
AI translated via Neil Godfrey, with the bulk of the cross referencing citations by Paul Scheffers. Throughout this work 
Bauer cites the 1691 printing of the 1613 Höschel edition of Philo. These references are obsolete. Today readers are 
likely to refer to the Loeb Classical Library’s Colson and Whitaker translation or Yonge’s translation of Philo for the 
complete works. The title breaks and numbering references found in these modern translations are based on the 
Cohn-Wendland edition of Philo that was published between 1896 and 1915. Thanks to the cross-referencing work of 
Paul Cheffers Bauer’s obsolete citations are matched with modern equivalents. Despite our efforts we cannot 
guarantee complete accuracy in every case but hopefully enough information is given to reasonably direct readers to 
relevant source material in Philo. —-- ​
​
Example: The first citation note is on page 65.  

¹ Deus immut. p. 317, 318 [= Deus 172-176]. We [sc. Bauer] cite according to Höschel’s edition, Frankfurt 
1691.                                 ([= ….] is the modern citation.) 

Bauer’s abbreviations 
(these vary)​

​
(Höschel reference) 

Modern 
abbreviations​

​
(Corn-Wendland)  

Full title English translation 

De Opific. Opif. De opificio mundi On the Creation 

Legis Alleg. Leg. 1-3 Legum allegoriae Allegorical Interpretation 

De Cherub. Cher. De cherubim On the Cherubim 

De sacrif. Abel et Cain. Sacr. De sacrificiis Abelis et 
Caini 

On the Sacrifices of Abel 
and Cain 

Quod Deterius pot.  Det. Quod deterius potiori 
insidiari soleat 

That the Worse Attacks the 
Better 

De Gigant. Gig. De gigantibus On the Giants 

Quod Deus immut.  Deus Quod Deus sit 
immutabilis 

On the Unchangeableness 
of God 

De agricult. Agr. De agricultura On Agriculture 

De Plantat. 
[De Mundo] Plant. De plantatione On Planting 

De Temulent. Ebr. De ebrietate On Drunkenness 

Quod Resipuit Noë Sobr. De sobrietate On Sobriety 

[De] Confus. ling. Conf. De confusione linguarum On the Confusion of 
Tongues 

De Migrat. Abrah. Migr. De migratione Abrahami On the Migration of 
Abraham 

https://www.deutsche-digitale-bibliothek.de/item/5DUOP4QFMIPDRGIUUDNJDIIXBBQ2P3CO
https://archive.org/details/philo0001phil/mode/2up
https://archive.org/details/worksofphilocomp0000phil/mode/2up
https://openlibrary.org/books/OL20605712M/Philonis_Alexandrini_opera_quae_supersunt


 

Divinar. heres​
Heres divin.​
Quis heres divin. 

Her. Quis rerum divinarum 
heres sit 

Who Is the Heir of Divine 
Things? 

De Congress Congr. De congressu eruditionis 
gratia 

On Mating with the 
Preliminary Studies 

De Profug. Fug. De fuga et inventione On Flight and Finding 

De Mutat. nomin. 
De Nomin. Mutat. Mut. De mutatione nominum On the Change of Names 

De Somn[iis] Somn. De somniis I–II On Dreams 

De Abrah. Abr. De Abrahamo On Abraham 

De Josepho Jos. De Iosepho On Joseph 

Vit. Mos. II or III​
Moses II or III Mos. De vita Mosis I–II On the Life of Moses 

De Decalog. Decal. De decalogo On the Decalogue 

De Decalog. [sic] 
De legib. special. 
Leg. spec. 
De Monarchia I, II 
De creat. Princip. 
De victim. offerent 
De victimis 
De septem[n]. et fest. ​
De septem[n] 

Spec. De specialibus legibus 
I–IV On the Special Laws 

De Caritat. 
De nobilit. Virt. De virtutibus On the Virtues 

De Praem. et Poen. 
De Execrat. Praem. De praemiis et poenis / 

De exsecrationibus 

On Rewards and 
Punishments / On the 
Curses 

Quod prob. liber.​
Quod omnis prob. liber Prob. Quod omnis probus liber 

sit Every Good Man Is Free 

De vita contempl. Contempl. De vita contemplativa On the Contemplative Life 

In Flaccum Flacc. In Flaccum Against Flaccus 

Legatio ad Cajum​
Mission to Caligula Legat. Legatio ad Gaium Embassy to Gaius 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Philo,​
Strauss and Renan​

and ​
Christian Origins 

By​
​

Bruno Bauer 

 

 

 
Berlin.​

Published by Gustav Hempel.​
1874. 

 

 



Contents. 
I. ​ Philo as guide from Hellenism to Christianity.​
II. ​ Strauss and his new faith.​
III. ​ Renan’s position with respect to French imperialism.​
IV. ​ Strauss’s place in the world.​
V. ​ The Roman Caesars and the forerunners of Christianity.​
VI. ​ Philo’s spiritual world-religion.​
VII. ​ Philo in the New Testament.​
VIII. ​ Renan’s Life of Jesus.​
IX. ​ Philo’s writings. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 



5 

I​
​

Philo as guide from Hellenism to Christianity​
 

I now turn to the concluding part of my work on the origin of the Gospel history. 

First, I present the Jewish prologue to Christianity. By this I mean the outline that the Jew Philo 
sketched of the core of the Gospel history before it entered into action, and the conception in 
which this Alexandrian master formulated some of the fundamental ideas of the so-called 
Pauline epistles and the image of the high priest in the Epistle to the Hebrews. 

These creations of the Alexandrian—who, already advanced in age, had gone to Rome in the 
year 40 as an envoy of his Jewish fellow citizens to negotiate with the emperor Caligula—spare 
me the unnecessary trouble of entering into direct polemical engagement with the two men who, 
during the last ten years, have dominated the field of popular Gospel criticism. 

Against Strauss’s belief in an ancient Jewish image of the Messiah, already firmly established 
before the composition of the Gospels and worked out in detail, which, like a venerable  
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school tablet, the authors of the Gospels are said to have copied, and which even Jesus, under 
the compulsion of Jewish popular belief, is supposed to have had to follow, I need not repeat my 
earlier arguments showing that actual history knows nothing of any such authoritative model. I 
shall let Philo speak for me and describe the new needs and attitudes that shaped the image of 
a mediator descending from heaven to earth and ascending and descending between them. 

Nor do I need to interfere directly with Renan’s pride in his landscape painting and in the skill of 
his brush, with which he has imbued the localities of sacred history with the sweetness (to use 
Renan’s own expression) of the new message. I do not wish to disturb his Jesus, who, like a 
chameleon, reflects the local colouring of his surroundings, or, like an insect, bears upon himself 
the colour of the leaf that forms his world. Nor do I wish to offend in the slightest those German 
reviewers who (as, for example, in the Berlin Reform of 18 April 1867) believe Renan’s 
superiority over German scholars is happily demonstrated by the fact that he saw the locations 
of the Gospel history with his own eyes, himself climbed the mountains on which Jesus was 
most inspired, and bathed in the Sea of Gennesaret, the centre of the Gospel “idyll.” 



But Philo will appear, and in his soul reveal seas and lakes from which the mysteries of antiquity 
rise, and mountains upon which a new city of God will be founded, rising above an exhausted 
Rome and Greece. 
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And this same Alexandrian comes to us surrounded by a “chorus of ancient and mythical seers,” 
as he himself calls them, whom he presents to us as his collaborators. Heraclitus, with his 
mystery of the opposition that animates the world and works its way upward towards unity; 
Plato, with his world of Ideas; the Stoics, with their Logos, which constitutes the law of the 
universe; and the whole host of Greek philosophers stand close at his side and shine forth in his 
writings as the master-builders of the revelation that culminates in the Logos, the mediator, 
interpreter, advocate, and high-priestly reconciler between heaven and earth. 

This illustrious chorus of Philo’s fellow workers makes it entirely unnecessary for me to say 
anything about the narrow circle of vision within which Strauss holds an alleged template—on 
which the image of the Messiah had supposedly long since been sketched out in the Jewish 
synagogue—responsible for the formation of Christianity and the Gospel “saga.” And before the 
proximity of those men, from Heraclitus and Democritus down to Zeno, the father of the Stoics, 
the charm of the Galilean landscape—in which Renan finds the explanation of the Gospel 
“pastoral”—fades away like theatrical scenery in the light of day. 

When Philo clothed the Greek philosophical conception of the world-ordering Logos with priestly 
functions; when he introduced the outlook of Heraclitus and his successors concerning human 
frailty, together with the resignation of the Greek philosophical schools, into the world of the law 
of Jehovah; and when he opened the way for those same ideas into the theories of the 
Johannine and Pauline writings, he appeared as a witness in a question that has occupied the 
world down to the present day. 
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The issue is the dispute over the relationship between philosophy and religion. 

The Enlightenment of the previous century, in its rejection of and opposition to ecclesiastical 
doctrine, could not approach the connection between these two spheres of life without 
prejudice. The creators of Greek philosophy failed to appreciate the birth pangs that their 
formulation of universal cosmic powers cost them, the kinship that still bound these powers to 
the ancient deities, and thus they lent support to those peoples who accused them of hostility 
towards the gods. The last philosopher, Hegel, brought religion and philosophy together as 
siblings who, in the successive historical metamorphoses of his Idea, extend their hands to one 
another; he merely claimed for the younger sibling the advantage that, through its pure 
apprehension of the Idea, it stands above the preceding stage of religion, which perceives the 
world-process only in images fashioned by the senses. He overlooked the fact that the 
world-journey of his Idea through nature and its historical realm of spirits is itself only a symbolic 



image or spectre cast upon the colourless screen of his logic by his imagination and religious 
disposition. 

Philo actually experienced this conflict. The turning point of antiquity, which fell within his lifetime 
and was marked, among other things, by the consolidation of the secular universal dominion of 
a single ruler, was brought to completion by the Jewish thinker through his transplantation of 
Greek philosophy into the heart of the Old Testament law; and in doing so he supplied the 
Church with the formulas for the logical glorification of the heavenly One. He reworked Greek 
philosophy in such a way that it could become the vestibule 
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of Christianity, and Christianity could make itself the continuation of the work to which 
Heraclitus, Plato, and the Stoics had devoted themselves. 

A lecture by Herr Michelet before the Philosophical Society in Berlin, reported in the 
National-Zeitung of 29 August 1873, enables me to illustrate this dispute between religion and 
philosophy by means of an “either-or” which that active disciple of Hegel set before those who 
doubted the sublimity of the latter, taking this phrase as my guide. Herr Michelet spoke about 
the position Herr Zeller had adopted towards Hegelian philosophy in his inaugural address that 
year. He would not accept the new Berlin professor’s assertion that Hegel had neglected 
experience in his philosophical constructions, and he avenged his master upon his opponent by 
demonstrating that Hegel too imposed upon philosophy the duty of going back from the objects 
of experience to “that which eludes perception, to the essence of things, the causes of 
appearance, and of asking after the single cause from which the interaction of all things and the 
harmony of all being can be explained.” 

The triumph or defeat of these two latest Berlin disputants is of no concern here. What does me 
a useful service, however, is the threat that Michelet holds out to the defenders of experience 
and opponents of the dialectical reconciliation of the opposites of the world. When he says that 
to reject the dialectical unification of opposites “means nothing other than rejecting the whole of 
philosophy, since Zeno, Heraclitus, Plato, and all their successors down to Kant, Fichte, and 
Schelling merely prepared 
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what Hegel carried through with consummate mastery,” I accept this statement, but apply it 
differently from what the faithful disciple of Hegel intended with his threat. 

For me, the issue is not the rejection of philosophy, but its historical relation to religion. The 
opposition it created, with its shadowy powers of unity, to the personal deities and rulers of the 
world belonging to religion is a transient appearance. From the moment Anaxagoras detached 
his Ionian predecessors and the bold atomists—who, for lack of empirical knowledge, could not 
carry through an explanation of nature by examining the details of natural processes—and set 
Spirit against them as the ordering power of the world, philosophy had not escaped from 
mythology. The Spirit of Anaxagoras, like Plato’s world of Ideas, is the religious deification and 



separation of law from the world, possibility from actuality, essence from things. Spinoza’s 
Substance is likewise still the Jewish infinitizing and self-subsistence of law over against 
actuality; and Hegel did nothing more than raise the categories that Plato fashioned as weapons 
against the Sophists and their criticism of the underlying concepts of law and divinity, that 
Aristotle then arranged, that the Scholastics of the Middle Ages consolidated into real 
existences, that Fichte turned into instruments for the struggle of the ego with the massive 
world, and that Bardili transformed into algebraic magic formulas, into fully personified powers 
governing spirit and nature and making history. 

Greco-Roman antiquity perished without arriving at an explanation of its religions and their gods 
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and that downfall and antiquity’s lack of clarity about the origin of its gods stand in a pragmatic 
relationship to one another, or are merely two manifestations of one and the same fact. Plato’s 
rejection of the Homeric myths and his demand that states and authorities introduce more 
dignified images of the gods into the schools; the allegorical interpretations of others, who 
sought to preserve the offensive accounts of the divine world as coverings for moral truths; and 
the natural explanations of Epicurean-minded mythologists, who saw in the gods of legend 
deified and deserving kings and heroes of prehistoric times, cannot count as an understanding 
of the ancient religions. 

The philosophers themselves were incapable of bringing about the end of the colourful system 
of the ancient world of gods, for in their own systems they merely simplified the relationship that 
popular belief ascribed to the gods in relation to the world. They copied the traditional religion 
and, despite all their opposition to it, were so dependent upon it that they designated their new 
creations of thought by the names of the popular gods. 

Anaxagoras honoured his world-ordering Spirit with the title Zeus, just as Heraclitus gave the 
same name to the power that remains lord over the opposites of the world; and when he wished 
to portray the emergence and separation of opposites, he had Apollo, as an archer, send forth 
the dividing arrows and traced their reunification to the magic of the lyre of that same god. 

Here too, in this exhaustion of antiquity and its retreat into its own rigidifying world, Philo 
appeared as a pioneer. He opened for Greek and Roman civilization the way out of itself and 
towards a metamorphosis 
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first by attaching monotheism, to which antiquity had risen by means of the philosophical 
separation of spirit and matter, to the God of the Jews; and then by bringing together, in sharply 
accentuated formulas, those views and theories in which the philosophers had expressed their 
dread of nature and their repudiation of the world. 

The Enlightenment of the previous century, when it recoiled from the asceticism and 
mortification of the flesh in Christianity at the sight of the Greek gods, was seriously mistaken 



about the origin and inner anxiety of these idols. The apparently radiant images of the Greek 
gods emerged from the darkness of night, from the depths of the unfettered elements, or else 
won their glory in the struggle against the monsters of nature and the passions of primitive 
humanity. But even in the perfection of the victory that later artists expressed in the figures of a 
Zeus, an Athena, or an Aphrodite, there still lingers over their rigid brows the memory of the 
hardships and ordeals of their origin, and the fear that the struggle with the elements and 
passions might break forth again from those very depths. 

The philosophers who, since Anaxagoras’s discovery of the world-ordering Spirit, had treated 
the opposition between world and spirit expected the solution of that opposition from the 
increasing glorification of the latter, and reduced nature to a formless and shapeless mass that 
receives the manifold forms of its appearance and all its distinctiveness only as a borrowed gift 
from above. 

Political disappointments were added to this. The democracies had been unable to fulfil the 
promises of their glorious period 
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and had to watch the constitutional forms with which they sought to protect the absolutism of 
their rule against enemies at home and abroad transform themselves into instruments by which 
the emperors suppressed them. The helplessness of the authorities, the taste of the popular 
orators for extravagance, and the venality of advisers drove the small states, which until then 
had lived by mediating between their neighbours and had finally themselves sunk into rural 
communities, into the abyss; and the participation of everyone in directing the whole and 
enjoying its power degenerated into the beggary of the masses, who held out their begging 
bowls before the meagrely endowed state coffers in order to wrest from them the last obol for 
their daily bread. 

The thinkers and their schools saved themselves from this disappointment of antiquity by 
withdrawing from it. Against external force they protected themselves by strengthening their 
inner independence; the withered husk of communal life had become a matter of indifference to 
them, and the pleasure with which the wealthy still sought compensation for their vanished 
power was soured by the censoriousness of their morality. The world became a foreign land to 
them, and in its darkness they wandered about as the last remaining points of light, without 
knowing for whom. 

Then Philo appeared to gather together the scattered and lonely. He adopted from the Greek 
philosophers the view that the world is a foreign land “to the wise man,” but made it into a 
fundamental doctrine, expanded it into the proposition that life in this world is altogether a 
pilgrimage, and pointed to the goal of that pilgrimage in a higher world which flesh and blood 
cannot inherit. As guide upwards he proclaimed the Logos that Heraclitus and the Stoics had 
revealed to him. 
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For the moment, let us stop here. We are standing in the vestibule of Christianity, whose further 
development through Philo we shall describe in a later section. 

Before that, I shall describe the position of the two men whose detailed work, after my earlier 
investigations and alongside the development of the Philonic system, I no longer need to 
criticize, in order to portray the present situation. By “the present” I do not mean the public 
whose approval or disapproval may elevate or depress them, but rather the symptoms of the 
rising imperialism which, as in the days of the Greek philosophical schools, makes use of the 
worn-out forms of the old constitutional state to develop its absolute power. 

The question is this: have they, like the thinkers of antiquity, built up for themselves an inner 
world capable of surviving the collapse of their surroundings? And further: have they explored 
and understood religion, whose explanation they undertook, better than the philosophers of 
antiquity were able to interpret their popular religion? 

The one, Strauss, looks upon the world very naively, and the official present appears to him in 
the rosiest light. Only on one point does he believe himself to have been unfortunate: religion 
has slipped from his grasp. But he soon establishes a new one for himself, and what this cannot 
offer him by way of edification he replaces with a quiet domestic dilettantism. 

The other, Renan, behaves more discontentedly. He stands at the turning point of history where, 
in his view, destructive democracy has shattered the splendours of the good old days. He sheds 
Lamartinian tears over the misery of things and at the same time, like Émile Ollivier, attempts to 
draw from the turning point a 
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pair of fetters, which he recommends to his contemporaries as helpful relics. Among these 
fetters belongs also (according to the preface to the edition of his Life of Jesus at the end of 
1869) “a little ideal and love, a religious goal, a dream, and sweet consolation for the weak.” 

This little ideal, this watchword—and, for the preservation of the existing world-order, invaluable 
magic formula—is the entire substance, the sum and detail, of his philosophy. 

Now to Strauss! 

 

—-------------------- 
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II​
​

Strauss and his new faith​
 

Dr Guyot, whom the voters of Lyon sent to the French National Assembly last spring as their 
representative, wrote to the radical electoral committee of that city on 21 April 1873: 

“I have never hesitated, either where my interests or my person were concerned, 
when it was a question of taking part in the great work of democracy; for this is my 
religion, and I have no other. (Indeed, the coexistence of two absolutes in the same 
mind seems to me impossible: one must abolish the other.)” 

In this man of the Absolute Strauss—the present-day Strauss, who has allowed Darwin to give 
him a new divinity in the universe and Ernst to provide a substitute for the Christianity that has 
gone bankrupt—ought to have welcomed a man after his own heart. The Frenchman, who 
cannot accommodate two absolutes in his mind but cannot live without one, has replaced the 
discarded God of the old religion with the work of democracy and offers to it the sacrifice of his 
interests and his person. 

Our most important dramatic poet, Ferdinand Raimund, has given us in his romantic 
masterpiece 
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The Spendthrift (Der Verschwender), a moving symbolic image of the frugality with which a 
person in the distress of life can make do with what remains of a fortune thrown away. The 
melancholy charm this magical piece exercises upon us comes from an excess of meaning that 
reaches beyond the hero’s personal story: we feel that something more is at stake than the rare 
good fortune of an impoverished spendthrift. 

That a kindly fairy gathers up the jewels and treasures which youthful high spirits throw out of 
the window and keeps them for the old age of her favourite does not seem to us, amid the 
touching laments that run through the play, to exhaust its meaning. It is as though, from this 
mixture of lament and youthful exuberance, we could perceive the fate of youth itself: in 
chivalrous self-indulgence it even stakes the inherited treasures of the spirit, but as a man 
learns to keep house and finds what is still usable among what has been thrown away, in order 
to furnish and maintain his household. 



We know this return from the assault upon what is old and inherited to frugality and to the 
gathering of one’s feelings in the life of nations as the attempt of conservative and religious 
reaction. People restrict themselves, withdraw from the adventures of public life, dust off the old 
furniture, and light a votive lamp before the forgotten gods. 

But the need for religious consecration expresses itself even more intensely in the very 
moments of revolutionary upheaval than in such restriction and renunciation. The masses do 
not wish to abandon the aura of sanctity surrounding the objects they formerly revered, and 
after clearing away the old they preserve it 
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for their new cult. They are more provident and miserly than Raimund’s spendthrift. They retain 
the old sacred aura, the veils of mystery, the mysterious covers, and the golden thrones of 
heaven for their new divinities. 

And what do the leaders do in the assault upon the old and in the discovery of the new, as they 
add rung after rung to the ladder of further striving and general elevation? They lengthen the 
ladder to heaven on which innovators have been working from century to century. They 
believe—and thereby correctly interpret the instinct of the masses who look up to them in faith 
and follow them—that their discoveries and the doctrines destined for dominion are secure only 
when they have lodged these new rulers in the tent of the former deity, in heaven. Every 
discoverer, every epoch of upheaval reaches for a higher heaven corresponding to its more 
elevated needs. Thus history becomes an uninterrupted journey to heaven, and every innovator 
believes himself to have advanced into the seventh heaven, until another stormer, accompanied 
by a host of new people and new needs, casts him down from his ideal height and climbs 
beyond his heavenly realm to be received into the seventh heaven. 

These stormers of heaven are commanders, superiors of a new priesthood, continuers and 
consummators of the Church they have fought; and from the seventh heaven, from which they 
have removed the old believer, they seek to hold the reins of the world-dominion they have 
conquered with a firmer hand than had ever been done before. 

When, for example, Manuel, at the time of the French Revolution, undertook to drive all the 
saints from paradise, his collaborators cast the Christian God out of 
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heaven and settled there themselves; then the state became the Church, the citizen a priest, the 
altar of the fatherland the highest sanctuary, popular sovereignty the sole dogma, enthusiasm at 
the pomp and works of the old faith the true exorcism—and the nation celebrated a rebirth that 
was intended to be more thorough and comprehensive than the one demanded by Christianity. 

First Bailly had proclaimed the religion of the law, whose worship is obedience; then Roland, in 
his threatening letter to the king, had sought to frighten him with the assurance that the 
constitution had become the religion of the people. Now the works and activities of everyday 



civic life were to be illuminated and spiritualized by the light of universal ideas; and since the 
heavenly splendour of festive moments was not meant to fade in the routine of working days, 
the citizen’s disposition was at least called upon to remain constantly directed towards the 
completion of the political Church in the world of ideals. 

But even the terror of Robespierre could lend no lasting force to this demand. 

We need only briefly recall how Hegel, in order to remedy this distress of revolution, so 
intimately fused the Idea with actuality that, for the orthodox thinker, nothing remained in the 
whole world and in history but the splendour of the Idea, while freedom contented itself with 
recognizing what is given and reconciling itself with actuality. If only the human desire for action, 
which makes history and has called the actual into life, could be permanently dismissed from 
service by the reconciliatory conclusion of the historical intrigue, or if the book 
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of history could close before one’s eyes when Hegel had authenticated it with the signature of 
his “Bravo!” or “Conclusion!” 

Strauss now enters this circle with his book The Old Faith and the New; a circle to which 
Feuerbach also belongs, with his apotheosis of a single human passion, love, and his 
humanization of Christianity through a sensitive cult of love. 

Strauss indeed believes himself infinitely different from his idealistic predecessors and at the 
same time brings the whole universe onto the stage, in which there is no above or below and no 
longer any room for a heaven raised above the finite; and thus he seems to have completely 
abandoned his predecessors’ journey to heaven. He adds no new rung of his own to the ladder 
to heaven constructed by the Enlighteners and revolutionaries of the previous century and by 
the philosophers and thinkers of the present one; he does not rise above it and has no need of a 
new heaven. He has a universe whose centre is found at every one of its points, which “in each 
succeeding moment is more perfect than in the preceding one, and in which all stages and 
phases of mixing and separating, ascending and descending, becoming and passing away exist 
side by side and mutually complete one another into infinity.” So much for that. 

And yet he too has his seventh heaven, in which he lives and moves “blissfully.” 

He has, to be sure, finished with Christianity; he has got rid of it. In what way? That need not 
concern us, since his supposed liberation bears no trace of anything new or original. 

His construction of the universe and his appropriation of Darwin’s researches may likewise be 
left aside. Let him 
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argue with the specialists about the value or worthlessness of his treatment, if they consider it 
worth the trouble to discuss the reflection in his mind of theories that have only just emerged! 



Let him experience, month after month and year after year, the surprise of seeing propositions 
borrowed from the observations and assumptions of the present day transformed and 
antiquated by more thorough observations and combinations on the part of researchers. 

Yet one thing will arouse astonishment among those specialists who are still engaged in the 
liveliest debate over the question of the purposiveness of nature: namely, when he endows 
nature with the great law of progress and sees in it “a striving, proving its divinity, towards 
boundlessly advancing improvement and ennoblement.” 

Strauss fares like the more recent theologians. The more purified their religion becomes and the 
more it is cleansed of the old dogmas, the more comprehensive it becomes, and the more 
passionately they strive to give religious significance to the most worldly conditions. In 
proportion as the personal God shrinks for the moderns, the religious powers expand all the 
more. Robespierre’s command of terror to his republicans to prostrate themselves before the 
Supreme Being and sacrifice themselves upon the altar of the fatherland is still mere child’s play 
compared with Strauss’s demand that one should not even think of doubting the testimonies to 
the divinity of nature. 

