
University of Iowa
Iowa Research Online

5# /#/�� +"��' //#.0� 0',+ /

� -. '+%��	
�

Knowing God: a study of the argument of
Numenius of Apameia's On the good
Joshua Lee Langseth
University of Iowa

� ,- 4.'%&0��	
��� ,/&1��� ##�� � +%/#0&

5' /�" '//#.0� 0',+�' /�� 2�' )�  )#��0��, 3��� #/#� .!&��+) '+#��&6-���'. �1', 3� �#"1�#0"��

�

� , )),3�0&'/�� +"�� "" '0',+ �)�3,.( /�� 0� &6-���'. �1', 3� �#"1�#0"

� � .0�,$�0&#� )�/ /'! /�� ,**,+ /

� #! ,**# +"#"�� '0� 0',+
� � +%/#0&���,/&1��� ##����+, 3 '+%��," ����/01"4�,$�0&#��.%1*# +0�,$��1*# +'1/�,$�� - � *#' � �/��+�0&#�%,," ���� &��� � ,!0,.�,$�� &'),/ ,- &4�
0&#/' /��� +'2#./'04�,$��, 3� ���	
��
&6-���'. �1', 3� �#"1�#0"��

��



!"#$%"&'&#()'
*'+,-(.'#/',01'*2&-31",'#/'"-31"%-+'#/'*4*31%*5+''

!"#$%&#'!!(#

#

#

#

67'

89:;<='>??'>=@A:?B;'

'

'

'

'

'

*@'*6:BC=DB'

#E'='B;?:F:':<6GFBB?H'F@'I=CBF=J'E<JEFJJG?@B'9E'B;?'C?K<FC?G?@B:'E9C'B;?'(9DB9C'9E'
4;FJ9:9I;7'H?AC??'F@'LJ=::FD:'F@'B;?'&C=H<=B?'L9JJ?A?'9E'''

,;?'-@FM?C:FB7'9E'%9N=''
'
'
'
'
'
'
'
'
'
'

3=7'OPQR'
'
'
'
'
'
'
'
'
'
'

,;?:F:'+<I?CMF:9C)'4C9E?::9C'89;@'/F@=G9C?'
'



!

!

1 

ABSTRACT 

 The surviving fragments of Numenius’ On the Good show the progression of a 

discernable argument; the dialogue as a whole deals with the search for a deeper 

understanding of the Form of the Good that is discussed in Plato’s Republic.  

Fragment 1a provides a statement of method that governs Books 1-3.  Book 1 

attempts to use dialectical reasoning to reconstruct the “arguments” (logoi) of 

Pythagoras.  Book 2 attempts to find confirmation of these arguments in the 

Platonic dialogues.  Book 3 attempts to find further confirmation in the traditions of 

the “peoples of good repute.”  Fragment 9, taken from Book 3, gives a novel telling 

of the Jewish story of the Exodus, and is carefully constructed so as to be in 

conformity with Plato.  It is best read as an allegory for the interaction of God and 

Matter.  Book 4 is lost, but likely treated the necessity of a lower creator god beneath 

the highest god who is “free of labor.”  Book 5 introduces the Three Gods, who 

should be understood as the highest god, and two aspects of the lower god: a 

contemplative aspect and a creative aspect.  Book 6 ties together the themes of the 

dialogue as a whole, and concludes that the Good is God.  
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1 

INTRODUCTION 
 

 The purpose of this study is to provide a new interpretation of the second-

century AD philosophical dialogue peri; tajgaqou' (henceforth On the Good, or De 

Bono) composed by Numenius “the Pythagorean,” as he was called.  Indeed, this 

dissertation is the first full interpretation that attempts to fit all the fragments that 

survive of this fascinating text into a coherent argument.1  The diverse subject 

matters treated in the extended fragments of this tract, some without prima facie 

connection to one another, have apparently daunted or confused scholars of the 

past, since previous interpretations have virtually always focused on one or two 

aspects of the work in question.  Many scholars have exclusively focused on 

Numenius’ metaphysical fragments, others on the theological fragments; and there is 

very little discussion in the scholarship of the crucial and transitional fragment 9, 

which gives a novel retelling of the story of Moses and the Exodus.   

 It is my belief that a careful study of the available evidence does provide a 

coherent connection among all the fragments.2  It is also my contention that the 

various topics under discussion in On the Good—metaphysics, religious history, and 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!

All abbreviations are those of the third edition of the Oxford Classical Dictionary.  
Translations are my own unless otherwise indicated.!
 
1 Des Places’ (1973) collection of the fragments of Numenius is generally treated as 
though it replaces the earlier one of Leemans.  Unfortunately, des Places does not 
incorporate all of Leemans’ testimonia into his edition.  Following convention, I shall 
cite by the numbering in des Places.  Where I use a testimonium in Leemans that 
does not appear in des Places, I shall use the ancient citation. 
 
2 In des Places’ edition of the fragments of Numenius, the fragments of De Bono run 
from fr. 1a to fr. 20, though fr. 10 is more properly a testimonium than a fragment 
preserving Numenius’ words.  There are other “fragments” that will appear in this 
study that are similarly testimonies by later authors, e.g. fr. 21, which is an account 
that Proclus claims to give of Numenius’ Three Gods. 
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theology—are deeply interconnected for Numenius; we must study all of them if we 

are fully to understand any of them.  The richness of this continuum makes On the 

Good a truly unique and rewarding work of an exceptional mind, and we can only 

lament the loss of so much of it.  

 Numenius and his perplexing fragments have never really been neglected in 

modern scholarship.  There are several discussions of the fragments of On the Good, 

with those of Festugiere (1954), Dodds (1960), des Places (1973), and Frede being 

the most notable.3  There are also several irreconcilable theories that have arisen to 

make sense of the seemingly irreconcilable fragments and testimonia.4  I shall 

necessarily take a stand on some of the more controversial issues, like the identity 

and functions of what Numenius calls the “Three Gods,” but this is not the focus of 

this study.  The focus of this study instead is the progression of an argument 

throughout the text.  Major obscurities can be dispelled if we understand that 

Numenius uses different intellectual traditions to reach the same goal.   

 In coming to know God, Numenius guides the reader from one 

epistemological mode to another—from metaphysical analysis to theological 

speculation.  The one is communicated by dialectic, the other by analogy. On the Good 

is thus a search for a universal philosophy, or rather, a universal knowledge 

(ejpisthvmh) or wisdom (sofiva), with the highest order of being as its object.  In 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
3 Scholarship has not been kind to Guthrie’s unsystematic study and the 
accompanying English translation: both are usually ignored.  Almost simultaneously 
to one another, Leemans (1-43) and van der Ven published sensitive and thoughtful 
studies of Numenius that have not received the attention they are due, in part 
because they are written in Dutch. 
 
4 Baltes (1975) 268; Turner (2001) 385. 
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order to provide this account, Numenius primarily invoked the 

Platonic/Pythagorean tradition, but was clearly interested (to one degree or another) 

in searching non-Greek sources as well. 

 Numenius was by all ancient accounts a towering figure.5  We know that 

Origen of Caesarea praised his esteem for non-Greek wisdom over and against 

Celsus’ petulant faultfinding (fr. 1b).  Later, the Athenian Academy accused Plotinus 

of plagiarizing Numenius.6 Porphyry also informs us that Plotinus lectured on 

Numenius’ work in his Roman seminar, and had a Numenian specialist in his circle 

named Amelius. In Arnobius’ day (fl. AD 300), a full century after Numenius’ own, 

there were still adherents of Numenius and of Numenius’ mysterious associate 

Cronius, against whom Arnobius sets the “adherents of Christ.”7     

 About his background we know that Numenius was closely associated with 

the city of Apamea in Syria.8  The assumption that Numenius was an Aramaic-

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
5 Modern scholarship has not always recognized this.  Zeller (235) comments that 
Numenius was not philosophically important, despite the fact that he found many 
admirers.  This judgement is unjust.  Similarly, Norden’s (72) dismissive summary is 
characterisic of many scholarly treatments of Numenius in the early twentieth 
century: “Numenius, the strongly orientalizing predecessor of the actual Platonists … 
” [emphasis my own]. 
 
6 Porph. Plot. 17.  Thedinga used this anecdote as a warrant to write a series of 
quixotic essays (1917, 1919, 1922, 1925) arguing that “superfluous and disorganized 
parts” (1919, 250) of the Enneads were interpolated by Porphyry into Plotinus’ 
writings.  Bréhier (xxv-xxvi) refutes this claim conclusively. 
 
7 See Arn. Adv. Nat. 2.11.2: Vos Platoni, vos Cronio, vos Numenio vel cui libuerit creditis: nos 
credimus et adquiescimus Christo. (“You who believe in Plato, you who belive in Cronius, 
you who believe in Numenius, or whoever!  We believe in and are satisified with 
Christ”). 
 
8 That Numenius hailed from Syrian Apamea and not one of the many other cities of 
that name is confirmed by the Suda, and supported by Amelius’ and Iamblichus’ 
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speaking Syrian native imbued with Greek culture is unnecessary, although there are 

still scholars who make it.9  Numenius’ interest in non-Greek sources of wisdom 

might make this an initially attractive possibility, but it should ultimately be rejected 

as improbable.10  Syrian Apamea was founded by the Diadoch Seleukos Nikator after 

the battle of Ipsus in 301 B.C.  Together with its sister city, Antioch, Apamea served 

very much the same function as Alexandria or Ptolemais in Egypt: to be a Greek 

settlement, a projection of regal power, and a center of Greek culture in a conquered 

and colonized territory.11  The city’s history is entirely Greek.  It is, of course, still not 

wholly impossible that Numenius was not a native Greek.  In Numenius’ own day 

the Assyrian Lucian, and a century later the Phoenician Porphyry and the Syrian 

Iamblichus, were to prove that, through hard work and thorough cultural 

assimilation, privileged barbarians could become Greek intellectuals; but they were 

quite exceptional, and without further evidence, the ethnic melting pot of the Greek 

East makes it impossible to be certain about Numenius’ background.  His location in 

a Greek colony, his Greek name, and his commitment to Greek philosophy all make 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!

unique interest in the city, since both later philosophers moved there to set up their 
philosophical schools. 
 
9 See e.g. Plese (2005) 359.  Still less appealing is the argument that Numenius 
actively employed “Oriental” mysticism in his philosophical project, a view for which 
Puech was the chief advocate.  Moreschini (46-50) attempted to revive this view 
unsuccessfully.  Even Vacherot (330), who is generally associated with an 
“orientalizing” view of the history of Neoplatonism, saw early that Numenius’ 
theology at least is completely Greek.  See also des Places (1971) 445. 
 
10 Will 60.  
 
11 Achille  170-71. 
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it most likely that he was Greek.12 

 The style of his writing is infamously difficult, and frustrated readers in the 

twentieth century have not always been appreciative of the perceived obfuscation.  I 

side with Leemans (19-22) in seeing real literary merit to Numenius’ idiosyncratic 

diction.13  He is fond of repetitions and synonyms (teqnhkovta kai; nekra;) to 

express excitement, and uses (perhaps to an excessive degree) qualifying particles in 

order to guide the reader through the subtlety of his distinctions, though this subtlety 

may reach the level of the overwrought and obscure.14  His narrative voice takes 

great care to draw interesting and varied similes and analogies that sometimes have 

the ring of literary ekphrases.  When he touches on the heart of his major 

philosophical goals, Numenius will interject poetic flourishes and artfully chosen 

archaisms.  This narrative voice is ethopoietic; it is capable of switching from 

focused and rigorous analysis to irony and self-deprecation.  Much of this can, in 

fact, be said of Plato himself, and we need not doubt that that the points of stylistic 

contact are no accident.  On the other hand, it is undeniable that Numenius’ style is 

more mannered and hypotactic than is fashionable today; but if this is a literary fault, 

it is a fault of the age, and not of the man, as any reader of Plutarch will attest. 

 Our most important evidence for Numenius’ On the Good comes from several 

extended direct quotations by Eusebius in his Praeparatio Evangelica.  Clearly Eusebius 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
12 Wolff (iv) has the right idea: he lists Porphyry and Iamblichus as “Syrians” and 
Numenius as “Apamean.” 
 
13 Cf. des Places ([1971] 457), where Numenius is characterized as a model of the 
“asiatic” style.  See also Somos 55; Athanassiadi 71. 
 
14 Leemans (19) notes the frequent “coyness” in Numenius that is surprising in a 
philosophical tract. 
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quotes Numenius so much because he admired him, just as Origen did. Eusebius 

mentions six books of On the Good, and it is clear from the quotations themselves 

that this treatise took the form of a dialogue between a philosopher and a xenos, 

much like Plato’s Laws.15 We are enormously fortunate in that Eusebius is very 

conscientious about informing his reader from which of the six books each fragment 

is extracted; in addition Eusebius usually informs us of the chronological order of 

the fragments that he quotes.  Eusebius does quote Numenius for his own purposes, 

but the various quotations have various purposes in Eusebius’ evangelical scheme.  

When we take the fragments together, they provide a cross section that offers a 

compelling and consistent view of the dialogue as a whole. The fragments can be 

summarized as follows:16  

 1) The fragments of Book 1 treat the challenges and rewards of seeking the 

Good.  It is in this book that Numenius outlines his plan to define the good by using 

Plato, Pythagoras, and the “peoples of good repute,” i.e. Persians, Indians, Jews, and 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
15 Besides De Bono, Eusebius also preserves fragments of two other works of 
Numenius.  One fragment is taken from On the Secret Teachings of Plato, and explains 
that Plato hid his true meaning while writing dialogues in order not to suffer the 
same fate as Socrates.  The other work is a simultaneously fascinating and infuriating 
work called On the Academy’s Betrayal of Plato. In the latter, Numenius offers 
invective—sometimes philosophical, sometimes personal—against the heads of the 
Academy after Plato in order to show that the tendency within the Middle and New 
Academy to embrace Skepticism was counter to teachings of Plato (Theiler [1966] 
149). Krämer (65 n. 144) would have The Academy’s Betrayal of Plato as a companion 
piece to De Bono, with the false Academy demolished in the former, and the true one 
restored in the latter; cf. Mauro 117.  Numenius’ argument that the Academy 
“betrayed” Plato would have been controversial in his day, as is seen from the fact 
that a lost tract attributed to Plutarch was entitled peri; tou' mivan ei\nai th;n ajpo; 
Plavtwno" !Akadhmivan (“That there is One Single Academy After Plato,” Lamprias 
Catalogue 63, see Dillon [1988] 106).  See also Witt 119. 
 
16 Cf. García Bazán 201. 
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Egyptians.  Numenius advocates a study of Being in order to find the Good, and 

proceeds to pursue a metaphysical discussion of what Being is, and what its role is in 

the world.  This elicits a description of Being’s opposite, Matter.   

 2) The fragments of the second book continue the metaphysical discussion 

of Being and its opposition to Matter.  There is at least an implication that chaotic 

Matter can be viewed as a principle of radical deprivation, a sort of “Non-Being.”17  

This interpretation is confirmed by Chalcidius’ summary of Numenius’ teaching.    

 3) The third Book somehow transitions to a discussion of prophets and 

magicians of generations past.  We know that in Book 3 Numenius treated Moses 

(identified with the Orphic sage Musaeus), Moses’ Egyptian enemies Iannes and 

Iambres, and also Jesus (although anonymously).   Considering the statement in fr. 

1a that Numenius intends to “invoke the peoples of good repute” in order to 

support his Platonic search for the Good, we should take Book 3 as an argument 

that the truths perceived in Books 1-2 have always been available to prophets and 

holy people at all times in some way.18  This fragment should be treated as 

transitional within the dialogue: the Good/Being in this book has come to be treated 

as a personal God whom holy people of the past encountered. I shall argue below 

that fr. 9 from Book 3 should be read as an allegory for the eternal struggle between 

God and matter. 

 4) Book 4 is a bit more problematic since there are no fragments that can be 

confidently assigned to it.  There is a series of fragments that des Places identifies as 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
17 See van Winden (1959) 39. 
 
18 Martano (30) is on the right track.  His sees Bk. 3 as an attempt to wrest a kernel of 
truth from diverse traditions.  What that kernel is he does not specify.   
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“IV vel V” (“Book 4 or 5”).  Since these fragments are topically very similar to the 

one fragment that is definitely from Book 5, I shall treat them together with it. 

Leemans assumes that Book 4 is most likely entirely lost, but that it likely treated the 

impossibility of the Good/Being/God directly coming into contact with Matter.  

Leemans’ interpretation is quite reasonable, since it does form a topical bridge from 

Book 3 to Book 5. 

 5) The fragments treated under Book 5 all try to answer the implied question 

of how the radically opposed principles of God/Good and Matter can come 

together to create a world. It is here that Numenius introduces such difficult 

concepts as the “Three Gods” and the “Two Gods who are One” that have 

confused scholars ancient and modern.  In the context of the dialogue as a whole, it 

is very clear that Numenius uses these ideas to explain how the Good can be a 

radical and transcendent principle and a creative force at the same time.  The 

Good/God remains aloof, yet paradoxically can be said to create the world in which 

we live, and so these different phases or aspects of its relationship to matter are 

described as different Gods.  There has been a transition not only between subject 

matters (from metaphysics to theology), but also of methods (from dialectic to 

analogy). 19  There follows a series of metaphors and analogies in these fragments 

that try to illustrate the relationships among these Gods with each other and with 

what Numenius calls the “beautiful” world.  The “beautiful” world is Numenius’ 

term for what contemporary philosophers call the “phenomenal” world of our 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
19 Martano (31) is not quite correct in seeing Numenius’ transition from metaphysics 
to theology in the discussion of how matter and spirit require an intermediary.  The 
transition has already happened in Bk. 3, before that discussion, when the two first 
principles are still treated as absolutely opposed.  See below on fr. 9. 
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experience. 

 6) One of the fragments of Book 6 continues with the project of illustrative 

analogies, but the other fragments are concerned with attributing all the insights of 

the dialogue as a whole to Plato.  The identification of the various names Good, 

Being, God with the same transcendent principle is reaffirmed, and prooftexts from 

the Platonic dialogues are invoked, along with a quotation from the conclusion of 

Plato’s lecture “On the Good” that “the Good is one.”  There is a final statement 

that answers the initial question from fr. 1 of what the Good is:  The Good is God.20   

 Several scholars have seen that Books 1 and 2 treat the ultimate nature of the 

universe, while later books treat the nature of God.  Leemans is typical; he discusses 

the fragments of Books 1 and 2 in a section entitled “Metaphysics” and later 

fragments of On the Good in a section entitled “Theology.”  Frede does something 

similar.21  What all treat inadequately is the necessity that these two programs be 

connected somehow in Numenius’ mind. The key is Book 3, of which we 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
20 In addition to the direct quotations from Eusebius, there are a few testimonia in 
Origen, Proclus, Porphyry, and a few (but surprisingly few) in Iamblichus.  One very 
important witness is Chalcidius.  I shall especially use him in my discussion of 
Numenius’ view of Matter, on which see below.   
 
21 Decades earlier, Chaignet (313-23) had summarized Numenius’ De Bono in the 
same way, with an eye toward attempting to reconstruct Numenius’ view of the soul.  
Vacherot (320-28) also does something similar, except that he recounts Numenius’ 
theology and then his metaphysics.  Much of what these scholars provide is simply a 
summarized translation of the fragments with little interpretation. Festugière ([1954] 
126) notes the passage from metaphysics in Bks. 1-2 to the theology of Bks. 4-6; 
however, he does not discuss the nature of that transition.  Cf. Beutler 669-72; 
Mauro (102); Petty (xiii-xix).  Des Places (1973) is surprisingly uninterested in 
Numenius’ metaphysics in the introduction to his Budé collection of the fragments. 
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unfortunately possess only a single fragment and a single testimonium.22  There is 

enough, however, to show that the material treated in Book 3 is transitional, not only 

from metaphysics to theology, but from one mode of apprehension (philosophical 

inquiry and dialetic) to another (myth and analogy).23  We shall see that this transition 

in Book 3 is at least in part typological, or allegorical, with characters in religious 

history embodying and enacting the functions of first principles in the world. 

 The setting for Numenius’ metaphysical-theological synthesis is a discussion 

of the nature of the Form of the Good that Plato describes in the Republic, but it is 

not limited to this dialogue, or even to Plato.  Numenius exercises his broad interests 

and expansive imagination to tie what he sees as the best of human intellectual 

accomplishments into a unified whole.  Another way to say this is that the ultimate 

project of the On the Good is an argument for the unity of purpose between what we 

would understand to be philosophy and religion, of reasoned discourse and 

metaphor: their common purpose is to know the ultimate and highest truth of the 

universe, which Numenius calls God.  This ambitious goal will set the stage for 

philosophical and theological speculation (both pagan and Christian) for at least two 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
22 Thedinga ([1875] 12) notes that after the philosophical fragments of Bks. 1-2, fr. 9 
is “surprising.”  He attempts no explanation for what the logical relevance of the 
fragment is in the dialogue as a whole, and scholars have not taken up this implicit 
challenge.  I propose such an explanation below.  Chaignet (312-22) does attempt a 
brief synthesis, but quotes fr. 9 only to show Numenius’ interest in Judaism.  
Chaignet does not see the separate tracks on ontology and theology at work in the 
dialogue.  Zeller (234-41) similarly tries to encapsulate the work as a whole.  Zeller 
made several useful demonstations of the relationships among various individual 
fragments, but left much undiscussed.  Guyont (138-50) organizes his discussion of 
Numenius under headings: chief ideas, god, intermediary principles, and ecstasy; his 
essential goal is to demonstrate how the concept of infinity works in Numenius, and 
is not a reconstruction of Numenius’ thought as a whole. 
 
23 See Martano 28. 
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centuries. 

 

The Ontological Pyramid 

 There is one prefatory matter that the reader needs in order to understand 

On the Good.  A general and simple introduction to the basics of Platonic metaphysics 

is necessary, since it pervades virtually every line of the fragments of the tract; and in 

order to appreciate Numenius’ worldview, one must fit it into its wider Platonic 

context.  There was a general consensus among Platonists about the framework of 

the universe.  This framework is generally assumed in Platonic writings, but is rarely 

outlined directly, even in modern scholarship.  There are different ways to approach 

this framework; scholars of Plotinus, for example, sometimes refer to it as a “chain” 

of being.24  However, the simplest paradigm, and the most immediately relevant for 

understanding Numenius, is to visualize the Platonic cosmos as levels of division.  I 

call this cosmic structure of increasing or decreasing division the “Ontological 

Pyramid.”25  This pyramid serves as a model (and only a model) for understanding 

one way in which Platonists assigned value judgments to the levels of their 

metaphysical system.26 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
24 Inge 254.  The term, however, is not found in Plotinus’ own words; see O’Meara 
(1996) 66. 
 
25 For other attempts to describe the same system, see Inge (221, 254); Rodolfo 527-
31; Orbe (1956) 272; Merlan (1968) 11-13; Burkert (1972) 21-22; Karamanoulis 140. 
 
26 The term “Ontological Pyramid” and the metaphysical model itself are my own, 
inferred from various later Platonic texts (see previous note); nevertheless, 
Numenius himself may have visualized his own metaphysical system in a similar way, 
since we are told that for him (Macrob. In Somn. 1.12.5) the soul is conical, i.e. 
beginning at a geometric point and then extended into further dimensions by contact 
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 There are two primary constituents to the pyramid: the peak and the base.  

The very peak of the pyramid comes to an absolute geometric point.27  Different 

Platonists gave different names to this highest principle:  They individually assigned 

names to it like the Good, or Being, or the One.  However, virtually any of these 

identifications could and would be contested by other Platonists.  The only term 

upon which all Platonists could agree for this highest principle of absolute unity was 

“God.” 

 The second principle should be imagined as being like the base of the 

pyramid.  Though it is difficult to visualize, properly speaking the base should extend 

infinitely in all directions; this is because it is in every way the opposite of the 

pyramid’s peak:  Whereas the peak is limitation itself, the base is absolutely limitless.28  

The base of the pyramid is Matter, or as Aristotle called it, Prime Matter—an 

absolutely undifferentiated potentiality upon which any sort of order must be 

imposed.29  Before Iamblichus, it was generally considered appropriate among 

Platonists to give to Matter a unique relationship with evil.30 There are different ways 

of describing this relationship: matter is “evil” (as an adjective), matter is “Evil” (as a 
!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!

with matter; see Staab 78.  It is most unfortunate that des Places does not 
incorporate this passage into his fr. 34 (=Macrob. In Somn. 1.12.1-4). 
 
27 Turner ([2001] 388) appropriately calls this the “ontological summit.”  
 
28 See García Bazán 208. 
 
29 See Arist. Ph. 193a:  e{na me;n ou\n trovpon ou{tw" hJ fuvsi" levgetai, hJ prwvth 
eJkavstw/ uJpokeimevnh u{lh tw'n ejcovntwn ejn auJtoi'" ajrch;n kinhvsew" kai; 
metabolh'". (“One side of nature is said to be the prime matter that underlies 
everything that has the principle of motion and change in itself”).  See also Arist. 
Caelo. 306b16-19 and cf. Dean-Jones 104. 
 
30 Des Places (1973b) 215; Perkins (280).  Iamblichus believes that sensible matter is 
evil, but prime matter, as an eternal principle, is divine and good.  See Shaw 29. 
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noun); matter has an “evil soul,” etc.31  This is reasonable, of course, since Matter is 

(at least before Iamblichus) the opposite of the Good.32  As a general rule, unity is 

good, and chaos is bad.33 

 These two principles are very often, though not always, conceived in 

numerical terms.  The highest principle, God, is called the Monad (monav"), whereas 

the lowest principle is called the Dyad (duav").34  From these two names, it might 

seem that these principles could in fact be the number 1 and the number 2.  That is 

not quite correct, however.  The dyad should more properly be called the 

“indefinite” (ajovristo") dyad; that is, not the first division after the number 1, but a 

radical principle of absolute division that lacks coherence and unity altogether.35  The 

Monad, as the Dyad’s opposite, is not so much the number 1, but is a radical 

principle of unity that imparts stability and order to the “pyramid” of being beneath 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
31  Evil as a noun: Plot. Enn. 1.8.8; evil as an adjective: Chaldaean Oracles fr. 88.2 (des 
Places 1971b); Evil Soul: Plut. Mor. 1015e.  See Witt 121.  Witt’s characterization of 
Numenian matter as “Satanic,” in the Miltonian sense, however, greatly 
oversimplifies the situation.  The paradoxical nature of Numenian matter will be 
discussed below.  See also Kenney 219. 
 
32 Karamanoulis 139. 
 
33 Dörrie (1955) 475. 
 
34 The term “dyad” in reference to matter immediately calls to mind Xenocrates’ 
indefinite dyad.  This indefinite dyad was ultimately derived from Plato, Aristotle 
assures us, but came to be attributed to the Pythagoreans. 
 
35 The Old Academy identified these primeval opposites from which all else is 
derived as Being and Non-Being (Merlan [1968] 139-40).  This will also turn out to 
be Numenius’ position. 
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it, down to the absolute division of the base.36 

 The various levels of existence are between these two extremes, levels of 

increasing unity (and goodness) as one proceeds up the pyramid toward God, and 

levels of increasing differentiation (and evil) as one proceeds down the pyramid 

toward Matter.  Just below the peak, as the pyramid begins to slope down, the 

absolute unity of God is first compromised by its interaction with Matter, and in this 

way creates several unities; these unities together constitute the world of the Forms 

or the Ideals (ijdevai) that make up “Platonic” Heaven.37  As the pyramid slopes down 

even further, the unity of the peak is further compromised by differentiation, and the 

pyramid could be said to widen further; this happens when the Forms are 

instantiated in several objects (e.g. the form of Justice become several acts of justice 

in the visible world, the Form of chair is instantiated in several chairs, etc.).   

 This metaphysical level in between the Forms and Matter is what Plato calls 

to; gignovmenon—“Becoming,” or the “world of becoming.”  “Becoming” is the 

world of three-dimensional space and linear time in which we live.  It is a world that 

is subject to change, but change that is limited by its participation in eternal Ideals or 

Forms.  For their part, God, the Forms, and Matter are all outside of anything that 

could be meaningfully called time or place.  Rather, time and place are created when 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
36 Rodolfo (527) refers to the extremes of God and Matter as “positive infinity” and 
“negative infinity” respectively.  These terms may not be terribly illuminating, but 
they are accurate. 
 
37 Rist (1965) 331: “[S]ome Platonists were asking themselves, What is the principle 
of differentiation within the Ideal World?  And, under Aristotelian influence, were 
giving the answer, Matter.” Cf. Merlan (1968) 125-26. 
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the Forms bring order and definition to limitless and chaotic Matter.38  Conversely, 

the Forms are instantiated in three-dimensional space and linear time because the 

limitlessness of Matter forces them to divide in a lower metaphysical plane. 

 Platonists disagreed on the question of how the two extremes, God and 

Matter, are ultimately related to one another.  For some Platonists, only God exists 

in eternity.  Then, for reasons that can only baffle human reason, God begins the 

process of differentiation and division, first into Forms, then into instantiations of 

Forms, all the way down to the absolute and chaotic differentiation of Matter.  Thus, 

for these Platonists, Matter ultimately derives from God, albeit at an infinite remove.  

In modern scholarship, these Platonists are called “monists,” since they believe in 

only one first principle. These monists include Proclus, and of course Augustine.39  

For other Platonists, both God and Matter subsist independently of one another in 

eternity, and it is the necessary interaction of the two principles that creates the 

ontological pyramid between them.  These Platonists are called “dualists,” and 

virtually every piece of evidence that we possess on Numenius places him firmly in 

this latter camp.40 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
38  This is no doubt the sort of topic that Numenius covered in his treatise “On 
Place” (peri; tovpou).  Origen (in fr. 1c) tells us that this treatise existed and that 
Numenius allegorized stories of the Old Testament prophets in it, but we know 
nothing else about it.  
 
39 Also among them is Eudorus of Alexandria.  See Rist (1962b) 394. 
 
40 Atticus and Plutarch also qualify; see Rist ([1965] 337). Chalcidius states that 
Numenius was reacting against Pythagoreans who adopted a “monist” approach.  
Rist ([1965] 333) collects evidence that Neopythagoreans tended to favor such a 
“monism.”  Puech (763) asserts that most Pythagoreans (he does not say who, but 
seems to have Eudorus of Alexandria or perhaps Moderatus of Gades in mind; see 
Kenney 219) were “monists,” and that Numenius’ “dualism” was an “Oriental” 
feature that he introduced into Greek philosophy.  Our sketchy knowledge of 
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 Within the Platonic system outlined above, Numenius expresses a new aspect 

that runs throughout the fragments of On the Good.  He holds a view of both Matter 

and God that is self-consciously paradoxical.  One uncharitable scholar has seen the 

difficulty, and calls Numenius’ view contradictory.41  Rather, we must not assume 

that Numenius was too careless not to see the problem; instead, he embraced it.  

Numenius’ innovative view is as follows:  Matter is a receptive principle; it receives 

Form and allows Form to be instantiated multiple times in the lower levels of the 

pyramid.42  However, at the same time, Matter is a refractory principle: it actively 

resists God in his providential work.  Matter for Numenius is not just privation, but 

radical privation: it accepts Form, but at the same time strives against it.43   Matter for 

Numenius is both absence and chaos.44   In the same way, Numenius’ highest God 

remains in eternal repose as only the object of contemplation, but also actively pours 

his inexhaustible divinity into the work of informing Matter. It is static and in 

motion, or, in Numenius’ words (fr. 15), it has a “static motion.”  This paradox finds 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!

Platonism, not to mention Pythagoreanism, in the Imperial era makes this an 
impossible assertion to prove.  In any event, the “dualist” approach to metaphysics is 
Academic, not Oriental; see Rist (1965). 
 
41 Waszkink (1966) 43. See also Martano 67; Waszkink (1966) 67-68; Baltes (1975) 
256.  Numenius holds a view that Plutarch (Mor. 1014e ff.) rejects for the very reason 
that he was unable to conceive of matter as both without quality and evil.  Since for 
Numenius qualities worthy of the name come ultimately from the Good, Numenius 
has no trouble seeing their deprivation as evil, the opposite of Good. 
 
42 See fr. 4a: th'" tw'n swmavtwn paqh'" (“The passivity of the corporeal world”). 
 
43 Leemans 37. 
 
44 See van der Ven 248.  A similar teaching is found in Porphyry; in this way he is 
actually able to agree with a Christian creatio ex nihilo, albeit with very subtle 
philosophical refinements, since matter is a substrate that can in all sincerity be called 
“nothing.”  See Waszink (1966) 70. 
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no direct confirmation in the Platonic corpus, nor is it necessitated by the parameters 

of the Ontological Pyramid.  Justifying this innovation is one of Numenius’ major 

themes of On the Good. 

 This acceptance of paradox rather than a rejection may strike one at first as 

unphilosophical, but Numenius perceives these two principles transcend the world 

of our experiences and require discourse beyond what we would consider rational in 

order to describe them truthfully.  The apparent paradox of simultaneous absence 

and chaos is a dual aspect of Matter. 45  The Good also has both an active and passive 

aspect since it is both static and imparts its nature to the metaphysical levels below 

it.46 Both of Numenius’ first principles can be described as infinite, but they are 

infinite in different ways: God is infinite being, matter is infinite division.47  Such 

infinities defy simple description. 

 There is one important component of the Platonic system that will find little 

treatment below, and that is the Soul, i.e. the mediating principle between the static 

world of being and the changing world of becoming in which we live. We know that 

Numenius devoted an entire tract of at least three books entitled On the Incorruptibility 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
45 Aristotle (Ph. 192a3 ff. and Ph. 1.9) saw the paradox inherent in a system like the 
one that Numenius embraces, and so he separated matter and deprivation.  Matter, 
for Aristotle, accepts Form, while deprivation resists it.  Aristotle does say that there 
were “some” in his day who identified matter with deprivation, and by “some” he 
probably means the Academics.  See van Winden (1959) 82-83, 88.  Numenius 
stands in the latter tradition. 
 
46 See Dodds (1960) 12. 
 
47 Guyont (145) begins to see this when he describes matter as a “veritable and 
negative” inifinity, and God as a “divine” infinity.  However, this description lacks 
clarity and has not influenced later scholarship. 
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of the Soul, but nothing substantive is known of it.48  Porphyry and following him 

Macrobius give an account of Numenius’ doctrine on the descent and ascent of the 

soul, but this account does not seem to be taken from On the Good.  Indeed, our 

fragments of On the Good, extended and diverse though they be, have virtually 

nothing to say about the soul as such.  There is a persistent assumption that the 

principle known as the “Third” God is to be identified with the universal soul or the 

“World” Soul of the Timaeus; but if this is so, Numenius does not tell us so explicitly.  

There is in fact little room for the soul in On the Good.  Rather, in this tract Numenius 

seems far more concerned with first principles and how they interact; this, for him as 

for Aristotle, is true wisdom.49  The soul from a “god’s-eye” view can only be an 

afterthought at best.50 

 What is in Numenius is a discussion of the apex of the Ontological Pyramid, 

as opposite of the base, in conformity with his dualism.  The following study follows 

the fragments themselves in the order established by des Places.  Only in a few 

instances does Eusebius not make absolutely clear for us the placement of a 

fragment in the chronological progression of the dialogue; I accept des Places’ 

placement of these fragments as most likely.  I shall explicate each fragment with 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
48 Origen (in fr. 29) informs us that Bk. 2 included miraculous or strange stories, but 
does not elaborate. 
 
49 Arist. Metaph. 981b-82a. 
 
50 See Runia (162): “In the pitiful fragments that we still possess Numenius seems 
much more intent on establishing his hierarchy of gods than in exploring the 
structure of the intelligible realm.” I cannot agree with Waszink & Jensen (lvii) that 
Numenius probably treated both the human soul and the world soul in De Bono.  
Even if the Third God is the world soul, Numenius is nowhere concerned with him 
qua world soul, but rather qua God.  The unifying theme of all of the fragments has 
nothing to do with psychogony, human or superhuman, but with knowing the Good, 
which is God. 
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special attention to the progression of a line of reasoning that connects one fragment 

to the next.  In this way I hope to demonstrate that Numenius’ purpose and method 

in On the Good are on the whole recoverable.  Numenius’ purpose is to prove that 

Goodness Itself is God.  His method is to explore the very best human traditions 

available to him, philosophical and religious.  God, or the Good, will turn out to be 

the ultimate object of all of these traditions. 
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BOOK 1:  “SEEING THE GOOD” 

 There are four fragments (fr. 1a, 2, 3, and 4a) that Eusebius specifically 

attributes to Book One of On the Good.  Fragment 1a provides a statement of 

method, though not a direct statement of purpose, and is treated first.51  Fragment 2 

explains the difficulty of understanding the Good, since it is immaterial, and ends 

with an exhortation to study to; o[n, “Being,” or, in a more fully Platonic sense, 

“what actually and absolutely exists.”  Fr. 3 and 4a are part of a chain of quotations, 

and Eusebius makes explicit that they are quoted in order.  Fragment 3 dialectically 

establishes that this “existence itself” is absolutely stable, and so the opposite of 

Matter.  Fragment 4a is lengthier; first the interlocutor establishes that pure matter 

cannot be an object of knowledge since it lacks definition, and ends by arguing for 

the existence of an “asomatic” or incorporeal principle that holds matter together. 

 

Fragment 1a 

 Naturally Numenius begins the body of his dialogue with a rough outline of 

what he intends to accomplish and how.  Unfortunately, Eusebius has begun his 

quotation in the middle of the thought (fr. 1a):52 

eij" de; tou'to dehvsei eijpovnta kai; shmhnavmenon tai'" 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
51 Eusebius informs us that this fragment comes from Bk. 1 of De Bono, but quotes it 
alone and not in a chronological chain.  Nevertheless, the wording of fr. 1a 
practically begs to be understood as a statement of method for a long discussion, and 
so is always placed first in collections of fragments of De Bono. 
 
52 Guthrie (2) sees that this fragment begins in the middle of a thought.  It is with 
some hesitation that I accept eij" de; tou'to along with all other modern editors of 
Numenius.  This phrase could conceivably mean “with regard to this,” but is 
awkward, and I can find no real parallel in all of Greek literature.  The MSS variant 
eij de; tou'to (“if this is so”) however is very common in Greek literature, and I 
suspect preferable in the context.  In the end, however, both phrases amount to the 
same thing. 
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marturivai" tai'" Plavtwno" ajnacwrhvsasqai kai; sundhvsasqai 
toi'" lovgoi" tou' Puqagovrou, ejpikalevsasqai de; ta; e[qnh ta; 
eujdokimou'nta, prosferovmenon aujtw'n ta;" teleta;" kai; ta; 
dovgmata tav" te iJdruvsei" sunteloumevna" Plavtwni 
oJmologoumevnw", oJpovsa" Bracma'ne" kai; !Ioudai'oi kai; Mavgoi 
kai; Aijguvptioi dievqento.  
 
Therefore, it will be necessary for me to argue and conjecture from 
the testimonies of Plato, and then relate them back and connect them 
to the philosophy of Pythagoras; then it will be necessary to invoke 
the races of good repute.  I shall contribute their religious and 
philosophical teachings, as well as their objects of worship when they 
are celebrated in conformity with Plato, whatever the Brahmans, the 
Jews, the Magi, and the Egyptians have instituted.  

 
There are two components that one would expect from an introduction: what the 

author intends to do and why he intends to do it.  The first item is clear from fr. 1a, 

though the second is not.   

 Fragment 1a provides a specific order of steps, a method.  There are three 

basic actions described, all of them dependent upon dehvsei (“it will be necessary.”)  

First there is the participial tautology eijpovnta kai; shmhnavmenon (“having spoken 

and conjectured”), which is coordinated to the infinitive sundhvsasqai.53  Since the 

participles are aorist, they should properly occur before the action of the infinitive:  

It will be necessary first to conjecture from the evidence of Plato, and second to 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
53 I cannot agree with Dillon ([1988] 124-25) when he sees some sort of hieratic or 
talismanic quality in these words.  For Dillon, shmaivnomai means that Numenius 
seals himself with the seal of Plato, and sundevomai means that Numenius girds 
himself about with the evidence of Plato.  Apparently, Dillon is using these terms to 
push his view of a dogmatic Numenius.  As it stands, both words have perfectly 
ordinary philosophical meanings.  shmaivnomai means “to conclude from signs,” or 
“conjecture” (see LSJ s.v. shmaivnw B.II); this is the exact sense in which Numenius 
uses the word again in fr. 2.  sundevomai means only “to connect,” or “to join,” 
which is precisely the sense that the word has in Numenius’ fr. 18 (the helmsman 
“connects matter with harmony”).  See also Eusebius De laudibus Constantini 6.9.7; 
Eusebius Commentary on Psalms 1.6.3.10, and Procl. Theologia Platonica 1.11.8.   
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connect it to the logoi, or the philosophy, of Pythagoras.54  The third step is to 

“invoke” the peoples who will corroborate the findings.  Numenius is happy to 

include the religious teachings of non-Greeks, but only when they are “in accordance 

with Plato.” In general, it seems that he allegorized foreign myths to force the 

conformity rather than using genuinely foreign thought for new insights.55  The 

speaker calls for connecting the philosophy of Plato to that of Pythagoras and 

“invoking” barbarian peoples who are trustworthy, and this is an accurate description 

of the progression of Books 1-3.  As we shall see, the first item, connecting Plato and 

Pythagoras, is accomplished in Books 1 and 2; the second item, invoking the 

barbarian teaching, is accomplished in Book 3.   

 We know what the method is, but what is the goal toward which these steps 

lead?  There are three clues that allow us to infer that the goal is to understand 

Plato’s concept of what he calls the “Good” or the “Form of the Good.”56  First, 

Numenius tells us that the standard by which he selects his evidence from “peoples 

of good repute” is that it must be “in conformity with Plato.”  This establishes that 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
54 For logoi as a philosophical system or school, see IG II2 3801 and 3989 (to;[n] 
diavdoco[n] tw'n ajpo; Zhvnwno["] lovgwn).  Cf. Oliver 214. 
 
