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ANTI-JEWISH POLEMIC, CHRISTOLOGY,  
AND THE RECEPTION OF CHALCEDON 

 
Diadochus of Photice on the Ascension of the Lord 

1. Introduction 
 

Diadochus, bishop of Photice in Epirus (Northern Greece) in the years 
immediately after the Council of Chalcedon, doesn’t rank among the 
great luminaries of Greek patristics. A substantial corpus of writings is 
not extant and our knowledge of his life is extremely scanty.1 Before 
focusing on his Ascension sermon, it may, therefore, be advisable to start 
with a more general introduction to our author’s life, thought, and writ-
ings. 

The titles of Diadochus’ works reveal that he was bishop of Photice. 
Because in the texts of the Council of Chalcedon John is mentioned as 
bishop of Photice, it is generally assumed that Diadochus became bishop 
of the city only after 451. Following the (late) testimony of Photius’ Bib-
liotheca, it is not excluded that Diadochus himself was also present at the 
Council. As we will see, he made the Chalcedonian position his own and 
defended it vigorously in one of his writings. In 457 he was among the 
signatories of the letter addressed by the bishops of Epirus to the emperor 
Leo I, a document written after Proterius of Alexandria had been assassi-
nated. He died before 486, the year in which Victor of Vita composed his 
History of the Persecutions. In the prologue of that work, Victor de-
scribes Diadochus as worthy of all kinds of praise because his many writ-
ings brilliantly illustrate catholic doctrine.2 What is left of his writings 
certainly bears the traces not so much of a great systematic theologian 

 
1. The best general survey of his writings and thought, to which this introduction is 

also indebted, can be found in the general introduction to the edition of Diadochus’ opera 
omnia by E. des Places (ed.), Diadoque de Photicè: Œuvres completes, Sources 
Chrétiennes, 5tris (Paris: Cerf, 1966).  

2. See H.-I. Marrou, “Diadoque de Photiké et Victor de Vita,” Revue des Études 
Anciennes 45 (1943) 225-232. 
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like the Cappadocians, but more of a leader of a monastic community and 
a great Christian intellectual. Diadochus ostensibly had had a good edu-
cation, adopted a fine, elevated style of writing and was well at home in 
philosophy. On a more personal note, the imagery in his writings also 
indicates an open eye for the beauty of nature.3 

Diadochus owes much of his renommée to his One Hundred Practical 
Texts on Perception and Spiritual Discernment. This guide to the devo-
tional life indicates that he must have been a spiritual leader of a monas-
tic movement and that he had much experience in spiritual guidance. 
Thus the manual treats the life of prayer, especially the silent Jesus 
prayer, but also spiritual discernment, the ways of the heart, a Christian 
anthropology, the fight with demons, and many more topics that are typi-
cal for monastic literature. As an experienced leader, Diadochus also 
doesn’t forget the more practical and external aspects of organising the 
spiritual life: abstinence of eating, drinking, and sleep, when to go to a 
doctor, how often to take a bath. The One Hundred Practical Texts have 
had an enormous influence beyond Diadochus’ own community. They 
represent a successful synthesis of the more Platonic, intellectually-
oriented form of monastic spirituality in the style of Evagrius, on the one 
hand, and the more biblical, experience-oriented form as exemplified in 
the writings of Pseudo-Macarius, on the other. Diadochus was a precur-
sor and his writing a part of the fundament on which the later “Byzantine 
synthesis” was shaped by (inter alios) Maximus Confessor and the Hesy-
chasts.4 The West would discover the writing only in the sixteenth cen-
tury when, in 1570, a Latin translation of it was included in the Jesuits’ 
Ratio Studiorum. The One Hundred Practical Texts has been translated in 
all main languages, receiving in 2000 a fresh English translation by Janet 
Elaine Rutherford,5 and has been the main focus of scholarship on 
Diadochus. Besides thematic studies, it is especially his spiritual-
monastic pedigree in general and his relationship to Pseudo-Macarius and 
Messalianism in particular that have attracted scholarly attention.6 

In the shadow of the One Hundred Practical Texts, Diadochus’ other, 
smaller writings have hardly received attention. Firstly, there is the Cate-
chesis, a writing in question-and-answer form. Its authorship is doubtful. 
The lion’s share of the manuscript tradition attributes it to Symeon the 
New Theologian with whom it also shares thematical parallels. Edouard 

 
3. Des Places, Diadoque de Photicè, 1-3. 
4. K. Ware, art. “Diadochus von Photice,” TRE 8 (1981) 617-620.  
5. Janet Elaine Rutherford (ed., transl.), One Hundred Practical Texts of Perception 

and Spiritual Discernment from Diadochos of Photike, Belfast Byzantine Texts and 
Translations, 8 (Belfast: Belfast Byzantine Enterprises, 2000). 

6. See for further reading Ware, “Diadochus,” 620 and Rutherford, One Hundred 
Practical Texts, 181-184.  



326 Johan Leemans 
 
des Places leaves the issue open, because, in his opinion, many of these 
ideas are also present in one form or another in the Visio, another of our 
author’s extant writings.7 The Visio is in all manuscripts attributed to 
Diadochus and, with few exceptions, his authorship stands undisputed.8 It 
discusses in questions and answers the following topics: Christ’s baptism 
in the River Jordan (3-12), the visio dei in the time to come (13-17) and 
the nature of the angels (18-29). To the best of my knowledge only two 
studies offer a thorough analysis of this work.9 Both try to clarify the 
relationship between Diadochus and Pseudo-Macarius, but arrive at dif-
ferent conclusions: Friedrich Dörr highlights the differences and points to 
the former’s creative independence, whereas Hermann Dörries sees in 
Diadochus “a pupil of Symeon.”10  

While the Visio and the Catechesis are much shorter writings than the 
One Hundred Practical Texts, they still pertain to the same stream of the 
spiritual-ascetic tradition. The situation is different with regard to Diado-
chus’ Sermon on the Ascension of Our Lord Jesus Christ. This writing 
clearly belongs to a different genre, has a different structure and content, 
and shows very few thematic links to Diadochus’ other three writings. 
Yet, this Fremdkörper is very interesting if studied as a sermon on the 
Ascension; given that scholarship generally eschewed it, an article that 
puts the spotlight on this very much understudied text is a fitting contri-
bution to a thematic issue on Ascension sermons.  