To this Strauss adds the watchwords of the preceding stormers of heaven to his religion of 
nature. He 
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calls “the lawful, vital, and rational All the highest Idea,” and from Feuerbach, for whom, after the 
fall of the personal God, “the species” still has the dramatic significance of being, as it were, the 
consuming and purifying oxygen in which individuals glow, disperse, and evaporate for its 
glorification, he borrows the conceptual entity of that same species as the model according to 
which the individual is dutifully to reshape himself. 

This at least should have led him to the suspicion that the species exists only through the 
struggle of individuals and enriches itself through their experiences. 

After merging this naturalistic catechism, he finally subjects his religiosity to a chemical test. He 
wants to see whether it still has life in it; he reaches for Schopenhauer, who “strikes his highest 
Idea in the face at every opportunity,” and actually finds that his injured feeling for the All “reacts 
religiously.” 

While others, in the dispute over pessimism and optimism that is at present popular among 
dilettantes, might perhaps keep out of the fray for their own part as a belletristic war of words, 
since they may at least accept Schopenhauer’s assertion that this world is the worst possible 
one, and indeed recognize precisely the worst as the best possible world because, with its 
infirmities and its insecurity, it is the proper field for human beings to keep themselves upright 
and to draw from the inner source of their compassion the strength to struggle against the 
misery and suffering around them, Strauss’s soul shrinks in horror before the alleged pessimism 
of that philosopher. Schopenhauer’s theses appear 
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to him as attacks that affect his understanding as absurdities and his feelings as blasphemies. 

The inquisitor and accuser stands before us in bodily form. Ferdinand Raimund’s Flottwell, in 
the metamorphosis he has undergone in Strauss, has taken with him from the holdings of the 
old Church precisely the most offensive instruments of exclusiveness into his new heaven: the 
test of faith, the torture of the Inquisition, and harsh condemnation. 

Strauss has the further misfortune that those from whose “old faith” he has taken his pathetic 
leave laugh at him and point out that his confrontation with the old is a battle with windmills and 
an attack upon a caricature of Christianity. He need only look, for example, at the lecture Dr 
Schmidt gave on 6 December 1872 in the “Berlin Union Association” on his book, and he will 
learn that there is a Christianity without miracles; that religion long ago ceased to trouble itself 
with proofs for the existence of God; that since Kant the conviction has prevailed that God 
cannot be known; that since Schleiermacher feeling has been the form of the proper relation to 
God; that Christianity long ago ceased to consist in defence of a supramundane, supernatural 
existence; and that it is by no means any longer in irreconcilable contradiction with the modern 
worldview. 

Were Strauss to learn from this speech by the editor of the Protestantische Kirchenzeitung that 
broad circles are not in the least affected by his apparently tragic question, “Are we still 
Christians?”, or by his denial of it! 

Most of the reviewers who have spoken out against his book 
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demonstrate in their discussions how little is required to complete religion in its latest emptiness. 
The idea of the unity of the world is enough; a guiding purpose; an organizing spirit; the ideal of 
the good; the domination of matter by spirit; freedom above all! Freedom as the prize of 
self-won morality! Finally, the great unknown before which natural scientists strike their breasts 
when, at the end of their experiments, they lose patience. 

Bad enough for Strauss that, with the same impatience and partiality, at the end of his lesson 
with Darwin he is seized by shudders before the divinity of nature and sinks into Feuerbachian 
devotion before the ideal essence of the species! 

 

—-------------------- 
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III​
​

Renan’s Position toward French Imperialism​
 

To love freedom enthusiastically and to go to the great and powerful in their palaces and win 
their hearts for the wishes of the good people—that was the passion of Émile Ollivier, which led 
him into the Chamber of Deputies, to the director of the 2nd of December, M. de Morny, and 
finally to the presidency of the imperial Council of Ministers. Like Mirabeau (who, however, as is 
well known, was himself only a failed Morny), to reconcile the new freedom with royal power 
alongside Louis XVI—what role could be more enticing for an upright and noble man than this! 

Renan too felt within himself the capacity for this Ollivier-like role; he likewise went into the 
palace, but he was spared the test whose weight his contemporary bore. While his kindred spirit 
was inaugurating the liberal period of the Empire (from 1 January 1867), he confined himself to 
programmes. But he adorned these products of his pen with the whitewash of doctrine and, with 
sentimental Lamartinian sermons, bitterly lamented the isolation of those in power and the 
pangs of conscience of the upright liberals, who would gladly have served the man in power 

[p. 26] 

if only time had erased the stain of his origin through prescription. 

To the role of the lamenting political Jeremiah he also added that of the weeping spiritual 
prophet. He lives in a gentle mysticism in which the catchwords of German philosophy (from 
Kant down to Feuerbach) swirl about one another. From Kant he has heard that God is a 
postulate of practical reason, while at the same time Feuerbach has for him cast the Good (as a 
person) down from the throne of divinity and made the Good, the Beautiful, and the True into the 
eternal Being. In consequence of his many-sided education, he therefore wishes (in his Studies 
in the History of Religion) to permit ordinary people to use the word “God,” which, under one 
form or another, will always be the embodiment of our supersensible needs, while for the 
absolution of the philosopher he insists that the enthusiasm in which the latter feels himself 
raised by the heavenly charm of the Ideal, the Good, the True, and the Beautiful is itself nothing 
other than worship. 

Louis Veuillot expressed, in opposition to these floating phrases (for example, in the Univers of 
13 February 1858), the wish that France, whose genius is incomparably more congenial to 
them, might rather be taken back to the Dupuis, Holbachs, etc., of the previous century. Renan, 
however, avenged himself for this (in the Revue des deux Mondes) by complaining of the 
superficial spirit of the Latin nations, which lacked moral sense and religious initiative. 



This complaint about the narrowness of the French genius is the third task in life which Renan 
has undertaken alongside 

[p. 27] 

his expression of sympathy for statesmen and alongside his propaganda for the cult of the Ideal. 

Renan’s intellect belongs to the modern age; his inclination of heart, by contrast, is turned 
toward the old traditions. The Ideal draws him forward, but his softness recoils when he surveys 
the horrors that the Revolution has brought upon France. His Questions contemporaines (1868), 
for example, sketch a tableau of the devastations into which the movement set in motion in 
1789 has led. There is only a world of pygmies and empereurs — an Eros who has rendered 
everything ephemeral and shattered and can produce only weakness and pettiness — a nation 
in which the noble must fail. 

Quite unlike the spiritual heroes of Greece, who, amid the collapse of their democracies and the 
succession of emperors, made themselves the architects of a new world, he immerses himself, 
with his complaints about the oppressions and sufferings of respectable people, in prophecies 
and visions of the future in which Dante’s hell will close over the nation torn apart and 
oppressed by blood-dripping riders. 

The melancholy worshipper of the past regrets the decline of the aristocratic class and the 
priestly spirit. Thus, for example, he writes in the Journal des Débats of 11 May 1868, on the 
occasion of a notice of Beulé’s Augustus, his family and his friends: “Our races are not noble 
enough to be able to dispense with princes. Modern civilization was in many respects a princely 
creation of the nobility and of the courts amid a ponderous mass which had little to do with it; if 
the courts 

[p. 28] 

and the nobility disappear, civilization will suffer some danger among these races, since the 
noble elements of their life have germinated and maintained themselves under the patronage of 
princes.” 

His philosophy of Ollivier’s politics consists in the idealization of the Second Empire. He praises 
the inspiration of its founder, but criticizes the execution, and Napoleon III is not a little flattered 
and yet given a sly smile if he would like to have the empire without the ministers and the 
majority intrigues. His view that the servants entrusted with carrying out the leading idea act 
contrary to it, and that the soul is paralysed by its organs, accords with the regret with which 
despots who pave the way for completed imperialism commonly surround themselves with 
unreliable friends and tactless servants. 

The naïveté with which, in the same work of 1868, he laments the good man who, because he 
wishes to serve only a government that is not open to discussion and in whose foundation he 
has taken no part, is consequently obliged to remain aloof, is merely a variation on the sighs of 



the pioneers of imperialism. Napoleon I wished to be his own son, and his nephew, whom three 
kings separated from his predecessor, will sometimes have had the same wish for himself. 

With all these complaints, Renan has not explained nascent imperialism, but has merely 
lamented its weakness, as though the transition from legitimacy and democracy to the levelling 
of the earlier legal 

[p. 29] 

forms without these birth-pangs of rootlessness were possible! The man who, with such elegies, 
opposes the conclusion of the great periods of world history is still less capable of recognizing, 
in the devaluation of earlier forms of life and principles, the true fertile soil of a new formation of 
the world. 

Renan has so entered into the role of the lamenting prophet that, in his work of 1871, The 
Intellectual and Moral Reform, he compares himself with that Nazarene of Jerusalem who, 
during the siege of the holy city, continually cried out from its walls: “Woe to Jerusalem, woe to 
the Temple!” until, struck by a hostile sling-stone, he collapsed with the lament: “Woe also to 
me!” 

The disciples of the Stoa, who, while the city-destroyers were shaking the Greek strongholds, 
were building the new world-state, would certainly not have been capable of such a comparison. 
Nor would they have imagined that, by constitutional artifices of the sort that are current and 
accepted during the transition to imperialism, and by conservative refurbishments of the 
institutions of Draco’s or Solon’s and Cleisthenes’ times, they could rejuvenate their fellow 
citizens, as Renan is all too eager to do with his own. 

Thus in his work of 1871 he gives a recipe for how the French can be cured of democracy. The 
monarchy is to be restored. “Give France a young, earnest, strictly moral king! Let him reign for 
fifty years; let him gather around himself consistently working men who are fanatically devoted 
to their work, and France can live another hundred years.” 

Alongside the king there is to be a nobility entrusted with the detailed leadership of the people. 
This nobility should have its roots in the 

[p. 30] 

army, with officer posts made hereditary, the captain of the Landwehr in each canton acting and 
ruling as village lord and chief of the gendarmerie. 

Strauss, in his New Faith, also seriously considers the recommendation of political remedies, for 
example the indispensable “antidote” of the abolition of parliamentary salaries, which is 
supposed to paralyse the “poison” of universal suffrage; but Renan surpasses him in the matter 
of political virtuosity, constructing, for example, a new Senate together with a Chamber of 
Deputies, with an upper and lower house suited to the times, and a free system of government 
for the press and the universities, whose representatives — the upper stratum of a reborn 



France — with free access to the monarch’s court, as the higher spirits, are to form an 
aristocratic permanent centre for the protection of art, science, and taste against democratic 
degeneration and provincial dullness. 

The dynasty from which the young, strictly moral monarch is to emerge is that of Bonaparte. 
France, Renan thinks, is indeed monarchically inclined, but no longer has a proper 
understanding of hereditary right in the matter of government, and would therefore most readily 
amalgamate itself with a monarchy without a definite law of succession, something like the 
institution that prevailed under the Roman Caesars. The house of Bourbon, he finds, would not, 
in view of its antecedents, be suited to such a middle position; “the house of Bonaparte, on the 
other hand, does not fall outside its role when it occupies this indeterminate position, which 
does not contradict its origin and possesses its justification in the full recognition which this 
house has always accorded to the principle of popular sovereignty.” 

[p. 31] 

For the church question he has an arcanum in his pocket, but whenever he brings it out, he 
shows it only from afar. It is: separation of church and state, and he expects that the church will 
burst apart after enjoying this magic potion. 

He expressed himself most clearly on this question in a letter to a friend published by the Public 
on 20 April 1869. But still with cautious reserve. He calls the endowment of the church with 
freedom of association and property rights a ticklish matter, a “delicate” question, and reassures 
even the fearful democrats with the consolation that the realization of such an ideal still lies in 
the far, far distance; and only after exhorting them to “trust in freedom” does he express the 
conviction that this freedom, “introduced into the church, will produce unexpected results within 
it, namely profound divisions, true schisms, and will dissolve the threatening (Catholic) unity.” 

A few days later, in his electoral manifesto of 8 May of the same year to the Paris voters, he 
declares: the priest should be master in his congregation, but should keep away from the affairs 
of the municipality and from politics, and then mysteriously adds: “later will come the separation 
of church and state.” 

Thus, until the complete separation that is to lead to the fragmentation of the church, there is to 
be a peaceful division of power, a bargain which, in the Intellectual Reform of 1871, he seeks to 
make quite palatable to the clergy. “The church,” he proposes, “should recognize two categories 
of believers: those who adhere to the letter, and those who adhere to the spirit. 

[p. 32] 

At a certain level of education, belief in the supernatural becomes an impossibility for a number 
of people; do not force them to wear a blindfold. Do not interfere with what we teach, with what 
we write, and we shall not dispute the people with you. Do not make our place at the university, 
at the academy, a matter of contention, and we shall leave the elementary school to you without 
reservation or restriction.” Despite all this liberality, in the work of 1871 he also demands the 



abolition of Catholicism and returns to the arcanum of the separation of church and state as the 
sole solution to the difficulty, but he despairs of its practical feasibility and consoles himself and 
his readers with the hope that the papacy will finally dissolve of itself and render the struggle 
unnecessary. 

In short, with his theory he finds himself in a blind alley and cannot find the way out into 
practice. He probably senses, without being able to account for it, that his theory is as weak and 
powerless as his critical research, and therefore takes refuge in hope for a miracle — in a vision. 
For such a miracle, in the preface to the illustrated popular edition of his Life of Jesus (from the 
beginning of 1870), he constructs the following scenery: “Night begins to spread its dark wings 
over the world. The sadness of evening prevails; selfish calculations have taken the place of the 
old idealism; faith is dead, the holy branch (Aaron’s) withered. But the skeleton of our sad world, 
which is so ordinary, mediocre, without faith, love, and hope, will once again clothe itself with 
flesh, and soon the pride of the Roman 

[p. 33] 

church, which is the most complete denial of the Gospel, will be punished.” 

Bring together Lamartinian laments and visions, Dumas the Younger’s aphorisms on the 
miseries of the present, add to the mixture the frivolous texts of Offenbach’s operettas, and one 
has the ingredients which, from the evening of the present historical period, are supposed to 
produce a cheerful morning. 

What Renan, in his poetic prose, calls the ordinary and mediocre tone of the present and 
condemns as the selfish calculations of French society is really nothing more than the 
advancing Anglicization of France. Underlying his complaints about the dissolving effect of 
democracy is resentment at the spread of the English regime, the industrial state, and love of 
peace. Hence, despite the homage which he occasionally pays to Protestantism, and despite 
his fulminations against the papacy of “Catholic unity” and against the organization by which the 
episcopate alone had saved itself amid the fluctuating society of revolutionary France, he 
retained his admiration for it. Hence, at the time of the Syrian expedition, he could dedicate his 
flatteries to the Empire and to the clergy allied with it, and express the conviction that the 
religious zeal of imperial France would succeed in opening the Orient and the coasts of the 
Mediterranean to the Church of Rome for successful conquests. 

Hence, finally, he also points the new monarchy, which in the Reform of 1871 he depicted with 
its feudal and priestly surroundings, toward a distant goal where it could pluck laurels and where 
rational society 

[p. 34] 

could be beneficially occupied. This field of conquest for the new Catholic military state is to be 
China, since Syria is closed and Mexico has become inaccessible — that same China which, for 
the destruction and plundering of a millennia-old literature and art collection in the Emperor’s 



Summer Palace by the allied civilizers, languishes for revenge, and which the English have 
already brought so far that they have solemnly renounced the protection of Anglican 
missionaries by British gunboats (even with the consent of the bishops in the Upper House)! 

Before a year had passed after this warlike vision, Renan had forgotten it. In the autumn of 1872 
he went to Rome, allowed himself to be feted there in the Circolo Cavour, pressed the hand of 
Signor Terenzio Mamiani, the former minister of Pius IX, amid the cheers of the audience, 
declared a monarchical restoration in France impossible, expressed fervent wishes for the 
consolidation of the Republic, and paid his reverence to the “wisdom of the experienced man 
who has saved the French nation,” that is, to the President of Peace, M. Thiers. 

“There come together a couple of ‘old seminarians,’” said the Pope in his address to the Roman 
deputation from Monte Rioni on 27 October; “they shake hands and delight in utterly foolish 
ways.” 

Renan’s Roman speech, however, had a well-considered purpose. Gambetta’s triumphs on his 
autumn journey through Savoy and southern France seemed to him to signify the imminent 
dissolution of the Versailles Assembly, and he wished to make himself noticeable to the 
Republicans for the new elections. 

[p. 35] 

Once again not even a year has passed, and the reconciliation of the two lines of the House of 
Bourbon causes the image of a feudal-priestly monarchy to rise on France’s horizon, just as 
Renan had designed it in 1871. Will he now retract his Roman recantation, or finally rest from 
his ideal errors, resign himself, and put down on paper the first clear proposition concerning 
religion and Catholicism? 

 

—-------------------- 
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IV  

Strauss’s Place in the World 
 

We leave behind the turbulent world, in which Renan pursues the Ideal, and enter the little quiet 
room in which Strauss, content with his good fortune, has settled down with his new faith. It is a 
literary and artistic life, for which a cosy retreat is sufficient. The distress of ordinary mortals has 
no access to it; the struggles of the world have subsided before the threshold of this quiet 
hermitage. When the recluse for once lays aside his books or his musical score and opens a 
window, he finds everything outside good and beautiful, and his contentment with himself 
expands into satisfaction with the order of the world. 

When we see Strauss in his hermitage devoted to the cult of the beautiful, he reminds us of the 
good, recently retired daughter of a boarding-house, whose father’s heart laughs beneath the 
armour of his breast pocket, filled with stock certificates or official papers, when, returning home 
from business, he sees how nobly his daughter knows how to occupy herself. She moves only 
within the circle  

[p. 37]  

of ideals with which the German classics have endowed their people. In Goethe’s Elective 
Affinities she reveres the silent dignity of a false and innocent suffering. She immerses herself 
completely in the circle of the noble family into which Wilhelm Meister, after becoming a 
landowner through his bourgeois means, is admitted, and which combines the noblest 
bourgeois sentiments with the most refined knowledge of the world. She follows the scarcely 
awakened girl with sympathy as, like Wilhelm Meister, she runs into the harbour of that noble 
family after the voyage of her life, completes the harmonious development of her abilities, and 
learns to appreciate the noble heart even behind Natalie’s reserve. Schiller’s poems are dear 
and precious to her because of the didactic content carried along by the rushing swell of their 
rhythm. In the same poet’s Intrigue and Love, his musician Miller is downright invaluable to her, 
and she finds him German in the best sense, just as her patriotic feeling is refreshed by the 
contrast when, against the background of the pure-hearted rapture of Goethe’s pair, Hermann 
and Dorothea, the revolutionary suitor from France rages. The good girl is also quite capable of 
becoming enthusiastic about Lessing’s Nathan for its doctrines of humanity and morality, and of 
drawing from this splendid work many things useful for life. Music gives the industrious child, 
when she has grown weary from her intercourse and dialogue with the ideals, another pleasant 
gathering; and at the close of the day, in the concert hall, she can allow the German masters of 
composition to bring her soul into harmonious accord. 



Thus, and no differently from this educated girl, Strauss lives in his heaven. We could even, in 
describing  

[p. 38]  

the feelings and judgments of the good child, have used passages from Strauss’s professions 
concerning his intercourse with the splendid figures of German art. The businessman’s daughter 
will have no less than the famous scholar “taken a lively share in the great national war” three 
years ago. Like him, she will have “helped her understanding of these things through historical 
studies” and through reading “popularly written works of history”; and, again like him, she will 
have sought “to extend her knowledge of nature”—for which there is no shortage of popular 
journals and lectures. 

Yet, at the conclusion of this parallel, we should like to express our doubt whether the scarcely 
graduated boarding-school girl would, like Strauss, regard Gluck and Schiller as kindred 
geniuses, rather than discover in the former a plastic perfection which remained unattainable to 
the latter, and in the latter a modern rebirth of Greek culture of which Schiller himself could have 
had no conception. When listening to Mozart’s Marriage of Figaro, she too will painfully arrive at 
the thought of separating text and music, of calling the characters of Beaumarchais’s original 
commonplace, and of explaining the charm of the opera from the circumstance that Mozart “was 
able to look upon his text without ennobling it, upon his characters without breathing a soul into 
them.” For all the primness of her boarding-school education, she will already discover the soul 
in the text—namely, that of the Revolution which awakened Figaro’s sense of honour and led 
him into the struggle—and in the end she will also sense something of the fact that the great 
figures who go astray beside the contentious and victorious barber, and finally rise again 
through confession and forgiveness, are the accomplices of the Revolution. 

[p. 39] 

It is, to use a standing expression from Goethe’s Hermann and Dorothea, a “pure” world in 
which the girl and Strauss move. One walks there on tiptoe, guards against every offence, and 
lives only in noble feelings. That is why the girl’s father laughs inwardly to know that, alongside 
the bustle of his business and the various impurities which it introduces into his household, 
there is still a room in which the flame of the Ideal is kept burning. The friends of order who still 
take offence at certain turns in Strauss’s work will perhaps, in time, come to think like that 
businessman and count themselves fortunate if this ideal life spreads widely, if the quietism of 
aesthetic dilettantism gains ground, and if, undisturbed by troublesome distractions, they can 
devote their day’s work to its sometimes ambiguous deeds. 

But Strauss goes one step further toward them and gives the quietism that so wonderfully 
pleases them a religious consecration. The enjoyment he derives from our poets he calls “poetic 
edification,” indeed “true and complete edification.” He also has a new Bible: for the “religion of 
humanity and morality,” Lessing’s Nathan is for him “the sacred foundational book.” 



A quarter of a century ago, the teachers of the Free Congregations sought new texts to replace 
the biblical ones and found them in the “emotionally inspired” works of our poets, especially 
those of the “rich in maxims” Schiller. A selection from Wilhelm Tell forms the first little text-book 
for Free Congregations. 

Thus a breviary for devotees of the religion of humanity and morality, for the  

[p. 40]  

present Straussian book with its still doctrinal tone, would already have been prepared long ago 
as its proper supplement. 

Strauss thinks he hears the objection that edification from the masterpieces of German literature 
is, after all, only “a pastime for scholars, or at least for educated people,” whereas it is not for 
the common man, for whom there is only the Bible, “which he understands.” And with solemn 
seriousness he addresses this objection, instructing the doubters that “one surely should not 
suppose that Lessing’s Nathan or Goethe’s Hermann and Dorothea are harder to understand or 
contain fewer truths of salvation, or even fewer golden sayings, than a Pauline epistle or a 
Johannine discourse of Christ”; and finally he offers them the consolation that in future even 
peasant children, the less they are tormented with Palestinian geography and Jewish history, 
will have all the more time left to draw from the rich cultural sources of their own people. 

Those who made us anxious for a moment about our starry heaven must have looked around 
very little among the people and noticed nothing of the zeal with which even people whom 
Strauss would count neither among scholars nor among the educated instruct themselves from 
their daily newspaper about the highest concerns of their own nation and of the whole world. A 
glance at the “garden arbour” [Gartenlaube] and its countless imitations would convince Strauss 
himself that the people do not lack friends who concern themselves with their higher education; 
and it ought to delight him to see how this host of men exerts itself to instil in the people, 
through portrayals and explanations of “German character types,” a worthy national pride,  

[p. 41]  

how, with illustrations, they place before their eyes the latest triumphs of natural science, and in 
general seek to awaken their sympathy for everything great, beautiful, and good. Then 
broad-minded publishers of books arrange selections of the noblest and best from Germany’s 
classical poets and cast the “flashes of light” or luminous and sparkling thoughts of Goethe, 
Schiller, Herder, or Lessing among the people. 

For preachers of the new private and congregational edification, therefore, ample provision has 
already been made. 

And here before us lies the bookseller’s invitation to subscribe to the nineteenth annual volume 
of a Berlin journal of fashion, women, and family life, the Bazar. Anyone who still doubts the 
general enthusiasm for the promotion of the good and beautiful need only cast a glance at the 
long list of names of men—all coryphaei of German literature—who have promised their 



stimulating collaboration, especially “historical and literary essays,” to a periodical printed in half 
a million copies; and he will no longer worry about the future of the new religion. 

Indeed, so that the very smallest should not come off too poorly, the publisher of Mr Pletsch’s 
children’s journal points out in public announcements that a good number of the most 
distinguished luminaries of literature intend to devote themselves to the awakening of the little 
ones as well. 

The happiness Strauss finds in his belletristic pleasures and in pacing up and down within his 
hermitage seems to fill him so completely that he has hung his works on the “Life of Jesus” on 
the wall. The triumph with which he described the history of the resurrection of Jesus as a 
“world-historical humbug” gives this farewell almost the appearance of a theatrical  

[p. 42]  

performance. It is as though a cannibal who has grown mild, who has immersed himself in 
reading Goethe’s Faust and feels within himself the makings of such a hero, suddenly leaps up 
and hurls the sacred history, with which he could never come to terms, against the wall as the 
“hallucinations” of the first Christians. 

In his earlier works on the Life of Jesus, Strauss proceeded from the assumption that Christ had 
long existed as a model before the composition of the Gospels. He existed in the Jewish image 
of the Messiah. The work of art required to transfer these character traits to the “actual” Jesus 
consisted, in Strauss’s view, only in the fact that his followers regarded him as the Messiah; but 
once this process had been completed, it became apparent to the believers “of itself” what had 
to have happened to their Jesus and through him. To some extent, through the faith of his circle, 
he may even have found himself compelled to make concessions from which he would gladly 
have withdrawn. 

The forced decisiveness to which the author of the Life of Jesus feels strengthened by his 
Darwinian rebirth expresses itself only in the wild outbursts already mentioned and in the dry 
seriousness with which he maintains that, in the world of belief in the Messiah, people had long 
known “down to a hair” what the Messiah had to be like and how things would proceed with him; 
consequently “all of it” had also to apply to the Jesus of the believers. 

