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Moses’ Life according to Philon the Alexandrian
and Gregory of Nyssa (Dimitris Baltas)
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O? ????. It is the conviction that most of the times it is useful to know the way of acting of some
important men that has led to the writing of biographies. Biographies concern the comparative

examination of two persons, like Biot MapdAAnAot of Plutarch, or only one person, for example
Moses. Biographies have a historical character, because they include the events, the information and the
characteristics of the persons they refer to, but at the same time, they also have an exemplary character
through the positive or negative behaviour of persons and the way they act.

Specificaly the comparison between two works that concern the biography of one and only person
should insist on finding out existing differences. In particular, this happens when the biographies belong

Jewish-Greek[3] that was inaugurated by Philon and the Christian that was continued by Gregory.

? 2?2?7??7??77?72. It is known that the syncretic is trying to join the Greek thought, that was similar to the
platonic, and the Apocalypse's truth, as it was stated in the Old Testament. Generally speaking, this
effort is unsuccessful[4]. The same thing is happening into lTep{ To0 Mwvocwc Biov, for which
Philon has taken into consideration the text of Exodus of O?, since his native language was Greek and
not Hebrew[5]. This work of Philon has explanatory or even martial character[6] because it is against
physical interpretations and rational tendencieg[7].

The allegorical interpretation is known to Philon, who has borrowed it from Greek
philosophy, and specifically from the Stoic and Neo-pythagorean philosophers[8]
. This fact has an influence on his work NSuwv iep@v @AAnyopla¢ TWv UETA TAV
eEarjugpov[9]. As a matter of fact, Philon and the patristic explanatory, owe a lot to the allegorical
interpretation of Aristobulus (150 B.C- 7[10], which differs from Philon, T/i¢ kat’ AptoTtoTEANVY

pLAoooplac mpd¢ ThH natpiw UETEANXWC[1]].
?n example of this method is the fact of the inflammable Burning Bush, which is related to the march of
the Hebrew nation, and means averting injustice at his expense. To quote Philon’ s words:
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Philon presents Moses as a King, a legidlator, a priest and a prophet[13] and he talks about his virtues
such as prudence, endurance, temperance but most of all about the harmony between what Moses used to
preach and the way he used to live[14]. This fact shows that Philon follows the tradition because he
presents other Jews as examples of virtue, as well. For example he presents Abraham for his piety or
Joseph for his political capacity[15]. In The Old Testament it is known that whoever is virtuous isn't
characterized as philosopher-king, so we can conclude that Philon follows the platonic perception,
because he presents Moses as a philosopher-king[16] but he also places him in the Hellenistic era[17].

When Philon talks about the «legidative addiction» he emphasizes on four ingredients
W XOXXV000°, N V00000000, 72 2700070, ? 7272777277 18]. The legidative addiction of the
person who legidates, which defines what to be or not be don€[19], is an example of the general
perception of The Old Testament, which as having been formed by the Pharisees[20] insists on keeping a
code of moral behaviour. This observance and implementation of the Law constitutes, according to
Philon, the content of philososphy[21].



When Philon talks about Moses as a priest, he writes that piAd6sco¢ kal BeoplAnc,
Katanvevobeic vn’ £pwTo¢ ovpaviov Kal SLapepdvTwWC TIWACAC TOV Nyeudva TOD
navtockal avatiunBeic vn’ avTol[22]. In any case, this report of the amatory relationship of the
human being towards God, is n?t so developed in the work of Philon, in order to support that Gregory is
based Philon’ s texts.

? ??7?7???7?. In contrast to the syncretic Jewish-Greek perception of Philon, we notice that
0 XPLoTLAVIOUOC 00TE EAANVIOUOC TIC WV o0Te lovdaioudcg, GAAG 16 ueTaél TOUTWY
naAadotatov Tri¢ evoeBelac moAltevua kal GpxaloTdTn UEV TIC @LAoTOQla mMArv
GAAQ vewoT( ndowv @vBpwnolc tolc Kab’' 6An¢ TFi¢ OlKOVUEVNG veEVOUOBETNUEVN[23T].
Under this point of view, the argument that Judaism is the forerunner of Christianity is demolished.
Similarly Gregory has taken into consideration the text of O?, but aso the memorandums that were
written and are relevant to the text from the first century A.D. century. Gregory, as opposed to Philon,
used the avaywyrn, which is an allegorical interpretation, and he tried to present the
events of Exodus within the frames of the church of his era. As is referred to in
Gregory, the most important presupposition in order to understand how to apply
this allegorical interpretation to the historical events, is the instruction of the holy

mystery of belief[24], which is the belief in Christ.
In anyway, we will prove that it is impossible to accept that he is reproducing the views of Philon[25]
or that heis hisfollower[26].

