
History of Biblical Interpretation  
March 2022 

 
Kenneth J. Woo          Email: kwoo@pts.edu 
Pittsburgh Theological Seminary    
 
History of Biblical Interpretation 
As Protestants we take as self-evident the importance of the Bible to Christian belief and practice. 
Yet we also affirm the rich variety of experience and contexts that comprise the history of 
Christianity as a global faith. How did the church in different times and places relate to Scripture and 
understand its meaning? In what ways did significant cultural shifts impact methods of interpreting 
Scripture in the church? What can the history of biblical exegesis teach us about the diverse 
questions God’s people brought to God’s word in various situations, the answers they found, and 
the implications of these lessons for our reading of Scripture today? 
 
Schedule 
Week 1 (3/6)  Heresy and Early Christian Approaches to Scripture  
Week 2 (3/13)  Spiritual Exegesis from Origen to Thomas Aquinas  
Week 3 (3/20) The Protestant Reformers and the Bible’s “Literal Sense”  
Week 4 (3/27)  A Great Cloud of Witnesses: Modern Approaches to Reading Scripture 
 
I. Psalm 8 and Medieval Exegesis 
  
  “Apostolic Hermeneutics” and so-called “Messianic Psalms” 
 
  Augustine on Psalm 8 
 
  Thomas Aquinas on Psalm 8 
 
  The Fourfold Reading of Scripture 
    
   Literal  
   Allegorical 
   Moral 
   Anagogical 
 
II. The Reformers and the Bible’s Literal Sense 
 
  Authority and Polemic 
 
  A Trove of Sources 
 
III. Psalm 8 in Reformation Exegesis 
   
  Luther and Calvin 
   
  Next time: What were they doing and what do we do? 



Psalm 8 (NSRV) 

To the leader: according to The Gittith. A Psalm of David. 

1 O Lord, our Sovereign, 
    how majestic is your name in all the earth! 
You have set your glory above the heavens. 
2 
    Out of the mouths of babes and infants 

you have founded a bulwark because of your foes, 
    to silence the enemy and the avenger. 
3 When I look at your heavens, the work of your fingers, 
    the moon and the stars that you have established; 
4 what are human beings that you are mindful of them, 
    mortals that you care for them? 
5 Yet you have made them a little lower than God, 
    and crowned them with glory and honor. 
6 You have given them dominion over the works of your hands; 
    you have put all things under their feet, 
7 all sheep and oxen, 
    and also the beasts of the field, 
8 the birds of the air, and the fish of the sea, 
    whatever passes along the paths of the seas. 
9 O Lord, our Sovereign, 
    how majestic is your name in all the earth! 

Hebrews 2:5–9 (NSRV) 

5 Now God did not subject the coming world, about which we are speaking, to angels. 6 But 
someone has testified somewhere, 

“What are human beings that you are mindful of them,  
    or mortals, that you care for them?  
7 You have made them for a little while lower than the angels; 
    you have crowned them with glory and honor,  
8 
    subjecting all things under their feet.” 

Now in subjecting all things to them, God left nothing outside their control. As it is, we do not 
yet see everything in subjection to them, 9 but we do see Jesus, who for a little while was 

made lower than the angels, now crowned with glory and honor because of the suffering of 
death, so that by the grace of God he might taste death for everyone. 









commemorationem divini beneficii, quando
eduxit de Aegypto filios Israel in
tabernaculis, et induxit in terram
promissionis ubi sunt fructus: et ideo
oportebat quod haberent fructus
pulcherrimos, quo tempore erant torcularia;
et ideo dicitur pro torcularibus, hoc ad
litteram.

commemorate the divine bounty, because God led
the sons of Israel out of Egypt in booths, and led
them into the land of promise where there were fruits
to enjoy: and for this reason it was fitting that they
possessed the finest fruits to enjoy, during the time
that they were in the booths; and, therefore, he said
for the presses, this meant literally.

Sed specialiter torcular est ecclesia: Isa. 5.
Plantavit vineam electam, torcular extruxit
in ea: Matth. 21. Plantavit vineam, et fondit
in ea torcular.