From his first appearance down to his present book, Strauss has shown no trace of an ability to 
grasp Christianity in connection with the historical forces and social conditions  

[p. 43]  

that surrounded it and of which it was only one particular expression. Instead of explaining the 
basic evangelical writings primarily from themselves and with the aid of the literary evidence 
they themselves provide, he draws them into the confusion in which the explanations and 
fruitless compromises of rationalism—which had already ensnared men such as Ammon and 
Calvin—have become entangled, and he remains just as helpless before them as his 
predecessors. From these he derived the legend of a Jewish dogmatic system worked out in 



detail, accepted by Jesus and then fully applied to him by the so-called evangelical tradition; yet, 
compared with rationalism, he is exposed to the first and best miracle story by the attempt at a 
natural explanation, and is often defeated by it. In those cases where the sacrifice of making 
himself the successor to the author of the “natural history of the prophet of Nazareth” becomes 
too difficult for him, he pays homage to the omnipotence of the law of nature and takes refuge in 
mythical explanation. Faced with the “great” miracles he adopts unbelief; in the “smaller” cases, 
which apparently do not offend the course of nature quite so harshly, he leaves room for belief, 
doubts only “some incidental circumstances of the narrative,” and with edifying patience weighs 
whether this or that statement in the reports is to be rejected or accepted, whether this or that 
expedient should be regarded as advisable, conceivable, probable, or beyond doubt. 

Renan gave a naïve expression to the material interest which renders Strauss, like his pupil 
Renan, incapable of investigating the literary character of the Gospels when, in his “weakened  

[p. 44]  

transformation,” he accused Strauss of having denied the existence of Jesus, whereas the fact 
is rather that “every page of this book bears witness to this existence.” 

Renan had no understanding of the fact that Strauss’s book bears witness only to his belief in 
this existence. 

Although it may now appear that Strauss, in his hermitage, no longer wishes to hear of brooding 
over “great” or small miracles, the quietness of his new heaven is nevertheless not entirely 
undisturbed. There are still disturbers of the peace, wicked or at least disagreeable people, who 
wish to break into it. We have already met the presumptuous and ruthless band who “fling the 
‘new Idea’ in his face at every opportunity.” But in addition to the godless thinkers who deny the 
“feeling of dependence that is inalienable to every human being,” there is a whole band of 
unruly people who wish to throw into confusion the beautiful gradation that the hermit admires 
and would not wish to see disturbed in the worldly life of the state. They admittedly stand far 
away from his heaven, behind the well-ordered groups that he surveys with satisfaction; but the 
mere thought of them can agitate him. They are the proletarians, who wish to join together into a 
fourth estate and, through universal suffrage, overpower the old estates. The levelling practised 
by their spokesmen is hateful to him; their cries make his temper flare, and the “universal 
fraternization in the embrace of the world” is repugnant to him. 

But let Strauss look only a little more keenly out of his heavenly window, and in the groups 
whose order so pleases his eye he will discover the evil  

[p. 45]  

which seems to him to stand only at the edge of the official world. 

Where has the mania for striking not already taken hold? The lecture halls of the philosophers at 
the universities have for a long time stood virtually empty; from all the ecclesiastical associations 
of Germany comes the complaint that candidates have given up the profession and are devoting 



themselves to “more lucrative” occupations; schoolteachers leave the service and seek higher 
wages with railway administrations; and so it continues upward, as far as representatives of the 
high nobility and ministers out of office who join the founders of profitable enterprises. 
Possessing and propertyless have become relative distinctions, and the world of officialdom, 
which does not yet explain the strike, is in full march into the camp of the proletarians. 

And as for the distance between the educated and the so-called simple-minded, does Strauss 
seriously believe that the devotional life for which he has adorned his heaven with the pictures 
of Ottilie, Natalie, and the thoroughly “German” Miller will enlarge the realm of the discerning or 
educated? 

If anything could sharpen the historian’s own eyes to the present, as the Bible does for the 
historian of religion in general, it is precisely the dissolution of the estates and that modern 
ferment so disagreeable to Strauss’s aesthetic sensibility, in which the sense for official 
interests, like that for the old politics, is being extinguished. In these disordered masses, still 
awaiting a new form of life, the image is stirring of that spiritual rabble which surrounded the 
throne of the Caesars  

[p. 46]  

and the cradle of Christianity and harboured within itself other forces of the future than that 
school tablet which had hung on the wall in the Jewish synagogues and was supposedly copied 
in the Gospels “down to a hair.” 

Let us now look this classical type of the rabble mentality, so repugnant to Strauss, and its 
historical counterpart, the Caesars, in the face. 

 

—-------------------- 
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V​
​

The Roman Caesars and the Harbingers of 
Christianity​

 
Of that statue of Phidias it was said in antiquity that, if it were to rise from its seat, it would lift up 
the roof of the temple above it and shatter it. The Olympian Zeus did not rise; rather, as antiquity 
advanced, he shrank in upon himself and finally fell from his ruler’s seat. In his place man arose 
and shattered the institutions by which he had hitherto been hemmed in or held down. The laws 
and barriers that had formerly surrounded him fell shattered at his feet, swooned away in their 
impotence, and he learned to be sufficient unto himself. 

This elevation of man was preceded by those men of violence who broke the national spirits and 
made their peoples’ institutions—their pride and the highest aim of their labours and 
exertions—into playthings of their own combinations, in which they shifted the structure of the 
world back and forth, rolled the ruins of what they had overthrown together into new and 
ephemeral formations, and made them instruments of their personal rule. Satiated by the 
assimilation of everything that constituted the spiritual treasure of the peoples, and intoxicated 
by the draining away of their national passions  

[p. 48]  

and motives, as well as by victory over their city-gods, they raised their heads into the region of 
divine majesty and felt themselves equal to it and grown to its stature. 

Lysander the Spartan led the way and, after he had risen at home above kingship and oligarchy 
and had inflicted the death-blow on Athens, had sacrifices offered to himself and celebrated 
festivals together with the paeans otherwise sung to Apollo the Healer. On Samos, the Heraea, 
the festival of Hera, was transformed in his honour into the Lysandreia after he had overthrown 
democracy there. The Macedonian ruling house, which in its homeland prepared itself, through 
the overthrow of the legitimate line, for its blow against Greece, became a family of gods. Philip 
was worshipped as a god at Amphipolis, and Alexander demanded divine homage from the 
Greeks. The successors of the conqueror of Persia passed through Asia, Egypt, and Greece as 
visible and mighty deities and were admitted into the ranks of the gods of salvation. The Roman 
Caesars, sprung from the lineage and kinship of Jupiter, completed the apotheosis of man. 

But the triumphs of these men of violence and emperors would have been impossible if the men 
of thought had not prepared the way for them and, through the fissures they had opened in the 



existing institutions and principles, cleared the path for their successes. All the wisdom of 
politics, the terrors of religion, and the formulas of metaphysics had been declared by the 
Sophists to be feeble attempts at imposing order, attempts that wear themselves out and over 
which man remains as the sole originator, standard, and final master. “Man is the measure of all 
things.” 

[p. 49] 

The political misery with which the Greek mainland closed its history had already overtaken the 
small states on the Ionian coast and on the islands before the stage at which the former, in 
passing through democracy and the dictatorship of its representatives, first arrived at a 
consciousness of its own power and destiny. Hemmed in between Persia and Athens, before 
they could pass through a political development of their own, they had only the alternative of 
being mediatized by Persia or by Athens, with the precarious relief that from time to time 
Sparta’s rivalry with Athens afforded them. The germ of their political life was damaged from the 
outset, their nationality was weak; democracy lacked the strength to take up the struggle against 
the self-rule of tyranny; no significant man was found on the side of the latter; and in the revolt 
against Persia their leaders proved incapable and irresolute. For federation among themselves, 
and finally for the national mediatization that would have resulted from it, they lacked a city 
which, through a larger territory and a more intensive inner life, would have been accessible to 
the ambition to make itself the centre of a league of cities. 

Thus Ionia was virtually destined from the outset to prepare the rupture of the aspiring and 
self-conscious spirit with an impotent political order and with the national cult of the gods. Here 
arose natural philosophy, which sought out the law of the world in opposition to weak political 
institutions; the turning away from a degenerate democracy which, as the greatest of the Ionian 
investigators expressed it, was blind to the basis of its own legislation;—here began the 
emancipation from the schoolmaster, Homer. 

[p. 50] 

Heraclitus, the discoverer of the law of the world, the Logos, recognized (about the year 460) 
the incapacity of the coastal democracy and was convinced that it could not restore its lost 
autonomy. When his fellow citizens of Ephesus called upon him to give them a new constitution, 
he rejected the request because their city already lay irretrievably in the bonds of a corrupt 
political order. 

The conquerors of states could do nothing against men like the great Ephesian and his 
like-minded collaborators and successors, down to the Stoics, who turned man back upon his 
inner self and prepared a dwelling-place for the law of the world in a purified spirit. The thinkers 
and the men of pain accomplished the same work in that they turned their backs upon antiquity; 
but the former enjoyed the spectacle at whose performance the men of violence assisted them, 
conscious that these men worked only for them and as servants of their will. 



Though the destroyers of states and peoples might turn the world into a single field of corpses 
upon which the disenchanted pride of the nations, their exhausted passions and sacrificed 
deities, the principles and universals that had become empty shells, decayed together, a 
growing circle of men nevertheless lost neither composure nor courage. 

On the contrary! They breathed freely; an Alp had been taken from their breast. 

When the purple of the emperor’s mantle gleams upon the throne, the age of the free 
personality dawns. With Caesar’s fortune begins the history of personality. 

Let Caesar look with anxious fear upon that Golgotha of the disenchanted world and investigate 
whether  

[p. 51]  

some limb still moves upon it—let him listen whether some breath still stirs within it—at least he 
may secure himself by suppressing attempts at revolt and smother the vital forces that flare up 
now and again;—yet he cannot reach the liberated personality. If he succeeded in actually 
striking it down, he would kill himself. Whatever he is, it alone is not burdened with anxieties 
over the world that he has killed and yet still fears. It is his equal and more powerful than he; 
and if, like Alexander in the youthful intoxication of imperialism, he casts one man aside as a 
troublesome doubter, or removes suspects and denounced malcontents, there stands a host of 
others who are inaccessible to the temptation to involve themselves in his Caesarian business. 

Diogenes, one of the patriarchs of the Cynic freemen, who in his detachment from state, power, 
and politics boasted that the three tragic fates had befallen him, since he was without a city, 
without a home and fatherland, and for his salvation an itinerant beggar, sought in a humorous 
mood upon the marketplace of Athens, with a lamp, the solution to the mystery of Greece and 
the ancient world—man. Soon afterwards this solution passed bodily, and in a numerous 
brotherhood, through the Greek and then the Roman world, which had been trampled down by 
the Macedonians. 

Wrapped in homelessness, they escaped the cares of this world, which the emperors jealously 
claimed as their privilege, and followed their ideal of life. That homelessness was called by that 
master of the Cynics the fatherland of the wise, and poverty the weapon with which he was 
unconquerable. When Alexander, who teased him with the question  

[p. 52]  

whether he might perhaps wish to see his fatherland restored, tried to tempt him, he sent him 
home with the answer: “Why? Another Alexander would only overthrow it again.” Hasdrubal, 
who after the destruction of his native city Carthage called himself in Athens a pupil of 
Carneades, Clitomachus, addressed a letter of consolation to his captive countrymen; his 
master added a preface in which he explained that a wise man would feel no grief after the fall 
of his fatherland. 



Anaxagoras, who, occupied with his physical investigations, kept aloof from politics, answered 
the question whether he therefore had no concern at all for his fatherland: “Indeed, I am very 
much concerned for it!” as he pointed toward heaven. The historian of the ancient philosophers, 
Diogenes Laertius, does not fail to note how his heroes avoided contact with kings and men of 
power. Chrysippus, for example, although he published more than 700 works, nevertheless 
dedicated none to King Eumenes and ignored Ptolemy’s invitation to come to him. 

The two poles of declining antiquity belonged together and, with a few exceptions, kept 
themselves apart from one another. Plato paid dearly for his participation in two expeditions of 
freemen which, according to Syphax, were intended to import the Attic régime, and from his 
involvement in politics he carried away only bitter disappointments. 

Although opposites, imperialism and individualism are manifestations of the same process. 
When the omnipotence of the state has subjected, consumed, and devoured the corporate 
articulations and divisions of a national existence, it becomes the prey of individuals who 
confront one another  

[p. 53]  

as military commanders and as subjects—the former burdened with the cares and anxieties of 
power; the latter, though outwardly subject to force, despising its naked manifestation, placing 
themselves on the same level as their rulers, looking down with equal contempt upon the 
stunted, wretched communal existence, and living in the conviction that they are no less called 
to sovereignty than the victorious men of power. 

When Epicurus renewed atomism, had infinite worlds arise from the mechanical combination of 
atoms, and taught man, as a spiritual atom, to mock through sobriety and contentment the 
corruption of this world and the whims of chance, he described the social condition of his time 
and brought it into systematic connection with the same constitution of the universe. Lucretius’ 
didactic poem De rerum natura, the glorification of Epicurus’ teaching and the masterpiece of 
the Romans’ poetic literature, is the song of triumph over the disintegration of the Roman 
political and world order that had become untenable, and the song of freedom of a Roman who, 
amid the changing proscriptions of aristocracy and democracy, had attained to himself. 

The misfortune that the ordering of their previous life had fulfilled none of its promises was 
regarded by these disillusioned men as the source of the blessedness for which they strove. 
Renunciation of the world that was falling apart around them, and which they themselves were 
still more completely destroying by their withdrawal, was to them blessed enjoyment. Misery 
was their salvation, in which they rejoiced. They would not escape misery, for otherwise they 
would have had to creep back into the old world from which they had peeled themselves away. 
Miserable they wished to be—miserable beside  

[p. 54]  

the consuls and proconsuls, Caesars and emperors—more miserable than these wielders of 
power. 



One branch of these renunciatory ascetics, the Stoic sect, beneath the beggar’s or monk’s cloak 
that covered its battered heart, which at the same time swelled with new enjoyments, repeatedly 
nurtured, cultivated, and strengthened the consciousness of mastery that confronted them 
beneath the purple mantle. “To the wise man belongs everything,” said their master Zeno, “for 
the law has given him comprehensive authority.” The wise alone are regarded by them as the 
kings of the world, and only their kingship is unassailed. To no one but the wise man who has 
passed through the school of misery would they concede the honours of this world; no one but 
the wise man is consul, praetor, emperor. Existing conditions, laws, institutions, constitutions, 
the splendour of rulers and the politics of the powerful—all are to them insubstantial 
appearance. Their judgment, the standard they apply to the world, their self-satisfaction and 
contentment are, in this tottering world of appearances, the only reality and the only thing of 
enduring value. Rome, into which the riches of the world flow, is no city; the people who live 
within it are not citizens; the world-city that devours everything is a nothing compared with the 
free world-association to which belong those who have renounced fatherland, state, family, 
possessions, fame, and the honour of the old world; and the dominion of Rome vanishes before 
the new community of rulers of the future. 

The other branch, the association of Epicureans, tempered this swelling feeling for the future. 
They were the quiet ones in the land. The happiness of the inner  

[p. 55]  

peace won through knowledge of the law of the world, and the proud imperturbability and 
contempt for rulers of Zeno’s school, had been softened in them into mildness, gentleness, and 
kindness. 

There they now stand, the representatives of this “ragged rabble” in Rome, the “layabouts,” if 
not in hens’ cages, then at least in the hut of the vagabond philosopher; the scribblers who have 
bid farewell to state service; the intellectual elite of the beggar proletariat, which, as the chief 
result of Caesar’s celebrated rule, must be nourished at the state’s expense. Those who are 
merely proletarians eke out their lives by entertaining a blasé Roman with the wisdom of their 
sect, or they instruct a patrician’s son who wishes one day to make himself heard before the 
court or in the Senate in the art of oratory; they are also tutors and pedagogues of future rulers 
of the world, or household stewards, keeping the accounts of the treasures the family has 
scraped together from the provinces. If fortune favours them and they remain alone, as 
household officials they must decide whether to use the writings in which they clothe their 
struggle against Romanism in philosophical visions to attract a public, or whether to perish in 
the tumult of the world-city. 

And above them, as above the Jews with whom they maintained lively intellectual intercourse in 
Rome as in the other cities on the Mediterranean, and above the Romans themselves, stood 
One who believed that he contained within himself the power of Rome and of the whole world, 
swept away the positive elements of all antiquity, and enthroned as a god over the subjugated 
world. 



Man’s sense of divinity formed the conclusion of antiquity, but the quiet ones in the land also 
had One  

[p. 56]  

whom they set, as the victorious god, against the old powers of heaven and the men of violence 
on earth. 

This one of the renunciants, exalted through renunciation, was Epicurus—the man “whom,” as 
Lucretius sings, “neither the tales of the gods nor lightning bolts terrified, but rather only 
stimulated the manliness of his spirit, so that he was the first to burst the barred gates of nature 
and wander in spirit through the universe, whence, returning as victor, he tells us what can 
arise, what cannot, and by what limited power and deeply founded boundary each thing is 
circumscribed; wherefore religion now lies beneath our feet, and victory makes us equal to 
heaven.” No! cries the same poet: the man who showed the way to the highest good, dissolved 
the anxiety of the mind and purified hearts, was not sprung from mortal body—no! he was a 
god, a god who by his art drew life out of such waves and such darkness and placed it in such 
tranquillity, in such brightness. 

Even the idyllic poet Timon, who otherwise scourged the philosophers with his epigrams, when 
he has before his eyes the repose of the sceptic Pyrrho, grows warm and cannot restrain 
himself from the exclamation: “You alone rule among men, equal to a god!” 

The divinity of the ruler of the world and that of the masters to whom the quiet ones in the land 
owed their new life confronted one another, and the question was who would ultimately triumph. 

For the Caesar on the throne the charm lay in the fact that he was Rome and its destiny. He 
alone still represented the ancient feeling of unity with the state; in him the old idea of the state 
still lived, and in his eyes it was an  

[p. 57]  

act of lèse-majesté if a so-called Roman citizen presumed to show a personal interest in the 
state. Death awaited intrusion into affairs of state, which were the emperor’s privilege. Nero 
rejected the Senate’s proposal to transfer the celebration of the city’s foundation to the 
anniversary of his accession only once more; but the conceit that the city owed its actual 
foundation and its dominion over the world to them belonged to the Caesars’ sense of self; 
some even altered the name of the city after their own name, in which the salvation and order of 
the world rested. 

Such a colossus of power, which united within itself the will-power of the world and left to it only 
the feeling of brokenness and dependence, was at the same time the pantheon in which the 
deities of antiquity became human. Caligula, the virtuoso of this absorption of divinity, wore the 
attributes of the assimilated divine powers as emblems of victory and, by displaying these 
trophies, alternated as other world-conquerors display the wealth of their wardrobe in the 
manifoldness of their costume. At one moment he showed himself to the people as Bacchus 



with thyrsus and ivy wreath; at another as Hercules with club and lion-skin; at another with 
helmet like the Dioscuri; as Mercury he appeared with the herald’s staff, and when he appeared 
as Apollo with the radiant crown upon his head and with the bow, he had himself accompanied 
by choirs that celebrated him with the paean. 

At night one could hear him cooing with Luna from his couch and inviting her to embrace him 
and share his bed. By day he had dealings with Jupiter Capitolinus, into whose ear he 
whispered and in turn  

[p. 58]  

offered his own; at times the business became loud and even quarrelsome; once he threatened: 
“Destroy me, or I you!” Finally, according to his own account, he was appeased by Jupiter and 
admitted into his fellowship, whereupon he connected the Palatine with the Capitol. In gracious 
moments he called Capitolinus his brother, but left open the question which of the two was the 
greater. He had a tragedian scourged because the man hesitated and would not come out with 
an answer when, before the statue of Jupiter, he asked him who appeared the greater. 

When his divine sense of self finally reached its highest peak, he had the statues of Zeus 
brought from Greece and, by summary procedure, had his own head placed upon them. 

He was a jealous god who tolerated no other beside himself. 

To the same Caligula belongs the sigh: “Oh, that the Roman people had but a single neck!” The 
world and its history had become worthless; oh, if only they had a single end! Universal death 
was the proper conclusion: thus the last Roman judged the struggles between the estates that 
had charged him with the burden of power and raised him to the throne of divinity. The Roman, 
who had plundered and exploited the world and stripped it of the charm of its local gods, felt 
disgust at it and longed for the last role worthy of him—that of judge of the world. The world 
should not exist; its mere existence deserved punishment. 

In this sense Caligula publicly complained about the tranquillity and quiet of his time, because it 
was not distinguished by general calamities. He envied his predecessors the good fortune they 
had enjoyed in the disasters of  

[p. 59]  

armies or in natural calamities, and wished for his reign defeats of armies, famine, pestilence, 
conflagrations, or earthquakes that would devour mankind. 

Wickedness and depravity were, in his view, the hereditary portion of all men. “He has deserved 
it,” he said when he was informed that, through a confusion of names, a different man from the 
one condemned had been executed. When a robber named Tetrinius was brought to trial, he 
remarked that “the accusers too are merely Tetrinii.” 



The moral disgust at the world and the condemnation of universal wickedness, which found 
expression in Caligula’s destructive rage, received its purest expression in Nero. This emperor 
stated as his firmest conviction that no human being was chaste or pure in any part of his body, 
and included everyone under sin and impurity. The mere thought of experiencing the thorough 
destruction of the world filled him with delight, and when at a banquet someone quoted the 
verse, “After my death, let the earth go up in fire,” he interjected with resolute correction: 
“Rather, while I am alive.” 

Was it for this, then, that the first natural philosophers, like Heraclitus, had seen in the arising of 
the individual and in its intermingling with the imperishable a declaration of war against the 
Infinite, and in the being of the finite a state of war and an injustice whose guilt was to be 
expiated through dissolution back into the Infinite—that the Caesars might hurl the accusation of 
the sinfulness of humanity and command the destruction of the world? 

[p. 60] 

Was it for this, then, that the conscience awakened in the daimonion of Socrates had shaken 
the natural security of antiquity in the belief in its gods; that even within the circle of the Cynics 
punitive preachers arose—Crates, for example, who acquired the epithet “Door-Opener” 
because he entered people’s houses and delivered his admonitions concerning sinfulness; that 
Menedemus went about in the garb of an Erinys, because he claimed to have come from Hades 
to inspect sinners and to report them to the demons there in the underworld—was it for this that 
consciousness of sin took hold in antiquity, so that the Caesars might assume the role of judges 
of the world? 

And did the Stoics then sharpen this consciousness to the point that they denied any difference 
of degree among sins, admitted nothing intermediate between virtue and wickedness, and 
declared the wise man himself to be merely a myth or ideal, toward which those who strove 
could only draw nearer, so that the divinity of the Caesars might place the whole world in a state 
of accusation? 

Finally, was Lucretius supposed to have sung only for this reason, and to have declared the 
whole world diseased and afflicted with a guilt that was carrying it toward certain ruin, so that the 
emperors might pronounce the patient fit for execution? 

 

—-------------------- 
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VI​
​

Philo’s spiritual world-religion​
 

The sages of the Greek schools could do nothing against Caesar when, just as he gathered the 
rays of the deities around his head and incorporated the former rights of the Senate and the 
people into his plenipotentiary power, he adorned himself with their dogmas and judgments 
concerning the world. 

The adherents of the Stoa were, in a world stripped of its former ideal goods and aims, brilliant 
but merely isolated points that had no influence upon their surroundings and could not rival the 
emperor, who, like them, was merely an emancipated subject, but was invested with 
omnipotence over the whole world. 

Epicurus’s successors formed an association whose cohesion rested upon a veneration of the 
master akin to a religious cult, and which, in its devout remembrance of the greatness of its 
founder—the redeemer and liberator from fear of the old gods—approached the religious 
fervour of modern times. But even the edifications of this association remained merely a private 
enjoyment and went no further than the consolations and raptures of a bond of friendship. 

[p. 62] 

Only a spiritual or moral power which, like that of the Caesars, embraced the world could 
measure itself against the universalism that had brought the sceptre to Rome and, alongside it 
and in time even against it, assert itself. The salvation of the world, whose particular existences 
had been shattered by Rome, could proceed only from a spiritual realm which, corresponding to 
the universal power of the Caesars, had itself to be a universal realm and, since the external 
world had lost its value for individuals and communities, had to have its foundation within. 

No further help could be expected from the national gods. They had fallen together with the 
constitutions and laws and with the entire fatherland from which these possessions had been 
taken from the peoples, and in their place had stepped the universal god of salvation, the 
emperor, who had delivered the provinces from exploitation and plunder by the senatorial 
governors. 

Even Rome’s much-vaunted religiosity no longer had any significance and had instead 
exhausted itself in the struggle against the gods and institutions of other peoples. When it had 
overthrown the divine world of the old world, it lost, along with the opposition that had served as 



a stimulus to its self-consciousness, its own strength, just as Rome itself, after it had subjected 
the world, dissolved as a particular state within the mass of its conquest. 

The religious usages observed by the estates-based order, above all the prestige of the 
patricians, and which in the struggles between the estates had tempered the embitterment of 
the opposing sides, had become obsolete since the party leaders saw their supreme right in the 
duty of self-preservation and the triumvirs, instead of consulting the priestly sacrifices 

[p. 63] 

consulted the knot of their swords. Finally, the emperors, who had reaped the fruit of the civil 
wars, no longer needed the state cult to secure their power and left it to a frigid routine, while 
the people had lost their attraction to the religious ceremonies of the state in the face of the 
splendour of the spectacles with which the triumvirs had courted their favour, and in the 
excitement of the civil wars. Under the first Caesars, especially under the fantasists Caligula and 
Nero, there was so much astonishing to see, so much unheard-of to experience, that the 
thought of the old priestly order faded away. 

In Jerusalem, to be sure, there was still a national god who delighted in zealous defenders, who 
rallied around him against the foreign administrators of the country and rejected the attempts of 
the Roman governors to display the religious and political emblems of the victors before their 
eyes. But this succeeded only with difficulty, and the defenders of the last surviving national god 
could not escape the feeling that a crisis was approaching in which the very existence of the 
people and the prerogative of its god were at stake. 

Nevertheless, here there was a point of crystallisation around which a conception corresponding 
to the universal tendencies of the world of that time could form. There was a unity of the divine 
ruler and creator of the world that coincided with the unity to which Greek philosophy had risen. 
There was furthermore a law which claimed absolute validity for itself and needed only to 
amalgamate with the Greek elaboration of the Logos that ordered the world in order to produce 
the conception of a moral and universal law of the world 

[p. 64] 

after which the world, following the downfall of the particularist constitutions, was languishing. 

