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The Library of Second Temple Studies (LSTS) is a premier 
book series that offers cutting-edge work for a readership 	CL,4 
of scholars, teachers in the field of Second Temple • 
studies, postgraduate students and advanced under- 	c..) 
graduates. All the many and diverse aspects of 
Second Temple study are represented and promoted, 	'7 
including innovative work from historical perspectives, 	<r> 

studies using social-scientific and literary theory, and 
developing theological, cultural and contextual approaches. 

THIS WORLD AND THE WORLD TO COME 

"`soteriology" in this volume serves as shorthand for the state of wellbeing that 
is the goal of life. The contributors are a distinguished selection of older and 
younger scholars, including some of the most prominent names in the field. The 
essays emphasize the diversity of "soteriologies" in the literature of Second Temple 
Judaism. They provide a fascinating window on the theological diversity of Judaism 
in the era in which Christianity was born.' —JoHNJ. COMM, YALE UNIVERSITY, USA. 

Did authors of Second Temple texts concern themselves with 'salvation'? If so, 
in what terms? What does one need 'salvation' from? Are the parameters of who 
is included in or excluded from 'salvation' defined? The present volume is a 
collection of essays analysing the topic of 'soteriology' in a select corpus of Jewish 
texts dating from the Second Temple Period. 

Working from a sound methodological basis the contributors assess the theme 
in different books, acknowledging that the approaches in each text are different, 
depending on issues of genre and provenance. This allows an acute comparison 
of how this topic is present across a myriad of Second Temple Jewish texts. 
Throughout the course of the work the notion of 'soteriology' is very broadly 
conceived. Whilst acknowledging the obviously Christian connotation of the term 
`soteriology', the volume similarly acknowledges the usefulness of the term as a 
heuristic category for careful analysis. 

BIBLICAL STUDIES 	 www.bloomsbury.com  



Chapter 10 

TRAVELLING THE ROYAL ROAD: 
THE SOTERIOLOGY OF PHILO OF ALEXANDRIA 

Ronald R. Cox 

Moses thinks that one should incline neither to the right nor to the left not to any 
part of earthly Edom at all, but to pass by along the middle road, which he most 
properly calls the royal road (Num. 20.17), for since God is the first and sole King 
of the universe, the road leading to him, being a King's road, is also rightly called 
royal. This road you must hold to be philosophy ... the philosophy that the ancient 
band of devotees achieved with great effort, turning aside from the bland charms 
of pleasures, elegantly and rigorously engaged in the study of the good. This royal 
road then, which we have said to be true and authentic philosophy, is called by the 
Law the utterance and word of God. For it is written, 'You shall not turn away from 
the word which I command you this day to the right or the left' (Deut. 28.14). (De 
posteritate Caini 101-2)1  

1. Introduction 

At the same time Jesus was learning his trade as a carpenter and then 
proclaiming the advent of his Father's rule in Palestine, in Alexandria, 
Egypt, Greek-speaking Jewish biblical scholarship, infused with a revitalized 
Platonism, reached its apex in the writings of Philo Judaeus. While such 
Greco-Roman philosophical inquiry into the Scriptures did not take hold 
in rabbinic Judaism, it did lay the foundation for at least 1,400 years of 
Christian exegesis. Philo's library and method were bequeathed not to the 
rabbis but to the likes of Clement and Origen of Alexandria as well second 
and third century 'Gnostics'. 

Philo was a member of a wealthy and influential family in Alexandria, one 
which held Roman citizenship (perhaps granted by Julius Caesar).2  Philo's 

1. Translations of Philo are from David Winston, Philo of Alexandria: The 
Contemplative Life, The Giants, and Selections (Classics of Western Spirituality; Mahwah, 
NJ: Paulist, 1981) unless otherwise noted. 

2. For biographical and introductory detail to Philo of Alexandria I have relied 
upon Kenneth Schenck, A Brief Guide to Philo (Knoxville: Westminster John Knox, 2005) 
and Gregory Sterling, 'The Philo of Alexandria Commentary Series General Introduction', 
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brother, Alexander, a high-level city administrator, is said to have donated a 

considerable sum to the building of Herod's temple. Philo's nephew, Tiberius 

Julius Alexander, an apostate from Judaism, served as procurator of Judea 

(46-48 CE) and prefect in Egypt (66-70). As for Philo, while he appears 

to have lived a more retiring life devoted to philosophy, he did have some 

political responsibility, evidenced in his leading an embassy to the Emperor 

Gaius to plead the cause of his fellow Jews after they were victims of a 

pogrom in Alexandria in 38 CE. 

Philo's wealth and familial status appear to have afforded him time 

and resources for tremendous intellectual inquiry, which suited well his 

contemplative disposition. He wrote as many as 70 treatises in Greek, of 

which about 50 remain extant (some only in fragments, others in a sixth-

century Armenian translation).3  Since many of his writings appear to serve 

pedagogical purposes or stem from a pedagogical context, some have 

conjectured that Philo (a beneficiary of an elite Greek education himself) 

ran a school in Alexandria for studying the Jewish Scriptures in the light of 

Greek philosophy. 
We usually divide Philo's works into five groups: apologetic treatises 

wherein the Alexandrian defends the cause of his Jewish countrymen; 

philosophical treatises, wherein he engages in rather standard intellectual 

argumentation of the period; and, the overwhelming majority, three groups 

of exegetical writings. One such group consists of fragments of a Question 

and Answer series on Genesis and Exodus, extant mostly in Armenian 

though with several Greek fragments; these are a sort of compendia of 

different approaches (literal and allegorical) to biblical texts and provide 

a more pedantic approach to exegetical issues. Of all Philo's writings, these 

seem most oriented toward classroom instruction. On the opposite end of 

the spectrum is a group of writings referred to as The Exposition of the 

Law, wherein Philo apparently attempts a description of Torah that is more 

generally accessible to Hellenistic readers (whether Jewish or non-Jewish is 

uncertain). This attempt reflects his interest in an intellectual rapprochement 

between Jewish and Greek thought. These writings provide a less-technical, 

more engaging description of the creation of the world, biographies of key 

in Philo of Alexandria: On the Creation of the Cosmos according to Moses — Introduction, 

Translation and Commentary (ed. David Runia; Philo of Alexandria Commentary Series; 

Leiden: Brill, 2002; Atlanta, Georgia: SBL, 2005), pp. ix—xiv. 

