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ONCE MORE ABOUT ITATHP TON ®QTQN
(Jm 1.17)

This short note concerns a phrase from the Letter of James (1.17)! that is
only once attested in the Bible. This nominal phrase is AP TOV PAOTOV,
which was translated in RSV and NRSV as “the Father of lights”. The
whole verse runs as follows: “Every good endowment and every perfect

. gift? is from above, coming down from the Father of lights with whom there
is no variation or shadow due to change”. Plural t@v @dtwv in this passage
demands an explanation because the context does not allow us to determine
what exactly the author meant.

The English translation of the Bible does not make any difference be-
tween two Greek words in plural which seem to be relevant for this context,
namely ¢@to. (Jm 1. 17; cf. Ps 135/136. 7-9;* Ez 32.8:4 Jer 4.23%) and
pwotipeg (Gen 1. 16).5 Asaresult we find in all these passages in RSV one
and the same ambiguous word “lights”, although for pwotfipeg in Gen 1.16
a suitable English equivalent would be “luminaries™.’

! This text is one of the most puzzling in the New Testament; in detail s. e.g. A. Meyer,
Das Riitsel des Jakobus Brief (GieBen 1930).

2 Concerning the fact that this part of the verse is a hexameter borrowed by the author of
the Epistle from an unknown source s. e.g. Der Jakobusbrief. Auslegung von Franz MuBner
(Freiburg 31987) 90.

3 Hebrew plural D’B‘!J &R translated in the LXX as p@ta peyara; cf. “luminaria
magna” (Hieronymus), “die grosse Lichter” (Liither), “the great lights” (RSV and NRSV),
and “grandes lumiéres” (Segond and Trad. (Ecum.).

4 Hebrew plural D1IRD” Y2 which definitely means here “planets and stars”; cf.
“omnia luminaria coeli” (Hleronymus) ‘alle leuchtenden Lichter am Himmel” (Liither);
“all the bright lights of heaven” (RSV and NRSV); “tous luminaires des cieux” > (Segond
and Trad. (Ecum.). The phrase is transmitted in the LXX ambiguously: ravia & ¢ai-
vovta (R,

5 Hebrew singular =% which means here “light”; cf. “aspexi... caelos, et non erat lux in
eis” (Hieronymus); “Licht” (Lither); “light” (RSV and NRSV); “lumiére” (Segond and
Trad. (Ecum). The substantive is transmitted in the LXX as plural EnéPreya... eig tOV
oupavov xoi odk fiv T& idTa adrod; this translation presumes “planets and stars”.

¢ Hebrew plural niR1D “planets and stars™ is translated by Hieronymus as “luminaria”,
by Liither as “Lichter”, by ‘Segond and Trad. (Ecum. as “luminaires”.

7 This difference was made in all translation, except English: “pater luminum” (Jm 1. 17)
and “luminaria” (Gen 1. 16) in Hieronymus; one can mention that there is only a slight
stylistic difference between these Latin words and both can mean “the sun” or another
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The word @éc (in plural p@ta) could be used as synonym for pwotnp
(both can have the meaning “sun” or “other heavenly body which emits
illuminating rays”) and to see that it is enough to compare two passages of
the same content from the LXX: kol émoincev 6 8£0g 100G dh0 pothipag
10bg peyéAovg... fikov kai... cedfvny (Gen 1. 16) and & mwoincovti
pdTO pEYEAQ... TOV HALOV... TNV cervnv kol 1 dotpo (Ps 135/136.
7-9).

Although in the Greek manuscript tradition there are no variae lectiones
for this phrase, early translations and early Christian authors interpreted it
in different ways. Whereas Latin, Coptic and Syrian translations give the
Father of lights, Armenian and Ethiopian versions have the Father of light
(cf. der Vater des Lichts in Liither's translation). Some of early com-
mentators thought that what was meant here was the light as the essence of
God, who, in turn, is the only source of light;® others were of the opinion
that here the gifts of the light were meant (knowledge, spiritual joy,
wisdom); while others argued that the /ights meant either angels,’ or saints,
or even Christians.'® Modern commentators are almost unanimous in their
opinion that the author of the Letter used the word t& p@to (“lights”) to
mean the heavenly bodies."! In doing this, they mostly rely, on the one hand,

“heavenly body”; the most suitable Latin equivalent for Greek g would be lux, but this
word has no plural. Cf. “Pere des lumiéres” and “luminaires” in Segond and Trad. (Ecum.;
“der Vater des Lichts” (sing.) and Lichter in Liither; “Otew cBeros” and “cseruna” in Rus-
sian Synodale.

