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Abstract

The Gothic translation of Phil 2.6–8 differs from the Greek in three ways: it says that Christ did not
think it robbery to be ‘like God’; it breaks the parallelism between the ‘form of God’ and ‘form of a
slave’; and it states explicitly that Christ was obedient ‘to the Father’. Scholars have focused exclu-
sively on the first element, crediting it to the Homoian ‘Arian’ prejudices of the translator, Wulfila, or
to his opposition to modalist tendencies in pro-Nicene thought of the 340s. Neither interpretation is
satisfactory, the first because the Gothic displays no generalised Homoian bias, the second on philo-
logical grounds. When the passage is viewed as a whole, an explanation can be found in the history
of exegesis. Homoian churchmen, who followed a theology close to the elderly Wulfila’s, seem to
have construed ἁρπαγμός (Gothic wulwa, English ‘robbery’) as res rapienda, in the typology devel-
oped by N.T. Wright. Christ did not ‘seize’ equality with God. Incompatible with this view, the Gothic
is a better fit for res retinenda (Christ did not ‘hold fast’ his divine status). In an ancient analogue to
modern ‘functional equivalence’, it is representing the meaning of the text, as agreed among Greek
exegetes, on the translation’s surface. Just why Wulfila did this remains obscure: certainly to clarify
the passage’s Christology, but possibly also to head offmisinterpretation in his Gothic context. Either
way, the Gothic text shows a more flexible approach to translation than scholarship, still focused on
stereotyped ‘Arianism’ and lexical equivalence, has yet recognised.

Keywords: Gothic Bible; Wulfila; Philippians 2; Christological hymn; Arianism; functional
equivalence

5 Let that, then, be thought among you, which also [was] in Christ Jesus,
6 who, being in God-splendour, did not think it robbery for himself to be (a thing)

like God/to be in like fashion to God,
7 but emptied his own self, taking the aspect of a servant, becoming (8) in the

likeness of men, and, being found in appearance as a man,
8 humbled himself, becoming obedient to the Father unto….

Gothic Phil 2.6-8 1

1 We set the stage with an English translation of the Gothic (quoted at the beginning of the next section).
The Gothic Bible can be accessed at http://www.wulfila.be/, in a text based on the 1919 edition of Wilhelm
Streitberg’s Die gotische Bibel, little different from the current, seventh edition: Die gotische Bibel, vol. 1: Der gotis-
che Text und seine griechische Vorlage. Mit Einleitung, Lesarten und Quellennachweisen sowie den kleineren Denkmälern

als Anhang. Mit einem Nachtrag von Piergiuseppe Scardigli (Germanistische Bibliothek 3; Heidelberg: Winter, 2000).
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1. Introduction

Three verses remain, almost complete, from the Gothic translation of the Christological
hymn in Phil 2.6–11.2 The Gothic version is based on a Byzantine text that includes other
(primarily ‘Western’) readings,3 and these verses, like the rest, are of ancillary interest for
New Testament textual criticism. For the history of theology and of exegesis, they aremore
significant. The Gothic version is not simply an early example of something that has, over
the last century, become common: a rendering of the Bible (here with attendant inven-
tion of a new script) into a language without a prior literary tradition. Preserved in several
manuscripts, all fragmentary and mostly of the New Testament, it is an important textual
remnant of a now extinct branch of Christianity.
According to fifth-century church historians, the translator was a bishop of mixed

Gothic and Cappadocian descent.4 His name is recorded as ‘Ulfila(s)’ orΟὐλφίλας; scholars
commonly use the presumed underlying Gothic form, ‘Wulfila’.5 Ordained by Eusebius of
Nicomedia, the most important of Arius’ allies, he was linked from the beginning to the so-
called ‘Arians’.6 At a synod held in Constantinople in 360, he endorsed a creed, promulgated
in 359 following double councils at Ariminum (Rimini) in Italy and Seleucia in Isauria, that
declared the Son to be ‘like (ὅμοιος) the Father’ and forbade theological use of the term
οὐσία.7 This ‘Homoian’ creed would remain the profession of the imperially recognised
church until the council of Constantinople in 381.8 Thereafter, it was used by churches
that consciously rejected Nicaea and asserted the ontological subordination of the Son,
as a secondary God, to the Father, and of the Spirit, ‘neither God nor our God’ (as the

Abbreviations: CSEL = Corpus Scriptorum Ecclesiasticorum Latinorum, CCSL = Corpus Christianorum, Series
Latina, GCS= Die griechischen christlichen Schriftsteller der ersten (drei) Jahrhunderte, PG= Patrologia Graeca,
PL = Patrologia Latina, SC = Sources chrétiennes. Citations to ‘Brennecke, Dok.’ are from Lieferungen 3 through
5 of the continuation of Hans-Georg Opitz’s Urkunden zur Geschichte des arianischen Streites (ed. Hanns Christof
Brennecke et al.; Dokumente zur Geschichte des arianischen Streites. (AthanasiusWerke 3/1; Berlin/Boston: De Gruyter,
2007).

2 ‘Hymn’: we use the term for convenience (cf. Christian Blumenthal, ‘Die Mehrdeutigkeit der
Gottgleichheitsaussage in Phil 2,6 und ihr argumentationsstrategisches Potential’, ZNW 113 (2022) 180–201,
at 181 n. 1). The verses’ genre does not bear on this study.

3Most of the non-Byzantine readings are probably original to the Vorlage: Carla Falluomini, The Gothic Version of

the Gospels and Pauline Epistles: Cultural Background, Transmission and Character (ANTF 46; Berlin/Boston: De Gruyter,
2015) 146–8.

4 Philostorgius, Historia ecclesiastica 2.5 (Philostorgius: Kirchengeschichte. Mit dem Leben des Lucian von Antiochien

und den Fragmenten eines arianischen Historiographen (ed. Joseph Bidez and Friedhelm Winkelmann; 3rd edn.; GCS;
Berlin: Akademie Verlag, 1981) 17–18) is most detailed; cf. Socrates Scholasticus, Historia ecclesiastica 4.33.6–9 (GCS,
n.s. 1: 269); Sozomen, Historia ecclesiastica 6.36.8–11 (GCS, n.s. 4: 295–6).

5 Discussion of variants in Knut Schäferdiek, ‘Die Überlieferung des Namens Ulfila: Zum linguistischen Umgang
mit der Überlieferungsgeschichte’, repr. Schwellenzeit: Beiträge zur Geschichte des Christentums in Spätantike und

Frühmittelalter (ed.Winrich A. L ̈ohr andHanns Christof Brennecke; Arbeiten zur Kirchengeschichte 64; Berlin/New
York: De Gruyter) 41–50.

6 The ordination must fall before Eusebius’ death in 341. For the issues (and opposing conclusions), see Knut
Schäferdiek, ‘Wulfila: Vom Bischof von Gotien zum Gotenbischof ’, repr. in Schwellenzeit, 1–40, at 2–6, and The

Goths in the Fourth Century (trans. Peter Heather and John Matthews; Translated Texts for Historians 11; Liverpool:
Liverpool University Press, 1991) 132–3. On the much-criticised label ‘Arian’, Lewis Ayres, Nicaea and Its Legacy: An

Approach to Fourth-Century Trinitarian Theology (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2004) 2 strikes a suitable balance:
‘Arius was part of a wider theological trajectory; many of his ideas were opposed by others in this trajectory: he
neither originated the trajectory nor uniquely exemplified it.’

7 Brennecke, Dok. 62.5.5. Wulfila’s participation: Socrates Scholasticus, Historia ecclesiastica 2.41.22–3 (GCS, n.s.
1: 179); Sozomen, Historia ecclesiastica 4.24.1 (GCS, n.s. 4: 178). Church-political background in R.P.C. Hanson, The
Search for the Christian Doctrine of God: The Arian Controversy, 318–381 (Edinburgh: T.T. Clark, 1988) 348–86.

