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General Introduction to the Philo of Alexandria
Commentary Series

Philo of Alexandria (c. 20BCE–c. 50CE) was a member of one of the most
prominent families of the large and influential Jewish community in Alexan-
dria. We know more about his brother and his family than we do about Philo.
His brother, Gaius Julius Alexander, held a responsible governmental position
(Josephus, A.J. 18.159, 259; 19.276–277, 20.100) andmay have been a substantial
property owner (CPJ 420a and 420b) as well as the manager of the Egyptian
estates of Julia Augusta, the mother of the emperor Tiberius (CPJ 420b). He
had probably become known to the emperor’s family through Herodian inter-
mediaries (Josephus, A.J. 19.276–277). His praenomen and nomen suggest that
the family was associated in some way with Gaius Julius Caesar. It may be that
Caesar granted Roman citizenship to Alexander’s grandfather for assistance
during the AlexandrianWar (48–47BCE). Alexander made themost of his pos-
ition and contacts and became exceptionally wealthy (Josephus, A.J. 20.100).
He once loaned 200,000 drachmas to Agrippa I (Josephus, A.J. 18.159–160).
He covered nine of the temple doors in Jerusalem with gold and silver (B.J.
5.201–205), an act of patronage that attests his immense resources as well as
his commitment to Judaism. The rabbis later report that he had a Torah scroll
with the names of God in gold letters (Sop. 1.9 and Sep. Torah 1.9).

Alexander’s social and economic standing is confirmed by the roles of his
two sons. The archive of Nicanor suggests that Marcus Julius Alexander, Alex-
ander’s younger son, was active in the import-export business that moved
goods from India and Arabia through Egypt to theWest. He married Berenice,
the daughter of Herod Agrippa I and later partner of the emperor Titus, but
diedprematurely c. 43CE (Josephus, A.J. 19.276–277).His older brotherTiberius
Julius Alexander had one of the most remarkable careers of any provincial in
the first two centuries of the Roman Empire. Tiberius moved through a series
of lower posts until he held governorships in Judea, Syria, and Egypt. When he
backed Vespasian in the Flavian’s bid for the throne, his career quickly rose to
its apex: he served as Titus’s chief of staff during the First Jewish revolt in 66–
70CE (Josephus, B.J. 5.45–46; 6.237) and as prefect of the praetorian guard in
Rome after the war (CPJ 418b). While his career strained his relationship with
his native Judaism to the breaking point (Josephus, A.J. 20.100; Philo, Prov. and
Anim.), it attests the high standing of the family.

Themost famousmember of this remarkable familywas paradoxically prob-
ably the least known in wider circles during his life. This is undoubtedly due to
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the contemplative nature of the life that he chose. His choice was not total. He
may have had some civic function in the Jewish community. At least this would
help to explain why the Alexandrian Jewish community selected him to serve
on the first Jewish delegation to Rome after the pogrom in Alexandria in 38CE,
a delegation that probably included his brother and older nephew (Legat. 182,
370; Anim. 54). The political arena was not, however, where his heart lay; he
gave his heart to the life of the intellect (Spec. 3.1–6). He undoubtedly received
a full education that included training in the gymnasium, the ephebate, and
advanced lectures in philosophy and rhetoric. His philosophical trainingwas of
enormous importance to his intellectual formation. While he knew and made
use of different philosophical traditions such as Stoicism and Pythagoreanism,
his basic orientation was Platonic. Middle Platonism (c. 80BCE–c. 220CE) had
become a vibrant intellectualmovement in Alexandria in the first century BCE,
especially in the work of Eudorus (fl. 25BCE). Philo became convinced that
Plato and Moses understood reality in similar ways, although he was unequi-
vocal about who saw it most clearly. His commitment to Judaism is evident in
his training in the LXX: he knew it with the intimacy of one who lived with it
from the cradle. He also knew the works of some of his Jewish literary prede-
cessors such as Aristobulus, Pseudo-Aristeas, and Ezekiel the tragedian. Hewas
aware of a significant number of other Jewish exegetes to whom he alluded in
his commentaries, but always anonymously (Opif. 26, 77, andMigr. 89–93). The
most probable social setting for his literary work is a private school in which he
offered instruction inmuch the sameway that philosophers andphysiciansdid.
This was likely in his own private residence, but a setting in a house of prayer
(synagogue) cannot be ruled out.