But for this the Jewish national god had to undergo a fundamental transformation, as it were a 
rebirth, and the Law had to be drawn out of its national confines. Without a break with 
particularistic Judaism, a process aimed at a new moral world-order and at the establishment of 
a spiritual world-realm could not proceed. 

It is Philo who, after feeble attempts at an allegorical interpretation and expansion of the Law 
and at an amalgamation of it with Greek conceptions had preceded him, sought to direct this 
process. 



For this purpose he took possession, as it were, of the world-unity that the Romans had 
established and founded his spiritual world upon it. 

The Roman poets and historians vie with one another in images in which they depict the 
convulsion of the entire world during the wars of the triumvirate and then the new joining 
together of the body of the world by the One, Augustus, himself a god, who commanded the 
gods and the terrestrial sphere. 

Florus, after describing the self-mutilation in which the people turned against itself the sword 
with which it had successively struck down all other peoples, and after depicting the war that 
can no longer be called civil war, nor a war between allies, nor a foreign war, but must be called 
all of these together, since East and West confronted one another under the leadership of the 
contending men of violence, draws down from heaven (Epitome 4.3) the image for this 
conclusion of antiquity. 

[p. 65] 

Just as, he says, the mute constellations at the annual revolution of the heavens resound and 
mark their revolution with a thunderstorm, so, at the revolution of Roman dominion—that is, of 
the human race—the entire body of the empire was shaken through all its limbs by crises. 

Lucretius, who no longer lived to see the extreme height and conclusion of these crises, 
explained world-history, in the spirit of Epicurus, as the working-up of a single and common 
material, and at the same time proudly turned his back upon the whole spectacle. History is for 
him a play of changing forms and continual renewal; but throughout the change there remains 
one life upon which mortals successively feed. One people rises (De rerum natura 2.76), 
another declines; within a short interval the generations and ages of mortals change, and like 
runners they hand on to one another the torch of life. But the sage and his disciple look down 
proudly upon this play of the moment and move among kings and mighty men without fear, 
regarding neither the splendour of gold nor the magnificence of purple. 

With the same pride Philo, as a devotee of the Stoa, confronts history (he calls it a dream), but 
at the same time he draws from the school of Zeno and from the mysteries of Heraclitus, whom 
he admired, the materials for a more elaborated interpretation. “Do you believe,” he exclaims,¹ 
“that any of the things and affairs subject to mortality is truly real and subsists, and that they are 
not rather raised aloft by deceptive and uncertain opinion and borne up into emptiness— 

¹ Deus immut. p. 317, 318 [= Deus 172-176]. We cite according to Höschel’s edition, 
Frankfurt 1691.  

[= ….] is the modern citation. See introductory note to this translation. 

 

[p. 66] 



—and are indistinguishable from dazzling dreams?” And after he has depicted the vicissitudes 
in the fortunes of countries and peoples, down to the final, complete convulsion of Europe and 
Asia—indeed, of the entire terrestrial sphere—he proceeds to the interpretation. What the 
course of human affairs calls fortune is rather the divine Logos, who conducts a chorus in a 
circle. In succession he moves from state, country, and people to state, country, and people and 
distributes the possession of the one to others, the possession of all to all, so that the entire 
inhabited world becomes one city. 

One city—one state—one polity: that is what the divided and formerly torn world has become 
under the guidance, indeed, under the permeation, of the Logos through its discordant 
fragments. But in it there is as yet no permanence and no repose. 

The same Logos who guides the ranks of peoples advancing and retreating also teaches the 
transience of political communities and the nothingness of the affairs of this world, and gives his 
followers the counsel that they should strive for the high path upon which they turn their backs 
upon the transitory and devote themselves to the imperishable.¹ 

Heraclitus, who already gave the name Logos to the ordering power of the world-process, 
taught that the laws of individual states are an outflow of, and, insofar as they still have a hold 
upon earthly affairs, have their foundation in, that Logos. The Stoics called this rational ground 
of the world, this power ordering the inner proportion of the All, which holds the system of the 
world together 

¹ Deus immut. p. 318.​[= Deus 173–180] 
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the right or common Logos of nature, or simply common nature. 

Philo, who perceived in this Logos, as the expression of divine reason or divine thought, a 
kinship with the Word in which the God of the Old Testament made known his ordering power, 
appropriated the philosophical-mythical construction of the Greek masters and made it the 
ladder by which he ascended to the supramundane realm of the spiritual community. 

Thus for him the right Logos, formed in the divine thought, is indeed also the source of the 
Solonian and Lycurgan constitutions, which sufficed to secure freedom for the Athenians and 
Lacedaemonians;¹ but these particular laws are merely an appendage of the one and universal 
Logos of nature, which governs the polity of the whole world as a single great city. Indeed, he 
adds, those who “seek to explain the cause of the separation of Hellenes and barbarians and of 
the division of these two from one another, the unlimited number of political communities and 
their different constitutions, by the favour or disfavour of circumstances, by the varying fertility of 
the soil, by maritime situation or inland locality, by insularity or continentality, do not arrive at the 
truth. Rather, covetousness and mutual distrust have brought it about that they are not content 
with the laws of nature, but instead call whatever seems to serve the interests of those who 
share their sentiments ‘laws,’ which are merely local additions to the right Logos of nature.”² 



Sometimes, in the first moment of his elevation above the particular structures of the polity, Philo 
praises the friends of 

¹ quod probus liber. p. 872.  [= Prob. 45-51]   ​
² De Josepho. p. 530. ​ [= Jos. 29] 
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wisdom, who, as “true cosmopolitans,” regard the world as a single state and are enrolled in the 
register of citizens by virtue, which is entrusted with the administration of the universal 
commonwealth.¹ 

But this is only the beginning. The royal road, which belongs to the “sole King and Ruler of all,” 
leads into the realm of imperishable and incorporeal Ideas, to the polity whose guardian and 
protector is Truth. The men of God and of heaven who enter upon this road do not concern 
themselves with the affairs of the world and do not wish to become citizens of the world 
(cosmopolitans).² 

The mighty stream of wisdom, in which the divine Logos, as One might say, pours himself 
through the world, leaving no part of it empty and vacant, at the same time rises upward.³ 

This One is Heraclitus. The world-process guided by the Logos proceeds upward according to 
the system of the Ephesian. 

And still, as Philo, proceeding from Heraclitus’s philosophy of nature, continues and advances 
through the Stoic internalisation of the law of the world in the breast of the sage, he adds to it 
and develops it further by means of the symbolism of his paternal, national Law. 

But this further development is at the same time a break with national and particular Judaism. 

The question now concerns where true peace is to be found. Jerusalem is called the vision of 
peace, and deserves this name, since it is the seat of the Temple as the city of God. But this 
city, Philo replies, since it is to offer the enjoyment of peace, cannot 

¹ De septenario et festis. p. 1174.  [= Spec. 41-45] 

² De Gigant. p. 292. De nobilitate p. 904.  [= Gig. 61 ; Virt. 188-198]   

³ De somniis p. 1141.  [= Somn. 2.242-243] 
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be found in the regions of the earth, for it is not built of wood and stone, but is erected solely in 
the peaceful and God-loving soul.¹ A more venerable and holier house cannot be found for God 
than the spirit which longs for contemplation and does not admit even a dream of excitement 
and unrest. 



“If the King of kings, the sovereign Lord of this world, has deigned out of friendliness and 
benevolence to visit his creature and descends from heaven to the uttermost boundaries of the 
earth, to confer benefits upon our race, what sort of house shall we prepare for him? One of 
gold, or one of wood? Away with such a thought! Merely to say it would be profane. A worthy 
house is the soul made ready.”² 

True worship of God is therefore that of the soul; the true sacrificial priest is the sage who offers 
himself; the right sacrificial animal is the spirit; the altar pleasing to God is that upon which 
purified souls are offered as sacrifices.³ 

The seriousness of this break with national Judaism appears even in the form of a divine 
tribunal. An age so critically convulsed that it dissolved the opposition between the estates 
based on blood, replaced the value derived from family connection with the moral value and 
character of good and evil derived from personal disposition, had also curtailed the traditional 
prerogative of nobility. In the spirit of this age, which also began to eradicate the stain of slavery, 
Philo says, for example, that since nobility is the actual 

¹ De somniis p. 1142.  [= Somn. 2.252–253] 

² Cherub. p. 125   [Cher. 99-100] 

³ Quod Det. potiori p. 159 De plantat. p. 237  De profug. p. 462  De victim. offerent. p. 
851 [= Det. 21-22 ; Plant. 160-166, cf 107-108 ; Fug. 79 ; Spec. 287-288] 
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lot of a pure disposition, only the intelligent and just are properly to be called noble, even if they 
were born in the household as slaves or sprang from purchased slaves, while the wicked who 
descend from good men, despite their ancestors, cannot be reckoned among the noble. Such 
men belong only as commoners to the realm of virtue, which is the fatherland of the truly wise.¹ 

The Romans had destroyed the aristocratic association of the peoples after democracy in the 
Greek states had rendered the nobility powerless and the dying petty states had sought to 
arrest the rapidly advancing decline of their citizenry through the emancipation and granting of 
hereditary citizenship to their slaves. The inflexibility that the Jewish people had preserved 
under its ancient Law was only apparent. The foreigner had already penetrated in large 
numbers into the noble prerogative of the people and, with his fresh energies, with a higher 
spiritual need than the nationals felt in their habitual service, and with a more comprehensive 
intellectual culture than was current among them, had conquered for himself a status that 
surpassed that of the heirs of the Law. It was with the inwardness that the foreigners brought to 
their understanding and treatment of the Law that Philo could derive the colours for his depiction 
of the old curse of the Law in the present: for example, when he praises the foreigner because, 
as his proper honour, he receives an established place in heaven, while the old full citizen, who 
disregards his noble right, is cast down into the lowest Tartarus and into deep darkness.² 

¹ De nobilit. p. 904 [= Virt. 189] 



² De Execrat. p. 934 [= Praem. 152] 
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The conquest of the nobility by foreign commoners is a fact to which the Alexandrian repeatedly 
returns.¹ At the same time he rejects blood relationship when it does not prove itself in 
self-mastery and in the service of the invisible world; and in one of his writings² he has the 
personification of nobility pronounce judgment upon degenerate men of high birth in the words: 
“You hate what I love, and what is hateful to me you hold dear.” On another occasion he 
expresses the crisis that transcends the national privilege of nobility in the form that God, as 
proof of his delight in virtue springing from hostility, dismisses the roots of the old noble stock 
and accepts the offshoots which, through their ennoblement, promise better fruit.³ 

With this shattering of the privilege of birth there is bound up a fundamental transformation of 
the conception of God. Philo, following the Greek translation which the Septuagint gave to the 
passage Exod. 3:14 with the formula “I am the Being,” calls him simply the Being, or that 
which is—an apparently very meagre and barren designation, especially in conjunction with the 
additional assertion that his essence and his attributes are unknowable and that man’s power of 
apprehension must therefore restrict itself to trusting in his existence and holding itself 
convinced that he is the supreme cause of all things. 

Yet however devoid of content the formula “the Being” may appear, it is nevertheless 
exceedingly fruitful for the transformation of the worldview. It loosens the connection of the 
supreme Lord of the world 

1) De Monarchia p. 819. De victim. offerent. p. 854. [= Spec. 51-57 ; Spec. 308-309] 

2) De nobilit. p. 904. [= Virt. 192-193] 

3) De Execrat. p. 935. [= Praem. 152] 
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with a single nationality. The Being, which is sufficient unto itself and stands in no relation of 
speciality—or indeed in any relation of dependence upon anything else—is universal and can 
enter into relation with everything else. It is the power from which, for everything, comes the 
capacity to exist. In it there is no wavering, no doubt and no uncertainty. Whatever approaches it 
and is enclosed by it feels itself at home, is immutably established and made steadfast, and 
comes to a rest that is not to be found amid the contingencies and disturbances of this world.¹ 

Rest—rest, stability and security: these were what the world, after the uprooting of its national 
and religious traditions, at last wished to enjoy. In the Being, Philo offered it the stilling of its 
longing. He who encloses within himself the fullness of Being is also blessed and happy, 
inaccessible to evil and subject to none of its effects. To him alone belong pure and unalloyed 
joy, serenity and well-being;² and the God who formerly revealed himself in the annihilating 



thunderstorm and dispatched the people’s army of the desert to destroy other peoples has 
become a smiling God. 

The pure Being has consumed and purified the passions and bitterness of former times and 
smiles down from the purified heaven upon the world to which it wishes to grant joyful 
continuance. 

When the Being gave Abraham Isaac, who was to prepare laughter for Sarah and in his 
well-disposed nature to represent laughter itself, he gave in this gift “something of his own.”³ 
Isaac 

¹) De somniis p. 1139. [= Somn. 2.229-230] 

²) De victimis p. 1176. [= Spec. 2.53-54] 

³) De Nomin. mutat. p. 1065. De Abrahamo p. 377, 378. [= Mut. 130-132 ; Abr. 200-204] 
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was to be the synonym of the highest joy of all sensations of delight, of laughter, of the Son who 
ever smiles, the Son of God, the Son of the Being, who gives himself to the peaceful soul as 
delight, laughter and serenity. 

Philo develops the same thought elsewhere¹ in such a way that Sarah, filled with joy, 
nevertheless feared that she might go astray if she appropriated a joy that transcended the 
human, and therefore denied that she had laughed; but she was corrected by God and brought 
to the admission, so that it might become clear that the creature should not be thought entirely 
capable of joy. 

But the soul of the Alexandrian founder of religion opens itself to a true jubilation of joy when he 
exclaims² that Sarah, transcending the whole earthly world and kindled by joy in God, makes 
the aspirations of men that concern matters of war and peace into objects of laughter. 

He who is familiar with the Being and is grounded in its rest and security regards the 
vicissitudes of history as no more than a dream, and allows himself to be neither stirred nor in 
the least disturbed by the wisdom of those who wish to work upon the world from without and 
merely perpetuate its unrest. 

Likewise, he who advances along the royal road toward the blessedness of the Uncreated and 
of the true King of the world is armed against the opinion and self-exaltation of those who 
consider themselves lords of earthly things. The Being alone is ruler, sovereign Lord, and the 
true owner.³ 

¹) De septen. p. 1177.  [= Spec. 2.54-55] 

²) De Temulent. p. 248.  [= Ebr. 60-61] 



³) De Cherub. p. 122. Quod Deus immut. p. 302.  [= Cher. 83 ; Deus 57-64] 
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With the same superiority with which Philo looks down upon the rulers of the world, he 
pronounces judgment upon the lords of the world. In imagining the Macedonian Alexander 
standing upon some elevated place from which he could survey both Europe and Asia, whose 
dominion he believed he had united, and pointing to both with the words, “This here and that 
there is mine,” he says: “That was spoken with the frivolity of a childish and foolish soul, not in a 
royal spirit.”¹ By this spirit he means the disposition of the man who has advanced upon the 
royal road to become the true owner of the world. 

But according to Philo, God is not only the sole owner, but also the true giver. Whereas others 
give something that is distinct from the recipient, God gives not only what is distinct but the 
recipient himself. “He has given me to myself,” and thus the existence of every individual is a gift 
that he has received from above.² 

Thinking, perceiving and comprehending are not self-acquired treasures that one may scrape 
together for oneself; rather, one must thank him who is the author of thought and of unerring 
comprehension.³ 

God is furthermore the true husband of the soul. He, the Father of the All and unbegotten 
begetter of all things, places his seed in the soul, and the birth that springs from it is his gift. The 
virtues are the gifts which it befits God to give and man to receive. Without divine grace it is 
impossible to adhere to the Imperishable; but the primordial powers of grace, in the case of the 
Being, act as 

¹) De Cherub. p. 118, 119.  [= Cher. 63-64, 66-68] 

²) De somniis. p. 1138.  [= Somn. 2.224] 

​ ³) Heres divin. p. 491.  [= Her. 73-75] 
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helpers for the support of mortals, inspire the chosen with divine gifts, and the supreme Lord 
himself descends to their aid. He rains down graces.¹ 

And indeed, the world with which the Gracious One associates is that of sinfulness and 
corruption. 

This contrast, which Philo introduced into Judaism, was originally foreign to it. The religion of the 
Law was still a religion of nature. By his birth and nationality the Jew possessed the seal of his 
worth and of his recognition before God, who allowed himself to be satisfied, for the individual 
transgressions of the members of his people, with the blood of animal sacrifices in his wrath and 
zeal. The sacrifices were indeed offered to the national God so long as the Temple still stood, 



but they satisfied the awakening inwardness and the growing moral sense just as little as the 
Greek philosophers, as a consequence of their inward turn, could remain content with the cult of 
their national gods. The sluggish habit of the people contributed just as much to the decline in 
the value of sacrifice as did the indifference of peoples dulled by devastating catastrophes and 
the scepticism of the great in the West to the discrediting of the bloody cult. 

The development and sharpening of conscience escaped the impetus of the general mood, 
which refused to be appeased by preoccupation with individual transgressions or offences 
against custom. To this was added the application and the echo of those consciences in 

¹) De Cherub. p. 115. De Temulent. p. 258. De congressi. p. 429. Migrat. [sic] Abrah. p. 
369. De nominum mutat. p. 1066.  [= Cher. 44-45 ; Ebr. 57-64 ; Congr. 36-38 ; Abr. [sic] 
134-139 ; Mut. 143-146] 
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whose exaggeration the empires, detached from political cares and duties, poured out their 
leisure: a dread of emancipated sensuality and the inclination toward asceticism and exercise in 
self-denial, which the revival of the Pythagorean school had anticipated. 

When these historical elements and moods acted upon Philo as he formed his new contrast 
between grace and human corruption, the Greek masters in turn supported him in this principal 
doctrine of his: Heraclitus, who called the body, into which the fiery life of the All had descended 
because it wished to banish what is eternal within itself, the grave of the soul; and the pupils of 
the Stoa, who, in accordance with their inward concentration of the law of the world upon the 
resistance which their individual constitution, fettered to sensuality, offered to the striving for 
perfection, had to feel even more acutely than Heraclitus. 

Thus Philo too calls the body a prison and grave of the soul, a fetter or tomb; sensuality is for 
him a dark cavern; the flesh is the foundation of ignorance concerning the Imperishable; indeed, 
the body itself is a corpse, and attachment to the life of the blood deprives man of his share in 
divine and heavenly things, which falls to him only when he is spiritually animated from above.¹ 

Everything that is born has, insofar as it is born, sinfulness innate in it.² What the soul stains is 
without limit, and to rinse and wash it entirely away is not— 

¹) De somnis p. 585. De Gigant. p. 286, 288. Divinar. heres p. 490, 493.  [= Somn. 1. 
128-135 ; Gig. 15-20, 29-31 ; Her. 63-70, 87-93] 

²) Moses III. p. 675.  [= Mos. 2.147] 

[p. 77] 

—possible for any mortal, since the ingrained defects that are impossible to remove remain in 
everyone.¹ 



The power that draws man from this body of death and its fetters and raises him to eternal 
incorruptibility is the gracious favour and promise of the paternal Creator, who in mercy loosens 
the fetters and does not desist until he has fulfilled the word of promise through deeds of truth; 
for “word and deed are one with God.”² The course of liberation comes from above and 
proceeds upward, whereby the reversal of the Heraclitean world-process into the moral sphere 
is completed. What is a communication of the spirit from above operates in man as love for 
heavenly things, as longing for the inheritance of divine goods, as the work of wisdom and as 
the practice of virtue. 

The chief concern of man in this transitory world must be directed toward dying to the life of the 
body.³ 

Those who die to themselves are, in the eyes of the world, the company of the inglorious, 
despised, wretched, lowly and sick, bearing the signs of hunger upon their faces, while the 
others, who care only for earthly things, are honoured as the healthy.⁴ 

The sick are the fellowship of the simple, composed, gentle and mild—the healthy are the 
arrogant. 

The word of the Being to Abraham, “Go forth from your land and from your kindred and from 
your father’s house,” indicates the stages by which the 

¹) De mutat. nomin. p. 1051. [= Mut. 48] 

²) De somniis p. 592.  [= Somn. 1.180-182] 

³) See this formula in the writings: Quod Deterius potiori p. 161. De Gigant. p. 285. De 
Mundo p. 1153.  [= Det. 48 ; Gig. 14 ; Plant. 14-15] 

⁴) Quod Deterius pot. p. 161. [= Det. 48] 
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mortal must raise himself to perfected salvation. The point of departure is the withdrawal from 
the prison of the body; then follows the breaking-off of familiarity with sensuality; finally one must 
also free oneself from the enticements of the beauty of words and discourse, with which reason 
seeks to estrange us from true beauty, which consists in the presentation of the thing itself.¹ 

First there must die the brother of the soul (the body), the neighbour of the rational (the 
irrational), and the nearest thing to the spirit (the representation of reason), so that the best part 
of the mortal, having left the disturbing husks behind, may serve the best of the Being and may 
purely and inseparably embrace the One and Only.² 

According to this conception, the earthly world is foreign territory for the “men of God,” which 
they inhabit only as sojourners, while their fatherland, to which they belong as citizens, is the 
heavenly region. In relation to the world they are refugees, exiles and emigrants, like their 



symbol Abraham, who departed from the land of sensual perception and the service of the stars 
(Chaldaea) and wandered along the royal road toward the sole King and Ruler of All.³ For the 
friend and beloved of God, the whole life of the body is a sojourn abroad; his home is the 
house of virtue, in which, withdrawn from the world, he lives for the soul alone, and in flight from 
everything opposed to God he attains reconciliation with God and his blessed and happy 
nature.⁴ 

¹) De Migrat. Abrah. p. 388, 389.  [= Migr. 2-12] 

²) De profug. p. 463.  [= Fug. 92] 

³) De Gigant. p. 293. De confus. ling. p. 331.  [= Gig. 62-64 ; Conf. 77-79] 

⁴) De Agricult. p. 196. De Migrat. Abrah. p. 392. De Abrah. p. 362. De Profug. p. 459.  [= 
Agr. 64-65 ; Migr. 26-30 ; Αbr. 66-68 ; Fug. 63-64] 
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The Jewish wanderer, who bids farewell to the world altogether and turns away from the 
external cult of his fellow tribesmen toward the experiences of his inner moral world, welcomes 
the men who have renounced their fatherland and the men of abstinence of the Greek era as 
his travelling companions. One of his principal writings on the way of life of the wise man he 
opens with the saying which, in the “most sacred choir” of the Pythagoreans, was regarded as a 
rule, according to which one must avoid the popular highway.¹ He calls this saying the guiding 
star of those who depart from the opinions of the multitude, enter upon new paths and set forth 
original ideas on their own. Anaxagoras and Democritus, who despised possessions and, out of 
love for inward contemplation, divested themselves of their property, are his kind of men; 
Sophocles, who calls him free who follows the guidance of God alone, is his man.² Thus he also 
gathers together the other tragedians of the Greeks, Aeschylus and Euripides, and the 
philosophers from Antisthenes down to Zeno as witnesses and at the same time as factual 
proofs of the force which the wise man exercises upon himself against the resistance of the 
world.³ 

On another occasion he says: the master of the Stoa seems to have drawn his proposition 
concerning the superiority of the virtuous over the lawless, as though from a source, from the 
legislation of the Jews.⁴ Moses too had, after all, received the commission to stand in God’s 
place before Pharaoh. But then he finds the charter of freedom of the wise man in the unerring 
law, in the right Logos, in that law which is not inscribed upon perishable and soulless 

1) Quod probus liber. p. 865.  [= Prob. 2-3] 

2) De Vita contemplat. p. 891. Quod prob. lib. p. 868.  [= Contempl. 14-15 ; Prob. 19-25] 

3) Quod prob. lib. p. 868.  [= Prob. 19-25] 

4) Ebenb. p. 873.  [= Prob. 53-57] 
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sheets or pillars, but is imprinted by immortal nature upon the immortal mind.¹ 

Trusting in this law of nature, which assigns freedom and servitude according to the inner 
constitution of the mind, Philo exhorts men to rise above the empty opinion of the multitude, and 
thus also above the entire established order of antiquity: “Let the registers of descent and the 
documents of the masters run their course; in general, let what is bodily take its course; ascribe 
neither citizenship nor freedom to those called citizens, nor servitude to slaves born or 
purchased in the household, but inquire only into the nature of the soul.”² — Step forth from 
childhood, which is reared by nurses on milk; become men through the strengthening 
nourishment of philosophy, and work your way toward the salutary conclusion of the Pythian 
saying: “Live according to nature (i.e. according to the Logos of nature).” 

The Alexandrian therefore professes allegiance to the “dream” of the Stoics, in which the 
patricians and aristocrats appear as slaves and the slaves as the free; he means, however, that 
this inversion appears as a dream only to those who live in the realm of mere opinion. 

Indeed, it is absurd and paradoxical that those who dwell in the midst of the city—indeed, the 
men who perform the offices of councillors, judges, members of popular assemblies, aediles 
and gymnasiarchs—should be called exiles, while citizens who are not entered upon the 
registers at all, or who have been sentenced to exile and the loss of citizenship, should be 
called citizens; that the poor, who scarcely have their daily bread and live upon the air of virtue, 
should be called rich—while the others, who swim in gold and silver 

1) Quod omnis probus p. 869.  [= Prob. 26-31] 

2) Quod prob. liber. p. 888.  [= Prob. 155-156] 
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and possessions of every kind, and whose wealth supports not only their relatives and friends 
but also, beyond their own household, a host of fellow tribesmen and clansmen, and moreover 
meets the city’s expenditure in peace and war, should be called poor? But only to opinion, 
corrupted by the senses, does this correct arrangement of the relations of the world appear as a 
dream and as absurd.¹ 

Like the Stoics, Philo laid the foundation for the establishment of a spiritual authority—not a 
theocracy which sets itself up as the permanent nurse of the secular orders and seeks to 
preserve them in immaturity, but an authority which presupposes the opposition of the world and 
asserts its superiority over it. 

