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thèque nationale de France

Paris lat. 1761	 Manuscript Paris lat. 1761. Paris, France, Biblio-
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1. The Author, Date, and Provenance

“Ambrosiaster” is the name coined in the early modern period to refer to 
the author of the first complete Latin commentary on the Pauline epistles 
(hereafter, the Commentary).1 The word is derived from the pejorative 
suffix –aster attached to “Ambrosius,” the name of the famous bishop of 
Milan to whom the Commentary was attributed in most of the manuscript 
tradition.2 Some scholars have claimed that Erasmus or the Maurists first 
coined the term Ambrosiaster, but the recent study of Jan Krans has shown 
that Erasmus did not use the word and that its use predates the Maurist 
edition of Ambrose’s works, which was published in 1686–1690.3 Accord-
ing to Krans the name goes back at least to the Notationes in sacra biblia 
of Lucas Brugensis, a collection of text-critical notes on the Vulgate that 
appeared in 1580.4

Several other works have been attributed, with greater or lesser con-
fidence, to Ambrosiaster. In 1905 Alexander Souter definitively demon-
strated that the same author was responsible for the Questions on the Old 
and New Testaments (Quaestiones veteris et novi testamenti), a collection 
of questions and answers on biblical topics (as well as treatises on other 
matters) that circulated in the Middle Ages under the name of Augustine.5 
Like the Commentary, the Quaestiones exist in multiple versions or recen-

1. The critical edition is Heinrich J. Vogels, ed., Ambrosiastri qui dicitur com-
mentarius in epistulas paulinas, CSEL 81.1–3 (Vienna: Hoelder-Pichler-Tempsky, 
1966–1969).

2. The commentary on Romans circulated in at least one branch under the name 
of Hilary of Poitiers. See below §2.

3. Jan Krans, “Who Coined the Name ‘Ambrosiaster’?,” in Paul, John, and Apoca-
lyptic Eschatology: Studies in Honour of Martinus C. de Boer, ed. Jan Krans et al., NovT-
Sup 149 (Leiden: Brill, 2013), 274–81.

4. Ibid., 279–80.
5. Alexander Souter, A Study of Ambrosiaster, TS 7.4 (Cambridge: Cambridge 

University Press, 1905). Souter’s work confirmed the earlier work of Josef Langen, “De 

-xxiii -
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xxiv	 Ambrosiaster’s Commentary on the Pauline Epistles 

sions: one with 151 questions, another with 127.6 Fragments of several 
other works have been attributed to Ambrosiaster: a discussion of the par-
able of the three measures of flour into which the woman poured the yeast 
(Matt 13:33; Luke 13:21), a commentary on Matt 24, and a treatment of 
the arrest of Jesus in Gethsemane and Peter’s denial.7 It has been suggested 
that Ambrosiaster was also the compiler of the curious collection of legal 
materials known as the Mosaicarum et Romanarum legum collatio, but this 
attribution has not received the unanimous support of scholars.8

One peculiar feature of the Commentary and the Quaestiones is that 
both works seem to have been issued anonymously in all of the recen-
sions. This apparently deliberate anonymity has naturally led scholars to 
attempt to discern the true identity of Ambrosiaster. Educated guesses 
were attempted as early as the seventeenth century and have continued 

commentariorum in epistulas Paulinas qui Ambrosii et quaestionum biblicarum quae 
Augustini nomine feruntur scriptore dissertation” (PhD diss., Bonn, 1880).

6. Souter published the critical edition: Pseudo-Augustini Quaestiones Veteris et 
Novi Testamenti CXXVII, CSEL 50 (Vienna: Tempsky; Leipzig: Freytag, 1908). Unfor-
tunately, he did not fully present both versions of the Quaestiones. A full critical addi-
tion of the Quaestiones is presently being prepared by Marie-Pierre Bussières for the 
CCSL series.

