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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 Proverbs 1:1-7, “The Beginning of Knowledge.” 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 indispensible 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. Indispensible 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 indispensible 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 indispensible 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




Timothy George
General Editor






INTRODUCTION TO PROVERBS, ECCLESIASTES, AND SONG OF SONGS


The Reformation of the sixteenth century was a complex set of allied, competing, and at times antagonistic movements that erupted onto the European landscape over the course of a single generation, decisively altering the shape of Western Christendom for centuries to come. Although these movements differed significantly in their aims and origins, they were united by a common conviction that the renewal of church and society was inextricably linked with the renewal of biblical interpretation. Martin Luther’s attack on the indulgence trade and subsequent confrontation with ecclesiastical and imperial authorities was sparked by a revolutionary new way of understanding certain themes in Paul’s writings. No scene in the early history of the Reformation is more iconic than Luther’s unyielding insistence at Worms in 1521 that his conscience was bound to the Word of God, and his recollections later in life of his own intellectual and spiritual development up to that point describe the turning point as hinging on a shift in his understanding of the Bible. Thus, in a passage familiar to most students of the Reformation, Luther relates that he “beat importunately upon Paul” until suddenly “a totally other face of the entire Scripture showed itself” to him, a moment that sparked for Luther a dramatic reconfiguration not only of that one passage in Paul but of the entire Bible itself. Similar stories can be told about analogous “breakthrough” events in other early Reformation movements: a conviction that the veneration of images ran afoul of the prohibitions against “graven images” in the Decalogue, or that the entanglement of church and state in the polities of Christendom represented a deep betrayal of the radical form of community life modeled by Jesus in the Gospels.1

The books of Proverbs, Ecclesiastes, and Song of Songs were not the focal point in any of these debates. If the controversies over justification by faith or the purification of Christian worship from idolatry were earthquakes that shook the tectonic plates of dogma and devotion, these books from the Hebrew Bible’s Wisdom literature were miles away from the epicenters of seismic activity in the Pauline letters, the Torah, or John’s Gospel. This does not mean, however, that Reformation-era interpretation of these books was static or lacking in innovation. The shockwaves of controversy reverberated through every part of the Bible as exegetes from all the major and emerging traditions set about the work of rethinking settled verities and exegetical assumptions in light of new theological insights. Where Luther “ran through the Bible from memory” in the immediate blaze of discovery, later Protestant exegetes combed through the text methodically in search of analogy, congruence, and confirmation, reconfiguring the shape of the biblical canon to meet the needs of confessional polemic and catechetical instruction. Readers of this commentary will not have to look far to find evidence of familiar reformational themes—justification by faith alone, sola Scriptura, the critique of images in worship, controversies over the nature and number of the sacraments, and so on—surfacing in the exegesis of these ancient books of wisdom.


Christian Hebraism

Sixteenth-century interpreters, however, did not merely rewrite the Bible to suit their own doctrinal tastes. On the contrary, the Reformation was from its earliest stages an outgrowth of the Renaissance imperative to return to the sources—in this case, the sources of Christian teaching, especially the Greek and Hebrew of the original texts. For our purposes, this means understanding the commentary tradition of the Reformation in the context of the emerging Christian Hebraism of the sixteenth century. A movement that often cut across confessional lines in its aims and sensibilities, Christian Hebraism was “an offshoot of Renaissance humanism whose devotees—biblical scholars, theologians, lawyers, physicians, scientists, philosophers, and teachers in Latin schools—borrowed and adapted texts, literary forms, and ideas from Jewish scholarship and tradition to meet Christian cultural and religious needs.”2 These needs included the polemical demands of the moment—demonstrating, for example, that the Hebraica veritas supported a reformational reading of a particular text, as opposed to the distortions of the Latin Vulgate or “monkish glosses”—but were by no means exhausted by them. Several of the writers featured prominently in this volume, such as Konrad Pellikan, Sebastian Münster, and Ludwig Lavater, were pioneers in the recovery of the Hebrew language and rabbinic biblical scholarship for Christian readers, and virtually all the other scholars sampled here were influenced by their labors to one degree or another.

At the beginning of the sixteenth century, Christian Hebraism was still very much in its embryonic stages. Despite periodic calls for a recovery of scholarship in the biblical languages, few Christian theologians in the Middle Ages could read Hebrew with any real facility. In the fifteenth century, Italian humanists Marco Lippomanno, Giannozzo Manetti, and Pico della Mirandola had devoted themselves to serious study of the language with an eye toward producing more accurate translations of the Old Testament and tapping the wealth of Jewish commentary and scholarship for a Christian readership. But these efforts were slow in forming the necessary academic infrastructure for widespread dissemination, and they were often met with hostility from ecclesiastical authorities, as in the celebrated case of Johannes Reuchlin.3 Both Reuchlin and the Basel humanist Konrad Pellikan learned Hebrew through a combination of self-study and hiring Jewish tutors on an ad hoc basis, but starting around 1515, Hebrew language instruction was integrated into the academic curriculum at a number of universities, including Paris (1517), Wittenberg (1518), Louvain (1520), Ingolstadt (1520), Freiburg im Briesgau (1521), Strasbourg (1523), Basel (1524), Rome (1524), Zurich (1525), Bern (1527), Marburg (1527), and Salamanca (1530).4

By the middle of the sixteenth century, most major commentators were at least attempting to reckon with advances in linguistic and textual scholarship, and the interpretive landscape was starting to evolve rapidly as new editions, translations, and exegetical tools began to flood the marketplace. It is difficult to make broad generalizations about how Reformation-era interpreters made use of these new tools, so widely varied was the practice. For some, such as the German Lutheran pastor Lucas Osiander, the Latin Vulgate remained the point of departure for exegesis: his commentary on Ezra, Nehemiah, Esther, Job, the Psalter, the Proverbs of Solomon, Ecclesiastes, and the Song of Songs, first published in 1576, printed the received text in Latin type with his own commentary in italics, and despite the subtitle (Emended According to the Hebrew Truth), the corrections were minimal. At the other end of the spectrum, Konrad Pellikan’s massive commentary on the entire Old Testament (including the Greek deuterocanonical books), published in four volumes between 1534 and 1538, was based on the author’s own translation from the original languages, with only scarce (and usually polemical) reference to the Vulgate. Others, like Philipp Melanchthon, seem to have adopted a more eclectic practice. In his commentaries on Proverbs and Ecclesiastes, Melanchthon gave his own idiosyncratic translation, one that often preserved the wording of the Vulgate, but informed both by the Hebrew and by the Greek Septuagint. The same is also true of the commentaries written by Tommaso de Vio, Cardinal Cajetan. More commonly known today as Luther’s nemesis at Augsburg, Cajetan was one of the foremost exponents of Thomism in his generation. But he was also a serious student of the new biblical philology, a fact that belies the simplistic juxtaposition of humanism and scholastic theology.5

This period also saw a proliferation of different types of commentary, or at least of commentaries tailored for particular purposes. At one end of the spectrum, we have highly specialized works of scholarship aimed at an academic readership conversant in Latin, Hebrew, and Greek, and engaging in matters of philology and textual criticism. So, for example, in 1525 Sebastian Münster provided the Hebrew text of the Song of Songs along with his own Latin translation on the facing pages, followed by extensive textual, grammatical, and lexical annotations, a format similar to the annotations of earlier humanists such as Lorenzo Valla and Erasmus.6 Münster’s work proved to be foundational for later Christian Hebraists, commentators, and preachers, but given the narrowly philological focus of his annotations, with little development of the literary or theological significance of his scholarship, its influence remains largely in the background in the present volume. At the other end of the spectrum is an array of publications aimed at a more popular readership, including commentaries focused on theological and pastoral aims, collections of sermons (on entire books or selected passages thereof), verse and prose paraphrases, and other works more difficult to define by genre. In keeping with the aims of the Reformation Commentary on Scripture series, I have tended to favor selections engaging in theological and ethical reflection on the text rather than the purely textual or topical, though when appropriate I have tried to highlight selections that demonstrate how advances in biblical philology influenced theological exegesis.




Between Ancient and Modern

The humanists, biblical scholars, and reformers collected in this volume stood at the onset of an intellectual movement that would have far-reaching effects for the ways in which modern readers understand the Bible. The Renaissance impulse to return to the sources (ad fontes) and the Reformation insistence on the Bible as the ultimate norm for theology and practice (sola Scriptura) unleashed tremendous intellectual energy directed toward understanding the text in its original, historical contexts. In the centuries to come, these impulses would lead to increasingly critical approaches, as well as a divergence between historical study of the Bible on the one hand and theological interpretation on the other.7 Both the Protestant reformers and their Catholic opponents stood squarely on the same side of the gap that subsequently would open up between ancient and modern interpretation. The biblical scholar James Kugel has summarized this “ancient” or “precritical” approach to biblical interpretation as bounded by four assumptions: (1) The Bible is a fundamentally cryptic text, with multivalent levels of meaning. Often when the text says one thing, it means another, and the job of the interpreter is to move beyond the surface to penetrate the hidden depths of its meaning. (2) The Bible contains spiritual and ethical guidance of abiding relevance beyond its immediate historical context. The Bible may not have been written to later generations of Christians, but it was certainly written for their guidance and instruction. (3) The Bible is a perfectly harmonious text, with no contradictions or mistakes; it may be an anthology of texts written by different human authors at different times and places, but despite apparent contradictions its constituent parts are bound together by an underlying unity of purpose. This is because (4) the Bible is a divinely inspired book, by which God speaks to humanity through his prophets.8

The Song of Songs: A cryptic text. Taken as a whole, these four assumptions are as much characteristic of the reformers in the sixteenth century as they were of the rabbis and church fathers of antiquity, or the monastic commentators in the Middle Ages. However, subtle differences were beginning to emerge. Consider the first of these assumptions, the notion that the Bible is a cryptic text. It is still widely believed in many quarters that the Reformation represented a rejection of allegorical or spiritual interpretation in favor of the literal or historical sense of the text. To be sure, there is abundant evidence of Reformation polemic against the supposed excesses of medieval allegorization, and if one limits one’s purview to exegesis of the Pauline letters, for example, or certain passages in the Gospels, this characterization might appear to be well founded.9 But the illusion quickly dissipates upon first contact with Protestant exegesis of other portions of the canon, such as the Song of Songs. Without exception, all of the sources collected in this volume agree that the Song is, in its first and primary valence, an allegorical representation of spiritual realities that transcend or even occlude altogether the poem’s ostensible meaning at the literal level—that is, as a celebration of human sexuality and erotic desire. I am aware of no published commentary or preaching on this text from the sixteenth century that insists on a purely literal interpretation of the Song, and the few instances we know of when such a suggestion was tendered resulted in considerable scandal—most famously in the case of Sebastian Castellio, who was dismissed from his teaching post in Geneva owing in part to his rejection of the Song from the biblical canon on grounds that it was “a malicious and obscene song in which Solomon describes his shameless acts of lovemaking.”10 Several years earlier, Erasmus had been pilloried by Luther for describing the poem as an “amatory song,” even though (unlike Castellio) he did not regard this as undermining the book’s authority or its place in the canon. “Is it not an amatory Song?” Erasmus asked plaintively in his defense. “Does ‘amatory’ always have bad connotations?”11 For Luther, such a characterization was not only inadmissible but offensive. Other exegetes, like the French Lutheran François Lambert or the Dutch scholar Hugo Grotius, allowed that the poem did contain erotic themes, but that these were in turn the bearers of a deeper spiritual meaning, pointing to the ravishing love of God for his people.12

