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    A Guide to Using This Commentary


    

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


      

        Pericopes of Scripture


        The scriptural text has been divided into pericopes, or passages, usually several verses in length. Each of these pericopes is given a heading, which appears at the beginning of the pericope. For example, the first section in this commentary is 2 Corinthians 1:1-2, “Greeting.” This heading is followed by the Scripture passage quoted in the English Standard Version (ESV). The Scripture passage is provided for the convenience of readers, but it is also in keeping with Reformation-era commentaries, which often followed the patristic and medieval commentary tradition, in which the citations of the reformers were arranged according to the text of Scripture.


      


      

      

        Overviews


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


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


      


      

      

        Topical Headings


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


      


      

      

        Identifying the Reformation Authors, Texts, and Events


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


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


      


      

      

        Footnotes and Back Matter


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


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


      


      



  






General Introduction


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


Goals

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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


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




Perspectives

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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




Historical Context

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

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

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


The letter shows us what God and our fathers did;

The allegory shows us where our faith is hid;

The moral meaning gives us rules of daily life;

The anagogy shows us where we end our strife.12



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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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


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




Patterns of Reformation

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

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

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

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

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




Schools of Exegesis

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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


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

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

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

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

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

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




Reading Scripture with the Reformers

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

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

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

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

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

The fourth means are commenters and Fathers, who have handled the places controverted, which the parson by no means refuseth. As he doth not so study others as to neglect the grace of God in himself and what the Holy Spirit teacheth him, so doth he assure himself that God in all ages hath had his servants to whom he hath revealed his Truth, as well as to him; and that as one country doth not bear all things that there may be a commerce, so neither hath God opened or will open all to one, that there may be a traffic in knowledge between the servants of God for the planting both of love and humility. Wherefore he hath one comment[ary] at least upon every book of Scripture, and ploughing with this, and his own meditations, he enters into the secrets of God treasured in the holy Scripture.53
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    Introduction to 2 Corinthians


    

      The biblical books of 1 and 2 Corinthians were situated along the fault line of theological controversy and religious change in sixteenth-century Europe. The seismic impact of the message of these apostolic letters is illustrated in two poignant scenes from the Reformation era. One of these scenes is well-remembered; the other is almost entirely forgotten. One scene set the trajectory of early modern religious history; the other decisively altered the course of one man’s life.


      The first scene occurred in the autumn of 1529, in the castle of the Landgrave of Hesse in the German city of Marburg. From October 1 to 3, leading Protestant theologians from Germany and Switzerland met in Marburg to debate the nature of Christ’s presence in the Eucharist, in hopes of achieving theological consensus that would foster a united political front against the Catholic emperor. The Lutheran delegation, represented by such luminaries as Martin Luther, Philipp Melanchthon, Justus Jonas, and Caspar Cruciger, insisted that Scripture taught the real presence of Christ’s body in the sacramental elements. On the other side of the table, the Reformed delegation, represented by Huldrych Zwingli, Johannes Oecolampadius, Martin Bucer, and Caspar Hedio, rejected this Lutheran interpretation and insisted instead that Christ’s resurrected body remained in heaven and that the bread and wine were ordinary elements that symbolized Christ’s death for sinners. During this protracted debate, Luther repeatedly pushed Zwingli to consider the full import of Jesus’ words of consecration, recorded in 1 Corinthians 11. To make his point, he inscribed with chalk on the conference table the words Hoc est corpus meum (“This is my body”; 1 Cor 11:24) as biblical proof of the doctrine of real presence. In the end, the religious parties were unable to find common ground on this contested point, and Luther refused to accept Zwingli’s offer of the right hand of Christian fellowship. Their disagreement over four biblical words—Hoc est corpus meum—was decisive in formalizing a theological rupture that remains to this day.1


      The second scene occurred twelve years later in Naples and involved the religious conversion of Galeazzo Caracciolo, the Marquis of Vico. Caracciolo was born in 1517 to one of the most powerful and influential Catholic families in Italy, related (through his mother) to archbishops and cardinals, including Gian-Pietro Carafa, the future Pope Paul IV. As a young man, Caracciolo was sent to the imperial court to serve as a page and cupbearer to Emperor Charles V. At age twenty, he contracted a brilliant marriage to Vittoria Carafa, the daughter of the Duke of Naecera, with whom he lived happily for fourteen years and fathered four sons and two daughters. Despite the trappings of wealth, prestige, and power, the Marquis of Vico, while still in his early twenties, experienced deep spiritual restlessness that moved him to join a circle of Catholic reformers in Naples known as the Spirituali, who were committed to the pursuit of religious truth and personal holiness. As a member of this circle, Caracciolo attended in late 1541 a memorable sermon on 1 and 2 Corinthians preached by the humanist Peter Martyr Vermigli. The message of this sermon proved to be life-changing for Caracciolo, who quietly resolved to disavow the world and its pleasures and embrace the evangelical faith. A decade later, at the age of thirty-four, Caracciolo renounced the Catholic religion and departed Naples, leaving behind his wife, six children, possessions, and aristocratic titles, and immigrated to the Reformed city of Geneva, where he spent the rest of his life for the sake of the Christian gospel.2 For Caracciolo, the message of 1 and 2 Corinthians spoke to his spiritual hunger and was instrumental in his religious conversion.


      

        Reformation and Sacred Scripture


        Historians have sometimes compared the Protestant Reformation of the sixteenth century to a religious and social revolution. And there is something to that. The Reformation brought about vast, fundamental, and lasting changes in church and society in Europe that are still recognizable to this day. The Reformation divided Western Christendom by challenging the Roman Church’s dominance in the West. It awakened German nationalism and permanently shaped German language and culture. It introduced new conceptions of vocation, family life, and divorce that became commonplace in the modern world. It challenged traditional Catholic piety and devotional practices, promoting instead a more simplified, Word-centered spirituality. It created rival confessional churches that, unwittingly, contributed to the rise of Europe’s modern nation states.3


        It would be wrong, however, to think of Protestant leaders such as Martin Luther (1483–1546), Huldrych Zwingli (1484–1531), Philipp Melanchthon (1497–1560), and John Calvin (1509–1564) primarily as religious agitators or social revolutionaries. For though they attacked the medieval church and rejected many of its institutions and teachings, their chief concern was not to dismantle the Christian church but to repair or reform it according to the Word of God. In other words, the Protestant reformers were not attempting to create a new church; they were attempting to restore to pristine condition the one, holy, universal church. Calvin emphasized this very point in his letter to the Catholic bishop Jacob Sadoleto in 1539: “Our agreement with antiquity is far closer than yours. . . . In all these points, the ancient church is clearly on our side.”4


        The Protestant reformers agreed that true spiritual reformation would occur only as the church submitted to the authority of Scripture. They insisted that the Scripture, as God’s holy Word, must be the norma normans—the ruling authority for Christian faith and practice. As Luther stated in 1519, “The church is captive to the authority of Scripture and does not teach anything but the Word of God.”5 It is important to remember that for first-generation reformers such as Luther and Zwingli, this conviction was not an abstract commitment to biblical authority but reflected their own personal encounter with Scripture. Zwingli’s career as a reformer commenced when, as the newly appointed people’s priest at Grossmünster Church in Zurich on January 1, 1519, he began to preach verse by verse through the Gospel of Matthew. Over the next six years, Zwingli’s daily expositions of Scripture served as a kind of wrecking ball that demolished the Catholic institutions and traditional beliefs of the city church. The Word of God, Zwingli once wrote, “will as surely have its way as the Rhine [River], which you can stem for a while, but not stop.” With good reason a biographer of Zwingli has claimed that “the Bible was at the heart of Zwingli’s reformation.”6 The same can be said of Luther, who discovered the Christian gospel—and found peace for his tormented conscience—as he took up the doctor’s cap at the University of Wittenberg and began lecturing in 1513 through the books of Psalms, Romans, and Galatians. As he studied and taught Scripture, as he unleashed the Word of God, the evangelical message spread like wildfire throughout the German empire and beyond. With only a bit of hubris, Luther remembered it this way: “I simply taught, preached, and wrote God’s Word; otherwise I did nothing. And then while I slept or drank Wittenberg beer with my friends Philipp and Amsdorf, the Word so greatly weakened the papacy that never a prince or emperor did such damage to it. I did nothing. The Word did it all.”7


        Protestant biblical scholarship in the sixteenth century was in large part the beneficiary of a pedagogical program known as northern humanism, which prioritized the mastery of the humane letters (studia humanitatis), the cultivation of eloquence, the recovery of ancient texts, and the careful study of the Christian Scriptures in their original languages of Hebrew and Greek. During the late fifteenth and early sixteenth centuries, Catholic humanist scholars such as Lorenzo Valla, Johannes Reuchlin, Jacques Lefèvre d’Étaples (c. 1455–1536), and Desiderius Erasmus (c. 1466–1536) forged new paths as they undertook rigorous philological study of the Bible in its original languages and produced essential study tools such as Greek and Hebrew grammars and lexicons, commentaries on Scripture, and improved Latin translations of the Greek and Hebrew text. Protestant reformers such as Luther, Zwingli, Melanchthon, Martin Bucer (1491–1551), and Calvin were heirs of this humanist intellectual tradition. They believed that the careful study of the Christian Scriptures in their original languages was necessary for recovering the Christian gospel and achieving the reformation of the church. As Luther put it famously, “Let us be sure of this: we will not long preserve the gospel without the languages.”8 Like their humanist predecessors, the reformers produced a variety of exegetical aids, concordances, commentaries, and dictionaries to elucidate the meaning of the sacred text. So too they promoted curricular reforms at the University of Wittenberg and other Protestant gymnasia, academies, and universities that gave priority to the study of sacred philology and the biblical languages. Within a generation or so, Protestant pastors were expected to be homines trilinguarum—knowledgeable in Latin, Hebrew, and Greek—to ensure that they rightly handled God’s Word in their preaching and teaching.9 The Protestants were also committed to making God’s Word more accessible to the laity through Bible translation. During the sixteenth century, Protestant scholars produced new (and improved) versions of the Bible in Arabic, Czech, Dutch, English, French, German, Italian, Latin, Portuguese, and Spanish.10 Around two hundred thousand copies of Luther’s German Bible (1534) were printed in Wittenberg before 1620.11 Similarly, more than eighty editions of the French Bible were produced in Geneva alone between 1550 and 1600.12


        The priority that Protestant leaders gave to sacred philology and intensive Scripture study is illustrated in the career of a long-forgotten professor named Jean Ribit, who taught theology at the Reformed Academy of Lausanne from 1547 to 1559. In 1549, Ribit drafted his weekly schedule (studiorum ratio), which included this Scripture-saturated program of study for Tuesdays:


        

          	

            – Rise at 4:00 a.m. Give thanks to God for his protection through the night and solicit his continued strength for the new day. Prepare the morning’s theological lecture and memorize relevant biblical texts.


          


          	

            – At 5:00 a.m., commit theological and biblical insights to writing.


          


          	

            – At 6:00 a.m., attend the daily sermon in Lausanne’s church. Following the sermon, make final preparations for the morning lecture.


          


          	

            – At 9:00 a.m., present theological lecture at the Academy. The class session will proceed as follows: recite introductory prayer; read aloud the biblical text in Hebrew or Greek, followed by the French translation; provide a careful exposition of the biblical passage, explaining the words or clauses that are unclear and examining textual variants; introduce the exegetical judgments of ancient and modern commentators; present a detailed discussion of the theological topics found in the biblical text as well as principal points of application. The goal is to “explain as carefully as possible . . . the mind of the [biblical] author,” for in doing so one “instructs the church both in private and public.”


          


          	

            – At 10:00 a.m., eat lunch and spend time in prayer.


          


          	

            – At 11:00 a.m., attend to domestic duties; write personal correspondence; or attend student sermons at the Academy.


          


          	

            – At noon, study the Hebrew text of Scripture, page through a Hebrew dictionary, and recite the Psalms and Proverbs.


          


          	

            – At 1:00 p.m., listen to wife read the Bible and follow along in either the Greek or Hebrew text.


          


          	

            – At 2:00 p.m., read three chapters of the Bible and commit parts of it to memory.


          


          	

            – At 3:00 p.m., study the passage of Scripture that will be examined in the Congregation of the city pastors the following day. Consult relevant commentaries, including those of Nicholas of Lyra, Augustine Steuchus, Jerome, Sebastian Münster, Augustine, Huldrych Zwingli, Origen, Basil the Great, and Ambrose. Spend time meditating on the passage for personal edification.


          


          	

            – At 5:00 p.m., read three chapters of the New Testament.


          


          	

            – At 6:00 p.m., eat dinner.


          


          	

            – At 7:00 p.m., assist children with their schoolwork and oversee their catechism lessons.


          


          	

            – At 8:00 p.m., lead household through family prayers and confession of sins.