3. 	The critical edition is Philonis Alexandrini opera quae supersunt (eds L. Cohn, 

P. Wendland, and S. Reiter; 6 vols; Berlin: George Reimer, 1896-1915; repr. Berlin: 

De Gruyter, 1962). In addition to Winston's anthology (see n. 1), there are three other 

options for English translations of Philo's work. Two complete translations exist: F. 

H. Colson, G. H. Whitaker, and R. Marcus (trans.; 12 vols; LCL; Cambridge, MA: 

Harvard University Press, 1929-62. Volumes 1-10, with two supplements, also has 

the Greek text alongside the English); and C. D. Yonge's The Works of Philo Judaeus, 

the Contemporary of Josephus (4 vols; London: Henry G. Bohn, 1854-5). The most 

recent translations of Philo's work come from aforementioned Philo of Alexandria 

Commentary Series (see n. 2). 
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biblical figures (Abraham, Joseph, and Moses — if De vita Mosis is to be 
included in the Exposition instead of being a stand-alone work), and a 
survey of the laws, using the ten commandments as a rubric for grouping 
and explanation. Finally, Philo's most complex group of writings is the 
Allegorical Commentary, a series of treatises whereby the Alexandrian 
allegorically interprets Gen. 2.1-41.24 via a Hellenistic philosophical lens. 
These treatises, which generally eschew a literal reading of the text, often 
appear at first reading to meander from passage to passage, with Philo 
appealing to secondary biblical citations (from elsewhere in the Torah as well 
as the prophets (e.g., Jeremiah) and the writings (e.g., Psalms)). However, 
closer reading suggests that while Philo is not opposed to a good tangent, 
there is a general thematic unity in each treatise and an overall consistency of 
thought and purpose throughout the Allegorical Commentary. 

2. Philo's soteriology: caveats and focus 

Given the volume of Philo's writing and the extent of the exegetical exigencies 
therein, any inquiry into his thought seems to require almost as many caveats 
as conclusions. We should preface our inquiry into his soteriology with the 
following three comments. First, identifying and expounding upon Philo's 
understanding of salvation requires us to do something that is inherently 
difficult, namely to systematize what is not systematic. Philo's writings defy 
systematization because the foremost concern for this student of Moses 
was exegesis of the Scripture, and most of his dogma is expressed as a by-
product of that exegetical process. This, coupled with the fact that he was 
so prolific (which is nothing to lament), means that we have to carefully 
build our own systems of his thought, paying attention to the scope of his 
writings and acknowledging that (especially in the space allotted here) ours 
is a provisional endeavour. 

The size of Philo's literary corpus and the richness of his exegesis also 
necessitates a constraint on what we include in our discussion. We will focus 
here on what Philo writes about the journey of the soul heavenward since 
this is demonstrably his primary concern. To be sure, Philo's ethnic identity 
and his commitment to his ancestral religion and to its Scriptures means that 
he has a high view of the Jewish people and considers them blessed when 
they obey the laws regardless of how they understand them.4  Furthermore, 
he does hold eschatological views of a sort (mostly along the lines of the 
future ascendency of the nation of Israel and either the rewards that come to 
those nations who acknowledge this ascendency or the punishments to those 
that do not acknowledge it and/or have hindered it).5  But, if the amount of 

4. See Samuel Sandmel, Philo of Alexandria: An Introduction (Oxford: Oxford 
University Press, 1979), pp. 106-10. 

5. See, e.g., Vit. Mos. 2.43-44 and Praem. Poen. 165-72, as well as the discussion 
of Philo's eschatology in Thomas H. Tobin, 'Philo and the Sybil: Interpreting Philo's 
Eschatology', SPhilo Annual 9 (1997), pp. 84-103. 
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attention he pays to a topic is any indicator, these concerns are ancillary to 

his interest in the well-being of the human soul. 

Finally, it is worth asking whether `soteriology' or 'salvation' really are 

appropriate terms to use when discussing Philo's understanding of the soul. 

After all, Philo's debt to Hellenistic philosophy is immense and it explicitly 

shapes his thinking about the soul.' Where 'salvation' implies some sort of 

rescuing from the world, Hellenistic philosophers generally do not view the 

world as 'damaged' (like early Christians and apocalyptically oriented Jews) 

or 'hostile' (like 'Gnostics' purportedly did).' For the philosophers, the soul's 

achieving its fulfilment occurs more as a natural process than as something 

that happens in spite of or against nature. At the least, even though Philo, as a 

good exegete, reflects upon and uses the soteriological language of the Bible, 

we must keep in mind the philosophical proclivity of his interpretations. 

3. The ascent of the soul 

As we have said, the heart of Philo's efforts is exegesis and the type of 

exegesis Philo advocates and best exemplifies is allegory (Greek: dUriyopia). 

