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CLEAR OR OBSCURE?

REFORMATION DOCTRINE AND THE
CONTEMPORARY CHALLENGE

It is no exaggeration to sayv that the sixteench-centyry
Reformation was, at boactoul, a heemeneutical revolution.
Luthe's meetirg with Cardmal Cagjetan at Angsburg i 1518
develeped into a discussion o Ulaigesite (0 papal bull published
i 1343), which asserted the nottonr of 2 treasury of ments, In
response Lother wrote o statement m which he retused “o
discard so muny impaortant clear proofs of Scripture on account
ot 1 stagle ambigious aad obscure decretal of a Pope who ts a
mere human being.” Nat surprsingly. Cajeran objecied tha
sppvane has to anteepret the Bible and thar the Pope is supreme
w this arcs. Interpretation, however, had been a cracial eleasent
m Luther's “mdividual strugele for spiritual exastence.” He
chercfore viambiguousiy demed the Pope's supreme authoriey
and  procevded  to make his heomencutical concerns a0 key
clement iu the soligious contbice thar tfoilowed.!

The connection between this chapter and the previcus ome
tsovery close. The wman comtribution of the Protestant Re-
formers 1o biblical hermeneutics s their insistence o the plin

AL Skevingoen Wood, Frdbers Principles o Hidlionl faterpretation (London.
iwndale, 1901, pp. 5--f.
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meaning of Scripture. Their concern, however, focused spe-
ofically on the need to rescue the Bible trom the allegorical
method. We see this element strtkingly expressed in many of
Lather's remarks: “The Holy Spirit s the plamest wetter and
speaker i heaven and carth and theretore His words cannot
have more than ane, and thac the very simplest sense, which we
call the Dbiteral. ordinary, natural sense’™ Tie can reter
allegories as dirt and scum that lead to dle speculations; indecd,
for Luther, all heresies arise from neglecting the simple waords
of Scriprure.?

As we have already noted, the contrast between the
Retormers and the medievat scholastios should aot be exapger-
ated. Not only had miedieval scholarship made notable advances
in historical and grammatical cxegesis; it is also cruc thac the
Retormers” disapproval o allegory was not always consistent.
Sull, 1t 35 quite accurate o describe the Reformers as opponents
of the alleyorical method.

My concern 1 this chapter, however, 15 toadenuty ther
reason for that opposition. Up to the aime of the Reformation,
the Bible was percetved by most people as 1 fundamentally
obseure book., The common folk could not be expected o
understand it, and so they were discouraged rrom reading e
Indeed the Bible was not vven available m a language they could
understand. They were almost completely dependent on the
authoritative interpretation of che church,

But suppose the Bible s not to be allegorized. Suppose
cach passage has. not several meanings. but one, simple, lireral
moaning, i that vase, all Christians may be encouraged w read

SWarks of Maytin Lucher (Philadelphias Holiman, 1930) 3:350,

‘Frederic W Farrar, History of furopretation (New Yark, Duteon, [8EA), pp.
327

*Thes statement s an ovenmencralization and hus been disputed, osp. by
H. ose, fie Bibef im .".h'.rit’!'.-!frf_'r. Beitrive cur Cenchrclire und Bibfinereapsiie der Bihef
{Augshorg Kenmnusoons-Verkie M. Nerz, 19390 Moreoser, Simalley points
out that rhe revival of popular preaching in the tweltth century led to the use of
allevory for the spevitic purpose of dostructing the laity (Stidy of the Bubfe,
P e can bardiv b demsed, hioweever, that the aethoroes deouraped
privare Bible reading and chat the problem became worse by the cve of the
Retormation.

CLEAR QR QBSCURE? 9

the Bible. The Scriptures should be translated mto the common
tongue. Each belicver has a nght to private mterpretauon.
Luther in particular was very insistent on these points, and he
expended trenmendaus energy ou s st caduring work, the
translation of the Bible into German.

The very fact that a translation was needed, however, raISCs
certain problems for the view that the Senptures are casily
accessible to common Christians. 16 a Christian is unable to read
the Bible in its original languages. thea he or she is dependent
on knowledgeable individuals to analyze the bibhcal texe,
understand its meaning. and express it clearly m the language ot
the reader. For this reasou and others. muny Christans teel chat
the doctrine of the clarity of Scripture has become more und
more difticult to defend.

In the first place, the tremendous advances in speciabized
knowledge during the past century are sutheient to mtimidate
¢ven the brashest among us. We conld pomnt fo numerous
interpretations of Scripture that have been proved wrong by
recent advanees. Noes not that fact raise serious questions about
the mersire of certainty we can claim o have tor our present
opiions? What is true more generally scems also to be true of
the interpretation of Scripture: the more we know, the more
comscious we are of our ignorance.

