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  The Reformation fought and conquered in the name of Paul. . . . Reformation exegesis reads its own ideas into Paul, in order to receive them back again clothed with Apostolic authority.”1 So opens Albert ­Schweitzer’s Paul and His Interpreters, and much Pauline scholarship, especially since the Second World War and the American civil rights movement, has echoed his diagnosis. Writing in 1911, Schweitzer could complain that “the study [of Paul] continues to be embarrassed by a considerable remnant of the prepossessions with which the interpretation of Paul’s doctrine was approached in the days of the Reformation,” that it was then “assumed a priori that Pauline theology can be divided into practically the same individual doctrines as that of Luther, Zwingli, and Calvin.”2 The only way behind this apostle of Reformation faith and back to the Paul of history, as Schweitzer saw it, was for “the spell which dogma had laid upon exegesis . . . to be broken.”3 One way to characterize a major trend in Pauline research since at least Krister Stendahl’s essay “The Apostle Paul and the Introspective Conscience of the West” (1963) is to see it as a carrying out of Schweitzer’s call to dis-spell the theological assumptions of the Reformation—Pauline scholarship as a kind of defense against the dark arts of Reformation dogma.4


  Take, for example, the “drastic difference between Luther and Paul, between the 16th and the 1st century” that Stendahl attempts to expose by contrasting the “robust conscience” of the apostle to the Gentiles and the “introspective conscience” of Martin Luther.5 In Stendahl’s account, Luther is a “pioneer” in the religious and social climate shaped by the “Black Death” and “late medieval piety and theology” with its “system of Penance” because he asked that world’s question (“How can I find a gracious God?”) and dared to answer it with “Paul’s words about a justification in Christ by faith, without works of the Law.”6 For the student of Paul, however, this calls for research:


  The first issue at hand is whether Paul intended his argument about justification to answer the question: How am I, Paul, to understand the place in the plan of God of my mission to the Gentiles, and how am I to defend the rights of the Gentiles to participate in God’s promises? or, if he intended it to answer the question, which I consider later and western: “How am I to find a gracious God?”7


  Stendahl’s answer is evident in his opinion that the second question is “later and western,” but it is given representative expression by James D. G. Dunn: “‘Justification by faith’ was Paul’s answer to the question: How is it that Gentiles can be equally acceptable to God as Jews?”8 On this reading, the reformers were right to “see justification by faith as a ­polemical doctrine,” but, as N. T. Wright suggests, the “target is not the usual Lutheran one of ‘nomism’ or ‘Menschenwerke,’ but the Pauline one of Jewish national pride.”9 The reason for this change of target is that, according to Wright, “justification means that those who believe in Jesus Christ are declared to be members of the true covenant family” and so the Pauline polemic against “‘justification by works’ has nothing to do with individual Jews attempting a kind of proto-Pelagian pulling themselves up by their moral bootstraps” but rather “strikes against all ­attempts to demarcate membership in the people of God by anything other than faith in Jesus Christ; particularly . . . any claim to status before God based on race, class or gender.”10


  But what might the reformers say in response? How, as Stephen Westerholm imagines in the introduction to Perspectives Old and New on Paul, might Luther react to the following words from E. P. Sanders:


  Martin Luther, whose influence on subsequent interpreters has been enormous, made Paul’s statements central to his own quite different ­theology. . . . Luther, plagued by guilt, read Paul’s passages on “righteousness by faith” as meaning that God reckoned a Christian to be ­righteous even though he or she was a sinner. . . . Luther’s emphasis on fictional, imputed righteousness, though it has often been shown to be an incorrect interpretation of Paul, has been influential because it corresponds to the sense of sinfulness which many people feel, and which is part and parcel of Western concepts of personhood, with their emphasis on individualism and introspection. Luther sought and found relief from guilt. But Luther’s problems were not Paul’s, and we misunderstand him if we see him through Luther’s eyes.11


  What Luther is likely to say is probably not appropriate for this genre, but perhaps we can risk one of his milder criticisms: “You are an excellent person, as skillful, clever, and versed in Holy Scripture as a cow in a walnut tree or a sow on a harp.”12 Such a comment is unlikely to further the dialogue, but it does bring a reformer into the conversation. And that, in fact, is the point of this book—to invite the reformers back into the discussion about Paul’s texts and the theology they articulated as a reading of those texts.


  While contemporary writing on Paul is littered with references to the “Lutheran Paul” or the “Paul of the Reformation,” what is equally conspicuous is the absence of detailed engagement with the exegesis and theology of the reformers.13 It is suggestive that one of the first Pauline scholars to use the label the “Lutheran Paul” later clarified that his critique was not of Luther himself but of “a figure derived from Luther but reinvented by the German Protestant biblical scholarship of the mid-twentieth century.”14 There is, it seems, a disconnect between the “Lutheran Paul” and the reader of Paul, Martin Luther. Schweitzer’s claim, for example, that “the Reformation fought and conquered in the name of Paul,” while true as far as it goes, forgets that Luther’s recollection of his early exegetical experience was one of fighting against Paul and being conquered by the gospel of which the apostle was unashamed. Luther would be the first to admit that he “read [his] own ideas into Paul,” but these ideas were a “philosophical” understanding of the Pauline phrase “the righteousness of God” that meant the “formal or active righteousness by which God is just and punishes unright­­eous sinners.”15 The result of this reading was that Luther hated both “the phrase ‘the righteousness of God’” and the “righteous God.” This is what he read into Paul, but because he was “desperate and disturbed” he “persistently pounded upon Paul in this passage [i.e., Rom 1:16-17]” and “meditated day and night on the connection of the words” until a definition of God’s righteousness came out: “the ‘righteousness of God’ is that by which the righteous lives by the gift of God”; it “refers to a passive righteousness by which the merciful God justifies us through faith.” To borrow Schweitzer’s metaphor, it was, as Luther reminisced in 1545, reading Paul that broke the spell that “dogma” had lain on the apostle’s text.


