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      CHAPTER ONE 
Introduction

      

      Gerhard Ebeling’s thesis that the history of the Christian Church is the history of the interpretation of her Scriptures marks the beginning of four decades of scholarship in the history of biblical interpretation.1
 The methods, results, technical skills and hermeneutical presuppositions of a vast array of historical figures have come under scrutiny since that time. However, despite the growing body of research, especially on thinkers of the sixteenth century, few scholars have discussed the methodological problems and possibilities which confront them in this frontier field of church history. In part to correct this oversight, we shall begin work on Philip Melanchthon’s interpretation of John by outlining various approaches to the history of biblical interpretation and by contrasting them to the approach which shall be used here. We do not pretend to examine all methodological problems ; instead we seek to initiate discussion of some of the most important questions in this field.

      Before elucidating the method used here, we shall examine some recent approaches to our subject.2
 To determine their approaches to the history of exegesis we will pose three questions of these works : what is their scope of inquiry, what are their primary goals or uses of the exegetical material, and into what context do they place the results of their analyses.

      How a researcher defines the limits of his or her inquiry indicates a great deal about the method used. In the history of biblical exegesis two kinds of limits obtain. On the one hand, the biblical text dictates the limits. On the other, the author or authors of the biblical interpretation define them. With regard to the former, researchers select their unit of investigation to be anything from a word, verse or chapter, a book, author or Testament, a biblical 
motif or even the entire Bible. Thus, in a three volume work Tibor Gallus describes all Lutheran interpretations of Gen 3:15 and the « seed of the woman » from Luther to the present. In an equal number of volumes Siegfried Räder examines the development of one exegete’s (namely, Luther’s) competence in Hebrew.3
 More often research has centered upon a book of the Bible (e.g., Ellwein’s work on Luther’s interpretations of John), upon a biblical author (e.g., Schirmer’s investigation of Melanchthon’s understanding of Paul) or a Testament (e.g., Sick’s research into Melanchthon’s exegesis of the Old Testament).4
 Few are as ambitious as the medievalist, Beryl Smalley, who examines the study of the (whole) Bible in the Middle Ages.5


      With regard to the latter kind of limit, a popular focus for study is the individual exegete, as the aforementioned works on Luther and Melanchthon indicate. A variation on this approach is to examine a group of exegetes who preceded one particularly important figure, such as Luther. Preus’ work is an example of this approach.6
 Edward A. Gosselin, who investigates a biblical motif (interpretations of David), extends the limits of his research to include a variety of exegetes before and during the Reformation.7
 For the sixteenth century no chronological account of the entire sweep of exegetes exists which is worthy of comparison to the exhaustive studies of the medieval period undertaken by Smalley and de Lubac.8


      These attempts to limit the scope of study appear to have been made for the most part without careful consideration of the consequences. With 
respect to the limits of the biblical text, few if any scholars make it clear why a particular verse, word, chapter or motif merits special study. They do not consider whether the unit they have chosen to study preserves or disturbs the history of interpretation which is the object of their study ; whether the categories chosen are germane to the subject matter ; or whether they impose an artificial order upon the material and thereby destroy its own inherent organization. What does it mean, for example, to compare commentators’ interpretations of one verse in Scripture before versification was invented ? Or to compare exegetical comments on the Psalms by Luther with theological statements on the relation of the Testaments by Thomas Aquinas ? Or to use modern concepts, such as Melanchthon’s « Paul » or Faber’s « David, » without exploring the existence of such categories in the thought of the exegetes in question ?

