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Theophylact of Ohrid’s View of the Jews in 
his Commentary on Mark’s Gospel

Christos Karakolis

1.  Introduction

Over time, relations between Christians and Jews have often been prob-
lematic. This is also seen in the geographic area and era of the Byzantine 
Empire. Overall, the place of Jews in Byzantium has been widely stud-
ied.1 However, what still needs to be explored more closely is how the 
Byzantine church fathers and ecclesiastical writers interpret the Jews in 
their biblical exegesis, as well as how they may connect the Jews and, 
by extension, the Israelites in the Bible with the Jews of their own time.2 
Such an investigation is essential because the Bible was the primary 
sacred text in Byzantine theology and political thought. Therefore, its 
reception and interpretation must have played a significant role, among 
other things, in how Byzantine Christians viewed and treated Jews.3 
Until now, no study has examined how Theophylact of Ohrid (950 to 
around 1108 C.E.), one of the most prominent Byzantine Bible interpret-
ers, viewed the Jews.4 This paper aims to contribute to this unexplored 
area.

1 See for instance Joshua Starr, The Jews in the Byzantine Empire: 641–1204, New 
York 1939; Andrew Sharf, Byzantine Jewry from Justinian to the Fourth Crusade 
(The Littman Library of Jewish Civilization), London 1971; Robert Bonfil / Oded 
Irshai / Guy G. Stroumsa / Rina Talgram (eds.), Jews in Byzantium. Dialectics of 
Minority and Majority Cultures (JSRC 14), Leiden 2012.

2 In this direction, see Michael G. Azar, Exegeting the Jews. The Early Reception of 
the Johannine “Jews” (The Bible in Ancient Christianity 10), Leiden 2016.

3 Cf. Christos Karakolis, Οἱ περὶ Ἰουδαίων ἀπόψεις τοῦ ἱεροῦ Φωτίου, in: Theol(A) 
91/2 (2020), 7–30.

4 On Theophylact’s life and work, see Dimitri Obolensky, Six Byzantine Portraits, 
Oxford 1988, 34–82.
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Generally, Theophylact drew inspiration from John Chrysostom and 
the catenae when writing his commentaries. However, he appears to be 
the first Byzantine author, at least that we know of, to interpret the entire 
Gospel of Mark as such;5 hence, the influence of other patristic authors 
on this specific work is much more limited.6 Consequently, a study of 
Theophylact’s portrayal of the Jews in the Gospel of Mark could better 
reveal his own original views on the matter. Of course, a thorough inves-
tigation would require comparing this particular commentary with his 
other commentaries on the Gospels,7 as well as with that of John Chrys-
ostom on Matthew8 and the catenae,9 a comparison that cannot be under-
taken within the scope of the present study and must be reserved for 
future research.

It is interesting that, historically, although the Jews have been dis-
persed throughout the Byzantine Empire, their presence in Ohrid is not 
documented during the second half of the 11th century C.E., when The-
ophylact writes his commentaries.10 This, of course, does not mean that 
there were no Jews in Ohrid at that time. However, in his commentary 

5 Theophylact of Ohrid, Enarratio in evangelium Marci, PG 123, 487–682.
6 Cf. Monika Czarnuch-Sodzawiczny, Specificity of the Gospel of Mark as Interpreted 

by Theophylact of Ohrid, in: Verbum Vitae 39/4 (2021), 1275. The commentary on 
Mark traditionally attributed to Victor of Antioch or, alternatively, to Cyril of Alex-
andria is actually a catena of unknown authorship comprised of interpretations on 
other, parallel biblical texts; see the relevant discussion in: William R. S. Lamb (ed.), 
The Catena in Marcum. A Byzantine Anthology of Early Commentary on Mark (Texts 
and Editions for New Testament Study 6), Leiden 2012, 199–209. During the same 
time period, Theophylact’s contemporary Euthymius Zigabenus also wrote a com-
mentary on Mark, which is not of interest within the framework of the present study; 
see Euthymius Zigabenus, Enarratio in evangelium Marci, PG 129, 765–852.

