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INTRODUCTION

The purpose of this study is two-fold: to
study the general hermeneutical principles and procedures
of Martin Luther, and to develop an understanding of the
major hermeneutical influences both upon him and by him.
Luther certainly did not precipitate the Reformation in a
vacuum, but his revolutionary ideas developed as a result
of many historical and theological influences upon his
intellectual and spiritual development. Furthermore,
Luther provided a hermeneutical watershed from which the
other Reformers, as well as many contemporary scholars,
drank. His influence upon the hermeneutical development
since the sixteenth century has been immeasurable. Thinkers
ranging from the positions of classical Orthodoxy to the
New Hermeneutic have claimed him as their hermeneutical

progenitor.

The Problem

The statement of the problem

The task to be performed by thisstudy is to delin-
eate the main hermeneutical tendencies which developed in
the Church from the era of Irenaeus to the era of Humanism.

These tendencies are to be analyzed and evaluated, and their
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influence upon the development of Luther's Biblical
hermeneutic is to be demonstrated. In short, the rise of
the authority of the Church as a means of controlling
Biblical interpretation is surveyed historically, and the
development of Luther's grammatico-philological hermeneut-
ical method is surveyed in the light of this milieu of
authoritative interpretation.

Although Luther did not develop his hermeneutic in
a vacuum, neither was his development merely a reaction to
objectionable interpretative methods. He creatively artic-
ulated several concepts which had not been developed fully.
An example of this leadership is seen in his emphasis on
the illuminating work of the Holy Spirit in the interpreter
of Scripture. Furthermore, he creatively developed the
emphasis on the historical-literal sense of Scripture in

place of the bankruptcy of the multiplex intelligentia of

the Schoolmen. Finally, his uniqueness was expressed in
his making the Bible the central point of authority for
faith and life, and in placing Christ at the center of the
Bible.

Another aspect of this study is to survey and eval-
uate some of Luther's influence upon contemporary Biblical
scholarship. Specifically, an attempt is made to view
Karl Barth's emphasis on the work of the Holy Spirit in

the interpretation of Scripture and to see the relevance
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for Barth of Luther's emphasis on this issue. Furthermore,
in view of the fact that Rudolf Bultmann and the New
Hermeneutic movement profess to be heirs of Luther's
Reformation hermeneutic, a survey will be made of this
theological school for the purpose of comparing their major
hermeneutical emphases with those of Luther.

Finally, we intend as a result of this study to
delineate important hermeneutical principles which should
be applied to the study of Scripture in the contemporary
historical situation.

The importance of this study

There is a continual need to review theology in
the light of the historical development of doctrine. A
failure to understand in historical perspective the theolog-
ical and interpretative trends in contemporary scholarship
may invite a myopic subjectivism or a provincial dogmatism
into theological and Biblical thought. Furthermore, there
is always the tendency for men to read their own biases
back into the basic conclusions of their theological prede-
cessors. Therefore, a basic, objectively historical attempt
to understand these men clearly needs constantly to be made.
In view of the great influence which Luther has upon the his-
tory of modern Biblical interpretation, it is important
that we have a basic historical appreciation of his work

and heritage in order to build adequately upon the Reformation
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tradition in theology and hermeneutics, and not to

be distracted by neo-Reformation tendencies.

The Approach

The method of procedure

The procedure for this study will be a historical
examination of the topic at hand. It will be developed in
three phases. 1In Section 1, a historical study of repre-
sentative scholars in the Patristic and Scholastic periods
will be made with particular reference to issues in their
work which relate to the historical development of Biblical
interpretation. Froﬁ the findings of this historical survey
and analysis, in Section II, an attempt will be made to
observe the influence of these hermeneutical issues upon
the development of Luther's approach to the Bible. Next,

a historical study of Luther's hermeneutical principles and
procedures will be made, and these findings will be viewed
in comparison with the hermeneutical work of other major
Continental Reformers.

In Section ITT, the contemporary hermeneutical work
of Barth, Bultmann, and the New Hermeneutics will be sur-
veyed and analyzed for the purpose of observing how they
are influenced by Luther, or in what ways they profess to
gain direction by him. Finally, specific hermeneutical

guidelines will be brought together from the historical
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survey for the purpose of providing a basis for a sound
Biblical theology.

The limitation of the subject

This study is not meant to be an encyclopedic or
final treatment of Luther's hermeneutics and his influence.
Such a treatment would call for far more time and space
than is available here. Instead, the study is limited to
scholars who represent traditions and themes influential
upon Luther, to a historical survey of Luther's hermeneut-
ical work, and to the selection of certain contemporary
theologians who reflect Luther's influence outside of
orthodox Lutheranism.

In terms of content, the specific issues to be dealt
with are only those which are related to the concept of
Biblical interpretation. Thus, the major concern is not
doctrinal, but hermeneutical and historical.

The sources of research

The research materials used in this study will be
basically the primary sources of the work of each scholar
to be studied. Both the original language sources and com-
petent translations will be used. 1In addition, relevant
and competent secondary sources will be used to supplement
the primary works. The bibliography will represent both
sources which will be used extensively and those which will
be examined less extensively or referred to in the course of

the investigation of the respective issues to be handled.




SECTION I
CHAPTER I

THE DEVELOPMENT OF THE AUTHORITATIVE
APPROACH TO INTERPRETATION

Irenaeus

In the patristic period, an era full of controversy
and serious attacks upon Scripture and the Church, the
apostolic testimony came to hold a position of supreme
authority in the minds of Christians. Although the 01d
Testament still retained its importance, the New Testament
was recognized as fully canonical and of equal inspiration
with the 0ld. As a result of the struggle between the Church
and the Gnostic sects who wished to distort Scripture to their
own ends, while claiming for themselves a secret apostolic
tradition, the relationship between Scripture and the Church's
tradition as channels of the apostolic testimony became more
clear.l In this crucial time, Irenaeus, Bishop of Lyons
(A.D. 177-190), gave towering theological leadership as he

spoke against the heretical rationalistic speculations of

lJ.N.D. Kelly, Early Christian Doctrines (New York:
Harper & Row Publishers, 1960), pp. 35f.
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the Gnostics who threatened the Church from within. His

chief work, Adversus Haereses, has been widely recognized as

one of the most important theological treatises of the first
Christian centuries.2 Philip Schaff calls it '"'the polemic
theological masterpiece of the ante-Nicene age.”3 Louis
Berkhof regards it as '"a work marked by ability, moderation,
and purity in its representation of Christianity.”4 Theodor
Zahn is even more lavish in his praise of Irenaeus himself,
as he credits him with 'soundness of judgment, acuteness of
perception, and clearness of exposition. 1In fact, he is the
first writer of the post-apostolic period who deserved the
title of a theologian.”5 Indeed, it was Irenaeus who made
the first concerted apologetic attempts to deal with men such

as Marcion and Valentinus.6

ZJ. Barton Payne, '""The Biblical Interpretation of
Irenaeus,'" Inspiration axad Interpretation, John F. Walvoord,
ed. (Grand Rapids: Wm. B. Eerdmans Co., 1957), p. 11.

3Philip Schaff, History of the Christian Church, IT
(New York: Scribner's, 1912), p. 753.

4Louis Berkhof, The History of Christian Doctrines
(Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1949), p. 66.

5Theodor Zahn, "Irenaeus,'" The New Schaff-Herzog
Encyclopedia of Religious Knowledge, VI (New York: Funk and
Wagnalls, c. 1910), p. 30.

6Robert M. Grant, A Short History of the Interpretation
of the Bible (New York: Macmillan, 1966), p. 129.
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Hermeneutical issues in the attack upon the heretics

The problem of the hermeneutics of the heretics.

Although Irenaeus feels that a very basic reason for the cor-
rupt interpretations of the heretics is to be found in their
morality and their evil intent toward Scripture,7 their errors
stem from incorrect hermeneutical methods. These men deceive
themselves by endeavoring to support their own systems by

the Scriptures. They bring their own meanings to them and
thus defile the purity of them. 8 Others, such as the
Ebionites and the Marcionites repudiate parts of the Gospels
and Epistles, or even the entire 0ld Testament, thus leaving

9

only fragments which they pervert to their own devious ends.

The clear interpreted by the dark and obscure. One

of their most glaring errors is the attempt to explain ambig-
uous passages of Scripture by inventing other gods and attempt-
ing to solve enigmas by using other enigmas. Irenaeus says
thus:

.. .quemadmodum praediximus, de arena resticulas

nectentes, et quaestioni minori quaestionem majorem

adgenerantes. Omnis autem quaestio non per aliud,
quod quaeritur, habebit resolutionem, nec ambiguitas

7Irenaeus, Against Heresies, The Ante-Nicene Fathers,
I, A. Roberts & J. Donaldson, eds. (Grand Rapids, Eerdmans,
1953), Book I, 11, 1; and 13, 1-6 (hereafter, AH); Contra
Haereses, Patrologiae, vol. 7, J. P. Migne, ed. (Montrouge:
Migne, 1357).

8
9

AH-I, 9, 1; I, 18, 1-2.
AH-I, 26, 1-2; I, 27, 1-2.
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per aliam ambiguitatem solvetur apud eos, qui sensum
habent, aut aenigmata per aliud majus aenigma, sed
ea quae sunt talia, ex manifestis1 et consonantibus,
et claris accipiunt absolutiones.

By thus attempting to interpret the obscure by the
more obscure, these heretics devise difficulties incapable of
solution. They reveal their infidelity in this, and fall

. . . . 11
away into beliefs which have no existence. They therefore
interpret the clear by the dark and obscure, and the result
is irrational confusion.

Order and context neglected., Furthermore, the here-

tics ignore the proper context of many passages. The Valen-
tinians in particular forsake the true order and context of
the Scriptures and bring their own system to the text.
Irenaeus says:

Cum sit igitur tale illorum argumentum, quod neque
prophetae praedicaverunt, neque Dominus docuit,
neque apostoli tradiderunt, quod abundantius glori-
antur plus quam caeteri cognivisse, de iis quae non
sunt scripta legentes, et, quod solet dici, de arena
resticulas nectere affectantes, fide digne aptare
conantur 1is dicta sunt, vel parabolas Dominicas,
vel dictiones propheticas aut sermones apostolicos,

loéﬂ.II, 10, 1: "...weaving, as I said before, ropes
of sand, and affixing a more important to a less important
question. For no question can be solved by means of another
which itself awaits solution; nor, in the opinion of those
possessed of sense, can an ambiguity be explained by means of
another ambiguity, or enigmas by means of another greater
enigma, but things of such character receive their solution
from those which are manifest, and consistent, and clear."

Lan 11, 10, 2.
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ut figmentum illorum non sine teste esse videatur;

ordinem quidem et textum Scripturarum supergred-

ientes, et, quantum in ipsis est, solventes membra

vauitatis.iz

They thus transfer passages and dress them up anew,

and change their meanings so as to delude many by ignoring
the true contextual sense and adapting the oracles of God |
to their own opinions. The result is rather like one's
taking the beautiful image of a king constructed out of precious
jewels by a great artist, and re-arranging the gems into the
rough form of a dog or a fox, and then maintaining that this
corruption: is the king. In doing so, one could deceive the
ignorant, who have no concept of what the king's form is
like, and persuade them that this miserable likeness of the
fox is indeed the beautiful image of the king. In the same
way these persons patch together old wives' tales, and by
using words, expressions, and parables out of context, they

adapt the oracles of God to their baseless fictions.13

12gg I, 8, 1: "Such, then, is their system, which
neither the prophets announced, nor the Lord taught, nor the
apostles delivered, but of which they boast that beyond all
others they have a perfect knowledge. They gather thelr views
from other sources then the Scriptures; and, to use a common
proverb, they strive to weave ropes of sand, which they en-
deavor to adapt with an air of probability to their own
peculiar assertions the parables of the lLord, the sayings of
the prophets, and the words of the apostles, in order that
their scheme may not seem altogether without support. 1In
doing so, however, they disregard the order and the connection
of Scriptures, and so far as in them lies, dismember and
destroy the trutch."

31pid.
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Basic principles of correct interpretation

In the course of his refutation of the heretics,
Irenaeus utilizes several basic hermeneutical principles.
His purpose is to point out that although the heretics pre-
tend to use Scripture to prove their doctrines, they have
no conception of correct interpretative procedure. Therefore,
he expounds these principles to form a foundation for his
Scriptural refutation of their <duactrines. J. Bartcon Payne
sees seven basic principles which Irenaeus develops. These
are as follows: the redemptive message of Scripture, pro-
gressive revelation, the unity of Scripture, bistoricity,
textual study, literary interpretation, and perspicuity.14
While Payne's approach is commendably documented, and each of
these principles is clearly evident in Irenaeus' writings, the
last five have particular relevance to this study, since the
first two principles deal primarily with the content and
methodology of revelation, rather than with interpretative
principles per se.

Unity of Scripture. 8Since salvation came through
|

Christ, as was prophesied by the prophets and righteous men of
old who earnestly desired to see Him, and since the self-same
person is present who was announced by the prophets, and since
His advent has brought in a fuller measure of grace to those

who received Him, it is clear that the Father is the same as

laPayﬁm, op.cit., pp. 29-47.
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He who was proclaimed by the prophets.15 It seems that
Irenaeus thus reasons that since God is One, the word which
He has'proclaimed is also one. He says, "How do the
Scriptures testify of Him, unless all things had ever been
revealed and shown to believers by one and the same God

through the Word?'10

The same God was author of both test-
aments, as he says:
Apostoll enim omnes duo quidem testamenta in duobus
populis fuisse docuerunt: unum autem et eumdem esse
Deum, qui disposuerit utraque ad utilitatem hominum
qui incipiebant credere Dec. t7/
And again he says:
Hujusmodi quoque de duobus testamentis senior
apostolorum discipulus disputabat, ab uno quidem
et eodem Deo utraque ostendens....
Since the same God gave both testaments and it is not reason-
able to assume that He contradicted Himself, he concludes
that Scripture is essentially harmonious. He affirms this

thus:

Omnis Scriptura a Deo nobis data consonans nobis
invenietur, et parabolae his, quae manifeste dicta

L5an 1v, 11, 1 and 4.
Y v, 11, 1.

17§ﬂ IV, 32, 2: "For all the apostles taught that there
were indeed two testaments among the two peoples; but that it
was one and the same God who appointed both for the advantage
of those men...who were to believe in God."

18§ﬂ v, 32, 1: "After this fashion also did a pres-
byter, a disciple of the apostles, reason with respect to
the two testaments, proving that both were truly from one
and the same God."
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sunt, consonabunt, et manifeste dicta absolvent
parabolas; et per dictionum multas voces unam
consonantem melodiam in nobis sentiet laudanqui
fecit omnia.l9
It follows, therefore, that Christ "dedit nobis quadriforme
Evangelium, quod uno spiritu continetur."20 The Gospels, and

the rest of the Scriptures are a unity.

Literary method of interpretation. We have already

noted the tendency of the heretics to allow their own con-
cepts to intrude upon Scripture. They twist names and ideas
from a natural to a non-natural sense and remove them from

21 Although TIrenaeus himself has been suspected

their context.
of being more subjective in some of his interpretations than

a scientific and historical method would allow,22 he did see
the dangers of adapting the oracles of God to his own opin-
ions, as the Valentinians were wont to do.23 Furthermore, he
saw the need for interpreting Scripture according to objective
literary standards. He recognized that various forms of
expression were natural to various writers, and that this

variety in no way contradicted the unity of Scripture. He

says:

l9gg,11, 28, 3: "All Scripture which has been given
us by God shall be found to be perfectly consistent...and
through the many diversified utterances, there shall be heard
one harmonious melody in us, praising in hymns that God who
created all things."

ZOég IIT, 11, 8: "...has given us the Gospel under
four aspects, but bound together by one Spiritc."

Zléﬂ I, 9, 4.

22 56hn Lawson, The Biblical Theology of Saint Irenaeus
(London: Epworth Press, 1948), p. 61.

231 1, 8, 1.
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Oportebat enim quaedam quidem praenuntiari paternaliter a

patribus, quaedam autem praefigurari legaliter a

prophetis, quaedam vero deformari secundum formationem

Christi, ab his qui adogtionem perceperunt: omnia vero

in uno Dei ostenduntur.Z4
Parables, for example, are not to be adapted to ambiguous
expressions and fantastic meanings. A sound mind will eager-
ly meditate upon those things which God has placed within the
power of mankind and subjected to our knowledge. These things
fall clearly and plainly under our observation and are clearly
and unambiguously set forth in the sacred Scriptures. If
parables, therefore, are kept free from this obscurity in

interpretation, they will receive a clear interpretation,

as he says:

et a veritate corpus integrum, et simili aptatione
membrorum, et sine concussione perseverat. Sed quae
non aperte dicta sunt, neque ante oculos posita,
copulare absolutionibus parabolarum, quas unusquisque
prout vult adinvenit, Sic enim apud nullum erit
regula veritatis....

There must be a criterion, then, for testing the truthfulness

24 ; ' "

AH 1V, 25, 3; Payne, op.cit., p. 39: "It was
requisite that certain facts be announced beforehand by the
fathers in a paternal manner, and others prefigured by the
prophets in a legal one, but others, described after the form
of Christ, by those who have received the adoption; while in
one God are all things shown forth."

zséﬁ II, 27, 1l: "and the body of truth (veritate
corpus) remains entire with a harmonious adaptation of its
members, and without any collision. But to apply expressions
which are not clear or evident to interpretations of the
parables, such as every one discovers for himself as incli-
nation leads him [is absurd]. For in this way no one will
possess the rule of truth...."
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of any interpretation, and Irenaeus refers to such a canon

as the veritatis corpus. We note here the beginning of a

tendency toward an authoritative Biblical interpretation, a
norm of truth. This trend will develop and reach its full-
est expression, as we shall show, in the fifth century with
the work of Vincent of Lerins.

Irenaeus continues his stress upon a sound literary
method by urging caution in the interpretation of symbolic or
26

parabolic language, opposing the principle of Biblical numeri-

cal typology,27amipmmoth¥;8n accurate handling of prophecy by
using the concept of redemptive history with Christ as its
28

central theme and hermeneutical key.

Historical approach. The concepts of the harmony and

analogy of Scripture lead Irenaeus to affirm the historicity
of it as well. The revelations of God in the New Testament
serve to guarantee the authenticity of the 0ld. A faith in
Christ seems to authenticate faith in the ancient miracles.?9
Irenaeus affirms the historicity of God's words to Cain and

31

Noah,30 the call of Abraham, Davidic authorship of certain

26Payne, op.cit., p. 39.
271bid., p. 403 AH II, 24, 1; cf. II, 24, 2-6.

281hid., p. 42; AH V, 35, 1; TT, 28; IV, 19,1; IV,
33, 1; v, 2, 7.

29
30

Payne, Ibid., p. 34f.

AH V, 14, 1.

g 1w, 7, 3.
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Psalms,32 and New Testament emphases such as the activity
of Gabriel in Luke 1,33 and the virgin birth.3% Payne calls
his position at this point a 'consistent supernaturalism,”35
The God who took away sins could and did take away Elijah.
The one cannot be historically real without the other. The
key illustration of the necessity of historicity in interpre-
tation is the resurrection of Christ. He writes:

If he rose not from the dead, neither did He

vanquish death and bring its reign to naught;

and if death be not vanquished, how can we ascend

to life, who from the beginning have fallen under

death?36

Textual study. This historical emphasis leads Irenaeus

to an awareness, though incomplete, of the need for sound
grammatical exegesis and textual criticism in interpreting
Scripture.37 Although ignorant of scientific grammar, and

the occasional victim of atrocious exegesis, he will sometimes
base his arguments on the meaning and usage of a single word
or a New Testament punctuation.38

He is concerned with the problem of textual criticism,

and concludes that the biblical text had been transmitted

320 1v, 11, 3.

33pm 111, 11, 4.

34
35

36lbid., Irenaeus, Demonstration of the Apostolic
Preaching, p. 9 (Latin text not available).

AH IIT, 19.

Payne, op.cit., p. 36.

371bid., p. 36.
38yhid.; 11T, 11, 1 and 17T, 7, 1.
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"without falsification."3? He cautions against textual
corruption,40 and as a principle, adopts those readings
found "in all the more approved and ancient c:opies."41 It
is indeed commendable and indicative of Irenaeus' great
wisdom that he perceived the need for dealing with issues

such as these in the early times in which he lived.

Perspicuity. Irenaeus certainly was not so extreme

as to assert that Scripture could be understood at all points,
but he did teach that insofar as essential matters of faith
are concerned, the "entire Scriptures'" can be understood

"In aperto, et sine ambiguitate, et similiter ab omnibus.”42

He who is pious will eagerly meditate upon the Scriptures.
Irenaeus says:

Sensus autem sanus, et qui sine periculo est, et
religiosus, et amans verum, quae quidem dedit in
hominum potestatem Deus, et subdidit nostrae
scientiae, haec prompte meditabitur, et in ipsis
proficiet, diuturno studio facilem scientiam eorum
efficiens. Sunt autem haec, quae ante oculos
nostros occurrunt, et quaecunque aperte et sine

ambiguo ipsis dictionibus posita sunt in Scripturis.43

391pid., p. 37; 1V, 33, 8.
40114, .

“lam v, 30, 1.
42

43é§ TI, 27, 1: "A sound mind, and one which does not
expose its possessor to danger, and is devoted to piety and
the love of truth, will eagerly meditate upon those things
which God has placed within the power of mankind, and has
subjected to our knowledge, and will make advancement in
them, rendering the knowledge of them easy to him by means of
daily study. These things are such as fall [plainly] under
our observation, and are clearly and unambiguously in express
terms set forth in the Sacred Scriptures."

Payne, op.cit., pp. 45f.; II, 27, 2.
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The perspicuity of Scripture is not without

qualification, however. '"First, it was understood,' says
Payne, ''that the enlightening work of the Holy Spirit was
necessary within the hearts of sinful men before the truth
could assume its natural clarity.”44 A true spiritual
disciple will rightly interpret and understand Scripture.
He says:

Talis discipulus vere spiritalis recipiens

Spiritum Dei, qui ab initio in universis disposi-

tionibus Dei adfuit hominibus, et futura annunti-

avit, et praesentia ostendit, et praeterita

enerrat; judicat quidem omnes, ipse autem a

nemine judicatur. Nam judicat gentes, creaturae

magisquam Creatori servientes, et reprobabili

mente universam suam operationem in vanum con-

sumentes. Judicat autem etiam Judaeos, non

percipientes Verbum libertatis....
As opposed to the heretics who cannot agree among themselves
as to the proper meaning of Scripture, the spiritual man is
guided by the Holy Spirit to discern the unity of the

Scripture, and "He therefore, sifts and tries them all,

but he himself is tried by no man...." (Hic igitur examinat
46

omnes...).
Futhermore, the clarity of Scripture is appreciated

only by those who diligently study it. He says:

44Payne, op.cit., p. 46.

45§§ IV, 33, 1: "A spiritual disciple of this sort
truly receiving the Spirit of God, who was from the begin-
ning does indeed 'judge all men, but is himself judged by
no man.' For he judges the Gentiles...and he also judges
the Jews, who do not accept the word of liberty..."

4,1 v, 33, 15.
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Dicemus autem adversus omnes haereticos, et primo
quidem adversus eos qui sunt a Marcione, et adversus
eas qui similes illis, ab altero Deo dicentes esse
prophetas: Legite diligentius id quod ab apostolis
est Evangelium nobis datum, et legite diligentius
prophetas, et invenietis universam actionem, et
omnem doctrinam, et ﬁmnem passionem Domini nostri
praedictam in ipsis. /

When he says, '"Then shall every word also seem consistent

to him, if he for his part diligently read the Scriptures

in company with those who are the presbyters of the Church,

among whom is the apostolic doctrine,”éS he is not advocat-

ing absolute reliance wjon the authoritative interpretation
of the Church, but is emphasizing the concept of the analogy
of Scripture and its own inherent meaning which is based in
the very nature of the revelation itself, not human tradi-

49

tiomn. It is because the presbyters them:+lves are spiri-

tual men that their interpretations have merit. The true
value of the ''succession of bishops' lay in the fact that
they transmitted a "lawful and diligent exposition in har-

IISO (S

mony with the Scriptures ecundum Scripturas expositio

legitima et diligens).

47é§.IV, 34, 1: '"Now I shall simply say, in opposition
to all the heretics, and principally against the followers
of Marcion, and against those who are like to these, in main-
taining that the prophets were fiom another God [than He who
is announced in the Gospel], read with earnest care the
Gospel which has been conveyed to us by the apostles, and
read with earnest care the prophets, and you will find that
the whole conduct, and all the doctrine, and all the suffer-
ings of our Lord, were predicted through them."

481 1v, 32, 1.

49
50

Payne, op.cit., p. 47.
Ibid., AH 1V, 33, 8.
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The relationship of Scripture and
the tradition of the Church

Irenaeus emphasizes that the truth of God forms the
basis for the Christian faith. Jesus Christ Himself is

ultimately the truth, '"Dominus noster Jesus Christus veritas

ggE,”Sl and His teaching is the truth. This truth was

taught through the apostles, and is today known only through
them.%2 It is only by way of the apostles that we know the
Gospel.53 Thus, the Christian truth proclaimed by the Church
is identical with the truth revealed in Jesus Christ.s4 The
apostles, then, either delivered this truth to the Church
orally, or they or their disciples wrote it down, and it

is in one of these two ways that their message is known.>°
The problem thus presented is the relationship between the
truth as orally transmitted (traditio), and the written truth
of the Scriptures.

The role of tradition. By tradition, when used in

the context of Christian truth rather than Gnostic heresy,
Irenaeus means the oral testimony publicly delivered to the

churches by the apostles and handed down to the successive

Sléﬂ ITI, 5, 1; Ellen Flesseman-van Leer, Tradition
and Scripture in the Early Church (Assen, Netherlands: Van
Gorcum, 1954), p. 100.

52
53

AH TII, praef.; Flesseman-van Leer, Ibid.
AH IIT, 1, 1; Flesseman-van Leer, Ibid.

S%AH T, 2 (10, 1); I, 3(10, 2); V, praef; Flesseman-
van Leer, ibid., p. 101.

55é§ ITI, 1, 1; Flesseman-van Leer, Ibid., p. 101.
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bishops. This is the traditio apostolorum or ab apostolis,

which is preached by the Church, as distinct from the writ-
ten Scriptures.56 In Book I, Irenaeus uses traditio to
denote the message preached in the Church by all Christians.
It is the same, whatever may be the languages or mental

37 Flesseman~-van Leer

differences of those who proclaim it.
summarizes by stating, ''we can say that tradition is the
living kerygma of the church in its full identity with the
revelation of Jesus Christ given to his apostles."58 This
apostolic tradition, then, has authority because the apostles
were direct eye-witnesses and followers of Christ, and were
sent out by Him. 29

The place of Scripture. Not only has the revela-

tion of God reached us by the living preaching and teaching

of the Church through tradition faithfully preserved and
transmitted by the succession of bishops; this same message

has been preserved in writing. True apostolic teaching is

also to be learned from Scripture, the 0Old and New Testaments. %0
What the apostles originally preached orally, they later
transmitted in the Scriptures as the foundation of our faith.

Irenaeus thus says:

SGAE III, 3, 1; Flesseman-van Leer, 102.
57éﬂ I, 3(10, 2); Flesseman-van Leer, 103.
58p1esseman-van Leer, op.cit., p. 103.
591bid., p. 101.

601bid., p. 128
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quod quidem tunc praeconaverunt, postea vero per Del
voluntatem in Scripturis nobis tradiderunt, 61
fundamentum et columnam fidei nostrae futurum.

Irenaeus emphasizes that Scripture is the written

deposit of the revelation and is given by God, niog ypoon

62 The Spirit of God speaks through

63

budopévn Nptv &no Oeob.

the prophets and the writers of the New Testament books.
It is because of this spiritual origin that the Scripture
is trustworthy. Just as the apostolic tradition of the
Church is trustworthy because it goes back to the apostles,
so the Scriptures are trustworthy because they were written
64

by the apostles themselves or their immediate successors.

The Scriptures and tradition. In expressing the

relationship between Scripture and tradition, Irenaeus empha-
sizes that the tradition of the Church is not a separate
entity from the Scriptures, for it serves to confirm the

65 Tradition safeguards Scripture from

witness of the Bible.
corruption and interprets it in the apostolic sense. In the

authentic apostolic Church, the Holy Spirit, as the vicar

61ay III, 1, 1: The Gospel..."which they did at one
time proclaim in public, and, at a later period, by the will
of God, handed down to us in the Scriptures, to be the
ground and pillar of our faith."

62§ﬂ II, 41, 4(28, 3); Flesseman-van Leer, p. 130.

63pm 1V, 34, 8(20,8); III, 17, 1(16,2).

6471 esseman-van Leer, op.cit., p. 131.

65Hans von Campenhausen, The Fathers of the Greek
Church (New York: Pantheon Books, Inc., 1955), p. 26.
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of Christ, would not permit Christians to hold a

different faith from that preached by the apostles.66

The apostolic tradition is the key to correct exegesis of
Scripture?7as Irenaeus says:

Hi enim et eam quae est in unum Deum, qui omnia
fecit, fidem nostram custodiunt: et eam quae est
in Filium Dei, dilectionem adaugent, qui tantas
dispositiones propter nos fecit, et Scripturas
sine periculo nobis exponunt, neque Deum blasphe-
mantes, neque patriarchas exhonorantes, neque
prophetas contemnentes.

On the other hand, the Scriptures provide an indispensable
attestation of the validity of tradition. 1In this regard,
Irenaeus writes:

Et si de aliqua modica quaestione disceptatio

esset, nonne oporteret in antiquissimas recurrere

Ecclesias, in quibus apostoli conversati sunt,

et ab eis de praesenti quaestione sumere quod

certum et re liquidum est? Quid autem si neque 69

apostoli quidem Scripturas reliquissent nobis....

"Irenaeus took it for granted that the apostolic tradition

66G. W. H. Lampe, "Scripture and Tradition in the
Early Church," Scripture and Tradition, F. W. Dillistone,
ed. (Greenwich, Conn.: Seabury Press, 1955), p. 45.

67

68,y IV, 26, 5:"For these [presbyters] also preserve

this faith of ours...and they expound the Scriptures to us
without danger, neither blaspheming God, nor dishonouring
the patriarchs, nor despising the prophets."

69§ﬂ ITI, 4, 2: '"Suppose there arise a dispute
relative to some important question among us, should we not
have recourse to the most ancient churches with which the
apostles held constant intercourse, and learn from them what
is certain and clear in regard to the present question? For
how should it be if the apostles themselves had not left
us writings?"

Kelly, op.cit., p. 38.
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had also been deposited in written documents,"

70

says

Thus, the Scriptures validate the fact that the
71

Kelly.

tradition of the Church is the correct one. Flesseman~

van Leer notes the close interaction of Scripture and tradi-
tion by showing that Scripture is used by Irenaeus to prove
the validity of the tradition of the Church as opposed to
the heretical traaitions of the Gnostics. 8he states thus:

That is to say, scripture is the instrument with

which to refute the heretics, and what is even more
important, the tradition of the church (fides quae
creditur) should be defended and proved through Scripture
«...This doctrine of the church, Irenaeus continues,

is trustworthy, for it descends from the apostles.

But these apostles have written down their doctrine;

and these writings we now shall use as proof....72

We see, therefore, that Irenaeus does not subordinate
Scripture to tradition, or vice-versa.73 Scripture is a means
by which tradition reaches us,74 and a source, with tradition,

75

from which we can know revelation. Scripture is not

merely an example of tradition,76 but it is a concomitant

70Ke11y, op.cit., p. 38.
71py 1II, 5, 1.

72F]esseman-van Leer, op.cit., pp. 142f; cf. AH
ITI, 1, 2(1,1), Greek text, & pév 6f uatbalc &v TOIQﬁEEp&LOQ

i lola drarénte abtbv, nol ypaghv £EAveyrev EvayyeAlou.

73Flesseman-van Leer, Ibid., p. 143.
74p1 111, 1, 2.

75plesseman~van Leer, op.cit., p.l43.
76lhié-




25

channel with tradition for transmitting revelation. '"'The

whole point of his teaching,'" says Kelly, 'was, in fact, that

Scriptﬁre and the Church's unwritten tradition are identi-
cal in content, both being vehicles of the revelation."77
Indeed, says Lawson, ''to inquire whether tradition or
Scripture is the primary authority is to obscure the mind
of S. Irenaeus by asking the wrong question. To him both
are manifestations of one and the same thing, the Apostolic

n78

truth by which the Christian lives. Any view, therefore,

which states that Irenaeus places tradition above Scripture
is erroneous.79

The bases for authority and truth. The authority

and truth of any teaching in Christianity must be based
upon sound principles. Irenaeus emphasizes three basic

authenticating principles: the regula veritatis, the apos-

tolic succession, and the Holy Spirit.

Although Irenaeus sees the importance of sound exe-
gesis of Scripture and due respect for the tradition of the
Church, he sees the ultimate standard for the interpreta-

80

tion of revelation to be the regula veritatis. He does

not see the Church alone as the infallible interpreter of

77
78
79

80R. M. Grant, The Letter and the Spirit (London:
SPCK, 1957), p. 82.