      With efforts to limit the scope of authors an even more important problem arises. In his work on Luther, Preus objects to patristic and medieval exegetical traditions being used merely as a backdrop to Luther studies and attempts to reconstruct the major issues of medieval hermeneutics « remoto Luthero ».9
 However, by removing Luther from his discussion of medieval exegesis, Preus and others who use similar techniques run the risk of creating an artificial, non-historical basis of comparison between Luther and his predecessors, and thus of changing the medieval exegetes back into a backdrop. Luther’s connection to medieval problems and debates is assumed, turning him into a kind of « omniscient author. » Furthermore, the comparison which Preus offers is not, strictly speaking, between Luther’s Augustine, Luther’s Lyra or Luther’s Faber and Luther, but between Preus’ Augustine, Preus’ Lyra or Preus’ Faber and Preus’ Luther. The prior question of actual contact and influence between Luther and his predecessors is simply not raised.10


      We can also divide researchers in the history of biblical interpretation on the basis of their primary interest in the material. In Theologie der Verheissung
 Ernst Bizer, while purporting merely to reproduce Melanchthon’s thought for the modern reader, in fact ignores the exegetical character of the Reformer’s early works and sorts the more or less random statements on different theological issues into appropriate theological common places.11
 Schirmer’s work on Melanchthon’s understanding of 
Paul shows a similar interest in Melanchthon’s fundamental theological concepts (« grundlegende Begriffe »), coupled with an attempt to isolate the basic Pauline ideas (« paulinische Grundgedanke »). Sick’s overriding concern for Melanchthon’s hermeneutic, a concern which marks him as a student of Gerhard Ebeling, also indicates another direction the theological approach to exegetical material may take.12
 These theological concerns stand in contrast to the more strictly descriptive and chronological work of Smalley.

      At this juncture we would raise the criticism that previous research has all too often forsaken problems germane to the exegetical material in search of answers to theological problems. Bizer, as we shall see in chapter six, is too eager to show the theological harmony of Melanchthon and Luther. In his hurry to discover the heart of Melanchthon’s theology he ignores his exegesis. Schirmer, by insisting upon comparing Melanchthon to Paul, would judge a sixteenth-century thinker on the grounds of twentieth-century views of the biblical text — a non-historical approach in which modern conceptions quickly become the criterion by which all previous exegesis must be measured. This dangerous precedent mars many earlier works in this field.13
 Finally, Sick, Ebeling and Schäfer, who are engrossed with hermeneutical problems, run the risk of making one topic in the field of biblical interpretation the heart of the discipline to the exclusion of others.14


      The goals of researchers in this field are closely tied to the context into which they place the exegetical material under examination. Often, as Preus has correctly noted, the medieval and patristic exegetes become a backdrop against which the biblical insights of « more important » Reformation figures are sketched in stark relief. This has been a temptation in much Protestant research.15
 Sixteenth-century biblical expositors are in like manner forced to speak to certain modern theological and exegetical problems. This tendency 
is endemic among those who wish to canonize certain figures of the Reformation for their views on Scripture.16
 An awareness of an alternate, historical context in which this material may be placed is shown by the papers delivered at the first two international colloquies on biblical exegesis in the sixteenth century.17
 In both colloquies participants strove to tie particular exegetes or exegetical problems as closely as possible to the historical context out of which these people or issues arose. The Reformation and the Renaissance, humanism and scholasticism, and not modern theological problems per se
 become the ground upon which actual exegetical disputes are analyzed.18
 In the history
 of biblical interpretation historical contexts should be favored over modern theological ones.

      To overcome the weaknesses of some of the previous work done on Melanchthon’s exegesis, and to build upon important recent advances in the history of biblical interpretation, we would propose using a literary-critical approach to the material first suggested in quite a different context by the modern exegete, Gerhard Lohfink.19
 While he is primarily interested in modern biblical commentaries, his insights are applicable to the whole history of Scriptural interpretation. Lohfink traces the origins of biblical commentaries to the work of Hippolytus on Daniel and more emphatically to Origen on John and admits that such were modelled after pagan expositions of Homer. While the origins of both the Latin « commentarius », usually used in the plural, and the Greek « ὑπομνῆμα » are not altogether clear, it seems that both refer to notes, such as lecture notes, official files or even preliminary notes for a literary work, used to aid the memory.