In the second place, to say that the Seriptures are clear
seems to v in the face of the realities of contemporary church
life. As pointed out m chapter 1. even those who share
significant areas of doctrinal agreement find themselves at odds
in the inteepretation of nnportant biblical passages—passages
dealing with baptism and the Lord’s Supper, passages that
address rhe question of vialence, and passages thar have
relevance for senous cthical problems such as war, vapial
punishment, and abortion. 1t those who are wholcheartedly
devoted to the suthority of Scnpture cannot agree on stch
questions, has the doctnne of the clanty of Scripture become
meaningless? o

In the third place, there appears to be a new sensiivity (o
the significance of corporate authority in the chun‘._h_ The
Reformers’ emphasis on the right of private iterpretation was
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atten balaneed by a recognition that uo Christian is an island bur
s part of the body of Chnst. Modern Evangehealism, however,
afraid of Use abuse of vhurch authoriry and wfluenced by a
strong sense of individualism, has not always appreciated the
need for Chiristians to submit their understanding of Scripture
to the judgment of the eseablished church.

Yet thimgs seem o be changmo. One detects 2 strony
sense of himility ameng a growmg number of believers.
Without succumbing to the opposite danger of compromising
their convictions, many Christians show 2 cenuine desive o
submit to the wisdom and counsel of their elders i the faith.
Though this development is a wholesome one. does it not
challenge our conviction that the meaning of the Scriptures is
platn and readily accesaible to the common reader?

ERASMUS VERSUS LUTHER

These questions are all serious, bot they are not really
neve. Without immnuzing the distinctive pressures that charie-
ferize modern Christamty, we need o appreciate how much
help we can receive from Chiristians i carlier ages. Already m
the fourth century, for example, John Chrysostom had recog-
nized the need for both sttirming and (ualitying chis notion of
the clarity of Seriprare: i Ins words, pania ta anankaia déta, *all
the things that are necessary are plain. 3 Even Ornigen. though
not so explicitly, was making the same point when he argoed
that virtually al Christians understand what he believed o be
ane of the most tundamental doctriaes; the spiricuial significance
of the law v

A quabfication of this sort muay scem to leave the door
apen for abuser could not someone define wecessary  ard
tundamental i such a way chae vast portions of the Bible remain
maceessible o beheverst Indeed one could, but we need
rentember thar such abuses are possible whenever we seck to be

Fhee Farrar, fletory, po 3200 {1 have not boen able to verity Farrar's Vg
reterence.)
SOlripen. E s Prinaples YT 200 1T
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carcful and responsible in our formulation ot doctrine. Any
attempt we make o avold simplisue answers by claritying and
qualifying our statements runs the risk of being misunderstood
and misapplicd. It is impertant to note, hawever, that the
Reformers themselves—tempteed though they must have been
ty overstate thoeir position i the Face of controversy—defined
their doctrine of biblical clarity, or perspicuity. by focusing on
the foundanional truths of Scnipture.

Particularly instructive in this regard is Luther, smee no
one was niare forcetul in affirmuing that the meaning of the
Bible 15 plain and accessible to all Perhaps the most revealmg
discussion is found 1 his famous essay On the Bondage of the
Will, in which he responded to a series of criticisms Erasmus
had made some time carlier.” Erasmus. in the preface to his
wark (i the Freedan of the B bhad objected o Luther's
statenents on human treedom because this subject, he telt, was
a very obscure one:

For there are some secret places in the Holy Scriprures into
which God hay not wished us to peactrate moee deeply ard, af
we ey to do so, then the decper we go, the darker and darker ic
becomes. by wlnch means we are led o acknowledge the
unsearchable majesty of the divine wisdom. and the weakness of
the human ming s

Echoing Chrysostom’s remark about the things that are
“necessary,”” Erasmus argues that just a few things are “necdful
to know” about the doctrine of free choice and chat it is
irreverent to Srush into those things which are hidden, nat to
say superHuous.” Then tollows an important staremont that
could be iterpreted a5 an affirmasnion of the clanity of Sciprre
on those matters that are truly significant:

There are some tungs which God has willed that we shouald
contetuplate, as wy venerate himselt, in st silenee; and,
moreover, there are many passages i the sacred volumes about
which many eonumentators have made guesses, but no one has

Nee Fo G Rupp et ad, eds, Luther and Evasmus: reo Will and Sadeation
flibrary ab Christian Clasaes 17 Philidelphi: Westunoster, 1969
Flbad L opo AR
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finally cleared up their obscurity: as the distinction between the
divine persons, the conjunction of the divine and human nature
i Christ, the untorgivable sing yet there are other things which
Gad has willed to be most planly ceident, and such arc the
precepts tor the good life. This is the Word of God, which is not
o be boushe in the highest heaven, nar in distant lands pverseas,
bt 1t 15 clome ac hand, w oue mouth and in our heart. These
truths ot be dearned by all, but the rest are more properly
vommnited 1o God. and it is more relpious 1o worship them,
Pwing unknown, than to discuss them, bemg insoluble.?