8 See Hanns Christof Brennecke, Studien zur Geschichte der Hom ̈oer: Der Osten bis zum Ende der hom ̈oischen
Reichskirche (BHT 73; Tübingen: J.C.B. Mohr (Paul Siebeck), 1988).
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elderly Wulfila is said to have professed), to the Son.9 Wulfila’s own, Christian Goths had
settled on the Roman side of the Danube, following persecution in the 340s.10 His transla-
tion was probably taken up by other Germanic-speaking groups, and was presumably still
in use within the Homoian churches of the Western Roman Empire’s successor states down
to the adoption of the Niceno-Constantinopolitan creed by the last ‘Arian’ kingdom, the
Spanish Visigoths, in 589.11 The Gothic Bible and the history of Homoian Christianity are
inextricably intertwined.
Since the first edition of the text of Gothic Philippians in 1835, one verse – indeed, one

word – has seemedproof thatWulfila’s translationwas shaped by his theological prejudices.
Christ, according to Gothic Phil 2.6, ‘thought it not robbery’ to be like God, rather than equal
to God. Apart from strictly linguistic questions, that one word (galeiko, in the Gothic) has
absorbed virtually all scholarly attention to the passage. It has been explained in two ways.
The traditional view finds in galeiko a direct reflection of the Homoian creed of 359/360.
Wulfila’s translation was a disingenuous misrepresentation, meant to deceive Gothic con-
verts. The alternative, developed by an eminent historian of the Gothic church, the late
Knut Schäferdiek, found the explanation, rather, in the accepted orthodoxy of the 340s and
early 350s. In avoiding closer analogues of the Greek ἴσα, Wulfila meant, like contemporary
Eastern synods, only to deny that the Son was identical with the Father or that both were
modes of the One God.
Neither interpretation, we will argue, does justice to the Gothic translation. As is clear

from the provisional translation offered above, the Gothic differs markedly from the Greek,
in ways that extend well beyond the choice of a word apparently meaning ‘like’ or ‘alike’
to represent the Greek ἴσα. Taken as a whole, the extant verses certainly do offer a theo-
logical retouching of the Christological hymn. The main theme remains Christ’s humility
in the incarnation, but the Gothic shifts the emphasis from his status or office, qua ser-
vant, onto his ontology, qua divinity in the flesh. While the passage’s Christological impact
is increased, the status of Christ’s divinity is left ambiguous. However, the specific argu-
ments that have been used to connect the passage either to Homoian theology or to the
disputes of the 340s do not persuade. Though the ambiguity does run contrary to pro-
Nicene interpretations of the hymn, it also stands oblique to the interpretation adopted
by later, Latin-speaking Homoians otherwise in close agreement with Wulfila’s theology.
The translation is therefore rooted, we argue, not in the polemics of the ‘Arian’ controversy
but in a Greek exegetical tradition of wide appeal. What motivated Wulfila to introduce it
cannot be definitively reconstructed, but the cause may lie in whatever forgotten nuance
of Gothic usage led him to make an even more glaring alteration to the Greek, hitherto

9 nec d(eu)m nec d(eu)m n(ostrum): thus Wulfila’s creed, quoted in a eulogistic letter by his pupil, Auxentius
of Durostorum. This letter is embedded in the Dissertatio of Maximinus, preserved on the margins of Paris,
Bibliothèque nationale de France,ms. lat. 8907. See Roger Gryson, Scolies ariennes sur le concile d’Aquilée: Introduction,
texte latin, traduction et notes (SC 267; Paris: Les Éditions du Cerf, 1980) 52–100, with Neil McLynn, ‘Little Wolf in
the Big City: Ulfila and His Interpreters’, Wolf Liebeschuetz Reflected: Essays Presented by Colleagues, Friends and Pupils

(ed. John Drinkwater and Benet Salway; BICS Suppl. 91; London: Institute of Classical Studies, 2007) 125–35 on
the historical context. The numbering of Gryson’s CCSL and SC editions differ, and he himself preferentially cites
manuscript folios. We cite all three, following the capitalization in CCSL 87. This section is Dissertatio 40 (CCSL 87:
166) / 63 (SC 267: 250)= fol. 308r.

10 Philostorgius, as n. 4, above; Auxentius, Epistula 36–8 (CCSL 87A: 164–5) / 58–60 (SC 267: 246–8)= fol. 307r–v.
11 The extant manuscripts are exclusively Ostrogothic. One possible exception, destroyed during the Second

WorldWar and so preserved only in photographs, was the fragmentary Codex Gissensis. Discovered in Egypt, it may
have originated in Vandal Africa, though, if so, from an Italian, Ostrogothic Vorlage (Falluomini, Gothic Version,
35–6). Visigothic ‘Arian’ literature was destroyed after the kingdom’s conversion (pseudo-Fredegarius, Chronicae
4.8 (Monumenta Germaniae Historica: Scriptores RerumMerovingicarum 2: 125; Hannoverae, Impensis bibliopolii
Hahniani, 1885–1919), and so we do not know what texts were in use in 589.
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seemingly unnoticed by scholars: a break in the parallel between the ‘form of God’ in Phil
2.6 and the ‘form of a servant’ in 2.7.

2. Philippians 2.6–8: Gothic vs. Greek

6 saei in gudaskaunein wisands ni wulwa rahnida wisan sik galeiko guda,

ὃς ἐν μορφῇ θεοῦ ὑπάρχων οὐχ ἁρπαγμὸν ἡγήσατο τὸ εἶναι ἴσα θεῷ,

7 ak sik silban uslausida, wlit skalkis nimands, in galeikja manne waurþans, jah

manaulja bigitans swe manna.

ἀλλ’ ἑαυτὸν ἐκένωσεν μορφὴν δούλου λαβών, ἐν ὁμοιώματι ἀνθρώπων

γενόμενος˙ (8) καὶ σχήματι εὑρεθεὶςὡς ἄνθρωπος

8 gahaunida sik silban, waurþans ufhausjands attin und….

ἐταπείνωσεν ἑαυτὸν γενόμενος ὑπήκοος μέχρι θανάτου, θανάτου δὲ σταυροῦ.

The Gothic deviates in four noteworthy ways from the Greek (taken here fromNA28, but
without significant variation across the manuscript tradition).12 Each is underlined above.
1) The three words ἐν μορφῇ θεοῦ are rendered by in and the nominal compound

gudaskaunein (accusative case). As in later Germanic languages, nominal compounding
was productive in Gothic where conceptually and lexically useful.13 Coining or deploying
gudaskaunei* may suggest that its referent formed a unitary concept in the translator’s
mind. More significant is the fact that the clearly parallel μορφῇ θεοῦ and μορφὴν δούλου
(discussed below) are given disparate treatments which eliminate the parallelism.
A further potential deviation from the Greek is in the shade of meaning of the sec-

ond element of the compound. Gudaskaunei* (in the unattested nominative) combines
the Gothic guda-, ‘God’, with an independently unattested *skaunei, cognate with English
‘shine’, German Schein, and other early Germanic words meaning ‘appearance’, and also
(at least by connotation), ‘glory, splendour’.14 While we cannot know for certain that
the latter sense was present in Gothic, it is etymologically probable. Furthermore, the
skaun- stem appears again in Philippians at 3.21 in another compound, ibnaskaunjamma
(dative singular of ibnaskauns*). In that passage, Paul foretells the Saviour’s change of our
bodies to be σύμμορφον τῷ σώματι τῆς δόξης αὐτοῦ ‘conformed to the body of his glory’.

Given that the two uses of -skaun- in Gothic are in contexts of divinity and glory, it is highly

12 There is oneminor editorial deviation in commonwith the AuthorisedVersion, aswell: Streitberg,Die Gotische
Bibel, 371, ends v. 7 with waurþans (γενόμενος), so that v. 8 begins with jah manaulja.