The wise man is the true king. All the reborn, who are born of virtue, are rulers, not through the 
Logos—the invisible thing—not through the election of men, which is usually purchased, but 
raised to their eminence by nature (the right Logos of nature).² True wealth, not blind but 



clear-sighted, is the fullness of the virtues, which, in contrast to false and pseudo-rulers, is to be 
regarded as the genuine and legitimate supreme authority ruling over all things.³ 

Philo often has no good word to say for Joseph, the son of Jacob and governor of Egypt: he is 
occupied only with the affairs of the body and empty opinions, does not understand how to 
command nature when it conflicts with the Logos, but is accustomed to 

¹) Quod prob. liber. p. 866.  [= Prob. 8-10] 

²) De nomin. mutat. p. 1068.   [= Mut. 152-153] 

³) De Abrahamo p. 353.  [= Abr. 25-27] 

[p. 82] 

nourish it and bring it to growth.¹ On the other hand, he finds it not without reason when some 
say (he has Plato in mind) that states could then first be brought into a satisfactory condition 
when kings philosophize or philosophers rule.² 

At first, however, he restricts the realization of his ideal to the exercise of passive resistance 
against demands that conflict with the natural law of the Logos,³ that is, to imperturbability in the 
face of the claims of the world—to apathy, that is, to immovability toward the powers contrary to 
the law that seek to command the soul, such as grief, fear, desire and lust for fame. His wise 
man joins the peaceful and quiet, who, though few in number, among Greeks and barbarians 
neither exercise power nor conduct lawsuits, know nothing of judicial seats, council chambers, 
forums and popular assemblies, and maintain the fire of wisdom from city to city so that virtue 
may not die out among our race.⁴ 

The same man recognizes the inexorable bond which—the Stoic heimarmenē—holds together 
the succession and analogy of everything that happens in the world. He accommodates and 
adapts himself to circumstances, willingly and patiently endures the vicissitudes of fortune, 
regards nothing that befalls man as new, unusual or strange, reveres in the divine an eternal 
and blessed order, and, as one who is free and imperturbable, endures the waves and restless 
storms of earthly things.⁵ 

¹) De agricult. p. 195.  [= Agr. 55-57] 

²) Vita Mos. II., p. 654.  [= Mos. 2.2] 

³) Quis heres div. rer. [sic - should be Josepho] p. 537.  [= Jos. 72-78]  

⁴) De septen. et fest. p. 1174, 1175.  [= Spec. 2.45-48] 

⁵) De mutat. nomin. p. 1065. Quod omnis prob. liber. p. 868.  [= Mut. 133-135 ; Prob. 
22-25] 
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Thus the wise man is taken up into the repose of the Existent and participates in its pure and 
unalloyed joy. He alone can laugh, something not permitted to the wicked. His feeling of 
gladness over his inner possession and its growth accords with the joy of the All, which is God 
himself. All growth in nature is laughter over the secure future; the growing vine shows its joy 
over the coming fruit; the day laughs toward the dawn before the sun rises; everywhere hope 
stirs as the foretaste of enjoyment.¹ Yet the joy of the wise man is still mingled with mourning. 

It is natural, says Philo, that the spirit which feels itself exalted by the promises concerning the 
prerogative of the brave, just, and holy should rise high; but as a warning to us, who are 
accustomed to raise our necks above the slightest thing, it also falls and immediately laughs 
again the laughter of the soul, with a sad countenance indeed, but inwardly smiling in spirit from 
sheer unmixed joy dwelling within it. Both at the same time—the one to confirm that he does not 
exalt himself but rather condemns the nothingness of the mortal; the other to establish his piety, 
in that he acknowledges God alone as the author of grace and of the good. Let the creature 
therefore fall and mourn—in the natural manner—for it is in itself unstable and fragile; let it rise 
through God and laugh, for its support and its joy are God alone.² 

But the wise man, of whom so much fame is made and whose image is held up as the ideal of 
perfection and as 

¹) Nomin. mutat. p. 1069—1071.  [= Mut. 154-174] 

 ²) Ibid. 
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the norm and goal of human striving: is he actually to be found in reality? 

The Stoics denied it; Philo himself leaves the question open. 

Where, he writes, could one find the good man, even if one were to look everywhere, traverse 
the seas, and visit the islands and continents among barbarians or Greeks? Are there not even 
today some initiates into philosophy who maintain that neither the wise man nor wisdom itself 
exists? That is, that from the creation of man down to the present moment no one can be 
regarded as entirely free from guilt, and that it is rather impossible for man, fettered to the mortal 
body, to attain blessedness?¹ 

Philo first counters this objection with the saying about Enoch: “he was pleasing to God and was 
not found.” Trusting in this saying, he sets up the proposition: wisdom is an 
existence-extinguishing being; it also extinguishes its lover, the wise man; although he exists, he 
has escaped us, since he does not wish to associate with the wicked. Hence it is also said of 
him that he was translated, that is: transferred and resettled from mortal life into immortal life. 



But the kind of Enoch has not died out. There are still those who have become bodiless in 
disposition and have been dissolved into and absorbed into the One sphere, that of the soul, in 
which the earthly has thus been lost and swept away and the sole-ruling spirit has become 
pleasing to God. This kind is rare and scarcely to be found, yet it cannot be called impossible. 
Those who belong to it 

¹) De mutat. nomin. p. 1149, 1150.  [= Mut. 35-38] 
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hear, grasp the divine frenzy, and have become ecstatic and possessed.¹ 

Distinct, however, from these rare virtuosos and athletes is the mass of the race, which moves 
upon the slippery ground of the earthly, is exposed to falling and would succumb if there were 
not something mediating between it and God—the virginal Grace and the Logos. 

The first kind of wise men, who in Corybantic ecstasy soar upward to the pure Existent, find 
repose and security in its bosom, disturbed by no distraction through earthly relations; the weak 
and frail multitude can be brought into a friendly relationship with the supreme God only through 
an intermediate being which descends into the earthly and takes up its dwelling there. 

When it is written, “I am thy God,” says Philo, this is spoken improperly and is not to be 
understood in the strict sense. The Existent as such does not stand in relation to anything. It is 
in itself complete and sufficient unto itself; it always remains the same and is now as it was 
before the creation of the world. Everything is his, but he himself properly belongs to no one. 
The intermediate being, or the multitude of these intermediate members, insofar as the supreme 
mediator is surrounded by assistants, stands in relation to another.² 

The need for repose and, as it were, the delusion of perfection draws men toward the Existent; 
the others, who torment themselves in the toil and servitude of the earthly, long for the serving 
messengers and mediators. 

¹) Ibid.   

²) De mutat. nomin. p. 1084.  [= Mut. 253-255] 
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The perfected wise man soars upward to pure monotheism; the fighters and wrestlers, on the 
other hand, require the intermediate powers of polytheism. 

Philo found this useful polytheism, indispensable to mortals, already present in the philosophical 
views of the Greeks, and he justified his treatment of it by the agreement in which the Greeks, 
with their daimons and heroes, and Moses, with his messengers or angels who serve the King 
of the All and execute his will among mortals, converge.¹ 



Heraclitus and the Stoics gave him, in the sphere of polytheism, the form which, as Logos, 
gathers the active movers and ordering powers of the world into unity; from Plato he took the 
subordinate gods and the powers that made God the Stoic into a manifold being: these were 
welcome to him for populating the intermediate space between the Existent and the earthly 
realm of mortals. 

From Plato he received the formula for the inner impulse which brings the Existent out of its 
self-sufficiency and moves it to communicate to the unordered being that confronts it in 
matter—matter without qualities, soulless, disharmonious, lacking cohesion and coherence—the 
gift of its best nature. For the Father of the All is good, free from envy, and had resolved “to 
bestow his rich grace without stint upon the nature that lacked the divine gift.”² 

The same natural tendency of the Existent toward activity and communication was disclosed to 
him by the Stoic opposition between 

1) e.g. De Plantat. p. 216.  [= Plant. 14] 

2) De Opific. p. 4.  [= Opif. 21, 23] 
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the active cause and the passive; and his teachers from the Stoa supplied him with the parallel 
of the active principle which, as the pure spirit of the All, sets the passive in motion, shapes it, 
animates it, and transforms it into the most perfect work.¹ 

The Ideas, which in Plato are eternal and primordial, he combined with the powers of the active 
principle of the Stoics, which employed them in order to form shapeless matter and give 
individuality to each particular thing.² The Existent, as Father and begetter of the Ideas, 
conceives the plan of the world, the intelligible world, which, as the design of the whole, 
contains within itself the individual patterns, measures, norms, types, and canons—all active 
powers; but the most perfect, the universal, the Idea embracing them all, the Idea of Ideas, is 
the Logos,³ which, in its designation received from Heraclitus and the Stoics, echoes the Word 
by which the God of the Old Testament creates and governs the world and which, as Philo 
expresses it, coincides with the deed and execution. 

This Logos is the first-born of God, the eldest angel, the archangel and, since as the thought of 
the world he is conceived beforehand by the Existent with a view to that world, the elder Son of 
God, while the world is the younger son; he is the image and shadow of God, while the world is 
his reflected image and copy.⁴ 

In the propositions which we have briefly assembled in the preceding lines, the Alexandrian 
combined the powers which he required in order to set his Existent in motion and direct it toward 

1) De Opific. p. 2.  [= Opif. 8-9] 

2) De victim. offerent. p. 857.  [= Spec. 1. 327-329] 



3) De Opific. p. 5.  [= Opif. 24-25] 

4) De confus. ling. p. 341. Quod Deus immutab. p. 298. De Plantat. p. 221. De Opific. p. 3  
[= Conf. 144-147 ; Deus 31-32 ; Plant. 50 ; Opif. 16] 
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the world. The Jewish One and the mythical conceptual constructions of the Greek philosophers 
had coalesced in his comprehensive mind. Heraclitus and the Stoics were kindred spirits to him, 
and their discoveries appeared to him so much his own that he sometimes maintained that they 
had drawn their wisdom from the writings of Moses or from the legislation of the Jews. He was 
not a religious philosopher in the sense that, from some newly formed principle, he had 
constructed a system distinct from earlier systems. What was new in him was only the feeling of 
being at home with which he moved within the dogmas of the Greek philosophers (with the 
exception of the Atomists, to whom he could only feel himself in the sharpest opposition). 

What was also original in him was the naïveté and good faith with which he presented the 
mythological formulas of the Greek schools of thought as self-evident, as revelations for eternity 
and as a matter for the whole world. He brought the series of timid or uncertain attempts that 
preceded him to unite Judaism and Greek wisdom to a masterly conclusion by subordinating the 
philosophers of Greece to the Jewish One. Finally, he gave dogmatic expression to antiquity’s 
turning away from the world by keeping his Existent apart from immediate contact with dead 
matter, so that, in the creation of man, the Existent confined himself to imparting the ruling spirit 
and left the formation of the mortal part of the soul to the intermediate powers (“let us make 
man!”); by this flight from the sensuous he undermined the natural security of Judaism and 
thereby prepared 
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at the same time the way for the Christian mortification of the body, which after this preparatory 
work no longer required the Alexandrian’s theoretical justification.¹ 

Nor was he a philosopher of religion in the sense in which more recent schools of philosophy 
have understood the task of such a discipline. He did not construct a comparative history of 
religious conceptions, still less did he think of tracing in their succession the development, 
revelation, or mysterious self-unfolding of one and the same absolute fundamental essence. Nor 
could he think of such an undertaking. For this he still lacked the tertium comparationis, the 
standard against which the preceding stages could have been measured as the final religious 
consummation. Christianity alone supplied this conclusion and, at the same time, in the first 
youthful flowering of its historical development, called into life in Gnosis the philosophy of 
religion that came with it. 

Philo surveyed only two forms of religious consciousness: pagan nature-worship and Judaism. 
The former—Egyptian animal-worship serving him as its characteristic type—was for him merely 



the denial of religion; and Greek philosophy was so much one with Judaism for him that he 
sometimes derived it from the proclamation of the Law. 

For all that, with the gain which he brought from the philosophical schools to Judaism—with the 
Logos as mediator between God and world, with its birth in divine thought and with its historical 
activity in the human community—he prepared for Christianity the forms in which it could find 
acceptance in the West as in the East and, by means of Gnosis, develop the first philosophy of 
religion. 

1) De opific. p. 16. Confus. ling. p. 346. De Profug. p. 460 & 479. De Mutat. nomin. p. 
1049.  [= Opif. 72-75 ; Conf. 176-179 ; Fug. 68-70 & 197-199 ; Mut. 30-32] 
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Before we consider the form in which the Logos accomplishes his work of salvation between the 
Existent and the world, we shall touch only briefly upon the attempts by which Philo found his 
bearings in this intermediate world. 

He takes seriously the multiplicity of powers to which the God of the Stoics owes his manifold 
names. For him they are innumerably many.¹ His interpretation of the passage at the beginning 
of the account of the Flood, according to which it was angels who mingled with the daughters of 
men, led him to assume that of the angels whom God placed in the sphere of the air, some 
descended to earth and mingled with mortal bodies, while those who remained pure were 
appointed to supervise mortals and as messengers to the world.² 

The multitude of servants is arranged in ranks and groups. At one point they are divided into the 
merciful and the punitive;³ at another, the punishment of transgressors of the law is entrusted to 
the ministering spirits, who are appointed by Dikē, who is enthroned beside the Existent as 
beside the Zeus of Heraclitus and watches over human actions, to punish sinners. For God 
alone is the author of the good and the guardian of peace, just as military commanders punish 
deserters, while to the king falls the preservation of universal peace and the distribution of its 
benefits.⁴ 

1) Confus. ling. p. 345.  [= Conf. 171] 

2) De Gigant. p. 284, 285. [= Gig. 1-5, 6-16] 

3) De Profug. p. 465.  [= Fug. 94–101] 

4) De Decalog. p. 768. De Abrahami. p. 370.  [= Dec. 178 ; Abr. 143–144] 
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Then again he makes attempts to designate the members of the series more particularly: as 
sovereignty and beneficent goodness, as power and gracious gift, as the power of beneficence 
and that of admonition and warning.¹ But the Logos always remains the power which gathers 



together and superintends these divine forms, the image of God, the eldest of the intelligible 
world, the one nearest to the One and separated from him by his dividing wall; he is the 
metropolis of the spiritual world, while the series and counterparts of the powers are only its 
colony-towns.² 

Just as Philo asserts the universality of the Logos over and within the individual powers, so he 
also repeatedly returns to their unity whenever, in the play of allegories, he has once allowed 
himself to be led into placing Wisdom, whose image is presented by the Proverbs of Solomon 
(ch. 8), in his position. The passage of this writing (ch. 8:22), in which Wisdom says that God 
prepared her as the first of his works (according to the translation of the Septuagint, that he 
created her as the principle of his ways for his work), offered him a stimulus toward a 
combination according to which the thinking power of the Author of the All received the seed 
from him and then, in fruitful travail, gave birth to the beloved Son of God, appearing to the 
senses, this world.³ She accordingly appears as the beginning and principle of everything that 
has come into being, as that primordial power which he first and foremost separated from his 
powers and through which souls are nourished and fed.⁴ Yet his solution of the difficulty 

1) De Plantat. p. 221.  [= Plant. 46] 

2) De Profug. p. 464, 465.  [= Fug. 94–101] 

3) De Temulent. p. 244.  [= Ebr. 30-31]​
​
4) Legis Allegor. p. 1103.  [= Leg. 2.86] 
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of how Wisdom, as the daughter of God, could be called the father of that which has come into 
being, namely the turn of phrase that, like all the virtues, she indeed has a feminine name,¹ but 
possesses the directive power of the man, does not help him; and when he sometimes brings 
the Logos and Wisdom so closely together that he calls the latter, for example, the element of 
the former,² he goes at another time so far as to say of Wisdom that she is nothing other than 
the Logos.³ He had so thoroughly made himself at home in the world of Heraclitus and the 
Stoics that he feels at home only within the domain of the Logos. He fully acknowledged the 
kinship which the Wisdom of that Old Testament book had with the Logos, but the coherence of 
the system offered to him by the world-interpretations of Heraclitus and the Stoa repeatedly 
drew him back into the circle of the Greek schools. 

(Incidentally, that passage of the Proverbs of Solomon, ch. 8:27–31, according to which 
Wisdom, as she stood beside God when he formed and ordered the structure of the world, 
played before him and was his delight and entertainment, is itself only an imitation of the 
Heraclitean theory that the formation of the world is a game of Zeus. Only the divine game of 
the Greek demiurge is at the same time the living activity of the world, in which the changing 
forms that represent the entrance of the divine into determinate shapes dissolve again into unity. 
This seriousness of the separation of the One into the variegated appearance and of the return 



of the manifold into unity, this serious game of Zeus multiplying himself and becoming one 
again, is 

1) De Profug. p. 457.  [= Fug. 50] 

2) De somniis II., 1141.  [= Somn. 2.242–243] 

3) Legis Allegor. I, 52.  [= Leg. 1.65]  
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transformed in the Old Testament writing into the harmlessness of a child’s game, before which, 
according to Jewish presupposition, the entertaining images remain standing.) 

Let us now mention, in order to complete our survey of Philo’s Greek element, the indwelling of 
the Logos in the world—an immanence of the divine which he borrowed from the Stoa. 

It is still an awkward turn of expression when, in order to preserve the power and uncorrupted 
might of the powers, he maintains that they remain unmixed while, in the formation of formless 
matter, they impress the archetypes upon it, just as a signet-ring, even when pressed a 
thousand times into wax, remains unchanged.¹ By contrast, he calls the creature perfect in 
respect of quality, while in respect of quantity, which is subject to change, it is subject to 
imperfection—perfect because the form received under the seal of the Logos persists as an 
impression of the Logos himself, who is immutable.² He also expressly opposes those who 
regard incorporeal Ideas as an empty word and thus would make the most necessary essence 
disappear from existing things, which without form and quality would be merely shapeless 
mass.³ Form, accordingly, is what endures in the sensible; the Idea is the actual substance of 
the world in the form of thought, while inert and shapeless mass represents being in itself. The 
Logos, the unity of the Ideas, bears and sustains the world; he is the encompassing and 
cohesive force and the indissoluble bond of the All. More still! He passes through all parts, 
extending from the 

1) De Monarch. p. 817.  [= Spec. 1.47–48] 

2) De Profug. p. 452.  [= Fug. 12-13] 

3) De Victim. offer. p. 857.  [= Spec. 1.327–329] 
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centre to the outermost limits and from these back to the centre, and brings the parts together 
into unity.¹ 

The thinking of the world-plan, or the generation of the First-born, the Logos, thus assumes the 
form of the Stoic expansion, extension, or stretching-out of the powers which God employs for 
creation.² 



God himself, who in the extension of these powers leaves no place in the world empty and 
passes through all parts of being, bears the All in his bosom; he has brought forth this whole 
world, is himself the plumb-line, measure, and number of the All, fills everything and is One and 
All.³ 

The Logos, who in this self-extension serves God as an instrument, itself, according to Stoic 
usage, distributes itself in seminal form throughout the world⁴ and, as divider and distributor, 
makes its way through matter by means of the power of the law of opposition discovered by 
Heraclitus (or borrowed from the lawgiver Moses).⁵ 

In the propositions which we have assembled in the preceding lines, the Alexandrian constructs 
from the Jewish tradition of the transcendent God and from the dogmas of the Greek 
philosophers concerning the inner-worldly revelation and self-manifestation of the divine his 
religio-philosophical work of art, in which God and world, thought and being, infinite and finite, 
spirit and matter are separated and at the same time joined into unity by a bond grounded in 
eternity. 

This bond is the Logos, which joins the Godhead to the finite by penetrating the latter and, as 
the younger Son of God, commends the Father of the All to it. 

1) De Plantat. p. 215.  [= Plant. 8-10] 

2) De Nom. mutat. p. 1084.  [= Mut. 256–259] 

3) Confus. ling. p. 339, 340. De Profug. p. 473. Leg. Alleg. II, 61. Leg. Alleg. I, 48.  [= 
Conf. 134–138 ; Fug. 161–164 ; Leg. 3.4 ; 1.44-45] 

4) Quis heres divin. p. 497.  [= Her. 119] 

5) Ibid. p. 510.  [= Her. 207–208] 
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As the eternal thought of the world, he dwells in the mystery of the Father; in his manifestation 
he is the sure and infallible exit and passage of the divine thought into finite appearance and 
presents this to the contemplation of the Father.¹ 

Thus he is the beginning and end of all good pleasure: of the joy and satisfaction with which the 
Existent looks down upon the successfully completed masterpiece of creation, and of the good 
pleasure which man receives from God.² 

He is sent down from above to mortals who are still struggling with the weakness of their souls, 
in order to fill them with invincible strength; and he himself, like the Heraclitean Logos, which 
works its way upward out of its deepening into the opposites of its manifestation, claims the way 
upward,³ upon which he radiates his divine light. 



Thus he stands, as he boasts of the office entrusted to him, as intercessor for mortals who 
yearn for the imperishable and as messenger of the Lord to his subjects themselves, as 
arbitrator and mediator between Creator and creature, neither uncreated like God nor created 
like mortals, but as mediator between the extremes and as a pledge of peace, which God will 
preserve out of mercy for his own work.⁴ 

As divider, as mighty intermediate boundary and separator between dead and living, he places 
himself like a wall before the saints against the pressure of the unholy, just as, in one of the 
earlier cases in which Philo already sees him at work, he was that cloud between the Egyptian 
and Israelite hosts.⁵ 

While he serves the saints as breastwork, fortress, and 

¹) Quod Deus immutab. p. 298. Vit. Mos. III, 672.  [= Deus 31–34 ; Mos. 2.127] 

2) De somn. p. 575.  [= Somn. 1.67–69] 

3) Legis Alleg. II, 80.  [= Leg. 3.103–106] 

4) Heres divin. p. 509.  [= Her. 205–206] 

5) Ibid.  
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armament against their enemies, he lightens the burden of mortals beset by cares; he is 
inseparably at their side as comforter, friend, confidant, and companion, their counsellor and 
helper and a remedy for the wounds and sufferings of the soul.¹ 

The Logos is furthermore the heavenly bread of wisdom, which the Existent sends down upon 
the spirits that long for contemplation;² likewise the true high priest, who takes the cup of the 
banquet of eternal graces and presents himself in the bowl which he fills with unmixed drink. He 
himself is the drink.³ 

With this figuration as high priest, Philo reaches the summit of his presentation of the Logos. 

Implanted in the soul, he is the voice of conscience, and his dwelling within it allows no impurity 
to arise there. Where he is, sin departs.⁴ 

Already under the old covenant the high priest, when he entered the sanctuary, by virtue of the 
symbolic garment which he wore, carried the whole world with him and, for the forgiveness of 
sins and the obtaining of overflowing grace, required the intercession of the Logos, the 
Paraclete. But the true high priest, the Logos himself, the advocate and mediator of the holy 
community, who reaches to both extremes, God and man, head and base, represents within 
himself the whole human race and brings the opposites together.⁵ 



 

1) De somniis p. 582.  [= Somn. 1.110–117] 

2) De Profug. p. 470.  [= Fug. 137-139] 

3) De somniis p. 1133.  [= Somn. 2.183] 

4) De Profug. p. 466, 467.  [= Fug. 117-118] 

5) De Monarchia II, p. 825. De somniis p. 1133.  [= Spec. 1.96-97 ; Somn. 2.183] 
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VII​
​

Philo in the New Testament​
 

Above I called Philo’s writings the introduction or the overture to Christianity. 

The sympathetic reader will now concede to me that they are indeed a rich and stirring prelude 
to the drama in which the suffering and dying High Priest opens for the faithful, who bid farewell 
to the world, the way to heavenly and eternal life. 

The great motifs which determine the conflict in the drama itself—the reversal of the world-order, 
the exaltation of the wretched and the lowly and the rejection of the old privileged classes, the 
contrast between worldly power and heavenly rest, the turning away from dying enthusiasms 
and attempts at salvation that have been refuted by experience, and the entrance into the 
inward, God-filled community—these antitheses of evangelical action are delineated with a sure 
hand in the Philonic work. 

The Alexandrian master gave universal significance to his symphony and made it relevant to the 
whole world of his time through the skill with which he gave fitting expression to the spiritual 
moods of the Greek sages, from Hera- 
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-clitus down to the teachers of the Stoa, as the fundamental voices of his work. And by allowing 
the melodic figures in which the consecrated High Priest, representing the world, expresses 
himself to develop, in the highest sweep of his divination, upon these sustaining voices, which 
he interwove with the tablets of the old Law, he prepared his listeners for the moment when the 
curtain rises and the fulfilment of the mystery begins. 

According to the measure of brevity which I have chosen for this booklet as an announcement 
of my concluding works on the origin of evangelical history, I shall point out the principal points 
of contact between the writings of Philo and those of the New Testament. 

Philo’s proposition that God has chosen the low-born but shuns the company of the 
well-born—this contrast between the old nobility and those who are ignoble in the eyes of the 
world—is found word for word (eugeneis, ageneis) in 1 Corinthians 1:27–28. 

The theme of the Sermon on the Mount and the parallel evangelical antitheses concerning the 
election of the poor, sick, downtrodden, and rejected, and the condemnation of the rich, healthy, 



and striving, the praise of those who love peace and the condemnation of the contentious—all 
this has already been worked out by Philo. The lowly of the Alexandrian are also called by God 
in 2 Corinthians 7:6. 

Just as Philo describes likeness to God as the goal of striving and the summit of blessedness 
(De Decalog., p. 754) [= Spec. 1.207], so in the Sermon on the Mount the faithful are to become 
perfect, as the Father in heaven is (Matt. 5:48). 

To contain oneself in accordance with the nature of the Logos, that is, with the world-law of the 
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Logos, the Alexandrian accordingly calls containing oneself from the oath, so that one’s word is 
equivalent to an oath—just as happens in the Sermon on the Mount. 

The Philonic theory of death, which dwells in the body, and of sin, which has its dwelling in the 
flesh, is elaborated in the first eight chapters of the Epistle to the Romans; from it the author of 
the Fourth Gospel has borrowed the contrast between above and below, which originally derives 
from Heraclitus. The proposition of the First Epistle to the Corinthians (15:50), that flesh and 
blood cannot inherit the kingdom of God, sums up the Alexandrian’s numerous antitheses. 

