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Rational Piety: 
Eusebius’ Characterization of the Hebrews in PE VII 

 
In the introduction to his commentary on book 7 of the Praeparatio Evangelica 

(PE), Schroeder notes that Eusebius, when he is clearly using a source text but does not 

quote the text itself, never makes any indication of his source.  In these situations, 

according to Schroeder, one can judge Eusebius’ originality by the modifications he 

brings to the text.1  Aaron Johnson has shown that Eusebius’ narrative of the lives of the 

Hebrew holy men in PE 7.7-8 alludes to Philo’s De Abrahamo.2  Having shown the 

connections and some differences between the two texts, he concludes that Eusebius has 

diverged from his source in order to maintain historicity, as opposed to the allegory of 

Philo, for the sake of his overarching argument, in which Christians are shown to be the 

true descendants of the Hebrews, while Jews are separated from that heritage.3  While 

these are valid points, it seems to me that the particular characteristics of Eusebius’ 

divergence from Philo’s narrative, especially in the places Johnson sees as most similar, 

deserve examination, and may shed some light on the nature of Eusebius’ larger 

argument.  I will argue that, while Johnson has convincingly shown that the ethnic 

framework is certainly essential to Eusebius’ argument, the particular nature of the 

                                                
1 Schroeder (p. 133): “Lorsqu’Eusèbe ne fait pas de citation textuelle, et qu’il utilise 
manifestement une source, il ne l’indique pourtant jamais … Il est possible alors de juger 
de l’originalité d’Eusèbe par les modifications qu’il apporte.”  
2 Johnson, Aaron P. Philonic Allusions in Eusebius, PE 7.7-8. CQ 56.1 239-248 (2006) 
3 Ibid., p. 245. For the argument from ethnicity, see Johnson, Aaron P. Ethnicity and 
Argument in Eusebius’ Praeparatio Evangelica. Oxford University Press: New York, 
2006, passim. 
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ethnicities as he narrates them is equally important to his defense of Christianity.  In 

making that examination, this paper will show that Eusebius’ divergence from Philo 

emphasizes the piety of the Hebrew forefathers, a piety which his initial characterization 

of the Hebrews has defined as being of a rational nature. Though Eusebius’ argument 

operates within a framework of ethnicity, that is not itself the primary focus of the 

argument.  Rather, he aims above all to show that rational piety is true piety – a piety first 

held by the Hebrews, and passed on to their descendants the Christians.  This is achieved 

in large part in book 7 through the emphatic characterization of the Hebrews as a rational 

people, who arrive at their worship of God through reason.  That characterization in turn 

allows for the argument made in books 10-15 that Plato is dependent on Moses for what 

is worthwhile in his philosophy.  That this emphasis on rationality is Eusebius’ primary 

focus is seen especially in the originality revealed in his adaptation of Philo in 7.7. 

Before looking at book 7 itself, it will be helpful to note the importance of that 

book in the overall structure of the PE.  Johnson conceives of that structure as primarily 

occupied with the narrative of the Greeks, with books 1-6 and 9-15 under that heading, 

and only 7-8 dedicated to the narrative of Hebrew descent.4  Schroeder differs from this 

in that he groups 7-9 as a single unit, seeing the overall structure of the PE as consisting 

of three parts: books 1-6 are a refutation of Greek and Barbarian polytheism, 7-9 show 

the Hebrews as the initiators of true philosophy, and 10-15 confirm the choice in favor of 

the Hebrews, who prevail over all Greek philosophy.5  It seems to me that Schroeder’s 

structure fits Eusebius’ argument better, as book 10 begins with a brief recapitulation of 

                                                
4 See the outline of this structure in Johnson, Ethnicity, pp. 237-238. 
5 Schroeder, p. 14. 
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the arguments made in 7-9 and introduces his new subject6, and books 10-15 are unified 

by their treatment of Greek philosophy as dependent on that of the Hebrews.  That 

argument is dependent on a characterization of the Hebrews as possessors of philosophy, 

which is achieved in book 7.  In either structural framework, that book holds a central 

place and is key to understanding Eusebius’ overall argument.   

Let us begin our examination of book 7 with a consideration of Eusebius’ 

dependence on Philo in PE 7.7-8.  Johnson rightly points to connections between Philo’s 

De Abrahamo 3-5 and Eusebius’ introduction to his survey of the lives of the Hebrew 

forefathers in PE 7.7.7  According to Eusebius, Moses is said to hand down the lives of 

the Hebrew forefathers with indelible memorials (mnhvmaiV ajnexaleivptoiV), a lesson for 

those who were going to learn his laws, and as an encouragement to the life the pious (eijV 

protroph;n tou: tw:n eujsebw:n bivou).8  Eusebius notes that “it was necessary [for them] 

not to be ignorant that already, even before his written laws, many of the forefathers, by 

right reason, had been adorned with excellence of god-piety.”9  These men, called ‘fivloi 

                                                
6 PE 10.1.1: “We have previously explained for what reasons we (Christians) have 
preferred the philosophy of the Hebrews to that of the Greeks, and on what kind of 
considerations we accepted the sacred Books current among the former people; and then 
afterwards we proved that the Greeks themselves were not ignorant of that people, but 
mentioned them by name, and greatly admired their mode of life…Now then let us go on 
to observe how they not only deemed the record of these things worthy to be written, but 
also became zealous imitators of the like teaching and instruction in some of the doctrines 
pertaining to the improvement of the soul.” (Gifford, trans.) 
7 For Johnson’s concise examination of these connections, see his Allusions, p. 241. 
8 PE 7.7.1 
9 All translations of PE 7.7-8 are mine unless otherwise noted. PE 7.7.2: Crh:n de; kai; 

a[llwV mh; ajgnoiei:n o{ti dh; fqavsanteV, kai; pro; tw:n ejggravfwn novmwn, pleivouV h[dh 

tw:n propatovrwn ojrqoi:V logismoi:V qeosebeivaV ajreth:/ katekosmhvqhsan. Gifford 
translates “had already been honourably distinguished for excellence in religion”, 
Schroeder “avaient joui…d’une remarquable piété”.  It seems best to keep the sense of 
adornment inherent in katekosmhvqhsan. I am more inclined to translate qeosebeivaV as 
‘piety’ than ‘religion’, but the distinction from eujsebeiva is important.  
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qeou: kai; profh:tai’ received from Moses an eternal memorial (aijwnivaV mnhvmhV), and 

those to whom the law was constituted were ‘not foreign with respect to race (gevnoV)’.  