13 D. Gary Miller, The Oxford Gothic Grammar (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2019) 282–5.
14 For lexical information, see Winfred P. Lehmann, A Gothic Etymological Dictionary (Leiden: Brill, 1986) 310–11

and Antje Casaretto, Nominale Wortbildung der gotischen Sprache: Die Derivation der Substantive (Indogermanische
Bibliothek, 3rd series; Heidelberg: Winter, 2004) 293. The possibility that the Gothic represents a variant Greek
reading is remote: as Magnús Snædal, ‘Gothic Contact with Greek: Loan Translations and a Translation Problem’,
Early Germanic Languages in Contact (ed. John Ole Askedal and Hans Frede Nielsen; NOWELE Supplement Series 27;
Amsterdam/Philadelphia: John Benjamins Publishing Company, 2015) 75–90, at 85–6, observes, the direct equiva-
lent to gudaskaunei* (θεομορφία) is attested only in a Byzantine author, Theodore the Studite, while a rewording
to ἐν θεοῦ μορφῇ departs from typical Greek syntax. Note, however, ps.-Basil, Aduersus Eunomium 5 (PG 29: 740),
ἐν Θεοῦ δόξῃ, Gregory of Nyssa, Antirrheticus aduersus Apollinarium (ed. F. Mueller, Gregorii Nysseni opera; vol. 3.1;
Leiden: Brill, 1958) 131–233, at 148), οὐχ ὑπῆρχεν ἐν θεοῦ μορφῇ ὁ υἱός.
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probable that the connotation or even denotation of ‘shining, splendour’ was present in
Gothic as in other Germanic languages.
2) In Phil 2.6, the key phrase τὸ εἶναι ἴσα θεῷ is rendered aswisan sik galeiko guda, ‘himself

to be galeiko to God’. Sik, the reflexive pronoun, needs no explanation: it is just the subject
of the accusative-infinitive constructionwithwisan (the Latin Vulgate, similarly, uses esse se
aequalem). galeiko ismore problematic. Itmust derive from the adjective galeiks,15 cognate to
English ‘like’, ‘alike’, German gleich, and related to leik, ‘body’, itself cognate to English ‘lich’
(as in ‘lichyard’), German Leiche. To all appearances, it is an adverb, but the formulation
‘himself to be similarly to God’ is no more grammatical in Gothic than in English,16 and
so galeiko should perhaps be read as a neuter singular weak-declension adjective. If so, the
translator was attempting a grammatical structure analogous to the Greek neuter plural
ἴσα (and possibly trying to retain syntactic ambiguity, granted adverbial usage of Greek
neuter plurals).
The potential boundaries of the semantics of galeikomay be traced by cognates. Context

naturally helps delimit the precise connotations of any instance of the cognate terms, but,
in general, ‘like’ is a vague word: without ruling out close resemblance, it requires only
a limited similarity between two things under comparison. They will necessarily display
rather more similarity if they can be described as ‘alike’, and more still if they can be
described in German as gleich (a word that can be used to denote mathematical sameness,
and so overlapping with English ‘equal’ in a way that ‘like’ and ‘alike’ do not). Likeness often
implies equality, but it only rarely entails it and never without considerable contextual
information. Thus, while the Gothic verse is a palpably careful translation, balancing the
stylistic flourish allowed by compounding with a close representation of an oddity (as it
can seem to English usage, too) of the Greek, its result is a watering down – though not an
overt contradiction – of the Greek’s reference to equality.
3) In the next verse, Paul speaks of Christ’s assumption of the μορφὴν δούλου. The

Gothic duly renders ‘form of a servant’ as wlit skalkis – not just with two words, as opposed
to the one word used for μορφῇ θεοῦ, but with a word for ‘face’ or ‘appearance’ (wlits). This
word otherwise translates πρόσωπον (as at Mark 14.65) or ὄψις (as at John 11.44) and is
entirely unrelated to *skaunei; it has cognates of similar meaning in other Germanic lan-
guages, including Old Frisian wlite ‘appearance, face’, Old English wlite ‘appearance, shine’
and Old Saxon wliti ‘shape, appearance, shine’.17 As yet a third equivalent of μορφή is
attested (farwa, from a presumptive farws* in Mark 16.12, with cognates meaning ‘appear-
ance, colour’, as in Modern German Farbe), μορφῇ clearly did not have a single, natural
correspondent in Gothic. The alternation within one sentence is remarkable nonetheless.
4) In Phil 2.8, finally, an extra word appears. Christ is said not simply to have become

‘obedient unto death’, but to have become obedient ‘to the Father’ (attin) ‘unto’ (the
preposition und, after which the extant text cuts off).
The combined effect of these alterations is to shift the theological significance of the

original. The Greek sets up a parallel between the ‘form of God’ (μορφῇ θεοῦ) and the
‘form of a servant’ (μορφὴν δούλου). That parallel is removed in Gothic, split between
gudaskaunein andwlit skalkis. That could reflect simple variatio, but it inevitably also suggests
that divinity and servanthood are ontologically disanalogous statuses for Christ. In its place,
a new parallel is set up, between Christ’s being ‘like God’ (galeiko guda ∼ ἴσα θεῷ) and
assuming the ‘likeness of men’ (galeikja manne = ὁμοιώματι ἀνθρώπων). Compared to
these translatorial moves, the addition of attin is easy to explain. Many Greek and Latin

15 Miller, Oxford Gothic Grammar, 317.
16 Cf. Miller, Oxford Gothic Grammar, 428 n. 28.
17 See G. Kroonen, ed., ‘Wliti-’ Etymological Dictionary of Proto-Germanic Online (Leiden: Brill, 2010).
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writers added a clarificatory patri or πατρί to the passage, too.18 In Gothic, it might well
have helped (for all we know) to prevent the implication that Christ was ‘obedient to
death’.19 Either way, it contributes an unmistakable theological nuance.20 Christ set aside,
refused to exploit or refused to grasp after a divine status that is left blurred; he yielded his
obedience, however, specifically to the ‘Father’.
The duelling parallelisms in v. 6 and 7 can only be handled in depth, and we will turn

to them next. It is remarkable, however, that the Gothic betrays no anxiety about the word
that has most exercised modern exegetes of the very same verse whose alteration has most
troubled Gothicists. Ἁρπαγμός is rare. First attested in this passage, it is used afterward
almost exclusively in reference to it. Does itmean that Christ did not thinkhis (real) equality
‘booty’ he had illicitly won (res rapta, according to the exegetical classification developed by
N.T. Wright)? Was equality something he had but refused to ‘cling to’ (res retinenda)? Was
it something he did not have and refused to ‘snatch after’ (res rapienda)? Or is the point of
the verse in fact that Christ refused to use his real equality as grounds for ‘plundering’ in
the fashion of too many human potentates (raptus: one element in Wright’s own view)?21

In the Gothic, ἁρπαγμός simply becomes wulwa, a derivative of the verb wilwan, which can
mean ‘to rob’ (as atMark 3.27, wherewilwan and the compound diswilwan render διαρπάζω
with different objects), but is also used for the attempt to ‘seize’ Jesus at John 6.15 (a sense
elsewhere borne by the compound frawilwan, as for example atMatt 11.12; John 10.12, 28–9).
Like the English ‘robbery’, wulwa therefore captures well the polysemy of the Greek. As
we will see later on, what we make of wulwa will indeed matter for the interpretation of
the passage. The translation itself, however, appears to leave its significance appropriately
open.

3. ChristWas ‘Like God’? The Problem of galeiko guda

For as long as scholars have been reading Gothic Philippians, the use of galeiko for ἴσα has
seemed a theological smoking gun. Elsewhere in theNewTestament, ἴσος and relatedwords
are rendered using ibns or compounds of sama.22 Sama is cognate with English ‘same’, ibns
with English ‘even’ and German eben.23 The former is commonly used to render compounds

18 The synopsis of Latin witnesses in Epistulae ad Philippenses et ad Colossenses (Hermann Josef Frede ed.; Vetus
Latina 24/2; Freiburg: Herder, 1966) 131 includes two Latin Homoians relayed by Augustine: Sermo Arrianorum 34
(CCSL 87A: 173) and Maximinus, in Conlatio cum Maximino 15.15 (CCSL 87A: 445). The gloss is less widespread in
Greek authors but was used frequently by Eusebius and Cyril of Alexandria: e.g., Eusebius, De ecclesiastica theologia

1.13.6 (ed. Erich Klostermann, 3rd edn. Günther Christian Hansen; Eusebius Werke (vol. 4: Gegen Marcell, Über die

kirchliche Theologie, Die Fragmente Marcells; GCS; Berlin: Akademie-Verlag, 1972) 74); Cyril, Glaphyra 2.4 (PG 69: 61).
19 Elsewhere, at e.g. Matt. 8.27; Luke 2.51, 10.17, ufhausjands likewise appears with the dative, rather than a

preposition, but the extant texts need hardly exhaust the possible constructions.
20 And so does not quite remain ‘an explanatory addition’ (G. W. S. Friedrichsen, The Gothic Version of the Epistles:

A Study of Its Style and Textual History (London: Oxford University Press, 1939) 240, 81). It is not impossible, however,
that attin is simply a marginal gloss (examples in Falluomini, Gothic Version, 123–8) that has crept into the text.
patri is found in a few Latin manuscripts (see Frede, Epistolae, 131).