Finally. he argues that certamn topics, even if they can be
undersiood, should not be discussed i the presence of the
“untutored mulatude,” who might find them offensive and
damaging,

As we mught expect, Luther contests Erasmus’s claim in
the strongest of terms:

Buc that n Scripture there are same things abstruse, and
everyehing is not plain—this 1 an idea pue about by the ungodly
Sophists, wiath whose lips vou alse speak here, Erssmus; but they
have never produced, nor can they produce, a single arricle 1o
prove this mad notion of theirs, Yet with such a phantasmagora
Satan has frightened men away from readimyg the Sacred Wrir,
and luas made Holy Scripture contemptible, in order to enable the
plagues he has bred from philosophy 1o prevail in the Church. 't

More important for our present purposes, however, is
Luther’s recognition that there are indeed certain kinds of
obscurities in Scnpture that require {(as his words certainly
mmply) scholarly research:

I admie, of course, that there are many texts in the Scriptures that
are obscure and abstruse, not because ot the majesty of their
subject matter, but because of our imorance of their vocabulary
and pgrammar; but these texts i no way hinder a knowledge of
the subjecr matter of Scripture.

Luther detines “subject matter”™ as “the supreme mystery
brought to light, namely, that Christ the Son of God has been

*lhid.. pp. 39-4). my emphasis.
Yibid . p. HIOL
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made man, that God is three and one, that Christ has suffered
tor us and is to reign eternally,” Having thus detined the focus
of his concern, Luther goes on:

The subjeet matter of the Scriptures, theretore, 1 ull quite
accessible, even thaugh ~some texts are sull obscure owany to oar
wnirance of thor werms Yroly s stupid and impious, when
we know that the subject madter of Scripture has all been placed
i the earest ight, 1o call it obscure on account of & few obscure
words. [N the words are obscure in one place, ver they are plain in
anather; and it s one and the same theme, published quite openty
to the whole world, which m the Scriptures 15 sometimes
expressed in plain words, and somcetimes fies as yet kidden in

obscure wiords 't

His conviction thar difficult passages are made clear by others
{a point that will occupy us agam shortly) echoes Augustine’s
teaching:

Accordiely the Holy Sparin b, woth asdmirable wisdom and
care for onr welfire, so arranged the Holy Seriprores as by the
plaiut passages to satisty our bunger, and by the more obscure
to stimulate vur appetite. For aimost nothing is dug out of those
obscure passages which may not be found set torth m the plainest
language clsewhere. 12

One could argue that Erasmus and Luther were not really
at odds on the question of the clarity of Scripture: they both
affirmed such o doctrine with regard to its essential message.
They did <litfer, however, on how one defines thae message;
morcover, the tone and basic thrust in Erasmus’s exsay naturally
lead one to distrust the ability of the commean believer o

Nibd L ppe 100- 1 iy emphasis). CF Qngen’s ronark: 710 some nine. as
you read the Senpture, vou stomble over 4 thought, gond i realicy yet a stone
of sturnbling and 1 rock of offence, lay the blame on yourselt, or vou inust not
give wp the hope thal (s stone of stumbling and this rock of ofience do possess
meaning” (from Honmily 3% on Jeremish, quoted in Tollinton, Selections,
pp- 49-50%

2 Augustine, On Christian Doctrtne 2.6 (NPNF 2:537), On the notion ot
Scripture as its vwn best interpreter, see further below (pp. 103-4).
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vnderstund the Bible. Luther’s most fundamental concerns were
diunetrically opposed to that tendency.!?