This genetic relationship is the basis, in 7.7.3, for the necessity that the descendants of 

these holy men “show themselves to be emulators of the piety of their forefathers, and 

seek to receive from God just what their progenitors had, but not become sluggish nor 

shrink as if from impossibilities, despairing of the hope of good things”10.  Far from 

impossible, they were “possible and had been perfectly achieved by their own forefathers, 

whose images [Moses] passed on to those being taught divine things, going through the 

lives of the ancients and molding the individual virtue of each one as though in a portrait 

of writing.”11   

 In this chapter, Moses is said to have composed memorials (mnhvmaiV/mnhvmhV) of 

the lives of the Hebrew forefathers, which are images or portraits (ta;V eijkovnaV/eijkovni), 

and serve as an exhortation (protroph;n) to the life of piety they had achieved, a piety 

which their descendants should seek to emulate (zhlwta;V).  We find much of this same 

language in Philo’s De Abrahamo.  For Philo, it is the particular laws which are wJV a]n 

eijkovnwn, while the ajrcetuvpouV protevrouV of these images are the men themselves who 

“lived good and blameless lives, whose virtues stand permanently recorded in the most 

holy scriptures, not merely to sound their praises but for the instruction of the reader and 

                                                
10 PE 7.7.3: Dio; kai; ma:llon crh:nai aujtouvV, ajpogovnouV qeofilw:n kai; dikaivwn 

ajndrw:n fuvntaV, th:V tw:n propatovrwn eujsebeivaV zhlwta;V ajnadeicqh:nai spei:saiv te 

tw:n i[swn toi:V gennhvsasi para; qeou: tucei:n, ajlla; mh; ajponarkh:sai mhd= 

ajpoknh:sai wJV ejp= ajdunavtoiV th:V tw:n ajgaqw:n ejlpivdoV eJautou;V ajpognovntaV. 
11 PE 7.7.4: dunata; ga;r ei\nai kai; toi:V oijkeivoiV aujtw:n propavtorsin ejntelw:V 

katwrqwmevna` w|n kai; ta;V eijkovnaV toi:V ta; qei:a paideuomevnoiV paredivdou, tou;V 

bivouV katalevgwn tw:n palaiw:n kai; th;n ijdiavzousan eJno;V hJkavstou ejreth;n w{sper ejn 

eijkovni grafh:V diatupouvmenoV. 
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as an inducement to him to aspire to the same”.12  Here we find several points of contact 

with the text of Eusebius.  While the reference of eijkovnwn is different in the two authors, 

both employ the concept of men who lived before the existence of law as models and 

encouragement for later readers of scripture.  Philo claims that the virtues of these men 

are recorded in the scriptures uJpe;r tou: tou;V ejntugcavnontaV protrevyasqai kai; ejpi; 

to;n o{moion zh:lon ajgagei:n.
13
  This language is reflected first in Eusebius in 7.7.1, 

where Moses transmits the lives considering eijV protroph;n tou: tw:n eujsebw:n bivou.  

The language of the second part of Philo’s claim (kai; ejpi; to;n o{moion zh:lon ajgagei:n) is 

seen in PE 7.7.3, in tw:n propatovrwn eujsebeivaV zhlwta;V.   

 Eusebius’ use of mnhvmh at 7.7.1 and 7.7.2 to refer to the lives of the Hebrews is 

comparable to Philo’s statement that “one might properly say that the enacted laws are 

nothing else than memorials (uJpomnhvmata) of the life of the ancients.”14  Again, the 

exact reference differs in the two authors: for Eusebius, the written lives in Moses’ 

introduction to the laws are an indelible memorial (7.7.1) and image (7.7.4) of the actual 

lives, whereas for Philo the laws themselves are that memorial (5) and are as images (3).  

The linguistic connections here are clear; their differences will be discussed below.  

 The final connection Johnson points to in the two texts is the claim that “the life 

‘according to nature’ was practicable”.15  The basis for this claim is found in Eusebius at 

7.7.3-4, where he states that it is necessary for the descendants of the Hebrews not to 

                                                
12 F. H. Colson, trans., Philo Abr. 3-4 (LCL).  Thus for all references to Philo.  
13 Philo, Abr. 4 
14 Philo, Abr. 5: wJV deovntwV a[n tina favnai, tou;V teqevntaV novmouV mhde;n a[ll= h] 

uJpomnhvmata ei\nai bivou tw:n palaiw:n.  
15 Johnson, Allusions, p. 241.  He also draws a connection here between Eus. PE 7.6.4, in 
which the Hebrews live kata; fuvsin, and Philo Abr. 6, in which they ajkolouqivan 
fuvsewV ajspasavmenoi.  
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shrink “as if at something impossible” (wJV ejp= ajdunavtoiV).  He follows this with the 

positive statement “for they are possible and had been perfectly achieved by their own 

forefathers” (dunata; ga;r ei\nai kai; toi:V oijkeivoiV aujtw:n propavtorsin ejntelw:V 

katwrqwmevna).   Philo makes a similar claim, stating Moses’ purpose to be, in part, to 

show “that those who wish to live in accordance with the laws as they stand have no 

difficult task, seeing that the first generations before any at all of the particular statutes 

was set in writing followed the unwritten law with perfect ease.”16  The linguistic 

connection here is lacking, but both convey a similar idea.  

