
    Basil of Caesarea (c.330-379)  

1. Universally Admired 

a. Called St. Basil, Basil the Great, Great Hierarch, Doctor of the Church, Revealer of the 

Mysteries, etc… 

b. Along with Gregory of Nazianzus and his brother Gregory of Nyssa called a “Cappadocian 

Father” after the region in present day Turkey.  

c. Honored on January 10th in the LCMS, January 1st for the Eastern Orthodox, January 2nd for 

Roman Catholics and Anglicans.  

d.  Referenced or Quoted in the Book of Concord 8 times.   

 

2. Early Life and Formation 

a. Son of Basil the Elder, a famous rhetorician and a well-known Christian family.  His 

grandmother Marcina the Elder is a saint in the Eastern Orthodox tradition, and his family 

was known for taking the faith seriously, and his ancestors may have been exiled at some 

point during persecution.   

b. His sister and 3 of his brothers are known by name as important figures in the church.  

c. His early Christian training came from his father and grandmother, the latter a student of 

Gregory Thaumaturgus, a famous Christian teacher.   He would enter a classical education in 

Caesarea and meet up with his lifelong friend Gregory of Nazianzus (the Theologian).   

d. Studied in Constantinople and Athens (6 years) and studied the best of law, philosophy, 

rhetoric etc…and spent a year teaching Rhetoric and being a lawyer, like his father.   

e. His pious elder sister Marcina would challenge his arrogance and seemingly substandard 

Christianity, and after the death of one of his brothers, he was greatly shaken.   

f.  While practicing law he encounters different Christian teachers and monks, after which he 

decides to devote himself more fully to the Christian faith.   

g. He leaves for Egypt and Syria, to sit at the feet of famous Christian teachers and monks, to 

better appreciate the faith and to renounce his more “worldly” ways.  After returning to his 

homeland, he lived near a small town called Annesi, with several others trying to devote 

themselves to prayer, study, and helping the less fortunate.   

h. Made a deacon in 362, probably under pressure from the local Pastors and Bishop, and with 

his friend Gregory of Nazianzus starts a great debate with those belonging to the Arian 

heresy, while defending Nicene orthodoxy.  Basil and Gregory are victorious, greatly 

enhancing the prestige of both, and drawing the wrath of the Arian Emperor Valens.    

i. While at first having some issues with the local Bishop of Caesarea, the heretic Emperor 

caused them to come together, so much so that with Basil’s prestige he becomes the 

Bishop’s successor. 

 

 

 

 



3.   Saint Basil 

a. Upon arrival in Caesarea, Basil gives up his personal wealth to the poor, and the divided city 

respects him.  He challenged the rich who were hoarding food because of local weather 

disasters, saying Christians should only take what they needed in times of hardship.  He also 

starts and serve in a soup kitchen, and works tirelessly to reform prostitutes and thieves.     

b. When Valens decided to visit Caesarea, he sent his personal bodyguard (Praetorians) and 

other agents to ready the city and to put the orthodox Bishop in his place.  After 

exasperating the Praetorian Prefect who threatened Basil with death, exile, abuse etc…Basil 

famously responded, “All that I have that you can confiscate are these rags and a few books.  

Nor can you exile me, for wherever you send me, I shall be God’s guest.  As to tortures you 

should know that my body is already dead in Christ.  And death would be a great boon to 

me, leading me sooner to God.”  The prefect was taken aback and remarked how no one 

had spoken to him like that before.  Basil responded nonchalantly, “Perhaps that is because 

you have never met a true bishop.”   

c. When the Emperor arrived, he presented a huge offering at the altar of the local church.  

Since no one would accept it out of fear, Basil did, and it was made clear that the Bishop was 

favoring the Emperor, not the other way around!   

d.  He made sure that candidates for ministry were thoroughly vetted, and encouraged them 

to do extra work so that they did not become complacent.   

e. Built a huge complex later called the “Basiliad,” which contained a hospital, poorhouse, 

nursing home etc…and was a “wonder of the world” according to some.   

f. Zealous for the orthodox faith, Basil would constantly teach, write, lobby, etc…for the 

orthodox position, especially in defending the divinity of the Holy Spirit.  In this we still have 

his letters to Athanasius, the different Bishops of Rome, and a variety of others.  His writings 

would have a huge influence at the Council of Constantinople, which he would never live to 

see in regards to the final victory over Arianism.  He died, always in poor health from youth, 

and from the rigors of living a “monkish” life.   

Primary Works 

On the Holy Spirit 
Letters 
Homilies/Sermons 
Divine Liturgy (still used in the Eastern Orthodox churches at times)  
The Hexameron (Commentary on the 6 Days of Creation) 
Against Eunomius (A Local Arian)   

 

"Indeed, this is the perfect and complete glorification of God, when one does not exult in 
his own righteousness, but recognizing oneself as lacking true righteousness to be 
justified by faith alone in Christ." - St. Basil the Great (Homily on Humility) 
 
 



 

    