 
2. The Ascension Homily of Diadochus (CPG 6107): Introduction 

 
A relatively short text, the sermon is extant in three manuscripts. The 
most important one is the Vaticanus graecus 455, dating from the 9th-10th 
century. This beautiful manuscript contains a selection of liturgical homi-
lies, mainly related to the feasts of Easter, Ascension, and Pentecost, 
though some panegyrics and homilies on NT pericopes have also been 
included. All the great festal homilists of the Patristic and Early Byzan-
tine period are present: Gregory of Nazianzus, Proclus, Basilius of Seleu-
cia and John Chrysostom, to name just a few. Vat.gr. 455 is the only 
source for the text of Diadochus’ Ascension homily. With regard to the 

 
7. Des Places, Diadoque de Photicè, 28-29. 
8. The most notable exception is E. Amand de Mendieta, “Diadoque de Photicé, Œu-

vres spirituelles, ed. E. des Places (review),” BZ 62 (1969) 93ss. 
9. F. Dörr, Diadochos von Photike und die Messalianer: Ein Kampf zwischen wahrer 

und falscher Mystik im fünften Jahhundert (Freiburg im Breisgau: Herder & Co., 1937) 
and H. Dörries, “Diadochus und Symeon: Das Verhältniss der kephalaia gnostica zum 
Messalianismus,” in Id., Wort und Stunde, I (Göttingen: Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht, 1966) 
352-422. 

10. Dörries, “Diadochus und Symeon,” 374-376. 
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other two manuscript witnesses, the Barberinianus graecus 497 (dating 
from the year 1627) is but a faithful copy of the Vaticanus, whereas the 
copy preserved at the Biblioteca Vallicelliana (in the papers of Allatius) 
is a much less reliable one.  

The Vaticanus formed the basis for the editio princeps by Angelo Mai 
(Rome, 1840). The standard text-edition is still the one by E. des Places 
in the Sources chrétiennes series (nr. 5ter, Paris, 1966, 164-168). With 
one exception (αὐτῷ instead of αὐτούς in 168,1) and some small ortho-
graphical corrections, this edition faithfully reproduces the text in the 
Vaticanus. Besides an edition with Russian translation by K. Popov11 this 
French edition and translation is the only one available.12 An English 
translation is available in the recently published collection by Cliff Er-
matinger in the Cistercian Studies Series.13  

In what follows I will rely on the Sources chrétiennes-edition and re-
fer to it with page and line numbers. The quotations in English are (with 
occasional modifications) taken from the translation by Ermatinger. The 
discussion of the text will focus on its homiletical character, its theologi-
cal and mystagogical content, and its contribution to liturgical history. 
Having an eye for these aspects, I will follow the line of the text and pro-
vide comments and links to other texts where the possibility presents 
itself. The Sermon on the Ascension of Our Lord is a beautiful text in 
which the homilist accomplishes much more than getting a message 
across to his audience. Taking as a starting point Mt 28 (highly likely the 
reading of the day), he succeeds in creating a spiritual universe in which 
the members of his audience may feel at home. He draws on many rele-
vant verses from the Scriptures (mainly from the Psalms) in order to elu-
cidate the meaning of the Feast of Ascension, not as an abstract datum, 
but as a salvific mystery by which all are touched. The sermon’s doctrinal 
statement about Christology nicely fits into this overall framework. 
While rigorously preaching a Chalcedonian Christology is not the main 
purpose of the preacher, he nevertheless emphasizes the christological 
implications of the ascension event: as the reverse movement of the in-
carnation, in the ascension it is the incarnated Christ that is exalted. In 
this respect, there is a straight correspondence between incarnation and 
ascension.  

 
11. K. Popov (ed., transl.), Diadoque: Œuvres complètes (Kiew, 1903); cf. Des Plac-

es, Diadoque de Photicè. 
12. Cf. Des Places, Diadoque de Photicè, 78, the data in the Clavis Patrum Grae-

corum (sub nr 6107) and the pinakes-database of the IRHT (http://pinakes.irht.cnrs.fr/). 
13. Cliff Ermatinger (introd., transl.), Following the Footsteps of the Invisible: The 

Complete Works of Diadochus of Photikē, Cistercian Studies Series, 239 (Collegeville, 
MN: Liturgical Press, 2010). 
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The title of the sermon is as follows: Διαδόχου ἐπισκόπου Φωτικῆς 
τῆς Ἠπείρου εἰς τὴν ἀνάληψιν τοῦ Κυρίου ἡμῶν Ἰησοῦ Χριστοῦ λόγος. 
Its sole manuscript witness (the Vaticanus) thus names Diadochus, 
bishop of Photice in Epirus, as the author. The text is called logos, a nor-
mal term for a sermon. Also topic and occasion are mentioned: it is a 
sermon on ‘the ascent of our Lord Jesus Christ’. Given that we basically 
have only one manuscript to rely on, there is no way to figure out 
whether this title has been added later on or already belonged to the earli-
est strata of the textual transmission.  

