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| The Hermeneutics
of the Lutheran Confessions
and the Historical-Critical Method

By Robert D. Preus

The Lutheran Confessions; includ-
ing the ecumenical creeds, see
themselves as- expositions or at
least summaries of the sacred
Scriptures.! This bold assumption
of the Confessions themselves is
certainly a chief reason subse-
quent Lutherans subscribed the
Confessions with utter serious-
ness, not merely as historic relics
of the past but as living and con-
temporary symbols for every age,
and why they have given their will-
ing subscriptions with a quia for-
mula: “because the Confessions
agree with the sacred Scriptures.”

Today, therefore, Lutherans who
wish to subscribe the Confessions
in the sense and spirit of their
original intention will need to pay
some attention to the exegesis of

the Lutheran symbols and be satis-
fied that the symbols’ exposition of
Scripture is correct. Itis, of course,
the doctrinal content of the sym-
bols they subscribe, not every exe-
getical detail of etymology, gram-
mar, or choice of proof passages.?
But they must realize that Chris-
tian doctrine is, on Lutheran terms,
the result of exegesis. And so they
must satisfy themselves that our

Confessions are scriptural if they

are to subscribe them.

Few students of the Confessions
have dealt with the way in which
they read and apply the Scrip-
tures.® The purpose of this paper
is to summarize the various ap-
proaches of the Lutheran Confes-
sions to the Scriptures and trace
some of the hermeneutical prin-
ciples of the Confessions in prac-
tice. A couple of assumptions lie
behind such a survey.

First, | am assuming that all the
Lutheran Confessions, with the ex-
ception of the three ecumenical
creeds, see themselves as biblical
and spring from the same her-
meneutical backdrop while deal-
ing with the Scriptures in a great

variety of ways. There is no differ-

ence between the hermeneutical
presuppositions and norms of Lu-
ther and Melanchthon and the
writers of the Formula of Concord
who were their students. This
means that we can meander freely

through the Confessions, accord-

ing to a sort of analogia confes-
sionum, and find consistent her-
meneutical assumptions and prac-
tices, Our task then is merely to
note what seem to be the most
obvious and important hermeneu-
tical canons used by the Confes-
sions and comment on them.
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Second, biblical interpretation as
carried out or assumed in the Lu-
theran symbols is a cognitive en-
terprise, consisting of both exege-
sis and application. The basic
rules for such interpretation fall
into two classes: those rules which
are common to the interpretation
of any and all literature (e.g.,
grammatical and historical analy-
sis, clarity, analogy, etc.), and
those principles derived exegeti-
cally from Scripture itself but at
the same time unique to Scripture
as the Word of God (e.g., the ne-
cessity of the Spirit's guidance to
the exegetical task, the Christo-
centricity of Scripture, the law-
gospel motif, etc.). My conviction
is that there is and can be no con-
flict at all between the first and
second classes of principles. There
is nothing esoteric or reduction-
istic about the second class of
principles. They are in every case
based upon sound exegesis. For
instance, if the article of justifica-
tion is indeed the praecipuus locus
of theology “which is of especial
service for the clear, correct under-
standing of the entire Holy Scrip-
tures . . . and alone opens the door
to the entire Bible,” as Melanch-
thon says (Apology, IV, 2, German),
then it occupies this eminent posi-
tion because Scripture teaches so.

What | have just said will in this
paper be proved in the case of
four basic theological principles
employed in our symbols. But first
| want to comment on the different
exegetical approaches in our Lu-
theran Confessions. There is no
single exegetical approach to the
Scriptures in our Confessions but
a great variety of approaches.
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The Augsburg Confession in its
first part presents a brief summa-
tion of exegetically based doctrinal
assertions in a credal form, This it
does with a minimum of biblical
citation—in cerfain cases inade-
quate according to what we in ret-

“rospect might wish. In many of the

articles no citation is offered from

. Scripture, although unquestion-

ably deep and penetrating exegesis
underlay Melanchthon’s asser-
tions. Similar is the approach of
Article IX of the Formula of Con-
cord, “Christ’s Descent into Hell,”
as well as much of the Smalcald
Articles.

The Formula of Concord, Solid
Declaration, Vii, on the Lord’s Sup-
per, offers brief but very careful
arguments from the context, his-
tory, and genre of one basic peri-
cope for the Lutheran doctrine,
and on the basis of such argu-
ments dogmatic conclusions are
drawn.

in FC, SD, !, we are offered theV

broad induction from the entire

sweep of all Scripture, Old and -

New Testaments alike, on the
question of fallen man’s spiritual
powers prior to conversion, Here is

a splendid example of what came

to be the loci theelogici method in
“dogmatics” which was in those
days really a branch of exegesis,
somewhat similar to “biblical the-
ology” today. Another example of
such an approach is FC, SD, VI,
as it traces the flesh-spirit (Old
Adam-New Man) matif in the New
Testament.

FC, SD, 1, presents a sort of com-
mentary on the history recorded in’
Genesis 3 in the light of Romans
5 and the analogy of Scripture.

