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In the yaor 1523, writing to the Knights or the Teutonic 

Order, he agol n stresses the superiority of the Scriptures 

over councils. He says the following: 

Councils may make decisions and pass decrees 
in matters that are temooral or that have not· yet 
been clearly set forth. But when we can plainly 
see what is God's Word-and will, we will wait 
neither for councils nor ror the decrees and 
decisions or the Church.29 

Luther's statement at Worms, namely, that unless he was 

convinced by Scrinture or sound reason he could not recant, 

is not a new ohase in his develonment. It is simply the 

culmination.30 This, however, es-tabl.ished once and 1'or all 

his ~osition on the authority or the Scriptures. This 

posi tlon he retains throughout his life .. \Ye contln11e to 81 ve 

a r ew e xamnle s • 

In all the controversies over the Lord's Supner Luther 

retained the words or Scri~ture as they were written, .thereby 

ident-ii'ylng the Scriotures with the Word or God. Though 

reason may seem to tell us otherwise, we do receive the body 

or Christ an.d the blood or Christ with the bread and wine 
' because it ls a clear teachinc or Scripture. 

' The Epistle �~� tho Hebrews he does not place or1 the 

same level with other apostolic writings, nevertheless, he 

regards it highly because o:r the doctrines \7hich the author 

basis so co.nstantly on the Scriptures. The fact that the 

writ~r or Hebrews made pro~er use 01' the Old Testament is 

29. St •• Louis, XIX, 1·7.36. 
30. Reu, �~� •. c 1. t-. , n • 28. 



enough to make Luther regard the Epistle as one ~hich , 

·contains fine gold, silver, and orecious atonea.31 

In the interpr.etation of Isaiah 9·:6 Luther indicates 

that he believes the 1Scr.iptures to be of divine origin. A 

priori he assumes their inerro.ncy and perfect harmony. "I 

am certain that everything which the Scriotures teach 

concerning Christ is true •. 1132 

DefendinR his articles condemned by the Roman Bull, 

he writes the following in 1520: 

The holy Scrintures mu~t be clearer, more 
easily understood, and more certain than any other 
writing, because all teachePs try to establish their 
teachings throuRh the Scriptures as a clear and 
standard wri ttnrs, and would have their o.wn wri tiings 
suPnorted and explained in the light or Scrloture.33 

Against Latomus (1521) he writes that the fathers 

I4 

were very human, that they e~red and contradicted themselves.34 

Only one is our Master, Christ, and the fathers must be 

tried aceord1ng to the S~riotures.35 The writings of the 

fathers are dark and must be ~xplainod by the Soriptures.36 

It does not follow that because the .fathers held a certain 

opinion, or lived in a certain way, that we should do the 

same.. Our examole is Christ.37 .Never can the teachings or 

the fathe·rs beco111e articles or fa! th. 38 

31. St. Louis, XIV, 126-129. 
32. ·st. I.ouis, VI, 177. 
33. St. Louis, XV, 1481. 
34. St. Lo~is, XVIII, 1013. 
35.· St. Louis, XVIII, 1150. 
36. ·St. Louis, XI, 2333. 
37. St. Loui•s, XI, 1881. 
38. St. Louis, XVI, 2286. 
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Luther admits that the fathers have dona some good but 

they must be read "cum judicin11
•
39 We should not acca~t 

their writings simply because they wrote them, but we should 

hold them unto the light .of' Scripture.40 There are times 

when the f'ather9 have even distorted the Word. God's Word 

is in itself' cleil.r enoug11_, . ,but , through the books and writings 

of the fathers it haH h.ecome obscure. 41 

Nor does Luther consider paDal decrees superior to 

the Scriotur.os. Commenting on Gal. 1:9 he reminds us that 

Ps.lll curses anyone who holds. that th.a "pope is jud6e over 

Sc.rintura, and tht1t the Ch1Arqh ha~ authority over Scripture. 1142 

His final Dosition 1on the p~thority of' the councils is 

just as ~lear. Coijnct ls as well as ~11 other human beings 

nre req~ired to remain with t~e Word of' Chr1st.~3 Even 11' 

