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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 pericope in the commentary on Acts is “1:1-11 The Promise of the Spirit and the Ascension.” 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 right-hand column, 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 many diverse 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 Lu-ther’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 editor’s 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) 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 semi-literate 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 upwards of one hundred thousand copies issued in these three years. It is estimated that five 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 equable 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. 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 has emphasized the importance of understanding the Reformation in medieval perspective. In addition to important studies on Luther and Staupitz, he has 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 has 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 serves on the RCS Board of Editorial Advisors, and a number of our volume editors have 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 Acts


    “Actors on This Same Stage”


    Just before their arduous journey across the Atlantic to the New World in 1622, John Donne exhorted and encouraged the members of the Virginia Company in a sermon on Acts 1:8: “But you will receive power when the Holy Spirit has come upon you, and you will be my witnesses in Jerusalem and in all Judea and Samaria, and to the end of the earth.”


    The Acts of the Apostles were to convey that name of Christ Jesus, and to propagate his Gospel throughout the whole world. Beloved, you too are actors on this same stage. The end of the earth is your scene. Act out the acts of the apostles. Be a light to the Gentiles who sit in darkness. Be content to carry him over these seas, who dried up one red sea for his first people, and who has poured out another red sea—his own blood—for them and for us.1


    For Donne, the book of Acts is not merely about what has happened, it is about what is happening, what continues to happen and what will happen. This first-century narrative written by a Hellenistic Jew about Jesus’ exodus—his Red Sea passage through the cross—is, for that reason, also about sixteenth-century barflies and seventeenth-century sailors. The discovery and rediscovery of what Scripture says not only refines but also reforms the church’s mission. Such self-critique asks both “What are we doing that we should not?” and “Are we doing what we should?” Most, if not all, early modern Christian interpreters of Scripture would have agreed with Donne. Acts is God’s own prescribed model of the church’s ministry and its life together, the script that narrates the drama of the body of Christ across all times and places.


    There are various shades of opinion among these commentators; nonetheless, the emphasis of Donne—“You too are actors on this same stage”—seen in Reformation commentary generally is in key respects at odds with a great deal of contemporary biblical scholarship. Many in this audience do not see themselves as standing on the stage and taking direction, building on the successes (or learning from the failures) of past performances. We today much prefer to parse and interpret every nuance of the debut performance; our early modern commentators, however, understand themselves as building on the reception of this original performance, and consequently recognized their own contributions as part of the broader Christian tradition of interpretation.


    Script(ure) and Tradition


    To direct and perform a classic play is no easy task. How does one preserve the character of the work without making it a wooden repetition that reduces its original genius? How does one alter the performance enough to make it fresh, but not so much that the integrity of the author’s intent is compromised? A tragedy like Romeo and Juliet has been acted and reenacted countless times since its first performance. Today, around four hundred years after its initial release, its conversation, context and culture can be difficult to grasp. How might a modern director make this tragedy more accessible—without compromising its message—to a modern audience? Swords might become guns; feuding families could be competing business moguls. However, the genre, characters and themes can be tempered but not transformed; chiefly, the star-crossed lovers must remain the same: a boy and girl who love each other passionately despite everything conspiring against them—and they both must die.2 In such cases the play’s typical reception has been recast or reinterpreted, but the play has not been rewritten. This relationship between text and interpretation in dramatic performances bears on our present purpose: what is the character of the relationship between Scripture and tradition for our commentators, approaching and unfolding the drama of Acts?


    For many Protestants, Luther and Calvin are exegetical and theological iconoclasts, smashing the husks of tradition against the Scriptural rock. However, upon closer inspection, the reformers appear to have been quite fond of a particular sort of tradition and quite cool toward another sort. Luther changed relatively little of the Latin Mass’s medieval liturgy when he translated it into German. Calvin appealed to the church fathers to counter accusations of innovation, depicting the Reformed church as a restored and faithful heir of the early church.3 Balthasar Hubmaier assured his accusers that he too knelt in prayer and still rang bells for worship.4 These men along with the majority of their colleagues continued to affirm the perpetual virginity of Mary.5 Of course, the Protestant reformers in unison rejected papal and even conciliar decisions as de facto authoritatively binding. They discarded the somewhat younger tradition of transubstantiation (declared as dogma by Lateran IV in 1215), and—most famously—they desired to cast purgatory, indulgences and the treasury of merit headlong into the abyss. Were they inconsistent?


    Anthony Lane reminds us that “the essence of the sola Scriptura principle . . . is not that Scripture is the sole resource, the sole source or the sole authority.”6 It is not the total rejection of all tradition. It is not nuda Scriptura, bare Scripture.7 The reformers were deeply indebted to other resources and sources: Greek and Hebrew lexicons, rabbinic interpretation, the writings of the church fathers, critical editions of the biblical text. “What then is the essence of the sola Scriptura principle? It is that Scripture is the final authority or norm for Christian belief.”8 So then, for the reformers it was not inconsistent to wield the creeds confidently or to cite the fathers or even to affirm Mary’s perpetual virginity.9 These and other resources were to be investigated in the court of Scripture.


    For the reformers the “tradition” that governed all others is Jesus Christ, his person and work (of course Christian proclamation and the sacraments were implicated in this conviction). Luther is so bold as to apply this touchstone to the Bible itself: “In sum, Christ is Lord not servant; he is Lord of the Sabbath, the law and everything. Scripture is to be understood not against, but for Christ. Therefore it must either refer to him or not be considered true Scripture.”10 Jesus is Lord of Scripture.11 All other traditions must be viewed in this context and through this lens: Does an aspect of traditional faith and practice obscure or distort the gospel of Christ? Protestants from Geneva to Moravia, Strasbourg to Wittenberg, Canterbury to Zurich would have agreed that every teaching that alters who Jesus is (the only-begotten Son of the Father, fully God, and the last Adam, fully man), or what he has done for us (redeemed us fully to the Holy Trinity through his death and resurrection) must be discarded. Text, time and place are unified in Jesus Christ.


    Acts of the Apostles?


    But what about that title “The Acts of the Apostles”? Actually the reformers questioned whether it was the best title for this book (it has, after all, no distinct title in the Greek original). The Lutheran catechist Johann Spangenberg notes that such a title seems to imply that the story is about the apostles, though it is actually about their deeds in the power of Jesus by the Spirit: “It should rightly be titled not merely ‘the Acts of the Apostles’ but even better ‘the Acts of Christ.’ . . . In this book . . . the resurrected and glorified Christ is described.”12 So then the Acts of the Apostles—or the Acts of the Risen Christ—is not primarily a narrative about the earliest history of the Christian community, but the continuation of the powerful work of the ascended Jesus by his Spirit through those he commissioned to bear his gospel ministry.


    Further, a title like “The Acts of the Risen Christ” would better reflect that the amazing events and unexpected achievements of the apostolic church were in fact the outflow of Christ’s victory over sin and death and the fruits of his ongoing work of reconciliation in the world, good news to be embraced by faith. Early modern exegetes phrase this in different ways. Luther and Spangenberg state bluntly that justification by faith is the purpose of the book, while Calvin implies as much, saying that Luke teaches his readers that the gospel, not the law, is to govern the church whom Christ has gathered.13 This is the primary purpose of the apostles’ preaching and their actions, and, as Donne reminds us, we too participate in this preaching and acting. What implications do this preaching and acting, especially as viewed through the unifying lens of the good news of justification by faith in the risen Christ, have for our commentators and their communities? There are four particularly prominent themes in Reformation comment on this apostolic history: the office of the Word, the sacrament of baptism, the community of goods, and suffering.


