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Christ the Victor and the Victim

Rowan A. Greer

A discussion of the theme of this essay could well begin with
citations from several of the hymns found in the Lutheran Book of
Worship. Hymn 141 celebrates Christ as the victor over death and
sin:

The day of resurrection!
Earth tell it out abroad,

The passover of gladness,
The passover of God.

From death to life eternal,
From sin’s dominion free,
Our Christ has brought us over

With hymns of victory.

Let hearts be purged of evil
That we may see aright

The Lord in rays eternal
Of resurrection light,

And listening to his accents,
May hear, so calm and plain,

His own "All hail!" and hearing,
May raise the victor strain.

In contrast, Hymn 137 begins by treating Christ, not as the victor,
but as the victim reconciling sinners to the Father:

Christians, to the paschal victim,
Offer your thankful praises!

A Lamb the sheep redeeming:
Christ, who only is sinless,

Reconciling sinners to the Father.

Nevertheless, the contrast is not an absolute one, since Hymn 137
continues with these words:

Death and life have contended
In that combat stupendous;

The prince of life, who died,
Reigns immortal.

We may think as well of Hymn 118:
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Sing my tongue, the glorious battle;
Sing the ending of the fray.

Now above the cross, the trophy,
Sound the loud triumphant lay;

Tell how Christ, the world’'s redeemer,
As a victim won the day.

How are we to explain the contrast between Christ the victor and
Christ the victim? How shall we argue for their compatibility?

It would be tempting to suppose that Christ appears as the victim
on Good Friday only to become the victor on Easter Day. Yet the
first two hymns I have mentioned are both meant to be sung on
Easter. A better way of describing the contrast suggests itself when
we realize that "the Day of Resurrection” derives from a hymn
written by John of Damascus in the early eighth century and
represents the flowering of the patristic tradition and of the Greek
church fathers. "Christians, to the Paschal Victim," however, is the
traditional Easter sequence of the Latin Mass. Wipo of Burgundy,
a chaplain to the Ottonian Emperor Conrad II, composed the hymn
towards the middle of the eleventh century, roughly fifty years
before Anselm wrote Cur Deus Homo.

What is being suggested here is that the contrast is one between
the way in which the early church in the fourth and fifth centuries
understood redemption and the Latin Western view we find
expressed by Anselm. The one view tends to regard death as the
basic human problem and to think of Christ’s conquest of death as
the completion of God’s creative purpose for humanity. The
Western view focuses upon sin and treats Christ as the atoning
victim, who reverses the fall of Adam.! For the ancient church the
cross is really the resurrection, whereas in the Latin West it tends to
become a symbol of the victim’s death. The crucifix, then, is a
Western medieval development.

In what follows only a small part of the puzzle is examined. The
argument will be that the writers of the fourth and fifth centuries
betray the sensibility which we have found in the hymn of John of
Damascus.®> Christ is the victor over death. At the same time,
nevertheless, these same writers find themselves obliged to take
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account of the passages of the New Testament that speak of Christ’s
fate in sacrificial terms and so imply that He is the victim as well as
the victor. It follows that we must think not so much of a later view
replacing an earlier one, but more of a shift of emphasis. Themes
that are ancillary and secondary in the earlier materials begin to
occupy the center of the stage later on. Augustine seems to be the
pivotal thinker in this regard, and this study will conclude by
arguing that in Augustine’s writings we begin to discover the center
of gravity shifting from victor to victim.

I. Christ the Victor over Death

There is, of course, no single understanding of redemption in the
ancient church; only the doctrines of the Trinity and of Christ’s
person found dogmatic definition.® It is reasonable, at the same
time, to claim that Athanasius’ treatise On the Incarnation gives us
the basic perspective. Redemption is theosis, divinization:

For He became man that we might become divine; and He
revealed Himself through a body that we might receive an
idea of the invisible Father; and He endured insults from
men that we might inherit incorruption.*

"Divinization," though often given a merely spiritual significance,
has two aspects for Athanasius.’ It is the knowledge of God, a
knowledge which requires the likeness of knower and known
because of the Platonic axiom that like is known by like. And this
knowledge is the perfect contemplation of God, a knowing of the
good that enables humans to do the good. Thus, knowledge is
equated with moral virtue and is a way of speaking of the moral and
spiritual dimensions of redemption. Divinization, however, is also
“incorruption.” The term has a physical meaning and is Athanasius’
way of speaking of the resurrection of the body. It is easy enough
to see how Athanasius relates to the way in which the New
Testament describes redemption. Moral and spiritual concepts—
reconciliation, justification, becoming children of God, knowing,
loving, seeing God—correlate with the physical nature of resurrec-
tion.

Athanasius locates his two ideas of redemption in what we may
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call the Christian story and by doing so gives pride of place to
incorruption.® Because of His "special pity for the human race" God
created human beings with an "added grace" by "making them in His
own image and giving them also a share in the power of His own
word." Thus, Adam and Eve were able to know God and to be
happy by that knowledge. But such grace is just the beginning:

For He [God] brought them into His paradise and gave them
a law, so that if they kept the grace and remained good they
would enjoy the life of paradise, without sorrow, pain, or
care, in addition to their having the promise of incorruption
in heaven. But if they transgressed and turned away and
became wicked, they would know that they would suffer the
natural corruption consequent on death, and would no longer
live in paradise, but in future dying outside it would remain
in death and corruption.”

In other words, the knowledge of God is a capacity requiring full
actualization and is a means towards effecting incorruption. The
idea revolves around the Stoicizing notion that the soul or mind is
the governing principle of the body and its passions. The contem-
plation of God empowers the human mind to fulfill its task of
governance not only in a moral fashion by healing the passions but
also in a physical fashion by rendering the body incorruptible. Thus,
the incarnate Word restores the knowledge of God lost by Adam and
Eve and bestows upon human nature the incorruption designed for
humanity but never attained by Adam and Eve, who fell before they
had grown into the resurrection-life. The knowledge of God, then,
is for Athanasius, as for Irenacus, a means towards physical
incorruption; and redemption is firmly identified with the resurrec-
tion of the body.?

The incarnate Word, then, functions not only in a revelatory way,
but also as the first principle of the general resurrection. The Word,
by appropriating a human body and making it His own, divinizes the
body by raising it from the dead incorruptible, thereby establishing
the new humanity.” The logic is related to that of the Pauline
comparison of Adam and Christ; as in Adam all die, so also in
Christ are all made alive. The pattern established in the one shapes
the destiny of all. Athanasius, however, can speak of Christ’s
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victory over death in another way:

... as an offering and sacrifice free of all spot, He offered
to death the body which He had taken to Himself, and
immediately abolished death from all who were like Him by
the offering of a like. For since the Word is above all,
consequently by offering His temple and the instrument of
His body as a substitute for all men, He fulfilled the debt by
His death.'

Christ’s death is a sacrifice, but why is it offered to death?'! Why
is it a substitute? What is meant by the debt Christ paid?*

Though it is by no means certain how we should answer these
questions, we may find a possible solution by pointing out that for
Athanasius, as for the other church fathers, Satan is the one "who
has the power of death" (Hebrews 2:14)."* The idea appears in the
Wisdom of Solomon (2:23-24): "God made man for incorruption,
and as an image of His own eternity; but by envy of the devil death
came into the world." Athanasius cites this text in chapter 6. The
debt, then, is human indebtedness to Satan and to death; and the
sacrifice is a ransom given to Satan in exchange for all humanity.
The equation of sacrifice and ransom may seem strange to us until
we remember that in ancient Greece sacrifices were offered in order
to avert hostile deities. We may be dealing, then, with a single
metaphor rather than with two conflicting ones. The sacrifice-
ransom accomplishes the victory of Christ over Satan-death by
paying what was owed. In this way God maintains His justice by
allowing Satan to exact the penalty of death; but, by shifting the
penalty to Christ, He allows His goodness to prevail.'* If these
suggestions are correct, then it follows that Athanasius’ use of
"sacrifice,” "debt," and "ransom" is ancillary to his theological
exposition. One may argue further that the themes in question
function in the story of how Christ won the victory over Satan, who
had conquered our first parents.'” To put the point somewhat
differently, Athanasius’ theology seeks to articulate in more
sophisticated language the story of Christ’s victory over Satan.
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II. Christ’s Victory over Satan and Its Baptismal Setting

The interpretation just given finds some confirmation in Gregory
of Nyssa’s Catechetical Oration. Gregory, writing later in the fourth
century than Athanasius, seems still to be working with the same
story. Satan succeeded in deceiving Adam and Eve, persuading
them to disobey God by baiting "the fishhook of evil . . . with an
outward appearance of good." God in His justice could not abolish
Satan’s claim to hold humanity in death. But just as, in the case of
someone who has sold himself into slavery, it remains possible to
buy back freedom, such is the case here too:

.. . when once we had voluntarily sold ourselves, He who
undertook out of goodness to restore our freedom had to
contrive a just and not a dictatorial method to do so. And
some such method is this: to give the master the chance to
take whatever He wants to as the price of the slave.'®

Christ, then, gave Satan a dose of his own medicine. Satan per-
ceived only Christ’s humanity, but saw in it such superlative virtues
and miracles that he was willing to trade all humanity for it. Like
a "greedy fish" Satan swallowed "the Godhead like a fishhook along
with the flesh, which was the bait.""” In this way the deceiver was
deceived, and God found a way of reconciling His goodness,
wisdom, justice, and power. Gregory does not here use the
sacrificial metaphor, but the parallel with Athanasius’ discussion
seems clear enough to allow the inference that we are in the
presence of a common and popular understanding of Christ’s victory
over Satan.'®

The context of Gregory’s discussion is a brief manual of instruc-
tion for catechetical teachers, and so we can begin to locate Christ’s
victory over Satan in a baptismal context. It is worth observing that
theology in the ancient church was no armchair avocation. Quite to
the contrary, what the church fathers say has its objective correlative
in the Christian life and particularly in the liturgy. The primary
way, moreover, in which people were socialized into the Christian
church was through catechetical instruction; and it seems reasonably
clear that Christians thought of the Christian life as the living out of
their baptism. Once we see this connection, we can recognize that
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Christ’s victory over Satan is what enables catechumens to renounce
Satan and to enroll themselves as soldiers and athletes of Christ.
Baptism, then, not only initiates believers into Christ and the church;
it also consecrates them for their own warfare or contest against
Satan. Anointed like athletes in the games, they go forth confident
that their own victory has been guaranteed by Christ’s.!

The implication of what is being argued here is that sacrificial
language is not central to the themes of Christ’s victory over Satan
and the Christian contest against him. At the same time, the fact
that as a rule baptisms took place at Easter means that we must
include the Christian passover in our discussion. At this feast Christ,
our paschal lamb, is said to be sacrificed (1 Corinthians 5:7). Heis
the lamb of God that takes away the sins of the world.?° It is this
association that dominates the Paschal Homily of Melito of Sardis,
written about 170 from the point of view of Christians in Asia
Minor, who celebrated the Passover on the fourteenth day of Nisan,
the day of the crucifixion." The Passover (pascha) calls to mind the
suffering (paschein) of Christ, who fulfills the type of the paschal
lamb.”? For Melito, however, as for John, the death of Christ on the
cross is the victory of His resurrection:

Come, then, all human families, defiled with sins; receive
the forgiveness of your sins. For I am your forgiveness, I
am the passover of salvation, I am the lamb slaughtered for
you, I am your ransom, I am your life, I am your resurrec-
tion, I am your light, T am your salvation, I am your king.??

As the true paschal lamb Christ is the sacrifice and ransom averting
sin and death. It seems reasonable to suppose that, when the later
church fathers speak of Christ as a ransom or sacrifice offered to
death, sin, or Satan, they have in mind the apotropaic meaning of the
paschal lamb, which turns away the destroying angel from Israel.**

By the fourth century Melito’s understanding of the Christian
passover had in some respects yielded to a view which we find
expressed in Origen’s Treatise on the Passover. Passover no longer
means suffering, but has the etymological meaning of "passage":

[Christ came to show us] what the true passover is, the true
"passage"” (diabasis) out of Egypt. . . . for a new way of
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life begins for the one who leaves behind the darkness and
comes to the light (John 3:20-21)—to speak in a manner
proper to the sacrament (sumbolon) through water given
those who have hoped in Christ. . . .

The celebration of Easter no longer takes place on the day of
Christ’s death but on the Sunday after it. From one point of view
the change makes no difference. Both understandings of the
Christian passover celebrate Christ’s victory over death.® At the
same time, attention begins to shift from Christ’s death which
destroys death to the resurrection in which He is exalted to God’s
right hand.

Gregory Nazianzen gives us the best example of this modified
sensibility of the Christian passover in one of his Easter sermons:

Yesterday the lamb was slain and the door-posts were
anointed, and Egypt bewailed her firstborn, and the De-
stroyer passed us over, and the seal was dreadful and
reverend, and we were walled in with the precious blood.
Today we have clean escaped from Egypt and from Pha-
raoh; and there is none to hinder us from keeping a feast to
the Lord our God—the feast of our departure. . . . Yesterday
I was crucified with Him; today I am glorified with Him;
yesterday I died with Him; today I am quickened with Him;
yesterday I was buried with Him; today I rise with Him.”’

It may well be the case that Gregory begins to move towards our
sensibility of Good Friday and Easter, the contrast between sorrow
and joy, death and life. Certainly, the impact of the rites of Holy
Week in Jerusalem on the Christian church from the fourth century
onwards helps explain the development. It is unlikely, nevertheless,
that Gregory wishes to sever Christ’s death from His resurrection.
He certainly retains the idea of the cross as Christ’s sacrificial
victory over death, and the new sensibility of the Christian passover
leaves the door open to associating sacrificial language with Christ’s
passage to heaven.

ITI. Sacrificial Language and Christ’s Death and Resurrection

We have seen that, just as the blood of the paschal lamb preserved
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God’s people, so Christ’s death wins the victory of life over sin,
death, and Satan. His sacrifice or ransom defeats these enemies.
All these themes find their concrete location in baptism, when
believers renounce Satan and embark upon their own struggle against
him. When we turn to the emphasis upon the resurrection as the
completion of Christ’s victory, we discover that sacrificial language
begins to treat God the Father as the one to whom Christ offers the
sacrifice. We also find that the baptismal association remains, since
baptism is a dying and rising with Christ.® John Chrysostom'’s
Homily 14 on Hebrews illustrates the point. Hebrews 8 (1-2) speaks
of our "high priest . . . seated at the right hand of the throne of the
Majesty in heaven." Christ, we may infer, has taken His sacrifice to
heaven; having completed His priestly work, He has taken His seat.
(Priests stand and do not sit.)” These are heavenly and spiritual
things:

For although they are done on earth, yet nevertheless they
are worthy of the heavens. For when our Lord Jesus Christ
lies slain [as a sacrifice], when the Spirit is with us, when
He who sitteth on the right hand of the Father is here, when
sons are made by the washing, when they are fellow-citizens
of those in heaven, when we have a country and a city and
citizenship there, when we are strangers to things here, how
can all these be other than "heavenly things"?*

Christ’s sacrifice, somewhat vaguely described, prompts Chrysostom
to think of the liturgy, of baptism, and of the Christian life.?

The idea that Christ offered His sacrifice to God, and not
elsewhere to avert death and sin, has two primary warrants in the
New Testament.” Hebrews 9:11-14 speaks of Christ in this way:

He entered once for all into the holy place, taking . . . His
own blood, thus securing an eternal redemption. . . . For if
the sprinkling of defiled persons with the blood of goats and
bulls and with the ashes of a heifer sanctifies for the
purification of the flesh, how much more shall the blood of
Christ, who through the eternal Spirit offered Himself
without blemish to God, purify your conscience from dead
works to serve the living God.
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Other passages in Hebrews elaborate and complicate the metaphor.
The other warrant does not clarify our understanding. Ephesians 5:2
is an exhortation to "walk in love, as Christ loved us and gave
Himself up for us, a fragrant offering and sacrifice to God." The
church fathers often simply repeat this language without seeking to
explain what it means or what kind of sacrifice Christ is supposed
to have offered.”

While the church fathers can speak of Christ’s sacrifice as an
offering of His blood to the Father, they can also understand it as
His thankful gift to God of the redeemed:

Now when became He "Apostle," but when He put on our
flesh? And when became He "High Priest of our profes-
sion" (Hebrews 3:1-2), but when, after offering Himself for
us, He raised His body from the dead and, as now, Himself
brings near and offers to the Father those who in faith
approach Him, redeeming all and for all propitiating God?**

In this passage Athanasius appears to be muddling together three
rather different ideas. Christ’s death is the sacrifice that averts
death. But His death and resurrection propitiate God, and what He
offers is those who believe in Him. The only point that is clear is
the claim that Christ’s resurrection from death has secured that of
Christians. Gregory of Nyssa can also speak of Christ’s offering
God humanity:

O happy good news! He who for us became one of us, so
that by becoming our kin He might make us His own
brothers, He brings His own Man to the true Father, in order
through Him to attract all that is akin.*

The "Man" of Christ, for Gregory, becomes generic human nature
with all humans as His members. Both Athanasius and Gregory
retain the sacrificial language but draw it into their theological
understanding of the incarnation.

Athanasius’ reference to propitiating God is a troubling one to
many.” John Chrysostom finds it so. "To appear in the presence
of God for us" (Hebrews 9:24) means that Christ went up "with a
sacrifice which had power to propitiate the Father." But, says
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Chrysostom, was the Father an enemy? The answer is firmly
negative, but Chrysostom takes the point no further.”’” We find a
lengthier but similarly inconclusive passage in the Second Oration
on Easter of Gregory Nazianzen:

Now we are to examine another fact and dogma, neglected
by most people, but in my judgment well worth inquiring
into. To whom was that blood offered that was shed for us,
and why was it shed? I mean the precious and famous
blood of our God and High Priest and Sacrifice. We were
detained in bondage by the Evil One, sold under sin, and
receiving pleasure in exchange for wickedness. Now, since
a ransom belongs only to him who holds in bondage, I ask
to whom was this offered and for what cause? If to the Evil
One, fie upon the outrage! If the robber receives ransom,
not only from God, but a ransom which consists of God
Himself, and has such an illustrious payment for his
tyranny, a payment for whose sake it would have been right
for him to have left us alone altogether. But if to the
Father, T ask first, how? For it was not by Him that we
were being oppressed; and next, on what principle did the
blood of His only-begotten Son delight the Father, who
would not receive even Isaac. . . .

The only answer of which Gregory can think is to appeal to the
incarnation, by which the tyrant was conquered and human nature
purified. He concludes by declaring: "the greater part of what we
might say shall be reverenced with silence."

While it is true that only rarely do we find explicit admissions of
the problematic character of sacrificial language, there is evidence
of an implicit feeling by the Greek fathers that such language was
at worst misleading and at best metaphorical. Theodore of Mopsue-
stia, for example, ignores the sacrificial language of Ephesians 1:7-8
and 5:2.”° At Colossians 1:20 Theodore equates "blood" and "cross"
with Christ’s death and argues that it is Christ’s death and resurrec-
tion that effects the reconciliation of which the verse speaks.® In a
similar way, though he retains without evident discomfort the
sacrificial language of the New Testament, Cyril of Alexandria
draws its texts into his own theology of the incarnate Lord. In a
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long discussion in Quod Unus Sit Christus Cyril argues that the
humanity of Christ in no sense functions apart from the Word that
appropriates it. The biblical texts he cites include a number of
references to Christ’s "blood" and His "sacrifice." The terms refer
to the humanity of the incarnate Word.*!

Sometimes we find a more direct ascription of a metaphorical
character to the sacrificial terms. Commenting on Hebrews 7:3,
Theodoret argues that it is when He became incarnate that Christ
became High Priest, lamb, sin, curse, way, and door. By assimilat-
ing Christ’s priesthood, and consequently His sacrifice, to other
terms that are clearly metaphorical, Theodoret invites us to move
away from any literal understanding of Christ’s sacrifice.”” He also
speaks of Christ’s sacrifice, since it is clearly not the same as the
sacrifices in the temple, as a "spiritual" one, as ours must be
(Romans 12:1).** This conception must be borne in mind when the
language of a type is applied to its fulfillment in Christ.

This conception provides a way to understand several passages in
Eusebius of Caesarea’s Demonstration of the Gospel. He finds the
sacrifices of living things in the Old Testament contradictory to
God’s will and yet made necessary because they foreshadowed "the
better, the great and worthy and divine sacrifice” and the "holy
victim . . ., the offering for the sins of the world."** To be sure, we
can take the language of Eusebius seriously; but we should also
understand it as the metaphorical application to Christ of terms
properly belonging to the sacrifices of the Old Testament. He
fulfills the types of Isaac’s sacrifice, of the sacrifices in the temple,
of the paschal lamb, of the blood of the covenant, and of Abel’s
blood.

One additional point can be made as to the role of a metaphor of
sacrifice in a theology which sees redemption primarily as Christ’s
victory over death. The biblical texts which speak of sacrifices
usually associate them with the problem of sin. Thus, it would seem
unlikely to find an exposition reinterpreting sacrifice as though
abolishing death. Yet this is precisely what Theodore of Mopsuestia
does in his interpretation of Ephesians 1:7, "In Him we have
redemption through His blood, the forgiveness of our trespasses.



Christ the Victor and the Victim 13

In Christ, he says, who deemed it worthy to undergo death
for us (this is what he means by "through His blood"), we
have received forgiveness. . . . since we were mortal, it
followed that we were in the wrong, since it is impossible
that what is mortal should ever exist without fault. There-
fore, by dying for us and by rising again for us, He gave us
together with our participation in the Spirit that immortal
life in which it is possible for us to remain free from sin.*’

Our mortality is what causes our inclination to sin. Christ, by
breaking the hold of mortality upon us, makes it possible for us to
renounce sin. The victory over death, then, is also a victory over
sin. The promise of immortality stabilizes the human mind, enabling
it once more to fulfill its task of governing the body and so
achieving virtue.

It seems possible, then, to conclude that, in the fathers of the early
church, Christ the victim and sacrificial language about Him take
second place to a theology that emphasizes Christ as the victor over
death and as such the consummator of God’s creative purpose for
humanity. Redemption completes creation, and the fall tends to
become in the long run at worst a temporary interruption of the
process and at best a mistake by which humans learn to grow
towards the maturity of the resurrection-life. On the other hand, the
sacrificial language by no means disappears; nor does the emphasis
upon mortality as the basic human problem mean that sin is no
longer relevant. It is time now, however, to turn to the thought of
Augustine and argue that several themes secondary in the tradition
before him begin to become primary. Sin, sacrifice, and Christ’s
death loom larger in his mature writings and so help to prepare the
way for developments in Western medieval theology.

