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xiii

G E N E R A L  I N T R o D u C T I o N

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

Goals
The Reformation Commentary on Scripture seeks to introduce its readers to the depth 
and richness of exegetical ferment that defined the Reformation era. The RCS has four 
goals: the enrichment of contemporary biblical interpretation through exposure to Refor-
mation-era biblical exegesis; the renewal of contemporary preaching through exposure to 
the biblical insights of the Reformation writers; a deeper understanding of the Reforma-
tion itself and the breadth of perspectives represented within it; and the recovery of the 
robust spiritual theology and devotional treasures of the Reformation’s engagement with 
the Bible. Each of these goals requires a brief comment.

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

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

Reformation. Some scholars of the sixteenth century prefer to speak of the period they 
study in the plural, the European Reformations, to indicate that many diverse impulses 
for reform were at work in this turbulent age of transition from medieval to modern 
times. While this point is well taken, the RCS follows the time-honored tradition of 
using Reformation in the singular form to indicate not only a major moment in the his-
tory of Christianity in the West but also, as Hans J. Hillerbrand has put it, “an essential 
cohesiveness in the heterogeneous pursuits of religious reform in the sixteenth century.”2 
At the same time, in developing guidelines to assist the volume editors in making judi-
cious selections from the vast amount of commentary material available in this period, 

1John L. Thompson, Reading the Bible with the Dead (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2007).
2Hans J. Hillerbrand, The Division of Christendom (Louisville, Ky.: Westminster John Knox, 2007), p. x. Hillerbrand has also 
edited the standard reference work in Reformation studies, OER. See also Diarmaid MacCulloch, The Reformation (New York: 
Viking, 2003) and Patrick Collinson, The Reformation: A History (New York: Random House, 2004).
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we have stressed the multifaceted character of the Reformation across many confessions, 
theological orientations and political settings.

Spiritual theology. The post-Enlightenment split between the study of the Bible as an 
academic discipline and the reading of the Bible as spiritual nurture was foreign to the 
reformers. For them the study of the Bible was transformative at the most basic level of 
the human person: coram deo. Luther’s famous Reformation breakthrough triggered by 
his laborious study of the Psalms and Paul ’s letter to the Romans is well known, but the 
experience of Cambridge scholar Thomas Bilney was perhaps more typical. When Eras-
mus’s critical edition of the Greek New Testament was published in 1516, it was accompa-
nied by a new translation in elegant Latin. Attracted by the classical beauty of Erasmus’s 
Latin, Bilney came across this statement in 1 Timothy 1:15: “Christ Jesus came into the 
world to save sinners.” In the Greek this sentence is described as pistos ho logos, which the 
Vulgate had rendered fidelis sermo, “a faithful saying.” Erasmus chose a different word for 
the Greek pistos—certus, “sure, certain.” When Bilney grasped the meaning of this word 
applied to the announcement of salvation in Christ, he tells us that “immediately I felt a 
marvelous comfort and quietness, insomuch that my bruised bones leaped for joy.”3 The 
reformers all repudiated the idea that the Bible could be studied and understood with 
dispassionate objectivity, as a cold artifact from antiquity. Luther described the way the 
Bible was meant to function in the life of believers when he reproached himself and oth-
ers for reacting to the nativity narrative with such cool unconcern. “I hate myself because 
when I see Christ laid in the manger or in the lap of his mother and hear the angels sing, 
my heart does not leap into f lame. With what good reason should we all despise ourselves 
that we remain so cold when this word is spoken to us, over which everyone should dance 
and leap and burn for joy! We act as though it were a frigid historical fact that does not 
smite our hearts, as if someone were merely relating that the sultan has a crown of gold.”4 
It was a core conviction of the Reformation that the careful study and meditative listening 
to the Scriptures, what the monks called lectio divina, could yield life-changing results. 
The RCS wishes to commend the exegetical work of the Reformation era as a program of 
retrieval for the sake of renewal—spiritual réssourcement for believers committed to the 
life of faith today.

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

Chronology. When did the Reformation begin, and how long did it last? In some tra-
ditional accounts, the answer was clear: the Reformation began with the posting of Lu-
ther’s Ninety-five Theses at Wittenberg in 1517 and ended with the death of Calvin in 

3See A. G. Dickens, The English Reformation (New York: Schocken, 1974), p. 79.
4WA 49:176-77, quoted in Roland Bainton, “The Bible in the Reformation,” in CHB, p. 23.
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Geneva in 1564. Apart from reducing the Reformation to a largely German event with a 
side trip to Switzerland, this perspective fails to do justice to the important events that 
led up to Luther’s break with Rome and its many reverberations throughout Europe and 
beyond. In choosing commentary selections for the RCS, we have adopted the concept of 
the long sixteenth century, say, from the late 1400s to the mid-seventeenth century. Thus 
we have included commentary selections from early or pre-Reformation writers such as 
John Colet and Jacques Lefèvre d ’Étaples to seventeenth-century figures such as Henry 
Ainsworth and Johann Gerhard.

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

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

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

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

The availability of digital resources has given access to a huge residual database of 
sixteenth-century exegetical comment hitherto available only in major research universi-
ties and rare book collections. The RCS has formed a partnership with the Alexander 
Street Press Digital Library of Classical Protestant Texts (DLCPT) to make available to 
our volume editors numerous imprints of sixteenth-century works in an online format. 
Through the help of RCS editorial advisor Herman Selderhuis, we have also had access 
to the special Reformation collections of the Johannes a Lasco Bibliothek in Emden, Ger-
many. In addition, modern critical editions and translations of Reformation sources have 
been published over the past generation.

The design of the RCS is intended to offer reader-friendly access to these classic texts. 
Each volume in the RCS will include an introduction by the volume editor placing that por-
tion of the canon within the historical context of the Protestant Reformation and present-
ing a summary of the theological themes, interpretive issues and reception of the particular 
book(s). The commentary itself consists of particular pericopes identified by a pericope 
heading; the biblical text in the English Standard Version (esv), with significant textual 
variants registered in the footnotes; an overview of the pericope in which principal exegeti-
cal and theological concerns of the Reformation writers are succinctly noted; and excerpts 
from the Reformation writers identified by name according to the conventions of the Ox-
ford Encyclopedia of the Reformation. Original translations of Reformation sources are given 
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unless an acceptable translation already exists. Each volume will also include a bibliography 
of sources cited, as well as an appendix of authors and source works.

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

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

Lay culture, learned culture. In recent decades, much attention has been given to what 
is called “reforming from below,” that is, the expressions of religious beliefs and churchly 
life that characterized the popular culture of the majority of the population in the era of 
the Reformation. Social historians have taught us to examine the diverse pieties of towns-
people and city folk, of rural religion and village life, the emergence of lay theologies and 
the experiences of women in the religious tumults of Reformation Europe.5 Formal com-
mentaries by their nature are artifacts of learned culture. Almost all of them were writ-

5See Peter Matheson, ed., Reformation Christianity (Minneapolis: Fortress, 2007).

RCS Galatians.indb   18 7/29/11   10:46:22 AM

Copyrighted Material. www.ivpress.com/permissions



General Introduction 

xix

ten in Latin, the lingua franca of learned discourse well past the age of the Reformation. 
Biblical commentaries were certainly not the primary means by which the Protestant Ref-
ormation spread so rapidly across wide sectors of sixteenth-century society. Small pam-
phlets and broadsheets, later called Flugschriften (“f lying writings”), with their graphic 
woodcuts and cartoon-like depictions of Reformation personalities and events, became 
the means of choice for mass communication in the early age of printing. Sermons and 
works of devotion were also printed with appealing visual aids. Luther’s early writings 
were often accompanied by drawings and sketches from Lucas Cranach and other artists. 
This was done “above all for the sake of children and simple folk,” as Luther put it, “who 
are more easily moved by pictures and images to recall divine history than through mere 
words or doctrines.”6

We should be cautious, however, in drawing too sharp a distinction between learned 
and lay culture in this period. The phenomenon of preaching was a kind of verbal bridge 
between scholars at their desks and the thousands of illiterate or semi-literate listeners 
whose views were shaped by the results of Reformation exegesis. According to contem-
porary witness, more than one thousand persons were crowding into Geneva to hear Cal-
vin expound the Scriptures every day.7 An example of how learned theological works by 
Reformation scholars were received across divisions of class and social status comes from 
Lazare Drilhon, an apothecary of Toulon. He was accused of heresy in May 1545 when a 
cache of prohibited books was found hidden in his garden shed. In addition to devotional 
works, the French New Testament and a copy of Calvin’s Genevan liturgy, there was 
found a series of biblical commentaries, translated from the Latin into French: Martin 
Bucer’s on Matthew, François Lambert’s on the Apocalypse and one by Oecolampadius 
on 1 John.8 Biblical exegesis in the sixteenth century was not limited to the kind of full-
length commentaries found in Drilhon’s shed. Citations from the Bible and expositions 
of its meaning permeate the extant literature of sermons, letters, court depositions, doc-
trinal treatises, records of public disputations and even last wills and testaments. While 
most of the selections in the RCS will be drawn from formal commentary literature, 
other sources of biblical ref lection will also be considered.

Historical Context
The medieval legacy. On October 18, 1512, the degree doctor in biblia was conferred on 
Martin Luther, and he began his career as a professor in the University of Wittenberg. As 
is well known, Luther was also a monk who had taken solemn vows in the Augustinian 

6Martin Luther, Passional (1522). See R. W. Scribner, For the Sake of Simple Folk: Popular Propaganda for the German Reforma-
tion (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1981), p. xi.

7Letter of De Beaulieu to Guillaume Farel (1561) in J. W. Baum, ed., Theodor Beza handschriftlichen und anderen gleichzeitigen 
Quellen (Leipzig: Weidmann, 1851) 2.92.

8Francis Higman, “A Heretic’s Library: The Drilhon Inventory” (1545), in Francis Higman, Lire et Découvire: la circulation des 
idées au temps de la Réforme (Geneva: Droz, 1998), pp. 65-85.

RCS Galatians.indb   19 7/29/11   10:46:23 AM

Copyrighted Material. www.ivpress.com/permissions



Galatians, Ephesians

xx

Order of Hermits at Erfurt. These two settings—the university and the monastery—
both deeply rooted in the Middle Ages, form the background not only for Luther’s per-
sonal vocation as a reformer but also for the history of the biblical commentary in the age 
of the Reformation. Since the time of the Venerable Bede (d. 735), sometimes called “the 
last of the Fathers,” serious study of the Bible had taken place primarily in the context of 
cloistered monasteries. The Rule of St. Benedict brought together lectio and meditatio, 
the knowledge of letters and the life of prayer. The liturgy was the medium through which 
the daily reading of the Bible, especially the Psalms, and the sayings of the church fathers 
came together in the spiritual formation of the monks.9 Essential to this understanding 
was a belief in the unity of the people of God throughout time as well as space, and an 
awareness that life in this world was a preparation for the beatific vision in the next.

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

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

The letter shows us what God and our fathers did;
The allegory shows us where our faith is hid;
The moral meaning gives us rules of daily life;
The anagogy shows us where we end our strife.10

In this schema, the three spiritual meanings of the text correspond to the three theo-
logical virtues: faith (allegory), hope (anagogy) and love (the moral meaning). It should 

9See the classic study by Jean Leclercq, The Love of Learning and the Desire for God (New York: Fordham University Press, 
1961).

10A translation of the well-known Latin quatrain: Littera gesta docet/Quid credas allegoria/Moralis quid agas/Quo tendas anagogia. 
See Robert M. Grant, A Short History of the Interpretation of the Bible (New York: Macmillan, 1963), p. 119.
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be noted that this way of approaching the Bible assumed a high doctrine of scriptural 
inspiration: the multiple meanings inherent in the text had been placed there by the Holy 
Spirit for the benefit of the people of God. The biblical justification for this method went 
back to the apostle Paul, who had used the words allegory and type when applying Old 
Testament events to believers in Christ (Gal 4:21-31; 1 Cor 10:1-11). The problem with 
this approach was knowing how to relate each of the four senses to one another and how 
to prevent Scripture from becoming a nose of wax turned this way and that by various 
interpreters. As G. R. Evans explains, “Any interpretation which could be put upon the 
text and was in keeping with the faith and edifying, had the warrant of God himself, for 
no human reader had the ingenuity to find more than God had put there.”11

With the rise of the universities in the eleventh century, theology and the study of 
Scripture moved from the cloister into the classroom. Scripture and the Fathers were 
still important, but they came to function more as footnotes to the theological ques-
tions debated in the schools and brought together in an impressive systematic way in 
works such as Peter Lombard’s Books of Sentences (the standard theology textbook of the 
Middle Ages) and the great scholastic summae of the thirteenth century. Indispensible to 
the study of the Bible in the later Middle Ages was the Glossa ordinaria, a collection of 
exegetical opinions by the church fathers and other commentators. Heiko Oberman sum-
marized the transition from devotion to dialectic this way: “When, due to the scientific 
revolution of the twelfth century, Scripture became the object of study rather than the 
subject through which God speaks to the student, the difference between the two modes 
of speaking was investigated in terms of the texts themselves rather than in their relation 
to the recipients.”12 It was possible, of course, to be both a scholastic theologian and a 
master of the spiritual life. Meister Eckhart, for example, wrote commentaries on the Old 
Testament in Latin and works of mystical theology in German, ref lecting what had come 
to be seen as a division of labor between the two.

An increasing focus on the text of Scripture led to a revival of interest in its literal sense. 
The two key figures in this development were Thomas Aquinas (d. 1274) and Nicholas 
of Lyra (d. 1340). Thomas is best remembered for his Summa Theologiae, but he was 
also a prolific commentator on the Bible. Thomas did not abandon the multiple senses 
of Scripture but declared that all the senses were founded on one—the literal—and this 
sense eclipsed allegory as the basis of sacred doctrine. Nicholas of Lyra was a Franciscan 
scholar who made use of the Hebrew text of the Old Testament and quoted liberally from 
works of Jewish scholars, especially the learned French rabbi Salomon Rashi (d. 1105). 
After Aquinas, Lyra was the strongest defender of the literal, historical meaning of Scrip-
ture as the primary basis of theological disputation. His Postills, as his notes were called, 

11G. R. Evans, The Language and Logic of the Bible: The Road to Reformation (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1985), 
p. 42.

12Heiko Oberman, Forerunners of the Reformation (Philadelphia: Fortress, 1966), p. 284.
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were widely circulated in the late Middle Ages and became the first biblical commentary 
to be printed in the fifteenth century. More than any other commentator from the period 
of high scholasticism, Lyra and his work were greatly valued by the early reformers. Ac-
cording to an old Latin pun, Nisi Lyra lyrasset, Lutherus non saltasset, “If Lyra had not 
played its lyre, Luther would not have danced.” While Luther was never an uncritical 
disciple of any teacher, he did praise Lyra as a good Hebraist and quoted him more than 
one hundred times in his lectures on Genesis, where he declared, “I prefer him to almost 
all other interpreters of Scripture.”13

Sacred philology. The sixteenth century has been called a golden age of biblical in-
terpretation, and it is a fact that the age of the Reformation witnessed an explosion of 
commentary writing unparalleled in the history of the Christian church. Kenneth Hagen 
has cataloged forty-five commentaries on Hebrews between 1516 (Erasmus) and 1598 
(Beza).14 During the sixteenth century, more than seventy new commentaries on Romans 
were published, five of them by Melanchthon alone, and nearly one hundred commentar-
ies on the Bible’s prayer book, the Psalms.15 There were two developments in the fifteenth 
century that presaged this development and without which it could not have taken place: 
the invention of printing and the rediscovery of a vast store of ancient learning hitherto 
unknown or unavailable to scholars in the West.

It is now commonplace to say that what the computer has become in our genera-
tion, the printing press was to the world of Erasmus, Luther and other leaders of the 
Reformation. Johannes Gutenberg, a goldsmith by trade, developed a metal alloy suit-
able for type and a machine that would allow printed characters to be cast with rela-
tive ease, placed in even lines of composition and then manipulated again and again 
making possible the mass production of an unbelievable number of texts. In 1455, the 
Gutenberg Bible, the masterpiece of the typographical revolution, was published at 
Mainz in double columns in gothic type. Forty-seven copies of the beautiful Gutenberg 
Bible are still extant, each consisting of more than one thousand colorfully illuminated 
and impeccably printed pages. What began at Gutenberg’s print shop in Mainz on  
the Rhine River soon spread, like McDonald ’s or Starbucks in our day, into every nook 
and cranny of the known world. Printing presses sprang up in Rome (1464), Venice 
(1469), Paris (1470), the Netherlands (1471), Switzerland (1472), Spain (1474), England 
(1476), Sweden (1483) and Constantinople (1490). By 1500, these and other presses 
across Europe had published some twenty-seven thousand titles, most of them in Latin. 
Erasmus once compared himself with an obscure preacher whose sermons were heard 
by only a few people in one or two churches while his books were read in every country 

13LW 2:164.
14Kenneth Hagen, Hebrews Commenting from Erasmus to Bèze, 1516-1598 (Tübingen: Mohr, 1981).
15See David C. Steinmetz, ed., The Bible in the Sixteenth Century (Durham: Duke University Press, 1990) and R. Gerald Hobbs, 

“Biblical Commentaries,” OER 1:167-71.
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in the world. Erasmus was not known for his humility, but in this case he was simply 
telling the truth.16

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

For all his expertise in Greek, Erasmus was a poor student of Hebrew and only pub-
lished commentaries on several of the psalms. However, the renaissance of Hebrew letters 
was part of the wider program of biblical humanism as ref lected in the establishment 
of trilingual colleges devoted to the study of Hebrew, Greek and Latin (the three lan-
guages written on the titulus of Jesus’ cross [Jn 19:20]) at Alcalá in Spain, Wittenberg in 
Germany, Louvain in Belgium and Paris in France. While it is true that some medieval 
commentators, especially Nicholas of Lyra, had been informed by the study of Hebrew 
and rabbinics in their biblical work, it was the publication of Johannes Reuchlin’s De ru-
dimentis hebraicis (1506), a combined grammar and dictionary, that led to the recovery of 
Veritas Hebraica, as Jerome had referred to the true voice of the Hebrew Scriptures. The 

16See E. Harris Harbison, The Christian Scholar in the Age of the Reformation (New York: Charles Scribner’s Sons, 1956), p. 80.
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pursuit of Hebrew studies was carried forward in the Reformation by two great scholars, 
Konrad Pellikan and Sebastian Münster. Pellikan was a former Franciscan friar who 
embraced the Protestant cause and played a major role in the Zurich reformation. He 
had published a Hebrew grammar even prior to Reuchlin and produced a commentary 
on the entire Bible that appeared in seven volumes between 1532 and 1539. Münster was 
Pellikan’s student and taught Hebrew at the University of Heidelberg before taking up a 
similar position in Basel. Like his mentor, Münster was a great collector of Hebraica and 
published a series of excellent grammars, dictionaries and Jewish rabbinic texts. Münster 
did for the Hebrew Old Testament what Erasmus had done for the Greek New Testa-
ment. His Hebraica Biblia offered a fresh Latin translation of the Old Testament with 
annotations from medieval rabbinic exegesis.