One of the ways that he taught was through writing. His treatises constitute
one of the largest Greek corpora that has come down to us from antiquity. We
know that he wrote more than seventy treatises: thirty-seven of these survive
in Greek manuscripts and nine (as counted in the tradition) in a rather literal
sixth-century Armenian translation. We also have excerpts of another work in
Greek and fragments of two more in Armenian. The lost treatises are known
from references to them in the extant treatises, gaps in his analyses of the bib-
lical texts in the commentary series, and testimonia.

The treatises fall into five major groups: three separate commentary series,
the philosophical writings, and the apologetic writings. The three commentary
series are Philo’s own literary creations; the philosophical and apologetic series
aremodern constructs that group conceptually similar but literarily independ-
ent treatises.

The heart of the Philonic enterprise lay in the three commentary series.
Each of these was an independent work with a distinct rationale and form.
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Philo set each series apart through explicit statements about the design of the
series (for the Exposition of the Law), the use of secondary prefaces to link
treatises together (for the Allegorical Commentary and Exposition of the Law),
distinct approaches to the biblical text (for all three series), the literary forms
of the treatises in the series (for all three series), and the different implied
audiences (for all three series). The most elementary of the three is the twelve
(six in the manuscript tradition) book Questions and Answers on Genesis and
Exodus that cover Gen 2:4–28:9 and Exod 6:2–30:10. As the title suggests, Philo
used a question and answer format to write a running commentary on the bib-
lical text. The questions are often formulaic, but demonstrate a close reading
of the biblical text which is cited in the question. The answers typically intro-
duce both literal and allegorical interpretations. Philo rarely used secondary
or tertiary texts in these answers. While earlier Jewish authors such as Demet-
rius (FF 2 and 5) and Aristobulus (F 2) used the question and answer device
within larger works, they did not write zetematic works. The closest literary
parallel to Philo’s commentary series is the series of zetematic works which
Plutarch composed. The pedagogical character of the format and the listing of
multiple interpretations suggest that Philo’s Questions and Answers were writ-
ten for beginning students in his school who needed to learn how to read the
text closely as well as become familiar with the range of possible interpreta-
tions.