How shall we reconcile the reformers’ frequent polemics against allegory with their lockstep insistence that the Song be read allegorically? In part, the difficulty lies in the inconsistent use of terminology, both then and now. There simply were no clearly universally agreed-on definitions for terms like allegory, type, or even literal sense.13 There were, however, broad patterns of usage that can help clarify common interpretive practices. At the risk of anachronism, I shall describe these different modes using a distinction introduced two centuries prior to the Reformation by the Italian poet and theologian Dante Alighieri. Writing in his Convivio, Dante sets out a distinction between two kinds of allegory, that of the poets and that of the theologians. Allegory of the poets Dante describes as “a truth hidden under the beautiful lie.” This type of allegory is a conscious literary device employed by authors to say one thing while meaning another, “as when Ovid says that Orpheus calmed beasts with his lyre, and made the trees and rocks to move toward him.”14 Nobody supposes that any of this really happened—not even Ovid. The real meaning is that “the wise man with the instrument of his voice makes cruel hearts mild and humble, and moves at will those who have no life of knowledge and art.”15 Notice that with the allegory of the poets, the literal sense is patently false and textual meaning is monovalent: this for that. By contrast, the allegory of the theologians is an interpretive strategy employed by readers uniquely in the case of holy Scripture. In this case, the literal sense points to historical realities, and these in turn are interpreted as pointing to transcendent realities beyond themselves.16 Here the literal sense is presumed to be true, and textual meaning is multivalent: this and that. As an example of this second kind of allegory, Dante gives a compact demonstration of the medieval “fourfold method” for Psalm 114, which begins, “When Israel came out of Egypt.”

For if we inspect the letter alone, the departure of the children of Israel from Egypt in the time of Moses is presented to us; if the allegory, our redemption wrought by Christ; if the moral sense, the conversion of the soul from the grief and misery of sin to the state of grace is presented to us; if the anagogical, the departure of the holy soul from the slavery of this corruption to the liberty of eternal glory is presented to us. And although these mystic senses have each their special denominations, they may all in general be called allegorical, since they differ from the literal and historical.17


This distinction between the allegory of the poets and the allegory of the theologians, while never (to my knowledge) employed specifically by Reformation-era writers, can nevertheless go a long way in helping us understand what they were actually doing. When Luther rejects any hint of the Song’s “amatory” character while at the same time insisting that he is doing nothing more than getting “at the simplest sense and real character of this book,” he is not being inconsistent; he is reading it as an allegory of the poets.18 That is, he is interpreting the poem as a self-conscious literary device on the part of the author to say one thing while meaning another: “For this is the custom with kings and princes: they compose and sing amatory ballads which the crowd takes to be songs about a bride or a sweetheart, when in fact they portray the condition of their state and people with their songs.”19 Thus, for Luther the meaning is monovalent: this for that. Anyone who fixates on the amatory nature of the song makes the same vulgar mistake as the crowd, mistaking form for reality. Contrast this with Lambert, who insists that Scripture often represents spiritual realities under the “type” of bodily—even sexual—realities: “Indeed, if according to the opinion of Paul in Ephesians 5 the pure marriage bed holds a great mystery in Christ and the Church, and if kisses, the womb, the navel, and other such things belong to the sanctity of marriage, then it was necessary to be mindful of all of these in order that the truth signified may fully be opened.”20 Thus, for Lambert the meaning is multivalent: this and that; anyone who excludes the bodily and physical risks tearing the Scripture apart. In response to critics who blush at what all this talk of “kisses, breasts, the womb, the navel, flower beds, and all the rest call to mind,” Lambert asks in exasperation why they don’t also seek to expunge other racy passages, like this one: “You grew and arrived at the flower of womanhood. Your breasts grew large, and your hair sprouted” (Ezek 16:7)! There is no use being squeamish about such things, Lambert argues; they are persistent themes in Scripture, and as such they are both good in themselves and capable of bearing a higher order of meaning.

The reformers thus regarded the Song of Songs as a cryptic text, but they differed dramatically among themselves as to how they thought its hidden meanings should be unlocked. In this they were heirs to a long tradition of allegorical interpretation stretching back to the earliest centuries of the Christian era. Though varying considerably in scope and execution, three main trajectories of interpretation may be discerned in the centuries prior to the Reformation. The first, and perhaps the most dominant, was the ecclesiological reading, first expounded by Origen of Alexandria in the third century and brought to classic expression by Gregory the Great at the end of the sixth. This line of interpretation took its point of departure in the ancient rabbinic practice of reading the Song as a figural representation of God’s love for his chosen people, the Jews. Christian exegetes either redirected this referent to the church or argued that the ancient synagogue itself pointed to the consummation of God’s jealous and electing love in the Christian community. This mode of interpretation, as E. Ann Matter has shown, was the basic default for Christian interpretation of the Song and lay latent in the other main readings even when not the explicit focus of exposition.21 The second major interpretive tradition was the tropological (or mystical), a mode of reading that focused on the relationship between God and the individual Christian soul. This approach is most characteristic of the monastic commentaries of the ninth through the twelfth centuries, and is epitomized in the preaching and commentary of Bernard of Clairvaux. Finally, a minor theme building on the first two and arising first in liturgical contexts was the Mariological reading. This interpretation, developed most fully by Rupert of Deutz early in the twelfth century, viewed the Blessed Virgin Mary as the female interlocutor in the poem’s dialogue. As the lover addressed directly by Christ, she was both the historical source and embodiment of the church, as well as the ideal “model of monastic virtues: virginity, humility, and obedience.”22

Early Protestant exegetes embraced the first two of these modes and rejected the third—that is, they tended to interpret the Song either as an allegory of Christ’s love for the church or as a figure of the individual soul’s growth in intimacy with Christ. Unsurprisingly, given Reformation polemics against medieval monasticism and the veneration of the saints, there was little interest in the Mariological mode of interpretation. Despite these objections, however, there was no shortage of creative approaches to allegorizing the Song. Two particularly ingenious approaches deserve mention. The first is Luther’s strategy of reading the poem as an “an encomium of the political order” in poetic form, a text that “deals with matters of the loftiest and greatest kind, namely with divinely ordained governments, or with the people of God.”23 Reading the text as a coded treatise on political theory has struck many later readers as bizarre, and though certain of his insights were picked up and repeated by later Lutheran exegetes, such as Lucas Osiander and Johann Gerhard, Luther’s rather idiosyncratic approach seems not to have been widely adopted outside confessional Lutheranism. There was, however, an equally novel and ingenious mode of interpretation among Reformed writers in the commentaries of Thomas Brightman and John Cotton. These English Puritan pastors read the Song as an apocalyptic text, one that unfolds the history of God’s people in symbolic form from the earliest stages of biblical history up through their own era, a continuous narrative building up to the consummation of salvation history in the establishment of God’s millennial kingdom on earth—an event they regarded as imminent. Modern readers will likely find such interpretive approaches to be overly schematic or fanciful, but both may rightly be regarded as an extension of the earlier ecclesiological mode of allegory, in that the aim was to shed light on the intimate and mysterious ways in which God’s grace worked itself out in wooing and preserving his chosen people.

Proverbs: A relevant text. The creativity of Protestant exegesis of the Song of Songs during this period only underscores the imperative to read the Bible as a text that speaks to the moral and spiritual needs of its readers. Read allegorically, the Song could lead the faithful into deeper intimacy with Christ or provide comfort for congregations of persecuted dissenters unsure of their place in the turbulent flow of redemptive history. But other texts seemed to bear on the ordinary lives of congregants and citizens in a much clearer and more direct manner. The book of Proverbs, in particular, was viewed as the manual for practical ethics par excellence, and no one did more to establish it in this role for Protestant congregations than Philipp Melanchthon, Luther’s right-hand man in Wittenberg. Melanchthon is more widely known for his systematic theology (the Loci Communes) and for his exegesis of the Greek New Testament—indeed, his academic appointment was as a professor of Greek at the University of Wittenberg, and he never developed the same mastery of the Hebrew language as he did of Greek. But Melanchthon invested tremendous energy in expounding the book of Proverbs; according to Timothy Wengert, “Next to Romans and Colossians, there was no book of the Bible on which Melanchthon produced more commentaries than Proverbs.”24 Why did Melanchthon invest so much time and effort on this book? At first blush, the choice seems rather strange; we might expect that he would have had more pressing exegetical work in other parts of the biblical canon, where the new humanistic learning and Luther’s revolutionary theological insights were forcing the reevaluation of central Christian doctrines and practices. Lecturing and writing on the Proverbs may seem like a retreat into a relative biblical backwater, but set in the context of humanist educational reforms, Melanchthon’s interest in the Proverbs makes perfect sense.

By the time Melanchthon took up his teaching post in Wittenberg in 1518, Erasmus had just released the third edition of his celebrated Adages, a work intended to harvest the practical wisdom and literary elegance of pagan antiquity for a revivified curriculum of Christian moral formation. Erasmus was convinced that these pagan proverbs, more so than the ancient myths or fables, lent themselves most readily to adaptation and assimilation in a wider body of Christian learning. According to one scholar, Erasmus felt that the legacy of classical antiquity was most clearly captured “in proverbs, in excerpts, in gemlike and durable fragments, or in texts which, like Homer’s, seem made to be weighed and assimilated in fragments.”25 Melanchthon’s commentary on the Proverbs seems to be an attempt to do for the Wisdom literature of the Hebrew Bible what Erasmus had done for the adages of pagan antiquity: to demonstrate the abiding value of these gem-like fragments of ancient wisdom for the renewal of Western Christendom. But unlike the Adages of Erasmus, Melanchthon’s commentary on the Proverbs contains a harder theological edge. Though clearly appreciative of the political, economic, and social wisdom contained in the proverbs of pagan antiquity, Melanchthon was at pains to demonstrate the superiority of the wisdom revealed to Solomon. The biblical Proverbs are superior, he observes, not only because of their origin but also on account of their subject matter. Writing in the prologue to his 1529 Nova Scholia, Melanchthon contrasted the writings of ancient writers such as Hesiod, Theognis, and Phocylides, who collected proverbs illuminating “the customs of civic life.” The Proverbs of Solomon deal with these matters at length, of course, but what makes them different is that they also touch on higher things: “on the will of God, the fear of God, faith, and the cross.”26

Melanchthon was one of the first, and perhaps the most influential, early Protestant interpreters of the Proverbs, but he was by no means unusual in the way he found contemporary relevance for the text by reading it against the backdrop of the wisdom of pagan antiquity. In fact, one of the most striking features of early modern commentary on the Bible’s Wisdom literature is the eagerness of exegetes to coordinate revealed wisdom with secular. Nor should we assume that the contrast was always negative. For many early modern writers—especially those, like Melanchthon, who had been schooled in the texts and methods of Renaissance humanism—the writers of ancient Greece and Rome represented the best of what human wit and wisdom could accomplish on its own, unaided by God’s saving grace. Such accomplishments may be incomplete or even at times opposed to the saving knowledge of God imparted in the gospel, but they were of undeniable value in organizing a degree of relative peace, justice, and prosperity in worldly affairs. Seen in this light, it comes as no surprise to find early modern exegetes weighing the biblical wisdom carefully against the harvest of antiquity. When secular writers could be found expressing similar sentiments, it could be taken as evidence that the biblical text was expressing a truth widely available to human reason, and thus one that could serve as a basis for ordering justice in the secular world. When the biblical wisdom was found to stand in tension with the secular, it could be taken as an indication of a revealed truth that transcended the wisdom of this world.

