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participator appropriates life and light by partaking of the one who is Life and Light 

essentially. 

Participation and the Holy Spirit 

While Cyril asserts that there is universal participation in the divine Word that 

sustains all people and allows people to reason, he suggests that there is another level of 

participation in the Word that transcends the foundational. Whereas the foundational 

level of participation can be described as a static participation in the Word, Cyril posits 

that there is a dynamic participation in the Word that is transforming and saving, and that 

occurs through the Holy Spirit. That is, the foundational level of participation is directed 

toward our existence and rationality, the dynamic level of participation is soteriological. 

In his exegesis of John 10.10, Cyril writes that Christ distinguished between the life that 

all people have in the Word and the "abundant" ( neptTTov) life that signifies attaining 

the soteriological fullness of that which Christ gained for us.9° Christ used the adjective 

"abundant" in John 10.10, according to Cyril, to denote a kind of life that is characterized 

by the eternal reception of all good things, and involves transformation ( aAAayrloovTm) 

to the glory that comes from God.91 And it is the Holy Spirit who makes all the 

difference when it comes to attaining this abundant life promised by Jesus. For it is only 

by ''the most perfect participation (µe8e~1v) in the Spirit" that humanity can attain to the 

fullness of that which Christ gained for us. 92 

90 

91 
In Jo. 10.10 (Pusey, ii. 22010

-
11

). 

Ibid. (Pusey, ii. 22026-2212
). 

92 Emphasis mine. Cyril refers to "participation in the Spirit" twice in this passage 
of exegesis, underlining the centrality of this notion in his soteriology. See ibid. (Pusey, 
ii. 22034

; 2209
-
10

). 

171 



Ph.D. Thesis -G. Hillis 
McMaster University - Religious Studies 

Cyril emphasizes the centrality of the Spirit in our dynamic participation in the 

divine elsewhere in his writings. Indeed, as I noted in the first chapter, Cyril continually 

posits that it is by the Spirit that we participate in the divine nature, but he does not, to 

my knowledge, anywhere argue for this premise. He appears, rather, to understand this 

idea to be self-evident to his readers as is clear from texts in which he argues for the 

Spirit's divinity on the basis of our participation in the divine nature through him. In De 

Trinitate VII, for example, after stating that the Spirit is consubstantial ( 6µoovmov) with 

the Father and the Son, the archbishop appeals to the Spirit's role in our participation in 

the divine to solidify his argument: "For it is not otherwise possible for the holy to be 

enriched (KaTanAoVTeiv) through participation (µe8e~tv) of God than by receiving the 

Spirit. For we are made 'partakers {Kotvcuvoi) of the divine nature' [2 Pet 1.4], according 

to the scriptures."93 Cyril proceeds at this point to argue that such participation is only 

possible if the Spirit is divine. Similarly, when arguing for the Spirit's divinity in his 

exegesis of John 14.16-17, he appeals to the idea of participation, citing 2 Peter 1.4: 

93 

94 

For if anyone says that the Spirit is not from God's essence, how would the creature be a 
partaker (µhoxos) of God by receiving the Spirit? And in what way would we be called 
and indeed be temples of God if we receive a created or foreign spirit and nor rather the 
Spirit that is from God? How are those who are partakers (µthoxol) of the Spirit also 
'partakers (Kotvc.vvol) of the divine nature' [2 Peter 1.4], according to the words of the 
saint, if he is created and does not rather proceed (np6e1mv) for us from the divine nature 
itself?94 

DTVII.637B (SC 246, 158). 
In Jo. 14.16-17 (Pusey, ii. 4696

-
13

). 
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And in his exposition of John 14.23, Cyril writes, "For no one is made a partaker 

(µthoxos) of God's nature except through the Spirit. Therefore the Spirit is God and 

from God, and is not counted among created things. "95 

When referring to participation in the divine through the Spirit, Cyril 

occasionally, as illustrated in the quotations provided above, refers simply to partaking 

of, of participating in, God.96 He also intermittently refers generally to being made 

partakers of the divine nature through the Holy Spirit.97 Most frequently, however, Cyril 

discusses the idea of participation from within a Trinitarian framework, proposing in 

particular that we participate in the Son through the Spirit. It is this participation in the 

Son that is pivotal in our adoption as children of God. 

We are, Cyril writes in exposition of John 7.24, made "partakers (Ko1vc.vvovs) of 

the divine nature [2 Pet 1.4] by participation (µeToxfis) in our saviour Christ,"98 a 

participation characterized by Cyril in the passage as occurring through the work of the 

Holy Spirit.99 In a sermon on Luke 22.7 ... 16 he propounds that Christ reposes 

(KaTaAucm) in the waters of baptism, and that it is therefore through baptism we become 

"partakers (Kotvc.vvovs) of his divine nature by participation (µEToxfjs) in the Holy 

In Jo. 14.23 (Pusey, ii. 49819
-
22). 95 

96 In addition to the citations already provided, see Jn Jo. 6.35 (Pusey, i. 476); 14.24 
(Pusey, ii. 503). 
97 See, for example, In Jo. 14.4 (Pusey, ii. 406); 14.20 (Pusey, ii. 488); 15.25 
(Pusey, ii. 605); 16.12-13 (Pusey, ii. 625-626); 16.15 (Pusey, ii. 639); 17.18-19 (Pusey, ii. 
722); 17.20-21 (Pusey, ii. 737); DTVI.598C-D (SC 246, 44); VII.693C-D (SC 246, 164-
166); VII.639E-640A (SC 246, 166); VII.640C (SC 246, 170). 
98 In Jo. 7.24 (Pusey, i. 63919-21) 
99 Cf. ibid. (Pusey, i. 63 !22-6323

; 63211
-
28

; 638 10
-
12). 
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Spirit."100 And in his comments on John 14.20 Cyril argues that Christ is life by nature 

and posits that we become like him in his life by partaking of the divine nature through 

his Spirit. 101 "For Christ is in us through the Spirit," he writes, "transforming 

(µETaTpETTu.w) towards incorruption that which is naturally corruptible."102 

Such comments as these illustrate that partaking of the Son and having him dwell 

within us appear to be synonymous in Cyril's thought. The correlation between the two 

is certainly established in the archbishop's exegesis of John 15 .1, 103 wherein union with 

Christ and the indwelling of Christ are associated with being "partakers (Kotvwvovs) in 

his nature through participation (µETaAaXEi'v) in the Holy Spirit. "104 Our becoming 

"partakers (Kotvwvovs) and sharers (µET6xous) of the Word's divine nature"105 is 

similarly linked elsewhere with partaking of the Spirit and with Christ dwelling in us 

through the Spirit. 106 According to Cyril, the soteriological work of the Holy Spirit, work 

that is associated with the idea of participation, is inextricably interwoven with the Son 

who dwells in us and of whom we partake. 

This point is underlined in Cyril's exegesis of John 14.20. In the previous chapter 

I briefly examined Cyril's portrayal of humanity's creation and fall as presented in his 

exposition of John 14.20. As is customarily the case with the archbishop, the human 

dilemma is primarily characterized as being marked by the cessation of the Spirit's 

100 

101 

102 

103 

104 

105 

106 

In Luc. 22.7-16 (Reuss, 207). 
In Jo. 14.20 (Pusey, ii. 487 14

-
18

). 

Ibid. (Pusey, ii. 48718
-
21

). 

See in particular In Jo. 15. I (Pusey, ii. 5356-53622
). 

Ibid. (Pusey, ii. 53511
-
12

). 

In Jo. 16. 7 (Pusey, ii. 6206-7). 
See ibid. (Pusey, ii. 6206

-
25

). 
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indwelling presence. Central to Christ's mission, therefore, was the reintroduction of 

"that ancient grace" to humanity. 107 Cyril here expands on this notion, suggesting that 

the renewal of the Spirit's indwelling presence in humanity, made possible through 

Christ, enabled humanity to be adopted as children of God. This Cyril associates with the 

indwelling of Christ through the Spirit. He writes: 

'The Word became flesh,' according to John [Jn 1.14]. He wears (1mp6pTJKE) our nature, 
restoring (avanA6:TTc.uv) it to his own life. And he himself is also in us, for through the 
Spirit we have all been made partakers (µfroxo1) of him and have him in ourselves. 
Through this we have become partakers (Ko1vc.,.:woO of the divine nature and bear the title 
of children of God, and so have in ourselves the Father through the Son. And Paul will 
testify to this saying, 'And because you are sons, God has sent the Spirit of his Son into 
our hearts, crying, "Abba! Father!"' (Gal 4.6]. 108 

The first two sentences of this quotation are, I would suggest, very significant for 

comprehending Cyril's conception of divine filiation. To return to its original condition, 

humanity needed once again to partake of God, and specifically to participate in the Son 

through the Spirit just as Adam did; this idea is articulated throughout the archbishop's 

exposition of John 14.20.109 Like ourselves, Adam would have experienced the 

indwelling of the Father that necessarily accompanies the indwelling of the Son on the 

basis of ·Trinitarian unity; this, therefore, does not account for divine filiation in the 

Christian economy. Through his brief reference to the Word wearing our nature and his 

citation of John 1.14 immediately before discussing our adoption as children of God 

through the Spirit, however, Cyril signals that our adoption as children of God is tied to 

the incarnation. For our participation in the Son differs from that of Adam in that, 

107 

108 

109 

In Jo. 14.20 (Pusey, ii. 4862
). 

Ibid. (Pusey, ii. 48621
-
30

). Emphasis mine. 
Cf. ibid. (Pusey, ii. 48418

-
26

; 48530-4864
). 
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through our reception of the Holy Spirit, we now partake of the Word who became flesh 

and remains in the flesh (note the perfect form of cpopew above with reference to the 

Word's enfleshment). And, Cyril emphasizes, our partaking of and the indwelling of the 

incarnate Son through the Holy Spirit translate into our adoption as children of God. 

Precisely how this occurs, however, is not spelled out. 

Conformed to the Son: The Spirit and Divine Filiation 

We need to go elsewhere to delve more deeply into how the Spirit brings about 

our adoption as children of God. In his exegesis of John 17 .11 we find the following 

reference to divine filiation that provides some illumination regarding the relationship 

between the Spirit and our adoption as children of God. Referring to the Word, he writes: 

He therefore humbled himself willingly for our sake, for we would never have been 
called children by grace and gods if the only-begotten had not undergone humiliation for 
us and on our account. [It is] to him that we are conformed (µopq>ovµevo1) by 
participation (µETovaias) in the Spirit, and so become children of God and gods. 110 

This language of being conformed is similar to that used with reference to Adam and his 

reception of the Spirit. But Cyril very clearly here predicates divine filiation on the 

Word's kenosis, and suggests that our adoption as children of God is tied to our being 

conformed to the one who emptied himself, that is, to our being formed and shaped so as 

to bear likeness to Jesus Christ through participation in the Spirit. 

In what follows I shall examine four texts in which Cyril, in more detail than he 

does elsewhere, develops the relationship between the incarnation of the divine Son, our 

adoption as children of God, and the transforming operation of the Holy Spirit; these 

texts include Cyril's tenth Festal Letter, as well as his exegeses of John 1.12-13, 15, and 

110 In Jo. 17.11 (Pusey, ii. 6955
-
10

). 
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16.7. We shall see that the Spirit's role in our attainment of divine filiation is integrally 

tied to his identity as the Spirit of the Son, an identity that did not cease when the Son 

became human. Cyril describes our adoption as children of God as a total transformation 

by which we are made to become by grace what the incarnate Son is by nature - sons of 

God. Through this transformation into Christ-likeness, we enter into a filial relationship 

with God whereby he becomes our Father in actuality. 

One text in which the archbishop discusses the Spirit's role in divine filiation is 

Cyril's tenth Festal Letter (written in 422). These Festal Letters were yearly letters he 

wrote to clergy and laypersons throughout Egypt to announce the date of Easter. Cyril 

frequently took these letters as an opportunity to expound on various theological, 

ecclesiastical, or spiritual matters, and always exhorted his readers to prepare for Easter 

penitently and with the goal of overcoming those passions and temptations that 

continually threaten. In his tenth letter Cyril recounts humanity's enslavement to sin, and 

discusses the efficacy of the incarnation in terms of our attainment of holiness. The 

archbishop associates this holiness with Christ-likeness and argues that it is by 

participation in the Holy Spirit that Christ-likeness is attained. It is in relation to the 

attainment of Christ-likeness through the Spirit that Cyril refers to divine filiation. 

Cyril commences his letter with a brief account of the devil's tyranny prior to the 

incarnation as a means of highlighting the joy that the Easter feast now holds for those 

who have been released from this tyranny through Jesus Christ. Echoing Philippians 2, 

the archbishop exults that the Word did not disdain becoming a slave for our sake. With 

his discussion of human sin still in his readers' minds, Cyril asserts that the Word became 
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man in order that we might be "transformed (avaµopq:>ovµevol) into his manner of 

conduct (rroAtTEiav) and life" and "flash forth (anacnpaTITc.vµev) the image (eiK6va) of 

him who made us."111 Central to this transformation into Christ-likeness, he emphasizes, 

is faith and our participation (µe6Ese1) in the Spirit through the waters of baptism.112 

Cyril discusses the Spirit's activity at greater length later in the letter as he 

discusses the ramifications of the Son's incarnation for human nature. The Son became 

human, he writes, in order that the lowliness of human nature might be raised to a higher 

state.113 The only-begotten, who is unchangeable and sinless, mixed ( avEµ1~e) himself 

with human nature for our benefit. Christ "gave the stability ( O:aq>aAEtav) of his own 

nature to the weakness [of our nature], in order that our minds might then be seen as fixed 

on good works, the passions of the flesh chastised, put to death by the power of the one 

dwelling in it, God the Word."114 According to Cyril, sin was therefore put to death in 

Christ first that it might be condemned in us too. This potentiality is actualized through 

the Holy Spirit, for Christ comes to dwell in us "through faith and participation 

(µEToucrias) in the Spirit, who makes us conformed ( auµµ6pq:>ous) to Christ through his 

quality (not6TT)Tos) of making [us] holy."115 

It is at this point that Cyril explains the connection of the Spirit's likeness to the 

Christ to our transformation into Christ-likeness and to our adoption as children of God. 

111 HP X.1.612A (SC 392, 194128
-
129

). My own translations of this letter are based 
upon an, as yet, unpublished translation of the Festal Letters by John O'Keefe of 
Creighton University. I am grateful to Dr. O'Keefe for giving me access to his 
translation. 
112 Ibid. X.1.612A (SC 392, 194125

-
127

). 
113 Ibid. X.2.617B-X.4.624D (SC 392, 208-222). 
114 Ibid. X.2.617C (SC 392, 20890

-
95

). 
115 Ibid. X.2.619D (SC, 392, 210101

-
106

). 
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He writes that the Spirit conforms us to Christ by virtue of his identity vis-a-vis Christ. 

The Holy Spirit, as the Spirit of Christ, "is, so to speak, the form (µopqnl) of Christ our 

saviour."116 Tue Spirit is not "other than him when it comes to identity of substance and 

to divine activity (oaov eis TOVTOTTlTO TilS ovcrias Kal eis evepyetav TTJV Seonpenfi)."
117 

This, Cyril emphasizes, is made clear in scripture. In John 14.6 Christ says, "I am the 

truth." Yet (and here the archbishop slightly misquotes John 15 .26) later in the same 

gospel Je.sus says, "The Spirit is the truth."118 And in 2 Corinthians 3.17 Paul writes, 

"The Lord is the Spirit," thereby underlining the absolute unity between Jesus Christ and 

his Spirit. 

Similar arguments for the Spirit's unity and likeness with the Son were explored 

in the first chapter. Here we find Cyril developing the soteriological ramifications of the 

Spirit's identity as the Spirit of Christ and his likeness. As the Spirit of Christ, he moulds 

and conforms (81anAaTTov Kat avaµopcpoOv) to Christ all those in whom he comes to 

be by participation (µe8eKT~s). 119 Through the Spirit ''the image ( eiK~v) of the holy 

first-born, Christ, appears radiant" in us. 120 It is this that is meant by Paul in Romans 

8.29-30, which Cyril quotes as, "For those whom he knew, he also predestined to be 

116 Ibid. X.2.619D (SC 392, 210107
-
108

). 
117 Ibid. X.2.619D-620A (SC 392, 210110

-
112

). 
118 John 15.26 refers to the Spirit as To lTVevµa Tfis 6:A.n6e{as, whereas Cyril quotes 
the verse To nveuµa eaTtv T1 6:A.tj6eta. HP X.2.620A (SC 392, 210113-114

). Cyril's 
argument is simply that there is an absolute unity between Christ and the Spirit, and the 
point could have also been made had he quoted John 15 .26 correctly. Indeed, I have 
discussed above other passages in his work where he points to this reference to "the Spirit 
of truth" to illustrate the unity of the Son with his Spirit. 
119 HP X.2.620A-B (SC 392, 212122

-
123

). 
120 Ibid. X.2.620C (SC 392, 214143

-
145

). Cyril is here reading Exodus 13.11-12 
typologically. 
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conformed to the image of his Son; those whom he called he also sanctified ( tiyiaoev ); 

and those he sanctified he also glorified."121 The archbishop's use of aytascu instead of 

oo~cil;c:.u, which is the verb Paul uses, underlines his conviction that the process of being 

conformed to Jesus Christ, of having the image of Christ shine from within us, is 

intertwined with the indwelling of the Holy Spirit who is the form of Christ. To be 

conformed to Christ is to become holy. It is, as Cyril further writes, to become partakers 

of the divine nature through the Holy Spirit so that the imprint (xa:paKTtjp) of Christ 

might appear in our souls and we are changed into his likeness from one degree of glory 

to another (2 Cor 3.18).122 And this transformation through the Spirit Cyril links directly 

with divine filiation. For when we are conformed to Jesus Christ through Christ's own 

Spirit, "God the Father sees conspicuous in us the features (xapaKTfjpas) of his own 

offspring and from then on loves us as his children and adorns us with supernatural 

rewards. "123 

In this letter, Cyril portrays the Spirit's work of conforming us to the Son as 

being inseparable from the incarnation of the Son. Our transformation through 

participation in the Spirit is not, however, directed simply at the attainment of sanctity in 

imitation of Christ. Rather, Cyril describes our transformation through the Spirit in 

relational terms, positing that divine sonship is the culmination of our participation in the 

Spirit. The emphasis is on being conformed to Christ, to the Word made flesh. The 

Spirit is not simply the Spirit of the Son. He is the Spirit of the one who became a hwnan 

121 

122 

123 

Ibid. X.2.620C-D (SC 392, 214150
-
152

). 