7. These fragments were edited by Giovanni Mercati, “Anonymi chiliastae in Mat-
thaeum c. XXIV fragmenta,” in Giovanni Mercati, Varia Sacra I, StT 11 (Rome: Tipo-
grafia Vaticana, 1903), 3–49. The texts are reprinted in A. Hamman, PLS 1:655–70. The 
most thorough arguments for the attribution of these fragments to Ambrosiaster can 
be found in Coelestinus Martini, Ambrosiaster: De auctore, operibus, theologia, SPAA 4 
(Rome: Pontificium Athenaeum Antonianum, 1944), 50–73. Most recently Emanuele 
Di Santo has affirmed this attribution: L’Apologetica dell’Ambrosiaster: Cristiani, pagani 
et giudi nella Roma tardoantica, SEAug 112 (Rome: Institutum Patristicum Augustini-
anum, 2008), 21–22.

8. For positive attribution of Mosaicarum et Romanarum legum collatio, see 
now the edition and translation by Robert M. Frakes, Compiling the “Collatio Legum 
Mosaicarum et Romanarum” in Late Antiquity (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 
2011). For debate about this attribution, see Alexander Souter, “Prolegomena,” in CSEL 
50:xxiii: fortasse ipse quoque est auctor illius Mosaicarum et Romanarum legum colla-
tionis. Both the Collatio and Ambrosiaster refer to a lost rescript of Diocletian against 
the Manichaeans. Di Santo, L’Apologetica, 22, seems doubtful, but see Andrew Jacobs, 
“‘Papinian Commands One Thing, Our Paul Another’: Roman Christians and Jewish 
Law in the Collatio legum Mosaicarum et Romanarum,” in Religion and Law in Classi-
cal and Christian Rome, ed. Clifford Ando and Jörg Rüpke, PAB 15 (Stuttgart: Steiner, 
2006), 85–99. SBL P
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to the present day.9 Distinguished patristic scholar Dom Germain Morin 
offered no less than five different suggestions over the course of nearly 
thirty years.10 The most recent (and unsuccessful) candidates to have been 
proposed are Maximus of Turin and Simplicianus of Milan.11 Given the 
inconclusiveness of all these attempts, it seems best to maintain agnosti-
cism on the question.12

Despite our ignorance of Ambrosiaster’s real name, it is possible to 
discern some salient facts about the date and place of his literary activ-
ity. It is certain that the anonymous author composed some of his work 
in Rome during the pontificate of Damasus, that is, between October 366 

9. E.g., Richard Simon, Histoire critique des principaux commentateurs du Nou-
veau Testament, depuis le commencement du Christianisme jusques à nôtre tems: Avec 
une dissertation critique sur les principaux actes manuscrits qui ont été citez dans les 
trois parties de cet ouvrage (Rotterdam: Leers, 1693), 133–34. Simon thought the most 
probable guess to be the Roman deacon named Hilary, who had been associated with 
the Luciferian party against which Jerome polemicized in his Altercatio Luciferiani et 
orthodoxi seu dialogus contra Luciferiano. Further discussion of Ambrosiaster’s iden-
tity can be found in Marie-Pierre Bussières, ed., Ambrosiaster: Contre les païens (Ques-
tion sur l’Ancien et le Nouveau Testament 114) et Sur le destin (Question sur l’Ancien et le 
Nouveau Testament 115), SC 512 (Paris: Cerf, 2007), 30–38; also Di Santo, L’Apologetica, 
21–25.

10. Dom Germain Morin, “L’Ambrosiaster et le Juif converti Isaac, contempo-
rain du pape Damase,” RHLR 4 (1899): 97–121 (Isaac, a converted Jew); “Hilarius 
l’Ambrosiaster,” RBén 20 (1903): 113–31 (Decimius Hilarianus Hilarius); “Qui est 
l’Ambrosiaster? Solution nouvelle,” RBén 31 (1914–1919): 1–34 (Evagrius of Antioch); 
“Una nuova possibilità a proposito dell’Ambrosiastro,” Athenaeum 6 (1918): 62–71 (Cl. 
Callistius); “La critique dans une impasse: À propos du cas de l’Ambrosiaster,” RBén 
40 (1928): 251–59 (Nummius Aemilianus Dexter, son of Bishop Pacian of Barcelona).

