
IV. Patristic Perspectives

This lesson will focus on the insights of Gregory Nazianzen, the
theologian, in his 40th Holy Oration – On Holy Baptism. 

Also, the perspective of John Crysostom in his Homilies on 
Hebrews, specifically chapter 6.

Gregory Nazianzen, the Theologian

Nazianzen refers to his home district, Nazianzus, a part of 
Cappadochia – thus with Basil the Great and Gregory of Nyssa he 
is considered a Cappadochian father. Theologian is a very 
exclusive title in the Eastern Orthodox Church and is applied only 
to John the Apostle, Gregory, and Symeon the new theologian. 
Gregory was trained in the best schools of his day, with Basil (one 
of his teachers also taught John Crysostom). He was an ascetic, 
reluctant appointee to the presbytery and bishopric, one-time 
bishop of Constantinople, and a key figure at the Council of 
Constantinople (381, from which is derived the current form of the 
Nicene Creed). Gregory was a defender of orthodoxy against the 
Arians, and his Theological Orations are among the deepest of any 
age of the church. He was also a poet.



On Holy Baptism

The Word recognizes three Births for us; namely, the natural birth, 
that of Baptism, and that of the Resurrection. Of these the first is by 
night, and is servile, and involves passion; but the second is by 
day, and is destructive of passion, cutting off all the veil that is 
derived from birth, and leading on to the higher life; and the third is 
more terrible and shorter, bringing together in a moment all 
mankind, to stand before its Creator, and to give an account of its 
service and conversation here; whether it has followed the flesh, or 
whether it has mounted up with the spirit, and worshipped the 
grace of its new creation. My Lord Jesus Christ has showed that 
He honoured all these births in His own Person; the first, by that 
first and quickening Inbreathing; the second by His Incarnation and 
the Baptism wherewith He Himself was baptized; and the third by 
the Resurrection of which He was the Firstfruits; condescending,
as He became the Firstborn among many brethren, so also to 
become the Firstborn from the dead.

On Holy Baptism, cont'd

Let us discourse upon the second, which is now necessary for us,
and which gives its name to the Feast of the Lights. Illumination is 
the splendour of souls, the conversion of the life, the question put 
to the Godward conscience. It is the aid to our weakness, the 
renunciation of the flesh, the following of the Spirit, the fellowship 
of the Word, the improvement of the creature, the overwhelming of 
sin, the participation of light, the dissolution of darkness. It is the 
carriage to God, the dying with Christ, the perfecting of the mind, 
the bulwark of Faith, the key of the Kingdom of heaven, the change 
of life, the removal of slavery, the loosing of chains, the remodeling 
of the whole man. Why should I go into further detail? Illumination 
is the greatest and most magnificent of the Gifts of God.



On Holy Baptism, cont'd

And as Christ the Giver of it is called by many various names, so 
too is this Gift, whether it is from the exceeding gladness of its 
nature. . . that the great variety of its benefits has reacted for us 
upon its names. We call it: the Gift, the Grace, Baptism, Unction, 
Illumination, the Clothing of Immortality, the Laver of Regeneration, 
the Seal, and everything that is honourable. We call it the Gift, 
because it is given to us in return for nothing on our part; Grace, 
because it is conferred even on debtors; Baptism, because sin is
buried with it in the water; Unction, as Priestly and Royal, for such 
were they who were anointed; Illumination, because of its 
splendour; Clothing, because it hides our shame; the Laver, 
because it washes us; the Seal because it preserves us, and is 
moreover the indication of Dominion. In it the heavens rejoice; it is 
glorified by Angels, because of its kindred splendour. It is the
image of the heavenly bliss.

On Holy Baptism cont'd

For since to be utterly sinless belongs to God, and to the first and 
uncompounded nature. . . but to sin is human and belongs to the 
Compound on earth; therefore the master did not think it right to 
leave His creature unaided, or to neglect its danger of separation 
from Himself; but on the contrary, just as He gave existence to that 
which did not exist, so He gave new creation to that which did 
exist, a diviner creation and a loftier than the first, which is to those 
who are beginning life a Seal, and to those who are more mature in 
age both a gift and a restoration of the image which had fallen 
through sin. . . but that like those who in the course of a long
journey make a brief rest from labour at an inn, we should be 
enabled to accomplish the rest of the road fresh and full of 
courage. Such is the grace and power of baptism; not an 
overwhelming of the world as of old, but a purification of the sins of 
each individual, and a complete cleansing from all the bruises and 
stains of sin.



