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In spite of his penchant for what modern critics would call wild allegorization, Origen’s discussion of Jews and gentiles in his Commentary on Romans is surprisingly sensitive and historical. Commenting on the phrase, “to the Jew first, then the Greek” (Rom 2.10), for ex​ample, Origen argues that even though Jews and gentiles are ultimately judged by the same criterion of faith in Jesus Christ, Jews nevertheless stand in priority over the gentiles because of the glory, honor, and peace which came into the world through their reception of the Law from God. By their possession of the Law, Jews must be rewarded somehow if they hold fast to it—even though they still could not receive eternal life because they do not have faith in Christ. Thus begins Origen’s nuanced discussion of the relationship between Jews and gentiles in his Commentary on Paul’s Epistle to the Romans. This paper will attempt to trace Origen’s view of the Jewish-gentile relationship through an examination of a few of the key passages in the Commentary. Because of the restricted scope of this paper, what conclusion it can draw will of necessity be limited.

Priority of the Jews
“To the Jew first, then to the Greek” (Romans 2.9b-10)

Commenting on Paul’s oft-repeated phrase in Romans, “To the Jew first, then to the Greek,” which are used twice in succession in Rom 2.9b-10, Origen first affirms the priority of the Jews in Heilsgeschichte by citing Rom 3.2 (“First, to them [viz. the Jews] were the words of God entrusted”) and Bar 4.4 (“Blessed are we, Israel, because we know what please God”). Then he makes a distinction between “knowing God” and “knowing the will of God” based on the Parable of the Watchful Servants:

“The servant who knows the will of his master and does not do it will deservedly receive great beatings” (Luke 12.47)—that is the Jews. “He who does not know him”—the Greek, that is, the gentile—will receive little beating” (v. 48a). There is a difference, therefore, between knowing God and knowing the will of God. Even the gentiles can know God “from the creation of the world through the creatures that were made and his eternal power and divinity” (Rom 1.20). His will, however, cannot be known except through the Law and the Prophets.

That would explain why Paul would assert that the Jews would receive punishments, inasmuch as they would also receive rewards, before the gentiles in Rom 2.9b-10.

This priority granted to the Jews establishes a foundation of respect for the Jews that is characteristic of Origen’s efforts in the Commentary in general. In the immediate context it is used to refute a naïve identification of “Jews” as unbelievers and “Greeks” as believers. “If he [probably meaning the Apostle Paul] were to call ‘Jews’,” Origen continues, “those who are still under the Law and are not coming to Christ and ‘Greeks’ Christians from among gentiles who believe, he would contradict the meaning of the whole mystery (totum mysterium).”

It is not immediately clear what Origen means exactly by totum mysterium in this context. Theresia Heither is of the opinion that the phrase represents “the essential kernel of revelation, in this case the message of Paul,”
 which is true in general but does little to illumine the passage in question. An examination of Origen’s ensuing discussion, however, would lead one to understanding it as an embodiment of an overall vision in which the “true Jews” reveals their heretofore hidden identity. Contrary to expectation, Origen does not discuss first the identity of the “Jews,” focusing instead on who “the first” are: “In what manner, then, are they called ‘the first’…?”
 Origen’s answer consists of a series of citations from Scripture. From his use of Mt 20.16 (“The first shall be last”), Mt 23.38 (“See, your house is abandoned as your desert”), and the episode of the fig tree in which Jesus curses the tree to permanent fruitlessness (Mt 21.19) he be accused of toeing the traditional heilsgeschichtliche line, explaining how the Jews have lost their primary position as the first recipient of God’s promise of salvation to the gentile latecomers. His allusion to the story of Jacob and Esau (Gen 25.23) and Jacob’s stealing of the first-born blessing from Esau in Genesis 27 would seem to confirm this suspicion.
 Two considerations, however, argue against this reading. First, Origen does not identify “the first” as “the Jews” throughout his citations. Second, when he does make the identification of “the Jews,” they are actually identified as “Christians”: “If, however, he names us ‘Jews,’ that is us Christians and those from all races who believe, whom he says to be ‘Jews in secret’ (Rom 2.29), then it remains that he calls the gentiles ‘Greeks’ who do not yet believe.”