21 N.T. Wright, ‘ἁρπαγμός and the Meaning of Philippians 2: 5–11’, JTS 37 NS (1986) 321–52. He combines the
raptus-interpretation, as developed by C.F.D. Moule, ‘Further Reflexions on Philippians 2.5–11’, Apostolic History

and the Gospel: Biblical and Historical Essays presented to F. F. Bruce on his 60th Birthday (ed. W. Ward Gasque and Ralph
P. Martin; Exeter: Paternoster, 1970) 264–76, with the idiomatic sense described (to our view, cogently) by Roy W.
Hoover, ‘The Harpagmos Enigma: A Philological Solution’, HThR 64 (1971) 95-119 and defended by Michael Wade
Martin, ‘ἁρπαγμός Revisited: A Philological Reexamination of the New Testament’s “Most Difficult Word”’, JBL
135 (2016) 175–94.

22 2 Cor 8.13–14; Col 4.1 (ἰσότης = ibnassus); Luke 20.36 (ἰσάγγελοι = ibnans aggilum). Luke 6.34 (τὰ ἴσα =
samalaud), Mark 14.56, 59 (ἴσαι, ἴση = samaleikos, samaleika). We retain the ‘Western’ ordering of the Gospels,
following Streitberg’s edition; see Falluomini, Gothic Version, 32–4, 138–9.

23 The sense ‘even’ is present at Luke 6.17, where πεδινοῦ is rendered as (dative singular) ibnamma.
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with σύν, as indeed in Phil 2.2, where σύμψυχοι, τὸ ἓν – or perhaps the widely attested
variant τὸ αὐτὸ – φρονοῦντες becomes samasaiwalai, samafraþjai (‘same-souled, same-
thinking’).24 Gothic ibns, too, could denote a close enough likeness to render σύμμορφον in
Phil 3.21, which, as noted above, is translatedwith the adjectival compound ibnaskaunjamma
(dative singular of ibnaskauns*).
Though ὁμοίως is routinely rendered with samaleiko (a compound of sama and leiks),

ὅμοιος and its derivatives are rendered with galeiks or related forms.25 One instance, as we
have seen, even occurswithin the same sentence as galeiko guda. The pattern implied by bib-
lical usage is confirmed by our most significant extra-biblical Gothic text. Eight palimpsest
leaves survive from the so-called Skeireins, a Gothic commentary on John.26 Overlap with
Greek catena-entries show it to have been derived from the John commentary by Theodore
of Heraclea, an ally of Eusebius of Nicomedia, and so of Wulfila.27 The Skeireins contrasts
galeiks three times with ibns or the apparently synonymous ibnaleiks.28 One instance mir-
rors idiomatic pairings of ὅμοιος and ἴσος.29 The other two infer from John 5.23 and 17.23
thatwe are ‘to render similar (galeiks) but not equal (ibns) honour’ to the Son as to the Father,
and that the Father has ‘similar (galeiks) but not equivalent (ibnaleiks) love’ for the Son’s dis-
ciples as for the Son.30 Only Phil 2.6 deviates from the general pattern, and precisely in a
statement that could be taken (depending on the significance of ἁρπαγμός) to put Christ
‘on a level’ with the Father. Multiple renderings of other words are known in the Gothic
New Testament. They sometimes reflect stylistic variatio but might also indicate that mul-
tiple translators were at work.31 Here, however, we have a consistent pattern broken only
in one place. Ἴσος is being assimilated to ὅμοιος. The only question is why.
To many scholars, the explanation has seemed obvious.32 The creed of 359/360 made

Christ ὅμοιος (and no more than ὅμοιος) to the Father. Gothic Phil 2.6 offered a literally
Homoian rendering, one perhaps meant for outright deception of Goths who had no other

24 Cf. instances of sama for αὐτός: e.g., 1 Cor 7.5, 10.3, 12.11; 2 Cor 12.18.
25 Thus, for ὅμοιος (John 8.55, 9.9; Luke 6.47–9, 7.31–2; Mark 12.31; Gal 5.21), ὁμοιόω (Matt 6.8, 7.24, 7.26, 11.16;

Luke 7.31; Mark 4.30; Rom 9.29), ὁμοιάζω (Mark 14.70), ὁμοίωμα (Rom 8.3; Phil 2.7), and παρόμοιος (Mark 7.8,
7.13). samaleiko: John 6.11; Luke 3.11, 5.10, 33, 6.31, 17.28; Mark 15.31; 1 Cor 7.22, also rendering κατὰ τὰ αὐτὰ

(Luke 6.26) andὡσαύτως (Luke 20.31; Mark 12.21; 1 Tim 2.9, 3.11, 5.25).
26 Text and English translation in William Holmes Bennett, The Gothic Commentary on the Gospel of John: skeireins

aiwaggeljons þairh iohannen. A Decipherment, Edition, and Translation (MLA Monograph Series 21; New York: The
Modern Language Association, 1960) 51–82. For online text (taken from Bennett) and several translations, see
The Skeireins Project, www.gotica.de/skeireins/.

27 Knut Schäferdiek, ‘Die Fragmente der “Skeireins” und der Johanneskommentar des Theodor von Herakleia’,
repr. Schwellenzeit, 69–87. On Theodore, see further Matthew R. Crawford, ‘On the Diversity and Influence of
the Eusebian Alliance: The Case of Theodore of Heraclea’, JEH 64 (2013) 227–57, Knut Schäferdiek, ‘Theodor von
Herakleia (328/34-351/55): Ein wenig bekannter Kirchenpolitiker und Exeget des vierten Jahrhunderts’, repr.
Schwellenzeit, 51–68.

28 Ibnaleiksmay differ in connotation, but synonymity is presumed by Hans-Georg Richert, ‘Ni ibnon ak galeika
sweriþa: Überlegungen zum dogmatischen Standpunkt des Skeireinisten’, Festschrift Gottfried Weber zu seinem 70.

Geburtstag überreicht von Frankfurter Kollegen und Schülern (ed. Heinz Otto Burger and Klaus von See; Bad Homburg:
Gehlen, 1967) 11–45, at 27, Schäferdiek ‘Wulfila’, 38.

29 Skeireins Ia.12–15, ni| ibna nih galeiks| unsarai garaih|tein, ‘neither equal to nor like our righteousness’ (Bennett,
Gothic Commentary, 51). Cf., e.g., Epiphanius’ comments on the Eucharistic bread at Ancoratus 57.3 (GCS, n.s.
10/1: 66–7): καὶ ὁρῶμεν ὅτι οὐκ ἴσον ἐστὶν οὐδὲ ὅμοιον οὐ τῇ ἐνσάρκῳ εἰκόνι οὐ τῇ ἀοράτῳ θεότητι οὐ τοῖς

χαρακτῆρσι τῶν μελῶν.
30 Skeireins Vd.11–14, 21–4, ni| ibnon ak galeika| sweriþa usgiba¯| uns laiseiþ… ni ibnaleika fri|jaþwa ak galeika| þairh

þata us|taikneiþ, ‘[John 5.23] teaches us to render similar but not equal honor… Through this [sc. John 17.23] He
designates similar but not equivalent love’ (Bennett, Gothic Commentary, 70).

31 The multiple renderings of ἀρχιερεύς charted by Artūras Ratkus, ‘Greek ἀρχιερεύς in Gothic Translation:
Linguistics and Theology at a Crossroads’, NOWELE 71 (2018) 3–34 are a noteworthy example.

