
Concordia Seminary - Saint Louis Concordia Seminary - Saint Louis 

Scholarly Resources from Concordia Seminary Scholarly Resources from Concordia Seminary 

Master of Sacred Theology Thesis Concordia Seminary Scholarship 

5-1-1966 

Principals of Biblical Interpretationin the Lutheran Confessions Principals of Biblical Interpretationin the Lutheran Confessions 

Ralph Bohlmann 

Follow this and additional works at: https://scholar.csl.edu/stm 

 Part of the Religious Thought, Theology and Philosophy of Religion Commons 

Recommended Citation Recommended Citation 
Bohlmann, Ralph, "Principals of Biblical Interpretationin the Lutheran Confessions" (1966). Master of 
Sacred Theology Thesis. 335. 
https://scholar.csl.edu/stm/335 

This Thesis is brought to you for free and open access by the Concordia Seminary Scholarship at Scholarly 
Resources from Concordia Seminary. It has been accepted for inclusion in Master of Sacred Theology Thesis by an 
authorized administrator of Scholarly Resources from Concordia Seminary. For more information, please contact 
seitzw@csl.edu. 

https://scholar.csl.edu/
https://scholar.csl.edu/stm
https://scholar.csl.edu/css
https://scholar.csl.edu/stm?utm_source=scholar.csl.edu%2Fstm%2F335&utm_medium=PDF&utm_campaign=PDFCoverPages
http://network.bepress.com/hgg/discipline/544?utm_source=scholar.csl.edu%2Fstm%2F335&utm_medium=PDF&utm_campaign=PDFCoverPages
https://scholar.csl.edu/stm/335?utm_source=scholar.csl.edu%2Fstm%2F335&utm_medium=PDF&utm_campaign=PDFCoverPages
mailto:seitzw@csl.edu


I 

~ 

I. 

: I 

Short Title 

CONFESSIONAL ISRJ'.LNEUTICS 

\ , 



.1 

I 
I 
I . 
I 

I 

PRINCIPLES OF BIBLICAL INT~RPRET.'.\TIOrl 

IN THE LUTHERAH CONFESSIONS 

A Thesis Presented to t he Faculty 
of Concordia Seminary, St. Louis, 
Department of Systematic Theology 

in partial fulfillment of the 
requiremants for the degree of 

Master of Sacred Theology 

by 

Ralph A. ~hlmann 

May 1966 

Approved by: ffll~ 
'r-vll. ~ 

Reader 



LI 

BV 
f/{)7D 

C.1pq 
103 
/9/p{p 

YIP . 2.. 
C, 2-

CONCU:WL!\ Stfvlli~Al-<Y Ll iJ, Ah 

ST. LOUIS. MISSOURI 



t 
t 

,I , I 

LIST OF ABBR~VIATIONS 

Chapter 

TABLE OF CONTENTS 

. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 

I. THE LU'l.'HERAN CONFESSIONS AS BIBLICAL EXP03ITI0NS 

PART I. Tm~ CONFESSIONAL VI"g~/ OF HOLY SCRIPI'l:RE 

II. THB FORM OF HOLY SCRIPTU:t~ • • • 

Page 

iv 

1 

15 

Preliminary Considera tions • • • • • • • • 15 
Holy Scriptur e as the l:Jritten ',ford of God. • • • • • 24 

III. THE FUNCTIONS OF HOLY SCRIPTU!{E. . • 34 

Source and Norm for Doctrine and Life. • • • 35 
Soteriological Ins trument. • • • • • • • • • • • • • 44 

IV. THE CLARITY AND UNDERSTANDABILITY OF SCRIPTURE 52 

The Fundamental Clarity of Scripture • • • • • • 56 
Understanding the Scriptures by the Holy Spirit. 60 

V. THE CENTRAL MESSAGE OF HOLY SCRIPTURE. 

The Law-Gospel Message of Scripture. • 65 
The Centrality of Justification in Holy Scripture. • 69 

PART II. CONFESSIONAL PRINCIPLES OF 
BIBLICAL INTERPRETATION 

VI. PRINCIPLES OF GRAMMATICAL EXEGESIS 

Derive the Meaning from the Text 
Seek the Intended Sense of the Text. 

VII. LET SCRIPTURE INTERPRET ITSELF • • 

. .. . 

Historical Background. • • • • • • • • • • • • .• • • 
Applied to Individual Passages ••••••••••• 
Applied to Articles of Faith •••••••••••• 

79 

80 
86 

95 

95 
97 

102 



. ' 

I' 

. I I 

Chapter 

VIII. THB H:::R1·1ZNZU1rIC1\L F'uNCTION OF LAW-GOSPEL Al\TD 
JUSTIFICATION ••••••••••••• 

Page 

108 

Not General Hermeneutical Principles • • • • 108 
Clarifying Passages Dealing with Faith and \forks • • 116 
General Presuppositions for Biblical Exegesis. • 120 

IX. TH;;"; . TESTIMONY OF 'rH:::: FATHERS ,rnD :3IBLICAL 

V r.. 

INTERPRET1'.TION • 

CONFESSIONAL BIBLICAL INTERPRETATION TODAY 

BIBLIOGRAPHY • • • • • • • • • • • • • • , • • • • , 

iii 

125 

134 

140 



' I 

I 
I I 

, I 

I 
I 

; I 

LIST OF ABBREVIATIONS 

AC - Augsburg Confession 

Ap - Apology of t he Augsburg Confession 

Ep - E!li tome of the Formula of Concord 

FC - Formula of Concord 

LC - Larie Catechism 

SA - Smalcald Articles 

SC - Small Catechis m 

SD Solid Declaration of the Formula of Concord 

Tr - Treatise on the Power and Primacy of the Pope 

Upper case Roman numerals followine; the above abbreviations 
denote article number, except in the Smalcald Articles 
where they refer to parts. In the Smalcald Articles, 
article numbers are indicated by lm·:er case Roman numerals. 
Arabic numerals following Roman numerals identify the 
paragraph or paragraphs from which the citation is ta~en. 

iv 



CHAPTER I 

THE LUTHERAN CONFESSIONS AS BIBLICAL EXPOSITIONS 

Subscription to the sixteenth century Lutheran Confessions is a 

common characteristic ~fall major bodies in world Lutheranism today. 
'---./ 

To be sure, there is something less than full agreement among Lutherans 

as to both the quantitative and qualitative significance of this sub

scription. Some Luth~rans, like those of The Lutheran Church--Hissouri 

Synod, subscribe to all the confessions contained in the Book of Concord 

1 
of 1580. Other Lutherans limit their subscription to some of the ear-

lier sixteenth century confessions.2 Likewise, there have been differ

ences of opinion on the binding nature of confessional subscription for 

the contemporary church. While some Lutherans understand their subscrip

tion to bind them to the doctrinal content of the confessions because 

this content is drawn from Holy Scripture, others have subscribed to the 

confessions only insofar~ they conform to Holy Scripture. Still 

others have accepted the confessions as having only historical validity; 

that is, they accept the confessions as valid answers to problems faced 

when they were written, but suggest t hat the church of today may well 

1The Lutheran Church--Missouri Synod, 11Article II11
, Constitution 

of The Lutheran Church--Missouri Synod, in Handbook of The Lutheran 
Church--Missouri Synod [St. Louis: Concordia Publishing House, 1963]. 

2For example, some Lutherans in the Danish-Norwegian tradition. For 
a detailed discussion of the confessional commitments of the various 
churches in world Lutheranism, see Hans Weissgerber, 11The Valid Confes
sional Symbols, 11 in The Church and the Confessions: The Role of the 
Confessions in the Life and Doctrine of the Lutheran Churches, edited by 
Vilmos Vatja"°and Hans Weissgerber (Philadelphia: Fortress Press, 1963), 
pp. 1-22. 
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have to give different answers to 

2 

contemporary~ blems. As important 

and crucial as these different understandings of confessional subscrip

tion are, they do not obscure the fact that for world Lutheranism to

day the Lutheran Confessions continue to provide the definitive doctri

nal answer to the question: what is Lutheran? 

With their subscription to the Lutheran Confessions, Lutherans have 

not, however, established an independent doctrinal stand~rd with a func

tion similar to tha t of tradition in Tridentine Roman Catholicism. Al

though the word "and" in the frequently employed formulation "Scripture 

and the Confessions" may give the erroneous impression that Lutherans 

have two doctrinal standards, the official statements of Lutheran bodies 

make it quite clear that the confessions are accepted and have authority 

only because they are expositions and summaries of Holy Scripture, which 

remains the only source and norm for faith and life. Thus the consti

tution of The Lutheran Church--Missouri Synod states that this body ac

cepts 11all the Symbolical Books of the Evangelical Lutheran Church as a 

true and unadulterated statement and exposition of the Word of GQd. 113 

At their ordination, pastors of this denomination accept the three ecu

menical creeds 11as faithful testimonies to the truth of the Holy Scrip

tures"; they state their belief that the Unaltered Augsburg Confession 

is "a true exposition of the Word of God" and that the remaining con

fessions in the~ of Concord "are also in agreement with this one 

· \ , Scriptural faith.114 

! 
1 1 

3"Article II," Constitution.; 

4From "The Order for the Ordination of a Minister," in The Lutheran 
Liturgy (St. Louis: Concordia Publishing House, n.d.), pp. 106-107. 
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Similarly, other branches of Lutheranism accept the confessions as 

expositions of Holy Scripture. The American Lutheran Church, which be

gan its organizational existence January 1, 1961, as a result of the 

merger of the American Lutheran Church, the ~vangelical Lutheran Church, 

and the United ~vangelical Lutheran Church, accepts and confesses the 

ancient ecumenical creeds, the unaltered Augsburg Confession, and Luther's 

Small Catechism "as brief and true statements of the doctrines of the 

Word of God" and recognizes the later Lutheran Confessions "as normative 

for its theology." It "accepts without reservation" the Lutheran sym

bolical books "hot insofar as but because they are the presentation and 

explanation of the pure doctrine of the Word of God and a summary of the 

faith of the evangelical Lutheran Church. 115 

The Lutheran Church in America, formed in 1962 by the union of the 

United Lutheran Church in America, the American Evangelical Lutheran 

Church, The Finnish Evangelical Lutheran Church (Suomi Synod), and the 

Augustana Lutheran Church, sees the Lutheran Confessions not as norms 

independent of Holy Scripture, but as witnesses to the G9spel transmit

ted by the Scriptures. This Lutheran body accepts the three ecumenical 

creeds "as true declarations of the faith of the Church, 11 the Unal.tered 

Augsburg Confession and Luther's Small Catechism "as true witnesses to 

the Gospel," and the other Lutheran Confessions in the~ of Concord 

"as further valid interpretations of the confession of the Church." In 

a summary statement, the Lutheran Church in America affirms "that .the 

5The Ar.ierican Lutheran Church, "Article· IV. Confession of Faith," 
Constitution of the American Lutheran Church, in Documents of Lutheran 
Unity in America-;-"edited by Richard C. Wolf (Philadelphia: Fortress 
Press,--i:-966), P• 533. 
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Gospel transmitted by the Holy Scriptures, to which the creeds and con

fessions bear witness, is the true treasure of the Church , the substance 

of its proclamation, and the basis of its unity and continuity.116 

The role of the Lutheran Confessions as expositions of Holy Scrip

ture is clearly stated in the constitution of the Lutheran World Feder

ation as well: 

The Lutheran \forld Federation acknowledges the Holy Scriptures 
of the Old and New Testaments as the only source and the infalli
ble norm of all church doctrine and practice, and sees in the three 
Ecumenical Creeds and in the Confessions of the Lutheran Church, 
especially in the Unaltered Augsburg Confession ,nd Luther's Small 
Catechism, a pure exposition of the Word of God. 

Following the above citation nearly verbatim, the constitution of the 

proposed Lutheran Council in the United States of America notes that 

the participating Lutheran church bodies "see in" the Lutheran Confes

sions "a pure exposition of the Word of God. 118 

Still other illustrations from the world of Lutheranism could be 

adduced to show tha t Lutheran churches today accept their historic 

611Article II. Confession of Faith," Constituti on and By-Laws, 
Lutheran Church in America, Including Amendments to By-Laws Adopted at 
the 1964 Conventi on of t he Church (Philadelphia: Board of Publication, 
Lutheran Church in America, n.d.), p. 3. While the concept of the . con
fessions as biblical expositions is not explicit in this article, it 
nevertheless appears that the confessions are viewed as witnesses to 
the Gospel transmitted in the Scripture, and not as norms independent 
of Holy Scripture. 

?"Article II. Doctrinal Basis, 11 Constitution of the Lutheran l:!orld 
Federation, in Lutheran~ Federation, Proceedings of the Fourth 
Assembly of the Lutheran World Federation, Helsinki, July 30-August 11, 
1963 (Berlin und Hamburg: Lutherisches Verlagshaus, 1965), pp. 296 and 
402. 

811Preamble," Constitution of the Lutheran Council in the United 
States of America, in Convention Workbook (Reports and Overtures), 
46th Regular Convention, The Lutheran Church--Missouri Synod, Detroit, 
Michi~an, June 16-26, 12.§z. [St. Louis: Concordia Publishing House, 1965], 
P• 44. 
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confessions as expositions of Holy Scripture. In this understanding of 

the expository function of the confessions with reference to Holy Scrip

ture, conte:1:porary Lutherans are continuing to reflect the conf essions' 

own self-understanding. The classical confessional statement on this 

self-understanding is the following: 

Other symbols and other writings are not judges like Holy 
Scripture, but merely witnesses and expositions of the faith, 
setting forth how at various times the Holy Scriptures were 
understood in the church of God by contemporaries with refer
ence to cont~overted articles, and how contrary ~eachings were 
rejected and condemned (FC Ep Rule and Norm, 8). 

Earlier it is stated tha t such writings "should be received in no other 

way and no further than as witnesses to the fashion in which the doctrine 

of the prophets and apostles was preserved in post-apostolic times" 

(FC Ep Rule and Norm, 2). The confessions are "a summary formula and 

pattern, unanimously approved, in which the summarized doctrine common

ly confessed by the churches of the pure Christian religion is drawn 

together out of the Word of God[~ Gottes Wort zusammengezogen] 11 (FC 

SD Rule and Norm, 1). 

The dependence of individual confessional documents upon Holy 

Scripture is also clearly stated. The ancient creeds are understood 

to be the true Christian doctrine as it was correctly and soundly 

understood in ancient times and "drawn together out of God's Word in 

911Die andere Symbola aber und angezogene Schriften sind nicht 
Richter wie die Heilige Schrift, sondern allein Zeugnis und Erklarung 
des Glaubens, wie jderzeit die Heilige Schrift in streitigen Artikuln 
in der Kirche~ Gottes von den damals Lebenden vorstanden und ausgeleget, 
und derselben widerwartige Lehr vorworfen und vordambt warden". The 
German text is from~ Bekenntnisschriften der evangelisch-lutherischen 
Kirche (5. durchgesehene Auflage; Gottingen: Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht, 
1963), p. 769, 11. 28-35. 
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brief articles or chapters against the aberrations of heretics" (FC SD 

Rule and Norm, 4). Luther calls the Catechism 11a brief compend and 

summary of all the Holy Scriptures" (LC Longer Preface, 18), and even 

maintains that in the first three chief parts of the Catechism "every

thing contained in Scripture is comprehended in short, plain, and simple 

terms" (LC Shorter Preface, 18). S:i.milarly the Formula of Concord says 

of Luther's catechisms: 11They are 'the layman's Bible' and contain 

everything which Holy Scripture discusses at greater length and which 

a Christian must know for his salvation" (FC Ep Rule and Norm, 5). Like 

the other confessions, the catechisms "formulate Christian doctrine on 

the basis of God's Word11 (FC SD Rule and Norm, 8). 

The preface to the Augsburg Confession claims that this confession 

is taught "on the basis of divine and holy Scripture" (AC Preface, 8) and 

the conclusion to the first part maintains that the preceding articles 

agree with 11 the pure Word of God and Christian truth" and that they are 

"grounded clearly on the Holy Scriptures. 11 The later authors of the 

Formula of Concord therefore maintained that the truth of God's Word, 

brought to light through the ministry of Martin Luther, and "drawn from 

and conformed to the Word of God, is summarized in the articles and 

chapters of the Augsburg Confession against the aberrations of the papacy 

and of other sects." They declared their adhe·rence to the Augsburg Con

fession 11as our symbol in this epoch, not because this confession was 

prepared by our theologians but because it is taken from the ~ord of God 

and solidly and well grounded therein" (FC SD Rule and Norm,5). 

The biblical expository nature of the confessions is nowhere in 

greater evidence than in Melanchthon's Apology of the Augsburg Confession, 

where copious citations and explanations of biblical texts are found in 
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nearly every article. Melanchthon begins the Apology with the claim 

that this document will demonstrate to the reader that "far from having 

disproved our contentions from the Scriptures, they [the Roman Catholic 

opponents] have condemned several articles in opposition to the clear 

Scripture of the iioly Spirit" (Ap Preface, 9), and he concludes on the 

same note (Ap XXVIII, 27). The writers of the Formula of Concord there

fore unanimously pledged their adherence to the Apology not only because 

it clearly expounded and defended the Augsburg Confession, but also 

"because it is supported with clear and irrefutable testimonies from 

the Holy Scripture" (FC SD Rule and Norm, 6). 

In the Smalcald Articles, Luther constantly appeals to the Bible 

over against all other authorities such as popes and church fathers. St. 

Augustine does not write that there is a purgatory "nor does he cite 

any passage of the Scriptures that would constrain him to adopt such an 

opinion." No, 11it will not do to make articles of faith out of the holy 

Fathers' words or works •••• This means that the Word of God shall 

establish articles of faith and no one else, not even an angel11 (SA II, 

ii, 15). Thus the Formula of Concord can assert not only that the doc

trine of the Augsburg Confession is repeated in the Smalcald Articles, 

but also that "several articles are further explained on the basis of 

God's Word" (FC SD Rule and Norm, 7). 

The authors of the Formula of Concord basically did not regard 

their task as the writing of "a different or a new confession of our 

faith" but as pledging themselves again "to those public and well-known 

symbols or common confessions which have at all times and in all places 

been accepted in all the churches of the Augsburg Confession before the 
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outbreak of the several controversies" (FC SD Rule and Norm, 2). They 

are convinced that 

the Christian reader who really delights in the truth of God's 
\ford will find in the previously mentioned writings what he 
should accept as correct and true in each of the controverted 
articles of our Christian faith, according to the prophetic and 
apostolic writings of God's Word, and what he should reject, 
flee, and avoid as false and wrong (FC SD Rule and Norm, 16). 

The purpose of the Formula of Concord is, on the basis of Holy Scripture 

and the earlier confessions 

to set forth and explain our faith and confession unequivocally, 
clearly, and distinctly in theses and antitheses, opposing the 
true doctrine to the false doctrine, so that the foundation of 
divine truth might be made apparent in every article and t hat 
every incorrect, dubious, suspicious, and condemned doctrine might 
be exposed, no matter where or in what books it might be found or 
who may have said it or supported it (FC SD Rule and Norm, 19). 

Thus the Formula of Concord sees itself not only as biblical exposition, 

but also as an exposition of the earlier biblically based confessions, 

especially the Augsburg Confession. Thus the Preface states that the 

Formula of Concord was subscribed to because it "was agreeable and con

formable first of all to the Word of God and then to the Augsburg Con

fession as well." The Formula was prepared "on the basis of God's Word"; 

its tenets were discussed "in extensive writings based on God's Word; 

earlier drafts were "fortified with the Word of God against all sorts 

of perilous misunderstanding." The authors of the Formula are certain 

of their Christian confession and faith "on the basis of the divine, 

prophetic, and apostolic Scriptures"; their explanation is "thoroughly 

grounded in God's \ford" and their agreement is "based on the prophetic 

and apostolic Scriptures. 1110 

lO"Preface" The Book of Concord, edited by Theodore G. Tappert 
(Philadelphia: Fortress'1iress, 1959), pp. 8, 6, 7, 12, and 13. 
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Because the confessions see themselves as well as the three ecumenical 

creeds as expositions of the Holy Scriptures, they do not regard them

selves as a second norm standing alongside of Scripture. They are 

rather explanations, summaries, and restatements of the truths of Scrip

ture, which remains the sole doctrinal standard. Helmut Echternacht 

expresses this relationship very well: 

\fas ist Bekenntnis? Das Bekenntnis steht der Schrift gegenUber 
als die Antwort der Kirche auf die Rede Gottes. In ihm sagt 
die Kirche anbetend und gelobend ihrem Herrn das \·lieder, was Er 11 zuvor in der Bibel gesagt hat. Es ist damit Dialog und Liturgie. 

Yet it is precisely this relationship to the Scriptures that gives the 

confessions themselves a normative role in the life of the church. The 

Formula states: 

Our intention was only to have a single, universally accepted, 
certain, and common form of doctrine which all our Evangelical 
churches subscribe and from which and according to which, because 
it is drawn from the Word of God, all other writings are to be 
appr£~ed and accepted, judged and regulated . (FC SD Rule and Norm, 
10). 

It is to be noted that the verbs in the closing words of the citation 

assign the same functions to the confessions that earlier had been given 

to the Scriptures.13 How can a confession judge and regulate other 

writings when these functions belong to the Scriptures as the "only 

true norm" (FC SD Rule and Norm, 3; italics added)? The answer lies 

11
Helmut Echternacht, "Schriftprinzip und Bekenntnis II Evangelisch--

lutherische Kirchenzeitung, V (February 15, 1951), 38. 1 

1211 . d 11 . d hi · 
11 

.wirF a edin Lahrn gedmeint,_dass man habe eine einhellige, gewisse 
a gemeine orm er e e, arzu sich unsere evangelisch 'l· h .. ' 
l · h d · · b k e n.irc en sarabt-ic un ingemein

1 
e endnen, aus.und nach welcher, weil sie aus Gottes 

Wort genommen, ale an ere Schriften, wiefern sie zu b . 
hm t · 1 t . pro 1.eren und anzune en, geur ei und reguliert sollen werden 11 · B k . . 

p. 838 1 11. 6-14. • e enntn1.sschr1.ften, 

l3See FC Ep Rule and Norm, 1 and 7; 
FC SD Rule and Norm, 3. 
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in the statement quoted above: "because it is drawn from the ·\ford of 

God." The confessions, as expositions, restatements, or summaries of 

Holy Scripture, have a normative f unction only because of this relation

ship. The confessions are not an independent norm; they rather share 

in the normative !unction of Scripture. The Formula explains: 

No one can blame us if we derive our expositions and decisions 
in -the controverted articles from these writings, for just as 
we base our position on the Word of God as the eternal truth, 
so we introduce and cite these writings as a witness to the 
truth (FC SD Rule and Norm, 13). 

The understanding of the confessions as biblical exposition is of 

great importance to a confessional and confessing church. Edmund 

Schlink has stated this very well: 

Confessions in their proper sense will never be taken seriously 
until they are taken seriously as exposition of the Scriptures, 
to be specific, as t he church's exposition of the Scriptures. 
Confessions are not free-lancing theological opinions; they are 
statements of doctrine that must be understood even to their last 
detail in terms of t hat exposition of Scripture which is the 
church's responsibility14entrusted to it and with the responsi
bility of proclamation. 

As Schlink points out, "Every structural analysis of the Confessions 

must start with their constantly emphasized expository dependence on 

Holy Writ. 1115 Thus a legitimate stand over against the Lutheran Con

fessions is possible only by retracing their exegesis of Scripture, 

not only of the passages of Scripture cited in the confessions but of 

all relevant statements of Holy Scripture. Only on the basis of such 

an exegetical investigation and the subsequent comparison of its results 

14Edmund Schlink, Theology of the Lutheran Confessions, translated 
by P. F. Koehneke and H.J. A. Bouman (Philadelphia: Muhlenberg Press, 
1961), p. xvi. 

15~., p. 12. 
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with the confessions can the confessions be honestly accepted ·or rejected, 

as Schlink states: "Since the Confessions insist on being recognized 

as exposition of Scripture, only that response ta~es them seriously 

which affirms or rejects them on the basis of Scripture. 1116 

The aforementioned exegetical-confessional investigation is not the 

purpose of this paper. Some preliminary studies of this kind are already 

in existence, although the need for a broad comprehensive study of this 

nature remains.17 Moreover, it is assumed tha t men who subscribe to the 

Lutheran Confessions at their ordination and installation have already 

made such an investigation and will continue to study t he biblical ade

quacy of the confessions throughout their ministry. 

Basic and preliminary to the above investigation, however, is an 

understanding of the principles of biblical interpreta tion employed in 

the Lutheran Con:essions. The setting forth of these principles and the 

presuppositions upon which they rest is the primary purpose of this 

paper. In our investigation we shall give primary attention to con-

fessional statements referring explicitly to biblical interpreta tion 

and to examples of biblical interpretation within the confessions that 

illustrate hermeneutical principles.18 

16Ibid., p. xix. 

17see •;/ilhelm C. Linss, "Biblical Interpreta tion in t he Formula of 
Concord," in The Symposium .2E. Seventeenth Century Lutheranism, I (St. 
Louis: The Symposium on Seventeenth Century Lutheranism, 1962), 118-135; 
Jilrgen Roloff, "The Interpretation of Scripture in Article IV of 
Melanchthon's Apology of the Augsburg Confession," Lutheran World, VIII 
(1961), 47-63; and Schlink, pp. 297-317. 

18schlink states: "Furthermore, in the actual use of Scripture by 
the Confessions there is imulicit not only a doctrine of Scripture, but 
also principles of interpreta tion, and even important hermeneutical rules 
for the exegesis of the Old Testament," p. 1, n. 1. 
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The principles for interpreting any piece of literature are to a 

large extent determined by the nature, content, and purpose of that 

literature. This maxim is especially true for the principles of bibli

cal interpretation employed in the Lutheran Confessions. Accordingly, 

in our first part we shall set forth the confessional view of the form, 

functions, fundamental clarity, and central content of Holy Scripture. 

In a sense, these topics indicate the presuppositions of biblical inter

pretation for the Lutheran Confessions. 

In our second part we shall set forth various principles of gram

matical-historical exegesis employed in the confessions, and investi

gate the role played by the Law-Gospel distinction, the doctrine of 

justification by grace, and ecclesiastical tradition in the confessional 

interpretation of Holy Scripture. Our conclusion will summarize the 

major results of our investigation and suggest implications for the 

task of biblical interpretation in the confessing church of today. 

Certain limitations on the scope of our research have been necessary. 

We are not -investigating in detail pre-Reformation hermeneutical prin

ciples, something that would be most helpful in understanding the con

tinuity or discontinuity of the methodology of ecclesiastical biblical 

interpretation in the Reformation era. Our investigation of the non

confessional writings of the authors of the Lutheran Confessions bas 

also been limited to a few representative books and statements. The 

author recognizes a need for a comprehensive investigation in this area, 

although caution must also be used in drawing conclusions from private 

writings with reference to confessional positions, "since authors of 

public documents of the church may have been restrained from expressing 

in such documents opinions which they felt at complete liberty to voice 

. I 
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in their p3tivate writings. 1119 

Our research in the confessions is based on the original languages 

of these documents. Our citations of the confessions in this paper are 

limited, however, to the official texts of each document. In the inter

est of greater readability, we are quoting the confessions from the 

English translations contained in The Book of Concord, unless otherwise 

20 noted. Key words and passages are given in the original official 

language as well, and appear either in brackets or footnotes. Because 

of their number, the references for the confessional citations in t his 

paper will normally be indicated in parentheses following the citation. 

These references employ the abbreviations identified on page iv of 

this paper. 

Finally, it should be noted tha t we have made little attempt to 

incorporate quotations from many secondary sources on the Lutheran Con

fessions. The secondary sources cited are quoted either because of 

their valuable insights or t heir current popularity. This restraint 

in the use of secondary sources stems from the author's conviction that 

the Lutheran Confessions speak more .eloquently and clearly when they 

speak for themselves. 

l9Arthur Carl Piepkorn, "Suggested Principles for a Hermeneutics 
of the Lutheran Symbols," Concordia Theological Monthly, XXIX (January 
1958), 6. 

20 Supra, n. 10. 



PART I 

THE CONFESSIONAL VIEW OF HOLY SCRIPTURE 



CHAPTER II 

TH~ FORM OF HOLY SCRIPTURE 

Preliminary Considerations 

The attitude of an in t.erpreter toward the nature of Holy Scripture 

will materially influence his principles of biblical interpretation • . If 

the Scriptures ar~ regarded as some sort of esoteric language, the in

terpreter is likely to follow some rather bizarre interpretive tech

niques. If he sees the Scriptures merely as the word of men written at 

different times and in different languages, he will adopt only such 

interpretive techniques as are common to the exposition of any piece of 

literature. If, on the other hand, he sees the Scriptures as God's own 

Word, his int.erpretive technique will reflect this unique factor. It 

is important, therefore, t hat we endeavor to understand the , confessional 

view of the form of Holy Scripture. 

A student of the confessions is struck by the absence of an article 

on this subject in the Book of Concord, particularly when he realizes 

that there were precedents for the inclusion of such an article. 'Der 

Ansbacher evangelische Ratschlag of September 30, 1524, not only con

tains statements about the proper interpretation of Holy Scripture, but 

begins with a short treatment of the divine authority of Holy Scripture. 

These Lutheran confessors state that they intend to base all articles 

in their confession 

uf das klar hell lauter wort gottes ••• und uns von demselbigen 
ewigen wort gottes, das allein selig macht, und wie Christus 
bezeugt, ewiglich pleibt und kain buchstab oder titel davon vergen 
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wurde, durch menschliche fatzung oder gutbedunken mit nichten 
suren oder weisen lassen. 