    The Office of the Word. The premier gospel office for the reformers was preaching. Yes, the sacraments carried great importance and were cherished, but without the preached Word of Christ’s gospel promise, these signs would be empty shells. The inscripturated and incarnate Word can be distinguished but not separated. The content of the inscripturated Word reflects the work of the incarnate Word. Thus, Scripture is necessarily effective. God’s Word will never return empty (Is 55:11). It convicts. It consoles. It kills and brings life. Christ by his Word and through his Spirit is quietly but mightily present with his people. An important aspect of this is that the Lord in his providence has called human beings to the office of mediating this eternal Word through their very mortal lips. The new covenant requires a “living voice” unlike “the law and old covenant [which] is a dead writing, composed in books.”14


    Emphasizing the eminence of the pastoral office in this way, the reformers endeavored to craft a robust teaching and practice of the office of the Word. They nevertheless acknowledged the world’s inverted view of the ministry’s eminence—after all, as Theodore Beza groused, it is “the most despised vocation today.”15 So preachers should not be deceived: this strength and power is totally unlike human or worldly strength and power. Its strength is through weakness. What we naturally think is shameful the Word often lauds as honorable; what we naturally think is honorable the Word often puts to open shame.16 Yes, to be a faithful minister a person must reject worldly notions of success and praise, and patiently trust God to accomplish his purposes. Luther put it bluntly: “I simply taught, preached and wrote God’s Word; otherwise I did nothing. And while I slept, or drank Wittenberg beer with my friends Philip and Amsdorf, the Word so greatly weakened the papacy that no prince or emperor ever inflicted such losses upon it. I did nothing; the Word did everything.”17


    Acts provided Reformation preachers and teachers an especially tantalizing opportunity to dicuss the office of the Word. According to John Donne’s count there are twenty-two apostolic sermons in this book—plenty of illustrious examples of the theory and practice of preaching!18 Early modern commentators found in the preaching of the apostles models for how to distinguish and apply law (for conviction and exhortation) and gospel (for encouragement and strengthening in faith and love); how to meet the audience where they are; how to speak to the perennial concerns of life and the pressing needs of the moment. Our commentators, from their various confessions and vantage points, disagreed to varying degrees about titles and marks for the office of bishop, elder and deacon; however, they all agreed that the primary role of the preacher is to proclaim the pure gospel of Christ by the Spirit’s inspiration. There was also bitter debate about the nature of the relationship between the roles of the human preacher and the Spirit—the magisterial reformers generally advocated careful study and preparation, while the Radicals tended toward a less mediated approach, emphasizing the Spirit’s impromptu personal guidance. All the same, there was consensus that in this office through a sinful human being the congregation hears the very Word of God.19


    The Sacrament of Baptism. In his Babylonian Captivity of the Church (1520), Luther had the audacity to accept only three—later, two—sacraments of the church, not seven.20 This challenge began the almost ceaseless sixteenth-century feuding over the sacraments. The quarrels over the Eucharist and the mode of Christ’s presence are still notorious, and they indeed succeeded in snuffing out any hope for Christian unity between Rome, Wittenberg, Zurich and Geneva.21 However, the debates over baptism are much more pronounced in their Acts commentaries. The divergence concerning the sacrament of baptism, particularly as administered to infants, was often seen as far more insidious than the variety in opinions on the Eucharist. So much so, in fact, that in 1526 the city of Zurich made mere association with this denial—just being present at such a sermon!—punishable by death. They made good on their promise within the year.22


    Baptism had always been understood as the doorway into the church (and, in most of European history, the entrance into legitimate society). The medieval church, following long-established tradition, taught that it was fitting and right to administer baptism to infants of believers.23 Faith was intimately connected with the grace conveyed at baptism.24 So much so, in fact, that “It would be against all reason,” Johann Eck argued, “that the grace of God dwells in the child but not faith! For since faith is the substance and foundation of spiritual edification, how can grace and love exist without the foundation of faith?”25 In order for the faith signified and granted in baptism to blossom, however, instruction in the church’s faith and participation in its life are absolutely necessary.26 The Glossa ordinaria, for example—the premier biblical commentary at the time—adds this disclaimer to 1 Peter 3:21 (“baptism now saves you”): “It is insufficient for a baptized person [merely] to have a good conscience if, under examination by the church, he does not demonstrate his faith.”27


    Luther, arguably the most conservative reformer, largely agreed with medieval baptismal theology. He complained rather that the medieval church had neglected to instruct believers about this sacrament.28 After the first Saxon church visitations in 1528, Luther realized that the ignorance of pastors and parishioners was worse than he had previously thought, motivating him to write the Small and Large Catechisms.29 In his catechisms, Luther makes clear that in baptism water and Word are brought together, visibly granting the promise of divine salvation in Jesus Christ.30 Of course, the baptismal promise would not benefit the believer if the promise were not believed. “Unless faith is present or is conferred in baptism, baptism will profit us nothing. . . . No sin can condemn someone save unbelief alone.”31 In any case, the Word of God is efficacious: “it is not the treasure that is lacking; rather, what is lacking is that it should be grasped and held firmly.”32 Luther turned to the reality promised in baptism throughout his life, almost at every step. He encouraged people to wake up in the morning and, before anything else, cross themselves, thus remembering their baptism.33 Throughout his career he appealed to this promise and held it out to others. So for Luther the Anabaptist rejection of paedobaptism was a rejection not of ceremony but of assurance—that God is indeed good and loving, faithful to the promises he makes in baptism.


    For many soon-to-be Anabaptists the concepts presented in Zwingli’s sacramental teachings were likely fundamental to their approval of the discontinuity between believers’ baptism and traditional views. In 1525, Zwingli wrote a tract that he hoped would settle once and for all what the biblical doctrine of baptism is, in which he admitted that it had been quite some time since the church had properly understood this sacrament: “In baptism—may everyone forgive me!—I am unable to conclude anything other than that every teacher since the time of the apostles has erred quite significantly.”34 In Zwingli’s opinion, the church had long improperly comingled the sign and the thing signified. The sign is only a representation, a reminder; it has no power but to represent, like military insignia on a uniform.