Luther first learned Hebrew with Reuchlin’s grammar in hand but took advantage of 
other published resources, such as the four-volume Hebrew Bible published at Venice by 
Daniel Bomberg in 1516 to 1517. He also gathered his own circle of Hebrew experts, his 
sanhedrin he called it, who helped him with his German translation of the Old Testa-
ment. We do not know where William Tyndale learned Hebrew, though perhaps it was in 
Worms, where there was a thriving rabbinical school during his stay there. In any event, 
he had sufficiently mastered the language to bring out a freshly translated Pentateuch 
that was published at Antwerp in 1530. By the time the English separatist scholar Henry 
Ainsworth published his prolix commentaries on the Pentateuch in 1616, the knowledge 
of Hebrew, as well as Greek, was taken for granted by every serious scholar of the Bible. 
In the preface to his commentary on Genesis, Ainsworth explained that “the literal sense 
of Moses’s Hebrew (which is the tongue wherein he wrote the law), is the ground of all 
interpretation, and that language hath figures and properties of speech, different from 
ours: These therefore in the first place are to be opened that the natural meaning of 
the Scripture, being known, the mysteries of godliness therein implied, may be better 
discerned.”17

The restoration of the biblical text in the original languages made possible the revival 
of scriptural exposition ref lected in the f loodtide of sermon literature and commentary 
work. Of even more far-reaching import was the steady stream of vernacular Bibles in the 
sixteenth century. In the introduction to his 1516 edition of the New Testament, Eras-
mus had expressed his desire that the Scriptures be translated into all languages so that 
“the lowliest women” could read the Gospels and the Pauline epistles and “the farmer sing 
some portion of them at the plow, the weaver hum some parts of them to the movement 
of his shuttle, the traveler lighten the weariness of the journey with stories of this kind.”18 
Like Erasmus, Tyndale wanted the Bible to be available in the language of the common 
people. He once said to a learned divine that if God spared his life he would cause the 

17Henry Ainsworth, Annotations Upon the First Book of Moses Called Genesis (Amsterdam, 1616), preface.
18John C. Olin, Christian Humanism and the Reformation (New York: Fordham University Press, 1987), p. 101.
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boy who drives the plow to know more of the Scriptures than he did!19 The project of al-
lowing the Bible to speak in the language of the mother in the house, the children in the 
street and the cheese monger in the marketplace was met with stiff opposition by certain 
Catholic polemists such as Johannes Eck, Luther’s protagonist at the Leipzig Debate 
of 1519. In his Enchiridion (1525), Eck derided the “inky theologians” whose transla-
tions paraded the Bible before “the untutored crowd” and subjected it to the judgment 
of “ laymen and crazy old women.”20 In fact, some fourteen German Bibles had already 
been published prior to Luther’s September Testament of 1522, which he translated from 
Erasmus’s Greek New Testament in less than three months’ time while sequestered in 
the Wartburg. Luther’s German New Testament became the first bestseller in the world 
appearing in forty-three distinct editions between 1522 and 1525 with upwards of one 
hundred thousand copies issued in these three years. It is estimated that five percent of 
the German population may have been literate at this time, but this rate increased as the 
century wore on due in no small part to the unmitigated success of vernacular Bibles.21

Luther’s German Bible (inclusive of the Old Testament from 1534) was the most suc-
cessful venture of its kind, but it was not alone in the field. Hans Denck and Ludwig 
Hätzer, leaders in the early Anabaptist movement, translated the prophetic books of the 
Old Testament from Hebrew into German in 1527. This work inf luenced the Swiss- 
German Bible of 1531 published by Leo Jud and other pastors in Zurich. Tyndale’s inf luence 
on the English language rivaled that of Luther on German. At a time when English was 
regarded as “that obscure and remote dialect of German spoken in an off-shore island,” 
Tyndale, with his remarkable linguistic ability (he was f luent in eight languages), “made 
a language for England,” as his modern editor David Daniell has put it.22 Tyndale was 
imprisoned and executed near Brussels in 1536, but the inf luence of his biblical work 
among the common people of England was already being felt. There is no reason to doubt 
the authenticity of John Foxe’s recollection of how Tyndale’s New Testament was received 
in England during the 1520s and 1530s: “The fervent zeal of Christians in those days 
seemed much superior to these our days and times, as manifestly may appear by their sit-
ting up all night and reading and hearing: also by their expenses and charges in buying of 
books in English, by whom some gave five marks, some more, some less, for a book; some 
gave a load of hay for a few chapters of St. James or of St. Paul in English.”23

19This famous statement of Tyndale was quoted by John Foxe in his Acts and Monuments of Matters Happening in the Church 
(London, 1563). See Henry Wansbrough, “Tyndale,” in Richard Griffith, ed., The Bible in the Renaissance (Aldershot, Vt.: 
Ashgate, 2001), p. 124.

20John Eck, Enchiridion of Commonplaces, trans. Ford Lewis Battles (Grand Rapids: Baker, 1979), pp. 47-49.
21The effect of printing on the spread of the Reformation has been much debated. See the classic study by Elizabeth L. Eisenstein, 

The Printing Press as an Agent of Change (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1979). More recent studies include Mark U. 
Edwards Jr., Printing, Propaganda and Martin Luther (Minneapolis: Fortress, 1994) and Andrew Pettegree and Matthew Hall, 
“The Reformation and the Book: A Reconsideration,” Historical Journal 47 (2004): 1-24.

22David Daniell, William Tyndale: A Biography (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1994), p. 3.
23John Foxe, The Acts in Monuments, 4:212.
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Calvin helped to revise and contributed three prefaces to the French Bible translated 
by his cousin Pierre Robert Olivétan and originally published at Neuchâtel in 1535. Clé-
ment Marot and Beza provided a fresh translation of the Psalms with each psalm rendered 
in poetic form and accompanied by monophonic musical settings for congregational sing-
ing. The Bay Psalter, the first book printed in America, was an English adaptation of this 
work. Geneva also provided the provenance of the most inf luential Italian Bible published 
by Giovanni Diodati in 1607. The f lowering of biblical humanism in vernacular Bibles re-
sulted in new translations in all of the major language groups of Europe: Spanish (1569), 
Portuguese (1681), Dutch (New Testament, 1523; Old Testament, 1527), Danish (1550), 
Czech (1579-1593/94), Hungarian (New Testament 1541; complete Bible, 1590), Polish 
(1563), Swedish (1541) and even Arabic (1591).24

Patterns of Reformation
Once the text of the Bible had been placed in the hands of the people, in cheap and easily 
available editions, what further need was there of published expositions such as com-
mentaries? Given the Protestant doctrine of the priesthood of all believers, was there 
any longer a need for learned clergy and their bookish religion? Some radical reformers 
thought not. Sebastian Franck searched for the true church of the Spirit “scattered among 
the heathen and the weeds” but could not find it in any of the institutional structures of 
his time. Veritas non potest scribi, aut excrimi, he said, “truth can neither be spoken nor 
written.”25 Kaspar von Schwenckfeld so emphasized religious inwardness that he sus-
pended external observance of the Lord’s Supper and downplayed the readable, audible 
Scriptures in favor of the word within. This trajectory would lead to the rise of the Quak-
ers in the next century, but it was pursued neither by the mainline reformers nor by most 
of the Anabaptists. Article 7 of the Augsburg Confession (1530) declared the one holy 
Christian church to be “the assembly of all believers among whom the Gospel is preached 
in its purity and the holy sacraments are administered according to the Gospel.”26

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

24On vernacular translations of the Bible, see CHB 3:94-140 and Jaroslav Pelikan, The Reformation of the Bible/The Bible of the 
Reformation (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1996), pp. 41-62.

25Sebastian Franck, 280 Paradoxes or Wondrous Sayings, trans. E. J. Furcha (Lewiston, N.Y.: Edwin Mellen Press, 1986), pp. 10, 
212.

26John H. Leith, ed., Creeds of the Churches (Atlanta: John Knox, 1963), p. 70.
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that unlocked the true meaning of Scripture.
The formal principle of the Reformation, sola scriptura, was closely bound up with 

proper distinctions between Scripture and tradition. “Scripture alone,” said Luther, “is 
the true lord and master of all writings and doctrine on earth. If that is not granted, what 
is Scripture good for? The more we reject it, the more we become satisfied with men’s 
books and human teachers.”27 On the basis of this principle, the reformers challenged the 
structures and institutions of the medieval Catholic Church. Even a simple layperson, 
they asserted, armed with Scripture should be believed above a pope or a council without 
it. But, however boldly asserted, the doctrine of the primacy of Scripture did not absolve 
the reformers from dealing with a host of hermeneutical issues that became matters of 
contention both between Rome and the Reformation and within each of these two com-
munities: the extent of the biblical canon, the validity of critical study of the Bible, the 
perspicuity of Scripture and its relation to preaching and the retention of devotional and 
liturgical practices such as holy days, incense, the burning of candles, the sprinkling of 
holy water, church art and musical instruments. Zwingli, the Puritans and the radicals 
dismissed such things as a rubbish heap of ceremonials that amounted to nothing but 
tomfoolery, while Lutherans and Anglicans retained most of them as consonant with 
Scripture and valuable aids to worship.

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

In their biblical commentaries, the reformers of the sixteenth century revealed a 
close familiarity with the preceding exegetical tradition, and they used it respectfully as 
well as critically in their own expositions of the sacred text. For them, sola scriptura was 
not nuda scriptura. Rather, the Scriptures were seen as the book given to the church, 
gathered and guided by the Holy Spirit. In his restatement of the Vincentian canon, 
Calvin defined the church as “a society of all the saints, a society which, spread over the 
whole world, and existing in all ages, and bound together by the one doctrine and the 
one spirit of Christ, cultivates and observes unity of faith and brotherly concord. With 
this church we deny that we have any disagreement. Nay, rather, as we revere her as our 
mother, so we desire to remain in her bosom.” Defined thus, the church has a real, albeit 
relative and circumscribed, authority since, as Calvin admits, “We cannot f ly without 
wings.”28 While the reformers could not agree with the Council of Trent (though some 

27Martin Luther, “Defense and Explanation of All the Articles Which Were Rejected by the Roman Bull” (1521), WA 7:317.1-9; 
LW 32:11-12.

28John C. Olin, ed., John Calvin and Jacopo Sadoleto: A Reformation Debate (New York: Harper Torchbooks, 1966), pp. 61-62, 77.
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recent Catholic theologians have challenged this interpretation) that Scripture and tra-
dition were two separate and equable sources of divine revelation, they did believe in 
the coinherence of Scripture and tradition. This conviction shaped the way they read 
and interpreted the Bible.29

Schools of Exegesis
The reformers were passionate about biblical exegesis, but they showed little concern for 
hermeneutics as a separate field of inquiry. Niels Hemmingsen, a Lutheran theologian in 
Denmark, did write a treatise, De Methodis (1555), in which he offered a philosophical and 
theological framework for the interpretation of Scripture. This was followed by the Clavis 
scripturae sacrae (1567) of Matthias Flacius Illyricus, which contains some fifty rules for 
studying the Bible drawn from Scripture itself.30 However, hermeneutics as we know it 
came of age only in the Enlightenment and should not be backloaded into the Reforma-
tion. It is also true that the word commentary did not mean in the sixteenth century what 
it means for us today. Erasmus provided both annotations and paraphrases on the New 
Testament, the former a series of critical notes on the text but also containing points of 
doctrinal substance, the latter a theological overview and brief exposition. Most of Calvin’s 
commentaries began as sermons or lectures presented in the course of his pastoral ministry. 
In the dedication to his 1519 study of Galatians, Luther declared that his work was “not 
so much a commentary as a testimony (ennaratio) of my faith in Christ.”31 The exegetical 
work of the reformers was embodied in a wide variety of forms and genres, and the RCS 
has worked with this broader concept in setting the guidelines for this compendium.

The Protestant reformers shared in common a number of key interpretive principles 
such as the priority of the grammatical-historical sense of Scripture and the christological 
centeredness of the entire Bible, but they also developed a number of distinct approaches 
and schools of exegesis.32 For the purposes of the RCS, we note the following key figures 
and families of interpretation in this period.

Biblical humanism. The key figure is Erasmus, whose importance is hard to exagger-
ate for Catholic and Protestant exegetes alike. His annotated Greek New Testament and 
fresh Latin translation challenged the hegemony of the Vulgate tradition and was doubt-
less a factor in the decision of the Council of Trent to establish the Vulgate edition as 

29See Timothy George, “An Evangelical Reflection on Scripture and Tradition,” Pro Ecclesia 9 (2000): 184-207.
30See Kenneth G. Hagen, “ ‘De Exegetica Methodo’: Niels Hemmingsen’s De Methodis (1555),” in The Bible in the Sixteenth Cen-

tury, ed. David C. Steinmetz (Durham: Duke University Press, 1990), pp. 181-96.
31See Kenneth Hagen, “What Did the Term Commentarius Mean to Sixteenth-Century Theologians?” in Irena Backus and 

Francis M. Higman, eds., Théorie et pratique de l’exégèse (Geneva: Droz, 1990), pp. 13-38.
32I follow here the sketch of Irena Backus, “Biblical Hermeneutics and Exegesis,” OER 1:152-58. In this work, Backus confines 

herself to Continental developments, whereas we have noted the exegetical contribution of the English Reformation as well. 
For more comprehensive listings of sixteenth-century commentators, see Gerald Bray, Biblical Interpretation (Downers Grove, 
Ill.: InterVarsity Press, 1996), pp. 165-212 and Richard A. Muller, “Biblical Interpretation in the Sixteenth and Seventeenth 
Centuries,” DMBI, pp. 22-44.
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authentic and normative. Erasmus believed that the wide distribution of the Scriptures 
would contribute to personal spiritual renewal and the reform of society. In 1547, the 
English translation of Erasmus’s Paraphrases was ordered to be placed in every parish 
church in England. John Colet first encouraged Erasmus to learn Greek, though he never 
took up the language himself. Colet’s lectures on Paul ’s epistles at Oxford are ref lected in 
his commentaries on Romans and 1 Corinthians.

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

Among pre-Tridentine Catholic reformers, special attention should be given to Thomas 
de Vio, better known as Cajetan. He is best remembered for confronting Martin Luther 
on behalf of the pope in 1518, but his biblical commentaries (on every book in the Bible 
except the Song of Songs and Revelation) are virtually free of polemic. Like Erasmus, he 
dared to criticize the Vulgate on linguistic grounds. His commentary on Romans sup-
ported the doctrine of justification by grace applied by faith based on the “alien righteous-
ness” of God in Christ. Jared Wicks sums up Cajetan’s significance in this way: “Cajetan’s 
combination of passion for pristine biblical meaning with his fully developed theological 
horizon of understanding indicates, in an intriguing manner, something of the breadth of 
possibilities open to Roman Catholics before a more restrictive settlement came to exercise 
its hold on many Catholic interpreters in the wake of the Council of Trent (1545-1563).”33 
Girolamo Seripando, like Cajetan, was a cardinal in the Catholic Church, though he 
belonged to the Augustinian rather than the Dominican order. He was an outstanding 
classical scholar and published commentaries on Romans and Galatians. Also important 
is Jacopo Sadoleto, another cardinal, best known for his 1539 letter to the people of Ge-
neva beseeching them to return to the church of Rome, to which Calvin replied with a 
manifesto of his own. Sadoleto published a commentary on Romans in 1535. Bucer once 
commended Sadoleto’s teaching on justification as approximating that of the reformers, 
while others saw him tilting away from the Augustinian tradition toward Pelagianism.34 

Luther and the Wittenberg School. It was in the name of the Word of God, and specif-
ically as a doctor of Scripture, that Luther challenged the church of his day and inaugu-
rated the Reformation. Though Luther renounced his monastic vows, he never lost that 
sense of intimacy with sacra pagina he first acquired as a young monk. Luther provided 
three rules for reading the Bible: prayer, meditation and struggle (tentatio). His exegetical 

33Jared Wicks, “Tommaso de Vio Cajetan (1469-1534),” DMBI, pp. 283-87.
34See the discussion by Bernard Roussel, “Martin Bucer et Jacques Sadolet: la concorde possible,” Bulletin de la Société de l’his-

toire de protestantisme français (1976): 525-50, and T. H. L. Parker, Commentaries on the Epistle to the Romans, 1532-1542 
(Edinburgh: T&T Clark, 1986), pp. 25-34.
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output was enormous. In the American edition of Luther’s works, thirty out of the fifty-
five volumes are devoted to his biblical studies, and additional translations are planned. 
Many of his commentaries originated as sermons or lecture notes presented to his stu-
dents at the university and to his parishioners at Wittenberg’s parish church of St. Mary. 
Luther referred to Galatians as his bride, “my own epistle, to which I have plighted my 
troth; my Katie von Bora.” He considered his 1535 commentary on Galatians his greatest 
exegetical work, although his massive commentary on Genesis (seven volumes in LW), 
which he worked on for ten years (1535-1545), must be considered his crowning work. 
Luther’s principles of biblical interpretation are found in his Open Letter on Translating 
and in the prefaces he wrote to all the books of the Bible.

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

The Strasbourg-Basel tradition. Bucer, the son of a shoemaker in Alsace, became the 
leader of the Reformation in Strasbourg. A former Dominican, he was early on inf lu-
enced by Erasmus and continued to share his passion for Christian unity. Bucer was the 
most ecumenical of the Protestant reformers seeking rapprochement with Catholics on 
justification and an armistice between Luther and Zwingli in their strife over the Lord’s 
Supper. Bucer also had a decisive inf luence on Calvin, though the latter characterized his 
biblical commentaries as longwinded and repetitious. In his exegetical work, Bucer made 
ample use of patristic and medieval sources, though he criticized the abuse and overuse 
of allegory as a “blatant insult to the Holy Spirit.” He declared that the purpose of his 
commentaries was “to help inexperienced brethren [perhaps like the apothecary Drilhon, 
who owned a French translation of Bucer’s Commentary on Matthew] to understand each 
of the words and actions of Christ, and in their proper order as far as possible, and to 
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retain an explanation of them in their natural meaning, so that they will not distort God’s 
Word through age-old aberrations or by inept interpretation, but rather with a faithful 
comprehension of everything as written by the Spirit of God, they may expound to all the 
churches in their firm upbuilding in faith and love.”35 In addition to writing commentar-
ies on all four Gospels, Bucer published commentaries on Judges, the Psalms, Zephaniah, 
Romans and Ephesians. In the early years of the Reformation, there was a great deal of 
back and forth between Strasbourg and Basel, and both were centers of a lively publish-
ing trade. Wolfgang Capito, Bucer’s associate at Strasbourg, was a notable Hebraist and 
composed commentaries on Hosea (1529) and Habakkuk (1527).

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

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

35Quoted in D. F. Wright, “Martin Bucer,” DMBI, p. 290.
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on the value of the Septuagint regarding it as a trustworthy witness to a proto-Hebrew 
version earlier than the Masoretic text.

