain 
the unity of the Spirit in the bond of peace” (Eph 4:3); “Behold, how 
good and pleasant it is when brothers dwell in unity” (Ps 132:1).

2214. He adds, even as we are one. This causes a problem. The Fa-
ther and Son are one in essence. And so we also will be one in es-
sence? This is not true. The solution is that the perfection of each thing 
is nothing but sharing a likeness to God; for we are good to the extent 
that we resemble God.44 Accordingly, our unity contributes to our per-
fection to the extent that it shares in the unity of God. Now there is 
a twofold unity in God. There is a unity of nature: “I and the Father 
are one” (10:30); and a unity of love in the Father and Son, which 
is a unity of spirit. Both of these unities are found in us, not in an 
equal way, but with a certain likeness. The Father and the Son have 
the same individual nature [literally “numerically the same nature”], 
while we have the same specific nature. Again, they are one by a love 
which is not a participated love and a gift from another; rather, this 

43. See ST I, q. 104, a. 1.
44. See ST I, q. 4, a. 3.
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love proceeds from them, for the Father and Son love themselves by 
the Holy Spirit. We are one by participating in a higher love.45

2215. Then he mentions why they need this protection (v. 2). They 
need it for two reasons: because he is leaving them; and because the 
world hates them (v. 14). He does three things about the first: he re-
calls the eagerness with which he protected them while he was with 
them; secondly, he states he is leaving (v. 13a); thirdly, he mentions 
why he is saying these things (v. 13b). Three things are done with the 
first: first, he mentions the way he protected them; secondly, his obli-
gation to protect them; and thirdly, the effectiveness of his protection.

2216. The way they were protected was appropriate, because it was 
by the power of the Father. Accordingly, he says, While I was with 
them, that is, physically present—“Afterward he appeared on earth and 
lived among men” (Bar 3:37)—I, the Son of man, kept, that is, protect-
ed, them from evil and sin, not by human power, but rather by divine 
power, because it was in your name. This name is also common to the 
Father, the Son and the Holy Spirit—“Baptizing them in the name of 
the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit” (Mt 28:19)—because 
the Father and the Son are one God, and because the name of “Son” 
is implied in the name “Father,” for one who has a son is called a Fa-
ther.46

Note that before, when Christ denied that he had a devil, he did not 
deny that he was a Samaritan, that is, a guardian, because Christ is a 
guardian: “Watchman, what of the night?” (Is 21:11), that is, the night 
of this world, for like a shepherd, Christ guards his flock.

2217. His obligation to protect them is stated when he says, which 
you have given me, for a guardian is bound to protect those placed in 
his care: “Keep this man” (1 Kg 20:39); “I will take my stand to watch” 
(Hab 2:1). This is the way a superior acts when he carefully watches 
over those entrusted to his care: “And in that region there were shep-
herds out in the field, keeping watch over their flock by night” (Lk 2:8).

2218. The effectiveness of Christ’s protection is complete, because 
none of them is lost: “My sheep hear my voice . . . and no one shall 
snatch them out of my hand” (10:27); “Every one who . . . believes 
in him [the Son] should have eternal life” (6:40). One person is ex-
cluded, that is, the son of perdition, Judas. He is called the son of per-
dition as though foreknown and foreordained to eternal perdition. In 
this way those destined to die are called the sons of death: “You are 
the sons of death” (1 Sam 26:16); “You traverse sea and land to make 
a single proselyte . . . and you make him a son of death twice as much 
as yourself” (Mt 23:15).

A Gloss says that a “son of death is one who is predestined to per-

45. See ST I, q. 37, a. 2; I-II, q. 28, aa. 1–2; II-II, q. 23, a. 2.
46. See ST III, q. 66, a. 6.
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dition.” It is not customary to say that one is predestined to evil, and 
so here we should understand predestination in its general meaning 
of knowledge or orientation. Actually, predestination is always direct-
ed to what is good, because it has the double effect of grace and glory; 
and it is God who directs us to each of these. Two things are involved 
in reprobation: guilt, and punishment in time. And God ordains a per-
son to only one of these, that is, punishment, and even this is not 
for its own sake. That the scripture, in which you predicted that he 
would betray me—“Wicked and deceitful mouths are opened against 
me” (Ps 108:2)—might be fulfilled.47

2219. But now I am coming to you, physically leaving them: “I am 
leaving the world and going to the Father” (16:28). He had said be-
fore, “I kept them in your name,” so that some would not fall into un-
belief by misunderstanding this present statement (v. 13) to mean that 
he could not protect them after he had left, or that the Father was not 
protecting them before. The Father was protecting them before. And 
the Son could also protect them after he left.

2220. He gives the reason why he said these things when he says, 
and these things I speak in the world, that they may have my joy ful-
filled in themselves. It is like saying: I am like a man who is praying, 
and I am speaking these things to console my disciples, who think that 
I am merely human, so that at least they can be consoled because I am 
entrusting them to you, Father, whom they believe to be greater than 
I, and so they can rejoice in your protection. This is the interpretation 
of Chrysostom.48

In the interpretation of Augustine,49 this present statement is relat-
ed to “that they may be one, even as we are one” (v. 11). In this case, 
these words (v. 13) indicate the fruit of being one. It is like saying: that 
they may have my joy, by which they can rejoice in me, or, which they 
have received from me, fulfilled in themselves. They will obtain this 
joy by a unity of spirit, which will give them the joy of eternal life, 
which is full joy. And so this joy follows upon being one, because unity 
and peace produce perfect joy: “Those who follow plans for peace have 
joy” (Pr 12:20); “The fruit of the Spirit is joy” (Gal 5:22).

2221. Now we have another reason why they need protection, 
which is because of the hatred of the world. First he mentions the ben-
efit he had given his disciples; secondly, the hatred of the world for 
them (v. 14); and thirdly, he asks the Father’s help to protect them (v. 
15).

2222. He says, I have given them your word, which I have received 
from you: “I have given them the words which you gave me” (17:7). 

47. See ST I, q. 23, aa. 1, 3.
48. Hom. in Io. 81. 2; PG 59, col. 440; cf. Catena aurea, 17:9–13.
49. Tract. in Io. 107. 8; PL 35, col. 1914–15; cf. Catena aurea, 17:9–13.
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Or, I have given, that is, I will give them, by the inspiration of the Par-
aclete, your word, that is, the word about yourself, which is the great-
est of gifts and benefits: “I will give you a good gift, do not abandon my 
law” (Pr 4:2).

2223. The result of this is the hatred of the world: because they 
have received your word, the world has hated them: “Blessed are you 
when men hate you” (Lk 6:22); “Do not wonder, brethren, that the 
world hates you” (1 Jn 3:13). The reason for this hatred is that they 
have left the world. For the word of God causes us to leave the world 
since it unites us to God, and one cannot be joined to God without 
leaving the world, for one who loves the world does not have a per-
fect love for God.50 Thus he says, because they are not of the world: “I 
chose you out of the world, therefore the world hates you” (15:19). 
For it is natural for one to love others who are similar: “Every beast 
loves its own kind, and hates the others” (Sir 13:19); “The very sight of 
him is a burden to us,” and this is “because his manner of life is unlike 
that of others” (Wis 2:15).

2224. Then he mentions the model according to which they are 
not of the world when he says, even as I am not of the world. This 
should be understood to refer to their affections, for just as Christ was 
not in the world by his affections, so neither were they. It does not ap-
ply to their origin, because at one time they were of the world, while 
Christ was never of the world because even considering his birth in the 
flesh he was of the Holy Spirit: “You are of this world, I am not of this 
world” (8:23).

2225. Then he asks for help in facing this hatred when he says, I 
do not pray that you should take them out of the world, but that you 
should keep them from evil. First, he makes his prayer; secondly, he 
gives the reason for what he asks, they are not of the world.

2226. He mentions two things in the first. He says he is not ask-
ing for one thing, which is that they be taken out of the world. But 
how can they be taken out of the world who are not of the world? We 
should say that they are not of the world as regards their affections, as 
we said before. But they are of the world by continuing to be physical-
ly present in it, and in this way he does not want them to be taken out 
of the world. This is because they would be of benefit to the faithful 
whom they would bring to the faith: “Go into all the world and preach 
the gospel to the whole creation” (Mk 16:15).

He asks for something else, namely, that while they remain physi-
cally in the world the Father should keep them from evil, that is, world-
ly evil; for it is difficult for a person who lives among those who are bad 
to remain free from evil, especially since the entire world is set in evil: 

50. See ST II-II, q. 15, a. 3; II-II, q. 24, aa. 9, 12.
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“When you pass through the waters I will be with you; and through 
the rivers, they shall not overwhelm you” (Is 43:2).

2227. He gives the reason for this request when he says, they are 
not of the world. This seems to be a useless repetition since he had just 
said the same thing. But, indeed, it is not useless, because they are spo-
ken in different contexts. They were spoken before to show why the 
disciples were hated by the world; here they are spoken to show why 
they should be protected by God.

We can see from this that the reason why the saints are hated by 
the world is the same as the reason why God loves them, that is, their 
disdain for the world: “Has not God chosen those who are poor in the 
world to be rich in faith and heirs of the kingdom which he has prom-
ised to those who love him?” (Jas 2:5). Therefore, whatever good a 
person does makes this person hateful to the world, but loved by God: 
“We sacrifice what the Egyptians worship” (Ex 8:27).

LECTUrE 4

17 “Sanctify them in the truth; your word is truth. 18 As you did 
send me into the world, so I have sent them into the world. 19 And for 
their sake I consecrate [sanctify] myself, that they also may be conse-
crated [sanctified] in truth.”

2228. Above, our Lord prayed for the protection of his disciples; 
here he prays for their sanctification. First, he asks for their sanctifi-
cation; secondly, he mentions why they need to be sanctified (v. 18); 
thirdly, he says this sanctification has already begun (v. 19).

2229. He says: I have prayed that my disciples be kept from evil; 
but this is not enough unless they are perfected by what is good: “De-
part from evil, and do good” (Ps 36:27). Accordingly he prays, sancti-
fy them, that is, perfect them and make them holy. And do this in the 
truth, that is, in me, your Son, who am the truth (14:6). It is like say-
ing: Make them share in my perfection and holiness (sanctity). And 
thus he adds, your word, that is, your Word, is the truth. The mean-
ing is then: Sanctify them in me, the truth, because I, your Word, am 
the truth.

Or, we could say this: Sanctify them, by sending the Holy Spirit. 
And do this in the truth, that is, in the knowledge of the truths of 
the faith and of your commandments: “You will know the truth, and 
the truth will make you free” (8:32). For we are sanctified by faith 
and the knowledge of the truth: “the righteousness of God through 
faith in Jesus Christ for all who believe” (Rom 3:22).51 He adds, your 

51. See ST II-II, q. 7, a. 2.
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word is truth, because the truth of God’s words is unmixed with fal-
sity: “All the words of my mouth are righteous; there is nothing twist-
ed or crooked in them” (Pr 8:8). Further, his word teaches the uncre-
ated truth.

Another interpretation: In the Old Testament everything set aside 
for divine worship was said to be sanctified: “Then bring near to you 
Aaron your brother, and his sons with him, from among the people of 
Israel to serve me as priests” (Ex 28:1).52 Accordingly he says, sanctify 
them, that is, set them aside, in truth, that is, to preach your truth, be-
cause your word, which they are to preach, is truth.

2230. The need for their sanctification is added when he says, as 
you did send me into the world, so I have sent them into the world. He 
is saying in effect: I have come to preach the truth: “For this I was born 
. . . to bear witness to the truth” (18:37). And so I have sent my dis-
ciples to preach the truth: “Go into all the world and preach the gos-
pel to the whole creation” (Mk 16:15). Accordingly, they have to be 
sanctified in the truth: “As the Father has sent me, even so I send you” 
(20:21).

2231. They need to be sanctified not only because of the task they 
have been given, but also because their sanctification has already been 
begun by me. Thus he says, and for their sake I sanctify myself. Ac-
cording to Augustine,53 we should note that there are two natures in 
Christ. Christ is holy by essence, considering his divine nature; while 
he is holy by grace, which is derived from the divine nature, consider-
ing his human nature. Referring to his divine nature he says, I sancti-
fy myself, by taking on flesh for them. I do this in order that the sanc-
tity or holiness of grace, which is found in my humanity, but is also 
from me as God, might flow from me to them, because “from his full-
ness we have all received” (1:16). “It is like the precious oil upon the 
head,” and this head is Christ, who is God, “running down upon the 
beard, upon the beard of Aaron,” that is, upon his human nature, and 
from here, “running down on the collar of his robes,” that is, to us. 
(Ps 132:2).54

Or, according to Chrysostom,55 he is asking they be sanctified by a 
spiritual sanctification. In the Old Testament there were sanctifications 
of the body: “Cleansing of the body imposed until the time comes to 
set things right” (Heb 9:10). These were figures of a spiritual sanctifi-
cation, and these figures involved the offering of some sacrifice. And 
so it was appropriate that some sacrifice be offered for the sanctifica-
tion of the disciples. This is what he is saying: I sanctify myself in order 

52. See ST I-II, q. 101, a. 4.
53. Tract. in Io. 108. 5; PL 35, col. 1916; cf. Catena aurea, 17:14–19.
54. See ST III, q. 8, a. 1; III, q. 48, a. 1.
55. Hom. in Io. 82. 1; PG 59, col. 443; cf. Catena aurea, 17:14–19.
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that they might be sanctified, that is, I am offering myself as a sacrifice: 
“who offered himself without blemish to God” (Heb 9:14); “So Jesus 
also suffered outside the gate in order to sanctify the people through 
his own blood” (Heb 13:12). He did this in truth, not in a figure, as was 
done in the Old Testament.56

LECTUrE 5

20 “I do not pray for these only, but also for those who [will] believe 
in me through their word, 21 that they may all be one; even as you, Fa-
ther, are in me, and I in you, that they also may be in us, so that the 
world may believe that you have sent me. 22 The glory which you have 
given me I have given to them, that they may be one even as we are 
one, 23 I in them and you in me, that they may become perfectly one, so 
that the world may know that you have sent me and have loved them 
even as you have loved me.”57

2232. After our Lord prayed for his disciples, he now prays in gen-
eral for all the faithful. First, we see his prayer; secondly, he states why 
he should be heard (v. 25). In his prayer he asks the Father two things 
for those who follow him: first, a perfect unity; secondly, the vision of 
glory, I desire that they also . . . may be with me (v. 24). He does two 
things about the first: he asks, as man, for a perfect unity; secondly, 
he shows that as God he gives them the ability to acquire this unity 
(v. 22). He does two things with the first: he mentions for whom he is 
asking; secondly, what he is asking for, that they may be one (v. 22b).

2233. He is praying for the entire community of the faithful. He 
says: I have asked that you protect my disciples from evil, and that 
you sanctify them in the truth; but I do not pray for these only, but 
also for those who will believe, that is, for those whose faith will be 
strengthened, through their word, the word of the apostles. It is right 
for him to ask this, because no one is saved except by the intercession 
of Christ.58 So that it was not only the apostles who were saved, but 
also others, he also had to pray for these others: “He loved your fathers 
and chose their descendants after them” (Deut 4:37); “Their prosperity 
will remain with their descendants” (Sir 44:11).

2234. The objection is made that he does not seem to be praying for 
all his faithful, because he is praying for those who would be converted 
by the word of the apostles. But the old fathers and John the Baptizer 
were not converted by their word. We should answer that these per-

56. See ST III, q. 48, a. 3.
57. St. Thomas refers to Jn 17:22 in ST II-II, q. 183, q. 2, obj. 1; III, q. 23, a. 3.
58. See ST III, q. 26, a. 1.
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sons had already arrived at their destination; and although they were 
not enjoying the vision of God, since the price had not yet been paid, 
they went from this world with their merits, so that as soon as the gate 
was opened they would enter.59 Thus, they did not need such prayer.

2235. Again, what of others who did not believe through the word 
of the apostles, but through Christ’s, like Paul believed: “I did not re-
ceive it from man, nor was I taught it, but it came through a revelation 
of Jesus Christ” (Gal 1:12), or like the thief on the cross (Lk 23:43). It 
does not seem that Christ prayed for them. The answer, according to 
Augustine,60 is that those are said to believe through the word of the 
apostles who not only listened to the apostles, but those also who be-
lieved through the word [as coming from others] which the apostles 
preached, which is the word of faith (Rom 10:8). The word of faith is 
called the word of the apostles because they were especially commis-
sioned to preach it. The same word was divinely revealed to Paul and 
the thief on the cross. Or, one could say that those who were convert-
ed directly by and through Christ, like Paul and the thief on the cross, 
and others like these, are included in that part of the prayer in which 
our Lord prayed for his disciples. And so our Lord said: “whom you 
gave me” (17:6), or will give me.61

2236. What about us, who do not believe through the apostles? We 
should say that although we do not believe through the apostles, we 
do believe through their disciples.

2237. He prays for a perfect unity when he says, that they may all 
be one. First, he mentions the unity he is asking for; secondly, he gives 
an example of it, and its cause, as you, Father, are in me; thirdly, he 
gives the fruit of unity, that the world may believe.

2238. He says: I am praying that they may all be one. As the Pla-
tonists say, a thing acquires its unity from that from which it acquires 
its goodness. For that is good for a thing which preserves it; and a thing 
is preserved only if it remains one.62 Thus when our Lord prays that 
his disciples be perfect in goodness, he prays that they be one. Indeed, 
this was accomplished: “Now the company of those who believed were 
of one heart and soul” (Acts 4:32); “Behold, how good and pleasant it 
is when brothers dwell in unity” (Ps 132:1).

2239. He gives an example of this unity and its cause, saying, even 
as you, Father, are in me, and I in you. Others are one, but in evil. Our 
Lord is not asking for this kind of unity, but that which unites in good, 
that is, in God. And so he says, as you, Father, are in me, and I in you, 
that is, let them be united by believing in me and in you: “We, though 

59. See ST I-II, q. 107, a. 2; III, q. 49, a. 5, ad 1; III, q. 52, a. 5.
60. Tract. in Io. 109. 2; PL 35, col. 1918; cf. Catena aurea, 17:20–23.
61. See ST I-II, q. 106, a. 1, ad 3; II-II, q. 2, a. 7, ad 3.
62. See ST I, q. 6, a. 4.
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many, are one body in Christ” (Rom 12:5); “Eager to keep the unity of 
the Spirit . . . one Lord, one faith, one baptism” (Eph 4:3–4). We are 
one or united in the Father and the Son, who are one; for if we were 
seeking different things to believe and desire, our affections would be 
scattered.63

2240. Arius uses this passage to argue that the Son is in the Father 
and the Father in the Son in the same way that we are in God. How-
ever, we are not in God by a unity of essence, but by a conformity of 
will and love. Therefore, he says, like us, the Father is not in the Son 
by a unity of essence.

We should say to this that there is a twofold unity of the Father and 
the Son: a unity of essence and of love. In both of these ways the Fa-
ther is in the Son and the Son is in the Father.64 The even as you, Fa-
ther, are in me, and I in you, can be understood of the unity of love, 
according to Augustine,65 and then the meaning is: even as you, Fa-
ther, are in me, through love, because love, charity, makes one be with 
God. It is like saying: as the Father loves the Son and the Son loves the 
Father, so the disciples love the Father and the Son. Then the words 
even as do not imply equality but a remote likeness.

Or, according to Hilary,66 this statement can refer to a unity of na-
ture; not indeed that the same numerical nature is in us and in the Fa-
ther and the Son, but in the sense that our unity resembles that of the 
divine nature, by which the Father and the Son are one. In this case 
the words even as indicate a certain imitation. That is why we are in-
vited to imitate divine love: “Be imitators of God, as beloved children, 
and walk in love, as Christ loved us” (Eph 5:1). And we are also to im-
itate the divine perfection or goodness: “You, therefore, must be per-
fect, as your heavenly Father is perfect” (Mt 5:48).67

2241. He indicates the fruit of this unity when he says, so that the 
world may believe: for nothing shows the truth of the gospel better 
than the charity of those who believe: “By this all men will know that 
you are my disciples, if you have love for one another” (13:35). This 
will be the fruit of unity: because if my disciples are one, the world 
may believe that the teaching I gave to them is from you, and know 
that you have sent me. For God is a cause of peace, not of contentions.

2242. There is a problem here. If we will be perfectly one in our 
homeland, where we will not believe [but see], it seems out of place to 
say, after mentioning unity, that the world may believe that you have 
sent me. Our reply is that our Lord is speaking here of the unity which 
is taking shape and not of perfected unity.

63. See ST I-II, q. 28, a. 1; III, q. 61, a. 1.
64. See ST I, q. 37, a. 2; I, q. 42, a. 5.
65. Tract. in Io. 110. 1; PL 35, col. 1920; cf. Catena aurea, 17:20–23. 
66. De Trin. 8. 10–11; PL 10, col. 242–43; cf. Catena aurea, 17:20–23.
67. See ST I, q. 4, a. 3.
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2243. There is another problem. Our Lord is praying that those who 
believe in him may be one; therefore, even the believing world is one. 
Therefore, how can he say, after the world has become one, that the 
world may believe? One can answer by giving the mystical sense. Then 
our Lord is praying that all believers be one. Yet all would not believe 
at the same time; some would be the first to believe, and they would 
convert others. So when he says, that the world may believe, it refers 
to those who did not believe at first, from the beginning, but when 
they did believe they did become one. And the same applies to those 
who would believe after them, and continuing to the end of the world.

Hilary68 has another interpretation. The words so that the world 
may believe indicate the purpose of their unity and perfection. It is like 
saying: you will perfect them so that they may be one, for this pur-
pose, so that the world may believe that you have sent me. Here the 
words so that indicate a final cause.

A third interpretation is by Augustine.69 For him, that the world 
may believe, is another petition. In this case the I pray (v. 20) has to be 
repeated, so that the sense is: I pray that they may be one, and I pray 
that the world may believe.

2244. Christ’s part in establishing this unity is mentioned when he 
says, the glory which you have given me, I have given to them, since 
what he is asking for as man he is accomplishing as God. First, he shows 
that he acted to make them one; secondly, he mentions the kind and 
degree of this unity, I in them and you in me; and thirdly, we see the 
purpose of this unity, so that the world may know (v. 23).

2245. He says: Although, as man, I am asking for their perfection, 
still I am accomplishing this together with you, because the glory, of 
my resurrection, which you, Father, have given me, by an eternal pre-
destination, and which you will soon give me in reality, I have given to 
them, my disciples. This glory is the immortality which the faithful will 
receive at the resurrection, an immortality even of the body: “Who 
will change our lowly body to be like his glorious body” (Phil 3:21); “It 
is sown in dishonor, it is raised in glory” (1 Cor 15:43). And this is so 
that they may be one, because by the fact that they have glory they will 
be made one, even as we are one.

2246. He seems to be distinguishing his own activity from that of 
the Father, for he says that the Father gave him glory, and Christ gave 
this to his faithful. If this is understood correctly, we see that he is 
not saying these things to distinguish their activities, but their persons. 
For the Son, as Son, together with the Father, gives glory to Christ in 
his human nature, and together with the Father Christ gives it to the 
faithful. But because Christ gave glory to his faithful especially through 

68. De Trin. 8. 12; PL 10, col. 244–45; cf. Catena aurea, 17:20–23.
69. Tract. in Io. 110. 2; PL 35, col. 1920–21; cf. Catena aurea, 17:20–23. 



190  COMMENTARY ON THE GOSPEL OF JOHN

his own human nature, he attributes this giving to himself, while he 
attributes to the Father the giving of glory to his own human nature. 
This is the opinion of Augustine.70

Or, according to Chrysostom,71 the glory, that is, the glory of grace, 
which you have given me, in my human nature, giving me a superior 
knowledge, perfection, and power to accomplish miracles, I have giv-
en to them, in a limited way, and will give it later more fully: “We are 
being changed into his likeness from one degree of glory to another”  
(2 Cor 3:18); “You have given gifts to men” (Ps 67:19). And this is in 
order that they may be one even as we are one, for the purpose of God’s 
gifts is to unite us in a unity which is like the unity of the Father and 
the Son.

2247. The manner of this unity is added when he says, I in them 
and you in me. They arrive at unity, because they see that I am in them, 
as in a temple: “Do you not know that you are God’s temple and that 
God’s Spirit dwells in you?” (1 Cor 3:16), by grace, which is a certain 
likeness of the Father’s essence, by which you, Father, are in me by a 
unity of nature: “I am in the Father and the Father in me” (14:10). And 
this is in order that they may become perfectly one.72

Above, he had said, “that they may be one” (v. 22), while here he 
says, perfectly one. The reason for this is that the first time he was re-
ferring to the unity brought about by grace, but here to its consum-
mation. Hilary73 gives another interpretation: I in them, that is, I am 
in them by the unity of human nature, which I have in common with 
them, and also because I give them my body as food; and you in me, 
by a unity of essence.

2248. Referring to the first explanation [the unity from grace], since 
the Father also, as well as the Son, is in them by grace—“We will come 
to him and make our home with him” (14:23)—why does he say, I in 
them, without mentioning the Father? According to Augustine,74 he 
does this because they have access to the Father through the Son: “We 
have peace with God through our Lord Jesus Christ. Through him we 
have obtained access” (Rom 5:1); and it does not mean that the Son 
is in them without the Father. Or, according to Chrysostom,75 above 
Christ said, “We will come to him” (14:23), to indicate that there is a 
plurality of divine persons, contrary to Sabellius; but here he says, I in 
them, to indicate the equality of the Father and the Son, contrary to 
Arius. We can understand from this that it is enough for the faithful if 
the Son alone dwells in them.

70. Tract. in Io. 110. 3; PL 35, col. 1921–22; cf. Catena aurea, 17:20–23.
71. Hom. in Io. 82. 2; PG 59, col. 444; cf. Catena aurea, 17:20–23. 
72. See ST I-II, q. 110, a. 2, ad 2.
73. De Trin. 8. 13; PL 10, col. 245–46; cf. Catena aurea, 17:20–23.
74. Trac. in Io. 110. 4; PL 35, col. 1922–23; cf. Catena aurea, 17:20–23.
75. Hom. in Io. 82. 2; PG 59, col. 444; cf. Catena aurea, 17:20–23.
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2249. The purpose of this unity is given when he says, so that the 
world may know that you have sent me. If the “perfectly one” (v. 23) 
refers to the perfection of this life, then that the world may know is the 
same as what he said before, “that the world may believe” (v. 21). This 
would indicate just a beginning state. But here he is saying, know, be-
cause complete knowledge, not faith, comes after imperfect knowledge.

He says, that the world may know, not the world as it is now, but 
as it was [will be?], so that the meaning is: so that the world, now a 
believing world, may know. Or, so that the world, that is, the lovers of 
the world, may know that you have sent me: for by that time those 
who are evil will know by clear signs that Christ is the Son of God: 
“Every eye will see him” (Rev 1:7); “They shall look on him whom 
they have pierced” (19:37); “They will see the Son of man coming in a 
cloud with power and great glory” (Lk 21:27).

2250. The world will not only know this, it will also know the glory 
of the saints, that you have loved them, that is, the faithful. At the pres-
ent time we cannot know how great God’s love for us is: this is because 
the good things that God will give us exceed our longings and desires, 
and so cannot be found in our heart: “What no eye has seen, nor ear 
heard, nor the heart of man conceived, what God has prepared for 
those who love him” (1 Cor 2:9).

Thus the believing world, that is, the saints, will now know by ex-
perience how much God loves us; but the lovers of the world, that is, 
the wicked, will know this by seeing in amazement the glory of the 
saints: “This is the man whom we once held in derision and for a fig-
ure of reproach” (Wis 5:4); and it continues, “Why has he been num-
bered among the sons of God? And why is his lot among the saints?” 
(v. 5).

2251. He continues, as you have loved me. This does not imply an 
equality of love, but a similarity and a reason. It is like saying: the love 
you have for me is the reason and cause why you love them: for by 
the fact that you love me, you love those who love me and are my 
members: “The Father himself loves you, because you have loved me” 
(16:27).

God loves all the things he has made, by giving them existence: 
“For you love all things that exist, and have loathing for none of the 
things you have made” (Wis 11:24). But above all he loves his only 
Son, to whom he has given his entire nature by an eternal generation. 
In a lesser way he loves the members of his only Son, that is, the faith-
ful of Christ, by giving them the grace by which Christ dwells in them: 
“He loved his people; all those consecrated to him were in his hand” 
(Deut 33:3).76

76. See ST I, q. 20, a. 3.
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LECTUrE 6

24 “Father, I desire that they also, whom you have given me, may 
be with me where I am, to behold my glory which you have given me 
in your love for me before the foundation of the world. 25 O righteous 
Father, the world has not known you, but I have known you; and these 
know that you have sent me. 26 I made known to them your name, 
and I will make it known, that the love with which you have loved me 
may be in them, and I in them.”

2252. Above, our Lord prayed for the perfect unity of his disciples; 
here he is asking the vision of glory for them. First, he mentions the 
persons for whom he is praying; secondly, he shows the way he is 
praying; thirdly, he states what he is asking for.

2253. He is praying for those given to him; he says, whom you have 
given me. That is given to a person which is subject to his will, so he 
can do with it as he wills. We can distinguish two wills in Christ: a 
will to mercy and a will to justice. His will to mercy is fundamental 
and absolute, because “His compassion is over all that he has made” 
(Ps 144:9); “who desires all men to be saved” (1 Tim 2:4). But his will 
for a punishing justice is not fundamental, as it presupposes sin: “God 
does not delight in the destruction of men” (Wis 1:13); and in Ezekiel 
(18:32) we read: “I do not desire the death of the sinner,” absolutely; 
but he wills it as a consequence of sin.77

All men have been given to the Son: “You have given him pow-
er over all flesh” (17:2), that is, over all men, to accomplish his will 
in their regard: his will for mercy, leading to salvation, or his will for 
justice, leading to punishment: “He is the one ordained by God to be 
judge of the living and the dead” (Acts 10:42). But those were given 
to him absolutely who were given to him so that he might accomplish 
his will of mercy for their salvation; he says of these people, whom you 
have given to me, that is, in your predestination from all eternity: “Be-
hold, I and the children whom the Lord has given me . . .” (Is 8:18).

2254. The way he asks is given when he says, I desire. This can 
indicate authority or merit. It indicates authority if we refer this to 
Christ’s divine will, which is the same as the will of the Father: for by 
his will he justifies and saves men: “He has mercy upon whomever he 
wills” (Rom 9:18). If we refer this to Christ’s human will, it indicates 
merit, for Christ’s human will merits our salvation.78 For if the wills 
of the just, who are the members of Christ, have merit entitling them 
to be heard—“Ask whatever you will, and it shall be done for you” 

77. See ST I, q. 19, a. 6, ad 1; I, q. 21, aa. 3–4. 
78. See ST III, q. 48, a. 1.
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(15:7)—much more so does the human will of Christ, who is the head 
of all the saints.

2255. He mentions what he is asking for when he says, that they 
also . . . may be with me. First, he asks that the members be united to 
the head; secondly, that his glory be shown to his members, to behold 
my glory.

2256. He says, I desire that they also . . . may be with me where I 
am. This can be understood in two ways. In the first way it can be un-
derstood of Christ in his human nature. Christ, in his human nature, 
is soon to ascend and to be in heaven: “I am ascending to my Father 
and your Father” (20:17). Then the meaning is: I desire that they also, 
the faithful, may be with me, in heaven, where I am about to ascend: 
“Wherever the body is, there the eagles,” that is, the saints, “will be 
gathered together” (Mt 24:28). For this is what Christ promised: “Re-
joice and be glad, for your reward is great in heaven” (Mt 5:12).

2257. There is a difficulty with this meaning. Since Christ was not 
yet in heaven, he should have said, “where I will be,” and not “where 
I am.” And besides, he also said, “No one has ascended into heaven but 
he who descended from heaven” (3:13).

I reply to the first that Christ, who was speaking, was both God and 
man. And although he was not yet in heaven in his human nature, he 
was there in his divine nature. And so, while present on earth, he was 
in heaven; and thus he says, where I am.

As to the second objection, when we read that “No one has ascend-
ed into heaven but he who descended from heaven” (3:13), we should 
understand that the Son is in heaven by reason of his divinity, and de-
scended by taking on a human nature, and then ascended by reason 
of his human nature, now glorified. But now we have been made one 
with him. Thus, he alone comes, in himself, by descending from heav-
en, and he alone returns there, now one with us, by ascending into 
heaven.79 This is the observation of Gregory.80

He says, where I am, using the present tense instead of the future, 
either because he would very soon be there, or because he was refer-
ring to Christ as God.

2258. But since God is everywhere—“Do I not fill heaven and earth” 
(Jer 23:24)—it seems to follow that the saints also will be everywhere. 
We should reply to this that God is related to us like light is. When the 
sun is over the earth, the light spreads everywhere. And although the 
light is with all, yet all are not in the light, but only those who see it. 
So, since God is everywhere, he is with all, wherever they are; yet not 
all are with God, but only those joined to him by faith and love; and 

79. See ST III, q. 57, a. 6.
80. Mor. 27. 15. 30; PL 76, col. 416–17; cf. Catena aurea, 17:24–26.
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they will be finally joined in complete joy: “I am continually with you”  
(Ps 72:23); “We shall always be with the Lord” (1 Th 4:17).81

Thus the meaning is this: where I am, that is, in your divinity, Fa-
ther, which I have by nature, they may be with me, by participating in 
grace: “He gave power to become children of God” (1:12); “He who 
abides in love abides in God, and God abides in him” (1 Jn 4:16).

2259. He speaks of manifesting his glory to his members when he 
says, to behold my glory. First, he makes his request; secondly, he men-
tions the source of this glory, which you have given me; thirdly, he 
gives the reason for this glory, in your love for me.

2260. He says that he not only wants them to be with him, but he 
also wants them to behold my glory, in a beatifying vision: “When he 
appears we shall be like him, for we shall see him as he is” (1 Jn 3:2).82 
This can be understood to refer to the glory of his human nature after 
the resurrection—“He will change our lowly body to be like his glori-
ous body” (Phil 3:21)—or to the glory of his divine nature, for he is 
the radiance of the Father’s glory and the image of his substance, as 
we see from Hebrews (1:3); “The radiance of eternal light” (Wis 7:26). 
The saints in glory will see both of these glories. We read about the first 
[the glory of Christ’s human nature]: “Your eyes will see the king in his 
beauty” (Is 33:17). The wicked will see this glory only at the judgment: 
“And then they will see the Son of man coming in a cloud with pow-
er and majesty” (Lk 21:27); and Mark adds “and glory” (Mk 13:26). 
But the sight of this glory will be taken away from them after the judg-
ment: “Let the wicked be taken away so they cannot see the glory of 
the Lord” (Is 26:10), as we read in one version. Yet the saints will see 
the second glory [that of the divine nature] forever: “In your light,” 
that is, of grace, “do we see light,” that is, of glory, which the wicked 
will never see.

2261. The source of this glory is the Father: so he says, which you 
have given me. He gave him the glory of his body at the resurrection.83 
Although this still remained to be done, it had already been done 
in the divine decree; and this is why he says, have given: “You have 
crowned him with glory” (Ps 8:6). But he gave him divine glory from 
all eternity, because the Son is from the Father from all eternity, like 
radiance from light.84

2262. He gives the explanation for the glory given to him when he 
says, in your love for me before the foundation of the world. If we refer 
this to Christ in his human nature, then the in indicates the cause. For 
just as love and predestination are the cause why we have the radi-
ance of grace in the present life and of glory in the future—“He chose 
us in him before the foundation of the world” (Eph 1:4)—so also it is 

81. See ST I, q. 8, a. 4. 82. See ST I, q. 12, a. 1.
83. See ST III, q. 49, a. 6, ad 3. 84. See ST I, q. 42, a. 2.
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the cause of the radiance which Christ has in his human nature, “pre-
destined the Son of God in power” (Rom 1:4). So the meaning is this: 
I say that you have given me this radiance: and the cause of this is that 
you have loved me, in your love for me before the foundation of the 
world. The result being that this man is united to the Son of God to 
form one person: “Blessed is he whom you choose and bring near, to 
dwell in your courts” (Ps 64:5).85

If we refer this to Christ as God, then the in indicates a sign. For 
then the Father did not give because he loved: for when we say the Fa-
ther gave to the Son we are referring to the eternal generation of the 
Son. If love is taken essentially, it indicates the divine will; if it is taken 
notionally, it indicates the Holy Spirit. Now it was by nature that the 
Father gave radiance to the Son, not by his will, because the Father be-
got the Son by nature. And so he also did not give to the Son because 
he brought forth the Holy Spirit.86

2263. Now he gives the reason why his prayer should be heard. Be-
fore, our Lord had included the faithful in his petition when he said, 
“I do not pray for these only, but also for those who will believe in me 
through their word” (17:20). He also excluded the world and unbe-
lievers when he said, “I am praying for them; I am not praying for the 
world” (17:9). Now he gives the reason for this: first, he mentions the 
failure of the world; secondly, the progress of the disciples (v. 25).

2264. Note that when he prayed for their sanctification he called 
the Father holy Father (v. 11). But now, calling for retribution, he re-
fers to the Father as righteous Father. This eliminates the old error 
which said that there was a just God, the God of the Old Testament, 
and another God who was good, the God of the New Testament.

The failure of the world concerned its knowledge of God. He says, 
the world, not as reconciled, but damned, has not known you: “The 
world was made through him, yet the world knew him not” (1:10).

2265. But this seems to conflict with Romans (1:19) “For what can 
be known about God is plain to them. Ever since the creation of the 
world his invisible nature, namely, his eternal power and deity, has 
been clearly perceived in the things that have been made.”87 We should 
say to this that knowledge is of two kinds: one is speculative, and the 
other affective. Through neither of these ways did the world know God 
completely. Although some Gentiles knew God as having some of those 
attributes which are knowable by reason, they did not know God as the 
Father of an only begotten and consubstantial Son—and our Lord is 
talking about knowledge of these things.

Again, if they did have some speculative knowledge of God, this was 
mixed with many errors: some denied his providence over all things; 

85. See ST III, q. 2, aa. 2, 6. 86. See ST I, q. 36, a. 4; I, q. 41, a. 2.
87. See ST I, q. 2, a. 3; II-II, q. 2, a. 4.
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others said he was the soul of the world; still others worshipped other 
gods along with him.88 For this reason they are said not to know God. 
Composite things can be known in part, and unknown in part, while 
simple things are unknown if they are not known in their entirety. 
Thus, even though some erred only slightly in their knowledge of God, 
they are said to be entirely ignorant of him. Consequently, since these 
people did not know the special excellence of God, they are said not to 
know him: “For although they knew God they did not honor him as 
God or give thanks to him, but they became futile in their thinking and 
their senseless minds were darkened” (Rom 1:21); “Nor did they recog-
nize the craftsman while paying heed to his works” (Wis 13:1).

Furthermore, the world did not know God by an affective knowl-
edge, because it did not love him, “like heathen who do not know God” 
(1 Th 4:5). So he says, the world has not known you, that is, without er-
ror, and as a Father, through love.89

2266. Then the progress of the disciples is mentioned (v. 25b). First, 
their progress in knowledge; secondly, the fruit of this knowledge (v. 
26). As regards the disciples’ progress in knowledge he does three 
things: first, he gives the root and fountain of this knowledge of God; 
secondly, the rivulets and streams that flow from it; thirdly, we see 
their origin in the root or fountain.

2267. The root and fountain of our knowledge of God is the Word 
of God, that is, Christ: “The fountain of wisdom is the word of God” 
(Sir 1:5; Vulgate). Human wisdom consists in knowing God. But this 
knowledge flows to us from the Word, because to the extent that we 
share in the Word of God, to that extent do we know God.90 Thus he 
says, the world has not known you in this way, but I, the fountain of 
wisdom, your Word, have known you, eternally and fully: “If I said, I 
do not know him, I should be a liar like you” (8:55).

2268. From this knowledge of the Word, which is the root and foun-
tain, flows, like rivulets and streams, all the knowledge of the faithful. 
Accordingly he says, and these know that [quia, meaning “that,” or “be-
cause”] you have sent me. Augustine91 understands the word as mean-
ing “because,” and it then indicates the reason for their knowledge. The 
meaning is then: I have known you, by nature, and these know you by 
grace. Why? Because you have sent me, so that they may know you: 
“For this was I born, and for this I have come into the world, to bear 
witness to the truth” (18:37); “I have manifested your name” (17:6).

If we understand the word as meaning “that,” it then refers to what 
is known. The meaning is: and these know. What do they know? That 
you have sent me, because he who sees the Son also sees the Father 
(14:9).

88. See ST II-II, q. 1, a. 8, ad 1. 89. ST I, q. 32, a. 1; II-II, q. 15, a. 3.
90. See ST I-II, q. 109, a. 1.
91. Tract. in Io. 111. 5; PL 35, col 1929; cf. Catena aurea, 17:24–26.
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2269. They did not know this by themselves; they learned it from 
me because “No one knows the Father except the Son and any one to 
whom the Son chooses to reveal him” (Mt 11:27). So he says, I made 
known to them your name, and I will make it known. He is indicat-
ing the two types of knowledge which the faithful have through him. 
First, there is the knowledge of his teaching, and he refers to this by 
saying, I made known to them your name, teaching them by my exter-
nal words: “No one has ever seen God; the only Son, who is in the bo-
som of the Father, he has made him known” (1:18); “It was declared 
at first by the Lord, and it was attested to us by those who heard him” 
(Heb 2:3).92

The other knowledge is from within, through the Holy Spirit. Re-
ferring to this he says, and I will make it known by giving them the 
Holy Spirit: “When the Spirit of truth comes, he will teach you all 
truth” (16:13).

Or, alternatively, I made known to them your name by the knowl-
edge of faith, “for now we see in a mirror dimly,” and I will make it 
known through the vision of glory in their homeland, where they will 
see “face to face” (1 Cor 13:12).

2270. The fruit of this knowledge is that the love with which you 
have loved me may be in them, and I in them. This can be explained 
in two ways. The first and better way is that since the Father loves the 
Son, as is shown by the glory he gave him, consequently, he loves all 
those in whom the Son is present—and the Son is in them insofar as 
they have knowledge of the truth. So the meaning is this: I will make 
your name known to them; and by the fact that they know you, I, 
your Word, will be in them; and by the fact that I am in them, the love 
with which you have loved me may be in them, that is, will be given to 
them, and you will love them as you have loved me.93

Here is the other explanation: that the love with which you have 
loved me may be in them, that is, as you have loved me, so they, by 
sharing in the Holy Spirit, may love. And by that fact I will be in them 
as God in a temple, and they in me, as members of the head: “He who 
abides in love abides in God, and God abides in him” (1 Jn 4:16).

92. See ST I, q. 32, a. 1; III, q. 42, a. 3.
93. See ST II-II, q. 4, a. 3; II-II, q. 7, a. 2.
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CHAPTEr 18

LECTUrE 1

1 When Jesus had spoken these words, he went forth with his disci-
ples across the Kidron valley [brook], where there was a garden, which 
he and his disciples entered. 2 Now Judas, who betrayed him, also knew 
the place; for Jesus often met there with his disciples. 3 So Judas, pro-
curing a band of soldiers and some officers from the chief priests and the 
Pharisees, went there with lanterns and torches and weapons. 4 Then 
Jesus, knowing all that was to befall him, came forward and said to 
them, “Whom do you seek?” 5 They answered him, “Jesus of Nazareth. 
“Jesus said to them, I am he.” Judas, who betrayed him, was standing 
with them. 6 When he said to them, “I am he,” they drew back and fell 
to the ground. 7 Again he asked them, “Whom do you seek?” And they 
said, “Jesus of Nazareth.” 8 Jesus answered, “I told you that I am he; 
so, if you seek me, let these men go.” 9 This was to fulfill the word which 
he had spoken, “Of those whom you gave me I lost not one.”1

2271. Before his passion, as we saw above, our Lord prepared his 
disciples in many ways: teaching them by his example, comforting 
them with his words, and aiding them by his prayers. Now the Evan-
gelist begins the history of the passion: first, he sets forth the mystery 
of the passion; secondly, the glory of the resurrection (20:1).

Christ’s passion was effected partly by the Jews, and partly by the 
Gentiles.2 Thus, he first describes what Christ suffered from the Jews; 
secondly, what he suffered from the Gentiles (19:1). He does three 
things regarding the first: he shows how our Lord was betrayed by a 
disciple; secondly, how he was brought before the high priests (v. 13); 
and thirdly, how he was accused before Pilate (v. 28).

In regard to Christ’s betrayal, the Evangelist mentions three things: 
first, the place; secondly, the procedure; and thirdly, the willingness of 
Christ to submit to the betrayal (v. 4). The place of the betrayal was 
shown to be appropriate in three ways: because it was outside the city; 
it was private and enclosed; and it was known to the traitor.

2272. The place of the betrayal was some distance from the city, and 
so Judas could more easily do what he intended. The Evangelist says, 
When Jesus had spoken these words, the words we have read above. 

1. St. Thomas refers to Jn 18:6 in ST III, q. 44, a. 3, ad 1.
2. See ST III, q. 47, a. 4.
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But since what Christ said belonged to his prayer, it would seem more 
appropriate for the Evangelist to say, “When Jesus had prayed.” The 
Evangelist put it the way he did to show that Christ did not pray be-
cause of any need of his own, since he was the one who, as man, 
prayed, and who, as God, heard the prayer. Rather, Christ prayed in or-
der to teach us. Thus this prayer is described as “spoken words.”

2273. He went forth with his disciples, but not immediately after 
this prayer, as Augustine3 notes. Other things happened, omitted by 
this Evangelist, but mentioned by the others. For example, there was 
an argument among the disciples about who was to be regarded as the 
greatest (Lk 22:24); before setting out he said to Peter: “Satan demand-
ed to have you, that he might sift you like wheat, but I have prayed for 
you that your faith may not fail” (Lk 22:31); again, the disciples recited 
a hymn with the Lord, as Matthew (26:30) and Mark (14:26) report. 
And so we should not think that they went out immediately after the 
words of the previous chapter, but that Christ said these things before 
they went out.

2274. He went forth across the Kidron brook. Matthew and Mark 
say that they went to the Mount of Olives, and then to a garden called 
Gethsemane. There is no conflict here, because all of them are refer-
ring to the same place, for the Kidron brook is at the foot of the Mount 
of Olives, where there was a garden called Gethsemane. In Greek, 
Kidron is genitive plural; and so in effect he is saying a brook “of ce-
dars.” Perhaps there were many cedar trees planted there.

It is fitting for this mystery that he cross a brook, because the brook 
indicates his passion: “He will drink from the brook by the way; there-
fore he will lift up his head” (Ps 109:7). Again, it is fitting that he cross 
the Kidron brook for Kidron is interpreted to mean an overshadowing, 
and by his passion Christ removed the shadow of sin and of the law, 
and stretching out his arms on the cross, he protected us under the 
shadow of his arms: “Hide me in the shadow of your wings” (Ps 16:8).

2275. The place was especially suitable for the betrayal. He says, 
there was a garden, which he and his disciples entered. This was es-
pecially suitable because Christ was satisfying for the sin of our first 
parent which had been committed in a garden (for paradise means a 
garden of delights). It was also suitable because by his passion he is 
leading us into another garden and paradise to receive a crown: “To-
day you will be with me in Paradise” (Lk 23:43).

2276. It was also an appropriate place because it was known to the 
traitor, now Judas, who betrayed him, also knew the place; for Jesus 
often met there with his disciples, including Judas, who was like a wolf 
among sheep: “Did I not choose you, the twelve, and one of you is 
a devil?” (6:71). This wolf in sheep’s clothing, who had been toler-

3. Tract. in Io. 112. 1; PL 35, col. 1930; cf. Catena aurea, 18:1–2.
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ated among the sheep according to the profound plan of the master, 
learned where he could scatter the small flock when the time came.

2277. Since Judas had left the supper a while before the others, 
how did he know that Christ would later be in the garden? Chrysos-
tom4 says that it was Christ’s custom, especially at the major feasts, to 
bring his disciples there after supper and teach them the deeper mean-
ing of the feasts, things that others were not ready to hear. And so, be-
cause this was an important feast, Judas surmised that Christ would be 
going there after supper. It was Christ’s custom to teach his disciples 
these sublime matters in the mountains or in private gardens, seeking 
places free from disturbance so they would not be distracted: “I will al-
lure her, and bring her into the wilderness, and speak tenderly to her” 
(Hos 2:14).

2278. Now the Evangelist shows the procedure of the traitor. No-
tice, as we see from Luke (22:4), that after Judas had agreed with the 
chief priests to betray Christ, he looked for an opportunity to deliver 
him without disturbing the people. Consequently, he wanted to come 
to him privately and at night, because during the day Christ was al-
ways busy teaching the people. Yet even at night it was possible that 
he be hindered by a quickly gathering crowd, or by the darkness in 
which Christ could be spirited away or escape from their hands. So 
against the crowd, he armed himself with weapons, and against the 
darkness he brought lanterns and torches. And because some of the 
crowd might resist, he took a band of soldiers, not from the Jews, but 
from the governor. In this way, no one would dare to resist because 
they would see the marks of legitimate authority. Further, some Jews 
might resist out of zeal for the law, especially because Christ was being 
taken by Gentiles. For this reason Judas took some servants or officers 
from the chief priests and the Pharisees: “He has run against God with 
his head held high” (Job 15:26); “Have you come out as against a rob-
ber, with swords and clubs?” (Lk 22:52)

2279. Now the Evangelist shows the promptness of Christ to will-
ingly undergo betrayal: first, by voluntarily offering himself; secondly, 
by stopping one of the disciples who was resisting (v. 10). In regard to 
the first, the Evangelist does two things: first, he tells how Christ iden-
tified himself to show his power; secondly, to show his patience (v. 7). 
In regard to the first he does three things: first, he states the question 
Christ asked; secondly, he shows Christ identifying himself, I am he; 
thirdly, we see the effect this has (v. 6).

2280. He does three things regarding the first. First, he recalls 
Christ’s knowledge: Then Jesus, knowing all that was to befall him, 
came forward; “Jesus knew that his hour had come” (13:1). The Evan-
gelist mentions this for two reasons: first, so that it does not appear 

4. Hom. in Io. 83. 1; PG 59, col. 447; cf. Catena aurea, 18:1–2.
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that the question he is asking comes from his ignorance; and second-
ly, so that it does not seem that he is offering himself unintentionally 
and without knowing that they have come to kill him. He knew every-
thing that would happen to him.5

Secondly, he states Christ’s question, for although he knew all these 
things he came forward and said to them, Whom do you seek? But this 
was not because of his ignorance, as we said. Thirdly, he gives their an-
swer, Jesus of Nazareth. They were seeking him not to imitate him, 
but to slander and kill him: “You will seek me and die in your sin” 
(8:21).

2281. Now we see Jesus identifying himself and offering himself so 
that they can seize him. I am he, he says, that is, I am Jesus of Naza-
reth, whom you are looking for. The Evangelist adds that Judas was 
also there because he had mentioned before that Judas had left them 
(13:31). It could be expected that they might not recognize the face of 
Christ because of the darkness. But this darkness would not explain 
why they did not know Christ from his voice, especially those who 
were quite familiar with him. By saying, I am he, Christ shows that he 
was not recognized even by Judas who was with them and on close 
terms with Christ. This in particular shows the power of Christ’s divin-
ity. Judas . . . was standing with them, that is, he continued in his evil 
to the point of identifying him with a kiss.

2282. Now we see the effect of his revealing himself: they drew 
back and fell to the ground. As Gregory6 says, sometimes we read that 
the saints fall to the ground: “The king Nebuchadnezzar fell upon his 
face and did homage to Daniel” (Dan 2:46); “When I saw it, I fell upon 
my face” (Ez 1:28). We also read that the evil fall: “Your men shall 
fall by the sword” (Is 3:25). Yet there is a difference. It is said that the 
evil fall backward: “Eli fell over backward from his seat” (1 Sam 4:18); 
while the saints fall on their face. The reason for this is given in Prov-
erbs (4:18): “The path of the righteous is like the light of dawn. . . . The 
path of the wicked is like deep darkness; they do not know over what 
they stumble.” Now those who fall backward do not see where they 
fall. And so those who are evil are said to fall backward because they 
fall over things that are invisible. Those who fall forward see where 
they are falling. Thus the saints, who willingly cast themselves down 
with respect to visible things, so they can be raised up to invisible 
things, are said to fall on their face because they humble themselves.

Mystically understood, we can say that by this falling backward we 
can understand that the Jewish people, who were a special people, 
because they did not listen to the voice of Christ in his preaching, fell 
backward, excluded from the kingdom.

5. See ST III, q. 47, a. 1.
6. Hom. in Ezech. 8. 32; PL 76, col. 869; cf. Catena aurea, 18:3–9.
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2283. Now we see Christ questioning them a second time. First we 
see his question; secondly, he identifies himself; thirdly, he offers him-
self to them.

According to Chrysostom,7 there are two reasons why Christ asks 
them a second time whom they were seeking. First, to teach the faith-
ful that he was captured because he willed it: “He was offered because 
it was his own will” (Is 53:7); he had already shown his power because 
when his enemies came against him, they fell backward to the ground 
before him. Secondly, he wanted, as far as he could, to give the Jews a 
reason to be converted, having seen this miracle of his power: “What 
more was there to do for my vineyard, that I have not done it?” (Is 
5:4). And when they were not converted by the revelation of his pow-
er, he voluntarily offered himself to be taken by them. When Again he 
asked them, Whom do you seek? And they said, Jesus of Nazareth, he 
again identified himself and answered, I told you that I am he. It is ob-
vious from this that they were so blind that they could not recognize 
him.

He offers himself when he says, if you seek me, to arrest me, then 
do what you want, but let these men go, my disciples, for it is not yet 
their time to be taken from the world by suffering: “I do not pray that 
you should take them out of the world” (17:15). It is clear from this 
that Christ gave them the power to capture him, for just as he saved 
his disciples by his own power, so, much more clearly, he could have 
saved himself: “No one takes it [my life] from me, but I lay it down of 
my own accord” (10:18).

2284. The Evangelist shows that the officers allowed the apostles to 
leave not because Christ persuaded them to do so, but because of his 
power, when he says, This was to fulfill the word which he had spo-
ken. The officers let the apostles go because they were not able to hold 
them, since Christ had said that of those whom you gave me I lost not 
one.

2285. On the contrary. When our Lord said that none was lost, he 
was referring to the soul. How can the Evangelist adapt this to refer 
to the loss of the body? We may answer, according to Chrysostom,8 
that our Lord was speaking (17:12) of the loss of both the soul and 
the body. And if he spoke only of the soul we could say that here the 
Evangelist extends it to the loss of the body. Or, we could say, with Au-
gustine,9 that we must understand these words to refer here also to the 
loss of the soul. The reason being that the apostles did not yet believe 
in the way that those who do not perish believe. And so, if they had 
left the world then, some would have perished.

7. Hom. in Io. 83. 1; PG 59, col. 448; cf. Catena aurea, 18:3–9.
8. Ibid.; cf. Catena aurea, 18:3–9.
9. Tract. in Io. 112. 4; PL 35, col. 1931; cf. Catena aurea, 18:3–9.
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LECTUrE 2

10 Then Simon Peter, having a sword, drew it and struck the high 
priest’s slave and cut off his right ear. The slave’s name was Malchus. 
11 Jesus said to Peter, “Put your sword into its sheath; shall I not drink 
the cup which the Father has given me?”

2286. The Evangelist has shown how ready Christ was to suffer his 
betrayal since he willingly offered himself. He now shows this same 
readiness because Christ forbade a disciple to resist. First, he mentions 
the resistance of the disciple; secondly, his being restrained (v. 11). In 
regard to the first he does two things: first, he shows the zeal of the dis-
ciple in striking the servant; secondly, we see the name of the servant.

2287. He says that the officers arrested Jesus, but that then Simon 
Peter, more volatile than the other disciples, having a sword, drew it 
and struck the high priest’s slave, who was among the officers, and cut 
off his right ear. This was not his intention; rather, he wanted to kill 
him, but the strike to the servant’s head missed and struck the ear. Pe-
ter aimed for the head so that he could more easily show that he was 
doing it out of zeal for his Lord: “I have been very jealous for the Lord” 
(1 Kg 19:10).

2288. Two questions can be asked about this. Since the Lord had 
commanded his disciples not to have even two tunics (Mt 10:10), why 
was it that Peter had a sword? I answer that Christ gave them this 
command when he sent them out to preach, and it was to be in ef-
fect until his passion. But when his passion drew near, Christ revoked 
it: “When I sent you out with no purse or bag or sandals, did you lack 
anything?” (Lk 22:35). And then (in v 36): “But now, let him who has 
a purse take it, and likewise a bag. And let him who has no sword sell 
his mantle and buy one.” Because of this permission Peter understood 
that he was allowed to carry a sword.

How could he get a sword so quickly, since our Lord had spoken 
these words such a short time before? According to Chrysostom,10 Pe-
ter obtained the sword earlier, when he heard that the Jews were plan-
ning to deliver Christ over to the chief priests to be crucified. Or, we 
could say, with the Interlinear,11 that “sword” is used here for a knife, 
which he probably had at the paschal meal, and which he took along 
when they left.

2289. The second question is why Peter struck the servant of the 
high priest, since our Lord had told them not to resist evil (Mt 5:39). 
One could answer that they were forbidden to resist someone in or-

10. Hom. in Io. 83. 2; PG 59, col. 449; cf. Catena aurea, 18:10–11.
11. See Theophylact, Enar. in Evang. S. Ioannis 18.10–11; PG 124, col. 246; cf. 

Catena aurea, 18:10–11.
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der to defend themselves, but this did not apply to defending the Lord. 
Or, one could say that they had not yet been strengthened by a power 
coming from above: “Stay in the city, until you are clothed with pow-
er from on high” (Lk 24:49). And for this reason they were not yet so 
perfect that they could not resist evil entirely.

2290. Now the name of the servant is given. Only John mentions 
this name because, as stated below (v. 15), John himself was known 
by the high priest, and so he also knew some of the priest’s servants. 
Since John was certain of this servant’s name, he gives it.

It is Luke (22:51) who adds that our Lord healed the ear. This is ap-
propriate for a mystery: for the servant stands for the Jewish people, 
who were oppressed by the chief priests: “You eat the fat” (Ez 34:3). 
Peter, the head of the apostles, takes away this servant’s sense of hear-
ing, because he heard the words of the law in a defective way, in a car-
nal way. But our Lord gave him back a new sense of hearing: “As soon 
as they heard of me they obeyed me” (Ps 17:45). With this in mind 
the servant is fittingly named Malchus, which means “king,” because 
through Christ we have become kings by having a new life: “You . . . 
have made them a kingdom and priests to our God, and they shall 
reign on earth” (Rev 5:10).

2291. Now we see the zeal of Peter being restrained. First, we see 
Peter’s zeal; secondly, the reason it was restrained (11b).

2292. The Evangelist says that Peter drew his sword, and our Lord 
said to him, Put your sword into its sheath. It was like saying that it 
was not defense that was needed, but patience, and that he was not al-
lowed to use a material sword: “Ah, sword of the Lord! How long till 
you are quiet?” (Jer 47:6).12 The mystical interpretation is that this sig-
nifies that the sword of God’s word was to be put into its sheath, that 
is, into the faith of the Gentiles.

2293. The reason Christ restrained Peter is given when he says, 
Shall I not drink the cup which the Father has given me? For one 
should not resist what has been arranged by divine providence: “Who 
has resisted him and has had peace?” (Job 9:4). The passion is called 
a cup, a drinking vessel, because the charity of the one suffering gave 
it a certain sweetness, but in its own nature it was bitter. It was like a 
healing medicine which, because it gives hope of being cured, acquires 
a certain sweetness, although it has a bitter taste: “I will lift up the cup 
of salvation and call on the name of the Lord” (Ps 115:4).

The Father gave Christ this cup because Christ willingly underwent 
the passion by his own will and by the will of the Father: “You would 
have no power over me unless it had been given you from above” 
(19:11).13

12. See ST II-II, q. 64, a. 7.
13. See ST III, q. 47, a. 2.
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LECTUrE 3

12 So the band of soldiers and their captain and the officers of the 
Jews seized Jesus and bound him. 13 First they led him to Annas; for 
he was the father-in-law of Caiaphas, who was high priest that year. 
14 It was Caiaphas who had given counsel to the Jews that it was ex-
pedient that one man should die for the people. 15 Simon Peter fol-
lowed Jesus, and so did another disciple. As this disciple was known 
to the high priest, he entered the court of the high priest along with  
Jesus, 16 while Peter stood outside at the door. So the other disciple, 
who was known to the high priest, went out and spoke to the maid 
who kept the door, and brought Peter in. 17 The maid who kept the 
door said to Peter, “Are not you also one of this man’s disciples?” He 
said, “I am not.” 18 Now the servants and officers had made a char-
coal fire, because it was cold, and they were standing and warming 
themselves; Peter also was with them, standing and warming himself. 
19 The high priest then questioned Jesus about his disciples and his 
teaching. 20 Jesus answered him, “I have spoken openly to the world; 
I have always taught in synagogues and in the temple, where all Jews 
come together, I have said nothing secretly. 21 Why do you ask me? 
Ask those who have heard me, what I said to them; they know what I 
said.”14

2294. Now the Evangelist describes how our Lord was taken by the 
officers and led before the leaders. First, he is led to one of the lead-
ers, Annas; secondly, to another, Caiaphas (v. 24). In regard to the first 
he does two things: first, he mentions how he was presented before 
Annas; secondly, how he was questioned by Annas (v. 19). In regard 
to the first he does two things: he mentions that he is led to Annas’ 
house; secondly, that Christ’s disciples followed him (v. 15). In regard 
to the first he does two things: he mentions what was done to Jesus; 
secondly, he describes the high priest before whom Jesus was brought 
(v. 13b).

2295. Three things were done to Christ. First, he was seized; for he 
says, the band of soldiers and their captain and the officers of the Jews 
seized Jesus, who is not apprehensible: “great in counsel, incompre-
hensible in thought” (Jer 32:19). Perhaps they were thinking of the 
Psalm (70:11): “God has forsaken him; pursue and seize him, for there 
is none to deliver him.” Again, “The breath of our mouth, Christ the 
Lord, is taken in our sins,” that is, on account of our sins, in order to 
free us: “Even the captives of the mighty shall be taken” (Is 49:25).

Secondly, Christ was bound, and bound him, who came to untie 

14. St. Thomas refers to Jn 18:20 in the Summa theologiae: III, q. 42, a. 3, s. c.
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their bonds and break their chains: “You have loosed my bonds” (Ps 
115:7).

Thirdly, he was led away, they led him to Annas, so that they might 
destroy him who came to lead all to the way of salvation: “You have 
led me, because you became my hope” (Ps 60:4, Vulgate).

2296. Two reasons can be given why Jesus was first brought to An-
nas. This could have been done by the order of Caiaphas, the high 
priest that year. Caiaphas did this because he would have had more 
of an excuse for condemning Jesus if Annas had already condemned 
him. The other reason was that they were nearer to the house of An-
nas, which was on their way. They were fearful that if the people be-
came aroused Jesus might be taken away from them, and so they 
made straight for the house of Annas.

2297. Here the high priest is described by his relationship to Caia-
phas, he was the father-in-law of Caiaphas. Then Caiaphas is de-
scribed as high priest that year. We should remember that according to 
the law the high priest was to hold his office for life, and when he died 
to be succeeded by his son. But as the envy and the ambition of the 
leaders increased, not only did the son not succeed the father, but the 
office itself was not held for more than a year; and even then it was 
bought with money, as Josephus says. And so it is not out of character 
that in the year of that high priesthood, so wickedly obtained, that the 
high priest acted so despicably.15

2298. He is described by the advice he gave: It was Caiaphas who 
had given counsel to the Jews that it was expedient that one man 
should die for the people (in 11:50). The Evangelist recalls this to pre-
vent the hearts of the faithful from faltering. He shows that even by 
the prophecy of the enemy Christ was captured and killed, not be-
cause he was weak and lacked power, but for the salvation of the peo-
ple, that is, so the entire nation would not perish. For the testimony 
of one’s adversary is very effective; and truth is of such a nature that 
even its enemy is unable not to speak it.

2299. Now we see how the disciples joined Christ. First, how Peter 
and another disciple followed him; secondly, we see how they entered 
the place where Christ was; thirdly, how one denied him.

2300. In regard to the first he says, Simon Peter followed Jesus, be-
cause of his devotedness, but at a distance because of his fear, and 
so did another disciple, John, who out of humility does not mention 
himself. We can understand from this that the other disciples fled and 
abandoned Jesus, as Matthew says (26:56).

2301. In the mystical interpretation, these two disciples indicate the 
two ways of life in which Christ is followed: the active life, which is 
signified by Peter, and the contemplative life, signified by John. Those 

15. See ST III, q. 47, a. 5.
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in the active life follow Christ by obedience, “My sheep hear my voice” 
(10:27). Those in the contemplative life follow Christ by knowledge 
and contemplation, “We will know and follow you” (Hos 6:3).16

2302. These two disciples followed Christ because they loved him 
more than the others did; and so they were the first to come to the 
tomb (20:2). And it was these two who came because they were unit-
ed to each other by a stronger bond of love; and so they are frequently 
mentioned together in the Gospel and in the Acts, where we read that 
“They sent to them Peter and John” (Acts 8:14), and again that “Peter 
and John were going up to the temple at the hour of prayer” (Acts 3:1).

2303. Now the order in which they entered is given: John entered 
first and then he brought in Peter (v. 16).

2304. It was John who entered first, with Jesus, as this disciple was 
known to the high priest . . . while Peter stood outside at the door. Al-
though John had been a fisherman and had been called as a young 
man by Christ, he was still known by the high priest, either because 
John’s father was a servant of the high priest, or a relative. John did 
not mention that the high priest knew him because he was proud, but 
because of his humility, so that the fact that he was the first to enter, 
with Jesus, into the court of the high priest, ahead of Peter, would not 
be ascribed to his virtue and superiority rather than to his acquain-
tance with the high priest. Thus he says, as this disciple, John himself, 
was known to the high priest. Consequently, he was able to enter with 
Jesus into the high priest’s court, where Christ had been led. While Pe-
ter stood outside; this was like a foreboding of his future denial: “Those 
who saw me, fled outside from me” (Ps 30:12).

2305. Mystically understood, John enters with Jesus because the 
contemplative life is one of familiarity with Jesus: “When I enter my 
house, I shall find rest with her [wisdom]” (Wis 8:16). Peter stands 
outside because the active life is busy with exterior things: “Mary sat at 
the Lord’s feet and listened to his teaching. But Martha was distracted 
with much serving” (Lk 10:39).

2306. Here we see how Peter was let in due to John’s intervention, 
because the other disciple, John who was known to the high priest, 
went out and spoke to the maid who kept the door, with the intention 
of bringing Peter in, and then he brought Peter in. The mystical inter-
pretation of this is that the active life is brought to Christ by the con-
templative life: for just as the lower reason is directed by the higher 
reason, so the active life is directed by the contemplative life: “Oh send 
out your light and your truth; let them lead me, let them bring me to 
your holy hill and to your dwelling” (Ps 42:3).17

2307. Now we see the denial of Peter: first, the circumstances or the 

16. See ST II-II, q. 182, a. 1.
17. See ST II-II, q. 182, aa. 3–4.
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incitement of his denial; secondly the denial itself (v. 17b); thirdly, Pe-
ter strengthens his denial (v. 18).

2308. The circumstances and incitement of his denial was the ques-
tion of the maid who kept the door: The maid who kept the door said 
to Peter, Are not you also one of this man’s disciples? She says you also 
because she knew that John was a disciple of Christ, but she did not 
mention this to him because of their friendliness. This incident shows 
how weak Peter was at that time, for he was incited to deny Christ 
under feeble circumstances. How weak these circumstances were is 
shown, first of all, from the person who asked him: for it was not an 
armed soldier or an imposing high priest, but a woman, and a door 
keeper at that. Secondly, from the very form of the question: she did 
not say, “Are you a disciple of that traitor?” but rather, Are not you also 
one of this man’s disciples? This seemed to indicate a certain sympa-
thy. We can learn from this that “By the word of the Lord the heavens 
were made, and all their power by the breath of his mouth” (Ps 32:6), 
because this same person who denied Christ at the questioning of a 
maid servant afterwards professed and preached the name of Christ 
before the chief priests (Acts 4:8).

2309. Now comes Peter’s denial, when he says, He said, I am not. 
We should note, according to Augustine,18 that Christ is denied not 
only by those who say that he is not the Christ, but also by those who 
deny that they are Christians. For Peter at this time did nothing other 
than deny that he was a Christian.19 Our Lord permitted Peter to deny 
him because he wanted the very one who was to be the head of the 
entire Church to be all the more compassionate to the weak and sin-
ners, having experienced in himself his own weakness in the face of 
sin: “For we have not a high priest who is unable to sympathize with 
our weakness, but one who in every respect has been tempted as we 
are, yet without sinning” (Heb 4:15). This is true of Christ, and it can 
also be said of Peter, with his sins.

Some say that Peter’s denial did not come from fear, but from love: 
for he wanted to always be with Christ and to follow him all the time. 
But he knew that if he admitted he was a disciple of Christ, he would 
have been separated from him and expelled. But this does not agree 
with our Lord’s words: for Peter did not deny Christ because he feared 
to be separated from him, but because he was not willing to lay down 
his life for Christ. Before, when Peter said, “I will lay down my life for 
you,” Jesus answered, “Will you lay down your life for me? Truly, tru-
ly, I say to you, the cock will not crow, till you have denied me three 
times” (13:37).

2310. We see Peter strengthen his denial when we read, Now the 

18. Tract. in Io. 113. 2; PL 35, col. 1933; cf. Catena aurea, 18:15–18.
19. See ST II-II, q. 3, a. 2.
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servants and officers had made a charcoal fire . . . Peter also was with 
them, standing and warming himself, so he would not seem to be one 
of Christ’s disciples. Trying not to seem a disciple, he mixed with the 
servants and officers standing by the fire because of the cold, which 
sometimes occurs in March during the early spring. Peter was not at-
tentive to the Psalm: “Be holy with the holy, persevere with those who 
persevere” (Ps 17:27). Even the very time of the year corresponded to 
his heart, in which charity had grown cold: “Most men’s love will grow 
cold” (Mt 24:12).

2311. The high priest then questioned Jesus. First we see Christ’s 
interrogation; secondly, his reply (v. 20); thirdly, he is abused for his 
reply (v. 22).

2312. Two charges were brought against Christ by the Jews: he had 
false and novel teachings: “What is this? A new teaching!” (Mk 1:27); 
and he was inciting civil discord, gathering his own followers: “He stirs 
up the people, teaching throughout all Judea, from Galilee even to this 
place” (Lk 23:5). Consequently, he is interrogated on these two points: 
first, about his followers, about his disciples, whom were thought to be 
misled; secondly, about his teaching, regarded as false.

2313. Now our Lord’s answer is given: first, we see his manner of 
teaching; secondly, he asks for the testimony of others (v. 21). Two 
things are done about the first: we see how Christ taught his doctrine; 
secondly, this is further described.

2314. He says, I have spoken openly to the world. This seems to con-
flict with “The hour is coming when I shall no longer speak to you in 
figures but tell you plainly of the Father” (16:25). So, if he had not 
yet spoken openly to his disciples, how could he have spoken openly 
to the world? I answer that he had not yet spoken openly to his dis-
ciples in the sense that he had set forth for them his most profound 
thoughts. But he did speak openly to the world in the sense that he 
spoke to many, publicly.

2315. This is described more fully as he says, I have always taught 
in the synagogues and in the temple. On the contrary, Matthew (chap. 
16) shows that Christ taught his disciples when alone with them many 
things without using figures. This can be answered in three ways. First, 
what Christ said to the twelve disciples was not considered to be spo-
ken in secret. Secondly, he did not teach these things to them with the 
intention that they be kept hidden. Thirdly, our Lord is speaking here 
of the teaching he gave to the people, which was not given to them se-
cretly but in public places: “I have told the glad news of deliverance in 
the great congregation” (Ps 39:10); “I did not speak in secret, in a land 
of darkness” (Is 45:19).20

2316. To support him he asks for the testimony of others, saying, 

20. See ST III, q. 42, a. 3.
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Why do you ask me? Ask those who have heard me, what I said to 
them. First, he sends them to the testimony of others; secondly, he 
shows whose testimony he wants; thirdly, he gives the reason for this.

As to the first he says, Why do you ask me? He is saying in effect: 
You can find this out from others. And then he adds, referring to the 
second point, Ask those who have heard me: “Then the Pharisees went 
and took counsel how to entangle him in his talk” (Mt 22:15). Never-
theless, they could not find anything against him. Then he gives the 
reason for his request saying, they know what I said, and they can tes-
tify to this.

LECTUrE 4

22 When he had said this, one of the officers standing by struck  
Jesus with his hand, saying, “Is that how you answer the high priest?” 
23 Jesus answered him, “If I have spoken wrongly, bear witness to the 
wrong; but if I have spoken rightly, why do you strike me?” 24 Annas 
then sent him bound to Caiaphas the high priest. 25 Now Simon Pe-
ter was standing and warming himself. They said to him, “Are not you 
also one of his disciples?” He denied it and said, “I am not.” 26 One of 
the servants of the high priest, a kinsman of the man whose ear Peter 
had cut off, asked, “Did I not see you in the garden with him?” 27 Pe-
ter again denied it; and at once the cock crowed.21

2317. After telling us of our Lord’s answer, the Evangelist now 
shows how it was rebuked: first, we see the rebuke given by an officer; 
secondly, our Lord’s defense of his answer (v. 23).

2318. An officer reproached our Lord’s answer, first of all, by an ac-
tion. He delivered a reproving blow; for the Evangelist says, When he, 
that is, Jesus, had said this, one of the officers, of the high priest, stand-
ing by struck Jesus with his hand. This did not happen by chance; 
it had been predicted long before and many times: “I gave my back 
to the smiters, and my cheeks to those who pulled out the beard” (Is 
50:6); “Let him give his cheek to the smiter, and be filled with insults” 
(Lam 3:30); “With a rod they strike upon the cheek the ruler of Israel” 
(Mic 5:1).

Secondly, the officer reproached Christ with words, saying, Is that 
how you answer the high priest? We can see from this that Annas was 
a high priest, and that Jesus had not yet been sent to Caiaphas. This is 
why Luke mentions two high priests: “in the high-priesthood of Annas 
and Caiaphas” (Lk 3:2). Two high priests are mentioned because they 

21. St. Thomas refers to Jn 18:23 in the Summa theologiae: II-II, q. 72, a. 3.
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alternated as high priests, but that year Annas [really Caiaphas] was the 
high priest.

2319. Earlier, when the testimony of those who had heard Jesus 
was being sought, and the chief priests had sent their officers to arrest 
him (7:32), they themselves were captivated by the words of Jesus and 
returned saying, “No man ever spoke like this man” (7:46). The officer 
who now struck Christ was incited to do so in order to show that he 
had not been one of those in the prior group. He thought that Christ 
had shown a lack of respect because in saying, Why do you ask me? 
Ask those who have heard me, he seemed to be finding fault with the 
high priest for asking a thoughtless question, and it is written: “You 
will not speak evil of a ruler of your people” (Ex 23:28).

2320. Jesus justified himself, saying, If I have spoken wrongly, in 
my answer to the high priest, bear witness to the wrong. That is, if 
you have reason to reproach me for what I have just said, show that 
I have spoken badly, because “Only on the evidence of two witnesses, 
or of three witnesses, shall a charge be sustained” (Deut 19:18). But if 
I have spoken rightly, if you cannot show I have spoken badly, why do 
you strike me? Why flare up against me?

Or, this reply of Christ could be referred to what he had said before 
this time: “Ask those who have heard me, what I said to them” (v. 21). 
Then the meaning is: If I have spoken badly, in the synagogue and in 
the temple, which I should not have done, bear witness to the wrong, 
report what I have said to the high priest. But the officer was unable 
to do his. But if I have spoken rightly, that is, taught rightly, Why do 
you strike me? In other words: This is unjust: “Is evil a recompense for 
good? Yet they have dug a pit for my life” (Jer 18:20).

2321. A difficulty arises here for in Matthew our Lord commanded 
his disciples, “If anyone strikes you on the right cheek, turn to him the 
other also” (Mt 5:39). And we also read about Christ that “Jesus be-
gan to do and teach” (Acts 1:1). So, Christ ought to have done himself 
what he had taught others to do. But he did not do this. Indeed, he did 
the contrary and defended himself.

I say to this, with Augustine,22 that the statements and commands 
found in sacred scripture can be interpreted and understood from the 
actions of the saints, since it is the same Holy Spirit who inspired the 
prophets and the other sacred authors and who inspires the actions 
of the saints. As we read: “Moved by the Holy Spirit holy men of God 
spoke” (2 Pet 1:21); and “For all who are led by the Spirit of God are 
sons of God” (Rom 8:14). Thus, sacred scripture should be understood 
according to the way Christ and other holy persons followed it. Now, 
Christ did not turn his other cheek here; and Paul did not do so either 

22. Tract. in Io. 113. 4; PL 35, col. 1934–35; cf. Catena aurea, 18:22–24.
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(Acts 16:22). Accordingly, we should not think that Christ has com-
manded us to actually turn our physical cheek to one who has struck 
the other. We should understand it to mean that we should be ready 
to do this if it turned out to be necessary to do so. That is, our attitude 
should be such that we would not be inwardly stirred up against the 
one striking us, but be ready or disposed to endure the same or even 
more.23 This is how our Lord observed it, for he offered his body to be 
killed. So, our Lord’s defense is useful for our instruction.

2322. Now there is mention that he was sent from one high priest 
to the other. First, it is mentioned that Jesus was sent to the other high 
priest; secondly, the narration of Peter’s denial is completed (v. 25).

2323. He says, Annas then sent him bound to Caiaphas the high 
priest, to whom he was originally being led. We saw before why he had 
been first brought to Annas. Note the wickedness of Annas: although 
he ought to have released Christ, since he was without fault, he yet 
sent him tied to Caiaphas.

2324. Now the second and third denials of Peter are presented: first, 
the circumstances of the denials; secondly, the two denials; and thirdly, 
the fulfillment of Christ’s prediction (v. 27).

2325. The circumstance of Peter’s second denial was his staying with 
the officers of the high priest who were standing near the fire. Chryso-
stom24 says that although Christ was on his way to Caiaphas, Peter still 
remained with the officers [by the fire]. Peter had become so preoc-
cupied with his sin after his denial that he, who before was so ardent, 
now seemed not to care what happened to Christ: “No man repents 
of his wickedness, saying, ‘What have I done?’” (Jer 8:6). For Chryso-
stom, Simon Peter was still standing and warming himself, although 
Christ had already left, unmindful of the saying: “Blessed is the man 
who walks not in the counsel of the wicked” (Ps 1:1).

But this interpretation is not acceptable because it would follow that 
Peter’s second and third denials were made in the absence of Christ. 
This is contrary to Luke (22:61), who says that after the third denial of 
Peter, our Lord turned and looked at him. For this reason Augustine 
explains it another way and says that the Evangelist is giving a gener-
al view in his own way to show the connection and order of the deni-
als. The Evangelist had said above that “the servants and officers had 
made a charcoal fire, because it was cold, and they were standing and 
warming themselves; Peter also was with them, standing and warm-
ing himself” (v. 18). The Evangelist then interposes the examination of 
Christ by the high priest (v. 19–23), and immediately returns to con-
tinue the series of Peter’s denials, using practically the same words as 

23. See ST II-II, q. 64, a. 7, ad 5.
24. Hom. in Io. 83. 3; PG 59, col. 451; cf. Catena aurea, 18:25–27.
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before, “Now Simon Peter was standing and warming himself” (v. 25), 
that is, referring to the time before Christ was sent to Caiaphas.

2326. Then the Evangelist mentions the next two denials of Peter 
(v. 25). Two things are stated about each: the circumstance of the de-
nial, that is, the question, and the denial itself. There are two questions 
about the literal meaning. When Matthew speaks of the second denial, 
he says, “And when he went out to the porch, another maid saw him, 
and she said to the bystanders, ‘This man was with Jesus of Nazareth.’ 
And again he denied it with an oath” (Mt 26:71–72). There seems to 
be two disagreements here. John says that Peter denied Christ by the 
fire (v. 25), and Matthew says this happened as Peter was going out 
to the porch. Again, in Matthew, Peter is questioned by another maid, 
but John has him questioned by others, that is, a number of others, for 
he says, They said to him, Are not you also one of his disciples? (v. 25). 
Luke also says that Christ was questioned by one person, “And after an 
interval of about an hour still another insisted, saying, ‘Certainly this 
man also was with him’” (Lk 22:59). [This is the third denial in Luke, 
and his second denial is also instigated by one person, Lk 22:58.]

We should say to these points that after Peter first denied Christ, he 
then got up and as he was going out to the porch another maid ques-
tioned him. Or, this maid told others that Peter was one of them, as 
Matthew says (Mt 26:71). Thus Peter denied Christ a second time. Af-
ter this Peter returned so as to avoid seeming to be a follower of Christ 
and sat with the others. As he was sitting there, bystanders, who had 
heard it from the maid, questioned him again, as Matthew says (Mt 
26:73). Or, one of the servants asked first, as John has here (v. 26) and 
then other bystanders joined in. This was Peter’s third denial.

About this third denial, John says, One of the servants of the high 
priest, a kinsman of the man whose ear Peter had cut off. This person 
testified to what he had seen, Did I not see you in the garden with him? 
And so after an interval of an hour Peter again denied it, the third time.

It is not important if other Evangelists say that the third question 
was asked by several persons, while John has it asked by one. For it is 
possible that this man, being more certain, asked first, and that incit-
ed the others to ask also. Those who were standing about said many 
things about this matter, and one Evangelist speaks of one of these, 
and another of something else. This happened because their main in-
tention was not to note these details, but to show the statement Pe-
ter made and to show that what our Lord had said to Peter came true. 
Accordingly, all agree on what Peter said: “What the Lord speaks, that 
will I speak” (Num 24:13).

2327. Now he mentions the sign given by Christ which Peter re-
called. And at once the cock crowed, moved by God’s power, so that the 
prediction of the physician would be fulfilled and to demonstrate the 
presumption of the one who was sick. 
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LECTUrE 5

28 Then they led Jesus from the house of Caiaphas to the praetori-
um [to Caiaphas, to the praetorium]. It was early. They themselves did 
not enter the praetorium, so that they might not be defiled, but might 
eat the Passover. 29 So Pilate went out to them and said, “What ac-
cusation do you bring against this man?” 30 They answered him, “If 
this man were not an evildoer, we would not have handed him over.” 
31 Pilate said to them, “Take him yourselves and judge him by your 
own law.” The Jews said to him, “It is not lawful for us to put any 
man to death.” 32 This was to fulfill the word which Jesus had spoken 
to show by what death he was to die.

2328. Now the Evangelist tells about Christ’s being handed over 
to the Gentiles: first, we see him delivered to the governor; secondly, 
Christ is examined by him (v. 29); thirdly, the governor declares that 
Christ is innocent (v. 38b). He does three things about the first: the 
place where Christ was delivered is stated; secondly, the time; thirdly, 
the way he was handed over.

2329. The place was the praetorium, for he says, They led Jesus to 
Caiaphas, to the praetorium. This is the place where judgment is giv-
en. In the army the commander’s tent was known as the praetorium; 
and so this residence of the governor was also called a praetorium.

But how can Christ be led to Caiaphas, to the praetorium? One 
could say that Caiaphas had come ahead to the residence of Pilate to 
tell him that Jesus would be handed over to him. And so Jesus was led 
to Caiaphas when he was in the praetorium with Pilate. Or, one could 
say that since Caiaphas was the high priest, he had a large dwelling, so 
large that the governor lived there and made it his residence. Then the 
meaning is: they led Jesus to Caiaphas, to his residence, and so to the 
praetorium.

Or, one could say that the Greek text is better, which says, Then 
they led Jesus from Caiaphas to the praetorium. This takes away the 
problem.

2330. The time is mentioned, It was early, for their villainy was so 
great that they could hardly wait to turn him over to Pilate to be killed: 
“Woe to those who devise wickedness and work evil upon their beds! 
When the morning dawns, they perform it” (Mic 2:1); “The murderer 
rises at the light” (Job 24:14).

Here we find a difficult problem. The other three Evangelists say 
that early in the evening Christ was struck at the residence of Caiaphas, 
and questioned by him: “If you are the Christ, tell us” (Luke 22:67), 
and in the morning Christ was led to Pilate. But John says that he was 
led to Caiaphas. If we want to keep to the letter of the text, we could 
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say that Caiaphas first saw Jesus when he was at the house of Annas, 
during the night, and at that time Christ could be examined by him.

But there still remains the difficulty that they say that Christ was 
struck at the residence of Caiaphas. This is solved by the Greek text 
which says that “they led Jesus from Caiaphas to the praetorium,” be-
cause then during the night he was led from the residence of Annas to 
the residence of Caiaphas, where he was struck and examined by him, 
and in the morning he was led from Caiaphas to the praetorium.

2331. They themselves did not enter the praetorium, so that they 
might not be defiled, but might eat the Passover. Here we see, first, their 
useless superstition, because they would not go into the praetorium. 
Secondly, we see the deference Pilate paid them, since he went out to 
meet them. A problem arises about the first point: that they would not 
enter the praetorium so as not to be defiled. The other Evangelists say 
that Christ was seized in the evening, on the day of the supper; and this 
would be the Passover meal: “I have earnestly desired to eat this Pass-
over with you” (Lk 22:15). And then in the morning of the next day 
he was brought to the praetorium. Why then do we read so that they 
might eat the Passover, since it was the day after the Passover? Some 
of the modern Greeks say that we are now on the fourteenth lunar day 
of the month, and that Christ was crucified on the day the Jews cele-
brated the Passover, but that Christ anticipated the Passover by one day, 
since he knew he would be killed on the day of the Jewish Passover.25 
Thus, he celebrated the Passover on the thirteenth lunar day, in the 
evening. And since the law commanded that the Jews should not have 
leavened bread from the fourteenth day of the first month to the twen-
ty-first day, they say that Christ consecrated leavened bread.

2332. This is not acceptable for two reasons. First, the Old Testament 
has no instance where anyone was permitted to anticipate the celebra-
tion of the Passover. But if one was prevented, he could postpone it to 
the next month: “If any man of you or of your descendants is unclean 
. . . he shall still keep the Passover to the Lord. In the second month on 
the fourteenth day in the evening they shall keep it “(Num 9:10). And 
since Christ never omitted any observance of the law, it is not true to 
say that he anticipated the Passover.26 Secondly, Mark (14:12) states 
explicitly that Christ came on the first day of Unleavened Bread, when 
they sacrificed the Passover lamb; and Matthew says that “on the first 
day of Unleavened Bread the disciples came to Jesus saying, ‘Where 
will you have us prepare for you to eat the Passover?’” (Mt 26:17). So, 
we should not say that Christ anticipated the Passover.

2333. Accordingly, Chrysostom27 explains this another way. He said 

25. See ST III, q. 46, a. 9.
26. See ST III, q. 40, a. 4.
27. This is not precisely what Chrysostom says in either the selection from 
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that Christ fulfilled the law in all matters and did observe the Passover 
on the proper day, that is, the fourteenth day, in the evening. But the 
Jews were so intent on killing Christ that they did not observe it on 
the proper day, but on the day following, the fifteenth. Thus the sense 
is: so that they might not be defiled, but might eat the Passover which 
they had neglected the day before.

This is not acceptable either, for in Numbers (9:10) it is said that if 
anyone is prevented from eating the Passover on the fourteenth day 
of the first month, he is to eat it, not on the following day, but on the 
fourteenth day of the second month.

2334. Therefore we should say with Jerome, Augustine28 and other 
Latin Fathers,29 that the fourteenth day is the beginning of the feast; 
but the Passover refers not just to that evening, but to the entire time 
of the seven days during which they ate unleavened bread, which was 
to be eaten by those who were clean. And because the Jews would 
have contracted uncleanness by entering the residence of a foreign 
judge, they did not enter so that they might not be defiled, but might 
eat the Passover, that is, the unleavened bread.

See their wicked blindness, for they feared becoming defiled from 
a gentile man, but did not fear to shed the blood of a God and a man, 
“Those who laid you waste go forth from you” (Is 49:17).

2335. Now we see the deference Pilate showed them when he says, 
So Pilate went out to them, to take Christ, whom they were offering, 
and said, What accusation do you bring against this man? In this ex-
amination of Christ, we see first, how Christ is examined before his ac-
cusers by Pilate; secondly, how Christ is examined by Pilate in private 
(v. 33). Concerning the first he does two things: first, we have Pilate’s 
questioning; secondly, his generous concession to the Jews, Take him 
yourselves.

2336. Concerning the first, we have the examination by Pilate, and 
then the malicious reply of the Jews. When Pilate saw Jesus bound 
and brought by so many seeking his condemnation, he said, What ac-
cusation do you bring against this man? Their reply was, If this man 
were not an evildoer, we would not have handed him over. They are 
saying here: We have already examined and condemned him, and are 
now handing him over to you to be punished. They were regarding 

Chrysostom in the Catena aurea for Jn 18:28 or in the homily by Chrysostom on 
Jn 17 (Hom in Io. 83. 3; PG 59, col. 451). He proposes that Jesus kept the Passover 
one day before, according to the reckoning of the “old Passover,” while the Jews 
were keeping the Passover according to the present reckoning. But he does not 
appear to charge the Jews with failing to observe the correct day because of their 
desire to kill Christ.

28. Tract. in Io. 114. 1; PL 35, col. 1936; cf. Catena aurea, 18:28–32.
29. See especially Alcuin, Comm. in S. Ioannis Evang. 7. 40 (vers. 28); PL 100, 

col. 974; cf. Catena aurea, 18:28–32.
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their own judgment as sufficient for Pilate. Yet they were not speak-
ing truly when they said he was an evildoer, for “He went about doing 
good and healing all that were oppressed by the devil” (Acts 10:38). 
They were acting like the Psalm says, “They requite me evil for good” 
(Ps 34:12).

2337. Luke is different, for he says that the Jews accused Christ of 
many crimes: “He stirs up the people, teaching throughout all Judea, 
from Galilee even to this place” (Lk 23:5). I reply that, as Augustine30 
says, the Jews said many things to Pilate at that time, and it could be 
that they first said what John reports, and then said what Luke tells us.

2338. The Evangelist now mentions Pilate’s generous concession 
(v. 31): first, we see this concession; secondly, the Jews refuse it; and 
thirdly, we see the reason for their refusal (v. 32).

2339. Pilate said, Take him yourselves, intending to do them a fa-
vor. Festus did the same to Paul: “But Festus, wishing to do the Jews 
a favor, said to Paul, ‘Do you wish to go up to Jerusalem, and there be 
tried on these charges before me?’” (Acts 25:9). Or, this could be said 
as a taunting remark: for they had already examined and condemned 
Christ, and Pilate wanted those who had condemned Christ as an evil-
doer to pass the sentence, because “It was not the custom of the Ro-
mans to give up any one before the accused met the accusers face to 
face, and had opportunity to make his defense concerning the charge 
laid against him” (Acts 25:16). So the meaning is then: You want my 
judgment, but Take him yourselves and judge him by your own law, 
for I will never be that kind of a judge.

2340. The refusal of the Jews is mentioned when he says, The Jews 
said to him, It is not lawful for us to put any man to death. This seems 
not to agree with Exodus (22:18): “You will not permit a sorcerer to 
live.” And they regarded Jesus as a sorcerer.

According to Augustine31 the meaning is, It is not lawful for us to 
put any man to death on a feast day, but it is lawful on other days. 
Or, according to Chrysostom,32 the Jews had lost much of their pow-
er: for they could not pass judgment on a crime against the state. But 
here they intended to condemn Christ especially for matters against 
the state: “Everyone who makes himself a king sets himself against 
Caesar” (19:12). This is why they said, It is not lawful for us to put any 
man to death, for crimes against the state, although we can do this for 
some sins against the law, for this kind of judgment was reserved to 
them. Or, it could be said that some things are not lawful either be-
cause they are prohibited by divine law—and they were not prohibited 
from doing this by divine law—or because they are forbidden by hu-

30. De cons. Evang. 3. 8. 34; PL 34, col. 1178–79; cf. Catena aurea, 18:28–32.
31. Tract. in Io. 114. 4; PL 35, col. 1937; cf. Catena aurea, 18:28–32.
32. Hom. in Io. 83. 4; PG 59, col. 452; cf. Catena aurea, 18:28–32.
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man law—and in this way it was not lawful for them to put anyone to 
death, for such power was now in the hands of the governor.33

2341. There is another question: How then could they have stoned 
Stephen (Acts 7:58)? Chrysostom34 answers this by saying that the Ro-
mans allowed the Jews to make use of their own laws, and because 
the punishment of stoning was part of their law, the Romans allowed 
them to do this. But in the law death on the cross was abhorred: “A 
hanged [on a tree] man is accursed by God” (Deut 21:23). And so they 
did not use this kind of death. The Jews, in their malice, were not satis-
fied just to stone Christ; they wanted to condemn him to the most dis-
graceful of deaths, as we see from Wisdom (2:20). Thus they now say, 
It is not lawful for us to put any man to death, meaning the death on 
the cross. Or, one could say that Stephen was stoned during a change 
of governors, when many laws were violated.

2342. The Evangelist gives the reason the Jews refused when he 
says, This was to fulfill the word which Jesus had spoken to show by 
what death he was to die. The words this was to fulfill do not indicate 
the intention the Jews had, but the arrangement of God’s providence. 
For Jesus had said (Mt 20:19) that it was by the Gentiles that he would 
be crucified and killed, but that he would be handed over to them by 
the Jews. So, in order that this be accomplished, the Jews were unwill-
ing to judge and kill him themselves. 

LECTUrE 6

33 Pilate entered the praetorium again and called Jesus, and said 
to him, “Are you the King of the Jews?” 34 Jesus answered, “Do you 
say this of your own accord, or did others say it to you about me?”  
35 Pilate answered, “Am I a Jew? Your own nation and the chief 
priests have handed you over to me; what have you done?” 36 Jesus 
answered, “My kingship [kingdom] is not of this world; if my king-
ship [kingdom] were of this world, my [ministers] servants would 
fight, that I might not be handed over to the Jews; but my kingship 
[kingdom] is not from the world.” 37 Pilate said to him, “So you are 
a king?” Jesus answered, “You say that I am a king. For this I was 
born, and for this I have come into the world, to bear witness to the 
truth. Every one who is of the truth hears my voice.” 38 Pilate said 
to him, “What is truth?” After he had said this, he went out to the 
Jews again, and told them, “I find no crime in him. 39 But you have 
a custom that I should release one man for you at the Passover; will 

33. See ST I-II, q. 96, a. 5.
34. Hom. in Io. 83. 4; PG 59, col. 452; cf. Catena aurea, 18:28–32.
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you have me release for you the King of the Jews?” 40 They cried out 
again, “Not this man, but Barabbas!” Now Barabbas was a robber.35

2343. Above, the Evangelist told how Pilate examined Christ be-
fore those who accused him; here he describes how Pilate questioned 
him in private. First, the Evangelist gives Pilate’s question; then, the 
answer of Jesus (v. 34). In regard to the first he does two things: first, 
we have Pilate’s question; secondly, we see Christ asking the reason for 
the question, Do you say this of your own accord?

2344. In regard to the first, note that Pilate, as a just judge, and as 
one proceeding cautiously, did not immediately agree with the accu-
sation of the high priest, “You shall not follow a multitude to do evil; 
nor shall you bear witness in a suit, turning aside after a multitude, so 
as to pervert justice” (Ex 23:2).36 Rather, Pilate entered the praetorium 
again and called Jesus aside, because he had serious doubts about him. 
So he called Christ over to examine the case more closely and to allow 
Christ to answer in more peace and away from the shouts of the Jews: 
“I searched out the cause of him whom I did not know” (Job 29:16).

2345. Then Pilate said to him, Are you the King of the Jews? This 
shows, as Luke says (Lk 23:2), that the Jews were accusing Christ of 
this crime, although John says only that “If this man were not an evil-
doer, we would not have handed him over” (18:30), and many oth-
er crimes were laid on him. But the charge about his being a king 
touched the heart of Pilate most, and that is why he questioned him 
only about this: “For out of the abundance of the heart the mouth 
speaks” (Mt 12:34).

2346. Then (v. 34), Jesus is seen questioning his examiner: first, we 
have Christ’s question; then Pilate’s answer, Am I a Jew?

2347. The Evangelist says, Jesus answered, asking a question in re-
turn, Do you say this of your own accord or did others say it to you 
about me? There are two reasons why someone asks a question. Some-
times it is to find out something that the questioner does not know; as 
when a student questions his teacher. Sometimes one asks a question 
about things he already knows in order to learn what answer will be 
given; as when a teacher questions his student. Now our Lord knew 
both what he asked about, and what answer would be given, and thus 
he was not asking out of ignorance, “All are open and laid bear to the 
eyes of him with whom we have to do” (Heb 4:13).37 Rather, he asked 
so that we might know what the Jews and Gentiles thought, and at 
the same time be taught about that kingdom.

35. St. Thomas refers to Jn 18:35 in ST III, q. 47, a. 3, obj. 3; III, q. 47, a. 6, ad 
2; Jn 18:36: ST III, q. 59, a. 1, ad 3; Jn 18:37: ST III, q. 3, a. 8, obj. 1; III, q. 12, a. 
3; III, q. 35, a. 7, obj. 3; III, q. 40, a. 1.

36. See ST II-II, q. 60, aa. 2, 4.
37. See ST III, q. 10, a. 2.
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2348. Pilate answered, Am I a Jew? Why did he answer this way? 
Because our Lord had asked him whether he said this on his own. Pi-
late showed by this that it was not his concern to inquire if Christ was 
the King of the Jews; it was rather the affair of the Jews, whose King 
he said he was. By giving this answer Pilate showed that it was others 
who had told him that Christ was the King of the Jews. Accordingly 
he says, Your own nation and the chief priests have handed you over 
to me, by bringing this charge against you. He says, your own nation, 
because, considering his human nature, Christ was born a Jew: “For 
I hear many whispering. Terror is on every side. ‘Denounce him! Let 
us denounce him!’ say all my familiar friends” (Jer 20:10); “A man’s 
enemies are the men of his own house” (Mic 7:6). And we read chief 
priests, because the greater their power the greater their crime: “And 
in this faithlessness the hand of the officials and chief men has been 
foremost” (Ezra 9:2); “I will go to the great, and will speak to them; 
for they know the way of the Lord, the law of their God. But they all 
alike had broken the yoke, they had burst the bonds” (Jer 5:5). If they 
have handed you over to me, What have you done? It’s unbelievable 
that they would have handed you over to me except for some serious 
matter.

2349. Now Christ’s answer is given: and first, the mistaken impres-
sion about his kingdom is corrected; secondly, the truth is established 
(v. 37b). As to the first he does two things: the mistaken impression 
is corrected; and a sign is given as proof, if my kingdom were of this 
world. . . .

2350. The false idea of Christ’s kingdom is rejected by his saying, 
My kingdom is not of this world. The Manicheans misunderstood this, 
and said that there were two gods and two kingdoms; there was a 
good god, who had his kingdom in a region of light, and an evil god, 
who had his kingdom in a region of darkness, and this darkness was 
this world, because all material things, they said, were darkness. The 
meaning would then be, My kingdom is not of this world, that is, God, 
the Father, who is good, and I, do not have our kingdom in this region 
of darkness.

But this is contrary to, “God is the king of all the earth” (Ps 46:8); 
and again, “Whatever the Lord pleases he does, in heaven and on 
earth” (Ps 134:6). Thus we should say that Christ said this for the sake 
of Pilate, who believed that Christ was claiming an earthly kingdom in 
which he would reign in the physical way that those of earth do, and 
so should be punished by death for trying to reign unlawfully.

2351. Sometimes the word kingdom means the people who reign, 
and sometimes the authority to reign. Taking the word in its first sense, 
Augustine38 says, My kingdom, that is, my faithful—you “have made 

38. Tract. in Io. 115. 2; PL 35, col. 1939; cf. Catena aurea, 18:33–38.
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them a kingdom . . . to our Lord” (Rev 5:10)—is not of this world. He 
does not say they are not “in the world” (17:11), but that they are not 
of this world, because of what they love and imitate, since they have 
been wrested from it by grace. For this is how God has delivered us 
from the power of darkness and has brought us into the kingdom of 
his love.

Chrysostom39 explains this sentence by taking kingdom in the sec-
ond sense, and says, My kingdom, that is, the power and authority 
which makes me a king, is not of this world, that is, does not have its 
origin in earthly causes and human choice, but from another source, 
from the Father: “His dominion is an everlasting dominion, which 
shall not pass away” (Dan 7:14).

2352. Here he shows by clear signs that his kingdom is not of this 
world: first, a sign is given; secondly, the conclusion is drawn (v. 36).

2353. In regard to the first, note that one who has an earthly king-
dom, whether by right or by force, needs associates and ministers to 
keep him in power: the reason being that he is powerful through his 
ministers, not all by himself: “There was a long war between the house 
of Saul and the house of David; and David grew stronger and stronger, 
while the house of Saul became weaker and weaker” (2 Sam 3:1). But 
the heavenly king, because he is powerful by himself, gives power to 
his servants; and consequently he does not need ministers for his king-
dom.40 And thus Christ says that his kingdom is not of this world, be-
cause if my kingdom were of this world, my ministers would fight, that 
I might not be handed over to the Jews. When Peter started to fight 
for Christ (18:10), he forgot that he was not of this world. Still, our 
Lord did have some ministers, the angels, who could have rescued him 
from the hands of the Jews, but he chose not to be rescued: “Do you 
think that I cannot appeal to my Father, and he will at once send me 
more than twelve legions of angels?” (Mt 26:53).

2354. But my kingdom is not from the world, that is, because Christ 
does not need such ministers, he concludes that his kingdom is not 
from the world, that is, does not have its source from this world. And 
yet it is here, because it is everywhere: “She [Wisdom] reaches might-
ily from one end of the earth to the other, and she orders all things 
well” (Wis 8:1); “Ask of me, and I will make the nations your heritage, 
and the ends of the earth your possession” (Ps 2:8); “And to him was 
given dominion and glory and kingdom, that all peoples, nations and 
languages should serve him” (Dan 7:14).

2355. Now our Lord reveals the truth about his kingdom: first, we 
see the circumstances for this; secondly, the revelation itself; and third-
ly, the effect this revelation had, What is truth?

39. Hom. in Io. 83. 4; PG 59, col. 453; cf. Catena aurea, 18:33–38.
40. See ST III, q. 58, a. 4, ad 3.
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2356. In respect to the first, note that Pilate understood our Lord’s 
statements to mean that he did have a physical kingdom, but far away: 
“The unspiritual man does not receive the gifts of the Spirit of God . . . 
and he is not able to understand them” (1 Cor 2:14). Accordingly he 
was in a hurry to know the truth, and so said, So you are a king?, you 
also?

2357. When he answers, You say that I am a king, Christ first says 
that he is a king; secondly, he shows the nature of his kingdom (v. 37); 
thirdly, he mentions those over whom he reigns, Every one who is of 
the truth.

2358. With regard to the first, note that our Lord’s answer about his 
kingship was so worded that he neither seemed to be clearly asserting 
that he was a king—since he was not a king in the sense in which Pi-
late understood it—nor denying it—since spiritually he was the King 
of Kings.

He says, You say that I am a king, in the physical sense in which 
I am not a king; but in another way I am a king, “Behold a king will 
reign in righteousness, and princes will rule in justice” (Is 32:1).

2359. He shows the character and nature of his kingdom when he 
says, For this I was born, and for this I have come into the world, to 
bear witness to the truth. This is explained in two ways.

In one way by Augustine, so that the kingdom of Christ is his faith-
ful, as was said above. Thus, Christ reigns over his faithful; and he 
came into the world to gather his faithful to himself and establish a 
kingdom: “A nobleman went into a far country to receive a kingdom” 
(Lk 19:12). The meaning then is this: For this I was born, that is, for 
this purpose I was born in the flesh. He explains this saying, and for 
this I have come into the world, by physical birth—for this is the way 
he came into the world, “God sent his Son into the world” (Gal 4:4)—
to bear witness to the truth, that is, to myself, who am the truth, 
“Even if I do bear witness to myself, my testimony is true” (8:14). 
And to the extent that I manifest myself, the Truth, to that extent I 
establish my kingdom. For this cannot be done without manifesting 
the truth, which can only be done fittingly by me, who am the light: 
“The only Son, who is in the bosom of the Father, he has made him 
known” (1:18); “It was declared at first by the Lord, and it was at-
tested to us by those who heard him, while God also bore witness by 
signs and wonders and various miracles and by the gifts of the Holy 
Spirit” (Heb 2:3).41

2360. Chrysostom42 explains it differently, this way. You ask if I am 
a king, and I say that I am: but I am a king by divine power, because 
for this I was born, that is, born from the Father, by an eternal birth; 

41. See ST III, q. 43, a. 4.
42. Hom. in Io. 83. 4; PG 59, col. 453; cf. Catena aurea, 18:33–38.
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just as I am God from God, so I am king from king: “I was appointed 
king” (Ps 2:6), and then follows, “Today I have begotten you” (v. 7). 
Then when he adds and for this I have come into the world, it is not to 
explain the previous words, but to refer to his birth in time.43 It is like 
saying: Although I am an eternal king, yet I have come into the world 
for this, to bear witness to the truth, that is, to myself, that I am a king 
from God the Father.

2361. Now he shows over whom he reigns. Before (10:11), he said 
that he was a shepherd and those under him were sheep; that is the 
same as what he is saying here, that he is a king and his subjects are the 
kingdom. This is so because a king is to his subjects as a shepherd to his 
sheep; and just as a shepherd feeds his sheep—“Should not shepherds 
feed the sheep?” (Ez 34:2)—so a king supports his subjects. He said in 
particular, “My sheep hear my voice” (10:27); accordingly, he also says 
here, every one who is of the truth hears my voice, not just outward-
ly, but with an interior belief and love, and carrying this out in action: 
“Every one who has heard and learned from the Father comes to me” 
(6:45). But why does a person hear my voice? Because such a one is of 
the truth, which is God.

2362. But since all of us are from God, all are of the truth and hear 
his voice. We can answer this by saying that all are from God by cre-
ation, and this is one way we are of God. But besides this, some are 
said to be of God because they love and imitate him. We read before, 
“You are not of God” (8:47), that is, considering your affections, but 
you are of God by creation. Every one hears my voice, with belief and 
love, who is of the truth, that is, who has accepted the duty of loving 
the truth.

2363. He does not say, “Every one who hears my voice is of the 
truth,” because it would follow that we are of the truth because we be-
lieved. But actually, we believe because we are of the truth, that is, be-
cause we have received the gift of God which enables us to believe and 
love the truth: “By grace you have been saved through faith; and this 
is not your own doing, it is the gift of God” (Eph 2:8); “For it has been 
granted to you that for the sake of Christ you should not only believe 
in him but also suffer for his sake” (Phil 1:29).44

2364. Now the Evangelist tells us the effect of Christ’s answer. We 
can see from this that Pilate abandoned his idea that Christ had an 
earthly kingdom, and now thought of Christ as a king in the sense of 
one who teaches the truth. He desired to learn this truth and to be-
come a member of this kingdom and so he said, What is truth? He was 
not asking for a definition of truth, but wanted to know that truth by 
whose power he could become a member of this kingdom. This indi-

43. See ST III, q. 35, a. 2.
44. See ST II-II, q. 6, a. 1.
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cates that truth was not known by the world and had vanished from 
almost everyone, as long as they remained unbelievers: “Truth has 
fallen in the public squares, and uprightness cannot enter” (Is 59:14); 
“Truth has decayed in the children of men” (Ps 11:1).45 But Pilate did 
not wait for Christ’s answer.

2365. Apropos of this question, note that we find two kinds of 
truth in the gospel. One is uncreated and making: this is Christ: “I am 
the way, and the truth, and the life” (14:6); the other truth is made, 
“Grace and truth came [were made] through Jesus Christ” (1:17).

By its nature truth implies a conformity between a reality and the 
intellect. The intellect is related in two ways to reality. An intellect can 
be related to things as a measure of these things; that would be the 
intellect which is the cause of these things. Another intellect is mea-
sured by things, this would be an intellect whose knowledge is caused 
by these things. Now truth is not in the divine intellect because the in-
tellect is conformed to things, but because things are conformed to the 
divine intellect. While truth is in our intellect because it understands 
things, conforms to them, as they are. And so uncreated truth and the 
divine intellect is a truth which is not measured or made, but a truth 
which measures and makes two kinds of truth: one is in the things 
themselves, insofar as it makes them so they are in conformity with 
what they are in the divine intellect; and it makes the other truth in 
our souls, and this is a measured truth, not a measuring truth. There-
fore, the uncreated truth of the divine intellect is appropriated, espe-
cially referred, to the Son, who is the very concept of the divine intel-
lect and the Word of God. For truth is a consequence of the intellect’s 
concept.46

2366. Now (v. 38), we see Pilate’s finding in regard to Christ: first, 
Pilate states his innocence; secondly, we see his intention to show mer-
cy (v. 39).

2367. Concerning the first, note that Pilate, as Augustine47 says, 
was eager to free Christ. When he had asked Christ, What is truth? 
he suddenly realized how he could free Christ by means of a custom 
which allowed him to release a prisoner at the time of the Passover. 
And so, not waiting for an answer to his question, he decided to make 
use of this custom to do this. This is why the Evangelist says about Pi-
late, After he had said this.

Pilate heard the cries of the Jews, and thinking that he could calm 
them and then listen to Christ’s answer to this difficult question un-
der more tranquil conditions, went out to the Jews again, and declared 
Christ’s innocence, I find no crime in him, that is, nothing deserving 

45. See ST II-II, q. 2, a. 4; III, q. 1, aa. 5–6.
46. See ST I, q. 16, aa. 5–7; III, q. 39, a. 8. 
47. Tract. in Io. 115. 5; PL 35, col. 1941; cf. Catena aurea, 18:38–40.
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death: “He committed no sin” (1 Pet 2:22). But even if he did commit 
a crime, I, who have authority in these matters, and especially the au-
thority to judge of matters against the state, I wish to free and release 
him.

2368. Accordingly he says, But you have a custom that I should re-
lease one man for you at the Passover. First, he offers to release Christ; 
secondly, the Evangelist gives the reply of the Jews.

2369. This practice was started by Pilate or some other Roman gov-
ernor as a favor to the people. Wishing to free Christ using this custom 
Pilate said, Will you have me release for you the King of the Jews? He 
did not call him this as if this were a crime, but to heighten their mal-
ice. It was like saying: Even if he is the king of the Jews, which is not 
your role to judge, but mine, still, if you want me to, I will release him 
for you.

2370. The Jews cried out again, Not this man, but Barabbas! Then 
to indicate the malice of the Jews, the Evangelist mentions the crime 
committed by the one they wanted released, saying, Now Barabbas 
was a robber: “Your princes are rebels and companions of thieves” 
(Is 1:23). This fulfills the words of Jeremiah (12:8): “My heritage has 
become to me like a lion in the forest.” “But you denied the Holy 
and Righteous One and asked for a murderer to be granted to you”  
(Acts 3:14).
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CHAPTEr 19

LECTUrE 1

1 Then Pilate took Jesus and scourged him. 2 And the soldiers plait-
ed a crown of thorns, and put it on his head, and arrayed him in a 
purple robe; 3 they came up to him, saying, “Hail, King of the Jews!” 
and struck him with their hands.

2371. Above, the Evangelist gave us an account of what Christ suf-
fered from the Jews; here he describes what in particular he endured 
from the Gentiles. He suffered three things, as he had predicted: “They 
will deliver him to the Gentiles, to be mocked and scourged and cru-
cified” (Matt 20:19). First, he deals with the scourging of Christ; sec-
ondly, with his mockery (v. 2); and thirdly, with his crucifixion (v. 4).

2372. He says, Then, after all their shouting, Pilate took Jesus and 
scourged him, not with his own hands, but using his soldiers. He did 
this hoping that the Jews would be satisfied with these wounds and be 
softened so as no longer to demand his death. For it is natural for our 
anger to subside if we see the one we are angry at humiliated and pun-
ished, as the Philosopher1 says in his Rhetoric. This is true of that anger 
which seeks to inflict a limited amount of harm; but it is not the case 
of that hatred which seeks the entire destruction of the one hated: “An 
enemy . . . if he finds an opportunity his thirst for blood will be insatia-
ble” (Sir 12:16).2 Now the Jews hated Christ, and so his scourging did 
not satisfy them: “All the day long I have been scourged” (Ps 72:14); “I 
gave my back to the smiters” (Is 50:6).

2373. Does this intention excuse Pilate for the scourging? It does 
not; because of all those things which are evil in themselves (per se), 
none can be made totally good by a good intention.3 Now to harm an 
innocent person, and especially the Son of God, is in the highest de-
gree an evil in itself.4 Consequently, it cannot be excused by any in-
tention.

2374. Now the Evangelist shows us Christ being ridiculed: first, the 
mock honors paid to him; secondly, the real dishonor showed him, 
and struck him. They pay him mock honors by calling him a king, thus 
adverting to the charge lodged by the Jews, who said that he made 

1. Aristotle, Rhetoric, ii. 3.
2. See ST II-II, q. 34, aa. 3–4; II-II, q. 61, a. 4.
3. See ST I-II, q. 18, a. 2.
4. See ST II-II, q. 64, a. 6.
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himself king of the Jews. Therefore, they pay him the three honors 
given to a king, but in a derisive way. First, we have a mock crown; 
and then mock clothing and acclamations.

2375. They mock him with a crown, because it is customary for 
kings to wear a crown, a crown of gold: “A crown of gold upon his 
head” (Sir 45:12). The Psalm (20:4) mentions this: “You set a crown of 
fine gold upon his head.” And the soldiers plaited a crown of thorns, 
and put it on his head, the head of him who is a crown of glory to 
those who belong to him: “In that day the Lord of hosts will be a 
crown of glory, and a diadem of beauty, to the remnant of his people” 
(Is 28:5). It was appropriately made of thorns, because by them he re-
moves the thorns of sin, which pain us through remorse of conscience: 
“Break up your fallow ground, and sow not among thorns” (Jer 4:3). 
These thorns also take away the thorns of punishment which burden 
us: “Thorns and thistles it shall bring forth to you” (Gen 3:18).

Was this crowning done by the governor’s order? Chrysostom5 says 
that it was not, but that the soldiers were bribed with money and did 
this to satisfy the Jews. On the other hand, Augustine6 says that this 
was done by the command or the permission of the governor to the 
end that the hatred of the Jews would be satiated and Pilate could 
more easily release Jesus.

2376. Secondly, they mock him with clothing. The soldiers . . . ar-
rayed him in a purple robe, which was the sign of a royal dignity for 
the Romans. In 1 Maccabees (8:14) we read that when the Romans 
ruled they wore a crown and were clothed in purple. This clothing of 
Christ in purple fulfills the prophecy of Isaiah (63:2): “Why is your ap-
parel red, and your garments like his that treads in the wine press?” At 
the same time it indicates the sufferings of the martyrs, which stains 
red the entire body of Christ, that is, the church.

2377. Thirdly, they mock him the way they address him: they came 
up to him, saying, Hail, King of the Jews! It was the custom then, as it 
is now, for subjects to salute their king when they came into his pres-
ence: “And when Hushai the Archite, David’s friend, came to Absa-
lom, Hushai said to Absalom, ‘Long live the king ! Long live the king!’”  
(2 Sam 16:16).

As for the mystical interpretation, those greet Christ mockingly who 
profess him with words “but deny him with their deeds” (Ti 1:16).

2378. Now he mentions the real dishonor shown to Christ, and 
struck him with their hands, in order to show that the honor they did 
gave him was in mockery: “I gave my cheeks to those who pulled out 
the beard” (Is 50:6); “With a rod they strike upon the cheek the ruler 
of Israel” (Mic 5:1).

5. Hom. in Io. 84. 1; PG 59, col. 456; cf. Catena aurea, 19:1–5.
6. Tract. in Io. 116. 1; PL 35, col. 1941; cf. Catena aurea, 19:1–5.
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LECTUrE 2

4 Pilate went out again, and said to them, “Behold, I am bringing 
him out to you, that you may know that I find no crime in him.” 5 So 
Jesus came out, wearing the crown of thorns and the purple robe. Pi-
late said to them, “Here is the man!” 6 When the chief priests and the 
officers saw him, they cried out, “Crucify him, crucify him!” Pilate said 
to them, “Take him yourselves and crucify him, for I find no crime in 
him.” 7 The Jews answered him, “We have a law, and by that law he 
ought to die, because he has made himself the Son of God.” 8 When Pi-
late heard these words, he was the more afraid; 9 he entered the prae-
torium again and said to Jesus, “Where are you from?” But Jesus gave 
no answer. 10 Pilate therefore said to him, “You will not speak to me? 
Do you not know that I have power to release you, and power to crucify 
you?” 11 Jesus answered him, “You would have no power over me un-
less it had been given you from above; therefore he who delivered me to 
you has the greater sin.” 12a Upon this Pilate sought to release him.7

2379. Now the Evangelist treats of the crucifixion of Christ: first, the 
crucifixion itself; secondly, the death of Christ (v. 28); and thirdly, his 
burial (v. 38). As to the crucifixion, he first mentions the dispute Pilate 
had with the Jews; secondly, we have the sentencing of Christ (v. 8); 
and thirdly, the sentence is carried out (v. 17). Pilate, wanting to release 
Christ, began arguing with the Jews. First, the Evangelist shows how 
Pilate tried to release Christ by exhibiting him to the crowd; secondly, 
by declaring his innocence, I find no crime in him. As regards the first, 
the Evangelist shows Jesus being shown to the crowd; and secondly, 
the effect this had, Crucify him.

2380. Three things are mentioned concerning Christ’s exhibition 
to the Jews. First there is the intention of Pilate, which was to free 
him. He says, Pilate went out again, from the praetorium, and said to 
them, to the Jews who were waiting there, Behold, I am bringing him 
out to you, for this purpose, that you may know that I find no crime 
in him, deserving of death. Why then, unrighteous Pilate, was there 
this shameful bargaining if there was no crime in him? Was it so the 
Jews would not believe that you would release him because you were 
partial to him? What kind of partiality is that when you give one so 
much thrashing? Or perhaps it was so that his enemies, gladly seeing 
his disgrace, would no longer thirst for blood. Pilate is saying in effect: 
If there were a reason for his death, I would condemn him just like I 
have scourged him. Perhaps he has committed some minor infraction 

7. St. Thomas refers to Jn 19:7 in ST III, q. 47, a. 4, obj. 3; Jn 19:11: ST I-II, q. 
73, a. 2, s. c.; II-II, q. 67, a. 4; III, q. 47, a. 6, obj, 2; III, q. 49, a. 6.
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of the law, which did deserve a scourging, but there was nothing de-
serving of death.

2381. Secondly, we see Christ being presented before the crowd, 
Jesus came out, wearing the crown of thorns and the purple robe. He 
was exhibited in the same robe he wore when he was mocked by the 
officers in the hope that the crowd would be appeased when they saw 
him, not respected for his authority, but entirely dishonored: “For it is 
for your sake that I have borne reproach, that shame has covered my 
face” (Ps 68:8). This teaches us that we should be ready to undergo 
any kind of disrespect for the name of Jesus Christ: “Fear not the re-
proach of men, and be not dismayed at their revilings” (Is 51:7).

2382. Thirdly, Christ’s exhibition is further described through the 
words of Pilate, Here is the man! spoken in a sarcastic way, as if one so 
disgraced would dare to usurp a kingship. Look at the kind of person 
you are accusing of this! The words of the Psalm (21:7) apply to him: 
“I am a worm, and no man.” And so, if you do hate your king, spare 
him now because you see him dishonored. “When disgrace increases, 
let your hatred decrease,” as Augustine8 says.

2383. Now we see the effect of this exhibition on the Jews. No mat-
ter how disgraced and wretched and beaten he appeared, their ha-
tred did not lessen, but was still burning and growing.9 When the chief 
priests and the officers saw him, when Jesus was brought out, they 
cried out, Crucify him, crucify him! Their desire was so strong that 
they shouted this twice. And they will not be satisfied with any kind 
of death, but demand the most dishonorable kind, crucifixion: “Let us 
condemn him to a shameful death” (Wis 2:20). He said, When they 
saw him, because the sight of the one they hated only served to incite 
and inflame their hearts with more hatred: “The very sight of him is a 
burden to us” (Wis 2:15).

2384. Now the Evangelist shows how Pilate tried to free Christ by 
declaring his innocence. As a result, a disagreement arose because, first, 
Pilate declared the innocence of Christ; while second, the Jews repeat-
ed his guilt, We have a law.

2385. As to Christ’s innocence, Pilate said to them, Take him your-
selves, and crucify him. It is like saying: I do not want to be a judge who 
judges unjustly. I will not crucify him. You crucify him if you want, but 
I find no crime in him, deserving of crucifixion: “The ruler of this world 
is coming. He has no power over me” (14:30); Jesus “whom you deliv-
ered up and denied in the presence of Pilate, when he had decided to 
release him” (Acts 3:13).

2386. But the Jews repeat Christ’s offense: We have a law. . . . They 
seemed to understand from Pilate’s response that he would not go 

8. Tract. in Io. 116. 2; PL 35, col. 1942; cf. Catena aurea, 19:1–5.
9. See ST I-II, q. 29, aa. 3–5.



230  COMMENTARY ON THE GOSPEL OF JOHN

against Christ because of a charge of claiming a kingdom, although 
they had thought he would be especially inclined by this to kill him. 
And since this crime was not enough to put Christ to death, the Jews 
thought that when Pilate said, Take him yourselves and crucify him, 
he was asking if they had another crime, a violation of the law, for 
which he could be condemned and for which they were condemn-
ing him. Thus they say, by that law he ought to die. First, they charge 
Christ with a crime against the law of the Jews; secondly, against the 
law of the Romans (v. 12). In regard to the first, we see the accusation 
of the Jews against Christ; secondly, the effect of this on Pilate, he was 
the more afraid.

2387. The crime against the Jewish law that they charged Christ 
with was that he has made himself the Son of God, and for this he de-
served death: “This was why the Jews sought all the more to kill him, 
because he not only broke the sabbath, but also called God his Father, 
making himself equal with God” (5:18); and again, “We stone you for 
no good work but for blasphemy; because you, being a man, make 
yourself God” (10:33).10 They always said that “he made himself the 
Son of God,” assuming he was not. But this was not against the law, as 
Christ proved to them before (10:34), by citing the Psalm (81:6): “I say, 
you are gods.” For if other people, who are adopted children, can call 
themselves children of God without blasphemy, how much more can 
Christ do this, who is the Son of God by nature. But they regarded him 
as a liar and blasphemer, each of which deserved death, because they 
did not understand his eternal generation [from the Father].

2388. Now the Evangelist mentions the effect the accusation of the 
Jews had on Pilate. The first was that it produced fear: When Pilate 
heard these words, that is, that Christ made himself the Son of God, he 
was the more afraid that it might be true and that it would be disas-
trous to proceed against him without cause.

2389. Secondly, he mentions another effect it produced: doubt and 
questioning (v. 9). First, we have the question Pilate asked; secondly, 
the silence of Christ; and thirdly, the reproach of Pilate.

2390. In regard to the first he says, he entered the praetorium 
again, stricken with fear, and said to Jesus, whom he had led back 
with himself, Where are you from? trying to find out whether Jesus 
was God, with a divine origin, or a man, with an earthly origin. This 
could be answered by what was said before, “You are from below, I am 
from above” (8:23).

2391. Jesus, because he chose to, did not give an answer, so that 
he might show that he was unwilling to overwhelm by words and to 
make excuses, since he had come to suffer. At the same time he is for 
us an example of patience, and fulfilled what is found in Isaiah (53:7): 

10. See ST II-II, q. 13, a. 3.



 CHAPTER 19 231

“Like a sheep that before its shearers is dumb, so he opened not his 
mouth.”11 It says, “like a sheep,” to show that the silence of Jesus was 
not that of a man convicted of sin and aware of his evil, but the silence 
of a gentle person being sacrificed for the sins of others.

2392. Then the Evangelist shows how Pilate reproached him for his 
silence (v. 10): first, we see Pilate boasting of his power; secondly, we 
have what Christ said about this power.

2393. Pilate was displeased that Jesus did not answer him, and said, 
You will not speak to me? He has condemned himself, for if this en-
tire matter lay in his power, why does he not release Jesus since he 
has found him without crime? “I will condemn you out of your own 
mouth” (Lk 19:22); “Because you have authority among men, mortal 
though you are, you do what you please” (2 Mac 7:16).

2394. Pilate was boasting about his power, “Men who . . . boast of 
the abundance of their riches” (Ps 48:7). So our Lord curbs him, say-
ing, You would have no power over me unless it had been given you 
from above. It was like Augustine12 said: “When Christ was silent, it 
was like a lamb; when he spoke, he taught as a shepherd.” So, first 
Christ teaches Pilate about the source of his power; secondly, about the 
greatness of his sin.

2395. In regard to the first he says, You would have no power over 
me unless it had been given you from above. He is saying in effect: If 
you seem to have some power, you do not have this from yourself, 
but it has been given to you from above, from God, from whom all 
power comes: “By me kings reign” (Pr 8:15). He says no power, that 
is, no matter how little, because Pilate did have a limited power under 
a greater one, the power of Caesar: “For I am a man under authority” 
(Mt 8:9).

2396. Therefore, he concludes, he who delivered me to you, that is, 
Judas or the chief priests, has the greater sin. He says greater, to indi-
cate that both those who delivered him up to Pilate and Pilate him-
self were guilty of sin. But those who delivered him up had the great-
er sin because they delivered him up out of ill-will, whereas Pilate did 
what he did because he was afraid of a superior power. This refutes 
those heretics who say that all sins are equal, for if they were, our Lord 
would not have said, the greater sin. “Woe to that man by whom the 
temptation comes!” (Mt 18:7).13

2397. The effect of all this was that upon this Pilate sought to re-
lease him. As we saw before, Pilate tried to release Christ from the very 
beginning. Thus the upon this indicates he now sought it for another 
reason, that is, to escape from sinning. Or, he had tried to release him 

11. See ST II-II, q. 136, a. 3.
12. Tract. in Io. 116. 5; PL 35, col. 1943; cf. Catena aurea, 19:9–12.
13. See ST I-II, q. 72, a. 1; I-II, q. 73, a. 2; I-II, q. 88, a. 1.
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before, but upon this, from now on, he was fully and firmly deter-
mined to release him.

LECTUrE 3

12b But the Jews cried out, “If you release this man, you are not 
Caesar’s friend; every one who makes himself a king sets himself against 
Caesar.” 13 When Pilate heard these words [he grew more fearful], he 
brought Jesus out and sat down on the judgment seat [tribunal] at a 
place called The Pavement [Lithostrotos], and in Hebrew, Gabbatha.  
14 Now it was the day of Preparation of the Passover; it was about the 
sixth hour. He said to the Jews, “Here is your King!” 15 They cried out, 
“Away with him, away with him, crucify him!” Pilate said to them, 
“Shall I crucify your King?” The chief priests answered, “We have no 
king but Caesar.” 16 Then he handed him over to them to be cruci-
fied. 17 So they took Jesus, and he went out, bearing his own cross, to 
the place called the place of a skull [Calvary], which is called in Hebrew 
Golgotha. 18 There they crucified him, and with him two others, one on 
either side, and Jesus between them.14

2398. Above, the Jews accused Christ of a crime against their law, 
but Pilate seemed to consider this a slight matter since he himself was 
not subject to this law. So they now accuse Christ of a crime against the 
Roman Law, hoping this would press Pilate into taking his life. First, 
they state the danger which is hanging over Pilate if he releases Christ; 
secondly, they give the reason for this danger (v. 12).

2399. He says that after Pilate tried to release Christ, the Jews cried 
out, If you release this man, who is making himself king, you are not 
Caesar’s friend, that is, you will lose his friendship. It frequently hap-
pens that we estimate others based on the way that we ourselves are. 
And since it was written of these Jews that “They loved the praise of 
men more than the praise of God” (12:43), they thought that Pilate 
would prefer the friendship of Caesar to the friendship of justice—
even though the opposite is commanded: “It is better to take refuge 
in the Lord than to put confidence in princes” (Ps 117:9). The Philoso-
pher15 says that truth is to be preferred to friendship.

2400. They add the reason for the danger which threatened Pi-
late when they say, every one who makes himself a king sets himself 
against Caesar, for it is the nature of earthly power that one power 
cannot endure the presence of another power. And so Caesar did not 

14. St. Thomas refers to Jn 19:14 in ST III, q. 83, a. 2, ad 3; Jn 19:16: ST III, q. 
47, a. 3, obj. 3. 

15. Aristotle, Rhetoric, i. 1.
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allow another to rule: “Do not seek from men the highest office, nor 
the seat of honor from the king” (Sir 7:4).

2401. In treating the condemnation of Christ, the Evangelist men-
tions the place, secondly the time (v. 14), and thirdly the manner of the 
condemnation (v. 14b).

2402. In regard to the first, the Evangelist indicates the motive of 
Pilate when he says, When Pilate heard these words he grew more 
fearful, for it was not as easy for him to ignore Caesar, the source of his 
power, as it was to disdain the laws of a foreign people.16 So he says, 
he brought Jesus out. But there was no reason for Pilate to fear, be-
cause Jesus was not setting himself against Caesar. Christ had no pur-
ple, no scepter, no diadem, no chariots, no soldiers to indicate that he 
was seizing a kingdom. Rather, Christ always sat alone with his dis-
ciples, plain in food, in clothing and in dwelling. Yet as we read in 
Proverbs (28:1), “The wicked flee when no one pursues”; “They trem-
bled in fear when there was no fear” (Ps 52:6); “Be not afraid of their 
words, nor be dismayed at their looks” (Ez 2:6).

2403. Then he mentions the place saying, and sat down on the tri-
bunal. A tribunal is the seat of a judge, like the throne is the seat of a 
king, and the professor’s chair is the seat of a master: “A king who sits 
on the throne of judgment winnows all evil with his eyes” (Pr 20:8). 
It was called a tribunal because among the Romans it was the tribunes 
(named from the tribes they headed) who adjudicated in certain cas-
es. This tribunal was at a place called Lithostrotos, that is, a pavement 
of stones. “Lithos” in Greek means the same as “stone,” and the place 
where Pilate sat in his judgment seat had been paved with stones. In 
Hebrew this place was called Gabbatha, that is, a mound formed from 
stones.

2404. The time of the condemnation is given when he says, Now 
it was the day of Preparation of the Passover; it was about the sixth 
hour. Among the Jews the Sabbath was in some respects more solemn 
than any other feast, insofar as out of reverence for that day no food 
was prepared on the Sabbath; it was prepared on the preceding Fri-
day. Thus this Friday was called the day of Preparation of the Passover. 
This practice had its origin when the Jews in the desert were forbidden 
to gather manna on the Sabbath, but were directed to gather a dou-
ble supply the day before (Ex 16:24). In this matter they yielded to no 
feast. Accordingly, although the present Friday was a solemn feast for 
them, they still prepared the Sabbath food on that day.

2405. He adds, it was about the sixth hour. This does not agree with 
Mark (15:25), who says, “And it was the third hour, when they cruci-
fied him.”17 It is clear that Christ was before the tribunal before he was 
crucified.

16. See ST II-II, q. 19, a. 3.
17. See ST III, q. 46, a. 9.



234  COMMENTARY ON THE GOSPEL OF JOHN

According to Augustine,18 there are two explanations for this. The 
first, and better, is that Christ was crucified two times: once by the 
tongues and words of the shouting Jews, “Crucify him, crucify him” 
(v. 6), and the second time by the hands of the soldiers who nailed 
him to the cross. Now the Jews wanted to blame the crucifixion on the 
Gentiles. And so Mark, who wrote his gospel for the Gentiles, blamed 
it on the Jews, saying that Christ was crucified by the Jews when at 
the third hour they shouted, “Crucify him, crucify him.” It is John 
who follows the real time and he says, it was about the sixth hour. For 
when Christ was on the cross it was at the end of the fifth hour and 
at the beginning of the sixth, when darkness came and lasted three 
hours, that is, until the ninth hour. He says, about the sixth hour be-
cause the sixth hour had not yet begun.

The second explanation is that the preparation of the Passover was 
mentioned, and our Passover, Christ, was about to be immolated. Thus 
the preparation of the Passover is the preparation for the immolation of 
Christ. This preparation began at the ninth hour of the night, when the 
Jews shouted, to the captured Christ, “He deserves death” (Mt 26:66). 
If to the three remaining hours of the night we add the three hours of 
the day, when Christ was crucified, we can see that he was crucified at 
the sixth hour of the preparation, although this was the third hour of 
the day, as Mark says. And it was appropriate that he was crucified at 
the sixth hour because by his cross he restored human nature which 
was created on the sixth day.

2406. Now the Evangelist tells us about the manner and order of 
the condemnation (v. 14). Pilate still wanted to free Christ, although 
his fear of Caesar weighed upon him. First we see Pilate’s attempt to 
free Christ; secondly, he consents to have him crucified. (v. 16). Con-
cerning the first, we see the attempt of Pilate; and then the malice of 
the Jews (v. 15b).

2407. The Evangelist says that after Pilate sat down on the judg-
ment seat, he said to the Jews, in exasperation, Here is your King! It 
was like saying: I am astonished that you fear to have this man, so hu-
miliated and destitute, as your king. For only the wealthy and strong 
aspire to the throne, and this man is neither. As the Psalm (87:16) said: 
“I am poor and in labor from my youth.”19

2408. This did not lessen the malice of the Jews. In inexhaustible 
hatred they cried out, doubling their already great malice by repeating 
the words, Away with him, away with him, crucify him! This shows 
that they could not stand the sight of him: “They say to God, ‘Depart 
from us! We do not desire the knowledge of your ways’” (Job 21:14); 
“The very sight of him is a burden to us” (Wis 2:15). Therefore, “Let us 

18. Tract. in Io. 117. 1; PL 35, col. 1944; cf. Catena aurea, 19:12–16.
19. See ST I-II, q. 105, a. 1, ad 2.
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condemn him to a shameful death” (Wis 2:20), which is the same as 
crucify him!

2409. Now we see how Pilate tried to free Christ by shaming the 
Jews. First, we see Pilate’s attempt, Shall I crucify your King? He is 
saying in effect: If you are not affected by his humiliation, your own 
sense of shame should move you, because I am going to crucify the 
one who is trying to be your king. And this is to your disgrace since it 
is being done by a foreigner.

Secondly, we see how unyielding the Jews are when they say, We 
have no king but Caesar. By thus refusing to be subject to the author-
ity of Christ, they have submitted themselves to perpetual subjection. 
And so even to this very day, they are strangers to Christ, and have be-
come servants of Caesar and earthly powers: “For they have not reject-
ed you, but they have rejected me from being king over them” (1 Sam 
8:7); “They have forsaken me, the fountain of living water and hewed 
out cisterns for themselves; broken cisterns that can hold no water” 
(Jer 2:13).

2410. Then the Evangelist mentions the consent of Pilate to the kill-
ing of Christ, Then he handed him over to them, to the Jews, who had 
been subject to the power and the will of the Romans, to be crucified. 
This was against the advice of Exodus (23:2): “You shall not follow a 
multitude to do evil.” “The earth is given into the hand of the wicked” 
(Job 9:24); “I have given my dear soul into the hands of her enemies” 
(Jer 12:7).

2411. Now the Evangelist deals with the crucifixion of Christ: first, 
the dishonor of the cross; secondly, the events surrounding the cruci-
fixion (v. 19).

The dishonor of the cross is indicated by those who crucified Christ, 
by the way he was led to his death, by the place where this happened, 
and by those crucified with him.

2412. Those who crucified him were soldiers. So they took Jesus. 
This was done in deed by the soldiers—for we read below (v. 23), 
“When the soldiers had crucified Jesus”—but done in desire by the 
Jews, because they brought about by threats what happened. For this 
they ought to lose the benefits of Christ’s cross and have the Gentiles 
acquire them: “The Kingdom of God will be taken away from you and 
given to a nation producing the fruits of it” (Mt 21:43).

2413. The way Christ was brought to his crucifixion was a dishonor, 
bearing his own cross, for death on a cross was a disgrace: “A hanged 
man is accursed by God” (Deut 21:23). Avoiding the cross as some-
thing unholy, and fearing even to touch it, they laid the cross on the 
condemned Jesus. He went out, bearing his own cross.20

2414. Matthew (27:32) says that they compelled a certain Simon of 

20. See ST III, q. 46, a. 4.
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Cyrene, on his way from the fields, to carry Christ’s cross. We should 
say that Christ carried his cross from the beginning, but as he went 
along they found Simon to help him.

This does not lack its own mystery: for although Christ was the first 
to endure the sufferings of the cross, others did so after in imitation of 
him, especially strangers, that is, the Gentiles: “Christ also suffered for 
you, leaving you an example” (1 Pet 2:21); “If any man would come 
after me, let him deny himself and take up his cross and follow me” 
(Mt 16:24).

Although this seems extremely bizarre to the irreligious and to un-
believers, it is a great mystery for believers and the devout: “For the 
word of the cross is folly to those who are perishing, but to us who 
are being saved it is the power of God” (1 Cor 1:18). Christ bore his 
cross as a king does his scepter; his cross is the sign of his glory, which 
is his universal dominion over all things: “The Lord will reign from the 
wood” (Ps 95:10; Aquinas’s Latin version);21 “The government will be 
upon his shoulder, and his name will be called ‘Wonderful, Counsel-
or, Mighty God, Everlasting Father, Prince of Peace’” (Is 9:6). He car-
ried his cross as a victor carries the trophy of his victory: “He disarmed 
the principalities and powers and made a public example of them, tri-
umphing over them in himself” (Col 2:15). Again, he carried his cross 
as a teacher his candelabrum, as a support for the light of his teaching, 
because for believers the message of the cross is the power of God: “No 
one after lighting a lamp puts it in a cellar or under a bushel but on a 
stand, that those who enter may see the light” (Lk 11:33).