THE NEED FOR QUALIFICATIONS

We must remember, however, that Luther did not for a
moment deny the limitations of the interpreter’s knowledge.
For one thing, Christuns differ in their level of maturity;
mdeed, extensive ministry in the church is almost a prerequisite
for corrcct mrerpretation:

No-one can understand the Bucolics of Virgil who has not been 2
herdsman for five years: nor his Georgics unless he has labored
for tive years o the fields. In order to anderstand anight the
epistles of Cieero a man must have been full twenty years in the
public service of a great state. No one need fancy he has tasted
Huly Scriptore who has not ruled the churches for a hundred
years with prophets, like Elijah and Elisha, with John the
Bapnst, Christ and the apostles. '™

More ta the point, the clariey of Scripture does nat at all
preclude the need for specialists who seek o bridge the gap that
scparates ws trom the languages and cultures of the biblical
writers. Luther himself was 2 man of broad cradition and of tine
philological skills. He could argue that “te expound Scripture,
to wmterpret it nighdy and o fight against those people who
quate wrongly ... cannot be done without knowledge of the
languages. "> The energies he expended on his translation of

"These comments are too simple; [have ipnored other complicating fartors
in che debate that are poe directly relevant to our purpose. It should aiso be
nuticed that, of Erasmus and Luther did indeed difter in cheir idencification of the
essential message of Scripture, that factor jself could be used as an objection
awast the clinty of Scnpture: of the Bible is so clear, why could not Luther and
Frasmus agrec on s tundamental subject aceer? Lucher’s hhely response o
this gquestion may be mterred from the subsequent discussion.

U Wood, Luther’s Prnciples, p. 16, This quotation comes from a note written
by Tuther two days hefore T death; of. P Stublmocher, Vom Ferstofen des
Newen Tetements: Lwe Hermeneunk (GNT Erglnzoaupsrcthe 6 Gottingen:
Vandenhoedk & Ruprecht, 19749, p. 98

SWood, Lutfier's Prowciples, po 29, Wood notes Luther’s attention to detal: on
v peeyaon Luthor and vws of has helpers spent Tour dave translating three
lmey methe Book of Job fibid b
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the Bible are the clearest testimonial to his convietion that the
common folk did, in an important sense. depend on the
expertise of scholars.

In any case, it would be a misunderstanding of the
Reformers o mterpret their cmphasis on the perspicuity of
Scripture In such a way as to make biblical scholarship
unnceessary or unimportant.  Developments in the various
relevant disciplines during the Jast century or two heigheen aur
sense of dependence on the careful work of scholars, yet ar the
same time such developments ought to increase our confidence
that the Hible is not a locked mystery bax but an accessible
book that continues to open up its truths to those willing o
scarch them out.

The essence of the Pratestant position 1s captured well by
the Westminster Confession of Faith (1647}, The firse chapter of
that document contains a full statement regarding the character
of Scripture, and paragraph 7 addresses direedy the doctrine off
perspicuity:

All tungs in Seriprure are not alike plain w thomselves, nor alike
clear vnto all; yet those things which are necessary to be knowa,
believed, and observed for salvation, are so clearly propounded,
and opened in some place of Scripture or other, that not only the
learned, but the unlearned, in 4 due use at the ordinary means,
may attain unto a sufficient understanding of them.

Here the confesston achteves a remarkable balanee s
formulation. The emphasis falls heavily on the clunity of the
biblical message, but the framers have been careful to qualify
the doctrine in several ways: (1) not overy part of Scriprure 15
equally clear; (2) the matters in view .arc those that are
necessary for salvation; (3) readers of the Bible must be willing
to uwake use of “ordinary mcans’ —personal study, fellowship
with other believers, attention to the preacling of the Ward;
and (4) the interpreter’s understanding will not be complete but
will cortainly be “sufficient”™ for the purpose stated

One should notice, wcadentally, the phrase “nor alike
clear unto all.” This qualification reminds us of the rclative
absaurity 1o be found in the minds of individual readers, a topic
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that occupics a promment place in Luther’s work. Luther was
well aware that to acknowledge incidental obscurives in the text
of Scriprure did not fully address the problem raised by
Erasmus. Accordingly, Luther goes on to deal with an addi-
tional facror.

{tis true chat for many peaple much remans abstruse, bt this s
not due to the obscunty of Seripture, but to the blinduess or
indalence of thase wha will not take the trouble to look at the
very clearest truth. [Here he quotes 2 Cor. 3005 and 3340 ..
Let miscrable men, therefore, seop imputing with blasphemous
perversity the darkness and obscunity of thar hearts to the
wholly clear Scriptures of Gaod.

