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ABStrACt
The mysterious dream of Pilate’s wife and its recounting to her husband 
(Matthew 27:19b) occupies a significant place in discussions on Pilate’s guilt. The 
present article aims to investigate the reception of this text by the early church. 
Special attention is paid to the early commentators’ views on the possible link 
between the dream of Pilate’s wife and Pilate’s guilt, as this is an ambiguity in 
the Matthean text. Another uncertainty in the Matthean text concerns the story’s 
chronology. The early commentators’ views on this matter are also examined. 
Lastly, the varied ways of applying this text in new contexts are investigated.
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1 iNtroDuCtioN
The episode of Pilate’s wife1 sending a message about her dream (Matthew 27:19b) 
occupies a special place in the Matthean passion narrative. Wedged between two offers 
of release by Pilate of either Barabbas or Jesus and two sentences concerning the chief 
priests and elders (thus forming an ABCBA pattern), Matthew 27:19b sends a clear 
message about Jesus’ righteousness (and per implication, his innocence). The use of κατ᾽ 
ὄναρ (literally, ‘according to a dream’) confirms this view. In the New Testament, the 
expression is found only in Matthew, and apart from its occurrence in Matthew 27:19, 
only in the infancy narrative (Matt. 1:20; 2:12, 13, 19, 22). In these instances, the term 
appears to be a terminus technicus to indicate a message of divine origin.2 The same can 
be said of the dream in Matthew 27:19, albeit with caution.3 In the infancy narrative, 
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κατ᾽ ὄναρ always occurs together with the terms χρηματίζω (in the passive form in the 
New Testament, always ‘to receive a divine message’) and φαίνω (‘to appear’). These 
terms are not present in Matthew 27:19, and the way in which the dream is received 
also appears to be different: in the infancy narrative, the dreams are always received 
positively (even if Joseph is told not to be afraid), while Pilate’s wife suffers (ἔπαθον) 
in Matthew 27:19.4 Yet, there is sufficient evidence that Matthew views her dream as a 
message from God.5 Matthew 27:19 is more than just a narrative aside or a clever ploy 
by the narrator to allow enough time for the chief priests and elders to stir up the crowd.

The importance of Matthew 27:19b did not escape the notice of early commentators 
on this text, even though its evaluation varied. The present article seeks to investigate 
the text’s reception in the early church (for the purpose of this article, to the end of 
the fifth century) with specific attention to three aspects, arising from the investigation 
itself: the relation of this text to the extent of Pilate’s guilt, the specific use of time with 
relation to other events in the passion narrative, and the general interpretation of the 
function and meaning of the passage. 

The first aspect under investigation is of some import, as the passage is a key text in 
the riddle of Matthew’s views on Pilate’s guilt – or that of ‘the Jews.’ Pilate’s character 
and guilt has elicited a host of scholarly and more popular essays, books, and articles.6 
Especially with a view to the infamous and sometimes purported to be highly anti-
Semitic Matthew 27:25 (‘His blood be upon us and upon our children!’), the question of 
Matthew’s assessment of Pilate’s guilt becomes highly relevant. Modern day scholars 
and commentators diverge in their evaluation of the issue, and a clear answer does not 
seem to be on the near horizon.7 Relevant to this question is whether or not a causal 
link can be established between Pilate’s declaration of Jesus’ innocence, his act of hand 
washing and his wife’s message. In other words, is the episode of Pilate’s wife indeed 
‘determinative for Pilate’s behavior,’ as some modern commentators suppose?8 Did the 
early church perceive a causal link here?9 

The second aspect to be investigated concerns the chronology of the events in the 
storyline of Matthew. Here, the classic distinction between fabula (story) and sjužet 
(discourse) comes into play.10 If the reader assumes that the narrated storyline (story) 
follows the sequence of events as told in the narration (discourse), the perception arises 
that the scene with Pilate’s wife occurs after the accusations by the chief priests and 
elders (Matt. 27:11–14). However, this is not necessarily the case: no strict reference to 
time is present in the Matthean text. At any rate, this is not always the view espoused 
by early commentators, as will be seen below. Aside from their view of the sequence of 
events, the early commentators’ application of time with regard to this passage will also 
be highlighted (see in particular the discussion of Chrysostom below). 