But, in particular, the press is the Church; Isaiah 5:
And he fenced it in, and picked the stones out of it,
and planted it with the choicest vines, and built a
tower in the midst thereof, and set up a winepress
therein; Matthew 21: There was a man an
householder, who planted a vineyard...and dug in it a
press.

Dicit ergo pro torcularibus, idest ecclesiis
orbis: et dicitur ecclesia torcular, quia sicut
in torculari seperatur vinum a vinatiis, sic in
ecclesia boni seperantur a malis opere
ministrorum: etsi non loco semper, affectu
tamen. Eadem ratione dicitur et area: quia
separatio fit grani a paleis.

He says therefore for the presses, that is, the circle of
the church: and he calls the church a press, because,
just as in a press the wine is separated from the lees,
so in the church the good are separated from the evil
by the work of the ministers: and if not in place, at
least by their state of mind. For the same reason it is
called also a threshing-floor: for the separation is
made of the grain from the chaff.

Item a verbis literaliter positis seperantur
sensus spiritualis.

Likewise, the spiritual sense is separated from the
words which have been set down literally.

Item torcularia sunt martyria, in quibus fit
separatio animarum a corporibus, dum
corpora eorum qui pro Christi nomine
afflictione et persecutione calcantur,
quassatim remanent in terra, animae vero
ad requiem in caelestibus emanant.

Likewise, the presses are the martyrdoms, in which
the separation of the souls from the bodies is made,
for when their bodies, which are tread upon in
affliction and persecution for the name of Christ, at
the same time remain in the earth, their souls arise to
rest in the heavens.

Psalma ista dividitur in duas partes. Primo
enim Psalmista admiratur divinam
excellentiam. Secundo eius clementiam, ibi,
Quid est homo. Circa primum duo facit.
Primo ostendit maiestatam Dei esse
admirabilem. Secundo esse manifestam,
ibi, Ex ore infantium. Circa primum duo
facit: quia primo ponit eum mirabilem.
Secundo rationem dicti manifestat, ibi,
Quoniam elevata etc.

This Psalm is divided into two parts. In the first, the
Psalmist marvels at the divine excellence. In the
second, at His primacy, whence, What is man.
Regarding the first, he does two things. First, he
shows that the majesty of God is marvelous. Second,
that it is manifested, whence, Out of the mouths of
infants. Regarding the first, he does two things: for,
first, he writes of its marvels. Second, he displays the
reason for saying this, whence, How elevated etc.

Dicit ergo Domine omnium: Hester 13.
Dominus omnium tu es; sed specialiter
Dominus noster, qui te colimus, tibi
adhaeremus. Hieronymus habet, Dominatur
noster: Iudic. 8. Non dominabor vestri, nec
filius meus, sed dominabitur super vos
Dominus. Quam admirabile est nomen
tuum etc. scilicet divinitatis: Psal. 92.

He says therefore Lord of all: Esther 13: Thou art
Lord of all; but in particular our Lord, who we worship,
we cleave to Thee. Jerome has, our Ruler: Judges 8:
I will not rule over you neither shall my son rule over
you, but the Lord shall rule over you. How admirable
is your name etc. Namely that of the divinity: Psalm
92: Wonderful are the surges of the sea etc. Genesis
32: Why dost thou ask my name [which is mighty]?



Ut ostendat ergo quod haec subtiliora sunt
aliis, dicit Opera digitorum etc. Lunam vero
nominat, et non solem, propter Gentiles, qui
credebant eum summum Deum: et ideo
ponit specialiter, Lunam et stellas, in quibus
non est manifesta ratio erroris: Eccl. 43.
Species caeli gloria stellarum, mundum
illuminans in excelsis Dominus.

subtle works. In order that it be shown that these are
more subtle works than others, he says Thy fingers
etc. For he names the moon, and not the sun, for the
sake of the Gentiles who believed that the sun was
the highest God. And therefore the Psalmist writes in
particular, The moon and stars, in which there is no
proportion of error manifest. Sirach 43: The glory of
the stars is the beauty of heaven; the Lord
enlighteneth the world on high.

