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tary on the text of the Psalter. An example of the latter 

is the ProEos~tinus and Peter of Poit1ers• Di stinctiont!,! 

supra Psalterium.1 

Langton•s Contributions 

In connect io:i. with the three great leaders ot the 

Biblical-moral school, the Comestor, tha Chanter, and Lang­

ton, 1t is to ba remembered that their continual aim is al­

ways to go back to originals for full knowledge. Especially 

is this tendency noti ceable in Langton, whose method is to 

make the Gloss his starting point, and then to check the 

2 extracts by their originals. He has a passion for recon-

ciling his authorities, thereby turning his lectures into a 

sort of oonoordantia disco~dantia glosarum.3 Langton seems 

to delight in emendations and collections of alternatives. 

With regard to variations; Langton reels that as long as the 

sense is more or less the aarae, the actual wording need not 

concern us overmuch. Iie usually contents himself with 

giving two readings, and then suspends judgment. His 

reader or his audience make their own choice of the 

two readings presented_. 4 

l ~-, p. 202 rr. 
2 Ibid., P• 183. 
3 193. Ibid., P• -
4Ibid., pp. 178-179. 
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An excellen t resume of Langton's views on Scripture, 

the failures and shortcomings of the Biblical-moral school, 

and also the romedy for these failures 1s contained 1n the 

following excerpt from Smalley: 

Langton sti l l lives in an Augustinian world of mirrors 
and ref lections. Scripture, like the visible world, ls 
a great mirror, reflecting God, and therefore all and 
every kind of truth. Sor1.pture, like man, has a soul, 
how much more iraportant than the body or letterl 

While t hl s i s assumed, not all the common sense of 
Lang ton c an d etect the flaw 1n the spiritual expositions; 
not all the scholarship or Andre" can switch people' a 
at t ent i on on to the letter. It ls significant t hat 
the tr spir i t ual" excerpts from Langton' a glosses were 
much more popular than tho lito;ral. The change could 
only come a~out by scholars' start10B from a fresh 
assumption . 

At this point, anothar expository phenomenon deserves 

explanation. We refer t o what is known in medieval eccles­

iast i c al h i s tory as t he Quaeationes. They are especially 

evident in the works of Manegold, Bruno, Anselm (1033-

1109}, and Ralph of Laon. Gilbert the Universal, in his 

continuous gloss on the }>salter, takes Bruno's oommen.tary 

as his "expositor '' , and expands it into a definitely 

9,uaestio forino 

Quaestion ea ncm multiply in number, in relation to the 

size of the commentary. The length thereof is also increased 

by the use of dialectic, each pupil enlarging on his master. 

Hence, a new type of exposition is in evidence. It is 

composed of t \To d i s tinat eletnents. The running explanation 

1Ib1d., P• 218. 
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1a interrupted by thoological questions (quaestiones), 

which the t ext or the expoaition thereof have suggested. 

An exe.ruple i n t he M~3na Glosatura of Peter Lombard on the 

Pauline ~pistl es o It 1s full of quaostiono~. eugz;astad by 

tre Glosn of Anse lm, uhich Lombard has incorporated into 

his work. 

The nex t log ical 1:.1 tage ls a commentaPy composed alto­

gether of' guaostiones, with no e;~planatory notes at all, 

excerpted f rom t heir original \vork and issued separately. 

'l.'he quaes ·t,.;~ ara then transf.orred to an altogethar 

diffet'?nt kind of vrorlk. An example of this procedure is 

gtven i n the Sen t ences, which aas quaestiones taken without 
1 much ver bal change f rom the Magna Glosatura. 

The Scholastic Viewpoint 

At thLs c hronolog1co.l point in history it would be 

wall t o refe r t o ?ete1• Abela.rd ts views on Soripture, since 

he plays uuch an important role in medieval theology. He 

tools that any err ors pi•ssent in Scripture are the result 

of erroneous citat ions and faulty translation. However, 

like a number of others after him, he also makes a dis­

tinction botv,een important and unimportant elements in 
n2 

Scripture. uBy doubting we arrive at the truth. 

