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Abstract: The notion that there existed a distinction between so-called “Alexandrian”
and “Antiochene” exegesis in the ancient church has become a common assumption
among theologians. The typical belief is that Alexandria promoted an allegorical
reading of Scripture, whereas Antioch endorsed a literal approach. However, church
historians have long since recognized that this distinction is neither wholly accurate
nor helpful to understanding ancient Christian hermeneutics. Indeed, neither school of
interpretation sanctioned the practice of just one exegetical method. Rather, both
Alexandrian and Antiochene theologians were expedient hermeneuts, meaning they
utilized whichever exegetical practice (allegory, typology, literal, historical) that would
supply them with their desired theology or interpretive conclusion. The difference
between Alexandria and Antioch was not exegetical; it was theological. In other words,
it was their respective theological paradigms that dictated their exegetical practices,
allowing them to utilize whichever hermeneutical method was most expedient for their
theological purposes. Ultimately, neither Alexandrian nor Antiochene exegetes
possessed a greater respect for the biblical text over the other, nor did they adhere to
modern-day historical-grammatical hermeneutics as theologians would like to believe.
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Introduction

SINCE THE TWENTIETH CENTURY, theological discussion of patristic exegetical
practices has created an unnecessary bifurcation between Alexandrian and
Antiochene hermeneutics, characterizing the former as mere allegorical and the
latter as substantially literal.! However, patristic scholars consider this

! Readers ought to understand the terms “Alexandrian” and “Antiochene” as cultural
and theological designations for the different patristic fathers that reflect, but do not necessarily
depend on, geographical regions.
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dichotomy to be an oversimplification of ancient biblical interpretations.? The
standard contrast mistakenly presents allegorical and literal hermeneutics as
separate methodologies. Instead of viewing ancient exegesis as a disparity
between different schools of thought, theologians ought to recognize that the
different modes of interpretation (allegory, typology, literal, historical) merely
supplied the fathers with multiple interpretative options. The division between
“Alexandrian” and “Antiochene” schools is a modern artificial construct that
may have little relevance to fully understanding ancient patristic exegesis.’

However inadequate this construct may be, the standard partition
continues to pervade theological literature because there were still nuanced
differences between these two cultural centers of early Christianity. Their minor
variances not only exemplified particular emphases when interpreting
Scripture, but they also resulted in clashing theological convictions that
prompted intense disputes and condemnations. Therefore, the purpose of this
article is to examine the differences and similarities between Alexandrian and
Antiochene hermeneutics in order to compare and contrast their exegetical
practices. The article will first offer a brief history of how the Alexandrian and
Antiochene approaches originally developed before detailing the disagreements
that distinguished their schools of thought. The research will then end with a
summary of the correspondences between the two systems. Ultimately, the
typical bifurcation between Alexandrian and Antiochene hermeneutics does not
fully account for the trivial distinctions and crucial similarities between their
hermeneutics. Instead, readers should recognize that their greatest discrepancy
was theological, not exegetical. In other words, it was their respective
theological paradigms that dictated their exegetical practices, allowing them to
utilize whichever hermeneutical method was most expedient for their
theological purposes. In the end, neither Alexandrian nor Antiochene exegetes
possessed a greater respect for the biblical text over the other, nor did they
adhere to modern-day historical-grammatical hermeneutics.

2 This point is especially evident in Alexis Torrance, “Barsanuphius, John, and
Dorotheos on Scripture: Voices from the Desert in Sixth-Century Gaza,” in What is the Bible?
The Patristic Doctrine of Scripture, ed. Matthew Baker and Mark Mourachian (Minneapolis,
MN: Fortress Press, 2016), 67-81, esp. 68, https://doi.org/10.2307/j.ctt1 7mesbk.9.

3 Donald Fairbaimn, “Patristic Exegesis and Theology: The Cart and the Horse,”
Westminster Theological Journal 69, no. 1 (Spring 2007): 1-2, 14-16.
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contends, “When later human writers of Scripture interpret earlier parts of
Scripture, they typically do so without making fine scholarly distinctions
concerning the basis of their knowledge. Hence we ought not to require them to
confine themselves to a narrow grammatical-historical exegesis.”®

The simple fact is that the Antiochenes did not approach the Bible more
“literally” than others. It is true that the Alexandrians developed a figural
interpretation of many passages that the Antiochenes regarded as literal.
Theologians can also acknowledge that Alexandrians tended toward
philosophical and abstract interpretations while the Antiochenes often focused
on Scripture’s moral implications. Therefore, it is correct to claim the
Antiochenes emphasized history and philology while the Alexandrians
highlighted metaphorical symbols.®® However, it is inaccurate to suggest that
the patristic fathers adhered to a hermeneutical method that isolated biblical
meanings solely to the text’s authorial intent through historical-grammatical
readings. Their overtly spiritualization of the text rules this out as a possibility.
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