    Now before we begin to talk about baptism, we must indicate what this word sacrament means. We Germans imagine, that when we hear this word sacrament, it means a thing that removes sin from us or makes us holy. This, however, is a grievous error. Nothing is able to remove sin or to make us Christians holy other than Christ Jesus alone, not some external thing! . . . Sacramentum, as it is used here, means a sign of duty. As when someone sews a white cross on his [clothes], he indicates that he is Swiss [Eydgnoß]. . . . Now whoever enters himself into baptism wants to listen to what God says to him, to learn [God’s] commands and to direct his life accordingly.35


    Here we seem to have in germ the assumptions that inform the Radical approach to baptism. In contrast to Luther’s emphasis on what God does in baptism, for Zwingli, the function of baptism is more about our witnessing to others about God’s promises.36 Still, for Zwingli, baptism is a communal event akin to circumcision and thus can be applied to infants, but it does not grant faith, nor even remove sins.37


    Calvin tried to find a way to hold together the teachings of Luther and Zwingli on baptism, asserting it is “first, to serve our faith before [God]; second, to serve our confession before others.”38 Baptism is indeed a sign, but it is not an empty sign. Thus,


    they who regarded baptism as nothing but a token and mark by which we confess our religion before humans, as soldiers bear the insignia of their commander as a mark of the profession, have not weighed what was the chief point of baptism. It is to receive baptism with this promise: “Whoever believes and is baptized will be saved.”39


    The water in and of itself does not do this, but Christ’s blood; the water is the means through which the Spirit applies the promises of God to all and seals Christ’s benefits to the elect. United with Christ in baptism, sustained by the Word through his Spirit, Christians are daily to contemplate the cleansing blood of Christ and to participate in the new life granted through this fellowship.40 Calvin did not deny that infants might have faith, but he also built a case for paedobaptism by connecting circumcision, the sacrament of initiation in the old covenant, to baptism. Surely baptism and its benefits must be at least as good as circumcision!41 Theologically and pastorally, paedobaptists approached baptism primarily as a merciful and mysterious condescension of the Holy Trinity, the Father incorporating his children into Christ by the Spirit through faith.


    Radicals based their rejection of infant baptism on a more strictly literal scriptural hermeneutic, especially as applied to the New Testament.42 For example, Michael Sattler, followed by other Radicals, combed the Scriptures for a specific baptismal blueprint applicable to every occurrence of baptism in the New Testament.43 They were attentive to the text itself, not wanting to cloud the clear and pure Word with human traditions and teachings. This baptismal blueprint followed the order of first instruction, then belief and lastly baptism.44 This sequential formula became, like paedobaptism for their opponents, a basic commitment that was argued from more often than argued to.45


    Anabaptists were frequently incensed by what they considered to be moral laxity among the magisterial Protestants. They argued from the epistle of James (Jas 2:14-26) that works necessarily affirm and testify to saving faith; without the evidence of love Anabaptists were unwilling to allow someone to assert through baptism that they were Spirit-filled. Of course, this too comes back to what baptism is. Luther asserted that baptism as God’s word of promise requires no human aid to be effective. Faith adds nothing to baptism (or the Eucharist for that matter!); faith receives the abundance and blessing of the sacrament. In contrast to paedobaptists, Anabaptists thought of baptism primarily as a believer’s faithful, Spirit-enabled response to the good news offered by the Triune God and embraced by faith.


    Thus Anabaptists were often motivated by somewhat different soteriological concerns—since baptism is primarily an expression of personal faith and commitment, an authentic baptism needs to follow a clear, personal experience of saving faith.46 Because believers must choose to accept God’s grace through faith and repentance, without faith baptism is invalid, not merely unfulfilled. Describing the quite typical Radical exposition of Menno Simons along these lines, Timothy George remarks that he “tried to strike a balance between the ‘works righteousness’ of medieval Catholic soteriology and the theological determinism of the mainline Protestants.”47 Grace indeed, but by “my own choice.”48


    The Community of Goods. Due to technological advances in various sectors, Europe’s economy began to flourish in many locales during the late Middle Ages.49 New markets were carved out; old markets were revitalized and expanded. In particular the increased ease and efficiency of silver mining propelled early modern European society to a more homogeneous currency market. As the barter economy dwindled, economic transactions had the potential to become more and more about making money rather than supporting families or communities. Brad Gregory summarizes the danger pointedly: “An absent maker or merchant did not have to look a buyer in the eyes—only a seller did.”50 In this atmosphere, profiteering blossomed, resulting in new opportunities for wealth and new forms of poverty.51 In a European cultural context where the baptized membership of the institutional church was more or less coextensive with the broader civil society, ministers had to learn to deal with these new opportunities and challenges as well.


    The medieval church had taught that “lowliness—not cleanliness—was next to godliness.”52 This emphasis on care for the poor, ironically, often worsened their situation. The traditional approach to almsgiving was not geared toward lifting the poor out of their squalor—after all Jesus seemed to intimate that poverty is intractable (Mt 26:11)—instead it was a sacrificial act before God that focused on the almsgiver’s own salvation. The burgeoning ranks of mendicant monks further deprived needed alms from those not sworn to poverty by choice; and people were often more likely to give alms to the religious because of the meritorious implications.53 Stories in Acts of early believers sharing their possessions served as a way to offer both commentary on the biblical text but also on the state of social welfare and poor relief in early modern Europe. As Timothy Fehler has stated, “the organization of poor relief is a point of convergence for the interests of early modern politics, religion and society,” since both civil and religious leaders were concerned for the threatening problems of poverty and vagrancy.54


    On the foundation of his theology and biblical interpretation, Luther sought to recast early modern poor relief and social welfare. Not only did he renounce the medieval glorification of poverty as a religious virtue, he “also provided a theological rationale for social welfare that was translated into legislation.”55 Seeing an organic relationship between holy worship and common welfare, Luther lobbied for expansive civic reform in Wittenberg as well as other surrounding Saxon communities. Alms-begging was banned, and a community fund was founded to support impoverished families to finance their businesses, to educate their children and even to pay for dowries.56 Monetary distribution was governed by a committee of nobility, city council members, commoners and peasants. The seed fund was provided by discontinued church endowments and was to be maintained by free donation and graduated taxation.57


    Calvin, too, assiduously interceded for the poor. Under his guidance deacons were recast in the mold of the Lukan exemplar (Acts 6:1-6). The medieval diaconate had undergone a metamorphosis from caring for the poor and infirm to reading the Gospel and epistle texts for Mass, and occasionally preaching and distributing the host—almost a priestly apprenticeship.58 Under Calvin’s direction, deacons were now charged with taking care of the sick, exiles, widows and orphans; they purchased necessities, kept records and found employment. The bourse Française—a fund pooled together from wealthy French donors—provided assistance and services for immigrants and refugees, such as those whom Geneva’s Hôpital générale wold not be able (or obliged) to handle.59 Geneva’s Company of Pastors preached against business fraud, usury and the abuse of the poor—not to mention numerous other public sins. Not only this, but through the Consistory Calvin’s clergy were able to punish such behavior. Due to their perceived deleterious effects on Geneva’s social and moral fabric, price gouging, usury and other unscrupulous economic practices required public confession before the congregation as part of restitution to return to good standing in the community.60


    While the magisterial reformers attempted to rectify the social welfare system, their attempts at “social engineering” were not nearly so drastic as those of the Radicals. Equally disappointed with the rampant abuse of the old medieval system as with the poor actualization of Protestant faith failing to work itself out in love sufficiently, Radicals strove to establish a new community life based directly on Jesus’ teaching and the example of the church in Acts, so that socioeconomic injustice would be extinguished.61 For the Anabaptists, “salvation was inseparable from economic realities”; how a person spends, earns and shares wealth reveals their faith in and relationship with Jesus Christ.62 Still, across the various strands of Anabaptism, there was great variance in what this new society should look like. Pilgram Marpeck and his followers emphasized union with Christ first and foremost; flowing out of this relationship, believers will freely give to and care for those in need.63 Menno Simons conceded that honest merchants and retailers could be found, though he believed they faced the persistent and dangerous prospect of sinking, often unavoidably, into greed.64 For the Hutterites personal property is an impediment to union with Christ; no one is able to serve two masters. Instead believers must reflect the relationship of the Father and Son, sharing all property and goods, neither buying nor selling.65 For Peter Walpot and other Hutterites, where there is individual ownership of property there can be no true church.66