IV. Augustine’s Shift of Emphasis

In many ways Augustine’s thought conforms to that of the
Christian Platonism to which he was converted. Indeed, one could
even argue that his dependence upon Plotinus makes him in some
respects more of a Platonist than his Greek contemporaries. He
thinks of the Christian life as a moral purgation designed to prepare
the believer for the contemplation of God and the ascent of the soul
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to its place of true rest. He also insists upon the physical dimension
of Christian destiny:

The new life, therefore, is meanwhile begun in faith and
maintained by hope; for it shall only then be perfect when
this mortal shall be swallowed up in life and death swal-
lowed up in victory, when the last enemy, death, shall be
destroyed. . . .*¢

Redemption, then, is divinization in both a spiritual and a physical
sense. It is made possible by Christ, the Mediator, "who was made
partaker of our mortality to make us partakers of His divinity.""’
Christ’s victory over death occupies the center of the stage.

From another point of view, however, Augustine radically
repudiates central aspects of Christian Platonism. Without abandon-
ing its idea of the ascent of the soul to God, he argues that because
of original sin such an ascent is possible only by God’s sovereign
grace. A double sensibility informs these qualifications of the usual
view. Humans are radically incapacitated because of Adam’s fall,
and God in His absolute sovereignty does not limit Himself to
persuasive means. Original sin means that Adam died not merely in
the ordinary sense of the word, but also spiritually and so became
incapable of anything but sin. For this reason Adam brought eternal
punishment on himself and all his children. We are born, then, not
only mortal, but also spiritually dead in the sense that even our good
choices are sinful because they are motivated by our evil will. The
only hope we have of avoiding eternal damnation lies in God’s
sovereign grace, which alone, and without reference to anything we
are or can do, is strong enough to free the will from its bondage to
sin. Once we regard our predicament from this perspective, our
basic problem turns out to be sin rather than death. The general
tendency, indeed, of Western theology after Augustine was to follow
him in turning attention away from death towards sin.

If sin becomes the basic problem and if the role of the Mediator
is to establish the possibility of a grace that alone can deliver the
elect from original sin, Christ’s sacrifice is one that must be
understood the same way:

. . . this sacrifice was offered by the one true Priest, the
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Mediator of God and man; and . . . it was proper that this
sacrifice should be prefigured by animal sacrifices, in order
to foreshadow the flesh and blood of the one sacrifice for
the remission of sins contracted by flesh and blood, which
shall not inherit the kingdom of God. . . .**

No longer are the sacrifices of the Old Testament metaphors of
Christ’s death; instead, it is Christ’s sacrifice that defines them.
Augustine, to be sure, carefully defines what he means by sacrifice.
Passages of the Old Testament such as Hosea 6:6 ("I desire mercy
rather than sacrifice") make it clear that "what is generally called
sacrifice is really a sign of the true sacrifice." And "true sacrifice
is offered in every act which is designed to unite us to God in a holy
fellowship, every act, that is, which is directed to that final Good
which makes possible our true felicity." Such sacrifices are those of
"the whole redeemed community" and are possible only because of
Christ’s sacrifice.”” Christ’s sacrifice, though carefully defined, has
become a concept rather than a metaphor.™

Not only does Augustine begin to emphasize sin and Christ’s
sacrifice as its remedy, but he also in two places in the De Trinitate
can sever Christ’s death from His resurrection. In Book 4 he
reflects upon the incarnation by using the metaphor of musical
harmony. A single and a double, taken together, create harmony:

Therefore on this double death of ours our Saviour bestowed
His own single death; and to cause both our resurrections,
He appointed beforehand and set forth in mystery and type
His own one resurrection.”

What he means is that Christ’s death overcomes both our spiritual
and our physical death and that His resurrection gives us new life
both spiritually and physically. Worthy of note, however, is the
strong distinction which Augustine makes between death and
resurrection. If, nevertheless, he severs Christ’s death from His
resurrection, it is not in order to say something of Christ, but rather
to elaborate an argument regarding the Christian life,

A similar pattern occurs in Book 13. Here Augustine seeks to
understand the "inner man," that is, the forms of human knowledge
that are not tied in any way to sensory perception. It is because
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these higher forms of knowledge are not fully developed in this life
that Augustine begins by thinking of them in terms of faith. He
distinguishes between the faith that we believe and the faith by
which we believe. The latter arises when we have made the faith
our own, and it becomes an inner orientation which the soul has in
common with other believers. Augustine’s next move is from a
common faith and common will to a common will to live blessedly.
His discussion is not so much an argument as a meditation, and he
arrives at the conclusion that "he only is a blessed man, who both
has all things which he wills, and wills nothing ill."** This defini-
tion, further, implies the necessity of immortality. Thus, bliss is
defined in a double way as having what we will and willing what is
right is impossible in this life. Faith in the immortality brought by
Christ, however, assures us that bliss is a future possibility and one
to which even now we can cling by hope.

It is at this point that Augustine turns from his analysis of human
life and aspirations to Christ as the redeemer. And the double
definition of bliss governs his treatment of Christ’s death and
resurrection. Willing what is right equates with righteousness;
having what we will equates with power. The work of Christ,
therefore, is described as follows:

. . . [Christ] conquered the devil first by righteousness and
afterwards by power: namely, by righteousness, because He
had no sin and was slain by him most unjustly; but by
power, because having been dead He lived again, never
afterwards to die.”

Even more arresting is a sentence almost immediately before the
passage just cited: "For He did one of these two things by dying,
the other by rising again." What has been implicit in some of the
other passages to which reference has been made becomes quite
explicit here: Christ’s death and His resurrection fulfill two different
functions, in the first case rightecousness and in the second case
power. There are now two victories over Satan:

It is not then difficult to see that the devil was conquered,
when He who was slain by him rose again. It is something
more, and more profound of comprehension, to see that the
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devil was conquered when he thought himself to have
conquered, that is, when Christ was slain.**

The separation, to be sure, of Christ’s death from His resurrection
is a factor in Augustine’s discussion of human destiny and not of
christology; perhaps we should not make much more of it. The
stage, nevertheless, is set for seeing Christ’s sacrificial death on the
cross as the act that establishes the possibility of forgiveness.

V. Conclusion and Summary

The preceding words have probably made Augustine seem more
of a contrast to his Greek contemporaries than he really was.
Indeed, it is because of the later Western development in thinking
that it is easy to see in his writings an emphasis upon Christ as the
victim atoning for sin. Augustine’s thought cannot by itself explain
the development we find fully articulated by Anselm. There are
clearly other factors that demand consideration. Liturgical changes
seem to have shifted attention away from the Christian passover,
which celebrated Christ’s death and resurrection simultaneously, to
the pattern more familiar to us. Once, moreover, the baptism of
people as infants became virtually universal, the catechetical setting
no longer functioned as the concrete setting for the making of Chris-
tians. At least by the thirteenth century the Celtic practice of private
penance surely supplied one such location for the transforming of
nominal Christians into true ones. If such a setting was the place
where people found the meaning of Christianity, it would not be
surprising if the main point of the religion became the forgiveness
of sins. Such considerations, however, take us beyond the scope of
the argument here.

In sum, this study suggests that we find in Augustine at least the
beginning of a contrast. Christ, the victor over death who completes
creation, tends to become the victim who reverses the fall and atones
for sin. The contrast is, to be sure, a matter of emphasis, and there
is merit in making some attempt to combine the two sensibilities.
The view in the early church is an optimistic one, insisting that there
is room for human freedom and that God’s persuasive providence
can help us learn from our mistakes. There is no radical view of
human sin, and the evils we do and suffer are in the long run part
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of our education for the resurrection-life. The Augustinian view, on
the other hand, involves more pessimism. It faces sin and evil
directly, and tends to obliterate our capacity to deal with the dark
side of our existence. Perhaps wisdom lies in seeking something in
both perspectives and in thinking of Christ as the victor precisely
because He was also the victim.

Endnotes

1L In the author’s (Anglican) tradition the contrast finds
illustration in the Eucharistic Prayers in the 1979 Book of
Common Prayer. Prayer I, which is firmly in the Prayer-
Book tradition, treats Christ as the victim atoning for sin:
"All glory be to Thee, Almighty God, our heavenly Father,
for that Thou, of Thy tender mercy, didst give Thine only
Son Jesus Christ to suffer death upon the cross for our
redemption; who made there, by His one oblation of
Himself once offered, a full, perfect, and sufficient sacrifice,
oblation, and satisfaction, for the sins of the whole world.
..." Prayer D, an adaptation of the Liturgy of Saint Basil,
stresses Christ as the victor over death: "We acclaim You,
holy Lord, glorious in power. Your mighty works reveal
Your wisdom and love. You formed us in Your own image.
.. . When our disobedience took us far from You, You did
not abandon us to the power of death. . . . To fulfill Your
purpose He [the Son] gave Himself up to death; and rising
from the grave, destroyed death, and made the whole
creation new." One can argue that the introduction of
prayers that reflect the views of the ancient church is really
a catching up with theological developments in Anglicanism.
From at least the time of Lux Mundi (1889) people like
Charles Gore and William Temple tended to repudiate the
doctrine of the atonement and to substitute for it the
incarnational views of the early church. For them, Christ is
redemptor in order to be consummator of creation.

2. The author is indebted in this regard to Frances M. Young,
The Use of Sacrificial Ideas in Greek Christian Writers from
the New Testament to John Chrysostom (Cambridge,
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Massachusetts: Philadelphia Patristics Foundation, 1979).
Her discussion of G. Aulén’s Christus Victor is helpful (pp.
142, 171, 208, 294-295). Her book, of course, covers more
ground than can be considered. The approach here differs
from hers primarily by taking the sacrificial language less
seriously than she would like. She does recognize (p. 160)
that "frequently it seems that scriptural language and the
language of confession of faith is reproduced without any
attempt to find a rationale." One may also compare p. 293.
Young also fails to point out that as often as not the
sacrificial language occurs in passages that deal with death
rather than sin. This study, too, has focused on the fourth
and fifth centuries, whereas much of Young’s work deals
with earlier materials. Her discussion of Origen (pp. 167£t.)
is particularly illuminating. H. E. W. Turner, The Patristic
Doctrine of Redemption (London: A. R. Mowbray and
Company, 1952), argues for four somewhat unrelated
themes: Christ the Illuminator, Christ the Victor, incorrup-
tion and deification, and Christ the Victim. J. N. D. Kelly,
Early Christian Doctrines (New York: Harper and Brothers,
1958), pp. 375-400, distinguishes three themes (physical
interpretation, ransom to the devil, and realism) but treats
them as complementary.

Readers may see the excellent discussion by Brooks Otis,
"Cappadocian Thought as a Coherent System" (DOP 12,
1958). Otis contrasts Irenacus’ physical understanding of
redemption with Origen’s contemplative view and argues
that most of the church fathers follow Irenacus but seek to
add spiritual dimensions to it.

De Incarnatione, 54. R. W. Thomson’s text and translation
are being used here: Robert W. Thomson, ed., Athanasius:
Contra Gentes and De Incarnatione (Oxford: The Claren-
don Press, 1971).

The term has a complex origin. 2 Peter 1:4 ("partakers of
the divine nature") is cited in support of the idea. But the
tag in Plato’s Theaetetus (176b) describing human destiny
as "likeness to God so far as possible" is certainly part of
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the picture. The patristic doctrine of humanity as the image
of God pulls these themes together.

The point can be made more narrowly regarding Christ
Himself. The incarnation (the economy) is what brings
redemption, but the economy refers to the whole story of
Christ, culminating in His death and resurrection, which are
treated as two aspects of the same event. For the equation
of the incarnation and the death and resurrection, readers
may see Cyril of Alexandria, Quod Unus Sit Christus, 729
(SC 97, p. 352); Athanasius, Contra Arianos, 2.55 (NPNF
2.4, p. 378) and Letter 60.5 (NPNF 2.4, p. 576); and
Gregory of Nyssa, Against Eunomius, 2.3 (NPNF 2.5, p.
104). For the cross as both death and resurrection, readers
may see Cyril of Jerusalem, Lecture 13.1-4 (NPNF 2.7, pp.
82-83). Cyril’s text is Isaiah 53, and he refers to the true
cross; "For though I should now deny it [the crucifixion],
here is Golgotha to confute me, near which we are now
assembled; the wood of the cross confutes me, which was
afterwards distributed piecemeal from hence to all the world.
I confess the cross, because I know of the resurrection . . ."

De Incarnatione, 3. We may note that Athanasius retains
the Origenistic image-theology in which the Word is the
image of God and the human soul is created according to
the word of God. This theology, of course, has the possi-
bility of dividing the persons of the Trinity and so plays into
the hands of the Arians. This consideration, together with
the fact that Athanasius in his other writings avoids this
theology, contributes an argument to the case in favor of an
early date of the De Incarnatione, a dating now widely
contested.

Granted this interpretation, one problem revolves around
why Athanasius begins by discussing incorruption and only
then turns to the theme of knowledge (chapter 11). A
possible solution is that he wishes to underline the fact that
the bestowal of incorruption is the "primary cause of the
incarnation" (chapter 10) and that this is because he is
hostile to an Origenist emphasis upon spiritual contempla-
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10.
11.

12.

13.

tion. In this writer’s opinion, Athanasius is anti-Origenist
only in the sense that he wishes to correct Origen. One may
note, however, that in the Life of Antony, contemplation
scarcely appears; the emphasis is very much upon the
mind’s governance of the body and the life of virtue.

Athanasius is technically an Apollinarian because he omits
the human soul of Christ. Later he will correct himself, and
it seems clear he is simply reproducing the Alexandrian
tradition without in any way intending to deny Christ’s full
humanity.

De Incarnatione, 9.

Athanasius often speaks of Christ offering His body to
death. One may see, for example, Contra Arianos, 2.69
(NPNF 2.4, p. 386).

There are other passages one can examine. In chapter 16
we learn that because the Word first had to accomplish His
revelatory work, "He did not immediately upon His coming
accomplish His sacrifice on behalf of all, by offering His
body to death and raising it again. . . ." In chapter 21 we
read: "But since it was necessary also that the debt owing
from all should be paid again, for, as I have already said, it
was owing that all should die . . . to this intent, after the
proofs of His Godhead from His works, He next offered up
His sacrifice also on behalf of all, yielding His temple to
death in the stead of all, in order firstly to make men quit
and free of their old trespass, and further to show himself
more powerful even than death, displaying His own body in-
corruptible as first fruits of the resurrection of all." Chapter
25 cites Galatians 3:13, Deuteronomy 21:23, Ephesians 2:14
and speaks of the Lord’s death as "the ransom of all"
(Mark 10:45 and Matthew 20:287?). Chapter 25 treats the
cross as the defeat of the devil. (One may compare chapter
31)

Athanasius actually cites the passage from Hebrews in
chapter 10 and again in chapter 20.
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14.

15.

16.

17.
18.

19.

One may see De Incarnatione, 6-7, and Young'’s discussion,
op. cit. pp. 192-209. Her idea that Athanasius has in mind
an aversion sacrifice and integrates it with the idea of God’s
propitiating Himself is persuasive. The association, never-
theless, of sacrificial language with God’s reconciliation of
His justice and goodness is not as clear as it might be.

That Athanasius has this idea in mind finds support in his
lengthy discussion of the victory of the cross in De Incarn-
atione, 20-32. In chapter 25 we read: ". .. the enemy of
our race, the devil, having fallen from heaven moves around
in this lower atmosphere, and lording it over his fellow
demons in disobedience . . . the Apostle speaks of this also:
‘According to the ruler of the power of the air, who now
works in the sons of disobedience’ (Ephesians 2:2). But the
Lord came to overthrow the devil, purify the air, and open
for us the way up to heaven, as the Apostle said, ‘through
the veil, that is, His flesh’ (Hebrews 10:20)." Lifted into
the air on the cross, Christ conquers Satan. One may also
see Contra Arianos, 1.51 (NPNF 2.4, p. 336) and, possibly,
2.68 (NPNF 2.4, pp. 385-386).

Gregory of Nyssa, Catechetical Oration, 21-22. The
translation is from Library of Christian Classics, Christology
of the Later Fathers, ed. E. R. Hardy (Philadelphia:
Westminster Press, 1954), pp. 298-299.

Catechetical Oration, 24 (LCC, p. 301).

We may note that Gregory interprets the story by employ-
ing his understanding of providence and freedom. By his
misuse of God’s providence Satan brings punishment upon
himself, and the punishment is justly retributive. The
deceiver is deceived. But the punishment is also meant to
be educative and remedial. Thus, Gregory holds open the
possibility that Satan may come to recognize the benefit of
his punishment; and he goes further by saying that God
"freed man from evil, and healed the very author of evil
himself." Catechetical Oration, 26 (LCC, p. 304).

Readers may see Athanasius, Life of Antony, 7 (NPNF 2.4,
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20.

21

22.
23

24.

p. 197): "This was Antony’s first struggle against the devil,
or rather this victory was the Saviour’s work in Antony."
One may also see Chrysostom, Homily 5 on Hebrews
(NPNF 1.14, p. 392); Cyril of Jerusalem, Lecture 13 (NPNF
2.7, p. 82); Cyril of Alexandria, De Recta Fide ad Pulcher-
iam et Eudociam (Pusey, volume 7, p. 303); and the
author’s discussion in The Fear of Freedom (University
Park and London: Penn State Press, 1989), chapter 3.

John 1:29, 36. John 19:36 makes it clear that Jesus is
identified with-the paschal lamb, and the irony implied by
John 19:14 is that, at the very hour the lambs were being
slaughtered in the temple, the true paschal lamb was sacri-
ficed on Golgotha.

For problems of authorship, date, and text, readers may see
edition in the Sources Chrétiennes (123) by Othmar Perler
(Paris: Editions du Cerf, 1966).

One may also compare 1 Peter, especially 1:19.

Melito, Paschal Homily, 103 (SC 123, p. 122). Even when
Melito’s view is replaced by the later understanding of the
Christian passover, we find this association of Christ’s death
with His triumph. One may see, for example, Athanasius,
Letter 20 (NPNF 2.4, p. 548): "Let us now keep the feast,
my brethren, for as our Lord then gave notice to His
disciples, so He now tells us beforehand, that ‘after some
days is the passover’ (Matthew 26:2), in which the Jews
indeed betrayed the Lord; but we celebrate His death as a
feast, rejoicing because we then obtained rest from our
afflictions. We are diligent in assembling ourselves togeth-
er, for we were scattered in time past and were lost and are
found. We were far off and are brought nigh; we were
strangers and have become His, who suffered for us and was
nailed on the cross, who bore our sins, as the prophet saith
(Isaiah 53:4), and was afflicted for us, that He might put
away from all of us grief and sorrow and sighing."

In regard to death being slain by death, one may see, for
example, Gregory of Nyssa, Against Eunomius, 2.11 (NPNF
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25.
26.

217.

28.

2.5, p. 121); and Chrysostom, Homily 4 on Hebrews (NPNF
1.14, p. 386). . As to the paschal lamb, one may see, for
example, Gregory Nazianzen, Oration 12 (NPNF 2.7, p.
246); Gregory of Nyssa, Life of Moses, 126 (CWS, p. 84)
and Inscription of Psalm 58 (Jaeger volume 5, p. 171);
Chrysostom, Homily 27 on Hebrews (NPNF 1.14, p. 487);
Cyril of Alexandria, Commentary on John, ad locum 1:29,
and Quod Unus Sit Christus, 774 (SC 97, pp. 498-499).

Origen, Treatise on the Passover, 4 (ACW 54, p. 29).

One may compare Thomas J. Talley, The Origins of the
Liturgical Year (New York: Pueblo Publishing Company,
1986), who says of Melito’s homily (p. 12): "Here it is
clear that the Lord’s passion is not considered an event
distinct from His glorification, as later developments will
tend to distinguish Good Friday and Easter. Rather, as
Melito makes clear, the primitive Pascha celebrated the
memorial of the death of Jesus as a total festival of our
redemption in Christ, including not only His glorification
but also the incarnation."

Oration 1.3-4 (NPNF 2.7, p. 203). One may also compare
a passage in the Fourth Theological Oration, 20 (NPNF 2.7,
p. 309): "He is sold, and very cheap, for it is only for thirty
pieces of silver; but He redeems the world, and that at a
great price, for the price was His own blood. As a sheep
He is led to the slaughter, but He is the Shepherd of Israel
and now of the whole world also. As a Lamb He is silent,
yet He is the Word and is proclaimed by the voice of one
crying in the wilderness. He is bruised and wounded, but
He healeth every disease and every infirmity. He is lifted
up and nailed to the tree, but by the tree of life He restoreth
us. . .." (The biblical passages are Matthew 26:15, 1 Peter
1:19, Isaiah 53:7, John 1:23, and Isaiah 53:23.)

Readers may see Theodore of Mopsuestia, Commentary on
Galatians, 2:20 (Swete; volume 1, pp. 34-35): "Therefore,
he [Paul] says: ‘I have been crucified with Christ’ because
he has nothing in common [oudemian koinonian, nullam
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29.

30.
31

32,

communionem) with this present life in which we must live
by the law. Rather, I reckon that I have passed from this
life and am already, as it were, living in that life because
Christ lives in me. Joined to Him by the resurrection, I
have become a member of Christ, worthy to be joined to
His body. . . ." One may also compare 5:11 and 5:24
(Swete; volume 1, pp. 92ff.).

That Chrysostom understands the text of Hebrews in this
way may be demonstrated by appealing to Homily 11.5
(NPNF 1.14, pp. 419-420: "we have our victim on high,
our priest on high, our sacrifice on high") and Homily 13.8
(NPNF 1.14, p. 430: "having become a minister, He did not
continue a minister. For it belongs not to a minister to sit,
but to stand").

Chrysostom, Homily 14 on Hebrews 3 (NPNF 1.14, p. 434),

One may compare Gregory Nazianzen, Oration 16.11
(NPNF 2.7, p. 251), where Christ’s blood sprinkles the
"doorposts of our mind, contemplation and action, with the
great and saving seal, with the blood of the new covenant,
by being crucified and dying with Christ, that we may rise
and be glorified and reign with Him both now and at His
final appearing. . . ."

