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A guide to Using This Commentary


Several features have been incorporated into the design of this commentary. The following comments are intended to assist readers in making full use of this volume.


Pericopes of Scripture

The scriptural text has been divided into pericopes, or passages, usually several verses in length. Each of these pericopes is given a heading, which appears at the beginning of the pericope. For example, the first section in this commentary is Revelation 1:1-3, “The Title.” This heading is followed by the Scripture passage quoted in the English Standard Version (ESV). The Scripture passage is provided for the convenience of readers, but it is also in keeping with Reformation-era commentaries, which often followed the patristic and medieval commentary tradition, in which the citations of the reformers were arranged according to the text of Scripture.




Overviews

Following each pericope of text is an overview of the Reformation authors’ comments on that pericope. The format of this overview varies among the volumes of this series, depending on the requirements of the specific book(s) of Scripture. The function of the overview is to identify succinctly the key exegetical, theological, and pastoral concerns of the Reformation writers arising from the pericope, providing the reader with an orientation to Reformation-era approaches and emphases. It tracks a reasonably cohesive thread of argument among reformers’ comments, even though they are derived from diverse sources and generations. Thus, the summaries do not proceed chronologically or by verse sequence. Rather, they seek to rehearse the overall course of the reformers’ comments on that pericope.

We do not assume that the commentators themselves anticipated or expressed a formally received cohesive argument but rather that the various arguments tend to flow in a plausible, recognizable pattern. Modern readers can thus glimpse aspects of continuity in the flow of diverse exegetical traditions representing various generations and geographical locations.




Topical Headings

An abundance of varied Reformation-era comment is available for each pericope. For this reason we have broken the pericopes into two levels. First is the verse with its topical heading. The reformers’ comments are then focused on aspects of each verse, with topical headings summarizing the essence of the individual comment by evoking a key phrase, metaphor, or idea. This feature provides a bridge by which modern readers can enter into the heart of the Reformation-era comment.




Identifying the Reformation Authors, Texts, and Events

Following the topical heading of each section of comment, the name of the Reformation commentator is given. An English translation (where needed) of the reformer’s comment is then provided. This is immediately followed by the title of the original work rendered in English.

Readers who wish to pursue a deeper investigation of the reformers’ works cited in this commentary will find full bibliographic detail for each Reformation title provided in the bibliography at the back of the volume. Information on English translations (where available) and standard original-language editions and critical editions of the works cited is found in the bibliography. The Biographical Sketches section provides brief overviews of the life and work of each commentator, and each confession or collaborative work, appearing in the present volume (as well as in any previous volumes). Finally, a Timeline of the Reformation offers broader context for people, places, and events relevant to the commentators and their works.




Footnotes and Back Matter

To aid the reader in exploring the background and texts in further detail, this commentary utilizes footnotes. The use and content of footnotes may vary among the volumes in this series. Where footnotes appear, a footnote number directs the reader to a note at the bottom of the page, where one will find annotations (clarifications or biblical cross references), information on English translations (where available) or standard original-language editions of the work cited.

Where original-language texts have remained untranslated into English, we provide new translations. Where there is any serious ambiguity or textual problem in the selection, we have tried to reflect the best available textual tradition. Wherever current English translations are already well rendered, they are utilized, but where necessary they are stylistically updated. A single asterisk (*) indicates that a previous English translation has been updated to modern English or amended for easier reading. We have standardized spellings and made grammatical variables uniform so that our English references will not reflect the linguistic oddities of the older English translations. For ease of reading we have in some cases removed superfluous conjunctions.












General Introduction


The Reformation Commentary on Scripture (RCS) is a twenty-eight-volume series of exegetical comment covering the entire Bible and gathered from the writings of sixteenth-century preachers, scholars and reformers. The RCS is intended as a sequel to the highly acclaimed Ancient Christian Commentary on Scripture (ACCS), and as such its overall concept, method, format, and audience are similar to the earlier series. Both series are committed to the renewal of the church through careful study and meditative reflection on the Old and New Testaments, the charter documents of Christianity, read in the context of the worshiping, believing community of faith across the centuries. However, the patristic and Reformation eras are separated by nearly a millennium, and the challenges of reading Scripture with the reformers require special attention to their context, resources and assumptions. The purpose of this general introduction is to present an overview of the context and process of biblical interpretation in the age of the Reformation.


Goals

The Reformation Commentary on Scripture seeks to introduce its readers to the depth and richness of exegetical ferment that defined the Reformation era. The RCS has four goals: the enrichment of contemporary biblical interpretation through exposure to Reformation-era biblical exegesis; the renewal of contemporary preaching through exposure to the biblical insights of the Reformation writers; a deeper understanding of the Reformation itself and the breadth of perspectives represented within it; and a recovery of the profound integration of the life of faith and the life of the mind that should characterize Christian scholarship. Each of these goals requires a brief comment.

Renewing contemporary biblical interpretation. During the past half-century, biblical hermeneutics has become a major growth industry in the academic world. One of the consequences of the historical-critical hegemony of biblical studies has been the privileging of contemporary philosophies and ideologies at the expense of a commitment to the Christian church as the primary reading community within which and for which biblical exegesis is done. Reading Scripture with the church fathers and the reformers is a corrective to all such imperialism of the present. One of the greatest skills required for a fruitful interpretation of the Bible is the ability to listen. We rightly emphasize the importance of listening to the voices of contextual theologies today, but in doing so we often marginalize or ignore another crucial context—the community of believing Christians through the centuries. The serious study of Scripture requires more than the latest Bible translation in one hand and the latest commentary (or niche study Bible) in the other. John L. Thompson has called on Christians today to practice the art of “reading the Bible with the dead.”1 The RCS presents carefully selected comments from the extant commentaries of the Reformation as an encouragement to more in-depth study of this important epoch in the history of biblical interpretation.

Strengthening contemporary preaching. The Protestant reformers identified the public preaching of the Word of God as an indispensable means of grace and a sure sign of the true church. Through the words of the preacher, the living voice of the gospel (viva vox evangelii) is heard. Luther famously said that the church is not a “pen house” but a “mouth house.”2 The Reformation in Switzerland began when Huldrych Zwingli entered the pulpit of the Grossmünster in Zurich on January 1, 1519, and began to preach a series of expositional sermons chapter by chapter from the Gospel of Matthew. In the following years he extended this homiletical approach to other books of the Old and New Testaments. Calvin followed a similar pattern in Geneva. Many of the commentaries represented in this series were either originally presented as sermons or were written to support the regular preaching ministry of local church pastors. Luther said that the preacher should be a bonus textualis—a good one with a text—well-versed in the Scriptures. Preachers in the Reformation traditions preached not only about the Bible but also from it, and this required more than a passing acquaintance with its contents. Those who have been charged with the office of preaching in the church today can find wisdom and insight—and fresh perspectives—in the sermons of the Reformation and the biblical commentaries read and studied by preachers of the sixteenth century.

Deepening understanding of the Reformation. Some scholars of the sixteenth century prefer to speak of the period they study in the plural, the European Reformations, to indicate that manydiverse impulses for reform were at work in this turbulent age of transition from medieval to modern times.3 While this point is well taken, the RCS follows the time-honored tradition of using Reformation in the singular form to indicate not only a major moment in the history of Christianity in the West but also, as Hans J. Hillerbrand has put it, “an essential cohesiveness in the heterogeneous pursuits of religious reform in the sixteenth century.”4 At the same time, in developing guidelines to assist the volume editors in making judicious selections from the vast amount of commentary material available in this period, we have stressed the multifaceted character of the Reformation across many confessions, theological orientations, and political settings.

Advancing Christian scholarship. By assembling and disseminating numerous voices from such a signal period as the Reformation, the RCS aims to make a significant contribution to the ever-growing stream of Christian scholarship. The post-Enlightenment split between the study of the Bible as an academic discipline and the reading of the Bible as spiritual nurture was foreign to the reformers. For them the study of the Bible was transformative at the most basic level of the human person: coram deo.

The reformers all repudiated the idea that the Bible could be studied and understood with dispassionate objectivity, as a cold artifact from antiquity. Luther’s famous Reformation breakthrough triggered by his laborious study of the Psalms and Paul’s letter to the Romans is well known, but the experience of Cambridge scholar Thomas Bilney was perhaps more typical. When Erasmus’s critical edition of the Greek New Testament was published in 1516, it was accompanied by a new translation in elegant Latin. Attracted by the classical beauty of Erasmus’s Latin, Bilney came across this statement in 1 Timothy 1:15: “Christ Jesus came into the world to save sinners.” In the Greek this sentence is described as pistos ho logos, which the Vulgate had rendered fidelis sermo, “a faithful saying.” Erasmus chose a different word for the Greek pistos—certus, “sure, certain.” When Bilney grasped the meaning of this word applied to the announcement of salvation in Christ, he tells us that “immediately, I felt a marvellous comfort and quietness, insomuch as ‘my bruised bones leaped for joy.’”5

Luther described the way the Bible was meant to function in the minds and hearts of believers when he reproached himself and others for studying the nativity narrative with such cool unconcern:


I hate myself because when I see Christ laid in the manger or in the lap of his mother and hear the angels sing, my heart does not leap into flame. With what good reason should we all despise ourselves that we remain so cold when this word is spoken to us, over which everyone should dance and leap and burn for joy! We act as though it were a frigid historical fact that does not smite our hearts, as if someone were merely relating that the sultan has a crown of gold.6



It was a core conviction of the Reformation that the careful study and meditative listening to the Scriptures, what the monks called lectio divina, could yield transformative results for all of life. The value of such a rich commentary, therefore, lies not only in the impressive volume of Reformation-era voices that are presented throughout the course of the series but in the many particular fields for which their respective lives and ministries are relevant. The Reformation is consequential for historical studies, both church as well as secular history. Biblical and theological studies, to say nothing of pastoral and spiritual studies, also stand to benefit and progress immensely from renewed engagement today, as mediated through the RCS, with the reformers of yesteryear.




Perspectives

In setting forth the perspectives and parameters of the RCS, the following considerations have proved helpful.

Chronology. When did the Reformation begin, and how long did it last? In some traditional accounts, the answer was clear: the Reformation began with the posting of Luther’s Ninety-five Theses at Wittenberg in 1517 and ended with the death of Calvin in Geneva in 1564. Apart from reducing the Reformation to a largely German event with a side trip to Switzerland, this perspective fails to do justice to the important events that led up to Luther’s break with Rome and its many reverberations throughout Europe and beyond. In choosing commentary selections for the RCS, we have adopted the concept of the long sixteenth century, say, from the late 1400s to the mid-seventeenth century. Thus we have included commentary selections from early or pre-Reformation writers such as John Colet and Jacques Lefèvre d’Étaples to seventeenth-century figures such as Henry Ainsworth and Johann Gerhard.

Confession. The RCS concentrates primarily, though not exclusively, on the exegetical writings of the Protestant reformers. While the ACCS provided a compendium of key consensual exegetes of the early Christian centuries, the Catholic/Protestant confessional divide in the sixteenth century tested the very idea of consensus, especially with reference to ecclesiology and soteriology. While many able and worthy exegetes faithful to the Roman Catholic Church were active during this period, this project has chosen to include primarily those figures that represent perspectives within the Protestant Reformation. For this reason we have not included comments on the apocryphal or deuterocanonical writings.

We recognize that “Protestant” and “Catholic” as contradistinctive labels are anachronistic terms for the early decades of the sixteenth century before the hardening of confessional identities surrounding the Council of Trent (1545–1563). Protestant figures such as Philipp Melanchthon, Johannes Oecolampadius and John Calvin were all products of the revival of sacred letters known as biblical humanism. They shared an approach to biblical interpretation that owed much to Desiderius Erasmus and other scholars who remained loyal to the Church of Rome. Careful comparative studies of Protestant and Catholic exegesis in the sixteenth century have shown surprising areas of agreement when the focus was the study of a particular biblical text rather than the standard confessional debates.

At the same time, exegetical differences among the various Protestant groups could become strident and church-dividing. The most famous example of this is the interpretive impasse between Luther and Zwingli over the meaning of “This is my body” (Mt 26:26) in the words of institution. Their disagreement at the Colloquy of Marburg in 1529 had important christological and pastoral implications, as well as social and political consequences. Luther refused fellowship with Zwingli and his party at the end of the colloquy; in no small measure this bitter division led to the separate trajectories pursued by Lutheran and Reformed Protestantism to this day. In Elizabethan England, Puritans and Anglicans agreed that “Holy Scripture containeth all things necessary to salvation: so that whatsoever is not read therein, nor may be proved thereby, is not to be required of any man” (article 6 of the Thirty-Nine Articles of Religion), yet on the basis of their differing interpretations of the Bible they fought bitterly over the structures of the church, the clothing of the clergy and the ways of worship. On the matter of infant baptism, Catholics and Protestants alike agreed on its propriety, though there were various theories as to how a practice not mentioned in the Bible could be justified biblically. The Anabaptists were outliers on this subject. They rejected infant baptism altogether. They appealed to the example of the baptism of Jesus and to his final words as recorded in the Gospel of Matthew (Mt 28:19-20): “Go therefore, and make disciples of all nations, baptizing them in the name of the Father, and of the Son, and of the Holy Spirit, teaching them to observe all that I have commanded you.” New Testament Christians, they argued, are to follow not only the commands of Jesus in the Great Commission, but also the exact order in which they were given: evangelize, baptize, catechize.

These and many other differences of interpretation among the various Protestant groups are reflected in their many sermons, commentaries and public disputations. In the RCS, the volume editors’ introduction to each volume is intended to help the reader understand the nature and significance of doctrinal conversations and disputes that resulted in particular, and frequently clashing, interpretations. Footnotes throughout the text will be provided to explain obscure references, unusual expressions and other matters that require special comment. Volume editors have chosen comments on the Bible across a wide range of sixteenth-century confessions and schools of interpretation: biblical humanists, Lutheran, Reformed, Anglican, Puritan, and Anabaptist. We have not pursued passages from post-Tridentine Catholic authors or from radical spiritualists and antitrinitarian writers, though sufficient material is available from these sources to justify another series.

Format. The design of the RCS is intended to offer reader-friendly access to these classic texts. The availability of digital resources has given access to a huge residual database of sixteenth-century exegetical comment hitherto available only in major research universities and rare book collections. The RCS has benefited greatly from online databases such as Alexander Street Press’s Digital Library of Classical Protestant Texts (DLCPT) and Early English Books Online as well as freely accessible databases like the Post-Reformation Digital Library (prdl.org). Through the help of RCS editorial advisor Herman Selderhuis, we have also had access to the special Reformation collections of the Johannes a Lasco Bibliothek in Emden, Germany. In addition, modern critical editions and translations of Reformation sources have been published over the past generation. Original translations of Reformation sources are given unless an acceptable translation already exists.