Zwingli ’s work was carried forward by his successor Bullinger, one of the most for-
midable scholars and networkers among the reformers. He composed commentaries on 
Daniel (1565), the Gospels (1542-1546), the Epistles (1537), Acts (1533) and Revelation 
(1557). He collaborated with Calvin to produce the Consensus Tigurinus (1549), a Re-
formed accord on the nature of the Lord’s Supper, and produced a series of fifty sermons 
on Christian doctrine, known as Decades, which became required reading in Elizabethan 
England. As the Antistes (“overseer”) of the Zurich church for forty-four years, Bullinger 
faced opposition from nascent Anabaptism on the one hand and resurgent Catholicism 
on the other. The need for a well-trained clergy and scholarly resources, including Scrip-
ture commentaries, arose from the fact that the Bible was “difficult or obscure to the 
unlearned, unskillful, unexercised, and malicious or corrupted wills.” While foreswear-
ing papal claims to infallibility, Bullinger and other leaders of the magisterial Reforma-
tion saw the need for a kind of Protestant magisterium as a check against the tendency 
to read the Bible in “such sense as everyone shall be persuaded in himself to be most 
convenient.”36

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

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

36Euan Cameron, The European Reformation (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1991), p. 120.
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theological compendium drawn from his exegetical writings.
The Genevan Reformers. What Zwingli and Bullinger were to Zurich, Calvin and 

Beza were to Geneva. Calvin has been called “the father of modern biblical scholarship,” 
and his exegetical work is without parallel in the Reformation. Because of the success of 
his Institutes of the Christian Religion Calvin has sometimes been thought of as a man 
of one book, but he always intended the Institutes, which went through eight editions in 
Latin and five in French during his lifetime, to serve as guide to the study of the Bible, to 
show the reader “what he ought especially to seek in Scripture and to what end he ought to 
relate its contents.” Jacob Arminius, who modified several principles of Calvin’s theology, 
recommended his commentaries next to the Bible, for, as he said, Calvin “is incomparable 
in the interpretation of Scripture.”37 Drawing on his superb knowledge of Greek and He-
brew and his thorough training in humanist rhetoric, Calvin produced commentaries on 
all of the New Testament books except 2 and 3 John and Revelation. Calvin’s Old Testa-
ment commentaries originated as sermon and lecture series and include Genesis, Psalms, 
Hosea, Isaiah, minor prophets, Daniel, Jeremiah and Lamentations, a harmony of the last 
four books of Moses, Ezekiel 1-20 and Joshua. Calvin sought for brevity and clarity in all 
of his exegetical work. He emphasized the illumination of the Holy Spirit as essential to 
a proper understanding of the text. Calvin underscored the continuity between the two 
Testaments (one covenant in two dispensations) and sought to apply the plain or natural 
sense of the text to the church of his day. In the preface to his own inf luential commen-
tary on Romans, Karl Barth described how Calvin worked to recover the mind of Paul 
and make the apostle’s message relevant to his day: “How energetically Calvin goes to 
work, first scientifically establishing the text (‘what stands there?’), then following along 
the footsteps of its thought; that is to say, he conducts a discussion with it until the wall 
between the first and the sixteenth centuries becomes transparent, and until there in the 
first century Paul speaks and here the man of the sixteenth century hears, until indeed 
the conversation between document and reader becomes concentrated upon the substance 
(which must be the same now as then).”38

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

Robert Estienne (Stephanus) was a printer-scholar who had served the royal household 

37Quoted in A. M. Hunter, The Teaching of Calvin (London: James Clarke, 1950), p. 20.
38Karl Barth, Die Römerbrief (Zurich: TVZ, 1940), p. 11; ET: The Epistle to the Romans (London: Oxford University Press, 1933), p. 7.

RCS Galatians.indb   33 7/29/11   10:46:25 AM

Copyrighted Material. www.ivpress.com/permissions



Galatians, Ephesians

xxxiv

in Paris. After his conversion to Protestantism, in 1550 he moved to Geneva, where he 
published a series of notable editions and translations of the Bible. He also produced ser-
mons and commentaries on Job, Ecclesiastes, the Song of Songs, Romans and Hebrews, 
as well as dictionaries, concordances and a thesaurus of biblical terms. He also published 
the first editions of the Bible with chapters divided into verses, an innovation that quickly 
became universally accepted.

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

During the later Elizabethan and Stuart church, however, the indigenous English com-
mentary came into its own. Both Anglicans and Puritans contributed to this outpouring 
of biblical studies. The sermons of Lancelot Andrewes and John Donne are replete with 
exegetical insights based on a close study of the Greek and Hebrew texts. Among the Re-
formed authors in England, none was more inf luential than William Perkins, the great-
est of the early Puritan theologians, who published commentaries on Galatians, Jude, 
Revelation and the Sermon on the Mount (Mt 5-7). John Cotton, one of his students, 
wrote commentaries on the Song of Songs, Ecclesiastes and Revelation before departing 
for New England in 1633. The separatist pastor Henry Ainsworth was an outstanding 
scholar of Hebrew and wrote major commentaries on the Pentateuch, the Psalms and 
the Song of Songs. In Scotland, Robert Rollock, the first principal of Edinburgh Uni-
versity (1585), wrote numerous commentaries including those on the Psalms, Ephesians, 
Daniel, Romans, 1 and 2 Thessalonians, John, Colossians and Hebrews. Joseph Mede 
and Thomas Brightman were leading authorities on Revelation and contributed to the 
apocalyptic thought of the seventeenth century. Mention should also be made of Arch-
bishop James Ussher, whose Annals of the Old Testament was published in 1650. Ussher 
developed a keen interest in biblical chronology and calculated that the creation of the 
world had taken place on October 26, 4004 b.c. As late as 1945, the Scofield Reference 
Bible still retained this date next to Genesis 1:1, but later editions omitted it because of 
the lack of evidence on which to fix such dates.39

39The New Scofield Reference Bible (New York: Oxford University Press, 1967), p. vi.
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Anabaptism. Irena Backus has noted that there was no school of “dissident” exegesis 
during the Reformation, and the reasons are not hard to find. The radical Reformation 
was an ill-defined movement that existed on the margins of official church life in the 
sixteenth century. The denial of infant baptism and the refusal to swear an oath marked 
radicals as a seditious element in society, and they were persecuted by Protestants and 
Catholics alike. However, in the RCS we have made an attempt to include some voices 
of the radical Reformation, especially among the Anabaptists. While the Anabaptists 
published few commentaries in the sixteenth century, they were avid readers and quoters 
of the Bible. Numerous exegetical gems can be found in their letters, treatises, martyr 
acts (especially The Martyrs’ Mirror), hymns and histories. They placed a strong em-
phasis on the memorizing of Scripture and quoted liberally from vernacular translations 
of the Bible. George H. Williams has noted that “many an Anabaptist theological tract 
was really a beautiful mosaic of Scripture texts.”40 In general, most Anabaptists accepted 
the apocryphal books as canonical, contrasted outer word and inner spirit with relative 
degrees of strictness and saw the New Testament as normative for church life and social 
ethics (witness their pacifism, non-swearing, emphasis on believers’ baptism and congre-
gational discipline).

We have noted the Old Testament translation of Ludwig Hätzer, who became an anti-
trinitarian, and Hans Denck that they published at Worms in 1527. Denck also wrote 
a notable commentary on Micah. Conrad Grebel belonged to a Greek reading circle in 
Zurich and came to his Anabaptist convictions while poring over the text of Erasmus’s 
New Testament. The only Anabaptist leader with university credentials was Balthasar 
Hubmaier, who was made a doctor of theology (Ingolstadt, 1512) in the same year as 
Luther. His ref lections on the Bible are found in his numerous writings, which include 
the first catechism of the Reformation (1526), a two-part treatise on the freedom of the 
will and a major work (On the Sword) setting forth positive attitudes toward the role of 
government and the Christian’s place in society. Melchior Hoffman was an apocalyptic 
seer who wrote commentaries on Romans, Revelation and Daniel 12. He predicted that 
Christ would return in 1533. More temperate was Pilgram Marpeck, a mining engineer 
who embraced Anabaptism and traveled widely throughout Switzerland and south Ger-
many, from Strasbourg to Augsburg. His “Admonition of 1542” is the longest published 
defense of Anabaptist views on baptism and the Lord’s Supper. He also wrote many let-
ters that functioned as theological tracts for the congregations he had founded dealing 
with topics such as the fruits of repentance, the lowliness of Christ and the unity of the 
church. Menno Simons, a former Catholic priest, became the most outstanding leader of 
the Dutch Anabaptist movement. His masterpiece was the Foundation of Christian Doc-
trine published in 1540. His other writings include Meditation on the Twenty-fifth Psalm 

40George H. Williams, The Radical Reformation (Kirksville, Mo.: Sixteenth-Century Journal Publishers, 1992), p. 1247.
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(1537); A Personal Exegesis of Psalm Twenty-five modeled on the style of Augustine’s Con-
fessions; Confession of the Triune God (1550), directed against Adam Pastor, a former 
disciple of Menno who came to doubt the divinity of Christ; Meditations and Prayers for 
Mealtime (1557); and the Cross of the Saints (1554), an exhortation to faithfulness in the 
face of persecution. Like many other Anabaptists, Menno emphasized the centrality of 
discipleship (Nachfolge) as a deliberate repudiation of the old life and a radical commit-
ment to follow Jesus as Lord.

Reading Scripture with the Reformers
In 1947, Gerhard Ebeling set forth his thesis that the history of the Christian church is 
the history of the interpretation of Scripture. Since that time, the place of the Bible in 
the story of the church has been investigated from many angles. A better understanding 
of the history of exegesis has been aided by new critical editions and scholarly discussions 
of the primary sources. The Cambridge History of the Bible, published in three volumes 
(1963-1970), remains a standard reference work in the field. The ACCS built on, and it-
self contributed to, the recovery of patristic biblical wisdom of both East and West. Beryl 
Smalley’s The Study of the Bible in the Middle Ages (1940) and Henri de Lubac’s Medieval 
Exegesis: The Four Senses of Scripture (1959) are essential reading for understanding the 
monastic and scholastic settings of commentary work between Augustine and Luther. The 
Reformation took place during what has been called “le grand siècle de la Bible.”41 Aided 
by the tools of Renaissance humanism and the dynamic impetus of Reformation theol-
ogy (including permutations and reactions against it), the sixteenth century produced an 
unprecedented number of commentaries on every book in the Bible. Drawing from this 
vast storehouse of exegetical treasures, the RCS allows us to read Scripture along with the 
reformers. In doing so, it serves as a practical homiletic and devotional guide to some of 
the greatest masters of biblical interpretation in the history of the church.

The RCS gladly acknowledges its affinity with and dependence on recent scholarly 
investigations of Reformation-era exegesis. Between 1976 and 1990, three international 
colloquia on the history of biblical exegesis in the sixteenth century took place in Geneva 
and in Durham, North Carolina.42 Among those participating in these three gatherings 
were a number of scholars who have produced ground-breaking works in the study of bib-
lical interpretation in the Reformation. These include Elsie McKee, Irena Backus, Ken-
neth Hagen, Scott H. Hendrix, Richard A. Muller, Guy Bedouelle, Gerald Hobbs, John 

41J-R. Aarmogathe, ed., Bible de tous les temps, 8 vols.; vol. 6, Le grand siècle de la Bible (Paris: Beauchesne, 1989).
42Olivier Fatio and Pierre Franenkel, eds., Histoire de l’exégèse an XVIe siècle: texts du colloqui international tenu Genève en 1976 

(Geneva: Droz, 1978); David C. Steinmetz, ed., The Bible in the Sixteenth Century [Second International Colloquy on the 
History of Biblical Exegesis in the Sixteenth Century] (Durham: Duke University Press, 1990); Irena Backus and Francis M. 
Higman, eds., Théorie et pratique de l’exégèse. Actes du troisieme Colloque international sur l’histoire de l’exégèse biblique au XVIe 
siècle, Genève, 31 aôut-2 septembre 1988 (Geneva: Droz, 1990); see also Guy Bedouelle and Bernard Roussel, eds., Bible de tous 
les temps, 8 vols.; vol. 5, Le temps des Réformes et la Bible (Paris: Beauchesne, 1989).
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B. Payne, Bernard Roussel, Pierre Fraenkel and David C. Steinmetz. Among other schol-
ars whose works are indispensible for the study of this field are Heinrich Bornkamm, 
Jaroslav Pelikan, Heiko A. Oberman, James S. Preus, T. H. L. Parker, David F. Wright, 
Tony Lane, John L. Thompson, Frank A. James and Timothy G. Wengert. 43 Among 
these scholars no one has had a greater inf luence on the study of Reformation exegesis 
than David C. Steinmetz. A student of Oberman, he has emphasized the importance of 
understanding the Reformation in medieval perspective. In addition to important studies 
on Luther and Staupitz, he has pioneered the method of comparative exegesis showing 
both continuity and discontinuity between major Reformation figures and the preceding 
exegetical traditions (see his Luther in Context and Calvin in Context). From his base at 
Duke University, he has spawned what might be called a Steinmetz school, a cadre of 
students and scholars whose work on the Bible in the Reformation era continues to shape 
the field. Steinmetz serves on the RCS Board of Editorial Advisors, and a number of our 
volume editors have pursued doctoral studies under his supervision.

In 1980, Steinmetz published “The Superiority of Pre-critical Exegesis,” a seminal es-
say that not only placed Reformation exegesis in the context of the preceding fifteen cen-
turies of the church’s study of the Bible but also challenged certain assumptions under-
lying the hegemony of historical-critical exegesis of the post-Enlightenment academy.44 
Steinmetz helps us to approach the reformers and other pre-critical interpreters of the 
Bible on their own terms as faithful witnesses to the church’s apostolic tradition. For 
them, a specific book or pericope had to be understood within the scope of the consensus 
of the canon. Thus the reformers, no less than the Fathers and the schoolmen, interpreted 
the hymn of the Johannine prologue about the preexistent Christ in consonance with the 
creation narrative of Genesis 1. In the same way, Psalm 22, Isaiah 53 and Daniel 7 are 
seen as part of an overarching storyline that finds ultimate fulfillment in Jesus Christ. 
Reading the Bible with the resources of the new learning, the reformers challenged the 
exegetical conclusions of their medieval predecessors at many points. However, unlike 
Alexander Campbell in the nineteenth century, their aim was not to “open the New Tes-
tament as if mortal man had never seen it before.” Rather, they wanted to do their biblical 
work as part of an interpretive conversation within the family of the people of God. In the 
reformers’ emphatic turn to the literal sense, which prompted their many blasts against 
the unrestrained use of allegory, their work was an extension of a similar impulse made 
by Thomas Aquinas and Nicholas of Lyra.

This is not to discount the radically new insights gained by the reformers in their dy-
namic engagement with the text of Scripture; nor should we dismiss in a reactionary way 

43For bibliographical references and evaluation of these and other contributors to the scholarly study of Reformation-era exegesis, 
see Richard A. Muller, “Biblical Interpretation in the Era of the Reformation: The View From the Middle Ages,” in Biblical 
Interpretation in the Era of the Reformation: Essays Presented to David C. Steinmetz in Honor of His Sixtieth Birthday, ed. Richard 
A. Muller and John L. Thompson (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1996), pp. 3-22.

44David C. Steinmetz, “The Superiority of Pre-Critical Exegesis,” Theology Today 37 (1980): 27-38.
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the light shed on the meaning of the Bible by the scholarly accomplishments of the past 
two centuries. However, it is to acknowledge that the church’s exegetical tradition is an 
indispensible aid for the proper interpretation of Scripture. And this means, as Richard 
Muller has said, that “while it is often appropriate to recognize that traditionary read-
ings of the text are erroneous on the grounds offered by the historical-critical method, 
we ought also to recognize that the conclusions offered by historical-critical exegesis may 
themselves be quite erroneous on the grounds provided by the exegesis of the patristic, 
medieval, and reformation periods.”45

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

The fourth means are commenters and Fathers, who have handled the places controverted, 
which the parson by no means refuseth. As he doth not so study others as to neglect the 
grace of God in himself and what the Holy Spirit teacheth him, so doth he assure himself 
that God in all ages hath had his servants to whom he hath revealed his Truth, as well as 
to him; and that as one country doth not bear all things that there may be a commerce, so 
neither hath God opened or will open all to one, that there may be a traffic in knowledge 
between the servants of God for the planting both of love and humility. Wherefore he hath 
one comment[ary] at least upon every book of Scripture, and ploughing with this, and his 
own meditations, he enters into the secrets of God treasured in the holy Scripture.46

Timothy George
General Editor

45Richard A. Muller and John L. Thompson, “The Significance of Pre-critical Exegesis: Retrospect and Prospect,” in Biblical 
Interpretation in the Era of the Reformation: Essays Presented to David C. Steinmetz in Honor of His Sixtieth Birthday, ed. Richard 
A. Muller and John L. Thompson (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1996), p. 342.

46George Herbert, The Complete English Poems (London: Penguin, 1991), p. 205.
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The Teaching of the False Apostles 
Must Be Defeated. William Tyndale: 
 As you read [in Acts 15], certain men came 
from Jerusalem to Antioch and vexed the 
disciples there, affirming that they could not 
be saved except they were circumcised. Even 
so after Paul had converted the Galatians and 
coupled them to Christ, to trust in him only 
for remission of sin and hope of grace and 
salvation, and was departed, there came false 
apostles to them (as to the Corinthians and to 
all places where Paul had preached) and that in 
the name of Peter, James and John, whom they 
called the apostles, and preached circumcision 
and the keeping of the law, to be saved by, and 
diminished Paul ’s authority. To the confound-
ing of those, Paul magnifies his office and 
apostleship in the two first chapters and makes 
himself equal to the high apostles, and he con-
cludes that everyone must be justified without 
deserving, without works and without help of 
the law, but alone by Christ. And in the third 
and fourth, he proves the same with Scripture 
examples and similitudes and shows that the 
law is cause of more sin and brings the curse 
of God on us and justifies us not; but that 
justifying comes by grace promised us of God 
through the deserving of Christ, by whom (if 
we believe) we are justified without help of the 
works of the law. And in the fifth and sixth he 
exhorts unto the works of love that follow faith 
and justifying. So in all his epistle he observes 
this order. First he preaches the damnation of 
the law, then the justifying of faith and thirdly 
the works of love. For on that condition that 
we love and work is the mercy given us. New 
Testament Preface to Galatians. 