The Alexandrian does not completely eschew those who seek a literal 

interpretation (`for perhaps the truth is with them'); rather, he exhorts 

them 'to press on to allegorical interpretations and to recognize that the 

letter is to the oracle but as the shadow to the substance and that the higher 

values therein revealed are what really and truly exist' (Conf. Ling. 190). 

But Philo's allegorical reading is of a particular type, having a particular 

focus; he reads Scripture, and most especially Moses' Torah, as an allegory 

of the soul. That is, he attempts 'to interpret the events of the external world 

described in the biblical text in terms of the conflicts within the human soul 

in its striving toward virtue and wisdom or in its corruption by vice'.8  Hence, 

Philo reads the Adam and Eve narrative where Adam is the earthly mind, his 

wife Eve is sense perception, the beasts of the garden are the passions and 

the serpent is pleasure.' Or again, the life of Abraham is internalized so that 

`the migrations as set forth by the literal text of the Scriptures are made by a 

man of wisdom, but according to the laws of allegory by a virtue-loving soul 

in its search for the true God' (Abr. 68). Abraham's migration from Haran 

to Canaan thus demonstrates God's wish to purify the soul when 'he gives 

it an impulse towards complete salvation, namely a change of abode, so as 

6. For a thorough discussion of Philo's philosophical status, see the complete 1993 

issue of the Studia Philonica Annual (vol. 5), which was given over to this topic. 

7. Hellenistic philosophers do view the material world as inferior, but this is not the 

same. See my discussion of salvation in these contexts in Ronald Cox, By the Same Word: 

Creation and Salvation in Hellenistic Judaism and Early Christianity (BZNW, 145; Berlin: 

W. de Gruyter, 2007). 
8. Thomas Tobin, The Creation of Man: Philo and the History of Interpretation 

(CBQMS, 14; Washington, DC; Catholic Biblical Association of America, 1983), p. 146. 
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to quit the three regions of the body, sense perception and uttered speech' 
(Migr. Abr. 2, Yonge (altered)). 

While Philo's allegorical method is complex and its yield robust, we focus 
here on two important aspects relevant to his soteriology. First, we must 
take into account the nature of the subject which underlies so much of his 
commentary, namely the sou1,1 ° and second, the means by which the soul 
achieves its salvation, namely the process of 'becoming like God'. A succinct 
description of the soul may be found in De gigantibus, Philo's allegorical 
commentary on Genesis 6.1-4a that interprets the narrative about heavenly 
beings who found the human daughters attractive and took them for wives. 
For Philo, these heavenly beings are souls, known to his co-religionists as 
`angels' but to Greek philosophers as daemons (daimones), and they reside 
naturally in the air." 

Now some of the souls have descended into bodies, others have never deigned to 
associate with any of the parts of earth. Since the latter are consecrated and devoted 
to the service of the Father, they customarily serve their Creator as ministers and 
helpers in his care for mortal man. The former, however, descending into the body 
as though into a stream, have sometimes been caught up in the violent rush of its 
raging waters and swallowed up; at other times, able to withstand the rapids, they 
have initially emerged at the surface and then soared back up to the place whence 
they had set out. (Gig. 12-13) 

There are, then, two states in which the soul may exist, one heavenly and 
unfettered by the material world, and the other earthly and encumbered by 
corporeality. Those souls in the former state exist continuously as servants 
and assistants to God (akin to more familiar conceptions of angels). How 
those in the latter state came to be embodied is not spelled out.12  What 
is clear is that these souls have some capacity to remedy their situation, if 
they so choose. Philo styles this choice as the practice of dying to self in the 

9. Tobin, The Creation of Man, p. 146: 'The story of the fall in Genesis 3 is 
interpreted as a struggle between mind (man) and pleasure (the serpent) in which sense 
perception (woman) is the medium through which pleasure is able to corrupt the mind' (De 
opificio mundi 165-66). 

10. Philo offers several definitions of the soul (see e.g., Op. Mund. 117 and Leg. All. 
3.115). In this essay, we will mean by 'soul' the latter sense mentioned in Rer. Div. Her. 55 
(`The term soul is used in two senses, both for the soul as a whole and for its ruling part, 
which strictly speaking is the soul's soul'), namely the rational soul. 

11. Somn. 1.135: 'The air is the abode of incorporeal souls, since it seemed good to 
their Maker to fill all parts of the universe with living beings. He set land-animals on the 
earth, aquatic creatures in the seas and rivers, and in heaven the stars, each of which is 
said to be not a living creature only but mind of the purest kind through and through; and 
therefore in air also, the remaining section of the universe, living creatures [i.e., invisible 
souls] exist' (Colson). 

See also Winston, Philo of Alexandria, p. 323: 'What Greek philosophers call daemons, 
says Philo, Moses is accustomed to call "Angels". Angels and daemons are, for Philo, 
merely terms for souls performing certain roles'. 

12. See Rer. Div. Her. 240 where Philo speculates that the souls ended up in this state 
as a result of grievous ill-luck (PapuSaipovia). 
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body (TOv pe-rec acopCcroav di-raw:Iola tv [3iov), and calls those who succeed 

`genuine philosophers'. Those who do not try, or do not succeed, 'have no 

regard for wisdom' and 'have surrendered themselves to unstable and chance 

concerns, none of which relate to our noblest part, the soul or mind, but all 

are related to that corpse which was our birth-fellow, the body, or to objects 

even more lifeless than it — glory, wealth, offices, and honours, and whatever 

else is moulded or painted through the deceit of false opinion by those who 

have never had a vision of the truly beautiful' (Gig. 15). 

