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“First Things” First 
Rules for Reading the Bible 

 

“Luminous Darkness” 

I. Exodus 20:18: 18 Now as all the people witnessed the thunder and lightning, the blast of the shofar 
and the mountain smoking, they became afraid and trembled. So they took up a position farther 
away 19 and said to Moses, “You speak to us, and we will listen; but do not let God speak to us, or we 
shall die.” 20 Moses answered the people, “Do not be afraid, for God has come only to test you and 
put the fear of him upon you so you do not sin.” 21 So the people remained at a distance, while Moses 
approached the dark cloud where God was. 

II. Gregory of Nyssa: What does it mean that Moses entered the darkness and then saw God in it? … 
Leaving behind everything that is observed, not only what sense comprehends but also what the 
intelligence thinks it sees, [the mind] keeps on penetrating deeper until by the intelligence’s yearning 
for understanding it gains access to the invisible and the incomprehensible, and there it sees God. 
This is the true knowledge of what is sought; this is the seeing that consists in not seeing, because 
that which is sought transcends all knowledge, being separated on all sides by incomprehensibility 
as by a kind of darkness. Wherefore John the sublime, who penetrated into the luminous darkness, 
says, No one has ever seen God, thus asserting that knowledge of the divine essence is unattainable 
not only by men but also by every intelligent creature. When, therefore, Moses grew in knowledge, 
he declared that he had seen God in the darkness, that is, that he had then come to know that what 
is divine is beyond all knowledge and comprehension, for the text says, Moses approached the dark 
cloud where God was. What God? He who made darkness his hiding place, as David says, who also 
was initiated into the mysteries in the same inner sanctuary. (The Life of Moses 2.162–164) 

“The ‘dark’ passages of the Bible” 

III. Pope Benedict XVI: In discussing the relationship between the Old and the New Testaments, the 
Synod also considered those passages in the Bible which, due to the violence and immorality they 
occasionally contain, prove obscure and difficult… It would be a mistake to neglect those passages 
of Scripture that strike us as problematic. Rather, we should be aware that the correct interpretation 
of these passages requires a degree of expertise, acquired through a training that interprets the texts 
in their historical-literary context and within the Christian perspective which has as its ultimate 
hermeneutical key “the Gospel and the new commandment of Jesus Christ brought about in the 
paschal mystery”. I encourage scholars and pastors to help all the faithful to approach these 
passages through an interpretation which enables their meaning to emerge in the light of the mystery 
of Christ. (Verbum Domini 42) 

IV. Flannery O’Connor: The novelist with Christian concerns will find in modern life distortions which 
are repugnant to him, and his problem will be to make these appear as distortions to an audience 
which is used to seeing them as natural; and he may well be forced to take ever more violent means 
to get his vision across to this hostile audience. When you can assume that your audience holds the 
same beliefs you do, you can relax a little and use more normal means of talking to it; when you have 
to assume that it does not, then you have to make your vision apparent by shock—to the hard of 
hearing you shout, and for the almost-blind you draw large and startling figures. (“The Fiction Writer 
& His Country,” in Mystery and Manners, 33–34) 
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Stumbling Blocks 

V. Origen of Alexandria: The divine wisdom has arranged for there to be certain stumbling blocks or 
interruptions of the narrative meaning, by inserting in its midst certain impossibilities and 
contradictions, so that the very interruption of the narrative might oppose the reader, as it were, with 
certain obstacles thrown in the way. By them wisdom denies a way and an access to the common 
understanding; and when we are shut out and hurled back, it calls us back to the beginning of 
another way, so that by gaining a higher and loftier road through entering a narrow footpath it may 
open for us the immense breadth of divine knowledge. (On First Principles 4.2.9) 

VI. Origen of Alexandria: All these things, as we have said, the Holy Spirit arranged so that from them, 
since what first appears cannot be true or useful, we might be called back to examine the truth to 
be sought more deeply and to be investigated more diligently, and might seek a meaning worthy of 
God in the Scriptures, which we believe were inspired by God. (On First Principles 4.2.9) 

