
IJPart  One
SOLA SCRIPTURA:  

THE REFORMERS’ REDISCOVERY  
OF THE WRITTEN WORD OF GOD

T H E DOC T R I N E OF SCR I P T U R E defended at Westminster Theological Seminary 
has its roots in the Protestant Reformation of sixteenth-century Europe. The first part of 
this compendium reflects this period of crucial rediscovery of the authority of Scripture, 
the written Word of God, by presenting four key figures of the Reformation: Martin Luther, 
Ulrich Zwingli, Heinrich Bullinger, and John Calvin. Westminster Calvinism naturally 
appeals to the legacy of Calvin, and the Reformed faith also builds on a broader foundation. 
In many respects, the views of Calvin stand in continuity with those of Luther. Moreover, 
as it is commonly held, the Reformed tradition is not monolithic, stemming from only one 
source. Our anthology emphasizes this historical reality by integrating Zwingli, the founder 
of the Reformation in Zurich, and Bullinger, his successor.

The selections of texts show in addition that the Reformers defined their doctrine of 
Scripture in contrast to several opposing forces. All four writers had, of course, to assert the 
authority of Scripture alone over against that of the Catholic Church and her traditions. The 
text from Luther’s Bondage of the Will depicts that he was also battling the humanism of 
Erasmus. In the context of the controversy over free will, he affirmed the clarity or perspicuity 
of Scripture. In other words, the Bible speaks clearly and authoritatively even on such thorny 
topics as free will and predestination. This angle on Scripture will be found later on in the 
Reformed tradition, especially in the struggle of the Synod of Dort and the Westminster 
Standards against Arminianism. In the first Zurich Disputation (1523), Zwingli responds to 
his Catholic critics. His reformation of practices in the church was based on his reading of 
Scripture, and thus he defends his work on the basis of the principle of sola Scriptura. This 
account reveals how, according to Zwingli and his colleagues, several traditional practices of 
the Catholic Church do not stand the test of Scripture. With his popular sermons, entitled 
The Decades, Bullinger strengthened not only the Reformation in Zurich, but also the one 
in England. Indeed, those were translated early on and spread widely. In the two sermons 
selected, he develops the doctrine of Scripture in contrast to Catholicism and to the early 
Anabaptists. Indeed, not only does Scripture teach salvation by faith alone, but also the 
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message of the Bible unfolds progressively in its pages. The second sermon conveys that 
the Bible is to be heard and obeyed, thus leading to godliness. Selections by Bullinger are 
also found in the second part, where he conveys his view on Scripture and interpretation in 
the Second Helvetic Confession, and in the third part, where his treatise on the covenant is 
reproduced. Calvin’s Institutes of the Christian Religion (1559) is the classic formulation of 
sixteenth-century Reformed theology. There the doctrine of Scripture is set in the context 
of God’s general and special revelation. Calvin’s first chapter here develops the necessity of 
Scripture for a right, saving knowledge of God. The second chapter develops the witness of 
the Spirit as the ultimate source of the authority of Scripture. This view contrasts with that 
of the Catholic Church, which sees the church as lending authority to the Bible.

While the four selections in this part present the doctrine of Scripture defended by the 
Reformers, the next part will consider the official statements of the Reformation of the six-
teenth and seventeenth centuries. In addition, the third part will turn from the definition of 
the doctrine of Scripture to the implications of this doctrine for the interpretation of the Bible.
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I1J
The Bondage of the Will

M A R T I N  L U T H E R

Ma!tin Luthe!, The Bondage o! the Wi"", t!ans. Hen!" Co#e $ith s#ight a#te!ation %!om Ed$a!d Thomas 
Vaughan, co!!ected b" Hen!" Athe!ton (G!and Rapids: Ee!dmans, 1931), 18–29.

Ma!tin Luthe! (1483–1546), the %ounde! o% P!otestantism, $as bo!n in Eis#e-
ben, Ge!man", $as educated at the Uni&e!sit" o% E!%u!t, and ente!ed in 1505 the 
Augustinian monaste!" at E!%u!t. He $as a p!o%esso! o% the Bib#e at the Uni&e!sit" 
o% Wittenbe!g and th!ough his studies !eso#&ed his spi!itua# c!isis b" !edisco&e!-
ing the doct!ine o% justi%ication b" %aith a#one. It #ed him to !eject the abuses o% 
the Roman Catho#ic Chu!ch and to unde!stand that “the !ighteous sha## #i&e b" 
%aith.” The posting o% his Ninet"-%i&e Theses at Wittenbe!g on Octobe!'31, 1517 
ma!ks the beginning o% the Re%o!mation. Fu!the!, he set %o!th the Re%o!mation 
p!incip#e o% so"a Sc#iptu#a in his %amous 1519 debate $ith John Eck at Leipzig. 
Luthe!’s $o!ks %i## up enti!e she#&es; thus $e can mention on#" a %!action o% his 
$!itings. In 1520, he $!ote se&e!a# majo! !e%o!mationa# $o!ks, such as On the 
Bab$"onian Capti%it$ o! the Chu#ch and The F#eedom o! a Ch#istian Man. He a#so 
$!ote man" bib#ica# commenta!ies, %o! instance on Genesis, the Psa#ms, Romans, 
and Ga#atians. Though Luthe! c#ashed $ith Z$ing#i o&e! the inte!p!etation o% the 
Lo!d’s Suppe!, Luthe!’s b!eakth!ough impacted a## b!anches o% P!otestantism; 
in pa!ticu#a!, John Ca#&in $as g!eat#" indebted to his thought. Luthe! distanced 
himse#% not on#" %!om the Catho#ic Chu!ch, but a#so %!om E!asmus’s humanism. 
Whi#e he cou#d $e#come E!asmus’s scho#a!ship, he cha##enged his doct!ine o% man. 
Ou! se#ection high#ights this cont!o&e!s" $ith humanism.