As to literary genre, the text is clearly a sermon. Some traces of oral 
delivery are still visible in the text. At the very beginning the homilist has 
a double exhortative construction: “Bring to me now the Jewish priests ... 
come on preacher, herald of Christ” (Φέρε μοι νῦν τοὺς Ἰουδαικοὺς 
ἱερεῖς, respectively φέρε ὧδε, ἐκκλησιαστὰ καὶ Χριστοῦ κῆρυξ). This is 
an indication to the audience that a new subsection of the sermon starts; it 
is a way of re-capturing the attention of those whose minds might have 
wandered away. Further on in the sermon, the homilist regularly uses the 
first person plural, which is a way of including the audience into his dis-
course. Thus he speaks about “The Savior of us all” (164,23), our Psalm-
ist (165,17), Paul teaching us (168,8). Two times he also addresses his 
audience directly as ἀδελφοί (166,1 and 168,15). However, as these prac-
tices are normal usage for late antique homilists, such terminology should 
not be interpreted as revealing something about the composition of the 
audience or the preacher’s relationship to it.  

 
3. The Beginning of the Sermon (164,4–165,31) 
 
Diadochus opens his sermon as follows:  
 

Bring to me now the Jewish priests, for this is the hour for words of vic-
tory. Come on, preacher and herald of Christ, speak and paint for us the 
scene with the power of your truth. 
Φέρε μοι νῦν τοὺς Ἰουδαικοὺς ἱερεῖς· ὥρα γὰρ ἐπινικίων λόγων· φέρε 
ὧδε, ἐκκλησιαστὰ καὶ Χριστοῦ κῆρυξ, λέγε καὶ ζωγράφει τῇ σῇ δυνατῶς 
ἀληθείᾳ·  

 
Several nonconformities may be taken to indicate that this incipit is not 
the prologue of the sermon. Usually prologues of festal sermons tend to 
be longer and less in medias res than this one. Moreover, there is no di-
rect address to the audience, as happens only much later in the sermon a 
few times. Furthermore, the νῦν rather seems to suggest that the preacher 
turns to a new topic in his sermon. Finally, the sermon is quite short; 
almost too short in fact to have been delivered as a festal sermon on an 
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important feast-day. Though it is impossible to move beyond conjecture 
on this point, it seems all in all not unlikely that we only have a part of 
the sermon and that the prologue and the first part of the text are lost. The 
fact that Diadochus was not that well-known a homilist may help to ac-
count for the truncated sermon. If we do indeed only have part of the 
sermon, it is probably no coincidence that the “doctrinally relevant” part 
with the anti-monophysite stance and the support for the Chalcedonian 
definition is extant.  

The preacher’s very first words refer to a victory. From what follows 
it becomes clear that a victory over Judaism is meant. This indicates from 
the very beginning that Diadochus does not shy away from anti-Jewish 
language. As such, this is not much of a surprise. Anti-Jewish language is 
part and parcel of patristic literature.14 Moreover, in many Ascension 
sermons anti-Jewish polemic is present.15 In Diadochus’ case the polemi-
cal tone might be partially attributed to the influence of the scriptural 
narrative, as the “Jewish priests” in the opening sentence refer to the res-
urrection story of Matthew 28. Nevertheless, it is hard to escape the im-
pression that the homilist is happily contributing his part to this polemic, 
as he proceeds to rewrite Mt 28:11-15.  

Matthew narrates how, after the resurrection, some of the guards set at 
the tomb went into Jerusalem to tell the chief priests what had happened. 
The priests bribed them to spread the story that, while they were asleep, 
Christ’s disciples had stolen the dead body, a story – the Evangelist adds 
– that has been spread among the Jews “to this day.” Inspired by a patris-
tic theology of substitution, Diadochus reshapes the story of Mt 28 as 
follows. “Now bring up the Jewish priests,” he says, because it is time for 
songs of triumph (ὥρα γὰρ ἐπινικίων λόγων). The money given to the 
soldiers is styled as “the money for their wicked plans” (τὸ ἀργύριον τῆς 
αὑτῶν κακοβουλίας). These wicked plans are opposed to the preacher’s 
message, which is styled as “the truth,” while the Jews of Matthew’s 
story are opposed to “the ministers of Christ” (οἱ τοῦ Χριστοῦ 
λειτουργοί).  

The Jews claimed to be descendents of the very pious Abraham 
(πιστότατον). Yet, they didn’t believe that “the Savior of all of us” (ὁ 
πάντων ἡμῶν σωτῆρ) had been resurrected from the dead. Instead they 
spread a false rumour, as Matthew says. From this reference to Matthew 
28, the homilist launches himself into an apologetical attack against Juda-
ism. Even the demons, Diadochus says with reference to the Marcan res-

 
14. See e.g. the documentation compiled by H. Schreckenberg, Die christlichen 

Adversus-Judaeos-Texte und ihr literarisches und historisches Umfeld (1.-11. Jh.), 
Europäische Hochschulschriften, XXIII/172 (Frankfurt am Main/Berlin/Bern: Peter Lang, 
31995). 