In the Large Catechism, with its
specific purpose, a different ap- ~
proach is discernible: a homileti-
cal, practical application of texis
and pericopes to specific needs of
the day. But again there.is no
doubt that a profound exegetical
understanding of Scripture as a
whole and of the pericopes under-
lies Luther's doctrinal statements.

There are also examples in our
Confessions of intensive grammat-
ical and historical exegesis of per-
tinent passages dealing with a sin-
gle theme and also of the interrela-
tion and agreement of these pas-

‘sages. The finest example of such

procedure is Melanchthon's dis-
cussion of justification of faith in
Article 1V of the Apology.

The Lutheran Confessions, there-
fore, make use of the Scriptures
from a variety of approaches, each
valid and significant according to
its own perspective and purpose,
thus presenting a scriptural theol-
ogy which is broad in scope and
eminently convincing. Such exege-
sis, while eschewing allegorization
and specious questionings for hid-
den meanings (Ap, 24, 35; FC, SD,
VI, 42, 45, 92; X|, 93) is more
broadly based than the more atom-
istic, strictly analytical approach of
our day as typified in much of the
use of the so-called historical-criti-
cal method. But more significant,
such exegesis invariably leads to
doctrine (“We believe, teach, and
confess”) and application. This is



‘the very purpose of exegesis, par-
ticularly as it is employed in the
Confessions. Again we see the cru-
cial function of right exegesis
which alone can lead to what our
symbols call the coelestis doc-
trina, die reine evangelische Lehre,
die Lehre Gottes Wort, die unwan-
delbare Wahrheit gottliches Worts,

or simply, evangelium Christi.4 In

some cases our Confessions iden-
tify the truth of the Scriptures with
the truth of the docirine drawn
from-the Scriptures.?

THE UNITY PRINCIPLE
IN EXEGESIS

The Lutheran Confessions view
and interpret the Scriptures as one
book, the product of one author,

the Spirit of God, testifying to one

God and Christ, presenting one
unified gospel and doctrina coeles-
tis. This is more than a Christian
presupposition. It is a working
principle drawn inductively by our
Confessions from the Scriptures
themselves and accepted on the
authority of Scripture. The unity
principle is observed in the Con-
fessions chiefly in the persistent
use of the so-called analogia scrip-
turae: the New Testament sheds
light on the Old, and the Old on the
New, and the entire Scriptures
must be brought to bear on any
theme, motif, or article of faith.
Let me illustrate how this analogy
of Scripture is operative through-
out our Confessions as they do
exegesis.

Analogical exegesis. Analogical
exegesis in the first sense means
thematic exegesis, fracing a theo-
logical theme throughout the
Scriptures. An excellent example
of such a procedure is found in
FC, SD, Vi, where the theology of

. Romans 7 on the relation of flesh

and spirit in the regenerate man to

~ the law is discussed but in the

light of massive Old and New Test-
ament parallel data.

Analogical exegesis, however, is
not merely an analytical sifting of
ali the biblical data pertaining to a
specific theme or article of faith,
Analogy can actually shed light on
unclear passages of Scripture by
applying grammatically and his-
torically clear passages dealing
with the same subject matter or
article of faith, or it can add to our
understanding of Scripture pas-
sages (Ap, IV, 87-101; Treatise,
23; Large Catechism, First Part,
64). ;

Analogical and thematic exegesis
can mitigate what seems {o be but
is not the force of biblical asser-
tions and injunctions. For in-
stance, Galatians 1.20 and 2 Co-
rinthians 1.23 mitigate what seems
to be a universa! prohibition in
Matthew 5.33-37 (LC, I, 65). Mel-
anchthon uses Acts 5.29 to miti-

gate in a similar way a universal .

implication which the papists had
attached to Matthew 23.3 (Ap,
XXV, 21). And he employs the

same principle (Ap, XXVIll, 20) to

modify with Galatians 1.8-9 (“If
any one is preaching to you a gos-
pel contrary to that which you have
received, let him be accursed')
a too stringent interpretation of
Hebrews 13.17 (“Obey your lead-
ers”).

- Analogical exegesis may produce
a total thematic summary of a
biblical subject. Melanchthon, for-

instance, offers a vast discussion
of marriage, woman’s calling, sex,
and related subjects based upon
data drawn indiscriminately from
all over Scripture (Ap, XXII, 7f.). .
Again this is not a purely analytical
enterprise, for his entire discus-
sion is subjected to the article of
the gospel and developed in the
light of it, according to what may
be called the Hauptartikel princi-
ple which | will discuss later. The
same kind of procedure may be ob-
served in Melanchthon's discus-
sion of sacrifice in Ap, XXIV, 16ff,,
which draws from Old and New
Testament data but always from

.the perspective of the gospel of

Christ as sacrifice. In this entire

“approach we see the seed of what

later became systematic theology
(loci theologici) in the Lutheran
Church: the attempt to summarize
the entire sweep of Scripture as it
pertained to the articles of faith

~ and to arrange them and view them

from an cvangelical perspective.

