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Abstract: In this article, I will investigate Origen’s use of two metaphors: The 
seed metaphor and the clothing metaphor. Both metaphors are found in Paul’s 
first letter to the Corinthians, which Origen uses as his biblical foundation in the 
passage from On First Principles that will be analyzed in this article. My focus 
will be on how Origen understands the nature, the function, and the destiny of 
human beings and especially of human bodies. According to Origen, the nature 
of the human body is changeable and unstable. This is because the bodily matter 
has merely been added to the rational beings at a certain time and will disappear 
again when its function is fulfilled. The function of the human body is to clothe 
the rational being on its way through fall and spiritual progress towards perfec
tion. Thus, the body allows the rational being to be punished and educated. The 
destiny of the human body is eventually to disappear, but this will only happen 
when the body has gone through many stages of fall and progress in its service of 
the rational being.

Keywords: Origen of Alexandria, body, clothing metaphor, seed metaphor, First 
Principles, 1 Cor 15, punishment, spiritual progress, spiritual education.

In this article, I will investigate Origen’s use of two metaphors: The seed metaphor 
and the clothing metaphor. Both metaphors are found in Paul’s first letter to the 
Corinthians,1 which Origen uses as his biblical foundation in the passage from 

1 Origen wrote a commentary to Paul’s first letter to the Corinthians, but unfortunately it is lost, 
except for some fragments. Among these are very few small fragments of his commentary to 
1 Cor 15—see Claude Jenkins, “Origen on I Corinthians,” The Journal of Theological Studies 10,37 
(1908): (29–51) 48–49 (§87, 88). A more recent and full study of all the fragments of Origen’s com
mentary on Paul’s first letter to the Corinthians can be found in Darrell D. Hannah, “The Text of 
1 Corinthians in the Writings of Origen,” Society of Biblical Literature New Testament in the Greek 
Fathers 4 (1997): 386–388. Similarly, 1 Cor 15 played an important role in Origen’s work on the 
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 The nature, function, and destiny of the human body   37

On First Principles that will be analyzed in this article. My focus will be on how 
Origen understands the nature, the function, and the destiny of human beings 
and especially of human bodies. The answers to these questions will throw new 
light on how Origen thinks that the individual human being’s identity is pre
served and secured through death and resurrection.

1  The seed metaphor (1 Cor 15:35–52)
In On First Principles 2,10,1–3,2 Origen treats the question of human resurrec
tion as a precondition for his discussion of the doctrine of the judgment and the 
punishment in On First Principles 2,10,4–8;3 this background for Origen’s con
siderations about the resurrection of human beings is significant. According to 
Origen, who claims to follow both the holy scriptures (sanctae scripturae) and the 
tradition of the church (ecclesiatica praedicatio) in this question, human beings 
will be resurrected after death to meet future judgment and punishment for their 
sins.4 As a precondition of this future judgment, bodily resurrection is required. 
This is a wideranging and complicated theme in Origen’s theology, which I can 
only briefly touch upon here as a background for understanding Origen’s inter
pretation of the two metaphors mentioned in 1 Cor 15: In the beginning (Ἐν ἀρχῇ), 
the spiritual and rational beings existed without bodies, according to Origen. 
However, they received these as a consequence of their fall away from their origi
nal condition5 because different bodily punishments play a crucial role in the 
fallen beings’ spiritual reeducation and progress.6 This is why the nature, func

resurrection, which is unfortunately also lost; Origen probably hints at this work in De principiis 
2,10,1 (GCS 22, 172,25–174,10 Koetschau).
2 Origen, De principiis 2,10,1–3 (172,25–176,20 K.).
3 Origen, De principiis 2,10,4–8 (174,1–183,7 K.).
4 Origen, De principiis 2,10,1 (173,1 K.).
5 For more information, please see AndersChristian Jacobsen, “Origen on body and Soul,” in 
Origeniana Duodecima. Origen in the Holy Land (ed. Brouria BittonAshkelony; Leuven; forthcom
ing 2019), and AndersChristian Jacobsen, “Eschatology in Origen from Alexandria,” in Escha-
tology in Antiquity (ed. Hilary F. Marlow, Helen Van Noorden, and Karla Pollmann; Abingdon; 
forthcoming 2019).
6 Concerning the function of the human body in the spiritual progress, see Stefan Nordgaard, 
“Body, Sin, and Society in Origen of Alexandria,” Studia Theologica: Nordic Journal of Theol-
ogy 66 (2012): 20–40, and Gaetano Lettieri, “Progresso,” in Origene. Dizionario (ed. Monaci Cast
agno, Rome; 2000), 390. For the topic of spiritual reeducation and progress, see furthermore 
AndersChristian Jacobsen, Christ—the Teacher of Salvation. A Study on Origen’s Christology and 
Soteriology (Adamantiana 6; Münster, 2015), 142, 180, 227, 321. For Origen’s own mention of the 
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38   Anders-Christian Jacobsen

tion, and destiny of the human body is always significant in Origen’s theology, 
and this is also why chapter 15 in the first letter to the Corinthians is highly impor
tant for Origen. In this chapter, Paul tries to identify the nature of the resurrected 
human bodies. It does not seem to be an easy task for him, but as one of his ways 
to explain the bodily resurrection he uses the seed metaphor as a reply to those 
who ask with which kind of body the dead are raised:

You fool! What you sow does not come to life unless it dies. When you sow, you do not plant 
the body that will be, but just a seed, perhaps of wheat or of something else.7

In his treatment of this chapter in On First Principles, Origen apparently addresses 
both Christians whom he considers to be heretics8—those who reject the resur
rection on the grounds that the human body will not rise after death—and simple 
Christians (simpliciores) who, according to Origen, have misunderstood the resur
rection by claiming that the body of flesh and blood will rise again,9 thus assum
ing a much too direct relation between the earthly and the resurrected body. The 
heretics (haeretici),10 as Origen labels them, are probably Valentinians or another 
group that belongs to what we now frequently call Gnostics. The Christian sim
pletons, who have misunderstood the resurrection, belong to the category of 
simpliciores—a designation that Origen frequently uses to label Christians who 
misunderstand various doctrines either because of failing understanding or 
intellect (intellectus exiguitate) or inadequate instruction (explanationis inopia).11 
Origen’s own position on resurrection lies somewhere in between these two  
extremes.