          


        


        Ribit concludes that one must “never omit” these household prayers if “God would show his favor on our leadership.”13


        Obviously, most Protestant ministers and laity in the sixteenth century did not possess the educational background, the time, or the motivation to devote such careful attention to the biblical languages and interpretation as did the theologian Jean Ribit. Nevertheless, Ribit’s example points to the Protestants’ conviction that the renewal of the Christian church was closely tied to the recovery, study, and exposition of God’s Word. For reformers such as Luther, Calvin, and Ribit, biblical scholarship was not an end in itself; rather, it was intended to equip preachers to proclaim God’s gospel through sermons, sacraments, and catechisms. It is with good reason, then, that historian Irena Backus has argued that biblical exegesis became “the chief purveyor” of Protestant doctrine—and, we might add, a crucial agent of religious change.14


      


      

      

        Commentaries, Commentators, and Paul’s Corinthian Correspondence


        One of the primary ways that humanistic biblical scholarship was transmitted to evangelical pulpits was through biblical commentaries. This could happen in several ways. First, professors in Protestant universities and academies relied on biblical commentaries as they trained future pastors in Bible and theology. This was illustrated in the teaching ministry of Jean Ribit. It was also witnessed in the career of the reformer Wolfgang Musculus (1497–1563), whose biblical lectures to students at the municipal secondary school (Hohe Schule) in Bern drew extensively from both ancient and modern biblical commentaries.15 Second, parish ministers also depended on biblical commentaries as essential tools in preparing sermons and catechetical lessons. Thus, for example, an inventory of the personal libraries of Reformed and Lutheran pastors in the Palatinate from 1580 to 1585 reveals that 12.2 percent of the books were devoted to Old Testament exegesis and 17.4 percent treated New Testament exegesis.16 Another example is seen in the personal library of a rural pastor from Geneva named Jean de Brunes. At his death in 1603, de Brunes’s library contained 549 titles, including the Hebrew Bible; the Greek New Testament; Greek and Hebrew dictionaries, grammars, and concordances; harmonies of the Gospels; and commentaries on every book of the Bible.17


        A minor episode from Calvin’s career illustrates the strategic importance of commentaries in Protestant religious culture.18 When Calvin returned to Geneva from Strasbourg in 1541, he had recently completed his commentary on Romans and had begun commenting on 1 and 2 Corinthians. Unfortunately, the demands of pastoral ministry, along with incessant polemical battles, made it impossible for Calvin to make progress on his exegetical writing—and his friends became increasingly worried and impatient. When Guillaume Farel urged his colleague to return to his commentaries, Calvin responded, “I only wish I had more time and better health.”19 In November 1545, Calvin received a long, urgent letter from his friend Valeran Pullain:


        

          All the learned, whenever they meet, ask me when those commentaries will finally be ready. Let me tell you something: You are not being very wise when you allow Satan to draw you away to other projects which, although they are not to be despised, are nevertheless not as useful as the treatment of Scripture. . . . Look, my father, I am speaking in this fashion because I am convinced that it is for the glory of Christ and the up building of his church. For, Calvin, I wish that you would resolve once for all never to rest until you have written commentaries on all the epistles of Paul, then on the prophets, then on the rest of the sacred books. Gracious God! How they would help the church! How much they would do for the glory of Christ!20


        


        The long-awaited commentary on 1 Corinthians finally appeared in January 1546, to the delight of Calvin’s friends in Strasbourg. John Hooper, the future bishop of Gloucester, was less enthusiastic, however. In a letter to Martin Bucer, he complained that “Calvin’s commentary on 1 Corinthians displeased me exceedingly”—no doubt due to Calvin’s explanation of the Lord’s Supper in his comments on 1 Corinthians 11.21 As this vignette indicates, biblical commentaries were highly valued by early Protestants, who depended on them for edification, biblical understanding, and polemical advantage.


        Calvin was in no way unique among the reformers in writing commentaries. During the sixteenth and early seventeenth centuries, Protestant and Catholic scholars produced hundreds of biblical commentaries interpreting every verse of the Scripture canon. These commentaries were not intended to supplant the authority of holy writ; rather, their purpose was to clarify the meaning of the biblical text, usually in conversation with Christian interpreters both ancient and modern. Commentaries during the Reformation era appeared in a variety of literary forms and genres, spanning a continuum from brief philological comments with little theological content to extensive theological reflection with minimal attention paid to grammar or syntax. Exegetical treatments of Scripture were variously titled commentaries (commentarii), paraphrases (paraphrases), annotations (annotationes, annotatiunculae), explanations (enarrationes, explicationes), expositions (expositiones), sermons (sermones), and homilies or sermon outlines (postille)—though as we shall see shortly such nomenclature never constituted hard-and-fast literary categories in the sixteenth century.22


        Reformation commentaries on 1 and 2 Corinthians illustrate the variety and versatility of these literary genres. More than fifty different Protestant and pre-Tridentine Catholic authors wrote commentaries on 1 Corinthians before 1660. Another forty-five commentaries were produced on 2 Corinthians during the same period.23 Pre-Tridentine Catholic commentators on 1 and 2 Corinthians included the brilliant biblical scholar Jacques Lefèvre d’Étaples; the Dominican theologian, and Luther’s opponent at the Diet of Augsburg, Cardinal Thomas de Vio Cajetan (1469–1534); and the Dutch humanist Desiderius Erasmus. John Colet (1467–1519), the dean of St. Paul’s Church in London, also produced a manuscript copy of a commentary on 1 Corinthians.


        A significant number of Lutheran churchmen also published sustained interpretations of 1 and 2 Corinthians, whether in the form of commentaries, annotations, sermon collections, or sermon outlines. Chief among these interpreters were the Wittenberg humanist and reformer Philipp Melanchthon; the Wittenberg preacher and pastor Johannes Bugenhagen (1485–1558); the pastor of Nordhausen and Eisleben Johann Spangenberg (1484–1550) and his son Cyriacus Spangenberg (1528–1604); the Gnesio-Lutheran theologians Tilemann Hesshus (1527–1588) and David Chytraeus (1531–1600); and the Danish theologian Niels Hemmingsen (1513–1600). Martin Luther never produced a comprehensive study of either 1 Corinthians or 2 Corinthians, but he did publish brief expositions of 1 Corinthians 7 and 1 Corinthians 15 as well as postils on select passages from the Corinthian correspondence.


        In a similar fashion, Reformed authors on the Continent and in England found Paul’s Corinthian correspondence to be rich soil for interpretation and comment. During the sixteenth and early seventeenth centuries, noteworthy studies of 1 and 2 Corinthians were produced by the Zurich theologian Huldrych Zwingli and his successor Heinrich Bullinger (1504–1575). Peter Martyr Vermigli’s massive study of 1 Corinthians became the gold standard for Reformed commentaries on that epistle. In Geneva, the reformer John Calvin, his colleague Theodore Beza (1519–1605), and their successor Jean Diodati (1576–1649) all wrote commentaries or annotations on 1 and 2 Corinthians—as did the Bernese biblical scholar Wolfgang Musculus and the Dutch theologian Andreas Hyperius (1511–1564). In addition, the Strasbourg reformer Martin Bucer and Genevan pastor Simon Goulart (1543–1628) penned theological discourses that included extensive comment on select passages from these Pauline letters. A generation later, Reformed Protestants or “Puritans” in England also published popular exegetical studies on 1 and 2 Corinthians, as seen in the commentaries of David Dickson (c. 1583–1663), John Trapp (1601–1669), and Edward Leigh (1602–1671); the sermons of John Donne (1572–1631); and the marginal notes that appeared in the English Annotations (1645).


        What is missing from this impressive inventory of commentators, however, are so-called Radical Protestant and Anabaptist authors. As has frequently been noted, few Radical and Anabaptist leaders had either the humanistic training or the unhurried leisure and physical safety to produce substantial exegetical works. Nevertheless, in their polemical and catechetical writings, Anabaptist and Radical church leaders such as Balthasar Hubmaier (1480/1485–1528), Andreas Bodenstein von Karlstadt (1486–1541), Hans Denck (c. 1500–1527), Dirk Philips (1504–1568), and Menno Simons (c. 1496–1561) offered occasional comments on passages in 1 and 2 Corinthians that related to their particular theological or practical concerns, such as believers’ baptism, pacifism, the Lord’s Supper, and free-church ecclesiology.


        As noted above, Reformation commentaries on 1 and 2 Corinthians appeared in a variety of literary genres and styles. Four major categories of exegetical commentaries were especially popular. Biblical commentaries known as paraphrases were made famous by Erasmus, who published his Paraphrases on the New Testament from 1517 to 1524. In Erasmus’s hands, the paraphrase provided a continuous exposition and explanation of the New Testament intended to simplify and clarify its meaning for ordinary readers. Paraphrasing was “the art of saying things differently, without saying different things.”24 When his opponents accused him of tampering with Scripture, Erasmus defended his work by insisting that he had elucidated Paul’s meaning by “bridging gaps, smoothing rough passages, bringing order out of confusion and simplicity out of complication, untying knots, [and] throwing light on dark places.”25 In the century after their publication, Erasmus’s Paraphrases were translated into several vernacular languages for use in local parish ministry.26


        Annotations were a second popular form of Reformation commentary, although this classification allowed for diverse styles that signaled different theological purposes. Of all Erasmus’s publications, the Novum Instrumentum (1516) was arguably his greatest achievement. In this work, Erasmus presented his reader with the Greek text of the New Testament (drawn from the best available Greek manuscripts), a fresh Latin translation from the Greek text, and extensive exegetical notes or annotations to justify his new translation. In subsequent editions, these annotations were expanded considerably, creating a full-blown philological and exegetical commentary on the New Testament; hence, the work thereafter became known as the Annotationes. In the decades that followed, Protestant exegetes such as Theodore Beza and Jean Diodati produced their own annotations, which provided extensive philological notations on the Greek text—often in conversation with Erasmus—in defense of a Protestant reading of the New Testament.27 And yet, not all commentaries bearing the title annotations were studies in philology and textual criticism. Melanchthon’s Annotationes on 1 and 2 Corinthians (1522), for example, paid virtually no attention to Greek grammar or syntax, adopting instead a rhetorical approach that explained the meaning of select passages or topics that were of theological and pastoral concern for early evangelicals. Passages that did not contribute to Melanchthon’s theological purpose were treated cursorily, or even ignored.28 Most examples of Protestant annotations, however, fell somewhere in between the divergent approaches adopted by Erasmus and Melanchthon. Thus, for example, the English Annotations, commissioned by the English Parliament in the early 1640s, presented its readers with detailed exegetical and doctrinal notes on nearly every verse in 1 and 2 Corinthians so as to confirm the Reformed theological perspective on display at the Westminster Assembly.29


        Not surprisingly, many Reformation commentaries on 1 and 2 Corinthians bore the title commentarius (sometimes called explicationes, or expositiones), but once again, this classification allowed for different interpretive styles. John Calvin’s commentaries on the Corinthian correspondence were characterized by lucid brevity (perspicua brevitate) as he provided a concise philological and theological exposition of each verse of the biblical text. Calvin intended that longer, more detailed theological topics (loci communes) be treated in his Institutes of the Christian Religion.30 Musculus’s commentaries on 1 and 2 Corinthians, by contrast, were far more detailed as they interpreted each biblical pericope in successive steps that included a fresh Latin translation, general remarks on the passage, philological analysis of key terms, and, finally, moral and dogmatic “observations” on the passage.31 Vermigli’s massive commentary on 1 Corinthians adopted this same approach, though it contained more extensive interaction with early Christian commentators and provided the reader with lengthy theological excurses on topics such as marriage and divorce, the imago Dei, faith and works, Christian freedom, purgatory, and soul sleep. A very different style of commentary writing is seen in John Colet’s manuscript on 1 Corinthians, which exposited the biblical text chapter by chapter, examining select passages that were especially conducive to his Neoplatonic vision for moral improvement and union with God.32 Yet another approach is found in John Trapp’s A Commentary or Exposition (1656), which presented a pastiche of terse commentary, moral exempla, and memorable quotations, drawn from the writings of several dozen Reformation authors, including Beza, Calvin, John Foxe, Luther, Melanchthon, Oecolampadius, Richard Sibbes, Jerome Zanchi, and Zwingli.


        A fourth popular style of commentary literature on 1 and 2 Corinthians during the Reformation era was the postils (postille). The postils were different from other Reformation commentaries in that most of them were compiled by Lutheran or Catholic churchmen, most were written in German (rather than Latin), and most followed closely the calendar of liturgical readings.33 In the sixteenth century, Lutheran postils could take different forms: some were expositions of Scripture in the form of brief homilies, while others functioned more as sermon outlines, providing brief summaries and exegetical notes on the text. The postils of prominent Lutheran pastors such as Johann Spangenberg, Veit Dietrich, and David Chytraeus were widely read, but Luther’s postils were far and away the most popular, appearing in ten separate sermon collections during the sixteenth century. When his Sommerpostille appeared in 1544 (thanks to the careful editorial work of his friend Caspar Cruciger), Luther enthused, “In these the epistle and Gospel readings throughout the year are clearly and merrily handed to us, or, as I would say, are chewed for us as a mother chews mash for her little baby.”34 So popular were these postils that laypeople in the countryside sometimes requested that they be read aloud in place of their pastor’s Sunday sermon.35 Long neglected, historians now recognize this postil literature to have been crucial in the dissemination of religious ideas in Germany during the age of the Reformation.36


      


      

      

        A Guide to Reading 2 Corinthians


        Efforts to reconstruct the historical background underlying Paul’s correspondence with the Corinthian church has vexed biblical scholars for several centuries. Today, many interpreters believe that Paul wrote no fewer than five letters to the Corinthians: the “previous” letter mentioned in 1 Corinthians 5:9; 1 Corinthians itself; a “severe” letter suggested by 2 Corinthians 2:3-4 (no longer extant); a fourth letter comprising 2 Corinthians 1–9; and a fifth letter consisting of 2 Corinthians 10–13.37 Scholars have justified this reconstruction by pointing to apparent discontinuities in argument, tone, and content between 2 Corinthians 1–9 and 2 Corinthians 10–13. By contrast, Reformation commentators (along with some modern interpreters38) affirmed the essential unity of this letter and understood Paul’s mention of a “severe” letter in 2 Corinthians 2:3-4 as a reference to the epistle of 1 Corinthians. Hence, early modern commentators like John Calvin, John Downame, and Wolfgang Musculus concluded that Paul penned only three (known) letters to the Corinthian church: the “previous” letter, 1 Corinthians, and 2 Corinthians. This abbreviated epistolary record inevitably influenced the way the reformers understood Paul’s turbulent relationship with the Corinthian church and the pastoral strategies he adopted in response.