Ibid. X.3.621A (SC 392, 2144
-
9
). 

Ibid. X.2.620B (SC 392, 21212
4-

126
). 
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being for our sake, Jesus Christ, both God and man. This is not an insignificant point. 

We participate in the Spirit, by which Cyril means that we come to share in that which 

the Spirit is. And the Spirit is Christ's own and is Christ's form, meaning that, by virtue 

of participating in the Spirit we share in that which Jesus Christ is. We thus actually 

become like Christ in our progression in virtue and holiness to such a degree that we 

manifest the characteristics of God's Son in the flesh, and therefore become children of 

God. Christ is, as it were, the paradigm and concrete manifestation of what it is for a 

human fully to be a child of God. By receiving and participating in his Spirit of Christ, 

we thus become children of God by being conformed to Christ, who is the Son of God by 

nature. 

The scope and depth of this pneumatic transformation is articulated by the 

archbishop in various places throughout In Joannem, as is the relationship of this 

transformation to the Spirit's identity as the Spirit of the Son. In his exegeses of John 

1.12 and 13 Cyril describes adoption as children of God as the remoulding of the believer 

at the deepest level of his being, and emphasizes that this process revolves around being 

conformed to Christ through the Spirit. To attain divine sonship is not to attain a state 

external to us, as if we are simply declared to be children of God by grace. To be 

divinely adopted, rather, is literally to become that which transcends earthly existence 

and to become by grace what the Son is by nature. 

Commenting on John 1.12, Cyril argues that all people, Gentiles included, are 

given the privilege of being counted as children of God if, as John 1.12 states, they 

receive Jesus Christ, a reception that Cyril understands to occasion significant 

181 



Ph.D. Thesis - G. Hillis 
McMaster University - Religious Studies 

ramifications for the believer. For to receive Christ is to become like him, particularly in 

his sonship. It is through reception of him that "the Son gives what belongs properly to 

him alone" to the believer .124 And according to Cyril this occurs through the Holy Spirit 

by whom we partake of the Son. He writes: 

There was no other way for us who have borne the image of the man of dust to escape 
corruption, unless the beauty of the image of the man of heaven [cf. lCor 15.49] is 
imprinted (evEOT)µ6:v811) upon us through our having been called to sonship (vio8rn{av). 
For having become partakers (µfroxo1) of him through the Spirit, we have been sealed 
into likeness to him (KaTeocppayio6riµev eis 6µot6TT1Ta TTJV Tipos mhov), and mount up 
to the archetypal form of the image ( eiK6vos), in accordance with which divine scripture 
says we were also made. For scarcely do we thus recover the ancient beauty of our 
nature, and are conformed ( avaµopcpw8evTEs) to that divine nature, than we become 
superior to the evils that arose from the fall. 125 

Cyril's terminology is quite intentional. Pointing to one of the key Adam-Christ 

texts in the New Testament, Cyril emphasizes that divine filiation is central to human 

salvation through Christ, the second Adam. In the second chapter I noted that Cyril 

appeals to the Adam-Christ typology in order to provide a soteriological interpretation of 

Christ's miraculous conception, arguing that Christ, as the second Adam, was born of the 

Spirit in order that we too might be so born and thus become children of God. In the 

above quotation Cyril once again refers to Christ in the language of the Adam-Christ 

typology, and here we find the archbishop elaborate in more detail on how Christ's 

identity as the second Adam provides a means for our adoption as children of God. 

Cyril's understanding of Christ as the second Adam is, by now, familiar to us; as the 

"man of heaven" Christ reversed the consequences of the disobedience of the "man of 

dust." The logic of the Adam-Christ typology and its relationship to divine filiation 

124 

125 
In Jo. 1.12 (Pusey, i. 1339

-
10

). ET: Russell (2000), 100. 
Ibid. (Pusey, i. 13312

-
22

). ET: Russell (2000), 100. 

182 



Ph.D. Thesis -G. Hillis 
McMaster University- Religious Studies 

above appears to be based on the reality that Christ, as a human being, was also the Son 

of God. The incarnation of the Son of God translates into divine sonship being available 

to all. By virtue of the Son's incarnation, humans now can enter into a filial relationship 

with the Father. Christ paved the way, as it were, in that he was a human being who was, 

by nature, the divine Son of God. It is because of this that we are called to sonship, and 

Cyril submits that we attain adoption as children of God by being conformed to Christ's 

likeness by partaking of Christ himself through the Holy Spirit, the implication being that 

the Spirit and Christ are inextricably one. Using the imagery of being stamped or 

embossed with Christ's image, Cyril submits that, through the Spirit, we are transformed 

to become like "the man of heaven," become sons of God, and so rise above the sin that 

came into the world through Adam. ''Therefore," Cyril writes in the lines immediately 

following the above quotation, "we ascend to a dignity that transcends our nature on 

account of Christ. "126 

Cyril describes this process of transformation in more detail in his exegesis of 

John 1.13. Those adopted as children of God, he writes, "have put off the inferiority of 

their own nature. " 127 They are no longer children of the flesh but offspring of God, and 

as such they become "radiant with the grace of him who is honouring them, as if dressed 

in brilliant white clothing. "128 This may be an allusion to the Transfiguration, by which 

Cyril perhaps suggests that, by grace, divine sonship shlnes forth from us in our humanity 

just as Christ's divinity shone forth from him in his humanity on Mount Tabor. We are, 

126 

127 

128 

Ibid. (Pusey, i. 13322
-
23

). ET: Russell (2000), 101 (slightly modified). 
In Jo. 1.13 (Pusey, i. 13415

-
16

). 

Ibid. (Pusey, i. 13416
-
17

). ET: Russell (2000), 101. 
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of course, the archbishop reminds us, children of God by grace rather than by nature. 

Only the Son of God is a Son essentially, and we are made children of God through the 

one who alone is the Son of God by nature: 129 "We shall not be sons of God ourselves in 

exactly the same way as he is, only in relation to him through grace by imitation. For he 

is a true Son who has his existence from the Father, while we are sons who have been 

adopted out of his love for us."130 The magnitude of this grace, however, should not be 

underestimated. For our adoption as children of God means that "that which is other than 

God the Father is gathered into a natural relationship (eis oiKet6T11Ta q:>vo1Knv) with him 

and that which is servile is raised to the noble status of a master."131 Cyril does not here 

deny divine alterity; the fact that he emphasizes immediately before this quotation that 

there exists an ontological difference between our sonship by grace and the Son's sonship 

by nature illustrates this point. But, as indicated by his reference to being gathered into a 

"natural relationship" with the Father, Cyril suggests that God becomes our Father in 

more than a metaphorical sense. And this relationship occurs, as Cyril writes near the 

end of his exposition, because we are reborn as children of God through the Spirit who 

makes us become by grace what the Son is by nature: 

129 

130 

131 

132 

What is servile rises up to the level of sonship (vi6T11Ta) through participation (µEToXJis) 
in him who is Son in truth (KaT· aAr]6e1av), called and, as it were, promoted to the rank. 
which the Son possesses by nature. That is why we are called offspring (YEVVflTol) of 
God and are such, for we have experienced a rebirth by faith through the Spirit. 132 

Ibid. (Pusey, i. 1351
-
2
). 

In Jo. 1.12 (Pusey, i. 13422
-
27

). ET: Russell (2000), 101. 
In Jo. 1.13 (Pusey, i. 1355-7)_ ET: Russell (2000), 101 (slightly modified). 
Ibid. (Pusey, i. 1369

-
14

). ET: Russell (2000), 103. 
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We are, Cyril writes on John 1.12, "recipients by grace of the text 'I have said, 

. 133 
you are gods and all of you sons of the most high' [Ps 82.6]," and we are so because 

we partake of the Son through the Spirit. But the emphasis for Cyril is clearly not on our 

becoming gods, but on our attainment of divine sonship. He takes the Son's eternal filial 

relationship with the Father with absolute seriousness. The Son is indeed God by nature; 

but he is also a Son by nature, having been begotten by the Father ineffably.134 Cyril 

posits in his exegeses of John 1.12 and 13 that the one who is Son by nature became flesh 

for our sake that we might become as he is and so attain a divine sonship that transcends 

human nature. Our adoption as children of God by the Spirit is possible because, through 

the Spirit of the Son, we partake of the incarnate Son and his image is embossed upon us 

such that we are transformed to become like him who came to us. This does not mean for 

Cyril that we are elevated simply in terms of deification; i.e., that the Son became human 

in order that humans could become gods. Rather, Cyril accentuates the relational 

ramifications of our transformation through the Spirit, suggesting that this transformation 

draws us into an experience of the Trinitarian life in that we attain God as our Father in 

imitation of the Son's relationship with the Father. 

A similar emphasis on divine filiation as a process of total conformation into the 

Son through participation in the Son through the Spirit is found in Cyril's exegesis of 

John 16.7.135 His concern in this passage is to account for why Christ understood it to be 

133 

18). 
134 

9 
135 

In Jo. 1.12 (Pusey, i. 133). ET: Russell, 101. See also In Jo. 1~9 (Pusey, i. 1036
-

Cf. DTI.415A (SC 231, 214); In Jo. 1.3 (Pusey, i. 67). Cf. Boulnois (1994), 376-

In Jo. 16.7 (Pusey, ii. 6203-621 15
). 
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to our advantage that he depart in order for the Paraclete to come to us. Cyril argues that, 

although Christ accomplished his work on earth completely, it was necessary that his 

followers be able to become "partakers (KoLvwvovs) and sharers (µET6xovs) of the 

Word's divine nature."136 The reasoning for Cyril here appears to be that the Word's 

incarnation, crucifixion, and resurrection brought to humanity the promise of human 

salvation. The actualization of this promise, however, requires partaking of the Word, 

which itself occurs through the communion (Kotvwvias) and participation (µETovoias) of 

the Holy Spirit. 137 Through this participation the Holy Spirit "changes (µe8icrn1mv) the 

natural state (el;tv) of those in whom he exists and in whom he dwells,"138 and "remoulds 

(µETanAaTTet) into another image (eiK6va) those in whom he is seen to live."139 

Through the Spirit we give up our old life and are transformed (µeTaoKeva(:ecr6m) into 

another. We are reborn through the Spirit, by whom "the fundamental elements of our 

being are changed (µeTaOTotxetovcr6m) 140 into newness of life (noiuTE{as)."141 This 

newness of life Cyril associates with our ability to cry "Abba! Father!" for the 

transformation that the Spirit works in us is inseparable from the fact that we partake of, 

and are united to, the Son through the Spirit.142 As is the case in his tenth festal letter and 

his exegesis of John 1.12 and 13, the archbishop characterizes our adoption as children of 

God here as a thoroughgoing transformation by the Spirit, by whom we are changed so as 
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to enter into a filial relationship with the Father in imitation of the Son to whom we are 

conformed through the Spirit. 

One other passage of exegesis, in which Cyril further describes the transformation 

toward divine sonship that occurs through the Spirit, is worth analysis in terms of 

comprehending how the Spirit transforms us to become children of God. In his 

exposition of the opening verses of John 15, Cyril endeavours to explain Christ's 

reference to himself as the vine and to his followers as branches. Although these opening 

verses contain no mention of the Holy Spirit, Cyril places strong emphasis on the role of 

the Spirit in uniting us to Christ as branches are united to the vine. To be "united 

(evc.:>6evTas) and fixed (foripµooµevovs) and rooted (eµneTITJy6Tas)" with and in Christ 

is to become "partakers (Kotvc.:>vovs) of his nature through partaking (µETaA.axeiv) of the 

Holy Spirit."143 "For it is," Cyril continues, "his Holy Spirit who has united us to the 

saviour, Christ."144 It is through this union with Christ through the Spirit that we become 

Christ's "people, attaining the dignity of sonship from him. "145 Cyril's account of the 

ramifications of our union with Christ, therefore, is simultaneously an account of what it 

means to be made children of God through this Wlion and how this divine filiation is 

made manifest in us. 

Interestingly, by portraying divine filiation with the analogy of the vine and the 

branches, Cyril characterizes Jesus Christ as the progenitor of our new birth. As the vine 
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Christ is the "mother and the one who nourishes" us as the branches.146 We have been 

"reborn (avEyEvvr18nµEv) from him and in him in the Spirit to produce the fruits of 

life. "147 United to Christ through the Spirit, we are empowered and enabled to bear fruit 

in the form of a transformed life characterized by faith, love, and obedience, and so to 

"preserve the benefit of [our] noble birth (evyevEias)."148 It would appear that it is 

because we are united to Christ through the Spirit, reborn in him and empowered to bear 

"fruit," that the incarnate Word can be understood to be the mother of our new birth. 

Precisely how Christ nourishes us as the vine is elaborated upon as the Cyril's 

exposition continues. After citing both 1 John 2.5-6 and 3.24, the former referring to 

obedience as the mark of Christ's indwelling and the latter to the gift of the Spirit as this 

. mark, the archbishop writes: 

For just as the root of the vine ministers and distributes to the branches the enjoyment of 
its peculiar, essential, and natural qualities (TI016TT}Tos), so the only-begotten Word of 
God, in giving the Spirit, engrafts (evTieTJm) in the saints kinship (ovyyevEtav) to his 
own nature and that of God the Father, because the saints have been united 
(ovvEv(.)8ETmv) to him by faith and total sanctity. And he nourishes them toward piety 
and produces in them knowledge of all virtue and of good works.149 

Cyril's understanding of the Spirit as the Spirit of both the Father and the Son, an 

idea we explored in the first chapter, is behind his reference to the Spirit engrafting a 

kinship to his own nature as well as that of the Father. This reference to the Father is also 

tied to the paragraphs that follow the above quotation in which Cyril vigorously argues, 

as he frequently does in the commentary, that the Son is consubstantial with the Father. 
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The primary emphasis, however, is on the Word as the vine who bestows the Spirit on us 

that we might be united with him. Through the Spirit we are united to the Word, and for 

Cyril this means that, corresponding to the relationship that exists between a vine and its 

branches, we share in that which is proper to the Word. The depth of our experience of 

the Word's "qualities" is underlined by Cyril's use of auyyevela to describe our 

relationship to the Word's nature, a term that denotes a familial relationship and so close 

kinship between things that are similar in essence. 150 His word choice indicates that he is 

suggesting that our transformative union with the only-begotten Word culminates in our 

sharing with him a familial connection. As such, Cyril appears to be referring to an idea 

we have seen him express elsewhere, that we share by participation the status of children 

of God with the one who is the Son of God by nature. Cyril's reference to kinship with 

Christ underlines his understanding that union with Christ translates into likeness with 

him, made manifest in a holy life. Moral transformation, in other words, accompanies 

our adoption as children of God. Indeed, progression in holiness through union with 

Christ by the Spirit is a consistent theme throughout Cyril's exegesis of John 15, 

demonstrating the archbishop's conviction that righteousness, and so likeness with Christ, 

is a concomitant of divine filiation. 151 

150 See Lampe, 1266. 
151 Cf. In Jo. 15.1 (Pusey, ii. 54027

-
29

): "All the power of the fruits of the Spirit is 
from [Christ], just as the branches that grow from the root have the root's natural 
qualities"; In Jo. 15.3 (Pusey, ii. 55627-55?4). Referring to the process of transformation, 
and writing in Christ's voice, Cyril states, "But they, shaking off the impurity of former 
customs as vain rubbish, and being thus for the future fitted to bear the fruits of the virtue 
that loves God, will be joined to me in the manner of branches. And, being dependent on 
their love towards me, they will have their hearts enriched by the influences of the Spirit, 
and, imbibing the grace of my goodness, will continue steadfast to the end and be 
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Cyril's references to divine filiation are manifold and, as is often the case with 

him, he does not provide his readers with a systematic account of his theology of our 

adoption as children of God. Perhaps Cyril's thoughts on this matter are best 

encapsulated in his exegesis of John 8.42, in which, using Christ's voice, he writes: 

But truly if you, with zeal and longing, have God as Father, it is because you have wholly 
loved me, the guide and teacher for this path, who gives the means for likeness 
( 6µ016TflTOS) with the one true Son, who, through the Holy Spirit, renders those who 
receive him conformed (ovµµ6pcpovs) to himself 152 

To have God as Father is to become like Jesus Christ, the one who demonstrated for us 

what it is truly to have God as Father and so to be a child of God; he is "the guide and 

teacher for this path," the exemplar of divine sonship. Divine filiation, therefore, entails 

being changed so as to become like Jesus Christ, and Cyril emphasizes that it is by the 

Spirit that this transformation occurs. The Spirit conforms us to Christ's likeness, and in 

becoming like Christ we enter into a filial relationship with the Father modelled on the 

relationship the "one true Son," Jesus Christ, has with the Father. 

The logic of Cyril's understanding of how we become children of God through 

the Holy Spirit appears to be as follows. Because the Son of God became a human being, 

divine sonship is now possible for humanity. Christ is, as it were, the firstfruits of this 

sonship, but the actualization of our elevation to divine filiation is through the Holy 

nurtured in righteousness" (ET Randell, 384; slightly modified); In Jo. 15.4 (Pusey, ii. 
55923

-
25

): Referring to Psalm 36.9, Cyril writes, "For by the fountain of divine and 
spiritual life that runs as a torrent of joy, who else could he [the psalmist) be referring to 
but the Son, who gorges and waters with the life-giving and joy-giving grace of the 
Spirit." 
152 In Jo. 8.42 (Pusey, ii. 853

-
8
). Emphasis mine. 
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Spirit. The Spirit's role in this transformation is predicated on his identity as the Spirit of 

the Son. As seen above and in the first chapter, the archbishop consistently maintains 

that the Spirit is the exact image of the Son. Thus, when one receives the indwelling 

Spirit through baptism one necessarily, and crucially, receives the indwelling Son and so 

participates in him. 153 But whereas Adam participated in the divine Son when the Spirit 

was breathed upon him, the baptized receive and participate in the Son of God made man 

through the Holy Spirit who remains the Son's own after the Incarnation, the Spirit of 

Jesus Christ. Cyril emphasizes that the Spirit conforms us to Jesus Christ, that this 

transformation occurs because we participate in Christ through the Spirit, and that the 

trinitarian basis of this movement is the Spirit's unity with Jesus Christ, a unity that 

translates into the Spirit being Christ's likeness. We are confonned by the Spirit, 

therefore, not simply to the Son of God, but to the God-man Jesus Christ, who, as the Son 

made man, is the paradigm of divine sonship in human form. 