The analogical reading of Scripture
results often in relating the articles
of faith. (of law and gospel) organ-
ically. In discussing original sin
the Formula of Concord says, “. ..
when it is presented clearly from
and according to the Word of God
and is purged of all Pelagian and
Manichaean errors, then (as the
Apology declares [I, 44, 46]) we
are led to understand better and
to magnify more fully Christ’s ben-
efits, his precious merits, and the
Holy Spirit's gracious activity.
Furthermore, we are extolling
God’s honor properly when we
carefully distinguish his work and
creation in man from the devil's

‘work, the corruption of human na-
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ture” (FC, SD, |, 3). The thought

here is that all Christian theology.

is a unit, and therefore the articles
of faith, drawn inductively from

Scripture, are organically related.

Obviously there is no thought of
mitigation at this point: the law
does hot mitigate the gospel, sin
does not mitigate grace, or vice
versa, Otherwise law and gospel
would be hopelessly confused, as
seen in legalism and antinomian-
ism (FC, IV, V, VI). The point here
is that only when law and sin are
taught clearly “according to the
Word of God” (i.e., Scripture) will
the proper framework, context, and
preunderstanding for the teaching
of the gospel be present. Other-
wise, to quote Melanchthon, Christ
is completely buried (Ap, 1V, 81).
Not only a corruption of a sacra-
ment (which is gospel} contami-
‘nates the gospel itseif (Ap, XXXV,
91), but also a false teaching re-
garding sin or the law may com-

pletely destroy the gospel {Ap, 1V, .

110, 121, 223; X, 77). A mis-
reading of the law texts as gospel
or gospel texts as law may resuit
in a complete misreading of Scrip-
ture (Ap, 1V, 7, 29ff., 224ff.).

Thus we see that the articles of
faith, although related to each

other and complementing each

other, do not mitigate or conflict

with each other. A Scripture pas-

sage dealing with obedience to
authority (Hebrews 13.17) may in-
deed be mitigated by another pas-
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~which teaches

sage concerning the priority of
preaching the gospel (Galatians
1.8) (Ap, XXVHI, 20). But this is
not the case -with the articles of
faith which have been drawn, using
analogical exegesis, from the
Scriptures. For instance, the doc-
trine of universal redemption clear-
ly articulated in FC, SD, Xi, 15,
does not and cannot mitigate the
doctrine of particular election
which is taught throughout the en-
tire article, although logically the
two articles cannot be harmonized.
Each article is gospel, and each
must be taught with integrity as it
is drawn from Scripture and in
organic relation to the other.

Drawing Inferences in exegesis.
The unity principle in interpreting
Scripture will often lead fo infer-
ences in exegesis. These infer-
ences are valid and as binding as
biblical statements themselves.
For instance, the biblical teaching
that Christ is the propitiator who
has reconciled us to the Father
leads to the conclusion that we
cannot appease God’s wrath by
setting forth our own works (Ap,
1V, 80). Since the forgiveness of
sins is something promised for

Christ's sake, it can only be ac-

cepted by faith (Ap, IV, 84; cf., 17).

~ Since the natural right to contract

marriage is the result of God's cre-

“ated order, it is a divine right

which must always remain (Ap,
XX, 9ff.). Acts 15.9 (Ap, IV, 284),
expiicitly that
hearts are purified by faith, may be
used to prove by inference that
bishops have no right to burden
consciences with human tradi-
tions. Such examples of valid in-
ferences or conclusions drawn
from clear passages of Scripture

could be multiplied indefinitely.
But all is done within the circle of -
the organic unity of Scripture.

Obviously there are illicit, but logi-
cal, inferences which cannot be
drawn from Scripture passages
simply because such inferences.
would run counter to definite arti-
cles of faith or other clear Scrip-
ture passages. For instance, .the
necessity of faith for salvation
does not infer that baptism is not
objectively valid for one who does
not believe (LC, 1V, B8, 60). It is
extremely important that infer-
ences and conclusions drawn from
Scripture have the force of doc-
trine for a confessing church which
wishes to use the Scriptures alone
as a source of Christian doctrine.
But it is equally important that
such inferences be drawn accord-
ing to the analogy of Scripture.

Exegetical meaning. There is noth-
ing in the unity principle which
would ever do violence to the
meaning of a given text or peri-
cope. The unity of Scripture is not
imposed upon Scripture but found
in it

The meaning of a passage or sec-
tion of the Scripture, according to

- the approach of our Lutheran Con-

fessions, always inheres in the text’
itself and is a constant.” For the
Lutheran symbols there is no pos-
sibility of thinking in terms of
“méaning then” and “meaning to-
day"® or of a “history of meaning.”
For there could never be definite
and permanent pure doctrine and
certainly no “single, universally
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accepted, certain, and common
form of doctrine which all our
Evangelical churches subscribe
..." (FC, 8D, Rule and Norm, 10},
which is the goal of the confession
making process as well as of bibli-
cal exegesis.