Each volume in the RCS will include an introduction by the volume editor placing that portion of the canon within the historical context of the Protestant Reformation and presenting a summary of the theological themes, interpretive issues and reception of the particular book(s). The commentary itself consists of particular pericopes identified by a pericope heading; the biblical text in the English Standard Version (ESV), with significant textual variants registered in the footnotes; an overview of the pericope in which principal exegetical and theological concerns of the Reformation writers are succinctly noted; and excerpts from the Reformation writers identified by name according to the conventions of the Oxford Encyclopedia of the Reformation. Each volume will also include a bibliography of sources cited, as well as an appendix of authors and source works.

The Reformation era was a time of verbal as well as physical violence, and this fact has presented a challenge for this project. Without unduly sanitizing the texts, where they contain anti-Semitic, sexist or inordinately polemical rhetoric, we have not felt obliged to parade such comments either. We have noted the abridgement of texts with ellipses and an explanatory footnote. While this procedure would not be valid in the critical edition of such a text, we have deemed it appropriate in a series whose primary purpose is pastoral and devotional. When translating homo or similar terms that refer to the human race as a whole or to individual persons without reference to gender, we have used alternative English expressions to the word man (or derivative constructions that formerly were used generically to signify humanity at large), whenever such substitutions can be made without producing an awkward or artificial construction.

As is true in the ACCS, we have made a special effort where possible to include the voices of women, though we acknowledge the difficulty of doing so for the early modern period when for a variety of social and cultural reasons few theological and biblical works were published by women. However, recent scholarship has focused on a number of female leaders whose literary remains show us how they understood and interpreted the Bible. Women who made significant contributions to the Reformation include Marguerite d’Angoulême, sister of King Francis I, who supported French reformist evangelicals including Calvin and who published a religious poem influenced by Luther’s theology, The Mirror of the Sinful Soul; Argula von Grumbach, a Bavarian noblewoman who defended the teachings of Luther and Melanchthon before the theologians of the University of Ingolstadt; Katharina Schütz Zell, the wife of a former priest, Matthias Zell, and a remarkable reformer in her own right—she conducted funerals, compiled hymnbooks, defended the downtrodden, and published a defense of clerical marriage as well as composing works of consolation on divine comfort and pleas for the toleration of Anabaptists and Catholics alike; and Anne Askew, a Protestant martyr put to death in 1546 after demonstrating remarkable biblical prowess in her examinations by church officials. Other echoes of faithful women in the age of the Reformation are found in their letters, translations, poems, hymns, court depositions, and martyr records.

Lay culture, learned culture. In recent decades, much attention has been given to what is called “reforming from below,” that is, the expressions of religious beliefs and churchly life that characterized the popular culture of the majority of the population in the era of the Reformation. Social historians have taught us to examine the diverse pieties of townspeople and city folk, of rural religion and village life, the emergence of lay theologies, and the experiences of women in the religious tumults of Reformation Europe.7 Formal commentaries by their nature are artifacts of learned culture. Almost all of them were written in Latin, the lingua franca of learned discourse well past the age of the Reformation. Biblical commentaries were certainly not the primary means by which the Protestant Reformation spread so rapidly across wide sectors of sixteenth-century society. Small pamphlets and broadsheets, later called Flugschriften (“flying writings”), with their graphic woodcuts and cartoon-like depictions of Reformation personalities and events, became the means of choice for mass communication in the early age of printing. Sermons and works of devotion were also printed with appealing visual aids. Luther’s early writings were often accompanied by drawings and sketches from Lucas Cranach and other artists. This was done “above all for the sake of children and simple folk,” as Luther put it, “who are more easily moved by pictures and images to recall divine history than through mere words or doctrines.”8

We should be cautious, however, in drawing too sharp a distinction between learned and lay culture in this period. The phenomenon of preaching was a kind of verbal bridge between scholars at their desks and the thousands of illiterate or semiliterate listeners whose views were shaped by the results of Reformation exegesis. According to contemporary witness, more than one thousand people were crowding into Geneva to hear Calvin expound the Scriptures every day.9 An example of how learned theological works by Reformation scholars were received across divisions of class and social status comes from Lazare Drilhon, an apothecary of Toulon. He was accused of heresy in May 1545 when a cache of prohibited books was found hidden in his garden shed. In addition to devotional works, the French New Testament and a copy of Calvin’s Genevan liturgy, there was found a series of biblical commentaries, translated from the Latin into French: Martin Bucer’s on Matthew, François Lambert’s on the Apocalypse and one by Oecolampadius on 1 John.10 Biblical exegesis in the sixteenth century was not limited to the kind of full-length commentaries found in Drilhon’s shed. Citations from the Bible and expositions of its meaning permeate the extant literature of sermons, letters, court depositions, doctrinal treatises, records of public disputations and even last wills and testaments. While most of the selections in the RCS will be drawn from formal commentary literature, other sources of biblical reflection will also be considered.




Historical Context

The medieval legacy. On October 18, 1512, the degree Doctor in Biblia was conferred on Martin Luther, and he began his career as a professor in the University of Wittenberg. As is well known, Luther was also a monk who had taken solemn vows in the Augustinian Order of Hermits at Erfurt. These two settings—the university and the monastery—both deeply rooted in the Middle Ages, form the background not only for Luther’s personal vocation as a reformer but also for the history of the biblical commentary in the age of the Reformation. Since the time of the Venerable Bede (d. 735), sometimes called “the last of the Fathers,” serious study of the Bible had taken place primarily in the context of cloistered monasteries. The Rule of St. Benedict brought together lectio and meditatio, the knowledge of letters and the life of prayer. The liturgy was the medium through which the daily reading of the Bible, especially the Psalms, and the sayings of the church fathers came together in the spiritual formation of the monks.11 Essential to this understanding was a belief in the unity of the people of God throughout time as well as space, and an awareness that life in this world was a preparation for the beatific vision in the next.

The source of theology was the study of the sacred page (sacra pagina); its object was the accumulation of knowledge not for its own sake but for the obtaining of eternal life. For these monks, the Bible had God for its author, salvation for its end and unadulterated truth for its matter, though they would not have expressed it in such an Aristotelian way. The medieval method of interpreting the Bible owed much to Augustine’s On Christian Doctrine. In addition to setting forth a series of rules (drawn from an earlier work by Tyconius), Augustine stressed the importance of distinguishing the literal and spiritual or allegorical senses of Scripture. While the literal sense was not disparaged, the allegorical was valued because it enabled the believer to obtain spiritual benefit from the obscure places in the Bible, especially in the Old Testament. For Augustine, as for the monks who followed him, the goal of scriptural exegesis was freighted with eschatological meaning; its purpose was to induce faith, hope, and love and so to advance in one’s pilgrimage toward that city with foundations (see Heb 11:10).

Building on the work of Augustine and other church fathers going back to Origen, medieval exegetes came to understand Scripture as possessed of four possible meanings, the famous quadriga. The literal meaning was retained, of course, but the spiritual meaning was now subdivided into three senses: the allegorical, the moral, and the anagogical. Medieval exegetes often referred to the four meanings of Scripture in a popular rhyme:


The letter shows us what God and our fathers did;

The allegory shows us where our faith is hid;

The moral meaning gives us rules of daily life;

The anagogy shows us where we end our strife.12



In this schema, the three spiritual meanings of the text correspond to the three theological virtues: faith (allegory), hope (anagogy), and love (the moral meaning). It should be noted that this way of approaching the Bible assumed a high doctrine of scriptural inspiration: the multiple meanings inherent in the text had been placed there by the Holy Spirit for the benefit of the people of God. The biblical justification for this method went back to the apostle Paul, who had used the words allegory and type when applying Old Testament events to believers in Christ (Gal 4:21-31; 1 Cor 10:1-11). The problem with this approach was knowing how to relate each of the four senses to one another and how to prevent Scripture from becoming a nose of wax turned this way and that by various interpreters. As G. R. Evans explains, “Any interpretation which could be put upon the text and was in keeping with the faith and edifying, had the warrant of God himself, for no human reader had the ingenuity to find more than God had put there.”13

With the rise of the universities in the eleventh century, theology and the study of Scripture moved from the cloister into the classroom. Scripture and the Fathers were still important, but they came to function more as footnotes to the theological questions debated in the schools and brought together in an impressive systematic way in works such as Peter Lombard’s Books of Sentences (the standard theology textbook of the Middle Ages) and the great scholastic summae of the thirteenth century. Indispensable to the study of the Bible in the later Middle Ages was the Glossa ordinaria, a collection of exegetical opinions by the church fathers and other commentators. Heiko Oberman summarized the transition from devotion to dialectic this way: “When, due to the scientific revolution of the twelfth century, Scripture became the object of study rather than the subject through which God speaks to the student, the difference between the two modes of speaking was investigated in terms of the texts themselves rather than in their relation to the recipients.”14 It was possible, of course, to be both a scholastic theologian and a master of the spiritual life. Meister Eckhart, for example, wrote commentaries on the Old Testament in Latin and works of mystical theology in German, reflecting what had come to be seen as a division of labor between the two.

An increasing focus on the text of Scripture led to a revival of interest in its literal sense. The two key figures in this development were Thomas Aquinas (d. 1274) and Nicholas of Lyra (d. 1340). Thomas is best remembered for his Summa Theologiae, but he was also a prolific commentator on the Bible. Thomas did not abandon the multiple senses of Scripture but declared that all the senses were founded on one—the literal—and this sense eclipsed allegory as the basis of sacred doctrine. Nicholas of Lyra was a Franciscan scholar who made use of the Hebrew text of the Old Testament and quoted liberally from works of Jewish scholars, especially the learned French rabbi Salomon Rashi (d. 1105). After Aquinas, Lyra was the strongest defender of the literal, historical meaning of Scripture as the primary basis of theological disputation. His Postilla, as his notes were called—the abbreviated form of post illa verba textus, meaning “after these words from Scripture”—were widely circulated in the late Middle Ages and became the first biblical commentary to be printed in the fifteenth century. More than any other commentator from the period of high scholasticism, Lyra and his work were greatly valued by the early reformers. According to an old Latin pun, Nisi Lyra lyrasset, Lutherus non saltasset, “If Lyra had not played his lyre, Luther would not have danced.”15 While Luther was never an uncritical disciple of any teacher, he did praise Lyra as a good Hebraist and quoted him more than one hundred times in his lectures on Genesis, where he declared, “I prefer him to almost all other interpreters of Scripture.”16

Sacred philology. The sixteenth century has been called a golden age of biblical interpretation, and it is a fact that the age of the Reformation witnessed an explosion of commentary writing unparalleled in the history of the Christian church. Kenneth Hagen has cataloged forty-five commentaries on Hebrews between 1516 (Erasmus) and 1598 (Beza).17 During the sixteenth century, more than seventy new commentaries on Romans were published, five of them by Melanchthon alone, and nearly one hundred commentaries on the Bible’s prayer book, the Psalms.18 There were two developments in the fifteenth century that presaged this development and without which it could not have taken place: the invention of printing and the rediscovery of a vast store of ancient learning hitherto unknown or unavailable to scholars in the West.

It is now commonplace to say that what the computer has become in our generation, the printing press was to the world of Erasmus, Luther, and other leaders of the Reformation. Johannes Gutenberg, a goldsmith by trade, developed a metal alloy suitable for type and a machine that would allow printed characters to be cast with relative ease, placed in even lines of composition and then manipulated again and again, making possible the mass production of an unbelievable number of texts. In 1455, the Gutenberg Bible, the masterpiece of the typographical revolution, was published at Mainz in double columns in gothic type. Forty-seven copies of the beautiful Gutenberg Bible are still extant, each consisting of more than one thousand colorfully illuminated and impeccably printed pages. What began at Gutenberg’s print shop in Mainz on the Rhine River soon spread, like McDonald’s or Starbucks in our day, into every nook and cranny of the known world. Printing presses sprang up in Rome (1464), Venice (1469), Paris (1470), the Netherlands (1471), Switzerland (1472), Spain (1474), England (1476), Sweden (1483), and Constantinople (1490). By 1500, these and other presses across Europe had published some twenty-seven thousand titles, most of them in Latin. Erasmus once compared himself with an obscure preacher whose sermons were heard by only a few people in one or two churches while his books were read in every country in the world. Erasmus was not known for his humility, but in this case he was simply telling the truth.19

The Italian humanist Lorenzo Valla (d. 1457) died in the early dawn of the age of printing, but his critical and philological studies would be taken up by others who believed that genuine reform in church and society could come about only by returning to the wellsprings of ancient learning and wisdom—ad fontes, “back to the sources!” Valla is best remembered for undermining a major claim made by defenders of the papacy when he proved by philological research that the so-called Donation of Constantine, which had bolstered papal assertions of temporal sovereignty, was a forgery. But it was Valla’s Collatio Novi Testamenti of 1444 that would have such a great effect on the renewal of biblical studies in the next century. Erasmus discovered the manuscript of this work while rummaging through an old library in Belgium and published it at Paris in 1505. In the preface to his edition of Valla, Erasmus gave the rationale that would guide his own labors in textual criticism. Just as Jerome had translated the Latin Vulgate from older versions and copies of the Scriptures in his day, so now Jerome’s own text must be subjected to careful scrutiny and correction. Erasmus would be Hieronymus redivivus, a new Jerome come back to life to advance the cause of sacred philology. The restoration of the Scriptures and the writings of the church fathers would usher in what Erasmus believed would be a golden age of peace and learning. In 1516, the Basel publisher Froben brought out Erasmus’s Novum Instrumentum, the first published edition of the Greek New Testament. Erasmus’s Greek New Testament would go through five editions in his lifetime, each one with new emendations to the text and a growing section of annotations that expanded to include not only technical notes about the text but also theological comment. The influence of Erasmus’s Greek New Testament was enormous. It formed the basis for Robert Estienne’s Novum Testamentum Graece of 1550, which in turn was used to establish the Greek Textus Receptus for a number of late Reformation translations including the King James Version of 1611.