7 See Theophylact of Ohrid, Enarratio in evangelium Matthaei, PG 123, 139–488; 
Enarratio in evangelium Lucae, PG 123, 683–1126; Enarratio in evangelium Joannis, 
PG 123, 1127–124, 318.

8 See John Chrysostom, Commentarius in sanctum Matthaeum evangelistam, PG 57, 
13–58, 794.

9 See Lamb, Catena in Marcum, 261–460.
10 According to the comprehensive online database “Mapping the Jewish Communities 

of the Byzantine Empire,” under www. b y z a n t i n e j e w r y . n e t   (accessed on 4. 8. 2025), 
there are only three references to the presence of Jews in Ohrid in the period between 
1328 and 1455 C.E., much later than Theophylact’s time. On the method of compil-
ing the database and its spectrum, see Gethin Rees / Nicholas de Lange / Alexander 
Panayotov, Mapping the Jewish Communities of the Byzantine Empire Using GIS, 
in: J. Yoo / A. Zerbini / C. Barron (eds.), Migration and Migrant Identities in the Near 
East from Antiquity to the Middle Ages, London/New York 2019, 104–121.
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on the Gospel of Mark, Theophylact does not mention his contemporary 
Jews, except perhaps for occasional broad remarks that do not necessar-
ily suggest interaction with a local Jewish community or specific indi-
viduals. Moreover, Theophylact’s letters, which discuss his problems and 
concerns, do not include any references to Jews at all, instead focusing 
on other groups such as Bulgarians and Armenians.11 On the other hand, 
since Theophylact came from Constantinople, it can be considered certain 
that he had contact and experience with the Jews living there, which, at 
least in theory, could be reflected in his texts.12 However, due to the lack 
of relevant source material, the present study will have to focus solely 
on his commentary on Mark, while searching for points where he appears 
to draw conclusions about Jews beyond the text’s scope.

Of course, the question remains whether Theophylact’s overall view 
of the Jews in his commentary is purely historical and didactic – meaning 
whether he presents the Markan Jews as models to imitate or avoid – or 
if he also connects them to his contemporary Jews. I will start the analy-
sis by examining the terminology Theophylact uses in his commentary 
on Mark to refer to the Jews and their subgroups. In the following sec-
tions, I will discuss his negative and positive assessments of Jews and 
their various groups. I will conclude the study with some final remarks.

2.  Terminology

In Theophylact’s commentary on Mark, the word mainly used for the 
Jews is Ἰουδαῖος, appearing fifty-three times. This is a general term that 
can carry various meanings and nuances. The term is a retrospective 
projection by Theophylact, since in the Gospel of Mark, it is only used 
once in an extradiegetic explanatory comment about Jewish purity cus-

11 See relevant references in Margaret Mullet, Theophylact of Ohrid. Reading the Let-
ters of a Byzantine Archbishop (Birmingham Byzantine and Ottoman Monographs 2), 
Oxon 2016, 101, 127, 240–243, 261, 263–265, 270.

12 On Jews living in Byzantine Constantinople, see David Jacoby, Les quartiers Juifs 
de Constaninople à l’époque Byzantine, in: Byz. 37 (1967), 167–227; idem, The Jews 
of Constantinople and Their Demographic Hinterland, in: Cyril Mango / Gilbert 
Dagron (eds.), Constantinople and Its Hinterland. Papers from the Twenty-seventh 
Spring Symposium of Byzantine Studies, Oxford, April 1993 (SPBSP 3), Aldershot 
1995, 221–232, as well as the database “Mapping the Jewish Communities of the 
Byzantine Empire” mentioned in footnote 10.