That flight from this world and longing for the heavenly homeland are salvation and deliverance, 
and that life on earth is merely a sojourn in a foreign land, the author of the Epistle to the 
Hebrews (11:9–16) has taken word for word from the Philonic writings; and with the political 
colouring of the latter it passed into the Epistle to the Philippians (3:20: “our citizenship, our civic 
community is in heaven”). 

The precept of the wise man proclaimed by Philo, embracing the whole existing world—that is, 
Zeno’s dictum (Diogenes Laertius 7.125) that “everything belongs to the wise man, for the law 
has granted him universal authority”—resounds in the keynote of 1 Corinthians 3:22 
(“Everything is yours—world, life and death, everything is yours”). 

Philo reduced the words of Holy Scripture to shadows of bodies, that is, of real truths (De 
confus. ling., p. 344 [sic – should be 348]) [= Conf. 190], the institutions of the Law, such as the 
Tabernacle, to images of heavenly originals, and the bloody sacrifices of the Temple service to 
weak and sensual intimations 
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of the spiritual sacrifice of the soul offered by the true High Priest. From him the author of the 
Epistle to the Hebrews derived the idea (8:5) that the Tabernacle is the shadow of heavenly 
things. 

That man is God’s dwelling, and that therefore the person who injures or corrupts man commits 
an offence against the temple of God, the Alexandrian allegorist elevated into so 
well-recognised a proposition that the author of the First Epistle to the Corinthians (3:15) could 



ask: “Do you not know that you are God’s temple?” Naturally the author of the Epistle to the 
Hebrews (3:6) also took the same proposition from the allegorical writings which he used so 
extensively. 

The hoarding of treasures, the treasure, is a subject which frequently occupies Philo. It is as 
though he wished to make his own people, who were dependent upon the 
Phoenician-Canaanite anxiety of hoarding as the characteristic type of pagan composing and 
striving, independent of it and to strengthen them in trust in the overflowing treasure of grace. 
The true treasure, he writes (Cherubim, p. 115) [= Cher. 48], is not gold and silver; the treasure 
of the good is in God alone (De profug., p. 462) [= Fug. 80-81]. This corresponds to the saying 
of the Sermon on the Mount, Matt. 6:19–21: do not gather treasures for yourselves on earth, 
where moth and rust consume them; gather treasures for yourselves in heaven, for where your 
treasure is, there will your heart be also. 

The man educated in Greek culture, the admirer of the Athenians, who in Greece called Athens 
what the pupil is to the eye and reason to the soul, and who recalls with warm emotion how, in 
the theatre at Athens, during a performance of a tragedy by Euripides, the verse “Freedom is 
the most worthy name” caused the spectators, deeply moved, to rise and to shower applause 
upon the saying and the poet who glorified freedom not only in the action but 
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also in its name,¹ also frequently used the Hellenic athletic contests as an image for his 
exhortations. He praises the competitors who struggle to the death rather than renounce the 
prize of victory, and presents them to the wise man as a model of endurance.² “Therefore,” he 
concludes one of these numerous exhortations,³ “oppose desire, the serpent-slaying adversary; 
fight this fairest contest through to the end, and seek to be crowned with the glorious wreath 
against desire, which otherwise overcomes all.” 

Following this model, and at the same time with reference to the laborious and serious 
preparations of the worldly athletes, the author of the First Epistle to the Corinthians (9:24–27) 
formed the example with which he presents to his readers their race for the imperishable prize 
of victory; and the author of the Epistle to the Hebrews likewise did not omit recommending the 
struggle with sin under the image of the Greek athletic contest (12:1). 

Let us mention only further that the Philonic contrast between the immature, to whom only 
milk-food can be offered, and the mature, who can tolerate solid food, is imitated by the author 
of the First Epistle to the Corinthians (3:2) and by that of the Epistle to the Hebrews (5:13–14); 
and that in the splitting, cutting, and penetrating power of the word (Logos) of God, which 
breaks a path to conscience through soul and spirit, joints and marrow, the dividing Logos of 
Heraclitus has found its place after passing through Philo’s writings. 

1. Quod Probus liber, p. 886.  [= Prob. 141-142] 

2. Ibidem, p. 882.  [= Prob. 116-117] 



3. Legis Allegoriae, p. 1107.  [= Leg. 3.106-107] 
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We need not further demonstrate the connection between the Logos theory of the Fourth 
Gospel and the Philonic expositions. It is enough to compare Jesus’ saying in this Gospel 
(5:19), “the Son can do nothing of himself, but what he sees the Father do,” with Philo’s 
statement that the Logos, the firstborn of God, imitated the ways of the Father by looking to his 
archetypes in order to reproduce them. The statement of the Epistle to the Hebrews (ch. 1), that 
the Son, through whom God created the world, stands above the angels, is merely an 
elaboration of the Philonic theory according to which the Logos is the supreme representative of 
revelation, in which the individual powers minister as serving spirits. 

Thus far we have seen the Alexandrian conception develop to its full strength, in which it 
conceives the Logos, who is the indissoluble bond of the All, as the mediator between mortals 
and the One Who Is. But it drives this strength still higher, to a point where it appears as 
weakness and the image of the mediating and high-priestly Logos dissolves in the boundless 
light of the One Who Is. 

Religions are tormented by a feeling of uncertainty in which they themselves do not trust the 
specific forms of salvation that constitute their stock and distinctive character with the power to 
provide the ultimate solution to the riddle of the world, and strive beyond them toward a 
comprehensive solution in which their god of salvation recedes into the background. They 
prophesy (as do the Persian, Greek, and Germanic religions) their own end and see, while their 
salvation rises in the morning, the twilight announcing itself on the evening horizon, whose night 
will one day cover them. 
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Philo too proclaimed this end of his “religion of the Logos,” and Christianity, in its youthful vigour, 
also took from the writings of the Alexandrian a similar prophecy of the Son’s withdrawal into the 
bosom of the Father. 

The One who Is, says Philo, when he appears in the form of one of his powers, which is his 
messenger, his interpreter and expositor, and thereby gives occasion for the idea that this 
manifestation is the primordial image itself, is merely accommodating himself to weak spirits 
who still have to be educated and formed.¹ 

The Logos as expositor, intermediary and interpreter of God is only for beginners and the 
uninitiated; for the wise and perfect there is the One who Is. The figurations of the Logos 
possess only a secondary splendour, which is extinguished before the light of the Highest. 
When the One who Is appeared with the two most ancient powers, the creative and the royal, as 
the intermediary between them (to Abraham), the vision presented now the appearance of One, 
now that of Three: of One, when the thoroughly purified soul rises above not only the multiplicity 
of numbers but also the neighbouring number, two, and attains to the simple, unmediated Idea 



which has need of nothing for itself; of Three, when it has not yet passed through the great 
initiations, but is still occupied with the lesser ones and cannot apprehend the One who Is apart 
from something else derived from him, but only from his effects as Creator or Ruler.² 

Just as those who are unable to look directly into the sun regard the secondary radiance as the 
sun itself and 

1) De somniis p. 599. De Mutat. nomin. p. 1046.  [= Somn. 1.227-230 ; Mut. 15-16] 

2) De Legis Alleg. p. 99. De Abraham. p. 367. De somniis p. 567.  [= Leg. 3.207 ; Abr. 
119-123 ; Somn. 1.11-13] 
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the changes of the moon as the moon itself, so too do they regard the image of God, his Logos, 
as God himself. But with the wise and the perfect, the God of the universe has direct 
intercourse, and for them the secondary sun is extinguished in the radiant splendour of the One 
who Is.¹ 

Is it not, then, a similar abolition of himself on the part of Christianity when the Son (1 
Corinthians 15:28), after he has subjected all things to the Father and handed the kingdom over 
to him, stands at the end of his mediatorship and God is all in all—that is, no longer reveals 
himself through the Son as his representative, no longer speaks and acts through him, no 
longer makes his presence discernible through him, but works and reveals himself through the 
immediate power of his being, without a mediator? Is this not the extinction of historical 
Christianity, just as Philo, within the circle of the wise and perfect, allows direct intercourse with 
the One who Is to take the place of the historical revelations of that Being? 

One further agreement: Philo’s fluctuations of mind have the same tenacity and irresolution 
which Christianity too, from the first century of its existence down to the present day, has 
displayed toward the Mosaic Law! 

Thus, according to our account above, the Alexandrian broke with the sensuality of the Law and 
transformed the ordinances of the fathers into experiences, exercises, and manifestations of the 
disposition; yet he still cannot free himself from the letter of the Law. 

The Sabbath, he says, because of its significance, should 

1) De somniis p. 587, 600.  [Somn. 1.147-150, 1.239] 
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be observed by itself and not rejected—because the festivals are symbols of spiritual joy and 
thanksgiving to God, and therefore we should not abandon the festive assemblies on the 
appointed days. Nor, because circumcision signifies the cutting away of lust and all passions 
and the rejection of impious opinion, whereby the spirit acquires the strength to reproduce itself 



through itself, should we abolish the commandment of circumcision; otherwise we would have to 
disregard the regulations concerning preparation for divine worship and a thousand other things, 
if we wished to adhere only to the meaning of the symbol. The one is the body, the other the 
soul, and the two must not be separated.¹ 

The whole struggle that divided the earliest Christian communities over the Sabbath, and that 
has still not been settled within Protestantism, is here already present! 

The same Philo who will hear nothing of God dwelling in a temple built by human hands, and 
who rejects bloody sacrifices, praises the Temple in which countless multitudes from every part 
of the world seek and find a haven of refuge from the busy and restless life, and is convinced 
that, as long as the human race and the world endure, the first-fruits and offerings collected 
throughout the whole earth and brought by delegates will flow into the Temple.² 

Again, just like the zealot for the Law Paul in the Acts of the Apostles (see my work on the 
same, p. 92 ff.), who hastens to the holy city to fulfil his legal obligation and celebrate a festival, 
although 

1) De Migrat. Abrah. p. 402.  [Migr. 90-93] 

2) De Monarch. p. 820—822.  [Spec. 1.66-78] 
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a far more promising field of activity offers itself to him in Ephesus, and who then, in Jerusalem 
itself, in order to demonstrate his lawful disposition, has himself purified in the Temple, together 
with a vow, by means of a haircut and sacrifice! 

Although Philo further regards the national privilege of nobility of the Jewish people as broken 
and forfeited through the influx of the unworthy, he nevertheless cannot relinquish that privilege. 
The trunk has been given up by God, new shoots have been adopted, and yet the trunk itself is 
to put forth new growth again and gather the nations beneath its shade. 

At present the Jewish people are a desolate mass and have fallen into slavery, but one day the 
unexpected call of freedom will reach the scattered; they will all journey to the promised land 
and will be guided by a form more divine than belongs to human nature, invisible to the others 
and visible only to them, the rescued.¹ On another occasion Philo expects the appearance of a 
military leader or warrior who will subdue great and populous nations to the Holy One.² 

Enough, however: the old trunk, whose roots have remained, will rejuvenate itself in new 
shoots; the extinguished nobility will be revived and flourish again through repentance, and the 
nations will honour the renewed Law and defer to its ancestral and national ordinances.³ 

Once again, a belief in the eternity of the trunk and of the blessing proceeding from it, to which 
the author of the allegorising section in the Epistle to the Romans, from 



1) De creat. Princip. p. 727. De Execrat. p. 936.  [=  Spec. 4.183–187 ; Praem. 164-165] 

2) De Praem. et Poen. p. 925.  [= Praem. 95-97] 

3) De Execrat. p. 938. Vita Mos. II, 660.  [= Praem. 164-165 ; Mos. 2.44] 
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chapters 9 to 11, has also given expression. He too persists confidently in hoping for the 
revocation of the judgment passed upon Israel; he cannot surrender his belief in the 
far-reaching and absolute power by which the Jewish people will survive its present breach, 
which was brought about by the emergence of faith. He derives the blessing of the community, 
which was planted as a wildling in the good olive tree, from its roots, and is convinced that the 
noble people will only truly develop and spread its blessing when its severed shoots are grafted 
back into their own trunk, into their noble olive tree. 

Just as Philo’s mediator and Logos is extinguished for the initiated in the light of the One who 
Is—as the author of the First Epistle to the Corinthians expects, at the consummation of the 
ages, the eternal foundation of the historical work of salvation entrusted to the Son—so too the 
author of those three chapters of the Epistle to the Romans (see the third section of my Critique 
of the Pauline Epistles) regards the historical opposition between the converted Gentiles and 
the unbelieving Jews as merely a provisional and temporary phenomenon, over which, in the 
end, the recognition and victory of universal Judaism will prevail. 

Philo supplied the formula for this endurance and strength of the trunk. 

If, in these descents and relaxations of a highly wrought theory, we have discerned a 
phenomenon that occurs and develops everywhere in historical religion, there is another feature 
of the Philonic theory which still confronts us and which it likewise shares with other religious 
views. We mean the mitigation of the renunciation of the world, the restriction 
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of asceticism, the combating of the combating of the flesh. It is well known that in Christianity 
the same scaling-back of the original opposition between spirit and flesh, world and kingdom of 
heaven, took place very early; and while Protestantism was still in full bloom, the saying was 
current that the first part of every sermon should impress upon the hearers the impotence of the 
human will, while the second should exhort them to vigorous activity. 

With great sympathy Philo describes the life of the association of Essenes in Palestine, who live 
scattered throughout the countryside as farmers and craftsmen in village settlements, pool the 
proceeds of their labour as common property, and use it for mutual service, among other things 
for the care of the sick. He presents them, like the Magi of the Persians and the Gymnosophists 
of the Indians, as evidence for the proposition that wisdom is not merely a myth and that wise 
men do still exist.¹ 



The features which he assembles to form their overall portrait correspond to the demands he 
otherwise makes in his writings concerning the wise man’s way of life. They abstain from bloody 
sacrificial service and prefer to perform the priestly function itself by preparing their own spirit as 
a sacrifice. They accumulate neither gold nor silver and restrict their wealth to the sufficiency 
with which they provide only for the necessities of life and to activity on behalf of their neighbour. 
The opposition between mastery and servitude is abolished in their association. The bond of 
freedom that unites them does not permit servitude among them, and they reject mastery not 
only as a violation of justice and 

1) Quod Probus liber. p. 876 ff.  [= Prob. 72-75] 
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as a defilement of holiness, but also as a contradiction of the law of nature, which has given 
birth to all alike and, like a mother, has reared and cared for them as genuine, not merely 
nominal, brothers. 

Their morality falls into three divisions: love of God, of virtue, and of human beings. Love of God 
expresses itself in chastity, abstention from oaths and lies; love of human beings in the 
renunciation of one’s own possessions and in communal life. The writings which are read aloud 
in their Sabbath assemblies and interpreted by experienced men proceed in allegories. 

According to more specific information supplied by Josephus in his Antiquities (18.1) and in the 
Jewish War (II.8), the association, which also had representatives in the cities, maintained strict 
secrecy concerning its writings and internal institutions, which new members were obliged to 
observe after a three-year probation. The ascetic striving for purity expressed itself in daily 
communal baths after five hours of morning labour. The bathing garments were of linen and 
gave the place of bathing a religious character. The communal meals, whose preparation was 
supervised by the officials of the order and from which strangers were excluded, likewise 
possessed the solemnity of a religious act, and the dining room was regarded as a sanctuary. 
The care with which they abstained from worldly speech until sunrise also had a religious 
colouring, as did the formula with which they greeted the orb of day at the commencement of its 
daily course. Their turning away from matter is further expressed in their belief that at death the 
body succumbs to destruction, whereas the soul, rejoicing in its liberation from a long-lasting 
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slavery, soars heavenward. Josephus’s notice finally that they ascribe the determination of the 
human lot to fate (heimarmenē) and leave everything to God proves that the Stoic liberation of 
moral consciousness from the entanglements of the course of the world, and its arming against 
them with the unshakability of passive resistance and with inward withdrawal, had become their 
own. They wished to be the quiet ones in the land and no revolutionaries. 

It cannot be our task here to construct fixed historical pictures from individual, fluctuating details 
given by Philo and Josephus, or to combine the contradictory notices of the two writers into a 
tenable unity. We also refrain from multiplying the numerous conjectures concerning the origin 



or the various forms of the name of the association of the order by adding a new hypothesis. 
Enough: we take the existence and spread of these Essenes in Palestine as evidence of the 
effect of the ferment which, in the last century before our era, stirred the Greek world, extending 
even into Judaism; and we can only agree with old Jacob Brucker when he recognises in the 
ascetic system of the Essenes the influence of the Neopythagorean school.¹ 

What chiefly interests us here is the contradiction between the sympathy which Philo devotes to 
those Jewish circles which, under the influence of Greek culture, had advanced to a moral 
development of Judaism, and his declaration against an asceticism which 

¹ Brucker, Kurze Fragen aus der philosophischen Historie [= Short Questions from 
Philosophical History]. Ulm, 1733. Part 4, p. 257. 
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he admires in them and which he himself had recommended in the strongest terms—the 
contradiction between sympathy and reaction. 

His work devoted to a certain Theodotus, in which he describes the Essenes, is immediately 
followed by another on the contemplative life, in which he places alongside them, as 
practitioners, the Therapeutae as theoreticians. As to the derivation of the name, he is so 
unclear that he derives it (in consequence of the double meaning of the root word: to heal and to 
serve) either from the healing of body or soul or from service to the One who is, and in the work 
just mentioned praises the Essenes as wholly devoted servants (Therapeutae) of God. 

In short, within this circle of Therapeutae, to which celibate women also belong, he finds the 
pattern of the “holy ones” who have reached the summit of virtue. Like Bacchants and 
Corybants, seized by heavenly love, they soar¹ toward an immortal and blessed life. Like the 
wise man, they renounce possessions, leave them to their relatives and friends, and, after 
departing from their paternal home, find their true fatherland in the communities which 
like-minded people have established in various districts of Egypt, especially near Alexandria. In 
their separate dwellings, though these are not too far apart, they pursue the mystery of the holy 
life, study the laws and the sayings of the prophets, interpret them allegorically, and for this 
purpose make use of the writings of their predecessors, who had already discerned in the literal 
wording of the holy books the symbol of a higher meaning. Twice daily they pray, at the rising 
and at the setting 

1) De vita contemplativa p. 891 ff.  [= Contempl. 12-28] 
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of the sun; in the morning they implore that their spirit may be filled with heavenly light, and at 
sunset that their soul, freed from the burden of the senses and withdrawn into its inner 
contemplation, may find the truth. After the ascetic discipline of the week, on the seventh day 
they assemble in the common sanctuary, men and women separated by a wall three or four 



cubits high, listen to the discourse of the elder, and celebrate the festival with a common meal 
consisting of bread and salt. After seven times seven days comes the principal festival, at which 
all, men and women, appear dressed in white. The celebration begins with the simple meal of 
hospitality, at which, since the association regards slavery as contrary to nature, voluntary 
attendants wait upon them. Then follow conversations and discourses on the hidden meaning of 
Holy Scripture, then a choral song, and finally a nocturnal celebration, in which the separate 
choirs of women and men perform a dance with song, until all, filled with the love of God, unite 
into a single chorus, in imitation of the chorus after the passage through the Red Sea. Shortly 
before the dance begins, the youngest bring out the table and place upon it, as a sign of 
fellowship with the Temple and as a venerable symbol of the table standing in its forecourt, 
unleavened bread with unmixed salt. The association has renounced the bloody sacrifice of the 
Temple, allows nothing bloody to be placed upon its sacrificial table, and yet places upon it for 
the priests of the old Temple that very offering from which the members of the association 
themselves abstain. 

Although Philo, in the work devoted to the Therapeutae and in the enthusiasm of his admiration, 
calls them “fellow- 
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citizens of heaven and the world,”¹ he nevertheless shrinks, in a calmer moment, from setting up 
their striving as a universal model. 

Thus on another occasion he speaks of two classes of people. The one are filled with an 
unmixed desire for piety, renounce other occupations, and devote their entire private life to the 
service of God (therapeia theou). The others, who recognise nothing good in relationships other 
than those concerning human affairs, confine themselves to dealings with people, from 
sympathy for the community share their enjoyment equally with everyone, and seek to alleviate 
what is unpleasant to the best of their ability.² 

These friends of mankind and those friends of God, he thinks, may fittingly be called the two 
halves of virtue. 

In contrast to the mild and impetuous sages, he speaks of the companions of a gentle and 
restrained wisdom which, in the practice of piety, does not overlook what is human. If you, he 
remarks in this connection, honour your parents, take pity on the poor, defend the fatherland, or 
devote yourself to the just cause of all mankind, you will be doing a service to all who benefit 
from your actions, but you will also please God, who receives what is right with particular 
favour.³ 

If, it is further said in the instruction which prudent Geduld and Ausdauer gives to her pupil, you 
accumulate bad things against virtue and make a great display of wealth, fame, and pleasure, 
but praise injustice as the means to all these things, then do not immediately choose the 
opposite path of poverty, 



1) Ibid. p. 903.  [= Contempl. 89-90] 

2) De Decalog. p. 760.  [= Spec. 2.63-64] 

3) De mutat. nomin. p. 1050.  [= Mut. 39-40] 
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lowly status, and a harsh and solitary life. If you wish to convict the rich man of wrongdoing, do 
not turn away from the abundance of possessions. While he is avaricious and wanton, or 
squanders his wealth among unworthy women and procurers, you will support the poor among 
your friends, devote your favour and gifts to the fatherland, and provide dowries for the 
daughters of the needy.¹ To those who, without self-examination, flee the affairs and troubles of 
political life, claim to have taken leave of rest and pleasure, and live with a gloomy face in 
austerity and sullenness, Philo puts the question: what have they done, so that one could regard 
their present abstinence as truly well-founded, to demonstrate excellent achievements in human 
society? When they were rich, did they practise justice, show moderation in the possession of 
their means, show modesty in the enjoyment of honours, and did they, in the civic life which they 
now despise, understand how to obey their rulers? 

In the same conciliatory spirit he recalls how God, who before the creation of the world was 
sufficient unto himself, out of goodness and a desire to communicate brought that which did not 
exist into being and yet remained the same; and he admonishes men to imitate Him, to admire 
the highest cause, and not to despise their own nature.² 

Sensuousness too is to be practised and cultivated, for without it the sensible world cannot be 
comprehended, and the forecourt of philosophy remains closed.³ The best condition is the 
feminine ordering of the soul, that of the affections, and the masculine ordering, that of 
judgments, harmoniously 

1) De Profug. p. 453. ff.  [= Fug. 21-22] 

2) De mutat. nomin. p. 1051.  [= Mut. 46] 

3) De Congress. p. 427.  [= Congr. 20-21] 
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combined, so that reason has the leadership and the supreme voice, while the senses are in 
accord with it.¹ 

Finally Philo gathers the variations of this theme into a melody flowing freely along, when he 
writes: Just as Phidias in his statues worked the most diverse materials in such a way that all of 
them—bronze, ivory, gold, and so forth—expressed one idea, so too does the unifying power of 
the wise man manifest itself. It embraces piety, holiness, physics (the science of heaven and 
what belongs to it), meteorology (of the air and its changes), ethics, political economy, 



household management, the royal art of government, and the science of legislation; but in all of 
them he represents one single type.² 

Indeed, on the occasion of the story of Noah, the Alexandrian even enters into the dispute 
among the Greek philosophers over the question whether the wise man may become 
intoxicated, and answers in the affirmative;³ for the wise man, when full of wine, becomes more 
sober than when he is sober. It should also be noted that wisdom is associated not with gloom, 
sullenness, or dejection, but with cheerful joyfulness and good humour, by which some are 
moved, without any admixture of malice, to jest and refined mockery, though always joined with 
dignified seriousness, just as in a well-tuned lyre the antiphonal tones blend into a single 
melody. 

The Jew would not tolerate the inherited legal customs being sacrificed to their spiritual meaning 
and only that meaning being allowed to stand. Yet at times the Jew in Philo reacted against his 
own injunction that cuts through the soul: 

1) De Migrat. Abrah. p. 403, 404.  [= Migr. 100-101] 

2) De Temulent. p. 252, 253.  [= Ebr. 90-92] 

3) De Plantat. p. 234–239. [= Plant. 139-177, esp. 142-148, 166-167] 
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let the brother of the soul, the body, die; let the illogical, the neighbour of the logical, die; the 
shining spiritual body of representation, in which the inner Logos of the world would reveal itself, 
must be killed.¹ 

The man who sets up the Levites—who fell upon the people that worshipped the golden calf 
and killed brothers, friends, and kinsmen—as a model for the mortal struggle against the body, 
against the illogical, and against the shining garment of the spirit;²—the man who, at the 
beginning of his work on the “individual commandments,”³ laments that political cares and affairs 
seek to draw him down from the “ether of thought, upon whose soaring heights he had risen in 
his youth,” into their sea;—the man whose soul delighted in divine revelations and who once, 
seized by God, received the revelation that it is the Logos who holds together and unites, as the 
mediator, the supreme powers of the One who is, goodness and power;⁴—this same friend of 
ecstasy and teacher of self-mortification recommends, alongside separation, harmony with the 
powers of sensuousness from which one is supposed to separate oneself. 

Thus he says: the command, “Go out from your land, your kindred, and your father’s house,” 
that is, from body, sensuousness, and reason, does not mean separation from their essential 
nature—for, understood in that way, the command would mean death. Rather it means: 
distinguish yourself from them, so that, freed from none of them, you may stand as king over 

1) De Profug. p. 463.  [= Fug. 92] 



2) Ibid.  

3) Leg. spec. p. 776.  [= Spec. 3.1-3] 

4) De Cherub. p. 112.  [= Cher. 27-28] 
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all of them. Do not allow yourself to be taken into their possession; recognise yourself, and you 
will know whom you have to obey and whom you have to command.¹ 

Appearance and essence, body and soul, representation and reality are to unite in true beauty. 

For the man who, with the wisdom of the Greek schools, shook the natural security of the 
Jewish world and introduced into the contentment of that world the breach with the body, the 
struggle of asceticism, and the hypochondria of self-renunciation, the Greek ideal of the 
harmony of spirit and flesh nevertheless hovered before his eyes. 