Kelly, op.cit., p. 39.
Lawson, op.cit., p. 103.
Flesseman-van Leer, op.cit., p. 1l41.
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81

Scripture, but holds to the regula, which is ultimately

the truth itself. He says:
Habentes itaque regulam ipsam veritatem, et in
aperto positum de Deo testimonium, non debemus
per quaestionum declinantes in alias atque alias
absolutiones ejicere firmam et veram de Deo
scientiam.8

This rule of truth Irenaeus later defines as the words of

God, as he says, ''Nos autem unum et solum verum Deum doctorem

sequentes, et regulam veritatis habentes ejus sermones, de

iisdem semper eadem dicimus omnes."83 The genitive usage

here is the explicative genitive: the truth which is the
rule.8% The truth which is the authoritative rule of inter-
pretation, then, is the revelation of God, Jesus Christ and
His teaching.85 Those who hear the doctrine of God only as
their subjective opinions allow them to hear it do not have
the rule of truth.86

The regula veritatis, then, encompasses both the

Bible and traditon. "It is not a formal principle for exe-

esis,' says Flesseman-van Leer, 'brought to the Bible from
g

81Payne, op.cit., p. 47.
82

AH, IT, 28, 1(41,1-Engl.); Flesseman-van Leer,
op.cit., p. 126: "Having therefore the truth itself as our
rule, and the testimony concerning God set clearly before
us, we ought not, by running after numerous and diverse an-
swers to questions, to cast away the firm and true knowledge

of God."

83aH 1V, 57, 4(35,4); Flesseman-van Leer, Ibid.,
p. 126.

84Flessemanwvan Leer, Ibid., p. 126.
851pid., p. 127.

864, 111, 12,7(12,6).
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outside, but the real teaching of the Bible, that is, the
revelation as embedded in scripture.”87 It is identical
in content with revelation, although in form it is revela-

88

tion as mediated through the apostolic tradition, whether

oral or written. The regula veritatis is, then, the stan-

dard by which sound views of doctrine are distinguished

from unsound. The regula is the truth behind both Scripture
and tradition, although both of these are modes of its expres-
sion. Truly interpreted, Scripture adheres to the rule of
truth because it is apostolic in its origin, and tradition
adheres to the rule of truth because the succession of
bishops hands down a '"lawful and diligent exposition in

harmony with the Scriptures' (Secundum Scripturas expositio

legitima et diligens). Irenaeus states this clearly in the

whole of this passage:

Agnitio vera est apostolorum doctrina et antiquus
Ecclesiae status, in universo mundo, et character
corporis Christi secundum successiones episcoporum,
quibus illi eam, quae in unoquoque loco est,
Ecclesiam tradiderunt: quae pervenit usque ad nos
custodione sine fictione Scripturarum tractatio
plenissiméa, neque additamentum neque ablationem
recipiens; et lectio sine falsatione, et secundum
Scripturas expositio legitima, et dili&ens, et
sine periculo, et sine blasphemia....8

87F1esseman—van Leer, op.cit., p. 127.
881pbid.

89éﬂ IV, 33,8: '"True knowledge is the doctrine of
the apostles, and the ancient constitution of the Church
throughout all the world, and the distinctive manifestation
of the body of Christ according to the successions of the
bishops, by which they have handed down that Church which
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Irenaeus sees two major ways by which it can be
substantiated that the teaching which conforms to the

regula veritatis is identical with God's revelation through

Jesus Christ. First, this revelation was made known
through the apostles. Flesseman-Van Leer calls it the
"historical guaranty of the uninterrupted succession of
bishops in the church."90 This succession goes back line-
ally to the apostles and thus guarantees the identity of
oral tradition with the original revelation.?! Secondly,
the Holy Spirit is a further safeguard, and Flesseman- van
Leer refers to Him as the "divine guaranty' of authentic-
ity.92

In the emphasis on apostolic succession as the
"historical guaranty,' Irenaeus points out that the apostles

entrusted their teaching to the Church, or those who repre-

sent the Church, the bishops. These are the '"successiones

Presbyterorum,'" or '"eos qui ab apostolis instituti sunt
94
H

episcopi in Ecclesia, These are Spirit-endowed men who

exists in every place, and has come even unto us, being
guarded and preserved, without any forging of Scriptures,

by a very complete system of doctrine, and neither receiving
addition nor curtailment[in the truths which she believes;]
and [it consists in] reading [the word of God] without fal-
sification, and a lawful and diligent exposition in harmony
w&th the ﬁcriptures, both without danger and without blas-
phemy....

9OFlesseman-van Leer, op.cit., p. 108.

Ige11y, op.cit., p. 37.

92p1esseman-van Leer, op.cit., p. 108; Kelly, Ibid.
93am 11I, 2, 20.

94pg 1I1I, 3, 1.
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n95

have been given a ''charisma veritatis certum. By

illustrating the order and completeness of the succession

of bishops from those appointed by the apostles down to those
presently in office, Irenaeus asserts that the same faith

as that of the apostles has been preserved in the Church
until now. By this means, he affirms historically the
original message of the apostles.96

Irenaeus sees the bishops as guardians of the

Christian faith, the ecclesia docens. They are ''guarantors

and bearers of revelation."?’/ The testimony of those who
conversed with the apostles bears great weight.98 There-
fore, in the bishops lies a trustworthy interpretative auth-
ority. These devout men have been taught directly the pure
teaching of the apostles, and their interpretations must be
very seriously considered.

Irenaeus has made it clear up to this point that
thé revelation of God comes through the bishops, who actually
are the Church. This Church, however, is formed by the Holy

100

Spirit,?? and it is the home of the Spirit. It is to

95Aﬂ v, 26, 2-5; Kelly, op.cit., p. 37.

96é§ III, 3, 3; Flesseman-van Leer, op.cit., p. 109.
97F1lesseman-van Leer, Ibid., pp. 112, 113.
98 AH V, 5, 1; Flesseman-van Leer, Ibid., p. 11l4.
99%1esseman-van Leer, Ibid., p. 118.

100 Kelly, op.cit., p. 37.
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this Church, formed by the Holy Spirit, that the message
of divine revelation has been committed by this same
Spirit. "The communion with Jesus Christ, i.e. the Holy
Spirit, is actually present and works in the preaéhing of

" says Flesseman-van Leer.101

the church, in the tradition,
Furthermore, the Spirit of God renews the faith of

the Church, giving it life. He guards the faith from corrup-

tion and confirms it, and He works through the means of the

102 Thus, while the reve-

apostles, prophets, and teachers.
lation is communicated by the oral and written testimony of
the apostles, the Holy Spirit works within these channels
to create understanding and acceptance of Scripture, as well
as tradition. This "internal testimony of the Holy Spirit,"
says Mayer, 'is a key authoritative factor in the Church's
life," for it creates "acceptance of and understanding of
religious truth,"103

Not only does the Holy Spirit vivify the faith of
the Church, but He constitutes the bishops, bestowing upon them

the charisma veritatis. He makes bishops those whom He chooses

to proclaim the message of God. They are His appointed

instruments in the Church, and it is through them that He

10lp1esseman-van Leer, op.cit., p. 119.
102py 111, 38, 1(24,1).

103gerbert T. Mayer, "Sbripture, Tradition, and
Authority in the Life of the Early Church,'" Concordia
Theological Monthly, 38 (1967), p. 22,
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104

works (operatio Spiritus). Thus, Irenaeus says:

(In Ecclesia enim, inquit, posuit Deus apostolos,

prophetas, doctores,) et universam reliquam

operationem Spiritus: cujus non sunt participes

omnes, qui non currant ad Ecclesiam, sed semetipsos

fraudant a vita, per sententiam malam et operationem

pessimam. Ubi enim Ecclesia, ibi et Spiritus Dei;

et ubi Spiritus Dei, illic Ecclfsia, et omnis

gratia: Spiritus autem veritas. 5
The Spirit, then, is the truth, the revelation. He is the
key to God's message. He works through the historical guar-
anty of the apostolic succession. Thus, Irenaeus concludes
that God's revelation is found exclusively in the bishops,
tradition, and Scripture of the Church. The Holy Spirit
works only through these channels.100 5o it is ultimately
the Holy Spirit who communicates and interprets Scripture,
though He does this through the means noted above. Since
the Holy Spirit functions through tradition, Church, and
Scripture, it is impossible for the heretics outside the

Church to have access to the truth through Him. The author-

ity for interpretation of God's revelation, then, is within

1043F1esseman~van Leer, op.cit., p. 121.

105 AH ITII, 38, 1(24, 1): '"'For in the Church,' it
is said, 'God hath set apostles, prophets, teachers,' and
all the other means by which the Spirit works;of which all
those are not partakers who do not join themselves to the
Church, but defraud themselves of life through their perverse
opinions and infamous behavior. For where the Church is,
there is the Spirit of God; and where the Spirit of God is,
there ia ﬁhe Church, and every kind of grace; but the Spirit
is truth.

106 Flesseman-van Leer, op.cit., p. 121.
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the Church through the Holy Spirit. This preserves

Irenaeus from mere institutionalizing.

Tertullian

Even though Irenaeus did have difficulty in
carrying out his exegetical theories and sometimes fell into
the hermeneutical fallacies he condemned,107 he left a great
legacy for his successors. At a time when orthodox inter-
preters were largely united against the heretics, the con-
cept of the external authority of the Church in interpreta-

tion seemed to have merit, and the regula veritatis had an

"attractive simplicity."lo8 At the turn of the 2nd century,
Tertullian of Carthage further developed the authoritative
principle of interpretation by emphasizing that the Church
alone had true authority to interpret the Scripture, because
the Bible is the property of the Church. He asserts the
principle of the actuality of possession of the Scriptures

by the Church in his De praescriptio haereticorum.

De praescriptione

Tertullian expected heresies to arise in the Church,

for it is through heresy that truth is manifest (I Cor.l]:19).1—09

1O7Farrar, op.cit., pp. 175f.
108Grant, A Short History..., op.cit., p. 103,

109Tértulliam, Prescription Against Heretics, The
Ante-Nicene Fathers, III, A. Roberts & J. Donaldson, eds.
(Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1951), Chapter 6 (hereafter,
Prescrip.); cf. Robert L. Wilken, "Tertullian and the Early
Christian View of Tradition,' Conc. Theol. M., 38(1967),
p. 228, Latin text from Corpvs Christiancrvm, Tertulliani

Opera (Turnholti: Typographi Brepols Editores Pontificii,1954).
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The heretics attempt to use Scripture to validate their
own arguments.llo We would expect him, like Irenaeus, to
set forth key principlés by which Scripture may be correctly
interpreted, but he does not discuss this issue, moving
directly to the issue of '"to whom do the Scriptures belong?"111
He deals with this question of ownership by using a Roman

legal device called a '"praescriptic." With this device

one may invalidate an original suit by proving its claims to
be out of order. Tertullian thus forces the heretics away
from debating specific matters of faith and denies them the
right to speak on these issues at all. Wilken says, 'The
conclusion is apparent; if his opponents cannot give evi-
dence of apostolic origins, then they have no claim on

nll2

apostolic doctrine. Tertullian thus sets the stage for

refuting the heretics as he writes in De praescriptione 21:

Hinc igitur dirigimus praescriptionem: si Dominus
Christus Jesus apostolos misit ad praedicandum,

alios non esse recipiendos praedicatores quam
Christus instituit, quia nec alius patrem novit nisi
filius et cui filius revelavit, nec aliis videtur
revelasse filius quam apostolis quos misit ad
praedicandum utique quod illis revelavit...si haec
ita sunt, constat perinde omnem doctrinam, quae cum
illis ecclesiis apostolicis matricibus et originalibus
fidei conspiret, veritati deputandum, id sine dubio
tenentem, quod ecclesiae ab apostolis, apostoli a
Christo, Christus a Deo accepit; oumem vero doctrinam

10¢p454., p. 15.

oSwiChan

Hlyyi4., p. 19.

112Wiiken, op.cit., p. 230.
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de mendacio praeiudicandum quae sapiat contra
veritatem ecclesiarum et apostolorum Christi et
Dei.

The basis of his argument, then, moves from the
question of interpretation to the question of credentials.
The apostolic faith cannot be separated from the apostolic
tradition within the Church. The heretics have only their
opinions, therefore only the Church has a right to interpret

114

Scripture. Tertullian builds his case upon three basic

premises. First, there is the praescriptio veritatis, which

shows that there is a unity of doctrine between the apostolic
churches and the apostles, which proves that they possess
the truth, while the heretics disagree among themselves.l15

Secondly, there is the praescriptio principalitatis, which

shows that truth is prior to variations from it. The pure

wheat, original truth, is preserved only in the Church.116

113Prescrig., p. 21: "From this, therefore, do we
draw up our rule. Since the Lord Jesus Christ sent the
apostles to preach, (our rule is) that no others ought to be
received as preachers than those whom Christ appointed; for
'no man knoweth the Father save the Son, and he to whomsoever
the Son will reveal Him.' Nor does the Son seem to have
revealed Him to any other then the apostles, whom He sent
forth to preach--that, of course, which He revealed to them...
If, then, these things are so, it is in the same degree man-
ifest that all doctrine which agrees with the apostolic
churches--those moulds and original sources of the faith
must be reckoned for truth, as undoubtedly containing that
which the churches received from the apostles, the apostles
from Christ, Christ from God."

14y 1ken, op.cit., pp. 230-231.

llSPrescriE., pp. 20-30; Grant, SH, op.cit., p. 105.

116Prescrig., pp. 31-35; Grant, Ibid, p. 106.
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Finally, there is the praescriptio proprietatis, which

asserts that the Scriptures belonged to the Church before
the heretics considered using them, and therefore it pos-
sesses them by inheritance from the apostles. He says,

"Quo denique, Marcion, ilure siluam meam caedis? Qua

licentia, Valentine, fontes meos transuertis? Qua potestate,

Apelles, limites meos commoves?“117

It seems, then, that Tertullian thinks it useless
to confute heretics with Scriptural arguments, for apostolic
tradition is the only defense.!18 TIf heretics are allowed
to use the Bible, they will interpret it in various ways, just
as the poets in his day constructed new poems with new mean-
ings from excerpts of the verses of Homer or Virgil.ll9
Because of these incurably corrupt hermeneutical practices,
Tertullian thinks it best to deal with the heretics on the
basis of tradition, not Scripture, for apostolic faith may
not be available simply through a study of Scripture, but
must be seen in the apostolic tradition of the Church. 120

Traditio and Apostolic faith

Apostolic faith is the criterion by which doctrine

is judged, and what is believed and preached in the Church

117Prescrig. 35-40, quote, 37; Grant, Ibid., 100.

118Farrar, op.cit., pp. 177f.

119Prescrig.; Wilken, op.cit., p. 231.

120yi1ken, Ibid., p. 230.
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reflects the original revelation from God. The apostles
are the link between the present day Church and Jesus
Christ, and we can believe only that which is based on

121

their authority. As Tertullian says:

Nobis vero nihil ex nostro arbitrio inducere
licet, sed nec eligere quod aliquis de arbitrio
suo induxerit. Apostolos domini habemus auctores,
qui nec ipsi quicquam ex suo arbitrio quod

inducerunt elegerunt, sed acceptam a Christo

disciplinam fideliter nationibus assignaverunt.122

One disproves an heretical teaching and proves the right-
ness of a Church doctrine by ascertaining which coincides
with the doctrine taught by the apostles as traditio.l23
"This tradition of the apostles is not contrasted with writ-

" says Flesseman-van Leer, "on the contrary,

ten teaching,
Tertullian says explicitly that the apostles delivered their
teaching both orally and later on through epistles, and the
whole body of this teaching he designates with the word
traditio."124 Thus, he sees tradition as the original mes-

sage of the apostles and the message proclaimed by the Church

as it has been received from the apostles. At times, however,

121Flessem.an»van Leer, op.cit., p. 145.

122Prescrig., 6: "We, however, are not permitted to
cherish any doctrine after our own will, nor yet to make
choice of that which another has introduced of his private
fancy. 1In the Lord's apostles we possess our authority; for
even they did not of themselves choose to introduce any-
thing, but faithfully delivered to the nations the doctrine
which they had received from Christ."

123
124

Flesseman-van Leer, Ibid., p. 1l46.

Ibid., Prescrip., 21-22.
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Tertullian does use traditio to refer to customs and
practices of the Church which have only human authority.
The interpreter must be careful to distinguish between
these usages.125
Tertullian is careful not to contrast tradition with

Scripture, for the entire apostolic doctrine is traditio,

whether delivered orally or in epistles, apostolorum traditio

or apostolica traditio.126 The apostolic tradition was, in

fact, enshrined in Scripture, for the apostles wrote down

127 No secret tradition could

their preaching in epistles.
exist, for the apostles had transmitted the revelation in

its entirety, omnia omnibus tradisse. 28 This revelation,

then, could be adequately understood and interpreted only
within the Church and according to the standard of the

Church, the regula fidei.

Regula fidei

The meaning of the tradition, both written and oral,
was to be found within the authority of the Church where
the Scriptures had been preserved by those within the aposto-
lic succession. Here it could be properly interpreted accord-

ing to the oral traditionvhich had been received from the

1251bid., p. 147; see Flesseman-van Leer's section
on "tradition™ for a thorough exposition on the various uses
of traditio in Tertullian's work.

l26Kelly, op.cit., p. 36.

127

128
Prescrip., 22&27; Kelly, Ibid., p. 40; cf.

Irenaeus, Adv. Haer, 3, 2-5.

Prescrip. 21; Kelly, op.cit., 39.
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apostles and formulated into the regula fidei.l29

Generally, by regula, Tertullian means the basic
Christian doctrine. He uses the word seventy-eight times,
according to Flesseman-van Leer. However, many of its usages
refer to other concepts, such as a moral precept, or a log-
130

ical law, or the doctrine of the heretics and philosophers.

Tertullian expresses the regula in De Praescriptione 13 in

terms of a summary of Christian doctrine or a profession of
faith. The regula is not, however, simply a symbolum.
Instead, Flesseman-van Leer asserts, he means by regula the
"real purport of revelation...something so closely linked
up with revelation that it can never be separated from it.
This however, does not mean that it is fully the same as
revelation; it is rather the implicit, essential meaning

nl31 Regula is, thus, the "innermost inten-

of revelation.
tion'" of revelation, not simply a fixed, doctrinal formula-
tion of the faith.l32 Tertullian says that Christ gave the
gospel and the doctrine of the said regula to his apostlesj33

He says further, Haec regula a Christo, ut probabitur,

instituta nummas habet apud nos quaestiones nisi quas

129Grant, SH, op.cit., p. 103.

130Flesseman-van Leer, op.cit., pp. 161-163.
1311444., p. 166.

1321p14.

133

Prescrip., 44; regula here seems to indicate
the general tenor of Christ's gospel (cf. Flesseman-van Leer,
Ibid., p. 166).
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haereses inferunt et quae haereticos .’Eaciunt."13LlL The

regula, then, summarizes the Christian f.:ith, and faith

consists in this rule, "Fides in regula posita est."132

As a synonym of faith, the regula becomes fides quo_credi-

tur.l36 Thus, the regula is the key to dealing with the

heretics, for it alone points the way to correct exegesis of
Scripture, and it can test one's faith, for "it is not from
Christ that they (heretics) get that which they pursue of
their own mere choice...which each individual of his own
mere will has either advanced or received in opposition to
nl37

the apostles.

For Tertullian, then, the regula fidei is the "intrin-

sic shape and pattern of revelation itself,'" as Kelly
describes it.138 The regula is for him the same standard

for correct exegesis of Scripture that the regula veritatis

was for Irenaeus. In no way does Tertullian, then, make
tradition a more ultimate norm than the Scriptures, for God's
revelation is contained fully in both the Bible and the
apostolic tradition (though not in the human aspect of mere

church customs). He does, however, see tradition as

134Prescrig., 13.

135Prescrig., 14,
136p1esseman-van Leer, op.cit., pp. 167-168.

137££§scrig., 37: "Mon _a Christo habendo quod de sua
glectione sectati haereticorum nomine admittunt."

138Ke11y, op.cit., p. 40.
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functionally interpreting Scripture. He, like Irenaeus,
wished to preserve the apostles' testimony from the schemes
and perversions of the heretics.139 The regula is, in the
words of Flesseman-van Leer, 'a condensation and formulation
of the apostolic tradition, or even, it is this tradition,
nl40

with special emphasis upon its normative function.

The Spirit and the Church

Although Tertullian does not deal systematically
with Biblical interpretation or the function of the Holy
Spirit in interpretation, he does emphasize His work in the
Church. The Holy Spirit is responsible for the transmission
of revelation through the succession of churches. When the
heretics claim that no church has kept the true apostolic
tradition, Tertullian responds that the Holy Spirit was sent
to be the teacher of truth and He would have neglected His
task if He had permitted the churches to understand and
believe in a way different from what the Spirit Himself had
preached to the apostles. Thus, the Spirit guides the
churches to understand and transmit rightly the apostolic
tradition.l%l Tertullian asks if it is likely that those

erred who handled the tradition:

1391pid., p. 41.
140p1esseman-van Leer, op.cit., p. 170,
L4l1pig., p. 155.
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...nullam respexerit spiritus sanctus, ut eam in
veritatem deduceret, ad hoc missus a Christo, ad

hoc postulatus de patre, ut esset doctor veritatis;
neglexerit, ut aiunt, officium dei vilicus, Christi
vicarius, sinens ecclesia aliter interim intelligere,
aliter credere quod ipse per apostolos praedicabat....142

Furthermore, the Holy Spirit not only guides the

transmission and understanding of apostolic tradition, but

143

He preserves intact this tradition, and He explains the

Scriptures, dispersing their perplexities and provides an
"open and perspicuous explanation' of their mysteries. He
states in full:

It was fit and proper, therefore, that the Holy
Ghost should no longer withhold the effusions of
His gracious light upon these inspired writings,

in order that they might be able to disseminate

the seeds of truth with no admixture of heretical
subleties, and pluck out from it their tares. He
has accordingly now dispersed all the perplexities
of the past, and their self-chosen allegories and
parables, by the open and perspicuous explanation
of the entire mystery, through the new prophecy,
which descends in copious streams from the Paraclete.
If you will only draw water from His fountains, you
will never thirst for other doctrine: no feverish
craving after subtle questions will again consume
YOU. ...

A problematic issue, however, in the work of the

142Prescrig., 28: "Grant that...''the Holy Spirit
had no such respect to any one (church) as to lead it into
truth, although sent with this view by Christ, and for this
asked of the Father that He might be the teacher of truth;
grant, also, that He, the Steward of God, the Vicar of
Christ, neglected His office, permitting the churches for a
time to understand differently, (and) to believe differently,
what He Himself was preaching by the apostles...."

143
144

Tertullian, Against Praxeus, Ibid., Chap. 30.

Tertullian, On the Resurrection, Ibid., Chap. 63.
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Holy Spirit, as Tertullian understands it, is His
authority in relationship to that of tradition. As
Flesseman-van Leer points out, the Spirit not only preserves
and explains past revelation, according to Tertullian, but
He even supplements it on points about which it had been
silent. The Paraclete thus directs and carries to perfec-
tion the revelation of God, 143 the "new prophecy." Tertul-
lian is here in danger of contradicting his own principle
that the Holy Spirit could preach nothing different from
what He had preached to the apostles (footnote 141). He
attempts to safeguard his statements from this implication
by showing that the contemporary directions of the Holy
Spirit are already implied in the former revelation, as in
his statements regarding the prohibition of a second mar-
riage:

neque novam neque extraneam esse monogamic

disciplinam, immo et antiquam et propriam Christ-

ianorum, ut paracletum restitutorem potius sentias

eius quam institutorem.lig
In addition, the Holy Spirit does not seem to need the Scrip-

tural authority behind His teaching, as Tertullian says,

"Quid recolam de scripturis? Quasi aut sufficiat vox
nl47

spiritus sancti.

145p1esseman-van Leer, op.cit., p. 156.
146Ibid.; De monog. 4.

1471hid,, p. 157; De idol. 4.
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The only authority Tertullian recognizes, as
Flesseman-van Leer points out, is God's revelation,
whether it reaches man through Scripture, tradition, or the
mediation of the Holy Spirit.148 He has drawn a close rela-
tionship between Scripture and tradition, but does seem to
indicate that the Holy Spirit can speak apart from either of
them (footnote 147). This tendency weakens the basis for an
objective criterion of truth in the Scriptures, and damages
his appeal to traditio and the regula as authoritative bases
for apprehending and evaluating truth. Although he can
scarcely be faulted for discerning that the Holy Spirit
and the historical Church do not always coincide,149 he
does not satisfactorily solve the problem as to how the Holy
Spirit can speak apart from Scripture. At this point he
tends toward a subjectivism which is quite possibly the very
weakness which leads him into Montanism, or vice-versa. If
the Holy Spirit does not always coincide with the customs
of the Church, which reflect the faulty reasoning of man,
how can we be assured that the doctrinal traditions of the
Church, which also pass through the crucible of men's minds,
will always faithfully reflect the original revelation of
God apart from the objective record of Scripture? 1If a low

standard of discipline among the heretics reflects the low

1481h44.
1491p44.
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standard of reliability of their doctrine, why should not
a low standard of discipline, if found in the Church, not
also effect an erroneous tradition? If such a low standard
of tradition were to develop, would it not also affect the
content of the regula, and thus the interpretation of
Scripture?150 If the regula were affected, and the inter-
pretation of Scripture thus distorted, how could the Holy
Spirit work to correct such an erroneous development? The
problem can be stated thus: whenever an element other than
Scripture, such as tradition, intrudes upon the interpreta-
tion of Scripture, a vicious cycle of human opinion begins,
and the meaning of Scripture becomes distorted by such
eisegesis. This distorted interpretation leads to further
distortion in doctrine or conduct, and can be broken only
by the intrusion of another hermeneutic than the regula. 1In

the case of the Reformers, this principle was sola scriptura,

and the interpretation of Scripture was based upon inductive
principles found within the Bible itself and the execution
of these principles under the guidance and illumination of
the Holy Spirit. As he began to lean toward the excesses of
Montanism, Tertullian allowed the Holy Spirit to be an
independently functioning entity, and He therefore became

only a mere subjective voice interpreted only by the

150Prescrig., 26 & 27: Tertullian denies the
possibility of corruption in tradition. This denial, how-
ever, does not seem to be substantiated by history.
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distorted ear of the hearer. The Spirit must speak in and
through the Scripture, not apart from it. Herein lies the
Achilles' heel of Tertullian.

Scripture and tradition

Even though the relationship between Scripture and
tradition has been touched upon above, it would seem wise
to elaborate on this relationship. Tertullian does empha-
size the authority of Scripture, for it is part of tradition,
and although he feels that tradition is clear in all its
forms, it can be perverted by wrong interpretation. Scrip-
ture is particularly susceptible to misuse by heretics, as
he notes:

Ista haeresis non recipit quasdam scripturas; et
si quas recipit, non recipit integras sed adiectionibus
et detractionibus ad dispositionem instituti sui

intervertit et si aliquatenus integras praestat,
nihilominus diversas expositiones commentata convertit.

151
This misinterpretation is inevitable for those outside
the Church, but all Scripture is basically clear if viewed
from the perspective of Christian faith, as he writes further:
Ubi enim apparverit esse veritatem disciplinae et

fidei christianae, illic erit veritas scripturarum

et expositionum et omnium traditionum christianorum. 152

151Prescri9., 17: "Now the heresy of yours does not
receive certain Scriptures; and whichever of them it does
receive, it perverts...even these by the contrivance of
diverse interpretations."

152Prescrig., 19: "For wherever it shall be manifest
that the true Christian rule and faith shall be, there will
likewise be the true Scriptures and expositions thereof, and
all the Christian traditions."
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Scripture does have a clear meaning, but Tertullian lays
upon the exegete the admonition to '"seek and ye shall find."
The guiding principle for interpretation is diligence in

addition to the disciplina rationis. That is, Scripture

has a rational meaning, it is not '"unconnected and diffuse,"

153 Right exegesis,

but its words have meaningful syntax.
then, must adhere to the manifest meaning or purport of the
text.13% When more obscure passages are found, such as the
parables and figurative passages, one should remember that
Scripture does not contradict itself, and that these passages

should be interpreted in accord with the general sense of

Scripture, '"incerta de certis et obscura de manifestis

praeiudicari," and again, "unus sermo...secundum omnia
nl55

potius quam adversus omnia...interpretandus.

Thus, Tertullian, unlike Irenaeus, felt that Scrip-
ture was useful for believers, for non-believers could not
understand it or interpret it. It can be understood only
where true Christian faith and discipline are found, "Ubi

enim apparverit esse veritatem disciplinae et fidei christ-

ianae, illic erit veritas et scripturarum et expositionum.'1®

At this point, Tertullian emphasizes the necessity

l53Prescrig., 9.

154Flesseman-van Leer, op.cit., pp. 176f.

155On Resurr., 21; and Against Praxeus, 26, resp.;
Flesseman-van Leer, Ibid., p. 177.

156

Prescrip., 19.
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of relating Scripture to the rest of tradition, for it is
by means of the regula that the believer may have confidence
in interpreting Scripture. Only where the regula is known
can Scripture be understood properly, that is within the
Church and its tradition. Only the tradition of the Church
can guarantee correct exegesis and interpretation.157 Thus,
although Tertullian does not give oral tradition and the
doctrine of the Church superiority over Scripture,158 he
leaves open the possibility of subjugating interpretation
to the dogma of the Church. Indeed, he asserts that doc-
trine is the criterion for proving Scripture to be uncorrupted,
as he notes:

Illic igitur et scripturarum...per quae doctrina
tractatur.159

This emphasis allows him to judge the correctness of faith
apart from an appeal to Scripture. God's revelation received
through apostolic tradition, including but exceeding Scrip-
ture, becomes the basis for faith.160 Thus, tradition does,
in fact, interpret Scripture, while the reverse is not neces-
sarily required. Scripture and tradition are not as clearly
interdependent here as in Irenaeus, and it is with Tertullian
that we see the tendencies developing toward the authorita-

tive criteria for Biblical interpretation.

157F1esseman-van Leer, Ibid., p. 179.

1581pid., p. 181f.

159Prescri}3., 38; Flesseman-van Leer, Ibid., p. 182.
1601pid,
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Augustine

F. W. Farrar labels Augustine the '"oracle of
thirteen centuries,”16l and David W. Kerr says, ''Such is
his stature among Christian theologians that he serves as
a dividing point between the ancient and the medieval per-
iods of the Church.'"162 His theological and personal influ-
ence has greatly affected the Church until the present day.
His strengths are as an apologist and theologian, however,
and not as an interpreter of Scripture. Although he pre-
sents excellent hermeneutical principles, he often falls
woefully short of implementing them.163 His principles of
Biblical interpretation are set forth in his work, De

doctrina Christiana, although his well-known statement

about the fourfold sense of Scripture is found in another

work, De utilitate credendi. The application,vor lack of

it, of these principles is found throughout his writings,
letters, sermons, and commentaries.l6%
In this section, we propose to observe Augustine's

emphasis on faith as a basis for knowledge of the Bible,

l61F. W. Farrar, History of Interpretation (New York:
E. P. Dutton and Co., 1886), p. 234.

162David W. Kerr, "Augustine of Hippo,' Insgpiration
and Interpretation, John F. Walvoord, ed. (Grand Rapids:
Eerdmans, 1957), p. 67.

163Farrar, op.cit., p. 234; cf. Farrar's discussion of
his many questionable and erroneocus exegetical conclusions.

164Kerr, op.cit., p. 67.




49
his philosophy for interpreting Scriptural truth, and
his basic exegetical and interpretative principles.

Faith as a basis for knowledge
of the Bible

Augustine's view of the Scriptures is most rever-
ent. To him they are '"the revered pen of thy (i.e. God's)
Spirit.”165 A body of writings which is described in this
way must be an unlimited source of truth for him. They are
so profound that one must approach them with faith if he
is to understand them at all. Faith must, therefore, pre-

166

cede understanding. Indeed, he says:

Intellectus enim merces est fidei. Ergo noli
quarere intellegere ut credas, sed crede ut
intellegas; quoniam nisi crediteritis, non
intellegetis.167

And again he says:

Intellege, ut credas, verbum meum; crede, ut
intellegas, verbum dei.l

This faith, however, is based upon one's conviction

of the authority of Scripture. '"Titubabit autem fides, si

165Augustine, Confessiones, VII, 21, 27; Latin texts
from Corpvs Christianorvm, Avrelii Avgvstini Opera (Turnholti:
Typographi Brepols Editores Pontificii, 1962).

166

167In Joannis Fvangelium tractatis, 29, 6: '"Under-
standing is the reward of faith. Therefore seek not to
understand that thou mayest believe that thou mayest under-
stand."

168Sermones, 43, 7, 9: '"Understand in order that
thou mayest believe my words; believe in order that thou
mayest understand the word of God."