In On First Principles 2,10,1, Origen first poses a series of rhetorical questions 
to the heretical group, which he then answers himself.12 His methodological aim 
is to lead the heretics’ ideas ad absurdum after which his own points of view will 

punishment as a part of the necessary progress, see: Commentarius in Ioannem 13,37 (GCS 10, 
262,7–10 Preuschen), Origen, Commentarii in Romanos 7,7,4 (SC  543, 324,1–326,7 Bréschard/
Fédou), Origen, Homiliae in Ezechielem 5,1–2 (GCS 33, 371,1–373,27 Baehrens).
7 1 Cor 15,36–37: ἄφρων σὺ ὃ σπείρεις οὐ ζωοποιεῖται ἐὰν μὴ ἀποθάνῃ καὶ ὃ σπείρεις οὐ τὸ σῶμα 
τὸ γενησόμενον σπείρεις ἀλλὰ γυμνὸν κόκκον εἰ τύχοι σίτου ἤ τινος τῶν λοιπῶν.
8 Origen, De principiis 2,10,2 (174,11–175,10 K.): Haec quidem dicta sint adversum eos, qui “resur-
rectionem mortuorum,” id est resurrectionem corporum negant.
9 Origen, De principiis 2,10,3 (175,11–176,20 K.).
10 Origen, De principiis 2,10,2 (174,11 K.).
11 Origen, De principiis 2,10,1 (172,25–174,10 K.).
See also AndersChristian Jacobsen, Kødets opstandelse? Mennesket og målet hos Irenæus og Ori-
genes (København, 2002), 134, 168, 231, and Gunnar Hällström, Fides Simpliciorum according to 
Origen of Alexandria (Commentationes Humanarum Litterarum 76; Eknäs, 1984).
12 Origen, De principiis 2,10,1 (172,25–174,10 K.).
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seem logically correct. First, he asks if it is the body that dies. The answer is, not 
surprisingly, yes. Therefore, he concludes, it must also be the body that is res
urrected.13 Origen supports this conclusion by a reference to 1 Cor 15:44, which 
states that a “soulish”14 body is sown, and a spiritual body will be raised (σῶμα 
πνευματικόν/spiritalis corporis).15 On the background of this terminology, Origen 
is confident that he has proved a bodily resurrection. He adds that the reason 
for the corporeal resurrection is that resurrected human beings will be dressed 
in these bodies. From this circumstance, Origen deduces that humans will rise 
in their own bodies. Similarly, he concludes that when Paul states that spiritual 
bodies will rise, it must mean that the resurrected bodies are released from cor
ruption (corruptione) and mortality (mortalitate)—this is an implicit reference 
to 1 Cor 15:53.16 Thus, from the animalis corporis, a spiritalis corporis will rise.17 
This is made possible by the power and grace of the resurrection (virtus resurrec-
tionis et gratia).18 At first glance, this expression is rather obscure, but when we 
understand it in the light of the seed metaphor, it becomes comprehensible: The 
power and grace of the resurrection are the logos in the human body. This logos 
principle in the human bodies is an emanation of the divine Logos, who became 
human in Jesus of Nazareth (Origen’s use of the idea of the logos principle will be 

13 Cf. Antonius Henricus Christiaan van Eijk, “Only That can Rise Which has Previously Fallen: 
The History of a Formula,” The Journal of Theological Studies 22 (1971): 517–529. In this article, 
Eijk demonstrates that the formula used by Origen here (“only that which is dead can be resur
rected”—[Origen, De principiis 2,10,1 (172,25–174,10 K.)]: non enim proprie resurgere dicitur nisi id, 
quod ante ceciderit) has a long tradition behind it as an argument for the resurrection of the flesh. 
The formula was first used in the controversy against the heretics who denied the resurrection of 
the flesh. With Tertullian, this use of the formula reaches its peak. Later, it was used internally 
in the church debates, for example between Origenists and their opponents. Augustin expanded 
the use of the formula so to also serve as an argument for the resurrection of the soul.
14 Origen, De principiis 2,10,1 (174,7 K.): σῶμα ψυχικόν; in the Latin translation of Origen’s text it 
is animalis corporis. “Soulish” is my preferred translation of animalis (Greek ψυχικός). The often 
used translations “fleshly” or “natural” do not convey the correct sense of animalis. Although 
the adjective “soulish” may not sound familiar to many modern readers, it is in my view the most 
precise because it has the same connection to “soul” that ψυχικός has to ψυχή and animalis to 
anima.
15 Origen, De principiis 2,10,1 (174,8 K.).
16 Origen, De principiis 2,10,1 (174,4 K.).
17 Origen, De principiis 2,10,1 (174,6–10 K.): Quod ita demum intellegi evidentius potest, si qui dili-
genter advertat, quae sit “animalis corporis” qualitas, quae in terram seminata “spiritalis corporis” 
reapret qualitatem. Ex “animali” namque “corpore” ipsa virtus resurrectionis et gratia “spiritale 
corpus” educit, cum id ab “indignitate” transmutat ad “gloriam.”
18 Origen, De principiis 2,10,1 (174,9 K.).
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40   Anders-Christian Jacobsen

discussed further below). Following this line of thought, Origen has thus dissoci
ated himself from the heretics as well as from the simple Christians.