55 See Origen (fr. 1c); Porph. (fr. 30) on Genesis 1:1. 
 
56 The Good as a Platonic principle is found in Republic 507b-09c, in which the Form 
of the Good (to; ajgaqovn) illuminates the human mind as the sun illuminates the eye.  
How this analogy in the Republic figures into the historical Plato’s thought is a 
complicated problem.  The major thrust of the passage from the Republic is 
epistemological: just as the eye can see the phenomenal world, so the mind gains the 
ability to perceive the Forms.  However, later Platonists attempted to add a 
metaphysical dimension.  It is at least possible to interpret Plato’s passage to mean 
that the Good is a unified principle from which a multiplicity of Forms emanates.  
Whether or not Plato actually intended us to understand this, many later Platonists 
took this as his meaning.  Numenius will prove to be just such a one. 
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the goal is Platonic.  Origen gives us the second clue.  He refers directly to this very 

passage (fr. 1b) and adds that Numenius invokes the non-Greeks that he does 

because they held “that God is incorporeal.”  These two standards by which 

Numenius selects evidence from non-Greek religion must ultimately accomplish the 

same end if they are working toward a common goal, whatever that goal is.  The 

topic of discussion is Platonic and incorporeal, but also divine.  The third clue is the 

evidence of the next fragment, in which Numenius discusses defining the “Good.”  

We can infer from these facts that it is Plato’s concept of the incorporeal Good that 

is the real topic under discussion here; but more than that, the goal is to understand 

the Good as an incorporeal god.  It is toward the goal of understanding the Good 

that the method outlined in fr. 1a is directed.57 

 The discussion begins and (as we shall see in fr. 20) ends with Plato. 

Somehow, though, Pythagoras comes into this discussion.  If it is true that 

Numenius considered himself a Pythagorean, as Origen (fr. 1b, 1c) tells us, we must 

wonder in what particular way this obtains.  It cannot be due to any unique 

characteristic of Pythagoras’ philosophy, since Numenius’ thought is thoroughly 

Platonic, as will become clear throughout the course of this study.  He may have 

observed the Pythagorean lifestyle (not eating beans, refusing to touch black 

roosters, etc.), but Numenius shows no interest in the lifestyle in any of the 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
57 Puech (747) maintains that the topic of this sentence is the “problème de Dieu” 
and des Places ([1973] 103 n.1) agrees; so do Festugière ([1944] 19; [1954] 125) and 
des Places ([1973] 103).  This is ultimately correct; however, it is incomplete, as the 
following discussion will show.  The discussion begins as a metaphysical diatribe, and 
only in later fragments turns overtly theological. 
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fragments.58  The only component of the Pythagorean tradition distinct from 

Platonism that Numenius does introduce into his philosophy is the person of 

Pythagoras himself.  

 Outside of On the Good, we know that Numenius (fr. 24.73-76) claims that 

Plato received from Pythagoras an “austerity” (to; sevmnon) that Plato’s encounter 

with Socrates mellowed.59  There must be something more substantive than austerity 

in style, though, that attracted Numenius to Pythagoras; and given the supposed 

congruity between their respective teachings, some have held that the only possible 

distinguishing characteristic is antiquity.   

 Their argument runs as follows: Even in its fragmentary state, the Numenian 

corpus displays a unique and consistent interest in attributing the truths that 

Numenius communicates to the earliest source possible, hence the invocation of the 

Egyptians et al.  What Pythagoras offers to Numenius is a sage of great antiquity 

comparable to those honored by barbarians, such as Moses was for the Jews.60  The 

antiquity of this source confirms Numenius’ assumption that God has revealed 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
58 See Dillon (1988) 119.  In fr. 9, Numenius makes an exhortation to the study of 
mathematical sciences (ta; maqhvmata), but without the mystical trappings that are 
sometimes attributed to the Pythagorean traditions (e.g. the number 5 is “Marriage”).  
See below. 
 
59 The quote comes not from a fragment of De Bono, but from fr. 24 of On the 
Academy’s Betrayal of Plato.  
 
60 Waszink & Jensen (xlii) e.g. attributes to Numenius the belief that knowledge is 
corrupted over time, and connects it to the tract The Academy’s Betrayal of Plato.  They 
believe that Numenius is obsessed with returning to primeval wisdom.  Such a view 
cannot confidently be attributed to Numenius, contra Festugière ([1944] 19), but it 
was current in his day.  For example, a Syrian named Alcibiades travelled to Rome 
with a book of revelations from one Elechasai, which were supposed to be Parthian.  
His revelations, Alcibiades claimed, were greater than those of Egyptian priests, and 
greater than those of the Greek sage Pythagoras because they were older (Hippol. 
Haer. 9.13.17).  Cf. Mauro 101. 
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divine truth to various peoples only in primeval times.61  There is no real evidence to 

support this claim.  If this is what Numenius believes or even unconsciously 

assumes, it is not what Numenius says.  Numenius says that he invokes the peoples 

of good repute not because of their antiquity, but because they are in conformity 

with Plato, and more specifically because they hold that God is incorporeal.62   

 In Book 2 there is an example of how Numenius considers this connection 

between Pythagoras and Plato, and it will become clear that the project of On the 

Good is thoroughly Platonic.63  At this point, it is enough to say that the sources for 

Numenius’ thought are Platonic, and his conclusions will be Platonic as well.    It is 

his reasoning (logoi) that Numenius claims is Pythagorean.64  Numenius says that he is 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
61 The major contemporary proponent of this view is Boys-Stones (esp. 116).  He 
claims that fr. 1a assumes that the inclusion of the Brahmans et al. in the list implies 
that they are the source of Plato’s wisdom.  However, all that Numenius’ words need 
imply, especially when taken with the testimony of Origen (fr. 1b), is that Plato and 
the “people’s of good repute” had come to the conclusion that God is incorporeal.  
Numenius says nothing to preclude the possibility that all parties had reached this 
conclusion independently.  It is the logoi that is important to Numenius, not the path 
of their transmission in all of human history.  Den Boeft (36-37) is very misleading 
when he says that for Numenius we must “find a way back” to these peoples.  The 
word that he translates as “find a way back” (ajnacwrhvsasqai) Numenius uses not 
in direct reference to the “famous peoples,” but rather in reference to Pythagoras.  
 
62 Numenius’ inclusion of the Jews in his list of the famous peoples is still 
noteworthy.  At about the same time as Numenius, Celsus (fr. 8.2) argued that the 
Jews were innovators who broke with ancestral polytheistic wisdom and enabled the 
rise of Christianity; see fr. 1b and cf. Baltes (1999) 120; Achille 176.  That the Jewish 
tradition should be treated as ancient and therefore authoritative was not at all an 
assumption that Numenius could count on all people to share.  
 
63 O’Meara (1989) 10:  “[H]e is best understood as part of a widespread and varied 
effort in the first centuries AD to interpret Plato’s dialogues so as to reach a 
systematic Platonic dogma.”  
 
64 I cannot agree with van Winden ([1970] 207) that Numenius’ appeal to Pythagoras 
and the “famous peoples” represents something that could be called primitivism.  
Numenius does have a rational dialectical program. 
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reconstructing the philosophical project of Pythagoras of Croton and is supporting 

those dialectical arguments with evidence from Plato. In Books 1-2, Numenius 

begins with assumptions and reasons dialectically from those assumptions.  The 

reasoning could stand alone, but he is absolutely confident that metaphysical truth 

was available to Pythagoras, though he produces no direct evidence. Numenius 

assumes the connection between Plato and Pythagoras rather than proves it.  

Numenius’ plan from here is to use rigorous and reasoned discourse to prove that 

God is incorporeal, to demonstrate this truth from Plato, and then to discuss what 

the peoples of good repute have to say about this god.65  

 It is reported that according to Epicurus philosophy was impossible for a 

non-Greek speaker.66  Not all Greek educated elite actually expressed such 

unambiguous ethnocentrism, but few philosophers gave non-Greeks the sort of 

serious attention that Numenius did.67  Numenius expands this appeal to non-Greek 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
65 Leemans (33) is therefore incorrect when he says that for Numenius wisdom is 
found in adherence to tradition and not in reason.  Numenius says in this very 
fragment that we need both.   Similarly, I cannot agree with Dillon ([1988] 121) that 
“[a]ll [Numemius] is doing is rejecting the ‘Socratic’ element in Platonism in favor of 
the dogmatic autos epha tradition of Pythagoras.” 
 
66 Clement Strom. 1.15= fr. 226 Usener.  Cf. Diog. Laert. 10.117.  Lucretius must 
have disagreed with Epicurus on this one point, though does concede that the 
“poverty” of the Latin language is an obstacle to his writing in De Rerum Natura.  See 
Dewitt 278. 
 
67 Origen tells us that Numenius invokes these peoples because they worship an 
incorporeal God.  Puech’s argument (772) that Numenius’ philosophy of the First 
God is inspired by these peoples is backwards: Numenius does not borrow his 
doctrine from the ethnê, but rather seeks out their “conformity with Plato,” just as he 
himself says.  Plese ([2006] 70-71) has an interpretation similar to Puech, and 
supports it by translating ajnacwrhvsasqai as “go beyond”: we must “go beyond 
Plato,” presumably to barbarian philosophy.  This translation of the verb is not 
supported by LSJ.  The correct interpretation is articulated by Gager (64): 
“[Numenius’] method seems to have been to examine those aspects of [non-Greek] 
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and pre-Greek wisdom and attempts to confirm his own philosophical speculation 

with the religious traditions of “famous” ethnê, and he lists the Brahmans (i.e. 

Indians), the Magi (i.e. Persians), the Egyptians, and the Jews.68  Our direct evidence 

is fragmentary, but it is consistent.  Numenius is not concerned with God as such in 

any of the fragments of Book 1, but with the Platonic Form of the Good, which he 

will eventually identify with a transcendent and incorporeal god.  Since there are non-

Greek peoples of good repute who, at least according to Numenius, worship such a 

god (Egyptians, Magi, Brahmans, and Jews), their wisdom can contribute to this 

discussion.69   

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!

thought which agreed or could be made to agree with Plato with a view to citing 
them as further authorities for his own point of view.” 
  
68 Van der Ven (263) sees that the appeal to these non-Greek traditions widens the 
scope of his philosophical and contemplative goals; however, van der Ven does note 
how Numenius also uses reason and dialectic to widen that appeal.  Cf. Beutler (666), 
who understands that Numenius looks for confirmation from these peoples, and 
does not actually borrow their teachings.  These teachings were given Platonic 
allegorical interpretations, on which see below.  See also Dörrie (1955) 443. 
 
69 Two of our major sources on Numenius, Origen and Eusebius, are Christian, and 
so give disproportionate attention to Numenius’ treatment of Judaism.  I note here 
in passing the charming quip attributed to Numenius: “What is Plato but Moses 
speaking Attic.”  The attribution comes from Clement of Alexandria, who 
specifically says “Numenius writes …,” but Eusebius is more hesitant (fr. 9b. 
Numenius is reported to have said … ”).  Eusebius is thus not quoting a text of 
Numenius directly, but quoting a secondary source, probably Clement (Wallace-
Hadrill 142).  The major oddity of this sentiment, of course, is that we should expect 
it to be reversed: What is Moses but Plato speaking Hebrew (see Dodds [1957] 6)?   
Gager (68) is confused by Eusebius’ reluctance and does not try to explain it.  I find 
Eusebius’ hesitation very suspicious.  As the bishop of Caesarea, Eusebius lived in 
Origen’s old house as a parsonage, and had access to Origen’s incomparable library, 
including the Corpus Numenianum, as it were, yet Eusebius does not cite any 
Numenian source that he read.  This, I suspect, is the cause of Eusebius’ reluctance: 
He knows the quotation from Clement, but cannot find it in the words of Numenius 
that he has at his disposal, which was probably all of them.  Clement, on the other 
hand, makes not the barest mention of Numenius aside from this quotation. Gager 
(68) believes that Clement’s temporal proximity to Numenius makes Clement’s 
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 Thus, the highest principle is treated as impersonal in the rest of the 

fragments of Books 1 and 2, and then is treated as a personal God from Book 3 

onwards.  We can resolve the conflicting interpretations of Numenius’ appeal to the 

“peoples of good repute” by recognizing a progression in Numenius’ discourse.  He 

begins with an impersonal principle, the Good, and an attempt to define it.  This 

leads to an attempt to define existence itself, and finally God.  It will turn out of 

course that all three of these (Good, existence, and God), are the same.   

 

Fragment 2 

Eusebius elsewhere gives a quotation that he attributes to Book 1.  He does 

not give an explicit statement about where this stands in relation to fragments 1 and 

3, but all editions of Numenius place this quotation between them, and so in des 

Places’ edition is called fragment 2.  Fragment 2 actually provides a neat transition 

from the topic of fr. 1a (the search for the Good) and the topic of fragments 3-8 (the 

definition of Being), and so I follow this convention; the ordering should be taken as 

secure.  In between fr. 1a and 2, Numenius has become very concerned with 

describing or circumscribing the experience of apprehending and understanding the 

Good.  As we have seen above, this gives us information about the “why” that 

corresponds to fr. 1a’s “how.”  Fragment 2 is somewhat mystical, and Numenius has 

not yet begun the dialectical analysis that will characterize the remaining fragments 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!

testimony credible.  Is it, however, necessary that Clement read the line in an actual 
text of Numenius?  I think not.  As a famous syncretist, Numenius’ name could have 
attached itself to the quotation in any number of ways.  The authenticity of the line 
can neither be proved nor disproved, but I treat it with great skepticism.  See 
Edwards (1990) 67. 
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(3-8) of Books 1 and 2.  Rather, it is a further description of the goal, and now the 

goal finally has a name: the goal is the Good.   

The essential argument of fragment 2 is that the apprehension of the Good is 

beyond human explanation, and can only be gained intuitively, after “disregard for 

sensible objects, devotion to the sciences, and contemplation of numbers,” and only 

in this way can one practice the science of what truly exists (to; o[n).  This fragment 

is quite lengthy, and so will be treated in two segments.  The first half reads (fr. 2.1-

16): 

Ta; me;n ou\n swvmata labei'n hJmi'n e[xesti shmainomevnoi" e[k 
te oJmoivwn ajpov te tw'n ejn toi'" parakeimevnoi" gnwrismavtwn 
ejnovntwn: tajgaqo;n de; oujdeno;" ejk parakeimevnou oujd! au\ ajpo; 
oJmoivou aijsqhtou' ejsti labei'n mhcanhv ti" oujdemiva, ajlla; 
dehvsei, oi|on ei[ ti" ejpi; skoph/' kaqhvmeno" nau'n aJliavda 
bracei'avn tina touvtwn tw'n ejpaktrivdwn tw'n movnwn mivan, 
movnhn, e[rhmon, metakumivoi" ejcomevnhn ojxu; dedorkw;" mia/' 
bolh/' katei'de th;n nau'n, ou{tw" dei' tina ajpelqovnta povrrw 
ajpo; tw'n aijsqhtw'n oJmilh'sai tw/' ajgaqw/' movnw/ movnon, e[nqa 
mhvte ti" a[nqrwpo" mhvte ti zw/'on e{teron mhde; sw'ma mevga 
mhde; smikrovn, ajllav ti" a[fato" kai; ajdihvghto" ajtecnw'" 
ejrhmiva qespevsio", e[nqa tou' ajgaqou' h[qh diatribaiv te kai; 
ajglai?ai, aujto; de; ejn eijrhvnh/, ejn eujmeneiva/, to; h[remon, to; 
hJgemoniko;n i{lew ejpocouvmenon ejpi; th/' oujsiva/.   
 
And so it is possible for us to understand corporeal bodies when we 
conjecture by analogy and from familiar things at hand, but there are 
no means of understanding the Good from anything at hand nor 
from any sensory analogy; but, like someone sitting at a watchtower 
who looks down and sees a small fishing boat—one of those small 
crafts, alone, solitary, buoyed by the surf—and witnesses the skiff in 
a single glance, so it is necessary for one to depart far away from 
sensory objects and commune alone (monôi monos) with the Good.  
Here there is neither human being nor any other animal, neither 
corporeal entity great nor small, but a sort of unspeakable and simply 
unutterable divine solitude.  Here the characteristics of the Good are 
merriment and joy, and in peace and comfort it is Rest, the sovereign 
cheerfulness that floats upon Existence. 
 

These words outline the challenges and the rewards of discussing the topic of the 

Good.  For this reason, it is reasonable to take it closely with fr. 1a, which introduces 
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the method of discussing the Good.   

 Numenius’ discussion begins with a concise description of how the human 

intellect commonly learns about the world of our perceptions: through comparisons 

(and presumably contrasts).  Such comparisons are impossible with the Good.  I 

have attempted to preserve the chiasmus of the Greek in first four lines (“not 

possible by analogy … from things at hand; no means … from things at hand … by 

analogy”) to highlight the narrator’s absolute inability to find an analogy for the 

Good: the repetition is artful, but does imply frustration and a level of exasperation.70  

The only reason that Numenius gives for this frustration is that “conjecture by 

comparison” is possible only in the sensory world, while the Good is incorporeal.71  

Why this is so is not spelled out directly, but it can be explained by the “Ontological 

Pyramid” that was outlined in the Introduction of this dissertation.  Sensory objects 

in the material world can be assigned relationships that give them meaning: in a 

world of divided existence like ours, similarities and differences can be recognized 

and described; definition and meaning can be “conjectured.”  Since the Good exists 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
70 See Smith 220-21.  Smith, however, follows Scott ([1926] ad loc.) in taking 
parakeivmena as relating to the Good: “things adjacent to it.”  If this were so, the 
participle should more properly have a dependent dative (something like 
parakeivmena au jtw ' /).  As it stands, the participle most naturally refers to things 
present to the speaker and his audience, i.e. things in our phenomenal world.  We 
understand from analogy and from comparisons to things in this world; the phrase is 
an example of tautology, a favorite device of Numenius. 
 
71 Cf. this passage to Chalcidius 247b.  See also van Winden (1959) 49-50.  Chalcidius 
is working in the opposite direction to Numenius, however: Chalcidius is attempting 
to explain matter, which is without quality and thus impossible to describe.  He 
invokes the device of aphaeresis, abstraction, by which he mentally subtracts every 
sort of quality from the world around us; what is left is defined as Matter.  See 
Beutler 674; Mauro 112.  This device is Aristotelian, but Albinus attributes it to 
Plato.  See van Winden (1959) 132-33.  Cf. van Winden (1959) 119-20. 
 



!

 

31 

on its own metaphysical plane, in a world completely lacking division, the Good is 

not like anything at all. 

 Since he despairs of being able to describe the Good, Numenius attempts to 

describe the experience of apprehending it. That the human mind possesses the 

faculty to perceive the transcendent Good by pure abstraction and without recourse 

to material comparisons is a concept adopted from Plato, who called this abstraction 

novhsi", the final segment of what Plato calls the “divided line” of the Republic.  

When Plato discusses the different levels of mental activity, he likens these levels to 

segments of a line.  The four segments are eijkasiva (“comparison”), pivsti" 

(“belief”), diavnoia (“thought”), novhsi" (“intellection”). 72  The first segment is 

guesswork or conjecture by comparison (eikasia) by comparison of sensory objects, 

and the second level is belief (pistis) that arises from these comparisons.  The third 

level is discursive thought (dianoia) that uses imagined sensory models, and the fourth 

and highest level is intellection (noêsis) by pure abstraction and intuitive 

apprehension, the contemplation of the highest Forms like Goodness and Justice.   

 When Numenius says that the Good cannot be understood “from familiar 

things at hand,” he refers to Platonic eikasia (comparison), with which it is impossible 

to understand the Good. It is noêsis (direct apprehension) that is necessary to 

understand the Good, a direct apprehension that Numenius calls “communing 

alone” (oJmilh'sai … movnw/ movnon).  The reasoning of this fragment is thoroughly 

Platonic, though the words eikasia and noêsis does not appear. There is, in fact, a real 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
72 Pl. Resp. 509d-13e.  
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attempt to avoid Platonic terminology as Numenius engages in dialectical reasoning 

that can stand alone.  It is later that Plato will be invoked to confirm this reasoning.   

 Though it is not called by that name, it is the experience of noêsis that the 

analogy of the lookout describes.  The Good is not like a boat, since it was 

established at the beginning of fr. 2 that the Good is not like anything.73  The Good 

is not the topic immediately under discussion in the analogy.  Rather, experiencing or 

understanding the Good is like seeing a boat, specifically a boat on rough waters.74   

 A lookout has a glimpse of a boat on choppy waves, but this glimpse is brief. 

The watcher is the philosopher.  The waves are that which obscure the Good from 

the “sight” of the mind, and this obscuring agent can only be matter.75  The analogy 

can be pushed a bit further, however.  Numenius does not say why he includes a hill, 

but it reasonable to assume that the hill elevates the lookout so that he can see 

farther and catch a brief sight of the boat.76  In the second half of the fragment, we 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
73 Pépin ([1992] 302) notes that the real point of contact between the Good and the 
skiff in the analogy of fr. 2 is “uniqueness, isolation, solitude.” 
 
74 H. Whittaker 96 believes that in this analogy Numenius makes a subtle allusion to 
Iliad  5.770-72, in which the distance of the lookout’s gaze marks the length at which 
Hera’s chariot can leap in a single bound.  If this is correct, then Numenius would 
also be using the unspoken literary allusion to emphasize the distance between the 
human mind and the Good.  
 
75 Water is a common symbol for matter in later Platonism, ultimately deriving from 
Politicus 273 d7:  eij" to;n th'" ajnomoiovthto" a[peiron o[nta povnton (“into the 
boundless sea of dissimilarity … .”); see Pépin (1954); Edwards (1991) 162; H. 
Whittaker 98; Alt 209; Brisson 490.  The word metakumivoi" in this fragment 
suggests rough and stormy waters (Rougé 104), a fitting image for chaotic and 
disorderly matter. 
 
76 The viewer in this analogy, of course, sees the boat from on top of the lookout 
point, and not next to it, as des Places (1977) has it in his translation; see Rougé 104-
05.  Des Places ([1984b] 9) later accepted Rougé’s interpretation. 
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shall see that the watchtower upon which the lookout sits represents the 

mathematical sciences that elevate the mind so as to catch a glimpse of the Good.77  

 Numenius goes on to say that communion with the Good happens “alone” 

(movnw/ movnon).  The phrase monos monôi deserves some special comment.  It is usually 

translated in some way that evokes a sense of meditation or wonder: one communes 

alone with the Alone, or alone with the Good alone.  The phrase, however, in the 

strictest sense, implies only an encounter or conversation that is personal, private, 

trusted, or intimate.78  Long before Numenius, Demosthenes and others used monos 

monôi to refer to direct and private communication between individuals, something 

like the French “tête-à-tête.”79  In English, we tend to express such a private meeting 

with the word “alone” used only once.80  The English idiom “one on one” both 

captures the sense and very nearly translates the Greek phrase literally.  

Contemplation allows us to behold the Good “alone” or “privately.” 

 The phrase monos monôi is used often in Plotinus, but he did not necessarily 

borrow it from Numenius, and the two philosophers really mean different things by 

the phrase; in this fragment at least Numenius does not clearly articulate a mystical 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
77 Plato Phdr. (246a) says that the purpose of a Platonic analogy is to express briefly 
and in a human way a divine truth that could be described at enormous length.  This 
appears to be Numenius’ goal here. 
 
78 Peterson 35. 
 
79 Brenk (39) uses the English “face to face,” and the idiom gives a generally accurate 
impression.  The only problem with the idiom in the context of fr. 2 is that it 
anthropomorphizes the Good in a way that monos monoi strictly speaking does not. 
 
80 See e.g. Pl. Symp. 217b: sunegignovmhn gavr … movno" movnw/ (“I used to meet 
with him alone”).  The “I” in question is Alcibiades, and the “him” is Socrates; 
Plotinus (Enn. 6.9.11) applies the erotic overtone of the expression as used in Plato 
in his description of communing with God (Peterson 34). 
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union with his highest principle, as Plotinus does, but rather only an apprehension of 

the highest principle.81  Nevertheless, the dismissal of the phrase as Numenius uses it 

as “colorless” in comparison with Plotinus is unjust.82  Just as with the analogy of the 

skiff immediately before it, Numenius uses the phrase “one on one” to express a 

transcendent truth in the terms of everyday human experience.83  This is a device that 

Plato frequently uses, and it can be praised as highly effective.  We can behold the 

Good as though approaching a person “face to face” or “one on one.”  It is the first 

hint in our fragments, albeit very indirect, that the Good can be understood 

personally as a god. 

 Numenius enumerates several attractive attributes of this contemplation: 

with the perception of the Good comes merriment, joy, and rest.  Concomitant with 

these is the “sovereign cheerfulness,” an odd phrase and practically oxymoronic.  

The phrase recalls the Stoic doctrine of the “sovereign Reason” (hêgemonikos logos) 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
81 Peterson 37-38.  Iamblichus, however, clearly believed that Numenius did believe 
in the unification of Soul with its source; see fr. 41 and fr. 42.  See Shaw 114-15.  
Also, the so-called “monos-formula” is used again in a way that might suggest this, see 
fr. 20. 
 
82 Dodds (1960) 17. 
 
83 Peterson (38-39) also takes Numenius’ use of the phrase as prosaic in comparison 
with Plotinus.  Peterson argues that the expression as used here means nothing more 
than “apart for sensory experiences,” since Numenius uses the phrase in connection 
with studying mathematics rather than with prayer, as Plotinus does.  Mathematical 
studies are, however, in the second part of fr. 2 only a preliminary to “seeing the 
Good,” an experience that Numenius describes as joyful.  Numenius also revisits the 
“monos-formula” again in fr. 19 to describe participation in the Good.  See Rist 1962 
(176): “[A]lthough Dodds is right to play down the significance of the echo, it is hard 
not to suppose that both Plotinus and his readers would have had Numenius in 
mind.  Whatever may have been the metaphysical differences between Numenius’ 
and Plotinus’ use of this phrase—and they certainly were considerable—Plotinus was 
probably less conscious of them than we are.” 
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that pervades the cosmos and guides the human intellect.  Numenius adopts the 

Stoic term, but he changes the significance.  The guiding principle in the 

contemplation of the Good becomes not an absolute commitment to logic as such, 

but a search for an otherworldly peace and joy.  The philosopher highlights his 

excitement for this goal with asyndeton.84   

 There is something hermeneutical about this fragment before the rigorous 

analysis of fr. 3-8, and we should take this passage as an important preliminary 

statement of purpose.  It precedes a lengthy discussion, and it gives a goal for that 

discussion and a test for finding that goal.  How are we to know whether we have 

actually found the noetic apprehension of the Good?  The test is that this 

transcendent knowledge brings peace and happiness, a peace and rest and happiness 

in a solitude that can be described as divine.85  Numenius probably did not know the 

Biblical phrase “the peace that surpasses all understanding,” but he would have 

approved of it.86  As in much of the Platonic tradition, for Numenius, understanding 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
84 See Festugière ([1954] 129 n.10): “Ces asyndètes donnent de la majesté au style … 
.”   
 
85 Plotinus (Enn. 6.9.4.18) uses the word aglaia in a similar way. 
  
86 This is the first example of what many see as “mysticism” in Numenius.  The term 
is necessarily vague since it describes a personal and subjective experience.  One may 
perhaps speak of Numenius’ “mysticism” without telling a falsehood, but the wild 
speculations that the term has enabled concerning Numenius’ “oriental” or 
“Gnostic” mysticism as opposed to “Greek” rationality should caution us against 
speaking too freely in such a way.  Moreschini (48) believes that the whole of 
Numenius’ fragments as we possess them contain an ecstatic religious fervor 
unknown to Platonism before him.  Moreschini curiously does not realize that 
Numenius pursues the Good with Greek mathematical science and Eleatic reasoning 
in order to attain a state of “joy,” the words for which in fr. 2 derive from Archaic 
poetry.  
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ultimate reality transcends human discourse.  Still, though, he will try.87   

 The second half of fragment 2 gives more information about the 

preliminaries to the search for the Good.  Numenius will advocate what Platonists 

have always advocated as the traditional first step to philosophy: study of the 

mathematical sciences. The fragment continues (fr. 2.17-23): 

Eij dev ti" pro;" toi'" aijsqhtoi'" liparw'n to; ajgaqo;n 
ejfiptavmenon fantavzetai ka[peita trufw'n oi[oito tw/' ajgaqw/' 
ejntetuchkevnai, tou' panto;" aJmartavnei. Tw/' ga;r o[nti ouj 
rJadiva", qeiva" de; pro;" aujto; dei' meqovdou:88 kai; e[sti 
kravtiston tw'n aijsqhtw'n ajmelhvsanti, neanieusamevnw/ pro;" 
ta; maqhvmata, tou;" ajriqmou;" qeasamevnw/, ou{tw" ejkmeleth'sai 
mavqhma, tiv ejsti to; o[n. 
 
If anyone imagines that the Good rushes at him while he persists in 
the sensory world—even though he might think that he has 
encountered the Good while he lives immoderately—he is altogether 
mistaken.  For in reality there is need of a discipline—not easy, but 
godlike—toward it; and it is best for one to pay no mind to the 
sensory world, but to pursue abstract studies and contemplate 
numbers, and thus to master the study of what Being is. 
 

The tone of the first sentence is again exasperated: the philosopher bemoans the fact 

that some people think that the Good will just come to them!  However, since the 

Good is incorporeal, one must pursue it by rejecting the corporeal world.  This is 

called a “divine” discipline, the second use of the adjective qei'o" in fr. 2.  Earlier, it 

was rest in the Good that was divine; here it is pursuit of the Good that is divine.  In 

each case, it is not the Good itself that is called divine; it is the philosophical adept’s 

experience either of beholding the Good or of pursuing the Good that is so 

described.  The description of this process as “divine” is protreptic: it invites the 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
87 Augustine De Trinitate (5.9.10) expresses a similar sentiment:  “Not so as to say 
something about it, but so as not to say nothing” (… non ut illud diceretur, sed ne 
taceretur). 
 
88 For this concessive use of e[peita, see below on fr. 16. 
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reader to an attractive activity (a “divine” pursuit toward a “divine” solitude), and 

then tells the reader what to do in order to engage in it.  Similarly, the peace and joy 

that accompany the Good attract the reader to pursuit of the incorporeal world, 

despite the fact that we later read that this pursuit is difficult.  This is why Numenius 

feels the need to remind the reader of the “divinity” of the pursuit.  

This philosophical impetus leads one to “the Studies,” meaning the abstract 

studies, or the “mathematical sciences,” as the term (ta; maqhvmata) is often 

translated.89 It is a technical term for “geometry and arithmetic required by Platonism 

as a prerequisite.”90  The list can be fuller than geometry and arithmetic, though.  

Plato in the Republic Book 7 lists arithmetic, geometry, stereometry, astronomy, and 

harmonics as the “Studies.”91  Closer to Numenius’ time, Alcinous (7) follows this 

list exactly.  All these “studies” are not created equal, however.92  Aristotle (Ar. 

Metaph. 982a26 ff.) makes arithmetic “more exact” than geometry, and later 

“Pythagoreanizing” Platonists (like Iamblichus) would privilege arithmetic over 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
89 This is how Huffman (72) translates the term. 
 
90 Cf. Plut. Mor. 1094d, in which Epicurus praises a boy for refraining from “the 
studies.”  See DeWit 44. 
 
91 This was a priority for the historical Plato, who forbade admission to his school 
without basic knowledge of geometry, and was continued and expanded by 
Speusippus and Xenocrates.  Des Places ([1973] 109 n. 4) notes that this fragment 
expounds upon Pl. Resp. 6.509b9, Symp. 209-11, and Epistle 7.344b. 
 
92 There is a very provocative fragment of Philolaus in which he calls geometry the 
“metropolis” of which all other mathêmata are colonies, and Plato placed over his 
Museion the injunction that no one who had not studied geometry could enter; see 
DeWitt 91. 
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geometry until Proclus.93  It is precisely this “more exact” science of arithmetic, “the 

study of numbers,” that Numenius has in mind as a necessary preliminary to 

understanding the Good. 

Numenius is not making a truly new argument here, but is rather working 

within a long tradition.  Aristotle sees Pythagorean philosophy on the whole as 

originating from the study of the mathêmata, from which the old Pythagoreans arrived 

at the conclusion that “all things are numbers.”94 At the same time as Numenius, or 

shortly after, Alcinous (7) advocates a pursuit of the mathêmata as a path to God, and 

he especially privileges arithmetic since it is the most abstract and therefore the most 

incorporeal.  

 Though there is ample precedent for Numenius’ call to the “Studies,” 

nevertheless, the exact relevance that that call bears to the argument as a whole is not 

immediately clear, since the remaining fragments of Books 1 and 2 are dialectical, 

and not arithmetical.95   There has been no real appreciation of this disconnect in 

previous scholarship.  The Studies do not come up again in any fragment of On the 

Good.  Arithmetic is not used in any of the reasoning that Numenius uses to describe 

the Good, Evil, Matter, Being, or God.  Numenius never tries to use this to calculate 

god or appeal to numerology.96   For him as for his predecessors Plutarch and Plato, 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
93 See Huffman 194.  O’Meara (1989) 166 ff.  There was a shift in the Classical 
period concerning which of the Studies is to be considered supreme.   
 
94  Arist. Metaph. 1.5 985b 23 ff. 
 
95 Pl. Resp. 531d, 537c; cf. Smith 232. 
 
96 See O’Meara (1989) 14.  One unique characteristic of the Pythagorean tradition is a 
sort of “number symbolism” that we do not fully understand.  It included features 
like contemplating the tektaktrys (a triangle made of ten points) and giving names to 
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the Studies are not used for any practical—let alone divinatory!—purpose.  Rather, 

the Studies can only be preparatory.97  They can only be said to put one in a 

particular frame of mind to understand Being in itself, which will turn out to be the 

Good.98  By studying permanent and abstract relationships, one begins to gain the 

ability to appreciate permanence and abstraction.99  For Numenius, then, arithmetic 

could be described not as practical, but as meditative.100  They, like a hill by the sea, 

put one in a position to see farther.  The purpose of studying ta mathêmata is not 

mastery of arithmetic, but of Being.  This final statement in the fragment is 

transitional, since it ends with a call to study Being, and Being will be the topic of fr. 

3-8. 

Numenius does not say why the mathematical studies are necessarily 

preliminary to the study of Being in fr. 2, but hints by way of the earlier analogy. In 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!

numbers (e.g. the number 5 was named “Marriage”); see Burkert 465-82.  If this non-
Platonic component of Pythagoreanism was adopted by Numenius and his circle, 
Numenius gives no hint of it in his fragments.  We have no reason to believe that the 
“contemplation of numbers” means for Numenius anything other than what we 
would call arithmetic, a science that is expounded by the Pythagorean Nicomachus. 
 
97 This was true also for Plato, and Numenius may have Pl. Resp. 527d ff. in mind; 
see O’Meara (1989) 14.  See also Merlan (1968) 88:  “They are preparatory, to be 
sure; but they prepare for sofiva, the highest type of knowledge.” 
 
98 There is an unspoken allusion in fr. 2 to Pl. Resp. 505a “The Form of the Good is 
the greatest study” (hJ tou' ajgaqou' ijdeva mevgiston mavqhma). 
 
99 See Mauro 114. 
 
100 There was a Neoplatonic tradition that identified the soul with the objects of the 
mathêmata (particularly Proclus and Syrianus; see Merlan (1968) 90.  There is no direct 
evidence that Numenius followed this path, but it is possible.  Martano (51) notes 
that there is no discernible ethical doctrine in Numenius; such an ethical doctrine 
would be superfluous for a man who believed that his entire philosophical and 
contemplative project was itself a rejection of evil and a contemplation of the Good.  
For Numenius, the practice of philosophy itself is the sum of ethics. 
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the analogy that immediately precedes this discussion, the rocky waters can block the 

watcher’s view of the skiff; so can matter within the sensory world be said to obscure 

the Good.  The reason will turn out to be that only abstract and incorporeal essences 

can have persistence, and only by persisting can things actually be.  The comparisons 

that apply to the corporeal world describe relationships devolved from the Good and 

resisted by matter.  The relationships that mathematical studies describe are absolute 

and persistent, just like Being is.  

 

Fragment 3 

The remaining two fragments of Book 1 describe Being, and they also 

describe Matter in order to describe the world of Being as Matter’s opposite.  The 

topic of discussion, in fact, has completely shifted from the Good as such to Being 

as such.  The progression by which this happens, from what has been discussed 

above, seems to run as follows:  We wish to understand more fully what Plato meant 

by the Good in the Republic.  This is extremely difficult, since the Good is intangible, 

and is not like anything else in all of existence.  Since it is not like anything corporeal, 

we must disregard corporeality altogether, and the best way to begin this is to study 

mathematical sciences (the “Studies”), which are the study of abstract and 

incorporeal essences, which will prepare us to study essence itself, or Being.  There 

were hints in the previous fragment that something in some way impedes this goal, 

that “waves” block the view of the “skiff.”  This is Matter.  In the following 

fragment, the two interlocutors (Philosopher and xenos) have an exchange illustrating 
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how Being and Matter are opposed (fr. 3):101 

!Alla; tiv dhv ejsti to; o[n… a\ra tauti; ta; stoicei'a ta; 
tevssara, hJ gh' kai; to; pu'r kai; aiJ a[llai duvo metaxu; 
fuvsei"… a\ra ou\n dh; ta; o[nta tau'tav ejstin, h[toi sullhvbdhn 
h] kaq! e{n gev ti aujtw'n… 
 
Kai; pw'", a{ gev ejsti kai; genhta; kai; palinavgreta, ei[ g! 
e[stin oJra'n aujta; ejx ajllhvlwn gignovmena kai; ejpallassovmena 
kai; mhvte stoicei'a uJpavrconta mhvte sullabav"… 
 
Sw'ma me;n tauti; ou{tw" oujk a]n ei[h to; o[n. !All! a[ra tauti; 
me;n ou[, hJ de; u{lh duvnatai ei\nai o[n… 
 
!Alla; kai; aujth;n panto;" ma'llon ajduvnaton, ajrrwstiva/ tou' 
mevnein: potamo;" ga;r hJ u{lh rJowvdh" kai; ojxuvrropo" bavqo" 
kai; plavto" kai; mh'ko" ajovristo" kai; ajnhvnuto". 
 
[Philosopher] But, then, what is Being?  Is it the four elements—
earth and fire, and the two other intermediary natures [i.e. air and 
water]?  Are these true Beings, either taken collectively or each one of 
them individually? 
[Xenos] No, how could Being be what can be generated and negated, 
if it is possible to see them arising from one another and dissolving, 
and remaining neither individual elements nor a collectivity? 
[Philosopher] Then Being would not be corporeal.  But if the 
elements are not Being, could it be matter? 
[Xenos] It is even less possible for it to be, due to an inability to 
persist.  For matter is a river in flux and unbalanced, indefinite and 
unlimited in depth, breadth, and length.    
 

Fragment 2 ended with an exhortation to study Being as though it were perfectly 

obvious what that is.  At some point before this fragment, the interlocutors have 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
101 The identification of speaker (between “philosopher” and “xenos”) is my own.  
That De Bono is a dialogue between an interlocutor and a xenos is established by fr. 14.  
My identification is the opposite of that of Guthrie, who had the xenos asking 
questions and the Philosopher answering them.  Dillon ([1977] 363) seems to agree, 
and believes that the xenos “… does little in the extant fragments except ask for 
enlightenment and answer simple questions. … [W]hat we have gives the impression 
much more of an Hermetic dialogue than of a Platonic one.”  This is not impossible, 
but the wording of the fragments themselves does allow us to make the xenos more 
active than Guthrie and Dillon ([1988] 121) allow, at least in Bks. 1-2.  Furthermore, 
it would be much more in keeping with Platonic precedent to have the Philosopher 
ask the questions and the xenos answer them, and a Numenius’ choice of phrase in fr. 
6 suggests that he has been feigning ignorance before that point.  See fr. 6, “I shall 
no longer pretend … .” 
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begun to doubt the self-evidence of Being’s nature: fragment 3 begins by posing the 

question of what exactly Being is.102   

 What is standing behind this fragment is the assumption that being or 

existence is an actual property that something can have or in which it can participate.  

Numenius is attempting to deduce what that property is.  As a property, it will 

eventually turn out to be an abstraction, and since it is a property that absolutely 

everything must have in order to exist, it will turn out to be a Form of the highest 

sort.   

 The philosopher at first proposes that, since the world that we perceive is 

(supposedly) composed of the four Empedoclean elements (fire, earth, air, water), 

these elements may be the property that all things have, their essence or Being.  

However, Being, we learn, cannot be the elements, since the elements can be created, 

destroyed, and transmuted.  If there is a property that pervades the perceptible 

world, an essential Being, it must not be something that lacks permanence.  The 

philosopher then suggests u{lh as a substitute for the 4 elements, which we might 

understand as undifferentiated “stuff,” like Anaximander’s Boundless (a[peiron).  

The term hylê derives from Aristotle, who understood matter as a pure 

undifferentiated potentiality, a substrate that underlies the whole universe.103  At first 

glance this might seem possible, since Prime Matter could be said to be the common 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
102 Eusebius places both fr. 2 and fr. 3 in Bk. 1.  However, they are parts of different 
chains of quotations, and so Eusebius does not make clear that what we call fr. 3 
must follow fr. 2.  Nevertheless, I accept this ordering as most likely since fr. 2 
begins with discussion of the Good (the topic of fr. 1a) and ends with Being (the 
topic of fr. 3).  Fr. 2 is clearly transitional. 
 
103 For Aristotle on substrate, see Ross 66. 
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origin of the four elements before they become differentiated.  This proposal is 

ultimately even less attractive, however, since this undifferentiated potential is less 

stable than the elements that it generates: it can become anything, but can also 

remain, and return to, mere potential.104  The philosopher has moved in the exact 

opposite direction on the Ontological Pyramid, away from the necessary 

characteristics of true Being! 

 It turns out that Being is a positive property or Form:  in order for primary 

“stuff” (hJ u{lh) to persist as stable objects, it must participate in Existence in order 

to be something.  Matter “is not Being,” we are told.  By leading his interlocutor to a 

discussion of Matter, the philosopher has actually facilitated the search for Being.  

Matter is, in fact, everything that Being is not.105  As the opposite of Being, Matter 

must not exist at all, but rather it must be a radical deprivation of being, a principle 

of absolute negation.106   

 Despite its lack of existence, though, Matter is a cosmic principle, a radical 

principle of negation that can be circumscribed in language, albeit awkwardly.  The 

only way to describe it, is in negatives (imbalanced, indefinite, unable, …).  Since it 

“is not Being,” it is not even appropriate to speak of Matter as existing, and we must 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
104 Frede 1051.  The target of this argument is the Stoics (Frede 1053). 
 