The Three Senses of Scripture 

VII. Origen of Alexandria: A person ought to describe threefold in his soul the meaning of divine letters, 
that is, so that the simple may be edified by, so to speak, the body of the Scriptures; for that is what 
we call the ordinary and narrative meaning. But if any have begun to make some progress and can 
contemplate something more fully, they should be edified by the soul of Scripture. And those who 
are perfect are like those concerning whom the Apostle says, "Yet among the perfect we do impart 
wisdom, although it is not a wisdom of this world or of the rulers of this world, who are doomed to 
pass away. But we impart a secret and hidden wisdom of God, which God decreed before the ages 
for our glorification" (1 Cor. 2:6–7). Such people should be edified by that spiritual Law (cf. Rom. 
7:14) which has a shadow of the good things to come (cf. Heb. 10:1), edified as by the spirit of 
Scripture. Thus, just as a human being is said to be made up of body, soul, and spirit, so also is 
sacred Scripture, which has been granted by God's gracious dispensation for man's salvation. (On 
First Principles 4.2.4) 

A. The Body: Ephesians 6: 1 Children, obey your parents [in the Lord], for this is right. 2 “Honor 
your father and mother” [Exodus 20:12]. This is the first commandment with a promise, 
3 “that it may go well with you and that you may have a long life on earth.” 4 Fathers, do not 
provoke your children to anger, but bring them up with the training and instruction of the 
Lord. (Cf. On First Principles 4.3.4) 

B. The Soul: 1 Corinthians 9: 9 It is written in the law of Moses, “You shall not muzzle an ox 
while it is treading out the grain” [Deuteronomy 25:4]. Is God concerned about oxen, 10 or is 
he not really speaking for our sake? It was written for our sake, because the plowman should 
plow in hope, and the thresher in hope of receiving a share. (Cf. On First Principles 4.2.6) 

C. The Spirit: 1 Corinthians 10: 1 I do not want you to be unaware, brothers, that our ancestors 
were all under the cloud and all passed through the sea, 2 and all of them were baptized into 
Moses in the cloud and in the sea. 3 All ate the same spiritual food, 4 and all drank the same 
spiritual drink, for they drank from a spiritual rock that followed them, and the rock was the 
Christ [cf. Exodus 17:1–7; Numbers 20:7–11]. 5 Yet God was not pleased with most of them, 
for they were struck down in the desert. 6 These things happened as examples for us, so that 
we might not desire evil things, as they did. 7 And do not become idolaters, as some of them 
did, as it is written, “The people sat down to eat and drink, and rose up to revel.” 8 Let us not 
indulge in immorality as some of them did, and twenty-three thousand fell within a single 
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day. 9 Let us not test Christ as some of them did, and suffered death by serpents. 10 Do not 
grumble as some of them did, and suffered death by the destroyer. 11 These things happened 
to them as an example, and they have been written down as a warning to us, upon whom 
the end of the ages has come. (Cf. On First Principles 4.2.6) 

Search the Scriptures 

VIII. Origen of Alexandria: The person who reads accurately, observing the commandment of the Savior 
to 'search the Scriptures' (Jn. 5:39), must carefully test where the meaning according to the letter is 
true and where it is impossible, and must, so far as he is able, track down from similar expressions 
scattered everywhere through Scripture the meaning of what is impossible according to the letter. 
(4.3.5, see footnote 73) 

A. John 5: 39 Search the scriptures, because you think you have eternal life through them; even 
they testify on my behalf. 

B. Luke 24: 44 “These are my words that I spoke to you while I was still with you, that everything 
written about me in the law of Moses and in the prophets and psalms must be fulfilled.” 
45 Then he opened their minds to understand the scriptures. 46 And he said to them, “Thus it 
is written that the Messiah would suffer and rise from the dead on the third day 47 and that 
repentance, for the forgiveness of sins, would be preached in his name to all the nations, 
beginning from Jerusalem. 

IX. Dei Verbum 12: Since [Sacred Scripture must be read and interpreted in the light of the same Spirit 
by whom it was written], no less serious attention must be given to the content and unity of the 
whole of Scripture if the meaning of the sacred texts is to be correctly worked out. The living tradition 
of the whole Church must be taken into account along with the harmony which exists between 
elements of the faith. (cf. Catechism of the Catholic Church 111–114) 

The Law of Love 

X. Augustine of Hippo: If it seems to you that you have understood the divine scriptures, or any part of 
them, in such a way that by this understanding you do not build up this twin love of God and neighbor, 
then you have not yet understood them. If on the other hand you have made judgments about them 
that are helpful for building up this love, but for all that have not said what the author you have been 
reading actually meant in that place, then your mistake is not pernicious, and you certainly cannot 
be accused of lying. . . . [You] are mistaken in the same sort of way as people who go astray off the 
road, but still proceed by rough paths to the same place as the road was taking them to. (Teaching 
Christianity 1.36.40, 41; quoted in Ambrose Stewart, “‘Christ the Lord is a Mountain Curdled Into 
Cheese’) 
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“THE Wars that are waged through Jesus” 
Joshua 10 and Origen of Alexandria 