Kerr, op.cit., p. 74.
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divinarum scripturarum vaccillat auctoritas."109 vraith

is a gift of God wrought in man by the Holv Spirit, but

this is the faith which lays hold of Christ, not the faith

which is necessary for understanding the Bible,"

Kerr,l7o although making such a sharp distinction is per-

says

haps problematic. Thus, although faith is necessary for
understanding, Augustine does not say that the same Spirit
who inspired the writers of Scripture also enables the
believer to understand the truth of Scripture.171 Faitch
brings understanding, but this faith is not synonymous at
all points with the work of the Holy Spirit.

It is here that Augustine stresses the role of the
Church. In place of the illumination of the Holy Spirit
in understanding the truth of Scripture, he stresses the

172

teaching of the Church. "Ego vero Evangelio non crederem,

nisi me catholicae Ecclesiae commoveret auctoritas,"173 he

says. Polman says that this quotation stresses the kind

of authority needed by the carnal, unbelieving man if he

169De Doctrina Christiana, I, 37, 4.
170Kerr, op.cit., p. 75.

17llhiﬂs

172

Ibid., p. 76.

17300ntra Epistolam Manichaer Fundamehti, 5, 6:
"I would not have believed the gospel if the authority of
the Church had not moved me."
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is to believe. The truly spiritual man has a living bond
with the Word of God through the Holy Spirit dwelling
within him.174 However, this conclusion ignores the con-
text of Augustine's statement. He is answering the ques-
tion of how to deal with one who says, ''Non credo."
Augustine replies that without the testimony of the Church,
neither could he believe. That this is the meaning of this
passage is proven by Augustine's next sentence:

Quibus ergo obtemperavi dicentibus, Crede Evangelio;

cur eis non obtemperam dicentibus mihi, Noli credere

Manichaeis?...175
It is clear that when read in context, Augustine's statement
of the authority of the Church is his own conviction, not
that of the unbeliever, as Polman contends. Augustine's
position here is quite understandable, for he owed every-
thing to the Church. It was the Church which opened the
Scriptures to him with the allegorical expositions of Ambrose,

and to the Church he had committed himself passionately and

with no reservations.l’6 Thus, the Church is the key to

174A. D. R. Polman, The Word of God According to
Augustine, (London: Hodden & Stoughton, 1961), p. 208.

175Contra Epist. Man., Ibid.; a footnote by Albert
H. Newman in the Nicene and Post-Nicene Fathers, IV, Philip
Schaff, ed. (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1956), p. 131 reads,
"This is one of the earliest distinct assertions of the
dependence of the Scriptures for authority on the Church."
"So when those on whose authority I have consented to believe
in the gospel tell me not to believe in Manichaeus, how can
I but consent...for it was through the Catholics that I got
my faith in it (the Gospel)."

176

Kerr, op.cit., p. 76.
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faith and understanding for him, just as the Holy Spirit
does the work of attestation and illumination in Reformed

177 For him, the Church mediates true knowledge,

theology.
and if he believes only what the Church teaches, then the
Church mediates between him and God's Word. The spiritual
fathers of the Catholic Church explore the depths of divine
truth and illuminate what cannot be understood by man whose
faculties are vitiated by sin.178 Both revelation and grace
are thus mediated through the Church, so that sinful man may
receive through faith that knowledge of divine truth which
brings salvation.1’? Faith is thus the basis of knowledge,
but Augustine means by this the faith that one has in the
veracity of the Church of God in mediating divine truth.
Although the Church is the most reliable interpreter of
Scripture, Augustine does not mean to imply by this that the
authority of Scripture is dependent upon the judgment of the
Church. He explicitly states that bishops and councils mayk
err,lSO but by this he does not offer the option of believ-
ers to hold a private interpretation. The Church holds the

key to the meaning of the Bible.

Philosophy of interpreting Scriptural truth

In his Biblical hermeneutic, Augustine emphasizes

177
178
179
180

Ibid., p. 77.

Contra. Epist. Man., I, 4, 5.

Kerr, Ibid.

De Baptismo Contra Donatistes, 2, 12; Kerr, Ibid.
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three basic principles: Christ is the guarantor and
interpreter of Scripture, the principle of interioriza-

tion, and the regula fidei et caritas.

Christological interpretation. In regard to the

first principle, we note in the Cambridge History of the

Bible that "all study of scripture must, for the Christian,
be part of the life of Christ...and arising from the fore-
going, we must note the Christocentricity of all Augustine's
exegesis. Christ is the guarantor and the interpreter of
holy scripture, the witness from whom it derives its

n18l He believes that man does not know truth in

183

authority.
and of himself, but must be instructed and illuminated,

hence, '"Magister vester unus est, Christus,'18%4 Theology

is under the guidance of the '"one Master, Christ,"185 who

ld,”186 and "without me you

said, "I am the light of the wor
can do nothing."187 Since Christ is the Light who illum-

ines truth, He must open the eyes of the interpreter thus:

181C¢‘En Schuetzinger, The German Controversy on
St. Augustine's Illumination Theory (New York: Pageant Press,
1960), Pp- 15, 16; Gerald Bonner, "Augustine as a Biblical
Scholar," CHB, T, Peter Ackroyd & C. F. Evans, eds. (Cam-
bridge: Univ. Press, 1970), p. 562.

182§E§’ Ibid.

1835chuetzinger, op.cit., p. 15.
184Matth. 23, 10.

185£Eiﬂ~

186 35annis 35, 1.

187£9QE tract 81, 3.
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Sic mens nostra, qui est oculus animae, nisi
uveritatis lumine radietur, et ab illo qui illuminat
nec illuminatur, mirabiliter illustretur, nec ad
sapientiam nec ad iustitiam poterit peruenire. Ipsa
est enim uia nostra iuste uiuere. Quomodo autem non
offendat in uia, cui non lucet lumen?

Thus, it is Christ who expounds the Scriptures and
teaches us the Word of God.189 By this he means that "man's
heart must be affected before he can even hear God's Words,"
as Polman says. Augustine refers to this need for illum-

"outer." These concepts

ination by the terms '"inner" and
have unfortunate Neoplatonic connotations, in the sense

that they suggest that ''the outer call of the Word is

received alike by the pious and by the impious, by the faithful
and the godless, while, in fact, the inner call is evoked

in man's innermost soul,'" Polman notes.191 Augustine did
not mean that there were two aspects to God's Word, but
that the inner call, the voice of Christ, enables the
believer to hear and learn the message of the Gospel in his

heart. This is the distinction between law and promise,

188J0hn tract., 35,3: "Our mind, which is the eye
of the soul, unless it be irradiated by the light of truth,
and wondrously shone upon by Him who enlightens and is not
enlightened, will not be able to come to wisdom nor to
righteousness. TFor to live righteously is for us the way
itself. But how can he on whom the light does not shine
but stumble in the way?"

189

P

Polman, op.cit., p. 85.

190y3,14., p. 155.

191144., p. 154.
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letter and Spirit. Polman notes further, "It is
through the subjective work of the spirit in our inner-
most heart, that the heart becomes concentrated on the
preaching of the truth. Hence does it respond to the call,

t.”192 In this

is it called by God's Word and Holy Spiri
function of the Holy Spirit inspiring the Word of God,
Christ proclaiming and interpreting it, the Trinity works
in and through the Word. Thus, Augustine is basically
Christological in his hermeneutical emphasis, but in no
sense does he ignore the function of the Trinity in the

Word.

The principle of interiorization. Secondly, he

emphasizes the principle of interiorization or illumination.
Schuetzinger says that "Augustine maintains that all knowl-
edge 1s anchored in the interior realms of the soul, in

intimo meo.''193 Knowledge originates from and returns to

the divine light, and this is even more true when man's
attention is drawn away from the sensory attraction to the

external world: '"Deum et animam scire cupio. Nihilne plus?

Nihil omnino."19% Augustine believes that the understanding

has need of the light of God to attain truth, just as the

4% Ibid., p. 155.
- Schuetzinger, op.cit., p. 15f.

4 Solil., I, 2,7,; Schuetzinger, Ibid.
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will needs the grace of God to attain virtue. The roles
of illumination and of grace are analogous.195

For Augustine, the origins of intellectual ideas and
sensory perception are different. Sensory cognition is only
science, whereas he is looking for wisdom. This wisdom
can only come from God, the sun of the soul, and intellec-
tual truths cannot be understood unless illuminated by an
external Source.l%® God is the inner teacher of the soul
and the soul understands by consulting Him.'97 God is the
light of our soul and enables us to see all spiritual
things.198 We thus have access to knowledge of spiritual
truth only as a result of the illumination of our souls by
the divine light of God. It is this'aspect of St.
Augustine's thought which St. Thomas and the Schoolmen
interpreted to mean that God was the creative cause of
understanding, and as the source of truth, the divine ideas
are the type and model to which all true knowledge must be

conformed.199

195Eugene Portalie, S. J. A Guide to the Thought of
Saint Augustine, Ralph J. Bastian, trans. (London: Burns
& Oates, 1960), p. 109.

196

Solil. I, 8, 15; Portalie, Ibid., p. 110.
197

198Portalie, Ibid.; De Genesi ad litteram libra XII,
31,59; De peccatorum meritis et remissione et de baptismo
parvilorum I, 25, 38.

199
q.88, a.3.

Portalie, Ibid., Epistolae 13,4.

Portalie, Ibid.; Summa Theologiae, I, q.84, a.5;
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Regula fidei et caritas. Finally, the master key

of interpretation for Augustine is the regula fidei et
caritas. That sense of Scripture which most effectively
builds up love for God and our neighbor is the preferred
one. He says in this regard:

Ut intellegatur legis et omnium diuinarum

scripturarum plenitudo et finis esse dilectio

rei, qua fruendum est, et rei, quae nobiscum

ea re frui potest, quia, ut se quisque diligat,

praecepto non opus est. 200
And again he says:

Quisquis igitur scripturas diuinas uel quamlibet

earum partem intellexisse sibi uidetur, ita ut

eo intellectu non aedificet istam geminam caritatem

dei et proximi, nondum intellexit.
Heeven states that one principle for determining whether a
passage is to be interpreted literally or figuratively must
be based on which kind of interpretation tends most effec-
tively to establish the reign of love.202
His reason for emphasizing love as an hermeneutical

key to Scripture is that it is Scripture itself which

2OODeDocg. I, 35,39: "We should clearly understand
that the fulfillment and the end of the Law, and of all Holy
Scripture, is the love of an object which is to be enjoyed,
and the love of an object which can enjoy that other in
fellowship with ourselves."

201DeDoct. I, 36,40: "Whoever, then, thinks that he
understands the Holy Scriptures, or any part of them, but
puts such an interpretation upon them as does not tend to
build up this two-fold love of God and our neighbor, does
not yet understand them as he ought."

202pepoct, IIT, 15,23.
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proclaims love to be the basis on which all else depends.203
Furthermore, love cannot be perniciously deceptive. Even if
one misinterprets a passage, drawing a meaning, from it to
build up love even when such a meaning is not present, no
harm is done, the "error is not pernicious, and he is
wholly clear from the charge of deception."zo4 Such a per-
son goes astray in a way similar to the man who mistakenly
leaves the high road, but reaches through the fields the
same place to which the road leads. Augustine is not encour-
aging irresponsibility in interpretation, however, for he
says such a man is to be corrected, lest he fall into the
habit of going astray, and may someday thus take the wrong
direction altogether.ZO5 His emphasis, rather, is on inter-
preting Scripture with the mind of Christ, using it for the
redemptive purpose for which it was given.

In addition to the criterion of love, Augustine,
like Irenaeus and Tertullian, insists upon submitting all

interpretation to the regula fidei, the authority of the

Church. Any doubtful or ambiguous passage of Scripture must

be clarified by the regula, for only the authority of the

Church guarantees the veracity of any interpretation.206

203Grant, S. Hist. op.cit., p. 111; Matt. 22:40.
204DeDoct. I, 36, 40.

2051114,

206

Kelly, op.cit., p. 47; Contra ep-Manich, 6; De
Doct. Christ 2, 12; Contr; Faustf Manich, 22, 79. T
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Even problems of punctuation or pronunciation should be
clarified in terms of which usage is recommended by the
rule of faith, either by the authority of the Church or
207

the plainer passages of Scripture.

Although he sometimes uses the term, regula fidei,

to refer to Scripture, his usual meaning for the concept
was the apostolic symbol. The regula is the general teach-
ing of the Catholic faith given by the elders to the babes
in the faith, although this teaching should faithfully re-
flect the teaching of the apostles and not, as Paul says,
"another gospel'" (Gal. 1:9).208 The apostolic symbol, the

regula fidei, is a short summary, a verbum abbreviatum, of

the clear teaching of Scripture. Thus, the content of the
regula should never contradict the content of the Scriptures.
Unfortunately, the symbol and the regula by their very nature
were themselves interpretations, and adherence to them was
already one step removed from direct obedience to the Word

of God. 1In spite of his intentions, Augustine assisted in
opening the way for an authority, a regula which was not

necessarily harmonious with Scripture. The active faith of

207pe poct. III, 2, 2; plainer passages of Scripture
as well as the authority of the Church here seem to be
included in his definition of the regula fidei.

2087ractatus in Joannis evangelium 98, 7; De fide
et operibus II, Sermo 186, 2; 213, 1; 362, 7; Epistula 193,
11.

209Polman, op.cit., p. 211.

209
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the Church was based on the Scriptures by Augustine,210
but human interpretations of the regula soon found ways
of diverging from the normata of the Bible.

Basic exegetical and hermeneutical rules

Most of the hermeneutical principles suggested by

Augustine in De doctrina christiana, the earliest manual of

Biblical hermeneutics, are common to the majority of expos-

itors.‘?ll

They are valuable for the most part, however,
and are quite useful for all expositors. One of his first
basic principles is the need for a knowledge of Hebrew and
Greek because of the variety and uncertainty of the Latin
versions. He laments that in the early days of the faith,
nearly everyone who had any smattering of Hebrew or Greek
ventured to work on a translation, hence the sound interpre-
ter must be able to criticize these versions by comparison
with the original.212

Next, he stressed the need for interpreting the
obscure passages in the light of the plain ones. In order
to make such comparisons, one must be familiar with the

content of the Biblical books. When one is thus familiar

with the language of Scripture and knows these plain matters

21014,44., p. 214.

211David Schley Schaff, 'St Augustine as an Exegete,
The Nicene and Post-Nicene Fathers, First Series, VI, Philip
Schaff, ed. (Crand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1956), p. x. (pp. vii-
xii).

"

212Kerr, op.cit., p. 67; De Doct., IL, 11, 16.
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that concern life and faith, he can then proceed to
investigate the obscure and doubtful passages.213
Furthermore, the serious exegete must have some
cognizance of various secular fields of knowledge, so that
by knowing these, he can interpret Scripture more knowledge-

ably. The interpreter should be acquainted with sacred

214 215 217

geography, natural history, music,216 chronology,

numerology,218 natural science,219 dialectics and rhetoricfno

and the writings of ancient philosophers.221

The spirit and attitude of the interpreter must be
meek and lowly and not puffed up with much knowledge. He
must be purified from pride,222 for the spirit and intent
are of more importance than scientific and critical accuracy.
One must reflect the spirit of the Gospel if he rightly

interprets its words.223

213pe poct., II, 9, 14; IIT, 29, 39.
2l4pe poct. II, 29, 45.

215pe poct., II, 16, 24; 29, 45.
216pe Doct, II, 16, 26.

217pe poct. ITI, 28, 42.

218pe poct. II, 16, 25.

219pe Doct. II, 29, 45.

220pe poct. IT, 31, 48.

221pe poct. II, 40, 60.

222pe poct. II, 41, 62.

223D. S. Schaff, op.cit., p. xi.
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Augustine's use of allegory has been sharply
criticized. Although he sees its dangers, his own spiri-
tual life had been so deeply affected by it that he cannot
reject it out of hand. He occasionally falls into excess
in his allegorizing, but sincerely tries to reflect the
true spiritual sense and his deep spiritual insights lead
one to revere him as a child of his times and excuse him, at
least partially, for his weaknesses.224

Finally, he adopts the seven rules of the Donatist
Tichonius as being exemplary principles for a sound under-
standing of the Bible, although Augustine is more cautious
than Tichonius in what he expects may be accomplished through
their use. In brief, these laws relate to (1) the Lord and

His body, (2) the twofold division of the body of the Lord,

(3) the promises and the law, (4) species and genus, (5)

times or numbers, (6) recapitulation, (7) the devil and his
body.224

Vincent of Lérins

The final stage of development of the authoritative
emphasis in interpretation is articulated by Vincent of

Lérins in A.D. 434, in a little work called the Commonitorium.

Here Vincent discusses his method of determining what catho-
lic truth is. The falsehood of the heretics can be distin-

guished from the truth of the divine revelation by two

224p0 poct. ITI, 30, 42; IV, 37, 56.
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criteria: the authority of divine law (the Bible), and the

225 In order to understand

tradition of the Catholic Church.
rightly these criteria, however, one must apply several
principles which help determine the norm of true doctrine.

Methods for determining Catholic truth

Scriptures are the source of all true doctrine.

Since the Biblical canon is complete, says Vincent, and is
sufficient for every purpose, why is there need to add to it
the Church's interpretation? The reason is that the Scrip-
tures are subject to many interpretations, so that there
become almost as many interpretations as there are men. The
heretics, especially, delight in the novelty of their new
renderings. For this reason, a clear canon of interpretation
must be accepted. He says:

For this reason it is very necessary that on account

of so great intricacies of such varied error, the

line used in the exposition of the prophets and

apostles be made straight in accordance with the 296

standard of ecclesiastical and catholic interpretation?

Rules for examining interpretations. Even though

the Scriptures are sufficient for faith, because they are so
variously misinterpreted, we must have recourse to tradi-

2 . . . .
27 We must, therefore, examine all interpretations in

tion.
the light of the Church's teaching. Vincent's famous formula:

quod ubique, quod semper, et quod ab omnibus, is the means

225Ke11y, op.cit., p. 50.

226Vincent, Commonitorium [I, 2.

227Kelly, op.cit., p. 50.
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228

by which all interpretations are to be tested. Thus,

that is truly catholic which can be discerned by the prin-
ciples of "ecumenicity, antiquity, and consensus . "%29
This may be accomplished as follows:

We shall follow ecumenicity if we acknowledge as
the one true faith what the whole church throughout
the world confesses. So also we shall follow
antiquity if we retreat not one inch from those
interpretations which, it is clear, the holy men
of old and our fathers proclaimed. Likewise, we
shall follow consensus if in antiquity itself we
earnestly strive after the pronouncements and
opinions of all, or certainlg almost all, the
priests and teachers alike.230

Therefore, in order to distinguish truth from falsehood in

the Holy Scriptures, the divine canon must be interpreted
according to the "oral traditions of the ecumenical church. 231
This may be done by following the general decrees of the
ecumenical councils, and if there are no such decrees on a
particular issue, then, next best, follow the harmony of the
consensus of the great teachers. 1In so doing, the errors

232

of the heretics may be unmasked. This ancient consensus

of the holy fathers must be zealously sought in matters
pertaining to the rule of faith. In this way new heresies

may be dealt with and their innovations rapidly squelched.233

228
229
230
231
232

Comm. II, 3.
Ibid.; also 27, 38.
Tbid.

Comm. 27, 38.
Ibid.

233comm. 28, 39.
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Ancient heresies, however, have had ample time to
pilfer from the truth, and should be dealt with on the
authority of the Scriptures alone, since the argument of

234 Thus, at the

antiquity is not as effective with them.
point of Scripture, Vincent disagrees with Tertullian on
its usefulness in dealing with heresies.

Implications for the development of doctrine

With Vincent's emphasis as it is on the past, one
may ask whether he would allow any progress of doctrine in
the Church. He does see the legitimacy of progress, but

not of change. Religion, like the body, grows and develops,
234

but does not change in substance.

It is right that those ancient doctrines of the
heavenly philosophy should in the progress of time
be given complete care, be refined, polished, but
it is wrong for them to be changed, wrong for them
to be mutilated, to be marred. Let them get proof,
illumination, definition, but they must still
retain their fullness, their integrity, their
natural characteristics.235

And again Vincent writes:

The church of Christ, however, careful and alert
guardian of the doctrines transmitted to it, never
makes any change in them, no diminution, no addition;
prunes away no essential, grafts on nothing that is
not; never loses her own properties, appropriates
none from others; but bends every energy upon this
one task, by expounding faithfully and wisely the
ancient truths, if any there are which in olden
times were shapeless or left only begun, to care

for them and polish them; if there be any already

234Grant, Short History, op.cit., p. 113.

235comm. 23, 30.
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defined and revealed in their essentials, to

strengthen them and fix them firmly; if there

by any alreadg strengthened and defined, to

guard them.23

Vincent is thus not a conservative who excludes

the possibility of progress. The councils must perfect and
polish the traditional concepts. This is progress (profec-
tus), however, and not change (alteratio). Just as in the
world of nature we see organic growth in which the appear-
ance, shape, and beauty of each species develop, while the
basic nature remains unchanged, so the Church, God's hus-

t,”238 the reve-

bandry, nurtures?37 and "guards the deposi
lation in Holy Scripture which is interpreted unerringly in
the Church's tradition.239 Vincent's principle is 'mot new

doctrines, but old ones in new terms' (non nova, sed nove).z40

McCracken summarizes Vincent's position by saying: "that
which produces something new, not found in antiquity, not
ecumenical, is condemned, but what is clearly to be derived

from antiquity may be developed.”241

2366omm. 23, 32.

237 comm. 23, 30.

2387 Tim. 6:20.

239Ke11y, op.cit., p. 51.
2400, 23,

241

George E. McCracken, ed. Early Medieval Theology,
The Library of Christian Classics, IX (Philadelphia: West-
minster Press, 1957), p. 25.
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The importance of tradition in interpretation

Vincent represents the summation of the developing
trend toward the authoritative interpretation of Scripture.
The decisions of the councils, the consensus of the inter-
pretations of the fathers, and the authority of the Pope as
the guardian of the deposit are the prime authorities in
settling questions of interpretation.242 The oral tradi-
tions of the ecumenical church thus have precedence over any
other interpretation. The Church is the final authority in
determining the meaning of the Scripture.
tion the role of the Holy Spirit, nor does he stress aposto-

lic succession as channels of illumination. Antiquity,

universality, and consent are the sine qua nonof authority.

Whether or not he meant to mold Biblical interpretation into
the crystallized form of unchanging tradition, he did so.
Although he was little recognized in the medieval period,
his ideas were revived by the Catholics at the time of the
Reformation and after. Cassander, Peter Meiderlin, and Hugo
Grotius made reference to him,243 and the Vincentian canon
played its part also at the Vatican Council of 1870.244
Since the Council of Trent decreed that divine truth

is derived from two sources, Scripture and tradition, and

242
243
244

Grant, S.H., op.cit., p. 1ll4.

McCracken, op.cit., p. 31.

Ibid., p. 32.
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tradition interprets Scripture, the Roman Church moved
beyond Vincent. With the dogmas of the immaculate concep-
tion and the universal episcopate of the Pope, the
Jesuitical theology in its zeal to substantiate thevinfal-
libility dogma, has defined tradition as 'what has been
taught as such in the Church of Rome."2%*?  Such conclusions,
though perhaps inspired by Vincent's tendencies, certainly
do not reflect his intent. They do, however, provide
examples of the danger involved in allowing tradition to
supercede the clear word of Scripture. Modern Roman Cath-
olics have attempted to correct this problem by
giving up the idea of certain extra-Biblical traditions and
equating oral and written tradition. Some of the ancient
traditions were right for their time, but do not now ade-
quately reflect the Biblical emphases on the doctrines which

may be in question, such as the concept of infallibility.246

Conclusion

The contribution of Irenaeus to Biblical interpre-
tation was most significant at the point where he stressed
the need for integrity and authority in hermeneutical pro-

cedures. He saw the need for a valid interpretative authority

245P. Tschackert, "Tradition,'" The New Schaff-Herz g
Encyclopedia of Religious Knowledge, XI, Samuel Macauley
Jackson, ed.

246

Geoffrey W. Bromiley, Personal conversation, 1973.
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in the face of the autonomy and fantastic exegesis of the
heretics. His concern for a grammatical and historical treat-
ment of the text heralded a responsible attitude toward inter-
pretation and the clarity of the Scripture's meaning that
we could learn much from today. His emphasis on the per-
spicuity of the Scripture's meaning was clarified and qual-
ified by his conviction that the illumination of the Holy
Spirit was essential to open the darkened eyes of the inter-
preter to the clear light of Scripture. Tradition also, was
dependent upon the guidance and illumination of the Holy
Spirit for its authority, as is expressed by the concept of

regula veritatis. Thus, both Scripture and tradition were

subordinated to the Holy Spirit, whom Irenaeus saw as the

key to truth. Authority rests ultimately in God who appoints

bishops, forms the Church, and inspires Scripture. Therefore,

hermeneutical methods, Scripture exegesis, and tradition

were for him the means through which the Holy Spirit works

to give an understanding of revelation, and only He can give

the understanding of the spiritual truth of Scripture.

This is why the heretics were wrong. They had not been

guided by the Holy Spirit in the Church and the Scriptures,

for they were outside the Church and had no access to Him.
The question of the superiority of Scripture or

tradition, then, never occurred to Irenaeus. They were both

vehicles of revelation, and Scripture as illuminated by the
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Holy Spirit and interpreted by the regula veritatis was

the basis of truth. The validity of the Church's inter-
pretation was checked in turn by the "historical guaranty"
of the succession of bishops and by the "divine guaranty"
of the Holy Spirit who attested and illuminated God's
revelation. Tradition and Scripture thus confirm each
other and are both subject to the illumination of the Holy
Spirit.

Tertullian's approach to the problem of heretics
was primarily to deny tliem the right to use the Scriptures,
since these belonged to the Church and not to the heretical
sects. The very spirit which led the heretics to rebel against
duly constituted ecclesiastical authority would also
lead them to reject any valid interpretation of the Scrip-
tures, corrupting them in various ways. One true criterion
for judging doctrine was the apostolic faith and doctrine of

the Church as expressed in the regula fidei. Without a link

with the apostolic faith of the Church, the heretics were
so hopelessly lost as to be both unable and unworthy to use
the Bible rightly. The one true standard of interpretation

for Tertullian was the regula fidel, the traditional under-

standing of Scripture found in the Church, Thus tradition
became both a source of refutation of wrong doctrine and a
collective symbol of the apostolic meaning of Scripture.

Tradition thus gained a more prominent place in his
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hermeneutics than in those of Irenaeus, although
Tertullian continually asserted that the Holy Spirit worked
through Scripture and tradition to transmit correctly the
apostolic tradition. One weakness in his concept of the
authority of tradition was his tendency to assert that the
Holy Spirit speaks apart from Scripture or tradition. His
reasoning is inherently contradictory here, and leads to a
subjectivism which was quite possibly the source of his
movement outside the ecumenical structure of the Church into
the vagaries of Montanism. Thus, Tertullian tended to exalt
both the tradition of authoritative exegesis in the Church
and the speaking of the Holy Spirit apart from Scripture.
These tendencies both undermine the authority of Scripture
and lead toward a separation of Scripture and tradition.
In his early life, then, He stressed tradition as the final
authority, and in his latter life stressed the Scriptures
subjectively interpreted apart from the authority of the
Church. Both trends aided the dogmatizing of authoritarian-
ism in the Church by making it react against private inter-
pretations of Scripture and subjugate interpretation to its
own dogma.

The result of this tendency to interpret Scripture

by tradition is that the interpretation itself becomes tra-

dition, and one moves further away from an objective exegesis.

A valid hermeneutic must allow Scripture constantly to

criticize tradition, and for this process one must have an
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inductive interpretation which allows Scripture to speak
afresh without the accretions of dogmatic traditionalism.
Tradition as such is inherently subjective, for it involves
interpretation, which always bears the element of fallibil-
ity. Thus, the more Scripture is encrusted with layers of
ecclesiastical tradition, the less certainty one has that
its true meaning comes through. With Tertullian, then,
authoritarian Biblical interpretation begins to develop
rapidly.

The failure of Augustine to practice the hermeneut-

ical principles which he set forth in De doctrina christiana,

along with his criticism of Jerome who did try to use more
discretion, did not further the cause of responsible exegesis
and hermeneutics in the Church. His emphasis on faith based
upon the authority of Scripture as a prerequisite to under-
standing is praiseworthy. However, this faith seemed to be
elicited more by reliance upon the tradition of the Church
than upon the sound exegesis of Scripture or the illumina-
tion of the Holy Spirit. The Church was thus the means of
understanding for him. Ecclesiastical authority provided
the attestation and illumination he needed for his Biblical
interpretation, just as the Reformers relied upon the Holy
Spirit to do this work. Therefore, the Church, not the
Scriptures alone, mediate divine truth and hold the key to

the understanding of the Bible.
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Augustine rightly emphasized that Christ was the
Light who illumines truth and expounds the Scriptures,
but it is unfortunate that he forced this Light to filter
through the ecclesiastical prism. He, like Tertullian,
in the final analysis, subordinated the Scriptures and the
Holy Spirit to the dogma of tradition. His Christological
emphasis in regard to the application of the Word to the
inner heart of man was commendable, but even this concept
was overshadowed by the regula, which was by now rapidly
becoming a crystallized set of proscriptions of belief which
were not necessarily synonymous with the apostolic doctrines
emphasized by Irenaeus in a much more balanced system. Had
his hermeneutical practice been a faithful explication of
his philosophy and not a confusing brand of allegory and
slavish worship of tradition, the history of Biblical
interpretation would most certainly have been redirected
toward a consistent regard for the Bible and a truly respon-
sible exegetical heritage.

With Vincent, the Church's commitment to an author-
itarian hermeneutic became complete. Although the Scrip-
tures were for him the source of all true doctrine, their
meaning must be that which has been prescribed by the
"standard of ecclesiastical and catholic interpretation."
Since the Scriptures were so vulnerable to misinterpretation,

they must therefore be interpreted in the light of the
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Church's teaching. That which is catholic is true;

quod ubique, quod semper, et quod ab omnibus. The canon

must be interpreted according to the oral traditions of the
Church. The councils, the fathers, and the Pope became
the sole interpreters, while the illumination of the Holy
Spirit and the objective and inductive hermeneutical pro-
cedures were ignored. Thus, Vincent achieved concensus at
the expense of exegetical freedom and a desire for individ-
ual hermeneutical integrity. He placed orthodoxy above the
quest for a critical understanding of the Bible. Faith,
not truth, became the criterion of apostolicity. Respons-
ible individual initiative was stifled, a reliance upon
the illumination of the Holy Spirit in the application of
truth was subdued, and the vitality of the Church was
gravely affected. When the Bible cannot speak afresh to each
generation, even when this fresh speaking is harmonious with
the apostolic witness, the Church replaces the vigor of
renewed confrontation with the Word by a stylized adher-
ence to sameness.

On the positive side, the Vincentian Canon has
the potential for ruling out the type of theological and
liturgical innovation found in the medieval West, such as
transubstantiation. Since concepts such as this have not
been held always everywhere, and by all, the Reformers are

able to appeal to the Fathers in the debate against
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papal interpretations. Thus Vincent's emphasis can be
useful, although the usual effect of his influence results

in a shackling of Scripture.




CHAPTER 1T
THE TENSION BETWEEN ALLEGORISM
AND LITERAL EXEGESIS

In addition to tracing the general development of
authoritative methods of interpretation and the work of
the Holy Spirit in the hermeneutical processes of the early
Church fathers, it is necessary to survey also the develop-
ment of the allegorical trend in exegesis in order to lay
a more complete foundation for understanding the hermeneut-
ical influences upouii Martin Luther. We do not intend to
develop an exhaustive history of the development of alle-
gorism as a hermeneutical method or of literal exegesis as
a reaction to it. Our purpose is to identify hermeneutical
trends which were influential either positively or nega-
tively in the development of hermeneutics in the Reforma-
tion, and particularly in the work of Luther. We will also
note the rise of Scholasticism and its continued emphasis
on authority in interpretation. Thus, we intend to study
in an introductory manner the development and influence of
allegorical and literal hermeneutical methodologies on
Luther's Protestant exegesis.

Origen and the Alexandrian School

The development of allegorism

Even though men like Irenaeus and Tertullian strug-

gled valiantly to preserve the authority of the Church in

76
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matters of interpretation, their conclusions did not
convince many despisers of Christianity. 1In Alexandria,
men such as Celsus and Porphyry thwarted the attempts to
make the Christian faith meaningful by attacking the
Scriptures as immoral, trivial, and absurd. A group of
scholars commonly known as the Alexandrian School responded
to these accusations by applying the use of allegory, a
method commonly used by the pagan philosophers themselves,
to the interpretation of Scripture.l In carrying out this
attempt to harmonize religion and philosophy, these apolo-
gists tended to deal in speculative philosophy, sometimes
to the detriment of their hermeneutical integrity. Gain-
ing the basis of their exegetical procedures from the
Alexandrian Jewish philosopher, Philo, they developed a
hermeneutical approach which found a multiplicity of mean-
ings in Scripture.