The basis of biblical authority is stated a few paragraphs later, 

namely, that "die apostel und euangelien nit von inen selbs, sender 

2 aus dem heiligen geist gered und geschrieben haben. 11 This statement 

is supported by the citation of Matthew 10:20, Mark 13:11, Acts 1:8, 

2:4, I Peter 1:12, and II Peter 1:20. The article continues: 

Dieweil nun alle heilige apostel allein aus dem heiligen gaist, 
wie gemeld, gered und geschriben haben und Christus zeugen bis 
an das ende der erden sind \·1orden, so konnen ir schriften nit 
menschen gedicht, verloren 3der verkert, sender von not wegen 
unzweifenlich bei uns sein. 

While the exact author or authors of this statement remain unknown, 

Schmidt makes the judgment tha t "Die Ansbacher Theologie ist also 

materiell ein Ausschnitt aus der Gedankenwelt Ltithers . 114 

Later in 1524, Der erste Nlirnberger evangelische Ratschlag included 

a lengthy article near the beginning which bore the title, "Was Gottes 

wort im rechten grund und ursprung sei. 115 In 1528, Die Nilrnberger 23 

Frageartikel, intended primarily for use in church visitations, had as 

their first article a treatment entitled 11Von der lere und heiliger 

schrift. 116 Likewise, the Co-penhagen Articles of 1530 begin with the 

statement that canonical Scripture is the sole rule and law according 

l..1ilhelm F. Schmidt and K. Schornbaum, Die Frankischen Bekenntnisse. 
Eine Vorstufe der Augsburgischen Konfession, herausgegeben vom Landes
kirchenrat der evang.-luth. Kirche in Bayern (Milnchen: Chr. Kaiser 
Verlag, 1930), p. 184. 

2~., p. 186 

3Ibid. 

4Ibid., p. 66. 

5Ibid., pp. 413-427. 

6Ibid., pp. 463-464. 
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to which all those who want to receive grace and salvation from God 

must live and be governed.7 

The absence of a special confessional article on Holy Scripture 

becomes still more striking when one recalls not only the many inter

pretations of Scripture prevalent in Luther's day and before, but also 

the importance which the article on Holy Scripture has for a l l other 

articles of the Christian faith. Some writers have attempted to ex

plain this absence. Schlink, for example, states: 

One might think that this silence of t he Confessions could be 
explained by the fact that the doctrine of inspiration was a t 
that time the common theological heritage of the Reformers and 
of Roman and other opponents, even of Sebastian Frank, for ex
ample. When one cons iders, however, what manifold possibilities 
in terms of doctrines of inspiration were already present at t he 
time of the Reformation, having been prepared by the Middle Ages, 
and what far-reaching consequences the decisions in the doctrine 
of inspiration have for othor articles of dogmatics, then this 
reticence cannot be accidental, but must be taken seriously as a 
theological decision. At any rate, the normative position of 
Scrinture is not deduced from doqtrinal statements about the 
divi~e inspiration of Scripture. 0 

What "theological decision" does Schlink have in mind? Earlier, he 

explains: 

The absence of such an article in the Augsburg Confession is not 
to be construed as an evasion of the controversial problem of the 
relationship between Scripture and tradition. Rather, it reflects 
the genuinely Lutheran urgency of coming to grips at once with the 
viva~ e~angelii, an a pproach that goes beyond the Ansbach 
biblicism. 

?warner ~lert, The Structure of Lutheranism, translated by Walter 
A.' Hansen (St. Louis: Concordia Publishing House, 1962), p. 183. 

8sdmund Schlink, Theology of the Lutheran Confessions, transl-.i .. ted 
by P. F. Koehneke and H.J. A. Bouman (Philadelphia: Muhlenberg Press, 
1961), pp. 5-6. 

9Ibid., p. 2. 
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Schlink concludes that for the confess ions 11the Gospel is the norm in 

Scripture and Scripture is the norr:i for t he sake of the GosJ>el.11lO 

For Schlink, the 11 theological deci sion11 of the confessions on this 

matter is tlu t t he authority of Scripture is grounded on the Gospel, 

not on a doctrine of inspiration; to have emphasized the latter may 

have obscured the former. 

Werner Elert's explana tion deserves careful consideration. After 

explaining how the doctrine of jus tification is the key to Luther's 

Scripture principle, Elert continues: 

This explains early Lutheranism's initial stand with regard to 
the Scriptural principle. The fact t hat t he Au~sburg Confession 
says nothing about t hi s r,rinciple sh0\·1s that it recognizes Luther's 
position with res:9ect to Scripture . Had it begun \·1iU; special 
statem~nts about Scripture--say, tha t Scripture is God I s :for d, 
tha t it is inspired, t ha t it is necessary for t he knowledge of God 
and salvation--this would have been wasted effort over against 
the Romo.n opposition. Rome did not que.,;;tion any of these statements. 
The declaration "Nothing but Christ should be pr eached11 (!-!ihil 
nisi Chris tus praedicandus ) was wha t gave t he Scriptural principle 
as defined by Lutheranism its truly r eformationa l character. On 
the other hand, it was 1:.ot possible to formulate this as if it 
were in opposition to t he concepti::-n of Scripture as t his con
ception, expressed in the aforementioned statements, was t~e common 
:9roperty of medieval t heology. Objectively speaking, it was not 
in opposition. rfor were the writers of the confessions convinced 
that it was. Consequently, it was necessary to presuppose t he 
traditional Scriptural principle as a s elf-evident, common basis 
and, by means of a Chris tological treatment in all details, to 
establish what was specifically reforma tion. This was don~ in 
the whole soteriological position of the Augsburg Confession, in 
the Apology, and, in addition, in Luther's Smalcald Articles.11 

In short, Elert, like Scblink, emphasizes the soteriological character 

of the confessional doctrine of Scripture. He emphasizes more clearly 

than Schlink, however, that belief in the divine authorship of 

lOibid., p. 6. 

pp. 190-191. 
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Scripture was common to Lutherans and Roman Catholics alike. 

F. E. l'4ayer enumerates three reasons for the absence of a specific 

article in t he Lutheran Conf essions dealing with Holy Scripture. First, 

he points out, 

The Medieval Western Church had never questioned t he divine in
spiration and authority of the canonical writings of t he Old and 
the New Testament. In their conflict with Rome the Lutherans 
could take for grant1~ that they and their opponents accepted the 
Bible as God's Word. 

Secondly, Mayer points to the fact that symbolics "deals with actual 

life situations and makes no attempt to present the Christian faith in 

every point nor in a s .1stematic and comprehensive ma.Y1ner. 1113 Third, 

Mayer contends, 

The Luther Confessions have no specific article on the divine 
character of Scripture, because t heir interest was centered so 
prominently on a Christocentric approach to Scripture. They have 
no interest in an atomistic, proof-text, concorda nce approach to 
Scripture •••• Without the knowledge of the Gospel the Bible 
remains a meaningless and useless book •••• The Lutheran Con
f essions ta.'l<e .. for granted that a Christian accepts the Scriptures 
as God I s ';lord, both as God s peaking in this Word here and no14and 
as God's Word spoken in times past through the holy writers. 

In other words, Mayer, l i ke Elert and Schlink, emphasizes the Christo

logical approach to Scriptures in the confessions, although he also 

maintains that the belief in the divine inspiration of Holy Scripture 

is a factor in the confessional doctrine of Scripture. 

That the confessions approach Scripture Christologically can hardly 

be denied, as we shall demonstrate in chapter five. But t hat this 

12F. E. Mayer,~ Religious Bodies of America, (Fourth edition, 
revised by Arthur Carl Piepkorn; St. Louis: Concordia Publishing House, 
1961), p. 144. 

13Ibid., p. 145. 
14

Ibid., pp. 145-146. 
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Christological emphasis explains the absence of a doctrinal article 

on Scripture may be questioned. There is simply no evidence in the con

fessions or elsewhere to support the idea that the omission of an arti

cle or articles on Holy Scripture in favor of a Christological approach 

to Scripture was a conscious "theological decision," as Schlink maintains, 

and Elert and Mayer imply. \'le do know, however, that belief in the di

vine inspiration, infallibility, and authority of Holy Scripture was 

common property of Roman Catholic, Lutheran, Reformed and other parties 

involved in the controversies dealt with in the Lutheran Confessions. 

Since church confessions normally deal primarily with controverted arti

cles, there was no pressing need for an article on Holy Scripture. Arthur 

Carl Piepkorn states simply: 

If there was one point of universal agreement a'!long all of these 
[Calvin, Tridentine decrees, pre-Reformation Scholasticism] aside 
from the nude assertions of the Ecumenical Creeds, it was the 
authority, the inspiration, and the inerrancy of the Sacred Scrip
tures. It is not surpris ing, therefore, that we do not have an 

15 explicit article on the Sacred Scriptures ·in the Lutheran Symbols. 

Similarly, Holsten Fagerberg states, "Als die BK [Bekenntnisschriften] 

verfasst wurden, war die Autoritat des Bibelwortes in keiner Weise ein 

Problem, sondern wurde auf beiden Seiten der konfessionellen Grenzlinie 

anerkannt. 1116 

That all parties to the sixteenth century controversies dealt with 

l5Arthur Carl Piepkorn, "The Position of the Church and Her Symbols," 
in "Essays on the Inspiration of Scripture," Concordia .Theological 
Monthly, XXV (October 1954), 740. 

16Holsten Fagerberg, Die Theologie der lutherischen Bekenntnis
schriften von 1529 bis 1537, translated by Gerhard Klose (Gottingen: 
Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht,~5), p. 14. 
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in the Lutheran Confessions acknowledged the divine authority of Holy 

Scripture rests upon another commonly held doctrinal position; that the 

primary author of Holy Scripture is God Himself. Divine authorship and 

divine authority were inseparable concepts for the Lutheran confessors. 

One who would understand their attitude on this point must be familiar 

enough with their non-confessional writings to realize t his basic posi

tion. While our investigation is confined primarily to the statements 

of the confessions themselves, studies by others have emphasized that 

the Lutheran confes3ors grounded the divine authority of Holy Scripture 

in its divine authorship. One respected investigation of Luther's atti

tude toward Scripture, for example, concludes with these words: 

And, indeed, as long as the divine authority of t he Bible is main
tained, and as long as it is conceded ~hat it is the product of a 
unique cooperation of t he Holy Spirit and t he human writers and, 
therefore, as a whole and in all its details the ·.ford of God without 
contradiction and error, so long the question after the mode of 
inspiration is of an entirely secondary nature, .and so long one is 
in ha rmony witf

7
the best Lutheran theologians fr~m Luther up to 

the year 1570. 

Before we analyze the confessional statements on the form of Holy 

Scripture, however, we should briefly examine another preliminary ques

tion: the extent of t he biblical canon for the Lutheran Confessions. 

One might expect to find a treatment of this question in the confessions 

l7M. Reu, Luther and the Scriptures (Columbus, Ohio: The '.,Jartburg 
Press, 1944), reprinted in The SnrinRfielder, XXIV (August 1960), 70. A 
similar position is set forth by 1:/ilhelm \'!alther, Das Erbe der Refor mation 
im Kampf der Gegenwart, Erstes Heft (Leipzig: A. Deichert'.sche Verlags:,. 
buchhandlung, 1903), 56-94. The accent on divine authorship is de
emphasized by Karl Holl, "Luthers Bedeutung flir den Fortschritt der 
Auslegungskunst," Gesammelte Aufsatze ~ Kirchenp;eschichte, I, Luther, 
(Sechste Auflage; Tubingen: J.C.B. Mohr, 1927), 544-582. For a recent 
survey of Luther research on this point, see John \farwick Montgomery, 
"Lutheran Hermeneutics and Hermeneutics Today," in Aspects of Biblical 
Hermeneutics·, Confessional Principles and Practical AJ?plica tions, Occa
sional Papers No. 1 of Concordia Theological Monthly (St. Louis: Concordia 
Publishing House, 1966), pp. 91-102. 



22 

for a number of reasons. For one thing,.it is well known tha t Luther 

had expressed doubts regarding the canonicity of several biblical books. 

In 1522, for example, he did not regard the books of Hebrews, James, Jude, 

and Revelation as canonical. Earlier he had regarded the Old Testament 

apocryphal writings as canonica1.18 One might well have expected con

fessional clarification on the canonical status of these books. Mo:=--e-

over, other denominational confessions of the sixteenth century, like 

the Canons and Decrees of t he Council of Trent and some Reformed con

fessions, expressed themselves on this question.19 Contrary to such 

expectations, however, one does not find an answer to this question in 

the Lutheran Confessions. 

The confessions do not work with the concept of canonicity, nor do 

they describe the Scriptures as "canonical." Instead, designations such 

as "the prophetic and apostolic writings of the Old and New Testaments" 

(FC Ep Rule and Norm, 1) or the "Holy Scriptures of God" (FC SD V, 3) 

are employed. As Schlink correctly states, "A criticism of the canon of 

Scripture or even an intracanonical criticism in the light of the Gospel, 

though not expressly excluded, is nowhere undertaken. 1120 

An attempt to determine which books are canonical by an examination 

18Ibid., p. 11. 

l9See Canons and Decrees of the Council of Trent, translated by 
H.J. Schroeder (S~Louis: B.~erder Book co:-; 1950), pp. 17-18,for the 
Roman Catholic list of canonical books. Among the many Reformed con
fessions, the following contain a list of canonical Scriptures: Zilricher 
Bekenntnis (1545), Confessio gallicana (1559), Confessio belgica (1561), 
the Thirty-nine Articles (1562), and the \·Iestminster Confession (1647). 
See Die Bekenntnisschriften der reformierten Kirche, herausgegeben von 
E. F:-i<'arl Muller (Leipzig: A.Deichert'sche Verlagsbuchhandlung, 1903), 
pp. 155, 222, 233, 507, and 543 respectively. 

20schlink, p. 9. 
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of their use in the confessions is likewise inconclusive. on· the one 

hand, one notes that the confessions do not quote or cite Joshua, Judges, 

Ruth, II Kings, Ezra, Nehemiah, Esther, Song of Solomon, Lamentations, 

. 21 
Joel, Amos, Obadiah, Micah, Nahum, Zephaniah, Haggai, III John, or Jude. 

But they do cite or allude to passages from books about which Luther had 

expressed some misgivings: James is employed fifteen times, Hebrews 

thirty-seven times, and Revelation eight times.22 Most strikingly, the 

confessions· refer to two of the Old Testament apocryphal writings without 

questioning their canonicity. These references occur in Melanchthon's 

Apology. His references to Tobit 4:5, 11, and 19 are in answer to an 

interpreta tion given these passages by the Roman Catholic Confutation 

(Ap IV, 277-279). That he does not discuss t he canonicity of Tobit is 

no doubt caused by his desire to remain with the main issue he is trea

ting: the doctrine of ju~tification by grace. Melanchthon's reference 

to II Maccabees 15:14 is casual: 11Nevertheless, there is no passage in 

Scripture about the dead praying, excapt for the dream recorded in the 

Second Book of the Maccabees11 (Ap XXI, 9). Ae;ain, Melanchthon does not 

include the question of canonicity in his argumentation. 

One cannot argue for the definitive extent of the canon on the basis 

of the Lutheran Confessions, therefore. The chief reason for the absence 

of statementson this issue lies in the nature of the documents in the 

21cf. "Verzeichnis der zitierten Schrifstellen" in Die Bekenntnis
schriften der evangelisch-lutherischen Kirche (5. durchgesehene Auflage; 
Gottingen: Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht, 1963), pp. 1137-1144. 

22According to the table of biblical references in The Book of 
Concord, edited by T. G. Tappert (Philadelphia: Fortress Press, 1959), 
pp. 639-648. 
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Book of Concord and in their intended purposes. The earlier Lutheran 

Confessions were pr imarily intended to clarify the Lutheran doctrine 

of justification on the basis of Scripture, or in the case of the 

catechism9 , to discuss briefly the chief points of Christian doctrine. 

That the Formula of Concord, written after the Council of Trent, does 

not contain a list of canonical books is not surprising when one remembers 

its primary concern to settle intra-Lutheran difficulties, of which the 

extent of the biblical canon was not one. The absence of a canonical 

list does indicate, however, tha t for the Luth,::ran Conf essions this was 

not held to be a theological problem of the first magnitude, there being 

general consensus as to which books should be included among t he pro

phetic and apostolic Script ures of the Old and New Testaments. 

Holy Scripture as the Written Word of God 

Although there is no specific article on the nature of Holy Scripture 

in the Lutheran Confessions, there are numerous st~tements and concapts 

which indicate clearly tha t t he confessors regard the Scriptures as the 

inspired Word of God. We shall first analyze various statements of the 

confessions, then the concepts "Word of God; '.' "mandatum Dei , 11 and· "ius 

divinum. 11 Finally, we shall comment on the "humanity" of Holy Scripture 

as evidenced in t he Lutheran Confessions. 

Of primary importance for the confessional, yes, catholic, view of 

Holy Scripture is the statement of the Nicene Creed: "And in the Holy 

Spirit ••• who spoke by the prophets.1123 Remembering that the 

Lutheran Confessions accept the three ecumenical creeds as possessing 

23Ibid., p. 19. The Latin text reads: "Et in spiritum sanctum ••• 
qui locutus est per prophetas," Bekenntnisschriften, p. 27. 
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the "highest authority, 1124 this statement. is especially significant. 

The phrase, which is a part of the third articl e associated with the 

Nicene Creed from the time of the Council of Constantinople in 381 A.D., 

is found in other early literature and creeds, for example, the ancient 

creed of Jerusalem.
2
5 Kelly remarks that these words "had a long his

tory in creeds and went back to the primitive kerygma of Christendom.1126 

The phrase expresses in language similar to II Peter 1:21 the Scriptural 

teaching on t "r1e inspiration of 11holy men of God. 11 It expresses both the 

divine a nd the human authorship of the Scriptures. Thus the Lutheran 

Confessions take their stand with the ancient and modern church which 

confesses this catholic understanding of biblical authorship. 

The divine nature of Holy Scripture is evident in a number of places 

in the Book of Concord, as well. ~ve note, first of all, hO\·l this is ex

pressed by the frequent us e of adjectives or phrases modifying 11Scrip

tures.11 The Preface of the Augsburg Confession states that the Augustana 

sets forth what the Lutherans were preaching and teaching "aus Grund 

gottlicher heiligen Schrift11
;
27 the Conclusion ends with the offer to 

provide further information "on the basis of the divine Holy Scripture." 

A reader of the Preface to the Book of Concord is struck by the frequency · 

with which the word 11divine11 is used to modify either "Scriptures11 or 

2411Amplectimur etiam tria illa catholica et generalia summae 
auctoritatis symbola •••• " (FC SD Rule and Norm, 4) 

25J. N·. D. Kelly, Early Christian Creeds (Second edition; London: 
Longmans, Green, and Co~d., 1960), pp. 183-184. 

26Ibid., p. 341. 
27The translation in~ Book of Concord omits the word 11gottlicher11

• 

Cf. AC Preface, 8, p. 25. 
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"Word," and how often the contents of the confessions drawn from Scrip-

ture are characterized as "divine truth. 1129 The Bible is called 11 the 

Holy Scripture of God [in heiliger F;ottlicher Schrift]" (FC SD V,3). 

Melanchthon's descriptive reference to the Scriptures in the Preface 

of the Apology is still more precise in referring biblical authorship 

to the Holy Spirit. He there maintains that his Roman Catholic oppon

ents have "condemned several articles in opposition to the clear Scrip

ture of the Holy Spirit [contra manifestam scripturam s ~iritus sancti 

damnaverint] 11 (Ap Preface, 9). 

Granted that references to the Scriptures as "divine11 or "of the 

Holy Spirit11 may not be explicitly· stating divine authorshin, there are 

confessional statements that do. In the Apology, amazed that his op

ponents 11are unmoved by the many passages in the Scriptures that clearly 

attribute justification to faith and specifically deny it to works," 

Melanchthon asks rhetorically: "Do they suppose tha t this is repeated 

so often for no reason? Do they suppose that these words fell from the 

Holy Spirit unawares? [Num arbitrantur excidisse spiritui sancto ~ 

animadvertenti has ~] 11 (Ap IV, 107). These words clearly state the 

following with regard to the nature of Scripture: God the Holy Spirit 

is their author, He spoke words, and He spoke them willfully and con

sciously. 

A similar expression confronts us in the last article of the Augsburg 

28cf. e·.g. The ~ of Concord p. 3, 11. 13 and 25; p. 5, 11. 6 and 
19; p. 11, 1. 19; and p. 12, 11. 5, 24, and 42. 

29cf. ibid. p. 4, 1. 27; p. 6, 11. 26 and 35; and p. 13, l. 23. 
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Confession. Melanchthon writes: 

If, then, bishops have t he power to bur den the churches with 
countless requirements and thus ensnare consciences, why docs 
the divine Scripture [die gottlich Schrift] so frequently for
bid the making and keeping of hui:1an regulations? Why does it 
call them doctrines of the devil? Is it possible that the Holy 
Spirit warned against them for nothing? [Sollt dann der .heilig 
Geist solchs alles vergeblich verwarnet ~?] ~ XXVIII,49). 

The parallelism between the first and t hird questions in this citation 

is unmistakable. To say t hat the Holy Scripture forbids something is 

to say that God the Holy Spirit has spoken. Here again, the authorship 

of Biblical statements is attributed to tae Holy Spirit. It is this 

factor which gives them their authority in the church. 

Another explicit reference to the divine authorship of Scripture 

is found in the Formula of Concord. After setting forth the need for 

an unambiguous Christian witness in the world on the basis of passages 

from Acts, Galatians, Romans, and Colossians, the Formula continues: 

At the same time this concerns the article of Christian liberty 
as well, an article which the Holy Spirit through the mouth of 
the holy apostle so seriously commanded the church to preserve 
[welchen ~ erhalten der Heilige Geist durch den Hund des heili~en 
Apostels seiner Kirchen, wie jtzt gehort, so ernstlich befohlen 
hat] as we have just heard (FC SD X, 15). 

Here again, the confession i :s quite explicit in naming the Holy Spirit 

as the biblical author, in ascribing intentionality to the Spirit, and 

in naming the apostle as the human instrument or "mouth" for the Holy 

Spirit. Again it is the divine authorship of the article on Christian 

liberty that underlies its authority. 30 

'1 
! 

30The language of this citation is strikingly similar to a formula 
employed in the New Testament to introduce quotations from the Old Testa
ment. For example, see Acts 3:18, "which God before had showed by the 
mouth of all his prophets"; ·Acts 3:21, "which God hath spoken by the mouth 
of all his holy prophets since the world began"; Acts 4:24,25, "God ••• 
who by the mouth of thy ·servant David hast said"; and Luke 1:70, "as he 
spake by the mouth of his holy prophets which have been since the world 
began." 
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An important statement in the Formula's treatment of the. Lord's 

Supper points to Jesus Christ as the divine author of Holy '.'Jrit. We 

read: 

There is, of course, no more faithful or trush10rthy interpreter 
of the words of Jesus Christ than the Lord Christ himself, who 
best understands his words and heart and intention and is best 
qualified from the standpoint of wisdom a.~d intelligence to ex
plain t hem. In the ins titution of his last will and t esta:;1ent 
and of his abiding covenant and union, he uses no flowery l ang
uage but the most appropriate, simple, indubitable, and clear 
words, just as he does in all the articles of faith and in the 
institution of other covenant-signs and signs of grace or sacra
ments, such as circumcision , the many kinds of sacrifice in the 
Old Testament , and holy Baptism (FC SD VII, 50). 

Remembering the close connection established between Jesus Christ and 

t he Holy Spirit in article three of the Augsburg Confession, we should 

not be surprised to find Christ named as the author of sections of Holy 

Scripture; for the Holy Spirit s peaks from the Father a.~d the Son. Of 

interest in the above reference is that our Lord's speaking of clear 

words in Scripture explicitly includes all articles of faith as well as 

many Old Testament institutions. 

In seeking to understand the confessional understanding of the 

nature of Holy Scripture, attention must also be given to the concept 

"Word of God" in the Lutheran Confessions. "~ford of God11 has various 

emphases in the Lutheran Confessions. At times the "Word" has reference 

to Jesus Christ (AC III; FC SD VII, 39; FC SD VIII, 15-16). Often the 

11Word"is emphasized as the instrument of the Holy Spirit (for example, 

Ap XII, 40; Ap XXIV, 70; Ap XXVIII, 10; SA III, viii, 3; FC Ep II,4) 

and in some of these references it appears that the word of preaching 

is meant. On other occasio~s "Word of God" appears to have primary 

reference to the Gospel (for example, AC V, 4; AC XXVIII, 9; Ap IV, 68, 

74; Ap VII, 3; Ap IX, 2; Ap XXIV, 69; FC SD II, 2). 
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But most fre quently the t e rm 11God ' s tfo r d11 ident i fie s " Holy Scripture." 

1:/e sha ll cite only a few repres ~ntative exa 1pl e s of this usage. In t he 

Preface to t !1e Book of Concord, " ':lord of God11 a 1;pears no less tha n eigh

teen times a s a designation f or Holy Scripture. The "divine ':lord11 a nd 

11Holy Script ure" are used as parallel expressions i n tile Conclusion to 

part one of t he Augsburg Confession. Comparison of the Latin and Germa n 

t exts of the Apology also furnishes a mpl e evide:::i.ce of the parallelisr.i 

of t he t\·10 concepts ( for example, Ap II, 4; Ap XII, 16, 131; Ap XIII, . 2; 

Ap XXI, 10; Ap XXIII, 4). "God's Word" can be r ead (FC SD II, 57); every

thing in "God 's Word" is v1ritten for us (FC SD XI, 12); Luth<:r's doctrine 

is 11drawn from and conf ormed to the \ford of God11 (FC SD Rule and Norm, 

5). The Law-Gospel dis tinction s e rves to :properly divide the 11·./ord of 

God" ( FC SD V, 1). 

True, for some people the t erm 11':Jord of God" as a designation for 

Holy Scriptures does not ne cessarily mea n t h a t God is the author of the 

Scri ptures. For the Luthe ran Confessions, however , such is not t~e case . 

A study of Confes siona l contexts in \'lhich 111.ford of God11 designates Holy 

Scripture suggests v~ry strongly t hat the term denotes both divine author

ship a..Yld authority. Reference is made to 11God Is ':lord" to establish a 

doctrine, condemn a fals e practice, give God's prescriptions for man's 

life, in short, to speak authoritatively. \•/hether reference is made to 

all Scripture, a particula r statem~nt of Scri~ture, or a message grounded 

upon Scripture, the concept 11\ford of God" has reference to 11ein bestimmtes 

~1 
ifort aus Gottes Mund, das in der Bibel enthal te:::i. und bewahrt is t. 11

-' 

3~agerberg, p. 16. 
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If one wants to know what God has spoken or \·1ha t He wills, t hen he must 

go to the Scriptures, for "we can affirm nothing about the will of God 

without the \ford of God" (Ap XV, 17). Fagerberg's conclusion is com

pletely in accord with the . evidence: 

Wo immer Gottes Wort angefUhrt wird, steht es in der einen oder 
andern Heise mit der Bibel in Verbindung. Ohne diese Eezogenheit 
wUrde es zu willklirlichen Entscheidungen Uber das kommen, was 
auf Gott selbst zuru.ckgeht und was aus Menschenmund stammt •••• 
Die BK [Bekenntnisschriften] betrachten Gottes ifort als eine in 
der Bibel geoffenbarte \·/ahrheit. Da nur sie eine sichere Kenntnis 
von Gottes Willen vermitteln kann, wird die Schrift, ein ei32elnes 
Bibelwort oder andere bibelnahen i,forte Gottes Hort genannt. 

Another confessional concept that clearly indicates the divine 

character of Holy Scripture is 11 command of God" (mandatum Dei). In the 

confessions this term stands in close connection with the Scriptures. 

The first place we encounter this concept in the confessions is in the 

Augsburg Confession where it is stated that 11we must do all such good 

works as God has commanded" (AC VI, 1). The second part of the Augsburg 

Confession frequently uses the concept mandatum Dei, and it is always 

directly or indirectly associated with a concrete biblical statement. 

Holy Communion is to be distributed under both forms, the bread and 

wine, and the confessions r efer to Matt. 26:27 as a 11mandatum Domini" 

for support (AC XXII, 1). Clerical celibacy is rejected on the basis 

of specific Bible passages (I Car. 7:2,9; Matt. 19:11; and Gen. 1:27). 

Then follow these ~,ords, "no law of man and no vow can nullify a com

mandment of God and an institution of God [mandatum Dei et ordinationem 

Dei]" (AC XXIII, 8). The proofs against binding monastic vows are taken 

from specific Bible passages (I Cor. 7:2 and Gen. 2:18) with the statement 

32!_bi"d., 18 19 pp. - • 
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that "vows cannot nullify the command and institution of God [ordinationem 

~ manda tum Dei]" (AC XXVII, 18) • Such exa:-:1ples could be multi plied. 

The point is that the confessional a ppeal to God's command is an a,peal 

to Holy Scripture; the concept mandatum Dei "knupft immer in irgendeiner 

Weise, direkt oder indirekt, an eine bestimmte Schriftaussage an. 1133 

Again this concept indicates that for the Luth0ran Confessions, Holy 

Scripture is God s peak ing. 