It is somewhat surprising how sparing is sacrificial language
in the New Testament apart from Hebrews. The eucharistic
words of Jesus (Mark 14:24 and parallels) refer to "My
blood of the testament . . . poured out for many." Mark
10:45 refers to Jesus as giving His life as "a ransom for
many." Romans 3:25 speaks of "an expiation [or mercy
seat] by His blood." Other references to "blood" occur in
Romans 5:9; 1 Corinthians 10:16, 11:27; Ephesians 1:7,
2:13; Colossians 1:20; 1 Peter 1:2, 19; 1 John 1.7, 5:6, 8;
Revelation 1:5, 5:9, 7:14, 12:11. Apart from Hebrews
"sacrifice" occurs only in Ephesians 5:2. The allusions are,
of course, to the sacrifices in the temple or to the passover
lamb or to the ratification of a covenant, but they are
seldom explained.
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3.

34.

35.

36.

Cyril of Alexandria, in particular, often repeats the language
of Ephesians 5:2. One may see Commentary on Hebrews
(Pusey, volume 3, pp. 374, 396-397); and Quod Unus Sit
Christus, 761ab (SC 97, p. 458). Theodore of Mopsuestia
ignores the sacrificial language and explains the verse by
citing the new commandment of John 15:12-13 (Swete,
volume 1, p. 177).

Athanasius, Contra Arianos, 2.7 (NPNF 2.4, p. 351). One
may compare Theodore on Hebrews 6:20 (Staab, p. 207)
and Cyril of Alexandria, De Recta Fide ad Pulcheriam et
Eudociam (Pusey, volume 7, p. 313).

Easter Homily on the Three Day Period, ed. A. Spira and C.
Klock, The Easter Sermons of Gregory of Nyssa: Transla-
tion and Commentary (Cambridge, Massachusetts: The
Philadelphia Patristic Foundation, 1981), p. 49 (PG 46.620).
One may compare Photius on Hebrews 1:13 (Staab, p. 639).

It is difficult to find the expression, but it does occur in the
Mystagogical Catecheses sometimes attributed to Cyril of
Jerusalem (Lecture XXII1.10; NPNF 2.7, p. 155): "In the
same way we, when we offer to Him our supplications for
those who have fallen asleep, though they be sinners, weave
no crown, but offer up Christ sacrificed for our sins,
propitiating our merciful God for them as well as for
ourselves." Two passages from Gregory of Nyssa that
Young (op. cit., p. 210) interprets as referring to Christ’s
sacrifice propitiating the Father do not seem really to have
this meaning. Against Eunomius, 6.2 (PG 45.717B; NPNF
2.5, p. 184), speaks of Christ’s making "with His own blood
the priestly propitiation for our sins," but there is no
reference to the Father. The Lord’s Prayer,3 (PG 44.1149-
CD; ACW, p. 46), does seem to speak of Christ as propitiat-
ing the Father, but the passage is allegorical and reads as
follows: "This adyton is not inanimate nor made by hands;
but it is the hidden inner chamber of our heart if it be truly
adyton (impenetrable) to evil and inaccessible to vile
thoughts. The head, too, He adorns, not with the shape of
letters embossed with gold leaf, but with a heavenly mind
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37.

38.

39.

on the highest faculty of which, that is to say, reason, God
Himself is impressed. Ointment He pours on His hair
distilled from the interior virtues of the soul. A sacrificial
victim, too, He prepares for Him to offer to God in the
mystic rite, which is none other than Himself. Being thus
led by the Lord to this sacrifice, He mortifies His fleshly
mind with the sword of the spirit, which is the word of God
(Ephesians 6:17) and thus appeases God. Being in the
adyton, He immolates Himself in such a sacrifice, presenting
His body a living sacrifice, holy—pleasing unto God
(Romans 12:1)."

Chrysostom, Homily 17.2 on Hebrews (NPNF 1.14, p. 447).
Young (op. cit., pp. 188-189), to be sure, argues that
Chrysostom does speak of Christ as appeasing God’s wrath.
Her basis for this view is Homily 16.2 on Hebrews (NPNF
1.14, p. 443): "The Father . . . was wroth against us . .

[Christ] became mediator between us and Him, and won
Him over." The text, however, continues by overturning
this idea: "And what then? How did He become mediator?
He brought words from [Him] and brought [them to us],
conveying over what came from the Father to us and adding
His own death thereto. We had offended; we ought to have
died. He died for us and made us worthy of the testament."

Oration 45.32 (NPNF 2.7, p. 431). One may compare
Young, op. cit., p. 210. She notes that Gregory often speaks
of Christ’s sacrifice, "particularly in devotion and preaching,
generally as an emotive affirmation of faith rather than as
part of a reasoned theological system. . . ."

Swete, volume 1, pp. 126 and 177. Chrysostom, however,
takes the sacrificial language of the first passage more
seriously (Homily 1 on Ephesians; NPNF 1.13, p. 53): "For
nothing is so great as that the blood of this Son should be
shed for us. Greater this than both the adoption and all the
other gifts of grace, that He spared not even the Son
(Romans 8:32). For great indeed is the forgiveness of sins,
yet this is the far greater thing, that it should be done by the
Lord’s blood."
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40.

41.
42.

43.

44,

45.

46.

Neither Chrysostom nor Theodoret suppress the sacrificial
language of Colossians 1:20 in this fashion (PG 82.601AB
and NPNF 1.13, p. 272). Chrysostom can treat the cross
apart from the resurrection, but only in order to speak of it
as evidence of God’s love or as an example for us to follow.
One may see Homily 4.3 on Hebrews (NPNF 1.14, p. 383):
"Again he reminds them of the cross, thereby effecting two
things; both showing His care [for them] and persuading
them to bear all things nobly, looking to the Master." One
may compare Homilies 23.6 and 28.4 on Hebrews (NPNF
1.14, pp. 471 and 493).

Quod Unus Sit Christus, 761a-765¢ (SC 97, pp. 456ff.).

PG 82.725B. The association of "sin" (2 Corinthians 5:21)
and "curse" (Galatians 3:13) is a common one. One may
see, for example, Gregory of Nyssa, Against Eunomius,
2.11, 11.1, and 12.1 (NPNF 2.5, pp. 121, 231, 241).

PG 82.753,777, 781. One may compare Gregory of Nyssa,
Easter Homily on the Three Day Period (PG 46.612; Spira
and Klock, pp. 39ff.), where he says that Christ offered His
sacrifice in a hidden and spiritual way by giving Himself as
food and drink at the Last Supper.

Eusebius of Caesarea, Demonstration of the Gospel, 1.10
(Ferrar, pp. 56-57); one may compare 2.3, 8.2, 10.8. Young
is willing to take the language of Eusebius rather more
seriously than is done here (op. cit., pp. 190-192).

Swete, volume 1, p. 126; one may compare pp. 149-152,
261, 276; and Staab, pp. 131, 134, One may see the
discussion of R. A. Norris, Manhood and Christ (Oxford:
The Clarendon Press, 1963), pp. 172-189. He carefully
notes a tension in Theodore’s thought between a biblical and
a philosophical orientation. For passages in later writers
explaining sin as a consequence of mortality, one may see
Gennadius and Oecumenius in Staab, pp. 375 and 463.

Letter 54.13.26 (NPNF 1.1, p. 311). This letter includes a
lengthy discussion of the Christian celebration of Easter.
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47.

48.

49.

50.

City of God, 21.16. One may compare De Trinitate, 4.2.4:
"By joining therefore to us the likeness of His humanity, He
took away the unlikeness of our unrighteousness; and by
being made partaker of our mortality, He made us partakers
of His divinity."

Reply to Faustus the Manichaean, 22.17 (NPNF 1.4, p.
277). One may also see 6.5, 18.6, 20.17-18 (NPNF 1.4, pp.
169, 238, 260). One may compare Jean Riviére, Le Dogme
de la Redemption chez Saint Augustin (Paris: Librairie
Lecoffre, 1933), pp. 177-178: "Il y a, pour qui fait abstrac-
tion de tout parti-pris, si peu de doute sur le rapport du
sacrifice au rachat dans la sotériologie augustinienne que la
dépendance de ce dernier est tenue pour acquise, non
seulement par les théologiens catholiques, mais par des
critiques protestants. Et cette évidente subordination vient,
a son tour, confirmer la parfaite indépendance du premier de
ces themes, que déja les textes ou il est directement dével-
oppé faisaient éclater au grand jour. De toutes facons, la
doctrine du sacrifice constitue, chez 1’évéque d’Hippone, un
tout qui se tient." One may compare pages 160 and 163.

City of God, 10.5-6. One may compare 10.19-20: "Thus
He is both the priest, Himself making the offering, and the
oblation. This is the reality, and He intended the daily
sacrifice of the church to be the sacramental symbol of this;
for the church, being the body of which He is the head,
learns to offer itself through Him. This is the true sacrifice;
and the sacrifices of the saints in earlier times were many
different symbols of it. . . . This was the supreme sacrifice,
and all the false sacrifices yielded place to it."

One may note in this regard that Augustine does not
understand Christ’s sacrifice as one that propitiates the
Father. In De Trinitate 13.11.15 he raises the question
whether "reconciled by the death of His Son" (Romans 5:10)
means that God the Father "saw the death of His Son for us
and was appeased towards us." Romans 8:31-32 demon-
strates that this cannot be the correct interpretation, since
God the Father "spared not His own Son, but delivered Him
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up for us all." Moreover, the Son was willing, since
Galatians 2:20 says that Christ "loved me and delivered up
Himself for me."

51. De Trinitate, 4.3.6 (NPNF 1.3, p. 72).

52. De Trinitate, 13.5.8 (NPNF 1.3, p. 171).

53. De Trinitate, 13.14.18 (NPNF 1.3, p. 177).

54. De Trinitate, 13.15.19 (NPNF 1.3, p. 177).

Dr. Rowan A. Greer of Yale University delivered the oral form of
this essay on March 16, 1994, as the annual lecture-in-convocation
of the Department of Historical Theology of Concordia Theological
Seminary.



The Filioqgue: What Is at Stake?

Avery Dulles, S.J.

The Nicene-Constantinopolitan Creed, together with the Apostles’
Creed and the Athanasian Creed, is one of the "three chief symbols”
recognized in the Lutheran Book of Concord. In many churches,
including the Roman Catholic, the Nicene-Constantinopolitan Creed
(which will henceforth be called simply the Nicene Creed) is
publicly sung or recited in the eucharistic liturgy on Sundays and
feast days. The Apostles” Creed is used at baptism. The third
creed, the Athanasian, traditionally formed part of the divine office
in the Roman Catholic Church. Although it was dropped from the
liturgy following the Second Vatican Council, it still belongs to the
creedal and dogmatic heritage of the church.

I. Historical Background

The Nicene Creed exists in two forms: the form commonly in use
in various Eastern churches and the Western form. The Eastern
form is the text of the creed attributed to the Council of Constantino-
ple (A.D. 381) and found in the proceedings of the Council of
Chalcedon (A.D. 451). It affirms simply that the Holy Spirit
proceeds from the Father—a statement taken from John 15:26, where
the Lord Jesus promises: "When the Counselor comes, whom I shall
send to you from the Father, even the Spirit of truth, who proceeds
from the Father, he will bear witness to me." The Western form,
familiar to both Lutherans and Roman Catholics, includes, besides
several minor variants, one major variant—the addition of the
filioque, that is to say, the assertion that the Spirit proceeds from the
Father and the Son.

Even before Chalcedon the doctrine of the twofold procession of
the Spirit was taught by a number of Western fathers, including
Tertullian, Hilary, Marius Victorinus, Augustine, and Leo the Great,
who was pope at the time of the Council of Chalcedon. From then
on, the doctrine became universal in the West. It was affirmed by
the so-called Athanasian Creed, a fifth-century Western composition
which was later erroneously attributed to Athanasius. Probably
under the influence of the Athanasian Creed, the filioque was
inserted into the Nicene Creed when it began to be sung in Spain,
late in the sixth century, about the time of the Third Council of
Toledo (A.D. 589). The filioque also served to emphasize, against
Arians and Priscillianists, the perfect equality between the Son and
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the Father. From Spain this form of the Nicene Creed spread to
England and Gaul, where it was strongly promoted by the Holy
Roman Emperors, beginning with Charlemagne. The Council of
Aachen (A.D. 809) ordered the solemn chanting of the creed in the
then current form, with the filioque, throughout the Holy Roman
Empire.

For more than two centuries the popes stood up against the
Western emperors in refusing to have the creed chanted in the mass
and in adhering to the unmodified text of the creed, which Leo III
had inscribed in Greek and Latin, without the filioque, on two silver
shields and hung on either side of the "confessio” in the Basilica of
St. Peter. But the popes also defended the orthodoxy of the double
procession against some Eastern objections. Although precise
information is lacking, historians commonly assert that the filioque
was introduced into the Roman liturgy by Pope Benedict VIII in
deference to the desires of the Emperor Henry II that the creed be
chanted in the mass when Henry came to Rome for his coronation
in A.D. 1014.

The Eastern fathers, although they were aware of the currency of
the filioque in the West, did not generally regard it as heretical.
Some, such as Maximus the Confessor, a seventh-century Byzantine
monk, defended it as a legitimate variation of the Eastern formula
that the Spirit proceeds from the Father through the Son.! In the
ninth century, the Patriarch Photius, who had a number of other
reasons for quarreling with the Latin West, complained that the
filioque was heretical. Rome’s subsequent action in sanctioning the
filioque in the Latin form of the creed heightened the tension,
preparing the way for the mutual anathemas issued by the Patriarch
Michael Caerularius and the papal legate Humbert of Silva Candida
in 1054.

The Fourth Lateran Council (A.D. 1215) affirmed the filioque both
in its creed and in its defense of the trinitarian doctrine of Peter
Lombard against Abbot Joachim. In 1274 the Second Council of
Lyons, in its Profession of Faith for the Eastern Emperor Michael
Paleologus VIII, insisted on the Western formulation. To meet some
Eastern objections, the Second Council of Lyons explained that the
Spirit proceeds not from two principles but from the Father and the
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Son as one co-principle. In 1439 another union-council, that of
Florence, achieved a fragile accord with the Greek delegation in
which the formulas "from the Father and the Son" and "from the
Father through the Son" were recognized as equivalent. But this
accord, like that of Lyons, was never received in Greece and
Constantinople, which fell under Turkish domination a few years
later (A.D. 1453).

At the time of the Reformation the filiogue was not an issue. It
was accepted as part of the Nicene Creed by Lutherans, Calvinists,
and Anglicans. The question was raised in new form in 1875, when
the Old Catholics sought to restore communion with the Orthodox
by conceding that the term filioque had been illegitimately added to
the creed, while affirming that the doctrine was admissible as a
theological opinion. In the Anglican communion, the Lambeth
Conference of 1978 accepted the recommendation of those involved
in the Orthodox-Anglican dialogue to suppress the filiogue, but the
resolution of the conference could only be implemented by the
various provinces of the Anglican communion, which generally have
made no change. In 1979 a theological consultation sponsored by
the Faith and Order Commission of the World Council of Churches
unanimously recommended that the creed should be restored to its
original form, as approved by the Council of Constantinople.” In
1990 the Faith and Order Commission issued a document, Confess-
ing One Faith, which encourages Christians to confess together the
creed in its original form.?

In the Roman Catholic Church the status of the filioque is
currently under discussion. Paul VI, in his Profession of Faith of
1968, intended for all Catholics, asserted: "We believe in the Holy
Spirit, the uncreated person who proceeds from the Father and the
Son as their eternal love." John Paul II, in his encyclical of 1986 on
the Holy Spirit, Dominum et Vivificantem, affirms in passing the
procession of the Holy Spirit from the Father and the Son (§2). But
the Holy See retains the original wording, without the filioque, when
the creed is recited in Greek. John Paul II authorized it to be said
in this form in 1981, at the celebration in St. Peter’s Basilica of the
sixteenth centenary of.the Council of Constantinople. Again in
1987, when Patriarch Demetrios visited Rome, he and the pope
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together recited the creed with the wording of Constantinople.

The Catechism of the Catholic Church (1992) reproduces the
Nicene Creed with the added phrase (§184) and in the text explains
that this Latin formulation does not contradict the Eastern formula
that the Spirit proceeds from the Father through the Son, provided
that neither formula is rigidly understood (§248). A number of
prominent theologians, including Yves Congar, have expressed
themselves as favoring the deletion of the filiogue even in the Latin
as an ecumenical gesture, provided that it be recognized that the
doctrine is not heretical and provided, furthermore, that the faithful
of both sides be pastorally prepared so that the "legitimate sensibili-
ties" of all are respected.*

II. Present Options

Three principal options seem to present themselves to the Western
churches at the present time:

(1.) They could insist on acceptance of the filioque as a
condition of full ecclesial communion, while rejecting the
formula "from the Father through the Son."

(2.) They could allow two or more alternative forms of the
creed. These might include the form that affirms the double
procession, the form that asserts the procession simply
"from the Father," and the form that declares "from the
Father through the Son."

(3.) They could suppress the filioque and revert to the
wording of the creed as approved in A.D. 381.

Several theologians have proposed mediating positions, but these
proposals do not seem to have eventuated in new practical possibili-
ties regarding the wording of the creed.’

A. Three Levels

The issues involved in the filioque are complex. In order to sort
them out it will pay to consider three levels of affirmation: the basic
Christian faith, official church teaching, and theological affirmation.

(1.) The basic Christian faith concerning the triune God, as taught



The Filioque 35

on the basis of Scripture by the ecumenical councils of the early
centuries, holds the reality of the one God, eternal and sovereign,
who exists as three eternal persons, inseparably united, each
possessing the fullness of the divinity, and hence equal in dignity
and majesty. The Father is the fontal source from whom the other
divine persons ultimately proceed. This faith, simultaneously
monotheistic and trinitarian, is common to all the principal Christian
churches, Western and Eastern.

(2.) Over and above this basic faith, official ecclesiastical
doctrine in the Western tradition affirms the filiogue on the basis of
a virtually unanimous consensus since the fourth century. Creeds,
councils, and popes have authoritatively taught that the Holy Spirit
proceeds from the Father and the Son. This consensus has been
accepted in the confessional documents of the Lutheran, Reformed,
and Anglican churches. Without wishing to judge how the matter
stands for other churches, the filiogue may be said, from a Roman
Catholic point of view, to have achieved the status of irreversible
ecclesiastical dogma. This status, however, does not necessarily
imply that the dogma has to be explicitly professed in the creed.
Indeed, the filiogue is not mentioned in the most ancient Western
creed, the Apostolicum. A creed is not intended to declare the whole
of Christian dogma but only certain cardinal points.

(3.) The faith and doctrine of the church inevitably raise
theological questions. Reflective Christians seek to understand how
it can be that the one God exists as three persons, each of whom
eternally possesses the fullness of the divinity. Theology attempts
to cast some light on the matter. According to a view that is widely
current in the West, the divine persons are subsistent relations, and
the two processions—those of the Son and the Holy Spirit—take
place according to the analogies of intellection and volition. In their
explanatory statements theologians deliberately go beyond the
dogmatic teaching of the church, while at the same time seeking to
interpret it. Conversely, theological reflection contributes to the
maturation of official doctrine. The Western councils in the Middle
Ages drew on the work of theologians such as Augustine, Thomas
Aquinas, and Bonaventure and endorsed some of their insights.
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B. Theological Grounds

The theological question about how to reconcile the plurality of
persons with the unity and simplicity of the godhead was discussed
both in the East and in the West. Eastern fathers such as Gregory
Nazianzen laid the groundwork for a solution by distinguishing
between the divine essence and the three hypostases and by making
use of the philosophical doctrine of relations. Building on these
elements, a series of Western theologians from Hilary and Ambrose,
through Augustine, Anselm, Richard of St. Victor, and Thomas
Aquinas, gradually perfected a systematic theology of the Trinity
that has satisfied many rigorous thinkers.® The filioque is an
essential ingredient in that system. The following summary will be
based primarily on the Summa Theologiae of Thomas Aquinas.’

In the first place, the theory affirms that the three divine persons
are subsistent relations, a unique and mysterious category that cannot
be known except through reflection on the data of revelation (S.T.,
1.29.4). Only in God can relations exist according to the category
of substance.

Secondly, the persons are distinguished by their relations of origin.
There are four such relations in God: paternity, filiation, active
spiration, and passive spiration. The Son is constituted by the first
pair of relations, the Spirit by the second (S.T., 1.28.4).

Thirdly, the system holds that the three divine persons are
identical with one another in all things except the mutually opposed
relations of origin (S.T., 1.30).* Fatherhood and sonship are
mutually opposed; active and passive spiration are mutually opposed.

From these three premises the procession of the Spirit from Father
and Son necessarily follows. The Father and Son are identical in
everything except the mutually opposed relations of fatherhood and
sonship. According to the famous dictum of Athanasius, "the same
things are said of the Son as are said of the Father, except His being
said to be ‘Father.”" The only thing that the Father alone can do is
to be Father, that is, to generate the Son. Since the Father does not
act alone in spirating the Spirit, the Spirit must proceed from the
Father and the Son as from a single co-principle. The Holy Spirit
is distinguished from the Son by a different relation of origin.
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The double procession of the Spirit can be established also by
recourse to the psychological analogy, which became standard in
trinitarian theology with Augustine. The processions are correlated
with the acts of intellection and volition, the two modes of action
proper to spiritual beings. The Son proceeds by way of intelligence
as the Father’s concept or mental word. The Father contemplates all
truth in the Word whom he conceives or engenders intellectually.
Since the Son fully expresses the Father’s mind, there is no room for
a further procession by way of understanding.

Spiritual beings can act, secondly, by way of love, the primary act
of the will. The will never acts blindly, since it is impossible to
love what one does not know. The act of love follows from, and
involves, the concept through which the object is known (S.T.,
1.27.3). Hence it follows that the love from which the Spirit
proceeds comes not only from the Father but also from the Son, the
engendered Word, and is the expression of their mutual love. The
most perfect love, that of friendship, involves distinct personal
subjects who are conjoined in a fruitful communion of love. The
Holy Spirit, then, results from the friendship between the Father and
the Son (S.T., 1.36.4, ad 1).