For all his expertise in Greek, Erasmus was a poor student of Hebrew and only published commentaries on several of the psalms. However, the renaissance of Hebrew letters was part of the wider program of biblical humanism as reflected in the establishment of trilingual colleges devoted to the study of Hebrew, Greek and Latin (the three languages written on the titulus of Jesus’ cross [Jn 19:20]) at Alcalá in Spain, Wittenberg in Germany, Louvain in Belgium, and Paris in France. While it is true that some medieval commentators, especially Nicholas of Lyra, had been informed by the study of Hebrew and rabbinics in their biblical work, it was the publication of Johannes Reuchlin’s De rudimentis hebraicis (1506), a combined grammar and dictionary, that led to the recovery of veritas Hebraica, as Jerome had referred to the true voice of the Hebrew Scriptures. The pursuit of Hebrew studies was carried forward in the Reformation by two great scholars, Konrad Pellikan and Sebastian Münster. Pellikan was a former Franciscan friar who embraced the Protestant cause and played a major role in the Zurich reformation. He had published a Hebrew grammar even prior to Reuchlin and produced a commentary on nearly the entire Bible that appeared in seven volumes between 1532 and 1539. Münster was Pellikan’s student and taught Hebrew at the University of Heidelberg before taking up a similar position in Basel. Like his mentor, Münster was a great collector of Hebraica and published a series of excellent grammars, dictionaries and rabbinic texts. Münster did for the Hebrew Old Testament what Erasmus had done for the Greek New Testament. His Hebraica Biblia offered a fresh Latin translation of the Old Testament with annotations from medieval rabbinic exegesis.

Luther first learned Hebrew with Reuchlin’s grammar in hand but took advantage of other published resources, such as the four-volume Hebrew Bible published at Venice by Daniel Bomberg in 1516 to 1517. He also gathered his own circle of Hebrew experts, his sanhedrin he called it, who helped him with his German translation of the Old Testament. We do not know where William Tyndale learned Hebrew, though perhaps it was in Worms, where there was a thriving rabbinical school during his stay there. In any event, he had sufficiently mastered the language to bring out a freshly translated Pentateuch that was published at Antwerp in 1530. By the time the English separatist scholar Henry Ainsworth published his prolix commentaries on the Pentateuch in 1616, the knowledge of Hebrew, as well as Greek, was taken for granted by every serious scholar of the Bible. In the preface to his commentary on Genesis, Ainsworth explained that “the literal sense of Moses’s Hebrew (which is the tongue wherein he wrote the law), is the ground of all interpretation, and that language hath figures and properties of speech, different from ours: These therefore in the first place are to be opened that the natural meaning of the Scripture, being known, the mysteries of godliness therein implied, may be better discerned.”20

The restoration of the biblical text in the original languages made possible the revival of scriptural exposition reflected in the floodtide of sermon literature and commentary work. Of even more far-reaching import was the steady stream of vernacular Bibles in the sixteenth century. In the introduction to his 1516 edition of the New Testament, Erasmus had expressed his desire that the Scriptures be translated into all languages so that “the lowliest women” could read the Gospels and the Pauline epistles and “the farmer sing some portion of them at the plow, the weaver hum some parts of them to the movement of his shuttle, the traveler lighten the weariness of the journey with stories of this kind.”21 Like Erasmus, Tyndale wanted the Bible to be available in the language of the common people. He once said to a learned divine that if God spared his life he would cause the boy who drives the plow to know more of the Scriptures than he did!22 The project of allowing the Bible to speak in the language of the mother in the house, the children in the street and the cheesemonger in the marketplace was met with stiff opposition by certain Catholic polemists such as Johann Eck, Luther’s antagonist at the Leipzig Debate of 1519. In his Enchiridion (1525), Eck derided the “inky theologians” whose translations paraded the Bible before “the untutored crowd” and subjected it to the judgment of “laymen and crazy old women.”23 In fact, some fourteen German Bibles had already been published prior to Luther’s September Testament of 1522, which he translated from Erasmus’s Greek New Testament in less than three months’ time while sequestered in the Wartburg. Luther’s German New Testament became the first bestseller in the world, appearing in forty-three distinct editions between 1522 and 1525 with upward of one hundred thousand copies issued in these three years. It is estimated that 5 percent of the German population may have been literate at this time, but this rate increased as the century wore on due in no small part to the unmitigated success of vernacular Bibles.24

Luther’s German Bible (inclusive of the Old Testament from 1534) was the most successful venture of its kind, but it was not alone in the field. Hans Denck and Ludwig Hätzer, leaders in the early Anabaptist movement, translated the prophetic books of the Old Testament from Hebrew into German in 1527. This work influenced the Swiss-German Bible of 1531 published by Leo Jud and other pastors in Zurich. Tyndale’s influence on the English language rivaled that of Luther on German. At a time when English was regarded as “that obscure and remote dialect of German spoken in an off-shore island,” Tyndale, with his remarkable linguistic ability (he was fluent in eight languages), “made a language for England,” as his modern editor David Daniell has put it.25 Tyndale was imprisoned and executed near Brussels in 1536, but the influence of his biblical work among the common people of England was already being felt. There is no reason to doubt the authenticity of John Foxe’s recollection of how Tyndale’s New Testament was received in England during the 1520s and 1530s:


The fervent zeal of those Christian days seemed much superior to these our days and times; as manifestly may appear by their sitting up all night in reading and hearing; also by their expenses and charges in buying of books in English, of whom some gave five marks, some more, some less, for a book: some gave a load of hay for a few chapters of St. James, or of St. Paul in English.26



Calvin helped to revise and contributed three prefaces to the French Bible translated by his cousin Pierre Robert Olivétan and originally published at Neuchâtel in 1535. Clément Marot and Beza provided a fresh translation of the Psalms with each psalm rendered in poetic form and accompanied by monophonic musical settings for congregational singing. The Bay Psalter, the first book printed in America, was an English adaptation of this work. Geneva also provided the provenance of the most influential Italian Bible published by Giovanni Diodati in 1607. The flowering of biblical humanism in vernacular Bibles resulted in new translations in all of the major language groups of Europe: Spanish (1569), Portuguese (1681), Dutch (New Testament, 1523; Old Testament, 1527), Danish (1550), Czech (1579–1593/94), Hungarian (New Testament, 1541; complete Bible, 1590), Polish (1563), Swedish (1541), and even Arabic (1591).27




Patterns of Reformation

Once the text of the Bible had been placed in the hands of the people, in cheap and easily available editions, what further need was there of published expositions such as commentaries? Given the Protestant doctrine of the priesthood of all believers, was there any longer a need for learned clergy and their bookish religion? Some radical reformers thought not. Sebastian Franck searched for the true church of the Spirit “scattered among the heathen and the weeds” but could not find it in any of the institutional structures of his time. Veritas non potest scribi, aut exprimi, he said, “truth can neither be spoken nor written.”28 Kaspar von Schwenckfeld so emphasized religious inwardness that he suspended external observance of the Lord’s Supper and downplayed the readable, audible Scriptures in favor of the Word within. This trajectory would lead to the rise of the Quakers in the next century, but it was pursued neither by the mainline reformers nor by most of the Anabaptists. Article 7 of the Augsburg Confession (1530) declared the one holy Christian church to be “the assembly of all believers among whom the Gospel is purely preached and the holy sacraments are administered according to the Gospel.”29

Historians of the nineteenth century referred to the material and formal principles of the Reformation. In this construal, the matter at stake was the meaning of the Christian gospel: the liberating insight that helpless sinners are graciously justified by the gift of faith alone, apart from any works or merits of their own, entirely on the basis of Christ’s atoning work on the cross. For Luther especially, justification by faith alone became the criterion by which all other doctrines and practices of the church were to be judged. The cross proves everything, he said at the Heidelberg disputation in 1518. The distinction between law and gospel thus became the primary hermeneutical key that unlocked the true meaning of Scripture.

The formal principle of the Reformation, sola Scriptura, was closely bound up with proper distinctions between Scripture and tradition. “Scripture alone,” said Luther, “is the true lord and master of all writings and doctrine on earth. If that is not granted, what is Scripture good for? The more we reject it, the more we become satisfied with human books and human teachers.”30 On the basis of this principle, the reformers challenged the structures and institutions of the medieval Catholic Church. Even a simple layperson, they asserted, armed with Scripture should be believed above a pope or a council without it. But, however boldly asserted, the doctrine of the primacy of Scripture did not absolve the reformers from dealing with a host of hermeneutical issues that became matters of contention both between Rome and the Reformation and within each of these two communities: the extent of the biblical canon, the validity of critical study of the Bible, the perspicuity of Scripture and its relation to preaching, and the retention of devotional and liturgical practices such as holy days, incense, the burning of candles, the sprinkling of holy water, church art, and musical instruments. Zwingli, the Puritans, and the radicals dismissed such things as a rubbish heap of ceremonials that amounted to nothing but tomfoolery, while Lutherans and Anglicans retained most of them as consonant with Scripture and valuable aids to worship.

It is important to note that while the mainline reformers differed among themselves on many matters, overwhelmingly they saw themselves as part of the ongoing Catholic tradition, indeed as the legitimate bearers of it. This was seen in numerous ways including their sense of continuity with the church of the preceding centuries; their embrace of the ecumenical orthodoxy of the early church; and their desire to read the Bible in dialogue with the exegetical tradition of the church.

In their biblical commentaries, the reformers of the sixteenth century revealed a close familiarity with the preceding exegetical tradition, and they used it respectfully as well as critically in their own expositions of the sacred text. For them, sola Scriptura was not nuda Scriptura. Rather, the Scriptures were seen as the book given to the church, gathered and guided by the Holy Spirit. In his restatement of the Vincentian canon, Calvin defined the church as “a society of all the saints, a society which, spread over the whole world, and existing in all ages, and bound together by the one doctrine and the one spirit of Christ, cultivates and observes unity of faith and brotherly concord. With this church we deny that we have any disagreement. Nay, rather, as we revere her as our mother, so we desire to remain in her bosom.” Defined thus, the church has a real, albeit relative and circumscribed, authority since, as Calvin admits, “We cannot fly without wings.”31 While the reformers could not agree with the Council of Trent (though some recent Catholic theologians have challenged this interpretation) that Scripture and tradition were two separate and equal sources of divine revelation, they did believe in the coinherence of Scripture and tradition. This conviction shaped the way they read and interpreted the Bible.32




Schools of Exegesis

The reformers were passionate about biblical exegesis, but they showed little concern for hermeneutics as a separate field of inquiry. Niels Hemmingsen, a Lutheran theologian in Denmark, did write a treatise, De methodis (1555), in which he offered a philosophical and theological framework for the interpretation of Scripture. This was followed by the Clavis Scripturae Sacrae (1567) of Matthias Flacius Illyricus, which contains some fifty rules for studying the Bible drawn from Scripture itself.33 However, hermeneutics as we know it came of age only in the Enlightenment and should not be backloaded into the Reformation. It is also true that the word commentary did not mean in the sixteenth century what it means for us today. Erasmus provided both annotations and paraphrases on the New Testament, the former a series of critical notes on the text but also containing points of doctrinal substance, the latter a theological overview and brief exposition. Most of Calvin’s commentaries began as sermons or lectures presented in the course of his pastoral ministry. In the dedication to his 1519 study of Galatians, Luther declared that his work was “not so much a commentary as a testimony of my faith in Christ.”34 The exegetical work of the reformers was embodied in a wide variety of forms and genres, and the RCS has worked with this broader concept in setting the guidelines for this compendium.

The Protestant reformers shared in common a number of key interpretive principles such as the priority of the grammatical-historical sense of Scripture and the christological centeredness of the entire Bible, but they also developed a number of distinct approaches and schools of exegesis.35 For the purposes of the RCS, we note the following key figures and families of interpretation in this period.

Biblical humanism. The key figure is Erasmus, whose importance is hard to exaggerate for Catholic and Protestant exegetes alike. His annotated Greek New Testament and fresh Latin translation challenged the hegemony of the Vulgate tradition and was doubtless a factor in the decision of the Council of Trent to establish the Vulgate edition as authentic and normative. Erasmus believed that the wide distribution of the Scriptures would contribute to personal spiritual renewal and the reform of society. In 1547, the English translation of Erasmus’s Paraphrases was ordered to be placed in every parish church in England. John Colet first encouraged Erasmus to learn Greek, though he never took up the language himself. Colet’s lectures on Paul’s epistles at Oxford are reflected in his commentaries on Romans and 1 Corinthians.

Jacques Lefèvre d’Étaples has been called the “French Erasmus” because of his great learning and support for early reform movements in his native land. He published a major edition of the Psalter, as well as commentaries on the Pauline Epistles (1512), the Gospels (1522), and the General Epistles (1527). Guillaume Farel, the early reformer of Geneva, was a disciple of Lefèvre, and the young Calvin also came within his sphere of influence.

Among pre-Tridentine Catholic reformers, special attention should be given to Thomas de Vio, better known as Cajetan. He is best remembered for confronting Martin Luther on behalf of the pope in 1518, but his biblical commentaries (on nearly every book of the Bible) are virtually free of polemic. Like Erasmus, he dared to criticize the Vulgate on linguistic grounds. His commentary on Romans supported the doctrine of justification by grace applied by faith based on the “alien righteousness” of God in Christ. Jared Wicks sums up Cajetan’s significance in this way: “Cajetan’s combination of passion for pristine biblical meaning with his fully developed theological horizon of understanding indicates, in an intriguing manner, something of the breadth of possibilities open to Roman Catholics before a more restrictive settlement came to exercise its hold on many Catholic interpreters in the wake of the Council of Trent.”36 Girolamo Seripando, like Cajetan, was a cardinal in the Catholic Church, though he belonged to the Augustinian rather than the Dominican order. He was an outstanding classical scholar and published commentaries on Romans and Galatians. Also important is Jacopo Sadoleto, another cardinal, best known for his 1539 letter to the people of Geneva beseeching them to return to the Church of Rome, to which Calvin replied with a manifesto of his own. Sadoleto published a commentary on Romans in 1535. Bucer once commended Sadoleto’s teaching on justification as approximating that of the reformers, while others saw him tilting away from the Augustinian tradition toward Pelagianism.37

Luther and the Wittenberg School. It was in the name of the Word of God, and specifically as a doctor of Scripture, that Luther challenged the church of his day and inaugurated the Reformation. Though Luther renounced his monastic vows, he never lost that sense of intimacy with sacra pagina he first acquired as a young monk. Luther provided three rules for reading the Bible: prayer, meditation, and struggle (tentatio). His exegetical output was enormous. In the American edition of Luther’s works, thirty out of the fifty-five volumes are devoted to his biblical studies, and additional translations are planned. Many of his commentaries originated as sermons or lecture notes presented to his students at the university and to his parishioners at Wittenberg’s parish church of St. Mary. Luther referred to Galatians as his bride: “The Epistle to the Galatians is my dear epistle. I have betrothed myself to it. It is my Käthe von Bora.”38 He considered his 1535 commentary on Galatians his greatest exegetical work, although his massive commentary on Genesis (eight volumes in LW), which he worked on for ten years (1535–1545), must be considered his crowning work. Luther’s principles of biblical interpretation are found in his Open Letter on Translating and in the prefaces he wrote to all the books of the Bible.