Consider, for example, Melanchthon’s exegesis of Proverbs 29:18, “Where there is no prophetic vision the people cast off restraint.” He begins by identifying “prophetic vision” with the advice given to rulers by godly prophets, citing the examples of Elisha and Isaiah, who during their lifetimes curbed the worst instincts of the kings of Samaria and Judah. The beneficial effects of their advice can be seen, Melanchthon observes, in the way that each kingdom slid precipitously into ruin after the prophets’ deaths. The biblical proverb does not identify the underlying reason for this decline, but Melanchthon sees a corollary principle in some lines from the Roman poet Claudian, who attributed the enduring rule of Rome to the restraint of its laws, in contrast with other fallen empires of the ancient world, which had lacked such restraint:

Nor will there ever be a limit to the empire of Rome, for luxury and its attendant vices, and pride with sequent hate have brought to ruin all kingdoms else. ’Twas thus that Sparta laid low the foolish pride of Athens but to fall herself a victim to Thebes; thus that the Mede deprived the Assyrian of empire and the Persian the Mede. Macedonia subdued Persia and was herself to yield to Rome. But Rome found her strength in the oracles of the Sibyl, her vigour in the hallowed laws of Numa.27


Melanchthon cites only the italicized lines above in his commentary, lines that fill out the contrast implied in the Solomonic proverb: prophetic guidance preserves a kingdom, while luxury, pride, and hate bring it to ruin. The wider context of the original text, which I have quoted above, goes on to attribute Rome’s avoidance of these vices to the prophetic guidance of the Sibyl and the laws of Numa. Melanchthon, however, pivots back to the second line of the proverb: “But Solomon goes further, telling what sort of prophetic guidance is needed when he says, ‘blessed is the one who keeps the law,’ as if to say that prophetic guidance is such that it holds on to true doctrine and true rites of worship, and gives counsels which are congruent with the word of God.”28 In other words, the first line of the Solomonic proverb expresses the exact same insight the sages of ancient Rome had learned from bitter experience, while the second half redirects the content of their piety and doctrine back to the sources of divine revelation in the word of God. Like centuries of Christian readers before them, Melanchthon and the other early modern interpreters believed strongly that the Bible was a source of moral and spiritual wisdom that could guide human behavior in all facets of life, and in the aftermath of the humanist recovery of the wisdom of ancient Greece and Rome they sought to bring the Bible’s guidance into conversation with as wide a literary field as possible.

Ecclesiastes: A harmonious text? The Reformation was in large part a battle over the meaning of the Bible—who should read it, how it should be read, and whose judgments counted in applying its teaching or settling disputes over its meaning. But all sides in the disputes of this period more or less took for granted that the Bible was both true and ultimately coherent in its teachings. The rapid diffusion of textual and linguistic expertise championed by the humanists during the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries was accompanied by a shifting set of sensibilities as to how best to understand texts as products, each of a unique historical context. The result was that students of ancient literature became more deeply attuned to the ways in which language itself changed over time, and more wary of anachronism in interpretation.

These new critical sensibilities were on striking display in Lorenzo Valla’s Declamation on the Forged Donation of Constantine of 1440, which demonstrated conclusively on the basis of internal evidence that the emperor Constantine’s purported “donation” of imperial lands and power to the church at the end of his reign was a later forgery.29 So subversive of papal claims to power was Valla’s work that it was placed on the Index of Forbidden Books in 1559—more than a century after its publication!—but there was no stopping the dissemination of the critical questions Valla asked or the demands for historical corroboration. For example, if Constantine had really transferred authority over the Western empire to Pope Sylvester I as the document claimed, where were the imperial edicts issued in Sylvester’s name? Where were the coins minted with his likeness? Why were there no other documents in the imperial or papal registries attesting to such a momentous political transformation? Moreover, Valla deployed his superior knowledge of classical Latin to demonstrate that the style and vocabulary of the Donation could not possibly date to the age of Constantine, but used terminology and forms of address that only developed centuries later. The effect of these arguments on the status of the Donation itself was devastating. Apologists for papal power were quick to point out that the jurisdictional claims of the Petrine see did not stand or fall with this one text, nor was Valla himself attempting to overthrow papal power altogether. But the kinds of questions he was asking and the new awareness of language itself as a cultural artifact had implications far beyond the study of papal registries in the Vatican libraries. The implications for the study of the Bible were real and apparent, as Valla himself slyly let drop in one passage: “When I was a boy, I remember asking someone who had written the Book of Job. When he answered, ‘Job himself,’ I asked the further question of how therefore he managed to mention his own death. This can be said of many other books, although it is not appropriate to discuss them here.”30

The three books traditionally attributed to Solomon in the Hebrew Bible raised similar, uncomfortable questions. The narrative frame for this attribution was 1 Kings 1–11, which describes the struggle over succession following the death of King David; God’s gift of wisdom to Solomon and the fame, wealth, and power that this gift brought to his reign; his construction and dedication of the temple in Jerusalem; and finally his fall into idolatry, led astray by his many foreign wives. This narrative in itself was deeply unsettling: if God had indeed granted Solomon “a wise and discerning mind, so that none like you has been before you and none like you shall arise after you” (1 Kings 3:12), then why was this wisdom insufficient to preserve Solomon from idolatry? True, his father David had sinned spectacularly, but David’s lapses had always been presented as isolated incidents, quickly followed by sincere and humble repentance. Not so with Solomon: the Scripture only relates that “his heart was not wholly true to the LORD his God” (1 Kings 11:4), with no mention of any subsequent change of heart. The ambiguous legacy of Solomon is stated concisely by the prophet Nehemiah: “Did not Solomon king of Israel sin on account of such women? Among the many nations there was no king like him, and he was beloved by his God, and God made him king over all Israel. Nevertheless, foreign women made even him to sin” (13:26).

This ambiguity raised a difficult problem for premodern interpreters of the books traditionally associated with Solomon: if they were written prior to his fall into sin, they would seem to be relics of an earlier, immature character, a wisdom as yet untested by all that the world would throw at it. Moreover, at least two of the books in question, Ecclesiastes and the Song of Songs, give strong evidence of the writer’s firsthand experience with the delights of the flesh. Is it likely that a young man who had said to himself, “Come now, I will test you with pleasure; enjoy yourself” (Eccles 2:1), only to find in it nothing but vanity, would return later in life to have his hard-won wisdom overthrown by the delights of the harem? On the other hand, if Solomon had written these words after his fall, why is there no account of his restoration in 1 Kings? And why would he have failed to mention the wives and concubines who had led him astray in Ecclesiastes?31

Early modern interpreters wrestled with these questions of authorship and the canonical setting of Proverbs, Ecclesiastes, and Song of Songs at some length. Most were content to take at face value the authorial ascriptions and read these texts as products of the same inspired author, albeit at different periods of life. Luther, however, seems to have been one of the first Christian interpreters to introduce doubts on this score. In his published commentary on Ecclesiastes, Luther attributes the text to Solomon, but suggests that he is speaking in a persona, rather than merely relating his own personal experience in unvarnished form:

I think that these words were spoken by Solomon in some assembly of his retinue, perhaps after dinner or even during dinner to some great and prominent men who were present. He spoke this way after he had thought long and hard to himself about the condition and the vanity of human affairs, or rather of human affections. Then he poured this out to those who were present, as usually happens, and afterwards what he said was put down and assembled by the leaders of the community or of the church. . . . This is, then, a public sermon which they heard from Solomon, on the basis of which it seemed appropriate to call this book Qoheleth—not in the sense that Solomon himself was a preacher but that this book was preached as though it had been a public sermon.32


Some decades earlier, Denis the Carthusian had also described Solomon’s narrative voice in Ecclesiastes as a shifting set of personas adopted as a literary convention, so both Luther and Denis appear to be introducing a degree of literary distance between Solomon the character (Ecclesiastes) and Solomon the historical figure (1 Kings). Luther had been more explicit on this point two years earlier in the preface to his German translation: “Now this book was certainly not written or set down by King Solomon with his own hand. Instead scholars put together what others had heard from Solomon’s lips. . . . That is to say, certain persons selected by the kings and the people were at that time appointed to fix and arrange this and other books that were handed down by Solomon, the one shepherd.”33 But in a dinner-table speech of his own several years later (1533), Luther went even further, suggesting that Ecclesiastes may have been written “by Sirach in the time of the Maccabees,” and he compared it to the Talmud as a derivative work stitched together from an assembly of earlier sources.34

Even more forceful in his rejection of the tradition of Solomonic authorship was Hugo Grotius, writing a century later. Grotius argued on the basis of Hebrew lexicography that the ascription “Qoheleth” was better translated as “the Gatherer” than “the Preacher,” with the result that the book ought to be viewed, like Job, as a largely fictional construct assembled for the purpose of showcasing the full range of opinions on what makes for human happiness offered by the various philosophical schools current at the time of its writing. And like Valla with the Donation of Constantine two centuries earlier, for Grotius it was the linguistic arguments that clinched the case: “For my part, however, I do not think that it is Solomon’s; rather, it was written later under the name of that king, as though he had been led to repentance. In support of this argument I can point to many words which you will not find anywhere else but in Daniel, Esdras, and other Chaldean translations.”35 It is important to note that for none of the interpreters discussed above did these considerations regarding authorship undermine the essential truth of the text or the appropriateness of canonical interpretation. Whether or not Solomon was the literal author of Ecclesiastes (or of Proverbs or the Song of Songs), he was clearly the implied literary author, which meant that the text was best understood within the broad narrative sweep of the Israelite monarchy at apogee, and even authors like Luther and Grotius who expressed doubts as to Solomonic authorship continued to read the text within this canonical narrative framework.

Three inspired texts. The biblical scholars and commentators who appear in the following pages were united by a common love and veneration for the Bible as God’s word for humanity, and the assiduous efforts they lavished on its every word and turn of phrase bear witness to their conviction that here, above all other places, is where the highest wisdom can be found. In the sermons, commentaries, treatises, and paraphrases produced by these early modern pastors and scholars, we can catch a sense of the urgency that infused their reading of Scripture, their sense of answering the critical demands of a moment when careful exegesis of the Bible mattered. It mattered because they stood at a critical junction in history, when old habits of thought and speech and worship were being reconfigured in light of a fresh understanding of Scripture’s message. Far from being a sterile academic exercise or a futile gesture of protest against an indifferent secular world, Reformation engagement with Scripture responded to a swiftly changing landscape and set the agenda for congregations and for kingdoms.

The books of Proverbs, Ecclesiastes, and Song of Songs cover a wide range of literary genres and an even wider range of thematic topics. The book of Proverbs alone is a veritable encyclopedia of practical ethics, touching on matters of politics and the common good; money and economic justice; marriage, sex, and family life; private virtue and public justice. Ecclesiastes had long been read as a treatise urging contemptus mundi—that is, a demonstration of the vanity of earthly pleasures and a commendation of the higher, spiritual duties. It retained this character for many early modern exegetes, but when it came in contact with the Reformation theology of salvation by faith alone, and its consequent rejection of monastic asceticism, it was reinterpreted as a commendation of those same worldly goods, received as gifts from the God who gives all things freely. The Song of Songs, as I have already observed, was often read as a cipher pointing to the mysteries of God’s love for his people, but increasingly it came to be acknowledged (even if only tacitly) that even the most intimate delights of the body could also be received as God’s good gifts.