15. See also the sermons discussed in the other contributions in this issue. 
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urrection narrative, had recognized the validity of the resurrection and the 
ascension; so why not the Jews? They should have accepted this all the 
more so as, he argues, they claim to follow the divine commandments (αἱ 
ἐντολαὶ τοῦ Θεοῦ): a technical term indicating the entirety of the Old 
Testament. For that reason, they should a fortiori believe in the Lord’s 
resurrection and exaltation. After all there are many texts in the Old Tes-
tament in which this was already foreshadowed. Ps 8:2-3, Ps 46:6, and Ps 
56:6 are being quoted here. These are all texts that in one way or another 
include exaltation language, arming Diadochus with cogent arguments 
against the Jewish refusal to accept Christ’s exaltation. The passage is 
loaded with anti-Jewish polemic: the Jews are, with reference to John 
8:44, children of the devil; they are sophists of evil (οἱ τῆς κακίας 
σοφισταί); their refusal of the Lord is sheer stupidity (ἄνοια). And yet, 
through these passages in the Old Testament, the offer of salvation, the 
possibility to leave the shadows of death, had been given to them first. 
The reason for their refusal was their belief they had already reached 
perfection, thus ultimately their lack of humility (ταπείνωσις). The cen-
tral place of humility should not surprise, given the spiritual background 
of Diadochus. Humility was one of the main monastic virtues; but it also 
represents “the very seal of piety” (σφραγὶς ὄντως εὐσεβείας). Humility 
was clearly a very central virtue to Diadochus, as is also evident from the 
importance with which it is invested in the One Hundred Practical 
Texts.16 Thus, this stress on humility as the seal of piety links our sermon 
to Diadochus’ spiritual writings. 

Ps 67:19 makes clear that the choice against Jesus made by the Jews 
and the positive choice the Christians made, do have consequences. Ps 
67:19 LXX reads: “Rising to a lofty height, he took captivity captive, and 
distributed gifts among men.” Diadochus interprets this with reference to 
the salvific event of resurrection and exaltation: by his resurrection and 
exaltation the Only-begotten Son of God snatched away humanity from 
the claws of death and provided everybody who wants it with the weap-
ons (ὅπλα) to reach righteousness (δικαιοσύνη). It is interesting to see 
how Diadochus holds resurrection and exaltation closely together. Both 
have their place in the plan of salvation. This salvific event is not some 
way of magic that makes in one divine movement an end at human sor-
row and human initiative. On the contrary: the way to salvation opened 
up by the Lord in his resurrection and exaltation is a story of divine grace 
and human freedom: Christ gives the possibility to strive for the ideal of 
humility (ταπείνωσις), but ultimately this fight must be fought by the 
Christian him- or herself. Here the monastic author Diadochus is inspir-
ing the festal homilist. 

 
16. Des Places, Diadoque de Photicè, 58-59. 
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Finally, the question arises as to why this anti-Jewish polemic is so 
strong at a time the parting of the ways was already a fait accompli? Do 
we have to envisage Jewish interlocutors present in the milieu in which 
Diadochus was preaching? Unlike many other regions and cities we do 
not know too much about Epirus in the first half of the fifth century AD 
and certainly not about Photice in this period. We do know that at Nico-
polis there most probably was a Hellenised Jewish community because, 
according to Eusebius’ Church History VI, 16, Origen stayed there in 
search of OT manuscripts. This would suggest the existence of a syna-
gogue at Nicopolis and thus, in turn, some Jewish presence in Epirus, 
though it is admittedly circumstantial evidence at best.17 Besides the pos-
sibility of Jewish presence, one might also reasonably surmise that 
Diadochus’ Jews are fictitious opponents that allow him to develop the 
theological viewpoints he wants to make. His thoughts on incarnation and 
resurrection are presented in the form of a reaction against or in opposi-
tion to the position of “the Jews” – perhaps a mere label under which 
Diadochus understands those who do not share his christological view-
points, as alluded to in the polemical section and spelled out in the fol-
lowing section. It seems safe to conclude that, beyond the presence or 
absence of Jews in Diadochus’ community, the polemic against the Jews 
is constitutive to the sermon’s train of thought: the theological ideas thus 
introduced serve as the springboard, as topics to be further explored, in 
the remaining part of the sermon.  

 
4. The Feast of the Ascension, Christology, and the Reception of 
Chalcedon (166,1–168,26) 
 
After his quite extensive anti-Jewish polemic, our homilist turns to a 
reflection on the meaning of the Christian Feast of the Ascension, “the 
Ascension of the Lord, of which we celebrate the memory today” 
(166,16-17). Diadochus alludes here to the anamnetic character of his 
sermon and of the liturgy as a whole: in the celebration the memory of 
the salvific event of the Ascension is kept alive and exactly in this anam-
netic process its meaning is discovered, deepened, and transmitted. Its 
meaning is that, together with the incarnation, the Lord’s ascension is 
revelatory in nature as they have filled the earth with the knowledge of 
God (166,15-18).  

For this reflection on the incarnation (and the ascension), he insists, he 
will not rely on the New Testament (“the writings of the Apostles”) be-
cause to people suffering from ignorantia crassa (τοῖς ἄφροσιν) it may 
seem as if he is “playing with false cards,” or being his own advocate. 

 
17. D. I. Pallas, art. “Epirus,” Encyclopedia of the Early Church, vol. I (1992)  283. 
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Moreover, because the Spirit was the inspirer of the Old and the New 
Testament, in fact it doesn’t make a difference, as is shown by the clear 
announcement of the incarnation in Hab 3:2: “In the course of the years 
you will be made manifest; when the time comes you will be recog-
nized.” Similarly, Ps 8:2-3 foreshadows in an apposite way the Lord’s 
ascension: “Lord, our Lord, how wonderful is your name over the whole 
earth! Because your magnificence (μεγαλοπρέπεια) was exalted above 
the heavens.” The homilist takes the two verses and the two events of the 
incarnation and the ascension together as two parts of the history of sal-
vation: during his earthly life some came to see something of the great-
ness of his glory but it was only with his exaltation in the ascension that 
the entire creation was filled with the admiration Ps 8 refers to (166,10-
20). 