Christos Karakolis74

toms13 and five more times as part of the formulaic title βασιλεὺς τῶν 
Ἰουδαίων within the context of Jesus’ Roman trial and crucifixion.14

Furthermore, the term Ἑβραῖος appears nine times, and the term 
Ἰσραηλίτης appears once – terms that do not show up at all in the Markan 
text.15 Regarding Jewish subgroups, the term Φαρισαῖος appears thir-
ty-four times, while it is used just twelve times in Mark’s text;16 the  
term γραμματεύς twenty-seven times, compared to twenty-two times in 
Mark;17 Σαδδουκαῖος appears five times, whereas in Mark it occurs 
 once;18 Ἡρῳδιανός eight times, while twice in the Markan text;19 ἀρχιερεύς 
appears forty-three times compared to twenty-two times in Mark;20 final-
ly πρεσβύτερος twelve times,21 only in the plural, while in Mark’s text it 
appears seven times.22 In addition, the more general term ὄχλος appears 
seventy-seven times, compared to thirty-seven times in Mark;23 there are 
also twenty-one occurrences of the term λαός, which is used only three 
times in the Markan text, including one instance in the context of an Old 
Testament passage;24 and nine instances of the term πλῆθος, a word that 
appears twice in the Gospel.25

13 Mark 7:3.
14 Mark 15:2, 9, 12, 18, 26. For referencing Mark’s Gospel within the present study, the 

Markan text as cited by Theophylact in his commentary is used, to preserve full 
consistency between the primary text and its interpretation.

15 Additionally, in Mark, the term Ἰσραήλ appears twice, once as part of an Old Testa-
ment citation (Mark 12:29; cf. Deut 6:4) and once as part of the formulaic title 
βασιλεὺς τοῦ Ἰσραήλ (Mark 15:32). 

16 Mark 2:16, 18, 24; 3:6; 7:1, 3, 5; 8:11, 15; 10:2; 12:13.
17 Mark 1:22; 2:6, 16; 3:22; 7:1, 5; 8:31; 9:11, 14, 16; 10:33; 11:18, 27; 12:28, 32, 35, 

38; 14:1, 43, 53; 15:1, 31. In the Markan text of Nestle-Aland, the word γραμματεύς 
is not mentioned in 9:16.

18 Mark 12:18.
19 Mark 3:6; 12:13.
20 Mark 2:26; 8:31; 10:33; 11:18, 27; 14:1, 10, 43, 47, 53–55, 60–61, 63, 66; 15:1, 3, 

10–11, 31.
21 One of these references is to the πρεσβύτεροι of the church; see Theophylact, Enar-

ratio in evangelium Marci, PG 123, 549.
22 Mark 7:3, 5; 8:31; 11:27; 14:43, 53; 15:1.
23 Mark 2:4, 13; 3:9, 20, 32; 4:1, 36; 5:21, 24, 27, 30–31; 6:34, 45; 7:14, 17, 33; 8:1–2, 

6, 34; 9:14–15, 17, 25; 10:1, 46; 11:32; 12:12, 37, 41; 14:43; 15:8, 11, 15. In Mark 
11:32, Theophylact uses the word λαόν instead of ὄχλον in Nestle-Aland’s text, in 
which ὄχλος occurs a total of thirty-eight times.

24 Mark 7:6; 14:2; see previous note on Mark 11:32.
25 Mark 3:7–8.
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The above findings indicate that Theophylact is not entirely consistent 
with the terminology of the Gospel of Mark. Specifically, the following 
points should be highlighted.

(1) Theophylact refers directly to the Jews a total of sixty-three times, 
using Ἰουδαῖος fifty-three times, Ἑβραῖος nine times, and Ἰσραηλίτης 
once. It is noteworthy that the first term is not organically integrated into 
the Markan narrative itself, while the other two do not appear in it at all.

(2) Additionally, Theophylact indirectly alludes to the Jews by using 
the term ὄχλος seventy-seven times, compared to thirty-seven times in 
Mark, λαός twenty-one times (only three times in Mark), and πλῆθος 
nine times (versus two in Mark).