This psychological analogy helps to clarify the difference between
the generation of the Word and the procession of the Holy Spirit.
Intellectual conception produces a mental word or image, in which
the mind contemplates the real object. Love, however, does not
produce an image; it is an impulse going out to the beloved in itself.
The Spirit, arising through love, is not a word or image, as is the
Son (S.T., 1.27.4). Combining the psychological analogy with the
personal, many theologians teach that the Spirit, as the fruit of the
love of the Father and the Son, is the bond of peace and unity
between them. This theological systematization, although it is too
technical and speculative to attain dogmatic status, manifests the
inner intelligibility of the revealed mystery, which otherwise might
appear as a sheer conundrum. This intelligibility presupposes the
truth of the filioque.

A further asset of the filioque is the harmony it establishes
between the inner constitution of the Trinity and the missions by
which the Son and the Holy Spirit accomplish their saving work in
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history. In the New Testament the Son is frequently said to be sent
by the Father (John 5:23; 6:38-39; 7:28; Galatians 4:4). The Holy
Spirit is said to be sent by the Father (John 14:26; Galatians 4:6) and
by the Son (John 15:26; 16:7; 20:23; Acts 2:33), and in many of
these texts the Father and Son are mentioned together as being
involved in the sending of the Spirit. The Father, however, is never
said to be sent.

From these texts it seems evident that the processions underlie the
missions. The Father cannot be sent because He does not proceed.
The Son can be sent by the Father because He proceeds from the
Father. The Spirit can be sent by both Father and Son because He
proceeds from both. According to Thomas Aquinas the missions are
the processions, insofar as the processions connote an effect outside
of God (S.T., 1.43.2, especially ad 3). The external term in the case
of the mission of the Son is the hypostatic union, and in the case of
the Holy Spirit it is the inhabitation by which the creature is
sanctified.

C. The Stakes

In appraising the importance of the filiogue, one must compare it
with two other positions regarding the origin of the Spirit. The first,
the so-called "monopatrist”" position, affirms the procession of the
Spirit from the Father alone. This was the formula preferred by
Photius and his strict disciples, although it has little basis in the
carlier Eastern tradition. The other Eastern formula, that the Spirit
proceeds from the Father through the Son, is found in many Eastern
fathers, including Epiphanius, Ephrem, Cyril of Alexandria, and John
Damascene.'® This formula was also employed by the Patriarch
Tarasius at the Second Council of Nicea (A.D. 787)."

The first Eastern alternative, "from the Father alone," if asserted
in a rigid and exclusive way, has many disadvantages in comparison
with the filioque. Tt may be asked, most fundamentally, whether the
monopatrist position can account for the terminology of the New
Testament regarding the Holy Spirit. Admittedly we do not have
any New Testament text which teaches formally that the Spirit
proceeds from the Son, but a number of texts, read in convergence,
seem to imply this. John 5:19, for example, says that the Son does
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only what He sees the Father doing—a statement which seems to
refer to the externally existing Son and hence to imply that the Son,
together with the Father, breathes forth the Spirit. In John 16:14
Jesus says that the Spirit of Truth will take from the Son what is the
Son’s and declare it to the believing community. This "taking" is
often understood as referring to the procession. Then again, in the
Revelation to John, the river of the water of life is said to flow from
the throne of God and of the Lamb (Revelation 22:1). Read in
conjunction with Ezekiel 36:25-26, John 3:5, John 4:10, and 1 John
5:6-8, this river of living water may be understood as the life-giving
Spirit.

What is merely suggested by these texts is impressively confirmed
by the titles given to the Spirit in the New Testament. He is
repeatedly called the Spirit of the Son (Galatians 4:6), the Spirit of
Jesus (Acts 16:7), the Spirit of the Lord (2 Corinthians 3:17), the
Spirit of Christ (1 Peter 1:11), and the Spirit of Jesus Christ
(Philippians 1:19). It is not enough to declare that the Son sends the
Spirit, as most monopatrists do, since it must be explained how the
Son gets the power to send the Spirit as His own. Correctly
insisting that the temporal truth must have an eternal ground, Karl
Barth holds that the Spirit of the Son eternally proceeds from the
Son.'?

This first criticism leads to a second. The monopatrist position
invites an unfortunate split between what God is in Himself (the
"immanent Trinity") and how He acts in the history of salvation (the
"economic Trinity"). Barth rightly protests against the separation
sometimes made between the immanent Trinity and the economic
Trinity, or between the divine being and the divine energies.”
Reacting against such dichotomies, Barth maintains that the sending
of the Spirit by the Father and the Son implies His origin from
both."* God cannot manifest Himself in His historical action as
anything different from that which He is antecedently in Himself,

A third weakness in the monopatrist position has already been
suggested above. If the Spirit proceeds from the Father alone, it is
hard to see how the Son and the Spirit differ. Many Eastern fathers
confessed their inability to give a satisfactory answer to this
question. They sometimes describe the procession of the Spirit as
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a prolongation of the generation of the Son, as though the latter were
in need of completion in its own order. In the Western theory,
however, as already explained with the help of Thomas Aquinas, it
is luminously clear why the procession of the Spirit is different in
kind from the generation of the Son. If the Holy Spirit had the same
relation of origin as the Son, the two could not differ from each
other.

Fourthly and lastly, the monopatrist position runs the risk of
portraying the Son and the Spirit as two autonomous and competing
agencies, so that what is given to the Son is subtracted from the
Spirit and vice-versa. This portrayal imperils the unity of the
economy of salvation, according to which all grace and sanctification
are from the three divine persons operating in unison—from the
Father as sending, from the Son as sent by the Father, and from the
Holy Spirit as sent by both the Father and the Son. Just as the Holy
Spirit is at work in the incarnation of the Son, so the Son is present
in the indwelling of the Spirit. In some Eastern theologies one gets
the impression that an independent sphere of action is being allotted
to the Spirit. This tenet would compromise the unity of the godhead
and the universal efficacy of Christ’s redemptive mediation.

The filioque must also be compared with the other Eastern
formula, that the Spirit proceeds from the Father through the Son.
Here a more nuanced judgment is required. The formulas using
"and" and "through" may be seen not as contradictory but as
complementary. Approaching the same mystery from different
points of view, both formulas fall short of encompassing the full
reality that is intended. In the seventh century, as mentioned above,
the Byzantine monk Maximus the Confessor maintained that the
filioque was a legitimate variation of the doctrine that the Spirit
proceeds from the Father through the Son. Thomas Aquinas, in the
thirteenth century, maintained that the expression "through the Son"
was orthodox and did not contradict what he himself understood by
the filioque (S.T., 1.36.3). The Council of Florence, as we have
seen, admitted the legitimacy of both formulas.

Some prefer the formulation using "through" because they think
that it better preserves the so-called "monarchy" of the
Father—namely, the fact that the Father is the fontal source of all
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divinity. Augustine, while preferring the filioque, concedes that the
Spirit proceeds "principally" (principaliter) from the Father, in the
sense that the Father alone is the underived source (principium sine
principio), whereas the Son is the derived source (principium
principatum).”

Yet the expression "from the Father through the Son" labors under
one major difficulty. It gives the impression that the Spirit is
differently related to the Father and to the Son, as though the Father
were only a remote rather than an immediate source. The "through"
can easily be understood as though the Son were a mere instrument
used by the Father, somewhat as a person might speak by means of
a microphone. Thomas points out that the Son does not receive the
capacity to spirate as a superadded power, but as a power that
pertains to Him by His very being as Son. The Spirit, therefore,
proceeds immediately and equally from both Father and Son (S.T.,
1.36.3, ad 2). The filioque formula indicates more clearly that the
Father and the Son have the same identical relationship to the Spirit.
If this case were not so, the Son would not be one with the Father
in all things except in being Son.

D. An Objection to the Filioque

At this point an objection arises against the Western formula. If
the Son’s equality with the Father depends upon His being co-
principle in actively spirating the Holy Spirit, does not the inability
of the Spirit to originate or send any other divine person make the
Spirit inferior? Eastern theologians often accuse the West of
subordinating the Spirit to the Son.

This difficulty, however, arises even against the Eastern theories,
since they insist on the prerogatives of the Father as the person who
proceeds from no other. The Eastern tradition, heavily imbued with
neo-Platonism, has always been in danger of embracing an emanatio-
nist view in which the Father alone has the fullness of the divinity,
with the Son and the Spirit being subordinated at least to the Father
as the fontal source. To avoid this pitfall, it is necessary to insist
that the persons who proceed are not inferior provided that they
receive the fullness of the divinity as their own. Both the Son and
the Holy Spirit, although they proceed from the Father (or from the
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Father and the Son), possess the entire divine being by way of
identity. Hence neither of them is inferior to the other or to the
Father. The procession of the Spirit from the Son as well as from
the Father does not subordinate the Spirit to the Son any more than,
on the Eastern theory, the procession of the Son and the Spirit
subordinate them to the Father.

E. Choosing an Option

The options regarding the creed, as already indicated, are basically
as follows: either to impose one formula as the only legitimate one
or to admit two or more concurrent formulas. Three formulas are in
question concerning the procession of the Holy Spirit: from the
Father alone, from the Father through the Son, and from the Father
and the Son.

The extreme Eastern position would be to insist on the original
Constantinopolitan wording, with the understanding that it be
interpreted as meaning "from the Father alone." The filiogue would
be branded as heretical. This approach is the one which has been
called here the Photian or monopatrist position.

The extreme Western position would be to insist on the filiogue
as the only legitimate way of reciting the creed. This was the
position of the Carolingian theologians of the eighth and early ninth
centuries, who rejected the validity of the formula that the Spirit
proceeds from the Father through the Son.

A third option is that adopted by the Roman Catholic Church in
recent centuries—to retain the filioque in the Latin creed while
allowing Eastern Catholics to recite the creed according to the
Eastern custom, without the filioque. Eastern Catholic churches are
today free to omit the filioque, and some do omit it. If this policy
is continued, Eastern churches coming into union with Rome in the
future will not be required to add the filiogue to the creed, even
though they would be held to recognize: the orthodoxy of the
expression.

A fourth proposal, currently favored in many ecumenical circles,
is to delete the filioque from the creed, while insisting at the same
time that the Western formulation is not heretical. In favor of this
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option one may say that it would give all major Christian groups,
whether Eastern or Western, a common creed by which they could
express their adherence to the basic Christian faith, even while
recognizing disagreements about certain issues not settled by the
creed.

This fourth option presents severe difficulties for Western
Christians who are convinced of the truth and legitimacy of the
filioque. In the absence of a solemn and binding declaration from
the Eastern Churches that they accepted the orthodoxy of the
filioque, the gesture of striking the term from the creed would short-
circuit the ecumenical process by failing to confront the question
whether the Latin church had been guilty of heresy for the past
fifteen hundred years. The suppression would be taken in some
quarters as an admission that the term was illegitimately added, or
even false. The reversion to the earlier form of the creed would
diminish the intelligibility of the revealed mystery, so brilliantly
elucidated by theologians such as Augustine and Thomas Aquinas.
The action, moreover, would obscure the intimate connection
between the immanent and the economic Trinity, between the
processions and the missions. In the end it would raise questions
about whether the gift of the Spirit who is poured out into our hearts
is really the same as the Spirit who exists from all eternity in the
godhead.

If the Eastern churches were to make it clear that they could
accept the filioque as a legitimate theological opinion, the conse-
quences of the change would be less damaging, but in that case there
would be no imperative reason why the West should abandon its
long-standing tradition. If the orthodoxy of both the Eastern and
Western formulations is clear, both may be tolerated without
divisiveness, the one for the creed in Greek and Slavic liturgies, the
other for churches of the Latin rite.'®

By no means, to be sure, should the insertion of a Western
interpolation into the creed be made a condition of reunion with the
East. A number of ecumenical experts, indeed, have declared that
it ought not be added to the creed in Greek, on the ground that the
Greek term &xmopevetou, unlike the Latin procedit and the English
"proceeds," carries with it the notion of proceeding from an original
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source—a source that has no prior source."”

The problem of the filiogue is in the last analysis inseparable from
that of the development of dogma. Much of the Eastern opposition
was occasioned by the view that the creed of Constantinople was not
subject to any modification. The Greek theologians at the Council
of Florence argued that the addition of the filioqgue was a violation
of the decree of Ephesus (A.D. 431) that "no one should profess,
write, or compose any faith other than that defined by the holy
fathers who were gathered at Nicea with the Holy Spirit" (D.S. 265).
The Latin theologians replied that these words were intended to
prevent any change of the faith, but not any change in the words of
the creed. This interpretation was surely correct, because the Nicene
Creed, to which the fathers at Ephesus were referring, did not yet
have the words about the procession of the Holy Spirit that were
added at Constantinople and were still to be approved by Chalcedon.
The Council of Florence decided that the filioque had been licitly
and reasonably added to the creed in order to make its meaning
more explicit in the face of misunderstandings (D.S. 1302).

Just as it was proper for the Council of Nicea to add the
Opoovolov to the earlier wording of the creed, and as it was proper
for Constantinople to insert a clause regarding the procession of the
Spirit from the Father, so, according to the Western view, it was
proper for later councils and popes to make a further modification
to clarify the relation between the Spirit and the Son. Nothing can
deprive the church of its power to retouch the creed provided that its
meaning is not deformed. Before it was approved by Rome, the
filiogue had been universally accepted in Western theology; it had
been sanctioned by local councils in several countries and had
entered into the liturgical usage of many, if not most, Western
churches. The Holy See was not imposing anything new, but simply
confirming what was already deeply ingrained in the sense of the
faithful. While the filioque is not the only orthodox way of
expressing the procession of the Holy Spirit, it embodies a profound
truth that should not be sacrificed out of indifference, agnosticism,
or ignorance, nor be discarded for the sake of a merely apparent
unity. The toleration of different wording in the Eastern and
Western churches seems, then, in this writer’s judgment, ecumenical-
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ly appropriate at the present time. The one faith may be expressed
in different formulations that are compatible and mutually comple-
mentary.
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God the Son and Hermeneutics:
A Brief Study in the Reformation

David P. Scaer

I. Hermeneutics in General
A. A Christological Skill

In his Evangelical Interpretation: Perspectives on Hermeneutical
Issues, the Evangelical New Testament scholar Millard J. Erickson
makes this observation on theology:

Frequently those who are the most effective practitioners of
a given skill cannot explain how they do it. They either
possess this ability intuitively, like musicians who play "by
ear," or they have so assimilated the methodology that they
are no longer conscious of the steps that they go through in
executing that action, like experienced drivers driving an
automobile. . . .

Likewise, many of the most important theologians in the
history of the church did not write discourses on theological
methodology. They simply proceeded to do theology,
correlating their statements with the pressing issues and
thought forms of the day.

Erickson offers Augustine and Martin Luther as examples.! Instinc-
tively one knows that Erickson is right. Dance lessons by them-
selves no more produce great dancers than do piano lessons great
pianists. Hermeneutics requires a method, but ultimately it is a skill
grounded in the faith of the interpreter within the context of the
church.” In a Lutheran context the intuition of faith is christological.

B. The Failure of Humanism

All Lutheran theologians from Luther to Pieper have made this
fact clear when they claim that suffering (Anfechtung; tentatio) is a
component of the theological task.’> Theology, especially hermeneu-
tics, originates and finds its goal within the context of the Christian
life, denoted not by proscriptions (law), but comprehended in and by
christology (gospel). Christology is more than an abstract theologi-
cal discipline; it is a sharing in Christ’s suffering in which the true
knowledge of God (theology) is grasped. From his burden the
interpreter may instinctively flee, desiring the safe haven of a
precisely defined science, but the land of pleasant neutrality is never
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found. Erasmus, who gave the Reformation the Greek New
Testament, distanced himself from the conflict which Luther’s
Reformation brought. He died an outcast and was excommunicated
after his death; he was branded a heretic and his books were
banned.* As a textual critic and linguistic scholar Luther came in
second—or third if Calvin be added to the list—but he found Christ
in the Scriptures.

C. Method and Its Limitations

Questionable is any claim that theology and with it biblical inter-
pretation are abstract sciences, acquired and then measured by the
application of principles and regulations. A variety of often
contradictory results come from those applying the same principles.
Erasmus, Luther, and Calvin were all exegetical scholars, and Luther
was the least methodical. A purely scientific method would be
possible if the Bible could be approached from a position of nearly
absolute religious, philosophical, or literary neutrality. Humanism
failed in this attempt. Locating a point of literary neutrality even in
non-religious writings is elusive. Within their own spheres Shake-
spearian and American constitutional scholars do not agree. An
objective literary hermeneutic remains as elusive as Camelot. The
Jesus Seminar, for all of its self-heralded scientific objectivity, is
hardly more than a curiosity in what must appear to some a carnival
with each scholar hawking his own wares. Polling scholars to
determine the authentic words of Jesus is no more valuable (scholar-
ly) than asking Lutherans what they believe so as to determine the
Lutheran faith. This undertaking is sociology gone awry and
allowed to trespass where it does not belong. Scientific exegesis
ultimately fails because it assumes that a modicum of objectivity can
be located. The content and purpose of the Bible (law and gospel)
permit no reader the luxury of neutral, scholarly objectivity. His
faith or lack of faith involves him at the deepest level of his
existence as he is battered between the seeming contradiction in the
God who constantly reverses Himself by rejecting (law) and
accepting him (gospel). Claims of discovering the high ground of
neutral territory are deluded. Distinctions, made in sermons to
seminarists and pastors, between a "professional" and a "devotional"
study of the Bible are somewhat puzzling and are hardly Luther-like,
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since no one is ever excused from the combat of faith.
D. Unplanned Discoveries: Unearthing Old Treasures

Even within the same religious community, it would be impudent
to suggest that one person (even Luther), one method, or one com-
mentary has exhausted the full meaning of the Scriptures and
nothing new can be learned. Biblical commentaries can never be
treated rightly as exhaustive, although they are often treated as if
they were. Commentators are hermeneutical combatants with the
rest of us. Luther and his fellow-reformers approached the Scrip-
tures differently. Luther spoke of interpreting the Scriptures as
walking in the woods. One.can walk where he wants and may walk
where he has already gone to see things which he did not see the
first time.> A trip to the botanical garden in which the flora are
labeled may be helpful to the uninitiated, but it can never match the
sheer joy of discovery. The fathers have made paths through the
woods, but we may leave the beaten track. Often, much to our cha-
grin, paths new to us are already charted by the fathers. Still, as
children, we are entitled to the thrill of discovery. We can take the
hands of the fathers, but studying the map is no substitute for
enjoying the scenery. London may be old to one man, but another
can discover it for himself.®

If we believe that the Scriptures are a divine book, we shall be
drawn into its pages. Here our finite minds pursue in the joy of
faith the infinite God revealed in the cross. The right of pursuit
does not, of course, give license to crazed wandering exegetes to
head for the forests with chain-saws, but it is a passport to go where
we and others have already gone and see what was not seen the first
time. Biblical interpretation is more than a constant reshuffling of
a deck of cards. Rather the interpreter will be consumed by those
Scriptures which he consumes. He never fully envelops what fully
envelops him.

E. Scripture as Churchly Domain

Those who find themselves only condemned by the Scriptures
readjust them or put them aside, but those who find redemption there
are drawn by them into the church. The Spirit who inspired the
Scriptures is the same Spirit who helped Christ to offer up an eternal
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sacrifice and who brings the listener to Christ as the content of the
Scriptures. They belong to the church. He comes to us in the
Scriptures and joins our existence in the sacraments. The custom of
placing the gospel-book on the altar is a profound symbol of the
ecclesial and christological nature of Scripture. Inspiration without
christology turns gracious invitations into rules and principles. The
Bible arises and functions in and for the church to awaken and
confirm faith in the Christ encountered in the sacraments.

F. Setting Boundaries

The task and title here, "God the Son and Hermeneutics," would
be unacceptable to Helmut Koester, who disputes the distinctions
between secular and sacred documents. The Gospel of Thomas has
as much weight as John. Cicero, Socrates, Philo, Jesus, and Paul are
equals. Walls separating university and seminary are artificial.” For
Lutherans the principle suggested in the title, "God the Son and
Hermeneutics," is self-understood. Remove Christ and the law
becomes the functional hermeneutical key. Then God’s final word
becomes what we must do and not what He has already done. Law
and gospel are reversed.

II. Johannes Bugenhagen and the Psalms
A. Looking for Guides

While asserting the interpreter’s right to wander around in the
woods without having others barking at him, these woods are
churchly domain. Like children at play, we never want to go so far
that we no longer see the lights in the house. Our Lutheran
Confessions find our homes in Ceasarea, Constantinople, Milan,
Hippo, and Rome.? In .addition, of course, Wittenberg beckons.

B. Bugenhagen’s Place in the Reformation

The Lutheran Theological Journal of May 1992 contains an article
by Maurice E. Schild on Johann Bugenhagen’s approach to the
Psalms.” If he had lived in a different place and time, he may have
achieved a greatness denied those who live in the shadow of a giant
(in this case Luther). He is immortalized by Lucas Cranach the
Younger on the triptych over the altar of St. Mary’s Church in
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Wittenberg, where he was pastor and shared the pulpit with Luther.
There he lies buried. On the right panel of the triptych is Melanch-
thon baptizing an infant by immersion. In the center stands Luther
preaching. Superimposed between him and the congregation, which
includes his wife and son, is the crucified Christ. The Lutheran
hermeneutical principle is obvious. By itself this painting expresses
the theme here of "God the Son and Hermeneutics." Like St. Paul
Luther intended to preach nothing except Christ and Him crucified
and saw all his theology in christological dimensions. On an upper
panel Luther, Bugenhagen, and other reformers gather for eucharistic
celebration with Jesus as the host who is then also symbolized by
the slain lamb on the table. The passover, the institution of the
eucharist, and the participation of the reformers, events covering
three thousand years are brought together on one canvas. Mysteries
of Old Testament promise, New Testament atonement, and eucharist
comprise one reality. Artists on one canvas can confess mysteries
for which theologians need pages. On the right panel stands
Bugenhagen alone, holding the keys of his office, one restoring a
penitent sinner and another excommunicating an impenitent. On the
triptych is the triumvirate of the Reformation: Melanchthon, Luther,
and Bugenhagen. Here is the heart and content of Lutheran
theology: baptism, preaching, the eucharist, and the pastoral office
pictured in the Bugenhagen’s keys. Luther fueled the Reformation
and Melanchthon provided the confessional structure, but Bugen-
hagen was the episcopus, planting the Reformation and liturgically
restructuring the north German and Danish churches.”