32 Daniel P. Quinlin, ‘Wulfila’s (Mis)translation of Philippians 2:6’, Indogermanische Forschungen 112 (2007) 208–14
is a trenchant restatement of a view as old as the editio princeps: Carolus Octavius Castillionaeus (Carlo Ottavio
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access to the scriptures.33 Though it echoes an ancient understanding of the origins of ‘bar-
barian’ heresy,34 this simple explanation cannot be right. The extant parts of the Gothic
Bible neither suppress difficult passages nor warp others in a subordinationist direction.
Examples that have been proffered are thoroughly unconvincing. To stress father-son lin-
eages in Jesus’ genealogy in Luke 3, for example, or his subjection, until the beginning of his
ministry, to Joseph bears no specially subordinationist implication.35 On the other hand, no
passage offers a neater prooftext for the ontological equality of Father and Son than John
10.30, and here the Gothic heightens their unity by rendering the verb with a rare dual:
ἐγὼ καὶ ὁ πατὴρ (μου) ἕν ἐσμεν becomes ik jah atta meins ain siju, ‘I and my Father are-
[both] one.’36 That verse is representative of a reasonably competent translation. Sometimes
mannered, sometimes nuanced, sometimes frankly misguided, the Gothic bears no resem-
blance to a systematically subordinationist version such as theWatch Tower Bible and Tract
Society’s New World Translation.37

Mere theological bias cannot account for the rendering of galeiks in Phil 2.6. The Gothic
church historian Knut Schäferdiek found a subtler explanation: modern readers have
misunderstood Gothic semantics.38 Again the Skeireins is key. Like other members of the
Eusebian alliance, Theodore of Heracleawas staunchly opposed to the pro-Nicene firebrand
Marcellus of Ancyra, whom they accused of holding to a modalist theology that made the
Logos a temporary ‘expansion’ of an absolutely singular God.39 When the Skeireins declared
that the Son was owed an honour galeiks rather than ibns to the Father’s honour, the com-
mentator was asserting that the honour owed the Son was numerically distinct from the
honour owed the Father, not necessarily that one honourwas less than the other. Ibns there-
fore implied identity, not equality, and galeikswas equivalent to the German gleich.40Wulfila
chose, likewise, to render ἴσα with galeiko so as to avoid the unduly modalist implications
of ibns. The Gothic translation of Phil 2.6 finds its explanation in theological party politics
not of the 360s but of the 340s. Not a wilful misrepresentation, it is an attempt to head off
a position that seemed, to most Eastern bishops, patent heresy (and was rejected by later
pro-Nicene consensus, too).
This conclusion cannot stand, either. To begin with, the semantic argument does not

follow from the theological data. Theodore participated in councils that assigned different

Castiglione), Gothicae versionis epistolarum Divi Pauli ad Galatas, ad Philippenses, ad Colossenses, ad Thessalonicenses pri-

mae quae supersunt ex Ambrosianae Bibliothecae palimpsestis deprompta cum adnotationibus (Milan: Regiis typis, 1835)
63–5.

33 Thus Quinlin, ‘Wulfila’s (Mis)translation’, 213–14.
34 Salvian of Marseille, De gubernatione dei 5.5–8 (CSEL 8: 102–4).
35 Despite Valentine A. Pakis, ‘Homoian Vestiges in the Gothic Translation of Luke 3,23-28’, ZfdA 137 (2008)

277–304.
36 μου, found in a few other witnesses, was presumably present in the Greek Vorlage to the Gothic. The use of

the dual need bear no pro-Nicene implication (Knut Schäferdiek, ‘Der vermeintliche Arianismus der Ulfila-Bibel:
Zum Umgang mit einem Stereotyp’, ZAC 6 (2002) 320–9, at 328; but contrast Falluomini, Gothic Version, 15).

37 Note, for example, the words added in the NWT to Phil 2.6: ‘who, although he was existing in God’s form, did
not even consider the idea of trying to be equal to God’ (italics ours). A detailed discussion of the lexical peculiarities
of the Gothic is in Brendan Wolfe, ‘Greek Nominal Compounds in the Gothic Gospels’, Gothic Studies (ed. Jared S.
Klein and Arturas Ratkus, Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2024) 43–74.

38 Schäferdiek, ‘Wulfila’, 24–6, 37–40, still to be consulted over his later but less-nuanced ‘Der vermeintliche
Arianismus’.

39 See furtherMatthewR. Crawford, ‘TheTriumphof Pro-NiceneTheology overAnti-Monarchian Exegesis: Cyril
of Alexandria and Theodore of Heraclea on John 14.10–11’, JECS 21 (2013) 537–67, at 544–9; with Joseph T. Lienhard,
Contra Marcellum: Marcellus of Ancyra and Fourth-Century Theology (Washington: The Catholic University of America
Press, 1999) 47–103. Skeireins IVd.19–21 (Bennett, Gothic Commentary, 66) lists Markail|liaus (i.e., ‘Marcellius’)
alongside Sabail|liaus.

40 Itself Protean, capable of rendering ὅμοιος and the ἴσα of Phil 2.6. ‘Alike’ best captures the nuance Schäferdiek
put upon it (‘Der vermeintliche Arianismus’, 325, ‘ein[e] Übereinstimmung in einer wesentlichen Beziehung’).
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grades of honour to Father and Son.41 Eusebius of Caesarea, whose late rebuttal toMarcellus
is broadly representative of the Easternmainstream, inferred from John 5.22–3 that the Son
is to be honoured ‘in nearly equal fashion’ or ‘in about the same degree’ (παραπλησίως) to
the Father.42 That terminology asserts a genuine closeness of Son to Father: he has been
‘honoured’, as Eusebius had earlier put it, ‘with the deity of Paternal glory’.43 Without
implying any slight against the Son, Eusebius’ wording still did not place the divine persons
exactly on a level. For this current of Greek theology, gradation and multiplicity, of hon-
our as well as divine hypostases, still went hand-in-hand.44 Ibns, therefore, could still very
well mean ‘equal’. Even more importantly, Schäferdiek’s arguments applied as much to the
putative Greek original of the Skeireins as to the extant Gothic fragments. If ibns boremodal-
ist implications, then so did ἴσος. In rendering Phil 2.6 with galeiko, Wulfila would, under
Schäferdiek’s interpretation of the semantics, still have been doingwhat Schäferdiek hoped
to show that he hadnot: imposing his party’s preconceived interpretations on a Pauline text
that he himself knew to contradict them.
Schäferdiek’s defence of Wulfila collapses back into the position he opposed. It still

points to an essential principle: whatever is going on in Gothic Phil 2.6, the translationmust
reflect contemporary exegesis. We have no sign of a pervasive effort to adjust the biblical
text to subordinationist sympathies, and indeed we would hardly expect such adjustment
of Wulfila. He was an active theologian and teacher, or so we are told by the main source
for his life, a eulogistic letter, written shortly after his death in 383, by a former student,
Auxentius of Durostorum.45 A disputant in Greek, Latin, and Gothic,46Wulfilawill have been
familiar with current exegetical work. Indeed, the Skeireins itself could well be his. He will
have known how to derive a plausible (in his view, orthodox) meaning from passages dif-
ficult for readers who shared his theological sensibilities, just as pro-Nicenes of all eras
have been able to harmonise John 14.28 or Prov 8.22 with the Son’s eternal equality. What
is true of John 10.23 must undoubtedly have been true of Phil 2.6, too. There is therefore
little motivation for intentional distortion of meaning, and mistranslation is less useful a
paradigm than functional equivalence.
The use of galeiko for ἴσα is, after all, only one of several odditieswithin the Christological

hymn. That suggests that Wulfila was trying to convey the passage’s meaning, while devi-
ating from its literal wording. What, then, do we expect a man like him – a subordinationist
theologian of the mid-fourth century – to have made of the opening of the Christological
hymn?