(3) Finally, compared to the Gospel of Mark, Theophylact increases, 
to a much lesser extent, the use of terms referring to the Jewish rulers, 
namely, Φαρισαῖος from twelve to thirty-four times, γραμματεύς from 
twenty-two to twenty-seven times, Σαδδουκαῖος from one to five times, 
Ἡρῳδιανός from two to eight times, ἀρχιερεύς from twenty-two to for-
ty-three times, and πρεσβύτερος from seven to twelve times.

In Theophylact’s commentary, the full text of the Gospel of Mark is 
included; Therefore, all references to the Jews and their subgroups men-
tioned in the Markan text should be subtracted from the above numbers 
to determine Theophylact’s actual usage.

Thus, excluding the Markan references, the number of times Theophy-
lact uses terms referring to the Jews in general is as follows: Ἰουδαῖος 47 
times, πλῆθος 7 times, ὄχλος 40 times, and λαός 18 times. If the term 
Ἑβραῖος, which appears 9 times in his work, and the term Ἰσραηλίτης, 
which appears once, are included, there are a total of 122 references to 
Jewish people. This is more than a 100 percent increase over the 48 times 
these terms appear altogether in Mark’s Gospel.

Furthermore, again excluding the Markan references, Theophylact 
mentions various categories of Jewish rulers in his comments as follows: 
the term γραμματεύς appears 5 times, Φαρισαῖος 22 times, Σαδδουκαῖος 
4 times, Ἡρῳδιανός 6 times, πρεσβύτερος 5 times, and ἀρχιερεύς 21 
times in total. Thus, Theophylact uses 63 additional words compared to 
Mark’s 44 words, reflecting an increase of just under 50 percent over 
Mark’s usage.

The above comparisons demonstrate that Theophylact is more con-
cerned with the Jews as a collective than just the Jewish rulers. Addition-
ally, he frequently links the negative behavior of specific groups of rulers 
with Ἰουδαῖοι, while maintaining the generally ambiguous tone of the 
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Markan references to the ὄχλος. In fact, the Gospel of Mark clearly dis-
tinguishes the attitudes of the crowd and the Jewish rulers toward Jesus. 
While the crowd in Mark does not understand who Jesus is, it still fol-
lows, admires, surrounds, and considers him either the returning Elijah, 
a prophet, or John the Baptist who rose from the dead (Mark 6:14–15; 
8:28). Beginning with the blind Bartimaeus, the crowd even starts to 
recognize him as the Messiah (Mark 10:46–52; 11:7–11). Ultimately, it 
is only under the influence and pressure of the rulers that the crowd de-
mands Jesus’ crucifixion (Mark 15:11).26 Therefore, it seems that The-
ophylact introduces terms unfamiliar to the Gospel of Mark, such as 
Ἰουδαῖος and Ἑβραῖος, thereby extending to the crowd what the second 
evangelist limits only to the Jewish rulers. All of these points will be 
discussed in more detail below.

The following table summarizes Theophylact’s use of terms referring 
to either Jews in general or Jewish rulers in particular.

Total use Gospel of Mark Theophylact’s comments
Ἰουδαῖος 53   6 47
Ἑβραῖος   9   0   9
Ἰσραηλίτης   1   0   1
Φαρισαῖος 34 12 22
γραμματεύς 27 22   5
Σαδδουκαῖος   5   1   4
Ἡρῳδιανός   8   2   6
ἀρχιερεύς 43 22 21
πρεσβύτερος 12   7   5
ὄχλος 77 37 40
λαός 21   3 18
πλῆθος   9   2   7

26 See Martin Meiser, Die Reaktion des Volkes auf Jesus. Eine redaktionskritische Unter-
suchung zu den synoptischen Evangelien (BZNW 96), Berlin 1998, 109–222.
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3.  Negative characterization

When Theophylact discusses the rulers of the Jews, specifically the Phar-
isees, Sadducees, chief priests, scribes, and elders, he is clearly and con-
sistently critical. Some characteristic examples are as follows.