105 See Martano 23. 
 
106 This assumption is implied, though not applied so broadly, in the syllogism of the 
next fragment. Möller (93) quite rightly sees that matter is implicitly conceived in 
Numenius as a principle of motion against Being’s stasis.  However, we should not 
imagine this motion as locomotion or change as we experience it in the phenomenal 
world.  Rather, Matter is a radical principle of absolute chaotic flux that is also able 
to accept Being’s stability, much like Being is both static and in a paradoxical sort of 
motion (fr. 15). 
 



!

 

44 

hunt for some inelegant alternative such as “subsists” instead of “exists.”107  Matter 

does subsist independently of Being, though, and will turn out to be a necessary 

component of the cosmic system of Numenius.   

 Matter is opposite to Being, but interacts with it and creates the world of 

Becoming together with it.  How these eternal and immutable principles can 

combine to form a perceptible world is a problem that Numenius does not attempt 

to tackle just yet, but he will.   For Plato, givgnomenon, or Becoming, is the world of 

change.  For Numenius, the concept of Becoming is a little bit different.  For 

Numenius, Becoming is where his two opposing cosmic principles meet and interact.  

Proclus (in fr. 51) tells us that for Numenius, “all things are mixed, … and nothing 

… is simple.”108  Numenius, beginning in fr. 9, will later describe this “mixing” in at 

times hostile and in at times collaborative terms. 

 

Fragment 4a 

Both fragments 3 and 4a of the dialogue seem completely confined to sober 

epistemic and metaphysical reasoning, certainly with judgments of value (Being is 

more divine a pursuit than the world of Becoming), but with no judgment of 

morality.  However, the testimonial tradition that Numenius considered matter in 

and of itself evil is too strong to ignore, and is implicit in Numenius’ reasoning.109  If 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
107 See e.g. Chalcidius in fr. 52.56-57: existente providentia mala [i.e. silvam] quoque 
necessario substitisse  (“…since providence exists, evil (i.e. Matter) must necessarily also 
subsist …”). 
 
108 Noumhvnio" me;n ou\n pavnta memi'cqai oijovmeno" oujde;n oi[etai ei\nai 
aJplou'n. 
 
109 E.g. Chalcidius in fr. 52. 
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Being is the Good, then Non-Being=Matter must be the opposite of the Good: it 

must be evil.110  We shall see that Numenius does in fact identify matter with what 

has come to be called the “evil world soul.”  This anticipates a paradox that becomes 

apparent later in Numenius’ argument: Matter is both passively receptive of Form 

and actively resists it.  For the present, though, Matter is simply described in 

ontological terms.  It is unstable, whereas Being is stable. 

To follow up the discussion of Being and matter, fragment 4a treats the 

epistemic nature of the discussion.  The “study of what is to; o[n (‘Being’)” must, as 

is stated in fr. 2, disregard material existence, and the reason why is explained in 

greater detail below.  Also described in greater detail is the matter (or, rather, prime 

Matter) that was mentioned in the previous fragment.  Again, this fragment is 

lengthy, and will be treated in three parts.  The first part describes Matter’s passive 

aspect—Matter as absence.  The second part describes Matter’s dynamic aspect as a 

principle that actively resists order—Matter as chaos.  The third part provides a 

synthesis:  In both of its aspects, Matter is completely the opposite of Being.  The 

fragment begins (fr. 4a 1-7):  

 ”Wste kalw'" oJ lovgo" ei[rhke fav", eij e[stin a[peiro" hJ u{lh, 
ajovriston ei\nai aujthvn: eij de; ajovristo", a[logo": eij de; 
a[logo", a[gnwsto". “Agnwston dev ge ou\san aujth;n ajnagkai'on 
ei\nai a[takton, wJ" tetagmevna gnwsqh'nai pavnu dhvpouqen a]n 
ei[h rJa/vdia: to; de; a[takton oujc e{sthken, o{ ti de; mh; 
e{sthken, oujk a]n ei[h o[n. 
 
Thus the line of reasoning has gone well, arguing that if matter is 
without limit, one cannot define it, and if one cannot define it, one 
cannot systematize it, and if one cannot systematize it, one cannot 
know it.  If it is unknowable it is must be without organization, since 
that which is organized would really be quite easy to know.  That 
which is disorganized is not static, and that which is not static is not 
Being. 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
110 Orbe (1955) 319. 
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There is a lot to unpack in this fragment, but there is also a lot that has been implied 

earlier.  As earlier, Matter is described in terms of negation.  One important 

contribution of fragment 4a is that, by implication, there are several terms that are 

equated.  If Matter’s limitlessness also makes it indefinite, we can conclude that Limit 

(pevra") is the same as definition (o{ro"), which is also the same as reason (lovgo"), 

which in turn is the same as knowledge (gnw'si").  All of these are characteristic of 

Being (to; o[n).  Being limits and defines; it imparts consistency (logos) and so imparts 

knowledge. 

 Matter on the other hand is equated with the deprivation (aj-) of all of these 

terms; Matter as divorced from form or limit is chaotic and needs to participate in 

organization to become stable objects of perception; without organization things 

cannot be intelligible.111  The method that Numenius uses in this passage is known as 

syllogism, by which the equation of two terms (e.g. limit and definition) can lead to 

another term and to further insight (in this case, reason and knowledge).  The lack of 

limit and definition preclude reason and knowledge.   By implication, all of these 

terms will refer to the same ultimate principle.   

 This passage focuses on the passive or receptive aspect of Matter.  The 

reasoning begins with matter as “unlimited,” which is language that comes directly 

from Plato.  In the Philebus (30c-e), the primary elements of the cosmos are the 

Unlimited (to; a[peiron), the Limit (to; pevra"), and Mind (nou'"), which puts the 

Unlimited and Limit together.  This system is further elaborated in the Timaeus, in 

which primeval matter, or “necessity,” takes the place of the Unlimited, the Forms 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
111 The reasoning is ultimately Aristotelian.  Arist.  Metaph. 1036a2-9. 
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take the place of Limit, and the Demiurge takes the place of Mind, which 

“persuades” Matter to accept Form and so creates the world.112  Plato’s Necessity, as 

the ultimate unlimited, is without Form; it is undifferentiated “stuff,” we might say, 

that receives the Forms that limit it.  The terminology of the first lines of this 

fragment implies a receptive or passive aspect of matter.  In itself it is devoid of 

definition, and so presumably must be defined by something else.  It is not in itself 

organized, and so presumably must receive order. 

 One would not get the impression from this that Matter itself is evil, only 

unknowable.  From this fragment can also be extrapolated the view that Matter is 

absence.  If it is “not-limit” then it must also be “not-being,” absolute non-

existence.113  When transcendent Being limits Matter, limited objects of perception 

can exist.  Matter is divorced from is the realm of limit (peras) and reason (logos), two 

terms that in the Platonic tradition imply the noetic realm, and so for Numenius this 

is another way of saying that things participate in Being itself in order to be known, 

but also in order to exist at all.   

 Matter at the beginning of this fragment is a principle of absence, a lack of 

definition; but by Numenius’ reasoning, we must also take it to be a lack of true 

Being that can still receive Being, albeit imperfectly.  Being and Matter come together 

to create the perceptible world, the world of Platonic Becoming (gignovmenon).  The 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
112 That in which Form is instantiated is called “necessity” in the Timaeus in part 
because Plato attributes to it the qualities that were needed to make a world, not 
because it was the polar opposite of the Demiurge’s “persuasion,” which appears to 
be Numenius’ understanding.  See Morrow 153-54, 157.   
 
113 Waszink ([1966] 42) is correct to see that this fragment ultimately indicates that 
matter is non-existence. 
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world of Becoming still has a level of instability, but in a limited way because it is 

also created by Being.  Yet, because the Matter from which is formed is also actively 

a principle of disorganization (fr. 3), this stability is imperfect.114   Everything that is 

knowable must be traced to a principle of full Being that is the ultimate object of that 

knowledge.  Matter must impede that knowledge.   

 In the next segment of fr. 4a is an elaboration of Matter’s active or dynamic 

aspect.  Everything that frustrates that knowledge can be traced to its opposite, like 

waves obstructing a view of a skiff on the sea. With this in mind, the interlocutors of 

fragment 4a continue (4a.7-25):  

Tou'to de; h\n o{per hJmi'n aujtoi'" wJmologhsavmeqa ejn toi'" 
e[mprosqen, tauti; pavnta sunenecqh'nai tw/' o[nti ajqevmiston 
ei\nai. 
{—} Doxavtw mavlista me;n pa'sin: eij de; mhv, ajll! ejmoiv. 
{—} Ou[koun fhmi; th;n u{lhn ou[te aujth;n ou[te ta; swvmata 
ei\nai o[n.   
{—} Tiv ou\n dhv… h\ e[comen para; tau'ta a[llo ti ejn th/' 
fuvsei th/' tw'n o{lwn… 
{—} Naiv: tou'to oujde;n eijpei'n poikivlon, eij tovde prw'ton me;n 
ejn hJmi'n aujtoi'" a{ma peiraqeivhmen dialegovmenoi: ejpeidh; ta; 
swvmatav ejsti fuvsei teqnhkovta kai; nekra; kai; peforhmevna 
kai; oujd! ejn taujtw/' mevnonta, a\r! oujci; tou' kaqevxonto" aujtoi'" 
e[dei… 
{—} Panto;" ma'llon. 
{—} Eij mh; tuvcoi de; touvtou, a\ra meivneien a[n… 
{—} Panto;" h|tton. 
{—} Tiv ou\n ejsti to; katasch'son… Eij me;n dh; kai; tou'to 
ei[h sw'ma, Dio;" Swth'ro" dokei' a[n moi dehqh'nai aujto; 
paraluovmenon kai; skidnavmenon: 
 
This was what we conceded to each other earlier, that it is not right for all 
these things to correspond to being. 
[Xenos] It would have to seem so to anyone, or at least to me. 
[Philosopher] So, I say that Matter is not Being—neither by itself nor as 
bodies. 
[Xenos]  What is it then?  Do we have in addition to these something else in 
the nature of the universe? 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
114  It is for this reason that Martano (25) characterizes Numenius’ concept of matter 
as a combination of Eleatic (non-existence) and Heraclitean (flux) concepts of 
matter.  See also Waszink (1966) 42. 



!

 

49 

[Philosopher] Yes.  It is not at all complicated to say, if we should first 
attempt to discuss the following point with one another.  Since bodies are by 
nature dead and deprived of life and in motion, and not even remaining in 
the same state, would they not be in need of something to hold them 
together? 
[Xenos] Absolutely! 
[Philosopher] And if they do not obtain this, then they would not be stable? 
[Xenos] Absolutely not! 
[Philosopher]  So, what is it that will hold them together?  If it really were 
corporeal, then it seems to me that it would be in need of Zeus Preserver, 
since it would be torn and scattered apart! 
  

In this part of fragment 4a Numenius makes a very important distinction between 

matter “by itself” and matter “as bodies.”  Matter by itself is the base of the 

“Ontological Pyramid” described in the introduction; it is absolute and 

undifferentiated, infinite primordial chaos, that must be limited and differentiated in 

order to create a perceptible world.115  It is this matter that has received limitation 

that Numenius means when he speaks of matter “as bodies.”  Bodies take up space 

in our world and are perceptible to both our senses and to our minds.116  Being 

cannot be matter “by itself,” since this subsistence can become anything; and Being 

cannot be “bodies,” since corporeal reality is unlimited matter plus some limiting 

agent.117  That which imparts this limitation upon unlimited matter is what Numenius 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
115  It is pure “potentiality” (duvnami") to use an Aristotelian phrase. 
 
116 Bodies in “the universe” (ta; o{la) are individual things in the sensible world that 
instantiate transcendent Forms (individual tables that partake of the Form of Table, 
etc.) in Matter. 
 
117 The philosopher’s comment on Zeus Preserver [Soter] has provoked remarkably 
little modern discussion.  “Soter” essentially means “one who brings safely through,” 
“one who preserves intact.”  It is a very common epithet of Zeus; and many, many 
cults scattered across the Greek world worshiped Zeus under that name.  However, 
the context most common to all Greeks for worship of Zeus under the name Soter is 
domestic.  A symposium included three libations: one for Zeus Olympios, one for 
the Heroes, and one for Zeus Soter.  It is generally agreed that Zeus Soter in this 
sympotic context is invoked to preserve the household and the continuation of the 
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decides must be true Being.   

 Here, as earlier in this fragment, prime Matter is described in purely negative 

terms: it “is not Being,” and it is “not right” to equate the two.  That matter is “not 

Being” means not only that it has no Being in it but it is also a radical principle of 

negation that at the same time has an independent subsistence of its own that resists 

what would hold it in particular bodies with knowable properties.  Numenius claims 

that “bodies are by nature … not ever remaining in the same state.”  This is what 

necessitates “something to hold them together,” i.e. Being.  Only by the activity of 

Being can objects in the corporeal world remain perceptible in the knowable world.  

They move and change, but their movement and their change is restricted.  In this 

way, they both come to exist, and can be known. 

 The conclusion of fragment 4a leaves off from discussion of to on, but 

continues the discussion of the necessity of a cohesive principle to keep chaotic 

matter in some sort of persistent state by limiting it.  To summarize, this section 

describes the opposing passive (accepting) and active (resisting) aspects of Matter.  

This can give new insight to Being, since being is the opposite.  In fact, Being has 

corresponding static (indivisible and uncorrupted) and dynamic (cohesive) aspects.  

The philosopher then settles upon ajswvmaton (“incorporeal”) as a term to refer to 

this cohesive principle (4a.25-32):  

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!

family line (see Cook 1123-24; and Tolles 59-63).  There can be no serious 
expectation that a household god will preserve the elements of the entire cosmos as 
in the same way that he holds together a family.  Rather, this comment should be 
seen as ironical, an employment of understatement.  The real problem is much larger 
than Zeus Soter can bear, and that is why Soter is not mentioned again. The tone of 
this line is essentially humorous, but it gently anticipates a very important and 
complex problem that is treated at length in Books 4-6:  God is removed from the 
material world, and yet somehow still imposes order upon it. 
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eij mevntoi crh; aujto; ajphllavcqai th'" tw'n swmavtwn pavqh", 
i{na kajkeivnoi" kekukhmevnoi" th;n fqora;n ajmuvnein duvnhtai kai; 
katevch/, ejmoi; me;n ouj dokei' a[llo ti ei\nai h] movnon ge to; 
ajswvmaton: au{th ga;r dh; fuvsewn pasw'n movnh e{sthke kai; 
e[stin ajrarui'a kai; oujde;n swmatikhv. Ou[te gou'n givgnetai 
ou[te au[xetai ou[te kivnhsin kinei'tai a[llhn oujdemivan, kai; 
dia; tau'ta kalw'" divkaion ejfavnh presbeu'sai to; ajswvmaton. 
 
However, if it is necessary for it to be separate from the passivity of 
material objects, so that it might be able to keep corruption away 
from them when they are set in motion and be able to hold them in 
place, I do not think that it is anything other than the Incorporeal 
alone.  This is the only nature that is static and stable and not at all 
corporeal.  At any rate, it neither changes nor increases nor makes 
any other motion, and therefore it seems quite right that the 
Incorporeal take precedence.  
 

Matter is a principle that by its inmost nature is characterized by instability and 

dispersal.118  Since Matter cannot order itself, yet material bodies made from Matter 

perceptibly exist, there must be an ordering agent.  Yet, for this agent to have order 

that it can impart to Matter, it must itself be completely unaffected by the chaos of 

Matter, and therefore must be the opposite of Matter.  Numenius settles on the 

“Incorporeal” or “Asomatic” to designate the external force that imposes order and 

persistence and quality and intelligibility to the corporeal world.  The awkwardness of 

this designation is that Numenius uses a negative to describe Being, a principle that is 

supposed to be absolute positivity.  Until this point, Numenius has used compounds 

with the alpha privative (a-) only to describe Matter.  Numenius will address this very 

issue in Book 2.  For now, it is enough to see that Numenius is attempting to 

abstract the limitations of the world around us from the chaos that they limit.  He 

does this by thinking away corporeality: What he is left with can be called the 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
118 See García Bazán 207. 
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“Incorporeal.”119 

 The paradoxical nature of Numenius’ concept of matter is implicit in 

fragment 4a, though Numenius nowhere describes it explicitly.  Matter is a 

constituent of the universe that is “passive” (it has pavqh), and yet Matter also 

requires a binding agent (katevcein) to check its eternal tendency to dispersal.  

Matter is both passive and active; it both accepts and resists the Form that attempts 

to limit it.  This paradox will weave throughout much of On the Good, and it is first 

seen here. 

 Our fragments of Book 1 end at this point, but it cannot have escaped the 

reader that Numenius has brought us around full circle: Being is incorporeal—just 

like the Good! Numenius does not say so outright in this fragment, but of course the 

“Asomatic” is nothing other than immaterial Being, that which one begins to study 

in mathematical sciences.  It must also be the Good, since that mysterious Platonic 

principle began Numenius’ discussion in the first place.   

 The dialogue explicitly begins, as fragment 2 makes clear, with a search to 

describe Plato’s Form of the Good.  Since the Good is immaterial, one begins the 

approach by studying true Being, says Numenius.  This allusion to Being as the 

object of study that is required to understand the Good is explained by a discussion 

of what Being is, or rather, what Being is not.  True Being is not Matter, which is 

capable of becoming anything, nor can it be material realities, which partake of 

Matter.  Thus, Being must be incorporeal.  In fact, it must be some kind of Form, 

since, in order to have existence, material realities must in some way partake in 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
119 Much of the reasoning up to this point is highly evocative of the first and second 
hypotheses of Plato’s Parmenides.  See Dodds (1928) 132. 
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Being.  If all things must partake in Being, a faint but implicit argument runs, Being 

must be the Form of Forms—the Good.   

To summarize what we can know of Book 1:  The concept of the Good is a 

truth that is most fully reasoned by Pythagoras and can be supported by Plato, but 

has been acknowledged by several worthy non-Greek peoples.  Knowledge of the 

Good can be approached only by contemplating what exists absolutely, or Being 

itself.  A primary Matter, opposed to existence, can nonetheless cohere into material 

objects if acted upon by a preexisting ontological principle that transcends and 

stabilizes materiality.  Yet, true Being cannot be material without compromising its 

stability, and so Numenius give to it a new designation, the Incorporeal, or the 

Asomatic (to; ajswvmaton).  

Numenius has begun to pile up terms, Good=Being=Asomatic.120  However, 

he never really loses sight of the fact that these terms are different names for the 

same principle.  Similarly, the deprivation of these principles is a subsistence that can 

be discussed philosophically: Non-Being=Matter=Evil.121 Numenius also identifies 

separate realms of ontology, noetic and material.  In order to gain his metaphysical 

insights, he requires an epistemological theory.  This theory separates the knowable 

from the unknowable in the universe.  The highest abstraction is for him the highest 

object of knowledge, and therefore the highest metaphysical pursuit.   

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
120 Also peras=logos=gnosis. 
 
121 At this point Numenius is not concerned with ethics or moral judgments about 
the intelligible or material worlds.  His only judgment is about the most valuable goal 
of metaphysics and epistemology.  
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BOOK 2:  NAMING THE WHIRLWIND 

 There are four fragments that Eusebius says come from Book 2 of On the 

Good (fr. 5, 6, 7, 8), and Eusebius quotes them in a chronological chain; their order is 

secure.  Fragment 5 establishes Being as atemporal, eternal, and static.  Fragment 6 

returns to the Asomatic principle, and gives it the name “Being”; Numenius then 

supports this name with an opaque reference to the Cratylus.  Fragment 7 identifies 

the Asomatic with the “Noetic,” and attributes this identification to Pythagoras, with 

a supporting quotation from Plato’s Timaeus that contrasts “Being” and “Becoming.”  

Fragment 8 reiterates that Being is a stabilizing force to matter, which is always in 

flux, and that Being is what gives intelligibility.  

 

Fragment 5 

 The first fragment of Book Two returns to the topic of Being, and begins 

with a lengthy discussion of Being’s timelessness, then discusses the nature of time 

and eternity.  Again, the fragment is quite lengthy, and will be treated in segments.  

The fragment begins (fr. 5.1-16):  

Fevre ou\n, o{sh duvnami" ejgguvtata pro;" to; o]n ajnagwvmeqa 
kai; levgwmen: to; o]n ou[te pote; h\n ou[te pote; mh; gevnhtai, 
 ajll! e[stin ajei; ejn crovnw/ oJrismevnw/, tw/' ejnestw'ti movnw/. 
Tou'ton me;n ou\n to;n ejnestw'ta ei[ ti" ejqevlei ajnakalei'n 
aijw'na, kajgw; sumbouvlomai: to;n de; parelqovnta crovnon 
oi[esqai crh; hJma'" diapefeugovta h[dh diapefeugevnai 
ajpodedrakevnai te eij" to; ei\nai mhkevti: o{ te au\ mevllwn 
ejsti; me;n oujdevpw, ejpaggevlletai de; oi\ov" te e[sesqai h{xein 
eij" to; ei\nai. Ou[koun eijkov" ejstin eJniv ge trovpw/ nomivzein 
to; o]n h[toi mh; ei\nai h] mhkevti h] mhdevpw, wJ" touvtou ge 
ou{tw" legomevnou e}n givgnetaiv ti ejn tw/' lovgw/ mevga 
ajduvnaton, ei\naiv te oJmou' taujto;n kai; mh; ei\nai. 
 
Now, then, let us try to approach as closely as possible to Being and 
speak.  Being neither was nor will it ever become, but always it exists 
in a defined time, in the present alone.  And so if one wishes to call 
this present “eternity” I am in full agreement.  We must assume that 
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the past has departed and escaped into no-longer-being.  And the 
future does not yet exist, but promises that it can exist and arrive into 
being.  Accordingly, it is unreasonable to think in any way whatsoever 
that Being either does not exist or no longer exists or does not yet 
exist, since when it is said in this way a single great impossibility in 
the reasoning results, that both being and non-being are the same. 

 

Fragment 4a discussed how, or at least implied that, corporeal reality (ta sômata) is 

formed from a combination of Being and Matter.  Similarly, the meeting place 

between Eternity and Non-Existence is time, but also constitutes the world of 

Becoming, and allows for change.  The subject under discussion has not truly 

changed.  Whether it is framed as the world of corporeal bodies or the world of time, 

the phenomenal world of our experiences arises from some sort of interaction of 

Being and Matter, by whatever names they are called.  The reasoning in this fragment 

is still dialectical; it seeks to eliminate contradiction and pursue absolute consistency 

(i.e. oJ lovgo").   

 Numenius’ ultimate goal in this fragment is to reason that Being could not 

change or else it would not be Being and could not impart any degree of stability to 

the world.  He does this in the beginning by focusing on change, as time, just as he 

started with corporeal reality in Book 1 to begin his search for the Good. Past and 

future are both non-being and cannot be the subject of our inquiry.  The present is 

all that can be said to have a permanent level of existence, and so is where we find 

Being.122 In this particular selection the philosopher is concerned only with absolutes: 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
122 J. Whittaker ([1971] 27 n. 12) sees a problem with Numenius’ phrasing.  Plato 
contrasts time and eternity, whereas Numenius speaks of eternity as a “present 
time,” which weakens the contrast.  There is in fact no problem at all, since Plato 
does not contrast eternity and time as starkly as Whittaker supposes.  In the Timaeus, 
Plato defines time as “eternity in motion,” so that time partakes of eternity.  
Numenius is working in the opposite direction: eternity is time without motion or 
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Being as present and non-being as past and future.  The logical corollary of this 

argument, however, is obvious: The present that we experience in this world cannot 

be true being in its fullest sense, since the present that we experience changes.  Later 

we shall see that stasis is a very important attribute of true Being for Numenius.   

The xenos responds to the philosopher’s question with surprise, affirming that 

the assumption that Being is temporal can be reduced to absurdity.  The fragment 

continues (fr. 5.17-28): 

{—} Eij d! ou{tw" e[cei, scolh/' g! a]n a[llo ti ei\nai duvnaito, 
tou' o[nto" aujtou' mh; o[nto" kata; aujto; to; o[n.  
{—}To; a[ra o]n aji?diovn te bevbaiovn tev ejstin ajei; kata; 
taujto;n kai; taujtovn. Oujde; gevgone mevn, ejfqavrh dev, oujd! 
ejmegequvnato mevn, ejmeiwvqh dev, oujde; mh;n ejgevnetov pw plei'on 
h] e[lasson. Kai; me;n dh; tav te a[lla kai; oujde; topikw'" 
kinhqhvsetai: oujde; ga;r qevmi" aujtw/' kinhqh'nai, oujde; me;n 
ojpivsw oujde; provsw, ou[te a[nw pote; ou[te kavtw, oujd! eij" 
dexia; oujd! eij" ajristera; metaqeuvsetaiv pote to; o]n ou[te 
peri; to; mevson pote; eJautou' kinhqhvsetai, ajlla; ma'llon kai; 
eJsthvxetai kai; ajrarov" te kai; eJsthko;" e[stai kata; taujta; 
e[con ajei; 
kai; wJsauvtw". 

[Xenos]: But if that were so, hardly any possibility would arise other 
than that Being itself is not the same thing as Being itself! 
[Philosopher]: Then Being is eternal and always stable in the same 
condition and the same thing.  It is neither generated nor does it 
decay, it neither grows nor shrinks, and what is more neither 
increases nor decreases in quantity.  In particular it will not move 
spatially.  For, in fact, it is not right for it to be moved, neither 
forward nor backward, neither up nor down.  Neither will Being dash 
off to the right or left, nor will it move around its center; but rather it 
will always stand firm and be static in the same state always and the 
same condition. 
 

The xenos states plainly what is implied at the end of the philosopher’s previous 

dialectical analysis:  For existence to exist in the past would be a contradiction.  The 

same goes for the future.  If Being were to exist within time, there would be no 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!

change (ejnestwv").  The ultimate contrast in Numenius is not Being and Becoming, 
but Being and Non-Being. 
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guarantee that it could not change; therefore Numenius places it in a perpetual and 

unchanging present that he, following Plato in the Timaeus, calls “eternity.”   

 The present of the corporeal world for Numenius would thus be an image or 

imitation of the static nature of Being.123  True Being cannot be for Numenius the 

present moment of this world, because it passes away instantly; Being must be 

described as an eternal and unchanging present.  We could take this stasis as an 

attribute of Being, but to speak of Being as having attributes is difficult, as Numenius 

showed earlier, since the atributes would have to partake of Being in order to be.  

We should therefore take Eternity as another name for Being itself.124  This 

establishes Being as atemporal. 

 The passage from Non-Being to Being, of course, is Becoming.  Once again, 

as so often, Numenius defines the corporean world as a meeting of Being (eternity) 

and its opposite (non-existence).  This produces a world of time, of “now”—

opposed to “not-yet” and “no-longer”—in which moving and changing Matter is, 

for the moment fully held together by Being.    

 The similarity of this discussion of linear time to Numenius’ earlier 

discussion of corporeal existence lends credence to the proposition that Matter for 

Numenius can on one level be identified with non-existence.  The philosopher then 

uses his interlocutor’s agreement to reaffirm that Being is atemporal, and by 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
123 Plato Tim. defines time as “a moving image of eternity”  (eijkw; … kinhtovn tina 
aijw'no"). Numenius defines time as motion, and eternity by lack of motion (and 
change), just as Plato does.  Being is both eternal and motionless: the one necessarily 
implies the other. 
 
124 Augustine reaches a similar conclusion when he identifies the first Person of the 
Christian Trinity with Aeternitas: e.g. August. De Trinitate 6.10.11. 
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extension also motionless.  Numenius is careful to point out that in the world of 

time and change—the phenomenal world in which we live—Being and Not-Being 

actually meet, or at least are directly juxtaposed: the present (Being) is constantly 

bracketed by the past and future (Non-Being). Being once again can only be 

explained in terms of the phenomenal world as privation: non-spatial, atemporal, 

unmoving.  This is problematic, since Matter is Numenius’ principle of privation.  If 

Being is the principle that brings order to chaos, there must be something more 

substantive to say about it than that it is different from what we experience in the 

phenomenal world.  Numenius will address this concern in the next fragment. 

Before quoting the next fragment (fr. 6), Eusebius says “after other 

arguments” (meq’ e{tera).  What exactly are these “other arguments”?  There are 

two major difficulties in Numenius’ reasoning up to this point, and these may be 

what Eusebius means by “other arguments.”  First, the various names for the 

transcendent principle that Numenius has been trying to define have been piling up.  

By this point, Numenius has reintroduced the Asomatic from fragment 4a, and 

implicitly identifies it with Being by reiterating in fr. 5 that Being does not move in 

space.  He also identified Being with the eternal, which is atemporal.  Numenius may 

have argued further connections between them or even introduced more, but by fr. 

6, he clearly has become convinced of the necessity of giving a single name to the 

complex concept of Good =  Being = Peras = Horos = Logos = Gnosis = 

Asomatic = Eternity.  This name should not be negative, as “asomatic” is, but must 

encapsulate the discussion of the cohesive principle (Asomatic) as it has so far been 

understood.   

This leads to the second difficulty that produces the necessity of giving a 
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name to the principle under discussion.  There is an awkwardness to the term 

“asomatic” in this context.  It is Matter, the opposite of the Asomatic, that is the 

radical principle of deprivation, not Being.  Yet, with the world “Asomatic,” the 

cohesive principle is described in negative terms.  This will not do.  Being, when 

understood correctly, is the principle of fullness, the only thing that can be said truly 

and eternally to exist.  The Asomatic is the stability that holds together the material 

cosmos, gives order to its flux, and applies “knowable”-ness to its lack of definition.  

To explain it in privative terms highlights the limitations of human knowledge, but 

also lies in tension with the rest of Numenius’ project to know the Good, the 

ultimate positive, as fully as possible.  A positive name is required. 

 

Fragment 6 

Fragment 6 has received very little comment in Numenian scholarship; and 

this is most unfortunate, since it brings to a close the equation of many names for 

the object of the entire enquiry (the Good) and also provides context that is 

absolutely essential for understanding the very controversial fragment 13 (the 

analogy of the farmer and the planter).  Below is quoted the entire fragment except 

for the final pair of sentences, which pose a unique problem and will be discussed at 

length in isolation.   

The philosopher claims at the beginning of the fragment that he has been 

holding back and will now reveal what he knows.  For some time before this 

fragment, it would appear that he has been engaging in so-called Socratic irony:  

affecting ignorance in order to protract a discussion with an interlocutor whom he 

wishes to teach.  This is confirmed by the verb schmativzomai (“I pretend”).  
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Numenius begins (fr. 6.1-12): 

Tosau'ta me;n ou\n moi pro; oJdou'. Aujto;" d! oujkevti 
schmatisqhvsomai oujd! ajgnoei'n fhvsw to; o[noma tou' 
ajswmavtou: kai; ga;r kinduneuvei nu'n h[dh h{dion ei\nai eijpei'n 
ma'llon h] mh; eijpei'n. Kai; dh'ta levgw to; o[noma aujtw/' ei\nai 
tou'to to; pavlai zhtouvmenon. !Alla; mh; gelasavtw ti", eja;n 
fw' tou' ajswmavtou ei\nai o[noma oujsivan kai; o[n. ÔH de; aijtiva 
tou' “o[nto"” ojnovmatov" ejsti to; mh; gegonevnai mhde; 
fqarhvsesqai mhd! a[llhn mhvte kivnhsin mhdemivan ejndevcesqai 
mhvte metabolh;n kreivttw h] fauvlhn, ei\nai de; aJplou'n kai; 
ajnalloivwton kai; ejn ijdeva/ th/' aujth/' kai; mhvte ejqelouvsion 
ejxivstasqai th'" taujtovthto" mhvq! uJf! eJtevrou 
prosanagkavzesqai.  
 
Now, such matters are rewarding as far as I am concerned.  For my 
part, though, I will no longer to pretend, and I will not say that I do 
not know the name of the Incorporeal; and at this point I probably 
really would take greater pleasure in saying than not.  And, what is 
more, I claim that its name was just a short while ago examined!  
Now, do not laugh if I say that the name of the Incorporeal is 
“Existence” and “Being.”  The reason why its name is “Being” is that 
it is neither generated nor corrupted, nor does it accept any other 
movement or change at all, greater or less, but is simple and 
changeless and in the same form and does not deviate from its 
sameness of its own accord, nor is it compelled by anything else.   
 

While our fragments do not tell us exactly why, it is clear from fr. 2 that the real goal 

set out in Book 1 is to understand the Good, and to understand the Good, one must 

first understand the world of pure abstraction.  The purest abstraction would be that 

which has no parts, so Numenius is presumably looking for a single, positive term to 

embrace the multiplicity of characteristics that he has examined so far.  It therefore 

seems strange that he give two names, ousia and on, but this is not as strange as it first 

may seem.  Tautology is a common rhetorical device in Numenius; there are several 

examples even in the fragments already discussed in which Numenius will use two 

synonyms to emphasize one idea.125  From what immediately follows the names, it is 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
125 E.g. fr. 2: a[fato" kai; ajdihvghto" (“unspeakable and unutterable”), and fr. 4a: 
teqnhkovta kai; nekra; (“dead and deprived of life”). 
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clear that Numenius will settle upon o[n as the name of the asomatic principle that 

gives order to the phenomenal world.126  

 The term pavlai is significant in this context, but is usually misunderstood. 

Palai does literally mean “a long time ago,” but can used as an ironic overstatement; 

in this sense, the word also comes to have the meaning “a while ago” or “a little 

while ago,” i.e. “not very long ago.”127  This translation makes the most sense in the 

context of a progressive argument. The ironic overstatement implied in palai 

highlights that Numenius has returned to the simplest of all subject matters after a 

lengthy digression.  We do not need to go hunting in Aristotle for the examination of 

this name “a long time ago.”128  Rather, the philosopher is reapplying the term that 

he himself used in Book 1; the true name of the Asomatic principle really is Being!  

 We have been searching all this time, the philosopher says, and the object of 

our search has been there all along, practically from the beginning (fr. 2).  We have 

missed the forest of Being for the trees of all the ways that it is opposed to Matter.  

The word “Being” fits perfectly as a name for many reasons that are now obvious: it 

is derived from the simplest of verbs to name the most basic of principles, and is a 

present-tense participle that names a principle of the eternal present.  Also, this 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
126 Numenius will later in the dialogue speak of his first principle as a god who 
produces a lower god who does the work of creation, i.e. limitation of Matter by 
Form.  The use of two names (Being and Essence) anticipates this division of the 
supreme godhead.  See fr. 11 and 16. 
 
127 I take this as the most likely translation of palai against des Places’ longtemps.  See 
LSJ sv. pavlai.  Festugière ([1954] 126) seems to hold an interpretation similar to my 
own: “Quel est le nom de cet ajswvmaton?  N’est-ce pas ce qu’on cherchait depuis le 
début?” 
 
128 This is what Frede (1051) does. 
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principle is only with itself.  There is no predicate that attaches to “is”: It simply is. 

 This is not all that the philosopher has to say about naming, though.  The 

conclusion of this fragment is problematic and requires some comment.  After he 

has given to the asomatic the name “Being,” the philosopher goes on to justify this 

conclusion (fr. 6.13-15): 

“Efh de; kai; oJ Plavtwn ejn Kratuvlw/ ta; ojnovmata oJmoiwvsei 
tw'n pragmavtwn ei\nai aujta; ejpivqeta. “Estw ou\n kai; 
dedovcqw ei\nai to; o]n ajswvmaton. 
 

There are a few problems before we can give an accurate translation.  As to the first 

sentence, des Places, following Mras’ bilingual edition of Praeparatio Evangelica, 

translates “Platon n’a-t-il pas dit dans le Cratyle que les noms étaient de pures 

additions à la representation des choses?” which does not make any sense in the 

context of explaining why the name of the Incorporeal should be “Being,” even at 

the risk of being mocked (mh; gelasavtw ti").  Mras’ reading dismisses the need for 

a name, since a name is a mere addition.  This is contrary to Numenius’ clear point 

that we must take the naming of the Incorporeal seriously. Also, that “names are 

pure additions” is not Plato’s conclusion in the Cratylus at all.  

 Des Places is aware of the problem and, in a footnote, suggests that that the 

dative homoiôsei may be a dative of cause and not a dative of reference with 

ejpivqeta.129  This approach will prove to be correct, but it leaves open the question 

of the sense of ejpivqeta, if ejpivqetadoes not mean “addition [to the representation].”  

The key lies in the allusion to Plato’s Cratylus, which is a dialogue on the nature of 

language.   

 Onoma does mean “name,” and epitheton can mean additive, or addition.  

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
129 49 n. 2: “en vertu de leur ressemblase avec les choses.”  
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However, as linguistic terms, they mean “noun” and “epithet” in Greek.  The 

ancients defined an “epithet” in much the same say we do, an adjective that gives 

further description of a particular person.130  Its most well known context is epic, in 

which an epithet can be patronymic (Agamemnon Atreides, “son of Atreus”), it can 

be locational (Aphrodite Kypris, “of Cyprus”), or it can give some description of a 

function (Zeus Nephelegetes, “cloud-gathering”) or physical attribute (Eos 

Rhododaktylos, “rosy-fingered”).  Some epithets are traditional and have a meaning 

obscure even to the ancients (Hera Böôpis, “Ox-Eyed”?).131  The term “epithet” does 

not appear in the Cratylus, but a discussion of such descriptive additive names does. 

 In discussing with his interlocutor Hermogenes whether names are natural or 

conventional, the Socrates of the Cratylus argues that in order for language to 

communicate anything valid, it must somehow participate in a stable truth 

recognizable to all human minds.  Socrates goes on to describe language as a tool 

developed by the founders of civilization (nomoqevtai), with words that actually do 

resemble their referents in some way or to some degree.  The closer a name 

resembles its referent, the “truer” the name is.  Socrates then uses Homer (Iliad 

6.402-03) as evidence.  Hector’s son (so says Socrates) was named Skamandrios, but 

“all men (a[nere") called him Astyanax.”  If all men called him Astyanax, Socrates 

says, then who called the boy Skamandrios?  Why, the women, of course!  And of 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
130 See e.g. Sacerdos in Keil 463.8 ff.:  “Epitheton est dictio propriis adjecta nominibus vel 
demonstrandi vel ornandi vel vituperandi causa, ut ‘Larissaeus Achilles,’ ‘pius Aeneas’ … .” 
(“An ‘epithet’ is a word added to proper nouns either to describe them, or else to 
embellish or blame them, like ‘Achilles of Larissa’ or ‘reverent Aeneas’ …).  See 
Luhtala 63-64; and cf. Basset 222-25. 
 
131 For different ancient interpretations of the epithet böôpis, see e.g. schol. in Hom. Il. 
1.551, 4.50, 7.9. 
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the two, which group is self-evidently the wiser?  Why, the men (so says Socrates)!  

So, the wiser group gives the boy the more descriptive name, “King of the City,” 

since he was Hector’s heir and the hope of Troy, just like his father.132 

 In the passage to which Numenius is probably alluding, Plato thus argues 

that true names are really attributive and descriptive.133 To put the issue more 

Platonically, they more fully participate in reality, or in Being.  Numenius cites this 

dialogue to support his assertion that the participle “Being” can be the actual name 

of the asomatic principle, since Plato says that “the name is an imitation [mimêma] of 

its subject matter [to pragma].”  The translation of this passage of Numenius should 

read:  

Plato too has said in the Cratylus that names are themselves epithets 
due to a similarity with their subject matters.  Therefore, it should be 
established and assumed that “Being” is the asomatic. 
 

For Plato, the truth of words is necessarily relative, since we live in a world of 

Becoming that is subject to change.  Language does participate in truth, though, and 

can be used, albeit provisionally, for philosophy.  There is nothing more natural for 

Numenius than to claim that the highest of transcendent entities should have the 

simplest name, a name that actually is an adjective describing what it is, or rather, 

indicating that it truly and uniquely is.  For Numenius the complex Good = Being = 

Logos = Peras = Horos = Logos = Gnosis = Existence can be, and henceforth is, 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
132 See Ademollo 152-62.  
 
133 Since an epitheton properly gives specifying information about a noun, it can also 
refer to a nominal attribute, what we would call an “appositive,” e.g. “Apollodorus, 
the Athenian,” or “Philip, the king of Macedonia”; see Luhtala 100.  This is not exactly 
the sense in which Numenius is using the word epitheton, since his epitheton for the 
Asomatic principle is a participial phrase, but this fact does highlight that Numenius’ 
goal here is to find the most descriptive and therefore truest name of his highest 
principle. 
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given the single and simple name Being.  This is the name that is most descriptive, 

and therefore is most true, at least for the present. 

 

Fragment 7 

 Fragment 7 gives yet another designation to Being=Good: Numenius calls 

his first principle by the Platonic term “Noetic,” that is, characteristic of the Platonic 

world of the Forms, by which we apprehend (noei'n) truth. Plato’s frequent use of 

the term reaches the level of technical vocabulary; this is the highest form of 

knowledge on Plato’s “divided line,” a sort of purely abstract knowledge.  It is in 

fragment 7 that Numenius first uses the term noêton or “the noetic,” but the concept 

was assumed and implied earlier in fr. 2 when the philosopher explained that one can 

only understand the Good by direct intuitive apprehension.  “Noetic” refers to that 

which is perceived by mind (nous), or that which one perceives by intellection (a word 

that tranlate both the noun novhsi" and the verb noei'n).   

 It is important to notice that Numenius is discussing here “the Noetic,” and 

not a noetic.  This distinction between a noetic and the Noetic (essentially, the 

distinction between a limited multiplicity and unity) will become important later in 

Book 5, when Numenius will also assume a distinction between “the Form” and a 

Form, that is, one Form of many.  “The Noetic” in fragment 7 refers not merely to 

an object of intellection, but to the absolute highest object of intellection.  This can 

only be, as Numenius states, Being=Good.  The fragment again is lengthy, and will 

be treated in three segments.  It begins (fr. 7.1-3):  

 To; o]n ei\pon ajswvmaton, tou'to de; ei\nai to; nohtovn. Ta; me;n 
ou\n lecqevnta, o{sa mnhmoneuvein e[sti moi, toiau'ta gou'n h\n. 
 