4. Res rapienda and Res retinenda: Gothic Phil 2.6-7 and Subordinationist Theologies

The term ἁρπαγμός, as usual, is the hinge on which interpretation turns. We would expect
theologians convinced of the Son’s inferiority to find, in the celebration of Christ’s humble
obedience and his refusal to treat equality with God as ‘robbery’, a proof that he had not set
himself equal to his begetter. This appears indeed to have been the standard view among
adherents of the Homoian creed in the late fourth and fifth centuries. In Greek, the evi-
dence is weak: just John Chrysostom’s indication that a res rapienda interpretation of Phil

41 Thus explicitly, in the ‘Second’ or ‘Dedication’ Creed of Antioch 341 (Brennecke, Dok. 41.4.6); cf. Sirmium 351
(Dok. 47.3.19).

42 Eusebius, De ecclesiastica theologia 2.7.14 (Klostermann and Hansen, Eusebius Werke, vol. 4, 106).
43 Contra Marcellum 1.13.6, θεότητι πατρικῆς δόξης τετιμημένος (Klostermann and Hansen, Eusebius Werke, vol.

4, 74).
44 Cf. Lienhard, Contra Marcellum, 38–42.
45 See n. 9, above.
46 So Auxentius, Epistula 33 (CCSL 87: 163) / 53–4 (SC 267: 242–4)= fol. 306r–v.
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2.6 was a customary ‘Arian’ talking point, and a few vaguer parallels.47 Two Latin writers
seem, however, to take res rapienda for granted. One, whose fragmentary work is preserved
in palimpsest, quotes an ally of Arius: Athanasius of Anazarbus, one of very few recorded to
have defended the ex nihilo creation of the Son.48 According to the later Latin writer, who
appears to be endorsing his views, this Athanasius had written, ‘The Son does not raise
himself against the Father, nor does he think that there are equal things with God; but he
yields to his Father and confesses, teaching all, “The Father is greater.”’49 The greatness of
the Father consists in his properly divine attributes (perpetual existence, aseity, etc.). The
Son, therefore, is fully aware of the Father’s superiority, and, if the original wording is faith-
fully reflected in translation (neque putat paria esse), οὐχ ἁρπαγμὸν ἡγήσατο is really just
a circumlocution for οὐχ ἡγήσατο.50 So great is the gap in status that a seizure of equality
is, quite literally, unthinkable.

Res rapienda also appears to be the viewadopted by the LatinHomoiandisputantwe know
best. Augustine’s last in-person sparring partner, Maximinus, had accompanied Gothic-
speaking Roman troops to North Africa in 427. He was very likely the author, some years
later, of the work that preserves Auxentius’ letter on Wulfila and praises Arius himself for
his orthodoxy.51 In the Christological hymn, quoted at the outset of his long disquisition,
Maximinus found proof of the Son’s subordination.52 Augustine, however, had argued that
the non rapinam (οὐχ ἁρπαγμὸν) of Phil 2.6 proved that Christ was equal to the Father by
nature.53Maximinus returns to the point, quoting Phil 2.6 several sections into his disquisi-
tion. ‘This the blessed apostle Paul has taught us, that he did not seize it, nor do we say so.’54

The wording is compressed, even ironical, and, though Maximinus insists a little later that
he has given his party’s opinion on the passage,55 he never actually explains how Phil 2.6 is
to be interpreted. It was therefore left to Augustine to tease out the logic in his two-book
rebuttal to Maximinus’ speech. ‘If ’, Augustine asks, ‘you confess “the form of God”, why
don’t you openly confess the Son of God equal to God?’ Maximinus, he insinuates, could not
turn to his advantage the apostle’s words in Phil 2.6, and so he said:

‘That he did not seize it, nor do we say so’, as if ‘He did not seize’ meant ‘he did not
have (equality to God)’; and so the statement, He did not deem it robbery to be equal to
God, is tantamount to saying, ‘He didnot deem that equalitywithGod should be seized,

47 John Chrysostom, In epistolam Pauli ad Philippenses 6.2 (PG 62: 220); cf. Cyril of Alexandria, De sancta trinitate

dialogi 484d–e (SC 237: 78), focused on Phil 2.9, Epiphanius, Ancoratus 45.1 (GCS, n.s. 10/1: 55), and ps.-Athanasius,
De sancta trinitate dialogus 1.26 (PG 28: 1156).

48 By Athanasius of Alexandria, De synodis 17.4 (SC 563: 232), with R.P.C. Hanson, ‘Who Taught ἐξ οὐκ ὄντων?’,
Arianism: Historical and Theological Reassessments, Papers from The Ninth International Conference on Patristic Studies,

September 5–10, 1983, Oxford, England (ed. Robert C. Gregg; Patristic Monograph Series 11; Philadelphia: The
Philadelphia Patristic Foundation, 1985) 79–83.

49 Bobbio fr. 4 (CCSL 87: 235), No(n) |enim se erigit filius |contra patrem, neque |putat paria esse cum |d(e)o, cedit autem
patri |suo et fatetur docens |omnes quia pater maior.

50 The rendering by an eighteenth-century English ‘Arian’, William Whiston, successor to Isaac Newton in the
Lucasian Professorship at Trinity College, Cambridge, offers a neat parallel: Christ ‘did not assume to be equal to
God’ (Primitive Christianity Reviv’d (vol. 4; London: 1711) 250).

51 See n. 9, above, with Gryson, Scolies, 69–75, Neil B. McLynn, ‘From Palladius to Maximinus: Passing the Arian
Torch’, JECS 4 (1996) 477–93.

52 Conlatio cum Maximino 15.1 (CCSL 87A: 420–2).
53 Conlatio cum Maximino 14.5 (CCSL 87A: 411).
54 Conlatio cumMaximino 15.15 (CCSL 87A: 444–5), Et quia non rapinam arbitratus est esse aequalis Deo, hoc nos beatus

apostolus Paulus instruit. Quod ille non rapuit, nec nos dicimus.
55 Conlatio cum Maximino 15.15 (CCSL 87A: 447).

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0028688524000353 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0028688524000353


‘A Thing Like God’ 541

inasmuch as it was alien to him’ – for a robber is a usurper of another’s property – as
if the Son was unwilling, though he could, to seize it.56

Here, Augustine must have the right of it. The equality of the Trinitarian persons is con-
stantly opposed by the Latin non-Nicenes, andMaximinus is no exception, thoughhe dwells
chiefly on the status of the Holy Spirit.57 Maximinus can only mean that the Son did not
aspire to an equality he did not possess.
The doctrines of the Latin Homoians neatly match those Auxentius attributes to

Wulfila.58 It is therefore striking how poor a fit res rapienda is for Gothic Phil 2.6. As we saw,
the Gothic version eliminates the parallelism between μορφῇ θεοῦ and μορφὴν δούλου but
replaces it with a parallelism between galeiko guda and galeikja manne. If Wulfila really does
have Paul say that Christ ‘did not seize for himself likeness to God’ yet did take on ‘like-
ness to men’, then Paul would be denying that the Son is like the Father at all. That view is
improbable from a sincere Homoian. Claiming to relay Wulfila’s own theology, Auxentius
speaks of the Father ‘making’ (fecit) and ‘creating’ (crea|uit) the Son, but insists that Father
and Son alone deserve the title ‘God’ and that each is creator, while all other beings (includ-
ing the Holy Spirit) are creaturae.59 The Christ of the Latin Homoians is unlike the Father in
important ways, but, as God and creator in a lesser, derived sense, he is still both divine and
like the Father in a way absolutely nothing else is.
Though galeiko guda softens the implications of ἴσα θεῷ, it can only be construed in a

way that attributes divine status (in whatever degree) to Christ. The new parallelism with
galeikjamanneputs a decisive shift at the incarnation, and so implies thatwulwa (ἁρπαγμός)
is to be taken in the sense that Wright terms res retinenda. That Christ had ‘let go’ of divine
glory was a venerable interpretation. An early example stresses Christ’s refusal to promote
himself at the Father’s expense: the martyrs of Vienne and Lyons, killed after riots in 177,
imitated Christ to such a degree ‘that, though they existed in such glory… they did not
proclaim themselves martyrs’.60 The point of Phil 2.6, by implication, is that Christ was
divine yet refused to promote his own divinity. That view shades over into res rapienda, but
of the prerogatives or glory, not the attributes, of the Father: a viewwith echoes both in the
firmly subordinationist Novatian and in Nicaea’s Latin champion, Hilary of Poitiers.61 For
Origen in his commentary on John, Christ’s refusal to think equality with God ἁρπαγμός
was expressed in his willingness ‘to become a slave for the salvation of the world’.62

That refusal displayed the love that led him to associate with sinners, ‘to descend as far

56 Contra Maximinum 1.5 (CCSL 87A: 501–2), ideo dixisti: «quod ille non rapuit, nec nos dicimus», tamquam hoc sit ‘non

rapuit’, quod est ‘non habuit’, id est, aequalitatem Dei; atque ita dictum sit: Non rapinam arbitratus est esse aequalis Deo, ac si

diceretur: ‘Non arbitratus est esse rapiendam aequalitatemDei, eo quod ab illo fuerit aliena’ – raptor enim rei alienae usurpator

est –, tamquam hoc Filius, cum posset, rapere noluisset.
57 Conlatio cum Maximino 11, 12, 13, 15.3, 15.14–15, 17 (CCSL 87A: 395, 397, 408, 422, 438–47, 450). Aequalitas: Uta

Heil, Avitus von Vienne und die hom ̈oische Kirche der Burgunder (Patristische Texte und Studien 66; Berlin/Boston: De
Gruyter, 2011) 214–20.