Similarly, the expression ius divinum is closely associated in the 

Lutheran Confessions with the Holy Scriptures. For s cmet:1ing to have 

1'divine right11 it must be commanded or inst~tuted by God; in other words, 

it must be based on what God says in Holy Scripture. lioly absolution, 

for example is "by divine right" [iuris divini], but the enumeration of 

all sins is not for it does not rest upon a divine command ["als sei 

solch Zahlen de iure divine, das ist von Gott geboten"] (Ap XII, 11; 

see also 104 and 116). Earlier, in the development of this argument, 

the German text of the Apology clarifies what it means to say that some

thing is not commanded by God, when it asserts that the opponents should 

have proved "aus der heiligen Schrift, aus Gottes Wort ••• das solch 

Erzahlen der Sunde von Gott geboten ware" (Ap XI,7). Holy absolution, 

which is not~ing else than "the promise of the forgiveness of sins" 

(Ap XII, 61), is found throughout the Scriptures and therefore exists 

iure divino. 

Likewise, marriage exists iure divino (Ap XXIII, 3, 6) and the law 

of celibacy clashes with divine and natural law. Why? Because of the 

33Ibid., p. 21. 
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clear words of Scripture which establish the divine institution of mar

riage , as d·emonstrated in the remainder of the article. Again, the 

distinction of hierarchical ranks in the ministry is not to be found in 

the Holy Scriptures, and therefore does not exist iure divino (Tr, 10) . 

Luther maintains that ''The pope is not the head of all Christendom by 

divine right or according to the 't/ord of God [,iure divino oder aus ----
Gottes \for t] II (SA II, iv, 1). 34 When the Treatise offers to "show from 

t he Gospel t hat t be Roman bishop is not by divine right above all other 

bishops and pastors" (Tr, 7), it is clear from the context t hat the word 

"Gospel" has reference to Luke 22:24-27 and perhaps to other New Testa

ment citations t hat follow. In short, by its grounding of the ius divinum 

in t he words of Holy Scripture, the confeosions again give evidence of 

their profound conviction tha t the words of Holy Scripture are the words 

of God Himself . 

The accent on the divine authorship of Holy Scripture which char-

acterizes the Lutheran Conf essions in no way minimizes the fact that the 

Bible was written by men living at different times and employing dif

ferent languages . The confessions frequently cite the Scriptures by re

f e~: ing to the human author of a passage or book. The consistent use 

of the principles of liter ary exegesis, as we shall demonstrate in chap

ters six and seven, indicates how obvious it \·ras for the confessors that 

they were dealing with flesh and blood documents in their biblical inter

pretation. In fact, it is the historical human form of the Scriptures 

that necessitates the use of such principl es. But it is important t o 

34Luther equated Script ure and ius divinum: "Sacra scriptura, 
quae est proprie jus divinum." Cited in Die Bekenntnisschriften der 
evangelisch-lutherischen Kirche, P• 427, n. 3. 
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remember that for the confessions, the huma.'1 author s of Holy 1.fri t 

functioned instrumentally f or t he primary author of Scr i pture, God 

Hims0lf. They are t he 11 mouth" of the Holy Spirit. 35 

The conf essi ons, to be sure, do not deal v1ith t he divine inspi-

rat ion of Holy Scriptur e reflectivel y, abstractly, or philosophical ly, 

but reflect their implicit doctrine of inspiration "in an existential 

and functiona l way, wit hout the use of philosophical ly refined t echni

cal terms. 11 36 But the Scriptures are divine revel ation ("aus der Schrift 

Offenbarung , 11 SA III, i, 3). 11Thus f ar God has r evealed the mystery of 

f oreknowledr;e to us in his Word:1 (FC SD XI, 43), even as He has revealed 

throughout the Scriptures what is necessary for us to knO\·I and believe. 

For t he Lutheran Symbols, t he form of Holy Scripture is simply that it 

is t he iford of God s poken through Hi s holy penmen. 

35Cf. FC SD X, 15: 11welchen zu erhalten der Heilige Geist durch 
den Mund des heiligen Apostels s einer Kirche, wie jtzt gehort, so 
ernstlich befohlen hat. 11 

3GPiepkorn, "Position, 11 Concordia Theolo;;ical ~:onthly, pp . 740-741. 



CHAPTER III 

TIE FUNCTIONS OF HOLY SCRIPTURE 

For the Luther an Confessions, the Holy Scriptures are never merely 

documents of the past, but belong also to the present and the future. 

They a re not only documents in which God spoke to His peopl e thousands 

of years ago, but books in \·1hich God a ddresses men today; they are 

Deus loquens as well as Deus locutus . In Holy Scripture God speaks 

directly to the reader. One is struck by the frequency with which the 

confessions a pply passages directly to. contemporaneous situa tions often 

wi thout a discussion of the original purpose or context of the passage. 

Emperor Charles Vis implored not to "agree to the violent counsels 

of our opponents but to find other ways of establishing harmony11 because 

God 11honors kings with his own name and calls them gods (Ps. 82:6), 'I 

say, You are gods' 11 (Ap XXI, 44). "The Pharisees sit on Moses' see.t 11 

(Matt. 23:2), is used in support of the doctrine that 11 the sacraments 

are efficacious even if the priests who administer them are wicked men" 

(AC VIII). John the Baptist's preaching is applied directly (SA III, 

iii, 30-32). Both Acts 5:29 and Gal. 1:8 are applied to the pontiffs 

11who defend godless forms of worship, idolatry, and doctrines which con

flict with the Gospel (Tr, 38). "Beware of false prophets11 (?·'Iatt. 7:15) 

and "Do not be mismated with unbelieyers11 (II Cor. 6:14) are used in sup

port of the statement thc:,t all Christians ought to "abandon and execrate 

the pope and his adherents as the kingdom of the Antichrist" (Tr, 41). 

The words "for you" in the words of institution of the Lord's Su:9per "are 

not preached to wood or stone but to you and me" (LC V, 65). Christ's 
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words of sorrow over Jerusalem (Matt. 23:37) show that no injustice is 

done when the Holy Spirit does not illumin~te a man who despises His 

instruments (FC SD II, 58). In short, the confessions approach the 

Scriptures under the conviction t hat 11 everything in Scripture, as St. 

Paul testifias, was written for~ instruction that by steadfastness 

and by the encouragement of the Scriptures we might have hope11 (FC Ep 

XI, 16, italics added; see SD XI, 12).1 

This \ford of God which speaks directly to the reader continues to 

perform indispensable functions for the church. It serves authoritatively 

as the only source and norm for doctrine and life; it is a unique instru

ment for the work of the Holy Spirit in bringing man to a knowledge of 

his salvation in Jesus Christ. 

Source and Norm for Doctrine and Life 

The classic statements in the confessions for the authoritative role 

of Holy Scripture in the faith and life of the church occur in the For

mula of Concord. The Epitome states: 

We believe, teach, and conf ess tha t t he prophetic and apostolic 
writings of the Old and New Testaments are the only rule a.YJ.d norm 
according to which all doctrines and teachers alike must be · 
appraised and judged, [die einige Regel und Richtschnur, nach 
welcher zuglei_ch alle Lehren und Lehrer µ;erichtet und p;eurteilet 
werden sollen], as it is written in Ps. 119:105, "Thy Word is a 
lamp to my feet and light to my path." And St. Paul says -in 
Gal. 1:8, "Even if an angel from heaven should preach to you a 
gospel contrary to that which we preached to you, let him be 
accursed" (FC Ep Rule and Norm, . l). 

The corresponding paragraph in the Solid Declaration reads: 

We pledge ourselves to the prophetic and apostolic writings of the 
Old and New Testaments as the pure and clear fountain of Israel 

1This reference to Romans 15:4 includes the New Testament within 
the scope of "Scripture, 11 as the confessional context makes clear. 



[als ~ dem reinen, lautern Brun:ien Israels], which is the only 
true norm according to which all teachcr-s and teachings a:::-e to 
be judged and evaluated [welche alleine die eini/lie wahrhaftige 
Hichtschnur i s t, nach der alle Lehrer und Lehre zu richten und 
~ urteln sei] (FC SD Rule and Norm, 3-r:- ---

The contexts of both statements reinforce the sole authority of Holy 

Scripture . Other writings "should not be put on a par with Holy Scrip

ture" but "subordinated to the Scriptures" (Ep, 2). The distinction 

between Holy Scripture and other writings must be maintained so that 

"Holy Scripture remains the only judge, rule a.>1d norm according to which 

as the only touchstone all doctrines should and must be understood and 

judged as good or evil, right or wrong'(Ep, 7).2 The Solid Declaration 

accepts Luther's judgment that the "Word of God is and should remain 

the sole rule and norm of all doctrine, ~d that no human being 's \·rr-itings 

dare be put on a par with it , but that everything must be subjected to 

it" (SD, 9). 

Taken together, these statements emphasize that Scripture is both 

source and norm. That Scripture is the source of doctrine is most 

clearly seen in the description of Holy Writ as the "fountain of Israel 

[Brunnen Israels ; fontes Israelis]. " This expression must be understood 

in t he light of the meaning of "fountain" in literary contexts. Peter 

Fraenkel explains , "The sixteenth ce~tury, like its ancient models and 

ourselves , used fons as a technical term for literary origins or 

2The original Ger11an reads: "und bleibt allein die Heilige Schrift 
der einig Richter , Regel und Richtschnur, nach welcher als dem einigen 
Probierstein sollen und milssen alle Lehren erkannt und geurteilt werden, 
ob sie gut oder bas, recht oder unrecht sein." In Die Bekenntnisschriften 
der even~elisch-lutherischen Ki~che (5. durchgesehene Auflage; Gottingen: 
Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht, 1963), p. 769. 
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intellectual and s piri tual presuppositions. 113 In t he Formula," " f ountain" 

r e f ers to the former, t ha t is , to the l i t er ar y ori3in of eva~gelical 

doctrine, Holy Scripture , which is ther eby described as t he only valid 

source or basis for doctrines in t he true Israel, the church of Jesus 

Chris t. 

Holy Scripture as a "norm" i s still more expl i cit in t hes e state

ments of the Formula. Substantively, t he Scriptures a r e described as 

"rule [Regel ] ," "norm [Ri chtschnur] , 11 "judge [Richt er ] ," and "touchstone 

[Probierstein]. 11 Verbally, the normat ive function of Scri pture is ex

pr essed as "judging [richten]" and "evaluating [urteilen]" doctrines and 

t eachers. In short, the Formula's view of .Scr ipture is tha t this divine 

Book has a unique positi on in t he chur ch. Not only is it t he origin of 

church fait h and lif e, but t he final court of appeal for deter mining 

whether doctri nes are "good or evil, right or wrong!' (Ep Rul e and Norm, 

7). 

Nor should the word 11only11 be overlooked in these statements. It 

occurs no less t han four times in the descriptions of t he normative 

function of Scripture. Not only is Scripture~ source and norm for the 

church's doctrine, but it is the only one. The authority of Scripture 

is not only historically superior, not only of primary significance, but 

sole and absolute. The "only" is particularly striking in view of the 

fact tha t not many years prior, the Council of Trent had explicitly 

3Peter Fraenkel, Testimonia Patrum: The Function of t he Pat ristic 
Ar~ument in t he Theolop;y of Philip Melanchthon (Geneva: Libraire E. Droz, 
19 1), p. 190, n. 83. Fraenkel supports thi s statement with references 
to Melanchthon's "Preface to the Greek Bible," Cranmer's dedicatory 
epistle to Flacius' De~ et Re Fidei, dedication varses in a German 
Bible for Martin Luther, jr., and two statem:mts from Luther's writings. 



declared tha t Scripture shared the normative f unction in t he Roman Church 

with tradition. Fagerberg comments: 

Die Evangelischen prazisiaren in dieser La5e ihre von den Refor
matoren ubernommene Auffassung von der Schrift als hochster 
Autoritat, wobei moglicherweise auch die Absicht mitbestimmend 
war, allzu weitgehende traditiijnalistische Tendenzen in den 
eigenen Reihen zurlickzuweisen. 

While the Roman tradition principle and similar thinking among some 

Lutherans may have furnished the historical occasion for the 11only, 11 it 

also remains true that the 11only11 really expresses nothing new for 

Lutheran doctrine. In view of the nature of Holy Scripture as the unique 

\ford of God, it follows theologically tha t 11only11 Scripture can have 

divine authority in the church for doctrine. 

Fagerberg is quite correct in maint::i.ining that the Formula's 11von 

den Ref orma toren ubernommene Auffassung von der Schrift" says 11sachlich 

nichts Neues. 115 In our previous chapters, we have called attention to 

the self-understanding of the confessions as expositions of Scriptures. 

~le have noted many of their appeals to Scripture as the Word of God, 

command of God, and basis of divine right. But perhaps nothing speaks 

more eloquently for the confessional understanding of Scripture as the 

source and norm of doctrine than the continued appeal to Scripture 

throughout the Book of Concord. Of t he more than seventeen hundred 

biblical citations and allusions in the confessions, 6 the great majority 

4Holsten Fagerberg, Die Theologie der lutherischen Bekenntnis
schriften von 1529 bis 1537, translated by Gerhard Klose (Gottingen: 
Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht, J3b5), p. 15·. 

5Ibid. 

6According to the table of biblical references in The Book of Con
cord, edited by T. G. Tappert (Ph:i..ladelphia: Fortress Press , 1959), pp. 
639-648. 
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are presented without argumentation for the authority of the passage. 
I 

This was understood! Far;erberg comments, 

\-/a.re die Bibel nicht der s elbstverstandliche Ausgangspunkt gewesen, 
dann hatten sich die ~eformatoren nicht so zu bemuhen brauchen, 
ihren Standpunkt von der Schrift her, von der a~s sie alle bedeut
sameren Artikel zu stiltzen suchten, zu belegen. 

That the Holy Scriptures alone are authoritative in doctrine is 

the basis of appeal in all Lutheran Confessions. The Augsburg Confes

sion (Preface, 8; Epilog to XXI, 2; XXI, 4, German ) and the Apology (I, 

2; II, 32 and 42; IV, 166; XII, 16) appeal to the Sacred Scriptures as 

a whole as well as to individual passages as the final authority. Luther's 

well-known dictum, "This means th;.:i.t the ;ford of God shall establish 

articles of faith and no one else, not even an angel" (SA II, ii, 15), 

is t he point of view expressed in the whole Book of Concord. It is 

understandable then "that one should not obey even regularly elected 

bishops if they err or if t hey teach or command something contrary to 

t he divine Holy Scriptures" (AC XXVIII, 28). For the most serious thing 

that could be said agains t any doctrinal point of view was that it had 

been set forth without the authority of the Scripture (see Ap XII, 119). 

Accordingly, practices or teachings not based on Holy Scripture 

are to be rejected, or at best, have no certainty; in no case can they 

alter or set aside God's \ford. "Since God's Word and command cannot be 

altered by any human vows or laws, our priests and clergy have ta.1.cen 

wives to themselves" (AC XXIII, 8); the condemnation of such clerical 

marriage is deplorable since 11in the Holy Scriptures God commanded that 

7Fagerberg, p. 15. 
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marria~e be held in honor11 (AC XXIII, 19). now v1ill one knm-, if any 

human traditions "please God since they do not have support in God's 

Word" (Ap XV, 14)? Similarly, 

Neither a command nor a :promise nor an exa:::ple can be shown from 
Scripture for the invocation of saints; from this it follows that 
consciences cannot be sure about such invocation. Since prayer 
ought to come from faith, how do we know that God a:pproves such 
invocation? How do we knov,, without proof from Scripture, that 
the saints hear t he individual's prayers . (Ap XXI, 10)? 

Again, Nelanchthon affirms th;:: t t he Roman Catholics "have no scriptural 

proof or command" for applying the mass to the souls of the dead. To 

do such things "without the command of God and the example of Scripture" 

is 11an abuse of the name of God in violation of the Second Commandment11 

(Ap XXIV, 89). 

Teachings and practices without the authority of Scripture are at 

best uncertain. But that which God sats forth in Scripture is sure 

and certain. The Fourth Commandment serves as an example of this point. 

What God commands must be nobler tha-ri anything we ourselves 
may devise. And because t here is no greater or better teacher 
to be found than God, there can also be no better teaching than 
his. Now, he amply teaches what we should do 1.I we wish to per
form truly good works, and by commanding them he shows that he 
is well pleased with them (LC I, 113). 

Luther continues that performance of the duties of the Fourth Command

ment is precious and pleasing to God, 11not on account of your worthi

ness but because it has its place within that jewel and holy treasure, 

the Word and commandment of God11 (LC I, 117). Important to remember is 

that this "Word and commandment of God" is to be found in the Scripture. 

"Hence you have a sure text and a divine testimony that God has commanded 

this; concerning the other things he has commanded not a word" (LC I, 

120). 

Thus the statements of the Formula of Concord that the Holy 
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Scriptures are the only rule and nor~ in the church is not a mere prin-

ciple. It is practiced t hroughout the confessions both in th~~es and 

antith,:.rnes, and with reference to both doctrine and life. ':/hat gi ves 

the Scriptures this authority? The confess ions would answer by affirming 

that Holy Scripture is God's own \ford. i3ut in this connection t hey vrould 

also call attention to t he attributes which Scripture possesses as God's 

',ford: it is }iure, truthful, and reliable. The Formula describes the 

Scriptures as the "pure and clear fountain of Israel [reincn, lautern 

Brunnen Israels]" (FC SD Rule and Norm, 3). Luther urges th~ reader to 

cling to the Fourth Commandment "so that \·le may not again be led astray 

from the pure \ford of God to the lying vanities of the devil" (LC I, 121). 

The Preface of the Book of Concord speaks of ' ' t he pure doctrine of God's 

·.vord," "the pure, unadulte rated truth of the divine ':ford [umra ndelbarc n 

\fahrheit gottliches ;fort]," the 11pure, infallible, and unalterable Hord 

of God [reinen, unfehlbaren, und unwandelbaren ·1iort Gottes]," and cf the -- ---
11infallible truth of the divine ~ford [unfehlbaren ::Jahrheit des gottlichen 

\forts] •118 An examination of the contexts of these statements shows th .... t 

they are normally used when various doctrinal errors are being discussed. 

Thus words like "pure, t1 
11 truth, t1 "infallible, 11 and "unal terable11 when 

applied to Scripture emphasize its utter reliability and freedom from 

every untruth. 

Because we know that "God does not lie" and tha t 11God' s ;ford cannot 

err [Gottes Wort kann nicht feilen]" (LC IV, 57),9 Luther advises: 

11believe the Scriptures. They \·rill not lie to you [§.£ glaube doch der 

811Preface II The Book of Concord, pp. 4,. 5, 8, anJ 12. 
' -- -- - ~---

9 No· t e the Latin translation: "porro autem verbum Dei nee potest 
errare nee fallere," Bekenntnisschriften, p. 703. 
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Schrift, die \'1ird Dir nicht lie gen] 11 (LC V, 76). Luther again is quoted 
-,-- -- -- ---

approvingly in the _Formula of Concord: 11God' s \ford is not false nor 

does it lie [Gottes \fort nicht falsch ist oder luge] 11 (FC Ep VII, 13; 

see FC SD VII, 96). The Holy Scriptures provided "the certain and solid 

basis [~ •.-,ahrem, bestandi,c;en Grunde] 11 for the rejection of errors by 

the ancient chur ch (FC SD Rule and i\;orm, 17). \~hy can the confessions 

be so certain of t heir position? Because it is based "on the Hord of 

God as eternal truth" (FC SD Rule and Norm, 13 ). If one's teaching 

contradicts the Scriptures 11 i t would be taught that God, vrho is the eter

nal 'rruth, contradicts hi mself11 (FC SD XI, 35). In short, \·re are :•to 

abide by the revealed iford which cannot and will not deceive us [_an das 

geoffenbarte Wort~ halten, das kann und wird ~ nicht fehlen]" (FC 

EpXI, 14). 

Thus the truthful, pure, and infallible Scriptures serve as the 

only source and norm for the church 's doctrine a.~d life. All other sources 

of authority, such as church, bishops, and human reason, are to be sub

ject to it and can in no way contradict it. Not only are the actual 

statements of the Scriptures authoritative, but deductions or inferences 

drawn from Scriptures also have divine authority. While the confessions 

rule out making~~ deductions on the basis of our speculations (FC 

SD XI, 55), they uphold the legitimacy of using deductions or inferences 

based on Scripture, as is evident in their own practice. Faith is neces

sary to receive the benefits of the sacra~ents because the sacraments 

are signs of the promises, and a r,romise is useless unless faith accepts 

it, as Paul teaches in Rom. 4:16 (Ap XII, 61). An important argument 

for infant Baptism is t his: The promise of salvation applies also to 



little children; Christ regenerates t~rough the means of grace adminis

tered by the church; therefore it is necessary to baptize children so 

that the promise of salvation might be applied to them (Ap IX 2; see 

also SA III, V, 4). Several non-Eucharistic passages of the New Testa

ment are used to prove that the Lord's Supper is intended also for those 

whose faith is weak (FC SD VII, 70-71); this inference is possible be

cause the confessions understand the Lord's Supper to be a form of the 

Gospel (SA III,iv). 

The rule, "Nothing has the character of a sacrament apart from the 

use instituted by Christ," which is used in discussing several important 

i ssues in the doctrine of the Lord's Sur per, is "derived from the words 

of institution" (FC SD VII, 85). The Formula accepts the Christological 

rule, inferred from the Scriptures, that whatever the Scriptures say 

Christ received in time, He received according to His human nature and 

not according to His divine nature (FC SD VIII, 57). The doctrine of 

the exchange of properties in Christ (wnich is so crucial in the debate 

against the Sacramentarians) is derived from the personal union and 

communion of natures (FC SD VIII, 31). The Formula argues inferentially 

that since there is no variation with God (James 1:17), "nothing was 

added to or detracted from the essence and properties of the divine 

nature in Christ through the incarnation" (FC SD VIII, 49). Finally, 

let us note a deduction from Scripture that is also related to the 

interpretation of Scripture. Because everything in the 1,ford of God is 

written that we might have hope, "it is beyond all doubt" that the true 

understanding of God's foreknowledge will not cause or support either 

impenitence or despair (FC SD XI, 12). 

I, 
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Thus the Scriptures function as the sole authority for the church, 

not merely by means of using Scriptural words and -:-ihrases in doctrinal 

statements, but by believing, using, and living its message which is 

divine truth itself. The clear understanding of this function of Roly 

Scripture is indispensable for understanding the biblical interpretation 

of the Lutheran Confessions. 

Soteriological Instrument 

At this point in our investigation, it would be simple to conclude 

that Holy Scripture, the divinely inspired \ford and only source and norm 

for the church's faith and life, functions primarily to give correct 

information about a host of unrelated qu;;:stions. \·hile the information 

it gives is correct, it must be emphasized that for the Lutheran Con

fessions the Scriptures function pre-eminently as a unique instrument 

for the work of the Holy Spirit in bringing man to salvation. Th~y are 

more t han a storehouse of divine information; they confront man dy~ami

cally with the life and death realities of sin and salvation. Put sim

ply, 11The Word of God ••• leads us to Christ" (FC Ep XI,?). 

Already the first pages of the~ of Concord evidence the con

viction that the Bible has to do with man's salvation. In the Preface 

the confessors insist that their intention in abiding by the truth of 

the Augsburg Confession was that other good-hearted people would be 

stimulated 

to investigate the truth of the divine \ford that alone gives 
salvation, to commit themselves to it, and for the salv~tion 
of their souls, and their eternal welfare to abide by it and 
persist in it in a Christian way without any further dispu
tation and dissension. 
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Again, they state how mindful they are of their obligation 

over against the temporal and eternal ~-,elfare of our m-m selves 
and of the subjects tha t belong to us to do and to continue to 
do everything that is useful and profitable ••• to the propa
gation of that 1-'Jord of His that alone brings salvation. 

The confessors are aware that some persons err ingenuously against the 

"expressed Word of God," but pastors and theologians have a responsi

bility to remind such persons "of the danger to their souls and to warn 

t hem against it.1110 

Luther's understanding of the dynamic nature of the ;ford is evident 

in the confessions. In his comments on the Third Com~nandmen t, he exhorts: 

Ther efore you must continually keep God.' s \lord in your heart, on 
your lips , and in your ears. For \·/here the heart stands idle and 
the i-Jord is not heard , the devil breaks in and does his damage 
before we realize it. On the other hand, when we seriously ponder 
the Hord, h12ar it, and put it to use, such is its power that it 
never departs without fruit. It always awakens new understanding, 
new pleasure, and a new spirit of devotion, and it cons tantly 
cleanses the heart and its meditations. For these words are not 
i dle or dead, but effective and living (LC I, 100-101). 

Similarly, in his Preface to the Large Catechism, Luther states: 

Nothing is so effectual against the devil, the world, t he flesh, 
and a ll evil thoughts as to occupy oneself with the 'dord of God, 
talk about it, and meditate on it •••• God 's Hord is not like 
some empty tale, such as the one about Dietrich of Bern, but as 
St. Paul says in Rom. 1:16, it is "the power of God," indeed, the 
power of God which burns the devil and gives us i 1:1measurable 
;trength, comfort, and help (LC Preface, 10-11). 

Luther can say simply: "At whatever time God's ~ford is taught, preached, 

heard, read, or pondered, there the person, the day, and the work are 

sanctified by it, not on account of the external work but on account of 

the '.ford which makes us all saints" . (LC I 92). 

Luther's remarks obviously refer to God's Word in a wider sense 

lO"Preface," The Book of Concord, pp. 5-6, 13, and 12. 
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than the words of the Bible. God's Word is not only something that can 

be read and pondered; it is to be taught and preached. It is clear 

that "the Word of God which alone brin~s salvation," as the Preface to 

the~ of Concord describes"' it, thus .has reference to the Scripture's 

saving message.!!'.! any form. The Scriptures exercise their soteriological 

function when they are put to use, whether in public proclamation or 

private study and meditation. Not surprisingly, the confessions give 

voice to this dyr1amic understanding of the \ford in a variety of ways, 

and without any precise attempt to distinguish clearly between the 

Scriptures themselves and their proclamation. 

That God's Word is a creative \'lord is evident in Melanchthon's 

comments on Gen. 1:28, which teaches that men were created to be fruit

ful. This Word is still creative: "The ·.ford of God did not form the 

nature of men to be fruitful only at the beginning of creation, but it 

still does as long as this physical nature of ours exists." Likewise, 

the Word of God in Gen. 1:11, 11Let the earth put forth vegetation, 

plants yielding seed," continues to make the earth fruitful. "Because 

of this ordinance, the earth did not begin to bring forth plants only 

at ' the beginning, but yearly the fields are clothed as long as this uni

verse exists" (Ap XXIII, 8). 

This same understanding of the Word of God as creative is applied 

in the confessions to the spoken Word in Baptism, the Lord's Supper, 

Absolution, and preaching. \'/ith regard to Baptism, Luther maintains 

that it is not simply natural water, but a divine, heavenly, holy and 

blessed water . 

all by virtue of the Word, which is a heavenly, holy ':Jord which 
no one can sufficiently extol, for it contains and conveys all 
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the fullness of God. From the ';lord it derives its na tu:::-e as a 
sacrament, as St. Augustine taught, 11 A.ccedat verbum ad el e ·:~n t um 
et fit sacramentum11 (LC IV, 17-18). 

The \ford that Luther has in mind is !•latt. 28:19 and ;-;ark 16:16, which 

are "the words upon which Baptism is founded and to which everything · is 

related tha t is to be said on the subject" (LC IV, 3). Not surprisingly, 

Luther takes issue with Thomas and the Dominicans as well as Scotus 

and the Franciscans who do not attribute the power in Baptism to the 

Word (SA III,v, 2-3). 

This accent on the power of the i-Jord is not only Luther's, but the 

other confessors' as well. 'l'he Formula argues similarly with regard to 

Christ's presence in the Lord's Supper, namely that it is to be ascribed 

only to the power of God and the \ford, institution and ordinance of 

J esus Chr ist. 

For the truthful and almighty words of Jesus Christ which he 
spoke in the first institution were not only efficacious in 
the first Supper but they still retain their val idity and effi
cacious power in a l l places where the Supper is observed according 
to Christ's institution and where his words a re us ed, and the 
body and blood of Chris t are truly present, distributed, and re
ceived by the virtu,e and potency of the s ame words which Christ 
spoke in the first Supper. For wherever \·re observe his institu
tion and speak his words over the bread and cup and distribute 
the blessed bread and cup, Christ himself is still active through 
the spoken words by the virtue of the first institution, which 
he wants to be repeated (FC SD VII, 75). 

After citing Chrysostom and Luther on the efficacy of the ·.ford, t he 

Formula emphasizes that the words of institution are under no circum

stances to be omitted in the cel ebration o"f Holy Com;;1union (79). 

r-lelanchthon offers much the same accent with reference to the 

Word of God in absolution, "which is the true voice of the Gospel·.'! 

Hearing the Gospel strengthens and consoles the conscience: 

Because God truly quickens through the ·.iord, the keys truly 
forgive sin before him, according to the statement (Luke 10:16), 

J 
I 
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'He who hears you, hears me.' Therefore we must believe t::e 
voice of the one absolving no less than we would believe a voice 
coming from heaven (Ap XII, 39-40). 

Similarly, the Augs burg Confession states: 

At t he s ame time the people are care fully ins t ructed concerning 
the consolation of the \ford of absolution so tha t th"'y may esteem 
absolution as a great and precious thing. It is not the voice or 
word of the imn who s peaks it, but it is t ne \ford of God, who 
forgives sin, for it is spoken in God 's stead and by God's command 
(AC XXV, 2-3). 

Here too the forgiving Word of absolution is directly related to the 

Word of God in Holy Scripture. 