In this introduction, the most important aspects of Origen’s understanding 
of human beings, relevant to this article, have come to light: Firstly, it should 
be clear by now that he considers humans to be dipartite beings. They consist 
of a substantial part, which we might refer to as the soul, and a body. “Now, 
when bodies will be resurrected, this is undoubtedly because they will dress us,” 
Origen says.19 Here, Origen distinguishes between “body” and “us.” The human 
is not his or her body, but he or she is dressed (idumentum) in a body now and 
after the resurrection. Secondly, the first paragraph of the text clearly reveals that 
Origen considers the body in the present condition to be mortal and corruptible, 
but also that it will be improved after the resurrection by becoming a spiritual 
body. At this point, Origen has yet to explain what this term entails. From this 
introduction, we can move on to Origen’s interpretation of the first of the two 
abovementioned metaphors.

“What is the form of the resurrected body?” Origen asks in On First Princi-
ples 2,10,2.20 The heretics he addresses must have denied that human bodies have 
an individual form (schema/habitus)21 after the resurrection, for which reason 
Origen rhetorically asks if the heretics—who consider themselves to be of great 
learning and wisdom—think that there are bodies without form. Since it would be 
irrational to assert such a point of view, Origen believes to have rejected the claim 
that no individual bodies will exist after the resurrection: When there are resur
rected bodies, these bodies must also have an individual form. Origen accord
ingly poses the question of what can be said about the difference (differentia)22 
between the resurrected bodies, and he does so with an outset in Paul’s analogies 
in 1 Cor 15:39–41 between the resurrection bodies on the one hand and the earthly 
and heavenly bodies on the other. In Origen’s interpretation, Paul highlighted the 
different nature of the glory of the various celestial bodies (sun, moon, etc.) in 
order to show that there are also differences between the individual resurrected 
saints—i. e. those who are raised in glory. Thus, Origen can deduce that saints do 
not receive the same form of body in the resurrection. Similarly, by referring to the 
difference between the earthly bodies (cattle, birds, fish), Paul reveals, according 
to Origen, that there are also individual forms of the resurrection bodies among 
those who come to the resurrection without being cleansed in this life, i. e. the 

19 Origen, De principiis 2,10,1 (173,24–174,1 K.): Nam et si resurgunt corpora, sine dubio ad idu-
mentum nostri resurgunt.
20 Origen, De principiis 2,10,2 (174,11–175,10 K.).
21 Origen, De principiis 2,10,2 (174,12 K.).
22 Origen, De principiis 2,10,2 (174,26 K.).
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sinners. This difference between the resurrected bodies thus has to do with the 
process of the fall and the upbringing (παίδευσις) towards salvation and perfec
tion. Origen returns to this topic at the end of On First Principles 2,10,3, but first, 
he poses a few questions to the simple Christians who believe that the material 
body arises with the same qualities as before death.

First, he asks how they understand Paul’s statements in 1 Cor 15:42–44—that 
the soulish body by the grace of resurrection (gratia resurrectionis) will be trans
formed into a spiritual body, that what is sown in weakness (infirmitate) will be 
raised in power (virtue), etc. If they believe Paul’s statements, it is selfcontradic
tory to maintain that the resurrected body will remain the same and still have the 
passions of flesh and blood; thus, Paul says in 1 Cor 15:50a that flesh and blood 
cannot inherit the kingdom of God.23 In addition, the simpliciores must explain 
Paul’s statement in 1 Cor 15:51 that we will all be transformed. Origen maintains 
that Paul, in accordance with what he said in 1 Cor 15:36–39, refers to the trans
formation of the grain of wheat in the earth: As the wheat grain sown in the soil 
dissolves, sprouts, and becomes a new plant, thus also our bodies. They are 
buried in the ground and dissolve but resurface at the resurrection with changed 
qualities. In Origen’s anthropology, this is possible because there is a principle or 
form (ratio) in the substance of the body that is not destroyed when the body is 
dissolved in the soil:

So must we suppose that our bodies, like a grain of corn, fall into the earth, but that 
implanted in them is the lifeprinciple which contains the essence of the body; and although 
the bodies die and are corrupted and scattered, nevertheless by the word of God that same 
life principle which has all along been preserved in the essence of the body raises them up 
from the earth and restores and refashions them, just as the power which exists in a grain 
of wheat refashions and restores the grain, after its corruption and death, into a body with 
stalk and ear.24

It is almost certain that Origen refers to the Stoic notion of λόγoς σπερματικός—
the generative principle of the universe. According to the Stoics, the whole 

23 Origen, De principiis 2,10,3 (175,22–23 K.): Quoniam caro et sanguis regnum dei non posside-
bunt.
24 Origen, De principiis 2,10,3 (176,4–11 K.; trans. George William Butterworth, Origen on First 
Principles. Being Koetschau’s text of the De Principiis translated into English, together with an 
introduction and notes (New York, 1966), 141): Ita namque etiam nostra corpora velut granum 
cadere in terram putanda sunt; quibus insita ratio ea, quae substantiam continet corporalem, 
quamvis emortua fuerint corpora et corrupta atque dispersa, verbo tamen dei ratio illa ipsa, quae 
semper in substantia corporis salva est, erigat ea de terra et restituat ac reparet, sicut ea virtus, 
quae inest in grano frumenti, post corruptionem eius ac mortem reparat ac restituit granum in 
culmi corpus et spicae.
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42   Anders-Christian Jacobsen

