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The Church Fathers’ Spiritual Interpretation  

of the Psalms

Hans Boersma

The world of the church fathers may seem far removed from our 
everyday lives. In some respects, that is indeed the case. It would 

be foolish to try to appropriate their writings into our theological and 
cultural contexts without taking into account the many centuries that 
separate us from the Fathers. Despite the obvious developments and 
changes that have taken place since the patristic era, however, there is an 
underlying commonality that links faithful biblical interpretation today 
with the exegetical endeavors of the early church. Over the past number 
of years, there has been a growing recognition of the shortcomings of 
historical critical exegesis and, as a result, an increasing appreciation for 
the church fathers and their spiritual or theological interpretation of the 
Bible.1 In this essay, I will focus on three theological concerns that we, 
along with the Fathers, may continue to bring to bear on our reading 
of the book of Psalms. In particular, I am thinking of (1) the Psalms’ 
focus on the harmonious virtue of the person who sings them, (2) the 
Psalms’ christological focus, and (3) the need to appropriate the Psalms 
in a personal manner.

I want to preface my analysis, however, by recognizing with grati-
tude that, long before I started reading the church fathers, I encountered 

1. For helpful introductions to theological or spiritual interpretation, see Billings, 
Word of God; O’Keefe and Reno, Sanctified Vision; and Treier, Introducing Theological 
Interpretation. 
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each of these three elements in the teaching of Professor Cornelis Van 
Dam. His teaching radiated personal integrity (section 1: “Harmonious 
Virtue”); a focus on Jesus Christ (section 2: “The Voice of Christ”); and 
an obvious desire to appropriate the contents of the Scriptures into his 
own life (section 3: “The Personal Appropriation”). For each of these 
aspects of Professor Van Dam’s teaching, I am truly grateful. In this es-
say, then, I will highlight these three characteristics of the Psalms, which 
the Fathers of the church were deeply conscious of and which we need 
to incorporate also in our exegetical work today.

This essay will focus on several fourth- and fifth-century church 
fathers and their approach to the interpretation of the Psalms. It would 
have been possible to focus on almost any other Old Testament book, 
and in each case, we would have been able to locate important underly-
ing characteristics of the Fathers’ spiritual or theological interpretation 
of Scripture. The Psalms nonetheless stand out as a particularly fruit-
ful entry into our topic. Brian Daley, the well-known patristic scholar 
from the University of Notre Dame, has pointed out that the Psalms 
were hugely popular throughout the early church and the Middle Ages: 
“Early Christian commentaries on the Psalms easily exceed in number 
those on any other book of the Old or New Testament; we still possess 
partial or complete sets of homilies or scholarly commentaries on the 
Psalms—sometimes more than one set—by at least twenty-one Latin or 
Greek Patristic authors, and this interest did not abate in the medieval 
Church.”2 The popularity of the Psalms throughout the church’s history 
means that we have a great deal of material from which we can infer 
how people used to read them theologically or spiritually. Moreover, 
we are fortunate to have two fairly lengthy fourth-century writings that 
explain how we are supposed to read the Psalms. I am thinking of the 
Letter to Marcellinus written by Athanasius (c. 296–373), the ardent de-
fender of the doctrine of the Trinity against Arian heresy, and of the 
Treatise on the Inscriptions of the Psalms written by the mystical theo-
logian Gregory of Nyssa (c. 335–c. 394).3 There is also an introduction 
to the Psalms written by Basil of Caesarea (c. 329–379), Gregory’s older 
brother, which reflects on principles of interpretation one should bring 

2. Daley, “Is Patristic Exegesis Still Usable?” 204.
3. Athanasius, “Letter,” 101–29, 144–47; Gregory, of Nyssa, Gregory of Nyssa’s 

Treatise on the Inscriptions, 83–213.
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to bear on a reading of the Psalms.4 I will especially focus on these more 
general hermeneutical treatises, and also, as an example, look at how 
Basil of Caesarea, Hilary of Poitiers (c. 300–c. 368), Augustine of Hippo 
(354–430), and Theodoret of Cyrus (c. 393–c. 457) read Psalm 1.