        In 1 Corinthians, the apostle Paul had sharply rebuked the believers at Corinth for their numerous vices, including their fractious spirit, their abuse of Christian liberty, their sexual misconduct, their disputes over spiritual gifts, and their tolerance of a brother guilty of incest. This “painful” letter had its intended effect in that the believers subsequently reformed their behavior and excommunicated the incestuous member from their assembly. But Paul’s letter also offended many Corinthians, who now questioned the apostle’s authority and began to throw their support behind false teachers who were preaching salvation through the law rather than by the gospel of grace. For Reformation commentators, then, this was the historical context that informed Paul’s second letter to the Corinthians, which he wrote in Macedonia and dispatched through Titus and a second (unnamed) brother. In this second letter, Paul defended his apostolic authority, extolled the beauty of the Christian gospel, and expressed his deep pastoral concern for his Christian flock—while at the same time making final arrangements for a financial collection in support of the impoverished church in Jerusalem.


        Modern readers will no doubt encounter material in this present volume that is insightful, edifying, surprising, and sometimes mystifying. Here we briefly explore five themes that receive special treatment in Reformation commentaries on 2 Corinthians.


        Pastoral formation and leadership. As noted earlier in this introduction, early modern biblical commentaries were frequently written by Christian ministers and intended for Christian ministers. The fact that many commentaries had their genesis in university lecture halls, where they served to prepare ministerial candidates for future ministry, goes far in explaining why many of these commentaries read like pastoral handbooks, offering detailed advice regarding the character of the Christian minister and the nature of the pastoral office. Paul’s second letter to the Corinthians provided Reformation exegetes a particularly rich reservoir of pastoralia, given his sustained defense of his apostolic credentials and pastoral activities in response to attacks from the so-called false apostles. Reformation commentators extolled the apostle Paul as a kind of model pastor. They called attention to his mature, godly character, his zealous faith, his humble and generous spirit, his passion for God’s glory, and his burning love for God’s people. These personal qualities found tangible expression in Paul’s public ministry as an apostle and Christian pastor. Reformation commentators shared Paul’s conviction that the proclamation of the Christian gospel should stand at the center of a minister’s vocation, for it was through the agency of preaching that God imparted to men and women his righteousness, grace, the Holy Spirit, and eternal life. In their sermons, preachers must avoid the contrived rhetoric of the schools, but instead should proclaim God’s Word in a clear, straightforward, and humble manner that allows the Spirit to work in power. The ministry of the Word always occurs coram Deo—in the presence of God. As Cyriacus Spangenberg reminded his readers, “God goes to all sermons and hears how and what we preach. . . . It is no small thing to be a preacher.”39 But preaching was not the only item listed on the minister’s job description. Christian pastors must also show concern for the welfare of God’s people, leaving no stone unturned in protecting the weak of conscience, disciplining the rebellious, refuting false teachers, and instructing the faithful in biblical doctrine. This pastoral job description would inevitably involve sacrifice, danger, and intense suffering—a point Reformation exegetes made forcefully and frequently as they treated Paul’s litany of hardships listed in 2 Corinthians 6, 2 Corinthians 11, and 2 Corinthians 12. Like Paul, pastors must be prepared to live and die for their people, to endure exiles, persecutions, hunger, doubts, slanderous attacks, and temptations from Satan and his minions. In addition, faithful ministers would experience the daily burden of caring for the spiritual well-being of the men and women under their charge. For good reason, then, Martin Luther listed three qualifications required for faithful Christian ministers: reading Scripture, praying, and temptation (lectio, oratio, and tentatio).40


        Penance and discipline. Whereas Paul’s first letter to the Corinthians devoted significant space to the subject of the Lord’s Supper, his second epistle deals more extensively with the subject of penance. In this present letter, Paul demands that the incestuous brother who has repented of his sin be restored as a forgiven and welcomed member of the Christian community. Reformation commentators drew a variety of important conclusions from Paul’s pastoral example: ministers must avoid excessive severity when caring for the souls of hardened sinners; restoration should be based on the depth of remorse rather than the enormity of the offense; church leaders who practice ecclesiastical discipline must do so with genuine sorrow for their wayward members. Bucer opined that it would be better to achieve weak penance and meager reformation than to have none at all.41 Corrective pastoral discipline should always be practiced in a spirit of gentleness and love—seeking the restoration of the sinner while protecting the spiritual health of the congregation. Christian ministers must not grow discouraged by their people’s sin, apathy, and contentiousness, but find their hope and reward in God’s ultimate approval. As they made the case for restorative church discipline, many Protestant commentators criticized models of discipline and penance that they viewed as unbiblical and overly harsh. Some, like Bullinger, raised questions about the intrusive network of discipline practiced by Calvin’s Consistory in Geneva. Others condemned Anabaptist communities for their practice of strict separation, their use of the ban, and their doctrine of perfectionism. Most frequently, Protestant exegetes leveled criticisms against the Catholic sacrament of penance for the distinction it drew between guilt and punishment, and its commitment to priestly absolution, the treasury of merits, and the remission of punishment through works of satisfaction. Here, Protestant commentators spoke with a single voice: Christ’s sacrificial death on the cross is a complete and sufficient atonement for the sins of those who trust in him. Penance should be voluntary, heartfelt, and found in Christ alone.


        Law versus gospel. Paul’s famous statement in 2 Corinthians 3:6—“the letter kills, but the Spirit gives life”—had for centuries been used as a prooftext to justify allegorical interpretations of Scripture that privileged spiritual over literal readings of the sacred text.42 Protestant commentators interpreted this passage differently, believing that Paul was here asserting the superior power of the new covenant of the gospel over the old covenant of the law. As Hemmingsen succinctly noted, “The terms ‘Letter’ and ‘Spirit’ must not be understood to refer to interpretation, but to efficacy.”43 The old covenant with its endless regulations could only coerce people to right behavior; it had no power to change hearts. By contrast, the new covenant of the gospel brings about the forgiveness of sins and spiritual life through the power of the Spirit. The law given through Moses was temporary, addressed to one nation, and could only threaten and kill condemned sinners. The gospel that comes through Jesus Christ is eternal, addressed to all people, and (through the Spirit) is powerful to justify sinners and impart consolation, joy, and eternal life. Protestant interpreters believed that many of Scripture’s most precious doctrines are made visible in Paul’s sharp contrast between law and gospel: here one finds the glorious message that guilty sinners receive free justification by grace alone through faith alone. Moreover, in the new covenant the Holy Spirit is continually at work to bestow new birth, kindle righteousness, and impart everlasting life to God’s people.44 The apostle Paul’s strong defense of his ministry, founded on the new covenant, reminds the Corinthian church—and indeed all believers—that salvation is found neither in the Mosaic law nor in works righteousness, but in the gospel of Jesus Christ alone.


        Christian generosity. One of Paul’s primary concerns in writing his second letter to the Corinthians was to remind the believers to complete the financial collection that they had begun on behalf of the impoverished church in Jerusalem. Reformation commentators gleaned much practical wisdom from the apostle’s exhortation for Christian generosity in 2 Corinthians 8–9. Issues of wealth and poverty, of generosity and avarice, were fiercely debated in the Reformation age as they became enmeshed in controversies surrounding the communal ownership of goods, the spiritual value of almsgiving, the legitimacy of mendicancy (especially as practiced by religious orders such as the Franciscans and Dominicans), and the economic power of the institutional church in Rome.45 Protestant commentators were unrelenting in their criticism of professional beggars, lazy mendicant monks, avaricious priests, and money-hungry pontiffs whose acquisitiveness (they believed) continued to undermine the spiritual mission of the church. Instead, the reformers emphasized that charitable giving must be voluntary rather than mandated and should flow from a generous and cheerful heart that was motivated by love for God and neighbor. The recipients of the church’s generosity should be the deserving poor—not professional beggars—including persecuted Christians, the elderly, widows, orphans, the sick, and the mentally unstable. Though almsgiving is a fruit of Christian obedience and is pleasing to God, it is not a good work that merits salvation. The reformers recognized that raising money for charitable purposes invited abuse and misunderstanding. Hence, following Paul’s lead, they emphasized that church leaders and laymen who administered poor relief must be people of good reputation, zealous for God’s work, and careful to avoid all appearance of evil. Throughout their treatment of these passages, Reformation commentators pointed readers to the person of Jesus Christ, who, though he was spiritually rich, experienced abject physical poverty on earth so that he might share the riches of heaven with his blood-bought people. The example of Jesus reminds all believers that their true treasure is not pecuniary but the abundant spiritual blessings that God pours out on those who trust in him.


        Paul’s boasting and suffering. As Paul responds to the unfair accusations of the false apostles, he frequently resorts to boasting about his vocation and ministry activities—a strategic move that raised questions about Paul’s humility. Reformation commentators spilled much ink providing justification for Paul’s boasting and detailing the nature of his humble service. Unlike the self-promotion and vainglory of the false teachers of Corinth, Paul’s defense of his ministry was truthful, within the bounds of his vocation, and motivated by concerns to protect the purity of the gospel of Jesus Christ and promote God’s glory alone. Paul’s red-hot jealousy for the Corinthian church and his commitment to present her as a spotless bride to her bridegroom, Christ, should characterize all Christian ministers as they protect the church from the pompous assertions and fake wisdom of false teachers. Protestant exegetes found particularly intriguing Paul’s argument in 2 Corinthians 11–12, where he refutes the arrogance of the false apostles in a “fool’s speech” that enumerates the multitude of trials and hardships he has endured as a gospel minister. And what a list: repeated imprisonments, beatings, and shipwrecks; continual hunger, thirst, and sleeplessness; relentless anxiety and spiritual warfare! “The whole life of the apostle was full of worries and sorrow, concerns and troubles,” Hesshus observed.46 Of course, suffering does not prove that one is a faithful Christian leader; but, in Paul’s case, these hardships displayed God’s mighty strength in the apostle’s utter weakness. The pinnacle of Paul’s “fool’s speech” appears in 2 Corinthians 12 where he defends his apostolic credentials by speaking (in the third person) of a heavenly vision where he was caught up into paradise. But lest he become proud, God afflicted him with a thorn in the flesh that continues to torment him fourteen years later. Reformation commentators did not agree as to the precise nature of Paul’s “thorn in the flesh,” although they offered a long list of possible candidates drawn from the Christian tradition: frequent headaches, a stomach disease, human opponents, satanic temptations, a speech impediment, the terrors of demons, even lust. Paul’s example teaches believers of every age that suffering is a normal part of the Christian life; God uses various hardships to vitiate our pride, teach us humility, and strengthen our faith. As John Trapp noted, “Our extremity is [God’s] opportunity.”47 The cross that godly people endure is not a sign of an angry judge but the testimony of a loving father.


        For early modern exegetes, Paul’s second letter to the Corinthians offered readers a rich deposit of theological insight and practical wisdom. Paul’s instruction on such topics as pastoral leadership, sin and repentance, law-gospel, almsgiving, and Christian suffering made this epistle relevant for believers of every age as they navigated the difficulties of church life and the demands of daily discipleship. For Reformation commentators, however, these were not merely the collected sayings of a first-century Christian sage; rather, they were a divine “storeroom of celestial treasure,” communicated by God to his church through the agency of the apostle Paul. As Hemmingsen noted in the introduction to his commentary: “We know that all things which are found in this epistle and in Paul’s other writings have God’s authority so that whether establishing and confirming doctrine, or refuting error, they have no less weight than if they were the very voice of the Son of God.” Indeed, since Paul is “speaking to us with the voice of Christ” and “conveys heavenly doctrine,” there is “nothing of error mixed with his teaching” and all that he commands must be obeyed.48 The divine authority that the reformers attributed to Paul’s epistles added greater weight and special urgency to their study and exposition of holy Scripture. Indeed, for all Christians, the careful study of God’s Word required not only understanding but also faithful obedience, devotion, and worship—disciplines of the mind and heart. This twofold response to God’s Word was captured beautifully in a prayer at the conclusion of Hesshus’s commentary on 2 Corinthians:


        

          O holy and all-powerful God, increase within me the knowledge of you and your will; strengthen my faith; inflame my heart with love for Jesus Christ our redeemer; show to me your saving plans; direct me by your Word and Spirit in all my activity; allow me to be a useful instrument in your church. Grant me a happy and peaceful end to this life, in faith and invocation of Jesus Christ, so that I might worship you, eternal Father, you, only begotten Son, and you, Holy Spirit for all eternity. Amen.49


        


      


      



  







Commentary on 2 Corinthians


OVERVIEW: Paul’s first letter to the Corinthians had been a painful one as the apostle was forced to rebuke the immature Corinthian believers for their quarrelsomeness, their spiritual pride, their shocking immorality, and their disordered public assemblies. Though this sorry state of affairs serves as necessary background, Reformation scholars commenting on 2 Corinthians are quick to point out that Paul has not given up on the struggling church. Indeed, there is clear evidence in this present epistle that Paul’s strong words have achieved their intended purpose in godly sorrow and renewed obedience. The apostle’s extraordinary goodwill and deep pastoral concern are evident throughout this second epistle, notwithstanding the slander he continues to endure from some false apostles at Corinth. In their introductions to 2 Corinthians, Reformation commentators praise the lofty and important matters that it treats, the beauty of the gospel it presents, and the intimate picture of Paul’s life and ministry that it portrays. One writer compares Paul’s teaching here in 2 Corinthians to a veritable “storehouse of celestial treasure.” Several commentators employ the categories of classical rhetoric to classify the central message of the letter; though all agree that its governing genre is apologetic or judicial, some see prominent elements of exhortation and deliberation in it as well. The Lutheran commentator Cyriacus Spangenberg in particular praises Paul’s rhetorical style as superior even to that of the great classical orators Isocrates and Cicero.