The Word of Scriptu,:·e publicly proclaimed in the preaching and 

teaching of the church is also God I s dynamic \ford. The merits of Christ 

are offered by the preaching of God I s iford (SA II, ii, 24). The Formula 

expresses the general view of the confessions thus: 

All who would be saved must hear this preaching , for the preaching 
and the hear ing of God' s :ford are the Holy Spirit I s ins trument in, 
with , and through which he wills to act eff icacious ly, to convert 
men to God, and to work in them both to will and to achieve . (FC SD 
II,. 52). 

The Holy Spirit works through the preaching of the Law to convince the 

world of sin, and through the preaching of the Gospel to effect r.ian's 

salvation accomplished in Jesus Christ (FC SD V, 11-13). Through the 

preaching of the Word, God is active in both Law and Gospel; both preacher 

and hearer should be certain 

that, when the Word of God is preached, pure and unalloyed 
according to God's command and will, and when the people dili
gently and earnestly listen to and meditate on it', God is cer
tainly pres~nt with his grace and gives what man is unable by 
his own powers to take or to give (FC SD II, 55). 

Here again, the eff;i.cacious preached Word of God derives its content 

from the pure written Word of God if it is to be a truly divine and 

dynamic ~ford. 
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The emphasis on the power of t he \ford a s set forth above · is re

peate d often in t he confessions in general statements . The Holy Spirit 

is given "through the ',for d a nd the sacraments, as through i nstruments" 

(AC V 1 2) 1 or simply "through the ~ford of God" (AC XVIII 1 3). Jus tifi

ca tion t akes pl ace " only through t he iford," for 11one cannot deal \·tith 

God or grasp him except t hrough the Hor d" (Ap IV, 67), and also "faith 

is conceived by the Wor d" (74). iforeover, it is only t hrough the 11exter

na l \'iord1
' t hat Gori gives His Spirit, as Luther so clear ly explains 

(SA III, viii, 3-13). Both Luther, t he Augsburg Confession (AC V, 4), 

and the Formula of Concord (Ep II, 13; SD XI, 76) condemn the' view t hat 

God works saving faith a part from the ··lord. For, as Melanchthon explains, 

11 t he Word is eff icacious when it is delivered by men and ••• we should 

not look for another word from heaven11 (Ap XXVIII, 18); "it is eternal 

t hings, the iford of God and the Holy Spirit, that work eternal life in 

the heart11 (10). 

The pr eceding paragraphs indicate that a s trong emphas is is ~laced 

by t he confessions on the oral a nd sacramental 'dor d. This accent is 

some times falsely placed in antithesis to the written iford of Scripture, 

or at least misunderstood in its relationship to Scripture. Schlink 

finds that "the Gospel is the norm in Script ure" and t hat it is "only in 

the act of hearing and l earning , of preaching and teaching" that we meet 

Scripture as the ·.ford of God.11 While Schlink seeks to avoid pitting 

the spoken \ford against the written ~lord, the force of his statements 

11Edmund Schlink, Theology of the Lutheran Confessions , translated 
by P. F. Koehneke and H.J. A. Bouman (Philadelphia: Muhlenberg Press, 
1961), pp. 6 and 8. 
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is to make the Gospel as address or proclamation the real authority in 

dis tine tion to the \·1ri t ten 1:/ord. 

Unfortunately, the confess ions have not dealt ex-:')licitly with the 

question of the relationship between the written and spoken ~ford. The 

m:.tnner in which they emphasize both the authority of the \·1ri tten ;dord 

and the efficacy of the proclaimed and sacramental \ford indicates t hat 

y1e are not dealing here with antitheses, however . On the basis of the 

confessional evid~nce, one is compelled to agree with Fae;erberg's judg-

ment: 

Sowei t ITk"'l.n aber feststellen kann, sehen die BK [Bekenntnisschriften] 
das gesprochene Wort inhaltlich nicht als etwas anderes an als 
das \fort der Schrift. Eine formelle Identitat braucht nicht in 
dem Sinne vorzuliegen , dass die BK etwa eine wortliche .-lieder
holung der geschriebenen \forte forderten; inhaltlich darf die 
Verkilndigung aber nicht von der Schrift abweichen. Desha.lb 
zielen die BK mi t dem Ausdruck "das \fort" 1~ensooft auf das 
geschriebene wie auf das verkilndigte \fort. 

To be sure, the chief content of the Scriptures is Jesus Christ and 

the central message is Law and Gospel, as we shall see in chapter five. 

It is the Gospel of J esus Christ in all its forms that is the means of 

grace (see SA III, iv). But for the confessions it is axiomatic that 

this Gospel, no less than the Law that precedes it, is grounded in Holy 

Scripture. 

i'ihat the conf essions seek to emphasize is that the ~ford of Holy 

Scripture, with its promise of grace and forgiveness in Jesus Christ, 

must be used and re-used. This is done in the preaching of Law and 

Gospel and the admj,ztl.stration of the sacraments. It is also done in 

listening, reading, and meditating upon its content (LC I, 91; FC SD 

1~agerberg, p. 30. 
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II, 16, 57; XI, 39). Fager berg correctly summarizes tr.is interrelation-

ship: 

Das gesprochene \·.'ort wird in keiner :·Jeise als kritische Inst3.nz 
gceenuber der.i Bibclwort be trachtet, sondern es ist das wirksame 
,Jort Gottes in der Gegenwart, eben deshalb, weil es s ich auf die 
heilige Schrif t grundet. Das Schrif twort, wie es in der Fredigt 
und Sakramentsver:t3ltung verlebendigt wird, vermittelt die 
Aktivitat Gottes. 

In this interrelationship, Holy Scripture carries out its primary soterio

logical function. 

13Ibid., pp. 32-33. 



CliAPTER IV 

THE CLARITY AND UND~RSTANDABILITY OF SCRIPTURE 

For centuries before the Reformation, the Bible had been re-

garded as a dark and mysterious book. Only the teaching office of 

the Church was considered competent to pass judgment on the ultimate 

meaning of its mysteries. It was not accidental that the i.utheran 

Reformation's strong accents on the sola scriptura principle and the 

soteriological use of Holy Scripture should be accompanied by an equally 

vigorous emphasis on the basic perspicuity and general understandability 

of the statements of Holy Writ. For no obscure book could perform the 

functions which Lutherans ascribe to Scripture. This is not to say that 

sinful man can comprehend the spiritual mysteries revealed in Scripture 

through his own investigative powers. On the contrary, hand in hand 

with the emphasis on the fundamental clarity of the statements of Scrip

ture goes the assertion that no man can ever spiritually comprehend the 

divine truth without the Holy Spirit. 

For Luther the understanding of the fundamental clarity of the 

statements of Scripture as well as man's need for the Holy Spirit in 

order to comprehend its divine truth came about through his discovery 

of the Christological and revelatory nature of the Scriptures and the 

testimony of the Scripture about itself. Accordingly he ~mphasized 

both the "external clarity" of the biblical text and the "internal 

clarity" of the subject matter of Holy Scripture gained through the 

Holy Spirit. 

In his Bondage .2f ~~'Luther explains and emphasizes the 
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importance of both concepts. First, Luther contends that the text of 

Scripture is fundamentally clear. Pastors and theologians especially are 

able to make use of the plain words of Scripture in their ministry and 

in their apologetics. Just as in secular :;ociety t he ruling law must be 

plain in order to perform its task, so also in spiritual matters the 

Scriptures God gave to guide His people cannot be obscure. Luther lists 

two pages of Bible passages to show tha t the exter nal clarity of Scrip

ture is Scripture:s own teaching. To be sure , there are some difficult 

v1ords and passages in Scripture, but such passages can be interpreted 

through clearer passaees and t hrough philological and grammatical studies. 

If they still remain obscure it is because of our 11 mm linguistic and 

grammatical ignorance, 111 for obscurity lies in the mind of the !='eade:r:, 

not in the text of Scripture. Luther argues: 

In a word: if Scripture is obscure or equivocal, why need it 
have been brought down to us by an act of God: Surely we have 
enough obscurity and uncertainty within ours elves without our 2 obscurity and uncertainty and darkness being augmented from · heaven!" 

How, in fact, could Erasmus draw up an outline of Christianity if the 

Scriptures wer e obscure to him?3 

But Luther also stresses the importance of the "internal clarity" 

of Scripture. He explains: 

If you speak of interno.l perspicuity, the truth is that nobody 
who has not the Spirit of God sees a jot of what is in the 

1Martin Luther, The Bondage of the ;·Jill, translated by J. I. Packer 
and O. R. Johnston (~-Jestwood, N. J.: Fleming H. Revell Corapany, 1957), 
p. 71. For a detailed examination of this concept in Bondage of t he ~ill, 
see Rudolf Hermann, Von der Klarheit der heiligen Schrift: Untersuchun~en 
und Erorterungen Uber Luthers Lehre .Y2.!! der Schrift in De ~ Arbitri o 
(Berlin: Evangelische Verlagsanstalt, 1958). 

2
~., p. 128. 

3Ibid. 
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Scriptures. All men have their hearts 
they can discuss and quote all that is 
understand or really know any of it •• 
for the understanding of all Scripture 

darkened, so tr.at, even when 
in Scripture, they do not 

The Spirit is needed 4 and every part of Scripture. 

Earlier, Luther had emphasized that t he contents of Script ure are plain 

enough for the Christian. He writes, 

For what solemn truth can the Scriptures still be concealing , now 
t hat the seals are broken, the stone rolled away from the door of 
the tomb, and t hat greatest of all mysteries brought to light-
tha t Christ, God's Son, became man, that God is Three in One, t hat 
Christ suffered for us, and will reign forever? Take Christ from 
the Scriptures--and what more will you find in them? You see, t hen, 
tha t the entire content of the Scriptures has now been brought to 
light, e~en though some passages which contain unknown words r emain 
obscure. 

Moreover, Luther reminds his readers that Christ has opened our under

standing. '.Jhen people refuse to see what God reveals in the Scripture, 

this should not be attributed to a lack of clarity in Scripture, but to 

the spiritual darkness of t heir own hearts.6 

It is a mistake to describe Luther's concept of clarity soleiy in 

terms of Scripture's external textual perspicuity or exclusively in terms 

of its Christocentric content made understandable by the Holy Spirit • . 

Both must be seen as integral parts of Luther's concept of the claritas 

scripturae. Gerhard Krause correctly states: "Es ist nun sehr bezeich

nend fiir Luthers Gesamtauffassung von der Bibelexegese, dass er sich 

nicht begniigt mit der dogmatischen Behauptung einer 'claritas scripturae' 

in Christus. 117 

4Ibid. 1 pp. 73-74. Cf. also P• 124. 

5Ibid. 1 p. 71. 

6Ibid. 1 p. ·77. 

?Gerhard Krause, Studien zu Luthers Auslegung der Kleinen Propheten 
(Tiibingen: J.C. B. Mohr, 1962T:" p. 268. 
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Krause maintains that Luther spoke both "von der grundsatzlichen Klar

heit der Schrift in sprachlicher Hinsicht und in der Glaubens-Summa 

ihrer Botschaft. 118 

According to Peter Fraenkel, the views of l·~elanchthon on the clarity 

of Scripture were very similar to Luther's. He writes: 

Just as t<ielanchthon had a high regard for the Scriptures as a 
text and connected this closely with their saving import and 
force, so also he thought that both the t ext as such and the 
entire matter of the Christian faith are "clear," in the sense 
that God has clearly revealed these mysteries for us and thus 
given them to us and has not left anything to our initiative 
to find out •••• This is not affected by the fact that some 
passages are obscure and tha t we may have to resort to commen
taries, dictionaries or gifted exegetes to find out what they 
mean. For hand in hand with the perspicuity of t he document 
goes, as we saw, the perspicuity of its subject matter,

9
the 

Law and Gospel of God, the salvation offered in Christ. 

Likewise, Martin Chemnitz, one of the major authors of the Formula 

of Concord stresses both the clarity of Scripture and the need for the 

"gift of interpretation" from the Holy Spirit in order to explain its 

contents. He writes: 

Certum igitur est, doctrinam Scripturae et salutarem ejus usum 
consistere non in verbis non intellectis, sed in vero ejus sensu, 
et sano intellectu, sicut parabola Hatth. 13 inquit: ••• Et 
multi sane in Scriptura loci sunt planis et perspicuis verbis 
expositi, qui interpretatione procul petita non indigent, sed se 
ipsos explicant: ad quos, ut Augustini verbis utar, accessus 
patet et doctis et indoctis. 

Chemnitz points out that there are indeed many difficult places in 

Scripture which do not immediately yield their meaning. But because 

God did not want to see His church fall into errors through such diffi

culties, "Deus voluit in Ecclesia donum exstare interpretationis. 11 And 

8Ibid., p • . 281. 

9Peter Fraenkel, Testimonia Patrum: The Function of the Patristic 
Argument in the Theology .2f Philip Melanchthon (Geneva=-Libraire E. Droz, 
1961), pp. 209-210. 



that gift is to be used "ad inveniendum et intelligendum verum et sanum 

Scripturae sensum. 1110 

Thus three confessional authors, Luther, Melanchthon, and Chemnitz, 

are agreed in their extra-confessional writings that the statements of 

Holy Scripture are fundamentally clear and that the Holy Spirit is neces

sary for us to comprehend the spiritual meaning of its content. Let us 

now see how these two concepts are treated in the Lutheran Confessions. 

The Fundamental Clarity of Scripture 

Not surprisingly, the belief in the clarity of the statements of 

Scripture which we find in Luther, Melanchthon, Chemnitz and other six

teenth century Reformers permeates the Lutheran Confessions. Like the 

confessional view on the divine form of Holy Scripture, however, the 

confessional concept of the clarity of Scripture is not set forth in a 

systematic way. It is nevertheless very much in evidence. Because the 

Reformers acknowledged that there were some passages in Scripture that 

were not so clear as others, it is helpful to speak of a fundamental 

rather than an absolute clarity of Scripture's statements. 

Perhaps the most obvious and compelling confessional evidence for 

the fundamental clarity of Scripture is the manner in which Scripture 

is cited as the basis of confessional doctrine. Again and again passages 

are simply quoted without any explanation. Of the copious biblical cita

tions in the confessions, the majority are simply direct quotations 

of the sacred text without interpret~tion or extended commentary. The 

10Martin Chemnitz, "De Interpretatione Scriptur.ae," Examen Con
cilii Tridentini, edited by Ed. Preuss (Berolini: Sumtibus Gust. 
Schlawitz, 1861), pp. 65-66. 
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inference is that these statements of Scripture are so clear that anyone 

who can read them can also understand what they say. At times s everal 

paragraphs in succession pres~nt the confessional argument simply by 

quoting passage after passage almost without comment.11 Melanchthon 

occasionally becomes weary of citing so much biblical evidence, as, for 

example, when he is discussing human traditions, "since it is obvious 

throughout the Scriptures" (Ap VII, 37). In like manner, when discussing 

the fact that love follows faith, he concludes: 11We would cite more 

passages if they were not obvious to every devout reader of Scripture, 

and we want to avoid being lengthy in order to make our case more easily 

understood" (Ap XII, 83). The use of Scripture in tr.is unadorned way in 

documents that at least in part were intended for a non-clerical audience 

argues strongly for the confessional belief in the fundamental clarity 

and general understandability of the text of Scripture. 

But there are explicit statements on the clarity of Scripture as 

well. The Formula of Concord describes the prophetic and apostolic 

Scriptures of the Old and New Testaments as "the pure and clear fountain 

of Israel[~ den reinen, lautern Brunnen Israels; ut limPidissimos 

purissimosque Israelis fcntes]" (FC SD Rule and Norm, 3). The descrip

tion of Scripture as lauter or limpidissimus is an affirmation that the 

Bible which serves the church as its sole rule and norm for judging all 

teachers and teachings is not only 11pure11 or without error, but also 

11clear11 ; for an unclear source of doctrine could hardly function authori

tatively as a norm of doctrine. 

11see e.g. Fq SD II, 10-14; FC SD XI, 27-32; and SA, II, i. 



Melanchthon contends in the Preface to the Apology that the authors 

of the Roman Catholic Confutation "have condemned several articles in 

opposition to the clear Scripture of the Holy Spirit [contra ma:iifestam 

scripturam spiritus sancti] 11 (Ap Preface, 9).12 In the matter of trans

ferring the Lord's Supper to the dead~ opere operate, the Homanists 

could claim support from Gergory and the later medieval theologians, but 

"we set against them the clearest and surest passages of Scripture[~ 

opponimus clarissimas et certissimas scripturas]" (Ap XXIV, 9L,) • The 

Formula maintains that the entire Apology is "supported with clear and 

irrefutable testimonies from the Holy Scriptures" (FC SD Rule and Norm, 

6). Again, when using examples from Scripture it is important to inter

pret them "according to sure and clear passages of Scripture" (Ap XXVII, 

60). Implicit in such statements, especially in the use of the superla

tive "clearest," is the acknowledgment that there are passages in Scrip

ture which are not so clear as others. The confessions maintain, however, 

that their doctrine in no point is based on such passages. 

In article after article, the confessions assert that their argument 

rests on clear passages of Scripture. Communion under both kinds should 

be distributed because Christ commands "with clear words" that all. should 

drink of the cup (AC XXII, 2). Some Lutheran pastors have entered the 

married state, since "the Scriptures clearly assert tha t the estate of 

marriage was instituted by the Lord God to avoid immorality" (AC XXIII, 

3). Again, "there are clear passages of divine Scripture" which forbid 

12The German translation is more explicit: "wid·er die offentliche 
helle Schrift und klare \fort des heil. Geistes. 11 In Die Bekenntnisschrif
ten der evangelisch-lutherischen Kirche (5. durchgesehene Auflage; 
Gottingen: Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht, 1963), P• 143. 

I , 
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the establishment of human regulations to earn God's grace or ·as if t hey 

were necessary for salvation (AC. XXVIII, 43). The passages Helanchthon 

has just cited "clearly call lust sin" (Ap II, 40). The distinction 

between civil and spiritual righteousness "is not our invention but the 

clear teaching of the Scriptures" (Ap XVIII, 10). In his article on 

justification, Melanchthon often quotes Rom. 5:2, "Through Christ we have 

obtained access to God by faith." 11\-/e stress this statement so often," 

Melanchthon explains, "because it is so clear" (Ap IV, 314). That con

version is to be attributed to God alone is demonstrated by the Formula 

"from clear passages of Holy Scripture" (FC SD II, 87). 

Hardly any doctrinal issue of the Reformation was more closely 

related to the interpretation of biblical texts than the Lord's Supper 

question. In spite of the many interpretations of the words of insti

tution to which they had been exposed, the Lutheran confessors maintain 

that these words too are II simple" (FC Ep VII, l~2) , or "simple, indubi

table, and clear" (FC SD VII,50); they teach the sacramental union 

"clearly" (FC Ep VII, 15); "we have a clear text in the words of Christ" 

(LC V, 45). And so the confessions appeal that these words must be under

stood only "in their usual, strict, and commonly accepted meaning" (FC 

SD VII, 48). 

It is in connection with the discussion of the Lord's Supper that 

the Formula of Concord gives us the most explicit statement of the con

fessions on the scope of biblical clarity. We read: 

In the institution of his last will and testament and of his 
abiding covenant and union, he uses no flowery language but 
the most appropriate, simple, indubitable, and clear words 
just as he does in all the articles of faith and in the insti
tution of other covenant-signs and si~s of grace or sacraments, 
such as circumcision, the many kinds of sacrifice in the Old 
Testament, and holy Baptism (FC SD VII, 50). 
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We note that all articles of faith, the sacram .nts, and Old Testam:)nt 

sacrifices are included \·1i thin the compass of biblical clarity. Ifore

over, the clarity of Scripture is clearly related to biblical language. 

It is therefore not in keeping with .the confessional understanding of the 

clari tas scripturae to limit it primarily to those pa:;sages "which dis

play the teaching of justification by grace throuBh faith in all its 

force and glory. 1113 As also the earlier citations in this section indi

cate, the confessions claimed the authority of "clear" Scripture for 

many other articles and practices as well. 

Understanding the Scriptures by the Holy Spirit 

Because the Scriptures are fundamentally clear, the reader of the 

Bible will be able to understand what the words themselves say, except 

in s ome passages where the language or grammar is obscure to the reader. 

But understanding what the words say is not always the same as spiritually 

comprehending the truth which God speaks in the Scriptures. For the con

fessions emphasi·ze that comprehending the Scriptures in this deeper sense 

means to believe their Christological message, and this is possible only 

by the illumination of the Holy Spirit. 

Anthropological considerations are basic to this confessional accent. 

For the confessions hold that "all men are full of evil lust and inclin

ations from their mothers' wombs and are unable by nature to have true 

fear of God and true faith in God" (AC II, 1). This natural condition 

of man 11is so deep a corruption of nature that reason cannot understand 

l3Norman Habel,~~ and Meaning 2f !h£ ~Narrative,! 
Detailed Analysis of Genesis 2---ZSt. Louis: Concordia Seminary Print Shop, 
1965), p. 1. ~ 
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it. It must be believed "because of the revelation in the Scriptures" 

(SA III, i, 3). Not only is m-'3.n without fear and faith in God, but this 

sin of origin is responsible for all his subsequent evil deeds "which 

are forbidden in the Ten Commandments, such as unbelief, false belief, 

idolatry, being without the fear of God, presumption, despair, blind

ness--in short, ignorance or disregard of God" (SA III, i, 2). We note 

l..uther's use of "ignorance or disregard of God" as a summary description 

of the results of man's original sin. Melanchthon also describes natural 

man as "ignorant of God" (Ap II, 8, 14). He approves the ancient defi

nition which 

not only denies the obedience of man's lower powers, but also 
denies t hat he has knowledge of God [notitiam Dei], trust in 
God, fear and love of God, or surely the powers to produce these 
things (Ap II, 23). 

Thus natural man is not only "ignorant of God" but lacks the spiritual 

power to have "true knowlede;e of God" (Ap II, 23). 

That is not to say that natural man cannot achieve to some extent 

"the ri5hteousness of reason" (Ap IV, 22). He bas "freedom to choose 

among the works which reason by itself can grasp" and can to some ex

tent achieve "civil righteousness or the righteousness of works11 (Ap 

XVIII, 4). But although man has the ability to do the outward works of 

the law, he does not have the "spiritual capacity for true fear of God, 

true faith in God, true knowledge and trust that God considers, hears, 

and forgives us" (Ap XVIII, 7). 

Natural man simply bas no spiritual ability, even the ability to 

understand spiritual matters. The Formula declares: 

The Scripture denies to the intellect, heart, and will of the 
natural man every capacity, aptitude, skill, and ability to 
think anything good or right in spiritual matters, to understand 

I· 
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them, to begin them, to will them, to undertake them, to 
do them, to accomplish or to cooperate in them as of himself 
(FC SD II, 12). 

Again, 

It is our teaching, faith, and confession that in spiritual 
matters man's understanding and reason are blind b.nd tha t he 
understands nothing by his own powers, as it is written in 
I Cor. 2:14, 11The unspiritual man does not receive the gifts 
of the Spirit of God, for they are folly to him, and he is not 
able to understand them" when he is examined concerning spiritual 
things (FC Ep II, 2). 

Thus natural man lacks both the ability to understand the terrible extent 

of his fallen condition and the capacity to understand his justification 

in Jesus Christ. He understands neither Law nor Gospel, the chief mes

sage of Holy Scripture. 

Therefore it is necessary that "Christ takes the law into his own 

hands and explains it spiritually •••• This directs the sinner to the 

law and there he really learns to know his sin, an insight that lfoses 

could never have wrung out of him." In this way the veil is removed 

from the law. It is the Spirit of Christ who "through the office of the 

law, must also convince the world of sin" (FC SD V, 10-11). This oper

ation of the Spirit through the law is followed by His operation through 

the Gospel of forgiveness of sins in Christ; in this way there is kin

dled in man "a spark of faith which accepts the forgiveness of sins for 

Christ's sake and comforts itself with the promise of the Gospel. And 

in this way the Holy Spirit, who works all of this, is introduced into 

the heart" (FC SD II, 54). 

The understanding of natural man's spiritual inability and conse

quent need for the illumination of the Spirit in the Law and the Gospel 

has immediate application to biblical interpretation. For without the 
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Holy Spirit, natural man cannot really understand the message of the 

Scriptures, eve·n though he can read its words. The Formula explains that 

man's reason or natural intellect 

is so ignorant, blind, and perverse that when even the most gifted 
and the most educated people on earth read or hear the Gospel of 
the Son of God and the promise of eternal salvation, they cannot 
by their own powers perceive t his, comprehend it, understand it, 
or believe and accept it as the truth. On t he contrary, t he more 
zealously and diligently they want to comprehend these s piritual 
things with their r eason, the less they uncier stand or believe, 
and until the Holy Spirit enlightens and teache~ them they consider 
it all mere foolishness and fables (FC SD II, 9). 

The above statement is followed by no fewer than ten Bible passages 

~s the Scriptural basis for this view of natural man. The Formula also 

conte.nds that the prayers of the saints (for example, David and Paul) 

for divine ins truction and illumination also indicate "that what they 

ask of God they cannot obtain by their own natural -powers." Such prayers 

about our ignorance were not written, however, "so t hat we might become 

remiss and lazy in reading, hearing , and meditating on t he Word of God" 

but rather that we should thank God for having "liberated us from the 

darkness of i gnorance and the bondage of sin and death through His Son" 

(FC SD II, 15). 

To be sure,· "the person who is not yet converted to God and regen

erated can hear and read this Word externally" because man "still has 

something of a free will in these external matters" (FC SD II, 53). 

Even so, 

Although he can direct the members of his body, can hear the 
Gospel and meditate on it to a certain degree , and can even talk 
about it, as Pharisees and hypocrites do, yet he considers it folly 
and cannot believe it (FC SD II, 24). 

Only t he operation and power of the Holy Spirit "illuminates and converts 

hearts so that men believe this Word and give their assent to it" 
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(FC SD II, 55). For 

He opens the intellect and the heart to understand the Scriptures 
and to heed the Viard, as we read in Luke 24:45, "Then he opened 
t heir 1r.inds to understand the Scriptures •11 Likewise, "Lydia 
heard us; the Lord opened her heart to give heed to what was said 
by Paul11 (Acts 16:14) (FC SD II, 26). 

This statement is followed by one of the longest catenas of biblical 

pr oof in the Symbols, plus a quotation from St. Aue;uGtine, after which 

the Formula continues: "This doctrine is founded upon the Hord of God" 

(28). 

In his remarks on infant Baptism, Luther argues tha t the Baptism 

of infants is pleasing to God because God has signif icantly blessed those 

who were thup baptized. One of God's most significant gifts to t he bap

tized is the gift of biblical interpretation. He writes: "Similarly by 

God's grace we have been given the power to int erpret the Scriptures and 

to know Christ, which. is impossible without the Holy Spirit" (LC IV, 49). 

The interpreter of Scripture who permits himself to be guided by the 

Lutheran Confessions knows the.t God Himself must enlighten his understan

ding in order for him to believe what God is saying in Holy Scripture. 

He therefore reads the clear Scriptures of God as one who has the Spirit 

and expects the Spirit. He needs the Spirit, not because the Scriptu~es 

are unclear, but because his own understanding is darkened by sin. Accor

dingly he recognizes that not even the best of biblical scholarship can 

mine the depths of God's saving Word without the Spirit's gift of inter

pretation. 



CHAPTER V 

THE CENTRAL MESSAGE OF HOLY SCRIPrURE 

With the illumination of the Holy Spirit man understands and believes 

the divine message of Holy Scripture. This does not mean that he now has 

some supernatural capacity to solve perplexing biblical riddles or that he 

can fully understand the mi nd of God. It does mean tha t through the Holy 

Spirit he comes to know and believe God's central message to man in the 

Scriptures: tha t all men condemned by God's Law on account of their sin, 

are justified by God's grace for Christ's sake through faith. The Chris

tian man has learned to believe that in Holy Scripture God speaks a con

demnatory word (Law) and a forgiving word (Gospel) , the former for the 

sake of the l a tter. He r eads the Bible as one who has been justified by 

gra~e for Christ's sake t hrough faith; he recognizes that J esus Christ 

is the center of all Scripture. 

The Law-Gospel Message of Scripture 

The Lutheran Conf essions recognize that in Holy Scripture God speaks 

a word of Law and a word of Gospel, a word of condemnation and a word of 

forgiveness, a word of death and a word of life. And they have much to 

say about the necessity of keeping these messages distinct from each 

other. So exhaustively is this theme treated in the confessions that we 

can do little more than summarize it in these paragraphs. 

Melanchthon's argumentation in the whole Apology is closely bound 
: 

up with the distinction between the law and the promises. First, let 

us note his definitional and descriptive statement of these terms. He 

I I 
I 
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wri tes: 

All Scripture should be divided into these two chief doctrines, 
the l aw and the promises. In s ~r.,e places it presents the l aw. 
In others it pres ents the promise of Christ; this it does either 
when it promises that the Viessiah will come and promises for~ive
ness of sins, justification, and eternal life for his sake, or 
when, in the New Testament, the Christ who came promi ses forgive
ness of sins, justification, and eternal life. By "law" in this 
discussion we mean the commandments of t be Decalogue, wherever they 
appear in the Scriptures (Ap IV, 5-6). 

In this statement we observe the following ideas: first, the two 

divisions of Scripture are not identical to the distinction between the 

Old and New Testament, but are rather to be found throughout the Scrip~ 

ture; second, the law is summarized in the Decalogue, whose prescrip

tions appear throughout the Bible; and third, the Gospel, or promise, 

is Chris tological throughout the Scripture, and is associated with for

giveness of sins, justification and eternal life. These ideas are basic 

to understanding the Law-Gospel distinction throughout the confessions. 