Originating with Pantaenus and Clement of Alexandria,
this school developed allegory as a means of seeing the
underlying truth in Biblical passages in which the obvious
or literal meaning was ambiguous or objectionable in some

way from an orthodox point of view.2 Clement emphasizes

1A. Berkeley Mickelsen, Interpreting the Bible (Grand
Rapids: Wm. B. Eerdmans Publishing Co., 1963), p. 32.

2 «
“E. C. Blackman, Biblical Interpretation (London:
Independent Press, Lid., 1957), p. 92,
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that the literal sense must not detain us, for
literalism is the basis of the misuse of Scripture typical
of heretics. The true exegete must look beyond the bare
words to the underlying spiritual meanings. He distin=-
guishes between the body and the spirit of Scripture, a
concept later developed more fully by Origen. Thus, the spirit
is the element of meaning in Scripture, not the literal sense,
the body. From this principle, Clement moves on to see
Abraham as an astronomer, the sterility of whose wife,
Sarah, shows that his knowledge did not produce any virtue.
His association with Agar, worldly wisdom, causes him to
neglect true philosophy. Sarah reproaches him and he
realizes that she, true philosophy, is his real wife.3
Clement goes on to handle the Gospel miracles as parables.
For example, in the Feeding of the Five Thousand he notes
that the barley loaves mean the preparation of the Jews
for divine knowledge, since barley ripens faster than wheat,
and the fishes means the preparation of the Greeks by phil-
osophy, since philosophy was born in the waves of heathen-
dom and was given to those who lie on the ground.4

Thus, in his desire to make the Bible palatable to the

pagan philosophers, Clement often sacrifices the clear

ijid., p. 94; Clement, Stromata, T, 5.

4Ibi,d.; cf. F. W. Farrar, History of Interpretation
(New York: E. P. Dutton, 1886), p. 186.
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historical or theological meaning of a passage with the
result that interpretation becomes bound by subjectivism
and the sense of Biblical history is greatly endangered.

The most distinguished and representative member of
the Alexandrian School was Origen, the successor to Clement.
Although pursued by all sorts of calumny and outrage, much
of which was the result of the jealousyof Demetrius, pat-
riarch of Alexandria,5 Origen continued to develop the use
of allegory in Scripture interpretation. His principles
for the interpretation of Scripture are found in Book IV

of his De Principiis.

Origen sees the purpose of Scripture to be the revela-
tion of truth, not of God's working in history. The his-
tory exists only for the purpose of concealing the truths
until they can be apprehended by the careful exegete.6 He
states in this regard:

But while it was the intention of the Holy Spirit
to enlighten holy souls, who had devoted themselves
to the service of the truth, on these and similar
subjects, there was in the second place another
aim in view, namely, that for the sake of such

as either could not or would not give themselves
up to this labour and industry in order to prove
themselves worthy of being taught and of coming

to know matters of such value and importance, the
Spirit should wrap up and conceal within ordinary

-
°G. W. Butterworth, trans., Origen: On First Principles
(New York: Harper and Row, 1966), pp. xxiii-xxviii.
6R. M. Grant, A Short History of.the Interpretation
of the Bible (New York: Macmillan Co., 1963), p. 82.
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language under cover of some historical record

or account of visible things certain secret

mysteries. (Origen also says in IV, 2,9 that

divine wisdom has inserted stumbling blocks and

incongruities in the literal sense to encourage

the reader to look deeper).

Thus, we see that the concern of the Alexandrian School,
and of Origen in particular, is to understand the ulti-
mate mystery contained in Scripture. This mystery can
be understood only as one uses allegory to interpret the
symbols within Scripture.

In his efforts to grasp the inner mystery of Scrip-
ture, Origen asserts that the Bible has a multiplicity of
senses and the Scripture itself testifies to this, for the
Septuagint translates Proverbs 22:20f. as follows: 'Do
thou portray them threefold in counsel and knowledge that
thou mayst answer words of truth to those who question
thee.'8 Origen applies to this passage Paul's threefold
analysis of human personality in I Thess. 5:23, and thus
sees that Scripture is composed of "spirit, soul, and body."
The '"body'" is the literal sense, the '"soul" is the moral
sense, and the "spirit" is the allegorical-mystical sense.
Origen says:

Each one must therefore portray the meaning

of the divine writings in a threefold way upon
his own soul; that is, so that the simple may

7origen, De Principiis, IV, 2,8.

8pe prin., 1V, 2,4.

9Grant, op.cit., p. 85.
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be edified by what we may call the body of

the scriptures (for such is the name we may
give to the common and literal interpretation);
while those who have begun to make a little
progress and are able to perceive something
more than that may be edified by the soul of
scripture; and those who are perfect and like
the men of whom the apostle says: 'We speak
wisdom among the perfect...' such as these

may be edified by the spiritual law...'10

Thus, although he is an extremely competent exegete,
Origen concerns himself less with the literal meaning
than with the mystical meaning which he insists was the
intended meaning for all of Scripture, for St. Paul said,
"The letter killeth, but the Spirit giveth life."l The
spilritual sense contains the essence of divine revelation
and is thus of the highest importance.12 It is by grace
through the power of the Holy Spirit in the exegete that
this inner, spiritual truth is revealed. Origen says:

Is there not also hidden in them (gospels) an

inner meaning which is the Lord's meaning, and

which is only revealed through the grace that was

given to him who said, 'We have the mind of

Christ, that we may know the things that were

freely given to us by God. Which things also

we speak, not in words which man's wisdom teach-

eth, but which the Spirit teacheth'?'13

Thus, Origen sees the need for spiritual illumination in

order to understand and apply the meaning of the spirit

0pe prin., 1IV,2,4.

11Farrar, op.cit., p. 195.

l2B1ackman, op.cit., p. 100.

3pe prin., 1v,2,3.
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of Scripture. It is regrettable, however, that he does
not relate spiritual illumination more closely with strict
grammatical exegesis. As a result, as Blackman aptly
states, "It must be admitted that in his actual work as an
expositor Origen often takes ingenuity to the point of
incredibility and stretches the imagination until it be-
comes fantastic."l%

In conclusion, it may be said that Origen's insistence
upon using the allegorical interpretation grows out of his
distrust of the "literal" interpretations of the simplest
of simple believers, as well as a desire to refute the
attacks of the Gnostics and Valentinians. Such people can-
not understand the function of metaphors, parables, or
allegories, and they invariably interpret poetry as prose.
Since such people would not understand a literary analysis
of the use of figurative language, Origen must therefore
resort to an allegorical polemic which insists on figures
hidden behind every verse and word of Scripture. Grant
notes that in spite of the danger of excess in its usage,
this method did prove invaluable for its time.l? This is
undoubtedly so, although it is always regrettable when

questionable methods are used to contradict error. TFarrar

léBlackman, op.cit., pp. 101f,
’15Grant, op.cit., p. 85.
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is less optimistic about the influence of this methodology.

He notes that Origen points to Paul's use of "allegory"
in Galatians 4:21ff. in an attempt to rationalize his own
allegory. Farrar says further:

St. Paul borrows an incidental illustration

from the methods of the rabbis, without for a

moment disturbing the literal sense; Origen

borrows from heathen Platonists and from

Jewish philosophers a method which converts

the whole of Scripture, alike the New and the

0ld Testament, into a series of clumsy varying

and incredible enigmas. Allegory helped him

to get rid of chiliasm and superstitious

literaiism and the "antitheses'" of the Gnostics,

but it opened the door for deadlier evils.l

Although it would have been preferable for Origen to
have presented a defense of the Scriptures on a more scien-
tific basis, he simply did not have the adequate literary
canons, the linguistic knowledge, and the familiarity with
the Hebrew literary style to accomplish his task success-
fully in any other way.l7 In spite of its limitations,
the allegorical method met a critical need at a time when
the Church needed a way to uphold the rationality of the
Christian faith. Most of the philosophical schools of the
time accepted this method, and it was not without its sat-

isfactory results in winning the respect of the secular

philosophers and others who did not wish to give up their

léFarrar, op.cit., p. 196.

171pbid., p. 198.
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reason for their belief.18 It did, however, contribute

to the development of an elite body of interpreters, those
who had the spiritual gnosis to penetrate into the spirit-
ual sense. This trend became more pronounced with time,
and it undoubtedly contributed to the rise of authoritar-
ianism in Biblical interpretation by limiting the under-
standing of the deeper senses of Scripture to those experts

who had the ingenuity to understand them.

The influence of allegorism

The use of allegory in Biblical interpretation influ-
enced hermeneutics for centuries. Farrar says in regard
to Origen's influence, '"His commentaries were in fact the
common mine in which all his successors dug; and it must
not be forgotten that he was the father of grammatical as
well as allegoric exegesis.”19 Beryl Smalley also empha-
sizes Origen's influence in allegorical methodology, while
not neglecting his grammatical exegetical genius:

The soberest scholarship of the middle ages

derived its permit and its direction ultimately

from Alexandria...Much of the requisite secular

learning would be focused on the allegorical

and mystical sense; but Origen also founded the

scientific study of the literal. He was such a

giant that he could concentrate on allegory and

yet leave vast monuments of literal exegesis...
We shall find that medieval scholarship will

l8Grant, op.cit., pp. 87,88.

19Farrar, op.cit., p. 189.




85

reflect Origen's method, attitude and

limitations...Alexandrian exegesis penetrated

to the Latin middle ages...by two main chan-

nels: indirectly through the Latin Fathers

and directly through translations of Origen's

works...To write a history of Origenist

influence on the west would be to tantamount

to writing a history of western exegesis.Z0

The allegorical method influenced some of the inter-
pretation of so scholarly an exegete as Jerome. His com-
mentaries were used by medieval students as models for
allegorical interpretation, as well as for literal exege-

1
sis,2 although Jerome refused to have anything further to
do with Origen after the attacks upon the latter's ortho-
doxy. Augustine himself was profoundly influenced by the
allegorical interpretations of Ambrose, as is widely known.
It was by this method that he was able to answer the per-
verse literalism of the Manichees.22 Augustine did, however,
move beyond the simple allegory of the type found in Ambrose,
and attempted to hold a balanced relationship between the
literal and spiritual senses. As he developed theologically,
he tended to move away from allegory and concentrate on

the literal sense in his commentaries, although he always

used allegory quite heavily in his sermons. Thus, in De

2OBeryl Smalley, The Study of the Bible in the Middle
Ages (Oxford: Basil Blackwell, 1952), pp. 12-14.

2l1pid., p. 22.

22Grant, op.cit., p. 109; see section on Augustine
in Chap. I of this paper.
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doctrina christiana we see a very sound treatise on

Biblical interpretation, and allegory is to be used very
carefully.23 St. Gregory also exhibited an allegorical
tendency, although the Alexandrian influence upon him has
been filtered through Augustine and Cassiodorus.
Gregory's Moralia, directed toward the urgent practical
needs of the clergy when civilization seemed ready to dis-
integrate, concerned itself primarily with allegorical and
moral interpretations, for under the urgent circumstances,
he saw critical and grammatical issues as ”superfluous.”24
He did, however, warn against an excess of allegory, and
insisted on the importance of the literal sense and of
history.25
Allegory lingered on in the exegesis of the School-
men, although the attempt was made to show that the literal
sense was basic to the spiritual one. Confusion arose as
to the proper means of distinguishing between littera and
allegoria. The trend continued to be to treat the literal
sense as inferior to the spiritual in actual practice. The

allegorical sense seemed to be considered the real meaning

conveyed to the inspired writers of Scripture. The same

231bid., pp. 109-111 passim; see section above in De

doctrina in Chap. I; also, see Smalley, op.cit., p. 23.7
24Smalley, op.cit., pp. 33ff.

5Dom Jean Leclerq, "From Gregory the Great to St.
Bernard," The Cambridge History of the Bible, II, G.W.H.
Lampe, ed. (Cambridge: University Press, 1969), p. 185
(hereafter referred to as CHB).
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Holy Spirit who wrote it gave insight to the exegete in
order that he might apprehend the spiritual meaning. The
literal sense is the husk containing the inner kernel of
truth, and only grace from heaven enables the reader to
separate the two and extract the meaning intended by the
Holy Spirit.26 Thus, the grammatical meaning of the text
did not necessarily lead the exegete to the historical and
spiritual meaning of a passage. Interpretation of the
spiritual sense depended upon the ingenuity of the exegete
in perceiving allegorical meanings as he was supposedly
illuminated by the Holy Spirit. Scripture, then, could
come to have several meanings which had no clear relation-
ship to the text itself, and interpretation thus became
subjective. The only means to control such diversity was
to strengthen further the authority of the Church in inter-

preting Scripture.

Theodore and the Antiochian School

Rejection of allegorism

Although the allegorical method met with immediate
acceptance in many areas of the Church, it also encountered
considerable opposition. The principal opposition came
from a group of scholars known as the Antiochian School.

Founded by Diodorus of Tarsus in the late third century,

26Ibid., pp. 213f; G. W. H. Lampe, 'To Gregory the
Great," CHB II, p. 163.
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the Antiochian heritage is best represented by

Theodore of Mopsuestia. Known as '"The Exegete' of the
early Church, Theodore possesses rare acumen, arduous
discipline, and convincing sincerity. He rejects Origen's
methodology while retaining his attention to linguistic
details of style and grammar. Furthermore, he is probably
the earliest writer to give attention to hermeneutical
considerations.?/ He diligently studies each passage as a
whole and not as a collection of isolated symbols. Farrar
says in this regard:

He first considers the sequence of thought,

then examines the phraseology and the separate

clauses, and finally furnishes us with an

exegesis which is often brilliantly character-

istic and profoundly suggestive.

The Antiochenes react against the tradition of the
Alexandrians in four significant ways. First, they recog-
nize more clearly the distinction between the 0ld and New
Testaments. Since Theodore refuses to read Christian doc-
trines back into the 0ld Testament but insists on taking it
in its historical sense while the Alexandrians see Christ
in almost every passage of the Bible, he is called a

"Judaizer." Secondly, Theodore studies a passage as a

whole and in both 1its narrower and broader contexts. He

27Farrar, op.cit., p. 215; for a thorough and
scholarly presentation of Theodore's exegetical method,
see Rowan A. Greer, Theodore of Mopsuestia: Exegete and
Theologian (Westminster: Faith Press, 1961), pp. 88-111.

28

Loc.cit.
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does not lift out texts and build doctrines upon
isolated passages. In short, he presents a scholarly exe-
getical method, as Farrar has shown above. Thirdly,
Theodore and the Antiochenes take a more independent atti-
tude toward Church tradition, in contrast to the authori-
tarian tendencies of Irenaeus, Tertullian, and the
Alexandrians. They see Scripture as the basis of knowledge,
rather than any tradition of interpretation or the analogia
fidei of the Church. To them, Scripture is not one vast
mystery, but it can be understood if one searches it humbly,
patiently, wisely, and under the guidance of the Holy Spirit.
Here we see the foreshadowing of the principles of sola
Scriptura, the perspicuity of Scripture, and the need for
the illumination of the Holy Spirit--all of which were so
greatly emphasized by the Reformers. Finally, the Antio-
chenes see the difference between the Jewish and the
Alexandrian theories of inspiration. Some of the more able
Jews regarded inspiration as being ethical in character and
consisting of the expansion and ennoblement of the individ-
ual consciousness by the Holy Spirit. The Alexandrians
were influenced by Plato and viewed inspiration as a path-
ological suspension of the individual consciousness.
Theodore sees this fallacy and argues for the retention of
the individuality and human characteristics of the Biblical

Writers.29

29Blackman, op.cit., pp. 103-105; Farrar, Ibid., p. 217.
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Furthermore, unlike the Alexandrians who equated the
spiritual sense (theoria) with allegory, Theodore distin-
guishes between the two. He does not rule out the spiri-
tual sense (theoria), but solidly grounds it in the histor-
ical. 1If the spiritual sense subverts the historical, then
it is no longer truly theoria, but allegory.30 Thus, for
the Antiochenes, theoria is a sense of Scripture higher or
deeper than the literal, historical meaning, but it is firmly
based upon it. As Grant says:
This understanding does not deny the literal
meaning of Scripture but is grounded on it,
as an image is based on the thing represented
and points toward it. Both image and thing
are comprehensible at the same time. There is

no hidden meaning which only a Gnostic can
comprehend.31

Influence of the Antiochenes

The literal-historical methodology of Theodore had a
profound influence on later theology, although it had very
little effect upon medieval exegesis in comparison with the
allegorical influerice of Alexandria. The Antiochian influ-
ence was hampered by the condemnations of the Christology
of Nestorius, Theodore's pupil, by the Second Council of

Constantinople in 553, and by that Council's opposition to

3OLampe, op.cit., p. 178; Smalley, op.cit., p. 1l4.

31Grant, op.cit., p. 93; for a Roman Catholic compar-
ison of the use o?ﬂthewria in these two schools, see R. E.
Brown, The "Sensus Plenior' of Sacred Scripture (Baltimore:
St. Mary's University, 1955), pp. 44-~51; see also Lawmpe,
op.cit., CHB TIL, p. 177/.
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Theodqre's rejection of the Apocryphal books, although
Jerome would have concurred with Theodore. 32

A positive influence of Antioch was preserved, how-
ever, by the work of John Chrysostom, archbishop of Constan-
tinople, and by the exegesis of Jerome. Chrysostom uses
the literalist method extensively in his sermons and com-
mentaries. He stresses the concept of theoria, while
clearly distinguishing it from allegory. He also uses
typology as a legitimate extension of the historical mean-
ing.33 The brilliant exposition of Chrysostom, coupled
with his urgency and moral passion, gives powerful and
lasting emphasis to the Antiochian methodology.34 His
work strongly influences later scholars, especially Aquinas,
who said, "I would rather possess his homilies than be
master of Paris.'39

The influence of Antioch was also transmitted by the
learned exegete, Jerome, whom Grant calls ''the greatest
136

doctor of the church in expounding the sacred Scriptures.

Farrar says of him:

32Grant, Ibid., p. 96; Farrar, op.cit., p. 225.

332?1@-

34Blackman, op.cit., p. 105; Farrar, op.cit., pp. 220f.
35g1ackman, Ibid., p. 103.

36Grant, op.cit., p. 97.
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The hermit of Bethlehem had less genius than

Augustine, less purity and loftiness of charac-

ter than Ambrose, less sovereign good sense

and steadfastness than Chrysostom, less keen-

ness of insight and consistency of courage than

Theodore of Mopsuestia; but in learning and

versatile talent he was superior to them al1.37
As Jerome develops theologically, he moves away from his
earlier allegorical tendencies and emphasizes more fully
the historical aspects of the 0ld Testament prophecies «nd
narratives.38

Jerome comes under the influence of the literal-
historical method at Antioch under the tutelage of Appol-
linaris of Laodicea. He is mnever able thereafter to fol-
low the method of allegorization, no matter how ingenious
and alluring it was. The deeper meanings of Scripture
must be based on the literal sense, he feels. He emphasizes

that the expositor must have a spiritual understanding, a

spiritualis intelligentia, of Scripture, but this will not

be opposed to the literal sense, the carneus sensus, even
39

though it may go beyond the latter. In spite of this
emphasis on the primacy of the literal sense, Jerome vacil-
lates in his expositions, examples of extravagant allegories

are evident in his commentaries, and his use of the allegorical

37Farrar, op.cit.
38Grant, op.cit., p. 97.
391bid., pp. 97F.
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sense 1is frequent.40 He does, however, provide a sound
precedent for the practice of literal exegesis.

The allegorical method captivated the medieval world
while literalism fell into disuse, possibly because, as
Miss Smalley points out, allegory satisfied a pressing
emotional need and seemed relevant to the world-view prev-
alent at the time, while literalism perhaps seemed ''cold
and irrelevant.”41 The School of Antioch did, however,

' in Blackman's terms, that exerted

enjoy a 'delayed legacy,'
a profound influence upon later theology. This is seen in
the medieval emphasis upon Jewish exegesis and in the
interpretive methodology of Thomas Aquinas. It is also
expressed in Luther's éxaltation of the '"grammatical"
sense, in the exegetical methods of Zwingli, and in the

42

historical emphasis of Calvin. Since the Reformation,

therefore, the literal-historical method has become the

primary hermeneutical procedure of the Church.43

The renewal of literal exegesis

As has been shown, Alexandrian exegesis dominates the

interpretation of Scripture through the Middle Ages. The

40Farrar, op.cit., pp. 231-233.
41Smalley, op.cit., p. 19.
42Grant, op.cit., p. 101; Blackman, op.cit., p. 106.

43Grant, Loc.cit.
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exegesis of Scripture according to various versions of
the multiple sense continues apace. The literal-histor-
ical sense is almost entirely ignored, while Origen's
threefold sense is expanded by subdividing the spiritual
sense into the allegorical and the anagogical. Thus, along
with the literal and moral, there is a total of four senses
to be found in the Bible. The medieval Latin couplet ex-
presses this classification:

Littera gesta docet, quid credas allegoria,
Moralis quid agas, quo tendas anagogia. 44

Hugh of St. Victor

This emphasis on the spiritual sense of the text to
the detriment of the literal meaning is challenged by Hugh
of St. Victor in Paris. Although he still emphasizes the
threefold sense of Origen and Augustine in his textbook on

Biblical study, the Didascalicon, he differentiates between

the three senses in a way which greatly enhances the
stature of the historical sense. He does not subordinate
the letter to the spirit, but shows that both letter and
allegory pertain to knowledge, while the tropological sense
pertains to virtue. This relating of the literal sense to

truth on the same level as allegory increased interest in

4hcrant, op.cit., p. 119; Blackman, op.cit., p. 111.
"The letter shows us what God and our fathers did;
The allegory shows us where our faith is his;

The moral meaning gives us rules of daily life;
The anagogy shows us where we end our strife."




95
the literal meaning.45
The reasons for Hugh's increased interest in the
letter are both historical and sacramental. He sees the
Biblical events in terms of human religious history. e
deals with Creation and Restoration in an historical con-
text. He sees the inspired history of Scripture as the
primary source of world history; thus, the importance of
examining all important historical details is shown.
Furthermore, man's history is a history of the sacraments.
God effects the work of Restoration through the sacraments,
both Mosaic and Christian. History and the literal sense
thus have sacramental value, and should be dealt with
seriously.46

Hugh condemns those who neglect the literal meaning.
To him, this is both perilous and ridiculous, for the spiri-
tual or mystical sense can only be reached through the lit-
eral, as he says:

The mystical sense is only gathered from what

the letter says, in the first place. 1 wonder

how people have the face to boast themselves

teachers of the allegory, when they do not know

the primary meaning of the letter. 'We read

the Scriptures,' they say, 'but we don't read

the letter. The letter does not interest us.
We teach allegory.' How do you read Scripture

45

46

Smalley, op.cit., pp. 88, 89.
Ibid., p. 90.
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then, if you don't read the letter? Subtract
the letter and what is left?47

The literal sense must be grasped before the exegete can
move into the allegorical expositions. If this is not
done, the figurative expressions in the text are useless
Thus he says:

If, as they say, we ought to leap straight

from the letter to its spiritual meaning,

then the metaphors and similes, which educate

us spiritually, would have been included in

the Scriptures by the Holy Spirit in vain...

The outward form of God's word seems to you,

perhaps, like dirt, so you trample it underfoot,

like dirt, and despise what the letter tells

you was done physically and visibly. But hear,

that dirt, which you trample, opened the eyes

of the blind. Read Scripture, then, and first

learn carefully what it tells you was done in

the flesh.438
History, then, is the basis of the literal sense, and it
must form the foundation upon which all exposition must be
built. Thus, Hugh sees the importance of the historical-
literal meaning and the danger of the fanciful allegorical
expositions of his day.49 The historical-literal method is
the basis for grasping the intention of the writer, and it
is only the author's intention that can provide any certain
clue as to the meaning of prophecy and metaphor. Hugh, then,

grasped this emphasis on the intention of the writer a

47
48

agbidasaalicon, V,2; Smalley, op.cibt., p. 94.

Cited by Smalley, Ibid., p. 93 (no reference given).

De Scripturis, V, 13-15.
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century before St. Thomas.50
In sum, the interpretative philosophy of Hugh of

St. Victor teaches the value of the letter. The letter

is not good simply in itself, but Hugh emphasizes the
increased value of the literal interpretation in relation
to the spiritual.51 This courageous emphasis provides a
monumental impetus for change in medieval Biblical exposi-~
tion. From this point on, allegory could never again be
conscientiously practiced to the exclusion of the literal
sense of the text.

The literal emphasis of Hugh is carried on directly
by his pupil, Andrew of St. Victor. Following his own
version of the patristic scholia method of expounding
select passages of Scripture, Andrew proceeds to expound
systematically the historical sense of the text. He ex-
cludes both spiritual-allegorical expositions and doctrinal
discussion.”? 1t appears that Andrew received much train-
ing from the Jewish exegetes of Northern France, and from
the school of Rashi (1040-1105), in particular. Rashi
emphasized the literal or rational method of exposition,
although he did not exclude the halachic and haggadic

53

methods. Building, then, on Hugh's literal emphasis,

50smaliey, Ibid., p. 101.

51
52

Ibid., p. 102; Brown, op.cit., pp. 58f.
Smalley, Ibid., pp. 120ff.
531bid., pp. 149-156, 171ff.
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Andrew further develops this approach by him application
of these Jewish methods.

Thus, although he was accused of Judaizing exegesis
by Richard of St. Victor and others,54 Andrew continues
to develop the Victorine tradition, and he exerts much
influence upon subsequent theology and exegesis. As Beryl
Smalley says, '"Hugh of St. Victor seemed to his contempor-
aries like a 'second Augustine'; Andrew was their second

155

Jerome.

St. Thomas Aquinas

The emphasis on the literal sense by Hugo and the
Victorines was more precisely and adequately developed a
century later by St. Thomas Aquinas. Aquinas emphasizes
that all the meanings of Scripture must be based upon the
literal sense. This literal sense is the intended meaning

56

of the human author. His meaning may be found in all

the texts, since a writer communicates a message through

1anguage.5/ This literal sense is, however; more than

the outward form of words, or the historical meaning as

{
5*Grant, op.cit., pp. 118f; cf. Smalley, Ibid., pp.
115¢F.
55, ) . . : .
Smalley, Ibid., pp. 173-185.
56Aquinag, Summa Theologi.., T, q.1, a. 10, Reply,

Blackfriars Series, Thomas Gilbey, trans. (New York: McGraw-
Hill Book Co., 1964), p. 39.
=
J7Paul Syngave, Prophecy and Interpretation (New Yorl;
Desclee Co., 1961), p. 148.
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58

understood by modern critical scholarship. The full

intent of the writer's original meaning was to convey the
whole message of God as he was inspired to write it.29
The spiritual sense, though based upon the literal, was
the explication of the intention of the divine Author.6O
Thus, Aquinas sees Scripture as the work of both a human
and a divine Author. The human author is an instrument of
God who responds to the enlightenment of God through the
means of his own human limitations and imperfections. He
expresses the divine revelation through his own thoughts
and words. In the Aristotelian terminology, God is the
Primary Cause (Author), and the human writer is the second-
ary cause (author).61 God moves upon the human author,
then, in a way which does not suppress his own intellect,
but which expresses the revelation through his natural
abilities, activities, and modes of expression. The human
author is thus much more than merely a pen in the hands of
the Holy Spirit, for he participates in the revelation by

the process of recording it through his own faculties. He

understands what he writes, though perhaps imperfectly.

SSBlackman, op.cit., p. 114.

59Beryl Smalley, ''The Bible in the Medieval Schools,"
CHB, II, pp. 213f.

60B1ackman, op.cit.
61Aristot1e, Aristotle: The Metaphysics, XII, 7.

1-4, Hugh Tredennick, trans. (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard
University Press, 1947), Vol. II, pp. l45-7.
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As Aquinas says:

Dicendum quod in revelatione prophetica

movetur mens prophetae a Spiritu Sancto,

sicut instrumentum deficiens respectu princi-

palis agentis...Sciendum tamen quod quia mens

prophetae est instrumentum deficiens, ut

dictum est in corp. art. etiam veri prophetae

non omnia cognoscunt quae in eorum visis, aut

verbis, aut etiam factis Spiritus Sanctus

intendit.
Thus, the author of Scripture speaks by the means of human
reason and conversation with the help of the divine 1ight.63

With this emphasis on the element of human participa-
tion in the writing of Scripture, Aquinas dispelled the
attitude that Scripture was a divine mystery communicated
through the passive agency of an uncomprehending writer.
This new emphasis on the letter, the words chosen by the
human writer, resulted in a new interest in the literal
sense and an increase in the study of Biblical languages.

Aquinas also emphasizes at length the fact that the
literal sense was basic to all other senses of the text,
and only from the literal sense can doctrinal issues be

proved. The basic nature of the literal sense is shown as

he writes:

6QSumma Theologiae, XLV, q. 173, a.4, Reply, Blackfriar
Series, Roland Potter, trans. (New York: McGraw-Hill Book
Co., 1970), pp. 64-67; "In prophetic revelation the prophet's
mind is moved by the Holy Spirit as a defective instrument
by its principal cause...Remember always that, because the
prophet's mind is a deficient instrument, as was said,
even genuine prophets do not know all that the Holy Spirit
intends in visions, words and even deeds."

63Summa, q. 174, a.2, Reply 3 (Vol.XLv, p. 77).

éGrant, op.cit., p. 126.
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Decendum quod auctor sacrae Scripturae est

Deus, in cujus potestate est ut non solum voces

ad significandum accommodet (quod etiam homo
facere potest) sed etiam res ipsas. Et ideo,

‘cum in omnibus scientiis voces significent, hoc
habet proprium ista scientia quod ipsae res
significatae per voces etiam significant aliquid.
Il1la ergo prima significatio qua voces signifi-
cant res pertinet ad primum sensum, qui est sensus
historicus vel litteralis. 1Illa vero significatio
qua res significatae per voces iterum res alias
significant dicitur sensus spiritualis; qui super
litteralem fundatur et eum supponit...Secundum
ergo quod ea quae sunt veteris legls significant
ea quae sunt novae legis est sensus allegoricus;
secundum vero quod ea quae in Christo sunt facta
vel in his quae Christum significant sunt signa
eorum quae nos agere debemus est sensus moralis;
prout vero significant ea quae sunt in aeterna
gloria est sensus anagogicus.

Quia vero sensus litteralis est quem auctor
intendit, auctor autem sacrae Scripturae Deus
est qui omnia simul sus intellectu comprehendit,
non est inconveniens, ut Augustinus dicit XII
Confess, si etiam secundum litteralem sensum in
una littera Scripturae plures sint sensus.

G%Qﬂmgg, q.1l, a. 10, Reply (Vol. I., pp. 37f): "That
God is the author of Holy Scripture should be acknowledged,
and he has the power, not only of adapting words to convey
meanings (which men also can do), but also of adapting
things themselves. 1In every branch of knowledge words have
meaning, but what is special here is that the things meant
by the words also themselves mean something. That first
meaning whereby the words signify things belongs to the
sense first-mentioned, namely, the historical or literal.
That meaning, however, whereby the things signified by the
words in their turn also signify other things is called
the spiritual sense; it is based on and presupposes the
literal sense...Well, then, the allegorical sense is brought
into play when the things of the 0ld Law signify the things
of the New Law; the moral sense when the things done in
Christ and in those who prefigured him are signs of What
we should carry out; and the anagogical sense when the
things that lie ahead in eternal glory are signified.

"Now because the literal sense is that which the author
intends, and the author of Holy Scripture is God who com-
prehends everything all at once in his understanding, it
comes not amiss, asg St. Augustine observes, if many mean-
ings are present even in the literal sense of one passage
of Scripture.
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Grant observes that by this last sentence, Aquinas means
not that there are several literal senses of Scripture,
but that all the other senses are based upon the literal.
Nothing necessary to faith is contained in the spiritual
sense that is not elsewhere expressed by the literal.
The allegorical method is no longer the normative source
for theology;66 allegory has normative significance only
in relationship to its literal base.

Aquinas further defines exactly what is included in
the spiritual sense. One text does not offer various mean-
ings, although the meaning in the words of the text may
signify truths which are spiritual. He thus concludes that
the spiritual sense is soundly based on the literal and
contains nothing contrary to it.%7 No inferences can be
drawn from Scripture, then, except through the meanings
conveyed by the literal sense, and no untruth or falsehood
could underlie the literal sense.68 Things signified by
the literal words might themselves signify a higher, or
spiritual, meaning, but this meaning is still based on

the things signified by the literal text and cannot be

66Grant, op.cit., p. 124.
67Summa, Ibid.

688umma, Ibid., Reply 3.
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separated from it.69 Therefore, Aquinas sees the
allegorical sense only when things of the 0ld Law signify
things of the New Law; the moral sense when the things done
in Christ and those who prefigured him are signs of our own
Christian duties; and the anagogical sense when the things
of eternal glory are signified by the literal sense. All
three of these senses are aspects of the spiritual sense,
and are thus tied to the text.’0

Furthermore, Aquinas defines the literal sense so that
it includes both figurative and parabolic expressions of
truth. Scripture employs metaphor to communicate spiritual

71 The metaphorical meaning of the metaphor is the

truth.
literal meaning of the metaphor, and is thus the natural
meaning of the metaphor. Some truths can be pictured lit-
erally only in terms of metaphor. For example, any anthro-
pomorphic descriptions of God are metaphorical, for God
cannot be described in corporeal terms.72 Thus, the terms

"rock' or '"lion" when applied to God are more accurately

understood in a metaphorical sense than in a literal sense.