From 1517 to 1521 Bugenhagen was already lecturing on the
Psalms to the monks in Belbeck in Pomerania, the region from
which he took his Latin name, Pomeranus." In March of 1521 he
arrived in Wittenberg. Luther left on April 2 for Worms and exile
in the Wartburg until the spring of 1522, In a letter of 1518
Bugenhagen makes reference to Luther. Scholars believe he had his
own "tower experience" in reading the Babylonian Captivity in
1520."> During Luther’s absence he lectured on the Psalms for
Pomeranian students. Before he had reached Psalm 16, the room
was so filled that the self-invited Melanchthon suggested that the
lectures be offered at the university (from November 1521 to March
1523)."* In 1523 Bugenhagen became pastor of St. Mary’s Church
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and in 1533 a doctor of theology and professor in the university."
In 1537 he was third among forty-three theologians to sign the
Smalcald Articles, his signature appearing after Luther and Justus
Jonas. During Luther’s absence he resisted Karlstadt, and after the
reformer’s death, he opposed the interims.”* He died in 1558 at the
age of seventy-two, a man of remarkable and unquestionable confes-
sional Lutheran credentials. Influenced by Luther, Bugenhagen was
autodidactic, but he shared with him the sense of a tortured soul
searching for salvation. Luther was his father, but he was Luther’s

Beichtvater and episcopus.
C. Bugenhagen's Commentary and Luther’s Preface

Bugenhagen's Librum Psalmorum Interpretatio was so important
that, upon his return, Luther urged its publication and he and
Melanchthon provided prefaces for the first edition in 1524."
Luther lectured on the Psalms from 1513 to 1515" and wrote
another commentary on the Psalms in 1525."® To Martin Bucer
Luther wrote that Bugenhagen with his exegesis of the Psalms was
"on the mark" and urged him to prepare a German translation which
appeared in January 1526."” By 1679 the Latin version had appeared
in sixteen editions. It lies at the center of the exegetical thinking of
the Reformation. In his preface Luther said: "Among the number [of
the elect] is Johannes Bugenhagen, the bishop of Wittenberg
["Pomeranus episcopus ecclesiac VVittembergen"] by the will of
God and our Father, through whose gift this Psalter ["hoc Psalteri-
um"] is given opening to you, dear reader, by the Spirit of Christ,
who is the key of David." Christology or, more precisely, Christ is,
according to Luther, the hermeneutical key, and Bugenhagen by
God’s grace had found it. Bugenhagen is for Luther "the first in the
world who deserves to be called an interpreter of the Psalms" ("huc
Pomeranu primu in orbe psalterii interpres”). Melanchthon in his
preface said of Bugenhagen’s commentary: "Mercuriales statuae
vias indicant."?

D. Christ, the Key for Luther and Bugenhagen

Bugenhagen’s commentary differs from Luther’s, as Luther’s two
commentaries differ from each other. Not even Luther followed the
same path through the woods, but both Luther and Bugenhagen
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found Christ.2! Luther declares:

Every prophecy and every prophet must be understood as
referring to Christ the Lord except where it is clear from
plain words someone else is spoke of. For thus He Himself
says: "Search the Scriptures, . . . and it is they that bear
witness to Me" (John 5:39). Otherwise it is most certain
that searchers will not find what they are searching for. For
that reason some explain very many psalms not prophetical-
ly but historically, following certain Hebrew rabbis who are
falsifiers and inventors of Jewish vanities. No wonder,
because they are far from Christ (that is, from the truth).
"But we have the mind of Christ," says the apostle (1 Cor-
inthians 2:16).2

Bugenhagen’s approach to the Scriptures is caught by the titles
which Hans Hermann Holfelder gave to his studies of Bugenhagen’s
commentaries on Paul’s epistles (Solus Christus)*® and the Psalms
(Tentatio et Consolatio)* Solus Christus expresses Luther’s own
theology®® and Tentatio et Consolatio expresses Luther’s dilemma of
being condemned and accepted by God at the same time.”* This
dilemma of rejection and acceptance describes the Christian experi-
ence in confronting God, but also the experience of Christ Himself
as the one who is made sin (in death) and the one who is vindicated
and declared righteous by God (in the resurrection). The characteris-
tic Lutheran principle of law and gospel is christological; Christ
knows intimately, even more profoundly, what every Christian
experiences in being rejected (law) and then accepted (gospel) by
God. The title Tentatio et Consolatio is as much christological as
is Solus Christus. The cry of the forsaken (Psalm 22:1) is prayed by
Christ and believers in Christ.

E. Christus Qui Clavis David

Schild notes, as others have, that Bugenhagen’s commentary is not
a modern one.”” He does, however, attend to exegetical details and
textual criticism.”® Schild calls the commentary "a work of spiritual
edification in which he [Bugenhagen] teaches that the Psalter is
opened through the Spirit of Christ, who is ‘the key of David’—as
Luther rejoiced in his preface."” Luther echoed his preface to the
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lectures on the Psalms which he delivered between 1513 and 1515,
providing nine biblical references, including Revelation 3:7, identify-
ing Jesus as the key of David, and Psalm 40:7, "In the roll of the
book it is written of Me."® In biblical interpretation Bugenhagen
and Luther come from Christ and return to Him.*' Christ is the
hermeneutical key.* In Reformed and Evangelical hermeneutics this
role is played by the Spirit.”®> A christological hermeneutic and not
inspiration accounts for Lutheran differences with others on justifica-
tion, sanctification, the ministry (including our opposition to the
ordination of women), the sacraments, and the person and work of
Christ.*

F. Confessio Autoris

Biblical hermeneutics presupposes faith, because Christ through
the biblical text embraces the interpreter. Bugenhagen’s interpreta-
tion of the Psalms was his spiritual autobiography, confessio autoris.
Yet he was an accomplished linguist and had come under the
influence of the humanists Faber Stapulensis and Erasmus and was
known by them.** He prepared three translations of the Psalms from
Hebrew into Latin®® As a scholar he compared the Hebrew text
with the Septuagint and Vulgate and eventually Luther’s German
translation; he lectured and wrote in the Latin language. His
christological hermeneutic was not compensation for a linguistic
deficit. His christological conclusions can hardly be explained alone
as the results of the proper application of. linguistic or scientific
methods. Erasmus, with his view of the Scriptures as the source of
Christian life, was Bugenhagen’s nemesis, whose views he rejected
as his own priores errores.”” He, like Luther, admits undergoing a
conversion from the human righteousness which he knew under the
papacy and Erasmus to a righteousness given in Christ. Luther was
by far the more famed opponent of Erasmus (notably in his Bondage
of the Will), but he had never been under humanism’s spell as
Bugenhagen confessed that he had been.

As Bugenhagen was drawn into the text, it spoke of David, of
Christ, and of himself. Bugenhagen used Nicholas of Lyra against
the allegorizing of Augustine, but did not adopt Lyra’s application
of the sensus literalis, steering a course in between the two.”®
Seeing the psalms in terms of the psalmist, of Christ, and of himself
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did not introduce various layers of meaning, since christology was
the key to all three arenas involved. Christ participates in the lives
and deaths of believers, as they participate in His life and death, a
reciprocal imputation and participation. Pietism separated sanctifica-
tion from justification and lost the christological perspective. With
sanctification seen as self-conscious moral achievement, the way was
open to separating ethics from God and religion in the Enlighten-
ment. Bugenhagen was religiously self-conscious of being a sinner
and not of his own moral accomplishment. Christology distinguishes
Lutheran hermeneutics as it does the Lutheran view of sanctification.
"Christ is made our sanctification,"*

G. Peccatum Reliquum

As for Luther, so for Bugenhagen, the past was never entirely
wiped away, but came back to plague him." The good tree of
Psalm 1 at times produces rotten apples. "For there is in the saints
a peccatum reliquum, which, however, is not imputed because of
faith."*' Bugenhagen finds himself among both the righteous and the
wicked in Psalm 1. While he was leading others into his error of
(popish) works-righteousness, God had compassion on him and
restored him. "God took pity on human error [and] brought back
apostolic times and the preaching of His gospel according to the
Spirit of Christ."*> We, not others, are the sinners. God’s enemies
are ourselves. Bugenhagen made this confession:

Once I was an offense to God, but now I am the one who
has been made an offense to men, especially to those for
whom the gospel of Christ is more of an offense than I am.
For the change in my lot I will forever thank God the Father
and our Lord Jesus Christ, beseeching Him, to give me His
Spirit, through which I will have the strength to meditate on
His law [lege, the Scriptures] day and night, that by the
comfort of the Spirit I may avoid the offense of the teach-
ings of the Antichrist and through love bear the sins and fol-
lies of my weaker brothers, to many of which I myself am
abundantly [nimiaque, immoderately] given.*’

Even in his state of being saved Bugenhagen sees himself as
sinner, and thus he represents the classical Lutheran understanding
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of simul iustus et peccator. A Christian is released from sin purely
by God’s grace so that he may help others who show the same
imperfections which exist excessively in him. In looking at Psalm
1 Bugenhagen does not find himself as a spectator cheering the
righteous and heckling the wicked, as Calvin does in his commen-
tary,* but rather finds himself on both sides, not watching but
participating. In helping relieve the sins of others, he finds that they
are only a reflection of a worse condition in himself.** Bugenhagen
finds himself in the battered condition of David who finds himself
rejected by God and condemned by others, often for things of which
he is unaware, and finally accepted by God. The great reformer
could see in Bugenhagen'’s self-portrait his own image. He "had hit
the mark."*® In the back of Bugenhagen’s mind is Erasmus for
whom the law is praecepta lex," anticipating Calvin for whom the
law reenters the Christian life with prescriptions and regulations.
The "study of the law" means that "that God is rightly served when
His law is obeyed."*® For Bugenhagen the torah (Scripture) is the
verbum Dei or the evangelium Christi.*

H. Christ and Then the Man Who Is in Christ

The continuing quest for the historical Jesus regardless of the
quantity of details unearthed hardly qualifies as christology, since it
concerns itself in locating Jesus as an historical figure without
relating him to either God or mankind or the reader of the biblical
texts.® Carl Braaten calls it "Jesuology." Luther says as much in
condemning rabbinic exegesis.”® Christology means instead that
Jesus is the manifestation of God to us and the presentation of us to
God. In Him we see God and in Him God sees us. Jesus is on all
sides of the theological equation. Christ is inclusive of the divine
and human; nothing less could be expected of a Chalcedonian
christology. Also for Bugenhagen’s hermeneutic Christ is founda-
tional. Biblical interpretation begins and returns to Him.

In dealing with Psalm 1, Bugenhagen relates "blessed" to the
Beatitudes: "Blessed are the poor in spirit. Blessed are the
merciful. Blessed are those who suffer persecution on account of
righteousness ["propter iustitiam"]. Blessed are you when they speak
evil of [curse] you." He then refers to Jeremiah 17: "Cursed is the
man who trusts in himself"; "Blessed is the man who trusts in the
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Lord." The Hebrew text is compared with the Septuagint and the
Vulgate. Where the Septuagint uses the singular, the Hebrew uses
the plural and the Latin has beatitudines viro sunt. The Hebrew text,
he notes, moves between the singular and plural. Bugenhagen
identifies the blessed man first as Christ and then the man who is in
Christ. "Beatus vir, qui hic describit, primu est Christus Dominus
propter nos homo factus, deinde quilibet homo qui est in Christo.">?
Luther in his lectures of 1512 saw the beatus vir in christological
terms: "The first psalm speaks literally concerning Christ thus."**
Bugenhagen went a step further by referring to the believers of the
Old and New Testaments. A christological hermeneutic is ecclesial:

When we speak in this way [the man who is in Christ], do
not think that we are excluding believers who died before
the incarnation of Christ; for all those are in Christ who
looked for the coming of the Woman’s Seed, who would
crush the head of the serpent (Genesis 3) and [who looked
for the coming] of the Seed of Abraham by whom all the
nations of the earth would be blessed (Genesis 22). Christ
. . . [is] set forth as the goal, as it is said in Luke 2.5

After Bugenhagen speaks of the "blessed man" first as Christ and
then as the church, because it is "in Christ," he speaks of himself,
the interpreter of the psalm. "For whoever does not believe that he
is one with Christ, that one will never understand the Psalms."

1. Christus-Summum Sacramentum

Also characteristic of Bugenhagen’s hermeneutic is his sacramen-
tal approach to the Psalms. In connection with the "cup" of Psalm
23 he makes eucharistic references, as also in connection with the
"remembrance” and "food" of Psalm 111:4-5. He also refers to John
6. While the Lord’s Supper is for Bugenhagen sacramentum itself,
it still points to Christ who is summum sacramentum.® As Bugen-
hagen spoke christologically of his dilemma, he could likewise speak
of Christ sacramentally, anticipating Articles VII and VIII of the
Formula of Concord.

J. The "Zwinglian" Distortion and Bucer

Bugenhagen followed medieval precedence in making eucharistic
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references in connection with Psalm 111:4-5: "He caused His
wonderful works to be remembered."”’ His commentary appeared
on the eve of the Zwinglian denial of Christ’s bodily presence in the
Lord’s Supper and did not necessarily use the terms which later
became familiar to Lutherans. Bucer, asked by Luther to translate
the book, took the opportunity, as Schild notes, to "read the
Bugenhagen texts as if they were open to a Zwinglian denial of the
real presences [sic!] and, in his free translation, took the risk of
rewriting them accordingly."® Translator traditor est!® Bucer did
the same with Luther. Bucer was unaware of certain tracts which
Bugenhagen had written in 1525 in the course of his controversy
with Karlstadt, one addressed to Thomas More on iconoclasm and
another addressed to a clergyman of Breslau "against the new error
concerning the sacrament of the body and blood of the Lord Jesus
Christ."®® Both Luther and Bugenhagen were outraged at Bucer’s
alterations and published treatises against him. In a response Bucer
(1527) pleaded ignorance, and Bugenhagen declared matters at an
end in 1528. Bugenhagen’s exchange with Bucer was the first step
in the debate between Luther and Zwingli on the Lord’s Supper, an
issue which has permanently divided Protestants from one another.
Bugenhagen, with his christological and sacramental hermeneutic,
was first in the arena against the denial of the real presence. Luther,
in the face of Bucer’s ‘attempt to paint Bugenhagen as Zwinglian,
defended him and permitted his preface to stand.

K. Christological Hermeneutic as Inclusive Exegesis

Bugenhagen was no peripheral figure in the Reformation. Luther
was his father, but he was for Luther a bishop (episcopus) and
confessor (Beichtvater), a friend closer than either Melanchthon or
Justus Jonas. On the way to meet the papal legate, Luther said to
Bugenhagen, "Da fahren der deutsche Papst und Kardinal Pomera-
nus."®" Luther was pope and Bugenhagen his legate. The Commen-
tarius Pomeranii is a window into a leading soul of the Reformation
shared with Luther. When Bugenhagen came to occurrences of
"David" in the Psalms (as in 132), not merely the phrase "Son of
David," he saw Jesus as the real "David."® Schild says of Bugen-
hagen’s interpretation: "The closer Christ is to David, the closer is
the Lord to our temptations, sufferings and sin."®® A christological
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hermeneutic does not confront us with making a separation between
Christ and believers. Christology, history, and autobiography (sanc-
tification) are perspectives on one reality. The times of Israel, of
Christ, and of the church are not divorced from one another.** In
Cranach’s altar-painting, again, the reformers sit for the sacrament
with the risen Christ at the table and the passover lamb, signifying
Christ, on the table. Christ is in all parts of the equation. In another
painting in St. Mary’s Church Bugenhagen is placed in the scene of
John’s baptism of Jesus, recalling Luther’s baptismal hymn: "To
Jordan Came Christ the Lord." Now Bugenhagen is in the equation.
Christ’s baptism is his. Bugenhagen’s hermeneutic is classically
Lutheran, simply because it is christological.

After Luther’s death Bugenhagen faced personal tragedy and a
church weakened by compromising friends. When Wittenberg was
occupied by the imperial forces of Charles V, he remained. In 1556
he addressed his last episcopal letter to the Saxon pastors, and in
1557 he preached his last sermon. Until he died on the night of
April 19-20, 1558, the now blind reformer daily attended services in
the church. Perhaps his faith can be described in this statement
gleaned from his commentary by Schild: "Christ would not be king
were he defeated in His saints."®

Endnotes
1. Millard J. Erickson, Evangelical Interpretation (Grand Rapids,
Michigan: Baker Book House, 1993), 80-81.
2. Lex orandi lex credendi.
3. Readers are referred to Paul Buehler, Die Anfechtungen bei

Martin Luther (Zurich: Zwingli Verlag, 1942); Francis Pieper,
Christian Dogmatics (St. Louis: Concordia Publishing House,
1950), 188-189; David P. Scaer, "The Concept of Anfechtungen
in Luther’s Thought," Concordia Theological Quarterly, 47:1
(January 1983), 15-30.

4. William Manchester, A World Lit Only By Fire (Boston: Little-
Brown, 1992), 186.
5. Heiko A. Oberman, Luther: Man between God and the Devil,

trans. Eileen Walliser-Schwarzbart (New Haven: Yale Universi-



62

CONCORDIA THEOLOGICAL QUARTERLY

10.

11.
12.
13.

14.
15.
16.

ty, 1989), 166.

Oberman, 166. Luther, who was a doctor of theology of thirty-
four years and well-practiced in exegesis and translation,
admitted "that he was overwhelmed by the depth and wealth of
the Scriptures, which no man would ever fathom in a single life-
time."

Carl Braaten makes reference to the gathering of Lutheran
professors at the meeting of the American Academy of Religion
and the Society of Biblical Literature in November of 1990 in
New Orleans at which Koester made these remarks. "A Chalce-
donian Hermeneutic," Pro Ecclesia, 3:1 (Winter 1994), 18-19.
"The canon [for Koester] was the result of a deliberate attempt
to exclude certain voices from the early period of Christianity:
heretics, Marcionites, Gnosticism, Jewish Christians, perhaps also
women. . . . Koester advocated a return to the ‘history of
religions’ approach in which ‘early Christianity is just one of
several Hellenistic propaganda religions.’"

Augsburg Confession, XXI: ". . . this teaching is grounded
clearly on the Holy Scriptures and is not contrary or opposed to
that of the universal Christian church or even of the Roman
church. . . ."

Maurice Schild, "Approaches to Bugenhagen’s Psalms Commen-
tary (1524)," Lutheran Theological Journal, 26:1 (May 1992),
63-71.

Johannes H. Bergsma, Die Reform der Messliturgie durch
Johannes Bugenhagen (Kevelaer: Butzon und Bercker, 1956).

Biographical data on Bugenhagen is taken from Bergsma, 1-35.
Bergsma, 7.

Georg Geisenhof, Bibliotheca Bugenhagania (Nieukoop: B. de
Graaf, 1963), 3-4.

Already in 1522 Bugenhagen was called "doctor."
Bergsma, 30-31.

Johannes Bugenhagen, Librum Psalmorum Interpretatio [Com-
mentarius Pomerani] (Nuremberg: Jo. Petrejus, [August] 1524).
Direct references to Bugenhagen’s work are based on a micro-



God the Son and Hermeneutics 63

17.

18.

19.
20.

21.

22.

23,

24.

25.

film in the library of Concordia Theological Seminary, Fort
Wayne, which is a copy of the fourth edition to follow the first
(which was published in Basel in March of 1524).

Martin Luther, First Lectures on the Psalms, 1, Psalms 1-75,
Luther's Works, American Edition, 10 (Saint Louis: Concordia
Publishing House, 1974), x. This first volume on the Psalms was
not written as a commentary, but was constructed from Luther’s
glosses written in the margins of his Psalter.

Luther lectured on the Psalms in Latin in 1525. In his own
preface to a German translation by Stephan Rodt, Luther
discusses how he was delayed in writing this commentary by his
going to Worms and how in his absence "Johann Pommer" had
done this work in his stead.

Schild, 64.

Road-markers were placed on ancient Roman roads to assist
merchants in determining distances.

For a detailed yet popularly written study of Luther’s christologi-
cal exegesis, readers are referred to Oberman, 151-175, "The
Reformation Breakthrough." "The Bible contains only one truth,
but it is the decisive one: ‘that Jesus Christ, our God and Lord,
died for the sake of our sins and was resurrected for our
righteousness’" (171).

Luther's Works, 10:7. For a recent study of the role of christol-
ogy for Martin Luther, readers are referred to Gerhard Ebeling,
"The Beginnings of Luther’s Hermeneutics," Lutheran Quarterly,
7:2 (Summer 1993): 129-158; 7:3 (Autumn 1993): 315-337; 7:4
(Winter 1993): 451-468.

Hans Hermann Holfelder, Solus Christus (Tiibingen: J. C. B.
Mohr, 1981).

Hans Hermann Holfelder, Tentatio et Consolatio (Berlin:
DeGruyter, 1974).

Readers are referred to Lutheran Synod Quarterly (December
1992), 90-91. "For when Luther emphasized solus Christus, this
meant, as you point out so well, that justification and the work
of Christ as Propitiator and Redeemer belong inextricably
together; the entire Scriptures are Christocentric in their content;



64

CONCORDIA THEOLOGICAL QUARTERLY

26.
27
28.
29,
30.

31.

32.

33.

therefore all Christian doctrine must center in Christ (the purpose
of Scripture and of all doctrine in the church is soteriological)."

Holfelder, Tentatio, 167.
Schild, 65.

Holfelder, Tentatio, 96-97.
Schild, 65.

Luther’s Works, 10:6. This is no casual remark, but essential to
Luther’s theology. In his Lectures on Romans (Luther’s Works,
25:40) Luther writes "that the entire Scripture deals only with
Christ everywhere, if it is looked at inwardly, even though on the
face of it it may sound differently by the shadows. . . . Hence he
[St. Paul] also says that Christ is the end of the Law (v. 4), as if
to say that all Scripture finds its meaning in Christ."

Luther clearly used the christological principle of biblical
interpretation before Bugenhagen did. For a scholarly study of
Luther’s christalogical hermeneutics, readers are referred to
Gerhard Ebeling as cited above in note 22.

Kenneth Paul Wesche discusses the christological interpretation
of the Scriptures of Ignatius of Antioch in "St. Ignatius of
Antioch: The Criterion of Orthodoxy and the Marks of Catholic-
ity," Pro Ecclesia, 3:1 (Winter 1994). At the end of the first
century the Judaizers used the approach now associated with
Fundamentalists in saying that each doctrine needed a specific
biblical passage. Their cry was that what "I do not find in the
Scriptures [Old Testament], I will not believe in the gospel [what
is now recognized as our New Testament].”" When the Judaizers
found the scriptural references which he offered unacceptable,
Ignatius replied: "For me, the Scriptures [archeia, i.e., the Old
Testament] are Jesus Christ; the holy Scriptures are his cross and
death, his resurrection, and the faith which comes through him."