 

“The Ban” 

I. Deuteronomy 20: 16 In the cities of these peoples that the Lord, your God, is giving you as a heritage, 
you shall not leave a single soul alive. 17 You must put them all under the ban—the Hittites, Amorites, 
Canaanites, Perizzites, Hivites, and Jebusites—just as the Lord, your God, has commanded you… 

II. Joshua 6: 20 … The wall collapsed, and the people attacked the city straight ahead and took it. 21 They 
observed the ban by putting to the sword all living creatures in the city: men and women, young and 
old, as well as oxen, sheep and donkeys. (Cf. Joshua 10:28–39) 

III. Joshua 10: 40 Joshua conquered the entire land; the mountain regions, the Negeb, the Shephelah, 
and the mountain slopes, with all their kings. He left no survivors, but put under the ban every living 
being, just as the Lord, the God of Israel, had commanded. 

The “Historical Literary-Context” 

IV. Gary Anderson: Archeological work in the land of Israel has demonstrated that the conquest of 
Canaan as described in the book of Joshua simply did not happen… the stories of a violent conquest 
and expulsion of the native population were written down long after the period they purport to 
document. In short, these stories are not historical records of what really happened, but after-the-
fact literary fictions. Israel did not wipe out the Canaanites in a genocidal fashion. (“What About the 
Canaanites?” 271–272) 

V. Gary Anderson: The Deuteronomistic historian understood this particular narrative of Israel’s 
origins as a means of focusing the mind on the horrors of turning aside from the worship of the one 
true God. In other words, the elimination of the Canaanites was a metaphoric way of addressing the 
purity of heart that Israel was to strive for in her devotion to God. (“What About the Canaanites?” 
272) 

VI. Deuteronomy 4: 25 When you have children and children’s children, and have grown old in the land, 
should you then act corruptly by fashioning an idol in the form of anything, and by this evil done in 
his sight provoke the Lord, your God, 26 I call heaven and earth this day to witness against you, that 
you shall all quickly perish from the land which you are crossing the Jordan to possess. You shall not 
live in it for any length of time but shall be utterly wiped out. 27 The Lord will scatter you among the 
peoples, and there shall remain but a handful of you among the nations to which the Lord will drive 
you. 

Joshua = Jesus  (Ἰησοῦς) 

VII. Origen of Alexandria: In the book of Exodus I find the name Jesus for the first time… When I become 
acquainted with the name of Jesus for the first time, I also immediately see the symbol of a mystery. 
Indeed, Jesus leads the army. (Homilies on Joshua 1.1) 

VIII. Exodus 17: 8 Then Amalek came and waged war against Israel in Rephidim. 9 So Moses said to 
Joshua, “Choose some men for us, and tomorrow go out and engage Amalek in battle. I will be 
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standing on top of the hill with the staff of God in my hand.” 10 Joshua did as Moses told him: he 
engaged Amalek in battle while Moses, Aaron, and Hur climbed to the top of the hill. 11 As long as 
Moses kept his hands raised up, Israel had the better of the fight, but when he let his hands rest, 
Amalek had the better of the fight. 12 Moses’ hands, however, grew tired; so they took a rock and 
put it under him and he sat on it. Meanwhile Aaron and Hur supported his hands, one on one side 
and one on the other, so that his hands remained steady until sunset. 13 And Joshua defeated 
Amalek and his people with the sword. 14 Then the Lord said to Moses: Write this down in a book 
as something to be remembered, and recite it to Joshua: I will completely blot out the memory of 
Amalek from under the heavens. 15 Moses built an altar there, which he named Yahweh-nissi; 16 for 
he said, “Take up the banner of the Lord! The Lord has a war against Amalek through the ages.”  

IX. Origen of Alexandria: The book [Joshua] does not so much indicate to us the deeds of the son of 
Nun, as it represents for us the mysteries of Jesus my Lord. For he himself is the one who assumes 
power after the death of Moses; he is the one who leads the army and fights against Amalek. What 
was foreshadowed there on the mountain by lifted hands was the time when “he attaches [them] 
to his cross, triumphing over the principalities and powers on it.” (Homilies on Joshua 1.3; quoting 
Colossians 2:14–15) 

A Contradiction? 