the counci l d,etermlne~ matt«J.rs .which are 1n accord with the 

Seri r>tul'es, Lut·h.er accer.,ts such decis1_ons, not because they 

are made by councils, but rather because they are in agreement 

with the Word of God. 44 In one of' his careful!~ prepared 

essays, that on "Councils and. Churches" (1539) he says: 11\Ve 

need something greater and more certain tor our faith than 

the councils. That which is greater and more certain is 

the •Sacred Scriptures. 1145 

39. St. Louis, XXII, 1404. 
40. Ibid. 
41. St. Louis, XXII, 1355 . 
42. St. Louis, Il, 86. 
43. St. Louis, XI, 1076. 
44. St. Louis, XI, 460. 
45. St. Louis, XVI; 2247. 
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The Scriptures becdme for "him the infallibl~ author~ty; 

the teachi ngs therein muot be · observed, nothing l s to be 

added or removed. "Tlie Scripture.a cannot err. n46 "That 

which is not to·ld us in God I s Word -we ought to oass by. 1147 

"One passage or Scrit>ture is worth more than all the books 

in the world. 1148 "In Scripture you do not re'ad the words 

of man, but the Word or the highest God. 1149, 

We have but briefly traced the development in Luther 

rep;arding his atti tude towards the S'crintures until he 

regarded them as the sucrome authority. But that he • 

f'inallv did considnr them a higher a11thori ty than the 

r athorR, schoolmen, po:>es, or· councils, and would subl!1it 

only to the authority or the Scriptures, was in-itself not 

a g~arantee for the success or the Reformation. The same 

high regard for Scr~pture was shown by others. The Ro~an 

Churc.h itself taught the insoiration ot the Word. However, 

the Roman Church also taught -that God reveals His w1.ll 

directly to the· Church. Even- the· proper interpretation 

of Sori~ture is given to the Church. Thus it came about that 

the decrees or the Church were g iven greater consideration 

than the Word or God. Interest in the Bible was lost, and 

when the Rible was read or studied, the allegorlcal sense 

46. St. Louis, XIX, 1073. 
47. St. Louis, I, 17. 
48. St. Louis, XIX, 1734. 
49. St. Lo:1is, :l'X, 180A. 
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was made to overshadow the litera1.50 With the alle1torical 

sense it was an easy matter to make the Scriptures conform 

to the dosmas of .the Church. Scripture ce~sed to be the 

foundation and the source or doctrine; it was used as a 

suoport for the rationalist\c dogma or the Roman Church. 

As long as Scrinture was lnteroreted allegorically or 

typically, there was little chance for a change in the 

situation. To make the Bible an open Book, and to restore 

the interest or the peoole in the ~ible it was necessaey 

to establish definite nrincit>les of 1nterpi•etat1o.n. It \las 

esnecially necessary to re-examlne criti~ally the traditional 

allegorical method. Did the allegorical method bring out . 
the true eaniTig of the -Scri'l>tures? Luther reached the 

conclusiop that it did not. It is true that he made use 

or allegory for a while, but gradually he lost his ta~te 

tor it. When he did make use of lt, he· subjected it to 

definite princloles. Never can allegory be used to prove 

a doctrine. Before we discuss further the development of 

Luther's attitude towards allegory, let us briefly look at 

tho history of this ~ode or interpretation. 

50. Francis Brown, "Luther as Exegete," in! Symposiac 
2!!. Martin Luthel' ~ the .Prof'ess·ors. of the Union Theological 
Semi-nary f!n Ilew York, p. 14 • .......,...,_ __ ,,._ __ _ 
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II. A Brief History or Allegory 

For centuries before Luther's day there was practised 

a form or oxer.esis whtch ~ermltted a practically unlimited 

nerverston or the true sense or Scripture. With the exception 

or a few who at least made on atte~nt to internret the 

Scrlntures pronerly by taking grRm~atical constructions and 

historlcal situ~tions into consideration,1 the majority of 

the schoolmen were accustomed to flnd a fourfold sense in 

the Scrintures. They round in the Scriptures the literal, 

alleRor1cal, moral, and anagogical sense. The schoolmen 

dol16hted in quot11'18 the littie rhyrne: 

Litera gesta docet, quid cr.edas allegoria, 
Moralis quid anas, quo tendas anagogia. 

Sinc·e Aquinas and the s:choolmeri· followed such nrinciples, we 

can understand why Luther said that they had not at any tlme 

held or taught the correct i~terpretation or even one chapter 

or the Sorintures.2 

.J~efore we dlscu.ss Luther's reaction against the traditional 

.method or exegesis, lot us examine more closely what is meant 

by allegorical internretation, ~nd let us briefly trace its 

l. Nicholas or Lyra (died 1340) seized upon some or the 
best principles of internretation hlthorto enunciated, but 
he had raw followers. er. F •. w • . Far.rar, History or Interoretatlon, 
P'O. 274 rr ., 

. 2. St. Louis, IV, 1305. 



development. 