Diadochus’ almost casual reference to Hab 3:2 could be taken to mean 
that this verse is a locus classicus. This is certainly not the case. In fact it 
is, at least on the (admittedly fragmentary) basis of the data of the Biblia 
Patristica, a rather odd choice: while occurring more often in Latin pa-
tristic writings, the Greek fathers hardly quote or refer to it. Apart from 
Diadochus, Hab 3:2 is quoted by Origen and Gregory of Nyssa. Origen, 
in his Commentay on Romans 3:8, reports it à propos the description of 
the Ark of the Covenant in Ex 25, which he interprets as a typos for 
Christ, he who atoned for our sins, mediator between God and man, and 
the only one who revealed God.18 In this conjunction, Hab 3:2, is a fore-
telling of Christ’s work for the atonement of sins and for the revelation of 
God. Gregory of Nyssa, on his turn, interprets Hab 3:2, “you shall make 
yourself known between the two living creatures,” equally in a christo-
logical way: in his Twelfth Homily on the Song of Songs, he speaks of 
two lives, a life “divine,” granted to humans in creation, and a “dead” 
life, the consequence of Adam’s sin. Therefore, in order to effect our 
restoration to the “divine” life, Gregory claims, Christ must, of necessity, 
have maintained a middle course between the two lives – and that is why 
Christ is said to “make himself known between the two living crea-
tures.”19 In this sense, we may conclude that Diadochus’ interpretation is 
not original, as the few authors who quoted this scriptural passage have 
also invested it with christological content.  

But Diadochus’ use of Hab 3:2 becomes all the more interesting when 
analyzing how the homilist connects OT verses to articulate several steps 

 
18. Origenes, Commentarii in epistulam ad Romanos. II: Liber tertius, liber quartus, 

ed. and transl. by Theresia Heither, Fontes Christiani, II/2 (Freiburg/Basel/Wien: Herder, 
1992) 122. 

19. Gregory of Nyssa, In Canticum canticorum, oratio XII, GNO VI, 351,6-8. 
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within the economy of salvation.20 Thus, he links Ps 8:2-3 to Hab 3:2 in 
order to underline the salvific unity of the incarnation and the ascension. 
But the homilist does also link it to Ps 46:6, this time in order to articu-
late the presence of the two natures of Christ in the ascension event. 
Whereas in Ps 8:2-3 the human nature of Christ was lifted up (passive), 
in Ps 46:6 Christ himself performs the exaltation in that as God he him-
self ascended to heaven (active): “God ascends amid shouts of joy, the 
Lord among trumpet sounds.” Accordingly, the psalmist prophesied both 
the incarnation and the ascension as well as the presence of Christ’s two 
natures in the ascension. If in the God-man Jesus of Nazareth, the second 
person of the Trinity, both a divine side and a human side are present, 
this must have been reflected in the exaltation on occasion of his resur-
rection and ascension (166,24–167,4).  

This christological interest in Diadochus’ sermon doesn’t come as a 
surprise: in the fifth century much theological discussion and controversy 
was dealing with this issue. If the second person of the Trinity is co-
essential with the Father, how to account for the fact that he was also 
undeniably human? How to account for all these scriptural verses that tell 
about his humanity without compromising his divinity? How to keep the 
two natures together in one person without compromising the divine na-
ture? More concretely: how to deal with his suffering at the cross while at 
the same time preserving divine impassibility? The answer the Council of 
Chalcedon reached (which in the centuries to come would be further re-
fined) was that of steering a middle course between two extremes: on the 
one hand, too strong a stress on the sole divine nature of Christ and, on 
the other hand, stressing the difference between the natures so much that 
it almost resulted in two persons.21 

 
20. Theodoret of Cyrus also mentions the third chapter of Habacuc in conjunction 

with Ps 8:2-3, in Interpretatio in Psalmos. Interpretatio Psalmi VIII, PG 80, 915. How-
ever, he quotes Hab 3:3 (and not 3:2, as Diadochus), as foretelling the same as Ps 8:2-3, 
namely, the Lord’s dominion over heaven and earth – a Christological interpretation is not 
spelled out here. 

21. This paragraph of course gives a much too rudimentary sketch of an intricate, 
highly technical, theological evolution in which many actors and factors played a role. 
While the first half of the fifth century, leading to the Council of Chalcedon (451), may be 
seen as the high point in the development of the Christological doctrine, its roots stretched 
back, with theologians such as Apollinaris of Laodicea, well into the fourth century (and 
before), while development and discussions also went on after Chalcedon (think of Max-
imus Confessor, to name just him). While a host of detailed studies on one aspect, author 
or short period exist, the most complete, almost encyclopedic treatment, is still Aloys 
Grillmeier’s Jesus der Christus im Glauben der Kirche, of which 4 vols. have been pub-
lished (English translation as Aloys Grillmeier, Christ in Christian Tradition). 
Diadochus’ sermon on the Lord’s ascension is briefly discussed in Christ in Christian 
Tradition. II: From the Council of Chalcedon (451) to Gregory the Great (590-604). 1: 
Reception and Contradiction. The Development of the Discussion about Chalcedon from 
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It is against this background that Diadochus’ theologising about the 
ascension-event must be understood. The identity of the incarnate Christ 
(activum divinum) with the exalted Christ (passivum humanum), two 
distinct natures in one person, is a topic on which Diadochus insists very 
much. Taking up again Ps 46:6 and pairing it with Ps 56:6, he argues that, 
under the inspiration of the Holy Spirit, this identity was already prophe-
sied by the OT: 

 
Therefore, as I have already said, in certain parts it [the Scriptures] af-
firms that he was lifted up, and in others that he ascended, so that we 
might believe that the Lord himself is God and man in one Person (ἵνα 
Θεὸν καὶ ἄνθρωπον τὸν αὐτὸν εἶναι πιστεύσωμεν Κύριον). Through di-
vinity he ascended; through his body, as it is said, he was lifted up, that is, 
assumed. So, for all of this, we have to think that he who descends is the 
same as he who ascends above all the heavens ... (167,3-9).22 