Bonaventura (1221~1274) presumably interprets Scripture 

l Ib i d. , p. 50 tr. 
2Farrar, .22• ~., p. 260 rt. 
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with Scripture, but actually this is merely an 1n­

disor1mi n ate use of "parallel" passages. This method was 

not at all original with him. Of interest is his appli­

cation of the Psalter to the Virgin Mary.1 

The thirt eenth century, of which the two scholars just 

mentioned are notable representatives, is, for Bibli cal 

studies, a time of beginnings. It is characterized on the 

one hand by an extravagance, and on the other by a sanity 

unparalleled in earlier centuries, as is evidenced by the works 

of Bonaventure, Albertus Magnus, and Thomas Aquinas. In the 

realm of spiritual exposition we find here death and decay; 

in the literal s phere , new life. 2 Although the Franciscans 

in their philosophy kept oloaer than the Dominicans to 

St. Augus tine , Aristotle influenced their Biblical studies 

to quite a great extent. 

Decline of the Ph1lon1c Tradition 

At soma point in the thirteenth century, the commen­

tators finally n step back through the looking glass" out of 

their world of reflections into everyday lite. The first im­

pulse for this change seems to have come from religious ex­

perience. The Ph1lonio tradition gradually loses 1-ts appeal, 

collapsing into sheer fantasy even before Maimonides and 

Aristotle supplanted and discredited it. The "letter" or 

l 
~., PP• 272-273• 

2smalley, 21?.• £!!•, PP• 219 and 221. 
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Scripture has captured the affection as vell ae the in­

tellect. However, the great schoolmen, Albertus Magnus, 

Thomas Aquinas, and Bonaventura were not J)1'1mar1ly Biblical 

scholars. Albez•tus Ms.gnus approached Scripture as a ph11&- · 

aopher, and the o·tber tvo approached Scripture as theolo­

gians. This pr@occupation v1th Aristotle, vh1ch is so 

characteristic of Scholastioism, enabled the Dominicans to 

effect a chaD,ge in exegetical P1'1nc1ples. At the same time, 

hovever, this preoccupation tended to prevent this nev prin-
1 

ciple from baa.ring fruit. Perhaps the moat outstanding 

contributions of thirteenth century 5cholast1c1sm are a 

revelation or the text of the Vulgate 1 and a number of 

Biblical concordances~ l)l>oduced especially by the English 
r-. 

Dom1n1ca.ns.c: 

B~con's Contributions . 

Roger Bacon (1214-1294), however, denounced the 

Scholastic approach to Scripture generally. Specifically, 

he denounced the arbitrary analysis by chapters, as well as 

the arbitrary concordances and rhythms.. He himself pre­

ferred Hugh of st. Victor's method. Bacon's contribution 

to Biblical scholarship 1s three-told, and may be summarized 

aa follovsi 

l. Be compiled useful lists of current errors, false 

1Ibid., pp. 240-241. 
2Wh1tne7, ..5?.i• .£!1•, Vol,· III, P• 7!J3, 
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etymologies, etc., taken rmm the various aids to stUd.7. 

2. He laid dovn rules both for the study ot the ori­

ginal and ror the restoration or the Latin. 

3. Most 1mportmnt of all, he composed Greek and Bebrev 

grammars, guaranteeing to teach enough Hebrew or Greek tor 

reading purposes vithin three days by a certain method.1 

The Summa of Aquinas 

Should we attempt to understand juQt what or vhy Bacon 

orit1c1zed, we might briefly epitomize the entil'e Scholastic 

system by referring to the Summa Theologica of Scholasticism•s 

most ramous exponent, Aquinas. 

The Summa opens vith. a statement of the vhole problem 

of the literal and spiritual senses of Scripture and their 

relat1onahip. It takes the familiar distinction betveen 

words and 'thines from the ~ Doctr].!!! Ohr±stian.a and fits 

it into an Aristotelian framework. Here God is the prin­

cipal author of Holy Scripture, vith the hwnan Vl'iters ex­

J)19essing their meaning by words. God, however, can also 

express His meaning by "things", 1~e., bJ historical 

happeni.ngs. The literal sense of Scripture, therefore, 1s 

Ybat the human author expressed by his YOl'ds. The 

spil'itual senses a.re what the divine author expressed by 

the events vhich the human author related. Since the Bible 

lsmalley, .21?• ~., p. 244 r. 
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is the only book which has both a d i vine and a human author­