69

7OSumma, Ibid; James S. Preus, From Shadow to Promise:
0ld Testament Interpretation from Augustine to the Young
Luther (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1969), pp. 50ff.
provide an excellent discussion of Aquinas' emphasis on the
sensus litteralis and the sensus historicus.

71
72

Summa, Ibid., Reply 1.

Summa, I, g.1l, a.9, Reply.

Summa, I, q.13, a.3.3.
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In fact, such a metaphorical interpretation of these
words is the literal meaning of them.’3

Also, the parabolic sense of a passage is the true
literal meaning of that passage, for words can signify
something properly and something figuratively. When they
signify something figuratively, the literal sense is not
the figure of speech itself, but the meaning which it sig-
nifies. Thus, when Scripture speaks of the '"arm of God,"
the literal sense is not the assertion that God has a
physical 1limb, but it is the fact that He has what the fig-
ure signifies, the power of doing and making.ﬂ‘L The para-
bolic sense, then, is the truth signified by the metaphor.
This is all contained within the literal sense.

Aquinas, then, contains the figurative senses within
the literal meaning of the text, and restricts the spiritual
sense to ''the symbolism of real things and events' which
are '"'chosen to typify Christ." Things visible are used
as figures of things invisible. This limits the spiritual
sense of Scripture to the symbolic understanding of real,
actual things and events whose meanings are designated by

Christ alone. God plans the symbolism and providentially

carries it through.75

73§EEQ§> I, p.13, a. 3.1 and 3.2.

74Summa, I, q.10, a. 3.

75Thomas Gilby, ed., St. Thomas Aquinas: Theological
Texts (London: Oxford, 1955), p. 18.
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The contribution of Aquinas to the development of
hermeneutics, then, is basically his emphasis on the pri-
macy of the literal sense. He shows that the literal,
exegetical meaning of a text is the basis both for doctrine
and also for the spiritual sense. He ties exposition to
the text and does much to halt the subjective flights of
fantasy which had been so characteristic of allegorical
exposition. His assertion that emphasizing a multiplicity
of meanings would bring confusion leads to a more serious
study of the text in the original languages. His emphasis
on both the divine and the human participation in the writ-
ing of Scripture discredits the stenographic views of in-
spiration in which the writer was merely a passive instru-
ment. The intention of the writer, both human and divine,
can be discerned in the text, thus disallowing the claims
of the interpreters who claimed inspiration for their own
exegetical procedures to the neglect of the literal meaning.
He places exegesis and interpretation upon a scientific
basis and forms a rational basis for discerning and inter-
preting truth. His emphasis on the importance of context
for determining the literal or figurative senses of the
text leads to a decrease of excesses in the exposition of
the text, particularly in relation to the spiritual sense.
His emphasis upon the historical connections and relation-

ships between persons, things, and events in the 0ld
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Testament and the corresponding persons, places, and
events in the New Testament leads to a legitimate emphasis
on typology.

Aquinas does not, however, clearly delineate the re-
lationship of the meaning of the literal sense as opposed
to that of the spiritual. 1In fact, with his emphasis on
the literal sense as the intention of the human author
and the spiritual sense as the intention of the divine
author, he tends to assert two levels of meaning in the
text, and thus does not escape the medieval emphasis on
the superiority of the spiritual sense. Logically, if the
spiritual sense expresses the intention of God more com-
pletely than the literal, then it is superior in quality
and meaning to the literal, in spite of protestations to
the contrary. Furthermore, it is by no means resolved
that his primary intention was to develop all doctrine
from Scripture. His use of the Scholastic method seems
to indicate that his concern for orthodoxy and the priority
of reason may have hampered objective exposition and sub-
jected it to the canon of dogma rather than to that of

scientific exposition.

Nicolas of Lyra

The influence of Hugh and Andrew of St. Victor is
reflected in the fourteenth century works of the Franciscan,

Nicolas of Lyra. Nicolas quotes Andrew's works on the
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Pentateuch and Octateuch in his postills, and possibly
even supersedes Hugh as an exponent of the historical
sense.’® Farrar says that he was "one green island among
the tideless waves of exegetic commonplace...the Jerome of
the fourteenth century."’/ He does show independence in
his exegetical methodology, and although he is not the
first to stress the importance of the literal sense, he,
like Aquinas, teaches that it is the basis of all other
meanings.78 Nicolas learned the importance of Hebrew
grammar and was influenced also by the literalism of the
Jewish scholars, Rashi and Maimonides. In fact, in some of
his expositions, Nicolas followed Rashi so closely that he

came to be called Simia Salomonis, from Rashi's full name,

Solomon Jizchaki. TFollowing some of Rashi's best princi-
ples, Nicolas gained insight concerning the corruption of
the manuscripts, the need for better texts, the difference
between true exposition and the chaos of subjective opinion,
and the primacy of the literal sense,79

Nicolas bears the influence of his predecessors in

stressing that God is the auctor principalis of Scripture,

and he follows Aquinas in noting that the literal sense

76

I

Smalley, op.cit., pp. 185, 274.
77Farrar, op.cit., p. 274.
78B1ackman, op.cit., p. 115.
79Farrar, op.cit., pp.1275f.
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develops the intention of the author and the spiritual
sense expounds the meaning of the things signified by

the words of the human author. He is, however, clear and
sober in his exposition, and he insists upon the use of
the original languages. He will not allow the mystical
sense to choke the literal. Although he is vigorously
independent in applying these principles, and even though
his creativity is abundant, Nicolas makes a practice of
submitting all his works to the decision of the Church and

her correction (sanctae matris ecclesiae et cujuslibet

sapientis). The genius of his exposition, its doctrinal
and practical soundness, and the popularity of his commen-
taries based upon the 1itefal sense all combined to make
his influence felt to the extent that he efféctively broke
down the tyranny of ecclesiastical tradition and demolished

the reign of bad methodology.SO

The Rise and Fall of the Medieval Synthesis

In line with the development of the literal sense of
Scripture as the primary emphasis of Biblical interpreta-
tion arose the Scholastic Method in theology. Whereas
allegory had been used earlier in Biblical interpretation

as an apologetic to make the truths of Christianity

801bid., pp. 276f.
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acceptable to secular reason, Scholasticism was
developed in the Middle Ages as a means of showing the
harmonious relationship between faith and reason. The
motivation for its development, then, was to provide a
solution to the controversy between Church authority and
independent thought. With the development of the
Eucharistic controversies, the disputes concerning univer-
sals, and the emphasis on rationalism as exemplified by
Abelard, there arose a need for a system which would sat-
isfy the demands both of reason and also of the authority
of the Church. Johannes Scotus Erigena (d. 875) is gen-
erally considered to have laid the foundation for Scholasti-
cism, the Medieval Synthesis of faith and reason.81
Erigena says:
Let no authority terrify you from conclusions
which the reasonable persuasion of right con-
templation teaches. Reason and authority come
alike from the one source of divine wisdom,
and cannot contradict each other. Reason is
not to be overruled by authority but the re-
verse, and therefore the opinions of the
Fathers must only be introduced in case of
necessity,. 2for the Fathers often contradict
each other.8
He thus stresses the need for free inquiry and develops

dogma and dialectics into a system for synthesizing the

insights of faith with the truths of reason.83 This

81
82
83

Ibid., p. 253.
Erigena, De Div. Nat., I, 66, 68; IV, 9, 1le6.

Farrar, op.cit., p. 255.
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insight that true philosophy and true faith are one
anticipates the Scholastic systemu84

Paul Tillich notes that Scholasticism was "the
determinative cognitive attitude of the whole Middle
Ages. It is themethodological explanation of Christian
doctrine.”85 The era of Scholasticism began roughly at the
end of the eleventh century with Roscellinus and Anselm and
continued in its rising and waning phases until the work
of Gabriel Biel in the latter part of the fifteenth cen-
tury. The first period of Scholasticism, the rise of
the Schoolmen, lasted from about 1099 until the 1150's.
The chief thinkers of this period were Anselm, Roscellinus,
Abelard, Bernard of Clairvaux, Hugh of St. Victor and the
Victorines, and Gilbert of Poictiers. The second period,
the height of Scholasticism, lasted from the 1160's until
the beginning of the fourteenth century. The chief men of
this period were Peter Lombard, Alexander of Hales, Albertus
Magnus, Thomas Aquinas, Bonaventura, Roger Bacon, and John
Duns Scotus. The final period, the decline, lasted from
the early fourteenth to the latter fifteenth centuries.

The major thinkers in this period were Durandus, Bradwardine,

8%philip Schaff, History of the Christian Church, V
(Grand Rapids: Wm. B. Eerdmans Publishing Co., 1952), p. 592.

-
BJPaul Tillich, A History of Christian_ Thought, Carl
F. Braaten, ed. (New York: Harper and Row, 1968), p. 135.
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William of Ockham, and Gabriel Biel.®®

The basic problem which Scholasticism faced was that
of the relationship between authority and reason. The
substantive tradition of the Church was the basis for
medieval thought. This authoritative tradition was ex-
pressed in the church fatheré, the creeds and councils, and
the Bible. At times, however, the different elements of
tradition said different things. These discrepancies had
to be harmonized if tradition was to have practical value
and retain its authority. Thus a dialectical method, 'yes"
and "no," was developed to harmonize the different author-
ities. The tool for accomplishing this harmony was reason.
By this means the practical and theological statements of
the fathers and the councils were collected, harmonized, and
embellished with comments. The most significant of these

commentaries was the Four Books of Sentences, the Sententiae,
87

of Peter the Lombard.
In addition to harmonizing tradition, reason functioned

as the means of interpreting the meaning of the tradition

expressed in the sentences. Reason, however, was not

alone, for faith was always presupposed,hence the slogan,

credo ut intelligam, I believe that T may know. Reason,

86
87

Schaff, op.clt., pp. 592f.

Tillich, op.cit., pp. 137f.
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then, functioned only to interpret tradition, and not to
create it. This conjunction of faith and reason preserved
for the rational man a "religion based on revelation and
lived by faith,"88

With the later emphasis upon Aristotle inQScholastic
theology, especially in the work of Aquinas, it began to
be taught that reason itself was adequate to interpret
tradition.8? Aristotelianism thus became the basis of
Christian theology, and theology drifted away from exegesis
and became more closely aligned with philosophy.go Even
though the Christian faith could be substantiated ration-
ally, the authority of the Church still remained the final
arbiter of truth.

In the fourteenth century, however, there developed
a separation of reason from authority. John Duns Scotus
and William of Ockham asserted that reason was inadequate
to express the living tradition of the Church.91 This
insistence, especially on the part of Duns Scotus,
on the impossibility of proving many dogmatic

and traditional assertions leads to skepticism,

88James Atkinson, Martin Luther and the Birth of
Protestantism (Baltimore: Penguin Books, 1968), p. 37.

891bid., p. 139.

90g1ackman, op.cit., p. 110; Josef Pieper, Scholastism
(London: Faber and Faber, 1960), pp. 117ff.

9lpiltich, op.cit., p. 139.
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the decline of the Medieval Synthesis of fides and ratio,
and a separation between faith and science.?? Without
the dependence upon reason which had been enjoyed by the
Schoolmen, tradition becomes a commanding authority to
which acquiescence is demanded. Scotus emphasizes that
reason could never show the meaning of tradition nor how
things should be in matters of faith. The orders of the
Church become the expression of the will of God which can

93 In

neither be denied nor understood in rational terms.
contrast to Aquinas, Scotus points out that much in theol-
ogy is philosophically improbable, but it must be accepted
on the basis of the authority of the Church. Thus the
dissolution of Scholasticism has begun, for its very purpose
had been to show the rationality of the Christian faith.
With faith separated from reason, the Scholastic authori-
tarianism is disastrously weakened and rendered largely
defenseless in the face of the awakening intellectual re-
newal.

The tottering structure of Scholasticism received an
even more telling blow with the new system of Nominalism

under William of Ockham, a student of Duns Scotus, in the

mid-fourteenth century. The Medieval Synthesis had been

92Williston Walker, A History of the Christian Church
(New York: Charles Scribner's Sons, 1959), p. 251.

93

Tillich, op.cit.,; Atkinson, op.cit., pp. 46-48.
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based on the Platonic doctrine of ideas, the Universalia

ante rem, which is medieval realism. The universals, the
essénces, of all things stand behind the particular mani-
festations of all reality. All divine truth, then, e.ists
in its universal form in the universal concept of the
Church. As a resulit, no individual expression of truth was
recognized apart from the particular expression of it
through the Church. Thus, the development of independent-
potential was prevented, and authoritative Church doctrines
flourished unchallenged in this atmosphere created by the
union of theology and philosophy,g4
Ockham attacked this foundation of universals by deny-
ing any form of medieval realism. He notes that only
individual objects exist and that any association of concepts

or things in terms of the genera or species of realism, is in-

valid. The Universalia realia have no objective reality, but are

purely mental percepts.95 Because of his teaching that
these concepts are only symbolic '"terms,'" Ockham is known
as a "terminist' or "Nominalist.'" He dispenses with the
arbitrary categories of realism, as well as the endless
distinctions of Scotism, with his Prineciple of Parsimony,

196

or "Ockham's Razor. With his two axioms, Entia non sunt

9%¢pid., p. 143; Farrar, op.cit., p. 281.
95Wa1ker, op.cit., p. 252.

96Pau1 J. Glenn, The History of Philogophy (St. Louis:
B. Herder Book Co., 1963), pp. 259f.
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multiplicanda praeter necessitatem and Frustra fit per

plura quod fieri potest per pauciora, he undercuts much

philosophical pedantry and many traditional assumptions.97

Ockham can be approached as a logician, a theologian,
or a scientist, but his outlook is essentially holistic.
He combines a radical empiricism with an extreme contingency
in his methodology. In human experience he sees only the
individual as real, while God's will is the only arbiter of

98

action. Thus, he sees the necessity for the individual
to realize his own potential, and this understanding of
the value of personality provides the basis for modern
democracy and independence of spirit.99 With the individ-
ual thus freed from his identity with the universal mind
of the Church, independent investigation into truth finds
an opportunity to develop.

Ockham's thought is bifurcated into the natural and
the divine areas of concern. At the natural level he is
strictly empiricist, refusing to profess knowledge beyond
the bounds of experience; at the divine level he is a
fideist in the sense that he places all theological cer-

tainty in the tenets of faith, and a skeptic in that he

denies the power of reason to elicit the theological

97

98Gordon Leff, Medieval Thought: St. Augustine to
Ockham (London: The Merlin Press, 1959), p. 280.

99

Farrar, op.cit., p. 281.

Tillich, op.cit., p. 144.
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conclusions of faith. He gives consistency and validity
to natural knowledge, but he is destructive of any attempt

to synthesize faith and reason. 100

He refuses to see theology as a science which can be
controlled by principles drawn from metaphysics, and he
thus demonstrates the untenability of the traditional
theological reasonings. Theology simply is not subject to
testing by reason. The fields of concentration for science
and faith are different. They both deal with different
aspects of truth. Science does not require the assent of
faith for what is known through evidence, and neither does
faith rely on science for validation. Thus the Scholastic
unity is broken for Ockham.lo1

Since he has shown philosophy to be irrelevant to the
substantiation of faith, Ockham asserts that the revela-
tion of Scripture as the infallible Word of God is the basis
for faith, and this does not require or admit the proofs of

102 Theological doctrines, since

reason for its validation.
they are philosophically unprovable, are to be accepted on
the basis of authority. Theoretically, this authority
should be mediated through the Church, but Ockham's con-

flicts with a derelict papacy and the absurdities,

100Leff, op.cit., p. 280.

101Henry Osborn Taylor, The Medieval Mind, II (Cam-
bridge: Harvard University Press, 1949), pp. 548f.

102

Ibid.
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contradictions, and frivolities in the interpretations
of the councils and the popes led him to assert that
Scripture alone is the binding authority for the Christ-
ian. It is thus not difficult to understand why Luther

referred to him as "dear master."103

1O3Wa1ker, op.cit., p. 252; Farrar, op.cit., p. 28I,




SECTION II
CHAPTER III
LUTHER'S HERMENEUTICAL BACKGROUND

In moving from the medieval period into the age of
the Reformation, we note that a hermeneutical as well as a
theological protest is involved in the transition. 1In addi-
tion to the revolutionary emphases upon such theoclogical
issues as justification by faith and the Word of God, there
is also seen the culmination of a Biblical hermeneutic that
sets forth the historical-literal sense of Scripture in
contrast to the classical type of exegesis which was bound
to tradition. The principal figure in this hermeneutical
revolution was Martin Luther. Although he certainly did
not develop in a theological vacuum, as we shall soon see,
it was under his leadership that the Bible replaced ecclesi-
astical authority as the primary basis for faith and life.
As Luther's influence spread, there developed a correspond-
ing decline in the Catholic exegesis which relied heavily
upon the Fathers in interpreting the Bible by Church tradi-
tion.1 The purpose of this chapter is to survey the major
influences upon Luther's hermeneutical development and to
identify his relationship to the theological milieu in which

he worked.

Lorant, 1bid., p. 128.
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Historical and Interpretative Influences

The Fathers

In this section we propose to explore some of the
more chronologically distant hermeneutical influences upon
Luther. Although in the preceding historical survey we
have by no means covered all the influences upon him, we have
selected certain men who were representative sources of
ideas which were influential in his development. Our inten-
tion, then, has been to trace the development of the emph-

sis upon the sensus litteralis, the emphasis upon the func-

tion of the Holy Spirit in the interpreter, and the role of
ecclesiastical authority and tradition in Biblical interpre-
tation up through the Middle Ages. It is in this light that
we seek to show Luther's hermeneutical debt to the Fathers
and the Schoolmen in this section, and to Ockham and
Erasmus in the latter sections of this chapter.

A survey of the Index to the St. Louis edition of

Luther's Works reveals references to many of the Fathers of

the Church on Luther's part. Although the vast preponderance of
the Patristic entries relate to Augustine, it is clear that
Luther is familiar with the work of Irenaeus, Origen,
Tertullian, and many others. If it would be presump-

tuous to claim on the basgis of these entries that Luther
draws his hermeneutical system in toto from men such as
Irenaeus and Augustine, we do note trends developing in

these men which find expression throughout the history of
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the Church, and certain of these trends have obviously
influenced the great Reformer. While we do not wish to
ignore the caution of Jaroslav Pelikan that "one could ask
whether some of the interpreters of Luther's early develop~-
ment adequately considered the possibility that he derived
some of his ideas from the Scriptures rather than from
Augustine, Occam, Lyra, Hugo Cardinal, or his own virtuos-
ity,"2 yet we must not ignore Luther's awareness of the
Fathers in his exegetical works as well as the fact that
as early as 1521 Melanchthon asserts that Luther's doctrine
agrees with that of the Fathers. He points out that Luther
constantly appeals to the Fathers in his lectures, sermons,
and treatises for the purpose of corroborating his own
interpretations of Scripture.3 In fact, as A.S. Wood points
out, it was largely through Augustine and the Fathers that
Luther was forced back to the Bible as possessing an exclu-
sive authority.4 Luther himself expresses this debt as he
says that he has learned more about God, Christ, man, and

all things from Augustine and the Bible than from all other

25aroslav Pelikan, Luther's Works, Companion Volume,
"Luther the Expositor' (St. Loulis: Concordia Publishing
House, 1959), p. 42; hereafter referred to as LW.

34.5. Wood, Captive to the Word (Grand Rapids:
Eerdmans, 1969), p. 32; Wood cites Melanchthon's Apologia
in Corpus Reformatorum, I, 405.

41bid,
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books.? With this awareness of Luther's debt to the past,
we will look at some hermeneutical emphases of the Fathers
and the possible influence of the emphases upon Luther.

In the hermeneutical teaching of Irenaeus, we note sev-
eral areas which seem to have been influential in later
interpretation, and in Luther's work in particular.
Irenaeus' emphasis on the need for sound textual study and
grammatical exegesis as well as his stress upon the histor-
icity of the Biblical narratives find correlation in Luther's
teaching on the primacy of the literal sense. Although we
will examine this and other of Luther's principles of inter-
pretation in more detail later, we note here that Luther
repudiates the medieval Quadriga because it destroys the

simple, literal meaning of Scripture and leaves room for

6

ingenious and extravagant interpretations. He sees the

literal meaning as the basic grammatical and historical
se2nse, and chides the Romanists who toss the Word of God as
gamblers toss dice, and rob the Scriptures of their single,
simple sense.’ Thus, just as Irenaeus insisted upon the
historical meaning of Scripture as a means of counteracting
the subjective and distorted concepts of the heretics, so

Luther insists on the literal, historical, or grammatical

5Martin Luther, LW, Vol. XXXI(St. Louis: Concordia
Press, 1957), p. 75.

6Farrar, op.cit., p. 328.

Martin Luther. Works, Holman Edition, III, p. 37;
hereafter referred to as H.E.
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sense as a safeguard against Catholic fantasies,

Anocother emphasis of Irenaeus which is reflected in
Luther's hermeneutic is the pervspicuity or clarity of the
Scriptures. Irenaeus' teaching that insofar as matters of
faith are concerned, the Scriptures can be understood "In

. . . e . 8
aperto, et sine ambiguitate, et similiter ab omnibus,"

is seen in Luther's emphasis that each passage of the Bible
has one clear and definite meaning,g

Futhermore, Irenaeus' warning that the dark and obscure
in Scripture cannot interpret that which is obvious, is seen
in Luther's emphases that the clear passages throw light

upon the obscure and the Scripture interprets itself,

Scriptura sui ipsius interpres, He says:

Also ist die Schrift sich selbst ein eigen Licht.

Das ist denn fein, wenn sich die Schrift selbst

auslegt, 10
At the point of Scripture's being clearly apprehended,
Irenaeus appeals to the work of the Holy Spirit. It is by
the enlightening work of the Spirit that the hearts of sinful
men become capable of accepting the clarity of the Word.

While the heretics ramble in confusion, the spiritual man

8Irenaeus, op.cit., Adv, Haer., II, 27,2,

gMartin Luther, S#mmntliche Schriften, Walch Edition,
XVITI(St. Louis: Comncoidia, 1882), pp. 2163=64; Martin
Luther, The Bondage of the Will, H. Cole, ed., pp. 25,27,
290; H.E., III, p. 16,
~LGIbid,,, Walch Edition, XI, p. 2335; "In this manner
Seriptire is its own light. Tt is a fine thing when
Scripture explains itself,"
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using all his tools of exegesis and reason, and working
with diligence, apprehends the meaning of Scripture and its
personal claim on his life. Thus, Christ teaches his truth
through the Scriptures.l1 Luther also sees the necessity
for the quickening of the Spirit in the interpreter.
Reason is not to be discarded in Bible study, but he be=-
lieves that only faith can comprehend the doctrines of God,
and only the Holy Spirit can create faith. Luther saysg

In the end only the Holy Spirit from heaven above

can create listeners and pupils who accept this

doc?rine agd believe thatlﬁhe Word is God, that

God's Son is the Word....

It may be argued here that Luther minimizes the exe-
getical process by his emphasis on the illumination by the
Holy Spirit, but as he sees it, the word of reason and of
the Holy Spirit complement each other. This will be dis=-
cussed in a later chapter.

A basic issue in which Luther departs from the emphases
of most of the Fathers is the relationship between Scripture
and tradition as theological authority. Irenaeus is repre-
sentative of much of the Patristic tradition in his emphasis
that authority resides in both Scripture and tradition.

Both Scripture and the apostolic tradition of the Church go

back to the apostles, therefore tradition and Scripture

11Irenaeus, Adv, Haer., IV, 33, 15.

121y, XXII, p. 8.
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are not separate entities. They both reflect the
apostolic witness and each attests the validity of the
other; 13 Therefore, neither is subordinated to the other,
for they are concomitant channels for transmitting revela-

tion. Both are subjected to the regula veritatis as the

ultimate standard for interpretation, for the regula is the
truth behind both Scripture and tradition.'# Irenaeus fails
to clarify, however, just what the content of the regula
veritatis is or how it may be discerned. He intends to
assign this discernment of the regula to the apostolic
succession of bishops who reflect the guidance of the Holy
Spirit. However, his argument becomes circular, for the
very tradition which he wishes to verify by the apostolic
succession is itself a reflection of the interpretations of
the Presbyters who form the succession. Although he does
not subordinate Scripture to tradition, neither does he allow
it independence from tradition.

Luthec's attitude toward tradition is different from
Irenaeus' not simply in his definition of it, but in what he
perceived its function to be. Neither would consider the
ecclesiastical dogmas which arose in the Middle Ages to be

tradition, for only those teachings which were derived from

L3yrenaecus, Adv. Haer., IV, 26,5; TTI, 4, 2.
14

Grant, op.cit., p. 82; Adv. Haer., IV, 33,8,

[ S




125

the apostles could claim this title. However, Luther was
in no way the rebellious anti-traditionalist which the

Romanists made him out to be in their attempts to rank him

15

with the heresiarchs of history. He did not set Scripture

and tradition over against each other, but he acknowledged
tradition wherever it was based upon Scripture.16 Thus
Scripture tests tradition, but not vice-versa as in
Irenaeus. Luther says:
...l wish to refute or accept, according to my
own judgment, the mere opinions of St. Thomas,
Bonaventura, or other scholastics or canonists
which are maintained without text and proof.
I shall do this according to the advice of Paul
to '"test everything, h?%d fast to that which is
good" (I Thess. 5:21).

In the place of the regula veritatis, Luther uses the

analogia fidei as the ultimate criterion for evaluating

one's interpretation of the Scriptures. Thus, all inter=-
pretations must be submitted to the general tenor of
Scripture as reflected in the creed or rule of faith taught
by the Bible as a whole. No extraneous canon can be used

as a criterion for judging the Woird of God.18 Thus, Luther

LDyood, op.cit., p. 31.
16,14,

Yiw, 31,83; wA,1, 525.

18A.S. Wood, Luther's Principles of Biblical Interpre=-
tation (London: Tyndale Press, 1960), pp. 21f.
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moves beyond the Patristic concept of tradition and

Scripture and asserts sola Scriptura as the sole authority

for the Christian.,
In Tertullian we note a strong emphasis developing on
the importance of tradition for evaluating the correctness

of doctrine. In his De praescriptione he emphasized that

the Scripture was the property of the Church, therefore
heretics could not appeal to it for their arguments. Be=
cause of the corrupt hermeneutical practices of the heretics,
the Church must use another criterion than Scripture to
refute them. The apostolic tradition within the Church thus
became the basis for doctrine. Although Tertullian did

not: posit a conflict between Scripture and Church tradition,
he did see Scripture as being correctly interpreted only

within the Church and only according to the regula fidei,

by which he meant the basic Christian doctrine of the Church.19

Tertullian thus did not find in Scripture itself a strong
objective criterion for determining the content of divine
truth.

In contrast to this emphasis on tradition, Luther
asserts the primacy of the Scriptures as the only true
source of Christian doctrine. It is the Bible which medi~

ates the living Word and thus becomes the medium of salvation.

195ae Chapter I, pp. 37-40.
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It is in and through the Scriptures that the Holy Spirit
gives faith.20 Furthermore, the Bible contains its own
authority, and is not invested with it by the Church.
Although the Fathers, as well as the medieval Church,
asserted the supreme authority of Scripture, they maintained
in one way or another that the Bible derived its authority
or its interpretation from the Church. Thus, as Tertullian
had said, since the Church was in possession of the Scrip=-
tures, it had the exclusive right to interpret them. 2l
Luther challenges this medieval assertion by denying any
external authority over Scripture. Mackinnon notes that
Luther stated against Eck at Leipzig that 'no believing
Christian can be forced to racognize any authority beyond
the sacred Scripture, which is exclusively (proprie) invest=-
ed with divine right, unless, indeed, there comes a new and
attested revelation.'?2 When he refers to the condemnation
of his doctrine by Rome, Luther says:

Da habt sich denn der hader, das sie zu faren

und uns verdamnen und verbannen im namen der

Kirchen, Wir aber dagegen stehen und sagen: Das

thuet nicht die Kirche Christi, sondern des
leidigen Teufels Braut und EatChrists Rotte,

2OJames Mackinnon, Luther and the Reformation, IV
(New York: Russell and Russell, Inc., 1962), p. 296; cf.
Werke, Erlangen Edition, XVIII, p. 139.

21

221bid., p. 296, quoted from Werke, Erlangen Edition,
11, p. 279.

Ibid., p. 295.
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Denn die rechte Kirche, so Christum Kennet,
wird gewislich niemand inn Ban thun umb ires

Herrn wort willen, weil sie selbs als¢ predigt,
gleubt und horets hertzlich gerne....4

Thus, Luther judges the legitimacy and authority of the
Church by its degree of conformity to Scripture, and not
vice«versa.

Although Luther does not deny the ilmportance of the
true Church in the process of the interpretation of Scrip=-
ture, as we will later notice in the discussion of his

principle of the analogia fidei, he believes that correct

interpretation and apprehension of the Word of God in
Scripture comes only when one is addressed by the Holy Spirit,
who reveals Christ in the Word. This "imner testimoay of

the Holy Spirit" defines what is accepted as God's Word.24
Luther is saved from pure subjectivism in determining the
meaning and content of Scripture here by showing that canon-
ical Scripture can be identified on the basis of ''that which
is apostolic," that is, on the basis of its preaching of

Christ. Since he feels that this principle itself comes

23@é, XLVIL, 9: "llere the dispute begins. They proceed
to condemn and excomumunicate us in the name of the Church.
But we oppose this and say: "It is not the Church of Christ
that is taking this action; it is the bride of the devil
and the mob of Antichrist. For the true Church, which knows
Christ, will surely not excommunicate anyone because of its
Lord’s Word, since this Church itself preaches, believes,
and gladly hears this Word'." (See LW 24,308).

géﬂermann Sasse, "Luther and the Word of God," Accents
In Luther's Theology, Heino 0. Kadai, ed. (5t. Louis:
Concordia Publishing House, 1967), p. 87,
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from Scriptures, he feels that he has escaped from the
trap of subjecting Scripture to tradition.2? This still
leaves unsolved; however, his concept of a ‘“canon within
the canon.'" This issue must be dealt with later.

Luther's emphasis on the Holy Spirit's role in testi-
fying to the authority of Scripture and interpreting its
meaning may seem to reflect an emphasis similar to Tertul-
lian's on the role of the Holy Spirit as the teacher of
truth. For Luther, however, the Spirit works only in and
through the Bible. Spirit and Scripture are inseparable.
He says:

The Spirit is not given except only in, with,

and through the faith in Jesus Christ, and faith

comes not without God's Word, or the Gospel,

which proclaims Christ--how He is the God-Man,

who died and rose for our sake, and how, through

faith, whare enabled to fulfill the works of
the law.<®

Tertullian, on the other hand, saw the Holy Spirit as not
only having a role in transmitting and explaining the reve-
lation in Scripture, but as actually supplementing it. For
him, the Holy Spirit could speak apart from either Scripture
or tradition.2/ This autonowy of the Spirit apart from the

Word camnot be tolasrated by Luther, and indeed, it is this

25p aul Althaus, The Theology of Martin Luther,
(Philadelphia: Fortress Press, 1966y, p. 83.

26Mackimn¢n, op.eit., p. 297, citing Werke, Erlangen
Edition, 63, 122,

273ee Chapter L, pp. 42-44 and footnotes.
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very kind of emphasis on the freedom of the Spirit from
the Word which he detests in the Enthusiasts.28

Thus Luther rejects the type of emphasis which sub-
ordinates the Scripture to tradition and which sets the
Spirit free to work apart from the Word. Neither the dogma
of tradition nor the whim of spiritual subjectivism such
as are found in Tertullian can be tolerated. Luther, then,
learned from such emphases as those of Tertullian that 1f
tradition were allowed to control Scripture, there could be
no divinely authoritative basis for doctrine, but only the
vagaries of man.

Certainly the most influential of the Fathers upon
Luther's theological and hermeneutical development was

Augustine. The Indexes to Luther's Works, St. Louis edition,

contain an abundance of references to him on many different
subjects. As an Augustinian monk, Luther immersed himself
in Augustine's works and mastered them. Melanchthon even
notes that Luther knew the contents of most of his writings
from memoryazg In recapitulating some of Augustine's major
emphases in interpretation, we note several which are influ-

ential upon TLuther.