& In the sense that was meant already by Philo: “God is light (...) and not only light, but
the image of any other light” (De Somn. 1. 75). Origen, commenting on the Gospel of John
(1. 18) which says: “He was not light, but was sent asa witness of light”, referred to the verse
from the Letter of James, saying that it was concerned with “the true light, which enlightens
any man entering the world” (Caten. Joh. V). Origen does not seem to have linked @ ¢@ta
with planets.

9 Cf lren. Haer. L. 4, 5: v ¢dTov ... T00téoTIV W0V dYyYéd@v...

10 Cf. the gloss to Cod. Vat. 1971 “Lights = saints” or the catena: “By lights he means
either wise powers, or those who were enlightened by the Holy Spirit”; for further examples
see J. E. Huther, Kritisch-exegetisches Handbuch iiber den Brief des Jakobus. 5. Aufl. neu-
gearbeitete von W. Beyschlag (Gottingen 1988) 73-74; MubBner. Op. cit., 91.

1§ e g. M. Meinerzt, Der Jakobus Brief (Berlin 1915) 63: “Gott wird Vater der Lichter,
d, h. der Gestirne, genannt”; J. Moffatt, The General Epistles. James, Peter and Judas (Lon-
don 71953) 19: “the Father of heavenly lights”; H. Windisch, Die katholischen Briefe. 3.
umgearbeitete Aufl. von H. Preisker (Tubingen 1951) 9: “Die pdta sind die Gestirne”;
Huther. Op. cit., 74: “Unter t& @@d7a (...) sind, wic fast simtliche neuere Ausleger anerkannt
haben, ‘die leuchtenden Himmelskorper’ gemeint”; Der Brief des Jakobus. Erkldrt von
Martin Dibelius (Gottingen 61984) 130: “ratiip w@v btV als Titel Gottes bezieht sich
natiirlich auf die Sterne”; MuBner. Op. cit., 91: “Gott wird als ‘der Vater der Lichter’
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on the parallel use of the word & p@te in the LXX (see above), and, on the
other hand, on the terminology used in the passage on the whole, i, e. on the
words saying that with reference to the Father “there is no variation or
shadow due to change” (nop’ & obk Ewv mopaddayh 4 tponfig dmo-
oxiooun). Indeed, all the three words of this extract are technical astro-
nomical (and, hence, astrological) terms; in the Greek manuscript tradition,
unlike the Father of lights, this phrase had many varige lectiones,'? that
show that even in the oldest times the text was not understood well. The
word ropoddayh (or napdAAcgig, to be more precise) means the change
in the position of a heavenly body depending on the change in the position
of the observer; tponti means a revolution (for example, in the combination
revolution of the sun), dmooxiaapo means eclipse or waning of the light at
sunset,

Meanwhile, it is quite possible that the author of the Letter used the
phrase Father of lights not in the one special meaning of the word @@c,
but in a whole range of the meanings that are associated with it in Greek.
To demonstrate this, one can compare this passage with.the text of the
prayer which was published recently.'® In this Greek text the phrase in
question is also present, and the context in which it is used is more clear
than the one of the Letter of James. The prayer contains ten sections, each
beginning with “I worship and glorify” (npookvvéw kai So&&lw), the
first of which starts with an appeal to God, who is in this case called the
Father of lights (6 péyiotog motip t@v edtwv). This way of addressing
God seems to set the main theme, and the word @@g and its derivatives
(pwothp, pwtevég, pwtilw) are the leitmotif of the whole composition.
On the one hand, calling God the Father of lights the author explains, that

bezeichnet, ganz deutlich im Hinblick auf die Frschaffung der Sterne”; Die “katholischen”
Briefe. Die Briefe des Jakobus, Petrus, Johannes und Judas. Ubersetzt und erklirt von Horst
Balz und Wolfgang Schrage (Gottingen — Ziirich '1983) 20: “Gott als Geber aller guten
Gaben wird als ‘Vater der Lichter’, d. h. der Sterne (...) bezeichnet”.

12 B. M. Metzger, 4 Textual Commentary on the Greek New Testament (Stuttgart 1975)
579-580. ’

13 1 mean here the prayer written on a board that was found several years ago during the
excavations in Dahleh oasis in Upper Egypt (at the site of the Greek-Roman settlement of
Kellis). The origin and nature of this small (132 lines) writing is still to be investigated,; it is
a well-preserved work that according to the paleographic data can be dated by to 3rd c.
AD. We can note here that there are no good reasons for considering this text to be
Manichean, as all the researchers have done up to now, following the publisher. For the
publication of the text with an English translation and comments see R. G. Jenkins, “The
Prayer of the Emanations in Greek from Kellis (T. Kellis 22)", Le Muséon 108 (1995) 243
263.
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God is the creator of celestial bodies: the sixth section speaks about the
two great luminaries, the sun and the moon (npookvvéw kot Sof&lw
1obg peydAovg owotfipag, filov te kol cedfvnv) which enlighten
(pwtilw) the universe; the seventh section deals with the five great lights
(rpookuvew kol Sobdlw 1é péyare mévioa edta), i e. with the five
planets giving beauty to this world.