Prolegomena: Introduction to 2 Corinthians

THE CORRECT READING OF PAUL’S EPISTLES. JACQUES LEFÈVRE D’ÉTAPLES: The human mind in itself is sterile; if it believes itself able to function by itself it is presumptuous; anything it brings forth will be sterile, ponderous, obscure, and detrimental to the mind, rather than being its true sustenance furthering the life of the soul. . . . Therefore, one ought not give his attention to the mind itself, to the human agent (or whoever might finally be commissioned by God as his instrument), but one ought to attend above all to the heavenly gift and to the divine Giver himself. And therefore you, most humane Father,† and all you who are about to read the epistles of God’s spokesman, Paul, gathered in this volume, I would pray and beseech you not to pay attention so much to Paul himself as to the grace of Paul and the giver of this grace. This applies all the more to expository sections of mine which might be read: If readers would find traces of food for the spiritual life of the soul, they should not concentrate on the human authors themselves, but they should realize that this power to bear fruit is a gift from above and should recognize the true author and follow him with all their might in purity and piety. . . .

Those who understand these epistles and the comments thereupon to be gifts of God shall profit from them. They owe such profit not to themselves but to grace. But those who attend to the worldly agent—yes, even to St. Paul himself who is more than worldly—as if these epistles were his work and not the work of a higher energy working in a divine fashion in him, and come with their own understanding, they will receive little fruit from it. . . . Let Christ, the author of divine gifts, be present to give grace to all, to preserve and increase it in order that no one should presume to interpret by their own sense. For Paul is only an instrument. Introduction to COMMENTARIES ON PAUL’S LETTERS.1

 

SUMMARY OF THE EPISTLE. MARTIN LUTHER: In the first epistle, St. Paul rebuked the Corinthians severely for many things, and poured sharp wine into the wounds, and terrified them. But an apostle should be a preacher of comfort, to raise up terrified and fearful consciences, rather than to frighten them. Therefore, in this epistle, he praises them once more, and pours oil into their wounds, and shows himself wonderfully kind to them, and bids them receive the sinner back with love.

In chapters 1 and 2, he shows his love toward them, how all that he said, did, and suffered was for their profit and good, and how they ought to trust him for the best.

After that, he praises the office of the gospel, which is the highest and most comforting of all works and is for the profit and good of men and women’s consciences. He shows how it is nobler than the office of the law, and how it is persecuted and yet increases among believers, and produces through the cross a hope of eternal glory. But with all this he touches the false apostles, who were concerned with the law rather than the gospel and taught mere outward holiness, which is hypocrisy and allows the inner shame of unbelief to continue. This he does in chapters 3, 4, and 5.

In chapters 6 and 7, he exhorts them to obey his preaching with works and sufferings and concludes by praising them so that he may incite them to go forward in it. In chapters 8 and 9, he exhorts them to contribute temporal support and help in a time of scarcity to the saints in Jerusalem, who, at the beginning, had given up all their goods. In chapters 10, 11, and 12, he deals with the false apostles. In chapter 13, he threatens those who had sinned and not reformed. PREFACE TO THE SECOND EPISTLE TO THE CORINTHIANS.2

 

THE APOSTLE PAUL’S DIVINE AUTHORITY. NIELS HEMMINGSEN: Although I have spoken at length in my discussion of the letter to the Romans about the apostle Paul, who is the author of this present letter, nevertheless, because it is often useful to repeat the same thing and many people are like novices, I wish briefly to enumerate here a number of things that will be useful for readers to keep in mind as they take up reading Paul. Who and how great was this apostle of God and teacher of the Gentiles? His message gives testimony concerning the one of whom it was said: “This is my beloved Son. . . .” Now this eternal Son of God called Paul his chosen instrument to bear his name before the Gentiles and before the kings and children of Israel. His violent conversion gives testimony. His teaching gives testimony, drawn from the preaching of Moses, the prophets, and Christ. His passion and zeal in teaching give testimony, such that the one man Paul worked harder than almost all the other apostles, as he himself confesses in chapter 11 of this epistle. The many dangers he faced give testimony, which he did not hesitate to endure for the sake of spreading the truth and glory of God. And finally, his blood gives testimony, by which he at last confirmed his doctrine at the command of Nero. The testimony of the apostle Peter agrees with all this, along with the judgment of the whole church of Christ. In the meantime, I pass over in silence the power of his spirit, the wonders, the divine miracles by which Christ testified that he had spoken through Paul. Whence, Paul himself states in Romans 15: “I will not dare to speak of anything except what Christ has accomplished through me to bring the Gentiles to obedience—by word and deed, by the power of signs and wonders, in the power of the Spirit of Christ.” So, too, in chapter 12 of this present letter: “The signs of an apostle were performed among you, with patience, with signs and wonders and with mighty works.” All these things are said about Paul, so that the Christian readers might recognize how great is the authority of this man; how certain his doctrine; and with what great reverence it is necessary to take up his teaching and instruction in this storeroom of celestial treasure. For otherwise, they are not accepting that which the Spirit of Christ promises here through this chosen instrument to the Gentiles, that is our apostle; and they are not accepting the heavenly message, which the Father uttered from heaven. Wherefore we know that all things which are found in this epistle and in Paul’s other writings have God’s authority so that whether establishing and confirming doctrine or refuting error, they have no less weight than if they were the very voice of the Son of God, whom Paul served as his apostle and ambassador. Therefore, the apostolic title reminds us, first of all, that Paul is speaking to us with the voice of Christ. Second, that Paul conveys heavenly doctrine. Then, that there is nothing of error mixed with his teaching. Moreover, that his teaching should be believed as the voice of God. Finally, that if anyone teaches a doctrine that is opposed to the doctrine of the apostle—even if it were an angel from heaven—we should consider it as a plague to our salvation and, as Paul himself states, condemn it as accursed, however they might arrogantly boast concerning apostolic succession.

Now, concerning the person of Paul, it should also be known that he had a very forceful nature and that his heroic passion increased his vehemence for proclaiming the gospel and restraining the false apostles. I mention this because it is from this that the sting of his disputations, his frequent arguments, and piercing refutations might be more easily understood. For with a singular wisdom and holy vehemence he examines everything that he says, and he anticipates carefully whatever can be contradicted by enemies or friends so as to deprive them the opportunity of making false accusations and free them from error. COMMENTARY ON THE ARGUMENT OF 2 CORINTHIANS.3

 

MAIN TOPICS ADDRESSED IN THE LETTER. PHILIPP MELANCHTHON: In his first epistle, Paul severely rebuked the Corinthians because, though they were justified, they were lifeless and had no spiritual passion and were gradually returning to the desires of their flesh. For they were practicing rivalry among themselves; like little children, they were self-satisfied on account of their gifts; they supported in their midst an incestuous fornicator. Paul’s rebuke had greatly upset the Corinthians, in a manner akin to when pious children are distressed when their father corrects them. It was this sadness among the Corinthians that prompted Paul to write this second epistle, for it was fitting that a pious father should console his children whom he had punished. . . . Paul’s rhetorical style is not primarily didactic; rather, since many different topics from the previous epistle are repeated, the character of this present letter is more in the style of an epistolary sermon. We will point out the order of the sermon in the course of this exposition. The prominent themes [loci] in this letter are: Penance, since that incestuous fornicator, who had previously been excluded, was now to be received following his repentance. Second, the difference between the old and new covenants, between the law and gospel. Third, the example of the generosity of the churches of Achaia. Fourth, the nature of bishops. In addition to these subjects, Paul mentions in passing many things that happened to him and what kinds of afflictions he endured in various places. ANNOTATIONS ON 2 CORINTHIANS.4

 

PAUL’S PURPOSE IN WRITING. JOHN CALVIN: As much as the context of this letter allows us to conclude, it seems that Paul’s first letter was not without some benefit among the Corinthians, yet it was not as successful as it could have been. Moreover, some wicked people, who despised Paul’s authority, persisted in their defiance. For the fact that he devotes so much effort to proclaiming his trustworthiness and maintaining the dignity of his office indicates that they had not yet been fully convinced. Now Paul himself complains in express words that there were some people who ridiculed his former letter more than they derived benefit from it. Therefore, since he understood this to be the situation of the church among them, and being occupied with other matters so that he would be slower in coming to them than he originally planned, he wrote this letter from Macedonia. We now know the purpose he had in mind for writing this letter—namely, so that he might complete what he had already begun, in order that, when he came, he might find everything well-ordered. ARGUMENT OF 2 CORINTHIANS.5

 

HISTORICAL BACKGROUND OF THE LETTER. ANDREAS HYPERIUS: The general consensus is that this letter was sent from the city of Philippi in Macedonia, and indeed through Titus. Whether Luke also played a role, as certain Greek copies indicate, is uncertain. Now, even if it is stated in the eighth chapter of this letter that a brother accompanied Titus, who is “famous for preaching the gospel throughout the churches,” nevertheless it does not follow that Luke must be understood as that person—as we have noted in that chapter. Even so, this is nothing that we should squabble about. COMMENTARY ON 2 CORINTHIANS 13:14.6

 

SUMMARY OF 2 CORINTHIANS. TILEMANN HESSHUS: This letter of the apostle is intended for comfort. Now, Paul’s first letter to the Corinthians was written differently and more gravely in that it rebuked them sharply. By means of his apostolic authority, Paul reproached them for their many vices, because they were zealous in creating factions; they were filled with pride; they polluted themselves with sexual lusts; they tolerated scandals in the church; they abused Christian liberty; they participated in sacrifices to idols; they profaned the sacred assemblies; they fought over the display of tongues and spiritual gifts; they falsified the doctrine concerning the resurrection of the flesh. Great sadness had been aroused among other churches, not only because the Corinthians had offended the apostle, but also the divine majesty. The man who committed incest with his stepmother was thrown into the greatest distress when he was handed over to Satan by the apostle and excommunicated by the church—and he exhibited hope of improvement. But some people, offended by the sharpness of Paul’s correction, became more hostile toward the apostle; others persisted in their defiance. And it happened that false apostles, who disparaged Paul’s authority, scoffed in their writings at his vehemence, as if he were blaming them for more than was right.

Therefore, this letter to the Corinthian church heals these wounds. Paul encourages with great comfort those who had been aggrieved by the scandal. He commands that the incestuous man, who was now repentant, should be received into the bosom of the church. He demonstrates that he has not attacked them from a bitter heart but out of apostolic authority and paternal concern and goodwill. He shows them the source of true comfort in the midst of such grief.

Next, he draws a comparison between the old and new covenants and reveals how much more exalted the glory of gospel ministry is compared to the whole Mosaic system and law, and at the same time he explains the greatness of the benefits of Christ’s spiritual kingdom. So he bestows real comfort upon terrified consciences. Then, since some people, imbued with Jewish opinions, were anticipating the external glory of the old covenant and the earthly kingdom of the Messiah, and were thus offended by the afflictions and pitiful condition of the apostles and the church—Paul refutes and instructs these people correctly regarding the gospel. But lest the Corinthians should be sluggish in their zeal for good works and their practice of piety, Paul urges them to persevere in the faith and the fear of God, and to prove their obedience to God in every kind of virtue. They should separate themselves from participating in defiled practices; instead, they should exhibit reverence and sincere love toward the ministry.

Next, because great poverty was afflicting the saints in Jerusalem and Palestine, Paul urges them to make a contribution of alms. Finally, Paul refutes the false apostles’ empty boasting and the perverse scoffing by which they were railing at Paul’s authority and the apostolic office, and were attempting to render him suspicious to the church. He defends the dignity and certainty of his office; he mentions the divine revelation shown him in the third heaven. Paul threatens by means of his apostolic authority those ferocious and careless people who were not allowing themselves to be moved by either reproofs, consolations, revelations, or demonstrations of the truth. And he lets them know that he will come to see them soon. ARGUMENT OF 2 CORINTHIANS.7

 

PAUL’S ELOQUENCE. CYRIACUS SPANGENBERG: But this epistle is more artful and charming in words, although it deals with great and lofty matters. They slander Paul as not especially eloquent, but in this epistle one sees it clearly, because as far as the charm of words and the embellishment of speech according to the art of rhetoric are concerned, in this epistle Paul is far ahead of Isocrates, Cicero, and all others. FIRST SERMON.8

 

THE ARGUMENT OF THE EPISTLE. HEINRICH BULLINGER: Paul’s second letter to the Corinthians is almost completely apologetic, written in the judicial genre, sharp, argumentative, and energetic —a style still used in the law courts, but adapted to the situation. For Paul is responding to both the objections and calumnies of the false apostles. . . . In addition to bringing up his inconsistency and lying, they were also accusing him of tyranny and ambition, as if he were striving for dominion when he ordered in such an authoritative manner that the fornicator be handed over to Satan. So too they now desired to raise suspicions regarding the ministry of his gospel, accusing him of both unfaithfulness and impurity. Paul responds to all these things in the first chapter of this epistle, beginning with praise for his affliction, and explaining what happened in Asia and how God had been favorable toward him at just the right moment. He adds that he was not lying, even if he had not come when he said he would come in his previous letter. Moreover, he explains the reason why he ordered that the fornicator be handed over to Satan, to show that those who accused him of tyranny were wronging him. So too he proves here that he has faithfully performed his duty of purely delivering the truth to them (which he continues to do) when he strenuously opposes the Nazarenes, who were trying to lead them into legalism. Therefore, Paul shows how excellent the gospel is, and how weak the law is; at the same time, he shows with what purity and diligence he has preached the gospel (and with how much success)—a gospel ministry that in truth owes more to divine power than to human power, though it is not without trouble. And so, Paul discusses many things here concerning hope and perseverance, as well as consolation amid suffering. Next, he exhorts them by his example to hope and good works, especially that they not associate themselves with impure things. Paul identifies this part of his letter as belonging to the genre of advice-giving [deliberativum]. Having addressed these matters, Paul returns to that subject with which he began, concerning the adulterer, which he completes in chapter 7.