In this highly nuanced discussion of “Jews” and “Greeks,” Origen appears to be answering several questions at the same time. On the one hand, he dismisses the facile identifications of “Jews” as non-Christians and “Greeks” as Christians. He does so by openly calling Christians “Jews” and by appealing to Paul’s formulation, “Jews in secret.” It would stand to reason that Origen is here arguing against a contemporary position that sees Judaism as passé and that it has been replaced by Christianity. Such a supercessionist view of Judaism can be easily ascribed to Marcion and his followers. Against this view, Origen insists that there are unbelievers among both Jews and gentiles.
 Among the Jews, especially, if they could not come to Christ because of pressure from their community, they could still receive rewards provided they perform good deeds. They will not receive eternal life, for they believe only in God but not Christ; nevertheless “glory, honor, and peace” (Rom 2.10) for their works cannot perish.
 This hedging in regard to the fate of the Jews, if one could hazard a guess, might represent a stage in the early church, at least in Origen’s immediate circle, in which mission to the Jews was alive and well and which caused Origen to expect Jewish converts into the church. The parallel case of identifying “Greeks” as potential converts, when the mission to gentiles was obviously being carried out in earnest,
 would seem to strength this case.

On the other hand, Origen lifts the Jewish-gentile distinction out of the historical realm into a much higher plane of identification. Seizing Paul’s phrase “Jews in secret,” Origen applies it to all Christians, thus coopting such terms as “Jews,” “Judaism,” “Israel” into the Christian vocabulary. As a result, Origen often answers critics who suggest that Paul was denigrating the Jews by posing whether, indeed, these criticisms by the Apostle ought not be directed against the church itself.
 In this regard it is not clear whom Origen identifies “the first” to be. While it appears to be referring to the Jews who came first in salvation history, it is not impossible that Origen purposely leaves the phrase ambiguous, so that one could with equal persuasiveness identify “the first” as Christians, members of the church who could easily be replaced by latecomers. The first could become last and Christians could lose their positions in the church.

Who is a True Jew?
“If you call yourself a Jew…” (Romans 2.17-24)

When the true identity of the Jew is so fluid, it becomes difficult to assess Origen’s statements on this issue with accuracy. To illustrate this problem, it is instructive to consider his many-faceted answers to the question, Who are the true Jews? In a lengthy disquisition on Rom 2.17-24 where Paul details the shortcomings of “the Jew.” Origen first notes that Paul does not actually say, “You are a Jew” but “You who call yourself a Jew” in v. 17.
 This distinction signals to him that there must be a difference between the true Jew and the one who only claims to be so. Once this is established, “Jew” can have three different identifications: as the historical Jews; as Christians who through the true circumcision, baptism, can claim to be a true Jew; and as “the heretics,” Christian teachers who fail to reveal the truth hidden in Scripture.
 This division into different levels of identification should not surprise anyone familiar with Origen’s exegesis, which spans the literal and allegorical and covers everything in between. What is surprising, however, is how stereotypical, generally ahistorical his criticisms of the historical Jews are.

The Jews’ fundamental mistake, Origen contends, is that they adhere totally—but merely—to the letters of the Law. From this they conclude that they know the will of God and could boast the ability to know and differentiate the good from the bad. Such arrogance leads them to presuming to be leaders of the blind and light to darkness. In support of these accusations, Origen cites Mt 15.14 and 6.23 but offers no independent proof otherwise. The Jews, continues Origen, presumes to be teachers of the foolish and teachers of children. They publicly expounds on all things but have no real possession; that is why, according to Origen, the Apostle Paul says of them, “You teach others, but you do not teach yourself” (Rom 2.21).

   So far these criticisms of the Jews are remarkable only for their strictly conventional character. Other than their supposed fault of confining themselves to the literal Law—which represents a typical Origenism, the shortcomings of the Jews consist of nothing more than the standard anti-Pharisaic statements compiled from the Gospels and a repetition of Paul’s enumeration of the Jews’ sins in Rom 2.17-24. Origen adduces no anecdotal illustrations, no corroboration, no contemporary arguments.