On Holy Baptism cont'd

And since we are double-made, I mean of body and soul, and the 
one part is visible, the other invisible, so the cleansing also is 
twofold, by water and the spirit; the one received visibly in the 
body, the other concurring with it invisibly and apart from the body; 
the one typical, the other real and cleansing the depths. And this 
which comes to the aid of our first birth, makes us new instead of 
old, and like God instead of what we now are; recasting us without 
fire, and creating us anew without breaking us up. For, to say it all 
in one word, the virtue of Baptism is to be understood as a 
covenant with God for a second life and a purer conversation.

On Holy Baptism cont'd

If after baptism the persecutor and tempter of the light assail you 
(for he assailed even the Word my God through the veil, the hidden 
Light through that which was manifested), you have the means to 
conquer him. Fear not the conflict; defend yourself with the Water; 
defend yourself with the Spirit, by Which all the fiery darts of the 
wicked shall be quenched. It is Spirit, but that Spirit which rent the 
Mountains. It is Water, but that which quenches fire. If he assail 
you by your want (as he dared to assail Christ), and asks that 
stones should be made bread, do not be ignorant of his devices.
Teach him what he has not learned. . . Say to him relying on the
Seal, “I am myself the Image of God; I have not yet been cast down 
from the heavenly Glory, as you were through your pride; I have 
put on Christ; I have been transformed into Christ by Baptism; 
worship thou me.” Well do I know that he will depart. . . as he did 
from Christ the first Light, so he will from those who are illumined 
by Christ.



On Holy Baptism cont'd

“But then”, you say, “is not God merciful, and since He knows our 
thoughts and searches out our desires, will He not take the desire 
of Baptism instead of Baptism?”

You are speaking in riddles, if what you mean is that because of
God's mercy the unenlightened is enlightened in His sight; and he 
is within the kingdom of heaven who merely desires to attain to it, 
but refrains from doing that which pertains to the kingdom.

And so also in those who fail to receive the Gift, some are 
altogether animal or bestial, according as they are either foolish or 
wicked; and this, I think, has to be added to their other sins, that 
they have no reverence at all for this Gift, but look upon it as a 
mere gift — to be acquiesced in if given them, and if not given them, 
then to be neglected.

On Holy Baptism cont'd

Let the laver be not for your body only, but also for the image of 
God in you; not merely a washing away of sins in you, but also a
correction of your temper; let it not only wash away the old filth, but 
let it purify the fountainhead. Let it not only move you to honourable 
acquisition, but let it teach you also honourably to lose possession; 
or, which is more easy, to make restitution of what you have 
wrongfully acquired. For what profit is it that your sin should have 
been forgiven you, but the loss which you have inflicted should not 
be repaired to him whom you have injured?



On Holy Baptism cont'd

But one thing more I preach unto you. The Station in which you 
shall presently stand after your Baptism before the Great 
Sanctuary is a foretype of the future glory. The Psalmody with 
which you will be received is a prelude to the Psalmody of Heaven; 
the lamps which you will kindle are a Sacrament of the illumination 
there with which we shall meet the Bridegroom, shining and virgin 
souls, with the lamps of our faith shining, not sleeping through our 
carelessness, that we may not miss Him that we look for if He 
come unexpectedly; nor yet unfed, and without oil, and destitute of 
good works, that we be not cast out of the Bridechamber.

John Crysostom, the Golden-Tongued

John Crysostom was schooled in the finest pagan schools of 
Antioch of Syria. His conversion to Christianity began in 367 when 
he encountered the Bishop Meletius, his teacher in the Christian
religion. About 370 he was baptized. He was ordained a lector in
the church of Antioch but left the position to join an ascetic 
community. There he received further tutoring and mentorship, 
especially from Diodorus who became bishop of Tarsus, who 
taught in the grammattico-historical method which came to 
represent Antiochian exegesis. He ruined his health by ascetic 
practice and returned to Antioch to recover. Next, he was 
appointed to the office of deacon. In time he was selected to be the 
bishop of Constantinople. It is there that many of his most famous 
homilies were delivered (for which he is known as the 'golden-
tongued') such as the Easter homily. John was forced into exile,
and died of deprivation in 407.