58 M. Simonetti, ‘Arianesimo latino’, Studi medievali 8 (1967) 663–744, esp. 688.
59 Auxentius, Epistula 25, 27 (CCSL 87: 160–1) / 43, 46 (SC 267: 236–8) = fol. 304v–305r. That Christ is not a crea-

tura/κτίσμαwas a typical Gothic view: Theodoret, Historia Ecclesiastica 4.37.4 (GCS, n.s. 5: 274). This does not mean
that he and the Father were creator in exactly the same way: see further n. 73, below.

60 Eusebius, Historia ecclesiastica 5.2.2 (GCS, n.s. 6/1: 428).
61 Novatian, De trinitate 22.6 (CCSL 4: 55), Ex quo probatur numquam arbitratum illum esse rapinam quandam diuini-

tatem, ut aequaret se Patri Deo. Hilary, De synodis 69 (SC 621: 354), Patri similis est uirtute, honore, natura. Patri subiectus

est ut auctori: nec se per rapinam Deo, cuius in forma manebat, aequauit, obediens usque ad mortem fuit (italics fol-
lowing critical edition). Elsewhere, Hilary construes the verse as res rapta or res retinenda: In Constantium 19 (SC 334:
204–6), De trinitate 8.45 (CCSL 62A: 358), 12.6 (CCSL 62A: 583).

62 Origen, Commentarii in euangelium Iohannis 1.32.231–2 (SC 120: 172–4).
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as death on behalf of the impious’.63 Origen’s follower Eusebius of Caesarea, squaring
off against Marcellus of Ancyra, found in the passage proof of Christ’s pre-existence and
distinctness from the Father.64

Neither Origen nor Eusebius is concerned, in these passages, to specify just in what way
Christ was ἴσα θεῷ. Phil 2 served not to prove Christ’s strict equality with God but his divin-
ity as such. Theologians of the late 350s and 360s developed that thought further, in ways
strikingly parallel to Gothic Phil 2.6. In 358, the ‘Homoiousian’ Basil of Ancyra, defending
Christ’s likeness to the Father ‘in essence’, held that Christ’s existing ‘in the form of God’
and being ‘equal’ to God meant that he had ‘the properties of the deity’.65 In 366, a similar
view was advanced by a sometime ally of Valens of Mursa and Ursacius of Singidunum, the
leadingWestern proponents of the Homoian formula. Accused of going beyond the 359/360
councils by asserting the Son’s likeness to the Father ‘in all things, except Unbegottenness,
Germinius of Sirmium doubled down.66 ‘Who would not perceive’, Germinius asked, ‘that,
just as our flesh was true in Christ according to “the form of a servant”, so also the divinity
of the Father in the Son was true “in the form of God”?’67

Neither Germinius nor Basil is asserting Christ’s equality with the Father. Aequalitas and
ἰσότης are absent, and in fact Basil and his allies concluded from John 5.19 that the Father
acts ‘sovereignly’ (αὐθεντικῶς), but the Son ‘servantly’ (ὑπουργικῶς) – a doctrine that
Basil had already inferred from the lack of articles in ἐν μορφῇ θεοῦ and ἴσα θεῷ.68 They
nonetheless found inPhil 2.6 a statement that Father andSonwere, in all respects not touch-
ing on Fatherhood and Sonship, alike. The interpretations advanced by the ‘Homoiousians’
and by Germinius represent the converse of a famous pro-Nicene argument. For Hilary of
Poitiers, to predicate similitudo naturae of Father and Son was to declare their equality.69

Germinus avoids the language of ‘nature’, but otherwise inverts the proposition.When Paul
called Christ ‘equal’ to the Father, hewas according himhomologous attributes. Phil 2.6 was
about the Son’s divinity, yet still allowed the distinctness that the most radical pro-Nicenes
seemed to deny.
Both Basil and Germinius accused Valens and Ursacius – like their fellow Eusebian,

Wulfila, from the Danube region – of wanting to hold the Son dissimilar, at least in
certain attributes, to the Father.70 That is the flipside to the profession of ‘similarity’ that
Auxentius credits to Wulfila. In an echo of the Homoian creed, Wulfila taught ‘that the Son
was similar to his Father … according to the Scriptures and tradition’, but his teaching,

63 Origen, Commentarii in euangelium Iohannis 6.57.294 (SC 157: 352). Origen applies the idea to the human soul of
Christ, united on his view with the Logos before conception: Commentarii in euangelium Iohannis 32.25.326 (SC 385:
326); Contra Celsum 4.18 (SC 136: 226–8); Homilia II in Psalmum 15.3 (GCS, n.s. 19: 95, 97).

64 Eusebius, Contra Marcellum 1.4.36; De ecclesiastica theologia 1.13.6, 20.59–64 (Klostermann, Eusebius Werke, vol.
4, 25, 73–4, 90–1).

65 The synodical letter is preserved by Epiphanius, Panarion 73.2.1–11.11= Brennecke, et al., Dok. 55, here section
24: οὕτω καὶ ὁ ὑιός… καὶ «ἐν μορφῇ ὑπάρχων θεοῦ» καὶ «ἴσα» ὤν θεῷ, τὰ μὲν ἰδιώματα εἶχε τῆς θεότητος.

66 The relevant documents, excerpted fromHilary’s lost anti-Arianhistory, are preserved in Collectanea antiariana
Parisina, B V, A III, B VI (CSEL 65: 159–60, 47–8, 160–4) = Brennecke, Dok. 78.1–3; see further Daniel H. Williams,
‘Another Exception to Later Fourth-Century “Arian” Typologies: The Case of Germinius of Sirmium’, JECS 4 (1996)
335–57.

67 Brennecke, Dok. 78.3.1, quis non intellegat, quia, quemadmodum secundum servi formam vera fuit caro nostra in

Christo, ita et in dei forma vera sit divinitas patris in filio?
68 Brennecke, Dok. 58.12; cf. the compressed 55.25. George of Laodicea appears to have authored this second

statement (Epiphanius, Panarion 73.12.1–22.8): Mark DelCogliano, ‘George of Laodicea: A Historical Reassessment’,
JEH 62 (2011) 667–92, at 689 n. 103.

69 Hilary, De synodis 72–6 (SC 621: 358–70); cf. the similar arguments, focused on the term ὁμοούσιος, of
Athanasius, De synodis 41–2 (SC 563: 318–24).