For a discussion of this issue in contemporary Evangelical
thought, readers are referred to Erickson, 33-54 (Chapter 2, "The
Role of the Holy Spirit in Biblical Interpretation"). Erickson
takes issue with those Evangelicals who see the Spirit’s illumina-
tion providing new or cognitive information. He does see the
Spirit providing an insight which may escape a particular
methodology (52), but does not identify that insight as christolog-



God the Son and Hermeneutics 65

34.
35.
36.
37.
38.
39.

40.
41.
42.

43.

44,

45.

46.
47.
48.
49.
50.

5L
52.

ical as is characteristic of Lutheran theology.
Formula of Concord, VII and VIII.
Holfelder, Tentatio, 3-4, 112-119.
Geisenhof, 4.

Holfelder, Tentatio, 111-112.

Holfelder, Tentatio, 92.

"[God] is the source of your life in Christ Jesus, whom God
made our wisdom, our righteousness, and sanctification and
redemption; therefore, as it is written, ‘Let him who boasts, boast
in the Lord™" (1 Corinthians 1:30-31).

Schild, 66.
Schild, 66.

Holfelder, Tentatio, 202-203. "Dum interim fidei rationem, per
quam illa omnia praestanda sunt, ignorabam, donec ex alto
miseratus hominum errores deus apostolica tempora et praedica-
tionem sui evangelii secundum spiritum Christi nobis revocavit."

Holfelder, Tentatio, 203 (the author’s translation).
John Calvin, Commentary on the Book of the Psalms, trans.

James Anderson (Grand Rapids, Michigan: Eerdmans Publishing
Company, 1949), 1:7.

Holfelder, Tentatio, 203: "ipse multa nimiaque circumdatus sum
infirmitate."

Schild, 64.

Holfelder, Tentatio, 13.

Calvin, Commentary on the Psalms, 4.
Bugenhagen, Commentarius, 3.

See Jeffery L. Sheler, "Who Was Jesus?" U.S. News and World
Report (December 20, 1993), 115(24):58-66.

Luther's Works, 10:7.

Bugenhagen, Commentarius, 2.



66

CONCORDIA THEOLOGICAL QUARTERLY

53.
54.

55.
56.
57.
58.
59.

60.
61.
62.
63.

65.

Luther’s Works, 10:11.

Bugenhagen, Commentarius, 2 (the author’s translation). Luther
in his first lectures on the Psalms spoke of the text literally, alle-
gorically, and tropologically. (Luther’s Works 10:7.) Where we
should expect the literal meaning to refer to David, Luther sees
Christ. Thus the first verse is an explanation of the humanity of
Christ (10:10). It spoke allegorically of the church and tropologi-
cally (in the moral sense) of the conflict between the inner and
outward man, the spiritual and carnal. In his second series of
lectures on the Psalms Luther abandons this method and concen-
trates on how the Christian is involved. Bugenhagen is not in-
debted to a restructured medieval method, but has made christol-
ogy the over-arching category to which first Jesus relates, then
David, and finally himself.

Bugenhagen, Commentarius, 2.
Schild, 67.
Schild, 67.
Schild, 68.

This Latin phrase means that the translator puts his own ideas
into the translation, and thus the translation is really something
different from the original. In the case of Bucer the alteration
seems intentional.

Bergsma, 15 (the author’s translation).

Bergsma, 16-17.

Schild, 69.

Schild, 69.

Holfelder, Tentatio, 202-203, as quoted above in note 42.
Schild, 70-71.



Johann Sebastian Bach and Scripture:
"O God, from Heaven Look Down"

Paul Hofreiter

Introduction

On 18 June 1724 Johann Sebastian Bach first presented his newly
composed Cantata for the Second Sunday after Trinity, Ach Gott,
vom Himmel Sieh Darein—which is denominated henceforth by its
title in English translation, "O God, from Heaven Look Down"—at
St. Thomas Church in Leipzig. The text, most likely revised by
Picander,' was originally penned by Martin Luther as a paraphrase
of Psalm 12 two hundred years before the setting of Bach’s cantata.?
In the psalm and, therefore, subsequently in Luther’s paraphrase and
Bach’s cantata as well, false doctrine and evil-doers are countered
and subjugated by the truth, power, and authority of the holy word
of God.

This essay will consist in a brief overview of the reformer’s
paraphrase of Psalm 12 and a detailed investigation of the compo-
ser’s engagement with what is essentially Luther’s text (only slightly
altered),’ resulting in a powerful and authoritative theological and
artistic statement created in an era of tension and ambiguity
involving Orthodox Lutheranism (of which Bach was a representa-
tive),’ Pietism, and Reformed theology. The outline, therefore, will
be as follows: (1.) Luther and his paraphrase of Psalm 12; (2.) a
general depiction of Bach’s view of Scripture and use thereof in his
cantatas; and (3.) Bach’s setting of "O God, from Heaven Look
Down."

I. Luther and His Paraphrase of Psalm 12

Peter Brunner aptly asserts the significance of the psalms to the
liturgical life of the church in his Worship in the Name of Jesus:

The Psalter of the Bible plus the Old and New Testament
canticles are the church’s prayer-book and its hymnbook in
one. When these biblical psalms are prayed and sung in
worship, the words of Holy Scripture are directly pro-
claimed. In verbal content, the singing of psalms is closely
related to the reading of Scripture. The element of witness-
ing proclamation is not lacking either; this is already
intimated in the manner of presentation. When the church
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takes the psalms on its lips, as for instance in the prayer
psalms, it testifies that it has taken these words into its heart
and now professes them as its own . . . This type of
presentation of the word may effect a meditative appropria-
tion, a spiritual "eating" of the word such as is achieved in
hardly any other form of proclamation in worship.?

There is no more appropriate way to begin discussing Martin Luther
and his hymns than to note the mystery and joy of this psalmodic
component of the Gottesdienst ("God’s Service") of the church. For
Luther and Bach were both keenly aware of the significance of
worship and God’s consistent activity as initiator throughout the
Divine Service.

Luther had an endearing term for music when it was wed with
Scripture, Frau Musica. It was his conviction that, when the word
of God and music were combined, there the Holy Spirit worked
faith. "For Luther, music was always the viva vox evangelii, the
living voice of the gospel, a gift of God to be used in all its fullness
in Christian praise and prayer."® In his "Preface to the Burial
Hymns," Luther stated:

We have put this music on the living and holy word of God
in order to sing, praise, and honor it. We want the beautiful
art of music to be properly used to serve her dear Creator
and His Christians. He is thereby praised and honored and
we are made better and stronger in faith when His holy
word is impressed on our hearts by sweet music. God the
Father with Son and Holy Spirit grant us this. Amen.’

Luther was certainly not dispassionate about the use of music in
proclaiming the word. Some of his paraphrases of the psalms were,
in fact, the most effective means available of proclaiming the truths
of the Reformation to others—in that these hymns would be sung by
all the people, not merely a chosen few. The restoration of the
universal priesthood of believers to ecclesiastical doctrine was a gift
which Christ had always intended to bestow on His church. Now
the church would be proclaiming all the gifts of God in song en
masse.

Martin Luther commented on a few of the verses of Psalm 12
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already in his first series of lectures on the Psalms, delivered
between 1513 and 1515. Within a decade Luther’s study of this
psalm would lead to the composing of a paraphrase heralding the
truth of the word of God in the vicissitudes of the Reformation.
Even in his early lectures Luther already saw the gospel of Christ in
verse six ("The words of the Lord are pure words, like silver tried
in a furnace of earth, purified seven times"):

Thus the gospel is called "silver," first, because it is pre-
cious, not according to the flesh, but because it makes the
soul precious in the sight of God; second, because it is
solid, that is, because it makes people solid and full, not like
an empty reed and a carnal letter . . .; third, because it is
heard far and wide. Thus the sound of the gospel has gone
out through all the world (Psalm 19:4), and it makes the
disciples sonorous and eloquent. Fourth, it is weighty,
because it does not contain fables or superficial things, and
it makes men serious and mature . . . Fifth, it is white and
shining, because it is modest and chaste and teaches
modesty; it speaks modestly.?

In Luther’s view heresy was caused by a hierarchy of recalci-
trance, and the only hope of countering this heinous and contagious
cancer was the verity of the pure and unadulterated word of God.
In his explanation of Psalm 12:6 Luther, even before his discovery
of the true nature of the gospel, perceives the effects of the gospel
and even states that, so far from being weakened by "trying" and
"testing,” the gospel "is rather clarified and strengthened by the
controversies of the heretics."

In 1523 Luther wrote at least eight, and possibly nine, hymn-texts.
"0 God, from Heaven Look.Down" is unfortunately eclipsed in fame
by such hymns as "Dear Christians, Let Us Now Rejoice" and "From
Trouble Deep I Cry to Thee" and certainly by the most popular of
all his hymns, "A Mighty Fortress Is Our God." To make maiters
worse, the only Lutheran hymnbook in current usage containing "O
God, from Heaven Look Down" is The Lutheran Hymnal.'® This
unfortunate turn of events, however, should not dissuade the church
from reintroducing such a sententious and powerful "battle hymn."
There is, indeed, no excuse for allowing such a statement of faith to



70 CONCORDIA THEOLOGICAL QUARTERLY

remain in obscurity; for, when the people of God sing together of
the promises contained in the word of God, then Frau Musica
engages with them in the battle of the church against false teaching.

Oliver Rupprecht has written aptly as follows in a previous
volume of this journal:

With a depth of understanding born of personal experience
and with a strength of imagination envisaging the collective
cry of the beleaguered church, Luther paraphrases Psalm 12
as an intense plea by the persecuted church, answered by the
glorious reply of her compassionate and omnipotent Lord.
The stanzas of "O Lord, Look Down from Heaven, Behold"
(Psalm 12), like those of other psalm hymns, have a
remarkably modern ring. "Heresy" and "false doctrine" refer
to the contemporary denial (in his day and ours) of Luther’s
"pure doctrine." And the beautiful statement about the
divine word—"Its light beams brighter through the
cross""'—is a modern refinement of a basic biblical teach-
ing. To sing the six stanzas of . . . [this hymn] is to
experience deepening thought and profound emotion but,
above all, a reassurance of God’s supremacy and His
power—active through His word."

No additional attestation to the richness of this hymnic treasure is
necessary.

II. A General Outline of Bach’s View of Scripture
and Its Use in His Cantatas

Johann Sebastian Bach has come to be known as "The Fifth
Evangelist" because of his unabashedly confident declarations of
faith through his music.”® It is fashionable in today’s post-Christian
secularized world to attempt to explain away Bach’s vigorous faith
by regarding him as an opportunist or, at most, a professional
musician whose main concern was his career. Humanistic scholars
and everyday agnostics desire, of course, to conform Bach to their
own image. The evidence, however, simply will not allow this
opinion to stand.

Bach was, in fact, a convinced Lutheran of orthodox stripe,
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devoted to his Lord and his Lord’s church. Felix Mendelssohn
recognized this conviction when, in 1829, he discovered the score to
Bach’s Passion According to St. Matthew virtually one hundred
years after it had been composed. We today, of course, owe Felix
Mendelssohn a profound debt of gratitude. For not only did
Mendelssohn rediscover the score of the aforesaid passion, but he
also conducted the first performance of the work in approximately
a century and aided in bringing Bach’s music the international
acclaim which it deserved.'

Johann Sebastian Bach was a servant of Christ, a servant of his
church, and a servant of his fellow-men. During his own lifetime,
however, he was recognized mainly as an organist. His sons were
better known and more popular composers than their old-fashioned
father. But Johann Sebastian, unlike the artists who emerged during
the ages of rationalism and romanticism, did not question his role as
a servant. His goal was simply to "advance the music in the divine
service toward its very end and purpose, a regulated church music
in honor of God."” Martin Naumann continued as follows in
describing J. S. Bach:

His character as a Lutheran becomes evident . . . by his
musical confessions. The Lutheran Confessions like all true
confessions of the church are in praise of God. This praise
of God contains both the confession of sins and the confes-
sion of faith. Bach’s works are usually bracketed by the
letters J. J. and S. D. G. At the beginning he asks: "Jesu,
Juva: Jesus Help!" And at the end he says: "Soli Deo
Gloria: To God alone be glory."'

These abbreviations are found in a multitude of his manuscripts—not
only in his music for the church, but in many of his so-called
"secular" works as well."” Bach celebrated God’s gift of salvation
through faith in Christ in every arena of his existence. Gunther
Stiller speaks of Bach as follows:

Doubts as to whether his music was sacred or not existed
for him as little as they did for Luther and his church. For
both of them there existed only one music which became
sacred or profane through the spirit in which it was per-
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formed.”® Bach lived and worked "in an existence that was
not yet split into sacred and secular divisions but was
internally united and nourished from the center of the faith
of the Lutheran Reformation." This is the same as saying
that "Bach’s ties to the Lutheran liturgy also signify the
right and the duty to become active in the extra-liturgical,
the secular, area," obviously because "Martin Luther does
not limit the concept ‘worship’ to the liturgical practice of
a congregation gathered around word and sacrament but
describes the entire life and activity of a Christian as an act
of worship.""

Within the context of this faith, Bach served as Kapellmeister in
Leipzig from 1723 until his death in 1750. It was here that he wrote
the majority of his cantatas, and it was in these works designed for
the Divine Service of word and sacrament that some of the most
profound conjoining of the word of God and the music of Johann
Sebastian Bach occurred.

The ecclesiastical cantata had been employed in Lutheran worship
for some time. The main goal of the cantata was the proclamation
of the word of God. In Bach’s day these musical settings were
presented "between the reading of Scripture and the sermon."
Naumann elaborates in this way:

As a rule a well-known chorale or hymn was chosen.
Usually the text of the first stanza was used at the beginning
and the final stanza at the end without textual change, but
the intermediate stanzas were altered to fit the movements.
Again Bach realized that his work must serve the word of
God. He treated the gospel or epistle of the Sunday, not
only according to the text of the chorale used, but according
to his understanding of and faith in the words read and
preached.”

Bach had the theological insight to convey in these cantatas, both in
musical language and symbolism, such doctrinal emphases as law
and gospel. Robin Leaver describes the general procedure in a
previous volume of this journal:

Many cantatas have a similar ground plan. In the opening
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chorus the problem is stated, that is, the demands of the
law; a recitative and aria draw out some of the implications;
then, approximately midway through the cantata, the
problem is resolved, that is, the gospel is proclaimed; a note
of joy in the gospel is heard in the following aria or arias;
and the cantata concludes with the chorale, which under-
scores the message of the gospel with a statement of faith.”’

Bach’s proclivity to orthodox Lutheran doctrine will be evident to
anyone who engages in any study at all of his cantatas. Besides the
aforementioned doctrine of the proper distinction between law and
gospel, Bach’s scores enunciate such other Lutheran emphases as the
theology of the cross, the simul iustus et peccator, and the finitum
capax infiniti so essential to Lutheran christology.””

Bach’s devotion to the word of God is also evident in the
symbolism which he employs in his cantatas. The elements of
symbolism in general and of his numerical symbolism in particular
in the music of J. S. Bach (both in that composed for the church and
in that composed for the court) are connected with consistency to his
understanding of Scripture.”® Jaroslav Pelikan, in Bach among the
Theologians, quotes Friedrich Smend in discussing the importance
of the word of God for the composer:

Bach’s cantatas "are not intended to be works of music or
art on their own, but to carry on, by their own means, the
work of Luther, the preaching of the word and of nothing
but the word."*

It is a matter of record that Bach acquired a significant theological
library. In this library were two complete sets of the works of
Martin Luther and a number of other exegetical volumes and
devotional books.?

One of the major components in this fifty-two volume collection
was the three-volume Biblia Illustrata of Abraham Calov, now the
valued possession of the library of Concordia Seminary in St. Louis,
Missouri. This Bible, affectionately referred to as "Bach’s Bible,"
is unquestionably the most significant witness to the nature of
Bach’s theological outlook.” 1t is most likely that Bach purchased
this Bible in 1733 at the age of forty-eight. Its pages abound in



74 CONCORDIA THEOLOGICAL QUARTERLY

annotations which show that Bach was a thoughtful and convinced
Christian who studied and treasured the word of God. Presumably
Bach consulted this three-volume commentary frequently in studying
the biblical texts which he set to music. Leaver concurs with
Werthemann:

Bach’s basic reverence and respect for the Bible is reflected
in the librettos he chose for his cantatas, since "the decisive
task of the cantatas consists not in narration or dramatic
presentation of the events, but in an always new relation of
this event to the men of the present."”’

This approach evinces a decidedly Lutheran view of biblical exegesis
when viewed in conjunction with the other techniques which Bach
employed in his texts and settings.

The relation of the biblical "event to the men of the present" is an
essential feature of proclamation. Bach held to the eternal truths of
Scripture but spoke anew to his time. It is clear that it was precisely
the God-given ability which Bach possessed to this end which has
accorded him universal recognition beyond the period in which he
lived.”® Bach, the servant of the divine word, employed his talents
to the glory of God; and his music, which was considered antiquated
in his own day and was forgotten for almost eighty years after
Bach’s death, was rediscovered in the 1820’s and still continues to
astonish today. J. S. Bach, in fact, has been called countless times
the only truly "modern composer."

To understand Bach, then, one must appreciate his role as
expositor and preacher of the word of God. In his cantatas,
oratorios, and passions the biblical elements are woven together in
a fabric which would exceed the expectations of a homiletician.?’
Bach saw the significance of every aspect of his Gottesdienst and
never underestimated the role of his own contribution to the whole,
while always retaining a deep sense of reverence and humility.
Peter Brunner’s description of that which occurs when the gospel
and the Holy Spirit are at work is relevant and reminds one of
Luther’s concept of Frau Musica:*°

Where the gospel and the Holy Spirit are at work, man now
already receives a bit of the joy that is no longer of this
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world. In this joy, saying turns into singing. In this joy
even the linguistic form of the proclaiming and the praying
word will exhibit that wonderful unity of melody and word
which is characteristic of the psalm song of the ekklesia ...
The victory over the death-dealing law through the gospel,
the reception of salvation in Christ, the liberation through
the Spirit, the anthropological, cosmological, and plan-of-
salvation place in which the church’s worship takes place on
earth, the New Testament pneumatic character of Christian
worship, the eternal praise of divine glory, which has its
beginning in worship—all of this together makes the form
of the word in worship turn into song and hymn.*

In the music of Bach we do, indeed, find "the word in worship
turn into song and hymn." Such is the case largely because Bach’s
faith was rooted in the theology of Lutheran orthodoxy which
"perceived music as an explicatio textus—a means of interpreting
God’s word— and as a praedicatio sonora—a resounding sermon.
Both Martin Luther and Johann Sebastian Bach shared this musical
experience."” Paul Minear gives Bach this commendation:

Bach’s exegetical expertise . . . entitles us to apply to his
work a technical term that has become popular in recent
years: narrative-theology. He thought theologically by
telling a story. For him and his music, "doctrinal verities
and a human story are one." With its diachronic succession
of notes in time, Bach’s music establishes a forward-moving
momentum that enables his hearers to accompany the gospel
story from step to step . . . However, the vocational drive
was stronger [for Bach] than the professional. He had a
life-time calling from God to create forms of music appro-
priate to God’s praise. His love for the Bible and the
church was translated into a passion to fuse faith and music,
theology and liturgy, perhaps we should say, to choreograph
"the dance of God."*

What emerges, then, from a study of Bach is a portrait of a
serious believer. He was a pious man, but not pietistic. He was a
devout Lutheran, embracing a confessional orthodoxy which was by
no means, however, a cold (much less dead) orthodoxy. His
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theological zeal pervades the very fabric of his music. In his desire
to serve his Lord he simply proclaimed to the people of God that
which was proclaimed to him in the word of God.**

III. Bach’s Setting of "O God, from Heaven Look Down"*

Bach’s cantata, "O God, from Heaven Look Down" (BWV 2), was
written for the Second Sunday after the Feast of the Holy Trinity.
The cantata, "with its lament on man’s turning away from God, is
well matched to the gospel reading, the parable of the Great Supper
(Luke 14:16-24)."* 1t is based, as previously stated, on Luther’s
paraphrase of Psalm 12,

The structure of Luther’s paraphrase is a hymn of six stanzas.
Stanza one expounds verse one of the Psalm; stanza two, verse two;
stanza three, verses three and four; stanza four, verse five; stanza
five, verse six; and stanza six, verses seven and eight.”’” Bach builds
a six-movement cantata around the framework of these stanzas with
the outer stanzas taken from Luther word for word and the inner
stanzas slightly modified, "though not without incorporating more or
less literal quotations from Luther’s hymn."® It is interesting to
note, before analyzing the work, that this cantata is replete with
references to Scripture or its attributes, such as "word," "truth," and
"Bible." This hymn deserves its place with "A Mighty Fortress Is
Our God" as one of the most influential hymns of the Reformation.

1. Chorus (translated literally):
O God, look down from heaven,
And let Thy mercy be aroused!
How few are Thy saints,
We poor ones are forsaken:
Thy word is not acknowledged,
Faith has become quite extinct
Among all mankind.

In the first movement of the cantata Bach employs the motet form
with its imitative contrapuntal texture,* emphasizing not only the
imploring nature of the text ("O God, look down from heaven"), but
also the dark character of the Hypo-Phrygian mode used in the
melody of this chorale.”® It is this mode which is responsible for the
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foreboding sense of impending assaults on the word of God and
Christian faith by false teachers. Also of note is the use of the
darker alto voices, not the brighter sopranos, in presenting the
chorale melody. Interestingly, it is on Wort ("word") that we find
Bach focusing as he develops the contrapuntal material of the
phrase, "Thy word is not acknowledged." What is present in this
opening section, therefore, is a plea for mercy and then a complaint
to God that His word has not been properly acknowledged. Bach,
the musical expositor, emphasizes Luther’s statement of the results
of turning away from the divine word—"faith becomes extinct" (the
negative side, in other words, of the Lutheran belief in the saving
efficacy of Scripture).

2. Tenor Recitative (translated literally):
They teach a vain and false cunning
Which is against God and His truth;
And what their own wits have thought up—
O misery which grievously harms the church—
This must take the place of the Bible.
The one chooses this, the other that;
Foolish reason is their compass.
They are like those graves of the dead
Which, even though beautiful from outside,
Contain only stench and decay
And have nothing but filth to show.