ship, only t he Bible can have both a literal and a spiritual 

sense. The problem of what is included· in the letter thus 

solvos itself. If "letter" is defined as the whole intention 

of the inspi r ed writerp it makes no difference whether he 

expresses hims elf in plain language, or symbolically, or 

metaphoric ally. The literal sense, according to Thomas, was 

not the fig ui~e of speech, but its content, that which it 

fi gured. The spiritual sense thus was not derived from the 

words of the writer, but from the sacred history in which he 

was taking. p art, and whooe me.aning at the time was known only 

to God, its Author.1 

Defects of the Summa and of Scholasticism 

The $umma as a whole, however, is characterized by a 

lack of originality. It merely repeats what the Fathers had 

said earlier. '.i.'here are excesses of exegesis, long and ver­

bose, not to mention irrelevant comments on Scripture, and 

especially the juxtaposition of passages whose verbal simil­

arity depends only on the Vulgate. An excellent example of 

this is t he systematization of the Epistles into a pattern 
2 

to tit abstract doctrines. 

Another authority scores the Schoolman even more 

severely in the following words: 

l~., P• 234. 
2Farrar, 21?.• ill·, P.• 270 t. 



For having regard to their (Schoolman, s) system as a 
whole, it cannot bo too clearly understood that to the 
Bible, in the sense 1n which the Reformers began to 
know it, Scholastioism was almost entirely a strange~. 
What those d1alecticians looked for in their Vulgate 
was something so remote from that which men sought 
and found in the Bible or a later day, that to all 
intents a.nd purposes \'18 1111ght be dealing with two 
totally different booka.l 

Actually, Scholastic exegesis resembled the Rabbinic 

style , 1n that both adhered to their respective oral tra­

ditions. 'r'he unscriptural view of inspiration referred to 

above (p. 23) was borrowed from the Rabbis and Alexan­

drians, and supported by methods borrowed from the pagan 

philosophers, espocially Aristotla.2 

Perhaps a brief resume of the defects in Scholastic 

exegesis before treating another phase of medieval scholar­

ship would not oe out of place here. These, then are the 

most outstanding defects in Scholastic Biblical scholar­

ship, according to lt,arrar:3 

1. Traditional and supePst!t1ous conception of inspir­

ation; never any reference to the circwnstanoes under which 

different parts were delivered. 

2. Vassalage of philosophy within the bounds of the 

Church's dogma on behalf of papal tyranny, usurpations, etc. 

3.. tack of equipment on the part ot the writers; poor 

educational background. 

1n.w. Hoare, The Evolution ~ .!ill!, English Bible (London, 
John Murray, 1901 )-:I). 44. 

2Farrar, 
3 
~-, 

oo. cit., p. · 273 t. - -
pp. 1eo-181 
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~. Neglect of philology; impertact translations, 

glosses, etc. 

S. Arb i trary juxtaposition of texts !:.£2!! Latin versions. 

6. Use and abuse of dialectioa, sophistry, and logomachy. 

7. Barbarous language; obscure and meaningless words. 

8. M1crological subtlety; "unwholesome and vermictll.ate 

questionsn (Ba.con). 

9. Worst of all, the four-fold, and sometimes even seven­

and eight-fold :J.nterpretation. 

10. Scripture thus became a sealed book, subjected to 

all papn.l and aoclesiastioal aberrations. 

Chapter Division .. 

A wor•d on the division of Scripture into chapters 

would not be out of place here. In lieu of standard chap­

ter divisions, it was a common practice to divide each book 

into large sec_tions with a summary of the contents at the 

head of each. ·These sections .were nwn.bered and known as 

tituli. Various other syat·ems of division were al.so in use, 

some e iving fewer, some giving more chapters than our 

PI'esent system. The official text of Paris, as a matter or 
tact, was alpeady closely akin to our present arrangement, 

and was gradually modified until as at present• Through 

the Paris text this particular division became the standard 

everywhere. Stephen Langton 1s ·generally given the credit 

for this modern capitulation. Re probably made this 

8.l'rangement some time toward the end of bis teaohine 
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per1od .. 1 

The common practice of rofarring systematioally to 

ohapters seems to have been begW'l arotl.Yld 1225 by Philip the 

Ohanoellor. Later., va:rio11S s ystems of aubclividing the chap­

ters were tri ed, wh ich ul t1mntely led to the prosent arrange­

ment in verseso Hugh of St. 9her, who organized the drawing 

up of Bible concordances, may also have been the first to re­

fer to these subdivisions of chapters by letters of the 

alphabet. 2 

The importance of Nicholas of Lyr.a (d. 1340) in the 

h1etol'Y or iliblical scholarship is nowhere more clearly in­

dicated than 1n the little couplet which one finds in almost 

every work of this period on this topic, viz, 

Si L~,rra non lyr•asset, 
Luther non saltaaset. 