On the other hand, when explaining the term the Father of lights, the
author stresses the luminous nature of God: “Glorious are your might and
your light (¢®g)”, adding after that, that not only is God “the greatest and
most glorious light dominating over everyone”, but that everything created
by God has a luminous nature: thus the universe is fed with the light of the
Father who separated light from darkness; angels are always endowed with
the epithet “light, luminous”; the mind (vodg) of the Father, which pre-
sumably should be identified with Christ, is also called “light”; the ultimate
aim of every true believer is to reach the “Great aeon of Light”.!4

The question is how this phrase should be understood and translated in
the Letter? The translation variants suggested in the “Translator’s Manual
for the Letter of James” (Bratcher, 1984, 13), namely “God who created the
sun, the moon and the stars”, or “God who created celestial bodies”, appear
to be insufficient. Based on the parallels drawn here, it is possible to pre-
sume that the expression natip 1@v p@twv meant to the author something
like mothp 100 GwTdg KOl TV pdTwv. So, if we would like to express
what the author really had in mind, it would be better to say “the Father of

light and celestial bodies™.'®

14 That the words Father of lights means not only Father of heavenly bodies, but
rather “Father of everything that belongs to light” is also proved by the Greek text of an
anonymous Christian hymn of the III-IV century, where we also come across this com-
bination: “so that you see eternal light, so that [you] accept [Father] of lights” (C. Wes-
sely, “Les plus anciens monuments du Christianisme €crits sur papyrus. 19067, PO 4,2,
line 18). Here, the Greek text should be reconstructed not to [ob B(ed)V] pdTwv, but to
[ob m(ati)p] pdrwv, thereby correcting the wrong reference “cf. saint Jean 1. 17" for
“Jac 1. 17”. We come across two more similar phrases in another hymn (P. Keller. Gr.
92), that was also found in Dahleh oasis (Kellis Literary Texts 1. Ed. by I. Gardner
[Oxford 1996] 137, 139 [Dakleh Oasis Project: Monograph. 41). However, whereas in
the first case n(&T)ep, 6 NAVTOV POTOV TVAUA(V), that is “Oh, Father, foundation of all
lights”, the lights can mean only heavenly bodies, in the second case n(AT)ep ANOKPUQE,
7 1@v eotev abotaotg, that is “Oh, secret Father, accumulation of lights”, the lights
definitely mean everything that belongs to the realm of light as such, as well as the
heavenly bodies.

15 It is in this way that [ understand the passage from Philo (Leg. All. 1. 104): iva fpiv
&votén b Bedg ... Eyxdpova Belov etV Abyov.
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Besides that, there is some reason to assume that the author of the
Letter, a man not unfamiliar with Hellenistic culture,'® wanted to express
some other idea with ntotfp tdv ¢awtwv. It is known that in Greek the
word ¢@wg had two meanings: 10 ¢dg (or eadg) ewtog / plur. pdrTwV
(from the verb gaivw), i. e. light, and the word 0 @ag / p@tog /plur. gw-
tdv (origin unknown), i. e. man or mortal. Thus, as no accents were used
in the script of this period, the expression matnp tov gotwv could be
understood both as the Father of lights as well as the Father of men.!” The
play on these homonyms is attested in Hellenistic pagan and Christian
literature. For instance, the alchemist Zosimus of Panopolis (late 3d. cen-
tury) in his treatise On the Letter Omega writes that a spiritual person
(GvOpomog 0 mvevpoTikOG), the one who (unlike a carnal person) is
endowed with the luminous principle, is also called ¢aog, “from which it
followed, that men came to be called pdtog” (10. 1 sq., Jackson, 28;
Mertens 5-6). This play of words occupied a prominent place in the theo-
logical speculations of the Gnostics, whose system survived in the works
of Irenaeus: Sethians called the God both Man and Light (Haer. 1. 30, 1).
There is one more example, apparently important for the analysis of the
passage in question, which we find in a work by Clement of Alexandria.
He also derives the word @ag from ¢&@g (6 81 kvplwg kEkANTAL GAG. ..
¢vtedBev 1OV AvBpwmov LT TOV TaAaldv NYodpon kexkAf{BoL pdto),
commenting that “that man has not got yet the perfect gift (tnv teieiav
dwpedv)” that is he has not yet received the Christian truth (Paed. 1.6;
Staehlin, I. 106, 28-30). This last expression reminds us immediately the
verse of the Letter of James, namely: “every perfect gift (dopnuo té-
Aeiwov) descends from the Father of Lights...”, and one can suggest that
Clement was familiar with the Letter of James and made an allusion to
it.!8 This goes against Arnold Meyer’s hypothesis which has been ac-