As he comes o the end of this discussion, Luther sinnmarizes
his dnctrine by pointing out that there are two kinds of clanry
and two kinds of obscunty:

one external and pertaining to the ministry of the Word, the
other located in the understanding of the heart. 1f you speak of
the mternal clanty, no man perceives onc 1ot of what 15 1 the
Scriptures unless he has the Spirit of God. . Tor che Spinie is
requited Tor the understanding of Seripture, borh as a whole and
i any pare ot it. [F, on the ather hand, vou speak of che external
clanty, nothing ac all s left nbscore or ambignous, but cvery-
thing there is in the Sceiptures has been browght out by the Word
o the most detimte light, aed poblished 1o all the world s

HUMAN DARKNESS AND THE SPIRIT’S LIGHT

Luther’s emphasis on the darkness of the human heart 1s
nothing uew, of course. We saw how sigmficant this princple
was m the medicval development of allegorical mterpretanon. It
may be uscful, morcover, to remind ourselves of Origen's
conception that part of the divine aim was 1o conceal rruth. We
should not be too quick to condemn Origen. since he could

s Rupp, Luther and Erasmng, pp. 111-12; cf. Ralph A. Bohlmann, Principles of
Biblical Interpretation i the Lutheran Congessions, rev. ¢d. {8t Louis Concardia,
1983}, pp. 3303,
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have casily appealcd to several umportant passages of Scripture
in support of his view.

For cxample, even if we allow for some degree of hicrary
hyperbole in Isaiah 6:9-10, we cannot do justice to that passage
unless we recognize that at least one aspect of Isaah’s mission
was ta darken the hearts of many Israelites.

Go and tell this people:

“Be ever hcaring. but never understanding:
be ever secing, but never percewving.”

Make the heart of this people calloused;
make their ears dull
and closc their eyes.

Otherwise they mught see with thoir eyes,
hear with their cars,
wnderstand with thewr hearts,

and turn and be healed.

This passage clearly speaks of divine retribution agamst those
who have set themselves against the God of Istael. The point is
developed from a different angle in 8:14=15, where the Lord
describes himself, not only as a “sanctuary” (to believers), but
also as

a stong that causes men 1o stumble
and a rock that makes themn fall.
And for the people of ferusalem he will be
a teap and a snare,
Many af them will stumble;
they will fall and be broken,
they will be snared and captured.

These portions of Scripture became very important to the
aposties as they sought to understand fsrael’s rejection of the
gospel message. Jesus himself had appealed to lsaiah 6 1n
connection with his practice of speaking in parables. The
relevant passage is Mark 4:10-12, one that itself has become
quite a stone of stumbling to moedern scholars, who think it is
absurd to take Jesus’ words in their apparent meaning. After all,
parables are intended to illustrate and clarify a mussage! Why
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would our Lord say anvthing that was actually designed 1o keep
people from understanding?'?

In truth, however, Jesus' message had the same two-edged
function as Isaiab’s ministry: a blessing to believers and a curse
t God's encimies, The dderly Stineon, as he held the baby Jesus
m his armis, declared that Jesus was “destined to cause the falling
and rising of many in lsracl” (Luke 2:34). The apostle Paul
described his message as a fragrance of life, the aroma of Christ
tor salvation, but he acknowledged that, o those who arce
perishing, it i “the smell of death”™ {2 Cor. 2:14-16). Not
surprisingly, both Paul and Peter quote Isanh 8:14 as they deal
with the difficule problen of secing many rejeet the message of
the pospel (Ronr, $:32-33; 1 Peter 2:4-8; 1t should be noted
chat both of these passages have o very strong predestinarian
motify.

[t was unfortunate that Origen should make the factor of
God's voncealing truth so basic i bis hermeneatical system, b
we dare not forget the principle altogether. Even those who
have responded in foth o the divine niessage contnue 1o be
sinners. The corruption of sin will always affect our under-
standing of Scmpture 1o a greater or fesser exunt, part of our
responsibility, therefore, Is w learn to depend more and more
on the lsmination of the Holy Spinc

We need to be careful, of course, not to use this blessing to
fustity our prejudices and baziness. The guidance of the Spirse
does not preclude our making usc of “the ordinary means” that
the Westuinstes Confession refors to, Moreoves, we peed to
apprecrate that the passages that stress the role of the Spirit
interpreting God's message {one chinks primarily of | Caore
2:6—14) do not focus on difficult exegetical details but precisely
on those matters that gre needtul tor salvation. Quice praperly.
therefore, the Westminster Confesston reminds us: “Neverthe-

CAceordme e O F 1L Moule, 1t would be Uporvenscy itenabsneT 1o

suggest “that parables are used in order to exclude™ (The Birth of the New:
ostament, 3d ey, od INew Yark. Hurper & Wow, (9820 pp 116170