There is, however, a significant difference when these ideas are looked at more 

closely, and in their respective contexts.  The first clue to this difference is to be found in 

the referent of Eusebius’ dunatav.  Considering Philo as the source of this sentiment, one 

would naturally assume that life as lived by the fathers is what is possible.  If that is the 

case, however, then the statement toi:V oijkeivoiV aujtw:n propavtorsin ejntelw:V 

katwrqwmevna is tautologous.  Of course the fathers were able to perfectly achieve a life 

as lived by the fathers.  This cannot have been their achievement; we must look 

elsewhere for the referent of dunatav.  This is to be found in the closest preceding neuter 

plural, namely the object of hope of which one must not despair: th:V tw:n ajgaqw:n 

ejlpivdoV (mh;) eJautou;V ajpognovntaV.  That these ‘good things’ had been achieved by the 

fathers is stated in 7.7.1, where Moses composed the lives of the Hebrew forefathers “and 

the good things of which these men were deemed worthy by God.”17  The precise nature 

of these good things is not given, but can be inferred from the statement that “already, 
                                                
16 Philo, Abr. 5: o{ti ouj polu;V povnoV toi:V ejqevlousi kata; tou;V keimevnouV novmouV 
zh:n, oJpovte kai; ajgravfw/ th:/ nomoqesiva/, privn ti th;n ajrch;n ajnagrafh:nai tw:n ejn 

mevrei, rJa/divwV kai; eujpetw:V ejcrhvsanto oiJ prw:toi.  
17 PE 7.7.1: w|n te ajgaqwn ou|toi para; qeou: hjxiwvqhsan 
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even before his written laws, many of the forefathers, by right reason, had been adorned 

with the virtue of god-piety” and “were called friends of God and prophets”.18  This is 

confirmed by the coordination of the need “to show [themselves to be] emulators of the 

piety of the forefathers” with the need “to seek to receive from God just the same as the 

forefathers”.19   

Beyond this distinction in what precisely is possible or easily achieved, that 

Eusebius’ emphasis in this chapter on the piety of the forefathers and its achievement 

before the laws, can be seen in the purpose for which Moses is said to have written their 

lives.  Moses composed the lives of the fathers eijV protroph;n tou: tw:n eujsebw:n bivou, 

particularly because it was necessary that those who would study his laws not be unaware 

that these eujseboiv were adorned with qeosebeivaV ajreth/, by means of ojrqoi:V logismoi:V 

in a time kai; pro; tw:n ejggravfwn novmwn. What the fathers achieved before the written 

law, namely adornment qeosebeivaV ajreth/, so also could their descendants, and for this 

purpose Moses transmitted the written portraits and memorials of their lives.  

For Philo, in contrast, the laws themselves are the portraits and memorials.  

Where Eusebius emphasizes the piety of the fathers, achieved by right reason before the 

law existed, and thus denies the necessity of the law for a life of piety in accordance with 

the Hebrew forefathers, Philo’s framework is a justification of observance of the laws.  

He claims that the fathers were extolled to show that the laws themselves are not out of 

                                                
18 PE 7.7.2: fqavsanteV, kai; pro; tw:n ejggravfwn novmwn, pleivouV h[dh tw:n 

propatovrwn ojrqoi:V logismoi:V qeosebeivaV ajreth:/ katekosmhvqhsan` oi{ kai; fivloi 

qeou: kai; profh:tai crhmativsanteV. 
19 PE 7.7.3: crh:nai aujtouvV ... th:V tw:n propatovrwn eujsebeivaV zhlwta;V 

ajnadeicqh:nai spei:saiv te tw:n i[swn toi:V gennhvsasi para; qeou: tucei:n... 
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tune with nature20, and that, for those who want to live in accordance with them, there is 

not much labor, since the first men lived by the unwritten law easily and fortunately 

(rJa/divwV kai; eujpetw:V
21).  Because the laws themselves are like copies of the originals, 

with the lives of the fathers as the originals, to follow the law is to live as the fathers 

lived, and vice versa.  The fathers and the laws are inextricably intertwined, as is vividly 

expressed in Abr. 5: oiJ ga;r e[myucoi kai; logikoi; novmoi a[ndreV ejkei:noi gegovnasin. 

That Philo seeks to encourage living in accordance with the law is clear.  

Eusebius’ adaptation of Philo’s text for his own specific purpose can finally be most 

clearly seen in his use of ‘exhortation’ and ‘emulation’.  For Philo, the purpose of the 

virtues of the fathers being written in scripture was to encourage the reader, and to lead 

him to a similar zeal.22  We have seen that Eusebius’ text has close connections to this 

particular phrase. In Philo, there is no object of zeal, nor of exhortation.  The purpose is 

simple encouragement, and guidance toward to;n o{moion zh:lon.  In Eusebius, protroph;n 

and th:V zhlwta;V have as their respective objects tou: tw:n eujsebw:n bivou and tw:n 

propatovrwn eujsebeivaV. This shows quite clearly that Eusebius had a specific object in 

mind in his adaptation of Philo’s text.  He diminishes the connection between law and the 

fathers, putting the emphasis instead on their piety, which he characterizes as being 

achieved through right reason.   