HARMONIOUS VIRTUE

Psalms are for singing, not just for reading and preaching. That is to say, 
they fulfill a double function in the liturgy. This opens up an interesting 
avenue of reflection as here, more explicitly than elsewhere in Scripture, 
we enter the realm of aesthetics. Questions of beauty and its function 
come to the fore when we reflect on the role of music in the liturgy. 
Athanasius reflects explicitly on the role that music and singing play 
in the liturgy. “It is important,” he writes in his Letter to Marcellinus, 
“not to pass over the question of why words of this kind are chanted 
with melodies and strains.”5 As he addresses this question, Athanasius 
explicitly rejects the notion that singing in church is simply for aesthetic 
pleasure. Some, he writes, imagine that “on account of the sweetness of 
the sound . . . the psalms are rendered musically for the sake of the ear’s 
delight. But this is not so.”6 The purpose of liturgical music, we could 
also say, is not sensual or material; the purpose is spiritual. It is, says the 
Egyptian bishop, “for the benefit of the soul.”7

Athanasius points to two benefits of singing in particular. First, 
he comments that in singing the voice “is richly broadened.”8 What he 
seems to mean, is that the sounds of the words are lengthened, dragged 
out as it were, while at the same time they span various tonal inflections 
of the human voice. This allows people, says Athanasius somewhat cryp-
tically, “to love God with their whole strength and power.”9 Second, for 
Athanasius, the melody accompanying the words serves as “a symbol of 
the spiritual harmony of the soul.”10 Just as the soul has different facul-
ties, so music combines various sounds into one. The harmony of the 

4. Basil, of Caesarea, Exegetic Homilies, 151–54.
5. Athanasius, “Letter,” no. 27, p. 123.
6. Ibid. A little later, he reiterates, “[T]he Psalms are not recited with melodies be-

cause of a desire for pleasant sounds” (no. 29, p. 125).
7. Athanasius, “Letter,” no. 27, p. 123.
8. Ibid.
9. Ibid.
10. Athanasius, “Letter,” no. 28, p. 125.
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music, we could say, is analogous to the harmony of the soul. And the 
way in which the faculties of the soul are ordered is no less important 
than the way in which the various sounds of a song are ordered. 

Following Plato, Athanasius holds that human beings have three 
faculties: reason (logistikon), affections (thumētikon), and passions or 
desires (epithumētikon).11 For those three faculties to be in harmony, it 
is important that reason govern the passions. After all, says Athanasius, 
“the most excellent things derive from reasoning, while the most worth-
less derive from acting on the basis of desire.”12 However, there is more 
to it than just an external analogy between the harmony of the Psalms 
and the harmony of the soul’s faculties. Athanasius appeals to typology 
to make clear that there is an intimate connection between the two. “The 
harmonious reading of the Psalms,” he claims, “is a figure and type of 
such undisturbed and calm equanimity of our thoughts.”13 A little later, 
he again comments that the harmonious combination of cymbals, harp, 
and the ten-stringed instrument is a “figure and sign of the parts of the 
body coming into natural concord like harp strings, and of the thoughts 
of the soul becoming like cymbals.”14 The harmonious character of the 
melody of the Psalms and of musical instruments serves as a figure, a 
type, or a sign of the harmonious character of the body and of the facul-
ties of the soul. For Athanasius, genuine aesthetics recognizes the need 
to move from outward (aesthetic) beauty to inner (spiritual) harmony.

This concern for harmony, along with the language of typology, 
pervades also Gregory’s discussion. Gregory, much like Athanasius, 
makes reference to the narrative of David playing the harp and thereby 
soothing King Saul’s troubled disposition, restoring harmony among his 
soul’s faculties (1 Sam 16).15 Gregory observes that people tend to sing 
the Psalms on all sorts of occasions, including “banquets and wedding 
festivities.”16 He then deals with the question of what it is that makes 
people take such pleasure in what the Psalms teach. It is not just the 
fact that we sing the words that causes this pleasure, insists Gregory, but 

11. Cf. Smith, Passion and Paradise, 52–58.
12. Athanasius, “Letter,” no. 27, p. 124.
13. Ibid.; emphasis added.
14. Athanasius, “Letter,” no. 29, pp. 125–26; emphasis added.
15. Ibid., 125; Gregory of Nyssa, Treatise on the Inscriptions, I.3, p. 92.
16. Gregory, ibid., 88.



Boersma—The Church Fathers’ Spiritual Interpretation of the Psalms 45

singing the Psalms puts us in line with the order of the universe.17 The 
universe itself constitutes what the Cappadocian theologian calls a “di-
verse and variegated musical harmony,” so that it sings a “polyphonic 
tune.”18 One can observe in creation a rhythmic oscillation between rest 
and motion. Together, rest and motion create a musical pattern in praise 
of God. Gregory calls this cosmic harmony “the primal, archetypal, true 
music.”19 Gregory then moves from the cosmos to humanity, insisting 
that human beings are a microcosmos, as human nature reflects the mu-
sical harmony of the cosmic archetype.20 Even the human body, insists 
Gregory, shows this harmony: “Do you see the flute in the windpipe, the 
bridge of the lyre in the palate, the music of the lyre that comes from 
tongue, cheeks, and mouth, as though from strings and a plectrum?”21 
Gregory, while focusing on spiritual realities first and foremost, obvi-
ously does not disdain the human body; instead, he considers it an intri-
cate work of divine art, reflecting the musical order of the cosmos.