I said that Being is asomatic, and that it is the Noetic.  This at least is 
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what I remember being said. 
 

This equation of Being and Noetic is treated as already established, and so must have 

been supported by previous discussion that is now lost.  That Being is noetic was at 

least implied in fr. 2, since the Good is apprehended by intuitive intellection, and one 

apprehends the Good by the “study of Being.”  The equation is here made explicit: 

Asomatic=Being is also the Noetic. 

 In the next part of the fragment, Numenius, having summarized one of the 

most important conclusions of Books 1 and 2, then ties it to the methodological 

statement in fr. 1a, though scholars of Numenius have not acknowledged this.  

When Numenius affirms that Being is incorporeal, and specifically calls the 

incorporeal “the Noetic,” he presents it as a conclusion to an extended discussion 

and rests on the authority of the logic of that discussion (logos).  He then gives a very 

curious appeal to authority in defense of this argument (fr. 7.3-7):   

To;n d! ejpizhtou'nta lovgon ejqevlw paramuqhvsasqai tosovnde 
uJpeipwvn, o{ti tau'ta toi'" dovgmasi toi'" Plavtwno" eij mh; 
sumbaivnei, ajll! eJtevrou ge crh'n oi[esqaiv tino" ajndro;" 

megavlou, mevga dunamevnou, oi{ou Puqagovrou. 
 
I want to encourage the line of reasoning under discussion by making 
the following suggestion: if these statements do not accord with the 
teachings of Plato, nevertheless we must assume that they belong to 
some great and very influential man, like Pythagoras. 

 
The conclusion under discussion is the equation Being=Asomatic=Noetic from the 

beginning of the fragment.  By using the term “noetic,” Numenius wants to suggest 

that the line of reasoning (logos) corresponds to the doctrines of Plato, just as in 

fragment 1a he promised to “connect” the “philosophy” (logoi) of Pythagoras with 

the evidence (martyriai) of Plato.  Here we have an attempt by the philosopher to 

recapitulate the arguments of Books 1 and 2 and tie them to Pythagoras, in direct 
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fulfillment of that promise.  Taken together, this fragment and fr. 1a indicate that the 

entire argument about the nature of Being from the past several fragments is 

Pythagorean:  the reasoning (logos) in question (ejpizhtw'n) is the same as the 

philosophy (logoi) of Pythagoras.  This logos should be found in Plato, but if it is not, 

it can be attributed to Pythagoras for no other reason than that the logos is true.   

 This line is sometimes taken to imply that Numenius considers Pythagoras a 

higher authority than Plato.134  On the contrary, he does not support the argument 

with any dogmatic quotation of Pythagoras or a Pythagorean like Philolaus, but 

rather supports the attribution of his conclusion to Pythagoras with the 

overwhelming truth of the conclusion itself.    It is the reasoning that is important to 

Numenius in these first two books, and he says that the reasoning is Pythagorean.  If 

we cannot find explicit evidence from a great man like Plato for the argument that 

Being is the Asomatic and is the Noetic, Numenius claims, surely it must have 

occurred to someone “very influential, like Pythagoras.”  We must then take this 

argument (that Being is incorporeal, and that the Incorporeal or Asomatic is the 

Noetic) as a personal conclusion of the philosopher from his own reasoning.  The 

philosopher does not take full credit for the reasoning; it is most likely that he 

believes that he is reconstructing Pythagoras’ views; this fits best with the intention 

stated in fr. 1a.  Numenius is now looking for confirmation.  

 The line, not surprisingly, betrays some difficulty in finding concrete 

confirmation.135  Numenius has been operating outside of the bounds of the letter of 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
134 Ueberweg & Praechter 520; Martano 47. 
 
135 Among the possible difficulties, by Numenius’ day it was generally agreed that 
Pythagoras himself wrote nothing; see Plut. De Alex. fort. 328a9. 
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Platonic teaching.  The Platonic dialogues are not concerned with defining the 

cohesion that “holds down” (katechein) a primeval recalcitrant principle, nor with 

simultaneous dynamism and passivity in the first principles of a cosmic dualism.  

Numenius adds these elements to the Platonic tradition by invoking the logoi of 

Pythagoras.   

 The historical Pythagoras of Croton is a cipher, and was so in Numenius’ 

day.  Pythagoras’ reputation as a man and a prophet of legendary wisdom allows 

Numenius to project dialectically reasoned logoi onto Pythagoras, even though the 

reasoning is Numenius’ own.  Numenius deduces a system that he believes must be 

true, and supports this system only by saying that someone “very able” like 

Pythagoras must have known these truths as well.  Invoking the purported authority 

of the mysterious Pythagoras allows Numenius a wide degree of latitude to speculate 

and reason outside of the literal reading of Plato’s own words.  This is what allows 

Numenius to call his own system by the somewhat pretentious name of the “logoi of 

Pythagoras.”  Nevertheless, it remains very important to Numenius to fit his own 

system into a Platonic framework, even though Numenius’ particular dualism is a 

personal accomplishment.  He cites a passage from the Timaeus, even though this 

passage has virtually nothing to do with the real substance of Numenius’ own 

system.  In the same way, Plato’s discussion of names in the Cratylus does not really 

justify Numenius’ use of to; o[n as the “name” of the asomatic principle.  Rather, 

Numenius did exactly what he promised to do in fr. 1a: He reasoned the name and 

then searched Plato for “evidence.”   

 Nevertheless, Numenius does find a quote from Plato that he considers 

relevant.  The fragment continues (fr. 7.7-15): 
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Levgei gou'n Plavtwn (fevr! ajnamnhsqw' pw'" levgei): “Tiv to; o]n 
ajeiv, gevnesin de; oujk e[con… kai; tiv to; gignovmenon mevn, o]n de; 
oujdevpote… to; me;n dh; nohvsei meta; lovgou perilhptovn, to; d! 
au\ dovxh/ meta; aijsqhvsew" ajlovgou doxastovn, gignovmenon kai; 
ajpolluvmenon, o[ntw" de; oujdevpote o[n.” “Hreto ga;r dh; tiv 
ejsti to; o[n, fa;" aujto; ajgevnhton ajnamfilevktw". Gevnesin 
ga;r oujk e[fh ei\nai tw/' o[nti: ejtrevpeto ga;r a[n: trepovmenon 
de; oujk h\n aji?dion.  
 
At any rate, Plato says (now, let me quote what he says from 
memory!):  “What is it that exists eternally and does not have a 
beginning?  And what is it that becomes, and never is?  The one is 
apprehensible to the intellect with reason, while the other is 
perceptible to opinion with irrational sense perception; it comes to be 
and passes away, and never truly is.”  He was asking what Being is, 
and said that it is undoubtedly without generation.  For he said that 
generation does not truly exist, since it would change, and that which 
changes is not eternal. 

 

The supporting Platonic text that Numenius has found helps to draw the connection 

between epistemology and metaphysics:  That which is material and perceptible to 

the senses can change, and is not the object of the highest sort of knowledge.  That 

which is perceptible to the mind must be eternal, or else it would not have 

consistency (logos). Numenius has found his confirmation that the Asomatic is also 

the Noetic.  This is taken to be the true significance of the Plato passage that is 

quoted from Timaeus 27d6-28a4.136  

 Nonetheless, Numenius is right to use the quote with some hesitation (“at 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
136 Numenius’ memory is not as reliable as he would have us believe, since he has 
condensed the Platonic quote a bit.  The full Platonic quote reads:  tiv to; o]n ajeiv, 
gevnesin de; oujk e[con, kai; tiv to; gignovmenon me;n ajeiv, o]n de; oujdevpote… to; 
me;n dh; nohvsei meta; lovgou perilhptovn, ajei; kata; taujta; o[n, to; d! au\ 
dovxh/ met! aijsqhvsew" ajlovgou doxastovn, gignovmenon kai; ajpolluvmenon, 
o[ntw" de; oujdevpote o[n. (“What is it that exists eternally and has no genesis; and 
what is it that is generated always and never is?  That which is understood by 
intellection (noêsis) with reason is always the same, but that which is conjectured by 
opinion with irrational sense perception is generated and degrades, and never truly 
is.”) 
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any rate … ”), since it is not exactly confirmation for the larger point that he is trying 

to make.  The Platonic quotation that Numenius cites is essentially epistemological, 

since it argues that we can understand the sensory world by our everyday 

experiences, and the noetic world only by pure abstraction and reason.  The 

opposition in the Platonic quotation is not Being and Matter, which would more 

completely support Numenius’ metaphysical position, but Being and Becoming.  

This is less important to Numenius, though, than the equation of eternal Being and 

the object of noêsis.  In this sense, the quote from Plato is apt.  In an indirect sense, 

he does find confirmation for his conclusion that Being=Noetic, though it is 

epistemological and not strictly metaphysical.  The quote does specifically confirm 

the part of Numenius’ argument found in fragment 5 in that it differentiates the 

Eternal from the perceptible world and identifies the perceptible world with 

Becoming.  Numenius is not reaching far to draw support from the quote for his 

metaphysics; be defines Becoming as that which occurs between Being=Eternal and 

Non-Being. 

 That the equation of epistemological noetic realm and Numenius’ own 

ontological binding agent, the Asomatic, seems not to be directly found in Plato, 

Numenius treats as unproblematic.  Rather, he quotes the Timaeus to show that his 

conclusion is implied in the Platonic corpus.  Even though it is not directly found in 

Plato, the logically necessary truth of the argument offers sufficient proof to 

Numenius that some high authority must have argued it.  It has been established that 

Being (to on) is timeless, existing in an eternal present (fr. 5.5-16); it cannot move or 

change (fr. 5.23-28).  Even though we do not have Pythagoras’ words, we can treat it 

as given that he believed this as well. 
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Fragment 8 

 Fragment 8 is the last fragment we possess of Book 2, and the last fragment 

before a significant shift in topic.  We should attempt as much clarity as possible 

about what exactly Numenius is trying to accomplish and how he attempts to 

accomplish it.  Numenius has produced a reasoned account of the first principles of 

the cosmos (Good and Matter or Being and Non-Being).  Numenius has searched 

for confirmation in the highest authorities that he acknowledges in the Greek 

philosophical tradition. It is in the course of this fragment, however, that Numenius 

truly fulfills his promise to tie together Plato and his own Pythagorean reasoning (fr. 

8):  

Eij me;n dh; to; o]n pavntw" pavnth/ aji?diovn tev ejsti kai; 
a[trepton kai; oujdamw'" oujdamh/' ejxistavmenon ejx eJautou', 
mevnei de; kata; ta; aujta; kai; wJsauvtw" e{sthke, tou'to dhvpou 
a]n ei[h to; th/' ‘nohvsei meta; lovgou perilhptovn’. Eij de; to; 
sw'ma rJei' kai; fevretai uJpo; th'" eujqu; metabolh'", 
ajpodidravskei kai; oujk e[stin. ”Oqen ouj pollh; maniva mh; ouj 
tou'to ei\nai ajovriston, dovxh/ de; movnh/ doxasto;n kaiv, w{" 
fhsi Plavtwn, ‘gignovmenon kai; ajpolluvmenon, o[ntw" de; 
oujdevpote o[n’… 
 
If then Being is in all ways in all places both eternal and unbending 
and in no way in no place deviating from itself, but remains in the 
same conditions and is absolutely static, this I suppose would be 
what is “understandable by intellection with reason.”  If, on the 
other hand, the corporeal is in flux and characterized by pure 
change, then it disperses and is not.  Which is why it would surely be 
the height of madness for it not to be limitless, and only 
apprehensible by the faculty of opinion and, as Plato says, “coming 
to be and passing away, but never truly Being.”   
 

The beginning of this section poses no real difficulty: we are reintroduced to the 

concept of the noetic and its identification with Being.  Being is the highest, indeed 

the only possible object of knowledge. Numenius himself says that it would be the 
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“height of madness” to call Matter an object of knowledge.  Fragment 4a makes a 

similar claim, that Matter cannot possibly be known at all.   

 Intuitive, uninterrupted apprehension of Being is noêsis.  Numenius’ eternal 

Being is equated with the object of this Platonic noêsis.  That which interrupts this 

apprehension and reduces it to opinion is the disorderliness of Matter.  The logical 

extension of this argument is that in its primeval purity, Matter cannot even be the 

object of “comparison” (eikasia, the lowest segment of mental activity on the 

Platonic divided line), but only of total ignorance. 

 Corporeal existence, in between Being and Matter, is the object of opinion, 

in between knowledge and ignorance, and so is a relevant topic of discussion.  

However, Numenius is in serious danger of pushing his point too far.  Corporeal 

existence is subject to change, but it is allowed a degree of stability by its 

participation in Being.  Numenius focuses on the instability and changeableness of 

corporeal existence, but one might have expected him to focus instead on prime 

matter, which is nothing but instability and changeableness.  He is limited, however, 

by his selected Plato quotation to focus on the attributes of the world of Becoming, 

about which we can form opinions.   

 In any event, it is neither matter nor corporeal existence that is Numenius’ 

real topic of discussion, but the Being that transcends them both.  Much of this 

fragments recalls the discussion of Being in Book One, but connects it directly to 

Plato as well as Numenius’ own “Pythagorean” reasoning.  A discussion that began 

with defining the Good of the Republic has shifted to a discussion of Platonic Being 

as an object of knowledge and a cosmic principle.  

What we can know of Book 2 can be summarized as follows:  The Good is 
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eternal, that is to say outside of time; it is completely changeless.  The asomatic 

principle of Book 1, which serves as a cohesive and stabilizing agent for chaotic 

matter, has a more descriptive name than just “asomatic”; the true and most 

descriptive name of this principle is “Being.”  This principle is also the Noetic—that 

is, it is the object of highest and most abstract intellection.  The truth of this 

proposition is so overpowering that even if one could not find it in Plato, it should 

be attributed to a powerful sage like Pythagoras.  As it happens, this truth can be 

inferred from Plato’s Timaeus.  Being is static and the ultimate object of the mind; 

sensory bodies are changeable and form what Plato called the world of “Becoming.” 

In fragment 8 Numenius has fulfilled his promise to argue a Platonic-

Pythagorean synthesis.  Because the promise has been fulfilled, we should take the 

statement of fr. 8 as likely being near the end of Book 2, and as a summary of the 

accomplishment of one of Numenius’ goals. What remains of the statement of 

method in fr. 1a is to invoke the races of good repute, a task that Numenius takes on 

in Book 3. 

 Numenius displays a very discursive style and expansive imagination in On the 

Good, prone to digressions that return to an original point much later; the 

philosopher himself recognizes this in fr. 6.  This discursiveness is in keeping with 

the dialogue format, which depicts a human conversation; but it also serves a broader 

philosophical purpose in Numenius’ system.   

 Numenius is keen to give several names to this highest principle (like “Limit” 

and “Logos”).   These different names depend upon how the principle is 

approached, whether arithmetically, geometrically, metaphysically, or 

epistemologically, or finally, theologically.  This highest principle, whether named the 
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Monad, Limit, Being, Good, Logic, or God, is the ultimate object of all human 

knowledge (gnôsis); it is given different names depending upon that branch of 

knowledge that one pursues in our divided world.  No matter what starting point the 

interlocutors use, their quest for knowledge will always take them back to the Good. 

The overall tenor of the fragments so far has been as varied as that of a very 

meandering and pleasant conversation, perhaps with some wordy banter.137  It is also 

rigorously analytical, as in Plato’s Parmenides.138  The main interlocutor, the 

philosopher, switches among registers, but our fragments (which are substantial) 

alternate only between these tones: a very confident and logical search for truth, and 

a pleasant, sometimes ironic, tone of congeniality.  An animated affability coupled 

with a precise philosophical dialect in Books 1 and 2 is exaggerated, and heightens 

the contrast that is coming. 

 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
137 See e.g. Numenius’ flippant tone in fr. 6, which is marked by an almost comical 
string of qualifications: “And, in fact now, it really … ” (kai; ga;r kinduneuvei nu'n 
h[dh).  I also find humorous Numenius use of palai in fr. 6 (“We’ve had it in front of 
us the whole time!”), his switching back and forth between authority figures in fr. 7 
(“if Plato doesn’t say it, I’m sure Pythagoras did; but Plato sort of did say it … .”), 
and his use of mania in fr. 8 (“it would be crazy!”).  The persona of the philosopher in 
De Bono is much more self-deprecating than current scholarship recognizes. 
 
138 O’Meara ([1976] 127) notes that the subjects described with regard to Being in the 
fragments of Bk. 2 of De Bono (time, change, name) do correspond to subjects in the 
Parmenides.  The rigorous dialectical style also corresponds to the Platonic dialogue.  
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THE EVIDENCE OF CHALCIDIUS  

 It is well known that until the Renaissance, the Latin West had no direct 

access to Plato other than the partial Latin translation of the Timaeus by Chalcidius 

(fourth c.).  In addition, Chalcidius produced a commentary on the translated 

passage, and this commentary contains a passage explaining the doctrine of 

“Numenius of the school of Pythagoras” (Numenius ex Pythagorae magesterio [295-

99]).139  Des Places includes this passage as fragment 52.  It has long been recognized 

that Chalcidius’ testimony is sound and gives a generally accurate account of 

Numenius’ teaching on God and Matter.  Chalcidius covers the Numenian doctrine 

of God and Matter, and the visible world in between; he thus covers roughly the 

same issues treated in Books 1 and 2 of On the Good.  There is virtually nothing in this 

passage, as we shall see, that could not be inferred from the fragments themselves.140  

The confirmation, however, is most welcome. 

 Numenius attributes to Pythagoras two principles, God (deus) who is also the 

Monad (singularitas), and Matter (silva), which is the Dyad (duitas).141  This Dyad is 

independent of the Monad; it is by itself indefinite, but comes to be limited by God.  

By itself it is ungenerated.  When formed by God it comes to be generated.142   

 Matter is fluid, without limit or quality.  It is not morally neutral or 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
139 See van Winden (1959) 103-21 generally on this entire passage. 
 
140 Contra Alt 31. 
 
141 See van Winden (1959) 106-07. 
 
142 Chalcidius adds that there are Pythagoreans who claim that the Dyad is generated 
from the Monad.  These are what modern scholarship calls “monists.”   
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indifferent, as the Stoics teach, but is altogether harmful (plane noxiam).143  As Plato 

understood it (Platoni videtur), God is the cause of all good things, and Matter the 

cause of all evil things.  It is the composite world of Form and Matter (quod ex specie 

silvaque sit) that is indifferent.144  According to Chalcidius, Numenius attributes his 

reasoning to Pythagoras.  “Pythagoras,” we learn, “did not shy away from defending 

truth, albeit with assertions that are surprising and contrary to the general opinion of 

human beings.” (Sed Pythagoras assistere veritati miris licet et contra opinionem hominum 

operantibus asseverationebus non veretur).  Pythagoras claims that Providence exists, and 

therefore evil (mala) must also “subsist” (substistisse); this is because there is matter, 

and matter is “endowed with malice” (et … sit malitia praedita).   

 Chalcidius then moves to Numenius’ attitude toward Plato.  For Plato all 

good things in the world come from God, while matter is the “mother” (matrem) of 

all degradation (vitio).  Matter is also the “nurse” (nutrix) of all.  Matter is 

characterized by a “wildness” (intemperies), a “thoughtless motion” (improvidus impetus), 

“randomness” (casus) and “violent recalcitrance” (exagitata praesumptio).  In the 

Timaeus, God corrects it, and guides it into an organization (in ordinem) out of 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
143 There is no direct statement that survives in which Numenius unambiguously calls 
Matter “harmful.”  There are testimonia (e.g. fr. 48) that Numenius identified Matter 
with evil, which does follow from Numenius’ explicit opposition of Matter to the 
Good.  In addition, the “salvation” or “preservation” that comes from the 
Good=Being (fr. 15) should also be opposed to the activity of Matter in the world, 
and “harm” is a good term to give to this force opposed to “preservation.”  
Chalcidius’ description as Numenius’ description of Matter as “harmful” should be 
accepted as secure. 
 
144  At this point, Chacidius adds: denique [mundum] ex providentia et necessitate progenitum 
veterum theologorum scitis haberi (“It is held in the belief of the ancient theologians that 
the world is generated from Providence and Necessity.”)  This line will be discussed 
in the section on Bk. 3 of De Bono.  
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disorderly and turbulent agitation (ex incondite et turbulenta iactatione).  This “wildness” 

cannot come from God, and so must be an inherent quality of its “randomness.”  

After matter is “adorned,” there remains a defect (vitium) to its nature that can never 

be “limited” (limitari) by God into good things. 

 Chalcidius then returns to Numenius on Pythagoras.  The “Soul of Matter” 

must have its own “substance” (substantia), and is opposed to Providence.  God 

can “adorn” or “correct” defects in Matter, but cannot nullify them, since Matter’s 

defective nature is inherent.  Therefore, according to Numenius, nothing is found 

that is “immune from corruption” (immunem a vitiis), neither in the human person, 

nor in nature nor in the bodies of animals, not even in trees, roots, fruits, air, sea, or 

sky.  Everything that is created participates in Matter’s defective nature.  This is 

echoed in Proclus, who tells us that for Numenius, “everything is mixed, and nothing 

is simple” (fr. 51).145  This is all a generally accurate account of Books 1 and 2, if we 

understand that deus (“God”) is simply the Good=Being understood personally. 

 In addition, Chalcidius preserves, though does not directly discuss, the 

paradox of Numenius’ view of Matter: Matter is without quality, but is also evil.  

Matter moves of its own accord (proprio motu), but is the “origin of the passive part of 

the soul” (auctrix patibilis animae partis).  Matter both resists (adversatur) God’s activity 

upon it and submits to (obsecundante) it.146  Numenius’ view is that matter is both 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
145 Noumhvnio" me;n ou\n pavnta memi'cqai oijovmeno" oujde;n oi[etai ei\nai 
aJplou'n. 
 
146 Van Winden ([1959] 120) sees the problem, but does not accept the paradox.  It is 
certainly not inaccurate to call this dual nature of Matter described here as a 
“contradiction,” as van Winden does; however, this is not how Numenius sees the 
issue, and van Winden’s attempt to explain away obsecundante as an interpolation is 
unfounded.  Van Winden exaggerates the difference between Chalcidius’ submissive 
view of matter and Numenius’ recalcitrant view; cf. 246: “[Chalcidius] rejected 
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active and passive: both disorder and non-existence.  Numenius’ moral view of 

Matter is is also not ambiguous: disorder and nothing are both opposed to the Good. 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!

[Numenius’] simple idea of matter as chaos.” For Numenius, Matter is both 
recalcitrant (fr. 9) and submissive (fr. 11), as his own words clearly show.  Van 
Winden ([1959] 125-26) searches in vain for a source for Chalcidius 310, in which 
Matter is both evil and without quality; he finally settles upon Hermogenes (the 
target of Tert. adv. Hermogenem), about whom we know really very little.  His 
conviction that this doctrine is inconsistent with Numenius’ view of matter as 
unqualifiedly recalicrant blinds him to the fact that the sentiment is perfectly 
Numenian, as Borghorst (37) saw; cf. van Winden 125.  Chalcidius himself says that 
for Numenius “matter accepts improvement and order from god” (a deo vero 
exornationem ordinationemque accepit) and that matter is the “originator and protector of 
the passive part of the soul” (patibilis animae partis … auctrix et patrona). Cf. van 
Winden (1959) 189-90.  For a refutation of van Winden, see Rescingo, esp. 78. 
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BOOK 3: “THE DIVINES OF OLD” (FRAGMENTS 9 AND 10) 

 Fragment 9 of Book 3 marks a sharp transition in subject matter.  From 

ontological speculation we move somehow and for some reason to the history of 

religions.  The reader who has been following Numenius’ rigorous analysis is no 

doubt in for a surprise when the conversation makes a turn for the theological, the 

magical, and the weird.  More theological topics like the august Demiurge and his 

descent into the material world will rest on conclusions that are established in the 

first two books’ reasoned premises; by Book 5, the tone of at least some sections has 

shifted to one that is prayerful, even prophetic.  There must have been some sort of 

transition from one mode of discourse to the other, but it has been lost. 

 Our two references to Book 3 of On the Good involve a shift from impersonal 

Platonic ontology to divine activity in the phenomenal world that characterizes the 

interaction between Being and Matter.  Origen provides one of these sources.  He 

claims (in fr. 10) that Numenius tells “a story about Jesus” in the third book of On the 

Good (though Origen says that Numenius does not give Jesus’ name), and that he 

also tells the story of Moses and the Egyptian priests Iannes and Iambres.147  

Unfortunately, Origen does not give a direct quotation, and it is infuriating that 

Eusebius does not quote the “story about Jesus” in his Praeparatio Evangelica.  

Eusebius does, however, provide a quotation from Numenius’ account of Moses 

versus the Egyptian priests Iannes and Iambres, and he specifically notes that the 

quote comes from Book 3 of On the Good, just as Origen does.  Previous discussions 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
147  These are the names traditionally applied to the Egyptian priests who tried to 
rival Moses in miracle working.  The names do not appear in the Exodus, but do 
appear in 2 Timothy 3:8.  The “Damascus Document” (5.17b-19) of the Dead Sea 
Scrolls calls the Egyptian priests “Yohanan and his brother.” 
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of fragment 9 have provided very useful insights into the relationship between the 

Jewish and gentile world of Numenius’ day, and of Numenius’ limited knowledge of 

Judaism and his possible knowledge of Christianity.  There are also useful 

discussions of Numenius’ attitude toward Moses and the history of the legend of 

Iannes and Iambres, nor can they undo the effect of his prayers. What these studies 

lack, though, is a discussion of the connection that links this fragment logically or 

dialectically to the other fragments of On the Good. 

Book 3 stands in the middle of a dialogue, a logos in which an argument is 

developed.  Most previous scholarly discussions miss or are uninterested in the very 

basic question of just why this fragment is here, why Numenius wrote these lines to 

fit into a logos about the nature of the Good. Why, after two books of very technical 

metaphysical argumentation, does Numenius turn to stories of holy persons like 

Jesus and Moses?  It is essential to understand the placement of these stories in Book 

3 in order to make sense of the progression of the dialogue as a whole.  

How exactly Numenius transitioned from the topic of ontology to the topic 

of miracle workers is not as unclear as it might seem at first.  Numenius says in 

fragment 1a that he is going connect Pythagorean reasoning with Platonic evidence, 

and then treat the “peoples of good repute” (Egyptians, Jews, Magi, Brahmans).  

Since the first promise was fulfilled in the final fragments of Book 2, we should take 

fr. 9 as at least a partial fulfillment of the second promise.  Book 3 should then be a 

discussion of the worthy peoples, and in the case of fr. 9, of the Jews.   

This means that the transition must still be a part of Numenius’ dialectical 

program.  Numenius’ ultimate goal is to understand the Good.  If our world is a 

composite of Good=Being and Matter, then what remains to be discussed is how the 
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Good=Being is perceptible in the world around us, the world of Becoming.  The 

“peoples of good repute” can offer guidance here, because they provide stories 

about their incorporeal God at work in our world.148   On another level, though, 

Numenius is setting up a problem that will be discussed at length in Books 4-5.  The 

peoples of good repute worship an incorporeal god, but this god acts within the 

world.  How can Being act, when by definition Being simply is? 

In Book 2 Numenius concluded that the “name” of the asomatic principle 

that transcends the material world and gives it order is Being, to on.  In this book, the 

topic is a personal deity called theos.149  For Numenius, these are simply different 

names for the name transcendent principle, and it is only the language that has 

changed, not the subject matter.  This change in language is a part of Numenius’ 

dialectical program as set out in fr. 1a, since   Being and God are the same. 

Aside from Origen, our only reference to Book 3 is Eusebius, who 

fortunately quotes directly from the account of Moses that Origen mentions.  

Unfortunately it is his only selection from what must have been a fascinating book.  

Fragment 9 presents a highly original retelling of the battle between Moses and the 

Egyptian priests from the Book of Exodus.  Careful consideration of the fragment 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
148 Martano (26) is essentially correct when he says that the interaction of the two 
opposing principles is what pushes Numenius from dialectical discourse in Bks. 1-2 
to theology in the later books. 
 
149 Later, in fr. 13 (which Eusebius extracts from Book 5), Numenius personalizes 
Being and makes the participle masculine (oJ w[n).  He treats this as a given without 
explanation, and we should assume that some discussion preceded the fragment 
equating the ontological to; o[n with the theological oJ w[n.  We may therefore make 
a very reasonable guess as to what connects Books 2 and 3.  It is this transition from 
to; o[n to oJ w[n, from Being to God.  In other words, the transition is from the 
highest principle as impersonal to a discussion of the highest principle as personal 
and as experienced by the “peoples of good repute.”   
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will demonstrate that Numenius is constructing the story so as to be “in conformity 

with Plato,” and so useful for his purpose.  The fragment reads in its entirety (fr. 9):  

Ta; d! eJxh'" !Iannh'" kai; !Iambrh'" Aijguvptioi 
iJerogrammatei'", a[ndre" oujdeno;" h{ttou" mageu'sai kriqevnte" 
ei\nai, ejpi; !Ioudaivwn ejxelaunomevnwn ejx Aijguvptou. Mousaivw/ 
gou'n tw/' !Ioudaivwn ejxhghsamevnw/, ajndri; genomevnw/ qew/' 
eu[xasqai dunatwtavtw/, oiJ parasth'nai ajxiwqevnte" uJpo; tou' 
plhvqou" tou' tw'n Aijguptivwn ou|toi h\san, tw'n te sumforw'n, 
a}" oJ Mousai'o" ejph'ge th/' Aijguvptw/, ta;" neanikwtavta" 
aujtw'n ejpiluvesqai w[fqhsan dunatoiv. 
 
Next there is Iannes and Iambres, Egyptian priestly scribes, men 
judged second to none in wizardry (mageu'sai) when the Jews were 
being driven out of Egypt.  At any rate they were the ones who were 
deemed worthy by the mob of the Egyptians to stand against 
Musaeus, who was the leader of the Jews—a man who had become 
most able to pray to god—and it was evident that they were able to 
undo the most extreme of the plagues that Musaeus visited upon 
Egypt. 
 

That this is a retelling of the Exodus is obvious, yet it is not Moses who is the real 

subject of this paragraph.  The ta; eJxh'" at the beginning shows that this anecdote 

appears in a series of such anecdotes, and the names Iannes and Iambres 

immediately following the introductory adverbial phrase mark the real focus. That 

the priests receive names is not a problem since there is ample evidence for a 

tradition in which the Egyptian priests who stand against Moses during the Exodus 

are named Iannes and Iambres.  However, there are several eccentricities that makes 

Numenius’ retelling unique.  

First of all, Iannes and Iambres are the grammatical subject of this fragment; 

they are selected by the Egyptian people to stand against “Musaeus” (Mousai'o").  

This has led some to assume that they should be taken as the heroes of this passage, 

that they are the sympathetic characters attempting to save the Egyptians from 
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Musaeus.150  There are several reasons why this interpretation should be rejected.  

First of all, Numenius’ choice to use the similar sounding and—to a Greek 

audience—evocative name Musaeus suggests Orphic ties (more on this below), and a 

villainous Orphic sage is counter to Numenius’ Pythagorean sympathies.  Second, 

and more important, Numenius sets up a stark contrast between Musaeus and his 

prayer to god as opposed to the Egyptian priests and their magic.151  Seen in this 

light, it is obvious who should be the hero of the passage: Musaeus prays to God, 

and God is good for Numenius.152  If God is good, nay, Goodness itself, then the 

human being “most able to pray to God” must be a good agent.  Opposed to prayer 

is the magic of the Egyptians.  Here we see implied the same opposition that runs 

throughout On the Good: prayer is the power of God in the world; the magic that 

attempts to frustrate it must be the evil of Matter that is opposite to it.153  

Numenius’ own word choices evoke sympathy for Musaeus and the Jews.  

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
150 Reinarch 175 n. 2; Edwards (1990) 68-69. 
 
151 Merlan ([1967] 99) likens this to the “magical” concept of prayer as found in 
Plotinus, 2.9.14; 4.4.26, 38. 
 
152 See fr. 19. 
 
153 The word “magic” in the ancient world was often used in an agonistic context: 
“magia” was used to win competitions, whether in love or politics or sport.  This was 
particularly true of the defixio or “binding” spells; see Faraone. Magic was a capital 
crime in the Roman Empire and was a common charge brought against prominent 
men by their enemies.  The most well known defendant against a charge of magic 
was Numenius’ rough contemporary, the Platonist Apuleius of Madauros.  In the 
defense speech that survives, Apuleius contrasts magic for material gain to his own 
philosophical piety (Apul. Apol. 2.26-27, 3.63-65).  See Bradley 219.  It is this 
“material” use of magic that Numenius has in mind when he uses the verb 
mageuvein, see Philostratus Vita Apolonii 1.2.  Plotinus (Enn. 2.9.14) likens Gnostic 
theurgic practices with magic, and counters that it attempts to ensnare the divine in 
the material.  Euseb. Praep. Evang. 5.14-15 in his critique of the Chaldaean oracles, 
directly contrasts philosophy and magic. 
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The Jews are the injured party because they are driven out.  “Musaeus” uses his 

power of prayer to God, which establishes him as a holy man.  On the other hand, 

the Egyptians are a “mob,” and they deem two priests worthy to practice magic 

against the holy act of prayer.  The one aspect in which the Numenius’ treatment 

may evoke sympathy for the Egyptians is that “Musaeus” visits plagues upon them.  

However, this is the subjective experience of the opponents of “Musaeus.”  Iannes 

and Iambres represent a power that persecutes the Jews.  What Egypt experiences as 

plague the Jews experience as freedom. 

I propose a new interpretation of this fragment:  Musaeus’ power to pray 

represents the power of providence (i.e. Being) in the world.  The Egyptians’ magic 

is a force of the active aspect of Numenius’ concept of Matter.  In fr. 9, these forces 

are expressed in superlative terms, thus allowing them to be used as allegorical types.  

The thrust of this passage is allegorical.  It advances the argument of Books 1-2 by 

demonstrating that God and Matter can and do interact, and that they are truly 

opposed to one another.  In this particular instance, their interaction is absolutely 

hostile and equally matched. 

Proclus (in fr. 37), in a testimonium of Numenius, provides a very useful 

parallel to this interpretation of fr. 9.  Proclus tells us that Numenius gave a similar 

allegorical interpretation to the war between the Athenians and the Atlanteans 

described at the beginning of Plato’s Timaeus (24e ff.):   

OiJ d! eij" yucw'n diavstasin kalliovnwn kai; th'" !Aqhna'" 
trofivmwn kai; genesiourgw'n a[llwn, ai} kai; tw/' th'" 
genevsew" ejfovrw/ qew/' proshvkousi. Kai; e[sti th'" ejxhghvsew" 
tauvth" prostavth" Noumhvnio".  
 
Others believe that the contrast is between better souls that are also 
fostered by Athena and others attached to generation, which also 
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belong to the god who oversees generation.  Numenius is the major 
expositor of this interpretation. 
 

We have here our only evidence of Numenian allegoresis at work.  Numenius 

identified the two warring states, Athens and Atlantis, with two spheres of influence 

centered on two cosmic principles: the principle of reason (Athena), and the 

principle of generation (Poseidon).154 “Generation” in this context is not, of course, 

genesis in the Christian sense, which is God’s act of creation.  Rather, Platonic 

generation is the process of change that characterizes the world of Becoming.  The 

“god of generation” is the force of change that opposes the force of reason 

(Athena).  The war between the two city states is given a cosmic interpretation and is 

made to correspond to Numenius’ own bifurcated universe: For Numenius, Plato’s 

myth represents the irresolvable conflict between God and Matter.155    

 This same sort of reading can easily be applied to fragment 9.  Again there 

are two forces opposed to one another: Moses and the priests.  In this case they 

employ two separate forces instead of two separate entourages of souls in their 

conflict:  The one side employs prayer to god, while the other employs magic.  

Numenius takes the Exodus, just as he took the Timaeus, and emphasizes the stark 

contrast between the two sides at war.  As with the Proclus passage, the most 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
154 Proclus does not state exactly who the god of generation is.  Thedinga ([1917] 
599) says that the “god of generation” is most likely Hermes, based on fr. 57, but this 
god must rather be Poseidon, since Plato himself (Pl. Criti. 113c) names Poseidon as 
the patron god of the island of Atlantis; see Baltes (1975) 243.  As the god of the sea, 
he is the ideal choice for Numenius’ “god of generation,” since water is a common 
Platonic symbol for matter (see n. 76 above).  See Dillon (1977) 278. 
 
155 See Edwards ([1990b] 258-59), who puts the issue in lyrical terms worthy of 
Numenius: “… Numenius [has] represented the strife between the intellect and the 
generated universe as a conflict between Athena and Poseidon, between the 
immutable continent and the roving tides of the sea.” 
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reasonable interpretation of fr. 9 is to set it in a cosmic context:  Moses or 

“Musaeus” represents the power of God at work in the world.  If this is so, then the 

Egyptian priests must represent the power of Matter.   

 Some have seen a “Gnostic” coloring in the testimony of Proclus.156  This is 

due mainly to the hostility between cosmic principles in a war between generation 

and eternity.  I am extending this allegorical reading to fr. 9 of On the Good, but that 

does not mean that I am calling Numenius a Gnostic.  The hostility in this fragment 

is only one way of accounting for the relationship between God and matter; 

Numenius has many ways of describing this relationship.  It is a war, but it is also a 

process of stabilization, as in fr. 4a.  In fragment 11, it will be described as a 

seduction.  These separate descriptions are mutually exclusive if taken literally, and so 

we must view them as metaphorical attempts to understand from different angles a 

transcendent process outside of human experience.  The world arises from an 

interaction of good Providence and evil Matter, “as the divines of old” or “as the 

ancient theologians” (veteres theologi) taught; so says Chalcidius in his report of 

Numenius’ teaching.  We should understand this statement in light of fr. 9:  

According to the interpretation that I propose, the interaction of God and Matter is 

exactly what Moses as a “divine of old” demonstrates.157 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
156 Möller 108.  Puech adds that Numenius’ “orientalizing” tendencies make him 
Gnostic.  Mazza (133-35) attempts to support the characterization of Numenius as 
Gnostic by pointing out that the viri novi against whom Arn. Adv. Nat. (1.52.1) 
polemicizes were Gnostic and seem from Arnobius’ account to have used 
Numenius’ writings.  Of course, the fact that Gnostics used Numenius does not 
make Numenius Gnostic (or the “father of Gnosticism”), any more than the fact 
that Gnostics used Plato make Plato a Gnostic; see Fortin 172. 
 
157 Edwards (1990b) sees the Numenius is a thinker of great “dexterity” (259) who, 
on the authority of Porph. De Antr. Nymph., worked his allegorical interpretive skills 
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This is in direct conflict with all received versions of the story of Moses and 

the plagues of Egypt.   However, the Egyptian priests’ success fits into the allegory 

that I believe is Numenius’ overall point.  Numenius is constructing an argument 

that the beliefs of “peoples of good repute” can contribute to the understanding of 

the Good when they coincide with Plato.  That requirement that these beliefs 

coincide with Plato practically demands that Numenius pick and choose available 

details and versions in order to construct a narrative that coincides with Plato.  

Therefore, that requirement explains the equal success that is attributed to Iannes 

and Iambres.  Musaeus’ prayerful wielding of divine power is mighty, but limited.  

He cannot completely overcome the hylic (<u{lh) “magic” of Iannes and Iambres.  

Numenius makes this clear with the partitive genitive sumforw'n:  They did not undo 

all of Musaeus’ attacks, only the most extreme.158  It is the continuing and equally 

matched conflict between the two forces that illustrate the upshot of Numenius’ 

ontological work in Books 1-2. 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!

on Homer, Plato, and Pherecydes (262) in support of his own cosmic project.  
Numenius himself tells us in fr. 1 that he intends to introduce the “peoples of good 
repute,” including the Jews.  His narration of the Jewish exodus must be taken in the 
context of the dialogue as a whole: Numenius’ real goal is a demonstration of the 
relationship between God and Matter, a relationship so far removed from our 
experiences that it can be described in terms of analogies and allegories only. 
 
158 Gager’s characterization (139-40) of Numenius’ account is most misleading.  He 
says “… Jannes and Jambres succeed in turning away even the most violent of Moses’ 
plagues” (emphasis my own).  Cf. Achille 180.  Numenius’ own words do not 
support this interpretation.  The Egyptian priests do not turn away “even” the most 
violent of the plagues, but only the most violent of the plagues; this is made clear by 
the partitive gentive in the phrase “tw'n te sumforw'n ta;" neanikwtavta".”  
Their powers are equally matched.  Cf. Achille 307 n. 165.  It is most unfortunate the 
Pietersma (25, 66) follows Gager’s interpretation of the fragment in his discussion of 
the fragments of the Apocryphon of Iannes and Iambres.  A reassessment of Numenius’ 
possible relationship with that text is in order.  
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 The final oddity of this passage is that Moses’ name is not transliterated, but 

is changed to a more familiar Greek name (“Musaeus”).159  The Greek name is 

tantalizing, since it is shared by a legendary Orphic sage.  Orphism was an ancient 

Greek mystery cult that was supposed to have been founded by the mythical bard 

Orpheus and his associate, the equally mythical Musaeus, to whom hexameter poetry 

on Orphic themes were attributed.  Orphism is closely associated with early 

Pythagoreanism, since the Orphics taught the immortality and transmigration of the 

soul, which were adopted by the Pythagoreans.160   This identification is, in fact, not 

odd at all if Moses/Musaeus is here imagined as an agent of providence.  The 

identification of Moses with Musaeus is significant, since the lawgiver Moses is given 

further authority as an agent of providence by his identity with the Orphic 

prophet.161  There is also precedent for the identification.   

The association between Moses and Musaeus was made by the historian 

Artapanus of Alexandria (ca. second c. BC), who attempted some sort of history of 

the Jews.162  We do not have Artapanus’ history, however.163  Rather, Artapanus 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
159 We need not follow Gager (139) in dismissing the translation of Moses to 
Musaeus as being only for ease of pronunciation. 
 
160 See Cornford 198-99. 
 
161 One other element that Numenius may have adopted from Artapanus is the 
emphasis, at least in this fragment, on “Musaeus” as a miracle worker; see Tiede 237 
and Feldman 306 n. 164.  The purpose of this emphasis on Moses as a miracle 
worker instead of a lawgiver and prophet, for Numenius, is to set him more directly 
as an opponent to the Egyptian magicians. 
 