While Johnson’s examination of these texts certainly makes some valid points, his 

cursory treatment of the differences between them, especially where they are most 

                                                
20 Philo, Abr. 5: ta; teqeimevna diatavgmata th:V fuvsewV oujk ajpa/vdei  
21 Philo, Abr. 5: kai; ajgravfw/ th:/ nomoqesiva/, privn ti th;n ajrch;n ajnagrafh:nai tw:n ejn 

mevrei, rJa/divwV kai; eujpetw:V ejcrhvsanto oiJ prw:toi.   
22 Philo, Abr. 4: uJpe;r tou: tou;V ejntugcavnontaV protrevyasqai kai; ejpi; to;n o{moion 

zh:lon ajgagei:n. 
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similar, denies the importance of those differences.  His conclusion, that Eusebius 

diverged from his source primarily to satisfy the needs of his argument from ethnicity, 

diminishes the importance of the particular content of that argument.  A closer analysis of 

Eusebius’ divergence from Philo has shown that he is especially concerned to show the 

piety of the Hebrew fathers as their primary characteristic, and as that which is to be 

emulated by their descendants.  Their piety, then, holds a central place in the 

characterization of the Hebrews, which in turn holds a central place in Eusebius’ overall 

argument.  The specific nature of that piety, modified in chapter 7.7 only once by ojrqoi:V 

logismoi:V, is made quite clear in the chapters of book 7 that precede it.  Let us now turn 

to those chapters, and their characterization of both the Hebrews and their piety. 

As noted above, this book begins what Johnson identifies as the ‘narrative of 

descent’ of the Hebrews.  The first sentence of that narrative puts its emphasis on the 

philosophy and piety of the Hebrews23: “Next as to the Hebrews, and their philosophy 

and religion which we have preferred above all our ancestral system, it is time to describe 

their mode of life.”24  In the remainder of the first chapter, the overarching argument of 

the entire work is summarized in a few statements: it has been proved that Christians 

abandoned the theology of the Hellenes with reason; the ‘second charge’25 is now taken 

                                                
23 Gifford translates eujsevbeia as “religion”.  Lampe’s first two definitions are “devotion, 
sense of duty”, and “devotion to God, piety”.  “Religion” is one of the translations 
offered, but it should be understood with the sense of the primary meaning of the word in 
mind.  I leave Gifford’s translations as they are, but myself have used “piety”, in hopes of 
maintaining a distinction from the modern sense(s) of the word “religion”.  
24 Gifford’s translation, as for all further translations of PE, unless otherwise noted. PE 
7.1.1: +Ebraivwn pevri loipo;n kai; th:V kata; touvtouV filosofivaV te kai; eujsebeivaV, 

h}n tw:n patrivwn aJpavntwn protetimhvkamen, to;n tou: bivou trovpon uJpogravyai 

kairovV.   
25 Schroeder notes (ad loc) that th;n deutevran means th;n deutevran kathgorivan. The 
first was taken up at 1.5.10, and the second alludes to the “second grief des Grecs contre 
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up, namely the reason for adopting Hebrew doctrines; it will, in time, be proved that 

borrowing useful things from the barbarians should bring no censure; the following 

chapter will show that no good has been found in any nation like that provided by the 

Hebrews.26 

In this brief chapter, at the beginning of the central segment of the entire work, 

the most basic structure of Eusebius’ entire argument is laid out: 1) The primary 

characteristics of the Hebrews are their philosophy and piety – this is the topic at hand, 

and will be shown in books 7-9; 2) the theology (i.e. polytheism/anthropomorphism) of 

the Greeks has been reasonably abandoned, as has been shown in books 1-6; 3) Greek 

philosophers have also adopted barbarian knowledge, as will be shown in books 10-15; 4) 

a similar good has been found among no other nation like that furnished by the Hebrews 

– this is the primary conclusion to be drawn from the following chapters of book 7: first 

the vices of all other peoples will be summarized, and the remainder of the book will 

show the virtues of the Hebrews, which will support statement 1). 

Following this summary, Eusebius reviews the theology of the other nations, in 

view of the evils it brings in life.  It will be useful to go through this section briefly, in 

order to note the contrast between this and the characterization of the Hebrews further on. 

                                                
les chrétiens, c’est-à-dire, après le rejet des doctrines ancestrales, l’adoption des «fables 
étrangères et universellement décriées des Juifs» (PE 1.2.3) 
26 PE 7.1.2: =Epeidh; ga;r oujk ajlovgw/, kekrimevnw/ de; kai; swvfroni logismw/: th:V 

dieyeusmevnhV oJmou: pavntwn +Ellhvnwn te kai; barbavrwn qeologivaV th;n ajpovleiyin 

pepoihmevnoi sunevsthmen, w{ra loipo;n th;n deutevran ejpiluvsasqai, th;n aijtivan 

ajpodidovntaV th:V tw:n eJbraiÎkw:n lovgwn metapoihvsewV. To; me;n ou\n mh; fevrein tina; 

mevmyin hJmi:n th;n ajpo; barbavrwn tou: sumfevrontoV metavlhyin ejpi; th:V deouvshV 

scolh:V parasthvsomen, pavnta toi:V $Ellhsi kai; aujtoi:V ge toi:V bowmevnoiV aujtw:n 

filosovfoiV ta; filovsofa maqhvmata kai; ta; a[llwV koina; kai; tai:V politikai:V 

lusitelou:nta creivaiV para; barbavrwn ejskeuwrh:sqai ejpideivxonteV` to; de; mhdevn pw 

mhd= o{lwV parav tisin euJrh:sqai tw:n ejqnw:n oi|on to; par= +Ebraivwn hJmi:n ajgaqo;n 

peporismevnon w|de a]n gevnoita provdhlon.  
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The initial sentence of this section stands, as we will see, in stark contrast to the 

introduction of the Hebrews in ch. 7:  

All the rest of mankind, from the very first establishment of social life and for all 
subsequent time, persisted in attending to bodily sense only, because they had 
formed no clear conception concerning the soul within them, and believed that 
nothing more than what was seen had any real subsistence; they therefore referred 
beauty and utility and the sole good to bodily pleasure.27   
 

Of note in this segment is the emphasis that ‘all the rest of mankind’ had ‘no clear 

conception of the soul within them’ and ‘referred beauty and utility and the sole good to 

bodily pleasure’.  The remainder of chapter two describes the descent into evils caused by 

this elevation of bodily pleasure as the sole good, and he concludes:   

When therefore they had entrenched themselves in so great an error, naturally in 
their service of the goddess and evil daemon, pleasure, evils upon evils gathered 
round them, while they defiled the whole of life with mad passions for women 
and outrages on men, marriages with mothers, and incest with daughters, and had 
surpassed in their excess of wickedness the savage nature of wild beasts.  Such 
then was the character of the ancient nations, and of their false theology…28  

 
The rest of humanity, then, considered only what was visible to be real, had no 

conception of the soul, and elevated bodily pleasure as the sole good, which led to their 

false theology, which worshipped Pleasure, and its consequent evils.  