Given the staggering diversity of subject matter covered in these books, it is impossible to do justice to the breadth, depth, and creative brilliance of exegetical insight stretching over the roughly two centuries this commentary series aims to cover. I make no pretense at having presented a complete or even representative sampling of the exegetical perspectives on offer. The reader will no doubt notice that I have played favorites from time to time: Cardinal Cajetan, Philipp Melanchthon, and Michel Cop on the Proverbs; Martin Luther and Jean de Serres on Ecclesiastes; Theodore Beza, Melchior Hoffman, and the English Puritans on the Song of Songs. In each section of the commentary these “mainstays” seemed to me to have set the agenda for other interpreters, who often responded to their exegesis. When possible, I have tried to give my readers a sense of the lively cut and thrust of exegetical debate as it developed around certain passages—for example, debates over the nature of work and vocation in Proverbs 6 or Christology in Proverbs 8; the propriety of usury in Proverbs 28 or slavery in Ecclesiastes 2; the nature of allegory and figural interpretation running all through the Song. But on the whole, I have followed my own judgment in presenting selections that struck me as particularly insightful, novel, influential, or just plain eyebrow-raising. I hope readers will find themselves as captivated as I have been in watching these early modern interpreters at work and be drawn—as were they themselves—back to the sources.
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    OVERVIEW: The book of Proverbs presented Reformation-era commentators with both a challenge and an opportunity: the challenge was to find common themes within what often seemed to be disparate or loosely-held-together pieces of advice and admonition; the opportunity was to apply this biblical wisdom to their ministries, their theologies, and the lives of those they served. In their introductory comments on the book, they considered several questions that resonate throughout their interpretation of the text: What exactly is a proverb? What is the place of this book among the works often ascribed to Solomon? And, most importantly, what is the nature of biblical wisdom, how does it compare to other forms of wisdom, and how does it apply to the Christian life?


     


    THREE KINDS OF WISDOM. DENIS THE CARTHUSIAN: “The Lord said to Solomon: ‘Because you have asked for wisdom. . . . Behold! I have given you a wise and understanding heart, in so much as there has been no one like you before, nor will there arise after you.’” In these words three things are mentioned: first, the excellence of the wisdom granted to Solomon; second, in what way or from whom he received it; and third, the meritorious cause of this generous infusion of wisdom—namely, that when given the option to ask for whatever he wanted, he asked for wisdom rather than riches, long life, or fame, or triumph.


    In short, wisdom was given to Solomon that was both wide-ranging and supernaturally infused. First of all, there is that wisdom which is numbered first among the seven gifts of the Holy Spirit, and it consists of a supernaturally infused habit by which the created mind discerns and contemplates divine things with an internal sense; also, it judges accurately the highest and unchanging Good by virtue of participation in its nature, and by the conformity of its affections to that knowledge. And so it is by this wisdom that a person discerns—not with a bare and unformed knowledge, but with formed knowledge and an engaged will—that God alone is to be enjoyed, and that he must devote himself wholly to God and cling to him to the very end. This is what he feels and senses with an internal sensibility. This wisdom cannot be formless; indeed, it is inseparably linked with charity, so that whoever exists in a state of salvation (that is, in charity and grace) has this wisdom to some degree. And the more one grows in charity, the more do they grow in that wisdom. . . .


    The second type of supernatural wisdom is the gift and habit of the gift freely given [gratia gratis data], by which a person knows and can do those things which pertain to faith—proclaiming, proving, and defending it. As Augustine writes in this connection, “You have faith itself, but you do not have the ability and the resources to defend the faith.”† This wisdom can be unformed; that is, it can exist apart from charity and saving grace [gratia gratum faciente]; it is common among both the virtuous and the vicious, just like the other freely given gifts. Concerning these, the apostle writes, “To one is given through the Spirit the utterance of wisdom, and to another the utterance of knowledge.” This wisdom, although given by infusion to the glorious apostles and to many other saints, can nevertheless be obtained by reading, by listening, and by study of the sacred Scriptures and other theological texts; indeed, it is continually learned by students and by the studious. This wisdom was also infused by grace into Solomon in great abundance. . . .


    The third type of wisdom is natural, or philosophical. This kind of wisdom can be found and obtained by natural light and by study, even though it is granted to some by an infusion of grace. And this kind of wisdom is sometimes taken more broadly in reference to all true knowledge that can be acquired and discovered by natural reason. Thus, it comprehends both knowledge [scientiam] and prudence [prudentiam]. Sometimes it is taken more strictly for the knowledge of divine and immaterial things. But this wisdom (in the broader sense) seems to have been infused into Solomon to an exceptional degree, such that there has been none greater than him before or after, excepting only Christ and the first-created human (Adam). (Though Jerome says of Aristotle that he was certainly a great miracle among the whole human race, since whatever could be known by nature seems to have been infused into him.‡ Let this be understood in the most pious sense.)


    Moreover, the Scripture seems to imply that Solomon was preeminent in all these types of wisdom—in natural knowledge, moral, and rational—all at the same time. For we read in 1 Kings that “God gave to Solomon wisdom, and understanding exceeding much, and greatness of heart, as the sand that is on the sea shore. And the wisdom of Solomon surpassed the wisdom of all the Orientals, and of the Egyptians; and he was wiser than all men. . . . Solomon also spoke three thousand parables, and his poems were five thousand. And he treated about trees, from the cedar that is in Lebanon to the hyssop that grows out of the wall; and he spoke of beasts, and of fowls, and of creeping things, and of fishes.” And again, in the person of Solomon the following is said: “God gave me the true knowledge of things that exist: to know the disposition of the whole world and the virtues of the elements; the beginning and ending, and the middle of times, the alterations of their courses, and the changes of seasons; the revolutions of the year and the dispositions of the stars; the natures of living creatures and rage of wild beasts; the force of winds and the reasonings of people; the diversities of plants and the virtues of roots.” Since, therefore, Solomon’s wisdom was so great, it is clear that his words contain the highest wisdom and ought to be studied with great diligence. EXPOSITION OF THE BOOK OF PROVERBS.1


     


    THE PLACE OF PROVERBS IN SOLOMON’S TRILOGY. FRANCIS TAYLOR: Three works there are of Solomon’s in Scripture, arguments of that large wisdom which God gave him resembling his people: the one like the sand on the seashore; the other like the dust of the earth; [the third] that he begged and received. . . . The Proverbs set out true wisdom; Ecclesiastes, worldly vanity; and Canticles, heavenly love. The first teaches us how to live in the world. The second, how to wean us from the world. The third, how to rejoice in the love of Christ. And Solomon varies the title suitably to the occasion. In the beginning of the Proverbs, he writes himself “king of Israel,” that he might teach all his people. In Ecclesiastes he calls himself “king in Jerusalem,” that the people who had seen his vanity there might not imitate it. In the Canticles, he takes no kingly title at all—nothing but bare Solomon: “He is content with his own name, taking no notice that he was a king.”† He had no title to Christ’s love as a king. Every good subject of his had as much title to it as he. AN EXPOSITION WITH PRACTICAL OBSERVATIONS.2


     


    WHAT IS A PROVERB? DESIDERIUS ERASMUS: There are two things that are peculiar to the character of a proverb: common usage and novelty. This means that it must be well known and in popular currency; for this is the origin of the word paroimia in Greek (from oimos, a road, as though well-polished in use and circulating), that which travels everywhere on the lips of men and women, and of adagium in Latin, as if you should say “something passed round,” following Varro. And then it must be shrewd, so as to have some mark, as it were, to distinguish it from ordinary talk. But we cannot immediately rank in this category everything that has passed into popular speech or contains an unusual image; it must be recommended by its antiquity and erudition alike, for that is what I call shrewd.


    Proverbs get into popular speech, either from the oracles of the gods, like “Neither the third nor the fourth,”† or from the sayings of sages, which indeed circulated in antiquity as if they were oracles, such as “Good things are difficult.”‡ Or else they come from some very ancient poet, as for instance Homer’s “When a thing is done, a fool can see it,”§ or Pindar’s “To kick against the goad,”◊ or from Sappho, “No bees, no honey”;∆ for at a time when tongues were as yet uncorrupted, the verses of the poets were also sung at feasts. Or they may come from the stage—that is, from tragedies and comedies, like this from Euripides: “Upwards flow the streams,”†† or this from Aristophanes: “Off with you to the crows!”‡‡ It is comedy especially which by a mutual give-and-take, adopts many of the expressions in constant use among the common people, and in turn gives birth to others that are passed on to them for constant use. Some are derived from the subjects of legend, such as the great jar that cannot be filled from the story of the daughters of Danaus,§§ or the helmet of Orcus from the tale of Perseus.◊◊ Some arise from fables, among which we find “But we see not what is in the wallet behind.”∆∆ Occasionally they are born from an actual occurrence: “Leucon carries some things; his ass carries others.”††† Several are borrowed from history: “Rome wins by sitting still.”‡‡‡ Others come from apothegms—that is, from quick witty replies, like that remark “Who does not own himself would Samos own.”§§§ There are some that are snatched from a word rashly spoken, such as “Hippocleides doesn’t care.”◊◊◊ In a word, the behavior, the natural qualities of any race or individual or even of an animal, or last, any power belonging even to a thing, if remarkable and commonly known—all these have given occasion for an adage. . . .


    Now in case anyone should impatiently thrust aside this aspect of learning as too humble, perfectly easy and almost childish, I will explain in a few words how much respect was earned by these apparent trivialities among the ancients. . . . To start with, that an acquaintance with adages was held to be not unimportant by the greatest men is sufficiently proved, I think, by the fact that authors of the first distinction have thought them a worthy subject for a number of volumes diligently compiled. . . . But why should I be talking of these people, when the Hebrew sages themselves did not hesitate to bring out more than one book with this title, and to enclose the venerable mysteries of the unsearchable deity in proverbs which the intellects of so many and such great theologians have struggled to elucidate, as they are struggling to this day? . . .


    Then who would dare to despise this mode of speech, when they saw that some of the oracles of the holy prophets are made of proverbs? One example of this is “The fathers have eaten sour grapes, and the children’s teeth are set on edge.” Who would not revere them as an almost holy thing, fit to express the mysteries of religion, since Christ himself, whom we ought to imitate in all things, seems to have taken a particular delight in this way of speaking? An adage is current in Greek: “I judge the tree by its fruit.”∆∆∆ In Luke we read the same thing: “A good tree does not bear corrupt fruit, neither does a corrupt tree bear good fruit.” . . . Christ cites a proverb from children playing in the marketplace: “We have piped to you and you have not danced; we have mourned to you, and you have not wept.” This is very like that saying in Theognis, if one may compare sacred with profane: “For Jove himself may not content us all, / Whether he holds rain back or lets it fall.”†††† ADAGES.3


     


    THEOLOGY IN LOWLY FORM. KONRAD PELLIKAN: Proverbs, or comparisons [similitudines], which are called parables in Greek, are not the same as adages, which are commonly repeated aphorisms [sententiae] enveloped in a comparison—that is, they signify something different from what they say.† Rather, they are discourses [sermones] and pregnant aphorisms [sententiae] conducive to every aspect of faithful living. Though wrapped in lowly form, they contain within themselves much that is of use, such as certain first principles of genuine theology, of which we can make use in understanding the common topics of faith and ethics, as well the whole of sacred Scripture. A SUCCINCT AND UNIVERSAL COMMENTARY ON THE BIBLE.4


     


    SOLOMON’S WISDOM EXCELS THAT OF THE PAGANS. PHILIPP MELANCHTHON: Regarding the two modes of speaking, it is customary on the one hand for the dialectical method to proceed in an orderly manner, rendering a universal doctrine much the same way one might erect a building. Or, for example, the way a doctor first speaks concerning the structure of the body, distinguishing its members from its fluids, then moving on to a discussion of birth and the causes of diseases, and finally to speak of treatments. The other mode of speaking involves delivering brief opinions in the form of aphorisms, and it often happens that these are given indiscriminately, with no great concern for order, as for example in the moral precepts given by Phocylides, Theognis, and others. This book by Solomon is a collection of such aphorisms [sententiae], and its Latin title is Proverbia, though there is a distinction in Greek between aphorisms [gnōmas] and proverbs [paroimías], and also in Latin between sententiae and proverbia; in Hebrew this is signified by a variety of terms.