MO the wse of “stone’’ passages in the New Testament, sev esp. Barnabas
Lindars, New Testument Apalogeticc: The Doctrinal Sigatficance of the OFd Testument
Cawiairons {London: SCM, 1961 pp. 162-86.
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fess, we acknowledge the mward dluminaton of the Spirie ot
God to be necessary for the saving mdersfanding of such chings as
ate revealed mothe Word™ (10 60 my emphasis),

This factor helps us to deal with a troublesome matter:
Jdoes 1t imake sense to pse commentanes writien by unbelieving
scholars? Why should we depend on the judgiient of those
whose hearts have not been enlightened by the ninistry ot the
Spirit? The usual answer is that many of the issues modern
commentators  deal wich do pov direetly atfect Chrisoan
doctrine. Such a response, by itselfl is not wholly sanistactory,
yer there s enongly irnth m it T seTve our present purposes.
Even a heart deeply antagonistic to the gospel does not lead a
scholar 1o idenbfy 2 noun as a verb, Leaming on the expertise of
scholars who have spectalized interests should be regarded as
one more mstanee of wsing Cordinary ancans” in the sindy of
Scripture.

This perspective can belp us moke sense of o frequentdy
cited verse that is both reassuring and puzzling: © As for you, the
anointing, voa recetved trom hitn remains in vou, and you do
not need anvone to reach you'' (1 John 2:27). Some Christans
tend to absalutize this statement and o resist the notan thae
scholarly work is helptul and importane. They forget, of course,
that they cannot even read the Bible wichout depending on che
scholarly work that has made Bible rranslations  pusstble.
Someone had to learn Greek and Hebrew: someone had ta study
ancicot culture; semeome had to develop expertise in transferring
the mussage of the onginal to clear, ftorceful Eunglish—all of
whicly had 10 happen before modern American believers could
claim that they need no one to teach them about the Bible!

THE ROLE OF SCHOLARSHIP

We do indeed need help not ac all because the Scriptures
are mherently obscure but brcause we are far removed from the
biblical writers in time and culrure. Even a document written
carcfully in clearly formulated English, such as the Declaration
of Independence, can appear obscure two hundred years Jater.
The very opeming phrase, “When i the course of humm
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evenes. .7 will be partially lost o maodern reader who does
not realize that the word course carried some strony, philosophi\—
cal nuances in the cighteeuth century 17 What shall we say
thet, about 1 document written not two hundred but IW(;
thousand years age? not in English but in very different
languages? not in Anierica bue in the Mediterranvan world?

The history of biblical mterpretation during the past
century or two—whatever objectionable features it has had—
must be understood priniarily as an atcemipt to hridee this
massive linguiscic and cultural gap berween us and the (:ll']gill:li
text. The development of highly specialized critical tools may
Appear to credte w o wall berween the simiple behiever (m.d the
Bible, but in effect 1t facilitares bringing the two together. Not
all scholars, of course, view thoir wg)rk in this \&’:1}'-;;1|1d .rn.m ;
\\‘hg do often tail to meer such a goal. Furthernore mndcrl
¢rinical approaches should not be viewed maively as C(;mp]crcly
neutral with respect to the question of faich.2? A belicving
scholar musg bring any hermencutieal approach (cven [hos:
C‘lt“.\iulopcd by cvangelical scholars"y under the scarching light of
Scripeure irself, l

In spite of such qualifications, we can state uncquivegally
that modcrn biblical scholarship has helped to open up the
meamng of numerable passages of Scripture, semetimes m
very qral‘natic ways. The discovery and analysis of the Egyptian
papyri. for example, has increased our understanding of New
Testament Greek almost bevond reckening, The dc\h'-:Iopmc-nt

.‘.I'?(_:'ZI ry Wills, Tnventing America: Jeflerson’s Declaration of Independence {Garden
(.15}', N_‘r’.: Doubleday, |974), P 25 and chap H -
-"(_.l. Proclesch™s views mantioned sbove in chap. 2 The mout sigmficane
j_‘unmhunm.] to thus fundamental question is the controversial thmis‘ of the
twofuld division of seience,” propounded by Abrahan Kuyper [Fn.r clopedir
PP 150-82 Though in wany cespects believing and unl’n-liﬁ'mg -_..ci:‘}:u'cp] J;‘
:he.san.u\-_(haracter, argued Kuyper, they move in different directions bccamic o}
their d:ffcre.nt starfing poines {(p. 1551, Corncluts Van 1l las insu.stcd n:{ the
s;um- PRIne i many of bis weoiogs: see A Chnsiion Fhrvory of Knotededge (. p.:
Presbyenan and Reformed. 1969), PP- 21-22 and passim. For an attern 7|. lt;u.
d;vc_\!(?p th.c imphcations of this thesis, see Gary North, ed., J-'.Imrdarfoln-: of
:.]:):;tim]:;i:-l"arxi'arp. Fisaye tn the Van Tif Peripectivr (Vallecien, Calif. Riee
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of Old Testament torm critcsm, though it has spun many
questionable and radical theories, has made it possible tor us to
uncover the swanificance of various kinds of literary genres
within the Hebrew 1ible.2! And so on and on.