                                                
27 PE 7.2.1: OiJ me;n dh; loipoi; pavnteV a[nqrwpoi a[nwqen ejk prwvthV tou: bivou 

sustavsewV kai; eijV to;n metevpeita cro;non mo;nh/ th:/ tw:n swmavtwn prosanasxovnteV 

aijsqhvsei tw/: mhde;n peri; th:V ejn aujtoi:V yuch:V dieilhfevnai plevon te oujde;n tw:n 

oJrwmevnwn ejn toi:V ou\sin uJpavrcein hJghsavmenoi, to; kalo;n kai; sumfevron kai; movnon 

ajgaqo;n th/: tw:n swmavtwn ajnevqhkan hJdonh:/. 
28 PE 7.2.6: =Epeidh; toivnun tosauvthn e[tucon probeblhmevnoi th;n plavnhn, eijkovta dh; 
aujtoi:V hJdonh:/ qew/: kai; kakw:/ daivmoni crwmevnoiV ejpi; kakoi:V kaka sunhgeivreto, 

gunaimanivaiV kai; ajrrevnwn fqorai:V mhtrogamivaiV te kai; qugatromixivaiV to;n 

pavnta katafuromevnoiV bivon kai; th;n a[grion kai; qhriwvdh fuvsin uJperbolh:/ 

faulovthtoV nenikhkovsi.  Toiou:toV me;n ou\n oJ trovpoV tw:n palaiw:n ejqnw:n kai; th:V 

dieyeusmevnhV aujtw:n qeologivaiV dia; tw:n sunhgmevnwn hJmi:n eJllhnikw:n logogravfwn 

te kai; filosovfwn ejn toi:V provsqen ajpodevdektai.  
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After this lambast against ‘all the rest of mankind’, the Hebrews are finally 

introduced in stark contrast29, who “alone among so many go off on the opposite 

course”30.  This divergence is specified by their characterization as “the first and sole 

people who from the very first foundation of social life devoted their thought to rational 

speculation” and “set themselves to study reverently the physical laws of the universe”.31 

Here the Hebrews alone begin social life with their mind devoted to rational observance 

(logikh:/ qewriva) and consider the nature of everything (th:/ peri; tou: panto;V 

fusiologiva/).  It is noteworthy that this introduction of the rational consideration of 

nature is characterized as eujsebw:V. The implication is that to ‘study the physical laws of 

the universe’ is in itself to act with piety.  Thus from the very first introduction of the 

character of the Hebrews, they are associated with rationality, and their rational inquiry is 

itself pious.   

The chapter continues, describing the rational process by which the Hebrews 

came to their worship of the one God, beginning with the elements of corporeal 

substances the Hebrews perceived, and their determination that such things were not 

                                                
29 Schroeder (p. 42) outlines the point-by-point parallels between the chapter describing 
the vices of oiJ loipoi; pavnteV a[nqrwpoi (7.2.1) and the virtues of the Hebrews.  The 
Hebrews alone stand in contrast to the rest of humanity, as does their reasoned piety, 
which, as Eusebius will show, is the inheritance of Christianity. 
30 PE 7.3.1: …a[qrei dhv loipo;n th:/ dianoiva/ movnouV pai:daV +Ebraivwn ejn tosouvtoiV 

thvn ejnantivan ajpiovntaV. Schroeder translates “…fixe désormais ta pensée sur les 
enfants des Hébreux qui, seuls, ont pris une voie différente en des choses si importantes.”  
In view of the importance of the notion that the Hebrews are different from all the rest of 
mankind, it seems that Gifford’s understanding of ejn tosouvtoiV is probably correct.  
However, as this same concept is conveyed in the following sentence (prw:toi kai; movnoi 

pavntwn ajnqrwvpwn), it is possible that Schroeder has the better reading, which 
emphasizes the importance of the correct approach to matters of theology, which 
Eusebius shows in what follows to be a rational approach.  
31 PE 7.3.2: Oi{de ga;r prw:toi kai; movnoi pavntwn ajnqrwvpwn a[nwqen ejk prwvthV tou: 

bivou katabolh:V logikh:/ qewriva/ th;n diavnoian ajnaqevnteV kai; th:/ peri; tou: panto;V 

fusiologiva/ eujsebw:V ejpisthvsanteV... 
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gods, but the work of God.32  The remainder of 7.3 is occupied with a further delineation 

of the natural philosophy33 of the Hebrews.  It is unnecessary to go through this chapter 

in great detail, other than to note the mode of thought attributed to the Hebrews.  They 

are said to ‘perceive’ (katemavnqanon) the corporeal elements of which everything 

consists, and to ‘determine’ (dielogivsanto) that these are the works of a god.  They 

‘comprehend’ (sunnohvsanteV) that the nature of bodily substance is a[logon kai; 

a[yucon, and ‘reason’ (logisavmenoi) that it is impossible that the arrangement of the 

cosmos be ascribed to a spontaneous cause, and neither could something inanimate 

(a[yucon) be the creative cause of animate beings (ejmyuvcwn), nor something irrational 

(a[logon) the creator (dhmiourgovn) of rational beings (logikw:n).  This reasoning, by 

comparison with the need of a carpenter to build a house, a weaver to weave clothes, 

government to order a city, a pilot to sail a ship, and an artificer for even the smallest 

instrument34, leads to the conclusion: “neither can the nature of the universal elements, 

lifeless and irrational as it is, ever by its own law apart from the supreme wisdom of God 

attain to reason and life”35.  This rational observation (logikh:/ qewriva/) of the universe, 

then, leads them to worship to;n pavntwn genesiourgo;n
36
 qeo;n with a pure mind (nw/: 

kekaqarmevnw/) and the clear eyes of the soul (yuch:V diaugevsin o[mmasi).   