By partaking of Jesus Christ through his Spirit our very natures are transformed 

and elevated. Specifically, our participation in the divine nature through the Spirit, 

because it is a partaking of Jesus Christ, culminates in our adoption as children of God. 

Because we partake of, and are thereby transformed through, the Spirit of the Son made 

man, we attain Christ-likeness at the very depths of our being. We are transformed to 

become new people, our natures changed so as to become that which we previously were 

not. We are, through the Holy Spirit, conformed to Jesus Christ, moulded to become by 

153 The Father is not, of course, absent from this divine indwelling given trinitarian 
unity, but as I point out above, Cyril predominantly focuses on the believer's interaction 
with the Son through the Spirit. 
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grace like him, with the result that we become what he was. This transformation thus 

necessarily has moral ramifications in that we are made holy in the process of becoming 

like Christ through the Spirit. 

These ramifications are due to the inauguration of a new, and hitherto unknown, 

relationship with God the Father through the Spirit of his Son. We do not merely become 

'gods' through participation in the Holy Spirit; indeed, this is not a prominent theme in 

Cyril's writings. We also become sons of God, capable of calling God our Father. We 

thus enter into a filial relationship with God. Although Cyril does not elaborate on the 

particular significance of being able to call God our Father, it would appear that he 

understands divine sonship to entail intimacy with the Father. Jesus Christ had such 

intimacy with the Father because he was the Son of God. Through our reception of his 

Spirit and our resulting transformation into his likeness, we attain to the kind of 

relationship Christ had with his Father, so that we come to know God truly as our Father 

and are able to call him such. Therefore, through Christ and his Spirit we are drawn, in a 

manner not possible for Adam, into the trinitarian mystery, the trinitarian life, becoming 

by grace what the Son is by nature. 

Divine ·fiiiation, as this chapter demonstrates, is a pivotal idea in Cyril's 

pneumatology and soteriology. It appears to encompass for Cyril much of the Spirit's 

soteriological activity, and underlines the centrality of the third person of the Trinity in 

the archbishop's understanding of human salvation. Cyril posits that all humanity now 

participates in the life that is Christ by virtue of the fact that Life itself became flesh, 

died, and rose again. Christ conclusively defeated death for all humans, and all will 
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therefore rise from the dead.154 The fullness of salvation, however, belongs to the 

baptized for only they have received the Holy Spirit. The abundant life that Christ came 

to bestow on humankind is, according to Cyril, pneumatologically enacted. When 

discussing the soteriological efficacy of the Son's kenosis, Cyril thus directs our attention 

beyond the death and resurrection of Christ to a locked room in Jerusalem where Jesus 

breathed out his own Spirit upon his followers. Although Christ gave life to all, only the 

Spirit-filled are able to partake of the divine nature, and particularly of Christ himself, 

and thereby to become by grace what Jesus Christ is by nature. 

Salvation equals transformation in Cyril's soteriological schema, and such 

transformation, directed toward Christ-likeness, occurs only through the Holy Spirit. The 

Son became a human and in so doing he created the opportunity for humanity to become 

like him in his sonship, renewed and recreated to a state not previously possible. In 

Cyril's soteriology the patristic dictum, 'God became man that man might become gods,' 

could more appropriately be changed to, 'The Son of God became man that man might 

become sons of God.' But this salvific potentiality only attains actuality through the gift 

of the Holy Spirit. He is the Son's image just as the Son is the Father's image. To 

receive the Spirit, therefore, is to receive him who, as Cyril writes, is "the one who brings 

the Trinity to its completion."155 And as the divine Spirit of the Father and the Son, he 

completes the soteriological process begun when the incarnate Word was conceived in 

the virgin's womb in that it is he who transforms those in whom he dwells in such a 

154 Cf. In Jo. l.14b (Pusey, i. 139, 141); In Jo. 1.32-33 (Pusey, i. 185); In Jo. 6.54 
(Pusey, i. 532-3); In Jo. 10.10 (Pusey, ii. 220); In Jo. 13.31-32 (Pusey, ii. 378); In Jo. 
19.40-41 (Pusey, iii. 106); In Luc. 18.31-34 (Reuss, 189). 
155 Thes. 34 (PG 75:608D). Cf. Daley (2003), 132-33. 
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manner that they are united with the Son made man, are conformed to him, and thus 

attain God as Father. 

It is John 20.22-23 that is for Cyril the heart of gospel. For here is found the 

soteriological summit towards which Jesus strove unceasingly, from his miraculous 

conception to his baptismal reception of the Spirit, from his three-year ministry to his 

death and resurrection. It is the gift of the Spirit of Jesus Christ to the disciples, the 

firstfruits of redeemed humanity, that is for Cyril the crux of the Son's kenosis, the 

pivotal moment when potentiality reached actuality and human beings became, for the 

first time, children of God the Father. 
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Chapter 5 - The Holy Spirit and the Church {Part D: 
The Formation and Governance of the Church 

Our Lord Je~us Christ appointed the disciples to be guides and teachers of the world, and 
to be ministers of his divine mysteries, and also called them, for the time had now come, 
to illuminate and enlighten like lights, not merely the country of Judea ... but also all 
under the sun, people scattered throughout all the lands, wherever they dwelt. 1 

- In Joann em 20 .21 

In a passing comment in a book on the theology of Henri de Lubac, Hans Urs von 

Balthasar writes the following regarding the ecclesiology of the Fathers: In their writings, 

he suggests, the church "was always presupposed, implicitly present in every thought, 

never thematically reflected upon at length. "2 Whatever may be the veracity of that 

statement in terms of the patristic period as a whole, his observation certainly rings true 

in the case of Cyril of Alexandria. Nowhere to my knowledge does the archbishop 

devote extensive and exclusive attention to the development of an ecclesiology. Rather, 

the idea of the church, like so many facets of Cyril's thought, weaves its way throughout 

his corpus. In order therefore to explore Cyril's ecclesiology, it is necessary to tease out 

various patterns of ecclesiological thought and ideas as a means of constructing a more 

systematic account of the church than is to be found explicitly in the archbishop's 

writings. 

My purpose in the next two chapters is to do precisely tha4 but to do so in the 

context of examining the relationship between pneumatology and ecclesiology in Cyril's 

thought. In this chapter, I shall focus on the Spirit's role in the formation and structure of 

the church. Particular attention will be paid to the Spirit's role in the establishment and 

In Jo. 20.21 (Pusey, iii. 1303
-
10

). ET: Randall, 670 (revised). 
Hans Urs von Balthasar, The Theology of Henri de Lubac (San Francisco: 2 

Ignatius Press, 1991), 105. 
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maintenance of ecclesial leadership to which the disciples were called when they were 

appointed by Christ, through the bestowal of the Spirit, to what Cyril refers to as the 

"glory of the apostleship." Moreover, I shall examine the archbishop's understanding of 

the continuance of this authority and leadership to the apostles' successors, the bishops of 

the church. For Cyril, as we shall see, the apostleship has a pneumatological basis and 

character that is central to the mission and duties of those in ecclesial leadership. By and 

through the Holy Spirit the disciples were made apostles, and thus were empowered to 

become leaders and teachers in the burgeoning Christian community, capable of 

enlightening others as they themselves had been enlightened by the Spirit. And by and 

through the Holy Spirit the apostles' successors continue to be enlightened and exercise 

authority in the church 

Nowhere does Cyril defend either the idea of apostolic authority or the 

hierarchical structure of the church, nor should we expect him to have done so. That the 

church was structured hierarchically was simply a given for him, as was the postulation 

that he, and others in ecclesial authority, were the successors of the apostles, and so were 

entrusted with the same pneumatologically-bestowed authority and duties that had been 

entrusted to Christ's disciples. Instead, in his discussion of apostolic authority, Cyril 

contents himself largely with elaborating upon the theological basis of this authority and 

upon the function of it in the church and the world at large. It will be seen below that 

Cyril understands the Holy Spirit to play a crucial and all-encompassing role in the 

establishment and function of such authority. 
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My analysis of the pneumatological thrust of Cyril's account of the establishment 

of ecclesial authority will commence with an examination of the faith of the disciples 

prior to and after their reception of the Holy Spirit. It shall be seen that Cyril attributes 

their increase in faith to the Spirit's activity, and that their transformation in terms of faith 

is emphasized by the archbishop not only to describe faith itself, but to underline the 

authority of the Spirit-filled disciples. I shall follow this with an account of Cyril's 

perception of the enlightenment of the disciples given by the bestowal of the Holy Spirit, 

an enlightenment that allowed them to become the enlighteners of others. The Spirit's 

enlightening activity is connected to his relationship with the Son, according to Cyril, and 

I will analyze this connection. Lastly, I shall demonstrate that Cyril understands the 

bishops of the church, whom he perceives to be the apostles' successors, to experience a 

similar enlightenment of the Spirit that enables them to guide the church. 

The Faith and Boldness of the Spirit-filled Disciples 

In his exposition of Luke 17.5, Cyril discusses the transformation that occurred 

among the disciples when they received the Holy Spirit, particularly in terms of the 

increase of their faith through the Spirit. Cyril's focus here is not so much on the 

epistemological transformation of the disciples, although as we shall see below, 

epistemology and faith are never far separated in the archbishop's thought. In his 

exegesis of Luke 17.5, the archbishop's emphasis is upon the metamorphosis of the 

disciples from fearful men to men ·of unparalleled faith. Cyril's purpose in expounding 

on this transformation is not limited solely to highlighting the pneumatological root of 

faith. He is, I would argue, also interested in calling attention to the profundity of the 
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disciples' pneumatological transformation as a means of demonst_rating the authority of 

the disciples as leaders and pillars of the burgeoning church. 

Cyril's analysis of the disciples' reception of the Holy Spirit emerges from his 

examination of their request that Christ increase their faith.3 According to the 

archbishop, the disciples were not requesting faith as such, for they already had a 

modicum of faith in Christ. Rather, the disciples were asking Jesus for the divine 

assistance without which our own contribution to faith can only come to naught. Cyril 

explains that faith partly depends upon ourselves and is partly a gift of grace.4 The 

apostle Paul knew that faith required divine assistance and associated such assistance 

with the Holy Spirit, listing faith as one of the gifts of the Spirit in 1 Corinthians 12.8-9.5 

According to Cyril, Christ granted their request for greater faith after his resurrection 

when he gave them the Holy Spirit, at which time the disciples' feeble faith was 

transformed into something far more substantial. 

To illustrate the depth of this transformation, Cyril reminds his audience of the 

feebleness of the disciples' faith prior to the resurrection. Pointing first to Luke 8.22-25,6 

3 Luke 17.5 reads: "The apostles said to the Lord, 'Increase our faith!"' Cyril's 
exegesis of Luke 17.5 is found in Reuss, 176-7, 268-9. 
4 In Luc. 17.5 (Reuss, 268). 
5 "To one is given through the Spirit the utterance of wisdom, and to another the 
utterance of knowledge according to the same Spirit, to another faith by the same 
Spirit ... " 
6 "One day he got into a boat with his disciples, and he said to them, 'Let us go 
across to the other side of the lake.' So they set out, and as they sailed he fell asleep. 
And a storm of wind came down on the lake, and they were filling with water, and were 
in danger. And they went and woke him, saying, 'Master, Master, we are perishing!' 
And he awoke and rebuked the wind and the raging waves; and they ceased, and there 
was calm. He said to them, 'Where is your faith?' And they were afraid, and they 
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Cyril recounts how the disciples, in danger from a storm that threatened to sink their boat, 

cried out in fear to the sleeping Jesus to save them. Upon awaking, Jesus calmed the 

waves and then rebuked the disciples for their lack of faith. Such faithlessness is 

extraordinary, Cyril argues, since "they ought not to have been troubled in any respect 

whatsoever, when the master of the universe was present with them, at whom all his 

works tremble and shake."7 The archbishop then recalls Matthew 14.22-31, particularly 

emphasizing Peter's display of faithlessness as described in verses 28-31 8 when he 

became afraid while walking on the water towards Jesus, sank, and was subsequently 

rebuked by Jesus for being of little faith. Cyril concludes his brief examination of the 

disciples' lack of faith by pointing out that all of the disciples forsook Christ at his 

passion, with Peter even going so far as to deny knowing him. 

However, Cyril points out that such faithlessness contrasts sharply with the faith 

of the disciples after the resurrection when they received the Holy Spirit. For Cyril writes 

that when the Spirit came upon them, the disciples "became bold and manly and fervent 

in the Spirit, so as even to despise death, and to count as nothing the dangers with which 

they were threatened from unbelievers. "9 Whereas the disciples were previously afraid 

for their lives and fearful of such .natural phenomena as storms, the Spirit's descent upon 

marvelled, saying to one another, 'Who then is this, that he commands even wind and 
water, and they obey him?"' 
7 In Luc. 17.5 (Reuss, 176). ET: Smith, 535 (slightly modified). 
8 "And Peter answered him, 'Lord, if it is you, bid me come to you on the water.' 
He said, 'Come.' So Peter got out of the boat and walked on the water and came to 
Jesus; but when he saw the wind, he was afraid, and beginning to sink he cried out, 
'Lord, save me.' Jesus immediately reached out his hand and caught him, saying to him, 
'O man of little faith, why did you doubt?' 
9 In Luc. 17.5 (Reuss, 177). ET: Smith, 537. 
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them strengthened their faith, not only making them fearless but also granting them the 

power themselves to have control over the world, as Christ promised when he said, "If 

you have faith as a grain of mustard seed, you could say to this sycamine tree, 'Be rooted 

up and be planted in the sea,' and it would obey you"' (Luke 17.6). "There is nothing so 

immovable," Cyril writes, "that faith cannot shake it,"10 and with this thought in mind the 

archbishop argues that the depth of the disciples' faith after their reception of the Spirit is 

clearly illustrated by the fact that the earth literally shook when they prayed (Acts 4.31). 

Cyril's exegesis of Luke 17.5 is not the only text wherein the archbishop reflects 

on the transformation of the disciples from weakness and faithlessness to strength and 

boldness. It is discussed also in his exposition of John 18.24-27, a passage that records 

Peter's denial of Christ. 11 Cyril praises the evangelist for being unafraid to recount the 

state of the disciples, ''the teachers of the world," prior to their reception of the Holy 

Spirit, for in so doing John clearly illustrates the degree to which they were changed 

when the Spirit came upon them.12 Before Christ's death and resurrection, the disciples 

feared death with a fear that was stubborn and invincible. Cyril suggests· that such fear 

was indicative of the fact that they were still plagued by human frailty. Although they 

possessed enthusiasm for that which is good, they lacked the wherewithal to overcome 

their fears and the weakness that emerged when confronted with conflict. They only 

attained the requisite strength once they received the Holy Spirit after the resurrection of 

Christ. After comparing the ramifications of the Spirit's bestowal with the strengthening 

10 

11 

12 

Ibid. (Reuss, 269). ET: Smith, 537. 
In Jo. 18.24-27 (Pusey, iii. 43-6). 
Ibid. (Pusey, iii. 4429-454

). 
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of iron in a forge, Cyril writes: "Even the disciples, therefore, were frail at frrst; but, 

when they had received the Spirit of almighty God, they cast aside their native weakness, 

and, by partaking (Tfj KOlVCr.)Vt~) of him, attained to great boldness."13 

This narrative of frailty becoming strength through participation in the Spirit has a 

pedagogical function, according to Cyril, in that we learn through the disciples' 

transformation that we must rely upon God, and not upon ourselves, to attain the kind of 

boldness they achieved. 14 But there is more to Cyril's account than this, and the 

archbishop is intent also to underline that this renewal of the disciples was a central factor 

in their becoming leaders of the church. Cyril's portrayal of the depth of the disciples' 

attainment of strength and boldness is powerful and expansive. As he writes in summary 

of his exegesis of John 18.24-27, God "changed (µnaT18evToS) their weakness into 

power, and elevated them, like strong towers, who were easily daunted even by slight 

dangers, and at times broken down by the mere apprehension of suffering."15 Through 

the Holy Spirit the disciples were the first to overcome the weakness and fearfulness 

which plague all humankind, and they did so profoundly. From being so fearful that they 

abandoned their Lord at his passion, the disciples attained a boldness and fearlessness 

that manifested itself in a fervent and audacious willingness, as teachers of the world, to 

strive toward virtue and to overcome any obstacles and perils they encountered in their 

teaching mission. 16 They were, in short, transformed so as to become capable of being 

the ones by whom the message of Christ was to be spread throughout the world. While 

13 

14 

15 

16 

Ibid. (Pusey, iii. 4521
-
26

). ET: Randall, 592 (revised) 
Cf. ibid. (Pusey, iii. 462~6). 
Ibid. (Pusey, iii. 4528

-
31

). ET: Randall, 592 (revised). 
Cf. ibid. (Pusey, iii. 4432-458

). 

201 



Ph.D. Thesis - G. Hillis 
McMaster University- Religious Studies 

Cyril is clear that something of what the disciples experienced is also experienced by 

believers themselves when they receive the Spirit, there is a sense that the archbishop is 

painting a picture of ideality when referring to the disciples, that there is a depth and 

profundity to their transformation that made them ideally suited to lead the church. We 

shall see as we now explore the disciples' reception of the Spirit further that this 

emphasis on the disciples as leaders is a common theme. 

Enlightened by the Holy Spirit: The Disciples Become Apostles 

The central text for examining the archbishop's understanding of the disciples' 

reception of the Holy Spirit is his exegesis of John 20.19-23, a text that recounts Christ's 

breathing of the Spirit upon the disciples to which I referred briefly in the last chapter. I 

just now touched upon the consequences of their reception of the Spirit in terms of their 

attainment of boldness and faith. In his exposition of John 20.19-23 Cyril delves more 

deeply into the ramifications of the disciples' pneumatological transformation, 

particularly in terms of the importance of this experience for their calling as apostles of 

Christ, commissioned to preach the gospel throughout the world. 17 The archbishop has a 

great deal to say in this text regarding the establishment and shape of ecclesial leadership, 

as well as about the significance of the Holy Spirit for the operation of this leadership. 

My purpose in this section is to focus particularly on Cyril's characterization of the Spirit 

in this text as the one who enlightens the disciples with an enlightenment that revolves 

around the identity of Jesus Christ, and to demonstrate that, for the archbishop, the 

illuminating work of the Holy Spirit in the disciples had, and continues to have, 

17 Cf. Daley (2003), 139. 
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consequences for the function of leadership in the ecclesial community. I will focus 

initially on Cyril's expositions of John 20.21 and 20.22-23, but will discuss other texts as 

the examination progresses. 