  This, of course, is not to say that Luther’s reading is a good one. That is a different kind of question, and one that will be asked by the Pauline scholars in this volume. But what it does recall is that the reformers were readers. Consider, for instance, Thomas Bilney, who in 1519 obtained an edition of Desiderius Erasmus’s translation of the Bible in order to savor the eloquence of the Latin only to


  chance upon this sentence of St. Paul . . . in 1 Tim 1:15: “It is a true saying and worthy of all men to be embraced, that Christ Jesus came into the world to save sinners, of whom I am the chief and principal.” This one sentence, through God’s instruction . . . working inwardly in my heart, did so gladden it—which before was wounded by the awareness of my sins almost to the point of desperation—that immediately I felt a marvelous inner peace, so much so that my bruised bones leapt for joy.16


  The result of this exegetical experience was, as Bilney remembers it, a desire to study the “Scripture [that] began to be more pleasant to me than honey or the honey comb.”17 Luther and Bilney tell a common sixteenth-century story: reading leading to Reformation.


  It is the reformers as readers, and specifically the readings offered by the reformers of Paul’s letters, that is the subject of this book. Pairing a text or texts of Paul with a reformer, this collection of essays will consider, in turn, Martin Luther and Galatians, Philipp Melanchthon and Romans, Martin Bucer and Ephesians, John Calvin and 1 & 2 Corinthians, and Thomas Cranmer and the corpus Paulinum. The hope is to catch the reformers in action as exegetes—to follow them as they move from Paul’s texts to their own theological comments. By attending to the actual exegesis of the reformers, their interpretations of Paul’s letters will be brought into focus, providing a vantage point from which to take some initial soundings of the relationship between the texts of Paul and the theology of the reformers that resulted from reading them. To facilitate this movement from historical theological description to evaluation, the reading of each reformer will be considered twice, first in a descriptive mode by a historical theologian, and second by a Pauline scholar who will curate a conversation between the Pauline text(s) and their interpretation. The first essay will address issues like the editions of Paul’s letters available to the reformer, their structural outline of the text, the way the subject matter or argumentum is summarized, and the basic content and contours of the letters’ theology as expressed by the reformers’ exegesis. The second essays are not responses to the first so much as they are interactions with the reading of the reformers. To borrow an image from Dane Ortlund’s essay on Calvin and the Corinthian correspondence,


  Picture a table. At one end sits the scarred apostle, short, balding, with a penetrating gaze, but overall very unimpressive. . . . At the other end sits the pointy-bearded French reformer, gaunt, thin, rather emaciated and equally physically unimpressive. We will listen in as Calvin tells us about the apostle.


  But as Ortlund adds, “the purpose” is not just to “listen in as Calvin tells us about the apostle” but to “facilitate a dialogue of sorts between Paul and Calvin in light of currents in New Testament study.”


  Together the essays, and thus this volume, hope (1) to understand the reformers’ exegesis as authentic acts of interpretation—as readings of texts—and (2) to ask after the quality of the various interpretations of the reformers in relation to the Pauline texts they are reading. Wesley Hill provides a helpful index of questions that guides the first goal:


  What is there in the text that causes the refomer to start off in such-and-such a direction? What does the refomer see here that causes him to say this? Is what he says there simply a “ruminative overlay”—a comment affixed to the words of a text (Paul’s) to which they bear little or no relation? Is this or that comment of a reformer an actualization of some of the text’s own semantic potential or is it better described as a theological “per­formance” of a text that says nothing about what the reformer goes on to say by means of it? Above all, how is the reformer’s exegesis explicable as a reading of a text?18


  These kinds of questions enable a form of exegetical eavesdropping, the chance to listen in as the reformers read Paul and move from his words to their own comments.


  But suppose Paul’s texts want to talk back? What if, having demonstrated how a reformer got from a first-century document to a sixteenth-century comment, there are philological, historical and theological details in the Pauline text that raise questions about the way they have been read? It is the commitment to ask these sorts of questions that creates the possibility of a conversation between Paul and his Reformational readers. But, as John Barclay asks in his essay on Luther and Galatians, how should one evaluate a reformer’s reading of a Pauline text? Hill notes that “internal consistency” and contemporary usability can be seen as partial criteria of what counts as a “good” reading. Barclay adds that “philological precision, an accountability to the likely sense of the original Greek, constitutes a core requirement” of exegesis. None of our authors stops there, however. As Barclay writes, “exegesis always draws on an interpretation of the text as a whole” and so any evaluation of a Reformation reading of Paul has to ask what the reformer understood the “central subject matter” of the Pauline text to be—to ask not just what certain words or phrases “refer to (e.g., what ‘law’ Paul means when he speaks of ‘works of the law’) but also what the discussion is fundamentally about.” Within this frame of evaluation, it is possible that, as Stephen Westerholm concludes his study, “the critics [of the reformers] have rightly defined the occasion that elicited the formulation of Paul’s ­doctrine [of justification] and have reminded us of its first-century social and strategic significance” and that “the [reformers], for their part, rightly captured Paul’s rationale and basic point.”19


  As this dialogue between Paul and the reformers is listened to—as both the data and the Sache of the Pauline letters converse with the comments and theology presented as their interpretation—there is, in every essay, compliment and criticism. But there is also a consensus that the reformers were readers, and that their readings are worth reading again (e.g., Mark Seifrid declares it “high time that we gave heed to the ­Preceptor [Melanchthon] and his interpretation of the apostle to the Gentiles,” and Ortlund feels it right to “commend Calvin to Christians today, especially students and scholars of the apostle”). In this respect, Hill’s comment about attending to Martin Bucer’s interpretation of ­Ephesians could be applied to the exegesis of all the reformers considered in this book: “reading [a reformer] is not just a matter of seeing how one interpreter has learned or failed to learn from a text”—the evaluative ­direction here would then be exclusively “from more distant past (Paul) to more recent past” (reformer). Rather, “reading [a reformer] is also, or should be, a way of seeing how a commentary may lead one back into the text from which it originated”—a backwards move “from past commentator [reformer] to more distant past author (Paul).”