2415. The place where Christ suffered was also dishonorable, and 
for two reasons. First, it was outside the city, he went out to the place 
called Calvary, which is outside the walls of the city: “So Jesus also 
suffered outside the gate in order to sanctify the people through his 
own blood” (Heb 13:12). This passion of Christ was outside the walls 
of the city to show that the effectiveness of his passion was not en-
closed within the boundaries of the Jewish nation, and to indicate that 
those who want to obtain the fruit of his passion also have to go out 
from the world, at least with their affections. Thus the Apostle says in 
his next sentence, “Therefore let us go forth to him outside the camp” 
(Heb 13:13).22

21. This reading of Ps. 95:10 (Hebrew: Ps. 96:10), “from the wood,” first ap-
pears in Justin Martyr where, in his Dialogue with Trypho the Jew, he accuses the 
Jews of having deleted the words, “from the wood,” in order to eliminate the 
Christian reading (Dial. Trypho 73). It is probable that this phrase arises from 
some early version of the Greek Septuagint, but apart from Justin it is attested 
only in some of the Western Fathers and is found in the ancient Roman Psalter. 
Jerome never mentions this reading, and it is not found in any of the most an-
cient manuscripts.

22. See ST III, q. 46, a. 10.
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2416. Secondly, this place was dishonorable because it was one 
of the lowest and basest, to the place called Calvary. “I am reckoned 
among those who go down to the Pit” (Ps 87:5). Chrysostom23 tells 
us that there are some who say that Adam died and was buried at this 
very place. This is why it was called Calvary, from the skull (calvaria) 
of the first man. And just as death reigned there, so there also Christ 
erected the trophy of his victory.

However, as Jerome24 says, this is the popular interpretation and 
attractive to the people, but it is not true, because Adam was buried at 
Hebron: “Adam the greatest among the Anakim was buried there” (Jos 
14:15). So we should say that this place was outside the gate of Jeru-
salem, and it was there that the heads of the condemned were cut off. 
It was called Calvary because the skulls of the beheaded were strewn 
there.

2417. Those who suffered with him also added to his dishonor, for 
they crucified with him two others, who were criminals, as Luke men-
tions (Lk 23:33). One on either side, one on the right and one on the 
left, and Jesus between them, in the middle. Even in his suffering Christ 
stood in the middle, a fact that the Jews intended should add to his dis-
honor, for it implied that the cause of his death was similar to that of 
the criminals: “He was numbered with the transgressors” (Is 53:12).

But if we contemplate this mystery, we see that it is related to the 
glory of Christ. It shows that by his suffering Christ merited the au-
thority to judge: “Your cause has been judged as one of the wicked. 
You will recover cause and judgment” (Job 36:17). And it is the func-
tion of a judge to be in the middle of the parties; so the Philosopher25 
says that to go to a judge is to go to the middle. Christ was also placed 
in the middle, one on his right, another on his left, because in the 
judgment he will place the sheep on his right, and the goats on his left. 
It was the criminal on his right who believed and was saved; the one 
on his left, who reproached him, was condemned.26

LECTUrE 4

19 Pilate also wrote a title and put it on the cross; it read, “Jesus of 
Nazareth, the King of the Jews.” 20 Many of the Jews read this title, 
for the place where Jesus was crucified was near the city; and it was 
written in Hebrew, in Latin, and in Greek. 21 The chief priests of the 
Jews then said to Pilate, “Do not write, ‘The King of the Jews,’ but, 

23. Hom in Io. 85. 1; PG 59, col. 459–60; cf Catena aurea, 19:16–18.
24. Comm. in Matt. IV. 27. 33; PL 26, col. 209; cf. Catena aurea, 19:16–18.
25. Aristotle, Eudemian Ethics, iii. 7; Politics, iii. 16.
26. See ST III, q. 46, a. 11.
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‘This man said, I am King of the Jews.’” 22 Pilate answered, “What I 
have written I have written.” 23 When the soldiers had crucified Jesus 
they took his garments and made four parts, one for each soldier; also 
his tunic. But the tunic was without seam, woven from top to bottom; 
24 so they said to one another, “Let us not tear it, but cast lots for it to 
see whose it shall be.” This was to fulfill the scripture, “They parted my 
garments among them, and for my clothing they cast lots.” 25 So the 
soldiers did this. But standing by the cross of Jesus were his mother, 
and his mother’s sister, Mary the wife of Clopas, and Mary Magdalene. 
26 When Jesus saw his mother and the disciple whom he loved stand-
ing near, he said to his mother, “Woman, behold your son!” 27 Then 
he said to the disciple, “Behold, your mother!” And from that hour the 
disciple took her to his own home [to his own].27

2418. The Evangelist just told of Christ’s crucifixion; now he men-
tions things that accompanied and followed it: first, as they relate to 
Pilate; secondly as they relate to the soldiers; and finally, he tells about 
Christ’s friends who were standing by (v. 25). Concerning Pilate, we 
see the title being written on the cross, its being read, and its retention.

2419. Two things are mentioned about the first of these. First, the 
writing of the title, Pilate also wrote a title and put it on the cross. This 
was understandable, for it was a way of getting back at the Jews by 
showing their malice in rising up against their own king. It was also 
appropriate for this mystery, for just as inscriptions are placed on tro-
phies of victory so the people will remember and celebrate the victo-
ry—“Let us make a name for ourselves, before we are scattered abroad 
upon the face of the whole earth” (Gen 11:4)—so it was arranged that 
a title was put on the cross so that the sufferings of Christ would be 
remembered: “Remember my affliction and my bitterness, the worm-
wood and the gall!” (Lam 3:19).

2420. Secondly, he mentions the content of the title, Jesus of Naz-
areth, the King of the Jews, words which are very fitting for this mys-
tery of the cross. The word Jesus, which means Savior, corresponds to 
the power of the cross by which we have been saved: “You shall call 
his name Jesus, for he will save his people from their sins” (Mt 1:21). 
The word Nazareth, which means abounding in flowers, corresponds to 
the innocence of the one suffering: “I am a rose of Sharon, a lily of the 
valleys” (Sg 2:1); “A flower will rise up out of his root” (Is 11:1). The 
words King of the Jews accord with the power, the dominion, which 
Christ earned by his suffering: “Therefore God has highly exalted him” 
(Phil 2:9); “He shall reign as King and be wise” (Jer 23:5); he will sit 
“upon the throne of David and over his kingdom” (Is 9:7).

2421. Through his cross Christ is not just the King of the Jews, but 

27. St. Thomas refers to Jn 19:25 in ST III, q. 28, a. 3, obj. 6.
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of all people—for after we read, “I have set my king on Zion,” there fol-
lows, “Ask of me and I will make the nations your heritage” (Ps 2:8).28 
Why then did the Evangelist write only King of the Jews? I answer that 
the Gentiles were grafted on to the abundant olive tree (Rom 11:17). 
And just like a graft comes to share in the abundance of the olive tree, 
and it is not the olive tree that acquires the bitterness of the graft, so 
those Gentiles who were converted to the faith were made spiritual-
ly Jews, not by a circumcision of the flesh, but of the spirit.29 And so 
in saying the King of the Jews, non-Jewish converts are also included.

2422. Next we see that the title was read, Many of the Jews read 
this title. The fact that it was read signifies that more are saved by 
faith, by reading about the passion of Christ, than were saved by actu-
ally seeing it: “These are written that you may believe” (20:31). Sec-
ondly, the Evangelist mentions how easy this was to read: first, be-
cause Jesus was crucified near the city, the place where Jesus was 
crucified was near the city, where many people passed; and secondly, 
because it was written in a number of languages, and it was written in 
Hebrew, in Latin, and in Greek, so that no one would fail to know it, 
and because these three languages were the most widely known. He-
brew was known because it was used in the worship of the one true 
God; Greek was known because it was used in the writings of the wise; 
and Latin was known due to the power of Rome. As Augustine30 says, 
these three tongues assumed a certain dignity by being associated with 
the cross of Christ. Further, the Hebrew tongue signified that by the 
cross of Christ those who were devout and religious were to be con-
verted and ruled; and so were the wise, indicated by the Greek lan-
guage; and so were those enjoying power, signified by the Latin lan-
guage. Or, the use of Hebrew signified that Christ was to rule over 
theological teaching, because the knowledge of divine matters was en-
trusted to the Jews. The Greek signified that Christ was to rule over 
the knowledge of nature, for the Greeks were engaged in speculation 
about nature. Latin signified that Christ will rule over practical philos-
ophy, because moral speculation was especially flourishing among the 
Romans. And so, all thought is brought into captivity and obedience to 
Christ, as we see in 2 Corinthians (10:5).31

2423. We now read that this title was not changed (v. 21). First 
we see the Jews trying to have the title changed, The chief priests of 
the Jews then said to Pilate, Do not write, The King of the Jews, but, 
This man said, I am King of the Jews. The title King of the Jews was a 
praise for Christ, but a disgrace for the Jews, for it was a disgrace to the 

28. See ST III, q. 8, a. 3.
29. See ST III, q. 70, aa. 1, 4.
30. Tract. in Io. 117. 4; PL 35, col. 1946; cf. Catena aurea, 19:19–22.
31. See ST I, q. 1, aa. 5–6.
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Jews that they had their king crucified. But if the title had read, This 
man said, I am King of the Jews, it would have been a taunting sar-
casm against Christ and have indicated his crime. And this was what 
the chief priests wanted to do, to take away the reputation of the one 
they crucified as they had already taken away his life: “I am the talk of 
those who sit in the gate” (Ps 68:13).

2424. Secondly, we read that Pilate was insistent on keeping the 
title. He refused to change it because he wanted to disgrace them. 
He said, What I have written I have written. This did not happen by 
chance; it had been arranged by God and predicted long before.32 Cer-
tain Psalms have as a title, “Do not Destroy. For David, for an inscrip-
tion of a title.”33 Indeed, Psalm 58 [Vulgate] especially concerns the 
passion, “Deliver me from my enemies, O my God.” And so do the 
two preceding Psalms: “Be merciful to me, O God, be merciful to me, 
for in thee my soul takes refuge” (Ps 56:2) and “Do you indeed speak 
justice?” (Ps 57:2). And so it was folly for the chief priests to complain, 
for just as they could not destroy what the Truth had said, so also they 
could not destroy what Pilate had written. Pilate said, What I have 
written I have written, because what the Lord said, He said, as Augus-
tine34 remarks.

2425. Now the Evangelist shows the role played by the soldiers (v. 
23): first, he mentions that Christ’s garments were distributed among 
them; and secondly, we see that lots were cast for his tunic.

2426. He says, When the soldiers had crucified Jesus they took his 
garments. We can gather two things from this: the debasement of the 
dying Christ, for the soldiers stripped him, which was done only to 
those they despised; secondly, we see the greed of the soldiers, because 
they took his garments and made four parts, one for each soldier. Sol-
diers were a very rapacious group, and so John the Baptizer told them 
to “Rob no one . . . and be content with your pay” (Lk 3:14); “They 
send men away naked, taking away their clothes” (Job 24:7).

2427. In regard to the second, he says, also his tunic. First, his tunic 
is described; and then lots are cast for it (v. 24).

2428. He says, also his tunic, that is, they took that along with his 
other garments. But the tunic was without seam, woven from top to 
bottom. He says that it was without a seam to indicate its unity. Some 
say this shows how valuable it was. On the other hand, Chrysostom35 
says that the Evangelist says this to suggest that it was common and 
ordinary; for in Palestine the poor wear clothing made from many 
pieces of cloth, one sewn over another: “For you know the grace of 

32. See ST I, q. 116, a. 1.
33. For example, Pss. 56:1; 57:1; 58:1 (Vulgate).
34. Tract. in Io. 117. 5; PL 35, col. 1946; cf. Catena aurea, 19:19–22.
35. Hom in Io. 85. 2; PG 59, col. 461–62; cf. Catena aurea, 19:23–24. 
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our Lord Jesus Christ, that though he was rich, yet for your sake he 
became poor” (2 Cor 8:9).

2429. As for the mystical interpretation, this passage can be re-
ferred to the mystical body of Christ. Then Christ’s garments are divid-
ed into four parts because the Church is spread over the four parts of 
the world: “As I live, says the Lord, you shall put them all on as an or-
nament, you shall bind them on as a bride does” (Is 49:18). The tunic 
without seam, which was not divided, indicates charity, because the 
other virtues are not united by themselves, but by another, because all 
of them are directed to the ultimate end, and it is charity alone which 
unites us to this end. While it is faith which makes known our ulti-
mate end, and by hope we tend toward it, only charity unites us to it: 
“And above all these put on love, which binds everything together” 
(Col 3:14).

The tunic is said to be woven from the top because charity is above, 
at the top, of all the other virtues: “I will show you a still more excel-
lent way” (1 Cor 12:31); “To know the love of Christ which surpasses 
knowledge, that you may be filled with all the fullness of God” (Eph 
3:19). Or, it is woven from the top because our charity does not come 
from ourselves, but from the Holy Spirit: “God’s love has been poured 
into our hearts through the Holy Spirit which has been given to us” 
(Rom 5:5). The tunic woven from the top can also signify the real body 
of Christ, because the body of Christ was formed by a higher power, 
one from the top, by the Holy Spirit: “That which is conceived in her is 
of the Holy Spirit” (Mt 1:20).

2430. The Evangelist says that lots were cast for Christ’s tunic, they 
said to one another, Let us not tear it, but cast lots for it to see whose 
it shall be. There is one way of casting lots which is a form of divina-
tion; this is unlawful because there is no necessity for it. Sometimes 
lots are cast to know how things should be allotted or divided up; and 
this is lawful in earthly matters but not in spiritual things. The purpose 
of this is to submit to God’s plan and will those matters that we can-
not decide by ourselves. “The lot is cast into the lap, but the decision is 
wholly from the Lord” (Pr 16:33); and again, “The lot puts an end to 
disputes” (Pr 18:18).

2431. Matthew says something different, that “they divided his gar-
ments among them by casting lots” (Mt 27:35). The reply is that Mat-
thew does not say that they cast lots for all his garments. Indeed, while 
they divided some among themselves, they cast lots for his tunic.

2432. Mark is still more forceful, saying, “They divided his garments 
among them, casting lots for them, to decide what each should take” 
of all his clothes (Mk 15:24). According to Augustine,36 this means 

36. Trac. in Io. 118. 2–3; PL 35, col. 1947–49; cf. Catena aurea, 19:23–24.
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they cast lots for one of his garments, to decide which one would take 
the tunic [which was left over].

2433. Now the Evangelist brings in the prophecy of this event  
(v. 24). First, he mentions the prophecy. The prophet’s exactness is re-
markable, for he foretold in detail some of the things that were done 
to Christ. Clearly these things did not happen by chance; thus he says, 
this was to fulfill the scripture, one thing after another, which said 
(Ps 21:19) that they parted my garments among them, not saying gar-
ment, because there were more than one, and for my clothing, that is, 
for my tunic they cast lots. Secondly, he states that the prophecy was 
fulfilled, So the soldiers did this. We can see from this that the divine 
Scripture is fulfilled even in its details: “Not an iota, not a jot, will pass 
from the law until all is accomplished” (Mt 6:18); “Everything writ-
ten about me in the law of Moses and in the prophets and the psalms 
must be fulfilled” (Lk 24:44).37

2434. Thirdly, we see the part played by the friends of Jesus. First, 
the Evangelist mentions the women who were standing there; second-
ly, his eagerness for the care of his mother (v. 26); thirdly, the ready 
obedience of the disciple (v. 27).

2435. Three women are mentioned as standing by the cross of Je-
sus: his mother, then his mother’s sister, Mary the wife of Clopas, and 
Mary Magdalene. When the Evangelists mention the women who 
were standing with Christ, it is only John who mentions the Blessed 
Virgin. Two questions occur about this incident.

2336. Matthew (27:55) and Mark (15:40) say that the women were 
standing far off, while John says that they stood by the cross. One 
could say in answer that the women mentioned by Matthew and Mark 
were not the same as those mentioned by John. However, the diffi-
culty with this answer is that Mary Magdalene is in the group men-
tioned by Matthew and Mark, and also in the group mentioned by 
John. So one should say that all were referring to the same women. 
But there is no contradiction. Near and far are relative; and nothing 
prevents something from being near in one sense and far in another. 
The women were said to be near because they were within the range 
of sight, and they could be described as afar because other people were 
between them and Jesus. Or, one could say that when the crucifixion 
was beginning, the women were standing near Christ and were able to 
speak to him; while later, when a number of people came forward to 
taunt him, the women withdrew and stood further away. Thus John 
is telling what happened at first, and the other Evangelists what hap-
pened after.

2437. The other issue is that John mentions Mary of Clopas, while in 
place of her, Matthew and Mark mention Mary, the mother of James, 

37. See ST I-II, q. 107, a. 2; II-II, q. 171, a. 6; III, q. 46, a. 1; III, q. 47, a. 2, ad 1.
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who is also described as Mary of Alphaeus. We should say about this 
that Mary of Clopas, mentioned by John, is the same as Mary of Alpha-
eus, mentioned by Matthew. For this Mary had two husbands, Clopas 
and Alphaeus. Or, one could say that Clopas was her father.

2438. The fact that the women stood by the cross while the disci-
ples left Christ and ran away is an expression of their unfailing affec-
tion. As Job (19:20) says: “My flesh is consumed, my bones cleave to 
my skin,” where the flesh can stand for the disciples, who ran off, and 
the skin can stand for the women, for they stayed close to Christ.38

2439. The Evangelist now mentions Christ’s concern for his moth-
er (v. 26). But first we see his solicitude for the welfare of his disciple, 
whom he entrusted to his mother; then we see his concern for his 
mother, whom he gave into the keeping of his disciple.

2440. As to the first he says, When Jesus saw his mother, and the 
disciple whom he loved standing near, he said to his mother, Woman, 
behold, your son! He is saying: Up to now I have taken care for you 
and watched over you. Now, you take care for my disciple. This shows 
the eminence of John.

Before, when the Mother of Jesus said, “They have no wine,” (2:3), 
he replied, “O woman, what have you to do with me? My hour has not 
yet come,” that is, the hour of my passion, when I will suffer by means 
of what I have received from you [my human nature]. But when that 
hour comes I will acknowledge you. And now that the hour has come, 
he does acknowledge his mother. Yet I do not have the power to work 
miracles through what I have received from you [my human nature], 
but rather through what I have from the generation of the Father, that 
is, insofar as I am God.39

2441. As Augustine40 says, Christ hanging on the cross is like a 
teacher in his teaching chair. He is teaching us to help our parents in 
their needs, and to take care of them: “Honor your father and your 
mother” (Ex 20:12); “If any one does not provide for his relatives, and 
especially for his own family, he has disowned the faith and is worse 
than an unbeliever” (1 Tim 5:8).

Why is the contrary found in Luke? “If any one comes to me and 
does not hate his own father and mother and wife and children and 
brothers and sisters, yes, and even his own life, he cannot be my disci-
ple” (Lk 14:26). I answer that when our Lord commands us to hate our 
parents and ourselves, he is commanding us to love them, their own 
individual nature and our own individual nature, and to hate moral 
evil and what turns our natures away from God. This means that we 
must aid our parents, love and reverence them as these human be-

38. See ST III, q. 55, a. 1, ad 3.
39. See ST III, q. 43, aa. 2–3.
40. Trac. in Io. 119. 2; PL 35, col. 1950–51; cf. Catena aurea, 19:24–27.
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ings, but hate their moral vices and what in them turns us away from 
God.41

2442. As to the second, he says, Behold, your mother! so that John 
will care for her as much as a son cares for his mother; and Mary is to 
love John as a mother loves her son.

2443. The Evangelist shows the obedience of the disciple when he 
says, and from that hour the disciple took her to his own. For Bede,42 
this should read as his own (in suam); and so the meaning is, the dis-
ciple, John, took her, the mother of Jesus, as his own, mother. But ac-
cording to Augustine,43 and agreeing with the Greek text, we should 
read it as to his own (in qua), not to his own home, for John was one 
of those who said, “We have left everything and followed you” (Mt 
19:27); rather, the disciple took Mary to his own guardianship, to ea-
gerly and respectfully care for her.

LECTUrE 5

28 After this Jesus, knowing that all was now finished, said (to 
fulfill the scripture), “I thirst.” 29 A bowl full of vinegar stood there; 
so they put a sponge full of the vinegar on hyssop and held it to his 
mouth. 30 When Jesus had received the vinegar, he said, “It is fin-
ished”; and he bowed his head and gave up his spirit. 31 Since it was 
the day of Preparation, in order to prevent the bodies from remain-
ing on the cross on the sabbath (for that sabbath was a high day), the 
Jews asked Pilate that their legs might be broken, and that they might 
be taken away. 32 So the soldiers came and broke the legs of the first, 
and of the other who had been crucified with him; 33 but when they 
came to Jesus and saw that he was already dead, they did not break 
his legs. 34 But one of the soldiers pierced his side with a spear, and 
at once there came out blood and water. 35 He who saw it has borne 
witness—his testimony is true, and he knows that he tells the truth—
that you also may believe. 36 For these things took place that the scrip-
ture might be fulfilled, “Not a bone of him shall be broken.” 37 And 
again another scripture says, “They shall look on him whom they have 
pierced.”44

41. See ST II-II, q. 26, a. 8.
42. In S. Ioannis Evang. expos. 19. 27; PL 92, col. 914A–C. Bede mentions the 

view ascribed to him here (“as his own”), but opts in the Catena for the first view 
(“to his own care”); cf. Catena aurea, 19:24–27.

43. Tract. in Io. 119. 3; PL 35, col. 1951; cf. Catena aurea, 19:24–27.
44. St. Thomas refers to Jn 19:30 in ST I, q. 73, a. 1, obj. 1; I-II, q. 103, a. 3, 

ad 2; III, q. 47, a. 2, ad 1; Jn 19:32: ST III, q. 46, a. 5, s. c.; Jn 19:33: ST III, q. 46, 
a. 5, s. c.; III, q. 47, a. 1, ad 2; Jn 19:34: ST III, q. 79, a. 1; Jn 19:35: ST III, q. 74, 
a. 8, obj. 1.
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2444. After dealing with the crucifixion and the events that accom-
panied it, the Evangelist now describes the death of Christ, which we 
should reverence. First, he shows that it was at the appropriate time; 
secondly its manner, he bowed his head; and thirdly, the piercing of 
the dead body (v. 31).

He shows that the time was fitting because all was now finished, 
accomplished. First, he mentions that Christ knew that all things had 
been accomplished; secondly, we see Christ doing what remained to be 
done (v. 30).

2445. In regard to the first he says, After this, after the things that 
had just been mentioned, Jesus, knowing that all was now finished, 
that is, all that the law and the prophets had foretold about him had 
now been accomplished: “Everything written about me in the law of 
Moses and the prophets and the psalms must be fulfilled” (Lk 24:44); 
“I have seen the end of every consummation” (Ps 118:96).45

2446. But because another thing foretold in scripture had to be 
done, the Evangelist adds that Jesus said (to fulfill the scripture), I 
thirst. First, we see the words spoken by Christ; then, how his desire 
could be satisfied; and finally, he is given the vinegar.

2447. The Evangelist says that Jesus said this to fulfill the scripture. 
This indicates the sequence of events, and does not state the cause 
why Jesus spoke, for he did not speak in order to fulfill the scripture of 
the Old Testament. Rather, things were written in the Old Testament 
because they would be fulfilled by Christ. If we say that Christ acted 
because the scriptures foretold it, it would follow that the New Testa-
ment existed for the sake of the Old Testament and for its fulfillment, 
although the opposite is true. Therefore, it was because these things 
would be accomplished by Christ that they were predicted.

By saying, I thirst, he showed that his death was real, and not just 
imaginary.46 It also indicated his intense desire for the salvation of 
the human race: “God our Savior, who desires all men to be saved” 
(1 Tim 2:4); “For the Son of man came to seek and to save the lost” 
(Lk 19:10).47 Indeed, we express our intense desires in terms of thirst: 
“My soul thirsts for God” (Ps 41:4).

2448. This desire could be satisfied because a bowl full of vinegar 
stood there. This bowl signified the Jewish synagogue, in which the 
wine of the Patriarchs and Prophets had degenerated into vinegar, that 
is, into the malice and severity of the chief priests.

2449. Christ is given the vinegar, for they put a sponge full of vin-
egar on hyssop and held it to his mouth. There is a question on the lit-
eral meaning. How could they put the sponge to Christ’s mouth, since 

45. See ST I-II, q. 107, a. 2; III, q. 47, a. 2, ad 1.
46. See ST III, q. 50, a. 4.
47. See ST I, q. 19, a. 6, ad 1; III, q. 1, a. 4.
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he was hanging high off the ground? This is answered by Matthew 
(27:48), who says that the sponge was put on a reed. Or, according to 
others, it was put on hyssop, which was long, and this is what Mat-
thew called a reed.

2450. As for the mystical sense, these three things signify the three 
evils that were present in the Jews: the vinegar signifies their ill-will; 
the sponge, full of crooked hiding places, signifies their craftiness; and 
the bitterness of the hyssop stands for their malice. Or, the hyssop rep-
resents the humility of Christ, for the hyssop is a bush used for purifi-
cation, and our hearts are purified especially by humility: “Sprinkle me 
with hyssop and I will be cleansed” (Ps 50:9).

2451. The final fulfillment is mentioned when the Evangelist says, 
When Jesus had received the vinegar, he said, It is finished. This can 
be understood to refer to the fulfillment accomplished by Christ by dy-
ing: “For it was fitting that the author of our salvation be fulfilled by 
glory through his passion” (Heb 2:10). Or, it can be understood to refer 
to the fulfillment or accomplishment of our sanctification, which was 
brought about by his passion and cross: “For by a single offering he has 
perfected for all time those who are sanctified” (Heb 10:14). It can also 
refer to the fulfillment of the scriptures: “Everything that is written of 
the Son of man by the prophets will be accomplished” (Lk 18:31).48

2452. Then the Evangelist describes the death of Christ. First, he 
mentions the cause of his death, he bowed his head. We should not 
think that because he gave up his spirit, he bowed his head; rather, be-
cause he bowed his head, he gave up his spirit, for the bowing of his 
head indicated that he died out of obedience: “He became obedient 
unto death” (Phil 2:8).49

Secondly, the Evangelist mentions the power of the one dying, for 
he gave up his spirit, that is, by his own power: “No one takes it from 
me, but I lay it down of my own accord” (10:18). As Augustine50 says, 
we do not have the power to sleep when we will to, but Christ had the 
power to die when he willed to.51

2453. Some think that the phrase, gave up his spirit, implies that 
man has two souls: an intellectual soul, which they call the spirit, and 
an animal soul, that is, a vegetative-sensitive soul which gives life to the 
body and is called a soul in the proper sense.52 So they say that Christ 
gave up only his intellectual soul. This is false, both because the asser-
tion that there are two souls in man is listed among the errors com-
piled in the book The Dogmas of the Church,53 and because if Christ had 

48. See ST I-II, q. 107, a. 2; III, q. 47, a. 2, ad 1.
49. See ST III, q. 47, a. 2.
50. Trac. in Io. 119. 6; PL 35, col. 1952; cf. Catena Aurea, 19:28–30.
51. See ST III, q. 47, a. 1.
52. See ST I, q. 76, a. 3.
53. The Dogmas of the Church (De ecclesiasticis dogmatibus) was attributed to Au-
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given up his spirit, and retained a soul, he would not have died. There-
fore, since in man the spirit and the soul are the same, we must say that 
Christ gave up his spirit, that is, his soul.54

This also destroys the error of those who say that the human souls 
of those who have died do not go directly after death to paradise or 
to hell or to purgatory, but remain in the grave until the day of judg-
ment. For our Lord immediately gave up his spirit to the Father, from 
which we see that “the souls of the righteous are in the hand of God” 
(Wis 3:1).55

2454. Now we see the piercing of Christ’s body: the act itself; and 
then the certainty of what the Evangelist tells us (v. 35). With respect 
to the first he does two things: first, we see the intervention and inten-
tion of the Jews; secondly, this is partially accomplished; thirdly, how 
this was accomplished with regard to Christ.

2455. With respect to the first he says, Since it was the day of Prep-
aration, in order to prevent the bodies from remaining on the cross on 
the sabbath (for that sabbath was a high day) the Jews asked Pilate 
that their legs might be broken, and that they might be taken away. 
In Deuteronomy (21:22) we see that it is a precept of the law that the 
bodies of the dead who had been hanged for crimes were not to be left 
hanging until the morning, lest the land be defiled, and to blot out the 
disgrace of those who were hanged, for this kind of death was regarded 
as most disgraceful: “A hanged man is accursed by God” (Deut 21:23). 
Although the Jews did not now have the authority to inflict this pun-
ishment, they still tried to do what they could. And so because it was 
the Preparation day they asked Pilate that their legs might be broken 
and that they might be taken away, so that Christ’s body and those of 
the others would not remain on the cross on the sabbath, which was a 
very solemn day, and particularly this sabbath during the Feast of the 
Unleavened Bread. They were careful to keep the law in small matters, 
but they ignored it in important things: “You blind guides, straining 
out a gnat and swallowing a camel!” (Mt 23:24).

2456. He says how this was done in part, So the soldiers came and 
broke the legs of the first thief, to whom they had come first, and of the 
other who had been crucified with him, with Jesus. This shows their 
cruelty: “You eat the flesh of my people” (Mic 3:3).

2457. Why does the Evangelist add, but when they came to Jesus and 
saw that he was already dead, they did not break his legs? Surely Jesus 
was crucified between the two others? We should say that one soldier 
went to one of the criminals and another soldier went to the other one 
to break their legs, and when they were done with this they both came 

gustine, but is now considered a work of Gennadius of Marseille (Scholasticus) 
(died c. 496), a prolific biographer and anti-heretical author.

54. See ST III, q. 50, a. 2.
55. See ST I, q. 77, a. 8; III, q. 59, a. 5.



248  COMMENTARY ON THE GOSPEL OF JOHN

to Jesus. We are told why they pierced his side, because when the sol-
diers saw that he was already dead, they did not break his legs.

2458. To make sure that Jesus was dead one of the soldiers pierced 
his side with a spear. It deserves notice that he does not say “wound-
ed” but “pierced,” that is “opened,” because in his side the door of eter-
nal life is opened to us: “After this I looked, and lo, in heaven, an open 
door!” (Rev 4:1). This is the door in the side of the ark through which 
those animals entered who were not to perish in the flood (Gen 7).

This door is the cause of our salvation; and so, at once there came 
out blood and water. This is a remarkable miracle, that blood should 
flow from the body of a dead person where blood congeals. And if 
someone says that this was because the body was still warm, the 
flow of the water cannot be explained without a miracle, since this 
was pure water. This outpouring of blood and water happened so that 
Christ might show that he was truly human. For human beings have 
a twofold composition: one from the elements and the other from the 
humors. One of these elements is water, and blood is the main humor.

Another reason why this happened was to show that by the passion 
of Christ we acquire a complete cleansing from our sins and stains. We 
are cleansed from our sins by his blood, which is the price of our re-
demption: “You know that you were ransomed from the futile ways 
inherited from your fathers, not with perishable things, such as silver 
or gold, but with the precious blood of Christ, like that of a lamb with-
out blemish or spot” (1 Pet 1:18). And we are cleansed from our stains 
by the water, which is the bath of our rebirth: “I will sprinkle clean 
water upon you, and you shall be clean from all your uncleanness-
es” (Ez 36:25); “On that day there shall be a fountain opened for the 
house of David and the inhabitants of Jerusalem to cleanse them from 
sin and uncleanness” (Zech 13:1). And so it is these two things which 
are especially associated with two sacraments: water with the sacra-
ment of baptism, and blood with the Eucharist.56

Or, both blood and water are associated with the Eucharist because 
in this sacrament water is mixed with wine, although water is not of 
the substance of the sacrament.57

This event was also prefigured: for just as from the side of Christ, 
sleeping on the cross, there flowed blood and water, which makes the 
Church holy, so from the side of the sleeping Adam there was formed 
the woman, who prefigured the Church.58

2459. Now the Evangelist shows that these events are certainly 
true: first, from the testimony of the Apostle himself; secondly, from a 
prophecy in the scriptures (v. 36).

56. See ST III, q. 62, a. 5; III, q. 66, a. 3, ad 3.
57. See ST III, q. 74, a. 7, ad 2.
58. See ST I, q. 92, aa. 2–3.
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2460. He does three things about the first: he mentions the creden-
tials of the witness, he who saw it has borne witness, and this is John 
himself: “That which we have seen and heard we proclaim also to you” 
(1 Jn 1:3). Secondly, he affirms that this testimony is true, his testimony 
is true: “I am speaking the truth in Christ, I am not lying” (Rom 9:1); 
“You will know the truth, and the truth will make you free” (8:32). 
Thirdly, he asks us to believe, and he knows that he tells the truth that 
you also may believe: “These are written that you may believe” (20:31).

2461. This truth is not just guaranteed by the testimony of the apos-
tle; there is also a prophecy of scripture.59 Thus he says, these things 
took place that the scripture might be fulfilled. Here again, as before, 
the phrase that the scripture might be fulfilled, indicates the sequence 
of events. The Evangelist cites two authorities from the Old Testament. 
One refers to his statement that they did not break his legs and is found 
in Exodus (12:46), “You shall not break a bone of it,” that is, the Pass-
over lamb, which was a prefiguration of Christ, because as we read in 1 
Corinthians (5:7), “Christ, our paschal lamb, has been sacrificed.” It was 
commanded that the bones of the Passover lamb should not be broken 
in order to teach us that the courage of the true Lamb and unspotted 
Jesus Christ would in no way be crushed by his passion.60 The Jews 
were trying to use the passion to destroy the power of Christ’s teach-
ing, but his passion only made it stronger: “For the word of the cross is 
folly to those who are perishing, but to us who are being saved it is the 
power of God” (1 Cor 1:18). This is why Jesus said before: “When you 
have lifted up the Son of man, then you will know that I am he” (8:28).

2462. The second authority refers to his statement, one of the sol-
diers pierced his side with a spear, and is taken from Zechariah: They 
shall look on him whom they have pierced. Our text of Zechariah reads: 
“They will look on me whom they have pierced” (Zech 12:10). If we 
join the statement of the Prophet to what the Evangelist says, it is clear 
that the crucified Christ is God, for what the Prophet says he says as 
God, and the Evangelist applies this to Christ.

They shall look on him, he says, at the coming judgment. Or, they 
will look on him when they have been converted to the faith, and so 
forth.

LECTUrE 6

38 After this Joseph of Arimathea, who was a disciple of Jesus, but 
secretly, for fear of the Jews, asked Pilate that he might take away the 
body of Jesus, and Pilate gave him leave. So he came and took away 

59. See ST II-II, q. 171, a. 6.
60. See ST III, q. 73, a. 6.
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his body. 39 Nicodemus also, who had at first come to him by night, 
came bringing a mixture of myrrh and aloes about a hundred pounds’ 
weight. 40 They took the body of Jesus, and bound it in linen cloths 
with the spices, as is the burial custom of the Jews. 41 Now in the place 
where he was crucified there was a garden, and in the garden a new 
tomb where no one had ever been laid. 42 So because of the Jewish day 
of Preparation, as the tomb was close at hand, they laid Jesus there.

2463. After the Evangelist has told us about the crucifixion and 
death of Christ, he now turns to his burial: first, the permission for his 
burial; secondly, the care in preparing his body (v. 40); thirdly, the place 
where Christ was buried (v. 41); and, the burial itself (v. 42).

2464. He says, After this, the passion and death of Jesus, Joseph of 
Arimathea, this is the same city as Ramatha (1 Sam 1:1), who was a 
disciple of Jesus, not one of the twelve, but one of the many other be-
lievers, for at first all those who believed were called disciples, asked 
Pilate for the body of Jesus. Joseph was a disciple, but secretly, for fear 
of the Jews, like many others were before Christ’s passion: “Many even 
of the authorities believed in him, but for fear of the Pharisees they did 
not confess it, lest they should be put out of the synagogue” (12:42). 
We can see from this that while the other disciples, who went into hid-
ing after the passion, lost their confidence, this man gained in confi-
dence and openly tended to Jesus.

This man asked Pilate that he might take away the body of Jesus, 
take the body from the cross and bury it. He did this because the hu-
man laws required permission to bury the bodies of those who had 
been condemned. And Pilate gave him leave, because Joseph was an 
important person and known to Pilate; Mark refers to Joseph as “a re-
spected member of the council” (15:42).

2465. In regard to the second he says, So he came and took away 
his body. Here we see Joseph’s concern to prepare the body: first, the 
things used in the preparation; secondly, the preparation itself (v. 40).

2466. The body of Jesus was prepared with a mixture of myrrh and 
aloes, which Nicodemus had purchased in large quantity. So the Evan-
gelist mentions both of them: Joseph, who claimed the body, and Ni-
codemus, who brought the spices. This is the same Nicodemus who 
came to Jesus at night, but this was before the passion (3:2). The Evan-
gelist commemorates Nicodemus here to show that even though he 
had been a secret disciple, now he became a public one—and he had 
already mentioned that Joseph had been a secret disciple because he 
feared the Jews. But Nicodemus did not yet have true faith in the res-
urrection because he brought myrrh and aloes, thinking that the body 
of Christ would soon corrupt without them: “You will not give your 
holy one to corruption” (Ps 15:10).61

61. See ST III, q. 51, aa. 2–3.
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As for the mystical sense, we understand from this that we should 
bury the crucified Christ in our hearts, with the sadness of contrition 
and compassion: “My hands dripped with myrrh” (Sg 5:5).

2467. With the spices ready, they prepared the body of Jesus, they 
took the body of Jesus. There is a question here, for John says that 
they bound it in linen cloths, while Matthew (27:59) says that they 
wrapped it in a linen cloth. One can answer, according to Augustine,62 
that Matthew speaks of one linen cloth because he only mentioned 
Joseph, and he brought this one cloth. John alone mentions Nicode-
mus, and so he says “linen cloths,” because Nicodemus brought the 
other cloth. Or, again, the body of Christ was also wrapped in winding 
bands, as we read in the case of Lazarus, because this is the way the 
Jews buried their dead. A small cloth was also placed over his head. 
John includes all these in his words “linen cloths.” From the fact that 
they anointed the body of Jesus with spices, we are taught that in the 
performance of such humane duties, we should follow the customs of 
each country.

2468. The place where Christ was buried is then mentioned, Now 
in the place where he was crucified there was a garden. Christ was ar-
rested in a garden, underwent his agony in a garden, and was buried 
in a garden. This indicates to us that by the power of Christ’s passion 
we are freed from the sin which Adam committed in the Garden of de-
lights, and that through Christ the Church is made holy, the Church, 
which itself is like a garden enclosed.63

And in the garden a new tomb where no one had ever been laid. 
There are two reasons why Christ wanted to be buried in a new tomb. 
The first is literal, and was so that no one would think that some other 
body which had been buried there had risen, and not Christ, or think 
that all bodies were of equal power. The other reason was that it was 
appropriate that he who was born of a virgin should be buried in a 
new tomb, so that just as there was no one before or after him in the 
womb of Mary, so also in this tomb. This also indicates to us that by 
faith Christ is hidden in the newborn soul: “that Christ may dwell in 
your hearts through faith” (Eph 3:17).

2469. Now follows the burial. So because of the Jewish day of Prep-
aration, because evening was approaching when because of the sab-
bath no work was permitted, as the tomb, the new tomb, was close at 
hand, they laid Jesus there. Christ died about the ninth hour, but be-
cause his body had to be prepared for burial and other things had to be 
done, the day had grown into evening. As the tomb was close at hand, 
to the place where he was crucified, they laid Jesus there.

62. De cons. Evang. 3. 23. 60; PL 34, col. 1195–96; cf. Catena aurea, 19:38–42.
63. See ST III, q. 51, a. 2, ad 4.
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CHAPTEr 20

LECTUrE 1

1 Now on the first day of the week [one day of the Sabbath] Mary 
Magdalene came to the tomb early, while it was still dark, and saw that 
the stone had been taken away from the tomb. 2 So she ran, and went 
to Simon Peter and the other disciple, the one whom Jesus loved, and 
said to them, “They have taken the Lord out of the tomb, and we do 
not know where they have laid him.” 3 Peter then came out with the 
other disciple, and they went toward the tomb. 4 They both ran, but 
the other disciple outran Peter and reached the tomb first; 5 and stoop-
ing to look in, he saw the linen cloths lying there, but he did not go 
in. 6 Then Simon Peter came, following him, and went into the tomb; 
he saw the linen cloths lying, and the napkin, which had been on his 
head, not lying with the linen cloths but rolled up in a place by itself.  
8 Then the other disciple, who reached the tomb first, also went in, and 
he saw and believed; 9 for as yet they did not know the scripture, that 
he must rise from the dead.1

2470. Having related the mysteries of the passion of Christ, the 
Evangelist now speaks of the resurrection. First, he says the resurrec-
tion was made known to certain women; secondly, to the disciples  
(v. 19). The revelation of Christ’s resurrection to the women went in 
stages: first, there is the open tomb; secondly, the appearance of the 
angel (v. 11); thirdly, the sight of Christ (v. 14). In regard to the first, 
he first mentions the sight of the open tomb; secondly, this news is re-
ported to the disciples (v. 2); and thirdly, they see for themselves (v. 3).

2471. Four things can be noted about the first. First, the time: it was 
one day of the sabbath, that is, the first day of the week. The Jews con-
sidered the sabbath as a very sacred day, and all the other days were 
described in reference to the sabbath. Thus they spoke of the first day 
of the sabbath, the second day of the sabbath, and so on. Matthew 
(28:1) speaks of the “first day of the sabbath.” But John speaks of “one 
day of the sabbath” because he is referring to a mystery, for this day 
of the resurrection was the beginning of a new creation: “When you 
send forth your Spirit, they are created; and you renew the face of the 
ground” (Ps 103:30); “For neither circumcision counts for anything, 

1. St. Thomas refers to Jn 20:1 in ST III, q. 51, a. 4, ad 2; III, q. 53, a. 2, obj. 3; 
III, q. 83, a. 2, ad 4.
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nor uncircumcision, but a new creation” (Gal 6:15).2 In Genesis (1:5), 
when Moses is speaking of the first day of creation he says “one day.” 
“God called the light Day, and the darkness he called Night. And there 
was evening and there was morning, one day.” And so the Evange-
list uses these words of Moses because he wants to express a newness. 
And also because this day begins the day of eternity, which is one day, 
no night interrupting it, because the sun which makes this day will 
never set.3 “And the city has no need of sun or moon to shine upon it, 
for the glory of God is its light, and its lamp is the Lamb” (Rev 21:23); 
“There will be one day, which is known to the Lord, not day and night, 
for at evening time there will be light” (Zech 14:7).

2472. Secondly, the person who saw the tomb is given, Mary Mag-
dalene came to the tomb early, while it was still dark. A question arises 
here because Mark (16:1) makes mention of Mary Magdalene, Mary 
the mother of James, and Salome; and Matthew (28:1) also mentions 
“the other Mary.” According to Augustine4 the resolution is that Mary 
Magdalene was more ardent and more devoted to Christ than the other 
women. Thus we read that “Her sins, which are many, are forgiven, for 
she loved much” (Lk 7:47). And for this reason the Evangelist mentions 
her by name. This is also the reason why the Lord appeared to her first, 
“He appeared first to Mary Magdalene” (Mk 16:9); “She [Wisdom] has-
tens to make herself known to those who desire her” (Wis 6:14).

2473. Thirdly, the time is given, early, while it was still dark. Luke 
(23:55) tells us that the women who had come with Christ from Gali-
lee saw his tomb and how his body was laid, and they prepared spices 
and ointments for it. They rested on the sabbath according to the com-
mandment. As soon as the sabbath was over, on the first day of the 
week, before daylight, she [Mary Magdalene] came to the tomb, incit-
ed by her exceedingly great love: “Its flashes,” the flashes of love, “are 
flashes of fire” (Sg 8:6).

2474. The question arises why Mark says “very early, after the sun 
had risen” (Mk 16:2), while the Evangelist says, while it was still dark. 
The answer is that what Mark says should be understood as referring 
to the breaking of the day, so that the sun had risen, but had not yet 
appeared in the sky.

2475. Fourthly, we are told what Mary saw, she saw that the stone 
had been taken away from the tomb. This was a sign that either some-
one had taken Christ away, or that he had arisen. When Matthew 
(28:2) says that “an angel of the Lord descended from heaven and 
came and rolled back the stone,” we should not think the stone was 
rolled away before Christ arose, but only after. For since Christ came 

2. See ST I, q. 73, a. 1; I-II, q. 100, a. 5, ad 2.
3. See ST I, q. 10, a. 3.
4. De cons. Evang. 3. 24. 69; PL 34, col. 1201–3; cf. Catena aurea, 20:1–9.
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forth from the closed womb of the Virgin even though his body was 
not glorified, it is not surprising if he passed through the tomb with 
his glorified body.5 The stone was taken away so that people could see 
that Christ was not there, and more easily believe in his resurrection.

2476. Next the Evangelist mentions that this was reported. Because 
of Mary’s exceeding love she could not delay telling what she had seen 
to the disciples, so she ran, and went to Simon Peter and the other dis-
ciple, the one whom Jesus loved: “This day is a day of good news; if we 
are silent and wait until the morning light, punishment will overtake 
us” (2 Kg 7:9). And so one who hears the words of God should tell it 
to others without delay: “Let him who hears say, ‘Come’” (Rev 22:17). 
Mary came to those who were the more important, and who loved 
Christ more ardently, so that they might either look for Jesus with her 
or share her sorrow.

She said to them, They have taken the Lord out of the tomb, and we 
do not know where they have laid him. Mary saw the empty tomb, and 
not yet having it in her heart that Christ had risen, she said, and we do 
not know where they have laid him. We can see from this that Mary 
had not been alone at the tomb, and that she still had doubts about the 
resurrection. So it was not without reason that the Evangelist wrote 
that it was still dark, for this indicated the condition of their minds, in 
which there was the darkness of doubt: “They have neither knowledge 
nor understanding, they walk about in darkness” (Ps 81:5). Note that 
in the Greek manuscripts it reads, my Lord, which shows the impetus 
of her love and her affectionate devotion: “Whom have I in heaven 
but you? And there is nothing upon earth that I desire besides you. . . . 
God is the strength of my heart and my portion for ever” (Ps 72:25).

2477. The Evangelist next shows how this was investigated. First, he 
indicates the eagerness with which Peter and John acted, for they left 
the place where they were, Peter then came out with the other disciple. 
Those who want to look into the mysteries of Christ have in a sense to 
come out from themselves and from their carnal way of living: “Come 
out, O daughters of Zion, and behold King Solomon” (Sg 3:11).

2478. Secondly, we see the details of their search. First, it is said that 
they ran, they both ran, they who loved Christ more than the others: “I 
will run in the way of your commandments” (Ps 118:32); “So run that 
you may obtain it,” the prize (1 Cor 9:25).

2479. Secondly, we see how the disciples arrived, the other disciple 
outran Peter. John arrived first, and Peter followed.

2480. It is not without reason that the Evangelist is careful to tell 
us the smallest details. For these two disciples signify two peoples, the 
Jews [by John] and the Gentiles [by Peter]. Although the Jews were 
the first to have knowledge of the one true God, the Gentiles were an 

5. See ST III, q. 28, a. 2; III, q. 51, a. 2, ad 4.
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older people, because even the Jews originated from the Gentiles: “Go 
from your country and your kindred” (Gen 12:1). These two people 
were both running over the course of this world: the Jews using the 
written law, the Gentiles using the law of nature. Or, they were both 
running by their natural desire for happiness and for a knowledge of 
the truth, which all men desire to know by their very nature. But the 
other disciple, that is, the younger one, outran Peter, because the Gen-
tiles came to a knowledge of the truth more slowly than the Jews, 
since formerly God was known only in Judea. So the Psalm says, “He 
has not dealt thus with any other nation” (Ps 147:9).

The other disciple reached the tomb first, because he [John, the 
younger, representing the Jews] was the first to look upon the mys-
teries of Christ, and the promise was first made to the Jews: “They are 
the Israelites, and to them belong the . . . promises; to them belong 
the patriarchs, and of their race, according to the flesh, is the Christ”  
(Rom 9:4). 

And stooping to look in, he saw the linen cloths lying there, but he 
did not go in. And stooping, under the yoke of the law, “All that the 
Lord has spoken we will do” (Ex 24:7), he saw the linen cloths lying 
there, that is, the figures or foreshadowings of all the mysteries, “But 
their minds were hardened; for to this day, when they read the old 
covenant, that same veil remains uplifted” (2 Cor 3:14). But he did 
not go in, for as long as he was unwilling to believe in the one who 
was dead he had not yet come to the knowledge of the truth.6 Anoth-
er who did not go in was the brother of the prodigal son, for when he 
heard the celebrations, the music and the dancing, he “refused to go 
in” (Lk 15:28). Nevertheless, David promised that they would enter: “I 
will go to the altar of God” (Ps 42:4).

2481. Now the Evangelist recounts the arrival of Peter. As for the 
literal meaning, the fact that they ran together was a sign of their pas-
sionate devotion. John arrived first because he was a younger man 
than Peter. But considering the mystical sense, Peter follows John be-
cause the Gentiles who were converted to Christ were not joined to 
another church different from the church of the Jews, but were graft-
ed on to the already existing olive tree and church. The Apostle praises 
them saying, “For you, brethren, became imitators of the churches of 
God in Christ Jesus which are in Judea” (1 Th 2:14).

2482. Thirdly, we see the order in which they entered, Peter first, 
and then John.

2483. The Evangelist says that Peter entered the tomb. According to 
the literal meaning, although John arrived first, he did not enter be-
cause of his respect for Peter. But considering the mystical interpreta-
tion, this signifies that the Jewish people, who were the first to hear of 

6. See ST I-II, q. 101, a. 2; I-II, q. 102, a. 2.
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the mysteries of the Incarnation, would be converted to the faith after 
the Gentiles: “That Gentiles, who did not pursue righteousness have 
attained it . . . but that Israel who pursued the righteousness which is 
based in law did not succeed in fulfilling that law” (Rom 9:30). John 
saw only the linen cloths. He, Peter, also saw the linen cloths because 
we [Gentiles] do not reject the Old Testament, for as Luke says, “Then 
he opened their minds to understand the scriptures” (Lk 24:45).7 But in 
addition Peter saw the napkin which had been on his head: “The head 
of Christ is God” (1 Cor 11:3). Thus to see the napkin which had been 
on the head of Jesus is to have faith in the divinity of Christ, which the 
Jews refused to accept. This napkin is described as not lying with the 
linen cloths, and rolled up, having a place by itself, because the divin-
ity of Christ is covered over, and it is apart from every creature because 
of its excellence: “God who is over all be blessed for ever” (Rom 9:5); 
“Truly, you are a God who hides yourself” (Is 45:15). He saw the nap-
kin rolled up, to form a circle. And when linen is rolled this way one 
can not see its beginning or end, for the eminence of the divinity nei-
ther begins nor ends: “Jesus Christ is the same yesterday and today and 
forever” (Heb 13:8); “You are the same, and your years have no end” 
(Ps 101:28). The napkin was in one place, a place by itself, because God 
does not dwell where minds are divided; those who merit his grace are 
those who are one in charity: “His place is in peace” (Ps 75:3; Vulgate); 
“For God is not a God of confusion but of peace” (1 Cor 14:33).

2484. Or, in another interpretation, the napkin, which workers use 
to wipe the sweat off their faces can be understood to indicate the la-
bor of God. For while God always remains tranquil, he presents him-
self as laboring and burdened when he endures the stubborn depravity 
of mankind: “They have become a burden to me, I am weary of bear-
ing them” (Is 1:14).8 Christ took on this burden in a special way when 
he took on a human nature: “Let him give his cheek to the smiter, and 
be filled with insults” (Lam 3:30). This napkin is found separate and 
apart from the other cloths because the sufferings of our Redeemer 
are far apart and separate from our sufferings. The other linen cloths, 
which are related to the members of the body as the napkin is to the 
head, indicate the sufferings of the saints, which are separate from 
the napkin, that is, the sufferings of Christ, for Christ suffered with-
out fault what we suffer because of our faults: “For Christ also died . . . 
the righteous for the unrighteous” (1 Pet 3:18). He went to his death 
willingly—“No one takes it [my life] from me, but I lay it down of 
my own accord” (10:18); “Christ loved us and gave himself up for us” 
(Eph 5:2)—while the saints go to their death reluctantly, “Another will 
gird you and carry you where you do not wish to go” (21:18).9

7. See ST I-II, q. 98, aa. 1–2. 8. See ST I, q. 73, a. 2.
9. See ST III, q. 47, aa. 1–2.
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2485. Why was the Evangelist so careful to mention all these de-
tails? Chrysostom10 says this was done to counter the false rumor 
spread by the Jews that the body of Christ had been secretly taken 
away, as we see from Matthew (28:13). For if Christ’s body had been 
stolen away as they said, the disciples would surely not have removed 
the wrappings, especially since they had to work fast because the 
guards were near. Nor would they be so careful to lift off the napkin 
and roll it up and place it in a separate place. They would simply have 
taken the body as they found it. This was why he allowed himself to be 
buried with myrrh and aloes: they glue the cloths to the body so that 
they cannot be quickly removed.

2486. When the Evangelist says, Then the other disciple, who 
reached the tomb first, also went in, he tells of John’s entrance. John 
did not remain outside but entered after Peter, because when the 
world is ending, the Jews will also be gathered into the faith: “A hard-
ening has come upon part of Israel, until the full number of the Gen-
tiles come in, and so all Israel will be saved” (Rom 11:25); “A remnant 
will be saved” (Is 10:21).

2487. Or, another interpretation, in the mystical sense. These two 
disciples stand for two kinds of people: John represents those who 
are devoted to the contemplation of truth, and Peter stands for those 
whose main interest is to carry out the commandments. In fact, “Si-
mon” means “obedient.” Now it very often happens that contempla-
tives, because they are docile, are the first to become acquainted with a 
knowledge of the mysteries of Christ—but they do not enter, for some-
times there is knowledge, but little or no love follows. While those in 
the active life, because of their continuing fervor and earnestness, even 
though they are slower to understand, enter into them more quickly, 
so that those who are later to arrive, are the first to penetrate the di-
vine mysteries: “So the last will be first, and the first last” (Mt 20:16).11

2488. Next when he says, he saw and believed, we see the effect of 
the investigation. At first glance it seems to mean that he saw the situ-
ation and believed that Christ had arisen. But according to Augustine12 
this is not correct, because the next thing the Evangelist says is, for as 
yet they did not know the scripture, that he must rise from the dead. 
Therefore, one must say that he saw the empty tomb and believed 
what the woman had said, which is that someone had taken the Lord. 
Then we read, for as yet they did not know the scripture, because the 
meaning of the Scripture was not yet opened to them so they could 
understand it (Lk 24:45).

But certainly Christ had foretold his passion and resurrection? “I 

10. Hom. in Io. 85. 4; PG 59, col. 465; cf. Catena aurea, 20:1–9.
11. See ST II-II, q. 182, a. 4.
12. Tract. in Io. 120. 9; PL 35, col. 1955; cf. Catena aurea, 20:1–9.
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will rise on the third day” (Mt 20:19). I answer that we should say that 
in keeping with the way they heard his parables, they failed here also 
to understand many things which he had said plainly, thinking that he 
meant something else.

2489. Or, according to Chrysostom’s13 understanding, he saw the 
linen cloths so folded and arranged which would not have been the 
case if the body had been furtively snatched away; and believed, with 
a true faith, that Christ had risen from the dead. What follows, for as 
yet they did not know the scripture, refers to the statement, he saw and 
believed. It was like saying: before he saw these things he did not un-
derstand the scripture that he must rise from the dead; but when he 
saw he believed that he had risen from the dead.

LECTUrE 2

10 Then the disciples went back to their homes. 11 But Mary stood 
weeping outside the tomb, and as she wept she stooped to look into the 
tomb; 12 and she saw two angels in white, sitting where the body of Je-
sus had lain, one at the head and one at the feet. 13 They said to her, 
“‘Woman, why are you weeping?” She said to them, “Because they 
have taken away my Lord, and I do not know where they have laid 
him.”

2490. Having told how Mary Magdalene came to the opened tomb, 
the Evangelist now tells how she came to see the angels: first, we see 
her devotion; secondly, she sees the angels (v. 12); thirdly, we have her 
conversation with them (v. 13). Her devotion, which made her fit to 
see the angels, is praised for three things.

2491. First, it was constant, and it deserves praise, especially con-
sidering that the disciples left, the disciples went back, not yet under-
standing the scripture “that he must rise from the dead,” back to their 
homes, where they were staying and from where they had run to the 
tomb. Their fear was so great that they did not stay together: I will 
strike the shepherd and the sheep will scatter” (Zech 13:7); “The holy 
stones lie scattered at the head of every street” (Lam 4:1). Further, she 
stood there, lingering near the tomb, Mary stood weeping outside the 
tomb. The disciples had left, but a stronger and more burning affection 
fixed the weaker sex to the spot.

2492. A question arises here, because Mark (16:5–8) says that the 
women “went out and fled from the tomb.” Therefore, they must 
have been within it. Why then does John say that Mary stood out-
side? We should say to answer this that the tomb of Christ was hewn 
out of rock and surrounded by a garden, as was stated before. Some-

13. Hom. in Io. 85. 4; PG 59, col. 465.
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times, therefore, the Evangelists call only the place where the body of 
Christ had been laid the tomb, and at other times the entire enclosure 
is called the tomb. Thus when the women are said to enter into the 
tomb [as in Mark 16:5], this should be understood to mean the entire 
enclosure. But when it says here that Mary stood outside, the Evan-
gelist is referring to the tomb hewn out of rock. But this rock-hewn 
tomb was within the enclosure they had already entered. Mary was 
standing here because of the unwavering love which had inflamed 
her heart: “Be steadfast, immovable, always abounding in the work 
of the Lord” (1 Cor 15:58); “Our feet have been standing within your 
gates” (Ps 121:2).

2493. Secondly, Mary’s devotion is admired because it issued in 
tears, for she stood there weeping: “She weeps bitterly in the night” 
(Lam 1:2). There are two kinds of tears: tears of compunction, to wash 
away sins—“Every night I flood my bed with tears” (Ps 6:7)—and tears 
of devotion, from a desire for heavenly things—“He goes forth,” has-
tening towards heavenly things, “weeping, bearing the seed for sow-
ing” (Ps 125:6).14 Mary Magdalene had copious tears of compunction 
at the time of her conversion, when she had been the village sinner. 
Then, in her love for the truth, she washed the stains of her sins with 
her tears: “Her sins, which are many, are forgiven, for she loved much” 
(Lk 7:47). She also shed abundant tears of devotion over the passion 
and resurrection of Christ, as we see here.

2494. Thirdly, her devotion is admired because of her earnest search 
for Christ, and as she wept she stooped to look into the tomb. This weep-
ing of Mary came from the desire of love. For it is the nature of love to 
want its beloved present; and if the beloved cannot be really present, it 
at least wants to think of the beloved: “Where your treasure is, there 
will your heart be also” (Mt 6:21).15 Mary shed these bitter tears be-
cause the eyes which had sought her Lord and did not find him were 
now freed for tears, and she grieved the more because he had been 
taken from the tomb. The life of such a Teacher had been destroyed, 
but his memory remained. Since Mary could not have him present, she 
wanted at least to look at the place where he had been buried, so she 
stooped to look into the tomb. We learn from this that we should look 
at the death of Christ with a humble heart: “You have hidden these 
things from the wise and understanding and revealed them to babes” 
(Mt 11:25). She stooped to look, giving us the example to look contin-
ually on the death of Christ with the eyes of our mind, for one look is 
not enough for one who loves, for the force of love increases the de-
sire to explore: “Looking to Jesus the pioneer and perfecter of our faith, 
who for the joy that was set before him endured the cross, despising 
the shame” (Heb 12:2). She stooped to look, pressed down by the love 

14. See ST I-II, q. 38, a. 2; I-II, q. 39, a. 2.
15. See ST I-II, q. 28, aa. 1, 3.
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of Christ: “The love of Christ presses us” (2 Cor 5:14). Or again, accord-
ing to Augustine,16 by a divine impulse in her soul she was made to 
look about, and saw something greater, the angels: “For all who are led 
by the Spirit of God are sons of God” (Rom 8:14).

2495. Next the Evangelist describes the sight of the angels (v. 12). 
He mentions four things.

2496. First, what Mary saw, which was that she saw two angels, 
which goes to show that all orders of angels, both those “assisting” and 
those “ministering,” were in service to Christ: “Let all God’s angels wor-
ship him” (Heb 6:1).17

A question arises here because Matthew (28:2) and Mark (16:5) say 
that Mary and the other women saw one angel on the right side of the 
tomb, while here we have two angels and they are inside. Each one 
is correct, for Matthew and Mark tell what occurred first, when the 
women first came, and believing that Christ was taken, returned to the 
disciples. But John recounts what happened after Mary returned with 
the disciples and remained after they had left.18

2497. Secondly, he mentions their raiment, in white. This shows 
the splendor of the resurrection and the glory of the risen Christ: 
“They shall walk with me in white” (Rev 3:4).19 Indeed, we read that 
the armies of heaven followed him and were clothed in white, that is, 
raised to heavenly glory (Rev 19:14).

2498. Thirdly, we see that they were sitting. This indicates the 
calmness and power of Christ, who being now at rest from all afflic-
tions, reigns in immortal flesh and sitting at the right hand of the Fa-
ther: “Sit at my right hand” (Ps 109:1); he will sit “upon the throne of 
David, and over his kingdom” (Is 9:7).20

2499. Fourthly, we see how they were positioned, one at the head 
and one at the feet. We can refer this to three things. First, to the two 
Testaments. The word “angel” in Greek means “messenger,” and both 
Testaments brought messages about Christ: “And the crowds that went 
before him and that followed him shouted, ‘Hosanna to the Son of Da-
vid!’” (Mt 21:9). So the angel sitting at the head signifies the Old Testa-
ment, and the angel at the feet the New Testament.

Secondly, we can relate this to those who preach Christ. There are 
two natures in Christ, the divine and the human: the head of Christ 
is God (1 Cor 11:3), and the feet of Christ are his human nature: “We 
will adore in the place where his feet stood” (Ps 131:7). So, those who 
preach the divinity of Christ—as in “In the beginning was the Word” 
(1:1)—are sitting at the head; those who preach his humanity—as in 
“And the Word became flesh” (1:14)—are sitting at the feet.

16. Tract. in Io. 121. 1; PL 35, col. 1956; cf. Catena aurea, 20:10–18.
17. See ST I, q. 112, aa. 2–3; I, q. 113, a. 4, ad 1.
18. See ST III, q. 55, a. 6, ad 5. 19. See ST III, q. 54, a. 2.
20. See ST III, q. 58, a. 4.
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Thirdly, we can refer this to the time when the mysteries of Christ 
are announced. Then one angel sits at the head and the other at the 
feet because they signified that the mysteries of Christ would be an-
nounced from the head or beginning of the world to its end: “You pro-
claim the Lord’s death until he comes” (1 Cor 11:26).

2500. Next, the Evangelist gives the greeting of the angels (20:13): 
first their question; and then Mary’s answer.

2501. Concerning the first, the angels knew that Mary was uncer-
tain about the resurrection and so as if beginning anew they asked her 
the reason for her tears: they, the angels, said to her, Woman, why are 
you weeping? This was like saying: Do not cry for there is no need for 
it, because “Weeping may tarry for the night,” of the passion, “but joy 
comes with the morning,” of the resurrection (Ps 29:6); “Keep your 
voice from weeping, and your eyes from tears; for your work shall be 
rewarded” (Jer 31:16). In this regard we can recall to mind that Greg-
ory21 said that the very same sacred words which excite our tears of 
love console those same tears when they promise us hope in our Re-
deemer: “When the cares of my heart are many, your consolations 
cheer my soul” (Ps 94:19).

2502. Mary thought that they were questioning her because of 
their ignorance, and regarded them not as angels but as men; so she 
gave the reason for her tears: They have taken the Lord, that is, the 
body of my Lord. Here she was referring to a part by mentioning the 
whole, just like we profess that the Lord, Jesus Christ, the Son of God 
was buried, although only his flesh was buried, because his divinity 
was never separated from his flesh. And I do not know where they 
have laid him. This was the reason for her desolation: she did not 
know where to go to find him to soothe her sorrow.

2503. Is it a consolation for one who loves to have something that 
belonged to the beloved? According to Augustine,22 in his Confessions, 
this would be more a cause of sorrow. For this reason he said that he 
fled from all the places where he had formerly spent time with his 
friend. Still, Chrysostom23 says that this would be a cause of consola-
tion. Each of these is true. In all cases where there is a mixture of joy 
and sadness, the hope for the thing desired brings pleasure—“Rejoice 
in your hope, be patient in tribulation” (Rom 12:12)—and also brings 
sorrow—“Hope deferred makes the heart sick” (Pr 13:12). But hope 
does not cause these from the same point of view. Hope causes joy 
because it regards the thing loved as able to be obtained; but insofar 
as this thing is actually absent it produces sorrow. It is like that here: 
something belonging to a friend, because it stands for the friend, is 

21. XL hom. in Evang. 25. 4; PL 76, col. 1191–92; cf. Catena aurea, 20:10–18.
22. Conf. 4. 7. 12; PL 32, col. 698.
23. Hom. in Io. 86. 1; PG 59, col. 467.
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pleasant to the lover; while inasmuch as it recalls the absence of the 
one loved it produces sadness.

LECTUrE 3

14 Saying this, she turned round and saw Jesus standing, but she 
did not know that it was Jesus. 15 Jesus said to her, “Woman, why are 
you weeping? Whom do you seek?” Supposing him to be the garden-
er, she said to him, “Sir, if you have carried him away, tell me where 
you have laid him, and I will take him away.” 16 Jesus said to her, 
“Mary.” She turned and said to him in Hebrew, “Rabboni!” (which 
means Teacher). 17 Jesus said to her, “Do not hold me, for I have not 
yet ascended to the [my] Father; but go to my brethren and say to them, 
I am ascending to my Father and your Father, to my God and your 
God.” 18 Mary Magdalene went and said to the disciples, “I have seen 
the Lord”; and she told them that he had said these things to her.24

2504. Now the Evangelist shows how Mary came to see Christ: first, 
he tells how she saw Christ; secondly, how he was recognized by her. 
Concerning the first, we see her seeing Christ; and then what Christ 
said to her.

2505. Firstly, then, Saying this, that is, when Mary said this to the 
angels, she turned round. Chrysostom25 wonders why Mary, who was 
speaking to the angels, whom she considered to be at least men de-
serving of respect, turned around before they had a chance to answer 
her. The answer is that while Mary was responding to the angels’ ques-
tion Christ arrived and the angels stood out of reverence. When Mary 
saw this, she was puzzled and turned around to see what had made 
them stand up. Thus in Luke (24:4) mention is made that the two an-
gels were seen standing.

Having turned around, Mary saw Jesus standing, but she did not 
know that it was Jesus, for he did not appear glorious to her, although 
the angels saw him as glorious and were honoring him. We see from 
this that if anyone desires to see Christ, they must turn round to 
him: “Return to me, says the Lord of hosts, and I will return to you”  
(Zech 1:3). Those come to the point of seeing him who entirely turn 
themselves to him by love: “She [Wisdom] hastens to make herself 
known to those who desire her” (Wis 6:14).26

24. St. Thomas refers to Jn 20:17 in ST III, q. 20, a. 2, s. c.; III, q. 23, a. 2, obj. 
2; III, q. 23, a. 2, ad 2; III, q. 55, a. 6, obj. 3; III, q. 57, a. 1, obj. 4, and s. c.; III, q. 
80, a. 4, ad 1. 

25. Hom. in Io. 86. 1; PG 59, col. 468; cf. Catena aurea, 20:10–18.
26. See ST II-II, q. 4, a. 3.
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Mystically, this signifies that at one time Mary had turned her back 
to Christ by her disbelief, but when she turned her soul to knowing 
him, she turned round to him.

2506. Why didn’t Mary recognize Christ, since he was the same 
person as before? We should say that it was either because she did not 
believe that the one she had seen dead had risen, or else her eyes were 
held so that she would not recognize him, like the two disciples on 
their way to Emmaus (Lk 24:16).27

2507. The words of Christ are now given: Woman, why are you 
weeping? First we see Christ’s question; then Mary’s answer.

2508. Concerning the first, note that Mary was advancing step by 
step: for the angels asked her why she was weeping, but Christ asked 
her whom she was looking for, for her weeping was caused by the de-
sire which led her to look. Christ asked her whom she was looking for 
in order to increase this desire, for when she spoke of the one she was 
seeking, her love burned more intensely, and so she would continue 
to seek him: “Seek his presence continually” (Ps 104:3); “But the path 
of the righteous is like the light of dawn, which shines brighter and 
brighter until full day” (Pr 4:18).28

2509. When the Evangelist says, Supposing him to be the gardener, 
she said to him, we see Mary’s answer: first, whom she thought was 
questioning her; then her response.

2510. Mary thought the gardener was speaking to her, because 
she knew that the guards had already fled, frightened by the earth-
quake and the sight of the angels, and that the only one who would 
be there would be the one taking care of it, the gardener. As Gregory29 
says: “This woman, in erring did not err, when she thought that Christ 
was a gardener, for he planted the seeds of virtue in her heart by the 
strength of his love.” “I will water my orchard and drench my garden 
plot” (Sir 24:31).

2511. Mary said to Jesus, Sir, if you have carried him away, tell me. 
She calls him Sir in order to gain his good-will. But since this “garden-
er” had just arrived, and Mary had not told him whom she was look-
ing for, why does she say, if you have carried him away? Who was 
him? We should say that the force of love usually causes the lover to 
think that no one would be ignorant of the one who is always in his 
thoughts. For example, we read in Luke that our Lord asked [on the 
road to Emmaus] “What is this conversation which you are holding 
with each other as you walk?” And one of the disciples answered, “Are 
you the only visitor to Jerusalem who does not know the things that 
have happened there in these days” (Lk 24:17).

27. See ST III, q. 55, a. 4.
28. See ST I-II, q. 28, a. 1; II-II, q. 23, a. 1; III, q. 55, a. 1, ad 3.
29. XL hom. in Evang. 25. 4; PL 76, col. 1192; cf. Catena aurea, 20:10–18. 
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2512. When Mary says, tell me where you have laid him, and I will 
take him away, she shows a wonderful courage which would not be 
driven off by the sight of a dead person, and she would have tried to 
carry the body away even though it was beyond her strength. But this 
is what 1 Corinthians (13:7) says, “Love hopes all things.”30 She want-
ed to take him so the Jews would not violate the dead body and to car-
ry it to another secret grave.

2513. Next the Evangelist shows Mary recognizing Christ. The Evan-
gelist uses the name Mary, while before he had used the general word 
“woman,” (vv. 13, 15). He calls her by her own name to show that 
she was well known to the saints—“He determines the number of the 
stars, he gives to them their names” (Ps 146:4); “I know you by name” 
(Ex 33:12)—and to indicate that although all things are moved by God 
with a general motion, yet a special grace is needed for a person’s jus-
tification.31

The effect of her being called by Christ was that she turned and said 
to him in Hebrew, Rabboni! (which means Teacher). 

2514. Wasn’t Mary always looking at Christ when he was speak-
ing to her? According to Augustine,32 this present turning refers to 
her interior state of mind: before, although she was facing Christ, she 
thought he was someone else, the gardener; but now her heart was 
turned and she recognized him for what he was.

Or, one could say that, as was said, she thought he was someone 
else, and so while she was talking to him she did not look at him but 
was concerned with the Christ she carried in her heart, and was look-
ing about for some trace of him.

Christ called her by her own name, Mary: This was like saying: 
Where are you looking? Recognize him who has recognized you. As 
soon as she heard her name she recognized him, and said, Rabboni, 
which means Teacher, for this was what she used to call him. We can 
understand from this that the cause of our justification and of our pro-
fession of faith is to have been called by Christ.33

2515. Next, the Evangelist shows Mary receiving instructions from 
Christ: one of them is negative, the other positive, go to my brethren.

2516. He does two things about the first: he states the prohibition, 
and then gives the reason for it. Christ warns Mary not to touch him, 
saying, Do not hold me. Even though we do not read here that Mary 
wanted to touch Christ, Gregory34 says we can see from this that Mary 
fell at the feet of Christ and wanted to grasp the one she had recog-
nized. He adds the reason, for I have not yet ascended to my Father. 

30. See ST II-II, q. 17, a. 8.
31. See ST I, q. 105, a. 4; I-II, q. 109, a. 1; I-II, q. 113, a. 3.
32. Tract. in Io. 121. 2; PL 35, col. 1956–57; cf. Catena aurea, 20:10–18.
33. See ST I-II, q. 112, a. 1.
34. XL hom. in Evang. 25. 5; PL 76, col. 1193; cf. Catena aurea, 20:10–18.
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It seems from this that after his resurrection, Christ did not want to 
be touched before he ascended. But the opposite is found in Luke 
(24:39): “Handle me, and see; for a spirit has not flesh and bones.” It 
is no answer to say that Christ wanted to be touched by his disciples, 
but not by the women, for we see in Matthew (28:9), that Mary Mag-
dalene and other women came to him and did grasp him by his feet. 
Therefore, we should understand, according to the letter of the text, 
that Mary saw angels at two times: the first time was with the oth-
er women, when she saw one angel sitting on the stone, as Matthew 
(28:2) says, and Mark (16:5); the second time was when she returned 
and saw two angels inside the tomb, as John (20:12) says. Similarly, 
she also saw Christ two times: first in the garden, when she thought he 
was the gardener, as we just saw; secondly, she saw him when she was 
running with the other women to tell the disciples what they had seen 
(in order to strengthen them in their faith in the resurrection). It was 
this second time that they approached and held Christ’s feet, as Mat-
thew (28:9) and Mark (16:9) say.

2517. There are two mystical reasons why Christ did not want to be 
touched. First, because this particular woman signified the Church of 
the Gentiles, which was not to touch Christ by faith until he had as-
cended to the Father: “A congregation of people will surround you; for 
their sakes return on high” (Ps 7:8). The other reason is given by Au-
gustine35 in his work On the Trinity. It is that touch is the last stage of 
knowledge: when we see something, we know it to a certain extent, 
but when we touch it our knowledge is complete. Now this particular 
woman had some faith in Christ, which was that he was a holy man; 
and this was why she called him Teacher. But she had not yet reached 
the point of believing that he was equal to the Father and one with 
God. Thus Christ says, Do not hold me, that is, do not allow what you 
now believe of me to be the limit of your faith, for I have not yet as-
cended to my Father, that is, in your heart, because you do not believe 
that I am one with him—yet she did believe this later. In a way Christ 
did ascend to the Father within her when she had advanced in the 
faith to the point of believing that he was equal to the Father.36

2518. Or, we could say, with Chrysostom,37 that after this woman 
saw that Christ had arisen, she thought he was in the same state as he 
was before, having a life subject to death. She wanted to be with him 
as she was before his passion, and in her joy thought there was noth-
ing extraordinary about him, although Christ’s flesh had become much 
better by arising. To correct this impression Christ said, Do not hold me. 
It was like saying: Do not think that I have a mortal life, and can asso-

35. De Trin. 1. 9, no. 18; PL 42, col. 833; cf. Catena aurea, 20:10–18.
36. See ST III, q. 55, a. 6, ad 3.
37. Hom. in Io. 86. 2; PG 59, col. 469–70; cf. Catena aurea, 20:10–18.
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ciate with you as before: “Even though we once regarded Christ from 
a human point of view, we regard him thus no longer” (2 Cor 5:16). 
This is what he adds when he says, for I have not yet ascended to my 
Father. Accordingly, this statement does not give the reason for his 
prohibition, but an answer to an implicit question. It was like saying: 
Although you see me remaining here, it is not because my flesh is not 
glorified but because I have not yet ascended to my Father. For before 
he ascended he wanted to strengthen in the hearts of the apostles their 
faith in his resurrection and in his divinity.

2519. After this he gives his positive directions, go to my brethren, 
that is the apostles, because they are his brethren by his having the 
same nature: “He had to be made like his brethren in every respect” 
(Heb 2:17); and they are his brethren by being adopted through grace, 
because they are the adopted children of his Father, of whom he is the 
natural Son.38

Notice the three privileges given to Mary Magdalene. First, she had 
the privilege of being a prophet because she was worthy enough to see 
the angels, for a prophet is an intermediary between angels and the 
people. Secondly, she had the dignity or rank of an angel insofar as she 
looked upon Christ, on whom the angels desire to look. Thirdly, she 
had the office of an apostle; indeed, she was an apostle to the apostles 
insofar as it was her task to announce our Lord’s resurrection to the 
disciples. Thus, just as it was a woman who was the first to announce 
the words of death, so it was a woman who would be the first to an-
nounce the words of life.39

2520. And say to them, I am ascending to my Father and your Fa-
ther. “I go to the Father” (14:12); “He who descended is he who also 
ascended far above all the heavens” (Eph 4:10). Arius based his error 
on these words, my Father and your Father. He took it to mean that 
God is the Father of the Son in the same way that he is our Father, and 
that he is the God of the Son in the same way that he is our God. The 
answer to this is that the meaning of these words must be gathered 
from the circumstances in which they were spoken. Christ said before, 
go to my brethren. But Christ had these brethren insofar as he had a 
human nature, and in his human nature he is subject to the Father as 
a creature to the Creator, for the body of Christ is something created.40

2521. Or, according to Augustine,41 Christ is speaking of himself 
and referring to each of his natures. I am ascending to my Father and 
your Father refers to his divine nature, and from this point of view he 
has as Father God, to whom he is equal and like in nature. Thus, the 
meaning is my Father by nature, and your Father by grace. It is saying 

38. See ST III, q. 23, aa. 1, 4. 39. See ST III, q. 55, a. 1, ad 3.
40. See ST III, q. 20, aa. 1–2.
41. Tract. in Io. 121. 3; PL 35, col. 1957–58; cf. Catena aurea, 20:10–18.
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in effect: the fact that you are adopted children by grace is due to me: 
“God sent forth his Son . . . so that we might receive adoption as sons” 
(Gal 4:4); “For those whom he foreknew he also predestined to be 
conformed to the image of his Son, in order that he might be the first-
born among many brethren” (Rom 8:29).42 When he adds, to my God 
and your God, he is referring to his human nature. From this point of 
view God rules him; thus he says, my God, under whom I am a man. 
And your God, and between him and you I am the mediator: for God 
is our God because through Christ we are pleasing to him: “Having 
then been justified by faith, we have peace with God through our Lord 
Jesus Christ, through whom also we have obtained access by faith to 
this grace in which we stand; and we exult in the hope of the glory of 
the children of God” (Rom 5:1–2); “God was in Christ reconciling the 
world to himself” (2 Cor 5:19).

2522. Mary was quick to obey, as we see from Mary Magdalene 
went and said to the disciples etc. “For I received from the Lord what 
I also delivered to you” (1 Cor 11:23); “What I have heard from the 
Lord of hosts, the God of Israel, I announce to you” (Is 21:10).

LECTUrE 4

19 On the evening of that day, the first day of the week, the doors 
being shut where the disciples were [gathered together], for fear of the 
Jews, Jesus came and stood among them and said, to them, “Peace be 
with you.” 20 When he had said this, he showed them his hands and 
his side. Then the disciples were glad when they saw the Lord. 21 Jesus 
said to them again, “Peace be with you. As the Father has sent me, even 
so I send you.” 22 And when he had said this, he breathed on them, and 
said to them, “Receive the Holy Spirit. 23 If you forgive the sins of any, 
they are forgiven; if you retain the sins of any, they are retained.”43

2523. Having described how Christ appeared to the holy women, 
the Evangelist now tells of his appearance to the apostles: first, his ap-
pearance at Jerusalem before all except Thomas; secondly, his appear-
ance when Thomas was present (v. 26); thirdly, the events near the 
Sea of Tiberias (chap. 21). Three things are done regarding the first: 
first, we see our Lord appear; secondly, we see a duty imposed on the 
apostles, I send you; thirdly, our Lord gives them a spiritual gift, Re-
ceive the Holy Spirit. He does three things about the first: he mentions 

42. See ST III, q. 3, a. 8; III, q. 24, aa. 3–4.
43. St. Thomas refers to Jn 20:19 in ST III, q. 54, a. 1, obj. 1; III, q, 55, a. 3, s. 

c.; Jn 20:20: ST III, q. 55, a. 3, obj. 1; Jn 20:22: ST I, q. 91, a. 4, ad 3; III, q. 3, a. 8, 
obj. 3; Jn 20:23: ST III, q. 3, a. 8, obj. 3; III, q. 84, a. 3, ad 3. 
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the circumstances of Christ’s appearance; secondly, the details of the 
appearance, (v. 19); thirdly, the result of this, the disciples were glad.

The Evangelist mentions four circumstances in our Lord’s appear-
ance to the disciples. First, he mentions the time of day, on the eve-
ning; secondly, what day it was, of that day; thirdly, the condition of 
the place, the doors being shut; and fourthly, the state of the disciples, 
where the disciples were gathered together for fear of the Jews.

2524. The time of our Lord’s appearance was in the evening; and 
there were two literal reasons for this. First, he wanted to appear 
when they were all together; consequently, he waited until evening, 
so that those who had been at various places during the day would 
be found together in the evening, when they gathered together. Sec-
ondly, our Lord appeared to strengthen and comfort them. And so he 
chose a time when they would be more afraid and in need of comfort 
and strength; this was in the evening: “God is our refuge and strength, 
a very present help in trouble” (Ps 45:1).

There is also a mystical reason: for at the end of the world our Lord 
will appear to the faithful in the middle of the night when the cry is 
heard that the bridegroom is coming to reward them. “And when eve-
ning came, the owner of the vineyard said to the steward, ‘Call the la-
borers and pay them their wages’” (Mt 20:8).

2525. The day Christ appeared was the very day on which he arose, 
for it was the evening of that day, the first day of the week, Sunday. We 
saw this day mentioned in 20:1.

From the Gospels we can see that our Lord appeared five times on 
that day: Once to Magdalene alone (which we just considered, v. 14), 
and again to her when she was returning to the disciples with the oth-
er women, when they approached and held our Lord’s feet (Mt 28:9). 
The third time was to the two disciples on the road to Emmaus (Lk 
24:13). The fourth time was to Simon Peter; but how, when or where 
he appeared we do not know, but just that he appeared: “The Lord has 
risen indeed, and has appeared to Simon” (Lk 24:34). The fifth time 
was when he appeared to all the disciples together in the evening, as 
John mentions here (v. 19).44

This is the reason why we sing: “This is the day which the Lord has 
made; let us rejoice and be glad in it” (Ps 117:24). We can also un-
derstand from these events that on the day of the general resurrec-
tion Christ will appear openly to all women, sinners, pilgrims, apostles 
and apostolic men, because “Every eye will see him, every one who 
pierced him” (Rev 1:7).

2526. The place is described as having the doors shut, the literal rea-
son for this being that it was late, during the night, and also for fear of 

44. See ST III, q. 55, a. 3, ad 3.
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the Jews. From Christ’s point of view the doors were shut so he could 
show them his power by entering through closed doors.

2527. Regarding this point, some say that to enter through closed 
doors is a property of the glorified body. They say that due to some in-
herent property in a glorified body, it can be simultaneously present in 
the same place as another body. Thus, this is accomplished without a 
miracle. But this position cannot stand, for the fact that a non-glorified 
human body cannot be simultaneously in the same place as another 
body is due to its very nature. Consequently, if the glorified body has 
an inherent ability to be in a place occupied at the same time by anoth-
er body, it must be because it lacks the property which now prevents 
this in the case of a non-glorified body. But this latter property can-
not be separated or destroyed from a body, since it is not a mathemati-
cal bulk, as they say, but the very dimensions of the quantified body 
through which it has a local position. Thus the Philosopher, when he 
argues against those who posit ideas and matter, asserts that even on 
the assumption that the entire region above the earth is a vacuum, no 
sense-perceptible body could exist there in the same place as another 
body because of their quantitative dimensions.45 Now no property of 
a glorified body can remove the dimensions from a body and have it 
still remain a body. Thus we should say that Christ did this miraculous-
ly, by the power of his divinity, and that whenever something similar 
happens with the saints, it is miraculous and requires a new miracle.46 
Augustine and Gregory teach this explicitly. Augustine47 says: “Do you 
want to know how Christ could enter through closed doors? If you 
understood how, it would not be a miracle. Where reason falls, faith 
instructs.” And he48 adds: “He was able to enter with the doors shut, 
who was born without his mother’s virginity being taken away.” So, 
just as Christ’s leaving the womb of his virgin mother was a miracle of 
his divine power, so was his entering through closed doors.49

2528. In the mystical interpretation we can understand that Christ 
appears to us when our doors, that is, our external senses, are closed 
in prayer: “But when you pray, go into your room and shut the door” 
(Mt 6:6). It is also a reminder that at the end of the world those who 
are prepared will be admitted to the marriage feast, and then the door 
will be shut (Mt 25:10).

2529. We should imitate the conduct of the apostles, for they are 
described as gathered together. This too is not without its mystery: for 
Christ came when they were united together, and the Holy Spirit de-

45. See Aristotle, Physics, iv. 5.
46. See ST III, q. 54, a. 1, ad 1; III, q. 54, q. 3; III, q. 55, a. 6.
47. Serm. 247. 1; PL 38, col. 1156–57; cf. Catena aurea, 20:19–25.
48. Tract. in Io. 121. 4; PL 35, col. 1958; cf. Catena aurea, 20:19–25.
49. See ST III, q. 28, a. 6; III, q. 35, a. 6.
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scended on them when they were united together, because Christ and 
the Holy Spirit are present only to those who are united in charity: 
“For where two or three are gathered in my name, there am I in the 
midst of them” (Mt 18:20).50

2530. Now three things are mentioned about the appearance of 
Christ: the way he showed himself; the greeting he gave them; and the 
way he gave them definite evidence of his real presence.

2531. Christ showed that he was present with them beyond any 
doubt because Jesus came and stood among them. Jesus came, person-
ally, as he had promised: “I go away, and I will come to you” (14:28). 
And he stood among them, so that each one could recognize him with 
certainty. Thus the Jews who did not know him are blamed: “Among 
you stands one whom you do not know” (1:26). Again, Jesus stood 
among them, the disciples, to show that he was human like them: 
“with a garland of brethren around him, he was like a young cedar on 
Lebanon” (Sir 50:12). Again, he stood among them, lowering himself, 
for he lived among them as one of them: “If they make you master of 
the feast, do not exalt yourself; be among them as one of them” (Sir 
32:1); “I am among you as one who serves” (Lk 22:27). Also, he want-
ed to show that we ought to stand among the virtues: “This is the way, 
walk in it; do not turn aside to the right or to the left” (Is 30:21). One 
who goes beyond the middle road of virtue goes to the right; one who 
falls short of the middle road goes to the left.51

2532. He greets them with the words, Peace be with you. It was 
necessary to say this because their peace was disturbed in many ways. 
Their peace with God was troubled; they had sinned against him, some 
by denying him, others by running away: “You will all fall away be-
cause of me this night; for it is written, ‘I will strike the shepherd, and 
the sheep of the flock will be scattered’” (Mt 26:31). To cure this Jesus 
offers them the peace of reconciliation with God: “We were reconciled 
to God by the death of his Son” (Rom 5:10), which he accomplished 
by his suffering. Their peace with themselves was disturbed because 
they were depressed and hesitant in their faith. And he offers his peace 
to cure this: “Great peace have those who love your law” (Ps 118:165). 
Their peace with others was disturbed because they were being perse-
cuted by the Jews. And to this he says, Peace be with you, to counter 
the persecution of the Jews: “Peace I leave with you; my peace I give 
to you” (14:27).

2533. Jesus gives them sure proof that it is really himself by show-
ing them his hands and side. When he had said this, he showed them 
his hands and his side, because in them the marks of his passion re-
mained in a special way: “See my hands and my feet, that it is I my-

50. See ST I, q. 43, a. 5.
51. See ST I-II, q. 64, aa. 2–4.
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self” (Lk 24:39).52 And when in glory he will show himself in the same 
way: “If a man loves me, he will keep my word” (14:23), “and I will 
manifest myself to him” (14:21).

2534. Now the effect of his appearance is mentioned: this was the 
joy in the hearts of the disciples when they saw the Lord, as he had 
promised: “I will see you again, and your hearts will rejoice” (16:22). 
This joy will be complete for the good in their native land, when they 
have the clear vision of God: “You shall see and your heart shall re-
joice; and your bones shall flourish like the grass” (Is 66:14).

2535. Now he charges the apostles with their ministry: first, he 
grants them the bond of peace; secondly, he charges them, as the Fa-
ther has sent me.

2536. Jesus said to them again, Peace be with you. He said this to 
counter a twofold anxiety. The first time he said, Peace be with you, 
was to combat the anxiety caused by the Jews; but when he said the 
second time, Peace be with you, this was to deal with the anxiety to 
come from the Gentiles: “In me you may have peace . . . in the world 
you have tribulation” (16:33). He said this because they were about to 
be sent to the Gentiles.

2537. Accordingly, Jesus immediately enjoins them, As the Fa-
ther has sent me, even so I send you. This shows that he is the inter-
mediary between us and God: “There is one mediator between God 
and men, the man Christ Jesus” (1 Tim 2:5).53 This was a source of 
strength for the disciples: for they recognized the authority of Christ, 
and knew that he was sending them by divine authority. They were 
also strengthened because they recognized their own dignity, the dig-
nity of being apostles; for an apostle is one who is sent. As the Father 
has sent me, even so I send you: that is, as the Father, who loves me, 
sent me into the world to suffer for the salvation of the faithful—“For 
God sent the Son into the world, not to condemn the world, but that 
the world might be saved through him” (3:17)—so I, who love you, 
send you to undergo suffering for my name—“I send you out as sheep 
in the midst of wolves” (Mt 10:16).

2538. Jesus makes them adequate for their task by giving them the 
Holy Spirit, “God, who has qualified us to be ministers of a new cov-
enant, not in a written code but in the Spirit” (2 Cor 3:6).54 In this giv-
ing of the Spirit, he first grants them a sign of this gift, which is, that he 
breathed on them. We see something like this in Genesis (2:7), when 
God “breathed into his nostrils the breath of life,” of natural life, which 
the first man corrupted, but Christ repaired this by giving the Holy 
Spirit. We should not suppose that this breath of Christ was the Holy 

52. See ST III, q. 54, a. 4; III, q. 55, a. 6.
53. See ST III, q. 26, a. 1. 
54. See ST I-II, q. 106, a. 1.
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Spirit; it was a sign of the Spirit.55 So Augustine56 says, in On the Trin-
ity: “This bodily breath was not the substance of the Holy Spirit, but a 
fitting sign that the Holy Spirit proceeds not just from the Father but 
also from the Son.”

2539. Notice that the Holy Spirit was sent over Christ, first, in the 
appearance of a dove, at his baptism (1:32), and then in the appearance 
of a cloud, at his transfiguration (Mt 17:5).57 The reason for this is that 
the grace of Christ, which is given by the Holy Spirit, was to be distrib-
uted to us by being proliferated through the sacraments.58 Consequent-
ly, at Christ’s baptism the Holy Spirit descended in the form of a dove, 
which is an animal known for its proliferation. And since the grace of 
Christ comes through teaching, the Spirit descended in a luminous 
cloud, and Christ is seen to be a Teacher, “Listen to him” (Mt 17:5). The 
Spirit descended over the apostles the first time through a breath to in-
dicate the proliferation of grace through the sacraments, whose min-
isters they were. Thus Christ said, “If you forgive the sins of any, they 
are forgiven: “Go therefore and make disciples of all nations, baptizing 
them in the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit” 
(Mt 28:19). The second time the Spirit descended on them in tongues 
of fire to indicate the proliferation of grace through teaching; and so we 
read in Acts (2:4) that right after they were filled with the Holy Spirit 
they began to speak.

2540. We see the words used when the Spirit was given, Receive 
the Holy Spirit. But did they receive the Holy Spirit then? It seems not, 
for since Christ had not yet ascended, it was not fitting that he give 
gifts to us. Indeed, according to Chrysostom,59 there were some who 
said that Christ did not give them the Holy Spirit at that time, but pre-
pared them for the future giving of the Spirit at Pentecost. They were 
brought to this opinion because Daniel (10:8) could not endure his 
sight of an angel, and so these disciples could not have endured the 
coming of the Holy Spirit unless they had been prepared. But Chrys-
ostom himself says that the Holy Spirit was given to the disciples, not 
for all tasks in general, but for a specific task, that is, to forgive sin. Au-
gustine and Gregory60 say that the Holy Spirit has two precepts of love: 
love of God and of neighbor. Therefore, the Holy Spirit was given the 
first time on earth to indicate the precept of the love of neighbor; and 
the Spirit was given the second time from heaven to indicate the pre-
cept of the love of God.61

55. See ST I, q. 43, a. 7, ad 6.
56. De Trin. 4. 20, no. 29; PL 42, col. 908–9; cf. Catena aurea, 20:19–25.
57. See ST III, q. 39, a. 6; III, q. 45, a. 4, ad 2.
58. See ST III, q. 62, aa. 1–3.
59. Hom. in Io. 86. 3; PG 59, col. 471; cf. Catena aurea, 20:19–25.
60. XL hom. in Evang. 26. 3; PL 76, col. 1199; cf. Catena aurea, 20:19–25.
61. See ST II-II, q. 44, aa. 2–3.
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2541. Thirdly, we see the fruit of the gift, If you forgive the sins of 
any, they are forgiven. This forgiving of sins is a fitting effect of the Holy 
Spirit. This is so because the Holy Spirit is charity, love, and through 
the Holy Spirit love is given to us: “God’s love has been poured into 
our hearts through the Holy Spirit which has been given to us” (Rom 
5:5).62 Now it is only through love that sins are forgiven, for “Love cov-
ers all offenses” (Pr 10:12); “Love covers a multitude of sins” (1 Pet 
4:8).63

2542. We can ask here why we read, If you forgive the sins of any, 
for only God forgives sins? Some say that only God forgives the sin, 
while the priest absolves only from the debt of punishment, and pro-
nounces the person free from the stain of sin. This is not true: for the 
sacrament of Penance, since it is a sacrament of the New Law, gives 
grace, as does baptism. Now in the sacrament of baptism, the priest 
baptizes as an instrument, and yet he confers grace. It is similar in the 
sacrament of Penance, the priest absolves from the sin and the pun-
ishment as a minister and sacramentally, insofar as he administers the 
sacrament in which sins are forgiven.64 The statement that God alone 
forgives sins authoritatively is true. So also, only God baptizes, but the 
priest is the minister, as was said.65

2543. Another question arises from the statements, Receive the 
Holy Spirit. If you forgive the sins of any, they are forgiven. It seems 
from this that one who does not have the Holy Spirit cannot forgive 
sins. We should say about this that if the forgiveness of sins was the 
personal work of the priest, that is, that he did this by his own power, 
he could not sanctify anyone unless he himself were holy. But the for-
giveness of sins is the personal work of God, who forgives sins by his 
own power and authority. The priest is only the instrument. There-
fore, just as a master, through his servant and minister, whether good 
or bad, can accomplish what he wills, so our Lord, through his minis-
ters, even if they are evil, can confer the sacraments, in which grace is 
given.66

2544. Again, there is a question about, If you forgive the sins of any, 
they are forgiven. We should say, as we already did, that in the sacra-
ments the priest acts as a minister: “This is how one should regard us, 
as servants [ministers] of Christ and stewards of the mysteries of God” 
(1 Cor 4:1). Thus, in the same way that God forgives and retains sins, 
so also does the priest. Now God forgives sins by giving grace, and he 
is said to retain by not giving grace because of some obstacle in the one 
who is to receive it.67 So also the minister forgives sins, insofar as he 

62. See ST I, q. 38, a. 2. 63. See ST I-II, q. 113, a. 5, ad 1.
64. See ST III, q. 84, a. 3, ad 3. 65. See ST III, q. 66, a. 5, ad 1.
66. See ST III, q. 64, aa. 1, 5; III, q. 82, a. 6.
67. See ST I-II, q. 79, a. 3.
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dispenses a sacrament of the Church, and he retains insofar as he ac-
counts someone unworthy to receive the sacrament.68 

LECTUrE 5

24 Now Thomas, one of the twelve, called the Twin [Didymus], was 
not with them when Jesus came. 25 So the other disciples told him, 
“We have seen the Lord.” But he said to them, “Unless I see in his 
hands the print of the nails, and place my finger in the mark of the 
nails, and place my hand in his side, I will not believe.”

2545. After describing our Savior’s appearance, the Evangelist now 
mentions the doubt of one of the disciples. First, we see that this dis-
ciple was absent; secondly, he is told about our Lord’s appearance; and 
thirdly, we see his stubborn doubt.

2546. The disciple who was absent is first identified by his name, 
Thomas, which means a “twin” or an “abyss.” An abyss has both depth 
and darkness. And Thomas was an abyss on account of the darkness of 
his disbelief, of which he was the cause. Again, there is an abyss—the 
depths of Christ’s compassion—which he had for Thomas. We read: 
“Abyss calls to abyss” (Ps 41:8). That is, the depths of Christ’s com-
passion calls to the depths of darkness [of disbelief] in Thomas, and 
Thomas’ abyss of unwillingness [to believe] calls out, when he profess-
es the faith, to the depths of Christ.

Secondly, the dignity of the disciple is mentioned, for he was one 
of the twelve. There were not actually twelve at that time, for Judas 
had died (Mt 25:5), but he was called one of the twelve because he 
had been called to that elevated rank which our Lord had set apart 
as twelve in number: “He called his disciples, and chose from them 
twelve, whom he named apostles” (Lk 6:13). And God wanted this 
number to always remain unchanged.

Thirdly, he is described by the meaning of his name, Thomas, called 
Didymus. Thomas is a Syrian or a Hebrew name and has two mean-
ings: twin and abyss. The English word “twin” is “Didymus” in Greek. 
Because John wrote his Gospel in Greek, he used the word Didymus. 
Perhaps he was called the Twin because he was from the tribe of Ben-
jamin, in which some or all were twins. Or, this name could be taken 
from his doubting, for one who is certain holds firmly to one side, but 
one who doubts accepts one opinion but fears another might be true.

2547. Thomas . . . was not with them, the disciples, when Jesus 
came, for he returned later than the others who had scattered dur-
ing the day, and so he had missed the comfort of seeing the Lord, the 

68. See ST III, q. 80, a. 6.
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conferring of peace and the breath giving the Holy Spirit. This teaches 
us not to become separated from one’s companions, “not neglecting 
to meet together, as is the habit of some” (Heb 10:25). As Gregory69 
says, it was not by accident that this chosen disciple was missing, but 
by God’s will. It was in the plans of the divine pity that by feeling the 
wounds in the flesh of his Teacher, the doubting disciple should heal in 
us the wounds of disbelief.

Here we have the strongest signs of God’s profound pity.70 First, in 
this: that he loves the human race so much that he sometimes allows 
tribulations to afflict his elect, so that from these some good can accrue 
to the human race. This was the reason he allowed the apostles, the 
prophets and the holy martyrs to be afflicted: “Therefore I have hewn 
them by the prophets, I have slain them by the words of my mouth” 
(Hos 6:5); “If we are afflicted, it is for your comfort and salvation; and 
if we are comforted it is for your comfort which you experience when 
you patiently endure the same sufferings that we suffer” (2 Cor 1:6). 
Even more remarkable is that God allows some saint to fall into sin in 
order to teach us.71 Why did God allow some saints and holy men to 
sin gravely (as David did by adultery and murder) if not to teach us to 
be more careful and humble? It is so that one who thinks he is stand-
ing firm will take care not to fall, and so that one who has fallen will 
make the effort to rise. Thus, Ambrose72 said to the Emperor Theo-
dosius: “The one you followed by sinning, try now to follow by re-
penting.” And Gregory73 says that the disbelief of Thomas was of more 
benefit to our faith than the faith of the disciples who did believe.

2548. Thomas is told about our Lord’s appearance. Because he had 
not been with the others, the other disciples told him, We have seen 
the Lord. This was by the divine plan, which is that what one receives 
from God should be shared with others: “As each has received a gift, 
employ it for one another” (1 Pet 4:10); “I have seen the Lord, and I 
have been saved” (Gen 32:30).

2549. When Thomas said, Unless I see the print of the nails . . . we 
see how stubborn he was in doubting. It would have been justifiable 
if he had not immediately believed, for we read, “One who trusts oth-
ers too quickly is light-minded” (Sir 19:4). But to overdo one’s search, 
especially about the secrets of God, shows a coarseness of mind: “As it 
is not good to eat much honey, so one who searches into the majesty 
[of God] is overwhelmed by its glory” (Pr 25:27); “Seek not what is too 

69. XL hom. in Evang. 26. 7; PL 76, col. 1201; cf. Catena aurea, 20:19–25. 
70. See ST I, q. 21, a. 3.
71. See ST I, q. 22, a. 2, ad 2.
72. See Ep. 51 (to Theodosius); PL. 16, col. 1159–64. The quote that Thomas 

ascribes here to Ambrose does not appear verbatim in the extant letter of Am-
brose to Theodosius, but the sense of the quote is clearly conveyed.

73. XL hom. in Evang. 26. 7; PL 76, col. 1201; cf. Catena aurea, 20:19–25. 
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difficult for you, nor investigate what is beyond your power. Reflect 
upon what has been assigned to you, for you do not need what is hid-
den” (Sir 3:22).

2550. Thomas was difficult to convince and unreasonable in his de-
mands. He was difficult because he refused to believe without some 
sensible facts, not just from one sense but from two, sight—unless 
I see in his hands the print of the nails—and touch—and place my 
hand in his side. He was unreasonable because he insisted on seeing 
the wounds before believing, although he would be seeing something 
greater, that is, the entire person risen and restored. And although 
Thomas said these things because of his own doubts, this was arranged 
by God for our benefit and progress. It is certain that Christ, who arose 
as a complete person, could have healed the marks of his wounds; but 
he kept them for our benefit.74

LECTUrE 6

26 Eight days later, his disciples were again in the house, and 
Thomas was with them. The doors were shut, but Jesus came and stood 
among them, and said, “Peace be with you.” 27 Then he said to Thom-
as, “Put your finger here, and see my hands; and put out your hand, 
and place it in my side; do not be faithless, but believing.” 28 Thomas 
answered him, “My Lord and my God!” 29 Jesus said to him, “Have 
you believed because you have seen me? [Because you have seen me, 
Thomas, you have believed.] Blessed are those who have not seen and 
yet believe [have believed].” 30 Now Jesus did many other signs in the 
presence of the disciples, which are not written in this book; 31 but 
these are written that you may believe that Jesus is the Christ, the Son 
of God, and that believing you may have life in his name.75

2551. Now the Evangelist presents our Lord’s second appearance. 
It was to all the disciples, including Thomas. First, he mentions Christ 
appearing; secondly, we see that Thomas is now convinced; thirdly, 
the Evangelist comments on what he has included in his gospel (30). 
He does three things about the first: the time of Christ’s appearance is 
mentioned; then to whom he appeared; and thirdly, the way he came 
(v. 26).

2552. The time was eight days later, that is, from the day of our 
Lord’s resurrection, on the evening of which he first appeared. One 

74. See ST III, q. 54, a. 4.
75. St. Thomas refers to Jn 20:26 in ST III, q. 55, a. 3, s. c.; Jn 20:27: ST III, q. 

54, a. 4, s. c.; Jn 20:26: ST III, q. 55, a. 3, obj. 4 and s. c.; Jn 20:29: ST II-II, q. 1, a. 
4, obj. 1; III, q. 41, a. 2, ad 1; III, q. 55, a. 5, obj. 3; Jn 20:31: ST I, q. 1, a. 8, obj. 
1; I-II, q. 106, a. 1, obj. 1.
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literal reason for mentioning the time was so that the Evangelist could 
show that although Christ had appeared frequently to the disciples, 
he did not remain with them continually, since he had not arisen to 
the same kind of life, just as we will not rise to the same kind of life: 
“All the days of my service I would wait, till my release should come” 
(Job 14:14).76 A reason for the delay was so that Thomas, hearing 
about our Lord’s first appearance from the disciples, would develop a 
stronger desire and become more disposed to believe. A mystical rea-
son for our Lord’s appearance after eight days is that this indicates how 
he will appear to us in glory [as immortal, etc.]: “When he appears we 
shall be like him, for we shall see him as he is” (1 Jn 3:2). He will ap-
pear to us in the eighth age, which is the age of those who have risen 
from the dead.

2553. The Evangelist shows to whom he appeared when he says, 
his disciples were again in the house, and Thomas was with them. 
We should note that Thomas was the only one who needed this ap-
pearance of Christ, but even so our Lord did not appear to him alone, 
but to the group. This shows that it is not very pleasing to God to ex-
ist in isolation, but it is to live in a unity of charity with others: “For 
where two or three are gathered in my name, there am I in the midst 
of them” (Mt 18:20). Those to whom Christ appears [in this life] are 
not all gathered into one group, and this present assembly of the disci-
ples did not include every such one. But in the future all will be gath-
ered together, and no one absent: “Wherever the body is, there the ea-
gles will be gathered together” (Mt 24:28); “He will send out his angels 
with a loud trumpet call, and they will gather his elect from the four 
winds, from one end of heaven to the other” (Mt 24:31).

2554. He shows the way Christ appeared by saying, The doors were 
shut, but Jesus came and stood among them, and said, Peace be with 
you. This was explained before. The Evangelist notes three things here. 
First, how Christ came, the doors were shut. As Augustine77 says, this 
was done miraculously, by the same power which enabled him to walk 
on the water. Secondly, where he stood, among them, so he could be 
seen by all, as was fitting. Thirdly, we see what he said, Peace be with 
you, that is, the peace coming from reconciliation, reconciliation with 
God, which Jesus said had now been accomplished: “We were rec-
onciled to God by the death of his Son” (Rom 5:10); “making peace 
by the blood of his cross” (Col 1:20). Jesus also announced to them 
the future peace of eternity and immortality, which he had promised 
them: “He makes peace in your borders” (Ps 147:3); and also the peace 
of charity and unity, which he commanded them to maintain: “Be at 
peace with one another” (Mk 9:49).

76. See ST III, q. 55, a. 3.
77. Serm. 247. 2; PL 38, col. 1157; cf. Catena aurea, 20:26–31. 
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2555. Now the Evangelist shows how the doubting disciple was res-
cued and persuaded. Here we see a second sign of God’s pity, which is 
that he quickly comes to help his elect even though they fall. Indeed, 
the elect fall at times, just like the reprobate. But there is a difference: 
the reprobate are crushed, but the Lord quickly puts his hand under 
the elect so they can rise up: “When a just person falls he will not be 
crushed, for the Lord will put his hand under him” (Ps 36:24); “When 
I thought, ‘My foot slips,’ your steadfast love, O Lord, held me up” 
(Ps 93:18).78 And so our Lord quickly puts his hand under the fallen 
Thomas so that when Thomas said, Unless I see . . . I will not believe, 
our Lord rescues him, saying, Put your finger here. Three things are 
mentioned here: first, our Lord shows his wounds; secondly, we see 
Thomas’ profession; and thirdly, his slowness to believe is reproved.

2556. Regarding the first, note that Thomas laid down his own con-
ditions for believing, which were that he see and feel Christ’s wounds, 
as was said. If these conditions were met, he promised to believe. So 
our Lord, helping him by the presence of his divinity, rescued him by 
meeting these conditions. First, we see the conditions being met; sec-
ondly Thomas is asked to keep his promise (v. 27).

2557. One condition was that he feel the wounds, so Christ said, 
Put your finger here. A problem arises here because there can be no 
defects in a glorified body, and wounds are defects. How then can 
there be wounds in the body of Christ? Augustine79 answers this in 
this book, On the Creed, when he says: “Christ could have removed all 
traces of his wounds from his risen and glorified body, but he had rea-
sons for retaining them. First, to show them to Thomas, who would 
not believe unless he touched and saw. Again, he will use them to re-
buke unbelievers and sinners at the judgment. He will not say to them, 
as he did to Thomas, ‘Because you have seen me, you have believed,’ 
but rather, to convict them, ‘Behold the man you have crucified, the 
wounds you have inflicted. Look at the side you have pierced. It was 
opened for your sake, and you refused to enter.’”80

2558. Another question on this point is whether or not the traces of 
the martyrs’ wounds will remain on their bodies. Augustine,81 in The 
City of God, answers this in a similar manner, saying they will remain, 
not as a disfigurement but like a great ornamental beauty. He says 
“These wounds in their body will not be a deformity, but a dignity. And 
although on their bodies, they will radiate not a bodily but a spiritual 
beauty. Of course, the martyrs who suffered amputation or decapita-
tion will not appear in the resurrection without their hands and mem-
bers—for they too have been told that not a hair of their head would 

78. See ST I, q. 23, aa. 1, 6; III, q. 24, a. 4.
79. De Symb. II, 8. 17; PL 40, col. 647; cf. Catena aurea, 20:26–31.
80. See ST III, q. 54, a. 4.
81. De Civ. Dei, 22. 19; PL 41, col. 780–82; cf. Catena aurea, 20:26–31. 
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perish. Indeed, even though their members were mutilated or cut off, 
they will be restored, yet the traces of their wounds will remain.”

2559. Gregory82 asks how the Lord could offer his body to be 
touched because it was incorruptible, for what is incorruptible cannot 
be touched. “Christ being raised from the dead will never die again” 
(Rom 6:9). The heretic, Eutyches, was influenced by this to say that 
the body of Christ and the bodies of all those who rise will not be 
touchable, but fine and spiritual, like the wind or a breath.83 But since 
this is contrary to what our Lord said—“Handle me, and see; for a spir-
it has not flesh and bones as you see that I have” (Lk 24:39)—our 
Lord showed that he was incorruptible and touchable to demonstrate 
that his body after his resurrection was of the same nature as before, 
and what had been corruptible had now put on incorruption (1 Cor 
15:53). It was the same in nature, but with a different glory: for what 
had been heavy and lowly arose in glory and subtlety, as the effect of 
spiritual power.84

2560. Our Lord continued, saying, see my hands, which hung on 
the cross, and put out your hand, and place it in my side, which was 
pierced by the spear, and realize that I am the same person who had 
hung upon the cross. As for the mystical interpretation, a finger signi-
fies knowledge, and a hand signifies our works. Thus when Thomas is 
told to put his finger and hand into the wounds of Christ, we are be-
ing told to use our knowledge and works for the service of Christ: “But 
far be it from me to glory except in the cross of our Lord Jesus Christ” 
(Gal 6:14).

2561. Our Lord holds Thomas to his promise saying, do not be 
faithless, but believing: “Be faithful unto death” (Rev 2:10).

2562. The Evangelist now mentions Thomas’ profession. It seems 
that Thomas quickly became a good theologian by professing a true 
faith. He professed the humanity of Christ when he said, My Lord, for 
he had called Christ this before the passion: “You call me Teacher and 
Lord” (Jn 13:13). And he professed the divinity of Christ when he said, 
and my God. Before this, the only one who had called Christ God was 
Peter: “You are the Christ, the Son of the living God” (Mt 16:16); “This 
is the true God and eternal life” (1 Jn 5:20).

2563. Our Lord reproaches Thomas for being slow to believe, be-
cause you have seen me, Thomas, you have believed; and then he prais-
es the others for being quick to believe.

2564. Because you have seen me, Thomas, you have believed. There 
is a problem here: for since faith is the substance of the things we hope 
for, the conviction about things that are not seen (Heb 11:1), why does 
our Lord say, because you have seen me you have believed? We should 

82. XL hom. in Evang. 26. 1; PL 76, col. 1198; cf. Catena aurea, 20:26–31.
83. See ST III, q. 54, a. 3.
84. See ST III, q. 54, a. 2.
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say in answer that Thomas saw one thing and believed another. He 
saw the man and the wounds, and from these he believed in the divin-
ity of the one who had arisen.

2565. There is a second question. Because Thomas said that he 
would not believe unless he saw and touched, and our Lord was will-
ing for him to see and touch, it seems our Lord should have replied, 
“because you have seen and touched me you have believed.” One can 
say, with Augustine,85 that we use the sense of sight for any of the 
senses. We say, “See how warm it is”; “See how it sounds”; “See how it 
tastes and smells.” So our Lord said, Put your finger here, and see, not 
because the finger can see, but as meaning, “Touch and perceive.” So 
Christ says here, because you have seen me, that is, because you have 
perceived through touch. Or, one could say that Thomas became flus-
tered when he saw Christ’s wounds and scars, and before he touched 
Christ with his finger he believed and said, My Lord and my God. For 
Gregory,86 Thomas did touch Christ, but did not profess his faith until 
he saw [the wounds].

2566. When Christ said, Blessed are those who have not seen and 
yet have believed, he was praising the readiness of others to believe; 
and this applies especially to us. He says, “have believed” rather than 
“shall believe” because of the certitude [of his knowledge].

Luke seems to say the contrary: “Blessed are the eyes which see 
what you see” (Lk 10:23). Thus, those who have seen are more blessed 
that those who have not seen. I answer that blessedness is of two 
kinds. One is the actual state of blessedness, which consists in God’s re-
ward, where the better one sees the happier, the more blessed, he is. 
In this respect, the eyes that see are blessed, because this is the reward 
of grace.87 The other blessedness is the hoped-for blessedness, which 
is based on one’s merits. And in this case the more one can merit the 
more blessed he is. And, the one who believes and does not see, merits 
more than one who believes when he sees.88

2567. Now the Evangelist gives his epilogue: first he mentions the 
incompleteness of his gospel; secondly, the benefits it will give (v. 31). 
Its incompleteness is clear, for Jesus did many other signs in the pres-
ence of the disciples; “Lo, these are but the outskirts of his ways; and 
how small a whisper do we hear of him! But the thunder of his power 
who can understand?” (Job 26:14); “Many things greater than these 
lie hidden, for we have seen but few of his works” (Sir 43:32). Accord-
ing to Chrysostom,89 John said this because he mentioned fewer mir-
acles than the other evangelists and he did not want it to be thought 

85. Tract. in Io. 121. 5; PL 35, col. 1958; cf. Catena aurea, 20:26–31.
86. XL hom. in Evang. 26. 7; PL 76, col. 1201.
87. See ST I, q. 26, a. 3; I-II, q. 3, a. 8.
88. See ST II-II, q. 2, a. 10; III, q. 55, a. 5, ad 3.
89. Hom. in Io. 87. 2; PG 59, col. 475; cf. Catena aurea, 20:26–31.



 CHAPTER 20 281

that he was denying these other miracles, and so he especially added, 
which are not written in this book. Or, John could be referring to the 
passion and resurrection of Christ, meaning that after his resurrection 
Christ gave many indications of his resurrection “in the presence of the 
disciples” that were not shown to others: “God . . . made him manifest; 
not to all the people but to us who were chosen by God as witnesses” 
(Acts 10:40).

2568. Now he mentions the benefits given by this gospel. It is use-
ful for producing faith: these are written that you may believe that Je-
sus is the Christ, the Son of God. Indeed, all Scripture, both the Old 
and New Testaments, are for this purpose: “The beginning of the book 
writes about me” (Ps 39:8); “Search the scriptures . . . it is they that 
bear witness to me” (5:39).90 Another benefit of his gospel is that it 
also produces the fruit of life, and that believing you may have life: the 
life of righteousness, which is given by faith—“The righteous shall live 
by his faith” (Hab 2:4)—and in the future, the life of vision, which is 
given by glory. This life is in his name, the name of Christ: “There is 
no other name under heaven given among men by which we must be 
saved” (Acts 4:12).

90. See ST I, q. 1, aa. 9–10; I-II, q. 107, aa. 2–3.
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CHAPTEr 21

LECTUrE 1

1 After this Jesus revealed himself again to the disciples by the Sea 
of Tiberias; and he revealed himself in this way. 2 Simon Peter, Thom-
as called the Twin [Didymus], Nathanael of Cana in Galilee, the sons 
of Zebedee, and two others of his disciples were together. 3 Simon Pe-
ter said to them, “I am going fishing.” They said to him, “We will go 
with you.” They went out and got into the boat; but that night they 
caught nothing. 4 Just as day was breaking, Jesus stood on the beach; 
yet the disciples did not know that it was Jesus. 5 Jesus said to them, 
“Children, have you any fish?” They answered him, “No.” 6 He said 
to them, “Cast the net on the right side of the boat, and you will find 
some.” So they cast it, and now they were not able to haul it in, for the 
quantity of fish.1

2569. The Evangelist has just told of two appearances of Christ 
to his disciples. Now he mentions a third appearance. If we consider 
the order and purpose of these appearances, it is evident that the first 
showed Christ’s divine authority by his breathing the Holy Spirit upon 
them; the second showed that he was the same person as before, since 
he let them view his wounds; and the third showed the reality of his 
risen human nature, for he ate with them.

There are two parts in this. The Evangelist first mentions Christ’s 
dealing with a group of the disciples; secondly, with two of them he es-
pecially loved (v. 15). As to the first, the Evangelist mentions the time 
and circumstance of his appearance, and then adds a short epilogue, 
This was now the third time.

2570. The time is After this, after what the Evangelist just narrat-
ed. It is significant that he says this for it shows that Christ was not 
with them continuously, but appeared to them at intervals. The rea-
son for this was that he had not risen with the same life as before, but 
with a glorious life, as the angels have and the blessed will have: “Ex-
cept the gods,” that is, the angels, “whose dwelling is not with flesh” 
(Dan 2:11).2

2571. The Evangelist seemed to be ending his gospel before, when 
he wrote, these are written that you may believe. Why, then, does he 

1. St. Thomas refers to Jn 21:6 in ST III, q. 44, a. 4, ad 1.
2. See ST III, q. 55, a. 3.
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add on this appearance? Augustine3 gives a mystical reason for this, 
which is that this appearance signifies the glory of the future life, 
when Christ will appear to us as he is. And so the Evangelist put this 
appearance after what seemed to be the end of his gospel so that this 
could be better understood.

2572. The circumstance of his appearance was that Jesus revealed 
himself again to the disciples by the Sea of Tiberias. It is in the nature 
and power of a glorified body that it can be seen or not seen, as the 
person wishes, by non-glorified bodies.4 That is why he says, revealed, 
i.e., Christ made himself visible. In the same way he is said to appear, 
which means the same thing as to reveal, “appearing to them during 
forty days” (Acts 1:3). As Ambrose5 says, that appears in whose power 
it is to be seen or not seen.

2573. The place is by the Sea of Tiberias, which is the Sea of Gali-
lee. It is called the Sea of Tiberias after the city of Tiberias, which was 
built in honor of Tiberius Caesar. The Evangelist mentions this, first, to 
show that our Lord had kept the promise made to the disciples, “he is 
going before you to Galilee” (Mt 28:7). Secondly, he wanted to show 
that our Lord had banished the very great fear from the hearts of his 
disciples, so that they no longer remained shut up in their house, but 
even traveled as far as Galilee.

2574. In describing this appearance, he first mentions the persons 
to whom Christ appeared; what they were doing; and thirdly, the cir-
cumstances of this appearance.

2575. Christ appeared to seven persons. The Evangelist says that 
there were together Simon Peter, who had denied him, Thomas called 
the Twin, who was not present at the first appearance, Nathanael of 
Cana in Galilee, who is thought to be the brother of Philip, the sons of 
Zebedee, that is, James and John, and two others of his disciples not 
explicitly named. In the mystical sense, this number signifies the state 
and appearance of future glory, which will be after the seventh age, 
that is, in the eighth, which is the age of those who arise: “From new 
moon to new moon, and from sabbath to sabbath, all flesh shall come 
to worship before me” (Is 66:23). 

2576. They were fishing, and so we first see Peter asking about this; 
the willingness of the others to go with him; and then their efforts.

2577. Peter asks them to go fishing, saying, I am going fishing. In 
the mystical interpretation, this signifies the work of preaching: “I will 
make you fishers of men” (Mt 4:19). So when Peter said, I am going 
fishing, the mystical sense is that he is taking the others to share in 
his concerns and preaching: “So it will be easier for you, and they will 
bear the burden with you” (Ex 18:22).

3. Tract. in Io. 122. 1; PL 35, col. 1959; cf. Catena aurea, 20:1–11.
4. See ST III, q. 54, a. 1, ad 2.
5. See Aquinas’s Catena aurea for Matthew 1:20.
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2578. Their actual fishing seems to go against Luke (9:62): “No one 
who puts his hand to the plow and looks back is fit for the kingdom 
of God.” And it is clear that Peter had given up his work as fisher-
man. Why then did he return to it and look back? I answer, with Au-
gustine,6 that if he had returned to this work of fishing before Christ’s 
resurrection and before seeing Christ’s wounds, we would think that 
he was acting out of despair. But now, even after Christ returned from 
the grave, after they had seen his wounds, and had received the Holy 
Spirit by Christ’s breathing on them, they became what they were be-
fore, fishers of fish [not of men]. We can learn from this that a preach-
er can use his abilities to earn the necessaries of life and still preserve 
the integrity of his apostolate, if he has no other means of sustenance.7 
For if St. Paul learned an art he did not previously have in order to ob-
tain the food he needed, so as to avoid being a burden to others, Peter 
could all the more do this by using his own skill.

2579. Augustine8 says that a preacher can do this when he cannot 
gain a living in any other way. But in this case Peter did have another 
way, for our Lord promised: “But seek first his kingdom and his righ-
teousness, and all these things shall be yours as well,” that is, what 
is necessary for life (Mt 6:33). The answer is that it is true that these 
things will be added, with our cooperation. So our Lord did keep his 
promise here, with the cooperation of Peter. For who else but our Lord 
caused the fish that were caught to be within the range of their net?

2580. Gregory9 remarks that there are two kinds of work. One ab-
sorbs the mind, and hinders our spiritual concerns, as tax collecting. 
No one should return to such work, even to provide food. So we do 
not read that Matthew returned to his tax collecting post. There is an-
other kind of work which can be done without sin and without ab-
sorbing the mind, such as fishing and things like that. And it was not a 
sin for Peter to return to this kind of work after his conversion.

2581. The others agree to this, We will go with you. This sets an 
example for preachers and prelates to encourage each other in their 
work of turning people to God: “A brother helped is like a strong city” 
(Pr 18:19); “He was like a young cedar on Lebanon; and they sur-
rounded him like the trunks of palm trees” (Sir 50:12).

2582. Next, we see that they were working at this, They went out 
and got into the boat; but that night they caught nothing. Here he 
touches on three things that preachers ought to do. First, they should 
leave those places which are sunk in sin: “Come out from them,” the 
Chaldeans, “and be separate from them, says the Lord, and touch noth-
ing unclean; and I will welcome you” (2 Cor 6:17). And they should go 

6. Tract. in Io. 122. 2; PL 35, col. 1959–60; cf. Catena aurea, 21:1–11.
7. See ST II-II, q. 187, aa. 2–3.
8. Tract. in Io. 122. 4; PL 35, col. 1961; cf. Catena aurea, 21:1–11.
9. XL hom. in Evang. 24. 1; PL 76, col. 1184; cf. Catena aurea, 21:1–11.
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out from their carnal affections: “Go from your country and your kin-
dred and your father’s house” (Gen 12:1). And also leave the quiet of 
contemplation: “Let us go forth into the fields, and lodge in the villag-
es; let us go out early to the vineyards” (Sg 7:11).10 Secondly, preach-
ers should get into the ship, that is, go forward in charity within the 
unity of the Church, which is called a ship: “In the days of Noah, dur-
ing the building of the ark, in which a few, that is, eight persons, were 
saved through water” (1 Pet 3:20). They should also board the ship of 
the cross by depriving the flesh: “But far be it from me to glory except 
in the cross of our Lord Jesus Christ, by which the world has been cru-
cified to me, and I to the world” (Gal 6:14); “Blessed is the wood by 
which righteousness comes” (Wis 14:7).

Thirdly, preachers should have total confidence in the help of Christ. 
All that night they caught nothing, because as long as God’s help and 
the interior Preacher are not there, the words of the preacher have no 
effect. But when the light comes, enlightening hearts, the preacher 
makes a catch: “Send out your light and your truth” (Ps 42:3). Here, 
night indicates the lack of divine help: “Night comes, when no one can 
work” (9:4). Or, one could say, that night, during the time of the Old 
Testament, they caught nothing, because they could not bring the Gen-
tiles to the faith: “The night has passed” (Rom 13:12). According to Au-
gustine,11 they were fishing at night because they were still afraid.

2583. Now we see the way and stages in which Jesus appeared: first, 
he allows himself to be seen; secondly he is recognized; and thirdly, he 
eats with the disciples.

2584. The Evangelist says that the day was breaking, it was morn-
ing. In the mystical interpretation, morning or the break of day indi-
cates the glory of the resurrection: “Weeping may tarry for the night, 
but joy comes with the morning” (Ps 29:6); “In the morning I will stand 
before you, and will see you” (Ps 5:5).

2585. Before his passion, on the occasion of a similar miracle, Je-
sus did not stand on the shore, but was in a boat. Why, after the pas-
sion, does he stand on the shore? The reason is that the sea signifies 
the troubles and tribulations of this present life, but all these end at the 
shore [of eternal life]. So, before his passion, Christ stood on the sea, 
because he had a body subject to death; but after the resurrection, he 
had surmounted the corruption of the flesh and stood upon the shore.

2586. The disciples did not know that it was Jesus because of their 
own ignorance. We can see from this that on this turbulent sea of the 
present, we cannot know the hidden things of Christ: “The eye has not 
seen, O God, besides you, what things you have prepared for those 
who wait for you” (Is 64:4).

10. See ST II-II, q. 182, a. 2.
11. The comment attributed to Augustine here is not found in the Catena au-

rea for Jn 21 or in Augustine’s Tractates on Jn 21.
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2587. Next, Jesus brings them to recognize him. First, the Evangelist 
shows how they came to recognize him; and who was the first to do so.

2588. The Evangelist does three things regarding the first. First, he 
shows our Lord asking for food, Children, have you any fish? The dis-
ciples did not think it was Christ asking, but someone who wanted to 
buy fish, for he spoke like a customer. In the mystical interpretation, 
Christ asks us for food to refresh himself. And we do this for him by 
obeying the commandments “My food is to do the will of him who 
sent me, and to accomplish his work” (4:34). They answered him, No, 
that is, not of themselves: “I can will what is right, but I cannot do it” 
(Rom 7:18).

2589. Secondly, the Evangelist mentions Christ’s order, Cast the net 
on the right side of the boat. In Luke (5:4) there is a similar incident, 
but there Christ did not tell them to cast their nets to the right side, 
as he does here. The reason for this is that the fishing mentioned by 
John signifies that fishing by which the predestined are taken to eter-
nal life, and it is only those children on the right who are brought 
there: “The Lord knows the ways that are on the right; those on the 
left are perverse” (Pr 4:27); “The right hand of the Lord does valiant-
ly!” (Ps 117:16).12 The fishing mentioned in Luke signified the call into 
the Church, and so the net is cast to all sides because people are caught 
and brought to Christ from all over: “Go out quickly to the streets and 
lanes of the city, and bring in the poor and maimed and blind and 
lame” (Lk 14:21).

2590. The obedience of the disciples is shown when the Evange-
list says, So they cast it, the net; and the effect of this obedience, and 
now they were not able to haul it in, for the quantity of fish, that is, 
for the great number of those who would be saved: “By your descen-
dants shall all the nations of the earth bless themselves, because you 
have obeyed my voice” (Gen 22:18); “Behold, a great multitude which 
no man could number” (Rev 7:9). This fishing differs from that men-
tioned by Luke because there (Lk 5:6) the nets broke; and in a like way 
the Church is rent by disagreements and heresies.13 But in the fish-
ing mentioned by John the net does not break because there will be 
no lack of unity in the future life. Again, in the incident mentioned by 
Luke, the fish were taken into the boat. But here in John’s incident, 
the fish are brought to the shore, because the saints destined for glo-
ry are hidden from us: “In the covert of your presence you hide them 
from the plots of men” (Ps 30:21).14 [Augustine15 remarks that when 
on the sea of this life the elect are not known to us, they are hidden 

12. See ST I, q. 23, aa. 1, 4.
13. See ST II-II, q. 11, a. 1; II-II, q. 39, aa. 1–2.
14. See ST I, q. 23, a. 1, ad 4.
15. Tract. in Io. 122. 7; PL 35, col. 1962; cf. Catena aurea, 21:1–11.
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from us; they become known to us only when we arrive at the shore, 
at eternal life.]

LECTUrE 2

7 That disciple whom Jesus loved said to Peter, “It is the Lord!” 
When Simon Peter heard that it was the Lord, he put on his clothes, 
for he was stripped for work, and sprang into the sea. 8 But the other 
disciples came in the boat, dragging the net full of fish, for they were 
not far from the land, but about a hundred yards [two hundred cu-
bits] off. 9 When they got out on land, they saw [hot coals] a char-
coal fire there, with fish lying on it, and bread. 10 Jesus said to them, 
“Bring some of the fish that you have just caught.” 11 So Simon Peter 
went aboard and hauled the net ashore, full of large fish, a hundred 
and fifty-three of them; and although there were so many, the net was 
not torn. 12 Jesus said to them. “Come and [dine] have breakfast.” 
Now none of the disciples dared ask him, “Who are you?” They knew 
it was the Lord. 13 Jesus came and took the bread and gave it to them, 
and so with the fish. 14 This was now the third time that Jesus was 
revealed to the disciples after he was raised from the dead.

2591. The Evangelist, having shown how the taking of the great 
number of fish led the disciples to recognize Christ, now mentions the 
order in those recognizing him. First, he mentions John; then Peter; 
and then actions of the other disciples.

2592. John, being quick in understanding, recognized Christ at 
once. So he said to Peter, whom he loved more than the others, and 
also because Peter was above the others in rank, It is the Lord! John 
was convinced of this by the catch of the fish: “You rule the raging of 
the sea” (Ps 88:10); “Whatever the Lord pleases he does, in heaven 
and on earth, in the seas and all deeps” (Ps 134:6).16 He said, It is the 
Lord! because they usually called him this: “You call me teacher and 
Lord” (13:13).

2593. Peter is seen as passionately devoted to Christ. His devotion is 
clear, first of all, by his quickness to act: When Simon Peter heard that 
it was the Lord, he put on his clothes, for he was stripped for work, and 
sprang into the sea. But the other disciples came in the boat. As soon as 
he heard it was the Lord, Peter went without delay.

Secondly, we see his devotion for Christ, for out of modesty he did 
not want to appear naked, but put on his clothes, for he was stripped 
for work, because it was hot and it made working easier.17 We can 

16. See ST III, q. 44, a. 4, ad 1.
17. See ST II-II, q. 160, a. 2; II-II, q. 169, a. 1.
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learn from this that those coming to Christ ought to put off the old 
man and put on the new, which has been created for God in faith: “He 
who conquers shall be clad thus in white garments, and I will not blot 
his name out of the book of life” (Rev 3:5).

Thirdly, his devotion is shown by his lack of fear: for because of his 
great love he was unwilling to stay in the boat, which was moving too 
slowly, and so he sprang into the sea, to reach Christ more quickly.18

2594. In the mystical interpretation, the sea signifies the troubles of 
this present world. Those who desire to come to Christ cast themselves 
into the sea, and do not refuse the tribulations of this world: “Through 
many tribulations we must enter the kingdom of God” (Acts 14:22); 
“My son, if you come forward to serve the Lord, prepare yourself for 
trials” (Sir 2:1). Now Peter did cast himself into the sea and he reached 
Christ unharmed because the servant of Christ is kept safe and un-
harmed in the midst of tribulations: “You have given a path in the sea, 
and a safe way through the waves” (Wis 14:3). As Chrysostom19 says, 
this incident very well brings out the difference between John and Pe-
ter: for John is seen to be greater in understanding, while Peter is more 
ardent in his affections.

2595. The other disciples remained on the boat. First, the Evangelist 
mentions what they did, the other disciples came in the boat, because 
they were not as ardent as Peter. The boat signifies the Church: “The 
hope of the world took refuge on a raft, and guided by your hand left 
to the world the seed of a new generation” (Wis 14:6). This text refers 
to the Church as we see from 1 Peter (3:20).

The other disciples came in the boat, that is, protected by the society 
of the Church, which is as formidable as an army prepared for battle: 
“In the covert of your presence you hide them from the plots of men” 
(Ps 30:21).

2596. Secondly, the Evangelist gives the reason why they did this, 
for they were not far from the land, but about two hundred cubits off. 
This could be the reason why Peter sprang into the sea, because the 
land was near; and it could explain why the others arrived so quick-
ly. Indeed, they were not far away, because the Church is not far from 
the land of the living, for the Church is “none other than the house 
of God, and . . . the gate of heaven” (Gen 28:17); and the saints think 
about this land every day: “We look not to the things that are seen, but 
to the things that are unseen” (2 Cor 4:18); “Our commonwealth is in 
heaven” (Phil 3:20).

He says, two hundred cubits, which signifies the same thing as 
the two boats mentioned by Luke (5:2), that is, the two peoples from 
which the elect are drawn to eternal life: “That he might create in him-

18. See ST II-II, q. 19, a. 10.
19. Hom. in Io. 87. 2; PG 59, col. 475; cf. Catena aurea, 21:1–11.
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self one new man in place of the two, so making peace, and might rec-
oncile us both to God in one body through the cross” (Eph 2:15). The 
net by which the fish are taken is the teaching of the faith, by which 
God draws us by inspiring us from within: “No one can come to me 
unless the Father who sent me draws him” (6:44).20 The apostles also 
draw us by their exhortations.

2597. Next, the Evangelist tells how Christ affectionately prepared a 
meal for his disciples. He mentions its preparation; Christ’s invitation; 
and the meal itself. In the preparation of the meal we see what was 
contributed by Christ, and what was brought by the disciples.

2598. Christ prepared three things. The Evangelist continues, When 
they got out on land, they saw hot coals there, with fish lying on it, 
and bread, which Christ by his power had created from nothing, or 
had formed from some nearby matter. In a previous miracle (6:11), Je-
sus fed the people with bread he had multiplied from previously ex-
isting bread. Now, after his passion, he creates or newly forms things, 
because it is no longer the time to show weakness but his power. For 
what he did before his passion in the multiplication of the bread was 
done in condescension, because if he wanted, he could have created it 
from nothing or newly formed it.

2599. We can understand from this that Christ prepares a spiritu-
al meal or banquet. If we take this present meal symbolically for the 
Church’s meal, Christ also prepares these three things. First the hot 
coals of charity: “You will heap coals of fire on his head” (Pr 25:22); 
“Fill your hands with burning coals” (Ez 10:2). Christ carried these 
burning coals from heaven to earth: “A new commandment I give 
you, that you love one another” (13:34); “I came to cast fire upon the 
earth” (Lk 12:49). Also, Christ prepares the fish laid over the coals, 
which is Christ himself: for the cooking fish outspread over the hot 
coals is the suffering Christ who is spread over the hot coals when be-
cause of the fire of his love for us he is immolated on the cross: “Christ 
loved us and gave himself up for us, a fragrant offering and sacrifice to 
God” (Eph 5:2); “Be imitators of God, as beloved children. And walk in 
love, as Christ loved us and gave himself up for us, a fragrant offering 
and sacrifice to God” (Eph 5:1).

He also prepares the bread which nourishes us, and this bread is 
himself. Christ is called a fish insofar as his divinity is hidden, for it is 
characteristic of fish to remain hidden in the water: “Truly, you are a 
God who hides yourself” (Is 45:15). While insofar as Christ nourish-
es us by his teaching, and even gives us his body for food, he is truly 
bread: “I am the living bread which came down from heaven” (6:51); 
“The bread will be rich and abundant” (Is 30:23).21 The ministers of 

20. See ST I, q. 105, aa. 3–4; II-II, q. 6, a. 1.
21. See ST III, q. 74, a. 1; III, q. 75, a. 1.
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the Church should also bring something to this meal; but whatever it 
is, it has come from God.

2600. The Evangelist now mentions what was brought by the dis-
ciples: first, we see the Lord’s command; and then one of the disciples 
acts on it.

2601. Our Lord tells them to bring some of the fish they have 
caught. It was like saying: I have given you the gift of charity, I have 
roasted my body upon the cross and given you the bread of my teach-
ing, which perfects and strengthens the Church. Now it is your task to 
catch others. These are the ones who will be converted by the preach-
ing of the apostles: “Bring to the Lord, O children of God” (Ps 28:1); 
“And they shall bring all your brethren from all the nations as an offer-
ing to the Lord” (Is 66:20).

2602. If this meal is understood to be a moral meal, then Christ first 
prepares as food for the soul the burning coals of charity: “God’s love 
has been poured into our hearts” (Rom 5:5); “I came to cast fire upon 
the earth” (Lk 12:49). Then he prepares the fish, that is, a hidden faith, 
since it is concerned with things that are not evident (Heb 11:1); and 
also the bread, that is, solid teaching: “Solid food is for the mature” 
(Heb 5:14). Our contribution to this meal is to make good use of the 
grace given to us: “But by the grace of God I am what I am, and his 
grace toward me was not in vain” (1 Cor 15:10). Thus our Lord asks us 
to bring the fish, bring your good works, which have been granted to 
you to accomplish: “Let your light so shine before men, that they may 
see your good works” (Mt 5:16).

2603. The Evangelist mentions that this was done by one of the 
disciples, Peter, who was more ardent than the others, So Simon Pe-
ter went aboard; he also went up to the helm of the Church: “I will 
climb the state of perfection” (Sg 7:8); “In his heart he is set to ascend” 
(Ps 83:6). And hauled the net ashore, because the holy Church has 
been entrusted to him, and it was said to him in particular, “Feed my 
lambs” (21:15). Peter now foreshadows this by his action in drawing 
the fish to the solid land, because he will show the solidity of the eter-
nal homeland to the faithful.