According to Cyril, the purpose of Christ's post-resurrection appearance to the 

disciples, recounted in John 20, was to bestow the Holy Spirit upon them. We saw in the 

previous chapter that the archbishop interprets this bestowal as having significant 

soteriological implications, the disciples being the firstfruits of reborn humanity. This 

soteriological interpretation, however, does not contain the whole picture of what 

happened in the upper room. Cyril emphasizes as well that the gift of the Spirit to the 

disciples was tied to Christ's commissioning of them to become the foundation whereby 

the entire world would be transformed. As such, for the archbishop this reception had 

ramifications both for the spreading of Christianity and for the formation and structure of 

the church in the world. 

When Christ bestowed the Spirit on his disciples he called them into the "most 

glorious apostleship" (euKAEOTclTTJV cX1TOOTOAtlV)18 and so "appointed (KEXElpOTOVTJKE) 

(them] to be guides and teachers (Ka8rryr")Tas i<al Blocxai<aAovs) of the world, and 

ministers ( oii<ov6µovs) of the divine mysteries (µvcrnipicuv )" who would illuminate 

(avaAaµ"l'at) and enlighten (KaTavyaam) the world.19 Cyril appears to understand the 

'apostleship' to be a status to which the disciples were elevated; later in the exposition 

the archbishop refers to Christ "proclaiming [the disciples] to be in the great rank of the 

18 

19 
In Jo. 20.21 (Pusey, iii. 13013

). 

Ibid. (Pusey, iii. 13 034
). 
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apostleship (TC~> µeyaACf> Tfjs Cx1TOOToAf1s a~1wµaT1)."20 As apostles of Christ they 

were to become teachers of the world, and Cyril describes their role in the world in 

something of a poetic manner. The image he conjures up is of the world as a building on 

the brink of collapse in need of strong pillars to provide the requisite support. The 

disciples were called to be apostles by Christ, Cyril writes, in order to provide support as 

"the pillars and ground of the truth"21 for a world which lacked the truth and was thus 

crumbling and about to fall. Alexander Kerrigan points out that Cyril frequently refers to 

µuotjp1a to denote "truths hidden from the profane by means of shadows and enigmas 

whose secrets are made known only to those who are capable of understanding them 

correctly. ,,i2 Although Cyril does not clearly elaborate upon what he intends by "divine 

mysteries," Kerrigan's understanding is certainly plausible for the quotation above, 

especially given the archbishop's reference to the newly-appointed apostles illuminating 

the world. That Cyril refers to the apostles as being "ministers of divine mysteries," 

accordingly, indicates that he understands them to have attained a form of knowledge that 

20 In Jo. 20.22-23 (Pusey, iii. 13123-24). 
21 In Jo. 20.21 (Pusey, iii. 13019

-
20

). This reference to the apostles as the '~pillars and 
ground of the truth" is a quotation from 1 Timothy 3.15, and in this verse these words are 
utilized to describe "the church of the living God." That Cyril cites 1 Timothy 3 .15 to 
refer to the newly-ordained apostles quietly exemplifies the archbishop's conviction 
regarding the centrality of the "glorious apostleship" for the formation, structure, and 
practice of the church, a centrality that he expounds upon in his exegesis of John 20.22-
23. 
22 Alexander Kerrigan, St. Cyril of Alexandria: Interpreter of the Old Testament 
(Rome: Pontificio Istituto Biblico, 1952), 149. 
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the world, including their fellow Jews, did not have.23 Their mission in the world as 

apostles, therefore, was to have significant epistemological ramifications. 

It was necessary, therefore, for the disciples to be enlightened regarding the 

"divine mysteries" for their mission as apostles, and Cyril posits that their enlightenment 

was due both to the particular revelation of the Spirit to them as well as to the 

sanctification that the Spirit brought about in them. I shall discuss the particular 

revelation of the Spirit in more detail shortly. In regard to the correlation between 

sanctification and divine knowledge, it is noteworthy that the archbishop devotes 

attention to the sanctification of the disciples in his exegeses of John 20.21 and 20.22-23. 

The emphasis throughout this exposition is on the disciples' attainment of divine 

knowledge through the Spirit, but Cyril predicates their progression in knowledge on 

their sanctification, also through the Spirit. 

The connection the archbishop establishes between sanctification and divine 

knowledge is based on his belief, articulated particularly clearly in his exegesis of John 

8A3,24 that the human mind is weak because it focuses its attention principally on earthly 

pleasure rather than on divine things. This love of pleasure weakens the mind and 

translates into tendencies toward vice and an inability to overcome the passions. Those 

who sin cannot understand that which comes from God, for the divine is holy, and thus 

entirely other than that which leads to sin. It is on this basis, I posit, that Cyril refers to 

23 In referring to the enlightening activity of the apostles, Cyril mentions that their 
mission was directed to the whole world, and not just to those in Judea, thereby 
demonstrating his conviction that the Jews required the same illumination as the Gentiles. 
24 In Jo. 8.43 (Pusey, ii. 88-90). 
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the sanctification of the disciples in his exegesis of John 20.22-23 in the context of 

describing their attainment of knowledge, particularly knowledge of who Christ was. 

After mentioning that the disciples, through the Spirit, were to understand Christ 

as "God and Lord,"25 Cyril explains the Spirit's sanctifying operation with reference to 

the manner in which the priests of the Old Testament were appointed. The appointment 

of priests under the law provides, "in obscure types (ev cicpavecnepols TVrrOlS),"26 an 

outline for the way Christ appointed the disciples to be apostles.27 Cyril highlights that, 

before receiving their priestly regalia, Aaron and his sons were made to wash with water 

(Lev 8.6). Moreover, Moses slew a ram and anointed Aaron with the ram's blood (Lev 

8.23). The water and the blood were thus, according to Cyril, instruments of 

sanctification (aylaaµ6s) that prefigure the way in which the disciples were sanctified to 

become apostles. He explains: 

Our Lord Jesus Christ, changing into the power of truth the figure {axfjµa) of the law, 
consecrates (TeAeloi} through himself the ministers (iepovpyovs) of the divine altars. 
For he is the Iamb of consecration (TeAet~oec.vs) and he consecrates (TEAetoi) through 
true sanctification (aytaoµou), making them partakers (Kotvc.vvovs) of his own nature 
(iSias cpvoec.vs) through participation (µeTovoias) in the Spirit, and fashions [their] 
human nature anew (µnaxa.AKevc.vv) into a power and glory that is superhuman (\rrrep 
,, 8 ) 28 av pc.vTiov . 

The law contained merely "shadows and types of the reality ( OKtas Kal n1novs Twv 

aAT)6tvwv),"29 and therefore the consecration of Aaron and his sons only approximates 

the transformation experienced by the disciples when the Spirit was bestowed upon them. 

25 

26 

27 

28 

29 

In Jo. 20.22-23 (Pusey, iii. 13211
-
15

). 

Ibid. (Pusey, iii. 1336
-
7
). 

Ibid. (Pusey, iii. 13224-133 14
). 

Ibid. (Pusey, iii. 133 7-
14

). 

Ibid. (Pusey, iii. 13 225
). 
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Christ himself, Cyril writes, is the lamb of consecration and therefore the means by which 

the disciples were to be sanctified. The sanctification he bestowed was directly tied to 

himself, for in giving the Holy Spirit to the disciples he made them partakers of his own 

nature. Their sanctification, in other words, revolved around an experience of Jesus 

Christ himself, and as Cyril explains a bit later in the exposition, this participation in 

Christ meant that Christ was formed in them so that they would become like him. 3° Cyril 

writes that the disciples were the "firstfruits" of this transformation,31 but it appears that 

the archbishop understands there to be something distinctive in the disciples' experience 

of sanctification in that they acquired "power and glory" that transcended human nature. 

Although the archbishop is not clear about what this means, it may be that Cyril here 

suggests that the sanctification they received transformed them in such a manner that they 

acquired authority. 

Whatever Cyril may mean, it is clear that he understands the disciples' 

sanctification, a sanctification through participation in Christ himself, to be an integral 

facet of their progression in knowledge. But Cyril appears to posit as well that the 

Spirit's enlightenment of the disciples is due to the specific revelation of Christ by the 

third person of the Trinity. The disciples "would never have understood the mystery 

(µvoTtjptov) with respect to Christ, nor would they have been true spiritual teachers 

(µucrrayc:uyot3 2
), if they had not advanced in the light of the Spirit to a revelation of 

30 

31 

32 

Ibid. (Pusey, iii. 13521
-
28

). 

Ibid. (Pusey, iii. 13528
). 

Cf. Lampe, 891. 
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things which surpass reason and understanding (vnep vow i<al A.6yov)."33 Note that 

Cyril focuses particularly on the disciples' comprehension of "the mystery with respect to 

Christ," suggesting that the enlightenment of the Spirit is connected to apprehension of 

Christ himself. The archbishop explains that the disciples were called as apostles to 

proclaim that Jesus was the Lord, that he was God himself. And because no person, as 

Paul writes in 1 Corinthians 12.3, is able to say Jesus is Lord except by the Holy Spirit, 

the disciples "received the grace of the Spirit in connection with the dignity ( a~t~µaTt) 

of the apostleship. "34 Cyril suggests that the Spirit revealed to the disciples the identity 

of Christ as God made man, and therefore that the disciples' calling to be guides and 

teachers to the world centred around preaching the truth regarding the person of Jesus 

Christ. 

Moreover, the disciples' full apprehension of Christ's identity as both God and 

man was the impetus, not only for their reception of the Spirit, but also for the manner in 

which they received the Spirit. According to Cyril, Christ breathed the Holy Spirit upon 

his disciples as a means of vividly demonstrating to his disciples his status as the divine 

Son of God responsible both for humanity's creation and salvation. It was necessary 

"that the Son should appear as a partner with the Father in bestowing (ovv8oTflpa) the 

Spirit," for it was necessary that he be understood to be the power of the Father, and as 

the one who created all things. 35 Cyril argues, in other words, that the action of Christ 

physically breathing the Spirit upon his disciples was intended to underline a theological 

33 

34 

35 

In Jo. 20.22-23 (PuseI, iii. 13211
-
15

). 

Ibid. (Pusey, iii. 1321 
•
21 

). 

In Jo. 20.22-23 (Pusey, iii. 13423
-
28
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point regarding the divinity of the Son, who with the Father bestowed the Spirit on his 

disciples. 36 

Both in the manner in which the Spirit was bestowed and in the revelation 

provided by the Spirit, the disciples-made-apostles came to a comprehension of Jesus 

Christ as both God and man, and were thus able to preach this truth in the world. But 

what is it about the Spirit in particular that makes him the means by which the disciples 

were to come to the fullness of knowledge regarding Christ? Cyril implicitly associates 

the Spirit's revelation of Christ to the disciples in his exegesis of John 20.22-23 with his 

identity as the Spirit of Christ, but he does not fully develop this connection. He does, 

however, develop the relationship between the enlightening activity and the Spirit's 

identity as the Spirit of the Son elsewhere. 

36 Cyril makes this point regarding the pedagogical impetus behind Christ's 
bestowal of the Spirit in John 20.22-23 as a means of addressing the, for him, troubling 
exegetical dilemma of whether the disciples received the Spirit immediately after Christ's 
resurrection as described· in John 20, whether they received him at Pentecost (Acts 2), or 
whether they received him twice. Cyril informs us that this exegetical problem is made 
acute by the fact that Jesus, in John 16. 7, tells his disciples that they will receive the Holy 
Spirit once he has ascended: "[F]or if I do not go away, the Counselor will not come to 
you; but if I go, I will send him to you." If Jesus states clearly that the Spirit will not be 
given until he is gone, Cyril asks what we are to make of John 20.22-23 where Jesus 
breathes the Spirit upon his disciples prior to his ascension. This question leads the 
archbishop to reflect on the nature of humanity's creation and fall as a means of 
explaining why Christ bestowed the Spirit upon his disciples in the manner that he did. 
Christ breathed the Spirit on his disciples to recapitulate the bestowal of the Spirit upon 
Adam in Genesis 2. 7, and also to demonstrate clearly to the disciples his identity as the 
divine Son of God. Cyril argues that Jesus was not lying when he stated that he would 
send the Spirit upon his departure, for when he ascended he gave the Spirit abundantly, 
through faith and through baptism to those who were willing to receive him. However, 
he breathed the Spirit on his disciples in order to do something of tremendous 
soteriological and Christological significance. 
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For example, in his exegesis of John 16.12-1337 Cyril discusses the transformation 

that the Holy Spirit enacted in the disciples, and focuses his attention on their progression 

in knowledge through the Spirit. Prior to their reception of the Spirit, the disciples lived 

and thought in an ~'overly Jewish manner (lov8a"iKcbTep6v),"38 by which Cyril means 

that they remained in the "obsolete letter of the law,"39 their minds incapable of 

transcending the shadow of truth in the law in order to get to the reality. Christ promises, 

according to Cyril, that the Spirit would ''change the elementary nature 

(µeTaOT01xs1w01J) of [their] minds" so that they would be able to understand things 

concerning Christ himself.40 They would be "formed anew (avanenA.aoµevo1s) through 

the Spirit to newness oflife and knowledge (yvcboec.us)/"'1 and this transformation would 

enable them to comprehend "new notions (A.oytoµc~w).'42 Cyril describes their 

enlightenment through the Spirit as follows: 

When they were enriched (nA.outjoaVTES) with the grace that is from above and from 
heaven their strength was renewed, according to what was written, and they came into a 
better knowledge than they had previously, then we hear them say with courage, "But we 
have the mind of Christ" (1 Cor 2.16]. By the mind of the saviour they mean nothing else 
but the coming of the Holy Spirit to them, who revealed (OtEKKaAVnTov) to them in a 
fitting manner all things whatsoever it was necessary for them to know and leam.43 

37 These verses read as follows: ''I have yet many things to say to you, but you 
cannot bear them now. When the Spirit of truth comes, he will guide you into all the 
truth; for he will not speak on his own authority, but whatever he hears he will speak, and 
he will declare to you the things to come." 
38 Jn Jo. 16.12-13 (Pusey, ii. 62i). 
39 Ibid. (Pusey, ii. 62629

-
30

). 
40 Ibid. (Pusey, ii. 6268

-
15

). 
41 Ibid. (Pusey, ii. 62623

-
25

). 
42 Ibid. (Pusey, ii. 62627-6271

). 
43 Ibid. (Pusey, ii. 62727 -6285

). 
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Cyril immediately fleshes out this perception of the Spirit as the 'mind of Christ' by 

concentrating on Christ's reference to the Holy Spirit as being the 'Spirit of truth' in John 

16.13. Christ called the Paraclete the 'Spirit of truth' as a means of underlining the fact 

that the Spirit is his own, for Christ is the truth.44 An account of the Holy Spirit's 

relationship to the Son follows, wherein Cyril argues that the Spirit shares an "identity of 

nature (TaVToTT)Ta cpuoews)" with the Son because the Spirit "proceeds naturally 

( rrp6e101 cpvmK&s)',45 from his substance. This relationship between the Holy Spirit and 

the Son meant, according to Cyril, that Christ's promise to send the disciples the 

Paraclete was not a promise to send them something foreign to him. It meant, rather, that 

Christ promised them his own presence in another form, and therefore that the Spirit's 

revelation is intrinsically connected to his relationship with the Son.46 For, as Cyril 

argues, the Spirit has "perfect knowledge of the truth" - that is, of the Son - because he is 

the Spirit of truth.47 Thus, when Christ promises the disciples the Spirit of truth, he 

promises that the Holy Spirit will reveal nothing to them that is contrary to Christ's 

teaching, nor will he expound upon "strange doctrine (~evov µa9rwa )", nor will he 

introduce laws peculiar to himself.48 Rather, Cyril writes utilizing Christ's voice, "since 

his is my Spirit and, as it were, my mind, he will certainly speak of things concerning 

me. ''49 As the Spirit of Truth - that is, the Spirit of the Son - he will engraft ( ev6Jloe1) in 

44 

45 

46 

47 

48 

49 

Ibid. (Pusey, ii. 6288
-
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Ibid. (Pusey, ii. 62817
; 62816

). 

Ibid. (Pusey, ii. 62811
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14
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the disciples' hearts the mystery (µv0Ttjp1ov) of the Truth in its entirety.5° For as the 

Spirit of the Son, he knows the Son completely, and to illustrate this point Cyril cites 1 

Corinthians 2.11,51 implicitly suggesting that Paul's reference to the "Spirit of God" is a 

reference to the Spirit as the Spirit of the Son.52 

Therefore, as the Spirit of the Son, the Holy Spirit is uniquely suited to reveal the 

Son entirely to those who receive him. This point is elaborated upon in Cyril's exegesis 

of John 16.14. Here the archbishop writes that those who receive the Spirit have their 

minds elevated above "arrogance of the Jews"53 who do not comprehend the divinity of 

Jesus Christ. Consequently, when the Spirit was given to the disciples he glorified the 

Son by revealing "the mystery (µvon1p1ov) that is in Christ,"54 namely, ''that he was 

truly God and the offspring (Kapn6s) of God the Father's substance (ovaias)."55 

According to Cyril, this revelation of the Son by the Spirit is predicated upon Christ's 

statement in John 16.14 that the Spirit "will take what is mine," an idea that the 

archbishop proceeds to explicate. 

Cyril is quick to mention that this affirmation that the Spirit receives from the Son 

does not mean that the Spirit is less than the Son. Rather, the Spirit is said to receive 

from the Son because he "is consubstantial (6µoovmov) with the Son, and divinely 

50 

51 

him? 
52 

53 

54 

55 

Ibid. (Pusey, ii. 62819
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). 

"For what person knows a man's thoughts except the spirit of the man which is in 
So also no one comprehends the thoughts of God except the Spirit of God." 
Ibid. (Pusey, ii. 62822

-
29

). 