X. Matthew 5: 43 “You have heard that it was said, ‘You shall love your neighbor and hate your enemy.’ 
44 But I say to you, love your enemies, and pray for those who persecute you.” 

XI. Origen of Alexandria: If those things that were dimly sketched through Moses concerning the 
tabernacle or the sacrifices and the entire worship are said to be a “type and shadow of heavenly 
things” [Hebrews 8:5], doubtless the wars that are waged through Jesus, and the slaughter of kings 
and enemies must also be said to be “a shadow and type of heavenly things,” namely, of those wars 
that our Lord Jesus with his army and officers—that is, the throngs of believers and their leaders—
fights against the Devil and his angels. For it is he himself who strives with Paul and with the 
Ephesians “against sovereigns and authorities and the rulers of darkness, against spiritual forces of 
wickedness in heavenly places” [Ephesians 6:12]… Does not the Lord also plainly indicate this in 
the Gospel when he says, “From the days of John the kingdom of heaven suffers violence, and those 
committing violence seize it” [Matthew 11:12]? (Homilies on Joshua 12.1) 

XII. Origen of Alexandria: Within us, indeed, are all those breeds of vices that continually and 
incessantly attack the soul. Within us are the Canaanites; within us are the Perizzites; here are the 
Jebusites. In what way must we exert ourselves, how vigilant must we be or for how long must we 
persevere, so that when all these breeds of vices have been forced to flee, “our land may rest from 
wars” at last [Joshua 11:23]? (Homilies on Joshua 1.7) 

Case Study: Joshua 10 

XIII. Joshua 10: 5 The five Amorite kings, of Jerusalem, Hebron, Jarmuth, Lachish, and Eglon, gathered 
with all their forces, and marched against Gibeon to make war on it…  9 After an all-night march from 
Gilgal, Joshua made a surprise attack upon them, and the Lord threw them into disorder before 
Israel. The Israelites inflicted a great slaughter on them… 16 The five kings who had fled hid in the 
cave at Makkedah… 22 Then Joshua said, “Open the mouth of the cave and bring me those five kings 
from the cave.” 23 They did so; they brought out to him from the cave the five kings, of Jerusalem, 
Hebron, Jarmuth, Lachish, and Eglon. 24 When they brought the five kings out to Joshua, he 
summoned all the army of Israel and said to the commanders of the soldiers who had marched with 
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him, “Come forward and put your feet on the necks of these kings.” They came forward and put their 
feet upon their necks. 25 Then Joshua said to them, “Do not be afraid or dismayed, be firm and 
steadfast. This is what the Lord will do to all the enemies against whom you fight.” 26 Thereupon 
Joshua struck and killed the kings, and hanged them on five trees, where they remained hanging until 
evening. 27 At sunset Joshua commanded that they be taken down from the trees and be thrown into 
the cave where they had hidden; over the mouth of the cave large stones were placed, which remain 
until this very day. 

The Five Kings = The Five Senses 

XIV. Origen of Alexandria: Now these five kings indicate the five corporeal senses: sight, hearing, taste, 
touch, and smell; for it must be through one of these that each person falls away into sin. (Homilies 
on Joshua 11.4) 

XV. Origen of Alexandria: Jesus destroyed the enemies, not teaching cruelty through this, as the 
heretics think, but representing the future sacraments in these affairs, so that when Jesus destroys 
those kings who maintain a reign of sin in us, we can fulfill that which the Apostle said, “Just as we 
presented our members to serve iniquity for iniquity, so now let us present our members to serve 
righteousness for sanctification” [Romans 6:19]. (Homilies on Joshua 11.6) 

The Wood of the Cross 

XVI. Origen of Alexandria: If faith in Christ overcomes those malignant powers and they are suspended 
on the wood of his cross so that “he triumphs” over them “on the wood of his cross” [Colossians 
2:14–15] and they are taken away from his kingdom and cast down, then the soul becomes God’s 
portion, then Jerusalem becomes God’s kingdom, and the temple is built in it for the Lord. (Homilies 
on Joshua 11.5) 

“Set your feet upon their necks…” 

XVII. Origen of Alexandria: Would that you might be the sort of person who can “set your feet upon 
serpents and scorpions and upon every hostile power” [Luke 10:19] and “tread underfoot the dragon 
and the lizard” [Psalm 91:13], the petty king who once reigned in you and maintained in you a 
kingdom of sin. Thus, with all those destroyed who used to rule in you by the work of sin, Christ Jesus 
our Lord alone will reign in you. (Homilies on Joshua 11.6) 
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“Destroy them in Anger… Destroy Not” 
Psalms 57–59 and Gregory of Nyssa 

 

“A Happy Tune?” 