The second movement of the cantata, allotted to a tenor, begins
with a direct statement of the first line of the chorale melody
punctuating and accentuating the text, "They teach a vain and false
cunning," followed by a recitative emphasizing the word, "truth."*!
Bach’s setting conveys the tragedy of false teaching, which consti-
tutes blasphemy against the truth of God’s word. One recalls Jesus,
who refers to Himself as the way, the truth, and the life (John 14:6),
imploring the aid of the Father in His high-priestly prayer: "Sanctify
them by Thy truth. Thy word is truth" (John 17:17).

In the second section of the movement Bach returns to a direct
melodic statement of the fifth line of the stanza—"The one chooses
this, the other that"—which brings the listener back to the original
tone of this and many other psalms in which a believer cries out to
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God in complaint. In this portion of the recitative Bach provides
foreboding melodic and harmonic color to the words "graves of the
dead," "stench," and "decay." Throughout this movement the main
harmonic component is the use of various diminished seventh
chords,”” which provide an unstable chromaticism.** One is
reminded of Jesus’ parable of the foolish and the wise builders
(Matthew 7:24-27) when the tenor says of heretics that "foolish
reason is their compass." When the usus magisterialis of reason
replaces the word of God as the principium cognoscendi, the
building is doomed to destruction.

3.  Alto Aria (translated literally):
Destroy, O God, the doctrines
That pervert Thy word!
Restrain heresy
And all the rabble spirits;
For they say without hesitation:
Defy Him who would be our master!

The third movement of the cantata is the only one in a major key,
contributing to a totally contrasting atmosphere. An almost naive
confidence is conveyed through Bach’s use of an imitative texture
involving basso continuo, violin, and alto. One recalls the
assurance of David in Psalm 27 (verse 1):

The Lord is my light and my salvation.
Whom shall I fear?

The Lord is the strength of my life.

Of whom shall I be afraid?

In this tuneful aria the alto sings her request of God in a tone which
is almost carefree:* "Destroy the doctrines that pervert Thy word!"
Once again Bach places the emphasis on "word," which is the
highest point of contour in the melody of the first section.

In the second section the now minor key creates a lugubrious
atmosphere as Bach melismatically prolongs the word “all,"
entreating God to "restrain heresy and all the rabble spirits."*® Then,
returning to the first line of the movement and also returning to the
major key, Bach attaches a chromatic melisma to the word "per-
vert,"”” which may signify the distress of believers when observing
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the ways of the wicked in distorting and perverting the word of God.
The childlike confidence, however, which was heard initially returns
before the aria is completed.

4.  Bass Recitative (translated literally):
The poor ones are troubled;
Their sighs—their anxious lamenting
At so much affliction and distress,
Through which the enemies torment pious souls,
Penetrates the gracious ear of the Most High.
Therefore, God speaks: I must be their Helper!
I have heard their imploring.
The dawn of help,
The bright sunshine of pure truth shall,
With new strength that brings comfort and life,
Revive and delight them.
I will have mercy on their distress,
My healing word shall be the strength of the poor ones.

The fourth movement of the cantata is a bass recitative, the first
part of which describes the plight of the "poor ones," those who are
going through much affliction because of their faith as they observe
the ways of the unrighteous. Bach, however, in the second portion
of this recitative, supplies an arioso of sorts as God speaks His
words of comfort: "I must be their Helper!" Bach’s musical
gesture, a melodic motif ascending with undeterred purpose, brings
several thoughts in succession to the listener’s mind. One begins
with the parable of the pharisee and publican: "for everyone who
exalts himself will be humbled, and he who humbles himself will be
exalted" (Luke 18:14).”® The listener is then, of course, drawn to the
crucifixion and resurrection of Jesus Christ. The listener may then
go on to think of these words of Jesus: "For I have come down
from heaven, not to do My own will, but the will of Him who sent
Me. This is the will of the Father who sent Me, that of all He has
given Me I should lose nothing, but should raise it up at the last day.
And this is the will of Him who sent Me, that everyone who sees
the Son and believes in Him may have everlasting life; and T will
raise him up on the last day" (John 6:38-40).

God hears the prayers of His people, and Bach’s setting here
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encourages trust in the protection afforded by God. The eternal
God, in the incarnation, has come down from heaven to become as
we are, so we may become as He is (2 Corinthians 5:21). He will
lift us up. This is our confidence and joy. He is our Helper. But
in this world we are not assured of a life without conflict. In fact,
"we must through much tribulation enter the kingdom of God" (Acts
14:22). Jesus prayed to the Father: "I do not pray that Thou
shouldest take them out of the world, but that Thou shouldest keep
them from the evil one" (John 17:15).

There is one additional matter of theological and musical interest
in this movement. When, in the midst of this recitative, the arioso
commences with God speaking ("I must be their Helper!"), one finds
Bach using a device similar to that which he employed in his
Passion According to St. Matthew. There, in every occurrence of
the words of Jesus (except in the case of "My God, My God, why
hast Thou forsaken Me?"), Bach orchestrated the utterance with the
use of sustained violin tones which are intended to signify the
incarnation. In the fourth movement of the cantata "O God, from
Heaven Look Down," the composer uses the violins, technically
speaking, in a virtually identical manner; Bach is now describing
God, in this case, as looking down from heaven and so preparing to
raise up His people from their affliction and distress (in accord with
Luke 18:14). While this similarity could be interpreted in differing
ways, the reference is presumably to the restorative powers of the
word of Christ, as such word is both spoken and attached by Him to
substantial elements in His sacraments—to water in holy baptism
and to His own body and blood (as well as bread and wine) in the
sacrament of the altar ("with new strength that brings comfort and
life"). The healing word of Christ constantly offers solace and
strength to the "poor ones" as they undergo tentatio.* The theology
of the cross—so much a part of Psalm 12, Luther’s paraphrase, and
Bach’s cantata—clearly appears in germ, then, in this fourth
movement of the cantata; where there is trouble and affliction the
Christian will come to know his God and Savior more fully. This
idea will, however, be articulated and developed more explicitly in
the ensuing movement.
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5.  Tenor Aria (translated literally):
Silver is made pure through fire,
The word is proved true through the cross.
Hence a Christian shall at all times
Be patient in affliction and distress.

Embodied in this fifth movement is the main theological emphasis
of the cantata. Here the theology of the cross is presented in its
fullness. The words "word," "cross," "affliction," and "distress" are
given special musical attention; and "the word is proved true through
the cross" constitutes the central phrase in the aria. In the setting of
this phrase "word" is highlighted in its first enunciation, and in its
repetition "cross" is stressed. Bach engages in melismatic elongation
of the words to expound the way in which they encourage Christians
to bear their crosses patiently. It is this patience which is elaborated
in the second section of this aria; the Christian thereby finds
meaning in his struggles and sufferings. The Christian must see his
cross in relation to the cross of Christ, for it is through his own
sufferings that the Christian is drawn to rely more completely upon
the sufferings of his Lord on behalf of His people. He already
experienced all the suffering which all others combined could
possibly know (Hebrews 4:15).

It is through the trials of Christians, then, "that the genuineness of
faith, being much more precious than gold that perishes, though it
is tested by fire, may be found to praise and honor and glory at the
revelation of Jesus Christ" (1 Peter 1:7). The analogy which Psalm
12:6 employs to describe the word of God states the basic principle:
"The words of the Lord are pure words, like silver tried in a furnace
of earth, purified seven times." The libretto of the cantata before us
applies this principle to the Christian life: "Silver is made pure
through fire, the word is proved true through the cross." In the most
authentic and profound sense, the word of God (both the threats of
the law and the promises of the gospel) was proven true in the first
instance in the cross of Jesus Christ,” but it necessarily follows
therefrom that the word of God is likewise found true in the lives of
believers in the cross of Jesus Christ. Significantly, the last
occurrence of the word "cross" here is extended not simply melis-
matically, but by use of a chromatic succession downward as well.
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Perhaps there is an allusion to the incarnation itself.

6.  Chorale (translated literally):
This [word], God, mayest Thou preserve pure
Before this wicked race;
And let us be commended unto Thee,
That they may not mix among us.
The godless mob is found all around,
Wherever such heretics are
Exalted among Thy people.™

The text of this chorale, deriving in toto once more from Martin
Luther, is again a faithful paraphrase of Psalm 12. Yet Luther adds
at least one important feature to the original wording. He implores
God that the wicked might "not mix among us." This cry against
heterodoxy, and ultimately heresy, gives the chorale its special
significance to the orthodox Christian in Luther’s day, in Bach’s era,
and in our own period of history. The urgency of this petition
proceeds from observing the uniform consequence of allowing the
exalting of false teachers among God’s people. Such exaltation,
states Luther, always attracts a "godless mob" loyal to the teachers
concerned. The yearning, still, of the people of God to be rid of the
wicked who "mix among us" remains in this chorale a prayer; it
arises, then, not from a theology of glory, but rather the theology of
the cross. For it will not be until the last day that the wheat and the
tares will be separated. The Lord Jesus declared: "Let both grow
together until the harvest, and at the time of harvest I will say to the
reapers, ‘First gather together the tares and bind them in bundles to
burn them, but gather the wheat into my barn’" (Matthew 13:30).
Although, then, the Christian will defend the orthodox faith to the
death, there is no guarantee against the exaltation of perverse
teachers in the external church. On the last day, however, they will
be humbled, while the genuine people of God will be exalted.

The closing chorale contains some of the most disturbing
harmonic conflict in the entire cantata before us. Bach "mixes"
modes as he contrasts orthodoxy and heresy. As sturdy and
confident as this cantata is, the chorale ends with a negative
statement placing dramatic emphasis on the continuing tentatio in the
life of every true believer, paralleling directly Psalm 12:8, "The
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wicked prowl on every side, as vileness is exalted among the sons
of men." Thus concludes one of Bach’s most descriptive, important,
and exemplary cantatas.

Conclusion

Today one may find many theologies which are, in fact, simply
surveys of human opinion as opposed to the one theology which is
based on truth, the truth revealed in the word of God. The world,
of course, despises this truth, but for the believer it is a precious
treasure which brings salvation and eternal life with God. In his
Summaries of the Psalms of 1531 Luther described Psalm 12 as
follows:

It laments over the teachers who are always inventing new
little discoveries and filling up God’s kingdom everywhere
with these new services to God. For where human doctrines
once go in, there is no stop or end to them, but they
increase more and more. They load down the poor con-
science beyond all limit and work so that few true saints
may remain. Against all this, the psalm comforts us that
God will awaken His salvation, that is, His word, which
confidently storms against this work of straw. He will free
the imprisoned conscience. This does not happen, however,
without cross and agony. As silver is purified in the fire, so
they also must suffer in the meantime, and by this means
become ever more pure and perceive the truth so much
more clearly. This psalm belongs in the second and third
commandments and the first and second petitions.*

Psalm 12 has, indeed, much to give both clergy and laity not only
by way of exhortation but also by way of consolation. The sixth
verse, once more, states: "The words of the Lord are pure words,
like silver tried in a furnace of earth, purified seven times." Then
comes the most important verse (7): "Thou shalt keep them, O
Lord; Thou shalt preserve them from this generation forever."

Martin Luther, theologian and musician, was and remains a voice
in his time and ours proclaiming the necessity and verity of the word
of God to a corrupted and despairing church. The Bride of Christ,
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of course, responded and will in the end emerge victorious over all
her foes, but not without grave struggles and temptations. The Lord
was and is and always will be gracious.”

Bach, the composer and theologian, also was and remains a voice
in his time and ours bearing witness to the truth. Unrecognized and
seemingly unappreciated by his own as a composer, he continued to
produce his music in the context of God’s service. His very
motivation for composing was the grace of God given him in
baptism. As Bach served his Lord Jesus Christ, he composed work
after work as means of proclaiming the truth of Scripture. In an age
of Pietism and Rationalism, Bach held to Lutheran orthodoxy
because of his confidence in the word of God. Yes, he loved the
word of God and, therefore, set its words of eternal life to the
greatest music which has ever been composed by any man in
history. And all this work of his he did, indeed, to the glory of God
alone—soli Deo gloria.

Appendix

"Ah God, from Heaven Look Down"
(Ach Gott, vom Himmel Sieh Darein)
Martin Luther’s Paraphrase of Psalm 12 (1523)
(as translated by George MacDonald and Ulrich Leupold)

Ah God, from heaven look down and view,
Let it Thy pity waken,
Behold Thy saints how very few!
We wretches are forsaken.
Thy word they will not grant it right,
And faith is thus extinguished quite
Amongst the sons of Adam.

They teach a cunning false and fine,
In their own wits they found it;
Their heart in one doth not combine,

Upon God’s word well grounded.
One chooses this, the other that;
Endless division they are at,
And yet they keep smooth faces.



J. S. Bach and Scripture 85

God will outroot the teachers all
Whose false appearance teach us;
Besides, their proud tongues loudly call

"What care we? Who can reach us?
We have the right and might in full;

And what we say, that is the rule;
Who dares to give us lessons?"

Therefore saith God: "I must be up;
My poor ones ill are faring;
Their sighs crowd up to Zion's top,
My ear their cry is hearing.
My healing word shall speedily
With comfort fill them fresh and free,
And strength be to the needy."

Silver that seven times is tried
With fire, is found the purer;
God’s word the same test will abide,
It still comes out the surer.
It shall by crosses proved to be;
Men shall its strength and glory see
Shine strong upon the nations.

O God, we pray, preserve it pure
From this vile generation
And let us dwell in Thee, secure
From error’s infiltration.
The godless rout is all around
Where these rude wanton ones are found
Against Thy folk exalted >*

Endnotes

Picander was the pseudonym of Christian Friedrich Henrici who
also collaborated with Bach on The Passion According to St.
Matthew in 1729. Readers may see Gerhard Herz, Essays on J.
S. Bach (Ann Arbor: UMI Research Press, 1985), pp. 57-58,
274. Picander’s authorship, to be sure, of BWV 2 is less than
certain, but his probable authorship has been inferred from
comparisons with other cantatas for which Picander definitely
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10.

11.

provided the texts as well as The Passion According to Saint
Matthew. Readers may compare the notes included with the
recording published as volume 1 of Das Kantatenwerk (Telefunk-
en 6.48191, 1971). The cantata retains the exact wording (in the
original German) of the first and sixth stanzas of Luther’s hymn.
Picander’s name is conjoined with movements two through five
inclusive.

Luther composed the text of Ach Gott, vom Himmel Sieh Darein
in 1523. It was subsequently published in the Achtliederbuch in
Wittenberg and the Enchiridion in Erfurt in 1524.

Readers may refer back to note 1 for information regarding the
text.

For an interesting discussion of orthodoxy, pietism, and Bach,
readers may see Robin A. Leaver’s article, "Bach and Pietism:
Similarities Today," Concordia Theological Quarterly, 55 (1991),
pp. 5-21.

Peter Brunner, Worship in the Name of Jesus (St. Louis:
Concordia Publishing House, 1968), p. 137.

Readers may see Carl Schalk, Luther on Music (St. Louis:
Concordia Publishing House, 1987), p. 30.

The translation derives from Paul Zeller Strodach, revised by
Ulrich S. Leupold, Luther's Works, American Edition, 53
(Philadelphia: Fortress Press, 1965), p. 328.

First Lectures on the Psalms, 1, Psalms 1-75, trans. Herbert J. A.
Bouman, Luther's Works, American Edition, 10 (St. Louis:
Concordia Publishing House, 1974), p. 103. At this juncture in
his life, of course, the young Luther was still using the medieval
method of allegorical interpretation.

Ibid.

Readers may see The Lutheran Hymnal (St. Louis: Concordia
Publishing House, 1941), Hymn 260.

Readers may refer below in Section III to Bach’s compositional
treatment of this phrase as it occurs in the cantata: "The word
is proved true through the cross."
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12.

13.

14.

15.

16.
17.

18.
19.

Readers may see Oliver C. Rupprecht’s article, "Timeless
Treasure:  Luther’s Psalm Hymns," Concordia Theological
Monthly, 47 (1983), p. 137.

For an ambiguous discussion of Bach and this designation,
readers may see John Ogasapian’s article, "Bach: The ‘Fifth
Evangelist’?" Journal of Church Music, 27:3 (March 1985), pp.
13-16.

It is also the trend today to discredit the authenticity of Mendels-
sohn’s faith. It is edifying, however, to read the essay, "Men-
delssohn’s First Great Oratorio," by German scholar and musicol-
ogist Hans Christoph Worbs, who states, "A Jew by birth, but a
Christian by choice, Mendelssohn [1809-1847] was writing a
piece of personal history into his oratorio about the converted
Saul [Paulus] . . . Unquestionably, Paulus dramatizes Mendels-
sohn’s own conflicting experiences. Baptized into Christianity,
he grew up in the Christian faith and, in contrast to many Jews,
who purchased the baptismal certificate as an ‘entrance ticket to
European culture’ (to quote Heinrich Heine), he was a Christian
by conviction." This essay may be found in the notes to the
compact-disc recording of Paulus by Philips (420 212-2, 1986),
p. 20. Parenthetically, it is interesting to note that Mendelssohn
was a young man just twenty years of age when he unearthed
and subsequently conducted the momentous performance of
Bach’s Passion According to St. Matthew in Berlin in 1829,

Readers may see Martin J. Naumann’s article, "Bach the
Preacher," in The Little Bach Book (Valparaiso: Valparaiso
University Press, 1950), pp. 17-18.

Ibid., pp. 20-21.

Bach, like Luther, differed from the mode of distinction between
the "sacred" and the "secular" which one finds in modern
thinking.

Readers may see Herz, Essays on J. S. Bach, p. 4.

Gunther Stiller, Johann Sebastian Bach and Liturgical Life in
Leipzig (St. Louis: Concordia Publishing House, 1984), translat-
ed by Robin A. Leaver, p. 206. Stiller is quoting Friedrich
Smend in the first instance, Bach in Cothen (Berlin, 1951), and
in the second case is quoting Christhard Mahrenholz, Musicolog-
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20.
21.
22.

23.

24,

25,

26.

27.

28.

ica et Liturgica: Gesammelte Aufsdtze, ed. K. F. Muller (Kassel,
1960).

Naumann, The Little Bach Book, p. 18.
Leaver, "Bach and Pietism: Similarities Today," p. 17.

For a general overview of Bach’s theological aptitude, readers
may see God’'s Composer, Bach, issued as one of the "Living
Faith Series Adult Studies" (Philadelphia: Parish Life Press,
1984).

A study of symbolism, including numerical symbolism, in Bach’s
music will reveal a strong theological and devotional attitude as
well as a good knowledge of Scripture. In volume 1, for
example, of Das Wohltemperierte Klavier, one finds in the Fugue
in C Minor a main subject which forms the shape of a cross
turned sideways; and in the Mass in B Minor, one discovers, in
the "Agnus Dei," a pregnant pause at measure 33, representing
the significance of the "eternal sacrifice" in the atonement. For
further insights into Bach’s symbolism and his use of numerical
symbolism, readers may see Christa Rumsey, "Symbolism in the
Music of J. S. Bach," Lutheran Theological Journal, 25 (March
1991).

Jaroslav Pelikan, Bach among the Theologians (Philadelphia:
Fortress Press, 1986), p. 26.

Readers may see Karlfried Froehlich, "Luther’s Hymns and
Johann Sebastian Bach," The Lutheran Theological Seminary
Bulletin, 66:1 (Winter 1986), p. 16.

For a thorough and illuminating study of "Bach’s Bible," readers
may see Robin A. Leaver, J. S. Bach and Scripture: Glosses
from the Calov Bible Commentary (St. Louis: Concordia
Publishing House, 1985).

Leaver, J. S. Bach and Scripture, p. 27, quoting H. Werthemann,
Die Bedeutung der alttestamentlichen Historien in Johann
Sebastian Bachs Kantaten (Tiibingen, 1959), p. 31.

Bach was a true theologian in the sense of adhering to a habitus
practicus theosdotos. Bach learned his theology through
repetition. He engaged himself with God’s word, imbibing it
through constant and disciplined study. He also saw his theology
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29.

30.
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32.

33.

34.

3s.

as practical. His music reflects this goal in that it seeks to bring
men to conversion and salvation and the enjoyment of God. And
finally, his theology was God-given. He recognized this truth in
the course of his composing by constantly imploring the Lord for
help (J.J., i.e., Jesu Juva) and giving the glory to God alone
(S.D.G., i.e., Soli Deo Gloria). (A discussion of true theology as
a habitus practicus theosdotos may be found in Francis Pieper,
Christian Dogmatics [St. Louis: Concordia Publishing House],
L., pp. 46-51.)

Perhaps those of critical spirit could find examples of language
or conceptualization which would be considered awkward today.
One would, however, be hard-pressed to find more than a few
examples of uninformed or careless exposition of Scripture in the
cantatas of Bach. He had an uncanny insight into the proclama-
tion of the word of God.

Readers may refer back to the relevant discussion in section I.
Brunner, Worship in the Name of Jesus, p. 269.

See Joanne Eva Lindau, "Luther’s Influence on Bach: Musical
Theologian and Theological Musician," Crux, XXII:3, p. 17.

Readers may see Paul S. Minear, "Bach and Today’s Theolo-
gians," Theology Today, 42 (July 1985), pp. 205-206. Minear,
Professor Emeritus of New Testament in Yale University
Divinity School, quotes from Wilifred Mellers, Bach and the
Dance of God (London: Faber and Faber, 1980), p. 87. While
Mellers is an avowed agnostic, he concedes that Bach was one
who had genuine religious beliefs and demonsirates the same by
analyzing various instrumental and choral works of Bach and
their symbolism, including the Mass in B Minor, the Solo Cello
Suites, and Das Wohltemperierte Klavier. Mellers’ postulation
is that one may find intrinsically embedded in the music, in the
very notes which Bach composed, the "Dance of God."

Readers may see the introduction to Lutheran Worship (St.
Louis: Concordia Publishing House, 1982), p. 6.

Readers may see Psalms 12 and 2, the translation of Bach’s
Cantata BWV 2 provided in the course of this article, and the
appendix which provides a translation of the text of Luther’s
paraphrase of Psalm 12,
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36.

37.

38.
39.

40.

41.

42.