 – The Sadducees are deceitful and attempting to trap Jesus.27

 – The Pharisees teach people in a flattering manner.28 They distort Je-
sus’ message and remain insensitive to his teachings.29 They see them-
selves as pure and self-righteous; therefore, Jesus did not come for 
them.30 They search for an excuse to blame him.31 They believe that 
his signs come from Beelzebub, so they ask for signs from heaven 
because they think he cannot perform them.32 They try to draw the 
disciples away from him.33 While they were the first, they became 
the last.34 They are incorrigible; therefore, the Lord forsakes them. 
Their teachings are full of wickedness and rottenness. He who is 
persuaded by their teachings must repent.35 The Pharisees intention-
ally obscure the teachings of the Bible so that people would not be-
lieve in Jesus Christ and his teachings.36 They also want to take the 
property of the naive by hypocritically invoking the law and will of 
God.37 They are wolves and predators who do not shepherd but eat 
the people.38

 – The chief priests disobey the scriptures. They mock the Lord’s mira-
cles and refuse to accept them. They are slaves to envy and avarice.39 
They are driven by the devil.40

27 Theophylact, Enarratio in evangelium Marci, PG 123, 625.
28 Ibid., PG 123, 504.
29 Ibid., PG 123, 512–513.
30 Ibid., PG 123, 516; see Mark 2:17.
31 Ibid., PG 123, 560; cf. Mark 3:2.
32 Ibid., PG 123, 569; see Mark 8:11.
33 Ibid., PG 123, 584.
34 Ibid., PG 123, 604; cf. Mark 10:31.
35 Ibid., PG 123, 572.
36 Ibid., PG 123, 584. In this case, it is about the teaching on Elijah coming again 

according to Mark 9:12–13.
37 Ibid., PG 123, 561.
38 Ibid., PG 123, 556.
39 Ibid., PG 123, 657.
40 Ibid., PG 123, 669.
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 – The scribes believe that Jesus is possessed.41 Therefore, they will be 
more condemned than the sinning Jews. The apostles are to imitate 
Christ and not the scribes.42 The scribes are slanderers and blasphem-
ers.43

In many of the cases mentioned above, as well as in others similar to 
them, Theophylact switches between specific terms for Jewish rulers and 
the collective term Ἰουδαῖοι. He also frequently makes negative remarks 
about the “Jews” or the “crowd” in the Markan story. Some examples 
include the following.

The Jews clung to the Old Covenant and rejected the New one. Their 
Synagogue was empty of all goodness. The entire Jewish people 
(ἰουδαϊκὸς λαός) is spiritually dead.44 Their customs are imperfect.45 
They accuse the disciples of breaking the Sabbath.46 They are ungrate-
ful and persecute the Lord, causing him to go to Tyre and Sidon.47 The 
Jews instill fear among the disciples of Jesus.48 Many Jews see Jesus 
as being contrary to God and a lawbreaker.49 Jesus accuses all the Jews 
of unbelief.50 The “Hebrews” are depicted as inhumane, with the po-
tential to murder their spouses, which explains why the Law granted 
them the option of divorce.51 They are disobedient and hard-hearted.52 
The Synagogue receives God’s curse like the fruitless fig tree (Mark 
11:13–21), because it no longer has either a prophet or a teacher.53 
Theophylact blames the Jews who failed to return, despite the Temple 
being cleansed twice. He asserts that the Jewish lineage (γένος) is ra-
pacious (λῃστρικόν) and loves gain, which is why Jesus refers to them 

41 Ibid., PG 123, 525; cf. Mark 3:22.
42 Ibid., PG 123, 632.
43 Ibid., PG 123, 525. While in the immediate context, Theophylact refers to the 

Ἰουδαῖοι, it is clear that he has the Jewish scribes in mind, to whom he explicitly 
attributes the accusation against Jesus as being possessed; see Mark 3:22.