cosmos is a living organism,25 consisting of an active and a passive principle. The 
matter (ὔλη) is the passive principle, and the logos (λόγος) is the active, forming 
principle.26 Corresponding to this macrocosmos, a human being is a microcosmos 
consisting in a similar manner of passive matter and an active, generative princi-
ple.27 These principles in the individual human beings are grains of seed from the 
one Logos, called λόγoι σπερματικοί.28 The Stoics thus use the λόγoς σπερματικὸς 
concept to explain the relation between the active rational, forming principles 
in the cosmos and in the individual human beings—the logos concept thus also 
explains how order is established in the unordered matter. Moreover, in Stoic cos-
mology, the logos principle also explains how an identical world can emerge after 
the fire that periodically consumes the whole world (ἐκπύρωσις); and it is the 
concept of λόγoι σπερματικόι that explains how all individual beings can come 
into being again after the fire in exactly the same form as before. It is this idea 
of ontological continuity that makes the logos concept attractive for Origen. He 
uses it to explain the continuity between the different forms (schema/habitus/
forma) of the human bodies through the process of fall and salvation. According 
to Origen, the logos is the principle in the human body that continues to exist, 
when the material body is dissolved in earth or burned in the fire and ensures 
that the resurrected spiritual body is ontologically the same as the material body. 
In other words, λόγoι σπερματικοί are the grains of reason and form that allow 
the body to be raised in a renewed and transformed quality while preserving the 
substantive identity of the earthly body. It is, however, important to note that the 
continuity constituted by the logos is not as strong in Origen’s theory as it is in the 
Stoics’. According to Origen, only the substance of the body is always the same 
while the qualities of the body will change, whereas the Stoics hold that the iden-
tity is total. Origen, therefore, criticizes the Stoic idea about the eternal cycle of 
totally identical worlds.29

25 Cf. Diogenes Laertius, Vitae philosophorum 7,137–140 (SCBO, 355,13–357,15 Long). This idea is 
already present in Plato’s Timaeus 30b. See further Wilhelm Kelber, Die Logoslehre von Heraklit 
bis Origenes (Stuttgart, 1958), 50–51.
26 Cf. Stoicorum Veterum Fragmenta 1,85–96 (ed. Hans von Arnim, Stoicorum Veterum Frag-
menta 1 [Stuttgart, 1964], 24,5–26,36); 2,298–328 (ed. Hans von Arnim, Stoicorum Veterum Frag-
menta 2 [Stuttgart, 1964], 96,19–116,40).
27 Cf. Diogenes Laertius, Vitae philosophorum 7,138 (356,3–14 L.).
28 Max Pohlenz, Die Stoa. Geschichte einer geistigen Bewegung 1 (Göttingen, 1948), 78–79, 195, 
219.
29 Cf. Origen, De principiis 2,3,4 (119,4–31  K.). Concerning Origen’s use of the logos concept 
to explain the continuity and difference between the earthly body and the resurrected body, 
see Henry Chadwick, “Origen, Celsus and the Resurrection of the Body,” Harvard Theological 
Review 41 (1948): 183–102; Henri Crouzel, “La Doctrine Origienne du Corps Ressuscite,” Bulletin 
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This identitypreserving principle—the logos—is located, says Origen, in the 
bodily substance and is dissolved together with the body when it is disintegrated 
through the corruptive processes that follow the physical death. Hence, this iden
titypreserving principle is not external to the body but integrated in the bodily 
substance, which qualifies it as something other than the soul (thus, according to 
Origen, the soul is an entity of its own). In this manner, Origen can speak both of a 
substantial continuity between the identity of the dead body and the resurrected 
body. This makes it possible to talk about bodily resurrection and of a crucial 
qualitative transformation of the body by the “power and grace of resurrection,”30 
which enables him to claim that the resurrected body is qualitatively different 
from the earthly body—namely a spiritual body.

Returning to the question of the difference (differentia) between the resur
rected bodies, Origen explains that it is precisely this transforming power in the 
body that allows the dead and dissolved earthly bodies to be transformed into 
spiritual bodies—each adapted to the position that the individual beings have 
reached in their process towards completion:

And so in the case of those who shall be counted worthy of obtaining an inheritance in the 
kingdom of the heavens, the lifeprinciple before mentioned, by which the body is refash
ioned, at the command of God refashions out of the earthly and natural body a spiritual 
body [cf. note 14], which can dwell in the heavens; while to those who have proved of infe
rior merit, or of something still meaner than this, or even of the lowest and most insignif
icant grade, will be given a body of glory and dignity corresponding to the dignity of each 
one’s life and soul; in such a way, however, that even for those who are to be destined to 
‘eternal fire’ or to ‘punishments’ the body that rises is so incorruptible, through the trans
formation wrought by the resurrection, that it cannot be corrupted and dissolved even by 
punishments.31

de Littérature Ecclésiastique 81 (1980): (175–200, 241–266) 246–250; idem, Origène (Paris, 1985), 
327–328. For an introduction to Origen’s use of the concept of logos in Christology, see Jacobsen, 
Christ—the Teacher of Salvation (see note 6), 273–277. A short general introduction to Origen’s use 
of the logos concept can be found in Joseph S. O’Leary, “Logos,” in The Westminster Handbook to 
Origen (ed. John Anthony McGuckin; London, 2004), 142–145.
30 Origen, De principiis 2,10,3 (175,19 K.): “in gloria et in virtute” … resurgens.
31 Origen, De principiis 2,10,3 (176,11–20 K.; trans. 141 B.): Et ita his quidem, qui regni caelorum 
hereditatem consequi merebuntur, ratio illa reparandi corporis, quam supra diximus, dei iussu ex 
terreno et animali corpore corpus reparat “spiritale,” quod habitare possit in caelis; his vero, qui 
inferioris meriti fuerint vel abiectioris aut etiam ultimi et abstrusi, pro uniuscuiusque vitae atque 
animae dignitate etiam gloria corporis et dignitas dabitur: ita tamen ut etiam eorum, qui ad ignem 
aeternum vel supplicia destinandi sunt, per ipsam resurrectionis permutationem ita corpus incor-
ruptum sit quod resurgit, ut ne suppliciis quidem corrumpi valeat ac dissolvi.
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44   Anders-Christian Jacobsen

Thus, those who deserve (merito) to inherit the kingdom of heaven will be raised 
with a spiritual body capable of dwelling in the kingdom of heaven. Those whose 
merits are more insignificant will receive bodies proportionate to these merits. 
Even those who, because of the character of their earthly lives have deserved 
eternal fire and punishment, will receive bodies—but of such a quality that these 
will never dissolve and disappear during the (eternal) punishment.