    An aphorism [sententia], or gnome, is a brief saying containing a moral precept, or a warning concerning reward and punishment, or a description of good fortune in life, consideration of which is a useful reminder. Examples of such aphorisms are: “Scorn voluptuousness, for cheap pleasures are bought with pain.”† Or “Remember to disbelieve.”‡ Or “Know thyself.”§ Of rewards and punishments: “Good things come to the children of the pious, not to those of the impious.”◊ Of good fortune: “Pride often runs riot in prosperity.”∆ Or “Fortune makes fools of her favorites.”††


    A proverb, however, is a widely celebrated saying and generally involves some sort of figure of speech, whether a metaphor, or comparison, or imagery, or hyperbole, or irony signifying something else, whether it contains an aphorism [sententia] or some other kind of description. For example: “A leaky jar.”‡‡ Or “Until the Greek calends.”§§ Or “He is going to the crows.”◊◊ Or “An ever-shifting channel.”∆∆ These and many other proverbs communicate no aphorism [sententia], but they are adapted to signify different things in different circumstances.


    Even though there is a distinction between proverbs and aphorisms, many proverbs contain the latter—for example, “You have obtained Sparta; now adorn it.”††† This is an aphorism, reminding each individual of their own vocation (as we call it): let them understand what is contained within its limits and rightly perform the duties required of them. But it is also a proverb, because it is adorned by a figure and widely known. “We do not see the knapsack on our own back.”‡‡‡ This is an aphorism reprehending an evil self-love that judges others harshly. But it is also a proverb, because it is communicated in figurative terms and is widely known. The following are aphorisms and proverbs: “The censor pardons the crows and convicts the doves.”§§§ “Tortoises conquer both virtue and wisdom.”◊◊◊


    With so many sayings in this book that are both aphorisms and proverbs, the title of Proverbs is not a bad fit; however, whether the title be aphorisms or proverbs, it must still be known that this is a collected treasury of the sweetest aphorisms, which are precepts concerning all the virtues.∆∆∆


    But we ought always to bear in mind that the chief summary of teaching on the virtues, adapted for our comprehension, is contained in the Decalogue. Here also [in Proverbs] is taught what must be done, and the various types of maxims may be divided up in accordance with the commandments of the Decalogue. These types can be given as follows: some are theological, and these address matters concerning God and the precepts of the first table; others are political, addressing the duties of governance; others are ethical, giving instruction on mores common to everyone; still others are economic, speaking on matters of marriage and domestic affairs. . . .


    But it is necessary even at the outset to be reminded that there is a great difference between the pagan gnomologias—for example, of Phocylides or Theognis—and those handed down by Solomon in the church of God, just as there is said to be a difference in kind between philosophy and the teaching which resounds in the church. Even as philosophy retains a fragment of the law, so also Phocylides says something about the wrath of God and the penalties of crime. But concerning the Mediator, the remission of sins, reconciliation, true prayer, faith and hope, the nearness of God in our calamities, he says nothing, even though he recites many precepts pertaining to the second table of the Decalogue. But Solomon often addresses the true knowledge of God and how to approach him, as well as the other virtues pertaining to the first table of the law; for example: “the beginning of wisdom of is the fear of the Lord.” And: “Trust in the Lord with all your heart, and do not lean on your own wisdom, in all your ways acknowledge him, and he will direct your paths.” Concerning the cross: “The Lord chastises the one he loves, that he not fall away from him.” And concerning salvation after this life: “The righteous hopes in his death.”


    The emperor Julian rated Phocylides higher than Solomon when he argued that there was no greater wisdom handed down in the prophetic and apostolic books than what could be found among the pagans.‡‡‡‡ Now Cyril points out in refutation of Julian that Solomon is greatly to be preferred [to the pagans] because he preceded them by an age. For Phocylides, who was from Miletus, and Theognis, who was from Megara, lived in the age of Cyrus and Thales. But this puerile response does not satisfy an argument of this gravity. For he should have spoken instead about the true sources of their teaching, whether it be the doctrine of the law or that of the gospel. Granted that Phocylides recited a good part of the law, but of that teaching which is unique to the church—namely, those teachings concerning the revelation of God, both in deed and in testimony, concerning the great promises which make up the gospel, announcing the remission of sins and offering eternal life on account of the Son, or concerning the consolation in the cross—on these high matters the pagan scribes are silent. This difference must always be kept in view, so that we know the doctrine which is unique to the church.


    This also must be added by way of preface: because this book was written for the true church of God, in which the promise of the Messiah was known, we recognize him and desire that, with faith lighting the way, we may contemplate the Messiah by experience in every aphorism, whether it speaks of faith or of works. For example, when in chapter 3 it says, “Trust in the Lord with your whole heart,” understand “on account of the Mediator,” just as David himself had previously pointed out: “Kiss the Son. . . . Blessed are all who trust in him.” Indeed, Solomon expressly commands that this teaching, which was given by God to this people, be embraced. And where mention is made of faith, it is necessary to contemplate the promises. Likewise when it speaks concerning marriage: “Rejoice in the wife of your youth,” understand (with faith lighting the way) that the statutes are accepted by God on account of the Mediator, and on account of him are works divinely ordained pleasing to God. Thus the teaching concerning the Messiah is to be grasped everywhere, though it is delivered with greater clarity in the Psalms and Prophets. But indeed, it is indicated here also, because mention is made of the wisdom of God proclaimed in human fashion, which is the Son sent to the church. EXPOSITION OF THE PROVERBS OF SOLOMON.5


     


    HEAVENLY WISDOM TEACHING CHRIST. MICHEL COP: Although we are not kings or worldly princes, nor do we have public office, yet we ought to follow the wisdom of good kings and princes, as they are given to us by God for an example. And even though we do not always have wise superiors, as experience teaches us, we still need at all times to be wise, unless we want to perish with the foolish. For neither the folly of the great nor that of the small will be excused from guilt of damnation, if we follow it and delight in it. And for this reason, Solomon was not only content to be a mirror of wisdom to those of his own time, but he also desired to be a profit to all ages, so long as the world should last, and so he has written these notable proverbs and excellent sayings, profitable to teach one to govern oneself wisely in all holiness and honesty, in all righteousness and innocence, in all modesty and sobriety, in the faith and fear of God, as it will be understood by those who hear and read them. . . .


    Therefore we must be neither deaf nor negligent, but ready and diligent to hear the Proverbs of King Solomon, in which he promises above all to teach us wisdom—not the wisdom of this world, nor of the princes of this world, which passes away. Such wisdom is foolishness before God, who gave Solomon the wisdom that he teaches in these proverbs. If we learn them truly, and delight in what they teach, we shall be endued with heavenly wisdom. This wisdom has always been one and the same, so let us not think that Solomon here teaches anything new, for it is said, “You shall neither add anything to what I command you, nor take anything away.” The wisdom he teaches here is simply this: to hold fast to the word of God, and to walk in his commandments. This is the same wisdom Moses taught the children of Israel, saying, “Behold, I have taught you laws and ordinances, as the Lord my God commanded me.”


    But here it might be objected that Solomon need not have written, seeing that Moses had before him already written and that he is teaching no different wisdom but what Moses taught. It may be answered that what Moses taught briefly and obscurely, adapted for the capacity of the people, Solomon expands upon and amplifies, and so in this way he serves as an interpreter to Moses. But it may be objected again that if Solomon teaches no other wisdom than what Moses taught, he does not teach Jesus Christ, whom God has made for us wisdom and righteousness; therefore his teaching does not apply to us, who should aspire to know nothing but Jesus Christ and him crucified. I answer that Moses has indeed spoken of Jesus Christ: “If you had believed Moses, you would also have believed me.” And “The law was our schoolmaster, to bring us to Christ.”


    But Solomon does not merely teach the law but faith as well, for he sets forth for us various promises of God, and then teaches us Jesus Christ, of whom he also was a figure, for all the promises of God are “yes” and “amen” in Jesus Christ. Therefore, when we hear the Proverbs of Solomon, let us not expect that he will lead us only to perform the works of the law outwardly, but that he primarily intends to conform our character to the fear and reverence of God, and this cannot be done without faith. ON THE PROVERBS OF SOLOMON.6


     


    NO DISCERNABLE PATTERN. PETER MOFFETT: Proverbs are certain general, short, and pithy sayings, used, or [intended] to be used, in every person’s mouth. Even though various parables are set down in the writings of the prophets, the evangelists, and the apostles, yet this is the only book of Scripture titled by the name of Proverbs, because in it alone proverbial sentences are continued without ceasing or intermission, and without mingling of stories, prayers, or other matters. For in this little volume a great heap of grave and most prudent sayings is so nearly couched and so briefly comprised, such that proverbs, like drifts of snow, seem to lie thick together and, like grapes of the same bunch, to cluster one upon another. As concerning the arrangement of this book, neither are the proverbs so confusedly shuffled but that some of them, now and then, have affinity and coherence together; nor yet are they so suitably sorted but that even those often that are placed as very near neighbors differ greatly in substance, and have no dependence upon one another. A COMMENTARY UPON THE BOOK OF THE PROVERBS OF SOLOMON.7


     


    A COLLECTION MADE BY ROYAL DECREE. HUGO GROTIUS: In Greek this book is called Paroimíai, though the Hebrew title, mashal, signifies in particular a comparison or a parable. But since Proverbs is full of such compact comparisons, eventually the term came to be used for all gnōmē, or pithy sayings. I will not repeat here what I said about this in my prologue to Stobaeus’s Sayings of the Poets, or in my comments on Matthew 13:3.† But it seems that this book is a selection of the best sayings from many different writers who preceded Solomon, in much the same way that many of the emperors of Constantinople had anthologies drawn up for their own use. But all the sayings collected here are about ethics—that is, they relate either to character or to instruction in prudence, but always in relation to the worship of God, for this virtue begets all the rest of itself. Having been neglected by many nations, this was the special study of the Hebrew sages, as Josephus has observed.‡ ANNOTATIONS ON THE OLD TESTAMENT.8


  







1:1-7 THE BEGINNING OF KNOWLEDGE



1The proverbs of Solomon, son of David, king of Israel:


2To know wisdom and instruction,

to understand words of insight,

 

3to receive instruction in wise dealing,

in righteousness, justice, and equity;

 

4to give prudence to the simple,

knowledge and discretion to the youth—

 

5Let the wise hear and increase in learning,

and the one who understands obtain guidance,

 

6to understand a proverb and a saying,

the words of the wise and their riddles.