The word allegory i s' used in various senses. From 

~~" o , "something else, Ii and "'l'"I'';,.,, 111 speak, 11 1 t is 

defined by Heraclitus, probably of the first century, as 

follows: :!JI~ ~;,, Jl'"'l'lt,IAJIJ · r,;,'5,r•°I Jc-,e11 ✓~ :;;.,,. 

~lj-N ~ 7/'~-; IIWII , ,,.~"o/"""S' ..l J J7 ropl.t. lt'tll'tlr7 r.u: 
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"The ·mode of speech which says other things (than the mere 

letter) anci hints at different ·things from whst it expresses, 

io called a'>nropriately allogory. 113 · • 

In this sense it may include the various types, symbols, 

parables, fable11, or analogiers or- any kind. In the technical 

and historical sense, however, its meaning is ~ore confined. 

?/lassie defines i t in t he following 'words·: 

The system or intorprotation by which the most 
anci.ent Greek literature, in the one case, and the 
OT writlngs (and subsequently the NT), in the other, 
were assip,ned their value in oroportion as they meant, 
not what they said, but something else, and c.ould be 
made the clothing of cosmological, nhilosoohicsl, 
moral, or reli8ious tdeas.4 

This ~efinition already tells us that allegorical interpre tation 

did not originate with the Scholasticism or the Middle Ages. 

It reaches• back much farther ~han" that. The me~hod finds 

its roots in the Greek era, five centuries before the birth 

or Christ. 

Homar•s writings were regarded by the ancient Greeks as 

being absolutely truthful. They bect me almost sacred books. 

3. J. 'Massie, "Allegory," Hastings,. Dictionary 2£. !!!.!, Bible, 
I, p. 64. 

4. ~-
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However, there ,,:ere statoment.s in Homer which, interpret~d 

lit~rnlly, beoa~e orrenstve, and could not be accepted by 

some Cl reeks. Plato could not harmonize IJomer \'11th his -own 

ohtlosoDhic convictions, and, therefore, cast the Homeric 

n~ems aside. But there were others who wlshod to adhere 

to Ho~er and yet could not agree with the ltteral meaning of 

everything contatned in his noems.5 The result was the 

allegorical interpretation apt>liad to Homer. The Stoics 

especially, wishing to harmonize their views with the 

popular reltgious opinions or tho time·, began to publish 

com~entaries on Homer.6 The allegorical method exnlained 

away nas~ages which would' otherwlse be immorBl or impious. 

BeginninR ,zith Anaxagoras, (ca. 450 B.C.) the "actions of 

Homeric gods o.nd heroes aro a.llegortes or the forces of 

no.tttT'e; ••• or else they a.re PloveMents or the men·tal nowers 

' ·7 and moral vi rtues." By tha time of Augustus the ability 

to interoret ' allegor1c~lly was a mnrk of scholarship . The 
, 

abil1ty to wrtte allegoricallv was considered a mark or 

greatness.8 

But the practise of allegorizJng was round among the 

Jews as well as the Greeks, both among the Jews of Palestine, 

and among those of the Dis~ersion, especially among the Jews 

of Alexandria. The Palestinian Jews tried to find hidden 

5. Farrar, History 2£. Internretation, p . 135. 
6. Ibid. . 
7. Hastings, Dictionary 2,!, !h!, Bible, I, P• 65. 
a. Taylor, .21?.• fil•, p. 98. 
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meanin6s in the minutest details qr the Pentateuch; the 

Alexandrian Jews, on the oth~r pand, a~outed-the allegorical 

method in or.der to~m~ko the ,pld Testament a p1>eal to the 

Helleni~tic mind. They wished to. show the c~ltured Greeks 

that their- Old Testament w·as neither barbarous nor immoral. 
~ . 

What the Greek oh~losophers taught, had .already peen said 

or, {it loo.st, anticipated, by J,io~os,, tt1e great lawgl ver. 

"The Hellenistic thinkers des1.red to be Greek philosophers 

without ceaslng to be Jewish religionists. 119 Again, allegory 

as 11sed b,; the· Alexandrian e-xegetes is an error·t to reconcil~ 

the ooin1.ons of .their contemporary s.ociety with tp!3 s.tatements 

or their ancient authorities. The Alexandrian school is 

imnortnnt in this connection because .or its influence on 

the Christian Church. 