If a later writer said, “salvation comes from the Jews,” the Alexandrian could with equal right say 
that the salvation whose dawn he proclaimed to his countrymen had come from the 
Greeks—even if, as far as the germ of it was concerned, he sometimes claimed for Moses the 
glory of originality and priority of discovery in relation to what the Greek philosophical schools 
had developed. 

Philo nevertheless went too far when he sought, in the Hellenic spirit, already to heal the breach 
with the body, with sensuousness, and with the world generally, and to restore it to a 
harmonious representation of unity. 

This harmony was not yet sufficient for the spirits into which he himself had cast the discord. 
One important and great thing was still lacking. The breach still had to penetrate into the 
mediator of the world itself; the sword of division and separation had to pass through the Logos. 

1) De migrat. Abrah. p. 389.  [=Migr. 2-12] 
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The Logos does indeed represent the world and the universal community before the One who 
is, and is the source of the favour in which the world appears before Him. But this 
representation remains only a spectacle; it still lacks the seriousness of history: the Logos must 
experience and overcome the misery of the world within himself. 

This seriousness enters into the works of those who set Philo’s Logos in action on the ground of 
history. 

Scholars who have occupied themselves with Philo’s works also discuss the question whether 
his Logos possesses the power of personality. For us, the answer lies in the fact of history: 



Philo’s Christian continuators were not yet satisfied with his conception of the Logos, and only in 
his passage through death did they secure for him an enduring personality. 

 

—-------------------- 
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VΙII ​
​

Renan's Life of Jesus​
 

“Philo,” says Renan in the preface to his Life of Jesus, “lived, it is true, in a province of Judaism 
quite different from that of Jesus; but, like Jesus, he was detached from the petty interests that 
prevailed at Jerusalem and was, so to speak, Jesus’ elder brother. He was sixty-two years old 
when the prophet of Nazareth stood at the highest point of his activity, and survived him by at 
least ten years. What a pity that the accidents of his life did not take him to Galilee. What might 
he not have told us!” 

But even if the Alexandrian himself did not come to Galilee, had his work not penetrated into 
those circles in which the memory of the Galilean’s work was preserved, interpreted, and 
developed further? 

No! answers Renan: “The fine attempts at a religious philosophy with which the Jewish school 
of Alexandria occupied itself, and of which Philo was the brilliant exponent, remained unknown 
to Jesus. The frequent similarities found between him and Philo, those excellent maxims 
concerning the love of God and repose in God, which form, as it were, a marriage between the 
Gospel and 

[p. 120] 

the writings of the celebrated Alexandrian thinker, arose from the common tendencies which the 
needs of the age had inspired in all elevated minds.” 

Thus the question of the influence of the Philonic writings upon the formation of Christianity, and 
of the co-authorship of the Greek philosophers in the formation of Christian doctrine and in the 
shaping of Christian life, is disposed of summarily and lightly. 

Renan believes that the poverty of a conception which detaches the work of salvation from 
Greek preparatory labour and from the cosmopolitan horizon created by Rome can be remedied 
by means of the picture of the Messiah adopted from Strauss, a picture which supposedly 
dominated the Jewish world for centuries. The abundance of Jesus’ miracles, which, like 
Strauss, he seeks as far as possible to preserve by means of natural explanations, provides rich 
material. From his own resources and from his Palestinian travel recollections, however, Renan 
draws an evangelical landscape-painting whose fusion of colours and hues imparts an 
evangelical soul to the soil of sacred history, to the mountains and streams, the lakes and 
landscapes. While the Greeks are silent and the thunder of Rome against the nationalities and 



their narrow interests dies away, the landscape acquires a miraculous voice which proclaims the 
mysteries of the Gospel and sets the innermost being of the persons mentioned ringing. 

The encyclopaedic spirit of the present dreams of a work of art of the future which will represent 
the union of all the arts and, through the cooperation of painting, sculpture, and architecture, 
raise the impression of music and the human voice to a magical height. 

[p. 121] 

With his Life of Jesus, Renan has worked toward such a work of art, but has accomplished even 
more than opera has hitherto promised us. His illumination of the scenes into which he 
introduces the hero of the evangelical soul is fairy-like and casts even the brilliant power of 
Parisian opera illumination into the shade. The heaven which he arches over Jesus is aglow 
with the Ideal which the teacher of humanity will inscribe for ever upon the tablet of history, and 
it radiates this Ideal into the receptive soul. The nature which forms the scenery of Renan’s 
evangelical history is religiously attuned and preaches and elucidates the sacred text. Even the 
eyes of the animals, the birds rocking on the branches of the shrubbery, and the bodies of water 
peeping out at the edge of the scenes are eloquent and in harmony with the theme of the work. 
The groups of people seem made for the bringer of salvation and, in their gentleness and 
loveliness, correspond to the landscape. 

Let us now look at this scenery which, at the birth of primitive Christianity, thus, in Renan’s view, 
helped to shape the heroine of the Gospel, in its outlines. 

It formed one of the higher educational devices of the Jesuits to have their pupils immerse 
themselves so deeply, by means of imagination, in the outward details of evangelical history that 
they could, for example, draw a plan of the Garden of Gethsemane. 

Renan likewise exerts his imagination to such a degree that the locality of evangelical history 
loses its material character and is spiritualised into a transparency of the work of salvation. 
While the pupils of the Jesuits contented themselves with the lines of the surveyor and the 
draughtsman of situations, and saw in them the testimonies to the reality— 

[p. 122] 

—of the history, their modern successor switches on electric lights which illuminate the scenery 
as far as the horizon and up to the mountain peaks, at the same time setting the material ablaze 
with their flames and, like a mighty instrument accompanying the vox humana of the prophet, 
bringing it into harmony. 

The artistry of this decorative painting rests upon the Parisian feuilletonist’s perfection of a 
manner that has also been practised by German apologists and which, by applying a few local 
colours, believes itself able to impart to a rationalising reproduction of evangelical history the 
appearance of vividness and historical truth. But the very perfection of the manner also brings 
the deficiencies and weaknesses of this work of art into their proper light. 



First there is the simple artistic device of that Jesuit method of sensuous visualisation, when 
Renan leads the reader through the streets of present-day Nazareth, “perhaps” not very 
different from the ancient town, and shows him the playgrounds of the child Jesus; “without 
doubt” Joseph’s house looked much like the present-day “poor shops” of the place; “without 
doubt” Mary, with the urn upon her shoulder, made her daily way to that now dilapidated fountain 
among the women, whose beauty, already celebrated in the sixteenth century of our era, has 
been preserved “in a striking” manner. 

A slight pressure of the drawing pen is enough to make this locality unique of its kind. The 
surroundings of Nazareth are charming, and no place in the world was so well suited to dreams 
of absolute happiness. Even today Nazareth is a delightful place of sojourn; the inhabitants are 
amiable and cheerful, the gardens fresh and green. 

[p. 123] 

The evangelical painter gradually becomes bolder when, after a description of the mountain 
heights surrounding Nazareth couched in poetic prose, he exclaims: “That was the horizon of 
Jesus. For years this enchanted circle represented the world to him.” But then the ideal sweep 
of enthusiasm raises the modern seer to a vision of a future in which the Christian world, when it 
has arrived at a better understanding of what it owes to its origins, will replace the dubious and 
wretched sanctuaries with authentic holy places and will erect its temple precisely here, upon 
this height above Nazareth. Here, at the starting-point of Christianity and at the centre of its 
founder’s activity, the great church would have to rise where Christians could pray. 

“Here, where Joseph the carpenter and thousands of forgotten Nazarenes sleep, who did not 
cross the horizon of their valley,” Renan also directs the philosopher who, “for the contemplation 
of the course of human affairs, in order to find consolation in the face of their fortuitousness and 
to assure himself of the divine purpose which shines through countless disappointments and, 
despite the general vanity of the world, has nevertheless been able to find his place in the 
world.” 

So far, then, has it come with German criticism, which the Frenchman Renan had first to 
become acquainted with in the Straussian genre: transplanted to Paris, it has had to associate 
itself with Offenbach, for the tone and movement of the latter’s operettas resound from this 
Renanian admonition to the philosopher. The magical realm of an Offenbach opera was 
supposed to help that German criticism toward its appropriate further development. 

[p. 124] 

Jesus still remains in Nazareth. “Belief in the power of prayer, which has dominion over the 
course of the clouds and over sickness, even over death,” was his intellectual condition; but 
what among the people was the source of charlatanism was connected in him with a firm 
conception of the intimate relations of man to the Deity and with an exaggerated belief in the 
power of man: — “beautiful errors which were the source of his strength.” 



After this poetic elaboration of a text borrowed from German criticism, Renan takes leave of 
Nazareth, looking back once more upon that mountain where Jesus “without doubt sat twenty 
times and thought only of his work, of his race, and of humanity.” 

At this moment, at the proper cue, the electric lights of the stage flare up, and in the magical 
glow there blaze forth “these mountains, this sea, this azure sky, this high plain on the horizon, 
which for Jesus were the transparent shadow of an invisible world and of a new heaven.” 

The scene changes, and there follows the “delightful pastoral” in which Christianity appeared in 
the light of day by the Lake of Gennesaret. 

Renan has prepared the country itself; and after he has seen how green, shady, and smiling it 
is, how the animals themselves, though small, are of an extraordinary gentleness, how the 
turtledoves are slender and lively, the blackbirds so tame and light that the blade of grass upon 
which they settle scarcely bends, the crested larks so trusting that they almost let themselves be 
caught by the traveller, how the little tortoises with lively and gentle eyes peer out from 

[p. 125] 

the streams, and how the storks, with grave and almost thoughtful mien, have cast off all timidity 
and seem to call to man, if only he would come near them, — then he has convinced himself 
that this was the right setting in which to impart an idyllic and charming character to the new 
spirit of nascent Christianity and to the dreams of the future. 

Nowhere “in any country of the world do the mountains spread out and curve more 
harmoniously or inspire loftier thoughts. Jesus too seems to have especially loved them, and the 
most important acts of his life took place upon the mountains.” 

The population of the country was in harmony with nature itself; “it was an exclusively idealistic 
people and lost itself in ethereal dreams and in a kind of mysticism mingling heaven and earth.” 

And so the pastoral can now begin, in which Jesus appears as the herald of the kingdom of 
heaven and of a cult founded upon purity of heart and human brotherhood. Renan, at once poet 
of the piece, stage-manager, and theatre director, gives the signal for the opening; at his nod the 
electric lights are fed with fresh illuminating power, the Bengal flames rise, the gaslight is turned 
higher, and while the flutes and shawms of the orchestra strike up the introduction, the people 
settle themselves among the shrubbery and on the shore of the lake — a lake which, naturally, 
is again unique of its kind, and whose waves gently splash against foothills and their groves of 
oleander and tamarisk, or allow themselves to become lost in the thickets of mosses and 
flowers. 

[p. 126] 

The groups that settle down in these flower-beds belong to an active, upright little people which, 
pervaded by a cheerful and tender feeling for life, lives in perfect harmony with the landscape. 
The yield of the lake, which in turn is one of the richest fishing grounds in the world, has 



produced among them a certain prosperity. The fishing families formed a sweet, peaceful 
society which spread throughout the whole district of the lake through numerous ties of kinship. 
Their life of very little occupation gave their imagination complete freedom; the ideas of the 
kingdom of God found more credence in this little circle of good people than anywhere else. In 
addition, the beautiful climate of Galilee made continual enchantment out of the existence of 
these righteous people. These simple, good, happy people, whether they gently rocked upon 
their delightful sea or fell asleep in the evening upon its shores, conjured up a true foretaste of 
the kingdom of God. 

No critical grain of salt would disturb the sweetness of this picturesque and scenic explanation 
of Christianity, in which the preparatory labours of Greece, Rome, and Alexandria have sunk to 
nothing. One must enjoy this scenery, which is supposed to interpret the origin of Christianity — 
enjoy it through the eyes of the conductor as he, directing the surprises of the magic, at the 
same time sends them toward the audience and titillates himself over the impression made by 
his wax figures, the calculated intensification of the illumination, and the melting glow and 
shimmer upon the mountains built of spun sugar on the horizon, from Paris to St Petersburg. 

Here, by the lake of happy people, the women too received Jesus eagerly; three or four joined 

[p. 127] 

his regular companions and brought “into the new sect an important element of enthusiasm and 
the marvellous.” 

Renan believes of Jesus that, although “all his power of love was transferred to what he called 
his divine vocation, he nevertheless preserved an extremely delicate feeling for women.” This 
feeling, Renan thinks, did not indeed conflict with his exclusive devotion to his idea; yet it is 
probable that the women loved him more than his work, and without doubt he was loved more 
than he loved. 

One factor which, according to Renan, contributed to this impression upon women was “the 
extraordinary sweetness which the face of the young carpenter” suddenly assumed when he 
appeared proclaiming the kingdom of heaven, and the “infinite charm that emanated from his 
person.” 

This charm, Renan thinks, also affected one of those female companions — Mary Magdalene, 
who “suffered from nervous disorders”; but Jesus “calmed the disturbed” organism through his 
“pure and sweet beauty” and thereby gained a follower who, at the end of his life, was to render 
the new community an important service through the excitability of her feelings. 

But the Galilean pastoral had to come to an end, for Strauss, Renan’s “revered teacher,” 
commands it, and Strauss insists upon it because the messianic dogmatics long established 
before the Galilean idyll prescribed what had to happen to and with the Messiah “to a hair.” And 
according to the wording of this dogmatics, the Jews had loaded upon Jesus a burden 



[p. 128] 

under which he bowed and beneath which he dragged himself to Jerusalem. 

The matter becomes more serious and sombre, and Strauss’s pupil has the flames of his stage 
screwed lower. 

As a mere herald of the kingdom of heaven, Renan thinks, Jesus was, among the others of his 
time among the Jews, “indeed the most charming of all,” but as such he would have given no 
permanence to his creation and would only have compromised it. “Every idea needs sacrifices 
in order to be realised. One does not emerge unscathed from the struggle of life. Crucifixions 
require less pure means.” 

The people wanted to see miracles. 

He himself was, in his belief, Son of God, while the people expected the Son of David as 
Messiah. His kingdom and the liberation for which he strove, and the kingdom whose power and 
independence the people demanded, belonged to different orders. But public opinion did him a 
kind of violence. He allowed a title to be given to him without which he could not count on 
success. Finally, it seems, he took pleasure in it, for with the best of intentions he performed the 
miracles that were demanded of him under a title. In this, as in other circumstances of his life, 
Renan thinks, he submitted to the ideas that were current in his time. Everything great comes 
about through the people; thus one leads the people only by submitting to its ideas. 

Among the miracles with which Renan, following Strauss’s model, disposes of matters by 
means of natural explanation, there was finally the popular belief in the Last Judgement, at 
which the Messiah would arrive in the clouds. Jesus too admitted this idea into his circle of 
images. He had to do so, 

[p. 129] 

Renan thinks, if he did not wish to renounce success and remain standing alone as a mere 
Puritan. 

Let us forgive him, consoles him and the readers the French biographer, this hope of an empty 
apocalypse, of a second coming in great triumph upon the clouds of heaven. Perhaps this was 
more the error of others than his own; and if it is true that he shared the illusions of all, what 
does it matter, since his dream made him strong in the face of death and sustained him in a 
struggle for which, without it, he might perhaps not have been fitted. 

The scene grows darker. Renan’s hero’s consciousness has “through the fault of the people, not 
through his own, lost its original clarity. In Jerusalem, where he was to meet his end, he was no 
longer himself; he no longer belonged to himself; his mission forced itself upon him and he 
followed the current” — into death. 



Through the darkness of the scene there still shimmers, at the proper cue, the figure of a 
woman. It is Pilate’s wife, who, through the message concerning her dream, strengthened her 
husband in his sympathy for Jesus. “She had,” Strauss’s continuator thinks, “perhaps been able 
to catch sight of the sweet Galilean from some window looking upon the Temple courts. Perhaps 
she saw him again in a dream and had a presentiment of the blood of the beautiful young man 
that was to be shed.” 

Finally, in the dawn into which the darkness of the scene at last dissolves and which announces 
the breaking of an eternal day and the turning toward victory, a woman, that Mary Magdalene, 
plays the leading role. The combined efforts of the German teacher and the French pupil bring, 
by means of the natural 

[p. 130] 

explanation of an evangelical report, the “world-historical humbug” into existence, without which 
the new man of the Gospel would not have been able to overcome Roman Caesarism. In the 
woman’s vision, in which she believed she saw the risen one, Renan allows, in his sweet 
manner, only the erotic excitement of a nervously overwrought woman to play a part. 

“Divine power of love,” he exclaims, “sacred moments in which the passion of a hallucinating 
woman gives the world a resurrected God!” 

On the whole and in broad outline, Renan has borrowed from German rationalism and from his 
teacher the belief in the mechanism of a messianic figure whose precisely prescribed 
movements the new man of the Gospel had to imitate. The Frenchman’s addition consists only 
in the operatic effects with which he adorns the evangelical book-stages. He has decorated the 
stage, in whose setting Strauss unwaveringly believes the existence of which preceded the 
composition of the Gospels, and accompanied the melodrama, in which the bearer of the cross 
strides across the stage, with shawms and the tam-tam of extravagant adjectives, until the 
pastoral passes over into the mournful tremolo which is to lament the sufferings of the hero, as 
the larva with its innocent expression tries to do. 

If we now bring Renan together with Strauss and also with the typical figure of the Raimund 
tradition, we need hardly say that he too has rescued his heaven from the old world. His earthly 
sanctuary, in the pleasures of which he luxuriates, is filled with the perfume of a withered 
religion; the blue enamel of his ideal heaven he has brought back with him from his wanderings 
in the Holy Land, and he himself 

[p. 131] 

rocks himself in gentle reverie, in which the charms of the good Galileans and the proofs of love 
which the women of evangelical history devoted to the sweet master cause him to forget the 
harshness of a democracy uncongenial to him. 



Recently, in his treatment of the “Apocalypse,” he has had the alleged author of it, the “seer of 
Patmos,” paint out the Ideal for him in a new metamorphosis, and assures us that it will one day 
become reality. “Through the turmoil of a world in a state of embryo there passes before him the 
law of the progress of life, the inward feeling of a meaning continually enlarging without ceasing, 
and the possibility of a state in which all will be one in God, just as the buds on a tree and the 
myriad cells in a living being are one.” 

Such a vision suited an age in which France was yearning for the nun of Paray. 

Incidentally, the French reproach their countryman by no means with the admiration that he has 
found in Germany. They call him a diluted apocalypticist and a saccharine Nazarene who, with 
the soutane of the seminary, cast aside the asperity and severity of the primitive Christianity 
celebrated by him. For all his doubt, they find that his mystically coloured style places him in a 
line with Chateaubriand’s Catholic enthusiasms and aesthetically contrived raptures, and that he 
remains as sweet as his predecessor in the First Empire. 

High above him, however, stands the man who, from the charms of the landscape around Lake 
Gennesaret, deduces the idyllic nature of primitive Christianity: his countryman of the previous 

[p. 132] 

century, who, as the creator and classical master of the contemplation and description of nature, 
explains the world as the proper dwelling-place of man, but did not think of deriving from the 
walls, scaffolding, and footboards of this dwelling the historical processes of its inhabitants. Not 
even in his idyllic play Paul and Virginia does Bernardin de Saint-Pierre, the author of the 
Études de la Nature, allow the disposition of the two children to arise from the magic of the 
landscape; rather, the lovers reshape nature according to the impulses of their hearts. 

It was reserved for Renan to derive the conversion of the Apostle Paul by means of the 
impression made upon him by the shady road between the orchards before Damascus, with its 
“olive, nut, apricot, and plum trees and the festoons of vines between their trunks,” in 
conjunction with a thunderstorm which formed with unparalleled violence upon the slopes of 
Hermon, and with the fever-laden air of that locality. 

Only a virtuoso of landscape painting such as he could permit himself the exclamation: “Myrtle 
and laurel groves or dry deserts, flower- or shrub-paths, rushing torrents or peaceful streams, 
calm or stormy seas, brook or valley — what did all that matter to him, the Apostle Paul, 
provided only that the word of God was not fettered and he himself carried the name of his Son 
everywhere!” — only he can find it remarkable that, for the author of the Apocalypse, whom he 
transports to Patmos at the bidding of legend, the marvellous nature of the island did not exist, 
just as Paul before Athens “had no eye for the enchanting localities” and the wonders of the city 
did not move him. 

[p. 133] 



Renan’s stay in the Holy Land and his autopsy of the localities there are certainly well attested. 
It is questionable, however, whether he really looked around in the Talmudic and other Jewish 
books which he likes to cite so much and borrowed his views from them. This question, 
however, has been settled since Mr Paulus Cassel, in his work Vom Wege nach Damaskus 
(Gotha, 1872), demonstrated that those quotations were taken from the writings of German 
scholars and from Lightfoot. 

 

—-------------------- 
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IΧ ​
​

Philo’s Writings 
 

I shall later have the present essay on Philo followed by another under the title “Seneca and 
Paul.” 

Nero’s tutor and adviser made the work of the Alexandrian in part simultaneously with him, and 
in part after his death, issue forth from the centre of the Roman world, and made the Stoic 
opposition of the sage to the world and to the mass of humanity into a popular dogma of the 
West. While Philo, through his adaptation of the sayings of Heraclitus and of the school of Zeno, 
paved the way for himself to the spirits of the East, the friend of Agrippina familiarised the 
Romans with the idea that the misery of the world and the evil from which humanity suffers have 
their seat not outside, in the changes and vicissitudes of the course of the world, but in man’s 
own breast; and he further accustomed those enslaved to sin to the resignation that elevation 
out of the perversity of the world and out of the depths of universal sinfulness is possible only 
suddenly and 

[p. 135] 

through a miracle, the extent of which experience alone can measure. 

Paul, the New Testament herald of this miracle of rebirth, is, according to the evidence I have 
set forth in my Critique of the Pauline Epistles, a collective name under which a rich epistolary 
literature has been handed down to us, among the later products of which belong also the four 
circular letters about whose status theological scholarship refuses to entertain any doubt. The 
period from Seneca to the conclusion of the activity of this Paul, whom even the researchers of 
the theological faculties still see working in circular letters against the doctrines of the later 
Gnostics, thus extends from the years of the reign of Emperor Claudius to about the middle of 
the second century — a rich period, filled with great struggles and with the contest of universal 
tendencies embracing the world and aiming at dominion over it. 

The issue was world dominion. Philo entered the struggle when he combined the wisdom of 
Greece with his national law and created from the Logos of Heraclitus and the Stoics a 
mediating power which opened the royal path upward not only to his own people, but also to the 
low-born, the poor and the wretched of all nations. 

The rise of Caesarism had fundamentally altered the position of the Jews in their settlements on 
the shores of the Mediterranean. Until the times of Caesar and Augustus, their privileges or 



liberties in these colonies had come to them as a gift of grace; they stood as foreigners over 
against Roman citizens or native Greeks, and in the provinces 

[p. 136] 

under the arbitrary power of the proconsuls and governors, and in Alexandria even under the 
rule of a Greek royal house. Imperial power, however, levelled national distinctions as well as 
prerogatives and privileges, at the same time restricted the independent power of the prefects, 
and in Alexandria removed Greek government. 

The Jews in Rome felt very keenly what they had lost in Caesar when he fell beneath the 
daggers of the republicans: at the funeral ceremony for the murdered man they distinguished 
themselves among the mourning foreigners with their funeral procession and kept watch 
through whole nights at the funeral pyre from which the dictator had ascended to the gods. In 
Caesar they had recognised the world-enemy who procured for them equality with those who 
had previously been privileged. 

The transformation which came with the firmly established Caesarian power first made itself felt 
in Alexandria, where, after the battle of Actium with Cleopatra, the Greek royal house sank. The 
province of Egypt came directly under the authority of the emperor, and the hundreds of 
thousands of Jews who lived in that port city and had lost the protection of the Ptolemies were 
thrown upon their own resources in asserting themselves alongside the Greeks. Thus began the 
contest which Philo led at their head, admonishing Greek wisdom to unite Hellenes and Jews in 
one community and to win the former over to the Logos, the messenger of salvation of the One 
and Only. 

But superior competitors appeared, who proclaimed the Logos who had become man and 
suffered death and, as Christians, called the poor and suffering of the whole world to 
themselves. 

[p. 137] 

Judaism, which under Philo’s leadership already believed itself on the path to victory, saved 
itself by joining its younger, more powerful and bolder advancing brother and seeking to 
maintain itself amid his ranks. In the Christian camp itself, war broke out between so-called 
Judaeo- and Gentile-Christianity; through the extreme excesses of both hostile fellow-members 
of the community, a reconciliation of the opposites became a necessity. This fratricidal war ran 
its course through a series of Gospels and their changing redactions, through alleged circular 
letters and attempts at mediation, through an apocryphal literature to which some apocrypha of 
the Old Testament also belong; in it, the victor, together with the overcoming of his opponent, at 
the same time promised himself dominion over the future and over the world, until the 
exhaustion and decay of the oppositions, or their exclusion from the community that longed for 
peace, brought about a reconciliation of its own accord. And at the end of this period the last 
uprising, in which national Judaism once more sought to save its independence, also collapsed 
and left the undisputed field to the Logos followers. 



In presenting an age in which Philo continued, for a century after his death, to participate in the 
formation of the Christian canon, we shall often have to return to his writings and shall also have 
to decide concerning the time of their origin. Here we shall content ourselves with an overview 
and grouping of them. 

First of all, among them we must distinguish the principal essays and their sequels. The former 
state the theme; in the latter it is developed further. The former orient the reader concerning the 
historical occasion, while the sequel explores 

[p. 138] 

the ideas contained in the history. The style of the principal essays is plain and intelligible; that 
of the explanatory elaborations is bold and impetuous. In the former, the author does indeed 
also venture into allegories, but he introduces them cautiously and returns from them with equal 
deliberation to the historical fundamental theme; in the latter, the historical text is for him, for the 
most part from the outset, a pliant material which under his hands is transformed into allegories, 
just as, in the course of the exposition, he treats text and interpretation in the storm of 
enthusiasm as though they were a single spiritual mass. 