 

7The fear of the LORD is the beginning of knowledge;

fools despise wisdom and instruction.





OVERVIEW: The opening verses of Proverbs, among the best known in the whole book, sound out the primary themes of the book: wisdom and the fear of the Lord. The Reformation commentators focus on the meaning of the many synonyms the biblical author uses, distinguishing wisdom from knowledge, insight, instruction, and other Hebrew terms. The exegetes especially stress the relationship of wisdom and virtue, and distinguish godly understanding from worldly ways of knowing. In particular, they contemplate the meaning of the fear of the Lord, noting the difference between biblical wisdom and that of the Greeks and other ancients.


1:1-6 To Know Wisdom and Instruction


KNOWLEDGE FOR RIGHT ACTION. CARDINAL CAJETAN: This is clearly the goal toward which Solomon’s parables are aimed, and the parables supplied are directed toward two tasks: knowing and understanding. And so the mere statement of the text is itself inadequate, but there is instead a specific prayer in these words. “The fear of the Lord. . . .” The meaning is that the parables of Solomon son of David King of Israel are comparisons for understanding wisdom. . . . But still, these two tasks are set out in two different ways: first by division into sections by genus, and later by species. “And instruction.” According to the Hebrew this is “and knowledge.” Thus the first benefit of these parables is described as “knowing wisdom and knowledge.” And this lesson concerns practical knowledge—namely, the sure conception by which we kn ve God, to get along with our neighbors, and to work out our salvation ow. This is not just that we might know something, but that we might engage in works, which is moral knowledge. But wisdom is not undertaken as an intellectual practice distinguished by philosophers from knowledge as opposed to understanding, skill, and prudence. It is instead the correct explanation of human actions according to their highest cause—namely, God (as Solomon made clear further on in the work). Knowledge, moreover, is not restricted to learning and teaching, but as it entails an appetitive element, and applies both to what one does and experiences, so also they include those external things by which we are corrected. The text itself will supply evidence of this. THE PARABLES OF SOLOMON, CORRECTED BY THE ORIGINAL HEBREW.1

 

WISDOM AND PRUDENCE. LUDWIG LAVATER: This book of aphorisms [sententiae] was written and published so that we may learn wisdom from it. Wisdom is defined by the philosophers as the knowledge [scientia] of divine and human things, and the understanding of what causes them. Or, more simply put, it is by wisdom that we are able to understand the true knowledge of God, which is true wisdom. This is why Paul says, “We speak the wisdom of God in a mystery, which is hidden, which God ordained before the age.” And indeed, there are many aphorisms set down in this book that cast light upon the nature of God. And from this we may learn mûsār, that is, discipline, reproof, or correction, to which is added instruction. For this book teaches us how we ought to act, if we should receive correction either from God or from human beings. And it also shows us how to give correction to children and to others, so that they might be called back from sin. “Words of understanding and prudence.” The Hebrew bînâ (insight) indicates a judgment that is born from wisdom, by which one may distinguish between good and bad, true and false, what is to be desired and what to be fled from. This differs from ḥokmâ (wisdom); the latter refers to knowledge, while the former indicates a power of discernment or judgment. ON THE BOOK OF PROVERBS, OR SAYINGS, OF SOLOMON THE MOST-WISE KING.2

 

A STRAIGHT LINE LEADING TO REPENTANCE. PETER MOFFETT: In this second verse, two ends or uses of the parables of this book are noted for us. The former end is the knowing of wisdom and instruction. Wisdom is an effectual knowledge of things that are to be believed or practiced, wrought by the light of God’s Word and Spirit clearing and directing the mind and understanding. As concerning instruction, it is a virtue consisting in the right use of wisdom, whereby, through the Lord’s working and training, the hearts and lives of men and women are reformed. The second use of these parables is to understand the words of prudence (or skillful speech). These words of prudence are those holy doctrines or divine instructions whereby people may reform that which is amiss in them, and govern themselves aright in the whole course of their lives. For how else should a young person—indeed, any person!—redress their way, but ruling themselves after the word of God, every sentence of which is like a straight line leading to repentance? And it is especially so with the sentences of this excellent book. A COMMENTARY UPON THE BOOK OF THE PROVERBS OF SOLOMON.3

 

HEAVENLY WISDOM FOR THE SIMPLE AND THE WISE. LUCAS OSIANDER: I have written down these sayings, says Solomon, so that simpler folk and those who have the task of training the young (that is, those who are not yet sufficiently established in the word of God) may learn true wisdom and prudence. Thus, if they have any vices or defects of character, they may correct them and govern their habits with honorable discipline. So also they may come to understand what is just, equitable, and honest, by which one may live rightly and (if their calling requires) govern others rightly. And since these parables teach about not only civil but also heavenly things, it is clear that the reading of the sacred literature is the means or organ by which our hearts are enlightened by heavenly wisdom. But lest anyone should think themselves so prudent that they have no need of this training, Solomon adds, “the wise will hear and become wiser.” PROVERBS.4

 

UNDERSTANDING THE TRUTH AND LIVING BY IT. MICHAEL JERMIN: In Homer, it is the smoke of his country that Odysseus longed for and wished to see,† and this is the wish of many who (as seaweed cleaves to the rocks, so are their hearts fastened by love to this world) desire still to enjoy the smoky ignorance of the earth, and do not care for the light of heaven, nor pay any attention to wisdom and instruction. And to show that this verse is to be referred to such people, some of the rabbis tell us that the original word mûsār, translated here “instruction,” is nothing else but that knowledge by which the ignorant multitude is taught. . . . There is much false wisdom, much vain instruction spoken about in the world, for as Athanasius says, “the Greeks promise wisdom, and heretics think they have instruction,”‡ but it is true wisdom, right instruction that here the wise man promises, and that here he gives. And to distinguish the diversity of words here used, by “wisdom” we may understand the truth of those things that are to be known; by “instruction” the framing of our lives according to our knowledge; by “words of understanding” the proficiency of goodness in us, by a continual learning. The difference that Levi Gershom§ makes between wisdom in the first place and understanding in the last place is this: that wisdom is the knowledge of a thing by its proper and intrinsic causes, and that understanding is that knowledge that is got by causes that are not proper and intrinsic. PARAPHRASTIC MEDITATIONS.5

 

WEARING AWAY THE VEIL. JOHN TRAPP: Tertullian calls the Bible (and the Proverbs especially) “our digest” from the lawyers, and others “our pandects” from them also.† Is there not a thin veil laid over them, which is more rarefied by reading, and at last wholly worn away? Surely, as by much reading in the statute book people grow worldly wise, and as a friend (it is Chrysostom’s comparison) that is acquainted with his friend will work out the meaning of a letter or phrase that a stranger could not understand, so it is in Scripture.‡ And here, as one often observes, the poorest idiot who is a sound Christian goes beyond the most profound clerics that are not sanctified, because he has his own heart instead of a commentary to help him to understand even the more needful points of the Scripture. SOLOMON’S BOOK OF ALL VIRTUES.6

 

TYPES OF WISDOM AND THEIR SOURCE. THE ENGLISH ANNOTATIONS: We may note, the word ḥokmâ in Scripture is a very general word and comprehends all types of wisdom, as does the word sophia in the Greek authors. Sometimes it imports a mechanical craft and wisdom, which, though of an inferior degree, yet is from God too, as we are taught. Sometimes worldly wisdom, whether practical, which we call policy, prudence, or speculative, as the knowledge of things natural. Last, heavenly sanctifying wisdom, of which we see more in the seventh verse of this chapter. All these kinds are from God, so they all may concur and meet in one person. One and the same may excel in mechanical craft, whether by practice and actual operation, or by showing their ready fancy, quick apprehension, and sound judgment in all such things; and may be very prudent and skillful in worldly things both at home and abroad; and besides all this, a very godly person too. ANNOTATIONS OF PROVERBS 1:2.7

 

WISDOM AS ENJOYING GOD’S KINDNESS. MICHEL COP: By his sayings we shall learn to be well-governed, and also we will listen willingly to those who show us our own faults—chiefly those who are wise and experienced, and who know how to give reproof in its proper time and place so that we may correct our way of life and become wise. And so by these sayings he works to draw us away from death, where the obstinate and incorrigible are headed. “Or do you despise the riches of his kindness, patience, and long-suffering, not knowing that the kindness of God leads you to repentance?” Finally, they serve so to frame our hearts that we should delight to give to our neighbors what is theirs, to allow no one to do them wrong, and to govern ourselves in such a manner that no one can find anything in us worthy of blame or reproach. We learn then by these sayings to do well by all people, to hurt no one, and to be a good example rather than a scandal to our neighbors. In doing this, we set out on the blessed life, to possess the kingdom of heaven, which is ever on our lips. Both those who do the contrary enter into their own hell even now. Therefore, so far as we can see, these sayings teach us to fear and serve God, to get along with our neighbors, and to work out our salvation. ON THE PROVERBS OF SOLOMON.8

 

THE GRAMMAR OF WISDOM. PHILIPP MELANCHTHON: The proposition is evident in what he says, that collecting these proverbs is of great advantage in admonishing and teaching the young and uncultivated, and in bending them to diligence by forming their character, both with respect to God and with respect to people. He describes these advantages using many words, but the following terms deserve special consideration:

Wisdom [sapientia] signifies the recognition of God, which shines in the heart with true fear and true faith.

Discipline [disciplina] or instruction refers to preparation or education in general.

Prudence [prudendia] signifies the formation of character.

Understanding [intelligentia] refers to good judgment, the ability to make a difficult choice from among a range of (apparently) more attractive options, as when Jeremiah urged surrender [to the king of Babylon], contrary the opinion of [King Zedekiah’s] other counselors. So also, Zechariah urged that servitude must be endured, and that the people must not be moved to rebellion.†

Justice [iusticia] signifies general obedience to all the commandments.

Judgment [iudicium] refers to accusation, condemnation, and penalty.

Rectitude is the opposite of hypocrisy, and is also called sincerity.

Circumspection is the opposite of brutish insensibility, which rashly rushes ahead without deliberation.

Knowledge [scientia] signifies discriminating judgment.