Furthermore, the ba‘éic questions
addressed to a text in Lutheran

*theology are always, “What does it

say?” “What does it mean?” “What
is its intention?” (Ap, 1V, 231, 264,
267; X1, 84, 138). The question is
not, “What did the Israelitish audi-
ence or Paul’s original readership
understand by it, or, what was its

‘meaning’ to them?” We must

understand at this paint that the
entire exegetical enterprise was
quite different for the writers of
the Lutheran Confessions than for
at least many exegetes today. This
does not imply that even in that
bygone day the writers of the Con-
fessions were not interested in the
context of a book or pericope or
verse of Scripture in the so-called
Sitz im Leben. It is just that they
constructed the Sitz im Leben out
of necessity (because of their lim-
ited knowledge) and from princi-
ple (because of their understand-
ing of the meaning and application
of the sola Scriptura principle)
from the text and context itself.
And their betief in the unity prin-
ciple and in the continuity of God's
revelation in Scripture culminat-

ing in Christ, inciuding the New.

Testament apostolic Word, com-
pelled them to see a much wider
context and Sitz im Leben for a
given passage or promise; namely,
the entire history of God's dealing
with his people, the entire biblical
witness. This means that, although
the meaning of a given passage

from the Old Testament is already
there and is one and constant, the
New Testament can indeed shed
light on that meaning.

THE SPIRIT PRINCIPLE
IN EXEGESIS

Although there is rather little said
concerning the Holy Spirit as the
true interpreter of Scripture and
of the necessity of his enlightening
the reader and expositor of Scrip-
ture, the principle is a pervasive
one throughout our Confessions.
This observation is brought out by
two facts.

First, the Spirit of God is consid-
ered to be the primary author of
Scripture. Scripture is clear not
only because of its own coherent
and consistent nature but also be-
cause God's Holy Spirit has auth-
ored it. We hear Melanchthon al-
luding to this fact when he rails
against his opponents: “It is surely
amazing that our opponents are
unmoved by the many passages in
the Scriptures that clearly attri-
bute justification to faith and spe-
cifically deny. it to works.” Thus
far he couid have been speaking
of any clear and coherent bock.
But he goes on: #Do they suppose

. that this is repeated so often for

no reason? Do they suppose that
these words fell from the Holy
Spirit unawares?” (Ap, IV, 107-08).
The Scriptures are clear and pur-
poseful soteriologically because
the Spirit has authored them.

But man is a sinner, blind to spirit-
ual things, having no “capacity,
aptitude, skill, and ability to think
anything good or right in spiritual
matters . .."” (FC, SD, 11, 12). This
is the second fact that makes the
Spirit principle so important. The
gift of the Spirit is necessary to
understand spiritual things, in-
cluding the Scriptures which are
themselves clear. As the Spirit
must convert a man with the Word,
so must he open the heart of man
to accept the Scriptures and heed
them. “He opens the inteilect and
the heart to understand the Scrip-
tures and to heed the Weord, as we
read in Luke 24.45, ‘Then he
opened their minds to understand
the Scriptures’” (FC, SD, |1, 26;
see also 55). This in no- sense
means that the Spirit is some sort
of substitute for the normal exe-
getical tools necessary to the un-
derstanding of the meaning, the

sensus literalis, of a given text.

Any violation of the agreement
or correspondence between the
Spirit's leading and the meaning
of the written text of Scripture
would be absolute Schwirmerei
(SA, i1, VIH, 41f.). That the Spirit
“opens the intellect and the heart
to understand the Scriptures”
means that he causes us to believe
the Word and apply it.

THE HAUPTARTIKEL
PRINCIPLE IN EXEGESIS

An interesting example of Me-
lanchthon's exegetical method,
using the unity principle, is seen
in his argumentation for justifica~
tion by faith. He argues for justi-
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fication by faith from the fact that
Christ is mediator (Ap, 1V, 69). Me-
lanchthon clearly sees himself as
doing exegesis at this point. But
it is an oblique way of making a
point which could have been made
by clear passages dealing explicit-
ly with justification by faith. Why
does he do this? He is employing
a hermeneutical principle which

we might call the Hauptartikel

principle. He is subjecting certain
biblical data to the scrutiny of the
chief article of the Christian faith,
the heart of the gospel, the fact
that Christ is mediator and propi-
tiator.

Again Melanchthon says, “We con-
quer throdgh Christ. How? By
faith, when we comfort ourselves
by firm trust in the mercy promised
because of Christ.” Now just how
does Melanchthon prove this
point? In the same way as men-

tioned above. “We prove the minor

premise as follows. Since Christ
is set forth to be the propitiator,
through whom the Father is recon-
ciled to us, we cannot appease
God's wrath by setting forth our

own works. For it is only by faith

that Christ is accepted as the me-
diator. By faith alone, therefore,
we obtain the forgiveness of sins
when we comfort our hearts with
trust in the mercy promised for
Christ’s sake" (Ap, 1V, 80). Again
it is shown in the context that Me-
lanchthon regards his procedure
as strictly exegetical, for two para-
graphs later he follows with pas-
sages which explicitly prove his
- point.
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The Hauptartike! principle is com-
monly employed or alluded to in