While this 1a undoubtedly an overstatement, it 1s not 

stretching a point to say with Smalley that 

He (Nicholas of Lyra) did more than any other writer 
to break down the tvranny of eccles1ast ioal tradition 
and to overthrow the · blind belief 1n the bad method 
of many eenturies ••• After the death of Nicholas ot 
LyTa there was no important addition to the3study ot 
Scr1.pture till the dawn of the ReformA.tion. 

Although Nicholas did not completely abandon the 

Scholastic viewpoint, still using, for -example, the "mystical" 

sense or Scripture, and although he made this "mystical" 

lsmalley, .21?.• cit., pp. 180-181. 
2Ib1d., p. 24-6. 

3Ib1d., P• 277. 
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sense dependent on the literal sense, he nevertheless made a 

most worthwhile contribution. This "Jerome af the fourteenth 

century0 is to be remembered for, his utilization ot the 

studies oi' the French and Spanish JeVls. Ofton he p,re:rerred 

Jewish interpret ations to those or the FatherB. Sometimes 

he even p ut f'orth his own interpretation. He preterred 

especially t he studies of Rash1 (d. 1170), and Ma1monidas 

(d. 1204). Nicholas, the~~ planus _!! utilis, had 

sufficient erudi tion to see that many of the available 

manuscri pts were corrupted. He also had the v1e1on to see 

the importance of the original languages. His "rule o~ 

the thumb" was ~~.2,~ura loquitur secundum modum nostrum. 

loquendi. 1 

De cline of Scholast1c1sm. 

After Nicholas, poor exegesis and patristic tradition 

again became the order of the day.. Savonarola's comments 

were, ot course, exclusively practical. John Gerson lays 

down some excellent principles, but makes them dependent 

on the Church's authority.. Other exegetes of th1e period 

who deserve only passing mention here are Pious ot Miran­

dola, who made use of Platonism and KabbalismJ Tostatus 

( d. 1454), who is remembered for his poor use of Ile brew 

and irrelevant, useless questions; Turreoremata (d. 1~68), 

Who blindly followed tradition, and Jacob Perez ot 

l Ibid., p. 274. 
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Valentia (d. lli-92), who :nixed tra.d1t1on with the poorest 

1"orme of RRbb i nism. '.rhe ono n oteworth:, exception to this 

rather d1sccuraglnc ~rra.y of bad oxegesia 1s John Wessel 

( d.. 1L~9), whom even Luther appreoiated.1 

Anoth er possibl e e icception is Jacques Lefevre de 

Ete.ples ( Faber St apulensis, b. c s.. 1455), who is x•espons1ble 

for a translati on of the entire Bible into French. But, 

even more i mp ortant, he applied a lively critical sense to 

the study of Scripture .. and rovised the text of the Vulgate 

according t o the Septuagint. Ha himsolf actually ma.de no 

1nno,,ations contrary te tradit i on, yet a~V1ays made a prac­

tice of ref erri ng heal.'ers to the actual words of Holy Writ 

in a apirit of devotion~ Guiraud summarizes Lefevre'& 

contr1buti cn as follows: 

So Lef8vre de Etaples, without perhaps being fully 
aware of the tendency or his teaching, enoo~aged his 
pupils to t he free interpretation of the Scripture, 
fired t heir own. imaginations, and, wh1le' h1mself 
rematning a Ct1. tholic priest ~evC:>utly att~ched to the 
Church, prepared them for Protestantism. 

The deoay of Scholasticism had begun already some 

time before thi.s with Duns Scotus (d. 1308}, who dissolved 

the union between faith and science. He, together with 

Raymond Lull (d. 1315), showed that the entire system 

dealt with v1ords,. not w.1th things. 3 

lFaz-rar, _22. ill·, p. 278 r. 
2Jean Guiraud "The Later Middle Ages", Eurirean 

ization, !ts ori'i~ snd Development (New York, 0 ord 
sity PresS:-1935, vol"': III, P• 676. 

