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Assessing the Authenticity of the Greek Fragments on Psalm 22 
(LXX) attributed to Cyril of Alexandria 

Matthew R. Crawford, Durham, UK 

 
 All that remains from Cyril of Alexandria’s apparently lengthy Commentary on the 

Psalms are fragments gathered from the catenae. The largest collection of these fragments is 

in Patrologia Graeca 69,717-1273, which is simply a reprint of Cardinal Mai’s nineteenth-

century collection. As Rondeau has noted, this collection is something of an ‘inextricable 

hodgepodge’ (‘fatras inextricable’), since it undoubtedly contains fragments that belong to 

other authors.i For this reason, the few studies of Cyril’s exegesis that exist, such as the 

classic work by Alexander Kerrigan, usually ignore these fragments, and little work has been 

done to sort out which fragments are authentic and which belong to other authors.ii Although 

Devreesse pointed out a number of fragments in this collection that he regarded as 

authentically Cyrilline, he did not discuss those pertaining to Psalm 22 (LXX), and the few 

other studies that have appeared since also have not dealt with them.iii In this paper I examine 

the authenticity of the seven fragments on Psalm 22 that are attributed to Cyril in Mai’s 

collection, and I conclude that six of them are indeed Cyril’s, while one is probably not his 

and remains of uncertain provenance. In assessing the authenticity of these fragments I 

proceed on three fronts. The first is the occurrence of distinctive Cyrilline vocabulary and 

phrases. As was noted decades ago by F. L. Cross, Cyril’s corpus presents an idiosyncratic 

vocabulary, as it contains over 1,000 words ‘which occur either in Cyril alone or in Cyril for 

the first time or in Cyril more frequently than in the whole of the rest of Greek literature 

taken together’.iv Therefore, occurrence of these terms is a good indication of Cyrilline 

authorship. The second avenue of investigation is to compare the fragments with the biblical 

passages and theological themes that are prominent in Cyril’s unquestioned works. The final 

way forward, and the weakest one of the three, is to consider whether or not the fragments are 
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similar enough to the exegesis of other commentators on the psalter to conclude that a 

Cyrilline fragment actually belongs to another author. Others in the eastern tradition who 

commented on the psalter, and whose works might have been falsely attributed to Cyril, 

include Origen, Eusebius of Caesarea, Basil of Caesarea, and Didymus the Blind. Before 

looking at the fragments on Psalm 22, we should make one qualification. Even if there is 

good evidence that certain fragments indeed originate with Cyril, it is almost certain that a 

degree of paraphrasing or shortening has taken place, as can be seen in the two different 

recensions of the prologue to his commentary.v 

 The first fragment contained in PG is a comment on the superscription of the Psalm, 

‘A psalm of David’.vi There is no distinctive Cyrilline vocabulary in this fragment, but it does 

contain an allusion to a biblical text that is prominent in Cyril’s other writings. The phrase 

διδακτοὶ Θεοῦ γεγονότες (‘I will make them taught by God’) is a clear allusion to Isaiah 

54:13, a passage that he used several times in his corpus to refer to the teaching of Christ, as 

he does here in his exegesis of Psalm 22.vii It is also significant that this Isaianic text was 

quoted by the author of the fourth gospel with respect to the teaching of Jesus in John 6:45. In 

his Commentary on the Gospel of John, Cyril interpreted John 6 with reference to Psalm 22, 

so the textual connection between Isaiah 54:13 and Psalm 22, which is present in this 

fragment, is also implicit in his Johannine commentary through their joint linkage with John 

6.viii Furthermore, this fragment is clearly connected thematically with the fragments that 

follow, strengthening the case that this is an authentically Cyrilline passage. 

 The second fragment attributed to Cyril comments on the next line of the psalm, and 

the evidence for its authenticity is more straightforward.ix The text contains the compound 

verb ἐνσηκάζω, a word that does not appear in any author prior to Cyril, though he uses it 

several times, always with reference to an enclosure (αὐλή) for sheep, as he does here.x 

According to Thesaurus Linguae Graecae, the word is not used again until much later 

Byzantine texts, leaving little doubt that this text comes from Cyril’s pen. The evidence for 
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fragment three is similar, as it contains the phrase εὐανδρία πνευματική which is uniquely 

Cyrilline, and occurs repeatedly in his extant works.xi The only non-Cyrilline occurrence of 

the phrase that I can find is in a fragment on Psalm 36:11 attributed to Origenxii, so we may 

safely conclude that this fragment on Psalm 22 belongs to Cyril, and tentatively propose that 

the fragment on Psalm 36:11 attributed to Origen might also be his. 

 Fragment four offers an interpretation of the same line of Psalm 22 as the preceding 

fragment.xiii In the earlier fragment Cyril interpreted the ‘grass’ and ‘water’ of the psalm as 

Scripture and the Spirit respectively, while in the present fragment the author interprets these 

same symbols as paradise and baptism. There is no distinctly Cyrilline language in this 

passage, and the evidence for its authenticity is therefore more ambiguous. One argument for 

its authenticity is that the fragment does not closely match the interpretations of the same 

verse offered in other extant patristic authors. Eusebius and Theodoret both interpreted the 

‘water’ in Psalm 22 as baptism, but this is only a superficial similarity to the fragment at 

hand.xiv A second argument for its authenticity is that this fragment, when joined with the 

previous one, implies a parallel between paradise and Scripture, which are both symbolized 

by the ‘grass’ of the psalm, and in at least one other undisputed passage, Cyril makes the 

same comparison.xv Moreover, the wording of this fragment implies that it follows a previous 

interpretation of the same verse, since it presents its interpretation of the ‘grass’ and ‘water’ 

as a ‘more proper’ (κυριω ́τερον) interpretation.xvi Thus, we can say that there is no good 

evidence to suggest that this fragment is not Cyril’s, that it displays a known Cyrilline 

analogy, though one that was not necessarily unique to him, and that it implies a connection 

with the previous fragment in the series. In the absence of any good evidence to the contrary, 

we should probably trust the witness of the catenist that this fragment also comes from his 

commentary.  