our Confessions. In Ap, IV, 2 (Ger-

man text), Melanchthon speaks of
the doctrine of justification by faith
as ‘‘der hochste, vornehmste Arti-
kel” (praecipuus locus), “which is
especially of service. for the clear,
correct understanding of the entire
Holy Scriptures, and alone shows
the way to the unspeakable treas-
ures and right knowledge of Christ,
and alone opens the door to the
entire Bibie." Later in this same
discussion the Hauptartikel is sim-
ply said to be Christ the propitiator
and mediator. In a highly signifi-
cant statement .in the Smalcald
Articles (I, i, 1-3) Luther speaks
of Christ and faith in him as “der
erste und Hauptartikel.” “The first
and chief article is this, that Jesus
Christ, our God and Lord, ‘was put
to death for our trespasses and
raised again for our justification’
(Rom. 4:25). He alone is ‘the Lamb
of God, who takes away the sin of
the world’ (John 1:29). ‘God has
laid upon him the iniquities of us
all' (Isa. 53:6). Moreover, ‘all have

- sinned,” and ‘they are justified by

his grace as a gift, through the re-

demption which is in Christ Jesus, .
by his blood" (Rom. 3:23-25).”.

Luther then goes on to say that all
this is to be believed and appre-
hended by faith.

Now in every case, whether we
speak of justification by faith or of
Christ as he is apprehended by
faith, the same Hauptartikel is re-
ferred to. And it has the same
function, which Luther illustrates
throughout the Smalcald Articles.
This first article is to dominate and
inform the entire Christian doc-
trine. It is this center of Christian
and biblical theology to which all
the other articles point (cf., the

structure of the Augsburg Confes-
sion and Apology, where all the
articles of faith either lead to or
from the central article of Christ
and justification). It functions the-
ologically in assessing the church's
doctrine and practice and her-
meneutically in assessing the
church’s understanding and read-
ing of the sacred Scriptures. Lu-
ther uses this article as he goes
on to assess various practices in
the Roman Church: the mass, in-
vocation of saints, chapters and
monasteries, the papacy, etc., but
also the article of repentance and
other articles which the papists al-
leged to draw from the Scriptures.

Luther's discussions of these
abuses and false doctrines do not
often marshal specific Scripture
passages to show their unscrip-

-tural and wrong nature, but rather

to point to an article of faith, der
Hauptartikel. In attacking the in- -
vocation of the saints Luther does
indeed mention that it has no prec-
edent in Scripture (which in itself
would not prectude its practice for
Luther), but that is not the prime
concern. The burden of Luther’s
condemnation is, It is in conflict
with the first, chief article and
undermines knowledge of Christ”
{SA, II, 11, 25). Melanchthon ar-
gues in the same way when he
contends that Roman doctrine of
justification of good works buries
Christ and obscures the gospel
(Ap, 1V, 70, 81, 110, 120, 149-50;
XIl, 77). Clearly, Luther is doing
exegesis here. He is ranging all .
over the Scriptures and citing bib-
lical themes and practices and
bringing them to bear on the sub-
ject, but the use of the Hauptarti-



kel is his ultimate weapon in the

debate, his final exegetical proof.

Is Luther here imposing something
on Scripture by such a method,
something alien and extra-biblicaf?
Does such a practice conflict with
the historical-exegetical method
which he ‘obviously uses and de-
fends as an exegete? Not at all.
And” this can be said for two
reasons.?

First, never in our Confessions
does this overriding Christological
principle violate the
meaning of a biblical message or
pericope. Never do Luther, Me-
lanchthon, and the writers of the
Formula of Concord use such a
principle to interpret a text gram-
matically or historically. Never is
their procedure a substitute or
_shortcut for the grammatical exe-
gesis.

Second, the Hauptartikel is itself
subject to all the rigorous canons
of grammatical exegesis. This is

clear from the fact that the article’

on Christ or justification is ordinar-
ily included (AC, Ap, SA, FC)in a
series of articles ali purporting to
be drawn from Scripture and to be
a summary of Christian doctrine.
Luther’s statement (SA, 1, 11, 15),
“, . . the Word of God shall estab-
* lish articles of faith and no one
else, not even an angel,” applies
to the Hauptartikel as well as any
other article of faith. Furthermore,
the longest discussion in the Con-
fessions (Ap, V) centers around a
defense of the Hauptartikel, justi-
fication by faith. And here Me-
lanchthon clearly draws his con-
clusions from the Scriptures. It is
true.that he expresses his Haupt-
artikel principle (IV, 2, German)
before he proves it from the Scrip-

intended .

tures, and he employs the-principle
throughout as he argues how the
papists by their insistence on merit
bury Christ, etc., But he does in-
deed exegete those passages deal-
ing with justification, and he does
s0 1o establish the doctrine iiself
and its centrality (Ap, IV, 107, 293-
94.) He specifically says, “What we
have shown thus far, on the basis
of the Scriptures [et testimoniis
Scripturae] and arguments derived
from the Scriptures [et argumen-
tiis ex Scriptura sumptis], was to
make clear that by faith alone we
receive the forgiveness of sins for
Christ’'s sake, and by faith alone

~ are justified, that is, out of unright- -

eous we are made righteous and
regenerated men” (Ap, IV, 117;
cf., FC, SD, I, 44).