Mytice apostolos vel Scripturas opera
digitorum. Tres digiti tres personae; quasi
dicat, Opera totius trinitatis vel Spiritus
sancti. Lunam, ecclesia: stellas, doctores.
Et haec Deus fundavit. Quid.

In a mystical sense, the Apostles and Scriptures are
Works of thy fingers. Three fingers, three persons; as
if to say, "the works of the entire Trinity or the Holy
Spirit". The moon, the church: Stars, the doctors. And
God has established this.

d. Supra Psalmista admiratus est divinae
maiestatis excellentiam; et nunc
commemorat duo beneficia divinitus collata
hominibus. Secundo ex hoc psalmum
terminat in laudem, ibi, Domine Dominus
noster etc. Circa primum tria facit. Primo
ostendit clementiam Dei ad homines, per
comparationem ad ea quae sunt supra
homines. Secundo per comparationem ad
primum hominem, ibi, Gloria et honere.
Tertio per comparationem eorum, quae sunt
sub homine, Et constituisti. Supra hominem
duplex est natura, divina scilicet, et
angelica. Primo ergo ponit beneficia per
comparationem ad Deum. Secundo per
comparationem ad angelos, ibi, Minuisti.
Primo exponatur secundum quod competit
quantum ad beneficia naturalia. Secundo
quantum ad gratuita. Et secundum primum
modum et circa eum duo facit. Primo ponit
specialem curam hominis a Deo. Secundo
familiaritatem specialem, Aut filius hominis.

The excellence of the divine majesty is what is
admired as above the Psalmist; and now he
commemorates two benefits of the divinity conferred
on humans. Following from this he ends the Psalm in
praise, whence, O Lord our Lord etc. Regarding the
first, he does three things. First, he shows the mercy
of God towards humans, by comparison to those
things which are above humans. Second, by
comparison to the first human, whence, With glory
and honor. Third, by comparison with those things
which are below humans, And thou hast set him. The
nature above humans is twofold, namely, the divine
and the angelic. First, therefore he writes of the
benefits by comparison to God. Second, by
comparison to the angels, whence, Thou hast made
him a little less. First, he explains this according to
what is compatible to natural benefits. Second, what
to those of grace. And in accordance with the first
way and referring to it, he does two things. First, he
writes of a special care for humans by God. Second,
a special familiarity, Or the son of man.

Mirabile est quod quis magnus alicui parvo
speciali familiaritate coniungitur: et ideo
primo Psalmista commemorat parvitatem
hominis ex conditione quid est homo, tam
parva res: Iob. 14. Homo natus de muliere:
et 25. Homo putredo, et filius hominis
vermis. Secundo quantem ad originem:
quia etiam vilis: Iob. 24. Quis potest facere
mundum de immundo conceptum semine?
Et 10. Nonne sicut lac etc. Et ideo dicit, Aut
filius hominis.

It is marvelous that anyone so great would tie Himself
to someone small by a special familiarity: and thereby
the Psalmist first commemorates the littleness of man
out of the condition what is man, since he is such a
small thing: Job 14: Man, born of a woman: and 25:
Man that is rottenness and the son of man who is a
worm. Second, in as much as his origin: since it is
vile: Job 14: Who can make him clean that is
conceived of unclean seed? And 10: Hast thou not
milked me like milk etc. And therefore he says, And
the son of man.

Sed isti sic parvo, sic vili, dicit quod duo
facit: scilicet quod memoratus est eius, et

But, to this so little, so vile man, he says that He does
two things: namely, that He is mindful of him, and that



quae non subiicuntur secundum totum
genus: et horum quaedam sunt gressibilia:
et quantum ad hoc dicit, Insuper et pecora
campi etc. scilicet apri, cervi, et huiusmodi:
quaedam volatilia, scilicet aves: et
quaedam natatilia sicut pisces.

this in the feminine gender, All [feminine in the Latin],
because herds are made primarily of cows and ewes.
There are others which have not been subordinated
following from their entire genus: and certain of these
can be graded: and in as much as he says, moreover
all the beasts of the fields etc. Namely, boars, deer,
and things of this like: certain flying things, namely
birds; and certain swimming things, namely fish.