In the passage cited above, we must also note the central role of the resur
rected body in the educational process. As Origen explains more explicitly else
where (see below), the bodily resurrection is not the last phase in that process. 
After the resurrection, the long process of upbringing thus continues from the 
individual stage that each resurrected human has reached during their lives on 
earth. Some have progressed so far that they are immediately received in heaven, 
while others have lived so sinfully that they must first undergo severe punish
ments. Thus, the purpose of the punishments is not destruction but improvement 
and purification. Hence, the corporeality—both the material and the spiritual—
is God’s tool for the spiritual upbringing of humans and is, as such, something 
positive. Further, as I made clear above, punishment and bodily resurrection are 
closely connected themes in Origen’s theology.

2  Origen’s interpretation of the metaphor of 
clothing

In On First Principles 2,3,2–3, Origen discusses the question of the nature of the 
resurrected body based on 1 Cor 15:53–55, which declares that the mortal and the 
corruptible will be adorned with immortality and incorruptibility.32 Origen’s text 
is difficult to assess because of its transmission history. Thus, different versions 
of the text are handed down by Rufinus, Jerome, and Justinian. Ordinarily, it is 
advantageous to have access to several sources, but in this case, they vary quite 
a bit on crucial points.

In On First Principles 2,3,1 Origen sets out to investigate whether more worlds 
have existed before the present one and whether there will be more worlds after 
this—and, if so, how the nature of these worlds was and will be.33 At first glance, 
cosmological speculations seem to be the core concern of the text. It soon becomes 
clear, however, that the question of how many worlds there have been and will 

32 Origen, De principiis 2,3,2–3 (114,21–119,3 K.).
33 Origen, De principiis 2,3,1 (113,11–114,21 K.).
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be is not part of cosmological speculations but plays a role in Origen’s account 
of how human beings are educated and brought to perfection. On First Principles 
2,3 is part of a larger whole,34 which consists of the first three chapters of the 
second book, but these have only at a later stage been broken up into several 
chapters with independent headings.35 At the beginning of this long passage, 
Origen briefly describes the subjects he will address in the following: 1) He will 
raise questions concerning the world as such. These questions have already 
been implicitly touched upon in the first book,36 so what was said there must  
also be taken into account when reading the first chapters in the second book. 
2) However, the questions that he will examine at the beginning of the second 
book do not only concern this world but also what has been before and comes 
after it. 3) Lastly, he says, he will examine these questions to illustrate how divine 
provi dence (divinam providentiam) works between the beginning and the end. It 
is, nonetheless, clear from the text that follows that he intends to examine not 
only the works of divine providence between the beginning and the end of this 
world, but the beginning and the end in an absolute sense.

In the preceding chapters of On First Principles, Origen has, more than once, 
touched upon the question of whether the bodily matter is eternal or not, that is, 
if it has always existed and will exist eternally.37 In On First Principles 2,3,2,38 he 
reopens this question as the first part of his answer to the question of whether 
there are more worlds than the present. His ideas seem to be as follows: If more 
worlds existed before this, and if more worlds will come after this, the physical 
matter must periodically perish and be reestablished, as there can be no worlds 
without any form of physical matter. Further, it must be assumed that if this chain 
of worlds has a beginning and an end, then the physical matter must at a certain 
time have been established out of nothing, and at some point, it must become 
nothing again. If this is true, it follows that the rational beings can exist without 
a body. If this is not the case, we cannot assume that the physical matter will  

34 Origen, De principiis 2,3 (113,11–126,17.K.).
35 Regarding the current division of the chapters and the titles of the sections in the first part 
of De principiis, Book 2, see notes 1–4 in Herwig Görgemanns and Heinrich Karpp, Origenes vier 
Bücher von den Prinzipien, herausgegeben, übersetzt, mit kritischen und erläuternden Anmerkun-
gen versehen von H. Görgemanns und H. Karpp (Texte zur Forschung 24; Darmstadt, 1992), 285–
287 (note 1–4).
36 Rufinus’ text refers to the entire first book but is, however, rather a specific reference to De 
principiis 1,5–1,8 (68,16–94,13 K.), in which Origen addresses the questions concerning the beings 
of reason; see also Görgemanns and Karpp, Origenes vier Bücher von den Prinzipien (see note 35), 
285 (note 2).
37 See e. g. Origen, De principiis 1,7 and 2,2 (85,25; 111,26–113,10 K.).
38 Origen, De principiis 2,3,2 (114,21–117,7 K.).
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46   Anders-Christian Jacobsen

disappear because it would imply that also the rational beings would cease to 
exist, which in Origen’s theology is directly contrary to the purpose of God’s 
provi dence. On the other hand, if the rational beings can exist without bodies, 
the material substance will eventually cease to exist because it will not be needed 
anymore. What concerns Origen here is clearly the significance of corporeality for 
the spiritual education of the rational beings to perfection: When Origen assumes 
the existence of more worlds, it is to create space and time for the rational beings 
to reach completion and perfection. It is clear to everybody that only very few 
people are perfect when they reach the end of this life. Therefore, there must be 
a possibility of further education after death (via corporeal punishments); con
sequently, bodies are necessary after the death of human beings. However, when 
this process of upbringing has come to its completion, the role of the material 
bodies is also played out. Hence, it is logically consistent to assume that matter 
and corporeal bodies at this time will disappear.

It is in this context Origen in On First Principles 2,3,2 asks about the meaning 
of 1 Cor 15:53: “For the perishable must clothe itself with the imperishable, and 
the mortal with immortality” (New International Version).39 Since there can be 
no doubt that the perishable and the mortal is the bodily matter,40 it is difficult 
to reconcile this Pauline statement with the assumption that the physical matter 
will disappear permanently. How does Origen solve this problem? The crucial 
question is what this “clothing” (induo) means: Does the bodily matter change its 
nature from being mortal and perishable to being immortal and imperishable, or 
does it mean that the true nature of the bodily matter is hidden under something 
else? According to Origen, there is no doubt that the latter is the case. He thus 
explains that the immortality, which the body is wearing, is the soul—now called 
indestructible because of its relation to God’s Word and Wisdom. The perishable 
body is clothed with this indestructible soul when the soul has reached the point 
where it can be taught the incorruptible dogmas. The perishable and mortal body 
thus appears to be immortal and imperishable because it has been clothed in the 
soul, which, in turn, is immortal and imperishable because it has been clothed in 
Christ, the Wisdom of God, and the Word of God.