  And this, finally, is the raison d’être for this collection. It is, or hopes to be, a hermeneutical tale—there and back again, you might say (with apologies to Bilbo Baggins). In his Commentary on the Heidelberg ­Catechism, Zacharias Ursinus insists that the reason we study doctrine is to be returned to Scripture as better readers, noting that as “doctrines . . . are taken out of the Scriptures, and are directed by them as their rule, so they again lead us, as it were, by the hand to the Scriptures.”20 A similar circularity is in play here: from Paul’s letters to Reformation readings and back to Paul. The goal is not simply to establish Reformation exegesis as authentic acts of scriptural interpretation; the hope is, having engaged the reformers as readers, to invite them into the ongoing conversation about Paul’s texts. Hill is again helpful: “a commentary generated by the Pauline text . . . may cast light retrospectively, as it were, illuminating features of the Pauline texts that elicited the commentary in the first place. . . . Paying attention to [the reformers’] exegetical moves . . . will remind us that all interpretation depends on such a to-and-fro, past-and-present spiral.” The reformers would insist that the finish line of reading their interpretations of Paul’s letters is not reading their commentaries; it is reading Paul’s letters. Remember Luther’s fear: “I’d rather that all my books would disappear and the Holy Scriptures alone would be read. Otherwise we’ll rely on such writings and let the Bible go.”21 Perhaps, though, rather than distract from Paul’s letters, some Reformation readings of Paul can return us to his texts in deep and surprising ways.


  For the reformers, Scripture is the “living and active” Word; it is the voice of the one who acts by speaking (“Let there be light”; “Little girl, get up”) and is therefore less an object for us to interpret than it is the sound of the speaking God who interprets us. Understood this way, Scripture is God speaking, reading is listening, and helpful commentary is simply that which helps us hear. That, in the end, is the criterion the reformers would asked to be judged by: having heard them read Paul, are our ears more open to the gospel he proclaimed—the gospel the reformers, like Paul, were “unashamed” of because they, like Paul, confessed it to be “the power of God unto salvation” (Rom 1:16 KJV)?
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  Paul’s letter to the Galatians exercised a special fascination for Martin Luther, a fact recognized not only by generations of Luther scholars but also by the reformer himself. Often quoted in this connection is Luther’s remark at the dinner table that he regarded himself as engaged to the “dear epistle”; regarding his own efforts at expounding the text, however, he was more ambivalent.1 Responding (negatively) in 1538 to a proposal to reprint his collected works, Luther feared that the mere sight of so bloated a monstrosity as his commentary on Galatians would inspire nothing but disgust.2 Eventually, however, Luther agreed to have the work reprinted, and by 1543 he seems to have regarded it as one of his few writings of any lasting value.3


  Modern scholars have generally concurred in according a certain pride of place to Luther’s exposition of Galatians (particularly his “commentary” of 1531/35) within his literary corpus, and for good reason.4 To begin with, Luther consistently ranked the epistle as one of the clearest distillations of the gospel within the canon of Scripture. For example, in his 1546 preface to the New Testament, he writes, “St. John’s Gospel and his first epistle, St. Paul’s epistles, especially Romans, Galatians, and Ephesians, and St. Peter’s first epistle are the books that show you Christ and teach you all that is necessary and salvatory for you to know, even if you were never to see or hear any other book or doctrine.”5 Of the biblical books that make up Luther’s “canon within the canon,” however, it was Galatians to which he continually returned, publishing more on this one text than on all the rest combined.


  My goal in this chapter is to trace out the distinctive features of Luther’s interpretation of Paul in the letter to Galatians, beginning with an assessment of the place of this remarkable letter in Luther’s career and body of work. Next, I offer analysis of Luther’s exegetical methods and intentions, including a detailed discussion of his sources and ­interlocutors. ­Following this, I examine Luther’s understanding of the argument and structure of the epistle, contrasting his approach with those of patristic and medieval exegetes. In the final section, I offer summary observations on three theological themes that set Luther’s reading of Galatians apart from those of his predecessors. My aim in this chapter is not to defend Luther’s exegesis against modern biblical scholarship but to facilitate a more fruitful engagement with his ideas by setting them in the context of the remarkably fecund period of intellectual ferment in which he lived, moved and had his being. ­Luther’s reading of Galatians has proven enormously influential—indeed, it is probably not much of an overstatement to suggest no other reading has loomed larger over the text in the modern world, at least within Protestantism. For this reason, it is all the more imperative that any serious attempt to assess the merits of Luther’s exegesis proceed from a careful understanding of his historical context, theological aims and exegetical practices.


  Luther’s Exegesis of Galatians: A Syllabus


  Luther was awarded the rank of Doctor sacrae scripturae in October 1512, the highest academic title in medieval Christendom. Luther’s biographers often refer to him as a “professor of Holy Scripture” or as a “professor of Bible,” yet this ought not to suggest that Luther was engaged in the more specialized (and modern) discipline of “biblical studies.” Luther was a professor of theology, and he occupied the same teaching position as medieval luminaries such as Albert the Great and Thomas Aquinas.6 Departing from the typical practice to a considerable extent, however, Luther focused his teaching energies almost exclusively on the Scriptures, lecturing on the Psalms (1513–1515), Romans (1515–1516), Galatians (1516–1517) and Hebrews (1517–1518) in the years leading up to his confrontation with the Roman curia over the matter of indulgences. Following the appointment of Philipp ­Melanchthon to the more specialized post of professor of Greek in the spring of 1518, Luther turned his focus in the classroom primarily to lecturing on the Old Testament.