In Jo. 16.14 (Pusey, ii. 633 15
-
16

). See also (Pusey, ii. 6341-2). 
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proceeds (np6e101) through him,"56 meaning, according to the archbishop, that the Holy 

Spirit has in himself by nature all that the Son has in himself.57 Cyril contends that the 

Spirit's revelation of the Son is based on the relationship he has with the Son. On the one 

hand, to say that the Spirit has all that the Son has in himself is to make a comment on the 

Spirit's divinity, and so to posit that the Spirit is divine in the same manner as the Son is 

divine. But on the other hand, to say that the Spirit has all that the Son has in himself is 

also to make a comment on the absolute unity of the two persons, and so to posit that the 

Spirit acts in total conformity and singleness with the Son. It is the latter facet of the 

Spirit's relationship to the Son that Cyril lays stress upon as he concludes his exegesis of 

John 16.14: "He says, therefore, that the Paraclete 'will take what is mine and declare it 

to you.' That is, he will say nothing that is at variance with my purpose ( aKonov ), but 

since he is my Spirit, he will certainly say the same thing (TavT0Aoyr1oe1) [as me], and 

he will show you of my will. "58 

Cyril is clear in the above two passages of exposition that the Holy Spirit, as the 

Spirit of the Son, enlightened the disciples regarding Jesus Christ himself in order that 

they might comprehend Christ's identity and his teachings fully. There is, in short, a 

christological focus to the Spirit's revelation to the disciples that, as Cyril writes in his 

exegesis of John 20.21, made them capable to be guides and teachers of the world. In 

various places in his writings, Cyril fleshes out precisely how this pneumatic, 

christologically-centred enlightenment manifested itself in the apostles. And for the 
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archbishop, it manifested itself in the apostles' ability to comprehend the true (i.e., 

christological) meaning of the Old Testament scriptures, and in their knowledge and 

articulation of Jesus Christ as the divine Son of God made man. 

The Apostles' Knowledge of Scripture and Doctrine 

In his exposition of John 17 .18-19, Cyril discusses why the disciples received the 

Spirit and how this reception affected their mission. He characterizes the disciples' 

reception of the Spirit in terms of their enlightenment, as well as their sanctification and 

strengthening. His comments are worth quoting at length: 

For truly the disciples would not have come to such brilliance (cpm8p6TJ1TOS) as to be 
illuminators (q>c.ucrrffpes) of the whole world, nor would they have withstood against 
tempters or the terrible assaults of the devil, had their minds not been fortified 
(S1amq>payµevo1) by participation (µeTovafq:) in the Spirit, had they not been 
continually enabled through him to do an unheard of and superhuman injunction, and had 
they not been guided by the illumination (o<ilooux(as) of the Spirit, without effort, to a 
pure knowledge ( yvii>mv aKpmcpvfj) of the divinely inspired scriptures and the sacred 
doctrines (TC~v iepwv 8oyµchc.uv) of the church.59 

The related themes of enlightenment and moral purity weave their way throughout this 

passage as they do in Cyril's exegeses of John 20.19-21 and 20.22-23. The disciples 

were only capable of overcoming temptation because their minds were protected by the 

Spirit- Cyril's terminology here evokes the imagery of a pneumatological barricade that 

preserves the disciples in the midst of attack - and it was precisely because their minds 

were "fortified by participation in the Spirit" that the disciples became q>cuo-nipes 

themselves and teachers of the world. The archbishop identifies the illumination of the 

Spirit with the disciples' attainment of knowledge of both the scriptures and the doctrines 

of the church. 

59 In Jo. 17.18-19 (Pusey, ii. 71 ?18-7184
). 
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Cyril does not expand on the disciples' knowledge of the scriptures in this 

context, but given that the primary focus of In Joannem was the defence of Nicene 

orthodoxy against Arianism, and given that much of his exposition on John 17.18-19 

focuses on the divinity and consubstantiality of the Son with the Father,60 the divinity and 

humanity of Jesus Christ,61 and the Trinity,62 it is probable that such topics are indicative 

of the doctrines to which he refers in the above quotation. This, however, is not made 

explicit in the exposition. 

Elsewhere Cyril elaborates on how the disciples' reception of the Spirit brought 

with it understanding of the Old Testament in a manner that was previously inaccessible 

to them. In particular, the disciples attained knowledge of the christological import of the 

Hebrew scriptures through the Spirit. Cyril describes this enlightenment in the 

concluding paragraphs of a sermon on Luke 18.31-34,63 focusing particularly on verse 

34's reference to the disciples not understanding Christ's statement that he would be 

killed, that he would rise again, and that all of this would take place in fulfilment of the 

scriptures.64 The archbishop argues that the disciples did not comprehend Jesus here 

chiefly because they did not, at this point, understand the scriptures. Had they 

understood them they would have comprehended that, according to the Old Testament, 

60 

61 
Ibid. (Pusey, ii. 718-20). 
Ibid. (Pusey, ii. 720-28). 
Ibid. (Pusey, ii. 718-20). · 62 

63 Luke 18.31-34 reads: "And taking the twelve, he said to them, 'Behold, we are 
going up to Jerusalem, and everything that is written of the Son of man by the prophets 
will be accomplished. For he will be delivered to the Gentiles, and will be mocked and 
shamefully treated and spit upon; they will scourge him and kill him, and on the third day 
he will rise.' But they understood none of these things; this saying was hid from them, 
and they did not grasp what was said.'' 
64 In Luc. 18.31-34 (Reuss, 190). 
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the Son of God was to die and rise again. The disciples' ignorance of the scriptures is, 

according to Cyril, clearly demonstrated by the actions of Peter when, after hearing from 

Jesus that he must go to Jerusalem and that he would die and rise again, he rebuked Jesus, 

saying, "God forbid, Lord! This shall never happen to you" (Mt 16.22). Cyril writes that 

Peter's rebuke stemmed from an ignorance of the "depth of the mystery (Tou µvrrrnpiov 

To (36:0vs)" contained in the scriptures regarding Christ's death and resurrection. 

However, Peter's ignorance, and the ignorance of all the disciples, was erased when they 

received the Spirit. For when Christ rose from the dead he opened their eyes (Luke 

24.31) in that "they were enlightened (KaTecpc.:>T(o0rtoav) and enriched by the abundant 

participation of the Spirit (-niv TOV nvevµaTOS µs6el;tv aµcp1Acxcpfj), so as to say, 'And we 

have the prophetic word made more sure' [2 Pet 1.19]."65 Although initially unable to 

comprehend the purport of scripture, the disciples, through illumination of the Holy 

Spirit, were enabled clearly to see the mysteries contained in the Old Testament, 

mysteries that revolved around the person of Christ. 

Cyril makes a similar point in his exegesis of John 12.16 - "His disciples did not 

understand this at first; but when Jesus was glorified, then they remembered that this had 

been done to him" - emphasizing that the disciples came to an Wlderstanding of the 

references to Christ in the scriptures. Here Cyril once again contrasts the ignorance of 

the disciples prior to the resurrection with their state after receiving the Holy Spirit. 

John, Cyril writes, "does not blush to mention the ignorance ( ayvotav) of the disciples, 

and again their knowledge (yv&mv), since his aim (aKo1T6s) was not to pay no regard to 

65 Ibid. 
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human respect, but to defend (crvvriyopfjoai) the glory of the Spirit.''66 According to the 

archbishop, the disciples were ignorant of the significance of Jesus' procession into 

Jerusalem on a donkey. The disciples' ignorance was reflective of the inability of the 

Jews in general to understand the true meaning of that which was written in their own 

scriptures; that is to say, neither the disciples nor their fellow Jews deciphered the 

christological import of their own sacred writings. However, Cyril emphasizes that the 

darkness of the disciples' knowledge was dissipated with their reception of the Holy 

Spirit: "They were enlightened ( ecpuHlo0rioav) with knowledge from the time of the 

resurrection, when Christ breathed into their faces, and they became different from 

others.',67 All that had been ''hidden ( anoKpvcpc.vv)',68 in the scriptures was opened up to 

the disciples at this moment of epistemological transformation, when "knowledge of the 

divine words was revealed to them through the Spirit.''69 

These accoWlts of the disciples' ignorance of the Hebrew scriptures illustrate a 

central facet of Cyril's perception of how the Old Testament was to be interpreted. 

Alexander Kerrigan points out in his study of Cyril's Old Testament exegesis that when 

the archbishop appeals to the depths that are contained in the Hebrew scriptures, he is 

most frequently referring to the mysteries concerning Christ that are evident in these 

pages to those who read the scriptures properly. 70 In the examples provided above 

regarding the disciples' ignorance of the true meaning of the Old Testament, it is 

66 

67 

68 

69 

70 

In Jo. 12.16 (Pusey, ii. 3072
-
4
). 

Ibid. (Pusey, ii. 30710
-
12

). 

Ibid. (Pusey, ii. 3079
). 

Ibid. (Pusey, ii. 30627
-
28

). 

Kerrigan (1952), 131; 200-1. 
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precisely these mysteries concerning Christ that the disciples, according to Cyril, do not 

comprehend. It is the archbishop's contention that christological threads were subtly 

woven by God into the Old Testament, and by this means the mystery of Christ was 

declared to all, albeit in shadows and enigmas. "Christ is the end of the law and the 

prophets," Cyril writes in his introduction to his commentary on Isaiah, meaning that the 

"divine mysteries" regarding the Son of God made man are strewn through the pages of 

the Hebrew scriptures. 71 Kerrigan points to Cyril's comments in his Glaphyra in 

Genesim regarding the mysteries contained in the Old Testament to illustrate the 

archbishop's understanding of the christological depths of the Hebrew scriptures: 

The inspired scripture, 'in many ways and many means' [Heb 1.1 ], described beforehand 
the types (Ttrrrovs) of the· salvation to be accomplished by Christ, thereby bringing 
considerable utility to its readers. As skilled painters make use of decorations involving 
the use of many colours, bringing the shadows into clearer vision and toning them down 
considerably so as to make a pleasing picture, so too did God (the wise Artificer of all 
things) announce beforehand in subtle fashion the beauty of the mystery (µuoTflpiou) by 
means of so many different glories. 72 

Kerrigan points out that the prophets, according to Cyril, had knowledge of spiritual 

things, and that they had such kn~wledge through the Holy Spirit, who gave the prophets 

the requisite spiritual vision regarding Christ.73 Through the illumination of the Spirit, 

for example, Moses was frequently aware of the inner, spiritual meanings found beyond 

the letter of the law, meanings that pointed to the incarnation of the Son of God. 74 David 

also beheld Ta nvevµaTtKa, and it was through this perception that he knew the 

particulars regarding the incarnation of the Son of God, as demonstrated in various 

71 

72 

73 

74 

In Is. Prooemium (PG 70, 9A). ET: Wilken (2007), 7. 
Glaph in Gen. 140 (PG 69, 225C). ET: Kerrigan (1952), 200-1. 
Kerrigan (1952), 233-4. 
Ibid., 228-9. He points to Glaph in Ex. 328 (PG 69, 517A). 
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Psalms. 75 And as Cyril states in In Joannem, the prophets were "Spirit-bearers" 

(nveuµaTo<p6po1), and it was this that enabled them to utter divine mysteries concerning 

Christ in their writings. 76 

The Spirit by whom the Old Testament writers were able to write mysteries 

concerning Christ was the same Spirit who was breathed upon the disciples by Christ, 

and it was by this Spirit that the disciples were able fully to comprehend those Spirit-

inspired mysteries contained in the Old Testament. When the disciples received the 

Spirit, Cyril writes in exposition of Joel 2.28-29, "they gave utterance to prophecy, 

understanding (ovvtevTES) and repeating mysteries (Ta µuou1p1a) concerning Christ 

from the holy prophets."77 The christological substance of the Old Testament opened up 

for the disciples through the inspiration of the Holy Spirit. Consequently, they became 

capable of expounding upon these scriptures in order ''to bring the listeners to obedience 

and the clear belief that the acceptable time had arrived, and the former prophecies 

through the law and the prophets regarding Christ had now come to fulfilment. "78 

Related to the disciples' Spirit-inspired comprehension of the scriptures was their 

understanding of doctrine through the Spirit. Cyril focuses particularly on their 

knowledge christological doctrine and appears to take for granted that understanding 

Christ as the divine Son of God made man carries with it knowledge of Trinitarian 

doctrine. I have already shown above that Cyril emphasizes the Spirit's revelation of 

75 Kerrigan (1952), 230-1. 
In Jo. 7.39 (Pusey, i. 69011

-
20

). 

In . .Jl. 227 (PG 71, 377A). ET: Robert C. Hill (trans), St Cyril of Alexandria: 

76 

77 

Commentary on the Twelve Prophets, vol. 1 (Washington: Catholic University of 
America Press, 2007), 294 (modified). 
78 Ibid. ET: Hill (2007), 294. 
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Christ as both God and man to the disciples, connecting this revelation to their task of 

being illuminators of truth in the world. In the opening pages of In Joannem, Cyril 

provides a narrative of how and why John's gospel was written.79 Taldng John as an 

example of apostolic leadership and inspiration, Cyril outlines in this account his 

conception of how the apostles undertook leadership in the early church. 

The archbishop paints a picture of the theological climate of the first century that 

very much resembles that of the fourth and fifth centuries. 80 According to Cyril, there 

were some in the early church who, soon after Christ's ascension, began to deny the 

divinity and etemality of the Son, and who argued that the Word of God only came into 

being when he was born of the virgin. Cyril posits that the scandal caused by this 

heretical view of Christ had no small effect on the first century chmch, with those of 

simpler faith being led away by such doctrines. It was at this point the wiser believers in 

the church, distressed by this state of affairs, approached John to teach them "with the 

illumination ( <pc.uTayc.uylms) that is through the Holy Spirit"81 and to provide a means of 

saving those who had already fallen into the snare of heresy. The evangelist realized that 

he could not sit idly by and allow such a state of affairs to continue, so in response he 

wrote his gospel with the intention of clearly articulating the divinity and eternality of the 

Word, an intention that manifests itself in the opening sentence of his gospel: "In the 

beginning was the Word, and the Word was with God, and the Word was God." John, 

79 This account is to found in In Jo. Lib. I (Pusey, i. 1320-1510
). 

80 Maurice F. Wiles, The Spiritual Gospel: The Interpretation of the Fourth Gospel 
in the Early Church (New York: Cambridge University Press, 1960), 11. 
81 In Jo. Lib. I (Pusey, i. 1428

). 
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therefore, through the Holy Spirit, had a full comprehension of Christological issues and 

wrote his gospel accordingly. 

But, according to Cyril, in addition to writing his gospel to respond to theological 

crises in his own day, John also wrote the gospel to address the theological turmoil that 

he knew would occur in the centuries to come. For John was "illuminated 

( q>c.JTayc.vyovµEvos) by the divine Spirit to the knowledge of things to come,"82 and so 

was well aware of the dangers that Arianism would pose. "The Spirit-bearer ( 6 

nvEvµaTo<p6pos)," Cyril writes with reference to John, "was not ignorant that there 

would arise some in the last times who would speak against (KaTriyopouvTes) the 

essence of the only-begotten, 'denying the master who bought them' [2 Pet 2.1], by 

supposing that the Word who appeared from God the Father was not, by nature, God."83 

There would be others who would deny the "holy Trinity" by failing to recognize that the 

Father and the Son exist as "individual hypostases (\mooTaoE01v i81KaTs)" and by 

positing instead that the Son and the Father are "one and the same (E'va Kal Tov 

mrr6v ). ,,s4 Accordingly, John precisely and carefully enunciated the divinity of both the 

Word and the Father in the opening verses of his gospel,85 showing that "that Word is one 

and oniy and true, from God, and in God, and with God.',s6 

82 

83 

84 

85 

86 

In Jo. 1.2 (Pusey, i. 45 13
-
14

). 

In Jo. 1.1 (Pusey, i. 31 5-9). ET: Pusey, 22 (revised). 
Ibid. (Pusey, i. 24 4•

24
). 
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With the apostle John, therefore, we have a concrete example of a "Spirit ... 

bearer"87 who had knowledge of the "divine doctrines" and who demonstrates this 

knowledge throughout his gospel. 88 He wrote his gospel in his role as a leader of the 

early church and, according to Cyril, clearly articulated christological doctrine (and 

related to this the doctrine of the Trinity) for his own generation and for the generations 

to follow. John was, like all the evangelists, "taught by God (6eooioaKTos),"89 and wrote 

with precision in order to compose that which would be of most profit to those readers 

yearning to search after the mind of that which is hidden in their gospels, and so to arrive 

at knowledge of the "divine doctrines (T&v 8e1cuv ooyµa-rc.vv)."9° Cyril credits the 

evangelists as being inspired by the Spirit, and quotes Jesus' statement in Matthew 10.20 

- "for it is not you who speak, but the Spirit of the Father speaking through you" - as 

being indicative of the central role the Spirit played in leading the evangelists in the 

composition of their gospels.91 

It was precisely John's enlightenment through the Spirit regarding doctrine that 

the wiser believers in John's first-century church sought to exploit when they asked him 

to come to their aid against the Christo logical errors ·of the heretics. He was able to 

articulate who Christ was as the divine and eternal Son of God because he had attained 

true knowledge of doctrine through the illumination of the Holy Spirit. Cyril does not, in 

these pages, specifically associate the Spirit's illumination with his identity as the Spirit 

87 

88 

89 

90 

91 

See for example ibid. (Pusey, i. 244
). 

Cf. In Jo. Lib. I (Pusey, i. 133
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of the Son. However, given the clear association he makes elsewhere between the two, 

and given the emphasis Cyril places on the cbristological thrust of John's enlightenment 

through the Spirit, it can reasonably be assumed that his understanding of the Spirit's 

relationship with the Son guides his reflections on John's knowledge of doctrine. 

Cyril's emphasis on the Spirit.filled disciples' attaimnent of knowledge of 

scripture and doctrine underlines his perception of the authority of the apostles to teach 

and enlighten the world and so to govern the early church. It should be pointed out that 

Cyril does not limit the attainment of knowledge of doctrine and the scriptures solely to 

the apostles. He is clear that growth in knowledge of doctrine and scripture characterizes 

the spiritual development of all believers who have received the Holy Spirit. But while 

enlightenment is within the purview of all Spirit-filled believers, the archbishop lays 

particular emphasis on the enlightenment of the apostles. Cyril writes with reference to 

Christ's breathing of the Spirit upon the disciples that "it was necessary for the spiritual 

leaders (µvoTayc:uyovs) of the church and future teachers (natoeVTas) of the world to 

be adorned (KaTaKaAAvv£o6m) before all with the gift of the Holy Spirit."92 They were 

called to become apostles by Jesus Christ, illuminators of the truth to the world ill order 

that all might come to believe. The truth they would proclaim, the truth they attained 

through the enlightenment of the Holy Spirit, was concentrated on Christ. For through 

the Spirit they became capable of seeing the christological nuances in the Old Testament 

and were fully enlightened to understand Christ as the divine Son of God made man. 