The hermeneutical use of the
Hauptartikel principle is closely
connected with the Lutheran law-
gospel dialectic which is employed
hermeneutically in the same way
(cf., Ap, IV, 2, with Ap, IV, 5; cf,,
Ap, 1V, 69, with Ap, IV, 70). In fact,
by observing the distinction be-
tween law and gospel we enhance
the chief article concerning Christ
(FC, 8D, V, 1, 3). As a matter of
fact, the gospel in the narrow
sense is sometimes equated with
the article of Christ and his work
(FC,SD,V, 20; Ep, V, 5).

In Ap, IV, 5, Melanchthon makes
perhaps the most substantive
statement about the hermeneuti-
cal function of the law-gospel dia-

lectic. “All Scripture should be

divided into these two chief doc-

trines [hos duos locos praecipu-.

0sl.” What does this statement

mean? Clearly the statement deals
with the interpretation of Scrip-
ture, with a necessary (debet) ap-
plication (distribui) of all Scripture
(universa scriptura). Thus far Me-
lanchthon is speaking not of Scrip-
ture’s meaning but of our approach
to Scripture. The continuing sen-
tences state what actually obtains
in Scripture. “In some places it
presents the law. In others it pre-
sents the promise of Christ; this-
it does either when it promises
that the Messiah will come and
promises forgiveness of sins, jus-
tification, and eternal life for his
sake, or when, in the New Testa-
ment, the Christ who came prom-
ises forgiveness of sins, justifica-
tion, and eternal life. By ‘law’ in
this discussion we mean the com-
mandments of the Decalogue,
wherever they appear in the Scrip-
tures. For the present we are say-
ing nothing about the ceremonial
and civil laws of Moses.”

Does Melanchthon say here that
every verse gr pericope in Scrip- .
ture is either law or gospel and
that we are to determine this in
every case if we are to read the
Scriptures rightly? Surely not. Iso-
lated verses or pericopes simply
cannot be forced to assert either
law or promises in the strict sense.
Melanchthon knows as well as any
one that such an exegetical pro-
cedure would be an utterly wood-
en, arbitrary, and insensitive read-
ing of Scripture. He does not say
“omnis scriptura should be di-
vided” but “universa scriptura,”
that is, Scripture as a whole, Scrip-
ture in its entire sweep as the his-
tory of God's acts and dealings
with men in terms of judgment and

promise. He is saying that these
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two doctrines (hi duo loci praeci-
pui), which are not the only two
doctrines, pervade all Scriptures
and, as he later points out, are to
be clearly distinguished and rec-
ognized as we find them articu-
lated throughout Scripture. We
must be alert to them, hear them
for what they say, and never con-
fuse them as the papists have done
{Ap, IV, 7ff.). FC, SD, V, 1, is even
more explicit in making the func-
tion of dividing law and gospel the
same as that of the Hauptartike!
principle, to enhance the merit of
Christ and serve troubled con-
sciences.

The role of the law-gospel prin-
ciple, like that of the Hauptartikel
principle, is not designed o sub-
stitute or add anything to the re-
sponsible enterprise of historical-
grammatical exegesis. Rather, Me-
lanchthon and the other writers of
the Confessions are pointing to a
necessary attitude and cognitive
presupposition (drawn itself from
Scripture) for approaching Scrip-
ture as one seriously and in a salu-
tary way reads it, a sort of spiritual
Erkenntnis which, however, is
wrought by Scripture itself and
exegetically demanded. -

This hermeneutical approach and
application of the whole of Scrip-
ture is fundamental. Where the
two doctrines are confused or
where the work of the one is sub-
stituted for the work of the other,
disaster befalls the exegete and
the church (Ap, 1V, 9; XX, 49-50),
philosophy and Christianity are
confused (Ap, IV, 12ff.}, Christ is
buried and no longer used as med-
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iator and propitiator and the love
of God is never understood (Ap,
IV, 18, 69), men are brought to
despair (Ap, IV, 21), civil right-
eousness is misapplied and vaunt-
ed above its value (Ap, IV, 24

. passim), and human powers ex-
" alted above their abilities (Ap, 1V,

28ff.)—all in all a gloomy, tragic
picture. But where law and gospel
are distinguished and each allowed
to serve its own function an “espe-
cially brilliant light” is present for
reading and applying all of the
Scriptures (FC, SD, V, 1; Ep, V,
21f.).

THE ESCHATOLOGICAL
PRINCIPLE IN EXEGESIS

The eschatological burden of the
Lutheran Confessions is clear
throughout these writings. But
there is also an eschatological bur-
den in Scripture and an escatolog-
ical way of reading Scripture. Just
as the reading and use of Scripture
must lead to doctrine, it must lead
also to hope. The passage from
Scripture which annunciates this
eschatological principle of exege-
sis is Romans 15.4: “For whatever
was written in former days was

written for our instruction, that by
; steadfastness and by encourage-
ment of the scriptures we might

have hope.”