I. Psalm 137:1–6 [Bonaventure Zerr]: On the banks of the rivers of Babylon we sat wailing, as we 
remembered Zion. We left our harps hanging there on the poplar trees, because our captors required 
the lyrics of a song from us, our tormentors, a happy tune. They said: “Sing us a song of Zion!” How 
could we sing the song of the Lord on foreign soil? If I forget you, Jerusalem, let my right hand wither. 
Let my tongue stick in my mouth, if I do not remember you, if I do not wear you upon my head, 
Jerusalem, like a crown on a day of festivities…  

II. Psalm 137:7–9 [Bonaventure Zerr]: …O Lord, remember what the sons of Edom said at the time 
Jerusalem was condemned: “Shame her, shame her, down to her very foundation!” O Babylon, you 
plunder-loving city, how blest will be the one who pays you back in full for the treatment you meted 
out to us! How blest the one who seizes your infants and dashes them against a rock. 

Dashed Against Christ 

III. Matthew 5: 43 “You have heard that it was said, ‘You shall love your neighbor and hate your enemy.’ 
44 But I say to you, love your enemies, and pray for those who persecute you.” 

IV. Benedict of Nursia: He has foiled the evil one, the devil, at every turn, flinging both him and his 
promptings far from the sight of his heart. While these temptations were still young, he caught hold 
of them and dashed them against Christ. (Holy Rule, Prologue 28) 

V. Benedict of Nursia: As soon as wrongful thoughts come into your heart, dash them against Christ 
and disclose them to your spiritual father. (Holy Rule, 4.50) 

Psychological Difficulty 

VI. General Instruction on the Liturgy of the Hours: Three psalms (58, 83 and 109) are omitted from 
the psalter cycle as heavily imprecatory in character. In the same way, some verses are omitted from 
certain psalms, as noted at the head of each. These texts are omitted because of the difficulty they 
can cause because of their psychology, even though the psalms of imprecation are used as prayer 
in the New Testament, for example, Revelation 6:10, and their purpose is in no sense to encourage 
cursing. (131) 

A. Revelation 6: 9 When he broke open the fifth seal, I saw underneath the altar the souls of 
those who had been slaughtered because of the witness they bore to the word of God. 
10 They cried out in a loud voice, “How long will it be, holy and true master, before you sit in 
judgment and avenge our blood on the inhabitants of the earth?” 

B. Psalm 79: 10 Why should the nations say, “Where is their God?” Before our eyes make 
known to the nations that you avenge the blood of your servants which has been poured 
out. 
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Case Study: Psalm 58 

VII. Psalm 58: 1 For the leader. Do not destroy. A miktam of David.  
2 Do you indeed pronounce justice, O gods; do you judge fairly you children of Adam? 3 No, you freely 
engage in crime; your hands dispense violence to the earth.  
4 The wicked have been corrupt since birth; liars from the womb, they have gone astray. 5 Their venom 
is like the venom of a snake, like that of a serpent stopping its ears, 6 So as not to hear the voice of 
the charmer or the enchanter with cunning spells.  
7 O God, smash the teeth in their mouths; break the fangs of these lions, Lord! 8 Make them vanish 
like water flowing away;  trodden down, let them wither like grass. 9 Let them dissolve like a snail 
that oozes away, like an untimely birth that never sees the sun. 10 Suddenly, like brambles or thistles,  
have the whirlwind snatch them away. 11 Then the just shall rejoice to see the vengeance and bathe 
their feet in the blood of the wicked. 12 Then people will say: “Truly there is a reward for the just; there 
is a God who is judge on earth!”  

VIII. Psalm 59: 1 For the director. Do not destroy. A miktam of David, when Saul sent people to watch his 
house and kill him…  
6 You, Lord God of hosts, are the God of Israel! Awake! Punish all the nations. Have no mercy on 
these worthless traitors…  
12 Slay them, God, lest they deceive my people. Shake them by your power; Lord, our shield, bring 
them down. 13 For the sinful words of their mouths and lips let them be caught in their pride. For the 
lies they have told under oath 14 destroy them in anger, destroy till they are no more [Abbot 
Bonaventure: “Exterminate them in your burning anger, exterminate them, annihilate them”]… 

Seek Things Above 

IX. Gregory of Nyssa: …The thoughts of the psalm might be accommodated to the words in the 
inscription... (Treatise on the Inscriptions of the Psalms 231) 

A. Psalm 57: 1 For the director. Do not destroy. A miktam of David, when he fled from Saul into 
a cave. 

B. Psalm 58: 1 For the leader. Do not destroy. A miktam of David. 

C. Psalm 59: 1 For the director. Do not destroy. A miktam of David, when Saul sent people to 
watch his house and kill him. 