162 The surviving account of Artapanus’ work relates highly novel accounts of 
Abraham, Joseph, and Moses; Zellentin (27) quite accurately describes them as re-
imaginings. Artapanus may have composed in Hellenistic Egypt, and today is 
thought to represent a tradition of ethnic propaganda, “those who celebrate the 
mighty deeds of the heroes of their tradition in a less sophisticated attempt to 
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(among other Greek-speaking Hellenistic writers on Jewish matters) was summarized 

by the polymath Alexander Polyhistor (first c. BC) in his treatise On the Jews.  

Artapanus’ imaginative equation of Musaeus and Moses would have been available 

and attractive to a Greek like Numenius, albeit perhaps in digest form by way of 

Alexander Polyhistor.164  We have extracts from On the Jews that are in turn preserved 

in Eusebius’ Praeparatio Evangelica.  In fr. 3.4 (Bombelli), Alexander Polyhistor 

paraphrases Artapanus and makes overt the connection between Moses and the 

Orphic sage Musaeus,165 the “teacher of Orpheus.”166 Artapanus narrates the duel 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!

preserve a sense of national integrity and pride in the face of the loss of national 
independence” (Tiede 149).  However, that Artapanus composed on Jewish matters 
does not necessarily mean that he himself was a Jew, though the fact that he bears a 
Persian name may point in this direction.  Jacobson (esp. 219-20) most recently 
argues that he was probably not a Jew, but only wrote on dimly understood Jewish 
topics.  Doran (257) notes that all the testimonia that we have of Artapanus (which 
cover the lives of Abraham, Joseph, and Moses) are concerned with each respective 
patriarch’s relationship with Egypt.  Doran (263) follows Collins (33-34) in 
suggesting that Artapanus’ account was intended to combat hostile reports on the 
Jews such as appeared in history of Egypt composed by the Greek-speaking 
Egyptian priest Manetho. The exact purpose and audience of his work is still 
debated. 
 
163 See Goodenough 218. 
 
164 In the Greek tradition, the legendary Musaeus is generally said to have come from 
Athens (see Suda s.v. Mousai'o"=Kern 166).  If Artapanus attempted to reconcile his 
account of Moses=Musaeus with this component of the tradition, it has not 
survived. 
  
165 In addition to teaching Orpheus, Artapanus attributes to Moses such 
accomplishments as inventing ships and philosophy (fr. 3.4 Bombelli).  Doran (259) 
is absolutely correct to say that, for Artapanus, Moses “brought order out of Chaos.” 
 
166 Orpheus is usually the teacher of Musaeus: [Orphei] [Musaeum] constat fuisse discipulum 
(“Musaeus is generally the student of Orpheus,” Servius In Aeneidem 6.667=Kern 
167). Artapanus’ reversal places Moses (Jewish sage) before Orpheus (Greek sage).  
The inversion of the master-student relationship of course grants at least a degree of 
precedence to the non-Greek prophet:  By implication, Orpheus received his 
wisdom from Moses, and not the other way around; see van Kooten 111.  
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between Moses and the Egyptian priests, but he does not depict them as evenly 

matched, and he does not name the Egyptian priests (at least, not in the selections 

preserved in the fragments of Polyhistor).   

That Alexander following Artapanus makes the connection between the 

Orphic Musaeus and Moses explicit should call into question the view that 

“Musaeus” is the villain of fragment 9.  Rather, Numenius follows an established 

tradition in which a Jewish prophet is identified with a Greek prophet, and his 

ultimate source is most likely Artapanus.167  Also, we have evidence that later 

Platonists saw a continuum among Orphism, Pythagoreanism, and Platonism.168  We 

know for a fact that Numenius saw a Pythagorean-Platonic continuum.  Evidence 

here that he added Orphism to this continuum should not be dismissed lightly.  

Numenius is using the identification to do something important.  The identification 

helps to draw the reader’s sympathies toward Moses and it immediately establishes 

him as a holy man and his opponents as the opposite. 

Numenius names the Egyptian priests that oppose “Musaeus” Iannes and 

Iambres.  These names do not appear in the account of the Exodus preserved in the 

Bible, nor in Alexander Polyhistor’s paraphrase of Artapanus.  That these two names 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!

Nevertheless, Artapanus’ account by which Musaeus is the master and Orpheus the 
student is not without Greek precedent.  See Tiede 152 n. 87.  Evidence that Moses 
was associated with the founders of Greek culture extends beyond Artapanus.  The 
Hellenistic Jewish philosopher Aristobulus of Alexandria (fr. 2.41-41 Denis) claims 
that Moses instructed the Greek philosophers, including Pythagoras and Plato.  See 
Tiede 141-42.  Aristobulus may have used a “pseudo-Orphic” poet as a source, on 
which see Tiede 143, 145-46. 
 
167 See Achille 179. 
 
168 See Inge 52-53.  See also Burkert 129. 
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were known in Jewish circles, however, is made certain by the author of 2 Timothy 

and by the Dead Sea scrolls, but Numenius could not have gotten them from the 

Septuagint.169  Numenius has extracted the identification of Moses and Musaeus 

from one source (Artapanus, probably by way of Polyhistor) and has taken the 

names of the Egyptian priests from another (which we do not know).  This further 

supports the argument that Numenius is constructing his account from various 

sources in order to create an allegory to fit into his philosophical program.  

Every oddity in the passage can be resolved by concluding that the fragment 

in question gives a typological or allegorical interpretation of the Exodus story as 

Numenius reconstructed it in order to illustrate his “Platonic” metaphysics.  The 

founder of Orphism is to be identified with the Jewish lawgiver, and his efficacious 

prayer represents and embodies the power of divine Providence in the world.  The 

Egyptian priests who oppose him represent the recalcitrant aspect of Matter, and 

though their power counteracts the works of Moses, they do not exceed the power 

given to him by prayer.  

If Origen (in fr. 10) is to be believed, Numenius also tells a story about Jesus 

in Book 3, though Numenius did not use Jesus’ name.  Whether this was sometime 

before or sometime after the account of Musaeus the Jew is not clear, though Origen 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
169 The names Iannes and Iambres attributed to the Egyptian priests do not seem to 
have arisen from the Alexandrian Jewish tradition; they seem to have arisen in 
Palestine; see Pietersma 11.  Tracking down the ultimate source for Iannes and 
Iambres is complicated by the fact that 2 Timothy is one of the so-called “Pastoral” 
Epistles, and is today generally considered only spuriously attributed to Paul.  Bigg’s 
supposition (253 n. 1) that Numenius may have encountered the names in 2 Timothy 
3:8 or else in the Jerusalem Targum rests on his exaggerated notion of Numenius’ 
familiarity with or dependence upon Judaism.  Iannes alone is mentioned by Plin. 
HN 3.11 and Apul. Apol. 90.  See Abt 247 ff; Dibelius in 2 Timothy 3:1-9. 
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does mention the story of Jesus and the story of Moses in that order, if that can be 

taken as evidence.170  Whether or not Numenius actually realized that he was telling a 

story about the controversial Jewish prophet and Messiah is not important for the 

moment.171  What is clear from Origen is that in addition to Iannes and Iambres 

opposing the prophet Moses/Musaeus, Numenius told the story about another 

prophet who had what Origen believed was a Christ-like story attached to him.172  

The nature of this story Origen does not tell us directly, but most stories 

about Jesus’ actions (as opposed to didactic parables that Jesus tells) involve miracles.  

It would also be a miracle of Jesus that would lend itself most readily to an allegorical 

interpretation of the sort that Origen tells us Numenius gave in his accounts of 

Jewish prophets (in fr. 1c).173  Origen specifically tells us that Numenius allegorized 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
170 Fr. 10:  “In the third book of On the Good, he relates also a story about Jesus, 
though he does not say his name; and he allegorizes it, whether correctly or 
incorrectly is a topic to discuss at another time.  He also relates the story of Moses 
and Iannes and Iambres.”  (!En de; tw/' trivtw/ Peri; tajgaqou' ejktivqetai kai; 
peri; tou' !Ihsou' iJstorivan tinav, to; o[noma aujtou' ouj levgwn, kai; 
tropologei' aujthvn: povteron d! ejpiteteugmevnw" h] ajpoteteugmevnw", a[llou 
kairou' ejstin eijpei'n. !Ektivqetai kai; th;n peri; Mwu>sevw" kai; !Iannou' kai; 
!Iambrou' iJstorivan). 
 
171 In fact, I suspect that Numenius did know that it was a story about Jesus that he 
was telling.  Of the four “peoples of good repute” (Jews, Indians, Persians, 
Egyptians), Jesus would have to have been treated along with the Jews.  It would 
have been Jesus’ controversial status within the Jewish community (Jewish Messiah? 
Jewish lunatic?  Jewish heretic?) that prompted Numenius to keep his story 
anonymous.  On second-century attitudes of Jews toward Jesus, see Gregerman, esp. 
57.  
 
172 Origen’s hesitation to give details in fr. 10 about Numenius’ “story of Jesus” 
implies that Numenius allegorized or related it in a way that Origen (and most likely 
Eusebius) found objectionable.  This would explain why Eusebius does not quote it 
in Praeparatio Evangelica. 
  
173 Since our only certain knowledge is that he included a discussion of some Jewish 
material, though limited to Moses and Jesus, we should stop and wonder which story 
of Jesus.  If Numenius used Jesus as he did Moses it should properly be some story 
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the story of Jesus in Book 3. In addition, the ta; eJxh'" (“Next …”) of fragment 9 

indicates that the story of Iannes and Iambres and Moses appeared in a list.  All of 

this points to the conclusion that Book 3 contained accounts of a series of 

prominent holy men and miracle workers who represent the power of Being=God in 

the world.  Moses and Jesus were two examples.  Since Numenius makes Iannes and 

Iambres the grammatical subject on fragment 9, and since all evidence points to the 

examples in the list having been allegorized, Numenius probably also listed the 

forces of evil at work in the world, and then paired with them good agents of 

Providence who stood against them. 

 What we know of the list focuses almost entirely on Numenius’ treatment of 

Jewish sources, despite the fact that Book 3 may reasonably be supposed to have 

fulfilled Numenius’ promise (fr. 1a) to “invoke the peoples of good repute, 

Egyptians, Jews, Magi, and Brahmans.”   It is sometimes stated that Numenius had a 

unique or particular interest in Judaism.174  However, the particular interest is not 

that of Numenius, but that of Eusebius (and Origen).175   It is Eusebius who quotes 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!

in which Jesus faces a malignant force that stands for the hylic powers of chaotic 
matter, such as Satan in the wilderness, the exorcism of the demon Legion, or the 
like.  Whether or not Numenius knew or used the story of the exorcism of the 
Gerasene demoniac (Mark 5:1020; Matthew 8:28-34; Luke 8:26-39), I am convinced 
that Numenius would have approved of it.  The demonic power is cast out, but not 
destroyed.  It takes up residence in a herd of pigs, which Jews consider unclean, and 
then flee into the sea.  The sea for Numenius, as has been mentioned above, is often 
a symbol for matter. 
 
174 See del Re 55-56.  Bigg and Puech used this supposed preference for Hebrew 
material to speculate that Numenius was a Jew.  See also Waszink (1966) 52, 63. 
 
175 Bigg (252) was the first to suggest that “the real source of [Numenius’] doctrine 
was undoubtedly Jewish.”  On the contrary, if Numenius had treated more Judeo-
Christian material in Bk. 3, I am inclined to believe that Origen would have cited it, 
to add weight to his case against Celsus. 
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fr. 9 to serve his own agenda of proving that pagan Antiquity revered Moses.176   

There is ample material in the other traditions listed in fr. 1a (Egyptian, Persian, 

Indian) that would have fit perfectly into Numenius’ scheme: e.g. Osiris’ battle with 

Typhon (=Seth), Ahura Mazda and his endless war with Ahriman.177  What 

Numenius had to say about these traditions we do not know, however, because 

Eusebius has no reason to tell us. 

 In sum, fragment 9 assumes the conclusion of Books 1 and 2:  There are two 

primary and separate constituents, Being and Matter, which can also be conceived of 

as Good and Evil.  For the present allegorical purpose, Being=Good is treated as a 

personal agent who is called God.  In addition to the transition from impersonal 

principles to personal agents, there is another transition as well that will become 

important in the later books.  Fragment 9 not only discusses the first principles in 

themselves, but how they interact.  The evidence that we possess surrounding 

fragment 9 suggests that this interaction is hostile.  This can only be the case, 

however, if Matter and God have active aspects.  

 Numenius does not use the terms “Providence” and “Necessity” in any of 

the surviving fragments of De Bono, but it is likely that these two forces from Plato’s 

Timaeus are what he has in mind as the workings of Being and Matter in the world of 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
176 Mras 210. 
 
177 Plutarch De Is. et Os. provides precedent when he gives an allegorical 
interpretation of the battle of Osiris and Typhon.  Leemans (34) is quite right to add 
that Zoroastrian gods would also have been discussed in De Bono.  It is interesting to 
note that for Plutarch, Ahura Mazda was above the earth, Ahriman below the earth, 
and Mithra is between them.  Perhaps here we can recognize levels of the 
Ontological Pyramid.  See van der Ven 265-66.  Van der Ven (269) also speculates 
that Numenius’ use of Brahman philosophy may have involved the internal struggle 
for greater divine awareness within the self. 
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Becoming.  The hostility between the two principles pushes Numenius’ concept of 

Matter beyond Plato’s Necessity; Numenius’ understanding of the principle greatly 

elaborates upon Plato’s.  Numenius’ view of matter is different from the literal 

reading of Plato’s, since matter is both active and passive.178   

 Numenius has brought his opposing first principles into direct interaction 

with one another in Book 3.  Fragment 9 presents this interaction as the bitterest of 

hostility.  This is not the whole story for Numenius, however.  Numenius’ Matter 

also has a receptive aspect that allows, even entices, God to work his providential 

will upon it.179  How an eternally static Being can even be said to work is a problem 

that Numenius takes up later.  

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
178  Fr. 4a:  (The passivity of the corporeal world … ” (th'" tw'n swmavtwn pavqh"). 
 
179 Fr. 10 is more properly a testimonium than a fragment (see above).  Des Places 
(1973) inserts Origen’s testimonium of Bk. 3 (fr. 10) in between fr. 9 and 11.  For the 
purposes of tracking the progression of Numenius’ argument in his own words, fr. 
11 immediately follows fr. 9. 
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BOOK 4: THE SECOND GOD 

 Though the plan set out in the first fragment of Book 1 of On the Good has 

been fulfilled in three books, it should not cause us surprise when we turn the page 

and find that there are three more books.  It is a well-established Platonic device to 

satisfy a promised goal, only to find that the discussion has posed to the 

interlocutors another problem that they then discuss at greater length.180  Book 1 

dealt with the identification of the Good with Being, and Book 2 defined Being in 

terms that Numenius attempts to support from the Cratylus and the Timaeus.  Book 3 

treated the experiences that ancient prophets (Moses, Jesus, and probably others) 

had with God.  These prophets knew and could pray to an incorporeal God against 

the forces of the hylic realm.  The connection between these two lines of thought 

can only be that the highest asomatic principle, the Good, which is named “Being,” 

actually is God.  It is my contention that Numenius devotes the remaining books to 

a discussion on the nature of this deity.   

 Numenius has also implicitly raised a new problem that will drive all of the 

following fragments:  Being has been established as a transcendent and static 

principle that exists outside of time.  Yet “God” can still work in the world of three-

dimensional space and linear time, at the very least by granting power in the material 

world to those who pray.  How can this principle be at rest and at work?  This 

question will inspire an even deeper inquiry on the part of the philosopher and an 

even lengthier Platonic exegesis through the rest of the dialogue.   

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
180 One example is the Republic, in which the promised discussion of the nature of 
justice in Bk. 1 gives way to a much more complicated meditation on the human soul 
and human society in Bks. 2-10. 
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 Establishing the provenance of the remaining fragments and their order 

poses a few more problems than those of Books 1-3.  Eusebius is less cautious to 

cite many of these later fragments by Book number.  Fragments 11-15 and 17-18 are 

presented as a single chain of chronological quotations that Eusebius uses to justify 

the philosophical notion of what he calls the “Second Cause.”  Eusebius says that 

fragment 17 from this chain is from Book 6, but does not specify the location of the 

earlier ones, only the order in which they appear. Eusebius’ introduction of fragment 

17 as “from Book 6” does, however, seem to imply a transition, and a transition 

would suggest that the previous selections, fragment 11-15, come from an earlier 

book, rather than earlier in Book 6.  This still leaves us unsure to what book 

fragments 11-15 belong, and so des Places places them in an independent section 

entitled “IV vel V” (“Book 4 or 5”).  

 Fragment 16 poses another problem. Eusebius gives one other chain of 

quotations from the second half of On the Good, since fragments 16, 19, and 20 are 

given as another string of quotations.  Eusebius tells us that fr. 16 comes from Books 

5, and that fr. 19 and 20 come from Book 6.  This means that fr. 16 (Book 5) could 

come anywhere after fragment 9 (Book 3) and before fragment 17 (Book 6), and 

fragments 11-15 still do not have a place.181 

 It is my belief that we should take 11-15 as most likely a chain of quotes that 

derive from Book 5, along with fr. 16.  All six fragments treat a very similar topic:  

the distinction between what Numenius calls the qeo;" prw'to" (“first god”) and 

qeo;" deuvtero" (“second god”), and what relationship the First God bears to the 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
181 There is also a small problem with the arrangement of the fragments that 
Eusebius attributes to Book 6 (fr. 17-20).  See below. 
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Second God.  There is a perceptible tendency that has emerged in On the Good to 

dedicate each Book to a particular topic or question.  There was a reasoned account 

of metaphysical first principles in Book 1, an attempt to tie this system to Plato in 

Book 2, and the invocation of the “peoples of good repute” in Book 3.  All these 

topics are framed in fr. 1a as a single step in in Numenius’ project, and our evidence 

does suggest that a single Book is dedicated to each of them.    

 There is problem implicit in Book 3 (fr. 9) whose solution is assumed by 

Book 5 (fr. 16):  God must be separate from matter, but somehow at the same time 

he can act upon it.  God is static and at eternal peace, yet somehow still acts upon 

Matter to create the various intervening levels of the Ontological Pyramid.  After 

fragment 9 (from Book 3), fragment 11 begins a lengthy discussion of the 

relationship of the First and Second Gods, essentially the same topic that is 

established for Book 5 (fr. 16).  What is missing from our fragments is any discussion 

that establishes the existence of the Second God in addition to the highest God, the 

Good=Being and what the purpose of that Second God might be. Such a discussion 

would have to have been lengthy in order to account for some high principle that is 

neither Being nor Matter, which Numenius has spent three books polarizing, and 

distinct, since it adds a new level to Numenius’ ontology.  The whole of Book 4 

would thus likely have been devoted to such a discussion.182   

 If Book 4 is indeed lost, we should stop to assess what step Numenius would 

have to have taken to progress from the argument of Book 3 to the argument of 

Book 5.  Book 4 would have treated the problem of can how God both exist in 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
182 Thedinga ([1875] 19) was convinced that the doubtfully numbered fragments (11-
15) are from Bk. 5, and I agree with him.  See also Martano 13-14 and 31. 
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eternal repose and act in the world.   Plato provides a partial answer in the Timaeus 

(29e) of which Numenius must have approved:  God does not begrudge his own 

perfection, but wishes to share it and impart it to disorder.  It is simply his nature.  

Nevertheless, Numenius’ system does not allow this solution to be final.  The 

Demiurge that is described in the Timaeus was not established as immobile and static 

in the same way that Numenius’ Being was.   

 There must be another principle that in some way mediates the two absolute 

and opposite principles of God and matter; it is this that Numenius calls the 

“Second” God.  The force that gives order to Matter must somehow derive from the 

highest God, since God is the principle of order and goodness, yet be separate to 

allow God to remain static and unaffected by Matter; but this then compromises 

God’s absolute unity.  The solution raises yet another problem:  In some way, God 

must be both unified and divided.  How this can possibly be Numenius will attempt 

to explain in Book 5. 
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BOOK 5: CATCHING THE ARGUMENT  

 

Fragment 11 

 In the fragments of Book 5 ontological systematizing is fully synthesized with 

theological speculation. Fragment 11 begins with a literary-poetic flourish, after 

which Numenius prays for guidance (eu[comai) and treats his ultimate understanding 

of the transcendent Gods as the result of a process called Platonic “diaeresis” 

(diairevomai, more on this below).  The fragment begins (fr. 11.1-10): 

To;n mevllonta de; sunhvsein qeou' pevri prwvtou kai; deutevrou 
crh; provteron dielevsqai e{kasta ejn tavxei kai; ejn 
eujqhmosuvnh/ tiniv: ka[peita, ejpa;n dokh/' h[dh eu\ e[cein, tovte 
kai; dei' ejpiceirei'n eijpei'n kosmivw", a[llw" de; mhv, h] tw/' 
prwi>aivteron pri;n ta; prw'ta genevsqai aJptomevnw/ spodo;" oJ 
qhsauro;" givgnesqai levgetai. Mh; dh; pavqwmen hJmei'" taujtovn: 
qeo;n de; proskalesavmenoi eJautou' gnwvmona genovmenon tw/' 
lovgw/ dei'xai qhsauro;n frontivdwn, ajrcwvmeqa ou{tw": eujktevon 
me;n h[dh, dielevsqai de; dei'. 
 
It is necessary for one who intends to have understanding about the 
First God and the Second God to distinguish each point in order and 
with a sort of “good stewardship.”  Then, when it seems to be in 
good order, it will also necessary to attempt to speak methodically 
and not otherwise; or else, as the saying goes, the treasure turns to 
ash for one who applies oneself too soon before the first elements 
are accomplished.  Let us not suffer the same!  Let us invoke God to 
be his own interpreter and to demonstrate a treasure trove of insights 
with our reason; that is how we should begin.  We must pray, and we 
must make our distinctions.  
 

The stated goal is to understand the difference between a First God and a Second 

God, and Numenius begins with an exhortation to prayer.183   Earlier in Book 3, 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
183 Eusebius of course identifies this second cause with the Logos, or Christ.  
Eusebius’ stated goal in quoting this fragment and those that follow is to 
demonstrate that pagan philosophers also recognized the necessity of a second 
divine “cause” that derives from the first, just as, Eusebius supposes, Christians 
believe.  For Eusebius’ general concept of the Logos as a “second cause,” see 
Ricken.  Here, Eusebius’ Arian leanings are showing.  See Wallace-Hadrill 128. 
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“Musaeus” was able to cause the plagues of Egypt because he was “most able to pray 

to God.”  This means that prayer has been established in On the Good as an appeal to 

or an expression of God’s activity in the world.  Numenius is asking for nothing less 

then the miracle of being allowed to see and explain God, and the highest God is to 

be His own interpreter (gnwvmwn).  

 The sentiment is perfectly Platonic.  There are sections in the Platonic 

dialogues in which Plato’s interlocutors will pray before they philosophize.184  Most 

notable is Timaeus of Locri, who narrates the cosmogony of the Timaeus.  Timaeus 

says that all people, before they start an undertaking, “call upon God,” and that he 

also will “pray to the gods and goddesses that his words will be acceptable to 

them.”185  This prayer is in many ways like Numenius’ but is more modest.186  

Numenius’ prayer is that God reveal himself, not just the cosmos. 

 There is another passage from the Timaeus that is relevant here.  Before 

beginning his account of the creation of the world, the narrator Timaeus of Locri 

says that he is providing only a “likely account” (30b7: eijkw;" lovgo") of the origin 

of the cosmos, or a “likely story” (29d2: eijkw;" mu'qo"); this is because human beings 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
184 Pl. Phlb. 25b, 61b; Ti. 27c.  See Peterson 31. 
 
185 Pl. Tim. 27c 
 
186 Similarly, Plotinus Enn. (5.1.6) prays before he begins his account of the three 
Hypostases.  Peterson (31) notes that Plotinus is seeking the solution to a 
metaphysical problem in a religious act.  Plotinus, like Numenius, eliminates the 
invocation that is standard in an ancient Greek prayer.  Interestingly, Plotinus 
replaces the Greek practice of stretching out the hands with “stretching out the 
soul,” which he also calls praying “one on one” or “intimately” (monos monôi) with 
God, a concept that may be operative in Numenius’ concept of philosophical prayer. 
Cf. Plot. Enn. 4.9.4, 5.1.6, 9.18.1.  On the other hand, van der Ven (257) argues that 
for Numenius, as for Plotinus, prayer for knowledge is really an act of divine self-
knowledge. 
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cannot give an exact account of eternal truths, since they live in the world of 

Becoming.  This proviso must have greatly dissatisfied Numenius, whose stated goal 

is to behold the Good=Being “one-on-one.”  It is especially dissatisfactory since the 

“account” of the Timaeus is “likely,” the Greek word for which (eijkw;") is directly 

related to the word eijkasiva (“comparison”), the first segment of the divided line of 

the Republic.  Numenius’ goal is not worldly understanding, but noetic apprehension 

of the Goodness that is God.  Given this goal, Plato’s own words necessitate that 

Numenius boldly pursue an understanding of God that is far outside the limits of a 

literal reading of the Timaeus.  The pursuit of the Good is “divine,” Numenius (fr. 2) 

tells us, and so the request that God = Being = Good interpret God to Numenius 

fits into the whole of his own philosophical project.   

 We have inferred that in Book 4, Numenius concluded the existence of a first 

and a second God, since the beginning of the next fragment assumes them (fr. 11.1).  

Before and after the exhortation to prayer, the philosopher says that his purpose is to 

“make distinctions” concerning the First and Second Gods.  The verb (diairevomai) 

is a loaded term in Platonism, and requires some comment, especially since it is used 

twice in this selection, and once again in the second half of the fragment (on which, 

more below).   

 “Diaeresis” is a philosophical tool that Plato uses, most notably in the 

Statesman and in the Sophist, to define a topic more exactly by disqualifying irrelevant 

members of a larger group.  Somehow, Numenius plans to use this method to define 

the First and the Second Gods that he assumes must exist.  The distinction or 
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definition that he reaches is that of the various levels of the Godhead.187  As it will 

turn out, the defining factor of each God will be each God’s relationship to 

Matter.188 

 To this statement of purpose and exhortation to prayer, Numenius adds two 

particularly striking literary flourishes.  First, Numenius states that he will proceed 

“with good stewardship.” The term translated as “good stewardship” above is a 

poetic term and is rare; it is most well known as a virtue extolled in Hesiod’s Works 

and Days.  Numenius may specifically wish to evoke the Hesiod passage in question, 

since Hesiod also extols to his audience “good stewardship” that begins with prayer 

(736-38, 742-43): 

Eu[cesqai de; Dii; cqonivw/ Dhmhvteriv q! aJgnh/'  
ejkteleva brivqein Dhmhvtero" iJero;n ajkthvn,  
ajrcovmeno" ta; prw't! ajrovtou, … 
  …  eujqhmosuvnh ga;r ajrivsth  
qnhtoi'" ajnqrwvpoi", kakoqhmosuvnh de; kakivsth.  

Pray to Chthonic Zeus and to holy Demeter  
that Demeter’s sacred grain grow ripe and abundant,  
when first you guide the plough, …   
 … for good stewardship is best  
for mortals and bad stewardship is worst.  
 

 Hesiod gives a list of steps for the “good stewardship” or “good management” of 

planting grain, and this system necessarily begins with a prayer, as it does for 

Numenius in his philosophical speculation.  After this Numenius employs a proverb 

essentially warning that treasure can “turn to dust” in one’s hands through 

mismanagement. Like many proverbs, this phrase purports to communicate a simple 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
187 Contra Krämer 90. 
 
188 See Möller 95. 
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piece of wisdom that is broadly applicable to multiple facets of life and derives its full 

meaning from context.189  In this case, Hesiod’s “good stewardship” that begins with 

prayer yields philosophical rewards, or “a treasure trove of insights,” as Numenius 

puts it.190  The “dust” is implicitly equated with Hesiod’s “bad stewardship,” which 

yields the opposite: total ignorance. 

 What is more, the gentle nod to Hesiod gives the reader a clue about how 

this fragment fits into the dialogue as a whole.  Hesiod advises prayer when 

beginning an undertaking.  When Numenius follows this advice, he implies that he is 

making some sort of new beginning.  What we have before us in fragment 11 should 

be, and will in fact turn out to be, a shift in the topic of discussion.  Until this point, 

Numenius has been concerned with discussing the highest unifying principle in the 

Platonic universe, a principle that he now clearly believes can be equated with a 

personal god.  From this point on, Numenius’ discussion will be devoted almost 

entirely to the subtle distinctions that he sees within the noetic or divine world.  

 This segment ends with a statement of the collaboration of reason and 

inspiration.  A “treasure trove of insights” is opened when God is his own 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
189 Russo 126, 128. 
 
190 I can only find two instances of the proverb outside of Numenius.  The first is in 
Alciphron’s Epistles (4.18.13): eja;n de; ajkouvsw tou;" semnou;" e[rwta" eij" a[llon 
aujth;n metateqeikevnai, ouj spodov" moi pavnte" oiJ qhsauroi; genhvsontai… (If 
I should hear that the holy Love Gods have turned Glykera to another man, will all 
my treasure not turn to dust?).  The second is in a sermon of Ephrem the Syrian 
(171.8): Aujto;" oJ qhsaurov", ejgw; hJ spodov". ([God] is the treasure, I am the 
dust).  The two uses of the proverb appear in two completely different contexts, and 
so the proverb takes on two completely different meanings.  In the case of erotic 
passion, the dust is the painful loss of the beloved.  In the case of Christian 
homiletics, the dust is human sinfulness, which is experienced as the acutely felt 
absence of divine goodness. 
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interpreter and we use our own reason.  The “reason” (logos) in question must refer 

to the dialectical discourse of the previous Books that now continues.  The 

remainder of fr. 11 proposes to provide a reasoned division of the functions of the 

Gods based on their respective relationships to divisive Matter, but the result is the 

rudiments of a story, practically a myth—though one of a very different sort than the 

“likely account” of the Timaeus.191  Accordingly, in subsequent fragments (12-14, 18), 

the relationships of the Gods will be couched in complicated analogies that are 

themselves miniature narratives pulled from the human world and applied to the 

divine.  This is where reason and revelation meet, where the philosopher is forced to 

search for different ways of intelligibly describing truths that are far beyond the 

world of our normal experiences. 

 When the philosopher makes his distinctions in the second half of the 

fragment, the distinctions that emerge become spheres of activity, and the final lines 

almost have the ring of a divine drama.  It is at this point in our fragments that 

Numenius begins to describe divinity more directly as divinity.   Also, at this point, 

Numenius makes a surprising revelation.  The beginning of fr. 11 says that 

Numenius intends to define more clearly the First God and the Second God.  When 

this definition is pushed, however, a Third God emerges!  The fragment continues 

(fr. 11.11-20): 

ÔO qeo;" oJ me;n prw'to" ejn eJautou' w[n ejstin aJplou'", dia; to; 
eJautw/' suggignovmeno" diovlou mhv pote ei\nai diairetov": oJ 
qeo;" mevntoi oJ deuvtero" kai; trivto" ejsti;n ei|": 
sumferovmeno" de; th/' u{lh/ duavdi ou[sh/ eJnoi' me;n aujthvn, 
scivzetai de; uJp! aujth'", ejpiqumhtiko;n h\qo" ejcouvsh" kai; 
rJeouvsh". Tw/' ou\n mh; ei\nai pro;" tw/' nohtw/' (h\n ga;r a]n pro;" 
eJautw/') dia; to; th;n u{lhn blevpein, tauvth" ejpimelouvmeno" 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
191 There are several parallels between fr. 11 and Corpus Hermeticum 1 (the Poimandres), 
which narrates the descent of the divine Anthropos into the material realm. 
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ajperivopto" eJautou' givgnetai. Kai; a{ptetai tou' aijsqhtou' kai; 
perievpei ajnavgei te e[ti eij" to; i[dion h\qo" ejporexavmeno" 
th'" u{lh".  
 
The first god is in his own realm and is simple, because he associates 
with himself completely and is not ever divided.  However, the 
second god and the third god are one.  When he meets with matter—
it being dyad—he unifies it, and he is divided by it since it has a 
lustful character and is in flux.  And so by not being in contact with 
the noetic realm (for he would be in contact with himself) because he 
sees matter and cares for it, he becomes neglectful of himself.  He 
touches the sensible realm and handles it, and moreover he lifts it up 
to his own character since he yearns for Matter.  
 

In the first two books of On the Good, Numenius established the existence of the 

Good=Being as a principle of cohesion and organization that is radically separate 

from Matter but acts upon it.  In this and the following fragments Numenius is 

dissatisfied with simply deducing the existence of these highest principles, and wishes 

for a deeper understanding of the relationship between God and the matter upon 

which he imposes form.  Now Numenius intends to discuss more fully God’s true 

nature.  This nature is not either simple or creative, but somehow both simple and 

creative.  In addition, the creative principle has two different aspects of its own. 

 Fragment 11 is the first and clearest articulation of what is called Numenius’ 

doctrine of the Three Gods.192  The Three Gods make most sense if we assume the 

following about them:   

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
192 That Numenius considered the Three Gods a distinctive component of his system 
is proved by the first fragment of his other major treatise, The Academy’s Betrayal of 
Plato. In fr. 24.50, we learn that Socrates knew about the Three Gods and learned 
about them from the Pythagoreans.  None of Socrates’ students, however, 
understood this teaching except for Plato.  Much of Numenius’ system is a personal 
contribution that he makes to the Platonic tradition, and is far removed from the 
actual Platonic dialogues.  Nevertheless, Numenius will cite Platonic passages in 
which he believes that his own understanding of the universe is implied.  There is a 
general understanding that the locus in which Numenius finds the Three Gods most 
directly articulated in the Platonic corpus is the Second Epistle (which is today 
considered spurious, see Bluck) 213d-13a.  
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1) The First God is a principle of unity, the polar opposite of Matter or the 

“dyad.”  God is therefore static and undivided.193  He is, in fact, Being as 

described in Books 1-2.  It was established in Book 2 that Being, which is 

here called the First God, is also the Noetic. 

2) The Second God exercises his own noetic own activity in between the First 

and the Third.  Since the Second God is named a “god,” but also is closer to 

divisive matter, we should understand him to be a principle that is noetic but 

at the same time divided; he should properly be made of of several noetic 

objects.  He is the divine mind and contains the multiple Ideas or Forms.194  

3) The active principle, or the “Third God,” actually organizes and creates with 

Matter with the Noetic models that the Second God provides.195  The Third 

God is produced when the Second God “forgets himself” and “cares for 

Matter.”  The unifying activity that the Third God performs upon Matter 

makes him a creator, and so he is roughly equivalent to the Demiurge of the 

Timaeus (on which see more below).  The Platonic Demiurge creates by 

looking at the Forms, which, in Numenius’ system, are the thoughts that 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
193 This is confirmed in fr. 19 with the conclusion that “the Good is one” (e{n). 
 
194 See Rist (1962) 179; Waszink & Jensen xlii, lx; García Bazán 206; Dillon (1992) 
100; Ziebtitzki 76-77; Turner (2001) 386; Karamanolis 136.  
 
195 Martano’s summary (40) of the Three Gods is mostly accurate, except that he 
remains deceived by Proclus’ statement that the Third God is the cosmos.  The last 
sentence of fr. 11 makes this view impossible, since the Third God “touches the 
sensible realm and handles it, and moreover lifts it up to his own character,” i.e. he 
creates the world.   
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exist in the mind of the Second God.196  By organizing and creating with 

matter, the Third God creates ontological levels between himself and 

Matter.197 

These are the Three Gods, which arise from a discussion of the Two Gods, since 

contact with Matter splits the Second God into two functions, and these two 

functions are here treated as different Gods.  

 Numenius has created an enormous difficulty by treating the Second and 

Third Gods sometimes as separate, at other times as different functions of one god 

who is also called the “Second God.”  In other fragments, the Second God is not 

split into a Second and a Third God, but is treated as one god who does two things: 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
196 Van Winden ([1959] 136) supposes that Chalcidius, when he expresses the same 
view, was probably influenced by Albinus.  In fact, here, as quite often, Chalcidius is 
following Numenius.  Frede (1054-55) calls this interpretation of the identity and 
nature of Numenius’ three gods controversial.  It should rather be treated as certain 
from Numenius’ own words.  The fact that Numenius speaks of two gods and 
sometimes of three is resolved by the very clear assertion in fr. 11 that “the second 
and third gods are one.”  Frede (esp. 1056-58) does not see that by the “Second 
God,” Numenius could mean one of two things: The Divine Mind or the “two gods 
who are one,” i.e. the second of three or the second of two gods. 
 
197 Ritter & Preller (516) use the “splitting” of the Second God into the Second and 
Third Gods as justification for their bizarre theory that the Second God is the Good 
World Soul and the Third God is the Evil World Soul that Iamblichus attributes to 
Numenius, a suggestion that would have horrified Numenius were he alive to read it. 
Lurking behind Ritter & Preller’s theory is an assumption of Gnosticism in 
Numenius’ system, whereby the Demiurge is necessarily evil.  Similarly, del Re (58) 
uses Porphyry’s statement that there is a rational soul that fights an irrational soul to 
justify his view that the Second God splits into two souls at war, a supposition that 
finds no support in any of Numenius’ own words. Krämer (63-64) proposes a similar 
view in light of his theory that Numenius’ system was essentially that of Xenocrates, 
only with different names for constitutive principles.  For Krämer, the Second God 
is the rational world soul and the Third God is the “vegetative” or irrational world 
soul.  The simplest refutation for this theory is provided by Baltes ([1975] 265-66) 
who points out that on the very good evidence of Chalcidius, the irrational world 
soul comes directly from matter and is not in any way derived from God.  Cf. Alt 40. 
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he both thinks and he creates.198  Adding to the difficulty is the fact that, since the 

composite Second God has a creative aspect that he receives from the Third God, 

Numenius will refer to this Second God as the Demiurge (e.g. in fr. 12 and in fr. 16), 

even though the demiurgic function is more exactly filled by the Third God, the 

creator. This must be in part what the Platonist Amelius meant when he said that 

Numenius does not always speak of the same things in the same way.199  Only the 

context will clarify which god is meant in any particular passage that refers to the 

“Second” God.  From this point on, I shall refer to the Second of Three Gods as the 

“Second God (the divine mind),” and I shall refer to the Second of Two Gods as 

“The Second God (‘the two gods who are one’).”  The Second God (the two gods 

who are one) is composite because of his interaction with Matter. 

 The difference between these three principles is each God’s respective 

relationship to Matter.  It has been implicit throughout On the Good, but in this 

fragment Matter is explicitly associated with division, since it divides God.  In a 

paradoxical sense this division both does and does not affect God.  The First God is 

completely removed from matter and is undivided.  The highest God remains 

eternally untouched by any influence of Matter (“in his own realm”), while a lower 

god is produced who experiences the division of Matter in two different ways, 

separation from the First God, and internal division into the Second God (the divine 

mind) and the Third God (the creator). The result enables the creation of a good (or, 
!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
198 Armstrong 100; cf. Bonazzi 73. 
 
199 Amelius is quoted in Porph. Plot. 17: “… a man who is not very easy to 
understand because of his tendency to speak differently at different times, however it 
might seem good to him, about the same things.” (… ajndro;" ouj mavla proceivrou 
eJlei'n uJpavrconto" dia; th;n a[llote a[llw" peri; tw'n aujtw'n wJ" a]n dovxeie 
foravn). 
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in Numenius’ words [fr. 16], a “beautiful”) world, but also comprises the unity of a 

god.200   

 The Third God, when he creates, imposes Form upon the passive aspect of 

matter (fr. 11: he unifies Matter …).  As Numenius described in Book 3, there is an 

active and hostile aspect of Matter as well.201  This aspect is that which forces 

division of the God into beings capable of reciprocating action (fr. 11:  “… he is split 

by [Matter]”).  In fragment 9, Numenius depicts an active god in his account of 

Moses vs. the Egyptian priests as a war.  Matter in fragment 11, however, has an 

enticing quality: it is called “lustful” (or, rather, “lust-inspiring”), and this quality 

inspires appetite in the creator for it, which creates his division from the noetic 

realm.202  Matter and God are at war in fragment 9; in fragment 11 they are engaged 

in a love affair.  There is nothing in Plato that directly states or even suggests that 

God and Matter relate to each other in such ways.  The paradox, as has been shown, 

is tolerated and is in fact required in Numenius’ more complex and dynamic system.  

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
200  Van der Ven (252) correctly sees that the Second God has two functions.  He 
expresses uncertainty as to why the Second God transitions from single to double.  
This confusion is unfounded since Numenius himself tells us why:  The Second God 
is split by his contact with divisive matter.  This is compatible with Hadot’s view 
(243) that modes of differentiation in the Noetic world is the defining feature of 
Numenius’ theology.  
 
201 The “splitting” of God is a motif found elsewhere in later Platonism, and is also 
found in the Chaldaean Oracles as well as in Apuleius.  Numenius’ active and passive 
aspects of Matter are his way of making sense of this model. 
 
202 Compare this interpretation of fr. 9 with Chalcidius’ account of the interaction of 
God and Matter cited above.  See also Armstrong ([1992] 39):  “[T]he victory of the 
Good principle over the evil of animate matter is strikingly complete; it is not so 
complete that the evils of this our world are done away with … but it is complete 
enough for matter reformed by divine providential activity to be spoken of not as the 
adversary but as the consort of god … .” 
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 It should be noted that this analysis of Numenius’ Three Gods is different 

from Proclus’ description of Numenius’ Three Gods (fr. 21): 

Noumhvnio" me;n ga;r trei'" ajnumnhvsa" qeou;" patevra me;n 
kalei' to;n prw'ton, poihth;n de; to;n deuvteron, poivhma de; to;n 
trivton: oJ ga;r kovsmo" kat! aujto;n oJ trivto" ejsti; qeov": w{ste 
oJ kat! aujto;n dhmiourgo;" dittov", o{ te prw'to" qeo;" kai; oJ 
deuvtero", to; de; dhmiourgouvmenon oJ trivto". “Ameinon ga;r 
ou{tw levgein h] wJ" ejkei'no" levgei prostragw/dw'n, pavppon, 
e[ggonon, ajpovgonon. ÔO dh; tau'ta levgwn prw'ton me;n oujk 
ojrqw'" tajgaqo;n sunariqmei' toi'sde toi'" aijtivoi": ouj ga;r 
pevfuken ejkei'no suzeuvgnusqaiv tisin oujde  deutevran e[cein 
a[llou tavxin. 
 