Commenting on this passage FC,
SD, X1, 92-93 says the following:
“But it is certain that any inter-
pretation of the Scriptures which
weakens or even removes this
comfort and hope is contrary to
the Holy Spirit's will and intent
[Meinungl.” We have here not a
hermeneutical norm for exegesis,
strictly speaking, but rather a
norm and principle for the appli-
cation of Scripture. The Confes-

sion goes on to say, “We shall
abide by this simple, direct, and
useful exposition [Erkldrungl
which is permanently and well
grounded in God’s revealed will.”
And again the statement con-
demns all that is contrary to such
“true, simple, and useful expo-
sitions.”

The eschatological principle is
here wedded to several other prin-
ciples of interpretation. First, the
unity of Scripture is seen in its
purpose here set forth, which is
comfort and hope. Second, the
analogy of Scripture is operative.
here in that every exposition of
Scripture must be “grounded in
God's revealed will.” Third, the
sensus literalis, the one grammat-
ical and historical meaning, far
from being overlooked, is actually
sought (“we should avoid and flee
all abstruse and specious ques-
tions and disputations”) and seen
o be in full accord with the escha-
tological principle.

HISTORICAL-CRITICAL
METHOD’S
INCOMPATIBILITY

Is there a unique confessional and -
Lutheran exegesis and approach
to Scripture? Our Confessions
would, | believe, answer no to such
a question. There are, . however,
principles for reading Scripture, .
principles drawn from the Scrip-
tures themselves in every case,
which our Lutheran Confessions
have discerned and employed with

_a certain unigueness and consis-

tency. These principles which |



have attempted to trace are no
child's play. They may be easy to
discern from Scripture and to state
but often are difficult to employ
and apply. Yet they are crucial for
the exegetical enterprise and for
the evangelical orientation and ac-
tivity of the church.

Can the hermeneutical principles
underlying the doctrine of our Lu-
theran Confessions be harmonized
with the modern historical-critical
method as it is ordinarily applied

in studying and exegeting Scrip-

ture? | believe not. One will need
to reject what is essential to the
older historic Lutheran hermeneu-
tics if one is to accept and use in
any consistent way the historical-
critical method today and apply it
to Scripture. But this question can
be answered satisfactorily only
when we know what the historical-
critical method is in terms of its
goals and assumptions and when
we know if and where the method
conflicts with the confessional Lu-
theran hermeneutics which led to
the doctrine of the gospel and its
articles as exhibited in the Luther-
an Confessions. So let me attempt
to define the method and then to
answer the question at issue.

As far as | have been able to de-
termine by examining the works or
sources of reputable scholars us-
ing the historical-critical method
today, a brief definition might run
as follows. The historical method
is a way of studying Scripture (or
any piece of literature) that uses
all the criteria of scientific histori-
cal investigation. The method ana-
lyzes the text of Scripture in terms
of language, literary form, redac-
tion criticism and source criti-
cism, as well as historical, archae-

ological, and other relevant data.
The purpose of the method is not
merely philological or linguistic; it
is to learn the intended meaning of
texts and verses of Scripture. The
overarching purpose of the method
is historical; namely, to discover
the history and background of the
form and content of any given por-
tion or unit in Scripture and to
trace that history of the given unit
through every step of its develop-
ment until it finds its way into the
text of Scripture as we have it
This procedure, essential to the
method, would apply to any peri-

cope or story recorded in the Old

Testament, any parable or dis-
course of Jesus, any action or mir-
acle of our Lord. The uitimate goal
of the method, therefore, is to find
the word or event behind the text
of Scripture, to assess the histori-
city or truthfulness of what Scrip-
ture asserts, to discover the his-
torical origin of "what Scripture
records.

| believe it is safe to say that where-

as for Luther and the Reformers
exegesis was seen essentially as

a philological discipline, for mod-

ern critics exegesis is a historical
discipline. For Luther and our Con-
fessions biblical and extra-biblical
historical investigation was under-
taken to determine the meaning
of the canonical text, the prophetic
and apostolic Word as such. For
the historical critic an investiga-
tion of the meaning of the biblical
text is undertaken to help deter-

mine the history which may or may -

not lie behind the text; and “his-

fory” (historical research) in turn -

may be used to authenticate, veri-
fy, or falsify the text.10

It is easy, | believe, to see some of
the assumptions underlying this
method of approaching Scripture
—assumptions regarding revela-
tion, Scripture, and history. The
historical-critical method was first
conceived and worked out in the
17th and 18th centuries by schol-
ars who either denied the possi-
bility of a divine revelation or de-
nied at least that Scripture was
such a revelation. These early de-
velopers of the method denied also
the divine origin and inspired na-
ture of Scripture, thus depriving
Scripture also of its divine author-
ity in the sense understood by the
Reformers. They furthermore be-
lieved that all history was lived out
according to principles of univer-

sal correspondence, analogy and

uniformity within history and that
all historical records, including
Scripture, must be criticized ac-
cording to such principles. Far-
reaching changes have taken place -
in respect to the method over the
past two centuries—e.g., form cri-
ticism- has been invented, but the

‘same assumptions underly the use

of the method today by all repu-
table and consistent practitioners
of it. ’ ‘ '