      To define the term commentary more precisely, Lohfink considers its « Sitz im Leben » and its limits. The « Sitz im Leben » is a product of « wissenschaftliche Schulbetrieb », or what we might call in English « classroom teaching aids. » Lohfink would distinguish commentary from glosses or scholiae on texts, in which no inner connection between the parts of the text to be commented upon can be found, from midrash, in which the text serves as a mnemonic device for the tradition, and from homily, in which exposition of a text is imbedded in « appellatio », a direct appeal to the 
audience. Instead, a commentary’s exposition of a text is continuous, pertinent to the text (« sachgemäss »), explanatory and argumentative.20
 On the basis of this definition, Lohfink outlines several different types of commentaries, pointing out in his conclusions how modern commentaries differ from their predecessors in their increased structural elements (including not only the basic introduction, text, organization, and notations, but also detailed reviews of secondary literature, translation of the text, excursus, reference systems and the like), their concern with the unity of the text (a debatable point !), their discussion of historicity and the disappearance of appellative remnants (also debatable).

      We can apply Lohfink’s insights to the history of biblical interpretation. His designation of the « Sitz im Leben » makes clear the « scholastic » origins of biblical commentary. Also useful is his definition of a commentary’s purpose as continuous, fixed on the text, without superfluities and expository.

      To make this approach even more useful for the history of biblical criticism we would propose the following refinements. First, the border between commentary and other genres is in reality more vaguely defined than Lohfink would admit. Glosses, midrash and especially homilies can in certain instances be viewed as forms of commentary. This is especially true in the case of Patristic homilies which later generations used not merely for their appellative but for their explanatory value. Second, instead of categorizing types of commentaries with modern terms, certain Latin terms, used in the Middle Ages and beyond, could be employed — such as enarratio, annotatio, paraphrasis and the like. Third, those structural elements of the genre which seem to be present in most commentaries include citation of the biblical text or portions thereof, introductions to the particular book, comments on the text and some discussion of other, often opposing, opinions about the text.

      This last element suggests a fourth refinement of Lohfink’s article : that the genre of commentaries is in a certain sense « self-aware ». To pick up almost any biblical commentary from any point in the history of the Church is to find oneself in the middle of a conversation or, sometimes, an argument between the commentator and his predecessors. Not only does an author show his awareness of past discussion of a word, verse or chapter, but he almost invariably reacts to this tradition. Thus, a commentary reveals interaction not merely between an interpreter and a sacred text, but also between the present interpreter and his predecessors.

      

      An approach to the history of biblical interpretation which is sensitive to the literary genres which one encounters has certain advantages over the approaches outlined above. For one thing the scope of interest is clearly defined and, it could be argued, is not an artificial unit of study. Commentaries on biblical books are historical phenomena. Authors intended to write commentaries and in one way or another limited their work in such a way as to cover the material in a particular book or section of the sacred text. Thus, one is not disturbing the historical strata in which the biblical interpretation is imbedded by choosing to examine such a self-contained unit.

      Because the commentary is « self-aware », a method can also be developed for limiting the authors to be studied. One can, as we shall do in this study, focus on a single literary event — the lectures by Melanchthon on the Gospel of John and their subsequent publication — and yet examine that event in the light of previous commentaries (and homilies) on John. However, rather than remove Melanchthon from the field of view in order to examine the Patristic or medieval backeground, we shall examine the primary literary event, the Annotationes in Johannem
 of Melanchthon, for clues or remnants of the exegetical conversations which he held with his predecessors and contemporaries as he came to formulate his own interpretation of John. Thus, we shall not be interested in Patristic, medieval or humanist exegesis as such, nor shall we attempt to discern all their concerns in interpreting John. Instead we shall examine them only as they run parallel to, impinge upon or influence Melanchthon’s own comments on the Fourth Gospel.

      If a literary-critical approach sharpens the scope of study, it also pinpoints a study’s goals. We shall look at Melanchthon’s commentary on John not to determine how true he was to John’s original message and intention, nor merely to ferret out his hermeneutic, nor to systematize his theological opinions. Instead, the literary unit, the commentary itself, presents us with its own set of goals. In 1523 this work appeared at book fairs throughout the Holy Roman Empire. People bought it and, if contemporary notations in the original printings are any indication, they read it. We shall investigate what it is that they received — and what they thought they received — when they bought that book. What has filtered through Melanchthon’s comments from patristic and medieval exegesis ? What is rejected or consistently omitted from the tradition ? How did this book compare to the humanists’ works on John available in the same book stalls ? How does it witness to Wittenberg’s developing theological and exegetical tradition ? What does it tell us about Melanchthon’s own capacities as lecturer, exegete and theologian ? A literary-critical approach points the 
researchers toward important historical
 questions in an attempt to understand the book itself.