Crysostom: Homilies on Hebrews, Homily 9

For he that intends to pursue virtue ought to condemn wickedness
first, and then go in pursuit of it. For repentance cannot prove them 
clean. For this cause they were straightway baptized, that what 
they were unable to accomplish by themselves, this might be 
effected by the grace of Christ. Neither then does repentance 
suffice for purification, but men must first receive baptism. At all 
events, it was necessary to come to baptism, having condemned 
the sins thereby and given sentence against them.

Homily 9 cont'd

But what is the doctrine of baptisms? Not as if there were many 
baptisms, but one only. Why then did he express it in the plural? 
Because he had said, not laying again a foundation of repentance. 
For if he again baptized them and catechized them afresh, and 
having been baptized at the beginning they were again taught what 
things ought to be done and what ought not, they would remain 
perpetually incorrigible. . .

It is not open to them to say, “If we live slothfully we will be 
baptized again, we will be catechized again, we will again receive 
the Spirit; even if now we fall from the faith, we shall be able again 
by being baptized, to wash away our sins, and to attain to the same 
state as before.” You are deceived (he says) in supposing these 
things.



Homily 9 cont'd:
the Second Law of Pardon 

Renew them, he says, unto repentance, that is, by repentance, for 
unto repentance is by repentance. What then, is repentance 
excluded? Not repentance, far from it! But the renewing again by
the laver. For he did not say, impossible to be renewed unto 
repentance, and stop, but added how impossible, by crucifying 
afresh.

To be renewed, that is, to be made new, for to make men new is 
the work of the laver only: for (it is said) your youth shall be 
renewed as the eagle's. But it is the work of repentance, when 
those who have been made new, have afterwards become old 
through sins, to set them free from this old age, and to make them 
strong. To bring them to that former brightness however, is not 
possible; for there the whole was Grace.

Second Law of Pardon cont'd

Now this is the message we have heard from Him and declare to 
you: God is light, and there is absolutely no darkness in Him. If we 
say, “We have fellowship with Him,” yet we walk in darkness, we 
are lying and are not practicing the truth. But if we walk in the light 
as He Himself is in the light, we have fellowship with one another, 
and the blood of Jesus cleanses us from all sin. If we say, “We 
have no sin,” we are deceiving ourselves, and the truth is not in us. 
If we confess our sins, He is faithful and righteous to forgive us our 
sins and to cleanse us from all unrighteousness. If we say, “We 
don't have any sin,” we make Him a liar, and His word is not in us. 
(1 John 1:5-10)

But if anyone does sin, we have an advocate with the Father –
Jesus Christ the Righteous One. (1 John 2:1)



Homily 9 cont'd

Crucifying to themselves, he says, the Son of God afresh, and 
putting Him to an open shame. What he means is this. Baptism is a 
Cross, and our old man was crucified with Him, for we were made 
conformable to the likeness of His death, and again, we were 
buried therefore with Him by baptism into death. Wherefore, as it is 
not possible that Christ should be crucified a second time, for that 
is to put Him to an open shame. For if death shall no more have 
dominion over Him, if He rose again, by His resurrection becoming 
superior to death; if by death He wrestled with and overcame 
death, and then is crucified again, all those things become a fable 
and a mockery. He then that baptizes a second time, crucifies Him 
again.

Homily 9 cont'd

But what is crucifying afresh? Crucifying over again. For as Christ 
died on the cross, so do we in baptism, not as to the flesh, but as to 
sin. Behold two deaths. He died as to the flesh. In our case the old 
man was buried, and the new man arose, made conformable to the 
likeness of His death. If therefore it is necessary to be baptized 
again, it is necessary that this same Christ should die again. For 
baptism is nothing else than the putting to death of the baptized, 
and his rising again.



Homily 9 cont'd

There is not then any second laver - there is not indeed! And if 
there is, there is also a third, and a fourth; for the former one is 
continually disannulled by the later, and this continually by another, 
and so on without end.

What then, you say? Is there no repentance? There is repentance,
but there is no second baptism: but repentance there is, and it has 
great force, and is able to set free from the burden of his sins, if he 
will, even him that has been baptized much in sins, and to 
establish in safety him who is in danger, even though he should 
have come unto the very depth of wickedness. And this is evident
from many places. 