    The most extreme experiment in social revolution and enforced community of goods is found in the ill-fated kingdom of Münster (1534–1535). After Jan Matthijs (d. 1534) took control of the city, believers’ baptism became a sign of allegiance to this “New Jerusalem”; those who were unwilling to submit to rebaptism—and who had not already fled—were given until March 2, 1534, to leave, after which they were to be either forcibly rebaptized or slaughtered.67 Matthijs destroyed church towers in the city, rebranding the churches “stone pits.” He razed the library (sparing only the Bible) and instituted a militaristic-communal civil society. Meals were shared among these “Israelites” in public squares. Families were still allowed to keep their homes, but, since these buildings were now common property, the doors had to be open at all times.68 Jan Beukels (d. 1536) anointed himself as prophet-king of Münster after Matthijs’s death. Beukels intensified Matthijs’s program, instituting polygamy and punishing sin (of all sorts) with capital punishment.69 In June 1535, a coalition of Catholic and Protestant forces defeated Beukels, slaying almost every citizen left in Münster. Beukels and his chief lieutenants were publicly tortured with red-hot tongs and suspended in iron cages from the cathedral tower.70 This quite anomalous fiasco nonetheless deeply tinted the magisterial reformers’ conception of Anabaptism.


    The magisterial reformers resisted such social revolution, even when it was much less extreme and even nonviolent by conviction. To legislate charity would be to coerce believers into generosity; this, for reformers like Luther and Calvin, is a contradiction that actually extinguishes love. Faith must be active in love, but neither faith nor love can be compelled. Unfortunately the arguments on either side were not always tactful. Philipp Melanchthon, for example, suggested that the “rebaptizers” were simply too lazy to work. “[Enforced community of goods] attracts that lazy rabble who do not like work and who know much better how to guzzle what they have than to earn it honestly. But that such teaching establishes pure thievery and chaos every person can understand easily.”71 Walpot on behalf of the Radicals denied this, of course, but argued in response that Melanchthon and those like him are “unchristian” to want to own goods and property or to make a profit from God’s creation.72 This exchange is especially fierce in expositions of Acts chapters 2, 4 and 11.


    Suffering. Acts never strays far from the theme of suffering, but it becomes especially poignant as Paul travels toward Rome to his eventual martyrdom. Some of the suffering is caused by human anger and jealousy—false imprisonment, assault, murder—some caused by nonhuman agents—sickness, famine, shipwreck. Is God the ultimate agent behind all this suffering? If he is, why and in what sense can he be good? These questions and similar ones often come to mind as we read Luke’s account of the struggling early church; Reformation commentators were also interested in such questions.


    The Reformation caused a revolution in the Christian theology of suffering.73 Late medieval piety tended to connect suffering and salvation. The Christian’s “sweet” suffering to a degree prepaid on future discipline in purgatory (connected to penance) and brought the believer into closer union with Christ, the Suffering Servant.74 Like the exaltation of poverty discussed earlier, rather than ameliorating Christians’ experience of suffering, this exaltation of common Christian misery could often exacerbate it. Some might well worry they were not suffering enough; others might feel God to be distant or hateful.75 Luther saw this as the sure result of considering the reality of suffering through reason instead of revelation.76 Suffering and persecution were not abstract ideas for the reformers (any more so than their medieval forebears). They and their communities were intimately connected to suffering in both mind and body, whether chronic illnesses, insufficient remedies, stillbirths or torture. They believed that human beings are the objects of medicine; God alone is the subject; he ultimately chooses to allow affliction or to bring healing.


    Luther and his counterparts strove instead not to present suffering itself as sweet, but the truly sweet promises of Christ to those mired in suffering—whether sick or sinful. Luther counseled that Christians should run to the Eucharist; confess their sins and receive the soothing salve of the words of absolution; enjoy fellowship with friends and preach the gospel to one another (and perhaps buy one another beer).77 Through the means of grace and by faith the Christian is united with Christ and conformed to his image. Suffering is an opportunity for God to strengthen faith.


    Some of the Radicals found Luther’s new twist on Christian suffering still too “honey-sweet.”78 Surely the magisterial reformers were not helping but further harming their parishioners by telling them what they wanted to hear. The “bitter” Christ must be preached as well, since believers must experience suffering in order to have true faith. So while Luther claimed that Christ is both gift and example but must first be gift (otherwise he is no better than human saints), Thomas Müntzer argued that Christ must first be an example with whom to suffer before a Christian may taste the “sweet” Christ by faith. “Whoever is not willing to have the bitter Christ will eat himself to death with honey. . . . For whoever does not die with Christ is not able to rise again with him.”79


    As Paul makes his way slowly toward Rome through shipwreck and floggings, the apostle himself and our commentators begin to wonder whether the Lord will be faithful to his promises. Paul’s encounters with local and imperial authorities (e.g., Festus and Agrippa, Acts 25–26) become an opportunity for Reformation commentators to scrutinize and discuss the proper behavior of subjects toward magistrates, and vice versa, especially in circumstances where those in authority and those under it do not claim to share the same ultimate allegiance. God himself has appointed these offices and grants “civic wisdom, tactfulness and friendliness” to those who occupy them.80 Nevertheless, pastors are reminded that political power should not intimidate them, preventing them from fulfilling the vocation given to them by God. “Whoever is in the preaching office is commanded by God to discipline all estates, spiritual and worldly, poor and rich.”81 Certainly they should preach the good news of Christ without partiality!


    At times our commentators’ explication of suffering may seem too accepting of it as an unfortunate fact of life rather than actively resisting or addressing the causes of that suffering. Yet there is a constant recognition that God, in Christ, suffers with them and he is sovereign over that suffering.82 “There is no cross so great, so grisly, so horrible,” Johann Spangenberg asserted, “that very little good is brought with it.”83 The inverted nature of the gospel kingdom means that unintentionally or unexpectedly the persecution and destruction of Christians causes the church to thrive.84 Rudolf Gwalther urges that trials and temptations are an opportunity for God to show his love and faithfulness to his people.85


    The Company of Commentators


    Incorporating recent developments in Reformation studies, this volume reflects the expanding boundaries of what is considered Reformation exegesis and theology to include reform-minded Catholics and Radicals as well as magisterial Protestants.86 The Lutheran commentators in this volume consistently apply a strongly christological hermeneutic in their exegesis of Acts. These pastors and theologians affirm that Scripture is factual and historical and treat it as such, but emphasize its existential import as the living and active Word that by the Spirit creates and strengthens faith, dispels sin and doubt, justifies the ungodly and fosters holy love. Two authors are especially prominent: Johann Spangenberg and Martin Luther.


