
    John Chrysostom (c.345-407) 

1. Universally Admired 
a. Called St. John Chrysostom (means John the Golden-mouthed), a “Holy Hierarch” “Doctor of 

the Church” a “prince of preachers,” and a confessor (one who suffered for the faith).    
b. Honored on January 27th in the LCMS, Eastern Orthodox, some Anglicans.  On September 

13th for Roman Catholics, some Lutherans, some Anglicans. 
c. Quoted or referenced in the Book of Concord 9 times.     

 
2. Background 

a. Born in Antioch, one of the great centers of Christianity from the times of the New 
Testament (see the book of Acts).   

b. His father was of Roman descent, and possibly held an important position in the military 
(such as secretary to the commander).  His mother was initially pagan, but converted to 
Christianity.   

c. Due to the prestige of his family, he was able to study rhetoric and other classical subjects 
with Libanius, one of the most famous teachers in all the east.  As he aged, when asked 
about his successor, he said “John, had not the Christians taken him from us.”   

d. He would also study theology with Diodore of Tarsus, famous for being one of the leaders of 
the Antiochan School of interpretation, emphasizes the practical and straightforward 
approach to the Scriptures.   

e. When his mother found out he wanted to go on a monastic retreat she objected (his father 
had passed away) and made him promise to take care of her and stay home while she was 
alive.  His response was to turn their house into a sort of mini-monastery, with similar 
minded friends holding each other accountable.   

f. After his mother’s death, he left for the monastic communities around Antioch, and put his 
body through a rigorous routine of self-denial, so much that his health was ruined for the 
rest of his life and he needed specific types of food and warm baths to keep functional.  He 
would also memorize huge portions of Scripture.   

g. Because of his health and because of the needs of the local congregation in Antioch, John 
left his mountain retreat and eventually became a deacon.   

h. Later ordained a presbyter (Pastor or Priest) after which he began to preach, and became 
enormously popular.  Because there was a dispute in Antioch as to who should be bishop, 
John’s effective sermons and diplomacy helped diffuse the crisis, after which his reputation 
became known across the eastern part of the Empire.   

i. Because of his reputation, and because of the desire of certain figures in Constantinople to 
have an outsider as head of the church there, he became the Bishop of Constantinople, a 
position that was becoming increasingly important and influential as the seat of the eastern 
government was there, and the city was quite large by ancient standards (200,000 people).  
He had to leave Antioch in the cover of darkness because there was a fear the populace 
would riot knowing their favorite preacher was leaving town. 
   

3. St. John Chrysostom 
a. John immediately did his best to bring “the house in order,” cracking down on clergy who 

were abusing their positions or becoming lazy, and by doing things such as codifying the 
ancient liturgy, and exhorting his people to practical Christian living, claiming every home 
and family should be a mini-monastery unto the Lord.    



b. He also became famous for preaching against the excesses of the rich and politically 
connected, causing him to have many enemies in the upper classes.  Some of the older 
clergy who lived near Constantinople became resentful for his expectations that all should 
be as austere and dedicated as he was.  This combination would come back to haunt him, as 
many of the powerful and offended clergy would later conspire against him.   

c. Because he was not a good politician and virtually fearless, he was blind to the attacks 
against him by Theophilus of Alexandria, considered by many to be one of the worst Bishops 
of the early church, known for his political wrangling and love of money.   Because 
Theophilus viewed the rising power of Constantinople as a threat to him, he accused John of 
“Origenism,” and accused him of meddling in affairs that were not in his jurisdiction.    

d. John would leave for the East to help settle a dispute amongst bishops, and was successful.  
So much so that when he returned he was given a hero’s welcome, and he gave one of his 
most impassioned and masterful addresses to his flock as a result.   

e. Because Theophilus and his agents were lobbying those in high places in John’s absence, he 
was deposed as Bishop at the “Synod of Oak” in which he was not allowed to defend 
himself, nor were his allies.  He appealed to the western church, especially the bishops of 
Rome, Aquila, and Milan, who gave him their support, but he was still exiled.   

f. He would return briefly at the behest of the Empress who feared divine judgment, but later 
removed again because he was calling out her “vanity.”   

g. He would be exiled, first to Syria, and then later to Armenia, when the government 
discovered his Syrian exile became a place of pilgrimage and study.  He would die on the 
road to Armenia, due to his usual wretched health and not being allowed to rest on the 
road.   

h. He would be vindicated by popular acclaim and the by the church itself, and his remains 
were brought to Constantinople decades later in great celebration.   

 
Major Works 
Sermons/Commentaries on virtually the entire New Testament, Genesis, and the Psalms.   
Treatises on the Priesthood, Virginity, Instructions to Catechumens, etc… 
Letters, especially those written to Olympias, the deaconess who served with him in Constantinople.   
Divine Liturgy (parts of which we hold in common as western Christians).   

 

“But he calls it their 'own righteousness,' either because the Law was no longer of force, 

or because it was one of trouble and toil. But this he calls God's righteousness, that from 

faith, because it comes entirely from the grace from above, and because men are 

justified in this case, not by labors, but by the gift of God.” – St. John Chrysostom 

(Homily 17 on Romans 10:3) 

 
“But what is the 'law of faith?' It is, being saved by grace. Here he shows God's power, in 
that He has not only saved, but has even justified, and led them to boasting, and this too 
without needing works, but looking for faith only. St. John Chrysostom, Homilies on 
Romans 3 