The conclusion we need to draw, according to Gregory, is that mu-
sic forms the very pattern both of the cosmos in general, the archetype, 
and of human beings in particular, the microcosm. This implies that 
musical expression fits well with the content of the Psalms, since the 
teaching of the Psalms is meant to harmonize the faculties of the soul. 
“In this singing,” says Gregory, “nature reflects on itself in a certain man-
ner, and heals itself.”22 The very fact that we sing the Psalms is a symbolic 
act, Gregory insists repeatedly, pointing to the “proper rhythm of life”; 
that is, a virtuous life in which the passions have been subdued. At this 
point, Gregory concludes that people take such pleasure in the teaching 
of the Psalms because harmonious singing puts us in harmony with the 
cosmos, with human nature, and therefore, ultimately, with the teaching 
about the virtues, which we find in the Psalms.23 Harmony and virtue, 
beauty and goodness, go together for the Cappadocian Father.

17. Ibid., I.2, p. 88.
18. Ibid., I.3, p. 89.
19. Ibid., 90. See on this topic and its relation to mathematics: Caldecott, Beauty for 

Truth’s Sake.
20. Gregory of Nyssa, Treatise on the Inscriptions, I.3, pp. 90–91.
21. Ibid., 91.
22. Ibid.
23. For similar reflections, see ibid., 129–30.
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Gregory’s older brother, Basil, presents similar reflections in the 
introduction to his homily on Psalm 1. These Cappadocian theologians 
both focus on cultivation of virtue as the purpose of the Psalms. To them, 
music exists not for its own sake but serves to support the promotion 
of virtue. Basil charmingly comments, “The delight of melody He [i.e., 
the Holy Spirit] mingled with the doctrines so that by the pleasantness 
and softness of the sound heard we might receive without perceiving 
it the benefit of the words, just as the wise physicians who, when giv-
ing the fastidious rather bitter drugs to drink, frequently smear the cup 
with honey.”24 For Basil, the Psalms’ teaching on virtue is the bitter but 
beneficial drug while the melody is the honey that makes it palatable. 
In fact, Basil considers the musical harmony of the Psalms not merely 
as conducive to ridding oneself of sinful passions, but he also has an 
eye for the communal benefits of the Psalms. “A psalm,” he says, “forms 
friendships, unites those separated, conciliates those at enmity.”25 The 
result is that the harmony of the Psalms produces harmony within the 
congregation: “[P]salmody, bringing about choral singing, a bond, as 
it were, toward unity, and joining the people into a harmonious union 
of one choir, produces also the greatest of blessings, charity.”26 The har-
mony of the choir produces the virtuous harmony of love. The church 
fathers were not content with the kind of exegesis that is satisfied once 
it has determined the historical meaning of the text. Instead, they insist 
that we ask whether one’s reading promotes virtue and yields genuine 
harmony. Interpretation and harmonious character are inseparable.27

THE VOICE OF CHRIST

The Psalms are particularly suited for spiritual interpretation because 
of the multiple ways in which one can discern Christ in them. Michael 
Fiedrowicz, in his introduction to Augustine’s Expositions of the Psalms, 
mentions a five-fold christological interpretation of the Psalms among 
the Fathers. He explains that the Psalms were interpreted as a word 
to Christ (vox ad Christum); a word about Christ (vox de Christo); a 
word of Christ, spoken by him (vox Christi); a word about the Church 

24. Basil, of Caesarea, Exegetic Homilies, 152.
25. Ibid.
26. Ibid.
27. Fowl, “Virtue,” 837. Cf. also Briggs, The Virtuous Reader; Treier, Introducing 

Theological Interpretation, 92–96.
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(vox de ecclesia); and a word of the Church, spoken by the Church (vox 
ecclesiae).28 Of course, only the first three are strictly christological, and 
I will focus on them. But we should keep in mind that, for Augustine at 
least, Christ and church should always be viewed together as the “whole 
Christ” (totus Christus). Christ’s reprimand of Saul—“Saul, Saul, why 
do you persecute me?”29 (Acts 9:4)—implied, for Augustine, that Christ 
identifies with his church.30 The head and the body, the groom and the 
bride, make up the one total Christ. Jason Byassee, author of a won-
derful book on Augustine’s interpretation of the Psalms, observes that 
Augustine’s commentary presents “a ‘christo-ecclesiological’ form of 
exegesis, premised on the totus Christus, the ‘whole Christ,’ who speaks 
throughout the Psalter.”31 So, when the Psalms speak about Christ, the 
words often need to be applied to those united to him—the church as 
well as individual believers. Conversely, what the Psalms say about either 
individual believers or the church often needs to be understood as refer-
ring to Christ himself, as well. Thus, Augustine is convinced that proper 
interpretation of the Psalms takes into account not just Christology, but 
that the Psalms also speak a word about the Church (vox de ecclesia) 
and a word spoken by the Church (vox ecclesiae). In what follows, how-
ever, I will focus only on the strictly christological interpretation of the 
Psalms, noting how Augustine’s outlook discerns Christ in three ways: 
the Psalms are words to Christ, about Christ, and of Christ.