92 In JI. 226 (PG 71, 375D). ET: Hill (2007), 294. 
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Cyril submits that the raising up of leaders for the church who would teach the. 

world about Christ, explain the christological meaning of scripture, and correct the 

christological errors of heretics was inextricable from the disciples' reception of the Holy 

Spirit. · The centrality of the Spirit for the enlightenment of the disciples appears to be 

predicated on the Spirit's unity with the Son. As the Spirit of the Son he made Christ 

known entirely to the disciples when he was breathed upon them. As the Spirit of the 

Son he revealed Christ to the writers of the Old Testament that their writings might make 

Christ manifest in hidden and subtle ways. And as the Spirit of the Son, he opened the 

eyes of the disciples to see Christ in the pages of the Hebrew scriptures. The Holy Spirit 

thus made the disciples, whose ignorance prior to the resurrection was noteworthy, 

enlightened to the fullness of the mystery of Christ and made them enlighteners 

( <pe.:>cmipes) themselves, capable of leading the church and so of being the foundation for 

truth in a world lacking in such truth. 

The Holy Spirit and the Apostles' Successors 

The pneumatologically-derived authority of the apostles was not, according to 

Cyril, localized only in the first leaders of the church, but continues on in their 

successors, the ecclesial leaders who govern the church. Cyril particularly emphasizes 

the teaching authority of the apostles' successors, and suggests that they are enlightened 

by the Holy Spirit to carry out the task of leading the church in truth. In his exegesis of 

John 6.12-13 and Isaiah 33.20-21, as well as in his references to the pneumatological 

inspiration of the bishops of the Nicene council, Cyril submits that the bishops of the 
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church are the apostles' successors who are, like the apostles, enlightened by the Spirit to 

guide the church. 

John 6.12-13 are two verses from John's account of the feeding of the five 

thousand that refer to the disciples gathering up the remaining fragments of bread and 

fish after the crowd had eaten. After explaining how the excess food demonstrates 

Christ's divinity and manifests the generosity of Christ, which we are to imitate, Cyril 

proceeds to explicate these verses "spiritually" (rrvevµaTtK&s). 93 The archbishop 

contends that there is in the gathering up of the fragments of food "a hidden (µuOTtK6v) 

and spiritual (nveuµaTtK6v) object of contemplation (6ecbp11µa)" that requires 

elucidation. 94 Christ instructed the multitudes to sit, and once he had blessed the food, he 

distributed the loaves and the fish, doing so, Cyril points out, "through the service 

(vnovpy(as) of the disciples."95 Once all had eaten their fill, Christ commanded the 

disciples to gather up the leftover food. Cyril argues that we are to understand from this 

event that Christ is the president (nav11yvp1ap){lls96) of all believers, nourishing those 

who approach him with "that which is divine and heavenly."97 And that with which 

Christ nourishes believers is, according to Cyril, knowledge (µa8r]µam) of the law and 

.the prophets, of the gospels, and of that which is from the apostles.98 Cyril's reference to 

the knowledge being of the law and the prophets suggests that he has in mind true 

knowledge of the scriptures, and his reference to the knowledge being of the gospels and 
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of the New Testament epistles probably indicates that he has in mind the apostolic 

teaching regarding Christ and God (i.e., the church's doctrines). 

According to Cyril, John's account of the feeding of the five thousand is intended 

to underline precisely how knowledge of scripture and doctrine is given to believers, and 

the archbishop argues that Christ's use of the disciples to give bread and fish to the 

masses is indicative of the manner in which the disciples, and their successors, 

disseminated, and continue to disseminate, divine knowledge. Just as the disciples 

distributed bread and fish from Christ's hand to the five thousand, so they ministered 

grace from above in that the Holy Spirit spoke in them (Mt I 0.20). The knowledge that 

the disciples, through the Holy Spirit, dispensed was "spiritual food ( Tas nveuµaTu<as 

Tpoq>as)," and in dispensing this food and "ministering (01aKovT]a6:µevo1) the good 

things (Ta ayaea) of our saviour," they obtained "the fullest grace of a position of 

honour (q>1AoT1µias99) from God."100 

As he does in texts already examined above, Cyril here depicts the disciples as 

elevated to a status as Spirit-inspired dispensers of divine knowledge. Moreover, at the 

end of his exegesis of John 6.12-13, after referring to the "position of honour" attained by 

the disciples, Cyril posits that the feeding of the five thousand refers not simply to the 

disciples' ministering of divine knowledge to believers, but also to the same work that is 

accomplished by ecclesial leaders thereafter. There is no doubt, Cyril writes in 

conclusion of his exposition, that that which is signified by the feeding of the five 

thousand (i.e., the ability of the Spirit-filled disciples to dispense knowledge) "will be 

99 

100 
Cf. Lampe, 1484. 
Jn Jo. 6.12-13 (Pusey, i. 421 2~6). 
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transferred (Sta{3tjcrETat) also to the rulers (ftyovµevovs) of the holy churches."101 That 

Cyril has in mind the bishops of the churches is evident from his use of the- term 

ftyouµevos, which he uses elsewhere with reference to prelates. 102 He submits, therefore, 

that continuity exists between the Spirit-inspired disciples and the bishops who continue 

to lead ecclesial communities. The implication is that bishops continue to dispense 

knowledge of doctrine and scripture through the Holy Spirit, who speaks through these 

bishops just as he spoke through the disciples. 

Cyril writes similarly in a passage from his commentary on Isaiah 33.20-21.103 

Interpreting Isaiah's reference to the city of Zion in verse 20 as a symbol for the church 

on earth, the archbishop briefly expounds on the church and on the importance of her 

leaders.104 The church, he writes, is compared by Isaiah to "tents which shall not be 

shaken," and its permanence is related to its continual exaltation of Christ "as God, as 

truly Son of the Father, as Word inhominated for the salvation of all that is."105 Isaiah 

refers as well to the city of Zion having "rivers and wide and spacious channels" in it, and 

it is with reference to these rivers and channels that Cyril discusses apostolic leadership 

and the leadership of those after the apostles: 

101 Ibid. (Pusey, i. 421 9
-
11

). 
102 Cf. In Luc. 5.2 (Reuss, 243); Lampe, 601. 
103 These verses read as follows (translated from the Septuagint): "Behold the city of• 
Zion, our salvation. Your eyes will see Jerusalem, a rich city, tents which shall not be 
shaken. Neither will the pegs of her tent be moved for all eternity, nor will her ropes be 
broken. For the name of the Lord is great for you. There will be a place for you, rivers 
and wide and spacious channels." . The passage under consideration is discussed in 
Norman Russell, "The Church in the Commentaries of St Cyril of Alexandria," in 
International Journal for the Study of the Christian Church 7.2 (2007), 76-7. The 
English translation of Isaiah 3 3 .20-21 is by Russell. 
104 In Is. 32.20-21 (PG 70, 733D). 
105 Ibid. (PG 70, 736B). ET: Russell (2007), 76. 
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These [rivers and channels) signify (Ol'lµcdvEt) the holy evangelists, the apostles, and the 
rulers (nyovµevovs) of the churches through the ages (KaTa KO:tpous), who, like the 
streams of a river, irrigate the minds of believers, flooding them with the words of God, 
pouring into them an abundance of consolation, that is to say, through the Holy Spirit. 106 

The fact that Cyril lists the bishops in the same breath as the apostles is an indication that 

he perceives the bishops to be successors to the apostles. Indeed, Cyril characterizes the 

bishops as Spirit··inspired teachers who carry out the same teaching work as that 

undertaken by the apostles themselves. Perhaps implicit in the archbishop's 

characterization above is an understanding of the bishops as the bearers and preservers of 

truth regarding Jesus Christ, who guide and teach through the Holy Spirit. It is the 

bishops, therefore, who, in line with the apostles, give stability to the church through their 

continued proclamation of Christ. 

Cyril's conception of the bishops as Spirit-inspired teachers who enlighten others 

with the truth is perhaps most clearly articulated whenever he refers, particularly in his 

anti-Nestorian writings, to the trinitarian and christological formulations that emerged 

from the Council of Nicaea in 325. The enlightenment of the bishops of Nicaea by the 

Spirit appears to be, for Cyril, a practical example of how the Spirit inspires bishops to 

govern the church. In De Symbolo, a work composed around 438 to address perceived 

misinterpretations of the Nicene Creed,107 Cyril describes the fathers of Nicaea as 

successors of the disciples ( oi µn' atrrovs yey~v6TES) who were "enlighteners of the 

churches (cpc.vOTfipes eKKAT)Otwv)" and "skilled spiritual teachers (µvOTayc.vyoi)," 108 and 

associates their formulation of the creed with "the light of truth infused (evino1) by the 
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grace that is through the Holy Spirit"109 In this text the archbishop uses terminology he 

used elsewhere to describe the teaching authority of the disciples made apostles, an 

authority made possible through the enlightenment of the Holy Spirit. In addition to the 

reference above to the Spirit in relation to the fathers of Nicaea, Cyril consistently 

emphasizes that the Nicene fathers were enlightened through the Spirit, and frequently 

cites Matthew 10.20- "for it is not you who speak, but the Spirit of your Father speaking 

through you" - to underline that the creed was Spirit-inspired. In the first book of 

Ac/versus Nestorii Blasphemias, for example, the archbishop argues against Nestorius' 

unwillingness to say that God had been born in the flesh, and does so with appeal both to 

the "divinely inspired scripture" and to the "symbol of the church's faith," the Nicene 

Creed. no With reference to the latter, Cyril posits that the fathers formulated the Nicene 

Creed "through the illumination (cpcuTayc.vy{as) of the Spirit,"111 and submits that 

Chrisf's promise that the Spirit would speak through the disciples (Mt 10.20) applies also 

to the fathers of the council.112 In his letter to the monks of Egypt, he writes that the 

fathers of the Nicene council clearly defined the "blameless faith while inspired 

(evnxovVTos) by the truth of the Holy Spirit."113 Alluding to Matthew 10.20 once again, 

Cyril posits that it was not they who spoke but the Spirit speaking through them. And in 

109 

110 

111 
112 

113 

Ibid. My own translation. 
Adv. Nest. 1.5 (ACO 1.1.5, 2533

-
36

). 

Ibid. (ACO I. 1.5, 2536
-
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). 

Ibid. 1.7 (ACO I.1.5, 2725
-
32

). 

Ep. 1.5 (Ad Monachos) (ACO I.1.1, 1220
-
31

). ET: McGuckin (2004), 248. 
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his third letter to Nestorius, Cyril quotes the Nicene Creed at length and declares that the 

confessions of the Nicene fathers were made "with the Holy Spirit speaking in them. "114 

More references from Cyril's writings to the activity of the Holy Spirit in and 

through .the Nicene council could be provided, but the above are sufficient to illustrate the 

archbishop's conviction that the bishops at Nicaea were inspired and enlightened by the 

Holy Spirit, specifically to proclaim the truth regarding the divinity of Jesus Christ. 

Moreover, the language Cyril utilizes to describe the inspiration of the bishops is 

markedly reminiscent of the manner in which he describes the pneumatological 

enlightenment of the disciples in terms of their ability to teach, and he cites Matthew 

1 
10.20 with reference both to the disciples and to the Nicene fathers. Cyril appears, 

therefore, to perceive the enlightenment of the bishops at Nicaea to be on par with that 

experienced by the disciples when they received the Holy Spirit, with the content of that 

enlightenment being christological. 

When he draws a connection between the apostles and the Nicene fathers he 

wants to argue that the doctrinal formulations of Nicaea are fully in accord with the 

church's earliest teachings as promulgated by the disciples who received their knowledge 

of scripture and doctrine directly through the gift of the Holy Spirit. I would suggest as 

well that Cyril's characterization of the Spirit's activity in and through the fathers of the 

council of Nicaea provides a concrete example of the pneumatologically-derived teaching 

role of bishops as described in Cyril's exegeses of John 6.12-13 and Isaiah 32.20-21, a 

role they have as successors of the apostles. Bishops appear to be, according to Cyril, 

114 Ep. 17.3 (Ad Nestorium) (ACO I.1.1, 3512
-
13). ET: McGuckin (2004), 268. 
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keepers of the apostolic tradition, having been illuminated by the Spirit to teach divine 

truth, particularly the truth regarding Jesus Christ. 115 They are, as the apostles were, 

<pc.uoTfjpes, teachers of the world entrusted with the task of enlightening others with the 

truth they have received through the Spirit. 

When discussing the pneumatologically-bestowed role of bishops as teachers, 

Cyril does not elaborate on precisely how this role is enacted. Is it a role that is made 

manifest predominantly in ecumenical councils or is it a role undertaken in the everyday 

governance of those under the bishop's care? While Cyril is effusive when referring to 

the inspiration of the Nicene fathers by the Spirit, his exegesis of John 6.12-13 and Isaiah 

32.20-21 indicates that the teaching role of bishops is undertaken also by bishops as they 

lead and guide their flocks. This understanding of the bishop's role would certainly be 

congruent with Cyril's experience as the archbishop of Alexandria. The Alexandrian 

church was highly centralized, with the bishop having an authority over nine civil 

provinces that was without parallel in the eastern Christian world.116 Moreover, the 

catechetical school that was the loci of higher learning in Alexandria likely closed with 

the death of Didymus the Blind in 399, and from the time of Theophilus, Cyril's uncle 

and immediate predecessor on the throne of St Mark, "the School's role as a source of 

higher learning thus came to be subsumed into that of the bishop as the guardian of the 

apostolic tradition. "117 Cyril's prodigious writing, particularly his biblical commentaries, 

as well as the vigour with which he sought to address what he understood to be heretical 

115 

116 

117 

Kerrigan (1952), 182-7. 
Russell (2007), 70-1. 
Ibid., 72. 
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ideas, are probably indicative of the seriousness with which the archbishop took his role 

as a theological teacher. The archbishop's characterization of the pneumatological 

enlightenment of the disciples turned apostles, as well as his positioning of the bishops as 

successors of the apostles enlightened by the same Spirit and entrusted to teach like the 

apostles, may therefore be expressions of his own daily experiences as leader of the 

Alexandrian church. 

In this chapter I have endeavoured to explore Cyril's understanding of the role of 

the Holy Spirit in the church, particularly in the formation and governance of the church. 

As has been seen, the archbishop perceives the Spirit's role in this regard to be 

substantial. The disciples, fearful before the resurrection, were transformed to become 

men of great faith when they received the Spirit. Moreover, and related to this, the Spirit 

enlightened the disciples in order that they might undertake their task as apostles in the 

world. This pneumatological enlightenment was centred, according to Cyril, on Christ, a 

point the archbishop appears to premise on the Spirit's identity as the Spirit of the Son. 

As the Spirit of the Son and his likeness, he is uniquely suited to reveal Christ to the 

disciples. Through the Spirit their eyes were opened to see the hidden Christological 

depths of the Old Testament, to comprehend that the soteriological picture drawn in the 

Hebrew scriptures points, in subtle ways, to the life, death, and resurrection of the 

incarnate Son of God. Through the Spirit the disciples were able to understand fully the 

mystery of the Son of God's incarnation in the flesh, and to apprehend the Son's eternal 

relationship with the Father and the Holy Spirit. Enlightened in these ways by the Spirit, 
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the disciples were made apostles and became 'enlighteners' (cpwoTflpES) themselves. 

Cyril submits that this task of enlightening others has passed to the apostles' successors, 

the bishops of the churches, and that the bishops' illumination of others is, as it. was for 

the disciples, derived from the Holy Spirit. 

This does not mean that those not in ecclesial leadership are incapable of 

pneumatological enlightenment; Cyril continually exhorts all his readers to the 

knowledge that is possible to attain only through the Holy Spirit. It does mean, though, 

that Cyril understands those in ecclesial leadership to play a central role in the 

pneumatological illumination of the world and of those under their care; that they have 

received the ability and the authority to dispense this knowledge and to illuminate others. 

Thus, while all have the capability of being enlightened by the Holy Spirit, Cyril appears 

to suggest that it is only the disciples and their successors who are enlighteners 

(cpwcrrfjpes) who preserve and dispense knowledge received from the Spirit of the Son. 

The Holy Spirit's role in the formation and governance of the church does not 

exhaust the relationship between the Spirit and ecclesiology in Cyril's mind. Central to 

his perception of the activity of the Spirit in the church are baptism and the eucharist. 

Both baptism and the eucharist are, in Cyril's understanding, paramount not only for the 

salvation of individuals, but also for the establishment of ecclesial unity, and as we shall 

see, the archbishop perceives the Holy Spirit to play an integral role in the establishment 

of this unity. This will be the topic of the next chapter. 
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Chapter 6 - The Holy Spirit and the Church (Part ID: 
The Unity of Believers 

For as the power of hls holy flesh makes those in whom it exists to be of the same body, 
so also the indivisible Spirit of God who abides in all, being one, binds all together into 
spiritual unity .1 

- Jn Joannem 17 .20-21 

We saw in the· last chapter that Cyril understands the Holy Spirit to play an 

integral role in the formation of the community of believers, and in particular, in 

establishing apostolic authority with the disciples and their successors. But the 

archbishop's ecclesiology is not located solely in his perception of how the church is to 

be governed, however important such governance may be. Central also to Cyril's 

ecclesiology and his pneumatology is his understanding of how ecclesial unity is attained 

and retained such that the church instituted when the disciples received the Holy Spirit 

continues to be one in faith and worship. 

Cyril's acconnt of ecclesial unity, and the relationship of the Holy Spirit to this 

unity will be the focus of this chapter. To accomplish this task I shall closely examine 

the archbishop's expositions of John 17.11 and 17.20-21, verses in which Christ prays in 

his high-priestly prayer explicitly for the unity of his disciples and for the unity of all 

believers. Nowhere else in his corpus, to my knowledge, does Cyril address ecclesial 

unity as thoroughly as he does in his exegeses of these two passages. That said, his 

thoughts are not always clearly articulated, and there is some ambiguity regarding the 

role of the Spirit in the enactment of unity. Nevertheless, as will become immediately 

clear in my analysis of Cyril's interpretation of Christ's supplication for unity, the 

In Jo. 17.20-21 (Pusey, ii. 73714
). ET: Randall, 551 (slightly modified). 
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archbishop understands the Holy Spirit to be actively involved in the genesis and 

continuation of unity among Christians, even if this involvement is not clearly spelled 

out. 