Philipp Melanchthon was brought to Wittenberg to teach Greek in 1518 and proved to be an able associate to Luther in the reform of the church. A set of his lecture notes on Romans was published without his knowledge in 1522. This was revised and expanded many times until his large commentary of 1556. Melanchthon also commented on other New Testament books including Matthew, John, Galatians, and the Petrine epistles, as well as Proverbs, Daniel, and Ecclesiastes. Though he was well trained in the humanist disciplines, Melanchthon devoted little attention to critical and textual matters in his commentaries. Rather, he followed the primary argument of the biblical writer and gathered from this exposition a series of doctrinal topics for special consideration. This method lay behind Melanchthon’s Loci communes (1521), the first Protestant theology textbook to be published. Another Wittenberger was Johannes Bugenhagen of Pomerania, a prolific commentator on both the Old and New Testaments. His commentary on the Psalms (1524), translated into German by Bucer, applied Luther’s teaching on justification to the Psalter. He also wrote a commentary on Job and annotations on many of the books in the Bible. The Lutheran exegetical tradition was shaped by many other scholar-reformers including Andreas Osiander, Johannes Brenz, Caspar Cruciger, Erasmus Sarcerius, Georg Maior, Jacob Andreae, Nikolaus Selnecker, and Johann Gerhard.

The Strasbourg-Basel tradition. Bucer, the son of a shoemaker in Alsace, became the leader of the Reformation in Strasbourg. A former Dominican, he was early on influenced by Erasmus and continued to share his passion for Christian unity. Bucer was the most ecumenical of the Protestant reformers seeking rapprochement with Catholics on justification and an armistice between Luther and Zwingli in their strife over the Lord’s Supper. Bucer also had a decisive influence on Calvin, though the latter characterized his biblical commentaries as longwinded and repetitious.39 In his exegetical work, Bucer made ample use of patristic and medieval sources, though he criticized the abuse and overuse of allegory as “the most blatant insult to the Holy Spirit.”40 He declared that the purpose of his commentaries was “to help inexperienced brethren [perhaps like the apothecary Drilhon, who owned a French translation of Bucer’s Commentary on Matthew] to understand each of the words and actions of Christ, and in their proper order as far as possible, and to retain an explanation of them in their natural meaning, so that they will not distort God’s Word through age-old aberrations or by inept interpretation, but rather with a faithful comprehension of everything as written by the Spirit of God, they may expound to all the churches in their firm upbuilding in faith and love.”41 In addition to writing commentaries on all four Gospels, Bucer published commentaries on Judges, the Psalms, Zephaniah, Romans, and Ephesians. In the early years of the Reformation, there was a great deal of back and forth between Strasbourg and Basel, and both were centers of a lively publishing trade. Wolfgang Capito, Bucer’s associate at Strasbourg, was a notable Hebraist and composed commentaries on Hosea (1529) and Habakkuk (1527).

At Basel, the great Sebastian Münster defended the use of Jewish sources in the Christian study of the Old Testament and published, in addition to his famous Hebrew grammar, an annotated version of the Gospel of Matthew translated from Greek into Hebrew. Oecolampadius, Basel’s chief reformer, had been a proofreader in Froben’s publishing house and worked with Erasmus on his Greek New Testament and his critical edition of Jerome. From 1523 he was both a preacher and professor of Holy Scripture at Basel. He defended Zwingli’s eucharistic theology at the Colloquy of Marburg and published commentaries on 1 John (1524), Romans (1525), and Haggai–Malachi (1525). Oecolampadius was succeeded by Simon Grynaeus, a classical scholar who taught Greek and supported Bucer’s efforts to bring Lutherans and Zwinglians together. More in line with Erasmus was Sebastian Castellio, who came to Basel after his expulsion from Geneva in 1545. He is best remembered for questioning the canonicity of the Song of Songs and for his annotations and French translation of the Bible.

The Zurich group. Biblical exegesis in Zurich was centered on the distinctive institution of the Prophezei, which began on June 19, 1525. On five days a week, at seven o’clock in the morning, all of the ministers and theological students in Zurich gathered into the choir of the Grossmünster to engage in a period of intense exegesis and interpretation of Scripture. After Zwingli had opened the meeting with prayer, the text of the day was read in Latin, Greek, and Hebrew, followed by appropriate textual or exegetical comments. One of the ministers then delivered a sermon on the passage in German that was heard by many of Zurich’s citizens who stopped by the cathedral on their way to work. This institute for advanced biblical studies had an enormous influence as a model for Reformed academies and seminaries throughout Europe. It was also the seedbed for sermon series in Zurich’s churches and the extensive exegetical publications of Zwingli, Leo Jud, Konrad Pellikan, Heinrich Bullinger, Oswald Myconius, and Rudolf Gwalther. Zwingli had memorized in Greek all of the Pauline epistles, and this bore fruit in his powerful expository preaching and biblical exegesis. He took seriously the role of grammar, rhetoric, and historical research in explaining the biblical text. For example, he disagreed with Bucer on the value of the Septuagint, regarding it as a trustworthy witness to a proto-Hebrew version earlier than the Masoretic text.

Zwingli’s work was carried forward by his successor Bullinger, one of the most formidable scholars and networkers among the reformers. He composed commentaries on Daniel (1565), the Gospels (1542–1546), the Epistles (1537), Acts (1533), and Revelation (1557). He collaborated with Calvin to produce the Consensus Tigurinus (1549), a Reformed accord on the nature of the Lord’s Supper, and produced a series of fifty sermons on Christian doctrine, known as Decades, which became required reading in Elizabethan England. As the Antistes (“overseer”) of the Zurich church for forty-four years, Bullinger faced opposition from nascent Anabaptism on the one hand and resurgent Catholicism on the other. The need for a well-trained clergy and scholarly resources, including Scripture commentaries, arose from the fact that the Bible was “difficult or obscure to the unlearned, unskillful, unexercised, and malicious or corrupted wills.” While forswearing papal claims to infallibility, Bullinger and other leaders of the magisterial Reformation saw the need for a kind of Protestant magisterium as a check against the tendency to read the Bible in “such sense as everyone shall be persuaded in himself to be most convenient.”42

Two other commentators can be treated in connection with the Zurich group, though each of them had a wide-ranging ministry across the Reformation fronts. A former Benedictine monk, Wolfgang Musculus, embraced the Reformation in the 1520s and served briefly as the secretary to Bucer in Strasbourg. He shared Bucer’s desire for Protestant unity and served for seventeen years (1531–1548) as a pastor and reformer in Augsburg. After a brief time in Zurich, where he came under the influence of Bullinger, Musculus was called to Bern, where he taught the Scriptures and published commentaries on the Psalms, the Decalogue, Genesis, Romans, Isaiah, 1 and 2 Corinthians, Galatians and Ephesians, Philippians, Colossians, 1 and 2 Thessalonians, and 1 Timothy. Drawing on his exegetical writings, Musculus also produced a compendium of Protestant theology that was translated into English in 1563 as Commonplaces of Christian Religion.

Peter Martyr Vermigli was a Florentine-born scholar and Augustinian friar who embraced the Reformation and fled to Switzerland in 1542. Over the next twenty years, he would gain an international reputation as a prolific scholar and leading theologian within the Reformed community. He lectured on the Old Testament at Strasbourg, was made regius professor at Oxford, corresponded with the Italian refugee church in Geneva and spent the last years of his life as professor of Hebrew at Zurich. Vermigli published commentaries on 1 Corinthians, Romans, and Judges during his lifetime. His biblical lectures on Genesis, Lamentations, 1 and 2 Samuel, and 1 and 2 Kings were published posthumously. The most influential of his writings was the Loci communes (Commonplaces), a theological compendium drawn from his exegetical writings.

The Genevan reformers. What Zwingli and Bullinger were to Zurich, Calvin and Beza were to Geneva. Calvin has been called “the father of modern biblical scholarship,” and his exegetical work is without parallel in the Reformation. Because of the success of his Institutes of the Christian Religion Calvin has sometimes been thought of as a man of one book, but he always intended the Institutes, which went through eight editions in Latin and five in French during his lifetime, to serve as a guide to the study of the Bible, to show the reader “what he ought especially to seek in Scripture and to what end he ought to relate its contents.” Jacob Arminius, who modified several principles of Calvin’s theology, recommended his commentaries next to the Bible, for, as he said, Calvin “is incomparable in the interpretation of Scripture.”43 Drawing on his superb knowledge of Greek and Hebrew and his thorough training in humanist rhetoric, Calvin produced commentaries on all of the New Testament books except 2 and 3 John and Revelation. Calvin’s Old Testament commentaries originated as sermon and lecture series and include Genesis, Psalms, Hosea, Isaiah, minor prophets, Daniel, Jeremiah and Lamentations, a harmony of the last four books of Moses, Ezekiel 1–20, and Joshua. Calvin sought for brevity and clarity in all of his exegetical work. He emphasized the illumination of the Holy Spirit as essential to a proper understanding of the text. Calvin underscored the continuity between the two Testaments (one covenant in two dispensations) and sought to apply the plain or natural sense of the text to the church of his day. In the preface to his own influential commentary on Romans, Karl Barth described how Calvin worked to recover the mind of Paul and make the apostle’s message relevant to his day:


How energetically Calvin goes to work, first scientifically establishing the text (“what stands there?”), then following along the footsteps of its thought; that is to say, he conducts a discussion with it until the wall between the first and the sixteenth centuries becomes transparent, and until there in the first century Paul speaks and here the man of the sixteenth century hears, until indeed the conversation between document and reader becomes concentrated upon the substance (which must be the same now as then).44



Beza was elected moderator of Geneva’s Company of Pastors after Calvin’s death in 1564 and guided the Genevan Reformation over the next four decades. His annotated Latin translation of the Greek New Testament (1556) and his further revisions of the Greek text established his reputation as the leading textual critic of the sixteenth century after Erasmus. Beza completed the translation of Marot’s metrical Psalter, which became a centerpiece of Huguenot piety and Reformed church life. Though known for his polemical writings on grace, free will, and predestination, Beza’s work is marked by a strong pastoral orientation and concern for a Scripture-based spirituality.

Robert Estienne (Stephanus) was a printer-scholar who had served the royal household in Paris. After his conversion to Protestantism, in 1550 he moved to Geneva, where he published a series of notable editions and translations of the Bible. He also produced sermons and commentaries on Job, Ecclesiastes, the Song of Songs, Romans and Hebrews, as well as dictionaries, concordances, and a thesaurus of biblical terms. He also published the first editions of the Bible with chapters divided into verses, an innovation that quickly became universally accepted.

The British Reformation. Commentary writing in England and Scotland lagged behind the continental Reformation for several reasons. In 1500, there were only three publishing houses in England compared with more than two hundred on the Continent. A 1408 statute against publishing or reading the Bible in English, stemming from the days of Lollardy, stifled the free flow of ideas, as was seen in the fate of Tyndale. Moreover, the nature of the English Reformation from Henry through Elizabeth provided little stability for the flourishing of biblical scholarship. In the sixteenth century, many “hot-gospel” Protestants in England were edified by the English translations of commentaries and theological writings by the Continental reformers. The influence of Calvin and Beza was felt especially in the Geneva Bible with its “Protestant glosses” of theological notes and references.

During the later Elizabethan and Stuart church, however, the indigenous English commentary came into its own. Both Anglicans and Puritans contributed to this outpouring of biblical studies. The sermons of Lancelot Andrewes and John Donne are replete with exegetical insights based on a close study of the Greek and Hebrew texts. Among the Reformed authors in England, none was more influential than William Perkins, the greatest of the early Puritan theologians, who published commentaries on Galatians, Jude, Revelation, and the Sermon on the Mount (Mt 5–7). John Cotton, one of his students, wrote commentaries on the Song of Songs, Ecclesiastes, and Revelation before departing for New England in 1633. The separatist pastor Henry Ainsworth was an outstanding scholar of Hebrew and wrote major commentaries on the Pentateuch, the Psalms, and the Song of Songs. In Scotland, Robert Rollock, the first principal of Edinburgh University (1585), wrote numerous commentaries including those on the Psalms, Ephesians, Daniel, Romans, 1 and 2 Thessalonians, John, Colossians, and Hebrews. Joseph Mede and Thomas Brightman were leading authorities on Revelation and contributed to the apocalyptic thought of the seventeenth century. Mention should also be made of Archbishop James Ussher, whose Annals of the Old Testament was published in 1650. Ussher developed a keen interest in biblical chronology and calculated that the creation of the world had taken place on October 26, 4004 B.C. As late as 1945, the Scofield Reference Bible still retained this date next to Genesis 1:1, but later editions omitted it because of the lack of evidence on which to fix such dates.45

Anabaptism. Irena Backus has noted that there was no school of “dissident” exegesis during the Reformation, and the reasons are not hard to find. The radical Reformation was an ill-defined movement that existed on the margins of official church life in the sixteenth century. The denial of infant baptism and the refusal to swear an oath marked radicals as a seditious element in society, and they were persecuted by Protestants and Catholics alike. However, in the RCS we have made an attempt to include some voices of the radical Reformation, especially among the Anabaptists. While the Anabaptists published few commentaries in the sixteenth century, they were avid readers and quoters of the Bible. Numerous exegetical gems can be found in their letters, treatises, martyr acts (especially The Martyrs’ Mirror), hymns, and histories. They placed a strong emphasis on the memorizing of Scripture and quoted liberally from vernacular translations of the Bible. George H. Williams has noted that “many an Anabaptist theological tract was really a beautiful mosaic of Scripture texts.”46 In general, most Anabaptists accepted the apocryphal books as canonical, contrasted outer word and inner spirit with relative degrees of strictness and saw the New Testament as normative for church life and social ethics (witness their pacifism, nonswearing, emphasis on believers’ baptism and congregational discipline).