28Mackinnon, op.cit., p. 297.

ngOOd, Captive..., op.cit., p. 38 and notes 1-7; WA
Tischreden, 4567; Luther respects Augustine's exegesis’ ~
although he notes that the basis for theological truth must
always be the Bible, and not the commentators.
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First of all, Luther encountered Augustine's distinction
between the spirit and the letter, the internal and the
external Word of God. This issue also relates closely to
Augustine's principle of illumination. Since all knowledge
originates from God, Augustine believed that the light of
God is needed in order for man to understand divine truth.30
In terms of Scripture, Luther believes that the letter must
be illuminated by the inner Word, the Holy Spirit, in order
that the reader might apprehend it not as an alien, remote
and external letter, but as a Word from God which takes
hold of him and becomes alive in his heart.3l This illum-
ination, then, comes through the Spirit working in and
through the Word. Luther says:

Item in Scripturis sanctis optimum est Spiritum a

litera discernere, hoc enim facit vero theologum.

Et a spiritu sancto hoc tantum habet Ecclesia et

non ex humano sensu.3

Thus, both Augustine and Luther emphasize the work

of the Holy Spirit working in the Word to lead the interpreter

30Chapter I, pp. 29-30 and notes.

3lgerhard Ebeling, Luther: An Introduction to His
Thought (Philadelphia: Fortress Press, 1970}, pp. 93-95.

3ZWA, 11T, 12, 2-4; "In the holy Scriptures it is best
to distinguish between the spirit and the letter; for it
is this that makes a true theologian. And the Church has
the power to do this from the Holy Spirit alone and not from
the human mind.'
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to understand not just the external letter of
Scripture, which Luther sces as Law, but to lead him to
the inner Word, the spirit, of Scripture, which is, through
faith, the redemptive message of the Gospel. Both undexr-
stand that reason and sound exegesis make possible a correct
knowledge of the letter of Scriﬁture, but only faith and
the Holy Spirit make possible the knowledge of God through
the Word--thus letter and spirit are resolved only in faith
by the illumination of the Holy Spirit.

Although it will be our task in what follows to elab-
orate further upon Luther's hermeneutical principles and
to evaluate them, we should note the basic principles of
Augustine and their similarity to those of Luther. First,
Augustine stressed the need for knowledge of the Biblical
languages. Secondly, he stressed the need for interpreting
the obscure passages in the light of plain ones. Then he
emphasized the need for knowledge of other fields of learn=-
ing and for an attitude of humility in approaching Scripture.
Also, he reflected a Christocentric concept for all exegesis.
Finally, interpretations must be submitted to the regula
fidedi; the general teaching of the Catholic faith,33

One can readily see the importance of Augustine's
Christocentric concept of Seripture for Luther's hermeneutic.

Furthermore, the need for faith and the Holy Spirit for the

BBChapt&r I, pp. 43, 44, 47.
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understanding of the inner word of Scripture is
important for Luther's Law and Gospel concept, for here
he sees that it is only through the Spirit's work that the
Law is fulfilled and becomes a unity with the Gospel in
the evangelical knowledge of God. 34

Luther's interpretative principles also reflect some
of the same concerns found in Augustine. The concern for
personal spiritual preparation which Luther reflects shows
the emphasis of Augustine upon humility and the mind of
Christ in the interpretative process. Such preparation allows
the Holy Spirit to open the Word which He has already
inspired.35 Both men also stress the primacy of the lit-
eral sense. Although both do use allegory at times, both,
and Luther especially, move away from it in later years.

One point, however, at which Luther parts company with
Augustine is in regard to the role of ecclesiastical auth-
ority in interpretative conclusions. Whereas Augustine
insisted upon submitting all interpretation to the regula
fidei, which amounted to the authority and conclusions of
the Catholic Church,36 Luther, on the other hand, insists
that Scripture be released from bondage to the councils and

the experts,37 He refuses to admit that the Scripture is

34Althaus, op.cit., pp. 9, 15, 43.

35W00d, Principles..., op.cit., p. 13 and notes; LW
13,17.
36

37W00d, Principles..., op.cit., p. 19; WA I, 659.

Chapter T, p. 58 and notes.
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dark and obscure and can be understood only by scholars.
Because the Holy Spirit illumines it, anyone who approaches
it in faith may understand it.38 He does not, however,
ignore the fact that Scripture has one basic meaning, for
he insists that all exposition should be in accord with

the analcgia fidei, which is the entire tenor of the

Scriptures, not the extraneous opinions of the authorities.
All sound teaching must be based in Christ as He is seen in
the Scriptures, and not in the Church's tradition of how
doctrine should be understood.3?

Perhaps the most significant influence of Patristic
exegesis upon the Biblical interpretation of Luther, as
well as the other Reformers, was the emphasis upon histor-
ical-literal interpretation in the School of Antioch as
opposed to the allegorism of Alexandria, whose principles
largely prevailed during the medieval period. 1In the
Antioch tradition, we note that rejection of allegorism is
the basis for a Biblical hermeneutic. The historical sense
of both testaments was understood to be the primary meaning.
Furthermore, Theodore of Mopsuestia dealt with a Scriptural
passage in the light of its context, rather than in isola-

tion. Scripture was understood to be a clear presentation

38yerke, Walch Edition, XVIIT, pp. 2163-2164.

39Ewald Plass, What Luther Says, I (St. Louils:
Concordia Publishing House, 1959), p. 98.
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of the Word of God, and not an enigmatic text which
could only be understood in terms of "inner meanings and
abstruse guesses.“40 Because of this ewmphasis upon the
historical and clear nature of Scripture, the Antiochenes
asserted a more independent attitude toward Church tradi-
tion and authority in interpretation than their contempor-
aries. As long as Scripture is dealt with in an attitude
of humility, patience, and with the guidance of the Holy
Spirit, it may be understood by the exegete apart from the
opinions of the councils. We thus find in Antioch‘the
beginnings of sober exegesis coupled with a conviction that
the Spirit illumines the Word in and through the Scriptures
as they are literally understood.*t  This legacy finds ex-
pression in Luther's emphasis on the grammatical and literal
sense of Scripture,42 his concern for a contextual princi-
ple of interpretation, and his insistence upon independence
from ecclesiastical authority and control in interpretation.43

Luther's disillusiomment with the allegorical method
is reflected in his own testimony of his pilgrimage away

from his training in exegesis:

40
41
42

43. . " - .
+3See Chapter 1T, pp. 87-90 for a discussion of the
Antiochian bermeneutic.

Blackman, op.cit., pp. 103-105.

Ibid., pp. 105-106.

i it
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Hoc enim in sacris literis praecipue est agendum, ut
aliquam certam et simplicem inde eliciamus, praesertim
inn tanta varietate Interpretum tum Latinorum tum
Graecorum tum Ebraeorum quoque. Hi enim fere ommes

"non solum historiam non curant, sed etiam ineptis
Allegoriis eam ocbruunt et turbant... Ac mihi Tuveni
pulchre succedebat conatus. Nam etiam absurda licebat
fingere: Si quidem hi tanti doctores Ecclesiarum, ut
sunt Hieronymus et Origenes, nonnunquam indulserant
ingeniis. Qui igitur allegoriis fingendis aptior erat,
is etiam doctior Theologus habebatur. Ac Augustinus
quoque hac opinione deceptus saepe, praesertim in
Psalmis, historicam sententiam negligit, et ad Allegor-
ias vertitur. Persuasum enim fuit ocmnibus, quod
praesertim in historiis verteris Testamenti Allegoriae
essent spiritualis intellectus, Historia autem seu
literalis sententia esset carnalis intellectus. Sed
te quaeso, an non hoc est profanare sacra?

He understands the fascination of allegories and
realizes that the exegete has difficulty in extricating
himself from the use of them.%3 Indeed, at times the fig-

urative and symbolic meaning is even called for by the text

4%&&, XLIL, pp. 172f.; "The principal thing to be done
when dealing with the Holy Writings is to draw from them a
plain and simple meaning, especially in view of the great
variety of interpreters, Latin, Greek, and Hebrew. For
almost all these do not only fail to regard the historical
sense of Sc¢ripture but also obscure and becloud it by
allegories that are entirely out of place... And when I was
a youth, my attempt to allegorize succeeded beautifully.

For one was permitted to invent absurdities, because such
great teachers of the Church as Jerome and Origen had at
times indulged their ingenuities. Therefore, he who could
best invent allegories was also considered the most learned
theclogian. And Augustine, too, misled by this notion,
often, especially in the Psalms, ignores the historical
sense and turns to allegories. TFor all were persuaded that,
especially in the histories of the 01d Testament, allegories
presented the spiritual weaning, whereas the historical

or literal sense gave the carnal meaning. But is this not,
I ask you, a profanation of the Holy Scripture?..."

45 ya, xxv, 142.
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itself, as in the allegory of Hagar and Sarah in Gal. 4:22.
One should not, however, misuse such an allegory and make
it mean something other than what it is intended to mean.46
This is the problem with the Enthusiasts such as Muenzer,47
and also with Rome, because the Catholics insert their own
interpretations into allegories and also interpret literal
passages as allegories in such a way as to make these sym-
bolic meanings into primary bases for doctrines.48 This is
‘'most regrettable, says Luther, for even Augustine refused
to allow the spiritual meaning to form the basis for doc-
trine. Luther says in this regard:

Recte igitur Augustinus dicit: Figuram nihil

probare, nec debere in disputando habere locum:

Disngatio enim fundamenta firma iaciat necesse

est.
So long as allegories are allowed to prevail, the result
will be empty speculation and confusion. For Luther, the

allegorical method is mere juggling, or ''monkey tricks"

(Affenspiel), and Origen's allegories are not worth so much

4bys, xLITI, 12.

474A TR, VI, No. 6989.

48ya, XLII, 368.

49WA.XLIII, 12: "Therefore Augustine correctly says that
a figure proves nothing and should have no place in a dis-

pute. For it is necessary to lay a firm foundation in a
dispute.”
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dirt.?0 The traditional interpretations must be laid
aside, and the historical-literal sense must be allowed
to prevail. He says further:

Ego quidem ab eo tempore, quo cepi historicam
sententiam amplecti, semper abhorrui ab Allegoriis
nec sum iis usus, nisi vel ipse textus eas ostend-
eret, vel interpretationes ex novo Testamento
possent sumi.

Difficilimum autem mihi fuit ab usitato studio
Allegoriarum discedere, et tamen videbam Allegorias
esse inanes speculationes et tanquam spumam Ssacrae
scripturae. Sola enim historica sententia est, quae
vere et solide docet. Postquam haec tractata et
recte cognita est, tunc licet etiam Allegoriis ceu
ornamento et floribus quibusdam uti, quibus illus-
tretur Historia seu pingatur.ol

The concept of theoria in Antiochian exegesis seems
also to have influenced Luther. Theodore distinguished

between allegory and the spiritual sense of Scripture.

50 .
Blackman, op.cit., p. 118; other selected

references to Luther's emphasis on the primacy of the
literal sense are: WA VII, 650; XXIII, 92; VI, 509;
SVIII, 700f.; XVIII, 180; XXIV, 19f.; XI, 434.

5%@@ XLII, 173: "As for myself, ever since I began
to hold to the historical sense of Scripture, I have had
a strong distaste for allegories; nor have I used them
unless the text itself pointed to them or they were
warranted by interpretations drawn from the New Testament.

"But it was very difficult for me to get away from
my long practice of allegorizing, although I saw that
allegories were empty speculations and merely the froth,
as it were, of Holy Scripture. For it is only the his-
torical sense of Scripture that teaches truly and solidly.
After this has been mastered and correctly understood,
allegories may be used as certain ornaments and flowers,
by which the historical sense may be illustrated and
portrayed."
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The spiritual sense must be thoroughly grounded in the
historical, for it is allegory which often subverts the
historical. 1In a similar way Luther emphasizes that the
spiritual sense of a text must be harmonious with the lit-
eral meaning. By the spiritual sense, he does not imply
that Scripture has a meaning in addition to the literal,
but that there is a subject matter indicated by the words.
Although this subject matter cannot be apprehended except
through the words of the text, the exegete needs to know

more than words and grammar. He must be a Christian as

well as an exegete.s2

He says:

Aber es gehet, wie man spricht: wer die sprache
nicht verstehet der mus des verstands feilen und
nimpt wol eine kwe fur ein pferd, Also auch
widerumnb, ob einer gleich die sprach weis doch die
sache nicht verstehet, davon man redet, so mus er
abermal feilen. Daher denn allerleh irthumb und
fallaciae komen, das man itzt nicht verstehet, was
die wort heissen, itzt, was die sache seh, Gleich
wie ess jnn andern kunsten auch zugehet, Darumb ist
das beste und gewissest, das man allzeit ansehe materiam
subiectam, wie und wovon und aus was ursachen etwas
geredt wird.

Als (zum exempel) was ists, das die Papisten her

poltern mit dem spruch '"Wiltu jnns Leben eingehen,
so halte die gepot?'" Die wort horen und verstehen
sie wol: Quid nominis, Wenn man aber weiter fragt:

SQEA XLIL, 195; see also the exposition on John 14:28,
WA XLV, 628-30.
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Quid rei, Was ist denn die gepot halten?

Oder wie hellt man sie? Da feret einer hie

naus, der ander dorthin....>

When one is spiritually blinded like the papists,
says Luther, it does no good to set Scripture before
their eyes. He states that he has been amazed that people
read and sing glorious passages and yet understand nothing
of them.’% These people make the clearest passages dark.
What is needed, he says, is for the Holy Spirit to make
Christ present in the Word. Through the Spirit's working
in the interpreter and in the Scripture, the Word is
enabled to be not just the Word which speaks of Christ,
but the Word which bestows Christ upon us.?? It is not

enough to approach the Scriptures with sound reason and

superb scholarship. Augustine approached Scripture with

5%@5 XLV, 632: "It is rightly said: He who does not
understand the language will miss the meaning and may take
a cow for a horse. In like manner, he will fail if he
does not know the matter being spoken of even though he
does know the language. This causes all sorts of errors
and fallacies. Now, a person does not understand what the
words mean, now he does not understand the matter. The same
thing goes on in other fields of knowledge. The best and
safest way, therefore, is always to look at the subject
matter: what people are talking about, and how and why they
are talking. For example, what do the papists mean by com-
ing on with the passage: 'If thou wilt enter into life,
keep the commandments?' They hear and understand the words
well enough quid nominis, according to their sound. But if
one goes on to ask: gquid rei? What does it mean to 'keep
the commandments,' or how are they kept? Then one goes off
in this direction and another in that...."

S4ya XXXIII, 215.

55Prenter, op.cit., pp. 106f.
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free reason for nine years and failed to comprehend it.
What 1s necessary is for Scripture to be approached with a
simple heart, for it is faith which makes it become plain
and clear.”® By this Luther did not mean to ignore the
virtues of scholarship, for his emphasis upon the need for
the use of original languages and such resources as are
available to the scholar is widely known.”/ He meant,
rather, that in addition to a scholarly mind the exegete
needs a pious, God-fearing, diligent, practiced heart.99
Only so can the exegete discern the face of Christ, the
inner Word which illumines the soul, in the text of
Scripture.

Thus, the Antiochian emphasis on the literal sense,
the rejection of allegory, and the illumination of the
Spirit needed for the apprehension of the’theoria, the
spiritual sense, is reflected in Luther. Although Luther's
emphasis on the worﬁ;of the Holy Spirit and the role of
faith seems to be more dominant than Theodore's at this
point, and even though Luther has potential problems in
defining the exact sense in which the Spirit leads one to

the inner, spiritual sense of the Word, this emphasis was

SyA XXXVII, 366; Erlangen Ed. V, 42f.

2Ty XV, 40; Erlangen Ed. LXIII, 24.

P8y XXX, II, 640.
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not new in the Church, and it was desperately needed then
in the face of ecclesiastical authority even as it is need-
ed now in the face of rationalism and the quest for the
historical content of the Gospel to the exclusion of the
message of faith in the Scriptures.

The Medieval Scholars

The primary positive influence which the medieval
scholars had upon laither was their work which led to a
renewal of literal exegesis after Alexandrian allegory
had dominated Biblical interpretation for centuries. The
rise of literal exegesis in this period provided both a
precedent and an inspiration for Luther. Hugh of St.
Victor greatly enhanced the imp..tance of the historical
sense of Scripture by dealing seriously with the historical
events of religious history. It is through the literal
sense of Scripture that the spiritual sense is reached,
and the exegete must grasp the literal sense before moving
into allegorical interpretations. Thus, allegory was still
allowed a legitimate place in Biblical interpretation, but
Hugh did not allow its use to the exclusion of the histori-
cal sense. His pupil, Andrew of St. Victor, further develop-
ed historical exegesis, and in doing so reflected the

exegetical influence of the Jewish exegetes.59

29Chapter II, pp. 94-97.
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Aquinas further emphasized the literal sense as the
basis for ait the meanings of Scripture and the participa-
tion of the human author in the process of Biblical inspir-
ation. Since the words of Scripture have .ome through the
rational faculties of the writer, and since he is not simply
a pen in the hands of the Holy Spirit, then the literal
words themselves have rational meaning and can be under-
stood by the means of human reason with the illumination
of the Holy Spirit. Since Scripture is not simply a divine
mystery, allegory becomes much less important, and gram-
matical study becomes crucial. There may be, of course, a
spiritual meaning in the text, says Aquinas, but this is
signified by the literal sense and is based upon it. Also,
Aquinas' explanations of the nature and function of the
parabolic and metaphorical senses of the text are invaluable
guides to the more mature understanding of the literal
sense .00 However, Aquinas' actual exegetical practice,
for all its erudition, suffered somewhat from the tendency
to allow ecclesiastical tradition to dictate the conclu-
sions which one might reach as a result of textual study.

A greater degree of exegetical independence is reflected
in the work of Nicolas of Lyra, although he, like Aquinas

and others, did subject his conclusions to the correction

6OChapﬁﬁr IT, pp. 98=104.
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of the Chwrch. Lyra sometimes preferred the conclusions
of Rashi and the Jews to those of the Fathers, or he would
even set aside all Jewish and Christian interpretations in
favor of his own. He thus made great gains in breaking
down, as Farrar says, ''the tyranny of ecclesiastical tra-

61 His refusal to allow any spiritual interpreta-

dition.
tion to stand alone, his strong stress on the sensus

literalis historicus, moved beyond Aquinas' teaching that

the spiritual should grow out of the literal. Lyra held
that the spiritual sense could not provide even a basis
for faith without being itself based on the literal. He
said:
Nihil sub spirituali sensu continetur fide
necessarium quod Scriptura per literalem sensum
alicubi manifeste non tradet.
Thus, we see in the medieval theologians and Schoolmen
a trend developing toward a sound grammatical-historical
hermeneutical method. Luther was strongly influenced by

this trend, and by the work of Lyra in particular. Although

61Farrar, op.cit., p. 277.

62Cited by Wilhelm Pauck, ed., Luther: Lectures on
Romans, Library of Christian Classics, XV(Philadelphia:
Westminster Press, 1961), p. XXX: "Nothing can be subsumed
under the spiritual sense as necessary for the faith which
the Scripture does not somewhere plainly hand down through
its literal meaning.”
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he was repelled by Lyra's literalism at first, he later
came to respect him highly. Even if it undoubtedly
exaggerates this influence, Lyra's impact on Luther is
expressed in the couplet:

Si Lyra non cantasset,
Lutherus non saltasset.

Luther especially likes the attention Lyra paid to
the historical background of his exegesis. He says:

Sic omnia haec sunt historica, Id quod
diligenter admoneo, ne incautus lector
offendatur autoritate Patrum, qui historiam
relinquunt, et allegorias querunt. Ego Lyram
ideo amo et inter optimos pono, quod ubuque
diligenter retinet et persequitur historiam,
Quanquam autoritate Patrum se vinci patitur,

et nonnunquam illorum exemplo deflectit a 64
proprietate sententiae ad ineptas Allegorias.

It is apparent, then, by Luther's own admission, that Lyra's
PP Yy

historical method has influenced him. However, Luther is

63Mackinnon, op.cit., IV, o. 291; A. Berkeley
Mickelson, Interpreting the Bible (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans,
1963), pp. 37L.

64yA XLII, 71: "These, then, are all historical facts.
This is something to which I carefully call attention,
lest the unwary reader be led astray by the authority of
the Fathers, who give up the idea that this is history and
look for allegories. For this reason I like Lyvra and rank
him among the best, because throughout he carefully ad-
heres to, and concerns himself with, the historical account.
Nevertheless, he allows himself to be swayed by the author-
ity of the fathers and occasionally, because of their
example, turns away from the real meaning to silly alle-
gories." Pelikan also notes Lyra's influence, LW, 1, xi;
also, see LW, 2, 164 & 233.
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not uncritical of Lyra, but faults him for abandoning his
exegetical integrity at certain points in deference to
tradition.®? Gerrish thinks that what really distin-
guishes Luther from the Scholastics is this very tendency
to deny the authority of Church and Pope in matters of
interpretation. What makes his speech at Worms revolu-
tionary is not that it aftirms the authority of Scripture,
which all the Scholastics do, but that it denies the
authority of popes and councils, 00

We must now ask the question of where Luther developed
his insight and the courage to challenge the authority of
the Church in matters of interpretation. We believe that

the answer lies, in part, in his training in the via moderna.

Ockhamistic Heritage

There is a real need to exercise caution in dealing
with the issue of Ockhamistic influences upon Luther, as
both Wood and Gerrish rightly warn067 However, Murray's
statement that Luther was 'mo intellectual vagabond," but

that his thought has a pedigree, is certainly not without

6§WA, XLIT, 137f., also contains a eriticism of Lyra
for yielding too much to the authority of the Fathers.

66BOA, Gerrish, "Biblical Authority and the Continental
Reformation," Scottish Journal of Theology, X, 1957, p. 342.

‘ 67,4, Gerrish, Grace and Reason; A Study in the
Theology of Tuther (Uxford: Clarendon Press, 1962), p. 5;
Wood, Captive..., op.cit., p. 33,




147
merit.68 To what extent and in what ways Luther was
affected by Nominalism is made problematic partly because
of the level of obscurity in the writings of the Nominal-
ists themselves and partly because of the relative ignor-
ance of Nominalism among scholars in the field of Scholastic
studies.®9 That there was some Ockhamistic influence upon
Luther is evident, however, from a survey of the intel-
lectual environment in which he studied and from statements
which he made about Ockham in which he calls him '‘beloved

LRI

master, summus dialecticus," and '"the most ewminent and

the most brilliant of the Scholastic doctors."/V Further-
more, certain themes of Nominalism find expression in
Luther's theology, either by way of positive influence or
through negative reactions.

Luther's early training

Beginning with his matriculation at Erfurt in 1502,
Luther was instructed in the Nominalist tradition. Jodocus
Trutvetter and Bartholomeus Arnoldi, two of his teachers,

were noted Ockhamists, and Johann Nathin, his theological

68R,H. Mutrray, Erasmus and Luther; Their Attitude
to Toleration (London: S8.P.C.K., 1920), p. 39.

690errish, op.cit., p. 6; Gordon Rupp, The Righteous-

ness of God (London: Hodder and Stoughton, 1953), p. 87.

7Oya xxx, ii, 300; WA TR 5, 516, No. 2544a; WA VI, 183;
cited in Wood, Captive..., op.cit., p. 34.
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instructor in the monastery, had been a personal

disciple of Gabriel Biel, who was an illustrious Nominal-

71

ist Luther read Biel's Exposition of the Canon of the

Mass in preparation for ordination, and it moved him very
much.72 After his ordination in 1507, he enrolled in the

studium generale of the Augustinians at Erfurt. He stud-

ied the Bible extensively there and also paraphrased the
Sentences of Lombard with the assistance of commentaries
by Ockham, Biel, and d'Ailly. Thus, he encountered Ockham-
ist thought both through his teachers and also through the
writings of Biel and d'Ailly. At Wittenberg in 1508-9, he
helped Trutvetter, who had then moved there from Erfurt,
with his course in Ockhamist theology.73
Much controversy has developed in regard to the
nature and extent of the direct influence of Ockham upon
Luther's theology. Certainly, the extreme statement of
Denifle that Luther 'remained an Occamist" does not seem

to be justified.74 Gerrish thinks, however, that although

verbal resemblances to Ockham may be misleading, there is

71

72Lw, 54, 264, No. 3722; this work was in Luther's
library in 1538 (see Wood, Ibid., note 6).

73

Wood, Ibid., p. 34.

Wood, Captive..., op.cit., p. 34.

74Heinrich Denifle, Luther und Luthertum (2nd ed.,
1906), I, p. 591; cited by Gerrish, op.cit., p. 45.
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good reason for accepting the suggestion that some of
Luther's doctrines may have originated from Nominalism,
although he usually adapted them in his own unique way.7j

Before looking further at possible Nominalist themes
in Luther's theology, we must note the work of Biel and
d'Ailly as they affected the theological climate in which
Luther studied. Gabriel Biel(1420-1495), the '"last of the

Scholastics," studied at Frfurt and later helped found the

University of Tubingen. Luther had read his Exposition of

the Canon of the Mass, as we have noted, and he also knew

his Collectorium, a commentary on Iombard's Sentences.

Biel modified Ockham's dichotomy between faith and reason,
about which we shall say more later, and taught that although
the Word of God alone conveys the truth of revelation,
reason may interpret and confirm it. The Bible is inspired,
and the Church and the pope may transmit knowledge received
through the Scriptures, but they cannot add to it nor can
they contradict it. This emphasis on the relation of
Scripture and tradition obviously made an impact on Luther,
although he later repudiated what he considered to be Biel's
Pelagian tendencies.76
Pierre d'Ailly (1350-1420) of Paris, along with

Biel, championed the via moderna, as opposed to the via

75Gerrish, Ibid., p. 45.

76WOQd, Captive..., op.cit., pp. 36f.; Gerrish,
Ibid., p. 44.
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antiqua of Aquinas. The Thomists insisted that reason
had a place in attaining the knowledge of God, but the

advocates of the via moderna, under the influence of Duns

Scotus and also William of Ockham, taught that the Bible
was the only guide in matters of faith. D'Ailly taught the

' and he

supremacy of Scripture, its "infallible author,'
referred to Paul as the '‘celestial secretary.'" He asserted
that Christ had not built His Church on Peter, but on the
Bible, and he affirmed that '"a declaration of the canonical
Scriptures is of greater authority than an assertion of the
Christian Church."’’ Thus, in the atmosphere of the via
moderna at Erfurt, with such authorities as Biel and d'Ailly
from which to draw, Luther gained the rationale for a

78 and he was enabled

break with the Scholastic tradition,
to see the inadequacy of all philosophical speculation
about the saving nature of God.79

Ockhamistic themes

The chief figure in the development of late medieval

Nominalism was William of Ockham (1280~1349), who taught at

"Tpau1 Tschackert, Peter von Ailli (1877), Appendix
pp- 9, 10; cited by Wood, Ibid., p. 37.

78Franz Lau, Luther (Philadelphia: Westminster Press,
1959), p. 39.

79Willem Jan Kooiman, Luther and the Bible (Phila-
delphia: Muhlenberg Press, 1961), pp. 14ff.
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Oxford and Paris and who was imprisoned by Pope John XXII
as a result of his views on the complete poverty of Christ
and the apostles and the independence of the state from
ecclesiastical authority. After having escaped from prison,
Ockham found refuge with Louis of Bavaria, under whose pro-
tection he continued to develop his views which rejected
the Platonic concept that ideas or universals have reality,
which is known as 'Realism.' Ockham denied that universals
have any reality except in the mind, and asserted that they
were only terms by which concepts or things could be cate-

' or "Nominal-

gorized;SO hence the appellation of "Terminism,'
ism," came to be applied to his system. The result of
Nominalism was the conviction that men do not have actual
knowledge of things in themselves, but only of mental con-
cepts. This led to the conclusion that theological truths
are not philosophically provable, but are accepted on the
basis of authority. Thus, Ockham brought to completion the
breakdown of Scholasticism which had attempted to combine
faith and reason, and gave further weight to Duns Scotus'
(1265-1308) belief that much in theology is philosophically
improbable, although it may be accepted on the authority of

81

the Church. This disintegration of the Medieval Synthesis

80yilliston Walker, A History of the Christian
Church (New York: Charles Scribner's Sons, 1959), pp. 251f.;

Farrar, op.cit., p. 281.

8lyalker, Thid.
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created a virtually blind reliance upon the Church as the
absolute intellectual guide, and as Atkinson phrases it,
"the sole and certain possessor of infallible truth.”82

Although Ockham accepted the authority of the Church,
he also stressed the primacy of Scripture as authority.
Scripture is infallible, and the Christian is bound to
accept and obey what is written in it or what follows from
it. No other authority need supplement it. He says, 'What
is not contained in the Scriptures, or-cannot with necessary
and obvious consistency be deduced from the contents of the
same, no Christian needs to believe."83 Ockham believes
that Scripture is divinely inspired, and is thus divinely

84 yith all his assertions of the authority

authoritative.
and infallibility of Scripture, however, Ockham accepted
the traditional view of the Fathers, such as Irenaeus and
particularly Tertullian, that the basis for Christian truth
is not the Bible alone, but apostolic tradition, and the
continuing revelaticns of the Holy Spirit,85 Thus, again

we see the role of tradition as an interpreter of Holy

Scripture, and although Ockham stresses that Scripture, and

82

830ckham, Dialogus, I, 2, i (Goldast, II, &411);
cited by Wood, Captive..., op.cit., p. 34.

84Ibid., IT, 3, iv (Goldast, II, 822).

Atkinson, op.cit., p. 46.

831pid., 1, 2, v (Goldast, TI, 416).
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not the decisions of councils and popes, is binding upon
the believer, in actual practice the Church becomes the
final authority and judge of truth, for it places its own
interpretation upon Scripture.86 Seeberg is perhaps right
when he says that the real purpose of Ockham in emphasizing
the authority of the Bible was to secure a basis for criti-
cism by which the authority of the Church's dogmas could
87

be shaken. [t is possibly because of this motivation that

Ockham did not gain the key to understanding the Biblical
message of salvation by grace.88
This divorce of fides and ratio was Ockham's princi-
pal influence upon Luther. However, the uncertainty gener-
ated by Nominalism did not drive Luther, as it did others,
to an unquestioning obedience to the authority of the Church
as the sole possessor of truth. On the contrary, Luther
points men not to the Church, but to Christ as seen in the
Scriptures. He recognizes that a saving knowledge of God
comes only through Christ, not through the Church, as the
Ockhamists taught, nor through reason, as the Thomists were
accused of teaching. Like Ockham, Luther teaches that

theology is not the object of speculation, but of experience.

86, . . - , ,
) Walker, op.cit., p. 252; Gerrish, op.cit., "...
Continental Reformation,'" p. 338.

) 87Reiﬂhold Seeberg, lLehrbuch der Dopmengeschichte
(1930); cited by Wood, Captive..., op.cit., p. 35.
88

Wood, Ibid.
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Unlike Ockham, however, Luther denies the dogmas of
transubstantiation and of the Church's mediatorship of
grace through merits in favor of Christ as seen in the
Scriptures alone without the interpretations of the Church
in regard to His saving work . 89 Thus, whereas Ockham was
a leader in the Conciliar Movement, and whereas he denied
the power of the pope in secular matters only, Luther both
affirms the authority of Scripture and also denies cate-

90 He carries

gorically the authority of popes and councils.
Ockham's empiricism to its conclusion in analyzing Biblical
and historical sources independently of Church tradition,
and he thus provides a basis of fact for the Reformation. !
It is probably at the point of the doctrine of merit
that Luther makes his cleanest break with Ockham. His
profound spiritual struggles for peace, which were based
upon doing works of supererogation and seeking the forgive-
ness of God and the Church, left him with only a bruised
conscience and a sterile understanding of salvation.
Luther could never find satisfaction by the means of Ockham's
emphasis on the freedom of God and of man and through what

he considered to be the Pelagian view of man in Nominalism.

It was only as Luther gained a new understanding of Paul's

89Atkinson, op.cit., pp. 47ff.

90Gerrish, "Cont. Ref.," op.cit., p. 342.

91Atkinson, op.cit., p. 48.
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and Augustine's teachings on the bondage of the will that
be broke througi: to his evangelical experience, his

Tirmerlebnis. It was thus from the Bible, and not Ockham,

that Luther gained his spiritual sight, and from this in-
sight he then reacted against the Nominalist view of man
and Siﬂtgz It was because of this background that he could
not tolerate the doctrine of merit reflected in the sale of
indulgences. Such a false concept had left him spiritually
adrift, and he could not bear to see it imposed on other
searching souls. For Luther, the New Testament did not
teach the Nominalist concept of justification on the basis

of acceptance (a _sola divina acceptatione), or the non-

imputation of sins.Y3 He saw the New Testament teaching
that sins are forgiven on the ground of Christ's atoning
death. Not: only the non-imputation of sins, but the imputa-
tion of Christ's righteousness was the insight which Luther
94

saw as leading to spiritual freedom and forgiveness.

Thus Tuther rejects the scteriology and anthropology of

921biqL, pp. 49f.
93Werner Dettloff, Die Entwicklung der Akzeptations=-
und Verdienstlehre von Duns Scotus bis Tuther unter
Berlicksichtigung der IP'ranziskanertheologen (Mdnster, 1963);
this study is a definitive Ureatment of the acceptio divina

and luather's reaction to this aspect of the Ockhamist
heritage.
94

Cerrish, Grace and Reason, op.cit., pp. 47F.
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Ockham, while he retains many aspects of his epistemology
and his emphasis on authority, although Luther
greatly modifies the latter emphasis, as has been shown.