11. Maximus of Turin: Othmar Heggelbacher, “Beziehungen zwischen Ambrosia-
ster und Maximus von Turin? Eine Gegenüberstellung,” FZPhTh 41 (1994): 5–44. The 
suggestion of Maximus has been subjected to decisive critique by Andreas Merkt, “Wer 
war der Ambrosiaster? Zum Autor einer Quelle des Augustinus—Fragen auf ein neue 
Antwort,” WiWei 59 (1996): 19–33. Simplicianus of Milan: Maciej Bielawski, “Simpli-
ciano e Ambrosiaster: potrebbero essere la stessa persona?,” in Le “Confessioni” di Agos-
tino: Bilancio e prospettive, 402–2002 (Rome: Institutum Patristicum Augustinianum, 
2003), 533–39. The suggestion of Simplicianus is highly unlikely; if he were the author 
of the commentary, Augustine’s Ep. 37 to him and the Div. quaest. Simpl. would surely 
contain some reference to the work.

12. See Bussières, Ambrosiaster, 38: “En effet, si son identité devait rester inconnue 
de ses contemporains, quelle chance aurions-nous de pouvoir le démasquer plus d’un 
millénaire de demi plus tard?”SBL P
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and December 384. In his commentary on 1 Tim 3:15, he refers to the 
church “whose rector at present is Damasus.”13 In Quaest. 115, “On Fate,” 
Ambrosiaster speaks of being “here in the city of Rome and its environs,” 
and in one of the recensions of his comment on Rom 16:3–5 he mentions 
being “here, that is, in Rome.”14 Ambrosiaster also gave attention to issues 
specific to the church at Rome. For example, one of the Quaestiones is a 
treatise attacking deacons at Rome who claimed to be the equal of pres-
byters.15 There can be little doubt that the bulk of the Commentary and 
Quaestiones was produced at Rome at some point during the reign of Dam-
asus, although it is possible that individual questions were composed and 
circulated after this date.

But even greater precision can be reached regarding the date of 
Ambrosiaster’s floruit. There are numerous indications that portions 
of the Commentary and the Quaestiones—at least in their later recen-
sions—were composed in the early to mid-380s. In 1956 Heinrich Vogels 
published an article that demonstrated connections between a letter of 
Jerome, written in 384, and the commentary on Romans by Ambro-
siaster.16 In Ep. 27, addressed to Marcella, Jerome complains of certain 
“two-legged asses” who are criticizing his revision of the New Testament 
gospels based on Greek codices. Jerome cites a handful of disputed read-
ings, and Vogels showed that these were taken from Ambrosiaster’s com-
mentary on Romans. Moreover, Vogels also demonstrated that one of the 
later recensions of Ambrosiaster’s Romans commentary contains a more 
elaborate defense of his preference for the Old Latin versions (VL) and 
an explicit defense of the readings that Jerome had criticized. Vogels con-
cluded that Ambrosiaster had first criticized Jerome in the first edition 
of his Romans commentary, then Jerome had responded in Ep. 27, and 
then Ambrosiaster had revised and reissued the Romans commentary to 
respond to Jerome.

13. In 1 Tim. 3:15 (CSEL 81.3:270): ecclesia … cuius hodie rector est Damasus.
14. Quaest. 115.16 (SC 512:168): Hic enim in urbe Roma et in finibus…; In Rom. 

16:3–5 (CSEL 81.1:479): Hic, id est Romae (in the gamma recension). On the recen-
sions of the Commentary, which Vogels identified as alpha (α), beta (β), and gamma 
(γ), see below §2.1. See also below §2.2 n. 89.