44 Ibid., PG 123, 496.
45 Ibid., PG 123, 517; cf. Mark 7:1–13.
46 Ibid., PG 123, 520, according to Mark 2:24. Ηere, Theophylact distinguishes the 

disciples from the Jews.
47 Ibid., PG 123, 523–524; see Mark 7:24, 31.
48 Ibid., PG 123, 573.
49 Ibid., PG 123, 580–581; cf. Mark 3:2.
50 Ibid., PG 123, 585; cf. Mark 6:6.
51 Ibid., PG 123, 596; cf. Mark 10:2–9.
52 Ibid., PG 123, 613. At this point, Theophylact presents the inhabitants of Bethany as 

being obedient, as opposed to the Jews in Jerusalem.
53 Ibid., PG 123, 615–616.
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as robbers (λῃστάς).54 The Jews possessed a deadly intent and aim to 
see Jesus executed, which is evident in their shouts to Pilate.55 They 
heard too many (myriad) teachings, yet they still led Jesus to the cross.56 
The blasphemous bandit symbolizes the blasphemous Jewish people.57 
God forsook the Jewish people, and the grace of the Holy Spirit left 
the Temple, which mourned Christ’s death by tearing the curtain as if 
it were its garment. The Jews put Jesus to death while the centurion 
confesses.58 The “blessed Joseph” does not fear the Jews in order to 
bury Jesus.59 Jesus sends the disciples to Galilee to remove them from 
the great fear of the Jews.60 Also, Jesus’ soul is sorrowful because his 
relatives, the Israelites, are going to crucify him and, therefore, be re-
jected from the Kingdom of God.61

Characteristically, Theophylact contrasts Jews and Gentiles, favoring 
the latter over the former. According to him, the Jews will be judged more 
harshly than the Gentiles because the Gentiles understood and believed 
much earlier than the Jews. God combats them not only through wars but 
also with plagues, famines, and earthquakes.62 While Pilate at least 
makes some effort to spare Jesus from condemnation and death, the Jews 
insist on killing him.63 The grateful bandit represents the Gentiles, while 
the blasphemous one stands for the Jews.64 The centurion confesses as 
the Jews kill Jesus. The Jews are cast out, while the Gentiles are re-
ceived.65

Finally, according to Theophylact, the Jews appear to have been 
fought, condemned, and forsaken by God. Their high priesthood has been 
pierced and obliterated.66 God has abandoned them, and the Holy Spirit’s 

54 Ibid., PG 123, 616; cf. Mark 11:17. Theophylact considers the Synoptic and the 
Johannine accounts of the Temple’s cleansing by Jesus as two distinct events.

55 Ibid., PG 123, 664; Mark 15:13–14.
56 Ibid., PG 123, 665.
57 Ibid., PG 123, 668. Theophylact combines here the Markan with the Lukan account 

of the believing bandit, see Luke 23:39–44.
58 Ibid., PG 123, 672; Mark 15:38–39.
59 Ibid., PG 123, 673; Mark 15:43–46.
60 Ibid., PG 123, 677; Mark 14:28; 16:7.
61 Ibid., PG 123, 656; see Mark 14:34.
62 Ibid., PG 123, 633–636; cf. Mark 13:8.
63 Ibid., PG 123, 664–665; Mark 15:1–15.
64 Ibid., PG 123, 668–669; cf. Luke 23:39–44.
65 Ibid., PG 123, 624.
66 Ibid., PG 123, 661.
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grace has departed from the Temple.67 God fights them by sending them 
plagues, famines, and earthquakes. However, they remain unrepentant.68 
The Synagogue is cursed and dried up because it has neither a prophet 
nor a teacher.69