Consideration is the same as deliberation, which takes into account what is appropriate for the diversity of place, time, and persons. EXPOSITION OF THE PROVERBS OF SOLOMON.9




1:7 The Fear of the Lord Is the Beginning of Wisdom


FEAR AND AFFECTIVE KNOWLEDGE. CARDINAL CAJETAN: The difference in the Hebrew text, “the fear of Jehovah is the foundation of knowledge,” is minimal. This is where the argument of the book begins. The preceding verses are a kind of introduction to the whole title and serve to state the author’s purpose. And so he begins his treatise on knowledge with his subject as the kind that exists among human beings, stating that knowledge is found in those who fear God and not among fools. At the same time he fulfills three duties. He distinguishes between one type of knowledge and another. In saying that the fear of Jehovah is the beginning of knowledge, he makes it clear that this is not a discourse on the knowledge that resides in a hypothetical aspect. For that kind of knowledge is also found in Gentiles who do not fear God and is acquired by careful investigation. The knowledge that is the topic of this treatise, from the very fact that it is acquired by the one who fears God, is very different from that just mentioned. And from the fact that the fear of God is the beginning of knowledge, it is obvious that it must apply to the affective aspect of the person and functions with respect to God as judge and ruler of the universe. For one does not fear God as the object of fear (since he is the highest good and takes no part in evil whatsoever), but as the one capable of inflicting harm. This knowledge also makes clear who the men are who approximate knowledge, since it says that “the fear of God is the beginning of knowing.” It is significant that the phrase is not “the beginning of knowledge” but “the beginning of knowing.” So we understand that it is not talking about the beginning of knowledge taken absolutely, but about that beginning by which we come to possess knowledge. For knowledge taken absolutely is a type of analogue to divine and human knowledge. Therefore, taken absolutely it does not have the fear of God as its foundation, but merely with respect to what pertains to us it begins from the fear of God. Likewise, fear of God is not limited to a kind of abject fear. Because fear as it embarks upon a course of knowledge from the subject’s perspective (i.e., of the one who is acquiring it) is not divorced from that actual knowledge but is rather brought to its fulfillment, as in the statement in the Gospel: “I will show you whom you should fear. Fear the one who, after he kills you, has the authority to consign you to Gehenna.” And so the beginning of knowing (i.e., of possessing the proper understanding of all human affairs with respect to God) is to fear Jehovah as the very source of being from whom we have being, life, and all other goods. And therefore, knowledge of this type can be attained and exist only in those who fear God. THE PARABLES OF SOLOMON, CORRECTED BY THE ORIGINAL HEBREW.10

 

THE FEAR OF THE LORD IS A GIFT OF THE SPIRIT. DIRK PHILIPS: The sixth gift of the Holy Spirit is the fear of the Lord, about which the holy Scripture has much to say. Ecclesiasticus in particular writes much about it in his book, as may be briefly summarized as follows: The fear of the Lord is the beginning of wisdom and is the foundation of the heart alone with the righteous and the believers. The fear of the Lord is the true worship of God. It keeps and makes the heart pious and happy, gives joy and blessing eternally. Fearing God is the wisdom that makes one rich and brings every good thing with it. It fills the whole house with its gifts, and all the rooms with its treasures. The fear of the Lord is a crown of wisdom and gives peace and righteousness abundantly. This wisdom makes people truly wise. To fear the Lord is the true root of wisdom, and its branches grow or bloom eternally. The fear of the Lord drives out sin, but the one who is without this fear is not loved by God.

The true fear of the Lord consists in a serious questioning, reflecting on, and seeking for the good, holy, and perfect will of God, and it requires that the people watch themselves carefully in all their thoughts, words, and deeds, so that they may be pleasing to their God. For the nature and character of the fear of the Lord is to avoid evil and pursue the good. Such fear of the Lord brings the clean and perfectly pure recognition of the only and eternal Almighty God and his divine being—that is, it leads one truly to recognize God the Father and his only born son Jesus Christ, our Lord, and his Holy Spirit in name, power, office, and activity. Out of such acknowledgment comes faith—that is, that blessed, dear, and firm faith in God and his Word, a certain comprehension of heavenly and invisible matters, through which we become God’s children, formed according to him through Jesus Christ in the Holy Spirit and made partakers of the divine nature. And when we are thus united with God, we must love him as the highest good, in certain confidence and living hope that God is the rewarder of all those who seek him in truth.

Therefore the fear of the Lord is truly the beginning of wisdom. It teaches people to deny themselves and, with childlike reverence, worship, and obedience, to serve God in holiness and righteousness, which is pleasing to him, and in complete surrender to set their entire hope on the living God and to wait patiently for what God will do and work. Just as Abraham did when he offered his son to the Lord out of the fear of God through his faith in an undoubting hope, that he, because of the promise of God, would receive him back again. Therefore God gave Isaac back to him as an example of the resurrection, with such witness that he certainly feared the Lord, since he had not spared his only son for the Lord’s sake. Out of all this it is now easy to notice how much good the fear of the Lord accomplishes. ANSWER TO SEBASTIAN FRANCK.11

 

TO FEAR GOD IS TO LOVE GOD. MICHEL COP: In the beginning of this preface he teaches us the way to attain true knowledge. For just as the true knowledge in which we must glory is to know God, when we are instructed in his law and delight to follow it, so we must understand that the fear of the Lord, about which Solomon speaks here, is a humility and reverence, by which we tremble at God’s word. This fear does not mean that we ought to mistrust his goodness; rather, we should diligently beware of displeasing him, and set ourselves to do that which makes him happy. This is the fear that the angel attributed to Abraham, and this is the fear that God requires of his people: “So now, O Israel, what does the Lord your God require of you? Only to fear the Lord your God, to walk in all his ways, to love him, to serve the Lord your God with all your heart and with all your soul, and to keep the commandments of the Lord your God and his decrees that I am commanding you today, for your own well-being.” . . . It might also be said that the fear of the Lord is the chief part of knowledge, for if in all our doings we have not this fear, we know nothing. Without it, we are void of wisdom and understanding, like ignorant, rude, sottish, blind beasts. . . .

This word which Solomon uses indicates the beginning, or principal part. And this fear is joined both with the love of God and of his word, as Moses teaches us in the passage cited above. Likewise, in Deuteronomy 29 and Deuteronomy 6, the holy Scripture often points us to this fear, with the aim that learning to recognize our own frailty and weakness, we might distrust ourselves and lean more strongly on the mercy of God alone, always submitting ourselves to him with humility and an earnest desire to obey him in everything. This kind of fear leads us to repentance, and so overwhelms us with a sense of how angry God is with us for our sins; and yet, although this fear does beat us down in ourselves, it also serves to make us certain and assured that God is merciful to us. . . . This is not then that fear about which St. John speaks, when he says, “There is no fear in love, but perfect love casts out fear.” Therefore the papists have here no foundation for their doctrine—or false opinion, rather—whereby they argue that we cannot be certain whether God loves us or not. For if we fear God, we know him; if we know him, we love him; and if we love him, we can be sure that he loves us: for we cannot love him first. If we know God truly in this way, we would rather suffer any kind of death than give him offense—even if there were no hell. ON THE PROVERBS OF SOLOMON.12

 

TRUE WISDOM, NOT ALCHEMY. JOHN TRAPP: “The fear of the Lord” is the chief and principal point of wisdom (as the word is used here); indeed, it is wisdom itself. This Solomon learned by the instruction of his father, who had taught him when he was a child, and therefore he sets it here in the beginning of his works, as the beginning of all, just as in the end he makes it the end of all. . . . Heathen sages, such as Seneca and Socrates, were wise in their generations and had many excellent gifts, but they missed the main point of wisdom: there was no fear of God before their eyes. In this they were like alchemists, who fail in their goal, but yet find many excellent things by the way. These merchants found goodly pearls, but the pearl of great price they failed to discover. But the prophet calls the fear of God “our treasure.” SOLOMON’S BOOK OF ALL VIRTUES.13








1:8-19 THE ENTICEMENT OF SINNERS



8Hear, my son, your father’s instruction,

and forsake not your mother’s teaching,

 

9for they are a graceful garland for your head

and pendants for your neck.

 

10My son, if sinners entice you,

do not consent.

 

11If they say, “Come with us, let us lie in wait for blood;

let us ambush the innocent without reason;

 

12like Sheol let us swallow them alive,

and whole, like those who go down to the pit;

 

13we shall find all precious goods,

we shall fill our houses with plunder;

 

14throw in your lot among us;

we will all have one purse”—

 

15my son, do not walk in the way with them;

hold back your foot from their paths,

 

16for their feet run to evil,

and they make haste to shed blood.

 

17For in vain is a net spread

in the sight of any bird,

 

18but these men lie in wait for their own blood;

they set an ambush for their own lives.

 

19Such are the ways of everyone who is greedy for unjust gain;

it takes away the life of its possessors.




OVERVIEW: Our commentators take the admonition at the beginning of this passage (“My son”) as an occasion to dwell on the values of Christian parenting and the godly household, though they also discuss the symbolic meaning of the church as a mother. The latter part of the passage concerns the wicked, and the reformers take this opportunity to ponder the dangers of temptation as well as the ultimate fate of the ungodly in hell. The writers conclude by noting one of the key themes of Jewish Wisdom literature, which was also a concern of theirs during their own time, not least in light of the abuses of the Roman church: the dangers of wealth and greed.


1:8-9 Hear, My Son


THE ORNAMENTS OF WISDOM. PHILIPP MELANCHTHON: Earlier he said that the chief point of doctrine and worship was this: “The fear of the Lord is the beginning of wisdom.” Now he points out who it is doing the teaching, and he commands that they be heard. For it is necessary that there be a ministry of teaching, and necessary that the minister be heard. The first rank in the order of those [who teach] is that of parents, and first among their duties is to teach their children about God, as it is written in the letter to the Ephesians: “Educate children in the teaching and discipline of the Lord.” But attached to this is the prior command: “Hear your father’s instruction”—that is, teaching about the fear of the Lord. The church of Israel resounds with this instruction, which is also called “the law of your mother” (the church), for it was handed down by God with firm and clear testimonies in Israel. Therefore we know for certain that we are bound by this type of instruction, when it says, “do not forsake your mother’s teaching.” For by the title “mother” is signified the church of Israel. But clearly this command is often repeated, so that we may esteem this unique kind of instruction about God that is handed on to us by the church in the writings of the prophets and apostles. For in the same way, the eternal Father says concerning the Son, “Hear him,” and the Lord says, “If anyone loves me, he will keep my teaching, and my Father will love him”† But just as the Lord adds the greatest promise of all to this precept concerning the knowledge and profession of his teaching, so here Solomon adds a promise that, in order to make it more appealing, he clothes it in the ornaments of his childhood. A “crown” signifies royal power or authority; this is what it means: God will establish you among the good rulers, and he will support and assist your plans (insofar as they are life-giving for you and for the people), and he will make you an instrument of mercy to yourself and to the people, like Samuel, David, Jehoshaphat, and Hezekiah were, and not an instrument of wrath, like Saul and Absalom. “An ornament for your neck” signifies the eloquence of teaching and counsels which give life. God will adorn you with these great gifts, if you give ear to the law of your mother. EXPOSITION OF THE PROVERBS OF SOLOMON.1

 

FEAR OF THE LORD BEGINS AT HOME. CARDINAL CAJETAN: Sticking to the Hebrew, it should read “learning” [rather than “teaching”]. As Solomon is going to make two definitive statements, he first deals with the duties of home, then those of public life. In other words, he handles first the instruction of the home, then what pertains to civil life. For the instruction that takes place at home he begins with his first injunction: parents deserve honor. The fear of God, by natural consequence, descends through parents to their children. Parents are obligated not only to nourish their children’s bodies but also to shape their souls. Thus in order to instill within children this fear of God, the beginning of becoming wise, Solomon speaks to them, saying, “Listen, my son, to your father’s learning.” This is the first commandment in the second table. The first aspect of the honor owed to parents is both to listen to a father’s precepts, and then to preserve a mother’s rules. Furthermore, he mentioned here each parent not only because a son owes obedience to each, but also so that from the cradle the son might be instilled with a kind of fear of God from his mother’s precepts. For the child spends most of his early life with his mother rather than with his father. THE PARABLES OF SOLOMON, CORRECTED BY THE ORIGINAL HEBREW.2

 