39 For Origen’s use of the clothing metaphor, see Alois Kehl, “Gewand = Person?” in Vivar-
ium. Festschrift Theodor Klauser zum 90. Geburtstag (ed. Ernst Dassmann and Klaus Thraede; 
JbAC Ergänzungsband 11; Münster, 1984), 213–219. See also Alois Kehl’s especially informative 
article “Gewand (der Seele),” RAC  10 (Stuttgart, 1978): 990–997, in which he investigates the 
use of clothing as metaphors in antiquity and late antiquity, both in religious and philosophical 
contexts.
40 Cf. Origen, De principiis 2,3,2 (114,21–117,7 K.).
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When therefore the apostle says, ‘This corruptible must put on incorruption,’ it is as if he 
said, ‘This body, with its corruptible nature, must receive the clothing of incorruption, that 
is, a soul that possesses in itself incorruption, by virtue of the fact that is has put on Christ, 
who is the wisdom and the word of God.’41

This quotation clarifies the crucial point in Origen’s interpretation of the cloth
ing metaphor in 1 Cor 15:50–53: The clothing in immortality and incorruptibility, 
according to Origen, does not mean that the bodily matter changes nature (natura) 
from being mortal and perishable to being immortal and imperishable; rather, 
it is clothed in immortality and incorruptibility so that the body has received a 
quality that corresponds to the quality of the soul. The task of the body is to be 
an appropriate tool for the soul on its way to perfection.42 Hence, Origen does not 
object to speaking of resurrected bodies or spiritual bodies that are of a different 
quality than the earthly bodies. On the other hand, he refuses to interpret the 
clothing metaphor in such a way that the clothing in immortality and incorrupti
bility can be interpreted as if the nature of the body was transformed from being  
mortal to being immortal. Such a view on the change of nature cannot be attri
buted to Origen. He expresses this clearly in Commentary on the gospel  according 
to John 13,61 where he opposes Herakleon, who has claimed that the soul is 
mortal. According to Origen, one can say that the soul is mortal, but only in the 
biblical sense—meaning that the soul that sins shall die. If conversely, the idea of 
the mortality of the soul entails the total destruction of the soul, we cannot claim 
that the soul is mortal. This would be similar to saying that a mortal substance 
can be transformed to immortal and that a perishable nature could be changed to 
become imperishable. In the discussion of this problem, 1 Cor 15:53 plays a central 
role, as is already evident in the fact that Origen uses the concepts of immortality 
(ἀθαvασία) and incorruptibility (ἀφθαρσία) side by side.43 In the following pas
sages, he makes the indication explicit, stating that it is not the same to be clothed 
in incorruptibility, as it is to change nature from perishability to incorruptibility, 
and equally with the mortal nature: It does not change from being mortal to being 
immortal, but the mortal is clothed in immortality.44 The point is that, according 

41 Origen, De principiis 2,3,2 (116,2–6 K.; trans. 85 B.): Tale est ergo quod dicitur: “Necesse est 
corruptibile hoc induere incorruptionem” (1 Cor 15,53–54), ut si diceret: “necesse est naturam hanc 
corruptibilem corporis indumentum accipere incorruptionis, animam habentem in se incorrup-
tionem, pro eo videlicet quod induta est Christum, qui est sapientia et verbum dei.”
42 Origen, De principiis 2,3,2 (117,11 K.).
43 Paul Koetschau, apparatus to Origen, De principiis 2,3,2 (116,7–10 K.).
44 Origen, Commentarius in Ioannem 13,61 (293,21–24 P.): Οὐ ταὐτὸν δέ ἐστιν τὸ τὴν φθαρτὴν 
φύσιν ἐνδύεσθαι ἀφθαρσίαν, καὶ τὸ τὴν φθαρτὴν φύσιν μεταβάλλειν εἰς ἀφθαρσίαν. Τὰ δ’ αὐτὰ καὶ 
περὶ τῆς θνητῆς λεκτέον, οὐ μεταβαλλούσης μὲν εἰς ἀθανασίαν, ἐνδυομένης δὲ αὐτήν.
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48   Anders-Christian Jacobsen

to Origen, the clothing does not cause a substantial change, only a qualitative  
change. In other words, only qualities, not nature or substance, can change. 
This is essential for understanding Origen’s view of the body at the stages of 
resurrection and completion. The crucial point is that since Origen rejects any 
substantive change, the body—which is mortal by nature—cannot change so 
that its nature or substance becomes immortal. Instead, a qualitative immortal
ity, which does not change its mortal nature, can be attributed to the body. It is 
the spillover of the immortal soul on the mortal body. The consequence of this 
sharp distinction between substantial immortality and qualitative immortality 
is that only the soul lives forever because only the soul is immortal by nature. 
The body, on the other hand, cannot share in eternal life because it is mortal 
by nature. The body may be resurrected as a spiritual body that has received 
a qualitative immortality, but it is still substantially mortal. Therefore, it will 
pass away when the soul reaches perfection and, as a result, no longer needs a  
body.