There Are Two Kinds of Righteous-
ness. Martin Luther: I can hardly believe 
that when I delivered these lectures on Gala-
tians I was as long-winded as this book shows 
I was. But I recognize that the thoughts set 
down here by the diligence of my coworkers 
are really mine and that most if not all of them 

were actually spoken by me. In my heart only 
one doctrine rules—faith in Christ. From 
it, through it and to it all my thinking about 
theology f lows and returns day and night, yet I 
am aware that I have grasped no more than the 
first fruits and fragments of such infinite wis-
dom. My teaching is that there is a clear dis-
tinction between two kinds of righteousness, 
the active and the passive, so that morality 
must not be confused with faith, works must 
not take the place of grace and secular society 
must not prevail over religion. Both kinds of 
righteousness are necessary, but each of them 
has its limits. Christian righteousness applies 
to the new person and the righteousness of the 
law applies to the old person, who is born of 
f lesh and blood. The old person bears an op-
pressive burden and cannot enjoy the freedom 
of the Spirit until he has put on the new per-
son in Christ, but that does not happen fully 
in this life. . . . We must learn to distinguish 
these two types of righteousness so that we 
shall know how far we ought to obey the law. 
In a Christian the law should rule only over 
the f lesh and not over the conscience. Give the 
law its due, but do not let it exceed its jurisdic-
tion. Second Lectures on Galatians. 

The False Apostles Mixed the Law 
with the Gospel. Heinrich Bullinger: 
 There was a particularly nasty type of person 
who wandered around the churches that the 
apostles had founded—the ancients called 
them Nazaraeans. They were originally a 
branch of the Pharisees and were essentially 
Jews, even if they called themselves Christians. 
Because they had not yet had the benefit of 
Christ’s grace, they mixed the law with the 
gospel and argued that nobody can be saved by 
Christ unless he is also circumcised and keeps 
the law of Moses. In ancient times this epistle 
of Paul ’s enjoyed the highest authority and 
respect in all the churches, and it is not easy to 
convey just how great its value and usefulness 
is. To put it simply, the greatest mysteries of 
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our faith are expounded in it, and with consid-
erable skill. It is short, but even in that brevity 
you will find an amazing wealth if you exam-
ine it carefully. Paul speaks out in this epistle 
as he does nowhere else, but its very sharpness 
makes it more compelling than any of his other 
letters. Commentary on Paul’s Epistles. 

God Is the God of Gentiles as Well as 
Jews. Erasmus Sarcerius: This epistle to 
the Galatians is polemical in nature because in 
it Paul is upbraiding the Galatians for having 
so easily turned away from the true doctrine 
of the gospel and fallen into the works of the 
law, which they were preaching as necessary 
for justification. But when Paul starts teach-
ing about true righteousness, which is found 
in Christ Jesus without regard to the law or 
to works, the tone changes and the epistle 
becomes more didactic in nature. In the first 
part of the epistle he calls the Galatians back 
from the error of justification by works into 
which they had fallen because of the teaching 
of false apostles who had visited them after his 
departure. In the second part he teaches what 
the difference is between the righteousness 
that comes from faith and the righteousness 
that comes from works. In the epistle to the 
Romans, Paul ’s main argument is that God is 
the God not only of the Jews but also of the 
Gentiles. In order to prove this he brings in all 
kinds of considerations, and to make things 
as clear as possible he adopts the technique 
of starting with an explanation of righteous-
ness by faith, to which the Gentiles have been 
called by grace. He then describes the right-
eousness that comes by the law, under which 
the Jews had struggled until Christ came 
teaching justification by faith, without refer-
ence to works. In this epistle, Paul does exactly 
the same thing. The false apostles had led the 
people astray by preaching circumcision and 
the works of the law, insisting that they were 
necessary for justification by faith. The apostle 
refutes their position and asserts that even un-

circumcised Gentiles can belong to Christ. In 
order that the Galatians might understand this 
more easily, he adopts the same method that 
he used in the epistle to the Romans. Thus the 
epistle to the Galatians may rightly be called a 
summary of the epistle to the Romans. Anno-
tations on Galatians. 

Luther Rediscovered the Truth 
About Justification. Johannes Brenz: 
 No doctrine is more beneficial to the church 
than the one that has been conveyed in this 
epistle of Paul ’s. You may wonder what the 
church will gain from this commentary of 
mine, seeing as the epistle has already been so 
brilliantly expounded by reverend father Dr. 
Martin Luther. I have indeed thought long and 
hard about this before publishing my commen-
tary at this time. In this epistle Paul conveys 
the essential foundation of sound doctrine, 
which is that we are counted righteous in 
God’s eyes, not because of the merits of our 
works but only because of his Son Jesus Christ 
and the faith we have in him. It so happens 
that God raised up Martin Luther to restore 
this teaching to the church of Christ and 
cleanse it from the ungodly machinations of 
popes, monks and academics. For that reason 
I want to bear witness publicly, by publishing 
this commentary, that I acknowledge Luther as 
God’s agent and my teacher and embrace the 
teaching of a man whom I loved with all my 
heart during his lifetime here on earth. . . . Lu-
ther taught that we are justified only by faith 
and because of Christ. This doctrine is not 
only the one that the apostle Paul undertook 
to defend in this epistle but is also the teach-
ing of all the prophets and apostles and is the 
only means by which those who are saved can 
in fact be saved. . . . This epistle is particularly 
important for all godly people, but especially 
for us Germans. There are many reasons for 
this, but I shall mention only two of them. The 
first is that it is addressed to the Galatians, 
who were originally Germans themselves. So 
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even if what Paul writes is of universal applica-
tion and belongs to the whole church, regard-
less of national origin or historical period, it 
is especially gratifying to a German who is 
interested in studying sound doctrine to read 
the name of his ancestors in epistles written 
by such a great man. The other reason is that 
this epistle contains the very same gospel that 
the Lord has been pleased to bring to light in 
Germany in our own time. Explanation of 
Galatians. 

Salvation by Works Is a Corruption of 
the Gospel. John Calvin: Everyone knows 
where the Galatians lived, but historians 
disagree about their origins. It is generally 
accepted that they were Gauls, . . . but what 
part of Gaul they came from is less clear. . . . I 
think they were Belgae, from the lower Rhine 
area near the English Channel. Paul had 
faithfully taught the Galatians the true gospel, 
but false apostles had come along after his 
departure and corrupted the truth by their 
false doctrines. They taught that it was still 
necessary to observe [Jewish] ceremonies. This 
might seem to be a trivial point, but Paul 
fought against it as if a fundamental article of 
the Christian faith were at stake, and rightly 
so. It is no light matter to put out the light of 
the gospel, to lay a trap for consciences and 
abolish the distinction between the old and the 
new covenants. . . . The Galatians had allowed 
themselves to be driven off course by their 
simple-mindedness, or rather, their lack of 
seriousness and their foolishness. This is why 
Paul treats them so severely. I do not agree 
with those who think that he dealt harshly 
with them because they were such slow 
learners. The false apostles pretended that 
they had been sent by the apostles. They 
infiltrated into the church by persuading 
people to believe this, but they denied that 
Paul was an apostle. They said that he had not 
been chosen by our Lord as one of the twelve, 
that he had never been acknowledged as an 

apostle by the others and that he had not 
received his teaching from them or from 
Christ. . . . Had this been just a personal 
matter, Paul would not have cared, but when 
he saw that his teaching was losing its weight 
and authority, he could not stay silent. It is a 
trick of Satan’s, when he cannot undermine 
[true] teaching directly, to undermine its 
authority indirectly. In attacking Paul, the 
false apostles were really attacking the truth of 
the gospel. Paul was less bothered by ceremo-
nies than by the ungodly notion that we can 
obtain salvation by works. . . . The disputes 
over ceremonies arose from a deeper cause, 
which relates to a universal principle. . . . Paul 
argues that under the old law, ceremonies were 
not superf luous, but that now they have been 
abolished by the coming of Christ, to whom 
they pointed. . . . The teaching of the false 
apostles is wicked and dangerous because it 
obscures the clarity of the gospel. Commen-
tary on Galatians. 

The Popularity of This Epistle. Dan-
iel Toussain: First of all, the style of this 
epistle to the Galatians is excited and vibrant, 
which is what the state of the church, which 
at that time was bewitched by false apostles, 
demanded. But this epistle has always been a 
favorite of the great men of the church, and 
justifiably so. Jerome was not slow to follow 
Origen, and after him came Augustine and 
a host of others. Luther wrote two commen-
taries on it . . . which he explained by saying 
that the greatest danger was that the devil 
would crush the pure doctrine of faith and 
bring back false teachings about the merits 
of works, which sound good and are satisfy-
ing to the f lesh. Even when the apostles were 
still living their churches were not free of such 
tares. It is impossible to overstate the degree 
to which human minds are subject to vanity 
and emptiness, how great is their desire for 
novelty and how easily people tire of the plain 
and simple doctrine of the truth. How great 
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and unquenchable too is the hatred of the devil 
for the gospel and the doctrine of faith, by 
which he sees his kingdom being destroyed and 
the rule of Christ, who reigns in our hearts 
by faith, ushered in instead. . . . The apostle 
himself shows us how necessary the article on 
true justification is, because if that is left out, 
Christ disappears, as does Christian freedom 
and all assurance in life and death, nor is it 
possible to receive the Holy Spirit of sancti-
fication, who is the source of all good works. 
 Theological Works, II. 

The Danger of Apostasy. Georg Maior: 
 Galatia is surrounded by Paphlagonia, 
Bithynia, Cappadocia, Phrygia, Lycaonia and 
some other places. Here we have set before 
us an example of how great God’s wrath can 
be against those who despise his Word. For 
these regions where Paul sowed the seeds of 
the gospel spurned the heavenly teaching and, 
secure in their pleasures, were the first to 
be handed over to the barbarous yoke of the 
Turks and oppressed by them. The Turks trace 
their origins to Central Asia and Tataristan. 
They began by invading the neighboring coun-
tries, and in 1335 their second sultan, Orhan, 
occupied Galatia.2 We see how from small 
beginnings, like border raids, the kingdom 
of the Turks grew into a huge empire in the 
space of two hundred years, and how horribly 
God punished so many powerful kingdoms 
and f lourishing cities by this barbaric power 
and might. . . . We should be warned by such 
examples, repent and obey the gospel, lest our 
country should also be struck with a similar 
anathema. Works, I. 

The Galatians Have Been Deceived. 
Wolfgang Musculus: Because the false 
apostles were causing such disturbance in the 
churches and had even managed to lead the 
Galatians away from the true faith, freedom 
and truth of the gospel, Paul realized that it was 
essential for him to deal with their dishonesty 

and deception and get the Galatian churches 
back on track. With this in mind he wrote this 
epistle to them, demonstrating how seriously 
he took the whole issue as their spiritual father, 
by writing to them in his own hand instead of 
using a secretary, which is something he very 
rarely did. In order that the Galatians would 
give this the importance it deserved, Paul said 
so openly toward the end of the epistle where he 
wrote, “You see what a long letter I have written 
with my own hand.”3 As for the overall struc-
ture of the epistle, it is well-designed to suit the 
nature of the cause that drove the apostle to 
write it. In it the false apostles are the deceiv-
ers, the Galatians are the deceived and the false 
doctrine that had led them to turn away from 
the truth is the deception itself. The whole 
epistle turns on these three things. The diligent 
and faithful apostle argues with those who have 
been deceived, attacking them and f lattering 
them by turns. He refutes the deception and 
condemns the deceivers while at the same time 
showing what it is they really need by asserting 
openly and clearly the true teaching from which 
they had been led astray. And because he could 
see that his mission was being threatened by 
the malicious zeal of the false apostles, to the 
point that the gospel itself was being corrupted, 
he confidently asserts that it is not something 
that has come from men but is the word of God. 
He then goes on to end the epistle with some 
further exhortation. Exactly how and where he 
does this we shall discover as we work through 
our commentary. But before getting into the 
commentary itself, we need to recall who these 
Galatians were that the apostle was writing 
to. They were Gauls who had left their native 
land, as many as three hundred thousand of 
them, along with their wives and children, and 
migrated to Greece in search of somewhere 
to settle, under the command of their chief 
Brenno. The king of Bithynia, who at that time 
was engaged in a series of wars, thought that he 

2He reigned from about 1324 to about 1360.   3Gal 6:11.   
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could save himself from his enemies if he made 
allies of the Gauls, who were a fierce and war-
like people. After doing this and defeating his 
enemies, the king gave them a part of his king-
dom, either because he had promised it to them 
beforehand or because he was grateful for their 
help, and that part came to be called Galatia or 
Gallogrecia after the Gauls. The most impor-
tant cities of the region were Tavium, Gordium, 
Ancyra (Ankara) and Laodicea. It is bordered 
on the north by Paphlagonia and on the south 
by Pisidia. This was the origin of the Galatians. 
 Commentary on Galatians. 

Paul’s Message Is as Necessary Now as 
It Was Then. Rudolf Gwalther: Under-
standing this epistle is just as useful and neces-
sary today as it was in the days of the apostle 
Paul, because the same things that were 
happening then are also happening now. For 
although in these latter days God has revealed 
the light of the gospel that had long been hid-
den and has everywhere broken the yoke of 
the antichrist and is calling his people to the 
freedom that Christ has won for us, there are 
still some who are doing all they can to call 
the heedless and ignorant back to the doctrine 
of justification by their own works and bur-
den them, not with the law of Moses but with 
the superstitious observance of human tradi-
tions that lead to the most dreadful torture of 
consciences, which is even worse. What can 

we say when we see that even among those 
who profess the gospel there are some who try 
to bring the filth of the antichrist back into 
the churches after it has been thrown out and 
who scandalize people by contending for the 
pillars and foundations of popish superstition? 
This has caused the most bitter arguments 
that have led churches astray, destroyed the 
faith of many and led many more to the point 
where they have abandoned the profession 
of the gospel and become pigs of the herd of 
Epicurus,4 saying that they will stick to their 
own opinions until such time as theologians 
can agree about the essentials of the Christian 
faith and the true way of salvation. What can 
we do when the person of Christ himself and 
his incarnation, indeed, the very existence 
of heaven, are called into question by their 
disputes, which reek of scandal and the evils of 
hell? For this reason it will be of great benefit 
to study this epistle carefully, so that we may 
see how forcefully the apostles defended the 
simple doctrine of the gospel against such 
people. Their cause was so much better than 
that of our adversaries, who advocate open 
idolatry even to the point of taking up arms on 
its behalf. Sermons on Galatians. 

4An ancient Greek philosopher (341-270 b.c.) whose materialist 
teachings were popularly though inaccurately regarded as licen-
tious hedonism.
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overview: Paul was called to be an apostle 
by God, and not by other people. He was called 
by Christ after his resurrection and ascension, 
which makes his apostleship higher than that of 
the other apostles, who were called when Jesus 
was still incarnate on earth. Paul ’s awareness of 
his authority was such that he did not hesitate 
to rebuke Peter, the chief of the apostles, who 
accepted what Paul said because he recognized 
Paul ’s special calling from God. Paul had to set 
out his credentials at the start, so as to coun-
ter the claims of those who opposed him and 
denied his right to be called an apostle on the 
ground that he had not seen Jesus in the f lesh as 
many of them had done. Paul did not act on his 
own but in consultation with his brothers in the 
ministry, who shared his calling and authority. 
When he called on God to bless the Galatians, 
he reminded them of what Christ had done to 
save them. He sacrificed himself willingly so 
that the Father’s will would be accomplished, 
and all Christians, especially ministers of the 
gospel, should take that voluntary obedience as 
a model for themselves. 

General Introduction to the Chapter 

Paul Sets out His Calling as an Apos-
tle. Martin Luther: In opposition to the 

boasting of the false apostles Paul boldly pits 
his apostolic authority, commends his calling 
and defends his ministry. Although he does 
not do this anywhere else, he refuses to yield to 
anyone here. In the first two chapters he does 
almost nothing else but set out his calling, his 
ministry and his gospel. Second Lectures 
on Galatians. 

1:1 An Apostle Sent by God

What an Apostle Is. Martin Luther: 
 “Apostle” is a modest name but one that 
expresses both humility and grandeur at the 
same time. The humility is found in the fact 
that he is sent as an obedient servant, and 
people’s attention is directed to the sender. It 
is from him that the reader gets an idea of the 
grandeur of the one who has been sent as a 
servant, so that he may be received with proper 
honor. . . . Who is an apostle except one who 
brings God’s Word? And who can do that 
except one who has listened to that Word? 
Whenever the Word of God is preached it 
makes our consciences joyful, open-hearted 
and calm in the presence of God, because it is a 
Word of grace and forgiveness. Christ did not 
want anyone to be made an apostle by people, 
but only by himself. . . . He has established and 

1 : 1 - 5  G R E E T I N G S  A N D  B L E S S I N G S 

a Or brothers and sisters. The plural Greek word adelphoi (translated “brothers”) refers to siblings in a family. In New Testament usage, depend-

ing on the context, adelphoi may refer either to men or to both men and women who are siblings (brothers and sisters) in God ’s family, the 

church; also verse 11. 

1Paul, an apostle—not from men nor through man, but through Jesus Christ and God 
the Father, who raised him from the dead—2and all the brothersa who are with me, 

To the churches of Galatia: 
3Grace to you and peace from God our Father and the Lord Jesus Christ, 4who gave 

himself for our sins to deliver us from the present evil age, according to the will of our God 
and Father, 5to whom be the glory forever and ever. Amen. 
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fortified his church with great care, in order 
to avoid having people claim to teach without 
having been sent by him. It seems pointless to 
add a reference here to Christ’s resurrection, 
but the apostle habitually does this, especially 
when confronting those who trust in their own 
righteousness. Those who believe in righteous-
ness obtained by works deny Christ’s resur-
rection, as Paul says elsewhere: “Christ was 
put to death for our trespasses and raised for 
our justification.”1 The resurrection of Christ 
is our righteousness and our life, by virtue of 
its power. Apart from it, no one can rise from 
the dead, no matter how many good works he 
does. Furthermore, the Holy Spirit was given 
through the resurrection of Christ, and it was 
by the Spirit that the apostleship and other 
gifts were distributed,2 which may be another 
reason why Paul mentions it here. First Lec-
tures on Galatians. 

The Apostles Were Called Directly by 
God. Martin Luther: At the very begin-
ning Paul deals with the false teachers who 
were attacking him. They claimed to be pupils 
of the apostles who had sent them, and they 
looked down on Paul because they thought 
he had intruded himself into the ministry by 
his own initiative. Paul defends his calling by 
claiming that it came directly from God. God 
calls people either directly or indirectly. Today 
he calls us indirectly, by using other people to 
tell us. But the apostles were called directly 
by Christ himself, just as the Old Testament 
prophets had been called by God himself. Sec-
ond Lectures on Galatians. 

Paul’s Calling Proves That Christ Is 
God. Heinrich Bullinger: The ancients 
were right to gather from these words of Paul 
evidence of Christ’s nature to use against the 
Manichaeans, the Ebionites and the Photin-
ians.3 For if Paul was not called to his apos-
tolic office by men or through man but was 
called by Christ, it follows that Christ was not 

just a man but also God himself. At the same 
time, if he died and rose again, it is clear that 
he was also a man. Commentary on Paul’s 
Epistles. 