Let me first comment on the Psalms as words to Christ (vox ad 
Christum). When the Psalms address God, the Fathers have little hesi-
tation in seeing in these words also prayers addressed to Christ. Since 
Christ is the incarnate Son of God, the Fathers consider it entirely legiti-
mate that Christ is addressed as God in the very words of the Psalms. 
So when the Psalmist appeals to God for help, forgiveness, and justice, 
and so on, all of these petitions may be interpreted also as petitions 
addressed to Christ.32 Thus, the Fathers consciously allow theological 
convictions to influence their reading of the text.

28. Fiedrowicz, “General Introduction,” 44–45.
29. Scripture quotations in this article are from the New International Version 

(NIV).
30. Cf. Matt 25:40; 1 Cor 10:16–17; 1 Cor 12:2; Col 1:24. Cf. Fiedrowicz, “General 

Introduction,” 53–54.
31. Byassee, Praise Seeking Understanding, 63.
32. Ibid., 45.
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The Psalms also speak about Christ (vox de Christo). This becomes 
particularly clear when we look at the Fathers’ exegesis of Psalm 1. 
“Blessed is the man who does not walk in the counsel of the wicked,” 
begins Psalm 1. The immediate question, of course, is: who is “the man” 
who is the object of the psalmist’s speech? Fascinatingly, the very first 
words of Augustine’s commentary on the Psalms are Christ-filled words. 
“This statement,” he says, “should be understood as referring to our Lord 
Jesus Christ, that is, the Lord-Man.”33 He then continues to speak about 
Christ’s faithfulness in contrast to Adam’s lack thereof: “Blessed is the 
person who has not gone astray in the council of the ungodly, as did the 
earthly man who conspired with his wife, already beguiled by the serpent, 
to disregard God’s commandments.”34 When he then reflects on the man 
of Psalm 1 as not standing in the way of sinners, Augustine takes this 
as an opportunity to comment on the incarnation itself: “Christ most 
certainly came in the way of sinners by being born as sinners are; but he 
did not stand in it, for worldly allurement did not hold him.”35 Augustine 
distinguishes here between “coming” and “standing”: Christ “came” in 
the way of sinners since in the incarnation he came in the likeness of 
sinful flesh, but he did not “stand” in the way of sinners, which is to say 
he did not become sinful. Without any hesitation, therefore, Augustine 
begins with a christological reading of the Psalm. The psalmist’s voice is 
here a vox de Christo; a voice about Christ.

To be sure, there is no unanimity on this point among patristic 
interpreters. The great fourth-century defender of orthodox Trinitarian 
thought, Hilary of Poitiers, explicitly disagreed with this approach that 
Augustine would later take. “I have discovered,” says Hilary, “either from 
personal conversation or from their letters and writings, that the opinion 
of many men about this Psalm is, that we ought to understand it to be a 
description of our Lord Jesus Christ, and that it is His happiness which is 
extolled in the verses following.”36 We just saw that this is exactly the ap-
proach of Augustine, and judging by Hilary’s words, this was a common 
patristic approach. Hilary, however, disagrees, “But this interpretation 
is wrong both in method and reasoning,” he comments, “though doubt-
less it is inspired by a pious tendency of thought, since the whole of the 

33. Augustine, “Exposition of Psalm 1,” 67.
34. Ibid.
35. Ibid.
36. Hilary, of Poitiers, “Psalm I,” 236.
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Psalter is to be referred to Him.”37 We must carefully note that Hilary is 
not objecting to a christological reading. Indeed, he writes, “[T]he whole 
of the Psalter is to be referred to Him [i.e., Christ].” Hilary nonetheless 
does not think that the comment, “Blessed is the man,” is a reference to 
Christ, and he gives two basic reasons for this. First, the Son is the one 
who gave the Law, while according to the Psalm, this man’s happiness or 
blessedness depends on his “desire” being in the Law of the Lord. How 
can one attribute such desire to Christ? Christ’s desire, insists Hilary, 
is not in the Law of the Lord since, as the one who gives it, he is the 
Law’s Lord.38 Second, the psalmist compares the blessed or happy man 
to a tree. This presupposes, Hilary explains, that the tree is the greater 
standard by which the blessed man is measured. How can a tree be hap-
pier than the Son of God? How can Christ be happy by becoming like 
the objects he himself created? The conclusion, insists Hilary, must be 
that the psalmist is speaking about believers: “[W]e must suppose him, 
who is here extolled as happy by the Prophet, to be the man who strives 
to conform himself to that body which the Lord assumed and in which 
He was born as man. . . .”39 What we see from this comparison of Hilary 
and Augustine’s readings of Psalm 1 is that the church fathers, while 
unanimous in reading the Psalms christologically, are not always agreed 
on the details of how to do so.