As Melanchthon explains, the chief difference between Lutherans and 

Roman Catholics lay in their attitude toward Law and Gospel. 110f t:iese 

two doctrines our opponents select the law and by it they seek forgive

ness of sins and jus tification" (Ap IV,?). Lutherans, however, believe 

that "we cannot justify ourselves·, 11 but are justified only by the ·aospel, 

which is strictly speaking "the promise of forgiveness of sins and justi

fication because of Christ" (Ap IV, 43). On this account, the Apology 

argues, Roman Catholics have misinterpreted the Scriptures, for "they 

quote passages about law and works but omit passages about the promises" 

(Ap IV, 183). The proper way of interpreting Scripture is not to omit 

anything, but to correctly interpret both Law and G'ospel. And so the 

Apology keeps returning to the "two chief works of God in men." 
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These are the two chief works of God in men, to terrify and to 
justify and quicken the terrified. One or the other of these 
works is spoken of throughout Scripture. One part is the law, 
which ' reveals, denounces, and condemns sin. The other part is 
the Gospel, that is, the promise of grace granted in Christ 
(Ap XII, 53). 

It is necessary that we "distinguish between these, as Paul says (II 

Tim. 2:15). We must see what the Scriptures ascribe to the law and 

what they ascribe to the promises" (Ap IV, 188). 

It is apparent tha t of these two doctrines of Scripture, pre-emi-

nence is to be given to the Gospel, which is God's proper work. Isaiah 

calls it God's alien work to terrify because God's own proper work 
is to quicken and console. But he terrifies, he says, to make 
room for consolation and quickening because hearts th~t do not 
feel God's wrath in their smugness spurn consolation. In this 
way Scripture makes a 11ractice of joining these two, terror and 
consolation (Ap XII, 51-52). 

Moreover, "The teaching of the law is certainly not intended to abolish 

the Gospel of Christ, the propitiator11 (Ap IV, 269). 

Luther's confessional writings are equally clear on the Law-Gospel 

content of Holy Scripture. It is this distinction which underlies his 

contrast of the Ten Commandments and the Creed in the Large Catechism. 

Luther maintains that "the Creed is a very dif:(erent teaching from the 

Ten Commandments. The latter teach us what we ought to do; the Creed 

tells what God does for us and gives to us" (LC II, 67). In the Smal

cald Articles, Luther describes the functions of both Law and Gospel 

more explicitly. The "chief function or power of law is to make original 

sin manifest" (III, ii, 4); it is the "thunderbolt by means of which God 

with one blow destroys both open sinners and false saints" (III, iii, 2). 

But, Luther ho.stens to add, 

To this office of the law the New Testament immediately adds the 
consoling promise of grace in the Gospel. • • • ;,Joreover, the 
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Gospel offers consolation and forgiveness in more ways than one, 
for with God there is plenteous redemption (as Ps. 130:7 puts it) 
from the dreadful captivity to sin, and this comes to us through 
the Word, the sacraments, and the like, as we shall hear11 (III, 
iii, 4, 8). 

These accents of Luther and Melanchthon are preserved in the later 

Formula of Concord. In the Formula, an entire article is devoted to the 

subject, and its introductory statement is sienificant. 

The distinction between law and Gospel is an especially brilliant 
light which serves the purpose that the ~ford of God may be ri!;htly 
divided and the writings of the holy apostles may be explained o.nd 
understood corr ectly. We must therefore observe this distinction 
with particular diligence lest we confuse the two doctrines and 
change the Gospel into law. This would darken the merit of Chri~t 
and rop disturbed consci ences of the comfort which t hey would other
wise ha ve in the holy Gospel when it is preached purely and without 
admixture, for by it Chris tians can support t hemselves in their 
gr eatest t emptationG against the terrors of t he l aw (FC SD V, 1). 

Moreover, this distinction i s no Lutheran sectarian peculiarity, for, 

11Since· the beginning of the world these two proclamations have continually 

been set forth side by side in the church of God with the proper distinc

tion.11 The patriarchs and their descendants knew not only of man's. sin 

and corruption, but comforted themselves and revived their courage with 

the proclamation of the woman's seed, the seed of Abraham, the Son of 

David, and the Suffering Servant (FC SD V, 23). For this reason "these 

two doctrines must be urged constantly and diligently in the church .of 

God until the end of the world, but with the due distinction" (FC SD V, 

24). 

We have already seen how the soteriological function of Scripture 

is related to Law and Gospel and how the illuminating power of the Holy 

Spirit works through both Law and Gospel. We shall not repeat these 

accents here. We would note at this point, however, that the Law-Gospel 

-·- -- - ----- - • 
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distinction is not something independent of Holy Scripture,1 but rath~r 

the central message of Scripture for man's salvation. Furthermore, it 

is to be observed that for the confessions the Gospel is clearly the 

"higher Word." Schlink's observation is supported by the evidence: 

All previous statements about law and Gospel and about Gospel and 
law would be simply unintelligible if their distinction were re
garded as a dialectic in which law and Gospel are with equal stress 
united as God's \ford and again separated as two different words of 
God in equally stressed antithesis. The Confessions are not inter
ested in an antithetical dialectic as such •••• The Confessions 
do not distinguish law and Gosp~l for the sake of a dialectic, but 
to extol the Gospel and exalt it far above the law. The Gospel, 
however, as the libera tion from the curse of the l aw, can be2extolled 
only because it is a word completely different from the law. 

The Centrality of Justification in Holy Scripture 

Since the confessions extol the Gospel above the law, it is not sur

prising to find that the confessions regard the content of the Gospel 

as the real center of Scripture . \'/hat is the content of the Gospel? 

Luther describes it simply as "the offer of consolation and forgiveness 

••• from the dreadful captivity of sin" (SA III, iii, 8), and Melanch

thon similarly defines the Gospel as the promise of "forgiveness of sins, 

justification, and eternal life for his [Chris t's] sake" (Ap IV, 5). 

In a phrase, the content of the Gospel and t he center of all Scripture 

is the doctrine of jus tification ·"by grace for Christ's sake through 

1Holsten Fagerberg demonstrates satisfactorily that the word "God
pel" as it is used in the confessions often denotes the New Testament as 
such or the content of the New Testamen't; thus the word "Gospel" not 
only is closely related to the Scriptures, but also on occasion denotes 
a portion of Scripture. In Die Theologie der lutherischen Bekenntnis- 11 
schriften ~ ~ ~ 153g' translated by Gerhard Klose (Gottingen: 
Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht, 19 5), pp. 91-96. 

2Edmund Schlink, Theology of the Lutheran Confessions, translated 
by P. F. Koehneke and H.J. A. Bouman (Philadelphia: Muhlenberg Press, 
1961), PP• 136-137. 
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faith" (AC IV). Our purpose at this :9oint is not to give a systematic 

explanation of this confessional doctrine, but rather to demons trate how 

the Lutheran Symbols treat its relationship to Holy Scripture. 

First, we note the accent on the doctrine of justification in the 

confessions. In the Augsburg Confession, the fourth article on justifi

cation is the central article; the prior articles lead up to it, and 

those that follow it either express the consequences of jus tification 

for the faith and life of the church, or further explain the article. 

Of the twenty-eight articles in the Augsburg Confession, more than half 

are explicitly related to the doctrine of justification.3 Of the nearly 

190 pages in ... the Apology, the explicit treatment of justif ication takes 

up over sixty pages; in nearly every other article, the doctrine of 

justification is also the obvious concern. In his Smalcald Articles 

Luther deals with justification explicitly in two articles (SA II, i; 

III, xiii), but again it is his constant concern in nearly every other 

topic he deals with. In fact, the Smalcald Articles are more clearly 

structured around the doctrine of justification than any other confes

sional document. Also the Formula of Concord deals extensively with 

this doctrine, devoting the entire third article to it. In short, the 

Lutheran Confessions are from beginning to end an exposition of this 

doctrine and a confession of it before men and God. As Herbert Bouman 

has stated, 

A serious student of the symbols is overwhelmed by the subject. 
On nearly every page he meets the cantus fir~us of justification 
as the ever-recurring theme which, though developed in a hundred 

3Cf. articles II-IX, XI, XII, XV, XVII, XVIII, XX, XXI, and XXIV. 
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fascina tinating4varia tions, always remains plainly recoenizable as 
the s ame t heme. 

Not only is the doctrine of justification the main subject of the 

Lutheran Confessions, but the chief teaching of Scripture as well. The· 

Augsburg Confession argues that "the chief article of the Gospel [das 

furnehme Artikel des Evangeliums; praecipuum evangelii locum] must be 

maintained, namely, that we obtain the grace of God through faith in 

Christ wi thout our merits" (AC XXVIII, 52). Or again, "One must pay 

attention to the chief article of Christian doctrine [das Haupstilck 

christlicher Lehre], and this is not abrogated by the decree" of the 

apostles to abstain from blood (AC XXVIII, 66). For the Apology the 

doctrine of justification is "the main doctrine of Christianity [prae

cipuus locus doctrinae christianae] (Ap IV, 2). Melanchthon begs the 

Emperor "to hear us out patiently and to consider carefully this most 

important iss ue, involving the chief doctrine of ~h~ Gospel [praecipuum 

evangelii ~], tP.e true knowledge of Christ, and the true worship of 

God" (Ap XII, 3). A few lines later he repeats, "Yet the issue at hand 

is a great one, the chief doctrine of the Gospel [de praecipuo evangelii 

12.£2.], the forgiveness of sins" (Ap XII, 10). 

Luther expresses himself on the article of justi fication with his 

characteristic vigor. 

Nothing in this article can be given up or compromised, even if 
heaven and earth and things temporal should be destroyed •••• 

4Herbert J. A. Bouman, "Some Thoughts on the Theological Presuppo
sitions for a Lutheran Approach to the Scriptures," in Aspects of Bibli
.£!1 Hermeneutics, Confessional Principles and Practical Apnlications, 
Occasional Papers No. l of Concordia Theological Monthly (St. Louis: 
Concordia Publishing House, 1966), P• 10. 



72 

On this article rests all that we teach and practice agai nst t he 
pope, the devil, and the world. Therefore we must be quite cer
t ain and have no doubts about it. Otherwise all is lost, and the 
pope, the devil, and a l l our adversaries will gain the victory . 
(SA II, i, 55). 

Luther continues by illustrating that several Roman Cathol ic practices 

oppose the doctrine of jus tification by grace. The Roman Mass "runs 

into direct and violent conflict with this fundamental article[~ 

diesen Hauptartikel]" (SA II, ii, 1) . Purgatory is "contrary to the 

fundamental articJ.e [wider den Hauptartikel] that Christ alone, and not 

the work of man, can help souls" (SA II, ii, 12). Fraternities and 

indulgences are "contrary to the first article" (SA II, ii, 21, 24) as 

are also the invocation of saints, and chapters and monasteries (SA II, 

ii, 24; iii, 1, 2). In fact, all things tha t the pope has undertaken 

and done "come into conflict with the first, fundamental article which 

is concerned with redemption in Jesus Christ" (SA II, iv, 3). 

Luther underscores this emphasis on justification by grace in the 

Large Catechism when he emphasizes, "Toward forgiveness is directed 

everything that is to be preached concerning the sacraments and, in 

short, the entire Gospel and all the duties of Christianity" (LC II, 54). 

The Formula of Concord shares the viewpoint of the earlier confessions 

that the doctrine of justification is "the chief article of the entir e 

Christian doctrine without which no poor consci ence can have any abiding 

comfort or rightly understand the riches of the grace of Chris t" (FC SD 

III, 6). It quotes Luther approvingly: "Where this single article re

mains pure, Christendom will remain pure, in beautiful harmony, and with

out any schisms. But where it does not remain pure, it is impossible 

to repel any error or heretical spirit" (FC SD III, 6). The Formula 
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concludes its treatment of "this high and important article of justifi

cation before God, on which the salvation of our souls depends" by 

referring the reader to Luther's commentary on Galatians f or a detailed 

explanation (FC SD III, 67). 

It needs to be understood that the Lutheran Confessions see the 

doctrine of justification by grace to be the clear teac?ing of all of 

Holy Scripture and not a sectarian emphasis.5 This is evident in the 

first instance if we take the confessions seriously as biblical exposi

tions; for wherever they speak doctrinally, they are doing so on the 

basis of Holy Scripture. But the evidence is r.1ore explicit. Helanchthon, 

for example, contends tha t the teaching that "by faith alone we receive 

the forgiveness of sins for Chris t's sake, and by faith alone are justi

fied" has been set forth in the Apology 11on the basis of Scriptures and 

arguments derived from the Scriptures" (Ap IV, 117). He is amazed that 

his opponents "are unmoved by the many passages in the Scriptures t hat 

clearly attribute justification to faith and s pecifically deny it to 

works." He a .sks: "Do they suppose. that this is repeated so often for 

no reason? ,..!Do they suppose tha t these words fell from the Holy Spirit 

unawares?" (Ap IV, 107-lOa). Bible passages are used profusely through

out Melanchthon's presentation of justification. A case in point is 

the list of passages from Paul, John, Acts, Habbakuk, and Isaiah to 

demonstrate that the statement, "Faith justifies," is found throughout 

Scripture. Melanchthon concludes this list with the statement, "But 

5The German Apology says of the Roman Catholics: "dieselbi~en 
seligen Lehre, das liebe, heilige Evangelium nennen sie liltherisch" 
(Ap XV, 44). In Die Bekenntnisschriften der evangelisch-lutherischen 
Kirche (5. durchgesehene Auflage; Gottingen: Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht, 
1963), P• 305. 
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the Scripture is full of such testimonies" (Ap IV, 89-102). Likewise, 

Luther's "fundamental article" on justification in the Smalcald Articles 

consists almost entirely of Bible passages (SA II, i). Fagerberg cor

rectly states: 

Die Verheissung grundet sich also auf das, was Gott in der hl. 
Schrift versprochen hat. Da die Verheissung durch die ganze hl. 
Schrift hindurch wiederholt wird, braucht man nicht unbedingt 
nach bestimmten Verheissungsworten zu suchen; sie ist vielmehr 
ilberall da vorhanden, ~o Gott verspricht, bedruckte und betrubte 
Gewissen aufzurichten. 

Nor is the doctrine of justification by grace for Christ's sake 

through faith a teaching of the New Testament alone. The Old Testa-

ment too knows of no other way of being justified before God than through 

faith in the coming Christ. Melanchthon's definition of the Gospel in 

the Old Testament as the promise of justification for the sake of the 

coming Messiah makes this very clear (Ap IV, 5). He adds elsewhere that 

the promise of grace in Christ 

is repeated continually throughout Scripture; first it was gi ven 
to Adam, later to the patriarchs, then illumined by the prophets, 
and finally proclaimed and revealed by Christ among the Jews, and 
spread by the apostles throughout the world (Ap XII, 53). 

There has always been only one way of being justified before God. 

In the Old Testament as in the New, the saints had to be justi fied 
by faith in the promise of forgiveness·of sins given for Christ's 
sake. Since the beginning of the world, all the saints have had 
to believe that Christ would be the offering and the satisfaction 
for sin, as Is. 53:10 teaches, "When he makes himself an offering 
for sin" (Ap XXIV, 55). 

Melanchthon's use of Acts 10:43, "To Him all the prophets bear witness," 

is also instructive on this point, for it is Scripture's own testimony 

6 Fagerberg, P• 98. 



. 75 

to the Christological content of the Old Testament (see Ap IV, 83, 273; 

Ap XII 65-71; Ap XX, 2). 

But Melanchthon also uses the passage to show that the centrality 

of the doctrine of justification reflects the consensus of the church. 

He states, 

But here Peter cites the consensus of the church in support of 
our position: ••• Surely the consensus of the prophets should 
be interpreted as the consensus of the··universal church. Neither 
to the pope nor to the church do we grant the authority to issue 
decrees contrary to the consensus of the prophets (Ap XII, 66). 

Again, Melanchthon explains: "Peter clearly cites the consensus of the 

prophets; the writings of the apostles attest that they believed the 

same thing; nor are testimonies of the Fathers lacking" (Ap XII, 73). 

Thus the confessions maintain that their central article is the chief 

article in Scripture and that it has been believed and confessed by the 

church of all ages. 

One can speak of the centrality of the doctrine of justification 

by grace in the Scriptures, or one can speak simply of their Christocen

tricity, for the person and work of Jesus Christ is the sine~~ of 

justification. As the Formula states, 

Therefore we believe, teach, and confess that the total obedience 
of Christ's total person, which he rendered to his heavenly Father 
even to the most ignominious death of the cross, is reckoned to us 
as righteousness (FC SD III, 56; see also 9, 23; and 30). 

The reader of the confessions soon becomes aware of .how frequently and 

steadfastly everything in Scripture is regarded as dealing directly or 

indirectly with Jesus Christ. And because of their conviction that all 

Scripture presents the same doctrine of justification for Christ's sake, 

it is not surprising tha t Christological interpretations are frequently 

given to Old Testament texts as well as New Testament passages. Dan. 4:27 
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is thus explained: "Daniel knew that the forsiveness of sins in the 

Christ was promised not only to the Israelites but to all nations. 

Otherwise he could not have promised the king forgiveness of sins" 

(Ap IV, 262). That the death of Christ is a satisfaction not only for 

guilt but also for eternal death is proved from Hosea 13:14 (Ap XII, 

140). Passages from Isaiah 53 are used directly of Christ (Ap XX, 5; 

XXIV, 23; SA II, i, 2, 5). The burning of the lamb, the drink offering, 

and the offering of flour mentioned in Numbers 28:4-8 "depicted Christ 

and the whole worship of the New Testament" (Ap XXIV, 36). The Leviti

cal propitiatory sacrifices are symbols of Christ's future offering (Ap 

XXIV, 24, 53). Old Testament passages support the doctrine of justifi

cation throughout the fourth article of the Apology. Three Old Testament 

texts (Ps. 8:6, 93:1, and Zechariah 9:10) are cited to show that the pro

phets foretell that Christ, the God-man is everywhere present to rule 

(FC SD VIII, 27). In short, for the confessions all Scripture testifies 

of Christ. 

With this understanding of the centrality of the doctrine of justifi

cation by grace in Holy Scripture, we can understand the force of the 

statement in the German translation of the Apology, which reads: 

[The article of justification] is of especial service for the 
clear, correct understanding of the entire Holy Scriptures, and 
alone shows the right way to the unspeakable treasure and right 
knowledge o7 Christ, and alone opens the door to the entire Bible 
(Ap IV, 2). 

These words contain an important Reformation emphasis on the understanding 

of Holy Scripture. To understand Holy Scripture is to know and believe 'I 

7concordia Triglotta, edited by F. Bente (St. Louis: Concordia 
Publishing House, 1921), p. 121. 
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the Christ of the Scriptures; to know and believe in Christ is to have 

the door to the Bible opened, from the inside, by the Holy Spirit, and 

there to recognize its central message of justification by grace for 

Christ's sake through faith. 

The emphases of the confessions presented in this chapter have im

portant consequences for the interpretation of Holy Scripture. These 

will be developed more ~xplicitly in chapter ·eight. But already at this 

point it is clear that the confessions would answer with an emphatic 

"Nothing!" ·the rhetorical question of Luther: "Take Christ from the 

Scriptures-~and what more will you find in them?118 

8
Martin Luther, ~ Bondage of the \·/ill, translated by J. I. Packer 

and O. R. Johnston ('.-Jestwood, N. J:': Fleming H. Revell Company, 1957), 
p. 71. 



PART II 

CONFESSIONAL PRINCIPL~S OF BIBLICAL INTERPRETATION 

-----, 



CHAPTER VI 

PRINCIPLC:S OF GRA?·1HATICAL i::XEGESIS 

The Lutheran Confessions view the Holy Scriptures as a unit. No

where is Testament pitt ed against Testament, book against book, or author 

agains t author. As the previous chapters have indicated, the unit~ of 

Scripture is a unity of messaRe, for throughout the Scriptures the divine 

Law and Gospel are set forth. It is a unity of content, for all of 

Scripture teaches the doctrine of justification by grace for Christ's 

sake through faith. Moreover, all Scripture is united in the function 

of making man wise unto salva tion. And underlying the unity of message, 

content, and function is the unity of divine authorship which gives mean

ing to the other aspects of bi blical unity. Without an understanding pf 

this manifold unity of Scripture, it is impossible to understand the spe

cific principles of confessiona l biblical int erpretation set forth in 

the next chapters. 

But how does the reader get at the meaning of the Word of God? How 

does he hear what God is saying to him in His Law and Gospel? The answer 

is implicit in the understanding of Scripture as God's Word, or the under

standing of the Word of God as Holy Scriptures. For both " iford" and 

"Scriptures" imply that the Bible is to be read and interpreted as a 

literary document. And this is, in fact, the basic confessional answer 

to the above questions. We hear what God is saying in His Word through 

grammatical or literary exegesis of the Scriptures. It is important to 

see how the confessors derive the meaning from the bi.blical text and seek 

the intended sense of the text. For in so doing they are listening to 
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God speak. 

Derive the Meaning from the Text 

Perhaps the cardinal emphasis of Lutheran Reformation exegesis was 

its insistence that the "letters" and grammar of Scripture must be under

stood and taken seriously before the Scriptures can be understood theo

logically. Torm summarizes this emphasis: "'Littera' ist und bleibt die 

Grundlage. Der Weg zum religiosen Verstand.nis eines biblischen Textes 

geht durch seinen Bucbstaben,--nicht Uber ihn hinweg.111 How serio·usly 

the confessions take the letter of Scripture is evident in many ways, 

first of all in their concern with the exegesis of their Roman Catholic 

and "enthusiastic" opponents. 

The Apology's criticism of the exegesis of the Roman Catholic~

tation is of three kinds. First, the Romanists are selective in their 

use of Scripture. They select "passages about law and works but ·omit 

passages about the promises" (IV, 183; see also IV, 107, 221, 284, 286, 

and XII , 34) • 

Second, they twist and distort the Scriptures to suit their own 

non-Scriptural opinions. "Our opponents twist many texts because ·they 

read their own opinions into them instead of deriving the meaning from 

the texts themselves" (IV, 224; see also IV, 244, 253, 255, 260, 286; 

XII, 123; and XXIV, 115). While this "eisegesis" usually takes the form 

of imposing a false human opinion about justification on the text of 

Scripture, the Romanists also read later inventions, such as canonical 

1Fr. Torm, Hermeneutik des Neuen Testaments (Gottingen: Vandenhoeck 
& Ruprecht, 19.30), p. 25. - -
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satisfactions or monasticism, into the Scriptures (XII, 131; XXVII, 29). 

Third, their actual exegesis is careless, slovenly, illogical and 

often dishonest. They add words to the text ~IV, 264), or omit a word 

and the central thought as well (IV, 357). They quote passages in a 

garbled form (IV, 286) or out of context (XXIV, 15). They are guilty of 

bad grammar (by applying a universal particle to a single part, IV, 283), 

of neglecting grammar (XII, 163), or even of despising grammar (XII, 106). 

Their use of logic in understanding the text is sophistic or wrong (IV, 

222, 335, 360-361). They "make the effect the cause" (XX, 13). Melanch

thon laments: "Who ever taught these asses such logic? This is not logic 

or even sophistry, but sheer dishonesty" (XII, 123). Such "exegesis" 

had indeed obscured "important teachings of the Scriptures and the Fathers" 

(II, 32). In short, the Romanists "do violence not only to Scripture, 

2 but also to the very usage of the language" (IV, 357). 

Like Roman Catholic exegetes, the "enthusiasts" also failed to derive 

God's meaning from the text of Scripture itself.3 For they "dream that 

the Holy Spirit does not come through the Word but because of their own 

preparatio~s" (Ap XIII, 13). Luther answers this claim of the enthusiasts 

in the Smalcald Articles. There he emphasizes that God gives no one His 

Spirit or grace "except through or with the external Word which comes be

fore." If we maintain this truth, Luther contends, we shall be protected 

from those "who boast that they possess the Spirit without and qefore the 

2cr. also Ap IV, 286, where Melanchthon summarizes the above criti
cisms of Roman Catholic exegesis. 

311Enthusiasm11 or 11Schwarmerei11 was a general label for the attempt 
to by-pass the Word of God in man's dealings with God. Several Anabap~ : 
tists, "spiritualists" like Carlstadt or Milnzer, and the radical .left 
wing of the Reformation generally are indicated by this term. 



82 

Word and who therefore judge, interpret, and twist the Scriptures or 

spoken Word according to their pleasure." That Luther here condemns 

those who disparage the need for the external· means of grace is clear. 

But it is also obvious that "enthusiasm" includes the attempt to claim 

divine authority for ideas not taught in the Scriptures, for the Scrip

tures serve as the only source and norm for the content of the means of 

grace as well as for all other divine teachings. Luther's citation of 

the papacy as a prime example of enthusiasm makes t his plain. 

The papacy, too, is nothing but enthusiasm, for the pope boasts 
tha t "all laws are in the shrine of his heart," and he claims 
that whatever he decides and commands in his churches is spirit 
and l aw, even when it is above and contrary to the Scriptures or 
spoken W9rd. 

Adam and Eve were enthusiasts because they departed from the external 

Word of God to their own imaginations. In fact, enthusiasm is "the 

source, strength, and power of all heresy, including that of the papacy 

and Mohammedanism" (SA III, viii, 3-13).4 

The actual exegesis in the confessions makes it clear how seriously 

they took the principle of deriving the meaning from the text of Scri p

ture. Statements like the following are frequent: 11we shall. simply 

present Paul's meaning" (Ap IV, 231); "the text does not say this" 

(Ap IV, 264); "as the narrative in the text shows" (Ap IV, 267); "what 

we have said is what Paul really and truly means" (Ap XII, 84); "Where 

does Scripture say this?" (Ap XII, 138); "the prophet's own words give 

us his meaning" (Ap XXIV, 32). The appeal throughout is to what God is . 

actually saying through His holy penmen. 

411Enthusiasm" is condemned elsewhere in the confessions, as well. 
Cf. AC, V; Ap IV, 66; LC IV, 15, 28; FC Ep II, 13; and FC SD II, 80. 



The ·confessions evidence a careful cc;mcern for many :of the aspects 

of grammatical exegesis. They know the importance of word study and 

usage. We note· how carefully the words "to be justified" and "justifi

cation" are explained (Ap IV, 72).5 Particular attention is given to 

understanding "faith in the true s ense, as the Scriptures use the word" 

(Ap IV, 112; see IV, 3o4). Similar attention is given to deriving the 

meaning of the word "Gospel" from the biblical usage, and it is noted 

that "The word 'Gospel' is not used a single sense i~ Holy Scripture" 

(FC Ep V, 6; see SD V, 3-6). The biblical meaning of the word "necessity" 

is studied (FC SD IV, 14, 17), and the biblical usage of the word "repen

tance" is analyzed (FC SD V, 7-8). 

Sometimes extra-biblical data are helpful for understanding a word 

used in Scripture. Commenting on the meaning of "sin offering" in 

Isaiah 53:10 and Romans 8:3, Melanchthon comments: 

We can understand the meaning of the word more readi ly if we look 
at t he customs which the heathen adopted from their misinterpre
tation of the patriarchal tradition. The Latins offered a sac
rificial victim to placate the wrath of God when, · .amid great calami
ties, it seemed to be unusually severe; this they called a trespass 
offering. Someti mes they offered up human sacrifices, perhaps 
becaus e they had heard that a human victim was going to placate God 
for the whole human race. The Greeks called them either "refuse" 
or 11offscouring11 (Ap XXIV, 23). 

Later in the same article, Melanchthon discusses the use ·of the word 

"liturgy" by the G;reeks. He quotes Demosthenes, the rescript of Per

tinax, and Ulpian, a commentator on Demosthenes, and concludes: · 

But further proofs are unnecessary since anyone who reads the 
Greek authors can find examples everywhere of their use of "liturgy" 
to mean public duties or ministrations. Because of the diphthong, 

5cf.· FC Ep III; 7, "according to the usage of Scripture," and FC SD 
III, 17, "And this is the usual usage and meaning of the word in the Holy 
Scriptures of the Old and the New Testaments." 
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philoiogists do not derive it from lite, which means prayers, but 
from~, which means public goods; thus the verb means to care 
for or to administer public goods (Ap XXIV 81-83). 

Readers of the Large Catechism will also remember that Luther explains 

the Greek and Latin background of the word 11Kirche11 (LC II, 48)".6 

Particular weight is often laid on one word in a passage. The word 

"all" in Luke 11:41 must be clearly understood (Ap IV, 283). Melanchthon 

carefully explains the force of the word "judge" in I Cor. 11:31 (Ap 

XII, 163). The wnrd "bread" in I Cor. 11:28 and 10:16 is enough biblic~l 
' , ' 

basis to oppose transubstantiation (SA III VI, 5). Much importance is 
,; 

attached to the exclusive particles ("alone," "freely," "not of works," 

"it is a gift") in passages dealing with justification (Ap IV, 73; FC SD 

III, 52). Melanchthon feels no compulsion to do so, but offers a dis

tinction between the words "faith" and "hope" (Ap IV, 312). The Greek 

text is appealed to for a deeper understanding of key words. '~In the 

Greek this petition reads, 'Deliver or keep us from the Evil One, or the 

Wicked One"' (LC III, 113). The Formula explains that the Greek expres

sion "does not receive" in I Cor. 2:14 actually me.ans "does not grasp, 

take hold of, or apprehend" (FC SD II, 12). 

Grammar is of the utmost importance, as the general exegesis 'of the 

confessions from beginning to end makes very clear. The Treatise, for 

example, can argue that the plural form of the word "you" in Hatt. 16:19; 

18:18; and John 20:23 shows that "the keys were given equally to all the 

apostles and that all the apostles were sent out as equals" (Tr, 23). 