Paul’s Calling Gave Him Apostolic 
Authority. Erasmus Sarcerius: The 
opening greeting contains Paul ’s call to the 
office of preaching. It was the false apostles 
who gave him the opportunity to mention this, 
because they argued that he was inferior to 
the other apostles and had learned the gospel 
message from them, not from Christ. For that 
reason they said he should be ignored, and 
it was against this calumny that the apostle 
defends himself so strongly. It seems that there 
are two reasons why he inserted this refer-
ence to the origin of his calling. The first was 
so that he could assert his authority against 
the false teachers. The second was so that he 
could recommend himself to the Galatians, 
from whose hearts he had practically been 
ejected thanks to the false apostles, by refer-
ring to such a glorious and splendid vocation. 
The commendation of Paul and his apostleship 
comes from the source of his calling, who was 
not a man but God himself, both the Father 
and the Son. The prophets also recommend 
themselves in the opening lines of their books 
by referring to the author of their teaching and 
calling, so that their doctrine and persons will 
be more readily heard. The apostle has joined 
their ranks, and not without reason, in order 
to show that the source of his apostleship was 
God. It did not come from men or by man, 
and in particular (if I may say so) there was no 
reason for the false apostles to object to it. An-
notations on Galatians. 

1Rom 4:25.   21 Cor 12:14.   3Early Christian heresies that 
denied different aspects of the person and natures of Christ. The 
Manichaeans thought matter was evil and that the Son of God 
could not become a man. The Ebionites were a Judaizing sect 
that denied Christ’s divinity. The Photinians are more obscure 
but seem to have been an adoptionist sect that believed that Jesus 
was a man who was taken up into God.   
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A Greater Honor Than the Calling 
of the other Apostles. John Calvin: 
Paul usually claimed to be an apostle in order 
to strengthen his teaching by appealing to the 
authority of his office. This authority does not 
depend on the opinion of human beings but 
on the calling of God. In the church we must 
listen to God alone, and to Jesus Christ, whom 
he has appointed as our teacher. So anyone who 
wants to be a teacher must speak in the name 
of God or Christ. . . . Paul ’s enemies did not 
dare to deprive him of his claim to be a Chris-
tian minister; what they denied was his title of 
apostle. That he was not called by other people 
is something that Paul had in common with any 
true minister of Christ. Paul ’s referring to the 
resurrection is relevant to his argument, because 
that was the beginning of Christ’s kingdom. 
The false apostles attacked him because he did 
not know Christ during his earthly ministry, 
but Paul argues that Christ has been glorified 
by his resurrection and still exercises his power 
in ruling the church. In fact, Paul ’s calling is 
of even greater honor than it would have been 
if Christ had ordained him during his earthly 
ministry. Paul is hinting that his enemies were 
really attacking the wonderful power of God 
that he showed in raising Christ from the dead. 
Commentary on Galatians. 

The True Nature of an Apostolic 
Calling. Wolfgang Musculus: Paul comes 
across here sounding quite modest. This is 
how he always appeared in the eyes not only 
of the false apostles but also of those who had 
been deceived by them, so that they regarded 
his simple appeal with contempt. Instead they 
boasted of Peter, James and John because they 
were the leading apostles and there was no 
doubt of their apostleship. This boasting had 
an ulterior motive, which was to attack Paul ’s 
reputation. Aware of the grace he had received 
from God and of the evil intention of the false 
apostles, Paul constantly put his own name 
at the beginning of his epistles because they 

hated it so much, and moved heaven and earth 
to counteract the ways in which they despised 
and mocked him. In our day we see the same 
thing happening in the way the enemies of 
Martin Luther, that great agent for restoring 
the truth, were in the habit of denouncing him. 
To defeat their malice, Luther always identi-
fied himself up front. Those whose intentions 
are evil change and conceal their names, and 
not without reason, but those who know that 
they are right and that their cause is just do 
not alter a single syllable of their names merely 
to avoid being attacked, because they have no 
reason to feel ashamed. 

Those who glory in the name of the apostle 
Peter and use it to claim primacy in the church 
blot out the name of Paul and speak badly 
of him and of those who follow his teach-
ing. They even call them Paulinians as if they 
followed the teaching of some man and not of 
Christ, even though Peter himself, in the last 
chapter of his second epistle, wrote about Paul 
in a friendly and appreciative way, saying, “Just 
as our beloved brother Paul also wrote to you 
according to the wisdom given to him, etc.”4 
But of course those people have nothing of 
Peter’s spirit or teaching in them. . . . There-
fore, when he says, “Paul, an apostle, sent not 
from men or by man, but by Jesus Christ and 
God the Father,” he is not just defending his 
apostleship from the calumnies of the false 
apostles who were impudent enough to deny 
that he was a true apostle of Christ. He is 
attacking them because, since they boast of 
having been sent by the apostles who were at 
Jerusalem, they evidently believed that their 
apostleship depended on the approval of men. 
It was as men that they were apostles, to the 
extent that they could be so called. When 
they claimed that Paul had been sent by men, 
referring to what is recorded in Acts 13, it 
was an impudent lie, because in that passage it 
says that Paul was sent out for the work of the 

42 Pet 3:15-16.   
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ministry, along with Barnabas, by the com-
mand of God and the Holy Spirit, because he 
had already been called to the apostleship by 
Christ. Furthermore, even if the false apostles 
claimed that they had been sent, not by the 
apostles but by God, working through the 
apostles, they were still claiming that their 
apostleship came from a human authority. 
Paul says that nothing like that could be said 
of his apostleship, which is why he adds the 
words “nor by man.” He had been called to the 
apostleship neither by the apostles nor through 
them but by Christ himself, which is why he 
adds “but by Jesus Christ and God the Father.” 
And for that reason he was in no way inferior 
to the first apostles, Peter, James and John, 
who had also been called to their apostleship, 
not by men or through men, but by Christ the 
Lord, which is what the false apostles could 
not claim for their apostleship. . . . Paul ’s 
calling to be an apostle was certainly not as 
clear to everyone as Peter’s was, though Peter’s 
calling contained many things that were open 
to subsequent abuse. The entire gospel narra-
tive bears clear witness to the fact that Peter 
was a disciple and apostle, so that no Christian 
person could possibly doubt the matter. But 
his name was so exalted that just as the stars 
of heaven are obscured by the light of the sun, 
so the other apostles forfeited their claims to 
apostolic authority on account of Peter, with 
the result that Peter alone was regarded as the 
shepherd of Christ’s sheep, the vicar of Christ, 
the universal apostle of Christ, the head of the 
churches and the chief priest of Christians, 
armed with the two swords of both heavenly 
and earthly power. 

It is also claimed that Peter passed on his 
authority and absolute primacy by hereditary 
right to his successors, the bishops of Rome. 
There is no doubt that it was Satan who gave 
birth to this mystery of iniquity and who sent 
out his own apostles who have everywhere 
corrupted the purity of the Christian faith, 
led churches away from the gospel of God, 

removed the power of Christ in the hearts of 
believers and made him useless. In pursuit of 
this aim, they taught the need for circumci-
sion and the observance of the rest of the law 
of Moses by Gentiles as well as by Jews. In 
order to achieve their ends more effectively, 
they never attacked Paul to his face but instead 
denounced him in all the churches, denying his 
apostleship and making much of Peter, claim-
ing falsely that they had been sent by him and 
that he had taught them that they must hang 
onto circumcision and keep the law of Moses. 
This counsel of Satan was instituted in such a 
way that it was persuasive, not only in the time 
of the apostles but also in future ages under 
the false pretext of Paul ’s apostleship. When 
Paul realized what was going on, he strongly 
opposed the malice of Satan by insisting that 
he had been called to his apostleship by Christ 
himself and by defending his gospel against the 
attacks of the false apostles. This is why the 
apostleship of Paul, the gospel and his reputa-
tion must now be proclaimed by all Christ’s 
ministers, in order to counteract those false 
pastors and teachers who most dishonestly 
abuse the name of the apostle Peter in order to 
deceive the churches of Christ. 

Concerning the claim that Paul was made 
an apostle not by men or through men but 
by Jesus Christ, someone might ask whether 
there is no calling in the church that must be 
recognized and approved by men or through 
men. If we answer that there are indeed 
callings that must be approved in this way, 
someone may want to know why Paul did not 
want to be considered the kind of apostle who 
had been called like that. But if we say that no 
calling needs to be approved, the answer will 
be that Timothy and Titus and a number of 
other bishops were appointed by the apostle 
Paul or by Timothy and Titus for the ministry 
of the gospel, and no Christian would deny 
the legitimacy of their calling. In fact, there is 
an easy answer to this two-pronged question. 
The calling of the apostles is quite different 
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from that of bishops, priests and deacons. The 
apostolic calling is not one that comes from 
men or through men. It pleased God for the 
apostles to be called directly by Christ the 
Lord, whereas bishops, priests and deacons are 
called by men or through men. The fact that it 
happens this way is no reason to condemn it, 
because if it occurred in any other way it would 
be illegitimate and would have to be rejected. 
Thus when the apostle says that he was not 
called by men or through men, he is referring 
to his apostleship, and not to the calling of 
bishops, priests and deacons. Neither Timothy 
nor Titus was called directly by Christ to the 
ministry of the gospel, but by a man, in this 
case the apostle Paul, and their calling was 
both legitimate and authentic. In a calling of 
that kind, weight should be given not to the 
one who calls but to Christ himself, in whose 
name we are called and to the type of ministry 
to which we are called. . . . Someone might 
also ask how Paul could claim that he had not 
been called by a man when he goes on to say 
that he had been called by Jesus Christ. Does 
this mean that Paul was denying the humanity 
of Christ? It would appear that if he was not 
called by man but by Jesus Christ, that Christ 
was therefore not a man, but if Christ was a 
man, then Paul was called by a man and what 
he says here is wrong. How can we answer this 
question? That Jesus Christ was a man who, 
before his death and resurrection, lived an or-
dinary human life in the world is obvious, and 
during that time he did and suffered whatever 
human beings do and suffer. But after his 
resurrection, which is when he called Paul, he 
was no longer just a man but had changed his 
human nature into the divine nature of the 
Word. In that sense, the other apostles had 
been called by the man Jesus Christ but Paul 
was called, not by a man but by the already 
deified Christ. . . . Christ was indeed a man, 
but not just a man, because at the same time 
he was also truly God, who possessed divine 
authority and absolute power over everything 

in heaven and on earth. . . . In this context 
Paul does not distinguish Christ from God 
the Father in a way that takes divinity away 
from the former and attributes it to the latter. 
On the contrary, he attributes the same divine 
authority and power to both the Son and the 
Father. Commentary on Galatians. 

Paul Was Called by Christ in His 
Divine Glory. Rudolf Gwalther: At this 
point, some people ask how Paul can say that 
he did not receive his apostolic office from men 
or through man, when he also says that he got 
it from Christ. Does this mean that Christ 
is not a man? My answer is that questions of 
this kind are more speculative than necessary 
and that the people who ask them are try-
ing to create a tempest in a teapot. Obviously 
Paul knew that Christ was a man, and he even 
says that he was born of the seed of David 
and of the Jewish race. But he was also the 
eternal God. It was not as a man that he sent 
out his apostles but as the mediator of eternal 
salvation, in whose person God and man are 
conjoined. The apostle refers to this elsewhere 
when he writes “God was in Christ” and also 
“In him the fullness of the Godhead dwells 
bodily.” Isaiah also calls him Emmanuel.5 So 
the speculations of such people do not im-
press us very much. More worthwhile are the 
observations of the ancients, who saw in Paul ’s 
commission the mystery of the most holy and 
praiseworthy Trinity. Their argument was 
that when Paul says that he was not made an 
apostle by men or through man but then goes 
on to say that it was through Jesus Christ and 
God the Father, he is stating that Jesus Christ 
is God, coeternal and consubstantial with the 
Father. Paul was not sent by men or through 
man but by the Holy Spirit, which proves that 
the Holy Spirit is also God. Someone will no 
doubt object that Christ was raised from the 
dead by the Father and must therefore have 

5Is 7:14.   
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been inferior to him, but that does not follow. 
The works of the Father and the Son are the 
same, and whatever the Father does the Son 
does also. Just as the Father raises the dead 
and gives them life, so the Son also gives life 
to whomever he wills. Remember what Jesus 
said: “Destroy this temple and I will raise it 
up again in three days.”6 What logic com-
pels us to say that Christ rose from the dead 
thanks to an outside power, when the apostles 
raised people from the dead in his name? This 
takes us on to another subject, so suffice it to 
observe here how careful the ancients were in 
noting those passages where the eternal deity 
of Jesus Christ is asserted and proved. Let us 
exercise the same care today, when Satan is ev-
erywhere bringing back the ancient heresies by 
using poorly educated men to do so. Sermons 
on Galatians. 

Redemption Is a Work of the Trinity. 
Johannes Wigand: Paul is referring to the 
work of redemption because he has mentioned 
Jesus Christ. The Bible says that the Son has 
power to lay down his life and to take it up 
again, and that the Father raised Christ so 
that the church would understand that the 
work of redemption is a work of the entire 
Trinity, but one that respects the individual 
characteristics of each of the persons.7 Notes 
on Galatians. 

God Is the Source of All True Call-
ing. Robert Rollock: Those who began the 
apostleship and indeed every other kind of 
ministry, were the first to appoint a man to a 
calling and to set him apart as a man sent by 
other men. They also taught him and pre-
pared him for his task. But of course God is 
the ultimate source, not only of the apostles 
but of all other ministers as well, and it was 
he alone who set them apart from other men, 
who taught them by giving them gifts and 
appointed them to their offices in the church. 
The most important part of any true calling 

is that it is a mission from God, its ultimate 
author. Analysis of Galatians. 

Everyone Must Have a Lawful Calling 
from God. William Perkins: Whereas 
Paul in the very forefront of his epistle begins 
with his own calling, I gather that every min-
ister of the gospel ought to have a good and 
lawful calling. A man cannot preach unless he 
is sent. Christ took not to him the office of 
a mediator till he was called and sent of the 
Father. Therefore the opinion of the Anabap-
tists is foolish and fanatical, who think that 
every man may preach that will without any 
special calling. . . . It may be alleged that the 
church has authority to call and ordain min-
isters. I answer that the church’s authority is 
no more but a ministry or service, whereby it 
does testify, declare and approve whom God 
has called. . . . The callings of the ministers of 
the gospel must be manifest to their own con-
sciences and the consciences of their hearers, 
and that for diverse weighty causes. First, 
they are ambassadors, instruments and the 
mouth of God, and for this cause they are 
to speak in the name of God, and this they 
cannot do unless they know themselves to be 
called. Second, that the calling of the minis-
try may tend to edification, there is required 
the assistance of God ’s Spirit in the teacher, 
the protection of him and his ministry, the ef-
fectual operation of the Spirit in the hearts of 
the hearers, and he that wants the assurance 
of his calling cannot pray to God in faith for 
these things, neither can he apply the prom-
ises of God to himself. Third, the knowl-
edge of our callings breeds conscience of our 
duties, diligence and the fear of God. Lastly, 
knowledge of our callings in the consciences 
of the hearers breeds a reverence in their 
hearts and obedience to the ministry of the 
Word. Commentary on Galatians. 

6Jn 2:19.   7Acts 13:30, etc.   
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The Excellence of Paul’s Calling. Jean 
Diodati: He intimates that his calling was so 
much the more excellent, because that Christ 
when he called him was in a greater and more 
excellent glory by his resurrection. Annota-
tions on the Bible. 

The Preface Is a Preparation for 
What Follows. David Dickson: The 
whole preface is ordered for . . . preparing the 
mind of the Galatians to obey his doctrine 
concerning the grace of Christ. The scope may 
be perceived in this or the like proposition 
to the same sense: You ought to believe and 
obey me, admonishing yourselves of the true 
cause of justification and sanctification: Eight 
arguments are intimated to this end, whereof 
some are contained in the inscription, verses 
1 and 2, some in the salutation, verse 3, some 
in the description of Christ, verse 4, some in 
the doxology, verse 5. Brief Exposition of 
Galatians. 

1:2 Paul and His Brothers Write to the 
Churches in Galatia 

A Church Does Not Have to Be Per-
fect. Martin Luther: When setting people 
straight it helps to have the opinion and agree-
ment of many people behind you. In other 
epistles Paul writes to the church in individual 
cities, but here he writes to an entire province. 
Furthermore, as Jerome aptly remarks, Paul 
calls the groups he is writing to “churches,” 
even though they had become corrupted by 
error.8 The word church can be used to refer 
to the body of Christ that is without spot or 
wrinkle,9 and to a group of people who are as-
sembled in Christ’s name but who do not have 
his complete and perfect virtue. First Lec-
tures on Galatians. 

A Cooperative Effort. Martin Luther: 
Paul mentions his brothers so as to avoid giv-
ing the impression that he is exalting himself. 

He had already preached in Galatia, and 
although the province was not fully converted, 
he had many churches there. Second Lec-
tures on Galatians. 

A Team of Ministers. Erasmus Sarce-
rius: Paul was not ashamed of his brethren 
and did not write to the Galatians on his own 
private authority but only with their agreement 
and approval. Observe here that Paul glories 
in his calling, but not in such a way as to give 
the impression that he was better than other 
faithful teachers of the Word, whom he calls his 
brothers. Annotations on Galatians. 

God Preserves a Faithful Remnant. 
Johannes Brenz: Although this epistle was 
written specifically to the Galatians, its teach-
ing is relevant to all churches everywhere at 
all times. The doctrine of the gospel that it 
contains is universal, and Christ commanded it 
to be proclaimed to all nations throughout the 
world. But how can Paul call these congrega-
tions of the Galatians to whom he is writing 
“churches,” when they had been led astray by 
the false apostles and had turned away from 
Christ to rely on the merits of their works? 
They are called churches either for the sake 
of those among the Galatians who continued 
to believe correctly about Christ, for even in 
the midst of ungodliness, God preserves in 
his church those seven thousand who have 
not bowed the knee to Baal, or because of the 
public ministry of the gospel and sacrament, 
which continued to function in the churches of 
Galatia. Explanation of Galatians. 

The Marks of a True Church. John 
Calvin: Elsewhere Paul never mentions more 
than two names [of his associates], and these 
are always well-known people. But here he in-
cludes them all, and I am sure he had a reason 
for doing so. The consensus of so many godly 

8Jerome Commentary on Galatians 1.1.2 (PL 26:313).   9Eph 5:17.   
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people must have had some weight in mak-
ing the Galatians more teachable. . . . Is it not 
surprising that the word churches is given to 
the Galatians, when they had almost deserted 
Christ? My answer is this: where people pro-
fessed Christianity, worshiped one God, used 
the sacraments and had some kind of ministry, 
there remained the marks of the church. Even 
the purest churches have their faults, and some 
are almost completely deformed. . . . But when 
we recognize societies full of faults as churches 
of Christ, we must at the same time condemn 
what is wrong with them. Commentary on 
Galatians. 