David and Saul 

X. 1 Samuel 24: 3 So Saul took three thousand of the best men from all Israel and went in search of 
David and his men in the direction of the wild goat crags. 4 When he came to the sheepfolds along 
the way, he found a cave, which he entered to relieve himself. David and his men were occupying 
the inmost recesses of the cave. 5 David’s servants said to him, “This is the day about which the Lord 
said to you: I will deliver your enemy into your hand; do with him as you see fit.” So David moved up 
and stealthily cut off an end of Saul’s robe. 6 Afterward, however, David regretted that he had cut off 
an end of Saul’s robe. 7 He said to his men, “The Lord forbid that I should do such a thing to my 
master, the Lord’s anointed, to lay a hand on him, for he is the Lord’s anointed.” 8 With these words 



11 

David restrained his men and would not permit them to attack Saul. Saul then left the cave and went 
on his way. 

XI. 1 Samuel 26: 7 So David and Abishai reached Saul’s soldiers by night, and there was Saul lying 
asleep within the camp, his spear thrust into the ground at his head and Abner and his troops 
sleeping around him. 8 Abishai whispered to David: “God has delivered your enemy into your hand 
today. Let me nail him to the ground with one thrust of the spear; I will not need to strike him twice!” 
9 But David said to Abishai, “Do not harm him, for who can lay a hand on the Lord’s anointed and 
remain innocent? 10 As the Lord lives,” David declared, “only the Lord can strike him: either when the 
time comes for him to die, or when he goes out and perishes in battle. 11 But the Lord forbid that I lay 
a hand on the Lord’s anointed! Now take the spear at his head and the water jug, and let us be on 
our way.” 

The Man in the Mirror 

XII. Gregory of Nyssa: [David] was a man, and anger was an essential part of his nature. (Treatise on 
the Inscriptions of the Psalms 245) 

XIII. Gregory of Nyssa: The Word teaches rather by this story that the one who excels in virtue does not 
fight bravely against those of his own race, but fights against the passions. (Treatise on the 
Inscriptions of the Psalms 230) 

XIV. Athanasius of Alexandria: These words [of the Psalm] become like a mirror to the person singing 
them, so that he might perceive himself and the emotions of his soul… from the Psalms he who 
wants to do so can learn the emotions and dispositions of the souls, finding in them also the therapy 
and correction suited for each emotion. (Letter to Marcellinus 12–13) 

XV. Gregory of Nyssa: Whenever the soul swells with revenge against someone who is provoking it, and 
the blood around the heart boils with anger against the one who has grieved the soul, then, when 
one has looked up at this stela which the Holy Spirit set up for David, and has read the word on it 
which David uttered on behalf of him who was eager for his own blood, he will not fail to calm the 
troubled thoughts in his soul, and appease his passion by his desire to imitate the same things. 
(Treatise on the Inscriptions of the Psalms 247) 

XVI. Gary Anderson: The imprecatory psalms give witness to that deep abyss of personal hatred that 
David, through divine grace, was able to overcome. (“King David and the Psalms of Imprecation” 
272) 

An Icon of the Psalter 

XVII. 1 Samuel 16: 14  The spirit of the Lord had departed from Saul, and he was tormented by an evil 
spirit from the Lord… 23 Whenever the spirit from God came upon Saul, David would take the harp 
and play, and Saul would be relieved and feel better, for the evil spirit would leave him. 
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“Not Every Adultery Must Be Con demned” 
2 Samuel 11 and Ambrose of Milan 

 

Scandalous Scriptures 

I. Ambrose of Milan: Perhaps the title of the Psalm that you heard read out will have upset many, 
namely: “Nathan the prophet came to him, after he had gone in to Bathsheba” [Psalm 51:1]. At the 
same time, the reading from the Gospel that has been treated could stir the concern of the 
inexperienced in no small measure, for in it you note that the adulterous woman has been presented 
to Christ and that she is sent off without condemnation [John 8:1–11]. For indeed if anyone takes in 
these matters with idle ears, he comes upon an incentive for sin, since he reads of the adultery of a 
holy man and the exoneration of an adulterous woman. (The Second Defense of David 1.1) 