    For thirty years Johann Spangenberg served as pastor and catechist in several Saxon congregations. He had a deep interest in parish preaching and biblical literacy, especially among children and commoners. Among numerous works, his postils were particularly popular—only Luther’s surpassed his in number of editions—so much so that a Franciscan purged overt anti-Catholic statements, and published these postils under his own name, Johannes Craendonch.87 The postil is an amorphous genre. It could be a collection of actual sermons to be preached by inexperienced and untrained pastors, or an accessible running commentary on the lectionary readings for the church year.88 Spangenberg’s fit well in the latter category.89 In the dedication for his first volume of the Postilla Teütsch, he states:


    I have taken the Sunday Gospel readings, from Advent to Easter, out of the postils of our dear father, Dr. Martin, and others, like [Johannes] Brenz, [Antonius] Corvinus, etc., setting these readings in question-answer form for the daily edification of young Christians, both boys and girls.90


    In this way Spangenberg’s postils function as a digest of leading Lutheran exegesis and pastoral application. His postil on Acts was published in 1545.


    Luther is known best for his revolutionary commentaries and sharp polemics. However, in a typical week, Luther was just as likely to be heard behind the pulpit at St. Mary’s (or a church he was visiting) as behind the lectern at Wittenberg. There are extant notes or transcriptions of over two thousand sermons, not to mention the nine volumes of postils (probably the reason so few Luther scholars have focused on this genre!). We have included excerpts from both his own self-edited postils and postils consisting of revised sermon transcripts edited by Luther’s colleagues, which he either disparaged (Stephan Roth’s), or praised highly (Caspar Cruciger’s).91 Cruciger’s editing is certainly true to Luther’s theology, though the reformer’s language has been “improved and augmented.”92 While such redactions cause headaches for some forms of scholarship, it matters less for the goals of the Reformation Commentary on Scripture.93 We have also included transcriptions of Luther’s sermons. Because of his comingling of theology, polemics, exegesis and exhortation, it is difficult to generalize about the “typical” Luther sermon.94 Certainly the main point of all his sermons is the same: Christ as gift and example. Appealing to Song of Songs 1:13—“My Lord is like a bushel of myrrh that hangs between my breasts”—he warned that preachers “should always carry this bushel of myrrh, that is they should preach Christ, how he suffered. For the myrrh means the passion of Christ. Those preachers who do not preach Christ or do not carry Christ with them in their office, are not the breasts of this bride.”95


    Among Pre-Tridentine Catholic commentators we have made use of the erudite but fragile Desiderius Erasmus, the philologically focused Cardinal Cajetan, and Luther’s nemesis at the Leipzig Disputation (1519), Johann Eck.96 These three authors represent a cross-section of sixteenth-century biblical comment: paraphrase, commentary and sermon. Inspired by Lorenzo Valla, Erasmus published a paraphrase of the New Testament (minus John’s Apocalypse). Erasmus began this project in 1517 with the Pauline Epistles, hoping to instill a profound love and appreciation for Scripture, while also clarifying the sometimes enigmatic meaning of the text. Erasmus was pleased with the acclaim his paraphrase received, even wondering if perhaps he had not chosen the wrong path by pursuing his controversial and oft-maligned critical edition of the New Testament.97 Though Erasmus generally does not stray far from the original text in his paraphrases, they are quietly insightful, and at times he does allow himself an aside, opinion, comment or gospel bit of doxology.


    In contrast to Erasmus’s pastoral paraphrases, Cajetan’s commentaries reflect a rigorous, almost historical-critical hermeneutic.98 It may shock some readers that the Cardinal who pressed Luther in 1518 to recant his professedly biblical views should be so “literal” in his approach to the Bible, even more so than many Protestant commentators. Cajetan wrote commentaries in this fashion on every book in the canon, avoiding only Song of Songs and Revelation—he was uncomfortable interpreting them because they are so thoroughly allegorical or metaphoric in character. Cajetan may have brushed too closely to Protestant views on justification, resulting in the censorship of his works by the Sorbonne and later by the Council of Trent. He urged Pope Clement VII (1478–1534) to allow communion in both kinds and clerical marriage.


    Probably the most surprising inclusion in this Reformation commentary is Johann Eck. Unfortunately this man has been typecast merely as Luther’s vindictive opponent at Leipzig, who devoted the rest of his career to hounding Luther.99 It can come as quite a surprise to learn that Eck was a pastor from 1519 until his death in 1543. Indeed, this adversary of the Reformation loved to preach; he preferred it to adminstering the sacraments.100 Eck considered both the Mass and sermon essential to the Christian life, but saw the sermon as more important since it delivers God’s Word, which teaches faith.101 Our selections, translated into English for the first time, come from Eck’s five-volume postil published during the 1530s in order to supply Catholic pulpits with solid Catholic sermon material. Luther’s postils were so popular among Catholic priests who would read them from the pulpit that Eck felt compelled to supply a homegrown alternative.102


    While Christians of all stripes in the early modern period desired to drink deeply from the living water stored up in the Bible’s ancient cisterns, the Continental Reformed clung perhaps most tenaciously to sola Scriptura. The Reformed in Geneva, for example, jettisoned all forms for worship not explicitly prescribed in the biblical witness, abandoning organ music, hymns and stained glass.103 Along these lines, it is unsurprising that many in the Continental Reformed movement had a keen interest in the Acts of the Apostles, the clearest and most direct biblical testimony to the life, ministry, worship and witness of the very earliest churches. Among the Reformed commentators and confessions we have excerpted in this volume, two are especially prominent: that famous Frenchman, John Calvin, and the lesser-known antistes of Zurich, Rudolf Gwalther.


    Calvin’s commentary on Acts was the offspring of a sermon series he began in 1549 at the Temple of St. Gervais. Committed to the literary ideal of “lucid brevity,” Calvin was somewhat embarrassed by his two thick volumes on Acts.104 In the dedication to the second edition (1560), Calvin held up the Acts of the Apostles as a firm and steady consolation to the people of God through the sweet music of the gospel:


    If, when the heat of battle was at its greatest and fiercest, the harmonious music of pipes had so much influence on the Spartans, that it calmed the ferocity innate in that warlike people, and tempered the violence, which, on that occasion, runs riot and gets out of hand, even in people who are otherwise gentle by nature, how much better and more effectively will the Kingdom of Christ bring this about by the heavenly music of the Holy Spirit? And I say this because it not only tames savage beasts, but makes lambs out of wolves, lions and bears, because it turns spears into pruning-hooks, and makes swords into ploughshares.105


    Despite all appearances, trials and suffering, the gospel by the Word and through the Spirit will bear the fruit of blessing and peace. For Calvin, an exile for virtually his entire career, this promise was life-sustaining.


    It will prove helpful to recall Calvin’s theological program, as we read his biblical comment: his Institutes and commentaries were meant to dovetail in such a way that the written Word was clearly understood by pastors. The Institutes focus on theological loci, providing the necessary foundation to read Scripture theologically, while the commentaries, free from doctrinal asides and digressions, were to focus on the textual and historical contexts of specific passages.106 For Calvin, to leave out either theology or the linguistic-historical context is to risk the entire exegetical enterprise.107 In this volume, then, Calvin is an important source for the context and background of the text, while offering a somewhat more streamlined theological interpretation than can be found in his Institutes.