The final aspect under investigation, the different ways in which the text is applied, 
may be divided into several categories. After discussing each reference to Matthew 
27:19b under the heading of its author, the findings of the investigation will be 
systematised and summarised in the conclusion of this article. In the process, some of 
the exegetical concerns of the early church will be unearthed. 
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Our inquiry will start with Origen, one of the earliest writers commenting on 
Matthew 27:19b, and then loosely follow the chronological order of early commentators 
up to Ambrose.

2  thE rECEptioN oF MAtthEW 27:19B iN  
thE EArly ChurCh

2.1 origen
Origen refers to the episode twice. The first reference is in his Scholia in Matthaeum11:

While being judged by Pilate, [Jesus] sent a divine message (ἐχρημάτιζε) to his wife, so that 
through the silence he might be astounded by (his) manliness (ἀνδρείαν), but through the divine 
message (χρηματισμῷ) he might know that he is not judging a man, but God (θεόν). Therefore, 
he didn’t see (the vision) so that he won’t keep silent about it, or because he didn’t believe, or 
because he was unworthy, but that, on hearing what his wife endured, he might feel sympathy 
(συμπαθήσῃ). Because not only did she see the dream (τὸ ἐνύπνιον), but she also suffered much 
(πολλὰ ἔπαθε), and in the night (ἐν νυκτί) she grew very afraid. Moreover, the vision was a 
work of providence (προνοίας), not so much saying what he was, but pointing towards it: for 
Jesus showed it not so that he shouldn’t suffer, but that the woman may be saved. And blessed 
(μακαρία) is she, having received suffering in dreams (ἐν ὀνείροις), so that she doesn’t suffer 
even more. If she is a symbol, it is of the church which was then under the governance of Pilate, 
but which is now no longer subject to him, because of faith in Christ.12

According to Origen, the dream contrasts with Jesus’ silence, showing both Jesus’ 
manliness (or: ‘courageousness,’ but the wordplay between ἀνδρεία and θεός should 
not be overlooked) and his divinity. Origen initially describes these two aspects as 
happening simultaneously (through the use of the present tense), probably to sharpen 
the contrast, but the explicit use of ἐν νυκτί (‘in the night’) might indicate that he views 
the events as following each other in sequence. Of the four reasons Origen supplies why 
Pilate did not receive the dream himself, it is the fourth that receives the most attention. 
He may so be induced to take part in the suffering of his wife, which leads to salvation. 
In fact, she is blessed (μακαρία) to receive this suffering, as it will prevent even more 
suffering later. She becomes the symbol of the church which is not under governance 
anymore, but rather set free through faith in Christ.

Origen’s second reference to Matthew 27:19 is in Contra Celsum 2.34.13 The context 
of this reference is a discussion of Jesus’ divinity, which Celsus denies. The latter bases 
his argument (mockingly) on the tragic ending of Euripides’ Bacchae.14 According to 
Celsus, Pilate suffered (ἔπαθε) nothing after condemning (καταδικάσας) Jesus, while, 
after condemning a god, Pentheus became mad and was torn apart (σπαραχθείς). 
Origen counters in a twofold manner. First, he states that it was not so much Pilate who 
condemned him, but rather the Jews, who were indeed condemned (καταδεδίκασται) 
by God and torn apart (σπαραχθέν) and scattered over all the earth in a way exceeding 
Pentheus’ dismemberment (σπαραγμόν). Second, Origen accuses Celsus of omitting the 
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detail about the dream of Pilate’s wife and quotes her words, ending with: ‘For today 
in a dream I have suffered much (πολλὰ ἔπαθον) on account of him.’ Origen probably 
changed the order of these words to emphasize her great amount of suffering (compare 
Origen’s σήμερον γὰρ κατ᾽ ὄναρ πολλὰ ἔπαθον δι᾽ αὐτόν to NA27’s πολλὰ γὰρ ἔπαθον 
σήμερον κατ᾽ ὄναρ δι᾽ αὐτόν). In any case, the use of Matthew 27:19b at this point is 
again to affirm Jesus’ divinity, which he makes evident by way of the dream. 

