
You can tell a lot about a person from his/her last words before death. Final words essentially summarize 

what someone held most important in this life. Here we need only think of Martin Luther’s famous last written 

words: “We are beggars that is true”. It is as if in the act of dying, a person is given one last chance to leave a 

legacy in the form of a thematic statement, which captures his/her life’s work, ambition, ideals and hopes. This 

is certainly true for John Chrysostom. He died the way he lived: with the praise of God on his lips. Before 

departing this earthly life, John is reported to have said with his final breath: “Glory to God for all things”. Can 

there be any better summation to a life that was pledged wholly to God and His Kingdom?  

A brief sketch of the events of John’s life can be found in your bulletin, so I will spare you all those details 

and simply commend the short biography to you. Tonight, I want to focus instead on the historical context in 

which John’s life was uniquely situated. For, as I see it, this is every bit as important to understand if we want to 

know John’s character and what made him tick. Epictetus once said, “Circumstances don’t make the man, they 

only reveal him to himself”. And this is certainly true of John Chrysostom. He was born in 349 AD in what is 

today southern Turkey.  The date of 349 is important. If you recall your history, the shape of the Christian Church 

changed dramatically during the early part of the 4th century. In 313AD, the Emperor Constantine issued the Edict 

of Milan, which essentially granted religious toleration to Christianity. Before this date, Christians were heavily 

persecuted, tortured and martyred for their faith. They were forced to live a life of seclusion; meeting and 

worshipping in secret. But after the Edict, Christianity emerged from hiding. For the first time, Christians were 

able to worship freely without fear of persecution. A decade later, Christianity became the recognized religion of 

the entire Empire, and Constantine himself presided over the first worldwide ecumenical Council in Nicaea in 

325AD; the very council, which produced the Nicene Creed. The tides seemed to be turning in favor of 

Christianity. Christians were free to worship, practice their faith, build cathedrals and start religious schools. But 

this period of bliss was not to last. For no sooner had Christianity become the legalized religion than abuses began 

to appear. By the time of Chrysostom’s birth and boyhood years, converting to Christianity was as much a wise 

political maneuver as it was a movement of faith. Christianity had become faddish. The laity had grown lax, the 

priestly class greedy and corrupt, and the ruling officials feigned Christian zeal and piety to win favoritism and 

secure political offices. Christianity had lost its original edge, which had been forged in the fires of heated debate 



and persecution. The Church had become bloated, out of shape, and lethargic. It needed to be put on a diet; it 

needed an overhaul. And God raised up John Chrysostom to do just that very thing. John would carry out this 

sacred task by speaking God’s truth in love. For they didn’t call him John Chrysostom for nothing. Chrysostom 

in Greek means “Golden-mouthed”. John was known far and wide for his ability to deliver passionate, persuasive 

and moving sermons. His unsurpassed oratory skills earned him his nickname. It also earned him many enemies. 

He was popular amongst the laity, but his attacks on the priestly class, and especially the ruling class, hastened 

his exile and untimely death. Although he had many enemies, his fidelity to God’s Word and his compassionate 

approach towards the poor, sick, and needy won over the crowds and earned him universal acclaim for his pastoral 

heart. History remembers his name, but has long forgotten the names of those who conspired against him.  

In 397AD, when John was only 48 years old, he became bishop of Constantinople, the very capital of 

Eastern Christianity. He found the city in spiritual ruins, though. He immediately set to work to pare away the 

excess. Although he was entitled to live in a palatial residence, he chose instead much humbler arrangements and 

donated a large portion of the money earmarked for luxury to the poor. He did not pander to the rich or tailor his 

message as other church leaders had before him. He defiantly preached against the abuses he saw all around him- 

from top to bottom. Having spent so many years living a hermit’s life in the Syrian Desert studying and 

memorizing God’s Word, every sermon he preached was steeped in God’s Word. He took God’s Word seriously 

and expected the laity to do the same. There was no double standard. He practiced what he preached. He taught 

the life of Christian was one of self-denial, and then he lived out this message by denying all the titles and 

accolades due him in order to stoop low and assist the less fortunate. He was one of the first church leaders to 

publically insist that the Church existed to provide assistance―material and spiritual―to every person in need, 

regardless of one’s religious beliefs. To that end, he was directly responsible for building hospitals and setting up 

various other charitable institutions to help the less fortunate, whether they were Christian or not. He called on 

the ruling class to understand their fortunes as a gift of God to be used in God’s service. He went on to develop 

some of the earliest writings on what we now take for granted- individual dignity and esteem. Chrysostom taught 

that every person had worth. This message stood in stark contrast to the Greek understanding of Citizenship. To 

the Greek way of thinking, the City itself was all important and large parts of the population had no access to the 



rights of citizenship including women, children and slaves. His message, borne from the Gospel and Christ’s love 

for every individual, sought to return dignity to each person by insisting on the status of equality as brothers and 

sisters in Christ. This was revolutionary. To put slaves on the same level as the aristocracy. To put the individual 

above the homeland. These were radical concepts, and had it not been for his great popularity, he would have 

been exiled and put to death much sooner than he was. Instead, he served many years and left a body of writings 

and sermons that continue to shape the church today. His love for the Church also led him to develop many 

resources for his members, including simple-to-understand commentaries, catechisms, and the Divine Liturgy, 

which we used a portion of this evening.   

We do well to remember John Chrysostom, that golden mouthed preacher. He served His Lord well at a 

crucial time of history. His passionate, God-filled words helped the Church as a whole to transition into public 

life, striking the right balance between our earthly citizenship and our heavenly citizenship, between social justice 

in this life, and the heavenly treasures, which await us in the next. Amen.       