HONORING GOD AS FATHER MEANS OBEYING THE CHURCH AS MOTHER. MICHEL COP: In this exhortation, Solomon speaks as a father to his child, with the aim that he may be heard with more reverence and fear. Here we may say that Solomon speaks in the person of God, who is the only father of all, or in the person of the pastor and teacher of the church, who calls those whom he teaches his children, because he begets them to God and to his church through the word. David uses this manner of speaking, and so also do St. Paul and St. John. In doing so, they attribute nothing to themselves, nor do they detract from the fatherhood of God, for it has pleased God to make them partakers in this honor, when he uses them as instruments to increase his church and to conceive spiritual children for himself. For this reason, Solomon urges us to obey God, who is our only father and teacher, . . . and when he calls us to “hear,” he also requires us to obey. And we must obey if we are to be accounted wise by God; otherwise, we enter into destruction with the foolish. . . . And along with this, he immediately answers a question that might be raised: How shall we hear God, seeing that he is an invisible and incomprehensible spirit? He gives us, I say, the solution, admonishing us not to forsake the teaching of our “mother.” It is just as though he says, “If you will hear God’s instructions for you, be obedient to the church, in which he has conceived you, and in which he continues to teach you by the ministry of his apostles and prophets, his evangelists, pastors, and teachers. Furthermore, we must understand that God calls them his children, whom he exhorts by his word and gives to his spouse, which is the church, to be taught. For the church is the pillar and strength of truth—not the popish church, which rejects the word of God and does not acknowledge Jesus Christ as its head, but rather serves antichrist, and is the enemy of God. But insofar as we ourselves cannot discern the church of the wicked from that of the faithful, we must ask for the spirit of wisdom and discretion from the heavenly Father, and he will surely give it to us.” ON THE PROVERBS OF SOLOMON.3




1:10-16 Do Not Listen to the Wicked


ENTICING THE SAINTS. JOHN TRAPP: The dragon bites the elephant’s ear, and thence sucks his blood, because he knows that to be the only place he cannot reach with his trunk to defend. So deals the red dragon and his angels: with good words and fair speeches they deceive the hearts of the simple. . . . But if sinners have their “Come,” should not the saints much more so? “Come, let us go to the house of the Lord.” “Come, let us walk in the light of the Lord.” “Let us go speedily to pray before the Lord, and to seek the Lord of hosts: I will go also.” Should we not incite, entice, whet, and provoke one another? Should we not sharpen one another? Should we not rouse and stir each other up to love and good works? SOLOMON’S BOOK OF ALL VIRTUES.4

 

NO SAFETY IN NUMBERS. MICHEL COP: Here Solomon begins to uncover their persuasions, along with their wicked and pernicious deeds. . . . The beginning of their persuasion is to say, “Come with us,” as if to say, “We are the greater number, and so obviously we are also the strongest and the wisest; if you wish to proceed in good company, forsake the others (who are but a handful in comparison) and join with us.” This is a great temptation, and the unsteady are easily shaken by it. For this reason, we must beware of such temptation, for we naturally desire to follow the greatest number, and think that if we be on that side, we cannot perish. But the Holy Spirit teaches us the opposite, both by examples and admonitions. Noah was not drowned by the waters of the flood; Lot did not perish in the overthrow of Sodom; Joshua and Caleb did not die in the desert. It is also written, “You shall not follow a multitude to evil.” And again: “Enter in at the narrow gate, for wide is that gate and broad the way that leads to destruction, and many there be that go that way.” The multitude is one of the arguments which the papists set against us, to show that we are in the way of perdition. But if the multitude be the best, it follows that the Turks and pagans are more honorable than the papists, for theirs is the greater number. ON THE PROVERBS OF SOLOMON.5

 

THE LIVING DEATH OF THE WICKED. CARDINAL CAJETAN: In the Hebrew this reads, “We will swallow them alive like the pit, and whole like those who go down to a well.” This means, “We will not kill them, nor shall we strike and wound them. But rather, according to the image of a pit we will swallow them alive.” Or one could interpret the pit as a prison. That is, as a prison into which someone falls while still alive and unharmed. Likewise “we will swallow them” up whole, without wounds and bruises of blows, like those who descend in a well. This means, “like those who go down into a prison after they have been robbed of their belongings.” For sinful young men are urging them on, and so they will lie in ambush like men who are going to beat and murder others. And yet they will not murder or strike them, but rather they will catch the men alive and unharmed in their persons, like a young man who, though he shrinks back from committing murders is pulled toward violent looting as a lesser evil. THE PARABLES OF SOLOMON, CORRECTED BY THE ORIGINAL HEBREW.6

 

AN IMAGE OF THE DEVIL’S MALICE. MICHAEL JERMIN: The ready eagerness of the wicked to sin is still further set forth: “Let us swallow them up alive,” let us not wait until death swallows them up, but let us be the grave in which they are devoured. . . . In general, the speech is boastful hyperbole, which commonly exceeds the truth, but here it is less than the truth, and the comparison falls short in expressing the malice of the wicked. For the grave swallows not the living, but the dead, and it is not the whole person, but the body only that goes into the pit. Indeed, wide is the grave’s mouth and large the devouring stomach of the pit, but wider and larger is a bloody and malicious heart. Surely if Sheol (šĕʾôl) may anywhere almost be taken for hell, then it may be here. And the words may be applied fitly to the devil, for it is on account of their likeness to him that wicked people truly are known. For it is the devil that seeks to swallow people alive, and he it is that labors to bring them into the dungeon of eternal torments. But though this roaring lion may have got any into his ravenous mouth, yet if only two legs are hanging out, by which they may go into the Lord’s house, or if only a piece of an ear, by which they may hear God’s Word, and the shepherds of the church take hold of them, they may yet happily be delivered. For as St. Chrysostom speaks, “There is nothing that so causes holiness of life and corrects unholiness as steady church attendance and an earnest desire to hear the word of God.”† Those whom the devil has shut out from the church are those whom he has shut up in the pit of destruction, and it is the whole swallowing up of people in a hellish security that makes them to be swallowed up whole in hell. PARAPHRASTIC MEDITATIONS.7




1:17-19 The Fate of the Wicked


CLEAR ADVANCE WARNING. PHILIPP MELANCHTHON: Even if the wicked believe that they lurk hidden from view, they swallow themselves up in their own snares, and they do not remain concealed. For God, who is the defender of the weak, sees everything, “and surely there is a God who judges men on the earth.” So also, “you render to each according to his deeds.” Therefore Solomon exhorts us, and describes the threat of punishment against those who act against God, lest we be agitated by examples of the wicked who prosper. And among those punishments this is the most sorrowful: “Then they will call on me, and I will not answer them.” God does not desire that those who have fallen into wickedness should be unable to turn back to repentance, nor that their repentance be useless. Indeed, he calls us all to repentance, and he promises both to lighten our present punishments and to forgive our eternal ones, as is said in the prophet Isaiah: “Though your sins be as scarlet, they shall be white as snow.” The intent of the saying is that giving heed, the wicked might repent before being punished, but when punishment comes, it will be too late. If it comes while still in the body, it may be mitigated by repentance, but if it is the eternal punishment, there is no entreaty, as in the destruction of Saul and Judas. In short: hear and obey to rest secure. EXPOSITION OF THE PROVERBS OF SOLOMON.8

 

AVARICE AS BAD AS MURDER. MICHEL COP: The world greatly prizes those who profit themselves and gather up many goods. On the other hand, those who are not cunning for gain are held in disdain and reputed to be idiots. This is a great temptation to the simpleminded and those who lack in discretion, leading them into covetousness, that they might be held in higher esteem. . . . In the meanwhile, they do not consider into what a gulf of wickedness they are falling, when they greedily pursue gain. But Solomon desires to draw us up out of this gulf, and to make us detest and abhor the great toil of greed to follow after gain. So he explains to us here that the avaricious have the mindset, affections, enterprises, and business described above, when he says, “Such are the ways. . . .” It is as though he said, “Just as you would not lay in wait for innocent blood, the avaricious do exactly that. And rather than give up their business, they would take the lives of the innocent and murder those who possess the goods they desire. So you must flee avarice, and choose rather to be poor than to desire an abundance of riches, unless you would be counted as murderers before God and his angels.” I say expressly before God and his angels that the most avaricious people are not held by the world to be murderers and homicides, but honorable people of good reputation. And so when Solomon says that “it takes away the life of its possessors,” he does not mean that they always kill those who possess the goods they want. But rather by subtlety and guile, by sharp practice and illicit means, by force and extortion they plunder their neighbors and bring about their undoing. And it is no thanks to them if their neighbors do not die, when they take away from them those things their lives depend upon. . . . And so before God they are murderers, even though in the eyes of the world they are held to be men of good repute, because they manage their business well, or are good stout men, because they always clean their plates. ON THE PROVERBS OF SOLOMON.9

 

THE AUDACITY OF COVETOUSNESS. JOHN TRAPP: The greater the wealth, the greater spoil awaits a person. As a tree with thick and large boughs, every person desires to lop him. Trithemius writes that the Templars at the request of King Philip of France were put down and suppressed upon the pretext of heresy, but in fact it was because they were rich and Philip greatly longed for their possessions.† Cyprus for its great wealth became spoil for the Romans. . . . Covetousness is daring and desperate: it rides without reins, as Balaam did after the wages of wickedness, the Mammon of iniquity. SOLOMON’S BOOK OF ALL VIRTUES.10










  


  1:20–2:22 THE CALL AND VALUE OF WISDOM


  

    

      

        20Wisdom cries aloud in the street,


        in the markets she raises her voice;


         


        21at the head of the noisy streets she cries out;


        at the entrance of the city gates she speaks:


         


        22“How long, O simple ones, will you love being simple?


         


        How long will scoffers delight in their scoffing


        and fools hate knowledge?


         


        23If you turn at my reproof,a


         


        behold, I will pour out my spirit to you;


        I will make my words known to you.


         


        24Because I have called and you refused to listen,


        have stretched out my hand and no one has heeded,


         


        25because you have ignored all my counsel


        and would have none of my reproof,


         


        26I also will laugh at your calamity;


        I will mock when terror strikes you,


         


        27when terror strikes you like a storm


        and your calamity comes like a whirlwind,


        when distress and anguish come upon you.


         


        28Then they will call upon me, but I will not answer;


        they will seek me diligently but will not find me.


         


        29Because they hated knowledge


        and did not choose the fear of the LORD,


         


        30would have none of my counsel


        and despised all my reproof,


         


        31therefore they shall eat the fruit of their way,


        and have their fill of their own devices.


         


        32For the simple are killed by their turning away,


        and the complacency of fools destroys them;


         


        33but whoever listens to me will dwell secure


        and will be at ease, without dread of disaster.”


         


        2 My son, if you receive my words


        and treasure up my commandments with you,


         


        2making your ear attentive to wisdom


        and inclining your heart to understanding;


         


        3yes, if you call out for insight


        and raise your voice for understanding,


         


        4if you seek it like silver


        and search for it as for hidden treasures,


         


        5then you will understand the fear of the LORD


        and find the knowledge of God.


         


        6For the LORD gives wisdom;


        from his mouth come knowledge and understanding;


         


        7he stores up sound wisdom for the upright;


        he is a shield to those who walk in integrity,


         


        8guarding the paths of justice


        and watching over the way of his saints.


         


        9Then you will understand righteousness and justice


        and equity, every good path;


         


        10for wisdom will come into your heart,


        and knowledge will be pleasant to your soul;


         


        11discretion will watch over you,


        understanding will guard you,


         


        12delivering you from the way of evil,


        from men of perverted speech,


         


        13who forsake the paths of uprightness
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