2.2 Cyril of jerusalem
Cyril of Jerusalem makes reference to Matthew 27:19 in his Catecheses ad illuminandos 
(13.16),15 which concerns itself with Jesus’ trial scene, death and burial. The quotation 
below is from the scene before Pilate: 

While being judged, [Jesus] was silent, so that Pilate became distressed (ὑπερπάσχειν) and said: 
“Do you not hear what things they accuse you of?” (He said this) not because he knew him who 
was being judged (τὸν κρινόμενον), but because he feared his wife’s dream (ἐνύπνιον), which 
had been sent (to him).

For Cyril, the dream (ἐνύπνιον) has an effect upon Pilate’s actions, and becomes the 
reason behind Pilate’s question (‘Do you not hear what things they accuse you of?’). 
Cyril does not tell us whether Pilate’s fear of the dream has any further consequences 
for his actions, and consequently, does not explicitly link the dream with Pilate’s guilt. 
His explanation does not follow the logical order of events as set out in the narration of 
Matthew. For his reasoning to make sense, the scene with Pilate’s wife (Matt. 27:19) 
should occur before or at least contemporaneous with the accusation scene (Matt. 
27:11–14), as it is at this point that Pilate asks this specific question. 

2.3 hilary of poitiers

While Pilate was sitting on the judgement seat, his wife sent him a message, saying: “Let there 
be nothing between you and this righteous man (Nihil sit tibi et iusto illi).” In her is the image 
(species) of the pagan gentiles, that unbelieving people with whom she cohabited and at that time 
already (iam) reliably (fidelis) called to faith (fidem) in Christ. Since she herself suffered much 
(multum . . . passa) on account of Christ, she invited him (illum)16 with whom she cohabited into 
the same glory of the future hope. Then Pilate both washed his hands and to the Jewish nation 
(populo Iudaico) declared (testatus est) himself innocent of the blood of the Lord; since, while 
the Jews (Iudaeis) daily take upon themselves the charge of the Lord’s poured out blood, the 
gentile people go to the confession of faith (confessionem fidei) washed clean (ablutus).

Not unlike Origen,17 Hilary of Poitiers, in his Commentarius in evangelium Matthaei 
(33.1),18 views Pilate’s wife as a type of the Gentile believers to come. She, already 
‘faithful’ (iam fidelis), calls the unbelieving people – and her husband – to faith in Christ 
(ad Christi fidem advocat). Her suffering for Christ (pro Christo) becomes the catalyst 
for calling her husband ‘into the same glory of the future hope’ (in eamdem gloriam 
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futurae spei). Pilate reacts positively (denique Pilatus . . .) to his wife’s message: he 
washes his hands and declares his innocence of Jesus’ blood to the Jewish people. 
Hilary concludes with an application of his exposition to his own day: while the Jews 
and their sons daily take upon themselves the charge of the Lord’s blood, the Gentiles 
go to confession of faith washed clean.19

2.4 Athanasius of Alexandria
In Epistula ad Maximum 1,20 Athanasius congratulates Maximus on his arguments 
against the Arians. He explains his own initial silence by pointing out the foolishness 
of replying to matters which are so readily apparent. Basing his argument on the trials 
before Pilate and Caiaphas, Athanasius argues that Christ exemplified this way of 
conduct: 

Since, to Pilate, after he washed (his hands) and comprehended the dishonest persecution of the 
Jews of the time, the Lord did not any longer give an answer, but rather gave a divine message 
(ἐχρημάτιζε) to his wife, so that not by a word (ἐν λόγῳ), but by a miracle (ἐν δυνάμει) he who 
was judged (ὁ κρινόμενος) may be believed to be God. 

Similarly, Caiaphas was not given an answer, but Christ ‘brought everyone into 
knowledge through (the fulfilment of) his promise’ (αὐτὸς τῇ ἐπαγγελίᾳ τοὺς πάντας 
εἰς γνῶσιν μετήγαγεν). Athanasius’ argument builds on a different order of events than 
the narration in Matthew, at least with respect to Jesus’ silence (which is mentioned in 
Matt. 27:14). Even if Athanasius understood the dream to have occurred before Pilate 
washed his hands, the full effect of the message only becomes apparent after the hand-
washing incident. Here, as in other early commentators, the reason for the dream is to 
prove Jesus’ divinity.