Philo's view of salvation, in nuce, is the soul's death to its material 

body and ascent back to its airy origins." Indeed, this is not death but the 

acquisition of true life and the overcoming of spiritual death. The death 

of the soul, not of the body, is what the Alexandrian thinks Moses had in 

mind when he warned Adam in paradise, 'In the day you eat from [the tree 

of knowledge], you shall die the death (eavCro? oirroeaveices)' (LXX Gen. 

2.17). When Moses says this, 

he means it in the sense of the penalty death, not that which comes by nature. 

Natural death is that in which soul is separated from body, the penalty death comes 

to be when the soul dies to the life of virtue, and is alive only to that of wickedness 

(6Tav .6 4u>i TOv dpETfis- (31ov evD, -rOv Si KaKias cti p6vov). Heraclitus did well in 

following Moses' teaching on this point; for he says, 'We live their death, and are 

dead to their life.' He means that now, when we are living, the soul is dead and is 

entombed in the body as in a sepulcher, but should we die, the soul lives its proper 

life, released from the pernicious corpse to which it was bound, the body. (Leg. All. 

1.107-8) 

If the death of the soul is acquiescence to wickedness, then its life is the 

acquisition of virtue, as Philo has Joseph say: 'no good man ever dies, but 

such will live for ever and ever, without growing old, in an immortal nature 

which is no longer bound up in the necessities of the body' (Jos. 264, Yonge). 

The first human, before he took from the tree, lived the epitome of the desired 

life. While in paradise, 

the first man surely passed the time in undiluted well-being (etik wovia). He was 

closely related and akin to the Director, because the divine spirit had flowed into 

him in ample measure, and so all his words and actions were undertaken in order to 

please the Father and King, in whose footsteps he followed along the highways that 

the virtues mark out, because only those souls are permitted to approach him who 

consider the goal of their existence to be assimilation to the God who brought them 

forth. (Op. Mund. 144, Runia) 

When he says the goal of human existence is the assimilation, or likeness, to 

God (Greek: fl rrpOs eeOv4opoicoots), Philo is alluding to a well established 

philosophical concept, the primary source for which was Plato Ca man 

should make all haste to escape from earth to heaven; and escape means 

becoming as like God [Opoicocits hew] as possible and a man becomes like 

13. 	For more about the soul's origins, see our discussion of the divine Logos below. 
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God when he becomes just and pure, with understanding', Theaet. 176b).14  
This assimilation is a concept the Alexandrian speaks of frequently (e.g., Op. 
Mund. 144; Dec. 63; Virt. 8, 168; cf. Leg. All. 2.4) and, similar to Plato's 
understanding, it consistently has to do with the attainment of virtue. That 
is to say, assimilation is not primarily an ontological process (the deification 
of which Patristic writers speak) but an imitative one.'s The soul adopts the 
ways of God (`follows along the highways that the virtues set out') to attain 
well-being (665atpovia, often translated 'happiness')." 

The attainment of this virtue is for Philo a process deeply intertwined 
with allegorical exegesis of the Scriptures since in the Scriptures' hidden 
meanings 'the rational soul begins especially to contemplate the things akin 
to itself and, beholding the extraordinary beauties of the concepts through 
the polished glass of the words, unfolds and reveals the symbols, and brings 
forth the thoughts bared into the light for those who are able by a slight jog 
to their memory to view the invisible through the visible'.17  For Philo, the 
Torah facilitates the virtuous life only secondarily through the prescriptions 
of the laws (even when understood allegorically). Rather, Torah's particular 
laws are only copies (siKOves), the models (ciroxiTurrot) for which are the 
Patriarchs (Abraham, Isaac and Jacob). 

These are such men as lived nobly and blamelessly, whose virtues stand durably recorded 
in the most Holy Scriptures, not only with the object of praising them, but also for the 
sake of exhorting their readers and leading them to a like zeal; for these men have been 
animate and rational laws (i0uxot Kai AorKai vcSpot) ... the laws [i.e., law code] are 
nothing more than memorials of the life of the ancients, detailing in antiquarian style 
the words and deeds they adopted. For they were not pupils or disciples of others, nor 
were they instructed by tutors what to say or do. They were self-taught and were laws 
unto themselves, and clinging fondly to conformity with nature, and assuming nature 
itself to be, as indeed it is, the most venerable of statutes, their whole life was well 
ordered. They never committed any blameworthy action voluntarily, and with regard 
to their chance errors they loudly implored God and propitiated him with prayers and 
supplications so as to secure participation in a perfect life successful in both spheres of 
action, both the premeditated and the involuntary. (Abr. 3-6) 

Scripture in short reveals the path of virtue foremost by setting forth 
the examples of Abraham, Isaac and Jacob, who 'never committed any 
blameworthy action voluntarily' even though they had no access to the as yet 
unwritten laws of Torah. They attained such righteousness by conforming 
to natural law through their own volition and indeed were themselves living 

14. Translation: M. Levett and M. Burnyeat, Plato: Complete Works (ed. J. Cooper; 
Indianapolis: Hackett, 1997). Philo quotes this passage in Fug. 63. See Runia, On the 
Creation of the World, p. 343. 

15. See W. E. Helleman, 'Philo of Alexandria on Deification and Assimilation to 
God', SPhilo Annual 2 (1990), pp. 51-71 (70-1): it is 'a process which involves imitation, 
rather than participation or sharing in the divine nature as such'. 

16. See also Abr. 87: 'for those who seek and desire to find God, love that solitude 
which is dear to him, laboring for this as their dearest and primary object, to become like 
his blessed and happy nature' (Yonge). 