Thus, Ockham's epistemology, which cracked the med-
ieval synthesis of faith and reason by showing that theolog-
ical doctrines are not philosophically provable, provided
Luther with a tool to bruak the Church's grip as the sole
authoritative interpreter of Scripture.gS At Leipzig in
1519, he sought to show that believers could not place their
confidence blindly in the authority of the Church.96 In
showing the fallacy of trusting in the Church alone for
Biblical interpretation, Luther departed from the conclu-
sions of Scotus and Ockham that because men cannot arrive
at the knowledge rationally, they must therefore rely upon
the authority of the Church. ZLuther would have nothing to
do with the Ockhamist submission to the Church as having an
absolutely infallible knowledge of divine truth
requires the unconditional submission of the believer to
its dogmas. Although he believed reason was incapable of
discerning the mysteries of faith in the Scriptures, the
history of the councils and fathers proved that the Church's

interpretations were not infallible, therefore authority

95
96

Walker, op.cit., pp. 252, 307.

Atkinson, op.cit., pp. 46¢E.
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must be in Scripture alone.97
Luther's conclusions, then, were directed against

traditional hermeneutics, which emphasized the authority of
the Church in interpretation, and they asserted the priest-
hood of all believers, which included the right of individual
judgment in interpretation. The result was a hermeneutical
revolution in which the Bible as supreme authority replaced

98 ckham's emphasis

ecclesiastical orthodoxy and dogma.
upon the gap between philosphical and theological logic

on the one hand and faith on the other had borne fruit in
Luther's insistence that the basis of faith was not tradi-
tion nor reason, but the literal sense of Scripture which
would not lead astray.99 Furthermore, Ockham's teaching
that apart from revelation man could have no knowledge of
God, and that revelation was infallible, greatly influenced
Luther.l00  Thig emphasis placed Scripture at the basis of
theology, and subordinated the councils and the Fathers to

101

that revelation. Thus, Scripture becomes the judge of

Sy

?"1bid.; H. Bochmer, Road to Reformation, .J.W.
Doberstein and T.G. Tappert, trans. (Philadelphia: Muhlen-
berg Press, 1946), p. 25.

C

)8C1ara born, Influences Upon Method of Biblical
Interpretation, Unpublished M.R.E. thesis, Fuller Theolog-
ical Seminary, 1956.

ggBernard Ramm, Protestant Biblical Interpretation
(Boston: W.A. Wilde, Co., 1950), p. 31.

100

Boehmer, op.cit., p. 142.

101Atkinson, op.cit., pp. 48f.
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tradition for Luther in contrast to the emphasis on
ecclesiastical authority seen in men such as Irenaeus,
Tertuilian, Vincent of 1L&rins, and the medieval scholars.
With this emphasis, Luther lays open the inadequacies of
the Scholastic Method and pours salt into the wounds by
replacing authoritarian interpretations with a sound
Biblical theology.loz

Erasmus and Humanism

Another profound influence upon Luther's hermeneutic
came from humanism. Mackinnon says in this regard:

...1it is nevertheless evident that the humanist
movement, as represented by a Valla, a Ficino, a
Mirandola, a Reuchlin, an Erasmus, was a real, nay
an indispensable preparation for the Reformation.
Without this preparation the work of Luther would
hardly have been possible.l0

Indeed, the humanist rejection of Scholasticism in favor of
a Biblical theology, its appeal to the sources and origins
of Christianity as the only basis for faith, its use of a
critical methodology in the study of ecclesiastical dogma
and history, its individualism, and its demand for reform
preceded Luther and prepared an audience for his works, 104

In all fairness, however, one must not place Luther on a

1021piqg., p. 52.
103Mackinﬂon, I, op.cit., p. 249.
1‘04‘:&!‘2_)}"@,, p. 249 .
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simplistically humanist continuum. He was impressed by
humanist worlk, but he was a theologian trained in the Schol~

astic theology from the point of view of the wvia moderna,

in contrast to the broader Renaissance background of

105 1uther's hermeneutical method can hardly be

Erasmus.
appreciated, however, apart from a brief survey of the
intellectual atmosphere of humanism as expressed most rep-

resentatively in Erasmus of Rotterdam.

Erasmus' hermeneutic:l method

Erasmus bases his herwchneutic on the humanist motto,
ad_fontes, and in this he expresses his basic dissimilarity
with the medieval interpretative methods. As a product of
the Renaissance, he is vitally concerned with a rebirth of
antiquity, although he brings to the movement a Christian
dimension. He wishes to see the development of a new age
combining the best of Christianity with the purest classicism.
In order to accomplish this goal of authentic spiritual and
intellectual rebirth, one must return to the sources.106

He deviates from pure Renaissance scholarship in the
purpose for which he seeks the sources. Rather than viewing

the classical studies as the summum bonum of good literature,

he finds their deepest meaning in the illumination they give

105;§ig¢, p. 250; John W. Aldridge, The Hermeneutic
of Erasmus (Richmond: John Knox Press, 1966) pp. 10ff, 31fE.

106

Aldridge, Ibid., p. 9.
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to theology, and thus he reflects a Christian Humanism.
Under the influence of John Colet in England, in 1499-
1500, Erasmus was led to see the importance of Holy Scrip-
ture as the chief source. This new interest in Biblical
exegesis and the importance which Colet placed upon the
Biblical text and languages, although he himself was only a
pioneer in Greek axl Hebrew, impressed Erasmus with the fact
that the Scriptures were not only the highest source, but

107 Ad fontes, then,

also a basis for purifying the Church.
becomes for Erasmus a means of rvidding Christianity of the
excesses of superstition, ignoraance, and Scholastic theology.
It is by this means that he seeks to bring the Church to a
true return to the teachings of Christ, the philosophia
Christi.l08

Although Erasmus always sees Scripture as the highest

source, he never rejects the classics and the culture of

antiquity. Indeed, this bonae litterae, by which he means

all of good learning and culture in the classical and
Christian worlds, should become the means by which we arrive
at true knowledge and understanding of the Gospel. Classi-

cal literature and languages function to lead a narrow,

1071p54., pp. 10f.

Y98 1hid,, pp. 13F.
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Scholasticized theology into a broader view of truth and a

deeper knowledge of the sources. Thus, bonae litterae,

which must include a study of Scripture sources as well as
classical ones, will provide a panacea for the stifling
traditionalism of the monks and ecclesiastics.109

‘it applying the principle of ad fontes, Erasmus uses
it as the basis for his exegetical method, thus separating
himself from the traditional hermeneutical procedure of
exegesis which was bound to ecclesiastical authority. He
sees textual criticism as basic to exegesis, and this of
course involves a mastery of the Biblical languages. The
medieval interpreters, of course, did use the sources when-
ever possible, bul Erasmus' methodology differs from theirs
in that he rejects their rationalistic classification of
the synthesis of knowledge which they had obtained from
their studies. For him, the Scholastic Method is sterile
and irrelevant to the spiritual needs of the people.110

The medieval hermeneutic, which was a reflection of
the Scholastic Method, was interested in a ''logical, order-
ly, and exhaustive approach to Scripture,'" as Aldridge

1L g

describes it. used the methods of the glossa and

scholia, in addition to other appendages and distinctions

e

109
110
111

Ihid,, pp. 20-23.
Ibid., p. 27.

Thid., p. 28.
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in the work of men such as Aquinas. Thus, although the
medieval hermeneutic did not lose touch with the Scrip-
tures, the exegesis became so interwoven with the Schol-
astic methodology and conclusions that the meaning of the
text was obscured. Erasmus wishes to move away from this
synthesis of Scripture and dogma in favor of arriving at
the basic, original, and genuine meaning of the text. He
thus uses the philological method of text criticism.ll2

He sees that one must have a sound philological foundation

in order to arrive at a sound sensus litteralis. This

concern leads him to prepare his editions of the New Test-

ament through the use of the philological critical method.113

He deems it foolish to attempt to derive theological conclu-
sions from the New Testament without consulting the Greek:

Video dementiam esse extremam, theologiae

partem quae de mysteriis est praecipua digitulo
attingere, nisi quis Graecanica etiam sit
instructus supellectile, cum ii qui divinos
vertere libros, religione transferendi ita
Graecas reddunt figuras, vt ne primarius quidem
ille, quem nostrates theologi literalem nominant,

U21p54., pp. 28-31.

131pi4., pp. 101f.
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sensus percipilatur ab iis que Graece
nesciunt.ll

In interpreting the text which has been restored by
the philological process, Erasmus sees eruditio as the basic
hermeneutical approach. By erudition he means a learned,
grammatical, objective, scientific study of the sources.
One must understand the language and setting of the sources,
not simply engage in reasoning out their meaning through
a system such as the Scholastics use. Learning, not simply
reason, is the basis for understanding. Only as the inter-
preter educates himsulf and devotes time and energy to the
sources can he understand them. This is an approach based
on humanistic ideals, not the analytical method of a ration-
alistic approach.llS This is an anthropocentric approach
based on scholarship, understanding, and enlightenment.
It offers a more open and flexible means of dealing with
the text, but it is still an attempt by man to control the

116

understanding of Scripture by his own efforts. Whereas

114Percy S. and H.M. Allen, Qpus Epistolarum Erasmi,
11 vols. (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1906-47), 149,21;
"I see it as madness to touch with the littlest finger that
principal part of theology, which treats of divine myster-
ies, without first being instructed in Greek, when those
who have translated the sacred books have in their scrupu-
lous interpretation so rendered the Greek phrases that even
the primary meaning which our theologians call 'literal'
canriot be understood by those who do not know Greek' (trans.
by Aldridge, Ibid., p. 102).
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Scholasticism controlled Scripture by ecclesiastical
dogma and tradition, humanism controls it by knowledge.
Knowledge alone leads to faith, which then is not the
gift of God, but the result of man's scholarly achieve-
17

mentsel With this aspect of humanism, Luther could have

no sympathy.

Luther's attitude toward humanism -

Luther thoroughly appreciates the humanist polemic
against the Scholastics. Although his reaction to Scholas-
ticism is primarily religious and theological, while the
humanists react rationally and intellectually, they are
firm allies at this point. Luther, however, perceived
rather early that he was speaking from a different
set of presuppositions than Erasmus, for example. He wrote
to John Lang in 1517:

I have read our Erasmus (Erasmum nostrum), and
from day to day my estimation of him decreases.
I am, indeed, pleased that he refutes, not less
stoutly than learnedly, both the monks and the
priests, and condemns their inveterate and
lethargic ignorance. But I fear that he does
not sufficiently promote Christ and the grace
of God, in which he 1s more ignorant than
Lefébre. The human prevails in him more than
the divine. Although T am unwilling to judge
him, I nevertheless venture to do so in order
to forewarn you not to read or accept his

117£hgg&, although he believes the Scriptures to be
inspired, Erasmus feels that interpretation does not depend
upont the help of the Holy Spirit, but on erudition, Ibid.,
p. 94.
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writings without discrimination. For we live

in dangerous times, and it seems to me that a

man is not necessarily a truly wise Christian

because he knows Greek and Hebrew, since even

St. Jerome, who knew five languages, is not

equal to Augustine, who knew but one, although

it may seem far otherwise to Erasmus.

Thus, although Luther has humanist sympathies and had
taken a serious interest in the classics, his interest in
this type of scholarship is more that of a theologian than
a man of letters.'!? He never did really trust the human-
ists and was somewhat appalled by their cynicism and flip-
pancy at times. He never could bring himself to such a
freethinking independence as one sees in Mutianus, for exam-
ple, nor could he look at religion simply in the broad

human sense. Mackinnon says, '"The monk and the theologian

outweighed in Luther the humanist." 29 The meaning of ad

fontes for Luther and for Erasmus is quite different.
Whereas Erasmus totally rejects the Scholastic Method,
Luther developed his exegetical method and theological per-
ception through a sound knowledge of all previous interpre-
ters, be they Patristic, Scholastic, or contemporary, as in

the case of his study of Jacques Lefévre d'Etaples. Luther

118¢ited by Mackinnon, I, op.cit., p. 254 (Enders,
"Briefwechsel,'" I, 88).

1191pid., pp. 250f.
1201hid., p. 253.
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had even taught Scholastic theology at Erfurt in his

course on the Sententiarum of Peter Lombard. Luther's

approach, however, is to argue with the Scholastics on
their own grounds, and using their methodology and termin-
ology, he demolishes their doctrines of justification, sin,
and the sacraments and then expounds his own fresh insights.121
Thus, just as Luther used some of the Scholastic methods for
his own purposes, so he uses the humanist tools for a more
open and scholarly approach to the text of Scripture, which
he considers the only true source. As Aldridge says, ''Sola
Scriptura was to become the byword of the Reformation, not
the ad fontes of Erasmus.”122
Thus, we see that Erasmus gives to the Reformation the
text and method to be used in the theological exegesis of
Scripture. He provides the tools for the Reformed herme-
neutic, and although Luther would not allow Erasmus' eruditio
to occupy the place of his spiritus in interpretation, he
always remained indebted tc the great humanist for setting
the stage upon which he played and forging the tools for
his reform. Zwingli, Calvin, and Melanchthon were all

shaped by the humanist scholarship, and the intellectual

climate of criticism of the papacy and of ecclesiastical

l21Aldridge, op.cit., pp. 31-34.

1221454,, p. 37.
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abuses had been brought to its culmination by humanism
and the Renaissance. Thus, the aphorism that ‘'Erasmus
laid the egg which Luther hatched," is not without a

19
great deal of merit.l“j

i23A11@ﬁ, Opus..., op.cit., V., 1.11; cited by
Roland Bainton, Eras of Christendom (MNew York: Charles
Scribner's Sons, 19¢ . 158,




CHAPTER IV
LUTHER'S CONCEPT OF SCRIPTURE

Martin Luther's doctrine of Scripture and his
principles of Biblical interpretation were laboriously
and carefully hammered out on the anvil of a personal search
for salvation. His primary purpose for becoming a monk
was to satisfy his need for a personal relationship to God.
In his quest for a ''gracious God," he faithfully followed
his monastic vows and the disciplines of asceticism, prayer,

and meditation. His theological mentors of the via moderna--

William of Ockham, Pierre d'Ailly, and Gabriel Biel--had
convinced him that through his own native powers he could
divest himself of all lower affections and rise to an
unselfish love for his neighbor and a pure love for God.l
He avidly pursued this goal of seeking spiritual
rewards for his works, and at times even felt that he was

making progress. For the most part, however, he was pain-

fully aware of the tormenting presence of concupiscentia,

self-love, which prevented his attaining the goal of his

spiritual pilgrimage. He was unable to find peace, for he

lPhilip S. Watson, Let God Be God! (Philadelphia:
Fortress Press, 1947), p. 15; "They teach that a man, ex
puris naturalibus, that is, of his own pure natural strength,
is able to do meritorious works before grace, and love God
and Christ above all things,'" LW 26, 172; WA 40, 290-291.
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could not experience the pure love toward God which he
so desperately sought.2

In his desperation, Luther's counselor, Staupitz,
urged him to study the Bible, and it was this exposure to
the Scriptures which finally brought him deliverance when
he at last understood the meaning of the '"'righteousness of
God." When it became clear to him that God's righteous-
ness was not the execution of His wrath, but an act of
grace by which He justified sinners, and that this justi-
fication did not come by moral attainment, but through
God's grace through faith, Luther found the solution for
the problem that had driven him into the monastery. At
last he began to understand the different but complementary
functions of the Law and the Gospel. Formerly, he had
attempted to fulfill the commandments of God by conforming

to His Law, but the legalism of the via moderna was over-

come by the realization that deliverance came through the
forgiveness of the Gospel.3

Salvation was made plain to Luther, then, because he
gained a new conception of God and entered into a new rela-
tionship with Him. This relationship was not based on
Luther's righteousness in fulfilling the Law, but on God's

righteousness in fulfilling His promises of love according

21bid., pp. 16f.
31pid., pp. 20f.
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to the Gospel.4 Thus, the understanding of the relation-
ship between Law and Gospel as related to Christ was to
become the primary principle for his Biblical interpreta-
tion, and it was his diligent study of the Bible which led
him to this understanding. It will be the purpose of this
chapter to study Luther's new insights into the nature and

function of Scripture.

The Authority of Scripture

The emphasis on the authority of the Scriptures was
not new in Christendom. Luther breaks new ground when
he insists that the authority of the Bible does not need
to be supplemented by that of the Roman Church. For him,
the teaching of Scripture and of the Roman Church are not
necessérily identical, and he also denies that the pope
or the councils as representatives of the Church have the
ultimate right to interpret the meaning of the Word. Sola
Scriptura thus becomes the watchword of the Reformation.
Luther came to this understanding of the authority of
the Word as a result of his studying the Bible in the midst
of his own spiritual struggles. He sought answers to his
own spiritual problems, and thus became involved at a deep,
existential level with the Scriptures. In his account of

how Staupitz had veritably forced him to prepare himself

4WOod, op.cit., Captive..., pp. 119f.
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for ordination as a professor of Holy Scripture to take

over the lectura in Biblia at Wittenberg, Luther says that

he put forth no less than fifteen reasons why he was not
fit for the office of preacher and doctor. He says, "I

had to become a doctor against my wish, merely out of obed-
ience. I was compelled to accept the office of a doctor
and had to swear and to vow to my beloved Scripture that

I would preach and teach it faithfully and purely.”5 From
this time on Luther was ''married to the Bible.' His empha-
sis on the authority of the Scripture was not out of context
with the tradition of the Church, for the centuries from
1200 to the Reformation were the time when the authority

of the Holy Scriptures was being rediscovered, as was seen
in the study of Aquinas and Ockham. Much work had been
done by the theologians and the canonists in the fourteenth
and fifteenth centuries in trying to elucidate the source
of the highest authority for the Church. The problem was
whether this authority was most prominent in the councils,
the papacy, in Scripture alone, or in the interrelationship

between Scripture and tradition.6 The fact that the Scrip-

ture itself had divine authority was not seriously questioned.

SwA 33 ITI, 38, 6, 14; see Hermann Sasse, ''Luther
and the Word of God," Accents in Luther's Theology, Heino
0. Kadai, ed. (St. Louis: Concordia Publishing House,
1967), p. 51.

61bid., p. 56.
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Luther's encounter with the traditional concepts
of Scripture came when he saw the inconsistency in the
assertion of papal authority in contradiction to
Biblical revelation. Even Aquinas thought it inconceivable
that there could be a contradiction between the doctrine
of Scripture and the doctrine of the Church~7 When in
the controversy about the theses on indulgences, Luther
discovered that Rome not only held views that contradicted
the Bible, but that it was not at all interested in whether
there were or could be such contradictions, he was greatly
disillusioned. When in his correspondence with Prierias,
his encounter with Cajetan at Augsburg, and his disputa-
tion with Eck at Leipzig it became clear that the men in
charge of his trial were not concerned with the authority
of Holy Writ, but only with that of the Pope, Luther's
disillusionment was complete. 1In his resolution on the
thirteenth thesis at Leipzig, he states that neither the
church of the New Testament, nor the ancient church, nor
the Oriental churches have known anything of the primacy
which the Roman bishop claims. His thesis that the office
of the papacy had been created by the "decretals" of the

medieval church could also be supported by the work of

7

Thid., p. 72.
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Nicolaus Cusanus and Laurentius Valla, the humanists, in

their unmasking of the forgeries of the Donatio Constan-

tini. Furthermore, even conciliarism is no valid substitute
when papal power begins to decline, as was seen under
Boniface VIII, '"for neither the papacy nor the ecumenical
council can supply that lasting and final authority without

which the church c¢f Christ cannot exist,"

says Sasse.
Thus, while the papacy has no basis in the New Testament,
and since Luther believes that councils and pope are both
subject to error, as he reflected at Leipzig, Scripture
is the only authority left. This realization "drove him

to the Holy Scripture as the only reliable and irrefutable

source of all Christian doctrine, though...his sola Scrip-
9

tura was never that of the Middle Ages." Luther sees not
only the possibility, but the reality of a contradiction
between Scripture and the conclusions of the pope and the

councils. His sola Scriptura admits no other final author-

ity than that of Scripture.
The lack of emphasis on the authority of the Scrip-

ture by Luther's opponents was a result of a non sequitur

in the logic of the medieval Church. Although the Church
in the Middle Ages did hold the doctrine of the supreme

authority of the Bible even to the extent of positing a

91bid., p. 58.
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doctrine of verbal inspiration, it maintained that the
authority of the Scripture was derived from the Church and
therein was its fallacy. From the time of the Gnostics,
the Church had claimed to be the depository of the truth.
One of the reasons for this assertion was its possession of
a canon of apostolic writings which were the only authentic
and authoritative polemics against the heretics. Since
the Church possessed these writings by virtue of apostolic
succession, thelr sole authority was guaranteed as opposed
to the canon of the Gnostics. They thus assumed that the
authority of these writings rested on that of the Church.
It is this misapplication of authority that Luther challenges
with his doctrine of the supreme and sole authority of
Scripture. He points out that the Bible derives its author-
ity from itself, and is not invested with it by the Church.lo
He says:

Nec potest fidelis Christianus cogi ultra sacram

scripturam, que est proprie ius divinumi nisi
acceserit nova et probata revelatio....

With this denial of the infallibility of both pope and
council, Luther breaks completely with both the Church and

medieval theology.

105ames Mackinnon, op.cit., IV, pp. 295f.

11@&_2,279: '""No believing Christian can be forced to
recognize any authority beyond the sacred Scripture, which
is exclusively invested with divine right, unless, indeed,
there comes a new and attested revelation."
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ILuther takes over the traditional doctrine that
Scripture had been given by the inspiration of the Holy
Spirit.lz This doctrine of inspiration, however, is for
Luther not mechanical inspiration. He does not see the Bible
as a stereotyped collection of supernatural syllables.
The sacred writers received some of their historical matter
by research, and under the grace of the superintendence of
the Holy Spirit they siitced and arranged it in proportion
to the power and illumination they had received.lj He
does not overlook the co-operation of the human writers.
Reu says:

They are not, in his opin:on, mechanical

instruments and dead machines, mere amanuenses who

set down on paper only what was dictated to them

by the Spirit of God. He regarded them rather

as independent instruments of the Spirit who

spoke their faith, their heart, their thoughts;

who put their entire will and Feallnw into the

words to such an extent that from what Luther

reads in each case he draws conclusions concern- 4,

ing the character and temperament of the authors.”

Luther is careful not to use the terminclogy of dictation. He

avoids such words as calamus, secretarius, and dictare, which were

used by the medieval writers. It was not Luther, but some

of his contemporaries and the later dogmaticians who

1:
17 B ] .
arrayr, op.cit., p. 340.

14Joharm Michael Reu, Luther and the Scriptures
(Columbus, Ohio: Warthurg Press, 1944, reprint Springfielder,
0. F. Stahlke, ed., 24, 1960, pp. 9~111), p. 60 (references
from reprint).

Sasse, op.cit., p. 84.

'.«'J N&
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formulated a rigidly mechanical dictation theory of
inspiration.15

Some scholars contend that Luther held a view of
inerrancy in regard to the original autographs of Scrip-
ture. Wood advances many quotations which he thinks val-
idate the view that Luther held to the inerrancy concept.
Some of these are as follows:

"The Scriptures have never erred,'" (LW 32, 11).

"Our faith is not endangered if we should lack

knowledge in these matters. This much is sure:

Scripture does not lie. Therefore answers that

are given in support of the trustworthiness of

Scripture serve a purpose, even though they may

not be altogether reliable," (LW 2, 233).

"The word of God is perfect: it is precious

and pure; it is truth itself. There is no

falsehood in it," (LW 23, 235).

There is no deception in Scripture, ''consequently

we must remain content with them and cling to

them as the perfectly clear, certain, sure words

of God, which can never deceive us or allow us

to err," (LW 47, 308).16
Wood seems to indicate by such quotations that there is an
equation between the concepts of lying and deception and
the issue of inerrancy. In other words, if Scripture is

erroneous at any point, it is consciously deceptive in its

nature. What Luther is indicating here is that Scripture

Lpid., p. 62.

16Wood, Captive..., op.cit., pp. 144f.
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does not deceive the reader so as to endanger his faith in
it. Tt is quite problematic, however, whether Luther equates
an error of fact with the volitional motivation of decep~
tion or lying. Furthermore, the contexts of these quotations
do not always bear out the thrust which Wood gives them.
When Luther says that the Scriptures 'have never erred"
(LW 32, 11), he is contrasting their reliability with that
of the teachers of the Church who have erred, as men will.
He is speaking in the context of the most trustworthy basis
for doctrine. He says further in this commection, "'Scrip-
ture alone is the true lord and master of all writings and
doctrine on earth" (LW 32, 12). The issue here is doc-
trinal reliability, not factual inerrancy in the absolute
sense. Next, when Luther says, '"'Scripture does not lie,"
(I¥W 2, 233), he is speaking in the context of explaining
the chronological problems in the birth of Shem's son,
Arpachshad. Wood construes this to mean that Luther asserts
that since bhe does not know the explanation here, this
does not mean that one does not exist. Therefore, Luther
holds to inerrancy. However, the issue for Luther seems
to have nothing to do with whether the account is inerrant
or not, but rather he means that whatever the facts are in
regard to this birth, the purpose of the passage is not
meant to be deceptive or destructive of faith. He empha-
sizes the intent of Scripture here, and not the nature of

it as inerrant or not. Next, when Luther says, "There is
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no falsehood in it" (LW 23, 235), he is not speaking
about factual errancy or inerrancy, but about the ability
of the Word to accomplish righteousness in us. Specifi-
cally, he says that accepting the Word in faith does away
with unrighteousness. The passage reads thus:

For we are perfect in Him and free from

unrighteousness, because we teach the Word of

God in its purity, preach about His mercy, and

accept the Word in faith. This does away with

unrighteousness, which does not harm us. In

this doctrine there is no falsehood; here we are

pure through and through. This_doctrine is gen-

uine, for it is a gift of God.
It is readily seen that Luther means that there is no
falsehood in the fact that the Word of God does away with
unrighteousness. Any inference that this passage deals
with the inerrancy of the Scriptural documents comes not
inductively from the passage, but is inserted into it
from an extraneous dogma. The final passage quoted from
Wood, (LW 47, 308), is not found in that volume, since the
volume 47 ends with page 306; thus, we cannot analyze its
context readily.

Another scholar who contends that Luther holds to

the inerrancy of the original autographs is Johann M. Reu.
He begins his discussion of Luther's supposed doctrine of

inerrancy by showing rather successfully that Luther does

not assert categorically at any place that Scripture has

71w, 23, 235.
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erred. Reu concludes:

It is true that Luther read his Bible with open
eyes, if anyone ever did, with the result that much
in it startled him and caused him concern. But it
is quite another matter whether, as a consequence,
he even once admitted that in the original documents
of Scripture, in the original writings of the
Prophets and the Apostles there were errors. We
shall see that he did not admit this even in regard
to purely external matters that have nothing to do
with the faith.l

He says further:

Consequently Luther puts at our disposal these
possibilities: either Matthew did not care about
the exact order and this is to be derived from
Luke, or both have related the temptations as
they occurred and each one related only one
instance of recurring temptations. We may regard
these solutions as we have a mind to, but it
remains clear that an inaccuracy in the Scrip-
tural accounts is not admitted.l?

Reu substantiates his conclusion that Luther does not assert

that Scripture erred by several relevant quotations, among

which are these:

Wir miissen aber also rechnen, wie auch alle
Historici thun, das Christus im 30 jar seines
alters ist getaufft worden und nach der Tauf
angefangen hat zu predigen und drei jar volkomen
hérumb hab geprediget, die uberige zeit, so auff
das dritte jar gefolget ist, als der anfang des
vierden jars, anzuheben von der Beschneitung
Christi oder am Tag Epiphaniae bis aus Ostern
(welchs denn schier fur ein halb jar gerechnet
wird), da hat er auch vollend noch gepredigt, denn
er vierhalb jar (wiewol nicht gar vol) gepredigt
hat. Da kans nu wol komen, als Christus dreissig
jar alt ist und getauft worden, das denn der Herr
umb die ersten Ostern seines Predigampts solchs

18
19

Reu, op.cit., p. 43.
Ibid., p. 45 (italics his).
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gethan hab, es ligt aber nicht viel dran. Wenn
ein streit in der heiligen Scrifft fiurfellet, und
man kan in nicht vergleichen, so las mans faren,
dis hie streitet nicht wider die Artikel des
Christlichen Glaubens, denn in dem stimmen alle
Evangelisten mit ein ander uber ein, das Christus
fir unser flinde gestorben sen, sonst von feinen
thaten und Mirakeln da halten sie keine ordnung,
denn sie setzen offt etwas zuvor, das hernach
erst geschehen ist.20

And:

Sed hoc maxime mirabile est, quod Moses manifeste
tres partes facit et firmamentum collocat medium
inter aquas. Ego quidem libenter imaginarer
Firmamentum esse supremum corpus omnium et aquas
non supra sed sub coelis pendentes et volantes
esse nubes, quas cernimus, ut sic aquae ab aquis
distinctae intelligerentur nubes divisae a nostris
aquis in terra. Sed Moses manifestis verbis aquas
supra et infra Firmamentum esse dicit. Quare
captivo hic sensum meum et assentior verbo,
etiasmi id non assequar.

zoﬂé 46, 727: "But we have to reckon, as all the his-
tories do, that Christ was baptized in the thirtieth year
of His life, that He began to preach after His baptism and
preached for three full years. The remaining time that
followed the third year and was the beginning of the fourth,
beginning with either the Festival of the Circumcision or
Epiphany Day and continuing until Easter (which can be
reckoned as almost a half year), He continued to preach,
because He preached three and a half years (though it fell
a little short of that time). So it could easily have been
that when Christ was thirty years old and after He had been
baptized, that in the first year of His activity and at the
first Easter of that period He did this, but it is a matter
of no importance. When discrepancies occur in the Holy
Scriptures and we cannot harmonize them, let it pass, it
does not endanger the article of the Christian faith, because
all the evangelists agree in this that Christ died for our
sins. As for the rest, concerning His acts and miracles
they observe no particular order, because they often place
what took place later at an earlier date,' (italics Reu's).

Zlﬂé 42, 20: "But what is most remarkable is that Moses
‘clearly makes three divisions. He places the firmament in
the middle, between the waters. I might readily imagine
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Thus, Reu seems quite justified in asserting that Luther
does not attribute error to the original autographs.

The problematic area in Reu's approach seems to be
in what he infers that Luther means by his not asserting
errors to be in the original autographs. Luther's practice,
as shown by the two previous quotes, is to withhold judgment
in regard to problematic passages, not to make dogmatic asser-
tions about the original autographs, as Reu wishes to infer.
He says that these problems ''do not endanger the articleof
the Christian faith.'" His concern is not with the auto-
graphs at all, but with the efficacy and reliability of the
Scriptures to work salvation.?? To withhold judgment as
to the error or lack of error in the original autographs is
certainly a far different approach than to affirm errors
or to deny errors in them.

Reu continues his attempt to prove that Luther holds

that the firmament is the uppermost mass of all and that

the waters which are in suspension, not over but under the
heaven, are the clouds which we observe, so that the waters
separated from the waters would be understood as the clouds
which are separated from our waters on the earth. But Moses
says in plain words that the waters were above and below

the firmament. Here I, therefore, take my reason captive
and"subscribe to the Word even though I do not understand
it.

22For the insight regarding the "reliability' of
Scripture for Luther, I am indebted to unpublished material
by Howard Loewen, Luther's View of Scripture, Fuller
Theological Seminary, 1973.
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the view of inerrancy in regard to the original autographs
by noting that Luther often refers to the transmitted text
as erroneous and sometimes makes corrections of his own in
it. The illustrations given by Reu are inconclusive. First
of all, he notes that Luther sometimes changes the tradi-
tional verse divisions, he does not trust the superscrip-
tions of the Psalms, and he sometimes deviates from the
traditional punctuation of the Hebrew text. None of these
examples has any relationship to the question of inerrancy,
for these problems are not a part of the text and are thus
irrelevant to any statement about it. Next, Reu notes that
Luther sometimes deviates from the traditional text and
reconstructs it (often in conformity with the LXX and the
Vulgate), and he often declares that the traditional text

23 Reu concludes:

suffers from an error in copying.
These examples must suffice. It is no new discovery
nor an '"'evasion' when inerrancy is ascribed only to
the original text and not to the text we possess today.
That was taken as a matter of course by Luther. And
it is noteworthy that he not only discussed these
problems with the small circle of scholars who sat
with him around the table, working on the revision of
the translation, but that he mentions them in the
glosses printed in his translation intended for the
common people.

This material cited by Reu forms a very tenuous
basis for any inference about the original autographs. His
conclusion that since Luther considers the problems in the

textus receptus to be the errors of copyists or not

23Reu, op.cit., pp. 57-59.

241h44., p. 59 (italics mine).
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explainable on the basis of available evidence, Luther
must then accept the inerrancy of the original autographs

is a non sequitur. Because Luther feels that certain texts

were rendered erronecus by copyists does not mean that he

thus concludes that the original documents were inerrant.