15. Quaest. 101, “The Boasting of the Roman Deacons” (CSEL 50:193–98). It is 
worth noting that Quaest. 101 is followed by Quaest. 102, “Against Novatian.” Nova-
tianists were a persistent problem at Rome, even in the fourth century.

16. Heinrich Vogels, “Ambrosiaster und Hieronymus,” RBén 66 (1956): 14–19.SBL P
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Vogels’s thesis has garnered widespread support from scholars.17 
Although he did not draw out all of the implications for dating, his argu-
ments show that Ambrosiaster was active in Rome during the years of 
Jerome’s sojourn there, that is, between 382 and 385. More recent studies 
have confirmed this. In her Sources Chrétiennes edition of Quaest. 114 and 
Quaest. 115, Marie-Pierre Bussières has dated the composition of these 
texts to shortly after 386.18 Likewise, in her monograph on Ambrosiaster’s 
political theology, Sophie Lunn-Rockliffe has suggested a date of circa 384 
for Quaest. 115 and a date of no later than the mid-380s for the rest of 
his work.19 A collection of articles examining Ambrosiaster’s revisions of 
his own writings by Bussières, Theodore S. de Bruyn, Stephen A. Cooper, 
and David G. Hunter has presented evidence that suggests the influence 
of the Council of Constantinople I (381) and a Roman synod of 382 on 
Ambrosiaster’s theology of the Holy Spirit.20 Cooper and Hunter have also 
argued for further literary encounters between Ambrosiaster and Jerome. 
The emerging consensus is that the later revisions of the Commentary and 
the Quaestiones date from the mid-380s. The earlier versions would have 
been written in the early 380s, or perhaps sometime in the later 370s.

In addition to these chronological indications, there is internal evi-
dence in the Quaestiones and the Commentary that contributes to a bio-
graphical sketch of our author. It seems virtually certain, for example, 
that he was a member of the Roman clergy. Although Souter thought that 
Ambrosiaster was a layman, he admitted that his arguments were not 

17. E.g., Henry Chadwick, The Church in Ancient Society: From Galilee to Greg-
ory the Great, Oxford History of the Early Church (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 
2001), 380; and Andrew Cain, “In Ambrosiaster’s Shadow: A Critical Re-evaluation 
of the Last Surviving Letter Exchange between Pope Damasus and Jerome,” REAug 51 
(2005): 257–77, esp. 268–72.

18. Bussières, Ambrosiaster, 40–41.
19. Sophie Lunn-Rockliffe, Ambrosiaster’s Political Theology, OECS (Oxford: 

Oxford University Press, 2007), 12–17. As Lunn-Rockliffe, 15, observes, the existence 
of multiple versions of both the Quaestiones and the Commentary complicates the 
question of dating. We cannot be sure how much time elapsed between the recensions, 
and some quaestiones may have circulated independently.

20. “L’Ambrosiaster révise l’Ambrosiaster/Ambrosiaster Revising Ambrosiaster,” 
REAug 56 (2010): 21–91. The importance of the councils of 381 and 382 for the devel-
opment of Ambrosiaster’s pneumatology had already been noted in regards to the 
Quaestiones by Marie-Pierre Bussières, “L’influence du synode tenu à Rome en 382 sur 
l’exégèse de l’Ambrosiaster,” SacEr 45 (2006): 107–24.SBL P
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conclusive, and most scholars have not followed him.21 There are many 
good reasons to think that Ambrosiaster was a presbyter. First, his writ-
ings show extensive knowledge of ecclesiastical customs, especially those 
pertaining to church office.22 For example, he had a special interest in the 
origins of the office of bishop and provides a historically nuanced account 
of the distinction between presbyters and bishops.23 In several places 
Ambrosiaster refers to liturgical practices such as the singing of hymns, 
fasting, and the bestowal of nuptial blessings at marriages of Christians.24 
His writings offer early evidence for the requirement of permanent sexual 
continence for the higher clergy, a practice he defended enthusiastically.25 
As noted above, his Quaest. 101, “The Boasting of the Roman Deacons,” 
contains a vigorous defense of the authority of presbyters, their (nearly 
equal) status with bishops, and their superior status over deacons. It is 
difficult to imagine anyone but a Roman presbyter investing himself so 
deeply in these issues.