17. Contemp/. 78. Cf. Plato's notion that learning is recollection in Meno 81. 
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laws. Conformity to Nature ((Oats., a Stoic concept Philo appropriates and 

adjusts) ultimately is following God, since 'nature has a normative value only 

insofar as it is the expression of the divine will (and it is thereby that nature 

is endowed)'." Individually, the patriarchs symbolize the different qualities 

necessary for acquiring virtue: Abraham through being taught, Isaac through 

intuition, and Jacob through practice. (Philo adds that while one quality 

predominates in each, each possesses all three qualities)." These qualities are 

divine gifts, or graces, given to humanity to move from the bodily/material 

existence to a heavenly/rational one.2° 
Nonetheless, the path to virtue is complex and difficult when it comes to 

learning and practice, as represented by the journeys undertaken by both 

Abraham (from Ur to Haran and then from Haran to Shechem, summarized 

in Rer. Div. Her. 98) and Jacob (from Esau to Laban, then from Laban 

to Isaac; see Migr. Abr. 26-30). These two symbolize what Philo calls O 

Trpothrrazv21  who, weaning himself away from physical things with great 

effort, 'takes flight from the sense-perceptible realm, leaving behind not only 

the passions but external goods too ... under the guidance of right reason'.22  

But Isaac does not need to make the journey since his efforts at virtue are self-

taught and spontaneous; 'he has his knowledge from himself and because he 

belongs to "the new race, superior to reason and truly divine"' (Fug. 168).23  

Isaac represents 'the privileged few who are so naturally endowed that they 

achieve wisdom virtually without effort'.24  

18. Kate11 Berthelot, L"humanite de l'autre homme' dans la pensee jiuve ancienne 

(JSJSup, 87; Leiden: Brill, 2004), p. 119, quoted by Carlos Levy, Thilo's Ethics', in The 

Cambridge Companion to Philo (ed. Adam Kamesar; Cambridge: Cambridge University 

Press, 2009), pp. 146-71 (147). See also John Dillon, Middle Platonists: 80 B.C. to A.D. 

220 (Ithaca, NY: Cornell University Press, rev. edn, 1996), p. 146, where he writes: since 

for Philo "Nature" is the logos of God in action in the world, "living in conformity with 

Nature" is simply "following God". 
19. De Abrahamo 52-53. 
20. De Abrahamo 54: 'Another name is given to them by men, who call them Graces 

	

(x6pt 	), also three in number; either because these values are a gift of God's grace to our 

kind for perfecting its life, or because they have given themselves to the reasonable soul as 

a perfect and most excellent gift' (Colson). 

	

21 	That is, 'the one who is progressing morally and intellectually'. See LSJ 'ffpOKOTTTOY 

11.3. 
22. David Winston, 'Philo's Ethical Theory', ANRW 21.1 (1984), pp. 372-416 (410); 

on the effort needed, see Winston, `Philo's Ethical Theory', p. 414. See also Unchangeable, 

pp. 150-3. 
23. See Carlos Levy, `Philo's Ethics', p. 165, who adds about Philo's interpretation of 

this triad: 'All of this enables Philo to associate biblical exegesis with the recommendation 

of Plato in Theaetetus 176a-b: one should escape out of the world in order to become 

similar to God as far as that is possible.' 
24. Winston, `Philo's Ethical Theory', p. 410. See also his 'Sage and Super-sage in 

Philo of Alexandria', in The Ancestral Philosophy: Hellenistic Philosophy in Second Temple 

Judaism (ed. G. Sterling; BJS, 331; Studia Philonica Monographs, 4; Providence: Brown 

University, 2001), pp. 171-80: `Philo's person of perfection is in need of no external authority 

but always acts spontaneously and unbidden out of his own inner resources' (p. 172). See 

Ebr. 94; Mut. Nom. 88. 
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As discussed earlier, Philo's understanding of salvation is the soul's return 
to its heavenly origins, and here we see that the path to virtue is the ethical 
embodiment of that return. The triad of Abraham, Jacob and Isaac help us 
to understand further that for Philo such transcendence is not a 'one size 
fits all' accomplishment. According to On the Sacrifices of Cain and Abel 
(Sacr.), Philo perceives in Genesis' different descriptions of the deaths of the 
patriarchs a gradation of rewards in accordance with the degree to which one 
has lived virtuously. When Genesis tells us that upon their deaths, Abraham 
and Jacob were added to the people of God (Gen. 25.8; 49.33 LXX), we 
should understand it to refer to those souls that have 'inherited incorruption 
and have become equal to the angels', where angels are 'bodiless and blessed 
souls' that are 'the host of God' (Sacr. 5). As lofty as their achievement is, the 
variance in Genesis' description of Isaac's fate suggests to Philo the possibility 
of a higher reward. Genesis 35.29 says that when he breathed his last Isaac 
was added not to 'his people' (6 AaOs at'rroi_i), like his father and grandfather, 
but to 'his race' (or 'his genus', 6 yivos ati-roti). Philo explains: 

For genus is one, that which is above all, but 'people' is a name for many. Those 
who have advanced to perfection as pupils under a teacher have their place among 
many others; for those who learn by hearing and instruction are no small number, 
and these he calls a people. But those who have dispensed with the instruction of 
men and have become apt pupils of God receive the free unlabored knowledge 
and are translated into the genus of the imperishable and fully perfect. (Sacr. 7, 
Colson) 

Isaac's higher ascent comes from his being essentially self-reliant and as 
such represents a soul that more closely approximates the divine nature 
in its freedom and innate rationality. Tor the nature of the self-taught (T6 
aUTopaeis y6vos) is new and higher than our reasoning, and in very deed 
Divine, arising by no human will or purpose but by a God-inspired ecstasy' 
(Fug. 168). In other words, Philo appears to claim here that the more natural 
one's reasoning (not being dependent on external prompts) and the less given 
over to the vicissitudes of the body, the closer one draws near God. 