 
Diadochus doesn’t eschew technical theological terminology. Therefore, 
scriptural testimonies that affirm that he was exalted, or that he went up, 
should not be played out against one another: they relate to the same 
Lord. He denounces currents who say there was only one nature in 
Christ: this monophysitism he forcefully rejects (167,18-20). A bit further 
he makes his theological position even more explicit: the one who is from 
the Father and the one who is from the virgin is one and the same. Also 
with regard to scriptural hermeneutics this has consequences: what the 
Scriptures say about his divinity must be related to his divinity, what they 
say about his being human must be related to his humanity, his human 
nature. But again the application to the ascension shows that he is only 
one hypostasis and that both natures should not exclude one another. 
Also because of its explicit technical language, the passage deserves to be 
quoted in full: 
 

In this way it is one and the same Lord whom the prophets announced, al-
though the manner of his incarnation they did not confuse into only one 
nature, as some hold today. Rather, they foretold divinely those aspects 
that corresponded to his divinity and humanly those aspects that corre-
sponded to his body, in order clearly to teach that the Lord who arose or 
was lifted to the heavens, such as he is, is from the Father; and he who 

 
451 to the Beginning of the Reign of Justinian, trans. Pauline Allen and John Cawte (Lon-
don: Mowbray, 1987) 233-235. 

22. Διὰ τοῦτο μέν, ὡς προέφην, ποῦ μὲν αὐτὸν ἐπαρθέντα λέγει, ποῦ δὲ ἀναβάντα, ἵνα 
Θεὸν καὶ ἄνθρωπον τὸν αὐτὸν εἶναι πιστεύσωμεν Κύριον ἐν μιᾷ ὑποστάσει. Διὰ μὲν γὰρ 
θεότητα ἀνέβη, διὰ δὲ τὸ σῶμα ἐπῆρθαι λέγεται, τοῦτ’ ἔστιν ἀνειλῆφθαι. Οὐκοῦν διὰ 
πάντων δεῖ νοεῖν ὅτι ὁ κατελθὼν αὐτός ἐστιν καὶ ὁ ἀνελθὼν ὑπεράνω πάντων τῶν 
οὐρανῶν. English translation from Ermatinger, Following the Footsteps, 134. 
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came into being from the Virgin remains man, being one in form and one 
in Personhood (εἷς ὢν ἐν εἴδει καὶ εἷς ἐν ὑποστάσει). He who was incor-
poreal having taken a form upon assuming flesh, ascended visibly, there-
fore, to that place from which he invisibly descended and was incarnated. 
... (167,18-27).23 

 
Although Diadochus doesn’t really quote here the texts ratified by the 
Council of Chalcedon, the technical terms, the language, and ideas are 
very much those of the Council.24 It bears stressing that this text is one of 
the earliest documents for the reception of the decisions of Chalcedon. 
This is hardly surprising, given that Diadochus had contributed to these 
decisions, supported them wholeheartedly, and had committed himself to 
communicating and defending them to the church at large and, of course, 
to his own community and congregation.25 Yet, it is fascinating to see this 
process in actu. The sermon under analysis is precious evidence in that it 
offers us a glimpse of how a preacher, in a relatively small city, in a festal 
sermon on an important feast-day, is expounding and defending to his 
congregation the ideas of the Council. Diadochus’ sermon documents 
how theological content was communicated to a church-audience. Diffi-
cult theological terminology was not eschewed. The matter-of-fact way 
he inserts this terminology indicates that his audience is familiar with it 
and the ideas underlying it.  

We cannot consider Diadochus an exception in this respect either: 
there are many other examples of sermons delivered to a large audience, 
in which intricate theological argumentations are being developed.26 
Moreover, this sermon is another illustration of how doctrinal develop-
ment in the early Church was not the result of round table discussions or 
colloquia docta, but occurred within the oppositional framework of an 
energetic assertion of one’s own views and an equally forceful rejection 

 
23. Ὥστε ἕνα μὲν καὶ τὸν αὐτὸν οἱ προφῆται ἐκήρυττον Κύριον, τῆς δὲ σαρκώσεως 

αὐτοῦ τὸ σχῆμα εἰς μίαν, ὥς τινες εἰσηγοῦνται νῦν, οὐ συνέχεαν φύσιν· ἀλλὰ τὰ μὲν τῇ 
θεότητι αὐτοῦ διαφέροντα ῥήματα θεοπρεπῶς ἔλεγον, τὰ δὲ τῷ σώματι αὐτοῦ 
ἀνθρωποπρεπῶς, ἵνα διδάξωσι σαφῶς ὅτι ὁ ἀναβὰς ἤτοι ἐπαρθεὶς ἐπὶ τοὺς οὐρανοὺς 
Κύριος, ὃ μὲν ἔστιν, ἐκ τοῦ πατρὸς ὑπάρχει, ὃ δὲ γέγονεν ἐκ τῆς παρθένου, μένει 
ἄνθρωπος, εἶς ὢν ἐν εἴδει καὶ εἷς ἐν ὑποστάσει. Ὁ γὰρ ἀσώματος, ἑαυτὸν τῇ προσλήψει 
τῆς σαρκὸς εἰδοποιήσας, ἐμφανῶς ἀνέβη διὰ τοῦτο ὅθεν ἀφανῶς καταβὰς ἐσαρκώθη. 
English translation in Ermatinger, Following the Footsteps, 134-135. 