In the final part of On First Principles 2,3,2, Origen links the idea of   the cloth
ing in immortality and incorruptibility to the idea that human beings must be 
led to perfection through a process of educational upbringing. Thus, Origen 
states, the dressing in immortality and incorruptibility belongs to the future, 
even upon death; yet, our knowledge and prophecy are but fragmentary, and 
what we think we know, we see only as in a mirror, Origen says with reference 
to 1 Cor 13:9.12.45 This is so because we still need much improvement before our 
learning and upbringing (eruditio) to perfection is complete. Rufinus underlines 
that this process of upbringing in the body is very long. In an addition to Origen’s 
text, which appears to be a definition of the duration of the educational process, 
Rufinus introduces the view that the wearing of the qualitative incorruptibility 
and immortality causes the bodily matter to be transformed from being substan
tially perishable and mortal to being substantially imperishable and immortal. 
The following quote from the passage illustrates both Origen’s own opinion and 
Rufinus’ contribution:46

For now, although we may make great progress, still since ‘we know in part, and we prophe  
sy in part,’ and even those things which we seem to understand are seen ‘through a glass 
darkly,’ ‘this corruptible’ does not yet ‘put on incorruption,’ nor is ‘this mortal’ encom
passed with ‘immortality’; and since undoubtedly this training of ours in the body extends 
over a very long period, [namely, up till the time the bodies themselves with which we are 

45 Origen, De principiis 2,3,2 (116,16–117,7 K.).
46 Cf. Franz Heinrich Kettler, Der ursprüngliche Sinn der Dogmatik des Origenes (ZNW 31; Berlin, 
1966), 16 (note 73). Rufinus’ contribution is marked with brackets.
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encompassed are found worthy of incorruption and immortality by reason of the word and 
wisdom and perfect righteousness of God,] on this account it is said that ‘this corruptible 
must put on incorruption and this mortal must put on immortality.’47

Thus, it is made clear that the clothing in immortality and incorruptibility in Ori
gen’s view belongs to the future. In On First Principles 2,3,2, however, Origen does 
not reach a conclusion as to where in the process of upbringing the clothing in 
immortality and incorruptibility belongs. Based on an analysis of the context and 
scattered remarks in On First Principles 2,3,2, we must assume that the educa
tional process is not completed with the dressing in immortality and incorrupt
ibility. This appears from a remark in On First Principles 2,3,2, which states that 
the clothing in immortality and incorruptibility takes place when humans have 
reached so far in the process that they are ready to be taught about the imperish
able dogmas. Accordingly, the clothing in immortality and incorruptibility is, 
most likely, a milestone in the process of education and upbringing, but this 
process continues hereafter at a higher spiritual level, to which the new form of 
corporeality corresponds.

In On First Principles 2,3,3,48 Origen continues the exegesis of 1 Cor 15:53–56, 
examining what happens when the clothing in immortality and incorruptibility is 
complete and death thus defeated. In this section, there are some discrepancies 
between Rufinus’ and Jerome’s versions of the text. However, it is quite clear that 
the discrepancies are due to the fact that Rufinus has tried to twist the meaning 
of Origen’s text. Hence, by means of a few additions, he manages to present the 
main idea in the section not as Origen’s own but as a hypothesis others have put 
forward. He thus initiates the section with a remark that those who think that 
it is possible for the rational beings to live without bodies can claim the follow
ing, i. e., what is written below;49 Then follows what is probably Origen’s own 
opinion and not the hypothesis of others: That all bodily natures will disappear 
and that the rational natures consequently will once exist without bodies. Sim

47 Origen, De principiis 2,3,2 (116,25–117,7 K.; trans. 85 B.): Nunc enim etiamsi valde proficiamus, 
tamen quoniam ex parte cognoscimus et ex parte prophetamus et per speculum in aenigmate vide-
mus [1 Cor 13,9.12] ea ipse, quae videmur intellegere, nondum corruptum hoc induit incorruptionem 
neque mortale ab immortalitate circumdatur [1 Cor 15,53]; et quoniam sine dubio in longius protra-
hitur nostra haec in corpore eruditio: [videlicet usque quo ipsa corpora nostra, quibus circumdati 
sumus, propter verbum dei et sapientiam ac perfectam iustitiam incorruptionem immortalitatem-
que mereantur], propterea dicitur: Necesse est corruptibile hoc induere incorruptionem, et mortale 
hoc induere inmortalitatem [1 Cor 15,53]. 
48 Origen, De principiis 2,3,3 (117,7–119,3 K.).
49 Origen, De principiis 2,3,3 (117,7–9 K.): Verumtamen hi, qui putant posse umquam extra corpora 
vitam ducere rationabiles creaturas, possunt in hoc loco talia quaedam movere.
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ilarly, Rufinus concludes the section by constructing a longer argument against 
the notion that corporeal substances will undergo destruction in the comple
tion. The argument is based on Origen’s remarks towards the end of the passage, 
namely that the physical matter will be created again if the rational beings fall 
again. This remark is found in both Justinian’s and Jerome’s versions of the text, 
but only as a remark in passing and not as an argument against the notion of 
the destruction of the physical matter. The main point of the passage, however, 
appears to be clear in both of them: In Rufinus, as an idea mentioned by others, in 
Jerome, correctly, as Origen’s own idea. Finally, a small fragment from Justinian, 
which primarily confirms Jerome’s presentation of the content of the passage,50 
has also been inserted in Herwig Görgemanns’ and Heinrich Karpp’s as well as in 
Paul Koetschau’s editions of the text.

What is then the main idea of Origen’s text? The main idea is that when 
the perishable and mortal have been clothed in incorruptibility and immortal
ity, death is absorbed in victory, as it is said in 1 Cor 15:53–55; then the bodily 
matter will disappear because death can only exist in the physical matter—as 
it was already made clear at the beginning of On First Principles 2,3,2. Rufinus’ 
version continues by stating that one must assume that the physical matter does 
not immediately disappear because it will be a long period of time before the 
creatures who have been dressed in bodies can do without them. Therefore, the 
physical matter is most likely first refined so that it can no longer be defeated by 
death, only to be destroyed later, when the rational beings no longer need bodies. 
Both Jerome and Justinian confirm that Origen’s viewpoint in this text was that 
the bodily matter would eventually be fully destroyed.