16 Besides the Letter written in good Greek showing the knowledge of rhetoric (for details
see MuBner. Op. cit., 26 sq.) cf. e. g. a phrase such as “the wheel of (re)birth” (tpoyd¢ tfig
yevéoewg in Jm 3. 6), whose source has been looked for not only in Greek philosophy, but
even in Buddhism (see M. Philonenko, “Un écho de la prédication dans I'Epitre de Jacques”,
Ex orbe religionum. Studia Geo Widengren 1 [Leiden 1972] 254-265).

7 When this paper was already written [ came across the article by Amphoux
(C.-B. Amphoux, “A propos de Jacques 1. 17, RHPAR 50 [1970] 127-136) who had
suggested this variant of the interpretation but he had left the question unresolved as he had
not be able to find any textual illustration, supporting his idea.

18 Cf. C.-M. Edsman, “Schopferwille und Geburt Jac 1. 18. Eine Studie zur altchristlichen
Kosmologie”, ZNW 38 (1939) 18 sq. where the author demonstrated in the other example
that Clement used the Letter of James.
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cepted by almost all scholars that Clement of Alexandria did not know the
Letter of James."

Therefore one can assume that the author of the Letter knew the double
meaning of the words and when he used the phrase motip T@v drtov he
meant not only the Father of light and heavenly bodies but also the Father of
men, i. e. the Father of everything.2
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Coyeranue “Oten cerop” (Mak 1.17) Nuilb OJH@XIBl 3aCBHACTENBCTBOBAHO B
Bubnuu. XOTs COBPEMEHHBIE TOJIKOBATENN €AMHOYIHBI B TOM, HTO CJIOBO “ceTbl”
B JJAHHOM KOHTEKCTE O3HayaeT “HeBecHble CBETHJIA”, OAHAKO, UCXONA U3 CPAaBHM-
TENLHOTO MaTepHaia M CeMAHTHKH TPEYeCKoro CyIECTBHTENIBHOIO @G, MOKHO
TPETONOXKHTE, YTO 3HAYEHME CTIOBOCOYETAHHA 3AECh IUHPE. C o1HOi CTOpPOHBI, Ha
OCHOBE TPEYECKOTO TEKCTA, OTKPHITOTO HECKOMIBLKO JIET Ha3a/l (Tak HaszbiBaeMas “Mo-
JMTBa SMaHALWMIL”), B KOTOPOM BCTPEYaeTCs TO JKe COYETAHUE, NOMyCTHMO MOHH-
Mars TP TOV GOTOV KaK “0Tell CBETA M ceetir”. C pyroit CTOPOHBI CIIOBO 9&G
(cBET) UMEET B rpeUECKOM 4aCTUYHBIH OMOHHM @GOG, KOTOpBIH O3Hayaer “4eso-
Bek”, “CMEpPTHBII”, H pAl TEKCTOB CBUACTENLCTBYCT 0 TOM, 4TO JUIHHHCTHYECKHE
aBTOpbl OXOTHO npuOeraju K sTOH Hrpe cios (sanpumep, Clem. Alex. Paed. 1. 6
Staehlin, 1. 106, 28-30). [To3ToMY HeNb3s HCKITIOYATE BOSMOXKHOCTD TOTO, YTO U aB-
top “Tlocnauusa Hakosa”, KOTOpbIH OBl XOpOLIO 3HAKOM C pacxoxei rpe4eckoi
JNIUTEpaTypPHOR Ky/bTyPOH, TakKe HMEN B BUILy 3Ty MIpY CIIOB: BFor Obll AJI HEro
Omyom ceema u céemiul ¥ BMECTE C TEM Omyom cmepmHbix.

19 Meyer, Op. cit., 44.

20 Compare the saying of Pythagoreans: 6 p&v 8e0g elc... &v oVpovd GwOTIp xoi TavV-
tov morhp (Clem. Alex., Protr.V1. 72, 4; Cyr. Alex. Contra Julianum: PG 76, col. 541) in
which not only the luminous nature of the God is stressed but also that he is the Father of
everything and everyone.