Differently from Philon, Gregory sees the symbolism of Virgin Mary to the event of
the Burning Bush, because he writes that 6tbaokdousba 10 kKata TRV lNapBgvov
pvoTripov &g’ AC oTiyufic TO TAC B6TNTOC PWC EMAGUYaY TG GvBpwnivw Biw bid
YeEvwAoewc abidpbopov E@UAaée Triv éEawaocav 6Oduvov, To0 PBAaotol TFC
napBeviac un KatauapavlevTog Tw TOKW[27]. For that reason, the original interpretation of
the writer can be marked out[28].

However, Gregory has more modern sources than the text of Philon, in order to use them in his
alegorical interpretation[29]? for example, the texts of Paul[30] and Origen (185-254)[31]. Among
others, Gregory considers that the passage of the Red Seastands as a symbol for baptizing[32], an
explanation that was aready given by Origen, which probably is based on Paul’s passage[33]
. The stone from which Moses pumped water, is according to the allegorical interpretation, the Christ, a
symbol which has aready been used by Paul[34] and Origen[35]. The blood of the lamb that Jews used

in order to mark doors of their houses, stands as a symbol of salvation, through Christ’s crucifixion
sacrifice[36].

is referred to the separation of the occupations of living, in order to reach theory through practice38]?
T 6€ A Bpetoc T Kal ibidlovoa i CwH, ndonc dyopaiov TOPBNC dnnAAayuévn, év

identified as the monk life.

Gregory’s interpretation stems from the tradition of the Old Testament, but it is mainly based on the new
reality of Christianism. According to this reality, the salvation of humanity is based on believing in
Christ and not on the observance of Law, as we read in Paul’ s Epistle to the Galatiang[39]. That’s why
Moses, according to Gregory, is an image of Christ[40] and a manifestation of God through man, and not
an example of virtue, asitisin Philon.

It is aso noticed, that Gregory’s interpretation of Moses is based on presuppositiong[41]. But this is not
about the moral perception of the Old Testament, as it formulated by the Pharisees. It is about morality,

Gregory, morality is formed by divine love. Thus the perfection which man attains is described as



TO UNKETL bovAomPenw ¢ POoBw KoAdosw¢ ToD Katad Kakiav Blov xwpileobat, unde
T/ TOV ULobwv EAMIOL TO dyaBov Evepyelv, MPAYUATEVTIKS] TVl Kal OUVAAAQYUATLKS]
OlaBETEl KATEUTOPEVOUEVOUC TG évapétov (whC, AAA’ vnePLOOVTAC MAVTWY Kal
TWY &V EnayyeAiaic O6U €Amibo¢ AmokeluevwY, HOvov nyeiobat @oBepdv 1O ThC
PAlac Tol OcoD ekmeoeiv[43].

Gregory writes about the soul in order to obtain virtue, which comes from EpwTLKf] Tt Stabeoet
MPA¢ TO Tf) pUOEL KAAOVY THAC wuxric dtatebeiong kal Kveltal dkatanavotTwe, 6L0TL O
0pobpd¢c £paoTr¢ TOD KAAAouc TOU Xxapakthpo¢ TOoD apxetlmov Eugopnérivat
EmnoBei[44]. The issue of ascension of the soul, which is platonic or maybe neoplatonic resonance[45]
, 1s developed to the Christian philosophical tradition, which is the same as the Eastern, and more
specifically in the Corpus Dionysiacum, and the texts of John of the Climax (??-?7?;), Maximus the
Confessor (580-662) and Symeon the New Theologian (949/950-1022). ?his ascending movement of the

soul is the love for the archetype God[46], who cannot be approached neither intellectually nor through
the senseg[47]. According these, Moses can be considered as an example of the secret ascension towards

God[48] and the Knowledge of God through the incomprehensibility (dyvwola)[49]. Gregory's
interpretation refers to continuous practice and struggle of man, because according to him the soul
desires to be united to God continuously and insatiably. It can be presumed that is based on Paul’s
passage[50].

Conclusion. From all the above, | think that it is possible to conclude that Nyssa does not follow Philon
in his interpretation, because he has to use modern sources like Paul and Origen[51]. In spite of this, if
we accept some influence and dependence on Philon[52], this will certainly concern the first part of
Nyssa's work, the “"history’’, that is the historical events, and not the second part, that is ‘’theory’’.
Generally, it is impossible to claim that in the work of Nyssa there's influence of ancient philosophy,
which is the same to Neoplatonism, or Philon’s influence. It is clear, that it is about some resonances,
which regard the form? that is the verbal formulation of the opinions they express and not the content.
The era in which Gregory writes, demands a whole new different explanatory within the frames of the
Christian philosophical tradition, which begins being formed by the Cappadocian Fathers. This tradition
is not a continuation of the Jewish perception, or a compound of the perceptions that existed before
Judaism and the new ones of Christianity. It is obvious that in the fourth century, in which Gregory
writes hiswork, he is more interested in the church of his era than the Jewish tradition.
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