                                                
32 PE 7.3.2:  prw:ta me;n ta; tw:n swmavtwn stoicei:a, gh:n, u{dwr, ajevra, pu:r, ejx w|n 

tovde to; pa:n sunestw;V katemavnqanon, h{liovn te kai; selhvnhn kai; ajstevraV ouj 

qeouvV, e[rga de; ei\nai qeou: dielogivsanto. 
33 Note the similarities to stoic and Platonic language throughout the introduction of the 
Hebrews; particularly (n. 3, p 162) “L’homme intérieur: notion héritée du stoïcisme par 
l’intermédiaire de Philon et de Clément d’Alexandrie.”   
34 PE 7.3.3. 
35 PE 7.3.3: oujd= hJ tw:n kaqovlou stoiceivwn a[ra fuvsiV, a[yucoV ou\sa kai; a[logoV, 

tw/: kaq= eJauth;n lovgou pote; kai; zwh:V ajnqevxetai.  
36 Schroeder notes that this is an expression from Wisdom 13.5, the only positively 
biblical reference in the entire chapter.  
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The following chapter explains the Hebrews’ reasoned distinction between the 

soul, which is the true man, and the body, leading them to concentrate “their whole 

thought and diligence upon the life of the inner man”37, reasoning that this will be 

pleasing to God the dhmiourgovV of all things.  They therefore considered bodies and their 

pleasures as worth no more than the creatures of earth, but held in esteem only the 

internal guide (to; ejn aujtoi:V a[rcon), the rational and intellectual principle of the soul, 

being divine and capable of knowledge, and bearing a resemblance to the god of all 

(7.4.3).  Thus, considering there to be no other good than God the provider of all goods 

(tou: pavntwn ajgaqw:n corhgou: qeou:), they determined that knowledge and friendship38 

of him were the end (tevloV) of all happiness (eujdaimonivaV).  Thus devoting their whole 

selves, body and soul, to God, they are shown to be filovqeoi oJmou: kai; qeofilei:V, 

servants and priests of the Most High, who bequeathed the spevrma th:V ajlhqou:V tauvthV 

eujsebeivaV to their descendants.  The conclusion drawn from this exposition of the 

reasoned piety of the Hebrews is that the choice of Christians to prefer these men (i.e. the 

Hebrews) above Hellenes, and to accept the statements of the Hebrews concerning pious 

men rather than Phoenician and Egyptian gods and their slanderous absurdities 

concerning the gods, is logismw/:.39 

  The result of that rational piety is explained in chapter five, which describes the 

granting of divine revelations to the Hebrews, and thus the divine approval of their form 
                                                
37 PE 7.4.1: kai; dh; tou:ton dielovmenoi to;n trovpon, th;n pa:san peri; th:V tou: e[ndon 
ajnqrwvpou zwh:V frontivda kai; spoudh;n eijshnevgkanto 
38 Schroeder (p. 165, n. 3) notes: “Selon Eusèbe, connaissance et amour, de meme que 
philosophie et piété, sont indissociables chez les Hébreux.”  
39 PE 7.4.7: #Ar= ou\n logismw:/ soi dokou:men touvsde tw:n eJllhnikwn protetimhkevnai 

kai; ma:llon tw:n Foinivkwn te kai; Aijguptivwn qew:n tw:n te peri; tou;V qeou;V 

dusfhvmwn ajtophmavtwn ta;V par= +EbraivoiV peri; eujsebw:n ajndrw:n dihghvseiV 

ajpodevxasqai~ 
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of piety: the divinity, having accepted/approved the piety and philosophy of their life 

(tou: bivou eujsebeivaV kai; filosofivaV) and their service to it (the divinity), deemed them 

worthy of oracles, theophanies, and angelic visions.  Chapter six distinguishes between 

Jews and Hebrews, the former being those for whom Moses established the law, the latter 

described thus: 

But the Hebrews who were earlier in time than Moses, having never heard of all 
the Mosaic legislation, enjoyed a free and unfettered mode of religion, being 
regulated by the manner of life which is in accordance with nature, so that they 
had no need of laws to rule them, because of the extreme freedom of their soul 
from passions, but had received true knowledge of the doctrines concerning 
God.40  
 

The final statement of this characterization of the rational piety of the Hebrews is that 

they lived according to their nature, with no need of the law, and in accordance with their 

logically derived theology.  When we saw in 7.7 that Eusebius diverged from his source 

text to place emphasis on the piety of the Hebrews, the particular nature of that piety was 

not entirely clear.  In 7.3-6, the primary theme is the rationality by which the Hebrews 

arrived at that piety.  The heavy emphasis on the rational process by which they came to 

their worship of God, especially considering the location of book seven in the 

overarching structure of the work, indicates that precisely the rational nature of true piety 

is Eusebius’ primary concern, not ethnicity per se.  That said, the overarching argument is 

made, as Johnson has shown, in terms of ethnicity.  This can be seen especially clearly in 

Eusebius’ initial statement of the questions which will be addressed to Christians.  