We dare not confuse, therefore, the peculiar and otten
harmful proposals of radical scholars with the actual sdvances of
biblical scholarship as a whole. Somceone commuted to the
authority of Scripture and convinced that those proposals must
be rejected can sull recognize the enormous contribution of
modern scholarship to the understanding of the Bible 22

If we think that nowadays we face more exegetival
problems than carlier generations did, the reason s preaisely
that we know more about the Bible and therefore have a greater
awarencss of our ignorance. Two hundred years ago, Bible
readers only thought that they understood many passages that
now we have doubts about. Paradoxically, our subjecive sense of
the clarity of Scripture seems diminshed at che same ame thae
we have greater objective evidenre regarding the clear meaning of
the Bible. To recognize this fact is to remind oursclves that we
cannot comfuse what Luther called the external and nternal
aspects of the doctrine of scriptural perspicoity. We dare not
attribute to Scripture the limitations of our minds and hearrs,

Even more to the pomt, however. is our need to
appreciate that all of che advances in modern scholarship—and
all of the new questions raised by it—do nat aftect the basic
putlines of Chnstian theology. Many individual scholars, of
course, reject the great doctrines of the Reformation on che
busis of modern philosophical committenes.”t But changes

T addition to the well-known rescarch of AL Deissmann, §o HL Moulton,
and othees at the beginmne of the century, soe the recont work by G LR
Horsley, New Dovnents HHectraling Farby Chosianity (North Pade, NS W -
Macquane University, 1981-) See abo Tremper Longman 1 “lerm
Criticism, Recent Developments i Genre Theary, and the Evangelical,” W7
47 {1985 1607

220p 1y ronic that wrong-headed and obnosious theories very elien senwnze
responsible scholars 1o valid guestions that would otherwise not have accarred
t them See my article The Place of Historical Reconstrucnon in New
Testament Cinnosm,” pp. 12233

23 parncular, many scholars have adopted a thoroughpeing naturaham,
Uselul sueveys documenting the development uf biblical scholarship during the
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ously conflicts with the consistent tenar of the biblical teaching.
1 the most fupdamental sense, believers aeed ne one o wach
thern {1 John 2:77}, and the most LUPOSME scholarship will not
intimidate them,

A most interesting, sidehight to this discussion 1s the fact
chat even Origen justified his hermencutical program along
Jmes similar to those we have been considering. At one pomt,
after acknowledping che validity of the literal micaning, he
argued thar we have the need md responsibibity, not merely o
grasp the sense of any given passage, but to assimilate the endire
meaning of Scripture.?? Cngen did not expand on thisidea, and
perhaps we should not make tow much of it, but hi: 4pparently
maintained a strong sense of the importance of contextual
Because of the unmity uf the Bible, the whole of
the context to any ¢me pissage, and
ay be expected o draw

interpretanon.
Scripture  ConsrruLes
Christians who are spiritually mature
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church's exegetical wradition whe
the Scriptures.
Luther could noe have been the exegete he was withour the liclp
of the churdli's radition. The tradinen gave hima footing on
which hie could and did move and shitt, but which he never lost.
But this was so beeause he believed that under this fuoting was
the foundanon of the Senptures themselves, which he, as an
expasitor af the Seriptures and also as a son of the church, was to
receive gratefully. Luther knew the difference hetwuen
gratitnde and idolatry wn the reception of the chureh's heritage. 1o
this sense he advanced the Judacions claim that by his exposition
of the Scriptures he was a most loyal defender af the tradinion,
and that the idelatrous tradinionalism nb jus opponenis could

mean the evonual desteucdion both of Senpture and of tradi-

ttan.'*

Consider in this regard Johu Calvin’s development.
Calvin had no peer in the sixreenth century as an expositor of
Seripture, but he wus under po illusion that he could somehow
skip a millennum nd 2 half of exegeucal tradition and
approach the Bible free from the influence of the past. The first
edition of his Institutes of the Chrisiian Religion appeared in 1536,
when Calvin was only in his rwenties. Cnlarged cditions
appearcd n 1539 and 3541 and more sigmificant alteratuions
3, but the work did not reach 1ts final form
two decades Calvin was immersed
“ A his understanding of the
hiject matter of the
n its interrelations

beginning in 134
undl 1559, During these
biblical exposition and preaching,
Bible broadencd and deepened, s0 the su
Bible demanded cover new understanding

rudnction fo the Reformer’s Exegetical

1o Luther’s Werks; 5t Louis: Concordia, 1959}, p. B

2 |apustay Pelikan. Luther the Bxpusitor: Int

Writings (compamon vol.
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within itselt, inoits relattons with secular philosophy, in s
iMterprefation hy previops conpsneniators "2