The same theme of Jesus’ divinity can be found in Athanasius’ Homilia de passione 
et cruce domine,21 although the work may be spurious. Similar to Origen, Ps.-Athanasius 
argues that Jesus’ firmness (τὸ στερρόν) and manliness (τὴν ἀνδρείαν) were made 
manifest by his silence, while by a divine message (χρηματισμῷ) Pilate ‘may know that 
he judges not a man, but God’ (γινώσκῃ, ὅτι οὐκ ἄνθρωπον, ἀλλὰ θεὸν κρίνει). Christ 
is once more the active subject of the verb χρηματίζω. Ps.-Athanasius goes on to say 
that the judge now fears the judged (ἐφοβήθη οὖν ὁ κρίνων τὸν κρινόμενον), and that 
therefore he washed his hands (διὸ καὶ ἐνίψατο τὰς χεῖρας) and declared his innocence. 
Whether Pilate is absolved of guilt is not to be discerned, but here is a definite link 
between the dream and Pilate’s actions. 

Ps.-Athanasius mentions the incident in Matthew 27:19b twice more. In his summary 
of Matthew, Synopsis scripturae sacrae,22 he notes that ‘the wife of Pilate counselled 
him to stay away from Jesus’ (ἡ γυνὴ τοῦ Πιλάτου συμβουλεύει αὐτῷ ἀποστῆναι τοῦ 
Ἰησοῦ). Thus he views the essence of the passage as a warning. The final reference to 
Matthew 27:19b by Ps.-Athanasius, question 20 of his Quaestiones in evangelia,23 is 
used almost verbatim by Chrysostom (In Matthaeum 86.1) and is discussed below.
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2.5 Asterius
A certain Asterius, previously identified with Asterius the Sophist,24 in a homily on 
Psalm 18, Commentarii in Psalmos (homiliae 31) (29.16),25 applies Matthew 27:19b 
in a context of the theme of proclamation of the good news. After a series of ‘positive’ 
characters announcing news to other positive characters (e.g., Andrew to Peter), each time 
introduced by the phrase ‘day blurted the word out to day’ (ἡμέρα τῇ ἡμέρᾳ ἐρεύγεται 
ῥῆμα), Asterius turns to ‘negative’ characters. His repeatedly used introductory formula 
for this series is ‘night proclaimed knowledge to night’ (νὺξ νυκτὶ ἀναγγέλει γνῶσιν). 
After a reference to the story of the exodus (introduced by ‘an Egyptian said to an 
Egyptian’), Asterius states: ‘And night proclaimed knowledge to night, and (his) wife 
proclaimed to Pilate . . . ’ (Καὶ νὺξ νυκτὶ ἀναγγέλλει γνῶσιν, καὶ ἡ γυνὴ τῷ Πιλάτῳ 
ἀναγγέλλουσα), with Matthew 27:19b as the content of the proclamation. The next 
reference is to the robber (λῃστής) on the cross, whose confession (ὁμολογία) is praised 
in a variety of positive ways (the ‘shield of the church’ – ἐκκλησίας θυρεός; the ‘entrance 
of paradise’ – παραδείσου ἄνοιγμα etc.). Although the robber might have started out as 
negative, he is now viewed in a positive light. The same is true for the next group of 
characters: Nebuchadnezzar and ‘the Babylonians.’ By analogy, the wife of Pilate (the 
first in the series) should also be seen as the ‘negative’ character now turned positive and 
proclaiming the good news to another ‘negative’ character.