    Rudolph Gwalther’s numerous homilies on Acts are a regular feature throughout this volume. Gwalther, as Zurich’s third Reformed antistes (akin to the president of the synod), dedicated his volume to the city council, emphasizing that Luke’s record of the very first churches is the pristine example of the life and ministry of the body of Christ. He reminded the council that Acts is about both the Lord’s providence and human responsibility, noting that they should take good stock of the patterns of Christian repentance, faith and sacramental participation through which the church is “knit together in love” (Col 2:2). In his relatively short expositions, Gwalther is attentive to the relationship between such temporal rulers and the Lord of lords. He is most often concerned, however, to bring hope in the daily spiritual and physical suffering that his congregation experiences.


    Commentary on the book of Acts from the early English Reformers did not usually shine as brightly as that of their Continental peers. A great deal of it tended to comingle the biblical text with current issues in the complex interactions of English politics—the Spanish Match, the wisdom or folly of being ruled by a female monarch, and so on. Thus such famous examples of biblical comment as the works of Thomas Cranmer or the Book of Homilies are not especially relevant for a volume synthesizing Reformation comment on Acts.108 Other English writers, like John Mayer and John Lightfoot, were more concerned with explaining or harmonizing perceived errors or contradictions in the biblical text than in elucidating the content.109 However, we found three sources particularly fruitful: the English Annotations (sanctioned by the Westminster Assembly), John Donne’s remarkable sermons and poetry, and the Book of Common Prayer (1549).110


    John Downame and other unnamed colleagues edited The English Annotations, which collate and make more accessible rich biblical resources such as Calvin’s commentaries, Theodore Beza’s technical Annotationes majores, and Giovanni Diodati’s Annotations. The English Annotations are meant to guide the reader to understand what is written, not simply to recognize the words on the page. In the eyes of Downame and his associates, the difference can be quite serious:


    It is conceived (by some of eminent note) that if Origen had met with a sound Comment or Marginal Note upon Matth. 19.12. it might have prevented his Castration of himself, whereto he was induced, by taking (and thereby mistaking) the words in the extreamest rigour of the litteral sense.111


    John Donne is typically remembered for his erotic poetry; however, Donne’s textual corpus is an interesting amalgam of erotic and divine verse—in fact at times the two intersect in a provocative manner, particularly in “Batter My Heart.”112 His published works also include a great many sermons, accumulated from his regular preaching as the dean of St. Paul’s Cathedral in London. They are strongly evangelical.113 Donne tended to focus on one verse, leading his audience to dwell on the significance of the text through wordplay, quasi-poetic repetition and vivid imagery.


    Finally, the collects for Sundays or feast days with Acts as an epistle reading have been included from the Book of Common Prayer. The collect is the opening prayer to “the service of the word,” which consists of two scriptural readings from an Old Testament or usually a New Testament epistle and a Gospel prior to the sermon. This opening prayer is meant to make explicit the crimson thread running through the two passages, helping the congregation to concentrate on the shared theme of the texts. Sometimes these prayers connect more strongly to the namesake of the particular liturgical feast (e.g., St. Stephen’s Feast).114


    Reformation-era Radicals and Anabaptists wrote very few formal commentaries115, and since they in large measure abandoned the lectionary as “papal dross” they also did not contribute substantively to the popular early-modern postil genre.116 In fact, very few of the Radical reformers’ works were published—instead many of them were hand-copied and circulated within small communities. There are nevertheless two kinds of Radical writings that are particularly apropos for this volume: so-called article books and confessions of faith. Both genres are focused on catechizing the faithful in the tenets of the community’s shared beliefs, and both are generally ordered around theological loci. Article books tend to be organized around the sacraments, the community of goods, the use of the sword, and divorce, while the confessions (like their counterparts among other confessional traditions) tend to follow the order of the Apostles’ Creed.


    The majority of the Radical selections are from Dirk Philips’s Enchiridion, Peter Walpot’s Great Article Book, and Peter Riedemann’s Confession of Faith, each crafted to help Christians wade through the sticky process of applying Scripture to real life by making crystal clear the chief tenets of the faith. There are also numerous passages from the Kunstbuch—rediscovered in 1956—a devotional work punctuated by interludes of praise and prayer centered on the theme of the church as Christ incarnate.


    Before we continue on to the commentary proper, two caveats need to be offered. First, the Greek text of the Acts of the Apostles has an uncommonly high rate of textual variants.117 This stems from differences in the two branches of Acts’s textual family tree: the “Alexandrian” and “Western” text-types.118 Reformation exegetes, by and large, were working with Erasmus’s Novum Instrumentum and the Latin Vulgate. Both of these resources privilege the Western text-type (in large part because it was all that was available).119 The most important differences between these two branches is that the Western text is longer and more polished—generally it is assumed that the copyists over the years attempted to clear up ambiguities in language or meaning. Most English translations in current use, however—except the KJV and NKJV—are based more on the Alexandrian witnesses. For our purposes, this means that the reformers are often working with a text that is slightly different than ours. In general we have pointed out these discrepancies in the notes, particularly when it is as noticeable as the presence of commentary on an entire verse missing from many modern Bibles (e.g., Acts 8:37).


    Second, because early modern exegetes largely considered the sermons of Acts to be intelligible on their own terms, their comment begins to thin out as the chapters go on, especially after the Jerusalem Council (Acts 15). Aside from Calvin—who kept a steady pace from beginning to end—very few of our commentators give the same amount of attention to the latter half of Acts that they give to earlier chapters.


    


    


    



    In the contemporary world, historic Christian centers in Western Europe and North America dwindle, while those in Africa, Latin and South America, and Asia swell. In this globalization of the church, we are more aware than ever of the seemingly impossible demands of the Vincentian Canon: “Now in the Catholic Church itself we take the greatest care to hold that which has been believed everywhere, always and by all.”120 For preachers, teachers and researchers who have tried to present the temporally and spatially expansive character of Christianity, the simple question of where to begin is already problematic. The earliest disciples? The waves of persecution and subsequent martyrdoms? The ecumenical councils? Often our current situations—whether in a culture hostile to Christian faith or in one quite familiar with Christian mores (though not necessarily faith)—will dictate different starting points.


    Still, the Acts of the Apostles makes for a compelling beginning. Through Jesus’ death, resurrection and ascension, God is now present with his people in a revolutionary new way through his indwelling Spirit (though presaged by the prophets, Acts 2:16-33). In the power of this Spirit believers are to preach the word of the risen Lord in Jerusalem, Judea, Samaria and to the ends of the earth (Acts 1:8). And as is so often the case, the Triune God proves too controversial for his people: he couldn’t have really meant to include Gentiles, right? Much of Acts—like the history of Christianity—is a case study in how the people of God accept or reject the radical inclusivity of the Lord’s purposes—his radically good news for all sinners—through the one person, Jesus of Nazareth.