      Similarly, this approach defines an historical context for the research. A literary-critical method, when applied to Melanchthon’s annotations on John, invites us into the lecture halls of Wittenberg and the print shops of Basel. It leads us to peruse the content of Melanchthon’s exegetical bookshelf and to follow him into Wittenberg’s churches as he takes notes on Luther’s sermons or into Tübingen’s « Burse », where he heard his earliest theological lectures and where he began constructing his humanist exegetical method. Finally, it encourages us to examine how and by whom this pocketbook-sized Annotationes
 was used : a search which will lead us to the studies and lecture halls of important Reformers in Zurich, Strasbourg and Schwäbisch-Hall.

      But why should we look at this particular commentary on this particular book of the Bible ? It is commonly assumed that Paul and Romans, not the gospels or John, held center stage during the Reformation. If this were true, it would not reduce the importance of investigating interpretations of other books of the Bible. However, contrary to some cherished Protestant notions, Paul was not rediscovered during the Reformation, since the Western church at least since time of Ambrose viewed him as its primary theologian and exegete.21
 Moreover, other books of the Bible were scarcely neglected at this time. Just because Luther did not write a commentary on John does not make the Fourth Gospel unimportant for early Protestants. In point of fact John played a crucial role in the early development of Protestantism — we need only consider the importance of John 6 in the Eucharistic debates of the 1520s. Beyond that, Christological and ecclesiological struggles of the time also drew upon John for support.

      To study the Gospel of John merely out of theological interest, however, would contradict the method outlined above. Commentaries on the Gospel of John should also be an important object of concern for historians of sixteenth-century biblical exegesis, because so many were published at this time by such a wide variety of important thinkers. Between 1470 and 1555 fifty-two different works were published on the Gospel of John in a total of at least 280 printings.22
 Some of these commentaries are parts of larger works on the four Gospels, the New Testament or the Bible. Two are direct responses to other works by contemporary authors. Of the fifty-two titles six 
are by patristic authors (four Greek and two Latin Fathers), fifteen by medieval writers (two Greek and thirteen Latin) and thirty-one by modern authors of whom fifteen are Protestants. Besides Melanchthon, exegetes include Origen, Chrysostom, Augustine, Alcuin, Theophylact, Hugh of St. Cher, Albert, Thomas, Nicholas of Lyra, Dennis the Carthusian, Erasmus, Faber Stapulensis, Zwingli, Brenz, Bucer, Bullinger Œcolampadius, John Major, Cajetan, Calvin, Musculus and host of lesser-known figures.

      The importance of Melanchthon’s commentary becomes clear when one considers the distribution of these commentaries over the eighty-five year period in question. Before 1516 no commentary on John by a living author had been published. Four patristic and nine medieval titles were available, the most popular being the works of Chrysostom and Augustine among the Fathers, and Nicholas of Lyra, Hugh of St. Cher, the Ordinary Gloss and Aquinas’ Catena Aurea
 of patristic references among medieval commentators. In one form or another Lyra’s comments on John had been published thirty-two times up to 1516. From 1516 through 1555, a scant forty years, thirty-one authors who lived in the sixteenth century published works on John in 125 separate printings. Only two new patristic titles found their way into print along with six medieval ones, including works of Rupert of Deutz, [pseudo-] Bede, Alcuin and Theophylact and a condensation of Chrysostom by Euthymius. Only one new commentary by a late-medieval theologian, Dennis the Carthusian, was published. Lyra’s comments on John appeared only four times.