Numenius extolled three gods, and called the first Father, the second 
Creator, and the third Creation, for the cosmos itself is the third god.  
Therefore the demiurge himself is double: the first god and the 
second, and that which is fashioned is the third.  This is a better way 
to phrase the issue than how Numenius puts it with excessive 
melodrama: grandfather, son, grandson.  When he says this, in fact, 
he does not account for the first god correctly for the following 
reasons: it is not natural for him to be joined to anything, and he 
cannot hold second place to anything else. 
 

Proclus goes on to argue that Numenius is taking the “father and creator” of the 

Timaeus to refer to two separate gods, whereas in the context of the Timaeus these 

words obviously refer to the same demiurge.203  Several modern scholars follow 

Proclus in his assessment.   

The first and most pressing problem with this summary is that Proclus has 

doubled the wrong god.204  He claims that the Demiurge is the First and the Second 

Gods together, whereas Numenius clearly states in his own words that the Demiurge 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
203 Harpocration had a similar interpretation of the Platonic passage.  See Dillon 
(1971) 127 n. 4 and 143-44.  Cf. des Places (1984) 437 and Frede 1061. 
 
204 Merlan (1962) 140; and Dillon (1977) 367. Dörrie ([1970] 222) sees that Proclus is 
wrong, but essentially blames Numenius for the mistake.  It is Dörrie’s contention 
that Numenius does not distinguish his highest principle starkly enough from the 
material world, despite the thorough discussion on precisely this point in Books 1-2 
of De Bono.  
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is the Second God (see fr. 12), by which he means the Second and the Third Gods 

together, the “two gods who are one.”  When the reader realizes this, Proclus’ 

criticism that it is inappropriate for the First God to be attached to anything lower is 

immediately rendered impossible.205 

Numenius should properly have identified the Good with monav", the 

Monad, since in fr. 11 Numenius himself identifies Matter (God’s opposite) with the 

Dyad.206  We have the testimony of Chalcidius that Numenius did so (fr. 52: 

“singularitas”).  In addition, Matter is specifically called “indefinite” (ajovristo") in 

fragment 4a.  Proclus is correct insofar as there is some awkwardness in identifying 

all of Numenius’ spiritual realm the monad (or singularitas, as Chalcidius translates it), 

because the spiritual realm is composed of three gods.  How can it be monad if there 

are three of them?207  The correct answer is that one aspect of the supreme Monad 

remains single even as it is divided.  This unaffected aspect becomes the First God.  

Proclus’ assertion that Numenius simply did not understand what he was doing is 

incorrect. 

Proclus’ misidentification of the First God as divided may in part arise from 

his identification of the Third God with the world, and this is the second problem in 

this passage.  Contemporary Numenian scholarship often repeats Proclus’ statement 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
205 Baltes ([1975] 254-55) offers some good general advice: “Man sollte … 
neuplatonische Systematisierung nicht ueberbewerten.” 
 
206 See Waszink & Jensen xlv. 
 
207 This same paradox is found in the slightly earlier Neopythagorean Moderatus, 
who spoke of the “Three Ones.”  See Dodds 1928. 
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that the Third God is the “creation” (poivhma) as though it were self-evidently true.208  

This is despite the fact that it conflicts with Numenius’ own words in fragment 11:  

The Third God “unifies” matter.  He is not the unification that results.209  Proclus is 

correct that Numenius’ Demiurge is “double,” but this double Demiurge is not the 

First God taken with the Second God.  Rather, the Second God is divided into a 

thinking aspect and an acting aspect, and this composite deity is often called the 

Demiurge in the fragments of Numenius (e.g. fr. 12).210   

In sum, Proclus has not correctly interpreted the gods as monad with two 

principles separate from the monad but still part of the divine realm.  Proclus has 

also inaccurately identified the creative part of the active principle with creation 

itself.  Therefore this testimonium cannot be used as evidence to reconstruct 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
208 E.g. Vacherot (325); Möller (105); Waszink (1966) 72 n. 2.  Mauro (105-07) 
assumes that Proclus’ testimony on the point is correct, but also sees that the Second 
and Third Gods are one.  He makes no attempt, however, to explain how the Third 
God can both the created world of the Proclus testimonium and the creator of the 
world in fr. 11.  Cf. García Bazán 206. Plotinus (3.5.6.18) makes a tantalizing 
statement that it is “customary” to call the cosmos a Third God, and this suggests to 
Henry & Schwyzer (327, ad. loc.) and to Rist ([1962] 174) that Plotinus has Numenius 
in mind.  However, this identification does not fit with the system that emerges from 
Numenius’ own words. 
 
209 Some have attempted to resolve Proclus’ identification of the Third God and 
world by assuming that the Third God is the World Soul, e.g. see Beutler 674; cf. 
Festugière (1954) 123-24; Dodds (1960), de Ley (1963) 161, Lisi (124), Berchman 
(109), Somos (54).  That the Third God is the world soul is a possible solution, but 
not necessary. 
 
210 Nevertheless, it is the Third God as the active component of the Second God 
who is closer in function to what Plato had in mind when he wrote about his 
“Demiurge,” i.e. “creator.” Plese ([2005] 359-60; [2006] 57) is not quite correct when 
he attempts to summarize the issue as follows: “Numenius’ Third God … may stand 
for the universe, for the World-Soul, for the rational Soul, for Intellect in its 
downward motion to the realm of matter, and most likely, for all of the above.”  
Numenius’ own words do allow for a bit more clarity. 
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Numenius’ teaching about the Three Gods.  

 

Fragment 12 

What follows in most of the remaining fragments of Book 5 of On the Good is 

an attempt to use anological reasoning to make the three gods intelligible to the 

interlocutors of the dialogue, an attempt to “get hold of” the account of the Three 

Gods.211  Fragment 12 is the first such attempt.  It is lengthy, and will be treated in 

two segments.  The fragment begins (fr. 12.1-10):  

 Kai; ga;r ou[te dhmiourgei'n ejsti crew;n to;n prw'ton kai; tou' 
dhmiourgou'nto" de; qeou' crh; ei\nai nomivzesqai patevra to;n 
prw'ton qeovn. Eij me;n ou\n peri; tou' dhmiourgikou' zhtoi'men, 
favskonte" dei'n to;n provteron uJpavrxanta ou{tw" a]n poiei'n 
e[cein diaferovntw", ejoikui'a hJ provsodo" au{th gegonui'a a]n 
ei[h tou' lovgou: eij de; peri; tou' dhmiourgou' mh; e[stin oJ 
lovgo", zhtou'men de; peri; tou' prwvtou, ajfosiou'maiv te ta; 
lecqevnta kai; e[stw me;n ejkei'na a[rrhta, mevteimi de; eJlei'n 
to;n lovgon, eJtevrwqen qhravsa". 
 
And in fact it is not right for the First God to create, and it is also 
necessary to think of the First God as the father of the Demiurge.  
So, then, if we were asking about the Demiurge, and we were to say 
that he must be pre-existent  and so depict him as being exalted, this 
contribution to the argument would be sufficient.  But if the 
discussion is not about the Demiurge, but rather we are asking about 
the First God, then I repudiate what was said and insist that it go 
unsaid, and will go hunting from a different direction and attempt to 
catch the argument. 
 

The philosopher is responding to an inquiry or a point of confusion; that much is 

clear, since he is at pains to clarify a point.  However, Eusebius does not include the 

problem in his quotation, only the philosopher’s response.  We cannot know what 

the exact wording of the inquiry was in On the Good, but the question that is implied 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
211 On fr. 12, see Dodds (1957) 14-16. 
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by Numenius’ response is the question of just how exalted the Second God is.  

Perhaps there is also a question of whether the Second God is also the Good=Being.  

If the Second God were our topic of discussion, the philosopher responds it would 

be entirely appropriate to exalt him, but he is subordinate to the First God, and that 

highest principle should be our real topic.   

 The real topic of discussion is the First God, the Good as a personalized 

transcendent entity, whom Numenius calls by a number of names (the Good, First 

God, etc.).  Numenius means to demonstrate what he claimed in fragment 11, that 

the Good is aided by a subordinate creator God who acts upon Matter.  He has 

begun the process of describing the nature and relationship of the First and the 

Second God—two gods, not three.  Here, Numenius refers to the “one god who is 

two” as the Demiurge.  In this fragment it is the Second God who is called 

Demiurge, since he employs his creative aspect.212  The Second God is exalted above 

our own world, but Numenius does not wish to leave this as a final statement, since 

it is the First God who is the true subject of On the Good.  Rather, Numenius wants 

the reader to understand that the First God is truly exalted above all else, including 

the creator. 

This passage ends with a promise to “catch the logos,” a curious phrase that 

requires some discussion.213  LSJ (s.v. aiJrevw) recognizes a phrase oJ lovgo" aiJrei', 

“the reason of the thing proves,” and with a direct object the phrase means to prove 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
212 Möller (106) sees that Numenius’ second God has two aspects; however, his 
assumption that the Third God is a separate entity below both of these aspects of the 
Second God, rather than identical with the lower aspect of the Second God, 
confuses him, and continued to confuse Numenian scholarship for decades.  
 
213 It is a turn of phrase for which I can find no parallel.  
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to someone, or to persuade.  Gregory of Nyssa uses this phrase, and a phrase based 

upon it:  he will often talk about the “logos of proof” (oJ lovgo" th'" aiJrevsew"), i.e. 

the logos that proves.214  If he had this phrase in mind, Numenius would have to be 

inverting the syntax to make it seem as though he is persuading the logos; clearly this 

is impossible.  The verb haireo alone can mean “to understand,” but “understanding 

the logos” is also an unsatisfactory translation, since as we saw in fragment 4a, logos is 

the same as gnôsis.  There is no need to understand the logos, since it is understanding.   

Numenius’ attempt to “grasp the logos” is preceded by intricate analogies, and not by 

rational discourse, as one would expect.  This is the new premise from which he will 

start, that the Second God is subordinate to the First God.  The number of analogies 

that he gives in the fragments is impressive, and highlights just how important he 

believes this point is. 

In the context of fr. 12, “catching the logos” is an alternative to being content 

with defining the Demiurge, which is a mere “contribution” to the logos.  This means 

that the logos in question is somehow related to a deeper understanding of the First 

God and not only a contribution to the argument.  The startling phrase to “catch the 

logos” highlights the fullness of wisdom that apprehension of the First God entails.  

The implied contrast to Numenius “catching the logos” is Timaeus’ eijkw;" lovgo", the 

“likely account” of the Demiurge’s creation of the world.  Numenius’ noetic project 

demands a surer and deeper understanding of the godhead.  Since the First God is 

Being, this full understanding is the same as noêsis.  This would truly be “catching the 

logos.” 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
214 E.g. contra Eunomium 1.1.350.3; de virginitate 23.2. 
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To “catch the logos” is to apprehend God.  This is particularly interesting in 

light of fragment 2, in which true knowledge of the Good is described as ultimately 

intuitive.  Numenius is still following a line of reasoning that began in Book One, 

and if he is preserving continuity with the first two books of On the Good, he should 

still be attempting the reconstruct the reasoning that he says can be attributed to 

Pythagoras.  The conclusion that the Second God is exalted and preexistent might 

“contribute” to his reasoning, but the question of the Second God’s transcendence 

does not fully “catch” this line of reasoning.   

I propose that this attempt to catch the logos of the First God helps to explain 

the series of analogies that follows in the subsequent fragments.215  Dialectical 

reasoning is necessary, but can only advance the discussion so far.  Since the Good 

can only be perceived “at a glance” (fr. 2), another, more intuitive type of discourse 

is necessary that is provided by analogy that more intuitively “captures” our 

understanding.  There is a difference, though.  The apprehension of the Good in fr. 

2 was likened to an act of beholding, whereas in fr. 12 it is an act of catching.  The 

process has become much more dynamic. 

The fragments up to this point allow for a coherent argument:  A reasoned 

metaphysical account of the first principles of the universe can be attributed to 

Pythagoras.  What Plato calls the Good in the Republic has the name “Being,” and is 

identical with one of the two first principles—God.  Plato was uniquely enlightened, 

but other prophets (most notably “Musaeus”) have also interacted with this ultimate 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
215 See Mauro 106. No doubt there was additional argumentation to support or assist 
in the interpretation of the individual analogies, but nonetheless it is striking that 
Numenius gives several analogies in a single book, if perhaps at intervals. 
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reality. The world of Being in Books 1 and 2 is then divided into three tiers, 

depending upon Being’s relationship with chaotic matter.  If the Good=Being is 

static, an intermediary must be present to allow the physical world to commune with 

it, hence, the Second and Third Gods.  The Second God is the aspect of Mind that 

serves as the transcendent world of the Forms, and the Third God is the active Mind 

that actually organizes matter into a cosmos.  The Second and Third Gods operate 

together, and can be called a single Second God. 

 Numenius has said that in order to return to the true topic of discussion, 

which is the First God, he must start over again from a different point of origin.  In 

the second half of fragment 12 he give the premise by recapitulating the natures of 

the Gods by analogy.  Numenius continues (fr. 12.10-22):  

Pro; mevntoi tou' lovgou th'" aJlwvsew" diomologhswvmeqa hJmi'n 
aujtoi'" oJmologivan oujk ajmfisbhthvsimon ajkou'sai, to;n me;n 
prw'ton   qeo;n ajrgo;n ei\nai e[rgwn sumpavntwn kai; basileva, 
to;n dhmiourgiko;n de; qeo;n hJgemonei'n di! oujranou' ijovnta. Dia; 
de; touvtou kai; oJ stovlo" hJmi'n ejsti, kavtw tou' nou' 
pempomevnou ejn diexovdw/ pa'si toi'" koinwnh'sai 
suntetagmevnoi". Blevponto" me;n ou\n kai; ejpestrammevnou 
pro;" hJmw'n e{kaston tou' qeou' sumbaivnei zh'n te kai; 
biwvskesqai tovte ta; swvmata khdeuvonta tou' qeou' toi'" 
ajkrobolismoi'": metastrevfonto" de; eij" th;n eJautou' 
periwph;n tou' qeou' tau'ta me;n ajposbevnnusqai, to;n de; nou'n 
zh'n bivou ejpaurovmenon eujdaivmono".  
 
However, before we capture the argument, let us agree with one 
another that it not be subject to debate that the First God is free of 
all labor and is Emperor, while the Demiurge is the governor and 
travels though heaven.  Through him we have our mission when 
mind (nous) is sent down progressively to all who are arrayed to 
partake in it.  So, when God regards us and turns his attention to 
each of us, then it happens that the corporeal world comes alive and 
lives when it is related to the volleys of God.  On the other hand, 
when God turns his attention back to contemplation of himself, the 
corporeal world withers, but the mind lives, since it enjoys a happy 
life.  
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Unfortunately, the fragment only serves as a preliminary to “catching the logos.”216  

Numenius’ stated goal is an understanding of the First God, but he feels that it is 

important to understand that the Second God acts, while the First is at rest.  This 

recapitulation, as the first half of the fragment made clear, is intended to clear up 

possible misunderstandings about the relationship between the First God and the 

“Demiurge.”   

Fragment 12 nonetheless includes the first of many analogies that occur in 

several of the remainder of the fragments of Books 5 and 6.  This first analogy is the 

analogy of the Emperor and the governor.217  Numenius quite explicitly says what he 

means by likening the First God to the Emperor: The First God is free from all labor 

and management.  From the discussion of the nature of Being in Books 1-2, it is 

clear that this is because the First God is static and outside of time.  The First God 

does not, in fact cannot, act directly upon Matter since action precludes stasis and 

must occur within linear time.  

 The Second God as “governor” makes Intellect (nous) available to the 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
216 Lovgo" in this sentence is the object of the catching, which Numenius makes clear 
from the word a{lwsi", from aJlivskomai, which is used for passive senses of aiJrevw: 
it is the logos that is being caught, and not doing the catching, which is how Gregory 
uses a similar phrase (“logos of proof” [oJ lovgo" th'" aiJrevsew"]).   In contrast, 
Numenius plans to “catch the logos” in the first half of the fragment. 
 
217 I have chosen “Emperor” as the translation for basileus instead of king, as most 
translations (e.g. Petty) of this fr. read, since the description provided is much like 
Imperial Roman provincial administration, in which the Emperor sends out 
governors (hegemones) to enact his policy in the Imperial provinces. This is, of course, 
the state of political affairs in Numenius’ own day in the second-century AD.  
Vacherot’s translation (321), minister suprême, does not really capture the relationship.  
For hJgemwvn as a Roman provincial governor (and in particular of the praefectus 
Aegypti), see LSJ s.v. hJgemwvn II.b.  
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cosmos as God’s Empire.218  The corporeal world (ta; swvmata) receives order by 

the action of the Demiurge.  We live as subjects under the good governance of a just 

governor.  When the Demiurge turns to matter, he gives it life.  When the Demiurge 

looks to himself, Mind is reabsorbed into its source.  This is a divided activity that 

recalls the “two gods who are one” of fragment 11, the god who unifies Matter and 

is divided by it.  The unifying activity of the Third God is here described as a process 

of giving life, while the splitting activity of Matter becomes the two directions in 

which the Demiurge looks:  There remains a part of the Demiurge that engages in 

noetic rather than creative activity; this is the Second of the Three Gods from fr. 11.  

The Third God can impart this noetic activity onto Matter below him, but there is an 

indication in this fragment that it can be reabsorbed as well back into the Second 

God.  Since the Second God is engaged in contemplative noesis, this reabsorption 

happens when we contemplate the noetic realm.219  This grants us a “happy life.”  

 The phrase “to all who are arrayed (i.e. in a military sense 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
218 Ritter & Preller see in the “volleys” or “offshoots” of God sent from orbit a nod 
to Phaedrus 246e ff. 
 
219 This fragment could be and has been read cyclically.  If the fragment refers to a 
cyclical process, then it refers to cosmic ages of creation and destruction as God 
gives and revokes his attention.  Another possible reading is that the two processes 
continue simultaneously: the third god is constantly enlivening the cosmos with 
mind, while the second god is constantly reabsorbing mind back into himself.  It is 
this second interpretation that is most likely in the context of the rest of the dialogue.  
There is no evidence for cosmic ages in Numenius.  There is, however, ample 
evidence for a single god who simultaneously contemplates and creates.  This is the 
Second God, the “two gods who are one.”   Such a reading led Witt (131 n. 6) to see 
in this fragment an allusion to the Statesman myth; cf. Baltes (1975) 261-62; Dillon 
(1977) 370-71; Lisi 122; and Halfwassen 41.  One should remember that the 
Statesman myth can be understood to refer to two processes that occur 
simultaneously, participation in order and participation in disorder (see Brisson 490); 
such an interpretation fits best into Numenius’ system.  
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[suntetagmevnoi"]) to partake of him” has caused some uncertainty.  One scholar 

has assumed that this indicates that only some human beings have Nous, while some 

(perhaps most!) do not. Some have seen in this fragment the Hermetic/Gnostic 

doctrine that only an elect few human beings receive nous.220  This does not fit with 

what immediately follows, however, since Numenius makes clear that “each of us” 

can look upon God.  Rather, suntetagmevnoi" should be taken as a descriptive (“to 

all human beings, all of whom are arrayed”) rather than a limiting (“only to the 

specific group of human beings that are arrayed”) participle.  The analogy is not 

intended to illustrate the state of salvation of human beings, but rather to illustrate 

the relationship between the First God and the Second God so that they are not 

confused.  The descriptive participle clarifies the fact that the Demiurge chooses to 

act upon Matter even though Matter resists him. 

 The analogies that follow will employ this same pattern: The First God 

remains at rest while the Second God acts; the Second God’s activity distributes 

some divine quality to the world.  Here the divine quality is called “mind”; it is also 

called the “projections of God.” In future analogies, Numenius will give different 

names to this divine quality distributed in the world.  It will be called “the seed of 

soul,” or “salvation,” or “wisdom.”221  In each case, though, the Demiurge is 

exercising the same creative activity by imparting divine essence to the corporeal 

world.  

 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
220 Corpus Hermeticum 1.22. 
 
221 Compare this to the Chaldaean Oracles (fr. 35 des Places [1971b]), in which the 
Second Intellect projects the Platonic Forms “like lightning bolts.”  See Majercik 6.  
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Fragment 13 

The analogy in the next fragment comes not from the realm of kingship and 

rule but from husbandry and farming.  Numenius gives an analogy of God and 

Demiurge being like a “farmer” and “planter” (fr. 13): 

{Wsper de; pavlin lovgo" ejsti; gewrgw/' pro;" to;n futeuvonta, 
ajna; to;n aujto;n lovgon mavlistav ejstin oJ prw'to" qeo;" pro;" 
to;n dhmiourgovn.  ÔO mevn ge w]n spevrma pavsh" yuch'" 
speivrei eij" ta; metalagcavnonta aujtou' crhvmata suvmpanta:  
oJ nomoqevth" de; futeuvei kai; dianevmei kai; metafuteuvei ei;" 
hJma'" eJkavstou" ta; ejkei'qen prokatabeblhmevna. 
 
The relationship of a farmer to his planter is most analogous to that 
of the First God and the Demiurge.  Being, at any rate, sows the seed 
of every soul into all things that participate in him; while the 
Lawgiver plants, distributes, and transplants into each of us what is 
sown from him.  
 

 Like the previous analogy, this one treats the relationship between and roles of the 

Gods.  It accomplishes essentially the same goal as the Emperor/governor analogy 

earlier, and so should be treated as another starting point from which the 

philosopher hopes to “catch the logos” (fr. 12).   

 There are several difficulties that this passage presents, however.  What, 

exactly, is the difference between a “farmer” and a “planter”?  It has been remarked 

that the relationship that Numenius seems to intend is that between a landholder and 

the man who works from him.222  This must be true, given the context, but finding 

parallel uses of the words gewrgov" and futeuw'n is difficult.223  It is clear that 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
222 See des Places (1973) ad fr. 9. 
 
223 The close parallel to this passage is [Macarius], who in Homily 32.11 similarly 
contrasts the geôrgos who scatters seed and the phyteuôn who cultivates the vine and 
makes it bear fruit, but he does not provide any elaboration that we could use to help 
us to understand Numenius any better, especially since for [Macarius’] Christian 
sermon the farmer and the planter are of course the same God.  In Corpus Hermeticum 
14.10 God as geôrgos scatters seed on the earth, and also acts as phyteuôn to trees. 



!

 

123 

Numenius grants priority to the geôrgos, for whom the phyteuôn performs the service of 

tending a crop.  The “farmer” is indefinite, while “planter” has the article and is 

definite.  This shows that the topic is once again the relationship between the two 

gods:  it is analogous to that of a farmer and his planter, who works for him.  The 

planter receives his identity from the farmer.  

 The revenue laws of Ptolemaic Egypt discovered on papyrus may be of some 

further help.224  In papyrological fragments from Hellenistic Egypt, agriculturalists in 

general are given the technical designation geôrgos.  A subset of this group is the laoi, 

the fellahin or peasant laborers.225  That the laoi are ordered to gather “with the other 

geôrgoi” shows that the agriculturalists in question are a larger group of which the laoi 

are part.  If the laoi are day laborers, they might reasonable be called “planters” in an 

agricultural context.   Since the fellahin were the lowest of the agriculturalists of the 

time, the other geôrgoi must refer to landholders. Therefore there is indirect precedent 

by which geôrgos refers to a landholding farmer and that phyteuôn may be a recognized 

term to refer to his hired worker.  Numenius’ geôrgos and phyteuôn in fact seem to have 

a very similar relationship as the oikodespotês and the geôrgoi of the Synoptic tradition in 

what is commonly called the Parable of the Tenants.226  The “landowner” plants 

(futeuvein) a vineyard, and the “farmers” maintain it.   

 The names of the Gods that are given in this analogy are “Being” and 

“Lawgiver.”  It is simplest to give an account of the Lawgiver first, before tackling 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
224 On the relationship between king and farmer in Ptolemaic Egypt, see CAH Vol. 
7.1, 149.  See Austin 519-23 on geôrgos and phyteuon in the revenue laws. 
 
225 Grenfell 97. 
 
226 Mark 12:1-12; Matthew 21:33-41; Luke 20:9-19. 
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the larger problem of the name “Being.”    The Lawgiver serves the function of the 

Demiurge in this fragment: He tends to the maintenance of creation and the 

management of the First God’s divine essence in the world.227  With regard to 

nomothetês as the name of the Second God, we do not know what justification 

Numenius gave, but there is an interesting and relevant aspect to the name: it is a 

compound that implies the second god’s two activities: he thinks (nomos) and he 

instantiates his thoughts (tithêmi).228 In the Platonic tradition, it seems that God’s 

“lawgiving” is actually divine teaching, a communication not so much of arbitrary 

decision-making, but of knowledge and truth. 229  This is supported by the next 

fragment, which discusses the communication of knowledge.  

The next part of this fragment, which reads oJ mevn ge w]n, is highly 

controversial; there is a large body of conflicting scholarship on just this one phrase.  

As it will turn out, the phrase is entirely explicable from Numenius’ own words 

earlier in On the Good.  The problem is that Numenius’ farmer-landlord is called in the 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
227 Theiler (1944) 218 is incorrect when he says that Numenius called his highest 
principle Lawgiver; it is the lower divine principle who is the Lawgiver, just as in 
Plotinus.  There was a frequent trend in the mid-twentieth century to attempt to 
identify Numenius’ Being with Plotinus’ Second Hypostasis, Mind.  The two do 
share some qualities (like existence, to; o[n), but Numenius’ highest principle also 
shares features with Plotinus’ highest principle, the One.  All attempts to make 
simple equations between Numenian principles and Plotinian principles should be 
abandoned; see des Places (1973) 14. 
 
228 We should also consider the possibility that Numenius has in mind one particular 
aspect of the Jewish God:  That He gave the Law (nomos or Torah) to Moses. 
 
229  Numenius’ Christian (and fellow resident of Syria!) contemporary Theophilus of 
Antioch believed that Plato wrote that “God teaches through the law,” and that 
Plato’s teaching supports his own opinion that one must become a “student of 
God’s legislation.”  It is difficult to determine exactly what passage of Plato 
Theophilus has in mind.  Grant (123) proposes Meno 99e, but this does not exactly 
fit.  
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MSS “he who is” (oJ w]n).230  The exact meaning of the sentence “He who is sows the 

seed” has a history of puzzling scholars. The Biblical tradition provides a clue, since 

the Jewish God reveals himself to Moses as “I Am.”  The LXX translation of Exodus 

3:14 does not follow the Hebrew exactly, and makes the connection between the 

Jewish God and the Platonic Being even more attractive:231  

kai; ei\pen oJ qeo;" pro;" Mwush'n !Egwv eijmi o J w [n: kai; ei\pen 
Ou{tw" ejrei'" toi'" uiJoi'" !Israh;l ÔO w]n ajpevstalkevn me 

pro;" uJma'".  
 
And God said to Moses “I am He Who Is,” and said “Thus you will 
say to the sons of Israel ‘The Being One has sent me to you.’” 

 

The Biblical passage may have influenced Numenius, but did it?  The scholarship on 

this fragment has become mired in a back-and-forth between those who believe that 

Numenius is alluding to the Jewish God’s personal name in the Greek translation of 

Exodus, and those who see such an allusion as unthinkable and reject the MSS 

tradition in favor of some sort of emendation. 

 The major question of this passage is not the sense of the particle, but 

whether “He who is” can be taken absolutely or not.  If it can, this phrase could 

imply to a “Biblicism,” a reference ultimately to Exodus 14:3, as was discussed above.  

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
230 Sterling’s translation (109) of ho ôn is “the Self-Existent” (presumably as opposed 
to deriving his existence from a higher source).  This reads a little bit more into the 
Greek than the grammar strictly communicates. 
 
231 The Hebr. reads:  
hyh) l)r#y ynbl rm)t hk rm)yw hyh) r#) hyh) h#m-hm Myhl) 

rm)yw .Mkyl) ynxl#  
(And God [’Elohim] said to Moses “I am who I am” [’ehyeh ’asher ’ehyeh ].  And He said 
“You will say the following to the sons of Israel: ‘I Am’ [’ehyeh] has sent me to you”).   
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Dodds immediately dismisses this possibility.232  Dodds’ ([1960] 15) mistake is telling.  

He claims that the “Hebraism is untenable.”  Of course, this phrase is not a 

Hebraism at all.233  A Hebraism would be a more direct translation of the Hebrew 

than the Septuagint provides (something like eijmi; o{" eijmi).234  On the other hand, 

if the phrase is not an allusion to Exodus, so Dodds claims, Numenius creates a 

problem, since if the participle cannot be taken absolutely it requires a predicate, 

necessarily supplied in the MSS by spevrma; this deprives the main verb of an 

object.235  Dodds ([1960] 16) attempts to solve this problem by emending the text to 

read something like oJ mevn ge aV w[n (= prw'to" w[n).  Such a contortion of the 

text is uneconomical and unnecessary, and is generally recognized as such. 

 Nevertheless, it is still unclear what exactly this text means.  Some have 

defended the MSS reading oJ w[n by suggesting that Numenius could have read the 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
232 15: “Yet w[n must have some predicate: oJ w[n cannot be convincingly defended as 
a Hebraism.”  Cf. Festugière (1953) 44 n. 2.  
 
233 See J. Whittaker (1967) 196 n. 4; and (1978) 144-45.  Whittaker is right to note 
that the term is not a Hebraism, but relies too much on Philo of Alexandria for 
precedent.  Numenius would not have needed to read Philo to hit upon the idea of 
changing a neuter participle to a masculine one when transitioning from metaphysics 
to theology.  He may or may not have known that there was a Jewish tradition that 
the highest god revealed himself to Moses as “the Being One,” though would 
certainly have approved. 
 
234 For an example of such a “Hebraism,” see John 8:58—“Jesus said to them, ‘Amen, 
amen, I say to you, before Abraham was, I Am’” (ei\pen aujtoi'" !Ihsou'", !Amh;n 
ajmh;n levgw uJmi'n, pri;n !Abraa;m genevsqai ejgw; eijmiv).  See Odeberg 309-10. 
 
235 De Ley ([1972] 57 n. 4) attempts to support Dodds’ ([1960] 15) view that “Being” 
cannot be used absolutely in this context by arguing that “he sows” can be used 
absolutely, and thus does not need an object, see LSJ s.v. speivrw I.  De Ley’s 
suggestion should be disregarded since it would make the seed of soul do the sowing, 
and would thereby completely destroy the analogy: The First God is the farmer who 
sows the seed (soul) into the world, and the Planter (Second God) tends that seed.   
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Jewish Platonist Philo of Alexandria, who does follow the LXX in referring to the 

highest God as oJ w[n.  Nevertheless, just because Numenius could have read Philo 

does not mean that he did read Philo, and not a few scholars have expressed 

skepticism of the opinion that he did.236  Some of these same scholars use their 

skepticism as grounds to emend the text, only to provoke objections that Numenius 

could have had access to Jewish sources.237  Fortunately, there is a way out of this 

impasse that can be found, not in Philo, but in Numenius’ own words and the 

progression of his own thought. 

 Numenius has already established in fr. 6 that the epistemological Good and 

the metaphysical Being may be called by the name to; o[n.  After establishing that 

Being is the name of the highest principle, Numenius uses Book 3 to discuss the 

power that Being Itself gave to the prophets of old.  The story that Numenius 

adapted from the Jewish tradition in Book 3 makes it quite possible that connects the 

Platonic to; o[n with the Biblical oJ w[n at this point.  

In fact, though an allusion to Exodus is possible, even likely, it is not at all 

necessary. “Being” (to; o[n) was already established in Book 2 of On the Good as the 

name of the asomatic principle that provides stability to the cosmos. At some point 

between Fragments 8 and 9 the impersonal and transcendent ideal of Being (to; o[n) 

is equated with theos.238  All that has changed in this fragment is that to; o[n has been 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
236 J. Whittaker ([1978] 145) puts it most clearly: “That Numenius was familiar with 
the writings of Philo has not been proven, but his sympathy with the syncretistic 
approach practiced by the Alexandrian Jew is not in doubt.”   
 
237 For some examples, see below. 
 
238 Similarly, the Turiner commentary on the Parmenides refers to the First Hypostasis 
as the Idea of Being.  See Waszink (1966) 67. 
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made grammatically masculine instead of neuter in order to personalize the 

transcendent principle of Being.239  Numenius makes the transition from an 

impersonal ontological principle appropriate for the dialectical style of Books 1-2 to 

a personal agent that can be a character in the analogies in fr. 12-14.  The MSS 

reading can stand without speculation about Numenius’ relationship with Judaism, 

and should be considered secure.240 

 The analogy of this fragment can be directly tied to the previous analogy of 

the Emperor and the governor.  The First God is Being, and does no work of his 

own.  Rather, the “seed of soul” that derives from him is planted and managed by his 

subordinate.  The First God is idle, like the Emperor in fragment 12.  On the other 

hand, the First God produces an essential quality that proceeds from him into the 

world.  In the case of the Emperor, this essence is called “projections of God.”  In 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
239 Contra Edwards (1989) 479.  Edwards does note that the neuter on is conventional 
in Platonism, while the masculine ôn would be unfamiliar to Numenius’ intended 
audience.  Just because it is unfamiliar, however, does not mean that the sense would 
not have been instantly clear to an intelligent Platonically minded reader: ho ôn means 
“the Being one,” which is self-evidently the same as “the Being thing.”  Cf. Alt 30-31 
n. 4. 
 
240 The particle ge (“at least”) that is attached to oJ w[n has also confused some, and 
has contributed to wild emendation.  J. Whittaker (1979) suggests that the ge limits 
the whole clause.  He has argued this part of his case convincingly, but I do not 
believe that his translation “at least” provides the clearest English. The problem of 
the ge is actually far less of a problem than Whittaker assumed.  Of course the 
particle is not meaningless, but the interpretation of the text need not live or die 
based on the particle.  This is only one instance of many in the fragments of On the 
Good in which Numenius uses ge, and its compound gou'n (<ge + ou\n).  The 
passage in question highlights a characteristic of Numenius’ style: constant 
qualification in order to give the impression of subtlety of thought.  It is the fact that 
Numenius is qualifying his analogy that should interest us. Certainly the particle is 
restrictive, but I think that the more subdued translation “at any rate” makes the best 
sense.  The farmer is to the planter as Being to the Demiurge, but only in the limited 
sense that that the one sows and the other cultivates.  
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the case of the farmer, this essence is called the “seed of soul.”  In either case, the 

Demiurge exercises his creative function to distribute and manage this divine 

substance in the world. 

 

Fragment 14 

After an unknown interval, there follows yet another analogy, this time 

comparing knowledge to a light that a lamp can communicate to another lamp 

without being diminished (fr. 14.1-16): 

ÔOpovsa de; doqevnta mevteisi pro;" to;n lambavnonta, 
ajpelqovnta ejk tou' dedwkovto" (e[sti de; qerapeiva, crhvmata, 
novmisma koi'lon, ejpivshmon), tauti; me;n ou\n ejsti qnhta; kai; 
ajnqrwvpina, ta; de; qei'av ejstin oi|a metadoqevnta ejnqevnd! 
ejkei'qi gegenhmevna e[nqen te oujk ajpelhvluqe kajkei'qi 
genovmena to;n me;n w[nhse to;n d! oujk e[blaye kai; proswvnhse 
th/' peri; w|n hjpivstato ajnamnhvsei. “Esti de; tou'to to; kalo;n 
crh'ma ejpisthvmh hJ kalhv, h|" w[nato me;n oJ labwvn, oujk 
ajpoleivpetai d! aujth'" oJ dedwkwv". Oi|on a]n i[doi" ejxafqevnta 
ajf! eJtevrou luvcnou luvcnon fw'" e[conta, o} mh; to;n provteron 
ajfeivlato ajll! h] th'" ejn aujtw/' u{lh" pro;" to; ejkeivnou pu'r 
ejxafqeivsh". Toiou'ton to; crh'mav ejsti to; th'" ejpisthvmh", h} 
doqei'sa kai; lhfqei'sa paramevnei me;n tw/' dedwkovti, suvnesti 
de; tw/' labovnti hJ aujthv. 
 
Whatever is given accrues to the receiver and departs from the giver 
(e.g. service, property, minted and plate coinage).  These are mortal 
and human things.  Divine things, on the other hand, are those that 
are transferred from one place and completely pass to another, but 
do not depart from the one place, though they are at the other.  They 
benefit the receiver and do not harm the giver, and they aid the 
recollection of things that he [the receiver] once knew.  In this way, 
the beautiful possession is beautiful knowledge that the receiver 
enjoys, but the giver does not lose it.  Similarly, one might see a lamp 
kindled and lit from another lamp, which does not harm the first, but 
rather the wick in the one has been lit by the other’s fire.  Such a 
thing is knowledge, which when given and taken remains with the 
giver, while the same knowledge follows upon the receiver.  
 

The communication of knowledge is described as divine essence in the world, or a 

“divine thing.”  As an activity, this passage most properly describes the Second God, 
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but the divine essence derives from the First God.241  These individual flames are 

much like the “volleys” in fragment 12.  In fragment 12, the Second God was 

described as orbiting the world, imbuing the corporeal world with Mind.  Thus, we 

should understand this fragment as describing the activity of the Second God in the 

world.242  This fire that passes from one to another is the same as the “volleys” or  

“projections” of the first god.  They are also  also very similar to the “seed of soul” 

that the First God plants and the Second God tends (fr. 14).  Here, however, this 

divine gift to the world is given another name: it is called “knowledge.”243  The 

transmission of this knowledge may appear to occur between individuals, but in 

reality is the activity of God upon Matter, as will become clear below.  It is divine 

essence that permeates the world of change and gives it life; it is an inexhaustible 

essence that derives eternally from the first god but is imparted by the second.244  

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
241 Eusebius, in his introduction to this fragment, claims that he is using Numenius’ 
words here to demonstrate how the Second Cause derives from the First, i.e. the 
Second God from the First (Scott [1925] 80 n.10).  However, Numenius’ own words 
do not really bear this interpretation out.  What is clearly being described is god’s 
activity in the world, and particularly in the human person; this becomes especially 
evident in the second half of the fragment, quoted below, in which the divine fire of 
knowledge is likened to Prometheus’ fire that is given to humankind.  
 
242 Nevertheless, it is possible to abstract from this passage a general doctrine of 
“undiminished giving” (Dodds [1960] 23), which applies to all things divine, whether 
it be the First God’s generation of the Second, or Mind’s communication to 
individual souls, or any other “divine and not human” thing (see Armstrong 102).  In 
this sense, Eusebius’ use of the passage to describe the relationship of first “cause” 
and second is not inaccurate. 
 
243 There is much in this fragment that is evocative of Plato’s Seventh Epistle (341c).  
This notion of undiminished communication also anticipates Plotinus’ doctrine of 
emanation.  See den Boeft 91. 
 
244 Hankinson (406) notes that this passage is concerned with causation:  “[T]his 
provides a model for the way in which power is induced in lower beings by those 
higher in the scale, without in any way affecting the latter.  This notion … amounts 
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The fire of knowledge aids in “recollection,” a clear allusion to the Platonic doctrine 

of anamnesis, by which we remember eternal truths that we forgot when we 

descended into the material world.  In this fragment, however, recollection is a gift 

from God. 

 In all these fragments, God’s activity is described as imparting some spiritual 

or divine quality to the world, whether it is mind (fr. 12), soul (fr. 13), or knowledge 

(fr. 14).  Numenius’ project in fragments 11-13 is primarily to describe the Three 

Gods’ intrapersonal relationship with each other, but their interpersonal relationship 

with the world crops up again and again.  The relationship between the Gods and the 

perceptible world becomes even more explicit in the second half of fragment 14.  

Numenius continues (fr. 14.16-21): 

touvtou de; to; ai[tion, w\ xevne, oujdevn ejstin ajnqrwvpinon, ajll! 
o{ti e{xi" te kai; oujsiva hJ e[cousa th;n ejpisthvmhn hJ aujthv 
ejsti parav te tw/' dedwkovti qew/' kai; para; tw/' eijlhfovti ejmoi; 
kai; soiv. Dio; kai; oJ Plavtwn th;n sofivan uJpo; Promhqevw" 
ejlqei'n eij" ajnqrwvpou" meta; fanotavtou tino;" puro;" e[fh. 
 
The cause of this, stranger, is nothing human; rather, the reason is 
that a state of being and essence that has knowledge is the same for 
God who gives it and you and me who receive it.  That is why Plato 
[Philebus 16c] too says that Wisdom comes to humankind from 
Prometheus with something like the brightest fire. 
 

The general point is that God gives his nature (or “state of being and essence”) to us. 

“Knowledge” was likened to fire in the first half of the fragment, and here is further 

likened to the god Prometheus’ gift of fire, which Numenius points out Plato 

equated with Wisdom. Prometheus performs the function of the Demiurge:  He 

imparts the highest god’s nature (in this case, the fire of wisdom) to the cosmos, and 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!

to a rejection of conservation principles in regard to causation.”  The theory that a 
transcendent imparts its nature inexhaustibly, and in this way remains unaffected by 
any loss, is the idea that Plotinus will work into his theory of Emanation. 
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specifically to humanity.  This gift is not truly human (i.e. phenomenal) but divine, 

the work of God in the phenomenal world.   

 The antithesis between human and divine was first encountered in fragment 

2 (pursuit of the good is “not easy but divine”).   Fragment 14 expands upon this 

idea.  In fragment 2, it was the approach to the Good that was “divine and not 

human.”  Here in fragment 14, it is the wisdom that God imparts that is “divine and 

not human.”  The approach to God and the gift of wisdom that God gives are in fact 

the same.  This is in part what Numenius had in mind earlier in fr. 12, in which the 

Demiurge has two simultaneous motions: the life-giving attention to the world and 

the noetic reabsorption into the divine mind.  Whereas true philosophy in fragment 2 

was presented as a methodos, as pursuit that begins with “the Studies,” here it is 

imparted by God.  The pursuit is really a gift.  Knowledge of God is transmitted by 

God’s self.245  God is his own interpreter.   