II. 2 Samuel 11: 1 At the turn of the year, the time when kings go to war, David sent out Joab along with 
his officers and all Israel, and they laid waste the Ammonites and besieged Rabbah. David himself 
remained in Jerusalem. 2 One evening David rose from his bed and strolled about on the roof of the 
king’s house. From the roof he saw a woman bathing; she was very beautiful. 3 David sent people to 
inquire about the woman and was told, “She is Bathsheba, daughter of Eliam, and wife of Uriah the 
Hittite, Joab’s armor-bearer.” 4 Then David sent messengers and took her. When she came to him, he 
took her to bed, at a time when she was just purified after her period; and she returned to her 
house… 14 The next morning David wrote a letter to Joab which he sent by Uriah. 15 This is what he 
wrote in the letter: “Place Uriah up front, where the fighting is fierce. Then pull back and leave him 
to be struck down dead.” 16 So while Joab was besieging the city, he assigned Uriah to a place where 
he knew the defenders were strong. 17 When the men of the city made a sortie against Joab, some 
officers of David’s army fell, and Uriah the Hittite also died… 

David = Man 

III. Ambrose of Milan: I acknowledge that David was a man, and that is nothing unusual; I acknowledge 
that, generally, man sins. For this is not some new weakness of the human condition, and, indeed, 
it would be more surprising that a man lacks sin than that he falls into it. Thus holy David committed 
sin—I will accept your claim without any discussion—he committed adultery, he plotted a murder; 
he plotted it and accomplished it. He sinned as kings are accustomed to do, but he did penance and 
he wept, which kings are not accustomed to do. He asked pardon, not clinging to his power, but 
acknowledging his weakness; falling prostrate on the ground, he covered himself with sackcloth, 
forgetting his power and remembering his fault. (The Second Defense of David 3.7) 

IV. Psalm 51: 3 Have mercy on me, God, in accord with your merciful love; in your abundant 
compassion blot out my transgressions. 4 Thoroughly wash away my guilt; and from my sin cleanse 
me. 5 For I know my transgressions; my sin is always before me. 6 Against you, you alone have I 
sinned; I have done what is evil in your eyes so that you are just in your word, and without reproach 
in your judgment. 7 Behold, I was born in guilt, in sin my mother conceived me. 8 Behold, you desire 
true sincerity; and secretly you teach me wisdom. 9 Cleanse me with hyssop, that I may be pure; 
wash me, and I will be whiter than snow. 10 You will let me hear gladness and joy; the bones you have 
crushed will rejoice… 
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David = Christ 

V. Ambrose of Milan: The Hebrew term “David” is interpreted as humiliatum (“humiliated”) in Latin. 
For who is truly humiliated if not the one who “did not judge it robbery that he be equal to God, but 
accepting the form of a servant he humiliated himself, becoming obedient unto death”? Thus this 
man is the one who is meant by “David,” for he is exalted by nature, but humiliated through mercy, 
sublime in his divinity, but meek in his body. (The Second Defense of David 7.39) 

A. Philippians 2:  5 … Christ Jesus, 6 who, though he was in the form of God, did not regard 
equality with God something to be grasped. 7 Rather, he emptied himself, taking the form of 
a slave, coming in human likeness; and found human in appearance, 8 he humbled himself, 
becoming obedient to death, even death on a cross.  

VI. Ambrose of Milan: There was an adultery, there was a murder… I say that the adultery became a 
prefiguration of salvation; for not every adultery must be condemned. (The Second Defense of David 
10.50) 

Bathsheba = the Church 

VII. Ambrose of Milan: This does not seem like the truth, that a woman was stripped in front of the 
house of the king, that a wife would wash herself before the house of the king, as though there could 
be no other place more appropriate for bathing: it does not square, it does not fit, and does not align 
with faith… Then, if this does not fit with faith, let us ask what this naked woman means: clearly it 
refers to the human condition stripped of all coverings of its nature, lacking the clothing of 
immortality and stripped of the veil of innocence; for he is naked who is naked through sin and guilt… 
(The Second Defense of David 8.40–41) 

A. Genesis 3:7: Then the eyes of both of them were opened, and they knew that they were 
naked; so they sewed fig leaves together and made loincloths for themselves. 