3Farrar, .21?.• £.!!•, p. 279. 

C1v11-
Un1ver-
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Not long after Duns Scotus another voice was raised in 

behalf of ~ Sor1Rtur_!, that of John Wycliffe. He 

considered Sc ripture the f1n~l court or appeals, and in 

1379 produced his "on the Truth or Holy scr1pture".l we 

shall study his work more thoroughly unde~ the heading "Trans­

lations" o Befo1"e leaving the topic of hermeneutics and 

exegesis, we shall consider briefly the work of the Jewish 

scholars in thi s particular field. 

Jewish Schools and Their Contributions . 

Throughout the Middle Ages Hebrew seemed to be pre­

ferred as st udy over Greek. At any rate, more progress was 

made in t he for mer than in the latter. There are several 

reasons for this state of affairs. Fil'st, Hebrew was more 

accessible. Than , f or some inaxplioable reason, it seemed 

to exert a great er fascination. Third, the approach to the 

New Testament was .theological and devotional; 1t could not 

be scholarly, because no new information p~esented itself. 

But, on the other hand, Jews wera always in evidence, and 

they were a storehouse of information. Then, too, Jerome 

was supposed to have preferred Hebrew, and Jerome always 

exerted influence. Fifth, native inclination and the pat­

ristic tradition persuaded the scholar that his best guide 
2 

to Scripture was the study of Hebrew and rabbinics. 

lHoare, .2E.• ..£.!.i•, p. 80 t. 
2 . 

Smalley, 22.• ~·, p. 264. 
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Kara1sm 

The different schools or thought regarding the inter­

pretation of the text wh1oh were referred to above were reflected 

also :tn the Jewish ranks of interpreters. One or the more out- . 

standing schools which later became ~ sect was that of 

Karaism. It was founded by Anan ban .David (r. ca. 760), and 

is also known as the "Religion of the Text" from its insis-

tence on the return to the letter or Scripture and compl~te 

repudiation of the Talmud. Thus giving great impetus to the 

study of the Bible, it held the Torah to be binding for all 

time, and insisted especially on an ultra-strict, excessively 

severe observance of the Sabbath. The Karaites renounced 

all ties with their opponents, whom they dubbed "Rabbanites". 

After Anan• s death, schism aroao in·~ tbe Karaite sect. This 

schism, in turn, caused the Karaites to study the Bible oven 

more closely in order to strangthen their position against 

thf) Rab bani tes. With this ardent Bibl_e st1.1dy went a know­

ledge of Hebrew grammar and of the ·u~ssora, 1'.'hi~h, in turn, 

produced many commentators on the Bible. The Rabbanites, on 

the contrary1 produced little literary wol'k.1 

Early in the eighth century the enthusiasm of the Arabs 

tor their language and the Koran was reflected in turn in 

1Heinrich Graetz, Historx or the Jews {Philadelphia, 
The Jewish Publication Society of America, 1941), Vol. III, 
p. 136. 

• 



31 

the · Jewish love for Hebrew and the Old Testament. But, 1n 

order to recover what had been lost for centuries, vowel . 

signs were needed in those passages especially which were not 

fami liar through frequent publio reading. The vowel signs 

as we kn ow them in our Hebrew Bibles today were invented 

either in Babylonia or in Tiber1aa, the punctuators being 

gµided partly by tradition, and partly by their sense of 

languac;e, or "Sprachge f tlhl ''. or course, a natural result 

of this vowel s ys tem was a grasp and understanding or 
Scripture by t he comrnon people. Hebrew was now no longer 

a dead language . The barrier between the learned ( Chacham.) 

and t he unlearned (Am-ha .. arez) we.a being broken down.1 

The Rational School . 

Up unti l this time two syst~ms ot exegesis ha~ been 

in use, the Halachic and the M1drash1o • . The former was an 

authoritative exposition of the Old Testament to determine 

the rule (halacha) of lite. This ceased, however, with the 

close of the Talmud in 500 A.D. The · »1drash was of a 

homiletical nature, which treated Scripture as a peg upon -
which to hang moral doctrine and edifying tales. How a 

third was added by Ras hi ( 1040-1105), the 11 teral, or 

rational syst em. This system was stimulated by a 

grammar and a dictionary 1n Hebrew compiled by Spanish 

Jews. This third system, it should be noted, does not 

l Ibid., pp. 111-112. 