 In this second half of fragment 14, the divine quality that God imparts to the 

corporeal world is given yet another name in addition to “knowledge”: Wisdom.246  

Just as the names for God have piled up (Good, Being, God, Limit, etc.), so have the 

names for God’s activity (Mind, “Seed of Soul,” Knowledge, Wisdom).  These terms 

embrace the multiple facets that God’s creation takes in the world and the multiple 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
245 Lisi 117-18. 
 
246 Festugière ([1953] 45) equates this knowledge with the phronêsis by which the soul 
encounters the First God in fr. 19 below, in which Numenius equates God’s nature 
with phronêsis (“everything that participates in him participates in nothing but 
phronein”).  What Festugière does not point out is that if Numenius is speaking of the 
same thing in these fragments, he is necessarily describing them in two different 
ways.  In fr. 15, knowledge/wisdom is a divine gift that travels though the human 
world; in fr. 19, on the other hand, understanding (phronein) is the point of contact by 
which we return to the First God, something like the glimpse of the Good in fr. 2. 
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ways in which human beings perceive it when it is divided by contact with Matter. 

 

Fragment 15 

 The last fragment from Eusebius’ chain of quotes before Book 6 does little 

more than rephrase his account of the nature of the Two Gods. In addition, he gives 

a piece of information that is not at all surprising, though he acts as though it were:  

He says that the First God has a paradoxical nature that is both static and dynamic.  

His statement that the insight is surprising must be ironic, since he has been building 

up to this view of the First God virtually since the beginning of Book 1.  The 

fragment reads (fr. 15): 

Dhlonovti oJ me;n prw'to" qeo;" e[stai eJstwv", oJ de; deuvtero" 

e[mpalivn ejsti kinouvmeno": oJ me;n ou\n prw'to" peri; ta; nohtav, 
oJ de; deuvtero" peri; ta; nohta; kai; aijsqhtav. Mh; qaumavsh/" d! 
eij tou't! e[fhn: polu; ga;r e[ti qaumastovteron ajkouvsh/. !Anti; 
ga;r th'" prosouvsh" tw/' deutevrw/ kinhvsew" th;n prosou'san 
tw/' prwvtw/ stavsin fhmi; ei\nai kivnhsin suvmfuton, ajf! h|" h{ 
te tavxi" tou' kovsmou kai; hJ monh; hJ aji?dio" kai; hJ swthriva 
ajnacei'tai eij" ta; o{la. 
 
It is clear that the First God will be static, and the Second in turn is in 
motion.  Thus, the first is concerned with the noetic world, and the 
second with the noetic and sensible.  Do not be surprised if I say this, 
since you will hear a still much more surprising thing.  For, 
corresponding to the motion present in the Second God, the stasis 
present in the First I claim is its own particular sort of motion, from 
which the order of the world and its eternal stability and salvation 
spreads into everything. 
 

As often happens in Numenius, the Second God is given two aspects: He is 

concerned with both the noetic and the sensory.  Here one should understand once 

again the “two Gods who are one,” the Second God who has two aspects, one 

connected directly to the First God, and one connected to the phenomenal world 

that he creates.  The one aspect thinks (peri; ta; nohtav), and the other one acts 
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(peri; ta; … aijsqhtav).  Therefore, this fragment contains another account of the 

Three Gods.247 

The fragment concludes with attributing to the First God Aristotle’s 

“motionless motion.” The concept is an Aristotelian one (Metaph. 7.1072a26) but is 

frequently adapted to Platonism, e.g. by Albinus (Epitome 10.2).248  That the 

transcendent god is in stasis and the creator god is in motion is intelligible enough, 

but Numenius states here that the first, static, god is also (paradoxically) in motion.249   

The paradox as Numenius understands it can be more easily understood 

from God’s opposition to Matter.  Matter is paradoxically both passively receptive of 

God’s activity and actively opposed to it because its very nature is to be in flux, 

undefined, in all ways opposite to the unity of God.  Similarly, God is both 

transcendent, in that he is absolutely removed from matter, and he is immanent, in 

that his inexhaustible essence permeates all but the most base and undifferentiated 

material nature.  The First God is both active, in that his inexhautable Being 

produces the Second God and flows through the whole world, and static as Form in 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
247 Merlan (1962) 139-40. 
  
248 The Numenian doctrine of the First God was once taken as the defining 
“Orientalizing” feature of Numenius’ philosophy (Puech 762).  It is, in fact, no such 
thing, but rather the major Aristotelian feature of Numenius’ philosophy (See Beutler 
670).  Reitzenstein (305-06) claims that the notion of divine stasis cannot be 
separated from the later Platonic doctrine of the Second God, who is contrasted to 
this stasis.  This is false.  Divine stasis goes back at least to Aristotle, then is 
combined with the Platonic demiurge in order to produce different levels of divinity. 
 
249 Scott ([1925] 171) quite rightly compares this passage to the oxymoron found in 
Corpus Hermeticum 6.1a: The essence of the Good has in itself a “static actualization” 
(statikê energeia).  
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whom the Second God participates.250  Another way to say this is that God, who 

stands at the opposite extreme of the Ontological Pyramid, is both static, which 

makes him the opposite of Matter’s eternal change, and in motion, which makes the 

creation of lower levels of the Ontological Pyramid possible. Paradox is therefore 

allowed in each of Numenius’ first principles, both matter and God.  Matter receives 

and resists; similarly, God is both stasis and his own kind of life-giving motion.251 

This paradoxical description of the First God recalls the description of Being 

from Books 1 and 2 as both the source and the goal of life, and it even more directly 

ties the personal and impersonal of God together: Being and God are different 

names for the same reality; the first name derives from our ontological experience of 

it, and the second derives from our theological experience of it.  The theological and 

perceptible function of the First God is an elaboration of the “holding together” that 

was attributed to the asomatic principle in Book 1.  This act of “holding together” 

allows him to impart “preservation” (swthriva) to the world. 

The term sôtêria in this passage is a loaded one.252  Aristotle uses it to mean 

“preservation” in the sense of stability, the ability of something to remain itself.253  

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
250 Cf. Berchman 110. 
 
251 Reitzenstein’s comparison (305-06) of this passage to Corpus Hermeticum 10/11.11 
(“Noetic stasis sets off hylic motion”) is not really apt, since Numenius teaches that 
Noetic stasis and hylic motion are independent of one another if simultaneous.  It is 
the meeting and opposing motions of the two that produces the levels of being in 
between. 
 
252 For one thing, it is the same root as the epithet of Zeus (Soter) used in fr. 4a, 
during the discussion of the need for the corporeal world to have something to hold 
it together, and thus serves to recall for the Greek reader a highly personal—even 
domestic—god acting upon the world.  
 
253 See Tarrant (1988) 27.  



!

 

136 

Numenius’ use is a metaphysical function that is a defining attribute of the asomatic 

principle in Book 1 called a kavtecon, a “binding agent,” something that holds the 

disorderliness of matter together. Numenius is still occupied with giving appropriate 

names to the results of divine activity as we experience it in the world.  In the 

analogies of fr. 12-14, the terms that he used to describe the results had 

psychological and epistemological significance: Mind, Soul, Knowledge, and 

Wisdom.  Here, the quality that God imparts to the world is more overtly 

metaphysical, and is called Preservation.  It is the quality that God pours over the 

world in order to impart God’s goodness to it.254   

There is much that separates Numenius from Aristotle, however.  Aristotle’s 

highest principle is engaged in eternal self-contemplation and creates only as an 

object of desire, not by a paradoxical kinetic aspect to its nature.  Similarly, 

Aristotle’s Matter is a purely passive potientiality, and not a simultaneously passive 

and dynamic nature.  Besides greatly elaborating upon anything that Plato says about 

God and Matter, Numenius attributes to his first principles these paradoxical natures 

that are contributions of his own to the philosophical discussion of his day. 

The philosopher continues to come full circle to the ontological arguments 

of Book 1, in which Numenius proved that the phenomenal world required a 

transcendent Being to preserve it.  Here, that preservation is specifically marked as 

an aspect of divine activity in the world. 

 

 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
254 Tarrant ([1988] 28) correctly sees the connection between this passage and fr. 13, 
in which the First God sows the seed of Soul and the Demiurge “controls 
distribution.” 
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Fragment 16 

Fragment 16 is preserved in a quotation by Eusebius that he explicitly attributes to 

Book 5 of On the Good, but does not connect chronologically to fragments 11-15.  

This is the only fragment that Eusebius securely attributes to Book 5.  I have argued 

above that fragments 11-15 probably also came from that book, and should be taken 

closely with 16 because the topic of this fragment squares exactly with that of the 

other fragments: It describes as precisely as possible (even at the risk of repetition) 

the relationships of the levels of divinity among themselves and with the cosmos.  In 

fragment 16 the philosopher returns to the Good, the real topic of the dialogue as a 

whole.  This fragment is lengthy, and will be treated in two parts.  Numenius begins 

(fr. 16.1-10): 

Eij d! e[sti me;n nohto;n hJ oujsiva kai; hJ ijdeva, tauvth" d! 
wJmologhvqh presbuvteron kai; ai[tion ei\nai oJ nou'", aujto;" 
ou|to" movno" eu{rhtai w]n to; ajgaqovn. Kai; ga;r eij oJ me;n 
dhmiourgo;" qeov" ejsti genevsew", ajrkei' to; ajgaqo;n oujsiva" 
ei\nai ajrchv. !Anavlogon de; touvtw/ me;n oJ dhmiourgo;" qeov", w]n 
aujtou' mimhthv", th/' de; oujsiva/ hJ gevnesi", ãh}Ã eijkw;n aujth'" 
ejsti kai; mivmhma. Ei[per de; oJ dhmiourgo;" oJ th'" genevsewv" 
ejstin ajgaqov", h\ pou e[stai kai; oJ th'" oujsiva" dhmiourgo;" 
aujtoavgaqon, suvmfuton th/' oujsiva/.  
 
If Existence and Idea is an object of intellection (noêton), and if it has 
been agreed that Mind is its prior cause, then this alone has been 
found to be the Good.  For in fact if the Demiurge is the God of 
Becoming, it follows that the Good is the first principle of Existence.  
And analogous to him is the Demiurge, since the one imitates the 
other; and generation is analogous to Existence, since it is Existence’s 
image and imitation.  If then the Demiurge of Becoming is good, 
then I suppose the Demiurge of Existence will be the Good Itself, of 
like nature with being.   
 

This passage is so abstract that it is easy to gloss over just how much difficulty it 

poses to the interpretation of Numenius.  In Books 1-2 Numenius established a 

highest principle, Good=Being, to which he also refers as “the Noetic,” i.e. the 

highest object of human intellection.  Fragment 11 established a second God, whose 



!

 

138 

unity is compromised by contact with chaotic Matter.  In subsequent fragments, this 

composite Second God does two things: he thinks the noeta, and he imparts them 

onto matter.  The highest God together with the two aspects of the Second God are 

what Numenius calls the First God, the Second God, and the Third God.   

 In fragment 12, the First God is completely free from labor, while the 

demiurge is Mind (nous) that is “sent down” to the world.  Here, though, in fragment 

16, it is the First God who is unambiguously called “Nous,” and the Second God who 

is “Noeton,” whereas in previous fragments it was the other way around!  The earlier 

system made perfect sense: The First God was Noeton (singular), the highest single 

object of the human mind; the Second God was Nous, a multiplicity of thoughts that 

constitutes the divine mind.  In order to preserve the integrity of Numenius’ thought, 

we must assume that this is still what he means, though he has shifted his 

terminology.255  Nous in this fragment applies to the First God, the highest principle.  

For Numenius, then, the First God and the Second God must both be Nous, and 

both be Noeton, though these designations necessarily obtain in different ways for 

each God.256   

 Numenius takes for granted the equation of Form and Existence: he says 

“Ousia and Idea is,” not “Ousia and Idea are.”  In addition, before this paragraph, he 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
255 This is another example of Numenius’ inconsistency of terminology; or, as 
Amelius says, “Numenius does not always speak about the same thing in the same 
way.”  See above. 
 
256 The Chaldaean Oracles use a term for the highest God as distinguished from the 
Second God that is relevant: The Highest God is “Mind’s Mind.”  See Anderson 15.  
See also Bousset 713.  Bousset sees very clearly that Numenius’ Second God is truly 
Nous as we undestand it.  See also Festugière ([1954] 127): “Le Premier Dieu est 
donc le Bien en soi.  Si Numénius l’appelle  aussi Intellect, c’est en vertu d’une 
inconsequence de langage … .” 
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has determined that idea=ousia (Platonic Form) is the same as noêton (object of 

intellection). Form=essence=noetic is subordinated to Nous. If Nous in fr. 16 is the 

First God, as it clearly is, it must be understood here as a radical unity from which a 

multiplicity of Ideas are derived.257  Meanwhile, Numenius must be using the terms 

noêton and idea in a collective sense: the sum total of divine thoughts/Forms that God 

thinks.258   

 Furthermore, whereas in Books 1-2 the highest principle could be accepted 

as a cohesive principle that gives order to Matter, here Numenius is at pains to depict 

this principle as a personal agency.  Therefore, he prefers the masculine Nous over 

the neuter noêton.  Similarly, though not exactly analogously, Numenius earlier in On 

the Good refers to his highest principle as to; o[n, while later in fragment 13, he 

personalizes this principle, and calls it (or him) oJ w[n.259 This is the only way to 

reconcile this passage with the rest of On the Good.260  

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
257 This is confirmed later in fr. 17, in which Numenius calls the First God the First 
Mind, and the Second God the Second Mind.  Witt (128) does not quite understand 
that the First God is only called Mind by analogy when he says “Neither Albinus nor 
Numenius, however, posits some more ultimate principle than oJ prw'to" nou'", 
whereas for Plotinus nou'" has as its ground to; e{n.”  Numenius’ First God is not 
exactly like Plotinus’ first principle, the One; nevertheless, the First God transcends 
Mind just as Plotinus’ One does.  See Festugière (1954) 127; Lisi 118. 
 
258 Alcinous (9) uses the term idea in a similar collective sense: by “the idea” he clearly 
means “all of the ideai” understood collectively. 
 
259 Alcinous has a relevant statement.  He says that God is either a Mind or possesses 
a Mind (noeros).  Similarly, Numenius’ First God both is a Mind (one that thinks 
itself) and possesses a mind (the Second God, the World of the Forms). 
 
260 Van Winden ([1959] 110-22), who is usually a very clear-sighted reader of 
Numenius, was misled by this passage, and claimed that Chalcidius deviates from 
Numenius when he speaks of the Second God as Nous and not the First; in fact, as 
so often, Chalcidius is squarely in line with Numenius’ doctrine on this very point, in 
substance if not in the exact wording of fr. 16.  
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 For the Good to be called the “Demiurge of Existence” is a bit strange, since 

the First God is Existence itself, but it is not unintelligible.  It is the Second God (the 

“two gods who are one”) who in this fragment serves as the Demiurge as the term is 

more conventionally understood: he is the creator of the world.  The First God can 

only be a Demiurge by analogy with the Second:  He has a relationship with 

Existence similar to that of the Second God with Becoming.261  Since the First God 

is “of the same nature as Existence,” for him to create Existence implies only self-

generation, the “particular sort of motion” of fragment 15.  That we should not take 

the designation of the First God as a Demiurge too seriously is clear from the 

context, and is reinforced by the word pou (“I suppose” or “in some way”).  

Numenius finds two ways of describing the First God analogically in terms of the 

Second: The First God is the mind of mind, and is the Demiurge of the Demiurge.  

He has stopped trying to find analogies with the corporeal world to describe the 

relationship of the Gods, and has moved to analogies within the noetic world.  In 

Platonic terms, he has moved from eijkasiva to diavnoia on the “divided line.” 

 The First God can be thought of as a Mind, but not in the same way that the 

Second God can.  When the Second God thinks, he thinks a multiplicity of 

Forms/Ideai/Ousiai.  The First God, as a radical unity, can only contemplate a 

radical unity.  When Numenius’ approximate contemporary Alcinous describes the 

thought of the highest mind, he says that it can only contemplate what is perfect: i.e. 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
261 Baltes ([1975] 259) has the right idea: “Der zweite Gott ist der Schöpfer des 
Werdens … , so wie der erste “Schöpfer” des Seins … .” 
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itself.262  This self-thought hearkens back to Aristotle’s concept (Metaph. 1074b) of 

the highest Intellect as noêsis noêseôs, and the eternal self-contemplation may be in part 

what Numenius had in mind in fragment 15, with the First God in a paradoxical 

“moving stasis.”263 

At the end of fragment 16 Numenius once again returns to the Good and its 

relationship to the Demiurge, and he seems to equate it with the Beautiful of the 

Symposium.  Numenius continues (16.10-17): 

ÔO ga;r deuvtero" ditto;" w]n aujtopoiei' thvn te ijdevan eJautou' 
kai; to;n kovsmon, dhmiourgo;" w[n, e[peita qewrhtiko;" o{lw". 
Sullelogismevnwn d! hJmw'n ojnovmata tessavrwn pragmavtwn 
tevssara e[stw tau'ta: oJ me;n prw'to" qeo;" aujtoavgaqon: oJ 
de; touvtou mimhth;" dhmiourgo;" ajgaqov": hJ d! oujsiva miva me;n 
hJ tou' prwvtou, eJtevra d! hJ tou' deutevrou: h|" mivmhma oJ 
kalo;" kovsmo", kekallwpismevno" metousiva/ tou' kalou'. 
 
For the Second god is double, and by himself makes both the idea of 
Himself and the world; and though he is a Demiurge, he is still 
altogether contemplative.  Since we have concluded four names for 
the four things, they have to be the following:  the First God is the 
Good Itself, His imitator is the good Demiurge, and one type of 
Existence belongs to the first one, and another type belongs to the 
second one.  Existence’s imitation is the beautiful world, beautified 
by participation in the Beautiful. 
 

This second half of fragment 16 returns the reader to more familiar territory.  The 

Second God has consistently been described as having two functions, and now is 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
262 García Bazán’s description (205) of this principle as “undifferentiated knowledge” 
hits the mark exactly.  This “undifferentiated knowledge” comes to be differentiated 
only when it first comes into contact with divisive matter.  When this happens, the 
Good produces the multiple Forms.  This undifferentiated knowledge is the same as 
the self-contemplation, self-motion, motionless motion, self-generation, and 
“inherent” motion that characterize the First God’s absolutely simple existence.  
 
263 See Kenney (1989) 220.  This self-contemplation is one thing that separates 
Numenius’ highest principle from Plotinus’ highest principle, the One: The One 
does not engage in self-contemplation: Plot. Enn. 5.1.9.  See T. Whittaker 56. Cf. 
Armstrong 75; Rist (1962b) 401. 
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explicitly said to be “double” (dittov"), just as the two Gods were one in fr. 11.  

Nevertheless, the statement that the Demiurge “makes the form of himself and the 

world” is difficult and has confused many scholars.264  In this fragment, he Demiurge 

has one function, creation; however, he creates two things: “the Idea of himself” and 

the cosmos.  What the “Idea of himself” means is a matter of much confusion.265  

The phrase presents far fewer difficulties, though, when it is taken in the context of 

the Three Gods as described in fragment 11.  

 “Idea” is the Platonic term usually translated as “Form.”  It has been 

suggested that by “Idea of himself,” Numenius means that the Demiurge makes the 

First God a Form by imitating him.266  This interpretation, however, does not take 

into account the aujto- in the verb aujtopoiei'.  The Demiurge makes himself the 

Image of himself; he does “make” the First God or anything else as “making” is 

commonly understood. 

 There is a better interpretation.  This passage should be understood in terms 

of fragment 11, in which the Second God is split into two, a noetic God and a 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
264 See Petty 165. 
 
265  Scott ([1925] 84 n. 8) despairs of ever understanding the phrase, and attempts a 
desperate emendation. 
 
266 Baltes ([1975] 260) attempts to interpret this statement in light of the later 
statement (fr. 19) in De Bono that the Second God is “good” (as an adjective) by 
participation in the Good (as a noun).  Since the Second God participates in the 
First, the First is the “Form” of the Second.  So, according to Baltes’ reading, the 
Idea of Himself is the First God, who is made a Form simply by the fact that the 
Second God participates in him; cf. Tardieu 101-02.  This is a possible interpretation, 
but does not provide much meaning in the context of explaining the double nature 
of the Second God. Armstrong (8) has the right idea: [T]he Idea of himself which the 
Demiurge or Second God creates would be the reflection of the aujtoagaqovn in his 
own contemplative mind, an immanent form derived from the First God.” 
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creative God.  If Numenius defines Forms as thoughts of God (as Alcinous 

[9.163.12] did), then the “Form of Himself” quite comfortably allows the notion of 

self-contemplation.  The Second God derives the Forms, including the Idea of 

Himself, from the contemplation of the Idea (Noeton).  This interpretation is 

supported by the fact that self-contemplation is the act commonly attributed to 

Nous, the divine Mind.  The Demiurge also creates the world.  As in fragment 11, 

Numenius still presents a Second God who is really split into two functions: thinking 

and creating.   The split is summarized with the statement “though he is a Demiurge, 

he is still altogether contemplative.”267  The higher self (the Second God, the divine 

mind) becomes the “Form” of the lower self (the Third God, the creator).268  It is 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
267 The e[peita in the Greek text has needlessly confused scholars.  Dodds’ view 
([1960] 16) that e[peita is “meaningless” is demonstrably false, and has misled 
scholars of Numenius ever since, including most recently Petty (165).  They assume 
that the word e[peita in the context would have to be temporal (“then”).  Such an 
interpretation would imply that the second god takes turns being demiurge and 
contemplating, an idea that was refuted above in the discussion of fr. 12.  Therefore, 
Dodds proposes the emendation epei ho a (=prôtos).  Dillon ([1977] 369) follows him, 
as do Kenney ([1989] 221) and Ziebtitzki (79); cf. Turner (1992) 440 and Turner 
(2001) 386.  Lisi 127-28 attempts to defend the temporal reading of e[peita as a 
cyclical action by which God returns to himself, and Tarrant ([1979] 25) provides a 
similar interpretation in which the Demiurge finishes creation and then removes 
himself from material entanglements, as though he were an 18th-century Deist god.  
Bonazzi (80) actually takes the adverb as inferential (“essendo demiurgo e poi totalmente 
contemplativo”), which will not do at all.  In truth, there need be no reference here to 
the myth of the Politicus, in which the world endures successive ages (on which, see 
Wallis [1992] 468).  The construction is perfectly intelligible grammatically, and fits 
into the system that I have proposed for understanding the Second and the Third 
Gods—one god who thinks, and one who acts.  The conjunction epeita here is not 
temporal at all; the word can be used with a main clause (in this case qewrhtiko;" 
o{lw" [ejstin], “He is completely contemplative”) in order to heighten the contrast 
of a concessive participial phrase (dhmiourgo;" w[n, “even though he is a demiurge”).  
For this construction, see LSJ s.v. e[peita I.3. 
 
268 It is better to read this passage in the context of the Second God splitting into 
two, as in fr. 11. 
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this lower self, over and against the “completely contemplative” self, who makes the 

world in the image of the Forms, or Nous.269  Thus, the “two gods who are one” 

create the Forms by contemplation and create the world by instantiation of the 

Forms in Matter.270 

 The closest parallel to the three gods as understood in fragment 16 is Philo 

of Alexandria (first c. BC).  Philo also proposed a Second God to whom he often 

gave a Stoic name: the logos.  Philo splits this logos into two by adapting Stoic 

epistemology to his Platonic metaphysical systems (Migratio Abraham 157, Vita Mosis 

2.127-28).271  In their theory of the human intellect, Stoics distinguished between 

endiathetos logos, or “conceptual reasoning” that arises in our own minds and 

prophorikos logos, or “expressive reasoning” that we use to communicate our thoughts. 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
269 Inge (94) describes the relationship precisely when he says that the Second God 
“is double (ditto;") in nature, in accordance with his double interests. … [H]e is 
related to the spiritual world by his essence, and to the phenomenal world by his 
activity.”  Unfortunately, Inge (94) is taken in by Proclus’ false identification of the 
Third God with the created world, and so places the Third God beneath this double 
god, rather than identifying him with the double god’s active, creative aspect.  In this, 
Inge clearly is refuted by fr. 11. 
 
270 See Dörrie (1960) 208-09. 
 
271  Inge (99) has an interesting comment on this issue: “Philo invests the Logos with 
the attributes of the Platonic Nous, though he combines with these the all-penetrating 
activity of the Stoic Logos.  He gathers up all the inferior ‘Powers’ into the Logos, in 
whom ‘are inscribed and engraved the constitutions of all other things.’  The 
doctrine naturally follows that the Logos is double—it is the eternal archetype and 
also eternal activity.”  According to Inge’s reasoning, the double Logos was 
provoked by a supposed desire to unify Platonic Nous and Stoic Logos.  The first 
trace we find is in Antiochus (see Witt 52), who argued that Logos is doxa when 
dealing with sensibles, and epistêmê when dealing with intelligibles.  We may well 
wonder whether this synthesis preceded the application of epistemological 
terminology (endiathetos and prophorikos) to the Double Logos, or whether the 
epistemological terminology itself provoked the metaphysical synthesis, providing a 
higher and a lower object of knowledge.  We may never know.  For further sources 
on the double Logos, see Witt 53-54. 
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Philo says that his divine logos is also divided into endiathetos and prophorikos, one who 

conceives of the world and one who creates it.272  This system bears a striking 

resemblance to Numenius’ “two gods who are one” in substance, though not in 

terminology.273   

 The fragment concludes with what Numenius calls the “four things.”  

Scholars have confused the issue by assuming that the “first” and the “second” of 

the Greek refer to the First and Second God.274  This is untenable, since the First 

God, the Second God, two types of Being, and the World would add up to five 

“things” and not four.275  The “four things” are also not identical with the Three 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
272 Cf.  Philo De Gigantibus 52. 
 
273 On these two logoi in Philo, see Simon 118, 123; Möller 107; Bigg 61.  Cf. also 
Philo Abraham 12d ff. and Quaestiones in Genesin, in which the soul, owing to its 
weakness, beholds God as triple.  Bigg’s statement (61) that Philo “does not 
distinguish” between the two logoi is false.  He does usefully note, however, that the 
application of the Stoic doctrine to Platonic (and Christian-Platonic) metaphysics 
was widespread in the second century.  The Christian apologist (and contemporary 
of Numenius) Theophilus of Antioch (ad Autolycum 2.10.22) adapts the terminology 
to his own Christology, arguing that the Logos is endiathetos in the heart of God, but 
also the prophorikos Word who speaks at Creation.   See also Tertullian (adv. Prax 5).  
Irenaeus (2.28.6), by contrast, specifically rejects the the distinction, claiming that it is 
“Gnostic.”  According to the Gnostic Tripartite Tractate, the Logos “was not able to 
bear the sight of the light, but he looked into the depth and he doubted.  Therefore it 
was an extremely painful division, a turning away because of his self-doubt and 
division, forgetfulness and ignorance of himself and of that which is” (Armstrong 
[1992] 45).  Origen seems to accept a splitting of his Logos into Wisdom and Logos 
proper beneath it (O’Brien 170-71).  Orbe ([1955] 152) gives further references.  See 
also Orbe (1955) 273; Waszkin (1966) 50; Rist (1967) 100.  Apollonius of Tyana also 
distinguished between the spoken and unspoken logos, the latter, more abstract sort 
of which is appropriate for sacrifice.  See Euseb. Praep. Evang. 4.13.  See Ueberweg & 
Praechter 519 
 
274 This is what Armstrong ([1940] 8-9), Krämer (84), Baltes ([1975] 260), 
Holzhausen (253), and Hankinson (407) do.  
 
275 Lisi (125) also attempts to identify the “four things” as the First God, the Second 
God, the First Ousia, and the Second Ousia.  He does away with the world 
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Gods imagined as four (First God, First Ousia, Second Ousia, and Third God).  To 

argue this is either to defy Numenius’ own words that he is describing three gods or 

to interpolate the errors of Proclus, who misunderstood the Gods.  

 Rather, we should pay greater attention to the rhythm of Numenius’ chain of 

thought.  Numenius is concerned with the Good, its Imitator, and its Imitation.  In 

between the Imitator (the Demiurge) and the Imitation (the world) Numenius inserts 

the sentence: hJ d! oujsiva miva me;n hJ tou' prwvtou, eJtevra d! hJ tou' deutevrou 

(“one essence for the first, and another for the second”).276  “The first” and “the 

second” should properly refer to the Demiurge who was mentioned immediately 

before this sentence and who was established as double in fr. 11.  The “first” should 

not refer to the Good, who was discussed at a greater remove and which Numenius 

considers absolutely unified.277   The “first” and the “second” do not refer to the 

First and Second Gods, but to what might be called the first and second Demiurges, 

or rather, the first and second ousiai of the Demiurge as the “two gods who are one.”   

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!

altogether and thereby avoids contradiction.  Cf. Petty 29.  This is, however, 
impossible, since it is clear from the context the Numenius intends to include the 
world among his four “things.”  Cf. Tarrant (1979) 27.  Ziebtitzki (77) identifies the 
“four things” as 1) The First God, 2) the Demiurge, 3) the two Ousiai, and 4) the 
world; but it is, of course, quite impossible to take the two Ousiai together in a 
passage the clearly intends to separate them.  
 
276 It is here that perhaps we can see the reason for Proclus’ misunderstanding of 
Numenius’ three gods (on which, see above).  It is really the “four things” that he 
misunderstands.  In his own words Numenius posits three Gods: the Father, the 
First Demiurge, and the Second Demiurge, the two Demiurges really being two 
aspects of a single extension from the Father. Here, the Demiurges are together 
called “the Demiurge of becoming,” who is the “Second” God, but is “double.” 
 
277 Merlan ([1962] 140) was misled by Proclus’ statement that the Third God is 
“creation” (poiêma) and concluded that in this passage the Third God is the imitation.  
How it is possible for the Third God both to be an imitation and to unify matter (as 
in fr. 11) he does not explain.  
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 That is what gives us four “things,” the division of the Demiurge into two 

ousiai, or existences. These Four Things are: 1) The Good Itself, 2) the ousia of the 

First Demiurge (i.e. the Second God), 3) the ousia of the Second Demiurge (i.e. the 

Third God), and 4) the Beautiful World, i.e. the result of God’s creative activity upon 

chaotic matter, the beautified material world of our experience.278  Numenius’ “four 

things” are the levels of the Ontological Pyramid.  The philosopher begins with the 

highest principle in his system and continues down.279  Numenius excludes prime 

Matter from this list, which is not a concern for him at this point, not only because 

as the chaotic Dyad it resists understanding, but also because Matter without the 

activity of God does not participate in the Good.   

Fragment 16 does present many difficulties, but they are not insurmountable.  

The First God is Nous, and the Second is Noêton, whereas earlier the terminology 

was the reverse.  The solution is that the First God can be called Nous, or mind, by 

analogy.  He is that from which Nous (the second god) is derived, and so can be 

conceived as the mind of mind, or a sort of first mind.280  Confusingly enough, the 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
278 See Alt 41. The Beautiful World is not the world of the Forms, as Guthrie (119) 
believes.  This is confirmed by Corpus Hermeticum 1, which uses the same phrase to 
denote the phenomenal world created by the Demiurgic Mind. 
 
279 See Martano (47), who correctly lists the levels of Numenius’ 
metaphysical/theological scheme as 1) Good, 2) Demiurge who thinks and acts, 3) 
World, 4) non-being/Matter.  Martano’s only error is identifying the Third God with 
the World, and not with the Demiruge who acts. 
 
 
280 A similar difficulty is presented in Plotinus.  For Plotinus, the Beautiful is identical 
to the Second Hypostasis, Mind.  However, the First Hypostasis, the One, will be 
called “Beauty” (kallonê), since it is the source of the beautiful.  Because of this, 
Plotinus will occasionally (and carelessly) refer to the One as “beautiful.” See Rist 
(1967) 53-65.  This can be extended to other forms: “The One is true in so far as it is 
the cause of Truth” (61). 
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First God is also called a Demiurge in the first part of this passage, but he is a 

Demiurge also only by analogy.  

Also confusing is the fact that the Demiurge is double in fragment 16 (as he 

was in fr. 11) since he is double because he makes two things: the Idea of himself 

(which he makes as the Second of the Three Gods), and the cosmos (which he 

makes as the Third God).  The Second and the Third God are parallel in in act of 

making, though they make different things.  However, since elsewhere the Second 

God (the divine mind) is called “completely contemplative,” He can only be said to 

make in an analogical sense: what he “makes” is contemplation.   The act of what 

Platonists would call demiurgy is reserved for the Third God.  The Second God (the 

divine mind) creates the world of the Forms that the Third God can instantiate in a 

material world to make it beautiful.   

There is really no new position communicated in the second half of fragment 

16, only a rephrasing of Numenius’ overall point that the Second God (the two gods 

who are one) has two aspects, a contemplative and a creative one.  Above him (both 

of him!) is the First God; below him is the world.  Thus, the “four things” are the 

Three Gods and the World (First God, First Ousia=Second God, Second 

Ousia=Third God, World); it need be no more complicated than that. 
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BOOK 6: THE UNWRITTEN DOCTRINE  

 Book 6 is the last book of On the Good that Eusebius quotes, and the words 

that we possess have every indication of a summary and conclusion.  There is an 

attractive symmetry in the first five books of On the Good.  There are two books 

framed as metaphysical discussion and two books framed as theological discussion, 

with a discussion of ancient wonder workers, both good and evil, in between.  The 

structure of the work can be represented thus: 

Book 1 The Good is opposed to Matter:  Matter is ordered by an asomatic 

principle. 

Book 2 The asomatic principle has a name, and it is Being.  Being is 

unchanging.  These doctrines can be attributed to Pythagoras and are implied 

in the Platonic dialogues. 

Book 3 Ancient sages encountered ultimate Being, which is God.  They also 

encountered hylic forces, against which they used prayer.   

Book 4 Matter and God must have a mediating principle to bring them 

together to form the world in between them.  This creative principle is a 

Second God. 

Book 5 The highest god is the Good, who simply exists.  The Demiurge who 

is beneath him both thinks and creates, and is subordinate to the First God; 

the Demiurge spreads the divine essence of the First throughout creation. 

In these books, Numenius provided different ways of knowing God—dialectic and 

analogy, syllogism and diaeresis (the “division” of fr. 11)—and Numenius also 

appeals to God to interpret himself.  There is a sixth book however, that seeks to 

add further insights to the discussion, and ultimately, to fulfill the promises of Book 
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1 more fully than the author did in Book 2 and 3.  His promise was to reach a unique 

system that can be attributed to Pythagoras, and was at least implied in the Platonic 

dialogues; in addition, it could be considered universal, at least to the enlightened.   

 In Book 6, fragment 17 applies the conclusions of the dialogue toward an 

interpretation of Plato.281  Fragment 18 repeats many of the ideas of fragments 11-14 

in a single analogy, that of the helmsman.  Finally, fragments 19 and 20 end where 

the discussion began, by defining the Good.282  This wrapping up of the 

methodological statement of fr. 1a suggests that fragments 19-20 come at a point 

near the end of the dialogue as a whole. 

 

Fragment 17 

In between fragments 16 and 17 Numenius has reestablished the Platonic 

framework of his discussion.  Plato expressed himself in a way, Numenius says, that 

he believed would be familiar and palatable to his audience while suggesting the 

existence of an even higher reality.283  In Book 2, Numenius used Plato as evidence 

for the truth of what he called his Pythagorean reasoning.   Now, in fragment 17, 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
281 Numenius probably has the creation account of Timaeus most specifically in mind.  
See below. 
 
282 I accept as most likely the ordering of the fragments of Bk. 6 that is in Des Places, 
but that ordering is not certain.  We know from Eusebius that fr. 18 follows fr. 17, 
and that fr. 20 follows fr. 19, but this by itself admits several possible arrangements 
(e.g. 17, 19, 18, 20).  Fr. 20 should come near the end of the book since it returns to 
the earliest topic of the dialogue, the definition of the Good.  The other three 
fragments all treat the same general topic: the relationship between the First and the 
Second God.  For my purposes, it makes little difference in what order they 
appeared in the dialogue. 
 
283 Fr. 23, which Eusebius tells us is taken from Numenius’ book The Secret Teachings of 
Plato (peri; tw'n para; Plavtwni ajporrhvtwn). 



!

 

151 

Numenius appeals to Plato for evidence of Numenius’ own concept of a highest god 

and a subordinate creator.  He attempts to reconcile this view with the Platonic 

notion of the Demiurge as outlined in the Timaeus.  The fragment reads (fr. 17): 

Epeidh; h/[dei oJ Plavtwn para; toi'" ajnqrwvpoi" to;n me;n 

dhmiourgo;n gignwskovmenon movnon, to;n mevntoi prw'ton nou'n, 
o{sti" kalei'tai aujtoovn, pantavpasin ajgnoouvmenon par! 
aujtoi'", dia; tou'to ou{tw" ei\pen w{sper a[n ti" ou{tw levgoi: 
“W a[nqrwpoi, o}n topavzete uJmei'" nou'n oujk e[sti prw'to", 
ajll! e{tero" pro; touvtou nou'" presbuvtero" kai; qeiovtero".” 
 
Since Plato knew that among humankind the Demiurge alone is 
known, and the first mind who is called Being Itself is altogether 
unknown among them, he therefore spoke as though one might say 
the following: “Gentlemen, the one whom you think is mind is not 
the first, but there is another before it, a pre-existent and more divine 
mind.” 
 

This fragment confirms the earlier analysis of fragment 16, that both the First and 

the Second God can each be called a nous (“mind”).284  Numenius believes that these 

principles function as noes in different ways.  The first nous is Being itself, while the 

second is the Demiurge/creator. 285  For Numenius, these two entities are different 

kinds of Minds.  Plato is here depicted as revealing to humankind the hidden and 

higher “mind” that is different from what we in the phenomenal world usually think 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
284 It has often been remarked that the diction in this Numenian passage has 
something prophetic about it.  See e.g. Lewy 320.  Similarly Maximus of Tyre (11.6c) 
said that Plato prophetically revealed the supreme God; also Lactantius Epitome 
37.1.4 said that Plato spoke of the First God and the Second God, not like a 
philosopher, but like a prophet.  Be that as it may, Numenius’ Platonic “revelations” 
are still grounded in the dialectical reasoning of Bk. 1-2.  
 
285 Baltes ([1975] 264) believes that the reference is to Pl. Ti. 28c 3-5, in which the 
narrator Timaeus says that he is going to discuss “the creator and father of this 
universe,” with Numenius understanding “creator” and “father” as different Gods.  
Proclus (fr. 21) tells us that Numenius did call his First God “Father” and his Second 
God “Creator”; see Dillon ([1977] 267).  It is possible that this is the direct reference 
in Numenius’ fr. 17.   
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of as a mind.286   

 In the Timaeus the Demiurge looks to the Forms and gives order to 

“necessity.”  In Numenius, the one who actually instantiates Form into matter is the 

Third God.  Numenius considers the Third God and the Second God to be one 

composite deity who thinks and creates, and he calls this composite the Demiurge.  

I argue that for Numenius, the Timaeus was an account of the Third God as the 

Platonic Demiurge.287 

 In Numenius’ reading of the Timaeus there is as yet no trace of any Platonic 

element to correspond to the First God.  It is here that Proclus may be of some 

help.  He notes that Numenius found the Three Gods manifest in the Timaeus in the 

following way (fr. 22): 

Noumhvnio" de; to;n me;n prw'ton kata; to; “o{ ejsti zw/'on” 
tavttei kaiv fhsin ejn proscrhvsei tou' deutevrou noei'n, to;n 

de; deuvteron kata; to;n nou'n kai; tou'ton au\ ejn proscrhvsei 
tou' trivtou dhmiourgei'n, to;n de; trivton kata; to;n 
dianoouvmenon.  
 
Numenius classes the first mind as the “that which is the Zôion,” and 
says that it is intelligent when the second mind uses it.  This second 
mind in turn creates when the third mind uses it, and the third mind 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
286 Numenius claims to be paraphrasing and interpreting a line of Plato, and the 
introduction of the Platonic Demiurge suggests that Numenius is interpreting the 
Timaeus.  Unfortunately, Eusebius does not give us any contextual help to inform us 
just where Plato supposedly implies the existence of a higher Mind than the 
Demiurge.  If Numenius is interpreting the Timaeus, then where does he find the 
higher mind?  Bonazzi (75) suggests that Numenius may actually have the Republic in 
mind in this fragment, rather than the Timaeus.  Another possibility is the First 
Hypothesis of the Parmenides.  However, I shall suggest below a scenario that does 
allow for Numenius to read his own system directly into the Timaeus. 
 
287 De Ley ([1963] 161) also suggests that, in Numenius, the Demiurge of Plato’s text 
becomes distinct from Nous.  This happens quite frequently in the fragments of 
Numenius.  When the Third God and the Second God are separate, it is the Third 
God who acts upon matter, as the Demiurge of the Timaeus does; fr. 11 is the clearest 
example.   
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he classes as the mind that thinks. 
 

Most scholars have focused their attention on the strange concept of proschrêsis that 

Proclus introduces.  I shall discuss this word below, but it is my belief that it is not 

the most interesting or the most useful contribution that Proclus makes in this 

fragment to the study of Numenius.  What is most immediately relevant to us is that, 

Proclus claims, Numenius’ first god is the Form of Living Being, the zw/'on (zôion, 

henceforth, for simplicity of pronunciation, “Zoön”).   

 During creation, the Demiurge of the Timaeus makes the world in the image 

of Zoön to make the world a perfect living thing. Plato himself clearly meant no 

more than that.288  However, since the perceptible world is the realm of the 

instantiation of Forms, this Form of Zoön can be seen as a reflection of the entirety 

of the Platonic World of the Forms itself.  For many later Platonists, the Zoön 

became not only the transcendent Idea of a living organism but also the whole of the 

world of the Forms itself, after which the material world is patterned.289  

 Nevertheless, that is not what Numenius as paraphrased by Proclus means 

here.  For Numenius, the creative Third God (Demiurge) looks to the contemplative 

Second God (Forms).  If the Zoön is the First God, then he cannot be the world of 

the Forms, since the world of the Forms is the Second God, the divine mind.290  

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
288 Brisson 278-79. 
 