In Rufinus’ as well as in Jerome’s and Justinian’s versions of Origen’s text, the 
idea of the final destruction of corporeal matter is introduced with reference to 
1 Cor 15:27–28: The physical matter will be destroyed when everything is subjected 
to Christ and then to God. In On First Principles 3,6,1–3, the last part of 1 Cor 15:28 
is understood in the same way. In this part of the text, Origen presumes that being 
equal to God is the same as becoming one with God. This happens when God 
becomes all in all. In On First Principles 3,6,1–3, the main point is that the unity 
with God causes the body to perish because God, who by definition has no body, 
cannot become one with something corporeal. According to Origen, the submis
sion under Christ and God leading to unity with God must imply that the rational 

50 Concerning the reconstruction of Origen, De principiis 2,3,3, and the problems of textual 
criti cism, see Koetschau’s and Görgemanns and Karpp’s versions: Paul Koetschau, ed., Origenes 
Werke 5: De principiis (GCS  22; Leipzig, 1913), 117,7–119,3 (see note 8 in Koetschau’s edition); 
Görgemanns and Karpp, Origenes vier Bücher von den Prinzipien (see note 35), 306,8–310,3 (see 
note 17 in Görgemann’s and Karpp’s edition).
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beings are freed from their corporeal bodies.51 However, in the last section of On 
First Principles 3,6,652 1  Cor  15:28 is used as part of an argument for the trans
formation into imperishability of the bodily substance in the completion. This is 
because Origen in On First Principles 3,6 presents two options, as is often the case, 
regarding the destiny of the material bodies in the completion: Either the mate
rial bodies disappear completely, or they are transformed into incorruptible and 
imperishable bodies. Nevertheless, Origen’s own point of view almost certainly is 
that the submission to and the unity with God mean that the rational beings are 
redeemed from the body. Origen also uses 1 Cor 15:26–28 elsewhere as part of his 
descriptions of the eschatological completion: In Commentarius in Ioannem 20,7 
he says that when God becomes all in all, one should no longer see God through a 
mediator.53 In On Prayer 25,2, he uses 1 Cor 15:26–28 in connection with his inter
pretation of the Lord’s Prayer’s second prayer, “Thy kingdom come.”54 Here, he 
emphasizes the individual aspect: When God becomes all in all, the kingdom of 
God is resurrected in us. In On First Principles 3,5,6–7,55 1  Cor  15:26–28 is used 
in connection with the idea of apocatastasis, as the restoration of all things is 
described as a result of Christ’s deed.

Thus, On First Principles 2,3,2–3 provides a relatively clear picture of the role 
that the resurrected body, in Origen’s theology, plays for the movement of rational 
beings towards completion: Human beings will rise in qualitatively refined bodies 
because souls also need a form of body after the resurrection in which further 
education towards completion can take place. However, the resurrected body is 
not eternal. At some point, rational beings return to a perfect state where the body 
is no longer necessary because the upbringing is complete. At that moment, the 
physical matter will pass away.

This result of the analysis of On First Principles 2,3,2–3 is problematic, 
however, because Origen in On First Principles 2,3,756—as a conclusion to his 
account of the perfection of the humans or rational beings, to which On First 
Principles 2,3,2–3 belongs—sets up three alternative solutions, all of which ought 
to have emerged from the previous sections of his text. These three solutions 
undoubtedly originate from Origen himself since they are transmitted roughly 
in the same form by both Rufinus and Jerome. The problem is that one of the 
three solutions is that   the physical matter is eternal in its refined form. Origen 

51 Origen, De principiis 3,6,1–3 (279,20–285,7 K.).
52 Origen, De principiis 3,6,6 (288,8–9 K.).
53 Origen, Commentarius in Ioannem 20,7 (334,20–31 P.).
54 Origen, De oratione 25,2 (GCS 3, 357,26 Koetschau).
55 Origen, De principiis 3,5,6–7 (276,12–278,23 K.).
56 Origen, De principiis 2,3,7 (125,1–126,17 K.).
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surely points to what he wrote in On First Principles 2,3,2. In my interpretation 
of this text, I rejected (with Franz Kettler) that the statements that most explic
itly expressed the idea that physical matter could be transformed perishable and 
mortal to imperishable and immortal could originate from Origen himself. They 
are almost certainly Rufinus’ additions since Origen elsewhere claims that such a 
transformation is impossible. Consequently, we are left with two options: either 
my analysis above of On First Principles 2,3,2 is incorrect, or Origen refers to a 
solution that he has not actually discussed, but which can be read into, or dis
cerned from, his statements in On First Principles 2,3,2, if desired. If this is the 
case, Origen has deliberately obscured the true, deeper meaning—which should 
indeed sometimes, in his view, be concealed from the simple Christians. If On First 
Principles 2,3,2 and 2,3,3 contain alternative interpretations of the problem rather 
than one coherent interpretation, like the one I presented in the analysis above, 
we have an example of a method that Origen uses several times—for example in 
On First Principles 3,657 where he presents two alternative answers. Nonetheless, 
Origen rarely finds all mentioned interpretations equally true, and certainly, in 
this case, one coherent interpretation is much more sensible and plausible. 

This analysis of On First Principles 2,10,1–3 and 2,3,2–3 has shed more and 
new light on Origen’s interpretation of 1  Cor  15 and on his view of the human 
body and its nature, function, and destiny. According to Origen, the nature of 
the human body is changeable and unstable.58 This is because the bodily matter 
has merely been added to the rational beings at a certain time and will disappear 
again when its function is fulfilled. The function of the human body is to clothe 
the rational being on its way through fall and spiritual progress towards perfec
tion. Thus, the body allows the rational being to be punished and educated. The 
destiny of the human body is eventually to disappear, but this will only happen 
when the body has gone through many stages of fall and progress in its service of 
the rational being.

57 Origen, De principiis 3,6 (279,20–291,5 K.).
58 Origen, De principiis 2,10,1–3 and 2,3,2–3 (172,25–176,20; 114,21–119,3 K.).
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