We have noted the Old Testament translation of Ludwig Hätzer, who became an antitrinitarian, and Hans Denck that they published at Worms in 1527. Denck also wrote a notable commentary on Micah. Conrad Grebel belonged to a Greek reading circle in Zurich and came to his Anabaptist convictions while poring over the text of Erasmus’s New Testament. The only Anabaptist leader with university credentials was Balthasar Hubmaier, who was made a doctor of theology (Ingolstadt, 1512) in the same year as Luther. His reflections on the Bible are found in his numerous writings, which include the first catechism of the Reformation (1526), a two-part treatise on the freedom of the will and a major work (On the Sword) setting forth positive attitudes toward the role of government and the Christian’s place in society. Melchior Hoffman was an apocalyptic seer who wrote commentaries on Romans, Revelation, and Daniel 12. He predicted that Christ would return in 1533. More temperate was Pilgram Marpeck, a mining engineer who embraced Anabaptism and traveled widely throughout Switzerland and south Germany, from Strasbourg to Augsburg. His “Admonition of 1542” is the longest published defense of Anabaptist views on baptism and the Lord’s Supper. He also wrote many letters that functioned as theological tracts for the congregations he had founded dealing with topics such as the fruits of repentance, the lowliness of Christ, and the unity of the church. Menno Simons, a former Catholic priest, became the most outstanding leader of the Dutch Anabaptist movement. His masterpiece was the Foundation of Christian Doctrine published in 1540. His other writings include Meditation on the Twenty-fifth Psalm (1537); A Personal Exegesis of Psalm Twenty-five modeled on the style of Augustine’s Confessions; Confession of the Triune God (1550), directed against Adam Pastor, a former disciple of Menno who came to doubt the divinity of Christ; Meditations and Prayers for Mealtime (1557); and the Cross of the Saints (1554), an exhortation to faithfulness in the face of persecution. Like many other Anabaptists, Menno emphasized the centrality of discipleship (Nachfolge) as a deliberate repudiation of the old life and a radical commitment to follow Jesus as Lord.




Reading Scripture with the Reformers

In 1947, Gerhard Ebeling set forth his thesis that the history of the Christian church is the history of the interpretation of Scripture. Since that time, the place of the Bible in the story of the church has been investigated from many angles. A better understanding of the history of exegesis has been aided by new critical editions and scholarly discussions of the primary sources. The Cambridge History of the Bible, published in three volumes (1963–1970), remains a standard reference work in the field. The ACCS built on, and itself contributed to, the recovery of patristic biblical wisdom of both East and West. Beryl Smalley’s The Study of the Bible in the Middle Ages (1940) and Henri de Lubac’s Medieval Exegesis: The Four Senses of Scripture (1959) are essential reading for understanding the monastic and scholastic settings of commentary work between Augustine and Luther. The Reformation took place during what has been called “le grand siècle de la Bible.”47 Aided by the tools of Renaissance humanism and the dynamic impetus of Reformation theology (including permutations and reactions against it), the sixteenth century produced an unprecedented number of commentaries on every book in the Bible. Drawing from this vast storehouse of exegetical treasures, the RCS allows us to read Scripture along with the reformers. In doing so, it serves as a practical homiletic and devotional guide to some of the greatest masters of biblical interpretation in the history of the church.

The RCS gladly acknowledges its affinity with and dependence on recent scholarly investigations of Reformation-era exegesis. Between 1976 and 1990, three international colloquia on the history of biblical exegesis in the sixteenth century took place in Geneva and in Durham, North Carolina.48 Among those participating in these three gatherings were a number of scholars who have produced groundbreaking works in the study of biblical interpretation in the Reformation. These include Elsie McKee, Irena Backus, Kenneth Hagen, Scott H. Hendrix, Richard A. Muller, Guy Bedouelle, Gerald Hobbs, John B. Payne, Bernard Roussel, Pierre Fraenkel, and David C. Steinmetz (1936–2015). Among other scholars whose works are indispensable for the study of this field are Heinrich Bornkamm, Jaroslav Pelikan, Heiko A. Oberman, James S. Preus, T. H. L. Parker, David F. Wright, Tony Lane, John L. Thompson, Frank A. James, and Timothy J. Wengert.49 Among these scholars no one has had a greater influence on the study of Reformation exegesis than David C. Steinmetz. A student of Oberman, he emphasized the importance of understanding the Reformation in medieval perspective. In addition to important studies on Luther and Staupitz, he pioneered the method of comparative exegesis showing both continuity and discontinuity between major Reformation figures and the preceding exegetical traditions (see his Luther in Context and Calvin in Context). From his base at Duke University, he spawned what might be called a Steinmetz school, a cadre of students and scholars whose work on the Bible in the Reformation era continues to shape the field. Steinmetz served on the RCS Board of Editorial Advisors, and a number of our volume editors pursued doctoral studies under his supervision.

In 1980, Steinmetz published “The Superiority of Pre-critical Exegesis,” a seminal essay that not only placed Reformation exegesis in the context of the preceding fifteen centuries of the church’s study of the Bible but also challenged certain assumptions underlying the hegemony of historical-critical exegesis of the post-Enlightenment academy.50 Steinmetz helps us to approach the reformers and other precritical interpreters of the Bible on their own terms as faithful witnesses to the church’s apostolic tradition. For them, a specific book or pericope had to be understood within the scope of the consensus of the canon. Thus the reformers, no less than the Fathers and the schoolmen, interpreted the hymn of the Johannine prologue about the preexistent Christ in consonance with the creation narrative of Genesis 1. In the same way, Psalm 22, Isaiah 53, and Daniel 7 are seen as part of an overarching storyline that finds ultimate fulfillment in Jesus Christ. Reading the Bible with the resources of the new learning, the reformers challenged the exegetical conclusions of their medieval predecessors at many points. However, unlike Alexander Campbell in the nineteenth century, their aim was not to “open the New Testament as if mortal man had never seen it before.”51 Rather, they wanted to do their biblical work as part of an interpretive conversation within the family of the people of God. In the reformers’ emphatic turn to the literal sense, which prompted their many blasts against the unrestrained use of allegory, their work was an extension of a similar impulse made by Thomas Aquinas and Nicholas of Lyra.

This is not to discount the radically new insights gained by the reformers in their dynamic engagement with the text of Scripture; nor should we dismiss in a reactionary way the light shed on the meaning of the Bible by the scholarly accomplishments of the past two centuries. However, it is to acknowledge that the church’s exegetical tradition is an indispensable aid for the proper interpretation of Scripture. And this means, as Richard Muller has said, that “while it is often appropriate to recognize that traditionary readings of the text are erroneous on the grounds offered by the historical-critical method, we ought also to recognize that the conclusions offered by historical-critical exegesis may themselves be quite erroneous on the grounds provided by the exegesis of the patristic, medieval, and reformation periods.”52 The RCS wishes to commend the exegetical work of the Reformation era as a program of retrieval for the sake of renewal—spiritual réssourcement for believers committed to the life of faith today.

George Herbert was an English pastor and poet who reaped the benefits of the renewal of biblical studies in the age of the Reformation. He referred to the Scriptures as a book of infinite sweetness, “a mass of strange delights,” a book with secrets to make the life of anyone good. In describing the various means pastors require to be fully furnished in the work of their calling, Herbert provided a rationale for the history of exegesis and for the Reformation Commentary on Scripture:


The fourth means are commenters and Fathers, who have handled the places controverted, which the parson by no means refuseth. As he doth not so study others as to neglect the grace of God in himself and what the Holy Spirit teacheth him, so doth he assure himself that God in all ages hath had his servants to whom he hath revealed his Truth, as well as to him; and that as one country doth not bear all things that there may be a commerce, so neither hath God opened or will open all to one, that there may be a traffic in knowledge between the servants of God for the planting both of love and humility. Wherefore he hath one comment[ary] at least upon every book of Scripture, and ploughing with this, and his own meditations, he enters into the secrets of God treasured in the holy Scripture.53
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    Introduction to Revelation

    
      
        He will wipe away all tears from their eyes; there will be no more death, and no more mourning or sadness. . . . “Now I am making the whole of creation new. . . . It is already done. I am the Alpha and the Omega, the Beginning and the End.”

        Revelation 21:4-6, Jerusalem Bible

      

    

    
      
        Authorship and Canonicity

        Literature on the authorship and canonicity of Revelation has grown in recent years along with recognition of the diversity and significance of apocalyptic literature.1 This section offers a brief summary of work on the authorship and canonicity of Revelation with its textual exegesis and interpretation insofar as it relates to sixteenth-century commentaries.2

        Among the apocalyptic literature available to early Christian communities, Revelation is the only work to have been accepted as a part of the biblical canon. Despite the existence of Jewish and Christian apocalyptic literature, exegetes in the sixteenth century were aware that elements from Daniel, Ezekiel, Zechariah, and other books of the Hebrew canon had been imported into the text of John’s Revelation. Daniel is generally regarded as marking the beginning of the genre of apocalyptic literature, dated as having been written during the persecution of Antiochus Epiphanes (175–164 BC).3 Important Jewish apocalyptic writings outside the Old Testament exist, such as Enoch, the Apocalypse of Baruch, the Assumption of Moses, and the Ascension of Isaiah. Apocalyptic literature was associated with the destruction of the Jewish temple in AD 70, prior to or contemporary with the reign of the Roman Emperor Domitian (AD 81–96).4 This history served as a foundation to later speculation on the meaning of the text.

        According to historian Irena Backus, “The chief characteristic of apocalyptic literature is its recourse to one or several visions of the past, the present, and the future,” visions normally granted by God but “mediated by one or several angels. This enables the author to transmit new prophecies without fearing accusations of excessive self-importance.”5 Differently from Jewish apocalyptic works, Revelation is written in the author’s own name (Rev 1:9)—whichever John it was, he wanted his name known to the communities he was addressing. How one reads a piece of apocalyptic literature shapes interpretation: as happening in the time of its authorship (preterist), in the future (futurist), throughout the events in the history of the church (historicist), or as symbolic of those events (spiritualist).

        Revelation was held in high regard by the millenarian ante-Nicene Fathers, including Justin Martyr and Irenaeus, who took it to be the work of John the Evangelist. However, as Backus writes,

        
          as millenarianism began to lose hold in the Eastern, and particularly the Alexandrian, church, the respectability of the Apocalypse was challenged. Dionysius of Alexandria questioned its apostolic authorship, ca. A.D. 250, on grounds of difference in style and content from the Fourth Gospel. Eusebius of Caesarea admitted its place in the canon with some reluctance. Some subsequent Eastern writers and councils (Cyril of Jerusalem, Council of Laodicea, John Chrysostom) did not include it in the canon.6

        

        This negative perspective on Revelation eventually reached Western Europe, when Erasmus and others discovered the Greek fathers, but it was not characteristic of the Latin Middle Ages. In the churches of the West the attribution of Revelation to John the Evangelist was maintained in the Muratorian fragment or canon (c. 170) and by Tertullian (c. 155–c. 240) and Hippolytus (d. 235). Here the perspective on Revelation was more positive.

      

      
      
        Commentaries and the Interpretation of Revelation

        Five periods of interpretation of Revelation contributed to how the text was understood in the sixteenth century.

        1. Patristic and early Greek commentaries: Spiritual interpretation. The thrust of an early and literal exegetical tradition was shaped by the work of such later commentators as Origen (185–254); Victorinus of Petovium (d. 304), a disciple of Origen; and Tyconius (d. c. 380). In particular, Victorinus, Tyconius, and their predecessors shaped the exegesis of Revelation in the West around a method of textual recapitulation, in Victorinus, and symbolic interpretation, in Tyconius, in late antiquity and the early Middle Ages.

        A Platonist, Origen was author of the Hexapla, a critical edition of the Hebrew Bible in six versions. It was central to knowledge of the LXX and imperative for a knowledge of the true text of Scripture. This monumental analysis of the Old Testament, written in response to Jewish and Gnostic critics, heightened Origen’s influence among sixteenth-century radicals, magisterial Reformers, and humanists on such issues as the nature of the soul, universalism, free will, and pacifism.

        Victorinus, referred to as the first exegete of the Western church, suffered martyrdom under Diocletian. His commentary on Revelation is cited by later critics both for his comprehensiveness and for his contribution to a theory of recapitulation, according to which similar spiritual truths are embedded in different but logically parallel symbols.7 As an example, the vision of the angel with the seal of the living God (Rev 7:2) is understood to be Elijah. Victorinus gives this figure a threefold task: (1) to anticipate the time of antichrist, (2) to preach penance, and (3) to convert to faith many from Israel as well as from the Gentile nations. This image comes together with the warning cry of the eagle who flies across the heavens (Rev 8:13), which Victorinus views as the Holy Spirit speaking, as it were, through the mouths of the prophets (Rev 11:3). Victorinus reads Revelation not as a prophecy but as an unveiling by Christ of the true sense of Scripture. Through recapitulation, Revelation relates the same events in different ways, for example, the bowls of wrath (Rev 16:1-17) do no more than elaborate on the persecutions already revealed by the trumpets (Rev 8:6–11:15). At issue is not chronology but an understanding of the text.8 Victorinus’s way of reading the text was handed down to the medieval church under the authoritative name of Jerome (c. 342–420), who, however, was uncomfortable with Victorinus’s millenarian viewpoint and therefore revised the ending of Victorinus’s commentary, bringing the heavenly Jerusalem down and to the realm of prophecy.9

        The spiritual or symbolic interpretation of the text was taken up by Tyconius and given structure by his Book of Rules. No longer extant, the contents of this work have been reconstructed from later commentaries that cite it, for example, Primasius (d. c. 560), Bede the Venerable (c. 673–735), and Beatus of Liebana (730–785). Contemporary scholarship on Tyconius circled around the question of whether this lost commentary could be recovered and reconstructed from such later sources as those cited. Work by Kenneth Steinhauser (1987) and Roger Gryson (2011) led to Gryson’s publication of a reconstructed Latin edition of Tyconius’s Exposition of the Apocalypse.10

        Tyconius’s comments on Revelation were guided by the hermeneutical orientation set forth in his Book of Rules. He begins the Book of Rules with this prologue:

        
          Before anything else that seemed good to me, I considered it necessary to write a little guidebook and to fabricate, as it were, keys and windows to the secrets of the law. For there are certain mystic rules which maintain the inner recesses of the entire law and make the treasures of truth invisible to some people. If the logic of the rules is accepted without ill will, as we communicate it, then whatever is closed will be opened and whatever is obscure will be elucidated, so that anyone who walks in the vast forest of prophecy guided by these rules as, in a way, by pathways of light, may be kept from error. Now, these are the rules: (1) on the Lord and his body, (2) on the bipartite body of the Lord, (3) on the promises and the law, (4) on the particular and the general, (5) on times, (6) on recapitulation, and (7) on the devil and his body.11

        

        Tyconius’s Exposition was written after a period of persecution of Donatists, of which Tyconius had been one. Rather than finding in Revelation the time of the antichrist and the end of the world, Tyconius interpreted John’s visions as figurative of the struggles facing the church in the period between the incarnation and the second coming of Christ.12 The satanic forces of the text represented worldly and decadent ecclesiastical powers. The two witnesses of Revelation 11 were not seen as persons from the past or present but as symbolic of the church holding the two Testaments. Similarly, a corporate identity was granted the antichrist, not as a specific person but as a body, the corpus diaboli, omnipresent evil and false Christians.