2604. He said, full of large fish, because “those whom he predes-
tined he also called; and those whom he called he also justified” (Rom 
8:30); “Men renowned for their power, giving counsel by their under-
standing, and proclaiming prophecies; leaders of the people in their 
deliberations” (Sir 44:3). At the other catch of fish (Lk 5:4) the num-
ber of fish taken was not mentioned, but it is here; here there were a 
hundred and fifty-three. The reason for this is that those called to the 
Church of the present time include both those who are good and bad: 
“The number of fools is infinite” (Ecc 1:15). Thus in Genesis (22:17), 
when Abraham is told of his calling, we read, “I will multiply your de-
scendants as the sand which is on the seashore,” which refers to the 
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bad. While referring to the good, God says, “Look toward heaven, and 
number the stars, if you are able to number them. . . . So shall your de-
scendants be” (Gen 15:5); for God especially counts the good, “He tells 
the number of the stars” (Ps 146:4).22

2605. Does this mean that no more than a hundred and fifty-three 
will be saved? No indeed! There will be more, but this number indi-
cates a mystery. For no one can reach the homeland without observ-
ing the commandments of the Decalogue; and the commandments can 
only be kept with the help of the sevenfold gift of the Holy Spirit: “The 
spirit of wisdom and of understanding, the spirit of counsel and of for-
titude; the spirit of knowledge and of godliness, and you will be filled 
with the spirit of the fear of the Lord” (Is 11:2).23 Further, the first re-
corded instance of sanctification occurred on the seventh day: “God 
blessed the seventh day and hallowed it” (Gen 2:3). Adding ten and 
seven gives seventeen. Now if we add the cardinal numbers succes-
sively—one plus two gives three, plus three gives six, plus four gives 
ten, plus five gives fifteen, plus six gives twenty-one, and so on in this 
way till we have reached the number seventeen—we arrive at the 
number one hundred and fifty-three.

Or, in another way: Christ now was appearing to seven disciples. 
If we multiply this seven by seven (the gifts of the Holy Spirit) we 
get forty-nine. Now if we add one to indicate that perfection of unity 
which is characteristic of the children of God who act by the Spirit of 
God, we get fifty. If we triple this, and also add three, to indicate our 
faith in the Trinity (which we profess with our heart, our words and 
our actions), we get a hundred and fifty-three. Thus, those who are 
perfected by the seven gifts of the Holy Spirit, and united by their faith 
in the Trinity, come to the Father.

2606. The Evangelist continues, and although there were so many, 
the net was not torn. In the incident related by Luke (Lk 5:6) the net 
broke because in the present Church [in this world], which the net sig-
nifies, there are many rips of schisms, heresies and seditions. But the 
Church is not entirely torn apart because “I am with you always, to 
the close of the age” (Mt 28:20). But in the future, in our homeland, 
heaven, which is signified by the net which was not torn, that is, in 
that peace which will be in the saints, there will be no schisms: “He 
makes peace in your borders” (Ps 147:14).

2607. When the Evangelist says, Jesus said to them, Come and dine, 
we see his invitation to the meal he had prepared. First, we see Christ’s 
invitation; then the attitude of the disciples.

2608. Christ invites us to dine with him by inspiring us himself 
from within, saying, Come and dine: “Come to me, all who labor and 

22. See ST III, q. 8, a. 3.
23. See ST I-II, q. 68, aa. 1–2; I-II, q. 109, a. 4.
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are heavy laden, and I will refresh you” (Mt 11:28); “Eat, O friends, 
and drink; drink deeply, O lovers!” (Sg 5:1). He also invites us to dine 
by encouraging and teaching us from without through others: “A man 
once gave a great banquet . . . he sent his servant to say to those who 
had been invited, Come” (Lk 14:16).

2609. The Evangelist gives their attitude when he says, Now none 
of the disciples dared ask him, Who are you? According to Augus-
tine,24 this indicates the disciples’ certainty about Christ’s resurrection; 
they were so certain that it was Christ that none of them presumed to 
doubt that it was he.25 And because a question indicates a doubt, no 
one presumed to ask, Who are you? “In that day you will ask noth-
ing of me” (16:23). For Chrysostom,26 it indicates a reverence of the 
disciples for Christ which was greater than usual. They would have 
liked to have questioned him; but Christ appeared to them in such 
grandeur and glory that they did not dare to question him because 
of their amazement and respect. It was this that particularly stopped 
them from questioning him, for they knew it was the Lord.

2610. Next, Jesus came and took bread and gave it to them, and we 
see the meal they had, with Jesus eating with them: “You open your 
hand, you satisfy the desire of every living thing” (Ps 144:16). For he is 
the one who gives nourishment at the appropriate times.

2611. But did Christ really eat with them? We should say that he 
did, although it does not say this here. Luke (24:43) explicitly says that 
he ate with them, and in Acts (1:4) we read that “while eating with 
them, he charged them not to leave Jerusalem.”

2612. But did he truly eat? We should say to this that a thing is 
said to be true in two ways: true with the truth of signification, and 
true with the truth of its species. A thing is true in the first way when 
it corresponds to what is signified. For example, if I want to signify 
something by speech, and what I signify by it is true and agrees with 
the thing signified, my speech is true with the truth of signification, 
although not [necessarily] true with the truth of the species. When 
Christ said “I am the true vine” (15:1), that was true, although he is 
not a true vine in the sense that he has the species or nature of a vine, 
but he is a vine considering what vine signifies. On the other hand, 
something is said to be true with the truth of its species or kind, when 
it has what belongs to the truth of its species. These things are the 
principles of the species, not their subsequent effects. Thus the utter-
ance, “Man is an animal” is true in the first way, with the truth of sig-
nification, because it signifies what is true. But is not true with the 
truth of species unless it is spoken by the mouth of a [human] animal 

24. Trac. in Io. 123. 1; PL 35, col. 1965; cf. Catena aurea, 21:12–14.
25. See ST III, q. 55, a. 6.
26. Hom. in Io. 87. 2; PG 59, col. 475; cf. Catena aurea, 21:12–14.
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using its normal organs of speech. Its truth does not depend on the ef-
fects of the speaking, for example, that it be heard by someone. So, ap-
plied to the act of eating: some cases are true only with the truth of sig-
nification, as the eating ascribed to an angel, because an angel does not 
have the organs for eating. But what is signified by their eating is true, 
that is, the desire they have for our salvation. But Christ’s act of eat-
ing after the resurrection was true both with the truth of signification, 
because he did it to show that he had a human nature, which he did 
in truth have, and his eating was true according to its species, because 
he had the organs used for eating. However, the effects consequent on 
eating were not present, since the food was not transformed into his 
substance, since he had a glorified and incorruptible body. It was dis-
solved into pre-existing matter by the divine power. However, this ef-
fect does not alter the truth of the species, as was said.27

2613. The Evangelist summarizes the appearances by saying, This 
was now the third time that Jesus was revealed to the disciples. Accord-
ing to Augustine,28 if this third time refers to the number of times, it 
is not true. For as was said, on the first day Christ appeared five times, 
again on the eighth day when Thomas was present, again by the Sea 
as recorded here, again on the mountain in Galilee (Mt 28:16), again 
when they were at table (Mk 16:14), and again on the day of his ascen-
sion, when “as they were looking on, he was lifted up” (Acts 1:9). Fur-
ther, he appeared to them many other times during the forty days, but 
these are not recorded (Acts 1:3).

Thus the third time must refer to the days on which Christ ap-
peared. The first day he appeared was the day of the resurrection; 
the second day was eight days after the resurrection, eight days later 
(20:26); and the third day was the appearance by the lake mentioned 
here. Or, one could say, this statement can be true even if it is refer-
eed to the number of times: for the only times we read that he ap-
peared to a number of the disciples gathered together was on the first 
day in the evening, when the doors were shut; secondly, eight days 
later, when the disciples were gathered together; and thirdly, here at 
the Sea. Thus, he explicitly says, this was now the third time that Jesus 
was revealed to the disciples. 

LECTUrE 3

15 When they had finished breakfast, Jesus said to Simon Peter, 
“Simon, son of John, do you love me more than these?” He said to 

27. See ST III, q. 54, a. 2, ad 3.
28. Tract. in Io. 123. 3; PL 35, col. 1966; De cons. Evang. 3. 25. 82; PL 34, col. 

1213–14; cf. Catena aurea, 21:12–14.
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him, “Yes, Lord; you know that I love you.” He said to him, “Feed my 
lambs.” 16 A second time he said to him, “Simon, Son of John, do you 
love me?” He said to him, “Yes, Lord; you know that I love you.” He 
said to him, “Tend my sheep” [Feed my lambs]. 17 He said to him the 
third time, “Simon, son of John, do you love me?” Peter was grieved 
because he said to him the third time, “Do you love me?” And he said 
to him, “Lord, you know everything; you know that I love you.” Jesus 
said to him, “Feed my sheep.”29

2614. The Evangelist just showed what the Lord did for the disciples 
in general; here he shows him dealing with his two especially loved dis-
ciples: first, what he did for Peter; and how he dealt with John (v. 20). 
He does two things with the first: first, he lays on Peter the pastoral of-
fice; secondly, he predicts that he will be martyred (v. 18).

He imposes the pastoral office on Peter only after an examination. 
Thus, those who are to be raised to this office are first examined, “Do 
not be hasty in the laying on of hands” (1 Tim 5:22).30 Christ exam-
ined him three times, and so this part is divided into three parts. In the 
first part we see our Lord’s question (v. 15); Peter’s answer; and the 
imposition of the office (v. 15). Looking at the first, we can consider 
three things: the time of the examination; the tenor of the conversa-
tion; and on what Peter was examined.

2615. The order of this event is given as When they had finished the 
meal. This signifies the spiritual meal by which the soul is refreshed 
with spiritual gifts, even when it is united to the body: “I will come in 
to him and eat with him” (Rev 3:20). Therefore it is appropriate that 
one who is raised to this office be already refreshed with this joyous 
meal. Otherwise, how could he refresh the hungry ones that come to 
him: “I will feast the soul of the priests with abundance” (Jer 31:14), 
with that abundance mentioned in Psalm 63 (v. 5): “My soul is feasted 
as with marrow and fat.”

2616. The tenor of the conversation is seen when he says, Jesus said 
to Simon Peter. Three things are given here which are necessary for a 
prelate. First, obedience, when he says, Simon, which means obedient. 
A prelate needs to be obedient because one who does not know how 
to obey superiors does not know how to govern inferiors: “An obe-
dient man will speak of victory” (Pr 21:28). Secondly, a prelate needs 
knowledge, indicated by Peter, which means understanding. A prelate 
needs understanding for he is the appointed watchman, and one who 
is blind is a poor watchman: “His watchmen are blind” (Is 56:10); “Be-
cause you have rejected knowledge, I reject you from being a priest to 
me” (Hos 4:6). Thirdly, a prelate needs grace, for he says son of John. 

29. St. Thomas refers to Jn 21:17 in ST III, q. 7, a. 3, s. c.; III, q. 89, a. 3, ad 3.
30. See ST II-II, q. 185, a. 3.
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Prelates need grace because if they do not have grace they do not have 
anything: “By the grace of God I am what I am” (1 Cor 15:10); “And 
when they perceived the grace that was given to me, James and Cephas 
and John, who were reputed to be pillars, gave to me and Barnabas the 
right hand of fellowship” (Gal 2:9).31

2617. The questions are about love; and Jesus asks, Do you love 
me more than these? This was a suitable question, for Peter had pre-
viously fallen, as we saw before, and it was not appropriate that he 
be preferred to the others until his sin was forgiven—which is only 
brought about by charity: “Love covers a multitude of sins” (1 Pet 4:8); 
“Love covers all offenses” (Pr 10:12). So it was fitting that his char-
ity be made known by this questioning, not indeed to him who looks 
into the depths of our hearts, but to others. So Christ said, but not as 
one who did not already know, Do you love me more than these? Now 
we read that “perfect love casts out fear” (1 Jn 4:18). Thus it was that 
when our Lord was about to die, Peter was afraid and denied him; but 
the risen Lord restored love and banished his fear. So Peter, who be-
fore had denied Christ because he was afraid to die, now, after our 
Lord has arisen, feared nothing. Why should he be afraid, since he 
now realized that death had died?32

2618. This questioning was also appropriate for the office, since 
many who assume a pastoral office use it as self-lovers: “In the last days 
there will come times of stress. For men will be lovers of self” (1 Tim 
3:1). One who does not love the Lord is not a fit prelate. A fit prelate 
is one who does not seek his own advantage, but that of Christ’s; and 
he does this through love: “The love of Christ controls us” (2 Cor 5:14). 
Love also becomes this office because it benefits others: for it is due 
to the abundance of love that those who love Jesus will at times give 
up the quiet of their own contemplation to help their neighbor.33 Al-
though the Apostle said, “I am sure that neither death nor life . . . will 
be able to separate us from the love of God” (Rom 8:39), he added, “For 
I could wish that I myself were accursed and cut off from Christ for the 
sake of my brethren” (Rom 9:3). Thus a prelate should be questioned 
about his love.

2619. He adds, more than these, for even as the Philosopher34 says 
in his Politics, it is the natural order of things that the one who cares for 
and governs others should be better.35 Thus he says that just as the soul 
is to the body that it rules, and reason is to our lower powers, so man 
is related to the irrational animals. And there ought to be a similar rela-

31. See ST I-II, q. 109, a. 2; II-II, q. 185, a. 1.
32. See ST II-II, q. 19, a. 10.
33. See ST II-II, q. 182, a. 2; II-II, q. 185, a. 1.
34. Aristotle, Politics, i. 12.
35. See ST II-II, q. 185, a. 3.
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tion between prelates and their subjects. Thus, according to Gregory,36 
the life of a pastor should be such that he is related to his subjects as 
a shepherd to his sheep. So Christ says, more than these, because the 
more Peter loves the better he is: “Do you see him whom the Lord has 
chosen? There is none like him among all the people” (1 Sam 10:24).

2620. But in selecting someone [to rule] is it always necessary to 
choose the one who is unconditionally better, even if the laws say that 
it is enough to choose one who is merely good? To answer this two 
distinctions must be made. Some things are sufficient according to hu-
man judgment which are still not sufficient according to the divine 
judgment. According to human judgment, if a person cannot be re-
proached for something, this is sufficient for his election to stand. For 
it is obvious that it would be difficult to have elections if they could be 
nullified because someone was found who was better than the one ac-
tually chosen. So, according to our human judgment, it is sufficient if 
an election is honest and a suitable person is chosen.

But, so far as concerns the divine judgment, and our own con-
science, it is necessary to choose that person who is better. Now a per-
son can be unconditionally better; and this is the way a holier person is 
said to be better, for holiness makes one good. Yet such a person might 
not be better for the Church. For this purpose, that person would be 
better who is better educated, more competent, more discerning, and 
chosen more unanimously. But if other things are equal, such as the 
benefit and welfare of the Church, one would sin if he were to choose 
a person who was less unconditionally good than another. There has 
to be a reason for such a choice. This is either the honor of God and 
the benefit of the Church, or some private motive. If the motive is the 
honor of God and the benefit to the Church, these goods will be re-
garded as linked to the one chosen, and will make him the better per-
son, in these respects. If there is some private motive for the choice, 
such as some carnal love, the expectation of ecclesiastical advance-
ment, or temporal advantage, the election is a fraud and there has 
been partiality.37

2621. Now we see Peter’s answer, Yes, Lord; you know that I love 
you. This is a clear sign that he had retracted his previous denial. And 
it shows that if the predestined fall, they are always better after they 
are corrected. Before his denial, Peter thought that he was better than 
the other apostles, saying, “Though they all fall away because of you, 
I will never fall away” (Mt 26:33). And when Jesus said to him, “You 
will deny me three times,” Peter went against this and even boasted 

36. See XL hom. in Evang. 14 (on Jn. 10:11–16); PL 76, col. 1127–30, where 
Gregory contrasts the true shepherd from the hireling in the manner of care for 
the flock.

37. See ST II-II, q. 63, a. 1; II-II, q. 100, a. 6; II-II, q. 185, a. 3.
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that “Even if I must die with you, I will not deny you” (Mt 26:35). 
But now, Peter, having been conquered by his own weakness, does 
not presume to state his love unless it is attested to and confirmed by 
the Lord. He humbles himself before Christ, saying, You know that I 
love you: “My witness is in heaven, and he that vouches for me is on 
high” (Job 16:19). He also humbles himself in respect to the apostles, 
for he does not say that he loves Jesus more than they do, but simply, 
I love you. This teaches us not to rank ourselves before others, but oth-
ers before ourselves: “In humility count others better than yourselves”  
(Phil 2:3).38

2622. We can also notice, as Augustine39 points out, that when 
our Lord asks, Do you love (diligis) me, Peter does not answer with the 
same word, but says I love (amo) you, as if they were the same. And 
they are the same in reality, but there is some difference in meaning: 
Love (amor) is a movement of our appetitive power, and if this is reg-
ulated by our reason it is the will’s act of love, which is called “direc-
tion” (dilectio)—because it presupposes an act of election, choice (elec-
tio). This is why the brute animals are not said to love (diligere). For if 
the appetitive movement is not regulated by reason, it is called amor.40

2623. After this examination, Christ assigns Peter his office, saying, 
Feed my lambs, that is, my faithful, which I, the Lamb, call lambs: “Be-
hold, the Lamb of God” (1:29). Thus, one should not be called a Chris-
tian who says he is not under the care of that shepherd, that is, Peter: 
“They shall all have one shepherd” (Ez 37:24); “They shall appoint for 
themselves one head” (Hos 1:11).41 It was appropriate that this office 
be assigned to Peter, the others being passed over, because, according 
to Chrysostom,42 he was the extraordinary apostle, the voice of the 
disciples, and the head of the group.

2624. Now we have the second examination. In order to avoid a 
lot of repetition, note that Christ says three times, Feed my lambs, be-
cause Peter ought to feed them three ways. First, they are to be fed by 
being taught: “And I will give you shepherds after my own heart, who 
will feed you with knowledge and understanding” (Jer 3:15). Second-
ly, they are to be fed by example: “Set the believers an example in 
speech and conduct, in love, in faith, in purity” (1 Tim 4:12); “Upon 
the mountain heights of Israel,” that is, in the excellence of great men, 
“shall be their pasture” (Ez 34:14). Thirdly, they are to be fed by being 
offered temporal help: “Woe, shepherds of Israel who have been feed-
ing yourselves! Should not shepherds feed the sheep?” (Ez 34:2).43

38. See ST II-II, q. 161, aa. 3, 5.
39. Tract. in Io. 123. 5; PL 35, col. 1968; cf. Catena aurea, 21:15–17.
40. See ST I-II, q. 26, a. 3.
41. See ST II-II, q. 1, a. 10; III, q. 8, a. 6.
42. Hom. in Io. 88. 1; PG 59, col. 478; cf. Catena aurea, 21:15–17.
43. See ST II-II, q. 185, a. 7.
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2625. The third time Christ says to him, Feed my sheep. This is be-
cause there are three types of people in the Church: beginners, those 
who have made some progress, and the perfect.44 The first two types 
are the lambs, since they are still imperfect. The others, since they 
are perfect, are called sheep: “The mountains,” that is, the perfect, 
“skipped like rams,” and “the hills,” the others, “like lambs” (Ps 113:4). 
And so all prelates ought to guard their charges as Christ’s sheep and 
not their own. But alas! As Augustine45 says in his Easter Sermon: “We 
witness the appearance of certain unfaithful servants who have aban-
doned Christ’s flock and by their thefts have made gold their flock. 
You hear them say, ‘These are my sheep. What do you want with my 
sheep? I will not let you come to my sheep.’ But if we say ‘my sheep,’ 
and others talk about their sheep, then Christ has lost his own sheep.”

2626. Note also that just as Peter was assigned his office three times, 
so he was examined three times. This was because he had denied Christ 
three times. As Augustine46 says: “A threefold profession was required 
so that Peter’s tongue might show as much love as it had shown of 
fear, and that life gained would wrest more words than the threat of 
death.” Another reason for this was because Peter was obligated to love 
Christ for three things. First, because his sin was forgiven, for the one 
who is forgiven more loves the more (cf. Lk 7:43). Secondly, because 
he was promised a great honor: “On this rock I will build my Church”  
(Mt 16:18). Thirdly, because of the office entrusted to him, as right 
here, when Christ entrusts the care of the Church to him, Feed. “You 
shall love the Lord your God with all your heart,” so that you will direct 
your entire intention to God, “and with all your soul,” so that your en-
tire will might rest in God through love, “and with all your might,” so 
that the performance of all your actions will serve God.47

2627. Peter became sad because asked three times. As was seen, he 
was rebuked by our Lord before the passion when he so quickly assert-
ed that he loved him. Now, seeing that he is questioned so many times 
about his love, he is afraid he will be rebuked again and becomes sad. 
Thus he says, Lord, you know everything; you know that I love you. He 
is saying in effect: I do love you; at least I think I do. But you know all 
things, and perhaps you know of something else that will happen. And 
so the final commitment of the Church is given to the humbled Peter. 
According to one of the Greek doctors,48 this is also the reason why 
catechumens are questioned three times during their baptism.

44. See ST II-II, q. 183, a. 4.
45. Serm. 146.2 ; PL 38, col. 796–97; cf. Serm. 295. 5, col. 1350–51; cf. Catena 

aurea, 21:15–17.
46. Tract. in Io. 123. 5; PL 35, col. 1967; cf. Catena aurea, 21:15–17.
47. See ST II-II, q. 44, aa. 4–5.
48. Theophylact, Enar. in Evang. S. Ioannis 21.15–19; PG 124, col. 310; cf. Ca-

tena aurea, 21:15–17.
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LECTUrE 4

18 “Truly, truly, I say to you, when you were young, you girded 
yourself and walked where you would, but when you are old, you will 
stretch out your hands, and another will gird you and carry you where 
you do not wish to go.” 19a (This he said to show by what death he 
was to glorify God.)

2628. Above, our Lord entrusted the office of shepherd to Peter. 
Now he foretells his martyrdom. This was pertinent because a good 
shepherd should lay down his life for his sheep (10:11). It was not 
granted to the young Peter to lay down his life for Christ; but rather 
to the old Peter to lay down his life for his sheep. This is what Christ 
foretold to him. Christ first tells of Peter’s past life; then he predicts the 
end of his future life (v. 18). Thirdly, the Evangelist explains our Lord’s 
words (v. 19).

2629. Peter’s past life showed certain shortcomings, for as a young 
man he was too presumptuous and self-willed. But this is character-
istic of the young, as the Philosopher49 says in his Rhetoric.50 Thus we 
read in Ecclesiastes (11:9) a kind of reproach: “Rejoice, O young man, 
in your youth, and let your heart cheer you in the days of your youth; 
walk in the ways of your heart and the sight of your eyes.” Our Lord 
refers to this trait of Peter and says, When you were young, you gird-
ed yourself and walked where you would. He says, you girded yourself, 
that is, you restrained yourself from certain unlawful and superfluous 
things, but walked where you would, not allowing yourself to be kept 
in check by anyone. That is why you always wanted to be in danger 
for my sake. But it was not granted to you that you suffer for me when 
young, but when you are old I will fulfill your desire because you will 
stretch out your hands, and another will gird you. What a wondrous 
prediction! It gives both the time and the suffering. From the time 
these words were spoken until Peter’s death, about thirty-seven years 
went by. We can see from this that Peter was quite old.

2630. According to Chrysostom,51 he says, when you are old, be-
cause human affairs are different than divine affairs: in human af-
fairs the young are useful, and the old are not of much use; but in di-
vine matters virtue is not taken away by old age, rather it sometimes 
becomes even stronger: “My old age is exalted in abundant mercy”  
(Ps 91:11); “As the days of your youth, so shall your old age be”  
(Deut 33:25). But this is to be understood only of those who have prac-
ticed virtue in their youth, as Cicero says. For those who have passed 

49. Aristotle, Rhetoric, i. 12.
50. See ST I-II, q. 40, a. 6.
51. Hom. in Io. 88. 1; PG 59, col. 479; cf. Catena aurea, 21:18–19.
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their youth in idleness will become of little or no value when old. This 
also teaches us that we rarely find rulers and teachers who are useful 
to the Church dying young, as Origen52 remarks in his explanation of 
Matthew (25:19): “Now after a long time the master of those servants 
came.” He gives Paul as an example. In Acts (7:58) Paul is seen as “a 
young man,” but in Philemon (1:9) he is “an old man.” The reason for 
this is that people of this caliber are so rare, that when they are found, 
the Lord preserves them to a ripe old age.

2631. He mentions the way he will suffer when he says, you will 
stretch out your hands, for Peter was crucified. Yet he was crucified us-
ing ropes, not nails, so he would not die so quickly. This is the girding 
spoken of by Christ.

Three things can be considered in the sufferings of the saints. First, 
there is a natural affection: there is such a natural love between the 
soul and the body that the soul never desires to be separated from the 
body, nor the body from the soul: “For while we are still in this tent, we 
sigh with anxiety; not that we would be unclothed, but that we would 
be further clothed” (2 Cor 5:4); “My soul is very sorrowful, even to 
death” (Mt 26:38).53 This is why Christ says, where you do not wish to 
go, that is, by the impulse of nature, which is so rooted in nature that 
even old age could not destroy it in Peter. Yet, the desire due to grace 
weakens this: “My desire is to depart and be with Christ” (Phil 1:23); 
“We are of good courage, and we would rather be away from the body 
and at home with the Lord” (2 Cor 5:8). Secondly, the intentions of 
the persecutors and the saints are different, and carry you where you 
do not wish to go. Thirdly, we see that we should be prepared to suf-
fer, but not to kill ourselves. Thus Christ says, you will stretch out your 
hands. This clearly was the case with Peter: for when the people want-
ed to rebel against Nero and deliver Peter, he forbade it: “Christ also 
suffered for you, leaving you an example” (1 Pet 2:21).54

2632. The words another will gird you rightly come before and car-
ry you, the thought being that another will gird you because he will 
carry you where you do not wish to go. Lest one think this statement 
was lightly written, it was written after the death of Peter. Peter was 
killed during Nero’s lifetime; and John wrote this Gospel after he re-
turned from the exile to which he had been banished during the reign 
of Domitian, there being several other emperors between Nero and 
Domitian.

2633. John mentions this as something in the future, saying, This 
he said to show by what death he was to glorify God, for the death of 
the saints gives glory to Christ: “Christ will be honored in my body, 
whether by life or by death” (Phil 1:20); “But let none of you suffer as 

52. Comm. in Matt. 66 (on Matt. 25:19); PG 13, col. 1706–7.
53. See ST I, q. 76, a. 1, ad 6.
54. See ST II-II, q. 124, aa. 4–5.
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a murderer, or a thief . . . yet if one suffers as a Christian, let him not 
be ashamed, but under that name let him glorify God” (1 Pet 4:15). 
Indeed, the greatness of the Lord is shown by the fact that the saints 
brave death for his truth and faith.

LECTUrE 5

19b And after this he said to him, “Follow me.” 20 Peter turned 
and saw following them the disciple whom Jesus loved, who had lain 
close to his breast at the supper and had said, “Lord, who is it that is 
going to betray you?” 21 When Peter saw him, he said to Jesus, “Lord, 
what about this man?” 22 Jesus said to him, “If [So] it is my will that 
he remain until I come, what is that to you? Follow me!” 23 The say-
ing spread abroad among the brethren that this disciple was not to die; 
yet Jesus did not say to him that he was not to die, but, “If [So] it is my 
will that he remain until I come, what is that to you?”55

2634. After the Evangelist showed what our Lord had in mind for 
Peter, he now tells about John. First, we see the commendation of the 
disciple, John; secondly, his gospel is commended (v. 25). In regard to 
the first, we see the occasion for John’s commendation; and then the 
commendation itself, the disciple whom Jesus loved.

2635. The occasion for John’s commendation was Christ’s invita-
tion to Peter to follow him. And after he said this to him, that is, after 
Christ told Peter about his office and martyrdom, he said to him, Je-
sus said to Peter, Follow me. For Augustine,56 this means follow me in 
martyrdom, by suffering for me; for it is not enough just to suffer in 
some way, but this must be done by following Christ, that is, by suffer-
ing for his sake: “Blessed are you when men hate you . . . on account 
of the Son of man” (Lk 6:22); “Christ also suffered for you, leaving you 
an example, that you should follow in his steps” (1 Pet 2:21).

2636. Many others who were present would also suffer for Christ, 
especially James, who was the first to be killed: “He killed James the 
brother of John with the sword” (Acts 12:2). Why then does Christ say 
to Peter in particular, Follow me? The reason, according to Augustine,57 
was that Peter not only suffered death for Christ, but also followed 
Christ even in the kind of death, that is, death by the cross: “If any man 
would come after me, let him deny himself and take up his cross and 
follow me” (Mt 16:24). Or, according to Chrysostom,58 in saying Follow 
me, Christ means in your office as prelate, leader. He was saying in ef-

55. St. Thomas refers to Jn 21:21 in ST III, q. 83, a. 4, ad 2.
56. Tract. in Io. 124. 1; PL 35, col. 1969; cf. Catena aurea, 21:19–23.
57. Ibid., col. 1970; cf. Catena aurea, 21:19–23.
58. Hom. in Io. 88. 1; PG 59, col. 480.
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fect: As I have the care of the Church, received from my Father—“Ask 
of me, and I will make the nations your heritage” (Ps 2:8)—so will you 
be, in my place, over the whole Church.

2637. But after Christ’s ascension, why did James hold first place in 
Jerusalem? We can say that James had a special jurisdiction over that 
place, but Peter had the universal authority over the whole Church of 
believers.

2638. Now we see that John is commended: first, as to his past; 
then with respect to his future (v. 21). John is commended on three 
points in his past.

2639. First, John had the privilege of having Christ’s special love. 
The Evangelist says, Peter turned, for he had begun to follow Jesus 
even bodily, and saw following them the disciple whom Jesus loved. 
Here we see that Peter, already made a shepherd, was intent on the 
care of others: “And when you have turned again, strengthen your 
brethren” (Lk 22:32). Now Jesus loved John without excluding the 
others, for above he said, “As the Father has loved me, so have I loved 
you” (15:9). But he loved John above the others with a special love.59 
There were three reasons for this. First, because of his penetrating un-
derstanding: for teachers especially love their intelligent students: “A 
servant who deals wisely has the king’s favor” (Pr 14:35). Second-
ly, because of his purity, for he was a virgin: “He who loves purity of 
heart, and whose speech is gracious, will have the king as his friend” 
(Pr 22:11).60 Thirdly, because of his youth, for we have tender feelings 
for the young and the weak, and act with friendship towards them. 
And this is the way Christ acted with the youthful John: “When Israel 
was a child, I loved him” (Hos 11:1). We can see from this that God es-
pecially loves those who serve him from their youth: “My soul desires 
the first ripe figs” (Mic 7:1).

2640. But this seems to go against Proverbs (8:17): “I love those 
who love me.” Peter loved Christ more than the others: “Do you love 
me more than these?” (21:15). Therefore, Christ should have loved 
Peter more than John. I answer: it could be said that John, because he 
was more loved, was happier; while Peter, because he loved more, was 
better. But this would be a violation of justice. Consequently, this re-
fers to a mystery: that is, Peter and John stand for two kinds of life, the 
active and the contemplative, and the end and object of each is Christ. 
The active life, which Peter signifies, loves God more than the con-
templative life (which is signified by John) because it feels more keen-
ly the difficulties of this present life, and more intensely desires to be 
freed from them and to go to God. But God loves the contemplative 
life more, because he preserves it longer: it does not come to an end 

59. See ST I, q. 20, aa. 3–4.
60. See ST II-II, q. 152, a. 4.
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with death, as does the active life: “The Lord loves the gates of Zion 
more than all the dwelling places of Jacob” (Ps 86:2).61

2641. Some try to solve this problem using the literal sense. They 
distinguish two kinds of love in Christ, according to his two wills, his 
human and divine will. They say that Christ loved Peter more with his 
divine love, but he loved John more with his human love. The objec-
tion to this is that Christ’s human will was entirely conformed to his 
divine will; and so the more he loved one with his divine will, so also 
he loved that one more with his human will.62 Therefore, we should 
say that he loves that one the more to whom he wills more good. He 
loved Peter more in the sense that he made Peter love him [Christ] 
more; Christ loved John more in another sense, that is, by giving him 
a keener understanding. “The Lord will fill him with the spirit of wis-
dom and understanding” (Sir 15:3). Accordingly, Peter is better be-
cause charity is better than knowledge (cf. 1 Cor 13:8); but John is bet-
ter in keenness of understanding. However, only God can weigh their 
merits: “The Lord weighs the spirit” (Pr 16:2).

And so others say, and this is better, that Peter loved Christ more 
in his members; and in this way he was also more loved by Christ. For 
this reason the Church was entrusted to him. But John loved Christ 
more in Himself, and in this way was more loved by Christ, who en-
trusted his mother to John’s care. Or, one could say that Peter loved 
Christ more readily and fervently. While John was more loved by be-
ing given tokens of intimate friendship, which Christ gave him on ac-
count of his youth and purity.

2642. John adds, who had lain close to his breast at the supper, 
which commends him to us on the second point, his special intimacy 
with Christ. This was just explained.

2643. Thirdly, John is commended on account of the special confi-
dence he had in Christ, so that he could question Christ with more as-
surance than all the others. Thus he adds that this disciple had said, 
Lord, who is it that is going to betray you? This was also explained be-
fore (13:25).

John is recalling his own privileges in order to exalt Peter. One 
might suppose that because Peter had denied Christ he would not be 
allowed back to his former intimacy. To reject this, John shows that he 
was admitted to a greater intimacy. The one who did not dare to ques-
tion Christ at the supper, but asked John to do it, was made head over 
his brethren after the passion, and is now questioning Christ not only 
for himself, but also for John. We can understand from this that those 
who fall into sin sometimes rise in greater grace: “For just as you pur-
posed to go astray from God, return with tenfold zeal to seek him” 
(Bar 4:28).63

61. See ST II-II, q. 182, aa. 1–2. 62. See ST III, q. 18, aa. 5–6.
63. See ST I-II, q. 112, a. 4.
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2644. And so the Evangelist immediately shows Peter asking a 
question, When Peter saw him, he said to Jesus, Lord, what about this 
man? This concerns the future of John. First, we have Peter’s question; 
Christ’s answer; and then the interpretation of the answer (v. 23).

2645. Regarding the first point, note that when our Lord said to 
Peter, “Follow me” (v. 19), Peter did begin to follow him with bodily 
steps, and so did John. When Peter noticed John following he asked 
Christ about him, saying, Lord, what about this man? This was like 
saying: I am following you in your suffering. But this man, will he die 
also? John would have asked the same question had he dared.

But according to Chrysostom,64 Peter was questioning about the 
leadership [of the Church], not about John’s martyrdom. For Peter 
loved John more than all the other disciples, and they are always found 
together in the Gospel and in the Acts of the Apostles. So Peter want-
ed to have John as his companion in the work of preaching. Peter says, 
Lord, what about this man? as if to say, “Let him come with me.”

2646. Christ’s answer is given, So it is my will that he remain until 
I come, what is that to you? Notice that the Greek text does not have 
“So” but If it is my will that he remain until I come, what is that to 
you? Yet the difference is not too important, for whatever the expres-
sion, the meaning understood by the apostles from the beginning was 
that John was not going to die. So it is my will that he remain un-
til I come, was [for them] the same as saying, John will not die until I 
come.

But this interpretation is rejected by what follows: yet Jesus did not 
say to him that he was not to die, but, So it is my will that he remain 
until I come, what is that to you?

2647. Those who defend the first interpretation, claim that John 
added this not to exclude the first interpretation but to show that our 
Lord did not convey that meaning by these words, but only by the 
words, So it is my will that he remain. This is the reason they say that 
John has not yet died.

There are various opinions about John’s burial. All say that it is true 
that he was buried in a tomb which still exists. But some say he en-
tered his tomb while still alive, and then left it by divine power, trans-
ported to the region of Enoch and Elijah, and he is being kept there 
until the end of the world. According to this, the meaning is: So it is 
my will that he remain alive until the end of the world; and then, un-
der the Antichrist, he will be martyred along with those other two. For 
it is not right that he should not die, for whatever is born dies: “It is ap-
pointed for men to die once” (Heb 9:27).

Others say he entered his tomb at Ephesus alive, and he remains 
there still alive, but sleeping, until the Lord comes. They base their 

64. Hom. in Io. 88. 2; PG 59, col. 480; cf. Catena aurea, 21:19–23.
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theory on the fact that the soil there moves up and down in rhythm 
with John’s breathing. Augustine65 rejects this by saying that it is not 
as good to be alive and sleeping as to be alive and blessed. Why then 
would Christ reward the disciple he loved above the others with a long 
sleep and deprive him of that great good for the sake of which the apos-
tle wanted to be dissolved and to be with Christ (Phil 1:23). Thus, we 
should not believe this. Rather, we should say that he died and arose 
with his body indicated by the fact that his body cannot be found—and 
remains happy with Christ, as Christ invited him: “He who testifies to 
these things says, Surely I am coming soon” (Rev 22:20).66

2648. Augustine67 explains this passage mystically. Then the word 
remain means “continue on,” or “persist,” as in “Remain in the city, 
until you are clothed with power from on high” (Lk 24:49). Conse-
quently, our Lord is saying about John, that is, about the contempla-
tive life, So it is my will that he remain, that is, continue on, until I 
come, either at the end of the world, or at the death of any contem-
plative; for the contemplative life although begun here is not complet-
ed here.68 It remains incomplete and continues on till Christ comes 
to complete it: “Then they were . . . told to rest a little longer, until 
the number of their fellow servants and their brethren should be com-
plete” (Rev 6:11); “Mary has chosen the good portion, which shall not 
be taken away from her” (Lk 10:42); “Long life is in her right hand; in 
her left hand are riches and honor” (Pr 3:16). Meanwhile, the active 
life, completed and vivified by the example of Christ’s passion, follows 
him by suffering for him.69

2649. Chrysostom70 understands it this way: So it is my will that he 
remain, that is, to remain in Judea, and to preach on this earth; and 
I want you [Peter] to follow me by having a concern for the entire 
world, and by suffering for me; and John is to remain until I come, to 
destroy the Jewish nation. What is that to you? means “These things 
are for me to decide.” For we do see from history that John did not 
leave Judea until Vespasian came to Judea and took Jerusalem; then 
John set out for Asia.

2650. Then there is the interpretation of Jerome:71 Follow me! Pe-
ter, by your martyrdom; and so, now speaking about John, it is my 
will that he remain, without the sufferings of martyrdom and death, 
until I come, to call him to myself—“I will come again and take you to 
myself” (14:3)—what is that, this privilege, to you? And so in the sto-

65. Tract. in Io. 124. 2; PL 35, col. 1970; cf. Catena aurea, 21:19–23.
66. See ST III, q. 27, a. 1.
67. Tract. in Io. 124. 3; PL 35, col. 1971; cf. Catena aurea, 21:19–23.
68. See ST II-II, q. 180, a. 5.
69. See ST II-II, q. 181, a. 4.
70. Hom in Io. 88. 2; PG 59, col. 480–81; cf. Catena aurea, 21:19–23.
71. Cf. Catena aurea, 21:19–23, where this interpretation is ascribed to the Gloss.
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ries about blessed John it is said that when he was ninety years old our 
Lord Jesus Christ appeared to him and invited him to his banquet.

2651. Then the Evangelist shows how the disciples understood these 
words of our Lord. They thought that John would not die. The saying 
spread abroad among the brethren, the disciples—“Behold, how good 
and pleasant it is when brothers dwell in unity!” (Ps 132:1)—that this 
disciple, John, was not to die. But he corrects this error, saying, Yet Je-
sus did not say to him that he was not to die: “Are you also still with-
out understanding?” (Mt 15:16). The rest has been explained.

LECTUrE 6

24 This is the disciple who is bearing witness to these things, and 
who has written these things; and we know that his testimony is true. 
25 But there are also many other things which Jesus did; were every 
one of them to be written, I suppose that the world itself could not con-
tain the books that would be written.72

2652. Now we have the last part of this Gospel, which is a kind 
of epilogue. First, the Gospel is commended; and then the vastness of 
the subject treated (v. 25). The Gospel is commended because of two 
things: its author, and its truth. Three things are mentioned about the 
author.

2653. First, there is the authority of the author, because This is the 
disciple—understanding what was mentioned before who was loved 
above the others, intimate with Christ, able to question him with con-
fidence, and to whom it was granted to remain until Christ came. All 
these things refer to the authority of the author.

John is said to have been loved more than the others because of his 
unique charity: “By this all men will know that you are my disciples, 
if you have love for one another” (13:35). None of the other apostles 
speaks so much of love for others as does John in his letters. We also 
read that as an old man he was carried to the church by his followers 
to teach the faithful. He taught only one thing: “Little children, love 
one another.” This is the perfection of the Christian life.73

2654. Secondly, John’s office is mentioned, which was to give tes-
timony, for he says, who is bearing witness to these things. This is the 
special office of apostles: “You shall be my witnesses” (Acts 1:8); “You 
are my witnesses!” (Is 44:8).

2655. Thirdly, he refers to his zeal when he says, and who has writ-
ten these things. As an apostle he testified to the actions of Christ to 

72. St. Thomas refers to Jn 21:25 in ST III, q. 42, a. 4; III, q. 83, a. 4, ad 2.
73. See ST II-II, q. 184, a. 1.
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those who were present; and in his zeal he recorded these actions in 
writing for those who were not with him and were to come after him: 
“Take a large tablet and write upon it in common characters” (Is 8:1); 
“The wisdom of the scribe depends on the opportunity of leisure; and 
he who has little business may become wise” (Sir 38:24). For it was 
granted to John to live until the time when the Church was at peace; 
and this is the time when he wrote all these things. John mentions 
such things so that we will not think that his Gospel has less author-
ity than the other three, seeing that he wrote after the death of all the 
other apostles, and the other gospels, especially that of Matthew, had 
been approved by them.

2656. Now John states that his Gospel is true, and he speaks in the 
person of the entire Church which received it: “My mouth will ut-
ter truth” (Pr 8:7). We should note that although many have writ-
ten about Catholic truth, there is a difference among them: those who 
wrote the canonical scriptures, such as the evangelists and apostles 
and the like, so constantly and firmly affirm this truth that it cannot be 
doubted. Thus John says, we know that his testimony is true: “If any 
one is preaching to you a gospel contrary to that which you received, 
let him be accursed” (Gal 1:9). The reason for this is that only the ca-
nonical scriptures are the standard of faith. The others have set forth 
this truth but in such a way that they do not want to be believed ex-
cept in those things in which they say what is true.74

2657. Now John states the incompleteness of his Gospel as com-
pared with the reality, because Christ not only did these things but 
there are also many other things which Jesus did.

2658. His statement, were every one of them to be written, I suppose 
that the world itself could not contain the books that would be written, 
can be understood in two ways. First, the word contain can refer to 
the capacity of our minds to understand. So the meaning is: So much 
could be said about Christ that the world could not understand all that 
could be written: “I have yet many things to say to you, but you can-
not bear them now,” that is, understand them (16:12). We could also 
regard this statement as a deliberate exaggeration; and it then indicates 
the abundance of Christ’s works.

2659. How reconcile this? He had just said, we know that his testi-
mony is true, and then immediately resorts to hyperbole, exceeding the 
truth. According to Augustine,75 scripture does use figures of speech, 
such as “I saw the Lord seated on a high and lofty throne” (Is 6:1), and 
such statements are not false. This is so when hyperbole is used. The 
desire of the speaker is not that we accept the literal meaning of the 
words, but what they were intended to mean, that is, the great num-

74. See ST I, q. 1, a. 8, ad 2.
75. Tract. in Io. 124. 8; PL 35, col. 1976; cf. Catena aurea, 21:24–25.
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ber of Christ’s works. Hyperbole is not used to explain what is obscure 
or doubtful, but to exaggerate or minimize what is obvious. For exam-
ple, to emphasize how plentiful something is, one can say that there is 
enough for a hundred or a thousand people. And to minimize some-
thing, one could say that there is hardly enough for three. This is not 
speaking falsely, because it is so obvious that the words contort the re-
ality that they show that one does not intend to lie, but to indicate that 
something is great or small.76

2660. Or, this statement could be understood to refer to the pow-
er of Christ, who performed these signs; and the emphasis is on ev-
ery one of them. For to write about each and every word and deed of 
Christ is to reveal the power of every word and deed. Now the words 
and deeds of Christ are also those of God.77 Thus, if one tried to write 
and tell of the nature of every one, he could not do so; indeed, the en-
tire world could not do this. This is because even an infinite number 
of human words cannot equal one word of God. From the beginning 
of the Church Christ has been written about; but this is still not equal 
to the subject. Indeed, even if the world lasted a hundred thousand 
years, and books written about Christ, his words and deeds could not 
be completely revealed: “Of making many books there is no end” (Ecc 
12:12); The works of God “are multiplied above number” (Ps 39:6).

76. See ST I, q. 1, a. 9.
77. See ST III, q. 40, a. 1, ad 3; III, q. 46, a. 12.
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CHAPTEr 6

LECTUrE 1

1 After this Jesus went across the Sea of Galilee, which is that of 
Tiberias. 2 And a great multitude followed him because they saw the 
miracles he worked on those who were sick. 3 Jesus therefore went up 
a mountain, and there sat down with his disciples. 4 Now the Pass‑
over was near, a festival day of the Jews. 5 Then, when Jesus lifted his 
eyes and saw that a great multitude had come to him, he said to Philip, 
“Where shall we buy bread that these may eat?” 6 He said this, how‑
ever, to test him, for he knew what he would do. 7 Philip replied, “Two 
hundred denarii worth of bread would not suffice for each to have a 
little bit.” 8 One of his disciples, Andrew, the brother of Simon Peter, 
said to him, 9 “There is a boy here who has five barley loaves and two 
fishes, but what are these for so many?” 10 Jesus then said, “Make the 
people recline.” There was much grass in the place. Therefore the men 
reclined, in number about five thousand. 11 Jesus then took the bread, 
and when he had given thanks, he distributed it to those reclining; he 
did likewise with the fish, as much as they wanted. 12 When they had 
their fill, he said to his disciples, “Gather up the fragments that are left 
over, lest they be wasted.” 13 They therefore gathered and filled twelve 
baskets with the leftovers, from the five barley loaves and the two fish‑
es, that remained after all had eaten.1

838. The Evangelist has presented the teaching of Christ on the spir-
itual life, by which he gives life to those who are born again. He now 
tells us of the spiritual food by which Christ sustains those to whom 
he has given life. First, he describes a visible miracle, in which Christ 
furnished bodily food. Secondly, he considers spiritual food (6:26). He 
does two things about the first. First, he describes the visible miracle. 
Secondly, he shows the effect this miracle had (6:14). He tells us two 
things about this miracle. First, its circumstances, secondly, about its 
actual accomplishment (v. 5). As to the first he does three things. First 
he describes the crowd that Jesus fed, secondly, the place; thirdly, the 
time (v. 4). As to the first he does three things. First, he identifies the 
place where the crowd followed Jesus; secondly, the people who fol-
lowed him; and thirdly, he tells why they followed him.

839. The Evangelist describes the place to which the crowd followed 

1. St. Thomas refers to Jn 6:9–11 in ST III, q. 74, a. 3, obj. 1.
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our Lord when he says, After this Jesus went across the Sea of Galilee, 
i.e., after the mysterious words Jesus had spoken concerning his power. 
This Sea of Galilee is mentioned frequently in various places in Scrip-
ture. Luke calls it a lake (Lk 5:1) because its water is not salty, but was 
formed from the waters flowing in from the Jordan. Yet it is still called 
a “Sea,” because in Hebrew all bodies of water are called “seas”: “God 
called the waters ‘seas’” (Gen 1:10). It is also called Gennesaret because 
of the character of its location: for this water is tossed about a great 
deal, being buffeted by the winds that come from the vapors rising from 
its surface. Thus in Greek the word “Gennesaret” means “wind form-
ing.” It is called the Sea of Galilee from the province of Galilee in which 
it is located. Again, it is called the Sea of Tiberias from the city of Tibe-
rias: this city was situated on one side of the sea, facing Capernaum on 
the opposite side. The city of Tiberias was formerly called Chinnereth, 
but later, when it was rebuilt by Herod the Tetrarch, it was renamed as 
Tiberias in honor of Tiberius Caesar.

840. The literal reason why Jesus crossed the sea is given by Chrys-
ostom:2 to give ground to the anger and agitation which the Jews felt 
against Christ because of the things he had said about them. As Chrys-
ostom says: just as darts strike a hard object with great force if they 
meet it, but pass on and soon come to rest if nothing is in their way, so 
also the anger of defiant men increases when they are resisted, but if 
we yield a little, it is easy to keep their fury within bounds. So Christ, 
by going to the other side of the sea, was able to soften the anger of the 
Jews, caused by what he had said. He thus gives us an example to act 
in the same way: “Do not be provoked by one who speaks evil of you” 
(Sir 8:14).

841. In the mystical sense, the sea signifies this present troubled 
world: “This great sea, stretching wide” (Ps 103:25). Our Lord crossed 
over this sea when he assumed the sea of punishment and death by 
being born, trod it under foot by dying, and then crossing over it by 
his rising, arrived at the glory of his resurrection. We read of this cross-
ing: “Jesus knew that his time had come to leave this world for the 
Father” (below 13:1). A great crowd, composed of both peoples, has 
followed him in this crossing, by believing in him and imitating him: 
“Your heart will be full of wonder and joy, when the riches of the sea 
will be given to you” (Is 60:5); “Rise up, O Lord, you who demand that 
justice be done; and the people will gather round you” (Ps 7:7).

842. The crowd that followed him is described as large, And a great 
multitude followed him.

843. The reason why they followed him is because he was perform-
ing miracles, hence he says, because they saw the miracles he worked 
on those who were sick. We should point out that some followed Christ 

2. Hom. in Io. 42. 1; PG 59, col. 239; cf. Catena aurea, 6:1–14.
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because of his teachings, that is, those who were better disposed. But 
there were others, i.e., those who were less perfect and less percep-
tive, who followed him because they were attracted by visible mira-
cles; “Signs were given to unbelievers, not to believers” (1 Cor 14:22). 
Still others followed him out of devotion and faith, those, namely, 
whom he had cured of some bodily defect: for our Lord had so healed 
their body that they were also completely healed in soul: “The works 
of God are perfect” (Dt 32:4). This is clear, because he expressly said to 
the paralytic, “Do not sin again” (above 5:14), and in Matthew (9:2) 
he says, “Son, your sins are forgiven”; and these remarks concern the 
health of the soul rather than that of the body.

844. We might remark that although the Evangelist had mentioned 
only three miracles (the one at the marriage reception, the son of the 
official, and the paralytic), he says here in a general way, the mira‑
cles he worked. He does this to indicate that Christ worked many oth-
er miracles that are not mentioned in this book, as he will say below 
(21:25). For his main object was to present the teaching of Christ.

845. Then he gives the location of the miracle, on a mountain; 
hence he says: Jesus therefore went up a mountain, i.e., privately, and 
there sat down with his disciples. Now a mountain is a place well suit-
ed for refreshment, for according to the Psalm a mountain signifies 
the perfection of justice: “Your justice is like the mountains of God” 
(Ps 35:7). And so, because we cannot be satisfied by earthly things—
indeed, “Whoever drinks this water will be thirsty again” (above 
4:13)—but spiritual things will satisfy us, our Lord leads his disciples 
to a higher place to show that full satisfaction and the perfection of 
justice are found in spiritual realities. We read of this mountain: “The 
mountain of God is a rich mountain” (Ps 67:16). Thus he also exer-
cised his office of teacher there, sitting with his disciples; for he is the 
one who teaches every man.3

846. The time is mentioned when he says, Now the Passover was 
near. This time was also well suited for their refreshment, for “Pass-
over” means “passage”: “It is the Passover of the Lord, that is, his 
passage” (Ex 12:11). We understand from this that anyone who de-
sires to be refreshed by the bread of the divine Word and by the body 
and blood of the Lord must pass from vices to virtues: “Our Passover, 
Christ, has been sacrificed, and so let us feast with the unleavened 
bread of sincerity and truth” (1 Cor 5:7). And again, divine Wisdom 
says: “Pass over to me, all who desire me” (Sir 24:26).

This is the second Passover the Evangelist has mentioned. Howev-
er, our Lord did not go to Jerusalem this time, as the law commanded. 
The reason for this being that Christ was both God and man: as man 
he was subject to the law, but as God he was above the law. So, he ob-

3. See ST III, q. 42.
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served the law on certain occasions to show that he was a man, but he 
also disregarded the law at other times to show that he was God. Fur-
ther, by not going he indicated that the ceremonies of the law would 
end gradually and in a short time.

847. Then he considers the miracle itself (v. 5). First, why it was 
needed. Secondly, its accomplishment. We can see the need for this 
miracle from our Lord’s question to his disciple, and the disciple’s an-
swer. First, our Lord’s question is given; and then the answer of his 
disciple (v. 7). He does three things about the first. First, the occasion 
for the question is given; secondly, we have the question itself (v. 5b); 
thirdly, we are told why Christ asked this question (v. 6).

848. The occasion for Christ’s question was his sight of the crowd 
coming to him. Hence he says, Then, when Jesus, on the mountain 
with his disciples, i.e., with those who were more perfect, lifted his 
eyes and saw that a great multitude had come to him. Here we should 
note two things about Christ. First, his maturity: for he is not distract-
ed by what does not concern him, but is appropriately concerned with 
his disciples. He is not like those spoken of in Proverbs (30:13): “A 
generation whose eyes are proud.” And, “A man’s dress, and laugh-
ter, and his walk, show what he is” (Sir 19:27). Secondly, we should 
note that Christ did not sit there with his disciples out of laziness; he 
was looking right at them teaching them carefully and attracting their 
hearts to himself: “Then he lifted his eyes to his disciples (Lk 6:20). 
Thus we read: Then, when Jesus lifted his eyes. In the mystical sense, 
our Lord’s eyes are his spiritual gifts; and he lifts his eyes on the elect, 
i.e., looks at them with compassion, when he mercifully grants these 
gifts to them. This is what the Psalm asks for: “Look upon me, O Lord, 
and have mercy on me” (Ps 85:16).

849. Our Lord’s question concerns the feeding of the crowd, so he 
said to Philip: Where shall we buy bread that these may eat? He assumes 
one thing and asks about another. He assumes their poverty, because 
they did not have food to offer this great crowd; and he asks how they 
might obtain it, saying, Where shall we buy bread that these may eat?

Here we should note that every teacher is obliged to possess the 
means of feeding spiritually the people who come to him. And since 
no man possesses of himself the resources to feed them, he must ac-
quire them elsewhere by his labor, study, and persistent prayer: “Hurry, 
you who have no money, and acquire without cost wine and milk” (Is 
55:1). And there follows: “Why do you spend your money,” i.e., your 
eloquence, “for what is not bread,” i.e., not the true wisdom which re-
freshes—“Wisdom will feed him with the bread of life and understand-
ing” (Sir 15:5)—“and why do you work for what does not satisfy you,” 
i.e., by learning things that drain you instead of filling you?4

4. See ST II-II, qq. 166–67.
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850. Our Lord’s intention is given when he says, He said this, how‑
ever, to test him. Here the Evangelist raises one difficulty in answering 
another. For we could wonder why our Lord asked Philip what to do, 
as though our Lord himself did not know. The Evangelist settles this 
when he says, for he knew what he would do. But it seems that the 
Evangelist raises another difficulty when he says, to test him. For to 
test is to try out; and this seems to imply ignorance.

I answer that one can test another in various ways in order to try 
him out. One man tests another in order to learn; the devil tests a man 
in order to ensnare him: “Your enemy, the devil, as a roaring lion, goes 
about seeking whom he can devour” (1 Pt 5:8). But Christ (and God) 
does not test us in order to learn, because he sees into our hearts; nor 
in order to ensnare us, for as we read in James (1:13): “God does not 
test [i.e., tempt] anyone.” But he does test us that others might learn 
something from the one tested. This is the way God tested Abraham: 
“God tested Abraham” (Gen 22:1); and then it says (v. 12): “Now I 
know that you fear God,” i.e., I have made it known that you fear the 
Lord. He tests Philip in the same way: so that those who hear his an-
swer might be very certain about the miracle to come.

851. Now we have the answer of the disciples. First, the answer of 
Philip; then that of Andrew (v. 8).

852. With respect to the first, note that Philip was slower in learning 
than the others, and so he asks our Lord more questions: “Lord, show 
us the Father, and that will be enough for us” (below 14:8). Here, ac-
cording to the literal sense, Andrew is better disposed than Philip, for 
Philip does not seem to have any understanding or anticipation of the 
coming miracle. And so he suggests that money is the way by which 
they could feed all the people, saying: Two hundred denarii worth of 
bread would not suffice for each to have a little bit. And since we do 
not have that much, we cannot feed them. Here we see the poverty of 
Christ, for he did not even have two hundred denarii.5

853. Andrew, however, seems to sense that a miracle is going to 
take place. Perhaps he recalled the miracle performed by Elisha with 
the barley loaves, when he fed a hundred men with twenty loaves 
(2 Kg 4:42). And so he says, There is a boy here who has five bar‑
ley loaves. Still, he did not suspect that Christ was going to perform a 
greater miracle than Elisha: for he thought that fewer loaves would be 
miraculously produced from fewer, and more from a larger number. 
But in truth, he who does not need any material to work with could 
feed a crowd as easily with few or many loaves. So Andrew contin-
ues: but what are these for so many? As if to say: Even if you increased 
them in the measure that Elisha did, it still would not be enough. 

854. In the mystical sense, wisdom is a symbol for spiritual refresh-

5. See ST III, q. 40, a. 3.
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ment. One kind of wisdom was taught by Christ, the true wisdom: 
“Christ is the power of God, and the wisdom of God” (1 Cor 1:24). Be-
fore Christ came, there were two other teachings or doctrines: one was 
the human teachings of the philosophers; the other was the teachings 
found in the written law. Philip mentions the first of these when he 
speaks of buying: Two hundred denarii worth of bread would not suf‑
fice, for human wisdom must be acquired.6 Now the number one hun-
dred implies perfection. Thus two hundred suggests the twofold per-
fection necessary for this wisdom: for there are two ways one arrives 
at the perfection of human wisdom, by experience and by contempla-
tion. So he says, Two hundred denarii worth of bread would not suf‑
fice, because no matter what human reason can experience and con-
template of the truth, it is not enough to completely satisfy our desire 
for wisdom: “Let not the wise man glory in his wisdom, nor the strong 
man in his strength, nor the rich man in his riches. But let him who 
glories glory in this: that he knows and understands me” (Jer 9:23).7 
For the wisdom of no philosopher has been so great that it could keep 
men from error; rather, the philosophers have led many into error.8

It is Andrew who mentions the second kind of teaching [that of the 
law]. He does not want to buy other bread, but to feed the crowd with 
the loaves of bread they had, that is, those contained in the law. And 
so he was better disposed than Philip. So he says: There is a boy here 
who has five barley loaves. This boy can symbolize Moses, because of 
the imperfection found in the state of the law: “The law brought noth-
ing to perfection” (Heb 7:19);9 or the Jewish people, who were serving 
under the elements of this world (Gal 4:3).

This boy had five loaves, that is, the teaching of the law: either be-
cause this teaching was contained in the five books of Moses, “The law 
was given through Moses” (above 1:17); or because it was given to 
men absorbed in sensible things, which are made known through the 
five senses. These loaves were of barley because the law was given in 
such a way that what was life-giving in it was concealed under physi-
cal signs: for the kernel in barley is covered with a very firm husk. 
Or, the loaves were of barley because the Jewish people had not yet 
been rubbed free of carnal desire, but it still covered their hearts like 
a husk: for in the Old Testament they outwardly experienced hard-
ships because of their ceremonial observances: “A yoke, which neither 
our fathers nor we were able to bear” (Acts 15:10). Further, the Jews 
were engrossed in material things and did not understand the spiritual 
meaning of the law: “A veil is over their hearts” (2 Cor 3:15).

The two fishes, which gave a pleasant flavor to the bread, indicate 
the teachings of the Psalms and the prophets. Thus the Old Law not 
only had five loaves, i.e., the five books of Moses, but also two fishes, 

6. See ST I-II, q. 57, a. 2. 7. See ST I, q. 1, a. 6.
8. See ST II-II, q. 2, a. 4. 9. See ST I-II, q. 98, a. 1.
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that is, the Psalms and the prophets. So the Old Testament writings are 
divided into these three: “The things written about me in the law of 
Moses, and in the prophets and in the Psalms” (Lk 24:44). Or, accord-
ing to Augustine,10 the two fishes signify the priests and kings who 
ruled the Jews; and they prefigured Christ, who was the true king and 
priest.11

But what are these for so many? for they could not bring man to 
a complete knowledge of the truth: for although God was known in 
Judea, the Gentiles did not know him.

855. Next (v. 10), the miracle is presented. First, we see the people 
arranged; secondly, the miracle itself; and thirdly, the gathering of the 
leftovers. He does two things about the first. First, he shows Christ di-
recting the disciples to have the people recline; secondly, why this was 
appropriate; and thirdly, he tells us the number of people present.

856. Our Lord told his disciples to arrange the people so that they 
could eat; thus Jesus says, Make the people recline, i.e., to eat. For as 
mentioned before, in former times people took their meals lying on 
couches; consequently, it was the custom to say of those who sat down 
to eat that they were reclining. In the mystical sense, this indicates that 
rest which is necessary for the perfection of wisdom. Again, the peo-
ple are prepared by the disciples because it is through the disciples that 
the knowledge of the truth has come to us: “Let the mountains receive 
peace for the people” (Ps 71:3).12

857. The character of the place shows why it was convenient that 
they recline, for There was much grass in the place. This is the liter-
al meaning. In the mystical sense, grass indicates the flesh: “All flesh 
is grass” (Is 40:6). In this sense it can refer to two things. First, to the 
teachings of the Old Testament, which were given to a people rest-
ing in things of the flesh and wise according to the flesh: “If you are 
willing, and listen to me, you will eat the good things of the land” (Is 
1:19); “The posterity of Jacob dwells in a land of grain, wine and oil” 
(Dt 33:28). Or, it can refer to one who perceives true wisdom, which 
cannot be attained without first abandoning the things of the flesh: 
“Do not imitate this world” (Rom 12:2).13

858. There was a great number of people; thus he says, the men re‑
clined, in number about five thousand. The Evangelist counted only the 
men, according to the custom in the law, for as mentioned in Num-
bers (1:3), Moses counted the people who were twenty years and older, 
without including the women. The Evangelist does the same, because 
only men can be completely instructed: “We speak wisdom to those 
who are mature” (1 Cor 2:6); “Solid food is for the mature” (Heb 5:14).

10. De div. quaest. 83, q. 61. 2; PL 40; col. 48–49; cf. Catena aurea, 6:1–14; see 
also Tract. in Io. 24. 5; PL 35, col. 1595.

11. See ST III, q. 31, a. 2. 12. See ST III, q. 42, a. 4.
13. See ST II-II, q. 182, a. 1.
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859. Then (v. 11), the Evangelist presents the feeding of the crowd. 
First, we see the attitude of Christ; secondly, the food used; thirdly, 
that the people were satisfied. As to the attitude of Jesus, both his hu-
mility and his giving of thanks are mentioned.

860. We see his humility because he took the bread and gave it to 
the people. Now although in this miracle Christ could have fed the 
people with bread created from nothing, he chose to do so by multi-
plying bread that already existed.14 He did this, first, to show that sen-
sible things do not come from the devil, as the Manichean error main-
tains. For if this were so, our Lord would not have used sensible things 
to praise God, especially since “The Son of God appeared to destroy the 
works of the devil” (1 Jn 3:8). He did it, secondly, to show that they 
are also wrong in claiming that the teachings of the Old Testament are 
not from God but from the devil. Thus, to show that the doctrine of 
the New Testament is none other than that which was prefigured and 
contained in the teachings of the Old Testament, he multiplied bread 
that already existed, implying by this that he is the one who fulfills the 
law and brings it to perfection: “I have not come to destroy the law, 
but to fulfill it,” as we read in Matthew (5:17).15

861. We see that he gave thanks, when he had given thanks. He did 
this to show that whatever he had, he had from another, that is, from 
his Father.16 This is an example for us to do the same. More particu-
larly, he gave thanks to teach us that we should thank God when we 
begin a meal: “Nothing is to be rejected if it is received with thanks-
giving” (1 Tim 4:4); “The poor will eat and be satisfied; and they will 
praise the Lord” (Ps 21:27). Again, he gave thanks to teach us that he 
was not praying for himself, but for the people who were there, for 
he had to convince them that he had come from God. Accordingly, he 
prays before he works this miracle before them, in order to show them 
that he is not acting against God, but according to God’s will.

We read in Mark (6:41) that Christ had the apostles distribute the 
bread to the people. It says here that he distributed it because in a 
way he himself does what he does by means of others. In the mystical 
sense, both statements are true: for Christ alone refreshes from within, 
and others, as his ministers, refresh from without.17

862. Their food was bread and fish, about which enough has been 
said above.

Finally, those who ate were completely satisfied, because they took 
as much as they wanted. For Christ is the only one who feeds an empty 
soul and fills a hungry soul with good things: “I will be satisfied when 
your glory appears” (Ps 16:15). Others perform miracles through hav-
ing grace in a partial manner; Christ, on the other hand, does so with 

14. See ST III, q. 44, a. 4. 15. See ST I-II, q. 107, a. 3.
16. See ST III, q. 21.  17. See ST III, q. 64.
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unlimited power, since he does all things superabundantly.18 Hence it 
says that the people had their fill.

863. Now we see the leftovers collected (v. 12). First, Christ gives 
the order; secondly, his disciples obey.

864. The Evangelist says that after the people had eaten their fill, 
Christ said to his disciples: Gather up the fragments that are left over. 
This was not pretentious display on our Lord’s part; He did it to show 
that the miracle he accomplished was not imaginary, since the collect-
ed leftovers kept for some time and provided food for others. Again, 
he wanted to impress this miracle more firmly on the hearts of his dis-
ciples, whom he had carry the leftovers: for most of all he wanted to 
teach his disciples, who were destined to be the teachers of the entire 
world.

865. His disciples obeyed him faithfully; hence he says, They there‑
fore gathered and filled twelve baskets with the leftovers. Here we 
should note that the amount of food that remained was not left to 
chance, but was according to plan: for as much as Christ willed was 
left over, no more and no less. This is shown by the fact that the bas-
ket of each apostle was filled. Now a basket is reserved for the work of 
peasants. Therefore, the twelve baskets signify the twelve apostles and 
those who imitate them, who, although they are looked down upon in 
this present life, are nevertheless filled with the riches of spiritual sac-
raments. There are twelve because they were to preach the faith of the 
Holy Trinity to the four parts of the world.

LECTUrE 2

14 Now when these people saw that Jesus had worked a miracle, 
they said: “This is truly the Prophet who is to come into the world.” 
15 So Jesus, knowing that they would come to seize him and make him 
king, fled again into the mountains, alone. 16 When evening came, his 
disciples went down to the sea. 17 After they got into the boat, they set 
out across the sea to Capernaum. It was already dark, and Jesus had 
not yet come to them. 18 The sea became rough, agitated by a great 
wind. 19 After they had rowed twenty‑five or thirty stadia [three or 
four miles], they saw Jesus walking on the water, coming toward the 
boat, and they were afraid. 20 But he said to them: “It is I. Do not be 
afraid.” 21 They then wanted to take him into the boat; and suddenly 
the boat was on the land toward which they were going.

866. Above, the Evangelist told us of the miracle of the loaves and 
fishes. Now he shows the threefold effect this miracle had on the peo-

18. See ST III, q. 43, a. 2.
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ple. First, its effect on their faith; secondly, on their plans to honor Je-
sus; thirdly, how it led them (and the disciples) to search for Jesus.

867. With respect to the first, we should note that the Jews said 
in the Psalm: “We have not seen our signs; there is now no proph-
et” (Ps 73:9). For it was customary in earlier days for the prophets to 
work many signs; so, when these signs were absent, prophecy seemed 
to have ended.19 But when the Jews see such signs, they believe that 
prophecy is returning. Accordingly, the people were so impressed by 
this miracle they just saw that they called our Lord a prophet. Thus 
we read, Now when these people, who had been filled with the five 
loaves, saw that Jesus had worked a miracle, they said: This is truly 
the Prophet. However, they did not yet have perfect faith, for they be-
lieved that Jesus was only a prophet, while he was also the Lord of the 
prophets. Yet, they were not entirely wrong, because our Lord called 
himself a prophet.

868. Here we should remark that a prophet is called a seer: “He 
who is now called a prophet was formerly called a seer” (1 Sam 9:9). 
Further, seeing pertains to the cognitive power. Now in Christ there 
were three kinds of knowledge. First of all, there was sense knowl-
edge. And in this respect he had some similarity to the prophets, inso-
far as sensible species could be formed in the imagination of Christ to 
present future or hidden events. This was especially due to his passibil-
ity, which was appropriate to his state as a “wayfarer.” Secondly, Christ 
had intellectual knowledge; and in this he was not like the prophets, 
but was even superior to all the angels: for he was a “comprehensor” 
in a more excellent way than any creature. Again, Christ had divine 
knowledge, and in this way he was the one who inspired the prophets 
and the angels, since all knowledge is caused by a participation in the 
divine Word.20

Still, these people seemed to realize that Christ was a superior 
prophet, for they said: This is truly the Prophet. For although there 
had been many prophets among the Jews, they were waiting for a par-
ticular one, according to: “The Lord your God will raise up a prophet 
for you” (Dt 18:15). This is the one they are speaking of here; thus it 
continues: who is to come into the world.

869. Next, we see the second effect of Christ’s miracle: the honor 
the people planned for Christ, which he refused. First, we have the at-
tempt by the people; secondly, Christ’s flight from them.

870. The attempt of the people is mentioned when he says, they 
would come to seize him and make him king. A person or thing is 
seized if it is taken in a way that one does not will or is not opportune. 

19. See ST II-II, q. 171, a. 1.
20. See ST III, q. 9, aa. 1–2.
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Now it is true that God’s plan from all eternity had been to establish 
the kingdom of Christ; but the time for this was not then opportune. 
Christ had come then, but not to reign in the way we ask for his reign 
when we say, “Your kingdom come” (Mt 6:10); at that time he will 
reign even as man. Another time was reserved for this: after the judg-
ment of Christ, when the saints will appear in glory.21 It was about this 
kingdom the disciples asked when they said: “Lord, will you restore 
the kingdom to Israel at this time?” (Acts 1:6).

So the people, thinking he had come to reign, wanted to make him 
their king. The reason for this is that men often want as their ruler 
someone who will provide them with temporal things. Thus, because 
our Lord had fed them, they were willing to make him their king: 
“You have a mantle, be our ruler” (Is 3:6). Chrysostom22 says: “See the 
power of gluttony. They are no longer concerned about his breaking 
the Sabbath; they are no longer zealous for God. All these things are 
set in the background now that their bellies are full. Now he is regard-
ed as a prophet among them, and they want to set him on the royal 
throne as their king.”

871. We see Christ’s flight when he says that he fled again into the 
mountains, alone. We can see from this that when our Lord had first 
seen the crowd of people he came down from the mountain and fed 
them in the valley, for we would not read that he went again into the 
mountains if he had not come down from them.

Why did Christ flee from the people, since he really is a king? There 
are three reasons for this. First, because it would have detracted from 
his dignity to have accepted a kingdom from men: for he is so great a 
king that all other kings are kings by participating in his kingship: “It 
is by me that kings rule” (Pr 8:15).23 Another reason is that it would 
have been harmful to his teaching if he had accepted this dignity and 
support from men; for he had worked and taught in such a way that 
everything was attributed to divine power and not to the influence of 
men: “Praise from men I do not need” (above 5:41). The third reason 
was to teach us to despise the dignities of this world: “I have given you 
an example that as I have done to you, so you should do also” (below 
13:15); “Do not seek dignity from men” (Sir 7:4). And so, he refused 
the glory of this world, but still endured its punishment of his own 
will: “Jesus endured the cross, despising the shame, for the joy set be-
fore him” (Heb 12:2).24

872. Matthew seems to conflict with this, for he says that “Jesus 
went up the mountain alone, to pray” (Mt 14:23). However, in the 

21. See ST III, q. 59, a. 5.
22. Hom. in Io. 42. 3; PG 59, col. 243; cf. Catena aurea, 6:15–21.
23. See ST III, q. 59, a. 4, ad 1.
24. See ST III, q. 47, a. 2.
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opinion of Augustine,25 there is no conflict here, because he had rea-
son both to flee and to pray. For our Lord is teaching us that when a 
reason for flight draws near, there is great reason to pray.

In the mystical sense, Christ went up into the mountain when the 
people he had fed were ready to subject themselves to him, because 
he went up into heaven when the people were ready to subject them-
selves to the truth of the faith, according to: “A congregation of people 
will surround you. Return above for their sakes” (Ps 7:8), i.e., return 
on high so a congregation of people may surround you.26

He says that Christ fled, to indicate that the people could not under-
stand his grandeur: for if we do not understand something, we say that 
it flees or eludes us.

873. Now he considers the third effect of Christ’s miracle, the search 
for Christ. First, by his disciples; secondly, by the people. As to the first, 
he does two things. First, he tells of the eagerness of the disciples; and 
secondly, enlarges upon this (v. 17b). He does two things about the 
first. First, he tells that they went down to the shore. Secondly, he tells 
of their journey across the sea (v. 17).

874. Note, about the first, that Christ went up into the mountain 
without the knowledge of his disciples. So, they waited there until 
evening came, for they expected that he would come back to them. 
But their love was so great that when evening came they just had to 
go looking for him. Thus he says, When evening came, his disciples 
went down to the sea, looking for Jesus.

In the mystical sense, “evening” signifies our Lord’s passion or his 
ascension. For as long as the disciples enjoyed Christ’s physical pres-
ence, no trouble disturbed them and no bitterness vexed them: “Can 
the friends of the groom mourn as long as the groom is with them?” 
(Mt 9:15). But when Christ was away, then they “went down to the 
sea,” to the troubles of this world: “This great sea, stretching wide”  
(Ps 103:25).

875. He adds that they crossed, saying, After they got into the boat, 
they set out across the sea to Capernaum, for the love that burned 
within them could not endure our Lord’s absence for very long.

876. Now (17b), he enlarges upon what he had already said in 
summary fashion. First, on their going down to the sea; secondly, on 
their crossing (v. 18).

877. As to the first, he says, It was already dark, and Jesus had not 
yet come to them. The Evangelist does not tell us this without a reason, 
for it shows the intensity of their love, since not even night or evening 
could stop them.

25. De cons. Evang. 2. 47. 100; PL 34, col. 1127–28; cf. Catena aurea, 6:15–21; 
see also Tract. in Io. 25. 4; PL 35, col. 1598.

26. See ST III, q. 57, a. 1.
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In the mystical sense, the “dark” signifies the absence of love; for 
light is love, according to: “He who loves his brother dwells in the light” 
(1 Jn 2:10). Accordingly, there is darkness in us when Jesus, “the true 
light” (above 1:9) does not come to us, because his presence repels all 
darkness.

Jesus left his disciples alone for this length of time so that they might 
experience his absence; and they did indeed experience it during the 
storm at sea: “Know and realize, that it is evil and bitter for you to have 
left the Lord” (Jer 2:19). He left them, in the second place, so that they 
might look for him more earnestly: “Where has your beloved gone, 
most beautiful of women? We will search for him with you” (Sg 5:17).

878. As for their crossing, first we see the storm at sea; then Christ 
coming to them, and the time; and thirdly, the effect this had.

879. The storm was caused by a rising wind; thus he says: The sea 
became rough, agitated by a great wind. This wind is a symbol for the 
trials and persecutions which would afflict the Church due to a lack of 
love. For as Augustine27 says, when love grows cold the waves of the 
sea begin to swell and danger threatens the boat. Still, these winds and 
the storm, darkness, did not stop the progress of the boat or so batter it 
that it broke apart: “He who perseveres to the end will be saved” (Mt 
24:13); and again: “And the rains fell, and the floods came, and the 
house did not collapse,” as we read in Matthew (7:25).

880. Christ did not appear to them when the storm first began, but 
only some time later; thus he says, After they had rowed twenty‑five or 
thirty stadia, they saw Jesus. We see from this that our Lord allows us 
to be troubled for a while so our virtue may be tested; but he does not 
desert us in the end, but comes very close to us: “God is faithful, and 
will not allow you to be tested beyond your strength” (1 Cor 10:13).28

According to Augustine,29 the twenty-five stadia they rowed are 
the five books of Moses. For twenty-five is the square of five, since five 
times five is twenty-five. But a number that is multiplied in this way 
keeps the meaning of its root. Thus, just as five signifies the Old Law, so 
twenty-five signifies the perfection of the New Testament. Thirty, how-
ever, signifies that perfection of the New Testament which was lacking 
in the law: for thirty is the result of multiplying five by six, which is a 
perfect number. So, Jesus comes to those who row twenty-five or thir-
ty stadia, i.e., to those who fulfill the law or the perfection taught by 
the Gospel; and he comes treading under foot all the waves of pride 
and the dignities of this present world: “You rule the might of the sea 
and calm its waves” (Ps 88:10). And then we will see Christ near our 
boat, because divine help is close: “The Lord is near to all who fear 

27. Tract. in Io. 25. 5–6; PL 35, col. 1598–99; cf. Catena aurea, 6:15–21.
28. See ST I-II, q. 109, a. 10; II-II, q. 137, a. 4.
29. Tract. in Io. 25. 6; PL 35, col. 1599; cf. Catena aurea, 6:15–21.
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him” (Ps 144:18). Thus it is clear that Christ is near to all those who 
seek him rightly. Now the apostles loved Christ very keenly: this is ob-
vious because they tried to go to him despite the darkness, the stormy 
sea, and the distance to shore. Consequently, Christ was with them.

881. Now we see the effect of Christ’s appearance. First, the interior 
effect; secondly, the exterior effect (v. 21b).

882. The interior effect of Christ’s appearance was fear; and he 
mentions the fear of the disciples at the sudden appearance of Christ 
when he says, and they were afraid. This was a good fear, because it 
was the effect of humility: “Do not be proud; rather fear” (Rom 11:20); 
or it was an evil fear, because “they thought it was a ghost” (Mk 6:49), 
“They trembled with fear” (Ps 13:5): for fear is especially appropriate 
to the carnal, because they are afraid of spiritual things.30

Secondly, we see Christ encouraging them against two dangers. 
First, they are encouraged against the danger to the faith in their intel-
lect when he says, It is I, to eliminate their doubts: “Look at my hands 
and my feet! It is really me” (Lk 24:39). Secondly, Christ encourages 
them against the danger of fear in their emotions, saying, Do not be 
afraid: “Do not be afraid when they are present” (Jer 1:8); “The Lord is 
my light and my salvation; whom shall I fear” (Ps 26:1).31

Thirdly, we see the reaction of the disciples, for They then wanted 
to take him into the boat. This signifies that we receive Christ by love 
and contemplation after servile fear has been taken out of our hearts: 
“I stand at the door and knock. If any one opens it for me, I will enter” 
(Rev 3:20).32

883. There were two exterior effects: the storm abated, and their 
boat suddenly landed, although it had just been at a distance from the 
shore, for our Lord gave them a calm journey, without danger. He him-
self did not enter the boat because he wished to accomplish a greater 
miracle. So here we have three miracles: the walking on the sea, the 
quick calming of the storm, and the sudden arrival of the boat on the 
land although it had been far away. We learn from this that the faithful, 
in whom Christ is present, put down the swelling pride of this world, 
tread under their feet its waves of tribulation, and cross quickly to the 
land of the living; “Your good spirit will lead me to land” (Ps 142:10).

884. There are a number of difficulties here. The first concerns the 
literal sense: Matthew (14:22) seems to conflict with our present ac-
count for he says that the disciples were told by Christ to go to the 
shore, while here it says the disciples went there to search for him. An-
other difficulty is that Matthew (14:34) says that the disciples crossed 
over to Gennesaret, while we read here that they came to Capernaum. 

30. See Aquinas, Super Rom., chap. 8, lec. 3, nos. 638–43; ST II-II, q. 19.
31. See ST II-II, q. 125, a. 1.
32. See ST II-II, q. 19, a. 6.



 CHAPTER 6 15

The third difficulty is that Matthew (14:32) says that Christ got into 
the boat, but here he did not.

Chrysostom33 settles these difficulties quite briefly by saying that 
the two accounts do not deal with the same miracle. For, as he says, 
Christ frequently miraculously walked upon the sea in front of his dis-
ciples, but not for the people, lest they think he did not have a real 
body. But, according to Augustine,34 and this is the better opinion, 
John and Matthew are describing the same miracle. Augustine an-
swers the first difficulty by saying it makes no difference that Matthew 
says the disciples went down to the shore because our Lord told them 
to. For it is possible that our Lord did so, and they went believing that 
he would sail with them. And that is why they waited until night, and 
when Christ did not come, they crossed by themselves.

There are two answers to the second difficulty. One is that Caper-
naum and Gennesaret are neighboring towns on the same shore. And 
perhaps the disciples landed at a place near both, so that Matthew 
mentions one and John the other. Or, it might be said that Matthew 
does not say that they came to Gennesaret immediately; they could 
have come first to Capernaum and then to Gennesaret. [The answer to 
the third difficulty is not given.]

LECTUrE 3

22 On the next day, the crowd that stood on the other side of the sea 
saw that there was no second boat there, but only one, and that Jesus 
had not gone into the boat, but only his disciples had gone. 23 But oth‑
er boats arrived from Tiberias, near the place where they had eaten the 
bread, after having given thanks to God. 24 When therefore the people 
saw that Jesus was not there, nor his disciples, they got into the boats 
and set off for Capernaum, looking for Jesus. 25 When they found him 
on the other side of the sea, they said: “Rabbi, when did you come 
here?” 26 Jesus replied and said: “Amen, amen, I say to you: you seek 
me not because you have seen miracles, but because you have eaten of 
the bread and have been filled. 27 Do not work for the food that per‑
ishes, but for that which endures to eternal life, which the Son of Man 
will give you, for on him has God the Father set his seal.” 28 Then 
they said to him: “What must we do that we may perform the works of 
God?” 29 Jesus replied and said to them: “This is the work of God, that 
you believe in him whom he sent.” 30 They then said to him: “What 
sign then are you going to give that we may see and believe you? What 

33. Hom. in Io. 43. 1; PG 59, col. 245–46; cf. Catena aurea, 6:15–21.
34. De cons. Evang. 2. 47. 100; PL 34, col. 1127–28; cf. Catena aurea, 6:15–21.
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work do you perform? 31 Our fathers ate manna in the desert, as it is 
written: ‘He gave them bread from heaven to eat.’”35

885. After having described how the disciples searched for Christ, 
the Evangelist now shows the people looking for him. First, he states 
their motive; secondly, the occasion; and thirdly, the search itself (v. 
24).

886. The crowd of people was looking for Christ because of the mir-
acle mentioned above, that is, because he had crossed the sea without 
using any boat. They realized this because the other evening he had 
not been on the shore near where he had performed the miracle of the 
bread, and where there had been only one boat which had left for the 
opposite shore with the disciples, but without Christ. So that morning, 
when they could not find Christ on this side, since he was already on 
the other side although there was no other boat he could have used, 
they suspected that he had crossed by walking upon the sea. And this 
is what he says: On the next day, following the one on which he had 
worked the miracle of the bread, the crowd that stood on the other side 
of the sea, where he had performed this miracle, saw that there was 
no second boat there, but only one, because the day before that was 
the only one there, and they had seen that Jesus had not gone into 
the boat, but only his disciples had gone. This one ship signifies the 
Church, which is one by its unity of faith and sacraments: “One faith, 
one baptism” (Eph 4:5).36 Again, our Lord’s absence from his disciples 
signifies his physical absence from them at the ascension: “After the 
Lord Jesus spoke to them, he was taken up into heaven” (Mk 16:19).37

887. It was the arrival of other boats from the opposite side of the 
sea that gave the people the opportunity to look for Christ; they could 
cross on these and search for him. He says: But other boats arrived, 
from the other side, that is, from Tiberias, near the place where they 
had eaten the bread, after having given thanks to God.

These other boats signify the various sects of heretics and of those 
who seek their own profit, and not the good of Jesus Christ: “You seek 
me . . . because you have eaten of the bread and have been filled” (v. 
26). These groups are either separated in faith, as are the heretics, or 
in the love of charity, as are the carnal, who are not properly in the 
Church, but next to it, insofar as they have a feigned faith and the ap-
pearance of holiness: “They have the appearance of devotion, but deny 
its power” (2 Tim 3:5); “Do not be surprised if the ministers of Satan 
disguise themselves” (2 Cor 11:14).38

888. The people were eager to find Christ. First, he shows how they 

35. St. Thomas refers to Jn 6:31 in ST III, q. 33, a. 3, ad 3.
36. See ST III, q. 61, a. 1.
37. See ST III, q. 57.
38. See ST II-II, q. 11, aa. 1–2.



 CHAPTER 6 17

looked for him; secondly, how they questioned him after they found 
him (v. 25).

889. He says, When the people saw that Jesus was not there, nor his 
disciples, they got into the boats, which had come from Tiberias, look‑
ing for Jesus; and this is praiseworthy: “Search for the Lord while he 
can be found” (Is 55:6); “Seek the Lord, and your soul will have life” 
(Ps 68:33).

890. Once they found him, they questioned him. When they, the 
people, found him, Christ, on the other side of the sea, they asked him: 
Rabbi, when did you come here? This can be understood in two ways. 
In the first way, they were asking about the time only. And then, 
Chrysostom39 says, they should be rebuked for their rudeness, be-
cause, after such a miracle, they did not ask how he crossed without a 
boat, but only when he did so. Or, it can be said that by asking when, 
they wanted to know not just the time, but the other circumstances 
connected with this miraculous crossing.

891. Note that now, after they have found Christ, they do not wish 
do make him their king, while before, after he had fed them, they did. 
They wanted to make him their king then because they were emotion-
ally excited with the joy of their meal; but such emotions quickly pass. 
So it is that things that we plan according to our emotions do not last; 
but matters that we arrange by our reason last longer: “A wise man 
continues on in his wisdom like the sun; a fool changes like the moon” 
(Sir 27:12); “The work of the wicked will not last” (Pr 11:18).

892. Then (v. 26), our Lord begins to mention a food that is spiritu-
al. First, he states a truth about this spiritual food. In the second place, 
he clears up a misunderstanding (6:41). As to the first he does three 
things. First, he presents a truth about this spiritual food; secondly, he 
mentions its origin; and thirdly, he tells them how this spiritual food 
is to be acquired (6:34). He does two things about the first. First, he 
explains this spiritual food and its power; in the second place, he tells 
what this food is (v. 28). As to the first, he does two things. First, he re-
bukes them for their disordered desires; in the second place, he urges 
them to accept the truth (v. 27).

893. He says, Amen, amen, I say to you, that although you seem 
to be devout, you seek me not because you have seen miracles, but be‑
cause you have eaten of the bread and have been filled. As if to say: 
You seek me, not for the sake of the spirit, but for the sake of the flesh, 
because you hope for more food. As Augustine40 says, these people 
represent those who seek Jesus not for himself, but in order to gain 
certain worldly advantages: as those engaged in some business call on 
clerics and prelates, not for the sake of Christ, but so that through their 

39. Hom. in Io. 43. 2; PG 59, col. 246; cf. Catena aurea, 6:22–27.
40. Tract. in Io. 25. 10; PL 35, col. 1600; cf. Catena aurea, 6:22–27.
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intervention they might be advanced into the ranks of those who are 
important: and like those who hurry to the churches, not for Christ, 
but because they have been urged to do so by those who are more 
powerful; and like those who approach our Lord for sacred orders not 
because they desire the merits of the virtues, but because they are 
looking for the satisfactions of this present life, as wealth and praise, as 
Gregory says in his Moralia.41 This is obvious: for to perform miracles 
is a work of divine power, but to eat loaves of bread which have been 
multiplied is temporal. Accordingly, those who do not come to Christ 
because of the power they see in him, but because they eat his bread, 
are not serving Christ but their own stomachs, as we see from Philippi-
ans (3:19); and again, “He will praise you when you are good to him,” 
as we read in the Psalm (48:19).42

894. He leads them back to the truth by calling their attention to 
spiritual food, saying, Do not work for the food that perishes but for 
that which endures to eternal life. First, he mentions its power; sec-
ondly, that it comes from him, which the Son of Man will give you.

895. The power of this food is seen in the fact that it does not per-
ish. In this respect we should point out that material things are like-
nesses of spiritual things, since they are caused and produced by them; 
and consequently they resemble spiritual things in some way. Now 
just as the body is sustained by food, so that which sustains the spirit 
is called its food, whatever it might be. The food that sustains the body 
is perishable, since it is converted into the nature of the body; but the 
food that sustains the spirit is not perishable, because it is not convert-
ed into the spirit; rather, the spirit is con verted into its food. Hence Au-
gustine says in his Confessions:43 “I am the food of the great; grow and 
you will eat me. But you will not change me into yourself, as you do 
bodily food, but you will be changed into me.”44

So our Lord says: work, i.e., seek by your work, or merit by your 
works, not for the food that perishes, i.e., bodily food: “Food is for 
the stomach, and the stomach for food, but God will destroy both”  
(1 Cor 6:13), because we will not always need food; but work for that 
which, that is, the spiritual food, endures to eternal life. This food is 
God himself, insofar as he is the Truth which is to be contemplated 
and the Goodness which is to be loved, which nourish the spirit: “Eat 
my bread” (Pr 9:5); “Wisdom will feed him with the bread of life and 
understanding” (Sir 15:5).45 Again, this food is the obedience to the 
divine commands: “My food is to do the will of him who sent me” 

41. Mor. 23. 25; PL 76, col. 282; cf. Catena aurea, 6:22–27. See also ST II-II, q. 
185, a. 1. 

42. See Aquinas, Expos. in Ps. 48, no 10.
43. Conf., VII, chap. 10. 16; PL 32, col. 742.
44. See ST III, q. 79, a. 1.
45. See ST II-II, q. 180, a. 4.
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(above 4:34).46 Also, it is Christ himself: “I am the bread of life” (6:35); 
“My flesh truly is food and my blood is drink (6:56): and this is so inso-
far as the flesh of Christ is joined to the Word of God, which is the food 
by which the angels live.47 The difference between bodily and spiritual 
food which he gives here, is like the one he gave before between bodi-
ly and spiritual drink: “Whoever drinks this water will be thirsty again, 
but whoever drinks the water that I give, will never be thirsty again” 
(4:13). The reason for this is that bodily things are perishable, while 
spiritual things, and especially God, are eternal.

896. We should note that according to Augustine, in his work, On 
the Labor of Monks,48 that certain monks misunderstood our Lord’s say-
ing, Do not work for the food that perishes, and claimed that spiritual 
men should not perform physical work. But this interpretation is false 
because Paul, who was most spiritual, worked with his hands; as we 
read in Ephesians, there he says (4:28): “Let him who stole, steal no 
longer; rather let him work with his hands.” The correct interpreta-
tion, therefore, is that we should direct our work, i.e., our main inter-
est and intention, to seeking the food that leads to eternal life, that is, 
spiritual goods. In regard to temporal goods, they should not be our 
principal aim but a subordinate one, that is, they are to be acquired 
only because of our mortal body, which has to be nourished as long 
as we are living this present life.49 So the Apostle speaks against this 
opinion, saying: “If any one will not work, neither let him eat” (2 Thes 
3:10); as if to say: those who maintain that physical work is not to be 
done should not eat, since eating is physical.

897. Next (v. 27), he mentions the one who gives this spiritual 
food. First, we see the author of this food; secondly, the source of his 
authority to give us this food. Christ is the author of this spiritual food, 
and the one who gives it to us. Thus he says, which, that is, the food 
that does not perish, the Son of Man will give you. If he had said, “the 
Son of God,” it would not have been unexpected; but he captures their 
attention by saying that the Son of Man gives this food. Yet the Son of 
Man gives this food in a spiritual way, because human nature, weak-
ened by sin, found spiritual food distasteful, and was not able to take 
it in its spirituality. Thus it was necessary for the Son of Man to as-
sume flesh and nourish us with it: “You have prepared a table before 
me” (Ps 22:5).50

898. He adds the source of his authority to give us this food when 
he says, for on him has God the Father set his seal. As if to say: the 
Son of Man will give us this food because he surpasses all the sons of 

46. See ST III, q. 47, a. 2.
47. See ST III, q. 73, a. 1; III, q. 80, a. 2.
48. De oper. mon.; PL 40, col. 547–82. 49. See ST II-II, q. 182, a. 1.
50. See ST III, q. 61, a. 1.
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men by his unique and preeminent fullness of grace.51 Thus he says, 
on him, i.e., on the Son of Man, has God the Father set his seal, i.e., he 
has significantly distinguished him from others: “God, your God, has 
anointed you with the oil of gladness above your fellows” (Ps 44:8).

Hilary52 explains it this way. God set his seal, i.e., impressed with 
a seal. For when a seal is impressed on wax, the wax retains the en-
tire figure of the seal, just as the Son has received the entire figure of 
the Father. Now the Son receives from the Father in two ways. One 
of these ways is eternal, and set his seal does not refer to this way, be-
cause when something is sealed the nature receiving the seal is not 
the same as the nature impressing the seal. Rather these words should 
be understood as referring to the mystery of the Incarnation, because 
God the Father has impressed his Word on human nature; this Word 
who is “the brightness of his glory, and the figure of his substance” 
(Heb 1:3).

Chrysostom53 explains it this way. God the Father has set his seal, 
i.e., God the Father specifically chose Christ to give eternal life to the 
world: “I came that they may have life” (below 10:10). For when 
someone is chosen to perform some great task, he is said to be sealed 
for that task: “After this, the Lord appointed (designo, appoint; signo, 
seal, mark) seventy other disciples” (Lk 10:1).

Or, it could be said that God the Father set his seal, i.e., Christ was 
made known by the Father, by his voice at Christ’s baptism, and by his 
works, as we saw in the fifth chapter. 

899. Next (v. 28), we see the nature of spiritual food. First, the Jews 
pose their question; in the second place, we have the answer of Jesus 
Christ (v. 29).

900. Concerning the first, we should note that the Jews, since they 
had been taught by the law, believed that only God was eternal.54 So 
when Christ said that his food would endure to eternal life, they un-
derstood that it would be a divine food. Thus when they question 
Christ, they do not mention this food, but rather the work of God, say-
ing: What must we do that we may perform the works of God? Indeed, 
they were not far from the truth since spiritual food is nothing else 
than performing and accomplishing the works of God: “What shall I do 
to gain eternal life?” (Lk 18:18).

901. The Lord’s answer is given when he says: This is the work of 
God, that you believe in him whom he sent. Here we should re flect that 
in Romans (4:2), the Apostle distinguished faith from works, saying 
that Abraham was justified by his faith, not by his works. If this is so, 

51. See ST III, q. 7.
52. De Trin. 8. 44; PL 10, col. 269B; cf. Catena aurea, 6:22–27.
53. Hom. in Io. 44. 1; PG 59, col. 250; cf. Catena aurea, 6:22–27.
54. See ST I-II, q. 98, a. 4; I-II, q. 101, a. 3.
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why does our Lord say here that to have faith, i.e., to believe, is a work 
of God? There are two answers to this. One is that the Apostle is not 
distinguishing faith from absolutely all works, but only from external 
works. External works, being performed by our body, are more notice-
able and so the word “works” ordinarily refers to them. But there are 
other works, interior works, performed within the soul, and these are 
known only to the wise and those converted in heart.

From another point of view, we can say that to believe can be re-
garded as included in our external works, not in the sense that it is an 
external work, but because it is the source of these works.55 

Thus he significantly says: that you believe in him (in illum). Now it 
is one thing to say: “I believe God” (credere Deum), for this indicates the 
object. It is another thing to say: “I believe God” (credere Deo), for this 
indicates the one who testifies. And it is still another thing to say: “I 
believe in God” (in Deum), for this indicates the end.56 Thus God can be 
regarded as the object of faith, as the one who testifies, and as the end, 
but in different ways. For the object of faith can be a creature, as when 
I believe in the creation of the heavens. Again, a creature can be one 
who testifies, for I believe Paul (credo Paulo) or any of the saints. But 
only God can be the end of faith, for our mind is directed to God alone 
as its end. Now the end, since it has the character of a good, is the ob-
ject of love. Thus to believe in God (in Deum) as in an end is proper to 
faith living through the love of charity. Faith, living in this way, is the 
principle of all our good works; and in this sense to believe is said to be 
a work of God.

902. But if faith is a work of God, how do men do the works of 
God? Isaiah (26:12) gives us the answer when he says: “You have ac-
complished all our works for us.” For the fact that we believe, and any 
good we do, is from God: “it is God who is working in us, both to will 
and to accomplish” (Phil 2:13).57 Thus he explicitly says that to believe 
is a work of God in order to show us that faith is a gift of God, as Ephe-
sians (2:8) maintains.

903. Next, we see the origin of this food. First, we have the ques-
tion asked by the Jews; secondly, the answer of Christ (v. 32). Three 
things are done about the first: first, the Jews look for a sign; secondly, 
they decide what it should be; and thirdly, they bring in what is nar-
rated in Scripture.

904. They look for a sign by asking Christ: What sign then are you 
going to give that we may see and believe you? This question is ex-
plained differently by Augustine and by Chrysostom. Chrysostom58 

55. See ST II-II, q. 4, a. 5.
56. See ST II-II, q. 2, a. 2.
57. See ST II-II, q. 6, a. 1; II-II, q. 109, a. 2.
58. Hom. in Io. 45. 1; PG 59. col. 251–52; cf. Catena aurea, 6:28–34.
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says that our Lord was leading them to the faith. But the evidence that 
leads one to the faith are miracles: “Signs were given to unbelievers” 
(1 Cor 14:22). And so the Jews were looking for a sign in order to be-
lieve, for it is their custom to seek such signs: “For Jews demand signs” 
(1 Cor 1:22). So they say: What sign then are you going to give? 

But it seems foolish to ask for a miracle for this reason, for Christ 
had just performed some in their presence which could lead them to 
believe, as multiplying the bread and walking on the water. What they 
were asking was that our Lord always provide them with food. This is 
clear because the only sign they mention is the one given by Moses to 
their ancestors for forty years, and they ask in this way that Christ al-
ways provide food for them. Thus they say: Our fathers ate manna in 
the desert. They did not say that God provided their ancestors with the 
manna, so that they would not seem to be making Christ equal to God. 
Again, they did not say that Moses fed their ancestors, so they would 
not seem to be preferring Moses to Christ, trying in this way to influ-
ence our Lord. We read of this food: “Man ate the bread of angels” (Ps 
77:25).

905. According to Augustine,59 however, our Lord had said that 
he would give them food that would endure to eternal life. Thus, he 
seemed to put himself above Moses. The Jews, on the other hand, con-
sidered Moses greater than Christ; so they said: “We know that God 
spoke to Moses, but we do not know where this man is from” (below 
9:29). Accordingly, they required Christ to accomplish greater things 
than Moses; and so they recall what Moses did, saying: Our fathers ate 
manna in the desert. As if to say: What you say about yourself is great-
er than what Moses did, for you are promising a food that does not 
perish, while the manna that Moses gave became wormy if saved for 
the next day. Therefore, if we are to believe you, do something greater 
than Moses did. Although you have fed five thousand men once with 
five barley loaves, this is not greater than what Moses did, for he fed 
all the people with manna from heaven for forty years, and in the des-
ert too: “He gave them the bread of heaven” (Ps 77:24).

LECTUrE 4

32 Jesus therefore said to them: “Amen, amen, I say to you: Mo‑
ses did not give you bread from heaven, but my Father gives you true 
bread from heaven. 33 For the true bread is that which descends from 
heaven, and gives life to the world.” 34 They then said to him: “Lord, 
give us this bread always.” 35 But Jesus said to them: “I am the bread 

59. Tract. in Io. 25. 12; PL 35, col. 1602; cf. Catena aurea, 6:28–34.
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of life. Whoever comes to me shall not hunger; and whoever believes in 
me shall never thirst. 36 But I have told you that you have both seen 
me and do not believe. 37 All that the Father gives me shall come to me; 
and the one who comes to me I will not cast out, 38 because I have come 
down from heaven, not to do my own will, but the will of him who sent 
me. 39 Now it is the will of him who sent me, the Father, that of all 
that he has given me I should lose nothing, but raise it up on the last 
day. 40 For this is the will of my Father, who sent me, that every one 
who sees the Son and believes in him, should have eternal life. And I 
will raise him up on the last day.”

906. Having told us the question the Jews had asked Christ, the 
Evangelist now gives his answer. First, Christ tells us of the origin of 
this spiritual food; secondly, he proves what he has just said (v. 33).

907. Concerning the first, we should note that the Jews had men-
tioned two things to Christ concerning the bodily food which had been 
given to their ancestors: the one who gave this food, Moses, and the 
place, that is, from heaven. Accordingly, when our Lord tells them 
about the origin of spiritual food, he does not mention these two, for 
he says that there is another who gives this food and another place. 
He says: Amen, amen, I say to you: Moses did not give you bread from 
heaven. There is another who gives to you, that is, my Father; and he 
gives, not just bodily bread, but the true bread from heaven.

908. But was it not true bread that their ancestors had in the des-
ert? I answer that if you understand “true” as contrasted with “false,” 
then they had true bread for the miracle of the manna was a true mir-
acle. But if “true” is contrasted with “symbolic,” then that bread was 
not true, but was a symbol of spiritual bread, that is, of our Lord Je-
sus Christ whom that manna signified, as the Apostle says: “All ate the 
same spiritual food” (1 Cor 10:3).

909. When the Psalm (77:24) says, “He gave them the bread of 
heaven,” this seems to conflict with, Moses did not give you bread from 
heaven. I answer that the word “heaven” can be understood in three 
ways. Sometimes it can mean the air, as in “The birds of heaven ate 
them” (Mt 13:4), and also in, “The Lord thundered from heaven” (Ps 
17:14). Sometimes “heaven” means the starry sky, as in, “The high-
est heaven is the Lord’s” (Ps 113:24), and in, “The stars will fall from 
heaven” (Mt 24:19). Thirdly, it can signify goods of a spiritual nature, 
as in “Rejoice and be glad, because your reward is great in heaven” 
(Mt 5:12). So the manna was said to be from heaven, not the heaven 
of the stars or of spiritual food, but from the air. Or, the manna was 
said to be from heaven insofar as it was a symbol of the true bread 
from heaven, our Lord Jesus Christ.

910. When he says, For the true bread is that which descends from 
heaven, and gives life to the world, he proves that it is from heaven 
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by its effect. For the true heaven is spiritual in nature, and has life by 
its own essence; therefore, of itself, it gives life: “It is the spirit that 
gives life” (below 6:64). Now God himself is the author of life. There-
fore, we know that this spiritual bread is from heaven when it produc-
es its proper effect, if it gives life. That bodily bread used by the Jews 
did not give life, since all who ate the manna died. But this [spiritual] 
bread does give life; so he says: the true bread, not that symbolic bread, 
is that which descends from heaven. This is clear, because it gives life 
to the world: for Christ, who is the true bread, gives life to whom he 
wills: “I came that they may have life” (below 10:10). He also descend-
ed from heaven: “No one has gone up to heaven except the One who 
came down from heaven” (above 3:13). Thus Christ the true bread, 
gives life to the world by reason of his divinity, and he descends from 
heaven by reason of his human nature, for as we said on the prior text, 
he came down from heaven by assuming human nature: “He emptied 
himself, taking the form of a servant” (Phil 2:7).

911. Now he considers the acquisition of this spiritual food. First, 
we see the Jews asking for it; secondly, he shows the way it is acquired 
(v. 35).

912. We should note with respect to the first, that the Jews un-
derstood what Christ said in a material way; and so, because they de-
sired material things, they were looking for material bread from Christ. 
Hence they said to him, Lord, give us this bread always, which physi-
cally nourishes us. The Samaritan woman also understood what our 
Lord said about spiritual water in a material way, and wishing to slake 
her thirst, said, “Give me this water” (above 4:15). And although these 
people understood what our Lord said about food in a material way, 
and asked for it this way, we are expected to ask for it as understood in 
a spiritual way: “Give us this day our daily bread” (Mt 6:11), because 
we cannot live without this bread.

913. Then, he shows how this bread is acquired. First, he shows 
what this bread is; secondly, how to obtain it (v. 37). Concerning the 
first, he does three things. First, he explains what this bread is; I am 
the bread of life; secondly, he gives the reason for this, Whoever comes 
to me shall not hunger; thirdly, he shows why this had to be explained 
(v. 36).

914. Jesus said to them: I am the bread of life, for as we saw above, 
the word of wisdom is the proper food of the mind, because the mind 
is sustained by it: “He fed him with the bread of life and understand-
ing” (Sir 15:3). Now the bread of wisdom is called the bread of life to 
distinguish it from material bread, which is the bread of death, and 
which serves only to restore what has been lost by a mortal organism; 
hence material bread is necessary only during this mortal life. But the 
bread of divine wisdom is life-giving of itself, and no death can affect 
it. Again, material bread does not give life, but only sustains for a time 



 CHAPTER 6 25

a life that already exists. But spiritual bread actually gives life: for the 
soul begins to live because it adheres to the word of God: “For with 
you is the fountain of life,” as we see in the Psalm (35:10). Therefore, 
since every word of wisdom is derived from the Only Begotten Word 
of God—“The fountain of wisdom is the Only Begotten of God” (Sir 
1:5)—this Word of God is especially called the bread of life. Thus Christ 
says, I am the bread of life. And because the flesh of Christ is united to 
the Word of God, it also is life-giving. Thus, too, his body, sacramental-
ly received, is life-giving: for Christ gives life to the world through the 
Mysteries which he accomplished in his flesh. Consequently, the flesh 
of Christ, because of the Word of the Lord, is not the bread of ordinary 
life, but of that life which does not die. And so the flesh of Christ is 
called bread: “The bread of Asher is rich” (Gen 49:20).60

His flesh was also signified by the manna. “Manna” means “What 
is this?” because when the Jews saw it they wondered, and asked each 
other what it was. But nothing is more a source of wonder than the 
Son of God made man, so that everyone can fittingly ask, “What is 
this?” That is, how can the Son of God be the Son of Man? How can 
Christ be one person with two natures? “His name will be called Won-
derful” (Is 9:6). It is also a cause for wonder how Christ can be present 
in the sacrament.

915. Next (v. 35), he gives the reason for this from the effect of this 
[spiritual] bread. When material bread is eaten, it does not permanent-
ly take away our hunger, since it must be destroyed in order to build us 
up; and this is necessary if we are to be nourished. But spiritual bread, 
which gives life of itself, is never destroyed; consequently, a person 
who eats it once never hungers again. Thus he says: Whoever comes to 
me shall not hunger; and whoever believes in me shall never thirst.

According to Augustine,61 it is the same thing to say, whoever comes, 
as to say, whoever believes: since it is the same to come to Christ and to 
believe in him, for we do not come to God with bodily steps, but with 
those of the mind, the first of which is faith. To eat and to drink are also 
the same: for each signifies that eternal fullness where there is no want: 
“Blessed are they who hunger and thirst for what is right, for they will 
be filled” (Mt 5:6); so that food which sustains and that drink which re-
freshes are one and the same.

One reason why temporal things do not take away our thirst per-
manently is that they are not consumed altogether, but only bit by bit, 
and with motion, so that there is always still more to be consumed. 
For this reason, just as there is enjoyment and satisfaction from what 
has been consumed, so there is a desire for what is still to come. An-
other reason is that they are destroyed; hence the recollection of them 

60. See ST III, q. 79, a. 2.
61. Tract. in Io. 25. 14; PL 35, col. 1603; cf. Catena aurea, 6:35–40.
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remains and generates a repeated longing for those things. Spiritu-
al things, on the other hand, are taken all at once, and they are not 
destroyed, nor do they run out; and consequently the fullness they 
produce remains forever: “They will neither hunger nor thirst” (Rev 
7:16); “Your face will fill me with joy; the delights in your right hand 
(i.e., in spiritual goods) will last forever,” as the Psalm (15:11) says.

916. Then (v. 36), we see why Christ had to explain these things. 
For someone could say: We asked for bread; but you did not answer, 
“I will give it to you,” or “I will not.” Rather, you say, I am the bread 
of life; and so your answer does not seem to be appropriate. But our 
Lord shows that it is a good answer, saying, I have told you that you 
have both seen me and do not believe. This is the same as a person hav-
ing bread right in front of him without his knowing it, and then being 
told: Look! The bread is right before you. And so Christ says: I have 
told you (I am the bread of life) that you have both seen me and do not 
believe, i.e., you want bread, and it is right before you; and yet you do 
not take it because you do not believe. In saying this he is censuring 
them for their unbelief: “They have seen and hated both me and my 
Father” (below 15:24).

917. Then (v. 37), he shows how this bread is acquired. First, he 
mentions the way to acquire it; secondly, the end attained by those 
who come to him (v. 37b); thirdly, he enlarges on this (v. 38).

918. Concerning the first, we should note that the very fact that we 
believe is a gift of God to us: “You are saved by grace, through faith; 
and this is not due to yourself, for it is the gift of God” (Eph 2:8); “It 
has been granted to you not only to believe in him, but also to suffer 
for him” (Phil 1:2).62 Sometimes, God the Father is said to give those 
who believe to the Son, as here: All that the Father gives me shall 
come to me. At other times, the Son is said to give them to the Fa-
ther, as in 1 Corinthians (15:24): “He will hand over the kingdom to 
God and the Father.” We can see from this that just as the Father does 
not deprive himself of the kingdom in giving to the Son, neither does 
the Son in giving to the Father. The Father gives to the Son insofar as 
the Father makes a person adhere to his Word: “Through whom (that 
is, the Father) you have been called into the fellowship of his Son”  
(1 Cor 1:9). The Son, on the other hand, gives to the Father insofar as 
the Word makes the Father known: “I have made known your name 
to those you have given me” (below 17:6). Thus Christ says: All that 
the Father gives me shall come to me, i.e., those who believe in me, 
whom the Father makes adhere to me by his gift.

919. Perhaps some might say that it is not necessary for one to use 
God’s gift: for many receive God’s gift and do not use it. So how can he 
say: All that the Father gives me shall come to me? We must say to this 

62. See also Aquinas, Super Eph., chap. 2, lec. 3, no. 93; ST II-II, q. 6, a. 1.
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that in this giving we have to include not only the habit which is faith, 
but also the interior impulse to believe. So, everything which contrib-
utes to salvation is a gift of God.

920. There is another question. If everything which the Father 
gives to Christ comes to him, as he says, then only those come to God 
whom the Father gives him. Thus, those who do not come are not re-
sponsible, since they are not given to him. I answer that they are not 
responsible if they cannot come to the faith without the help of God. 
But those who do not come are responsible, because they create an 
obstacle to their own coming by turning away from salvation, the way 
to which is of itself open to all.63

921. Then (v. 37b), the end attained by those who come is men-
tioned. For some might say, “We will come to you, but you will not re-
ceive us.” To exclude this he says, the one who comes to me, by steps of 
faith and by good works, I will not cast out. By this he lets us under-
stand that he is already within, for one must be within before one can 
be sent out. Let us consider, therefore, what is interior, and how one is 
cast out from it.

We should point out that since all visible things are said to be exte-
rior with respect to spiritual things, then the more spiritual something 
is the more interior it is. What is interior is twofold. The first is the 
most profound and is the joy of eternal life. According to Augustine,64 
this is a sweet and most interior retreat, without any weariness, with-
out the bitterness of evil thoughts, and uninterrupted by temptations 
and sorrows. We read of this: “Share the joy of your Lord” (Mt 25:21); 
and, “You will hide them in the secret of your face,” that is, in the full 
vision of your essence (Ps 30:21). From this interior no one is cast out: 
“He who conquers, I will make him a pillar in the temple of the living 
God: and he will no longer leave it” (Rev 3:12), because “the just will 
go to everlasting life,” as we see from Matthew (25:46).65 The other 
interior is that of an upright conscience; we read of this: “When I en-
ter into my house I will enjoy repose” (Wis 8:16); and “The king has 
brought me into his storerooms” (Sg 1:3). It is from this interior that 
some are cast out.

So, when our Lord says, the one who comes to me I will not cast out, 
we can understand this in two ways. In one way, those who come to 
him are those who have been given to him by the Father through eter-
nal predestination. Of these he says: the one who comes to me, predes-
tined by the Father, I will not cast out: “God has not rejected his peo-
ple, the people he chose” (Rom 11:2).66 In a second way, those who 
do go out are not cast out by Christ; rather, they cast themselves out, 

63. See ST I, q. 23, a. 3; I, q. 49, a. 2.
64. Tract. in Io. 25. 14; PL 35, col. 1603; cf. Catena aurea, 6:35–40.
65. See ST I-II, q. 5, a. 4.
66. See ST I, q. 23, a. 6.
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because through their unbelief and sins they abandon the sanctuary of 
an upright conscience. Thus we read: I will not cast out such; but they 
do cast themselves out: “You are the burden, and I will cast you aside, 
says the Lord” (Jer 23:33). It was in this way that the man who came 
to the wedding feast without wedding clothes was cast out (Mt 22:13).

922. Next (v. 38), he gives the reason for what he just said. First, he 
mentions his intention to accomplish the will of the Father; secondly, 
he states what the will of the Father is (v. 39); and thirdly, he shows 
the final accomplishment of this will (v. 40b).

923. Concerning the first, we should note that this passage can be 
read in two ways: either as Augustine does, or following the interpre-
tation of Chrysostom. Augustine67 understands it this way: the one 
who comes to me I will not cast out; and this is because the one who 
comes to me imitates my humility. In Matthew (11:29), after our Lord 
said, “Come to me, all you who labor,” he added, “Learn from me, for I 
am gentle and humble of heart.” Now the true gentleness of the Son of 
God consists in the fact that he submitted his will to the will of the Fa-
ther. Thus he says, the one who comes to me I will not cast out, because 
I have come down from heaven, not to do my own will, but the will of 
him who sent me. Since a soul abandons God because of its pride, it 
must return in humility, coming to Christ by imitating his humility; 
and this humility of Christ was in not doing his own will, but the will 
of God the Father.68

Here we should note that there were two wills in Christ. One per-
tains to his human nature, and this will is proper to him, both by na-
ture and by the will of the Father. His other will pertains to his divine 
nature, and this will is the same as the will of the Father. Christ sub-
ordinated his own will, that is, his human will, to the divine will, be-
cause, wishing to accomplish the will of the Father, he was obedient to 
the Father’s will: “My God, I desired to do your will” (Ps 39:9).69 We 
ask that this will be accomplished in our regard when we say, “Your 
will be done” (Mt 6:10). Thus, those who do the will of God, not their 
own will, are not cast out. The devil, who wanted to do his own will 
out of pride, was cast from heaven; and so too the first man was ex-
pelled from paradise.70

Chrysostom71 explains the passage this way. The reason I do not 
cast out one who comes to me is because I have come to accomplish 
the will of the Father concerning the salvation of men. So, if I have 
become incarnate for the salvation of men, how can I cast them out? 
And this is what he says: I will not cast out one who comes, because I 

67. Tract. in Io. 25. 15–17, col. 1603–5; cf. Catena aurea, 6:35–40. 
68. See ST III, q. 1, a. 2; III, q. 20, a. 1.
69. See ST III, q. 18, a. 5.
70. See ST I, q. 63, a. 3; II-II, q. 163, a. 1; II-II, q. 164, a. 2.
71. Hom. in Io. 45. 3; PG 59, col. 254–55; cf. Catena aurea, 6:35–40.
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have come down from heaven, not to do my own will, my human will, 
so as to obtain my own benefit, but the will of him who sent me, that 
is, the Father, “He desires the salvation of all men” (1 Tim 2:4). And 
therefore, so far as I am concerned, I do not cast out any person: “For 
if, when we were enemies, we were reconciled to God by the death of 
his Son, now much more, having been reconciled, we will be saved by 
his life” (Rom 5:10).72

924. Then (v. 39), he shows what the Father wills; and next, why 
he wills it (v. 40).

925. He says: I will not cast out those who come to me, because I 
have taken flesh in order to do the will of the Father: Now it is the will 
of him who sent me, the Father, that those who come to me I will not 
cast out; and so I will not cast them out, “This is the will of God, your 
sanctification” (1 Thes 4:3). Therefore he says that it is the will of the 
Father that of all that he, the Father, has given me I should lose noth‑
ing, i.e., that I should lose nothing until the time of the resurrection. 
At this time some will be lost, the wicked; but none of those given to 
Christ through eternal predestination will be among them: “The way 
of the wicked will perish” (Ps 1:6). Those, on the other hand, who are 
preserved until then, will not be lost.

Now when he says, lose, we should not understand this as implying 
that he needs such people or that he is damaged if they perish. Rath-
er, he says this because he desires their salvation and what is good for 
them, which he regards as his own good.

926. What John later reports Christ as saying seems to conflict with 
this: “None of them,” that is, of those you have given me, “have been 
lost except the son of perdition” (below 17:12). Thus, some of those 
given to Christ through eternal predestination are lost. Accordingly, 
what he says here, that of all that he has given me I should lose noth‑
ing, is not true. We must say to this that some are lost from among 
those given to Christ through a present justification; but none are lost 
from among those given to him through eternal predestination.73

927. Now he gives the reason for the divine will (v. 40). The reason 
why the Father wills that I lose nothing of all that he has given me is 
that the Father wills to bring men to life spiritually, because he is the 
fountain of life.74 And since the Father is eternal, he wills, absolutely 
speaking, that every one who comes to me should have eternal life. 
And this is what he says: For this is the will of my Father, who sent 
me, that every one who sees the Son and believes in him, should have 
eternal life. Note that he said above: “Whoever hears my voice and be-
lieves in him who sent me, possesses eternal life” (above 5:24), while 

72. See ST I, q. 23, a. 3; III, q. 49, a. 3.
73. See ST I, q. 23, a. 6.
74. See ST I, q. 18, aa. 3–4.
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here he says: every one who sees the Son and believes in him. We can 
understand from this that the Father and the Son have the same di-
vine nature; and it is the vision of this, through its essence, that is our 
ultimate end and the object of our faith.75 When he says here, sees the 
Son, he is referring to the physical sight of Christ which leads to faith, 
and not to this vision through essence which faith precedes. Thus he 
expressly says, every one who sees the Son and believes in him: “Who-
ever believes in him . . . will not encounter judgment, but has passed 
from death to life” (above 5:24); “These things are written that you 
may believe that Jesus Christ is the Son of God, and that believing you 
may have life in his name” (below 20:31).

928. This will of the Father will also be accomplished. So he adds: 
And I will raise him up on the last day, for he wills that we have eter-
nal life not just in our soul alone, but also in our body, as Christ did at 
his resurrection: “Many of those who sleep in the dust of the earth will 
awake: some to an everlasting life, and others to everlasting shame” 
(Dn 12:2); “Christ, having risen from the dead, will not die again” 
(Rom 6:9).76

LECTUrE 5

41 The Jews therefore grumbled about him because he had said, “I 
am the living bread that has come down from heaven.” 42 And they 
said: “Is he not the son of Joseph? Do we not know his father and 
mother? How then can he say that he has come down from heaven?” 
43 Jesus responded and said to them: “Stop grumbling among your‑
selves. 44 No one can come to me unless the Father, who sent me, draws 
him. And I will raise him up on the last day. 45 It is written in the 
prophets: ‘They shall all be taught by God.’ Every one who has heard 
the Father and has learned, comes to me. 46 Not that any one has seen 
the Father, except the one who is from God—he has seen the Father.”77

929. Those opinions that conflict with the above teaching of Christ 
are now rejected. First, those of the people who were discontented; 
secondly, those of the disciples who were in a state of doubt (v. 61). He 
does two things about the first. First, we see the people grumble about 
the origin of this spiritual food; secondly, we see Christ check the dis-
pute which arose over the eating of this spiritual food (v. 53). As to 
the first he does two things. First, he mentions the grumbling of the 

75. See ST II-II, q. 3, a. 8.
76. See ST III, q. 53, a. 1.
77. St. Thomas quotes Jn 6:44 in ST I-II, q. 109. a. 6, sed contra; and Jn 6:45 in 

ST I, q. 43, a. 5, ad 2; I-II, q. 112, a. 2, ad 2; I-II, q. 112, a. 3; I-II, q. 113, a. 3, sed 
contra; II-II, q. 2, a. 3; II-II, q. 8, a. 5, sed contra; III, q. 69, a. 5, ad 2. 
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people; secondly, how it was checked (v. 43). As to the first he does 
two things. First, he shows the occasion for this complaining; secondly, 
what those complaining said (v. 42).

930. He continues that some of the people were grumbling over 
what Christ had said, that is, because Christ had said, I am the living 
bread that has come down from heaven, a spiritual bread they did not 
understand or desire. And so they grumbled because their minds were 
not fixed on spiritual things. They were following in this case the cus-
tom of their ancestors: “They grumbled in their tents” (Ps 105:25); “Do 
not grumble, as some of them did” (1 Cor 10:10). As Chrysostom78 
says, they had not complained till now because they still hoped to ob-
tain material food; but as soon as they lost that hope, they began to 
grumble, although they pretended that it was for a different reason. 
Yet they did not contradict him openly due to the respect they had for 
him arising from his previous miracle.

931. He says those who complained said: Is he not the son of Joseph? 
For since they were earthly minded, they only considered Christ’s 
physical generation, which hindered them from recognizing his spiritu-
al and eternal generation. And so we see them speaking only of earth-
ly things, “He who is of earth is earthly and speaks of earthly things” 
(above 3:31), and not understanding what is spiritual. Thus they said: 
How then can he say that he has come down from heaven? They called 
him the son of Joseph as this was the general opinion, for Joseph was 
his foster father: “the son of Joseph (as was supposed)” (Lk 3:23).

932. Next (v. 43), the grumbling of the people is checked. First, 
Christ stops this complaining, secondly, he clears up their difficulty (v. 
47). As to the first he does two things. First, he checks their complain-
ing, secondly, he tells why they were doing it (v. 44).

933. Jesus noticed that they were grumbling and checked them, 
saying, Stop grumbling among yourselves. This was good advice, for 
those who complain show that their minds are not firmly fixed on 
God; and so we read in Wisdom (1:11): “Keep yourselves from grum-
bling, for it does no good.”

934. The reason for their grumbling was their unbelief, and he 
shows this when he says, No one can come to me. . . . First, he shows 
that if one is to come to Christ, he has to be drawn by the Father. Sec-
ondly, he shows the way one is drawn (v. 45). As to the first he does 
three things. First, he mentions that coming to Christ surpasses human 
ability; secondly, the divine help we receive for this; and thirdly, the 
end or fruit of this help.

That we should come to Christ through faith surpasses our human 
ability; thus he says, No one can come to me. Secondly, divine help is 
effective in helping us to this; thus he says, unless the Father, who 

78. Hom. in Io. 46. 1; PG 59, col. 257; cf. Catena aurea, 6:41–46.
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sent me, draws him. The end or fruit of this help is the very best, so he 
adds, And I will raise him up on the last day.

935. He says first: It is not unexpected that you are grumbling, be-
cause my Father had not yet drawn you to me, for No one can come 
to me, by believing in me, unless the Father, who sent me, draws him.

There are three questions here. The first is about his saying: unless 
the Father draws him. For since we come to Christ by believing, then, 
as we said above, to come to Christ is to believe in him. But no one can 
believe unless he wills to. Therefore, since to be drawn implies some 
kind of compulsion, one who comes to Christ by being drawn is com-
pelled.

I answer that what we read here about the Father drawing us does 
not imply coercion, because there are some ways of being drawn that 
do not involve compulsion.79 Consequently, the Father draws men to 
the Son in many ways, using the different ways in which we can be 
drawn without compulsion. One person may draw another by per-
suading him with a reason. The Father draws us to his Son in this way 
by showing us that he is his Son. He does this in two ways. First, by an 
interior revelation, as in: “Blessed are you, Simon Bar-Jonah, for flesh 
and blood has not revealed this to you (that is, that Christ is the Son 
of the living God), but it was done so by my Father” (Mt 16:17). Sec-
ondly, it can be done through miracles which the Son has the power to 
do from the Father: “The very works which my Father has given me to 
perform . . . they bear witness to me” (above 5:36).

Again, one person draws another by attracting or captivating him: 
“She captivated him with her flattery” (Pr 7:21). This is the way the 
Father draws those who are devoted to Jesus on account of the au-
thority of the paternal greatness. For the Father, i.e., the paternal 
greatness, draws those who believe in Christ because they believe that 
he is the Son of God. Arius—who did not believe that Christ was the 
true Son of God, nor begotten of the substance of the Father—was 
not drawn in this way. Neither was Photinus—who dogmatized that 
Christ was a mere man. So, this is the way those who are captivated by 
his greatness are drawn by the Father. But they are also drawn by the 
Son, through a wonderful joy and love of the truth, which is the very 
Son of God himself. For if, as Augustine80 says, each of us is drawn by 
his own pleasure, how much more strongly ought we to be drawn to 
Christ if we find our pleasure in truth, happiness, justice, eternal life: 
all of which Christ is! Therefore, if we would be drawn by him, let us 
be drawn through love for the truth, according to: “Take delight in the 
Lord, and he will give you the desires of your heart” (Ps 36:4). And so 

79. See ST I-II, q. 113, aa. 3–5.
80. Tract. in Io. 26. 4; PL 35, col. 1608; cf. Catena aurea, 6:41–46.
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in the Song of Solomon, the bride says: “Draw me after you, and we 
will run to the fragrance of your perfume” (1:4).

An external revelation or an object are not the only things that 
draw us. There is also an interior impulse that incites and moves us to 
believe. And so the Father draws many to the Son by the impulse of 
a divine action, moving a person’s heart from within to believe: “It is 
God who is working in us, both to will and to accomplish” (Phil 2:13); 
“I will draw them with the cords of Adam, with bands of love” (Hos 
11:4); “The heart of the king is in the hand of the Lord; he turns it 
wherever he wills” (Pr 21:1).81

936. The second problem is this. We read that it is the Son who 
draws us to the Father: “No one knows the Father but the Son, and 
he to whom the Son wishes to reveal him” (Mt 11:26); “I have made 
your name known to those you have given me” (below 17:6). So how 
can it say here that it is the Father who draws us to the Son? This can 
be answered in two ways: for we can speak of Christ either as a man, 
or as God. As man, Christ is the way: “I am the way” (below 14:6); 
and as the Christ, he leads us to the Father, as a way or road leads to 
its end. The Father draws us to Christ as man insofar as he gives us his 
own power so that we may believe in Christ: “You are saved by grace, 
through faith; and this is not due to yourself, for it is the gift of God” 
(Eph 2:8). Insofar as he is Christ, he is the Word of God and manifests 
the Father. It is in this way that the Son draws us to the Father. But the 
Father draws us to the Son insofar as he manifests the Son.82

937. The third problem concerns his saying that no one can come to 
Christ unless the Father draws him. For according to this, if one does 
not come to Christ, it is not because of himself, but is due to the one 
who does not draw him. I answer and say that, in truth, no one can 
come unless drawn by the Father. For just as a heavy object by its na-
ture cannot rise up, but has to be lifted by someone else, so the hu-
man heart, which tends of itself to lower things, cannot rise to what is 
above unless it is drawn or lifted. And if it does not rise up, this is not 
due to the failure of the one lifting it, who, so far as lies in him, fails 
no one; rather, it is due to an obstacle in the one who is not drawn or 
lifted up.

In this matter we can distinguish between those in the state of in-
tegral nature, and those in the state of fallen nature. In the state of in-
tegral nature, there was no obstacle to being drawn up, and thus all 
could share in it. But in the state of fallen nature, all are equally held 
back from this drawing by the obstacle of sin; and so, all need to be 
drawn.83 God, in so far as it depends on him, extends his hand to ev-

81. See ST I-II, q. 113, aa. 3–5.
82. See ST I, q. 43, a. 4; III, q. 39, a. 8; III, q. 45, a. 4.
83. See ST I-II, q. 109, a. 3.
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ery one, to draw every one; and what is more, he not only draws those 
who receive him by the hand, but even converts those who are turned 
away from him, according to: “Convert us, O Lord, to yourself, and we 
will be converted” (Lam 5:21); and “You will turn, O God, and bring us 
to life,” as one version of the Psalm (84:7) puts it. Therefore, since God 
is ready to give grace to all, and draw them to himself, it is not due to 
him if someone does not accept; rather, it is due to the person who 
does not accept.84

938. A general reason can be given why God does not draw all 
who are turned away from him, but certain ones, even though all are 
equally turned away. The reason is so that the order of divine justice 
may appear and shine forth in those who are not drawn, while the 
immensity of the divine mercy may appear and shine in those who 
are drawn. But as to why in particular he draws this person and does 
not draw that person, there is no reason except the pleasure of the di-
vine will. So Augustine85 says: “Whom he draws and whom he does 
not draw, why he draws one and does not draw another, do not de-
sire to judge if you do not wish to err. But accept and understand: If 
you are not yet drawn, then pray that you may be drawn.” We can il-
lustrate this by an example. One can give as the reason why a builder 
puts some stones at the bottom, and others at the top and sides, that it 
is the arrangement of the house, whose completion requires this. But 
why he puts these particular stones here, and those over there, this 
depends on his mere will. Thus it is that the prime reason for the ar-
rangement is referred to the will of the builder. So God, for the com-
pletion of the universe, draws certain ones in order that his mercy may 
appear in them; and others he does not draw in order that his justice 
may be shown in them.86 But that he draws these and does not draw 
those, depends on the pleasure of his will. In the same way, the reason 
why in his Church he made some apostles, some confessors, and oth-
ers martyrs, is for the beauty and completion of the Church. But why 
he made Peter an apostle, and Stephen a martyr, and Nicholas a con-
fessor, the only reason is his will.87 We are now clear on the limitations 
of our human ability, and the assistance given to us by divine help.

939. He follows with the end and fruit of this help when he says, 
And I will raise him up on the last day, even as man; for we obtain 
the fruit of the resurrection through those things which Christ did in 
his flesh: “For as death came through a man, so the resurrection of the 
dead has come through a man” (1 Cor 15:21). So I, as man, will raise 
him up, not only to a natural life, but even to the life of glory; and this 
on the last day. For the Catholic Faith teaches that the world will be 

84. See ST I, q. 19, a. 9; I, q. 23, a. 3; I, q. 49, a. 2; III, q. 49, a. 3.
85. Tract. in Io. 26. 2; PL 35, col. 1607.
86. See ST I, q. 21, a. 4.
87. See ST I, q. 19, a. 5; I, q. 23, a. 5.



 CHAPTER 6 35

made new: “Then I saw a new heaven and a new earth” (Rev 21:1), 
and that among the changes accompanying this renewal we believe 
that the motion of the heavens will stop, and consequently, time.88 
“And the angel I saw standing on the sea and on the land, raised his 
hand to heaven” (Rev 10:5), and then it says that he swore that “time 
will be no more” (v. 6). Since at the resurrection time will stop, so also 
will night and day, according to “There will be one day, known to the 
Lord, not day and night” (Zec 14:7). This is the reason he says, And I 
will raise him up on the last day.

940. As to the question why the motion of the heavens and time 
itself will continue until then, and not end before or after, we should 
note that whatever exists for something else is differently disposed ac-
cording to the different states of that for which it exists. But all physi-
cal things have been made for man; consequently, they should be dis-
posed according to the different states of man. So, because the state 
of incorruptibility will begin in men when they arise—according to 
“What is mortal will put on incorruption,” as it says in 1 Corinthians 
(15:54)—the corruption of things will also stop then. Consequently, 
the motion of the heavens, which is the cause of the generation and 
corruption of material things, will stop. “Creation itself will be set free 
from its slavery to corruption into the freedom of the children of God” 
(Rom 8:21).

So, it is clear that the Father must draw us if we are to have faith.
941. Then (v. 45), he considers the way we are drawn. First, he 

states the way; secondly, its effectiveness (v. 45b), and thirdly, he ex-
cludes a certain way of being drawn (v. 46).

942. The manner in which we are drawn is appropriate, for God 
draws us by revealing and teaching; and this is what he says: It is writ‑
ten in the prophets: They shall all be taught by God. Bede89 says that 
this comes from Joel. But it does not seem to be there explicitly, al-
though there is something like it in: “O children of Zion, rejoice and 
be joyful in the Lord your God, because he will give you a teacher of 
justice” (Jl 2:23). Again, according to Bede, he says, in the prophets, 
so that we might understand that the same meaning can be gathered 
from various statements of the prophets. But it is Isaiah who seems 
to state this more explicitly: “All your children will be taught by the 
Lord” (Is 54:13). We also read: “I will give you shepherds after my own 
heart, and they will feed you with knowledge and doctrine” (Jer 3:15).

943. They shall all be taught by God can be understood in three 
ways. In one way, so that all stands for all the people in the world; in 
another way, so that it stands for all who are in the Church of Christ, 

88. See ST I, q. 10, a. 4.
89. According to the French edition of Aquinas’s Commentary on John, ed. M.-D. 

Philippe, Commentaire sur l’évangile de Saint Jean (Paris:Les Éditions du Cerf, 1998), 
405, n. 6, these comments cannot be found in the extant works of Bede.
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and in a third way, so it means all who will be in the kingdom of 
heaven.

If we understand it in the first way, it does not seem to be true, for 
he immediately adds, Every one who has heard the Father and has 
learned, comes to me. Therefore, if every one in the world is taught [by 
God], then every one will come to Christ. But this is false, for not ev-
ery one has faith. There are three answers to this. First, one could say, 
as Chrysostom90 does, that he is speaking of the majority: all, i.e., very 
many shall be taught, just as we find in Matthew: “Many will come 
from the East and the West” (Mt 8:11). Secondly, it could mean, all, 
so far as God is concerned, shall be taught, but if some are not taught, 
that is due to themselves. For the sun, on its part, shines on all, but 
some are unable to see it if they close their eyes, or are blind. From this 
point of view, the Apostle says: “He desires the salvation of all men, 
and that all come to the knowledge of the truth” (1 Tim 2:4). Thirdly, 
we could say, with Augustine,91 that we must make a restricted appli-
cation, so that They shall all be taught by God, means that all who are 
taught, are taught by God. It is just as we might speak of a teacher of 
the liberal arts who is working in a city: he alone teaches all the boys 
of the city, because no one there is taught by anyone else. It is in this 
sense that it was said above: “He was the true light, which enlightens 
every man coming in to this world” (1:9).

944. If we explain these words as referring to those who are gath-
ered into the Church, it says: They shall all, all who are in the Church, 
be taught by God. For we read: “All your children will be taught by 
the Lord” (Is 54:13). This shows the sublimity of the Christian faith, 
which does not depend on human teachings, but on the teaching of 
God.92 For the teaching of the Old Testament was given through the 
prophets; but the teaching of the New Testament is given through the 
Son of God himself. “In many and various ways (i.e., in the Old Tes-
tament) God spoke to our fathers through the prophets; in these days 
he has spoken to us in his Son” (Heb 1:1); and again in (2:3): “It was 
first announced by the Lord, and was confirmed to us by those who 
heard him.” Thus, all who are in the Church are taught, not by the 
apostles nor by the prophets, but by God himself. Further, according 
to Augustine,93 what we are taught by men is from God, who teaches 
from within: “You have one teacher, the Christ” (Mt 23:10). For un-
derstanding, which we especially need for such teaching, is from God.

945. If we explain these words as applying to those who are in the 
kingdom of heaven, then They shall all be taught by God, because they 

90. Hom. in Io. 46. 1; PG 59, col. 258; cf. Catena aurea, 6:41–46.
91. De praed. sanct. 8. 14; PL 44, col. 971; cf. Catena aurea, 6:41–46.
92. See ST I-II, q. 106, a. 1.
93. Tract. in Io. 26. 7; PL 35, col. 1610; cf. Catena aurea, 6:41–46.
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will see his essence without any intermediary: “We shall see him as he 
is” (1 Jn 3:2).94

946. This drawing by the Father is most effective, because, Every 
one who has heard the Father and has learned, comes to me. Here he 
mentions two things: first, what relates to a gift of God, when he says, 
has heard, that is, through God, who reveals; the other relates to a free 
judgment, when he says, and has learned, that is, by an assent. These 
two are necessary for every teaching of faith. Every one who has heard 
the Father, teaching and making known, and has learned, by giving 
assent, comes to me.

He comes in three ways: through a knowledge of the truth; through 
the affection of love; and through imitative action. And in each way 
it is necessary that one hear and learn. The one who comes through 
a knowledge of the truth must hear, when God speaks within: “I will 
hear what the Lord God will speak within me” (Ps 84:9); and he must 
learn, through affection, as was said. The one who comes through love 
and desire—“If any one thirsts, let him come to me and drink” (be-
low 7:37)—must hear the word of the Father and grasp it, in order to 
learn and be moved in his affections. For that person learns the word 
who grasps it according to the meaning of the speaker. But the Word 
of the Father breathes forth love.95 Therefore, the one who grasps 
it with eager love, learns. “Wisdom goes into holy souls, and makes 
them prophets and friends of God” (Wis 7:27).96 One comes to Christ 
through imitative action, according to: “Come to me, all you who la-
bor and are burdened, and I will refresh you” (Mt 11:28). And who-
ever learns even in this way comes to Christ: for as the conclusion is 
to things knowable, so is action to things performable. Now whoever 
learns perfectly in the sciences arrives at the conclusion; therefore, as 
regards things that are performable, whoever learns the words perfect-
ly arrives at the right action: “The Lord has opened my ear: and I do 
not resist” (Is 50:5).