  Luther’s lectures on Galatians from this early period survive in the form of student notes (Nachschriften).7 These have been of enormous interest to modern scholars seeking to reconstruct Luther’s early theology and thereby identify the exact moment of his “Reformation breakthrough,” though gaps still remain in the notes themselves.8 What is clear, however, is that these lectures—delivered immediately prior to the outbreak of the controversy over indulgences that inaugurated Luther’s career as a reformer—served as the basis for Luther’s first published commentary on Galatians in 1519.9 Writing to his friend and mentor Johann von Staupitz in October of that year, Luther describes his work in the following mixed terms:


  I am sending you two copies, Reverend Father, of my foolish commentary. I am not so happy with it as I was at first, and I see that it might have been expounded more fully and clearly. But who can do everything at once? Indeed, who can manage to do very much for long? Nevertheless, I am confident that Paul is made clearer here than he has previously been by others, even though it is not yet quite to my liking.10


  This remark highlights not only Luther’s evolving perspective (no longer pleased with a work barely two years old) but also his aim in exposition: to clarify the mind of the apostle for a contemporary audience. In this regard, Luther’s work is in keeping with the aims of many humanist scholars of his generation, including Desiderius Erasmus, whose influence looms large in this volume.11


  Given Luther’s ambivalence regarding his first effort at expounding ­Galatians, it comes as no surprise to find him returning to the letter once again in 1531. It is important to keep in mind, however, how much had changed for Luther in the intervening years. At the time he had given his first lectures on Galatians in 1516, Luther was an obscure friar, fresh out of graduate school, beginning his teaching career at a relatively new (and consequently not very prestigious) university on the margins of European intellectual life. Twelve years later, Luther had been excommunicated by the pope, declared an outlaw by the emperor, hailed as a prophet by his supporters and excoriated as a heresiarch by his detractors. He had translated the New Testament into German from the original language, and then broken publicly with Erasmus, the scholar whose retrieval of the Greek text had made this possible. And his voluminous popular writings had helped first to precipitate—and then to suppress—a small civil war. Over the course of this period, Luther and his followers had slowly shifted their stance from that of prophetic witness to apostolic mission—that is, they had gone from being loyal Catholics, calling the church back to its most ancient and authentic traditions, to becoming the founders of an alternate ecclesial polity in the face of intransigent opposition.12


  All these developments came to a head in 1530, when representatives from the “Protestant” (as we must now call them) territories of the Holy Roman Empire sent representatives to the imperial diet meeting at Augsburg in hopes of persuading Charles V to side with them against Rome. The emperor declined, declaring instead his intention “to remain firmly faithful to the old, true, traditional Christian faith and religion, and [to] the honorable, praiseworthy ceremonies and usages which have always been performed in all the churches.”13 After nearly a decade of legal maneuvers following the Diet of Worms, Luther and his supporters were forced to confront the reality that the empire would not aid in reforming the church. Within five weeks after the end of the Diet, envoys from the Lutheran territories were meeting in the Thuringian village of Smalkalden to draft an agreement for mutual protection against their Catholic emperor.14 If the gospel were to survive, it would have to be defended by force of arms, rather than by constitutional appeals.


  All this serves to underscore the context in which Luther turned his ­attention to Paul’s letter to the Galatians once more in July 1531—and to explain the note of urgency that runs throughout his exposition. When Luther prefaced his lectures in July 1531 with the warning that “there is a great and present danger that the devil may take away from us the pure doctrine of faith,” he may have been indulging in polemical rhetoric, but the danger to his movement was real enough.15 Nevertheless, Luther and his students worked their way through the epistle at a much more leisurely pace than in 1519, devoting six lectures to the first chapter (July 3–18, 1531), five to the second (July 24–Aug. 21), eleven to the third (Aug. 22–Oct. 10), six to the fourth (Oct. 17–Nov. 14), six to the fifth (Nov. 14–Dec. 4) and three to the sixth (Dec. 5–12). Again, student notes formed the basis for the later printed edition, which hit the presses with two editions in 1535, followed by a corrected reprint of the same material in 1538.16 It is this “final” edition, often referred to as the “1531/35 edition,” that would establish Luther as the preeminent commentator on Galatians in the sixteenth century, and perhaps of the early modern era.17


  Texts and Tools


  Of what tools did Luther avail himself as he set about his work of expounding the text? What commentaries did he consult, and—above all—what text of the Bible itself? Owing in large part to his work as a translator, Luther’s linguistic handling of the text has received nearly exhaustive treatment by modern scholars. Heinz Bluhm has demonstrated that Luther’s translation of Galatians in the 1522 September­testament was based on the most up-to-date edition of the Greek text available in Germany at the time, Erasmus’s 1519 Novum Testamentum Omne.18 This edition was accompanied by Erasmus’s own annotations on the Greek and a fresh Latin translation, which often departed from the Vulgate in ways that would prove jarring, even controversial.19 Luther made full use of these tools, and his translation of Galatians into German gives evidence of discerning linguistic and literary judgment. This is evident, Bluhm argues, in the way Luther avoids a slavish, mechanical translation of the original, at times preferring the Vulgate’s reading when it made better sense, and at times even anticipating some of the Greek readings of the Complutensian Polyglot, a superior text unavailable to Luther at the time of his early translation.20


  There is no doubt but that Luther’s exegesis of Galatians was rooted in a deep understanding of the Greek text, but what about his classroom practice? Despite his humanist conviction that sound exegesis of the New Testament must be rooted in the graeca veritas (the “Greek truth”) and delivered to common folk in the common tongue, Luther and his colleagues maintained the use of the Vulgate in the liturgy throughout this period, even publishing a revision of the venerable Latin translation in 1529, the so-called Witten­berg Vulgate. This may have been the text to which he referred in his classroom lectures, though the Latin text of Galatians supplied in the print edition beginning in 1535 does at times differ from this text.


  Finally, who were Luther’s interlocutors as he worked his way through the text? In his 1519 Commentarius, Luther explicitly cites exegetical works by Jerome,21 Augustine,22 “Ambrose,”23 Nicholas of Lyra,24 Erasmus25 and Jacques Lefèvre d’Étaples.26 In his later treatise On the Councils and the Church (1539), Luther would defend himself against the charge that his ­biblical exegesis was conducted in willful ignorance of patristic interpretation, remarking that he had actually felt compelled to keep his enthusiasm for the books of the fathers in check and identifying Jerome as his primary guide as he made his way through the text.27 Both of these recollections are borne out by the pattern of Luther’s citations in the first Commentarius (table 1). Indeed, if Luther can be accused of neglecting the exegetical tradition, it could only be the medieval tradition, with which he barely interacts at all.


