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The Word, flesh and text?

Let's pick up Luther’s lenses tosee the difference

M of Scripture. Tutherans, thus, stand
| theologically in a mediating position
between overly literal and overly casual
|| readings of the Bible—sometimes a
i fine line to walk.

Now the ELCA Book of Faithini-
tiative helps us recapture distinctive
Lutheran interpretive principles, and
the public debate on human sexuality
letsius see the usefulness of interpretive

artin Luther stands out in'the’his-  outer, visible words of Scripture.
tory of Christianity/as/aTemark- This leads Luther to his second distinctive
ably bold and freeinterpreter principle: what shows us Jesus in the Scriptures

communicates God’s favor; what does not,
shows us only human weakness and limitation
and judgment. The former (wherever we find it)
is gospel; the latteris law.

Suddenly, for Luther, law and gospel
appear—simultaneously or parallel —every-
where/in Scripture, both inithe writings of the
ancientlaw and in Jesus’ teaching of mercy.
and peace.The old laws of the people of Israel
become gospel asmuch asithey were obviously.

Jesus; as methods that neither imprisonusinthe  law: law in that they demonstrate to an erring
incarnateWord, culture of an ancient pastnorleave us adriftina  humankind theimpossibility of achieving even
is for Lutheralways rapidly changing world. the'most basic of God's eon}mands; gospelin
T dlearfocisas Aswe ‘ha\.'e often heard, Luth.er saw the ﬂ?at they show God’s enduring loye for humag—
. whole of Scripture through twointerpretive kind, alove that sees human achieyement notin
the center, subject 1o ceg: first, the idea of the Word of God as terms of maintaining purity or earning salvation
andmeaningof Jesus— the Word made flesh— as distinct from  butinhumility and service to neighbor.
the Scripture’s  the words of the biblical text. Then, second, in This law-and-gospel simultaneity of judg-
forestofwords: the special relationship between “law” and “gos- ment and redemption was for Luther the second
theinnerWordof Pel @spaired ways of communicating the divine basic way the Bible communicates God’s Word.
Godpreservedand message of grace. And this insight makes it possible for him to
SR The firstleads Lutheransto distingnish read the writings of ancient Judaism aceording
communicatedin o}, 1y between the content of the message tothis first prineiple: that the Hebrew Scriptures
theouter, visible  and the medium in which it comes to us. For contain the same gospel:message that wasmade
words of Scripture.  Luther the text of Scripture isn’t holy because fleshiin Jesus Chuist.
of its divine origin but because of the message Lutherapplied his insights with astound-
of divine favorit contains. Even the ancient ing boldness. With two basic principles, he
claim of the Hebrew Bible to speak tous of God  elevated some parts of the Bible to great impor-
would, he believed, not make it valid for Chris-  tance—whilerelegating others torelative
tians ifit didn’t also witness to/Christ. Luther insignificance — with ' what:for usmay seem like
makes this clearagain and again. breathtaking assurance. This seemsharder forus
In fact, Luther sets the whole understanding  today, and ourinclination s to cling to the sure
of God’srevelation to God’s people firstin a and ancient. But Luther challenges us to believe
person and only secondarily in a text. Jesus is more firmly and read more deeply—and not be
God forus. The Bible, in turn, is'a story of the afraid to search for the Word within the text! [
Erwinisprofessor incarnation, life, death and resurrection of Jesus,
of Lutheran confes- and aproclamation of salvation offered freelyto.  www.bookoffaith.org
sionaltheology,reli- humans redeemed by grace. ...Iswhere you/can learn moreabout the Book of
gionand history at Jesus, as'incarnate Word, is for Luther always  Faith,including Leadingin Faith;, an'online and DVD
California Lutheran . : . q
University, Thou- 10 clear focus as the center, subject and meaning  librarytohelpBook of Faith leaders with study meth-
sand Oaks; erwin@ Of the Scripture’s forest of words: the inner Word  ods and with strategies for beginning small groups.
clunetedu. Of God preserved and communicatedin the Webinars also will be offered.
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