Perhaps the most compelling argument for Ambrosiaster’s status as 
presbyter is that several of his quaestiones appear to be sermons directed to 
an audience of “beloved brethren,” and in one he even refers to the speaker 
(almost certainly himself) as a sacerdos (“priest”).26 Lunn-Rockliffe has 
proposed that Ambrosiaster may have been a presbyter attached to one of 

21. Alfred Stuiber, “Ambrosiaster,” TRE 2:357, says that Ambrosiaster’s clerical 
status cannot be determined for certain. Peter Brown refers to him without discussion 
as an “anonymous Roman priest”: The Body and Society: Men, Women, and Sexual 
Renunciation in Early Christianity (New York: Columbia University Press, 1988), 
377. Lydia Speller suggests that Ambrosiaster was “a presbyter who once hoped to be 
bishop”: “Ambrosiaster and the Jews,” StPatr 17 (1982): 75.

22. See the extensive discussion in Lunn-Rockliffe, Ambrosiaster’s Political Theol-
ogy, 106–26, and the discussion below in §7.1.

23. See In Eph. 4:11–12 (§§2–5) and the discussion in Maurice Bévenot, “Ambro-
siaster’s Thoughts on Christian Priesthood,” HeyJ 18 (1977): 152–64; and David G. 
Hunter, “The Significance of Ambrosiaster,” JECS 17 (2009): 1–26.

24. In 1 Cor. 14:14: on Latin Christians singing hymns in Greek; Quaest. 120 
(CSEL 50:361–63): on fasting; Quaest. 127.3 (CSEL 50:400), In 1 Cor. 7:40, and In 1 
Tim. 3:12 (§1): on nuptial blessings.

25. Quaest. 127.35–36 (CSEL 50.414–16); see In 1 Cor. 7:5 (§§1–2).
26. See the opening words of Quaest. 120 (CSEL 50:361): Congruum est, fratres 

carissimi, devotissime dei sacerdotem et praepositum plebes Christi exortari populum 
suum sub cura sua positum in doctrina sana, sicut mandat apostolus. Lunn-Rockliffe, 
Ambrosiaster’s Political Theology, 74–75, provides an extensive list of the sermonic ele-
ments in Ambrosiaster’s Quaestiones.SBL P
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the great cemetery churches at Rome outside the city walls. These Roman 
presbyters, unlike those within the city proper, had the right to preside, 
preach, and consecrate the eucharistic elements.27 This suggestion is very 
convincing, and it helps to explain what seems to be Ambrosiaster’s status 
as simultaneously an insider and an outsider to clerical culture at Rome. He 
was deeply involved in pastoral and liturgical activities, and yet he some-
times cast a critical eye at the behavior of his confrères in church office. 
Nevertheless, he offers strong arguments for the authority of clerical office 
and, in particular, for the prerogatives of presbyters. While none of these 
arguments in itself is conclusive, the cumulative import of the evidence 
strongly suggests that Ambrosiaster was a Roman presbyter, most likely at 
one of the suburban churches.

27. Lunn-Rockliffe, Ambrosiaster’s Political Theology, 80–86. Lunn-Rockliffe, 84, 
acknowledges the contribution of an unpublished paper by Janet Fairweather, which 
had previously pointed to the Church of St. Paul-outside-the-Walls as a possible loca-
tion for Ambrosiaster’s pastoral activity.SBL P
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