This drawing near to God is certainly possible for some still-embodied souls. When 
the mind is possessed by divine love, when it exerts itself to reach the innermost 
shrine, when it moves forward with all effort and zeal, under the impact of the 
divine inspiration it forgets everything else, forgets itself, and retains memory and 
attachment for him alone whose attendant servant it is, to whom it dedicates the 
incense offering of hallowed and intelligible virtues. But when the inspiration is 
stilled and the intense longing subsides, it races back from the divine and becomes 
man and encounters the human interests that lay in wait for it in the outer court to 
snatch it away should it but venture forth from within. (Somn. 2.232) 

So if such a state is reachable when one is still within reach of the body's 
gravitational pull, how much more so for the soul that has finally been 
`released from the pernicious corpse to which it was bound'. The mystical 
state provides a foretaste of the beatitude that awaits the truly virtuous 
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soul." The relationship between the two (mystical encounter in this life 

and the sustained experience of the divine post-mortem) is best expressed in 

Philo's view of Moses, who represents the Wise Man par excellence. Where 

Abraham and Jacob are, at death, added to their people, and Isaac is added 

to his genus, `[s]ome there are whom God has advanced even higher, and 

has rendered them capable of soaring above every species and genus, and 

set them down beside himself. Such is Moses to whom he says, "As for you, 

stand here with me"' (Deut. 5.31) (Sacr. 8). And it is this close relationship 

to God that results in the blurring of Moses' life and death. 'And therefore it 

is said that no one knows his grave (Deut. 34:6), for who would be capable 

of perceiving the migration of a perfect soul to the Existent? Not even the 

soul undergoing it, in my opinion, knows of its improvement, since at that 

juncture it is God-possessed' (Sacr. 10). 
To this point, we have examined Philo's understanding of salvation by 

focusing on the human predicament and the human role in its solution, 

all through the lens of Philo's allegorical biblical exegesis, which not only 

provides the narrative for the soul's ascent but also serves as a catalyst 

for participation therein. We have seen that many (though not all) souls, 

though of heavenly origin, become embodied. While some of these souls 

give into the appetites and passions of the body and are pulled under and 

drown beneath the waves of material reality, others, buoyed by philosophical 

living, begin the process of returning to their origins. The path they take (`the 

highways that the virtues mark out') involves an arduous and long ascent, 

requiring self-denial, learning, and discipline and culminating in a state of 

independence from the physical realm. It would thus appear no great leap to 

say that Philo is a proponent of free will, at least for those not enslaved to 

the body. As Samuel Sandmel writes, 'It is Philo's assumption that the higher 

mind [rational soul] of the gifted man is capable of countering the bodily 

demands; it is capable of choice, being able to elect to counter the bodily 

demands or to succumb to them. The poorer the quality of the man's mind, 

the less apt it is to elect to counter the demands; the better the quality, the 

more apt it is to do so'.26  The degree to which the soul counters the demands 

of the body the higher it ascends, in this life to the point of achieving fleeting 

yet dazzling mystical experience of God and in the next life, an immortal and 

wholly unencumbered divine experience. 

4. The divine Logos as anagogue27  

Yet salvation is not simply a human work for Philo; it is a result of God's 

providence that salvation, or the fulfilment of the human soul, is possible 

25. On Philo's mysticism, see David Winston, Philo of Alexandria, pp. 21-35; 'Was 

Philo a Mystic?', pp. 151-70 in idem, The Ancestral Philosophy. 

26. Sandmel, Philo of Alexandria, p. 100. 

27. Cf. dvdycz, 'lead up from a lower place to a higher place' (LSJ). See the discussion 

of Sacr. 8 below. 
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and occurs. We saw already hints of this, for example, when Philo refers 
to the means to virtue of learning, nature and practice, symbolized by the 
patriarchal triad, as 'graces' or divine gifts (Abr. 54, n. 20 above). The 
whole premise of a journey, via virtue, towards divine likeness rests upon the 
human ability to choose mind over body; yet the mind's freedom to do this 
is the most basic gift of God to humanity and 'in this way especially is made 
like him'.28  In fact, for Philo, the mind (the rational soul) is synonymous 
with humanity ( `the mind which we possess ... in the true and full sense 
is the human [C(vepcoTros]', Rer. Div. Her. 231) and as such is not just like 
God in capacity but is made according to his image, as Moses said in LXX 
Gen. 1.26: 'and God made the human according to the image of God (Kai 
irroiriaev o OEOs TOv avepo,yrrov Ka-C EiKOva esoij)'. And it is in this phrase 
that we come to the heart of Philo's understanding of the divine role in 
human salvation. 

To appreciate the importance of this phrase, we must first step back to 
address an underlying paradox in the human goal discussed above, namely, 
becoming like God. Philo waxes extensively and often poetically about the 
ascent of the soul toward God made possible by the philosophical life, yet 
the ultimate objective of this ascent, the apprehension of the Deity himself, 
is not, strictly speaking, possible. 