My examination will be· structured as follows. I will look first at Cyril's exegesis 

of John 17 .11. In this text the archbishop places Christ's prayer for unity among his 

disciples in a pneumatological framework, positing that the Holy Spirit was the means by 

which the disciples and those after them were to attain a union founded on the bond of 

love in imitation of the union the Son has with the Father. Cyril does not, unfortunately, 

expound on the relationship between the Spirit and love, nor does he make a direct 

connection between the Spirit and the union of the Father and the Son. He does, 

however, posit that the Spirit's unifying operation in the disciples was made manifest in 

their unanimity of will and their shared pursuit of holiness, and suggests that the union 

experienced by the disciples was both corporeal and spiritual, although he does not 

explain in detail the relationship of the Spirit to the former. 

I will proceed to examine Cyril's exegesis of John 17.20-21 where the archbishop 

addresses the Spirit's role in ecclesial unity in more detail. Emphasis is once again 

placed on how the Spirit creates a union between believers founded in love, and once 

again Cyril describes this union as having a corporeal and a spiritual basis. The 

archbishop does not clearly articulate the relationship between corporeal unity and the 

unifying operation of the Spirit, but he is effusive regarding the Spirit's role in the 

foundation of spiritual unity. Moreover, as is the case whenever Cyril recounts the 

saving work of the Spirit, the archbishop predicates the shape of the Spirit's unifying 
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operation on his identity as the Spirit of the Son. For as we shall see, the unity the Spirit 

enacts among believers is one founded on the transformation of each believer to become 

children of God. 

''One in the Spirit": Cyril's Exegeses of John 17.11and17.20 .. 21 

In his exegesis of John 17 .11 - "Holy Father, keep them in thy name, which thou 

hast given me, so that they may be one, even as we are one" - Cyril elucidates how the 

disciples were to be united with one another, positing that the Holy Spirit plays an 

integral role in the establishment of this unity. Although the archbishop refers 

particularly to the disciples' unity, the sense we get from his exposition of John 17 .11 is 

that Cyril perceives the disciples' unity to be a prototype of ecclesial unity in general. 

According to Cyril, the unity envisioned by Christ is one characterized primarily by love. 

Christ wants the disciples to be "mingled together ( avcxKtpvaµevovs), as it were, in soul 

and spirit and in the law of peace and love for one another (TC~ Tfis eipfJVTJs Kai 

cptAcxAnAfas 0eoµcf>)."2 It is a unity established through "an unbreakable bond of love 

( appayii TlVO TfiS aycX1TilS 8eoµ6v),"3 that manifests itself in a "unity of likemindedness 

and an identity of will (Ka0' 6µ6votav TE Kal TCXVTo(3ovAtav evci>oei).''4 Christ desired 

this unity to be so infrangible that it could not be dissolved "into a dissimilarity of wills 

( avoµot6TT)Ta 6eAr-iµcnu:>v) by anything at all that exists in the world or any pursuit of 

pleasure," but would be fostered through "the power of love (Tfjs ay6:rrris Ti)v 8vvaµtv) 

2 

3 

4 

In Jo. 1 7 .11 (Pusey, ii. 69721
-
23

). ET: Russell (2000), 128. 
Ibid. (Pusey, ii. 69723

-
24

). ET: Russell (2000), 128. 
Ibid. (Pusey, ii. 69720

-
21

). ET: Russell (2000), 128. 
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in the unity (fo ev6TTjTt) of devotion and holiness."5 Although he does not clearly define 

precisely how love unites, he is unequivocal regarding the strength of the kind of unity 

which love brings about. Bound together in love, the disciples would be united in their 

pursuit of God, for, Cyril suggests, it is by love that the disciples could attain a unanimity 

of will that would protect them from the competing and dangerous forces of the world 

that threaten to disrupt the disciples from their devotion. It would appear that the 

archbishop is here suggesting that the disciples were to attain likemindedness because 

they would share a love for one another and for God that would create the kind of unity 

that is not possible when pursuit of material pleasure dominates. Moreover, Cyril 

associates this unity through love with the unity of the Father and the Son, writing that 

Christ wanted the disciples to become ''an image of the natural unity (Tfjs q>vmt<fis 

ev6Tf)Tos) that is conceived to exist between the Father and the Son."6 The suggestion is 

perhaps that, just as ecclesial unity is established through love, so likewise is divine 

unity. However, such an idea is not fully developed here, nor, to my knowledge is it 

developed elsewhere in Cyril's corpus. 

More significant for our purposes is Cyril's emphasis that Christ's prayer for 

unity among his disciples was answered through their reception of the Holy Spirit. Citing 

Acts 4.32, the archbishop expatiates on how the disciples' union with one another 

attained actuality: 

5 

6 

For as we read in the Acts of the Apostles, "the company of those who believed were of 
one heart and soul" [Acts 4.32], that is, in the unity of the Spirit (ev evclloe1 Tij Tov 
TTvevµaTos). This is also what Paul himself meant when he said, "one body and one 

Ibid. (Pusey, ii. 69728
-
29

' 
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-
31

). ET: Russell (2000), 128. 
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Spirit" (Eph. 4.4], "we who are many are one body in Christ, for we all partake of the one 
bread" [1 Cor. 10.17], and we have all been anointed in the one Spirit, the Spirit of Christ 
[cf. 1 Cor. 12.13]. Therefore since they were to be members of the same body and fellow 
participants ( ouµµe0i~ovTas) in one and the same Spirit, he wishes his disciples to be 
kept in a unity of spirit (Et) ev6TflTa nvevµaTos) that can never be prised apart and in a 
oneness of mind ( 6µ6vo1av) that cannot be broken. If anyone should suppose that the 
disciples were united in the same way as the Father and the Son are one, not only 
according to essence (KaTa Ti}v ovo1av) but also according to will (KaTa Ti}v 
(3ovAT}mv), for there is a single will in the divine nature and an identical purpose in every 
respect, let him think that. For he will not stray outside the bounds of orthodoxy since 
identity of will (To ev 0eAr)oe1 Tairr6v) may be observed amongst those who are true 
Christians, even if identity of substance ( 6µoovmov) in our case is not of the same kind 
as that which exists in the case of the Father and of God the Word who is from him and in 
hi 7 m. 

Christ's prayer for an "inseparable and indestructible"8 unity among his disciples came to 

actualization with the bestowal of the Spirit upon them. Although no reference to the 

Holy Spirit is to be found in Acts 4.32, it is Cyril's contention that the union of"heart and 

soul" amongst the disciples can be attributed to the Holy Spirit. Perhaps his warrant for 

doing so is the fact that reference is made in Acts 4.31 to a physical manifestation of the 

Holy Spirit's indwelling when the place in which the disciples were praying shook as 

they were all filled with the Spirit. 9 At any rate, Cyril is clear that the unity described in 

Acts 4.32 was pneumatologically based. 

Moreover, Cyril argues that the union of "heart and soul'' described in Acts is to 

be equated with Paul's reference in Ephesians 4.4 to "one body and one spirit." Cyril 

then explicates these verses with an appeal to 1 Corinthians 10.17 - "Because there is one 

bread, we who are many are one body, for we all partake of the one bread" - and refers to 

7 

8 
Ibid. (Pusey, ii. 69731-69818

). ET: Russell (2000), 128-9. 
Ibid. (Pusey, ii. 69726

-
27

). ET: Russell (2000), 128. 
9 "And when they had prayed, the place in which they were gathered together was 
shaken; and they were all filled with the Holy Spirit and spoke the word of God with 
boldness." 
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our being anointed by "the one Spirit, the Spirit of Christ," a possible reference to 1 

Corinthians 12.13. Cyril thus appears to propose that the unity for which Jesus prayed 

was one that was corporeal, made possible by partaking of the eucharist, as well as 

spiritual, made possible by the bestowal of the Spirit in the anointing of baptism. This 

corporeal and spiritual unity of the disciples is compared by Cyril to the union of the 

Father and the Son, a union that is one of both essence and will, and while he admits that 

complete identity of substance, such as exists in the Trinity, is not possible for human 

beings, he implies that there is a sense that the disciples were indeed united substantially 

at the same time as they shared complete unanimity of will through the bestowal of the 

Spirit in baptism. Most importantly for our purposes is that Cyril appears to posit that 

both of these forms of union are integral to the ''unity of the Spirit" displayed by the 

disciples in the Acts of the Apostles, the implication being that, although the Holy Spirit 

is posited as being primarily active in the enactment of unity through baptism, he is active 

as well in the establishment of unity through the eucharist. 

Cyril develops his understanding of the Spirit's uniting activity and its 

relationship to baptism. and the eucharist in more detail in the context of his exegesis of 

John 17.20-21: "I do not pray for these only, but also for those who believe in me through 

their word, that they may all be one; even as thou, Father, art in me, and I in thee, that 

they also may be in us, so that the world may believe that thou has sent me. "1° Cyril 

points out in his exposition that these words come immediately after Christ had prayed in 

10 Cyril's commentary on John 17.20-21, with particular focus on his ecclesiology, 
has been the subject of two recent studies. In neither of these studies, however, is the 
relationship between his pneumatology and ecclesiology examined in detail. Cf. 
Boulnois (2002), 147-172; Russell (2007), 70-85. 
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verses 18-19 for "blessing and sanctification through the Spirit" to come upon the 

disciples. 11 Jesus prays in John 17.18-19 that the disciples would be sanctified in the 

truth, and according to Cyril, this was nothing else than a prayer for the Spirit, who is the 

truth (1 John 5.7) and the Spirit of truth (John 16.13), to come down upon them. 12 

However, lest it be thought that Jesus had prayed only for the disciples to receive the 

Spirit, Cyril points out that Christ prays the same for all believers after them, 13 praying 

that all who believe and obey would receive the "cleansing which is accomplished 

through partaking (µeTo)(iis) of the Spirit."14 

It is not, for Cyril, accidental that Christ's prayer for unity comes immediately 

after his prayer for the Spirit to come upon his followers. For the Spirit's transforming 

operation in believers extends to the enactment of unity amongst them. Cyril writes that 

Christ prayed that believers would be brought into "spiritual unity ( ev6TTJTa tjv 

nveuµaT1KT1v)," and posits that this unity is formed through "a bond (m1voeoµov) oflove 

( aya1111s) and concord and peace."15 This love, according to the archbishop, translates 

into believers being of "one mind ( 6µo\f'Vxiais)," and leads believers to a unity that 

resembles the ''features (xapaKTflpas)" of the "natural (cpuon<iis) and essential 

(otioiwoous) unity (ev6TrfTos) that exists between the Father and the Son."16 

As was the case in his exegesis of John 17 .11, Cyril explicates the unity of 

believers in his exposition of John 17.20-21 with reference to love and associates this 
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unity with the Holy Spirit. Moreover, taking his cue from Jesus' words- as he did in his 

exegesis of John 17.11 - Cyril likens this unity among believers to the unity that exists 

between the Father and the Son. It is this idea that the archbishop expands upon in detail. 

According to Cyril, Christ brought forward the "essential unity (ovcncbon ev6Tf1Ta)" of 

himself with the Father as being an "image and type (ei1<6va Kai nmov)" of the 

inseparable unity of believers, and in so doing declared his desire that believers be 

"mingled together (avvavaKtpvaa6m) with one another in the power (ev ouvaµet) that is 

of the holy and consubstantial Trinity, so that the whole body of the church (To ovµnav 

Tiis 'EKKAT)aias a&µa) may be understood to be one."17 Cyril cites Ephesians 2.14-1618 

to illustrate the kind of union he has in mind, laying particular emphasis on Paul's 

reference to one man being created in place of two, and argues that such unity has 

attained fruition in the church. For those who believe become of "one soul 

( 6µoYJUXTlcr6:VTc.vv )" with one another and receive one heart "through complete likeness 

( frrrav e11<pepe(as) according to devotion to God, obedience in believing, and love of 

virtue."19 This "unity of heart and soul (6µ6vouxv Kai 6µo'f'VX{av)" amongst believers, 

Cyril writes, resembles the "essential identity (ovau:b8n TaUT6TTJTa) of the holy Trinity" 

and the "connection (avan.Ao1<fiv)" that each person of the Trinity has withthe other.20 

17 Ibid. (Pusey, ii. 7338
-
9

' 
12

-
15

). 

"For he is our peace, who has made us both one, and has broken down the 
dividing wall of hostility, by abolishing in his flesh the law of commandments and 
ordinances, that he might create in himself one new man in place of the two, so making 
peace, and might reconcile us both to God in one body through the cross, thereby 
bringing the hostility to an end." 
19 In Jo. 17.20-21 (Pusey, ii. 73323

-
27

). 

18 

20 Ibid. (Pusey, ii. 7343-7)_ 
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Although this discussion of ecclesial unity as a reflection of trinitarian unity 

occurs immediately after Cyril's reference to attaining spiritual unity through the Holy 

Spirit, he does not make a direct connection between the Spirit's unifying role and the 

attainment of an ecclesial unity that approximates the unity of the Trinity. It could be 

inferred that Cyril has the Spirit in mind when he refers to believers being made to be one 

soul, or to believers being united in their devotion and obedience, but this is not made 

explicit. Cyril does, however, define the precise role the Spirit plays in the unifying of 

believers more concretely as his exposition progresses, and as was the case in his 

exegesis of John 17 .11, the archbishop locates this role in baptism and the eucharist. In 

so doing, Cyril outlines the Spirit's unifying operation with direct reference to Christ. 

After comparing ecclesial unity to trinitarian unity, Cyril inquires further into the 

nature of the former and posits that the unity believers are to have with one another is 

both corporeal and spiritual. Cyril commences this inquiry by focusing first on the union 

of the believer with God, arguing that the union of believers one with another has as its 

basis their union with God. This union has been made possible through the incarnation, 

and Cyril proceeds to elaborate upon how it is that union with God through Jesus Christ 

occurs. The Son, who is wholly divine, became flesh, and in so doing "mixed 

( avaµtyvvs)" himself with our nature "by an inconceivable coming together ( acppaOTOU 

ovv6Sou) and union (evcl>osc.vs) with an earthly body."21 The divine Word thus truly 

21 Ibid. (Pusey, ii. 734 22
-
26

). 
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became human, and so united in himself the divine and the human in order that '~he might 

enable humanity to share (Ko1vwvfa) and participate (µhoxov) in God's nature."22 

It is after referring to this possibility of human union with God through partaking 

of his nature that Cyril makes reference to the Holy Spirit, and particularly to the descent 

of the Spirit upon Christ at his baptism, arguing that it is by the Spirit that we participate 

in the divine and so are united with God. It is because Christ received "anointing 

(xpt6µevos) and sanctification ( ay1as6µevos),"23 sanctifying his body as well as the 

whole of creation through his own Spirit, that we are able to receive the Spirit; Cyril is 

here appealing to the idea, by now familiar to the reader, of Christ as the second Adam. 

In receiving the Spirit himself, Christ became both "a beginning and a way for us to 

partake (µETaAaxei'v) of the Holy Spirit and [have] union (focl>oec:us') with God."24 Cyril 

argues, therefore, that it is by the Spirit that we are united with God, a union that was 

made possible by Jesus Christ, in whom the divine and human were completely united 

when the Word became flesh. 

This emphasis on the Spirit as the means by which we participate in the divine 

nature and are united with the divine is territory over which we traversed in detail in the 

fourth chapter. The difference in the archbishop's exegesis of John 17.20-21 is that Cyril 

here discusses the implications of the believer's union with God for ecclesial unity, and 

in this context Cyril focuses specifically on baptism and the eucharist. Not only did 

Christ create the means whereby humans are united to God, but he created the means 

22 

23 

24 

Ibid. (Pusey, ii. 73432-7351
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Ibid. (Pusey, ii. 73 54
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whereby humans can be united one with another, and these two ideas are perceived by 

Cyril to be intimately tied to each other. According to the archbishop the incarnate 

Word, in his wisdom, contrived baptism and the eucharist that we might be "joined 

together ( owf c.uµev) and fused ( ovvavaµ1oyci>µs6a) into unity with God and with each 

other. ,,is According to Cyril believers become united to one another physically and 

spiritually: physically through the eucharist and spiritually through baptism. It is the 

former that Cyril addresses first. 

Cyril argues that, through the mystery of the eucharist, Christ "makes us of the 

same body with ~self and with each other. "26 Those who partake of the eucharist 

attain a "natural union (cpuo1Kfis evtl>oev.:>s)" with one another, "bound together 

( avaoecrµouµevous)" through the holy body of Christ, an idea for which Cyril cites 1 

Corinthians 10.17 - ''Because there is one bread, we who are many are one body, for we 

all partake of the one bread" - in support. 27 Through the eucharist believers partake of 

Christ wholly and are united to him completely by eating, not simply a part of Christ, but 

Christ in his indivisible completeness. And because Christ cannot be divided 

(µep{~eo8ai), Christians are accordingly united to one another through their common 

union with Christ in his wholeness. Alluding to 1 Corinthians 12.27, Cyril insists that 

believers collectively become Christ's body through the eucharist, with each believer 

being an individual member of this body. 

25 

26 

27 

Ibid. (Pusey, ii. 73513
-
14

). 

Ibid. (Pusey, ii. 7 3 519). 
Ibid. (Pusey, ii. 73519

-
23

). 
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Cyril is clear here that the kind of union he has in mind is a "bodily unity (-ri)v 

KaTa owµa evc.vatv)"28 of believers with Christ and with each other. Through the 

eucharist Christ comes to be "in us through the flesh" and so becomes "the bond of union 

( 6 TI)~ EvOTflTOS cruvoeoµos)" that joins us both to him and to each other.29 Cyril does 

not perceive this corporeal unity of believers to each other, however, to be something 

static, but as something transformational. He makes this clear when he cites Ephesians 

4.14-16 to illustrate what this physical union of believers with Christ and each other 

looks like. In these verses reference is made to being child.fen with regard to the truth, 

but "speaking the truth in love, we are to grow up in every way into him who is the head, 

into Christ, from whom the whole body, joined and knit together by every joint with 

which it is supplied, when each part is working properly, makes bodily growth and 

upbuilds itself in love." Cyril does not explicate these verses, but allows them simply to 

speak for themselves. It is important to note for our purposes that the archbishop 

evidently wants his reader to comprehend that the corporeal unity of believers to Christ 

and to each other manifests itself in a collective comprehension of truth, and more than 

that, in the collective expansion of love. Bodily union thus has ramifications in terms of 

spiritual transformation. And given that this account of corporeal unity through the 

eucharist occurs within the context of elaborating upon John 17.20-21, which, as already 

noted, Cyril understands to be a prayer for unity through the Holy Spirit, and given the 

association that the archbishop appears to make between the unifying power of love and 

the Holy Spirit in his exegesis of John 17.11and17.20-21, one wonders whether Cyril is 

28 

29 
Ibid. (Pusey, ii. 7368

-
9
). 