His explanation of Paul’s reproach that the Jews preach against stealing but themselves steal and that they preach against adultery but themselves commit adultery (Rom 2.21-22) does deviate from this pattern somewhat. But even here one sees only standard criticisms typical of most Christians with a twist unique to Origen. The Jews “steal” in that they “suppress the arrival and presence of Christ which has radiated in the whole world,” and they “commit adultery” in that they “tempt the people of God in the synagogue to commit adultery by introducing a perverted and adulterous word of teaching.”
 This is so, because they stick to the letters of the Law, seeing only the external and missing the truly essential, to the detriment of not seeing Christ in it. In support of his argument, Origen once again turns to Scripture, this time citing Ps 45.14 and Jer 13.17.

The gravest “sin” of the Jews, then, according to Origen, is what stands behind Paul’s word in Rom 2.23: namely, they abhor idols but themselves rob temples. This really means they “desecrate the true temple of God, which is Christ Jesus.” They demolished the temple of God, but it was re-erected in three days, echoing the sentiments expressed already in John 2.19. Furthermore, they “steal from the message from the Law and the Prophets which foretell Christ,” and they “hide it, so that people could neither hear nor believe in it.” This, to Origen, is what Paul means in truth by their robbing temple and defiling the temple of God.

Through all this, Origen’s Jewish interlocutor might as well be a make-believe figure fabricated with straws from the Gospels. Even the Jews’ lack of allegorical imagination which prevents them from seeing and believing in Christ, a result of Origen’s well-known need to raise interpretation to a higher, more spiritual level, is supported by citation from Scripture: “If [a Jew] believed in Moses,” paraphrasing John 5.46, “he would also believe him about whom Moses had written.”
 It is fair to say that, while Origen’s criticisms of the Jews are less than complementary, they remain focused on the single point of departure between Jews and Christians—the Jews’ failure to acknowledge Jesus as Christ. He reuses standard apologetic arguments developed already in late-first-century Gospel accounts. The Gospel of John, in particular, seems useful to him perhaps because of the bitter parting of the way between the Johannine community and the local synagogue that stands behind that Gospel. Otherwise, Origen does not add much of any other anti-Jewish arguments that he himself might have developed or became familiar to his immediate circle.

By contrast, the second and third identifications of “the Jew,” as “Christian” and “heretic” of his days, lead Origen to rather detailed criticisms of his contemporaries. When applied to the Christians, Paul’s criticisms of hypocrisy take on new meanings. A Christian teacher, writes Origen, should not demand discipline and chastity from their students, when he himself is afflicted with intemperance and lustfulness, maybe even inflamed with secret passions. To such people Paul’s statement becomes highly appropriate: “You teach others but not yourself. You preach, ‘Thou shalt not steal,’ yet you yourself steal. You say, ‘Thou shalt not commit adultery,’ yet you yourself commit adultery.”
 Thus far, Origen’s criticisms of the Christian seem general enough; intemperance, lustfulness, passion, and so on appeared on every ancient standard catalogue of vices. But Origen continues with something far more concrete: “When, as it often happens, the gifts offered to God or a donation given to the poor has been misappropriated as one’s own profit,” then it is perfectly legitimate to use the Apostle’s word, “You abhor idol worship, yet you rob the temple.”
 Such an illustration does not appear to be a mere generalization of vices but represents a common but real problem in the second-and third-century church that took almsgiving as part of its ministry to the poor. One could only surmise that such acts of avarice must have been frequent and when they were caught it would bring public shame to the church, something to which Origen appears to allude in the ensuing lines.

Origen, however, reserves the most severe, also the most concrete criticisms for “the heretics,” who are most probably his detractors in the church. These appear to be literalists who are most different from him in exegetical method. He imputes to them stealing and adultery, because they suppress the words of God by pilfering their “inner sense” (intellectum) of Scripture through an “perverse interpretation,” and because they introduce an “adulterous understanding of faith” (adulterinus fidei sensus) into the church, Christ’s bride, in the royal chambers.
 They rob the temple of costly vessels, furthermore, when they steal the “pearls of true faith from the Holy Scripture.” Thus the name of God has been blasphemed among the gentiles, when they soil the pure and precious teachings of the church with erroneous teachings that are heretical and adulterous.