The quest for God, best of all existing things, the Incomparable, the Cause of all, 
gladdens us the moment we embark on our search, and is never without issue, since 
by reason of his gracious nature he advances to meet us with his virgin graces, and 
shows himself to those who long to see him, not as he is, for this is impossible, since 
even Moses 'turned away his face, for he was afraid to look upon God' (Exod. 3.6) 
but so far as it is allowable that created nature should approach the inconceivable 
Power. (Fug. 141, my emphasis) 

To be sure, it is possible to know that God is (and for Philo this in itself is 
a laudable feat). Tor it suffices for man's reasoning to advance as far as to 
learn that the Cause of the universe is and subsists.' However, 'to be eager to 
apply oneself further, so as to inquire about essence or quality in God is folly 
primeval' (Poster. C. 167-8; cf. Praem. Poen. 39). It is folly because with 
respect to his essence or quality, the Cause of the universe is 'the unnamable, 
unutterable, and inconceivable-by-any-means God' (O dKa-rovOpaaTos Kai 
appyros- Kai Kani TrCcoas teas oiKaTCOvorr-ros- 0805, Somn. 1.67). When he 
himself endeavours to speak of God, Philo relies more on what we cannot 

28. 	Deus 1mm. 136. The context of this quote is worth providing in greater detail: 
`For it is mind alone, which the Father who begat it judged worthy of freedom, and 
loosening the fetters of necessity, suffered it to range as it listed, and of that free will which 
is His most peculiar possession and most worthy of His majesty gave it such a portion as 
it was capable of receiving. ... the soul of man alone has received from God the faculty 
of voluntary movement, and in this way especially is made like to Him, and thus being 
liberated, as far as might be from that hard and ruthless mistress, necessity, may justly be 
charged with guilt, in that it does not honor its Liberator. And therefore it will rightly pay 
the inexorable penalty which is meted to ungrateful freedmen' (Colson). 
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say about him than what we can and even then recoils at saying too much." 

The most that Philo will assert positively is that God is and so one of his 

preferred names for the Deity is TO Ov, 'that which is' or 'the Existent'. 

But if God is shrouded in ineffable mystery, what hope has humanity to 

draw near to him let alone to know that he is? Furthermore, the tension 

between God's transcendence and the material world is not just about human 

knowledge or achievement; it is about the integrity of God's being: how 

could that which is supremely beyond all things be their creator (without 

diminishing divine transcendence)? Philo addresses this tension by finding 

an intermediary between God and the material world to serve as a buffer 

to preserve divine transcendence even as it facilitates divine influence." The 

intermediary is variously described as God's Wisdom (see n. 30) or God's 

powers (SuvCcpe ts, often reduced to two, God's goodness and sovereignty, 

responsible respectively for creating and ruling the universe and symbolized 

as the Cherubim on sentry outside Eden in Cher. 27-28 or above the ark of 

the covenant in Rer. Div. Her. 166).31  However the most frequent guise the 

intermediary takes in Philo's writings is the divine Logos,32  who sits above 

29. Though he says elsewhere that God is without quality (arrotos) and without 

body (dcroSpaTos), he asks in Leg. All. 3.206: 'Who is capable of asserting of the Primal 

Cause that it is corporeal or incorporeal, or that it possesses quality or is qualityless, or 

in general who could make a firm statement concerning his essence or quality or state or 

movement? He alone will make dogmatic assertions regarding himself since he alone has 

unerringly precise knowledge of his own nature'. On Philo's use of Negative Theology (the 

via Negativa) see Winston, Philo of Alexandria, pp. 22-3, and Dillon, Middle Platonists, 

pp. 155-6, as well as Cox, By the Same Word, pp. 94-6. 

30. See Rer. Div. Her. 205, which says that God places the intermediary 'to stand 

between and separate the creature from the Creator [as] both suppliant of every anxiety-

ridden mortality before the immortal, and ambassador of the ruler to the subject ... neither 

unbegotten as God, nor begotten as you, but midway between the two extremes, serving as 

a pledge for both: to the Creator as assurance that the creatures should never completely 

shake off the reins and rebel, choosing disorder rather than order; to the creature warranting 

his hopefulness that the gracious God will never disregard his own work'. 

In keeping with his Hellenistic Judaism, Philo's move has both biblical and philosophical 

precedent. A biblical antecedent to Philo's intermediary doctrine is Lady Wisdom in 

Proverbs, about which there is a robust speculative tradition that provides her a larger 

role in creation over time (see Sirach 24 as well as Wisdom 6-7; Philo speaks specifically 

of Wisdom in this intermediary role only a few times in his work, e.g., Det. Pot. Ins. 

54; Ebr. 31; Fug. 109). With regards to philosophy, it is perhaps this three part structure 

(Transcendent Deity-Intermediary-Material World) that most demonstrates Philo's 

involvement with Middle Platonism (on which, see Tobin, Creation of Man, pp. 11-19, as 

well as more generally Dillon, Middle Platonists). 

31. Philo's intermediary realm is actually quite crowded. See Conf. Ling. 171-80, 

esp. 171: 'God is one, but he has around Him numberless Powers ... through which the 

incorporeal and intelligible was framed, the archetype of this phenomenal world, that 

being a system of invisible forms, as this is of visible material bodies.' 