  Table 1. Exegetical citations in Luther’s 1519 Commentarius on Galatians*


  
    
      	Commentator

      	Positive/Neutral

      	Negative

      	Total
    


    
      	Jerome

      	68

      	37

      	105
    


    
      	Augustine

      	18

      	7

      	25
    


    
      	Erasmus

      	23

      	1

      	24
    


    
      	“Ambrose”

      	4

      	2

      	6
    


    
      	Stapulensis

      	3

      	2

      	5
    


    
      	Lyra

      	0

      	1

      	1
    

  


  *By “exegetical citations” I mean places in the text where Luther explicitly enters into dialogue with earlier interpreters in an effort to establish the basic meaning of the biblical text; thus, I exclude those instances where Luther interacts with anonymous exegetical lore, as well as anecdotes or historical references for which he gives an explicit reference. By “positive/neutral,” I include those instances where Luther either clearly endorses a reading, or where he lets it stand as one possible (and, by implication, valid) reading, even if he goes on to elaborate a further meaning.


  Jerome is by far the most important dialogue partner for Luther in the 1519 Commentarius; indeed, he cites Jerome’s commentary more than all the other “secondary sources” at his disposal combined. Luther has high regard for Jerome’s linguistic skill, and he relies heavily on “the saintly man” for a wealth of exegetical detail, from questions of historical context to textual criticism and the etymology of Greek and Hebrew words.28 Nevertheless, Luther is not shy in demurring from Jerome’s conclusions when he finds them objectionable on exegetical or theological grounds, as he does on several occasions: for example, on the conflict between Peter and Paul (Gal 2:11-13), on Christ’s having become a “curse” (Gal 3:13) and on the distinction between spirit and flesh (Gal 5:17).29 Most significant, however, is Luther’s critique of the way in which Jerome parses Paul’s language of law, and the resulting contrast between justification by faith and that by works (on which, more anon). Luther regards this as a major blind spot in Jerome’s reading of Paul; however, his esteem for Jerome is so high that in several places he explains away the latter’s misjudgment by blaming it on Origen. Augustine is also a major source for Luther’s theological exegesis of the letter, especially on the core (from Luther’s point of view) matter of justification and the law, though Luther is well aware of his limitations as an exegete of the Greek text. For this, Luther is heavily dependent on Erasmus, “that excellent man,” whom he cites with an almost boyish admiration.30


  In the 1531/35 Commentarius, Luther’s interaction with the exegetical literature has changed dramatically, as has his attitude toward Jerome and Erasmus. Most apparently, the latter commentary reads much less like a scholarly work of textual exegesis and something more like a set of sermons or a polemical treatise. Whereas in the 1519 edition Luther had tethered his discussion more tightly to the lexical and syntactical details of Paul’s text, considering the best of patristic and Renaissance scholarship with a workmanlike consistency, his style in the 1535 edition is much more freewheeling, with scant reference to the scholars with whose exegetical judgments he is interacting. Despite the fact that the latter edition is nearly three times the length of the former, explicit references to the works cited in 1519 are far fewer: for example, Jerome’s commentary is cited 105 times in 1519, but only 20 times in 1535; Augustine’s is cited 25 times in 1519, but only 3 times in 1535; and Ambrosiaster, Lyra and Stauplensis are neglected entirely. Nor, so far as I can tell, does Luther interact with any new exegesis between the time of his first and second commentaries.31


  Moreover, when he does refer to ancient and contemporary exegetes in the 1535 edition, it is almost always to disagree with them. Jerome, who has now become Luther’s exegetical whipping boy, is cited positively only four times, and never in a way that suggests he has made any real contribution to Luther’s understanding of the text. In 1519, Luther tended to maintain a respectful tone when discussing Jerome’s opinions, even when he disagreed with them; in 1535, his contempt is undisguised.32 In conversation during this period, Luther remarked, “I cannot think of a doctor whom I have come to detest so much, and yet I have loved him and read him with the utmost ardor.”33 The same is true, though to a lesser degree, with Erasmus, who in 1535 is cited almost exclusively as a theological foil, not as a philological authority. During the intervening years, Luther’s theology had undergone considerable development, and his changing attitude to these two exegetes should serve to alert us not to expect a mere restatement of Luther’s early theology in the later commentary.


  In concluding this section, a word must be said regarding the genre of Luther’s writings on Galatians. Much has been made of Luther’s comment in the dedication (1519) that he regarded the work as “not so much a commentary as a testimony of my faith in Christ.”34 Kenneth Hagen argues trenchantly against the notion that Luther wrote “commentaries,” arguing instead for the Latin term enarratio, a word with no direct English equivalent.35 Hagen’s concern is to ensure that we do not confuse Luther’s writings with the work of nineteenth-century exegetes working with a subject-object dichotomy. To be sure, Luther could be quite scathing in his critique of academic exegetes who read the Bible “solely for the purpose of intellectual knowledge, as if it were a historical writing.”36 But this does not imply that Luther regarded his work as an exercise in pure subjectivity, and neither that he entirely collapsed the distance between past and present. On the contrary, Christian piety must be grounded in a clear apprehension of the text, for only in this way could God’s authoritative message for humanity be distinguished from the later accretions of human tradition. To put the matter in more contemporary terms, for Luther theological exegesis involves more than mere historical reconstruction, but it certainly does not involve less.37 Once this point is grasped, there is no need to quibble over categories like commentarius and enarratio, terms that Luther appears to have used more or less interchangeably.38 Both versions of Luther’s Commentary on Galatians contain the sort of rigorous grammatico-historical analysis of the biblical text we are accustomed to look for in biblical commentaries today, and both versions apply the results of that exegesis to a wide range of social, political and theological issues confronting Luther in his day. Luther showed himself by turns both generous and scathing with earlier interpreters, but he never pulled his punches: when advances in textual, linguistic and historical understanding discomfited traditional readings, Luther showed no hesitation in setting aside the views of Jerome, Erasmus or even Augustine. If we take him at his word, there is no reason to think he would not expect the same handling from modern exegetes today.


  Argument and Structure


  Luther follows patristic and medieval custom by prefacing his commentary with a summary of what he takes to be the argumentum of the epistle as a whole, and here his departure from traditional exegesis is apparent, even in the earliest edition.


