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CHAPTER I
INTRODUCTION
The Historical Background

In order to gain the proper perspective it is
necessary to briefly examine the historical and theological
setting in which the Lutheran Reformation was born. From
the very beginning one significant fact emerges, namely
that it was not the intention of Luther to create a division
in the Church or t(; promote radically new doctrinal principles.

Luther did not want to create a new Church, but simply

to reestablish the original Catholic Church which was

1mt1tutei by Christ and first represented by the

Apostles.

Reform was carried out in the name of the Biblical
understanding of the Christian religion.®
of the Reformation was determined by the fact that in
objecting to Roman Catholic Christianity, in the name of
the Biblical understanding of the Christian religion he
preserved the semse of historical coﬁtinuity with the

Church. All of his teachings were then actually Biblical

Luther's congeption

= ;
H. H. Kramm, The Theology of Martin Luther (London:
James Ciarke & Co., 1G4T) o Yo5c —

2411helm Pauck, The Heritage of the Reformation
(Glencoe Illinois: The Free Press, 1950), .52 I
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corrections of teachings thet had been developed: down
through the centuries. The reduction of the old faith
of historical Christianity to its true nature in accordance
with the "word", brought about the introduction of a new
cause from the Roman Church.

Although reform was carried out in accordance with
the Biblical principle, Luthexr was not the rirstlniblicist.3
The Bible was law and authority for all of Luther's
opponents. The medieval Occamites were the strictest of
Biblical literalists. The difference lay rather in the
. authority or the sufficlency of Scripture. In the pre-
Reformation period this authority of Scripture was re-
cognized ﬁut as derived from the Church. Luther's doctrine
of the independence and sufficlency of' Biblical authority
did not exclude the church as a witness. The primitive N

rather than the medleval church was regarded as one of '
the primary witnesses to the authenticity of the canon,
g0 important for the concept of Scriptural authori?y.
Other witnesses were the internal harmony of the books ‘
themselves and then finally the "Testimonium spiritus sancti )
internum”. There was another and much more important dif- -
ference which lay in the concept of "law" and "gospel'.

The doctrine of the gospel and of justification was for the

reformers closely tied to the doctrine of the "Word". All

3Werner Elert, Morphologie des Luthertums (Munich:
C. H. Beckische Verlagsbuohhandiung, 1931), I. 157 ff.
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were bound up in the person of Christ. The certainty of
the faith is bound up in the gospel and its proclamation.
"Nihil nisi Christus Praedicandus", becomes the "Schrift-
prinzip"” of the Lutheran Reformation.

The Problem

The questions to be answered by the thesis are the
following: Yhat is Luther's attitude toward the Scriptural
canon and what 1s the basis of or the key to his attitude?
It will not be within the scope of the thesis to define or
investigate Luther's doctrine of the "word" except where
it may have direct and immediate bearing upon his treatment
of the canon. His doctrines of inspiration and oi;’the
Holy Spirit will also not be considered separately but
only in the immedlate context of his attitude toward the
canon.

Chapter II will endeavor to show that Luther's ultimate
"Schriftprinzip" is Christocentricity. The sériptures are
the "Krippe" for Christ and Christ is the "Pruefstein” for
the Scriptures. Although he also uses historical and in-
tfernal considerations as the basis for his judgments,
Christocentricity is the key, the transcendent principle,
which stands above and outweighs all others, Chapter III
w:l.li show that this principle governs Luther's attitude
toward the entire Biblical canon.

R [ 1 1 |l
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CHAPTER II
LUTHER'S CHRISTOCENTRIC SCRIPTURAL PRINCIPLE
The Scriptures as a Whole

Therefore let your own thoughts and feelings go, and
think of the Scriptures as the loftiest and noblest of
holy things, as the richest of mines, which can never

be worked ocut, so that you may find the wisdom of God
that he lays before you in such foolish and simple
guise, in order that he may quench all pride. Here you
will find the swaddling clothes and the manger in which
Christ lies, and to which the angel points the shepherds.
Simple and little are the swaddling clotnes, but dear 1is
the treasure, Christ, that lies in them.

The fact that the Scriptures are the cradle of Christ
applies not only to the New Testament where He is mentioned
b.y name but also to the 01d Testament where Luther interprets
everything in terms of Christ.

If, then you would interpret well and surely, set
Christ before you for He is the man to whom 1t all
applies. Make nothing else of the high priest Aaron
than Christ alone, as is done by the Epistle to the
Hebrews, which 1s almost enough, all by itself, to
interpret all the figures of Moses. Likewlse it is
certain that Christ himself 1s both the sacrifice and
the altar, for He sacrificed Himself, with His own
blood; as the same Epistle ammounces. Now, as the
Levitiocal high priest, by his sacrifice, took away
only the artificial sins, which were in their nature
no sins, so our high priest, Christ, by His own
sacrifice and blood, has taken away the true sin,
which is in its nature sin, and He has gone in once
through the veil to God to make atonement for us.

l"lltu't;:l.n mthe:, “Pr:race; :odt:; goo: °§ thg Bible,"
Works of Martin Luther, translate . M. Jacobs.
Mp%i': iﬁl’e_rh:erg Press, ¢.1932), VI, 368.
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Thus you should apply to Christ personally and to no
one else, all that is written about the high priest.J

For all the prophets do the same thing; they teach and
rebuke the people of thelr tims, and they proclaim the
coming and the Kingdom of Christ and direct and point
the people to Him, as to the Savior both of thgse who
have gone before and of those who are to coms.