6Luther' s derivation of ;;Kirche" from the Greek is generally held 
to be correct, although his attempt to associate it with the Latin "curia" 
is probably faulty. See~ Bekenntnisschriften ~ evangelisch
lutherischen Kirche (5. durchgesehene Auflage; Gottingen: Vandenhoeck & 
Ruprecht, 1963), p. 656, n. 7. 



The literary context and historical setting must also be ·carefully 

considered. Luke 7:47 is interpreted on the basis of its context, es

pecially verse 50 (Ap IV, 152). I Peter 4:8 is explained on the basis 

of its closer context and its wider context, 2:4, 5 and 6 (Ap IV, 238). 

James 2:24 is explained on the basis of its context, especially 1:18 

(Ap IV, 246-247). Tobit 4:11 is interpreted by verses 5 and 19 (Ap IV, 

277, 280). I Tim. 5:8, 9 and 14 help us to understand verses 11 and 12 

(Ap XXVII, 64-67). That the word "Gospel11 in Mark 1:1 is to be inter

preted in the wider sense is based on Mark 1:4 (FC SD V, 4). Not only 

the context of the words of institution but also the circumstances of 

the Last Supper help us to understand our Lord's words of institution 

(Fe SD VII, 44, 48). The "purpose and context of St. Paul's entire dis

course" in I Cor. 10 help us to explain his words in verse 16 (FC SD VII, 

57). Such examples could be multiplied. Confessional exegesis practices 

what Melanchthon preaches: 

It is necessary to consider passages in their context, because 
according to the common rule it is improper in an argument to 
judge or reply to a single passage without taking the whole law 
into account. When passages are considered in their o'l-m context, 
they often yield their own interpretation (Ap IV, 280). 

Through careful textual study, attention to the rules of grammar 

and logical discourse, study of word mea.~ing and usage, and consideration 

of the closer and wider context of a passage, confessional exegesis seeks 

to avoid the exegetical blunders of their opponents. The theological 

basis of careful exegesis is the conviction that God is speaking in the 

words of Scripture. What He is saying can be learned only b-y deriving 

the meaning of the text from the text itself. 
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Seek the Intended Sense of the Text 

The insistence of the Lutheran Reformation that every passage of 

Holy Scripture has but one sense which the exegete must discover and 

explain constituted a major break-through in the history of biblical 

interpretation.7 In Medieval times Scripture was expounded by means of 

the Quadriga, or fourfold rule, according to which Bible passages could 

have a literal, moral, allegorical, and anagogical sense. The moral or 

tropological sense applied to the individual believer, the allegorical 

to the Church, and the anagogical to the future. This type of exegesis 

made of the Scriptures a "waxen nose," a book filled \·Ii th obscurity and 

mystery which only the church could interpret. Farrar states: 

He [Luther] saw as clearly as Melanchthon tha t · the pretense of a 
multiplex intelligentia destroyed the whole maaning of Scripture 
and depr ived it of any certain sense at all, while it left room 
for the most extravagant perversions, and became a subtle method 
for transferring to human

8
fallibility what belonged exclusively to 

the domain of revelation. 

It should be observed, however, that throughout the Hiddle Ages and into 

the period of the Reforma tion only the literal sense was valid in dispu

tations and the exegete was not compelled to s earch for all four sens es 

in every verse.9 

Over against this view of Scripture, Luther ass erted: "The literal 

7For the prior history of this rule and its significance in Luther's 
thought, see F. ~·I. Farrar, History £f. Interpretation (Bampton Lectures of 
1885; Grand Rapids: Baker Book House, 1961). See also Gerhard ~ause, 
Studien zu Luthers Auslegung der Kleinen Propheten (Tilbingen: J.C. B. 
Mohr, 19°62'), pp. 174-175, n. ~ 

8
Ibid., pp. 327-328. 

9A. &kevington Wood, Luther's Princi ples of Biblical Interpretation 
(London: The Tyndale Press, 1960), pp. 24-25. 
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sense of Scripture alone is the whole essence of faith and Christian 

theology''; and again, "If we wish to handle Scripture aright, our sole 

effort will be to obtain the one, simple, seminal and certain sense.1110 

Or again, "The Holy Spirit is the plainest writer and speaker in heaven 

and earth and therefore His words cannot have more than one, and that 

the very simplest sense, which we call the literal, ordinary, natural 

sense.1111 

In his Q!:. El~mentis Rhetorices, Melanchthon also disparages the 

fourfold sense of Scripture and insists that the Scriptures have but one 

certain and simple sense. He writes: 

Haec duxi hoc in loco, de quatuor sensibus dicenda esse, ut ad
monerem unam aliquam, ac simplicem, et certam sententiam in 
singulis locis quaerendam esse, quae cum perpetuo contextu 
orationis, et cum circumstantiis negocii consentit. Nee ubique 
licent allegorias quaerere, nee temere aliud ex grammatica oen
tentia ratiocinandum est, sed videndum, quid in uno~~oque loco 
deceat, nee pugnantia figenda sunt articulis fidei. 

Melanchthon explains that the one simple and certain sense is to be 

found by the application of the rules of grammatica, rhetorica, and 

dialectica.13 He adds that transforming the simple meaning of Scripture 

into other meanings leaves us with no certainty of Scripture's meaning 

10 
Farrar, p. 327. 

11Martin Luther, Dr.~. Luther's Answer to the Superchristian, Suuer
spiritual, and Superlearned ~of~ Emser of Leipzig, with~ Glance 
~~Comrade Murner, 1521, translated by A. Steimle, Works of Hartin 
Luther (Philadelphia: A. J. Holman Company, 1930), III, 350. For Luther's 
distinction between sententia generalis et suecialis and his understanding 
of the scopus of the text, see Krause, pp. 213-223 and 241-260. 

1~hilip Melanchthon, 11De Elementis Rhetorices, 11 Corpus Reformatorum, 
edidit Carolus Gottlieb Bretschneider, (Halis Saxonum: C. A. Schwetschke 
et Filium, 1835), XIII, col. 472. 

13Ibid., col. 468. 
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and thereby weakens its authority.14 

Once again, this principle of confessional hermeneutics can be seen 

most clearly in the consistent exegetical practice of setting forth the 

simple, literal, or native sense intended by the author as the meaning 

of passages. A few examples may serve to illustrate this fact. We note 

Melanchthon's disregard for allegories: "Our opponents will really 

achieve something if we let them defeat us with allegories, but it is 

evident tha t allegory does not prove or establish anything" (Ap XXIV, 

35). Melanchthon ridicules such an example of Roman exegesis. Commenting 

on the Romah use of Proverl>s 27:23, "Know well the condition of your 

flocks," to justify a priest's investigating the sins of a penitent, 

Melanchthon observes: 

By a marvelous transformation, our opponents make passages of 
Scripture mean whatever they want them to mean. According to 
their interpretation, "know" here means to hear confessions, 
"condition" means the secrets of conscience and not outward 
conduct, and "flocks" means men. The interpreta tion surely is 
a neat one, worthy of these men who despise grammar (Ap XII 106). 

Melanchthon counters by pointing out that Solomon is not talking about 

confession, but merely giving a bit of domestic advice to the head of a 

household. He does not, however; rule out the possibility of appiying 

this passage to a contemporary pastor "by analogy." Again, commenting 

on the Confutation's use of I Samuel 2:36 to justify distributing only 

the bread to the laity, Melanchthon comments: "Our opponents are obvi

ously clowning when they apply the story of Eli's sons to the sacrament" 

(Ap XXII, 10). 

Nowhere is the confessional appeal to the native sense of the text 

14
Ibid., col. 469. 
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more evident than in their interpretation of the Eucharistic words of 

institution. In the Large Catechism Luther emphasized: "Here we shall 

take our stand and see who dares to instruct Christ and alter what he 

has spoken •• . . For as we have it from the lips of Christ, so it is; 

he cannot lie or deceive" (V, 13-14). Again, "Mark this and rem~CJber it 

well. For upon these words rest our whole argument, protection, and de

fense against all errors and deceptions that have ever arisen or may yet 

arise" (V, 19). 

The Formula of Concord deals with the interpretation of these words 

at great length. Because of its hermeneutical importance, we shall cite 

the Formula fn some detail. After setting forth the Sacramentarian posi

tion, the Formula quotes at length from earlier Lutheran confessions and 

the writings of Luther to indicate the true Lutheran position on the Real 

Presence. Commenting on the Wittenberg Concord of 1536, the Formula 

remarks: 

Thereby they wished to indicate that, even though they also use 
these different formulas, "in the bread, under the bread, with the 
bread," they still accept the words of Christ in their strict sense 
and as they read [eigentlich und wie sie lauten], and they do not 
consider that in the proposition (that is, the words of Christ's 
testamont), "This is my body" we have to do with a figurative pre
dication, but with an unusual one (that is, it is not to be under
stood as a figurative, flowery formula or quibble about words) 
(SD VII, 38). 

The Formula asserts that the Lutheran position set forth above 

rests on a unique, firm, immovable, and indubitable rock of truth 
in the words of institution recorded in the holy Word of God and 
s 'o understood, taught, and transmitted by the holy evangelists 
and apostles, and by their disciples and hearers in turn (SD VII, 
42). 

The article then turns to an interpretation of Christ's words, pointing 

out that Christ speaks not as a mere man or angel, but as the one who is 

"himself the eternal truth and wisdom and the almighty God" (SD VII, 43). 

, .. 
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Noting the great care and deliberation with which our Lord chose His words 
' 
' 

"as he was kbout to begin his bitter passion and death for our sin," the 

Formula concludes: 

We are therefore bound to interpret and explain these words of 
the et;rnal, truthful, and almighty Son of God, Jesus Christ, 
our Lord, Creator, and Redeemer, not as flowery, figurative, or 
metaphorical expressions, as they a!Jpear to our reason, but we 
must accept them in simple faith and due obedience in their strict 
and clear sense, just as they read [wie sie lauten, in ihrem 
eigentiichen, klaren Vorstand]. Nor darewe permit any objection 
or human"~contradiction, spun out of human reason, to turn us away 
from th~~e words, no matter how appealing our reason may find it 
(SD VII, 45). 

" 
The article cites the example of Abraham as one who di'd not ask for a 

"tolerable and loose interpretation" of God's command to sacrifice his 

son Isaac, but "understood the words and command of God plainly and sim

ply, as the words read" (SD VII, 46). Then it returns to the words of 

institution. 

All circumstances of the institution of this Supper testify that 
these words of our Lord Jesus Christ, which in themselves are simple, 
clear, manifest, certain, and indubitable, can and should be under
stood only in1their usual, strict, and commonly accepted meaning 
(SD VII, 48). ~ 

The next paragraphs show how the context of the Last Supper indicates 

that there can be no metaphor or metonymy in Christ's words. We must 

remain with the simple meaning of the words. 

In the institution of his last will and testament and of his abiding 
covenant and union, he uses no flowery language but the most approp
riate, simple, indubitable and clear words, just as he does in all 
the articles of faith and in the institution of other covenant signs 
and signs of grace or sacraments, such as circumcision, the many 

l5"Nun zeugen alle Umstande der Einsetzung dieses Abcmdmahls, dass 
diese Wort unsers Herrn und Heilands Jesu Christi, so an sich selbst ein
fal.tig, deutlich, klar, fest und unzweifelhaftig sein, anders nicht dann 
in ihrer gewohntlichen, eigentlichen und gemeinen Deutung konnen und 
sollen verstanden werden," Bekenntnisschriften, p. 987. 



91 

kinds of sacrifice in the Old Testament, and holy Baptism. And so 
tha t ~o misunderstanding could creep in, he explained things more 
clearly by adding the words, 11given for you, shed f or you." He let 
his disci ples keep this simple and strict understanding and com
manded them to teach all nations to observe all tha t he had com
manded them (that is, the apostles) (SD VII 50- 51)~ 

After several paragraphs dealing with further explanations of the doctrine 

of the Lord's Supper, the article returns to the matter of interpretation. 

We shall not , can not, and should not per mit any clever human opin
ions, no matter wha t appearance or prestige they may have, to lead 
us away from the simple, explicit, and clear understanding [von dem 
einfaltigen, deutlichen und klaren Verstan.d] of Christ's word and 
testament to a strange meaning different from the way the letters 
read, but, as sta ted above, we shall understand and believe them in 
the simple sense (SD VII, 92). 

It is not surprising then that the Formula explicitly condemns those who 

hold that the words of institution "through tropes or a figurative inter

pretation are to be given a different, new, and strange sense" (SD VII, 

113). 

The proper sense of a passage, however, is the sense intended by the 

author, and the biblical authors do not always speak in literalistic 

terms. This fact is also evident in the confessions. The Scriptures 

can employ figures of speech, for example, synechdoche (Ap IV, 152) or 

perhaps hyperbole (Ap IV, 277). In the same article we quoted above, the 

Formula asserts that John 6:48-58 refers to a "spiritual" eating of the 

flesh of Christ (SD VII, 61). In the following article, the Formula 

adopts Luther's explanati on that the right hand of God "is not a specific 

place in heaven, as the Sacramentarians maintain without proof from the 

Holy Scriptures. The right hand of God is precisely the almighty power 

of God which fills heaven and earth ••• " (SD VIII, 28). Our Lord's 

statement in Matt. 16:18, "On thi.s· rock I will build my church," does 

not have reference to a literal rock, but to the "ministry of the 
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confession which Peter made when he declared Jesus to be the Christ, the 

Son of God" (Tr, 25) ."16 

The confessions throughout give evidence of their diligence in 

seeking the intended sense of the text. Their refusal to indicate 

several meanings for any passage shows how faithfully they carried out 

their further conviction that each passage has but one single sense. 

But are there exceptions to this last principle? Some would find excep

tions in Luther's treatment of three commandments and in Melanchthon's 

interpretation of Levitical sacrifices. With regard to the Third Com

mandment, Luther writes: · 

Therefore, according to its literal, outward sense[~ dem groben 
Verstand] this commandment does not concern us Christians. It is 
an entirely external matter, like the other ordinances of the Old 
Testament connected with particular customs, persons, times, and 
places, from all of which we are now set free through Christ (LC I, 
82). 

Luther then proceeds to offer "ordinary people a Christian interpretation 

of what God requires in this commandment" (LC I, 83). At first glance 

it would appear that Luther interprets the Third Commandment as having 

a double sense, the one "literal" and the other "Christian." But as 

Luther's context makes clear, the true and proper sense of the command

ment is its "Christian" sense, and it was also this for the Old Testament 

16r.uther gives this advice for postulating figures of speech in Holy 
Scripture: "Rather let this be our conviction: that no 'implication' or 
'figure' may be allowed to exist in any passage of Scripture unless such 
be required by some obvious feature of the words and the absurdity of 
their plain sense, as offending against an article of faith • . Everywhere 
we should stick to just the simple, natural meaning of the words, as 
yielded by the rules of grammar and the habits of sp.1ech that God has 
created among men •••• All 'figures' should rather be avoided, as being 
the quickest poison, when Scripture itself does not absolutely require 
them." In~ Bondage~~ ::::!?dl, translated by J. I. Packer and O. R. 
Johnston (Westwood, N. J.: Fleming H. Revell Company, 1957), PP• 191-192. 

, ·- - ··----___ ._ ___ . ------ - -- .. -· --
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Jews. Its proper sense, then and now, is "That we should sanctify the 

holy day o·r day of rest" (LC I, 81). True, "As far as outward observance 

is concerned, the commandment was given to the Jews alone" (LC I, 80), 

but this "outward observance" for Luther is not the real, proper m;::aning 

of the text. Much the same explanation should be given to Luther's 

remarks on the last two commandments: "These two commandments, taken 

literally, were given exclusively to the Jews; nevertheless, in part they 

also apply to us'' (LC I, 293) •17 

A related problem greets us in Melanchthon's comments on the Leviti

cal sacrifices in article twenty-four of the Apology. All Levitic~l sac

rifices can be classified under two heads, propitiatory or eucharistic 

(21). Yet, there has really been only one propitiatory sacrifice in the 

world, the death of Christ (22). What then were the Levitical "propi

tiatory" sacrifices? They were so-called only as "symbols of a future 

offering [~ significandum futurum piaculum] '.' (24). That is, they were 

"merely a picture [imago] of the sacrifice of Christ which was to be the 

one propitiatory sacrifice" (53). However, "By analogy [propterea simili

tudine] they were satisfactions since they gained the righteousness of 

the ceremonial law and prevented the exclusion of the sinner from the 

commonwealth" (24).18 For the Apology there is but one proper meaning 

of the Levitical "propitiatory" sacrifices: they are symbols of the 

coming sacrifice of Christ. The New Testament (in this case, the book of 

1711Diese zwei Gepot sind fast den Juden sonderlich gegeben, wiewohl 
sie uns dennoch auch zum Teil betreffen," Bekenntnisschriften, p. 633. 

18cf. Ap XXIV, 56, where it is stated ·that "by analogy [sir.iiltudine]" 
Old Testament sacrifices can be said to have "merited civil reconciliation." 

- ~·- ----·-·--
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Hebrews) has not added another meaning to their original meaning. In 
\ 

fact, it is only by way of "similitude" to what they signify t hat they 

are called "propitiatory" in terms of their civil function in the Israel

ite community. 

Thus, the confessional conviction that Holy Scripture is the clear 

literary Hord of God is demons trated in their continual practice of care

ful and sober grammatical exegesis. In their literary interpretation 

of Scripture the confessional authors use every tool at their disposal 

to derive the one intended meaning of the text from the text itself. For 

the confessions, excellency of scholarly exegesis was not an option, but 

a theological necessity. For God's message to man does not lie behind 

or above or apart from the \ford, but in the Word of Scripture. Any 

other approach to the message of Scripture is "enthusiasm." 

.------ - -- ----



CHAPTER VII 

LET SCRIPTURE INTERPRl!l""T ITSELF 

The principles of grammatical exegesis noted in the last chaptar, 

while grounded ultimately in the literary nature of Holy Scripture as 

God's \ford, are generally applicable to the interpretation of any piece 

of literature. In a sense it is also true that any documant must be per

mitted to interpret itself. But in the breadth and intensity of its apli

cation, the principle of the self-interpreting Scripture can only be under

stood theologically. For the Bible is in reality a collection of sixty

six different documents written in different times and cultures by many 

different men. That the Bible . can ·interpret itself is a legitimate prin

ciple of interpretation for the Lutheran Confessions only because of the 

unity of Scripture, which is a unity of authorship, content and purpose, 

and because of its fundamental clarity. After looking briefly at the 

historical background of this interpretive principle, let us observe it 

in practice in the confessions, first with regard to individual passages 

of Scripture and then with articles of faith derived from Scripture. 

Historical Background 

The classic formulation scriptura ~ sui ipsius interpres is 

evident in Luther's writings as early as 1519 and continued to play an 

important role in his biblical exposition.1 Karl Holl calls attention 

1Karl Holl, "Luthers Bedeutung filr den 'Fortschritt der Auslegungs
kunst," Gesammelte Aufsatze zur Kirchengeschichte, I, Luther (Tilbingen: 
J. C. B. Mohr, 1927), 559. - . 

"""""----=-- .. .. - .. -- --.... - - - -- ~ -
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to the significance of this emphasis of Luther's: 

Luther weist mit ihm zunachst den Anspruch ab, den die kirchliche 
Auktoritat bezilglich des Rechts der Schrifterklarung filr sich erhob. 

- Aber wichtie;er noch war das darin liegende Positive, dis Hervor
hebung des Eigenrechts der Urkunde. Nach dieser Seite hin w~ 
Luthers Satz ein ~reignis filr die ganze Geisteswissenschaft. 

The Lutheran Reformation gave this principle classic expression and 

meaning. And yet it cannot be said to be a new discovery of Luth~r's 

since many of his predecessors also employed it.3 It is not surprising 

that some observer-s regard Luther's emphasis on the clarity and self

interpreting nature of the Scriptures to have been motivated primarily 

by his desire to free Scripture from the need of ecclesiastical inter

pretation.4 That this principle did indeed help to accomplish this can

not be denied. Moreover it helped place the Book of Life into the hands 

of anyone who could read and stimulated exegetes to search the Scriptures. 

But that t his principle was more a historical necessity than a theologi

cal deduction for the Reformers cannot be granted. For it follows not 

only from the revelatory nature of the \ford, but from its unity of divine 

authorship, content, and purpose. 

Prior to the writing of the Lutheran Confessions in the~ of Con

~, the principle t hat Scripture is to interpret itself had been set 

forth confessionally in Der Ansbacher evangelische Ratschlag of 1524. 

Not only does the Ratschlag emphasize the distinction between men's word 

2
~., pp. 559-560. 

3see F. Kropatscheck, Das Sc~ri.ftorinzip der lutherischen Kirche, I, 
~ Vorgeschichte: ~ ~ des Mittelalters (Leipzig: n.p., 1905), 448-
~oo, for the us e of t his principle by Luther's predecessors. 

4
This is suggested by Fr. Torm, Hermeneutik des Neuen Testaments 

(Gottingen: Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht, 1930), p. 229-;--~ 

- --·-·.. - --------- ~-
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and God's Word, but also that one should explain "schrift mit schrift und 

einen text der bibel durch oder mit dem andern. 115 An earlier statement 

emphasized that no passage in Scripture "dem andern widerwertig sei und 

die gottlich schrift an allen orten besteen kann. 116 An entire article 

is devoted to the clarity of the Scriptures. Here it is pointed out that 

Scripture is "in ir selbs und von irer art verstentlich" because the Holy 

Ghost "deutlich und verstentlich hab geredt .und noch rede in seiner aigen 

schrift. 117 Article forty-one, entitled "Beschluss von auslegung der 

schrift," emphasizes two things: that Scripture is only "durch den geist 

gottes auszulegen11 and that "die gotlich schrift durch einen text mit dem 

andern also augelegt wilrt. 118 Although the methodology of interpreting 

Scripture set forth in the Ratschlag has been called "biblicistic, 119 the 

fact remains that in emphasizing the principle of the self-interpreting 

Scripture this document was simply giving expression to an idea that was 

taught and practiced by Luther and the other reformers. 

Applied to Individual Passages 

In the practice of exegesis the principle scriptura ~ sui ipsius 

5w. H. Schmidt and K. Schornbaum, editors, Die Frankische Bekennt
~, ~ Vorstufe der Augsburgischen Konfessioil7 herausgegeben vom 
Landeskirchenrat der Evang.-Luth. Kirche in Bayern (Milnchen~ Chr~ Kaiser 
Verlag, 1930), p. 223. 

6
Ibid., p. 217. 

7Ibid., p. 222.· 

8
Ibid., p. 232. 

9Ibid., pp. 16-20, for Schmidt's comments. Holsten Fagerberg char
acterizes the Ansbach attitude toward Scripture as "eine ausgesprochenen 
"?uchstabeng~treue _ Einstellung zur Bibel," in~ Theologie der luther
ischen Bekenntnisschriften von 1~29 bis 1537, translated by Gerhard Klose 
'C'Gottingen: Vandenhoeck & Ruprec t, !965, p. 42. 
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interpres means that passages dealing with the same subject matter may 

· be Used to explain or corroborate each other. More importantly, and this 

has been its chief use in Lutheran circles, the principle means that the 

less clear· or plain passages are to be considered in the light of the 

clearer ones. Figurative or metaphorical expressions, for example, . 

may be clarified by passages which speak on the same subject in plain 

and simple language. Ragerberg summarizes the function of this principle 

in confessional exegesis thus: 

Diehl. Schrift ist ihrem Inhalt nach grundsatzlich klar, so dass 
das, was sie sagen will, in begreifbare satze gefasst werden kann. 
Wenn Zweifel Uber den Gehalt einer Schriftstelle herrschen

10
dann 

haben die deutlichen Stellen die undeutlichen zu erklaren. 

The principle of the self-interpreting Scripture is consistently 

followed in the confessions. It is in evidence in the many places where 

long lists of passages are cited as being in agreement with each other 

and therefore expressing the same truth. A few examples will illustrate 

this. Passages from Paul and John are used side by side (Ap IV, 29-33), 

as are citations from Paul, John, Acts, Habbakuk and Isaiah (Ap IV, 

88-99). I Corinthians, Ephesians, Matthew, Acts, John, and Colossians 

are cited in the same paragraph (FC SD II, 10). In one paragraph of the 

Formula, fifteen different biblical books are cited (FC SD II, 26). 

Passages from Romans, Genesis, and Hebrews are cited together to explain 

how Abraham was justified before God through faith alone (FC SD III, 33). 

The mutually explanatory nature of Scripture passages is further evidenced 

by the use, without comment or explanation, of Old Testament passages 

with reference to New Testament Christians. For example, Old Testament 

10 Fagerberg, pp. 41-42. 
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passages are used to describe the voluntary nature of the works done by 

the "people of the New Testament" (FC SD IV, 17). A passage from Deut. 

12 is used as the basis of the assertion that believers should not "set 

up a self-elected service of God without his Word and command" (FC SD 

VI, 20). 

Often a passage is cited simply to corroborate the interpretation 

given to another passage. Thus .the meaning of "remembrance" in I Cor. 

11:24 is illustrated by the cita tion of Psalm 111:4, 5 (Ap XXIV, 72). 

That Matthew 26:27 indicates that all communicants should receive the 

sacramental wine is reinforced by the evidence of I Cor. 11:20-34 (AC 

XXII, 2-3). The Formula cites I Cor. 10:16-21 to show that the words of 

institution teach the Real Presence of Christ's body and blood in the 

Lord's Supper (FC SD VII, 54-60). 

Moreover, the hermcneutical principle that Scripture should inter

pret itself is stated rather explicitly in the Confessions. In his arti

cle on monastic vows, Melanchthon deals with the Roman Catholic inter

pretation of the vows of the Nazarites and Rechabites. He states: 

Besides, examples ought to be interpreted according to the rule, 
that i s , according to sure and clear passages of Scripture, not 
against the rule or the passages [iuxta regulam, hoc est, iuxta 
scripturas certas et claras, ~ contra regulam ~contra~
~]. It is a sure thing that our observances do not merit the 
forgiveness of sins or justification. When the Rechabites are 
praised, therefore, we must note that they did not observe · their 
way of life out of the belief that !fey would merit forgiveness of 
sins by it ••• (Ap XXVII, 60-61). . 

It is to be noted that Melanchthon's use of the doctrine of justification 

11It seems likely that "regula" here is a reference to the regula 
~ or analogia ~' although this cannot be proved. The "seu" 
rather than "vel" also indicates that 11regulam11 and "scripturas" are 
one thing, not two. 

- ,- ------ --- · 
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to clarifi, the nature of Rechabite vows is an application of the rule 

that sure and clear Scripture passages interpret those that are un

clear; he is not here using justification by grace as an independent 

hermeneutical principle. Melanchthon has much the same point in mind 

when he says with reference to Luke 11:41 ("Give alms; and behold, 

everything is clean for you"): "A study of the whole passage shows its 

agreement with the rest of Scripture" (Ap IV, 284). 

The prin~iple that Scripture is to interpret itself is particularly 

helpful in finding the meaning of a passage that is somewhat obscure or 

difficult to interpret. Of key significance for understanding the inter

pretation of the law in the Apology are the following statements: 

In the preaching of the l aw there are two things we must always 
keep in mind. First, we cannot keep the law unless we have been 
reborn by faith in Christ, as Christ says (John 15:5), "Apart from 
me you can do nothing." Secondly, though men can at most do certain 
outward works, this universal statement must be permitted to inter
pret the entire law (Heb. 11:6), "Without faith it is impossible 
to pleas.e God" (Ap IV, 256). 

Whenever law and works are mentioned, we must know that Christ, the 
mediator, should not be .. excluded. He is the end of the law (Rom. 
10:4), and he himself says, "Apart from me you can do nothing" 
(John 15:5). By this rule, as we have said earlier, all passages 
on works can be interpreted (Ap IV, 372). 

We should note at this point that the Apology's !'rule" without which 

neither the law nor works can be understood, again consists of clear 

passages of Holy Scripture. The further significance of this "rule" 

will be discussed in the next chapter. 

Other examples of the confessional use of this principle to clarify 

passages should be noted. That Paul in Romans 3:28 is talking about the 

whole law, and not just Levitical ceremonies, is pro~ed not only from 

Rom. 7:7 and 4:1-6, but also from Eph. 2:8 (Ap IV, 87). The scope of 
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Matt. 23:3 ("Observe whatever they tell you") is limited by Acts 5:29 

('1We must obey God rather than men") (Ap XXVIII, 21). The plural form 

of "you" in John 20:23 (as well as in two I1atthean passages) indicates 

that in Matt. 16:15 Christ was addressing not only Peter, but Peter as 

representative of the entire company of apostles (Tr, 23). Luke 24:46,47, 

a passage which does not contain the word "Gospel," is used to explain 

the word "Gospel" in l"tark 16:15 (FC SD V, 4). The reason that some of 

those who receive the Word with joy fall away again (Luke 8:13) is not 

that "God does not want to impart the grace of perseverance to those in 

whom he has 'begun the good work.' This would contradict St. Paul in 

Phil. 1: 611 (FC SD XI, 42). The Second Commandment I which enjoins the 

B_roper use of God's name, explains the question ."which has tormented so 

many teachers: why swearing is forbidden in the Gospel [Matt. 5:33-37], 

and yet Christ, St. Paul [Matt. 26:63-64, Gal. 1:20, II Cor. 1:23] and 

other saints took oaths" (LC I, 65). Proverbs 10:12 helps us to under

stand I Peter 4:8, "Love covers a multitude of sins" (Ap IV, 238-240). 

Of particular interest is the confessional use of New Testament 

passages to interpret Old Testament ones. Ephesians 5:9 and Col. 3:10 

are used to interpret "image of God" in Gen. 1:27 (Ap II, 18, 20).