        Tyconius “completely neutralized the millenarianism of the Apocalypse by referring the thousand years of the chaining up of Satan to the incarnation.”13 Backus continues,

        
          However, while doing away with the messianic interregnum [Rev 20:1-3], the Donatist did not minimize the importance of the Apocalypse as the text of the latter days, seeing himself as living at the end of time. Taking the cosmic week as the basic scheme of the duration of the world, he thought that Christ was born halfway through the sixth day, the seventh day being already situated after the Last Judgment. The three and half years of Apc 12 thus stood for 350 years, the period of the church’s testimony. By the time Tyconius was writing, 850 years of the “sixth day” had passed, which meant that around 150 years were left until the Last Judgment.14

        

        Augustine of Hippo (354–430) also influenced the Reformers’ thinking on Revelation. Three points are important for the use of Augustine’s theology by sixteenth-century commentators. First, with respect to the millennium, in De civitate Dei 20.7-20 he adopts Tyconius’s interpretation of one thousand years, beginning with the chaining of Satan at the incarnation. He writes that the millennium (Rev 20:2) runs from the incarnation to the second coming of Christ as associated with the last judgment. In his Sermon 259, he adopts a millenarian position and envisages a period of earthly peace for the righteous before the final resurrection. Second, while believing he was in the last days, what interests Augustine most is not the days left to the millennium but rather, as Backus writes, “the identity of ‘the devil’ and the relative nature of both his captivity and his release. For Augustine as for Tyconius, ‘the devil’ represents all the wicked and the enemies of the Christian church, whose power is contained by Christ.”15

        A third point of interest relates to a spiritual resurrection. The first resurrection for Augustine is that life of true believers during the time of the chaining of Satan, a sort of spiritual millennium. As Backus says, “The spiritual school of the exegesis of the Apocalypse which was to dominate the Western interpretations of the book for several centuries was thus born.”16 In the medieval period, this was especially visible in Primasius and Bede, both of them making use of Tyconius while adopting his work to ecclesiastical use.

        The oldest Greek commentary on Revelation is said to be that of Oecumenius (early sixth century), probably a contemporary and supporter of Severus, monophysite patriarch of Antioch (c. 465–538).17 While there remains debate as to the identity of Oecumenius, he appears to be, like Origen, interested in the spiritual or intellectual meaning of the text rather than a literal meaning. This alignment is indicative of a strong mystical interpretation. Oecumenius draws out the layered symbolism of the text by turning to the Hebrew prophets, particularly Zechariah.18

        Also of importance is Primasius (d. c. 560), who was bishop of Hadrumetum and primate of Byzacena, in North Africa.19 His commentary on Revelation makes use of the commentary of Tyconius. A Latin contemporary of Oecumenius, Primasius was also drawn to a spiritual interpretation of the text and wrote in the tradition of Tyconius.20 His allegorical commentary can be seen to represent a symbolic interpretation through the tenth century.21

        Turning to the West, it is important to mention Caesarius of Arles (468/470–542), a Gallic bishop, administrator, preacher, and theologian. Caesarius foresaw the institutional shape of medieval Christendom and also focused on the idea of the millennium. This focus is given graphic orientation in the Commentary on the Apocalypse, a book written in the eighth century by Spanish monk and theologian Beatus of Liebana (730–785) and copied and illustrated in manuscript in works called “Beati” during the tenth and eleventh centuries. “Beati” also refers to any manuscript copy of this work, especially the twenty-seven extant illuminated copies.

        The influence of these Greek and patristic commentaries on exegetes in the sixteenth century primarily concerned a hermeneutical orientation that affirmed recapitulation. While some tension existed in the church of the second and third centuries around an earlier literal interpretation, Tyconius’s orientation and affirmation of the figurative and corporate identity of the church as Christ’s body, granting also a corporate body to the devil, was carried forward to the Carolingian period. This contributed to the idea that European Christianity was favored by God.

        2. Early Western Latin exegetical tradition. A lively exegetical tradition of the interpretation of Revelation took place in the Latin churches in the West.22 Interpretation of apocalyptic literature in Eastern Orthodoxy tended not to advance beyond early Greek and patristic literature, except in Kievan Russia of the thirteenth century. However, an awakened interest in the Apocalypse can be discerned in the Carolingian age with Bede “the Venerable” (c. 673–735), whose commentary on Revelation evinces historical movement under apocalyptic symbolism. Together with Ambrosius Autpertus (d. 778/781), Bede moved interpretation forward to the sharpened historical and polemical exegesis associated with apocalyptic thought in the twelfth and thirteenth centuries.23 In the introduction to his commentary Bede acknowledges dependence on Tyconius and lists Tyconius’s seven exegetical rules.24 The thrust of his work is typological rather than allegorical.25 It is more attuned to historical models in a fixed biblical pattern than to symbolic truth. Bede shows a greater interest in history than either Tyconius or Primasius. It is still the case, Bede argues, that the world has entered its sixth and last age.26 Into this thinking drawn from Augustine (De civitate Dei 22.30; see also 22.77), Bede finds an integral sense of development, a process like that which he observed within each day of creation: initial creative activity, development, and decline.27

        Bede’s intent was to divide Revelation into seven sections or summaries, which became the seven visions, the standard division of the text.28 This would be of importance to sixteenth-century commentators on the text. Backus describes Bede’s seven divisions:

        
          The first section comprises the address to the seven churches which represent the church universal and the promise of the return of the Son (Apc 1–3). The second section describes the opening of the seven seals of the book in which the Lamb will read the conflicts and triumphs that the church has been confronting since the Incarnation. The order of opening is maintained until the sixth seal; the contents of the six seals are then recapitulated in a narrative section, before the narrator moves on to the seventh seal (Apc 4–8.5). The third section follows the same pattern, depicting the same events in the form of seven trumpets (Apc 8.6–11.19). The fourth section (Apc 12–14) describes the joys and tribulations of the church, while the fifth “afflicts the earth with seven plagues” (Apc 15–16). The sixth section describes the judgment on the great whore, Babylon (Apc 17–20), and the seventh (Apc 21–22) describes the heavenly Jerusalem and the eternal peace after the Last Judgment.29

        

        Bede used the seals of Revelation to picture a similar division in the sixth age, as in every other, in distinction from Augustine, who had left the last period undifferentiated.30 The opening of the first seal was symbolic of the primitive church’s triumph. The next three seals reveal forms of warfare against the church: the attack of tyrants, consequent martyrdom, false brethren, and heretics. The fifth seal, not a part of the historical sequence, reveals the glory of deceased martyrs. The sixth seal represents the time of antichrist’s persecution. The seventh seal marks the beginning of eternal rest. “As well as ‘conveniently’ dividing the text into easily distinguishable sections, it had the advantage of concealing any millenarian tendencies of the text and of focusing the reader’s attention on the trials and tribulations of the church since the Incarnation. In other words, it provided an ecclesiological as well as a spiritual framework.”31

        A strong moral thrust is added to the temporal tendencies found in Bede’s work by the commentary on Revelation by Ambrosius Autpertus. Intent on discovering the mystical or spiritual sense of the text, he not only follows Bede but also draws on the allegorical and recapitulative exegesis of Tyconius and Primasius. Autpertus’s moral interests are developed in relation to Jerome and Gregory the Great. Israel’s prophets are held up as examples for moral modeling.

        In the commentary attributed to Alcuin (c. 735–804), the Carolingian “schoolmaster,” a work that evinces the influence of Bede and Autpertus, Bede’s division of history and Tyconius’s exegetical rules are first cited as guiding principles. Alcuin notes the work of Victorinus and Tyconius and then discusses the spiritual value to be gained by studying Revelation. When Alcuin addresses the question of the identity of the witnesses of Revelation 11, he notes the interpretation of Victorinus but believes it is better to understand them literally and not as the revivified Enoch and Elijah. Yet, following Tyconius’s fourth exegetical rule, he concludes that one may find in their persons a figurative description of the church. This church is based on two Testaments, two peoples (Jew and Gentile), and two love commandments. Alcuin adds an additional dyad, two kinds of martyrdom, physical and monastic, and concludes that the time of their ministry is the entire age of the church.

        The witnesses and their foe, antichrist, are perceived symbolically in Haimo of Halberstadt (d. 853). The prophets of Revelation 11 preach repentance and work in their humility for restitution. The whole church is understood in their persons and preaching, both in the present as well as at the end of history. He adds, pointedly, that at the time of their appearance prior to the reign of antichrist, there will be a spirit of deception and persecution, but this will not destroy the work of the church.32

        This recapitulative, allegorical, and at times typological interpretation that emerged in medieval interpretation of Revelation is continued in several other commentators of interest to sixteenth-century exegetes of the Apocalypse. They include Walafrid Strabo (c. 808–849), Berengaudus (ninth century), Anselm of Laon (d. 1117), and Bruno of Segni (d. 1123). Both Strabo and Berengaudus added historical concerns in their understanding of apocalyptic symbolism. Strabo carefully correlates periods of history since the inception of the church with the seven seals. Berengaudus connects a long systematic outline of history with the seals and their apocalyptic symbolism. God’s saints, the witnesses of Revelation 11, are tested in seven days of world history, as was the faith of Israel in its seven-day journey around Jericho. The angel of Revelation 10 is Christ at his incarnation. The book given to John (Rev 10:9) is the Scriptures, to be preached by John, by all apostles, and by Christian teachers. This history continues in Revelation 11, which pictures the church from the expulsion of the Jews (Rev 11:1-2) to their return. They will be called back to true worship by Enoch and Elijah, the two who will fulfill the prophecy of Revelation 11 in a specific way and fight antichrist. They will precede the second coming of the Lord as John the Baptist preceded the first.

        The question of the identity of the witnesses of Revelation 11 raises the question of the identity of the antichrist. The rules for interpretation laid down by Tyconius allowed for a corporate identity as well as individual identity. The play Antichrist (c. 1160), dependent on the work of Adso Dervensis (d. 992), presents one of the more complete apocalyptic plots found in medieval literature. It introduces the growing use of apocalyptic themes, particularly their politicization in the papal-imperial conflicts that characterize the period ahead. With the Carolingian Renaissance in the rearview mirror, the play Antichrist leads into a period in which the witnesses will be called on as symbolic representations of good versus evil among competing claims of social legitimacy.

        Antichrist suggests insight into sixteenth-century conflict. The play offers implicit criticism of the medieval church, which under Pope Gregory VII had sought to reorganize itself independent of the political imperium. Antichrist is at first defeated by the Germanic king, then converts the king by his miracles. Next, Synagoga and the Jews are converted by antichrist, but Enoch and Elijah draw them to Christ. These prophets preach for three and a half years and “unmask” antichrist but are finally killed by him. He, in turn, is destroyed by Christ. The appearances and work of the witnesses help to mark the last stage of history as time hastens to the last judgment.

        Whether in drama or apocalyptic commentary, symbolic representatives of ethical dualism emerged for reformist purposes in an envisioned development of history. By the eleventh century new questions were being raised about the church’s place in society. These pertained not only to issues of political order, such as how church and civil ideals were to relate, whether canon law was definitive in civil court, and who was to govern the church. Such questions inevitably opened the debate about the nature of history and of historical periodization, which had been worked on by authorities such as Augustine and Bede. In different ways commentators and social theorists of the day sought a deeper understanding of patterns of political and religious legitimacy through society’s heritage of biblical narrative. Augustine’s (and Tyconius’s) sixth age, contemporary history for medieval Europe, had been defined through recourse to such narratives and in particular to apocalyptic symbolism.

        3. Medieval Latin church and reform movements. Such a symbolic understanding of history was developed by Rupert of Deutz (1070–1129/1135?) in support of monastic reform with attendant social implications. Known for his historico-prophetic method of interpretation, which according to Wilhelm Kamlah by the sixteenth century became integrated into a spiritual hermeneutic, prophecy was united to politics.33 The two characteristic representatives of this exegetical approach are Rupert of Deutz and Nicholas of Lyra (see further below on Lyra’s interpretive approach). According to Backus, “The basic feature of the historical approach was to divide the Apocalypse into six rather than seven parts and to read it as a history of salvation from Adam until a certain date in the present or proximate future. Depending on the terminus ad quem chosen by the exegete, John thus became either a historian or simultaneously a historian and a prophet.” She goes on to contend, “For Rupert of Deutz, John was basically a historian and the Apocalypse a history of salvation from Adam until the Council of Nicaea, although the commentary also contains numerous references to Rupert’s own time and to the life of the church in general.”34

        History was becoming a mode of prophecy. History was viewed as the unfolding or historical working out of the trinitarian Godhead (Father, Son, and Holy Spirit), divided into periods reflective of the personalities and work of each of the members of the Trinity: a historical age before the law (i.e., before God had begun to reveal God’s nature [ante legem]), an age characterized by the revelation of his law for humankind (sub lege), an age revealing God’s graciousness (sub gratia), and eventually a unifying age of the Spirit. Each age was further divided into periods characterized by particular virtues that were at the same time proper for the whole church through all history. These virtues marked a growth in grace through history and provided a set of spiritual symbols and examples available for polemical purpose.

        Rupert’s eschatological mysticism is reflected in his treatment of antichrist, the beast of Revelation (Rev 13:1-18; 16:13; 19:20) but a term not found in Revelation (see 1 Jn 2:18; 2 Jn 7), and the two witnesses. In Rupert’s elaborate historical scheme, antichrist is not denied a final appearance but may be seen spiritually as internal decay and hypocrisy.35

        Honorius of Autun (early twelfth century) continued the interest in historical periodization noted with Rupert of Deutz. Honorius marked history by a continuous line of ten ordines or states of the church (five before and five after Christ), each indicating a specific conflict between God and Satan. Similar tendencies are found in Otto of Freising (c. 1110–1158) and Hildegard of Bingen (1098–1179).

        In the more optimistic historical understanding of Anselm of Havelberg (1100–1158), the new monastic orders in the church, pointedly the friars, Dominicans and Franciscans, are given deepened spiritual significance. Anselm’s use of apocalyptic symbolism to understand reform adds significance. Successive states of the church, natural changes or mutation, are foreshadowed in the seven apocalyptic seals. The present church is located under the fourth of seven periods, a time of conflict between true and false disciples. The end of history is still distant.