24. Grillmeier, Christ in Christian Tradition, II/1, 233. 
25. Ibid. 
26. The sermons discussed in this volume are all cases in point. Especially interesting 

is Gregory of Nyssa’s In Pentecosten, in which a quite intricate Scriptural argumentation 
in favor of the divinity of the Spirit is developed (ed. D. Teske, GNO X/2 289,28–
291,13). 
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of views not shared (cf. the “as some hold today” in the text quoted above 
in 167,19-20).27  

But this sermon offers to its audience more than mere communication 
of the results of the Council of Chalcedon. At the end of the sermon 
Diadochus shifts his attention back to the incarnation and the human fate. 
Here the reflection on the Feast of Ascension and the two-natures doc-
trine of Chalcedon gradually turns towards soteriology and a message of 
hope to the audience. This final section opens with a quotation of 1 Thess 
4:17. There, Paul wrote that at the end of times the Lord would come 
back on a cloud and he would take the saints (ἅγιοι) on clouds with him. 
These saints are all Christians whom God lifted up with the help of divine 
grace. Diadochus here refers to the process of divinisation, seen primarily 
as the result of divine grace – a process that transforms the entire human 
being. What happened to the Lord on the occasion of his incarnation, this 
uncorrupted mixture of divine and human, will also happen to humans at 
the end of times: 

 
For what is fitting for the incarnate God’s body is also fitting for those he 
will divinize through the abundance of his grace, because it pleases God 
to make gods of humans (168,9-12).28 

 
However, Diadochus hastens to add, one should not fall in the error of 
believing that divinization presupposes the assumption of a divine nature; 
it is in their human capacity that the humans will be divinized, just as in 
Christ the plenitude of humanity co-existed with the plenitude of divinity 
and was exalted to the heavens. We can see how this soteriological aspect 
offers Diadochus the opportunity to reflect further on the two natures of 
Christ in one person that are, from the moment of incarnation, insepara-
ble. It is in this capacity, equally God and equally man, that Christ effects 
every aspect of salvation – be it the descent to hell, resurrection, ascen-
sion, or the second coming. Accordingly, Diadochus summarizes thus:  
 

Let it not be held, my brothers, that the density of human nature 
(πυκνοτὴς τῆς φύσεως) in which the Word of God was known substan-
tially to participate, has modified the truth of each of the natures that exist 

 
27. See, with regard to another body of patristic sermons, the analysis of this opposi-

tional framework in my “Preaching and the Arian Controversy: Orthodoxy and Heresy in 
Gregory of Nyssa’s Sermons,” The Journal of Eastern Christian Studies 60 (2008) 127-
143.  

28. Ὃ γὰρ ἁρμόττει τῷ σαρκωθέντι Θεῷ διὰ τὸ σῶμα (on account of his body, my 
tr.), τοῦτο καὶ τοῖς θεωθησομένοις διὰ τὸν πλοῦτον τῆς χάριτος αὐτοῦ, θεοὺς τοὺς 
ἀνθρώπους ποιῆσαι φιλοτιμησαμένου Θεοῦ. English translation in Ermatinger, Following 
the Footsteps, 135. 
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in him invisibly through the splendour of divine and glorious substance 
(168,12-16).29 

 
He explicitly says that the input of this divine, glorious nature in the in-
carnation does not affect “the density” (πυκνοτής) of the human nature. 
Pyknotès is a technical term present in Aristotelian physics, but most 
likely taken over via neoplatonic physics: it represents here either the 
totality of the qualities out of which the human nature is constituted (the 
proprium humanum, that which defines the human nature), or the quality 
of density itself, understood in a quantitative way – to what degree the 
human nature is present in Christ. In either meaning, Diadochus is clear: 
Christ’s divinity does not bear any effect on his humanity; the two na-
tures are brought together in one person, but they coexist distinctly in 
their fullness. In the following sentences, the homilist explains this syn-
thetic statement by two considerations, one deconstructive and the other 
one constructive. First, he criticizes docetic views, stating that in Christ 
God took on a real human body, not just an imaginary one, not just an 
instrument pour le besoin de la cause. Christ’s humanity is not a figment 
meant to deceive creation; it is real and full, just as his divine nature is 
real and full. The divine presence, moreover, does not diminish in any 
way the human one, nor did the Lord receive some special human nature, 
or one ‘less’ human, so to speak. The reason behind this fact is that God, 
in his plan for the salvation of humanity, wanted to ruin evil – and he 
could achieve this only through ‘sharing our nature’: 
 

For the glorious God did not take flesh in order to appear one of his own 
creatures, but rather in order to destroy forever, through participation in 
our nature, the habit of mind sown in it through the serpent (168,17-19).30 

 
This second aspect is the constructive argument of Diadochus: he uses 
soteriology to confirm his christological statement of the two natures in 
one person. Through his participation into everything humans are, Christ 
saved us. He shared in nothing more nor less than what we are at the core 
of our being, because God meant to change not the nature itself, but the 
way of behaving, the attitude, the hexis, towards evil. As a consequence 
of this change, of this re-opened possibility, we are restored to what we 

 
29. Μηδεὶς οὖν ὑπολαμβανέτω τὴν πυκνότητα τῆς ἀνθρωπίνου φύσεως, ἥνπερ 

οὐσιωδῶς κοινωνήσας ὁ ἅγιος τοῦ Θεοῦ Λόγος ἐγνώρισται, ἐκ τῶν μαρμαρυγῶν τῆς 
θείας αὐτοῦ καὶ ἐνδόξου οὐσίας, ἀδελφοί, ἠλλοιῶσθαι τὴν τῶν ἑκατέρων ἐν αὐτῷ 
ἀχωρίστως ἀλήθειαν φύσεων. English translation in Ermatinger, Following the Footsteps, 
135. 