4.  Positive characterization

On the other hand, there are also some positive descriptions of the Jews 
in Theophylact’s commentary on Mark. Some notable examples include 
the following.
 – Theophylact states that God quickly ended the Jewish War because 

of the elect, so that many Jews could be saved. By the elect, he means 
those “Hebrews” who believed or would believe in the future. God 
knew that many of the Jews would believe after the fall of Jerusalem, 
so he did not wipe out the entire Jewish population.70

 – Above, Theophylact’s interpretation of the Lukan narrative of the two 
bandits was mentioned (Luke 23:39–44). While the grateful bandit 
represents the Gentiles, the blasphemous one symbolizes the Jews. 
However, Theophylact emphasizes that Jesus is crucified in their 
midst, serving as the stone that unites “us” with each other.71

 – Jesus is a Hebrew, says Theophylact explicitly, as to the flesh. In fact, 
he is so much identified with the Jewish people that when asking God 
“why have you abandoned me?”, he means “why have you abandoned 
me, that is, the Hebrew people, so they would crucify your Son?”.72

 – According to Theophylact, alms from the Temple treasury for priests, 
poor people, and widows are a wonderful Jewish practice.73

Particularly important is what he says about the crowd and the people. 
The crowd (ὄχλος), in itself, is guileless;74 they gladly listen to Jesus75 
and embrace him.76 The Jewish people are the vineyard of the Lord. The 
67 Ibid., PG 123, 672.
68 Ibid., PG 123, 636; cf. Mark 13:8.
69 Ibid., PG 123, 613–616; cf. Mark 11:13–14, 20–21.
70 Ibid., PG 123, 637; cf. Mark 13:20.
71 Ibid., PG 123, 668–669; cf. Mark 12:10.
72 Ibid., PG 123, 672; cf. Mark 15:34.
73 Ibid., PG 123, 632; cf. Mark 12:41–44.
74 Ibid., PG 123, 596.
75 Ibid., PG 123, 629; 123, 632, according to Mark 12:37.
76 Ibid., PG 123, 584, according to Mark 9:15.
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wicked tenants are the teachers and rulers of the Jews. The “other tenants” 
who will take over the vineyard after the Son’s death are the apostles, 
through whom thousands of Jews will believe and bear fruit.77 There are 
disobedient and hard-hearted Jews in Jerusalem, but there are also obe-
dient ones in Bethany, and it is to these that Jesus goes.78 The crowd, 
being honest and straightforward, knows how to act and wholeheartedly 
honors Jesus with all their strength. However, the Pharisees try to tempt 
Jesus, blocking the crowds from believing in him.79 Otherwise, obvious-
ly, the crowds would believe. Finally, Elijah’s coming, as mentioned by 
Jesus, will occur before his second coming. The fact that Elijah will re-
store everything means there will no longer be any disobedient Hebrews, 
but anyone who hears Elijah will believe in his preaching.80

5.  Concluding remarks

In his interpretation of Mark, Theophylact adopts the well-known an-
ti-Jewish rhetoric of the church fathers.81 However, this rhetoric is con-
fined to the historical and philological context of Mark’s text and does 
not explicitly apply to his contemporary Jews.

On the other hand, Theophylact clearly implies that his general state-
ments about the loss of grace by the Jews, the spiritual barrenness and 
death of the Synagogue, or its lack of teachers and prophets, remain valid 
to his day, which clearly reflects a supersessionist perspective on his part 
as a Christian bishop.

It appears that in Theophylact’s view, a certain status quo has been 
established: The Jews were heavily punished by God for their unbelief, 
while the Gentiles were called to faith and responded positively. Current-
ly, things remain as they are. However, they will change again before 
Christ’s second coming, when Elijah appears and all Jews without ex-
ception will believe through his Christological preaching.82

77 Ibid., PG 123, 621–624, according to Acts 2:41.
78 Ibid., PG 123, 613, according to Mark 11:11.
79 Ibid., PG 123, 596; cf. Mark 8:11; 10:2.
80 Ibid., PG 123, 584; cf. Mark 9:11–13.
81 See the relevant studies in the volume edited by Riemer Roukema / Hagit Amirav, 

The ‘New Testament’ as a Polemical Tool. Studies in Ancient Christian Anti-Jewish 
Rhetoric and Beliefs (NTOA 118), Göttingen 2018.