The results of the historical-critical
method have at crucial points con-
tradicted the doctrine of the Lu-
theran Confessions. Lutheran exe-
getes using the method have de-
nied all God’s activities recounted
in Scripture until the time of Abra-
ham; they have denied the authen-
ticity of many of Christ's sermons
and discourses; and in some cases
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they have denied his deity and
every miracle performed by him
—-all this as the result of employ-
ing historical-critical research,
Regin Prenter, a relatively conser-
vative Lutheran who uses the
method but inconsistently, says
quite frankly: “That it is the Cre-
ator himself who is present in
Jesus’ humanity has always been
an impossible idea to historical
criticism. Therefore historical cri-
ticism necessarily collides with
everything in the tradition concern-
ing Jesus which ascribes to him
such divine majesty."11

This statement of Prenter’s is sig-
nificant in that it suggests that one
consistently using the historical-
critical method cannot come to the
same conclusions concerning the
articles of our Christian faith as
did our Lutheran Confessions. The

reason is not only because of the .

different assumptions regarding
revelation, Scripture, and history;
and not only because the method
has different goals from those of
the Reformers as they engaged in

exegesis. Ultimately the reason for

modern historical-critical research
coming to different conclusions
from our Confessions concerning
doctrine rests in the fact that his-
torical-critical methodology has a
different idea of what it is dealing
with as it goes about its task.

Let me try to clarify this point. Any
method of doing anything is deter-
mined by the subject with which
~ the method deals. That is always

the case, whether we think of a
method of managing a corporation,
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cutting meat, researching histor-
ical data, or reading a book. If this
is true, then the nature of Scrip-
ture as God's revelation of himself
and his will cannot be ignored or
discounted at any point by any
method, old or new, seeking to
deal with Scripture in terms of its
form or content. According to his-
toric Lutheran theology, as typified
in our Confessions, Scripture’s
form is its revelatory character as
God’s Word. Scripture's content is
God himself-——he is the one
spoken of everywhere in Scripture
—God, his will, his actions among
people, etc. In the nature of the
case one cannot use the same
method for reading, understand-
ing, and applying Scripture that
one uses for understanding any
other merely human book which
recounts merely human events and
ideas. This, | believe, is a principle
of the Lutheran Reformers as they
read and seek to understand Scrip-
ture in contrast to their method of
reading Caesar's “Gallic Wars"” or

- the so-called “Donation of Con-

stantine.”

To illustrate how this principle
would work today, one might say
the following: a historical-critical
method is probably quite adequate
and proper for understanding and
analyzing Caesar’s “Gallic Wars.”
The historian will immediately
recognize, according to his prin-
ciples of universal correspondence
and analogy within history, that
Caesar is a responsible and seri-
ous witness to events and a good
historian in terms of his day. The
critic will therefore accept Cae-
sar’s statement that his army built
an elaborate and complicated
bridge and crossed the River

Rhine. But the critic will recognize

Caesar's limitations as he com-
ments on the flora and fauna of
Britain and Caesar’s Tendenz as he
speaks of his great victories over
the barbarians.

But Scripture, though written by
inspired men and reflecting their
style of writing, thought forms,
convictions, cultural milieu, etc.,

" is not a human book or record like

Caesar's “Gallic Wars.” The Spirit
of God is the author of Scripture,
and the Spirit does not have any
Tendenz which may be corrected
according to any theory concern-
ing continuity and analogy within
history. Furthermore—and this is
Prenter’s point, as it was Luther’s
and the Confessions’—unlike Cae-
sar's “Gallic Wars,” which deals
with the activities of Caesar, a
man, the Scriptures witness to the
mighty acts of God, acts which
transcend space, time, secondary
causes, historical analogy, and
everything else within our created
order. The readers of Scripture, as
they confront the content of Scrip-
ture, God himself, and his mighty
acts, can only accept the witness
of the Spirit who testified through
the writings of prophets and apos-
tles to these revelations of God's
judgment and grace,

Without going further into the mat-
ter, | think | have now sufficiently
shown the incompatibility of the
historical-critical method as it is



" applied to Scripture and the her-
meneutics of our Lutheran Con-
fessions. | believe there is no way
to reconcile these two approaches
to Scripture without doing vio-
lence to one or both. | believe |
will find wide agreement in this
conclusion among theologians and
scholars, both those who use and
those who reject historical-critical

" methodology.
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ischen Bekenntnisschriften von 1529

bis 1537, tr. Gerhard Klose {(Gotting- -

en: Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht, 1965),
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that the so-called ‘historical-critical’
research in the form in which we
know it today, where it concerns the
more important motifs of the con-
tents, is a child of the modem time.
Its agreement with humanism or
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ment is not sought in the words of .
the text, but as was stated above,
behind the words, even at times in
direct contradiction to the text.”
Aalen is opposed to the historical-
critical method, but the same judg-
ment is made by W. Pannenberg,
Basic Questions in Theslogy, Vol. 1
(London: SCM Press, 1970}, p. 196,
who favors the methods “What is
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quest, moving behind the kerygma in
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that to Pannenberg and modern his-

-torical criticism the intended mean-

ing of the canonical text is often
only ameans to get to the historical
fact or word behind the text, and the
authority of the text as such is rela-
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