Athanasius provides us with numerous examples of words about 
Christ (vox de Christo) in the Psalter. Thoroughly at home in the Psalms, 
Athanasius moves back and forth among them with amazing alacrity, 
and, as he does so, he locates in them many of the particular moments 
within the economy of the Son’s work. Athanasius reads in the Psalms 
the teaching of the Savior who will come as one who is God (Pss 50:3; 
107:20; 118:26–27); the eternal generation of the Son (Pss 45:1; 110:3); 
the incarnation of God’s Son in the flesh (Pss 45:6–7; 87:5); the virgin 
birth (Ps 45:10–11); the suffering of the Savior (Ps 2:1–2); the death on 
a Cross (Ps 22:15–18); the representative character of Christ’s suffering 
(Pss 69:4; 72:4, 12; 88:16; 138:8); the ascension into heaven (Pss 24:7; 
47:5); the session at God’s right hand (Pss 9:7–8; 110:1); the prophecy of 
Christ’s return as Judge (Pss 50:4; 72:1–2; 82:1); and, finally, the calling of 

37. Ibid.
38. Ibid.
39. Ibid., 237.



LIVING WATERS FROM ANCIENT SPRINGS50

the nations (Pss 47:1; 72:9–11).40 Athanasius regards the vox de Christo 
as nearly omnipresent in the book of Psalms. And while his exegesis 
tends to be less christological, Basil of Caesarea, too, heaps praise on the 
Psalms when commenting, “Therein is perfect theology, a prediction of 
the coming of Christ in the flesh . . .”41 The notion that the Psalms present 
a “word about Christ” receives the unanimous support of the Fathers.

This approach implies great confidence in the inspiration of 
Scripture. According to the Fathers’ interpretation, the Spirit has so 
shaped the contents of the Old Testament that it already bespeaks New 
Testament christological realities. This confidence in divine inspiration 
is what allows the Fathers to read the book of Psalms prophetically. 
The notion that the Psalter is a book of prophecy is perhaps one of the 
distinguishing characteristics of pre-modern exegesis. Interpreters like 
Augustine will often refer to the psalmist as “the prophet.” Or, more 
radically yet, in an unencumbered sort of way, someone like Augustine 
will simply refer to the Holy Spirit as the speaker of the Psalm.42 
Contemporary sermons and commentaries tend to be much more hesi-
tant in referring to “the prophet” or “the Spirit” as saying something in 
the text. Such hesitation goes hand in hand with a reluctance to read the 
Psalms as speaking prophetically about Christ. The modern notion that 
restricts exegesis to a search for the intent of the human author has a 
tendency to limit the horizons of interpretation to realities of this world. 
The almost inevitable result, it seems to me, is that any overarching in-
tentions of the Spirit are excluded from the outset. It is by expanding 
our attention beyond this-worldly realities and by acknowledging the 
Spirit’s guiding hand in both the authorship and the interpretation of 
Holy Scripture that we will likely also regain confidence in our discern-
ment of Christ’s presence in the Old Testament.

Finally, not only do we have the vox ad Christum and the vox 
de Christo in the Psalms, but there is also the vox Christi, the voice of 
Christ—Christ himself speaking through the voice of the psalmist. 
Fiedrowicz makes clear that one of the key elements of patristic exege-
sis is the attempt to figure out who is speaking in a psalm. Fiedrowicz 
refers to this as “prosopological exegesis,” derived from the Greek word 
prosōpon, meaning “person.” Prosopological exegesis, therefore, asks the 

40. Athanasius, “Letter,” nos. 5–8, pp. 103–6. See also no. 26, p. 123.
41. Basil, of Caesarea, Exegetic Homilies, 153.
42. Fiedrowicz, “General Introduction,” 24.
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question: which person is speaking in this psalm? Once this has been 
figured out, much of the rest of the psalm falls into place. We see a strik-
ing example of such prosopological exegesis at the very beginning of 
Hilary’s commentary on Psalm 1: “The primary condition of knowledge 
for reading the Psalms,” he starts off, clearly raising a hermeneutical is-
sue right at the outset, “is the ability to see as whose mouthpiece we are 
to regard the Psalmist as speaking, and who it is that he addresses.”43 
With the former of these two issues, the question of whose mouthpiece 
the psalmist might be, Hilary introduces prosopological interpretation.