82 On the complexity and ambivalence of relevant patristic and medieval exegesis 
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Theophylact seems to contradict himself by attributing a plethora of 
negative traits to the Jews in the Gospel of Mark while at the same time 
describing them as innocent, well-disposed, honoring, and respectful to-
ward Jesus. The simplest explanation for this dissonance is that, ultimate-
ly, the Jewish people are misled by their rulers, leading to their request 
for Jesus’ death and their rejection of him.

Theophylact uses the term Ἰουδαῖος negatively. In contrast, he can 
use Ἑβραῖος and Ἰσραηλίτης either negatively or positively. Since 
Ἰουδαῖος was used in Byzantium to refer to Jews generally, while Ἑβραῖος 
and Ἰσραηλίτης mostly carried historical and theological connotations,83 
Theophylact’s particular choice of terms could suggest that he is not only 
negatively inclined toward the Jews of Jesus’ time but also toward anyone 
who has ever identified as a Jew, including the Jews of his own time.

Theophylact’s interpretation of the Jews extends further than the Gos-
pel of Mark. While Mark equates the crowd with the rulers in their desire 
to kill Jesus only near the end of the story, during Jesus’ Roman trial 
(Mark 15:1–15), Theophylact makes this connection earlier in the Gospel 
by applying the term Ἰουδαῖος to both the crowd and the rulers from its 
very beginning. However, this identification is not completely strict but 
rather partial. While, as already mentioned, Theophylact’s description of 
all Jewish rulers is consistently negative, his depiction of the Jewish 
crowd and people attributes both positive and negative qualities and at-
titudes to them at the same time.

Theophylact wrote his New Testament commentaries while serving 
as Archbishop of Ohrid. There, he had to shepherd a people he did not 
consider particularly receptive.84 Perhaps, due to the lack of a significant 
Jewish population in the area, his anti-Jewish rhetoric might have been 
more inwardly aimed rather than outwardly directed. In that case, his 
Jews may have served more as examples for his audience – either to avoid 
or even to imitate – rather than as real antagonists.85

regarding the question of the eschatological salvation of all Jews, see Jeremy Cohen, 
The Mystery of Israel’s Salvation. Romans 11:25–26 in Patristic and Medieval Exe-
gesis, in: HTR 98/3 (2005), 247–281; idem, The Salvation of Israel. Jews in Christian 
Eschatology from Paul to the Puritans, Ithaca/London 2022. In contrast, Theophylact 
seems to be clear on the matter.

83 Cf. Gedaliahu G. Stroumsa, “Vetus Israel”. Les Juifs dans la littérature hiérosolymi-
taine d’époque byzantine, in: RHR 205/2 (1988), 115–131.

84 See, among others, Mullet, Theophylact, 269–271.
85 This is a well-documented practice in Christian literature throughout history; see 

David J. Wertheim, Introduction: The Jew as Legitimation. Jewish-Gentile Relations 



Theophylact of Ohrid’s View of the Jews 83

Finally, despite Theophylact’s biased, unfair, and even frightening 
accusations against the Jews, he does not see them as definitively con-
demned. Instead, he anticipates their eventual salvation and unity with 
the Gentiles within the Church. Although this expectation of Theophylact 
does not cancel out his anti-Jewish rhetoric, it offers a glimmer of posi-
tivity amid his otherwise bleak portrayal of the Jews as a whole.

Beyond Antisemitism and Philosemitism, in: idem (ed.), The Jew as Legitimation. 
Jewish-Gentile Relations Beyond Antisemitism and Philosemitism, Cham 2017, 1–15.