Christocentricity 1s the touchstg’ne, the norm, by
which the Scriptures are Judged. 'l‘hajr are not judged by
men but by their purpose itself, to present Christ.
Apostolic valldity i1s to be determined also by this principle.

For it 1s the duty of a true apostle to preach of the
Passion and Resurrection and work of Christ, and thus
lay the foundation of faith, as He Himself says in
John xv, "Ye shall bear witness of me." All the
genuine sacred books agree in this, that all of them
preach Christ and deal with Him, That is the true
test, by which to Judge all books, when we see whether
they deal with Christ or not, since all the Scriptures
show us Christ (Romans 11i), and 8t. Paul will know
nothing but Christ (I Corinthians xv). What does not
teach Christ is not apostolic, even though St. Peter
or Paul taught 1t; again, what preaches Christ would be
apostgl&c, even though Judas, Anmas, Pllate and Herod
did 1it.

Luther's Interpretation of ths Scriptures

In the same year Luther emphasized the principles,
"Soripture is its own interpreter,” a principle

which, incidentally, i1s repeatedly applied by him

in his first series of lectures on ths Psalms, and
which today has become flesh and blood to us. At the
leipzig Disputation he stated: "That is not the

right way to interpret Scripture, to collect statements

5ZI:h:I.d «s 379.

61p1a., 405.
Trbid., 478.
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they are found in the Bible and at the same time allows hinm
to criticise other books on the basis of their content.

The solution to the problem does not lle in a double
view of Luther but rather in his congept of the internal
witneas of the Holy Spirit. The Christocentric prineiple
is deeply 1nvolyed in the activity of the Holy Spirit. The
authority of the Seriptures is both a derived and a functional
one, derived by inspiration of the Spirit and functionzl in
bringing Christ. Thus the application of the Christocentric
principle is less a human judgment than a witness to the
work of the Holy Spirit through the Scriptures. In the
interest of preserving the truth of God Luther can ask himself,
"does the Spirit confront me with Christ equally and in all
portions of the sacred writings which the Church has preserved
and handed down?" On the one hand the subjective human
element is checked by obedience to and reverence for the
Spirit while on the other hand the fallible aspect of
human transmission is undergirded by God's own yes.

These appear to be the keneral concepts of Luther's
attitude toward the canon. In pre-Reformation times when
the Scriptures lay under the shadow of the Church and
were seen only through its somewhat smolky glasses, this
would no-doubt have sufficed. However, with the rediscovery
of the gospel and the ascendency of Seriptm to the sole
source and norm of dooctrine and life there came new

responsibility and new problems. In its new position
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of authority the Bible again occupies the center of the
stage. Both in canon and text it is subjected to minute
scrutiny since human hunge: for security demands exact
delineation of authority. One asuspects that Luther's

7T PRI TN

Christocentric principle was not fully prepared to cope
with this literalism since it was not definitive enough.
Luther saw a part of what was happening in the transition
and certainly foresaw some of what was going to occur.
Perhaps this explains his harking back at times to a kind -
of literalism characteristic of his medieval training.

In Luther's use of the Scriptures we are confronted
with another seeming paradox. As we have seen he uses
as proof texts and sermon material not only the books which
he criticises so harshly but also the apocryphal books.

Did he keep his exegesis and his isagogics in sgparate
airtight compartments, or was not the issue of the canon

at all important to him? The answer to this question is not
an easy one. Whatever else might be involved one can
certainly conclude from this that Luther was anything but

a crass Biblical literelist, For him the written word
constituted a means and not an end in itself.

Did Luther have an exactly defined canon and if so
what did it include? This question ean perhaps be best
answered by operating with the terms "inner" and "outer"
canon. His "outer" canon would probably include: James,
Jude, Hebrews, Revelation and perhaps Esther. The rest
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of the books of the A. V. would then comprise his "inner"
canon. The apooryphal books are in & class by themselves
and do not constitute an important aspeoct of the canonical
problem in Luthex.

Another important question to be answered is, how did
Luther happen to choose just these particular books for
his "outer canon?" He was certainly influenced by the
tradition of the church and by the witings of the Fathers
and although his "outer canon" resembles the historic
"Antilegomena" there are some very basis differences.

We find that the canon reported by Eusebius in A. D. 316
and later confirmed by the Third Council of Carthage in
397 1ists as "disputed" James, 2 Peter, 2 and 3 John and

30
sndes ‘Luther's objections to the book of Esther seem to

have been internal and private yet Edersheim states that
in the Rabbinic writings Esther was strongly objected to
and gonsidered to be outside the eanon.Sl

Although Luther certainly was influenced by these

pabristic and traditional sources we can see that they

303, 7. Meanle
S Y y new Bible Bandbook (Hochester
England: Staples Pr "&"1. od, 19%), p. 3-
31
Alfred Edersheim, The e & of .Tuus the
ss:l.ahiI (%srgng Rapids? L%Lkiﬁ'mn s publishing Co.,
3 L ] ®
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weren't normative for him in his screening of the canon.
At least insofar as the rejected books are concerned the

Christocentric principle may be regarded as decisive and
final,

s e TR
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