947. To correct the thought that some might have that every one 
will hear and learn from the Father through a vision, he adds: Not that 
any one has seen the Father, that is, a person living in this life does not 
see the Father in his essence, according to: “Man will not see me and 
live” (Ex 33:20), except the one, that is the Son, who is from God—he 
has seen the Father, through his essence.97 Or, Not that any one has 
seen the Father, with a comprehensive vision: neither man nor angel 
has ever seen or can see in this way; except the one who is from God, 
i.e., the Son: “No one knows the Father except the Son” (Mt 11:27).98

The reason for this, of course, is that all vision or knowledge comes 

94. See ST I, q. 12, a. 5. 95. See ST I, q. 36, a. 2.
96. See ST II-II, q. 4, a. 3. 97. See ST I, q. 12, a. 11.
98. See ST I, q. 12, a. 7.



38  COMMENTARY ON THE GOSPEL OF JOHN

about through a likeness: creatures have a knowledge of God accord-
ing to the way they have a likeness to him.99 Thus the philosophers 
say that the intelligences know the First Cause according to this like-
ness which they have to it. Now every creature possesses some like-
ness to God, but it is infinitely distant from a likeness to his nature, 
and so no creature can know him perfectly and totally, as he is in his 
own nature.100 The Son, however, because he has received the entire 
nature of the Father perfectly, through an eternal generation, sees and 
comprehends totally.

948. Note how the words used are appropriate: for above, when he 
was speaking of the knowledge others have, he used the word “heard”; 
but now, in speaking of the Son’s knowledge, he uses the word “seen,” 
for knowledge which comes through seeing is direct and open, while 
that which comes through hearing comes through one who has seen. 
And so we have received the knowledge we have about the Father 
from the Son, who saw him. Thus, no one can know the Father except 
through Christ, who makes him known; and no one can come to the 
Son unless he has heard from the Father, who makes the Son known.

LECTUrE 6

47 “Amen, amen, I say to you: Whoever believes in me has eternal 
life. 48 I am the bread of life. 49 Your fathers ate manna in the desert, 
and they are dead. 50 This is the bread that comes down from heaven, 
so that if anyone eats of this [bread], he will not die. 51 I am the liv‑
ing bread that has come down from heaven. 52 If anyone eats of this 
bread, he will live forever. And the bread which I will give is my flesh, 
for the life of the world.”101

949. After our Lord quieted the grumbling of the Jews, he now 
clears up the doubt they had because of his saying, “I am the bread 
that has come down from heaven.” He intends to show here that this 
is true. This is the way he reasons: The bread which gives life to the 
world descended from heaven; but I am the bread that gives life to the 
world: therefore, I am the bread which descended from heaven. He 
does three things concerning this. First, he presents the minor prem-
ise of his reasoning, that is, I am the bread of life. In the second place, 

99. See ST I, q. 13, a. 5.
100. See ST I, q. 4, a. 3.
101. St. Thomas refers to Jn 6:50 in ST III, q. 79, a. 4, obj. 3; III, q. 79, a. 6, sed 

contra; III, q. 79, a. 8, obj. 1; III, q. 80, a. 3, sed contra; to Jn 6:51 in ST I-II, q. 102, 
a. 3, ad 12; I-II, q. 102, a. 4, ad 6; and to Jn 6:52 in ST III, q. 79, a. 1, sed contra; 
III, q. 79, a. 2, sed contra.
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he gives the major premise, that is, that the bread that descended from 
heaven ought to give life (v. 49). Thirdly, we have the conclusion (v. 
51). As to the first he does two things. First, he states his point; sec-
ondly, he expresses it as practically proved (v. 48).

950. His intention is to show that he is the bread of life. Bread is 
life-giving insofar as it is taken. Now one who believes in Christ takes 
him within himself according to: “Christ dwells in our hearts through 
faith” (Eph 3:17). Therefore, if he who believes in Christ has life, it is 
clear that he is brought to life by eating this bread. Thus, this bread is 
the bread of life. And this is what he says: Amen, amen, I say to you: 
Whoever believes in me, with a faith made living by love, which not 
only perfects the intellect but the affections as well (for we do not tend 
to the things we believe in unless we love them), has eternal life.

Now Christ is within us in two ways: in our intellect through faith 
so far as it is faith; and in our affections through love, which informs 
or gives life to our faith: “He who abides in love, abides in God, and 
God in him” (1 Jn 4:16).102 So he who believes in Christ so that he 
tends to him, possesses Christ in his affections and in his intellect. And 
if we add that Christ is eternal life, as stated in “that we may be in 
his true Son, Jesus Christ. This is the true God and eternal life” (1 Jn 
5:20), and in “In him was life” (above 1:4), we can infer that whoev-
er believes in Christ has eternal life. He has it, I say, in its cause and in 
hope, and he will have it at some time in reality.

951. Having stated his position, he expresses it as, I am the bread of 
life, which gives life, as clearly follows from the above. We read of this 
bread: “The bread of Asher will be rich, he will furnish choice mor-
sels,” of eternal life, “to kings” (Gen 49:20).

952. Then when he says, Your fathers ate manna in the desert, and 
they are dead, he gives the major premise, namely, the bread that de-
scended from heaven ought to have the effect of giving life. First, he 
explains this; secondly, he draws his point (v. 50).

953. He explains his meaning through a contrasting situation. It 
was said above (909) that Moses gave the Jews bread from heaven, in 
the sense of from the air. But bread that does not come from the true 
heaven cannot give adequate life. Therefore, it is proper to the heav-
enly bread to give life. So, the bread given by Moses, in which you 
take pride, does not give life. And he proves this when he says, Your 
fathers ate manna in the desert, and they are dead.

In this statement he first reproaches them for their faults, when he 
says, Your fathers, whose sons you are, not only according to the flesh, 
but also by imitating their actions, because you are grumblers just as 
“they grumbled in their tents” (Ps 105:25); this was why he said to 

102. See ST II-II, q. 4, a. 3.
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them: “Fill up, then, the measure of your fathers,” as we read in Mat-
thew (23:32). As Augustine103 says, this people is said to have offend-
ed God in no matter more than by grumbling against God. Secondly, 
he mentions for how short a time this was done, saying, in the des‑
ert: for they were not given manna for a long period of time; and they 
had it only while in the desert, and not when they entered the prom-
ised land (Jos 5:12). But the other bread [from the true heaven] pre-
serves and nourishes one forever. Thirdly, he states an inadequacy in 
that bread, that is, it did not preserve life without end; so he says, and 
they are dead. For we read in Joshua (chap. 5) that all who grum-
bled, except Joshua and Caleb, died in the desert. This was the reason 
for the second circumcision, as we see here, because all who had left 
Egypt died in the desert.

954. One might wonder what kind of death God is speaking of here. 
If he is speaking of physical death, there will be no difference between 
the bread the Jews had in the desert and our bread, which came down 
from heaven, because even Christians who share the latter bread die 
physically. But if he is speaking of spiritual death, it is clear that both 
then among the Jews and now among the Christians, some die spiri-
tually and others do not. For Moses and many others who were pleas-
ing to God did not die, while others did. Also those who eat this bread 
[of the Christians] unworthily, die spiritually: “He who eats and drinks 
unworthily, eats and drinks judgment upon himself” (1 Cor 11:29).104

We may answer this by saying that the food of the Jews has some 
features in common with our spiritual food. They are alike in the fact 
that each signifies the same thing: for both signify Christ. Thus they 
are called the same food: “All ate the same spiritual food” (1 Cor 10:3). 
He calls them the same because each is a symbol of the spiritual food. 
But they are different because one [the manna] was only a symbol; 
while the other [the bread of the Christians] contains that of which it 
is the symbol, that is, Christ himself. Thus we should say that each of 
these foods can be taken in two ways. First, as a sign only, i.e., so that 
each is taken as food only, and without understanding what is signi-
fied; and taken in this way, they do not take away either physical or 
spiritual death. Secondly, they may be taken in both ways, i.e., the vis-
ible food is taken in such a way that spiritual food is understood and 
spiritually tasted, in order that it may satisfy spiritually. In this way, 
those who ate the manna spiritually did not die spiritually. But those 
who eat the Eucharist spiritually, both live spiritually now without sin, 
and will live physically forever.105 Thus, our food is greater than their 
food, because it contains in itself that of which it is the symbol.

103. Tract. in Io. 26. 11; PL 35, col. 1611; cf. Catena aurea, 6:47–51.
104. See ST III, q. 80, a. 4.
105. See ST III, q. 79, a. 2; III, q. 80, a. 1.
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955. Having presented the argument, he draws the conclusion: This 
is the bread that comes down from heaven. He says, This, the Gloss106 
says, to indicate himself. But our Lord does not understand it this way 
as it would be superfluous, since he immediately adds, I am the liv‑
ing bread that has come down from heaven. So we should say that 
our Lord wants to say that the bread which can do this, i.e., give life, 
comes from heaven; but I am that bread: thus, I am that bread that 
comes down from heaven. Now the reason why that bread which 
comes down from heaven gives a life which never ends is that all food 
nourishes according to the properties of its nature; but heavenly things 
are incorruptible: consequently, since this food is heavenly, it is not 
corrupted, and as long as it lasts, it gives life. So, he who eats it, will 
not die. Just as if there were some bodily food which never corrupted, 
then in nourishing it would always be life-giving. This bread was sig-
nified by the tree of life in the midst of Paradise, which somehow gave 
life without end: “He must not be allowed to stretch out his hand and 
take from the tree of life and eat, and live forever” (Gen 3:22). So if 
the effect of this bread is that anyone who eats it will not die, and I am 
such, then [anyone who eats of me will not die].

956. He does two things concerning this. First, he speaks of himself 
in general; secondly, in particular, And the bread which I will give is 
my flesh. In regard to the first, he does two things: first, he mentions 
his origin; secondly his power (v. 52).

957. He said, I am the living bread; consequently, I can give life. Ma-
terial bread does not give life forever, because it does not have life in it-
self; but it gives life by being changed and converted into nourishment 
by the energy of a living organism. That has come down from heaven: it 
was explained before [467] how the Word came down.107 This refuted 
those heresies which taught that Christ was a mere man, because ac-
cording to them, he would not have come down from heaven.

958. He has the power to give eternal life; thus he says, If anyone 
eats of this bread, i.e., spiritually, he will live, not only in the present 
through faith and justice, but forever. “Everyone who lives and be-
lieves in me, will never die” (below 11:26).

959. He then speaks of his body when he says, And the bread which 
I will give is my flesh. For he had said that he was the living bread; and 
so that we do not think that he is such so far as he is the Word or in 
his soul alone, he shows that even his flesh is life-giving, for it is an 
instrument of his divinity. Thus, since an instrument acts by virtue of 
the agent, then just as the divinity of Christ is life-giving, so too his 
flesh gives life (as Damascene108 says) because of the Word to which 

106. Glossa ordinaria Evang. Ioan.; PL 114, col. 384C.
107. See ST III, q. 2, a. 6.
108. See John of Damascus, De fide orth. 3. 15–17; PG 94, col. 1047–72. See 

also ST III, q. 79, a. 2.
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it is united. Thus Christ healed the sick by his touch. So what he said 
above, I am the living bread, pertained to the power of the Word; but 
what he is saying here pertains to the sharing in his body, that is, to 
the sacrament of the Eucharist.109

960. We can consider four things about this sacrament: its species, 
the authority of the one who instituted it, the truth of this sacrament, 
and its usefulness.

As to the species of this sacrament: This is the bread; “Come, and 
eat my bread” (Pr 9:5). The reason for this is that this is the sacrament 
of the body of Christ; but the body of Christ is the Church, which aris-
es out of many believers forming a bodily unity: “We are one body” 
(Rom 12:5). And so because bread is formed from many grains, it is 
a fitting species for this sacrament.110 Hence he says, And the bread 
which I will give is my flesh.

961. The author of this sacrament is Christ: for although the priest 
confers it, it is Christ himself who gives the power to this sacrament, 
because the priest consecrates in the person of Christ.111 Thus in the 
other sacraments the priest uses his own words or those of the Church, 
but in this sacrament he uses the words of Christ: because just as Christ 
gave his body to death by his own will, so it is by his own power that 
he gives himself as food: “Jesus took bread, he blessed it and broke it, 
and gave it to his disciples, saying: ‘Take and eat it, this is my body’” 
(Mt 26:26).112 Thus he says, which I will give; and he says, will give, 
because this sacrament had not yet been instituted.

962. The truth of this sacrament is indicated when he says, is my 
flesh. He does not say, “This signifies my flesh,” but it is my flesh, for in 
reality that which is taken is truly the body of Christ: “Who will give 
us his flesh so that we may be satisfied?” as we read in Job (31:31).113

Since the whole Christ is contained in this sacrament, why did he 
just say, this is my flesh? To answer this, we should note that in this 
mystical sacrament the whole Christ is really contained: but his body is 
there by virtue of the conversion; while his soul and divinity are pres-
ent by natural concomitance.114 For if we were to suppose what is re-
ally impossible, that is, that the divinity of Christ is separated from his 
body, then his divinity would not be present in this sacrament. Similar-
ly, if someone had consecrated during the three days Christ was dead, 
his soul would not have been present there [in the sacrament], but his 
body would have been, as it was on the cross or in the tomb.115 Since 

109. See ST III, q. 79, a. 1.
110. See ST III, q. 74, a. 1.
111. See ST III, q. 22, a. 4; III, q. 82, a. 1.
112. See ST III, q. 78, a. 1.
113. See ST III, q. 75, a. 1; III, 76, a. 1.
114. See ST III, q. 76, aa. 2, 4. 
115. See ST III, q. 81, a. 4.
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this sacrament is the commemoration of our Lord’s passion—according 
to “As often as you eat this bread and drink this cup, you proclaim the 
death of the Lord” (1 Cor 11:26)—and the passion of Christ depend-
ed on his weakness according to “He was crucified through weakness”  
(2 Cor 13:4) he rather says, is my flesh, to suggest the weakness 
through which he died, for “flesh” signifies weakness.

963. The usefulness of this sacrament is great and universal. It is 
great, indeed, because it produces spiritual life within us now, and will 
later produce eternal life, as was said. For as is clear from what was 
said, since this is the sacrament of our Lord’s passion, it contains in it-
self the Christ who suffered. Thus, whatever is an effect of our Lord’s 
passion is also an effect of this sacrament. For this sacrament is nothing 
other than the application of our Lord’s passion to us. For it was not 
fitting for Christ to be always with us in his own presence; and so he 
wanted to make up for this absence through this sacrament.116 Hence 
it is clear that the destruction of death, which Christ accomplished by 
his death, and the restoration of life, which he accomplished by his 
resurrection, are effects of this sacrament.117

964. The usefulness of this sacrament is universal because the life 
it gives is not only the life of one person, but, so far as concerns itself, 
the life of the entire world: and for this the death of Christ is fully suf-
ficient. “He is the offering for our sins; and not for ours only, but also 
for those of the entire world” (1 Jn 2:2).118

We should note that this sacrament is different from the others: for 
the other sacraments have individual effects: as in baptism, only the 
one baptized receives grace. But in the immolation of this sacrament, 
the effect is universal: because it affects not just the priest but also 
those for whom he prays, as well as the entire Church, of the living 
and of the dead.119 The reason for this is that it contains the univer-
sal cause of all the sacraments, Christ. Nevertheless, when a lay person 
receives this sacrament it does not benefit others ex opere operato [by 
its own power] considered as a receiving. However, due to the inten-
tion of the person who is acting and receiving, it can be communicated 
to all those to whom he directs his intention. It is clear from this that 
lay persons are mistaken when they receive the Eucharist for those in 
purgatory.

LECTUrE 7

53 The Jews therefore disputed among themselves, saying: “How 
can this man give us his flesh to eat?” 54 Jesus then said to them: 

116. See ST III, q. 73, a. 5. 117. See ST III, q. 79, aa. 1–2.
118. See ST III, q. 49, a. 3. 119. See ST III, q. 79, a. 7.
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“Amen, amen, I say to you, unless you eat the flesh of the Son of Man, 
and drink his blood, you will not have life in you. 55 Whoever eats my 
flesh and drinks my blood has eternal life; and I will raise him up on 
the last day. 56 For my flesh truly is food, and my blood truly is drink. 
57 He who eats my flesh and drinks my blood abides in me, and I in 
him. 58 Just as the living Father has sent me, and I live because of the 
Father, so whoever eats me, he also will live because of me. 59 This is 
the bread that has come down from heaven. Unlike your fathers who 
ate manna and are dead, whoever eats this bread shall live forever.”  
60 These things he said teaching in the synagogue at Capernaum.120

965. Above, our Lord checked the grumbling of the Jews over the 
origin of this spiritual food; here, he stops their dispute over the eating 
of this same food. First, we see their dispute; secondly, our Lord stops 
it (v. 54); thirdly, the Evangelist mentions the place where all this hap-
pened (v. 60).

966. As to the first, note that the Evangelist brings in the dispute 
among the Jews in the form of a conclusion, saying, The Jews there‑
fore disputed among themselves. And this is fitting: for according to 
Augustine,121 our Lord had just spoken to them about the food of uni-
ty, which makes into one those who are nourished on it, according 
to, “Let those who are just feast and rejoice before God,” and then it 
continues, according to one reading, “God makes those who agree to 
live in one house” (Ps 67:4). And so, because the Jews had not eaten 
the food of harmony, they argued with each other: “When you fast, 
you argue and fight” (Is 58:4). Further, their quarreling with others 
shows that they were carnal: “For while you are envious and quarrel-
ing, are you not carnal?” (1 Cor 3:3). Therefore, they understood these 
words of our Lord in a carnal way, i.e., as meaning that our Lord’s 
flesh would be eaten as material food. Thus they say, How can this 
man give us his flesh to eat? As if to say: This is impossible. Here they 
were speaking against God just as their fathers did: “We are sick of this 
useless food” (Nm 21:5).

967. Our Lord stops this argument. First, he states the power that 
comes from taking this food; secondly, he amplifies on it (v. 55). As 
to the first he does three things. First, he states why it is necessary to 
eat this flesh; secondly, its usefulness; and thirdly, he adds something 
about its truth (v. 56).

968. Jesus said: Amen, amen, I say to you, unless you eat the flesh 

120. St. Thomas refers to Jn 6:54 in ST III, q. 65, a. 1; III, q. 65, a. 4, obj. 2; III, 
q. 73, a. 3 obj. 1; III, q. 75, a. 1, obj. 1; III, q. 80, a. 9, ad 3; III, q. 80, a. 11, sed con-
tra; III, q. 83, a. 4, ad 2; to Jn 6:56 in ST III, q. 73, a. 2; III, q. 76, a. 1, obj. 2; III, q. 
76, a. 1, ad 2; III, q. 79, a. 1; III, q. 79, a. 2; to Jn 6:57 in ST III, q. 75, a. 1; III, q. 
77, a. 7, obj. 3; and to Jn 6:58 in ST III, q. 79, a. 1.

121. Tract. in Io. 26. 14; PL 35, col. 1613; cf. Catena aurea, 6:52–54.
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of the Son of Man and drink his blood, you will not have life in you. 
As if to say: You think it is impossible and unbecoming to eat my flesh. 
But it is not only possible, but very necessary, so much so that un‑
less you eat the flesh of the Son of Man and drink his blood, you will 
not have, i.e., you will not be able to have, life in you, that is, spiritual 
life. For just as material food is so necessary for bodily life that without 
it you cannot exist—“They exchanged their precious belongings for 
food” (Lam 1:11); “Bread strengthens the heart of man” (Ps 103:15)—
so spiritual food is necessary for the spiritual life to such an extent that 
without it the spiritual life cannot be sustained: “Man does not live by 
bread alone, but by every word which comes from the mouth of God” 
(Dt 8:3).122

969. We should note that this statement can refer either to eating in 
a spiritual way or in a sacramental way.123 If we understand it as refer-
ring to a spiritual eating, it does not cause any difficulty. For that per-
son eats the flesh of Christ and drinks his blood in a spiritual way who 
shares in the unity of the Church; and this is by the love of charity: 
“You are one body, in Christ” (Rom 12:5). Thus, one who does not eat 
in this way is outside the Church, and consequently, without the love 
of charity.124 Accordingly, such a one does not have life in himself: “He 
who does not love, remains in death” (1 Jn 3:14).

But if we refer this statement to eating in a sacramental way, a dif-
ficulty appears. For we read above: “Unless one is born again of water 
and the Holy Spirit, he cannot enter the kingdom of God” (3:5). Now 
this statement was given in the same form as the present one: Un‑
less you eat the flesh of the Son of Man. Therefore, since baptism is a 
necessary sacrament, it seems that the Eucharist is also.125 In fact, the 
Greeks think it is; and so they give the Eucharist to newly baptized in-
fants. For this opinion they have in their favor the rite of Dionysius,126 
who says that the reception of each sacrament should culminate in 
the sharing of the Eucharist, which is the culmination of all the sacra-
ments. This is true in the case of adults, but it is not so for infants, be-
cause receiving the Eucharist should be done with reverence and de-
votion, and those who do not have the use of reason, as infants and 
the insane, cannot have this. Consequently, it should not be given to 
them at all.127

We should say, therefore, that the sacrament of baptism is necessary 
for everyone, and it must be really received because without it no one 
is born again into life. And so it is necessary that it be received in real-
ity, or by desire in the case of those who are prevented from the former. 

122. See ST III, q. 73, a. 3. 123. See ST III, q. 80, a. 1.
124. See ST II-II, q. 23, a. 1. 125. See ST III, q. 73, a. 3.
126. De ecc. hier. III. 1; PG 3, col. 424B–25A.
127. See ST III, q. 80, a. 9.
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For if the contempt within a person excludes a baptism by water, then 
neither a baptism of desire nor of blood will benefit him for eternal 
life.128 However, the sacrament of the Eucharist is necessary for adults 
only, so that it may be received in reality, or by desire, according to the 
practices of the Church.129

970. But even this causes difficulty: because by these words of our 
Lord, it is necessary for salvation not only to eat his body, but also to 
drink his blood, especially since a repast of food is not complete with-
out drink. Therefore, since it is the custom in certain Churches for only 
the priest to receive Christ’s blood, while the rest receive only his body, 
they would seem to be acting against this.130

I answer that it was the custom of the early church for all to receive 
both the body and blood of Christ; and certain Churches have still re-
tained this practice, where even those assisting at the altar always re-
ceive the body and blood. But in some Churches, due to the danger of 
spilling the blood, the custom is for it to be received only by the priest, 
while the rest receive Christ’s body. Even so, this is not acting against 
our Lord’s command, because whoever receives Christ’s body receives 
his blood also, since the entire Christ is present under each species, 
even his body and blood. But under the species of bread, Christ’s body 
is present in virtue of the conversion, and his blood is present by natu-
ral concomitance; while under the species of wine, his blood is present 
in virtue of the conversion, and his body by natural concomitance.131

It is now clear why it is necessary to receive this spiritual food.
971. Next, the usefulness of this food is shown: first, for the spirit 

or soul; secondly, for the body, and I will raise him up on the last day.
972. There is great usefulness in eating this sacrament, for it gives 

eternal life; thus he says, Whoever eats my flesh and drinks my blood 
has eternal life. For this spiritual food is similar to material food in the 
fact that without it there can be no spiritual life, just as there cannot 
be bodily life without bodily food, as was said above. But this food has 
more than the other, because it produces in the one who receives it 
an unending life, which material food does not do: for not all who eat 
material food continue to live. For, as Augustine132 says, it can happen 
that many who do take it die because of old age or sickness, or some 
other reason. But one who takes this food and drink of the body and 
blood of our Lord has eternal life. For this reason it is compared to the 
tree of life: “She is the tree of life for those who take her” (Pr 3:18); 
and so it is called the bread of life: “He fed him with the bread of life 
and understanding” (Sir 15:3). Accordingly, he says, eternal life be-

128. See ST III, q. 66, a. 10. 129. See ST III, q. 65, a. 4.
130. See ST III, q. 80, a. 12. 131. See ST III, q. 76, a. 2.
132. Tract. in Io. 26. 15; PL 35, col. 1613–14; cf. Catena aurea, 6:52–54.
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cause one who eats this bread has within himself eternal life,” as John 
says (1 Jn 5:20).133

Now one has eternal life who eats and drinks, as it is said, not only 
in a sacramental way, but also in a spiritual way. One eats and drinks 
sacramentally or in a sacramental way, if he receives the sacrament; 
and one eats and drinks spiritually or in a spiritual way, if he attains to 
the reality of the sacrament.134 This reality of the sacrament is twofold: 
one is contained and signified, and this is the whole Christ who is con-
tained under the species of bread and wine. The other reality is signi-
fied but not contained, and this is the mystical body of Christ, which is 
in the predestined, the called, and the justified.135 Thus in reference to 
Christ as contained and signified, one eats his flesh and drinks his blood 
in a spiritual way if he is united to him through faith and love, so that 
one is transformed into him and becomes his member: for this food is 
not changed into the one who eats it, but it turns the one who takes it 
into itself, as we see in Augustine,136 when he says: “I am the food of 
the robust. Grow and you will eat me. Yet you will not change me into 
yourself, but you will be transformed into me.” And so this is a food ca-
pable of making man divine and inebriating him with divinity.137 The 
same is true in reference to the mystical body of Christ, which is only 
signified [and not contained], if one shares in the unity of the Church. 
Therefore, one who eats in these ways has eternal life. That this is true 
of the first way, in reference to Christ, is clear enough. In the same 
way, in reference to the mystical body of Christ, one will necessarily 
have eternal life if he perseveres: for the unity of the Church is brought 
about by the Holy Spirit: “One body, one Spirit . . . the pledge of our 
eternal inheritance” (Eph 4:4; 1:14). So this bread is very profitable, 
because it gives eternal life to the soul; but it is so also because it gives 
eternal life to the body.138 

973. And therefore he adds, and I will raise him up on the last day. 
For as was said, one who eats and drinks in a spiritual way shares in 
the Holy Spirit, through whom we are united to Christ by a union of 
faith and love, and through him we become members of the Church. 
But the Holy Spirit also merits the resurrection: “He who raised Jesus 
Christ our Lord from the dead, will raise our mortal bodies because of 
his Spirit, who dwells in us” (Rom 8:11). And so our Lord says that he 
will raise up to glory whoever eats and drinks; to glory, and not to con-
demnation, as this would not be for their benefit. Such an effect is fit-
tingly attributed to this sacrament of the Eucharist because, as Augus-

133. See ST III, q. 79, a. 2. 134. See ST III, q. 80, a. 1.
135. See ST III, q. 60, a. 3, sed contra.
136. Conf. VII. 10. 16; PL 32, col. 742. See also ST III, q. 75, a. 1.
137. See ST III, q. 79, a. 1, ad 2.
138. See ST III, q. 79, a. 2.
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tine139 says and as was said above, it is the Word who raises up souls, 
and it is the Word made flesh who gives life to bodies. Now in this sac-
rament the Word is present not only in his divinity, but also in the re-
ality of his flesh; and so he is the cause of the resurrection not just of 
souls, but of bodies as well: “For as death came through a man, so the 
resurrection of the dead has come through a man” (1 Cor 15:21).140 It 
is now clear how profitable it is to take this sacrament.

974. We see its truth when he says, For my flesh truly is food. For 
some might think that what he was saying about his flesh and blood 
was just an enigma and a parable. So our Lord rejects this, and says, 
my flesh truly is food. As if to say: Do not think that I am speaking 
metaphorically, for my flesh is truly contained in this food of the faith-
ful, and my blood is truly contained in this sacrament of the altar: 
“This is my body . . . this is my blood of the new covenant,” as we read 
in Matthew (26:26).141

Chrysostom explains this statement in the following way. Food and 
drink are taken for man’s refreshment. Now there are two parts in 
man: the chief part is the soul, and the second is the body. It is the soul 
which makes man to be man, and not the body; and so that truly is the 
food of man which is the food of the soul.142 And this is what our Lord 
says: my flesh truly is food, because it is the food of the soul, not just 
of the body. The same is true of the blood of Christ. “He has led me to 
the waters that refresh” (Ps 22:2). As if to say: this refreshment is espe-
cially for the soul.

Augustine143 explains these words this way. A thing is truly said to 
be such and such a thing if it produces the effect of that thing. Now 
the effect of food is to fill or satisfy. Therefore, that which truly pro-
duces fullness is truly food and drink. But this is produced by the flesh 
and blood of Christ, who leads us to the state of glory, where there is 
neither hunger nor thirst: “They will neither hunger nor thirst” (Rev 
7:16). And so he says: For my flesh truly is food, and my blood truly is 
drink.

975. Now our Lord proves that this spiritual food has such power, 
that is, to give eternal life. And he reasons this way: Whoever eats my 
flesh and drinks my blood is united to me; but whoever is united to 
me has eternal life: therefore, whoever eats my flesh and drinks my 
blood has eternal life. Here he does three things: first, he gives his ma-
jor premise; secondly, the minor premise, which he proves (v. 58); and 
thirdly, he draws his conclusion: This is the bread that has come down 
from heaven.

139. Tract. in Io. 19. 16; PL 35, col. 1553; cf. Catena aurea, 6:52–54.
140. See ST III, q. 56, aa. 1–2.
141. See ST III, q. 75, a. 1.
142. See ST I, q. 75, a. 4; I, q. 76, a. 1.
143. Tract. in Io. 26. 17; PL 35, col. 1614; cf. Catena aurea, 6:55–59.
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976. We should note, with respect to the first, that if his statement, 
He who eats my flesh and drinks my blood abides in me, and I in him, 
is referred to his flesh and blood in a mystical way, there is no diffi-
culty. For, as was said, that person eats in a spiritual way, in reference 
to what is signified only, who is incorporated into the mystical body 
through a union of faith and love. Through love, God is in man and 
man is in God: “He who abides in love abides in God, and God in him” 
(1 Jn 4:16). And this is what the Holy Spirit does; so it is also said, “We 
know that we abide in God and God in us, because he has given us his 
Spirit” (1 Jn 4:13).

If these words are referred to a sacramental reception, then who-
ever eats this flesh and drinks this blood abides in God. For, as Au-
gustine144 says, there is one way of eating this flesh and drinking this 
blood such that he who eats and drinks abides in Christ and Christ in 
him. This is the way of those who eat the body of Christ and drink his 
blood not just sacramentally, but really. And there is another way by 
which those who eat do not abide in Christ nor Christ in them. This 
is the way of those who approach [the sacrament] with an insincere 
heart: for this sacrament has no effect in one who is insincere.145 There 
is insincerity when the interior state does not agree with what is out-
wardly signified. In the sacrament of the Eucharist, what is outwardly 
signified is that Christ is united to the one who receives it, and such a 
one to Christ. Thus, one who does not desire this union in his heart, or 
does not try to remove every obstacle to it, is insincere. Consequently, 
Christ does not abide in him nor he in Christ.

977. Now he presents his minor premise, that is, whoever is unit-
ed to Christ has life. He mentions this to show the following similarity: 
the Son, because of the unity he has with the Father, receives life from 
the Father; therefore one who is united to Christ receives life from 
Christ. And this is what he says: Just as the living Father has sent me, 
and I live because of the Father. These words can be explained in two 
ways about Christ: either in reference to his human nature, or in refer-
ence to his divine nature.

If they are explained as referring to Christ the Son of God, then the 
“as” implies a similarity of Christ to creatures in some respect, though 
not in all respects, which is, that he exists from another. For to be from 
another is common to Christ the Son of God and to creatures.146 But 
they are unlike in another way: the Son has something proper to him-
self, because he is from the Father in such a way that he receives the 
entire fullness of the divine nature, so that whatever is natural to the 

144. Serm. de Scrip. 71. 11. 17; PL 38, col. 453; De civ. Dei 21. 25, no. 4; PL 41, 
col. 742; cf. Catena aurea, 6:55–59.

145. See ST III, q. 80, a. 4.
146. See ST III, q. 3, a. 8.
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Father is also natural to the Son.147 Creatures, on the other hand, re-
ceive a certain particular perfection and nature. “Just as the Father 
possesses life in himself, so he has given it to the Son to have life in 
himself” (above 5:26). He shows this because, when speaking of his 
procession from the Father, he does not say: “As I eat the Father and 
I live because of the Father,” as he said, when speaking of sharing in 
his body and blood, whoever eats me, he also will live because of me. 
This eating makes us better, for eating implies a certain sharing. Rath-
er, Christ says that he lives because of the Father, not as eaten, but as 
generating, without detriment to his equality.148

If we explain this statement as applying to Christ as man, then 
in some respect the “as” implies a similarity between Christ as man 
and us: that is, in the fact that as Christ the man receives spiritual life 
through union with God, so we too receive spiritual life in the com-
munion or sharing in this Sacrament. Still, there is a difference: for 
Christ as man received life through union with the Word, to whom he 
is united in person; while we are united to Christ through the sacra-
ment of faith.149 And so he says two things: sent me and Father. If we 
refer these words to the Son of God, then he is saying, I live because of 
the Father, because the Father himself is living. But if they are referred 
to the Son of Man, then he is saying, I live because of the Father, be-
cause the Father has sent me, i.e., made me incarnate. For the sending 
of the Son is his Incarnation: “God sent his Son, made from a woman” 
(Gal 4:4).

978. According to Hilary,150 this is a rejection of the error made by 
Arius. For if we live because of Christ, because we have something of 
his nature (as he says, “Whoever eats my flesh and drinks my blood 
has eternal life”), then Christ too lives because of the Father, because 
he has in himself the nature of the Father (not a part of it, for it is sim-
ple and indivisible). Therefore, Christ has the entire nature of the Fa-
ther.151 It is because of the Father, therefore, that the Son lives, be-
cause the Son’s birth did not involve another and different nature 
[from that of the Father].

979. Next (v. 59), he presents his two conclusions. For they were 
arguing about two things: the origin of this spiritual food and its pow-
er. The first conclusion is about its origin; the second is about its pow-
er: whoever eats this bread shall live forever.

980. With respect to the first, we should note that the Jews had 
been troubled because he had said, “I am the living bread that has 
come down from heaven” (v. 51). Therefore, in opposition to them, 

147. See ST I, q. 34, a. 3. 148. See ST I, q. 42, aa. 1–2.
149. See ST III, q. 23, aa. 1, 4.
150. See De Trin. 3. 15–16; PL 10, col. 85; cf. Catena aurea, 6:55–59.
151. See ST I, q. 27, a. 2.
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he arrives at this same conclusion again, from his statement, “I live be-
cause of the Father,” when he says, This is the bread that has come 
down from heaven. For to come down from heaven is to have an ori-
gin from heaven; but the Son has his origin from heaven, since he 
lives because of the Father: therefore, Christ is the one who has come 
down from heaven. And so he says, This is the bread that has come 
down from heaven, i.e., from the life of the Father. Come down, in re-
lation to his divinity; or come down even in his body, so far as the pow-
er that formed it, the Holy Spirit, was from heaven, a heavenly power. 
Thus, those who eat this bread do not die; as our fathers died, who ate 
the manna that was neither from heaven, nor was living bread, as was 
said above. How those who ate the manna died is clear from what has 
been mentioned before.

981. The second conclusion, concerning the power of this bread, is 
given when he says, whoever eats this bread shall live forever. This fol-
lows from his statement, “He who eats my flesh and drinks my blood 
abides in me, and I in him” (v. 57). For whoever eats this bread abides 
in me, and I in him. But I am eternal life. Therefore, whoever eats this 
bread, as he ought, shall live forever.

982. Jesus said this in the synagogue, in which he was teaching at 
Capernaum. He used to teach in the temple and in the synagogues in 
order to attract many, so that at least some might benefit: “I have pro-
claimed your justice in the great assembly” (Ps 39:10).152

LECTUrE 8

61 On hearing this, many of his disciples said: “This is a hard say‑
ing! Who can accept it?” 62 But Jesus, knowing fully that his disciples 
were grumbling about this, said to them: “Does this scandalize you?  
63 What if you should see the Son of Man ascending to where he was 
before? 64 It is the spirit that gives life; flesh profits nothing. The words 
that I have spoken to you are spirit and life. 65 But there are some of 
you who do not believe.” For Jesus knew from the beginning those who 
would believe in him, and who it was that would betray him. 66 And 
he said: “This is why I said to you, that no one can come to me, unless 
it he given him by my Father.” 67 From this time on, many of his disci‑
ples turned back, and no longer walked with him. 68 Jesus then said to 
the Twelve: “Do you too wish to leave?” 69 Simon Peter replied: “Lord, 
to whom shall we go? You have the words of eternal life. 70 We have 
come to believe and to know that you are the Christ, the Son of God.” 
71 Jesus answered him: “Did I not choose you Twelve? And one of you 

152. See ST III, q. 42, a. 3.
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is a devil.” 72 Now he was talking about Judas, son of Simon Iscariot, 
who would betray him, since he was one of the Twelve. 153

983. After our Lord put an end to the complaining and arguing 
among the Jews, he now removes the scandal given to his disciples. 
First, we see the scandal of those disciples who left him; secondly, the 
devotion of those who remained with him (v. 68). Concerning the 
first, he does three things: first, we see the scandal given to his disci-
ples; secondly, the kindly way Christ takes it away (v. 62); and thirdly, 
the stubbornness and unbelief of those who leave him (v. 67).

984. We should note, with respect to the first, that there were many 
Jews who adhered to Christ, believed him and followed him.154 And 
although they had not left all things as the Twelve did, they were still 
all called his disciples. It is of these that he says, many, that is, many 
of the people who believed him, on hearing this, what he had said 
above, said, This is a hard saying! We read of these: “They believe for 
a while, and in the time of testing fall away” (Lk 8:13). He says, many, 
because “The number of fools is infinite” (Ecc 1:15); and, “Many are 
called but few are chosen” (Mt 20:16).

They said: This is a hard saying! Now that is said to be hard which 
is difficult to divide, and which offers resistance. Accordingly, a say-
ing is hard either because it resists the intellect or because it resists the 
will, that is, when we cannot understand it with our mind, or when 
it does not please our will. And this saying was hard for them in both 
ways. It was hard for their intellects because it exceeded the weakness 
of their intellects: for since they were earthly minded, they were inca-
pable of understanding what he said, namely, that he would give them 
his flesh to eat. And it was hard for their wills, because he said many 
things about the power of his divinity: and although they believed him 
as a prophet, they did not believe that he was God. Consequently, it 
seemed to them that he was making himself greater than he was. “His 
letters are strong” (2 Cor 10:10); “Wisdom is exceedingly unpleasant to 
the unlearned” (Sir 6:21). And so it reads on, Who can accept it? They 
said this as an excuse: for since they had given themselves to him, they 
should have accepted what he said. But because he was not teaching 
them things that were pleasing to them, they were waiting for an oc-
casion to leave him: “A fool does not accept words of wisdom unless 
you tell him what he desires” (Pr 18:2).

985. Next (v. 62), we see the kindly way Christ dispelled their diffi-

153. St. Thomas refers to Jn 6:61 in ST I-II, q. 12, a. 1 sed contra; III, q. 75, a. 1, 
obj. 1; to Jn 6:63 in ST II-II, q. 183, a. 2, ad 3; to Jn 6:64 in ST III, q. 75, a. 1, obj. 
1; III, q. 75, a. 4; III, q. 80, a. 1, obj. 1; to Jn 6:70 in ST I, q. 24, a. 2, obj. 3; and to 
Jn 6:71 in ST III, q. 47, a. 3, obj. 3.

154. See ST III, q. 42, a. 2.
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culty. First, he takes notice of it; secondly, he removes its cause (v. 63); 
and thirdly, he mentions what the cause was (v. 65).

986. He had noticed that they were scandalized because they had 
said, although privately, so he could not hear, This is a hard saying! 
But Christ, who in virtue of his divinity knew that they had said this, 
mentions it.155 And this is what he says: But Jesus, knowing in him‑
self, what they said within themselves, that is, that his disciples were 
grumbling about this—“He did not need anyone to give him testimo-
ny about men. He was well aware of what was in man’s heart” (above 
2:25); “God searches into the hearts and loins of men” (Ps 7:10)—said 
to them, Does this scandalize you? As if to say: You should not be scan-
dalized at this. Or, it can be understood less strongly, as meaning: I 
know that you are scandalized at this. “He will be our sanctification,” 
i.e., those who believe in Christ, but “a stumbling-stone to the two 
houses of Israel” (Is 8:14), to the grumbling disciples and the crowds.

987. But since teachers should avoid creating difficulties for those 
who are listening to them, why did our Lord mention those things 
that would upset the people and have them leave?156 I answer that 
Christ had to mention such things because his teaching required it. 
For they had pleaded with him for material food, when he had come 
to strengthen their desire for spiritual food; and so he had to make 
known to them his teaching on spiritual food.

Nevertheless, their difficulty was not caused by any defect in what 
Christ was teaching, but by their own. For if they had not understood 
what our Lord was saying, because of their own earthly mindedness, 
they could have questioned him, as the apostles had done in similar cir-
cumstances. According to Augustine,157 however, our Lord purposely 
permitted this situation, to give teachers a reason for consolation and 
patience with those who belittle what they say, since even the disciples 
presumed to disparage what Christ said.

988. Then (v. 63), he takes away the occasion of their scandal so far 
as concerns the person speaking and what he said, as Chrysostom158 
says. First, he deals with the person who was speaking; secondly, with 
what he said (v. 64).

989. The occasion for their scandal was when they heard our Lord 
say divine things about himself. And so, because they believed that he 
was the son of Joseph, they were upset at what he said about himself. 
God takes away this reason by showing them his divinity more open-
ly, and says: You are upset over the things I have said about myself; 
What if you should see the Son of Man ascending to where he was be‑

155. See ST III, q. 10, a. 2.
156. See ST III, q. 42, a. 2.
157. Tract. in Io. 27. 8; PL 35, col. 1619.
158. Hom. in Io. 47. 2; PG 59, col. 264; cf. Catena aurea, 6:60–71.
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fore? What would you say then? As if to say: You can never deny that 
I came down from heaven, or that I am the one who gives and teaches 
eternal life. He did the same thing before with Nathanael. When Na-
thanael said to him, “You are the King of Israel” our Lord, wanting 
to lead him to more perfect knowledge, answered him: “You will see 
greater things than this” (above 1:50). And here too, our Lord reveals 
to them something greater about himself which would happen in the 
future, saying, What if you should see the Son of Man ascending to 
where he was before? Indeed, he did ascend into heaven in the sight of 
his disciples (Acts 1:9). If, therefore, he does ascend to where he was 
before, then he was in heaven before: “No one has gone up to heaven 
except the one who came down from heaven” (above 3:13).

990. Let us note that Christ is one person: the person of the Son of 
God and the person of the Son of Man being the same person. Still, be-
cause of his different natures, something belongs to Christ by reason 
of his human nature, that is, to ascend, which does not belong to him 
by reason of his divine nature, according to which he does not ascend, 
since he is eternally at the highest summit of things, that is, in the Fa-
ther. It is according to his human nature that it belongs to him to as-
cend to where he was before, that is, to heaven, where he had not been 
in his human nature. (This is in opposition to the teaching of Valen-
tinus, who claimed that Christ had assumed a heavenly body). Thus, 
Christ ascended in the sight of his apostles to where he was before ac-
cording to his divinity; and he ascended, by his own power, according 
to his humanity: “I came forth from the Father, and I have come into 
the world. Now I am leaving the world and am going to the Father” 
(below 16:28).159

991. Augustine160 understands this passage differently. He said that 
the disciples were scandalized when our Lord said that he would give 
him them his flesh to eat because they understood this in a material-
minded way, as if they were literally to eat this flesh, just like the flesh 
of an animal. Our Lord rejected this interpretation and said, What if 
you should see the Son of Man ascending, with his entire body, to where 
he was before? Would you say that I intended to give you my flesh to 
eat like you do the flesh of an animal? 

992. Then (v. 64), he settles the offense they took at what he said. 
And, as Chrysostom161 says, he distinguished two ways in which his 
words could be understood. And secondly, he showed which way was 
appropriate here (v. 64b).

With respect to the first, we should note that Christ’s words can be 
understood in two senses: in a spiritual way, and in a material way. 

159. See ST III, q. 2, a. 2; III, q. 57, a. 2.
160. Tract. in Io. 27. 3; PL 35, col. 1616; cf. Catena aurea, 6:60–71.
161. Hom. in Io. 47. 2; PG 59, col. 264.
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Thus he says, It is the spirit that gives life, that is, if you understand 
these words according to their spiritual meaning, they will give life. 
Flesh profits nothing, that is, if you understand them in a material 
way, they will be of no benefit to you, they will, rather, be harmful, for 
“If you live according to the flesh you will die” (Rom 8:13).

What our Lord said about eating his flesh is interpreted in a mate-
rial way when it is understood in its superficial meaning, and as per-
taining to the nature of flesh. And it was in this way that the Jews un-
derstood them. But our Lord said that he would give himself to them 
as spiritual food, not as though the true flesh of Christ is not present in 
this sacrament of the altar, but because it is eaten in a certain spiritual 
and divine way.162 Thus the correct meaning of these words is spiritu-
al, not material. So he says: The words that I have spoken to you, about 
eating my flesh, are spirit and life, that is, they have a spiritual mean-
ing, and understood in this way they give life. And it is not surprising 
that they have a spiritual meaning, because they are from the Holy 
Spirit: “It is the Spirit who tells mysteries” (1 Cor 14:2). And therefore, 
the mysteries of Christ give life: “I will never forget your justifications, 
because through them you have brought me to life” (Ps 118:93).

993. Augustine163 explains this passage in a different way, for he 
understands the statement, flesh profits nothing, as referring to the 
flesh of Christ. It is obvious that the flesh of Christ, as united to the 
Word and to the Spirit, does profit very much and in every way; oth-
erwise, the Word would have been made flesh in vain, and the Father 
would have made him known in the flesh in vain, as we see from 1 
Timothy (chap. 4). And so we should say that it is the flesh of Christ, 
considered in itself, that profits nothing and does not have any more 
beneficial effect than other flesh. For if his flesh is considered as sepa-
rated from the divinity and the Holy Spirit, it does not have different 
power than other flesh. But if it is united to the Spirit and the divinity, 
it profits many, because it makes those who receive it abide in Christ, 
for man abides in God through the Spirit of love:“We know that we 
abide in God and God in us, because he has given us his Spirit” (1 Jn 
4:13).164 And this is what our Lord says: the effect I promise you, that 
is, eternal life, should not be attributed to my flesh as such, because 
understood in this way, flesh profits nothing. But my flesh does offer 
eternal life as united to the Spirit and to the divinity. “If we live by the 
Spirit, let us also walk by the Spirit” (Gal 5:25). And so he adds, The 
words that I have spoken to you are spirit and life, i.e., they must be 
understood of the Spirit united to my flesh; and so understood they 
are life, that is, the life of the soul. For as the body lives its bodily life 

162. See ST III, q. 76, a. 7.
163. Tract. in Io. 27. 5; PL 35, col. 1617–18; cf. Catena aurea, 6:60–71.
164. See ST III, q. 76, a. 1.
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through a bodily spirit, so the soul lives a spiritual life through the Holy 
Spirit: “Send forth your Spirit, and they will be created” (Ps 103:30).

994. Then (v. 65), he indicates the reason why they were upset, 
that is, their unbelief. As if to say: the cause of your difficulty is not the 
hardness of what I have just said, but your own unbelief. And so first, 
he mentions their unbelief; secondly, he excludes an incorrect inter-
pretation; and thirdly, he gives the reason for their unbelief.

995. Our Lord indicated their unbelief when he said, But there are 
some of you who do not believe. He did not say, “who do not under-
stand.” He did more than this, for he gave the reason why they did 
not understand: they did not understand because they did not believe. 
“If you do not believe, you will not understand,” as we read in anoth-
er version of Isaiah (7:9). He said, some, in order to exclude his disci-
ples: “All do not have faith” (2 Thes 3:2); “All do not obey the Gospel” 
(Rom 10:16); “They did not believe what he said” (Ps 105:24).

996. The Evangelist then rejects an incorrect interpretation when he 
adds, For Jesus knew. As if to say: Jesus did not say, there are some of 
you who do not believe, because he just recently learned it, but because 
Jesus knew from the beginning, i.e., of the world, those who would be‑
lieve in him, and who it was that would betray him. “All things are na-
ked and open to his eyes” (Heb 4:13); “All things were known to the 
Lord God before they were created,” as we read in Sirach (23:29).

997. Our Lord next mentioned the cause of their unbelief which 
was the withdrawal of attracting grace. Thus he said: This is why I 
said to you. As if to say: Thus it was necessary to tell you what I told 
you before: that no one can come to me, i.e., through faith, unless it 
be given him by my Father. It follows from this, according to Augus-
tine,165 that the act of believing itself is given to us by God.166 Why it 
is not given to everyone we discussed above, where our Lord used al-
most the same words (6:44). They are repeated here for two reasons. 
First, to show that Christ received them in the faith more for their ad-
vantage and benefit than for his own: “It has been granted to you to 
believe in him” (Phil 1:29). As if to say: It is good for you to believe. 
Thus Augustine167 says: “It is a great thing to believe; rejoice, because 
you have believed.” Secondly, to show that Christ was not the son of 
Joseph, as they thought, but of God; for it is God the Father who draws 
men to the Son, as is clear from what has been said.

998. Then (v. 67), we see the stubbornness of the disciples: for al-
though our Lord had rebuked them and had taken away the cause of 
their difficulty so far as it concerned himself, they still would not be-
lieve. Thus he says, From this time on, many of his disciples turned 

165. Tract. in Io. 27. 7; PL 35, col. 1618; cf. Catena aurea, 6:60–71; see also ST I, 
q. 111, a. 1, ad 1; Super Eph., chap. 2, lec. 3, no. 95.

166. See ST II-II, q. 6, a. 1.
167. Tract. in Io. 27. 7; PL 35, col. 1618; cf. Catena aurea, 6:60–71.
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back. He did not say, “they left,” but that they turned back, i.e., from 
the faith, which they had in a virtuous way; and cut off from the body 
of Christ, they lost life, because perhaps they were not in the body, as 
Augustine168 says. There are some who turn back in an absolute way, 
that is, those who follow the devil, to whom our Lord said, “Go back, 
Satan” (Mt 4:10). We also read of certain women that “Some turned 
back after Satan” (1 Tim 5:15). But Peter did not turn back in this way; 
he rather turned after Christ: “Follow after me, Satan” (Mt 16:23). But 
the others followed after Satan.169

Then follows: they no longer walked with him, that is, even though 
we are required to walk with Jesus: “I will show you man what is 
good,” and then it continues on, “to walk attentively with your God” 
(Mic 6:8).

999. Then (v. 68), our Lord examined those disciples who remained 
with him. First, we see this in the question he asked them; secondly, 
Peter’s answer shows the devotion of those who remained; and thirdly, 
our Lord corrects Peter’s answer (v. 71).

1000. Our Lord examined the Twelve who remained as to their 
willingness to stay on; and so he said to the Twelve, that is, to the apos-
tles, Do you too wish to leave? He asked them this for two reasons. 
First, so that they would not take pride, thinking it was due to their 
own goodness, in the fact that they stayed on while the others left, and 
think that they were doing Christ a favor. And so he showed that he 
did not need them by holding them off, but still giving them strength: 
“If you live rightly, what do you give him or what does he receive 
from your hand?” (Jb 35:7). Secondly, it sometimes happens that a 
person would really prefer to leave another but is kept from doing so 
by shame or embarrassment. Our Lord did not want them to stay with 
him because they were forced to do so out of embarrassment (because 
to serve unwillingly is not to serve at all), and so he took away any 
embarrassment in their leaving or necessity for their staying, and left it 
to their own judgment whether they wanted to stay with him or leave, 
because “God loves a cheerful giver” (2 Cor 9:7).

1001. Then, from Peter’s answer, we see the devotion of those who 
did not leave. For Peter—who loved the brethren, who guarded his 
friendships, and had a special affection for Christ—answered for the 
whole group, and said, Lord, to whom shall we go? You have the words 
of eternal life. Here he did three things. First, he extolled the greatness 
of Christ; secondly, he praised his teaching; and thirdly, he professed 
his faith.

1002. He extolled the greatness of Christ when he said, Lord, to 
whom shall we go? As if to say: Are you telling us to leave you? Give 

168. Ibid., 27. 8, col. 1619; cf. Catena aurea, 6:60–71.
169. See ST II-II, q. 10, a. 3.
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us someone better to whom we can go. But then, “There is no one like 
you among the strong, O Lord” (Ex 15:11); “Who is like God” (Ps 88:7). 
And so you will not tell us to go. “Where can I go that is away from 
your spirit?” (Ps 138:7). Further, according to Chrysostom,170 Peter’s 
words show great friendship; for to him, Christ was more worthy of 
honor than father or mother.

1003. He praised his teaching when he said, You have the words 
of eternal life. Now Moses, and the prophets, also spoke the words of 
God; but they rarely had the words of eternal life. But you are promis-
ing eternal life. What more can we ask? “Whoever believes in me has 
eternal life” (above 6:47); “Whoever believes in the Son has eternal 
life” (above 3:36).

1004. He professed his faith when he said, We have come to believe 
and to know that you are the Christ, the Son of God. For in our faith 
there are two things above all that must be believed: the mystery of the 
Trinity, and the Incarnation.171 And these two Peter professed here. He 
professed the mystery of the Trinity when he said, you are the Son of 
God: for in calling Christ the Son of God he mentioned the person of 
the Father and that of the Son, along with the person of the Holy Spir-
it, who is the love of the Father and of the Son, and the bond or nex-
us of both. He professed the mystery of the Incarnation when he said, 
you are the Christ: for in Greek, the word “Christ” means “anointed”; 
anointed, that is, with the invisible oil of the Holy Spirit . He was not 
anointed according to his divine nature, because one who is anointed 
by the Holy Spirit is made better by that anointing. But Christ, so far as 
he is God, is not made better. Thus, Christ was anointed as man.

He said, We have come to believe and to know, because believing 
comes before knowing. And therefore, if we wanted to know before 
believing, we would neither know nor be able to believe, as Augus-
tine172 says, and as in that other version of Isaiah: “If you do not be-
lieve, you will not understand” (Is 7:9).

1005. Our Lord corrected Peter’s answer when he said, Did I not 
choose you Twelve? And one of you is a devil. First, we have our Lord’s 
reply; secondly, the Evangelist’s explanation of it (v. 72).

1006. Because Peter was great-hearted and included all in his an-
swer, We have come to believe and to know that you are the Christ, the 
Son of God, it seemed that all of them would arrive at eternal life. And 
so our Lord excluded Judas from this community of believers. This 
trust was commendable in Peter, who did not suspect any evil in his 
companions; but we must also admire the wisdom of our Lord, who 
saw what was hidden. Thus he says, Did I not choose you Twelve? And 
one of you is a devil; not by nature, but by imitating the devil’s malice: 

170. Hom. in Io. 47. 3; PG 59, col. 266; cf. Catena aurea, 6:60–71.
171. See ST II-II, q. 2, aa. 7–8.
172. Tract. in Io. 27. 9; PL 35, col. 1619; cf. Catena aurea, 6:60–71.
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“Death came into the world by the envy of the devil; his disciples imi-
tate him” (Wis 2:24); “After the morsel, Satan entered into him” (be-
low 13:27), because Judas became like him in malice.173

1007. But if Christ chose Judas, who was later to become evil, it 
seems that our Lord made a mistake in choosing him. First, we might 
answer this as Chrysostom174 does, and say that this choice was not 
for predestination, but for some task, and in reference to a condition 
of present justice. Sometimes a person is chosen this way, not in rela-
tion to the future, but according to present realities; for being chosen 
in this way does not destroy one’s free choice or the possibility of sin-
ning: hence we read, “Let him who thinks that he stands, take heed so 
he will not fall” (1 Cor 10:12). And so our Lord did choose Judas, but 
not as evil at that time; and being so chosen did not take away his pos-
sibility of sinning. Secondly, we could answer with Augustine,175 who 
said that our Lord did choose Judas as evil. And although he knew 
that he was evil, because it is characteristic of a good person to use evil 
for good, God made good use of this evil in allowing himself to be be-
trayed in order to redeem us. Or, we could say that the choice of the 
Twelve does not refer here to the persons, but rather to the number; as 
if to say: I have chosen Twelve. For this number is fittingly set apart for 
those who would preach the faith of the Holy Trinity to the four cor-
ners of the world. And indeed, this number did not pass away, because 
Matthias was substituted for the traitor. Or, according to Ambrose,176 
Jesus chose Judas as evil so that when we read that our Lord and Mas-
ter was betrayed by his disciple, we might be consoled if sometimes 
our friends betray us.

1008. We could ask here why the disciples did not say anything af-
ter our Lord said, one of you is a devil; for later on, when he says, “One 
of you will betray me” (below 13:21), they reply, “Is it I, Lord?” (Mt 
26:22). I answer that the reason for this is that our Lord was speaking 
here in a general way when he said that one of them was a devil; for 
this could mean any kind of malice, and so they were not disturbed. 
But later on, when they heard of such a great crime, that their Mas-
ter would be betrayed, they could not keep quiet. Or, we could say that 
when our Lord said this, each of them had confidence in his own vir-
tue, and so none feared for himself; but after he said to Peter, “Follow 
after me, Satan” (Mt 16:23), they were afraid, and realized their own 
weakness. That is why they asked in that indecisive way, “Is it I, Lord?”

1009. Finally, what our Lord had just said privately is explained by 
the Evangelist when he says, he was talking about Judas, as events 
proved and which will be clear below (chap. 13).

173. See ST I-II, q. 78, a. 4.
174. Hom. in Io. 47. 3; PG 59, col. 267; cf. Catena aurea, 6:60–71.
175. Tract in Io. 27. 10; PL 35, col. 1619–20; cf. Catena aurea, 6:60–71.
176. Expos. Evang. sec. Luc. 5. 45; PL 15, col. 1648.
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CHAPTEr 7

LECTUrE 1

1 After this, Jesus walked about in Galilee, for he did not want 
to walk in Judea because the Jews sought to kill him. 2 Now it was 
close to the Jewish feast of Tabernacles. 3 So his brethren said to him: 
“Leave this place, and go to Judea, so that your disciples also may see 
your works which you perform. 4 Surely, no one works in secret if he 
wants to be publicly renowned. If you do these things, reveal yourself to 
the world.” 5 For not even his brethren believed in him. 6 Jesus there‑
fore said to them: “My time has not yet come, but your time is always 
here. 7 The world cannot hate you, but me, it hates, because I bear wit‑
ness against it, for its works are evil. 8 You yourselves go up for this 
feast. I, however, will not go up for this festival, because my time is not 
yet completed.”

1010. After our Lord considered the spiritual life and its food, he 
now treats of his instruction or teaching, which, as mentioned above, 
is necessary for those who are spiritually reborn. First, he shows the 
origin of his teaching; secondly, its usefulness (chap. 8 and onwards). 
As to the first, he does three things. First, he mentions the place where 
he revealed the origin of his teaching; secondly, the occasion for re-
vealing this (v. 11); and thirdly, his actual statement is given (v. 16). 
Three things are done about the first. First, we see Christ invited to go 
to the place where he revealed the origin of his teaching; secondly, we 
see our Lord refuse (v. 6); and thirdly, how Jesus finally did go (v. 9). 
As to the first, he does two things. First, he gives the reasons why they 
encouraged Christ to go to Judea; secondly, he adds their exhortation 
(v. 3). They were influenced by three things to encourage Christ to go 
to Judea: first, by his lingering on [in Galilee], secondly, by his inten-
tion [not to travel in Judea]; and thirdly, by the appropriateness of the 
time.

1011. They were influenced by Christ’s lingering on in Galilee, 
which showed that he wanted to stay there. Thus he says, After this, 
after teaching in Capernaum, Jesus walked about in Galilee, i.e., he 
set out from Capernaum, a city of Galilee, with the intention to jour-
ney throughout this region. Our Lord lingered on so often in Galilee 
to show us that we should pass from vices to virtues: “So you, son of 
man, prepare your belongings for exile, and go during the day in their 
sight” (Ez 12:13).
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1012. Then they were influenced by Christ’s intention, which he 
perhaps told them; hence he says, for he did not want to walk in Judea, 
the reason being, because the Jews sought to kill him. “The Jews tried 
all the harder to kill him, because he not only broke the Sabbath rest, 
but even called God his own Father, making himself equal to God” 
(above 5:18).

But could not Christ still have gone among the Jews without be-
ing killed by them, as he did after (chap. 8)? Three answers are given 
to this question. The first is given by Augustine,1 who says that Christ 
did this because the time would come when some Christians would 
hide from those who were persecuting them. And so they would not 
be criticized for this, our Lord wanted to console us by setting a prece-
dent himself in this matter. He also taught this in word, saying: “If they 
persecute you in one town, flee to another” (Mt 10:23). Another an-
swer is that Christ was both God and man. By reason of his divinity, 
he could prevent his being injured by those persecuting him. Yet, he 
did not want to do this all the time, for while this would have shown 
his divinity, it might have cast doubt on his humanity.2 Therefore, he 
showed his humanity by sometimes fleeing, as man, those who were 
persecuting him, to silence all those who would say that he was not a 
true man. And he showed his divinity by sometimes walking among 
them unharmed, thus refuting all those who say he was only a man. 
Thus, Chrysostom3 has another text, which reads: “He could not, even 
if he wanted to, walk about Judea.” This is expressed in our human 
way, and is the same as saying: Due to the danger of treachery, a per-
son cannot go anywhere he might wish. The third answer is that it 
was not yet the time for Christ’s passion. The time would come when 
Christ would suffer, at the feast of the Passover, when the lamb was 
sacrificed, so that victim would succeed victim: “Jesus knew that his 
time had come to leave this world for the Father” (below 13:1).4

1013. They were also influenced by the suitableness of the time, 
for it was a time for going to Jerusalem. Now it was close to the Jew‑
ish feast of Tabernacles (scenopegia). Scenopegia is a Greek word, com-
posed of scenos, which means “shade,” or “tent,” and phagim, which 
means “to eat.” As if to say: It was the time in which they used to eat 
in their tents. For our Lord (Lev 23:41) had ordered the children of Is-
rael to stay in their tents for seven days during the seventh month, as 
a reminder of the forty years they had lived in tents in the desert. This 
was the feast the Jews were then celebrating. The Evangelist mentions 
this in order to show that some time had already passed since the pre-

1. Tract. in Io. 28. 2; PL 35, col. 1622; cf. Catena aurea, 7:1–8.
2. See ST III, q. 14, aa. 1–2; III, q. 47, a. 1.
3. Hom. in Io. 48. 1; PG 59, col. 269.
4. See ST III, q. 73, a. 6.
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vious teaching about spiritual food. For it was near the Passover when 
our Lord performed the miracle of the loaves, and this feast of Taber-
nacles is much later. The Evangelist does not tell us what our Lord did 
in the intervening five months. We can see from this that although Je-
sus was always performing miracles, as the last chapter says, the Evan-
gelist was mainly concerned with recording those matters over which 
the Jews argued and with which they disagreed.

1014. Then (v. 3), our Lord is urged on by his brethren. First, we 
are given their advice; secondly, the reason for it (v. 3b); and thirdly, 
the Evangelist mentions the cause of this reason (v. 5).

1015. As to the first, the ones who urge Christ are mentioned; 
hence he says, So his brethren said to him. These were not brothers 
of the flesh or of the womb, as the blasphemous opinion of Helvidi-
us would have it. It is, indeed, offensive to the Catholic faith that the 
most holy virginal womb, which bore him who was God and man, 
should later bear another mortal man. Thus, they were his brothers or 
brethren in the sense of relatives, because they were related by blood 
to the Blessed Virgin Mary.5 For it is the custom in Scripture to call 
relatives “brothers,” as in Genesis (13:8): “Let us not quarrel, for we 
are brothers,” although Lot was the nephew of Abraham. And, as Au-
gustine6 says, just as in the tomb in which our Lord’s body had been 
placed no other body was placed either before or after, so the womb of 
Mary conceived no other mortal person either before or after Christ. 
Although some of the relatives of the Blessed Virgin were apostles, 
such as the sons of Zebedee, and James [son] of Alphaeus, and some 
others, we should not think that these were among those who were 
urging Christ; this was done by other relatives who did not love him.

Secondly, we see their advice when they say: Leave this place, that 
is, Galilee, and go to Judea, where you will find Jerusalem, a sacred 
place, well-suited to teachers. “Seer, go, flee to the land of Judah. 
There eat your bread and there prophesy” (Am 7:12).

1016. They give their reason when they say: so that your disciples 
also may see your works which you perform. Here they show, first, that 
they are hungry for an empty glory; secondly, they are suspicious; and 
thirdly, do not believe [in our Lord]. 

They show that they are hungry for an empty glory when they say, 
so that your disciples also may see your works which you perform. For 
they allowed something human to Christ and wanted to share the glo-
ry of the human honor that the people would show him. And so, they 
urged him to perform his works in public: for it is a characteristic of 
one who is seeking human glory to want publicly known whatever of 
his own or of his associates can bring glory. “They like to pray at street 

5. See ST III, q. 28, a. 3.
6. Tract. in Io. 28. 3; PL 35, col. 1623; cf. Catena aurea, 7:1–8.
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corners, so people can see them” (Mt 6:5). We read of such people: 
“For they loved the glory of men, more than the glory of God” (below 
12:43).7

They reveal that they themselves are suspicious, and first of all re-
mark on Christ’s fear, saying: Surely, no one works in secret. As if to 
say: You say that you are performing miracles. But you are doing them 
secretly because of fear; otherwise you would go to Jerusalem and do 
them before the people. Nevertheless, our Lord says below: “I have 
said nothing secretly” (below 18:20).

Secondly, they refer to his love of glory, saying: if he wants to be 
publicly renowned. As if to say: You want glory because of what you 
are doing, yet you are hiding because you are afraid. Now this atti-
tude is characteristic of those who are evil: to think that other people 
are experiencing the same emotions as they are. Notice the disrespect 
with which the prudence of the flesh reproached the Word made flesh. 
Job says against them: “You reproach him who is not like you, and say 
what you should not” (Jb 4:3).

They show they do not believe when they say: If you do these 
things, reveal yourself to the world, doubting whether he did perform 
miracles. “He who does not believe is unfaithful” (Is 21:2).

1017. The Evangelist tells why they said this when he says, For not 
even his brethren believed in him. For sometimes blood relatives are 
very hostile to one of their own, and are jealous of his spiritual goods. 
They may even despise him. Thus Augustine8 says: “They could have 
Christ as a relative, but in that very closeness they refused to believe in 
him.” “A man’s enemies are in his own house” (Mic 7:6); “He has put 
my brethren far from me and my acquaintances, like strangers, have 
gone from me. My relatives have left me, and those who knew me 
have forgotten me” (Jb 19:13).

1018. Then (v. 6), Christ’s answer is given. First, he mentions that 
the time was not appropriate for going to Jerusalem; secondly, the rea-
son for this (v. 7); and thirdly, we see Christ deciding not to go (v. 8).

1019. We should note that all of the following text is explained dif-
ferently by Augustine and by Chrysostom. Augustine9 says that the 
brethren of our Lord were urging him to a human glory. Now there is 
a time, in the future, when the saints do acquire glory; a glory they ob-
tain by their sufferings and troubles. “He has tested them like gold in 
a furnace, and he accepted them as the victim of a holocaust. At the 
time of their visitation they will shine” (Wis 3:6). And there is a time, 
the present, when the worldly acquire their glory. “Let not the flow-
ers of the time pass us by; let us crown ourselves with roses before 

7. See ST II-II, q. 132.
8. Tract. in Io. 28. 4; PL 35, col. 1623; cf. Catena aurea, 7:1–8.
9. Ibid., 28. 5, col. 1623–24; cf. Catena aurea, 7:1–8.
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they wither” (Wis 2:7). Our Lord, therefore, wanted to show that he 
was not looking for the glory of this present time, but that he wanted 
to attain to the height of heavenly glory through his passion and hu-
miliation. “It was necessary for Christ to suffer, and so enter into his 
glory” (Lk 24:26).10 So Jesus says to them, i.e., his brethren: My time, 
i.e., the time of my glory, has not yet come, because my sorrow must 
be turned into joy: “The sufferings of this present time are not worthy 
to be compared with the glory to come, which will be revealed in us” 
(Rom 8:18); but your time, i.e., the time of the glory of this world, is 
always here.

1020. He gives the reason why these times are different when he 
says, The world cannot hate you, but me, it hates. The reason why 
the time for the glory of the worldly is here is that they love the same 
things the world loves, and they agree with the world. But the time 
for the glory of the saints, who are looking for a spiritual glory, is not 
here, because they want what is displeasing to the world, that is, pov-
erty, afflictions, doing without food, and things like that.11 They even 
disparage what the world loves; in fact, they despise the world: “The 
world has been crucified to me, and I to the world” (Gal 6:14). And 
so he says, The world cannot hate you. As if to say: Thus, the time of 
your glory is here, because the world does not hate you, who are in 
agreement with it; and every animal loves its like. But me, it hates, 
and so my time is not always here. And the reason it hates me is be‑
cause I bear witness against it, that is, the world, for its works are evil; 
that is, I do not hesitate to reprimand those who are worldly, even 
though I know that they will hate me for it and threaten me with 
death. “They,” that is, those who love evil, “hate the one who rebukes 
at the city gate” (Am 5:10); “Do not rebuke one who mocks, lest he 
hate you” (Pr 9:8).12 

1021. But cannot a person of the world be hated by the world, i.e., 
by another person of the world? I answer that, in a particular case, one 
worldly person can hate another insofar as the latter has what the first 
wants, or prevents him from obtaining what relates to the glory of this 
world. But precisely insofar as a person is of the world, the world does 
not hate him. The saints, however, are universally hated by the world 
because they are opposed to it. And if anyone of the world does love 
them, it is not because he is of the world, but because of something 
spiritual in him.

1022. Our Lord refuses to go when he says, You yourselves go up 
for this feast. I, however, will not go up for this festival. For just as 
there are two kinds of glory, so there are two different feasts. Worldly 
people have temporal feasts, that is, their own enjoyments and ban-

10. See ST III, q. 49, a. 6. 11. See ST II-II, q. 184, a. 3.
12. See ST II-II, q. 33.
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quets and such exterior pleasures. “The Lord called for weeping and 
mourning . . . and look at the rejoicing and gladness” (Is 22:12); “I hate 
your feasts” (Is 1:14). But the saints have their own spiritual feasts, 
which consist in the joys of the spirit: “Look upon Zion, the city of 
your feasts” (Is 33:20). So he says: You yourselves, who are looking for 
the glory of this world, go up for this feast, i.e., to the feasts of tempo-
ral pleasure; I, however, will not go up for this festival, for I will go up 
to the feast of an eternal celebration. I am not going up now because 
my time, that is, the time of my true glory, which will be a joy that lasts 
forever, an eternity without fatigue, and a brightness without shadow, 
is not yet completed.

1023. Chrysostom13 keeps the same division of the text, but ex-
plains it this way. He says that these brethren of our Lord joined with 
the Jews in plotting the death of Christ. And so they urged Christ to go 
to the feast, intending to betray him and hand him over to the Jews. 
That is why he says: My time, that is, the time for my cross and death, 
has not yet come, to go to Judea and be killed. But your time is always 
here, because you can associate with them without danger. And this 
is because they cannot hate you: you who love and envy the same 
things they do. But me, it hates, because I bear witness against it, for 
its works are evil. This shows that the Jews hate me, not because I 
broke the sabbath, but because I denounced them in public. You your‑
selves go up for this feast, that is, for its beginning (for it lasted seven 
days, as was said); I, however, will not go up for this festival, that is, 
with you, and when it first begins: because my time is not yet complet‑
ed, when I am to suffer, for he was to be crucified at a future Passover. 
Accordingly, he did not go with them then in order to remain out of 
sight, and so forth.

LECTUrE 2

9 When he had said this, he remained in Galilee. 10 However, after 
his brethren had gone up, he himself went up for the feast, not public‑
ly, but as it were in secret. 11 The Jews looked for him at the feast, and 
they asked: “Where is he?” 12 There was much whispering among the 
people concerning him, for some were saying that he was a good man, 
while others said, “On the contrary, he leads people astray.” 13 Nev‑
ertheless, no one spoke openly about him for fear of the Jews. 14 Now 
when the festival was half over, Jesus went into the temple, and he 
taught. 15 The Jews were amazed, saying, “How did this man get his 
learning, since he never studied?” 16 Jesus answered and said: “My 

13. Hom. in Io. 48. 2; PG 59, col. 271; cf. Catena aurea, 7:1–8.



66  COMMENTARY ON THE GOSPEL OF JOHN

doctrine is not mine, but his who sent me. 17 If anyone wants to do 
his will, he will know whether this doctrine is from God, or whether 
I am speaking on my own. 18 Whoever speaks on his own [authority] 
seeks his own glory. But the one who seeks the glory of him who sent 
him is truthful, and there is no injustice in him. 19 Did not Moses give 
you the law? And yet none of you obey the law. 20 Why do you want to 
kill me?” The crowd replied and said: “You have a demon within you! 
Who wants to kill you?” 21 Jesus answered and said to them: “I per‑
formed one work, and you are all amazed. 22 Therefore, Moses gave 
you circumcision (not that it originated with Moses, but with the pa‑
triarchs) and you circumcise on the sabbath day. 23 If a man receives 
circumcision on the sabbath day, so that the law of Moses may not be 
broken, why are you indignant with me because I healed a whole man 
on the sabbath? 24 Judge not by the appearances, but with a just judg‑
ment.”14

1024. After the Evangelist mentioned how our Lord’s relatives 
urged him to go to Judea, and what Christ replied to them, he then 
tells us of his journey. First, of his delay in going into Judea; secondly, 
of the order of the events; and thirdly, the way Christ went up.

1025. He mentions our Lord’s delay in going when he says, When 
he had said this, in answer to his relatives, he remained in Galilee, 
and did not go to the feast with them. He did this to keep to his word: 
“I, however, will not go up for this festival.” As we read in Numbers 
(23:19): “God is not like man, a liar.”

1026. He gives the order of events when he says, However, after his 
brethren, that is, his relatives, had gone up, he himself went up for the 
feast. This seems to conflict with what he had said before: “I will not 
go up”, for the Apostle says, “Jesus Christ, whom we preached among 
you . . . was not ‘Yes’ and ‘No,’ but only ‘Yes’” (2 Cor 1:19).

I answer, first, that the festival of Tabernacles lasted for seven days, 
as was mentioned. Now our Lord first stated, “I, however, will not go 
up for this festival,” that is, for its beginning. When it says here that he 
himself went up for the feast, we should understand this to refer to the 
middle of the feast. This is why we read a little further on: “Now, when 
the festival was half over” (v. 14). So it is clear that Christ was not 
breaking his word. Secondly, as Augustine says, his relatives wanted 
him to go to Jerusalem to try for a temporal glory. So he said to them: 
“I however will not go up this festival,” for the purpose you want me 
to. But he did go to the festival to teach the people and to tell them 

14. St. Thomas refers to Jn 7:15 in ST III, q. 9, a. 4, obj. 1; to Jn 7:22 in ST I-II, 
q. 103, a. 1, ad 3; and to Jn 7:23 in ST II-II, q. 6, a. 2, obj. 3; II-II, q. 40, a. 4; II-II, 
q. 122, a. 4, ad 3; III, q. 40, a. 4, ad 1; III, q. 44, a. 3, ad 3; III, q. 52, a. 8, obj. 3; III, 
q. 70, a. 3, ad 3. 
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about an eternal glory. Thirdly, as Chrysostom15 says, our Lord said, 
“I, however, will not go up for this festival,” to suffer and die as they 
wished; but he did go, not in order to suffer, but to teach others.

1027. The way he went was not publicly, but as it were in secret. 
There are three reasons for this. The first, given by Chrysostom16 is 
so that he would not call more attention to his divinity, and so per-
haps make his Incarnation less certain, as was said above: and so that 
those who are virtuous would not be ashamed to hide from those who 
are persecuting them when they cannot openly restrain them. Thus 
he says, in secret, to show that this was done according to plan: “Truly, 
you are a hidden God” (Is 45:15). Augustine17 gives us another reason: 
to teach us that Christ was hidden in the figures of the Old Testament: 
“I will wait for the Lord, who has hidden his face (i.e., clear knowl-
edge) from the house of Jacob” (Is 8:17); so, “Even to this day . . . a 
veil is over their hearts” (2 Cor 3:15). Thus, everything that was said 
to this ancient people was a shadow of the good things to come, as we 
see from Hebrews (10:1). So our Lord went up in secret to show that 
even this feast was a figure. Scenopegia, as we saw, was the feast of Tab-
ernacles; and the one who celebrates this feast is the one who under-
stands that he is a pilgrim in this world. Another reason why our Lord 
went up in secret was to teach us that we should conceal the good 
things we do, not looking for human approval or desiring the applause 
of the crowd: “Take care not to perform your good actions in the sight 
of men, in order to be seen by them” (Mt 6:1).

1028. Then (v. 11), he mentions the opportunity Christ had to 
show the origin of his spiritual teaching. He mentions two such oppor-
tunities: one was due to the disagreement among the people: the other 
to their amazement (v. 15). The people disagreed in what they thought 
of Christ. He does three things concerning this. First, he shows what 
they had in common; secondly, how they differed (v. 12); and thirdly, 
whose opinion prevailed (v. 13).

1029. What they had in common was that they looked for him at 
the feast, and they asked: Where is he? It is obvious that they did not 
even want to mention his name because of their hatred and hostility: 
“They hated him and could not speak civilly to him” (Gen 37:4).

1030. They differed, however, because some looked for him because 
they wished to learn: “Seek him, and your soul will live” (Ps 68:33); 
others were looking for him in order to harm him: as in the Psalm 
(39:15): “They seek my soul to carry it away.” And so there was much 
whispering among the people concerning him, because of their dis-
agreements. And although “whispering” (murmur) is neuter in gender, 

15. Hom. in Io. 49. 1; PG 59, col. 273–74; cf. Catena aurea, 7:9–13.
16. Ibid., 48. 2, col. 271; cf. Catena aurea, 7:9–13.
17. Tract. in Io. 28. 9; PL 35, col. 1626; cf. Catena aurea, 7:9–13.
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Jerome makes it masculine (murmur multus) because he was following 
the custom of the older grammarians, or else to show that divine Scrip-
ture is not subject to the rules of Priscian.18

There was disagreement: for some of the people, that is, those who 
were right in heart, were saying, of Christ, that he was a good man. 
“How good God is to Israel, to those whose heart is right” (Ps 72:1); 
“The Lord is good to those who hope in him, to the one who seeks 
him” (Lam 3:25). While others, that is, those who were badly disposed, 
said: On the contrary, i.e., he is not a good man. We can see from this 
that it was the people who thought that he was a good person, while 
he was considered evil by the chief priests; so they say, he leads people 
astray: “We found this man leading our people astray” (Lk 23:2); “We 
have remembered that that seducer said . . . ” (Mt 27:63).

1031. Here we should note that to seduce is to lead away. Now a 
person can be led away either from what is true or from what is false. 
And in either way a person can be called a seducer: either because he 
leads one away from the truth, and in this sense it does not apply to 
Christ, because he is the truth (below chap. 8); or because he leads one 
away from what is false, and in this sense Christ is called a seducer: 
“You seduced me, O Lord, and I was seduced. You were stronger than 
I, and you have won” (Jer 20:7). Would that all of us were called and 
were seducers in this sense, as Augustine19 says. But we call a person 
a seducer primarily because he leads others away from the truth and 
deceives them: because a person is said to be led away if he is drawn 
from the common way. But the common way is the way of truth; her-
esies, on the other hand, and the way of the wicked, are detours.

1032. It was the opinion of the evil, that is, of the chief priests, that 
finally won out. Thus he continues, Nevertheless, no one spoke openly 
about him. This was because the people were held back by their fear 
of the chief priests, for as stated below (9:22): “if any one should pro-
fess him to be the Christ, he would be put out of the synagogue.” This 
reveals the wickedness with which the leaders plotted against Christ; 
and it shows that those who were subject to them, i.e., the people, 
were not free to say what they thought.

1033. Next (v. 15), we see the second opportunity Christ had to 
present his teaching, that is, the amazement of the people. First, we 
see the object of their amazement; secondly, their amazement itself, 
and thirdly, the reason why they were amazed.

1034. The object of their amazement is the doctrine or teaching of 
Christ.20 Both the time and the place of this teaching are given. The 

18. Priscian was a Latin grammarian who flourished about the year 500 in 
Constantinople. His work, Institutiones grammaticae, became the standard textbook 
for Latin grammar in the Middle Ages. 

19. Tract. in Io. 29. 1; PL 35, col. 1628; cf. Catena aurea, 7:9–13.
20. See ST III, q. 42, a. 4.



 CHAPTER 7 69

time is mentioned when he says, Now when the festival was half over, 
that is, when as many days were left of the feast as had passed. Thus, 
since the feast lasted some seven days, this took place on the fourth 
day. As we said, when Christ hid himself, it was a sign of his human-
ity, and an example of virtue for us. But when he did come before 
them, and they could not suppress him, this showed his divinity. Fur-
ther, our Lord went when the feast was half over, because at the be-
ginning everyone would be occupied with matters relating to the feast: 
the good, with the worship of God, and others with trivialities and fi-
nancial profit; but when it was half over, and such matters had been 
settled, the people would be better prepared to receive his teaching. 
Thus our Lord did not go to the first several days of the feast so that he 
would find them more attentive and better prepared for his teaching. 
Similarly, Christ’s going to the feast at this time paralleled the arrange-
ment of his teaching: for Christ came to teach us about the kingdom 
of God, not at the beginning of the world, nor at its ending, but dur-
ing the intervening time “You will make it known in the intervening 
years” (Hab 3:2).21

The place where our Lord taught is mentioned when he says, into 
the temple. He taught there for two reasons. First, to show that he was 
teaching the truth, which they could not deprecate, and which was 
necessary for all: “I have said nothing secretly” (below 18:20).22 Sec-
ondly, because the temple, since it was a sacred place, was appropriate 
for the very holy teaching of Christ: “Come! Let us go up the mountain 
of the Lord, and to the house of the God of Jacob. And he will teach us 
his ways, and we will walk in his steps,” as we read in Isaiah (2:3).23

The Evangelist does not mention what Christ taught, for, as was 
said, the Evangelists do not report everything our Lord did and said, 
but those which excited the people or produced some controversy. 
And so here he mentions the excitement his teaching produced in 
the people: that is, that those who had said before, “he leads people 
astray,” were now amazed at his teaching.

1035. He mentions this amazement when he says, The Jews were 
amazed. And this is not surprising, for “Your testimony is wonderful” 
(Ps 118:129). For the words of Christ are the words of divine wisdom.

He adds the reason why they were amazed when he says, How did 
this man get his learning, since he never studied? For they knew that 
Jesus was the son of a poor woman and he was considered the son of 
a carpenter; as such, he would be working for a living and devoting his 
time, not to study, but to physical work, according to “I am poor, and 
have labored since my youth” (Ps 87:16). And so when they hear him 
teach and debate, they are amazed, and say, How did this man get his 

21. See ST III, q. 1, aa. 5–6. 22. See ST III, q. 42, a. 3.
23. See ST I-II, q. 102, a. 4, ad 6.
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learning, since he never studied? Much the same is said in Matthew 
(13:54): “Where did he acquire this wisdom, and these great works? 
Isn’t he the son of the carpenter?”24

1036. Having been told of the place and opportunity which Christ 
had to reveal the origin of his spiritual teaching, we now see the ori-
gin of this teaching. First, he shows them that God is the source of this 
spiritual teaching; secondly, he invites them to accept it (v. 37). As to 
the first, he does two things. First, he shows the origin of this teaching; 
secondly, the origin of the one teaching it (v. 25). He does two things 
about the first. First, he shows the origin of this teaching; secondly, he 
answers an objection (v. 19). In regard to the first he does two things. 
First, he shows the origin of this teaching; secondly, he proves that it 
comes from God (v. 17).

1037. He says, Jesus answered and said. As if to say: You are won-
dering where I gained my knowledge; but I say, My doctrine is not 
mine. If he had said: “The doctrine that I am presenting to you is not 
mine,” there would be no problem. But he says: My doctrine is not 
mine; and this seems to be a contradiction. However, this can be ex-
plained, for this statement can be understood in several ways. Our 
Lord’s doctrine can in some sense be called his own, and in some sense 
not his own. First, we can understand Christ as the Son of God. Then, 
since the doctrine of anyone is nothing else than his word, and the 
Son of God is the Word of God, it follows that the doctrine of the Fa-
ther is the Son himself. But this same Word belongs to himself through 
an identity of substance. “What does belong to you, if not you your-
self?” However, he does not belong to himself through his origin. As 
Augustine25 says: “If you do not belong to yourself (because you are 
from another), what does?” This seems to be the meaning, expressed 
in summary fashion, of: My doctrine is not mine. As if to say: I am not 
of myself. This refutes the Sabellian heresy, which dared to say that the 
Son is the Father.26

Or, we could understand it as meaning that My doctrine, which I 
proclaim with created words, is not mine, but his who sent me, i.e., it 
is the Father’s; that is, my doctrine is not mine as from myself, but it is 
from the Father: because the Son has even his knowledge from the Fa-
ther through an eternal generation. “All things have been given to me 
by my Father” (Mt 11:27).

Secondly, we can understand Christ as the Son of Man. Then he is 
saying: My doctrine, which I have in my created soul, and which my 
lips proclaim, is not mine, i.e., it is not mine as from myself, but from 
God: because every truth, by whomever spoken, is from the Holy Spirit.

24. See ST III, q. 9, a. 3.
25. Tract. in Io. 29. 3; PL 35, col. 1629; cf. Catena aurea, 7:14–18.
26. See ST I, q. 27, a. 1.
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Thus, as Augustine says in The Trinity,27 our Lord called this doctrine 
his own from one point of view, and not his own from another point 
of view. According to his form of God, it was his own; but according to 
his form of a servant, it was not his own. This is an example for us, that 
we should realize that all our knowledge is from God, and thank him 
for it: “What do you have which you have not been given? And if you 
have been given it, why do you glory as if you have not been given it?” 
(1 Cor 4:7).28

1038. Then (v. 17), he proves that his doctrine is from God. And he 
does this in two ways: first, from the judgment of those who correctly 
understand such matters; and secondly, from his own intention (v. 18).

1039. With respect to the first, we should note that when there is 
a question whether someone is performing well in some art, this is 
decided by one who has experience in that art; just as the question 
whether someone is speaking French well should be decided by one 
who is well versed in the French language. With this in mind, our Lord 
is saying: The question whether my doctrine is from God must be de-
cided by one who has experience in divine matters, for such a person 
can judge correctly about these things. “The sensual man does not per-
ceive those things that pertain to the Spirit of God. The spiritual man 
judges all things” (1 Cor 2:14). Accordingly, he is saying: Because you 
are alienated from God, you do not know whether a doctrine is from 
God.29 If anyone wants to do his will, that is, the will of God, he can 
know whether this doctrine is from God, or whether I am speaking on 
my own (a meipso). Indeed, one who is speaking what is false is speak-
ing on his own, because “When he lies, he speaks on his own,” as we 
read below (8:44).

Chrysostom30 explains this text in another way. The will of God is 
our peace, our love, and our humility; thus Matthew (5:9) says: “Hap-
py are the peacemakers, because they will be called sons of God.” But 
the love of controversy often distorts a person’s mind to such an extent 
that he thinks that what is really true is false. Thus, when we aban-
don the spirit of controversy, we possess more surely the certitude of 
truth.31 “Answer, I entreat you, without contention, and judge, speak-
ing what is just” (Jb 6:29). So our Lord is saying: If anyone wishes to 
judge my doctrine correctly, let him do the will of God, i.e., abandon 
the anger, the envy and the hatred which he has for me without rea-
son. Then, nothing will prevent him from knowing whether this doc‑

27. De Trin. 1. 12. 27; PL 42, col. 839; cf. Catena aurea, 7:14–18.
28. See ST I, q. 16, a. 6.
29. See ST III, q. 42, a. 2.
30. Hom. in Io. 49. 1; PG 59, col. 274–75; cf. Catena aurea, 7:14–18; see also 

Thomas Aquinas, Expos. super Job 6. 29.
31. See ST II-II, q. 39.
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trine is from God, or whether I am speaking on my own, i.e., whether I 
am speaking the words of God.

Augustine32 explains it this way. It is the will of God that we know 
his works, just as it is the will of a head of a household that his ser-
vants do his works. The work of God is that we believe in him whom 
he has sent: “This is work of God, that you believe in him whom he 
sent” (above 6:29).Thus he says: If anyone wants to do  his will, that is, 
God’s will, which is to believe in me, he will know whether this doc‑
trine is from God: “If you do not believe, you will not understand,” as 
that other version of Isaiah (7:9) says.

1040. Then when he says, Whoever speaks on his own seeks his 
own glory, he proves the same thing from his intention. And he pres-
ents two intentions through which we can recognize the two sources 
of a doctrine. Some are said to speak on their own [a se] and others not 
on their own. Now whoever strives to speak the truth does not speak 
on his own. All our knowledge of the truth is from another: either 
from instruction, as from a teacher; or from revelation, as from God; or 
by a process of discovery, as from things themselves, for “the invisible 
things of God are clearly known by the things that have been made” 
(Rom 1:20). Consequently, in whatever way a person acquires his 
knowledge, he does not acquire it on his own. That person speaks on 
his own who takes what he says neither from things themselves, nor 
from any human teaching, but from his own heart: “They proclaim a 
vision taken out of their own hearts” (Jer 23:16); “Woe to those fool-
ish prophets who prophesy out of their own hearts” (Ez 13:3). Accord-
ingly, when a person devises a doctrine on his own he does it for the 
sake of human glory: for, as we see from Chrysostom,33 a person who 
wishes to present his own private doctrine does so for no other pur-
pose than to acquire glory. And this is what our Lord says, proving that 
his doctrine is from God: Whoever speaks on his own, about a certain 
knowledge of the truth, which is really from another, seeks his own 
glory. It is for this reason, and because of pride, that various heresies 
and false opinions have arisen.34 And this is a characteristic of the an-
tichrist “who opposes and is exalted above all that is called God, or is 
worshipped” (2 Thes 2:4).

But the one who seeks the glory of him who sent him, as I do—“I do 
not seek my own glory” (below 8:50)—is truthful, and there is no in‑
justice in him. I am truthful because my doctrine contains the truth; 
there is no injustice in me because I do not appropriate the glory of 
another. As Augustine35 says: “He gave us a magnificent example of 

32. Tract. in Io. 29. 6; PL 35, col. 1630; cf. Catena aurea, 7:14–18.
33. Hom. in Io. 49. 2; PG 59, col. 275; cf. Catena aurea, 7:14–18.
34. See ST II-II, q. 39, a. 2.
35. Tract. in Io. 29. 8; PL 35, col. 1631; cf. Catena aurea, 7:14–18.
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humility when, in the form of a man, he sought the glory of the Fa-
ther, and not his own. O man, you should do the same! When you do 
something good, you seek your glory; when you do something evil, 
you insult God.” It is obvious that he was not looking for his own glo-
ry, because if he had not been an enemy of the chief priests, he would 
not have been persecuted by them. So Christ, and everyone who is 
looking for the glory of God, has knowledge in his intellect, “Master, 
we know that you are truthful” (Mt 22:16): thus he says, he is truth‑
ful. And he has the correct intention in his will: thus he says, and there 
is no injustice in him. For a person is unjust when he takes for himself 
what belongs to another; but glory is proper to God alone; therefore, 
he who seeks glory for himself is unjust.36

1041. Then (v. 19), he answers an objection. For someone could tell 
Christ that his doctrine was not from God because he broke the sab-
bath, according to, “This man is not from God, for he does not keep 
the sabbath” (below 9:16). This is what he intends to answer; and he 
does three things. First, he clears himself, by arguing from the actions 
of those who are accusing him; secondly, we see their vicious reply  
(v. 20); and thirdly, he vindicates himself with a reasonable explana-
tion (v. 21).

1042. He says: Even granting, as you say, that my doctrine is not 
from God because I do not keep the law, breaking the sabbath, nev-
ertheless, you do not have any reason to accuse me since you do the 
same thing. Thus he says: Did not Moses give you the law? i.e. did he 
not give it to your people? And yet none of you obey the law. “You re-
ceived the law through the angels, and have not kept it” (Acts 7:53). 
This is why Peter says: “A yoke, which neither our fathers nor we were 
able to bear” (Acts 15:10). Therefore, if you do not keep the law, why 
do you want to kill me for not keeping it? You are not doing this be-
cause of the law, but out of hatred.37 If you were acting out of devotion 
for the law, you would keep it yourselves. “Let us lie in wait for the just 
man, because he is unfavorable to us, and against our works, and he re-
proaches us for breaking the law” (Wis 2:12); and a little further on we 
read: “Let us condemn him to a most shameful death” (Wis 2:20).

Or, it could be explained this way: You do not keep the law that 
Moses gave you; and this is obvious from the fact that you want to 
kill me, which is against the law: “You shall not kill” (Ex 20:13). An-
other explanation, following Augustine,38 is: You do not keep the law 
because I myself am included in the law: “If you believed Moses, you 
would perhaps believe me as well, for it was about me that he wrote” 
(above 5:46). But you want to kill me.

36. See ST II-II, q. 132, a. 1.
37. See ST II-II, q. 34, aa. 1, 6.
38. Tract. in Io. 30. 2; PL 35, col. 1633; cf. Catena aurea, 7:19–24.
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1043. Then we see the vicious reply of the crowd, when he says, 
The crowd replied and said: You have a demon within you! As Augus-
tine says, their reply indicates disorder and confusion, rather than any 
order: for they are saying that the one who casts out devils has one 
himself (Mt chap. 12).

1044. Then when he says, I performed one work, and you are all 
amazed, our Lord, at peace in his own truth, answers them, and justi-
fies himself with a reasonable explanation. First, he recalls the incident 
that is troubling them; secondly, he shows that this should not bother 
them (v. 22); and thirdly, he shows the way to a judgment that is just 
(v. 24).

1045. Jesus answered them: I performed one work, and you are all 
amazed. He does not trade one insult for another, nor rebuff it, because 
“When he was derided, he did not deride in return” (1 Pet 2:23). He 
rather recalls for them his cure of the paralytic, which was the cause 
of their amazement. But their amazement was not one of devotion, as 
in “Your heart will be amazed and expanded” (Is 60:5), but a kind of 
agitation and disturbance, as in “Those who see it will be afflicted with 
terrible fear, and will be amazed” (Wis 5:2). So, if you are amazed over 
one of my works, i.e., if you are disturbed and troubled, what would 
you do if you saw all of my works? For, as Augustine39 says, his works 
were those which they saw in the world: even all the sick are healed 
by him. “He sent his word, and healed them” (Ps 106:20); “It was nei-
ther a herb nor a poultice that healed them, but Your word, O Lord, 
which heals all” (Wis 16:12). Thus, the reason why you are disturbed 
is that you have seen only one of my works, and not all of them.40

1046. Then (v. 22), he shows that there is no reason why they 
should be disturbed. First, he recalls the command given to them by 
Moses; secondly, he states their customary behavior; and thirdly, he 
presents an argument based on the first two.

1047. The command of Moses was about circumcision; so he says: 
Therefore, i.e., to signify my works, Moses gave you circumcision. For 
circumcision was given as a sign, as we read, “It will be a sign of the 
covenant between me and you” (Gen 17:11). For it signified Christ. 
This is the reason why it was always done on the genital organ, be-
cause Christ was to descend, in his human nature, from Abraham; and 
Christ is the one who spiritually circumcises us, i.e., both in mind and 
body. Or, it was done to the genital organ because it was given in op-
position to original sin.

We do not find it explicitly stated that Moses gave circumcision, un-
less in Exodus (12:44): “Every slave who is bought shall be circum-
cised.” And although Moses did tell them to circumcise, he was not the 

39. Ibid., 30. 3, col. 1633–34; cf. Catena aurea, 7:19–24.
40. See ST III, q. 44, a. 3.
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one who established this practice, because he was not the first one to 
receive the command to circumcise; this was Abraham, as we see from 
Genesis (17:10).41

1048. Now it was the custom among the Jews to circumcise on the 
sabbath. And this is what he says: you circumcise on the sabbath day. 
They did this because Abraham was told that a boy should be circum-
cised on the eighth day: “He circumcised him on the eighth day, as 
God had commanded him” (Gen 21:4). On the other hand, they were 
told by Moses not to do any work on the sabbath. But it sometimes 
happened that the eighth day was a sabbath. And so, in circumcising a 
boy on that day, they were breaking a command of Moses for a com-
mand of the patriarchs.

1049. Our Lord is arguing from those facts when he says: If a man 
receives circumcision on the sabbath day, so that the law of Moses may 
not be broken, why are you indignant with me because I healed a 
whole man on the sabbath?

We should note here that three things make this argument effec-
tive: two of these are explicit, and the other implied. First, although 
the command given to Abraham [about circumcision] was the first to 
be given, it was not canceled by the command given to Moses con-
cerning observing the sabbath. “I say that the covenant, confirmed by 
God, is not canceled by the law, which came four hundred and thirty 
years later” (Gal 3:17). And so Christ is arguing from this: Although 
when dealing with human laws, the later ones cancel the earlier laws, 
in the case of divine laws, the earlier ones have greater authority. And 
so the command given to Moses about observing the sabbath does not 
cancel the command which was given to Abraham concerning circum-
cision. Therefore, much less does it interfere with me, who am only 
doing what was decided by God, before the creation of the world, for 
the salvation of mankind; and this salvation was symbolized by the 
sabbath.42

Another point is that the Jews were commanded not to work on 
the sabbath; yet they did do things that were related to the salvation 
of the individual. So Christ is saying: If you people, who were com-
manded not to work on the sabbath, circumcise on that day (and this 
concerns the salvation of the individual, and thus it was done to an in-
dividual organ) and you do this so that the law of Moses may not be 
broken (from which it is clear that those things that pertain to salva-
tion should not be omitted on the sabbath), it follows with greater rea-
son that a man should do on that day those things that pertain to the 
salvation of everyone. Therefore, you should not be indignant with me 
because I healed a whole man on the sabbath.

41. See ST III, q. 70, aa. 1–2.
42. See ST I, q. 73, a. 1; I-II, q. 100, a. 5, ad 2; III, q. 40, a. 4, ad 1.
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The third point is that each command was a symbol: for “all these 
things happened to them in symbol” (1 Cor 10:11). Thus, if one sym-
bol, i.e., the command to observe the sabbath, does not cancel the oth-
er symbol, i.e., the command to circumcise, much less does it cancel 
the truth. For circumcision symbolized our Lord, as Augustine43 says.

Finally, he says, a whole man, because, since God’s works are per-
fect, the man was cured so as to be healthy in body, and he believed so 
as to be healthy in soul.

1050. Then when he says, Judge not by the appearances, but with a 
just judgment, he guides them to a fair consideration of himself, so that 
they do not judge him according to appearances, but give a judgment 
which is just. There are two ways in which one is said to judge accord-
ing to appearances. First, a judge may reach his decision relying on the 
allegations: “Men see the things that are evident” (1 Kgs 15:7). But 
this way can lead to error; thus he says, Judge not by the appearanc‑
es, i.e., by what is immediately evident, but examine the matter dili-
gently: “I diligently investigated the stranger’s cause” (Jb 29:16); “He 
will not judge by appearances” (Is 11:3). In the second way, Judge not 
by the appearances, i.e., do not show partiality or favoritism in your 
judgment: for all judges are forbidden to do this. “You will not show 
favoritism when judging a person who is poor” (Ex 23:6); “You have 
shown partiality in your judgment” (Mal 2:9). To show partiality in a 
judgment is not to give a judgment that is just because of love, or def-
erence, or fear, or the status of a person, which things have nothing 
to do with the case.44 So he says: Judge not by the appearances, but 
with a just judgment, as if to say: Just because Moses is more honored 
among you than I am, you should not base your decision on our rep-
utations, but on the nature of the facts: because the things I am doing 
are greater than what Moses did.

But it should be noted, according to Augustine,45 that one who 
loves all equally does not judge with partiality. For when we honor 
men differently according to their rank, we must beware of showing 
partiality.

LECTUrE 3

25 Some of the inhabitants of Jerusalem then said: “Is he not the 
man they want to kill? 26 Look, he is speaking publicly, and they say 
nothing to him! Could it be that the rulers really know that he is the 
Christ? 27 We know where this man comes from; but when the Christ 

43. Tract. in Io. 30. 5; PL 35, col. 1635; cf. Catena aurea, 7:19–24.
44. See ST II-II, q. 63, aa. 1, 4.
45. Tract. in Io. 30. 8; PL 35, col. 1636; cf. Catena aurea, 7:19–24.
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comes, no one will know where he comes from.” 28 So as Jesus was 
teaching in the temple, he cried out and said: “You do indeed know 
me, and you know where I come from. And I have not come of my own 
accord. But the one who sent me is truthful, whom you do not know.  
29 I know him. And if I were to say that I do not know him, I would be 
like you, a liar. But I do know him, because I am from him, and he sent 
me.” 30 They therefore wanted to seize him, but no one laid a hand on 
him, because his hour had not yet come. 31 Many of the people, how‑
ever, believed in him, and they said: “When the Christ comes, will he 
work more wonders than this man has done?” 32 The Pharisees heard 
the people saying these things about him, so the rulers and Pharisees 
sent officers to apprehend Jesus.46

1051. Having considered the origin of his doctrine, he now tells 
us about the origin of its teacher. First, Christ shows his source, from 
which he comes, secondly, he shows his end, to which he goes (v. 33). 
He does three things concerning the first. First, we see the doubt of the 
people about his origin; secondly, we have Christ’s teaching concern-
ing his origin (v. 28); and thirdly, we see the effect this teaching had (v. 
30). He does two things about the first. First, we see the amazement of 
the people; secondly, their conjecture (v. 26). The people were amazed 
over two things: at the unjust statements of their leaders, and at the 
public teaching of Christ (v. 25).

1052. As we said before, Christ went up to this feast in secret to 
show the weakness of his human nature; but he publicly taught in the 
temple, with his enemies being unable to restrain him, to show his 
divinity. And so, as Augustine47 remarks, what was thought to be a 
lack of courage turned out to be strength. Accordingly, Some of the in‑
habitants of Jerusalem then said, in amazement, for they knew how 
fiercely their leaders were looking for him, as they lived with them 
in Jerusalem. Thus Chrysostom48 says: “The most pitiable of all were 
they who saw a very clear sign of his divinity and, leaving everything 
to the judgment of their corrupt leaders, failed to show Christ rever-
ence.” “As the ruler of a city is, so are its inhabitants” (Sir 10:2). Yet 
they were amazed at the power he had which kept him from being 
apprehended. So they said: Is he not the man they, i.e., their leaders, 
want? This agrees with what was said before: “For reasons like this 
the Jews began to persecute Jesus, because he performed such works 
on the sabbath” (above 5:16); “Evil has come out of the elders of the 
people, who ruled them” (Dn 13:5). This also shows that Christ spoke 
the truth, while what their leaders said was false. For above, when 
our Lord asked them: “Why do you want to kill me?” they denied it 

46. St. Thomas refers to Jn 7:31 in ST III, q. 47, a. 5.
47. Tract. in Io. 31. 1; PL 35, col. 1636–37; cf. Catena aurea, 7:25–30.
48. Hom. in Io. 50. 1; PG 59, col. 277–78; cf. Catena aurea, 7:25–30.
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and said: “You have a demon within you! Who wants to kill you?” 
But here, what their leaders had denied, these others admit when they 
say, Is he not the man they want to kill? Accordingly, they are amazed, 
considering the evil intentions of their leaders.

1053. Again, they were amazed that Christ was openly teaching; so 
they said: Look, he is speaking publicly, i.e., Christ was teaching, an 
indication of the secure possession of the truth, “I have spoken pub-
licly” (below 18:20), and they say nothing to him, held back by divine 
power.49 For it is a characteristic of God’s power that he prevents the 
hearts of evil men from carrying out their evil plans. “When the Lord 
is pleased with the way a man is living he will make his enemies be at 
peace with him” (Pr 16:7); and again, “The heart of the king is in the 
hand of the Lord; he turns it wherever he wills” (Pr 21:1).

1054. We see their conjecture when he says, Could it be that the 
rulers really know that he is the Christ? As if to say: Before, they 
sought to kill him; but now that they have found him, they do not say 
anything to him. Still, the leaders had not changed their opinion about 
Christ: “If they had known, they would never have crucified the Lord 
of glory” (1 Cor 2:8), but were restrained by divine power.

1055. Their objection to this conjecture is then added: We know 
where this man comes from. As if to argue: The Christ should have a 
hidden origin; but the origin of this man is known; therefore, he is not 
the Christ. This shows their folly, for granted that some of their leaders 
believed Christ, they did not follow their opinion, but offered another, 
which was false. “This is Jerusalem; I have set her in the midst of the 
nations” (Ez 5:5). For they knew that Christ took his origin from Mary, 
but they did not know the way this came about: “Isn’t Joseph his fa-
ther, and Mary his mother?” as we read in Matthew (13:55).

1056. Why did they say, when the Christ comes, no one will know 
where he comes from, since it says in Micah (5:2): “Out of you [Bethle-
hem-Ephrathah] will come a leader, who will rule my people Israel.”? 
I answer that they took this opinion from Isaiah, who said: “Who will 
make known his origin?” (53:8).50 Thus, they knew from the prophets 
where he was from, according to his human origin; and they also knew 
from them that they did not know it, according to his divine origin.

1057. Then (v. 28), he shows his origin. First, he shows in what 
sense his origin is known, and in what sense it is not known; in the 
second place, he shows how we can acquire a knowledge of his ori-
gin (v. 29). He does two things about the first. First, he shows what 
they knew about his origin; secondly, what they did not know about it  
(v. 28b).

1058. They did know the origin of Jesus; and so he says of Jesus that 

49. See ST III, q. 42, a. 3.
50. See ST III, q. 35, a. 7.
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he cried out. Now a cry comes from some great emotion. Sometimes it 
indicates the upheaval of a soul in interior distress; and in this sense it 
does not apply to Christ: “He will not cry out” (Is 42:2); “The words of 
the wise are heard in silence” (Ecc 9:17). Sometimes it implies great de-
votion, as in, “In my trouble I cried to the Lord” (Ps 119:1). And some-
times, along with this, it signifies that what is to be said is important, 
as in, “The Seraphim cried to each other and said: ‘Holy, holy, holy, is 
the Lord God of hosts’” (Is 6:3); and in, “Does not wisdom cry out?” 
(Pr 8:1). This is the way preachers are encouraged to cry out: “Cry out, 
do not stop! Raise you voice like a trumpet” (Is 58:1). This is the way 
Christ cried out here, teaching in the temple.

And he said: You do indeed know me, according to appearances, 
and you know where I come from, that is, as to my bodily existence: 
“After this he was seen on earth” (Bar 3:38). For they knew that he 
was born from Mary in Bethlehem, and brought up in Nazareth; but 
they did not know about the virgin birth, and that he had been con-
ceived through the Holy Spirit, as Augustine says.51 With the excep-
tion of the virgin birth, they knew everything about Jesus that per-
tained to his humanity.

1059. They did not know his hidden origin; and so he says: And I 
have not come of my own accord. First, he gives his origin: and second-
ly, he shows that it is hidden from them.

His origin is from the Father, from eternity. And so he says: I 
have not come of my own accord, as if to say: Before I came into the 
world through my humanity, I existed according to my divinity: “Be-
fore Abraham came to be, I am” (below 8:58). For he could not have 
come unless he already was. And although I have come, I have not 
come of my own accord [a me ipso], because the Son is not of himself [a 
se], but from the Father. “I came from the Father and have come into 
the world” (below 16:28).52 Indeed, his origin was foretold by the Fa-
ther, who promised to send him: “I beg you, O Lord, send him whom 
you are going to send” (Ex 4:13); “I will send them a Savior and a de-
fender, to free them” (Is 19:20). And so he says: the one who sent me 
is truthful, as if to say: I have not come from another but from him 
who promised and kept his promise, as he is truthful: “God is truthful” 
(Rom 3:4). Consequently, he teaches me to speak the truth, because I 
have been sent by one who is truthful. But they do not know this, be-
cause they do not know him who sent me; and so he says: whom you 
do not know.

1060. But since every man, although born in a bodily condition, is 
from God, it seems that Christ could say that he is from God; and con-

51. Tract. in Io. 31. 3; PL 35, col. 1637; cf. Catena aurea, 7:25–30. See also ST III, 
q. 28, a. 1; III, q. 32, a. 1. 

52. See ST, I, q. 43, a. 1. 
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sequently, that they do know where he comes from. I answer, accord-
ing to Hilary, that the Son is a (from) God in a different way than oth-
ers: for he is from God in such a way that he is also God; and so God is 
his consubstantial principle.53 But others are a (from) God, but in such 
a way that they are not ex (from) him. Thus, it is not known where the 
Son is from because the nature ex (from) which he is, is not known. 
But where men are from is not unknown: for if something exists ex 
(from) nothing, where it is from cannot be unknown.

1061. Then when he says, I know him, he teaches us how to know 
him from whom he is. For if a thing is to be learned, it must be learned 
from one who knows it. But only the Son knows the Father. And so 
he says: If you wish to know him who sent me, you must acquire this 
knowledge from me, because I alone know him. First, he shows that 
he knows him; secondly, he shows the perfection of his knowledge; 
and thirdly, the nature of his knowledge.

1062. He shows that he knows him when he says, I know him. 
Now it is true that “All men see him” (Jb 36:25), but they do not see 
him in the same way, for in this life we see him through the inter-
mediary of creatures: “The invisible things of God are clearly known 
through the things that have been made” (Rom 1:20). Thus we read: 
“Now we see in a mirror, in an obscure manner” (1 Cor 13:12).54 But 
the angels and the blessed in heaven see him through his essence: 
“Their angels in heaven always see the face of my Father, who is in 
heaven” (Mt 18:10); “We shall see him as he is” (1 Jn 3:2). The Son 
of God, on the other hand, sees him in a more excellent way than all, 
that is, with a comprehensive or all-inclusive vision: “No one has ever 
seen God,” i.e., in a comprehensive way; “it is the Only Begotten Son, 
who is in the bosom of the Father, who has made him known” (above 
1:18); “No one knows the Father but the Son” (Mt 11:27). It is of this 
vision that he is speaking of here, when he says: I know him, with a 
comprehensive knowledge.55

1063. He shows the perfection of his knowledge when he says: 
And if I were to say that I do not know him, I would be like you, a 
liar. This is mentioned for two reasons. Intellectual creatures do know 
God, though from a distance and imperfectly, for “All men see him, 
from a distance” (Jb 36:2). For divine truth transcends all our knowl-
edge: “God is greater than our hearts” (1 Jn 3:20). Therefore whoever 
knows God can say without lying: “I do not know him,” because he 
does not know him to the full extent that he is knowable. But the Son 
knows God the Father most perfectly, just as he knows himself most 
perfectly. Thus he cannot say: I do not know him.

Again, because our knowledge of God, especially that which comes 

53. See ST I, q. 27, a. 2. 54. See ST I, q. 2, a. 1.
55. See ST I, q. 12, a. 1.
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through grace, can be lost—“They forgot God, who saved them” (Ps 
105:21)—men can say, I do not know him, as long as they are in this 
present life: because no one knows whether he deserves love or ha-
tred.56 The Son, on the other hand, has a knowledge of the Father that 
cannot be lost; so he cannot say: I do not know him.

We should understand, I would be like you, as a reverse likeness. 
For they would not be lying if they said they did not know God; but 
they would be if they said that they did know him, since they did not 
know him. But if Christ said that he did not know him, he would be 
lying, since he did know him. So the meaning of this statement is this: 
If I were to say that I do not know him, then since I really do know 
him, I would be like you, a liar, who say that you know him although 
you do not.

1064. Could not Christ have said: I do not know him? It seems he 
could, since he could have moved his lips and said the words. And so 
he could have lied. I reply that Christ did say this and still was not ly-
ing. We should explain it this way: If he were to say, I do not know 
him, declaratively, meaning, “I believe in my heart what I profess by 
my lips,” [then he would have been a liar]. Now to say as the truth 
what is false comes from two defects: from a defect of knowledge in 
the intellect; and Christ could not have this since he is the wisdom of 
God (1 Cor 1:30); or it could come from a defect of right will in the af-
fections; and this could not be in Christ either since he is the power of 
God, according to the same text. Thus he could not say the words I do 
not know him, declaratively. Yet this entire conditional statement is 
not false although both its parts are impossible.

1065. The reason for this singular and perfect knowledge of Christ 
is given when he says: I do know him, because I am from him, and he 
sent me. Now all knowledge comes about through some like ness, since 
nothing is known except insofar as there is a likeness of the known in 
the knower.57 But whatever proceeds from something has a likeness to 
that from which it proceeds; and so, all who truly know have a varied 
knowledge of God according to the different degrees of their proces-
sion from him. The rational soul has a knowledge of God insofar as it 
participates in a likeness to him in a more imperfect way than other in-
tellectual creatures. An angel, because it has a more explicit likeness to 
God, being a stamp of resemblance, knows God more clearly.58 But the 
Son has the most perfect likeness to the Father, since he has the same 
essence and power as he does; and so he knows him most perfectly, as 
was said. And so he says: But I do know him, that is, to the extent that 
he is knowable. And the reason for this is because I am from him, hav-

56. See ST I-II, q. 112, a. 5.
57. See ST I, q. 16, aa. 1–2; I, q. 85, aa. 1–2.
58. See ST I, q. 54, aa. 1–3; I, q. 75, a. 7; I, q. 88, a. 1; I, q. 117, a. 2.
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ing the same essence with him through consubstantiality. Thus, just 
as he knows himself perfectly through his essence, so I do know him 
perfectly through the same essence. And so that we do not understand 
these words as referring to his being sent into this world, he at once 
adds, and he sent me. Consequently, the statement, I am from him, 
refers to his eternal generation, through which is he is consubstantial 
with the Father.59 But then when he says, and he sent me, he is say-
ing that the Father is the author of the Incarnation: “God sent his Son, 
made from a woman, made under the law” (Gal 4:4).60 Now just as 
the Son has a perfect knowledge of the Father because he is from the 
Father, so because the soul of Christ is united to the Word in a unique 
way, it has a unique and more excellent knowledge of God than oth-
er creatures, although it does not comprehend him. And so Christ can 
say, according to his human nature: I know him in a more excellent 
way than other creatures do, but without comprehending him.61

1066. Then (v. 30), he considers the effect of his teaching. First on 
the people; then on the Pharisees (v. 32). He does two things with the 
first. First, he shows the effect of this teaching on those of the people 
who were ill-willed; secondly, on those who were favorable (v. 31). 
He does three things concerning the first. First, he mentions the evil 
intention of the people; secondly, that they were hindered in carry-
ing out their plan; and thirdly, he mentions the reason why they were 
hindered.

1067. He presents their evil intention when he says, They therefore 
wanted to seize him. Because our Lord said to them, “whom you do 
not know,” they became angry, feigning that they did know him. And 
so they formed the evil plan of seizing him, so that they could crucify 
and kill him: “Go after him, and seize him” (Ps 70:11). Yet there are 
some who have Christ within themselves, and still seek to seize him in 
a reverent manner: “I will go up into the palm tree and seize its fruit” 
(Sg 7:8). And so the Apostle says: “I will go after it to seize it” (Phil 
3:12).62

1068. He mentions that they were hindered in their plans when he 
says, but no one laid a hand on him: for their rage was invisibly checked 
and restrained. This shows that a person has the will to inflict injury 
from himself, while the power to inflict injury is from God.63 This is 
clear from the first chapters of Job, where Satan was unable to torment 
Job except to the extent that he was permitted to do so by God.

1069. The reason they were hindered was because his hour had 
not yet come. Here we should note that “There is a time and fitness for 
everything” (Ecc 8:6). However, the time for anything is determined 

59. See ST I, q. 27, a. 2; I, q. 39, a. 2; I, q. 42, a. 1.
60. See ST I, q. 43, a. 8. 61. See ST III, q. 10, a. 1.
62. See ST II-II, q. 121.  63. See ST I-II, q. 9, a. 6.
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by its cause. Therefore, because the heavenly bodies are the cause of 
physical effects, the time for those things that act in a physical way is 
determined by the heavenly bodies. The soul, on the other hand, since 
it is not subject to any heavenly body in its intellect and reason (for 
in this respect it transcends temporal causes) does not have times de-
termined by the heavenly bodies: rather, its times are determined by 
its cause, that is, God, who decrees what is to be done and at what 
time: “Why is one day better than another? . . . They are differentiat-
ed by the knowledge of the Lord” (Sir 33:7).64 Much less, therefore, is 
Christ’s time determined by these bodies. Accordingly, his hour must 
be regarded as fixed not by fatal necessity, but by the entire Trinity.65 
For as Augustine66 says: “You should not believe this about yourself; 
and how much less should you believe it about he who made you? If 
your hour is his will, that is, God’s, what is his hour but his own will? 
Therefore, he was not speaking here of the hour in which he would be 
forced to die, but rather of the hour in which he thought it fitting to 
be killed.” “My time has not yet come,” as he said before (above 2:4); 
“Jesus knew that his time had come to leave this world for the Father” 
(below 13:1).

1070. Then he mentions the effect his teaching had on those who 
were favorable. First, he shows their faith: Many of the people how‑
ever, believed in him. He does not say, “of the leaders,” because the 
higher their rank, the further away they were from him. So there was 
no room in them for wisdom: “Where there is humility, there is wis-
dom” (Pr 11:2). But the people, because they were quick to see their 
own sickness, immediately recognized our Lord’s medicine: “You have 
hidden these things from the wise and the prudent, and have revealed 
them to little ones” (Mt 11:25). This is why in the beginning, it was the 
poor and the humble who were converted to Christ: “God chose what 
is lowly and despised in the world, and things that are not, to destroy 
those things that are” (1 Cor 1:28).

Secondly, he gives the motive for their faith when he says, When 
the Christ comes, will he work more wonders than this man has done? 
For it had been prophesied that when the Christ came, he would work 
many miracles: “God himself will come, and save us. Then the eyes of 
the blind will be opened, and the ears of the deaf will hear” (Is 35:4). 
And so when they saw the miracles Christ was accomplishing, they 
were led to believe. Yet their faith was weak, because they were led 
to believe him not by his teaching, but by his miracles; whereas, since 
they were already believers, and instructed by the law, they should 

64. See ST I, q. 115, aa. 3–4.
65. See ST I, q. 116, a. 1.
66. Tract. in Io. 31. 5; PL 35, col. 1638; cf. Catena aurea, 7:25–30. See also ST III, 

q. 46, a. 9.
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have been influenced more by his teaching: “Signs were given to un-
believers; while prophecies were given to believers, not to unbeliev-
ers” (1 Cor 14:22).67

Secondly, their faith was weak because they seemed to be expect-
ing another Christ; thus they say: When the Christ comes, will he work 
more wonders than this man has done? From this it is obvious that 
they did not believe in Christ as in God, but as in some just man or 
prophet. Or, according to Augustine,68 they were reasoning this way: 
When the Christ comes, will he work more wonders than this man has 
done? As if to say: We were promised that the Christ would come. But 
he will not work more signs than this man is doing. Therefore, either 
he is the Christ, or there will be several Christs.

1071. Then when he says, The Pharisees heard the people saying 
these things about him, we see the effect this had on the Pharisees. 
And as Chrysostom69 says, Christ said many things, and yet the Phari-
sees were not aroused against him. But when they saw that the peo-
ple were accepting him, they were immediately fired up against him; 
and in their madness they wanted to kill him. This shows that the real 
reason why they hated him was not that he broke the sabbath; what 
provoked them the most was the fact that the people were honoring 
Christ. And this is clear below: “Do you not see that we can do noth-
ing? Look, the entire world has gone after him!” (12:19). Because they 
were afraid of the danger they did not dare to seize Christ themselves, 
but they sent their officers, who were used to such things. 

LECTUrE 4

33 Jesus then said to them: “For still a short time I am with you; 
then I am going to him who sent me. 34 You will look for me, and you 
will not find me; and where I am, you will not be able to come.” 35 The 
Jews therefore said to one another: “Where is he going that we can‑
not find him? Is he going to those dispersed among the Gentiles, and 
teach the Gentiles? 36 What does he mean by saying, ‘You will look for 
me, and you will not find me’; and ‘where I am, you will not be able to 
come’?”

1072. After our Lord told the principle of his origin, he then men-
tions his end, i.e., where he would go by dying. First, the end of Christ’s 
life is given; secondly, we see that the people are puzzled by what he 
says (v. 35). As to the first he does three things. First, the end of his life 

67. See ST III, q. 43, a. 1.
68. Tract. in Io. 31. 7; PL 35, col. 1639; cf. Catena aurea, 7:31–36.
69. Hom. in Io. 50. 2; PG 59, col. 281.
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is mentioned; secondly, he predicts what they will desire in the future 
(v. 34); and thirdly, he mentions one of their deficiencies (v. 34b). He 
does two things about the first. First, he predicts the delay of his death 
until later; and secondly, he states where he will go by dying (v. 33b). 
And so, in the first, he shows his power; and in the second, his will to 
suffer.

1073. Our Lord shows his power by the delaying of his death until 
later; because, although the Jews wanted to seize him, they could not 
do this until Christ willed. “No one takes it from me. But I lay it down 
of myself” (below 10:18). And so Jesus said: For still a short time I am 
with you. As if to say: You want to kill me; but this does not depend on 
your will, but on my will. And I have decided that For still a short time 
I am with you; so wait a while. You will do what you want to do.70 
These words of our Lord first of all satisfied those people who hon-
ored him, and made them more eager to listen to him because there 
was only a short time left to receive his teaching, as Chrysostom71 says. 
“While you have the light, believe in the light” (below 12:36). Second-
ly, he satisfied those who were persecuting him. As if to say: Your de-
sire for my death will not be delayed long; so be patient, because it is 
a short time. For I must accomplish my mission: to preach, to perform 
miracles, and then to come to my passion. “Go and tell that fox that I 
will work today and tomorrow, and on the third day I will finish my 
course” (Lk 13:32).

1074. There are three reasons why Christ wished to preach for only 
a short time. First, to show his power, by transforming the entire world 
in such a brief time: “One day in your courts is better than a thou-
sand elsewhere” (Ps 83:11). Secondly, to arouse the desire of his disci-
ples, i.e., to desire him more (him whose physical presence they would 
have for only a short time): “The days will come when you will desire 
to see one day of the Son of Man” (Lk 1:22). Thirdly, to accelerate the 
spiritual progress of his disciples. For since the humanity of Christ is 
our way to God, as it says below, “I am the way, and the truth, and the 
life” (14:6), we should not rest in it as a goal, but through it tend to 
God. And so that the hearts of his disciples, which were moved by the 
physical presence of Christ, would not rest in him as man, he quickly 
took his physical presence from them; thus he said: “It is advantageous 
for you that I go” (below 16:7); “If we knew Christ according to the 
flesh (i.e., when he was physically present to us) now we no longer 
know him in this way” (2 Cor 5:16).72

1075. He shows his desire for his passion when he says, I am going 
to him who sent me, that is, willingly, by my passion: “He was offered 

70. See ST III, q. 47, a. 1.
71. Hom. in Io. 50. 2; PG 59, col. 281; cf. Catena aurea, 7:31–36.
72. See ST III, q. 55, a. 3.
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because it was his own will” (Is 53:7); “He gave himself for us, an of-
fering to God” (Eph 5:2). I am going, I say, to the Father, to him who 
sent me. And this is appropriate, for everything naturally returns to 
its principle: “Rivers return to the place from which they come” (Ecc 
1:7); “Jesus . . . knowing that he came from God, and was going to 
God” (below 13:3). And again: “I am going to him who sent me” (be-
low 16:5).

1076. When he says, You will look for me and you will not find 
me, he is predicting what the Jews will desire in the times to come. 
As if to say: You can enjoy my teaching for a short time; but this brief 
time, which you are now rejecting, you will look for later, and you 
will not find it: “Search for the Lord while he can be found” (Is 55:6); 
and “Seek the Lord (at the present time), and your soul will live”  
(Ps 68:33).

1077. This statement, You will look for me, and you will not find 
me, can be understood either as a physical search for Christ or as a 
spiritual search. If we understand it as a physical search, then, accord-
ing to Chrysostom,73 this is the way he was sought by the daughters of 
Jerusalem, i.e., the women who cried for him, as Luke (23:27) men-
tions; and no doubt many others were affected at the same time. It 
is not unreasonable to think that when trouble was near, especially 
when their city was being captured, the Jews remembered Christ and 
his miracles and wished that he were there to free them. And in this 
way, You will look for me, i.e., for me to be physically present, and you 
will not find me.

If we understand this as a spiritual search for Christ, then we 
should say, as Augustine74 does, that although they refused to recog-
nize Christ while he was among them, they later looked for him, af-
ter they had seen the people believe and had themselves been stung 
by the crime of his death; and they said to Peter: “Brothers, what shall 
we do?” (Acts 2:37). In this way, they were looking for Christ (whom 
they saw die as a result of their crime) when they believed in him who 
forgave them.

1078. Then when he says, and where I am, you will not be able to 
come, he points out one of their deficiencies. He does not say, “and 
where I am going,” which would be more in keeping with the earlier 
thought, “I am going,” to the Father, “to him who sent me.” He says 
rather, where I am, to show that he is both God and man. He is man 
insofar as he is going: “I am going to him who sent me” (below 16:5). 
But insofar as Christ had always been where he was about to return, 
he shows that he is God: “No one has gone up to heaven except the 
One who came down from heaven” (above 3:13). And so, as Augus-

73. Hom. in Io. 50. 3; PG 59, col. 281; cf. Catena aurea, 7:31–36.
74. Tract. in Io. 31. 9; PL 35, col. 1640–41; cf. Catena aurea, 7:31–36.
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tine75 says, just as Christ returned in such a way as not to leave us, so 
he came down to us, when he assumed visible flesh, but in such a way 
as still to be in heaven according to his invisible greatness.

He does not say, “You will not find,” because some were about to 
go; but he does say, you will not be able to come, i.e., as long as you 
keep your present attitude; for no one can obtain the eternal inheri-
tance unless he is God’s heir. And one becomes an heir of God by faith 
in Christ: “he gave them power to become the sons of God, to all who 
believe in his name” (above 1:12).76 But the Jews did not yet believe 
in him; and so he says, you will not be able to come. In the Psalm it 
is asked: “Who will ascend the mountain of the Lord?” And the an-
swer given is: “Those whose hands are innocent and whose hearts are 
clean” (Ps 23:3). But the hearts of the Jews were not clean, nor were 
their hands innocent, because they wanted to kill Christ. And so he 
says: you are not able to ascend the mountain of the Lord.

1079. Then (v. 35), we see that this was bewildering to the Jews, 
who, although they thought of Christ in a worldly way, still did be-
lieve to a certain extent. And three things happen here. First, they are 
bewildered; secondly, they form an opinion; and thirdly, they argue 
against their own opinion.

1080. They are perplexed when they say to each other: Where is he 
going that we cannot find him? For, as was said, they understood this 
in a physical way: “The sensual man does not perceive those things 
that pertain to the Spirit of God” (1 Cor 2:14).

1081. And so they came to the opinion that Christ was going to go 
in a physical way, not by dying, to some place where they would not 
be permitted to go. Thus they say: Is he going to those dispersed among 
the Gentiles, and teach the Gentiles? For the Gentiles were separated 
from the way of life of the Jews: “separated from Israel’s way of life, 
strangers to the covenants, without hope in the promise, and without 
God in this world” (Eph 2:12). And so they said, in a way reproaching 
him, to those dispersed among the Gentiles, who had settled in many 
different places: “These are the families of Noah . . . and they settled 
among the nations on the earth after the flood” (Gen 10:32). But the 
Jewish people were united by place, by their worship of the one God, 
and by the observance of the law: “The Lord builds up Jerusalem, and 
he will gather the dispersed of Israel” (Ps 146:2).77

They did not say that he would go to the Gentiles to become a Gen-
tile himself, but to bring them back; and so they said, And teach the 
Gentiles. They probably took this from Isaiah (49:6): “I have given 
you to be a light to the Gentiles, to be my salvation to the ends of the 

75. Ibid.; cf. Catena aurea, 7:31–36. See also ST III, q. 46, a. 12.
76. See ST III, q. 23, a. 1; III, q. 26, a. 2.
77. See ST I-II, q. 98, aa. 2, 4.
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earth.” However, even though they did not understand what they were 
saying (just as Caiaphas did not understand his own words: “It is expe-
dient for you that one man die for the people, and that the entire na-
tion does not perish”), what they said was true, and they were predict-
ing the salvation of the Gentiles, as Augustine78 says, for Christ would 
go to the Gentiles not in his own body, but by his feet, i.e., his apostles. 
For he sent his own members to us to make us his members. “I have 
other sheep that are not of this fold, and I must bring them also . . . and 
there will be one fold and one shepherd” (below 10:16). And so Isaiah 
says, speaking for the Gentiles: “He will teach us his ways” (Is 2:3).79

1082. Finally, they saw an objection to their own opinion when 
they said: What does he mean by saying . . . ? As if to say: If he had said 
only, You will look for me, and you will not find me, we could think 
that he was going to the Gentiles. But he seems to exclude this when 
he adds, where I am, you will not be able to come, for we can go to the 
Gentiles.

LECTUrE 5

37 On the last and greatest day of the festival Jesus stood up and 
cried out, saying: “If anyone thirsts, let him come to me and drink.  
38 Whoever believes in me, as the Scriptures say, out of his heart shall 
flow rivers of living water.” 39 (He said this concerning the Spirit, 
whom those who believed in him would receive; for as yet the Spirit 
had not been given, since Jesus had not yet been glorified.) 40 From 
that moment some of the people, hearing these words of his, said: “Tru‑
ly, this is the Prophet.” 41 Others said: “This is the Christ.” But oth‑
ers said: “Would the Christ come from Galilee? 42 Does not Scripture 
say that the Christ will come from the seed of David, and from David’s 
town of Bethlehem?” 43 And so there was dissension among the peo‑
ple because of him. 44 Although some of them wanted to apprehend 
him, no one laid a hand on him. 45 So the officers returned to the chief 
priests and Pharisees, who said to them: “Why have you not brought 
him?” 46 The officers replied: “Never has any man spoken like this 
man.” 47 The Pharisees then retorted: “Have you too been seduced? 
48 Has any one of the rulers believed in him, or any of the Pharisees? 
49 But these people, who do not know the law, they are accursed.”  
50 Nicodemus (the same one who came to him at night, and was one of 
them) said: 51 “Does our law judge a man without first hearing from 
him and knowing what he has done?” 52 They answered and said to 
him: “Are you too a Galilean? Look at the Scriptures and see that the 

78. Tract. in Io. 31. 10; PL 35, col. 1641; cf. Catena aurea, 7:31–36.
79. See ST III, q. 42, a. 1.
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Prophet will not come from Galilee.” 53 Then every man returned to 
his own house.80

1083. After Our Lord told them about the origin of his doctrine and 
of the teacher, as well as his end, he now invites them to accept his 
teaching itself. First, we see Christ’s invitation; secondly, the dissension 
among the people (v. 40). He does three things about the first. First, he 
tells us the manner of this invitation; secondly, we see the invitation it-
self (v. 37); and thirdly, he explains what it means (v. 39). The manner 
of the invitation is described in three ways: by its time; by the posture 
of the one inviting; and by his efforts.

1084. As to the time, we see that it was the last and greatest day of 
the festival. For as we saw before, this feast was celebrated for seven 
days, and the first and the last day were the more solemn: just as with 
us, the first day of a feast and its octave are the more solemn. There-
fore, what our Lord did here he did not do on the first day, as he had 
not yet gone to Jerusalem, nor in the intervening days, but on the last 
day. And he acted then because there are few who celebrate feasts in 
a spiritual way.81 Consequently, he did not invite them to his teach-
ing at the beginning of the festival so that the trifles of the following 
days would not drive it from their hearts; for we read that the word of 
the Lord is choked by thorns (Lk 8:7). But he did invite them on the 
last day so that his teaching would be more deeply impressed on their 
hearts.

1085. As to his posture, Jesus stood up. Here we should note that 
Christ taught both while sitting and standing. He taught his disciples 
while sitting (Mt 5:1); while he stood when he taught the people, as 
he is doing here. It is from this that we get the custom in the Church of 
standing when preaching to the people, but sitting while preaching to 
religious and clerics. The reason for this is that since the aim in preach-
ing to the people is to convert them, it takes the form of an exhorta-
tion; but when preaching is directed to clergy, already living in the 
house of God, it takes the form of a reminder.

1086. As to his effort we read that he cried out, in order to show his 
own assurance: “Raise up your voice with strength . . . raise it up, and 
do not be afraid” (Is 40:9); and so that all would be able to hear him: 
“Cry out, and do not stop; raise your voice like a trumpet” (Is 58:1); 
and to stress the importance of what he was about to say: “Listen to 
me, for I will tell you about great things” (Pr 8:6).

1087. Next (v. 37b), we see Christ’s invitation: first, those who are 
invited; secondly, the fruit of this invitation.

80. St. Thomas quotes Jn 7:39 in ST I, q. 43, a. 6, obj. 1; I-II, q. 106, a. 3; I-II, 
q. 106, a. 4, ad 2; II-II, q. 37, a. 2, obj. 2; III, q. 72, a. 1, ad 1; and Jn 7:41 in ST 
III, q. 47, a. 5. 

81. See ST II-II, q. 99, a. 3.



90  COMMENTARY ON THE GOSPEL OF JOHN

1088. It is the thirsty who are invited. Thus he says: If anyone 
thirsts, let him come to me and drink; “Come to the waters, all you 
who thirst” (Is 55:1). He calls the thirsty because such people want 
to serve God. For God does not accept a forced service: “God loves 
a cheerful giver” (2 Cor 9:7). So we read: “I will sacrifice freely” (Ps 
53:8). And such people are described in Matthew this way: “Blessed 
are they who hunger and thirst for what is right” (Mt 5:6). Now our 
Lord calls all of these people, not just some; and so he says: If anyone 
thirsts, as if to say: whoever it is. “Come to me, all you who desire me, 
and be filled with my fruits” (Sir 24:26); “He desires the salvation of 
all” (1 Tim 2:4).82

Jesus invites them to drink; and so he says, and drink. For this 
drink is spiritual refreshment in the knowledge of divine wisdom and 
truth, and in the realization of their desires: “My servants will drink, 
and you will be thirsty” (Is 65:13); “Come and eat my bread, and drink 
the wine I have mixed for you” (Pr 9:5); “She [wisdom] will give him 
the water of saving wisdom to drink” (Sir 15:3). 

1089. The fruit of this invitation is that good things overflow upon 
others; thus he says: Whoever believes in me, as the Scriptures say, out 
of his heart shall flow rivers of living water. According to Chrysos-
tom,83 we should read this as follows: Whoever believes in me, as the 
Scriptures say. And then a new sentence begins: Out of his heart shall 
flow rivers of living water. For if we say: Whoever believes in me, and 
follow this with, as the Scriptures say, out of his heart shall flow rivers 
of living water, it does not seem to be correct, for the statement, out 
of his heart shall flow rivers of living water, is not found in any book 
of the Old Testament. So we should say: Whoever believes in me, as 
the Scriptures say; that is, according to the teaching of the Scriptures. 
“Search the Scriptures . . . they too bear witness to me” (above 5:39). 
And then there follows: Out of his heart shall flow rivers of living wa‑
ter. He says here, Whoever believes in me, while before he said, “He 
who comes to me,” because to believe and to come are the same thing: 
“Come to him and be enlightened,” as we read in the Psalm (33:6).

But Jerome84 punctuates this in a different way. He says that af-
ter Whoever believes in me, there follows, as the Scriptures say, out of 
his heart shall flow rivers of living water. And he says that this phrase 
was taken from Proverbs (5:15): “Drink the water from your own cis-
tern, and from the streams of you own well. Let your foun tains flow 
far and wide.”

1090. We should note, with Augustine,85 that rivers come from 

82. See ST I, q. 19, a. 6; I-II, q. 111, a. 3.
83. Hom. in Io. 51. 1; PG 59, col. 283; cf. Catena aurea, 7:37–39.
84. Praef. in Pent.; PL 28, col. 149.
85. Tract. in Io. 32. 4; PL 35, col. 1643; cf. Catena aurea, 7:37–39.
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fountains as their source. Now one who drinks natural water does not 
have either a fountain or a river within himself, because he takes only 
a small portion of water. But one who drinks by believing in Christ 
draws in a fountain of water; and when he draws it in, his conscience, 
which is the heart of the inner man, begins to live and it itself becomes 
a fountain within him” (4:14).86 This fountain which is taken in is the 
Holy Spirit, of whom we read: “With you is the fountain of life” (Ps 
35:10).87 Therefore, whoever drinks the gifts of the graces, which are 
signified by the rivers, in such a way that he alone benefits, will not 
have living water flowing from his heart. But whoever acts quickly to 
help others, and to share with them the various gifts of grace he has 
received from God, will have living water flowing from his heart. This 
is why Peter says: “Accord ing to the grace each has received, let them 
use it to benefit one another” (1 Pet 4:10).88 

He says, rivers, to indicate the abundance of the spiritual gifts which 
were promised to those who believe: “The river of God is full of water” 
(Ps 64:10); and also their force or onrush: “When they rush to Jacob, 
Israel will blossom and bud, and they will fill the surface of the earth 
with fruit” (Is 27:6); and again, “The rush of the rivers gives joy to 
the city of God” (Ps 45:5). Thus, because the Apostle was governed by 
the impulsive force and fervor of the Holy Spirit, he said: “The love of 
Christ spurs us on” (2 Cor 5:14); and “Those who are led by the Spirit 
of God are the sons of God” (Rom 8:14). The separate distribution of 
the gifts of the Holy Spirit is also indicated, for we read, “to one the gift 
of healing . . . to another the gift of tongues” (1 Cor 12:10). These gifts 
are “rivers of living water because they flow directly from their source, 
which is the indwelling Holy Spirit.89

1091. Then (v. 39), he explains what he said. First we see the expla-
nation; secondly, the reason behind this explanation (v. 39b).