        More immediate conflict characterizes the work of Gerhoh of Reichersberg (1093–1169), as he put the periodization of church history in the service of reform, thus shaping its prophetic thrust. Despite Gerhoh’s commitment to holiness and social purity, a certain ambiguity in his work exists as he first wrote in defense of the papacy (viewing Emperor Henry IV as antichrist). Following Jerome’s reflection on the two witnesses of Revelation 11, Gerhoh found in these symbols a spiritual work of the Law and Prophets in the church, without denying a possible literal interpretation, arguing that before the end new spiritual men (possibly the friars) living in a state of apostolic purity would reform the church. Later, Gerhoh grew disillusioned with the church’s leadership and charted a less obvious path of reform: the black night of history is periodically broken by the night watches of those who name evil and deception for what they are.

        4. Joachim of Fiore and his successors. The optimistic historical perspective just referenced came as the result of the exegetical work of Joachim of Fiore (c. 1132–1202), whose work ensured the greater visibility of spiritual renewal and established an apocalyptic tradition from which Protestants and others drew in the years ahead.36 Joachim wrote his commentary around 1195, but it was not published until 1527. This was due to the papal condemnation of the Franciscan Gerard of Borgo San Donnino in 1254 for his proclamation of the Eternal Gospel, excerpts of which were drawn from Joachim’s work. This was a Gospel that was intended to supersede the Old and New Testaments. Joachim’s own doctrine was condemned in 1215 by the Lateran Council and by the Council of Arles in 1263.37

        Joachim’s ideas underlay some of the commentaries of the sixteenth century. Backus writes,

        
          Two features of Joachim’s hermeneutic would have been of interest to the Protestant commentators of the Apocalypse—first, his idea that after a series of struggles there would emerge an age in which the faithful would be in some sense “closer to God” than hitherto, and, second, his idea that the Antichrist was an unspecified individual (emanating from Rome) who would combine all the heresies. The latter idea in fact captured the imagination of the spiritual Franciscans long before the Reformation.38

        

        Joachim divided Revelation into eight parts. Unlike Bede, Joachim begins part seven with Revelation 20 (not Rev 21) and ends part seven at Revelation 20:10. For Joachim, part eight begins with Revelation 20:11, the vision of the last judgment, and carries on to the end of the book, Revelation 22, which defines a state of eternal rest.

        Revelation encapsulates the latter two status in history, according to Joachim the Age of the Son and the Age of the Holy Spirit. The first six parts of the commentary depict the Age of the Son (forty-two generations, each about thirty years). Part one, which comprises Revelation 1–3, contains seven generations and represents the struggle of the apostles against the synagogue, or the Jews. Part two, which comprises Revelation 4:1–8:1, illustrates the struggle of martyrs with pagan persecutions. Part three, which comprises Revelation 8:2–11:18, depicts the doctors of the church against heretics up until the Constantinian settlement. Part four, which comprises Revelation 11:19–14:20, illustrates the struggle of new monastic orders, or more precisely with friars, against Islam. Part five, which comprises Revelation 15:1–16:17, shows the conflict between the Church of Rome and the Holy Empire. Part six, which comprises Revelation 16:18–19:21, shows the struggle of spiritual men (represented in two new religious orders, Franciscans and Dominicans) against the dragon and the two beasts, understood to be “Saladin and the ‘maximus Antichristus,’ a person who combines the heresy of Islam and all the Western heresies.”39 The Age of the Son would come to an end around 1260.

        Part seven begins the Age of the Holy Spirit, which comprises Revelation 20:1-10. Under these verses Satan is chained and the church freed from persecution. Following a final conflict, the contemplative order takes control of the church and promotes spiritual renewal. There is spiritual progress in this part, but Joachim is not a hard and fast millenarian. Revelation 20 distinguishes between the chaining of Satan, which does not begin until the defeat of the beast and the false prophet, and the one thousand years, symbolic in nature, which begins with the resurrection of Christ. Part eight, which comprises Revelation 20:11 to the end of Revelation 22, describes the last judgment and heavenly new Jerusalem.40

        That Joachim of Fiore was influential, even within his own generation, is without debate.41 Who his heirs were is another question: whether the free-thinking sects of the later Middle Ages or the Franciscans and others within the church.42 When the orders of Dominic and Francis appeared in the thirteenth century, they seemed to express concretely the aspirations embodied in Joachim’s prophecies.43 Within the Franciscan Order itself there developed a strong attachment to the Joachite prophecies, particularly among the spirituals with their strict adherence to Francis’s Rule.44 Having caught the imagination of his age, Francis of Assisi (1181–1226) embodied for many the dramatic sense of history defined by Joachim’s figural imagery.45

        From the middle of the thirteenth century, pseudo-Joachite works such as the Commentary on Jeremiah and the works of Salimbene of Parma and Gerard of Borgo San Donnino portrayed an impending sense of the end of history that appealed to new orders in the church as well as to Apostolic Brethren, flagellants, and other late-thirteenth century movements. Even in the work of Bonaventure (1221–1274), author of the official biography of Francis, the Legenda Maior (1263), Francis was more than just another saint. He is said to have come in the spirit and power of Elijah. He is identified as the second angel of Revelation (Rev 7:2).46

        For Peter John Olivi (c. 1248–1298) and Ubertino da Casale (c. 1259–1330), the coming of the person of Francis signaled the beginning of Joachim’s Age of the Spirit. Ubertino wrote The Tree of the Crucified Life of Jesus (1305), drawing relationships between his order and the ministry of Jesus and commenting on them in connection to Revelation. In this classic expression of apocalyptic mysticism, the two beasts (Rev 13:1, 11) have arisen, Boniface VIII and Benedict XI, but are countered by the renovation of the evangelical life in Francis, the second (spiritual) of three comings of Christ.47 As Backus writes, “Slowly, the idea of the Roman Antichrist took shape and was ready for use by the reformers. However, at the same time, the Franciscan exploitation of the Apocalypse certainly did not improve the reputation of the book.”48

        Spiritual apocalyptic speculation continued in such persons as Jacopone da Todi (c. 1230–1306) and Angelo of Clareno (c. 1255–1337).49 Thomas Aquinas (1225–1274) emerged as the chief critic of their theology of history.50 The Joachite view of history tended to find more of a role for outstanding prophets. Francis was a new man in spiritualist exegesis, effecting a new covenant with a Spirit-filled band of prophets.51 Aquinas’s theology of history ran differently. His two eras of old and new law (Old Testament, New Testament) appear to leave little room for fresh prophetic insight and even pump the brakes on religious enthusiasm. The state of the new law (the gospel) is imperfect, but no state of present life can be better than that embodied in and brought by Christ.

        Thomas argued pointedly: (1) perfection can only be achieved in heaven, not in some further age on earth; and (2) the church’s theology of the Spirit has emphasized that the Spirit was given when Christ was glorified—not separately or at a different time. Thomas emphasizes immanence over economy with respect to the Trinity and history. The gospel of Christ is the only gospel of the kingdom. It is to be publicly proclaimed throughout the world. When the church has been established among all peoples, then the end will come (ST 1a2ae, 106, 4).

        Aquinas’s criticism of Joachite history was pointedly refuted by Arnold of Villanova (c. 1240–1312), for whom Thomas was prefigured in the star that fell from heaven (Rev 9:1).52 Disappointed with the papacies of Boniface VIII and Clement V, Arnold promoted an apocalyptic piety of great lay appeal with hopes focused on Frederick II, Aragonese king of Sicily (1296–1337).53 But it was another Franciscan, Peter Aureoli, and his fellow Franciscan Nicholas of Lyra who carried interpretation forward. Both viewed Revelation as a “prophetic compendium” of church between the two advents.54 Aureoli drew on the work of Joachim and Olivi. He marked out seven epochs of church history, the seventh falling after judgment. Many of the favorite spiritualist images were turned to support the church. For example, Gregory VII, not Francis, is seen to be the sixth trumpeting angel. Still, appearing in the sixth epoch are the two witnesses of Revelation 11, the Franciscan and Dominican Orders. The first resurrection (Rev 20:5) is the renewal of piety through their efforts.55

        Nicholas of Lyra (1270–1340), regent master at Paris, is a figure often cited by sixteenth-century exegetes.56 Lyra drew widely on the work of Jewish scholars, particularly the commentator Rashi (1040–1105), in his effort to combat allegory in favor of a more literal sense of the text. In his discussion of Revelation (1329), he identified the two witnesses of Revelation 11 as Pope Silverius (c. 536) and Patriarch Menas of Constantinople (522).57 The significance of this identification lies not so much in these individuals as in the precedent that was set for a specific identification of the prophetic vision with historical events.58 Such focus was of determinative influence through the balance of the later Middle Ages and into the sixteenth century.

        5. Revelation and the dawn of the Reformation. The history of patristic and medieval commentaries and their use in Carolingian and Gregorian reforms, together with the heightened spiritual interests of Joachite interpretation, created an incendiary atmosphere for the historical interpretation of efforts at church and social reform by the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries. The path to the commentaries written on Revelation in the sixteenth century must go by way of the late medieval Hussite revolt in central Europe. The unity offered to European identity in a postclassical Roman world, seen many years earlier in the work of Caesarius of Arles as found in the visionary text of Revelation, was now about to face its greatest challenge. What happened would determine the extent to which a common European culture would continue intact.

        It is helpful to begin a survey of the influences drawn on by sixteenth-century commentators to assess their historical context with Matthew of Janov (c. 1355–1394), in whom is found a polemical periodization of history. The Hussite reform movement had its origin in the imperial desire of the king, Emperor Charles IV (1347–1378), and in a succession of preachers beginning with Conrad of Waldhausen, called to preach in Prague. Critical of privileged wealth and clerical simony, Conrad anticipated many of the themes of interest to sixteenth-century commentators, particularly the visible purity of the church, Christ’s body. This theme runs throughout the movement from Milic of Kromeriz (d. 1374), often referred to as the father of the Bohemian reform, into the split between Utraquists and Taborites to the later Bohemian Brethren. In his brief work Libellus de Antichristo, Milic reminds his readers of the close connection of the proclamation of the gospel, the coming of antichrist, and the Lord’s return to rule. On the basis of detailed calculations, he was convinced that antichrist was already at large. Placing his confidence in the promise of a new Jerusalem, he worked to establish a foretaste of this hope by founding a school for preachers and a house for repentant prostitutes in Prague. Frequent reception of the Eucharist in bread and wine became the eschatological symbol of one’s new spiritual identity in Christ.

        Matthew of Janov was the chief biblical theorist for the Czech reform. His primary work, Regulae veteris et novi testimenti (begun in 1388), had as its aim the recovery of the apostolic life. Critical of papal or curial institutionalism and moral hypocrisy, it distinguished true from false Christians against an eschatological horizon. Reform was to be carried out by a holy people within the existing church. With the triumph of ecclesial hypocrisy (c. 1200), antichrist had been slowly growing in power. Rather than being some figure reserved for the future (Jew, pagan, or Saracen), antichrist was best understood as a hypocritical Christian, conceived corporately and spiritually, both singly and a body with many members.59 At the height of antichrist’s power, inspired prophets, preaching with the zeal, innocence, and humility of Enoch and Elijah, would begin to slay antichrist. This was the work of the preachers and teachers in the Bohemian reform, specifically that of Conrad of Waldhausen and Milic.60

        Bohemian students were increasingly attracted to Oxford for study as the Western Schism (1378–1417) continued. This had the effect of adding the influence of John Wycliffe to the Bohemian reform. Jan Hus (d. 1415) employed much of Wycliffe’s theology, particularly the idea of the indestructibility and purity of Christ’s church, his mystical body and pure bride. This church was grounded in the grace of predestination, not in the habitual grace of the visible church. Adherence to the wrong church could mean complicity with an antichurch, even antichrist, an issue already implied by Janov. Schism could only come to the body of antichrist, not Christ’s true body. The current ecclesial turmoil raised the historical question of when antichrist had entered the institutional church. Wycliffe argued that after the church’s first one thousand years Satan has been loosed in the world. The visible church declined markedly from that date despite the efforts of Francis and Dominic.61

        In the Lollard commentary on Revelation, written by a student of Wycliffe, the two witnesses of Revelation 11 are identified with true doctrine and emerge triumphant over antichrist, the papacy. The eschatology of followers of Hus and Wycliffe was sharpened in its historical dimensions when Hus came under attack by the papacy. Called before the Council of Constance (1414), Hus was martyred on July 6, 1415. From 1415 on, Hus’s martyrdom along with that of his fellow preacher, Jerome of Prague (c. 1370–1416), became for some the image and fulfillment of the death of the witnesses of Revelation 11.

        The Hussite movement divided into Utraquists, who were moderates (emphasizing the laity’s right to Communion of both bread and wine), and Taborists, those who were more radical and separatist (see Mount Tabor in Josh 19:22, in the New Testament identified with the Mount of Transfiguration). The militant Taborites read the political events of the times through an apocalyptic lens.62 Tabor soon became a theological and political center filled with refugees, while Prague was identified with Babylon (Rev 18:4). Ensuing civil conflict and subsequent defeat led to the absorption of Taborites into another Hussite-influenced group, the Unity of the Brethren, known today as the Moravians (see John Amos Comenius, 1592–1670).

        A prophetic, even apocalyptic horizon characterized the years leading up to the sixteenth century. The church drew on the rich exegetical heritage reaching back to its foundation and embedded in the christological assumptions separating synagogue Judaism from Messianic Judaism associated with Jesus.63 There was literal interpretation of apocalyptic imagery, but a symbolic representation was added by Tyconius and furthered by Augustine. Tyconius’s exegetical rules gave strength to the recapitulative methodology pioneered by Victorinus. In this the temporal or apocalyptic horizon was not completely lost, but it was muted. The Carolingian period grounded apocalyptic symbolism in historical movement. Drawn into the reformist impetus following the Gregorian reforms, interest in the imagery of an antichrist grew and became associated with Revelation. Interest in a spiritual age on earth, for which there would be spiritual prophets as forerunners, became envisioned in new orders and in Joachite exegesis. This history of exegetical understanding was placed within a framework of temporal periodization related to the septenary imagery of the text. Late medieval exegetes such as Nicholas of Lyra set the drama into a firm historical mold, matching prophetic vision with historical event. In the Hussite-Taborite movement the entire history of interpretation was drawn into contemporary politics.