                                                
40 PE 7.6.4: +Ebrai:oi de; presbuvteroi MwsevwV genovmenoi toi:V crovnoiV, pavshV th:V 

dia; MwsevwV nomoqesivaV ajnephvkooi o[nteV, bivw/ me;n tw/: kata; fuvsin kekosmhmevnoi, 

wJV mhde;n novmwn dei:sqai tw:n ajrxovntwn aujtw:n di= a[kran yuch:V ajpavqeian, gnw:sin 

de; ajlhqh: tw:n peri; qeou: dgmavtwn ajneilhfevnai.  
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In the preliminary exposition of his work, Eusebius summarizes the questions that 

may be put to Christians by Hellenes and by ‘those of the circumcision’41.  These 

questions are fundamentally accusations, by the former, that Christians have abandoned 

their inherited traditions, adopting something foreign and ‘new-fangled’42, not even 

honoring their adopted god with the customs of the Jews, but cut a new path, and neither 

keep the ways of the Hellenes nor of the Jews43.   The accusations by the latter are that, 

being foreign,44 “we misuse their books, and […] try violently to thrust out the true 

family and kindred from their own ancestral rights”45, and, “the most unreasonable thing 

of all is, that though we do not observe the customs of their Law as they do, but openly 

break the Law, we assume to ourselves the better rewards which have been promised to 

those who keep the Law.”46  The answers to all of these questions will allow for the 

creation of an identity for Christianity as a separate race from both its Hellenic and 

Jewish accusers, but one that has neither committed apostasy nor infringed on the 

hereditary rights of a foreign people.47  Christians will be shown to be the true 

                                                
41 PE 1.1.11,13; Schroeder (p. 14) summarizes this section nicely: “Les Gentils 
formulaient en effet contre les chrétiens la double accusation d’avoir abandonée les 
coutumes ancestrales pour adopter celles des Juifs; or ces derniers les accusaient déjà de 
leur avoir dérobé les Écritures et de détourner à leur avantage les promesses qu’elles 
contenaient.” 
42 PE 1.2.2: Tiv ou\n a]n gevnoito to; kaq= hJma:V xevnon kai; tivV oJ newterismo;V tou: bivou~ 

Gifford translates “What then may the strangeness in us be, and what the new-fangled 
manner of our life?” 
43 PE 1.2.4 
44 PE 1.2.5: ajllovfuloi o[nteV kai; ajllogenei:V 
45 PE 1.2.5, Gifford, v. 1, p. 6.  
46 Gifford, v. 1, p. 7; PE 1.2.8: To; d= ou\n aJpavntwn paralogwvtaton, o{ti mhde; ta; 

novmima paraplhsivwV aujtoiV perievponteV, ajlla; profanw:V paranomou:nteV, ta;V 

ejphggelmevnaV toi:V tw:n novmwn fuvlaxi crhstotevraV ajmoiba;V eijV eJautou;V 

ejpispwvmeqa.  
47 See Johnson, Ethnicity, pp. 227-230, for Eusebius’ portrayal of Christians as the 
descendants of the Hebrews: “The Christians formed a new people, drawn out from the 
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descendants of the Hebrews, who passed on to them the seeds of the true piety, which 

will be shown to be rational.  Based on this summary alone, we can already see the 

relevance of Johnson’s insights into the PE as an argument of ethnicity.  These 

accusations are all couched in ethnic terms: the Hellenes accuse Christians of apostasy 

from national tradition on two counts, the Jews accuse them of being foreigners and 

depriving the true family of their ancestral rights.  These are not, however, the only 

accusations Eusebius addresses, and his response to the other primary critique of 

Christianity is equally important as his response to these. 

Beyond these questions hypothetically posed by Jews and Hellenes, the 

accusation of irrationality, and reaction against it, is a consistent theme.  At 1.1.11, 

Eusebius mentions the accusation that “Christianity has no reason to support it”, that they 

“confirm their opinion by an unreasoning faith and an assent without examination”, and 

“require their converts to adhere to faith only, and therefore they are called ‘the Faithful’, 

because of their uncritical and untested faith.”48  At the beginning of 1.3, he proposes “to 

clear away the first of the objections put forward, by proving at the outset that they were 

false accusers who declared that we can establish nothing by demonstration, but hold to 

an unreasoning faith.”49 And again at 1.5:  

But why need I spend time in endeavouring to show that we have not devoted 
ourselves to an unreasoning faith, but to wise and profitable doctrines which 

                                                
nations to form themselves around the way of life and theological clear-sightedness of the 
ancient friends of God.” (227); “Eusebius locates Christianity in a direct line with both 
these pre-Mosaic and post-Mosaic Hebrews…” (229). cf. PE 14.3.1-4.  
48 Gifford, v. 1., p 4. Key phrases are: cristianismovn...oujdevna lovgon ajposw/vzein, 

ajlovgw/ de; pivstei kai; ajnexetavstw/ sugkataqevsi...to; dovxan kurou:n... pivstei de; movnh/ 

prosevcein ajxiou:n tou;V prosiovntaV, par= o} kai; pistou;V crhmativzein, th:V ajkrivtou 

cavrin kai; ajbasanivstou pivstewV. 
49 Gifford, v.1., p. 7; PE 1.3.1 
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contain the way of true religion, as the present work is the be a complete treatise 
on this very subject?50 
 

It seems to me that, while his argument is organized in terms of ethnicities, and this 

framework allows him to answer the charges of both Greeks and Jews (of apostasy, and 

of illegitimate usurpation of a foreign God and his blessings), the overemphasis of that 

framework runs the risk of overshadowing the importance of the primary claim, which is 

emphatically that Christianity is rational piety.  This is unquestionably the main focus of 

the characterization of the Hebrews in book 7, which Johnson recognizes as central to the 

entire PE.51 

Having established that this is Eusebius’ primary focus, one might ask why 

rationality is so important to him.  The heavy emphasis on rationality can be explained in 

part by the simple fact that Porphyry, Eusebius’ main target in composing his apology52, 

claimed in his Against the Christians that Christianity was an irrational faith.53  This 

conception of Christianity reached further back than Porphyry.  Galen, for instance, 

speaks of the followers of Moses and Christ as though of philosophical schools, but ones 

which he sees as not basing their doctrines on reason, but on faith: “If I had in mind 