1092. Christ had said: “out of his heart shall flow rivers of living 
water.” The Evangelist tells us that we should understand this concern‑
ing the Spirit, whom those who believed in him would receive, because 
the Spirit is the fountain and river of life. He is the fountain of which 
we read: “With you is the fountain of life; and in your light we will see 
light” (Ps 35:10). And the Spirit is a river because he proceeds from the 
Father and the Son: “The angel then showed me the river of the wa-
ter of life, clear as crystal, coming from the throne of God and of the 
Lamb” (Rev 22:1). “He gave the Spirit,” that is, to those who obey him 
(Is 42:1).90

86. See ST I, q. 79, a. 13.
87. See ST I, q. 43, aa. 3 and 6.
88. See ST II-II, q. 27, a. 1; II-II, qq. 30–33.
89. See ST I-II, q. 68.
90. See ST I, q. 38.
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1093. He gives the reason behind this explanation, saying, for as yet 
the Spirit had not been given. And he says two things: as yet the Spirit 
had not been given, and that Jesus had not yet been glorified.

There are two opinions about the first of these. For Chrysostom91 
says that before the resurrection of Christ the Holy Spirit was not given 
to the apostles with respect to the gifts of prophecy and miracles. And 
so this grace, which was given to the prophets, was not to be found on 
earth until Christ came, and after that it was not given to anyone until 
the above mentioned time. And if anyone objects that the apostles cast 
out devils before the resurrection, it should be understood that they 
were cast out by that power which was from Christ, not by the Spir-
it; for when he sent them out, we do not read that he gave them the 
Holy Spirit, but rather that “he gave them power over unclean spirits” 
(Mt 10:1).

However, this seems to conflict with what our Lord says in the Gos-
pel of Luke: “If I cast out devils by Beelzebub by whom do your chil-
dren cast them out?” (Lk 11:19). But it is certain that our Lord cast out 
devils by the Holy Spirit, as the children did also, that is, the apostles. 
Therefore, it is clear that they had received the Holy Spirit. And so we 
must say, with Augustine,92 that the apostles had the Holy Spirit be-
fore the resurrection, even with respect to the gifts of the prophecy 
and miracles.93 And when we read here that as yet the Spirit had not 
been given, we should understand this to refer to a more abundant 
giving, and one with visible signs, as the Spirit was given to them in 
tongues of fire after the resurrection and ascension.

1094. But since the Holy Spirit sanctifies the Church and is even 
now received by those who believe, why does no one speak in the lan-
guages of all nations as then? My answer is that it is not nec essary, as 
Augustine says. For now the universal Church speaks the languages of 
all the nations, because the love of charity is given by the Holy Spir-
it: “The love of God is poured out into our hearts by the Holy Spirit” 
(Rom 5:5); and this love, making all things common, makes everyone 
speak to everyone else. As Augustine94 says: “If you love unity, then 
you have everything that anyone else has in it (i.e., in the Church). 
Give up your envy, and what I have is also yours; ill-will divides, the 
love of charity unites. If you have this love, you will have everything.” 
But at the beginning, before the Church was spread throughout the 
world, because it had few members, they had to speak the languages 
of all so that they could establish the Church among all.

91. Hom. in Io. 51. 2; PG 59, col. 284–85; cf. Catena aurea, 7:37–39.
92. De Trin. 4. 20. 29; PL 42, col. 908; cf. Catena aurea, 7:37–39. See ST III, q. 

49, a. 6.
93. See ST I, q. 43, a. 6; III, q. 38, a. 6.
94. Tract. in Io. 32. 8; PL 35, col. 1646; cf. Catena aurea, 7:37–39.
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1095. With regard to the second point, we should note that Augus-
tine95 thinks the statement, Jesus had not yet been glorified should be 
understood as the glory of the resurrection. As if to say: Jesus had not 
yet risen from the dead or ascended into heaven. We read about this 
below: “Father, glorify me” (17:5). And the reason he willed to be glo-
rified before he gave the Holy Spirit is that the Holy Spirit is given to us 
so that we might raise our hearts from the love of this world in a spiri-
tual resurrection, and turn completely to God. To those who are afire 
with the love of the Holy Spirit, Christ promised eternal life, where we 
will not die, and where we will have no fear. And for this reason he 
did not wish to give the Holy Spirit until he was glorified, so that he 
might show in his body the life for which we hope in the resurrection.

1096. For Chrysostom,96 however, this statement does not refer to 
the glory of the resurrection, but to the glorification of the passion. 
When the passion was near, our Lord said: “Now the Son of Man is 
glorified” (below 13:31). So, according to this view, the Holy Spirit was 
first given after the Passion, when our Lord said to his apostles: “Re-
ceive the Holy Spirit” (below 20:22). The Holy Spirit was not given be-
fore the passion because, since it is a gift, it should not be given to en-
emies, but to friends. But we were enemies. Thus it was necessary that 
first the victim be offered on the altar of the cross,97 and enmity be de-
stroyed in his flesh, so that by this we might be reconciled to God by 
the death of his Son: and then, having been made friends, we could re-
ceive the gift of the Holy Spirit. 

1097. The Evangelist, having shown us Christ’s invitation to a spiri-
tual drink, now presents the disagreement of the people. First, the dis-
agreement among the people themselves; secondly, that of their lead-
ers (v. 45). He does two things about the first. First, he states what 
those who disagreed said; secondly, he states the fact that there was a 
disagreement (v. 43).

What the people said varied according to their different opinions 
about Christ. And he gives three of their opinions: two of these were 
the opinions of those who were coming for spiritual drink; and the 
third was held by those who shrank from it.

1098. The first opinion was that Christ was the Prophet. So he says, 
From that moment, i.e., from the time Christ had spoken on the great 
day of the feast, hearing these words of his, some of the people said, 
i.e., those who had now begun to drink that water spiritually, Truly, 
this is the Prophet. They did not just call him a Prophet, but the Proph‑

95. Ibid., 32. 9, col. 1646; cf. Catena aurea, 7:37–39.
96. Hom. in Io. 51. 2; PG 59, col. 284–85; cf. Catena aurea, 7:37–39.
97. Offeri hostiam in ara crucis. Saint Thomas is quoting here a contemporary 

hymn of the Easter Season: Ad cenam Agni providi, etc. See Philippe (ed.), Commen-
taire sur l’évangile de Saint Jean, 466, n. 4. See also ST III, q. 48.
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et, thinking that he was the one about whom Moses foretold: “The 
Lord your God will raise up a prophet for you from your brothers . . . 
you will listen to him” (Dt 18:15).

1099. Another opinion was of those who said, This is the Christ. 
These people had drawn closer to that [spiritual] drink, and had slaked 
the thirst of unbelief to a greater extent. This is what Peter himself pro-
fessed: “You are the Christ, the Son of the living God” (Mt 16:16).

1100. The third opinion conflicts with the other two. First, those 
who hold this disagree with those who say that Jesus is the Christ; 
secondly, they support their opinion with an authority. So he says: 
But others said, those remaining in the dryness of unbelief, Would the 
Christ come from Galilee? For they knew that it was not predicted by 
the prophets that the Christ would come from Galilee. And they said 
what they did because they thought that Jesus had been born in Naz-
areth, not knowing that it was really in Bethlehem: for it was well 
known that he had been brought up in Nazareth, but only a few knew 
where he was born. Nevertheless, although the Scripture does not say 
that the Christ would be born in Galilee, it did foretell that he would 
first start out from there: “The people who walked in darkness saw 
a great light, and on those who lived in the region of the shadow of 
death, a light has risen” (Is 9:1). It even foretold that the Christ would 
come from Nazareth: “A flower will rise up from his roots” (Is 11:1), 
where the Hebrew version reads: “A Nazarene will rise up from his 
roots.”98

1101. They support their objection by the authority of Scripture 
when they say, Does not Scripture say that the Christ will come from 
the seed of David, and from David’s town of Bethlehem? We read in 
Jeremiah (23:5) that Jesus would come from the seed of David: “I 
will raise up a just branch for David.” And we see that David was “the 
anointed of God” (2 Sam 23:1). In Micah (5:2) we read that Jesus 
would come from Bethlehem: “And you, Bethlehem, land of Judah: 
from you there will come forth, for me, a ruler of Israel.”99

1102. Then (v. 43), the disagreement among the people is men-
tioned; secondly, the attempt of some of them to seize Christ; and 
thirdly, the failure of their attempt.

1103. And so there was dissension among the people because of 
him, that is, Christ. For it often happens that when the truth is made 
known, it causes dissensions and uneasiness in the hearts of the wick-

98. Aquinas is quoting the Latin text of Is 11:1b, “A flower (flos) will rise up 
from his roots” (the Latin text follows the Greek Septuagint). The Hebrew text 
reads, “A branch shall grow out of his roots.” The Hebrew word for “branch” 
(nēzer), has phonetic similarities to the Greek form of “Nazarene,” and it is pos-
sible that this is the link that Matthew makes between the name of Jesus’ home 
village and his identity as Messiah (Mt 2:23): “He will be called a Nazarene.”

99. See ST III, q. 35, a. 7.
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ed. So Jeremiah says, representing Christ: “Woe is me, my mother! 
Why did you give birth to me as a man of strife and dissension for all 
the earth” (Jer 15:10). And our Lord said: “I have not come to send 
peace, but the sword” (Mt 10:34).

1104. Some of them attempted to seize Christ; so he says, some of 
them, that is, those who had said, “Would the Christ come from Gali-
lee?” wanted to apprehend him, to kill him out of hatred: “Pursue and 
seize him” (Ps 70:11); “The enemy said: ‘I will pursue and seize’” (Ex 
15:9). On the other hand, those who are good and those who believe 
want to seize Christ to enjoy him: “I will go up into the palm tree and 
seize its fruit” (Sg 7.8).

1105. But they were frustrated by the power of Christ. So he says: 
no one laid a hand on him, that is, because Jesus was not willing that 
they do so, for this depended on his power: “No one takes my soul 
from me, but I lay it down of myself” (below 10:18). Accordingly, 
when Christ did will to suffer, he did not wait for them, but he offered 
himself to them: “Jesus stepped forward and said to them: ‘Whom are 
you looking for?’” (below 18:4).

1106. Then (v. 45), we see the dissension of the leaders of the peo-
ple: first, their disagreement with their officers; and secondly, the dis-
agreement among themselves (v. 50). He does three things about the 
first: first, he shows the leaders rebuking their officers: secondly, the 
testimony the officers gave about Christ; and thirdly, we see the lead-
ers reprimanding their own officers.

1107. As to the first, let us note the evil of the leaders, that is, the 
chief priests and Pharisees, when they say to their officers: Why have 
you not brought him? For their evil was so great that their own officers 
could not please them unless they injured Christ: “They cannot sleep 
unless they have done something evil” (Pr 4:16). 

There is a problem here about the literal meaning of the text. For 
since it was said before that the officers were sent to apprehend Jesus 
when the festival was half over (v. 32), that is, on the fourth day, and 
here we read that they returned on the seventh day, “On the last and 
greatest day of the festival” (v. 37), it seems that the Evangelist over-
looked the days in between. There are two answers to this: either the 
Evangelist anticipated the disagreement among the people, or the offi-
cers had returned before, but it is just mentioned now to show the rea-
son why there was dissension among the leaders.

1108. As to the second point, let us realize how good these officers 
were in giving this praiseworthy testimony about Christ, saying: Never 
has any man spoken like this man. They deserve our praise for three 
reasons. First, because of their admiration: for they admired Christ be-
cause of his teachings, not his miracles. And this brought them near-
er to the truth, and further from the custom of the Jews, who looked 
for signs, as is said in 1 Corinthians (1:22). Secondly, we should praise 
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them because of the ease with which they were won over: because 
with just a few words, Christ had captivated them and had drawn their 
love. Thirdly, because of their confidence: because it was to the Phari-
sees, who were the enemies of Christ, that they said: Never has any 
man spoken like this man. And these things are to be expected, for 
Jesus was not just a man, but the Word of God; and so his words had 
power to affect people. “Are not my words like fire, says the Lord, and 
like a hammer breaking a rock?” (Jer 23:29). And so Matthew says: 
“He was teaching them as one who had authority” (Mt 7:29). And 
his words were sweet to contemplate: “Let your voice sound in my 
ears, for your voice is sweet” (Sg 2:14); “How sweet are your words 
to my tongue!” (Ps 118:103). And his words were useful to keep in 
mind, because they promised eternal life: “Lord, to whom shall we go? 
You have the words of eternal life” (above 6:69); “I am the Lord, who 
teaches you things that are useful” (Is 48:17).100

1109. As to the third point, see the treachery of the Jews in trying 
to alienate the officers from Christ; The Pharisees then retorted, to the 
officers, Have you too been seduced? Here they do three things. First, 
they attack what they consider a mistake of their officers; secondly, 
they hold up their leaders as an example; and in the third place, they 
reject the example of the people.

1110. They attack the officers when they say, Have you too been se‑
duced? As if to say: We see that what he said was pleasing to you. As 
a matter of fact, they had been seduced, but in an admirable way, be-
cause they left the evil of unbelief and were brought to the truth of 
the faith. We read about this: “You seduced me, O Lord, and I was se-
duced” (Jer 20:7).

1111. Then they appeal to their rulers as an example, to turn the 
officers further from Christ, saying: Has any one of the rulers believed 
in him, or any of the Pharisees? There are two reasons why a person 
should be believed: either because of some authority or because of a 
religious disposition. And they say that none of these are found with 
Christ. As if to say: If Christ were worthy to be received, then our rul-
ers, who have authority, would have accepted him; and so would the 
Pharisees, who have a religious disposition. But none of these believe 
in him; and so neither should you believe in him. This fulfills the say-
ing (Ps 117:22): “The stone that the builders (that is, the rulers and the 
Pharisees) rejected has become the cornerstone (that is, in the hearts 
of the people). The Lord has done this,” because his goodness is greater 
than man’s evil.

1112. They reject the statements of the people because they are a re-
buke to their own evil. So they say: But these people, who do not know 
the law, they are accursed; therefore, you should not agree with them. 

100. See ST III, q. 42.
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This thought was found in Deuteronomy: “Accursed are they who do 
not live within the law and do not act according to it” (Dt 27:26). But 
they did not understand this correctly, because even those who do not 
have a knowledge of the law but act in harmony with it, live more 
within the law than those who do have a knowledge of the law yet 
do not keep it.101 It is said about such people: “This people honors me 
with their lips, but their heart is far from me” (Mt 15:8); and in James 
(1:22): “Be a doer of the word, and not just a hearer.”

1113. Next, we see the dissension among the rulers. First, the ad-
vice of Nicodemus is given; secondly, the opposition of the rulers; 
and thirdly, the outcome of the whole affair. The Evangelist does two 
things about the first: first, he tells us something about Nicodemus; 
secondly, he gives his advice.

1114. He tells us three things about Nicodemus: the first two show 
us the attitude of Nicodemus himself; and the second reveals the mal-
ice of the rulers. The first concerns the faith of Nicodemus, and he says: 
Nicodemus, who came to him, i.e., who believed, for to come to Christ 
is the same as to believe in him. The second shows the imperfection 
of his faith, because he came at night. For if he had believed perfectly, 
he would not have been fearful, for as we read below (12:42): “Many 
of the rulers believed in him; but they did not admit it because of the 
Pharisees, so that they would not be expelled from the synagogue.” 
And one of these was Nicodemus.

The third thing the Evangelist tells us shows us that the rulers did 
not speak the truth: for they said that none of the rulers, or of the 
Pharisees, believed in Christ. And so the Evangelist says about Nico-
demus that he was one of them: as if to say: If Nicodemus, who was 
one of the rulers, believed in Christ, then the rulers and Pharisees are 
speaking falsely when they say that none of the rulers believed in him. 
“Truly, a lie was spoken” (Jer 16:19).

1115. The advice of Nicodemus is given when he says: Does our law 
judge a man without first hearing from him and knowing what he has 
done? For according to the civil laws, a judgment was only to be giv-
en after a complete investigation.102 This is why we read: “It is not the 
custom of the Romans to condemn any man before he has his accus-
ers face him, and can defend himself from the charges” (Acts 25:16). 
“I diligently investigated the stranger’s cause” (Jb 29:16). And so the 
law of Moses says: “Do not condemn one who is innocent and just, be-
cause I hate the wicked” (Ex 23:7).

Nicodemus said what he did because he believed in Christ and 
wanted to convert them to Christ; yet because he was afraid, he did 
not act very candidly. He thought that if they would only listen to 

101. See ST I-II, q. 94.
102. See ST II-II, q. 60, aa. 2–3.
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Christ, the words of Christ would be so effective that perhaps they 
would be changed like those whom they sent to Jesus, and who, when 
they heard Christ, were turned aside from the very act for which they 
had been sent.

1116. We see the opposition of the rulers to Nicodemus when he 
says, They answered and said to him. First, they think that he has been 
seduced; and secondly, that he does not know the law.

As to the first, they say: Are you too a Galilean? that is, one who 
has been seduced by this Galilean. For they considered Christ a Gali-
lean because he lived in Galilee. And so anyone who followed Christ 
they derisively called a Galilean. “The girl servant said to Peter: ‘You 
are a Galilean, are you not?’” (Mt 26:69); “Do you also want to be-
come his disciples?” (below 9:27).

About his ignorance of the law, they say: Look at the Scriptures and 
see that the Prophet will not come from Galilee. But since Nicodemus 
was a teacher of the law, he did not have to look again. It is as if they 
were saying: Although you are a teacher, you do not know this. Some-
thing like this was said before: “You are a teacher in Israel and you do 
not know these things?” (above 3:10). Now even though the Old Tes-
tament does not explicitly say that a prophet will come from Galilee, 
it does say that the Lord of the prophets would come from there, ac-
cording to: “A flower (i.e., a Nazarene) will arise from his root . . . and 
the Spirit of the Lord will rest upon him,” as we read in Isaiah (11:1).

1117. The outcome of this dissension is seen to be useless. So he 
says: Then every man returned, leaving the matter unfinished, to his 
own house, i.e., to what belonged to him, empty of faith and frustrat-
ed in his evil desires. “He frustrates the plans of the wicked” (Jb 5:13); 
“God destroys the plans of rulers, and frustrates the schemes of the 
people” (Ps 32:10).

Or, each returned to his own house, i.e., to the evil of his unbelief 
and irreverence. “I know where you live: where the throne of Satan is. 
You hold to my name, and you have not denied my faith” (Rev 2:13).
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CHAPTEr 8

LECTUrE 1

1 Jesus however proceeded to the Mount of Olives, 2 and early in 
the morning he came again to the temple. All the people came to him, 
and sitting down, he taught them. 3 Then the scribes and Pharisees 
brought in a woman caught in adultery and placed her in their midst. 
4 They said to him, “Master, this woman has just now been caught 
in adultery. 5 In the Law, Moses commanded us to stone such a wom‑
an. But what do you say?” 6 (They said this to test him so that they 
could accuse him.) But Jesus bending down wrote on the ground with 
his finger. 7 As they persisted in the question, he stood up and said to 
them: “Whoever among you is without sin, let him be the first to cast 
a stone at her.” 8 And again bending down, he wrote on the ground.  
9 On hearing this, one after the other departed, beginning with the 
oldest, and there remained only Jesus and the woman standing there 
in the center. 10 Rising up, Jesus asked the woman: “Woman, where 
are those who accuse you? Has no one condemned you?” 11 To which 
she replied, “No one, Lord.” Then Jesus said: “Nor will I condemn you. 
Go and do not sin again.”1

1118. After having treated of the origin of the doctrine of Christ, 
the Evangelist here considers its power. Now the doctrine of Christ has 
the power both to enlighten and to give life, because his words are 
spirit and life. So first, he treats of the power of Christ’s doctrine to en-
lighten; secondly, of its power to give life (10:1). He shows the pow-
er of Christ’s doctrine to enlighten, first by words; and secondly, by 
a miracle (9:1). As to the first, he does two things: first, he presents 
the teaching of Christ; secondly, he shows the power of his teaching 
(8:12).

There are two things that pertain to the office of a teacher: to in-
struct the devout or sincere, and to repel opponents. So first, Christ 
instructs those who are sincere; and secondly, he repels his opponents  
(v. 3).2 The Evangelist does three things with respect to the first: first, 
he mentions the place where this teaching takes place; secondly, he 
mentions those who listened to it; and thirdly, the teacher. This teach-

1. St. Thomas refers to Jn 8:7 in ST III, q. 87, a. 4, obj. 1; and to Jn 8:11 in ST 
III, q. 84, a. 5, obj. 3; III, q. 86, a. 2.

2. See ST III, q. 42, aa. 1–2.
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ing took place in the temple; so he first mentions that Jesus left the 
temple, and then that he returned.

1119. He mentions that Jesus left the temple when he says, Jesus 
however proceeded to the Mount of Olives. For our Lord made it his 
practice, when he was at Jerusalem on the festival days, to preach in 
the temple and to work miracles and signs during the day, and when 
evening came, he would return to Bethany (which was on the Mount 
of Olives) as the guest of Lazarus’ sisters, Martha and Mary. With this 
in mind, the Evangelist says that since Jesus had remained in the tem-
ple and preached on the last day of the great feast, in the evening, Je‑
sus proceeded to the Mount of Olives, where Bethany was located.

And this is appropriate to a mystery: for as Augustine3 says, where 
was it appropriate for Christ to teach and show his mercy, if not on the 
Mount of Olives, the mount of anointing and of grace. The olive (oliva) 
signifies mercy; so also in Greek, oleos is the same as mercy. And Luke 
(10:24) tells us that the Samaritan applied oil and wine, which corre-
spond to mercy and the stringency of judgment. Again, oil is healing: 
“Wounds and bruises and swelling sores are not bandaged or dressed, 
or soothed with oil” (Is 1:6). It also signifies the medicine of spiritual 
grace which has been transmitted to us by Christ: “God, your God, has 
anointed you with the oil of gladness above your fellows” (Ps 44:8); 
and again, “like the precious ointment on the head which ran down 
upon the beard” (Ps 132:2); and in Job we read that “The rock poured 
out rivers of oil” (Jb 29:6).

1120. Christ’s return to the temple is described as being early; thus 
he says, and early in the morning he came again to the temple. This 
signifies that he was about to impart knowledge and manifest his grace 
in his temple, that is, in his believers: “We have received your mercy, 
O God, in the middle of your temple” (Ps 47:10). The fact that he re-
turned early in the morning signifies the rising light of new grace: “His 
going forth is as sure as the dawn” (Hos 6:3).

1121. Those who listened to his teaching were the sincere among 
the people; thus he says, all the people came to him: “The assembly of 
the people will surround you” (Ps 7:8).

1122. Their teacher is presented as seated, and sitting down, that 
is, going down to their level, so that his teaching would be more easily 
understood. His sitting down signifies the humility of his Incarnation: 
“You knew when I sat down, and when I rose” (Ps 138:1). Because it 
was through the human nature that our Lord assumed that he became 
visible, we began to be instructed in the divine matters more easily. So 
he says, sitting down, he taught them, that is, the simple, and those 
who respected his teaching: “He will teach his ways to the gentle, and 

3. Tract. in Io. 33. 3; PL 35, col. 1648; see also Alcuin, Comm. in S. Ioannis Evang. 
4. 19; PL 100, col. 853 B–C; cf. Catena aurea, 8:1–11.
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will guide the mild in judgment” (Ps 24:9); “He will teach us his ways” 
(Is 2:3).

1123. Then (v. 3), our Lord wards off his opponents. First, we see 
him tested, so that he can then be accused; and secondly, he checks his 
accusers (v. 6b). As to the first, the Evangelist does three things: first, 
he mentions the occasion for the test; secondly, he describes the test it-
self (v. 4); and thirdly, the purpose of those who were testing our Lord.

1124. The occasion for the test is a woman’s adultery. And so first, 
her accusers detail the crime; and also exhibit the sinner.

As to the first, the Evangelist says, Then the scribes and Pharisees 
brought in a woman caught in adultery. As Augustine4 says, three 
things were noteworthy about Christ: his truth, his gentleness, and 
his justice. Indeed, it was predicted about him: “Go forth and reign, 
because of truth, gentleness, and justice” (Ps 44:5). For he set forth 
the truth as a teacher; and the Pharisees and scribes noticed this while 
he was teaching: “If I speak the truth, why do you not believe me?” 
(8:46). Since they could find nothing false in his words or his teach-
ings, they had ceased their accusations on that score. He showed his 
gentleness as a liberator or savior; and they saw this when he could 
not be provoked against his enemies and persecutors: “When he was 
reviled, he did not revile” (1 Pet 2:23). Thus Matthew has: “Learn from 
me, for I am gentle and humble of heart” (11:29). Thus they did not 
accuse him on this point. And he exercised justice as its advocate; he 
did this because it was not yet known among the Jews, especially in 
legal proceedings. It was on this point that they wanted to test him, 
to see if he would abandon justice for the sake of mercy. So they pres-
ent him with a known crime, deserving denunciation, adultery: “Ev-
ery woman who is a harlot will be walked on like dung on the road” 
(Sir 9:10). Then they present the sinner in person to further influence 
him: and placed her in their midst. “This woman will be brought into 
the assembly, and among the sons of God” (Sir 23:24).

1125. The Evangelist shows them proceeding with their test. First, 
they point out the woman’s fault; secondly, they state the justice of the 
case according to the Law; thirdly, they ask him for his verdict.

1126. They point out the woman’s fault when they say this wom‑
an has just now been caught in adultery. They detail her fault in three 
ways, calculated to deflect Christ from his gentle manner. First, they 
mention the freshness of her fault, saying just now; for an old fault does 
not affect us so much, because the person might have made amends. 
Secondly, they note its certainty, saying, caught, so that she could not 
excuse herself. This is characteristic of women, as we see from Proverbs 
(30:20): “She wipes her mouth and says: ‘I have done no evil.’” Third-
ly, they point out that her fault is great, in adultery, which is a serious 

4. Tract. in Io. 33. 4; PL 35, col. 1648–49; cf. Catena aurea, 8:1–11.
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crime and the cause of many evils. “Every woman who is an adulteress 
will sin” (Sir 9:10; Vulgate), and first of all against the law of her God.

1127. They appeal to the justice contained in the Law when they 
remark, in the Law, that is, in Leviticus (20:10) and in Deuteronomy 
(22:21), Moses commanded us to stone such a woman.

1128. They ask Jesus for his verdict when they say, But what do 
you say? Their question is a trap, for they are saying in effect: If he de-
cides that she should be let go, he will not be acting according to jus-
tice, yet he cannot condemn her because he came to seek and to save 
those who are lost: “God did not send his Son into the world to judge 
the world, but that the world might be saved through him” (3:17). 
Now the Law could not command anything unjust. Thus, Jesus does 
not say, “Let her go,” lest he seem to be acting in violation of the Law.

1129. The Evangelist reveals the malicious intention behind those 
who were questioning Jesus when he says, They said this to test him 
so that they could accuse him. For they thought that Christ would say 
that she should be let go, so as not to be acting contrary to his gentle 
manner; and then they would accuse him of acting in violation of the 
Law: “Let us not test Christ as they did,” as we read in 1 Corinthians 
(10:9).

1130. Then, Jesus checks his enemies by his wisdom. The Pharisees 
were testing him on two points: his justice and his mercy. But Jesus pre-
served both in his answer. First, the Evangelist shows how Jesus kept to 
what was just; and secondly, that he did not abandon mercy (v. 7). As 
to the first, he does two things: first, he mentions the sentence in accor-
dance with justice; secondly the effect of this sentence (v. 9). About the 
first he does three things: first, we see Jesus writing his sentence; then 
pronouncing it; and thirdly, continuing again to write it down.

1131. Jesus wrote his sentence on the earth with his finger: But Je‑
sus bending down wrote on the ground with his finger. Some say that 
he wrote the words of Jeremiah: “O earth, earth, listen . . . write down 
this man as sterile” (Jer 22:29). According to others, and this is the bet-
ter opinion, Jesus wrote down the very words he spoke, that is, Who‑
ever among you is without sin, let him be the first to cast a stone at her. 
However, neither of these opinions is certain.

Jesus wrote on the earth for three reasons. First, according to Au-
gustine,5 to show that those who were testing him would be writ-
ten on the earth: “O Lord, all who leave you will be written on the 
earth” (Jer 17:13). But those who are just and the disciples who fol-
low him are written in heaven: “Rejoice, because your names are writ-
ten in heaven” (Lk 10:20). Secondly, he wrote on earth to show that 
he would perform signs on earth, for he who writes makes signs. Thus, 
to write on the earth is to make signs. And so he says that Jesus was 

5. De cons. Evang. 4. 10. 17; PL 34, col. 1225–26; cf. Catena aurea, 8:1–11.
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bending down, by the mystery of the Incarnation, by means of which 
he performed miracles in the flesh he had assumed. Thirdly, he wrote 
on the earth because the Old Law was written on tablets of stone  
(Ex 31; 2 Cor 3), which signify its harshness: “A man who violates the 
law of Moses dies without mercy” (Heb 10:28). But the earth is soft. 
And so Jesus wrote on the earth to show the sweetness and the soft-
ness of the New Law that he gave to us.6

We can see from this that there are three things to be considered in 
giving sentences. First, there should be kindness in condescending to 
those to be punished; and so he says, Jesus was bending down: “There 
is judgment without mercy to him who does not have mercy” (Jas 
2:13); “If a man is overtaken in any fault, you who are spiritual in-
struct him in a spirit of mildness” (Gal 6:1). Secondly, there should 
be discretion in determining the judgment and so he says that Jesus 
wrote with his finger, which because of its flexibility signifies discre-
tion: “The fingers of a man’s hand appeared, writing” (Dn 5:5). Third-
ly, there should be certitude about the sentence given; and so he says, 
Jesus wrote.

1132. It was at their insistence that Jesus gave his sentence; and so 
the Evangelist says, As they persisted in the question, he stood up and 
said to them: Whoever among you is without sin, let him be the first to 
cast a stone at her. The Pharisees were violators of the Law; and yet 
they tried to accuse Christ of violating the Law and were attempting 
to make him condemn the woman. So Christ proposes a sentence in 
accord with justice, saying, Whoever among you is without sin. He is 
saying in effect: Let the sinner be punished, but not by sinners; let the 
Law be accomplished, but not by those who break it, because “When 
you judge another you condemn yourself” (Rom 2:1). Therefore, ei-
ther let this woman go, or suffer the penalty of the Law with her.

1133. Here the question arises as to whether a sinful judge sins by 
passing sentence against another person who has committed the same 
sin. It is obvious that if the judge who passes sentence is a public sin-
ner, he sins by giving scandal. Yet, this seems to be true also if his sin 
is hidden, for we read in Romans (2:1): “When you judge another you 
condemn yourself.” However, it is clear that no one condemns himself 
except by sinning. And thus it seems that he sins by judging another.

My answer to this is that two distinctions have to be made. For the 
judge is either continuing in his determination to sin, or he has re-
pented of his sins; and again, he is either punishing as a minister of the 
law or on his own initiative. Now if he has repented of his sin, he is no 
longer a sinner, and so he can pass sentence without sinning. But if he 
continues in his determination to sin, he does not sin in passing sen-
tence if he does this as a minister of the law; although he would be sin-

6. See ST I-II, q. 106, a. 1.
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ning by doing the very things for which he deserves a similar sentence. 
But if he passes sentence on his own authority, then I say that he sins 
in justice, but from some evil root; otherwise he would first punish in 
himself what he notices in someone else, because “A just person is the 
first to accuse himself” (Pr 18:17).7

1134. Jesus continued to write, and again bending down, he wrote. 
He did this, first, to show the firmness of his sentence, “God is not like 
a man, who may lie, or like a son of man, so that he may change” 
(Num 23:19). Secondly, he did it to show that they were not worthy 
to look at him. Because he had disturbed them with his zeal for jus-
tice, he did not think it fit to look at them, but turned from their sight. 
Thirdly, he did this out of consideration for their embarrassment, to 
give them complete freedom to leave.

1135. The effect of his justice is their embarrassment, for on hear‑
ing this, one after the other departed, both because they had been in-
volved in more serious sins and their conscience gnawed them more: 
“Iniquity came out from the elder judges who were seen to rule the 
people” (Dan 13:5), and because they better realized the fairness of the 
sentence he gave: “I will go therefore to the great men and speak to 
them: for they have known the way of the Lord and the judgment of 
their God” (Jer 5:5).

And there remained only Jesus and the woman standing there, that 
is, mercy and misery. Jesus alone remained because he alone was with-
out sin; as the Psalm says (Ps 13:1): “There is no one who does what is 
good not even one,” except Christ. So perhaps this woman was afraid, 
and thought she would be punished by him.

If only Jesus remained, why does it say that the woman was stand-
ing there in the center? I answer that the woman was standing in the 
center of the disciples, and so the word only excludes outsiders, not 
the disciples. Or, we could say, in the center, that is, in doubt whether 
she would be forgiven or condemned. And so it is clear that our Lord’s 
answer preserved justice.

1136. Then (v. 10), he shows that Jesus did not abandon mercy, but 
gave a merciful sentence. First, Jesus questions the woman; then for-
gives her; and finally, cautions her.

1137. Jesus questioned her about her accusers; thus he says that Je‑
sus rising up, that is, turning from the ground on which he was writ-
ing and looking at the woman, asked her, Woman, where are those 
who accuse you? He asks about her condemnation saying, Has no one 
condemned you? And she answers, No one, Lord.

1138. Jesus forgives her; and so it says, Then Jesus said: Nor will I 
condemn you, I who perhaps you feared would condemn you, because 

7. See ST II-II, q. 60, a. 2.
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you saw that I was without sin. This should not surprise us for “God 
did not send his Son into the world to judge the world, but that the 
world might be saved through him” (3:17); “I do not desire the death 
of the sinner” (Ez 18:23). And he forgave her sin without imposing 
any penance on her because since he made her inwardly just by out-
wardly forgiving her, he was well able to change her so much within 
by sufficient sorrow for her sins that she would be made free from any 
penance. This should not be taken as a precedent for anyone to for-
give another without confession and the assigning of a penance on the 
ground of Christ’s example, for Christ has power over the sacraments, 
and could confer the effect without the sacrament. No mere man can 
do this.8

1139. Finally, Jesus cautions her when he says, Go, and do not sin 
again. There were two things in that woman: her nature and her sin. 
Our Lord could have condemned both. For example, he could have 
condemned her nature if he had ordered them to stone her, and he 
could have condemned her sin if he had not forgiven her. He was also 
able to absolve each. For example, if he had given her license to sin, 
saying: “Go, live as you wish, and put your hope in my freeing you. 
No matter how much you sin, I will free you even from Gehenna and 
from the tortures of hell.” But our Lord does not love sin, and does not 
favor wrongdoing, and so he condemned her sin but not her nature, 
saying, Go, and do not sin again. We see here how kind our Lord is be-
cause of his gentleness, and how just he is because of his truth.

LECTUrE 2

12 Again Jesus spoke to them saying: “I am the light of the world. 
Whoever follows me will not walk in darkness, but he will have the 
light of life.” 13 The Pharisees then said to him, “You are bearing wit‑
ness to yourself; your testimony is not true.” 14 Jesus replied: “Even 
though I bear witness concerning myself, my testimony is true, because 
I know where I come from and where I am going. But you do not know 
where I come from, or where I am going. 15 You judge according to the 
flesh. I do not judge anyone. 16 And if I do judge, my judgment is true 
because I am not alone; but there is me and the Father who sent me. 
17 And it is written in your Law that the testimony of two men is true. 
18 It is I who bear witness to myself, and the Father who sent me who 
bears witness concerning me.” 19 They therefore said to him, “Where 
is your Father?” Jesus replied, “You know neither me nor my Father. 
If you did know me, you might also know my Father.” 20 Jesus spoke 

8. See ST III, q. 64, a. 3.
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these words in the treasury where he was teaching in the temple; and 
no one arrested him because his hour had not yet come.9

1140. The Evangelist has presented Christ as teaching; now he 
shows, first, the power which this teaching has to give light, and sec-
ondly, what Christ himself said about it (v. 13). With respect to the 
first he does three things: first, he states Christ’s prerogative concern-
ing spiritual light; secondly, the effect of this prerogative, Whoever fol‑
lows me will not walk in darkness; and thirdly, its fruit, but he will 
have the light of life.

1141. He says, concerning the prerogative of Christ, who is the 
light, to the spiritual light, Again Jesus spoke to them saying: I am the 
light of the world. We can relate this statement with what went be-
fore in this way. Christ had said, when forgiving the woman’s sin, “Nor 
will I condemn you.” And so they would have no doubt that he could 
forgive and pardon sins, he saw fit to show the power of his divinity 
more openly by saying that he is the light which drives away the dark-
ness of sin. Or, we could connect this statement with what the Phari-
sees said before (7:52): “Look at the Scriptures and see that the Proph-
et will not come from Galilee.” For they thought of him as a Galilean 
and linked to a definite place, and so they rejected his teaching. So our 
Lord shows them that he is in the universal light of the entire world, 
saying, I am the light of the world, not just of Galilee, or of Palestine, 
or of Judea.

1142. The Manicheans, as Augustine10 relates, misunderstood this: 
for since they judged by their imagination, which does not rise to in-
tellectual and spiritual realities, they believed that nothing but bod-
ies existed. Thus they said that God was a body; and a certain infi-
nite light.11 Further, they thought that the sun that we see with our 
physical eyes was Christ the Lord. And that is why, according to them, 
Christ said, I am the light of the world. But this cannot hold up, and 
the Catholic Church rejects such a fiction. For this physical sun is a 
light which can be perceived by sense. Consequently, it is not the high-
est light, which intellect alone grasps, and which is the intelligible light 
characteristic of the rational creature. Christ says about this light here: 
I am the light of the world. And above we read: “He was the true light, 
which enlightens every man coming into this world” (1:9). Sense per-
ceptible light, however, is a certain image of spiritual light, for every 
sensible thing is something particular, whereas intellectual things are a 
kind of whole. Just as particular light has an effect on the thing seen, 
inasmuch as it makes colors actually visible, as well as on the one see-

9. St. Thomas refers to Jn 8:12 in ST II-II, q 8, a. 4, sed contra; to Jn 8:16 in ST 
I, q. 43, a. 1 sed contra and to Jn 8:17 in ST I-II, q. 105, a. 2, ad 8; II-II, q. 70, a. 2.

10. Tract. in Io. 34. 2; PL 35, col. 1652; cf. Catena aurea, 8:12.
11. See ST I, q. 3, a. 1.
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ing, because through it the eye is conditioned for seeing, so intellectual 
light makes the intellect to know because whatever light is in the ra-
tional creature is all derived from that supreme light “which enlightens 
every man coming into the world.” Furthermore, it makes all things to 
be actually intelligible inasmuch as all forms are derived from it, forms 
which give things the capability of being known, just as all the forms 
of artifacts are derived from the art and reason on the artisan: “How 
magnificent are your works, O Lord! You have made all things in wis-
dom” (Ps 103:24).12 Thus Christ truly says here: I am the light of the 
world; not the sun which was made, but the one who made the sun. 
Yet as Augustine13 says, the Light which made the sun was himself 
made under the sun and covered with a cloud of flesh, not in order to 
hide but to be moderated [to our weakness].

1143. This also eliminates the heresy of Nestorius, who said that the 
Son of God was united to human nature by a mere indwelling.14 For 
it is obvious that the one who said, I am the light of the world, was a 
human being. Therefore, unless the one who spoke and appeared as a 
human being was also the person of the Son of God, he could not have 
said, I am the light of the world, but “The light of the world dwells in 
me.”

1144. The effect of this light is to expel darkness; and so he says, 
Whoever follows me will not walk in darkness. Because this light is 
universal, it universally expels all darkness. Now there are three kinds 
of darkness. There is the darkness of ignorance: “They have neither 
known nor understood; they walk in darkness” (Ps 81:5); and this 
is the darkness reason has of itself, insofar as it is darkened of itself. 
There is the darkness of sin: “You were at one time darkness, but now 
you are light in the Lord” (Eph 5:8). This darkness belongs to human 
reason not of itself, but from the affections which, by being badly dis-
posed by passion or habit, seek something as good that is not really 
good.15 Further, there is the darkness of eternal damnation: “Cast the 
unprofitable servant into the exterior darkness” (Mt 25:30). The first 
two kinds of darkness are found in this life; but the third is at the end 
of life. Thus, Whoever follows me will not walk in darkness: the dark-
ness of ignorance, because I am the truth; nor the darkness of sin, be-
cause I am the way; nor the darkness of eternal damnation, because I 
am the life.

1145. He next adds the fruit of his teaching, but he will have the 
light of life, for one who has the light is outside the darkness of dam-
nation. He says, Whoever follows me, because just as one who does not 
want to stumble in the dark has to follow the one who is carrying the 

12. See ST I, q. 84, a. 5.
13. Tract. in Io. 34. 4; PL 35, col. 1653–54; cf. Catena aurea, 8:12.
14. See ST III, q. 2, a. 6.
15. See ST I-II, q. 85, a. 3.
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light, so one who wants to be saved must, by believing and loving, fol-
low Christ, who is the light.16 This is the way the apostles followed 
him (Mt 4). Because physical light can fail because it sets, it happens 
that one who follows it meets with darkness. But the light we are talk-
ing about here does not set and never fails; consequently, one who fol-
lows it has an unfailing light, that is, an unfailing light of life. For the 
light that is visible does not give life, but gives us an external aid be-
cause we live insofar as we have understanding, and this is a certain 
participation in this light. And when this light completely shines upon 
us we will then have perfect life: “With you is the fountain of life, and 
in your light we will see the light” (Ps 35:10). This is the same as say-
ing: We will have life perfectly or completely when we see this light 
as it is.17 Thus we read further on: “This is eternal life: that they know 
you, the only true God and Jesus Christ, whom you have sent” (17:3).

Note that the phrase, whoever follows me, pertains to our merits; 
while the statement, he will have the light of life, pertains to our re-
ward.

1146. The Evangelist mentions three things that Jesus says about 
himself. First, I am the light of the world; secondly, I am going away 
(v. 21); and thirdly, if any one keeps my word, he will not see death for‑
ever (v. 51).

The first thing he said was, I am the light of the world; and this trou-
bled the Jews. So first, he shows their opposition; secondly, how Jesus 
proved that they were wrong by showing what he said was true (v. 14).

1147. With respect to the first, it is obvious that what Jesus said in 
the temple, he said in the presence of the people. But now he is speak-
ing before the Pharisees, and so they said to him: You are bearing wit‑
ness to yourself; your testimony is not true. They were saying in ef-
fect: Because you are bearing witness to yourself, your testimony is 
not true.

Now in human affairs it is neither acceptable nor fitting that a per-
son praise himself: “Let another praise you, and not your own mouth” 
(Pr 27:2), because self-praise does not make a person commendable, 
but being commended by God does: “It is not he who commends him-
self who is approved, but he whom God commends” (2 Cor 10:18), be-
cause only God perfectly knows a person.18 But no one can really suf-
ficiently commend God except God himself; and so it is fitting that he 
bear witness to himself, and also to men: “My witness is in heaven” 
(Jb 16:20). Thus the opinion of the Jews was mistaken.

1148. Next (v. 14), our Lord rejects their opposition: first, by the 
authority of his Father; secondly, by answering their rejection, which 

16. See ST II-II, q. 2, aa. 3, 7, 8; II-II, q. 4, a. 3. 
17. See ST I, q. 12, aa. 3, 5.
18. See ST II-II, q. 112, a. 2.
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arose concerning his Father (v. 19). The opposition of the Jews arose 
from a certain conclusion which they drew: and so first he shows that 
their conclusion is not true; secondly, he proves that his own testi-
mony is true (v. 1b). He does two things concerning the first: first, he 
shows that their conclusion is false; secondly, he adds the reason for 
their error (v. 14b).

1149. Their conclusion was that the testimony of Christ was not 
true, because he bore witness to himself. But our Lord says the oppo-
site, namely, that because of this it is true. Jesus replied: Even though 
I bear witness concerning myself, my testimony is true; and it is true 
because I know where I come from and where I am going. It is like 
saying, according to Chrysostom,19 my testimony is true because I am 
from God, and because I am God, and because I am the Son of God: 
“God is truthful” (Rom 3:4).

He says, I know where I come from, that is, my origin, and where I 
am going, that is, to the Father, whom no one but the Son can know 
perfectly: “No one knows the Father except the Son, and he to whom 
the Son wishes to reveal him” (Mt 11:27). This does not imply that 
anyone who knows, by love and understanding, where he comes from 
and where he is going can speak only the truth, for we all come from 
God and are going to God. But God is truth: how much more, then, 
does the Son of God speak the truth, he who knows perfectly where 
he comes from and where he is going!

1150. Then when he says, But you do not know where I come from 
or where I am going, he shows the reason for their error, which was 
their ignorance of the divinity of Christ. For it was because they did 
not know this that they judged him according to his human nature. 
Thus, there were two reasons for their error. One, because they did 
not know his divinity; the other, because they judged him only by his 
human nature. And so he says, with respect to the first, you do no 
know where I come from, that is, my eternal procession from the Fa-
ther, or where I am going, “The one who sent me is truthful. What-
ever I have heard from him, this I declare to the world” (8:26); “From 
where, then, does wisdom come?” (Jb 28:20); “Who will state his ori-
gin?” (Is 53:8).

As for the second reason for their error, he says, you judge accord‑
ing to the flesh, that is, you judge me thinking that I am merely flesh 
and not God. Or, we could say, according to the flesh, that is, wickedly 
and unjustly. For just as to live according to the flesh is to live wicked-
ly, so to judge according to the flesh is to judge unjustly.

1151. Then (v. 15b), he shows that his testimony is true, and that 
it is false to say that he alone is bearing witness to himself. Because 
mention was now made about judging, he shows, first, that he is not 

19. Hom. in Io. 52. 2; PG 59, col. 289; cf. Catena aurea, 8:13–18.
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alone in judging; and secondly, that he is not alone in bearing witness 
(v. 17). He does three things about the first: first, he says that his judg-
ment is deferred; secondly, that his judgment is true; and thirdly, he 
gives the reason why his judgment is true.

1152. He mentions that his judgment is deferred when he says, I do 
not judge anyone. He is saying in effect: You judge wickedly, but I do 
not judge anyone: “God did not send his Son into the world to judge 
the world, but that the world might be saved through him” (3:17). 
Or, we could say, I do not judge anyone, according to the flesh, as you 
judge: “He will not judge by the sight of his eyes, or reprove by what 
his ears hear” (Is 11:3).

1153. Yet, I will judge at some time, because “The Father has given 
all judgment to the Son” (5:22). And then, my judgment is true, that 
is, just: “He will judge the people with justice” (Ps 95:10); “We know 
that the judgment of God is according to the truth” (Rom 2:2).20 This 
shows that his judgment is true.

1154. He gives the reason for its truth when he says, because I am 
not alone. What Christ said before, “The Father himself judges no one” 
(5:22), should be understood to refer to the Father in isolation from 
the Son. Or, again, he said this because the Father will not appear vis-
ibly to all at the judgment.21 Thus he says, I am not alone, because he 
is not left alone by the Father, but is with him: “I am in the Father, and 
the Father is in me” (14:10).22

This statement rejects the error of Sabellius, who said that the Fa-
ther and the Son were the same person, the only difference between 
them being in their names. But if this were true, Christ would not 
have said: I am not alone; but there is me and the Father who sent me. 
He would rather have said: “I am the Father, and I am the Son.” We 
should, therefore, distinguish between the persons, and realize that 
the Son is not the Father.

1155. Then (v. 17), he shows that he is not alone in bearing wit-
ness. He does not defer bearing witness, as he does his judging. Thus 
he does not say, “I do not bear witness.” First, he mentions the Law; 
secondly, he gives his conclusion (v. 18).

1156. He says, And it is written in your Law, the Law which was 
given to you—“Moses imposed a law” (Sir 24:33)—that the testimony 
of two men is true; for it is written in Deuteronomy (19:15): “By the 
mouth of two or three witnesses the issue will be settled.”

According to Augustine23 the statement that the testimony of two 
men is true, involves a great difficulty. For it could happen that both of 
them would be lying. Indeed, the chaste Susanna was harassed by two 

20. See ST III, q. 59, a. 2. 21. See ST III, q. 59, a. 1.
22. See ST I, q. 42, a. 5.
23. Tract. in Io. 36. 10; PL 35, col. 1669; cf. Catena aurea, 8:13–18.
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false witnesses (Dan 13), and all the people lied about Christ. I answer 
that the statement, the testimony of two men is true, means that such 
testimony should be regarded as true when giving a verdict. The rea-
son for this is that true certitude cannot be obtained when human acts 
are in question, and so in its place one takes what can be considered 
the more certain, that is, what is said by a number of witnesses: for it is 
more probable that one person might lie than many: “A threefold cord 
is not easily broken” (Ecc 4:12).

When we read, “By the mouth of two or three witnesses the issue 
will be settled” (Dt 19:15), we are led, as Augustine24 says, to a consid-
eration of the Trinity, in which truth is permanently established, from 
which all truths are derived. It says, “of two or three,” because in Sa-
cred Scripture sometimes three Persons are enumerated and at other 
times two Persons, in which is implied the Holy Spirit, who is the bond 
of the other two.

1157. If, therefore, the testimony of two or three is true, my testi-
mony is true, because It is I who bear witness to myself and the Father 
who sent me who bears witness concerning me: “I have testimony that 
is greater than that of John” (5:36).

But this does not seem to be to the point. First, because the Father 
of the Son of God is not a man, while Christ says, the testimony of two 
men is true. Secondly, because there are two witnesses to someone 
when they are testifying about a third person; but if one testifies to one 
of the two, there are not two witnesses. Thus, since Christ is testify-
ing about himself, and the Father is also testifying about Christ, it does 
not seem that there are two witnesses. To answer this we must say 
that Christ is here arguing from the lesser to the greater. For it is clear 
that the truth of God is greater than the truth of a man. So, therefore, 
if they believe in the testimony of men, then they should believe the 
testimony of God much more. “If you receive the testimony of men, 
the testimony of God is greater” (1 Jn 5:9). In addition, he says this to 
show that he is consubstantial with the Father, and does not need out-
side testimony, as Chrysostom25 says.

1158. Next (v. 19), we see the question arising about Christ’s Fa-
ther. First, the Evangelist mentions the question asked by the Jews; 
then Christ’s answer; and thirdly, he intimates the security of Christ.

1159. The question which the Jews had for Christ was about his Fa-
ther, where his Father was. They said to him: Where is your Father? 
for they thought that the Father of Christ was a man, just like their 
own fathers. Because they heard him say, “I am not alone; but there is 
me and the Father who sent me,” and since they saw that he was now 
alone, they asked him, Where is your Father?

24. Ibid; cf. Catena aurea, 8:13–18.
25. Hom. in Io. 52. 3; PG 59, col. 291; cf. Catena aurea, 8:13–18.
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Or, we could say that they were here speaking with a certain iro-
ny and contempt, saying in effect: “Why do you speak to us so of-
ten about your Father? Is he so great that his testimony should be be-
lieved?” For they were thinking of Joseph, who was an unknown, and 
a person of low status; and they were ignorant of the Father: “So the 
Gentiles will not say: ‘Where is their God’” (Ps 113:10).

1160. Christ’s answer is mysterious: You know neither me nor my 
Father. Christ does not reveal the truth to them because they were 
questioning him not because they desired to learn, but in order to 
belittle him. Rather, he first shows them knowledge of the truth. He 
shows them their ignorance when he says, you know neither me. He is 
saying: You should not be asking about my Father, because you do not 
know me. For since you regard me as a man, you are asking about my 
Father as though he were a man. But because you do not know me, 
neither can you know my Father.

1161. This seems to conflict with what he said above: “You do in-
deed know me, and you know where I come from” (7:27). The answer 
to this is that they did know him according to his humanity, but not 
according to his divinity.

We should note, according to Origen,26 that some have misunder-
stood this, and they said that the Father of Christ was not the God of 
the Old Testament: for the Jews knew the God of the Old Testament, 
according to “God is known in Judea” (Ps 75:1). There are four an-
swers to this. First, our Lord says that the Jews did not know his Fa-
ther because insofar as they do not keep his commandments they are 
acting like those who do not know him. This answer refers to their 
conduct. Secondly, they are said not to know God because they did not 
cling to him spiritually by love: for one who knows something adheres 
to it. Thirdly, because although they did know him through faith, they 
did not have a full knowledge of him: “No one has ever seen God; it 
is the Only Begotten Son, who is in the bosom of the Father, who has 
made him known” (1:18). Fourthly, because in the Old Testament the 
Father was known under the aspect of God Almighty: “I appeared to 
Abraham, to Isaac and to Jacob as God Almighty, but my name, Lord, I 
did not show them” (Ex 6:3), that is, under the aspect of Father. Thus, 
although they knew him as God Almighty, they did not know him as 
the Father of a consubstantial Son.27

1162. Christ says that he is the way to arrive at a knowledge of the 
Father, If you did know me. He is saying in effect: Because I speak of 
my Father, who is hidden, it is first necessary that you know me, and 
then you might also know my Father. For the Son is the way to the 
knowledge of the Father: “If you had known me, you would have also 

26. Comm. in Io. XIX. 3, no. 12; PG 14, col. 528C; cf. Catena aurea, 8:19–20. The 
four answers of Thomas are inspired by those in Origen.

27. See ST I, q. 33, a. 3.
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known my Father” (14:7). As Augustine28 says, what does If you did 
know me mean, except, “I and the Father are one” (10:30). It is cus-
tomary when you see someone who is like someone else to say: “If 
you have seen one, you have seen the other”; not that the Son is the 
Father, but he is like the Father.

He says, you might, not to indicate a doubt, but as a rebuke. It would 
be like being irritated with your servant and saying to him: “Have you 
no respect for me? Just remember that I might be your master.” 

1163. The Evangelist shows the security with which Christ an-
swered when he says, Jesus spoke these words in the treasury. We see 
the first from the place where he taught, that is, in the treasury (gazo-
phylacium) and in the temple. For gaza is the Persian word for “riches,” 
and philaxe for “keep.” Thus gazophylacium is the word used in Sacred 
Scripture for the chest in which riches are kept. It is used in this sense 
in 2 Kings (12:9): “And Jehoiada the priest took a chest (gazophylaci-
um) and bored a hole in its top, and put it by the altar, to the right of 
those coming into the house of the Lord. And the priests who kept the 
doors put into it all the money that was brought to the temple of the 
Lord.” Sometimes, however, it was used to indicate the building where 
riches were kept; and this is the way it was used here.

We can also see Christ’s security from the fact that those who had 
been sent to arrest him could not do so, because he was not willing. 
Thus the Evangelist says, and no one arrested him because his hour 
had not yet come, that is, the time for him to suffer, an hour not fixed 
by fate, but predetermined from all eternity by his own will.29 Thus 
Augustine30 says: “His hour had not yet come, not in which he would 
be forced to die, but in which he would not refuse being killed.”

1164. We may note, according to Origen,31 that whenever the place 
where our Lord did something is mentioned, this is done because of 
some mystery. Thus Christ taught in the treasury, the place where 
riches were kept, to signify that the coins, that is, the words of his 
teaching, are impressed with the image of the great King.

Note also that when Christ was teaching, no one arrested him, be-
cause his words were stronger than those who wanted to seize him; 
but when he willed to be crucified, then he became silent.

LECTUrE 3

21 Again he said to them: “I am going away; and you will seek me, 
and you will die in your sin. Where I am going, you cannot come.”  

28. Tract. in Io. 37. 7; PL 35, col. 1673; cf. Catena aurea, 8:19–20.
29. See ST I, q. 116, a. 4; III, q. 24, a. 1; III, q. 46, a. 9.
30. Tract. in Io. 37. 9; PL 35, col. 1674; cf. Catena aurea, 8:19–20.
31. Comm. in Io. XIX. 7, no. 40; PG 14, col. 537A–B; cf. Catena aurea, 8:19–20.
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22 (So the Jews wondered, “Will he kill himself, since he says, ‘Where 
I am going, you cannot come’?”) 23 To them he said: “You are from 
below; I am from above. You are of this world; I am not of this world.  
24 Therefore I said to you that you will die in your sins. For if you do 
not believe that I AM, you will die in your sin.” 25 Then they asked 
him, “Who are you?” Jesus replied: “The source (beginning) who is 
also speaking to you. 26 I have much to say about you and much to 
judge. But the one who sent me is truthful. Whatever I have heard 
from him, this I declare to the world.” 27 (And they did not realize 
that he was calling God his Father.) 28 So Jesus said to them: “When 
you have lifted up the Son of Man, then you will understand that I 
AM, and that I do nothing of myself; but as the Father taught me, so I 
speak. 29 He who sent me is with me; he has not deserted me, because 
I always do what is pleasing to him.” 30 Because he spoke in this way, 
many came to believe in him.32

1165. After our Lord showed his special position with respect to 
light, he here reveals the effect of this light, that is, that it frees us from 
darkness. First, he shows that the Jews are imprisoned in darkness; 
secondly, he teaches the remedy which can free them (v. 22). He does 
three things concerning the first: first, our Lord tells them he is going 
to leave; secondly, he reveals the perverse plans of the Jews, and third-
ly, he mentions what they will be deprived of.

1166. Our Lord says that he is going to leave them by his death, I 
am going away. We can see two things from this. First, that he is going 
to die voluntarily, that is, as going, and not as one led by someone else: 
“I am going to him who sent me” (16:5); “No one takes my life from 
me, but I lay it down of myself” (10:18). And so this appropriately fol-
lows what went before: for he had said, “and no one arrested him” 
(8:20). Why? Because he is going willingly, on his own.33

Secondly, we can see that the death of Christ was a journey to that 
place from which he had come, and which he had not left, for just as 
one who walks heads toward what is ahead, so Christ, by his death, 
reached the glory of exaltation: “He became obedient unto death, even 
the death of the cross. Because of this God exalted him” (Phil 2:8); “Je-
sus . . . knowing that he came from God, and is going to God” (13:3).34

1167. We see their sinful plans by their deceitful search for Christ; 
he says, you will seek me. Some look for Christ in a devout way 
through charity, and such a search results in life: “Seek the Lord, and 
your soul will live” (Ps 68:33). But they wickedly searched for him 
out of hatred, to persecute him: “Those who sought my soul used vio-

32. St. Thomas quotes Jn 8:29 in ST III, q. 20, a. 1.
33. See ST III, q. 47, a. 1.
34. See ST III, q. 47, a. 2.
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lence” (Ps 37:13). He says, you will seek me, by attacking me after my 
death with your accusations: “We remembered that while still living 
the seducer said: ‘After three days I will rise’” (Mt. 27:63). And they 
will also seek out my members: “Saul, Saul, why are you persecuting 
me” (Acts 9:4).

1168. This will be followed by their death, and so he adds what 
they will be deprived of, foretelling to them, and you will die in your 
sin. First, he foretells that deprivation which consists in the condem-
nation of death; secondly, that deprivation which consists in their ex-
clusion from glory, Where I am going, you cannot come.35

1169. He is saying: Because you will wickedly search for me, you 
will die while continuing in your sin. We can understand this in one 
way as applying to physical death: and then one dies in his sins who 
keeps on sinning up to the time of his death. And so in saying, you will 
die in your sin, he emphasizes their obstinacy: “There is no one who 
does penance for his sin, saying: ‘What have I done?’” (Jer 8:6); “They 
went down to the lower regions with their weapons” as we read in 
Ezekiel (32:2).

In another way, we can understand this as applying to the death of 
sin, about which the Psalm says, “The death of sinners is the worst” (Ps 
33:22). And just as a physical weakness precedes physical death, so a 
certain weakness precedes this kind of death. For as long as sin can be 
remedied, it is a kind of weakness which precedes death: “Have mercy 
on me, O Lord, for I am weak” (Ps 6:3). But when sin can no longer 
be remedied, either absolutely, as after this life, or because of the very 
nature of the sin, as a sin against the Holy Spirit, it then causes death: 
“There is a sin that leads to death; I do not say that one should pray for 
that” (1 Jn 5:16). And according to this, our Lord is foretelling them 
that the weakness of their sins results in death.36

1170. He shows the deprivation which consists in their exclusion 
from glory when he says, Where I am going, you cannot come. Our 
Lord goes by death, and so also do they. But our Lord goes without 
sin, while they go with their sins, because they are dying in their sin, 
and so do not come to the glory of the vision of the Father. So he says, 
Where I am going, willingly, by my passion, to the Father and to his 
glory, you cannot come, because you do not want to. For if they had 
wanted to and had not been able to do so, it could not have reasonably 
been said to them, “You will die in your sin.”

1171. Note that one can be hindered from going where Christ goes 
in two ways. One way is by reason of some contrary factor, and this is 
the way that sinners are hindered. This is what he is speaking of here; 

35. See ST II-II, q. 10, a. 3.
36. See ST I, q. 19, a. 9; I, q. 49, a. 2; I, q. 97, a. 1; I-II, q. 87, a. 3; II-II, q. 14; 

II-II, q. 164, a. 1.
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and so to those who are absolutely continuing in their sin he says, 
Where I am going, you cannot come. “He who is proud will not live in 
my house” (Ps 100:7); “It will be called a holy way, and the unclean 
will not pass over it” (Is 35:8); “Who will dwell in your tent? . . . He 
who walks without blame” (Ps 14:1–2).37

One is hindered another way by reason of some imperfection or in-
disposition. This is the way the just are hindered as long as they live 
in the body: “While we are in the body, we are absent from the Lord” 
(2 Cor 5:6). To persons such as these our Lord does not say absolute-
ly, Where I am going, you cannot come, but he adds a qualification as 
to the time: “Where I am going, you cannot follow me now” (13:36).

1172. Then (v. 22), he treats of the remedy which can set them free 
from the darkness. First, he gives the remedy for escaping the dark-
ness; secondly, he shows the efficacy of the remedy (v. 31). Concern-
ing the first, he does three things: first, he indicates what is the unique 
remedy for escaping the darkness; secondly, he states the reasons why 
they should ask for this remedy (v. 25); and thirdly, we see Christ fore-
telling the means of obtaining it (v. 28). As for the first, he does two 
things: first, he gives the circumstances for Christ’s words; and second-
ly, the reason why Christ can propose the remedy (v. 23). 

1173. The circumstances surrounding Christ’s words was the per-
verse understanding of the Jews. For since they were carnal, they un-
derstood what Christ said, “Where I am going, you cannot come,” in 
a carnal way: “The sensual man does not perceive those things that 
pertain to the Spirit of God” (1 Cor 2:14). Thus the Jews said, Will he 
kill himself? As Augustine38 says, this is indeed a foolish notion. For if 
Christ was going to kill himself, couldn’t they go where he was going? 
For they could kill themselves also. Thus, death was not the term of 
Christ’s going: it was the way he was going to the Father. Accordingly, 
he did not say that they could not go to death but that they could not 
go through death to the place where Christ, through his death, would 
be exalted, that is, at the right hand of God.39

According to Origen,40 however, perhaps the Jews did have a rea-
son why they said this. For they had learned from their traditions that 
Christ would die willingly, as he himself said: “No one takes my life 
from me, but I lay it down of myself’” (10:18). They seem to have 
especially gathered this from Isaiah (53:12): “I will give him many 
things, and he will divide the spoils of the strong, because he deliv-
ered himself to death.” And so because they suspected that Jesus was 

37. See ST II-II, q. 162, a. 6; II-II, q. 163, aa. 1–2.
38. Tract. in Io. 38. 3; PL 35, col. 1676; cf. Catena aurea, 8:21–24.
39. See ST III, q. 47, a. 1; III, q. 58, a. 1.
40. Comm. in Io. XIX. 17, no. 104; PG 14, col. 556D–57A; cf. Catena aurea, 

8:21–24.
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the Christ, when he said, “Where I am going you cannot come,” they 
understood it according to this opinion that he would willingly deliver 
himself to death. But they interpreted this in an insulting way, saying, 
Will he kill himself? Otherwise [if they were not speaking contemptu-
ously] they would have said: “Is his soul going to depart, leaving his 
body when he wishes? We are unable to do this, and this is the reason 
for his saying, ‘Where I am going, you cannot come.’”

1174. Then (v. 23), he proposes the remedy for escaping from the 
darkness. First, he mentions his own origin, and then theirs; secondly, 
he concludes to his point (v. 24).

1175. With respect to the first, he distinguishes his own origin from 
theirs in two ways. First, because he is from above, and they are from 
below. Secondly, because they are of this world, and Christ is not. As 
Origen41 says, to be from below is not the same as to be of this world, 
for “above” and “below” refer to differences in place. Thus, so that 
they do not understand the statement that he is from above as mean-
ing that he is from a part of the world which is above, he excludes this 
by saying that he is not of this world. He is saying in effect: I am from 
above, but in such a way that I am entirely above the entire world.

1176. It is clear that they are of this world and from below. But 
we have to understand correctly how Christ is from above and not of 
this world. For some who thought that all visible created realities were 
from the devil, as the Manicheans taught, said that Christ was not of 
this world even with respect to his body, but from some other created 
world, an invisible world. Valentinus also incorrectly interpreted this 
statement, and said that Christ assumed a heavenly body. But it is ob-
vious that this is not the true interpretation, since our Lord said to his 
apostles: “You are not of this world” (15:19).

We must say, therefore, that this passage can be understood of 
Christ as the Son of God, and of Christ as human. Christ, as Son of 
God, is from above: “I came forth from the Father, and have come into 
the world” (16:28).42 Likewise, he is not of this sensible world, that is, 
this world which is made up of sense perceptible things, but he is of 
the intelligible world, because he is the very Word of God, being the 
supreme Wisdom. For all things were made in wisdom. Thus we read 
of him: “Through him the world was made” (1:10).43

Christ, as human, is from above, because he did not have any af-
fection for worldly and weak things, but rather for higher realities, in 
which the soul of Christ was at home, as in “our home is in heav-
en” (Phil 3:20); “Where your treasure is, there is your heart also” (Mt 
6:21). On the other hand, those who are from below have their origin 

41. Ibid. XIX. 20, nos. 131–34; PG 14, col. 564C–D; cf. Catena aurea, 8:21–24.
42. See ST I, q. 34, a. 2; III, q. 1, a. 2.
43. See ST I, q. 45, aa. 6–7.
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from below, and are of this world because their affections are turned to 
earthy things: “The first man was of the earth, earthly” (1 Cor 15:47).44

1177. Then (v. 24), he concludes his point. First, he explains what 
he said about their deprivation; secondly, he points out its remedy (v. 
24b).

1178. We should note with respect to the first, that everything in its 
development follows the condition of its origin. Thus, a thing whose 
origin is from below naturally tends below if left to itself. And noth-
ing tends above unless its origin is from above: “No one has gone up 
to heaven except the One who has come down from heaven” (3:13). 
Thus our Lord is saying: This is the reason why you cannot come 
where I am going, because since you are from below, then so far as 
you yourself are concerned, you can only go down. And so what I said 
is true, that you will die in your sins, unless you adhere to me.

1179. Then, in order not to entirely exclude all hope for their sal-
vation, he proposes the remedy, saying, For if you do not believe that 
I am, you will die in your sin. He is saying in effect: You were born in 
original sin, from which you cannot be absolved except by my faith: 
because, if you do not believe that I am, you will die in your sin.

He says, I am, and not “what I am,” to recall to them what was said 
to Moses: “I am who am” (Ex 3:14), for existence itself (ipsum esse) is 
proper to God. For in any other nature but the divine nature, existence 
(esse) and what exists are not the same: because any created nature 
participates its existence (esse) from that which is being by its essence 
(ens per essentiam), that is, from God, who is his own existence (ipsum 
suum esse), so that his existence (suum esse) is his essence (qua essen-
tia).45 Thus, this designates only God. And so he says, For if you do not 
believe that I am, that is, that I am truly God, who has existence by his 
essence, you will die in your sin.

He says, that I am, to show his eternity. For in all things that be-
gin, there is a certain mutability, and a potency to nonexistence; thus 
we can discern in them a past and a future, and so they do not have 
true existence of themselves. But in God there is no potency to non- 
existence, nor has he begun to be. And thus he is existence itself (ip-
sum esse), which is appropriately indicated by the present tense.46

1180. Next we are given the reasons that can lead them to believe. 
First, we see the question asked by the Jews; secondly, the answer of 
Christ (v. 25b); and thirdly, the blindness of their understanding (v. 27).

1181. Since our Lord had said, “If you do not believe that I am,” it 
was left to them to ask who he was. And so they said to him, Who are 
you? So that we may believe: “The poor man spoke” (Sir 13:29).

1182. When he says, the source, who is also speaking to you, he 

44. See ST III, q. 61, aa. 1–2. 45. See ST I, q. 3, a. 4; I, q. 13, a. 11.
46. See ST I, qq. 9–10.
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gives an answer which can lead them to believe: first, because of the 
sublimity of his nature; secondly, because of the power he has to judge 
(v. 26); and thirdly, because of the truthfulness of his Father (v. 26b).

1183. Indeed, the sublimity of Christ’s nature can lead them to be-
lieve in him, because he is the source (principium: source, beginning, 
origin). In Latin the word for source, principium, is neuter in gender, 
and so there is a question whether it is used here in the nominative 
or accusative case. (In Greek, it is feminine in gender and is used here 
in the accusative case.) Thus, according to Augustine,47 we should not 
read this as “I am the source,” but rather as “Believe that I am the 
source,” lest you die in your sins.

The Father is also called the source or beginning. In one sense the 
word “source” is common to the Father and the Son, insofar as they are 
the one source of the Holy Spirit through a common spiration. Again, 
the three Persons together are the source of creatures through creation. 
In another way, the word “source” is proper to the Father, insofar as the 
Father is the source of the Son through an eternal generation.48 Yet, we 
do not speak of many sources, just as we do not speak of many gods: 
“The source is with you in the day of your power” (Ps 109:3). Here, 
however, our Lord is saying that he is the source or beginning with re-
gard to all creatures: for whatever is such by essence is the source and 
the cause of those things which are by participation. But, as was said, 
his existence is an existence by his very essence.

Yet because Christ possesses not only the divine nature but a hu-
man nature as well, he adds, who is also speaking to you. Man can-
not hear the voice of God directly, because as Augustine49 says: “Weak 
hearts cannot hear the intelligible word without a sensible voice.” 
“What is man that he may hear the voice of the Lord his God” (Ex 20). 
So, in order for us to hear the divine Word directly, the Word assumed 
flesh, and spoke to us with a mouth of flesh. Thus he says, who is 
also speaking to you, that is, I, who was humbled for your sakes, have 
come down to speak these words: “In many and various ways God 
spoke to our fathers through the prophets; in these days he has spoken 
to us in his Son” (Heb 1:1); “It is the Only Begotten Son, who is in the 
bosom of the Father, who has made him known” (1:18).

1184. Chrysostom50 explains this a little differently, so that in say-
ing, the beginning, who is also speaking to you, our Lord is reproving 
the Jews for their slowness to understand. For in spite of the many 
signs which they had seen our Lord perform, they were still impene-
trable, and asked our Lord, “Who are you?” Our Lord then answers: I 

47. Tract. in Io. 38. 11; PL 35, col. 1681; cf. Catena aurea, 8:25–27.
48. See ST I, q. 33, aa. 1, 4; I, q. 36, a. 4; I, q. 45, a. 6.
49. Tract. in Io. 38. 11; PL 35, col. 1681; cf. Catena aurea, 8:25–27.
50. Hom. in Io. 53. 1; PG 59, col. 293; cf. Catena aurea, 8:25–27.
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am the beginning, that is, the one who has spoken to you from the be-
ginning. It is the same as saying: You should not have to ask who I am, 
because it should be clear to you by now: “For although you should be 
masters by this time, you have to be taught again the first rudiments of 
the word of God” (Heb 5:12).

1185. Secondly, they can be led to believe in Christ by his judicial 
authority; and so he says, I have much to say about you and much to 
judge, which means in effect: I have authority to judge you. Let us 
note that it is one thing to speak to us, and another to speak about us. 
Christ speaks to us for our benefit, that is, to draw us to himself; and 
he speaks to us this way while we are living, by means of preaching, 
by inspiring us, and by things like that. But Christ speaks about us, not 
for our benefit, but for showing his justice, and he will speak about us 
this way at the future judgment.51 And this is what is meant by, I have 
much to say about you.

1186. This seems to conflict with what was said above: “God did 
not send his Son into the world to judge the world, but that the world 
might be saved through him” (3:17). I answer by saying that it is one 
thing to judge, and another to have judgment. For to judge implies 
the act of judging, and this does not belong to the first coming of our 
Lord, as he said above: “I do not judge anyone” (8:15), that is, at pres-
ent. But to have judgment implies the power to judge; and Christ does 
have this: “The Father has given all judgment to the Son” (5:22); “It is 
he who was appointed by God to be the judge of the living and of the 
dead” (Acts 10:42). And so he says, explicitly, I have much to say about 
you and much to judge, but at a future judgment.52

1187. The truthfulness of the Father can also lead them to believe 
in Christ, and as to this he says, but the one who sent me is truthful. 
He is saying in effect: The Father is truthful; but what I say is in agree-
ment with him; therefore, you should believe me. Thus he says, the 
one who sent me, that is, the Father, is truthful, not by participation, 
but he is the very essence of truth; otherwise, since the Son is truth 
itself, he would be greater than the Father: “God is truthful” (Rom 
3:4).53 Whatever I have heard from him, what I have received, not by 
my human sense of hearing, but by my eternal generation, this I de‑
clare: “What I have heard from the Lord of hosts, the God of Israel, I 
have announced to you” (Is 21:10); “The Son cannot do anything of 
himself” (5:19).

1188. The statement, the one who sent me is truthful, can be con-
nected in two ways with what went before. One way is this: I say that 
I have much to judge about you; but my judgment will be true, because 
the one who sent me is truthful: “The judgment of God is according to 

51. See ST III, q. 59, a. 4. 52. See ST III, q. 59, a. 3.
53. See ST I, q. 16, a. 5.
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the truth” (Rom 2:2). The other way of relating this to what went be-
fore is from Chrysostom,54 and is this: I say that I have much to judge 
about you; but I am not doing so now, not because I lack the power, 
but out of obedience to the will of the Father. For the one who sent me 
is truthful: thus, since he promised a Savior and a Defender, he sent 
me this time as Savior. And since I only say what I have heard from 
him, I speak to you about life-giving things.

1189. When he says, And they did not realize that he was calling 
God his Father, he reproves their slowness to understand: for they had 
not yet opened the eyes of their hearts by which they could under-
stand the equality of the Father and the Son. The reason for this was 
because they were carnal: “The sensual man does not perceive those 
things that pertain to the Spirit of God” (1 Cor 2:14).

1190. Here, for the first time, Christ foretells how they are to come 
to the faith, which is the remedy for death. He does two things: first: 
he shows what will lead them to the faith; and secondly, he teaches 
what must be believed about himself (v. 28).

1191. He says, first, that they ought to come to the faith by means 
of his passion: So Jesus said to them: When you have lifted up the Son 
of Man, then you will understand. He is saying in effect: You do not 
know now that God is my Father, but when you have lifted up the 
Son of Man, that is, when you have nailed me to the wood of the 
cross, then you will understand, that is, some of you will understand 
by faith. “And I, if I am lifted up from the earth, will draw all things 
to myself” (12:32). And so, as Augustine55 says, he recalls the suffer-
ings of his cross to give hope to sinners, so that no one will despair, 
no matter what his crime, or think that he is too evil, since the very 
people who crucified Christ are freed from their sins by Christ’s blood. 
For there is no sinner so great that he cannot be freed by the blood of 
Christ.

Chrysostom’s56 explanation is this: When you have lifted up the Son 
of Man, on the cross, then you will understand, that is, you will be able 
to understand what I am, not only by the glory of my resurrection, but 
also by the punishment of your captivity and destruction.

1192. With respect to the second, he teaches three things that must 
be believed about himself: first, the greatness or grandeur of his divin-
ity; secondly, his origin from the Father; thirdly, his inseparability from 
the Father.

He mentions the greatness of his divinity when he says, that I am, 
that is, that I have in me the nature of God, and that it is I who spoke 

54. Hom. in Io. 53. 1; PG 59, col. 293; cf. Catena aurea, 8:25–27.
55. Tract. in Io. 40. 2; PL 35, col. 1686; cf. Catena aurea, 8:28–30. See also ST III, 

q. 47, a. 5; III, q. 48, a. 4.
56. Hom. in Io. 53. 2; PG 59, col. 294; cf. Catena aurea, 8:28–30.
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to Moses, saying: “I am who am” (Ex 3:14). But because the entire 
Trinity pertains to existence itself, and so that we do not overlook the 
distinction between the Persons, he teaches that his origin from the 
Father must be believed, saying, I do nothing of myself; but as the Fa‑
ther taught me, so I speak.57 Because Jesus began both to do and to 
teach, he indicates his origin from the Father in these two respects. As 
regards those things he does, he says, I do nothing of myself: “The Son 
cannot do anything of himself” (5:19). And as regards what he teach-
es, he says, as the Father taught me, that is to say, he gave me knowl-
edge by generating me as one who knows. Since he is the simple na-
ture of truth, for the Son to exist is for him to know. And so, just as the 
Father, by generating, gave existence to the Son, so he also, by gener-
ating, gave him knowledge: “My doctrine is not mine” (7:16).

So that we do not think that the Son was sent by the Father in such 
a way as to be separated from the Father, he teaches, thirdly, that they 
must believe that he is inseparable from the Father when he says, he 
who sent me, the Father, is with me, by a unity of essence: “I am in the 
Father, and the Father is in me” (14:10). And the Father is also with 
me by a union of love, “The Father loves the Son, and shows him ev-
erything that he does” (5:20). And so the Father sent the Son in such a 
way that the Father did not separate himself from the Son; and so the 
text continues, he has not deserted me, because I am the object of his 
love. For although both are together, one sends and the other is sent: 
for the sending is the Incarnation, and this pertains only to the Son, 
and not to the Father.58 That he has not deserted me is clear from this 
sign: because I always do what is pleasing to him. We should not un-
derstand this to indicate a meritorious cause, but a sign; it is the same 
as saying: The fact that I always do, without beginning and without 
end, what is pleasing to him, is a sign that he is always with me and 
has not deserted me, “I was with him forming all things” (Pr 8:30).

Another interpretation would be this: he has not deserted me, that 
is, as man, protecting me, because I always do what is pleasing to him. 
In this interpretation it does indicate a meritorious cause.

1193. Then when he says, Because he spoke in this way, many came 
to believe in him, he shows the effect of his teaching, which is the con-
version of many of them to the faith because they had heard Christ’s 
teaching: “Faith comes by hearing, and what is heard by the word of 
Christ” (Rom 10:17).59

57. See ST I, q. 3, a. 4; I, q. 34, a. 2; I, q. 39, aa. 1–2.
58. See ST I, q. 42, a. 5; I, q. 43, aa. 1, 4.
59. See ST II-II, q. 1, a. 2.
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LECTUrE 4

31 Jesus then said to those Jews who believed in him: “If you remain 
in my word, you will truly be my disciples. 32 You will know the truth, 
and the truth will make you free.” 33 They replied, “We are of the seed 
of Abraham, and we have never been the slaves of anyone. How is it 
that you say, ‘You will be free?’” 34 Jesus replied: “Amen, amen, I say 
to you: everyone who commits sin is a slave to sin. 35 A slave does not 
remain in the household forever; but the Son remains forever. 36 If 
therefore the Son frees you, you will be truly free. 37 I know that you 
are sons of Abraham. Yet you want to kill me, because my message is 
not grasped by you. 38 I speak of what I have seen with my Father. 
And what you have seen with your father, that you do.”60

1194. After he had shown the remedy for escaping from the dark-
ness, he now shows the effectiveness of this remedy. First, he shows 
the effectiveness of this remedy; then their need for remedy (v. 33). He 
does two things about the first. First, he shows what is required from 
those to whom the remedy is granted, and this concerns merit; sec-
ondly, he shows what is given for this, and this concerns their reward 
(v. 31).

1195. He says first: It was said that many believed in him, and so he 
told them, the Jews who believed in him, what they had to do, which 
was to remain in his word. So he says, If you remain in my word, you 
will truly be my disciples. He is saying in effect: You will not be my 
disciples if you just believe superficially, but you must remain in my 
word.

We need three things with respect to the word of God. A concern 
to hear it: “Let every man be quick to hear” (Jas 1:19). Then we need 
faith to believe it: “Faith comes by hearing” (Rom 10:17). And also 
perseverance in continuing with it: “How exceedingly bitter is wisdom 
to the unlearned. The foolish will not continue with her” (Sir 6:21). 
And so he says, If you remain, that is, by a firm faith, through contin-
ual meditation: “He will meditate on his law day and night” (Ps 1:2); 
and by your ardent love: “His will is the law of the Lord” (Ps 1:2).61 
Thus Augustine62 says that those who remain in the word of our Lord 
are those who do not give in to temptations.

1196. He mentions what will be given to those who do remain 
when he says, you will truly be my disciples, and with three charac-

60. St. Thomas refers to Jn 8:34 in ST I-II, q. 80, a. 4, obj. 2; III, q. 48, a. 4; III, 
q. 71, a. 2, obj. 2.

61. See ST II-II, q. 4, aa. 3–4; II-II, q. 137, a. 4.
62. Serm. de Scrip. 134. 2. 2; PL 38, col. 743; cf. Catena aurea, 8:31–36. See also 

ST I-II, q. 109, a. 10.



124  COMMENTARY ON THE GOSPEL OF JOHN

teristics. First, they will have the excellence of being disciples of Christ; 
secondly, they will have a knowledge of the truth; and then, they will 
be free.

1197. Indeed, it is a great privilege to be a disciple of Christ: “Chil-
dren of Zion, rejoice and delight in the Lord your God, because he has 
given you a teacher of justice” (Jl 2:23). Concerning this he says, you 
will truly be my disciples; for the greater the master, the more honor-
able or excellent it is to be his disciple. But Christ is the greatest and 
most excellent of teachers; therefore, his disciples will be of the high-
est dignity.63

Three things are required to be a disciple. The first is understand-
ing, to grasp the words of the teacher: “Are you also still without un-
derstanding?” (Mt 15:16). But it is only Christ who can open the ears 
of the understanding: “Then he opened their minds so that they could 
understand the Scriptures” (Lk 24:45); “The Lord opened my ears”  
(Is 50:5).

Secondly, a disciple needs to assent, so as to believe the doctrine of 
his teacher, for “The disciple is not above his teacher” (Lk 6:40), and 
thus he should not contradict him: “Do not speak against the truth in 
any way” (Sir 4:30). And Isaiah continues in the same verse, “I do not 
resist.”64

Thirdly, a disciple needs to be stable, in order to persevere. As we 
read above: “From this time on, many of his disciples turned back, and 
no longer walked with him” (6:67); and Isaiah adds: “I did not turn 
back” (Is 50:5).

1198. But it is a greater thing to know the truth, since this is the 
end of a disciple. And our Lord also gives this to those who believe; 
thus he says, you will know the truth, the truth, that is, of the doc-
trine that I am teaching: “I was born for this, and I came for this, to 
give testimony to the truth” (18:37); and they will know the truth of 
the grace that I produce: “Grace and truth came through Jesus Christ” 
(1:17)—in contrast to the figures of the Old Law—and they will know 
the truth of the eternity in which I remain: “O Lord, your word re-
mains forever, your truth endures from generation to generation” (Ps 
118:89).

1199. Yet the greatest thing is the acquisition of freedom, which 
the knowledge of the truth produces in those who believe. Thus he 
says, and the truth will make you free. In this context, to free does not 
mean a release from some confinement, as the Latin language sug-
gests, but rather a being made free; and this is from three things. The 
truth of this doctrine will free us from the error of falsity: “My mouth 
will speak the truth; my lips will hate wickedness” (Pr 8:7). The truth 

63. See ST III, q. 42, a. 4.
64. See ST II-II, q. 2, a. 1.
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of grace will free us from the slavery to sin: “The law of the Spirit of 
life in Christ Jesus has freed me from the law of sin and of death” 
(Rom 8:2). And the truth of eternity, in Christ Jesus, will free us from 
corruption: “The creature will be freed from its slavery to corruption” 
(Rom 8:21).65

1200. Next (v. 33), he shows that the Jews need this remedy. First, 
he amplifies on their presumption in denying that they need any such 
remedy; secondly, he shows in what respect they need this remedy  
(v. 34).

1201. The presumption of the Jews is shown by their disdainful 
question: They replied: We are of the seed of Abraham, and we have 
never been the slaves of anyone. How is it that you say, You will be 
free? First, they affirm one thing; then deny another; and thirdly, pose 
their question.

They assert that they are the descendants of Abraham: We are of the 
seed of Abraham. This shows their vainglory, because they glory only 
in the origin of their flesh: “Do not think of saying: ‘We have Abraham 
as our father’” (Mt 2:9). Those who seek to be praised for their noble 
birth act in the same way: “Their glory is from their birth, from the 
womb and from their conception” (Hos 9:11).

Further, they deny their slavery; thus they say, and we have never 
been the slaves of anyone. This reveals them as dull in mind and as li-
ars. It shows them as dull because while our Lord is speaking of spiri-
tual freedom, they are thinking of physical freedom: “The sensual per-
son does not perceive what pertains to the Spirit of God” (1 Cor 2:14). 
It shows them as liars because if they mean their statement as, we have 
never been the slaves of anyone, to apply to physical slavery, then they 
are either speaking generally of the entire Jewish people, or in particu-
lar of themselves. If they are speaking generally, they are obviously ly-
ing: for Joseph was sold into slavery and their ancestors were slaves in 
Egypt, as is clear from Genesis (chap. 40) and from Exodus (chap. 3). 
Thus Augustine66 says: “Ungrateful! Why does the Lord so often re-
mind you that he freed you from the house of bondage, if you have 
never been slaves to anyone?” For we read in Deuteronomy (13:10): 
“I have called you out of Egypt, from the house of your slavery.” But 
even if they are speaking of themselves, they are still guilty of lying, 
because they were at that time paying taxes to the Romans. Thus they 
asked: “Is it lawful to pay taxes to Caesar or not?” (Mt 22:17).

They ask him about the kind of freedom he is talking about when 
they say, How is it that you say, You will be free? Our Lord had prom-
ised them two things: freedom and knowledge of the truth, when he 
said, “you will know the truth, and the truth will make you free.” The 

65. See ST I-II, q. 5, a. 4.
66. Tract. in Io. 41. 2; PL 35, col. 1693; cf. Catena aurea, 8:31–36.
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Jews took this to mean that our Lord regarded them as ignorant slaves. 
And although it is more harmful to lack knowledge than freedom, yet 
because they were carnal they pass over the truth part and ask about 
the kind of freedom: “They have set their eyes, lowering themselves to 
the earth” (Ps 16:11).

1202. Our Lord ignores their presumption and shows them that 
they do need the remedy he mentioned. First, he mentions their slav-
ery; secondly, he treats of their freedom (v. 35); and thirdly, of their 
origin (v. 37).

1203. He shows that they are slaves, not in the physical sense they 
thought he meant, but spiritually, that is, slaves of sin. And in order to 
make this clear he starts with two things. The first is a solemn affirma-
tion that he repeats, saying, Amen, amen, I say to you. Amen is a He-
brew word which means “truly,” or “May it be this way.” According to 
Augustine,67 neither the Greeks nor the Latins translated it so that it 
might be honored and veiled as something sacred. This was not done 
to hide it, but to prevent it from becoming commonplace if its mean-
ing were stated. It was done especially out of reverence from our Lord 
who frequently used it. Our Lord makes use of it here as a kind of 
oath, and he repeats it to reinforce his statement: “He interposed an 
oath, so that by two immutable things, in which it is impossible for 
God to lie, we might have the strongest comfort” (Heb 6:17).

Secondly, he makes a general statement when he says, everyone, 
whether Jew or Greek, rich or poor, emperor or beggar: “There is no 
difference between Jews and Greeks: all have sinned” (Rom 3:22). He 
mentions slavery when he says, who commits sin is a slave to sin.68

1204. But one might argue against this in the following way: A 
slave does not act by his own judgment, but by that of his master; but 
one who commits sin is acting by his own judgment; therefore, he is 
not a slave. I answer by saying that a thing is whatever is appropriate 
to it according to its nature, it acts of itself; but when it is moved by 
something exterior, it does not act of itself, but by the influence of that 
other: and this is a kind of slavery. Now according to his nature, man is 
rational. And thus when he acts according to reason, he is acting by his 
own proper motion and is acting of himself; and this is a characteris-
tic of freedom. But when he sins, he is acting outside reason; and then 
he is moved by another, being held back by the limitations imposed 
by that other. Therefore, everyone who commits sin is a slave of sin: 
“Whatever overcomes a person, is that to which he is a slave” (2 Pet 
2:19). And to the extent that someone is moved by something exteri-
or, to that extent he is brought into slavery; and the more one is over-
come by sin, the less he acts by his own proper motion, that is, by rea-

67. Ibid., 41. 3, col. 1694; cf. Catena aurea, 8:31–36.
68. See ST I-II, q. 109, a. 2.



 CHAPTER 8 127

son, and the more he is made a slave. Thus, the more freely one does 
the perverse things he wills, and the less the difficulty he has in doing 
them, the more he is subjected to the slavery of sin, as Gregory69 says.

This kind of slavery is the worst, because it cannot be escaped from: 
for wherever a person goes, he carries his sin with him, even though 
its act and pleasure may pass: “God will give you rest from your harsh 
slavery (that is, to sin) to which you were subjected before” (Is 14:3). 
Physical slavery, on the other hand, can be escaped, at least by running 
away. Thus Augustine70 says: “What a wretched slavery (that is, slav-
ery to sin)! A slave of man, when worn out by the harsh commands of 
his master, can find relief in flight; but a slave of sin drags his sin with 
him, wherever he flees: for the sin he did is within him. The pleasure 
passes, the sin (the act of sin) passes; what gave pleasure has gone, 
what wounds has remained.”

1205. Then (v. 35) he considers their liberation from slavery; for 
since all have sinned, all were slaves to sin. Now the hope of liberation 
is held out by the one who is free of sin, and this is the Son.71 Thus he 
does three things with respect to this. First, he mentions the status of 
a slave as distinguished from that one who is free; secondly, he shows 
that the status of the Son is different from that of a slave; and thirdly, 
he concludes that the Son has the power to set us free.

1206. The status of a slave is transient and unstable; so he says, 
A slave does not remain in the household forever. This house is the 
Church: “So you may know how to act in the house of God, which is 
the Church of the living God” (1 Tim 3:15). In this house some who 
are spiritually slaves remain only for a time, just as in a household 
those who are physically slaves remain only for a while. But the for-
mer will not remain forever, for although those who are evil are not 
now separated from the faithful in a separate group, but only by merit, 
in the future they will be separated in both ways: “Cast out the slave 
and her son: for the son of the slave woman will not inherit with the 
son of the free woman” (Gal 4:30).

1207. On the other hand, the status of the Son is everlasting and 
stable; so he says, but the Son, that is, Christ, remains forever, name-
ly, in the Church, as in his own house. In Hebrews (3:6) Christ is de-
scribed as a son in his own house. And indeed, it is of himself that 
Christ remains in his house forever, because he is immune from sin. As 
for us, just as we are freed from sin through him, so it is through him 
that we remain in his house.72

1208. The Son has the power to free us; so he adds, If therefore the 

69. Mor. 25. 16; PL 76, col. 343; cf. Catena aurea, 8:31–36.
70. Tract. in Io. 41. 4; PL 35, col. 1694; cf. Catena aurea, 8:31–36.
71. See ST III, q. 15, aa. 1–2; III, q. 20, a. 1; III, q. 48, a. 4; III, q. 49, aa. 1–2.
72. See ST III, q. 22, a. 5.
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Son frees you, you will be truly free: “We are not the children of the 
slave woman, but of the free, by whose freedom Christ has freed us” 
(Gal 4:31). For as the Apostle says, he paid a price not in gold, but of 
his own blood, for he came in the likeness of sinful flesh although he 
had no sin; and so he became a true sacrifice for sin. Thus, through 
him, we are freed, not from barbarians, but from the devil.73

1209. Note that there are several kinds of freedom. There is a per-
verted freedom, when one abuses his freedom in order to sin; there is 
a freedom from justice, a freedom that no one is compelled to keep: 
“Be free, and do not make your freedom a cloak for evil,” as we read 
in 1 Peter (2:16). Then there is a vain freedom, which is temporal or 
bodily: “A slave, free from his master” (Jb 3:19). Then we have true 
and spiritual freedom, which is the freedom of grace, and consists in 
the absence of sin. This freedom is imperfect because the flesh lusts 
against the spirit, and we do what we do not want to do (Gal 5:17).74 
Then there is the freedom of glory; this is a perfect and full freedom, 
which we will have in our homeland: “The creature will be delivered 
from its slavery” (Rom 8:21), and this will be so because there will 
be nothing there to incline us to evil, nothing to oppress us, for then 
there will be freedom from sin and punishment.

1210. Chrysostom75 explains this in another way: since he had said, 
everyone who commits sin is a slave to sin, then lest the Jews antici-
pate him and say, “Even though we are slaves to sin, we can be freed 
by the sacrifices and ceremonies of the Law,” our Lord shows that they 
cannot be freed by these, but only by the Son. Hence he says, a slave, 
i.e., Moses and the priests of the Old Testament, does not remain in the 
household forever: “Moses was faithful in all God’s house as a servant” 
(Heb 3:5). Furthermore, the ceremonies are not eternal; therefore they 
cannot confer a freedom which will continue forever.76

1211. Then he considers their origin (v. 37). First, he gives their or-
igin according to the flesh; secondly, he inquires into their origin ac-
cording to the spirit (v. 37b).

1212. He traces their origin in the flesh to Abraham. I know that 
you are sons of Abraham, by carnal origin only, and not by resembling 
him in faith: “Look to Abraham your father and to Sarah who bore 
you” (Is 51:2).

1213. He inquires into their spiritual origin when he says, yet you 
want to kill me. First he shows that they have a spiritual origin; sec-
ondly, he rejects what they presume to be their origin (v. 34); third-
ly, he shows them their true origin (v. 44). As to the first he does two 

73. See ST III, q. 48, aa. 3–4.
74. See ST III, q. 69, a. 3.
75. Hom. in Io. 54. 1; PG 59, col. 297–98; cf. Catena aurea, 8:31–36.
76. See ST I-II, q. 103, a. 3.
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things: first, he points out their guilt; secondly, he infers their spiritual 
origin (v. 38). As to the first he does three things: first, he lays on them 
the guilt of murder; secondly, the sin of unbelief; and thirdly, he antici-
pates an excuse they might give.

1214. Our Lord shows that they have their spiritual origins from 
an evil root. Hence he expressly accuses them of sin and passing over 
all the other crimes in which the Jews were implicated, he mentions 
only the one which they continued to nurture in their minds, the sin 
of murder, because, as was said, they wished to kill him. This is why 
he says, you want to kill me, which is against your Law: “You shall not 
kill” (Ex 20:13); “So from that day on they took counsel how to put 
him to death” (11:53).77

1215. Because they might say that to kill someone for his crime 
is not a sin, our Lord says that the cause of this murder is not any 
crime committed by Christ or their own righteousness, but rather their 
unbelief.78 As if to say: you seek to kill me not because of your own 
righteousness but because of your unbelief: because my message is not 
grasped by you: “Not all men can receive this message, but only those 
to whom it is given” (Mt 19:11). Our Lord uses this way of speaking, 
first of all, to show the excellence of his message. As if to say: my mes-
sage transcends your ability, for it is concerned with spiritual things, 
whereas you have a sensual understanding, that is why you do not 
grasp it: “The sensual man does not perceive the things that are of the 
Spirit of God” (1 Cor 2:14). He speaks this way also to recall a certain 
similarity: for as Augustine79 says, the Lord’s message to unbelievers is 
what a hook is to a fish, it does not grasp unless it is grasped.80 And so 
he says his message does not grasp them in their hearts, because it is 
not grasped by them, as Peter was grasped: “Lord, to whom shall we 
go? You have the words of eternal life” (6:68). Yet it does not harm 
those who are grasped, for they are grasped to salvation, and left un-
injured.

1216. In Deuteronomy (chap. 18) we read that a prophet who 
speaks, as coming from the mouth of the Lord, things that the Lord 
did not say, should be killed. So, lest the Jews say that he should be 
killed for speaking from himself, and not from the mouth of the Lord, 
he adds, I speak of what I have seen with my Father. As if to say: I can-
not be accused of speaking things that I have not heard, for I speak 
not only what I have heard, but what is more, I speak of what I have 
seen. Other prophets spoke the things they heard, whereas I speak the 
things I have seen: “No one has ever seen God; the only Son, who is in 

77. See ST II-II, q. 64.
78. See ST II-II, q. 10, a. 1.
79. Tract. in Io. 42. 1; PL 35, col. 1700; cf. Catena aurea, 8:37–41.
80. See ST II-II, q. 10, a. 1.
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the bosom of the Father, he has made him known” (1:18); “That which 
we have seen and heard we proclaim also to you” (1 Jn 1:3). This must 
be understood of a vision which gives the most certain knowledge, be-
cause the Son knows the Father as he knows himself: “No one knows 
the Father except the Son” (Mt 11:27).81

1217. He then infers their spiritual origin when he says, and what 
you have seen with your father, that you do. As if to say: I speak things 
that are in accord with my origin; but you do the things that are done 
by your father, namely, the devil, whose children they were, according 
to Augustine,82 not insofar as they were men, but insofar as they were 
evil. You do those things, I say, which you see, at the devil’s sugges-
tion: “Through the devil’s envy death entered the world” (Wis 2:24).

Chrysostom83 uses another text: What you see with your father, do 
it. As if to say: just as I reveal my Father in truth by my words, so you 
reveal the father of our origin, namely, Abraham, by your deeds. Thus 
he says: Do what you see your father doing, you who are taught by 
the law and the prophets.

LECTUrE 5

39 They answered him, “Abraham is our father.” Jesus said to 
them, “If you were Abraham’s children, you would do what Abraham 
did [If you are Abraham’s children, do what Abraham did], 40 but 
now you seek to kill me, a man who has told you the truth which I 
heard from God; this is not what Abraham did. 41 You do what your 
father did. “They said to him, “We were not born of fornication, we 
have one Father, even God.” 42 Jesus said to them, “If God were your 
Father, you would love me, for I proceeded and came forth from God; I 
came not of my own accord, but he sent me. 43 Why do you not under‑
stand what I say? It is because you cannot bear to hear my word.”84

1218. After showing that the Jews had a certain spiritual origin, our 
Lord here rejects certain origins which they had presumptuously at-
tributed to themselves. First, he rejects the origin they claimed to have 
from Abraham; secondly, the origin they thought they had from God 
(v. 41). As to the first he does two things: first, he gives the opinion of 
the Jews about their origin; secondly, he rejects it (v. 39b).

1219. It should be noted with respect to the first, that our Lord had 
said to them, what you have seen with your father, that you do, and so, 

81. See ST III, q. 10, a. 4.
82. Tract. in Io. 42. 2; PL 35, col. 1700–1701.
83. Hom. in Io. 54. 2; PG 59, col. 299; cf. Catena aurea, 8:37–41.
84. St. Thomas quotes Jn 8:42 in ST I, q. 27, a. 1, sed contra.
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glorying in their carnal descent, they aligned themselves with Abra-
ham. Thus they said, Abraham is our father. This is like saying: If we 
have a spiritual origin we are good, because our father Abraham is 
good: “O offspring of Abraham his servant” (Ps 104:6). And as Augus-
tine85 says, they tried to provoke him to say something against Abra-
ham and so give them an excuse for doing what they had planned, 
namely, to kill Christ.

1220. Our Lord rejects this opinion of theirs as false (v. 39). First, 
he gives the true sign of being a child of Abraham; secondly, he shows 
that this sign is not verified in the Jews (v. 40); thirdly, he draws his 
conclusion, you do what your father did.

1221. The sign of anyone being a child is that he is like the one 
whose child he is; for just as children according to the flesh resem-
ble their parents according to the flesh, so spiritual children (if they 
are truly children) should imitate their spiritual parents: “Be imitators 
of God, as beloved children” (Eph 5:1). And as to this he says, If you 
are Abraham’s children, do what Abraham did. This is like saying: if 
you imitated Abraham, that would be a sign that you are his children: 
“Look to Abraham your father and to Sarah who bore you” (Is 51:2).

1222. Here a question arises, for when he says, if you are Abra‑
ham’s children, he seems to be denying that they are the children of 
Abraham, whereas just previously he had said, “I know that you are 
children of Abraham” (v. 37). There are two ways of answering this. 
The first, according to Augustine,86 is that before he said that they 
were children of Abraham according to the flesh, but here he is deny-
ing that they are children in the sense of imitating his works, especially 
his faith. Therefore, they took their flesh from him, but not their life: 
“It is men of faith who are the sons of Abraham” (Gal 3:7).

For Origen,87 who has another explanation, both statements refer 
to their spiritual origin. Where our text reads, “I know that you are 
children of Abraham,” the Greek has, “I know that you are the seed 
of Abraham.” But Christ says here, if you are Abraham’s children, do 
what Abraham did, because the Jews, spiritually speaking, were the 
seed of Abraham, but were not his children. There is a difference be-
tween a seed and a child: for a seed is unformed, although it has in it 
the characteristics of that of which it is a seed. A child, however, has a 
likeness to the parent after the seed has been modified by the inform-
ing power infused by the agent acting upon the matter which has been 
furnished by the female. In the same way, the Jews were indeed the 
seed of Abraham, insofar as they had some of the characteristics which 
God had infused into Abraham; but because they had not reached the 

85. Tract. in Io. 42. 3; PL 35, col. 1701; cf. Catena aurea, 8:37–41.
86. Ibid., 42. 4, col. 1701; cf. Catena aurea, 8:37–41.
87. Comm. in Io. XX. 2, nos. 3–5; PG 14, col. 573B–C; cf. Catena aurea, 8:37–41.
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perfection of Abraham, they were not his children. This is why he said 
to them, if you are Abraham’s children, do what Abraham did, i.e., 
strive for a perfect imitation of his works.

1223. Again, because he said, do what Abraham did, it would seem 
that whatever he did, we should do. Consequently, we should have a 
number of wives and approach a maidservant, as Abraham did. I an-
swer that the chief work of Abraham was faith, by which he was jus-
tified before God: “He believed the Lord; and he reckoned it to him as 
righteousness” (Gen 15:6). Thus, the meaning is, do what Abraham 
did, i.e., believe according to the example of Abraham.

1224. One might say against this interpretation that faith should 
not be called a work, since it is distinguished from works: “Faith apart 
from works is dead” (Jas 2:26) [“Do what Abraham did” if translat-
ed literally gives “Do the works of Abraham.”] I answer that faith can 
be called a work according to what was said above: “This is the work 
of God, that you believe in him whom he has sent” (6:29). An inte-
rior work is not obvious to man, but only to God, according to, “The 
Lord sees not as man sees; man looks on the outward appearance, but 
the Lord looks on the heart” (1 Sam 16:7). This is the reason we are 
more accustomed to call exterior action works. Thus, faith is not dis-
tinguished from all works, but only from external works.88

1225. But should we do all the works of Abraham? I answer that 
works can be considered in two ways. Either according to the kind of 
works they are, in which sense we should not imitate all his works; or, 
according to their root, and in this sense we should imitate the works 
of Abraham, because whatever he did, he did out of charity. Thus Au-
gustine89 says that the celibacy of John was not esteemed above the 
marriage of Abraham, since the root of each was the same. Or, it might 
be said that all of Abraham’s works should be imitated as to their sym-
bolism, because “all these things happen to them in figure” (1 Cor 
10:11).

1226. Then (v. 40) he shows that they do not have the above men-
tioned sign of being children. First, the conduct of the Jews is given; 
secondly, he shows that it does not resemble the conduct of Abraham 
(v. 40b).

1227. The conduct of the Jews is shown to be wicked and perverse, 
because they were murderers; so he says, now you seek to kill me: 
“How the faithful city has become a harlot, she that was full of justice! 
Righteousness lodged in her, but now murderers” (Is 1:21). This mur-
der was an unfathomable sin against the person of the Son of God. But 
because it is said, “If they had understood, they would not have cru-
cified the Lord of glory” (1 Cor 2:8), our Lord does not say that they 

88. See ST II-II, q. 2, a. 2; II-II, q. 3.
89. De bono conj. 21. 26; PL 40, col. 391; also 18. 21, col. 387–88.
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sought to kill the Son of God, but a man. For although the Son of God 
is said to have suffered and died by reason of the oneness of his per-
son, this suffering and death was not insofar as he was the Son of God, 
but because of his human weakness, as it says: “For he was crucified in 
weakness, but lives by the power of God” (2 Cor 13:4).

1228. In order to further elucidate this murder, he shows that they 
have no reason to put him to death; thus he adds, a man who has told 
you the truth which I heard from God. This truth is that he said that he 
is equal to God: “This is why the Jews sought all the more to kill him, 
because he not only broke the Sabbath, but also called God his Father, 
making himself equal with God” (5:18). He heard this truth from God 
inasmuch as from eternity he received from the Father, through an 
eternal generation, the same nature that the Father has: “For as the 
Father has life in himself, so has he granted the Son also to have life in 
himself” (5:26).

Furthermore, he excludes the two reasons for which the Law com-
manded that prophets were to be killed.90 First of all, for lying, for 
Deuteronomy (chap. 13) commands that a prophet should be killed 
for speaking a lie or feigning dreams. Our Lord excludes this from him-
self, saying, a man who has told you the truth: “My mouth will utter 
truth” (Pr 8:7). Secondly, a prophet ought to be killed if he speaks in 
the name of false gods, or says in the name of God things that God did 
not command (Deut 13). Our Lord excludes this from himself when 
he says, which I heard from God.

1229. Then when he says, this is not what Abraham did, he shows 
that their works are not like those of Abraham. He is saying in effect: 
Because you act contrary to Abraham, you show that you are not his 
children, for it is written about him: “He kept the law of the Most 
High, and was taken into covenant with him” (Sir 44:20).

Some frivolously object that Christ did not exist before Abraham 
and therefore that Abraham did not do this [kill Christ], since one who 
did not exist could not be killed. I answer that Abraham is not com-
mended for something he did not do to Christ, but for what he did not 
do to anyone in like circumstances, i.e., to those who spoke the truth 
in his day. Or, it might be answered that although Christ had not come 
in the flesh during the time of Abraham, he nevertheless had come 
into his mind, according to Wisdom (7:27): “in every generation she 
[Wisdom] passes into souls.” And Abraham did not kill Wisdom by sin-
ning mortally. Concerning this we read: “They crucify the Son of God” 
(Heb 6:6). 

1230. Then when he says, you do what your father did, he draws 
his conclusion. It was like saying: from the fact that you do not do the 
works of Abraham, it follows that you have some other father whose 

90. See ST II-II, q. 64, a. 2.



134  COMMENTARY ON THE GOSPEL OF JOHN

works you are doing. A similar statement is made in Matthew (23:32): 
“Fill up, then, the measure of your fathers.”

1231. Then when he says, they said to him, we were not born of 
fornication, he shows that they do not take their origin from God, for 
since they knew from our Lord’s words that he was not speaking of 
carnal descent, they turn to spiritual descent, saying, we were not born 
of fornication. First, they give their own opinion; secondly, our Lord 
rejects it (v. 42).

1232. According to some, the Jews are denying one thing and af-
firming another. They are denying that they were born of fornication. 
According to Origen,91 they said this tauntingly to Christ, with the un-
spoken suggestion that he was the product of adultery. It was like say-
ing: we were not born of fornication as you were.

But it is better to say that the spiritual spouse of the soul is God: “I 
will betroth you to me forever” (Hos 2:19), and just as a bride is guilty 
of fornication when she admits a man other than her husband, so in 
Scripture Judea was said to be fornicating when she abandoned the 
true God and turned to idols: “For the land commits great harlotry by 
forsaking the Lord” (Hos 1:2). And so the Jews said: we were not born 
of fornication. It was like saying: although our mother, the synagogue, 
may now and then have departed from God and fornicated with idols, 
yet we have not departed or fornicated with idols: “We have not for-
gotten thee, or been false to thy covenant. Our heart has not turned 
back” (Ps 43:18–19); “But you, draw near hither, sons of the sorceress, 
offspring of the adulterer and the harlot” (Is 57:3).

Further, they affirm that they are children of God; and this seems 
to follow from the fact that they did not believe that they were born 
of fornication. Thus they say, we have one Father, even God: “Have we 
not all one father?” (Mal 2:10); “And I thought you would call me, My 
Father” (Jer 3:19).92

1233. Next (v. 42), our Lord refutes their opinion: first we see the 
sign of being a child of God; secondly, the reason for this sign is given 
(v. 42); and thirdly, we see that the Jews lack this sign (v. 43).

1234. With respect to the first it should be noted that above he had 
said that the sign of being a child according to the flesh was in the ex-
terior actions that a person performs; but here he places the sign of be-
ing a child of God in one’s interior affections. For we become children 
of God by sharing in the Holy Spirit: “you did not receive the spirit of 
slavery to fall back into fear, but you have received the spirit of son-
ship” (Rom 8:15). Now the Holy Spirit is the cause of our loving God, 
because “God’s love has been poured into our hearts through the Holy 
Spirit which has been given to us” (Rom 5:5). Therefore, the special 

91. Comm. in Io. XX. 16, no. 128; PG 14, col. 608B; cf. Catena aurea, 8:41–43.
92. See ST I, q. 33, a. 3.  
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sign of being a child of God is love: “Be imitators of God, as beloved 
children. And walk in love” (Eph 5:1).93 Therefore he says, If God were 
your Father, you would love me: “The innocent and the right in heart,” 
who are the children of God, “have clung to me” (Ps 24:21).

1235. Then (v. 42) he gives the reason for this sign. First, he states 
the truth; secondly, he rejects an error (v. 42b).

1236. The truth he asserts is that he proceeded and came forth from 
God. It should be noted that all friendship is based on union, and so 
brothers love one another inasmuch as they take their origin from the 
same parents. Thus our Lord says: you say that you are the children of 
God; but if this were so, you would love me, for I proceeded and came 
forth from God. Therefore, any one who does not love me is not a 
child of God.

I say I proceeded from God from eternity as the Only Begotten, 
of the substance of the Father: “From the womb before the daystar 
I begot you” (Ps 109:3); “In the beginning was the Word” (1:1). And 
I came forth as the Word made flesh, sent by God [into the world] 
through Incarnation. “I came [proceeded] from the Father,” from eter-
nity, as the Word, “and have come into the world” when I was made 
flesh in time (16:28).94

1237. He rejects an error when he says, I came not of my own ac‑
cord [a meipso]. And first, he rejects the error of Sabellius, who said 
that Christ did not have his origin from another, for he said that the 
Father and the Son were the same in person. In regard to this he says, 
I came not of my own accord, i.e., according to Hilary, I came, not exist-
ing of myself, but in a way as sent by another, that is, the Father. Thus 
he adds, but he sent me: “God sent forth his Son, born of woman, born 
under the law” (Gal 4:4).

Secondly, he rejects an error of the Jews who said that Christ was 
not sent by God, but was a false prophet, of whom we read in Jeremi-
ah (23:21): “I did not send the prophets, yet they ran.” And in regard 
to this he says, according to Origen,95 I came not of my own accord, but 
he sent me. Indeed, this is what Moses prayed for: “O, my Lord, send, I 
pray, whom you will send” (Ex 4:13).

1238. He shows that they lack this sign when he says, Why do you 
not understand what I say? For as was stated above, to love Christ is 
the sign of being a child of God; but they did not love Christ; there-
fore it is obvious that they did not have this sign. That they do not love 
Christ is shown by the effect of love: for the effect of loving someone 
is that the lover joyfully hears the words of the beloved; thus we read: 

93. See ST I-II, q. 26, a. 3.
94. See ST I, q. 34, a. 2; III, q. 1, a. 2.
95. Comm. in Io. XX. 19, no. 160; PG 14, col. 616A; cf. Catena aurea, 8:41–43. 

See also ST I, q. 43, aa. 1–2.
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“Let me hear your voice, for your voice is sweet” (Sg 2:14). And again, 
“My companions are listening for your voice; let me hear it” (Sg 8:13). 
Therefore, because they did not love Christ, it seemed tedious to them 
even to hear his voice: “This is a hard saying, who can listen to it?” 
(6:60); “The very sight of him is a burden to us” (Wis 2:15).

It sometimes happens that a person is not glad to hear the words of 
another because he cannot weigh them and for that reason does not 
understand them, and so he contradicts them: “Answer, I beseech you, 
without contention . . . and you shall not find iniquity on my tongue” 
(Job 6:29). Therefore he says, Why do you not understand what I say? 
You question what I mean, as “Where I am going, you cannot come” 
(8:21). I say that you do not understand because you cannot bear to 
hear my word, i.e., your heart is so hardened against me that you do 
not even want to hear me.

LECTUrE 6

44 “You are of your father the devil, and your will is to do your fa‑
ther’s desires. He was a murderer from the beginning, and has nothing 
to do with the truth [and did not stand in the truth] because there is 
no truth in him. When he lies, he speaks according to his own nature, 
for he is a liar and the father of lies.”96

1239. After showing that the Jews had a certain spiritual origin, 
and after rejecting the origin they presumed they had, our Lord here 
gives their true origin, ascribing their fatherhood to the devil. First, he 
makes his statement; secondly, he gives its reason; and thirdly, he ex-
plains this reason.

1240. He says: You do the works of the devil; therefore, you are of 
your father the devil, that is, by imitating him: “Your father was an 
Amorite, and your mother a Hittite” (Ez 16:3).

Here one must guard against the heresy of the Manicheans who 
claim that there is a definite nature called “evil,” and a certain race of 
darkness with its own princes, from which all corruptible things de-
rive their origin.97 According to this opinion, all men, as to their flesh, 
have come from the devil. Further, they say that certain souls belong 
to that creation which is good, and others to that which is evil. Thus 
they said that our Lord said, you are of your father, the devil, because 
they came from the devil according to the flesh, and their souls were 

96. St. Thomas quotes Jn 8:44 in ST I, q. 63, a. 5, obj. 2 and 4; I, q. 114, a. 3, 
obj. 2; II-II, q. 172, a. 6, obj. 3. 

97. See ST I, q. 49, a. 3.
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part of that creation which was evil. But as Origen98 says, to suppose 
that there are two natures because of the difference between good and 
evil seems to be like saying that the substance of an eye which sees is 
different from that of an eye that is clouded or crossed. For just as a 
healthy and bleary eye do not differ in substance, but the bleariness 
is from some deficient cause, so the substance and nature of a thing 
is the same whether it is good or has a defect in itself, which is a sin 
of the will. And so the Jews, as evil, are not called the children of the 
devil by nature, but by reason of their imitating him.

1241. Then when he says, and your will is to do your father’s de‑
sires, he gives the reason for this, for their being of the devil. It is like 
saying: you are not the children of the devil as though created and 
brought into existence by him, but because by imitating him your will 
is to do your father’s desires. And these desires are evil, for as he envied 
and killed man—“through the devil’s envy death entered the world” 
(Wis 2:24)—so you too envy me and “you seek to kill me, a man who 
has told you the truth” (8:40).

1242. Then when he says, he was a murderer from the beginning, 
he explains the reason he gave. First, he mentions the characteristic of 
the devil that they imitate; secondly, he shows that they are truly imi-
tators of that (8:45).

With respect to the first it should be noted that two sins stand out 
in the devil: the sin of pride towards God, and of envy towards man, 
whom he destroys.99 And from the sin of envy towards man, because 
of which he injures him, we can know his sin of pride. And so first, he 
mentions the devil’s sin against man; secondly, his sin against God, he 
did not stand in the truth.

1243. His sin of envy against man lies in the fact that he kills him. 
So he says, he, that is, the devil, was a murderer from the beginning. 
Here it should be noted that the devil kills man not with the sword, 
but by persuading him to do evil. “Through the devil’s envy death en-
tered the world” (Wis 2:24). First, the death of sin entered: “The death 
of the wicked is very evil” (Ps 33:22); then came bodily death: “Sin 
came into the world through one man and death through sin” (Rom 
5:12). As Augustine100 says: “Do not think that you are not a murder-
er when you lead your brother into evil.” However, it should be noted 
with Origen,101 that the devil is not called a murderer with respect to 
only some particular person, but with respect to the whole race, which 

98. Comm. in Io. XX. 23, nos. 199–200; PG 14, col. 625B; cf. Catena aurea, 8:44–
47.

99. See ST I, q. 63, aa. 2–3.
100. Tract. in Io. 42. 11; PL 35, col. 1704; cf. Catena aurea, 8:44–47.
101. Comm. in Io. XX. 25, nos. 224–25; PG 14, col. 632B–C; cf. Catena aurea, 

8:44–47.
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he destroyed in Adam, in whom all die, as we read in 1 Corinthians 
(chap. 15). Thus he is called a murderer because that is a chief charac-
teristic, and he is so indeed from the beginning, that is, from the time 
that a man existed who could be killed, who could be murdered; for 
one cannot be murdered unless he first exists.

1244. Then when he says, he did not stand in the truth, he men-
tions the devil’s sin against God, which consists in the fact that he 
turned away from the truth, which is God. First, he shows that he is 
turned from the truth; secondly, he shows that he is contrary to the 
truth: when he lies, he speaks according to his own nature. As to the 
first he does two things: first, he shows that the devil is turned from 
the truth; secondly, he explains what he has said, because there is no 
truth in him.

1245. He says, he did not stand in the truth. Here it should be not-
ed that truth is of two kinds, namely, the truth of word and the truth 
of deed. The truth of word consists in a person saying what he feels in 
his heart and what is in reality: “Therefore, putting away falsehood, 
let every one speak the truth with his neighbor” (Eph 4:25); “He who 
speaks truth from his heart, who does not slander with his tongue”  
(Ps 14:3). The truth of deed, on the other hand, is the truth of righ-
teousness, i.e., when a person does what befits him according to the 
order of his nature. Concerning this it says above: “He who does what 
is true comes to the light, that it may be clearly seen that his deeds 
have been wrought in God” (3:21). Speaking of this truth our Lord 
says, in the truth, namely, the truth of righteousness, he did not stand, 
because he abandoned the order of his nature, which was that he be 
subject to God, and through him acquire his happiness and the fulfill-
ment of his natural desire. And so, because he wanted to obtain this 
through himself, he fell from the truth.

1246. The statement, he did not stand in the truth, can be under-
stood in two ways. Either he never had anything to do with the truth, 
or that he once did, but did not continue in it. Now never to have any-
thing to do with the truth of righteousness has two meanings. One is 
according to the Manicheans, who say that the devil is evil by nature. 
From this it follows that he was always evil, because whatever is pres-
ent by nature is always present. But this is heretical, for we read: “God 
made heaven and earth, the sea, and all that is in them” (Ps 145:6). 
Therefore, every being is from God; but everything which is from God, 
insofar as it is, is good.102

Consequently, others have said that the devil was created good in 
his nature by God, but became evil in the first instant by his own free 
choice. And this opinion differs from that of the Manicheans who say 

102. See ST I, q. 44, a. 1; I, q. 63, a. 4.
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that the devils were always and by nature evil, whereas this opinion 
claims that they were always evil by free choice.

Someone might suppose that since an angel is not evil by nature 
but by a sin of his own will—and sin is an act—it is possible that at the 
beginning of the act the angel was good, and at the end of the evil act 
he became evil. For it is plain that the act of sin in the devil is subse-
quent to his creation, and that the terminus of creation is the existence 
of an angel; but the terminus of the act of sin is that he is evil. Conse-
quently, according to this explanation, they conclude that it is impos-
sible that an angel be evil in the first instant in which the angel came 
to exist.

But this explanation does not seem to be sufficient, because it is true 
only in motions that occur in time and that are accomplished in a suc-
cessive manner, not in instantaneous motions. For in every successive 
motion the instant in which an act begins is not the one in which the 
action is terminated; thus, if a local motion follows upon an alteration, 
the local motion cannot be terminated in the same instant as the altera-
tion. But in changes that are instantaneous, the terminus of a first and 
of a second change can occur together and in the same instant. Thus, 
in the same instant that the moon is illumined by the sun, the air is il-
lumined by the moon. Now it is clear that creation is instantaneous, 
and likewise the act of free choice in the angels, since they do not go 
through the weighings and discoursings of reason. Thus, in the case of 
an angel there is nothing to prevent the same instant from being the 
terminus of creation (in which he was good), and the terminus of a free 
decision (in which he was evil). Some admit this, although they do not 
say that it so happened, but that it could have so happened. And they 
base themselves on the authority of Scripture, for under the figure of 
the king of Babylon it is said of the devil: “How have you fallen from 
heaven, O Lucifer, who did rise in the morning?” (Is 14:12); and under 
the person of the king of Tyre it says: “You were in the pleasures of the 
paradise of God” (Ez 28:13). Accordingly, they say that he was not evil 
at the first instant of his creation, but that he was once good, and fell 
through his free choice.

But it must be said that he could not be evil at the first instant of 
his creation.103 The reason for this is that no act is sinful except insofar 
as it is outside the nature of the voluntary agent. But in order of acts, 
the natural act is first: thus in understanding, first principles are un-
derstood first, and through them other things are understood; and in 
willing, we likewise first will the ultimate perfection and ultimate end, 
the desire for which is naturally in us, and on account of this we seek 
other things. Now that which is done according to nature is not sin. 

103. See ST I, q. 63, a. 5.
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Therefore, it is impossible that the first act of the devil was evil; con-
sequently, at some instant the devil was good. But he did not stand in 
the truth, i.e., he did not remain in it. Concerning the statement from 
1 John (3:8): “The devil has sinned from the beginning,” one may say 
that he did indeed sin from the beginning in the sense that once he be-
gan to sin he never stopped.

1247. Then when he says, because there is no truth in him, he ex-
plains what he has said. And this explanation can be understood in 
two ways. In one way, according to Origen,104 so that it is an explana-
tion of the general by the particular, as when I explain that Socrates 
is an animal by the fact that he is a man. It is then like saying: he did 
not stand in the truth, but fell from it, and this because there is not 
truth in him. Now there are two classes of those that do not stand in 
the truth: some do not stand in the truth because they are not con-
vinced, but waiver: “My feet had almost stumbled, my steps had well 
nigh slipped” (Ps 72:2); others, on the other hand, because they have 
entirely recoiled from the truth. And this was the way the devil did not 
stand in the truth, but turned away from it in aversion.

But is there no truth at all in him? For if there is no truth in him, 
he would not understand himself or anything else, since understand-
ing is concerned only with things that are true. I answer that there is 
some truth in the evil spirits, just as there is something true [a nature]. 
For no evil utterly destroys a good thing, since at least the subject in 
which evil is found is good. Thus Dionysius says that the natural goods 
remain intact in evil spirits. Thus there is some truth in them, but not 
the fulfilling truth from which they have turned, namely, God, who is 
fulfilling truth and wisdom.105

1248. In a second way, this explanation is understood as a sign, as 
Augustine106 says. For it seems that he should rather have said the 
converse, namely, “there is not truth in him, because he did not stand 
in the truth.” But just as a cause is sometimes shown by its effect, so 
our Lord wished to show that the truth was not in him because he did 
not stand in the truth; for truth would have been in him had he stood 
in the truth. A similar pattern of speech is found in “I cried because 
you heard” (Ps 16:6): as if to say that it is evident that I cried because 
you heard me.

1249. Then he shows that the devil is contrary to the truth, when 
he lies, he speaks according to his own nature (on his own). First, he 
makes this point; secondly, he explains it.

1250. The contrary of truth is falsity and a lie.107 The devil is con-

104. Comm. in Io. XX. 27, no. 239; PG 14, col. 636B.
105. See ST I, q. 64, a. 1.
106. De civ. Dei 11. 14; PL 41, col. 330; cf. Catena aurea, 8:44–47.
107. See ST II-II, q. 110, a. 1.
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trary to the truth because he speaks a lie. Thus he says, he lies. Here 
we should note that, God excepted, whoever speaks on his own speaks 
a lie; although not everyone who speaks a lie speaks on his own. God 
alone, when speaking on his own, speaks the truth, for truth is an en-
lightenment of the intellect, and God is light itself and all are enlight-
ened by him: “the true light that enlightens every man” (1:9). Thus he 
is truth itself, and no one speaks the truth except insofar as he is en-
lightened by him.108 So Ambrose109 says: “Every truth, by whomso-
ever spoken, is from the Holy Spirit.” Thus the devil, when he speaks 
on his own, speaks a lie; man, too, when he speaks on his own, speaks 
a lie; but when he speaks from God, he speaks the truth: “Let God be 
true though every man be false” (Rom 3:4). But not every man who 
tells a lie speaks on his own, for sometimes he gets this from someone 
else, not indeed from God, who is truthful, but from him who did not 
stand in the truth and who first invented lying. So in a unique way 
when the devil tells a lie, he is speaking on his own: “I will go forth 
and will be a lying spirit in the mouth of all prophets” (1 Kgs 22:22); 
“The Lord mingled” (that is, allowed to mingle) “a spirit of error in 
their midst” (Is 19:14).

1251. He explains this statement when he says, for he is a liar and 
the father of lies. The Manicheans did not understand this, and placed 
some kind of procreation in the evil spirits, with the devil as their fa-
ther. They said that the devil “is a liar and his father.” It should not be 
understood this way, as our Lord said that the devil is a liar and its fa-
ther, the father of lies. Not everyone who lies is the father of his lie. 
As Augustine110 says, “If you have learned a lie from someone else 
and you repeat it, you have indeed lied, but you are not the father of 
that lie.” But the devil, because he did not learn from someone else 
the lie by which he destroyed humankind as with poison, is the father 
of the lie, just as God is the father of truth. The devil was the first to 
invent the lie, namely, when he lied to the woman: “You will not die” 
(Gen 3:4). Just how true this statement was, was proved by the out-
come.

1252. Here we should note that the book Questions of the New and 
Old Testament111 takes the words you are of your father the devil, and 
applies them to Cain, in the sense that one is called a devil who per-
forms the works of the devil, and you are imitating him; hence you are 
of your father the devil, that is, of Cain, who did the work of the dev-
il, and you are imitating him. Cain “was a murderer from the begin-

108. See ST I, q. 16, a. 5.
109. Comm. in ep. ad Cor. primam 12. 3; PL 17, col. 245 B.
110. Tract. in Io. 42. 14; PL 35, col. 1705; cf. Catena aurea, 8:44–47.
111. Augustine, Quaest. vet. et novi Test. 90; PL 35, col. 2282; cf. Catena aurea, 

8:44–47.
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ning,” because he killed his brother Abel. And he “did not stand in the 
truth, because there is not truth in him.” This is obvious because when 
the Lord asked him, “Where is Abel your brother?” he said, “I do not 
know; am I my brother’s keeper?” (Gen 4:9). Thus he is a liar. But the 
first explanation is better.

LECTUrE 7

45 “But because [If] I tell the truth, you do not believe me. 46 Which 
of you convicts me of sin? If I tell the truth, why do you not believe me? 
47 He who is of God hears the words of God; the reason why you do 
not hear them is that you are not of God.” 48 The Jews answered him, 
“Are we not right in saying that you are a Samaritan and have a de‑
mon?” 49 Jesus answered, “I have not a demon; but I honor my Fa‑
ther, and you dishonor me. 50 Yet I do not seek my own glory; there is 
One who seeks it and he will be the judge.”112

1253. After mentioning some characteristics of the devil, he then 
shows that the Jews are imitating these. Our Lord ascribed two kinds 
of evil to the devil, murder and lying. He reproved them before for 
their imitation of one of these, namely, murder: “Now you seek to kill 
me, a man who has told you the truth” (8:40). Then passing from this, 
he reproves them for turning away from the truth: first, he shows that 
they are turned away from the truth; secondly, he rejects a certain rea-
son they might give for this (v. 46); thirdly, he concludes to the true 
reason for their being turned away from the truth (v. 46b).

1254. He says first: It was said that the devil is a liar and the father 
of lies, and you are imitating him because you do not wish to adhere 
to the truth. Thus he says, If I tell the truth to you you do not believe 
me; “If I tell you, you will not believe” (Lk 22:67); “If I have told you 
earthly things and you do not believe me, etc.” (3:12). And Isaiah com-
plains: “Who has believed what we have heard?” (Is 53:1).

1255. The reason which the Jews might allege for their unbelief is 
that Christ is a sinner, for it is not easy to believe a sinner even when 
he is telling the truth. Thus we read: “But to the wicked God says: 
‘What right have you to recite my statutes?’” (Ps 49:16). So they might 
have said: We do not believe you since you are a sinner.

Accordingly, he excludes this reason when he says, Which of you 
convicts me of sin? As if to say: You have no good reason for not be-
lieving me when I speak the truth, since you can find no sin in me: 
“He committed no sin; no guile was found on his lips” (1 Pt 2:22). Ac-

112. St. Thomas refers to Jn 8:46 in ST III, q. 15, a. 1, sed contra; III, q. 83, a. 4; 
and to Jn 8:50 in ST III, q. 13, a. 4, ad 2. 
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cording to Gregory,113 we are invited to consider the mildness of God, 
who did not consider it beneath himself to show by rational grounds 
that he who can justify sinners by the power of his divinity is not a 
sinner: “If I have rejected the cause of my manservant or my maid-
servant, when they brought a complaint against me; what then shall I 
do when God rises up?” (Jb 31:13). We should also honor the unique 
greatness of Christ’s purity, for as Chrysostom says, no mere man could 
have confidently said, Which of you convicts me of sin? Only God, who 
had no sin, could say this: “Who can say, ‘I have made my heart clean; 
I am pure from my sin?’” (Pr 20:9)—this is like saying: No one but God 
alone. “They have all gone astray, they are all alike corrupt; there is 
none that does good, no, not one” (Ps 13:3), except Christ.114

1256. Next, he concludes to the real reason they have turned away 
from the truth. First, he mentions the reason; secondly, he rejects their 
rejoinder (v. 48). As to the first he does three things: first, he asks a 
question; secondly, he begins with a reasonable starting point; thirdly, 
he draws from his conclusion.

1257. First, he says: Since you cannot say that you do not believe 
me because I am a sinner, one can ask why if I tell the truth, you do 
not believe me, since I am not a sinner? This is like saying: If you can-
not convict me, whom you hate, of sin, it is obvious that you hate me 
because of the truth, that is, because I say that I am the Son of God: 
“A fool takes no pleasure in understanding, but only in expressing his 
opinion” (Pr 18:2).

1258. He then begins with a reasonable and true starting point, say-
ing, he who is of God hears the words of God. For we read in Sirach 
(13:15): “Every creature loves its like.” Therefore, whoever is of God, 
to that extent possesses a likeness to the things of God and clings to 
them.115 Thus, he who is of God gladly hears the words of God: “Ev-
ery one who is of the truth hears my voice” (18:37). The word of God 
ought to be heard gladly by those, above all, who are of God, since it is 
the seed by which we are made the children of God: “He called them 
gods to whom the word of God came” (10:35).

1259. He draws his conclusion from this saying, the reason why you 
do not hear them is that you are not of God. This is like saying: The rea-
son for your unbelief is not my sin, but your own wickedness; as Sir-
ach (6:20) says: “She [Wisdom] seems very harsh to the uninstructed.”

Augustine116 says about them that as to their nature, they are of 
God, indeed; but by reason of their vice and evil affection they are not 
of God. For this statement was made to those who were not just sin-
ful, for this was common to all; it was made to those of whom it was 

113. XL hom. in Evang. I, Hom. 18. 1; PL 76, col. 1150; cf. Catena aurea, 8:44–47.
114. See ST III, q. 15, a. 1.
115. See ST I, q. 82, aa. 1–2; also III Sent., d. 27, q. 1, a. 1, c.
116. Tract. in Io. 42. 15–16; PL 35, col. 1705–6; cf. Catena aurea, 8:44–47.
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foreknown that they would not believe with that faith by which they 
could have been set free from the chains of their sins.

1260. It should be noted, as Gregory117 says, that there are three 
degrees of being badly disposed in one’s affections. Some refuse to 
physically hear God’s precepts. Of these we read: “Like the deaf ad-
der that stops its ear” (Ps 57:5). Others hear them physically, but they 
do not embrace them with the desire of their heart, since they do not 
have the will to obey them: “They hear what you say, but they will 
not do it” (Ez 33:32). Finally, there are those who joyfully receive the 
words of God and even weep with tears of sorrow; but after the time of 
crying is past and they are oppressed with troubles or allured by plea-
sures, they return to their sins. An example of this is given in Mat-
thew (chap. 13) and Luke (chap. 8), where we read of the word being 
choked by cares and anxieties. “But the house of Israel will not listen 
to you; for they are not willing to listen to me” (Ez 3:7). Consequent-
ly, a sign that a person is of God is that he is glad to hear the words of 
God, while those who refuse to hear, either in affection or physically, 
are not of God.118

1261. Next he rejects the rejoinder made by the Jews. First, the 
Evangelist mentions this rejoinder; and secondly, our Lord’s rejection 
of it (v. 49).

1262. In their response the Jews charge Christ with two things: first, 
that he is a Samaritan, when they say, Are we not right in saying that 
you are a Samaritan? Secondly, that he has a demon, when they add, 
and have a demon?

In saying, Are we not right? we can infer that they often reproached 
Christ this way. In fact, concerning the second, that he has a demon, 
we read in Matthew, “It is only by Beelzebul, the prince of demons, 
that he casts out demons” (12:24). But this is the only place where it is 
recorded that they called him a Samaritan, although they probably said 
it often: for many of the things that were said and done about Christ 
and by Christ were not written in the Gospels, as it says below (21:25).

Two reasons can be given why the Jews said this about Christ. First, 
because the Samaritans were hateful to the people of Israel, for when 
the ten tribes were led into captivity, they took their land: “For Jews 
have no dealings with Samaritans” (4:9). Thus, because Christ reproved 
the Jews, they believed that he did it out of hatred, so that they regard-
ed him as a Samaritan, an adversary, as it were. Another reason was 
that the Samaritans observed the Jewish rites in some things and not 
in others. Therefore, the Jews, seeing that Christ observed the law in 
some matters and broke it in others, for example, the law of the Sab-
bath, called him a Samaritan.

117. XL hom. in Evang. I, Hom. 18. 1; PL 76, col. 1150; cf. Catena aurea, 8:44–47.
118. See ST I-II, q. 112, a. 2.
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Again, there are two reasons why they said he had a demon. 
First, because they did not attribute the miracles he worked, and the 
thoughts he revealed, to a divine power in Christ; rather, they suspect-
ed that he did these things by some demonic art. Thus they said: “It is 
only by Beelzebul, the prince of demons, that he casts out demons” 
(Mt 12:24). The other reason was based on the fact that his words ex-
ceeded human understanding, such as his statements that God was his 
Father, and that he had come down from heaven. And when unedu-
cated people hear such things they usually regard them as diabolical. 
Accordingly, they believed that Christ spoke as one possessed by a de-
mon: “Many of them said, ‘he has a demon, and he is mad; why listen 
to him?’” (10:20). Furthermore, they said these things in an attempt 
to accuse him of sin, to dispute what he had said: “Which of you con-
victs me of sin?”

1263. Then when he says, Jesus answered: I have not a demon, our 
Lord rejects the response of the Jews. Now they had taxed Christ with 
two things, that he was a Samaritan and that he had a demon. Con-
cerning the first, our Lord makes no apology, and this for two reasons. 
First, according to Origen,119 because the Jews always wanted to keep 
themselves apart from the Gentiles. But the time had now come when 
the distinction between Jews and Gentiles was to be removed, and ev-
eryone was to be called to the way of salvation. Accordingly, our Lord, 
in order to show that he had come for the salvation of all, made him-
self all things to all men, more so than Paul, so that he might win all 
(cf. 1 Cor 9:22); and so he did not deny that he was a Samaritan. The 
other reason was that “Samaritan” means “keeper,” and because he 
especially is our keeper, as we read, “He who keeps Israel will neither 
slumber nor sleep” (Ps 121:4), so he did not deny that he was a Sa-
maritan.

But he did deny that he had a demon, saying, I have not a demon. 
First, he rejects the insult; secondly, he reproves the insulters for the 
obstinacy (v. 49b). As to the first he does two things: first, he rejects the 
insult; secondly, he shows that the opposite is true, I honor my Father.

1264. It should be noted with respect to the first that when cor-
recting the Jews our Lord often spoke harshly to them: “Woe to you, 
Scribes and Pharisees” (Mt 23:14), and many other instances are re-
corded in Matthew. But there is no record that our Lord spoke harsh 
or injurious words in answer to their harsh words or deeds against 
himself.120 Rather, as Gregory121 said, God accepted their insults, and 
did not answer with insulting words, but simply said, I have not a de‑

119. Comm. in Io. XX. 35, nos. 316–19; PG 14, col. 653D–56B; cf. Catena aurea, 
8:48–51.

120. See ST III, q. 42, a. 2.
121. XL hom. in Evang. I, Hom. 18. 2; PL 76, col. 1151; cf. Catena aurea, 8:48–51.
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mon. And what does this suggests to us if not that when we are falsely 
attacked by our neighbor with railing words, we should keep silence, 
even about his abusive words, so as not to pervert our ministry of cor-
recting in a just manner into a weapon of our anger. However, while 
we should not value our own goods, we should vindicate the things 
that are of God. As Origen122 says, Christ alone is capable of claiming, 
I have not a demon, for he has nothing, either slight or serious, of the 
devil in him; thus he says: “The ruler of this world is coming. He has no 
power over me” (14:30). “What accord has Christ with Belial?” (2 Cor 
6:15).