There are initially four of his principal essays: De Opificio, De Abrahamo, De Josepho, and the 
three books of the Life of Moses; within the circle of detailed explanatory essays accompanying 
the latter work, the essay De Decalogo again stands out, followed by several essays on the 
individual sections of the Ten Commandments and, together with these explanations, forming a 
small whole of its own within the general exposition of the Mosaic institution. 

The principal essay on the creation of the world, De Opificio, is a calmly progressing 
combination of the Platonic theory of creation and ideas with the Stoic doctrine of the Logos and 
with the mystery of the number seven, and proceeds as far as the seduction of the first human 
pair by the serpent, whereupon the author concludes with a recapitulation of Moses’ doctrines 
concerning God’s relations to the world. 

The explanatory essays which, in the three books of the Allegories of the Laws and in the work 
De Cherubim, take the history of the first human pair as the point of departure for their allegories 
and then continue the history of the world and of earliest humanity down to the Tower of 

[p. 139] 

Babel (De confusione linguarum), and proceed as far as the essay De Agricultura Noe 
(including it; see the sequence, for example, in Richter’s edition), follow at the same time the 
thread of the Mosaic historical narrative to which the fabric of the allegories is attached; only the 
concluding essays of this group are linked to one another by transitions supplied by the author 
himself. 

The group of essays which use the life of the first of the patriarchs as the point of departure for 
allegorical reflections has its centre in the work De Abrahamo. This is a self-contained whole, 



and the author himself says at the beginning and at the end of the essay (pp. 350, 388) [= Abr. 
5-6, 275–276] that in it he demonstrates that the laws of nature do not contradict one another, 
that the life of the patriarch himself was the law and the unwritten ordinance, and that the law 
recorded by Moses was merely the commentary upon the life of the patriarchs. The allegorical 
speculation upon the history of Abraham and of the patriarchs generally is supplied by the 
essays De Migratione, Quis rerum divinarum heres, De Congressu, De Profugis, and De 
Mutatione nominum. 

The Joseph narratives form a series of their own. The work De Josepho takes the lead. It 
connects with the preceding group. The author says that, after he has described in the lives of 
the patriarchs the three oldest paths of salvation — namely, the one that leads through 
knowledge (Abraham), the second through the power of inward, gifted and pure, unbroken 
nature (Isaac), and the third that leads to the goal through the struggle of practice (Jacob) — he 
now wishes to describe the fourth, the statesman. This work (on Joseph), a complete history of 
his life, is throughout a plain and straightforward work, with speeches by the acting persons and 
with moral and poli- 

[p. 140] 

-tical observations. The reflections on the vicissitudes of all things in history, the admonitions to 
moderate enjoyment, and the warnings against the misuse of possessions are developed in a 
calmly reflective style. The interpretations of events are introduced judiciously, and when the 
author has given an allegorical hint, he resumes the connected historical narrative with prosaic 
composure. 

Quite different is the course taken in the two treatises On Dreams (De Somniis)—impetuous, 
stormy, advancing toward bold visions. The author connects the first treatise with the work on 
Joseph itself, saying that in that preceding work he had dealt with those dreams in which the 
divine intervenes according to its own plan, whereas now he intends to discuss that kind of 
dream in which our mind, set in motion by the All, appears to be inspired by God from within 
itself and thereby enabled to behold the future. And with reference to this other kind of dream, 
he proposes (p. 1108) [= Somn. 2.1-4], in the second treatise on dreams, to describe the third 
kind, in which the soul sets itself in motion, rises up, and in soaring enthusiasm foretells the 
future with prophetic power. 

Among the writings relating to Moses and the Law, the treatise On the Decalogue is to be 
regarded as an independent work. The author refers to the fact that in the preceding writings he 
had portrayed the patriarchs as the unwritten laws, and now intends to describe in sequence the 
ideas embodied in the written laws. The treatise goes through all ten commandments; the 
presentation is coherent, and the theme is 

[p. 141] 

exhausted; and at the end the author also gives an overview of the course of thought of the 
work, together with a recapitulation of the whole. The three treatises De specialibus legibus, 



which deal with the interpretation of the individual laws, would accordingly stand in relation to 
that foundational work just as the treatises attached to the work on Creation and those grouped 
around the biography of Abraham stand in relation to their respective points of crystallisation. 
The first of those three treatises on the special laws refers in its opening to a similar detailed 
treatise on the first two commandments, which, however, has yet to be located. 

Could the two treatises De Monarchia (on the uniqueness and sole sovereignty of God) be this 
work? The author has prefixed to these two treatises the short work On Circumcision, at the end 
of which he promises to go through the individual commandments and to concern himself first 
with those dealing with the monarchy. It is probable that the treatises De Monarchia are 
intended as this interpretation of the first two commandments, especially since the author, at the 
beginning of the short treatise on circumcision, refers back to an earlier work in which he had 
expounded the general idea of the so-called Ten Commandments. 

While, accordingly, the treatises on the idea and on the details of the Law form a single whole, 
from the leading work on the Decalogue, through the treatise on circumcision, down to the 
books on the special laws, the opening of the work De Praemiis et Poenis marks a new section 
in the complete series of Philo’s writings. The author surveys the whole of the communications 
of the “prophet Moses” and finds them arranged according to three ideas 
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according to the idea of creation, the historical idea, and the legislative idea. He says that he 
has dealt with all these matters in the preceding writings; what remains for him now is to 
describe the prize of combat appointed for the good and the punishment destined for the 
wicked. At the conclusion of the treatise, which is concerned principally with the reward of virtue, 
he expressly refers to the work on the curses (De Execrationibus) that is to follow. The work on 
nobility (De Nobilitate) admittedly lacks such an explicit reference to the preceding treatises, but 
the verbal correspondence of its judgment, pronounced upon degenerate descendants of 
ancient citizens and nobles (the Jews), and of the preference accorded to the unworthy who 
have proved themselves worthy through the nobility of their disposition, brings this work into the 
closest connection with those treatises. The same rejection of mere nobility of blood and the 
admission of the unworthy into the circle of the noble also places it alongside the treatises De 
Monarchia I, pp. 817–818 [= Spec. 1.51-53], and De victimis offerentibus, pp. 854–856 [= Spec. 
1.308-311]. 

The three treatises on sacrificial practice form a group of their own: De Praemiis sacerdotum, 
De Victimis, and De victimis offerentibus. The first refers to the second, and the second to the 
third. 

Finally, the principal work that towers above all these treatises alike, the Life of Moses (in three 
books), together with the treatise De caritate, which the author himself at its beginning (p. 697) 
[= Virt. 51] describes as an appendix to his biography of Moses, is composed in the simplest 
style, like the dominant writings of the Abraham and Joseph groups, and moves in a pleasant 
alternation between historical narrative, reflection, 
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interpretation, and allegory. The appendix, which is intended to portray the excellence of Moses 
in his appointment of Joshua as leader of the people, in the blessing of the tribes, and in the 
philanthropic spirit of his laws, is likewise kept in a prosaic style, and its idea is developed 
intelligibly. Moreover, the author of the treatise De Praemiis et Poenis (p. 918) [= Praem. 53-56] 
refers to his book in which he had portrayed Moses as king, legislator, prophet, and high priest; 
and the author of the treatise De Gigantibus promises (p. 291) [= Gig. 57] to give a complete 
account of the prophetic life of Moses. 

So far we have received two explanations from the author in which he expresses himself 
concerning the plan and arrangement of his treatises. At the beginning of the work On the 
Decalogue, he passes from the biographies of the wise men, whose lives constituted the 
unwritten law, to the interpretation of the written law. At the beginning of his treatise De Praemiis 
et Poenis, he gives the organisation of his collection of writings and of the Mosaic corpus. To 
these two principal passages concerning the arrangement of his collection there is added a 
third, in the treatise De Abrahamo (pp. 349–350) [= Abr. 1-4], in which he discusses the relation 
of the Abrahamic treatises to the foundational work on Creation (De Opificio). He says that the 
first of the five books in which the sacred laws are recorded is entitled after the creation of the 
world, with which it begins (Genesis), although it also reports many other matters, such as 
peace and war, fertility and barrenness, famine and abundance, the greatest catastrophes of the 
earth through fire and water, and the people who lived together in virtue or also in wickedness. 
But since all this belongs to the world and 
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its experiences, and since the world is moreover the most perfect and comprehensive of things, 
the whole book is dedicated to it. He has already dealt with Creation in the earlier work; since 
the sequence now requires an investigation of the laws, he intends first to set aside the details 
and the examination of the individual ordinances and instead to consider first the more general 
matters and the archetypes—that is, the men who lived blamelessly, the models to be imitated. 

Does the author thereby mean that the work De Abrahamo immediately follows the treatise on 
Creation (De Opificio)? Does he mean that, because in that work he presents the exemplary 
figures of Enos, Enoch, and Noah before reaching Abraham, the allegorical treatises which at 
present intrude between these two foundational works and which portray the experiences of the 
world down to the building of the Tower of Babel are to be regarded as nonexistent and denied a 
place there? We do not consider this conclusion necessary. At that point he was concerned only 
with connecting one foundational work with the other. If peace and war, earthly catastrophes, 
and the company of the wicked belong to the world and its experiences, he could still allow the 
interpretation of the relevant narratives to stand as an appendix to his work on the origin of the 
world. 

No one will be able, or willing, to prove that all the writings united under Philo’s name in the 
Greek collection derive from him. Particularly in the mist of dim stars that are accumulated in the 



group of interpretations of the individual laws, several may have been added by later writers, 
imitators, or pupils. It may also be that, just as in the schools of great 
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masters pupils have produced individual studies before the eyes of the teacher and in his spirit. 
But the foundational works and whole series of the significant allegorical expositions derive from 
the master, whose creative power unmistakably reveals itself and who at the same time 
commands the details with ease and knows how to blend his favourite colours. 

As an example of the unaffected and natural use of favourite colours, I shall mention only the 
recurrence of the three types in which Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob represent the possession of 
truth and wisdom. The first patriarch had to leave the homeland of astrology, in which he sought 
God, and journey toward the foreign land of revelation in order to attain understanding and 
wisdom. For Isaac, truth is a laughing possession and the unfolding of his own nature, whereas, 
in contrast to the security and tranquillity of his father’s soul, Jacob’s life is a wrestling with the 
passions and works its way forward through the twists and turns of struggle. Thus, for example, 
in the treatise De Sacrificio Abel et Cain, p. 131 [= Sacr. 7], Jacob is the ascetic, Isaac the one 
who attained knowledge from within himself; Abraham had to leave the mortal behind before he 
was joined to the people of God. In the work Quod Deterius Potiori Isaac stands out through his 
nature. In De Plantatione, p. 238 [= Plant. 168-169], Isaac is laughter, which is, so to speak, 
personally his own through the wisdom drawn from within himself. In Resipuit Noë, p. 283 [= 
Sobr. 65], Isaac is the type of the original, Jacob, by contrast, the athlete who trains himself for 
the struggle against the passions. Likewise Quod Deus immutabilis, p. 296 [= Deus 22-23]; De 
Confusione linguarum, p. 331 [= Conf. 77-81]; De Abrahamo, p. 357 [= Abr. 52-55]; De 
Migratione Abrahami, p. 392 [Migr. 26-29]; De Congressu, p. 429 [= Congr. 34-36]; De Profugis, 
p. 451 [= Fug. 4]. The work De Josepho begins on p. 526 [= Jos. 1] with a 
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retrospective glance at the preceding biographical portrayals of the three, of whom the first 
bears his name from knowledge, the second from nature, the third from practice (asceticism); 
further, in the same work, pp. 558–559 [= Jos. 21-235]; the work De Somniis I moves on pp. 
572, 573, 575, 590 [= Somn. 1. 44-46; 54-60; 62-69; 167-171] within the same trilogy. The 
foundational work of the legislative treatises, De Vita Mosis I, p. 614 [= Mos. 1.76], likewise sees 
in Abraham the canon of didactic wisdom, in Isaac that of natural wisdom, and in Jacob the 
canon of wisdom acquired through practice (asceticism); similarly, in the legislative explanatory 
work De Praemiis et Poenis, pp. 914–915 [= Praem. 27-33], Abraham is the wanderer from 
knowledge of sensible things to that of intelligible things, Isaac the joy that delights in God, 
Jacob the wrestler who, with inexorable exertions, won the victor’s crown, the vision of God; in 
De Nominum Mutatione, p. 1045 [= Mut. 11-13], the One who bestows the blessing, in his 
historical revelation, is the Lord and God of the three natures—learning, natural endowment, 
and practice—whose symbols, Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob, are recorded as a memorial and 
remembrance; see further in the same work p. 1058 [= Mut. 88-89]; in Legis Allegoriae III, p. 
1097 [= Leg. 3.54-60], the same trilogy is shaped in such a way that Abraham is released (from 



mortal opinion) when he is called from his land to God; Isaac is always naked and has no need 
to be stripped; Jacob strives only after spiritual nakedness; in the second work De Somniis, p. 
1109 [= Somn. 2.10-11], Isaac likewise appears in his role. 

The unity of the author is also attested by the connection in which the images of the Logos, 
which form the luminous summit in the allegorical interpretations and visions of the individual 
groups, stand to one another. The unity of these tableaux is by no means the repetition of the 
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same features, form, and action, but rather a birth asserting itself in the flow of development. It 
is the practical proof of a creative power which, like the Heraclitean Logos striving upward, rises 
above the earthly and seeks to grasp the mediating power that guarantees to the decaying 
world the favour of the Eternal. In the changing succession of images, which nevertheless 
ultimately converge again upon the fundamental type of the being who stands on the boundary 
between God and man, the source of all divine favour and spiritual peace, the striving of a man 
who wishes to penetrate to the foundation of the guarantee of universal peace is unmistakable. 

He does not relinquish the Platonic foundation that he used for his foundational work on the 
creation of the world, but works it out also in the other groups of his treatises, and in the 
Mosaic-legislative group (De victimis offerentibus, p. 857) [= Spec. 1. 327-329] he still recalls 
that the Ideas, the archetype of everything created, are no empty word, but the powers of the 
One and All-encompassing, which give every kind of created thing its enduring character. 

The Stoic Logos of nature, which extends from the centre of the All to its outermost boundaries 
and from these back to the centre, pervades the triumphant course of nature and gathers the 
parts together into unity, extends through all the groups of the collection. Thus, for example, in 
the secondary stars of the principal constellation of the Opificium, it is the governing form of the 
Creator, which one must follow—that is, one must order one’s life according to nature—if one 
wishes to enjoy happiness (e.g. De Plantatione, p. 221) [= Plant. 49]. In the Abrahamic group 
(De Migratione Abrahami, p. 407) [= Migr. 128-130], living according to nature means following 
the track of the right Logos. The foundational work of the dream-interpretation group 

[p. 148] 

(De Josepho, p. 530) [= Jos. 30-31] calls the true Logos of nature the constitution of the great 
city which this world forms, in relation to which the constitutions of the individual peoples are 
merely supplementary acts. And in the legislative group, in which the Logos (De Monarchia II, p. 
823) [= Spec. 1.81] appears as the image of God and, in De specialibus legibus II, p. 789 [= 
Spec. 3.83], as the archetype of the mind, and in which the beneficent powers and the punitive 
officials of the One who bestows blessing are likewise not absent, it is (De specialibus legibus, 
p. 773) [= Spec. 2.29] the right Logos of nature that impregnates the soul with the seeds of 
virtue. 



In the creation group (De Sacrificio Abel et Cain, p. 139) [= Sacr. 59], as in the Abrahamic group 
(De Abrahamo, p. 376 [sic, should be 367]) [= Abr. 121-123], the One who bestows blessing is 
the mediator who, between the two fundamental powers, goodness and might, offers himself to 
contemplation. 

The combination of the Logos with Wisdom—or the unsuccessful attempt to secure for the 
latter, the mediatrix at creation taken from the “Proverbs of Solomon,” a position within the 
system of revelation—is found in all four principal groups (e.g. Legis Allegoriae I, p. 52 [= Leg. 
1.65]; De Profugis, p. 457 [= Fug. 50-52]; De Somniis II, p. 1141 [= Somn. 2.242-245]; and De 
Caritate, p. 699 [= Virt. 62], belonging to the Moses group). 

Furthermore, not only do the two treatises De Somniis, belonging to the Joseph group, rise to 
the vision of the Logos in his transfiguration as High Priest, who presents himself to mortals as 
the gracious gift; but in the Abraham group as well (De Profugis, p. 266 [sic, should be 466]) [= 
Fug. 108-110], the Logos appears as the High Priest who, himself without guilt, begotten by the 
Father of the All and born of Wisdom as his mother, enters wherever he enters to expiate sin. 
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Perhaps it was the simplicity of the language and the paternal and comfortable manner of 
presentation that characterize the three books of the biography of Moses which led the author, 
as though writing in an allusive fairy-tale style, to content himself with saying of the “beautiful 
form, comparable to nothing visible” in the burning bush (De Vita Mosis I, p. 612) [= Mos. 1.66] 
that it should probably be regarded as an image of the One Who Is, a messenger-angel; and of 
the pillar of cloud (ibid., p. 628) [= Mos. 1.166], that perhaps one of the subordinate 
commanders of the great King, an invisible angel, was enveloped in it. In the allegorical 
treatises of the other groups, in keeping with their style, which advances vividly to the heart of 
the matter, the angel who met Hagar in the wilderness (De Profugis, p. 451) [= Fug. 5-7], and 
the one who gave light to the children of Israel in the wilderness (De Somniis I, p. 583) [= Somn. 
1.115-122], is explicitly called the Logos. 

I mention only in addition that in the work dealing with the Essenes (Quod omnis Probus liber, p. 
872) [= Prob. 45-47] the right Logos occurs, and in the treatise on the Therapeutae (De vita 
contemplativa, p. 890) [= Contempl. 2-4] the holy divine powers are mentioned; and with that I 
shall conclude. 

It is true that the work in which Philo is supposed to describe his mission to the emperor Gaius 
Caligula (Legatio ad Gaium, p. 993) [= Legat. 8-10] knows the host of divine powers; but in this 
work, as in the other, In Flaccum, we encounter problems for whose discussion we shall only be 
able to find room in the following work on “Seneca and Paul.” 

Among these problems I do not include the contradictions between the two treatises and the 
confusion that makes itself felt in each of them. In the work on the mission to Caligula, it is the 
emperor himself who is incensed against 
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the Jews of Alexandria because they refuse to render him divine honours; in the work against 
Flaccus, it is the pagan mob that urges the hitherto upright and, in his administration, blameless 
prefect of Egypt, Flaccus Avilius, to believe that he could regain the favour of Gaius, which, as 
he believed, was beginning to wane, if he allowed the embitterment of the citizens of Alexandria 
against the Jews free rein. Flaccus followed this advice, or at least did nothing to prevent the 
pagan mob from setting up images in the Jewish houses of prayer, and he likewise did not 
oppose the bloody persecutions in which hatred of the Jews gave vent to itself. 

The work on the mission to Gaius suddenly brings Jewish envoys in Rome onto the scene who 
hope to influence the emperor through an Egyptian palace servant, but only later discover that 
this very man was strengthening the ruler in his rage against their people. In the course of the 
narrative the author speaks of himself in the first person and says that, because of his greater 
age and his education, which enabled him to be regarded as a man of insight, he was well able 
to see through the unfavourable situation of the embassy. The distress of the embassy, 
however, reaches its highest point when suddenly someone rushes up to them breathlessly and, 
amid weeping and lamentation, reports that the Temple in Jerusalem is doomed, since Gaius 
has given the order that his colossal statue, bearing the inscription “Zeus,” is to be set up in the 
Holy of Holies. The conflict of Petronius, the prefect of Syria, with the Jews of Palestine is then 
reported, and two embassies are brought onto the scene in connection with these two matters 
and are confused with one another, although of their 

[p. 151] 

authorization we learn nothing, and both are said to have undertaken the journey to Gaius 
contrary to the express prohibition of the Roman authorities, since neither the prefect of Egypt 
nor the prefect of Syria wished to know anything about the dispatch of an embassy. 

The work on the mission to Gaius has the so-called Jewish king Agrippa still in Rome, when 
those two embassies arrive, taking fruitless steps with the emperor on behalf of the Jews. In the 
work against Flaccus, however, he lands at Alexandria on his return from Rome to his tetrarchy, 
and the mockery to which he is subjected there by the mob of the city is merely the prelude to 
the uprising against the Alexandrian Jews that provides the occasion for one of those 
embassies. 

The author of the latter work gives the prefect of Egypt every praise, in order, as he himself 
says, to make the man’s later wickedness stand out all the more clearly against this 
background. He was a trusted friend of Tiberius and had been entrusted by him with that 
prefecture for six years. For five years he administered it, until the death of his imperial friend, in 
the spirit of righteousness, on account of which he enjoyed his confidence; and even in his final 
year in office he remained true to himself until, with Caligula, after the illness in the eighth month 
of the first year of his reign, that well-known transformation took place. Flaccus was accordingly 
thorough, coherent, and acute in his deliberations and decisions, prompt in execution; he soon 



made himself familiar with the complicated affairs of Egypt; in administration he displayed a 
brilliant regal spirit; in the conduct of military affairs and 

[p. 152] 

in the maintenance of discipline, as in civil legislation and the administration of justice, he was 
outstanding. 

But after the death of Tiberius had plunged him into deep mourning, he was completely crushed 
by the news that Caligula had had the grandson of the deceased emperor put out of the way. 
With Macro, the prefect of the imperial guard, whom Caligula rewarded with a violent death for 
his advocacy of him before Tiberius, his last hope fell. The madman, who did not spare the 
imperial house, who struck down the senate by eliminating his brother-in-law Silanus, finally 
reached for the radiant crown of the gods and wished to be worshipped as an Olympian. 
Flaccus, broken to his innermost being, is now said to have become a different man through 
these changes and, through the insidious whisperings of his secret enemies, to have been 
induced to win the intercession of the city of Alexandria with the emperor by persecuting the 
Jews—indeed, to gain the equally insidious support of Agrippa, who, on his return journey to 
Judaea, had landed in this city on Caligula’s advice in order to obtain ships there suitable for the 
remainder of his sea voyage. 

Accordingly, the final year of his prefecture, which the emperor then brought to an end by an act 
of violence, would have had to be a very long one. 

In addition, the more recent chronologists who enter the Egyptian prefecture of a Flaccus into 
the Roman chronological tables have derived it solely from this work of the Philonic collection, 
which has also provided the most recent historians of the age of Jesus with welcome material 
for a romantic embellishment of history. 

Josephus does not know it, although he (Antiquities 18.8.1) speaks of the division and unrest in 
Alexandria 
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between the Jews and Greeks there and reports very clearly that each of the two factions sent 
envoys to Gaius, and that Apion was the leader of the Greek delegation, Philo the leader of the 
Jewish one. 

The author of the second work on dreams in the Philonic collection (De Somniis, p. 1125) [= 
Somn. 2.123-126] also speaks of a prefect of Egypt known to him and his readers, but no longer 
in office, who had vainly attempted to launch attacks upon the Sabbath observance and sought 
to bring the steadfast adherents of the Law to obedience by an address. After he has described 
the conduct of the Jews when faced with the sudden incursion of warlike enemies, the onset of 
flooding, the rage of fire, plague, and earthquakes (the works of men or visitations of God), he 



concludes: “I am all these things—whirlwind, war, flood, lightning—not the mere name of a 
visitation and calamity, but the visibly present power.” 

But the author does not name this “wicked man.” 

Now for one of the problems that confront us in the works on the mission to Gaius and against 
Flaccus. The latter reports how the prefect tolerated the Alexandrian mob insulting King 
Agrippa, when he called at that populous port city, during his procession through the city and in 
the gymnasium. They seized a half-witted man named Carabas, who wandered naked through 
the streets, set him up on a raised place in the gymnasium so that he was visible to everyone, 
placed a crown of papyrus leaves upon him, draped a mat around him as a royal mantle, and 
put a reed into his hand as a sceptre. After they had dressed him up as a king, young men with 
sticks on their shoulders stood beside him as spear-bearers; others approached 
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him to pay homage, while still others came to seek judgments from him or advice in affairs of 
state. The surrounding crowd acclaimed him as “Maris,” which among the Syrians means “Lord,” 
for they knew that Agrippa was a Syrian and ruled over a large part of Syria. 

The Gospels also tell of an unworthy man named Barabbas, whom the people preferred to the 
King of Truth. In his case, admittedly, it is not the unworthy man who is clothed with royal 
adornment, but rather the bearer of the hidden royal dignity who is dressed up by the minions of 
worldly ruling power in mockery; nevertheless, the points of contact between the Gospel 
account and the elaboration in the work against Flaccus are so literal that one will not be able to 
avoid the question on which side the original is to be found. 

The discussion of this problem, however, no longer belongs in the present work on Philo’s 
preliminary contributions to Christianity, but rather in the historical survey of the origin of the 
Gospels. 

Likewise, the statement of the author of the Mission to Gaius (p. 1008) [= Legat. 118], that God 
would sooner become a man than that the latter should transform himself—as Caligula claimed 
of himself—into a god, goes so far beyond the Philonic conception, in which the Logos is only 
the being who stands on the boundary between God and man and his bodily manifestations 
belong solely to the realm of imagination, that in that “sooner” we can see only a concession to 
a later age. 

And then there is the thirst for blood to which the Jews in the same work give expression in their 
address to Petronius: provided only that the Temple remain inviolate, their families and they 
themselves would surrender to the army, or else, after they had bathed and purified themselves 
in the blood of their own people, they would themselves 
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carry it out—an idea beside which nothing comparable can be placed from the other writings of 
the Philonic collection, and which already borders upon the later blood-soaked ideas of the 
Christian combatants. 

But more on this only in my next work, “Seneca and Paul,” where at the beginning I shall return 
to Caligula, in whom the swelling sense of divinity of the emperors and their contemporaries 
manifested itself in all its extravagance, and shall have the superior certainty of victory of the 
Christians develop in contrast to the self-consciousness of the later emperors. 

 

—-------------------- 
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