Black and Beautiful 

VIII. Ambrose of Milan: Let us learn that the Church is naked, let us learn that she is seeking, she is 
hastening and washing herself before the house of Christ… saying, “Tell me whom my soul loves” 
[Song of Songs 1:7], recalling the very source of the desire, the very reason for her baptism, just as 
you have it written: “I am black and beautiful, daughters of Jerusalem, like the tent of Kedar, like the 
fleece of Solomon” [Song of Songs 1:5] … Because she is black, she longs to be washed; because 
she is beautiful, she does not fear to be seen naked. (The Second Defense of David 8.42) 

IX. Ambrose of Milan: She not only washed herself, but she also called to him, as we have it in the 
same book of Scripture, where the holy Church says: “Come, my brother, let us go out into the field; 
let us rest in the fortresses; let us rise at dawn to go to the vineyards; let us see if the vines are 
blossoming” [Song of Songs 7:12–13]. Thus she not only bathes, but she even beckons Christ to 
come to her and invites him, saying: “I will give my breasts to you” [Song of Songs 7:13]. (The Second 
Defense of David 9.47) 

A. Song of Songs: [The man:] 7 How beautiful you are, how fair, my love, daughter of delights! 
8 Your very form resembles a date-palm, and your breasts, clusters. 9 I thought, “Let me 
climb the date-palm! Let me take hold of its branches! Let your breasts be like clusters of 
the vine and the fragrance of your breath like apples, 10 And your mouth like the best wine—  
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B. [The woman:] that flows down smoothly for my lover, gliding over my lips and teeth. 11 I 
belong to my lover, his yearning is for me. 12 Come, my lover! Let us go out to the fields, let 
us pass the night among the henna. 13 Let us go early to the vineyards, and see if the vines 
are in bloom, If the buds have opened, if the pomegranates have blossomed; There will I 
give you my love [LXX: “breasts”]. 

Uriah = the Law 

X. Ambrose of Milan: Christ desired the beauty of his Church and prepared to acquire her as his wife. 
But because she was under the Law—for Peter, John, and the other apostles were under the Law—
he first decided that we needed to be freed from the chains of bodily observance… Thus Uriah was 
killed as a type of the Law to show that the Synagogue would be loosed from the tethers of the Law. 
(The Second Defense of David 9.48) 

A. Romans 7: 1 Are you unaware, brothers (for I am speaking to people who know the law), that 
the law has jurisdiction over one as long as one lives? 2 Thus a married woman is bound by 
law to her living husband; but if her husband dies, she is released from the law in respect to 
her husband. 3 Consequently, while her husband is alive she will be called an adulteress if 
she consorts with another man. But if her husband dies she is free from that law, and she is 
not an adulteress if she consorts with another man. 4 In the same way, my brothers, you also 
were put to death to the law through the body of Christ, so that you might belong to another, 
to the one who was raised from the dead in order that we might bear fruit for God. 

“An Illegitimate Incarnation” 

XI. Ambrose of Milan: A holy cohabitation took place from unequal partners, when the Word became 
flesh. For there is no lawful wedlock between divinity and the flesh… God assumed flesh, he took 
up a soul, he made there to be a lawful wedlock through an unprecedented and illegitimate 
Incarnation, so that God might be all things and in all. (The Second Defense of David 10.50) 

XII. Ambrose of Milan: Thus taking this woman to himself, God the Word made the union lawful. This 
mystery has also been indicated by those marriage rites that are in the Song of Songs, by which the 
Church weds Christ and the flesh weds the spirit. And thus she was running about and seeking 
where the word of God was, because she was wounded, because she was naked, because she was 
an adulteress in all things. (The Second Defense of David 10.51) 

A. Song of Songs 3: 1 On my bed at night I sought him whom my soul loves—I sought him but I 
did not find him. 2 “Let me rise then and go about the city, through the streets and squares; 
Let me seek him whom my soul loves.” I sought him but I did not find him. 3 The watchmen 
found me, as they made their rounds in the city: “Him whom my soul loves—have you seen 
him?”  4 Hardly had I left them when I found him whom my soul loves. I held him and would 
not let him go until I had brought him to my mother’s house, to the chamber of her who 
conceived me. 

XIII. Ambrose of Milan: Christ joined this woman [that is, human nature] to himself, so that he might 
render her immaculate; he accompanied her, so that he might bear away her adultery. And because 
she was under the Law, death was necessary, sot that she might be liberated from the Law, so that 
through her death, the marriage, as it were, between the Law and the flesh might be destroyed. (The 
Second Defense of David 10.52)  
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