Though not the rirst to allegorize the Old Testament, 

the greatest examnle or t his. arnong the Hellenistic J,ws was 

Philo or Alexandria.lo 

At the, outset it m11st be stated that Philo in no way 

wished to cast aside the, Old Testament Scriotures. The 

Pentateuch .remained for .h.tm th~ inspired Word of God. 

Torm matntains that the motive for allegorizing was ~ot 

alway~ an ulterior one. Allegory wa.s not always an effort 

• I • 

9. Hastings, oo. ctt., I, p. 65. 
10. Aristobulus (oi:' 160 B.C.) had set forth two theses: 

1) Greek Philosophy is borror,ed from the OT., ,nd 2) all the 
tenets or Greek phtlosonhers, especially Aristotle, are to 
be fo11nd in Moses and the Proohets by those who use the right 
method of inquiring. er. Farrar, Hist. ~ !!!!• op. 128 rr. 



to find one's own thoughts in Scrlpture.11 Many or the 

allegorists adol')ted their method out of a deep reverence 

tor Scripture. It was a reverence so profound that they 

doubted whether the Scriptures could relate a co'tl'll'llonplace 
12 fact. If we keep this in mind, we can understand how 

a m~n like Philo could consider the Pentateuch to be the 

Word of God, and at the same time interpret it in a way 

v1hich gave frae reign to his imagination. 

22 

To show how nrbitrary were his methods we cite a few 

examples of his exegesis: Tho four rivers mentioned in 

Genesis 2 renresent the four virtues,. prudence, temoerance, 

courage, justice. Tho main stream, out of which they 

senarate,ls generic virtue, the 'Usdom or God.13 Abram, 

departinB from his Deople and his father's house, is a 

typtcal Stole who leaves behind Chaldaea of the sensual 

understanding, and goes to Ha:ran, the land of pure reasor,. 

He is tha symbol of a soul in quest or God. Abram means, 

acnording to Philo, "asniring father". Later he becomes 

Abraham, ~·hich means "father of sound 11 • Sound is like 

speech, so the rather of ,sound ls like the Spirit which 

utters soeech. Fa:rrar comments, "Abraham is reduced to 

a cold cyohe.r indicative of mental e l:lrnestness. 1114 

Sarah is Vi:rtue and abstract \Vi~dom. Hager represents the 

11. To:rm, Hermeneut1.l< des nouen Testaments, p. 216. 
12. Ibid., p. 217. -
13. Philo, "Allegories of the Sacred LaYls, 11 I, 19, 

given in Tavlor, oo. cit., n. 99 footnote. 
l:4. Farrar, EarI'y Daya gt_ Christiani'ty, I, po. 269-271. 
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general sciences of gra'ffll'l'ler, music, geometry, dialectics, 

and rhetoric& All Mosaic institutions such as circumcision 

and the Sabbath, are only allego~ies.15 When a statement 

or Scrioture seems um,Qrthy o'J: God, for examolB, "Adam hid 

from God," it must be intor..,reted allegorically. For 

literally the expression dethrones God who sees everythinc, 

and r rom \\"hom nothing can be hid•• If synonyms are used, an 

allegorical lnteroretation is intended. For example, if in 

Genesis l :27 we find that God "made man" (l,r..,; '76-"') and in 

G:mesls 2:8 Re "moulded man" (Y,rks111) the first word implies 

the e !:lrthly, the second the heavenly rnan. At times he forces 

particles, adverbs, oreoosltions into the service of allegory. 

Each \1ord may have all its possible meanings ar,art fl'om the 

context. Numbers, names, both of m,n and countries, animals, 

bi rds, streams, colours, are made to stand as symbols for 

moral and s~iritual things.16 

Fro~ the Pentateucr. and the Old Testament allegorical 

interpretation spread to the New Testament. ~n the Epistle 

2.f. BarnabRs, in Justin Marty~, Irenaeus, there are traces or 

allegorical interpretation. But it is not until we come to 

Origen that we find systematic allegoric~l interoretation 

of the New Testament. Luther attribute.a the beginning or 

the practise of mo.T'lifold internretn.tion to him. "Dies Uebel 

hat man dem 8rigenes; sodo.n11 seinem Nachfolger, dem a1eronymua, 

15. Ibid. 
16. Farrar, History or Inter-oretation, PP ■ 149-152. 
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die (wie ich glaube) hei lige und auserwaehlte Maenner sind, 