We see something similar in Augustine’s work. As already men-
tioned, for Augustine, the doctrine of totus Christus—the “whole Christ” 
as reference to Christ and his members—means that Christ can be 
speaking in these kinds of passages either in his own person (ex persona 
sua) or in our person (ex persona nostra).44 Fiedrowicz puts it this way:

An important part of Augustine’s thought is that the Church was 
already present in Christ’s prayer. His exegesis of the frequently 
quoted verse of Psalm 21 (21:2[22:1]) shows that for Augustine 
the cry of Christ on the cross was not only raised “in Adam’s 
name” but had an ecclesial dimension too, in that Christ directed 
those words to the Father “in the name of his body” equally 
(ex persona corporis). By identifying the Church with even the 
earthly body of Christ Augustine was able to discover a mysteri-
ous involvement of humanity in the event of the cross. We were 
there (nos ibi eramus).45

“We were there.” This statement shows what is at stake for Augustine—
and, really, for the Fathers in general—in prosopological exegesis. By 
seeing the Psalms as referring to Christ, the church fathers allow God’s 
people to make these Psalms their own, as well.46 The church is present 
in the Psalms because Christ himself is present there. Pulling these vari-
ous strands together, we may say that, for the Fathers, spiritual interpre-
tation is nearly synonymous with christological interpretation.

43. Hilary, of Poitiers, “Psalm I,” 236.
44. Fiedrowicz, “General Introduction,” 52–55.
45. Ibid., 54.
46. Discussing Augustine’s exegesis of Ps 100 (101), Louth, “Heart in Pilgrimage,” 

303, comments: “[I]t is Christ’s voice we hear in the psalm, and part of what is meant by 
understanding the psalm is learning how to join our voice to Christ’s; the Christ singing 
in the psalm is Christ the head of the Church, of which we are the members . . .”
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PERSONAL APPROPRIATION

Augustine’s totus Christus theology makes the Psalms eminently suitable 
for the life of the church and for individual Christians. Patristic com-
mentators who do not have Augustine’s highly developed totus Christus 
theology are, nonetheless, equally convinced that the meaning of the 
Psalms is intimately connected to the lives of believers. Specifically, I 
want to point to two elements of this connection. First, I have already 
mentioned the centrality of the element of virtue for the Fathers when 
discussing the role of music in connection with the Psalms. But the fo-
cus on virtue is not merely a by-product of the Fathers’ reflections on 
aesthetics and harmony; a concern with virtue dominates much of their 
exegesis. It is central particularly to the Alexandrian tradition (notably 
Clement and Origen) and to the Cappadocians (Basil the Great, Gregory 
of Nyssa, and Gregory of Nazianzus), who in this respect follow, at least 
in part, the first-century Jewish philosopher from Alexandria, Philo. 
Commenting on the two ways of Psalm 1, Basil explains: “[L]eading us 
on wisely and skilfully to virtue, David made the departure from evil 
the beginning of good.”47 Basil’s brother, Gregory of Nyssa, places an 
even greater emphasis on virtue in his Treatise on the Inscriptions on the 
Psalms. He casts the entire book as a treatise on virtue, writing in the 
preface, “[Y]ou enjoined us to investigate the meaning to be observed 
in these inscriptions, so that their capacity to lead us to virtue might 
be obvious to all.”48 Gregory begins the first chapter of Part I with the 
words, “The goal of the virtuous life is blessedness.”49 He then explains 
the five books of the Psalms as five stages of ascent in the growth of 
virtue. In Part II he explains the Septuagint’s inscriptions, or headings, 
above the Psalms, and begins by insisting that these also are meant to 
lead us on in virtue: “For these too make a significant contribution to us 
in respect to the way of virtue, as can be learned from the meaning itself 
of the words which have been inscribed.”50 Gregory is convinced that 
the Psalms are all about teaching us the virtuous life, and, as a result, the 
theme of virtue runs throughout his commentary.

47. Basil, of Caesarea, Exegetic Homilies, 157. See also pp. 160, 161.
48. Gregory, of Nyssa, Treatise on the Inscriptions, I.pref.1, p. 83.
49. Ibid., I.1.5, p. 84.
50. Ibid., II.1.1, p. 124.
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The emphasis on virtue is not restricted to the Alexandrians and 
the Cappadocians. It is also present among the Antiochenes. When 
Theodoret of Cyrus, who likely wrote his Commentary on the Psalms 
between 441 and 448,51 comments on the word “blessed” in Psalm 1, 
he explains that this epithet “constitutes the fruit of perfection as far as 
virtue is concerned. . . . [T]he practice of virtue has as its fruit and goal 
the beatitude from God.”52 And speaking about the tree growing by the 
riverbanks, he explains, “You see, champions of virtue reap the fruit of 
their labors in the future life; but like a kind of foliage they bear sound 
hope constantly within them . . .”53 