1265. He supports his stand by saying the opposite: but I honor my 
Father. Now the devil hinders honor being given to God; therefore, 
any person who seeks God’s honor is a stranger to the devil. Thus, 
Christ, who honors his Father, that is, God, has not a demon. Further-
more, it is a proper and singular mark of Christ that he honor his Fa-
ther, as we read: “A son honors his father” (Mal 1:6). And Christ is 
most singularly the Son of God.

1266. Next he reproves the impudence of those insulting him. First, 
he reproves them; secondly, he rejects the supposed reason for their 
reproof; and thirdly, he foretells their deserved condemnation.

1267. He says first, I honor my Father, and you dishonor me. This is 
like saying: I do what I ought, but you do not do what you ought. In-
deed, by dishonoring me you dishonor my Father: “He who does not 
honor the Son does not honor the Father who sent him” (5:23).

1268. But they could say: You are too severe, you are too con-
cerned for your own glory, and so you reprove us. He rejects this, and 
speaking as man, says, I do not seek my own glory. For it is God alone 
who can seek his own glory without fault; others must seek it in God: 
“Let him who glories, glory in the Lord” (2 Cor 10:17); “If I glorify my-
self, my glory is nothing.”

But does not Christ as man have glory? He does indeed, and it is 
great in every respect, because, although he does not seek it, neverthe-
less, there is One who seeks it, that is, the Father; for we read: “Thou 
dost crown him with glory and honor” (Ps 8:5), referring to Christ in 
his human nature.123

1269. Not only will he seek my glory in those who accomplish 
works of great virtue, but he will punish and condemn those who speak 
against my glory; thus he adds: and he will be the judge.124 This, how-
ever, seems to conflict with the statement above (5:22): “The Father 
judges no one, but has given all judgment to the Son.” I answer that 
the Father does not judge anyone apart from the Son, because even 

122. Comm. in Io. XX. 36, no. 335; PG 14, col. 660A–B; cf. Catena aurea, 8:48–51.
123. See ST III, q. 49, a. 6.
124. See ST I-II, q. 62, a. 4; II-II, q. 23, a. 8. 
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that judgment which he will make concerning the fact that you insult 
me, he will make through the Son. Or, one might say that judgment is 
sometimes taken for condemnation, and this judgment the Father has 
given to the Son, who alone will appear in visible form in judgment, as 
has been said. Sometimes, however, it is understood as meaning to dis-
tinguish one from another; and this is the way it is used here. Thus we 
read: “Judge me, O God, and distinguish my cause” (Ps 42:1). It is like 
saying: It is the Father who will distinguish my glory from yours, for he 
discerns that you glory in the world; and he sees the glory of his Son, 
whom he has anointed above his fellows and who is without sin. But 
you are men with sin.

LECTUrE 8

51 “Truly, truly, I say to you, if any one keeps my word, he will nev‑
er see death.” 52 The Jews said to him, “Now we know that you have 
a demon. Abraham died, as did the prophets; and you say, ‘If any one 
keeps my word, he will never taste death.’ 53 Are you greater than our 
father Abraham, who died? And the prophets died! Who do you claim 
to be?” 54 Jesus answered, “If I glorify myself, my glory is nothing; it 
is my Father who glorifies me, of whom you say that he is your God. 
55 But you have not known him; I know him. If I said, I do not know 
him, I should be a liar like you; but I do know him and I keep his 
word. 56 Your father Abraham rejoiced that he was to see my day; he 
saw it and was glad.” 57 The Jews then said to him, “You are not yet 
fifty years old, and have you seen Abraham?” 58 Jesus said to them, 
“Truly, truly, I say to you, before Abraham was [came to be], I am.”  
59 So they took up stones to throw at him; but Jesus hid himself, and 
went out of the temple.125

1270. Above, our Lord had promised two things to his followers: 
liberation from darkness and the attainment of life, saying, “He who 
follows me does not walk in darkness, but will have the light of life” 
(8:12). The first of these has been treated above; so we are now con-
cerned with the second, the obtaining of life through Christ. First, he 
states the truth; secondly he counters its denial by the Jews (v. 52).

1271. It should be noted that although Christ had been loaded 
down with insults and criticisms, he did not stop his teaching; indeed, 
after being accused of having a demon, he offers the benefits of his 
teachings more generously, saying: Truly, truly, I say to you, if any one 
keeps my word, he will never see death. He is here giving us an exam-

125. St. Thomas refers to Jn 8:55 in ST III, q. 9, a. 2, sed contra; to Jn 8:56 in ST 
II-II, q. 1, a. 3, obj. 2; III, q. 52, a. 5, ad 1; and to Jn 8:59 in ST III, q. 44, a. 3, ad 1.
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ple that when the malice of wicked men increases, and those that are 
converted are abused with insults, preaching, so far from being cur-
tailed, should be increased: “and you, son of man, be not afraid of 
them, nor be afraid of their words” (ez 2:6); “. . . the gospel for which 
I am suffering and wearing fetters like a criminal. But the word of God 
is not fettered” (2 tim 2:9).

In this statement our lord does two things: he requires something, 
and he promises something. What he requires is that his words be 
kept, if any one keeps my word—for the word of Christ is the truth. 
therefore, we should keep it, first of all, by faith and continual medi-
tation: “Do not forsake her, and she will keep you” (pr 4:6); secondly, 
by fulfilling it in action: “he who has my commandments and keeps 
them, he it is who loves me” (14:21).

What he promises is freedom from death; thus he says, he will nev-
er see death, that is, experience it: “they who act by me (i.e., by divine 
wisdom) shall not sin; they who explain me shall have life everlasting” 
(sir 24:30). such a reward suits such merit, for life everlasting con-
sists especially in the divine vision: “this is eternal life, that they know 
thee the only true God, and Jesus Christ whom thou has sent” (17:3). 
now the seedbed and source of this vision comes into us by the word 
of Christ; “the seed is the word of God” (lk 8:11). therefore, just as a 
person who keeps the seed of some plant or tree from being destroyed 
succeeds in obtaining its fruit, so the person who keeps the word of 
God attains to life everlasting: “Keep my statutes and my ordinances 
by doing which a man shall live” (lev 18:5).126

1272. next we see the opposition of the Jews being repelled. they 
oppose Christ in three ways: first, by accusing him of making a false 
statement; secondly, by their derision (v. 57); and thirdly, by assaulting 
him (v. 59). as to the first, there are two things: first, they try to accuse 
him of presumption; secondly, Christ answers some of their retorts (v. 
54). as to the first they do three things: first, they insult Christ; sec-
ondly, they state a certain fact (v. 52); and thirdly, they ask a question 
(v. 53).

1273. they reproached him for lying when they said, now we know 
that you have a demon. they said this because the Jews knew that the 
inventor of sin, and especially of lying, was the devil: “I will go forth 
and will be a lying spirit in the mouth of his prophets” (1 Kgs 22:22). It 
seemed to them that our lord’s statement, “If any one keeps my word, 
he will never see death,” was an obvious lie—for since they were car-
nal minded, they understood of physical death what he said about spir-
itual and eternal death; and especially also because it was contrary to 
the authority of sacred scripture, which says, “What man can live and 
never see death? Who can deliver his soul from the power of sheol?” 

126. see ST I-II, q. 114, a. 3.
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(ps 89:48). for these reasons they said to him: you have a demon. It was 
like saying: you are lying because prompted by the devil.

1274. further, they do two things to convict him of lying: first, they 
mention the death of the ancients; secondly, they quote Christ’s own 
words (v. 52b). so they say: What you say, if any one keeps my word, 
he will never see death, is obviously false, for Abraham died, as is clear 
from Genesis (chap. 25); and the prophets died: “We must all die, we 
are like water spilt on the ground, which cannot be gathered up again” 
(2 sam 14:14). But although they are dead in the bodily sense, they 
are not dead spiritually, for in matthew (22:32) our lord says: “I am 
the God of abraham and the God of Isaac and the God of Jacob,” and 
then he adds, “he is not God of the dead, but of the living.” thus, they 
were dead as to the body, but they were living in the spirit, because 
they kept the word of God and lived by faith. this was the death the 
lord was speaking of, and not bodily death. then, when they contin-
ue they quote Christ’s own words: and you say, If any one keeps my 
word, he will never taste death. But they were careless and evil listen-
ers and so garbled our lord’s words and did not repeat them exactly. 
for our lord had said, “he will never see death,” but they quote it as 
“he will never taste death.” however, as far as their understanding was 
concerned, it was all the same, because in both cases they understood 
that they would never experience a bodily death. But as origen127 tells 
us, there is a real difference between seeing death and tasting death: 
for to see death is to experience it completely; while to taste it is to 
have some taste or share in death.

now, just as it is a greater punishment to see death than to taste it, 
so not to taste death is more of a glory than not to see death. for the 
ones who do not taste death are those who are on high with Christ, 
i.e., who remain in an intellectual order: “there are some standing 
here who will not taste death before they see the son of man com-
ing in his kingdom” (mt 16:28). and there are others who, if they do 
not see death by sinning mortally, nevertheless taste it, because they 
have a slight affection for earthly things. Consequently, our lord, as it 
is written in the Greek, and as origen128 explains it, said, he will never 
see death, because the person who has accepted and kept the words of 
Christ will not see death, even though he might taste something of it.

1275. then they ask their question, saying, Are you greater than 
our father Abraham, who died? they are asking, first of all, about 
a comparison between him and their fathers of old. But as Chryso-
stom129 says, in their carnal understanding they could have asked 
something higher, that is, “are you greater than God?” for abraham 

127. Comm. in Io. XX. 43, no. 402; pG 14, col. 676a; cf. Catena aurea, 8:52–56.
128. Ibid., nos. 402–4; col. 676a; cf. Catena aurea, 8:52–56.
129. Hom. in Io. 55. 1; pG 59, col. 302; cf. Catena aurea, 8:52–56.
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and the prophets kept God’s commands, yet they died in the bodily 
sense. Therefore, if any one who keeps your word will never die, it 
seems that you are greater than God. Yet they were satisfied with their 
retort, because they considered him less than Abraham, in spite of the 
fact that we read: “There is none like thee among the gods, O Lord”  
(Ps 86:8); and “Who is like thee, O Lord, among the gods?” (Ex 15:11); 
as if to say: No one.

Secondly, they ask about his estimate of himself, i.e., who does he 
take himself to be? As if to say: If you are greater than them, namely, 
Abraham and the prophets, it seems to imply that you are of a high-
er nature, say an angel or God. But we do not think you are. So they 
do not ask, “Who are you?” but Who do you claim to be? For what-
ever you say in this matter, we who know will regard it as a fiction. 
They spoke in a similar fashion below (10:33): “We stone you for no 
good work but for blasphemy; because you being a man, make your-
self God.”

1276. Then (v. 54), our Lord’s answer is given. First, he answers the 
second question; secondly, the first question (v. 56). As to the first, the 
Lord does three things: first, he rejects their error; secondly, he teaches 
them a truth which they did not know (v. 54); and thirdly, he clarifies 
both of these things (v. 55).

1277. He says: You ask me, Who do you claim to be? As if I am 
usurping a glory that I do not have. But this is a false assumption on 
your part, because I do not make myself what I am, but I have re-
ceived it from the Father: for if I glorify myself, my glory is nothing. 
Now this could be understood of Christ according as he is the Son of 
God, as though saying in precise language; if I, namely, myself, glorify 
myself, that is, ascribe to myself a glory which the Father does not give 
me, my glory is nothing. For the glory of Christ according as he is God 
is the glory of the Word and the Son of God. But the Son has nothing 
except being begotten, i.e., what he has received from another [the Fa-
ther] by being begotten. Therefore, assuming the impossible, if his glo-
ry were not from another, it would not be the glory of the Son.

However, it seems better to suppose that this is said of Christ ac-
cording as he is man, because anyone who ascribes to himself a glory 
he does not have from God, has a false glory. For whatever is true is 
from God, and whatever is contrary to the truth is false, and conse-
quently, nothing. Therefore, a glory which is not from God is noth-
ing. We read of Christ: “Christ did not exalt himself to be made a high 
priest” (Heb 5:5); and “It is not the man who commends himself that 
is accepted, but the man whom the Lord commends” (2 Cor 10:18). 
Thus the error of the Jews is obvious.

1278. He sets down the truth he intends to teach and says: it is my 
Father who glorifies me. It is like saying: I do not glorify myself, as you 
think; but it is another who glorifies me, namely, my Father, whom he 
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describes by his proper characteristic and by his nature. He describes 
him by his proper characteristic of fatherhood; thus he says that it is 
my Father and not I. As Augustine130 says, the Arians use this state-
ment to injure our faith, and they claim the Father is greater than the 
Son, for one who glorifies is greater than the one glorified by him. 
If, therefore, the Father glorifies the Son, the Father is greater than 
the Son. Now this argument would be valid unless it were found that, 
conversely, the Son glorifies the Father. But the Son says: “Father, the 
hour has come: glorify thy Son that thy Son may glorify thee” (17:1); 
and “I glorified thee on earth” (17:4).

It is my Father who glorifies me, can be applied to Christ both ac-
cording as he is the Son of God, and also as the Son of man. As the Son 
of God, the Father glorifies him with the glory of the divinity, generat-
ing him from eternity as equal to himself: as we read, “He reflects the 
glory of God and bears the very stamp of his nature . . . he sat down at 
the right hand of the Majesty on high” (Heb 1:3); “And every tongue 
confess that Jesus Christ is Lord, to the glory of God the Father” (Phil 
2:11). But as man, he had glory through an overflowing into him of 
the divinity, an overflowing of unique grace and glory: “We have seen 
his glory, the glory as of the only Begotten of the Father, full of grace 
and truth” (1:14).

1279. He describes the Father by his nature, that is, by his divinity, 
when he says, of whom you say that he is your God. But lest anyone 
suppose that his Father is other than God, he says that he is glorified 
by God: “Now is the Son of man glorified, and in him God is glorified; 
if God is glorified in him, God will also glorify him in himself” (13:31). 
According to Augustine,131 these words are against the Manicheans, 
who say that the Father of Christ was not proclaimed in the Old Testa-
ment, but rather it was one of the princes of the evil angels. However, 
it is plain that the Jews do not say that their God is any other than the 
God of the Old Testament. Therefore, the God of the Old Testament is 
the Father of Christ and the One who glorifies him.132

1280. Then he shows both these things, that is, the error of the 
Jews, and his own truth, when he says, but you have not known him. 
He shows these in two ways: first, by pointing out the ignorance of the 
Jews; secondly, his own knowledge (v. 55).

1281. With respect to the first it should be noted that the Jews 
could say: You say that you are glorified by God; but his judgments are 
known by us, according to “He has not dealt thus with any other na-
tion; they do not know his ordinances” (Ps 147:20). Therefore, if what 

130. Tract. in Io. 43. 14; PL 35, col. 1711; cf. Catena aurea, 8:52–56. See also ST 
I, q. 42, a. 4.

131. Ibid., 43. 15, col. 1711; cf. Catena aurea, 8:52–56.
132. See ST I, q. 33, a. 3.
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you say is true, we would certainly know it; but since we do not know 
of it, it is obviously not true. Christ concludes saying, but you have not 
known him. This is like saying: It is not strange if you do not know 
about the glory with which my Father, who you say is your God, glori-
fies me, for you do not know God.

1282. This seems to conflict with the Psalm (75:1): “In Judah God is 
known.” I answer that he was known by them as God, but not as the 
Father; thus he said above: “It is my Father who glorifies me” (v. 54). 
Or, one might answer that you have not known him with affection, 
because you adore him in a bodily way, whereas he should be adored 
spiritually: “God is spirit, and those who worship him must worship in 
spirit and truth” (4:24). And there is no affection because you are re-
luctant to keep his commandments: “They profess to know God; but 
they deny him by their deeds” (Ti 1:16).

1283. But they might say: “Granted that we do not know about 
your glory, how do you know that you have glory from God the Fa-
ther?” For this reason Christ speaks of his own knowledge, saying, I 
know him. First, he mentions his own knowledge; secondly, he shows 
the need for mentioning it; and thirdly, he explains what he said (v. 
55b).

1284. He says: I know that I have glory from God the Father, be-
cause I know him, namely, with that knowledge with which he knows 
himself; and no one else except the Son knows him: “No one knows 
the Father except the Son” (Mt 11:27), i.e., with a perfect and compre-
hensive knowledge.133 And because every imperfect thing derives from 
the perfect, all our knowledge is derived from the Word; thus Christ 
continues, “and any one to whom the Son chooses to reveal him.”

1285. Now because some who judge in a carnal manner might at-
tribute arrogance to Christ for saying that he knows God, he mentions 
why his statement is necessary. For, according to Augustine,134 arro-
gance should not be so guarded against that the truth is neglected and 
a lie committed. Thus Christ says: If I said, I do not know him, I should 
be a liar like you. This is like saying: Just as you are lying when you 
say that you know him, so if I said I do not know him, whereas I do, 
I should be a liar like you. There is a similarity here in the fact of ly-
ing: as they lie in saying that they know him whom they do not know, 
so Christ would be a liar were he to say that he does not know him 
whom he knows. But there is a lack of similarity because they do not 
know him, whereas Christ does.

But could Christ say these things [“I do not know him” and “I 
should be a liar”]? He could, indeed, have spoken the words materi-
ally, but not so as to intend expressing a falsehood, because this could 

133. See ST III, q. 10, a. 1.
134. Tract. in Io. 43. 15, col. 1712; cf. Catena aurea, 8:52–56.
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be done only by Christ’s will inclining to falsehood, which was impos-
sible, just as it was impossible for him to sin.

However, the conditional statement is true, although both anteced-
ent and consequent are impossible.

1286. When he continues he shows that he knows the Father, But 
I do know him, i.e., I know the Father intellectually, with speculative 
knowledge. And I also know him with affective knowledge, by con-
senting to him with my will: thus he says, and I keep his word: “For I 
have come down from heaven, not to do my own will, but the will of 
him who sent me” (6:3).135

1287. Then when he says, your father Abraham rejoiced that he 
was to see my day, he gives his answer to the first question asked by 
the Jews: “Are you greater than our father Abraham?” He shows that 
he is greater for the following reason: Whoever waits for someone as 
for his good and perfection is less than the one he waits for; but Abra-
ham placed the entire hope of his perfection and good in me; there-
fore, he is less than I. In regard to this he says, your father Abraham, 
in whom you glory, rejoiced that he was to see my day; he saw it and 
was glad. He is stating two visions and two joys, but the second vision 
and its joy is mentioned first. In the first part of the statement, he first 
mentions the joy of exultation when he says, Abraham rejoiced, and 
then adds the vision, saying that he was to see my day. Then in the 
second part he first mentions the vision, saying, he saw my day, and 
adds the joy, and was glad. Thus [taking the statement in reverse or-
der] a joy lies between two visions, proceeding from the one and tend-
ing to the other. He is saying in effect: “He saw my day, and rejoiced 
that he was to see my day.”

First of all, let us examine what that day is which he saw, and also 
what that day is which he rejoiced that he was to see. Now the day 
of Christ is twofold: the day of eternity, “Today I have begotten you”  
(Ps 2:7); and the day of his Incarnation and humanity, “I must work 
the works of him who sent me, while it is day” (9:4). We say that Abra-
ham saw, by faith, each day of Christ: the day of eternity and the day 
of the Incarnation: “He believed the Lord; and he reckoned it to him 
as righteousness” (Gen 15:6). It is clear that he saw the day of eternity, 
for otherwise he would not have been justified by God, because as it 
says in Hebrews (11:6): “Whoever would draw near to God must be-
lieve that he exists and that he rewards those who seek him.”136 That 
he saw the day of the Incarnation is clear from three things. First, from 
the oath he exacted from his servant. For he said to his servant: “Put 
your hand under my thigh, and I will make you swear by the Lord” 
(Gen 24:2). This signified, as Augustine137 says, that the God of heav-

135. See ST III, q. 20, a. 1.
136. See ST II-II, q. 2, a. 7.
137. Tract. in Io. 43. 16; PL 35, col. 1712; cf. Catena aurea, 8:52–56.
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en was to come out of his thigh. Secondly, as Gregory138 says, when 
he showed hospitality to the three angels, a symbol of the Most High 
Trinity. Thirdly, when he knew the passion of Christ as prefigured in 
the offering of the ram and of Isaac (Gen 22). So he was glad over this 
vision [of faith], but he did not rest in it. Indeed, from it he rejoiced 
in another vision, namely, the direct face-to-face vision [of God], as 
though placing all his joy in this. Thus he says, Abraham rejoiced that 
he was to see my day—the day of my divinity and of my human na-
ture—that is, that he was to see it by direct face-to-face vision.

1288. Then (v. 57), he shows how the Jews ridiculed Christ’s words: 
first, we have their ridicule, in an attempt to belittle what Christ said; 
secondly, Christ clarifies what he said in order to counteract this ridi-
cule (v. 58).

1289. Because Christ had said that Abraham rejoiced that he was to 
see his day, the Jews, having a carnal mind and considering only his 
physical age, ridiculed him and said, you are not yet fifty years old. In-
deed, he was not yet fifty years old, or even forty, but closer to thirty: 
“And Jesus, when he began his ministry, was about thirty years of age” 
(Lk 3:23). The Jews said, you are not yet fifty years old, probably be-
cause they held the year of Jubilee in the greatest reverence and com-
puted everything in terms of it—it was a time for freeing captives and 
giving up certain possessions. They were saying in effect: You have not 
yet lived beyond the span of a Jubilee, and have you seen Abraham? 
However, our Lord did not say that he saw Abraham, but that Abra-
ham saw his day.

1290. To counteract their ridicule, our Lord answers the Jews by 
explaining his words, saying, Truly, truly, I say to you, before Abra‑
ham came to be, I am. These words of our Lord mention two things 
about himself that are noteworthy and efficacious against the Arians. 
One is that, as Gregory139 says, he combines words of present and past 
time, because before signifies the past, and am signifies the present. 
Therefore, in order to show that he is eternal, and to indicate that his 
existence is an eternal existence, he does not say, “before Abraham, I 
was,” but before Abraham, I am. For eternal existence knows neither 
past nor future time, but embraces all time in one indivisible [instant]. 
Thus it could be said: “He who is, sent me to you,” and “I am who am” 
(Ex 3:14). Jesus had being both before Abraham and after him, and 
he could approach him by showing himself in the present and be after 
him in the course of time.

The other point, according to Augustine,140 is that when speaking 

138. XL hom. in Evang. I, Hom. 18. 3; PL 76, col. 1152; cf. Catena aurea, 8:52–
56. See also ST II-II, q. 2, a. 8.

139. XL hom. in Evang. I, Hom. 18. 3; PL 76, col. 1152; cf. Catena aurea, 8:57–
59. See also ST I, q. 2, a. 3; I, q. 3, a. 4.

140. Tract. in Io. 43. 17; PL 35, col. 1713; cf. Catena aurea, 8:57–59.
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of Abraham, a creature, he did not say, “before Abraham was,” but be‑
fore Abraham came to be. Yet when speaking of himself, in order to 
show that he was not made as a creature is, but was eternally begotten 
from the essence of the Father, he does not say, “I came to be,” but I 
am he who “in the beginning was the Word” (1:1); “Before the hills, I 
was brought forth” (Pr 8:25).

1291. Then (v. 59), we see the attitude of the Jews towards Christ: 
first, their harassment of him; secondly, Christ’s escape. The harass-
ment of the Jews came from their unbelief: for the minds of unbeliev-
ers, being unable to tolerate words of eternity, or understand them, re-
gard them as blasphemy. Therefore, according to the command of the 
Law, they decided to stone Christ as a blasphemer: they took up stones 
to throw at him. As Augustine remarks: What hardness of heart! To 
what could it resort except the hardness of stones? And they act in the 
same way who from the hardness of their own hearts, failing to under-
stand the clearly stated truth, blaspheme the one who speaks it; for we 
read: “These men revile whatever they do not understand” (Jude 10).

1292. Jesus escapes from them by his own power; he continues, 
but Jesus hid himself—he, who, if he had wished to exercise his di-
vine power, could have bound and delivered them to the punishment 
of a sudden death. Jesus hid himself for two main reasons. First, as an 
example to his followers to avoid those who persecute them: “When 
they persecute you in one town, flee to the next” (Mt 10:23).141 Sec-
ondly, because he had not chosen this form of death, but rather want-
ed to be sacrificed on the altar of the cross. He also fled because his 
time had not yet come. Thus, as man, he avoids their stoning. But he 
did not conceal himself under a rock or in a corner, but made himself 
invisible by his divine power and left the temple. He acted in a similar 
way when they wanted to throw him from the top of a hill (Lk 4:29). 
As Gregory142 says, this leads us to understand that the truth is hidden 
from those who disdain to follow his words. Indeed, the truth shuns 
a mind that it does not find to be humble: “The Lord is hiding his face 
from the house of Jacob” (Is 8:17). Finally, he hid himself because it 
was fitting that he leave them because they refused to accept correc-
tion and the truth, and that he go to the Gentiles: “Behold your house 
is forsaken and desolate” (Mt 23:38).

141. See ST II-II, q. 185, a. 5.
142. XL hom. in Evang. I, Hom. 18. 5; PL 76, col. 1153; cf. Catena aurea, 8:57–59.
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CHAPTEr 9

LECTUrE 1

1 As he passed by, he saw a man blind from his birth. 2 And his dis‑
ciples asked him, “Rabbi, who sinned, this man or his parents, that he 
was born blind?” 3 Jesus answered, “It was not that this man sinned, 
or his parents, but that the works of God might be made manifest in 
him. 4 We must work the works of him who sent me, while it is day; 
night comes, when no one can work. 5 As long as I am in the world, 
I am the light of the world.” 6 As he said this, he spat on the ground 
and made clay of the spittle and anointed the man’s eyes with the clay, 
7 saying to him, “Go, wash in the pool of Siloam” (which means Sent). 
So he went and washed and came back seeing.1

1293. After showing the enlightening power of his teaching by his 
own words [cf. 1118], our Lord confirms this by his action, when he 
gives sight to one physically blind. In regard to this three things are 
presented: first, the man’s infirmity; secondly, his healing (v. 6); third-
ly, a discussion among the Jews about this health (v. 8). In regard to 
the first he does two things: first, the man’s infirmity is mentioned; 
secondly, we see an inquiry about its cause (v. 2).

1294. It should be noted in regard to the first that Jesus hid himself 
and left the temple, and while passing by he saw this blind man, as he 
passed by, he saw a man blind from his birth. Three things are con-
sidered here. First, he passed by to avoid the anger of the Jews: “Do 
not kindle the coals of a sinner lest you be burned in his flaming fire” 
(Sir 8:10). Secondly, he wanted to try and soften their hardness of 
heart by working a miracle: “If I had not done among them the works 
which no one else did, they would not have sin” (15:24). Thirdly, he 
went on his way in order to confirm his words by working a sign; for 
our Lord’s works produce faith in the things that he says: “He con-
firmed the message by the sign that attended it” (Mk 16:20).2

In the mystical sense, according to Augustine,3 this blind man is 
the human race. Sin is a spiritual blindness: “Their wickedness blinded 
them” (Wis 2:21). The human race is blind from birth, because it con-

1. St. Thomas refers to Jn 9:3 in ST I-II, q. 87, a. 7, obj. 1; III, q. 44, a. 3, obj. 3; 
Jn 9:4: ST III, q. 35, a. 8, obj. 3; q. 83, a. 2, ad 4; Jn 5: ST III, q. 46, a. 9, obj. 4; q. 
83, a. 2, ad 4; Jn 9:6: ST III, q. 44, a. 3, ad 2. 

2. See ST III, q. 43, a. 1.
3. Tract. in Io. 44. 1; PL 35, col. 1713; cf. Catena aurea, 9:1–7.
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tracted sin from its origin, for the blindness occurs through sin in the 
first man, from whom all of us draw our origin. We read, “We were by 
nature,” by natural origin, “children of wrath” (Eph 2:3).

1295. Then (v. 2), the cause of this man’s infirmity is discussed: 
first, the disciples ask about its cause; secondly, Christ explains it.

1296. In regard to the first, three things are to be considered. The 
first is the reason for the disciples questioning Christ. According to 
Chrysostom,4 this was because Jesus, leaving the temple and seeing 
this blind man, looked at him intently, as though seeing in him an op-
portunity to manifest his power. And so the disciples seeing him look 
so intently at the blind man were impelled to question him.

Secondly, we see the seriousness of the disciples, because they say, 
Rabbi, calling him Teacher, to indicate that they are questioning him 
in order to learn. Thirdly, we see why they asked, who sinned? when 
they inquire into the reason for the man’s blindness.

It must be said, according to Chrysostom,5 that because the Lord 
said to the paralytic, when he healed him, “See, you are well! Sin no 
more, that nothing worse befall you,” the disciples thought that his 
infirmity was due to sin. They also thought that every human illness 
arose from sin, as Eliphaz said: “Think now, who that was innocent 
ever perished?” (Jb 4:7). Therefore, they asked whether he had been 
born blind on account of his own sin or that of his parents. It does not 
seem to have been on account of his own sin, because no one sins be-
fore he is born, since souls do not exist before their bodies, nor do they 
sin, as some mistakenly think: “Though they were not yet born and 
had done nothing, either good or bad . . . not because of works but 
because of his call, she was told ‘The elder will serve the younger’” 
(Rom 9:11). Nor does it seem that he suffered on account of a sin of 
his parents, for we read: “The fathers shall not be put to death for their 
children, nor shall the children be put to death for the fathers” (Deut 
24:16).

Note that people are punished with two kinds of punishment. One 
is spiritual and concerns the soul; the other is bodily and concerns the 
body. A child is never punished on account of his father with a spiri-
tual punishment, because the soul of a child is not from his father but 
from God: “All souls are mine,” that is, by creation, “the soul of the fa-
ther as well as the soul of the child is mine: the soul that sins shall be 
punished” (Ez 18:4). Augustine6 also says this in one of his letters. But 
a child is punished on account of his father with a bodily punishment, 
since he is of his father as far as his body is concerned.7 This is express-
ly shown in Genesis (chap. 19) where when Sodom was destroyed the 

4. Hom. in Io. 56. 1; PG 59, col. 305; cf. Catena aurea, 9:1–7.
5. Ibid.; cf. Catena aurea, 9:1–7.
6. Ep. 44. 5. 12; PL 33, col. 179.
7. See ST I-II, q. 87, a. 8.
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children of the inhabitants of Sodom were killed on account of the sins 
of their parents. Again, the Lord very often threatened to destroy the 
children of the Jews on account of the sins of their parents.

1297. To understand why one person is punished on account of the 
sins of another, we must realize that a punishment has two aspects: it 
is an injury and a remedy. Sometimes a part of the body is cut off to 
save the entire body. And a punishment of this kind causes an inju-
ry insofar as a part is cut off, but it is a remedy insofar as it saves the 
body itself. Still, a doctor never cuts off a superior member to save 
one which is inferior, but the other way around. Now in human mat-
ters, the soul is superior to the body, and the body is superior to exter-
nal possessions. And so it never happens that someone is punished in 
his soul for the sake of his body, but rather he is punished in his body 
as a curing remedy for his soul. Therefore, God sometimes imposes 
physical punishments, or difficulties in external concerns, as a benefi-
cial remedy for the soul. And then punishments of this kind are not 
given just as injuries, but as healing remedies. Thus, the killing of the 
children of Sodom was for the good of their souls: not because they 
deserved it, but so they would not be punished more severely for in-
creasing their sins in a life spent in imitating their parents. And in this 
way some are often punished for the sins of their parents.8

1298. Then when he says, Jesus answered, our Lord reveals the rea-
son for the man’s infirmity: first, he excludes the reason they assumed; 
secondly, he mentions the real reason; and thirdly, he explains it.

1299. He excludes the reason they assumed when he says, it was 
not that this man sinned, or his parents: for the disciples had assumed 
that this was the reason for his infirmity, as was said. But a contrary 
statement is found in Romans (3:23): “All have sinned and are in need 
of God’s glory.” And again we read that sin has passed into all men 
from Adam. I answer to this that both the blind man and his parents 
did contract original sin and even added other actual sins during their 
lives, for we read: “If we say we have no sin, we deceive ourselves and 
the truth is not in us” (1 Jn 1:8). But when the Lord says, it was not 
that this man sinned, or his parents, he means that his blindness did 
not come as a result of their sins.9

1300. He mentions the real reason when he says, but that the works 
of God might be made manifest in him, for through the works of God 
we are led to a knowledge of him: “his invisible nature has been clear-
ly perceived in the things that have been made” (Rom 1:20); “The very 
works which my Father has given me to perform . . . they bear wit-
ness to me” (5:36).10 But the knowledge of God is man’s greatest good, 

8. See ST I-II, q. 87, a. 8, especially ad 1, 3.
9. See ST I-II, q. 87, a. 7.
10. See ST I, q. 2, a. 3; III, q. 1, a. 1.
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since his happiness consists in this: “This is eternal life, that they know 
thee the only true God, and Jesus Christ whom thou has sent” (17:3); 
“Let him who glories glory in this, that he understands and knows me” 
(Jer 9:24).11 If, therefore, an infirmity occurs in order that God’s works 
be manifested, and God is made known through this manifestation, it 
is clear that such bodily infirmities occur for a good purpose.12

1301. It might seem that the manifestation of God’s works is not a 
sufficient reason for such an infirmity, especially since neither he nor 
his parents sinned. Therefore, some say that the words but that do not 
indicate the reason but merely the sequence of events. The sense then 
being: the man was blind, and the works of God were manifested in 
his cure. But this does not seem to be reasonable; and so it is better to 
say that the reason is being given. For evil is twofold: the evil of fault 
and the evil of punishment. Now God does not cause the evil of fault, 
but permits it; yet he would not permit it unless he intended some 
good from it.13 So Augustine14 says in his Enchiridion: “God is so good 
that he would never permit any evil to occur, unless he was so pow-
erful as to draw some good from every evil.” Therefore, he allows cer-
tain sins to be committed because he intends some good; in this way, 
he allows the rage of tyrants so that martyrs may be crowned.15 Much 
more, therefore, should it be said that the evil of punishment, which 
he causes—as Amos (3:6) says: “Does evil befall a city, unless the Lord 
has done it?”—is never applied except for the good he intends. And 
among these goods the best is that the works of God be manifested, 
and from them that God be known. Therefore, it is not unfitting if 
he sends afflictions or allows sins to be committed in order that some 
good come from them.

1302. It should be noted, as Gregory16 says in Moralia book I, that 
God sends afflictions to men in five ways. Sometimes they are the be-
ginning of damnation, according to Jeremiah: “Strike them with a 
double punishment.” A sinner is struck with this kind of punishment 
in this life so that without interruption or end he might be punished 
in the other life. For example, Herod, who killed James, was punished 
in this life and also in hell (Acts 12:23). Sometimes afflictions are sent 
as a correction, as we read: “Your discipline will teach me” (Ps 17:36). 
And sometimes a person is afflicted not to correct past wrongs, but to 
preserve him from future ones, as we read of Paul: “And to keep me 
from being too elated by the abundance of revelations, a thorn was 
given me in the flesh, a messenger of Satan, to harass me, to keep me 

11. See ST I-II, q. 3, a. 8. 12. See ST I-II, q. 87, a. 7, ad 1.
13. See ST I, q. 19, a. 9.
14. Enchir. 11, PL 40, col. 236; cf. Ep. 155. 1. 3; PL 33, col. 668.
15. See ST I, q. 19, a. 9, ad 1.
16. Mor., Praef. 5. 12; PL 75, col. 523 A–B; cf. Catena aurea, 9:1–7.
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from being too elated” (2 Cor 12:7). Again, sometimes it is done to en-
courage virtue: as when a person’s past sins are not being corrected, 
nor future ones hindered, but he is led to a stronger love by knowing 
the power of the one who unexpectedly delivered him from some dif-
ficulty: “Virtue is made perfect in infirmity” (2 Cor 12:9); “Patience has 
a perfect work” (Jas 1:4). And finally, sometimes afflictions are sent 
to manifest the divine glory; thus we read here, that the works of God 
might be made manifest in him.17

1303. Next he explains the true reason. And because he had men-
tioned God’s works, first he states the opportunity for manifesting 
God’s works; secondly, the reason for this opportunity or need, night 
comes; and thirdly, he explains this (v. 5).

1304. He says, therefore, this man was born blind that the works of 
God might be made manifest in him. And it was necessary that they be 
manifested, for we must work the works of him who sent me, that is, 
the works entrusted to me by my Father: “I have come to do the will 
of him who sent me” (6:38). And below he says: “Father, I have ac-
complished the work you gave me to do” (17:4). Or, these words can 
refer to Christ insofar as he is God; and then they indicate the equal-
ity of his power with that of the Father. Then the meaning is, we must 
work the works of him who sent me, that is, the works which I have 
from the Father. For everything that the Son does, even according to 
his divine nature, he has from his Father: “The Son can do nothing of 
his own accord, but only what he sees the Father doing” (5:19).18

1305 I say we must work while it is day. Our natural day is pro-
duced by the presence of the sun to the earth. But the Sun of Justice 
or Righteousness is Christ, our God: “But for you who fear my name 
the sun of righteousness shall rise” (Mal 4:2). Therefore, as long as this 
Sun is present to us, the works of God can be done in us, for us, and 
by us. At one time this Sun was physically present to us; and then it 
was day: “This is the day which the Lord has made; let us rejoice and 
be glad in it” (Ps 117:24). Therefore, it was fitting to do the works of 
God. He is also present to us by grace; and then it is the day of grace, 
when it is fitting to do the works of God, while it is day; “The night is 
far gone, the day is at hand. Let us then cast off the works of darkness 
and put on the armor of light” (Rom 13:12); “Those who sleep, sleep at 
night” (1 Thes 5:7).19

1306. If the presence of the sun produces day, and its absence night, 
then, since the sun is always present to itself, it is always day for the 
sun; and so for the sun, it is always the time for acting and illuminat-
ing. But with regard to ourselves, to whom it is sometimes present and 

17. See ST I-II, q. 87, aa. 7–8.
18. See ST I, q. 41, a. 5; I, q. 42, a. 1. 
19. See ST I, q. 43, a. 5.
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at other times absent, it is not always acting and illuminating. In the 
same way for Christ, the Sun of Justice, it is always day and the time 
for acting; but not with respect to us, because we are not always able 
to receive his grace due to some obstacle on our part.20

1307. He mentions why this is our opportunity when he says, night 
comes, when no one can work. Just as there are two kinds of day, so 
there are two kinds of night. One is by the physical departure of the 
Sun of Justice, which is what the apostles experienced when they 
were demoralized at the time of the passion, when Christ was physi-
cally taken from them: “You will all fall away because of me this night” 
(Mt 26:31). Then it was not the time for acting, but for suffering.

But it is better to say that even when Christ was physically absent 
because of his ascension, it was still day for the apostles insofar as the 
Sun of Justice shone on them, and it was a time for working.21 And so 
night in this passage refers to that night which comes from the spiri-
tual separation from the Sun of Justice, that is, by the separation from 
grace. This night is of two kinds. One is by the loss of actual grace 
through mortal sin: “Those who sleep, sleep at night” (1 Thess 5:7). 
When this night comes, no one can perform works that merit eternal 
life.22 The other night is total, when one is deprived not only of actual 
grace by mortal sin, but even of the ability of obtaining grace because 
of an eternal damnation in hell. Here there is a vast night for those 
to whom it will be said: “Depart from me, you cursed, into the eter-
nal fire” (Mt 24:41). During this night no one can work, because it is 
not the time for meriting, but for receiving according to one’s merits.23 
Therefore, while you are living, do now what you will want to have 
done then: “Whatever your hand finds to do, do it with your might; 
for there is no work or thought of knowledge or wisdom in Sheol, to 
which you are going” (Ecc 9:10).

1308. He gives the reason for what he has just said, saying, as long 
as I am in the world, I am the light of the world. This is like saying: If 
you want to know what is that day and what is that night of which I 
speak, I say that I am the light of the world, for my presence makes day, 
and my absence night; “I am the light of the world” (8:12). As long as I 
am in the world by my bodily presence—“I came forth from the Father 
and have come into the world; again, I am leaving the world and go-
ing to the Father” (16:28)—I am the light of the world. And thus this 
day lasted until the ascension of Christ. Or again, as long as I am in the 
world spiritually by grace—“I am with you until the consummation of 
the world” (Mt 28:20)—I am the light of the world. And this day will 
last until the consummation of the world.

20. See ST I-II, q. 79, a. 3.
21. See ST I, q. 43, a. 5; III, q. 57, a. 1, ad 3; III, q. 57, a. 6. 
22. See ST I-II, q. 88, a. 1; I-II, q. 109, aa. 4–5; I-II, q. 114, a. 2.
23. See ST I-II, q. 87, a. 3.
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1309. Next, when the Evangelist says, as he said this, he spat on the 
ground, he describes the healing of the blind man. Here five things were 
done by Christ. First, he moistens the earth, he spat on the ground. Sec-
ondly, he made the clay, as we read, he made clay of the spittle. Thirdly, 
Christ smeared the man’s eyes and anointed the man’s eyes. Fourthly, 
he commands the man to wash, with go, wash in the pool of Siloam. 
And fifthly, the man’s sight is restored, and he came back seeing. Each 
of these has both a literal and a mystical explanation.

1310. The literal meaning is explained by Chrysostom24 in this way. 
Christ restored the man’s sight by spittle in order to show that he ac-
complished this by a power coming from himself, and that the mira-
cle should not be attributed to anything else: “Power came forth from 
him” (Lk 6:19). Although our Lord could have performed all his mir-
acles by his mere word, because “he commanded and they were cre-
ated” (Ps 148:5), he frequently used his body in them to show that as 
an instrument of his divinity it held a definite healing power. He made 
clay from his spittle to show that he who had formed the entire first 
man can reshape the deficient members of a man. Thus, just as he 
formed the first man from clay, so he made clay to re-form the eyes of 
the one born blind.25

He rubbed the clay on the eyes of the one born blind to show, by 
healing what is most important in bodies, that he was the creator of 
bodies. For man is more excellent than all other bodily substances; and 
among his members, the head is the more excellent; and among the 
organs of the head, the eye is more excellent than the others: “The eye 
is the lamp of the body” (Mt 6:22).26 Therefore, by repairing the eye, 
which is more excellent than the other bodily members, he showed 
that he was the creator of the entire man and of all corporeal nature. 
He said, go, wash in the pool of Siloam, so that it would not seem that 
the clay he rubbed on the eyes had the power to heal them. Thus, as 
long as he had the clay on his eyes, the man did not see, but saw only 
after he washed.

He sent him some distance to wash, to the pool of Siloam, first, to 
overcome the obstinacy of the Jews. For he had to cross the city, and so 
all would see the blind man going with the clay on his eyes, and then 
returning with his sight restored. Secondly, he did this to acclaim the 
obedience and faith of the blind man; for perhaps he had frequently 
had clay put on his face, and had often washed in the pool of Siloam, 
and yet had not seen. So he could have said: “Clay usually makes me 
worse, and I have often washed in the pool but was never helped,” as 
we read of Naaman in 2 Kings (5:10). Yet he did not argue, but sim-

24. Hom. in Io. 57. 1; PG 59, col. 311; cf. Catena aurea, 9:1–7.
25. See ST III, q. 44, a. 3, ad 2.
26. See ST I, q. 91, a. 3, ad 3.
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ply obeyed. Thus it follows, so he went and washed. The reason why 
he sent him to the pool of Siloam was because the Jewish people were 
signified by that water: “Because this people have refused the waters of 
Shiloah that flow gently” (Is 8:6). Therefore, he sent him to Siloam to 
show that he still loved the Jewish people.

The effect follows, because he came back seeing. This was predicted 
in Isaiah (35:5): “Then the eyes of the blind shall be opened.”

1311. Augustine27 gives the mystical and allegorical explanation. 
He says that the spittle, which is saliva that descends from the head, 
signifies the Word of God, who proceeds from the Father, the head of 
all things: “I came forth from the mouth of the Most High” (Sir 24:3). 
Therefore, the Lord made clay from spittle and the earth when the 
Word was made flesh. He anointed the eyes of the blind man, that is, 
of the human race. And the eyes are the eyes of the heart, anointed by 
faith in the Incarnation of Christ. But the blind man did not yet see, 
because the anointing produced a catechumen, who has faith but has 
not yet been baptized. So he sends him to the pool of Siloam to wash 
and receive his sight, i.e., to be baptized, and in baptism to receive full 
enlightenment. Thus, according to Dionysius,28 baptism is an enlight-
enment: “I will sprinkle clean water upon you, and you shall be clean 
from all your uncleanness” (Ez 36:25). And so this Gospel is appro-
priately read in Lent, on Holy Saturday, when those about to be bap-
tized are examined. Nor is it without reason that the Evangelist adds 
the meaning of the pool, saying, which means Sent, because whoever 
is baptized must be baptized in Christ, who was sent by the Father: “As 
many of you as were baptized in Christ have put on Christ” (Gal 3:27). 
For if Christ had not been sent, none of us would have been freed from 
sin.29

According to Gregory,30 however, the spittle signifies the savor of 
intimate contemplation, which flows from the head into the mouth, 
because due to the love of our Creator we have been touched even in 
this life with the savor of revelation. Thus the Lord mixed spittle with 
earth and restored sight to the man born blind because heavenly grace 
illuminates our carnal thoughts with his contemplation, and heals our 
understanding from its original blindness.31

27. Tract. in Io. 44. 2; PL 35, col. 1714; cf. Catena aurea, 9:1–7.
28. De ecc. hier. 2. 1; PG 3, col. 392.
29. See ST III, q. 1, a. 3; III, q. 49, a. 1; III, q. 66, a. 2, ad 1.
30. Mor. 8. 30. 49; PL 75, col. 832 C; cf. Catena aurea, 9:1–7.
31. See ST I, q. 94, a. 1; II-II, q. 180, a. 1.
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LECTUrE 2

8 The neighbors and those who had seen him before as a beggar, 
said, “Is not this the man who used to sit and beg?” 9 Some said, “It 
is he”; others said, “No, but he is like him.” He said, “I am the man.” 
10 They said to him, “Then how were your eyes opened?” 11 He an‑
swered, “The man called Jesus made clay and anointed my eyes an 
said to me, ‘Go to Siloam and wash’; so I went and washed and re‑
ceived my sight.” 12 They said to him, “Where is he?” He said, “I do 
not know.” 13 They brought to the Pharisees the man who had for‑
merly been blind. 14 Now it was a Sabbath day when Jesus made the 
clay and opened his eyes. 15 The Pharisees again asked him how he 
had received his sight. And he said to them, “He put clay on my eyes, 
and I washed, and I see.” 16 Some of the Pharisees said, “This man 
is not from God, for he does not keep the Sabbath.” But others said, 
“How can a man who is a sinner do such signs?” There was a divi‑
sion among them. 17 So they again said to the blind man, “What do 
you say about him, since he has opened your eyes?” He said, “He is a 
prophet.” 18 The Jews did not believe that he had been blind and had 
received his sight, until they called the parents of the man who had re‑
ceived his sight, 19 and asked them, “Is this your son, who you say was 
born blind? How then does he now see?” 20 His parents answered, 
“We know that this is our son, and that he was born blind; 21 but how 
he now sees we do not know, nor do we know who opened his eyes. Ask 
him; he is of age, he will speak for himself.” 22 His parents said this 
because they feared the Jews, for the Jews had already agreed that if 
any one should confess him to be Christ, he was to be put out of the 
synagogue. 23 Therefore his parents said, “He is of age, ask him.”32

1312. After the description of the miraculous healing of the blind 
man, the Evangelist tells of the miracle being examined. First, the 
miracle is examined by the people; secondly, by the Pharisees (v. 13); 
and thirdly, on account of his confession the blind man is instructed 
and commended by Christ (v. 35). In regard to the first, the Evange-
list mentions three things: first, we see an inquiry about the person 
who received his sight; secondly, about the restoration itself (v. 10); 
and thirdly about the one who restored his sight (v. 1). In regard to the 
first he does three things: first, we have a question about the one who 
received his sight; secondly, the different opinions about this are given; 
thirdly, the question is settled.

1313. The question is asked by the people. He says, the neighbors 

32. St. Thomas refers to Jn 9:16 in ST I-II, q. 107, a. 2, obj. 3; III, q. 40, a. 4, 
ad 1.
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and those who had seen him before as a beggar said: Is not this the man 
who used to sit and beg? Here two things are to be considered. One is 
that due to the greatness of the miracle, it was considered incredible. 
So we read below: “Never since the world began has it been heard that 
any one opened the eyes of a man born blind” (9:32). This fulfills for 
them what is said in Habakkuk (1:5), “I am doing a work in your days 
that you would not believe if told.” Secondly, we should note the won-
derful compassion of God, because our Lord performs miracles not only 
for the powerful, but also for outcasts, since he healed, with great pity, 
those who begged. This shows that he who came for our salvation re-
jected no one because of their poverty: “Has not God chosen those who 
are poor in the world to be rich in faith and heirs of the kingdom?” 
(Jas 2:5). Thus they explicitly say, Is not this the man who used to sit 
and beg? This is like saying: He is an outcast and does not deserve to be 
cured. But Baruch says the opposite: “The giants who were born there 
. . . God did not choose them” (3:26).

1314. The opinions of the people are presented when he says, Some 
said: It is he, the beggar, because they had often seen him begging, 
and later hurrying through the town when he went to the pool with 
the clay on his eyes. Thus they could not deny that it was he. But oth-
ers were on the contrary opinion, so they said, No, but it is like him. 
The reason for this, as Augustine33 says, is that the man’s appearance 
changed when he regained his sight, for nothing is so characteristic as 
the expression a person gets from his eyes: “A sensible man is known 
by his face” (Sir 19:29).

1315. The question is settled by the blind man because he said, the 
blind man, I am the man, the one who used to beg. His voice was 
grateful. For since he could not be ungrateful for such a great favor 
and was unable to show any other sign of gratitude than to constantly 
declare that he had been cured by Christ, he said, I am the man, the 
one who was blind and begged; and now I see: “Praise God and give 
thanks to him . . . for what he has done for you” (Tb 12:6).

1316. Then (v. 10), we see the investigation of the act, which was 
the restoration of the man’s sight. First, we have the question asked by 
the Jews; secondly, the answer of the blind man (v. 11).

1317. They continue: If you are the blind man who used to beg, 
then tell us, how were your eyes opened? This question came from 
their vain curiosity because neither the one who was cured nor we 
ourselves know how it was done: “Do not meddle in what is beyond 
your tasks” (Sir 3:23).

1318. The blind man’s answer was remarkable; he says, the man 
called Jesus made clay and anointed my eyes. In his answer he first 
points out the person who gave him his sight, saying the man called 

33. Tract. in Io. 44. 8; PL 35, col. 1716; cf. Catena aurea, 9:8–17.
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Jesus. He was right in calling him a man; he knew that he was a man, 
and he was a true man: “Born in the likeness of man” (Phil 2:7). For 
although he had not seen Jesus, because he had left while still blind to 
go to Siloam, he knew him from his voice and from the conversations 
of others about him.

Secondly, he tells what was done, saying, he made clay and anoint‑
ed my eyes. Here he shows that he is truthful, not asserting what is not 
certain. For our Lord had made clay from spittle, but he did not know 
this; yet through his sense of touch he recognized the clay which was 
made and placed over his eyes. So he did not say, “He made clay from 
spittle,” but only, he made clay and anointed my eyes: “That which 
we have heard, which we have seen with our eyes, which we have 
looked upon and touched with our hands . . . we proclaim also to you”  
(1 Jn 1:1).

Thirdly, he mentions the command, saying, and he said to me, Go 
to Siloam and wash. This was also necessary for us, for if we wish to be 
cleansed from our blindness of heart, it is necessary that we be spiritu-
ally washed; “Wash yourselves; make yourselves clean” (Is 1:16).

Fourthly, he shows his obedience, saying, so I went and washed. He 
is saying in effect: Because I heard this command and desired to see, 
I obeyed. And it is no wonder, because we read: “For the command-
ment,” that is, when obeyed, “is a lamp and the teaching a light” (Pr 
6:23).

Fifthly, he mentions the good effect, saying, and I received my sight. 
It was fitting that he be enlightened after obeying, because as it says 
in Acts (5:32): “It is the Holy Spirit whom God has given to those 
who obey him.” Notice the perseverance of the blind man. As Augus-
tine34 says: “Look at him! He became a preacher of grace. See him! He 
preaches and testifies to the Jews. This blind man testified, and the 
hearts of the wicked were vexed, because they did not have the light 
in their hearts which he had in his face.”

1319. Next, we have the inquiry about the person who restored his 
sight (v. 12). First, there is the question asked by the Jews, Where is 
he? They asked this maliciously, as they were thinking of killing him; 
for they had already formed a conspiracy against Christ: “But now you 
seek to kill me” (8:40).

Secondly, we have the answer of the blind man, I do not know. As 
Augustine35 says, from these words it is clear that what was accom-
plished in him physically represents what is accomplished spiritually at 
different stages. For at first, the blind man is anointed, and then sees 
after his washing. The anointing represents the beginning of his physi-
cal health, and the washing leads to complete health. In particular, an 

34. Ibid.; cf. Catena aurea, 9:8–17.
35. Ibid., col. 1716–17.
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anointing produces a catechumen; and the washing, that is, baptism, 
perfects and enlightens him. Thus we have a representation of the dif-
ference in faith found at different stages.36 For when he says, I do not 
know, this represents the imperfect faith of catechumens: “You worship 
what you do not know” (4:22). This can also signify our faith: “For our 
knowledge is imperfect and our prophesying is imperfect” (1 Cor 13:9).

1320. Then when he says, they brought to the Pharisees the man 
who had formerly been blind, we see his examination by the Pharisees. 
First, they question the man born blind; secondly, his parents (v. 18). 
He does three things with the first. First, we see the person to be exam-
ined; secondly, he mentions the intention of the examiners; and thirdly 
we have the interrogation itself.

1321. The one to be examined, the blind man, is led to the Phari-
sees by the people. They brought, that is, the crowd, to the Pharisees 
the man who had formerly been blind. They did this because the crowd 
was trying to find out from him where Jesus was, so that if they found 
him they could bring him to the Pharisees and accuse him of breaking 
the Sabbath. So because they did not have Christ they took the blind 
man, so that by questioning him more roughly they might force him 
by fear to make up something false about Christ: “I will go to the great, 
and will speak to them; for they know the way of the Lord, the law of 
their God. But they all alike had broken the yoke, they had burst the 
bonds” (Jer 5:5).

1322. The Evangelist shows that their intention was perverse, say-
ing, it was a Sabbath day when Jesus made the clay. He says this to 
show their evil intention and the reason why they sought Jesus, that 
is, to find a charge against him and detract from his miracle by his sup-
posed violation of the law. Nevertheless, it should be said that “The 
Son of man is Lord of the Sabbath” (Mt 12:8).

1323. His examination is conducted by the Pharisees, since it is said, 
The Pharisees again asked him. First, they question him about what 
was done; secondly, about the person who did it (v. 16).

1324. The Evangelist does two things about the first: first, he pres-
ents their interrogation; secondly, the blind man’s answer. They ask 
him about the sign he received, the Pharisees again asked him, not in 
order to learn, but to find a reason to accuse him of lying. The blind 
man answers them, not contradicting what he said before, nor devi-
ating from the truth. He, that is, the blind man, said to them, he put 
clay on my eyes. We must, first, admire the perseverance of this blind 
man, for although it may not seem such a great thing to have spoken 
the truth when he, without danger, was questioned by the crowd, he 
showed remarkable perseverance when in greater danger before the 

36. See ST II-II, q. 5, a. 4.
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Pharisees he neither denied what he had said before nor changed his 
account: “I will also speak of thy testimonies before kings, and shall 
not be put to shame” (Ps 118:46). Secondly, we should admire his skill, 
for it is good practice to first relate an event in detail and with all its 
circumstances, and then if it has to be repeated, to speak more concise-
ly. So here, he does not repeat the name of the one who spoke to him, 
nor that he was told to go and wash. But without hesitation he relays 
only the essential, and says, He put clay on my eyes.

1325. Next (v. 16), an inquiry is made about the one who restored 
the man’s sight. First, the different opinions of the Pharisees concern-
ing Christ are given; secondly, the opinion of the blind man is sought 
(v. 17). In regard to the first he does three things: first, he presents the 
opinion of those who were blaspheming Christ; then, the opinion of 
those who were commending him; thirdly, he concludes with the fact 
that they were arguing and disagreeing among themselves.

1326. We should note, concerning the first, that those who act ma-
liciously against someone keep silent if they see anything good in his 
work, and they reveal the evil, if any is seen, even turning what is 
good into evil, according to “Beware of a scoundrel, for he devises evil, 
lest he give you a lasting blemish” (Sir 11:33). This is what they are 
doing here: for they do not mention what seemed good, that is, the 
restoration of the blind man’s sight, but stress what they can against 
Christ, that is, his breaking of the Sabbath. Thus some of the Phari‑
sees said, that is, those who were malicious and corrupt, this man is 
not from God, for he does not keep the Sabbath. But Christ did keep 
the Sabbath, for when the Lord forbade work on the Sabbath he had 
in mind servile work, which is a sin: “Every one who commits sin is a 
slave to sin” (8:34). Therefore, one who does sinful works on the Sab-
bath breaks the Sabbath. So Christ, who was without sin, rather than 
they, kept the Sabbath.37

1327. The opinion of those commending him is presented when he 
reports them as saying, How can a man who is a sinner do such signs? 
These others had some faith due to the signs that Christ worked, but 
were still weak and imperfect; it was out of fear of the Pharisees and 
the elders that they asked with hesitation, How can a man who is a 
sinner do such signs? We read below that “Many even of the authori-
ties believed in him, but for fear of the Pharisees they did not confess 
it” (12:42). They should have shown how our Lord had not broken the 
Sabbath, and have appropriately replied in defense of Jesus.

1328. The difference of opinion among them is mentioned when 
he says, there was a division among them; and this division was also 
found in the people. This was a sign of their destruction: “Their heart is 

37. See ST I-II, q. 100, a. 5; III, q. 40, a. 4. 
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false; now they must bear their guilt” (Hos 10:2); “Every kingdom di-
vided against itself is laid waste” (Mt 12:25).

1329. Next (v. 17), they ask the blind man for his opinion. And first 
we have the question the Pharisees asked; secondly, the blind man’s 
answer.

They question him, saying, what do you say about him? Accord-
ing to Chrysostom,38 this question was not asked by those who were 
blaspheming Christ, but by those favorably disposed. This is clear from 
the way they questioned him; for they call his attention to the gift he 
received, saying, since he has opened your eyes. If the others had been 
doing the questioning, they would not have said this, but would rath-
er recall that Christ broke the Sabbath. But these remind him of the 
benefit that he received to make him grateful and lead him to testify 
to Christ.

But according to Augustine,39 this question was asked by Christ’s 
enemies, who wanted to deprecate this man who constantly professed 
the truth; or they were trying to get him to change his opinion out of 
fear; or at least were attempting to exclude him from the synagogue.

The answer of the blind man remained the same, he said, he is a 
prophet. Although up to this time, as though unanointed in heart, 
he did not yet profess that Christ was the Son of God, he firmly ex-
pressed what he thought and did not lie. For our Lord said of him-
self: “A prophet is not without honor except in his own country” (Mt 
13:57); “The Lord your God will raise up for you a prophet . . . him 
shall you heed” (Dt 18:15).40

1330. Next (v. 18), we see his parents questioned. First, we have 
the reason why they were questioned; secondly, the question itself (v. 
19); thirdly their answer (v. 20); and fourthly, the reason for this an-
swer (v. 22).

1331. The reason for this second questioning was the unbelief of 
the Pharisees. He says, the Jews, that is, the Pharisees, did not believe 
that he had been blind and had received his sight, until they called the 
parents of the man. They did this in an attempt to nullify the miracle 
of Christ and to preserve their own glory: “How can you believe, who 
receive glory from one another?” (Jn 5:44).

1332. The Pharisees now question his parents. Here they ask about 
three things. First, about their son, saying Is this your son? Second-
ly, about his blindness; and so they add, who you say was born blind. 
They did not say, “who at one time was blind,” but who you say, im-
plying that they made this up. What father would lie in such a way 
about his son? Yet they were trying to make him say he did.

38. Hom. in Io. 58. 1; PG 59, col. 315–16; cf. Catena aurea, 9:8–17. 
39. Tract. in Io. 44. 9; PL 35, col. 1717; cf. Catena aurea, 9:8–17.
40. See ST III, q. 7, a. 8.



170  COMMENTARY ON THE GOSPEL OF JOHN

Thirdly, they ask how he had obtained his sight, How then does he 
now see? This was like saying: Either it is false that he now sees, or that 
he was once blind; but obviously the truth is that he sees; therefore it 
was false to say that he had been blind: “The powerful man will test 
you through much talking, and while he smiles he will be examining 
you” (Sir 13:11).

1333. Then, the answer of his parents is given (v. 20). The Phari-
sees had asked about three things; they answer firmly about two and 
in regard to the third they refer them to their son. First, they admit the 
first, namely, that he is their son; so they say, we know that this is our 
son. They also admit the second when they add, and that he was born 
blind. This shows that the truth always conquers what is false, as we 
read in the apocryphal 3 Esdras (3:12): “Truth conquers all.” Yet as to 
the third question, how their son sees, they answer, but how he now 
sees we do not know.

They reply, secondly, about the person who gave him his sight, nor 
do we know who opened his eyes. They answer this way because the 
question was directed against the one who gave sight to their son, and 
so they refer this to their son, saying, Ask him, he is of age. This was 
like saying: He was born blind, not mute; thus he can speak for him-
self in this matter. The testimony about this miracle was from several 
sources so as to make it more believable: the parents told what they 
knew, and their blind son confirmed that he had been cured.

1334. The reason for their answer is given when he says, his par‑
ents said this because they feared the Jews; for they were still imper-
fect and did not dare do what our Lord says: “Do not fear those who 
kill the body” (Mt 10:28). The reason for their fear was that the Jews 
had already agreed that if any one should confess him to be Christ, he 
was to be put out of the synagogue. “I have said all this to you to keep 
you from falling away. They will put you out of the synagogues” (Jn 
16:11). As Augustine41 says, it was no longer an evil to be cast out of 
the synagogue, for the ones they rejected Christ welcomed.

LECTUrE 3

24 So for the second time they called the man who had been blind, 
and said to him, “Give God the praise; we know that this man is a sin‑
ner.” 25 He answered, “Whether he is a sinner, I do not know; one 
thing I know, that though I was blind, I now see.” 26 They said to him, 
“What did he do to you? How did he open your eyes?” 27 He answered 
them, “I have told you already, and you would not listen. Why do 

41. Tract. in Io. 44. 10; PL 35, col. 1717; cf. Catena aurea, 9:18–23.
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you want to hear it again? Do you too want to become his disciples?”  
28 And they reviled him, saying, “You are his disciple, but we are dis‑
ciples of Moses. 29 We know that God has spoken to Moses, but as for 
this man, we do not know where he comes from.” 30 The man an‑
swered, “Why, this is a marvel! You do not know where he comes from, 
and yet he opened my eyes. 31 We know that God does not listen to sin‑
ners, but if any one is a worshiper of God and does his will, God lis‑
tens to him. 32 Never since the world began has it been heard that any 
one opened the eyes of a man born blind. 33 If this man were not from 
God, he could do nothing.” 34 They answered him, “You were born in 
utter sin, and would you teach us?” And they cast him out.42

1335. After the questioning of the blind man and his parents, an at-
tempt is made to make him deny the truth and affirm what is false. 
First, they attempt to make him deny the truth; secondly, they revile 
him (v. 28); and thirdly, they condemn him (v. 34). The Evangelist does 
two things about the first. First, he shows how they tried to get the man 
born blind to deny the truth; secondly, how they continued to ques-
tion him in order to malign him (v. 26). In regard to the first he does 
two things: first, he shows their malice; and secondly, the steadfastness 
of the man born blind (v. 25). The malice of the Pharisees is shown by 
their attempt to have him deny the truth, while the steadfastness of the 
blind man appears by his resolute profession of the truth.

1336. In regard to the first he says, for the second time they called 
the man who had been blind, for his parents had referred them to the 
blind man, and said to him: Give God the praise. They say one thing 
but mean another. For they wish to force him to say that his sight was 
not restored by Christ, or if they are unable to do this, to force him to 
admit that he was cured by him through sorcery. They do not say this 
openly, but implicitly, with an appearance of devotion. They attempt 
this by saying, Give God the praise. As if to say: Your sight has been 
given to you. But only God can do this. Therefore, you should not at-
tribute this to anyone but God, and not to this man, that is, Christ, 
because if you do this you are indicating that you have not received 
the gift of your healing from God, for the reason that God does not 
perform miracles through sinners.43 Thus they add, we know that 
this man is a sinner. But, as Augustine44 says, if he had done this, he 
would not be giving glory to God but rather, being ungrateful, would 
be blaspheming. But in truth, the Pharisees were lying when they said, 
we know that this man is a sinner; for above (8:46), they could not 
convict him of sin, and he said: “which of you convicts me of sin?” 

42. St. Thomas refers to Jn 9:31 in ST II-II, q. 83, a. 16, obj. 1; q. 178, a. 2, obj. 
1; III, q. 64, a. 1, obj. 2; Jn 9:32: ST III, q. 43, a. 4. 

43. See ST II-II, q. 178, a. 2.
44. Tract. in Io. 44. 11; PL 35, col. 1718; cf. Catena aurea, 9:24–34.
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And no wonder, because “He committed no sin; no guile was found on 
his lips” (1 Pet 2:22).

1337. Here we see the steadfastness of the blind man. For amazed 
at the hardness of the Pharisees, and impatient with what they were 
saying, he says, in all truth, Whether he is a sinner, I do not know.

Yet because he had said before that “He is a prophet,” is he not now 
saying, Whether he is a sinner I do not know, out of fear, as if he were 
doubtful? Not at all! Rather, he is angry and mocking the Pharisees. He 
is saying in effect: You say that he is a sinner; but I do not know that 
he is a sinner, and I am amazed that you say this, because he accom-
plished a work which does not seem to be the work of a sinner, be-
cause though I was blind, now I see, by his kindness. According to Au-
gustine,45 he said this in order not to be maligned nor to conceal the 
truth. For perhaps if he had said, “I know that he is a just man,” which 
was true, they would have maligned him. But according to Chrysos-
tom,46 he said this to give them a more impressive testimony to the 
miracle, and to make his answer believable by calling attention to the 
gift itself he received.

1338. They again question the man born blind in order to malign 
him. First, we have the cunning interrogation of the Pharisees; and 
secondly, the contemptuous reply of the blind man (v. 27).

1339. He says, with respect to the first, They said to him: What did 
he do to you? The blind man had said that he had received his sight 
from Christ, which the Pharisees had not asked about. It was their in-
tention to malign Christ, so they now ask rather how he did it. So they 
did not ask “How is it that you see?” but How did he open your eyes? 
It was like saying: “He did this by some trick or sorcery, didn’t he?” 
“Those who seek my hurt speak of ruin, and meditate treachery all the 
day long” (Ps 37:13).

1340. Now the man’s answer is given. The man born blind, because 
he really had received his sight, answers them further, not timidly, but 
with boldness. He first belittles the repeated questioning of the Phari-
sees, saying, I have told you already and you would not listen. Why do 
you want to hear it again? This was like saying: I told you once. Why 
do you want to hear it again? That’s foolish! It looks like you are not 
paying attention to what I am saying. So, I have nothing further to say 
to you because your questioning is useless, and you want to cavil rath-
er than learn. “He who tells a story to a fool tells it to a drowsy man; 
and at the end he will say: ‘What is it’” (Sir 22:8).

Secondly, he mocks the presumptuous intention of the Pharisees, 
saying, Do you too want to become his disciples? When someone care-

45. In the Catena aurea, 9:24–34, this comment is attributed to Alcuin. See Al-
cuin, Comm. in S. Ioannis Evang. 9:25–26; PL 100, col. 880.

46. Hom. in Io. 58. 2; PG 59, col. 317; cf. Catena aurea, 9:24–34.
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fully investigates a matter, he does so either with a good intention, to 
accept it, or with an evil intention, to condemn it. Now because the 
Pharisees were carefully investigating this, and because the man born 
blind did not dare impute an evil intention to them, he takes the alter-
native, saying, Do you too want to become his disciples? He means by 
this: If you are not investigating this maliciously, you therefore wish to 
join him: “Can the Ethiopian change his skin or the leopard his spots? 
Then also you can do good who are accustomed to do evil” (Jer 13:23). 
As Augustine47 says: The one who had received his sight gladly desired 
to give them light. Thus, he significantly says, you too, implying that 
he himself was a disciple. He is saying in effect: Do you want to become 
his disciples as I am? I already see, and do not envy your coming to 
the light. And as Chrysostom48 says, from the steadfastness of the blind 
man we can see how strong truth really is, for when it convinces the 
lowly, it makes them noble and strong. And we can see how weak is a 
lie, which even if it is maintained by the powerful, shows and makes 
them weak.49

1341. Next, the Pharisees revile the man born blind. First, we see 
them revile him; then, secondly, the defense of the blind man (v. 30). 
He does two things concerning the first: first, he presents the revile-
ment of the Pharisees; secondly, the reason behind it (v. 28b).

1342. With respect to the first he says, and they reviled him, saying, 
You are his disciple. This is, indeed, scornful, if you consider their vi-
cious hearts. But if you consider their words, it is the greatest blessing. 
May we and our children be treated with such scorn! “If you continue 
in my word, you are truly my disciples” (Jn 8:31). Still, the Evange-
list stated that they reviled him by saying this because what they said 
came from their evil hearts: “Like the glaze covering an earthen ves-
sel are smooth lips with an evil heart” (Prov 26:23). We read about this 
revilement in the Psalm (108:28): “Let them curse, but do thou bless”; 
and in Matthew (5:11): “Blessed are you when men revile you.”50

1343. He next adds the reason for their reviling when he says, 
we are disciples of Moses. They were thinking of how they were ridi-
culed by the man born blind when he asked if they wanted to become 
Christ’s disciples; for they took pride in being disciples of Moses, whom 
they thought was greater. First, they set forth their own situation, say-
ing, we are disciples of Moses. But this pride of theirs is false, because 
they neither followed Moses nor fulfilled his commands: “If you be-
lieved Moses, you would believe me” (5:46); this was like saying: You 
do not follow the servant [Moses], and later go against his Lord.

47. Tract. in Io. 44. 11; PL 35, col. 1718.
48. Hom. in Io. 58. 2; PG 59, col. 318; cf. Catena aurea, 9:24–34.
49. See ST II-II, q. 110, aa. 1, 3.
50. See ST II-II, q. 72, a. 3.
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Secondly, they praise the dignity of Moses when they say, we know 
that God has spoken to Moses. Here they are telling the truth, for as we 
read: “The Lord used to speak to Moses face to face, as a man speaks 
to his friend” (Ex 33:11); and “If there is a prophet among you, I, 
the Lord, make myself known to him in a vision, I speak with him 
in a dream. Not so with my servant Moses; he is entrusted with all 
my house. With him I speak mouth to mouth” (Num 12:6). Thus God 
spoke to Moses in a more excellent way than to the other prophets.51 
And it is about this that they are speaking. However, it is clear that 
since God spoke his Word to Moses, the dignity of Moses came from 
the Word of God. And so the Word of God is of greater dignity than 
Moses: “Yet Jesus has been counted worthy of as much more glory 
than Moses as the builder of a house has more honor than the house” 
(Heb 3:3).52

Thirdly, they hint at the dignity of Christ in a veiled manner when 
they say, as for this man, Christ, we do not know where he comes from. 
This is true, but not the way they understood it: for they did not know 
the Father, and Christ was from the Father: “You know neither me 
nor my Father” (8:19). But their statement is false as they understood 
it, for when they said, we do not know where he comes from, they 
meant he had no authority and was unverified, so that is was not clear 
whether or not he came from God. They seem to be applying to him 
the words of Jeremiah: “I did not send you prophets, yet they ran” 
(23:21).

1344. Now, the blind man’s argument against the Pharisees is pre-
sented. First, he is amazed at their hardness of heart; secondly, he re-
futes their false opinion (v. 31).

1345. Concerning the first, we must recall that we are not amazed 
at what happens frequently, and in the usual way; but we are amazed 
at what is unusual and great, whether this be good or evil. We are 
struck by unusual and great good: “You are wonderful, my Lord, and 
your countenance is full of grace,” as we read in Esther (15:17). We 
are also amazed at great evil: “Be appalled, O heavens, at this . . . for 
my people have committed two evils” (Jer 2:12). In line with this, 
the blind man says in answer, Why this is a marvel! You do not know 
where he comes from. He is saying in effect: It would not be remark-
able if you regarded someone insignificant and like me as having no 
authority. But it is extremely amazing that you can see an explicit and 
evident sign of divine power in Christ and say that you do not know 
where he comes from, especially because he did open my eyes.53

1346. The man born blind refutes their false opinion by saying, we 
know that God does not listen to sinners. He is reasoning this way: 

51. See ST II-II, q. 174, a. 4. 52. See ST I-II, q. 98, aa. 2–3.
53. See ST III, q. 43, a. 4.
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Whomever God hears is from God; but God heard Christ; therefore, 
Christ is from God. He first states his main premise; then the minor 
premise (v. 32); and thirdly, he draws his conclusion (v. 33). He does 
two things about the first: first, he mentions those whom God does not 
hear; secondly, those he does hear (v. 31b).

1347. God does not hear sinners. In regard to this he says, we know 
that God does not hear sinners. He is saying: Both you and I agree that 
sinners are not heard by God. Thus a Psalm (17:42) says, “They cried 
to the Lord and he did not hear them”; and again, “Then they will call 
upon me, but I will not answer” (Pr 1:28). But there are statements 
which contradict this: “If they sin against thee—for there is no man 
who does not sin—but later repent with all their heart, then hear thou 
from heaven and forgive thy people” (2 Chr 6:36-39); and in Luke 
(18:14) we read that the tax collector “went down to his house justi-
fied.”

Because of this Augustine54 says that this blind man is speaking as 
one who has not been anointed, as one who does not yet have com-
plete knowledge. For God does hear sinners, otherwise it would have 
been futile for the tax collector to have prayed: “God, be merciful to 
me a sinner.” Accordingly, if we wish to save the statement of the blind 
man we must say that God does not hear those sinners who persist in 
their sinning; but he does hear those sinners who are sorry for their 
sins, and who should be regarded more as repentant than as sinners.55 

1348. Yet there is a difficulty here. It is clear that miracles are not ac-
complished by us due to our own power, but through prayer. But sin-
ners often perform miracles: “Lord, Lord, did we not prophesy in your 
name . . . and do many mighty works in your name?” (Mt 7:22); and 
yet God did not know them. Thus, what the blind man said does not 
seem to be true, namely, we know that God does not listen to sinners.

There are two answers to this. The first is general. Prayer has two 
characteristics, that is, it can obtain [what it asks for] and it can mer-
it.56 Thus, sometimes it obtains what it asks, and does not merit; at 
other times, it merits and does not obtain. And so nothing prevents 
the prayer of a sinner from obtaining what it asks although it does not 
merit. This is the way that God hears sinners; not as a matter of mer-
it, but they obtain what they ask from the divine power, which they 
acknowledge. The other answer is special and applies to this particu-
lar case, when the miracle that was done makes known the person of 
Christ.

1349. It should be mentioned that every miracle is a sort of testimo-
ny. Sometimes, a miracle is accomplished as a testimony to the truth 

54. Tract. in Io. 44. 13; PL 35, col. 1718; cf. Catena aurea, 9:24–34.
55. See ST III, q. 84, a. 7, ad 1.
56. See ST III, q. 21, a. 1.
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that is being preached; at other times, it is a testimony to the person 
performing it. We must also realize that no true miracle happens ex-
cept by the divine power, and that God is never a witness to a lie. I 
say, therefore, that whenever a miracle is performed in testimony to 
a doctrine that is being preached, that doctrine must be true, even if 
the person who is preaching it is not good. And when it is performed 
in testimony to the person, it is also necessary that the person be good. 
Now it is evident that the miracles of Christ were performed in testi-
mony to his person: “The works which the Father has granted me to 
accomplish . . . bear me witness that the Father has sent me” (5:36).57 
It was with this meaning that the blind man said that God does not lis‑
ten to sinners, that is, so that they could perform miracles as a testimo-
ny to their supposed holiness. 

1350. Then when he says, but if any one is a worshiper of God, he 
shows that God hears the just through merit. We must realize that the 
performing of miracles is attributed to faith: “If you say to this moun-
tain, ‘Be taken up and cast into the sea,’ it will be done” (Mt 21:21). 
The reason for this is that miracles are accomplished by the omnip-
otence of God, on which faith relies. Therefore, whoever wishes to 
obtain something from God has to have faith: “Let him ask in faith” 
(Jas 1:6). However, if he wishes to obtain it through merit, he must 
do God’s will.58 And these two conditions are mentioned here. As to 
the first, he says, If any one is a worshiper of God by sacrifices and of-
ferings: “They will worship him with sacrifice and burnt offering” (Is 
19:21). These belong to the worship of latria, which attests to one’s 
faith. As to the second he says, and does his will by obeying his com-
mandments, God listens to him.59

1351. Here he takes the minor premise of his argument. He is say-
ing: Because of what Christ did, which no man has ever done, it is ob-
vious that he did this by the action of God, and that he has been heard 
by God: “If I had not done among them the works which no one else 
did, they would not have sin” (Jn 15:24).

1352. Next, he draws his conclusion. He is saying, in effect: From 
the kind of works that Christ does, it is obvious that he is from God. 
For if this man were not from God, he could do nothing, that is, freely, 
often and truly, because “apart from me you can do nothing” (15:5).

1353. Here the Pharisees condemn the blind man. In this condem-
nation they fall into three defects or sins, namely, untruth, pride, and 
injustice. They fall into untruth in reviling the blind man, saying, you 
were born in utter sin. Here it should be noted that the Jews were of 
the opinion that all infirmities and temporal adversities beset us on 

57. See ST III, q. 43, aa. 1–2.
58. See ST I-II, q. 114, a. 1.
59. See ST I-II, q. 109, a. 4; II-II, q. 81, aa. 5, 7; III, q. 25, aa. 1–2.



 CHAPTER 9 177

account of our previous sins. This was the opinion given by Eliphaz: 
“Think now, who that was innocent ever perished? Or where were 
the upright cut off? As I have seen those who plow iniquity and sow 
trouble reap the same. By the breath of God they perish” (Job 4:7). 
The reason for this opinion is that in the Old Law temporal goods were 
promised to the good, and temporal punishment to the evil: “If you 
are willing and obedient, you shall eat the good of the land” (Is 1:19). 
Therefore, seeing that this man had been born blind, they believed 
that this happened on account of his sins, and so they say, you were 
born in utter sin. But they were wrong, because the Lord said: “It was 
not that this man sinned, or his parents.”

They say in utter sin to show that he is defiled by sins not only in 
his soul, insofar as all of us are born sinners, but even as regards the 
traces of sin which appear in his body, as blindness. Or according to 
Chrysostom,60 in utter sin means that he was in sin all his life, from 
his earliest years.

They are guilty of pride by rejecting what the man born blind was 
teaching, when they say, Would you teach us? This was like saying: 
You are not worthy. This makes their pride clear: for no person, no 
matter however wise, ought to reject being taught by any inferior. 
Thus the Apostle teaches (1 Cor 14:30) that if something is revealed to 
one who is inferior, those who are greater should keep silent and lis-
ten. In Daniel we read that all the people, and the elders, listened to 
the judgment of a young boy, Daniel, whose spirit had been raised up 
by God.61

They are guilty of injustice by unjustly casting him out. Thus we 
read, and they cast him out, that is, because he spoke the truth. How-
ever, in this man born blind there is already fulfilled what our Lord 
had said: “Blessed are you when men hate you, and when they ex-
clude you and revile you, and cast out your name as evil, on account 
of the Son of man!” (Lk 6:22).

LECTUrE 4

35 Jesus heard that they had cast him out, and having found him 
he said, “Do you believe in the Son of God?” 36 He answered, “And 
who is he, sir, that I may believe in him?” 37 Jesus said to him, “You 
have seen him, and it is he who speaks to you.” 38 He said, “Lord, I 
believe”; and he worshiped him. 39 Jesus said, “For judgment I came 
into this world, that those who do not see may see, and that those who 

60. Hom. in Io. 58. 3; PG 59, col. 319; cf. Catena aurea, 9:24–34.
61. See ST II-II, q. 161, a. 3; II-II, q. 162, a. 4.
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see may become blind.” 40 Some of the Pharisees near him heard this, 
and they said to him, “Are we also blind?” 41 Jesus said to them, “If 
you were blind, you would have no guilt; but now that you say, ‘we 
see’, your guilt remains.”62

1354. After the Evangelist showed how the Jews cast out the man 
born blind because he persisted in the truth, he here shows how Jesus 
received him and taught him. First, we see Christ teaching him; sec-
ondly, the devotion of the man born blind (v. 38); thirdly, the approv-
al of his devotion (v. 39). He does three things about the first. First, he 
shows the eagerness of Christ to teach him; secondly, we see the desire 
of the man born blind to believe (v. 36); and thirdly, the teaching of 
the faith is given to perfect him (v. 37).

1355. Christ’s eagerness to teach is described in three ways. First, by 
his attentive consideration to what was done to the man born blind. 
For just as a trainer carefully considers what his athlete undergoes for 
his sake, so Christ attentively considered what the man born blind un-
derwent for the sake of the truth and because of his assertions. And so 
he says that Jesus heard, attentively considered, that the Pharisees had 
cast him out, of the temple: “Give heed to me, O Lord, and to the voic-
es of my adversaries” (Jer 18:19).

Secondly, we see Christ’s eagerness from his efforts in searching 
for him, for the Evangelist says, and having found him; for we are 
said to find what we diligently seek: “She seeks diligently, until she 
finds it” (Lk 15:8). It is clear from this that Christ was looking for him 
alone, because he found more faith in him alone than in all the others. 
And we can see from this that God loves one just person more than 
ten thousand sinners: “I will make men more rare than fine gold, and 
mankind than the gold of Ophir” (Is 13:12). And in Genesis we read 
that God was willing to spare Sodom for the sake of ten just men.

Thirdly, our Lord’s eagerness is seen from the seriousness of his 
question; he said, Do you believe in the Son of God? The blind man was 
an image of those to be baptized. Thus the custom arose in the Church 
of questioning those to be baptized about their faith: “Baptism . . . now 
saves you, not as a removal of dirt from the body, but as an appeal to 
God for a clean conscience” (1 Pet 3:21). When asked about his faith 
he does not say, “Do you believe in Christ?” but Do you believe in the 
Son of God? He does this, as Hilary63 says, because it would develop 
that some would profess Christ, and yet deny that he was the Son of 
God and God, as Arius erred. These words clearly exclude this error: 
for if Christ were not God, we would not have to believe in him, since 
God alone is the object of faith, which rests on the first truth. Thus he 

62. St. Thomas refers to Jn 9:41 in ST II-II, q. 15, a. 1, obj. 1. 
63. De Trin. 6. 48; PL 10, col. 196B; cf. Catena aurea, 9:35–41.
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significantly says, in the Son (in Filium); for I am certainly able to be-
lieve some creature, such as Peter and Paul (credere Petro et Paulo), yet 
I do not believe in Peter (credere in Petrum), but in God (in Deum) alone 
as the object of faith [cf. no. 901].64 Thus it is clear that the Son of God 
is not a creature: “You believe in God, believe also in me” (Jn 14:1).

1356. Next he mentions the desire of the man born blind to believe. 
We have to recall that this man had not yet physically seen Christ: for 
he had not seen him when Christ anointed his eyes and sent him to 
the pool of Siloam, and when he wanted to go back to him he was de-
tained by the Pharisees and the Jews. However, although he had not 
physically seen Jesus, he believed that the one who opened his eyes 
was the Son of God. And so he breaks out in words of desire and in-
tense longing, and says, And who is he, sir, namely, the Son of God, 
who opened my eyes, that I may believe in him? It is clear from this 
that he knew something about Jesus, and did not know other things 
about him. For if he had not known him, he would not have argued so 
firmly on his behalf; and if he had not been ignorant of other things, 
he certainly would not have said, Who is he, sir? “My soul yearns for 
you in the night,” that is, the night of ignorance (Is 26:9).

1357. Because, as we read in Wisdom (6:16), “She,” that is, Wis-
dom, “goes about seeking those worthy of her,” Christ reveals himself 
to the man born blind, who desired her, when he says, You have seen 
him, and it is he who speaks to you. Here Christ is giving him a teach-
ing of faith. First, he mentions the gift he received, saying you have 
seen him, that is, you, who did not see before, have now seen him. He 
is saying in effect that the man born blind received the ability to see 
from him: “Blessed are the eyes which see what you see” (Lk 10:23); 
“Lord, now let your servant depart in peace . . . for my eyes have seen 
your salvation” (Lk 2:29). Secondly, the teaching itself is given when 
he says, It is he who speaks to you: “In these last days he has spoken to 
us by a Son” (Heb 1:2).65

These words refute the error of Nestorius, who said that in Christ 
the suppositum [or person] of the Son of God is different from the sup-
positum of the Son of man. They refute it because the one who spoke 
these words was born from Mary and was the son of man, and the 
very same one is the Son of God, as our Lord says. Therefore, there are 
not two supposita [persons] in Christ, although the natures [the divine 
and the human] are not the same.66

1358. Then when the Evangelist says, he said, Lord, I believe, we 
see the devout faith of the man born blind. And first, he professes with 
his lips the faith in his heart, saying, Lord, I believe: “Man believes 

64. See ST II-II, q. 1, a. 1; II-II, q. 2, a. 2.
65. See ST II-II, q. 2, a. 7; II-II, q. 6, a. 1.
66. See ST III, q. 2, a. 3.
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with his heart and so is justified, and he confesses with his lips and 
so is saved” (Rom 10:10). Secondly, he shows it in his conduct, and 
he worshiped him. This shows that he believes in the divine nature 
of Christ, because those whose consciences have been cleansed know 
Christ not only as the son of man, which was externally obvious, but 
as the Son of God, who had taken flesh: for adoration is due to God 
alone: “You will adore the Lord, your God” (Dt 6:13).67

1359. Next (v. 39), the devotion of the man born blind is com-
mended: first, his devotion is commended; secondly, we see the grum-
bling of the Jews (v. 40); and then they are answered (v. 41).

1360. The man born blind is commended for his faith. We read, for 
judgment I came into this world. But on the other hand, we also read: 
“God sent the Son into the world, not to judge the world” (Jn 3:17). 
My answer is this: In the second statement (3:17) he is speaking of the 
judgment of condemnation, about which we read: “Those who have 
done evil [will rise] to the resurrection of judgment” (Jn 5:29), that 
is, to a judgment of condemnation. And God did not send his Son for 
this purpose at his first coming; he was sent to save us. But here in the 
present statement (9:39), he is speaking of the judgment of distinc-
tion, about which we read: “Vindicate me, O Lord, and distinguish my 
cause” (Ps 42:1). For Jesus came to distinguish the good from the evil. 
The words which follow show this: that those who do not see may see, 
and that those who see may become blind.68

According to Augustine,69 those who think they see do not see, and 
those who do not think they see, see. Now, we are said to be blind, 
spiritually, insofar as we sin: “Their wickedness blinded them” (Wis 
2:21).70 Thus, the one who does not recognize his own sins regards 
himself as seeing; while one who recognizes himself as a sinner re-
gards himself as not seeing. The first is characteristic of the proud; the 
second, of the humble. So the meaning is this: I have come to distin-
guish the humble from the proud, so that the humble, who do not see, 
that is, who regard themselves as sinners, may see, having been illumi-
nated by faith, and that those who see, that is, the proud, may become 
blind, that is, may remain in the darkness.71

1361. Chrysostom72 understands this passage in terms of the judg-
ment of condemnation, so that the statement, for judgment I came 
into this world is not understood in a causal sense, but it indicates the 
sequence of events. It is like saying: After my coming into the world, 

67. See ST II-II, q. 3, a. 1, ad 1.
68. See ST III, q. 59, a. 2.
69. Tract. in Io. 44. 17; PL 35, col. 1719; cf. Catena aurea, 9:35–41.
70. See ST II-II, q. 15, a. 1.
71. See ST II-II, q. 161, a. 2.
72. Hom. in Io. 59. 1; PG 59, col. 323; cf. Catena aurea, 9:35–41.
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there follows for some the judgment of condemnation insofar as the 
reason for their condemnation increases in them. In Luke (2:23) we 
find something similar: “This child is sent for the falling and rising of 
many in Israel,” not because Christ is the cause of their fall, but be-
cause this follows his coming. He adds, that those who do not see, that 
is, the Gentiles, who lacked the light of divine knowledge, may see, 
i.e., be admitted to the knowledge of God: “The people who walked in 
darkness have seen a great light” (Is 9:2); and that those who see, the 
Jews, who did have a knowledge of God—“In Judah God is known” 
(Ps 75:2)—may become blind, fall away from the knowledge of God. 
The Apostle explicitly mentions this: “The Gentiles who did not pursue 
righteousness have attained it” (Rom 9:30).

1362. Now we see the grumbling of the Jews. They had understood 
our Lord’s words in a bodily sense because they had seen the man born 
blind physically restored to sight, and had thought that our Lord was 
concerned only with the light in his eyes rather than in his mind. And 
so they believed that he was warning and threatening them with phys-
ical blindness when he said may become blind. Therefore, the Evange-
list says, some of the Pharisees near him heard this, the above words. 
He says who were near him, to show their vacillation: for sometimes 
they were with him because of some miracles which they saw, and 
then would leave when the truth was made known to them: “They 
believe for a while, and in time of tribulation fall away” (Lk 8:13). And 
they said to him, Are we also blind, i.e., physically? Yet they were spir-
itually blind: “Let them alone; they are blind guides” (Mt 15:14).

1363. Next, we see the Jews silenced. According to Augustine,73 this 
shows the meaning of the previous passage, that is, that our Lord was 
referring to spiritual blindness. He says, If you were blind, you would 
have no guilt, because you would be running to the remedy. For sin 
is taken away by grace, which is given only to the humble: “God gives 
grace to the humble” (Jas 4:6). But now that you say, We see, i.e., 
proudly thinking that you do see, you do not recognize that you are 
sinners, your guilt remains, i.e., is not taken away: “God opposes the 
proud” (Jas 4:6).74

Chrysostom75 understands this passage as referring to physical 
blindness. The meaning is then: If you were blind, physically, you 
would have no guilt, because since blindness is a physical defect, it 
does not have the nature of sin. But now that you say, We see, your sin 
is clear, because while seeing the miracles that I do, you do not believe 
me: “Blind the heart of this people” (Is 6:10).

Here is another explanation. If you were blind, i.e., ignorant of the 

73. Tract. in Io. 44. 17; PL 35, col. 1719; cf. Catena aurea, 9:35–41.
74. See ST II-II, q. 162, a. 6.
75. Hom. in Io. 59. 1; PG 59, col. 323; cf. Catena aurea, 9:35–41. 
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judgments of God and of the sacraments of the law; you would have no 
guilt, i.e., so much. As if to say: If you were sinning out of ignorance, 
your sin would not be so serious. But now that you say, We see, i.e., ar-
rogate to yourselves an understanding of the law and a knowledge of 
God, and still sin, then your guilt remains, i.e., becomes greater: “That 
servant who knew his master’s will, but did not make ready or act ac-
cording to his will, shall receive a severe beating” (Lk 12:47).
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CHAPTEr 10

LECTUrE 1

1 “Truly, truly, I say to you, he who does not enter the sheepfold by 
the door but climbs in by another way, that man is a thief and a rob‑
ber; 2 but he who enters by the door is the shepherd of the sheep. 3 To 
him the gatekeeper opens; the sheep hear his voice, and he calls his 
own sheep by name and leads them out. 4 When he has brought out all 
his own, he goes before them, and the sheep follow him, for they know 
his voice. 5 A stranger they will not follow, but they will flee from him, 
for they do not know the voice of strangers.

1364. After our Lord showed that his teaching had power to en-
lighten, he here shows that he has power to give life. First, he shows 
this by word; secondly, by a miracle (chap 11). Concerning the first he 
does three things. First, he shows that he has life-giving power; sec-
ondly, his manner of giving life (v. 11); thirdly, he explains his power 
to give life (v. 19). The first part is divided into three parts. First, our 
Lord relates a parable; secondly, the Evangelist mentions the necessi-
ty for explaining it (v. 6); thirdly, our Lord explains the parable (v. 7).

He relates the parable to them, saying, Truly, truly, I say to you. It 
concerns two things, a thief and the shepherd of the sheep. Thus he 
does three things. First, he mentions the mark of a thief and robber; 
secondly, a characteristic of the shepherd (v. 2); thirdly, the effect each 
of these has (v. 4).

1365. To understand this parable we must consider who the sheep 
are, namely, that they are the faithful of Christ and those in the grace 
of God: “We are the people of his pasture, and the sheep of his hand” 
(Ps 94:7); “You, the people, are the sheep of my pasture” (Ez 34:31). 
And so the sheepfold is the multitude of the faithful: “I will surely 
gather all of you, O Jacob, I will gather the remnant of Israel; I will set 
them together like sheep in a fold” (Mic 2:12). The door of the sheep-
fold is explained in different ways by Chrysostom and by Augustine.

1366. According to Chrysostom,1 Christ calls Sacred Scripture the 
door, according to “Pray for us also that God may open to us a door for 
the word” (Col 4:3). Sacred Scripture is called a door, as Chrysostom 
says, first of all, because through it we have access to the knowledge 
of God: “which he promised beforehand through his prophets in the 

1. Hom. in Io. 59. 2; PG 59, col. 324; cf. Catena aurea, 10:1–5.



184  COMMENTARY ON THE GOSPEL OF JOHN

holy scriptures” (Rom 1:2). Secondly, for just as the door guards the 
sheep, so Sacred Scripture preserves the life of the faithful: “You search 
the scriptures, because you think that in them you have eternal life” 
(5:39). Thirdly, because the door keeps the wolf from entering; so Sa-
cred Scripture keeps heretics from harming the faithful: “Every scrip-
ture inspired by God is also profitable for teaching, for reproof, for cor-
rection” (2 Tim 3:16). So, the one who does not enter by the door is 
the one who does not enter by Sacred Scripture to teach the people.2 
Our Lord says of such: “In vain do they worship me, teaching as doc-
trines the precepts of men” (Mt 15:9); “You have made void the word 
of God” (Matt 15:6). This, then, is the mark of the thief: he does not 
enter by the door, but in some other way. 

He adds that the thief climbs, and this is appropriate to this par-
able because thieves climb the walls, instead of entering by the door, 
and drop into the sheepfold. It also corresponds to the truth, because 
the reason why some teach what conflicts with Sacred Scripture is due 
to pride: “If any one teaches otherwise and does not agree with the 
sound words of our Lord Jesus Christ and the teaching which accords 
with godliness, he is puffed up with conceit, he knows nothing” (1 Tim 
6:3). Referring to this he says that such a person climbs, that is, through 
pride. The one who climbs in by another way, that man is a thief, be-
cause he snatches what is not his, and a robber, because he kills what 
he snatches: “If thieves came to you, if plunderers by night—how you 
have been destroyed” (Ob 1:5). 

According to this explanation, the relation with what preceded is 
made in this way: Since our Lord had said, “If you were blind, you 
would have no guilt,” the Jews might have answered: “We do not be-
lieve you, but this is not due to our blindness. It is because of your 
own error that we have turned away from you.” And so our Lord re-
jects this, and wishes to show that he is not in error because he enters 
by the door, by Sacred Scripture, that is, he teaches what is contained 
in Sacred Scripture. 

1367. Against this interpretation is the fact that when our Lord ex-
plains this further on, he says, I am the door. So it seems that we should 
understand the door to be Christ. In answer to this, Chrysostom3 says 
that in this parable our Lord refers to himself both as the door and the 
shepherd; but this is from different points of view, because a door and 
a shepherd are different. Now aside from Christ nothing is more fit-
tingly called a door than Sacred Scripture, for the reasons given above. 
Therefore, Sacred Scripture is fittingly called a door.

1368. According to Augustine,4 the door is Christ, because one en-

2. See ST I, q. 1, a. 10.
3. Hom. in Io. 59. 3; PG 59, col. 324–25; cf. Catena aurea, 10:1–5.
4. Tract. in Io. 45. 2; PL 35, col. 1720; cf. Catena aurea, 10:1–5.
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ters through him: “After this I looked, and lo, in heaven an open door!” 
(Rev 4:1). Therefore, any one who enters the sheepfold should enter by 
the door, that is, by Christ, and not by another way.

Note that both the sheep and their shepherd enter into the sheep-
fold: the sheep in order to be secure there, and the shepherd in order 
to guard the sheep. And so, if you wish to enter as a sheep to be kept 
safe there, or as a shepherd to keep the people safe, you must enter the 
sheepfold through Christ. You must not enter by any other way, as did 
the philosophers who treated the principle virtues, and the Pharisees 
who established the ceremonial traditions. These are neither sheep nor 
shepherds because, as our Lord says, he who does not enter the sheep‑
fold by the door, i.e., does not enter by Christ, but climbs in by another 
way, that man is a thief and a robber, because he destroys both himself 
and others. For Christ and no one else is the door into the sheepfold, 
that is, the multitude of the faithful: “We have peace with God through 
our Lord Jesus Christ” (Rom 5:1); “There is no other name under heav-
en given among men by which we must be saved” (Acts 4:12).5

According to this exposition, the connection with what went be-
fore is made in this way: Because they said that they could see without 
Christ—“now that you say, ‘We see’”—our Lord shows that this is not 
true, because they do not enter by the door. Thus he says, Truly, truly, 
I say to you . 

It should be noted that just as one who does not enter by the door 
as a sheep cannot be kept safe, so one who enters as a shepherd can-
not guard the sheep unless he enters by the door, namely, by Christ. 
This is the door through which the true shepherds have entered: “And 
one does not take the honor upon himself, but he is called by God, 
just as Aaron was” (Heb 5:4). Evil shepherds do not enter by the door, 
but by ambition and secular power and simony; and these are thieves 
and robbers: “They set up princes, but without my knowledge,” that 
is, without my approval (Hos 8:5). Further, he says such a person 
climbs in by another way, because the door, namely, Christ, since it 
is small through humility—“Learn from me; for I am gentle and low-
ly in heart” (Matt 11:29)—can be entered only by those who imitate 
the humility of Christ.6 Therefore, those who do not enter by the door 
but climb in by another way are the proud. They do not imitate him 
who, although he was God, became man; and they do not recognize 
his lowering of himself.

1369. Now he considers the shepherd. First, he mentions the mark 
of the shepherd; secondly, he shows through signs that he is the shep-
herd (v. 3).

1370. The mark of the true shepherd is to enter by the door, that 

5. See ST I-II, q. 103, aa. 3–4; II-II, q. 4, a. 7; II-II, q. 10, a. 4; II-II, q. 23, a. 7.
6. See ST II-II, q. 161, a. 5.
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is, by the testimony of Sacred Scripture. Thus Christ said: “Everything 
written about me in the Law of Moses and the prophets and the Psalms 
must be fulfilled” (Lk 24:44).7 He is called a shepherd: “I am not trou-
bled when I follow you as my shepherd” (Jer 17:16); “He rebukes and 
trains and teaches them, and turns them back, as a shepherd his flock” 
(Sir 18:13).

But if the door is Christ, as Augustine8 explains it, then in entering 
by the door, he enters by himself. And this is special to Christ: for no 
one can enter the door, i.e., to beatitude, except by the truth, because 
beatitude is nothing else than joy in the truth.9 But Christ, as God, is 
the truth; therefore, as man, he enters by himself, that is, by the truth, 
which he is as God. We, however, are not the truth, but children of the 
light, by participating in the true and uncreated light. Consequently, 
we have to enter by the truth which is Christ: “Sanctify them in the 
truth” (17:17); “If any one enters by me, he will be saved” (10:9).10 
If one wishes to enter even as a shepherd, he must enter by the door, 
that is, Christ, according to his truth, will, and consent. Thus we read 
in Ezekiel (24:23): “And I will set up over them one shepherd, my ser-
vant David, and he shall feed them.” This is like saying: they must be 
given by me, and not by others or themselves.

1371. Now he mentions the signs of a good shepherd; and there 
are three. The first relates to the gatekeeper, and is that the good shep-
herd is let in by him. As to this he says, to him the gatekeeper opens. 
This gatekeeper, according to Chrysostom,11 is the one who opens the 
way to a knowledge of Sacred Scripture. The first one to do this was 
Moses, who first received and established Sacred Scripture. And Moses 
opened to Christ, because as was said above: “If you believed Moses, 
you would believe me, for he wrote of me” (5:46).

Or, according to Augustine,12 the gatekeeper is Christ himself, be-
cause he brings us himself. He says, “He opens himself who reveals 
himself, and we enter only by his grace.” “For by grace you have been 
saved” (Eph 2:8). It does not matter if Christ, who is the door, is also 
the gatekeeper; for certain things are compatible in spiritual matters 
that cannot occur in physical reality. Now there seems to be a greater 
difference between a shepherd and a door than between a door and a 
gatekeeper. Therefore, since Christ can be called both a shepherd and 
a door, as was said, much more so can he be called a door and a gate-
keeper. But if you prefer that someone other than Moses or Christ be 
the gatekeeper, then consider the Holy Spirit the gatekeeper, as Augus-

7. See ST I-II, q. 107, a. 2; III, q. 46, a. 1.
8. Tract. in Io. 47. 1; PL 35, col. 1733; cf. Catena aurea, 10:11–13.
9. See ST I-II, q. 3, a. 8.
10. See ST I, q. 26, aa. 2–3.
11. Hom. in Io. 59. 3; PG 59, col. 325; cf. Catena aurea, 10:1–5.
12. Tract. in Io. 46. 2–3; PL 35, col. 1728–29; cf. Catena aurea, 10:1–5.
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tine13 says. For it is the office of a gatekeeper to open the door, and it 
says below of the Holy Spirit that “He will guide you into all the truth” 
(16:13). And Christ is the door insofar as he is the Truth.14

1372. The second sign relates to the sheep, and it is that they obey 
the shepherd. This is what he says, the sheep hear his voice. This is 
reasonable if the resemblance to a natural shepherd is considered: be-
cause just as sheep recognize the voice of their shepherd due to famil-
iar experience, so righteous believers hear the voice of Christ: “O that 
today you would hearken to his voice” (Ps 94:8).

1373. But what of the fact that many who are Christ’s sheep did not 
hear his voice, as Paul; or that some who were not his sheep did hear 
it, as Judas? One might reply that Judas was Christ’s sheep for that 
time as to his present righteousness. And Paul, when he did not hear 
the voice of Christ, was not a sheep but a wolf; but when the voice of 
Christ came it changed the wolf into a sheep. This reply could be ac-
cepted if it were not contrary to a statement in Ezekiel (34:4): “The 
crippled you have not bound up, the strayed you have not brought 
back.” It seems from this that even when they were crippled and 
strayed they were sheep. Therefore, one must say that here our Lord 
is speaking of his sheep not only according to their present righteous-
ness but even according to their eternal predestination. For there is a 
certain voice of Christ that only the predestined can hear, i.e., “He who 
endures to the end” (Mt 10:22).15

Again, he says, the sheep hear his voice, because they might offer as 
an excuse for their unbelief the fact that not only they, but none of the 
leaders believed in him. So he says in answer to this, the sheep hear his 
voice, as if saying: They do not believe because they are not my sheep.

1374. The third sign is taken from the actions of the shepherd. 
Here he mentions four actions of a good shepherd: the first being that 
he knows his sheep. He says, he calls his own sheep by name, which 
shows his knowledge of and familiarity with his sheep, for we call by 
name those whom we know familiarly: “I know you by name” (Ex 
33:17). This is part of the office of a shepherd according to: “Be dili-
gent to know the countenance of your flock” (Pr 27:23). This applies 
to Christ according to his present knowledge, but even more so con-
sidering eternal predestination, by which he knew them by name from 
eternity: “He determined the number of the stars, he gives to all of 
them their names” (Ps 147:4); “The Lord knows those who are his”  
(2 Tim 2:19).16 

The second action of a good shepherd is that he leads them out, i.e., 

13. Ibid. 46. 4, col. 1729; cf. Catena aurea, 10:1–5.
14. See ST I-II, q. 106, a. 1.
15. See ST III, q. 8, a. 3; III, q. 24, aa. 3–4.
16. See ST I, q. 23, a. 4.
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he separates them from the society of those who are evil: “He brought 
them out of darkness and gloom” (Ps 106:13).

The third is that having separated them from evil and having 
brought them into the sheepfold, he has brought out all his own, from 
the sheepfold. He does this, first, for the salvation of others: “I will 
send survivors to the nations” (Is 66:19); “Behold, I send you as sheep 
in the midst of wolves” (Matt 10:16), so that they can make sheep out 
of the wolves. Secondly, they are to show the direction and way to 
eternal life: “To guide our feet into the way of peace” (Lk 1:79).

Fourthly, the good shepherd goes before his sheep by the example 
of a good life; so he says, he goes before them, although this is not what 
the literal shepherd does, for he follows, as in “I took him from follow-
ing the ewes” (Ps 77:70). But the good shepherd goes before them by 
example, “not as domineering over those in your charge but being ex-
amples to the flock” (1 Pet 5:3). And Christ does go before them: for 
he was the first to die for the teaching of the truth—“If any man would 
come after me, let him deny himself and take up his cross and follow 
me” (Matt 16:24); and he went before all into everlasting life—“He 
who opens the breach will go up before them” (Mic 2:13).17

1375. Now he considers the effect that both the thief and the shep-
herd have upon the sheep. First, he mentions the effect of the good 
shepherd; secondly, the effect of the wolf and the thief (v. 5).

1376. He says, first, that the sheep follow him who goes before 
them. This is easy to see, because subjects follow in the steps of their 
leaders, as is stated: “Christ also suffered for you, leaving you an ex-
ample, that you should follow in his steps” (1 Pet 2:21); “My foot has 
held fast to his steps” (Job 23:11). The sheep follow for they know his 
voice, i.e., they know it and take delight in it: “Let me hear your voice, 
for your voice is sweet” (Sg 2:14).

1377. The effect that the thief has is that the sheep do not follow 
him for very long, but only for a time; so he says, a stranger they will 
not follow, i.e., they do not follow a false and heretical teacher: “The 
children who are strangers have lied to me” (Ps 17:46). Thus Paul did 
not follow false teachers for long. But they will flee from him, because 
“Bad company ruins good morals” (1 Cor 15:33). They flee for they do 
not know, that is, do not approve of, the voice of strangers, meaning 
their teaching, which spreads stealthily like a cancer.18

17. See ST III, q. 46, a. 3; III, q. 53, a. 1.
18. See ST II-II, q. 11, a. 2.
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LECTUrE 2

6 This figure Jesus used with them, but they did not understand 
what he was saying to them. 7 So Jesus again said to them, “Truly, 
truly, I say to you, I am the door of the sheep. 8 All who came before me 
are thieves and robbers; but the sheep did not heed them. 9 I am the 
door; if any one enters by me, he will be saved, and will go in and out 
and find pasture. 10 The thief comes only to steal and kill and destroy; 
I came that they may have life, and have it abundantly.”19

1378. Here the Evangelist tells why it was necessary to explain the 
above similitude; and this necessity was caused by the failure of his lis-
teners to understand. First, he mentions the reason why they failed to 
understand; secondly, he says they failed to understand.

1379. The cause of their failure to understand was that Christ was 
speaking in figures. The Evangelist says, This figure [proverbium] Jesus 
used with them. A figure [proverbium], properly speaking, is the use of 
one word in place of another, when it is intended that one word be 
understood from its likeness to the other. This is also called a parable 
[parabola]. Our Lord spoke in figures, first of all, because of the wicked, 
in order to conceal from them the mysteries of the kingdom of heav-
en: “To you it has been given to know the secrets of the kingdom of 
God; but for others they are in parables” (Lk 8:10). Secondly, because 
of the good, so that his figures might stir them up to make further in-
quiry. So, after our Lord spoke his figures or parables to the crowds, his 
disciples questioned him in private, as mentioned in Matthew (13:10) 
and Mark (4:10). This is the reason why Augustine20 says: “Our Lord 
feeds” the believing crowds “with clear words, and stirs up” his disci-
ples “with things that are obscure.”21

1380. The Evangelist discloses their failure to understand when he 
says, but they did not understand what he was saying to them. The 
ignorance which resulted from Christ’s figures was both useful and 
harmful. For the good and the just [who tried to understand them] 
it was useful for giving praise to God; for although they did not un-
derstand, they believed and praised the Lord and his wisdom which 
was so far above them: “It is the glory of God to conceal the word” (Pr 
25:2). But for the wicked, it was a source of harm, because, failing to 
understand, they blasphemed: “But these men revile whatever they 
do not understand” (Jude 10). As Augustine22 observes, when both 
the good and the wicked hear the words of the Gospel, and neither of 

19. St. Thomas refers to Jn 10:10 in ST III, q. 50, a. 1, obj. 3; q. 55, a. 5, obj. 3. 
20. Tract. in Io. 45. 6; PL 35, col. 1721; cf. Catena aurea, 10:6.
21. See ST III, q. 42, a. 3.
22. Tract. in Io. 45. 7; PL 35, col. 1722.
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them understands, the good person says that what was said was true 
and good, but that he does not understand it. Such a person is knock-
ing and deserves to have the door opened, provided he perseveres. But 
the wicked person says that what was said had no meaning or was evil. 

1381. Now our Lord explains the similitude. If the above similitude 
is examined correctly, it contains two principal clauses, followed by 
others. The first is: “He who does not enter the sheepfold by the door 
. . . is a thief and a robber.” The second is: “He who enters by the door 
is the shepherd of the sheep.” Accordingly, this section is divided into 
two parts. First, he explains the first clause; then the second clause (v. 
11). Concerning the first he does two things: first, he explains the first 
clause; secondly, he proves it (v. 7). The first clause mentions a door, a 
thief and a robber; so first he explains the door, then the thief and then 
the robber (v. 8).

1382. Concerning the first he says, So Jesus again said to them, to 
gain their attention and have them understand the similitude: “The 
man of understanding may acquire skill to understand a proverb and 
a figure” (Pr 1:6). Jesus said, Truly, truly, I say to you, I am the door. 
Now the purpose of a door is to conduct one into the inner rooms of a 
house; and this is fitting to Christ, for one must enter into the secrets 
of God through him: “This is the gate of the Lord,” that is, Christ, “the 
righteous shall enter through it” (Ps 117:20). He says, I am the door of 
the sheep, because through Christ not only the shepherds are brought 
into the present Church or enter into everlasting happiness, but the 
sheep also. Thus he says below: “My sheep hear my voice . . . and they 
follow me; and I give them eternal life” (10:27).

1383. Then when he says, All who came before me are thieves and 
robbers, he explains what he had said about thieves and robbers. First, 
he shows who the thieves and robbers are; secondly, their sign.

1384. In regard to the first, we should avoid the error of the Man-
icheans, who rejected the Old Testament on the ground that it says 
here that all who came before me are thieves. They maintained that the 
fathers of the Old Testament, who came before Christ, were evil and 
have been damned.

The falsity of this view is clear from three things. First, from what 
this parable says. For the statement, all who came before me, is intend-
ed as a description of the previous statement, which mentioned those 
who do not enter by the door. Therefore, all who came before me, but 
not through me, that is, not entering by the door, are thieves and rob‑
bers. It is clear that all the patriarchs and prophets, whom the Christ-
to-come had sent as forerunners, entered by the door, i.e., Christ.23 
For although he took flesh and became man in time, he was the Word 
of God from all eternity: “Jesus Christ is the same yesterday and today 

23. See ST II-II, q. 2, a. 7; III, q. 49, a. 5, ad 1.
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and for ever” (Heb 13:8). Indeed, the prophets were sent by the Word 
and Wisdom of God: “In every generation she,” the Wisdom of God, 
“passes into holy souls and makes them friends of God, and prophets” 
(Wis 7:27). Accordingly, we expressly read in the prophets that the 
word of God came to this or that prophet, who prophesied by partici-
pating in the Word of God.

Secondly, the falsity of the teaching of the Manicheans is seen when 
our Lord says, all who came before me, implying that they were thrust-
ing themselves forward on their own authority and were not sent by 
God: “I did not send the prophets, yet they ran” (Jer 23:21). Indeed, 
such prophets have not come from the Word of God: “Woe to the fool-
ish prophets who follow their own spirit, and have seen nothing” (Ez 
13:3).24 But the fathers of the Old Testament were not of this type, as 
has been said.

Thirdly, this falsity is seen from the fact that he shows what ef-
fect their words had, for we read, but the sheep did not heed them. 
Therefore, those whom the sheep did heed were not thieves and rob-
bers. Now the people of Israel did listen to the prophets, and those 
who did not heed them were rebuked in Sacred Scripture: “Which of 
the prophets did not your fathers persecute?” (Acts 7:52); “O Jerusa-
lem, Jerusalem, killing the prophets and stoning those who are sent to 
you!” (Mt 23:37).

1385. Having excluded this error, it must be said that all who came 
before me, that is, independently of me, without divine inspiration and 
authority, and not with the intention of seeking the glory of God but 
acquiring their own, are thieves, insofar as they take for themselves 
what is not theirs, that is, the authority to teach—“Your princes are 
rebels and companions of thieves” (Is 1:23)—and robbers, because 
they kill with their corrupt doctrine—“You make it a den of robbers” 
(Matt 21:13); “As robbers lie in wait for a man . . . they murder on the 
way” (Hos 6:9). But the sheep, that is, the predestined, did not heed 
them, the thieves and robbers, otherwise they would not have been 
Christ’s sheep, because, as was said before, “A stranger they will not 
follow, but they will flee from him.” Furthermore, this is commanded 
in Deuteronomy: “You shall not listen to the words of that prophet or 
to that dreamer of dreams” (13:3).

1386. I am the door. Here he clarifies his explanation: first, of the 
door; secondly, of the thief (v. 10). Concerning the first, he does two 
things: first, he repeats what he intends to explain; and secondly, he 
gives the explanation (v. 9).

1387. He repeats what he had already said, namely, I am the door: 
“If she is a door, we will enclose her with boards of cedar” (Sg 8:9), 
that is, let us grant her an incorruptible power.

24. See ST II-II, q. 172, a. 5.
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1388. He explains this when he says, if any one enters by me, he will 
be saved. First, he shows that the purpose of a door, which is to keep 
the sheep safe, applies to himself; secondly, he mentions the manner in 
which they are kept safe (v. 9b).

1389. The door safeguards the sheep by keeping those within from 
going out, and by protecting them from strangers who want to come 
in. And this applies to Christ, for he is our safeguard and protection. 
And this is what he says: if any one, not with insincerity, enters, into 
the fellowship of the Church and of the faithful, by me, the door, he 
will be saved, i.e., if he perseveres: “For there is no other name under 
heaven given among men by which we must be saved” (Acts 4:12); 
“We shall be saved by his life” (Rom 5:10).

1390. The way the sheep are safeguarded is set forth when he says 
that he will go in and out and find pasture. This statement can be ex-
plained in four ways. First of all, according to Chrysostom,25 it sim-
ply affirms the security and freedom of those who cling to Christ. For 
one who enters some other way than by the door does not have free 
entry and exit; but one who does enter by the door has free exit, be-
cause he can leave freely. Therefore, when he says, he will go in and 
out, the meaning is that the apostles adhering to Christ enter with se-
curity by living with the faithful, who are within the Church, and with 
unbelievers who are outside, when they became masters of the whole 
world and no one wished to cast them out: “Let the Lord, the God 
of the spirits of all flesh appoint a man over the congregation, who 
shall go out before them and come in before them . . . that the con-
gregation of the Lord may not be as sheep which have no shepherd” 
(Num 27:16). And find pasture, find delight in converting others, and 
find joy even when persecuted by unbelievers for the name of Christ: 
“Then they left the presence of the council, rejoicing that they were 
counted worthy to suffer dishonor for the name,” as we read in Acts 
(5:41).

1391. Secondly, this can be explained as Augustine26 does in his 
Commentary on John. Two things are incumbent upon anyone who acts 
well, namely to be well-ordered to the things that are within him, and 
to those that are without. Within a person is the spirit, and without is 
the body: “Though our outer nature is wasting away, our inner nature 
is being renewed every day” (2 Cor 4:16). Therefore, a person who 
clings to Christ will go in through contemplation, to protect his con-
science—“When I enter my house,” i.e., my conscience, “I shall find 
rest with her,” i.e., with wisdom (Wis 8:16)—and out, namely, by good 
actions, to tame the body—“Man goes forth to his work and to his la-
bor until the evening” (Ps 103:23)—and find pasture, in a clean and 

25. Hom. in Io. 59. 3; PG 59, col. 325.
26. Tract. in Io. 45. 15; PL 35, col. 1726–27; cf. Catena aurea, 10:7–10.
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sincere conscience—“I will appear before your sight: I will be satisfied 
when your glory appears” (Ps 16:15). Again, by his actions he will find 
pasture, i.e., fruit—“He shall come home with shouts of joy, bringing 
his sheaves with him” (Ps 125:6).27

1392. The third explanation is also Augustine’s28 as well as that giv-
en by Gregory29 in his Commentary on Ezekiel. The meaning, then, is 
this. Such a one will go in, i.e., into the Church, by believing—“I shall 
go over into the place of the wonderful tabernacle” (Ps 41:5), and this 
is to enter the Church Militant; and out, from the Church Militant into 
the Church Triumphant—“Go forth, O daughters of Zion, and behold 
King Solomon, with the crown with which his mother crowned him 
on the day of the wedding” (Sg 3:11); and find pasture, that is, the 
pastures of doctrine and grace in the Church Militant—“He makes me 
lie down in green pastures”; and the pastures of glory in the Church 
Triumphant: “I will feed them with good pasture” (Ez 34:14).30

1393. Fourthly, there is an explanation found in the work, On the 
Spirit and the Soul,31 which has been incorrectly attributed to Augus-
tine. Here it is said that such a one will go in, that is, the saints will go 
in to contemplate the divinity of Christ, and out, to consider his hu-
manity; and they will find pasture in both, because in both they will 
taste the joys of contemplation: “Your eyes shall see the king in his 
beauty” (Is 33:17).

1394. Now he considers the thief. First, he mentions the mark of 
the thief; secondly, he says that he himself has the opposite character-
istic, I came that they may have life.

1395. He says that those who do not enter by the door, i.e., those 
who have come independently of me, are thieves and robbers; and 
they are evil. For in the first place, the thief comes only to steal, i.e., 
to usurp what is not his; these are the agitators and heretics, who fas-
ten on to those who belong to Christ: “He lies in ambush to catch the 
ones who are poor” (Ps 9:30). Secondly, the thief comes to kill, and he 
kills by bringing in perverse teachings and evil practices: “As robbers 
lie in wait for a man . . . they murder on the way” (Hos 6:9). Thirdly, 
the thief comes to destroy, by casting into everlasting destruction: “My 
people have been lost sheep” (Jer 50:6). But these traits are not in me.

1396. I came that they may have life. This is like saying: The above 
have not come in by me, otherwise they would do as I do. But they do 
the contrary, because they steal, and kill and destroy. I came that they 

27. See ST II-II, q. 182, a. 3.
28. Tract. in Io. 45. 15; PL 35, col. 1727; cf. Catena aurea, 10:7–10.
29. Hom. in Ezech., II, Hom. 1; PL 76, col. 946B–47B; cf. Catena aurea, 10:7–10.
30. See ST III, q. 66, a. 4, ad 1.
31. De Spiritu et Anima, 9; PL 40, col. 785. The authorship of the Liber de Spiri-

tu et Anima is now commonly ascribed to a twelfth-century Cistercian monk, Al-
cher of Clairvaux.
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may have life, that is, the life of righteousness, by entering into the 
Church Militant through faith: “My righteous one shall live by faith” 
(Heb 10:38). We read of this life in 1 John (3:14) that “We know that 
we have passed out of death into life, because we love the brethren.” 
And have it abundantly, that is, have eternal life, when they leave the 
body. We read below of this life: “This is eternal life, that they know 
thee the only true God” (17:3).32

LECTUrE 3

11 “I am the good shepherd. The good shepherd lays down his life 
for the sheep. 12 He who is a hireling and not a shepherd, whose own 
the sheep are not, sees the wolf coming and leaves the sheep and flees; 
and the wolf snatches them and scatters them. 13 He flees because he is 
a hireling and cares nothing for the sheep.”33

1397. Here he explains the second clause of the parable, “he who 
enters by the door is the shepherd of the sheep” (10:2). First, he gives 
the explanation; secondly, he makes it clear (v. 14). First, he explains 
that he is the good shepherd; secondly, he states the office of a good 
shepherd (v. 11b); thirdly, he shows that the opposite is found in an 
evil shepherd (v. 12).

1398. He says, in regard to the first, I am the good shepherd. That 
Christ is a shepherd is clear enough, for as a flock is led and fed by the 
shepherd, so the faithful are nourished by Christ with spiritual food, 
and even with his own body and blood: “For you were straying like 
sheep, but now have returned to the Shepherd and Guardian of your 
souls” (1 Pet 2:25); “He will feed his flock like a shepherd” (Is 40:11).34 
To distinguish himself from an evil shepherd and thief, he adds, good. 
Good, I say, because he fulfills the office of a shepherd, just as a sol-
dier is called good who fulfills the office of a soldier. But since Christ 
had said above that the shepherd enters by the door, and here he says 
that he is the shepherd, and before he said he was the door (v. 9), then 
he must enter through himself. And he does enter through himself, 
because he manifests himself and through himself knows the Father. 
We, however, enter through him, because it is by him that we are led 
to happiness.

Note that only he is the door, because no one else is the true light, 
but only shares in the light: “He,” John the Baptizer, “was not the light, 

32. See ST III, q. 49, a. 5.
33. St. Thomas refers to Jn 10:11 in ST II-II, q. 184, a. 5; q. 185, a. 4; Jn 10:12: 

ST II-II, q. 185, a. 5, obj. 1.
34. See ST III, q. 73, a. 5, ad 1.
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but came to bear witness to the light” (1:8). But we read of Christ that 
“He was the true light, which enlightens every man” (1:9). Therefore, 
no one else refers to himself as a door; Christ reserved this for himself. 
But being a shepherd he did share with others, and conferred it on his 
members: for Peter was a shepherd, and the other apostles were shep-
herds, as well as all good bishops: “I will give you shepherds after my 
own heart” (Jer 3:15). Now, although the Church’s rulers, who are her 
children, are all shepherds, as Augustine35 says, yet he expressly says, I 
am the good shepherd, in order to emphasize the virtue of charity. For 
no one is a good shepherd unless he has become one with Christ by 
love, and has become a member of the true shepherd.36

1399. The office of a good shepherd is charity; thus he says, the 
good shepherd lays down his life for the sheep. It should be noted that 
there is a difference between a good shepherd and an evil one: the good 
shepherd is intent upon the welfare of the flock, but the evil one is in-
tent upon his own. This difference is touched upon by Ezekiel (34:2): 
“Ho, shepherds of Israel who have been feeding yourselves! Should not 
shepherds feed the sheep?” Therefore, one who uses the flock only to 
feed himself is not a good shepherd. From this it follows that an evil 
shepherd, even over animals, is not willing to sustain any loss for the 
flock, since he does not intend the welfare of the flock, but his own. 
But a good shepherd, even over animals, endures many things for the 
flock whose welfare he has at heart. Thus Jacob said in Genesis (31:40): 
“By day the heat consumed me, and the cold by night.” However, when 
dealing with mere animals it is not necessary that a good shepherd ex-
pose himself to death for the safety of the flock. But because the spiritu-
al safety of the human flock outweighs the bodily life of the shepherd, 
when danger threatens the safety of the flock the spiritual shepherd 
ought to suffer the loss of his bodily life for the safety of the flock. This 
is what our Lord says, the good shepherd lays down his life, i.e., his 
bodily life, for the sheep, the sheep who are his by authority and char-
ity. Both are required, for they must belong to him and he must love 
them; the first without the second is not enough. Furthermore, Christ 
has given us an example of this teaching: “He laid down his life for us; 
and we ought to lay down our lives for the brethren” (1 Jn 3:16).

1400. Now he considers the evil shepherd, showing that he pos-
sesses characteristics contrary to those of the good shepherd. First, he 
mentions the marks of an evil shepherd; secondly, he shows how these 
marks follow one another (v. 12). Concerning the first he does two 
things: first, he gives the marks of an evil shepherd; secondly, he men-
tions the danger which threatens the flock because of an evil shep-
herd: the wolf snatches them and scatters them.

35. Tract. in Io. 47. 3; PL 35, col. 1734; cf. Catena aurea, 10:11–13.
36. See ST III, q. 8, aa. 3, 6. 
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1401. Note that from what has been said about the good and evil 
shepherd, there are three differences in their traits: first in their inten-
tions; secondly, in their solicitude; and thirdly in their affections.

1402. First, they differ in their intentions, and this is implied by 
their very names. For the first is called a good shepherd, and this im-
plies that he intends to feed the flock: “Should not shepherds feed the 
sheep?” (Ez 34:2). But the other one, the evil shepherd, is called a 
hireling, as though he were intent on his wages. Thus they differ in 
this: the good shepherd looks to the benefit of the flock, while the 
hireling seeks mainly his own advantage. This is also the difference be-
tween a king and a tyrant, as the Philosopher37 says, because when a 
king rules he intends to benefit his subjects, while a tyrant seeks his 
own interest. So a tyrant is like a hireling: “If it seems right to you, give 
me my wages” (Zec11:12).

1403. But may not even good shepherds seek a wage? It seems 
so, for “Reward those who wait for thee” (Sir 36:16); “The Lord God 
comes . . . his reward is with him” (Is 40:10); “How many of my fa-
ther’s hired servants have bread enough and to spare!” (Lk 15:17).

I answer that wages can be taken in a general sense and in a prop-
er sense. In a general sense, a wage is anything conferred by reason of 
merits. And because everlasting life, which is God—“This is true God 
and eternal life” (1 Jn 5:20)—is conferred by reason of merits, ever-
lasting life is said to be a wage. And this is a wage that every good 
shepherd can and should seek.38 In the strict sense, however, a wage is 
different from an inheritance, and a wage is not sought after by a true 
child, who is entitled to the inheritance. A wage is sought after by ser-
vants and hirelings. Thus, since everlasting life is our inheritance, any 
one who works with an eye towards it is working as a child; but any 
one who aims at something different (for example, one who longs for 
worldly gain, or takes delight in the honor of being a prelate) is a hire-
ling.39

1404. Secondly, they differ in their solicitude. We read of the good 
shepherd that the sheep are his own, not only as a trust, but also by 
love and solicitude: “I hold you in my heart” (Phil 1:7). On the other 
hand, it is said of the hireling, whose own the sheep are not, i.e., the 
hireling has no care for them: “My shepherds have not searched for 
my sheep, but the shepherds have fed themselves” (Ez 34:8).

1405. Thirdly, they differ in their affections. For the good shepherd, 
who loves his flock, lays down his life for it, i.e., he exposes himself to 
dangers that affect his bodily life. But the evil shepherd, because he 
has no love for the flock, flees when he sees the wolf.40 Thus he says, 

37. Aristotle, Nicomachean Ethics, VIII. 10. 1–3.
38. See ST I-II, q. 114, a. 3. 39. See ST II-II, q. 185, a. 1.
40. See ST II-II, q. 185, a. 5.
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he sees the wolf coming and leaves the sheep and flees. Here, the wolf 
is understood in three ways. First, for the devil as tempting: “What fel-
lowship has a wolf with a lamb? No more has a sinner with a godly 
man” (Sir 13:17). Secondly, it stands for the heretic who destroys: “Be-
ware of false prophets, who come to you in sheep’s clothing, but in-
wardly are ravenous wolves” (Matt 7:15); “I know that after my de-
parture fierce wolves will come in among you, not sparing the flock” 
(Acts 20:29). Thirdly, it stands for the raging tyrant: “Her princes in the 
midst of her are like wolves” (Ez 22:27). Therefore, the good shepherd 
must guard the flock against these three wolves, so that when he sees 
the wolf, i.e., the devil tempting, the deceiving heretic, and the raging 
tyrant, he can oppose him. Against those who do not, we read, “You 
have not gone up into the breaches, or built up a wall for the house of 
Israel” (Ez 13:5).

Accordingly, we read of the evil shepherd that he leaves the sheep 
and flees: “Woe to my worthless shepherd, who deserts the flock” 
(Zech 11:17). As if to say: You are not a shepherd, but only appear to 
be one: “Even her hired soldiers in her midst are like fatted calves; yea, 
they have turned and fled together, they do not stand” (Jer 46:21).

1406. But in Matthew (10:23) we find the contrary: “When they 
persecute you in one town, flee to the next.” Therefore, it seems to 
be lawful for a shepherd to flee. I reply that there are two answers to 
this. One is that given by Augustine41 in his Commentary on John. There 
are two kinds of flight: that of the soul and that of the body. When we 
read here, he leaves the sheep and flees, we can understand it to mean 
the flight of the soul: for when an evil shepherd fears personal dan-
ger from a wolf, he does not dare to resist his injustices but flees, not 
by running away, but by withdrawing his encouragement, refusing to 
care for his flock.

This should be the explanation when considering the first kind of 
wolf [the tempting devil], because it is not necessary to physically flee 
from the devil.

But since sometimes a shepherd does flee physically because of cer-
tain wolves, such as powerful heretics and tyrants, another answer 
must be given, as found in Augustine’s Letter to Honoratus.42 As he says, 
it seems lawful to flee, even physically, from the wolves, not only be-
cause of the authority of our Lord, as cited above, but because of the 
example of certain saints, as Athanasius and others, who fled from 
their persecutors. For what is censured is not the flight itself, but the 
neglect of the flock; so, if the shepherd could flee without abandon-
ing his flock, it would not be blameworthy. Sometimes it is the prelate 
himself who is the one sought, and at other times, it is the entire flock. 

41. Tract. in Io. 46. 8; PL 35, col. 1732; cf. Catena aurea, 10:11–13.
42. Ep. 228. 2–6; PL 33, col. 1014–16; cf. Catena aurea, 10:11–13.
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It is obvious that if the prelate alone is sought, others can be assigned 
to guard the flock in his territory, and console and govern the flock 
in his place. So if he flees under these circumstances, he is not said to 
leave the sheep. In this way, it is lawful to flee in certain cases. But if 
the whole flock is sought, then either all the shepherds should be with 
the people, or some should remain while the others leave. But if all 
desert the flock, then these words apply, he sees the wolf coming and 
leaves the sheep and flees.43

1407. Here he mentions the twofold danger that threatens. One is 
the ravaging of the sheep; so he says, and the wolf snatches them, i.e., 
takes for himself what belongs to another, for the faithful are Christ’s 
sheep. Therefore, leaders of sects and wolves snatch the sheep when 
they entice Christ’s faithful to their own teachings: “My sheep have 
become food for all the wild beasts” (Ez 34:8). The other danger is that 
the sheep be scattered; so he says, and scatters them, insofar as some 
are led astray and others persevere: “My sheep were scattered over all 
the face of the earth, with none to search or seek for them” (Ez 34:6).

1408. Now he shows how the above-mentioned marks are relat-
ed, for the third follows from the first two. Since the evil shepherd 
seeks his own advantage and has no love or solicitude for the flock, it 
follows that he is not willing to endure any inconvenience for them. 
Thus he says of the hireling, he flees, for this reason, because he is a 
hireling, that is, he seeks his own advantage, which is the first mark; 
and cares nothing for the sheep, i.e., he does not love them, and is 
not solicitous for them, which is the second mark. So we read in Job 
(39:16) about the evil shepherd: “She deals cruelly with her young, 
as if they were not hers.” The opposite is true of the good shepherd, 
for he seeks the welfare of his flock, and not his own: “Not that I seek 
the gift; but I seek the fruit which increases to your credit” (Phil 4:17). 
Furthermore, he is concerned for his sheep, that is, he loves them and 
is solicitous for them: “I hold you in my heart” (Phil 1:7).

LECTUrE 4

14 “I am the good shepherd; I know my own and my own know me, 
15 as the Father knows me and I know the Father; and I lay down my 
life for the sheep. 16 And I have other sheep, that are not of this fold; 
I must bring them also, and they will heed my voice. So there shall be 
one flock, one shepherd. 17 For this reason the Father loves me, be‑
cause I lay down my life, that I may take it again. 18 No one takes it 
from me, but I lay it down of my own accord. I have power to lay it 

43. See ST II-II, q. 185, a. 5.
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down, and I have power to take it again; this charge I have received 
from my Father.”44

1409. Here our Lord proves his explanation. First, he restates what 
he intends to prove; secondly, he gives the proof, I know my own . . . 
(v. 14b); and thirdly, he amplifies on it (v. 17).

1410. He says, I am the good shepherd, which has been explained 
above: “As a shepherd seeks out his flock . . . so will I seek out my 
sheep” (Ez 34:12).

1411. Then when he says, I know my own, he proves what he says. 
Now he says two things about himself, that he is a shepherd, and that 
he is good. First, he proves that he is a shepherd; secondly, that he is a 
good shepherd.

1412. He proves he is a shepherd by the two signs of a shepherd 
already mentioned. The first of these is that he calls his own sheep 
by name. Concerning this he says, I know my own: “The Lord knows 
those who are his” (2 Tim 2:19). I know, I say, not just with mere 
knowledge only, but with a knowledge joined with approval and love: 
“To him who loves us and has freed us from our sins” (Rev 1:5). The 
second sign is that the sheep hear his voice and know him. And con-
cerning this he says, and my own know me. My own, I say, by predesti-
nation, by vocation, and by grace. This is like saying: They love me and 
obey me. Thus, we must understand that they have a loving knowl-
edge about which we read: “They shall all know me, from the least of 
them to the greatest” (Jer 31:34).45

1413. He shows that he is a good shepherd by mentioning that he 
has the office of a good shepherd, which is to lay down his life for his 
sheep. First, he shows the reason for this; secondly, he gives a sign of 
it; and thirdly, he shows the fruit of his sign.

1414. The reason for this sign, that is, of his laying down his life for 
his sheep, is the knowledge he has of the Father. Concerning this he 
says, as the Father knows me and I know the Father, and I lay down 
my life for the sheep. This statement can be explained in two ways. In 
one way, so that “as” indicates just a similarity in knowledge; and tak-
en this way, such knowledge can be given to a creature: “I shall know 
even as I am known” (1 Cor 13:12), i.e., as I am known without ob-
scurity, so I will know without obscurity. In another way, the “as” im-
plies an equality of knowledge. And then to know the Father as he is 
known by him is proper to the Son alone, because only the Son knows 
the Father comprehensively, just as the Father knows the Son com-
prehensively: “No one knows the Son except the Father, and no one 

44. St. Thomas refers to Jn 10:16 in ST III, q. 35, a. 8, ad 1; Jn 10:17: ST III, q. 
5, a. 4, s. c.; Jn 10:18: ST III, q. 5, a. 3; q. 47, a. 1, obj. 1; q. 47, a. 2, ad 1; q. 50, a. 
3, obj. 1; q. 53, a. 4, s. c.

45. See ST I, q. 23, a. 4.
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knows the Father except the Son” (Matt 11:27), that is, with a com-
prehensive knowledge.46 Our Lord says this because in knowing the 
Father, he knows the will of the Father that the Son should die for the 
salvation of the human race. He is also saying here that he is the medi-
ator between God and man. For as he is related to the sheep as known 
by them and as knowing them, so also he is related to the Father, be-
cause as the Father knows him, so he knows the Father.

1415. Then when he says, and I lay down my life for the sheep, he 
gives the sign: “By this we know love, that he laid down his life for 
us” (1 Jn 3:16). But since there are three substances in Christ, namely 
the substance of the Word, of the soul, and of the body, one might ask 
who is speaking when he says, I lay down my life [“my life” can also be 
literally translated as “my soul”]. If you say that the Word is speaking 
here, it is not true, because the Word never laid down his soul, since 
He was never separated from his soul. If you say that the soul is speak-
ing, this too seems impossible, because nothing is separated from itself. 
And if you say that Christ says this referring to his body, it does not 
seem to be so, because his body does not have the power to take up its 
soul. Therefore, one must say that when Christ died, his soul was sepa-
rated from his flesh, otherwise Christ would not have been truly dead. 
But in Christ, his divinity was never separated from his soul or his 
flesh; but was united to his soul, as it descended to the lower world, 
and to his body, as it lay in the tomb. And therefore, his body, by the 
power of his divinity, laid down his soul [or life] by the power of his 
divinity, and took it up again.47

1416. Then when he says, and I have other sheep, he sets down the 
fruit of Christ’s death, which is the salvation not only of the Jews but 
of the Gentiles as well. For since he had said, “I lay down my life for 
the sheep,” the Jews, who regarded themselves as God’s sheep—“We 
thy people, the flock of thy pasture” (Ps 78:13)—could have said that 
he laid down his life for them alone. But our Lord adds that it is not 
only for them, but for others too: “He prophesied that Jesus should die 
for the nation, and not for the nation only, but to gather into one the 
children of God who are scattered abroad” (11:51).

1417. In regard to this fruit our Lord does three things. First, he 
mentions the predestination of the Gentiles; secondly, their vocation 
through grace; and thirdly their justification.

As to the first he says, and I have other sheep, that is, the Gentiles, 
that are not of this fold, i.e., of the family of the flesh of Israel, which 
was in a way a flock: “I will surely gather all of you, O Jacob” (Mic 
2:12). For as sheep are enclosed in a fold, so the Jews were kept en-
closed within the precepts of the Law, as we read in Galatians (chap. 

46. See ST I, q. 12, a. 7; I, q. 34, a. 1; III, q. 10, a. 1.
47. See ST III, q. 50, a. 2.
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3). These other sheep, I say, that is, the Gentiles, I have from my Fa-
ther through an eternal predestination: “Ask of me, and I will make 
the nations your heritage” (Ps 2:8); “I will give you as a light to the na-
tions, that my salvation may reach to the end of the earth” (Is 49:6).48

1418. As to the second he says, I must bring them also, i.e., accord-
ing to the plans of divine predestination it is time to call them to grace.