Abraham•s faith and Abel's sacrifice are explained on the basis of Romans 

4:9-22 and Hebrews 11:4 (Ap IV, 202). "Purify yourselves, you who bear 

the vessels of the Lord" (Isaiah 52:11) i~ interpreted by Titus 1:15, "To 

the pure all things are pure" (Ap XXIII, 64). The Levitical sacrifices 

are interpreted as symbolical of Christ's death on the basis of the 

Epistle to the Hebrews (Ap XXIV, 20, 22, 53). That the drink offering 

referred to in Numbers 28:4-8 has reference to the sanctifying of believers 
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throughout the world with the blood of Christ is proved by I Peter 1:2 

(Ap XXIV, 36). In an extremely interesting use of Scripture, the Formula 

cites Genesis 17:4-8, 19-21, against the Anabaptist denial of infant 

Baptism (SD XII, 13 and Ep XII, 8). Paul's words in Romans 8:7 and Gal. 

5:17 explain Gen. 8:21, "The imagination of man's heart is evil from his 

youth" (FC SD II, 17). 

And so the confessions continually draw from all parts of Scripture 

to corroborate, explain, or interpret passages in any other part. Yet 

this is not done capriciously. In the Leipzig Debate of 1519 Luther ob

served tha t it is not the "right way to interpret Scripture, to collect 

statements from different parts of the Bible without any regard for logi

cal order or context. 1112 The confessions are mindful of this advice, for 

their use of other passages to explain a concept or statement is attemp

ted with a conscious regard for logical order, content, and context. 

Applied to Articles of Faith 

Not only do the confessions use individual passages of Holy Scrip

ture to explain other passages, but they also make use of entire articles 

of faith in evaluating a passage or the interpretation that has been given 

to a passage. This is particularly true with regard to the doctrine of 

justification by grace, but it is also true of other. articles. In 

reality, however, this is not another principle of interpretation, but 

an extension of the rule that Scripture is its own interpreter. For the 

confessions understand their articles of faith to be drawn from the 

12
cited by M. Reu, Luther and~ Scriptures (Columbus: The Wart

burg Press, 1944), repri~ted in~ Springfielder, XXIV (August 1960), 10. 
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Scriptures.13 

We see this principle in operation in the first article of the For

mula of Concord. Over against the contention of Flacius that original 

sin is man's substantia, the Formula argues that a distinction must be 

ma.de between our nature as it was created by God and the original sin 

which dwells in the nature and corrupts it. :ihy? "Because the chief 

articles of our Christian faith compel us to maintain such a distinction" 

(Fe SD I, 34l, The article goes on to show how the articles of creation, 

redemption, ~anctification, and resurrection are opposed to the Flacian 

position. The article of creation teaches "that even after the Fall God 

is man's creator who creates body and soul for him." To identify corrupted 

man with sin itself would be to make God "the creator of sin" (38). The 

article of redemption teaches "that God's Son assumed our nature, though 

without sin." The Flacian position would compel one to hold "that Christ 

either did not assume our nature inasmuch as he did not assume sin, or 

that Christ assumed sin inasmuch as he assumed our nature" (43-44). The 

article of sanctification teaches "that God cleanses man from sin"; the 

Flacian position cannot be correct, because God receives man into .his 

grace, "but remains the enemy of sin throughout eternityl" (45). The 

doctrine of resurrection teaches that our flesh and soul will be raised 

to be with God; yet without sin; Flacius's position would force us to 

~3sometimes this hermeneutical use of articles of faith is described 
as the "analogy of faith." This term would emphasize not only that the 
whole of Scripture must be kept in mind in the interpretation of any of 
its parts, but also that the individual articles of faith are strands of 
the praecipuus locus, the doctrine of justification by grace. Further
more, the content of the analogy of faith is not determined by creeds or 
other fixed summary formulations of belief, but by the sure and clear 
passages of Holy Scripture. 
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hold either that in the r.esurrection we will have another soul· and body, 

or that "sin would be raised and would be and remain in the elect in 

eternal life" (46-47). It must be understood that Flacius, too, based 

his view on Bible passages. Thus the argumentation of the Formula from 

articles of faith has reference to Flacius' biblical interpretation of 

passages dealing with sin. 

That "articles of faith" in the above paragraphs are nothing other 

than the teaching of Holy Scripture on the four topics cited is evident 

from the parallel statements: "According to the Holy Scriptures we must 

and can consider, discuss, and believe these two as distinct from each 

other" (FC SD I, 33), and, "The chief articles of our Christian faith 

compel us to make such a distinction" (FC SD I, 34). Furthermore, in 

each of the four articles the Formula either explicitly demonstrates or 

claims a Scriptural basis. In its explanation of the article of creation, 

the Formula cites no fewer ~han ten passages from Scripture as the basis 

of the -article (34-42). In the article of redemption, "we have the 

mighty testimony of Scripture"; both alternatives posed by the Flacian 

position "are contrary to the Scripture" (43-44) •. In the article of 

sanctification· "we have the testimony of Scripture" (45) and in the doc

trine of the resurreqtion "Scripture testifies" to the correct under

standing (46). Thus it is evident that the Formula's use of articles 

of faith in evaluating Flacius's position is in reality a broad, and 

important, application of the principle that Scripture interprets Scrip

ture. 

Much the same principle is evidenced when the confessions interpret 

passages or argue from the basis of the doctrine of justification by 
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grace, as they do often, especially in the Apology. For exanple, in 

discussing the phrase, "love, which is the bend of perfection" in Col. 

· 3:14, Melanchthon says that Paul is obviously discussing love for the 

neighbor, for "Paul would never permit Christ, the propitiator to be 

excluded, and hence this view is far removed from his intention" (Ap 

IV, 231) • La t"er in the same article he urges us · to keep the important 

teaching of the Gospel in view in order to understand the preaching of 

penitence (Ap IV, 260). Melanchthon prefers to call Tobit 4:11, "Alms 

free from every sin and death," a hyperbole "so as not to take away from 

the glory of Christ" (Ap IV, 277). The Apology rejects the notion that 

there must be sacrifices in the New Testament besides the death of Christ 

that are valid for the sins of others because 

This notion completely negates the merit of Christ's suffering and 
the righteousness of faith, it corrupts t~e teaching of both the 
Old and the New Testament, and it replaces Christ as our mediator . 
and propitiator with priests and sacrificers who daily peddle their 
wares in the churches ·(Ap XXIV, 57). · 

Similarly we note the rejection of the idea tha t the Mass benefits ex 

opere operato because it conflicts with the righteousness of faith (Ap 

XXIV, 60). Pelagians and others who deny that original sin is sin are 

condemned, "for they hold that natural man is made righteous by his own 

powers, thus disparaging the sufferings and merit of Christ" (AC II, 3). 

Earlier, we have noted how Luther rejects a number of Roman Catholic 

practices because of their opposition to this fundamental article.14 

The hermeneutical significance of the article of justification will 

be discussed more completely in the following chapter, but already here 

14 
Supra, pp. 71"'-72, 

. ·----·--.. --·--
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we wish to emphasize that the use of the chief article of faith in the 

manner evidenced in the previous paragraph is an application of the prin

ciple scriptura ~ sui ipsius interpres. This is evident, first, from 

Melanchthon's description of the content of this principle as "the sure 

and clear passages of Scripture" (Ap XXVII, 60). In the context of this 

definition, Melanchthon then describes as a "sure thing" the teaching 

~that our observances do not merit the forgiveness of sins or justifi

cation" (A~ XXVII, 61). The doctrine of justification is here the example 

of the rule, not the rule itself. Secondly, we have .already seen that 

the confessions not only derive the doctrine of justification from Scrip

ture, but regard it as the very center of Scripture.15 Even where the 

argument is from the doctrine of justification, the context immediately 
! 

suggests that i t is the Scriptural doctrine of justification t hat is 

meant. Since the doctrine of justification is the "fundamental article" 

of the Scriptures of the Old and New Testaments, it is not surprising 

that its use as an important aspect of the principle of the self-inter

preting Scripture should be so frequent in the Lutheran Confessions. 

The principle that Scripture is to interpret Scripture, whether 

individual passages or entire articles are employed, is a theological 

principle of literary exegesis. Its validity and. reliability r ests 

ultimately upon the biblical unity of authorship, content, and purpose. 

I The fact that the Scriptures were authored by God the Holy Spirit suggests 
'I 

that this principle is ultimately an extension of the general hermeneu

tical principle of literary exegesis that any passage must be considered 

l5Supra, pp. 69-77, especially pp. 73-74. 

• I 
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and explained in terms of its context. Thus the context of any Bible 

passage is the entire Scripture, since all Scripture is authored by the 

same Holy Spirit. That the "context" of Scripture can give a~ expla-

nation of any passage rests upon the fact of its divine authorship, by 

virtue of which Scripture is held to be in agreement with itself. For 

as we have seen, the confessions regard the "Word of God as eternal 

truth" (FC Rule and Norm, 13); they believe that "God's Word cannot err" 

(LC IV, 57); they do not believe that God, "who is the eternal Truth, 

contradicts Himself" (FC XI, 35). Moreover, t he Christological content 

and soteriological purpose of all Scripture suggest that biblical mater

ials in various parts of the Scripture and in various literary forms can 

be used together, for they ultimately speak of the same Christ and seek 

to bring man the same salvation by grace • 
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CHAPTER VIII 

THE HERMENEUTICAL FUNCTION OF LAW-GOSPEL AND JUSTIFICATION 

The confessional commitment to careful grammatical exegesis and the 

use of the principle of the self-interpreting Scripture are largely 

grounded theologically in the divine authorship of Holy Scripture. We 

have also observed that the confessions emphasize tj1at Law and Gospel 

are the basic message of Holy Scripture, that justification by grace 

for Christ's sake through faith is the center of all Scripture, and that 

the primary function of Holy Scripture is to make man wise unto sal

vation. This chapter is an attempt to determine what role the under

standing of the soteriological content and purpose of Holy Scripture 

plays in confessional hermeneutics. 

Not General Hermeneutical Principles 

With its insistence that all of Holy Scripture "should be divided 

into these two chief doctrines, the law and the promises" (Ap IV, 5) and 

its never-ending refrain that justification by grace is the fundamental 

article of all Scripture, it is not surprising that some should feel 

that here we have the most important hermeneutical principles for a 

Lutheran understanding of Holy Scripture. Edmund Schlink, who speaks 

for a large number of Lutheran theologians, emphasizes not only the her

meneutical significance of the Law-Gospel distinction, but also that the 

Gospel is the basic norm in the Scripture and that Scripture is normative 
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only for the sake of the Gospel.1 A recent document distributed to 

clergy members of The Lutheran Church--Missouri Synod and the American 

Lutheran Church for study and discussion emphasizes the importance of 

the doctrine of justification for biblical interpretation. The document 

makes some very strong claims for the interpretive significance of this 

doctrine. It maintains that "All theology that receives its dimensions 

and contours from this guiding principle is pure and true." It states: 

The doctrine of the forgiveness of sins through faith in Christ 
is not only the raeci uus locus doctrinae christianae ("main 
doctrine of Christianity" , but it also determines the interpre
tation of all Scripture. 

Again, "Where this soteriological concern is present, exegesis, whether 

it deals with a single article of faith or with Scripture as a vi hole, 

will lead to basically the same application •. " Because of its almost 

complete silence on any other hermeneutical directives, the document 

gives the impression that for the Lutheran Confessions the doctrine of 

justification is the over-arching hermeneutical principle.~ 

But can this position be maintained on the basis of the confessions 

themselves? Those who ·would answer affirmatively often cite the fol

lowing confessional passages: 

The distinction between law and Gospel is an especially brilliant 
light which serves the purpose that the Word o.f God may be rightly 
divided and the writings of the holy prophets and apostles may be 
explained and understood correctly [eigentlich erklaret und ~
standen] (FC SD V, 1). 

1Edmund Schlink, Theology of the Lutheran Confessions, translated 
by P. F. Koehneke a~d H.J. A. Bountaii: (Philadelphia: Muhlenberg Press, 
1961), pp. 6-11. 

211The Lutheran Confessions and~ Scriptura," in Essays Adopted 
~ the Commissioners of the American Lutheran Church and~ Luth~ran 
Church--Missouri Synod, Nov. 22-23, 1964; April 19-20, 19o5 (St. Louis: 
Concordia Publishing House, 1965], pp. 11, 17, and 18. 
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[The article of justification] is of especial service for the 
clear, correct understanding of the entire Holy Scripture9 , and 
alone snows the way to the unspeakable treasure and right knowledge 
of Christ, and jlone opens the door to the entire Bible ••• (Ap 
IV, 2, German). · 

The citation from the Formula quite obviously describes a basic 

Lutheran perspective or presupposition for explaining and understanding 

the Scriptures. But what does it mean to distinguish law and Gospel? 

The immediate context answers: that we do not "confuse the two doctrines 

and change ·the Gospel into law." Confusing the doctrines of law and 

Gospel mearis that "what belongs to one doctrine is ascribed to the other"; 

thus, "The two doctrines would be tangled together and made into one 

doctrine" (FC SD V, 27). In effect, the Formula ia saying: what is law 

in Scripture must be explained and understood as law, and what is Gospel 

in Scripture must be explained and understood as Gospel. If all Scripture 

is understood and explained as law there will be no instrument for the 

Spirit to create faith in Christ and as a result no comfort against the 

terrors of the law. If all Scripture is explained and understood as 

-Gospel, there will be no instrument for the Spirit to convict man of his 

sin and show him his need for a Savior, thereby weakening also the force 

of the Gospel. But the citation from the Formula does not answer ·these 

questions directly: How do I determine whether a passage in Scripture 

is law or Gospel or both? When I have determined whether it is law or 

Gospel, how do I derive the specific law message or specific Gospel 

4 message from the passage? The Formula, judging from its own methodology, 

3F. Bente, editor, Concordia Triglotta (St. Louis: Concordia Pub
lishing House, 1921), p. 121. 

4The distinction between Law and Gospel is both quantitative and 
functional. In some passages God is clearly speaking law ("Thou shalt 
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would answer: through the illumination of the Holy Spirit in "the prac

tice of careful grammatical exegesis. This passage does E.21 suggest that 

the distinction between Law and Gospel is a general hermeneutical prin

ciple to be applied to every text of Scripture in order to discover its 

meaning. 

The citation from the German translation of the Apology likewise 

expresses a most important Lutheran consideration fo~ understanding the 

Scriptures. For, to have a clear and correct "under.standing of the en

tire Holy Scriptures" is to know and believe their ce~tral message of 

salvation in Jesus Christ. To have the door opened "to the entire Bible" 

means to read the Bible with the illumination of the Spirit and as a 

believing Christian, knowing that in it and through it God speaks to us 

about our Savior and through His Spirit makes us His sons! In short, 

the German Apology is here expressing the conviction of the confessions 

that the Scriptures are Christocentric and that their central purpose 

is to make men wise unto salvation. The man who believes the doctrine 

of justification by grace will understand this; he will see that every

thing in the Bible is directly or :i:ndirectly related to this center. AS 

one who knows himself to be justified by God's grace he will expect and 

find nothing in the divine Scriptures to be contrary to this doctrine; 

he will have his eyes opened by the Spirit to the wonders of God's grace 

throughout the Scriptures. Moreover, this understanding of justification 

not steal"); in others He is clearly speaking Gospel ("Believe on the 
Lord Jesus Christ and thou shalt be saved and thy house"). Still others 
can be both Law and Gospel depending on the emphasis; e.g., "Christ 
died for our sins" is Law because it emphasizes the enormity of our sins, 
and Gospel because it shows the extent of God's redeeming love in Jesus 
Christ. Cf. FC h'p V, 9-10. See also Schlink, p. 135. 
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will help him to understand what the Scriptures say about the ·relation
/ 

ship of faith and works. 

If the Law-Gospel distinction and the doctrine of justification by 

grace were hermeneutical principles of general applicability, or even 

the dominant hermeneutical principles, it is difficult to understand why 

the confessions bring non-soteriological questions to the Scriptures for 

an answer, or .answer them from the Scriptures without the explicit help 

of such soteriolo~ical hermeneutical principles. For the questions of 

whether both bread and wine are to be administered to the laity in the 

Lord's Supper, or clerical celibacy, or monastic life, or obedience to 

civil sovernment, or the descent to hell are all treated by the confes

sions without explicit appeal to soteriological principles. On the other 

hand, emphasis on the doctrine of justification as a general and dominant 

hermeneutical principle could be understood to mean that the confessions 

impose this doctrine upon texts of Scripture where it does not in fact 

occur. This, as we have seen, is not the case, for the confessions not 

only derive the doctrine of justification from the Scriptures, but insist 

on the general necessity of deriving the meaning from the texts themselves 

(Ap IV, 224). Moreover, it must be remembered that the chief issue for 

much of the confessions is the interpretation of the Gospel itself. What 

~ the Gospel according to Scripture? To suggest that the Gospel served 

as a hermeneutical principle for answering this question is a petitio 

principii. As Fagerberg observes, "Irgendeine grundsatzliche Begrenzung 

auf Gesetz und Verheissung ist also ~icht feszustellen. 115 

5Holsten Fagerberg, ~ Theologie ~ lutherischen Bekenntnis
schriften ~ ~ ~ 12.2'.Z, translated by Gerhard Klose (Gottingen: 
Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht, 1965), p. 39. 
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But the most accurate answer to this question can come only through 

observing the actual exegesis of t he confessions. Let us look at the 

exegesis of a passage where the doctrine of justification is clearly the 

issue: the interpretation of James 2:24, "You see tha t a man is justi

fied by works and not by faith alone" (Ap IV, 244-253). The Apology 

reaches the conclusion that this passage does not violate the Pauline 

doctrine of justification by grace, not by imposing Paul's teaching 

upon the James passage, but by deriving it from the passage through 

careful grammatical exegesis. The Apology is interested in "what James 

meant" (244). It carefully reads the text, noting that James "does not 

omit faith nor exalt love in preference to it11 (245). It takes the con

text seriously by pointing out that in James 1:18 "regeneration takes 

place through the Gospel" (247). Thus, "the context demonstrates that 

the words spoken of here are those that follow faith" (246). In short, 

"James says none of this, which our opponents shamelessly infer· from his 

words" (253). Nowhere in the whole chain of argumentation is a Law

Gospel hermeneutical principle applied, nor is there any evidence that 

the confessions considered this an "obscure" passage requiring interpre

tation by a clearer one. James teaches--he is not~ to teach-~justi

fication by grace. 

Similarly, I Peter 4:8, ·11Love covers a multitude of sins," is ex

plained on the basis of the context (I Peter 2:4, 5, 6), which clearly 

teaches the necessity of being built on Christ; the Old Testament back

ground (Proverbs 2:10); and a parallel passage (Col. 3:13). The doctrine 

of justification enters into the interpretation, but not artificiall y 

(Ap IV, 238-241). In explaining Col. 3:14, "love, which is the bond of 
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perfection," Melanchthon says, "we shall simply present Paul's meaning" 

(Ap IV, 231-237), which has to do with fellowship in the church rather 

than personal perfection. Again, the doctrine of justifi cation is pre

sent in Melanchthon's argumentation, but not in such a way that it deter

mines the meaning of the text. 

If we turn our attention to the confessional interpretation of 

passae;es in which the doctrine of justification was not the issue, we 

find no evidence that the Law-Gospel distinction or the doctrine of 

justification functioned as hermeneutical principles in such instances. 

For example, in the Formula's lengthy discussion of one of the most con-

6 troverted passages in the sixteenth century, "This is my body," the 

appeal is consistently made to deriving the meaning from the text itself, 

using the context and setting of the Last Supper, and noting parallel 

passages. Neither the doctrine of justification nor the Law-Gospel dis

tinction are brought to bear on the passage. 

Another very controversial question was the issue of papal supremacy. 

The Roman Catholics attempted to defend their position on the basis of 

passages like Matt. 16:18, "You are Peter, and on t his rock I will build 

my church," and Matt. 16:19, "I will give you the keys." Helanchthon 

contends t hat these words were not spoken to Peter alone, but to Peter 

as the representative of the entire comrany of apostles. His reasons 

are given: (1) The context explains that Jesus was talking to all dis

ciples because in Matt. 16:15 Jesus uses the plural form of "you," and 

Matt. 18:19 shows that the keys were gi~en to the church rather than to a 

6cited at length in chapter six, supra PP• 89-91. 
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particular person; (2) Parallel passa~~es, such as John 20:23 and Hatt. 

18:18, speak in the plural rath~r than the singular; (3) The .article of 

faith tha t t he ministry is valid only because of the ':lord given by 

Christ; and (4) "Most of the holy fathers" agree with Melanchthon's 

interpreta tion. Nowhere in the interpretation is t here evidence of the 

Law-Gospel distinction or the principle of jus tification being used to 

explain the passage (Tr, 22-29). 

In s hort, the confessions themselves do not support t he notion that 

the Law-Gospel distinction or the doctrine of justifi cation serve as an 

over-arching hermeneutical principle of general applicability to the 

Scriptures. With r egard to "die Regel van Gesetz und Evangelium," 

Fagerberg states: "Niemals wird diese Regel als ein iibergreifendes, 

her meneutisches Prinzip verwandt oder gar als hohere Instanz iiber die hl. 

Schrift gesetzt. 117 With regard to the doctrine of justificati·on he 

contends: 

Ein genereller Schliissel zur hl. Schrift ist sie jedoch nicht. 
Die Rechtfertigung und das Evangelium (=die Verheissung) sind 
nicht Norm in der hl. Schrift, wie diese wiederum nicht Norm um 
der Verheissung willen ist. Statt das einzige Prinzip fiir die 
Deutung der hl. Schrift zu sein, ist sie die wichtigste Regel, 
die das Verstandnis der hl. Schrift das Verhaltnis van Glauben 
und guten Werken betreffend klarlegt. . 

In a similar way, Gerhard Gloege, while emphasizing the hermeneutical 

significance of the doctrine of justification, concludes: 

Das bedeutet nun nicht, dass die Rechtfertigungslehre in dem 
Sinne ein hermeneutisches "Prinzip" ware, dass mit ihrer Hilfe 
jeweder Text des AT oder NT von der Rechtfertigung zu reden 

7Fagerberg, p. 38. 
8
Ibid., P• 36. 
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hatte, bzw. auf die Rechtfert~gung entfaltet oder angewendet 
werden milszte. Im Gegenteill 

In fact, had the confessions employed the doctrine of justification in 

this way, their exegesis would have been just as open to the charge of 

subjectivism as was that of their Roman Catholic and Enthusiast opponents. 

Clarifying Passages Dealing with Faith and Works 

To state that the doctrine of justification and the Law-Gospel 

distinction are not hermeneutical principles of general applicability 

does not imply that they serve no hermeneutical function for confessional 

exegesis. In our last chapter, we called attention to the use of the 

article of justification by grace as an aspect of the principle t hat 

S · t . 10 crip ure interprets itself. There it was noted t hat the doctrine of 

justification is drawn from Scripture and that Law and Gospel are the 

message of Scripture. It should be further noted that whenever the con

fessions appeal to either the Law-Gospel distinction or the doctrine of 

justification in the interpretation of a passage, this always occurs with 

passages or practices where the doctrine of justification is at stake 

or where the proper distinction between Law and Gospel may be blurred. 

In t his sense we can speak of the Law-Gospel distinction and the doctrine 

of justification as hermeneutical principles. In~ passages the Law

Gospel distinction and the doctrine of justification function as appli

cations of the hermeneutical principle that Scripture must interpret it

self. In short, the Lutheran Confessions use the Law-Gospel distinction 

9Gerhard Gloege, "Die Rechtfertigungslehre als hermeneutische 
Kategorie," Theologische Literaturzeitung, LXXXIX (1964), 163. 

10 Supra, pp. 104-106. 
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and the doctrine of justification as 
hcrmeneutical Principles in clari-

fying the biblical data dealing with the 
relationship between faith and 

\·1orks. Because all Scripture is divided 
in to Law and Gospel' d 11 an !._ 

Scripture testifies to the same doctrine 
of justification, it is not 

surprising that t he use of t'hese doctr1.·nes h · 
as ermeneutical principles 

should be so frequent in the confessions. 

Fagerberg explains that Law and Gospel '\'lill dem Bibelleser vielmehr 

dazu verhelfen, sich in den Aussagen der hl. Schrift Uber die guten Werk 

zurecht zu finden und ihnen einen guten und eindeutigen Sinn zu geben." 

He points out that Law and Gospel therefore have much to say about the 

proper understanding of the Christian life.11 Similarly, the doctrine 

of jus tification functions as 11die wichtigste Regel, die das Verstandnis 

der hl. Schrift das Verhaltnis von Glauben und guten Werken betreffend 

klarlegt. 11 The primary intentions of Melanchthon in the Apology, accor

ding to Fagerberg, were to illustrate that t he Lutheran doctrine of 

justification is Scriptural and to explain how apparently contradictory 

statements of Holy Scripture with reference to Christian good works are 

to be understood. In performing this last function, the doctrine of 

justification 11gibt den Aussagen der hl. Schrift in bezug auf das Heil 

ihren guten Sinn. 1112 In other words, the confessions use the biblical 

doctrine of justification and the biblical La\·:-Gospel distinction to 

define important bibiical principles with reference to the relationship 

between fai~h and works, and the Christian life in general. Let us look 

at some of the more important applications. 

1
~agerberg, p. 38. 

12
Ibid., P• 36. 

---- - --------

' I 
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First, the Law cannot be kept 11unless we have been reborn by faith 

in Christ"; 11 this universal statement must be permitted to int erpret 

the entire l aw (Heb. 11:6), ' ;/ithout faith it is i mpossible to please 

God' 11 (Ap IV, 256). Christ is the end of the law and he himself says, 

11Apart from me :)OU can do nothing" (John 15:5). 11By this rule, as we 

have said earlier, all passages on works can be interpreted" (Ap IV, 372). 

Second, good works are fruits of fai th. 11We must come back to t he 

rule tha t without Christ the teaching oi the law has no value. Thus God 

is pleased by t hat almsgiving which follows justification or reconcilia

tion, not by that which precedes" (Ap IV, 277-278). Love is the greatest 

virtue, but it does not justify. Only faith in Chris t justifies, and 

only t he justified man can truly love God and neighbor (Ap IV, 224-230). 

Third, the Christian is bound to do good works because God has com

manded t hem (AC, VI). Being bound to the mandata Dei13 is a liberating 

principle, for it releases us from the obligation to follow humanly de

vised practices (SA II, i i , 2; Ap XXIV, 89). But good works must be 

done, not to gain justifica tion, but "because God has commanded them" 

(Ap IV, 189; see Ap XXVII, 54). "Penitence ought to . pr oduce good fruits. 

What these fruits are, we learn from the corr1a11andmen ts. • • • These 

fruits are commanded by God" (Ap XII, 174). Closely related is the 

recognition ~hat Christian vocation is the life commanded by God. 

The Gospel does not overthrow civil authority, the state, and 
marriage but requires that all t hese be kept as true order of 
God and that everyone, each according to his own calling, mani
fest Christian love and genuine good works in his station of life 
(AC XVI, 5). 

13 Supra, pp. 30-31. 
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Luther's interpretation of the commandments reinforces this point. All 

commundmQnts proceed from the First Commandment which t eaches the fear, 

love, and trust of God (LC I, 324, 326-328). The Fourth Com."!1andment 

specifically gives the Chris tian calling its divine sanction; but all 

commandments are interpreted as God's will for man in his vocation. 

Fourth, some biblical prescriptions were temporary, and therefore 

no longer obligate Christians. In the first place, this applies to cer

tain apostolic practices. Apostolic authority was limited to the Word 

of God; "we believe them on the basis of another's Word rather than on 

the basis of their own"; t herefore, their own traditions are not binding 

(Ap XXVIII, 18). The prescriptions of Acts 15 were not intended to be 

permanent and do not place a new yoke around the neck of the disci ples. 

For the apostles "did not contradict their own writings" and they con

sistently seek to stress Christian liberty and to free the church from 

the idea that "human rites ~re necessary acts of worship" (Ap XXVIII, 16). 

Closely related is the principle that only t he r1oral Law, and not 

the political and ceremonial laws of th~ Old Testament, bind the Christian 

today. The reason for this lies in Scripture itself. The prime example 

is the abrogation of the Sabbath law: 11The Scriptures, not the church, 

abrogated the Sabbath, for after the revelation of the Gospel all cere

monies of the Mosaic Law can be omitted" (AC XXVIII, 59). Insisting t hat 

the Levitical laws about uncleanness no longer apply because the Gospel 

frees us from them, the Apology refers to the way in which th~ apostles 

resisted similar legalism in Acts 15 (Ap XXIII, 41-42). New Testament 

worship is spiritual, consisting of the righteousness of faith in the 

heart and the fruits of faith, and "it abrogates Levitical worship" (Ap 

XXIV, 27). After a long list of Bible passages, Melanchthon continues: 
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"Therefore, as we discern the shadow in the Old Testament, so in the New 

we should look for what it repres1:mts and not for another symbol tha t 

seems to be a sacrifice" ·(37). It was the insistent contention of the 

confessors t hat their Roman Catholic opponents failed to make this all

important distinction (Ap XV, 4, 10, 30; XVI, 3; XXIV, 52). Such a 

practice, Melanchthon maintains, "corrupts the teaching of both the Old 

and the New Testament" (Ap XXIV, 57). 

It is to be observed that in enumerating these principles for under

standing t he relationship between faith and good works, the confessions 

are not merely making deductions from the Scripturally based doctrine of 

justification by grace, but claim explicit. Scriptural· basis for each. 