In chapters 8 and 9, Paul employs a wonderful argument to encourage generosity, weaving together an exceptional discussion on this matter—an argument that is ascribed to the deliberative [deliberativum] genre. Finally, he openly defends his authority for the sake of his ministry, ascribing praise to himself in a way that may seem excessive to many people. But this was necessary lest the truth be jeopardized by that faction. Therefore, he compares himself to those false apostles, and shows by that comparison both his innocence and his opponents’ deceit. At the end of the letter, having established his authority, he threatens that he will come with authority—although he concludes by softening this harshness and wishing them farewell. ARGUMENT FOR 2 CORINTHIANS.9

 

PAUL’S APOLOGETIC PURPOSE. DAVID DICKSON: The first epistle did not fail in its effect among many of the Corinthians, yet there were some people, especially vain-talking teachers, who persevered in their rebelliousness and not only challenged the apostle’s authority but also dared publicly to compare themselves with him, and to prefer themselves to him, while diminishing the authority of the apostle among the people, with no small detriment and prejudice to the gospel. That he might restrain these people, and find all things better ordered when he visited the church of Corinth, Paul wrote this second epistle that is entirely apologetic. Besides an exordium and conclusion, there are three parts to the epistle. In the first part, having removed the scandal of the cross that was laid on him, and the suspicion of his alienated mind from the Corinthians (chapters 1–2), he defends his ministry (chapters 2–3), and thereby proves his constancy and fidelity (chapters 4–5). He exhorts them to bring forth the fruits of his ministry (chapter 6) and to be persuaded of his goodwill toward them (chapter 7). In the second part of the epistle, Paul exhorts them to make a collection for the poor brethren, the afflicted Jews (chapters 8–9). In the third part he vindicates his authority from contempt, and the aspersions of false teachers who labored to render the apostle vile among the Corinthians (chapter 10), and boasts in a holy fashion against them (chapters 11–12), endeavoring to render his authority formidable and also amicable to the Corinthians (chapter 13). EXPOSITION OF 2 CORINTHIANS.10

 

PAUL’S ARGUMENT IN 2 CORINTHIANS. THE ENGLISH ANNOTATIONS: The occasion for writing this second epistle was to vindicate his ministry from contempt and his person from various accusations laid upon him by the false apostles. To this end, Paul professes his sincere affection to the Corinthians, and his faithful behavior in the whole course of his ministry. And being thereby compelled, he relates in detail both his sufferings for Christ and the visions and revelations he received from Christ. The epistle consists of the following: (1) Paul gives an excuse for himself not coming to them according to his promise (chapter 1). (2) Paul deprecates the incestuous person who had been excommunicated that he might be restored again to the church (chapter 2). (3) Paul offers a justification for his ministry against the calumnies of false teachers (chapters 3–5). (4) Paul offers an exhortation to Christian duties in general (chapter 7) and, in particular, to a generous contribution to the poor saints in Jerusalem (chapters 8–9). (5) Paul provides a disputation against his combative adversaries and rehearses his manifold trials and the happy result of them (chapters 10–12). (6) Paul denounces severity and defends the power of his apostleship against obstinate sinners (chapter 13). INTRODUCTION TO ANNOTATIONS ON 2 CORINTHIANS.11

 

MINISTRY LABORS ARE NOT IN VAIN. RICHARD SIBBES: Our blessed apostle had written a sharp epistle to the Corinthians, especially reproving them for tolerating an incestuous person. His first epistle was at least partly effective (though not as much as he desired) in that it prompted them to excommunicate the incestuous person and, likewise, reform various other abuses. Yet, even so, since Corinth was a proud, factious, and rich city where there was a confluence of many nations and an excellent port and marketplace, there were many proud, insolent teachers there who thought poorly of St. Paul. Thus, he writes this second epistle, whose scope is partly apologetic and partly hortatory. . . .

The general scope of this letter is to show that the ministerial labor is “not in vain in the Lord,” for the fruit of the first epistle to the Corinthians is seen in this second epistle—the first epistle had its effect. Therefore, we should not be discouraged, whether we are ministers of the church or ministers of our own families (as every man should be). Do not be discouraged at unlikelihood. There will always be some success to encourage us, though not so much as we look for in this world, because we deal with a reprobate generation that is always raising trivial objections and opposing us. Yet there will be some success, as we see here. COMMENTARY ON 2 CORINTHIANS.12








1:1-2 Greeting



Paul, an apostle of Christ Jesus by the will of God, and Timothy our brother,

To the church of God that is at Corinth, with all the saints who are in the whole of Achaia:

2Grace to you and peace from God our Father and the Lord Jesus Christ.



OVERVIEW: In his customary fashion, the apostle Paul begins his letter by greeting the church in Corinth and extending to them God’s grace and peace. Reformation commentators recognize that Paul has good reasons to assert his apostolic authority at the outset, given the accusations of the false teachers in Corinth who ridicule Paul’s person and dismiss his gospel message. Paul has been faithful in executing the duties of his apostolic office that he received from Christ—something these false apostles cannot claim for themselves. The fact that Paul addresses the Corinthian church with its many problems as “the church of God” also invites comment from several Protestant exegetes, who note that (contrary to the claims of some Anabaptists) Christ’s church in this world will never be perfect, free from all error and sin. And yet, Christian believers continue to receive the abundant riches of God’s grace and peace, the two most illustrious benefits of the gospel that come from God the Father and the Lord Jesus Christ.

 

PAUL, TIMOTHY, AND THE CORINTHIANS. DESIDERIUS ERASMUS: Paul, a missionary in the name of Christ Jesus by the authority of God the Father, and Timothy, our brother in religious fellowship and colleague in ministry: to the Christian flock who lives in Corinth—and not only in Corinth—but also to all the saints who serve Christ through the whole of Achaia, whose capital city is Corinth. We pray for you grace, peace, and harmony, which are bestowed by the Lord Jesus Christ and God his Father, with whom we share the same Father. PARAPHRASES ON 2 CORINTHIANS 1.1

 

THE SIGNIFICANCE OF THE NAME PAUL. CYRIACUS SPANGENBERG: Some (such as St. Jerome†) say that the name Paul is Hebrew and means as much as mirabilis, wonderful. Others make it half-Hebrew and half-Greek, meaning “the mouth of the trumpets.” The third group says that it is from the Greek word pauomai and means quietus, calm, quiet. The fourth group allows it to be Latin, Paulus, that is, modicus, small, little. Let that be as it will, Paul was indeed a wonderful man, with whom it went wonderfully in his apostleship and who was wonderfully sustained, protected, and led by God, as he himself shows in this epistle, and whose voice was over all like a trumpet. His sound has gone out through every land and is also still heard in all Christian congregations, such that one might well say that God has fulfilled through him the prophecy of Zechariah 9: “The Lord, the LORD, will sound the trumpets and will march in like the storms of the South.”

But he directed all such sound so that the people received keen, calm, and clear consciences through faith in his Word, and he did it in such humility that he lorded it over no believer, but humbled himself as the very smallest of all, although he did not want to and must not allow himself to be despised by the godless. As then the word Paul in Latin is a name of humility and lowness, on the other hand the word apostle is a name of exaltation and worth, with which he lifts high and praises his office, which was highly necessary with respect to the Corinthians. First Sermon.2

 

PROOFS OF APOSTLESHIP. JOHN CALVIN: None are to be listened to except those who have been sent by God and who speak from his mouth. And accordingly, there are two things required for persons to have authority: a calling and fidelity in the execution of their office of those people called. Paul claims he has both of these. The false apostles also do the same, but as they usurp a title that does not belong to them, they do not make headway among the sons and daughters of God, who find it easy to convict them of impertinence. Hence the name apostle alone is not adequate, unless that reality is also present, so that those who allege that they are apostles must also give evidence by their works. COMMENTARY ON 2 CORINTHIANS 1:1.3

 

PAUL ESTABLISHES HIS APOSTOLIC AUTHORITY. WOLFGANG MUSCULUS: “Paul, an apostle of Jesus Christ.” Because Paul places this title at the very beginning, I think he had to establish his apostolic authority. He does this in all of his letters, as do James and Peter. They wish to be humble, as when a private person who writes to his superior places his title under the inscription of his name. For he always emphasizes his apostleship, calling himself an apostle of Jesus Christ, not rashly out of a spirit of boasting, but because it was completely necessary. For he knew that his apostleship was not recognized by many people due to the fact that he was not among the twelve chosen disciples who had lived with the Lord when he was in the flesh. Whereby, since the false apostles disparaged his apostleship everywhere, he himself emphasized it everywhere, not for the sake of his own glory, but for this one reason, that he might serve his Lord Christ both faithfully and fruitfully.

True and faithful ministers of Christ should consider what to imitate here. They should not only faithfully perform their office but also defend valiantly the authority and esteem of their ministry against reprobate and factious persons, lest they give a foothold to Satan by their negligence and carelessness. For Satan plots with the greatest diligence to destroy the fruit of ministry, and to this end he undermines the esteem of ministers as much as he can through his imposters. Meanwhile the false apostles, false teachers, and pseudo-bishops extol their titles of rank and preeminence, and with their false presumed authority they oppress the ignorant common people under the yoke of their domination. How much more right is it that true ministers of Christ guard the legitimate titles of their ministry against the enemies of the truth to the end that they might be able to perform more effectively their ministries in the church of God? COMMENTARY ON 2 CORINTHIANS 1:1.4

 

Timothy, Our Brother. CARDINAL CAJETAN: This is the Timothy to whom Paul later wrote two letters and whom Paul remembered to praise at the end of his previous letter to the Corinthians.

According to some books, this Timothy was one of those men by whom Paul sent his first letter to the Corinthians from Philippi. And after having spent a certain amount of time in the Corinthian church, Timothy reported to Paul (as we rightly conjecture) the obedience of the Corinthians with regard to that incestuous man; and the complaint that Paul had not come personally to the Corinthians as he had promised; and examples of how certain Jewish teachers were extolling the old covenant among the Corinthians; and the vehement opposition toward Paul (and even the Christian faith) that the Jewish teachers were sowing—and, in brief, all that was happening among the Corinthians. And since Timothy was not only an informant but also their instructor, he is named here in the beginning [of the letter]. And he is called “brother” because of his brotherly service, his care and interest shown to the Corinthians, so that they might be more fully instructed through this letter. COMMENTARY ON 2 CORINTHIANS 1:1.5

 

PAUL’S AUTHORITY CAME FROM GOD. WOLFGANG MUSCULUS: It should be observed that when he said “Paul, an apostle of Christ Jesus,” he did not qualify it with the phrase “according to his will,” but “according to the will of God.” He had been chosen as an apostle by Christ himself. For this reason, he could have said “according to the will of Christ.” But, instead, he attributed the authority to the will of God because Christ himself is seen to have done this in several passages. For the entire sum and origin of the longed-for dispensation was dependent on God’s will. Moreover, since only believers recognized the name of Jesus Christ, while even unbelievers acknowledged God, Paul preferred to say, “by the will of God” rather than “by the will of Christ” so as to make clear that he performed his apostleship by no human authority but was undergirded entirely by divine authority. This is not to say that the name of Christ somehow lacks divine authority; but what believers accept as so weighty, unbelievers disregard completely. COMMENTARY ON 2 CORINTHIANS 1:1.6

 

ThIS LETTER WRITTEN TO LAITY, NOT ONLY TO PRIESTS. CYRIACUS SPANGENBERG: The address or title is, then, as follows: “To the congregation of God in Corinth, together with all the holy ones in all Achaia.” From this it is known and obvious that this epistle is not written to the priesthood alone, but to the whole congregation, that is, written to the laypeople also. If this is the case, as no one can deny, then the first epistle is also written to the laypeople as well as to the clergy. See, then, on what grounds the papists dare to prove from the same that the sacrament should be given to the laypeople only in one kind.

Paul is especially advised in not setting the title down badly, “to the congregation in Corinth,” but says expressly, “to the congregation of God in Corinth,” because the devil also had his congregation and church there, of false teachers and heretics, as is the case everywhere, just as the proverb says, “Where our Lord God builds a church, the devil builds a chapel next door.” FIRST SERMON.7

 

THE CHURCH EXISTED IN CORINTH. JOHN CALVIN: It should always be observed that Paul recognizes a church where there was such a wicked mixture of evils. For the faults of certain persons do not prevent there being a church where true tokens of religion are present. But what does he mean by the expression, “with all the saints”? Were those saints outside of the church? I answer that this phrase refers to believers who were spread here and there throughout various corners of the province. For it is likely that, in that turbulent time, when the enemies of Christ were raging furiously, that many were scattered abroad, who were not at all able to gather together in sacred assemblies. COMMENTARY ON 2 CORINTHIANS 1:2.8

 

LOCAL CHURCHES MAKE UP THE UNIVERSAL CHURCH. MARTIN BUCER: In Romans, Corinthians, and Ephesians, “churches” is the description given to the assemblies of people in particular regions, cities, parishes, families, and houses, who by the same faith call upon and worship the same God. These gatherings, though separated by distance, by virtue of their common faith constitute the one universal church. They possess the ministry and the dispensing of the Word and sacraments, and of every aspect of religion, out of the supply and direction of the Spirit according to the Word; and the same Spirit implants in these ministers the requisite gifts. ON THE CHURCH.9

 

THE TRUE CHURCH ON EARTH IS NOT A PERFECT CHURCH. TILEMANN HESSHUS: Paul addresses the church of God and the saints, whom he had nevertheless severely rebuked in his previous letter for its many vices and errors. In this way, Paul testifies that one should not imagine a Platonic ideal of the church in this life, free from sins, scandals, and errors, for such perfection and complete happiness is reserved for the next life. The elect and holy church of God is the one in which the doctrine of Christ shines and the sacraments are administered—even if there are many people in it who have serious weakness. And even if scandals appear and errors sneak into it, and even if some men and women are subject to great failures, nevertheless God truly dwells in that church. God is powerful in it for the salvation of many people; truly he sanctifies the disciples with his Word through the Holy Spirit and establishes them as heirs of eternal life. Therefore, we disapprove of the craziness of the Anabaptists and similar fanatics who imagine a kind of church in this life that is free from all sin and immune from the fog of error. EXPLICATION OF 2 CORINTHIANS 1:1.10

 

TO THE SAINTS. THE ENGLISH ANNOTATIONS: [The saints are] all who embrace the holy profession of Christians, who were admitted into the church, which is the communion of saints, who attend upon the holy ordinances of God and follow after peace and holiness, without which no one shall see God. ANNOTATIONS ON 2 CORINTHIANS 1:1.11

 

THE FOUNTAIN AND CONDUIT OF DIVINE BLESSING. JOHN TRAPP: The Father is the fountain, the Son the conduit, whereby all good things are derived to us. COMMENTARY ON 2 CORINTHIANS 1:2.12

 

GRACE AND PEACE. CYRIACUS SPANGENBERG: Now Paul wishes for them the two highest goods, between and in which all other goods are comprehended, since the beginning of all good and all salvation is God’s grace. Where God’s grace is absent, there is no happiness, no salvation, no well-being or anything good or virtuous with humankind; if, however, something good is to be or to begin, God must arouse it with and through his grace; and it is called grace because it is not earned.