This seems to conflict with what our Lord says in Matthew (15:24): 
“I was sent only to the lost sheep of the house of Israel.” I answer that 
Jesus was sent only to the sheep of the house of Israel in the sense of 
preaching to them personally, as we read in Romans (15:8): “Christ 
became a servant to the circumcised to show God’s truthfulness, in or-
der to confirm the promises given to the patriarchs.”49 It was through 
the apostles that he brought in the Gentiles: “From them I will send 
survivors to the nations” (Is 66:19).

1419. In regard to the third he says, and they will heed my voice. 
Here he mentions three things necessary for righteousness in the 
Christian religion. The first is obedience to the commandments of God. 
Concerning this he says, and they will heed my voice, i.e., they will ob-
serve my commandments: “Teaching them to observe all that I have 
commanded you” (Matt 28:20); “People whom I had not known,” i.e., 
whom I did not approve, served me. As soon as they heard of me they 
obeyed me” (Ps 17:45).50

The second is the unity of charity, and concerning this he says, so 
there shall be one flock, i.e., one Church of the faithful from the two 
peoples, the Jews and the Gentiles: “One faith” (Eph 4:5); “For he is 
our peace, who has made us both one” (Eph 2:14).

The third is the unity of faith, and in regard to this he says, one 
shepherd: “They shall all have one shepherd,” that is, the Jews and the 
Gentiles (Ez 37:24).

1420. Now our Lord explains his proof: first, he amplifies on the 
reason for the sign [his death for his sheep]; secondly, he explains the 
sign, or the effect (v. 18); thirdly, he shows that the reason is appropri-
ate (v. 18b).

1421. Our Lord says that the reason for his death is the knowledge 
he has of the Father, saying, “as the Father knows me and I know the 
Father, and I lay down my life for the sheep.” In explaining this he 
says, for this reason the Father loves me. From this it is clear that the 
Father knows him with a knowledge joined with approval, for this 
reason, I say, because I lay down my life, that I may take it again.

1422. But is it true that his death is the cause of the Father’s love? It 
seems not, because something temporal is not the cause of something 

48. See ST III, q. 24, a. 4.
49. See ST III, q. 42, a. 1.
50. See ST I-II, q. 106, a. 1; II-II, q. 44, a. 3.
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eternal. But Christ’s death is in the temporal order, while the love of 
God for Christ is eternal. I answer that Christ is speaking here of the 
Father’s love for him as having a human nature. Accordingly, this pas-
sage can be understood in three ways. In one way, so that because in-
dicates a cause, while in the other way it indicates the term or sign of 
love.

If it is taken casually, then the meaning is: because I lay down my 
life, i.e., endure death, for this reason the Father loves me, that is, he 
grants me the effect of his love, which is the glory and exaltation of 
my body: “He humbled himself and became obedient unto death, even 
death on a cross. Therefore God has highly exalted him and bestowed 
on him a name which is above every name” (Phil 2:8).51

But one might object to this that good works cannot merit the di-
vine love. For since our works are meritorious to the extent that they 
are given life by charity—“If I give away all I have . . . but have not 
love, I gain nothing” (1 Cor 13:3)—and since God is the first to love—
“In this is love, not that we love God but that he first loved us” (1 Jn 
4:10)—it is clear that his love precedes all our merit.52 This can be an-
swered by saying that no one can merit God’s love; nevertheless, we 
can merit by our good works the effect of God’s love, that is, an in-
crease of grace and the reception of the good of glory, both of which 
God bestows on us because of his love.53 Thus we can say that for this 
reason God loves this or that person, that is, bestows on him the effect 
of his love, because he obeys his commandments. And so we can say 
about Christ as man, that for this reason the Father loves him, that is, 
has exalted him and given him the brightness of glory, because he laid 
down his life in death.54

But if because indicates a sign of love, then the meaning is this: for 
this reason the Father loves me, because I lay down my life, as if to say: 
This is a sign that the Father loves me, because I lay down my life, that 
I may take it again, that is, I fulfill his commands and will and endure 
death. For an obvious sign of love is that a person, out of charity, ful-
fills the commands of God.

1423. Now he explains the effect of the sign. And since the sign was 
“I lay down my life for the sheep,” he explains how he lays it down. 
First, he excludes violence; secondly, he speaks of his power.

1424. The violence he excludes is that which could be employed in 
taking a life: such violence was not accomplished in Christ. Concern-
ing this he says, no one takes it from me, that is, my life, by violence, 
but I lay it down, by my own power, that is, of my own accord: “Can 
the prey be taken from the mighty?” (Is 49:24).55

51. See ST III, q. 47, a. 3. 52. See ST I, q. 20, a. 3.
53. See ST I-II, q. 114, aa. 3, 8–9. 54. See ST III, q. 49, a. 6.
55. See ST III, q. 47, a. 1.
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But did not the Jews use violence against Christ? They did insofar 
as it was in them; but this violence was not in Christ because he laid 
down his life voluntarily, when he willed. Thus we read above (7:30) 
that the Jews wanted to arrest him but were unable “because his hour 
had not yet come.” It was voluntary “not as though he was forced to 
die, but he condescended to be killed,” as Augustine56 says.

1425. He adds something about his power when he says, I have 
power to lay it down. Apropos of this it should be noted that since the 
union of the soul and body is natural, their separation is natural. And 
although the cause of this separation and death can be voluntary, yet 
among human beings death is always natural. Now nature is not sub-
ject to the will of any mere human, since nature, as well as the will, 
are from God. Therefore, the death of any mere human person must 
be natural. But in Christ, his own nature and every other nature are 
subject to his will, just like artifacts are subject to the will of the arti-
san. Thus, according to the pleasure of his will, he could lay down his 
life when he willed, and he could take it up again; no mere human be-
ing can do this, although he could voluntarily use some instrument to 
kill himself.57 This explains why the centurion, seeing that Christ did 
not die by a natural necessity, but by his own [will]—since “Jesus cried 
again with a loud voice and yielded up his spirit” (Matt 27:50)—recog-
nized a divine power in him, and said: “Truly, this was the Son of God” 
(Matt 27:54). Again, the Apostle says in 1 Corinthians (1:18): “For the 
word of the cross is folly to those who are perishing, but to us who are 
being saved it is the power of God,” that is, his great power was re-
vealed in the very death of Christ.

1426. Here he shows that the above-mentioned reason is appro-
priate, for to fulfill a command shows love for the one commanding. 
Thus he says, this charge I have received from my Father, that is, to lay 
down my life and take it up again: “If a man loves me, he will keep my 
word, and my Father will love him” (14:23).

LECTUrE 5

19 There was again a division among the Jews because of these 
words. 20 Many of them said, “He has a demon, and he is mad; why lis‑
ten to him?” 21 Others said, “These are not the sayings of one who has 
a demon. Can a demon open the eyes of the blind?” 22 It was the feast 
of the Dedication at Jerusalem; 23 it was winter, and Jesus was walking 
in the temple, in the portico of Solomon. 24 So the Jews gathered round 

56. Tract. in Io. 31. 5; PL 35, col. 1638.
57. See ST I, q. 97, a. 1; III, q. 14, a. 2; III, q. 47, a. 1.
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him and said to him, “How long will you keep us in suspense? If you 
are the Christ, tell us plainly.” 25 Jesus answered them, “I told you, and 
you do not believe. The works that I do in my Father’s name, they bear 
witness to me; 26 but you do not believe, because you do not belong to 
my sheep. 27 My sheep hear my voice, and I know them, and they fol‑
low me; 28 and I give them eternal life, and they shall never perish, and 
no one shall snatch them out of my hand. 29 What my Father has giv‑
en to me is greater than all, and no one is able to snatch them out of the 
Father’s hand. 30 I and the Father are one.”58

1427. After showing that he has power to give life and showing 
his manner of doing so, our Lord here shows how this power to give 
life belongs to him. First, the Evangelist mentions the dispute which 
arose among the crowd on his point; secondly, he gives the discussion 
between the Jewish leaders and Christ (v. 22). Concerning the first 
he does three things. First, he mentions the dispute within the crowd; 
secondly, he gives the opinion of one side; and then states the reason-
able position of the other side.

1428. The dispute arose within the crowd which was listening to 
Christ because of what he said. The Evangelist says, There was again 
a division among the Jews because of these words. Since some of them 
understood his words correctly, and others did not, they argued among 
themselves: “I have not come to bring peace, but a sword,” that is, the 
sword of gospel teaching, which some believed and others deny (Matt 
10:34). “He pours contempt upon princes” (Ps 106:40).

1429. The opinion of one party to the argument was false. About 
this he says, Many of them said. He says, Many, because as we read in 
Ecclesiastes (1:15): “The number of fools is infinite.” They said, He has 
a demon, and he is mad, for it is the habit of the foolish to always give 
an evil interpretation to matters about which they are in doubt; where-
as the opposite should be done. Thus they revile whatever they do not 
know, as we read in the letter of Jude. And so because they were inca-
pable of understanding our Lord’s words—for “the light shines in the 
darkness, and the darkness did not comprehend it” (1:5)—they blas-
phemed, saying, he has a demon, and he is mad. And they try to turn 
others away from him, saying Why listen to him?

These blasphemers accuse Christ of two things. First, that he has a 
demon. As if to say: He is not speaking due to the Holy Spirit, but from 
a wicked spirit. Something similar is found in Acts about Paul: “He 
seems to be a preacher of foreign divinities [demons]” (17:18). Now 
the fact is that a person who has his own and familiar demon is always 
spiritually mad, but not always mad in a bodily way. But some can be 

58. St. Thomas refers to Jn 10:27 in ST I-II, q. 108, a. 4, ad 3; Jn 10:30: ST III, 
q. 17, a. 1, obj. 5.
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possessed by a demon, and these are always mad even in a bodily way. 
Thus it was said of Christ “He has become mad” (Mk 3:21). Secondly, 
to show that Christ has a demon in this way, they say, and he is mad. 
“Your great learning is turning you mad” (Acts 26:24). Yet their blas-
phemy is not surprising, because they are sensual and, as we read in 1 
Corinthians (2:14): “The sensual person does not perceive those things 
that pertain to the Spirit of God.”59

1430. This opinion is refuted by the statements of the other side, 
and this is in two ways. First, by the profundity of Christ’s words. Thus 
he says, Others, that is, those who rightly understood, said, These are 
not the sayings of one who has a demon. This was like saying: It is clear 
from what he is saying that he is not mad, because his words are or-
derly and profound: “Lord, to whom shall we go? You have the words 
of eternal life” (6:69). And Paul says, “I am not mad, most excellent 
Festus, but I am speaking the sober truth” (Acts 26:25). Secondly, this 
opinion is refuted by the greatness of the miracle worked by Christ. 
Thus they say, Can a demon open the eyes of the blind? This means: 
Was not this one of the greatest of miracles? They were correct in be-
lieving that it could be performed only by the power of God: “If this 
man were not from God, he could do nothing” (9:33).

1431. It should be noted that there are certain “miracles” which can 
be performed by the power of demons and angels, and there are oth-
ers which in no way can be accomplished by their power. Those things 
which are above the order of nature no creature whatever can per-
form by its own power, since the creature itself is subject to the laws 
of nature. God alone, who is above nature, can act above the order of 
nature. Therefore, whatever any creature performs must remain with-
in the order of nature, an angel, either good or wicked, is able to do, 
when it is permitted. Thus, by using the seeds which in natural things 
are ordered to the generation of certain animals, they are able to effect 
the generation of these animals, as Pharaoh’s magicians did (Ex 7:11). 
Again, they can produce changes affecting the nature of a thing; thus, 
they can heal the sick who could be helped by the power of nature.

But things that absolutely transcend the order of nature can be 
performed by God alone, or by good angels and saintly men through 
God’s power, which they obtain through prayer. Such would be the 
conferring of sight on the blind and the raising of the dead; for the 
power of nature cannot extend to the restoring of sight or to the rais-
ing of the dead. Consequently, a demon cannot open the eyes of a 
blind man or raise the dead, because this is done by God alone, and by 
the saints through the power of God.60 

1432. Here we see the dispute which the Jewish leaders initiated 

59. See ST II-II, q. 13, a. 2; II-II, q. 15, a. 1.
60. See ST II-II, q. 178, aa. 1–2.
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with Christ. First, the Evangelist gives the question asked by the Jews; 
secondly, Christ’s answer (v. 25); and thirdly, the effect of this answer 
(v. 31). Concerning the first he does two things: first, he describes the 
circumstances of the questioning; secondly, he gives the question itself 
(v. 24). The circumstances of the questioning are described with re-
spect to three things: the time, the place, and the persons who ask the 
question.

1433. He mentions the specific time first, saying, it was the feast of 
the Dedication (encaenia) at Jerusalem. To understand this we have to 
know, as Augustine61 says, that an “encaenia” was the feast of the ded-
ication of a church. The Greek word, kainos, is the same as the Latin 
word for “new.” Thus an encaenia is the same as a renewal; and even in 
everyday speech, when something is dedicated to some use, it is said 
to be “encaeniated,” which is the same thing as being renewed. Thus 
the encaenia, the feast of the Dedication, was the feast and commem-
oration of the dedication of the temple, for when we newly dedicate 
some church to the divine worship, we celebrate its being set aside for 
a sacred purpose; and in memory of this we celebrate it every year on 
the same day. Thus every year the Jews celebrated the encaenia, the re-
membrance of the dedication of the temple.

1434. To understand why there is a feast for the consecration of a 
church, we should note that all the feasts in the Church are celebrated 
in remembrance of God’s blessings: “I will recount the steadfast love 
of the Lord” (Is 63:7). Again in Psalm 117 (v. 1), after David called to 
mind God’s many blessings, saying, “Give praise to the Lord, for he is 
good,” he adds, “Solemnize this day, with shady boughs, even to the 
horn of the altar” (v. 26).

We recall God’s benefits to us as being of three kinds. Sometimes, as 
they are found in our head, the Lord Jesus Christ. Thus we celebrate 
the feast of his birth, and of his resurrection, and so on. Sometimes we 
recall them as found in our fellow members, that is, in the saints, who 
are members of the Church. This is fitting, for as the Apostle says: “If 
one member is honored, all rejoice together” (1 Cor 12:26). Thus we 
celebrate the feasts of Saints Peter and Paul, and the other saints. But 
at times we recall God’s benefits as found in the entire Church: for ex-
ample, the benefits of the sacraments and other things granted to the 
Church in general. Now a material church building is like a sign of the 
gathering of the faithful of the Church, and in this building all the sac-
raments of grace are dispensed. So it is in memory of these benefits 
that we celebrate the feast of the dedication of a church. Indeed, such 
a feast is greater than the feast of any saint, just as the benefits con-
ferred upon the whole Church, which benefits we celebrate, exceed 
the benefits conferred on some saint and recalled during his feast.62

61. Tract. in Io. 48. 2; PL 35, col. 1741; cf. Catena aurea, 10:22–30.
62. See ST III, q. 83, a. 3, ad 4.
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1435. Recall that the temple at Jerusalem had been consecrated 
three times: first by Solomon (1 Kgs chap. 8); secondly, during the 
time of Ezra by Zerubbabel and Joshua, the high priest (Ezra chap. 
6); thirdly, by the Maccabees, for it says in 1 Maccabees (chap. 4) that 
they went up to Jerusalem to cleanse the holy places. Now this feast 
was not celebrated in memory of the dedication by Solomon, because 
that took place in the fall, i.e., in the seventh month; nor was it in 
memory of the dedication made at the time of Ezra, for this took place 
during the spring, i.e., the ninth day of March. But it was in memo-
ry of the dedication made by the Maccabees, which took place during 
the winter. And so to show this he mentions the specific time, saying, 
it was winter.

There is also a mystical reason for mentioning the time. As Grego-
ry63 says (Morals 2), the Evangelist took care to mention the season as 
winter in order to indicate the chill of evil in the hearts of those listen-
ing, that is, the Jews: “As a well keeps its water cold, so she keeps cold 
her wickedness” (Jer 6:7); and we read of this winter: “The winter is 
past, the rain is over and gone” (Sg 2:11).

1436. Then he describes the place, and Jesus was walking in the 
temple, in the portico of Solomon. He describes it first in a general way, 
in the temple: “The Lord is in his holy temple” (Ps 10:5); secondly, in 
more detail, saying, in the portico of Solomon. We have to know that 
the temple included not just its main building, but the surrounding 
porticos as well; it was on these porticos that the people stood and 
prayed, for only the priests prayed in the temple. It was called the por-
tico of Solomon because it was the place where Solomon stood and 
prayed when the temple was being dedicated: “Then Solomon stood 
before the altar of the Lord in the presence of all the assembly of Isra-
el” (1 Kgs 8:22).

1437. One might object that the temple which Solomon built was 
destroyed, and so was his portico. I answer that the temple was rebuilt 
according to the specifications of the previous one; and so just as that 
portico was called the portico of Solomon in the first instance, it was 
called the same later out of respect for him.

1438. The persons who question Christ are described as to their mal-
ice; thus he says, so the Jews gathered round him, unwarmed by loving 
charity, but burning with the desire to harm him. They came to attack 
him, surrounding and pressing him in on all sides: “Many bulls encom-
pass me” (Ps 21:13); “Ephraim has encompassed me” (Hos 11:12).

1439. Then when he says, and said to him, we see the Jews ques-
tioning him. First, he mentions the pretended reason for their ques-
tions when he says, How long will you keep us in suspense? Their 
manner is flattering because they want it to appear that they desire to 

63. Mor. 2. 2. 2; PL 75, col. 555C; cf. Catena aurea, 10:22–30.
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know the truth about him. It is like they were saying: We are hanging 
in anticipation. How long will you keep us unsatisfied? “Hope deferred 
makes the heart sick” (Pr 13:12).

Secondly, they state their question, If you are the Christ, tell us 
plainly. Note their perversity; for since they resent Christ’s calling him-
self the Son of God (5:18), they do not ask him if he is the Son of God, 
but If you are the Christ, tell us plainly. They hoped by this to obtain 
grounds for accusing him before Pilate for inciting sedition and mak-
ing himself king—which was in opposition to Caesar and offensive to 
the Romans. Thus it was that when the Jews accused Christ of making 
himself the Son of God, Pilate was not very impressed; but when they 
said: “Every one who makes himself a king sets himself against Caesar” 
(19:12), he was swayed against Christ. This is why they say, If you are 
the Christ, or a king, or anointed, tell us plainly.

Secondly, notice their wickedness, because they say, plainly. It was 
like saying: Up to now you have not taught in public, but more or less 
in secret; but in reality, Christ said everything openly and was present 
for the festival days, and said nothing in secret: “I have spoken openly 
to the world . . . I have said nothing secretly” (18:20).64

1440. Now we have the answer of Christ, where he shows their un-
belief, proving they were deceitful in saying they wished to know the 
truth when they said, “How long will you keep us in suspense?” He 
shows this in two ways. First, because they did not believe his words; 
and about this he says, I told you, and you do not believe. As if to say: 
You say to me, “If you are the Christ,” the king, “tell us.” But I told 
you, that is, I told you the truth, and you do not believe. “If I tell you, 
you will not believe” (Lk 22:67).

He shows this in a second way because they do not believe his 
works. And about this he says: the works that I do in my Father’s 
name, they bear witness to me. He first shows their unbelief in his 
works; secondly, the reason for their unbelief (v. 26).

1441. As to the first he says, the works that I do. This was like say-
ing: You cannot be persuaded and satisfied by my words, nor even by 
those great works which I do in my Father’s name, i.e., for his glory. 
They bear witness to me, because they can be performed by God alone. 
Thus they clearly show that I have come from God: “The tree is known 
by its fruit” (Matt 12:33); “These very works which I am doing, bear 
witness” (5:36). But you do not believe: “Though he had done so many 
signs before them, yet they did not believe in him” (12:37). For this 
reason they are inexcusable: “If I had not done among them the works 
which no one else did, they would not have sin; but now they have 
seen and hated both me and my Father” (15:24).65

64. See ST III, q. 42, a. 3.
65. See ST III, q. 43, a. 4.
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1442. The reason for their unbelief is that they are separated from 
Christ’s sheep. So he says, but you do not believe, because you do not 
belong to my sheep. He does three things concerning this. First, he says 
that they are excluded from membership in the sheep of Christ; sec-
ondly, he shows the dignity of his sheep (v. 27); thirdly, he proves that 
no one will snatch his sheep out of his hands (v. 29).

1443. He mentions that they are not among his sheep when he 
says, you do not belong to my sheep, i.e., you are not predestined to 
believe, but foreknown to eternal destruction. For the very fact that 
we believe is due to God: “For it has been granted to you that for the 
sake of Christ you should not only believe in him but also suffer for his 
sake” (Phil 1:29); “For by grace you have been saved thorough faith; 
and this is not your own doing, it is the gift of God” (Eph 2:8). And 
this is given only to those for whom it was prepared from eternity; 
thus, only those believe in him who have been ordained to this by 
God through an eternal predestination: “As many as were ordained to 
eternal life believed” (Acts 13:48); “We believe that we shall be saved 
through the grace of the Lord Jesus” (Acts 15:11).66

1444. But should anyone be told that he is not predestined? It 
seems that he should not be told: for since no one can be saved un-
less he is predestined, if one is told that he is not predestined, he would 
be driven to despair. And so our Lord was driving the Jews to despair 
when he said to them, you do not believe, because you do not belong to 
my sheep. My answer to this is that in this group there was something 
common to all, that is, they were not preordained by God to believe at 
that time; and there was also something special, that is, some of them 
were preordained to believe later. Thus, some of them did believe lat-
er, for we read in Acts (chap. 2) that three thousand of them believed 
in one day. But some were not preordained to do this. Therefore, it did 
not militate against hope to say to a group, some of whom were preor-
dained to believe later, that they did not belong to his sheep, because 
no one of them could apply this definitely to himself.67 But it would 
militate against hope if Christ had said this to some definite person.

1445. Now he reveals the dignity of his sheep when he says, my 
sheep hear my voice. He here mentions four things: two of them are 
what we do in reference to Christ; the other two, which correspond to 
the first two are what Christ does in us.

1446. The first thing we do is to obey Christ. Concerning this he 
says, my sheep, through predestination, hear my voice, by believing 
and obeying my precepts: “O that today you would hearken to his 
voice! Harden not your hearts” (Ps 94:8).

1447. The second thing, corresponding to this, is what Christ does, 

66. See ST I, q. 23, a. 1; I-II, q. 106, a. 1; II-II, q. 6, a. 1.
67. See ST I, q. 23, a. 2, ad 4; I-II, q. 109, a. 10; I-II, q. 112, a. 5.
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which is to give his love and approval. Concerning this he says, and 
I know them, that is, I love and approve of them: “The Lord knows 
those who are his” (2 Tim 2:19). This is like saying: The very fact that 
they hear me is due to the fact that I know them by an eternal election.

But if a person cannot believe unless God gives this to him, it seems 
that unbelief should not be imputed to anyone. I answer that it is im-
puted to them because they are the cause why it is not given to them. 
Thus, I cannot see the light unless I am enlightened by the sun. Yet if 
I were to close my eyes, I would not see the light; but this is not due 
to the sun but to me, because by closing my eyes I am the cause of my 
not being enlightened. Now sin, for example, original sin, and in some 
persons actual sin, is the cause why we are not enlightened by God 
through faith. This cause is in everyone. Thus, all who are left by God 
are left by reason of the just judgment of God, and those who are cho-
sen are lifted up by God’s mercy.68

1448. The third thing, which is what we do, concerns our imitation 
of Christ. So he says, and they follow me: “My foot has held fast his 
steps” (Job 23:11); “Christ also suffered for you, leaving you an exam-
ple, that you should follow in his steps” (1 Pet 2:21).

1449. The corresponding fourth part, which is what Christ does, is 
the bestowing of a reward. Concerning this he says, and I give them 
eternal life. This is like saying: They follow me by walking the path 
of gentleness and innocence in this life, and I will see that afterwards 
they will follow me by entering into the joys of eternal life.

Our Lord shows in three ways that this reward will never end. 
Something can end in three ways. First of all, by its very nature, for 
example, if it is corruptible. But this reward is incorruptible of its very 
nature. Thus He says, I give them eternal life, which is incorruptible 
and ever-living enjoyment of God: “This is eternal life, that they know 
thee the only true God, and Jesus Christ whom thou hast sent” (17:3). 
As Augustine69 says, this is the pasture which he spoke of before (v. 9). 
Indeed, eternal life is called a good pasture because it is entirely ver-
dant and nothing withers away. Secondly, a thing can end because the 
one receiving it ends, or does not guard it well. But this will not hap-
pen to that reward; so he says, and they shall never perish, that is, the 
sheep will never perish. This conflicts with Origen,70 for he said that 
the saints in glory are able to sin. Yet our Lord says, they shall never 
perish, because they will be preserved forever: “He who conquers I 
will make him a pillar in the temple of my God; never shall he go out 
of it” (Rev 3:12). Thirdly, a thing can end by being snatched by force: 

68. See ST I, q. 21, a. 4; I, q. 23, a. 5, ad 3; I-II, q. 79, aa. 3–4.
69. Tract. in Io. 48. 5; PL 35, col. 1742; cf. Catena aurea, 10:22–30.
70. De Prin. 2. 3. 3; PG 11, col. 190–92. Origen appears to propose this posi-

tion only tentatively, in response to those who deny a bodily reality in the age 
to come.
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for perhaps Adam would not have been cast out if the Deceiver had 
not been there. But this will not happen in eternal life, and so he says, 
and no one shall snatch them, that is, the sheep, out of my hand, that 
is, from my protection and loyalty: “The souls of the righteous are in 
the hand of God” (Wis 3:1). As Augustine71 says: “There the wolf does 
not snatch, nor the thief steal, nor the robber kill.”72

1450. He now proves what he had said above about the dignity of 
his sheep, namely, that no one can snatch them from his hand. His 
reason is this: No one can snatch what is in the hand of my Father; 
but the Father’s hand and mine are the same; therefore, no one can 
snatch what is in my hand. Concerning this he does three things: first, 
he gives the minor premise by showing that the Father had communi-
cated divinity to him, saying, what my Father has given to me, through 
an eternal generation, is greater than all. “For as the Father has life in 
himself, so he has granted the Son also to have life in himself” (5:26). 
It is greater than any power: “He has given him authority to execute 
judgment, because he is the Son of man” (5:27); it is greater than any 
reverence and honor: “God had bestowed on him the name which is 
above every name, that at the name of Jesus every knee should bow” 
(Phil 2:9). Therefore, what my Father has given to me, that is, that I 
am his Word, his only begotten, and the splendor of his light, is great‑
er than all.73 

Secondly, he mentions the greatness of the Father’s power, which 
concerns the major premise, when he says, and no one is able to 
snatch, take by violence or secretly pilfer, out of my Father’s hand, 
from the power of my Father, or from me, who am the might of the 
Father—although as Augustine74 says, it is better to say “from the 
power of the Father” than “from me.” Now no one is able to snatch out 
of my Father’s hand, because he is the almighty One who is not sub-
ject to violence, and he is all-wise from whom nothing is hidden: “He 
is wise in heart, and mighty in strength” (Job 9:4).75

Thirdly, he affirms his unity with the Father, and from this the con-
clusion follows. Thus he says, I and the Father are one. As if to say: no 
one shall snatch them out of my hand, because I and the Father are 
one, by a unity of essence, for the Father and the Son are the same in 
nature.76

1451. This statement rejects two errors: that of Arius, who distin-
guished the essence [of the Father from that of the Son], and that of 
Sabellius, who did not distinguish the person [of the Father from the 

71. Tract. in Io. 48. 6; PL 35, col. 1743; cf. Catena aurea, 10:22–30.
72. See ST I-II, q. 3, a. 8; I-II, q. 4, a. 4.
73. See ST I, q. 34, a. 2, ad 3.
74. Tract. in Io. 48. 6; PL 35, col. 1743; cf. Catena aurea, 10:22–30.
75. See ST I, q. 42, a. 4.
76. See ST I, q. 39, aa. 1–2.
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person of the Son]. We escape both Charybdis and Scylla, for by the 
fact that Christ says, one, he saves us from Arius, because if one, then 
they are not different [in nature]. And by the fact that he says, we are, 
he saves us from Sabellius, for if we are, then the Father and the Son 
are not the same [person].77

Yet the Arians, deceived by their wickedness, try to deny this, and 
say that a creature can in some sense be one with God, and in this 
sense the Son can be one with the Father. The falsity of this can be 
shown in three ways. First, from our very manner of speaking. For 
it is clear that “one” is asserted as “being”; thus, just as something is 
not said to be a being absolutely except according to its substance, so 
it is not said to be one except according to its substance or nature. 
Now something is asserted absolutely when it is asserted with no add-
ed qualification. Therefore, because I and the Father are one, is assert-
ed absolutely, without any qualifications added, it is plain that they are 
one according to substance and nature. But we never find that God 
and a creature are one without some added qualification, as in 1 Cor-
inthians (6:17): “He who is united to the Lord becomes one spirit with 
him.” Therefore, it is clear that the Son of God is not one with the Fa-
ther as a creature can be.78

Secondly, we can see this from his previous statement, what my Fa‑
ther has given me is greater than all. He draws the conclusion from 
this: I and the Father are one. This is like saying: We are one to the ex-
tent that the Father has given me that which is greater than all.

Thirdly, it is clear from his intention. For our Lord proves that no 
one will snatch the sheep from his hand precisely because no one can 
snatch from the hand of his Father. But this would not follow if his 
power were less than the power of the Father. Therefore, the Father 
and Son are one in nature, honor and power.

LECTUrE 6

31 The Jews took up stones again to stone him. 32 Jesus answered 
them, “I have shown you many good works from the Father; for which 
of these do you stone me?” 33 The Jews answered him, “We stone you 
for no good work but for blasphemy; because you, being a man, make 
yourself God.” 34 Jesus answered them, “Is it not written in your law, 
‘I said, you are gods’? 35 If he called them gods to whom the word 
of God came (and scripture cannot be broken), 36 do you say of him 
whom the Father consecrated [sanctified] and sent into the world, ‘You 
are blaspheming,’ because I said, ‘I am the Son of God’? 37 If I am not 

77. See ST I, q. 27, a. 1.
78. See ST I, q. 4, a. 3.
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doing the works of my Father, then do not believe me; 38 but if I do 
them, even though you do not believe me, believe the works, that you 
may know and understand [believe] that the Father is in me and I am 
in the Father.” 39 Again they tried to arrest him, but he escaped from 
their hands. 40 He went away again across the Jordan to the place 
where John at first baptized, and there he remained. 41 And many 
came to him; and they said, “John did no sign, but everything that 
John said about this man was true.” 42 And many believed in him 
there.79

1452. We have seen the teaching of Christ; and now we see the ef-
fect this teaching has on the Jews. First, Jesus reproves their fierce-
ness; secondly, he defends himself against the charge of blasphemy; 
and thirdly, he escapes from their violence (v. 39).

1453. Concerning the first, two things are done. First, we see the 
violence of the Jews inciting them to stone Christ. The Evangelist 
says, The Jews took up stones again to stone him. They were hard of 
heart and unable to understand his profound message; and so, being 
like stones, they resort to stones: “When I spoke to them they fought 
against me without cause” (Ps 119:7).

1454. Secondly, we see our Lord reprove their violence, saying, I 
have shown you many good works. First, he reminds them of the ben-
efits given to them; secondly, he reproves their violence. He recalls the 
benefits he granted in healing the sick, in teaching them and perform-
ing his miracles. So he answered them saying, I have shown you many 
good works, by healing, teaching and working miracles—“He has done 
all things well” (Mk 7:37)—from the Father, whose glory I have sought 
in all these things—“Yet I do not seek my own glory” (8:50). And he 
reproves their violence when he says, for which of these do you stone 
me? This was like saying: You should honor one who does good to 
you, not stone him: “Is evil a recompense for good?” (Jer 18:20).

1455. Now our Lord defends himself from the charge of blasphe-
my. First, we see him accused of blasphemy by the Jews; and secondly, 
Christ proves his innocence (v. 34).

1456. With respect to the first, the Evangelist says, The Jews an‑
swered him, We stone you for no good work but for blasphemy. There 
are five things to be considered here. First, what seems to be the mo-
tive for their stoning him, namely, his blasphemy. For Leviticus com-
mands that blasphemers be stoned: “Bring out of the camp him who 
has blasphemed; and let all who heard him lay their hands upon his 
head, and let the congregation stone him” (24:14). Mentioning this 
motive, they say, We stone you for no good work but for blasphemy.

Secondly, they specify his blasphemy. It is blasphemy not only to 

79. St. Thomas refers to Jn 10:36 in ST III, q. 34, a. 1, s. c.; Jn 10:38: ST III, q. 
43, a. 1; Jn 10:41: ST III, q. 27, a. 5, ad 3; q. 38, a. 2, obj. 2. 
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attribute to God what is not appropriate to him, but also to attribute 
to another what belongs to God alone. So, it is blasphemy not only to 
say that God is a body, but also to say that a creature can create: “It is 
blasphemy! Who can forgive sins but God alone?” (Mk 2:7). Thus the 
Jews were saying that our Lord was a blasphemer not in the first way, 
but for usurping for himself what is proper to God: because you, being 
a man, make yourself God.80

The third thing to be considered is that the Jews understood the 
words of Christ, I and the Father are one, better than the Arians did. 
Thus they were incensed because they understood that I and the Fa‑
ther are one could only be said if the Father and Son are equal. This 
is what they say, you make yourself God, claiming by your words that 
you are God, which is not true, you, being a man. 

The fourth point to consider is that the distance between God and 
man is so great that it was unbelievable to them that someone with a 
human nature could be God.81 So they significantly say, because you, 
being a man, make yourself God. Yet this unbelief could have been dis-
pelled by what is read in the Psalm, “What is man that you are mind-
ful of him? Or the son of man that you visit him?” (Ps 8:5); and in Ha-
bakkuk (1:5): “For I am doing a work in your days that you would not 
believe if told,” this is, the work of the Incarnation, which surpasses 
every mind.

The fifth thing to consider is that they do not agree with them-
selves: for on the one hand, they say that Christ does good works, say-
ing, we stone you for no good work; and on the other hand, they ac-
cuse him of blasphemy, usurping for himself the honor of God. Now 
these conflict with each other, for he could not accomplish miracles 
from God if he blasphemed God, because “A sound tree cannot bear 
evil fruit, nor can a bad tree bear good fruit” (Mt 7:18). And this ap-
plied especially to Christ.

1457. Here our Lord defends himself against the charge of blas-
phemy. First, he gives his defense; secondly, he shows them the truth 
(v. 37). He defends himself by divine authority, and so first, he men-
tions the authority of Scripture; secondly, he explains its meaning; and 
thirdly, he draws his conclusion.

1458. The Evangelist says, Jesus answered them: Is it not written in 
your law (in Psalm 81:6): I said, you are gods? Here we should note 
that “law” is understood in three ways in Scripture. Sometimes it is 
taken in a general sense for the entire Old Testament, containing the 
five books of Moses, the prophets and the hagiographies. This is the 
way in your law is understood here, meaning in the Old Testament. 
For this quotation is from the Psalms which are referred to as the law 

80. See ST I, q. 3, a. 1; I, q. 45, a. 5; II-II, q. 13, a. 1.
81. See ST I, q. 4, a. 3; I, q. 93, aa. 1, 9.
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because the entire Old Testament is considered to have the author-
ity of law. Sometimes “law” is understood as distinct from the proph-
ets, psalms, and the hagiographies; this is the way Luke uses it in “Ev-
erything written about me in the law of Moses and the prophets and 
the Psalms must be fulfilled” (Lk 24:44). Again, at other times it is dis-
tinguished from the prophets. In this sense the Psalms and the other 
books of the Old Testament, other than the Pentateuch, are includ-
ed within the prophets, on the ground that the Old Testament was 
produced by a prophetic spirit.82 This is the way it is understood in 
Matthew: “On these two commandments depend all the law and the 
prophets” (Mt 23:40).

1459. The word “God” is also used in three senses. Sometimes it sig-
nifies the divine nature itself, and then it is used only in the singular: 
“Hear, O Israel: The Lord our God is one Lord” (Deut 6:4). At other 
times it is taken in a denominative sense: in this way idols are called 
gods: “All the gods of the peoples are idols” (Ps 95:5). And sometimes 
someone is called a god because of a certain participation in divinity, or 
in some sublime power divinely infused. In this way, even judges are 
called gods in Scripture: “If the thief is not known, the owner of the 
house shall be brought to the gods,” that is, to the judges (Ex 22:8); 
“You shall not speak ill of the gods,” that is, of the rulers (Ex 22:28). 
This is the way the word “god” is taken here, when he says, I said, you 
are gods, i.e., you share in some divine power superior to the human.83

1460. Then when he says, If he called them gods to whom the word 
of God came, he shows the meaning of the authority he cited. This was 
like saying: He called them gods because they participated in some-
thing divine insofar as they participated in God’s word, which was spo-
ken to them. For due to God’s word a person obtains some participa-
tion in the divine power and purity: “You are already made clean by 
the word which I have spoken to you” (15:3); and in Exodus (chap. 34) 
we read that the face of Moses shone when he heard the words of the 
Lord.

From what has been said above, one might argue in this way: It is 
clear that a person by participating in the word of God becomes god 
by participation. But a thing does not become this or that by partici-
pation unless it participates in what is this or that by its essence: for 
example, a thing does not become fire by participation unless it par-
ticipates in what is fire by its essence. Therefore, one does not become 
god by participation unless he participates in what is God by essence. 
Therefore, the Word of God, that is the Son, by participation in whom 
we become gods, is God by essence.84 But our Lord, rather than argue 

82. See ST I-II, q. 98, aa. 2–3; II-II, q. 171, a. 3; II-II, q. 172, a. 3.
83. See ST I, q. 13, a. 9.
84. See ST I, q. 13, a. 9; I, q. 34, a. 3; I-II, q. 110, aa. 1–2.
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so profoundly against the Jews, preferred to argue in a more human 
way. He says, and scripture cannot be broken, in order to show the 
irrefutable truth of Scripture: “O Lord, your word endures forever”  
(Ps 118:89).

1461. Then when he says, Do you say of him whom the Father 
sanctified and sent into the world, You are blaspheming, he draws his 
conclusion. If, with Hilary,85 we refer this to Christ insofar as he has a 
human nature, the meaning is this: Some people are called gods only 
because they participate in God’s word. How then can you say, you 
are blaspheming, that is, how can you consider it blasphemy, if that 
man who is united in person to the Word of God is called God? This 
is why he says, whom the Father sanctified. For although God sancti-
fies all who are sanctified—“Sanctify them in truth” (17:17)—he sanc-
tified Christ in a special way. He sanctifies others to be adopted chil-
dren—“You have received the spirit of adoption” (Rom 8:15)—but he 
sanctified Christ to be the Son of God by nature, united in person to 
the Word of God. These words, whom the Father sanctified, show this 
in two ways. For if God sanctifies as Father, it is clear that he sancti-
fies Christ as his Son: “He was predestined to be the Son of God by the 
Spirit of sanctification” (Rom 1:4). We can also see this by his saying, 
and sent into the world. For it is not fitting for a thing to be sent some 
place unless it existed before it was sent there. Therefore, he whom 
the Father sent into the world in a visible way, is the Son of God, who 
existed before he was visible: for as we saw above, “He was in the 
world, and the world was made through him” (1:10); and “God sent 
the Son into the world” (3:17). Do you say of him whom the Father 
sent into the world, you are blaspheming, because I said, I am the Son 
of God? This was like saying: I, who am united in person to the Word, 
have much more reason to say this than those to whom the word of 
God came.86

1462. But how did the Jews realize that he was claiming to be 
the Son of God? Our Lord did not say this expressly. I answer that 
although our Lord did not say this expressly, yet from what he did 
say—I and the Father are one and what my Father has given to me is 
greater than all—they understood that he received his nature from the 
Father and was one in nature with him. But to receive the same na-
ture from another, and to be it, is to be a son.87

1463. But if, with Augustine,88 we refer him whom the Father sanc‑
tified to Christ as God, then the meaning is this: him whom the Father 
sanctified is he whom he has begotten holy, or sanctified, from eter-

85. De Trin. 7. 24; PL 10, col. 219C–21A; cf. Catena aurea, 10:31–38.
86. See ST I, q. 43, aa. 1–2; III, q. 23, a. 4. 
87. See ST I, q. 27, a. 2.
88. Tract. in Io. 48. 9; PL 35, col. 1745; cf. Catena aurea, 10:31–38.
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nity. The other things which follow should be explained in the same 
way as Hilary does. Yet the better explanation is to refer everything to 
Christ as man.

1464. Then when he says, If I am not doing the works of my Fa‑
ther, then do not believe me, he proves the truth of the foregoing. This 
is like saying: Although in your opinion I am only human, yet I am not 
blaspheming when I say that I am truly God, because I truly am. He 
does two things concerning this: first, he presents the argument of his 
works; secondly, he draws his conclusion (v. 38b).

1465. He does two things concerning the first. In the first place he 
says that in the absence of his works they would have an excuse. He 
says, If I am not doing the works of my Father, i.e., the same ones that 
he does, and with the same might and power, then do not believe me. 
“Whatever he [the Father] does, that the Son does likewise” (5:19).

Secondly, he says that they are convicted by his very works: but if I 
do them, the same works the Father does, then even though you do not 
believe me, who appears as a son of man, believe the works, i.e., these 
works show that I am the Son of God: “If I had not done among them 
the works which no one else did, they would not have sin” (15:24).

1466. Now he draws his conclusion, saying, that you may know 
and believe that the Father is in me and I am in the Father. For the 
clearest indication of the nature of a thing is taken from its works. 
Therefore, from the fact that he does the works of God it can be clearly 
known and believed that Christ is God.89 Accordingly he says: I will ar-
gue from my works themselves, that you may know and believe what 
you cannot see with your own eyes, that is, that the Father is in me 
and I am in the Father: “I am in the Father and the Father in me,” by 
a unity of essence (14:10). The Father is in me and I am in the Father 
and “I and the Father are one,” have the same meaning.

Hilary90 explains this well by saying that there is this difference be-
tween God and man: man being a composite, is not his own nature; 
but God, being entirely simple, is his own existence and his own na-
ture.91 Therefore, in whomever the nature of God is, there is God. And 
so, since the Father is God and the Son is God, where the nature of the 
Father is, there is the Father, and where the nature of the Son is, there 
is the Son. Therefore, since the nature of the Father is in the Son, and 
conversely, the Father is in the Son, and conversely. But as Augus-
tine92 remarks, although God is in man and man is in God—“He who 
abides in love abides in God, and God abides in him” (1 Jn 4:16)—this 
does not mean that they are one in essence. Rather, man is in God, 

89. See ST III, q. 43, a. 4.
90. De Trin. 9. 61; PL 10, col. 330B.
91. See ST I, q. 3, aa. 4, 7–8.
92. Tract. in Io. 48. 10; PL 35, col. 1745; cf. Catena aurea, 10:31–38.



218  COMMENTARY ON THE GOSPEL OF JOHN

that is, under the divine care and protection, and God is in man, by the 
likeness of his grace. However, the only Son is in the Father and the 
Father is in him as equals.93

1467. Now our Lord turns away from the obstinacy of the Jews. 
First, the Evangelist shows they were obstinate; secondly, we see that 
Christ turns away from this; thirdly, we see what effect this had.

1468. The Evangelist shows their inflexibility by the fact that after 
so many confirmations of the truth, after the evidence of so many mir-
acles and wonders, they still persist in their evil. So again they tried to 
arrest him, to apprehend him, not in order to believe and understand, 
but in their rage to do him harm; they were even the more enraged 
because he had more clearly expressed his equality with the Father: 
“They hold fast to deceit, they refuse to return” (Jer 8:5).

1469. But our Lord turns away from their rage, and so the Evan-
gelist says, but he escaped from their hands. Here we see, first, that 
he left them by escaping from their hands. He did this for two rea-
sons. To show that he could not be restrained unless he willed: “Pass-
ing through the midst of them he went away” (Lk 4:30); “No one takes 
it from me, but I lay it down of my own accord” (10:18). Secondly, 
to give us the example of turning away from persecution when this 
can be done without endangering the faith: “Do not make your stand 
against one who can injure you” (Sir 8:14).94

We see, secondly, where he went when the Evangelist says, he went 
away again across the Jordan to the place where John at first baptized. 
The mystical reason for this is that at some time, through the apostles, 
Jesus would go to convert the Gentiles. The literal reason is twofold. 
First, this place was near Jerusalem, and since his passion was near, he 
did not wish to be too far away. Secondly, he wanted to recall the wit-
ness which John had given there, when he said, “Behold, the Lamb of 
God, who takes away the sin of the world” (1:29), as well as the Fa-
ther’s testimony to his Son, Christ, at the time of his baptism.95

1470. The effect of this turning away was that many were con-
verted to the faith. Three points are made about this conversion. First, 
many imitated his works; so he says, and many came to him, namely, 
by imitating his works: “Come to me, all who labor and are heavy lad-
en, and I will give you rest” (Matt 11:28). Secondly, many professed 
him in word, and they said, John did no sign. By this they profess 
Christ’s superiority to John. The reason for this was that John was sent 
as a witness to Christ; thus he should show that he was worthy to be 
believed and his testimony would be shown to be true. Now this is fit-
tingly done by holiness of life. On the other hand, Christ came as God; 
consequently, it was fitting that he show the signs of divine power. 

93. See ST I, q. 42, aa. 1, 5–6. 94. See ST II-II, q. 124, a. 5.
95. See ST III, q. 39, aa. 4, 8.
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And so John stood out by the sanctity of his life; Christ, however, in 
addition to this, performed works which manifested his divine pow-
er.96 This was in accord with the practice of the rulers of antiquity that 
when in the presence of a higher power a lesser power did not dis-
play the insignia of its power. Thus, in the presence of the Dictator, 
the Consuls took down their insignia. So it was not fitting that John, 
who possessed less power, because he was a precursor and witness, 
should employ the insignia of divine power; only Christ should have 
done this. They profess the truth of John’s witness to Christ, saying, 
but everything that John said about this man, Christ, was true. They 
were saying: Although John did no sign, he nevertheless said all things 
truthfully about Christ. Thirdly, he reveals the faith in their hearts, 
saying, and many believed in him there. As Augustine97 remarks, they 
grasped Christ remaining, whom the Jews wanted to seize waning, be-
cause through the lamp they had come to the day. For John was that 
lamp and gave testimony to the day.

96. See ST III, q. 43, a. 1.
97. Tract. in Io. 48. 12; PL 35, col. 1746; cf. Catena aurea, 10:39–42.
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CHAPTEr 11

LECTUrE 1

1 Now a certain man was ill, Lazarus of Bethany, the village of Mary 
and her sister Martha. 2 It was Mary who anointed the Lord with oint‑
ment and wiped his feet with her hair, whose brother Lazarus was ill.  
3 So the sisters sent to him, saying, “Lord, he whom you love is ill.”  
4 But when Jesus heard it he said, “This illness is not unto death; it is 
for the glory of God, so that the Son of God may be glorified by means of 
it.” 5 Now Jesus loved Martha and her sister and Lazarus.1

1471. Above, our Lord shows his life-giving power by word; here 
he confirms it with a miracle, by raising Lazarus from the dead. First, 
we see the illness of Lazarus; secondly, his being raised from the dead 
(v. 6); and thirdly, the effect this produced (v. 45). The Evangelist does 
three things concerning the first: first, the illness of Lazarus is men-
tioned; secondly, his illness is made known (v. 3); thirdly, we see the 
reason for his illness (v. 4). Concerning the first he does three things: 
first, he describes the person who was ill; secondly, where he was liv-
ing; and thirdly, he mentions one of his relatives.

1472. The one who was ill was Lazarus; Now a certain man was ill, 
Lazarus. This presents to us a believer who hopes in God, but still suf-
fers the weakness introduced by sin, of whom we read: “Be gracious 
to me, O Lord, for I am languishing” (Ps 6:3). For Lazarus means “one 
who is helped by the Lord”; and so this name signifies one who has 
confidence in divine help: “My help comes from the Lord” (Ps 120:2).

1473. Lazarus was at Bethany, of Bethany, the village of Mary and 
her sister Martha. The village of Bethany was near Jerusalem, and 
our Lord was often a guest there, as has been said above many times. 
It means “a house of obedience,” and leads us to understand that if 
one who is ill obeys God, he can easily be cured by him, just as one 
who is sick and obeys his doctor gains his health. In 2 Kings (5:13) the 
servants of Naaman said to him: “My father, if the prophet had com-
manded you to do some great thing, would you not have done it?”

Bethany was the home of Mary and Martha, the sisters of Lazarus. 
Martha and Mary represent two ways of life, the active and the con-
templative. And we can understand from the above that it is by obedi-
ence that one becomes perfect, both in the active and in the contem-
plative life.

1. St. Thomas refers to Jn 11:3 in ST II-II, q. 83, a. 17.
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1474. His relative was Mary, it was Mary who anointed the Lord 
with ointment and wiped his feet with her hair. The Evangelist de-
scribes this Mary by her most famous action so we can distinguish her 
from the many other women with the same name. Still, there is some 
disagreement among the saints about this Mary. Some, like Jerome2 
and Origen,3 say that this Mary, the sister of Lazarus, is not the same as 
the sinner mentioned in Luke (7:37): “A woman of the city, who was 
a sinner . . . brought an alabaster flask of ointment, and standing be-
hind him at his feet, weeping, she began to wet his feet with her tears, 
and wiped them with the hair of her head.” So, as Chrysostom4 says, 
she was not the prostitute mentioned in Luke. The Mary mentioned 
by John was an honorable woman, eager to receive Christ, while the 
name of the woman who was the sinner was kept secret. Further-
more, the Mary mentioned here by John could have done for Christ at 
the time of his passion because of her special devotion and love some-
thing similar to what was done for him by the sinner out of remorse 
and love. John, in order to praise her, is mentioning here, in anticipa-
tion, the action she would perform later (Jn 12:1–8).

Others, such as Augustine5 and Gregory,6 say that this Mary, men-
tioned by John, is the same as the sinner mentioned by Luke. Augus-
tine bases his reason on this text. For the Evangelist is speaking here of 
the time before Mary anointed our Lord [for the second time] at the 
time of the passion; as John says further on: “Mary took a pound of 
costly ointment of pure nard and anointed the feet of Jesus.” So he says 
that what the Evangelist has mentioned here is the same event men-
tioned by Luke (7:37). [Ambrose7 maintains both sides.] So, according 
to the opinion of Augustine, it is clear that the sinner mentioned by 
Luke is this Mary whose brother Lazarus was ill. [Augustine says] a 
consuming fever was wasting his wretched body with its furnace-like 
flames.

1475. The sisters of Lazarus, who were taking care of him, inform 
Jesus of his illness. Grief-stricken at the misfortune of the ailing youth, 
the sisters sent to him, Jesus, saying, Lord, he whom you love is ill. 
This message brings to mind three things for consideration. First, we 
see that the friends of God are sometimes afflicted with bodily illness; 
thus, if someone has a bodily illness, this is not a sign that the person is 
not a friend of God. Eliphaz mistakenly argued against Job that it was: 
“Think now, who that was innocent ever perished? Or where were the 
upright cut off?” (Job 4:7). Accordingly, they say, Lord, he whom you 

2. Comm. in Matt. 4. 26. 7; PL 26, col. 191.
3. Comm. in Matt. 77; PG 13, col. 1721–22.
4. Hom. in Io. 62. 1; PG 59, col. 342; cf. Catena aurea, 11:1–5.
5. De cons. Evang. 2. 79; PL 34, col. 1154–55; cf. Catena aurea, 11:1–5.
6. XL hom. in Evang. 25; PL 76; col. 1189.
7. Expos. Evang. sec. Luc. 1. 9; PL 15, col. 1537.
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love is ill: “For the Lord reproves him whom he loves, as a father the 
son in whom he delights” (Pr 3:12).

The second thing to note is that his sisters do not say, “Lord, come 
and heal him,” but simply to mention his sickness, he is ill. This indi-
cates that it is enough merely to state one’s need to a friend, without 
adding a request. For a friend, since he wills the good of his friend as 
his own good, is just as interested in warding off harm from his friends 
as he is in warding it off from himself. And this is especially true of 
the one who most truly loves: “The Lord preserves all who love him”  
(Ps 144:21).

The third thing to consider is that these two sisters, who wanted the 
cure of their sick brother, did not come in person to Christ, as did the 
paralytic (Lk 5:18), and the centurion (Matt 8:5). This was because of 
the confidence they had in Christ due to the special love and friend-
ship which he had shown for them; or, perhaps it was their grief that 
kept them away: “A friend, if he is steadfast, will be to you as yourself” 
(Sir 6:11).

1476. Now we have the reasons for the foregoing: first, the illness 
of Lazarus; secondly, the reason why, according to Augustine,8 his sis-
ters did not come in person to Christ (v. 5).

1477. The reason for the illness of Lazarus is the glorification of the 
Son of God; thus the Evangelist says, when Jesus heard it he said, This 
illness is not unto death; it is for the glory of God. Here we should note 
that some physical illness is unto death and some is not. Those are 
unto death which are not ordained to something else. Further, every 
evil of punishment is inflicted by divine providence: “Does evil befall a 
city, unless the Lord has done it?” (Am 3:6). But as for the evil of fault, 
God is not the author, but the punisher.9 Now all things that are from 
God are ordered. Consequently, every evil of punishment is ordered 
to something: some to death, and some to something else. This illness 
was not ordered to death, but to the glory of God.

1478. But Lazarus did die! Yes, otherwise he would not have had 
the odor of one four days in the tomb, nor would his raising have been 
a miracle. I answer that his illness was not ordained to death as a final 
end, but to something else, as has been said, that is, that he who was 
raised, chastened as it were, might live a holy life for the glory of God, 
and that the Jewish people who saw this miracle might be converted 
to the faith: “The Lord has chastened me sorely but he has not given 
me over to death” (Ps 117:18). Thus he adds, it is for the glory of God, 
so that the Son of God may be glorified by means of it.

In this passage, according to Chrysostom,10 the words “for” and 

8. Tract. in Io. 49. 5; PL 35, col. 1749; cf. Catena aurea, 11:1–5.
9. See ST I, q. 19, a. 9; I-II, q. 79, a. 2.
10. Hom. in Io. 62. 1; PG 59, col. 343; cf. Catena aurea, 11:1–5. 
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“that” do not indicate the reason for the events, but their sequence. 
For Lazarus was not made ill so that from it God might be glorified; 
rather, his illness came from some other cause, and from it the fact fol-
lowed that the Son of God would be glorified insofar as Christ used it 
for the glory of God by raising Lazarus. 

This is true in one way, but not in another. It is possible to consider 
two reasons for Lazarus’ illness. One is the natural cause, and from this 
point of view the statement of Chrysostom is true, because Lazarus’ ill-
ness, considering its natural causes, was not ordained to his rising from 
the dead. But we can consider another reason, and this is divine provi-
dence; and then Chrysostom’s statement is not true. For under divine 
providence an illness of this kind was ordained to the glory of God.11 
And so according to this, the “for” and the “that” do indicate the rea-
son. It is the same as saying: it is for the glory of God, because although 
it was not ordained to this from the intent of its natural cause, yet from 
the intent of divine providence it was ordained to the glory of God, in-
sofar as, once the miracle had been performed, people would believe 
in Christ and escape real death. So he says, so that the Son of God may 
be glorified by means of it.

Here our Lord clearly calls himself the Son of God: for he was to be 
glorified in the resurrection of Lazarus because he is true God: “that 
we may be in his true Son” (1 Jn 5:20); “It was not that this man 
sinned, or his parents, but that the works of God might be made mani-
fest in him” (9:3).

1479. Here, according to Augustine,12 the Evangelist gives the rea-
son why Lazarus’ two sisters did not come to Christ, and it was due to 
their confidence in him because of the special love he had for them; 
so the Evangelist remarks, now Jesus loved Martha and her sister and 
Lazarus. Indeed, he who is the Consoler of the sorrowful loved the 
sorrowing sisters, and he who was the Savior of the weary loved the 
weary and dead Lazarus: “Yea, he loved his people; all those consecrat-
ed to him were in his hand” (Deut 33:3).

LECTUrE 2

6 So when he heard that he was ill, he stayed two days longer in the 
place where he was. 7 Then after this he said to the disciples, “Let us go 
into Judea again.” 8 The disciples said to him, “Rabbi, the Jews were 
but now seeking to stone you, and are you going there again?” 9 Je‑
sus answered, “Are there not twelve hours in the day? If any one walks 
in the day, he does not stumble, because he sees the light of this world.  

11. See ST I, q. 22, a. 2, ad 2.
12. Tract. in Io. 49. 5; PL 35, col. 1749; cf. Catena aurea, 11:1–5.
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10 But if any one walks in the night, he stumbles, because the light is 
not in him.”

1480. Here the Evangelist presents the raising of the dead Lazarus. 
First, we see that Christ desired to do this; and secondly, the sequence 
of events surrounding the raising are given (v. 17). We see three things 
related to the first. First, our Lord allows the death; secondly, he states 
his intention to go to the place where Lazarus died (v. 7); and thirdly, 
he reveals his intention to raise him (v. 11).

1481. Christ allowed this death by prolonging his stay beyond the 
Jordan: so when he heard that he was ill, he stayed two days longer 
in the place where he was. One may infer from this that Lazarus died 
on the very day that Jesus received the message from his sisters: for 
when Christ went to the place where he died, it was already the fourth 
day. After receiving the message, Christ then remained two days in the 
same place, and on the day after these two days, he went to Judea. He 
delayed these few days for two reasons. First, so that the death of Laza-
rus would not be prevented by his presence; for where life is present, 
death has no entry. In the second place, in order to make the miracle 
more credible, and so that people would not say that Christ revived 
Lazarus, not from death, but only from a coma.

1482. Here (v. 7) our Lord declares his intention to go to the place 
where Lazarus died. First, we see our Lord’s plan; secondly, we see 
the fear in the disciples (v. 8); and thirdly, we have our Lord dispelling 
their fear (v. 9).

1483. With respect to the first the Evangelist says, Then after this, 
the prolonged delay, he said, Jesus did, to the disciples, Let us go into 
Judea again. One might ask here why Christ made a point of men-
tioning to the apostles that he was about to go into Judea again, since 
he had not done this on other occasions. The reason for this was that 
the Jews had just recently persecuted Christ in Judea and had almost 
stoned him; indeed, that is why he had left. So it was to be expected 
that when Christ wanted to go there again, the disciples would be-
come fearful. And because “Darts that are foreseen do not strike and 
foreseen evils are more easily borne,” as Gregory13 says, our Lord 
mentioned his planned journey to them to calm their fears. As to the 
mystical sense, we can understand by the fact that Christ is return-
ing once again to Judea, that he will return again at the end of the 
world to the Jews, who will be converted to Christ: “A hardening has 
come upon part of Israel, until the full number of the Gentiles come 
in” (Rom 11:25).

1484. The fear of the disciples is mentioned when the Evangelist 
says, the disciples said to him, Rabbi, the Jews were but now seeking 

13. See Mor. 7. 28. 34; PL 75, col. 784C.
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to stone you, and you are going there again? This was like saying: It 
seems that you are deliberately going to your death. Yet their fear was 
unreasonable, because the disciples had God with them as their pro-
tector, and one who is with God should not fear: “Let us stand up to-
gether. Who is my adversary?” (Is 50:8); “The Lord is my light and my 
salvation: whom shall I fear?” (Ps 26:1).14

1485. Our Lord dispels this fear by strengthening them. The Evan-
gelist says, Jesus answered, his disciples, Are there not twelve hours in 
the day? First, we see something about the time; secondly, what time 
is suited for walking; thirdly, what time is not.

1486. To understand this passage we should note that it has been 
explained in three ways. The first way is that of Chrysostom,15 and is 
this. Are there not twelve hours in the day? is like saying: You hesi-
tate to go up to Judea because the Jews recently wanted to stone me; 
but the day has twelve hours, and what happens at one hour does not 
happen in another. So, although they would have stoned me before, 
they would not want to do this at another hour: “For everything there 
is a season” (Ecc 3:1); “Every matter has its time and way” (Ecc 8:6).

1487. A literal question arises because he is speaking here either 
of the natural or of the artificial day. If he is speaking of the natural 
day, then what he says is false: because the natural day does not have 
twelve but twenty-four hours. Again, if he is speaking of the artifi-
cial day, his statement is false: because it is true only at the equinox, 
for not all artificial days have twelve hours. I answer that we should 
understand this to refer to the artificial day, because all artificial days 
have twelve hours. For the hours of such days are distinguished in 
two ways. Some are equal in length and some are not. Those equal in 
length are distinguished according to the circle of the equator: and ac-
cording to this not all days have twelve hours, but some have more 
and some less, except at the equator. The hours not equal in length 
are more distinguished according to the ascensions of the zodiac on 
account of its obliquity: because the zodiac does not ascend equally 
in all its parts, but at the equator equally. Now each artificial day has 
twelve of these unequal hours, because every day has six signs which 
ascend during the day, and six at night; but those which ascend in 
summer have a slower motion than those which ascend in winter, and 
of course the ascent of each sign makes up two hours.

1488. If any one walks in the day, that is, honorably, and without 
consciousness of any evil—“Let us conduct ourselves becomingly as 
in that day” (Rom 13:13)—he does not stumble, that is, he does not 
come upon anything that might harm him. And this is because he sees 
the light of this world, i.e., the light of righteousness is in him: “Light 

14. See ST II-II, q. 125, a. 1.
15. Hom. in Io. 62. 1; PG 59, col. 343.
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dawns for the righteous, and joy for the upright in heart” (Ps 96:11). It 
is like our Lord were saying: We can go securely because we are walk-
ing during the day.

1489. But if any one walks in the night, that is, in the night of 
iniquities, he will easily find dangers. Concerning this night we read: 
“Those who sleep at night” (1 Thes 5:7). But such a one, he stumbles, 
that is, strikes against something, because the light, of righteousness, is 
not in him.

1490. A certain Greek, Theophylact,16 explains this another way. 
Beginning at If any one walks in the day, he says that the “day” is the 
presence of Christ in the world, and the “night” is the time after Christ’s 
passion. So the meaning is this: The Jews are not to be feared because 
as long as I am in the world it is not you, but I, who am in danger. Thus, 
when the Jews wanted to arrest Christ, he said to the crowd: “If you 
seek me, let these men go. This was to fulfill the word which he had 
spoken, ‘Of those whom you gave me I lost not one’” (18:8). But if any 
one walks in the night, that is, in the time after the passion, you should 
be afraid to go into Judea, because you will suffer persecution from the 
Jews: “Strike the shepherd and the sheep will be scattered.”

1491. Augustine17 explains it another way, so that the “day” in-
dicates Christ: “We must work the works of him who sent me, while 
it is day” (9:4), and “As long as I am in the world, I am the light of 
the world” (9:5). The twelve hours of this day are the twelve apostles: 
“Did I not choose you, the twelve?” (6:71). But what should we say of 
what follows: “And one of you is a devil?” Judas, therefore, was not 
an hour of this day because he gave no light. We should say that our 
Lord spoke these words [about the twelve] not in reference to Judas, 
but to his successor, who was Matthias. Thus, the sense of Are there 
not twelve hours in the day? is as though he were saying: You are the 
hours, I am the day. Just as the hours follow the day, so you must fol-
low me. So, if I wish to go to Judea you ought not to precede me or 
change my will, but you should follow me. He said something similar 
to Peter: “Get behind me, Satan!” (Matt 16:23), i.e., do not go ahead 
of me, but follow me by imitating my will. If any one walks in the day 
is the same as saying: You should not fear any danger, because you 
are going with me who am the day. So just as one who walks in the 
day does not run into anything, that is, does not stumble, so also you 
who walk with me: “If God is for us, who is against us?” (Rom 8:31). 
And this is because he sees the light of this world in me. But if any one 
walks in the night, in the darkness of ignorance and sin, then he stum‑

16. Enar. in Evang. S. Ioannis, 11. 9; PG 124, col. 90; cf. Catena aurea, 11:6–10. 
Theophylact (c. 1055–1107), archbishop of Achrida in Bulgaria, was a scholar 
and biblical commentator, renowned especially for his commentaries on the Gos-
pels and the Pauline letters.

17. Tract. in Io. 49. 8; PL 35, col. 1750; cf. Catena aurea, 11:6–10.
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bles; and this is because the spiritual light is not in him, not because of 
a defect in the light, but because of his own rebellion: “There are those 
who rebel against the light” (Job 24:13).18

LECTUrE 3

11 Thus he spoke, and then he said to them, “Our friend Lazarus 
has fallen asleep, but I go to awake him out of sleep.” 12 The disciples 
said to him, “Lord, if he has fallen asleep, he will recover.” 13 Now Je‑
sus had spoken of his death, but they thought that he meant taking 
rest in sleep. 14 Then Jesus told them plainly, “Lazarus is dead; 15 and 
for your sake I am glad that I was not there, so that you may believe. 
But let us go to him.” 16 Thomas, called the Twin, said to his fellow 
disciples, “Let us also go, that we may die with him.”

1492. Above, our Lord mentioned his intention of going to the 
place where Lazarus had died; now he reveals his intention to raise 
him. The Evangelist first mentions this intention; secondly, the atti-
tude of the disciples (v. 16). First, we see our Lord stating his intention 
implicitly and rather obscurely; secondly, the Evangelist mentions how 
slow the disciples were to understand this (v. 12); and thirdly, we see 
our Lord stating his intention plainly (v. 14).

1493. The Evangelist says, Thus he spoke, and then he said to them, 
that is, having said those things already mentioned, Jesus now says to 
his disciples, Our friend Lazarus has fallen asleep. According to Chrys-
ostom,19 this seems to be a second reason for the disciples not to fear: 
the first was based on their innocence, because he who walks in the 
day does not stumble; but this reason is based on current necessity, it 
being necessary to go there.

1494. We see three things about this. First, he recalls his previous 
friendship with the dead man, saying, Our friend Lazarus. This was to 
say: He was a friend because of the many things and favors he did for 
us; so we should not neglect him in his needs: “He who overlooks his 
own advantage for the sake of a friend is just” (Pr 12:26).

1495. Secondly, he mentions that help is needed now, saying, has 
fallen asleep, and so should be helped: “A brother is born for adversity” 
(Pr 17:17). Lazarus has fallen asleep, with respect to the Lord, as Au-
gustine20 says; but with respect to men he was dead, as they were un-
able to revive him. We should note that the word “sleep” can be un-
derstood in several ways. Sometimes it refers to a natural sleep: “So 

18. See ST II-II, q. 15, a. 1.
19. Hom. in Io. 62. 1; PG 59, col. 343; cf. Catena aurea, 11:11–16. 
20. Tract. in Io. 49. 9; PL 35, col. 1751; cf. Catena aurea, 11:11–16.
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Samuel went and lay down [slept] in his place” (1 Sam 3:9); and “You 
shall sleep securely” (Job 11:18). Sometimes it indicates the sleep of 
death: “We would not have you ignorant, brethren, concerning those 
who are asleep, that you may not grieve as others do who have no 
hope” (1 Th 4:13). Sometimes it is understood as some kind of neg-
ligence: “Behold, he who keeps Israel will neither slumber nor sleep” 
(Ps 120:4). And sometimes it means the sleep of sin: “Awake, O sleep-
er, and arise from the dead” (Eph 5:14). Again, it can mean the repose 
of contemplation: “I slept, but my heart was awake” (Sg 5:2). It can 
also signify the rest of future glory: “In peace I will both lie down and 
sleep” (Ps 4:8).

Death is called a sleep because of the hope we have of a resurrec-
tion; so death has come to be called a sleep from the time that Christ 
died and arose: “I lie down and sleep” (Ps 3:6).

1496. Thirdly, he shows his power to raise one from death when 
he says, but I go to awake him out of sleep. By this he tells us that he 
woke him from the grave with as little effort as you wake a person 
who is sleeping in bed. This is not surprising because he is the one who 
raises the dead and gives life; so it was said above (5:28): “The hour is 
coming, and now is, when the dead will hear the voice of the Son of 
God.”21

1497. The Evangelist now mentions that the disciples were slow to 
understand this (v. 12). First, he gives a sign of their slowness, and this 
is that they did not answer our Lord in accord with his meaning. Sec-
ondly, their slowness is clearly shown (v. 13).

1498. Concerning the first note that although our Lord was speak-
ing of the sleep of death, they understood him to mean a natural sleep. 
And because it is a sign of health when the sick sleep, the disciples 
said, if he has fallen asleep, he will recover. They were saying: This is 
clearly a sign of health; and since he is sleeping, it does not seem to be 
helpful to go and awake him.

1499. The Evangelist mentions their slowness to understand, say-
ing, now Jesus had spoken of his death, since they did not realize this. 
Our Lord said to them, according to Matthew, “Are you also still with-
out understanding?” And we read of the wise: “The wise man may 
also hear . . . and understand a proverb and a figure, the words of the 
wise and their riddles” (Pr 1:5–6)

1500. Then our Lord explicitly states his intention to raise him (v. 
14). First, he tells them that Lazarus has died, which shows his knowl-
edge; secondly, he mentions his attitude towards his death, which 
shows his providence; and thirdly, he makes known his intention to 
go to the place where he died, which shows his compassion or mercy.

1501. He states that Lazarus has died when he says plainly, Lazarus 

21. See ST III, q. 53, a. 4; III, q. 56, a. 1, ad 3.
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is dead, i.e., he has submitted to the common law of death which no 
one can escape: “What man can live and never see death?” (Ps 88:49).

1502. He shows his own attitude towards this death, saying, and for 
your sake I am glad that I was not there, so that you may believe. This 
can be explained in two ways.

The first way is this. We have heard that Lazarus was sick. And al-
though I was not there I have told you that he has died and for your 
sake I am glad, i.e., because it is for your benefit, so that you may ex-
perience my divinity, because even though I was not there I saw all 
this: “All are open and laid bare to the eyes of him with whom we 
have to do” (Heb 4:13). This is not surprising, because the divinity is 
present to all things: “Do I not fill heaven and earth?” (Jer 23:24). 
So that you may believe not as though they were to believe for the 
first time, but in order that they might believe more firmly and more 
strongly, in the sense of “I believe; help my unbelief” (Mk 9:23).

The other explanation is this: I am glad that he is dead and this is 
for your sake, for our benefit, so that you may believe. Accordingly, I 
am glad that I was not there, for if I had been there, he would not have 
died. But because he is now dead, it will be a greater miracle when I 
raise one already decomposing. As a result, your faith will get stronger, 
for it is greater to raise one who is dead than to keep him from dying.

We can learn from this that evils are sometimes a reason for joy, 
insofar as they are directed to some good: “We know that everything 
works for good with those who love him” (Rom 8:28).

1503. He mentions his plan to go when he says, but let us go to 
him. Here we see God’s mercy, for in his mercy he takes the initiative 
and draws to himself those living in sin, who are dead and unable of 
themselves to come to him: “I have loved you with an everlasting love; 
therefore have I drawn you, taking pity on you” (Jer 31:3).

1504. Now the attitude of the disciples is given, and this can be in-
terpreted in two ways; in one way as indicating a lack of confidence; 
and in the other as indicating love. Chrysostom22 interprets it in the 
first way. As was mentioned above, all the disciples feared the Jews, 
but especially Thomas. Indeed, before the passion he was weaker than 
the others and had less faith, but after he became stronger and was be-
yond reproach, traveling the whole world alone. So, because of this 
lack of confidence he says to his fellow disciples, Let us also go, that 
we may die with him. This was like saying: He does not fear death; he 
fully wants to go, willing to deliver both himself and us over to death.

Augustine23 interprets it in the second way. For Thomas and the 
other disciples loved Christ so much that they wanted either to live 

22. Hom. in Io. 62. 2; PG 59, col. 344; cf. Catena aurea, 11:11–16.
23. For Augustine’s commentary on v. 16, see Tract. in Io. 49. 12; PL 35, col. 

1752.
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with him while he was here, or die with him, so that they would not 
find themselves again without consolation if he left them alone by dy-
ing. It was with this feeling that Thomas said to his fellow disciples, Let 
us also go, that we may die with him. He was saying: He wants to go, 
and is in danger of death. Shall we stay here to live? No. Let us also 
go, that we may die with him: “If we suffer with him, we shall reign 
with him” (Rom 8:17); “One has died for all; therefore all have died” 
(2 Cor 5:14).

LECTUrE 4

17 Now when Jesus came, he found that Lazarus had already been 
in the tomb for four days. 18 Bethany was near Jerusalem, about two 
miles off, 19 and many of the Jews had come to Martha and Mary to 
console them concerning their brother. 20 When Martha heard that Je‑
sus was coming, she went and met him, while Mary sat in the house. 
21 Martha said to Jesus, “Lord, if you had been here, my brother 
would not have died. 22 And even now I know that whatever you ask 
from God, God will give you.” 23 Jesus said to her, “Your brother will 
rise again.” 24 Martha said to him, “I know that he will rise again in 
the resurrection at the last day.” 25 Jesus said to her, “I am the resur‑
rection and the life; he who believes in me, though he die, yet shall he 
live, 26 and whoever lives and believes in me shall never die. Do you 
believe this?” 27 She said to him, “Yes, Lord; I believe that you are the 
Christ, the Son of [the living] God, he who is coming into the world.”

1505. The Evangelist, after telling us that Lazarus was to be raised, 
now describes the events surrounding it. First, he mentions some oth-
ers; secondly, he reveals Christ’s feelings (v. 33); thirdly, he describes 
the actual raising of Lazarus (v. 38). As for the others, he first mentions 
the condition of Lazarus; secondly, the consolation the Jews were giv-
ing to his sisters (v. 19); and thirdly, the devotion of these sisters (v. 20).

1506. The condition of Lazarus is described as to the time of his 
death and to his location; Now when Jesus came, he found that Laza‑
rus had already been in the tomb for four days. This makes it clear, 
as we said above, that Lazarus had died the very day Christ was told 
about his illness.

1507. According to Augustine,24 these four days signify four deaths. 
The first day indicates the death of original sin, which we humans con-
tract as offspring: “Sin came in to the world through one man and 
death through sin” (Rom 5:12). The other three days refer to death 
by actual sin: for every mortal sin is called a death: “Evil shall slay the 

24. Ibid., col. 1752–53; cf. Catena aurea, 11:17–27.
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wicked” (Ps 33:22). These days are differentiated according to which 
law is transgressed.

Thus the second day indicates the transgression of the law of na-
ture: “They have transgressed the laws . . . broken the everlasting cov-
enant,” that is, the law of nature (Is 24:5). The third day signifies the 
transgression of the written law: “Did not Moses give you the law? 
Yet none of you keeps the law” (7:19). The fourth day represents the 
transgression of the Law of the Gospel and of grace; and this is more 
serious than the others: “A man who has violated the law of Moses 
dies without mercy at the testimony of two or three witnesses. How 
much worse punishment do you think will be deserved by the man 
who has spurned the Son of God, and profaned the blood of the cov-
enant by which he was sanctified, and outraged the Spirit of grace?” 
(Heb 10:28–29).

Another interpretation would be this: The first day is the sin of the 
heart: “Remove the evil of your thoughts from before my eyes” (Is 
1:16). The second day is the sin of speech: “Let no evil talk come out of 
your mouths” (Eph 4:29). The third day is the sin of deed: “Cease to do 
evil” (Is 1:16). The fourth day is customary sin arising from evil habit: 
“You can do good who are accustomed to do evil” (Jer 13:23).

But no matter how it is interpreted, our Lord sometimes heals those 
who have been dead four days, that is, those who have transgressed 
the law of the Gospel, and those who are held fast by habits of sin.25

1508. Next we are told what favored the presence of the visitors 
and how many there were. Their presence was facilitated due to the 
fact that the deceased was near Jerusalem; the Evangelist says, Beth‑
any was near Jerusalem, about two miles [fifteen stadia] off. This was 
almost two miles, because a mile contains eight stadia. Thus it was 
easy for many of the Jews to go there from Jerusalem.

The mystical interpretation is this: Bethany means “the house of 
obedience,” and Jerusalem means “the vision of peace.” Thus we may 
understand that those who are in the state of obedience are near the 
peace of eternal life: “My sheep hear my voice . . . and I give them 
eternal life” (10:27). He says fifteen stadia, because anyone who wish-
es to go from Bethany, i.e., the state of obedience, to the heavenly Je-
rusalem, must pass through fifteen stadia. The first seven belong to the 
observance of the Old Law, for the number seven pertains to the Old 
Law, which keeps the seventh day holy. The other eight belong to the 
fulfilling of the New Testament, for the number eight refers to the New 
Testament because of the octave of the resurrection.

Their number is mentioned as being many; and many of the Jews 
had come to Martha and Mary to console them. This was an act of pi-
ety: “Rejoice with those who rejoice, weep with those who weep” 

25. See ST I-II, q. 113, a. 3.
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(Rom 12:15); “Do not fail those who weep, but mourn with those who 
mourn” (Sir 7:34).

1509. Now the Evangelist describes the sisters: first, Martha; then 
Mary. He describes Martha in three ways: as going to meet Christ; the 
devotion she showed to Christ (v. 21); and thirdly, the degree of en-
lightenment to which Christ raised her.

1510. We are told that Martha immediately went to meet Jesus, 
when Martha heard that Jesus was coming, she went and met him 
without delay. The Evangelist says, was coming, perhaps because when 
Christ was drawing near someone went ahead and told Martha that 
Jesus was on his way; and when she heard this, she at once ran to 
meet him. The reason why Martha was the first to hear about this and 
hurry out alone was due to her anxiety; thus our Lord says in Luke 
(10:41), “Martha, Martha, you are anxious and troubled about many 
things.” And so, since she was occupied with every detail, she was 
constantly coming and going and was more likely to meet the messen-
gers. But Mary sat with those who had come from Jerusalem, and the 
news would not have reached her as soon. Chrysostom26 thinks that 
Martha did not tell Mary about this at once because Mary was with 
the Jews, and Martha knew that they were persecuting Christ and had 
already planned his death. So, she was afraid that if she told her, and 
Mary also came to meet Christ, they too would have come with her. 
For this reason she preferred not to tell her. 

But if the Jews were conspiring against Christ, why were they there 
with Lazarus and his sisters, who were intimate friends of Christ, and 
like his disciples? Chrysostom27 answers that they were there in spite 
of the orders of their leaders, to comfort them, because they were good 
women and in great need. Or again, they were there because they 
were not evil men, but were well-disposed toward Christ; for a great 
number of the people were believers.

Mystically, these events signify the active life, which is signified by 
Martha, who went to meet Christ in order to serve his members; and 
the contemplative life, which is signified by Mary, who sat at home 
dedicating herself to the repose of contemplation and to purity of 
conscience: “When I enter my house, I shall find rest with her” (Wis 
8:16).28

1511. Martha is shown to have an extraordinary devotion; Martha 
said to Jesus, Lord, if you had been here, my brother would not have 
died. Here she reverently mentions two things to Christ: one of these 

26. Chrysostom does not appear to say what Aquinas attributes to him. In his 
commentary on vv. 16–17, Chrysostom proposes that Mary did not tell her sister 
Martha at once because she wanted to speak first with Christ alone. See Hom. in 
Io. 62. 3; PG 59, col. 345.

27. Hom. in Io. 62. 2; PG 59, col. 344; cf. Catena aurea, 11:17–27.
28. See ST I, q. 79, a. 13; II-II, q. 182, a. 1.
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look to the past, and the other to the future. She looks to the past 
when she says, Lord, if you had been here, my brother would not have 
died: for she believed that there would be no place for death when 
the Lord was present, since she had seen the woman healed by mere-
ly touching the fringe of Jesus’ garment (Matt 9:20). This was reason-
able, for life is contrary to death; but Christ is life and the tree of life: 
“She [wisdom] is a tree of life to those who lay hold of her” (Pr 3:18). 
So if the tree of life could preserve one from death, much more could 
Christ. However, her faith was as yet imperfect, for she thought that 
Christ had less power when he was absent than when he was pres-
ent.29 Thus she said, Lord, if you had been here, my brother would not 
have died. Of course, this can be said of a limited and created power, 
but it should not be said of the infinite and uncreated power which is 
God, because God is equally related to things both present and absent; 
indeed, all things are present to him: “Am I a God at hand, says the 
Lord, and not a God afar off?” (Jer 23:23).30

She looks to the future when she adds, and even now I know that 
whatever you ask from God, God will give you. In saying this she spoke 
the partial truth—for it belonged to Christ as having a human nature 
to petition God; thus we read that he often prayed, and above it is said, 
“If any one is a worshipper of God and does his will, God listens to 
him” (9:31).31 Yet it was less than the whole truth; for by saying this 
she seemed to be thinking of Christ as a saintly man who could by his 
prayer revive one already dead, just as Elisha by his prayer raised one 
who was dead.

1512. We see how she advanced when the Evangelist adds, Jesus 
said to her, Your brother will rise again. Because she was still imper-
fect in her understanding, our Lord raised her to higher things by his 
teaching. First, he foretells the resurrection of her brother; secondly, 
he shows that he has the power to resurrect (v. 25). Concerning the 
first, he does two things. First, he foretells the coming miracle; second-
ly, we see Martha’s understanding of the resurrection (v. 24).

1513. The miracle our Lord foretold is the raising of Lazarus; thus 
he says, Your brother will rise again: “Thy dead shall live, their bod-
ies shall rise” (Is 26:19). We should note here that Christ raised three 
persons from death: the daughter of the ruler of the synagogue (Matt 
9:25); the widow’s son, who was being carried outside the gate of the 
city (Lk 7:12); and Lazarus, who had been four days in the tomb. The 
girl was still in her home, the youth was outside the gate, and Laza-
rus was in the tomb.32 He raised the girl in the presence of only a few 

29. See ST II-II, q. 5, a. 4.
30. See ST I, q. 8, aa. 3–4.
31. See ST III, q. 21, a. 1; III, q. 43, a. 2, ad 2.
32. See ST III, q. 53, a. 3.
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witnesses: the girl’s father and mother, and the three disciples, Peter, 
James, and John. He raised the young man in the presence of a large 
group. And Lazarus was raised with a number of people standing by, 
and when Christ was deeply affected. These three persons represent 
three kinds or genera of sins. Some sin by consenting in their hearts 
to mortal sin; and these are signified by the girl who was dead in her 
own home. Others sin by outside signs and acts, and these are signified 
by the dead youth who was being carried outside the city gate. Finally, 
those who are firmly habituated to sin are buried in the tomb. Yet, our 
Lord raises all of them. But those who sin only by consent, and die by 
sinning mortally, are more easily raised. And because their sin is pri-
vate, it is healed with a private corrective. When sin advances without, 
it needs public remedy.

1514. Martha’s understanding of the promised resurrection is given 
when the Evangelist says, Martha said to him, I know that he will rise 
again in the resurrection at the last day. It had never been heard that 
anyone had raised a person who had been four days in the tomb, so 
it would not have entered Martha’s heart that Jesus would raise Laza-
rus from the dead then and there. But she did believe that this would 
happen at the general resurrection. Therefore, she says, I know, that is, 
I hold it with the greatest certainty, that he will rise again at the last 
day: “I will raise him up at the last day” (6:40).

1515. When the Evangelist says, Jesus said to her, I am the resur‑
rection and the life, our Lord raises Martha to higher things. First, Je-
sus shows his own might and power; secondly, he mentions the effect 
of his power, he who believes in me, though he die, yet shall he live; 
and thirdly, he demands faith, Do you believe this?

1516. His power is life-giving; thus he says, I am the resurrection 
and the life. It is as though he were saying to Martha: Do you believe 
that your brother will rise on the last day? But this general event, that 
all will rise, will be caused by my power. Consequently, I, by whose 
power all will rise at that time, am also able to raise your brother 
now.33

He is saying two things, namely, that he is the resurrection and the 
life. We should note that some need to share in the effect of life: some, 
indeed, because they have lost life; and others, not because they have 
lost it, but in order that the life they have may be preserved. In regard 
to the first he says, I am the resurrection, because those who have lost 
their life by death are restored. In regard to the second he says, and the 
life, by which the living are preserved.

We should note further that the statement, I am the resurrection, 
is a causal one. It is the same as saying: I am the cause of the resurrec-
tion, for this manner of speaking is usually applied only to those who 

33. See ST III, q. 59, a. 5.
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are the cause of something. Now Christ is the total cause of our resur-
rection, both of bodies and souls; and so the statement, I am the res‑
urrection, indicates the cause. He is saying: The entire fact that every-
one will rise in their souls and in their bodies will be due to me: “For as 
by a man came death, by a man has come also the resurrection of the 
dead” (1 Cor 15:21).34

Furthermore, the fact that I am the resurrection is due to the fact 
that I am the life: for it is because of life that they are restored to life, 
just as it is because of fire that something aflame which has been ex-
tinguished is rekindled: “In him was life, and the life was the light of 
men” (1:4).

1517. However, the effect corresponds to the power; thus he says, he 
who believes in me, though he die, yet shall he live, and whoever lives 
and believes in me shall never die. First, he treats of the effect which 
corresponds to the first power [the power to resurrect]; secondly, the 
effect which corresponds to the second power [the power to give life].

The first thing he said about his power is that he is the resurrection. 
The effect which corresponds to this is that the dead are brought to life 
by him. Referring to this he says, he who believes in me, though he die, 
yet shall he live. The reason for this is that I am the cause of the resur-
rection, and the effect of this cause is obtained by believing in me. He 
says, he who believes in me, though he die, yet shall he live, because by 
believing he has me within himself—“that Christ may dwell in your 
hearts through faith” (Eph 3:17). And one who has me, has the cause 
of the resurrection. Therefore, he who believes in me shall live. We saw 
before (5:25) that some will rise through faith: “The hour is coming, 
and now is, when the dead will hear the voice of the Son of God, and 
those who hear will live,” with a spiritual life, by rising from the death 
of sin, and they will also live with a natural life by rising from the pen-
alty of [physical] death.

The second thing he says of his power is that he is life. The effect 
which corresponds to this is the preservation of life. Thus he says, and 
whoever lives and believes in me, whoever lives a life of righteousness, 
“the righteous shall live by his faith” (Hab 2:4), shall never die, that is, 
with an eternal death. But they will have eternal life: “For this is the 
will of my Father, that every one who sees the Son and believes in 
him should have eternal life” (6:40). This should not be understood to 
mean that one will not physically die; he will die, but he will be raised 
up in a soul to a never-ending life, and his flesh will rise and he will 
never die again.35 Thus John continued, “and I will raise him up at the 
last day” (6:40).

1518. Jesus requires faith so he can bring her to perfection: thus he 

34. See ST III, q. 56, aa. 1–2.
35. See ST III, q. 54, aa. 2–3.
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says, Do you believe this? First, our Lord’s question is given. Our Lord 
does not ask this out of ignorance, because he knew her faith. Indeed, 
it was he who had infused the faith into her: for the act of faith is from 
God. But he asks this question in order that she might profess out-
wardly the faith she had in her heart: as we read, “For man believes 
with his heart and so is justified, and he confesses with his lips and so 
is saved” (Rom 10:10).36

1519. Secondly, we are given the woman’s answer, Yes, Lord; I be‑
lieve that you are the Christ, the Son of the living God. Yet this answer 
seems to be unrelated to what our Lord had said. For he had said, I am 
the resurrection and the life, and then he asked her whether she be-
lieved this. She did not answer: “I believe that you are the resurrection 
and the life,” but I believe that you are the Christ, the Son of the liv‑
ing God.

There are two explanations for this. Chrysostom37 thinks that Mar-
tha did not understand the profound words of Christ and answered as 
one bewildered: Lord, I do not understand what you are saying, name-
ly, that you are the resurrection and the life; but I do believe this, I be‑
lieve that you are the Christ, the Son of the living God. Augustine,38 on 
the other hand, says that Martha answers this way because it gives the 
reason for all that our Lord had said. It is as though she were saying: 
Whatever you say about your power and the effect of salvation, I be-
lieve it all; because I believe something more, which is the root of all 
these things, that is, that you are the Christ, the Son of the living God.

1520. Martha’s profession is complete, for she professes Christ’s dig-
nity, his nature and his mission, that is, to be made flesh. She professes 
his dignity, both royal and priestly, when she says, you are the Christ. 
Now “Christ” means “anointed.” And kings and priests are anointed. 
Consequently, Christ is king and priest.39 So the angel said: “To you 
is born this day in the city of David a Savior, who is Christ the Lord”  
(Lk 2:11). Furthermore, he is a “Christ” in a unique way, for others are 
anointed with a visible oil, but he is anointed with an invisible oil, that 
is, with the Holy Spirit, and more abundantly than others: “God, your 
God, has anointed you with the oil of gladness above your fellows”  
(Ps 44:8). Indeed, he was anointed above his fellows “for it is not by 
measure that he gives the Spirit” (3:34).40

Then she professes that Christ’s nature is divine and equal to the 
Father; she says, the Son of the living God. In calling him uniquely the 
Son of the living God, she affirms the truth of his sonship: for he is not 
the true Son of God unless he is of the same nature as his Father. Thus 

36. See ST II-II, q. 3, a. 2; II-II, q. 6, a. 1.
37. Hom. in Io. 62. 3; PG 59, col. 346; cf. Catena aurea, 11:17–27.
38. Tract. in Io. 49. 15; PL 35, col. 1753–54; cf. Catena aurea, 11:17–27.
39. See ST III, q. 22, a. 1; III, q. 31, a. 2.
40. See ST III, q. 7, a. 13.
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it is said of Christ: “That we may be in his true Son, Christ. This is the 
true God and eternal life” (1 Jn 5:20).41

She professes the mystery of his mission when she says, he who is 
coming into the world, by assuming flesh. Peter professed the same: 
“You are the Christ, the Son of the living God” (Matt 16:16); and Christ 
says, “I came from the Father and have come into the world” (16:28).

LECTUrE 5

28 When she had said this, she went and called her sister Mary, 
saying quietly, “The Teacher is here and is calling for you.” 29 And 
when she heard it, she rose quickly and went to him. 30 Now Jesus 
had not yet come to the village, but was still in the place where Martha 
had met him. 31 When the Jews who were with her in the house, con‑
soling her, saw Mary rise quickly and go out, they followed her, sup‑
posing that she was going to the tomb to weep there. 32 Then Mary, 
when she came where Jesus was and saw him, fell at his feet, saying 
to him, “Lord, if you had been here, my brother would not have died.” 
33 When Jesus saw her weeping, and the Jews who came with her also 
weeping, he was deeply moved in spirit and troubled [himself]; 34 and 
he said, “Where have you laid him?” They said to him, “Lord, come 
and see.” 35 Jesus wept. 36 So the Jews said, “See how he loved him.” 
37 But some of them said, “Could not he who opened the eyes of the 
blind man have kept this man from dying.”

1521. The Evangelist, after describing Martha, now describes Mary. 
First, he mentions how she was called; secondly, her meeting with 
Christ; and thirdly, the devotion she showed him (v. 32).

1522. Mary was called by Martha, who had been consoled and in-
structed by Christ, as she did not want her sister to miss such conso-
lation. When she had said this, the previous words, to the Lord, she 
went and called her sister Mary, saying quietly, The Teacher is here 
and is calling for you. She called her sister quietly: “The words of the 
wise heard in quiet . . .” (Ecc 9:17). She did this because a number of 
Jews were with her sister, as has been said; and perhaps there were 
some among them who did not like Jesus, or would have left, or who, 
if they had heard what Martha said, would not have followed her. As 
for the mystical sense, we may understand that one more efficaciously 
calls upon Christ in quiet or in private: “In quietness and in trust shall 
be your strength” (Is 30:15).

1523. There is a problem about her saying, the Teacher is here and 
is calling for you. This seems to be false, because our Lord did not tell 

41. See ST I, q. 34, a. 1, ad 1.
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Martha to call Mary. Augustine42 says that the Evangelist omitted this 
detail from his account for the sake of brevity, for perhaps our Lord did 
tell Martha to call her. However, others say that Martha considered the 
very presence of Christ as a call. Martha was thinking: If he is here, it 
would be inexcusable for one not to go to meet him.

1524. Next, the Evangelist describes Mary going to meet Christ. He 
does three things about this: first, he mentions her promptness; sec-
ondly, the place where she meets Christ; and thirdly those who came 
with her (v. 31).

1525. Mary went to Christ promptly, not delaying on account of 
her sorrow, or hesitating because of those who were with her. But 
when she heard it, she rose quickly from the house where she was and 
went to him, Jesus. It is clear from this that Martha would not have ar-
rived before Mary if Mary had been immediately told of Jesus’ coming. 
Further, this furnishes us with the example that we are not to delay 
when called to Christ: “Do not delay to turn to the Lord, nor postpone 
it from day to day” (Sir 5:7); “I will hear him as a teacher” (Is 50:4). 

1526. Mary meets Christ at the same place where Martha had spo-
ken to him; Now Jesus had not yet come to the village, but was still in 
the place where Martha had met him. The Evangelist mentions this so 
that we do not think that Mary’s trip was unnecessary, for Christ could 
have reached her village just as quickly as Martha did. But Christ re-
mained where he was so as not to appear to be thrusting himself into 
a miracle. Yet once he is asked and prompted, he does perform a mir-
acle, once they realize that Lazarus is dead, and so the miracle cannot 
be denied. We can also understand from this that when we wish to 
have the advantage of Christ we should go to meet him, and not wait 
until he accommodates himself to us; rather, we should accommodate 
ourselves to him: “They shall turn to you, but you shall not turn to 
them” (Jer 15:19).

1527. Those who followed Mary are described when the Evange-
list says, the Jews who were with her in the house . . . followed her. The 
reason they followed her is given when he says, supposing that she 
was going to the tomb to weep there. They thought that her action was 
inspired by her grief, since they had not heard what Martha had said 
to her. This was a commendable thing for the Jews to do, for as Sirach 
(7:34) says: “Do not fail those who weep.” Still, that they did follow 
Mary was an effect of divine providence, and it was, as Augustine43 
says, so that with all these present when Lazarus was raised, this great 
miracle of raising one who had been dead for four days would have 
many witnesses.

1528. Then when he says, then Mary, when she came where Je‑

42. Tract. in Io. 49. 16; PL 35, col. 1754; cf. Catena aurea, 11:17–27.
43. Ibid., 49. 17, col. 1754; cf. Catena aurea, 11:28–32.
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sus was and saw him, fell at his feet, we see Mary’s devotion to Jesus. 
First, we see the devotion she showed by her actions and secondly, the 
devotion she showed by her words.

1529. In regard to the first, notice her security and humility. She is 
secure because, contrary to the orders of the leaders that no one pro-
fess Christ, she is neither shamed by the crowd nor does she show any 
regard for the Jews’ mistrust of Christ. Even though some of Christ’s 
enemies are present, she runs to him: “The righteous are bold as a 
lion” (Pr 28:1).

She shows her humility because she fell at his feet, which was not 
said about Martha: “Humble yourselves therefore under the mighty 
hand of God, that in due time he may exalt you” (1 Pet 5:6); “Let us 
worship at his footstool” (Ps 131:7).

1530. She shows her devotion in words when she says to him, Lord, 
if you had been here, my brother would not have died. For she believed 
that he was the life, and where he was there would be no place for 
death: “What fellowship has light with darkness?” (2 Cor 6:14). It is 
like saying, says Augustine: “As long as you were present with us, no 
sickness or infirmity dared to appear among those with whom Life was 
a guest. O faithless fellowship! While you were still living in the world, 
your friend died. If a friend dies, what will an enemy suffer?”44

1531. Next (v. 33), Christ’s feelings are presented. Christ did not 
answer Mary in the same way that he answered Martha; because of 
the crowd which was present he did not say anything, but showed his 
power by his actions. First, we see Christ’s affection for Mary; second-
ly, the remarks of the Jews about Christ’s affection (v. 36). Concerning 
the first, the Evangelist does three things. First, he mentions the af-
fection present in the heart of Christ; secondly, how he expressed it in 
words (v. 34); and thirdly, how he revealed it by his tears (v. 35).

1532. With regard to the first, he says, When Jesus saw her weep‑
ing . . . We should note here that Christ is truly divine and truly hu-
man. And so in his actions we find almost everywhere that the divine 
is mingled with the human, and the human with the divine.45 And if 
at times something human is mentioned about Christ, something di-
vine is immediately added. Indeed, we read of no weakness of Christ 
greater than his passion; yet as he hangs on the cross divine events are 
manifested: the sun is obscured, rocks are rent, the bodies of the saints 
that had been asleep arise. Even at his birth, as he lay in the manger, 
a star shines in the heavens, the angels sing his praises, and the Magi 
and kings offer gifts. We have a similar situation here: for Christ ex-

44. The sermon Aquinas cites here, Serm. de Verbis Domini 96 (App.); PL 39, 
col. 1929–31, comes from a medieval collection of sermons attributed to Augus-
tine but generally considered inauthentic; cf. Catena aurea, 11:28–32.

45. See ST III, q. 16, aa. 1, 4.
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periences a certain weakness in his human affections, becoming dis-
turbed over the death of Lazarus. We read, he was deeply moved in 
spirit and troubled himself.

1533. In regard to this disturbance, we should note his compassion; 
secondly, his discernment; and thirdly, his power. There is compassion 
for a right reason, for one is rightly troubled by the sadness and the 
evils which afflict others. About this the Evangelist says, When Jesus 
saw her weeping. “Rejoice with those who rejoice, weep with those 
who weep” (Rom 12:15).

1534. There is discernment, because Jesus is troubled in harmo-
ny with the judgment of reason. Thus the Evangelist says that he was 
deeply moved in spirit, that is, observing the judgment of reason. In 
the Scriptures the spirit is also called the mind or reason, as in Ephe-
sians (4:23): “Be renewed in the spirit of your minds.” Sometimes these 
emotions of the sensitive part are neither evoked by the spirit, nor pre-
serve the moderation of reason; rather, they go against it. But this did 
not happen in Christ because he was deeply moved in spirit.46

But what does it indicate to say that he was deeply moved in spirit 
(fremuit spiritu)? It seems that it indicates anger: “A king’s wrath is like 
the growling (fremitus) of a lion” (Pr 19:12). It also seems to indicate 
indignation or resentment, according to Psalm 111 (v. 10): “He gnash-
es (fremet) his teeth and melts away.” I answer that Christ’s being deep-
ly moved indicates a certain anger and resentment of the heart. For all 
anger and resentment are caused by some kind of pain and sadness. 
Now there are two things involved here: the one about which Christ 
was troubled was death, which was inflicted upon the human race on 
account of sin; the other, which he resented, was the cruelty of death 
and of the devil. Thus, just as when one wants to repel an enemy he 
is saddened by the evils inflicted by him, and indignant at the very 
thought of him, so too Christ was saddened and indignant.47

1535. There was power here because Christ troubled himself by his 
own command. Sometimes such emotions arise for an inappropriate 
reason, as when a person rejoices over something evil, or is saddened 
over what is good: like they “who rejoice in doing evil and delight 
in the perverseness of evil” (Pr 2:14). But this was not the case with 
Christ; thus he says, When Jesus saw her weeping . . . he troubled him‑
self. And sometimes such emotions arise for a good reason, but are not 
moderated by reason. So he says, he was deeply moved in spirit. Fur-
ther, although these emotions are moderated, they sometimes spring 
up before the judgment of reason, as when they are sudden. This was 
not the case with Christ either, because every movement of his sensi-
tive appetite was according to the control and command of reason.

46. See ST III, q. 15, a. 4.
47. See ST III, q. 15, aa. 6, 9.
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Thus he says, he troubled himself (turbovit semetipsum). This was like 
saying: He took on this sadness by a judgment of reason.

But how does this agree with the statement of Isaiah (42:4): “He 
will not be sad nor troubled”? I answer that this refers to a sadness 
which precedes the judgment of reason and is immoderate. Christ 
willed to be troubled and to feel sadness for three reasons. First, to 
show the condition and the truth of his human nature. Secondly, so 
that by controlling his own sadness, he might teach us to moderate 
our own sadness. The Stoics had taught that a wise man is never sad. 
But it seems very inhuman not to be sad at the death of another. How-
ever, there are some who become excessively sad over the evils which 
afflict their friends. Now our Lord willed to be sad in order to teach 
us that there are times when we should be sad, which is contrary to 
the opinion of the Stoics; and he preserved a certain moderation in 
his sadness, which is contrary to the excessively sad type.48 Thus the 
Apostle says: “But we would not have you ignorant, brethren, con-
cerning those who are asleep, that you may not grieve as others do 
who have no hope” (1 Th 4:13). “Weep for the dead, for he lacks the 
light” (Sir 22:11), and then it continues, “Weep less bitterly for the 
dead, for he has attained rest.” The third reason is to tell us that we 
should be sad and weep for those who physically die: “I am utterly 
spent and crushed” (Ps 37:9). 

1536. Then our Lord shows the emotion in his own heart by words; 
he says, Where have you laid him? Was our Lord really ignorant of 
the place where he had been buried? It seems not, for just as in his 
absence he knew, because of his divinity, of Lazarus’ death, so in the 
same way he knew where his tomb was. Why did he ask about some-
thing he already knew? I answer that he did not ask as though he did 
not know, but upon being shown the tomb by the people, he wanted 
them to admit that Lazarus had died and was buried. In this way he 
could prevent the miracle from being doubted.

There are also two mystical reasons for this. One is that a person 
who asks a question does not seem to know the things he asks about. 
Now, Lazarus in his tomb signifies those who are dead in their sins. 
And so our Lord presents himself as ignorant of where Lazarus is to 
have us understand that he does not, in a way, know sinners, accord-
ing to: “I never knew you” (Matt 7:23); and in Genesis God said to 
Adam, “Where are you?” (3:9). The other reason is that if anyone rises 
from sin to the state of divine righteousness, it is due to the depths of 
divine predestination, the depths of which we are ignorant: “For who 
has known the mind of the Lord, or who has been his counselor?” 
(Rom 11:34); “For who among them has stood in the council of the 

48. See ST III, q. 15, a. 6.
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Lord to perceive and hear his word” (Jer 23:18).49 And so our Lord, 
implying this, acts as one who does not know, since we also do not 
know this. Thus our Lord’s question is given, and the answer of the 
people, when the Evangelist says, They said to him, Lord, come and 
see. Come, by showing mercy; and see, by giving your attention: “Con-
sider my affliction and my trouble, and forgive all my sins” (Ps 24:18).

1537. Next, our Lord reveals his emotion with tears; the Evange-
list says, he wept. Now his tears did not flow from necessity, but out 
of compassion and for a purpose. Christ was a well-spring of compas-
sion, and he wept in order to show us that it is not blameworthy to 
weep out of compassion: “My son, let your tears fall for the dead” (Sir 
38:16). He wept with a purpose, which was to teach us that we should 
weep because of sin: “I am weary with my moaning; every night I 
flood my bed with tears” (Ps 6:7).

1538. The Evangelist mentions the remarks that were made about 
Christ’s affection when he says, So the Jews said, See how he loved 
him! First, he mentions those who sympathize with Christ’s affection; 
secondly, those who doubted his previous miracle (v. 37).

The Evangelist infers that some sympathize with Christ’s affection 
when he says, So the Jews said, after Christ showed his affections by 
his words and tears, See how he loved him!: for love is especially mani-
fested when people are afflicted: “A brother is born for adversity” (Pr 
17:17). As for the mystical sense, we understand by this that God loves 
us even when we are sinners, for if he did not love us he would not 
have said: “For I came not to call the righteous, but sinners” (Matt 
9:13). So we read in Jeremiah (31:3): “I have loved you with an ever-
lasting love; therefore I have continued my faithfulness to you.”

1539. Those who doubted his previous miracle were from the group 
which envied Christ. The Evangelist says, But some of them, the Jews, 
said, Could not he who opened the eyes of the blind man have kept this 
man from dying? It was the same as saying: If he loved him so much 
that he now weeps over his death, it seems that he did not want him 
to die, for sadness concerns things that we do not want. So, if he died 
against Christ’s wishes, it seems that Christ was not able to prevent his 
death; and all the more it seems that he could not open the eyes of the 
man born blind. Or, one could say that the Jews were speaking out of 
wonder or astonishment, as Elisha spoke when he said, “Where is the 
Lord, the God of Elijah?” (2 Kings 2:14); and David in “Lord, where is 
thy steadfast love of old?” (Ps 88:50).

49. See ST I, q. 23, a. 5, ad 3.
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38 Then Jesus, deeply moved again, came to the tomb; it was a cave, 
and a stone lay upon it. 39 Jesus said, “Take away the stone.” Martha, 
the sister of the dead man, said to him, “Lord, by this time there will be 
an odor, for he has been dead for four days.” 40 Jesus said to her, “Did 
I not tell you that if you would believe you would see the glory of God?” 
41 So they took away the stone. And Jesus lifted up his eyes and said, 
“Father, I thank thee that thou hast heard me. 42 I knew that thou 
hear me always, but I have said this on account of the people standing 
by, that they may believe that thou didst send me.” 43 When he had 
said this, he cried with a loud voice, “Lazarus, come out.” 44 [Imme‑
diately] the dead man came out, his hands and feet bound with ban‑
dages, and his face wrapped with a cloth. Jesus said to them, “Unbind 
him, and let him go.”50

1540. The Evangelist, after having given certain preambles to the 
raising of Lazarus, now presents the raising itself. He considers four 
things: first, Christ’s arrival at the tomb; second, the removal of the 
stone (v. 39); third, Christ’s prayer; and fourth, the actual raising of the 
dead Lazarus (v. 43).

1541. In regard to the first he says, Then Jesus, deeply moved again, 
came to the tomb. The Evangelist is careful to frequently mention that 
Christ wept and was deeply moved because, as Chrysostom51 says, he 
will later show the power of his divinity. And so he affirms that Christ 
experienced the weaker and humbler marks of our nature so that we 
do not doubt the reality of his human nature. And just as John shows 
his divine nature and power more explicitly than the other Evange-
lists, so he also mentions his weaker aspects, and other such things 
which especially reveal the affections of Christ’s human nature.

As for the mystical sense, he was deeply moved in order that we 
might understand that those who rise from sin should continue to weep 
without interruption, according to: “All the day I go about mourning” 
(Ps 37:7).

Or, one could say that while Christ was deeply moved before due to 
the death of Lazarus, he is deeply moved now because of the unbelief 
of the Jews. Thus the Evangelist mentioned their doubt about his pre-
vious miracle, when they said, “Could not he who opened the eyes of 
the blind man have kept this man from dying.” Indeed, he was deep-
ly moved with compassion and pity for these Jews: “He saw a great 
throng; and he had compassion on them” (Mt 14:14).

50. St. Thomas refers to Jn 11:41 in ST III, q. 21, a. 3; q. 43, a. 1; q. 43, a. 2, 
obj. 2; Jn 11:42: III, q. 21, a. 1, ad 1; q. 21, a. 3, ad 1; q. 43, a. 2, ad 2.

51. Hom. in Io. 63. 1; PG 59, col. 350; cf. Catena aurea, 11:33–41.
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1542. The Evangelist next mentions the removal of the stone; and 
he does four things about this. First, he describes the stone; secondly, 
he mentions the order of Christ to remove it; thirdly, he adds the ob-
jection to taking away the stone; fourthly, he states that the order was 
carried out.

1543. The stone is described as being over the tomb; he says, it was 
a cave, and a stone lay upon it. Note that in those regions they had cer-
tain cavities in the form of caves that were used as human burial plac-
es, and in them they could bury many bodies over the course of time. 
So they have an entrance which they could close and open with a 
stone when necessary. Thus we read, a stone lay upon it, i.e., over the 
entrance to the cave. We read the same in Genesis (chap. 23) when 
Abraham purchased a field and a cave for the burial of his wife Sarah.

In the mystical sense, the cave signifies the depths of sin, of which 
it is said: “I have come into deep waters, and the flood sweeps over 
me” (Ps 68:3). The stone laid upon the cave signifies the Law, which 
was written on stone, and which did not take away sin, but held them 
in sin, because they sinned more gravely in acting against the Law.52 
Thus we read in Galatians (3:22): “The scripture consigned all things to 
sin” (Gal 3:22).

1544. Then when he says, Jesus said, Take away the stone, he gives 
Christ’s order to remove the stone. One might ask: Since it is a greater 
thing to raise the dead than to remove a stone, why did not Christ also 
use his power to remove the stone? Chrysostom53 says that this was 
done in order to secure greater certitude about this miracle, that is, to 
make them such witnesses to the miracle that they could not, like they 
did in the case of the blind man, say and maintain that this was not the 
same person.

As for the mystical sense, according to Augustine,54 the removing 
of the stone signifies the removal of the weight of the legal observanc-
es from Christ’s faithful who came into the Church from the Gentiles, 
for some wanted to impose these observances on them. Thus St. James 
says: “For it has seemed good to the Holy Spirit and to us to lay upon 
you no greater burden than these necessary things” (Acts 15:28); and 
Peter says in the same work: “Why do you make trial of God by putting 
a yoke upon the neck of the disciples which neither our fathers nor we 
have been able to bear” (Acts 15:10). Concerning this our Lord says, 
Take away the stone, i.e., the burden of the Law, and preach peace.

Or, the stone signifies those in the Church who live wickedly, and 
so are a scandal to those who would believe, because they hinder their 
conversion. We read about this stone in Psalm 90 (v. 12): “Lest you 

52. See ST III, q. 1, a. 5.
53. Hom. in Io. 63. 2; PG 59, col. 350–51; cf. Catena aurea, 11:33–41.
54. Tract. in Io. 49. 22; PL 35, col. 1756; see also De div. quaest. 83, q. 65; PL 40, 

col. 60; cf. Catena aurea, 11:33–41.
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dash your foot against a stone.” This is the stone that our Lord orders 
removed: “Remove every obstruction from my people’s way” (Is 57:14).

1545. Next, we see Martha’s objection. First, we see what she said; 
secondly, the words of Christ’s answer.

1546. The Evangelist mentions Martha’s words when he says, Mar‑
tha, the sister of the dead man, said to him, Lord, by this time there 
will be an odor, for he has been dead four days. As for the literal sense, 
this happened in order to show the truth of the miracle, as his mem-
bers were already beginning to corrupt and dissolve. As for the mysti-
cal sense, one who habitually sins is said to smell, that is, the foul odor 
of his reputation is spread abroad by his sins. For just as good works 
spread a good odor, as the Apostle says—“We are the aroma of Christ 
to God” (2 Cor 2:15)—so from evil works there arises an evil odor and 
a stench. Such a person is aptly described in terms of “four days,” for 
he is pressed by the weight of earthly sins and sensual desires, and 
earth is the last of the four elements: “The stench and foul smell of him 
will rise” (Jl 2:20).

1547. Christ answers her, saying, Did not I tell you that if you 
would believe you would see the glory of God? Here our Lord seems to 
reprove Martha for not remembering what Christ had said to her: “He 
who believes in me, though he die, yet shall he live.” For Martha was 
not certain that Christ could raise a person who had been dead four 
days. Although Christ had recently raised certain dead persons, this 
seemed impossible to believe of her brother because of the long time 
he had been dead. And so our Lord said, Did not I tell you that if you 
would believe you would see the glory of God? that is, the raising of 
your brother, by which God will be glorified.

Although our Lord had said to his apostles before that this miracle 
would be for his glory, saying, “so that the Son of God may be glori-
fied by means of it” (11:4), that is, by means of this death, he now says 
to Martha that this miracle will be for the glory of God. The reason for 
this is that the glory of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit 
is the same. However, he did not mention the glory of the Son here so 
as not to excite the Jews who were present and ready to dispute him.

1548. These words of our Lord suggest two fruits of our faith. The 
first is the performing of miracles, which is due to faith: “If you have 
faith as a grain of mustard seed, you will say to this mountain, ‘Move 
hence to yonder place,’ and it will move; and nothing will be impos-
sible to you” (Matt 17:19). The Apostle also says: “If I have all faith, 
so as to remove mountains” (1 Cor 13:2); and in Mark (16:20) we 
read: “And they went forth and preached everywhere, while the Lord 
worked with them and confirmed the message by the signs that at-
tended it.” Now this working of miracles is for the glory of God; thus 
he says, if you would believe you would see the glory of God.55

55. See ST II-II, q. 178, a. 1.
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The second fruit is the vision of eternal glory, which is due as a re-
ward to faith; thus he says, you would see the glory of God: “If you do 
not believe, you will not understand,” as we read in Isaiah (7:9), in an 
alternate version; and in 1 Corinthians it is said: “For now we see in a 
mirror dimly,” by faith, “but then face to face.”

1549. Next, the Evangelist mentions that the command was carried 
out, saying, So they took away the stone. We may consider here, ac-
cording to Origen,56 that the delay in removing the stone was caused 
by the sister of the deceased. Consequently, the raising of her brother 
was delayed as long as she detained Christ with her talk; but as soon 
as the command of Christ was obediently carried out, her brother was 
raised. And we can learn from this not to interpose anything between 
the commands of Christ and their execution if we desire the effect of 
salvation to follow at once: “As soon as they heard of me they obeyed 
me” (Ps 17:45).

1550. Then he considers the prayer of Christ, in which he gives 
thanks. The Evangelist mentions four things in this regard. First, he 
mentions his way of praying; secondly, the efficacy of his prayer; third-
ly, he excludes Christ’s need to pray; and fourthly he mentions the 
usefulness of his prayer.

1551. Christ’s way of praying is appropriate, because Jesus lifted up 
his eyes, that is, he lifted up his understanding, directing it in prayer 
to the Father above. As for us, if we wish to pray according to the ex-
ample of Christ’s prayer, we have to raise the eyes of our mind to him 
by turning them from the memories, thoughts and desires of present 
things. We also lift our eyes to God when we do not rely on our own 
merits, but hope in his mercy alone: “To thee I lift up my eyes, O thou 
who art enthroned in the heavens! Behold, as the eyes of servants 
look to the hand of their master, as the eyes of a maid to the hand of 
her mistress, so our eyes look to the Lord our God, till he have mercy 
upon us” (Ps 122:1–2); and “Let us lift up our hearts and hands to God 
in heaven” (Lam 3:41).57

1552. He mentions the efficacy of this prayer when he says, Fa‑
ther, I thank thee that thou hast heard me. Here we have a sign that 
God is quick to give, as we read: “Lord, thou wilt hear the desire of 
the meek” (Ps 9:38), so that he hears our desires even before they are 
put into words: “He will surely be gracious to you at the sound of your 
cry; when he hears it, he will answer you” (Is 30:19); and again in the 
same book: “While they are yet speaking I will hear” (65:24). There-
fore, with much more reason we can think that God the Father, antici-
pating the prayer of our Lord, the Savior, would have heard him: for 
the tears which Christ shed at the death of Lazarus acted as a prayer.

56. Comm. in Io. XXVIII. 3, nos. 14–22; PG 14, col. 684A–85A; cf. Catena au-
rea, 11:33–41.

57. See ST II-II, q. 83, a. 3, ad 3; III, q. 21, a. 1.
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By giving thanks at the beginning of his prayer, Christ gives us the 
example that when we pray, we should thank God for the benefits we 
have already received before asking for new ones: “Give thanks in all 
circumstances” (1 Thes 5:18).

1553. If the phrase, that thou hast heard me, is interpreted as ap-
plying to Christ insofar as he is human, there is no difficulty: for as 
having a human nature Christ is less than the Father and, accordingly, 
it is appropriate for him to pray to the Father and be heard by him. But 
if, as Chrysostom58 wants, it is applied to Christ as God, then there is a 
problem: for as God, it is not fitting that he pray or be heard, but rath-
er that he hear the prayers of others. Consequently, it should be said 
that one is heard when his will is fulfilled. Now the will of the Father 
is always fulfilled, because “He does whatever he pleases” (Ps 113:11). 
Therefore, since the will of the Father is the same as the will of the 
Son, whenever the Father fulfills his own will, he fulfills the will of the 
Son. Thus, the Son says, as Word, that thou hast heard me, i.e., that 
you have done those things which were in your Word to be done. For 
he spoke and they were done.59

1554. Christ’s need to pray is excluded when he says, I knew that 
thou hear me always. Here our Lord vaguely shows his own divinity. 
As if to say: In order that my will be done I do not need prayer, be-
cause from eternity my will has been fulfilled: “In all things he was 
heard for his reverence” (Heb 5:7). I knew with certitude that thou 
hear me, the Word, always: because whatever you do, these things are 
in me to be done.

1555. Again, thou hear me in my human nature always, because 
my will is always conformed to your will. But I have said this on ac‑
count of the people standing by, that they may believe that thou didst 
send me. We understand from this that our Lord did and said many 
things for the benefit of others: “For I have given you an example, that 
you also should do as I have done to you” (13:15). For every action 
of Christ is a lesson for us. In particular, Christ wanted to show by his 
prayer that he was not separated from the Father, but recognized him 
as his principle. And so he added, that they may believe that thou didst 
send me: “And this is eternal life, that they know thee the only true 
God, and Jesus Christ whom thou has sent” (17:3); “God sent forth his 
Son, born of woman, born under the law” (Gal 4:4). And this is the 
benefit coming from his prayer.

1556. Now the Evangelist considers the raising of Lazarus; and he 
does three things. First, he mentions the voice of the one awakening 
him; secondly, the effect of his voice (v. 44); and thirdly, the command 
to unbind the one awakened.

58. Hom. in Io. 64. 2; PG 59, col. 357; cf. Catena aurea, 41–46.
59. See ST III, q. 21, a. 4.
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1557. The voice of the one awakening Lazarus is described as loud: 
When he had said this, that is, Jesus, he cried with a loud voice. As 
for the literal sense, this was done to refute the error of certain Jews 
and of the Gentiles that the souls of the dead lingered in the tombs 
with their bodies. So, he cried with a loud voice, as though summoning 
from afar the soul which was not present in the tomb.

Or, and this is a better explanation, it might be said that Christ’s 
voice is described as loud because of its great power: for its power was 
so great that it raised Lazarus who had been dead four days, just as one 
asleep is roused from sleep: “He gave power to his voice” (Ps 67:34). 
Further, this loud voice represents that loud voice which will sound 
at the general resurrection and by which all will be roused from their 
graves: “At midnight there was a cry” (Mt 25:6).

He cried out, I say, saying, Lazarus, come out. He called him by his 
own name because such was the power of his voice that all the dead 
without distinction would have been awakened if he had not limited it 
to one by mentioning his name, as Augustine60 says when speaking of 
the Word of the Lord. Again, we understand from this that Christ calls 
sinners to come out from living in sin: “Come out of her, my people” 
(Rev 18:4). We are also called to let our sins come out of concealment 
by revealing them in confession: “If I have concealed my transgres-
sions from men” (Job 31:33).

1558. Then (v. 44), the effect of this voice is given: first, the resur-
rection of the dead man; secondly, his condition. The resurrection of 
the dead man was immediately after our Lord’s command: immedi‑
ately the dead man came out. For such was the power of Christ’s voice 
that it gave life without any delay, as will happen at the general resur-
rection when the dead will rise in the twinkling of an eye when they 
hear the sound of the trumpet: “And the dead in Christ will rise first” 
(1 Thes 4:16). For Christ’s mission was already being anticipated, as 
it was stated above: “The hour is coming, and now is, when the dead 
will hear the voice of the Son of God, and those who hear will live” 
(5:25). In this way what our Lord said was fulfilled: “I go to awake 
him” (11:11).

As to the condition of the one rising, he is described as having his 
hands and feet bound with bandages, with which the people of ages 
past wrapped their dead, and his face wrapped with a cloth, in order to 
hide his gruesome appearance. He was commanded to rise bound and 
wrapped to provide a greater proof of the miracle.

1559. When Jesus says, Unbind him and let him go, he orders that 
he be unbound so that those who do this may be more reliable wit-
nesses to the miracle and have it more forcefully impressed on their 

60. See Serm. de Verbis Domini 96 (App.); PL 39, col. 1929–31; cf. Catena aurea, 
11:41–46.



 CHAPTER 11 249

memory. Furthermore, when they approach and touch him, they can 
see that it really is he. He adds, and let him go, to show that this mir-
acle is not an illusion: for at times certain magicians have seemed to 
raise the dead, but those who were raised could not live as they for-
merly had because their raising was not real but illusory.

1560. Augustine gives a mystical explanation to this entire verse 
beginning at The dead man came out. He does this in two ways, de-
pending on two ways of coming out. The sinner comes out when by 
repenting he passes from the practice of sin to the state of righteous-
ness: “Come out from them, and be separate from them” (2 Cor 6:17). 
However, his hands are bound with bandages, i.e., with carnal desires, 
because, although he is rising from his sins, he cannot escape such an-
noyances as long as he lives in the body. Thus the Apostle says: “I of 
myself serve the law of God with my mind, but with my flesh I serve 
the law of sin” (Rom 7:25). His face being wrapped with a cloth signi-
fies that in this life we cannot have full knowledge of God: “For now 
we see in a mirror dimly, but then face to face” (1 Cor 12:12). Christ 
commands them to unbind him and let him go because after this life 
all the veils are lifted from those who rise from sin, so that they may 
contemplate God “face to face” (1 Cor 12:12). Then we will be un-
bound from the corruptibility of the flesh which is like a chain binding 
and weighing down the soul and keeping it from full and clear con-
templation: “Loose the bonds from your neck, O captive daughter of 
Zion” (Is 52:2).61 This is one way to come out in a spiritual manner, 
and is given by Augustine62 in his work, The Book of Eighty-Three Ques-
tions.

Another way to come out is by confession, about which it is said: 
“He who conceals his transgressions will not prosper, but he who con-
fesses and forsakes them will obtain mercy” (Pr 28:13). One comes out 
in this way by leaving his secret sins by disclosing them in confession. 
Now that one confesses is due to God calling him with a loud voice, 
that is, by grace. And the one who confesses, as still guilty, is the dead 
person still wrapped in bandages. In order for his sins to be loosed, the 
ministers are commanded to loose him and let him go. For the dis-
ciples loose those whom Christ by himself vivifies inwardly, because 
they are absolved, being vivified by the ministry of the priests: “What-
ever you loose on earth shall be loosed in heaven” (Matt 16:19).63

1561. Some who consider this mystery say that just as Christ by 
himself vivified Lazarus, and once he was vivified he was ordered to 
be loosed by the disciples, so God vivifies a soul from within by grace 
by remitting its guilt and absolving it from the debt of eternal pun-

61. See ST I, q. 12, aa. 2, 12–13.
62. De div. quaest. 83, q. 65; PL 40, col. 60; cf. Catena aurea, 11:41–46.
63. See ST III, q. 90, aa. 2, 4.
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ishment; but priests, by the power of the keys, absolve in regard to 
the temporal punishment. But this position attributes too little to the 
keys of the Church. For it is proper to the sacraments of the New Law 
that in them grace is conferred. But the sacraments exist in the admin-
istration of the ministers. Thus, in the sacrament of penance, contri-
tion and confession behave materially on the part of the one receiv-
ing the sacrament; but the causative power of the sacrament lies in 
the absolution of the priest, by the power of the keys, through which 
he somehow applies the effect of our Lord’s passion to the one he ab-
solves so that he obtains remission. Therefore, if the priest only ab-
solved the punishment, the sacrament of penance would not confer a 
grace by which guilt is remitted; and consequently it would not be a 
sacrament of the New Law. Therefore, one must say that just as in the 
sacrament of baptism, the priest, by pronouncing the words and wash-
ing outwardly, exercises the ministry of baptism, while Christ baptizes 
inwardly, so the priest, by the power of the keys, outwardly adminis-
ters the ministry of absolution, while Christ remits the guilt by grace.64

1562. Yet a difficulty arises from the fact that those who usually 
come for baptism are children who have not been justified before bap-
tism, but obtain the grace of remission in baptism, whereas those who 
come for absolution are adults, who usually have obtained the remis-
sion of their sins beforehand by contrition; consequently, the absolu-
tion that follows seems to contribute nothing to the remission of sins.

If this matter is carefully considered as affecting adults, in both cas-
es it will be seen that there is a perfect parallel. For it happens that cer-
tain adults having a desire to be baptized obtain the remission of their 
sins by the baptism of desire before they actually receive the sacra-
ment of baptism; and yet the baptism which follows, so far as what it 
is of itself is concerned, effects the remission of sins, although it does 
not so function in a person whose sins are already remitted, but he ob-
tains only an increase of grace. However, if an adult was not perfectly 
disposed before baptism to obtain the remission of his sins, still in the 
very act of being baptized he obtains their remission by the power of 
baptism, unless he places some obstacle to the Holy Spirit by his insin-
cerity. The same must be said of penance. For if a person was fully con-
trite before the absolution of the priest, he obtains the remission of his 
sins by having the desire to subject himself to the keys of the Church, 
without which there would not be true contrition. But if there was not 
beforehand a full contrition sufficient for remission, he obtains the re-
mission of his guilt in the absolution, unless he puts an obstacle to the 
Holy Spirit.65 And the same is true in the Eucharist and in the Anoint-
ing of the Sick, and in the other sacraments.

64. See ST III, q. 84, a. 7.
65. See ST III, q. 86, a. 1.
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LECTUrE 7

45 Many of the Jews therefore, who had come with Mary [to Mary 
and Martha] and had seen what he did, believed in him; 46 but some of 
them went to the Pharisees and told them what Jesus had done. 47 So 
the chief priests and the Pharisees gathered the council and said, “What 
are we to do? For this man performs many signs. 48 If we let him go on 
thus, every one will believe in him, and the Romans will come and de‑
stroy both our place and our nation.” 49 But one of them, Caiaphas, 
who was high priest that year, said to them, “You know nothing at 
all; 50 you do not understand that it is expedient for you that one man 
should die for the people, and that the whole nation should not perish.” 
51 He did not say this of his own accord, but being high priest that year 
he prophesied that Jesus should die for the nation, 52 and not for the 
nation only, but to gather into one the children of God who are scat‑
tered abroad. 53 So from that day on they took counsel how to put him 
to death.66

1563. After describing the death and resurrection of Lazarus, the 
Evangelist now sets forth the effect of his resurrection. First, its effect 
on the people; secondly, its effect on their leaders (v. 47).

1564. He does two things concerning the first. First, he says that cer-
tain ones among them believed, Many of the Jews therefore, who had 
come to Mary and Martha to console them, and had seen what he did, 
believed in him. And no wonder, because such a miracle had not been 
heard of from the beginning of time, that is, that one dead four days in 
the tomb should be raised to life. Also, our Lord had said that he would 
perform this miracle for those standing by, so that they might believe in 
him. And so his words were not empty, but many believed because of 
the miracle they saw: “Jews demand signs” (1 Cor 1:22).

1565. Secondly, he mentions that some were spreading news of the 
miracle, saying, but some of them went to the Pharisees and told them 
what Jesus had done. This can be understood in two ways. In one way, 
they told the chief priests what Jesus had done in order to soften them 
towards Christ and to reproach them for conspiring against Jesus, who 
had worked such marvels. In another way, and this is better, they told 
them these things in order to incite them against Christ: for they were 
unbelievers and were scandalized at the miracle. This is clear from the 
way the Evangelist describes it, for after saying that many of the Jews 
. . . believed in him, he adds in contrast, but some of them went to the 
Pharisees. These are the ones of whom we read: “Though he had done 

66. St. Thomas refers to Jn 11:47 in ST III, q. 43, a. 1, sed contra.; Jn 11:50: ST III, 
q. 50, a. 1, s. c.; Jn 11:51: ST II-II, q. 173, a. 4, s. c.
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so many signs before them, yet they did not believe in him . . . For they 
loved the praise of men more than the praise of God” (12:37, 43).

1566. Next (v. 47), the Evangelist mentions the effect of the mira-
cle on the leaders. First, we have their evil conspiracy against Christ; 
secondly, we see how Christ escaped it (v. 54). He does three things 
concerning the first. First, he mentions the gathering of the council; 
secondly, the problem that confronted them (v. 47); and thirdly, their 
solution of this problem (v. 49).

1567. In regard to the first, three things are mentioned about the 
wickedness of the chief priests. First of all, their status: for they were 
not the common people, but the chief priests and the Pharisees.67 Chief 
priests, because they were in charge of sacred matters; and they were 
Pharisees because they had the appearance of religion. Thus was ful-
filled what was stated in Genesis (49:5): “Simeon and Levi are broth-
ers; weapons of violence are their swords”: for the founders of the sect 
of the Pharisees were descended from Simeon, and the chief priests 
were clearly from the tribe of Levi.

Secondly, we see that their wickedness was deliberate; thus he says, 
they gathered the council in order to make their plans: “O my soul, 
come not into their council” (Gen 49:6); “Blessed is the man who 
walks not in the counsel of the wicked” (Ps 1:1). But we also read: “No 
counsel can avail against the Lord” (Pr 21:30).

Thirdly, we see their evil intention, because it was against Jesus, 
i.e., the Savior: “All who hate me whisper together about me; they 
imagine the worst for me” (Ps 40:8); “Come, let us make plots against 
Jeremiah” (Jer 18:18).

1568. Now (v. 47b), he mentions their problem: first, he gives the 
reason for this problem; secondly, the core of the problem (v. 48).

1569. It was the miracles of Christ that raised their problem; so they 
said, What are we to do? For this man performs many signs. They were 
blind, for they still called him a man after such a great demonstration 
of his divinity. As he himself said: “The works which the Father has 
granted me to accomplish, these very works which I am doing, bear 
me witness” (5:35). In truth, they were no less foolish than the blind 
because they wondered what they should do, whereas there was noth-
ing for them to do but believe: “What signs do you do, that we may 
see, and believe you?” (6:30). See how many signs he did work! Even 
they said, this man performs many signs: “Their wickedness blinded 
them” (Wis 2:21).68

1570. The root of their problem was that they feared the losses that 
would follow. The Evangelist mentions two things referring to this. 
First, their loss of spiritual leadership. He says about this, If we let him 

67. See ST III, q. 47, a. 5.
68. See ST II-II, q. 15, aa. 1, 3; III, q. 43, a. 4.
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go on thus, every one will believe in him. This, of course, would be the 
best for all concerned, because it is faith in Christ that saves and leads 
to eternal life: “But these are written that you may believe . . . and that 
believing you may have life in his name” (20:31). But in relation to 
their wicked intention this was terrifying to them, for they believed 
that no one who believed in Christ would obey them. And so, because 
of their ambition, they backed away from salvation and took others 
with themselves: “But Diotrephes, who likes to put himself first does 
not acknowledge my authority” (3 Jn 9).

1571. Secondly, he mentions their ambition for temporal posses-
sions when he says, and the Romans will come and destroy both our 
place and our nation. This seems to follow from the other, as Augus-
tine69 says, for if all believed in Christ, there would be no one left to 
defend the temple of God against the Romans, because they would 
have abandoned the holy temple and the laws of their fathers, as they 
thought the teaching of Christ was directed against these. But this does 
not really seem to have much bearing on the issue, since they would 
still be subject to the Romans and would not be planning to war against 
them. Thus, it seems better to say, with Chrysostom,70 that they said 
this because they observed that Christ was being honored by the peo-
ple as a king. And because the Romans had ordered that no one could 
be king unless they had appointed him, they were afraid that if the Ro-
mans heard that they were regarding Christ as a king, they would look 
upon the Jews as rebels. Then they would move against them and de-
stroy their city and nation: “Every one who makes himself a king sets 
himself against Caesar” (19:12).

1572. Notice their pitiable state, for they fear nothing but the loss of 
temporal things, and do not think of eternal life: “The fountain of Ja-
cob alone, in a land of grain and wine” (Dt 33:28).71 But as we read in 
Proverbs (10:24): “What the wicked dreads will come upon him”; and 
so after our Lord’s passion and glorification, the Romans overcame and 
displaced them, taking their land and nation.

1573. The Evangelist sets down the resolution of the problem when 
he says, But one of them, Caiaphas, who was high priest that year, 
said to them. First, we have the decision; secondly, the explanation of 
the decision (v. 51); and thirdly, its acceptance by the assembly (v. 53). 
Concerning the first he does two things. First, he describes the one 
making the decision; secondly, he gives the words of the decision.

1574. The one making the decision is described by his name and of-
fice. By his name, that is, Caiaphas. This name was appropriate to his 
wickedness for it means, first of all, “investigator,” and it attests to his 

69. Tract. in Io. 49. 26; PL 35, col. 1757; cf. Catena aurea, 11:47–53.
70. Hom. in Io. 64. 3; PG 59, col. 359; cf. Catena aurea, 11:47–53.
71. See ST II-II, q. 125, a. 2.
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presumption: “He who is a searcher of majesty shall be overwhelmed 
by glory” (Pr 25:27). For he was presumptuous when he said, “I ad-
jure you by the living God, tell us if you are the Christ, the Son of 
God” (Matt 26:63). Secondly, it means “sagacious,” which testifies to 
his cunning, because he strove to procure the death of Christ. Thirdly, 
it means “vomiting,” which attests to his foolishness: “Like a dog that 
returns to his vomit” (Pr 26:11).

He is described by his office, namely, as high priest that year. Here 
we should note, as stated in Leviticus (chap. 8), that the Lord appoint-
ed one high priest, at whose death another was to succeed and was 
to exercise the office of high priest throughout his life. But later, as 
ambition and quarrels grew among the Jews, it was agreed that there 
should be a number of high priests, and that all who had attained to 
this office would exercise it in turn, year by year. (And sometimes they 
obtained this office by money; as Josephus says.) And to indicate this 
situation he says of the time, that year.

1575. Next (v. 49b), the Evangelist gives the words of the one mak-
ing the decision, who first reproaches them for their sluggishness, say-
ing, You know nothing at all; you do not understand. This was like 
saying: You are sluggish and you understand this affair even more 
sluggishly. And so, secondly, he reveals his wickedness, saying, it is ex‑
pedient for you that one man should die for the people.

These words have one meaning according to the intention of Caia-
phas, and another according to the explanation of the Evangelist. In 
order to explain them according to the evil intention of Caiaphas, we 
should note that, as mentioned in Deuteronomy (13:1), the Lord had 
commanded: “If a prophet arises among you, or a dreamer of dreams 
. . . and if he says, ‘Let us go after other gods,’ . . . that prophet or that 
dreamer of dreams shall be put to death.” And so, according to this 
law, Caiaphas believed that Christ would turn the people from the 
worship of God: “We found this man perverting our nation” (Lk 23:2). 
Thus he says, You know nothing at all, that is, the Law. You do not un‑
derstand that it is expedient for you that one man, this man, should 
die, so that the whole nation is not deceived. This is like saying: The 
welfare of one man must be ignored for the public good. Thus Deuter-
onomy (13:5) continues: “So you shall purge the evil from the midst of 
you.” “Drive out the wicked person from among you” (1 Cor 5:13).72

1576. But the Evangelist explains this another way, saying, He did 
not say this of his own accord. He mentions three things: first, the 
author of these words; secondly, their correct meaning (v. 51b); and 
thirdly, the Evangelist adds to the words of Caiaphas (v. 52).

1577. In regard to the first we should note that because one might 
suppose that Caiaphas spoke these words by his own impulse, the 

72. See ST II-II, q. 64, a. 2.
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Evangelist rejects this, saying, He did not say this of his own accord. By 
this he lets us understand that at times a person does speak of his own 
accord. For a human being is what is the chief thing in him; but this is 
the intellect and reason. Thus a human being is what he is because of 
reason. Therefore, when a human being speaks from his own reason, 
he speaks of his own accord. But when he speaks under a higher and 
external impulse he does not speak of his own accord. Now this hap-
pens in two ways. Sometimes one is moved by the divine Spirit: “It 
is not you who speak, but the Spirit of your Father speaking through 
you” (Matt 10:20). But sometimes one is moved by a wicked spirit, as 
those who rave. And both of these are sometimes said to prophesy. 
That those who are moved by the Holy Spirit prophesy is asserted in  
2 Peter (1:21): “No prophecy ever came by the impulse of man, but 
men moved by the Holy Spirit spoke from God.” Again, that those 
moved by a wicked spirit prophesy is found in Jeremiah (29:26): “The 
Lord has made you a priest instead of Jehoiada the priest, to have 
charge in the house of the Lord over every madman [one who raves] 
who prophesies.”73

Note also that at times some may speak by an impulse of the Holy 
Spirit or of an evil spirit in such a way that they lose the use of rea-
son and are somehow seized. At other times, the use of reason can re-
main and they are not seized. When the sense powers are overflowing 
due to a higher impression, the reason is hindered, and disturbed and 
seized. An evil spirit has the power of affecting the imagination, since 
it is a power united to a physical organ. And such an evil spirit can so 
affect the imagination by a strong impression that as a result the rea-
son is hindered; yet it is not forced to consent. This is the condition of 
those seized by an evil spirit.

1578. We have to decide, therefore, whether Caiaphas spoke these 
words by the impulse of the Holy Spirit or of an evil spirit. It seems 
that he did not speak by the impulse of the Holy Spirit, for the Holy 
Spirit is the spirit of truth (cf. Jer 15), and the wicked spirit is the spir-
it of lying: “I will go forth, and will be a lying spirit in the mouth of 
all his prophets” (1 Kg 22:22). But it is obvious that Caiaphas spoke a 
lie, saying, it is expedient for you that one man should die. Therefore, 
he did not speak by an impulse of the Holy Spirit, as it seems, but he 
prophesied by the impulse of a raving wicked spirit.

However, this does not seem to agree with the words of the Evan-
gelist, for if it were such John would not have added, who was high 
priest that year. He mentions the dignity of Caiaphas in order to sug-
gest that he spoke by an impulse of the Holy Spirit to speak truths 
about the future for the precise benefit of their subjects. Apropos of 
what is said in opposition to this, namely, that the statement, it is ex‑

73. See ST II-II, q. 172, aa. 1, 5–6.
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pedient for you that one man should die for the people, is false, this can 
be answered this way. The death of Christ considered in itself was ex-
pedient for all, even for those who killed him: “who is the savior of all 
men, especially of those who believe” (1 Tim 4:10); “So that by the 
grace of God he might taste death for every one” (Heb 2:9). In another 
way, one can take it is expedient for you as meaning “for the people.” 
Hence the Evangelist, where Caiaphas says that one man should die 
for the people, uses below the words for the nation.