Possunt ad hoc ad beneficia gratiae referri:
et tunc in his omnia mysteria Christi
numerantur. Primo incarnationis, Quid est
homo? Duo tangit, scilicet causam
incarnationis, et ipsam incarnationem: et
dicit, Quid est homo? Videbatur enim Deus
oblitus hominis, quando expulit eum de
paradiso: huiusmodi recordatur quando
reducitur illud Psalm. 79. Memento nostri
Domine. Et sic sequitur incarnatio: quia
visitat, et ideo dicit, Aut filius hominis etc.
Quia licet totum genus humanum visitaverit,
specialiter tamen illum hominem
assumptem in unitate hypostasis: Hebr. 1.
Nusquam angelos apprehendit, sed semen
Abrahae. Secundum est passionis. Minuisti
propter passionem, Heb. 2. Eum autem qui
modico quam angeli minoratus est etc. In
hebraeo habetur, Et minues eum parvum a
Deo, quia coniunctus est Deo in unitate
personae; sed minutus propter
passibilitatem assumptam. Tertium est
beneficium resurrectionis in honore exhibito
Apostolis, qui numeratur per passionem:
Phil. 1. In nomine Iesu omne geneflectatur
etc. Ioa. 5. Ut omnes honorificent Filium,
sicut honorificant Patrem. Quartem
mysterium est accensionis, Constituisti eum
super etc. Eph. 1. Constituens eum ad
dexteram suam, supra omnem principatum
et potestatem etc. Quintum mysterium est
adventus ad iudicium, Omnia subiecisti etc.
idest constituisti eum iudicem super omnia:
Hebr. 2. Nunc autem necdum videmus
omnia subiecta ei: tunc omnia subiicientur
sub pedibus eius, idest humanitate eius,
quia caput Christi Deus, 2. Cor. 11. Et sunt
pedes humanitas, Io. 5. Potestatem dedit ei
iudicium facere.

And these things can be referred to the benefit of
grace: and afterwards, among all of these, the
mysteries of Christ are numbered. First, of the
incarnation, What is man? He touches on two points,
namely the cause of the incarnation, and that very
incarnation: and he says, What is man? For, God
appears to have forgotten man when he expelled him
from paradise: It is recorded in a like manner when
that forgetting is revoked Psalm 79: O Lord of Hosts
restore us. And so followed the incarnation: because
he cared, and therefore it says, or the son of man.
Because it was fitting that he should care for the
entire human race, but in particular for that man taken
into the unity of the hypostasis: Heb. 2: For nowhere
doth he take hold of the angels: but of the seed of
Abraham he taketh hold. Second is the Passion.
Thou hast made him a little less on the account of the
Passion, Heb. 2: Who was made a little lower than
the angels, etc. In the Hebrew, it has, And You make
him equal from God, since he is conjoined with God
in the unity of person; but a little less because of his
capacity for taking on suffering. Third is the benefit of
the Resurrection in glory made manifest through the
Apostles, which is reckoned through suffering;
Philippians 2: That in the name of Jesus every knee
should bow etc. John 5: That all men may honour the
Son, as they honour the Father. The fourth mystery is
the Ascension, Hast set him over etc. Ephesians 1:
And setting him on his right hand in the heavenly
places. Above all principality, and power, etc. The fifth
mystery is the coming to judgement, Thou hast
subjugated all things etc., that is, you have set him to
judge over all things: Hebrews 2: Thou hast subjected
all things under his feet...But now we see not as yet
all things subject to him, that is, his humanity,
because the head of Christ is God, 2 Corinthians 11.
And the feet are humanity; John 5. But hath given all
judgement to the Son.

Et hi in iudicio quidam boni: et horum
quidam subditi sunt signati per oves: 2.
Reg. ult. Isti qui sunt oves quid fecerunt?

And some good people are in this judgement too: and
some of these placed under judgement have been
signified by sheep: 2 Kings 24: These that are the


