The Allegorical Commentary shares some features in common with the
Questions and Answers, but is profoundly different. Like the Questions and
Answers these treatises use the question and answer technique in a running
commentary. Unlike the Questions and Answers, the format is no longer expli-
cit but is incorporated in a more complex form of exegesis. Literal readings
are generally downplayed, although Philo sometimes includes them when he
thinks they can contribute to the understanding of the text. The main focus,
however, is on allegorical interpretations which are expanded through the
introduction of secondary, or even tertiary, biblical texts (lemmata). While
these expansions may give the treatises a meandering feel, in fact there is
almost always a thematic unity that makes the treatise coherent. The scope
is also different than in the QG and QE; the Allegorical Commentary provides
a running commentary on Genesis 2:1–18:4 with some treatments of later texts
in Genesis in the final treatises. Philo was by no means the first Jewish author
to use allegory: earlier Jewish writers such as Aristobulus and Pseudo-Aristeas
hadusedallegorical interpretation; however, theydidnotwrite allegorical com-
mentaries. Philo’s allegorical commentaries are closer in form to commentaries
in the philosophical tradition, e.g., the Platonic Anonymous Theaetetus Com-
mentary, Plutarch’sOn theGeneration of the Soul in theTimaeus, and Porphyry’s
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On the Cave of Nymphs. Yet even here there are considerable differences; for
example, Philo’s treatises have more thematic unity than his pagan counter-
parts. Philo also offered some hints that he saw a larger unity to his allegorical
treatment of Genesis.He linked six of the treatises togetherwith secondarypre-
faces. In particular, he linked four of the five treatises that dealt with the story
of Noah together (Agr., Plant., Ebr., Sobr.). This suggests that Philo may have
thought of the larger structure of the Allegorical Commentary in biograph-
ical terms: he devoted three treatises to Cain (Sacr., Det., Post.), five to Noah
(Gig./Deus, Agr., Plant., Ebr. 1–2, Sobr.), and five toAbraham (Migr.,Her.,Congr.,
Fug., Mut.). Cain represented the embodiment of self-love; Noah, who repres-
ented justice or perfection, was part of Philo’s first triad of virtuous ancestors;
and Abraham, who represented virtue through learning, was part of Philo’s
second triad of ancestors. Philo prefaced these biographically oriented works
with treatments on creation and the primeval history (Leg. 1–3 [originally 4
or 5 books], Cher.) and concluded it with a work on dreams that addresses
multiple texts throughout Genesis (Somn. 1–2 [originally 5 books]). His work
on Conf. is a transitional text moving from Noah to Abraham. The goal of this
allegorical interpretation was the ascent of the soul or the experience of God
achieved through virtue and contemplation. If theQuestions andAnswerswere
for beginning students, the Allegorical Commentarywasmost likely composed
for advanced students or other exegetes in the Jewish community. It certainly
places much greater demands on the reader, as any modern reader who has
worked through these treatises can attest.

The third series, the Exposition of the Law, is different yet. It is not a running
commentary, but a systematic exposition of the entire Pentateuch. Unlike the
Questions andAnswers and Allegorical Commentary, the Exposition of the Law
rarely cites the biblical text—except for an occasional word or phrase—but
paraphrases or summarizes it andprovides a commentary on the summary.The
treatment may include both literal and allegorical readings and in some cases
regularly alternates between them, especially in the biographies. The scope of
the Exposition of the Law is also quite different: it extends beyond Genesis and
Exodus to include the entire Torah. Philo wrote an introduction to the Expos-
ition in the form of a biography in the two volume Life of Moses. The work is
similar in function to Porphyry’s Life of Plotinuswhich introduces readers to the
Enneads. Philo organized his understanding of the law in three parts (Praem.
1–3; cf. also Abr. 2–5; Mos. 2.45–47). The first part dealt with creation, demon-
strating the harmony between the cosmos and the law (Opif.). The second part
is the historical or biographical section that consists of biographies that show
how the ancestors embodied the law before it was given to Moses (Abr., Ios.
[the works on Isaac and Jacob are lost]). The third and most complex part is
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the legislative. Just like some later rabbis, Philo worked through the decalogue
(Decal.) and thenusedeachof the ten commandments as aheading to subsume
the remaining legislation in the Torah (Spec. 1–4). Unlike the later rabbis, he
added a series of appendices under the headings of virtues (Virt.). He brought
the series to a conclusion in a treatise On Rewards and Punishments in direct
imitation of the end of Deuteronomy. The series was probably intended for
a broader audience—both Jews and interested pagan readers—that included
but was not limited to the school. It may be that Philo offered public lectures
at his school or in a house of prayer.

If the three commentary series accentuate Philo’s role within the Jewish
community, the last two groups of his treatises reflect his efforts to relate to
the larger world. The philosophical works use Greek sources and philosophical
genres to address some of the major philosophical issues Philo and his stu-
dents confronted. So, he wrote two dialogues (Prov. 1–2, Anim.) that featured
his nephew, Tiberius Julius Alexander; two discourses that examined a famous
Stoic proposition (Prob. and the lost Improb.), a thesis that set out arguments
pro and contra (Aet. 1 and 2 [lost]), and an arithmology (Num. [only extant as
an Armenian fragment]). The biblical text recedes and is replaced by citations
from non-Jewish authors. These were probably for advanced students in his
school.