        There was not a uniform way in which Protestants appropriated this tradition of the complex history of interpretation. Some rejected it outright; others followed it only at points and then cautiously. Some, more inclined to Joachite interests, to a spirituality and spiritual age on earth, adopted it wholly. Interpretation of Revelation affected Protestant-Roman Catholic polemics.64 Generally, Protestant exegetes adopted a corporate or Tyconian reading of the text together with varying degrees of historical periodization, influenced in various revival movements, in particular by Joachite interpretation. As Backus argues,

        
          Lutherans saw the Reformation as an upheaval ushering in the Last Judgment just as John had predicted. The Zürich reformers saw it mainly as a movement affecting social ethics in the daily lives and behavior of states and individuals, which accounts for the practical tone of their exegesis. Neither they nor the Calvinists saw themselves as fulfilling John’s prophecy to the letter in the sense that the Lutherans did.65

        

        This is not to say that Catholic commentators in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries did not use these texts.66 Indeed, Protestant historicist appropriation helped to stimulate Jesuit preterist and futurist explanation of apocalyptic drama even as the book was interpreted in deeper literal, spiritualist, and proto-rationalist ways. This is delineated by George H. Williams in his study of the “radicals”—evangelical rationalists, spiritualists, and Anabaptists—of the Reformation.67

        If the Reformation proper is viewed as two centuries of conflict extending from the Franco-Habsburg wars in Italy in the 1490s through to the onset of the Thirty Years’ War of 1618–1648, then in the roughly one hundred years between Luther’s two prefaces to Revelation in his translation of the Bible (1522, 1530) and the Commentary on the Apocalypse by David Pareus (1618) commentaries on Revelation gave vision to the violence of the times as well as to its deepest hopes for social order and moral renewal.

        The work of Erasmus of Rotterdam set the stage for the early interpretation of Revelation in the sixteenth century. Luther quickly built on this scaffolding but was himself caught up in the early sixteenth-century apocalyptic fervor that was characteristic of radical Reformers such as Thomas Müntzer, Hans Hut, and Melchior Hoffman.68 In their different approaches to interpretation—Erasmus emphasizing style and philology while Luther focused more on theology—they marked in broad strokes the exegetical positions taken by subsequent commentators.69

        Most of the earlier influential commentaries on Revelation that affected sixteenth-century commentaries are from the churches of the West. Irena Backus summarizes the problems of canonicity for the churches of the early Reformation.70 She argues that Erasmus’s textual objections to the book and Luther’s theological reticence with reference to it gradually gave way through the sixteenth century to the acceptance of Revelation as a book of New Testament prophecy that could answer the question of the meaning of history since the incarnation and the significance of the historical present. By tracing the history of the exegesis of the text of Revelation, this volume illustrates her contention.

      

      
      
        Sixteenth-Century Commentaries

        These sixteenth-century commentaries on Revelation and related literature in the Christian Bible provided a means to measure the church’s fidelity to the gospel message. They offered pastoral encouragement for Christians confronted with opposition and persecution. Through their rich symbolism, they also offered a warning to those tempted to find profit or partnership with seductive worldly systems.

        But commentaries on Revelation offered even more. They also gave vision to the search for reform and moral order in church and society. They provided cover to such ensuing conflict as the violence of the Peasants’ Wars in German lands (1524–1525) and the Lutheran-inspired Schmalkaldlic Wars from 1547, which was succeeded by the Reformed-inspired wars of religion between the 1560s and 1590s. This civil unrest was followed by the Thirty Years’ War (1618–1648), with a continuing impact on English reforms and civil wars (1642–1651) and their shaping of colonial settlements.71 In a word, it was a period of uncertainty.

        The theological intentions in these sixteenth-century commentaries have sent continuing eddies of historical interpretation into twenty-first-century commentaries and schools of thought even as they pick up on themes developed in the early Western and medieval churches and schools.72 Commentaries on Revelation serve as a distillation of medieval worldviews in Europe. They chart lines of direction in the modern world insofar as the latter remains connected to the biblical narrative for social interpretation.

        The social upheaval in these hundred years, marked by the wars of reform and resettlement that were a part of the Reformation, exacerbated the biggest population movement in European history between the years that dismantled the western Roman Empire and the twentieth century’s First and Second World Wars. This movement of European peoples involved a transplanting of population into previously largely uncharted lands by Europeans, later identified as colonialism. The divisions in apocalyptic thinking shaped theology from New England south along the Atlantic Seaboard and wherever the currents carried European settlement.

        These hundred years were marked not only by the trauma of shifting patterns of conflict and population settlement but also by the kind of technological change we have only seen in contemporary times. Then it was Johannes Gutenberg and the invention of the movable-type printing press; today it is Bill Gates and a digital world. Commentaries on Revelation were a means to make sense of social change and order.

        A new heaven and a new earth were being born as the Peace of Westphalia opened up a new historical era after 1648, referred to in philosophy as the Enlightenment. In his Eicasmi (Greek for “speculations,” 1596), English reformer and commentator John Foxe used the exodus analogy for the faithful remnant in the Middle Ages now coming into its own, as did Continental theologian David Pareus in 1618. English New Testament scholar and exegete Thomas Brightman heralded God’s work in the world through outpourings of the Spirit together with new learning led by England’s new Constantine, Elizabeth I. A new era was being birthed in the following four areas, and Revelation served as midwife.73
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        1. Historical context. The social and political context for this volume is framed by the appearance of Martin Luther’s 1522 Commentary on the New Testament and the English translation of David Pareus’s Commentary on the Apocalypse in 1644, the latter published at the onset of the Thirty Years’ War.74 Andrew Cunningham and Ole Peter Grell present these years as an entire age subject to the underlying cause for apocalyptic anxiety—the human and the natural disasters of the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries.75 This period was already foreshadowed in Albrecht Dürer’s famous 1498 woodcut The Four Horsemen of the Apocalypse. It raised questions about the relation of an apocalyptic mentality and the confessionalization of Christianity, differences in the intensity and character of end-time outlooks in a time of social change. While three of the horses depicted war, famine, and death, the white horse was symbolic of the second coming of Christ.

        A spirit of confessionalism tinged with apocalyptic fervor followed the Imperial Diet of Augsburg (1530), called by Holy Roman Emperor Charles V to deal with the defense of the empire against the Turkish threat, with disagreements about Christian doctrine and practice subsequent to Lutheran unrest, and with issues related to policy and public well-being in the empire. The diet, or conference, confirmed the resolutions embodied in the Edict of Worms (1521), causing the Protestant princes to come together in a defensive posture in the Schmalkaldic League (1531). At the diet, as the leading representative of the Reformation, Philipp Melanchthon prepared the Augsburg Confession (1530), which prompted division and other credal statements of protest. These included Huldrych Zwingli’s Fidei Ratio (1530), an appeal to the sympathies of Venice and Francis I of France, partly in view of their political hostility to the empire.

        Lutheranism had begun as an attempt to reform the church through a public debate around Luther’s Ninety-Five Theses. With roots in late medieval reform and humanist learning, Lutheranism drew on religious movements in the late medieval period such as the Hussites, Waldensians, and followers of Girolamo Savonarola. The conditions created by the Renaissance allowed thinkers such as Erasmus to bring humanist learning to question the role and nature of the church. Lutheranism quickly allied itself with the office of the magistrate after an initial radical social phase. The period drew on prophetic scenarios, astrology, Neoplatonic philosophy and other extrabiblical materials. Concerning Lutheranism’s focus on the end of all things, Robin Barnes writes,

        
          Martin Luther would have been disappointed to know that his five hundredth birthday would be celebrated on earth. He believed in the imminence of the end of the world and the Last Judgment; this belief was widely shared among his colleagues and followers. Much more than Catholics or Calvinists, Lutherans kept alive the tense hopes and fears for the future that had characterized the late Middle Ages.76

        

        Those hopes and fears pervaded the Diet of Speyer, which nevertheless saw a growing separation of magisterial from radical Reformers and subjected those who envisioned a more radical reform to the penalty of death with the concurrence of Catholics and Lutherans. One of the first Anabaptist leaders, Felix Manz, was drowned in Zurich in 1527, and persecution eliminated other Anabaptist leaders. Thomas Müntzer typified the radicals and began drawing out Anabaptist apocalyptic expectancy. Such expectation characterized the political Münster uprising of 1535.

        Politics also pervaded the reform movement as it became defined by magisterial leadership in the Swiss cantons and cities. In 1519, Zwingli became the people’s priest of the Grossmünster in Zurich. There he began to preach on reform of the church. This included expository preaching through the entire New Testament, quite different from the Catholic Mass.

        In 1529, a war within the Swiss Confederation was staved off at the last moment between those who preferred to remain Catholic and those supportive of reform. At the same time, Martin Luther and others became aware of Zwingli’s ideas. They held the Marburg Colloquy (1529) and concurred in many areas of doctrine but could not come to agreement on the doctrine of the real presence of Christ in the Eucharist. Heinrich Bullinger followed Zwingli, serving as a pastor to the pastors, but leadership among the Reformation defined as “Reformed” fell to John Calvin, Reformer of Geneva.

        The evolution of the science of history emerged by the 1550s, when Lutheran Matthias Flacius Illyricus (1520–1575) organized a collaborative century-by-century history (ending in 1298) of where Luther’s doctrine of grace could be found, called Magdeburg Centuries.77 This confessional project never reached completion and was criticized by his coreligionists and Roman Catholics, especially Cesar Baronius (1538–1607). However, the project provided a model for how history might be written. This conflict between Flacius and Baronius provides a background for stepping in the direction of a secular history seen in Pareus, Brightman, and Johann Heinrich Alsted, hastened by the Thirty Years’ War.

        The reading and interpretation of Revelation became an important source for establishing Protestantism in the sixteenth century as the movement emanated out of Wittenberg, Zurich, Geneva, and the Rhineland as well as elsewhere.78 Defined in an age of increasing conflict, by midcentury the example of the flight of over 800 refugees (and 288 burned at the stake) from England of English Queen Mary’s exiles, which took place less than two decades after the radical millenarian uprising at Münster, offered a lens to communities that by the end of the century “became the laboratories of a new ideology which inject an exegetical shock into conventional Augustinian amillennialism.”79 This laboratory largely took place under Reformed rather than Lutheran direction, but millenarianism continued suspect in the Protestant communities.

        British historian Katherine Firth writes, “No six years were more important [in England] than those from 1553–1559” in the development of the native apocalyptic tradition.80 The Geneva Bible, with its apocalyptic annotations from the commentary of Francis Junius and further development by commentators such as Pareus and Brightman, set the agenda for interpretation and conflict in the seventeenth century. Western European history was redefined as significantly as it had been since Augustine’s De civitate Dei (City of God) up until the current era.81 Crawford Gribben writes, “History would be rewritten as a polemical exposition of Revelation. And the imminent climax of the ages would be postponed to allow for an increasingly optimistic eschatology involving massive numbers of conversions of Jews and of unbelieving Gentiles into the Christian church.”82

        2. Theological themes. Paul Tillich’s phrase “ultimate things” can function as a contemporary organizing principle to compare the eschatology of each Reformer of the sixteenth century and hence catch a bit of what made their movements so divergent while they agreed on so much.83 One might do this with Luther and Calvin, as both stood out with such theological prominence.

        What is one to make of a relationship, that between Luther and Calvin, that was so close and yet so distant? R. Ward Holder raises this question in the introduction to his edited collection Calvin and Luther: The Continuing Relationship.84 They represent two sides of the magisterial Reformation, that is, ongoing confessional antipathy. In speaking of Karl Barth, Holder writes, “Reformed and Lutheran faiths were foundationally and irreconcilably divergent.”85 The course of this volume will reveal lines of controversy opened up by a study of the eschatology of leading Reformation theologians.

        Eschatology concerns what indeed is said or believed to happen in the last days, that is, what the universal cosmic narrative is and how it relates to a narrative of documented history. How is this tied to the afterlife, that is, what happens or is believed to happen to an individual after death? To what extent is this proclaimed personal expectation caught up in the larger picture of what happens to the church and the world, and to what extent is it individualized? All of this is often caught up in the concept of a church militant, a church expectant, and a church triumphant. What verses in Scripture might reflect these concerns? How do they appear in Luther, and how do any of his viewpoints appear in Calvin’s work? How do they appear in the work of other leading commentators such as Bullinger, Junius, Pareus, and Brightman?86 There are other eternal issues, such as eternal personal issues in an individual’s life (sin, of course, but also growth, love, learning, and the shaping/narrative path of a lifetime) held up along the tensile continuum between the here-and-now and the eternal.

        Luther’s reform gave way to the rise of confessionalism throughout Europe and prompted similar confessionalisms among those adopting the term reformed as well as among the various groups identified as the “radicals of the Reformation” and then in the colonial diaspora of the regional European reform movements.87 The biblical narrative discerned in Revelation provided the dominant lens for making sense of the times, and in this canon, recourse was frequently made to apocalyptic texts (Revelation, Daniel, 2 Thessalonians, the Johannine Epistles—and then, too, extracanonical material such as the medieval Joachite and other prophecies that characterized the early Greek and Latin traditions).

        Event and interpretation come together in theology. Revelation was increasingly discerned as bearing theological foci for Christian doctrine. Theologically suspect at first, Revelation was increasingly understood to present a high Christology in opposition to antichrist. This Christology is seen in the Son of Man (Rev 1:9-18), the Lamb who opens the scroll (Rev 5:1-14), the child sequestered in the desert (Rev 12:5-7), the victorious Lamb (Rev 14:1-5), the wedding supper of the Lamb (Rev 19:9), the victorious rider on the white horse (Rev 19:11-16), the light of the heavenly temple (Rev 21:22), and the root and offspring of David and bright morning star (Rev 22:16). Revelation was increasingly seen to be all about Christ.88

        Having largely settled the issue of canonicity by midcentury, a host of issues become identified in the history of exegesis. These included characters and events associated with Christ’s role in the midst of the churches, the seven seals, the identity of the Lamb, the martyrs under the throne, the antichrist, the dragon and the devil, the false prophet, the seven trumpets, the book to be eaten by John, the two witnesses, the woman clothed with the sun, the two beasts, the Lamb and the everlasting gospel, the destruction of Babylon, the seven bowls of wrath, the whore on the seven-headed beast, the fall of Babylon, the chaining and loosing of the serpent, the millennium, the new Jerusalem, the new heaven and the new earth, the first and second resurrection, rule of Christ, and the last judgment.

        The nature of the millennium, the thousand-year rule of Christ and the church along with the binding of Satan, arose as a consuming theological theme driving politics. Subject to early Reformed debate, this theme became the focus of radical debate with Münster’s Anabaptists, millenarians who insisted that Revelation described a utopian millenarian period that could be anticipated by revolutionary ferment (1534–1535). The writings of Antoine du Pinet are seen to represent the thought of Calvin’s doctrine on the millennium (see Calvin’s Psychopannychia, 1534) and context for the first edition (1536) of his seminal work, The Institutes of the Christian Religion (1559).89 Lutheran development took place around the three “solas” against an eschatology outlined by Flacius.90
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