Ibid. (Pusey, ii. 73616
-
18

•
20

). 
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suggesting here that the Holy Spirit operates in the eucharist to unite believers with Christ 

and one to another. This, however, is only intimated. 

Cyril is clearer about the Holy Spirit's role in the establishment of "spiritual unity 

( EV6TT)Ta TIJV TIVEVµaTtl<TJV )"3
0 that believers have with one another, about Which he 

expounds immediately after his discussion of eucharistic unity. Spiritual unity is 

understood by Cyril to be something different from, yet integrally linked to, the corporeal 

unity he just described, and he proceeds to articulate precisely how spiritual unity is 

enacted and of what it consists. Spiritual unity is, according to Cyril, enacted by the Holy 

Spirit, and while the archbishop does not here explicitly refer to baptism, it appears that, 

given the archbishop's consistent reference throughout bis writings to the Spirit being 

given in baptism,31 and given that he has just discussed the reception of the body of 

Christ in the eucharist, that Cyril has baptism in mind when referring to the spiritual 

union of believers. 

Cyril's perception of spiritual unity through the Holy Spirit bears similarity to his 

perception of corporeal unity outlined above. Just as believers are corporeally united to 

one another through the eucharist in that all partake of the one body of Jesus Christ, so 

believers are spiritually united by "receiving one and the same Spirit" by whom we "are 

intimately united ( crvvavaKtpvaµe0a) with one another and with God. "32 Because "the 

Spirit is one and indivisible (O:µeptOTov),"33 those who receive him do so entirely, and 

30 Ibid. (Pusey, ii. 73734
). 

See my comments in the fourth chapter regarding the connection Cyril establishes 
between the bestowal of the Spirit in bagtism. 
32 Jn Jo. 17.20-21 (Pusey, ii. 73621

- 5). 

31 

33 Ibid. (Pusey, ii. 73627
). 
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being indivisible, he cannot but unite those who partake of him in common. The Holy 

Spirit thus unites "dissevered (StaKeKoµµeva) spirits (nvevµaTa)" in himself so that all 

might be made manifest in him and through him as one.34 "For as the power (f} ovvaµ1s) 

of the holy flesh makes those in whom it exists to be one body (ouoawµous)," Cyril 

writes, "so the indivisible ( aµeptOTov) Spirit of God who is one and dwells in all, unites 

(ouv6:ye1) all into spiritual unity {npos fo6TTtTa Tfiv nveuµaTtKi]v)."35 

To illustrate what this spiritual unity looks like, Cyril cites Ephesians 4.2-6,36 

laying particular emphasis upon the passage's references to "forbearing one another in 

love" and maintaining "the unity of the Spirit in the bond of peace," as well as to God as 

the Father of all. His purpose in highlighting these facets of Ephesians 4.2-6 becomes 

evident immediately after the quotation. Cyril emphasizes that the spiritual unity of 

believers that is enacted by the Holy Spirit is the consequence of the fact that all who 

receive the Spirit partake of God himself, and are transformed ontologically and morally 

through this participation. In particular, the archbishop posits that spiritual unity in the 

church is a concomitant of our shared experience of divine sonship through the Spirit. 

Cyril's thought merits full quotation: 

34 

35 

For if, giving up the carnal way of living (To 1TOA1Teveoaa1 \J'VX1K&s37), we have yielded 
ourselves wholly to the laws of the Spirit, how is it not wholly indisputable that by 
denying, as it were, our own lives, and taking upon ourselves the transcendent likeness 

Ibid. (Pusey, ii. 73627-7371
). 

Ibid. (Pusey, ii. 7371
-
4
). 

36 Cyril commences his quotation of the passage with a clause that is part of a larger 
sentence: " ... forbearing one another in love, eager to maintain the unity of the Spirit in 
the bond of peace. There is one body and one Spirit, just as you were called to the one 
hope that belongs to your call, one Lord, one faith, one baptism, one God and Father of 
us all, who is above all and through all and in all." 
37 Cf. Lampe, 1553-4. 
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(1J6p<pwa1v) of the Holy Spirit, who is joined (avlJTIAaKEVTos) to us, we are all but 
transformed (µE610TaµESa) into another nature (eis hEpav <pumv) through being shown 
to be partakers (Ko1vc:uvovs) of the divine nature (2 Peter 1.4) and made to be, not merely 
humans, but also sons of God and heavenly men? Therefore, we are all one in the Father 
and the Son and the Holy Spirit; one, I mean, according to identity of state (Ka8' e~tv 
TaVT6TflTt) ... , likeness (µopcp6:>ae1) in terms of righteousness, fellowship (1<01vc ... :>Vic.t) of 
the holy body of Christ, and in the fellowship (Ko1vwvic.x) of the Holy Spirit who is one, 
as has just been said.38 

Cyril understands the reception of the Holy Spirit by believers to be transforming. 

Concomitant with this reception is the believer's rejection of that which is opposed to the 

Spirit; Cyril's opposition between "the carnal way of living" and the "laws of the Spirit" 

is likely intended to be a conscious recalling of the opposition between "flesh" and 

"Spirit" outlined by Paul in passages such as Galatians 5. According to the archbishop, 

the believer's rejection of "the carnal way of living" is to be an all-encompassing 

rejection in favour of , total transformation by the Holy Spirit. It is a complete 

acquiescence in the "laws of the Spirit," so complete that it entails the total surrender of 

the believer's life, the implication being that the Spirit-filled believer no longer has his 

sight set on the things of this world. Unity with God and with other believers thus 

occurs, in part, because each believer has turned his gaze away from the self in denying 

his own life in favour of being transformed by the Holy Spirit; believers are united in 

their common denial of their lives and observance of the Spirit's laws. 

Moreover, in giving up their lives believers are united in the transformation they 

receive through the Spirit to whom they are united and by whom they participate in the 

divine nature. For by the Holy Spirit believers are transformed in common, in that they 

collectively partake of the divine nature in such a manner that they become one in their 

38 In Jo. 17.20-21 (Pusey, ii. 73i5
-
28

). 
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attainment of divine sonship. In the fourth chapter I demonstrated the centrality of divine 

filiation in Cyril's pneumatology and soteriology. In his exegesis of John 17.20-21 we 

find the archbishop refer to the ecclesiological ramifications of the Spirit's transformation 

of believers into children of God. Although he does not develop his thought in this 

regard, it would appear that the Spirit's unifying operation is tied to his identity as the 

Spirit of the Son, an identity that I noted in the fourth chapter was constitutive of the 

Holy Spirit's role in divine filiation. Cyril seems to say that believers are spiritually 

united to one another because they are each made to become like Christ himself through 

the Spirit. In becoming like the Son of God made man, each believer attains intimacy 

with God, an intimacy that translates into the ability to call God our Father. The 

concomitant of entering into a filial relationship with God is that we attain a familial 

relationship with all who become children of God through the Spirit, and it is perhaps this 

relationship that Cyril has in mind when emphasizing the shared state of divine sonship 

when expounding on the attainment of spiritual unity through the Spirit. Whether this is 

an accurate interpretation of Cyril's reference to divine filiation above, it is appears to be 

the case that Cyril perceives believers transformed by the Spirit to be spiritually united, 

not only by the fact that they all share the indivisible Spirit, but also because they 

collectively become, through the third person of the Trinity, like Christ and so like one 

another in their common attainment of divine sonship. It is likely, therefore, that the 

emphasis Cyril places in his exegesis of John 17 .11 and 17 .20-21 on ecclesial unity being 

made manifest in unanimity of will and the bond of love is related to the common 

attainment of divine sonship. 
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We are in a position now to summarize Cyril's perception of the unity of believers 

as outlined in his exegesis of John 17 .11 and 17 .20-21, and particularly to summarize bis 

understanding of the role of the Holy Spirit in the attainment of this union. Throughout 

Cyril's exegesis of these passages, the Holy Spirit plays a prominent and crucial role. In 

both expositions he places Christ's prayer for ecclesial unity within a pneumatological 

framework. That is, in both he posits that Christ's prayer for unity was a prayer for the 

bestowal of the Holy Spirit upon the disciples and upon all believers. 

Cyril's thought on the Spirit's role in the unity of believers, however, is not 

presented in a systematic manner. The archbishop posits on the one hand that ecclesial 

unity is predicated on the transforming operation of the Spirit and manifests itself in 

likemindedness and love. He submits, on the other hand, that ecclesial unity has two 

different, but related, facets: believers are united corporeally through common partaking 

of the body of Christ in the eucharist, and they are united spiritually through common 

partaking of the Holy Spirit through baptism. Whether the Spirit plays a role in the 

former is not made clear in the passages explored. Cyril makes oblique references to the 

spiritual transformation that occurs through the eucharist in his exposition of John 17.20-

21, but he does. not explicitly connect this transformation to the activity of the Holy 

Spirit. Does the Holy Spirit play a role in the spiritual transformation made possible by 

the eucharist in Cyril's thought, such that the Spirit can be understood to play a role also 

in the corporeal unity of believers? This question is not answered. 

Nor is it absolutely clear what the relationship is between the unifying operation 

of the Holy Spirit and the unity of the Father and Son that Christ suggests is a divine 
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model for the kind of unity believers are to have one to another. If the unity of the Father 

and the Son is the model of ecclesial unity, and if the Spirit is the means by which 

ecclesial unity is attained, is Cyril here suggesting that the Holy Spirit is the means by 

which the unity of the Father and the Son occurs? While this idea, if it is something Cyril 

suggests, would make for an intriguing point of comparison with the trinitarian theology 

of Augustine, Cyril is simply not explicit on this point, which makes it very difficult to 

draw concrete conclusions. 

However, by virtue of positing that spiritual unity has its basis in the shared 

attainment of divine sonship through the Spirit, Cyril does appear to draw a line between 

the Spirit's identity as the Spirit of the Son and his unifying operation. We saw in the 

fourth chapter that the archbishop associates divine filiation with the attainment of Christ-

likeness through the Spirit of the Son, an attainment that involves progression in holiness. 

In his exegesis of John 17.20-21 Cyril describes the attainment of spiritual unity in 

similar terms, writing that believers become one as they obey the laws of the Spirit and 

are transformed to become children of God through the operation of the Holy Spirit. 

It would appear, therefore, that Cyril perceives the Spirit's unifying activity in the 

church to be characterized by the christological shape that consistently characterizes the 

Spirit's operation in the created order, a shape determined by the Spirit's identity as the 

Spirit of the Son. Through baptism believers are united spiritually one to another, not 

only because the Spirit received through baptism is indivisible, but because the Spirit 

transforms each one to become children of God like the one who is the Son of God by 
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nature. The church is therefore, through baptism, one in terms of the Christ-likeness 

attained by its members through their transformation by the Spirit. 
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As I discussed in the fifth chapter, Cyril of Alexandria perceived bishops to be 

Spirit-inspired teachers and guardians of the truth. That Cyril took seriously his role as a 

bishop of the Alexandrian church, and thus understood himself to be charged with 

teaching theological truth in imitation of the apostles, is clearly illustrated by his 

theological acumen and depth, both of which are on full display when he discusses the 

Holy Spirit. Cyril was not an unscrupulous politician hungry for power, nor was his 

contribution to the history of Christian theology limited to the realm of cbristology. He 

was, rather, a bishop-theologian whose theology, although not always systematically 

expressed, is comprehensive and nuanced. 

I have endeavoured in this study to demonstrate the centrality of the Holy Spirit in 

Cyril's thought, and to elaborate on the shape and scope of his pneumatology. In the first 

chapter I showed that the archbishop insists on the Spirit's identity as the Spirit of both 

the Father and the Son. Cyril does not describe how the three persons of the Trinity 

interact with one another eternally, but insists on the unity of the Spirit with the Son for 

christological and soteriological purposes. He points to the Son's common possession of 

the Spirit alongside the Father as a means of establishing the Son's consubstantiality with 

the Father. But while the Father and the Son both possess the Spirit as their own, Cyril 

particularly accentuates the Spirit's relationship with the Son when discussing the 

identity and work of the Holy Spirit. Directing our attention to texts like John 14-16 and 

Romans 8, the archbishop submits that the Spirit is the exact likeness of the Son and 
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emphasizes that the Spirit's operations in the created order are inseparable from his 

identity vis-a-vis the Son. 

Cyril therefore posits that it was the Son who breathed the Spirit into Adam at 

creation, and that Adam's reception of the Spirit was to culminate in his being 

transformed to become like the Son in his incorruptibility and holiness. The incarnate 

Son of God recapitulated this original breathing of the Spirit upon Adam when he 

breathed his Spirit upon the disciples in a room in Jerusalem, and the Spirit's work in 

those in whom he dwells is understood by Cyril to be christologically shaped. As I argue 

in the fourth chapter, Cyril identifies the soteriological work of the Spirit with divine 

filiation, positing that our reception of the Holy Spirit transforms us into Christ's likeness 

so that we become sons of God ourselves, capable of truly having God as our Father. 

This the Spirit is able to accomplish because he is himself the likeness of the Son. And 

as I showed in the fifth and sixth chapters, the Spirit's likeness to the Son shapes the 

work of the Spirit in the formation, structure, and unity of the church. The authority of 

the apostles and their successors to guide the church derives from enlightenment through 

the Holy Spirit, an enlightenment that brings knowledge of the mystery of Christ himself.· 

And the spiritual unity of believers one to another in their church is predicated by Cyril 

on their shared reception of, and transformation by, the Holy Spirit, and their common 

adoption as children of God through the one who is the Spirit of the incarnate Son. 

Cyril's continual emphasis on the Spirit as the Spirit of the Son does not imply 

that he subordinates the Spirit to the Son. In the second chapter we saw that Nestorius 

made the accusation against Cyril that he turned the Spirit into little more than a servant 
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of the Son. I have endeavoured in this study to demonstrate that Cyril portrays the Holy 

Spirit as absolutely integral, in his own right, in the creation and redemption of human 

beings. In his accounts of Christ's miraculous conception and his baptismal reception of 

the Holy Spirit, explored in the second and third chapters, Cyril constructs a narrative of 

human salvation built around humanity's loss and reacquisition of the third person of the 

Trinity. He insists that humanity was created for transforming intimacy with God, an 

intimacy made possible through participation in his divine nature, and that this 

participation in the divine nature was made possible for humanity at creation when the 

Spirit was breathed upon Adam. When humanity lost the Spirit through sin, God 

contrived a means whereby the Spirit would once again be established in humankind. 

Cyril posits that humanity's recovery of the Holy Spirit was a central motive behind the 

incarnation of the Son of God. Although Jesus Christ did not require the anointing of the 

Holy Spirit, the Spirit being his own, he was born of the Spirit and received the Spirit as 

the second Adam in order that humankind might once again participate in the divine 

nature and become children of God The centrality of the Spirit in Cyril's soteriology 

manifests itself clearly in his interpretations Christ's miraculous conception and 

baptismal reception of the Spirit. Indeed, Cyril understands the reintroduction of the 

Holy Spirit to humanity to be as soteriologically essential as Christ's death and 

resurrection. 

Cyril does not engage in the kind of trinitarian speculation regarding eternal 

relations as is found in Augustine's De Trinitate. He focuses rather on the interaction of 

God with the created order and what this interaction tells us about God as triune. Cyril's 
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emphasis on the Spirit as the Spirit of the Son is home out of his perception that the 

mystery of God has been revealed to us concretely in the person of Christ, and therefore 

that our understanding of the Holy Spirit is inextricable from the revelation of the 

incarnate Word and the soteriological possibilities Christ extended to all humanity. Cyril 

constructs a pneumatology wherein the far-reaching soteriological and ecclesiological 

role of the Holy Spirit in relation to Jesus Christ is delineated, and in the process provides 

a conception of the Holy Spirit that is nuanced and vigorous. 

Before concluding this study, I want to point briefly to certain facets of Cyril's 

pneumatology that could profitably be brought to the table of contemporary theological 

debate. I referred briefly in the first chapter to the issue of the filioque clause. I there 

demonstrated that Cyril uses the language of procession simply to denote the unity of the 

Spirit to the Father and the Son. The archbishop is, as I have shown throughout this 

study, continually focused, not on the origination of the Spirit, but on the Spirit's saving 

transformation of believers. It seems to me that opponents on each side of the filioque 

debate would do well to read carefully a theologian like Cyril who posits a pneumatology 

in which the Holy Spirit's identity and work are shaped by his unity with the Son, but 

whose significance for the salvation of humankind is profound. Cyril does not solve the 

problem of the filioque, but he is an example of a theologian who takes seriously both the 

soteriological centrality of the Spirit and his identity as the Spirit of the Son. 

Cyril's comments on ecclesial unity also deserve greater attention. In the last 

century, particularly in Roman Catholicism and Eastern Orthodoxy, a great deal of 

emphasis has been placed on the relationship between the eucharist and ecclesiology; 
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Henri de Lubac and John Zizioulas have been particularly important in the articulation of 

a eucharistic ecclesiology. 1 These scholars, and others, have recognized the contributions 

of Cyril regarding the relationship between the eucharist and ecclesial unity. Little 

attention has been paid, however, to Cyril's baptismal ecclesiology. We saw in the sixth 

chapter that, in addition to positing that believers are united corporeally through the 

eucharist, he submits that believers are united spiritually through the gift of the Spirit in 

baptism. The eucharist is central to his ecclesiology; but so too is baptism. In an age of 

ecclesial division, when churches remain out of communion with one another, a 

eucharistic ecclesiology is necessarily exclusive. It may be, however, that Cyril's 

emphasis on spiritual unity through the Holy Spirit could provide a means of articulating 

an ecclesiology that includes the vast panoply of Christian traditions. While corporeal 

unity through the eucharist may be outside the realm of possibility, the recognition of 

spiritual unity through the shared experience of the Holy Spirit could foster greater 

ecumenism. Although Cyril did not envision the kind of disunity that characterizes 

modem Christianity, his understanding of the Spirit's role in fostering ecclesial unity 

through the strengthening of bond of love between' Christians might be helpful in the 

formulation and enactment of an ecclesiology that expresses the unity that all Clrristians 

have through baptism. 

Cf. Henri de Lubac, Corpus Mysticum: The Eucharist and the Church in the 
Middle Ages, Gemma Simmonds (trans.) (Notre Dame, IN: University of Notre Dmne 
Press, 2006); John D. Zizioulas, Being as Communion: Studies in Personhood and the 
Church (Crestwood, NY: St Vladimir's Seminary Press, 1985). 
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