    Esther Chung-Kim

    Todd R. Hains


  


  Map of the Mediterranean at the Time of the Acts of the Apostles,

  from the Geneva Bible


  
    [image: 9568_MAP.jpg]

  


  
    Commentary on Acts


    Overview: Despite many reformers’ preference for the more theological or explicitly doctrinal books of the Bible, such as Romans, they nevertheless emphasize the usefulness of Acts for teaching important Christian doctrine, especially justification by faith alone. These commentators believed that the lessons learned from the early church were beneficial to the developing Reformation communities, not only because they served as good examples but also because many of the reformers saw their churches as aligning with the ancient church. In their interpretations of Acts, Reformation commentators begin with the premise that God works in and through history. They make a concerted effort to uphold both God’s sovereignty in historical events and the faithfulness of human agents who serve God’s purposes. In discussing Christ’s acts mediated through human beings by his Spirit and Word, the reformers reiterate the presence of the kingdom of God through preaching and miraculous deeds. Such an emphasis on the power of God’s Spirit prompts the reformers to urge believers to embrace the gospel with a steadfast faith despite feeling opposition and persecution. In the midst of suffering, when it feels like the Lord is not staying true to his promises, still he is faithful and near. This consolation is built on the trustworthiness of Christ. Thus, the reformers do not want to be mere narrators; they want to be participants, and they want their audience to be coparticipants with them. This story is historical, but it is not merely historical, because it is a story for the church to read as its story.


    Prolegomena: the Acts of the Risen Christ


    The Significance of Acts. Theodore Beza: “Acts,” Praxeis. Not a few people translate it as Acts; some translate it as Deeds and others as Actions. This includes not only more recent translators but also older ones. For the Latins call Acts records of things done publicly, composed for the sake of public memory. Therefore, I admit that the meaning of praxeis is wider among the Greeks than is the meaning of Acts among the Latins, but because this book embraces (as it were) distinguished public records and annals, it was right to arrange the beginning and now to recall the administration of the whole Christian church. I at least would prefer to call it Acts than to call it by any other name you might like. Annotations on the Title of Acts.1


    Why Is This Book Called the Acts of the Apostles? Johann Spangenberg: For this reason: in this book the stories of the apostles are described, not what they have done from their own power but what they have done in the power of our Lord Jesus Christ. It should rightly be titled not merely “the Acts of the Apostles” but even better “the Acts of Christ.” For in other books the humiliated, despised and condemned Christ is described; in this book, however, the resurrected and glorified Christ is described—how he ascended into heaven and sits at the right hand of the Father. Prolegomena.2


    A Book Filled with Preaching. Johann Spangenberg: This book is filled with the beautiful preaching of the holy apostles—Peter, Stephen, Philip, Paul and James—which, if accepted in faith, guides people out of the grisy darkness of unbelief to the shining light of faith, out of the most extreme unrighteous to the most extreme righteousness, out of deep grief to blessed joy, out of this world to the kingdom of heaven, out of death to eternal life. What are the miracles and mighty works recorded in this book other than testimony given from heaven confirming the preaching of the oral word? For in order that the gospel of Christ could be preached throughout the entire world, the Holy Spirit was sent to the holy apostles on Pentecost. Prefatory Epistle to Prince Joachim of Anhalt.3


    Make These Acts Yours. John Donne: There are reckoned in this book twenty-two sermons of the apostles. And yet this book is not called the Preaching but the Practice, not the Word but the Acts of the Apostles. Now the Acts of the Apostles were to convey that name of Christ Jesus and to propagate his gospel throughout the whole world. Beloved, you too are actors on this same stage. The end of the earth is your scene. Act out the acts of the apostles! Be a light to the Gentiles who sit in darkness! Be content to carry over these seas him who dried up one red sea for his first people and who has poured out another red sea—his own blood—for them and for us. A Sermon on Acts 1:8.4


    Luke’s Purpose in Writing This Story. The English Annotations: The penman of this Scripture was Luke the Evangelist . . . for the most part an eyewitness to the events he records, since he was a co-laborer with Paul. His purpose in writing this story was, as he intimates in his first preface, that the church might have the sure knowledge of Christ, his gospel and kingdom, so that our faith might not be built on the unsure reposts of pretenders to truth. Also he wanted to show how God fulfilled his promise in calling the Gentiles, and how the apostles fulfilled their charge and office by preaching the gospel to all nations. He wanted to forearm all the faithful by revealing the rage and malice of Satan, who persecutes the true ministers and promulgators of the gospel, even since its very first announcement. And [he wanted to illustrate] the gracious providence of God, by which he preserves and increases his church in the midst of all its troubles, giving us an evident assurance of the truth of the gospel, not only in that the powers of hell, all the machinations of Satan and the malice of the wicked could never prevail against it, but also that God’s providence by these oppositions confirmed the gospel in the heart of Christians through the constancy of those who suffered persecution for it. Annotations on Acts, the Argument.5


    Acts Depicts the Beginning of Christ’s Reign and the World’s Renewal. John Calvin: The things that Luke sets down here for our instruction are great things and of extraordinary benefit. At the beginning when he reports that the Holy Spirit was sent to the apostles, he not only confirms that Christ was true to the promise he made, but he teaches that he also remembers his own and is the perpetual Governor of his church, because the Holy Spirit has descended for that purpose. From that we learn that spatial distance does not prevent Christ from being always present with his own, as he promised. The beginning of the reign of Christ and, as it were, the renewal of the world is being depicted here. For even if the Son of God had already gathered some of the church by his preaching before his departure from the world, yet in fact the Christian church began to exist in its proper form only when the apostles were endowed with new power and preached that that one and only Shepherd had both died and been raised from the dead, so that by his guidance all who had previously been wandering and scattered might come together into the one sheepfold. Therefore both the origin and the progress of the church, from the ascension of Christ, by which he was declared the supreme King of heaven and earth, are reviewed here for us. The Argument of the Acts of the Apostles.6


    Acts Displays the Truth of Justification by Faith Alone. Martin Luther: Contrary to what has sometimes been the practice, this book should not be read or regarded as though Saint Luke had written about the personal work or history of the apostles simply as an example of good works or good life. Even Saint Augustine and many others have looked on the fact that the apostles had all things in common with Christians as the best example which the book contains. Yet this practice did not last long and in time had to stop. Rather, it should be noted that by this book Saint Luke teaches the whole of Christendom, even to the end of the world, that the true and chief article of Christian doctrine is this: We must all be justified alone by faith in Jesus Christ, without any contribution from the law or help from our works.


    This doctrine is the chief intention of the book and the author’s principal reason for writing it. Therefore he emphasizes so powerfully not only the preaching of the apostles about faith in Christ, how both Gentiles and Jews must thereby be justified without any merits or works, but also the examples and the instances of this teaching, how the Gentiles as well as Jews were justified through the gospel alone, without the law. . . . Thus in this book Saint Luke puts side by side both the teaching of faith and the example of faith.


    Therefore this book might well be called a commentary on the epistles of Saint Paul. For what Paul teaches and insists on with words and passages of Scripture, Saint Luke here points out and proves with examples and instances to show that it has happened and must happen in the way Saint Paul teaches, namely, that no law, no work justifies people, but only faith in Christ. Preface to the Acts of the Apostles (1533).7


    Acts a Living Picture of the Kingdom of Christ. John Calvin: As often as things in the world seem to be turned upside down, no more suitable or firmer support can be found for strengthening consciences than, when, placing the kingdom of Christ before our eyes as we now see it, we consider what the pattern and nature of it was, and what sort of state and condition it had, in the beginning. When we talk about the kingdom of Christ, we must take note of two things in particular, first, the teaching of the gospel by which Christ gathers the church to himself and by which he governs it when it has been gathered; second, the actual fellowship of the godly, who, having been united among themselves by the sincere faith of the gospel, are truly regarded as the people of Christ.