Harmony Is Essential in Any Church. 
Wolfgang Musculus: Paul insisted on a 
harmony of minds and doctrine and at the 
same time encouraged a spirit of mutual love, 
especially in this passage where he mentions no 
one by name. He does not simply say “and the 
brethren who are with me” but adds the word 
all. It is incredible how much more effective 
the preaching of the gospel is when it is plain 
to the hearers that those who teach it love one 
another and are agreed in matters of doctrine. 
First, he expresses love by calling his fellow 
workers brothers, something that he does not 
only here but in all his epistles. Second, he in-
sists that their agreement on doctrinal matters 
can be seen from the fact that he indicates that 
this epistle, in which he defends his teaching 
against that of the false apostles, is not his 
alone but is a joint message from all the breth-
ren who were with him. Here the ministers 
of the gospel are presented with many things 
they ought to imitate. I challenge them all to 
practice mutual love and to agree on doctrinal 
issues in order to prevent any one of them, who 
may be more learned or more eloquent or in 
some other way more privileged than the rest, 
from becoming proud. Such a person ought to 
recognize that he is there for his brothers, just 
as Paul did. Moreover, nobody ought to place 
too much trust in his own powers of reason, 

because to do so runs the risk of falling into 
new and strange ideas, thereby destroying the 
church of God’s consensus of straightforward 
and sincere teaching. Indeed, almost all the 
troubles that have aff licted the churches of 
Christ from the very beginning are due to one 
or other of these evils at work. . . . 

Paul wanted what he was writing to be read 
in the churches in the hearing of the believers, 
because what they contained related directly to 
their salvation. It was quite possible that even 
the elders and ministers of the churches had 
been deceived by the false apostles, so there 
would have been very little point in writing 
only to them. Where the people have been 
deceived, they will not be corrected by dealing 
only with their leaders if it is not clear that 
those leaders are sound in the faith. The only 
way forward is to address the whole deceived 
congregation, and to do so openly and freely. 
There is nothing so characteristic of the truth 
of God’s teaching that it loves openness and 
light. Paul was therefore right to do as he did, 
and as befits an apostle of Christ to write his 
letter correcting the deception and asserting 
the grace of Christ to the churches, that is, to 
the congregation of believers, so that it would 
be read publicly in their meetings and every-
one would hear it. What the truth, if offered 
openly to everyone, is capable of is well known 
to the princes of the church in our own time, 
which is why they do everything they can to 
ensure that it will never be expounded to the 
multitude. They do not want to appear to have 
made any mistakes, and for that reason they 
block all access [to the truth], lest something 
of its light should reach the deceived churches. 
. . . If it was the case that not all the churches 
of Galatia had been deceived, but only some 
of them, we see how carefully and wisely Paul 
handles the situation by writing not only to 
those who had been deceived but to all the 
churches at the same time. In that way he 
could guard against the danger that the guilty 
churches would be so overcome with shame 
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that they would oppose any attempt to cor-
rect their error and at the same time ensure 
that those churches that were still healthy and 
sound in the truth of Christ would be pro-
tected against the danger of being deceived by 
the false apostles. As far as possible, the errors 
of the church ought to be corrected in such 
a way as to take account of the shame felt by 
those who have fallen into error. This is not 
meant to let them to remain in their mistakes 
but to allow them to accept correction more 
easily and at the same time to put those who 
have not yet fallen into error on their guard 
against being deceived. 

The church of Christ is in the same posi-
tion as a wife. Even if a wife commits adultery 
a thousand times, it does not follow that she is 
no longer married. Adultery does not create a 
situation in which a married woman is no lon-
ger a wife, nor does it make her the wife of the 
adulterer rather than of her [lawful] husband. 
Nor does the husband lose the rights that he 
has with respect to his wife merely because she 
has been seduced into committing adultery. 
If she repents and he takes her back, he is not 
accepting a stranger but the wife who already 
belongs to him. Thus when David demanded 
that Ishbosheth, the son of Saul, should give 
him back his wife Michal, even though she 
was already married to another man and had 
been living with him for some time, he still 
said, “Give me back my wife Michal.”10 In the 
same way, once the church has been married 
to Christ, it does not matter if she plays the 
harlot with angels, men and all the demons of 
hell, because the rights that Christ has over 
her cannot be infringed by whoredom and 
adultery or create a situation in which she is 
no longer his church. When she repents and is 
taken back by her husband and Lord Christ, 
she is received not as a stranger but as his own. 
Commentary on Galatians. 

Paul’s Fellow Ministers Shared His 
Authority. Rudolf Gwalther: In this 

passage we have before us a most worthy 
example of apostolic and Christian modesty. 
Paul had preached the gospel to the Galatians 
on his own. He alone had led them to faith 
in Christ, and he alone was the founder of all 
their churches. Therefore he had every right to 
castigate them for their disloyalty and for their 
disgraceful abandonment of true doctrine. But 
so as not to appear to be pushing something 
at them on the basis of his own private judg-
ment, he associates his fellow workers with 
him. Even if these colleagues of his were all 
his brothers in Christ, they could in no way 
be compared with him in terms of gifts of the 
Holy Spirit or outstanding achievements in the 
Christian life. His example therefore refutes 
the arrogance of the popes, who although they 
have not founded any churches by their own 
effort nor teach regularly in any one of them, 
nevertheless claim power and control in all 
of them and want all pastors and bishops to 
accept their authority, so that they can order 
them about at will. . . . By his example Paul 
reminds us not to despair of the salvation of 
people to the point of refusing to grant them 
the title of churches and Christian fellow-
ships merely because of their grave sins and 
defects. The church does not consist of angels 
but of people who are fully human, and to err 
is human! It was those who had fallen away 
and wandered far from his f lock that Christ 
came to call back. He went looking for them 
over hill and dale, and when he found them 
he laid them on his shoulders and brought 
them back to the f lock.11 He tells us himself 
how much he rejoices over their conversion. 
Therefore those who would call themselves 
pastors ought to copy his example and be more 
concerned to gather the sheep than to shut 
them out. Moreover, you will notice that Paul 
wrote to the whole church and not just to the 
elders. Therefore, the doctrine of the apostles 
is meant for everyone who confesses the name 

102 Sam 3:14.   11See Lk 15:4-7.   
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of Christ, as is the teaching of the prophets, 
who likewise preached the Word of the Lord 
to people of every place and social class. This 
argument is a surefire refutation of the papal 
tyranny that prohibits the translation of the 
books of holy Scripture into the language of 
the people, in order to prevent them from 
reading them. They say that it is dangerous to 
read them because many people get the most 
absurd ideas out of them and fall into various 
heresies. But those who nowadays recognize 
that the Holy Spirit wanted the apostles and 
prophets to write and proclaim to everyone 
what had once been hidden from view are fine 
people indeed. Let us acknowledge the blessing 
of God, who in these latter days has once more 
rescued his Word from the shadows and who 
in it offers us a Savior, his Son Jesus Christ, 
who said: “Everyone who hears my word and 
believes in him who sent me has eternal life.”12 
To him be blessing, honor, glory and power 
forever. Amen. Sermons on Galatians. 

Paul’s Attitude. Johannes Wigand: 
This tells us both about Paul ’s humility and 
the church’s fellowship. Paul does not set 
himself up above others, even though they did 
not have a calling of equal greatness. He goes 
on to show that the members of the church 
are all bound together by the strongest ties 
and that all those who believe in Christ are 
brothers . . . which is why it behooves us to 
love one another. But disputes and persecu-
tions testify that not everyone has the same 
understanding of faith, and the devil does 
all he can to defame and destroy this belief. 
Notes on Galatians. 

We Must Strive for Perfection. John 
Prime: Herein it is not amiss to be noted 
that not only some small church truly so 
called, though in some points imperfect, but 
many churches may go astray, whole populous 
churches may be seduced. For truly people, 
whether sole and single or assembled and mak-

ing a church or churches, are but people, and 
therefore prone to sin and soon deceived; and 
as the moon does often eclipse, so churches 
may sometimes err. And yet another good 
observation it is, that if anyone therefore will 
needs be willful and unwilling to contend to 
perfection because all people necessarily have 
imperfections, verily that person is unwise and 
wants grace and can be no child of the church 
of God, which is a house of such people as 
invoke and call on the holy name of God. And 
whosoever so does, of duty must evermore 
more and more depart as far as possible from 
all iniquity. Exposition of Galatians. 

The Dangers of unbelief. William 
Perkins: If any demand what these churches 
of Galatia are, I answer that they were a people 
of Asia the less, and though they were famous 
churches in the days of the apostle, yet now the 
country is under the dominion of the [Muslim] 
Turks. This shows what God might have done 
to us in England long ago for the contempt of 
the gospel. This again shows what desolation 
will befall us unless we repent and bring forth 
better fruits of the gospel. Commentary on 
Galatians. 

1:3 Paul Blesses the Churches 

The Grace of God Takes Away Guilt. 
Martin Luther: The grace of God takes 
away sins, because it is spiritual and hidden. 
The peace of God enlightens, calms and glad-
dens the heart of a person who stands secretly 
in God’s presence. Grace takes away his guilt 
and peace takes away his punishment. Paul 
mentions both the Father and the Lord Jesus 
Christ in order to distinguish the kingdom of 
grace from the kingdom of glory. The king-
dom of grace is a kingdom of faith, where 
Christ reigns as a man who has been placed 
over everything by God.13 In this kingdom he 

12Jn 5:24.   13See Ps 8:6-7.   
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receives gifts from God for us, and this goes on 
until the last judgment. Then he will turn the 
kingdom over to the Father. That is the king-
dom of glory, in which God will reign in and 
of himself and no longer through his human 
nature. The two kingdoms are not different in 
substance, but they are ruled in different ways. 
First Lectures on Galatians. 

Grace and Peace. Martin Luther: The 
words grace and peace summarize the whole 
of the Christian faith. Grace contains the 
forgiveness of sins, a joyful peace and a quiet 
conscience. But peace is impossible unless sin 
has first been forgiven, because the law accuses 
and terrifies the conscience on account of sin. 
Christ gives us grace and peace, not as the 
apostles did, by preaching them, but rather as 
their author and creator. Second Lectures 
on Galatians. 

The Relationship of God the Father 
to Christ the Son. Erasmus Sarcerius: 
Paul is right to subordinate Jesus Christ 
the Son to God the Father because he is the 
intermediary through whom the righteous-
ness and peace of God the Father reaches our 
consciences—he is the one who confers the 
righteousness and peace that God the Father 
has ordained for us. This verse tells us some-
thing about God the Father and God the Son. 
God the Father is the ultimate source of our 
righteousness, peace and salvation. Christ 
Jesus the Son is the intermediary through 
whom we receive that righteousness, peace and 
salvation—in other words, he is the one who 
delivers them to us. The point here is that God 
the Father does not justify anybody apart from 
Christ, nor does he give anyone peace of mind 
apart from him. Likewise, it is plain from 
this what the gospel is and especially what it 
teaches, which is that the grace and peace of 
God the Father is manifested to us in our Lord 
Jesus Christ. To put it another way, the gospel 
teaches that our Lord Jesus Christ gave himself 

up for our sins in order to rescue us from this 
present world, according to the will of God our 
Father. Annotations on Galatians. 

Why God’s Blessing Is the Best one of 
All. Johannes Brenz: The ancient Greeks 
used to wish their friends good health when 
they wrote to them or when they greeted them. 
Even today, ordinary people think that there 
is no gift more precious than good health and 
wealth. Give me health and give me wealth, 
they say, and I will be just fine. This is the way 
ungodly people think. But the best and most 
perfect option, and greeting, is the one that 
the apostles chose, namely, to prefer the grace 
and peace that comes from God. These two 
words sum up all God’s blessings. What could 
be better than to have God bestowing his favor 
on us and filling us with his grace? What good 
things would we lack if God were merciful 
to us? In this greeting Paul adds the name of 
Jesus Christ to that of God the Father in order 
to indicate that God the Father favors us and 
blesses us not because of our own merits but 
because of Jesus Christ his Son, and not least 
because God the Father is not known to us 
except through his Son Jesus Christ. No one 
has seen God at any time, says John, but the 
only-begotten Son, who is in the bosom of the 
Father, has revealed him.14. . . 

Paul ’s words of greeting may be few, but 
they contain a great deal. First of all, they 
explain all the Levitical sacrifices and show 
how they refer to Jesus Christ alone. The Le-
vitical sacrifices did not take away sin, except 
in secular terms. Only the sacrifice of Christ, 
who gave himself up for us, paid the price for 
our sins in the true sense, and before God. . . . 
When he says that Christ has rescued us from 
this present evil age he means that Christ has 
delivered us from the power and dominion 
of Satan, from all our sins and aff lictions. It 
is not that we are without aff lictions in this 

14Jn 1:18.   
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world, but however great and terrible they may 
be, they cannot overwhelm us and may even 
turn out to be a blessing in disguise. Explana-
tion of Galatians. 

No Grace Apart from Christ. John 
Calvin: Paul wants the Galatians to enjoy 
friendship with God, and all the good things 
that f low from his favor. He prays to Christ as 
well as to the Father, because there is no grace 
or success outside of Christ. Commentary on 
Galatians. 

The Difference Between the Law and 
the Gospel. Georg Maior: Given that the 
law is the purveyor of death, when it reveals 
sin and the wrath of God against sin, it is not 
a message of grace or mercy but of the hor-
rible wrath of God against sin, as the words of 
the law echo: “Cursed is the one who has not 
kept it all.”15 The law promises grace, peace 
and happiness only to those who keep it all 
perfectly. The preaching of the gospel sounds 
another note entirely: “Come to me all you 
who labor and are heavy laden, and I will give 
you rest.”16 Therefore the word of grace is the 
exact opposite of the law and all its works and 
merits. Commentary on Galatians. 

The Blessing of the Apostle Is the 
Blessing of Christ. Wolfgang Muscu-
lus: Because the proclamation of this grace 
and peace is made by an apostle of Christ it is 
truly evangelical and apostolic and no less firm 
and certain than if it had been made by Christ 
himself. Nor does it matter that the Galatians 
to whom the apostle wrote this epistle had 
fallen away from the true faith and doctrine 
of Christ and gone back to the slavery of the 
Mosaic law, which had been abolished by the 
blood and Spirit of Christ. When calling the 
erring churches of the faithful back to the 
right way, the apostle is not lacking the abun-
dance of God’s grace any more than he lacked 
it when, by his preaching, he was calling unbe-

lievers, ungodly people and strangers to Christ 
to share in heavenly grace and eternal life. The 
one who came into the world to save sinners 
and who calls them to repentance through his 
ministers would hardly think it beneath his 
dignity to call them by proclaiming his grace 
to them, because it is by this means that he 
draws terrified consciences to himself. Such is 
the immense abundance of his grace and mercy 
that although the wrath of God could justly 
condemn them to a well-deserved punish-
ment, instead it is the grace and peace from 
God the Father and the Lord Jesus Christ that 
is proclaimed and offered as the way back to 
him. It is not that these sinners have already 
repented and sought the grace of God, but that 
they ought to repent and willingly embrace the 
grace thus offered to them. Commentary on 
Galatians. 

Apostolic Greetings Superior to or-
dinary ones. Rudolf Gwalther: It must 
be observed how much apostolic greetings 
differ from the popular and everyday ones that 
are in common use. Those greetings contain 
nothing but the friendly intentions of a well-
meaning soul, but at Christ’s command, it is 
that saving peace of God that he has won for 
us by the merit of his death and that (as Paul 
says elsewhere) passes the understanding of 
this world, that is proclaimed to the Galatians, 
so that they might have a share in him to the 
extent that they believe in the gospel preached 
by the apostles. Sermons on Galatians. 

The Meaning of Paul’s Blessing Ex-
plained. David Dickson: [Paul argues:] I 
according to the authority bestowed on me by 
the providence of God do not doubt to give you 
right to the blessing of the gospel and to en-
treat grace, that is, a more plenteous acknowl-
edgment, sense and fruit of God’s free mercy, 
reconciliation and forgiveness of sins, and the 

15See Deut 27:26.   16Mt 11:28. 
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other effects of the grace of God conducing to 
sanctification, together with peace or a sound 
tranquility of heart, and other good things 
that appertain to your happiness, that all 
things may be derived to you from the God of 
peace, and from the Lord Christ the mediator, 
the only fountain of grace and peace; therefore 
I ought to be believed while I open to you the 
reason of this grace and peace communicated 
to you. Brief Exposition of Galatians. 

1:4 Jesus Gave Himself for our Sins 

The only Answer to Human Sinful-
ness. Desiderius Erasmus: Moses’ circum-
cision made no one innocent, but Christ of his 
own free goodness offered himself up to death, 
in order to make amends for our sins. His 
purpose was to supply through the grace of the 
gospel what Moses’ law was not able to do, so 
that by his grace alone we might be delivered 
from sin and the sinful mind to which the 
world is bound, and not be slavishly bound to 
uncleanness or human ceremonies. For so it 
pleased God and our Father, by whom we were 
first made, when afterward (through our folly) 
we fell into the bondage of sin, to restore us 
again like people newly born. Being earthly, 
we became heavenly, and being carnal we were 
made spiritual. To him therefore, from whom 
all our goodness f lows, honor and glory be 
given, not transitory like the glory Moses’ 
law had, but such as shall never have an end. 
Paraphrases. 

Every Word Here Counts. Martin 
Luther: Every one of these words is par-
ticular and emphatic. Paul is saying that the 
law and human will do not matter unless we 
believe that Christ died for our sins. . . . Note 
the word our—there is no point believing that 
Christ died for other people but not for us 
as well. Believing this is what will justify you 
because it will make Christ dwell and reign in 
you. . . . There can be no doubt about whether 

we are saved or not, because if this faith is in 
you, you cannot possibly be unaware of it.  
. . . Note too that we are saved not because we 
wanted to be, but because it was God’s will for 
us. First Lectures on Galatians. 

Christ Raises Those Who Have Fallen. 
Martin Luther: Our sins are so great that 
the whole world cannot make satisfaction for 
them. The fact that the price of our ransom 
was the blood of the Son of God makes it clear 
that we have no power of our own to defeat 
them. . . . If Christ gave himself for our sins, 
then it is clear that he is not a tormentor. He 
will not cast down the troubled but will raise 
up the fallen and bring satisfaction and con-
solation to the fearful. Second Lectures on 
Galatians. 

Christ Died to Make us His People. 
Heinrich Bullinger: Paul adds that Christ 
did not just die in order to cleanse us from our 
sins but also in order to rescue us from this 
present evil age. That means that we must for-
sake ungodliness and the desires of this world 
and live soberly, righteously and piously in this 
present age. Nor are we to conform ourselves 
to the likeness of this world, but we are to be 
transformed by the renewing of our mind. The 
wickedness of this present world consists of the 
fact that it does not offer due reverence to God 
its creator. Instead of that, human error creates 
many gods and does not give proper thanks 
to Christ its redeemer. Someone who is truly 
grateful would believe in only one God. The 
present age invents ceremonies to which it impi-
ously and profanely attributes the glory that is 
due to God alone. Christ therefore died in order 
to prepare a peculiar people for himself, a free 
people, that is, who would serve him in holi-
ness and righteousness. But the Galatians had 
sinned against this sacred plan of God because 
they had instituted a form of worshiping the 
true God through the shadows of ceremonies 
and the law. Commentary on Paul’s Epistles. 