The first princi ple appeals to two Bible passa~es, but these passages 

merely express succinctiy what the confessions find all of Scriptur e to 

be saying. The other principles, too, are elaborated on the basis of 

Scripture. In other words, even in passages dealing with faith and works 

where the doctrine of justification or the , Law-Gospel distinction are 

used as hermeneutical principles, the confessions seek to make it clear 

that they are letting Scripture interpret Scripture. 

General Presuppositions for Biblical Exegesis 

While the doctrines of justification and Law and Gospel do not 

serve as over-arching hermeneutical principles of general applicability, 

they do serve as hermeneutical principles in interpreting the biblical 

data with reference to faith and works. Moreover, these doctrines serve 

the confessional interpreter as presuppositions for his exegetical labors 

throughout the Scriptures. 
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The Lutheran Confessions have much to say about the presuppositions 

of their opponents, and maintain that their false presuppositions are to 

a large extent responsible for their faulty exegesis. The scholastics 

minimize the doctrine of original sin (Ap II, 8), and emphasize man's 

ability to keep especially the second table of the law (Ap IV, 34). They 

"select the law and by it they seek forgiveness of sins and justification" 

(Ap IV, 7). They do not really "know how the forgiveness of sins takes 

place" (Ap IV, 20). When one holds that man can contribute to his sal

vation, the role of jesus Christ is understandably diminished. "What 

need is there for the grace of Christ if we can become righteous by our 

own righteousness?" (Ap II, 10). Such a faulty understanding of soteri

ology and anthropology had its effect on the scholastic exegesis of the 

Scriptures. The Roman Catholic opponents interpret passages of Holy 

Scripture "in either a philosophical or Jewish manner" (Ap IV, 376) by 

making the Bible conform to the exegete's own preconceptions. They are 

unmoved by the many clear passages on justification by grace (Ap IV, 107); 

they "read their own opinions into them instead of deriving the meaning· 

from the texts themselves" (Ap IV, 224); they "maliciously twist the 

Scriptures to suit the man-ma.de theory that by our works we purchase 

the forgiveness of sins" (Ap IV, 260); "they quote passages about law 

and works but omit passages about the promises" (Ap IV, 183). The prac

tice of this .scholastic exegesis is a clear example of how faulty soteri

ological presuppositions can adversely affect biblical exegesis. 

In reacting against this kind of exegesis, however, the Lutheran 

Confessions do not suggest another arbitrarily chosen set of presupposi

tions, but rather permit the Bible's own testimony to its content to 



122 

provide the proper hcrmeneutical perspective. As we have seen, the 

confessions see the central message of Scripture to be the justification 

of the condemned sinner by grace for Christ's sake through faith.14 And 

it is this Christocentric message of Scripture, seen and believed by the 

illumination of the Holy Spirit, that serves the Lutheran intarpreter 

as a general presupposition for the interpretation of the entire Scrip

ture. 

This Christocentric understanding of Scripture helps the biblical 

interpreter by reminding him that ail Scripture is ultimately related 

to Christ and the justification of the sinner for His sake. This is 

true of the Old Testament no less than the New, for the confessions take 

seriously Acts 10:43: "To him all the prophets bear witness" (Ap IV, 

83; Ap XII, 66, 73; Ap XX, 2)_ .. 15 In this sense, the doctrine of justifi

cation serves positively to inform all biblical interpretation, and 

negatively, to warn all interpretation that does not magnify- Christ and 

His grace that it has departed from the Scripture's own understanding of 

its content and purpose. 

For the Scriptures are "the Word tha t alone brings salvation.1116 

As the Formula declares: 

All Scripture, inspired by God, should mi nister not to security 
and impenitence but "to reproof, correction, and improvement" 
(II Tim. 3: 16). Furthermore, everything in the \ford of God is 
written down for us, not for the purpose of thereby driving us to 

14 
Supra, pp. 69-77. 

l5Attention has already been called to the Christological inter
pretation of the Old Testament. Cf. supra, pp. 75-76. 

16 "Preface," The~ of Concord, edited by T. G. Tappert (Phila-
delphia: Fortress Press, 1959), p. }. 
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despair but in order thnt "by steadfastness, by the encouraeement 
of the Scriptures we might have hope" (Rom. 15:4) (FC SD XI, 12). 

Accordingly the Formula states tnat "any interpretation of t he Scriptures 

which weakens or even removes this comfort and hope is contrary to the 

Holy Spirit's will and intent" (FC SD XI, 92). The conviction that bibli

cal interpretation is ultimately to bring Gospel hope, comfort, and con

solation to troubled consciences is a characteristic of all confessional 

exegesis. One of the chief confessional complaints about Romanist exe

gesis is that it lacks this capacity.17 

The biblical interpreter who approaches the Scriptures with the 

soteriological presuppositions of the Lutheran Confessions will expect 

to hear God speak His Law and His Gospel. He will expect to have his 

understanding of God's saving grace in Christ deepened and strengthened. 

He will expect to find the same Christ whom he knows and believes as a 

baptized and believing Christian living by the power of the iford. All 

of this he will expect, and find. In this anticipatory function, the 
. . 

doctrines of justification and Law-Gospel serve to prevent biblical 

exegesis from becoming fragmentiz~d and distorted by keeping it true to 

the Bible's own Christological content and soteriological purpose~ 

In this way the doctrine of justification by grace and the distinc

tion between Law and Gospel are vital presuppositions for the proper 

interpretation of Scripture. These presuppositions, moreover, are derived 

from the Scriptures themselves and epitomize the content of the entire 

Bible. As such they serve as . controls over against interpretations of 

17cf. e.g., AC XX, 15, 19; AC XXV, 13; Ap IV, 20, 187, 257, 285; 
Ap XII, 88, 95; Ap XX, 8, 10; SA III, iii, 4, 23; Tr, 44; and LC III, 89. 
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Scripture that weaken the doctrine of justification by grace f or Ch~ist's 

sake through faith or confuse the condemiliI?,g Law with the saving Gospel. 

As clearly taught Scriptural doctrines they also function as hermeneuti

cal principles in interpreting the biblical data dealin~ with Christian 

faith and works. But they are not general hermeneutical principles for 

deriving the meaning from the text of Scripture; they are rather the 

central message of Holy Scripture. What God is saying in His Law and 

Gospel can only be heard through the ears of a Spirit-illuminated gram

matical exegesis that employs principles of interpreta tion consonant 

with the nature, content, and purpose of God's Book of Life • 



CHAPTER IX 

THE TESTH~ONY OF THE FATKERS AND BIBLICAL INTERPRETATION 

The Lutheran Confessions are thoroughly grounded in Holy Scripture. 

Not only do t he confessions see themselves as biblica+ expositions and 

summaries, but from beginning to end, implicitly and explicitly, they 

acknowledge the supreme authority of God's written Word. Even t he prin

ciples of biblical interpretation which they employ are derived from the 

nature, content, and purpose of Holy Scripture. In their persistent ap

plication of the Christ~centricity .of Holy Scripture, they make it plain 

that~ Christus and sola scriptura are inextricably interwoven. But 

the ~ scriptura principle in the Lutheran Confessions does not rr~an 

a disregard for the testimony of the fathers or the tradition of the 

church. In fact the confessions manifest the opposite: a grateful, yet 

careful and critical appreciation of the doctrinal continuity of the 

church. Our intention here is not to examine in depth the confessional 

understanding of tradition, but rather to note the manner in which the 

confessions make use of the testimony of the fathers in their biblical 

interpretation. 

The intention of the Lutheran Confessions to preserve Lutheran 

continuity with the church of all times is evident in many different 

ways. It is manifest not only in the preservation of many church customs 

and ceremonies,1 but especially in their continued acceptance of the 

1For example, the use of Sunday as a day of worship (AC XXVIII, 
57-60); celebration of the Lord's Supper every Sunday (Ap XV, 40; Ap 
XXIV, l); the public ceremonies of the Nass and traditional liturgical 
forms such as the order of the lessons, prayers and vestments (Ap XXIV,l; 

_ :; .. '-· 
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dogmas of ~he early church such as Christology and the Trinity. It was 

not the intention of the Reformation to be radically different or new, 

but to be a critical and reformed continuation of the true church of 

Christ. 

This is evident not only in the acceptance of the ancient ecumenical 

creeds in the~ of Concord (FC SD Rule and Norm,4), but elsewhere. 

The first article of the Augsburg Confession accepts and confesses the 

doctrine of the Trinity "in accordance with the decree of the Council 

of Nicaea" (AC I, 1). Luther begins his Smalcald Articles with summary 

statements on the doctrines of God and Christology that explicitly name 

and use the language of the Apostles' and Athanasian Creeds. The third 

article of the Augsburg Confession employs much of the language of the 

second article of the Apostles' Creed. Heresies condemned by the ancient 

church are condemned by the Lutheran Confessions: Arians, Samosatenes, 

Manichaeans (AC I); Pelagians (AC II, FC II); Donatists (AC VIII); and 

Novatians (AC XII). 

Moreover, the doctrinal continuity \;tith the ancient church is evident 

in the frequent citation of the early fathers of the church. The list of 

2 patristic citations in the confessions fills eleven pages! Such .cita-

tion is most in evidence when the confessions are dealing with contro

versial topics. \-/i th reference to the doctrine of justification, 

Melanchthon can claim: "We have proof for this position of ours not only 

AC XXVI, 40); the observance of certain holy days and festivals (AC XV, 
l); and the sign of the cross (SC VII, l; LC I, 74). 

2
cf. "Verzeichnis der Zitate aus kirchlichen und Profanschrift

stellern," Die Bekenntnisschriften ~ evangelisch-luthcrischen Kirche 
(5. durchgesehene Auflage; Gottingen: Vandenhoeck ~ Ruprecht, 1963), 
pp. 1145-1155. 
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in the Scriptures, but also in the Fathers" (Ap IV, 29). The .Lut heran 

doctrine of original sin i s contrary neither to Scripture nor "the church 

catholic," but is an illumination of "important teachings of t he Scrip

tures and the Fathers" (Ap II, 32). "All the Scriptures and the church" 

proclaim that the demands of the Law cannot be satisfied by m.:m (Ap Iv°, 

166). Tha t "the whole church confesses that eternal life comes through 

mercy" has many clear testimonies "in the Scriptures and in the Church 

Fathers" (Ap IV, 322-324). Melanchthon advises: "Let no one think that 

we are teaching anything new in this regard when the Church Fathers have 

so clearly handed down the doctrine that we need mt?rcy even in our good 

works" (Ap IV, 325). l:/ith regard to giving undue honor to our good works, 

Mela nchthon states that "we could quote endless passages from Scripture 

and t he Fa thers, but we have already said enough on t~is subject" (Ap 

XX , 4). The idea that the Mass benefits~ opere opera.to "is not to be 

found anywhere in the Fathers" (Ap XXIV, 67; see 97). The conviction 

tha t a church practice contrary to God's command should not be followed 

is not only derived from Scripture, but is ancient canonical teaching 

(AC XXII, 9). 

Although patristic citations are not so frequent in Luther's ·con

fes sional writings as in Melanchthon's, they are not altogether lacking. 

He ap~eals twice to St. Jerome in the matter of church government (SA II, 

iv, 9; III, x, 3). He refers to Bernard, Gerson, and Huss (LC IV, 50). 

Moreover, his rejection of un-catholic Enthusiasm and Ana.baptism, as well 

as his acceptance of the early creeds, and his use of traditional cate

chetical materials in the catechisms indicate his desire to reform and 

continue the church rather than to build anew. Ten paragraphs of the 
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Treatise are devoted to an analysis of evidence from the early church on 

the question of papal primacy (12-21). The later Formula of Concord, too, 

can argue tha t the doctrine of the real presence in t he Lord's Supper has 

been "the unanimous teaching of the leading Church Fath(:rs" (FC Ep VII, 

15). 

Not surprisingly, therefore, the Luth~ran Confessions maintain their 

doctrinal continuity with the ancient church. Melanchthon claims: "They 

[our preachers] have not introduced any innovations, but have set for.th 

the Holy Scriptures and the teachings of the holy Fathers" (Ap II, 50). 

The Augsburg Confession maintains tha t we have "introduced nothing, either 

in doctrine or in ceremonies, that is contrary to Holy Scripture or the 

universal Christian church" (AC Conclusion, 5). It is important to take 

this claim s eriously, for it indicates that the Lutheran Confessions do 

not see themselves as just another interpretation of Scripture, but as 

catholic biblical exposition. Such claims are made not only for whole 

confessions, but for the interpretation of individual passages as well. 

Melanchthon, for example, claims that his interpretation of 11on this 

rock" in Matt. 16:18 has the support of 11most of the holy Fathers" (Tr, 

27-29). 

But the confessional claim to be in agreement with the Fathers needs 

clarification, for the confessions manifest no uncritical acceptance of 

ecclesiastical tradition. In fact, a study of the word "tradition" in 

the confessions reveals tha t it was for them a largely negative concept. 

Trad:i.tiones or Nenschensatzungen are virtually synonymous with "human 

works. 11 For Luther, for example, "human traditions" identify those 

practices and teachings introduced by the church without God's Word for 

the purpose of meriting salvation, and he understandably condemns them 
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(SA III, xv, 1). This kind of tradition includes such conde:nned prac

tices as the enumeration of all sins in confession and the need for 

satisfactions following absolution (Ap XI, 6-8; Ap XII, 11, 143-145). 

Such traditions are closely related in principle to the Mosaic ceremonial 

law (Ap XV, 10), and are to be opposed because they contradict God's 

will and command in Holy Scripture (Ap XXVIII, 20). Both Luther and 

Melanchthon place God's Word and human traditions in antithesis, fre

quently citing Matt. 15:9, "In vain do they worship me, teaching as doc

trines the precepts of men. 113 

This negative attitude toward human traditions indicates that the 

Lutheran appreciation of the testimony of the fathers is not unmixed 

with severe criticism, and that the supreme judge of all traditions is 

Holy Scripture. This distinction between the Scriptures and the fathers 

is clearly set forth by the confessions. For the fathers "were men and 

they could err and be deceived"; moreover, there is also "a great variety 

[magna dissimilitudo]" among them. Rather than basing our doctrine on · 

the fathers, Melanchthon argues, we follow "the surest and clearest pas

sages of Scripture" (Ap XXIV, 94-95). For there are many weak people 

in the church who build perishing structures of stubble upon the true 

foundation of Christ and faith. "The writings of the holy Fathers show 

that even they sometimes built stubble on the foundation but that this 

did not overthrow their faith" (Ap VII, 20-21). 

Luther's comments in the Smalcald Articles are particularly instruc

tive for understanding the confessions' critical acceptance of the Fathers. 

3cf. AC XXVI, 22; AC XXVII, 36; Ap XII, 143; Ap xv, 5; Ap XXVII, 23, 
69; SA II, ii, 2; and SA III, xv, 1. 
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Luther is not ready to accept the Roman Catholic opinion t hat ·st. Augus

tine taught t hat there is a purgatory, for Augustine mentions only th~t 

his mother had a LJked to be remembered at the altar. Even this, Luthar 

maintains, "is a human opinion of certain individuals and cannot estab

lish an article of faith. That is the prerogative of God alone." Only 

when t he Roman Catholics have ab9lished their traff ic in purgatorial 

Mas s es will Luther be ready to discuss with them "whe ther statements of 

St. Augustine are to be accepted when they are wi thout t he support of 

the Scriptures." For "It will not do to make articles of faith out of 

the holy Fathers' words or works •••• This means tha t the Word of God 

shall establish articles of faith and no one else, n·ot even an angel" 

(SA II, ii, 13-15). 

Other examples of thi s critical view of tradition are apparent. The 

concept of confession had und~rgone a change from the early church writers 

(Ap XII, 112). The authority of bishops had increased over the course 

of the years (Tr, 70-71) and the enumeration of seven sacraments is by 

no means universal in the Fathers (Ap XIII, 2). Communion under one kind 

only as well as transubstantiation are of relatively recent origin (SA 

III, vi, 2-5; AC XXII, 4-10). The marriage of priests has support in 

the early church and some Fathers (AC XXIII, 10-12, 18). 

This variation between praise and criticism of ecclesiastical tradi

tion .follows l-1elanchthon's general concept of church history. For him 

church history follows a pattern of alternating cycles of degeneration 

and refor.mation. The truth of God at various periods of history was 

often nearly lost, only to be restored through reformation. During the 

periods of degeneration the true church has lived on as a minority church. 

But through all periods of its history, the church has preserved a 
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continuity of doctrine, just as the Lutheran Reformation was preserving 

it in the sixteenth century. Thus the task of t he church was not to 

crea t e new doctrines but to restore to light the doctrinal truth t hat 

has always been confes sed by the church, even t hough it rray often have 

been a minority church.4 This view of church history is apparent when 

the Augsburg Confessi on states tha t "one holy Christian church will be 

and remain forever" (AC VII, 1). It is evident in the assertion tha t 

t he Gospel promise was f i rst given "to Adam, later t o .t he patriarchs, 

t hen illumined by the prophets, and f i nally proclaimed and revealed by 

Christ a mong the J ews, and spread by the apostles throughout the . world" 

(Ap XII, 54). Many of the above accents are obvious in the twelfth 

article of the Apology (68-71).5 This view of the pattern of church 

history helps explain both the negative and positive evaluation of the 

testimony of the fathers in the confessions. As Fagerberg explains: 

Die 'llahrheit war vielmehr ein filr alle r-ra.1 gegeben und festgelegt. 
-Die Vater, an die man anknupft, haben keine neuen Lehrsatze ent
worfen, sondern die ursprilngliche Lehre widerhergestellt und sie 
von ungebilhrlichen Zusatzen befreit. Die BK versuchen auf die 
Vater zurilckzugehen, die die reine Lehre unverfalscht bewahrt 
haben.6 

But to judge the writings of the fathers in this way requires a 

higher norm, and t his the confessions find in t he Holy Scriptures, which 

are "the only rule and norm according to which all doctrines and teachers 

4
Peter Fraenkel, Testim~~ia Patrum: The Function~ the Patristi c 

Argument i!! the Theolorq of Philip Melanchthon .(Geneva: Libraire E. Droz, 
1961), passim. 

5Holsten Fagerberg, Die Theologie der lutherischen Bekenntnis
schriften 12.!! ~ bis 1227., translated by Gerhard Klose (Gottingen: 
Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht,~5), p. 56 1 has an excellent analysis of this 
passage. 

6Ibid., p. 58. 

T 
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alike must be appraised and judged" (FC Ep Rule and i!orm, 1). · Other 

writings of ancient and modern teachers, whatever their names, should not 

be put on a par with Scripture, but should be received in no other way 

than as "witnesses to the fashion in which the doctrine of the prophets 

and apostles was preserved in post-apostolic times" (FC Ep Rule and Norm, 

2). Any doctrine, biblical exposition, or practice in agreement with 

Scripture was accepted as genuine tradition, but whatever contradicted 

Holy Scripture waB rejected. In short, "Alle legitime Tradition war 

filr die BK letzten Endes nichts anderes als kirchliche Bibelauslegung.117 

\'1ith this understanding of the role of the testimonia patrum in 

the Lutheran Confes sions, we are in a better position to evaluate' its 

f unction for confessional biblical interpretation. All biblical inter

preta tion, as well as church practice, must be measured by the norm of 

Holy Scripture. This means that certain past expositions will be found 

wanting or wrong, and will therefore be discarded. It means that much 

in the history of biblical int_erpretation will be found to ~e true, and 

therefore preserved. For "what the saints in the church have believed 

since the beginning of the world" (Ap XII, 73) remains the same: t;he 

Gospel of Jesus Christ taught in the Scriptures of God and proclaimed 

from age to age. 

This identity of the church's biblically based proclamation and 

faith throughout all ages serves biblical interpretation in a positive 

way as a guide for proper eccle~iastical exegesis. Brunstadt explains: 

Die Schrift und ihre Wahrheit selbst erweist sich in dem consensus 
der Schriftauslegung; die Schriftauslegung der V"ater wird nicht 

7Ibid., p. 61. 
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neben die Schrift gestellt, sondern neben die unsere und mit dieser 
unter die Schrift. Je mehr Ubereinstimmung 1 desto weniger Gefahr 
willkilrlichcr 1 eigenmachtiger Schriftauslegun§• Der c0nsensus ist 
ein Wahrzeichen dcr rechten Schriftauslegung. 

In the confessions we see this most clearly in the acceptance and use of · 

the ancient catholic creeds, which because they are biblical and catholic, 

also s ~rve to guide the interpreter into the Scriptures. Tte confessions 

certainly do not suggest t r.at the testimony of the fathers is a source 

or norm of doctrine, let alone a hermeneutical principle for biblical 

interpretation. But they do suggest that the biblical testimony of the 

Fathers, extending from the age of Adam to the present age, can serve 

biblical interpretation as a hermeneutical guide by summoning the inter

preter to the task of appreciative, yet critical listening to the saints 

of y~sterday. 

8
Friedrich Brunstadt, ~ Theologie der lutherischen Bekenntnis

schriften (Gutersloh: c. Bertelsmann Verlag, 1951) 1 p. 26. 



CHAPTER IX 

CONFESSIONAL BIBLICAL INTERPRETATION TODAY 

The t estimony of the fathers which agrees with Holy Scripture, 

particularly as it is incorporated in the ecumenical creeds, served 

the framers of the sixteenth century Lutheran Confessions as a hcrmen

eutical guide. For Lutherans today, t he Lutheran Confessions themselves 

ser ve as the genuine biblical t estimony of the fathers in much the same 

way. For contemporary Lutherans claim to accept the confessions as the 

confessions themselves wish to be understood, namely, us correct bibli

cal expositions. \vi th the signers of t he Formula of Concord they agree 

tha t t he confessional corpus s erves a normative function in t he church 

"because it is drawn from the Word of God" (FC SD Rule and Norm, 10). 

And in precisely this function the confessions direct us to Holy Scri p

ture as "the only rule and norm according to which all doctrines and 

teachers alike must be appraised and judged" (FC Ep Rule and Norm, 1). 

Vilmos Vajta speaks of t his "hermeneutic function" of the confes

sions in connection with the continuing theological and churchly task 

of testing all presuppositions of scriptural interpretation. Although 

Scripture and the confessions are to be di stinguished, they "are at the 

same time bound together by the hermeneutic function of the conf essions." 

The confessional writings "provide the key to understanding the Holy 

Scriptures, although at the same time they are subordinate to the Scrip-
d 

tures and their interpretation must be repeatedly re-examined in the 

light of the Scriptures." Vajta emphasi zes particularly the manner in 

which the confessions "go to the very core of the Gospel in such a way 

as to illuminate the Scriptures." He emphasizes that the continuous 
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movement from the Bible to confession must be accompanied by a movement 

from the confession to the Bible. For the confessional "pretention to 

an unadulterated interpreta tion can only be maintained if it proves it

self in continuous interpretation of the Scriptures.111 Vajta's "hermen

eutic function" of the confessions, in other words, means the impetus and 

direction which the confessions give to the church's ongoing study of 

Holy Scripture. 

This "hermeneutic function" of the confessions can serve all facets 

of the faith and life of the contemporary church, including the important 

area of biblical inte~pretation. To be sure, the guidance of the confes

sions in th~s or any other area will be ineffective unless the confessions 

are accepted as correct biblical expositions. While there is truth in 

Vajta's assertion that "the individual details of exegesis in the confes

sional writings to not claim to be normative, 112 it must not be forgotten 

that "he who unconditionally subscribes to the Symbolical Books declares 

that the interpretations which ·are contained in the Symbols are 'according 

to the analogy of faith. 1113 In other words, the confessional impulse to 

continuous biblical interpretation in no wise calls into question the 

validity of the confessions as truthful biblical expositions. In fact, 

subscription to the Lutheran Confessions means that the contemporary 

Lutheran interpreter of the Scriptures accepts not only the conclusions 

\rilmos Vajta, "The Confessions of the Church as an Ecumenical Con
cern," The Church and the Confessions: The Role of the Confessions in the 
Life and Doctrine of t~Lutheran Churciies,"""ea:Ited by Vilmos Vajta ~d~ 
Haiis' Weissgerber (Philadelphia: Fortress Press, 1963), pp. 168-170. 

2
Ibid., p. 169. 

3c. F. \-I. Walther, "Why Should Our Pastors, Teachers, and Professors 
Subscribe Unconditionally to the Symbolical Writings of Our Church," trans
lated and condensed by Alex Wm. c. Guebert, Concordia Theological Monthly, 
XVIII (April 1947), 242. 
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of the biblical exegesis which constitutes the doctrinal content of the 

confessions, but also the hermencutical principles employed by the con

fessions in reaching their conclusions. For, as we have seen, the con

fessional principles of biblical interpretation are theologically grounded 

in the confessional doctrine of the Hord. If the confessional testimony 

. of the fathfirs is to give the ccnter.iporary church guidance also in the 

area of biblical interpreta tion, it is important tha t we note some of the 

more important conclusions and i~plications of this study. 

The confessional understanding of the nature, content, and function 

of Holy Scripture is the theological foundation of confessional biblical 

interpretation. For the confessions, Holy Sc~ipture is the divinely 

authored and infallible ~ford of God throughout which God speaks the con

demnatory word of Law and the forgiving word of Gospel in order to make 

men wis e unto salvation through faith in Christ Jesus. As God's own 

speech, the Scriptures have God I s o\·m authority and power, not only as 

the church's doctrinal and ethical norm, but also as the content of God's 

message which awakens men from the death of sin to the life of Christ. 

In Holy Scripture, God bas expressed Himself with clarity in all articles 

of faith, and yet the blindness of natural man's heart prevents him from 

understanding the full meaning of God's written Word without the illumi

nation of the Holy Spirit. But with the Holy Spirit, the Christian 

interpreter of Holy Scripture recognizes and believes the central content 

of all Scripture, Jesus Christ. He therefore interprets Holy Scripture 

as a literary and theological unit, for he knows that all Scripture has 

one Author, one content, and serves one primary soteriological purpose. 

But the Holy Scriptur es, as their name suggests, are literary docu

ments which can be interpreted only through careful study of the 

' ' I 

I 

I 

,. ------ -- ----- -
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text.4 
The confessions evidence their serious· intention of deriving the 

meaning from the text by a sober and consistent analysis of words, grammar, 

and context. They permit Scripture to interpret itself by studying paraJ:

lel passages or entire articles of faith derived from the Scriptures, 

a procedure grounded in their conviction that Scripture is a literary 

and theological unit. They seek the intended sense of the text, wheth~r 

the language of the text is literalistic or figurative, and t hey are con

vinced that every text of Scripture has but one meaning. Readine the 

Scriptures as literary documents is not an option for the confessions, 

for t hey are convinced tha t GC?.d' s authorship of Scri pture \·tas accomplished 

through human authors living and writing at various t i mes as men of their 

times. The confessions oppose every suggestion that God's intended meaning 

in Scripture lies anywhere but in the words themselves. 

The confessional understanding of the Christological content and 

soteriological function of all Scripture gives direction and purpose to 

the exegetical application of their hermeneutical principles. In their 

grammatical exegesis, the confessions explain the Scriptures of both the 

Old and New Testaments from the center of all Scripture, Jesus Christ. 

Throughout the Scriptures they hear God speaking Law and Gospel for the 

gracious justification of all men through faith in Jesus Christ. Their 

conviction that Scripture is God's \ford for man's salvation helps them 

avoid a purely rationalistic or informational approach to the Book of 

Life. But they hear God's gracious. message throughout the Scriptures 

4
Nils Alstrup Dahl comments: "For the person who a l lows the 

church's confession to direct him to biblical exegesis, the elementary 
task of exegesis remains the most important and t he most authentic one: 
the precise reading of what is written." In "The Lutheran Exegete and 
the Confessions of His qhurch, 11 Lutheran~, VI (June 1959), 10. 
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not through textual manipulation or imposition; but through careful and 

honest exegesis; for they are convinced th~t the m~ssage of forgiveness 

and life in Jesus Christ is precisely what God is saying to men of every 

age in the text of Holy Scripture. 

Thus the confessions see and maintain an indissoluble connection 

between t he ~ scriptura and~ Chri::;tus principles. The sola 

scri ptura principle ultimately has mea r.ing only i n the unfolding of 

Scri pture's Chris tological content f or its soteriological purpose . The 

~ Christus principle has its validity and authority only from the 

Holy Scriptures authored by God and used by Him to bring man to faith in 

J esus Chr ist. Both princi ples depend for their understandi ng and accep

tance upon the Holy Spirit, who is not only the Spirit of Chris t and 

the primary author of Holy Scriptu~e, but the Lord and Giver of life. 

The confessions confess the Christ of Scripture, even as t hey ground all 

theology on the Scripture t estifying to Christ. 

Finally, it should be noted t hat the confessional principles of 

biblical interpretation are not a set of rules and guidelines so care

fully and minutely formulated t hat they will yield guaranteed and unani

mous results in every exegetical detail if followed consistently. · On 

the other hand, they are prescriptive enough to measure t he theological 

validity of every exegetical approach to Scripture. The interpreter 

who follows the testimony of the confessional fathers on the principles 

of biblical interpretation carries out his task with the confidence that 

the Holy Spirit will open his eyes to behold "the things of the Spirit 

of God" (I Car. 2:14). 

And after God, through the Holy Spirit in Baptism, has kindled 
and wrought a beginning of true knowledge of God and faith, we 

.. . . 
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ought to petition him incessantly tiJa t by. th~ same Spirit and 
grace,' through daily exercise in reading his ',ford and putting it 
into practice, he would preserve faith and his heavenly gifts in 
us and strengthen us daily until our end. Unless God himself is 
our teacher, we cannot study and learn anything pleasing to him 
and beneficial to us and others (FC SD II, 16). 
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