This last point i most aportant. tor Calvin also spent
considerabde e studying the major theologilans of the church,
tideed, begimmmyg with the 1543 edition, there were “vastly
meraased” references o the Fathers, including Augusane,
Ambrose, Cyprian, Theodoret, and others Calvin’s position
was well thoughe out:

Insetar as possible, we should hold to the work af carlicr
exegetes, The Refornter saw hinsclf as bound by and indebred o
the exegetica] tradinion of the church, above all the carly chuech,
especially Augusttie. He was unwilling to give up the consensus
of wterpretation. !

tris clear, then, thar the Retormanen marked s break with
the ghiee of rradition but not wich the tradition itself. This fact
tells us a grear deal about the Reformers’ sense of carporate
wenuey with the Christian church as a whole, I would nar hiawe
occurred to thent to aterpret the Scripture as autonomous
mdividuals. On the concrary, they were most foreeful in cheir
mterpretations when they were vonvineed that they were giving
expression o the wruth givenr o the dimrch,

Uhfortimately, somce would have us believe that the
genins of the Refornuanon was o breaking loose from authoricy
i general and tha post-Enlightenment biblical crities, i their
radical abandonment of church guidance and seriprueal author-
iy, were really giving mare cansistent expression o the
fundamental principle of the Reformation.” Disturbing too s
the taet that even conscrvative scholas i our day sometimes
give much higher prionty o individualisme than to corporawe
vesponsibibey. The idea of pursunmyg rruth “wherever it may lead

UL L Packer. foln Coleinr 4 Biorraphy (Vinladoiphin,. Wesrnnnster,
1Y73) po 0320 my ewiphasis.
Mbad., po G,

HRraus,  CCalvn's Bxepedeal Principles,”  po 110 Nare alsa Peter

Srahimacher Historsal Craticen and Theolopreal Interpavtation of Sevipare. Dowgrd

o Hermenereas of Coment (Philadelphic Portress, 19771 pp 34-35,
UTroclesch’s thesss clearlv mnplics this view; note Hareey, Flistorian and

Behivrar, pp. 3=
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In this, the first volume of Foundations of Contemporary Interpre-
tation. Moises Silva presents a unigue and practical perspective on
the history of interpretation.

"1 do not intend to provide in this volume a full-blown history of

biblical hermeneutics. . . . [Rather,] my thesis is that thix history is
characterized by the church's appreciation, sometimes implicit
rather than consciously formulated, that we face a series of difficult
“tensions’ in our reading of Scriptire. . . . The attempt to hold these :
seeming polarities in tension is the principle that brings unity to the

great diversity of problems suwrraunding the history of bibiical

interpretation.” *®
Some examples of these areas of tension are, “"To whalt extent

should we understand the biblical language as being literal and to

what extent ligurative?” “The Bible is God’s Word, yet it has come to

ws through human beings and in human form.” "The commands of

God are absolute, vet the historieal context of the writhigs appear to

relativize certain elements.” “God's message should be clear, yet ®
many passages scem to be amnbrignous.”
By showing how the church in the past has dealt with these saine
issues, Silva provides the reader with a clearer insight into the
contemporary prohlems of interpretation. @

Moises Silva (Ph.D., University of Manchester) is Professor of New

Testament it Westminster Theological Seminary. He ;’s tgu auth;:r‘:)f W}/() f&?b't()??/ ()f?”[()]?}ﬁaMh:(}”, ?.ﬂ
iblical Wards and Their Meaning and the general editor ol the 3. 7 . ey
e o Contemporas nteroreation the Light of current issiues

Foundations of Contemporary Interpretation scries.

Foundations of Contemporary Interpretation seeks to identify and
work toward a clarification of the hasic problems of interpretation that
alfect our reading of the Bible today. This unique series COVETS t‘h.e
field of general hermeneutics in a comprehensive and systematic
tashion. ‘

Each volume in the series will discuss the impact of a specific
academic discipline on the interpretation of the Bible. Other v?!u_ttles
in this sedes will take a closer look at philesophy, {iterary criticism,
finguistics, history. science, and theology.
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