    It is better to become thoroughly acquainted with the living picture of both these things, which Luke clearly draws in the Acts of the Apostles, by reading the whole book, than to believe either my account of it or that of anyone else. For although the Son of God has always reigned from the very beginning of the world, yet it was after his revelation in the flesh and the publication of his gospel that he began to set up a judgment seat plainer to see than ever before, as a result of which he now too appears in the highest degree conspicuous. If we turn our eyes to this book we shall feast them not on an empty picture (as Virgil says about his Aeneas) but on the sound knowledge of those things from which we must seek life. . . . This is the best refuge for consciences, where, amid those tumults and commotions by which the world is shaken, they may rest at peace. Dedicatory Epistle to the Commentary on the Acts of the Apostles.8

  


  
    
1:1-11 The Promise of the Spirit and the Ascension


    



    In the first book, O Theophilus, I have dealt with all that Jesus began to do and teach, 2until the day when he was taken up, after he had given commands through the Holy Spirit to the apostles whom he had chosen. 3He presented himself alive to them after his suffering by many proofs, appearing to them during forty days and speaking about the kingdom of God.


    4And while stayinga with them he ordered them not to depart from Jerusalem, but to wait for the promise of the Father, which, he said, “you heard from me; 5for John baptized with water, but you will be baptized withb the Holy Spirit not many days from now.”


    6So when they had come together, they asked him, “Lord, will you at this time restore the kingdom to Israel?” 7He said to them, “It is not for you to know times or seasons that the Father has fixed by his own authority. 8But you will receive power when the Holy Spirit has come upon you, and you will be my witnesses in Jerusalem and in all Judea and Samaria, and to the end of the earth.” 9And when he had said these things, as they were looking on, he was lifted up, and a cloud took him out of their sight. 10And while they were gazing into heaven as he went, behold, two men stood by them in white robes, 11and said, “Men of Galilee, why do you stand looking into heaven? This Jesus, who was taken up from you into heaven, will come in the same way as you saw him go into heaven.”


    a Or eating b Or in

    


    



    Overview: A recurring concern for exegetes of Acts is to explain how Christ continues his work among believers. Therefore, the beginning of Acts establishes that Christ will be present in a new way, namely through the Holy Spirit. This new mode of Christ’s presence also addresses the initial misunderstanding about the restoration of the kingdom. Rather than an earthly political reign, exegetes understand Acts as a record of God’s indwelling work in the church and world, sometimes through human obedience and other times despite human disobedience. The meaning of the divine acts consists of recognizing Christ’s Spirit as an agent in establishing God’s spiritual kingdom, in which believers stand as witnesses to and coparticipants in Christ’s life and work. At the same time, exegetes seek to offer guidance for how to demonstrate faith and trust in a risen Lord. This then leads to the dual emphasis by the Reformation commentators on God’s activity and human works, which are not mutually exclusive but are held in tension. Believers are empowered to witness, proclaim and share, yet the source of their confidence is Christ’s power.


    1:1-3 Dedication to Theophilus



    Who Was Theophilus? Johann Spangenberg: Whether the evangelist Luke had a good friend by this name or whether he understood by this little word Theophilus—which translated means “God’s friend”—every lover and friend of God should not worry us. This is certain, that Luke in this book intended to instruct not just one person but every lover and friend of God in the highest things that are beneficial and necessary for salvation. Brief Exegesis of Acts 1:1.1


    The Unity of Luke-Acts. Desiderius Erasmus: Clearly I wanted to join this book of Luke together with the earlier one. Whereas [Luke] embraced evangelical history in two volumes, of which he wrote both to the same Theophilus, and beginning the later book, he makes mention of the earlier, as if to say “I was afraid of the rest, that Acts might seem to distract from the Gospels.” Although this history is something other than a part of the Gospel, still, in my judgment, it is not insignificant. If in fact in that matter the church is described as a grain of wheat, planted alone, this book describes its being born, opening its own leaves little by little and bringing forth fruit. Which unless we had known this by Luke, in what ways Christ will have left the earth, where, in what place, by what ways would that promised Spirit have come, by what beginnings would the church have started, by what things would it have been polluted, for what reasons would the church have grown, if we had not known a good part of the gospel? And would that holy Luke would have continued this narrative longer, just as he had commenced it, and likewise, would that he had touched on not a few of the deeds of the rest of the apostles! Annotations on Acts 1:1.2


    Christ’s Person and Work Are the Sum of the Gospel. John Calvin: Now we see that the sum of the gospel comprises these two parts—the teaching of Christ and his acts—in that he not only brought people the comission committed to him by the Father but also accomplished in deed all that could be required of the Messiah. He inaugurated his kingdom, he reconciled God by his sacrifice, he expiated the sins of people by his own blood, he subdued death and the devil, he restored us to true liberty, he won for us justice and life. But that all that he did and said might be ratified, he attested himself by his miracles to be the Son of God. So the words “to do” extend also to the miracles, but they must not be restricted to these only. From this we must note that those who simply know the bare history do not have the gospel, unless there is added to it a knowledge of the teaching, which reveals the fruit of the acts of Christ. For this is a holy knot, which may not be dissolved. Therefore whenever mention is made of the teaching of Christ, let us learn to join to it the works as seals by which its truth is established and its effects shown forth. But, in order that the death and resurrection of Christ may be profitable for us, and that his miracles may have their value, let us be equally attentive to the words that he speaks. For this is the true rule of Christianity. Commentary on Acts 1:1.3


    Though Not Visible, Christ Is Present in His Church. John Calvin: By these words Luke reminds us that Christ though he departed from the world did not thereby abandon his concern for us. For in establishing a perpetual government in the church, he gave proof of his will to provide for our salvation. Indeed he has given assurance of his intention to be present in power and succor to his own people even to the end—even as in truth he is present by his ministers. Luke means therefore that Jesus did not depart without first having provided for the government of the church whereby we recognize his concern for our salvation. Commentary on Acts 1:2.4


    What Were the “Many Proofs”? Johann Eck: During this forty-day delay all that was necessary for Christ to prove the truth about his resurrection took place, for on this article of faith everything is founded. . . . From Easter day, when he first appeared, to the ascension, when he last appeared, forty days elapsed in which he appeared to many, as is now narrated; and Saint Paul indicates even more appearances [than just these recorded in Acts], for he appeared to Saint James and then five hundred brothers. Now the arguments and testimonies of his resurrection are documented in the gospel. He ate with them, he showed them the wounds in his hands, his feet and his side, he showed them his flesh and bone. “For a spirit,” he says, “does not have flesh and bone as you see that I have.” Yes, Saint Thomas even placed his finger in the wound of the Lord. He also ate fish and honey5 with them. All of these things were arguments, testimonies and proofs of his resurrection. First Sermon on the Feast of Christ’s Ascension (1531).6
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