We may say that the church fathers let their exegesis be guided 
by the question of how a particular reading advances growth in virtue. 
Interpretation for them was less a matter of historical investigation than 
the pursuit of a spiritual purpose. This difference in perspective means 
an entry into the text rather different from what we are used to. We tend 
to put historical questions to the text and ask, primarily, what the text 
meant. The Fathers perhaps make us feel uncomfortable by their rela-
tive neglect of the historical level of meaning. They are right, however, 
to search Scripture to see how it can help us rid ourselves of earthly 
passions and assist our growth in the life of God; in other words, they 
rightly focus on what the text means.

Personal appropriation is not only a matter of growth in virtue, 
even if that is the overriding and ultimate concern, especially for the 
Cappadocians. The church fathers are also keenly aware that the book of 
Psalms reflects a broad range of human emotions, and they believed it 
quite legitimate to find one’s own emotional experiences reflected there. 
Athanasius’s Letter to Marcellinus contains a long section in which he 
reflects on how one can make the Psalms his own. Athanasius praises 
the Psalter for having “a certain grace of its own.”54 He then comments: 

It contains even the emotions of each soul, and it has the changes 
and rectifications of these delineated and regulated in itself. 
Therefore anyone who wishes boundlessly to receive and under-
stand from it, so as to mold himself, it is written there. For in 
the other books one hears only what one must do and what one 

51. Hill, “Introduction,” 4.
52. Theodoret, of Cyrus, “Commentary on Psalm 1,” 47.
53. Ibid., 49. See also p. 50.
54. Athanasius, “Letter,” no. 10, p. 107.
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must not do. And one listens to the Prophets so as solely to have 
knowledge of the coming of the Savior. One turns his attention to 
the histories, on the basis of which he can know the deeds of the 
kings and saints. But in the Book of Psalms, the one who hears, in 
addition to learning these things, also comprehends and is taught 
in the emotions of the soul. . . .55

Athanasius shows himself here as a pastor and physician of the soul who 
is aware that one cannot read the Psalms without making the various 
emotions of them one’s own. And so he comments that “the one who 
hears is deeply moved, as though he himself were speaking, and is affect-
ed by the words of the songs, as if they were his own songs.”56 Reading 
the Psalms, for Athanasius, leads to deeper knowledge also of oneself.

Athanasius does not base this emotional appropriation on a to-
tus Christus theology. He carefully distinguishes between psalms that 
prophesy about the Savior, on the one hand, and passages that reflect 
our own emotions, on the other hand.57 To be sure, Athanasius then goes 
on to say that just as the Psalms provide examples that mirror the emo-
tions of our souls, so also Christ provides what Athanasius calls a “type,” 
“image,” or “model” for our actions.58 According to Athanasius, Christ 
“offered himself as a model for those who wish to know the power of act-
ing. It was indeed for this reason that he made this resound in the Psalms 
before his sojourn in our midst, so that just as he provided the model of 
the earthly and heavenly man in his own person, so also 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.”59 Christ is the one who stands behind the descriptions of our 
emotional life in the Psalms; and, what is more, his very life itself offers a 
description of the life of the soul. Athanasius then goes on to offer page 
upon page of references to the Psalms connecting them to the various 
emotional states of the believer. There are psalms for nearly every situ-
ation one may encounter and for nearly every emotional expression to 
which one may wish to give voice.60 The Psalms, for Athanasius as well 

55. Ibid., 108.
56. Athanasius, “Letter,” no. 11, p. 109.
57. Ibid., 109–10.
58. Athanasius, “Letter,” no. 13, p. 112.
59. Ibid.
60. Athanasius, “Letter,” nos. 14–26, pp. 112–23.
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as for the other church fathers, offer a glimpse into one’s own soul. Thus, 
the Psalms become a means for healing one’s emotional life.

It may be true that in many ways the church fathers inhabited a 
world quite different from our own. Nonetheless, their exegesis of the 
Psalms shows an underlying sensibility that we need to retain or, per-
haps, retrieve. The underlying sensibility is that the Psalms must be read 
theologically or spiritually. They are not just human words from the past, 
whose meaning we can objectively ascertain by painstaking historical 
research. Instead, in and through the human words of Scripture, the 
divine author intends to convey eternal, spiritual truth. This interpre-
tive principle—that, in and through the historical or literal meaning of 
Scripture, God wants to convey spiritual levels of meaning—has several 
implications. First, we recognize the congruence between the harmoni-
ous singing of the Psalms, on the one hand, and the harmony of the 
cosmos and of the human soul, on the other hand. Singing the Psalms 
makes us beautiful because it puts us in virtuous harmony with the cre-
ated order. Second, we recognize Christ at the center of the Psalms. The 
ultimate reason that we cannot limit our interpretation of the Psalms 
to their historical meaning is that such exegesis fails to do justice to the 
newness of what comes in and through the fulfillment of the Psalms in 
Christ. Finally, union with Christ allows us to appropriate personally 
the contents of the Psalms and so come to deeper self-knowledge. We 
ourselves have a place in the Psalms. They speak of us, of our maturation 
in virtue, and of the wide variety of human emotions. Spiritual or theo-
logical exegesis of the Psalms, therefore, yields virtuous harmony, draws 
us deeper into Christ, and teaches us a deeper knowledge of ourselves.61