  Traditional exegesis. For Jerome, Paul’s letter to the Galatians (like the letter to the Romans) is concerned especially with establishing the “cessation of the old Law and the introduction of the new Law.”39 Here, the relationship is clearly one of promise and fulfillment, whereby the fullness of evangelical grace renders obsolete the burdens of Jewish custom.40 The uniqueness of Galatians lies in the fact that Paul is not, as in Romans, addressing Jewish believers who were still clinging to the rites of their forefathers, but Gentile converts who had been intimidated into observing Jewish practices by the authority of “certain people who claimed that Peter, James, and all the churches of Judea were conflating the Gospel of Christ with the old Law.” In response to this crisis, “Paul proceeds cautiously, steering a middle course between two extremes so as neither to betray the grace of the Gospel . . . nor to detract from his [Jewish] forefathers in his preaching of grace.”41 For Jerome, therefore, the letter to the Galatians must be read as addressing a very specific historical context, and Paul’s rhetoric must be interpreted accordingly. The letter does not set out a straightforward description of universal theological themes in the manner of a philosophical treatise; rather, it “makes a stealthy approach, as if going by a secret passageway.”42 This allows Jerome to explain (away) the apparent conflict between Peter and Paul, a source of some embarrassment for Christian intellectuals ever since the publication of Porphyry’s Adversus Christianos and a major worry for Jerome.43


  For Augustine, Galatians is ultimately concerned not with a contrast ­between old law and new law, between Jewish customs and evangelical grace, but with the nature of grace itself. The reality of the grace revealed in the gospel has not yet dawned on some, and Paul writes to make explicit the underlying logic of grace, a logic that makes sense of both the law and faith:


  The reason the Apostle writes to the Galatians is so they may understand what it is that God’s grace accomplishes for them: they are no longer under the law. For though the grace of the gospel had been preached to them, there were some from the circumcision who still did not grasp the real benefit of grace. Despite being called Christians, they still wanted to be under the burdens of the law—burdens that the Lord God had imposed not on those serving righteous­ness but on those serving sin. That is, he had given a righteous law to unrighteous people to point out their sins, not take them away. He takes away sins only by the grace of faith, which works through love (Gal. 5:6).44


  “Law,” for Augustine, is not limited to the ceremonial functions regarded by Jerome as mere “types and symbols.” Rather, law in this context is a comprehensive category embracing all the commands of God revealed under the old dispensation—what in the later tradition would be distinguished under the tripartite headings of “moral,” “ceremonial” and “civil” law.45 While ­Augustine agrees with Jerome that many of the typological functions of the Mosaic law have been fulfilled, and therefore rendered nonbinding for Christians—though he never goes so far as Jerome in regarding them as “abolished”—the primary contrast is not between Jewish law and Christian grace but between law and faith as complementary movements within God’s overarching economy of grace. Formulating the issue with striking clarity during the early stages of the Pelagian controversy, Augustine would write in his treatise On the Spirit and the Letter that “by the law of works God says: Do what I command! By the law of faith we say to God: Give what you command!”46 Faith, for Augustine, thus provides the power for fulfillment of the law’s moral demands, not the abrogation of those demands.


  As I have already shown, Luther’s primary interlocutors in his exegesis of Galatians were patristic commentators and humanist scholars, with scant heed paid to the roughly thousand years of interpretive tradition between the two. Nevertheless, it will be helpful briefly to sketch out the approach of at least one medieval interpreter with whom Luther was not in explicit dialogue, in order to further highlight the distinctiveness of Luther’s own approach. Thomas Aquinas is typical of many medieval interpreters in that he seeks to synthesize patristic opinion rather than pit one source against another. Thus it is unsurprising that we see themes from both Jerome and Augustine harmonized without any sense that his sources might be in tension. Although modern scholars have consistently demonstrated Thomas’s profound debts to Augustine, particularly on the questions of grace, faith and works so central to Galatians,47 when it came to making sense of Galatians on its own terms, Thomas’s work bears a much heavier impress from Jerome. Taking Leviticus 26:10 as an epigram for the entire epistle (“The new coming on, you shall cast away the old”), Thomas explains,


  The Apostle writes the Galatians this epistle in which he shows that with the coming of the grace of the New Testament, the Old Testament should be cast out, so that with the fulfillment of the truth, the figure may be abandoned, and with the attainment of these two, namely, grace and truth, one may arrive at the truth of justice [iustitiae] and glory.48


  According to Thomas, all the other books of the Pauline corpus treat grace as it exists in the church in light of the “newness of the doctrine of Christ,” but Galatians is concerned with refuting “oldness.” This vetustas is fourfold: (1) the “oldness of error” (Is 26:3); (2) the “oldness of figure” (Heb 8:8); (3) the “oldness of guilt” (Ps 31:3); and (4) the “oldness of punishment” (Lam 3:4).49 This oldness, Thomas argues, stands in sharp contrast to the newness of grace made manifest in Christ.


  So far as the structure of the epistle is concerned, Thomas provides a detailed analysis of the flow of Paul’s argument. After a brief salutatio (Gal 1:1-5), the rest of the letter is taken up with the narratio epistularis, which consists of two parts: first, Paul refutes the Galatians’ error on the authority of the gospel (Gal 1:6–2:21) and on that of the Old Testament (Gal 3:1–4:31); second, he admonishes them with regard to doctrine and morals (Gal 5:1–6:18). The first part of the admonitio (quantum ad divina) is thus for Thomas the climax of the letter, with its twofold charge to “stand firm” and “do not submit to a yoke of slavery” (Gal 5:1). This twofold ­construction is reiterated in Galatians 5:6, where Thomas focuses on the contrast between circumcision as a sign of the “oldness” that enslaves, and “faith working through love” as the empowering “newness” that saves. For Thomas, therefore, faith is at the center of Paul’s argument in Galatians, but understood here in the Augustinian sense as the power that liberates the will to perform works of love. Thus construed, Galatians becomes a key text for reconciling the theology of Paul with that of James.