RCS Galatians.indb   19 7/29/11   10:46:31 AM

Copyrighted Material. www.ivpress.com/permissions



Galatians 1:1-5

20

Christ Died to Fulfill the Father’s 
Will. Erasmus Sarcerius: The ultimate 
reason why Christ gave himself up to death 
was to deliver us from this present world.  
. . . Paul mentions the one main reason why 
we have been saved by Christ so that nobody 
might think that he died or set us free  
independently, without any reference to the 
will of God the Father. Annotations on 
Galatians. 

only Christ Can Pay the Price for 
our Sins. John Calvin: Atonement for sins 
and perfect righteousness are not to be sought 
anywhere but in Christ, who offered himself 
to the Father as a sacrifice. . . . What Paul 
ascribes to Christ is elsewhere ascribed  
to the Father, and indeed it belongs to both. 
The Father decreed this atonement by his  
eternal purpose and proved his love by giving  
up his Son for us. Christ, on the other hand, 
offered himself as a sacrifice in order to re-
concile us to God. From this it follows that 
his death is the satisfaction for sins. Commen-
tary on Galatians. 

Christ Paid the Price That the Law 
Could Not Pay. Georg Maior: It is as if 
Paul were saying, “Go away, you false apostles, 
and do not bother me with your circumci-
sion, your law or its works. These are the only 
things you boast about and teach, although 
the law does not take away sins but increases 
them and reveals what they are. It condemns 
and accuses us. You would do much better to 
boast about Christ our Lord, who gave him-
self to take away our sins when they could not 
be removed by any law or sacrifice. It is this 
wonderful gift that ought to be preached and 
exalted, not the law and its works.” Recogniz-
ing this gift brings true and eternal righteous-
ness, peace, happiness and life to our hearts. 
For what could the Son have given to pay his 
Father for our sins that is more valuable that 
his own self? Therefore, since it was necessary 

for the Son to give himself in order to pay the 
price of our sins, it is obvious that neither the 
law and its sacrifices nor any human work or 
merit can take away sins, and that only the Son 
can appease the wrath of God. Commentary 
on Galatians. 

Christ Sacrificed Himself, Not Some-
thing Else. Wolfgang Musculus: Accord-
ing to the prescription of the law of Moses, no 
priest offered himself as a sacrifice and victim, 
but rather animals of particular kinds. There-
fore, in order to distinguish between the shad-
ows of the law that the false apostles magnified 
and the grace of the gospel that he himself 
preached, he does not say, “Who offered a 
sacrifice” but rather, “Who gave himself,” an 
expression that he often uses in his epistles. 
Christ’s sacrifice does not consist of animals 
but of his own death. In it there is not one 
who offers and something else that is offered; 
rather, the one who offers and what is offered 
are the same. This difference is explained in 
detail in the epistle to the Hebrews. . . . Notice 
that Paul does not say, “Who gave himself for 
our sin” so as not to reduce what lives in our 
f lesh to nothing more than original sin. There 
are a number of imposters and deceivers look-
ing for financial support in the church who try 
to limit the redemption achieved by Christ to 
that sin only. Instead, Paul says, “Who gave 
himself for our sins,” because Christ sacrificed 
himself not only for original sin but for all 
our sins, because he wanted to be the perfect 
redeemer of the human race. . . . How can Paul 
call the world evil when it was created not by 
Satan but by God himself and so is not evil, as 
some ungodly heretics would have it, but good? 
Did God not look at everything he had made 
and it was very good? If this world is evil, why 
did God love it so much that he gave his Son 
for it? Can something that God has made and 
loves be evil? My answer to this is that what 
God made and loves is not evil. He made the 
world and loves it. More especially, he loves the 
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human race, which he has made in his own im-
age, and it is for that reason that the Bible calls 
him philanthropos. Strictly speaking, the world 
is good, and so is humankind. Moreover, the 
apostle does not say that the present age is evil, 
nor does he condemn the work and philan-
thropy of God. What he condemns is the work 
and wickedness of the devil, through whom a 
world created by God has been corrupted by 
the appearance of the sin of disobedience in it, 
which has made it a slave to perdition. When 
we say that some particular person is evil we 
are not condemning what God has made in 
him—his body, soul and spirit—but the evil 
thoughts and depraved heart that derive from 
the corruption of nature that the ancient 
serpent introduced. It is in this sense that the 
apostle calls this present age evil. . . . 

Paul does not say, “And he rescued us” but, 
“So that he might rescue us.” In God’s eyes 
this deliverance is already fully accomplished, 
but it has not yet reached that point in us. In 
fact, it takes place in three distinct stages. The 
first stage is that we are delivered from those 
sins that have caused the world to be subject 
to the wrath of God. The second stage is when 
we are rescued from the destruction in which 
the world will perish. In the third stage we are 
set free from the thoughts and mindset of this 
world. We have been so completely delivered 
from our sins by the blood of Christ that we 
are freely pardoned, even though we go on 
sinning as long as we continue to live in the 
f lesh. We have also been delivered from the 
destruction to which this world is subject. But 
from the thoughts and mindset of the world 
we have not yet been set free. That will hap-
pen, first when our f lesh dies and then by the 
final separation, when those who are evil are 
removed from the company of the righteous. 
Therefore, even though we still live in this 
present evil age we have already been rescued 
from it in the sense that we have been delivered 
from the guilt of our sins, from condemnation 
and from the final destruction of this world. 

So we are no longer “of the world” even though 
we continue to live in it. 

Paul could have referred to God as Christ’s 
Father, but because he wanted to explain the 
counsel of his will, according to which he gave 
his Son up to die for our sins, he preferred 
to call him “our Father,” so that we should be 
reminded of the paternal benevolence shown to 
us in that work of our redemption. If God were 
not a Father, what would have made him pur-
chase our salvation at such an extraordinarily 
heavy price? And who would believe that this 
wonderful grace had been bestowed on us by 
God, even if he heard a thousand times that it 
had been presented to us by his Son, if he were 
not convinced of God’s fatherly love toward us? 
So all the words of this greeting contain the 
message of the gospel and bring with them the 
incredible power of Christian consolation if 
they are received by faith without any doubt-
ing. It is truly amazing, I think, that God who 
is the Father of everything is our Father also, 
and at the same time our Father is God—both 
ours and everything else’s. Commentary on 
Galatians. 

Why Christ Sacrificed Himself for 
us. Rudolf Gwalther: Paul writes that 
Jesus Christ gave himself up for our sins. 
From that it follows that we were all sinners 
and subject to death because of our sin, nor 
did we have anything in us by which we might 
redeem ourselves. On this all the Scriptures 
speak with one voice. For instance, Moses 
writes that Adam produced children not in 
the image of God in which he had originally 
been created and which he had lost by sin-
ning, but in his own corrupt and depraved 
image or condition. Therefore as he became a 
slave to sin, so all those who were born from 
him were born sinners, and as Paul writes 
to the Romans, sin and death came into the 
world through him.17. . .  

17Rom 5:12.   
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Second, Paul indicates what Christ gave in 
order to redeem us. Was it gold? Was it silver? 
Was it precious stones from the far east or 
from the bottom of the sea? Was it fragrant 
perfumes? Was it the sacrifices of all kinds of 
animals? Was it by the cruel victimization of 
strangers or enemies captured in war? It was 
none of these things, says the apostle, who 
writes that Christ gave himself for us. . . . 

In the third place, it will be helpful to 
consider in what way Christ gave himself up 
for us. It was according to the will of God our 
Father, that is to say, of the same God who 
is the Father of us all, who not only created 
us but who also gave us a new birth in Christ 
so that he might adopt us as his children and 
heirs. It was the Father’s will that the Son 
should empty himself and be made man, not 
someone full of earthly power and author-
ity. Instead of that, he took on the form of 
a servant and became the most despised of 
all mortal creatures, suffering every hostile 
and sorry thing that can happen to us in the 
course of this mortal life. He was so obedi-
ent to this decree of his Father’s that he chose 
to be born poor and indigent, to a very poor 
mother in a stable. From boyhood he was edu-
cated in the hard work of his hands, and after 
suffering everything imaginable he underwent 
the punishment of a cruel and ignoble death 
on a cross. Every time we hear these things or 
read about them we are reminded that none 
of this happened to him by chance or acci-
dentally, but that it was all part of the eternal 
will of the Father to whom he knowingly and 
willingly subjected himself in order to pay 
the price of our transgression and the guilt of 
our rebellion by the merit of his obedience. 
Sermons on Galatians. 

Christ Sacrificed Himself volun-
tarily. Robert Rollock: We must ponder 
and meditate on the death of Christ for us 
not just because he suffered the most terrible 
things on our behalf but also because he did so 

voluntarily. He emptied himself of his own free 
will and became obedient, even to death on a 
cross.18 Nor was the death of Christ acceptable 
to God the Father because it was the free act 
of the human Christ (although the man Jesus 
Christ did in fact die of his own free will) but 
much more because it was the will of the Logos 
and Son of God. The obedience of Christ 
depends on the will of him who was God in 
the person of the Son, his self-emptying was 
that of the Godhead in the person of the Son, 
and his obedience to the glory of God was in 
the person of the Son. So when he took human 
nature on himself and suffered all that he did, 
it was the self-emptying of the Godhead in 
the person of the Son in order to obtain the 
righteousness needed to satisfy God’s justice. 
Analysis of Galatians. 

Creation and Redemption Compared. 
William Perkins: In the creation, Christ 
gave the creatures to man; in the redemption, 
he gave himself, and that as a sacrifice. Com-
mentary on Galatians. 

1:5 Glory Be to God 

Why We Cannot Earn our own Salva-
tion. Martin Luther: If we are capable of 
doing anything at all, the glory of it belongs to 
us and not to God. But how can dust and ashes 
receive praise and glory? First Lectures on 
Galatians. 

Revering the Name of God. Martin Lu-
ther: The name of the Lord should be held in 
great reverence and should never be mentioned 
without praise and thanksgiving. Second Lec-
tures on Galatians. 

God’s Mercy Should Move us to Praise 
Him. John Calvin: Every time we remember 
God’s mercy we should be moved to glorify 

18Phil 2:7-8.
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overview: There is only one gospel, and 
Paul had preached it in its fullness and purity 
to the Galatians. They had heard it and ac-
cepted it, but even so they were deceived and 
fell away because clever teachers had persuaded 
them that faith was not enough. Adding to the 
gospel is a way of destroying it, and those who 
do so stand condemned. It does not matter 
who they are, because not even angels have 
an authority that is greater than that of the 
gospel. 

1:6 The Defection of the Galatians 

No other Gospel. Martin Luther: The 
apostle means that there is no gospel other 
than the one he has preached. . . . This is a 
strong statement, but it is also very restrained. 
Elsewhere Paul says that he is burning with 
indignation, but here he simply states that he 
is astonished. This measured approach to the 
problem is a good example to church leaders, 
particularly to those who are prone to over-
react to unimportant issues. First Lectures 
on Galatians. 

Satan Appears as an Angel of Light. 
Martin Luther: Paul teaches us from his 
own experience that churches established 
with great effort can be destroyed quickly 
and easily. We should therefore be constantly 
on our guard against the devil, as he roams 
everywhere, to make sure that he does not 
come while we are asleep and plant tares 
among the wheat. 1. . . A heretic does not come 
wearing the label “error” or “devil.” . . . Even 
Satan comes as an angel of light and peddles 
his deadly poison as the doctrine of grace, 
the Word of God and the gospel of Christ.2 
That is why Paul calls the doctrine of the false 
apostles a “gospel.” Second Lectures on 
Galatians. 

What It Means to Turn Away from 
Christ. Heinrich Bullinger: How, you 
may ask, can those who still confessed the 
name of Christ be said to have turned away 
from him? It is those who do not acknowledge 
the benefit of his grace or who do not attri-

him! Commentary on Galatians. 

Praise God for What He Has Done 
for us. William Perkins: The conclusion 
annexed to the salutation teaches us so oft as 

we remember the work of our redemption by 
Christ, so oft must we give praise and thanks 
to God; all our lives must be nothing else but a 
testimony of thankfulness for our redemption. 
Commentary on Galatians. 

1 : 6 - 9  T H E  I N T E G R I T Y  O F  T H E  G O S P E L 

6I am astonished that you are so quickly deserting him who called you in the grace of 
Christ and are turning to a different gospel—7not that there is another one, but there are 
some who trouble you and want to distort the gospel of Christ. 8But even if we or an angel 
from heaven should preach to you a gospel contrary to the one we preached to you, let him 
be accursed. 9As we have said before, so now I say again: If anyone is preaching to you a 
gospel contrary to the one you received, let him be accursed. 

11 Pet 5:8; Mt 13:25.   22 Cor 11:14.  
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bute all the glory to him who are said to have 
turned away from him. . . . 

The apostle said that what the false apos-
tles preached was another gospel, not because 
he thought that the true gospel could be any-
thing other than what he was preaching, but 
because they had altered the way in which they 
preached the gospel. They did not deny what 
the true apostles asserted, namely, that Jesus 
Christ is the Son of God who became incar-
nate by the Holy Spirit and the Virgin Mary, 
who suffered and rose again, who ascended up 
to heaven and who is seated at the right hand 
of the Father, from where he will come to judge 
the living and the dead. What they denied was 
that everything related to salvation was given 
by Christ alone. This is why they preached the 
law as well as Christ, as if his merit was not 
enough for salvation without the observance 
and righteousness of the law being added to it. 
Commentary on Paul’s Epistles. 

What It Means to Turn Away from 
God. Johannes Brenz: There are some who 
think that the only people who turn away 
from God are those who openly deny that 
he exists, like the Epicureans, or say that he 
does not govern human affairs. Others think 
that “turning away from God” applies only to 
those people who have given up Christianity 
for Islam or Judaism. They are right up to a 
point, but in this verse Paul shows what turn-
ing away from God really means. He accuses 
the Galatians of having done just that. What 
exactly had they done? They had accepted 
the teaching of the false apostles who (as we 
know very well from the content of this epistle 
and from Acts 15) taught that unless you are 
circumcised according to the law of Moses you 
cannot be saved. In other words, if you want to 
receive the forgiveness of sins and salvation, it 
is not enough merely to believe in Christ. The 
forgiveness of sins and salvation must also be 
earned by doing the works of the law. This was 
the teaching that the Galatians had accepted, 

and it was on account of that acceptance that 
Paul accused them of forsaking God and 
Christ his Son. Those who have turned away 
from God and been alienated from him are not 
just those who have abandoned Christianity 
for the crass idolatry of the pagans, the un-
godliness of the Muslims or the superstitions 
of the Jews, but also those who have put their 
trust in human works and merits. Explana-
tion of Galatians. 

Deserting God Is Disgraceful. John 
Calvin: We are cut off from Christ when we 
accept what is inconsistent with his media-
torial office, for light cannot be mixed with 
darkness. . . . To desert the Son of God is dis-
honorable and disgraceful, but to desert him 
when he has called us freely to salvation is far 
worse, because his goodness toward us makes 
our ingratitude even more sinful. Commen-
tary on Galatians. 

Dealing with Those Who Have Fallen 
Away. Georg Maior: This verse teaches us 
how those who have fallen away ought to be 
dealt with. Paul scolds the Galatians and ac-
cuses them of unfaithfulness, but he does so 
with a certain reserve. He does not want to up-
set them to the point of alienating them from 
his teaching, and so he puts the blame for their 
error more on the false apostles than on the 
Galatians. The rule he follows when dealing 
with those who have fallen away . . . is that the 
harder and more harshly you handle them, the 
more likely it is that they will be driven away 
and fall rather than be healed and uplifted. 
Commentary on Galatians. 

How Easy It Is to Fall Away. Wolfgang 
Musculus: If the Galatians, whose faith 
had been founded by so famous an apostle, 
could be corrupted and blown away by some 
light gust from the false apostles, and this 
so quickly, during that apostle’s lifetime, why 
should it seem strange that centuries after 
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his passing away, we find that the churches of 
Christ have been led astray from the simplic-
ity of the apostle’s teaching and into all kinds 
of errors? We have already dealt with the issue 
of whether the church can err in our Com-
monplaces, where we have refuted the opinion 
of those who deny that it is possible for that 
to happen.3 We are reminded that we must be 
careful and vigilant. What happened all of a 
sudden not to one or two churches but to all 
of them can still happen today to those few 
churches that glory in the purity of their doc-
trine, unless they carefully persevere in the fear 
of God and in the study of Christ’s truth. . . . 

There are four things here that must be 
noted—calling, teaching, confirmation and 
correction. Calling is when those who are 
still far away from Christ are called by him 
to faith through the gospel. Teaching occurs 
when those who are called and converted are 
further instructed in true faith and godliness. 
Confirmation is when, some time later, the 
apostle returns to a church dedicated to the 
Lord, examines it and makes it stronger in the 
faith of Christ. Correction takes place when 
those who have gone astray are called back to 
the right way and sinners are disciplined. All 
these things are accomplished by the same 
word of the gospel, not simultaneously but one 
after the other. The apostle diligently, faith-
fully and wisely practiced this fourfold dis-
tinction in his preaching of the gospel. This 
is why he was able to say not just “who called 
you” but also “who taught and confirmed you 
in the grace of Christ.” He included all this 
grace in the single term “calling”—what they 
had been called to and from what they had 
been taken away into the slavery of the law. 
In a similar way, those who are called to a 
wedding are also called to share in everything 
related to the celebration of the marriage. 
Commentary on Galatians. 

Even People Who Know the Truth 
Can Fall Away. Rudolf Gwalther: Here 

there is a memorable example by which we 
are taught how easy it is for people who have 
been correctly instructed to fall into absurd 
and dangerous errors, unless they are diligent 
and tireless in watching out for the tricks of 
Satan. Human beings all seem to get easily 
bored with the same routine, and because they 
are always wanting something new they find 
it hard to stick to one thing for any length of 
time. Examples of this particular failing are 
frequent, both in things that pertain to the sal-
vation of souls and in external matters related 
to our situation in this life. Satan misuses the 
weaknesses of our nature and seizes every op-
portunity to cause dissension in both church 
and state, by which he leads the wretched to 
their destruction. It is this that brings about 
changes in the state which, because they are 
dangerous, almost always produce some great 
evil. We see this in the case of the Israelites, 
who were not content with the form of gov-
ernment instituted by God, even though they 
had witnessed any number of signs of divine 
protection under their judges and only a short 
while before had been delivered by the actions 
and advice of Samuel. Nevertheless they grew 
tired of their freedom and imposed a king on 
themselves.4 This would be hard to believe if 
similar things were not so prevalent today.5 
Sermons on Galatians. 

What Really Matters in Life. Jo-
hannes Wigand: Paul wants to impress on 
the Galatians that they had been called by the 
immense mercy of God to be the companions 
of his Son. Nothing in this world could ever be 
greater or more salutary than that. What good 
are wealth, high office and fame if you are not 

3Wolfgang Musculus, Commonplaces of Christian Religion, trans. 
John Man (London: Reginald Wolfe, 1563). See the section “Of 
the Church” 11, fol. 266a-269b.   41 Sam 8:1-22.   5Gwalther was 
the leader of the church in Zurich, an essentially independent 
city-state. He was afraid that many other cities like his were 
seeking the protection of the emperor and losing their indepen-
dence as a result.
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called by God to belong to Christ’s church? 
Notes on Galatians. 