It means only that the textus receptus is different from the
most ancient maﬁuscripts, This is the method of textual
criticism, and is not a rationale for inferring inerrancy.
If it is an incorrect inference that Luther asserts errors
in the autographs, as Reu claims rightly, then it is also
an incorrect inference that he asserts the inerrancy of themn,
as Reu unjustly does. The fact is that Luther does not con-
cern himself with suppositions about the original documents
of Scripture, but with how he can interpret the best texts
which he had available. Reu gives no reference at all to
any statement Luther makes about the autographs. If Luther
had been concerned with them, he would most likely have
asserted such, but Reu has no record of such a statement,
in spite of his diligent searching. TLuther's method is not
to retreat to the autographs with problems, but to withhold
judgment when he finds an insoluble problem in the text and
trust the Scriptures to make the reader 'wise unto salva-
tion'" even when he does not understand every syllable of
them.

Luther's emphasis on the authority and trustworthi-

ness of Scripture, as has been shown in the preceding
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material, certainly reflects his deep reverence and
trust in and for the Bible. Whereas, Reu and others tend
to infer an inerrancy concept from his statements about
the trustworthiness of Scripture, other scholars tend to
minimize his emphasis on the divinity and infallibility of
the Word. Farrar says, ''Luther was never guilty of the
inexcusable misuse of language and confusion of thought

n25 Any view

which makes inspiration involve infallibility.
which implies that Luther holds a concept of verbal inspir-
ation would contradict his view of Scripture as the "holy

instrument of the viva vox Christi," says Kooiman. ''The

active, living Word of God cannot be conceived as a static

given, which then can be accepted by man as certain truth

126

or not.' Kooiman says that Luther sees the Scripture as

the tool with which God works in the present, and not as a
holy codex or legalistic document. Luther can thus ignore
any theory concerning the infallibility of letter and word.

These concerns are '"‘unnecessary and distracting' for Luther,

27

he says. Kooiman continues, '"He was concerned about a

dynamic and functional understanding of the Word of God

that happens now, rather than a legalistic manipulation of

128

a once-and-for-all inspired book. It cannot be ignored,

25
26

Farrar, op.cit., p. 340.

Kooiman, op.cit., p. 236.
27

28

Ibid., p. 237.

ITbid.
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however, that Luther holds a much more definitive view
of inspiration than Kooiman indicates. Luther believes that
inspirétion covers both vocabulary and construction. He

says, '""Non solum enim vocabula, sed et phrasis est divina,
n29

qua Spiritus sanctus et Scriptura utitur. Inspiration

30

He says, ''All the
d.m3t

involves both phraseology and diction.
words of Cod are weighed, counted, and measure Kooiman
argues that Luther does not regard Scriptura and verbum as
identica1.32 This is true, but for all practical purposes,
they are the same, for "when you read the words of Holy
Scripture, you must realize that God is speaking in them.”33
Also, he said the Holy Spirit writes, ''pen in hand, and

34
w34 Thus, Luther believes

presses the letters into the heart,.
that there is an objective quality to the inspiration of
Scripture. 1t is both divine and human in and of itself.

The Scriptures are reliable for him, because they produce

in the believer '"the conviction that they declare the love

29@& 40, III, 254: "Not only the words but also the
diction used by the Holy Spirit and the Scripture is divine."

30y 22, 119.

Blﬂé 3, 64, cited by Wood, op.cit., p. 142.

32Kooiman, op.cit., p. 237.
33§L 3, 21, cited by Wood, op.cit.

Sy 22, 473.

.
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of God and His power to save."3? They have a self-
authenticating power that distinguishes their infallibility
from that of the Church.36 Thus, Luther's belief is that
the decisive proof of the Word of God is the testimony of
the Holy Spirit who "at all times and still today thereby
creates faith."3/
Although he does not conceive of Scripture as a

dead letter, a static collection of syllables, he will not
give up his belief in the absolute reliability of the entire
Bible. He does occasionally find a ''slight error' (levis
exror), such as in Matthew 27:9, and he sees the critical
problems of the Gospels, but he is not truly a precursor of
historical-critical methodology.38 For his time, he deals
amazingly well with the problems he finds in Scripture.
For Luther, the Scriptures are authoritative because they
are both the Word of God and the witness to the Word. Luther
says:

This is the principle and the foundation that is

set forth in all Scripture. First of all, it 1is

God's Word itself, just as the creature itself is

the oral Word by which all nations should know God
....We hear God speaking the Word, and we feel Him

35Albert Peel, "The Bible and the People: Protestant
Views of the Authority of the Bible,'" The Interpretation of
the Bible, C. W. Dugmore, ed. (London: Society for Promoting
Christian Knowledge, 1946), p. 68.

36

37H. H. Kramm, The Theology of Martin Luther
(London: James Clarke and Co., Ltd., 1947), p. 1l6.

38

Ibid., p. 71.

Sasse, op.cit., p. 85.
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working through the oral Word and the sacraments
through which He awakens in us knowledge of Him.39

And again, he says:

But then, when you delight in occupying yourself

with the Word, when you read it, hear it preached,

and love it, the time will soon come when you will

confess that God Himself uttered these words, and

you will exclaim: "This is truly the Word of God!'"40
Luther thus sees a tension between the Scripture as the Word
of God, which it is because it is the written form of God's
speech, and Scripture as the testimony to Christ, as he says:

As for me, I confess: Whenever I found less in the

Scriptures than Christ, I was never satisfied; but

whenever I found more than Christ, I never became

poorer. Therefore it seems to me to be true that

God the Holy Spirit does not know and does not want

to know anything besides Jesus Christ....
As the written form of God's speech given by the Holy Spirit,
then, the Bible is the Word of God, but as the testimony to
Christ, it is the witness to the Word, for Christ Himself is
the Word. Thus, Scripture is the derived form of God's Word
which is manifested in the incarnate Word, Jesus Christ.42
He says, ''All Scripture testifies...that Christ has already
come...."43 Scripture is thus the means by which God's Word,
the person and work of Christ, is communicated to us. He

concludes, "And surely the Word of God is most appropriately

31y 5, 258.

401y 23, 97.

“liw 14, 204.
42

Loewen, op.cit., p. 57.

3w 27, 15.
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a testimony.”44 Scripture is essentially, then, the means
by which Christ is presented to us. The content of Scrip-
ture is thus Christ.

This understanding of the tension between the Word
as Christ and the Word as Scripture may help solve the con-
fusion between the two views of Scripture and infallibility.
Luther sees the difference in the subject matter (die Sache)
and the form of the Word and the Scripture. Farrar notes
that for Luther, Christ and Christ alone was without all

45

error and was alone the essential Word of God. He contin-
ues by saying that for Luther the essential Word is a living
and speaking Word and the Holy Spirit is primarily respons-
ible for communicating this Word to the believer.46 Mackinnon
states that for Luther, the infallible Pope, the inerrant
Council, the Fathers and the Schoolmen, as well as mechanical
Biblicism are deposed from their positions of authority. 1In
their place he enthrones the living Word who is in immediate
touch with the conscience and experience of the believer.*’
Although not equated with the Bible, the living Word is med-
iated through it by the operation of the Holy Spirit. The

Bible, then, becomes the medium of salvation. Luther thus

says, '"The Word is the bridge, the narrow way (semita) by

441w 29, 145.
45

46
47

Farrar, op.cit., p. 339.
Ibid., p. 340f.

Mackinnon, IV, op.cit., p. 296.
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t

which the Holy Spirit comes to us,'" and "it is in and

through the Word that the Spirit comes and gives faith to

whomsoever He will.”48

Word and Scripture and Holy Spirit
are interrelated. ''The Spirit is not given except only in,
with, and through the faith in Jesus Christ, and faith comes
not without God's Word, or the Gospel which proclaims

Christ....”49

Thus, in the face of the Spiritualists, he
could affirm that the free inspiration of the mind and
religious experience is not prompted by the Spirit apart
from the WOrd.5O He says, "It is therefore an ungodly thing
that the external Word is nowadays despised by many who
through diabolical revelation boast of the Spirit apart from
the oral Word. And yet they know neither what the Spirit
nor what the Word really igtmol His greatest argument for
the authority and inspiration of the Bible is the fact that
the preaching of Biblical truth creates faith in men's

52 puther says, ''But such is the power of the Word

hearts.
of God that it restores to life the hearts that have died
in this manner; the word of men cannot do this."3 Further-

more, ''When a man hears the Word, God must put into his

heart the conviction that this is surely the Father's Word.

48ya 17, I, 125-263 WA 18, 139.

49Mackinnon, 1V, op.cit., p. 297; cites EE, 63, 122.
SOLELQ-

Sliw 15, 197.

52Kramm3 op.cit., p. 116; Sasse, op.cit., p. 77.

2310 4, 68.
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And when he hears the Word of this Man Christ, he is
persuaded that he is hearing the Word of God the Father.'%
For Luther, then, the authority and infallibility of the
Scripture consists in its ability to accomplish the Qork of
salvation in the hearts of men who hear it. It is Jesus
Christ working in and through the Scripture who is the infal-
1ible and inerrant Word, and the Scripture faithfully reveals

Him through the human instrumentality of the inspired writers.

Christ and the Unity of the Testaments

In its function as the medium of salvation, the
Bible presents the Gospel of Christ as its distinctive theme.
It reveals Christ from beginning to end. The Saviour who
is patent in the New Testament was latent in the 0ld, in

the terminoclogy of Augustine. Thus, the 0ld Testament is

an "evangelical book," for the prophets all bear witness to

Christ, as do the apostles. Hence Luther's principle that

what treats of Christ is specitiically revelation, while the

rest is of secondary importance.5b Luther sees all the

Bible as pointing to Christ. He says:

Al Adam in Seth transfertur promissio de Christo, A
Seth in Noah, A Noah in Sem, et a Sem in hunc Eber,
a quo Ebraea gens nomen accepit, tanguam haeres, cui
promissio de Christo destinata est prae omnibus
totius mundi populis. Hance cognitionem nobis sacrae

>yackinnon, TV, pp. 297F.




literae ostendunt.56

Also:

...the entire Scripture deals only with Christ
everywhere, it is looked at inwardly, even though
on the face of it it may sound differently by the
use of shadows and figures...Christ is the end of
the lLaw...as if to say that all Scripture finds its
meaning in Christ.57

The form in which the Word is originally presented
is proclamation. The Scripture exists for and has its
source in oral proclamation. The written Scripture is nec-
essary because of the danger that preaching could be heret-
ically distorted if the normative apostolic message were
forgotten. Scripture is thus the enduring memorial of
Apostolic preaching.58 Luther says:

...the books of Moses and the prophets are also
Gospel, since they proclaimed and described in
advance what the apostles preached or wrote later
about Christ. But there is a difference. For
although both have been put on paper word for woxrd,
the Gospel, or the New Testament, should really not
be written but should be expressed with the living
voice (viva vox) which resounds and is heard through-
out the world. The fact that it is also written is
superfluous. But the 0ld Testament is only put in
writing. Therefore it is called 'a letter.' Thus

56gé‘42, 409: "From Adam the promise concerning
Christ is passed on to Seth; from Seth to Noah; from Noah
to Shewm; and frowm Shem to this Eber, from whom the Hebrew
nation received its name as the heir for whom the promise
about the Christ was intended in preference to all other
peoples of the whole world. This knowledge the Holy Scrip-
tures reveal to us."

2T 25, 405; WA 56, 413. 414.

58paul, Althaus, The Theology of Martin Luther
(Philadelphia: Fortress Press, 1966), pp. /72f.
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the apostles call it Scripture, for it only
pointed to the Christ who was to come. But the
Gospel is a living sermon on the Christ who has

come.d
And again:

...Divine Scripture indeed edifies when it is read,
but it is much more profitable if it is turned from
letters into voice....

Sasse explains the proclamation and the role of the Spirit

in it as follows:

But God speaks to man His word of revelation only
in the 'external Word' that comprises the Scrip-
tures and the oral proclamation of the content of
Holy Scripture. These two forms of the Word always
go together. 'Verbum Dei praedicatum est verbum
Dei.' They belong together because in both the
Holy Spirit communicates to us Jesus Christ the
Savior, who is the content of the Word.6l

Thus Luther sees the Bible as a great unity, since
it has only one content, Jesus Christ. He says, ''Denn das

ist ungetzweifflet, das die gantze Schrifft auff Christum

allein ist gericht.”62 Again, he says, 'Tolle Christum e
63
bR

scripturis, quid amplius in illis invenies Since Christ

is the incarnate Word of God, the Bible can be the Word of

God only if its entire and exclusive content is Christ.

591w 30, 19.
60w 27, 308.

61Sasse, op.cit., p. 78.

62Hé‘10, II, 73: "There is no doubt that all
Scripture points to Christ alone."

63H§,18, 606: '"Take Christ out of the Scriptures
and what more will you find in them?"
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However, this does not mean that the Scripture contains
only Gospel, for Luther says it contains both Law and
Gospel. Christ is the content of the Gospel and the inter-
preter of the Law. The Law prepares men for Christ and
drives them toward Him. Thus the Scripture as both Law
and Gospel bears witness to Christ. As Althaus says, ''Not
everything in the Holy Scriptures is gospel, but it contains
the gospel in all its parts, and where it is law it still
directs men toward the gospel.”64 As the revelation of
Christ, then, Scripture is a unity because the 0ld Testament
must be interpreted in the light of the New, while the New
Testament is ''mothing else but an opening and revelation of
the 01d Testament.”65 The preaching of the apostles refers
to the writings of Moses and the prophets, 'that we may
read and see how Christ is wrapped in the swaddling clothes
and laid in the manger, that is, how He is contained in the
Scripture of the prophets.”66 Luther likes to use the

analogy of the punctus mathematicus: Christ is the central

point of the circle around which everything else revolves

concentrically. He says:

64p1thaus, op.cit., p. 74.

65E§ 10, I, 626 (Das neue testament nichts anders
ist, denn ein auffthun und offenbarung des alten testaments.)

66E§ 10, T, 15; Watson, op.cit., p. 149.
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In this way the Lord shows us the proper method of
interpreting Moses and all the prophets. He teaches
us that Moses points and refers to Christ in all
his stories and illustrations. His purpose is to
show that Christ is the point at the center of a
circle, with all eyes inside the circle focused

on Him. Whoever turns his eyes on Him finds his
proper place in the circle of which Christ is the
center. All the stories of Holy Writ, if viewed
aright, point to Christ.67

Herein lies the new element in Luther's doctrine of
Scripture. Other theologians had given the Bible a central
place, but to place Christ in the center of the Bible is

68 1 ither says that it is faith in Christ

as the Savior of the world which opens the door to the entire

completely new.

Scriptures. This is why the Jews could not understand the
0ld Testament. Sasse says that for Luther, '"the Bible re-
mains a dark book until we Ffind Christ in it. A stained-
glass chu:<h window makes no sense until it is viewed

against the light. So the Bible conveys its true meaning

n69 yiither says,

to us if we see Christ as its real content.
"Nam haec copnitio rtantum venit ex Spiritu Christi qui ceu

n70

Sol meridianum illuminat tenebras. This concept involves

a rediscovery of the significance of the 0Old Testament; the

6710 22, 339,

68100 iman, op.cit., p. 208.

695asse, op.cit., p. 64.

the 'meridian sun' that

3
il to those to whom the
tible becomes as clear as

7Oﬂé 42, 196: "Christ is
11lumines the darkness of men, ar
Spirit coues, everything in the b

noonday . "
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medieval theologians were unable to do justice to it
because they found only the promise of the Gospel in it,

f.71 But for Luther, the Christological

not the Gospel itsel
testimony of the 0ld Testament from Genesis onwards is fixed.
Both the prophets and the apostles, as the mouthpieces of
the Spirit, bear witness to Christ.72
Although this new Christological hermeneutical
perspective did have much value in asserting the unity of
the Testaments, it is not without its problems. Farrar
says that it is homiletically true to find Christ as the end
of the Law everywhere in Scripture, but "it is an exegetical
fraud to read developed Christian dogmas between the lines
of Jewish narratives. It may be morally edifying, but it
is historically false to give to Genesis the meaning of the
apocalypse, and to the Song of Solomon that of the First

w73 Mackinnon says that Luther's assump-

Epistle of St. John.
tion that Christ is the grand theme of the Bible is not
shared by modern criticism. It shows a lack of historical
perspective and succeeds only through the stringent applica-
tion of what he calls '"the Lutheran equivalent of the alle-

goric method--the analogy of faith, i.e., the explanation

of the text in the light of, or in accordance with, the

71
72

Sasse, op.cit., p. 69.

Mackinnon, IV, op.cit., pp. 297, 298.

73Farrar, op.cit., pp. 333f.
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dictates of Christian faith.”74 Luther does indeed tread
on dangerous ground when he reads inte the 0ld Testament
the doctrines of the Trinity, Incarnation, Justification
by ¥aith, and other Reformation dogmatics and polemics.75
It would be unwise, however, to judge him too harshly
at this point, for contemporary interpreters are inclined to
read their own preconceived ideas into Luther and to evalu-
ate him by their own hermeneutical standards. Luther does
not work with the system of later Orthodoxy with its clear-
cut definitions and logical systems. He is still a product
of his enviroument and heritage, even though he greatly
changes both of these factors through the Reformation.
Furthermore, he would probably defend himself against the
criticisms of Farrar and Mackinnon by insisting that although
it might not be historically accurate to impute a Trinitar-
ian consciousness to Abraham, or to see justification in
the sacrifices, the later revelations of God have shown that

these inferences were btrue to the facts as such facts were

later revealed in redemptive history.

Law and Gospel as Coordinates

The key to understanding how the Scriptures
are interpreted as a unity in a Christocentric sense lies

in Luther's understanding of the relationship between Law

7dMackinnon, op.cit., p. 298.
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and Gospel. Luther sees the entire Gospel already revealed
in veiled form in the 0ld Testament, which already includes
the whole wisdom of God in the complete teaching of Law and
Gospel. He says:

Anybody who wishes to be a theologian must have a

fair mastery of the Scriptures, so that he may have

an explanation for whatever can be alleged against

any passage. That is to say, he must distinguish

between law and gospel. If I were able to do this

perfectly, I would never again be sad. Whoever

apprehends this has won.

Whatever 1s Scripture is either law or gospel.

One of the two must triumph: the law_leads to des-

pair, the gospel leads to salvation./6
The Law and the Cospel reflect an interrelationship between

the 01d Testament and the New Testament. He says, "Und ist

kenn wortt im neuen testament, das nit hinder sich sehe inn
”7’7

das alte, darinmen es tzuvor vorkundigt ist. Thus, as

integral parts of God's written Word, they reflect the inner-
most heart of God in a complementary manner. Sasse says:
As Moses can proclaim the Gospel, so Jesus can
proclaim the Law. 1In the Word of God they belong
together just as in the person of Christ the divine
and human natures belong together without §Onfusion,
without division, and without separation.’/
Although there is need for distinction between the functions

of Law and Gospel, this distinction does not simply coincide

7014 Table Talk, 111, No. 626.

77ﬂé 10:1, 1, 181: "And there is no word in the
New Testament which does not look back at the 0ld, where it
had already been proclaimed in advance."

7834550, op.cit., p. 63,
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with the difference between the 0ld and the New Testaments.
The Gospel is found in the promises of the 0ld Testament,
and the Law is found in the New Testament, for example, in
Jesus' interpretation of the Law in the Sermon on the
Mount . However, the (0ld Testament does contain more Law
and the New Testament contains more Gospel. They are uni-
fied in that they both contdain elements of the Law and
Gospel, for the 0ld Testament promises Christ and the New
Testament witnesses that this prowise is fulfilled. They
are thus related as promise and fulfillment. As Luther
says, "And what is the New Testament but a public preaching
and proclamation of Christ, set forth through the sayings of
the 0ld Testament and fulfilled through Chrisc?"/9

In the face of the unity between Law and Gospel,
there is also a tension between them. The Law is the Word
of God which tells us what to do and what judgment will come
if we fail to do it. The Gospel is the Word of God that
tells us what God has done for us and for our salvation.
"The Law says: Do this. The Gospel says: I have done it
for yau.”go Thus Luther's emphasis is that the Christ who
is the sole content of the Bible is also the Saviour of sin-

ners, the Lawb of God. He performs both legal and evangelical

) 79@&_Deut$che Bibel 8, 11; cited by Althaus, op.cit.,
p. 87 (IW 35, 236).

80gasse, op.cit., p. 63.
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functions. He can preach Law, and this is his officium

alienum, but forgiveness of sins is His officium proprium.
Without the function of the Law to convict, there is no
Gospel to save, and forgiving sins is Christ's opus
Qrogrium.Bl Thus the doctrine of justification is very
closely related to the theme of Law and Gospel, and Christ's
function is to fulfill the demands which the Law has placed
upon man.

This function of the Gospel is Luther's emphasis
in contrast to the medieval idea that the Gospel was essen-

tially the lex Christi, the law that man must fulfill if he

wants to inherit eternal life. Sasse says, '"Medieval man
knew that grace could save him, but he thought he had to do
something to merit God's favor, and what he had to do was

told by the Law. MNomini facienti quod in se est, Deus non
82

denegat gratiam." Luther does agree that the Law points

cut sin and even increases it, but obedience to the Law can
never fulfill its demands.

In order rightly to understand the Law, Luther says
that one must distinguish between the '"moral' and the "spir-
ftual' observance of it. 'Therefore 'to do' is first to be-
lieve and so, through faith, to keep the Law. For we must

receive the Holy Spirit; illumined and renewed by Him, we

Slyé,Sé, 376; cited by Sasse, Ibid., p. 64.

821p1d., pp. 61-62.
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begin to keep the Law, to love God and our neighbor.”83
When our behavior conforms to the letter of the Law, the
works are done, even though we only do them under the con-
straint of the commandment, but faith is the basis upon
which the works fulfill the Law. He says:
Habes ergo Canonem, quomodo simpliciter respondendum
sit ad argumenta quae obiiciuntur ab adversariis de
operibus, scilicet hoc modo: Hoc opus ille vel alius

fecit in fide; Et sic solvis ipsorum omnia argumenta.

Ex his manifestum est in Theologia opus nihil

valere sine fide, sed oportere praecedere fidem,
“ ¥
antequam Opererlsa54

Watson says in this regard, '""The Law is fulfilled, however,
only when our behaviour is governed by love in our hearts,
and love of such a kind that we would 'do the works' even
if they were not commanded. This fulfillment is what the
Law essentially and inexorably requires.”gs

It is precisely this spiritual observance of the
Law which man canmot accomplish in himself. He despairs of
ever fulfilling its demands, and the Law then brings him
86

under the wrath and curse of God. In his failure, then,

3 -
WA 40:1, 400; LW 26, 255.

I
8’%& 40:1, 414: "Here, then, we have a rule about
how one should reply plainly to the arguments raised by our
opponents about works, namely, 'This or that men did this
work in faith.' And thus you nuilify all their arguments.
"From this it is evident that in theology the work

does not amount to anything without Faith, but that faith
must precede before you can do works.'”

=

>
Watson, op.

86 )
0 hid., p. 107.

C., p. 106 (WA 11, 120).
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man commits the further sin of hating God. As Luther says,

"Lex enim per sese tantum potest terrores incutere et

deducere ad inferos."®7 The Law in itself demands "impos-

sible things' because the obedience of love is completely
beyond the capacity of fallen man. Degenerate man has a will
that is at variance with the Divine will as expressed in the
Law, and for this reason cannot but live otherwise than the
Law requires. Therefore, the Law disables him and makes it
impossible for salvation through works. Watson elaborates
on this problem as follows:

It (the Law) can control his behaviour, inasmuch as

he is impelled by fear of punishment or hope of reward

to observe its letter; but it is powerless to change

his heart and implant in him a good will and a right

spirit. The Law demands unselfishness yet appeals to

self interest; it demands love, butof a kind that

cannot possibly be produced to order. As long, there-

fore, as man is under the Law, it is impossible that

he should ever fulfill the Law.38

Thus we see that although the Law exposes the nature

of sin, it does not cure it, but rather aggravates it and

intensifies the sinfulness of the heart and the fear of

damnation (intus in corde excitat terrores et desperationem)§9

The Law shuts men up as in a prison in two ways: it pre-

vents them from doing what they ought and from performing
90

spontaneously what it commands. Luther borrows a simile

87wA 39:1, 445,
88Watson, op.cit., p. 108.
89yA 39:1, 557.

90atson, op.cit., p. 109, citing Gal. ET, 230f.
(Gal. 3:19).
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from St. Augustine (De civitate Dei 21, 4, 3) and likens

the effect of the Law on fallen human nature to that of water
on lime. Water simply kindles the ardent and fiery nature

of lime by stimulating its latent qualities. 1In the same
way, the Law stimulates the sinful human will by thwarting

91 It is human nature

it with commandments and prohibitibns.
to desire those things which are forbidden to us. The pur-
pose of the Law, then, is to make man aware of his desperate
condition so that he will desire to have it cured. The cure
comes in the form of Gospel which acts like o0il on lime

92 As a way of salva-

and extinguishes its fiery qualities.
tion, then, the Law is blasphemous and has been abolished
by Christ, but in its spiritual sense it proclaims us sinners
and offers us grace.
The function of the Gospel is just the opposite of

the Law. Luther says:

Est verbum (Euangelium) salutis, verbum gratiae,

verbum solatii, verbum gaudii, vox sponsi et sponsae,

verbum bonum, verbum pacis...Lex vero est verbum

perditionis, verbum irae, verbum tristiciae, verbum

doloris, vox iudicis et rei, verbum inquietudinis,
verbum maledicti.93

9lyA 5, 257; 39:I, 555; TR 178, nr. 285.
92Watson, op.cit., p. 110.
I3uA 1, 616:
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In the Gospel, God discloses His innermost heart and
shows Himself to be not an angry judge, but a merciful
Father.?% The Gospel is based on the proclamation of the
Law which reveals sin, and this proclamation is the indis-
pensable presupposition for the preaching of the Gospel.
Apart from this Law, we are unable to understand the
greatness of what Christ does for us and to us...it teaches
us to yearn for the Savior.?? Thus it is through the Law

that God performs His alien work (opus alienum) in order

that He may begin to do His proper work (opus proprium).

It is through the preaching of the Law that man recognizes
his own sickness and lack of moral capacity.96
When a man hears the Gospel, then, he recognizes

that the Law is not God's final word and that His goal is
not threats, judgment, and condemnation of man. The terrors
of conscience produced by the Law can be 'evangelical' when
man allows the Law to be a disciplinarian to drive him to
Christ. Luther says:

Atque ita debet lex per Evangelium interpretari

et reduci per impossibile et ad salutarem usum, ad

Christum, et Evangelium sua virtute facit ex latrone

paedagogum et rapit illum occisum per legem et
reducit ad Christum, id quod non fecit lex.97

94Watson, op.cit., p. 157.

95WwA 39:1, 424, 465, 534; 39:I, 533.

96yA 39:1, 348.

97wA 39:I, 446: 'And so the Law ought to be

interpreted by the Gospel and to be led back through that
which is impossible to that which is salutary; it ought
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Thus God places us under both Law and Gospel and wants us
to believe both: to believe the Law that we are sinners;
and to believe the Gospel that we should not doubt God's
mercy, but in contrition and terror over our sins and His
righteous judgment, flee to salvation in Christ. Evangel-
ical repentance, then, is worked by Law and Gospel together,
with the Law preceding the Gospel.98

As a result of the ''proper work'" of God, we are
delivered from the tyranny and curse of the Law and are
justified by faith. Luther says that the believer is then

' so that the Gospel furnishes

"on the way to righteousness,'
the remedy not only for the guilt, but also for the power
of sin.?9 Watson says, ''What the Law demands but renders
man impotent to accomplish, the Gospel increasingly enables
the believer to perform since his sin is both forgiven and
conquered in Christ...what the Law demands, the Gospel

. 1100

gives.

The justified believer stands no longer under the

Law, but under grace. His relationship to God is now filial,

to be brought back to Christ and the gospel, which by its
power makes a disciplinarian out of a robber and takes the
man who was killed by the law and brings him back to Christ;
this is what the Law cannot do."

98
99
100

Althaus, op.cit., p. 260.
WA 39:I, 83.

Watson, op.cit., pp. 157, 182, note 80.
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rather than legal. He is freed from the Law to the
extent that it no longer tyrannizes his conscience because
of sin. His freedom, however, does not enable him to do
what the Lew forbids or to omit what it demands. Through
Christ who has fulfilled the Law by His obedience, the
believer has imputed to him Christ's righteousness and is
thus transferred from "the kingdom of the law" into Christ's
kingdom. He thus is set free from his inability to do God's

101

will, so that he may fulfill it by faith. Christ and

His Spirit live in the believer through faith, and he does
what the Law requires of himself, for Christ does it in

102 The Law is fulfilled in Christ so that the Christ-
103

him.
ian is no longer concerned with it. The Holy Spirit pro-
duces new drives in him so that he loves God's Law and
rejoices in it. Thus the Law 'begins to be a joyous thing,"
and the Christian can begin to fulfill it by being joyfully
moved toward it by the power of the Holy Spirit. His activ-
ity is spontaneous so that his works are free "works of
grace.”lO4 The Christian can in the power of the Holy Spirit
establish new decalogues for himself just as Jesus and the
apostles have done. He does not need the Decalogue, for

e

the Spirit teaches him what to do in every situation.

IOIAlthaus, op.cit., p. Z66.
Iﬁgﬂﬁ 39:T, 46; 1W 34, 111.
10341 thaus, op.cit., p. 266.
0% p5d., pp. 266-267.

105@& 39:0, 47; LW 34, 112F.
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Luther says, '"Omnibus donata libertate nostro periculo
1106

faciendi sive bonum sive malum. However, not every

Christian has the Spirit to such an extent, for the flesh
struggles against the Spirit within him and confuses his
clear moral judgment. At this point the commandments

serve as a gulde in helping the believer recognize true

good works, and to summon him to action.107 They provide

a safeguard against the kind of extremism exemplified by the
Enthusiasts.108

In conclusion, both the 0ld and the New Testaments

give testimony of Christ insofar as they both '"preach Christ"

(Christum treiben). The external word of Law and Gospel

confronts man and the Holy Spirit speaks to him. Faith is
produced by the hearing of the word and this faith produced
by the Holy Spirit through the Word is a personal, existen-
tial relationship. God is properly known to man through this
relationship, and vice-versa. This is the basis of the

evangelical knowledge of God. 109 Thus both the opus alienum

and the opus proprium of God are revealed in Christ--the

former in His Cross, and the latter in His Resurrection. 110

1O6Eé 7, 760: '"All of us are given the dangerous
liberty of doing either good or evil."

lO7Althaus, op.cit., p. 271, note 123.
1081bid., p. 271.
1091bid., pp. 9, 15, 43.

110Watson, op.cit., p. 158.
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Thus the Scriptures are a unity because they preach the
same message, Christ, and the Holy Spirit works through
both Law and Gospel to confront man with the evangelical
message.

Christ and Scripture in the Canon

For Luther, the formal unity of the Scriptures is
expressed in the concept of a canon basic to both testa-
ments.111 Since the Bible is a unity with Christ as its
sole content, only those writings can be the Word of God
whose sole content is Christ. Through the Holy Spirit Christ
authenticates Himself to men and authenticates the Holy
Scripture as the genuine Word of God.112 The fact that a
book is inspired can be believed only on the basis of an

internal criterion, and for Luther, this criterion is the

question, '"Was Christum treibet?" He feels that a book is

not canonical unless it has Christ crucified for its con-
tent, even if that book is in the Bible and read in the
Church. His thesis that the "inner testimony of the Holy
Spirit" defines what is accepted as God's Word points out
that Scripture can be understood from its content alone,
and this content is Jesus Christ communicated by the Holy

Spirit in the external word, 113

11lgeinrich Bornkamm, Luther and the 0ld Testament,
C. W. and R. C. Gritsch, trans. (Philadelphia: Fortress
Press, 1069), p. 188.

112Althaus, op.cit., p. 75.
113gasse, op.cit., p. 87.
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Luther points out that the Word of God is not
necessarily identical and coextensive with the Scriptures.
Christ, and Christ alone, is the essential Word of God,
while the Scriptures vary in subject matter, form, and the
degree to which they reflect Christ.!1% This leaves a
degree of flexibility as to the content of the canon.

He stresses that the authority of the Scriptures
"lies in their ability to produce in the believer the con-
viction that they declare the love of God and His power to
save."115 He thus uses the capacity of the Scripture to
validate itself and work faith in itself as an argument
against the Roman Catholic emphasis that the Church estab-
lished the canon and therefore guarantees the authority of
Scripture and stands above Scripture. Luther says that
this makes as much sense as saying that John the Baptist
stands above Jesus Christ simply because he points to him.116
The Church can never stand above Scripture and validate it,
for it is the Scripture which validates the Church. "In

other words,'" says Sasse, '"the Church makes the canon, but

114Farrar, op.cit., pp. 339f.
ll5Pee1, op.cit., p. 68.

116A1thaus, op.cit., p. 75; Luther says