2.6 Ephraem the Syrian
Ephraem, in his Sermo in transfigurationem domini et dei salvatoris nostri Iesu 
Christi,26 applies Matthew 27:19 to the theme of humanity / divinity. The whole verse 
fits snugly into Ephraem’s series of alternating questions (‘if not flesh, who did . . . ’ and 
‘if not God, who did . . . ’): Εἰ οὐκ ἦν σάρξ, ἔμπροσθεν τοῦ Πιλάτου ἐν τῷ κριτηρίῳ 
τίς παρίστατο; Καὶ εἰ μὴ ἦν Θεός, τὴν γυναῖκα τοῦ Πιλάτου κατ ὄναρ τίς ἐφόβει; (‘If 
he wasn’t flesh, who stood before Pilate in the tribunal? And if he wasn’t God, who 
frightened the wife of Pilate with a dream?’) Once again, Matthew 27:19b functions as 
proof of Jesus’ divinity. 

2.7 Chrysostom
In Expositiones in Psalmos 47,27 an exposition of LXX Psalm 46, Chrysostom discusses 
Christ’s victory as reason for joy. The reader is warned not to think that Christ is defeated, 
even when bound or in death:

Behold then [Jesus] in the underworld (ἐν τῷ ᾅδῃ), and everything above shaking (τὰ ὑψηλὰ 
ἅπαντα σείοντα). For at that time the sun turned away its rays, rocks were split, the curtain was 
torn, the earth trembled, Judas hanged himself, Pilate and his wife were afraid (ἐδειματοῦτο), the 
one judging himself making a defense (αὐτὸς ὁ δικάζων ἀπελογεῖτο). So, whenever you hear that 
he was bound and scourged, do not be troubled (μὴ συγχυθῇς); but behold him displaying (his) 
strength (τὴν ἰσχύν) even in captivity (ἐν τῷ δεσμῷ).
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All of this is possible, Chrysostom explains, because of Christ’s exalted nature (ὕψιστος 
φύσει). The reference to Pilate and his wife is almost made in passing, the main attribute 
being their fear. Noteworthy here is the confluence of time: these things all seem to 
happen while he is in the underworld (ἐν τῷ ᾅδῃ ὄντα). Certainly Chrysostom did not 
envision the dream of Pilate’s wife after the crucifixion, and the reference to Pilate 
speaking in defence is based on the passion narrative in the Gospel of John. Chrysostom 
more likely shows some poetic licence in his disregard for time.28 In piling up all these 
incidents, he heightens the rhetorical effect of his argument about Christ’s nature. The 
same device can be seen in the following excerpt from his treatise on Matthew 26:39, 
Pater, si possible est, transeat29:

And what does the following mean: “Lying down, he slept like a lion”? Just as a lion is terrifying 
(φοβερός), not only when awake (ἐγρηγορώς), but also when sleeping (καθεύδων), so also 
Christ was terrifying (φοβερός) not only before the crucifixion (πρὸ τοῦ σταυροῦ), but also 
in the crucifixion itself (ἐν αὐτῷ τῷ σταυρῷ), as well as in death itself (ἐν αὐτῇ τῇ τελευτῇ): 
even then (τότε) he worked great marvels: turning away the sun, ripping open rocks, making 
the earth tremble, tearing the curtain, frightening the wife of Pilate (τὴν γυναῖκα τοῦ Πιλάτου 
δεδιττόμενος), convicting Judas. For at that time he said: “I have sinned betraying innocent 
blood.” And the wife of Pilate made it evident (ἐδήλου): “Let there be nothing between you and 
this righteous man, for I have suffered much in a dream on account of him (Μηδὲν σοὶ καὶ τῷ 
δικαίῳ τούτῳ· πολλὰ γὰρ ἔπαθον κατ᾽ ὄναρ δι᾽ αὐτόν).”