                                                
50 Gifford, v.1., p. 16; PE 1.5.2.  I have adjusted the punctuation to the reflect that of the 
Greek in Schroeder’s edition.  Gifford places the question mark after “true religion”.  
51 Johnson, Ethnicity, p. 96. n. 3. 
52 See Barnes, pp. 174ff. 
53 Barnes, 176: “Porphyry…objected to the elevation of faith above reason.  He sneered 
that Christian teachers inculcated in their followers a blind and unreasoning acceptance of 
whatever they might say, and he claimed that their inability to provide rational proof of 
their position betrayed the essential falsity of their beliefs.”  Also Berchman, 45: “Their 
philosophia stood in vacuo because it demanded belief in propositions for which they 
were unable to furnish rational proof.  These included their elevation of faith over reason, 
their belief in the incarnation, resurrection, and miracles, and their refusal to accept the 
eternity of the world and the pre-existence of the soul.  That both the world order and its 
designer follow perfectly rational principles was fundamental Hellenic doctrine followed 
by Porphyry. It was the alogos character of Christianity that most repelled him.” Both 
cite PE 1.2 (Berchman cites PE 1.2.1, Barnes PE 1.2.4) and DE 1.1.12 as proof-texts. 
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people who taught their pupils in the same way as the followers of Moses and Christ 

teach theirs – for they order them to accept everything on faith – I should not have given 

you a definition.”54   

In the face of such conceptions, Eusebius’ construction of Christianity as 

descended from the Hebrews was able to draw on Hellenistic authors to portray those 

forefathers as a philosophical race.  As early as Hecataeus of Abdera (c. 300 BCE), 

Moses was portrayed in somewhat philosophical terms as not fabricating “any image of 

the gods because he believed that god was not anthropomorphic; rather the heaven which 

encompassed the earth was the only god and lord of all.”55  Clearchus of Soli is quoted by 

Josephus as telling an anecdote in which Aristotle says, “The man was a Jew of Coele-

Syria.  These people are descended from the Indian philosophers.  The philosophers, they 

say, are in India called Calani, in Syria by the territorial name of Jews.”56  While these 

snippets by no means indicate a widespread conception of Hebrews as philosophers, they 

seem to have paved the way for Hellenistic Jewish apologetic, which Josephus’ use of 

Clearchus exemplifies, and, in turn for Christian apologetic.  

 Eusebius’ characterization of the Hebrews in book 7 as primarily rational is 

essential to the argument made in books 10-15 of the PE.  In those books, Eusebius 

                                                
54 Gager, p. 89, who notes ad loc: “The quotation is preserved only in Arabic and 
occurred in a lost work entitled Eis to proton kinoun akineton.” He cites the translation in 
R. Walzer, Galen on Jews and Christians (1949). 
55 Gager trans., p. 27. a[galma de; qew:n to; suvnolon ouj kateskeuvase dia; to; mh; 

nomivzein ajnqrwpovmorfon ei\nai to;n qeovn, ajlla; to;n perivconta th;n gh:n oujrano;n 

movnon ei|nai qeo;n kai; tw:n o{lwn kuvrion. (FGH 264 F 6.4) Gager notes that the 
“justification for Moses’ prohibition of images derives from Greek philosophical 
traditions in both its denial of anthropomorphism and its identification of the deity with 
the heavens and the cosmos.” (p. 31) He cites Arist. Metaph. 1074a, 38ff as expressing a 
similar conception. See Gager, pp. 31-34 for further discussion of Hecataeus’ portrayal of 
Moses in terms of Greek philosophy. 
56 Josephus, Contra Apionem, I, 179. Stern, trans., vol. 1, p. 49-50. 
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argues that Plato derived his philosophy from barbarians, and shows its near identity with 

that of the Hebrews.  Eusebius is certainly not the first to have conceived of the idea that 

Plato was dependent on Moses, and he clearly derives it from the sources he cites in 

making his argument.  Among the early Christian apologists, Clement of Alexandria first 

made this argument57, and before that, Hellenistic Jewish apologists had done the same,58 

and even Hellenic philosophers had made use of the idea.59
   

These prior arguments and characterizations of Jews in philosophical terms help 

to make Eusebius’ characterization of the Hebrews easier to accept, despite the prevailing 

stereotype, used by his opponents, of Hellenic rationality.  Within the framework of 

ethnicity that Eusebius uses in his argument, however, the rationalization of the Hebrews 

has more far-reaching consequences than just to answer the criticisms of his opponent.  

By creating an identity for Christianity that had its roots in the oldest people, and making 

the identity of that people emphatically rational, Eusebius raises Christianity above 

reproach.  Rather than deny that philosophy has anything to do with faith, or claim that 

inherited tradition need not be adhered to, Eusebius accepts his accusers’ premises as 

valid, but denies the truth of their accusations.  Irrationality, apostasy, and adoption of 

foreign traditions are all bad things.  However, they are not to be predicated of 

Christianity, but rather of its opponents.   Eusebius reverses the traditional concept of the 

fundamental identities of Hellenes and Hebrews in making the latter the paragon of 

                                                
57 See Ridings, passim, for his examination of this motif in Clement, Eusebius, and 
Theodoret. 
58 Gruen, pp. 246ff for his discussion of Aristobulus construction of Moses as the 
“stimulus for Hellenic philosophers and poets”, which “asserted that Plato’s ideas 
followed the path laid out by the legislation of Moses.”   
59 Numenius is famously cited as having said: tiv gavr ejsti Plavtwn h] Mwsh:V 

ajttikivzwn~ (des Places Fr. 8 = PE 11.10.14)  
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rationality, and the former worshippers of bodily pleasure.  In so doing, he does exactly 

what he claims to do in the beginning of his work: show that Christianity is not founded 

on irrational, unexamined faith.  Through the arguments from ethnicity, he creates a 

heritage for Christianity, which places their roots among the oldest nation.  That nation, 

moreover, was philosophical from the outset, arriving at their belief in and worship of the 

one god through rational observation of nature.   
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