61. I want to thank my colleagues Iain Provan and John Stackhouse for their com-
ments on an earlier draft of this paper.



LIVING WATERS FROM ANCIENT SPRINGS56

BIBLIOGRAPHY
Athanasius, Saint. “A Letter of Athanasius, Our Holy Father, Archbishop of Alexandria, 

to Marcellinus on the Interpretation of the Psalms.” In The Life of Antony and the 
Letter to Marcellinus, translated by Robert C. Gregg,101–30. Classics of Western 
Spirituality. New York: Paulist, 1980.

Augustine, Saint. “Exposition of Psalm 1.” In Expositions of the Psalms 1–32, translated 
and edited Maria Boulding. Works of Saint Augustine: A Translation for the 21st 
Century 3/15. Hyde Park, NY: New City, 2000.

Basil, of Caesarea, Saint. Exegetic Homilies. Translated by Agnes Clare Way. The Fathers 
of the Church 46. Washington: Catholic University of America Press, 1963.

Billings, J. Todd. The Word of God for the People of God: An Entryway to the Theological 
Interpretation of Scripture. Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2010.

Briggs, Richard. Virtuous Reader: The Old Testament Narrative and Interpretive Virtue. 
Studies in Theological Interpretation. Grand Rapids: Baker Academic, 2010.

Byassee, Jason. Praise Seeking Understanding: Reading the Psalms with Augustine. Radical 
Traditions. Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2007.

Caldecott, Stratford. Beauty for Truth’s Sake: On the Re-enchantment of Education. Grand 
Rapids: Brazos, 2009.

Daley, Brian E. “Is Patristic Exegesis Still Usable? Reflections on Early Christian 
Interpretation of the Psalms.” Communio 29 (2002) 185–216.

Fiedrowicz, Michael. “General Introduction.” In Expositions of the Psalms 1–32, by Saint 
Augustine, translated and edited by Maria Boulding. The Works of Saint Augustine: 
A Translation for the 21st Century 3/15. Hyde Park, NY: New City, 2000.

Fowl, Stephen E. “Virtue.” In Dictionary for Theological Interpretation of the Bible, edited 
by Kevin J. Vanhoozer et al., 837–39. Grand Rapids: Baker Academic, 2005.

Gregory, of Nyssa, Saint. Gregory of Nyssa’s Treatise on the Inscriptions of the Psalms. 
Edited and translated by Ronald E. Heine. Oxford: Clarendon, 1995.

Hilary, of Poitiers, Saint. “Psalm I.” In Homilies on the Psalms, translated by E. W. Watson 
et al. Edited by W. Sandy. Nicene and Post-Nicene Fathers II/9. 1899. Reprint, 
Peabody, MA: Hendrickson, 1994.

Hill, Robert C. “Introduction.” In Commentary on the Psalms. Vol. 1, Psalms 1–72, by 
Theodoret of Cyrus, translated by Robert C. Hill, 1–38. The Fathers of the Church 
101. Washington DC: Catholic University of America Press, 2000.

Louth, Andrew. “‘Heart in Pilgrimage’: St Augustine as Interpreter of the Psalms.” In 
Orthodox Readings of Augustine, edited by George E. Demacopoulos and Aristotle 
Papanikolaou. Crestwood, NY: St Vladimir’s Seminary Press, 2008.

O’Keefe, John J., and R. R. Reno. Sanctified Vision: An Introduction to Early Christian 
Interpretation of the Bible. Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press, 2005.

Smith, J. Warren. Passion and Paradise: Human and Divine Emotion in the Thought of 
Gregory of Nyssa. New York: Crossroad, 2004.

Theodoret, of Cyrus. Commentary on the Psalms. Vol. 1, Psalms 1–72. Translated by 
Robert C. Hill. The Fathers of the Church 101. Washington, DC: Catholic University 
of America Press, 2000.

Treier, Daniel J. Introducing Theological Interpretation of Scripture: Recovering a Christian 
Practice. Grand Rapids: Baker Academic, 2008.