      We can actually date the flood of commentaries on John by living authors even more precisely. Apart from three editions of Erasmus’ annotations on the New Testament, which accompanied his Greek text and Latin translation, no « new » commentary on John appeared until June, 1522. At that time Faber Stapulensis (Lefèvre d’Etaples) published his commentary on the four Gospels in Meaux. The next year, in January and May, respectively, the paraphrase of Erasmus on John and the annotations of Melanchthon appeared. Thus, Melanchton’s commentary on John stands as the first « Protestant » commentary on the Fourth Gospel ever written. It appeared in competition with the works of the great Northern humanists, Erasmus and Faber, and it was a « best seller » for the next year or so. It was used by the young Bullinger, by Zwingli and by Brenz in their early work on John. Bucer, whose massive commentary on John was published in 1528, praised it alongside Erasmus’ paraphrase as a most important modern work on John.

      Melanchthon’s commentary on John marks an important transition from medieval to « reformational » exegesis. It stands at the convergence of two relatively new exegetical streams flowing from Northern humanism and 
Luther’s reform. It hands down to its readers a concatenation of patristic, medieval, humanist and « reformational » exegetical insights and methods, but in a combination which is uniquely « Melanchthonian ». Finally, it is an important document of Wittenberg thelogy in the early 1520s.

      It will be our task to show exactly how this commentary functions in these different roles, as it documents the attempts of one Reformer to unlock the meaning of John’s Gospel for his own age. Therefore, we shall divide this work into four major sections. First, we shall fix the exact « Sitz im Leben » for Melanchthon’s Annotationes in Johannem.
 We will indicate the origin and structure of Melanchthon’s lectures on John from 1522 and 1523, and we will show the relation of the printings which were produced in 1523 and 1524. We will also discuss the connection between this commentary on John and others on the New Testament which were published simultaneously.

      In the second section we shall look at the parallels and influences between Melanchthon and the exegetical traditions : patristic, medieval and humanist. Here we shall concern ourselves with commentaries which Melanchthon could have or probably did use, and we shall indicate where and to what extent he may be indebted to the tradition for exegetical insights and methods.

      Melanchthon’s annotations on John were no catena of past work on John. To understand fully his unique position at the headwaters of both humanist and reformation exegesis of John, we shall examine in a third section the commentary in the light of Luther’s fragmentary exegesis of John and of Melanchthon’s own works on his exegetical method. Here we shall discover the source of major theological themes in the Annotationes
, and we shall indicate at which points Melanchthon has transformed them to fit his own developing theology. Moreover, in a separate chapter we shall analyze Melanchthon’s exegetical method in detail and show its origins in his own works on rhetoric and dialectic.

      In a final section we briefly indicate how and by whom Melanchthon’s exegetical insights were received. A detailed analysis of Melanchthon’s impact upon later Protestant interpretation goes beyond the scope of the present work. Therefore, we shall only indicate some of the figures who used the Annotationes in Johannem
 and how that work may have affected their interpretations of John.
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      PART ONE : 

MELANCHTHON’S COMMENTARY ON JOHN IN ITS HISTORICAL CONTEXT

      

      Melanchthon’s annotations on John arose within the context of the reformation of Church and University in Wittenberg between 1517 and 1523. Both the lectures on John which Melanchthon held from 1522-1523 and their subsequent publication were products of this reform. We must measure their importance against the backdrop of growing pressure for change which stemmed both from humanist circles at the court of Frederick the Wise and at Wittenberg and from Luther’s own dispute over indulgences. Humanist concerns for returning to the proper sources of Christian theology helped to alter Wittenberg’s curriculum and brought Melanchthon to Wittenberg as a teacher of Greek. Luther’s case against indulgences stimulated concern for proper Christian instruction of the laity through the preaching of the « pure Word of God ». As we shall demonstrate, these two forces coalesced into a specific program for reform — a program which led to the publication of a series of « evangelical » commentaries on the New Testament, including Melanchthon’s Annotation.es in Johannem.
 From this perspective we can more fully appreciate the immediate factors surrounding his lectures on John and their rapid dissemination throughout the Empire.

      

    

  

  


		

    
		

  
    
      PART TWO : 

MELANCHTHON’S COMMENTARY ON JOHN AND ITS RELATION TO THE EXEGETICAL TRADITION
...
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