43,

44,

Alfred Durr, in the notes included in the record-album of volume
1 of Bach: Das Kantatenwerk (Telefunken 6.48191, 1971). The
reference to Luke 14:16-24 is appropriate, considering the overall
message of Psalm 12, Luther’s paraphrase, and Bach’s cantata,
Those who expect to be "invited" to the final supper will in fact
be rejected. Jesus was dealing with the Pharisees, who in their
role of authority were guilty of false teaching. The poor, lame,
and blind, whom the Pharisees despised because of their "sin,"
would instead take their places at the great feast.

Readers may see J. Geoffrey Scheffenhelm, "Luther, the Hymn-
writer," The Bride of Christ, VII:4 (November 1983), p. 10.

Durr, Bach: Das Kantatenwerk, volume 1.

The phrase "imitative counterpoint” is used to describe a layered
texture of sound produced by successive entrances of the same
melodic material. Simple forms would include the "round";
increasingly complex techniques would include the "canon” and
"fugue.” Bach frequently used this technique to emphasize a
particular word or phrase.

A "mode" (deriving from the Latin modus, meaning "manner" or
"tune") is a patterned order of successive ascending and descend-
ing pitches used in medieval church music. The Western major
and minor "scales” (deriving from the Latin scalae, meaning
"ladder") are two varieties of mode. Each mode has a charac-
teristic flavor depending on how wide or narrow is the distance
between the pitches in any given ascending or descending
sequence. Some modes, therefore, are considered bright (e.g.,
the Lydian) and others dark (e.g., the Phrygian and the Locrian).

A "recitative” is a text sung in a conversational manner without
measured pulses and rhythms.

Diminished seventh chords are "slippery" in that they cause the
tonal center to fluctuate.

The term "chromaticism" indicates the use of close successive
half-steps or semi-tones. In the period in which Bach composed
chromaticism could symbolize anything from death to the devil.

The "basso continuo” in the baroque ensemble normally included
a keyboard instrument with solo cello and sometimes a double
bass. In the case of church music, the keyboard instrument was
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45.
46.

47.

48.

49.

50.

51

the organ. The organist typically improvised the music from a
given bass line and series of numbers called a "figured bass,"
which indicated the sequence of chords and suspensions which
occurred in the music.

The word "aria" means an "air" or, one may say, a song.

A fascinating musical representation appears in Wolfgang
Amadeus Mozart’s Die Zauberflote. In Act II, Scene 28, the two
armoured men sing what amounts to a hymn to Isis. The tune
employed is nothing other than the chorale Ach Gort! vom
Himmel Sieh Darein! The opera is replete, of course, with
Masonic imagery; and the text provided by Mozart’s librettist,
Emanuel Schikaneder, exudes the spirit of the very heresies
which Psalm 12, Martin Luther, and Johann Sebastian Bach
identify as perversions of the true word. The text runs as
follows: "Whoever walks along this path so full of troubles is
purified by fire, water, air, and earth. If he can conquer the fear
of death, he will soar from the earth up to heaven! Enlightened,
he will then be able to devote himself wholly to the mysteries of
Isis" (the translation deriving from the notes included with the
compact-disc by Philips [422 543-2, 1984, 1991]). The direction
is noteworthy: man soars up to heaven (to be like God) instead
of God coming down to man. The use of the accompanying
chorale-tune is irony indeed.

A "melisma" emphasizes a word by way of elongating various
syllables in a sequence of pitches.

Another conception of exaltation occurs in the final chorale of
the cantata (the sixth movement of BWV 2).

It is important to keep in mind that Bach knew the significance
of the place of his cantatas within the context of the Divine
Service. The cantata was generally presented after the readings
and before the sermon. The cantata, therefore, most frequently
pointed to the preaching of the word of God and the sacramental
meal within the context of Lutheran worship.

John, after the crucifixion, said of himself: "his testimony is
true" (John 19:35).

The translation derives from Alfred Durr, Bach: Das Kantaten-
werk, volume 1, with only minor alterations.
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52.

53.

54.

Psalms with Introductions by Martin Luther, trans, Bruce A.
Cameron (St. Louis: Concordia Publishing House, 1993), pp. 18-
19.

Hebrews speaks of "Jesus Christ, the same yesterday, today, and
forever" (Hebrews 13:8).

The translation derives from George MacDonald, revised by
Ulrich S. Leupold, Luther’s Works, American Edition, 53, pp.
226-228.

Paul Hofreiter is the composer-in-residence and director of the
chamber orchestra in Lawrenceville School in Lawrenceville, New
Jersey, and has also contributed various compositions to the
repertory of the Kantorei of Concordia Theological Seminary.



Three Overtures of the Faculty
of Concordia Theological Seminary

Article III of the Constitution of the Lutheran Church-Missouri
Synod (IIL3) lists as one of the objectives of its existence the
training and continuing growth of its pastors, and the synod has
committed this responsibility, above all, to the two seminaries of the
church. The synodical bylaws, in a related way, include the faculties
of the institutions of education of the synod among those entities
from which overtures may be received by a synodical convention
(Handbook of the Lutheran Church-Missouri Synod, 1992 Edition,
3.19.a.2). The Faculty Handbook of Concordia Theological
Seminary stipulates, accordingly, that the faculty "by its very nature
considers it a duty as well as a privilege" to provide the synod with
advice by means of its overtures—as well as by other means (1990:
2.04.2).

In the course, therefore, of its meeting of 9 March 1995 the
faculty of Concordia Theological Seminary in Fort Wayne resolved
to address to the synod in convention the three memorials printed on
the pages which follow. (While these two introductory paragraphs
are the private composition of the undersigned, his signature as
secretary represents, as in the Convention Workbook, the requisite
testimony to the action of the faculty stated here and below.) The
Resolution 3-01B to which the first overture refers in its first
whereas-clause was entitled "To Adopt Recommendations of Lay
Worker Study Committee Report as Amended" and may be found on
pages 111-114 of the Convention Proceedings: Fifty-Seventh
Regular Convention:  The Lutheran Church-Missouri Synod:
Wichita, Kansas, July 7-14, 1989. The overtures below, then, have
already been submitted to the Fifty-Ninth Regular Convention of the
Lutheran Church-Missouri Synod which has been summoned to
assemble in Saint Louis (Missouri) in July (15-21) of this year. All
three proposals, in consequence, will appear, of course, in the
forthcoming Convention Workbook in the several locations allotted
them by the secretary of the synod. The overtures of the faculty are,
however, hereby (as on previous occasions) submitted in addition to
the consideration and evaluation of the esteemed readers of the
Concordia Theological Quarterly.

Douglas McC.L. Judisch
Secretary of the Faculty
Concordia Theological Seminary
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I. AN OVERTURE CONCERNING
THE THEOLOGICAL EDUCATION AND CERTIFICATION
OF LAYMEN LICENCED TO PERFORM
FUNCTIONS OF THE PASTORAL OFFICE

Whereas Resolution 3-05B of the Fifty-Seventh Regular Conven-
tion of the synod authorized district presidents to license certain
laymen to perform functions belonging to the pastoral
office—preaching, leading in public worship, and administering the
sacraments—under the supervision of an ordained pastor in circum-
stances where no pastor is available; and

Whereas any man who is performing functions of the pastoral
ministry should be called by any congregation which he is serving
and ordained into the pastoral office (or, as in the case of field-
workers, vicars, or special colloquy students, he should be preparing
to receive such call and ordination); and

Whereas laymen licensed to perform functions belonging to the
pastoral office desire and should receive the theological education
necessary to carrying out these duties; and

Whereas the seminaries of the synod are prepared and desirous to
provide these men with such theological education and so to prepare
and certify them to be called and ordained into the pastoral ministry
of the synod; therefore be it

Resolved that any layman who is now licensed to perform pastoral
functions under the guidelines of said Resolution 3-05B be required
(if he wishes to continue preaching and leading in public worship)
to apply for admission into the pastoral ministry of the synod in
accordance with the following process:

(1.) the applicant follows a procedure similar to that outlined
for colloquy applicants in Bylaw 6.93 of the synodical
handbook with the additional requirements (a.) that he
receive endorsement from the congregation which he is
serving and (b.) that he and his district president or super-
vising pastor attend a preliminary interview with a commit-
tee (specifically designated for the oversight of the training
and theological examination of such applicants) of the
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seminary to which he applies—to determine his present
theological and pastoral ability and his further educational
needs;

(2.) the seminary committee establishes a specific course of
study (tailored to the needs in theological education of the
applicant) to be completed through ministerial experience,
academic training (the majority of which could be conducted
through extension classes), and a student-mentor relationship
with the supervising pastor;

(3.) the applicant continues to serve (where appropriate) his
congregation or mission-station as a vicar with the same
responsibilities and restrictions which other vicars, field-
workers, and special colloquy candidates have in similar
situations—this service running concurrently with and for
the duration of his educational program;

(4.) upon completion of the prescribed program of theologi-
cal education (or in some cases at an earlier time deemed
appropriate by the seminary committee and the supervising
pastor) the seminary committee interviews the vicar,
focusing on theological orthodoxy and ministerial compe-
tence; after passing the interview, the vicar is certified for
admission to the pastoral ministry by the seminary faculty
and so becomes eligible to receive a call and ordination;

(5.) it is recommended (and in some cases required) that the
new pastor continue taking courses offered by the seminary
in a program of continuing education; and be it further

Resolved that one or both of the seminaries establish a program
of theological education which would enable a layman licensed to
perform functions of the pastoral office to be trained and certified
for a pastoral call and ordination without unnecessary interruption of
ministerial responsibilities in his congregation or mission-station; and
be it finally

Resolved that any layman now licensed to perform pastoral

functions who declines to apply for admission into the pastoral
ministry be commended for his dedication by his district president,
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that his decision be honored, and that accordingly his license be
allowed to lapse.

II. AN OVERTURE CONCERNING
THE RESOLUTION OF THEOLOGICAL DISPUTES

Whereas since 1992 the dispute resolution panels described in
chapter 8 of the synodical handbook are, when an opinion of the
Commission on Theology and Church Relations on "a specific
question of doctrine or doctrinal application" has been obtained,
bound to that opinion, so that it "must be followed" in the final
ruling or decision (Convention Proceedings: Fifty-Eighth Regular
Convention: The Lutheran Church-Missoyri Synod: Pittsburgh,
Pennsylvania, July 10-17, 1992, p. 144; Handbook of the Lutheran
Church-Missouri Synod, 1992 Edition, Bylaw 8.21.i); and

Whereas the Church of the Reformation recognizes no infallible
spokesmen able ex officio to issue doctrinal pronouncements, but
rather is solemnly pledged "to regulate all religious controversies and
their explanations" according to the divine biblical truth as confessed
in the Book of Concord (Preface to the Book of Concord; The Book
of Concord: The Confessions of the Evangelical Lutheran Church,
ed. and trans. Theodore G. Tappert [Philadelphia: Fortress Press,
1959], p. 14); and

Whereas the chief purpose of "proper judicial process" in the
church is to safeguard sound evangelical teaching and practice, and
without this vital function "the churches are not able to remove
impious teachings and impious forms of worship, and countless souls
are lost generation after generation" (Treatise on the Power and
Primacy of the Pope, 51; Book of Concord, p. 329); and

Whereas the summary and divided action of the Commission on
Theology and Church Relations in a sensitive and controversial
matter, as published in the Reporter: News for Church Workers of
December 1994, does not improve the case for even occasionally
exempting the opinions and decisions of the Commission on
Theology and Church Relations from critical examination in the light
of Scripture and confession; therefore be it

Resolved that Bylaw 8.21.i of the synodical handbook of 1992 be
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amended to make it clear that dispute resolution panels may receive
and consider any theological advice they wish, but are, individually
and collectively, bound to decide only according to that "single,
universally accepted, certain, and common form of doctrine which
all our evangelical churches subscribe and from which, because it is
drawn from the Word of God, all other writings are to be approved
and accepted, judged and regulated" (Formula of Concord, Solid
Declaration, Rule and Norm, 10; Book of Concord, p. 506).

III. AN OVERTURE CONCERNING
THE CONTINUING EDUCATION OF PASTORS

Whereas the circumstances and needs of people in our congrega-
tions and parish communities are far more diverse and subject to
rapid change than ever before, requiring pastors who can communi-
cate the gospel and care for souls under many conditions, while
developing and employing all their God-given gifts; and

Whereas a good deal of pastoral understanding and skill is
acquired through a combination of formal instruction and experience
in the parish (course-work, field-work, and vicarage already being
integral parts of education in the seminary); and

Whereas our pastors, nevertheless, frequently encounter new
circumstances and perceive lacunae in their competencies for
ministry; and

Whereas our pastors can, therefore, profit from continuing
education employing various methods of formal instruction and
mentoring contacts with fellow-pastors, district personnel, and others,
in order to sharpen their skills and adapt to new cultures and circum-
stances; therefore be it

Resolved that the Standing Committee for Pastoral Ministry of the
synod study the matter of continuing post-seminary education; and
be it further

Resolved that said committee present to the convention of the
Lutheran Church-Missouri Synod in 1997 a plan designed to involve
relevant resources (e.g., local pastors, district personnel, and
seminary faculty) in a program of continuing post-seminary
education.
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Theological Observer

THE "NEW" MISSIOLOGY

The Inter-Connections of August 1994, issued in St. Louis by the
Office of Campus Ministry of the Lutheran Church-Missouri Synod,
carried an article entitled "Campus Ministry-—Nigerian Style." The article
describes and solicits support for Victory Chapel, the "Protestant Chapel"
at the University of Uyo in Nigeria. This Protestant Chapel is one of
three such major entities, the other two being the Roman Catholic Campus
Parish and the Muslim Community. The author of the article cited is the
resident Protestant Chaplain himself, Dr. Udo Etuk, who is also the
Nigerian Lutheran Hour speaker. He writes:

The members of Victory Chapel are drawn from the Anglican
Church, the Assemblies of God, the Baptist Church, the Church
of Christ, the Full Gospel, the Fourth Ground, the Lutherans, the
Methodist Church, the Presbyterian Church, the Qua Iboe
Church, the Revival Valley Ministries, the Mount Zion Church—
Christians literally from A to Z!

The chaplain explains his ministry in this way: "We are conservative with
the gospel of Jesus but modernists in our modes of worship. We are all
things to all students—to paraphrase our Brother Paul—if by God’s grace
we might win some."

The practice is just what these descriptions would lead us to expect:
"Preachers are usually the very best from among the ministers, preachers,
and evangelists who can deliver the message with power. The liturgy
followed is very simple: hymn singing, prayers, praise worship, plenty of
choruses (short, simple, spiritual songs) accompanied by dancing,
drumming, clapping, and loud hallelujahs!" For baptisms "we set out to
the river-side." Additional remarks include the following: "Speaking in
tongues is not discouraged in our worship services. ‘Deliverance’ is an
important though not a central feature of this campus ministry. Whenever
we have powerful and charismatic men of God to preach our worship
venue is usually jam-packed."

The editors of Inter-Connections regard this depiction as a "fresh and
exciting description of Lutheran campus ministry" and recommend that
checks earmarked for Victory Chapel be made out to LCMS World
Missions. Only one slight qualification is offered: "You may sense that
some things are very different in Africa and would not necessarily be
appropriate in the U.S. and yet some of the problems sound all too
familiar."

What does it mean that "things are very different in Africa"? Do
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Baptists there believe in the regenerating power of holy baptism, and do
they baptize babies? Do other Protestants in Africa confess that the body
and blood of the Lord are verily received with the mouth and by all
communicants, regardless of worthiness? Are African Methodists and
revivalists not synergists, and Pentecostalists not sectarian emotionalists?
Or, if they all agree with their co-religionists elsewhere, are these things
contrary to Holy Scripture and the Lutheran Confessions in Europe and
America, but not in Africa? Or is the unionistic mixing up of different
confessions God-pleasing in Africa, but not "necessarily . . . appropriate"
here? Or are they not "appropriate” because of our "old-fashioned"
perceptions here? Was it perhaps for this reason that North America had
to be formally declared a "mission-field," so that we might copy here the
"mission" practices accepted in more enlightened parts of the globe? Or
perhaps holy baptism, holy absolution, and the holy supper belong to the
core of the gospel only in Europe and America, but are peripheral extras
in Africa?

The plain fact is that there is nothing. particularly "African" about
confessional promiscuity. The latter is simply the course of least
resistance and has been thoroughly "mainstream" in Europe and America
for some time. There are, on the other hand, confessional churches as
much in Africa as everywhere else. The demeaning fiction that Africa is
confessionally "different” was most likely dreamt up by non-Africans to
save themselves extra effort, expense, and inconvenience. When the
Missouri Synod began its missionary work in India in the last century, it
was in conscious opposition to the confessional laxity of the Leipzig
Mission. Nor were things "very different" only in Europe and in India
then. In North America, too, the mood of pietistic "American Lutherans"
was very much in favor of "cordial and active cooperation with other
evangelical churches in the great work of extending the Redeemer’s
kingdom" (F. Bente, American Lutheranism [St. Louis: Concordia
Publishing House, 1919], volume II, p. 129).

No, truth and confessional integrity cannot be bounded by mere
continents. A would-be "Lutheran" missiology which purrs and burbles
generically whenever "mission" is mentioned, but lacks the backbone to
insist on building truly confessional churches with the pure gospel and
sacraments of Christ, is not merely in crisis. It is bankrupt.

Kurt Marquart
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THE REFERENCE TO ORDER IN LUKE’S PREFACE

Writing of Luke’s account of the shipwreck (Acts 27), Brian M. Rapske
states the following:

Those methods must be considered suspect which, in quest of
pattern, genre, or typicality, forbid consideration of or trivialize
the remarkable display of accurate geographical and maritime
knowledge throughout this episode and which ignore the real
witness to frequent shipwrecks both in marine archaeology and
in the Pauline autobiography (2 Corinthians 11:25).

Rapske’s remarks concerning literary methods which discount Luke’s
geographical and maritime knowledge apply equally to methods which
overlook his accuracy as a historiographer. The essay by Rapske and a
number of other contributions to the new series called "The Book of Acts
in Its First Century Setting" (edited by Bruce W. Winter, Grand Rapids:
Eerdmans Publishing Company, 1993-1994) are a welcome corrective in
the modern exegetical scene.

The methods we use in our interpretation of Luke’s writings depend to
some degree on how we handle a key word in the Gospel’s preface, the
adverb kathexeés ("orderly," Luke 1:3). The issue is not translation; most
English versions agree that Luke’s purpose was to write "an orderly
account.” Where we find divergence is in the assessments by commenta-
tors of the kind of order Luke had in mind. Did he set out to write an
account that followed chronological order? Or was he concerned merely
for literary order? Does the choice matter?

Donald Guthrie’s New Testament Introduction asserts: "Luke meant to
write a historical account . . . kathexés would seem here to mean chrono-
logical and historical order." In response to claims that Luke’s purpose
was dominated by a theological motive, he writes: "No one would deny
that Luke’s purpose is theological. But this is quite different from saying
that the history has been conformed to the theology, an approach which
had its origins in the Tiibingen school of thought" (pp. 106-107).
I. Howard Marshall and the Lutheran commentators, William Arndt and
R. C. H. Lenski, concur that Luke has at least a broad chronological
sequence in mind. To these may be added the judgment of the standard
lexicon in English that Luke meant to "write someth[ing] for someone in
orderly sequence" (Walter Bauer, A Greek-English Lexicon of the New
Testament and Other Early Christian Literature, trans. by William F.
Arndt and F. Wilbur Gingrich; second edition, revised by F. Wilbur
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Gingrich and Frederick W. Danker [Chicago and London: The University
of Chicago Press, 1979], p. 388).

Joseph Fitzmyer takes the opposite view. He questions William
Ramsay’s opinion that Luke was "a historian of the first rank." As for the
evangelist’s claims that his account will possess the qualities of being
thorough, traced from the beginning, orderly, and accurate, Fitzmyer
believes "they can scarcely be pressed.” He finds inaccuracies in dating
and geography, concluding that "on many of these issues Luke’s
information was not the best." Luke’s "historical concern was "subordi-
nate to a theological one." Fitzmyer finally adds a parenthetical note
explaining to Roman Catholic readers how his "skeptical attitude" may be
squared with traditional teachings on biblical inspiration. Against this
background it is not surprising that his exegetical notes rule out the
possibility that karhexés could mean chronological and geographical order.
Fitzmyer fixes on "literary" order, id est, "a systematic presentation."

Luke Timothy Johnson’s contribution to the series entitled Sacra
Pagina occupies the middle ground. His section on the gospel’s "Genre
and Purpose" begins with a recognition of Luke’s gifts as a storyteller, his
sense of "the importance of plot and characters." To what literary genre,
then, do the Lucan writings belong? Johnson goes on to state that there
are incontrovertible reasons for placing Luke-Acts in the genre of
Hellenistic history. He refers to Luke’s use of sources and personal
research, his attempt to write a "sustained and sequential" narrative
(kathexés), and his concern to anchor events in world history. While not
doubting Luke’s serious purposes as a historian, Johnson thinks we can
only give a "mixed" answer to the question of Luke’s factual accuracy.
Luke must be mistaken on the timing of the census and the appearance of
messianic pretenders, because he disagrees with other ancient sources. On
the other hand, "his account of Paul’s movements . . . is not far out-of-
line." Johnson concludes that on the whole "Luke seems reasonably
accurate." When it comes to determining the meaning of kathexeés in the
prologue, Johnson is unable to make up his mind: "Does it mean only ‘in
succession’? . . . Or is there special emphasis on the order in which events
are related, as in Acts 11:47"

Is Luke’s purpose, then, chiefly historical-theological? Or are his
interests mainly to be found in literary-theological artistry? While it
would undoubtedly be an over-simplification to suggest that this question
may be settled by studying one word in the preface, a concordance study
of kathexés and its synonym hexés does throw light on the issue. Word-
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studies sensitive to the context will always have an important place in
exegesis. In the case of kathexés, the task is relatively straightforward.
This vocable is a peculiarly Lucan word, occurring just five times (Luke
1:3; 8:11; Acts 3:24; 11:4; 18:23). Hexés is clearly a synonym. ("I fail
to see any difference between the two words," says Fitzmyer.) Hexés is
also peculiar to Luke, occurring another five times (Luke 7:11; 9:37; Acts
21:1; 25:17; 27:18).

The easiest place to begin is hexés. In four of its five occurrences it
appears in the phra<ns1:XMLFault xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat"><ns1:faultstring xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat">java.lang.OutOfMemoryError: Java heap space</ns1:faultstring></ns1:XMLFault>