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WHO KNOWS HIS ARISTOTLE BETTER?
APROPOS OF THE PHILOSOPHICAL POLEMICS

OF GREGORY NAZIANZEN
AGAINST THE EUNOMIANS

INTRODUCTION

From what little is left from the texts of Eunomius, Aëtius, and from
the testimony of their opponents and the church historians we know
that the leaders of the Anomoeans, postulated methodological advantages
of their mode of theological argumentation and that they acquired a
reputation for being strong logicians. This status quo induced Gregory
Nazianzen to engage in epistemological and methodological debate with
Eunomius. At the beginning of his first theological oration Gregory
expressed his intention to set out who can and ought to philosophize
about God, and when, before whom, and to what extent, this should be
done. 1 This combination of methodological (how to approach and think
through incomprehensible divine knowledge, how to explicate it), epis-
temological (how to justify Christian faith and the correct interpretation
of the Bible), and pedagogical (how to teach Christian doctrine and
transmit the Bible) issues formed the framework of Gregory’s theological
orations.

1. Cf. GREGORY NAZIANZEN, Or. 27,3. Cf. J. BARBEL (ed.), Gregor von Nazianz. Die
fünf Theologischen Reden, Düsseldorf, 1963. Transl.: C. G. BROWNE, J. E. SWALLOW

(transl.), in P. SCHAFF, H. WACÉ (eds.), Gregory Nazianzen, Select Orations, Buffalo (NY),
coll. “Nicene and Post-Nicene Fathers of the Christian Church”, 2nd Series, 7. 1894,
(http://www.newadvent.org/fathers/3102.htm).
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Some scholars have noted a methodological aspect in Gregory’s dis-
cussion with the Eunomians. Thus, Gallay and Bernardi maintained that
the methodological concern of Nazianzen is particularly clear in orations
27 and 28. 2 Norris has noted that in Gregory’s mind the debate with
the Eunomians emerged from a “basic disagreement about methodology,
about paideia”, albeit he affirmed that Gregory’s orations were not
concerned with the question of a theological method.3 Despite these
remarks, none of the mentioned scholars pursued special study of the
methodological and epistemological strand of Gregory’s orations,
although Norris encouraged such research inquiry. 4

In this short paper, I examine some of the methodological and epis-
temological aspects of Gregory’s polemics with the Eunomians. I shall
start by sketching Gregory’s polemical strategy, which revolved around
the types of definition and predication, specified by Aristotle. I shall also
touch upon the influence of the Stoic theory of categories and Origen’s
exegetical techniques on Gregory’s classification of the scriptural names
of Christ. Finally, I shall trace Aristotelian theory of essential predication
at the background of Gregory’s teaching about the proper name of God
(sc. “He who is, οJ ω[ν”, cf. Ex 3:14) and demonstrate how he took advan-
tage of his philosophical education in claiming superiority of his theo-
logical method to that of the Eunomians.

THE TYPES OF DEFINITION AND THE STOIC THEORY

OF CATEGORIES IN THE POLEMICS OF GREGORY

The issue at stake in the doctrine of Eunomius concerned the correct
definition of God, which, in terms of Aristotelian philosophy, means an
essential predication of the divine substance. 5 Eunomius claimed that
God the Father is an unbegotten essence, while God the Son is a begotten

2. Cf. P. GALLAY, Grégoire de Nazianze, Discours 27-31 (Discours théologiques), Paris,
SC, 250, 1978, p. 8-10, 84 ; J. BERNARDI, La Prédication des Pères cappadociens: le prédi-
cateur et son auditoire, Paris, 1968, p. 184 f.

3. Cf. F. NORRIS, Faith Gives Fullness to Reasoning: The Five Theological Orations of
Gregory Nazianzen, Leiden, 1991, p. 36.

4. Cf. F. NORRIS, Faith Gives Fullness to Reasoning, p. 17.
5. A basic account of the concept of essential predication is given in ARISTOTLE, Meta-

physics 1017α7-30 and Posterior Analytics [= APo] 83a1-4 highlights a distinction between
what is said about the substance in the virtue of itself (sc. κατ’ αυjτοv) and coincidentally (sc.
κατα; συμβεβηκο vς). I personally am inclined to support the interpretation of Sebastian
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