  Luther. Luther is having none of this. His exposition of Galatians departs radically from his predecessors both in his apprehension of the epistle’s argument and its structure. In his summary of the epistle’s argumentum, Luther sets out as clearly as anywhere else in his corpus his distinctive understanding of the iustitia Dei so central to his mature theology.50 At the heart of this insight is the sharp distinction Luther draws between active and passive righteousness, a “breakthrough” he would later describe as the turning point in his understanding of the Christian gospel.51 In 1519, the distinction is implicit: “Although the Galatians had first been taught . . . to trust in Jesus Christ alone, not in their own righteousnesses [iusticias] or in those of the Law, later on they were again turned away by the false apostles and led to trust in works of legalistic righteousness [legalis iusticiae].”52 Here careful attention to Luther’s language is critical: the plural iusticias points to what would become a characteristically Lutheran way of speaking of the various types of human righteousness, against which is set the righteousness of God (iustitia Dei). In 1535, Luther picks up this term and unpacks it more fully: “The argument is this: Paul wants to establish the doctrine of faith, grace, the forgiveness of sins or Christian righteousness, so that we may have a perfect knowledge and know the difference between Christian ­righteousness and all other kinds of righteousness.”53 In contrast with this “Christian righteousness” (iustitia Christiana), Luther enumerates a sweeping range of iustitiae: there is “political righteousness” (iustitia politica), “which the emperor, the princes of the world, philosophers, and lawyers consider.” So also there is “ceremonial righteousness” (iustitia ceremonialis), a righteousness grounded in “human traditions,” ranging from the traditions of the pope to practices of moral discipline employed by parents. Finally there is the righteousness of the law, or the Ten Commandments (iustitia legalis seu decalogi), taught by Moses.54


  Luther argues that the primary aim of Paul’s letter to the Galatians is to contrast these various forms of active righteousness with the passive ­righteousness of the gospel. His description of this contrast is well known but worth quoting here at length:


  Over and above all these there is the righteousness of faith or Christian ­righteousness, which is to be distinguished most carefully from all the others. For they are all contrary to this righteousness, both because they proceed from the laws of emperors, the traditions of the pope, and the commandments of God, and because they consist in our works and can be achieved by us with “purely natural endowments” [ex puris naturalibus] as the scholastics teach, or from a gift of God. For these kinds of the righteousness of works, too, are gifts of God, as are all the things we have. But this most excellent righteousness, the righteousness of faith, which God imputes to us through Christ without works, is neither political nor ceremonial nor legal nor work-righteousness but is quite the opposite; it is a merely passive righteousness, while all the others, listed above, are active. For here we work nothing, render nothing to God; we only receive and permit someone else to work in us, namely, God. Therefore it is appropriate to call the righteousness of faith or Christian righteousness “passive.” This is a righteousness hidden in a mystery, which the world does not understand.55


  This passage signals not only a break with the “semi-Pelagianism” of late medieval theologians, such as Gabriel Biel, who taught that human beings could merit the gift of grace ex puris naturalibus, but also with the broader Augustinian tradition, which saw God’s gift of inner grace as the transformative power that freed the Christian from sin and empowered her to fulfill the righteous demands of the law.56 As Augustine himself put it, in a dictum that had become axiomatic in Western theology, “when God crowns our merits, he does nothing but reward his own gifts.”57 Luther, of course, does not deny the transformative power of this inner grace. Like the legislation of a wise prince, the rites of a holy pontiff or the moral injunctions of divine law, this inner habit of grace is a gift of God. But like all these gifts, it is a human activity, something we do in response to the more fundamental gift of God’s creative word, which stands prior to all else.


  For Luther, Paul’s letter addresses a concrete historical situation, and it must be read in light of that situation: the Galatian Christians, a predominantly Gentile group, have responded in faith to the preaching of Paul’s gospel, but after a promising beginning, they have lapsed back into a sub-Christian faith, putting their confidence in “works of legalistic righteousness.”58 The problem, as Luther sees it, is not that these works are obsolete, as Jerome had thought, or that they are impotent, as Augustine had thought. The problem is that the Galatians have failed to recognize the gratuitous nature of the iustitia Dei as the gift that stands prior to all human response. This failure jeopardizes the Galatians’ very identity in Christ and thus calls forth Paul’s most strenuous response.


  Luther’s exposition of Galatians differs from modern biblical commentaries in that he does not offer an explicit outline of the text. In this he differs also from many of his medieval predecessors, who often provided careful analyses of rhetorical and dialectical structure. Luther seems to have had little use for such interpretive tools, but this does not mean that he paid no attention to the structure of the argument, as is seen from several key passages in the commentary itself. Because Luther recognizes in Paul a fellow warrior of the gospel, his attention is riveted by Paul’s ­polemical rhetoric to the near exclusion of any explicit analysis of the flow of Paul’s thought within the epistle or of the place of the epistle within the apostle’s wider corpus. In fact, it is not until the end of Galatians 4—at the close of what Luther regards as the positive argument of the epistle—that a rough sketch of its structure is given, and this only in passing.


  As he enters on his treatment of the allegory of Sarah and Hagar beginning at Galatians 4:24, Luther notes that Paul had already proven his central argument, the righteousness of faith against that of works, by arguments based on experience (Gal 1–2), on the story of Abraham (Gal 3:1-9) and on the evidence of Scripture (Gal 3:10-22), and by a series of analogies (Gal 3:23–4:7). The story of Abraham’s two sons is then added as “a kind of ornament.”59 Thus the substance of Paul’s positive argument ends at Galatians 4:7 with the declaration, “so through God you are no longer a slave but a son.” Then, in Galatians 4:8-9, when Paul asks the Galatians how it is that they could abandon such benefits and return in slavery to “weak and beggarly elements,” Luther discerns the conclusion of Paul’s main line of thought.60


  For Luther, therefore, the core of Paul’s argument in Galatians is front-loaded in the first two chapters of the epistle; everything else merely expands on this central point and reinforces it. The “scolding” and moral admonition that come in the final two chapters of the letter represent not the climax of Paul’s argumentation, as it is for Thomas, but a set of derivative considerations flowing from the argumentum. For Thomas, the central thrust of the epistle reaches its climax with “faith working through love” (Gal 5:6); for Luther, this is simply an outworking of the more fundamental insight that “a man is not justified by works of the law, but by faith in Jesus Christ” (Gal 2:16). This shift in how the argument and structure of the epistle are construed has important theological consequences, three of which I will now highlight.