289 This is a natural interpretation arising from Plato’s own words in Timaeus 39e: “So, 
just as Mind sees that Ideas are in that which is the Zoön, …  he thought that this 
[world] ought to have them.”  (h/|per ou\n nou'" ejnouvsa" ijdeva" tw/' o} e[stin 
zw/'on, oi|aiv te e[neisi kai; o{sai, kaqora/', toiauvta" kai; tosauvta" dienohvqh 
dei'n kai; tovde scei'n).  Arist. De an. 404b 19-20 also suggests this interpretation.  
See Brisson 277. 
 
290 Chaignet (322) saw that if the First God “thinks by means of” the Second, then 
the Second is the World of the Forms.  
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Rather, The Zoön is a principle of unity from which the world of the Forms 

derives.291  When Plato says that the Demiurge looks to the Zoön to create the 

world, Numenius, working within his own system, would have to understand that the 

Third God looks above his own mind (the Second God) to the Good as a guide for 

his instantiation of Form in matter.292  

 The potential ambiguity in Numenius of the term “Mind” is operative here: 

Mind can either be a transcendent principle of absolute unity (the Noêton), or, more 

often, a collective of the multiple Forms (Nous). Proclus should mean that for 

Numenius the Zoön is the Good, a principle of unity from which the Mind that 

generates the Forms (Nous) originates.  This gives a fuller picture of Numenius’ 

reading of the Timaeus.  The Demiurge (the Third God) uses to the Forms (the 

Second God, the divine mind) to impose order on matter, and ultimately uses the 

transcendent unity of the Zoön (the First God) as his guide.293   

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
291 Contra Krämer 88-89 and Kenney (1992) 201.  Since the First God (=the Good) is 
“one,” he cannot encompass the multiplicity of the Forms.  My interpretation is 
essentially that of Wallis (1972) 34 and (1992) 467; cf. Karamanoulis 141.  The 
Forms in Numenius stand in between the Zoön and the material world; see Baltes 
(1975) 257; and Frede 1062.  Cf. Proclus Elements of Theology 20.18 and Dodds (1963) 
207.  See also Baltes (1975) 258, 260. Holzhausen (252-53) sees the difficulty, and 
correctly argues that the First God is a principle of unity from which the Forms 
originate.  Holzhausen supposes that Proclus has misunderstood Numenius, and that 
Numenius never called the First God the Zoön.  While I admit that this is possible 
since Proclus is not always a reliable witness to Numenius, the above interpretation 
allows the First God to stand as the Zoön since the Zoön and the World of the 
Forms would be distinct.  Proclus’ summary in this case is defensible. 
 
292 Scholars who identify the Third God with the World Soul are correct insofar as 
they also attribute to the World Soul a Demiurgic function, as Plotinus does.  
 
293 See Frede 1065.  Festugière ([1954] 123-24) incorrectly believes that the main 
distinction between the Second and Third Gods is one of passivity: The Second God 
is active and the Third God is passive.  This leads to his untenable characterization 
of the Three Gods as 1) the Intelligible World, 2) “thought that thinks,” and 3) 
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 To conclude, the passage under discussion, in which Numenius has Plato 

intimate the existence of the First God, should be the account of creation after the 

Form of the Zoön; the Zoön is Mind’s mind, as was the First God in fr. 16.  Proclus 

is not always a reliable witness of Numenius, but this particular testimonium does 

provide a consistent picture that accords with what we know of Numenius from 

Numenius’ own words.  The defining characteristic of the tiers comprising the Three 

Gods in Numenius is still Being’s relationship to matter.  The First God is eternally 

and completely removed from Matter’s divisiveness.  The Second God has a divine 

unity that is compromised.294  Both, however, are necessary to understand the action 

of creation. 

 The sense of proschrêsis in the Proclan passage has perhaps received more 

attention than it is due, but it is still helpful in elucidating the creation process.  The 

basic meaning of the word is “use” (as a noun), or, more specifically, “use in 

addition.”  The sense of the passage rests on how we are to take this term and the 

genitives that depend upon it.  Numenius (fr. 11) tells us elsewhere that the Second 

Mind remains “with the Noêton” after God’s encounter with Matter; it is therefore 

the world of the Forms (the nohtovn, understood collectively as “Nous”), a plurality 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!

“thought that is thought.”  How we are to understand the difference between 
thought that thinks and thought that is thought Festugière does not say, nor does he 
use this system to illuminate the words of Numenius. He sees quite clearly (3.126) 
that the First God is the Good and is indivisible, while the Second God is Mind, and 
so he must arrive at this system by a misreading of Proclus, in which the Third God 
is described as dianoouvmenon; Festugière takes this participle as passive, when it is in 
fact middle deponent (Dodds [1960] 14).  
 
294 Also relevant to this discussion is Plato’s Parmenides, which distinguishes between 
two different kinds of unity: “the unity of the pinpoint and the unity of the spider’s 
web” (Osborn 116).  Numenius may have this dialogue immediately in mind when 
he discusses the First and Second Gods as “simple” and “double.” 
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of thoughts that comprises the divine mind, while the Third God is the one who 

creates.  If the Second God can be said to create, it is only in that the Third God 

derives his existence from him and in that the Second God uses the Third God to 

enact creation, to instantiate the Forms of his own mind.295  Similarly, if the First 

God is at rest, how can he think?  The answer must be that the Second God (the 

divine Mind, the world of the Forms) derives his being from the First God when the 

First God thinks “by use of” the Second.296  The Second God arises in order to do 

the “contemplation” of the First.  Therefore, instead of taking the genitives that 

follow the term proschrêsis in Proclus as subjective, we must take them as objective.297   

 While it is true that no one has ever seriously doubted that the genitives are 

objective, a difficulty arises in the form rather than the substance of the analysis.  

This passage from Proclus understands the higher element (the First God) in terms 

of the lower (the by the use of the term proschrêsis and its objective genitives, which 

imply that Proclus defines the First God in terms of its use of the Second). The 

Platonic tradition is virtually unanimous in understanding the lower in terms of the 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
295 Perhaps the closest parallel is Philo (Legum Allegoriae 3.96) in which God uses 
(proscrhsavmeno") the Logos to create the world.  See Waszink (1966) 50. 
 
296 Festugière (1954) 127-28. 
 
297 Dodds ([1960] 13-14) notes that noein is the distinct activity of the Second God.  
Thus, the First can only think by calling upon the aid of the second.  Likewise, the 
Second God can exercise dianoia in time only insofar as it calls upon the aid of the 
Third God.   However, Dodds does not attempt to determine exactly what about the 
Zoön Numenius believed manifested the First and highest God.  Brisson (162) notes 
that for the Neoplatonist Theodore of Asine the Zoön was identical to the world of 
the Forms.  For him, the Monad was the First God, the Zoön was the second, and 
the Third is the Intellect that looks to the Zoön to make the world.  Proclus In Tim. 
322.7-17 informs us that Theodorus is explicating the teaching of Plotinus’ student 
Amelius, who, incidentally, was an ardent student of Numenius and retired in 
Apamea (Porph. Plot. 2). 
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higher, i.e. it should rather be that the Second God thinks by means of the First.298  

We must keep in mind that Proclus’ understanding of Numenius was imperfect, but 

the term proschrêsis and the above reasoning may very well go back to Numenius 

himself.299  The subtlety that the concept adds to Numenius’ theology would be quite 

characteristic of the philosopher, since it would make the Three Gods related both 

by imitation (directed upward on the Ontological Pyramid), and by use (directed 

downward on the Ontological Pyramid).300 

 There is also an epistemological component to fragment 17.  Numenius 

states, apparently in agreement with Plato, that human beings only know the 

Demiurge (i.e. the Second God).  Knowledge of the First is derived from some sort 

of extraordinary leap of imagination that Plato is said to provide.  “Plato’s” call to 

pursue knowledge of the unknown First God echoes fragment 2, in which Numenius 

called knowledge of the Good a “difficult and divine” pursuit.   

 Numenius, following the known Platonic method, does use dialectic 

reasoning to deduce the existence of the Highest God in his capacity as stabilizing 

principle.  Whether or not Plato can successfully be proved to have suggested or 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
298 See T. Whittaker 54.  See also Arsmstrong 26-27 and Ziebtitzki 87.  
 
299 Certainly, it would be consistent with Numenius’ argument that the concept of 
“use” implies a degree of reciprocality, as Mauro (108) saw.  He compares this to fr. 
12, in which the First God is at leisure, and like an Emperor sends the Demiurgue as 
his governor.  Kenney (223) notes that the utilization principle helps to “bind these 
levels of reality and divinity very closely … .”  For Kenney (224), the Three Gods 
represent a progressive unfolding of divinity and being down what I call the 
Ontological Pyramid.   
   
300 Kenney (227) puts the issue another way: The Three Gods can be understood 
hierarchically, with the lower Gods receiving their divine nature from the higher, but 
at the same time are also understood modalistically, with the higher gods expressing 
themselves in increasingly varied ways in lower levels of the Ontological Pyramid. 
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even reasoned in some part of the Timaeus or the Republic the existence of the First 

God, Numenius can certainly be proved to have said that understanding the First 

God is necessarily an intuitive process, like catching a glimpse of a skiff on rough 

waters.301  This is why, though Numenius led his audience through the process of 

deducing and naming the highest principle, Being or the First God, subsequent 

descriptions of the First God are encoded in analogies for contemplation rather than 

arguments for understanding.  It may be possible to extrapolate from the narrative of 

the Platonic Demiurge’s creation some useful account of the creator of the First 

God, but this passage represents not merely an interpolation concerning the First 

God and the Third God, but another effort to “catch the logos” by analogy to Plato. 

 To summarize fragment 17, the Demiurge and particularly the Demiurge as 

analogous to the Third God, strives toward something not only perfect, but also 

unified.  This something is the Zoön, whose unity serves as the ultimate model for 

the world.  Numenius identifies the Zoön with the First God, Being, and the Good.  

For Numenius, the Timaeus reveals the Three Gods:  The Demiurge is the Third 

God, who looks to the Forms, embodied in the Second God, in order to create the 

world.  To make creation perfect, the Third God looks beyond the Second God to 

the First God, here represented by the Zoön.  For Numenius, Plato would have 

alluded to the Zoön in order to hint at the existence of a higher reality beyond the 

Demiurge and the Forms, a higher God completely transcending contact with 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
301  Ritter & Preller (513) see clearly the epistemological relationship between fr. 2 
and 20.  There is a difference in Numenius between cognitio, which is leads to 
awareness of the Second God, the divine mind, and comtemplatio, which leads to the 
First God, the Good. 
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division, change, and matter.302  This picture is completely consistent with the rest of 

what we know about Numenius. 

 

Fragment 18 

 Numenius’ use of analogies to facilitate divine contemplation continues in 

the next fragment of Book 6.  In fragment 18, Numenius summarizes his discussion 

of relationships among his Gods and their relationship with the world in a powerful 

analogy (fr. 18):303 

Kubernhvth" mevn pou ejn mevsw/ pelavgei forouvmeno" uJpe;r 
phdalivwn uJyivzugo" toi'" oi[axi dii>quvnei th;n nau'n 

ejfezovmeno", o[mmata d! aujtou' kai; nou'" eujqu; tou' aijqevro" 

suntevtatai pro;" ta; metavrsia kai; hJ oJdo;" aujtw/' a[nw di! 
oujranou' a[peisi, plevonti kavtw kata; th;n qavlattan: ou{tw 

kai; oJ dhmiourgo;" th;n u{lhn, tou' mhvte diakrou'sai mhvte 
ajpoplagcqh'nai aujthvn, aJrmoniva/ sundhsavmeno" aujto;" me;n 

uJpe;r tauvth" i{drutai, oi|on uJpe;r new;" ejpi; qalavtth" ªth'" 

u{lh"º:304 th;n aJrmonivan d! ijquvnei, tai'" ijdevai" oijakivzwn, 
blevpei te ajnti; tou' oujranou' eij" to;n a[nw qeo;n 
prosagovmenon aujtou' ta; o[mmata lambavnei te to; me;n 
kritiko;n ajpo; th'" qewriva", to; d! oJrmhtiko;n ajpo; th'" 
ejfevsew".  
 
I suppose a helmsman sailing in the middle of the sea sits above the 
rudder guiding his ship with the tiller, and strains his eyes and his 
mind directly to the sky; and his course goes up through the sky as he 
sails down along the sea.  So also the Demiurge does to matter: so 
that it might neither drift away nor wander off, he binds it with a 
harmony and sits above it, as though above a ship on the sea, and he 
steers the harmony, guiding his tiller with the Forms, and he watches 
and fixes his eyes to the God above him instead of to the stars; he 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
302 It is possible, as Festugière ([1954] 128) argues, that for Numenius the First God 
is unknowable, as is Plotinus’ One; such an interpretation could be suggested by fr. 
2.  However, these are not Numenius’ exact words here: Numenius says only that the 
First God is unknown, not that he is unknowable. 
 
303 Rougé (105) likens this image to the Naevoleia Tyche. 
 
304 th'" u{lh" in this passage is sometimes taken to be a scribal gloss.  If it is, it does 
communicate a correct understanding of the passage. 
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takes his critical faculty from the contemplation, and his impulsive 
faculty from desire. 
 

Numenius’ analogy can be summarized in the following way: the Demiurge 

corresponds to the helmsman, and the sea is matter.305  The Demiurge sits above the 

ship, which in turn rests upon Matter; the ship, therefore, is the perceptible world, 

which we already know is that with which the creative aspect has contact and guides 

in accordance with the Forms.  He does not look up at the Forms, but rather looks 

up at the higher God, the Good, who is likened to the stars, which are fixed and 

unchanging.306  The sky does not do any of the work; it merely is, and by its presence 

shows the Demiurge the right way to steer.307   

 Again, in this fragment, Numenius represents the “two gods who are one” 

with the single name “Demiurge.”  This is brought out most clearly in the contrast 

between the adverbs “up” and “down”: the Demiurge looks “up through the sky” 

but sails “down along matter.”  These two actions accord perfectly with the functions 

of the “two gods who are one”—the Second God, who is the divine mind that 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
305 Philo (De Agricultura 12) also speaks of his Logos as a helmsman.  
 
306 Beutler (671) perhaps was the first to see this clearly.  Guthrie (122) sees the 
helmsman as the Third God, since he navigates by the Forms, which Guthrie rightly 
sees belong to the Second God.  What Guthrie does not understand is that these 
Forms by which the helmsman navigates are not the stars in the sky, but rather the 
helmsman’s own thoughts.  Cf. Mauro 108. 
 
307 There is a persistent attempt to identify the First God in this passage with the 
World of the Forms; see e.g. des Places (1973) 12.  This may seem attractive at first 
since the Demiurge looks up to the First God like looking up to the sky.  However, 
elsewhere we learn that for Numenius “the Good is one.”  The Good cannot be one 
if it is the world of the Forms, which is by its nature a multiplicity.  We should accept 
the identification of the World of the Forms with the Second God (the divine mind) 
as secure.  It is the Demiurge’s contemplation of the Good that produces the Forms 
in this analogy. 
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thinks the Forms by contemplating the First God (“fixes his eyes to the God above 

him”), and the Third God, who is the Demiurge that creates the world by imposing 

Form on Matter (“he binds it with a harmony and sits above it”).  Not only does the 

Demiurge (helmsman) do two things (think and steer), these actions are attributed to 

two different characteristics that he has, the critical and the impulsive, which also 

correspond to the Second God, the divine mind, and to the Third God, the creator, 

respectively.308  In fact, the helmsman analogy contains within it the “four things” of 

fragment 16: the starry sky is the First God, the Helmsman is the “two gods who are 

one,” and the ship is the “beautiful world,” the orderly cosmos made from chaotic 

matter.  Chaotic Matter appears as the sea upon which the ship sails (as in fr. 2), and 

so this single analogy encapsulates and summarizes the whole of Numenius’ 

cosmology.    

 In this fragment, the word harmonia is used twice, and in two subtly different 

ways:  The Demiurge binds matter together with harmony, but also steers the 

harmony like a ship. The Demiurge uses harmonia to “bind” Matter (in its passive 

aspect, the aspect that invites the imposition of Form) to create a ship.309  

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
308 These two faculties, the critical and the impulsive, are separate characteristics of 
the Second God (the one god who is two) in fragment 16. In fragment 11 the same 
faculties are attributed to the Second God (the divine mind) and Third God 
respectively; we are told that the Third God develops an “appetite (orexis) for 
matter,” and this is what causes the Third God to interact with and impose Form 
upon Matter, thus generating the “beautiful world.” 
 
309 Dillon ([1977] 370) suggests that the harmonia in this fragment should be 
understood as the world order that the demiurge creates, and cites Corpus Hermeticum 
1.14, where it does appear that the cosmos is called a “harmony.”  Dillon, along with 
Scott ([1925] 82 n.11) and Festugière (ad loc.), could be correct that the harmonia is the 
kalos kosmos, the “beautiful world.”  Chalcidius says that for Numenius the mundus is a 
machina.  For further references to the cosmos as an o[rganon, see Scott (1936) 370.  
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Meanwhile, the active and irrational aspect of Matter corresponds to the current of 

the sea, which threatens to drag the ship off course if the Demiurge as helmsman 

does not properly handle the harmonia (now to be understood as the ship itself).310  

The two uses of harmonia should not, however, create undue confusion, since the 

first use describes the act of creation and the second use describes the creation that 

the Demiurge guides—the beautiful world—formed by the Demiurge when he 

employs his critical contemplations (the Forms) to create with his impulsive 

faculty.311  

 

Fragment 19 

There follows in fragment 19 another attribution to Plato, as in fragment 17.  

Indeed, much of what one can reconstruct of Book 6 is concerned with tying the 

insights of the dialogue as a whole back to Plato.  This fragment serves to unify 

themes that have cropped up repeatedly throughout the discussion.  The First God 

here is explicitly identified with the Good.  The Second God appears, and becomes 

an analogy for the Good, by whom the wise are made better; indeed, the whole 

“beautiful world” can participate in the Good, the greatest of unities.  The fragment 

says (fr. 19): 

Metevcei de; aujtou' ta; metivsconta ejn a[llw/ me;n oujdeniv, ejn 
de; movnw/ tw/' fronei'n: tauvth/ a[ra kai; th'" ajgaqou' 
sumbavsew" ojnivnait! a[n, a[llw" d! ou[. Kai; me;n dh; to; 
fronei'n, tou'to dh; suntetuvchke movnw/ tw/' prwvtw/. ÔUf! ou| 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!

The two are not irreconcilable if, as I propose, the “ship” of the analogy is the 
creation that the Third God makes of Matter. 
 
310 Rougé 105.  
 
311 There is no need to search Hermetic texts for parallels to this use of harmonia, as 
Dillon ([1977] 370) does. 
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ou\n ta; a[lla ajpocraivnetai kai; ajgaqou'tai, eja;n tou'to 
ejkeivnw/ movnon movnw/ prosh/', ajbeltevra" a]n ei[h yuch'" e[ti 
ajmfilogei'n. Eij ga;r ajgaqov" ejstin oJ deuvtero" ouj par! 
eJautou', para; de; tou' prwvtou, pw'" oi|ovn te uJf! ou| 
metousiva" ejsti;n ou|to" ajgaqov", mh; ajgaqo;n “ei\nai,” a[llw" 
te ka]n tuvch/ aujtou' wJ" ajgaqou' metalacw;n oJ deuvtero"… 
ou{tw toi oJ Plavtwn ejk sullogismou' tw/' ojxu; blevponti 
ajpevdwke to; ajgaqo;n o{ti ejsti;n e{n. 
 
Everything that participates in him participates in nothing other than 
in intellection alone.  In this way, then, and in not other, everything 
would enjoy communion with the Good.  Now, with regard to 
intellection, it is in the First God alone.  And so only a foolish soul 
would doubt that everything else is made better by him as though 
taking on a new hue, if this is with him alone [monon monôi].  For if the 
Second God is good not through himself but through the First, how 
is it possible that [the First God] is not good, when by participation 
in him [the Second God] is good, especially if the Second God 
participates in him as the Good?  Thus I assure you Plato taught to 
the clear-sighted through syllogism that the Good is One. 
 

In this fragment, Numenius adds to the discussion the explicit identification of the 

Good with God.  The Good is both treated as impersonal, accessed by intellection 

(phronêsis), and as personal, as the First God, whose goodness only the “foolish soul” 

could fail to see.  It has been implicit throughout Books 5 and 6 that the “the Good” 

has the same qualities as “the First God,” but now Numenius explicitly equates 

them.  Intellection provides communion with the Good; intellection is “in the First 

God alone,” and the First God “imparts goodness” (ajgaqou'tai).  Therefore, the 

Good and the First God must be the same. 

 The most important contribution that this fragment makes to our 

understanding of Numenius is that it unifies the static and dynamic (or the passive 

and the active) aspects of the Good in the condition of participation.  One way in 

which Numenius does this is that he argues that ignorance and absence of the Good 

go hand in hand.  Numenius works backward from what the “foolish soul” would 

fail to see what the philosopher or wise person would see by means of phronêsis.  This 



!

 

164 

phronêsis by which the philosopher sees the Good is the Good itself.  Phronêsis is the 

source of wisdom, but also the object of wisdom.  

 The second way that Numenius communicates his simultaneously dynamic 

and static concept of the Good is that he likens the sharing of the First God’s 

goodness to the process of dyeing cloth, “everything else” (ta; a[lla) becomes 

better, as though it “takes on a new hue.”  This is a more active role for the Good, 

since it distributes its “coloring” or goodness to the world, but it still implies the 

passivity of the Good as the object of intellection from the beginning of the 

fragment.  This participation is characterized in very intimate terms: It happens when 

one is “alone” (monos monôi), as did beholding the Good in fr. 2.  The Good is both 

the active agent of “bettering,” and the object of one’s approach to it. 

 The third way that Numenius communicate this simultaneously dynamic and 

static concept of the Good is that he frames the Second God’s goodness as a 

“sharing” or participation, just as phronêsis is to the human mind.  The Second God is 

not good by himself, but must receive goodness from the First God.  Nevertheless, 

this participation happens when the Second God contemplates the First God (fr. 18).  

The First God both gives his goodness to the Second God, and is at the same time 

the object of the Second God’s contemplation. 

  With regard to phronêsis, Numenius has already made the point as early as 

fragment 2 that contemplation of the Good is a rewarding and noetic activity by 

which the solitary philosopher can approach an understanding of Being and in this 

way find joy.  Subsequently, he has described the Second God himself as 

contemplating First God, from whose unity and goodness the Second God produces 

the Forms.  
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 In this fragment, “intellection” (fronei'n) adheres to the First God “alone” 

(monovn), and the First God=Good reciprocates (contra the foolish soul’s doubt) by 

making “everything else” (ta; a[lla) “better.”  Far more broadly than bringing joy to 

the philosopher who noetically contemplates a static Good, the Good is now 

depicted as acting on everything that participates in intellection.  This seems difficult 

to reconcile with the images that Numenius has provided to us of the Emperor, and 

the landowner, and of Being itself as described in Book 2.  In Book 2, Being is 

asomatic, atemporal, undivided, and static.  However, in fragment 14, Numenius has 

also described the essence of the First God as like a flame passing from one wick to 

another.  The First God, the Good, Being, is passive in allowing the flame to be 

carried from lamp to lamp, yet active in giving the gift the does not diminish the 

giver. 

 If the Good is the Good of the Republic, Numenius would have us know, it is 

the Form of Forms, which Plato depicts as one, unified and static; all that is action, 

Plato attributes to the Demiurge of the Timaeus.  The Intelligible World with its 

multiplicity of derived but still perfect Forms, as Numenius fully understands, must 

stand in relation to our world as the Form of the Good does to them: They are 

static, coherent ideas from which the Demiurge creates the world; just so, the 

Demiurge created these Forms for the Third God to use by contemplating the 

Good: he became “the Form of himself.”     Numenius’ system is his own, but he 

continues to search Plato for confirmation of his own insights.  That is why 

Numenius appeals to the unclear and decontextualized Platonic teaching that “the 

Good is one.” 
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 We do know that Plato offered such a teaching; Aristotle provided a 

perplexing account (lost to us, but summarized in Aristoxenus’ Elementa Harmonica 

2.30-31) of Plato’s public lecture “On the Good,” in which Plato thoroughly 

confused and alienated his audience by presenting several mathematical and 

geometric proofs, ending with the summary that “in conclusion, the Good is One” 

(to; pevra" o{ti ajgaqovn ejstin e{n).312  Numenius takes the sentence “the Good is 

one” directly from Aristoxenus’ account, including an awkwardly placed o{ti, so there 

can be no doubt that Numenius is alluding to the lecture, or at least what he believes 

he can know about it.313 

 This lecture is sometimes said to represent Plato’s unwritten doctrines.314  An 

allusion in Numenius to the conclusion that “the Good is one” indicates to some 

that he was interested in reconstructing these esoteric teachings of Plato.315  To say 

that Numenius is attempting to reconstruct Plato’s doctrines does not do justice to 

his project, though.   

 In fact, it is not immediately clear what the terms “one” means in this 

context, either for Plato or for Numenius.  The predicate could signify “a unity” or 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
312 See Gaiser.  Translation of the line is notoriously difficult.  Merlan ([1962] 143) 
provides an ingenious proposition: Numenius understood the line to mean “His 
conclusion to a syllogism (to peras) was that the Good is One,” since in Aristotle the 
conclusion to a syllogism is called a symperasma.  Numenius then would have derived 
his assertion that Plato reasoned syllogistically from the line itself. 
 
313 Merlan (1962) 143. 
 
314 Gaiser 7-8. 
 
315 For Krämer, De Bono is a reconstruction of Plato’s secret teachings and a 
restoration of the Academy. Krämer provides a lengthy discussion of the relationship 
between the thought of Numenius and that of Xenocrates, complete with an 
elaborate chart. 
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“the One,” depending upon context that is lacking.316   Furthermore, “One” has not 

appeared before in the fragments of On the Good, and it does not appear after, leading 

Dodds to assume that Numenius never refers to the highest principle as the One. 317 

 Where “One” does appear in a manner useful to the interpretation of this 

phrase is in Plato’s Parmenides, in which a principle called “the One” is the topic of 

discussion.  It is most likely that Numenius sees in the Platonic One of the dialogue 

Parmenides (indeed, of the Eleatic Parmenides himself) another Platonic element with 

which he can identify his own highest principle, Being=the First God.  Numenius is 

then using the quote from Plato (“the Good is one”) to supplement this 

identification and his own general conclusion that there is a transcendent God 

beyond the Demiurge, a God who can be equated directly with the Good.  This 

assists Numenius in presenting his own cosmology composed of three gods, the 

world, and matter.  His knowledge that there were secret teachings or unwritten 

doctrines of Plato gives him the opportunity to attribute his cosmology to Plato, as 

he attributed earlier stages of his reasoning to Pythagoras by positing that the 

philosopher’s wisdom would give him access to (what Numenius considers) 

overpowering truths, truths that in this fragment would be unclear only to a “stupid 

soul.” 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
316 See also Pl. Phlb. 16d, in which every Idea is a “one,” i.e., it is a unity.  The 
historical Plato may have had nothing more in mind than this when he concluded 
that the Good is hen (see Armstrong [1940] 19), i.e. that the Good is a e{n, just like all 
other Forms.  Still, the exalted description of the Good in the Republic clearly 
suggested something different to Numenius.  
 
317 Dodds (1928) 132 and n.3.  Dodds proposes the to; e{n in this context be read to; 
o[n.  Des Places (1973) provides no confirmation for Dodds’ statement that o[n has 
better MSS authority.   
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 Numenius has used the argument of fragment 19, however oddly, to 

establish three crucial points.  It can no longer be argued that Numenius is not and 

has not been using the Good to refer to his first principle, Being, and the First God; 

Numenius says this explicitly.  It can no longer be argued that all things that 

participate in intellection, from a human mind to the Second God, do not participate 

in the Good and derive all kinds of goodness from that participation.    Therefore, 

whether he intuits by noêsis or deduces by logic, it is becomes clear to Numenius that 

the static, unified Good=Being=God must have a static aspect that can be 

apprehended and enjoyed by all that participate in him, but also an active aspect so 

that his goodness can be imparted to everything else.  The Good is passive, since it is 

the unchanging object of our contemplation, but it is also active, since it radiates the 

noetic essence that illuminates our minds. 

 

Fragment 20 

 In the Second Century, it was the Timaeus that dominated Platonic 

speculation.318 Nevertheless, Numenius’ metaphysical interest in the Republic was 

equally shared by the Platonic tradition in general.319  The Republic begins with a 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
318 This is certainly true in the Corpus Hermeticum; see Scott (1924) 9, as well as among 
the Gnostics; see Pelikan (24).  In particular, there was an obsession at the time with 
whether the creation recounted in the Timaeus happened in time or outside of time 
(on which, see e.g. Plut. Mor. 1013e).  
 
319 While discussing the required reading of Iamblichus’ Apamean school of theurgic 
Platonism, Clark, Dillon, & Hershbell (xxiii-xx-v n. 33) note that the Republic is not 
mentioned.  This is indeed surprising.  Dillon suggests that perhaps this is because 
Iamblichus found the dialogue “too political” for his more exalted purposes.  
Numenius would have found this suggestion astonishing, and I cannot imagine that 
Iamblichus would have read the Republic in a political sense either.  Quite the 
contrary of Dillon, I suggest that Iamblichus may have considered the Republic a 
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discussion of justice and the nature of human society that produces it, but then 

segues into an extended treatment of the human individuals that constitute society, 

and the justice of a person’s soul.  Justice is reached through contemplation of ideals 

that are lit by the Good.  Numenius, in order to frame his discussion of the Good, 

attempts a reconciliation of the Republic and the Timaeus, the Good and the 

Demiurgic Mind.320  Over the course of these six books Numenius has demonstrated 

how the Demiurge of the Timaues can be a lower emanation of the Good in the 

Republic, but at the same time, looks up to it as the Zoön.   

 This has been implied in the analysis of the previous fragments, and in the 

next fragment he makes the relationship between the Republic and the Timaeus explicit 

(fr. 20):321 

Tau'ta d! ou{tw" e[conta e[qhken oJ Plavtwn a[llh/ kai; a[llh/ 
cwrivsa": ijdiva/ me;n ga;r to;n kukliko;n ejpi; tou' dhmiourgou' 
ejgravyato ejn Timaivw/ eijpwvn: “!Agaqo;" h\n”: ejn de; th/' 
Politeiva/ to; ajgaqo;n ei\pen “ajgaqou' ijdevan,” wJ" dh; tou' 
dhmiourgou' ijdevan ou\san to; ajgaqovn, o{sti" pevfantai hJmi'n 
ajgaqo;" metousiva/ tou' prwvtou te kai; movnou. ”Wsper ga;r 
a[nqrwpoi me;n levgontai tupwqevnte" uJpo; th'" ajnqrwvpou 

ijdeva", bove" d! uJpo; th'" boov", i{ppoi d! uJpo; th'" i{ppou 

ijdeva", ou{tw" kai; eijkovtw" oJ dhmiourgo;" ei[per ejsti; 
metousiva/ tou' prwvtou ajgaqou' ajgaqov", ajgaqou' ijdeva a]n ei[h oJ 
prw'to" nou'", w]n aujtoavgaqon.  
 
Plato assumed that these things are so when he defined them in 
various places.  In the Timaeus he characteristically wrote about the 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!

revelation of truths too powerful and too mystical for all but the higher theurgic 
adepts to study. 
 
320 This was seen as early as Vacherot (319). 
 
321 We know that fr. 18 follows fr. 17, and that fr. 20 follows fr. 19.  Whether they 
appear in exactly the order that des Places presents them is not certain, but I believe 
that they probably do.  The reason that fr. 20 should come near the end of the 
dialogue as a whole is that it affirms the success of the dialogue in completing its 
mission: to discover the Good Itself. 
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Demiurge in the conventional way when he said “he was good”; but 
in the Republic he said that the Good is the “Form of Good,” as 
though the Good were the Form of the Demiurge, who we say is 
good by participation in the First and Only.  For, just as human 
beings are said to be struck from the Form of “Human Being,” and 
cattle from that of “Cow,” and horses from the Form of “Horse,” so 
also might we reasonably say of the Demiurge, if he is good by 
participation in the first Good, then the First Mind would be the 
Form of Good, since he is Goodness Itself. 
 

Fragment 20 explicitly returns to the topic of the dialogue as a whole: the Form of 

the Good.  The Goodness from the Republic produces the other Forms.322  In 

Numenius, this is to say that it produces the divine Mind that contains those Forms:  

the Good cannot itself be the world of the Forms, since the Good is a unified, 

internally complete and perfect principle of eternal Being; it is “one.”  Rather, the 

multiplicity of Forms must derive from the unity of the Good.323  Since they 

collectively derive from the Form of the Good, who is also a personal God, they may 

be taken together to form a divine mind, the Second God.  As is clear from fr. 11, 

when this second god applies its Forms to matter, he is regarded as a third god.  

These two Gods can be understood to operate together as a single Demiurge, one 

who both thinks and acts.  

 Numenius draws in other Platonic concepts.  He cites major texts like the 

Republic and the Timaeus, but also less commonly read dialogues like the Cratylus and 

Philebus.  The One of the Parmenides and the Plato’s lecture “On the Good” also 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
322 Here Numenius takes as given the possibility that there are transcendent Forms of 
physical creatures like human beings or cattle.  This problem is raised in the 
Parmenides (130b-c), at which Socrates expresses doubt and hesitation, and never 
answers the question.  For Numenius, because all Forms derive from the Good and 
all creation derives from the Forms, it is not unreasonable to propose that good 
Forms for all things can be instantiated in the “beautiful world.” 
 
323 Frede 1059-60. 
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makes an appearance.324  There are testimonies to the effect that Numenius discussed 

the irrational world soul of the Laws (e.g. fr. 44), and in addition the entire treatise On 

the Good was a dialogue between a philosopher and a xenos, just like the Laws.  When 

compared to other Platonically minded individuals of his day, the breadth of 

Numenius’ interest in and use of the Platonic corpus is quite refreshing.   

 Numenius insists upon “Pythagorean” reasoning, however, coupled with a 

prayer for God to be his own interpreter.  Evidence from Plato is always ancillary.  

Ultimately the resulting composite cosmology extrapolated from the Platonic 

dialogues must be imperfect, e.g. in the Timaeus the Demiurge looks to the Forms as 

though separate from him; Numenius believes that the Forms and the Demiurge are 

different manifestations of the divinity, a divinity that imparts his essence like an 

undiminished flame. This divine flame takes nothing from its giver, who is the 

transcendent principle of Numenius’ system: Idea, the Noetic, the Asomatic, and 

Being itself.  It is the First God, and also the Good.  Numenius expands and deepens 

his understanding of the Good: it is static and unified, a quality necessary for it to be 

free from diminishment; but Numenius also gives it an equal active aspect that 

produces the other Forms and induces Matter to accept the “beautiful world” that it 

contemplatively creates on lower tiers of the Ontological Pyramid.     

 It is in this way that Numenius the philosopher has, by contemplation of 

divine things, caught a glimpse of the Good.  He is not as “alone” as he claims to be, 

however, since we have joined him. 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
324 Moderatus, another second-century “Pythagorean,” was interested in the 
Parmenides; see Dodds (1928).  
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CONCLUSION 

 It is a perennial obsession among Numenian scholars to speculate on the 

Apamean’s philosophical influence on the Neoplatonist Plotinus (ca. 205-270 AD). 

If my analysis of Numenius holds, then there is one distinction in particular to be 

made between him and Plotinus: For Numenius, Being and the Good are the same.  

For Plotinus, on the other hand, the Good truly and completely transcends Being in 

a way that is difficult for the human mind to grasp.  Plotinus takes Plato very literally 

when Plato says that the Good is “beyond ousia,” and so identifies Being as his 

second “Hypostasis,” which emanates from and is lower than the transcendent First 

Hypostasis.325  The distinction is softened, however, by the fact that Numenius uses 

the term o[n (“Being”) to refer to the First God, and oujsiva (“existence”) to refer to 

the Second God.326  

 Nevertheless, and this also has received little or no attention in scholarship, 

Plotinus and Numenius’ highest principles share a paradoxically active and passive 

nature.  Armstrong sees this in Plotinus, but does not connect it to Numenius.  

Armstrong criticizes Plotinus for the supposed inconsistency, saying that is was a 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
325 J. Whittaker ([1969] 94) notes that it is very difficult to determine Numenius’ 
stance on Plato’s statement that the Good is “Beyond Being (ousia).”  In any event, 
Plato is not always consistent in placing the Good “beyond Being,” as Bonazzi (82) 
helpfully notes:  The Good is also called “the most luminous part of Being (Pl. Resp. 
518c 9),” “the happiest part of Being (Pl. Resp. 526 e 3),” and “the best among beings 
(Pl. Resp. 523c 5).”  We need not assume that Numenius would have had any trouble 
identifying the Platonic Good with Platonic Being. 
 
326 See fr. 16, in which the “two gods who are one” are called the oujsivai of the 
“first” and the “second” [Demiurge]. 
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“confusion of thought.”327  My study of Numenius calls into question this view.  Far 

from being confused or “incoherent” (46), such a paradoxical nature of a highest 

principle is required if it is both actively to extend its nature to the work of creation 

and remain eternally and fully itself.   

 Plotinus fits squarely into the Numenian tradition of expanding the bounds 

of the Platonic tradition and enriching its applications by creating an all-embracing 

universal system.  This is in contradistinction to the more philological work that 

dominated the Athenian Academy of the High Empire.  This was true both in 

Numenius’ day when the Academy was headed by Atticus, and in Plotinus’ day, 

when the Academy was headed by Eubulus.328  It is well known that Plotinus was 

accused by the Athenian Academy of his day of “plagiarizing” Numenius.  The real 

significance of this charge has not been fully appreciated, however.  Plagiarism is 

never a compliment, but it is not the plagiarism that is the real thrust of the criticism.  

Rather, it is the plagiarism of Numenius, that innovator, that dreamer, that the Greeks 

wanted to use to cut Plotinus down.  Numenius and Plotinus had similar goals:  To 

expand to expand the limits of Platonic philosophy to encompass a world that was 

larger and more complex in the age of the High Roman Empire than in the age of 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
327 Armstrong (1940] 1-2, 26.  Armstrong calls these two aspects the “positive” and 
“negative” aspects of the One. 
 
328 The fragments of Atticus that are preserved in Eusebius’ Praeparatio Evangelica 
show that he was very concerned to preserve the literal meaning of Plato’s words 
from reinterpretation.  For a similar estimation of Eubulus, the “Successor” of the 
Athenian Academy in Plotinus’ day, see Porph. Plot. 20. 
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Plato.329  

 The question of authority in Numenius is an interesting one, since he 

believes that his reasoning is Pythagorean, but calls Plato “no less than [Pythagoras]” 

(ouj mevntoi i[sw" oujde; flaurovtero" ejkeivnou, fr. 24).  It has been remarked that 

among the Hellenistic philosophies there is an obsession with the founder, whether 

Epicurus, Zeno, or Pyrrhus.330  Any innovation in the tradition must be attributed to 

the founder.  Numenius is aware of this phenomenon and comments on it in The 

Academy’s Betrayal of Plato.  In fragment 24 of this tract, Numenius extends grudging 

admiration for Epicureans for holding to their master’s teaching with unanimity, and 

so preserving concord among themselves.  This is unlike the Stoics, who have not 

maintained such adherence and are likened to a Hydra attacking itself.  Does 

Numenius believe in a founder figure for his philosophy that can keep it together?  

In a qualified way he does, but it is not Plato, nor is it Pythagoras.  

 The dialogue On the Good as a whole was an attempt at a systematic 

understanding not so much of Plato as such, but of truth, and a truth that a great 

philosopher like Plato must have known but could not have expressed in plain 

language to the world.331  We can again return to the statement of method in 

fragment 1a, since Plato is “connected” to Pythagoras not only in doctrine but also 

in the goal of his wisdom.  That goal is the Good, who is also God.  We can 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
329 The connection between the two systems, the Numenian and the Plotinian, is 
seen by Dodds ([1957] 3), who notes “The answers of Numenius differ from the 
answers of Plotinus, but at least they asked the same questions.” 
 
330 See Sedley. 
 
331 See Mauro 117.  
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contemplate it, we can pray to it.  We enrich ourselves by pursuing it; in it is wisdom 

and salvation.  We begin to approach it by studying Being, abstract principles 

inherent in mathematical sciences and then by dialectical reasoning.  We continue by 

becoming aware of how these truths have been revealed by sages and prophets in all 

times.  We proceed by praying for revelation and interpreting though the Platonic 

methods of analogy, division, definition, and syllogism.  Plato merely drew the map; 

he is not the goal. 

 In fragment 13 we learn that Numenius sees knowledge and wisdom as a 

divine substance that can travel among human beings like a fire passed among the 

wicks of different lamps.  Knowledge, wisdom, stability, and harmony are all names 

for God’s activity in the world; surely we do not stretch credibility if we add 

philosophy to Numenius’ list.  True philosophy for Numenius is not founded once 

and for all, but is founded and re-founded throughout the ages and across 

civilizations, passed among the wicks of human minds like fire.  The true founder of 

philosophy, then, is God. 

 Numenius’ goal was a universal philosophy, or rather, a universal wisdom 

that encompasses metaphysics, epistemology, cosmology, theology, and even 

history.332  Numenius approaches this goal in many ways, by synthesizing Plato, by 

examining Plato’s myths as well as those of barbarians, by various types of dialectical 

reasoning, by analogy, and by prayer.  What lies behind this project is the assumption 

that universal wisdom exists and a providential deity has been actively revealing it 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
332 Many, like Sterling (108), see Numenius’ interest in marking points of contact 
between Greek and non-Greek wisdom.  This is true and useful to keep in mind; but 
for Numenius, all human knowledge has God as its ultimate object. 
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throughout human history.  God is philosophical wisdom’s goal, and also its 

source.333 

 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
333 Inge (461) has summarized the issue well: “The whole duty and happiness of a 
spiritual being is to remember that ‘its source must also be its end’ [Plot. Enn. 3.8.7].”  
See also Witt (133): “Neoplatonism, because of its theory of emanation, could hold 
the Good to be at once the final and the efficient cause of all things.”  Cf. also 
Dodds (1963) 213 n. 1.  
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