After this, peace is the final good. All things are directed to it, that one might gladly be content. If a regent or sovereign has brought about in his country that there is peace everywhere, that he himself and everyone is content, he may concern himself with nothing else; if the human heart is at peace with God, it longs for nothing else; now when we come from this restless world into the heavenly country, into eternal peace, where there is no fear, no worry, no hoping, but God will be all in all, then we will long for nothing else. So peace is everywhere the end of all good, such that Paul can wish for nothing more than when he says, “Grace and peace be with you.” Grace is God’s good and kind will, his fatherly, faithful, benevolent heart toward us poor men and women, by which he desires our good and loved us even when we were still his enemies. Peace is God’s blessing, all happiness and well-being, and everything good beyond the forgiveness of sins, which he allows to happen to human beings. FIRST SERMON.13

 

GRACE AND PEACE ARE JOINED TOGETHER. ANDREAS HYPERIUS: Paul always prays on behalf of the pious for two most illustrious benefits, which are joined one after the other. One is the cause of the other. Unless grace is present, peace does not follow, because peace is a result of grace. On the other hand, if peace is not present—especially that spiritual peace in the conscience—this is evidence that grace is not present. Now since these blessings are spiritual, they cannot be obtained or preserved by human strength. And so, Paul adds “from God our Father and the Lord Jesus Christ,” for both the power and the goodwill [of the Father and the Son] are adequate for us. . . . The Father gives for the sake of the Son; the Son gives because he has received all power and all judgment from the Father. COMMENTARY ON 2 CORINTHIANS 1:2.14

 

GOD IS OUR FATHER IN A CONDITIONAL SENSE. PHILIPP MELANCHTHON: “Father” is not God’s personal name, but his conditional name. For it is the title that finds expression in those who believe. The law did not call God “Father”; rather, it was the gospel that called God “Father” and made us children of God. As John 1 states: “He gave to them power to become children of God.” And in the Lord’s Prayer: “Our Father . . .” Since Paul here adds the phrase “of our Lord Jesus Christ,” he thereby testifies concerning the grace of God, as if he were to say: “I wish for you God’s grace and peace, and you can be certain that you will experience it, for look here, it is granted through Christ who has given you all things!” ANNOTATIONS ON 2 CORINTHIANS 1:2.15

 

HUMANS ARE MADE TO PRAISE GOD. CYRIACUS SPANGENBERG: Praise be God, that is praise, honor, and worship be to God. Praise is and belongs properly to God and also remains his eternally; even though no human being were to praise him, he nonetheless has praise in and from himself, and he is therefore also praiseworthy; and what he does not praise is not deserving of praise, no matter how highly all human beings might exalt and prize it. Therefore, we should also not praise what he does not want to be praised, as we sing, “Do not praise right or good, except what God himself says and does.”

But now he wants the angels and all creatures and especially human beings to praise him. He made them for this, and he therefore bestows all kinds of good things on them, as Moses also says, “that the people of Israel must praise the Lord their God for the good land that he had given them.”

Therefore, we must praise and bless God, for all benefactions. This happens when we recognize his benefaction, that he has given it to us without our merit, from pure grace, love, and goodness, and we thank him for this. SECOND SERMON.16







  


  1:3-11 God of All Comfort


  

    

      3Blessed be the God and Father of our Lord Jesus Christ, the Father of mercies and God of all comfort, 4who comforts us in all our affliction, so that we may be able to comfort those who are in any affliction, with the comfort with which we ourselves are comforted by God. 5For as we share abundantly in Christ’s sufferings, so through Christ we share abundantly in comfort tooa. 6If we are afflicted, it is for your comfort and salvation; and if we are comforted, it is for your comfort, which you experience when you patiently endure the same sufferings that we suffer. 7Our hope for you is unshaken, for we know that as you share in our sufferings, you will also share in our comfort.


      8For we do not want you to be unaware, brothers,b of the affliction we experienced in Asia. For we were so utterly burdened beyond our strength that we despaired of life itself. 9Indeed, we felt that we had received the sentence of death. But that was to make us rely not on ourselves but on God who raises the dead. 10He delivered us from such a deadly peril, and he will deliver us. On him we have set our hope that he will deliver us again. 11You also must help us by prayer, so that many will give thanks on our behalf for the blessing granted us through the prayers of many.


    


    OVERVIEW: Paul begins the substantive part of his letter by praising God as the source of all comfort and mercy who provides help and deliverance to his people in their every difficulty—something that Paul himself has experienced during his recent missionary journey to Asia. Reformation commentators excavate this beautiful passage to discover rich lessons for the Christian life. Paul’s opening encomium serves as an important reminder that the chief duty of human beings is to praise and thank God for his lavish grace and kindness shown them in Jesus Christ. As Christians suffer for the sake of the gospel, they both share in Christ’s suffering and experience his immense comfort, which they must in turn share with other people facing similar afflictions. Protestant commentators make clear that “sharing in Christ’s sufferings” in no way detracts from Christ’s unique, sacrificial death on the cross. Christ’s expiatory death alone is meritorious before God and salvific for the human race. Nevertheless, as Christian men and women encounter sorrow and various afflictions, they find Christ to be their faithful traveling companion and ever-present comfort and help. Reformation exegetes do not entirely agree as to the precise historical occasion behind Paul’s “sentence of death” in Asia, but they do agree that the apostle’s personal account provides important insight into the usefulness and fruitfulness of Christian suffering. Suffering humbles us; it forces us to flee to God for help; it prompts us to pray; it assures us of God’s deliverance; ultimately, it elicits our thanksgiving. As the Anglican minister John Trapp comments, “Our extremity is God’s opportunity.”


    

      1:3-7 Sharing Both Suffering and Comfort



      CELEBRATING GOD’S GOODNESS AND KINDNESS. TILEMANN HESSHUS: We ought to celebrate continually God’s goodness and kindness, for this is the chief end of human beings. For God has created us and blessed us with immense and countless blessings. Truly, this not only serves the glory of God but also advances the salvation of the church; among other things, it incites faith, works hope, and confirms patience in affliction. Paul therefore begins this comforting letter with thanksgiving, in which he proclaims the immense goodness and mercy of God, who will supply his powerful and solid comfort to that person in every trial. EXPLICATION OF 2 CORINTHIANS 1:3.1


       


      GOD AND FATHER OF JESUS CHRIST. Andreas Hyperius: The apostle says, God should be blessed—that is, the name of God should be praised, recommended, and magnified. Now he says, “God and Father of Christ,” with respect clearly to the different natures in Christ. For he is called his Father with respect to Christ’s divine nature; and he is called his God according to Christ’s human nature. Nevertheless, the apostle in no way detracts from the glory of Christ’s divinity, which is the reason that Paul here calls Christ “Lord,” a title which signifies divinity and is used for Christ in various passages of Scripture. Thus, in Psalm 110: “The LORD said to my Lord, sit at my right hand”—where it is clear that heeding the Lord’s voice refers as much to Christ as to the Father. COMMENTARY ON 2 CORINTHIANS 1:3.2


       


      FATHER OF CHRIST. HULDRYCH ZWINGLI: Paul indicates here the divine nature of Christ. For the Father and the Son are of the same substance, essence, and nature. But when he says, “Father of compassion,” this is an exchange (alloeosis†) of deity and person. For the title “Father” expresses the divine essence, not the divine person. For who is the source of all consolation, if not God? Therefore, he has jumped from essence to person—“Father of compassion, that is God of compassion”—because the divine persons are one God. ANNOTATIONS ON 2 CORINTHIANS 1:3.3


       


      PAUL PRAISES GOD’S MERCY AND COMFORT. WOLFGANG MUSCULUS: “Who is the Father of mercies and the God of all comforts.” The person who gives praise without any reason yields more to his emotions than to the truth, and his praise serves more to engender deep mistrust rather than true praise. But our apostle, however much he was inclined to praise God with burning zeal when he praised him, he declared publicly those things concerning God that words of praise could never adequately express. Thus, after he had said, “Blessed be the God and Father of our Lord Jesus Christ,” he next explained why he called him blessed, saying, “He who is the Father of mercies and the God of all comforts.” Many glorious and wonderful things have been done, and are being done by God every day, and his many graces should be celebrated in heaven and on earth by angels, human beings, and all kinds of animals. Nevertheless, I do not know of any more illustrious and brilliant occasion that comes to mind for proclaiming God’s praise everywhere than the goodness, comfort, and mercy of God, which has no measure, or number, or end. The apostle’s eulogy speaks of this when he calls God the Father of all mercies and the God of all comforts. . . .


      “Father of mercies.” Why is it that Paul does not use the singular “Father of mercy,” but the plural “Father of mercies”? Do we conclude that there is not a single goodness, by which God is good in himself, and a single mercy, by which God is merciful in himself? I answer: One looks for the quality of mercy in faith itself, by which we are rendered merciful. That faith is altogether single in itself, just as the hardness of heart is single which renders us heartless and unmerciful. But when we refer not simply to the disposition of mercy, but to the works and appearance of it, then we rightly speak about mercies and comforts. For although the quality of mercy is single in itself, there are nevertheless many or rather innumerable expressions of its functions, especially in God, in whom alone is the infinite and inexhaustible fullness of this quality. Therefore, as the troubles that we face as human beings are innumerable and of various kinds, the merciful God has pity on all of them, for his nature is always to show concern and mercy. And so, God very consistently displays to us expressions of all kinds of mercies in all situations so that, whenever we are in trouble, we know that we have our merciful Father in heaven. . . .


      “And God of all comfort,” he says. The Vulgate reads “the God of complete comfort,” as if the apostle Paul were commending to us the wholeness and completeness of God’s comfort. But in the Greek text one does not find the word olēs, that is, “complete,” but the word pasēs, that is, “all,” which is the same as saying “all kinds of comfort.” For in the midst of the variety of afflictions that exercise both the body and spirit, various comfort of all sorts are furnished to us in God, for which reason he is called here the God of all comfort, that is, the God who consoles us in afflictions of every kind. This praise of God is hidden from carnal human beings, who see God more as the God of all affliction rather than the God of all comfort, especially when they consider the troubles that exercise the saints in this age and see the many afflictions of the righteous. But the apostle is writing this, not to carnal people, but to the faithful in Christ, who gladly embrace, with true faith, the praise of God’s goodness. COMMENTARY ON 2 CORINTHIANS 1:3.4


       


      FATHER OF ALL MERCIES. THE ENGLISH ANNOTATIONS: Although judgments as well as mercies proceed from God, yet he is not anywhere in Scripture called the Father of judgments, as he is here called the Father of mercies, because mercy and compassion arise merely from himself, and he delights in it, but our sins are the reason he inflicts any judgment on us. And it is further to be noted here, for the comfort of all those that groan under any heavy cross or who suffer conflicts with desperation itself, that the Father of our Lord Jesus Christ is the Father also of mercy, and not of mercy only in the singular number, but of mercies in the plural, and what is more, is also the God of all comforts. ANNOTATIONS ON 2 CORINTHIANS 1:3.5


       


      GOD’S MERCY IS NEVER EXHAUSTED. HULDRYCH ZWINGLI: “Father of mercies.” The mercy of God is singular; however, he grants his mercy to many people. For this reason, therefore, Paul speaks of “mercies.” God is the one who is merciful to all and who grants his comfort to all. From him alone, therefore, we should seek all mercy and comfort. However much we drink from this fountain, it is never diminished, it is never exhausted. The Hebrews make use of the plural noun when they wish to emphasize and extol something. That is why they address God in the plural. ANNOTATIONS ON 2 CORINTHIANS 1:3.6


       


      COMFORTED BY GOD. MARTIN LUTHER: I have passed through unspeakable trials—trials in which no creature was able to counsel me. . . . I have passed through trials of such a nature that I thought no one on earth had them before. . . . I have at times thought . . . that I endured temptations just as great, just as grievous, and just as manifold as did St. Paul. There would never have been any remedy and advice for difficulties so great, for temptations so grievous, if Christ had not come to open the Bible to me and to advise and comfort me with his Word. Thus God (as Paul says . . .) comforts us in all our tribulations so that we are able to comfort those who are in affliction. DESCRIPTION OF ISAIAH 9:5.7


       