Before this passage, Chrysostom explained that both Christ and the prophets knew about 
his inevitable crucifixion. Since he counts Jacob amongst the prophets, Chrysostom 
quotes Genesis 49:9, which is part of Jacob’s blessing on Judah. This is done to illustrate 
Christ’s nature (οὐσία) as the Son, who knows the Father. According to Chrysostom, 
Genesis 49:9 is a prediction of Christ’s crucifixion – the sleeping lion is a metaphor 
for Christ’s death. Just as a lion is scary even when it sleeps, Christ is powerful even 
in death. He performs a number of miraculous deeds, either from the other side of the 
grave, or on the cross. Among this list, again, are Pilate’s wife and Judas.30 Chrysostom 
again puts strict chronological considerations aside in favour of argumentative power, 
even if he is using ‘the cross itself’ (αὐτὸς τὸ σταυρός) as a reference to the whole 
passion narrative. This use of ‘the cross itself’ can be seen in the text quoted below, a 
list found in Chrysostom’s homily on Matthew 25:31ff., In Matthaeum 79,31 which is 
similar to the previous two quotations. The purpose of the list is, however, different: 
Chrysostom exhorts his audience not only to do good works to those who deserve it, 
but also to those who do not deserve it. He upholds Christ as an example of meekness 
amidst assault, even while he was powerful enough to stop it. ‘Everything that [Christ] 
has done at the cross itself’ (ὅσα παρ᾽ αὐτὸν τὸν σταυρὸν εἰργάσατο), says Chrysostom, 
was written down so that his audience might imitate goodness (ἀγαθότητα) and might 
strive for love of others (φιλανθρωπία). 
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For [Jesus] threw them all to the ground (ὑπτίους ἔρριψε),32 and restored the ear of the servant, 
and conversed with gentleness; and while above displayed great marvels: turning the rays (of 
the sun) away, tearing open rocks, raising the dead, frightening the wife of the one judging (him) 
with dreams (τὴν γυναῖκα τοῦ δικάζοντος φοβῶν δι᾽ ὀνειράτων), displaying every mildness 
(πᾶσαν πραότητα) in the trail itself . . . .

Chrysostom concludes his examples from the passion narrative by saying that ‘in 
the cross itself, he cried out: “Father, forgive them [this] sin”’ (ἐν αὐτῷ τῷ σταυρῷ 
βοῶν, Πάτερ, ἄφες αὐτοῖς τὴν ἁμαρτίαν – cf. Luke 23:34). In this usage, ‘the cross 
itself’ signifies a specific moment. The emphasis again falls on the contrast between 
the seeming passivity of Christ in judgement while working miraculous deeds. The 
point Chrysostom wishes to make differs from the previous two passages, as here the 
argument is paraenetical: to teach meekness and right conduct. Pilate’s wife’s fear (by 
way of dreams – note the plural, perhaps also added for rhetorical effect) is simply listed 
as one of these works of power.

The next two instances where Chrysostom mentions Matthew 27:19b treat the 
dream of Pilate’s wife as a warning to Pilate – upon which he should have acted. The 
first of these is found in Chrysostom’s homily on Matthew 27:11–1233:

“And when he was set down on the judgment seat, his wife sent unto him, saying, have thou 
nothing to do with this just man, for I have suffered many things this day in a dream because of 
Him.” See what a thing takes place again, sufficient to recall them all. For together with the proof 
(ἀποδείξεως) from the things done, the dream (ὄναρ) too was no small thing. And wherefore 
doth he not see it himself? Either because she was more worthy, or because he, if he had seen 
it, would not have been equally believed; or would not so much as have told it. Therefore it was 
ordered that the wife should see it, so that it might be manifest (κατάδηλον) to all. And she doth 
not merely see it, but also suffers many things (πάσχει πολλά), that from his feeling towards his 
wife, the man may be made more reluctant to the murder. And the time too contributed not a 
little (οὐ μικρὸν συνετέλει), for on the very night she saw it (κατὰ γὰρ αὐτὴν τὴν νύκτα εἶδεν). 
(NPNF1 10:493)

The context, also in the sermon, is the trial before Pilate and the accusations made 
by the Jewish leaders. In this homily Chrysostom followed the timeline provided by 
Matthew’s narration. He does not make explicit whether Pilate acted upon his wife’s 
dream, but places Pilate’s offer of release of either Jesus or Barabbas  (Matt. 27:15–18, 
20–23) before the passage quoted above, instead of having these two episodes occur 
concurrently. The dream serves only as the final warning;34 Pilate is already convinced 
of Jesus’ innocence. Using almost exactly the same words as Athanasius (Quaestiones 
in evangelia 20), Chrysostom speculates that she was given the dream instead of Pilate 
because of her greater worth, but the preferred explanation seems to be that the dream 
was thus made public. The audience is never explicitly told why Chrysostom considers 
this aspect so important.