  Theological Themes


  Anti-asceticism. Luther’s rejection of all forms of iustitia activa, as he describes it in the argumentum, carries radical consequences for how he views “religion.” In commenting on Galatians 1:4, Luther regards Paul’s statement that Christ delivers us “from the present evil world” as a summary statement of the epistle as a whole. “Paul is correct in calling it the evil world; for when it is at its best, then it is at its worst. The world is at its best in men who are religious, wise, and learned; yet in them it is actually evil twice over.”61 In medieval Latin, the term religion (religio) had come to refer very narrowly to life in the monastery—that is, life governed by a regula, a “rule,” and this is clearly the meaning Luther has primarily in mind.62 And yet, more broadly, Luther equates “religion” not so much with the institutional form of monasticism itself, but rather with the mindset of askesis, the notion that human beings are transformed through practice “from the outside in,” and that this transformative process can ultimately lead to salvation.63 This notion, as it developed in early Christianity, rested on an essentially optimistic assessment of the human condition (despite the often spectacular austerities of ascetic practice): “Men and women are not slaves to the habitual, but can cultivate extraordinary forms of human existence.”64


  Luther attacks this notion relentlessly throughout both commentaries, arguing that ascetic practice makes Christ useless. The problem, for Luther, is not the intensity of the discipline. Despite caricatures that have persisted since his own lifetime, Luther was not a libertine: he is clear that the Christian life is arduous, and not for the faint of heart.65 The problem is rather the orientation of means to ends, of practice in relation to soteriology. Commenting on Galatians 5:2, Luther reads Paul’s objection to the circumcision of Gentile converts as a summary rejection of all ascetic practice:


  This passage is a terrible thunderbolt against the entire kingdom of the pope. To speak only of the best among them, all the priests, monks, and hermits did not trust in Christ, . . . they trusted in their own works, righteousnesses, vows, and merits. Hence they hear their judgment in this passage, namely, that Christ is of no use to them. For if they are able to abolish sins and to merit the forgiveness of sins and eternal life by their own righteousness and ascetic life (austeritate vitae), what good does it do them that Christ was born, suffered, shed His blood, was raised, conquered sin, death, and the devil, when they themselves can overcome these monsters by their own powers?66


  Luther rejects this more optimistic anthropology, but what makes his polemic so extraordinary is the way in which he identifies this ascetic impulse with the essence of religion itself. The gospel, for Luther, is something that stands in opposition to “religion.”67 To be sure, Luther is not entirely consistent with his language: at times he uses the term religio in a positive sense (i.e., “true religion” vs. “false religion”), but even in these instances it is clear that what is in view is the proclamation of the Word (received passively by faith), over against human wisdom and practice (active righteousness). By equating religio (or at least religio falsa) with “active righteousness” (iustitia activa), therefore, it would seem that Luther is very close to Émile Durk­heim’s insight that asceticism is one of the “elementary forms” of religious life.68 This explains the ease with which Luther can lump together all forms of religious practice in opposition to the “righteousness of God” (iustitia Dei): “Those in the world who do not teach it are either Jews or Turks or papists or sectarians.”69


  In one sense, Luther pays a certain backhanded tribute, both to the Jews and to the monks, when he equates them with each other: both represent the very best of what human beings are capable of achieving through askesis. The problem, for Luther, is not that the virtues produced thereby are not real.70 The problem is that human beings seem driven by a psychological necessity to regard these virtues as currency in an economy of divine exchange. When this happens, the good becomes the enemy of the perfect, and “all the gifts of body and mind that you enjoy—wisdom, righteousness, holiness, eloquence, power, beauty, or wealth—are only the instruments of the devil’s infernal tyranny.”71


  Law and the “presumption of religion.” Luther would also have agreed with Durkheim’s judgment that the source of ascetic practice is law, since all religious practice is grounded in a “system of interdicts.” Luther is operating not with the generalized categories of a social theorist but with the biblical categories of law and gospel: all human beings have some access to natural law, however dimly discerned, and all human religions are attempts to respond to the law’s demands in ways deemed appropriate to human reason.72 The real purpose of the Mosaic law, in Luther’s view, is not to replace or even to supplement the law of nature, but to make it explicit with the aim of unmasking the ascetic impulse for the presumption he takes it to be:


  To curb and crush this monster and raging beast, that is, the presumption of religion [opinionem scilicet religionis], God is obliged, on Mt. Sinai, to give a new Law with such pomp and with such an awesome spectacle that the entire people is crushed with fear. For since reason becomes haughty with this human presumption of righteousness and imagines that on account of this it is pleasing to God, therefore God has to send some Hercules, namely, the Law, to attack, subdue, and destroy this monster with full force. Therefore the Law is intent only on this beast, not on any other.73


  The law of Moses (i.e., Sinai) is not aimed at destroying sin per se, but the human presumption, implicit in ascetic practice (and thus, by extension, in all religious activity), that any human activity can do so.


  The problem, as Luther sees it, stems not from the form of the law but from its content: the law commands that we love God with all our heart, soul, mind and strength, and that we love our neighbors as ourselves. “But from this it does not follow: ‘this is written, and therefore it is done; the Law commands love, and therefore we love.’”74 Augustine had solved this problem with his distinction between the letter and the spirit: the former demands that we love God and neighbor; the latter enables us to do so. For Luther, however, this solution overlooks the plain fact (or so he regards it) that nobody actually does: “You cannot produce anyone on earth who loves God and his neighbor as the Law requires.” In the life to come, Luther explains, we will be fully empowered to love God in the manner commanded by the Law, but in the meantime “such purity is hindered by our flesh, to which sin will cling as long as we live.”75 Faith does empower us to respond to God and our neighbor in love, but never so as to stand as the basis for our acceptance into fellowship with God—either at the beginning of the Christian life or at its end.
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