
    Ambrose of Milan (c.340-397) 

1. Universally Admired 

a. Full name is Aurelius Ambrosius 

b. Called St. Ambrose, Doctor of the Church, etc… 

c. Honored on December 7th 

d. Honored in the Anglican, Lutheran, Roman Catholic, Eastern Orthodox, Coptic, and other 

traditions.  

e. Mentioned in the Book of Concord around 20 times.   

 

2.  Early Life and Influences 

a. Born in an important aristocratic/political family, as his father was the Prefect of Gaul 

(France and parts of Germany and Italy). 

b. Both of his parents were Christians, and his mother was especially known for her piety.   

c. Goes to Rome early in life and receives the best classical education possible, rhetoric, logic, 

literature, law etc…and eventually becomes the governor of Liguria and Emilia, based in 

Milan, a city that at times rivaled Rome in the early years of the church.   

d. While having Christian background, Ambrose was not baptized or well-educated in the faith, 

and was a candidate for baptism (catechumen) early on. 

e. As governor of one of the most important regions in the West, he was well-known in 

imperial circles, and was extremely popular both with leadership and the people.   

f. Younger brother Satyrus also a governor of a smaller province with a similar education.   

 

3.   From Politician to Clergyman 

a. Milan was deeply divided because of the Arian heresy, and the death of the Bishop 

Auxentius set off a succession dispute.   

b. In order to maintain order, Ambrose attended the following assembly of the Milanese 

church, and watched it rapidly descend into chaos.   

c. Ambrose, as popular governor and well-schooled in rhetorical speaking, soothed and calmed 

the crowed.  A small child then yelled “Ambrose, Bishop!” which was well-received by 

everyone, even though the Ambrose was known for his orthodoxy already.   

d. After this, Ambrose tried to flee the city, hiding in a friend’s home, and “waiting it out.” 

e. A letter from the Emperor to his colleague in a passive-aggressive tone about the 

appropriateness of Ambrose’s appointment, both relented. 

f. Ambrose is elevated through every rank of the church in 8 days, and made bishop in 376.   

g. He embraces his new calling with gusto, enlisting the help of an astute pastor/theologian to 

help educate him, and his knowledge of Greek helped him in his study of the Scriptures and 

the fathers, to the point he was an authority.   

h. He sold almost all he had to the poor, save for his sister, who became a nun later on.  His 

brother was also called to be his “Church administrator.”   

i. Ambrose adopted a semi-monastic lifestyle so that he would be beyond reproach as a 

former aristocrat and leader in a “trendy” city.  



4. The Making of a Saint  

a. When war refugees fled to Milan, Ambrose sold some of the excess gold and silver held by 

the church for the good of the poor, saying souls were more important.   

b. Almost immediately has to confront the imperial authorities, starting with the boy Emperor 

Valentinian II’s mother Justina, who was an open Arian sympathizer and was demanding an 

Arian church be allowed to worship in Milan.  Ambrose refused, saying such an act would 

desecrate the church.  He and his flock were besieged by troops at one point, and the 

response was to sing hymns he composed.  When Justina demanded he give up gold and 

silver like he did for the poor, his response was “I can take nothing from the temple of God, 

nor can I surrender what I received, not to surrender, but to keep.  In so doing I am helping 

the emperor, for it is not right for me to surrender these things, nor for him to take them.”   

c. After a few years of political posturing, infighting, and outright war, the eastern emperor 

Theodosius  took over the entire empire, and was an orthodox Christian, and would call the 

council of Constantinople of 381, which Ambrose would support wholeheartedly.   

d. While usually on cordial terms, Ambrose and the Emperor were at odds.  On one occasion, 

the Emperor was angered by the assassination of the governor of Thessalonica, after which 

he deceived 7,000 into the local arena and executed them.  Ambrose immediately 

challenged him for this sin and refused him entry into the church until he showed genuine 

repentance in the manner of King David.  Theodosius agreed and would later add a 30 day 

waiting period for executions carried out by the government.   

 

Major Writings 

Exposition of the Christian Faith 
On the Holy Spirit 
On the Mysteries 
On the Sacrament of the Incarnation 
Ethical/Devotional Writings (On Widows, On the Sacraments, On Virginity, On Paradise etc…) 
Old Testament Commentaries  
Numerous Hymns, Sermons, and Letters 
 
“But when the Lord Jesus came, He forgave all men that sin which none could escape, and 
blotted out the handwriting against us by the shedding of His own Blood. This then is the 
Apostle's meaning; sin abounded by the Law, but grace abounded by Jesus; for after that the 
whole world became guilty, He took away the sin of the whole world, as John bore witness, 
saying: Behold the Lamb of God, which taketh away the sin of the world. Wherefore let no man 
glory in works, for by his works no man shall be justified, for he that is just hath a free gift, for he 
is justified by the Bath. It is faith then which delivers by the blood of Christ, for Blessed is the 
man to whom sin is remitted, and, pardon granted.” (Ambrose, Letter 73, to Irenaeus, a layman) 