      CHRISTIANS REJOICE IN THEIR AFFLICTIONS. JACQUES LEFÈVRE D’ÉTAPLES: We imitate Christ, our God and king, in two ways. First, in enduring sufferings (that is, affliction and tribulations) for the sake of his name, and even doing so with joy. Otherwise, we won’t be imitating the one who “for the joy set before him endured the cross, [and] despised the shame.” Second, when we are freed from these afflictions or they are no longer present, we will offer complete devotion of heart to him who liberates and consoles us, not failing in our duty when hardships and troubles are present, nor despising them when they are not present; rejoicing that our afflictions work for the salvation of others who are strengthened by the example of our patience; rejoicing also that our liberation and consolation provide consolation to other people. Yes, indeed, not only should we rejoice in our afflictions and consolations from God, but we should also rejoice in the afflictions of the saints who patiently imitate the sufferings of our Lord. Knowing that the saints receive consolation from God, I say, we ought to rejoice for their future consolation. COMMENTARY ON 2 CORINTHIANS 1:4.8


       


      THE ASSURANCE OF GOD’S COMFORT. WOLFGANG MUSCULUS: “Who comforts us.” Paul does not say that God “is able to comfort us,” but that God “comforts us.” This gives great comfort to those enduring afflictions because they believe and recognize that it is God himself who keeps them, who is able to comfort them in all things when they are bothered with troubles. And so truly . . . we will proclaim not only what God can do, but what he actually does, and so along with Paul we will meditate on this subject to praise not only his power but also his goodness and mercy. For in his work of comfort God joins together both the power to act and the mercy that prompts the action. COMMENTARY ON 2 CORINTHIANS 1:4.9


       


      THE GOD WHO COMFORTS US. CYRIACUS SPANGENBERG: Who is the one who comforts in this way? St. Paul has already said it: “the God of all comfort,” he is able to comfort and no one else, the Father of our Lord Jesus Christ, the Father of mercy, and Jesus Christ our Lord, together with the Holy Spirit, the one and eternal God, whom we also invoke: “You greatest comforter in all need, you holy fount of sweet comfort, now help us happily and comforted to remain steady in this service. Let distress not lead us astray. O Lord, by your might prepare us and strengthen the weakness of our flesh, that we might valiantly struggle here, to come through death and life.” So note well who the comforter is, and in whom we must seek comfort, namely, in God alone. SECOND SERMON.10


       


      THE NATURE OF GOD’S COMFORT. EDWARD LEIGH: [God provides] all sorts and degrees of comfort, who has all comfort at his disposal. The passage suggests (1) that no comfort can be found anywhere else. He has the sole gift of it. (2) [God provides] not only some but all comfort; no imaginable comfort is lacking in him, nor is found outside of him. (3) All degrees of comfort are to be found in him. ANNOTATIONS ON 2 CORINTHIANS 1:3.11


       


      GOD IS A FATHER OF MERCY AND COMFORT. JOHN DONNE: The duty required of a Christian is blessing, praise, and thanksgiving. To whom? To God, to God only, to the only God. There is but one God. But this one God is like a tree that has various boughs to shadow and refresh you, diverse branches to shed fruit upon you, diverse limbs to spread out to reach and embrace you. And here he visits you as a Father: from all eternity a Father of Christ Jesus, and now your Father in him, in that which you need the most. He is a Father of mercy when you are in misery, and a God of comfort when you can find no comfort in this world. And a God of all comfort providing even spiritual comfort in the anguishes and distresses of your conscience. Blessed be God, who is also the Father! SERMON ON TRINITY SUNDAY (1621).12


       


      GOD’S BLESSINGS SHOULD NOT BE HOARDED BUT SHARED. JOHN CALVIN: As the apostle was not living for himself, but for the church, so he reckoned that whatever gifts God had given to him were not given to him alone, but so that he might have greater capacity to assist other people. And certainly, when the Lord confers a blessing upon us, he in a manner invites us by his example to be generous to our neighbors. The riches of the Spirit, therefore, should not be hoarded, but whatever we receive should be shared with others. This, indeed, should especially be true among ministers of the Word; nevertheless, it pertains to everyone according to the capacity of each one. Thus Paul acknowledges here that just as he was being sustained by God’s comfort, so it was necessary that he comfort others. COMMENTARY ON 2 CORINTHIANS 1:4.13


       


      MINISTERS OF COMFORT. JOHN TRAPP: How fortifying are right words, especially when they are uttered from the heart rather than the brain, and from our own experience. This is what made even Christ himself a more compassionate high priest. This is also what made Luther such a heart-affecting preacher, because from his tender years he was much beaten and afflicted with spiritual conflicts, as Melanchthon testifies. Luther often said that three things make a preacher: reading, prayer, and temptation. Reading makes a person full; prayer makes a person holy; and temptation makes a person experienced. COMMENTARY ON 2 CORINTHIANS 1:4.14


       


      HOW WE CAN COMFORT OTHERS. KATHARINA SCHÜTZ ZELL: We ought to exercise and practice toward each other our office (commended to us by God), the office of care and love, as also the Lord Christ will say at the last judgment, “You have visited and comforted me in sickness and in prison, enter into the kingdom of my Father.” . . . He speaks in another place, “The Father of mercy, a God of all comfort, comforts us in all trouble, so that we may also be able to comfort those who are in all kinds of trouble, with the comfort with which God has comforted us.” For, just as much suffering comes upon us because of Christ, so also much comfort comes to us through Christ. Yes, the whole holy Scripture teaches us to love and serve our neighbors as the members of one body help each other bear evil. But the head must sway all the members and give the whole body life, force, strength, and everything. So also the Spirit of God must come to help our speaking, praying, comforting, and everything, to give force, breath, and life, if our actions are to serve and be useful to people. LETTER TO FELIX ARMBRUSTER.15


       


      WHY DOES GOD COMFORT US? CYRIACUS SPANGENBERG: To what end or why does God comfort us? So that we can also comfort those who are in all kinds of distress. One reason that God comforts us is that he cannot avoid the fact that it is his nature and character to comfort those whom he finds laden with distress in the cross and misery, because he is a God of comfort. The second reason is so that we will not be left without comfort to despair under the cross. The third reason is that we will learn from his comfort how we are to comfort others who are in similar or different distress, because God does not give us comfort so that we should only use it for ourselves, but he wants us also to serve others with it.


      In the same way that he does not give the sun light and brightness so that it might be beautiful and light for itself alone, but rather that it might also serve human beings and other creatures, it is done with all God’s gifts. Whatever they may be called, God does not give them with the intention that the one who received them should enjoy them alone, but that with them he should also serve and give advantage to others. Let everyone ponder this.


      If someone has wisdom, understanding, knowledge, skill, comfort, hope, strength, confidence, or whatever other similar gifts may be, let them apply them well, so that they may not load on themselves God’s wrath or disgrace through neglect or misuse of the same. And of physical goods, riches, health, power, respect, rule, or whatever it may be, exactly the same is true, that we must serve, help and give advantage to others with them. SECOND SERMON.16


       


      SHARING GOD’S COMFORT WITH OTHERS. JOHN TRAPP: Mr. Knox, a little before his death, rose out of his bed. And when asked why he wanted to arise given how sick he was, he answered that he had enjoyed sweet meditations of the resurrection of Jesus Christ the previous night, and now he would go into the pulpit and impart to others the comforts that he felt in his soul. COMMENTARY ON 2 CORINTHIANS 1:4.17


       


      THE SUFFERINGS OF CHRIST. WOLFGANG MUSCULUS: We need to study this statement carefully, where the afflictions that we suffer on account of Christ are called the sufferings of Christ. Strictly speaking, the sufferings of Christ are only those that he once endured in his flesh because of our sins. Nevertheless, these afflictions that believers endure because of him are also said to be his. There are two reasons for this. The first reason is that Christ is the cause for these sufferings. For this world persecutes him if, indeed, he is in us. If we were from the world and did not belong to Christ, then the world would not persecute us, but love us. But since Christ himself has chosen us out of this world and separated us from the dregs of the wicked, the world hates us, not because we are human sinners, but because we are Christians. The second reason is that Christ is our head, and we are his members, and so by this affinity our sufferings are his, of whom we are members. These two reasons are applicable not only for those afflictions that are borne because of Christ but also for those strivings and good works that believers do for the sake of Christ. Thus, all the works of brotherly love, by which we provide for the needs of one brother or another, are the works of Christ because they are performed for the sake of Christ and as members of Christ. It is for this reason that Scripture says, “I was hungry and you gave me food.” And “what you have done for one of the least, you have done for me.” And “Saul, Saul, why are you persecuting me?” It is impossible to describe how such a meditation, if we continually rest our minds on it, is effective for both performing and enduring all things that must either be performed or endured for the name of Christ. And although we should expect no reward for enduring afflictions for the sake of Christ, nevertheless those who love Christ can be abundantly revived when they are afflicted for the name of Christ. Thus Christ’s apostles rejoiced because they were considered worthy to suffer insult from the council of priests because of the name of Christ. COMMENTARY ON 2 CORINTHIANS 1:5.18


       


      HOPE FOR SUFFERING CHRISTIANS. CYRIACUS SPANGENBERG: Who would not wish gladly to suffer with Christ and for Christ’s sake? And although it seems great to us, in the same way there will be much more comfort. Therefore, he says, “Just as we have much of the suffering of Christ” (he does not say, “some of it,” “a little,” but “much”), “we will also be richly” (not “sparingly,” “meagerly” or “somewhat,” but “richly”) “comforted through Christ.” This is indeed a glorious fruit and appreciable help, a great boast and a splendid honor for all suffering Christians.


      Oh, what faithful companionship we have in him, what a desired traveling companion he is on the narrow way. He will indeed make the time short for us. And what could be heavy for us, if we know that we have a gracious God and that we suffer with Christ, who cannot perish and who wants to give abundant comfort? Their manifold cross and suffering did not come with laughter to the holy patriarch Abraham, and indeed to dear Jacob, but they nevertheless rejoice in the Lord and know that they will be abundantly comforted through Christ the promised Messiah. The apostle also overcame all suffering, of which he had very much, with such comfort. In the same way holy Job, who suffered especially, endures it all, and brings use from it, in that he is abundantly comforted. SECOND SERMON.19


       


      SUFFERINGS ARE A FORM OF MARTYRDOM. DAVID DICKSON: [Paul says that] afflictions are a part of martyrdom and, whether for the gospel or for Christ, they are afflicted on me with honor, that they may be called the afflictions of Christ by way of participation. For those things that are inflicted upon the martyrs, Christ takes upon himself, as is clear from Acts 9, “Saul, Saul, why do you persecute me?” . . . Christ gave testimony from his superabundant and seasonable consolations toward me, and in the midst of my afflictions, that the miseries which I suffer are inflicted upon me for the defense of the gospel. EXPOSITION OF 2 CORINTHIANS 1:5.20


       


      SUFFERING PROMOTES THE CONSTANCY OF BELIEVERS. WOLFGANG MUSCULUS: Let the observant reader note that the apostle says that his afflictions were profitable for the Corinthian believers in that they were encouraged to endure evil in a similar fashion. Thus it happened that the more Satan raged against the followers of the Christian religion, the more they were stirred up to the same steadfastness of faith. Tertullian† saw this when he wrote that the blood of Christians is the seed. Julian the Apostate also saw this, and so he abstained from cruelty and gave the appearance of being somewhat more compassionate toward Christians than the enemies of Christ had been before him; not that he showed mercy to them, but he did not attack Christianity as in the earlier years it grew stronger and stronger the more Christians suffered. . . . And in our own day we see this same thing in those territories and kingdoms where princes rage against Christians with persecutions, chains, harsh laws, confiscation of property, the sword, the hangman’s noose, and fire on account of the truth of the gospel of God and because they have abandoned the Antichrist [i.e., the Roman Church]. For as they intensify this brutality more and more, the number of believers grows more and more so that it is evident that those tyrants have become alarmed by the great number of them. It is clear, then, that the constancy by which true Christians bravely endure every evil for the truth of Christ is useful for the consolation and salvation of other people and it also frustrates the plans of the wicked. For while the wicked imagine that the truth of God can be undermined when they brutally spill the blood of believers, this only serves as the occasion to fortify, rather than diminish, the constancy of believers. COMMENTARY ON 2 CORINTHIANS 1:6.21


       


      THE NATURE OF PAUL’S AFFLICTIONS AND COMFORT. JOHN CALVIN: It should be noted . . . that the word “afflicted” here refers not only to outward distress but also to that distress of the mind, so that it corresponds with the opposite term “comforted” (parakaleisthai). Thus it refers to when a person’s mind is weighed down with anxiety on account of a sense of distress. What we translate as comfort (consolatio) in Greek is paraklēsis—a word that can also mean encouragement. You will understand Paul’s meaning, however, if you understand that kind of comfort whereby a person’s mind is lightened of grief. Take Paul for an example: he was weighed down with so many afflictions that he would have almost fallen down dead, had not God encouraged him by lifting him up and restoring him to a healthy mind. So, too, the Corinthians derive strength and fortitude from his sufferings, while they find comfort from his example. COMMENTARY 2 CORINTHIANS 1:6.22


       


      FRUIT BORNE BY THE AFFLICTIONS OF THE GODLY. TILEMANN HESSHUS: Paul repeats the ultimate purpose for the afflictions of godly people (and especially of the well-instructed): God exercises us in calamities and consoles us in our hardships for this purpose, that we might encourage others in their trials. The mind can barely be convinced that such hardships contribute to the advantage and salvation of the church; rather, the mind is afraid that these hardships will destroy both us and the whole church and will turn many people away from the teaching of the gospel. The Holy Spirit therefore explains and repeats the plan of God so as to impress these matters in the depths of our hearts. Paul also adds several purposes when he says: the salvation of the church was achieved in the endurance of their suffering. For he reminds them that hardships produce an abundant harvest of fruit when they are borne with hope and endurance. Our reason flees all hardships and thinks they will destroy us. But the Holy Spirit testifies that they work for our salvation—that is, as the godly face hardships, a great light bursts forth through the Holy Spirit so that godly men and women see more clearly the teaching of the gospel and understand more fully the benefits of Christ’s kingdom. . . . In hardships, the faith of godly people is not only demonstrated but also exercised, increased, and confirmed. In that light, [our] faith learns to find its rest in the Word alone; it turns away from all creatures and fixes its eyes on the all-powerful God. Dangers stir up our prayers, teach us patience, call us back to modesty, extinguish the affections of our flesh, arouse our desire for spiritual things. Hence, our salvation—namely, genuine piety, the spiritual apprehension of Christ, the sure hope of eternal life—is achieved as we endure Christ’s sufferings. Therefore, there is enormous fruit in the afflictions of the godly. EXPLICATION OF 2 CORINTHIANS 1:6.23