The explicit mention of the time of the dream (on the very night – κατὰ . . . αὐτὴν 
τὴν νύκτα) serves to highlight the recency and import thereof: Pilate had no excuse 
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in this regard. In much the same way, his wife’s suffering should have alarmed Pilate 
to the urgency of the dream’s message. Chrysostom points out both these aspects to 
emphasize the dream’s function as a warning to Pilate. The same goes for a passage in 
which Chrysostom refers to Matt 27:19: In Joannem 85.35 In this homily on John 19:16–
18, Chrysostom describes how Pilate should have asked whether Christ was pursuing 
earthly power, but failed to do so. Knowing Pilate’s failure to ask beforehand, Christ 
pre-emptively offered the answer: ‘My kingdom is not of this world’ (ἡ ἐμὴ βασιλεία 
οὐκ ἔστιν ἐκ τοῦ κόσμου τοῦτου – cf. John 18:36). Pilate fails to act as he should,  
‘[a]nd yet his wife’s dream should have been sufficient to terrify him’ (this translation 
as in NPNF1 14:315 – the Greek text runs: καίτοι τὸ τῆς γυναικὸς ὄναρ ἱκανὸν ἦν αὐτὸν 
καταπλῆξαι). 

Another passage in which Matthew 27:19b is used as proof of Christ’s divinity 
in an indirect manner is in sancta lumina sive in baptismum et in tentationem 6.5.3,36 
most probably a spurious work.37 The context is again that of the crucifixion. Christ is 
made to speak: ‘I am God’ (θεός εἰμι). Ps.-Chrysostom then repeatedly challenges the 
audience to ask (ἐρώτησον) various entities concerning this fact: the sun hiding away 
and producing night; the rocks splitting apart; the curtain tearing; the hanging betrayer; 
the judge declaring Christ’s innocence; and the wife of Pilate revealing: ‘Don’t have 
anything to do with this righteous man’ (τὴν γυναῖκα Πιλάτου δηλώσασαν· “Μηδέν σοι 
καὶ τῷ δικαίῳ τούτῳ”). Even though these last two questions might seem to be more 
concerned with Christ’s innocence and his righteousness, they are here presented as 
rhetorical questions confirming Christ’s divinity.

Yet another mention of Pilate’s wife is made by (a possibly spurious) work by  
Ps.-Chrysostom on the day of preparation, In sancta et magna parasceve.38 The 
passage describes the dream as a warning, but of special interest here is the emphasis 
on gender. It is fitting (ἔπρεπε) that ‘the Jews’ are defeated (ἡττᾶσθαι) by a woman.  
Ps.-Chrysostom supplies other examples of victorious (the word used is νικάω) women: 
Rahab; the woman who had a discharge of blood; and the Canaanite woman. In addition, 
Pilate’s wife is called the ‘beautiful helper’ (καλὴ βοηθός). She is the voice of reason 
when Pilate fears an uprising, ‘restraining (her) hastening husband’ (ἱέμενον ἄνδρα 
κατέχουσα) with the words of Matthew 27:19b. Ps.-Chrysostom gives two further clues 
on his view of Matthew 27:19b by adding that she says (λέγουσα – but maybe this 
should rather be translated ‘as if she is saying’): ‘If you are able, save him; but if not, 
preserve yourself’ (εἰ μὲν δύνασαι, σῶσον αὐτόν· εἰ δὲ οὐ δύνασαι, σαυτὸν διάσωσον). 
Pilate is at least offered the option of distancing himself from the whole affair – advice 
which he does act upon. Ps.-Chrysostom next states that Pilate’s wife’s stopped short 
(μονονουχί) of applying (LXX) Psalm 25:9 to Pilate: ‘Let not your soul be destroyed 
with the ungodly and your life with men of blood’ (Μὴ συναπολέσῃς μετὰ ἀσεβῶν 
τὴν ψυχήν σου, καὶ μετὰ ἀνδρῶν αἱμάτων τὴν ζωήν σου).39 Comparing Pilate’s wife 
to Joseph40, Ps.-Chrysostom notes that she also saw the truth through dreams (διὰ τῶν 
ἐνυπνίων τὴν ἀλήθειαν ὁρῶσα).
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2.8 Ambrose of Milan
Ambrose, in his Expositio evangelii secundum Lucam (10.100–101)41 is more concerned 
with Pilate and Pilate’s guilt than Pilate’s wife:

Indeed, Pilate washed his hands, but did not wash away what happened; for a judge ought to 
give place to neither prejudice (invidiae) nor fear (timori), so that he does not consent to the 
blood of an innocent man. His wife warned him (monebat uxor); grace shone forth in the night; 
divinity became evident (divinitas eminebat): but he did not abstain from such a sacrilegious 
judgement (a sacrilega sententia temperauit). Similarly, I think, the type (typum) of all judges 
who condemn those who they deem innocent (innoxios) is made known in him in advance.

Ambrose ameliorates Pilate’s character in the next sentence, as he is more capable of 
being tolerable than the Jews (Iudaeos). Pilate is not absolved from guilt; he acts even 
though his wife warns him. His wife’s vision is described without direct reference to 
it being given to her – rather, ‘grace’ and ‘divinity’ become the active subjects of the 
sentence. This creates a more direct link with what his wife saw and the warning being 
given to Pilate. It is as if these things were revealed to Pilate himself. In so doing, 
Ambrose emphasizes the aspect of warning evident in the text.

3 CoNCluSioN
The present article sought to investigate three aspects of the early church’s reception 
of Matthew 27:19b: the question regarding the link between Pilate’s wife’s dream and 
his guilt; the question of time; and the general application of Matthew 27:19b in early 
commentators’ works. 

Early commentators had quite different views on how to evaluate the effects of 
Pilate’s wife’s dream. Ambrose, for instance, finds Pilate guilty in not paying heed to his 
wife’s warning. At the other end of the spectrum, Hilary believes Pilate to be absolved 
exactly because he regarded her warning. For Hilary, one should add, this was at the 
expense of the Jews. In a similar vein to Hilary, Origen emphasized the salvation brought 
about by the dream, rather than explicitly linking Pilate’s guilt with his wife’s warning. 
Cyril also does not explicitly link the dream with Pilate’s guilt, but he does note that it 
influenced Pilate’s actions. Finally, Chrysostom was of the opinion that Pilate should 
have acted on his wife’s urgent warning – but did not. Per implication, Pilate’s brushing 
aside of the dream assigns him guilt.

Some interesting details emerged in the early commentators’ use of time. Without 
apparent reason, both Athanasius and Cyril present the events of Matthew 27 in a 
different order than presented in the Matthean text. In the case of Origen and especially 
Chrysostom, this difference in time could not be accidental. Both Origen and Chrysostom 
present events as concurrent to heighten rhetorical effect. This begs the question: did 
Athanasius and Cyril also rearrange the order as some sort of rhetorical device? A 
complete analysis of their works with regard to time is needed to comprehensively 
answer this question – something which, of course, falls outside the scope of this article.
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The contexts in which Matthew 27:19b is applied are of a varied character. Its most 
frequent use by early commentators is as proof of Jesus’ divinity (Origen, Athanasius, 
Ps.-Athanasius, Ephraem and Chrysostom). This does not seem a prominent concern 
in the text of Matthew, but was certainly a hot topic in the early church. Naturally, 
Matthew 27:19b was also seen as a warning to Pilate (especially Ps.-Athanasius and 
Chrysostom). Chrysostom applies the text in a discussion on daily Christian living: 
with the exhortation to be meek even when being assaulted. He also touches upon the 
public proclamation of Christ’s divinity. Along more or less the same lines, Asterius 
highlights Matthew 27:19b as an act of proclamation. What is declared here, however, 
is not Christ’s divinity, but simply the ‘good news.’42 Part and parcel of this good news 
is a change of character: at least with regard to the messenger. This messenger, that 
is, Pilate’s wife, becomes a symbol of the church set free in the writings of Origen. 
Likewise, Hilary views her as a symbol of the Gentile believers, calling others into the 
Christian fold.
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