The apologetic works were probably written—for the most part—in con-
nection with the events of 38–41CE. They were designed to assist Philo in his
efforts to represent the Jewish community to the authorities. He wrote a work
thatwas probably intended tohelp himwith the embassy (Hypoth. [only extant
in two Greek fragments]), a treatise holding out exemplars of Judaism (Con-
templ. and a parallel treatment on the Essenes now lost), and a five-volume
treatmentof themistreatmentof the JewsbyRomanauthoritieswhowerepun-
ished byGod (Flacc., Legat. [the five volumeswere probably 1. Introduction and
Pilate; 2. Sejanus, 3. Flaccus, 4. Embassy, 5. Palinode]). These works were likely
intended for non-Jews or Jews dealing with non-Jews who probably comprised
the largest audience.

This expansive corpus is the single most important source for our under-
standing of SecondTemple Judaism in the diaspora.While some of the esoteric
and philosophical aspects of his writings reflect a highly refined circle in Alex-
andria, the corpus as a whole preserves a wide range of exegetical and social
traditions which enable us to reconstruct a number of beliefs and practices of
Jews in the Roman empire. The difficulty that we face is the limited evidence
from other Jewish communities.

This can be partially solved by expanding the comparisons to early Chris-
tian writings which were heavily indebted to Jewish traditions. As is the case
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with virtually all Second Temple Jewish texts composed in Greek, Philo’s cor-
pus was not preserved by Jews but by Christians who found his writings so
irresistibly attractive that they gave him a post mortem conversion. In some
Catenae he is actually called “Philo the bishop.” A number of important early
Christian authors are deeply indebted to him: Clement of Alexandria, Ori-
gen, Didymus, Gregory of Nyssa, and Ambrose in particular. While there is no
solid evidence to show that New Testament authors knew his writings, they
certainly knew some of the same exegetical traditions that he attests. His writ-
ings therefore serve both as a witness to exegetical traditions known and used
by first-century Christians and as a source for some second-century and later
Christians.

One of the factors that made Philo so attractive to Christians was the way
that he combined Greek philosophy, especially Middle Platonism, with
exegesis. The eclectic nature of his thought and the size of his corpus make
his writings a particularly important source for our understanding of several
Hellenistic philosophical traditions. The combination of Middle Platonismand
Jewish exegesis also makes Philo important for the study of Gnosticism, espe-
cially for those scholars who argue that the second-century Christian Gnostic
systems had significant antecedents in Jewish circles.

It is remarkable that in spite of the obvious importance of these writings
and their complexity, no series of commentaries has been devoted to them.
The present series is designed to fill that void. Each commentary will offer an
introduction, a fresh English translation, and a commentary proper. The com-
mentary proper is organized into units/chapters on the basis of an analysis
of the structure of each treatise. Each unit/chapter of the commentary will
address the following concerns: the context and basic argument of the relev-
ant section, detailed comments on the most important and difficult phrases,
passages where Philo treats the same biblical text, the Nachleben of Philo’s
treatment, and suggestions for further reading when appropriate. There will
be some variation within the series to account for the differences in the genres
of Philo’s works; however, readers should be able to move from one part of the
corpus to another with ease.We hope that in this way these commentaries will
serve the needs of both Philonists who lack sustained analyses of individual
treatises and those scholars and students who work in other areas but consult
Philo’s works.

Most of the volumes in this series will concentrate on Philo’s biblical com-
mentaries. It may seem strange to write and read a commentary on a com-
mentary; however, it is possible to understand the second commentary to be an
extended form of commentary on the biblical text as well.While Philo’s under-
standing of the biblical text is quite different from our own, it was based on a
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careful reading of the text and a solid grasp of Greek philosophy. His comment-
aries permit us to understand how one of the most influential interpreters of
the biblical text in antiquity read the text. The fact that his reading is so dif-
ferent from ours is in part the fascination of reading him. He challenges us to
enter into a different world and to see the text from another perspective.

Gregory E. Sterling
Yale Divinity School
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