       


      SHARING IN CHRIST’S SUFFERING. NIELS HEMMINGSEN: Because the false apostles challenged Paul by holding his suffering in contempt, the apostle, by contrast, announces that he boasts in his suffering and shows the usefulness that comes to those Corinthians by his cross. He does this to refute the calumnies of the false apostles and call the weak in the church away from manifest error back to fruitfulness. Now there are three sections in this passage: (1) he speaks about the cross; (2) he speaks about comfort; (3) he speaks about sharing in the cross and comfort. . . . In the third section: Paul wants the Corinthians to know that “just as you are partners in suffering, so you will also be partners in comfort. For God wants you to become conformed to the image of his Son, in the cross as well as in comfort and glorious freedom, as is seen in those holy patriarchs, the Lord’s apostles, and indeed in all godly people.” That is why, when the godly are stationed under the cross by God’s decree, they ought to focus upon the examples of God’s Son and the saints, and remain steadfast, for they not only share in the cross with Christ and the apostles, but they will also be partners with them of comfort and glorious freedom, as the apostle Paul also stated in Romans 8: “We suffer together with him so that we might also be glorified with him.” But lest anyone think that the difficulties of this life are in themselves salvific and merit eternal life (as the false monks assert), we must remember what it means to suffer with Christ. For, as people often say, it is not the death, but the reason, that makes a martyr. We must insist upon this when considering Christ’s suffering, therefore, that there are two general reasons why Christ suffered: the first to obey his Father, and the second to conquer and condemn our sins. That is why we also are said to suffer with Christ when we faithfully obey God under the cross, and conquer and condemn our sins—not by expiating them, since Christ is the only priest, but by mortifying them. COMMENTARY ON 2 CORINTHIANS 1:6-7.24


       


      SHARING IN SUFFERING AND COMFORT. CARDINAL CAJETAN: Behold, this is the firm foundation of our hope for you: the certainty (not the conjecture) that just as you share in our suffering, so you will also be a willing participant in our comfort. We are certain that just as our overflowing comfort accompanies our overflowing afflictions, so your mutual comfort will accompany your mutual suffering. This statement pertains to our present spiritual comfort. COMMENTARY ON 2 CORINTHIANS 1:7.25


    


    

    

      1:8-11 Paul’s Deadly Peril in Asia



      THE WEIGHT OF PAUL’S AFFLICTIONS. DESIDERIUS ERASMUS: You will rejoice all the more if you know fully how great was the hurricane of evils by which we were blasted in Asia. There we were oppressed to an amazing extent by a weight of afflictions absolutely too heavy for our strength. It had come to the point that we were despairing of life too, truly no match for so many and so great evils that had to be endured. So great was the violence of the persecutions that not only did others despair of our ability to stand firm, but in our own mind, despairing of its strength, we had nothing but death before our eyes; we had no presentiment of anything but final ruin. God suffered us to be reduced to this point, so that we might not trust at all in our own strength, but in his support, which, as a general rule, is most available when human supports most forsake us. PARAPHRASE ON 2 CORINTHIANS 1.26


       


      AFFLICTION AND HOPE. HULDRYCH ZWINGLI: “We do not want you to be ignorant about our affliction.” Paul demonstrates this from the example of what he had stated earlier, describing what happened to him in Asia and how God delivered him from all harm. You can read about this in Acts 19, where, through the agitation of Demetrius, such a great commotion and uproar took place and Paul was so harshly attacked that he was certain that his death was imminent. Now this happened for a purpose, Paul says, so that once stripped of all hope in himself, he might cast himself upon God. Therefore, as Romans 5 states, afflictions produce endurance and hope. COMMENTARY ON 2 CORINTHIANS 1:8.27


       


      PAUL’S TRANSPARENCY REFLECTS HIS LOVE. THE ENGLISH ANNOTATIONS: It is not certain whether Paul means by this affliction the great opposition he found by those many adversaries mentioned by him in 1 Corinthians 16:9, or the great tumult at Ephesus by Demetrius and his fellow craftsmen in Acts 19, or some very dangerous sickness wherewith he was visited. But here he thought it important to acquaint them with it, partly to show his great love for them since he concealed nothing from them which befell him, partly to stir them up to give God thanks for his great deliverance. ANNOTATIONS ON 2 CORINTHIANS 1:8.28


       


      PAUL’S CRUSHING BURDEN. JOHN CALVIN: Paul reports to have been weighed down beyond measure by this affliction—that is, so bereft of strength that he was not able to bear the burden. For it is a metaphor taken from those people who stagger under the weight of a heavy load, or from ships, which sink from being too overloaded. That does not mean that Paul actually succumbed, but he felt that his strength would have failed him if the Lord had not given him fresh strength. COMMENTARY ON 2 CORINTHIANS 1:8.29

 


      OUR EXTREMITY IS GOD’S OPPORTUNITY. JOHN TRAPP: God is often better to us than our hopes. . . . He comes in the nick of time, and our extremity is his opportunity. COMMENTARY ON 2 CORINTHIANS 1:8.30


       


      PAUL’S SENTENCE OF DEATH. WOLFGANG MUSCULUS: “We felt that we had received the sentence of death.” In what sense did Paul receive the sentence of death in himself? He had not received this sentence from God, for otherwise he would have been dead. Nor had the magistrate proclaimed a death sentence against him. Therefore, what he means here is nothing other than that he considered his grievous affliction as equal to the judgment of death, as if he had already received the sentence of death from either God or the magistrate—so great was the despair of life that afflicted him. Therefore, when saints have been determined by God to experience danger, they are misled as long as they, being ignorant of the divine sentence, suppose that they have been appointed to death according to the perspective of the outward affliction. Many testimonies of this sort are found in the Psalms of David who, as happened here to Paul, endured this experience multiple times. So it was that when David remembers the time that he was surrounded by Saul, besieged from all sides (as we read in 1 Samuel 23), it seems that he was already captured. As he wrote in this passage: “The cords of death were encompassing me, and the floods of Belial were overwhelming me. The cords of the grave encircled me, the snares of death were overtaking me.” COMMENTARY ON 2 CORINTHIANS 1:9.31


       


      GOD USES HARDSHIPS TO HUMBLE US. CYRIACUS SPANGENBERG: For this is the wicked and harmful vice of our corrupt nature, that people do not rely on anything as much as on themselves and pay heed to nothing as much as to themselves and believe that nothing could fail them. As they plan something, so must it happen. Especially where they find a little wisdom, reason, understanding, ability, power, strength, and such things in themselves, false confidence does not stay away. And if people puff themselves up, become proud and bold and cannot come to see their own weakness, they are forced to recognize it and are humbled by God, which happens when he allows them to come into extreme danger, so that they are burdened beyond measure and all might and must despair of their lives. In this way one becomes aware first of all that we are unable to do anything on our own. And such fragility attaches itself not only to the common people but also to the greatest saints. For this reason, God the Lord also often strikes them hard so that they do not become haughty but learn to be humble. This vice of false confidence lies so deep in human nature that even the very holiest people cannot be completely rid of it, unless God sets death before their eyes and allows them to wrestle with the same. THIRD SERMON.32


       


      PAUL’S CONFIDENCE WAS IN GOD. WOLFGANG MUSCULUS: “We were not relying on ourselves.” The person who relies on himself does so with respect either to his own wisdom, or power, or wealth, or strength of character, or righteousness, or any other virtue or gift of God. When Paul preached the gospel of Christ, he could not rely on his own power because he was not powerful by the world’s standards. Nor could he rely on his wealth because he possessed none and earned his sustenance by the labor of his hands. Nor could he rely on the strength of his body that was not able to endure so many dangers. For this reason, there was no danger that he would rely on himself with respect to these three things. There remained, therefore, dangers of relying on various other things, such as his own righteousness, wisdom, strength of character, and unique revelations. . . .


      Although the apostle was endowed with so many splendid gifts of the Spirit (I pass over in silence the greatness of his revelations), there was no danger that he would rely on himself with respect to any of them. For he says later in chapter 12: “So that I did not exalt myself because of the greatness of my revelations, God gave to me a thorn.” . . . Certainly, this difficulty was given him so that he might be despised, not by the common people, but by the more exceptional people, so that, even though he was gifted with many and important virtues, he would be more inclined to this thorn than to rely on himself. That is why it is necessary for those people who are distinguished to be humbled from time to time and be brought to an awareness and recognition of their own weakness.


      But the evil of relying on ourselves, which is harmful and must be avoided, is quite multifaceted so that the types of its deception and wickedness cannot be numbered. It blinds our minds so that we are incapable of seeing that we are vain and altogether nothing in ourselves. It ascribes to creatures what pertains to God alone. It fashions idols from the gifts that have been received from God. It makes us secure, where there is no security, and it makes us great despisers of the divine will. And finally, it throws us headlong into the abyss of hell. It is for this reason, therefore, that the prophet said: “Cursed is the man who trusts in man and makes his flesh his strength.” COMMENTARY ON 2 CORINTHIANS 1:9.33


       


      EVEN PAUL COULD BE TEMPTED BY FALSE CONFIDENCE. JOHN CALVIN: Now we must especially pay attention to the final clause that Paul adds: that he had been reduced to this extremity so that he might not trust in himself. Now, I do not agree with what Chrysostom† says—that the apostle was not in need of such a remedy, but offers himself to others as a kind of fictional example. For Paul was a man who was exposed to the common passions that afflict all people—not only to cold and heat but to false confidence, foolish behavior, and other such things. I’m not saying that he was controlled by such vices, but that he could be tempted by them. And so, this was the remedy God put in place at the opportune moment, lest they gain entrance into his mind. COMMENTARY ON 2 CORINTHIANS 1:9.34


       


      GOD’S PURPOSE IN OUR SUFFERING. GIOVANNI DIODATI: God’s goal in reducing his children to these extremities is to teach them to renounce all their presumption and all confidence in human resources and to put all their faith in him alone, for whom no deliverance—not even death itself—is impossible. ANNOTATIONS ON 2 CORINTHIANS 1:9.35


       


      WAYS THAT SUFFERING IS USEFUL. ANDREAS HYPERIUS: The first way that suffering is useful is that, by being humbled, we recognize our unworthiness and are forced to flee to God to beg for his help. There is no greater evil than for a person to trust in their own strength and know nothing about themselves. On the other hand, there is no greater good than when a person is acquainted with himself and places all his trust in God. . . .


      The second way that suffering is useful is adduced from the antecedent reason. When God has rescued us previously, we are moved by this to conclude that God will always rescue us. That suffering produces this hope in us. Whence, Romans 5 states: “Suffering produces patience, patience hope, and hope does not make us ashamed”—that is, it doesn’t disappoint us, but perfects us. COMMENTARY ON 2 CORINTHIANS 1:9-10.36


       


      GOD’S DAILY DELIVERANCE REMINDS US OF FUTURE RESURRECTION. CYRIACUS SPANGENBERG: He is so powerful and almighty that he can not only deliver someone from the danger of death, but in the case that someone were even dead, he can make them live again. And as God daily helps people out of captivity, sickness, and other danger, it is a picture of the future raising of the dead, and God wants to remind us by these things that we are to believe firmly that as he helps us out of daily danger, in the same way he will also certainly raise us from the dead. Our proverb also comes from this: when someone suffers a heavy assault or a hard situation but comes through it, we say, “He has just risen from the dead.” Now because God can raise the dead, in every danger we put our confidence fully in him. THIRD SERMON.37


       


      THE CHURCH’S SPECIAL CONSOLATION. TILEMANN HESSHUS: This is the church’s special consolation, that it recognizes and trusts that God’s wisdom and power have no limits, that he can easily offer assistance, even if no secondary causes are visible. Even if all creatures desert us and it appears that there is no possibility that we will be preserved, nevertheless, God is able to find a way—since he can call us back to life from death itself. He is the one “who kills and brings to life, who leads down to Sheol and back”; “who lifts me up from the gates of death,” “that he might deliver their souls from death and nourish them in their hunger.” “Our God is a God of salvation, and the Lord is the Lord who delivers from death.” Jonah, in the belly of a whale, was stuck in the jaws of death, and yet the Lord restored him to life. Therefore, people should not despair of their salvation, regardless of the calamities that press upon them, even if it seems that they have been deserted by all creatures. EXPLICATION OF 2 CORINTHIANS 1:10.38


       


      THE PRAYERS OF THE CHURCH. WOLFGANG MUSCULUS: Paul indicates very appropriately three things with this utterance. First, that it was the custom of the churches that they should pour out their prayers to the Lord for the apostles and ministers who were afflicted and endangered because of the work of the Lord. Thus, prayers to God were also made by the church for Peter when he was in chains. Second, that the Corinthian church should pray not only for itself but for others as well. That is why Paul does not simply say, hypourgountōn but synypourgountōn, that is, “cooperating with one another.” Third, that prayers of this type are not worthless before the Lord. For when God delivered the apostle, even though the principal cause of the deliverance was divine mercy, nevertheless, the eagerness of the believers and their harmonious prayer whereby they were praying humbly and diligently among themselves for the apostle was pleasing to God. That is partly why he gives thanks to them, because [as they prayed] so earnestly, he was providentially delivered from all affliction. Chrysostom†
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