30. Οὐ γὰρ ἵνα τὸ ἑαυτοῦ πλάσμα φαντάσῃ ἐσαρκώθη ὁ ἔνδοξος, ἀλλ’ ἵνα τὴν 
ἐνσπαρεῖσαν ἐν αὐτῷ ἕξιν ἐκ τοῦ ὄφεως τῇ ἑαυτοῦ κοινωνίᾳ ἀναλώσῃ εἰς τέλος. English 
translation in Ermatinger, Following the Footsteps, 135. 
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once were. The implicit argument is that, had Christ taken on some dif-
ferent nature or aspects of it, had the nature he assumed been diminished 
or changed in whatever way by his divine presence, the ‘humanity’ he 
restored with his resurrection and ascension would be something different 
than our own, and, therefore, we could not share in it. It would be inef-
fective. This is why Christ’s humanity must be the ‘exemplar’ of our 
humanity. Diadochus stresses that we were not transformed by Christ’s 
salvific act in something we were not, but that we were given the oppor-
tunity to revert to our authentic humanity (implied: before sin). With this 
encouraging, hopeful perspective Diadochus closes his sermon. 

 
5. To Conclude  

 
Diadochus delivers his sermon on the Feast of Ascension which was, in 
his time and region, probably an already well-established feast. His re-
flection on the Lord’s ascension is very much coloured by christological 
issues which were, in the years after the Council of Chalcedon, much 
disputed. Yet we have also seen that he succeeds in bringing his reflec-
tions to his audience in a way they were probably used to. Moreover, he 
explored what the ascension, Christology, and the views of Chalcedon 
had to do with soteriology and with the lives of everyday Christians. Fur-
thermore, the sermon is strongly scriptural in tone, coloured by many 
scriptural borrowings, not seldom explicit quotations. Here it is surprising 
to see that Diadochus is largely drawing on the Old Testament, mainly 
the Psalms. The explanation for this is that he is more concerned with 
theologising about the meaning of the mystery of the ascension than nar-
rating it. It seems safe to presume that the audience was familiar with the 
scriptural succession of events as narrated in Acts, as this latter is entirely 
absent from the sermon – it is not excluded either that the narrative sec-
tion was treated in a now lost first part of the sermon. Either way, Diado-
chus aims to explain the theological relevance of the ascension as much 
as he aims to arm his audience with polemic tools against all types of 
non-Chalcedonian heresies. Taking the ascension as pretext, he com-
ments on the incarnation, on redemption and the (eschatological?) deifi-
cation of human nature in a progression that is guided by the same em-
phasis on the two natures in one person. Time and again, he interchanges 
his argumentative tools, now using Christology to explain the ascension 
as (prophetically) recounted in the Scriptures, now using the events of the 
economy of salvation to legitimize his view on Christology. This dis-
course builds on the mutual correspondence between the OT and the NT: 
Scriptures are a whole; salvation occurred in the NT as prophesied by the 
OT, therefore the OT is a legitimate source for christological statements. 
This explains his frequent recourse to the Psalms. Here too, however, 
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Diadochus is not an exception: also in other Ascension sermons this pre-
ponderance of the Old Testament is significantly present. To give but two 
examples, Ps 46:6 is favoured by Ps. Chrysostom, who quotes it in no 
less than five Ascension homilies (often interpreting it christologically), 
but is also used by Ps. Epiphanius of Salamis or Ps. Eusebius of Alexan-
dria;31 whereas Ps 23:10 is referred to by, inter alios, Gregory of Nyssa 
and Ps. Chrysostom – regularly paired, just as in Diadochus’ case, with 
Ps 67:19 and interpreted as meaning that the salvation brought about by 
Christ consists in the restoration of the human being.32 But perhaps we 
can take a step further and hypothesize that the polemical potential of the 
exaltation language in the Psalms (interpreted as referring either to 
Christ’s humanity or to his divinity) renders it most suitable to Diado-
chus’ purposes. After all, ever since the beginning of the christological 
controversy, this exaltation language played a crucial role in defining the 
status and nature of Christ with respect to both God and human beings. 

To sum up: while Diadochus’ sermon on the Lord’s ascension is a 
Fremdkörper in his own body of writings, it certainly isn’t when it is 
closely read and compared to the contemporary sermons on the same 
theme, some of which are analysed in the other contributions to this vol-
ume.  
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31. Ps. Chrysostom, In ascensionem sermo 3, PG 52, 798 (quoted as support for the 

argument that the two natures are maintained in the exalted Christ); In ascensionem sermo 
4, PG 52, 801 (as an OT prophecy of the ascension); In ascensionem sermo 5, PG 52, 
801-802 (where the beginning of the verse, “God ascended with a shout,” is used in a 
series of statements emphasizing the true divinity and the true humanity of Christ); Ps. 
Epiphanius of Salamis, Homiliae, PG 43, 484 (again referred to as a prophecy of the 
ascension); Ps. Eusebius of Alexandria, In assumptionem, PG 64, 48. Also John Chrysos-
tom referred Ps 46:6, together with Ps 67:9, to the salvific work of Christ who vanquished 
death (see, e.g., Expositiones in Psalmos, PG 55, 209-210). 

32. Gregory of Nyssa, In ascensionem Christi, GNO IX, 325-326 (this sermon, too, 
describes the ascension by using Ps 23 instead of the narration in Acts); Ps. Chrysostom, 
In ascensionem sermo 3, PG 52, 797 (supplementing the Christological and soteriological 
exegesis of the preceding verses, Ps 23:7-8); In ascensionem sermo 4, PG 52, 802 (here, 
too, this Scriptural verse is given a soteriological interpretation – Christ delivered man-
kind from evil).  