1579. The words of the Evangelist seem to indicate that he was 
a prophet, since he says, he prophesied; for if a person prophesies, it 
follows that he is a prophet. According to Origen,74 however, it does 
not follow that every one who prophesies is a prophet; but if one is a 
prophet, he does prophesy. For sometimes an act is granted to a per-
son, but not the state to which it is appropriate: for example, not ev-
ery one who does something just is just, but one who is just does just 
things.

Furthermore, it should be noted that two acts concur in order that 
someone prophesy: namely, seeing—“He who is now called a prophet 
was formerly called a seer” (1 Sam 9:9)—and announcing—“He who 
prophesies speaks to men for their upbuilding and encouragement”  
(1 Cor 14:3). Now it sometimes happens that a person has both, and 
yet is not properly speaking a prophet: for sometimes a person has a 
prophetic vision, as Nebuchadnezzar and Pharaoh, and similarly an-
nounces the vision to others; yet they cannot be called prophets be-
cause they lack something, namely, an understanding of the vision, 
which is necessary in a vision, as stated in Daniel (10:1): “A word was 
revealed to Daniel . . . and he understood the word: for there is need of 
understanding a vision.” Caiaphas, however, although he did not have 
a prophetic vision, did announce a prophetic matter insofar as he an-
nounced the benefit of Christ’s death. For sometimes the Holy Spirit 
moves one to all that pertains to prophecy, and sometimes to some-
thing only.75 In the case of Caiaphas, he enlightened neither his mind 
nor his imagination. Consequently, his mind and imagination remained 
intent on evil; yet he moved his tongue to tell the manner in which the 
salvation of the people would be accomplished. Thus, he is not called a 
prophet except insofar as he performed a prophetic act in announcing, 
his imagination and reason remaining fixed in the contrary. It is clear 
from this that he was no more a prophet than was Balaam’s donkey.

1580. When the Evangelist says, and not for the nation only, but 
to gather into one the children of God who are scattered abroad, the 
Evangelist adds to the words of the high priest, and says that Jesus was 

74. Comm. in Io. XXVIII. 13, nos. 98–106; PG 14, col. 705D–8C; cf. Catena au-
rea, 11:47–53.

75. See ST II-II, q. 171, a. 2; II-II, q. 173, a. 4.
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to die not only for the nation of the Jewish people, as Caiaphas said—
“So Jesus also suffered outside the gate in order to sanctify the people 
through his own blood” (Heb 13:12)—but he adds, even for the whole 
world. Thus he added, to gather into one the children of God who are 
scattered abroad.

Here one must guard against the error of the Manichees, who said 
that certain souls are the divine substance and are called the children 
of God, and that God came to gather together these children into one. 
This is erroneous because it is stated in Ezekiel (18:4): “All souls are 
mine,” that is, by creation. Consequently, the statement, to gather into 
one the children of God who are scattered abroad, does not mean that 
they have already received the spirit of adoption, because, as Grego-
ry76 says, they were as yet neither his sheep nor children of God by 
adoption. Rather it should be taken according to predestination. It is 
as though he were saying: to gather into one, namely, into the unity 
of the faith—“And I have other sheep, that are not of this fold; I must 
bring them also . . . so there shall be one flock, one shepherd” (10:16); 
“The Lord builds up Jerusalem; he gathers the outcasts [the dispersed] 
of Israel” (Ps 146:2)—the children of God, predestined from eternity—
“For those whom he foreknew he also predestined to be conformed to 
the image of his Son, in order that he might be the first-born of many 
brethren” (Rom 8:29), the brethren, that is, who are scattered abroad 
in diverse ceremonies and nations.77

1581. Then when he says, So from that day on they took coun‑
sel how to put him to death, the Evangelist sets down the agreement 
among the Jews on the death of Christ. But did they not previously 
think of putting him to death? It seems so, because before in many 
places it is stated that the Jews sought to kill him. I answer that they 
previously did have some desire to kill him, but from that day on, in-
cited to anger by the words of Caiaphas, they ended with a firm pro-
posal to kill him “For their feet run to evil” (Pr 1:16).

LECTUrE 8

54 Jesus therefore no longer went about openly among the Jews, but 
went from there to the country near the wilderness, to a town called 
Ephraim; and there he stayed with the disciples. 55 Now the Passover 
of the Jews was at hand, and many went up from the country to Jeru‑
salem before the Passover, to purify themselves. 56 They were looking 
for Jesus and saying to one another as they stood in the temple, “What 
do you think? That he will not come to the feast?” 57 Now the chief 

76. See XL hom. in Evang. 4. 1; PL 76, col. 1089–90.
77. See ST III, q. 24, a. 4.
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priests and the Pharisees had given orders that if any one knew where 
he was, he should let them know, so that they might arrest him.

1582. Here the Evangelist sets down how Christ escaped from their 
malice: first, the way he escaped; secondly, the effect this had on the 
people of making them question (v. 56).

1583. The way he escaped was to hide himself and leave the pres-
ence of the Jews: for after their plan, he moved more cautiously and 
no longer went about openly among the Jews. He did not withdraw to 
a populated city, but into a remote region, a country near the wilder‑
ness, to a town called Ephraim; and there he stayed with his disciples.

1584. But did he lack the power by which, if he had wished, he 
could have lived publicly among the Jews and they would not do any-
thing to him? Of course not. He did not do this because he did not 
have the power, but as an example for the disciples. This shows that it 
is not a sin if his faithful withdraw from the sight of their persecutors, 
choosing rather to evade the fury of the wicked by hiding, than kin-
dle it more by showing themselves: “When they persecute you in one 
town, flee to the next” (Matt 10:23).78

Moreover, Origen79 says that no one should place himself in dan-
ger; but when dangers are immediately threatening, it is very praise-
worthy not to run from professing Christ or not to refuse to suffer 
death for the sake of the truth. No one should place himself in danger 
for two reasons. First, because it is very presumptuous to place oneself 
in danger, both on account of a lack of experience of one’s own virtue, 
which is sometimes found to be fragile, and on account of the uncer-
tainty about the outcome; “Let any one who thinks that he stands take 
heed lest he fall” (1 Cor 10:12). Secondly, lest by presenting ourselves 
to our persecutors, we give them the occasion to be more wicked and 
culpable: “Give no offense to Jews or to Greeks or to the church of 
God” (1 Cor 10:32).

1585. Now the effect of his leaving, that the people questioned, is 
set down: first, the occasion for their questioning; secondly, their ques-
tioning; and thirdly, the reason for their questioning.

1586. Two occasions for their questioning and wondering are men-
tioned. The first was the nature of the time, because the Passover of 
the Jews was at hand, when the flight of the Hebrews out of Egypt was 
recalled: “It is the Lord’s Passover” (Ex 12:11). He adds, of the Jews, 
because they celebrated their Passover in an unholy and unbecoming 
way: for when one celebrates the Passover in a devout way it is called 
the Passover of God: “Your assemblies I will not abide,” as we read in 
Isaiah (1:13).

78. See ST II-II, q. 126, a. 2, ad 1.
79. Comm. in Io. XXVIII. 23, nos. 192–94; PG 14, col. 728C–29A; cf. Catena au-

rea, 54–57.
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The second occasion was the gathering of the people, and many 
went up from the country to Jerusalem. For as we see from Exodus 
(chap. 23), the children of Israel were to present themselves to the 
Lord three times a year on the three festivals, and the foremost of 
these was the Passover. And so a great number traveled to Jerusalem, 
where the temple was located. But because it was not yet actually the 
Paschal time, when they were obliged to go, the Evangelist tells why 
they went then, adding, before the Passover, to purify themselves. For 
no one dared to eat the lamb if he was unclean, and so they went be-
fore the Passover so that, by purifying themselves in the meantime, 
they could fittingly eat the lamb on the Passover. This gives us an ex-
ample that we should purify ourselves during Lent by fasts and good 
works, so that on the Passover we might receive the body of our Lord 
in a fitting manner.80

1587. The reason for their questioning is mentioned as due to 
Christ’s absence: they were looking for Jesus, not to honor him, but to 
kill him, and saying to one another as they stood in the temple, what 
do you think? That he will not come to the feast? But note that when 
a festival day is celebrated in a holy manner, Christ is always present: 
“For where two or three are gathered in my name, there am I in the 
midst of them” (Matt 18:20). And so let us, when we gather together 
in the house of God, seek Jesus by consoling each other and by pray-
ing that he come to our festival day. But Jesus does not come when a 
feast is not celebrated in a holy manner: “Your new moons and your 
appointed feasts my soul hates” (Is 1:4).

1588. He adds the reason for their questioning and for the absence 
of Jesus, saying, the chief priests and the Pharisees had given orders 
that if any one knew where he was, that is, Jesus, he should let them 
know, so that they might arrest him, to kill him. “You will seek me 
and die in your sin” (8:21). As Augustine81 says, we who know where 
Christ is, that is, at the right hand of the Father, should tell them so 
that they may truly apprehend him by faith.82

80. See ST I-II, q. 102, a. 5, ad 3, 4.
81. Tract. in Io. 50. 4; PL 35, col. 1759; cf. Catena aurea, 11:54–57.
82. See ST III, q. 58, a. 1.
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CHAPTEr 12 

LECTUrE 1

1 Six days before the Passover, Jesus came to Bethany, where Laza‑
rus was, whom Jesus had raised from the dead. 2 There they made him 
a supper; Martha served, and Lazarus was one of those at the table 
with him. 3 Mary took a pound of costly ointment of pure nard and 
anointed the feet of Jesus and wiped his feet with her hair; and the 
house was filled with the fragrance of the ointment. 4 But Judas Is‑
cariot, one of his disciples (he who was to betray him), said, 5 “Why 
was this ointment not sold for three hundred denarii and given to the 
poor?” 6 This he said, not that he cared for the poor but because he 
was a thief, and as he had the money box he used to take what was put 
into it.1

1589. So far the Evangelist has been showing the power of Christ’s 
divinity by what he did and taught during his public life. Now he be-
gins to show the power of his divinity as manifested in his passion and 
death.

First, he treats of Christ’s passion and death; secondly, of his res-
urrection (chap. 20). The first is divided into three parts: in the first 
he states what caused or occasioned Christ’s passion and death; in the 
second, how Christ prepared his disciples, since his death involved his 
physical separation from them (chap. 13); in the third, he describes his 
passion and death (chap. 18).

Now there were two things which caused or occasioned the pas-
sion of Christ: the glory of Christ, which aroused the envy of the Jews, 
and their disbelief, which blinded them. So first, he treats of the glo-
ry Christ received; secondly, of the unbelief of the Jews (v. 37). In re-
gard to the first he does two things: first, he shows how Christ re-
ceived glory from other people; secondly, how he received glory from 
God (v. 27). Concerning the first he does three things: first, he shows 
how Christ received glory from his intimate friends; secondly, from the 
crowd of the Jewish people (v. 9): thirdly, from the Gentiles (v. 20). 
Concerning the first he does two things: first, he shows the glory Christ 
received by being ministered to by his friends; secondly, how this kin-
dled the indignation of the one who was to betray him (v. 4). In regard 

1. St. Thomas refers to Jn 12:6 in ST II-II, q. 55, a. 7, obj. 3; q. 188, a. 7.
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to the first he does three things: first, he describes the time; secondly, 
the place (v. 1); and thirdly, the kindness shown to Christ (v. 2).

1590. He says first, what we have already stated: that before the 
Passover Christ went into a region near the wilderness, and since the 
feast was drawing near, the Jews began to look for him. Thus, when 
the paschal season was at hand, during which the symbolic lamb was 
immolated, he, as the true lamb, came to the place where he would 
suffer and of his own free will be immolated for the salvation of the 
world: “He was offered because it was his own will,” as we read in Isa-
iah (53:7).2

The Evangelist says Christ came there six days before the Passover, 
to inform us that by the day of the Passover he did not mean the four-
teenth day of the first month (when according to the twelfth chapter 
of Exodus, the Passover lamb was slain in the evening), but the fif-
teenth day. This entire day was festive, and that year it fell on the Fri-
day our Lord suffered. Thus the sixth day before the Passover was the 
first day of the week, i.e., the Palm Sunday on which our Lord entered 
Jerusalem. Consequently, Christ came to Bethany on the previous day, 
that is, on the Sabbath. This is what he means by the phrase, six days 
before the Passover.

1591. This number is very appropriate to the mystery to be enact-
ed. First of all, because of the number itself, for six is a perfect num-
ber. For God completed the works of creation in six days. For this rea-
son it was appropriate that it should take six days to accomplish the 
work of the passion, which would restore all things: “to reconcile all 
things, whether on earth or in heaven, making peace by the blood of 
his cross” (Col 1:20); “God was in Christ reconciling the world to him-
self” (2 Cor 5:19).

Secondly, it is appropriate to the mystery, considering its foreshad-
owing. For Exodus (chap. 12) commanded that on the tenth day of the 
first month every man was to take a lamb for his household and keep 
it for the sacrifice. Thus it was also on the tenth day of the first month, 
i.e., on the sixth day before the fifteenth day, that our Lord decided to 
enter Jerusalem, drawing near to the place where he would be sacri-
ficed. This is clear from what follows: “The next day a great crowd who 
had come to the feast heard that Jesus was coming to Jerusalem. So 
they took branches of palm trees and went out to meet him” (12:12).

1592. Then when he says, Jesus came to Bethany, the place is men-
tioned. Bethany was a village near Jerusalem, and it means the “house 
of obedience.” This also is appropriate to the mystery. First, as regards 
a reason for the passion: “He became obedient unto death” (Phil 2:8).3 

2. See ST III, q. 73, a. 6.
3. See ST III, q. 47, a. 2.
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Secondly, with respect to the fruit of the passion, which is obtained 
only by those who obey Christ: “He became the source of eternal sal-
vation to all who obey him” (Heb 5:9).

It is significant that he added, where Lazarus was, whom Jesus had 
raised from the dead, because in the house of obedience those who 
are spiritually dead are raised to life by being restored to the way of 
righteousness: “By one man’s obedience many will be made righteous” 
(Rom 5:19). According to the literal sense, however, this was written 
to show that Christ came to Bethany in order to revive the memory 
of the resurrection of Lazarus: “He has caused his wonderful works to 
be remembered; the Lord is gracious and merciful” as we read in the 
Psalm (110:4).

1593. Then when he says, there they made him a supper, he men-
tions the kindness shown to Christ by his friends: first, by his friends in 
general; secondly, in particular. Martha served, etc.

1594. It was also appropriate to this mystery that they served him 
a supper there, at Bethany, because the Lord is spiritually refreshed in 
the house of obedience since our obedience pleases him, according to: 
“Behold, I stand at the door and knock; if any one hears my voice and 
opens the door, I will come in to him and eat with him, and he with 
me” (Rev 3:20).4

1595. Next he mentions the three people who attended or sat with 
Jesus: Martha, Lazarus and Mary. Martha signifies the prelates who are 
appointed to serve in the churches: “This is how one should regard us, 
as servants of Christ and stewards of the mysteries of God” (1 Cor 4:1). 
Thus we read that Martha served: “Martha was busy with much serv-
ing” (Lk 10:40). Lazarus, who had been raised to life, signifies those 
who have been brought from sin to the state of righteousness by the 
ministry or service of the prelates; and they, alone with the other righ-
teous, feast spiritually with the Lord. Thus he says, and Lazarus was 
one of those at table with him: “Let the just feast and rejoice before God 
and be delighted with gladness” (Ps 67:4). Mary signifies the contem-
platives, for we read in Luke (10:39): “Mary sat at the Lord’s feet and 
listened to his teaching.”5

1596. Three things are mentioned about Mary’s kindness: first, the 
ointment she used; secondly, the kindness she offered; thirdly, its effect.

With regard to the ointment, three things are noted. First, the 
amount, and it was a large amount, a pound of ointment: “If you have 
many possessions, make your gift from them in proportion” (Tb 4:8). 
Secondly, its matter, for it was made of nard: “While the king was 
on his couch, my nard gave forth its fragrance” (Sg 1:11). Recall that 
nard is a short black aromatic herb; and the ointment which is made 

4. See ST II-II, q. 104, a. 3.
5. See ST II-II, q. 182, a. 1.
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from it has a fragrance which has the power to give strength and com-
fort. Thirdly, its composition is noted, for the nard is described as pisti-
cus. According to Augustine,6 the word pisticus is taken from the place 
where nard originates. However, it is better to interpret this word as 
meaning “true” or “pure,” that is, as not adulterated: for pistis in Greek 
is the same as our fides [truthful, honest]. He adds that it was costly, be-
cause it was made from nard, which is used in costly ointments, and 
perhaps other expensive ingredients were added to it. This teaches us 
that we should offer to God those things we regard as most precious: 
“I will offer to thee burnt offerings of fatlings, with the smoke of the 
sacrifice of rams” (Ps 65:15); “Cursed be the cheat who has a male in 
his flock, and vows it, and yet sacrifices to the Lord what is blemished” 
(Mal 1:14).

See Mary’s humility, for she fell down at the feet of Jesus and 
anointed the feet of Jesus, according to, “Let us worship at his footstool” 
(Ps 131:7). Secondly, see her devotion, for she wiped his feet with her 
hair, in this way making an offering of herself: “Yield your members to 
God as instruments of righteousness” (Rom 6:13).7

He mentions the effect of her ministering when he says, and the 
house was filled with the fragrance of the ointment. This tells us of the 
goodness of this ointment, which filled the entire house: “We will run 
after thee to the odor of thy ointments” (Sg 1:3).

1597. The question is raised as to whether this woman is the same 
woman who anointed our Lord as mentioned in Luke (7:37), Matthew 
(26:7) and Mark (14:3). We learn from Jerome8 and Chrysostom9 that 
many think that the sinful woman mentioned by Luke is not the sis-
ter of Lazarus, Mary, who is said [in John] to have anointed the Lord. 
Origen10 adds that [in John] she is also not the woman of whom Mat-
thew and Mark speak, but they were speaking of some other woman. 
He gives three reasons for this opinion. The first is based on the time: 
for the woman in John anointed the Lord six days before the Passover, 
while the woman mentioned by Matthew and Mark did so some time 
during the two days preceding the Passover. For Matthew prefaces his 
account by stating that the Lord said: “You know that after two days 
the Passover is coming” (Matt 26:2); and in Mark we read: “It was now 
two days before the Passover and the feast of the Unleavened Bread” 
(Mk 14:1). The second reason is based on the place: for in Matthew 
and Mark the woman is said to have anointed the Lord in the house of 
Simon the leper, but in John she seems to be in the house of Martha, 
for we read that Martha was serving the guests. And Augustine agrees 

6. Tract. in Io. 50. 6; PL 35, col. 1760; cf. Catena aurea, 12:1–11.
7. See ST II-II, q. 82, a. 1.
8. Comm. in Matt. 4. 26. 7; PL 26, col. 191.
9. Hom. in Io. 62. 1; PG 59, col. 342; cf. Catena aurea, 11:1–5.
10. Comm. in Matt. 77; PG 13, col. 1721–22.
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with this. The third reason is from the action itself: for the woman in 
Matthew and Mark anointed the head of our Lord, while the one in 
John anointed his feet.

On the other hand, Augustine11 and Gregory12 claim that the four 
Evangelists are speaking of one and the same woman, but that she 
anointed our Lord twice. The first time, mentioned by Luke, was at the 
beginning of her conversion, some time during the middle of Christ’s 
public life. The second time, mentioned by the other three Evangelists, 
was a few days before Christ’s passion. Thus the same act is mentioned 
here in John and in Matthew and Mark.

As for the discrepancy in the time, Augustine says that John pre-
served the historical order, while Matthew and Mark merely remem-
bered that it took place just prior to Judas’ betrayal, which was be-
lieved to have been occasioned by this event. As for the argument 
based on the difference of place, there is no reason why the house of 
Simon the leper could not be the house of Mary and Martha, since Si-
mon might have been the head of the house. He is called a leper be-
cause at one time he was a leper, but was cured by Christ. As far as the 
act itself is concerned, Augustine says that the woman anointed both 
the head and feet of Jesus.

1598. If the objection is raised that according to Mark she broke 
the alabaster jar and poured ointment on the head of Jesus, one might 
answer this in two ways. First, that it was broken in such a way that 
some remained for anointing his feet; secondly, she could have anoint-
ed his feet first, and then, breaking the jar, poured the rest on his head.

1599. Mystically, the pound Mary used denotes the work of jus-
tice, for it belongs to justice to weigh things and give pound for pound: 
“Their weight shall be equal” (Ezek 45:11). Now four other virtues 
must be added if the work of justice is to be perfect. First, compassion: 
and so he says, ointment, which, because it is soothing, represents 
mercy: “For judgment is without mercy to one who has shown no 
mercy” (James 2:12). Secondly, humility is needed: so he says, nard, 
which, since it is a small herb, signifies humility: “The greater you are, 
the more you must humble yourself” (Sir 3:18). Thirdly, faith is need-
ed: thus he says, pure (pisticus), that is believing (fidelis): “The righteous 
shall live by his faith” (Hab 2:4). Fourthly, charity must be present: so 
he says, costly, for charity alone pays the price for eternal life: “If I give 
away all I have . . . but have not love, I gain nothing” (1 Cor 13:3).13

The works of justice anoint both the feet and head of Jesus. By his 
feet we understand the mystery of his humanity; and by his head, 
his divinity, according to: “The head of Christ is God” (1 Cor 11:3). 

11. De cons. Evang. 2. 79; PL 34, col. 1154–55; cf. Catena aurea, 12:1–11.
12. Ep. V ad Theoc.; PL 77, col. 449C.
13. See ST II-II, q. 184, a. 3.
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Thus one who venerates the divinity and humanity of Christ is said to 
anoint his head and feet.

Or, we can take the head as indicating the very person of Christ, ac-
cording to: “He has made him the head over all things for the church” 
(Eph 1:22).14 Then the feet are Christ’s faithful, of whom we read: “As 
you did it to one of the least of these my brethren, you did it to me” 
(Matt 25:40); “How beautiful upon the mountains are the feet of him 
who brings good tidings, who publishes peace” (Is 52:7). Thus, one 
who honors Christ himself, anoints the head of Christ; and one who 
serves his faithful anoints our Lord’s feet.

Again, because the hair is produced from what is superfluous in the 
body, one dries the Lord’s feet with his hair when he takes what he has 
in surplus and relieves the needs of his neighbor: “Give that which re-
mains as alms” (Lk 11:41). Thus Augustine15 says: “If you have a sur-
plus of anything, give it to the poor and you have dried the feet of the 
Lord.”16

The fact that the house was filled with the fragrance of the ointment 
signifies that because of the works of justice, the Church enjoys and is 
filled with a good name: “We are the aroma of Christ” (2 Cor 2:15).

1600. Next (v. 40), the Evangelist describes the traitor’s indignation 
at this. He does two things concerning it: first, he shows his indigna-
tion; secondly, how it was curbed (v. 7). Concerning the first he does 
three things: first, he describes the traitor; secondly, he mentions what 
he said; and thirdly, he states that his intention was evil (v. 6).

1601. The traitor is portrayed in three ways. First, his dignity is 
given when he says, one of his disciples. This teaches us that no one 
should presume on himself no matter to what dignity he has been 
raised: “His angels he charges with wickedness” (Job 4:18). Secondly, 
his name, Judas Iscariot. The name “Judas” means “professing,” to in-
dicate to us that in addition to a way of professing that is virtuous—
“Man professes with his lips and so is saved” (Rom 10:10)—there is a 
way of professing that is blameworthy and mercenary—“He will pro-
fess you [that is, profess your praises] when you have done good to 
him” (Ps 48:19). Thirdly, his crime is mentioned, he who was to betray 
him: “Even my bosom friend in whom I trusted, who ate of my bread, 
has lifted his heel against me” (Ps 40:10).

1602. Then he gives the traitor’s words, from which we see that he 
had died spiritually from the aroma of the ointment, according to: “For 
we are the aroma of Christ . . . to one a fragrance from death to death, 
to the other a fragrance from life to life” (2 Cor 2:15). Judas was dis-
pleased because the ointment was not sold but poured out as an act of 

14. See ST III, q. 8, a. 6.
15. Tract. in Io. 50. 6; PL 35, col. 1760; cf. Catena aurea, 12:1–11.
16. See ST II-II, q. 32, a. 1.



266  COMMENTARY ON THE GOSPEL OF JOHN

homage to Christ. Thus Judas says, Why was this ointment not sold for 
three hundred denarii? But as we read in 2 Corinthians (11:14), the 
ministers of Satan disguise themselves as angels of righteousness. Thus 
Judas hid his evil under the cloak of piety, saying, and given to the 
poor: “His heart will work iniquity to practice hypocrisy and speak to 
the Lord deceitfully” (Is 32:6).

1603. The Evangelist unmasks the deceit when he adds, This he 
said, not that he cared for the poor but because he was a thief. For 
he was not interested in helping the poor—“The hearts of the wicked 
are cruel” (Pr 12:10)—but because he was a thief, and accustomed to 
stealing, he was pained that the use of the ointment had deprived him 
of an opportunity to steal, and it was this avarice that led to the betray-
al, for we read: “Nothing is more wicked than the covetous man” (Sir 
10:9); and “The thief comes only to steal and kill and destroy” (10:10). 
He had the opportunity to steal for he had the money box, that is, he 
was in charge of our Lord’s purse, and he used to take what was put 
into it, i.e., whatever was donated by the faithful for Christ’s use and 
for the poor he carried as a duty, but carried off as a thief.

1604. Two things can be noted here. First, that Christ lived on alms 
as a poor person: “As for me, I am poor and needy” (Ps 39:18). Sec-
ondly, it is not opposed to perfection to keep alms in a money box. 
Thus what we read in Matthew (6:34), “Do not be anxious about to-
morrow,” does not forbid one from saving for tomorrow, since our 
Lord did this very thing, and he is the supreme model of perfection.17

1605. One might ask why our Lord, since he knew that Judas was 
a thief, entrusted him with the money box? This can be answered in 
three ways. First, according to Augustine,18 Christ did this so that his 
Church would be patient when it was robbed; for one is not good if 
he cannot endure those who are evil. Thus we read: “As a lily among 
brambles, so is my love among maidens” (Sg 2:2). Secondly, our Lord 
entrusted him with the money box to lessen his danger of final damna-
tion, because he could then satisfy his greed from the money box. But 
as it is said: “He who loves money will not be satisfied with money” 
(Ecc 5:10). Thirdly, according to others, he did this in order to teach us 
that spiritual things should be entrusted to those who are more wor-
thy, and temporal things should be entrusted to the less worthy. Thus 
the apostles said: “It is not right that we should give up preaching the 
word of God to serve tables” (Acts 6:2), and they entrusted this work 
to one of the deacons.

1606. But why does it say here that only Judas said this when the 
ointment was poured out, while Matthew says that the disciples said 
this? One reply is that Matthew uses the plural for the singular, as he 

17. See ST II-II, q. 187, a. 5; II-II, q. 187, a. 7.
18. Tract. in Io. 50. 10; PL 35, col. 1762; cf. Catena aurea, 12:1–11.
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also did in “Those who sought the child’s life are dead” (2:20). Or, one 
might answer that Judas was the first to grumble and that this incited 
the others to say the same, although not from the same motive.

LECTUrE 2

7 Jesus said, “Let her alone, let her keep it for the day of my buri‑
al. 8 The poor you always have with you, but you do not always have 
me.” 9 When the great crowd of the Jews learned that he was there, 
they came, not only on account of Jesus but also to see Lazarus, whom 
he had raised from the dead. 10 So the chief priests planned to put 
Lazarus also to death, 11 because on account of him many of the Jews 
were going away and believing in Jesus.

1607. Having narrated the traitor’s indignation at the kindness 
shown by the woman, the Evangelist now shows how our Lord put 
a stop to it. First, our Lord answers the unjust criticism Judas spoke 
against the woman; secondly, he rejects the spiritual reason Judas pre-
tended to have (v. 8).

1608. He says, Let her alone, i.e., do not stop her. For it is well 
known that many good works are done which if our advice had been 
sought before they were done, we would not have advised that they 
be done, because something better could possibly have been done. 
Yet after they are begun, so long as they are good, they should not be 
stopped. Thus, as Chrysostom19 says, before the woman had poured 
out the ointment, Jesus would perhaps have preferred that it be given 
to the poor, but now that it was done, he held back those who were 
trying to stop her, saying, Let her alone: “Do not prevent one who is 
able from doing good. If you are able, you also do good,” as we read in 
Proverbs (3:27).

He adds, let her keep it for the day of my burial, foretelling both 
his approaching death and the kindness this woman was ready to do 
for him in his tomb if he had not precluded it by rising so soon, for as 
we read in Mark’s Gospel (16:1): “Mary Magdalene,” along with other 
women, “bought spices, so that they might go and anoint him.” This 
is why he said, let her keep it for the day of my burial, not the iden-
tical ointment she used, but ointment of the same kind, in general or 
particular, or even a similar service. It is as though he were saying: Do 
not stop her from doing for me while I am alive what she will be un-
able to do for me when I am dead. For, as I said, she was prevented by 
the resurrection of Christ occurring so quickly. This is expressed in a 

19. The comment that Aquinas attributes here to Chrysostom does not appear 
in either the Catena aurea or in Chrysostom’s commentary on John chapter 12.
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clearer way in Mark (14:8): “She has anointed my body beforehand 
for burying.”

1609. But did she have foreknowledge of Christ’s death? Not at 
all: for she did not understand what she was doing. Rather, she was 
moved to do it by a certain inner urge. It often happens that people are 
moved to do things that they do not understand, as in the case of Caia-
phas, the high priest, who said, “You know nothing at all; you do not 
understand that it is expedient for you that one man should die for the 
people” (11:49). Things of this sort are called presages, because they 
take place before the event.

1610. Then when he says, the poor you always have with you, he 
rejects the spiritual reason which Judas feigned when he said: “Why 
was this ointment not sold for three hundred denarii and given to the 
poor.” Our Lord answered, the poor you always have with you. Here 
it might be remarked that sometimes one should do what is less need-
ful if the opportunity remains for doing what is more needful. Thus, 
although it was more needful that this ointment be given to the poor 
rather than having it used to anoint the Lord’s feet, nevertheless, be-
cause there was still opportunity to do the former, since we always 
have the poor with us, our Lord allowed what was less needful.

In the statement that the poor you always have with you, we are 
led to understand the fellowship the rich should have toward the poor: 
“Make yourself companionable to the poor” (Sir 4:7).

1611. But you do not always have me. Yet we read in Matthew 
(28:20): “I am with you always, to the close of the age.” Augustine20 
gives this reply. When our Lord said, but you do not always have me, 
he was speaking of his bodily presence, that is, as he appeared and in 
the form in which he would ascend into heaven: “Again, I am leaving 
the world” (16:28). But he is always with us as present in his divinity; 
and he is also present sacramentally in the Church.

Another explanation would be this. When our Lord said this he was 
thinking of the presence of his divinity. Now some seem to possess 
Christ spiritually, either in the sacrament or in professing the faith; yet 
they will not always possess him because they belong to the Church 
only nominally, and not by merit. These are the servants. But the chil-
dren will always possess him because “the son continues for ever” 
(8:35). Thus he said to Judas, but you do not always have me, because 
you have made yourself unworthy of this.

As Chrysostom21 says, our Lord was rebuking Judas when he said 
this: for by being annoyed that this respect was shown to Christ, he 
seemed to consider Christ’s presence as a burden. So Christ said, you 

20. Tract. in Io. 50. 13; PL 35, col. 1763; cf. Catena aurea, 12:1–11.
21. Hom. in Io. 65. 2; PG 59, col. 363; cf. Catena aurea, 12:1–11.
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do not always have me. This was like saying: I am a burden to you; but 
wait awhile, and I will be leaving.

1612. Next (v. 9), the Evangelist shows how Jesus was honored by 
many of the Jews; first, by the crowd that went to see him there; sec-
ondly, by the crowd which meet him on his way to Jerusalem (v. 12). 
In regard to the first he does two things: first, he shows the eagerness 
of those who came to see him; secondly, he shows the vehemence of 
the Pharisees aroused by their envy (v. 10).

1613. The first part is divided into two parts: first, he states that a 
crowd came to him; secondly, he gives the reason why they came. As 
to the first, he says, When the great crowd of the Jews learned that he 
was there, they came, to Bethany. This was in keeping with our Lord’s 
invitation: “Come to me, all who labor and are heavy laden, and I will 
give you rest” (Matt 11:28). And so, when we know where Jesus is, 
we should go to him quickly.

Now there were two reasons why they came. The first was to enjoy 
the sight and teaching of Christ. Secondly, they came to see Lazarus. 
And they came to see Lazarus for two reasons. First, because of the ex-
traordinary miracle accomplished on Lazarus, that is, his being raised 
back to the living after four days in the tomb; and the people desired to 
see this: “Your works are wonderful, and my soul knows them well,” 
that is, it attempts to understand them (Ps 138:14). Secondly, they 
came because they hoped they would learn something about the other 
life from Lazarus, for man has an inborn desire for knowledge of this 
kind, in spite of what the foolish say: “For they reasoned unsoundly, 
saying to themselves, ‘Short and sorrowful is our life, and there is no 
remedy when a man comes to his end, and no one has been known 
to return from Hades’” (Wis 2:1). But here he is! Lazarus, whom he 
raised from the dead, has resumed from the lower world.

1614. Then the Evangelist describes the vehemence of the Pharisees 
in their envy, when he says, So the chief priests planned to put Laza‑
rus also to death. In this they were opposing God: for God had raised 
him to life, and they wanted to kill him: “Running stubbornly against 
him” (Job 15:26). Then the reason for their vehemence is stated, be-
cause on account of him many of the Jews were going away and be-
lieving in Jesus.

1615. But since Christ had cured many people, such as the para-
lytic and the man born blind, why did they want to kill only Lazarus? 
Chrysostom22 gives four reasons. First, because this miracle was more 
evident, it was performed before many people, and it was absolute-
ly astounding to see a man dead for four days walking and speaking. 
The second reason was that Lazarus was a well-known person, while 

22. Ibid., 66. 1, col. 365–66; cf. Catena aurea, 12:1–11.
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the blind man was unimportant, so much so that they even expelled 
him from the temple. The third reason was because this miracle was 
accomplished near the time of a great feast, and all the Jewish people 
who had come for the feast disregarded the solemnities and went to 
Bethany. The fourth reason was that in the other miracles they could 
accuse Christ of breaking the Sabbath, and in this way alienate the 
people from him; but this time that way was closed. And so because 
they could find no reason to attack Jesus, they attacked Lazarus as the 
best way to conceal the miracle: “Their feet run to evil and they make 
haste to shed blood” (Pr 1:16).

LECTUrE 3

12 The next day a great crowd who had come to the feast heard that 
Jesus was coming to Jerusalem. 13 So they took branches of palm trees 
and went out to meet him, crying, “Hosanna! Blessed is he who comes 
in the name of the Lord, even the King of Israel!” 14 And Jesus found 
a young ass and sat upon it; as it is written, 15 “Fear not, daughter of 
Zion; behold, your king is coming, sitting on an ass’s colt!” 16 His dis‑
ciples did not understand this at first; but when Jesus was glorified, 
then they remembered that this had been written of him and had been 
done to him. 17 The crowd that had been with him when he called 
Lazarus out of the tomb and raised him from the dead bore witness. 
18 The reason why the crowd went to meet him was that they heard he 
had done this sign. 19 The Pharisees then said to one another, “You see 
that you can do nothing; look, the world has gone after him.”

1616. Here we see the fervor of the crowd which went to meet 
Christ. First, they go to meet Christ; secondly, we have the reaction 
of the Pharisees (v. 19). Concerning the first the Evangelist does three 
things: first, he mentions their going out; secondly, he tells of our 
Lord’s entrance (v. 14); and thirdly, he states why the crowd went out 
to him.

1617. He mentions four things concerning the crowd which went 
out to the Lord. First, the time they went out, the next day, that is, the 
day following the one he meant when he said, “six days before the 
Passover”; in other words, the tenth day of the month. This is in keep-
ing with the figure in Exodus (12:3), where we read that the Paschal 
lamb which was to be immolated on the fourteenth day in the evening 
should be procured on the tenth day of the month.

1618. Secondly, the ones who went out are described, a great crowd 
who had come to the feast. They signify the multitudes of the people 
who would be converted to Christ: “Let the assembly of the people be 
gathered about thee” (Ps 7:8). He says to the feast, because believers 
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are converted to Christ so that they may come to the feast day of the 
heavenly Jerusalem: “Many will come from east and west and sit at ta-
ble with Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob in the kingdom of heaven” (Matt 
8:11).

1619. Thirdly, the Evangelist mentions their motive for going out, 
which was that they heard that Jesus was coming: he says that they 
heard that Jesus was coming to Jerusalem. For all the faithful are con-
verted to Christ through what they hear about the faith: “Faith comes 
from what is heard, and what is heard comes by the preaching of 
Christ” (Rom 10:17); “And the children of Israel heard that the Lord 
had visited the children of Israel; and the peoples believed,” as we read 
in Exodus (4:31).

1620. Fourthly, he mentions how they conducted themselves. And 
first of all, what they did: they took branches of palm trees. Now the 
palm, since it retains its freshness, signifies victory. Thus in antiquity 
it was conferred upon conquerors as a symbol of their victory. Again, 
we read in Revelation (7:9) of the conquering martyrs that they held 
“palm branches in their hands.” And so the branches of palm trees 
were given as praise, signifying victory, because our Lord was to con-
quer death by dying and to triumph over Satan, the prince of death, 
by the victory of the cross. And went out to meet him: “Prepare to meet 
your God, O Israel!” (Amos 4:12).

1621. Secondly, the Evangelist mentions what they said: they 
shouted out Hosanna! Blessed is he who comes in the name of the Lord, 
the King of Israel! Here they combine both petition and praise. There 
is petition when they say, Hosanna, that is “Save us, I implore you.” It 
is like saying: hosy, which means “save,” and anna, which means “im-
plore.” According to Augustine,23 this is not a word, but rather an ex-
clamation of one praying. And it is quite proper that they should ask 
the Lord Jesus for salvation, because we read in Isaiah (35:4): “Be-
hold your God . . . He will come and save you”; “Stir up thy might, and 
come to save us!” (Ps 79:3).

1622. They praise him for two things: for his coming and for the 
power of his reign or kingdom. They praise his coming when they say, 
Blessed is he who comes in the name of the Lord. Note that to bless is to 
speak good things. Now God blesses us in one way, and we bless God 
in another way. For when God blesses us he makes us good, since for 
God to speak is to do: “For he commanded [that is, spoke], and they 
were created” (Ps 148:5). But when we bless God, we profess his good-
ness: “We bless you from the house of the Lord” (Ps 117:26); “Blessed 
be every one who blesses you!” (Gen 27:29). Therefore, Blessed is he 
who comes in the name of the Lord, for Christ worked in the name of 
God, because every thing he did he directed to the glory of God.

23. Tract. in Io. 51. 2; PL 35, col. 1764; cf. Catena aurea, 12:12–19.
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Now because both the Father and the Son are the Lord, the phrase, 
in the name of the Lord, can be understood in two ways. In one 
way, Blessed is he who comes in the name of the Lord, means blessed 
is he who comes in his own name, as Lord: “The Lord is our ruler” 
(Is 33:22). Moses did not come in the name of the Lord in this way, 
because he came as a servant: “Now Moses was faithful in all God’s 
house as a servant, to testify to the things that were to be spoken later” 
(Heb 3:5). According to Augustine,24 the better interpretation would 
be to say that in the name of the Lord means in the name of the Fa-
ther. For Christ’s words direct our minds to this: “I have come in my 
Father’s name” (5:45). Further, there are two ways in which Christ is 
said to have come in the name of the Father. First, he came as the Son, 
which implies the Father; secondly, he came to manifest the Father: “I 
have manifested thy name to the men whom thou gave me” (17:6).25

1623. The people praise the power of his reign when they say, the 
King of Israel! Literally, the Jews believed that he had come to reign 
over them temporally, and ransom them from subjection to the Ro-
mans. That is why they hailed him as a king: “He shall reign as king 
and deal wisely” (Jer 23:5); “Behold, a king will reign in righteousness, 
and princes will rule in justice” (Is 32:1).

1624. We should note that the above words can be gathered from 
the Psalms. For when the Psalm says, “The stone which the builders re-
jected” (Ps 117:22), it then continues on, “Save us, we beseech thee, O 
Lord! . . . Blessed is he who enters in the name of the Lord!” (v. 25–26). 
And there Jerome, according to the meaning of the Hebrew, translated 
hosanna as “blessed.” But what the people added, the King of Israel, is 
not in the psalms. Instead, the Psalm says: “The Lord is God, and he has 
given us light” (v. 27). In saying this, the people, due to their blindness, 
have lessened his praise: for the Psalm praises our Lord as God, but they 
praised him as a temporal king.

1625. When the Evangelist says, and Jesus found a young ass and 
sat upon it, he describes our Lord’s coming: first, he tells how he came; 
secondly, he mentions a prophecy (v. 15); and thirdly, he describes the 
state of mind of the disciples in regard to this event (v. 16).

1626. It should be noted in regard to the first point, that John the 
Evangelist wrote his Gospel after all the others. And so, after carefully 
noting what these had written, he merely summarized what they had 
already mentioned, but filled in what they had omitted. Therefore, 
since the other Evangelists had already told how the Lord sent two of 
his disciples to bring the ass, John contents himself with mentioning 
briefly that Jesus found a young ass and sat upon it. 

Here it should be pointed out that Christ’s actions are in a way mid-

24. Ibid., 51. 3, col. 1765; cf. Catena aurea, 12:12–19.
25. See ST III, q. 47, a. 3, ad 1.
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way between the events of the Old Testament and of the New Testa-
ment. Thus the crowds praised him, both the one which went before 
him, and the one which followed him, because Christ’s actions are the 
rule and exemplar of the things that are done in the New Testament, 
and they were prefigured by the fathers of the Old Testament.

The young ass is an awkward animal, and signifies the Gentiles. 
Christ sat upon it to signify that he would redeem the Gentiles: “I will 
give you as a light to the nations, that my salvation may reach to the 
end of the earth” (Is 49:6); “Happy are you who sow beside all waters, 
who let the feet of the ox and the ass range free,” that is, thus uniting 
the Jews and the Gentiles in one faith.

Now Matthew wrote his Gospel for the Jews, and so he made men-
tion of a she-ass. This she-ass signifies the synagogue of the Jews, 
which was like a mother to the Gentiles in spiritual matters, because 
“out of Zion shall go forth the law, and the word of the Lord from Je-
rusalem” (Is 2:3). The other Evangelists, however, wrote their Gospels 
for the Gentiles, and so they mention the young colt of the she-ass.

1627. When the Evangelist says, as it is written, Fear not, daughter 
of Zion! he cites the prophecy which was written in Zechariah (9:9). 
First, he reassures them; secondly, he promises a kingly majesty; and 
thirdly, he adds the benefit which the king will bring.

He reassures them when he says, Fear not, daughter of Zion. Zion 
was the fortress in Jerusalem where the king lived. The daughter of 
Zion, therefore, would be the people of Jerusalem and of Judea who 
were subject to the king of Jerusalem. Thus the Jews are being told, 
Fear not, because the Lord is your defender: “Who are you that you 
are afraid of man who dies, of the son of man who is made like grass?” 
(Is 51:12); “The Lord is the defender of my life; of whom shall I be 
afraid?” (Ps 26:1). Here the Evangelist is driving out their worldly and 
servile fear.26

He promises them a kingly majesty, saying, behold, your king is 
coming: “For to us a son is given” (Is 9:6); “Upon the throne of Da-
vid, and over his kingdom” (9:7). He says, your king, that means, tak-
ing flesh from you, for “It is not with angels that he is concerned, but 
with the descendants of Abraham” (Heb 2:16). Again, your king, that 
is, for your benefit. Thus he adds, is coming, to you: “Would that even 
today you knew the things that make for peace! But now they are hid 
from your eyes” (Lk 19:42). But when they resisted, they hindered 
their own good.

The king comes to you, I say, not to harm you, but to set you free; 
thus he adds, sitting on an ass’s colt! This signifies the mercy of the 
king, which is most welcome to his subjects: “His throne is upheld by 
mercy” (Pr 20:28). This is just the opposite to “A king’s wrath is like 

26. See ST II-II, q. 19, aa. 3–4.
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the growling of a lion” (Pr 19:12). He is saying in effect: He is not com-
ing as a haughty king—which would make him hateful—but with 
gentleness: “If they make you master of the feast, do not exalt your-
self” (Sir 32:1). Therefore, have no fear that the king will oppress you. 
Now the Old Law was given in fear, because the Law produced slaves. 
This phrase also signifies the power of the king, because by coming 
with humility and in weakness he attracted the entire world: “The 
weakness of God is stronger than men” (1 Cor 1:25).

1628. Then when he says, his disciples did not understand this 
at first, he describes the state of mind of the disciples regarding this 
prophecy. And he admits his own ignorance and that of the disci-
ples, for as we read: “The just person is the first to accuse himself” 
(Pr 18:17). So he says, his disciples did not understand this, what was 
predicted, at first, that is, before the passion. But when Jesus was glo‑
rified, i.e., when he showed the power of his resurrection, then they 
remembered that this had been written of him and had been done 
to him. The reason they knew only after he had been glorified was 
because it was then that they received the power of the Holy Spirit, 
which made them wiser than all the wise: “The breath of the Almighty 
makes a man understand” (Job 32:8).27 But the Evangelist says this for 
this reason, to show that what happened had not been carefully at-
tended to by the disciples.

1629. Then he mentions why the crowd went to meet Jesus, which 
was to bear witness. This was done by the crowd that had been with 
him, at the resurrection of Lazarus, when he called Lazarus out of the 
tomb . . . The reason why the crowd went to meet him was that they 
heard he had done this sign. “For Jews demand signs” (1 Cor 1:22). 
Now this was a clearer and more marvelous sign than the others; thus 
Christ made it the last in order to impress it more forcefully on their 
memory.

1630. Then when the Evangelist says, The Pharisees then said to 
one another, he describes the reaction of the Pharisees, who were en-
raged because their plans had been frustrated. Thus they say, You see 
that you can do nothing. The Pharisees said this out of envy, as if to 
say: We are not having any effect, that is, in our evil intentions; we 
have failed to check him.

But why were they maddened at the blind crowd? Because the 
world has gone after him through whom the world was made. This 
was a sign that the whole world would follow him: “We shall live in 
his sight. We shall know and we shall follow the Lord” (Hos 6:3).

Chrysostom,28 however, thinks that these words were said by the 
Pharisees who believed, but they were spoken privately for fear of 

27. See ST II-II, q. 45, aa. 5–6.
28. Hom. in Io. 66. 2; PG 59, col. 367; cf. Catena aurea, 12:12–19.
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the Jews. And they said this to stop the persecution of Christ. It is as 
though they were saying: No matter what snares you lay, he will grow 
in stature and his glory will increase. Why then not stop your plotting? 
This is practically the same as the advice of Gamaliel in the Acts (5:34).

LECTUrE 4

20 Now among those who went up to worship at the feast were some 
Greeks [Gentiles]. 21 So these came to Philip, who was from Bethsaida 
in Galilee, and said to him, “Sir, we wish to see Jesus.” 22 Philip went 
and told Andrew; Andrew went with Philip and they told Jesus. 23 And 
Jesus answered them, “The hour has come for the Son of man to be glo‑
rified. 24 Truly, truly, I say to you, unless a grain of wheat falls into 
the earth and dies, it remains alone; but if it dies, it bears much fruit. 
25 He who loves his life loses it, and he who hates his life in this world 
will keep it for eternal life. 26 If any one serves me, he must follow me; 
and where I am, there shall my servant be also; if any one serves me, 
the Father will honor him.”29

1631. Having described the glory Christ received from the helpful-
ness of his friends and from the devotion of the crowd, the Evangelist 
now describes the glory Christ received from the devotion of the Gen-
tiles. First, the devotion of the Gentiles is mentioned; secondly, this de-
votion is reported (v. 22); and thirdly, we see the prediction of Christ’s 
passion (v. 23). Concerning the devotion of the Gentiles, two things 
are set forth: first, their devotion to the sacraments of the Old Law; 
secondly, their devotion to Christ (v. 21).

1632. The devotion of the Gentiles to the sacraments of the Old Tes-
tament is shown by the fact that they visited the temple. Thus he says, 
Now among those who went up, to Jerusalem, to worship at the feast 
were some Gentiles. He is saying in effect: Not just the Jews, but the 
Gentiles, also, honored Christ. According to a Gloss,30 the reason why 
they went up to Jerusalem was because they were proselytes, who 
had been converted to the Jewish rite by the preaching of those Jews 
who were scattered throughout the world, and who strove to convert 
whomever they could: “You traverse sea and land to make a single 
proselyte” (Mt 23:15). And so, in keeping with the Jewish rite, they 
went up with the others.

29. St. Thomas refers to Jn 12:24 in ST III, q. 74, a. 3, s. c.; Jn 12:24–25: ST III, 
q. 46, a. 2, obj. 1.

30. This comment does not appear in the Glossa Ordinaria or in the Catena au-
rea for Jn 12:20. It is Chrysostom who makes brief reference to the Gentiles com-
ing up to the feast in order to be made proselytes: Hom. in Io. 66. 2; PG 59, col. 
367; cf. Catena aurea, 12:20–26.
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But a better reason is given by Chrysostom,31 namely, that as we 
read in Maccabees (3:2), the temple of God in Jerusalem was held in 
such esteem by all the people and rulers throughout the world that 
they considered it an honor to glorify the temple with the finest gifts. 
And so it happened that on the feast days even many Gentiles would 
go up to Jerusalem. An example of this is mentioned in the Acts (8:27), 
where it tells of a eunuch, a minister to Queen Candace of Ethiopia, 
who had come to Jerusalem to worship. Thus Isaiah says: “My house 
shall be called a house of prayer for all peoples” (Is 56:7). The fact that 
these Gentiles came to the temple out of devotion prefigured the con-
version of the Gentiles to the faith.

1633. The devotion of the Gentiles to Christ is shown by their desire 
to see him; for the Evangelist says, So these, that is, the Gentiles, came 
to Phillip. Here we should note that Christ personally preached only to 
the Jews: “For I tell you that Christ became a servant to the circumcised 
to show God’s truthfulness, in order to confirm the promises given to 
the patriarchs” (Rom 15:8); but he preached to the Gentiles through 
the apostles. “And I shall send of them that shall be saved to the Gen-
tiles . . . and they shall declare my glory to the Gentiles” (Is 66:19); “Go 
therefore and make disciples of all nations” (Mt 28:19). This was now 
being indicated beforehand inasmuch as the Gentiles who wanted to 
see Christ did not come to him first, but to one of his disciples, to Phil-
ip. And this was fitting, because Philip was the first to preach to those 
who were not of the Jewish rite, namely, to the Samaritans, as we see 
from the Acts (8:5): “Philip went down to the city of Samaria, and pro-
claimed to them the Christ.”

This was also fitting because of his name: for “Philip” means the 
“mouth of the lantern.” Now preachers are the mouth of Christ: “If 
you utter what is precious, and not what is worthless, you shall be as 
your mouth” (Jer 15:19); and Christ too is the lantern: “I have giv-
en you as a light to the nations” (Is 42:6). It was also appropriate to 
him because of his home: for Philip was from Bethsaida, which means 
“hunting,” and preachers hunt for those whom they convert to Christ: 
“I will send for many hunters, and they shall hunt them” (Jer 16:16). 
Again, it was appropriate because Bethsaida was in Galilee, which 
means “transmigration,” and the Gentiles, by the preaching of the 
apostles, were transmigrated from the gods of paganism to the state of 
believers: “Therefore, son of man, prepare for yourself an exile’s bag-
gage, and go into exile by day in their sight,” as we read in Ezekiel 
(12:3).

These Gentiles approached Philip and expressed their desires, say-
ing, we wish to see Jesus. This signifies that those Gentiles who had not 
seen Christ in the flesh but who had been converted to the faith by the 

31. Hom. in Io. 66. 2; PG 59, col. 367.
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ministry of the apostles, desired to see him glorified in heaven: “All the 
earth desired to see the face of Solomon” (1 Kg 10:24).

1634. Then when he says, Philip went and told Andrew; Andrew 
went with Philip and they told Jesus, the news of the Gentiles’ devo-
tion is carried to Christ. In this action a definite order is being followed, 
because “the things that are from God are set in order” (Rom 13:1). 
Now it belongs to the divine order that lower things be led back to 
God through those that are higher, and since Andrew outranked Phil-
ip among the apostles, because he was converted before him, Philip 
did not wish to bring these Gentiles to Christ by himself, but through 
Andrew, perhaps remembering that the Lord had said: “Go nowhere 
among the Gentiles” (Mt 10:5). And this is what he says, Philip went 
and told Andrew; Andrew went with Philip and they told Jesus. This 
teaches us that all things should be done with the advice of those in 
authority. Thus, even Paul went up to Jerusalem and conferred with 
the apostles about the Gospel which he was preaching among the 
Gentiles (Gal 2:2).

Furthermore, from their names we can gather two things which 
are necessary for preachers if they are to lead others to Christ. The first 
is clear, orderly speech; and this is indicated by Philip’s name, which 
means the “mouth of the lantern.” The second is virtue, manifested in 
good actions; and this is indicated by Andrew’s name, which has the 
meaning of “strength.” “By the word of the Lord the heavens were 
made, and all their strength by the breath of his mouth” (Ps 32:6).

1635. Then, the passion of Christ is foretold: first, Christ foretells 
that the time of his passion is near; secondly, he intimates that his pas-
sion is necessary (v. 24); and thirdly, he mentions the necessity for 
others to suffer (v. 25).

1636. He says, The hour has come for the Son of man to be glorified. 
Here it should be noted that our Lord, seeing these Gentiles hastening 
to see him, and understanding that in them the conversion of the Gen-
tiles was somehow beginning, foretold the imminence of his passion, 
somewhat like a person who sees a wheat field growing white says 
that the hour has come to use the sickle for the harvest” (4:35). This 
is the way the Lord speaks here. Since the Gentiles want to see me, he 
says, The hour has come for the Son of man to be glorified.

1637. Now there were three events where he was glorified. First, 
in his passion: “Christ did not exalt [glorify] himself to be made a high 
priest,” on the altar of the cross, “but was appointed by him who said 
to him, ‘Thou art my Son, today I have begotten thee,’” as we read in 
Hebrews (5:5). In reference to this he says, The hour has come for the 
Son of man to be glorified, that is, to suffer, because the Gentiles will 
not be converted to him before his passion. Indeed, in his passion he 
was glorified both with visible signs, such as the sun becoming dark, 
the rendering of the temple curtain and so forth, and with invisible 
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signs, such as the victory by which in himself he overcame the pow-
ers of darkness, as stated in Colossians (2:15). Earlier he had said, “My 
hour has not yet come” (2:4), because the devotion of the Gentiles had 
not been as keen as it was now.

Secondly, he was glorified in his resurrection and ascension. For it 
was necessary for Christ to first rise and ascend into heaven, and thus 
glorified, to send the Holy Spirit upon the apostles, through whom the 
Gentiles were to be converted: “For as yet the Spirit had not been giv-
en, because Jesus was not yet glorified” (7:39); Christ “ascended to the 
heights: he captured his spoil” (Ps 67:19).32

Thirdly, he was glorified by the conversion of the Gentiles: in Phi-
lippians (2:11) we read, “Every tongue will confess that the Lord Jesus 
Christ is in the glory of God the Father.”

1638. Then when he says, I say to you, he intimates the necessity of 
his passion: first, he suggests its necessity; secondly the benefit it brings 
(v. 24b).

1639. The necessity for Christ’s passion is caused by the conver-
sion of the Gentiles, which cannot take place unless the Son of man 
is glorified through his passion and resurrection. And this is what he 
asserts, Truly, truly, I say to you, unless a grain of wheat falls into the 
earth and dies, it remains alone. In regard to the literal sense of this 
text, it should be noted that we use a grain of wheat either for bread 
or as a seed. In this text, we should understand that the wheat is tak-
en as a seed, and not as the wheat used for bread, for in the latter case 
it would never grow and bear fruit. He says, dies, not because it loses 
its strength, but because it is then changed into something else: “What 
you sow does not come to life unless it dies” (1 Cor 15:36). Now just as 
the word of God, so far as it is clothed in a sound that can be heard, is 
a seed planted in a person’s soul to produce the fruit of good works—
“The seed is the word of God” (Lk 8:11)—so the Word of God, clothed 
in flesh, is a seed sent into the world to bring forth a great harvest; thus 
it is also compared to a grain of mustard seed, in Matthew (13:31).

So Christ is saying: I have come as a seed, to bear fruit; and so I tru-
ly say to you, unless a grain of wheat falls into the earth and dies, it 
remains alone, that is, unless I die, the fruit of the conversion of the 
Gentiles will not follow. He compares himself to a grain of wheat be-
cause the reason he came was to refresh and nourish our spirits, which 
is principally done by bread made from wheat: “bread to strengthen 
man’s heart” (Ps 103:15); “The bread which I shall give for the life of 
the world is my flesh” (6:51).

1640. But were the Gentiles to be converted only through the 
death of Christ? Considering God’s power, they could have been con-
verted without it; but according to God’s decree they were to be con-

32. See ST III, q. 57, a. 6.
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verted through the death of Christ as the more fitting way: “Without 
the shedding of blood there is no forgiveness of sins,” as is said in He-
brews (9:22); “If I do not go away, the Counselor will not come to 
you” (16:7).33

1641. The benefit produced by Christ’s passion is given when he 
says, but if it dies, it bears much fruit. He is saying in effect: Unless this 
seed falls into the earth by the humiliation of the passion—“He hum-
bled himself and became obedient unto death” (Phil 2:8)—there is no 
benefit, because it remains alone. But if it dies, that is, is put to death 
and slain by the Jews, it bears much fruit.

The first of these fruits is the remission of sin: “This is all the fruit, 
that sin is taken away” (Is 27:9). Truly, this fruit was brought forth 
by the passion of Christ: “For Christ also died for sins once for all, the 
righteous for the unrighteous, that he might bring us to God” (1 Pet 
3:18). The second of these fruits is the conversion of the Gentiles to 
God: “I appointed you that you should go and bear fruit and that your 
fruit should abide” (15:16). This fruit, too, was brought forth by the 
passion of Christ: “And I, when I am lifted up from the earth, will draw 
all men to myself” (12:32). A third fruit is the fruit of glory: “The fruit 
of good labors is renowned [i.e., glorious]” (Wis 3:15); “He who reaps 
receives wages, and gathers fruit for eternal life” (4:36). And again, 
the passion of Christ produced this fruit: “We have confidence to enter 
the sanctuary by the blood of Jesus, by the new and living way which 
he opened for us through the curtain, that is, through his flesh” (Heb 
10:19–20).34

1642. Then he mentions the necessity for others to die, those who 
expose themselves to suffering for the love of Christ. First, he states 
the necessity for their death; secondly, he encourages us to do this (v. 
26). Concerning the first he does two things: first, he states the neces-
sity of dying for the sake of Christ; secondly, he mentions the benefit 
this death brings (v. 25).

1643. Now every one, as a matter of fact, loves his own life, but 
some love it absolutely, without qualification, and others love it par-
tially, in a qualified way. To love someone is to will good to that per-
son; so, to love one’s own life is to will good to it. Therefore, one who 
wills what is good without qualification to his own life, loves it un-
qualifiedly; while one who wills his life some partial good loves it in a 
qualified way. Now the unqualified goods of life are those which make 
a life good, namely, the highest good, which is God. Thus, one who 
wills the divine and spiritual good to his life, loves it unqualifiedly; 
while one who wills it earthly goods, such as riches, honors and plea-
sures, and things of that sort, loves it in a qualified way.35 “He who 

33. See ST III, q. 46, a. 1. 34. See ST III, q. 49, aa. 1, 5.
35. See ST II-II, q. 25, aa. 4–5.
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loves sin hates his own life” (Ps 10:6); “If you allow your soul to take 
pleasure in base desire, it will make you the laughingstock of your en-
emies” (Sir 18:31).

1644. This passage, therefore, can be understood in two ways. In 
one way, as saying, he who loves his life unqualifiedly, that is, in regard 
to eternal goods, loses it, that is, exposes it to death for Christ. But this 
is not the true sense. Accordingly it means, he who loves his life, in a 
qualified way, that is, in regard to temporal goods, loses it, unqualified-
ly: “For what will it profit a man, if he gains the whole world and for-
feits his life?” (Mt 16:26). That this is the true meaning is shown from 
the statement which follows: he who hates his life in this world will 
keep it for eternal life. Therefore, he who loves his life, in this world, 
that is, as to worldly goods, loses it as to eternal goods: “Woe to you 
that laugh now, for you shall mourn and weep,” as we read in Luke 
(6:25); “Son, remember that you in your lifetime received your good 
things, and Lazarus in like manner evil things; but now he is comfort-
ed here, and you are in anguish” (Lk 16:25).

1645. The benefit produced by this death is asserted when he says, 
and he who hates his life in this world, that is, he who denies his own 
life’s present goods, and endures, for God, things that seem evil in this 
world, will keep it for eternal life: “Blessed are those who are perse-
cuted for righteousness’ sake, for theirs is the kingdom of heaven” 
(Mt 5:10); “If any one comes to me and does not hate his own father 
and mother . . . yes, and even his own life, he cannot be my disciple,” 
as we read in Luke (14:26).36

Note that what was said above about the grain of wheat is in keep-
ing with this teaching. For just as Christ was sent into the world as a 
seed that was to bear fruit, so whatever temporal goods are given to us 
in this life by God are not given to us as fruit, but rather that by their 
means we may obtain the fruit of an eternal reward. Indeed, our very 
life is a temporal gift from God to us. Therefore, anyone who expos-
es it for Christ bears much fruit. Such a one, therefore, hates his own 
life, that is, he exposes his own life, and sows, for the sake of Christ, 
to gain life everlasting: “He that goes forth weeping, bearing seed for 
sowing, shall come home with shouts of joy, bringing his sheaves with 
him” (Ps 125:6). And the same is true of those who risk their wealth 
and other goods for the sake of Christ, and share them with others, to 
obtain life everlasting: “He who sows bountifully will also reap bounti-
fully” (2 Cor 9:6).37

1646. Now because it seems difficult for one to hate his own life, 
our Lord encourages us to do this, saying, If any one serves me, he 

36. See ST II-II, q. 26, a. 7; II-II, q. 184, aa. 2–3.
37. See ST II-II, q. 184, a. 2.



 CHAPTER 12 281

must follow me. First, his encouragement is given; secondly, the reason 
for this encouragement (v. 26b).

1647. In regard to the first he does three things. First, he describes 
his faithful; secondly, he urges them to imitate him; thirdly, he indi-
cates the reward of those who imitate him.

Observe, in regard to the first, the dignity of Christ’s faithful, for 
they are the ministers or servants of Christ: “Are they ministers of 
Christ? So am I” (2 Cor 11:23). Thus, those serve Christ who seek the 
things of Christ; but those who seek their own advantage are not ser-
vants of Christ, but servants of themselves: “They all seek after their 
own interests, not those of Jesus Christ” (Phil 2:21). Priests are ser-
vants inasmuch as they administer the sacraments to the faithful: “This 
is how one should regard us, as servants of Christ and stewards of the 
mysteries of God” (1 Cor 4:1). Again, every one of the faithful who 
keeps the commandments of Christ is his servant: “Let us act in all cir-
cumstances as God’s ministers” (2 Cor 6:4).38

In regard to the second, observe the glory and grandeur of the 
faithful of Christ, for he says, he must follow me. This is like saying: We 
follow our masters, whom we serve. Therefore, If anyone serves me, 
he must follow me, so that just as I undergo death so that I might bear 
much fruit, so also my servant. Now to follow Christ is a great glory: 
“It is a great glory to follow the Lord” (Sir 23:38); “My sheep hear my 
voice, and I know them, and they follow me” (10:27).39

In regard to the third, note the beatitude of the faithful, for where I 
am, not only in the place, but also as regards the sharing of glory, there 
shall my servant be also: “Wherever the body is, there the eagles will 
be gathered together” (Mt 24:28); “He who conquers, I will grant him 
to sit with me on my throne” (Rev 3:21).40

1648. The reason for this encouragement is given when he says, 
if any one serves me, the Father will honor him, for the Father hon-
ors anyone who serves Christ. Now above we have read: “that all may 
honor the Son, even as they honor the Father” (5:23). Thus, it is the 
same to honor the Son and to honor the Father. But the Father says, 
“Those who honor me, I will honor” (1 Sam 2:31). Thus, the Father of 
Jesus will honor one who ministers to Jesus, not seeking his own, but 
the things of Jesus Christ. Jesus did not say, “I will honor him,” but the 
Father will honor him, because these people did not think at this time 
that he was equal to the Father.

Or, it might be said that Jesus said this to show how intimately his 
servants are related to him, inasmuch as they will be honored by the 
same one who honors the Son. For the honor the Son has by his na-

38. See ST III, q. 82, a. 1, ad 2. 39. See ST III, q. 45, a. 1.
40. See ST III, q. 58, a. 4, ad 2, 3.
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ture, they will have by grace. So Augustine41 says: “An adopted son 
can receive no greater honor than to be where the only Son is.” “For 
those whom he foreknew he also predestined to be conformed to the 
image of his Son, in order that he might be the first-born among many 
brethren” (Rom 8:29).42

LECTUrE 5

27 “Now is my soul troubled. And what shall I say? ‘Father, save me 
from this hour?’ No, for this purpose I have come to this hour. 28 Fa‑
ther, glorify thy name.” Then a voice came from heaven, “I have glori‑
fied it, and I will glorify it again.” 29 The crowd standing by heard it 
and said that it had thundered. Others said, “An angel has spoken to 
him.” 30 Jesus answered, “This voice has come for your sake, not for 
mine. 31 Now is the judgment of this world, now shall the ruler of this 
world be cast out; 32 and I, when I am lifted up from the earth, will 
draw all men to myself.” 33 He said this to show by what death he was 
to die.43

1649. Above, we saw the glory shown to Christ by various types 
of people; here the Evangelist considers the glory shown to Christ 
by God. First, he mentions that Christ asked for glory; secondly, the 
promise of glory is made (v. 28b). Concerning the first he does two 
things. First, the interior state of Christ is given; secondly, he mentions 
the request made by Christ.

1650. Note, in regard to the first, that it seems incongruous for 
Christ to be saying, Now is my soul troubled, for he had urged his 
faithful to hate their own lives in this world; but with his own death 
near at hand, we hear the Lord himself saying, Now is my soul trou‑
bled. This leads Augustine44 to say: “O Lord, You command my soul to 
follow. But I see your own soul troubled. What support shall I seek, if 
the rock crumbles?” Thus we must first examine this troubled state of 
Christ, and secondly, why he willed to undergo it.

1651. As to the first, we should note that, properly speaking, a 
thing is said to be troubled when it is greatly agitated. Hence when 
the sea is very agitated it is said to be troubled. And so whenever a 
thing oversteps the bounds of its repose and tranquility, it is said to 
be troubled. Now in the human soul there is a sentient area and a ra-
tional area. The sensitive area of the soul is troubled when it becomes 

41. Tract. in Io. 51. 11; PL 35, col. 1767.
42. See ST III, q. 23, a. 4; III, q. 24, a. 3.
43. St. Thomas refers to Jn 12:31 in ST III, q. 44, a. 1; q. 49, a. 2, s. c.; Jn 

12:32: ST III, q. 46, a. 4; q. 49, a. 2, s. c.
44. Tract. in Io. 52. 2; PL 35, col. 1769; cf. Catena aurea, 12:27–33.
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strongly affected by certain movements. For example, when it is con-
tracted by fear, raised up by hope, dilated by joy, or otherwise affected 
by one or other of the emotions. Sometimes this perturbation remains 
within the bounds of reason, and sometimes it exceeds the bounds or 
reason, namely, when the reason itself is troubled. And although this 
latter condition quite often occurs in us, it is not found in Christ, since 
he is the Wisdom of the Father.45 Indeed, it is not found in any wise 
person; thus the Stoic tenet that one who is wise is not troubled, that 
is, in his reason.

Accordingly, the meaning of Now is my soul troubled, is this: My 
soul is affected by the emotions of fear and sadness in its sentient part; 
but these emotions do not trouble my reason, and it does not aban-
don its own order. “He began to be greatly distressed and troubled” 
(Mk 14:33).

Such emotions, however, exist in us otherwise than in Christ. In us, 
they arise from necessity, insofar as we are moved and affected from 
without, as it were. But in Christ, they are not from necessity, but from 
the command of reason, since there was never any emotion in him 
except that which he himself aroused. For in Christ the lower powers 
were subject to his reason so perfectly that they could not act or un-
dergo anything except what reason appointed for them.46 Thus as was 
said above (11:33): “he was deeply moved in spirit and troubled him-
self”; “You have moved the earth,” that is, human nature, “and trou-
bled it” (Ps 59:4). And so the soul of Christ was troubled in such a way 
that its perturbation was not opposed to reason, but according to the 
order of reason.

1652. In regard to the second point, note that Christ willed to be 
troubled for two reasons. First, to show us a doctrine of the faith, that 
is, the truth of his human nature. Accordingly, as his passion was 
drawing near, he did everything in a human way. Secondly, he want-
ed to be an example for us. For if he had remained unmoved and had 
felt no emotions in his soul, he would not have been a satisfactory 
example of how we should face death. And so he willed to be trou-
bled in order that when we are troubled at the prospect of death, we 
will not refuse to endure it, we will not run away: “For we have not a 
high priest who is unable to sympathize with our weakness, but one 
who in every respect has been tempted as we are, yet without sinning”  
(Heb 4:15).47

1653. The relationship of this with what came before is clear. He 
encouraged his disciples to suffer when he said: “He who hates his life 
in this world will keep it for eternal life.” But some might say to him: 

45. See ST III, q. 15, a. 4.
46. Ibid.
47. See ST III, q. 15, a. 6, ad 4; III, q. 15, a. 7, ad 1.
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“Lord, you can calmly discuss and philosophize about death because 
you are above human sorrows, and death does not trouble you.” It 
was to counter this that he willed to be troubled. This disturbance in 
Christ was natural: for just as the soul naturally loves union with its 
body, so it naturally shrinks separation from it, especially since the rea-
son of Christ allowed his soul and its inferior powers to act in their 
own proper way.48

1654. Again, when he said, Now is my soul troubled, he refuted the 
error of Arius and Apollinarius. For they said that Christ did not have a 
soul, and in place of his soul they substituted the Word.

1655. Then our Lord makes his petition for glory, saying, And what 
shall I say? Father, save me from this hour [understood here not as 
a question, but as a petition]. Here our Lord takes upon himself the 
emotions of one who is troubled. And acting as one troubled, he does 
four things in his petition. First, he poses a question, as one does when 
deliberating about what is to be done; secondly, he makes a request 
which arises from a certain inclination; thirdly, he rejects this inclina-
tion for a particular reason; and fourthly, he makes another request 
that arises from a different inclination.

1656. He poses this question as one does when in doubt, because it 
is natural to deliberate about what to do when one is perplexed. So the 
Philosopher49 says in his Rhetoric that fear makes a person take coun-
sel. Thus, after mentioning that he is troubled, Christ at once adds, 
And what shall I say? It is the same as saying: “What shall I do in my 
trouble.” Something like this is met in Psalm 54 (v. 6): “Fear and trem-
bling came upon me,” and then follows, “O that I had wings like a 
dove! I would fly away and be at rest” (v. 7). For both the perplexed 
and the emotionally disturbed are weighed down and look for help to 
relieve themselves.

1657. He makes his petition, arising from a certain inclination, be-
cause when one is hesitant about what he should do, he ought to turn 
to God: “We do not know what to do, but our eyes are upon thee”  
(2 Chr 20:12); “I have lifted up my eyes to the mountains from whence 
help will come to me” (Ps 120:1). And so, turning to the Father, he 
says, Father save me, that is, from the sufferings which await me at the 
hour of my passion: “Save me, O God! For the waters have come up 
to my neck” (Ps 68:1). According to Augustine,50 what our Lord says 
here—Now is my soul troubled and Father, save me—is the same as 
what he says in Matthew (26:38): “My soul is very sorrowful, even to 
death.”

1658. Note that this petition is not made as though it arose from the 

48. See ST III, q. 18, a. 5; III, q. 21, a. 2.
49. Aristotle, Rhetoric, II. 5. 14.
50. Tract. in Io. 52. 3; PL 35, col. 1770.
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inclination of reason; rather, reason is speaking as an advocate of the 
natural inclination not to die. And so in this petition reason is pointing 
out the impulse of a natural inclination.51

This explanation solves a question which is frequently raised. For 
we read: “In all things he was heard for his reverence” (Heb 5:7); and 
yet in this case, Christ was not heard. The answer to this is that Christ 
was heard in those matters in which his petition came from reason it-
self and which he intended to be granted.52 But the petition he made 
here did not come from reason, nor was it intended to be granted, 
rather, it expressed a natural inclination. Thus Chrysostom53 reads it 
as a question, that is, as: And what shall I say? Shall I say, Father, save 
me from this hour? It is the same as saying: “No! I will not say this.”

1659. Yet Christ rejects this petition, which arose from an inclina-
tion of the natural appetite, when he says, No, for this purpose I have 
come to this hour. It is the same as saying: It is not right that I be freed 
from this time of suffering, because I came to suffer; and not as com-
pelled by the necessity of fate or forced by the violence of men, but by 
willingly offering myself: “He was offered because it was his own will” 
(Is 53:7); “No one takes it,” my life, “from me, but I lay it down of my 
own accord” (10:18).54

1660. Now his reason proposes its own petition when he says, Fa‑
ther, glorify thy name. Thy name can be understood in two ways. First, 
it can mean the Son himself. For a name (nomen)—which comes from 
the word for knowledge or being known (notitia)—is like a sign (no-
tamen). Thus a name is what manifests a thing. Now the Son mani-
fests the Father: “Father . . . I have manifested thy name” (17:6). We 
read of this name: “Behold, the name of the Lord comes from far” (Is 
30:27). So the meaning in this: Father, glorify thy name, that is, your 
Son: “And now, Father, glorify thou me in thy own presence with the 
glory which I had with thee before the world was made” (17:5). Or, 
the name of the Lord indicates the knowledge which men have of the 
Father, then the meaning is, Father, glorify thy name, that is, do what 
is for the glory of your name. Yet it comes to the same thing, because 
when the Son is glorified the name of the Father is glorified. He says 
this because the Son was going to be glorified by his passion: “He be-
came obedient,” to the Father, “unto death, even death on a cross. 
Therefore, God has highly exalted him” (Phil 2:8).55

He is saying here in effect: By the desire of nature I ask to be saved, 
but my reason asks that your name be glorified, that is, that the Son 
suffer, because it was by the passion of Christ that men were to receive 
their knowledge of God and glorify him. For before the passion God 

51. See ST III, q. 18, a. 6. 52. See ST III, q. 21, a. 4.
53. Hom. in Io. 67. 1; PG 59, col. 371. 54. See ST III, q. 47, a. 1.
55. See ST III, q. 49, a. 6.
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was known only in Judea, and his name was great in Israel; but after 
the passion, God’s name was glorified even among the Gentiles.

1661. Then when the Evangelist says, Then a voice came from heav‑
en, the promise of glory is given. First, the voice promising glory is 
heard; secondly, the crowd expresses its opinion (v. 29); lastly, the 
meaning of the voice is explained (v. 30).

1662. With regard to the first, he says, Then a voice came from heav‑
en. This is the voice of God the Father. It was the same voice that was 
heard when Christ was baptized, “This is my beloved Son” (Mt 3:17), 
and at his transfiguration (Mt 17:5). Although every voice of this kind 
was formed by the power of the entire Trinity, this was specifically 
formed to represent the person of the Father; thus it is referred to as 
the voice of the Father.56 In a similar manner the dove was formed by 
the entire Trinity to signify the person of the Holy Spirit.57 And again, 
the body of Christ was formed by the entire Trinity, but specifically as-
sumed by the person of the Word because it had been formed to be 
united to him.58

This voice, then, does two things. First, it reveals the past, when 
saying, I have glorified it, that is, I have begotten you as glorious from 
all eternity, because the Son is a certain glory and splendor of the Fa-
ther: “For she [Wisdom] is a reflection of eternal light, a spotless mir-
ror of the working of God” (Wis 7:26); “He reflects the glory of God 
and bears the very stamp of his nature” (Heb 1:3). Or, I have glorified 
it at your birth, when the angels sang: “Glory to God in the highest” 
(Lk 2:14) and in the miracles the Father performed through him.

Secondly, the voice foretells what is to come: and I will glorify it 
again, in the passion, in which Christ triumphed over the devil, and 
in the resurrection and the ascension, and in the conversion of all the 
world: “The God of Abraham and of Isaac and of Jacob, the God of our 
fathers, glorified his Son Jesus” (Acts 3:13).

1663. Next we see the opinion of the crowd, which was wonder-
ing about the voice: The crowd standing by heard it and said. In this 
crowd, as in every other, some were dull and slow to understand, 
and others were more perceptive; yet all of them failed to identify the 
voice. Those who were slow and carnal only heard it as a sound; so 
they said that it had thundered. Still, they were not entirely mistak-
en, for the Lord’s voice was thunder, both because it had an extraordi-
nary meaning, and because it contained very great things: “How small 
a whisper do we hear of him! But the thunder of his power who can 
understand?” (Job 26:14); “The voice of your thunder” (Ps 76:19).

Those who were keener discerned that the sound was a voice, pro-

56. See ST III, q. 39, a. 8; III, q. 45, a. 4.
57. See ST III, q. 39, a. 7.
58. See ST III, q. 2, a. 2; III, q. 31, aa. 1–3.



 CHAPTER 12 287

nouncing words and having a meaning; so they said someone was 
speaking. But because they thought that Christ was merely human 
they erred, attributing these words to an angel. So they said that, an 
angel has spoken to him. They were under the same error as the devil, 
who thought that Christ needed the help of the angels: thus he said: 
“He will give his angels charge of you” (Mt 4:6). But he did not need 
to be guarded and helped by angels; rather, he is the one who glorifies 
and guards the angels.59

1664. The voice is explained when he says, Jesus answered. First, 
he explains the voice; secondly, he mentions the answer given by the 
people (v. 34); and thirdly, our Lord’s answer (v. 35). He does two 
things about the first: first he mentions the reason for the voice; and 
secondly, he adds its meaning (v. 31).

1665. It should be noted in regard to the first that they had said, an 
angel has spoken to him. Now an angel speaks by revealing something 
that will profit the one to whom he speaks, as is clear in Revelation 
(chap. 1) and in Ezekiel (chap. 1). And so to show that he did not need 
this voice or any revelation from an angel, our Lord says, This voice has 
come for your sake, not for mine, that is, it has not come to instruct me. 
For this voice mentioned nothing he did no know before, because “in 
him are hid all the treasures of wisdom and of knowledge” (Col 2:2), so 
that he knew all that the Father knew.60 But it has come for your sake, 
that is, for your instruction. From this we can understand that many 
things relating to Christ were, in God’s plan, allowed to take place not 
because Christ needed them, but for our sakes: “For whatever was writ-
ten in former days was written for our instruction” (Rom 15:4).

1666. Then when he says, Now is the judgment of this world, he 
states the meaning of this voice. First, he mentions the judgment by 
which he would be glorified; secondly, the effect of this judgment (v. 
31b); and thirdly, the way he will be glorified (v. 32).

1667. He says, Now is the judgment of this world. But if this is true, 
why do we expect that our Lord will come again to judge? The answer 
is that now he comes to judge with a judgment of distinction or dis-
cernment, by which he discerns his own from those who are not his: 
“For judgment I came into this world” (9:39). This is what he is speak-
ing of when he says, Now is the judgment of this world. But he will 
come again to judge with the judgment of condemnation, for which 
he did not come the first time: “For God sent the Son into the world, 
not to condemn the world, but that the world might be saved through 
him” (3:17).

Or, we might say that there are two kinds of judgment. One is that 
which condemns the world; and this is not referred to here. The oth-

59. See ST I, q. 113, a. 4, ad 1.
60. See ST III, q. 10, a. 2.
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er is the judgment which will be in favor of the world, insofar as the 
world is set free from servitude to the devil. This is the way the Psalm 
is understood: “O Lord! Judge those who wrong me; overthrow those 
who fight against me” (Ps 34:1). But this judgment and the judgment 
of distinction are the same, because by the very fact that the judgment 
is in favor of the world by casting out the devil, the good are distin-
guished from the wicked.

1668. The effect of this judgment is the casting out of the devil. So 
he says, now shall the ruler of this world be cast out, by the power of 
the passion of Christ. Thus the passion of Christ is his glorification; and 
this explains what he had said, I will glorify it, insofar as the ruler of 
this world shall be cast out, since Christ has the victory over the dev-
il by his passion. “The reason the Son of God appeared was to destroy 
the works of the devil” (1 Jn 3:8).61

1669. A difficulty arises here on three points. First, because he says 
that the devil is the ruler or prince of this world. It was this that led the 
Manicheans to call him the creator and lord of everything that was vis-
ible. The answer is that the devil is called the ruler of this world not by 
a natural right, but by usurpation, insofar as worldly people, rejecting 
the true Lord, subject themselves to him: “The god of this world has 
blinded the minds of the unbelievers” (2 Cor 4:4). Thus, he is the ruler 
of this world insofar as he rules those who are worldly, as St. Augus-
tine62 says, and these are spread throughout the entire world.63 For the 
word “world” is sometimes taken in a pejorative sense to mean those 
who love the world: “The world knew him not” (1:10). Yet sometimes 
it is taken in a good sense to indicate those who are good and live in 
the world in such a way that they are citizens of heaven: “God was in 
Christ reconciling the world to himself” (2 Cor 5:19).

1670. The second difficulty concerns the fact that the ruler of this 
world is said to be cast out. For if he had truly been cast out, he would 
no longer tempt us now as he did before; yet he continues to tempt 
us. Therefore, he was not cast out. Augustine64 answers this by say-
ing that although the devil may tempt those who have ceased to be 
of the world, he does not tempt them in the same way as he did be-
fore. For before he tempted and ruled them from within, but now he 
does so only from without. For as long as men are in sin, he rules and 
tempts them from within: “Let not sin therefore reign in your mortal 
bodies, to make you obey their passions” (Rom 6:12). And so he was 
cast out because the effect of sin in man is not [now] from within but 
from without.65

61. See ST III, q. 48, a. 4, ad 2 and 3; III, q. 49, a. 2.
62. Tract. in Io. 52. 6; PL 35, col. 1771; cf. Catena aurea, 12:27–33.
63. See ST III, q. 8, a. 7.
64. Tract. in Io. 52. 9; PL 35, col. 1772; cf. Catena aurea, 12:27–33.
65. See ST III, q. 49, a. 2, ad 2.
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1671. Thirdly, there is a difficulty from the fact that he says, now 
shall the ruler of this world be cast out. For it seems to follow from this 
that he had not been cast out before the passion of Christ, and conse-
quently, if he is cast out only when men are set free from sin, it seems 
that Abraham, Isaac and the other men of the Old Testament were not 
set free from sin. The answer, according to Augustine,66 is that before 
the passion of Christ he had been cast out of individual persons, but 
not from the world, as he was to be later. For what formerly took place 
in only a few men, but now happens in many Jews and Gentiles who 
have converted to Christ, is recognized to have been accomplished by 
the passion of Christ.

Or, it might be said that the devil is cast out by the fact that men are 
set free from sin; but before the passion of Christ all the just had been 
set free from sin, although not entirely, because they were still kept 
from entering the kingdom.67 In this respect, therefore, the devil had 
some right over them which was entirely taken away by the passion 
of Christ, when the fiery sword was removed, when Christ said to the 
man: “Today you will be with me in Paradise” (23:43).

1672. The form or manner of this passion would be by being lifted 
up; thus he says, and I, when I am lifted up from the earth, will draw 
all men [all things] to myself. In regard to this, Chrysostom68 has the 
following example: If a tyrant, accustomed to oppress and rage against 
his subjects and cast them into chains, were in his madness to treat in 
the same way some one who was not subject to him and cast him into 
the same prison, then he would deserve that even his dominion over 
the others be taken from him. This is what Christ did against the dev-
il. For the devil had some right over men because of the sin of the first 
parent; and so in some sense he could justly rage against them. But 
since he dared to try the same things with Christ, over whom he had 
no right, assailing him in whom he had no part, as the tempter, it was 
fitting that he be deprived of his dominion by the death of Christ.69 
And I, when I am lifted up from the earth, will draw all things to my‑
self. First, he describes the manner of his death; secondly, the Evan-
gelist explains it, saying, he said this to show by what death he was to 
die, for he would die by being lifted up on the wood of the cross.

1673. Here we should note that there are two reasons why the Lord 
willed to die the death of the cross.70 First, because it is a shameful 
death: “Let us condemn him to a shameful death” (Wis 2:20). So Au-
gustine71 says: “The Lord willed to die in this way so that not even a 

66. Tract. in Io. 52. 8; PL 35, col. 1772; cf. Catena aurea, 12:27–33.
67. See ST III, q. 49, a. 5.
68. Hom. in Io. 67. 3; PG 59, col. 373; cf. Catena aurea, 12:27–33.
69. See ST III, q. 49, a. 2.
70. See ST III, q. 46, a. 4.
71. See Tract. in Io. 52. 13; PL 35, col. 1774.
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shameful death would keep a person from the perfection of righteous-
ness.”

Secondly, because such a death involves a lifting up; so our Lord 
says, when I am lifted up. Such a manner of death was in harmony 
with the fruit, the reason and the symbol of the passion. It was in har-
mony with its fruit, because it was by the passion that Christ was to 
be lifted up, exalted: “He became obedient unto death, even death on 
a cross. Therefore God has highly exalted him” (Phil 2:8). Thus the 
Psalmist said: “Be exalted, O Lord, in thy strength!” (Ps 20:14).

It harmonized with the reason for the passion, and in two ways: 
both with respect to men and with respect to the devil. With respect 
to men, because he died for their salvation. For they had perished, be-
cause they were cast down and sunk in earthly things: “They have set 
their eyes bowing down to the earth” (Ps 16:11). Thus he willed to die 
raised up in order to lift our hearts up to heavenly things. For in this 
way he is our way into heaven. With respect to the devils, it was fit-
ting in the sense that those who exercised their principality and power 
in the air were trod under foot by him while he was raised in the air.

Finally, it harmonized with the symbol, because the Lord com-
manded that a bronze serpent be fashioned in the desert, as record-
ed in Numbers (21:9), and above: “And as Moses lifted up the serpent 
in the wilderness, so must the Son of man be lifted up” (3:14). And 
so thus lifted up I will draw all things to myself, through love “I have 
loved you with an everlasting love, therefore have I drawn you, taking 
pity on you” (Jer 31:3).

Furthermore, the love of God for men appears most clearly in the 
fact that he condescended to die for them: “God shows his love for us 
in that while we were yet sinners Christ died for us,” as we read in Ro-
mans (5:8). By doing this he fulfilled the request of the bride: “Draw 
me after you, and we will run to the aroma of your perfume” (Sg 1:3).

1674. Here we may note that the Father draws and the Son also 
draws: “No one can come to me unless the Father who sent me draws 
him” (6:44). He says here, I will draw all things, in order to show that 
the same action belongs to both of them. And he says, all things, and 
not “all men,” because not all men are drawn to the Son. I will draw 
all things, that is, the body and the soul; or all types of men, such as 
Gentiles and Jews, servants and freemen, male and female; or, all who 
are predestined to salvation.

Finally, we should note that to draw all things to himself is for 
Christ to cast out the prince of this world, for Christ has no fellowship 
with Belial, nor light with darkness (2 Cor 6:15).72

72. See ST I, q. 23, aa. 3–4; I, q. 105, a. 4.
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LECTUrE 6

34 The crowd answered him, “We have heard from the law that the 
Christ remains for ever. How can you say that the Son of man must be 
lifted up? Who is this Son of man?” 35 Jesus said to them, “The light 
is with you for a little longer. Walk while you have the light, lest the 
darkness overtake you; he who walks in the darkness does not know 
where he goes. 36 While you have the light, believe in the light, that 
you may become sons of light.” When Jesus had said this, he departed 
and hid himself from them.73

1675. Having mentioned the promised glorification of the Lord and 
explaining the voice, the Evangelist now describes the doubt which 
prevailed among the crowd. First, they introduce the authority of the 
law; and secondly, they raise a problem based on it (v. 34).

1676. In regard to the first the Evangelist says, The crowd answered 
him, that is, the Lord, who was speaking of his death, we have heard 
from the law, and law is taken here for the entire Old Testament that 
the Christ remains for ever. This can be gathered from many passag-
es of the Old Testament, especially from Isaiah (9:7): “Of the increase 
of his government and of peace there will be no end”; and in Daniel 
(7:14): “His dominion is an everlasting dominion, which shall not pass 
away, and his kingdom one that shall not be destroyed.”

1677. Basing themselves on this authority, they formulate two 
doubts: one concerns a fact, and the other the person. As concerns the 
fact, they say, How can you say that the Son of man must be lifted up? 
But since Christ did not say that “the Son of man must be lifted up,” 
but “and I, when I am lifted up,” why do the Jews say that “the Son 
of man” must be lifted up? The answer to this is that the Jews were 
now accustomed to our Lord’s words; thus they remembered that he 
called himself the Son of man. And so when he said, “And I, when I 
am lifted up,” they took it to mean, “If the Son of man is lifted up,” as 
Augustine74 says. Or, one might answer that although Christ did not 
here mention the Son of man, yet earlier he had said: “The Son of man 
must be lifted up” (3:14).

1678. Yet it seems that their statement, the Son of man must be lift‑
ed up, is in no way opposed to the statement that the Christ remains 
for ever. The answer is that since our Lord was accustomed to speak 
to them in figurative language, they understood much of what was 
said in that way. And so they also suspected that when our Lord spoke 
of being lifted up, he was referring to death on the cross: “When you 

73. St. Thomas refers to Jn 12:36 in ST I-II, q. 108, a. 1, s. c.
74. Tract. in Io. 52. 12; PL 35, col. 1773; cf. Catena aurea, 12:34–36.
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have lifted up the Son of man, then you will know,” as we read above 
(8:28). Or, it could be said that they understood it in this sense because 
they had already thought of doing that very thing. Thus it was not the 
sharpness of their understanding that gave them this interpretation of 
these words, but an awareness of their own wickedness.

1679. Note their wickedness, for they do not say: “We have heard 
from the law that the Christ does not suffer,” because in many places 
of the law reference is made to his passion and resurrection: as “like 
a lamb that is led to the slaughter” (Is 53:7); “I have slept and taken 
my rest: and I have risen up” (Ps 3:6). Rather, they say, the Christ re‑
mains for ever. The reason for this is that the former would not have 
involved any opposition, since no obstacle to Christ’s immortality aris-
es from the mere fact of his suffering. In other words, as Chrysostom75 
says, they wished to show that he was not the Christ for the reason 
that the Christ remains for ever.

1680. They raise a question concerning his person when they say, 
Who is this Son of man? They ask this because it says in Daniel (7:13): 
“And behold, with the clouds of heaven there came one like a son of 
man, and he came to the Ancient of Days”; and by that Son of man 
they understood the Christ. It is as though they were saying: “You 
say the Son of man must be lifted up; yet the Son of man, whom we 
take to be the Christ, remains forever. So Who is this Son of man? If 
he does not remain for ever, neither is he the Christ.” In this they de-
serve to be reprimanded for their dullness, because even though they 
had seen and heard so many great things, they still had doubts about 
his being the Christ: “He who tells a story to a fool tells it to a drowsy 
man” (Sir 22:9).76

1681. Then when he says, Jesus said to them, our Lord somewhat 
settles their doubt. First, he commends the good they had; and second-
ly, he encourages them to make progress (35b); thirdly, he explains his 
admonition (v. 36).

1682. Jesus said to them, the light is with you for a little longer (Ad-
huc modicum lumen in vobis est). This can be understood in two ways. In 
one way, according to Augustine,77 so that “little” modifies “light.” As 
if to say: “A little light is in you,” insofar as it sees that the Christ re-
mains for ever. For this is a truth, and every manifestation of the truth 
is a light infused by God.78 Yet this light which is in you is “little,” be-
cause even though you recognize the eternity of the Christ, you do not 

75. Hom. in Io. 68. 1; PG 59, col. 374; cf. Catena aurea, 12:34–36.
76. See ST III, q. 42, a. 1; III, 43, a. 4.
77. Tract. in Io. 52. 13; PL 35, col. 1774. The Latin text used by Augustine and 

Aquinas allows for “little” to modify “light” because the noun “time” is absent; 
the Greek text used by Chrysostom has the noun “time” (chronos), demanding 
that “little” modify “time.”

78. See ST I, q. 88, a. 3, ad 1.
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believe in his death and resurrection. This shows that you do not have 
perfect faith. Thus, what was said to Peter applies also to them: “O 
man of little faith, why did you doubt?” (Mt 14:31).79

It is understood in another way by Chrysostom,80 as meaning that 
the light is with you for a little longer time, that is, I, who am the light. 
It is the same as saying: I, the light, am among you for a brief time: “A 
little while, and you will see me no more” (16:16).

1683. And so he exhorts them to make progress in good. First, he 
gives his exhortation; secondly, he shows the danger threatening them 
unless they do make progress (v. 35b).

1684. He says: I say that you have a little light, but while you have 
it, walk, that is, move forward and make progress, so that you may un-
derstand that the Christ, in addition to his eternity, will also die and 
rise again. This is in keeping with the first explanation given above. Or, 
walk while you have the light, that is, while I am among you, make 
progress and be concerned with possessing me in such a way as never 
to lose me: “Blessed are the people . . . O Lord, who walk in the light of 
thy countenance” (Ps 88:16).

And do this lest the darkness of unbelief, ignorance and eternal 
damnation overtake you and prevent you from going any further. For 
a person is overtaken by darkness when he is totally sunk in unbe-
lief; and they would be this way if they believed in the eternity of the 
Christ in such a way as to deny the humiliation of his death: “A man 
whose way is hid” (Job 3:23); “We are wrapped up in darkness” (Job 
37:19).81

1685. The danger threatening them unless they do progress is men-
tioned when he says, he who walks in the darkness does not know 
where he goes. For light, whether exterior or interior, directs man. Ex-
terior light directs him as to external bodily acts, while the interior 
light directs his will. One, therefore, who does not walk in the light, 
not perfectly believing in Christ, but walks in the darkness, does not 
know where he goes, that is, to what goal he is being led.82 As we read 
in the Psalm (81:5): “They have neither knowledge nor understand-
ing, they walk about in darkness.” This is what happened to the Jews 
because they did not know what they were doing, but as people who 
were walking in the darkness they thought they were on the right 
road. And so they displeased God in the very things in which they be-
lieved they were pleasing him. Similarly, in the very things in which 
erring heretics believe they merit the light of truth and grace is the 
source of their being deprived of it: “There is a way which seems right 
to a man, but its end is the way to death” (Pr 14:12).

79. See ST II-II, q. 2, a. 7; II-II, q. 5, a. 4.
80. Hom. in Io. 68. 1; PG 59, col. 374; cf. Catena aurea, 12:34–36.
81. See ST II-II, q. 10, a. 1; II-II, q. 15, aa. 1–2.
82. See ST III, q. 46, a. 3.
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1686. Then when he says, while you have the light, believe in the 
light, he explains what he said, namely, what it means to walk. This is 
explained in two ways, according to the two explanations given above. 
According to the first explanation: while you have the light, that is, 
while you have some knowledge and light of the truth, believe in the 
light, that is, in the complete truth, that you may become sons of light, 
that is, that you may be reborn in the truth: “We are not of the night 
or of darkness. So then let us not sleep” (1 Th 5:6).

Or, according to the other explanation: while you have the light, 
that is, me who am the light—“He was the true light which enlight-
ens every man who comes into the world” (1:9)—believe in the light, 
that is, in me. In other words, make progress in the knowledge of me, 
that you may become sons of light, because from the fact that you be-
lieve in me you will be the children of God: “But to all who receive 
him, who believed in his name, he gave power to become children of 
God” (1:2).83

1687. When Jesus had said this, he departed and hid himself from 
them. Here the Evangelist tells what Jesus did, that he hid himself. 
When we read above (8:59) that Christ did this very thing, the rea-
son was obvious, for they were taking stones to cast at him. But here 
there is no reason for his hiding given, such as that they took up stones 
or that they blasphemed him. Why then did he hide? The answer is 
that our Lord, seeing into their hearts, knew their rage and the evil 
they had planned, i.e., to kill him. And so in his desire to stop them he 
did not wait for them to act, but hid himself so their anger and envy 
would abate. In doing this he is an example to us that when the evil 
purposes of others are clear to us, we should flee before they can ac-
complish them. In addition, our Lord was showing by his actions what 
he had said by his words. For he just said, Walk while you have the 
light, lest the darkness overtake you. And by hiding himself he indi-
cated what sort of darkness he means: “I will wait for the Lord, who is 
hiding his face from the house of Jacob” (Is 8:17).

LECTUrE 7

37 Though he had done so many signs before them, yet they did not 
believe in him; 38 it was that the word spoken by the prophet Isaiah 
might be fulfilled: “Lord, who has believed our report, and to whom 
has the arm of the Lord been revealed?” 39 Therefore they could not 
believe. For Isaiah again said, 40 “He has blinded their eyes and hard‑
ened their heart, lest they should see with their eyes and perceive with 

83. See ST III, q. 23, a. 3.



 CHAPTER 12 295

their heart, and turn for me to heal them.” 41 Isaiah said this because 
he saw his glory and spoke of him.

1688. Above, the Evangelist gave many examples of Christ’s glo-
ry, because of which the Jews sought to kill him out of envy. Now he 
deals with another of the occasions surrounding his passion, that is, 
the unbelief of the Jews. First, their unbelief is discussed; in the sec-
ond place, it is reproved by our Lord (v. 44). Concerning the first he 
does two things: first, he reproves the unbelief of those who believed, 
but in secret (v. 42). As to the first, two things are done: first, he men-
tions the strange hardness of their unbelief; secondly, to show that it 
came about not without reason or by chance, he mentions a prophecy 
(v. 38).

1689. The Evangelist, as though at a loss to explain it, says that our 
Lord had done many miracles: such as changing water into wine, cur-
ing a paralytic, giving sight to a blind man, and raising a dead man to 
life: nevertheless, though he had done so many signs before them, yet 
they did not believe in him. They usually said: “What sign do you do, 
that we may see, and believe you?” (6:30). But now! The Evangelist 
says: though he had done so many signs before them, yet they did not 
believe in him. “If I had not done among them the works which no 
one else did, they would not have sin” (15:24). And so they could not 
say: “We do not see our signs” (Ps 73:9).84

1690. Then (v. 38), the testimony of the prophet on this point is 
cited. First, the prophecies are mentioned; secondly, it is shown that 
they refer to Christ (v. 41). He does two things about the first: he cites 
the prophecy foretelling their unbelief; secondly, he adds the prophecy 
foretelling the reason for their unbelief (v. 39).

1691. He says: I say that they did not believe in him that the word 
spoken by the prophet Isaiah might be fulfilled. Here we should note 
that in Sacred Scripture the word “that” sometimes indicates a cause, 
as in “I came that they may have light” (10:10). But at other times it 
just indicates a sequence of events, and signifies a future event; and 
that is how it is used here. These people did not believe, but it was 
not because Isaiah predicted this. Rather, Isaiah predicted this because 
they were not going to believe. And so this saying of Isaiah is fulfilled 
from the fact that they did not believe. “Everything written about me 
in the law of Moses and the prophets and the psalms must be fulfilled” 
(Lk 24:44); “Not an iota, not a dot, will pass from the law until all is ac-
complished” (Matt 5:18).85

1692. But if it was necessary that the saying of Isaiah be fulfilled, 
it seems that the Jews should be excused for not believing, for they 
could not act contrary to the prophecy. I answer that the prophecy 

84. See ST III, q. 43, a. 4.
85. See ST II-II, q. 171, a. 6.
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took account of their freedom. For God, knowing the future before-
hand, foretold their unbelief in the prophecy, but he did not bring it 
about; for God does not force one to sin just because he already knows 
one’s future sins.86 And so our Lord, from whom nothing is hidden, 
predicted that the Jews would commit the sin which they did commit.

1693. Now the Evangelist states what the prophet said, Lord, who 
has believed our report, and to whom has the arm of the Lord been re‑
vealed? Here we should note that belief comes in two ways. Some-
times by instruction from another; and this is the usual way: “So faith 
comes from what is heard, and what is heard comes by the preaching 
of Christ” (Rom 10:17).87 Sometimes it comes by a divine revelation; 
and this is the special way, spoken of by the Apostle: “For I did not re-
ceive it from man, nor was I taught it, but it came through a revelation 
of Jesus Christ” (Gal 1:12).

1694. Isaiah foretold that there would be few believers. First, as to 
those who would believe in the usual way, by instruction, he says, 
Lord, who has believed our report? This can be understood in two 
ways. In one way, the meaning is: who has believed our report? That 
is, what you reported to us, what we have heard from you. “We have 
heard tidings from the Lord” (Ob 1:1); “Let us hear what the Lord will 
speak” (Ps 84:9). It is like they were saying: “Lord, we have heard 
these things from you. But who will believe us when we tell what we 
have heard from you about your birth and passion?” This entire chap-
ter of Isaiah (chap. 53) is speaking of these things.

Prophets are said to hear in order to suggest the way in which the 
prophets are instructed. By sight, a person receives an immediate 
knowledge of the thing seen, but by hearing he does not have an im-
mediate knowledge of what he sees, but he gains his knowledge from 
certain signs of the thing. And so because the prophets did not imme-
diately see the divine essence, but only certain signs of divine reali-
ties, they are said to hear. “If there is a prophet among you, I the Lord 
make myself known to him in a vision, I speak with him in a dream,” 
by certain signs (Num 12:6).88 The Son, however, eternally sees the di-
vine essence itself: “No one has ever seen God; the only Son, who is in 
the bosom of the Father, he has made him known,” as was said above 
(1:18). Who has believed our report? That is, who has believed in the 
things we have heard and preached? “What I have heard from the 
Lord of hosts, the God of Israel, I announce to you” (Is 21:10).

The second way of understanding who has believed our report? is to 
take it as meaning the things we report to them, what they have heard 
from us. “They hear what you say but they will not do it” as Ezekiel 
(33:31) says.

86. See ST I, q. 19, a. 8; I, q. 23, a. 6.
87. See ST III, q. 42, a. 4.
88. See ST II-II, q. 173, a. 1.
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1695. As to the special way belief comes, by revelation, he says, 
and to whom has the arm of the Lord been revealed? The “arm” re-
fers to the Son, through whom the Father does all things, just as we 
accomplish things through our arm. And if we accomplished things 
only through an interior word, then this word would be called our 
arm. And so the Son is called the arm of God not because God the Fa-
ther has a human shape and a physical arm, but because “all things 
were made through him,” the Son (1:3). “Have you an arm like God, 
and can you thunder with a voice like his?” (Job 40:9); “He has shown 
strength with his arm” (Lk 1:51).

1696. Here we should note that Sabellius misunderstood this pas-
sage and said that the Father and the Son are the same person; and Ar-
ius also did when he said that the Son is inferior to the Father. The rea-
sons for this were that a person and his arm do not form two persons, 
but only one, and an arm is not equal to the person. The answer to 
this is that in expressions of this kind the similarities are not really ade-
quate, for what we find in creatures does not perfectly represent what 
is in God. Thus Dionysius says that symbolic theology is not argumen-
tative. Thus the Son is not called an arm as though he is the same per-
son as the Father or inferior to the Father, but because the Father does 
all things through him.89 When he says, and to whom has the arm of 
the Lord been revealed? it is like saying, only to a few, that is, to the 
apostles: “God has revealed to us through the Spirit” (1 Cor 2:10).

1697. When the Evangelist says, therefore they could not believe, he 
states the prophecy which foretold the reason for their unbelief. If we 
examine these words of the Evangelist they seem, if taken at their sur-
face value, difficult to understand. First, because if it is said that there‑
fore they could not believe, because Isaiah said this, the Jews seem to be 
excusable. For is it a sin for a person not to do what he cannot do? And 
what is more serious, the fault will be cast back on God, since he blind-
ed their eyes. This could be accepted if it were said of the devil, as in  
2 Corinthians (4:4): “The god of this world has blinded the minds of the 
unbelievers.” But here it is said of our Lord, for Isaiah (6:1) says: “I saw 
the Lord seated on a high and lofty throne,” and follows with “Blind 
the heart of this people and make their ears heavy, and shut their eyes, 
lest they see with their eyes and hear with their ears and understand 
with their heart and be converted and I heal them” (v 10).90

1698. To clarify this let us first explain the statement, therefore they 
could not believe. Here we should note that something is said to be im-
possible or said to be necessary in two ways: absolutely, and granted 
a certain presupposition. For example, it is absolutely impossible for a 
human being to be an ass; but granting a certain presupposition, it is 

89. See ST I, q. 1, a. 9; I, q. 45, a. 6.
90. See ST I-II, q. 79, aa. 3–4.
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impossible for me to be outside my house, presupposing, that is, that 
I remain within it sitting down. With this in mind, we may say that a 
person is excused if he does not do things that are absolutely impossible 
for him. But he is not excused if he does not do things that are impos-
sible for him granting some presupposition. So, if someone has the evil 
intention of always stealing, and says that it is impossible for him not 
to sin as long as he continues with that intention, he is not excused: for 
this impossibility is not absolute, but based on a certain presupposition, 
for he can abandon his evil intention. So he says, therefore they could 
not believe, that is, because they had a will clouded over by their wick-
edness: “Can the Ethiopian change his skin or the leopard his spots? 
Then also you can do good who are accustomed to do evil” (Jer 13:23); 
“How can you do good things when you are evil?” (Mt 12:34). It is like 
one saying: “I can in nowise love him, because I hate him.”

As to the second point, when we read that God blinds and hard-
ens, we should not think that God puts malice into us or forces us to 
sin; but we should understand it as meaning that God does not infuse 
grace. Now he infuses grace because of his mercy, while the cause of 
his not infusing grace is due to us, insofar as there is something in us 
which opposes divine grace. As far as he is concerned: “He enlight-
ens every man coming into this world” (1:9); “He desires all men to be 
saved” (1 Tim 2:4). But because we leave God, he takes his grace from 
us: “Because you have rejected knowledge, I reject you” (Hos 4:6), 
“Your destruction, O Israel, is from yourself; your help is only in me” 
(Hos 13:9). It is like a person who closes the shutters of his house, and 
someone says to him: “You cannot see because you lack the light of 
the sun.” This would not be due to a failure of the sun, but because he 
shut out the light of the sun.91 In the same way we read here that they 
could not believe, because God blinded them, that is, they were the 
cause why they were deprived of sight as in “their wickedness blinded 
them” (Wis 2:21).

1699. With these distinctions in mind, let us consider the words of 
this prophecy. It is found in Isaiah (6:10), not in these exact words, 
but with the same meaning. Three things are mentioned here: first, 
the hardening and blinding of the Jews; secondly, the effect of each of 
these; thirdly, their end.

1700. In regard to the first, note that our Lord brought people to 
the faith in two ways, by his miracles and his teaching. And so he re-
bukes them on both points: “If I had not done among them the works 
which no one else did, they would not have sin” (15:24); and again in 
(15:22): “If I had not come and spoken to them, they would not have 
sin; but now they have no excuse for their sin.” For they had derided 
both.

91. See ST I-II, q. 79, a. 3.
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Insofar as they did not give due consideration to Christ’s miracles, 
he says, he has blinded their eyes, that is, the eyes of their hearts, 
about which we read: “Having the eyes of your hearts enlightened” 
(Eph 1:18). For they should have understood that such miracles could 
only be done by divine power: “You see many things, but do not ob-
serve them” (Is 42:20); and again, “Who is blind but my servant? Or 
deaf, except he to whom I have sent my messengers?” (Is 42:19).92

Because they were not moved by the teaching of Christ, he adds, 
and hardened their heart. That is very hard which is not melted by in-
tense heat nor broken by divine blows. Now the words of Christ are 
“like fire . . . and like a hammer which breaks the rock in pieces” (Jer 
23:29). Fire, indeed, because they inflame through love; and like a 
hammer because they terrify when they threaten, and break one by 
the revelation of the truth. And still the hearts of the Jews paid no at-
tention to the words of Christ. Thus it is obvious that they were hard-
ened: “His heart is hard as a stone” (Job 41:24); “He has mercy upon 
whomever he wills, and he hardens the heart of whomever he wills” 
(Rom 9:18).

1701. The effect of their becoming blind is mentioned when he 
says, lest they should see with their eyes, that is, their spiritual eyes, 
and perceive the divinity of Christ: “They have eyes, but do not see” 
(Ps 113:13). In contrast, Luke says: “Blessed are the eyes which see 
what you see!” (Lk 10:23). The effect of their becoming hard of heart 
is mentioned when he says, lest they should perceive, understand, with 
their heart: “Because no one understands, they will perish forever” 
(Job 4:20); “He would not understand so that he might act well” (Ps 
35:4). Here it should be noted that when he says, “lest they should 
see with their eyes and perceive with their heart,” that is, “that they 
should not see with their eyes and perceive with their heart,” the 
“that” does not indicate a cause, but merely the sequence of events.

1702. The end of their becoming blind and hard in heart is given 
when he says, and turn for me to heal them. This can be understood in 
two ways, as Augustine93 says in his work, On Gospel Questions. In one 
way, so that both parts are negative, and then the meaning would be: 
“And they do not turn to me and I do not heal them.” For the way of 
salvation from sin is to turn to God: “Restore us to thyself, O Lord, that 
we may be restored! Renew our days of old!” (Lam 5:21). But to those 
who prove themselves unworthy to have their sins forgiven, God does 
not offer the gifts by which they might turn to him and be healed, as is 
obvious in the case of the non-chosen.

The other interpretation is to regard only the first part as neg-
ative and then the meaning would be: they were blinded and hard-

92. See ST III, q. 43, a. 4.
93. Quaest. in Evang. sec. Matt 1. 14; PL 35, col. 1372–73.
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ened so they should not see or understand for a time, and so not see-
ing or understanding, that is, not believing in Christ, they would put 
him to death, but afterwards they would repent and turn to God and be 
healed. For now and then God permits us to fall into sin so that being 
humbled we may arise firmer in holiness.94

Each of these interpretations is verified in the case of some of the 
Jews: the first one in those who persisted to the end in their unbelief, 
and the second one in those who turned to Christ after his passion, 
namely, those with remorse in their hearts at the words of Peter, and 
who said to the apostles: “Brethren, what shall we do?” as we read in 
the Acts (2:37).

1703. Then (v. 41), the Evangelist shows that these words of Isaiah 
apply here. He says, Isaiah said this because he saw his glory, the glo-
ry of God. For when he saw the glory of God he saw at the same time 
that the Jews would be blinded, as is clear from, “I saw the Lord seat-
ed on a high and lofty throne” (Is 6:1), followed by, “Blind the heart 
of his people and make their ears heavy, and shut their eyes, lest they 
see with their eyes and hear with their ears and understand with their 
heart and be converted, and I heal them” (v. 10). And because it is fit-
ting that one should testify about what he has seen—as we read in  
1 John (1:1)—he adds, and spoke of him, that is, of Christ, whose glo-
ry he saw: “To him all the prophets bear witness” (Acts 10:43); “Which 
he promised beforehand through his prophets in the Holy Scriptures, 
the gospel concerning his Son” (Rom 1:2).95

1704. We read that Isaiah saw and said these things. As to the first, 
we should avoid the error of the Arians, who say that the Father alone 
is invisible to every creature, but that the Son was seen in the visions 
of the Old Testament. But since it is stated that “He who has seen me 
has seen the Father” (14:9), it is obvious that the Father and the Son 
are visible in one and the same way. And so Isaiah, seeing the glory of 
the Son, also saw the glory of the Father, and indeed of the entire Trin-
ity, which is one God, seated upon a high throne before whom the ser-
aphim cry out: Holy, Holy, Holy! This does not mean that Isaiah saw 
the essence of the Trinity; rather in an imaginary vision, with under-
standing, he expressed certain signs of this majesty, according to the 
saying in Numbers (12:6): “If there is a prophet among you, I the Lord 
make myself known to him in a vision, I speak with him in a dream.”96

1705. As to the second thing, that Isaiah spoke of him: this excludes 
the error of the Manicheans, who said that there were no prophecies 
about Christ in the Old Testament, as Augustine97 reports to us in his 
book Against Faustus; and it excludes the error of Theodore of Mop-

94. See ST I-II, q. 79, a. 4; I-II, q. 98, a. 4, ad 2.
95. See ST II-II, q. 174, a. 6. 96. See ST II-II, q. 173, a. 1.
97. Con. Faust. 4. 1; PL 42, col. 217.
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suestia,98 who said that all the prophecies of the Old Testament bore 
on some current event, but the apostles and evangelists appropriated 
them to the life of Christ, like things said about one event can be ap-
propriated to another event. But all this is excluded by the statement, 
and spoke of him, just as Christ said of Moses that “he wrote of me” 
(5:46).

LECTUrE 8

42 Nevertheless many even of the authorities believed in him, but 
for fear of the Pharisees they did not confess it, lest they should be put 
out of the synagogue: 43 for they loved the praise [glory] of men more 
than the praise [glory] of God. 44 And Jesus cried out and said, “He 
who believes in me, believes not in me but in him who sent me. 45 And 
he who sees me sees him who sent me. 46 I have come as light into the 
world, that whoever believes in me may not remain in darkness. 47 If 
any one hears my sayings and does not keep them, I do not judge him; 
for I did not come to judge the world but to save the world. 48 He who 
rejects me and does not receive my sayings has a judge; the word that I 
have spoken will be his judge on the last day. 49 For I have not spoken 
on my own authority; the Father who sent me has himself given me 
commandment what to say and what to speak. 50 And I know that his 
commandment is eternal life. What I say, therefore, I say as the Father 
has bidden [said to] me.”99

1706. Above, the Evangelist described the failing of those who did 
not believe at all; here he explains the failing of those who believed in 
secret, because they were timid, faint-hearted. First, he mentions their 
dignity; secondly, their failing (v. 42); and thirdly, he suggests the root 
of this failing (v. 43).

1707. The dignity of those who believed in secret was great, for 
they were the authorities, and on this point he says, many even of the 
authorities believed in him. He is saying in effect: I said that although 
Jesus had done so many signs, still they did not believe in him; and al-
though this was true for the majority, yet there were some who did 
believe in him, because many even of the authorities, of the people, 
believed in him. One of these was Nicodemus, who came to Jesus by 
night, as was said (chap. 3). Thus the words of the Psalm (46:10) were 

98. Theodore of Mopsuestia (d. 428), the preeminent exegete of the Antio-
chene school, restricted the application of Old Testament prophecies to Christ, 
generally limiting them only to those that have the express warrant of the New 
Testament itself.

99. St. Thomas refers to Jn 12:43 in ST II-II, q. 132, a. 3; Jn 12:48: ST III, q. 
59, a. 5, s. c.
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fulfilled: “The princes of the peoples gather as their people of the God 
of Abraham”; and the statement of the Pharisees is proved false: “Have 
any of the authorities or of the Pharisees believed in him?” (7:48).

1708. The failing of these authorities is timidity, faint-heartedness; 
thus he says, but for fear of the Pharisees they did not confess it.100 
For as stated above, the Pharisees “agreed that if any one should con-
fess him to be Christ, he was to be put out of the synagogue” (9:22). 
So, although they believed with their hearts, they did not profess him 
with their lips. Their faith, therefore, was insufficient, for as is said in 
Romans (10:10): “For a man believes with his heart and so is justified, 
and he confesses with his lips and so is saved.” “Whoever is ashamed 
of me and my words, of him will the Son of man be ashamed” (Lk 
9:26).

1709. The root of their failing is vanity, vainglory; so he says, for 
they loved the glory of men more than the glory of God.101 By confess-
ing Christ publicly they would have lost the glory of men, but won the 
glory of God. But they chose rather to be deprived of the glory of God 
than the glory of men: “How can you believe, who receive glory from 
one another and do not seek the glory that comes from the only God?” 
(5:44). “If I were still pleasing men, I should not be a servant of Christ” 
(Gal 1:10).102

1710. Now he shows how Christ rebuked the Jews for their unbe-
lief: first, he shows their duty to believe; secondly, he mentions the 
fruit of faith (v. 46); thirdly, he warns the unbelievers about punish-
ment (v. 47). But because vision comes after faith, with regard to the 
first, he treats of faith; and secondly, of vision (v. 45).

1711. As to the first he says, And Jesus cried out, both because of the 
importance of what he intended to say and because of their free will, 
to charge them with their sins: “Cry aloud, spare not, lift up your voice 
like a trumpet; declare to my people their transgression” (Is 58:1), and 
said, He who believes in me, believes not in me but in him who sent me. 
This seems to contain a contradiction, for he says, he who believes in me 
believes not in me. To understand this we should note first, according to 
Augustine,103 that our Lord said this to distinguish his divine and hu-
man nature. For since the proper object of faith is God, we can indeed 
believe that a creature exists, but we should not believe in a creature 
(in creaturam) but in God alone (in Deum). Now in Christ there is a cre-
ated nature and the uncreated nature. Therefore, the truth of faith re-
quires that our faith be in Christ as having an uncreated nature.104 And 
so he says, he who believes in me, that is, in my person, believes not in 

100. See ST II-II, q. 125, a. 1. 101. See ST II-II, q. 132, a. 1.
102. See ST II-II, q. 3, a. 2.
103. Tract. in Io. 54. 2; PL 35, col. 1780–81; cf. Catena aurea, 12:44–50.
104. See ST III, q. 25, a. 2.
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me, as a human being, but in him who sent me, that is, he believes in 
me as sent from the Father: “My teaching is not mine, but his who sent 
me” (7:16).

According to Chrysostom,105 however, our Lord says this to sug-
gest his origin. It is a way of speaking similar to a person drawing wa-
ter from a stream and saying that this water is not from the stream but 
from the spring: for it does not originate from the stream. So our Lord 
says, he who believes in me, believes not in me but in him who sent me, 
as though to say: I am not the source of myself, but my divinity is from 
another, that is, from my Father. So, he who believes in me, believes 
not in me, except insofar as I am from the Father.

1712. Then when he says, and he who sees me sees him who sent 
me, he treats of vision. In regard to this we should note that just as the 
Father sent the Son to convert the Jews, so Christ also sent his disci-
ples: “As the Father has sent me, even so I send you” (20:21). But no 
one of the disciples dared to say, nor should he, that one should be-
lieve in him [the disciple], although he could say that one should be-
lieve him (crederetur ei). For this could not take place without detract-
ing from the One who sent him, because if someone believed in the 
disciple, they would cease to believe in the master. So the Jews could 
say on the same basis that since you have been sent from the Father, 
anyone who believes in you ceases to believe in the Father. Therefore, 
our Lord shows against this that one who does not believe in him, 
does not believe in the Father. This is his meaning when he says, he 
who sees me sees him who sent me. 

The seeing which is referred to here is not a physical vision, but a 
consideration of the truth by the mind. And the reason why one who 
sees the Son also sees the Father is that the Father is in the Son by a 
unity of essence. For one thing is said to be seen in another either be-
cause they are the same, or they are entirely conformed. But the Fa-
ther and the Son are the same in nature and entirely conformed: be-
cause the Son is the image of the Father and unlike in nothing, for 
“He is the image of the invisible God” (Col 1:15); “He reflects the glory 
of God and bears the very stamp of his nature” (Heb 1:3).106 And so, 
just as one believes in the Father, so also he believes in me: “He who 
has seen me has seen the Father . . . Do you not believe that I am in 
the Father and the Father in me?” (14:9). It is as though he said: The 
reason why one who sees me sees the Father also, is that the Father 
is in me and I in the Father. Thus it is clear what faith should be: faith 
should be in Christ, as God, just as it is in the Father.107

1713. Next he shows the fruit of faith. First, he shows his own 

105. Hom. in Io. 69. 1; PG 59, col. 377; cf. Catena aurea, 12:44–50.
106. See ST I, q. 35, a. 2.
107. See ST III, q. 25, a. 1.
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worth and power when he says, I have come as light into the world. It 
has already been explained how Christ is a light: “He was the true light, 
which enlightens every man coming into this world” (1:9), and “I am 
the light of the world” (8:12). He also shows by this that he has the di-
vine nature. For to be light is proper to God; others may give off light, 
that is participate in light, but God is light by essence: “God is light and 
in him is no darkness at all” (1 Jn 1:5).108 But because he “dwells in 
unapproachable light, whom no man has ever seen” (1 Tim 6:16), we 
were unable to approach him. And so it was necessary that he come 
to us. This is what he says, I have come as light into the world, that is, 
I am the unapproachable light which rescues from error and disperses 
intellectual darkness: “I came from the Father and have come into the 
world” (16:28); “He came to his own” (1:11). And although the apos-
tles are called light—“You are the light of the world” (Mt 5:14)—they 
are not light in the same way as Christ. For they are a light whose light 
has been given to them, even though in some way they also give light, 
that is, in their ministry.109 Furthermore, none of the apostles could 
truly say, I have come as light into the world, because when they came 
into the world they were still darkness and not light, for in Job (37:19) 
it says: “We are wrapped in darkness.”

1714. Secondly, he continues, that whoever believes in me may not 
remain in darkness. To become enlightened, therefore, is an effect of 
faith: “He who follows me will not walk in darkness” (8:12). May not 
remain in darkness: that is, the darkness of ignorance, of unbelief and 
eternal damnation. This shows that all are born in the darkness of sin: 
“For once you were darkness, but now you are light in the Lord,” as 
we read in Ephesians (5:8). And in the darkness of ignorance: “A man 
whose way is hidden and God has surrounded him with darkness” 
(Job 3:23). And in the end, unless they turn to Christ, they will be 
brought to the darkness of eternal damnation. And so, he who does 
not believe in me remains in darkness: “Whoever is unbelieving in the 
Son will not see life; rather, the anger of God rests on him” (3:36).110

1715. Then he discloses the punishment of unbelievers, which they 
will incur through their condemnation at the judgment. First, he states 
that the judgment will be delayed; secondly, that there will be a judg-
ment in the future (v. 48); and thirdly, he shows the cause of the judg-
ment (v. 48b).

1716. As to the first he says, If any one hears my sayings and does 
not keep them, I do not judge him. Note that the ones to be made hap-
py, beatified, are those who hear the word of God and keep it, believ-
ing it within in their hearts, and doing it without in their actions. But 
they who hear it but take no care to keep it, become more guilty: “For 

108. See ST I, q. 3, a. 4. 109. See ST III, q. 26, a. 1.
110. See ST II-II, q. 15, a. 1.
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it is not the hearers of the law who are righteous before God, but the 
doers of the law will be justified” (Rom 2:13); “But be doers of the 
word, and not hearers only” (Jas 1:22).111 And so, If any one hears my 
sayings and does not keep them, I do not judge him.

But this seems to conflict with what was said above (5:22): “The Fa-
ther . . . has given all judgment to the Son.” Therefore, we should un-
derstand it as, I do not judge him at this time. It could be considered a 
weakness in him if he overlooked those who despised him. And so he 
says that such persons will be judged, although not now; for we read 
that “God will bring every deed into judgment” (Ecc 12:14), and “Flee 
from the face of iniquity, for the sword is the avenger of iniquity: and 
know that there is a judgment” (Job 19:29).

1717. He continues with the reason for the delay, saying for I did 
not come to judge the world but to save the world. Now the Son of God 
comes two times: one time he comes as Savior, and the next as judge. 
But since all were in sin, if he had come the first time as judge, he 
would have saved no one, because all were the children of wrath. And 
so it was fitting that he come first to save believers, and later to judge 
both believers and sinners.112 This is what he is saying: I do not judge 
now, for I did not come to judge the world but to save the world. “God 
did not send his Son into the world to judge the world, but that the 
world might be saved through him” (3:17).

1718. Then when he says, he who rejects me and does not receive my 
sayings has a judge, he foretells the judgment to come. It is like saying: 
Although those who do not keep my word are not judged now, they 
will not go unpunished, whoever they are, because, he who rejects me 
and does not receive my sayings by believing them and acting accord-
ing to them, has a judge. The reason for this is that if one does not re-
ceive the word of Christ, he scorns the word of God, whose Word is 
Christ, just like the one who does not obey the command of his mas-
ter. “Flee from the face of iniquity; and know that there is a judgment”  
(Job 19:29); “For God will bring every deed into judgment” (Ecc 12:14); 
“Woe to you who scorn. Will not you yourselves also be scorned?” (Is 
33:1); “They who despise me will be despised” (1 Sam 2:30).

1719. Then when he says, the word that I have spoken will be his 
judge on the last day, he assigns the cause of the judgment. And first, 
he mentions the cause of the judgment; secondly, the adequacy of this 
cause (v. 49).

1720. He says: I say that such a person has one that judges him. But 
who will that judge be? He says, the word that I have spoken will be 
his judge on the last day. According to Augustine,113 this is the same as 

111. See ST II-II, q. 4, a. 3.
112. See ST III, q. 59, a. 5.
113. Tract. in Io. 54. 6; PL 35, col. 1782–83; cf. Catena aurea, 12:44–50.
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saying: I will judge him on the last day. For Christ revealed himself in 
his sayings, he announced himself. He, therefore, is the word that he 
spoke, for he spoke about himself: “Even if I do bear witness to myself, 
my testimony is true, for I know whence I have come and whither I 
am going” (8:14). It is like saying: What I have said to them and they 
have despised will judge them: “He is the one ordained by God to be 
judge of the living and the dead. To him all the prophets bear witness” 
(Acts 10:42).

1721. Then he shows the sufficiency of this cause, saying, for I 
have not spoken on my own authority [of myself, ex meipso]. So first he 
shows this from the origin of his sayings; secondly, from their dignity 
or value (v. 50). Concerning the first he does two things: first, he ex-
cludes a false notion: secondly, he states the truth.

1722. The false notion, of course, is that the Son works, or says, or 
is, merely of himself, and not from another: for this would be to say 
that the Son is not from the Father. And this is what he does say: I say 
that the word which I have spoken will judge them, for I have not spo‑
ken of myself: “The Son cannot do anything of himself” (5:19); “I do 
not speak of myself” (14:10). Indeed, I have not spoken of myself, is the 
same as “I was not born of myself but from the Father.” He is saying 
in effect, I will judge him on the last day (appearing in the form of a 
servant): “He gave him the power to pass judgment, because he is the 
Son of man” (5:27). Yet I will not judge from human authority, that is, 
because I am the Son of man, but from divine authority, because I am 
the Son of God. Therefore, I will not judge of myself, but from the Fa-
ther from whom I have the authority to judge.114

1723. He establishes the truth when he says, the Father who sent 
me has himself given me commandment what to say and what to speak. 
Unless this is appropriately understood, it can be the source of two er-
rors. The first is that since the one commanding is greater than the one 
commanded, the Father is greater than the Son. Secondly, since what 
is given to someone was not possessed by him before it was given, and 
so was not known by him, it seems that if the Father gave a command-
ment to the Son it follows that the Son at some time did not have it, 
and so did not know it. As a result, something has been added to the 
Son, and so the Son is not truly God.

In answer to this we should note that all the divine commands are 
in the mind of the Father, since these commands are nothing other 
than the plans or patterns of things to be done. And so just as the pat-
terns of all creatures produced by God are in the mind of the Father, 
and are called ideas, so the patterns of all things to be done by us are 
in his mind.115 And just as the patterns of all things pass from the Fa-

114. See ST III, q. 59, a. 2.
115. See ST I, q. 14, a. 5; I, q. 15, a. 3.
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ther to the Son, who is the Wisdom of the Father, so also the patterns 
of all things to be done. Therefore, the Son says, the Father who sent 
me has himself given me, as God, commandment, that is, by an eternal 
generation he has communicated to me what to say within and what 
to speak without, just as what we say (if we speak the truth) makes 
known what is in our minds.

1724. Chrysostom116 explains all this differently, and more clearly. 
First of all (v. 47): If any one hear my sayings and does not keep them, 
I do not judge him. Now one is said to be condemned in two ways: ei-
ther by a judge or by the reason for the condemnation. For a murder-
er is condemned to be hanged both by the judge who passes sentence 
and by the murder he committed, which is the reason for his condem-
nation. He says, I do not judge him, that is, I am not the reason for his 
condemnation, but he himself is: “Your destruction, O Israel is from 
yourself; your help is only in me” (Hos 13:9).117 And the reason is: for 
I did not come to judge the world, that is, I was not sent to condemn 
but to save.

But will not such a person be judged? He certainly will, because he 
who rejects me and does not receive my sayings has a judge. He shows 
what that judge is when he says, the word that I have spoken, and you 
have heard, will be his accuser and will be his judge on the last day. “If 
I had not come and spoken to them, they would not have sin; but now 
they have no excuse for their sin” (15:22). He shows that the word 
that he spoke will judge them by saying, for I have not spoken of my‑
self. This is not said causally, but in a material sense, so that the mean-
ing is: You say that your word will judge. But what is that word? It is 
the word that I have spoken, for I have not spoken of myself; that is, it 
is the word from the Father that I have spoken, and what he gave me 
to say and speak. Otherwise, if I had spoken something in opposition 
to the Father, or something I had not received from the Father, and 
they had believed me, they would have an excuse. But because I have 
spoken as I have, it is certain that they have rejected not only me, but 
also my Father.

1725. According to this explanation, the statement, the Father who 
sent me has himself given me commandment what to say and what to 
speak, shows the sufficiency of the basis of the judgment because of 
the dignity or value of the word. First, its dignity is given; secondly, 
the fact that the word was spoken. Its dignity is stated when he says, I 
know that his commandment is eternal life. “This is the true God and 
eternal life” (1 Jn 5:20). For the Son himself is the commandment of 
the Father, or, he is eternal life. “If you would enter life, keep the com-
mandments” (Mt 19:17).

116. Hom. in Io. 69. 2; PG 59, col. 379; cf. Catena aurea, 12:44–50.
117. See ST I, q. 19, a. 6, ad 1.
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Therefore, because the Father has given me commandment, and 
this commandment is eternal life, and since I have come to lead men 
to eternal life, I accomplish the commandment of the Father in all that 
I do. This is what he is saying, What I say, therefore, I say as the Father 
has said to me. According to Chrysostom, whose explanation is clear, 
the meaning is: what I say, therefore, when preaching in public, I say 
as the Father has said to me, that is, insofar as I have received knowl-
edge from him—understanding this was received by Christ as man.118

1726. But if, with Augustine,119 we understand this to apply to 
Christ as God, how can the Father say something to him, since Christ 
is his Word? The answer is that the Father did not say anything to 
him as though he spoke by words to his only Word. Rather, the Father 
spoke to the Son by generating him, and giving him life in himself: 
“The Lord said to me, ‘You are my son’” (Ps 2:7).120

118. See ST III, q. 9, aa. 1–3.
119. Tract. in Io. 54. 8; PL 35, col. 1784; cf. Catena aurea, 12:44–50.
120. See ST I, q. 27, a. 2.
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1023, 1075, 1096, 1166–67, 1170, 
1173, 1191, 1227, 1287, 1308, 1416, 
1421–22, 1425, 1474, 1490, 1532, 
1561, 1578, 1589–92, 1620, 1628, 
1635–41, 1647, 1652–53, 1657, 1660, 
1668, 1671–73, 1678–79, 1694; as 
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973; sin against, 1169; source of truth, 
1037, 1250, 1371, 1628; unity of, 972

hope, 930, 950, 1095, 1179, 1191, 1205, 
1444, 1472, 1495, 1651

humility, 860, 923, 1040, 1122, 1368, 
1529, 1596, 1599, 1627

image of God, 947, 1164, 1258, 1466, 
1580, 1648

Incarnation. See Christology
intellect, created, 950, 984, 1040, 1064, 

1069, 1142, 1577
Israel, 1013, 1262, 1384, 1417, 1586, 

1660

Jerome, 1030, 1089, 1474, 1597, 1624
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1702, 1712
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John of Damascus, 959

judgment, final, 870, 1050, 1131, 1152–
54, 1185–86, 1269, 1360–61, 1447, 
1667–68, 1715–19

justice, 845, 938, 1124, 1127–30, 1134, 
1135, 1185, 1211, 1599

justification, 926, 1417

law: divine law, 1050; natural law, 1507; 
New Law, 846, 860, 880, 1131, 1199, 
1507, 1561; Old Law (Law of Moses), 
846, 854, 880, 1050, 1198, 1353, 
1363, 1458, 1507, 1508, 1543, 1627, 
1631, 1676

likeness. See image of God
love. See charity

Manicheanism, 860, 1142, 1176, 1240, 
1246, 1251, 1279, 1384, 1580, 1669, 
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Mary, 1015, 1055, 1058, 1357
mercy, 938, 1119, 1124, 1130, 1135–36, 

1447, 1500, 1503, 1536, 1551, 1599, 
1627, 1698, 1700

merit, 895, 1145, 1206, 1271, 1307, 
1348, 1350, 1403, 1422, 1551, 1611

miracles, 843–44, 862, 883, 893, 904, 
935, 1013, 1016, 1070, 1073, 1093, 
1108, 1119, 1262, 1310, 1313, 1348–
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1247, 1263, 1264, 1274, 1449, 1474, 
1549, 1579, 1584, 1597

paganism, 1633
participation, 868, 871, 1065, 1145, 

1179, 1183, 1187, 1370, 1384, 1459–
61, 1713

Passover, 846, 1012, 1013, 1024, 1586, 
1590, 1597, 1617

peace, 1039, 1508, 1544
penance, 1138, 1561–62
persecution, 879, 1012, 1292, 1390, 

1406, 1469, 1483, 1584, 1630
Philosopher, the. See Aristotle
philosophy/philosophers, 854, 947,  

1368
Photinus, 935
poverty, 849, 852, 1313, 1604, 1610
prayer, 849, 1348, 1431, 1511, 1550–55
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predestination, 921, 925–26, 1007, 
1373–74, 1412, 1417–18, 1443, 1446, 
1536, 1580

priesthood, 961, 964, 970, 1560–62, 
1647

Priscian, 1030
prophecy, 867, 1070, 1093, 1384, 1458, 

1577–79, 1627–28, 1690, 1692, 1694, 
1705

purgatory, 964

reason, 854, 1142, 1144, 1204, 1534–35, 
1577, 1651, 1658

repentance, 1133, 1347, 1560, 1702
resurrection of the dead, 925, 928, 939, 

973, 1360, 1514–17, 1557–58

sabbath, 870, 1012, 1023, 1042, 1048–
49, 1262, 1321–22, 1326–29, 1590, 
1615

Sabellius, 1037, 1154, 1237, 1451, 1696
sacraments, 865, 886, 914, 959–64, 969, 

972–77, 992, 1138, 1363, 1434, 1561–
62, 1611, 1631, 1632, 1647

sacrifice, 1208, 1292, 1350, 1591
saints, 870, 1019, 1020, 1021, 1022, 

1393, 1406, 1431, 1434, 1449, 1474, 
1532

salvation, 919, 920, 923, 925, 943, 970, 
1049, 1081, 1088, 1179, 1215, 1263, 
1313, 1374, 1414, 1416, 1519, 1549, 
1570, 1579, 1590, 1621, 1673, 1674

Samaritans, 912, 1119, 1262–63, 1633
sanctification, 925, 986, 1094, 1461, 

1463
scientia. See reason
Scripture: allegorical sense, 1311; 

authority of, 1101, 1246, 1273, 
1366–67, 1371, 1457; fulfillment of, 
1197, 1370, 1691; literal sense, 840, 
852, 857, 884, 1107, 1310, 1469, 
1487, 1546, 1557, 1592, 1639; mysti-
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861, 872, 874, 877, 1294, 1311, 1435, 
1469, 1483, 1508, 1510, 1522, 1536, 

1538, 1541, 1543, 1544, 1546, 1560, 
1599; as the word of God, 1195, 1258, 
1271

shepherds (pastors), 942, 1368–74, 
1398–99, 1402–6, 1412–13

simony, 1368
sin: of the angels, 1242–46; forgiveness 

of, 843, 1138–39, 1363, 1641, 1671; 
mortal, 1274, 1307, 1507, 1513; 
original, 937, 1047, 1179, 1294, 1299, 
1447, 1672; slavery to, 1203–5, 1207, 
1209, 1326

Son of God. See Christ
soul, 843, 862, 901, 914, 923, 928, 

972–74, 993, 1049, 1065, 1069, 1232, 
1240, 1296–97, 1353, 1406, 1425, 
1516–17, 1557, 1560–61, 1580

Tabernacles, feast of, 1013, 1026–27
temple, 982, 1034, 1119–20, 1163, 1292, 

1433, 1435–37, 1571, 1632
testimony, 1108, 1147–51, 1156–57, 

1349, 1470
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Theophylact, 1490
Trinity, 865, 1004, 1007, 1069, 1156, 

1192, 1287, 1662, 1704
truth, 895, 935, 946, 1031, 1037, 1040, 

1059, 1063, 1124, 1149, 1187–88, 
1198–201, 1228, 1244–52, 1253–58, 
1271, 1333, 1335, 1370, 1686
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virtue, 846, 880, 893, 1008, 1011, 1034, 

1269, 1302, 1368, 1584, 1599, 1634

will: divine, 861, 927, 935, 938, 1039, 
1163, 1700; human, 984, 1240, 1246, 
1425, 1645

wisdom: divine, 846, 849, 857, 895, 946, 
1088, 1142, 1229, 1271, 1357, 1391, 
1511, 1665; human, 854

Word. See Christ 
worship, 1081, 1350, 1433, 1632
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