One can conclude, then, that Origen was in contact with Christian and what he calls “heretical” errors of his days, errors that he intentionally applies the Pauline rhetoric to correct. These errors include unedifying ethical problems, church practices, abuse of authority entrusted to leaders of the church, as well as theological misappropriation and misinterpretation. His criticisms of these errors reflect a lively controversy in a real community in which Origen was active engaged. In contradistinction, his criticisms of Judaism of his day appear on a different plane. They seem theoretical and academic, reflecting a position removed from any active engagement. It would not be accurate to say that Origen has no criticism of Judaism in the Commentary: he criticizes the synagogue for its overdependence on the literal sense of Scripture which results in refusing to acknowledge Christ. But other than this broad issue, Origen seems unwilling or unable to name synagogue abuses of his days. He resorts to generalizations and well-established stereotypes found in Christian writings for his illustrations but otherwise could muster no more than the standard controversy over the person of Christ and the Jews’ inability or unwillingness to read Scripture allegorically, that is Christologically. One is drawn irresistibly, therefore, to the conclusion that Origen was not engaged in any real controversy with his contemporary Jews. While he seems to keep alive the hope that they ought to recognize Jesus as Christ, he holds them with fundamental respect and esteem.

What is True Circumcision?
“Circumcision of the heart” (Romans 3.29)

This tentative conclusion can be corroborated with an examination of Origen’s different understandings of circumcision. In a massive excursus on the question of circumcision, Origen entertains three questions: (1) Does the commandment of circumcision in Genesis have any intrinsic value in its literal sense? (2) If it does, to whom is the commandment given and how should they obey it? (3) Does the commandment of circumcision have any transcendent, spiritual meaning beyond its literal sense?
 To the first question regarding the intrinsic value of circumcision, Origen is unreservedly positive. He quotes at length, approvingly, the institution of circumcision in Gen 17.9-14 and God’s injunction to Moses in Lev 12.1-4 that all male children be circumcised on the eighth day. He even defends the circumcision against gentile charges that it is no longer valid after Christ and against a possibly Marcionite rejection of it.
 We can be confident of the intrinsic value of circumcision because “our Lord and savior” approved of it for coming not only from Moses but from the Father (John 7.22-23). Origen’s defense of circumcision, however, should not be taken to mean any affinity or sympathy with Judaism; it is more likely part and parcel of his defense of the status of the Jewish Scripture, what eventually became his Old Testament, against his detractors.

In answering the second question whether circumcision is still valid only for Jews or whether it is also valid for gentile believers, Origen insists that only the physical descendants of Abraham are obligated to follow God’s commandment of circumcision. God commanded Abraham in Genesis 17 to circumcise only those born in his household, even those brought into the household like slaves and bondservants (vv. 7-12), but those not part of the household are under no such obligation (vv. 12-13).
 Origen furthers his exegesis by adducing to a host of passages from Leviticus and Numbers,
 demonstrating that in times even before Christ non-Jews were never required to go through circumcision. This elaborate appeal to Scripture might seem excessive. A part of it probably owes to Origen’s source, in this case Philo of Alexandria, but it is more likely motivated by his concern for the continual validity of Scripture.

What Origen is after ultimately is, of course, a spiritual understanding of circumcision. Here he follows Philo rather closely. Circumcision signifies, rather than the mere ridding of the foreskin of the flesh, a cutting away of vices and harmful desires. It is properly, therefore, a circumcision of the heart, citing Jeremiah for support.

Throughout this allegorical interpretation of circumcision, however, Origen takes great care not to denigrate physical circumcision. Even as he uses it to set up an allegorical interpretation, he goes out of his way to affirm its value. In his exegesis of Rom 15.8-12, focusing especially on v. 8, “Christ has become a minister of circumcision regarding the truth of God, in order to establish the promises of the patriarchs,” Origen comes up with a double meaning for circumcision. His final aim is to demonstrate that the essential and true circumcision is baptism into the death of Christ. But just as circumcision does not totally destroy the flesh but preserves it at the end, true circumcision means dying and rising with Christ. But even as Origen trains his allegorical sight on his final goal, he begins his exegesis with an affirmation of Christ’s own physical circumcision. Christ himself was circumcised as a Jew, so as to fulfill God’s commandment to Abraham that through his seed—that is Christ—all peoples of the world will receive blessings (Gen 22.18). Those who remain under the Law, that is all Jews, can with good conscience continue their observance of the Law.