1:7 Perverting the Gospel of Christ 

obtaining Everlasting Salvation. 
Desiderius Erasmus: Since the same gospel 
through faith and godly life assures all people 
who embrace it of perfect health and salvation, 
well may it be counted a vain and a deceitful 
doctrine if, as the false apostles teach, no one 
has entry into everlasting salvation unless he 
is circumcised as the custom of Moses’ law 
requires. God forbid that any man’s author-
ity should remove you from the pureness and 
sincerity of the gospel. Paraphrases. 

The Galatians Are Not to Blame. Mar-
tin Luther: Paul does not blame the Gala-
tians for erring or sinning but says that they 
have been separated from God by a greater [ex-
ternal] evil. First Lectures on Galatians. 

The False Apostles Subvert the Gos-
pel. Martin Luther: Paul was forced to 
oppose the false apostles with all his strength. 
. . . They were intent not only on troubling the 
Galatians but also on destroying the gospel of 
Christ. Satan was engaged in both these activi-
ties . . . but such perverters of the gospel find 
it intolerable to hear that they are the devil ’s 
apostles. Indeed, they are prouder of the name 
of Christ than anyone else and claim to be the 
sincerest preachers of the gospel. But because 
they confuse the law with the gospel, they 
subvert it. Either Christ must abide and the 
law perish, or the law must abide and Christ 
perish. They cannot both rule a person’s con-
science. Second Lectures on Galatians. 

only one Gospel. John Calvin: By “an-
other gospel” Paul meant a perverted form of 
the gospel, not something quite different, for 
there is only one gospel. Commentary on 
Galatians. 

The Corruption of the Gospel. Wolf-
gang Musculus: In this verse Paul explains 
the difference between the true gospel and 
one that has been corrupted. The true gospel 
is unchanging, because it does not allow 
for any variation. Where there is variation, 
change, diminution, mixture or subtraction it 
ceases to be the true gospel and becomes false 
and corrupted. This is the reason why there 
are so many false religions in the world—
Judaism, paganism, Islam and false Chris-
tianity. It also explains why the Christian 
religion, which is unique and unchanging, 
threatens all the others and is objected to by 
the entire world. . . . 

Note the cleverness of Satan who begins 
by unsettling those whom he wants to deceive. 
First, he upsets them by calling the grace of 
God into question, and then he comforts them 
by persuading them that they will be saved if 
they follow the traditions of the popes and buy 
their indulgences. In the same way he started 
by upsetting the Galatians who had found 
peace of mind thanks to their ministers, and 
then he promised them peace again if they let 
themselves be transferred to another gospel 
and recognize and accept the need for circum-
cision and observance of the law. . . . 

After condemning the work of the false 
apostles, Paul goes on to talk about their zeal 
and intentions. He does not say that they 
pervert the gospel of Christ but that they want 
to pervert it. They wanted to do that, but they 
could not achieve their desire. . . . 

What were they doing? Were they denying 
the historical facts about Christ—his birth, 
miracles, crucifixion, death, burial, resurrec-
tion and exaltation to the right hand of the 
Father in heaven? Not at all! What they were 
saying is that unless you are circumcised and 
keep the law of Moses, you cannot be saved. 
Their intention was not to destroy Christian-
ity but to add Judaism to it, and this was a 
brilliant example of how that strategy worked. 
Even so, the apostle did not hesitate to say that 
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they wanted to pervert the gospel of Christ. 
To add something to that gospel and make it 
a necessary article of faith is to pervert it, not 
to embellish it. The false apostles accepted 
the historical facts about Jesus but denied the 
sufficiency of the grace that he offered. The 
grace and power of the gospel of Christ for 
salvation is meant for every believer, both Jew 
and Greek. To add to it is to detract from it. 
Commentary on Galatians. 

Adding Rites and Ceremonies to the 
Gospel. Rudolf Gwalther: Paul mocks the 
teaching that the false apostles were f logging 
under the name of the gospel because he real-
ized that it was impossible to let them carry 
on without bringing open shame on the true 
gospel of Jesus Christ, in which the Galatians 
had previously been instructed. The novelties 
that they were teaching had nothing to do with 
the gospel. Much the same thing can be said 
today about those who glory in their profes-
sion of the gospel and who read and sing a lot 
about it in their places of worship, while all 
the time they are corrupting its teaching with 
the superstitious observance of the emptiest of 
ceremonies, by putting their trust in their own 
works and merits, by invoking the saints, by 
penances, papal indulgences, depictions of the 
fire of purgatory and six hundred other things. 
All these people have turned away to another 
gospel and lost the life-giving power of faith in 
Christ. . . . 

It must be remembered that this whole pas-
sage is not about traditions invented by people 
but about the observance of circumcision and 
the law, which God himself had originally 
enjoined. This is not some theory—the facts 
speak for themselves. Whenever people at-
tribute some value to themselves and their own 
works, they detract from the merits of Christ, 
which inevitably leads to a perversion of the 
gospel in which Christ alone is preached. The 
gospel is the happy and blessed news that the 
human race has been saved, and by it repen-

tance and the forgiveness of sins are preached 
in the name of Jesus Christ alone. Those who 
corrupt any part of this doctrine or teach that 
repentance and the forgiveness of sins is pos-
sible apart from Christ, or cannot be obtained 
through him alone, pervert the gospel because 
they deny the most important thing about it, 
as the Gentiles [i.e., the Galatians] had under-
stood. Sermons on Galatians. 

The Sacraments Cannot Confer God’s 
Grace. Kaspar Olevianus: Note that 
whenever some merit derived from the sacra-
ments or other works is mixed with faith, the 
result is another gospel that is not Christ’s 
but a radical perversion of it. Let us apply this 
teaching to our own times. Paul is contend-
ing for the basic principle of the gospel, which 
is that we are justified (or pardoned from our 
sins) by trusting in Christ alone and not by 
circumcision. Satan still objects to this prin-
ciple today, but not in the same way. What he 
objects to now is our assertion that we receive 
Christ, who is our righteousness, by faith alone 
(that is, by trusting that he was handed over to 
death for our sake and that we are united with 
him). Satan adds that Christ is also received 
by our mouths. As a result of this teaching of 
his, there are many people today who think 
that the forgiveness of sins is part and par-
cel of the sacramental host. How can we be 
surprised if they try to get righteousness and 
the forgiveness of sins by receiving the sacra-
ment if that is the way they have been taught 
to receive Christ? But the articles of our faith 
teach something very different from that, and 
Paul opposes this notion directly in Romans 
4:10-11. What we have here is a different 
gospel and a perversion of the gospel of Christ. 
Just think what great danger you are exposing 
yourself to if you accept such ideas. Sermons 
on Galatians. 

1:8 An Angel Who Preaches Another 
Gospel 
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Corrupting the Gospel. Martin Lu-
ther: Paul would rather see an angel dis-
graced than the gospel perverted. He did not 
believe that he, his companions or any angel 
would actually do this, of course, but was 
concerned to counter the teaching of the false 
apostles. First Lectures on Galatians. 

Paul Criticizes Himself First. Martin 
Luther: Paul starts by cursing himself first, 
for clever debaters usually begin by criticizing 
themselves in order to be able to reprove others 
more freely and more severely. Second Lec-
tures on Galatians. 

The Gospel Surpasses All Human 
Authority. Johannes Brenz: Paul says 
that the authority of the true gospel is so great 
that not only human and apostolic authori-
ties, but angelic ones as well, have to give way 
to it. Popes and the church are not above the 
gospel but subject to it and cannot change it. 
. . . This verse tells us exactly what is wrong 
with the ungodly papists. If we have to beware 
of an angel who might come preaching another 
gospel, how much more do we have to beware 
of a human pope, who teaches ungodly things 
and persecutes the true gospel. Explanation 
of Galatians. 

Angels Cannot Contradict God. John 
Calvin: Some might think that Paul was 
wrong to involve angels in controversy about 
his teaching, but in fact, he had to do this. It 
is quite impossible for angels from heaven to 
teach anything contrary to the truth of God. 
. . . By exaggerating here, Paul was increasing 
the authority of his own preaching. Others 
attacked his message by quoting the names of 
famous people [who opposed it], but he says 
that not even the angels can overturn it. Com-
mentary on Galatians. 

Christ Alone Saves us by His Gospel. 
Rudolf Gwalther: How can someone be 

said to love Christ if he does not attribute the 
entire glory of our salvation to him alone, and 
especially if he corrupts it with his own glory 
by boasting of the righteousness of his works, 
thereby detracting from Christ? How can we 
say that someone who claims for himself or for 
others what belongs exclusively to Christ is not 
his enemy? This is what Paul is talking about 
here, employing the most solemn condemna-
tion at the beginning of his epistle in order to 
stir up the Galatians, who had been bewitched 
by the prestige of the false apostles and grown 
careless, to give more serious consideration to 
what was at stake. There are two things we 
have to learn if we are going to fight against 
the imposters of our own time, and we shall 
concentrate on expounding these. The first is 
the nature of the gospel itself. The second is 
that it is that gospel that the apostles actu-
ally preached. When we understand this we 
shall see why nothing should be added to their 
teaching, nor should it be altered in any way. 
Sermons on Galatians. 

Christ Paid for All the Sins of the 
Elect. Kaspar Olevianus: In this verse we 
see what the essence of the gospel, or good 
news that God had promised in the Scriptures, 
actually is. It is that all the sins of the elect 
were placed on Jesus Christ, who is the Son 
of the eternal Father and in human terms a 
descendant of David.6 By dying for them he 
paid the price for their salvation, and by ris-
ing again he brought righteousness and life to 
light. And in order to ensure that not one of 
those elect believers should remain in his sins, 
he extended the effects of this righteousness by 
his ascension into heaven, that sanctuary that 
was made without hands, where he appears at 
the right hand of the Father to intercede for 
us, sealing the promise of free justification in 
our hearts by the Holy Spirit, through whom 
he restores the elect to his image. Moreover, 

6Is 53:4.
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we expect that this same Jesus who delivers us 
from wrath will come back again from there. 
Here you see that the gospel is nothing other 
than what is contained in the creeds of our 
faith. Anything else is another gospel that is 
contrary to the articles of our faith, and Christ 
warned us to beware of that when he said, “If 
someone says to you, here is Christ, or there 
he is, do not believe them. For many false 
Christs and false prophets will appear and 
do great signs and wonders, trying to deceive 
even the elect, if that were possible. I have told 
you this in advance. Therefore if they say to 
you: ‘Look, he is in the desert,’ do not go out 
there. Look, he is in the committee rooms, do 
not believe it.”7 What Christ tells us not to 
believe is another gospel and not the gospel of 
Christ or the gospel that was preached by the 
apostles. Today there are many people who say 
that Christ is here in the f lesh, or that he is 
over there. The f lesh of Christ is everywhere! 
How far this is from what Paul says about his 
gospel, when he tells us to wait for God’s Son 
from heaven, Jesus who will come to set us free 
from wrath. How far it all is from the gospel 
delivered from the mouth of Christ himself, 
when he said, “Do not believe them”? Sermons 
on Galatians. 

The Faith once for All Delivered. 
Johannes Wigand: Paul reaches right up to 
the angels and overstates his case in order to 
make a point. Even if a good angel were to 
come down from heaven and preach another 
gospel, it would not be right to believe him. 
The reason for this is that the articles of the 
creed do not change. God revealed them  
once, and he upholds them the same forever. 
He does not introduce contradictory state-
ments into the articles of our faith. This 
teaching of the gospel has been most plainly 
revealed, which is that we are freely justified 
in the sight of God by faith in Christ, quite 
apart from the works of the law. Notes on 
Galatians. 

A Ministry of the Church. William 
Perkins: Here we are taught to be careful in 
preserving the purity of the gospel, because 
the corrupters thereof are to be accursed as 
the damned spirits. Hence again it appears 
that the church in cursing does but exercise a 
ministry, which is to publish and testify who 
are accursed of God. Lastly, hence we learn 
that private persons must seldom use cursing 
because God must first curse and the church 
publish the sentence of God before we may 
with good conscience utter the same. They 
therefore, which in a rage accuse themselves 
and others, deal wickedly. We are called ordi-
narily to blessing and not to cursing. Commen-
tary on Galatians. 

Paul Exaggerates to Make a Point. 
Jean Diodati: An impossible case added only 
by way of exaggeration, to show that the gospel 
does not depend on the will of any creature. 
Annotations on the Bible. 

1:9 Paul Repeats His Condemnation 

Teaching That Must Be Condemned. 
Martin Luther: Let us join with Paul and 
condemn every teaching, whether it comes 
from heaven or earth or anywhere else, that 
asks us to trust in works, righteousness or 
merits other than what comes from Jesus 
Christ. If we say that the popes have been do-
ing this, we are not being disrespectful to them 
so much as faithful to Christ. After all, we 
must prefer Christ to the popes, and if they do 
not like this then we must condemn them for 
it. First Lectures on Galatians. 

False Teachers Try to Improve on 
God’s Word. Martin Luther: The ministers 
of Satan insinuate themselves into people’s 
minds by promising them something better. 
They admit that those who preached the gos-

7Mt 24:24; Mk 13:12.
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pel to them made a good start but say that this 
is not enough. . . . They confirm true doctrine 
but then go on to point out where it needs to 
be improved. This was how the false apostles 
gained access to the Galatians. Second Lec-
tures on Galatians. 

Simplicity Is Better Than Miracles. 
Heinrich Bullinger: From this verse we 
learn that it is more important to make the 
truth plain and simple than to run after learn-
ing, tongues, miracles, angelic splendor or the 
holiness and authority of great men. If that ad-
vice had been heeded in days gone by we would 
not have diverged so far from the simple and 
plain way of the Lord. As it is we are besieged 
on all sides by miracles, learning and the holi-
ness of particular individuals, whether feigned 
or not. In short, Paul wanted the gospel to be 
accepted on its own merits and not because of 
him or the authority of any man. Commen-
tary on Paul’s Epistles. 

The Galatians Must Watch out for 
False Apostles. Erasmus Sarcerius: An 
anathema is a form of condemnation that is 
to be avoided like the plague. Things that are 
anathema cannot be touched, like offerings 
that are hung up in temples and dedicated to 
the gods. Paul uses this word to underline the 
danger to the gospel posed by false doctrine 
and corrupt understanding. He is so worked 
up about this that he repeats himself in order 
to show that he is fully confident of the mes-
sage that he preached to the Galatians. Paul 
reinforces his teaching in this way in order to 
make the Galatians wary of false apostles. He 
repeats himself so that they will understand 
that he had preached the soundest possible 
doctrine to them. Annotations on Gala-
tians. 

The False Apostles Added to the 
Truth. John Calvin: The teaching of the 
false apostles was not entirely contrary to that 

of Paul, or even different from it, but it was 
corrupted by false additions. Commentary on 
Galatians. 

Paul Strengthened the Church 
Against False Teachers. Wolfgang 
Musculus: The careful reader will notice how 
diligent and faithful the apostle was in the 
wise way in which he not only taught the Gala-
tians what they ought to believe but also forti-
fied them against false teachers who would 
come to them in the future. He did exactly the 
same with other churches. In Acts 20 he told 
the elders of the church at Ephesus: “I know 
that after my departure ravenous wolves will 
come among you and will not spare the f lock. 
Men will rise up from among you speaking 
perverse things in order to gain followers for 
themselves.”8 Commentary on Galatians. 

The Gospel Is the Saving Power of 
God. Rudolf Gwalther: Paul says that the 
gospel is the power of God for the salvation 
of everyone who believes. In order to defend 
it against any suspicion of novelty and con-
tempt, he calls it the gospel of God that he had 
long before promised through his prophets, 
concerning his Son who was born into the 
family of David in human terms and who was 
declared to be the Son of God with power ac-
cording to the Spirit of sanctification by whom 
God raised him from the dead. It is also called 
the gospel of the kingdom of God or of the 
kingdom of heaven, the Word of life or of sal-
vation. If we put all these things together, we 
can construct a true and perfect definition of 
the gospel and say that it is the witness of the 
grace of God shown to us in Jesus Christ, the 
true and eternal Son of God, who was made 
man according to the ancient promises of God 
and the oracles of the prophets, who redeemed 
us from the deadly slavery to sin and the devil 
by the power and merit of his death and resur-

8Acts 20:29-30.
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rection and reconciled us to his Father, so that 
we who are consecrated to him may obtain the 
eternal inheritance of the heavenly kingdom. 
The gospel is therefore a kind of doctrine by 
which it is taught that Christ has fulfilled the 
promises given to the ancestors and all the pre-
dictions of the prophets, and that by his death 
and resurrection he has won for us a salvation 
that cannot be measured or calculated in hu-
man terms. Sermons on Galatians. 

What Paul Said Is What the Galatians 
Had Heard. William Perkins: In this 
verse one thing is to be observed. Before Paul 
said, they are accursed who teach otherwise 

than he had taught; here he says they are ac-
cursed who teach otherwise than the Galatians 
had received. Whereby it appears that as Paul 
preached the gospel of Christ, so the Galatians 
received it. Commentary on Galatians. 

With Complete Calmness. David 
Dickson: He urges this argument that they 
might understand that he spoke not from any 
perturbation of mind, concerning the curse 
pronounced against them, who preached that 
anything was to be joined with the gospel, 
either contrary to, or besides the doctrine 
that he had preached. Brief Exposition of 
Galatians. 

overview: Paul never tried to please other 
people by what he said, but only God. Before 
his conversion he had been a persecutor of 
the church, and his sudden turnaround was 
an incredible miracle. When he heard Christ 
speaking to him from heaven, he did not waste 

any time, nor did he seek confirmation of the 
message from the other apostles at Jerusalem. 
Instead, he went to Arabia for three years and 
then returned to Damascus as a fully-f ledged 
apostle before he had met any of the others. 
Paul ’s experience was unique, but it is notice-

1 : 1 0 - 1 7  P A U L ’ S  C O N V E R S I O N 

b Or slave; Greek bondservant c Greek not according to man d Greek set me apart from my mother’s womb e Greek in f Greek with f lesh and 

blood 

10For am I now seeking the approval of man, or of God? Or am I trying to please man? 
If I were still trying to please man, I would not be a servantb of Christ. 

11For I would have you know, brothers, that the gospel that was preached by me is not 
man’s gospel.c 12For I did not receive it from any man, nor was I taught it, but I received 
it through a revelation of Jesus Christ. 13For you have heard of my former life in Judaism, 
how I persecuted the church of God violently and tried to destroy it. 14And I was advanc-
ing in Judaism beyond many of my own age among my people, so extremely zealous was I 
for the traditions of my fathers. 15But when he who had set me apart before I was born,d 
and who called me by his grace, 16was pleased to reveal his Son toe me, in order that I 
might preach him among the Gentiles, I did not immediately consult with anyone;f 17nor 
did I go up to Jerusalem to those who were apostles before me, but I went away into Ara-
bia, and returned again to Damascus. 
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