32. The term O X6yos, transliterated here as the Logos, is both a very familiar concept 

and one that is difficult to define. It finds several uses in Philo's and other Hellenistic writings, 

the most common translations for which are 'Word' (cf. the English translations of Jn 1.1) 

or 'Reason' (cf. the Loeb Classical translation of Diogenes Laertius, 7.134, which discusses 
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and subsumes into itself the other powers. God `employ[s] as minister of his 
gifts the Logos (6 A6yos) through which also he created the world' (Deus 
Imm. 57) since the Logos is that which is most intimately associated with 
God. The Logos is 'God's image' (Leg. All. 3.96), 'the most senior of all 
things intelligible, set nearest, with no interval between, to the alone truly 
Existent' (Fug. 97), and is even 'the second god' (Quaest. in Gen. 2.62). At 
the same time, the Logos is abundantly immanent in the world, being the 
`bond' that holds the universe together (`extending himself from the centre to 
its furthest bonds and from its extremities to the centre again, runs nature's 
unvanquished course joining and binding fast all its parts', Plant. 9). 

It is no surprise then that the Logos, so intimately associated with things 
divine and mundane, is the primary catalyst for human salvation. Recall 
above the depiction of Moses in Sacr. 8, where he achieves the highest possible 
ascent, higher than the souls symbolized as Abraham, Jacob and even Isaac. 
Unlike these others, Moses' departure is 'by the Word' (Deut. 34.5), as Philo 
explains: Tut "by the Word" of the Primal Cause he is translated, that 
"Word" through which also the whole universe was fashioned. Thus you 
may learn that God regards the Wise Man of equal honour as the universe, 
for it is through the same Logos, by which he created the universe, that he 
draws the perfect man from earthly affairs to himself'. 

The Logos is best suited for this assistance since, as it has a distinctive 
relationship with God, it also has a distinctive relationship with humanity, 
or at least the rational part of humanity. 'Every human being, as far as his 
mind is concerned, is akin to the divine Logos and has come into being as a 
casting or fragment or effulgence of the blessed nature, but in the structure of 
his body he is related to the entire cosmos.'33  Philo finds exegetical basis for 
this kinship in Gen. 1.27, where Moses says that God made the human being 
`according to his image'. In Leg. All. 3.96, Philo takes 'image' (rj iiKoSv) to 
be God's Logos and explains: 

For just as God is the pattern of the Image ... so does the Image become the pattern of 
others, as Moses made clear at the beginning of the Law Code by saying, 'And God 
made man after the Image of God' (Gen. 1.27); thus the Image had been modelled 
after God, but man after the Image, which had acquired the force of a pattern. 

Again, recalling that Philo here has in view not the flesh-and-blood human 
being but the rational soul, he would have us see the kinship as one where 
the human mind (`the reasoning power within us', .6 iv iipiv Tou Aoytopolli) 
functions in a manner similar to God's image (`the divine Logos above us', 
rj tinip ;was Tou eeiou A6you).34  

the Stoic notion of divine Reason). Philo (like the Gospel of John) has in mind probably 
both biblical use (Genesis 1 and the creation by divine speech act) and the philosophical 
use (the Stoics and Middle Platonists used the term to describe the immanence of the divine 
presence). For a detailed discussion of Philo's logos doctrine see Cox, By the Same Word, 
pp. 96-138. 

33. Op. Mund. 146 (Runia). 
34. Rer. Div. Her. 234. 
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We may now draw a connection between the role of the soul in making the 

divine ascent with God's role in facilitating that ascent. For one, having seen 

that the Logos and the soul are intimately associated, we are in a position to 

understand the airy origins of the soul alluded to in De gigantibus, the heights 

from which it has fallen, and the reason the soul (at least the philosophically 

inclined soul) yearns to return. Furthermore, speaking of the soul's practice 

of philosophy, the practical and contemplative pursuit of virtue that is in 

both ways powered by right reason, we may recognize that such intellectual 

activity is not simply the soul's responsibility but is only possible because 

the soul has received the ability from divine reason itself, the Logos. With 

regard to the heights to which the soul may aspire, we see that the Logos is 

again of great help since it is so closely related to God and as such represents 

an ideal and accessible goal for the soul, especially considering that Deity's 

transcendent nature. Since the divine Logos is 'an image of God, the most 

senior of all things intelligible, set nearest, with no interval between, to the 

alone truly Existent', Philo urges 'the one who is capable of running swiftly 

... to direct all his powers without pausing for breath toward the supreme 

divine Logos, who is the fountain of wisdom, in order that he may draw 

from its stream and find, in exchange for death, the prize of eternal life' 

(Fug. 97).35  

5. Conclusion 

In short, salvation for Philo is the return of the soul to its heavenly home, 

and the divine Logos, the image of God and source of the soul's reasoning, 

serves as both means and goal in the journey. Thus Philo celebrates: 

Into the happy soul, which holds out the truly holy chalice, its own reason, who is it 

that pours the sacred measures of true gladness but the Logos, the Cupbearer of God 

and Toastmaster of the feast, who differs not from the draft he pours, but is himself 

the undiluted drink, the gaiety, the seasoning, the effusion, the cheer, and to make 

poetic expression our own, the ambrosian drug of joy and gladness. (Somn. 2.249) 

35. 	As with the different levels achieved by the patriarchs and Moses, the closeness 

a soul comes to God and his Logos also depends on its philosophical ability. Drawing 

inspiration from the cities of refuge in Numbers 35 in Fug. 94-105, Philo contends that 

the cities to which a homicide might flee represent different heights of ascent possible, 

depending upon the 'swift-footedness' of the ascendant soul. The cities are, in descending 

order, the Logos, the creative power, the ruling power, the gracious power, the legislative 

power, and the prohibitive power. 'He, then, that has shown himself free from even 

unintentional offence — intentional is not to be thought of — having God Himself as his 

portion, will have his abode in Him alone; while those who have fallen, not of set purpose 

but against their will, will have the refuges which have been mentioned, so freely and richly 

provided' (Fug. 102, Colson). 