70 The former, however, more obliquely: Brennecke, Dok. 55.4, 78.3.3.
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as Auxentius describes it, underscored the differences between Father and Son.71 Thus,
Auxentius lists off a massive string of attributes proper to the Father alone and, while the
Son’s titles are lacunose, only deus and auctor, among those that remain, is shared with the
Father. Even the perfectly scriptural dominus is the Son’s alone.72 As divine creator of the
universe, Christ is like the Father, who is his own, even more truly divine, creator.73 On the
fine points, he is distinct.
This, as we have said, is much the same teachingwe find in the later Latin Homoians, and

that seems in Maximinus’ hands to undergird a res rapienda interpretation. It was, however,
hardly an innovation of the 380s. Athanasius of Anazarbus had advanced a similar reading
decades earlier, as hadNovatian long before the Arian controversy began.74 It clearlywas an
exegetical possibility all along, but only happens to emerge relatively late in texts related
to the controversy. The res retinenda interpretation may by the same token have remained
‘live’, especially among Greek-speaking Homoians who could read Origen and Eusebius. It is
nonetheless possible that we are seeing a trace of the sectarian hardening of the Homoian
movement, as their creed, once upheld by emperors, became the confession of a separatist,
minority church, following thepro-Nicene settlement in 381.75 Certainly,Wulfila’s teaching,
as relayed by Auxentius, looks like a product of recent controversy, with its intense stress
on the inferiority of the Holy Spirit and desire to exclude positions, focused on the Son’s
equality or close likeness, that theHomoian creed hadnot explicitly ruled out.76 If so, Gothic
Phil 2.6 will likely be a relict of a time when Wulfila held to a more generous view of the
Son’s divinity, akin, maybe, to that of the late Eusebius of Caesarea. Otherwise, it shows
him transmitting for Gothic-speaking posterity an interpretation of the passage that was
firmly traditional, but out of step with his private theological opinion. Either way, it owes
no more to the staunch subordinationism of the Latin Homoian mainstream than it does to
Nicene belief in the Son’s full equality. What we are seeing is a longstanding Greek exegesis
crystallised into the Gothic text.

5. Conclusion: Functional Equivalence in Gothic

Why, then, did Wulfila (or an assistant) choose to remodel the text so extensively? A desire
to communicate basic theological tenets more clearly was surely part of the motivation.
Though the Gothic version cannot be taken in a crassly ‘Arian’ sense, it does look like an
attempt to tie the passage more neatly to what will have seemed, in Wulfila’s day, the cen-
tral themes of Christian theology: in particular, the fact that Christ is (in whatever sense)

71 Auxentius, Epistula 27 (CCSL 87: 161) / 46 (SC 267: 238)= fol. 305r.
72 Auxentius, Epistula 24, 26 (CCSL 87: 160–1) / 42, 44 (SC 267: 236–8)= fol. 304v–305r. Even auctor is somewhat

doubtful: its usage in reference to the Son possibly included a genitive, which will have made it clear that he was
auctor in a narrower sense than the Father.

73 Here we encounter theological ambiguity. The Homoian creed, as signed by Wulfila at Constantinople in 360,
had adopted the clipped wording of 1 Cor 8.6: all things were ‘from’ the Father (ἐξ οὗ τὰ πάντα, Brennecke, Dok.
62.5.1). Did this mean that the Father was properly creator of the universe, or merely that he had authorised its
creation by the Son? At Epistula 27 (CCSL 87: 161) / 46 (SC 267: 238) = fol. 305r, Auxentius appears to adopt the
latter view: et patrem quidem |creatorem esse creạ|toris, filium uer⟦o⟧ |creatorem esse totius creationis. A devout Homoian
could certainly hold, however, that the Father was creator of the created world (thus, Bobbio fr. 14 (CCSL 87: 250)
calls him unus |creator et opifex uni|uersitatis). Auxentius may not have intended to deny it, only to preserve the
supremacy of the Father as the ultimate creator even of our intermediate creator.

74 Quoted at nn. 49, 61, above.
75 For this ‘caesura’, see Hanns Christof Brennecke, ‘Introduction: Framing the Historical and Theological

Problems’, Arianism: Roman Heresy and Barbarian Creed (ed. Guido M. Berndt and Roland Steinacher; Farnham:
Ashgate, 2014) 1–19, at 17–18.

76 Despite Tarmo Toom, ‘Ulfila’s Creedal Statement and Its Theology’, JECS 29 (2021) 525–52, at 548, Wulfila’s
creed really does deny ‘the Spirit’s full divinity’.
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genuinely both human and divine, while still distinct from the Father. The question, then,
is why this doctrine would have seemed in need of clarification. Here, we would suggest
that the other aspects of the passage are significant. In immediate context, the deployment
of galeiko guda looks like an attempt to retain and realign the parallelism deleted from the
translation of ἐν μορφῇ θεοῦ and μορφὴν δούλου. We know we are missing vital pieces
of the puzzle: virtually everything, in fact, about traditional Gothic culture, including its
pre-Christian religion and extra-biblical semantics.77 Instead of the question, so salient in
modern exegesis, of what to make of ἁρπαγμός and Christ’s ‘equality’, could the starting
point actually have been the problem of divine ‘form’ or ‘shape’?
We have an expression for the ‘shape’ of God in a text intended for public reading to an

uneducated, still-converting people out of reach of established, Graeco-Roman apologetic.
We also have a reference to the ‘servility’ of Christ, parallel in Greek to the ‘shape’ of God
but set apart from it in the Gothic. It seems unlikely that *skaunei, connoting ‘splendour’,
could have been linked with skalkis. Could Wulfila have had a good reason to avoid link-
ing wlits with guda, as well? Perhaps wlits, implying ‘face’, seemed to make the μορφὴ θεοῦ
into a literal idol. Less excusably, could Wulfila simply have wanted to soften the shock-
ing juxtaposition of Almighty God and servitude, out of concern that it would repulse his
Gothic audience? Another possibility, in keeping with the exegetical sophistication of the
rendering as a whole, would relate to the widespread understanding of the Old Testament
theophanies as the work of the Son. Might the translator have been trying to make it clear
that the Son’s divinity, though not strictly invisible, was still immeasurably grander and
more radiant than Christ’s human ‘aspect’?
The intention behind the translation is shrouded in the same obscurity that cloaks the

rest of early Gothic culture. It is clear, however, that Wulfila’s reasons for translating the
passage thus must have lain in some interplay between Greek theological consensus and
Gothic semantics. Gothic Phil 2.6–8 is not an overtly pro-Homoian or anti-Marcellan text. It
is a representation, in an ancient counterpart to modern ‘functionally equivalent’ trans-
lation, of the interpretation at which influential Greek exegetes had long since arrived.
Though a complete resolution of this passage’s puzzles is impossible, this realisation bears
two important consequences, one for fourth-century church history and its extensivemod-
ern historiography, the other for the interplay between Germanic philology and study of
the New Testament. Scholars have learned to question the traditional label ‘Arian’, which
homogenises dramatically different theological views. ‘Homoian’ has become its customary
replacement, for the phase of the controversy after 359/360, but it, too, bears only limited
utility in theological analysis. Properly a descriptor of a compromise creed and not – at least
before the 380s – of a coherent, doctrinally united faction of bishops, ‘Homoian’, like ‘Arian’,
offers nomore than an approximate placement, among the available theological options, of
a given churchman’s position.78 As the examples of Germinius, Maximinus, and the Wulfila
of the Gothic Bible reveal, adherents of the Homoian creed could take markedly different
views on such weighty prooftexts as Phil 2.6, and remain responsive to prior exegetical
tradition as they did so. The second consequence promises to reshape the modern reading
of the Gothic Bible. Wulfila’s version has long been interrogated, without deeper consid-
eration, for traces of ‘Arianism’. The Gothic Christological hymn illustrates a much more
dynamic interplay among ancient exegesis, theology and translation practices. Our con-
clusion as well as the methodology by which we have reached it invite new and deeper

77 See Andreas Schwarcz, ‘Cult and Religion among the Tervingi and the Visigoths and Their Conversion to
Christianity’, The Visigoths from the Migration Period to the Seventh Century: An Ethnographic Perspective (ed. Peter
Heather; Studies in Historical Archaeoethnology 4; Woodbridge: The Boydell Press, 1999) 447–59.

78 For other criticisms, see Sara Parvis, ‘Was Ulfila Really a Homoian?’ in Berndt and Steinacher, Arianism, 49–65.
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attention to Wulfila’s exegetical and translational methods throughout the extant frag-
ments. It also undercuts the assumption, as inveterate as the focus on ‘Arian’ theology, that
he rendered the Greek through strict lexical equivalence. As this passage reveals, the Gothic
can also represent the best exegetical insights of theGreek theological tradition, up through
Wulfila’s own day.
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