zu danken. 11~7 

Origen accepted the Scrinture as the infallible Word 

in avery detail. However, ha found discrepa·ncies and even 

contradictions between the Ev8ngeli sts. He f ound commands 

and nrohibittons which seamed unjust. These difficulties • 

he tried to exl'>la:ln A.way w:l th al-legori es •18 

Accord1.ng to Ori3en many _nassages in the Script11res may 

ha ve a threnfnld sem~o, the literal,. the moral, and the 

s~i ritual. But two or these senses; the 1iteral and tfie 

tnoral, r1re stres·sed l :lttla. He places the emphasis on t ·he 

s iritua.1.19 Origen•s method v,as U ttle -less arbitrary than 

was that of Philo. The waterpots of stone, containing two or 

t hre e f1.rlc1ns apiece, are interpreted as the Scriptures \Vhich 

someti~es contai n two firkins, i.e. the moral and t he literal 

sense, and sometim~s throe, namely; al-so the spiritua1.28 

After Origen the majority of the exegetes adopted the 

allegorical method. It becomes the standard form until the 

days or the Reformation. Jerome was the outstanding exponent 

or Origen• s ·metliod in tna Western Church-. Augustine made 

use of the same method. A few protested, but the allegorical 

system nravo.iled. In one of, his 11Tisohreden11 Luther laments 

17. St. Louis, IV, l~O~. 
18. Farrar, History of Internretation, p. 192 rr. 
19. Lster the spirltual was divided into the allegorical 

and the anagogical senses by the Latin Fath~rs. 
20. Farrar, History 2!, Intarnretation, p. 200. 
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the fact that in his earlier daru he, too, allegorized thus, 

and attributes this f'aQt to the influence or Or1gen and to 

St. Jerome. Iiis judgment of t he value or the method: "Im 

(SO.nzon Or i gene 1st nicht ein Wort von• Cbrj.sto. 1121 . 
The schoolmcn add nothing to .the proper interpretation 

or Scri.pt ui~a. The Scriptures are ::tda "to speak the language 

of Chur ch tradi ti or1. " 22 The fourfold sense of Script11re is 

taught and accepted. We quote Crom Luther: 

Da nun Christ us mit dem Glauben :iusgetilgt war, · 
da hat sain (de n Pabst) Apostal ~tt dam vornehmsten, 
St. Thomas 1"!1.t Lyra und den Sein~.gen, angerangen in 
die ganze Welt den vierfachen Sinn der S.chrift 
auszubre1.ten; den buchstaeblichen, den si ttlicb.en, 
den heimlichen und den tief'eren Sinn ( li·teralem, 
tro~olo5icum, allegoricum et anagogicum) und dieses 
Gewand Christi in diese vier Theile zu the\ len, dasz 
ein jee;licher 'l'he,.l fuer sich seine Urhober, Ertorscher 
und Lehrer haette. gle1Qhsam als japfere Kriegskneohte 
·und kuehne Verderber dar Sclirift. 3 

With this method, adds Luther, they have atomized the Scriptures 

to such an extent that they find nothin6 or value to our souls 

in them.24 

Such, then, wo.s the practise or the Church at tho · time 

or Luther. It was a practise which certainly did nothing 

towards clarify-inc; the Scriptures o.nd making them understood 

by tho common people. With allegory an lnter9reter was 

ablo to give rreo reign to his imasination. His only 

21. St. Louis, X~II, 1343-1344. 
22. Farrar, History of Interpretation, 'P• 267. 
23. St. Louis, IV, 1304-1305. 
24. ~-
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concern was not to go contrary to the teachings or the 

Church. Vie must keep in mind that at this time it v, as the 

pope who claimed that he was the judge of doctrine and the 

official interpreter of Scripture. It was one or the t~sks 

or Luther to destroy the myth that the sole authority to 

internret the Word rested with the -papacy. We shall now 

traco the devolonment in Luthar to notice how he becomes 

convinced tha t the Scriptures are clear, and that everyone 

has a right to interpret them. Everyone is able to interpret 
I • 

the Word, if he does not nlay around with allegor.y. 
. 

This 

development was a gradual one. 

1' 
. . . ~ 

I 'I' 