 Fragment five contains a comment on Psalm 22:4 (‘For even if I walk in the midst of 

the shadow of death’), and offers a further elaboration on the theme of baptism.xvii Baptism is 
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compared to ‘death’, in the Pauline sense of ‘being baptized into the death of Christ’ (cf. Rom 

6:3). In addition, the fragment gives a short comment on the distinction between a ‘natural 

and common death’ (ὁ φυσικὸς καὶ κοινὸς θάνατος), which seems to mean the death of the 

body, and the ‘freely chosen death of the soul’ (τοῦ προαιρετικοῦ θανάτου, τοῦ τῆς ψυχῆς), 

which is the ‘true death’. These brief remarks add little to the themes of the previous 

fragments, and, in fact, are almost certainly not Cyril’s. At least two earlier authors describe 

the ‘shadow of death’ as a ‘common death’ when commenting upon Psalm 22:4. Eusebius of 

Caesarea notes that the ‘common death’ (τὸν κοινόν θάνατον) is the ‘release of the soul from 

the body’, in contrast to the ‘death of the soul’. The ‘shadow of death’ spoken of by the 

psalmist cannot refer to the former, because those in the church do not experience the death 

of the soul.xviii Didymus similarly describes the ‘shadow of death’ as the ‘common death’ in 

his lecture on this verse, although he does not contrast it with any other sort of death.xix Both 

authors are perhaps following the lead of Origen, since there is a fragment on this verse 

attributed to Origen, which, though of uncertain authorship, offers a strikingly similar 

interpretation, even using the exact phrase from the supposedly Cyrilline fragment, ‘the 

natural and common death’.xx The authenticity of this fragment attributed to Origen is 

unclear, but it must bear some relationship to the fragment at hand that is attributed to Cyril. 

Whatever the case, it would be unlikely for Cyril at this point to begin following the lead of 

Eusebius and Didymus, while thus far in his exegesis of Psalm 22 he has clearly departed 

from them. The dominant motif in the exegesis of both these previous authors is the progress 

of the soul, a theme that is lacking in the other fragments attributed to Cyril on Psalm 22. 

Moreover, I can find nowhere else in Cyril’s voluminous corpus where he makes use of the 

contrast between a ὁ κοινός θάνατος and a ὁ θάνατος τῆς ψυχῆς, while the phrase does show 

up in other authors like Didymus.xxi A further argument that this fragment is not from Cyril is 

that when he comments upon the ‘shadow of death’ in his Isaianic commentary, he simply 

identifies it with a spiritual kind of death experienced by those who are ignorant of Christ, 
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and does not contrast it with any other kind of death.xxii For these reasons, it seems best to 

regard the fragment as not authentically Cyrilline, and as standing in the tradition of 

Eusebius, Didymus, and perhaps Origen. 

 The evidence for fragment six is straightforward, since it contains two phrases that are 

distinctly Cyrilline.xxiii First, ἡ ἀληθής εὐζωΐα occurs only in Cyril’s writings,xxiv and, 

similarly, ἡ πνευματική εὐεξία occurs almost exclusively in Cyril’s works.xxv The only non-

Cyrilline usages of the latter phrase that I can find are one occurrence in a homily by Basil of 

Caesarea, and two in much later Byzantine authors.xxvi Thus, on the basis of these phrases, the 

authenticity of fragment six can be regarded as settled. Fragment seven contains no distinctly 

Cyrilline vocabulary, but there is good reason to think that it also is authentic.xxvii In the 

fragment the author spiritually interprets the phrase ‘dwelling in the house of the Lord for 

length of days’ (Ps 22:6), presenting it as a reference to the ‘immutability of the hope of the 

saints’, and offering as a type of this hope the Sabbath rest of Israel. In his commentary on 

John 7:24 Cyril offers the same typological interpretation of the Sabbath rest, and both there 

and in his interpretation of Psalm 22:6, he quotes or alludes to Romans 11:29 to substantiate 

the point.xxviii The similarity of theology and textual resonances in both places suggest that 

this final fragment is genuine.  

 In conclusion I wish to note two points. First, according to the description in 

Thesaurus Linguae Graecae, the psalter fragments attributed to Cyril amount to over 100,000 

words. Undoubtedly a portion of these belong to other authors, as I have argued here that one 

of the seven fragments on Psalm 22 is probably not authentic. However, if further work can 

be done to sort through these fragments, it would open up a significant amount of primary 

text as a further avenue of research on Cyril’s exegesis, one that has, as of yet, only barely 

been explored. Second, I believe that based on the evidence examined in this paper we can 

extend the observation of Cross noted at the outset. Cyril’s distinctive language includes not 

only a penchant for coining neologisms, but also extends to his phraseology. This observation 
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could prove useful in further evaluating passages that might be of uncertain authenticity. 
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