How Shall They be Saved?
“I want you to understand this mystery” (Romans 11.25)

Herein lies the ambiguity of Origen’s position. While he affirms the superiority of the Jewish Law, which might represent a good in itself, he is bound still to the criterion of faith in Christ as the ultimate court of appeal. But in this regard, Origen could be said to have understood Paul perfectly, for the apostle was wrestling with the same ambiguity. Just as Paul pronounced it a “mystery” how his own kinsfolk will be saved in the endtime (Rom 11.25), Origen too argues that Israel will ultimate receive God’s promise once the full number of gentiles have come in. Origen makes his case by relying on an ingenious interpretation of Deut 32.8-9 which in the LXX reads:

o{te diemevrizen oJ u{yisto" e[qnh, 
wJ" dievspeiren uiJou;" ∆Adavm, 
e[sthsen o{ria ejqnw'n 
kata; ajriqmo;n ajggevlwn qeou', 
kai; ejgenhvqh meri;" kurivou lao;" aujtou' ∆Iakwvb, 
scoivnisma klhronomiva" aujtou' ∆Israhvl.

When the Most High allotted the gentiles,
when he dispersed the sons of Adam,
he set boundaries of the gentiles
according to the number of the angels of God,
And his people Jacob became the lot of the Lord,
Israel his shared inheritance.

The crucial reading for Origen is “the angels” of God (MT reads “the Israelites”), the number of whom corresponds to the allotment of the shares given to the gentiles according to this passage. By the same token, the share of Israel remains fixed and has already been promised to all the Jews from the start. If the children of Israel held onto their share, says Origen, “it would not be possible for us gentiles to share in God’s inheritance and succeed in the right of his prerogative.”
 That is why God allows a few, though certainly not all, of the members of Israel to become blind, to come under the influence of a few evil angels, with the result that they were eventually cheated out of their rightful inheritance. God could have prevented all this—so as to preserve the original allotment—but he did not so as to preserve human freedom. At the end, some children of Israel lost their share, but their loss also created an opportunity for the gentiles and, through the gentiles, the rest of the world, so that they now have access to God’ original promise. But the shutting out of the children of Israel is only temporary. When the full number of gentiles have come in, when this brief window for the rest of the world once again closes in the eschaton, Israel will return to the Lord. Thus will the first become last, for Israel who had priority in the first place, will once again claim its original inheritance in the endtime.

While Origen’s exegesis might leave room for much doubt, in a circuitous way Origen has most appropriately expressed Paul’s ambivalence and ambiguity towards the fate of Israel. Paul refuses to spell out the role of faith in Christ in Rom 11.25-27, falling back on the fuzzy logic of the “mystery.” Origen, through an ingenious exegesis, consigns the problem to mythology. But the results are the same: both express God’s faithfulness to the original covenant he established with the Jews; both give priority to the Jews in the history of salvation; both celebrate the entry of the gentiles into God’s covenant; both lament the price of Israel’s temporary hardening of hearts—though in Paul’s case it was a matter of Israel’s self-will, whereas in Origen’s, unsuspecting Israel was deceived by scheming angels; and both look forward to the endtime when Israel returns to its original heritage once the full number of gentiles have come in.

Conclusion

The sensitivity to the Jews displayed throughout this work leads one to suspect strongly that Origen was in touch with a certain segment of the historical Jewish communities when he was writing his Commentary to Romans, namely the academy where other Jewish exegetes lived. It has been suggested before that Philo of Alexandria might have greatly influenced Origen. This remains a real possibility, but dependence on Philo alone cannot explain Origen’s generally high esteem for Judaism or his extensive knowledge of Jewish practices. In light of not only this commentary but also his other works, notably his Commentary on the Song of Songs, it is far easier to envision the possibility that Origen was engaged in a lively dialogue with his contemporary Jewish exegetes.

As for his view of the relationship between the church and synagogue, Origen remains steadfastly Christocentric, in spite of his obvious sympathy for Judaism overall. He faults the Jews for failing to rise to the spiritual level of Scripture, thus resulting in failing to see the messiahship of Jesus. But it should be emphasized that his attitude towards his Jewish interlocutors closely corresponds to his hermeneutical principles. Just as his devotion to spiritual exegesis never leads him to reject the literal meaning of Scripture, his Christocentrism never causes him to denigrate historical Judaism. Even as he is quick to criticize Judaism for not recognizing the Messiah, he is equally quick to defend it against Marconites, Gnostics, and pagans. In Origen’s conception, church-synagogue relationship resembles more like sibling rivalry than competing religious systems.
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