In this se#ection taken %!om The Bondage o! the Wi"", Luthe! debates $ith E!asmus 
o&e! %!ee $i##, and $e see that his doct!ine o% Sc!iptu!e a#one is intimate#" coup#ed 
$ith the pe!spicuit" o% Sc!iptu!e, o! the c#a!it" o% God’s Wo!d in its cent!a# teachings. 
That Sc!iptu!e speaks c#ea!#" e&en to such questions as %!ee $i## and p!edestination 
$as c!ucia# to Luthe!, and a%te! him to Ca#&in and the S"nod o% Do!t.
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Bib#iog!aph": J. Atkinson. “Luthe!, Ma!tin (1483–1546).” Pp.'401–4 in NDT. Ro#and H. Bainton. He#e I 
Stand: A Li!e o! Ma#tin Luthe#. Peabod", MA: Abingdon-Cokesbu!", 1950. Ma!tin B!echt. Ma#tin Luthe#: 
Shaping and De!ining the Re!o#mation. 3'&o#s. Phi#ade#phia: Fo!t!ess, 1985–93. T.'Geo!ge. “Luthe!, Ma!tin 
(1493–1546).” Pp.'375–79 in BDE. R.'W. Heinze. “Luthe!, Ma!tin (1483–1546).” Pp.'665–67 in EDT. Scott 
Hend!ix. “5.'Luthe!.” Pp.'39–56 in The Camb#idge Companion to Re!o#mation Theo"og$. Be!nha!d Lohse. 
Ma#tin Luthe#’s Theo"og$: Its Histo#ica" and S$stematic De%e"opment. Ed. and t!ans. Ro" A. Ha!!is&i##e. Min-
neapo#is: Fo!t!ess, 1999. “Luthe!, Ma!tin.” NSHERK 7:69–79. Ma!tin Luthe!. The Bondage o! the Wi"". T!ans. 
J.'I. Packe! and O.'R. Johnston. G!and Rapids: F#eming H. Re&e##, 1996. Ca!# S. Me"e!. “Luthe!, Ma!tin 
(1483–1546).” Pp.'609–11 in NIDCC. Robe!t D. P!eus. “Luthe! and Bib#ica# In%a##ibi#it".” Pp.'99–142 in 
Ine##anc$ and the Chu#ch. Da&id S. Yeago. “Luthe!, Ma!tin (1483–1546).” Pp.'331–35 in DHT.

F

Erasmus’s Preface Reviewed
Section I.—F!"#$ of all, I would just touch upon some of the heads of your P"%&'(%; in 

which, you somewhat disparage our cause and adorn your own. In the first place, I would 
notice your censuring in me, in all your former books, an obstinacy of assertion; and saying, 
in this book, “that you are so far from delighting in assertions, that you would rather at once 
go over to the sentiments of the sceptics, if the inviolable authority of the Holy Scriptures, 
and the decrees of the church, would permit you: to which authorities you willingly submit 
yourself in all things, whether you follow what they prescribe, or follow it not.” These are 
the principles that please you.

I consider (as in courtesy bound) that these things are asserted by you from a benevolent 
mind, as being a lover of peace. But if any one else had asserted them, I should, perhaps, 
have attacked him in my accustomed manner. But, however, I must not even allow you, 
though so very good in your intentions, to err in this opinion. For not to delight in asser-
tions, is not the character of the Christian mind: nay, he must delight in assertions, or he is 
not a Christian. But, that we may not be mistaken in terms, by assertion, I mean a constant 
adhering, affirming, confessing, defending, and invincibly persevering. Nor do I believe 
the term signifies any thing else, either among the Latins [or classical authors], or as it is 
used by us at this day.

And moreover, I speak concerning the asserting of those things, which are delivered to 
us from above in the Holy Scriptures. Were it not so, we should want neither Erasmus nor 
any other instructor to teach us, that, in things doubtful, useless, or unnecessary; assertions, 
contentions, and strivings, would be not only absurd, but impious: and Paul condemns such 
in more places than one. Nor do you, I believe, speak of these things, unless, as a ridiculous 
orator, you wish to take up one subject, and go on with another, as the Roman Emperor 
did with his Turbot; or, with the madness of a wicked writer, you wish to contend, that the 
article concerning “Free-will” is doubtful, or not necessary.

Be sceptics and academics far from us Christians; but be there with us assertors twofold 
more determined than the stoics themselves. How often does the apostle Paul require that 
assurance of faith; that is, that most certain, and most firm assertion of Conscience, calling 
it (Rom. 10:10) confession, “With the mouth confession is made unto salvation?” And Christ 
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also saith, “Whosoever confesseth Me before men, him will I confess before My Father” 
(Matt. 10:32). Peter commands us to “give a reason of the hope” that is in us (1)Peter 3:15). But 
why should I dwell upon this; nothing is more known and more general among Christians 
than assertions. Take away assertions, and you take away Christianity. Nay, the Holy Spirit 
is given unto them from heaven, that He may glorify Christ, and confess Him even unto 
death; unless this be not to assert—to die for confession and assertion. In a word, the Spirit 
so asserts, that He comes upon the whole world and reproves them of sin (John 16:8); thus, 
as it were, provoking to battle. And Paul enjoins Timothy to reprove, and to be instant out 
of season (2)Tim. 4:2). But how ludicrous to me would be that reprover, who should neither 
really believe that himself, of which he reproved, nor constantly assert it! Why I would send 
him to Anticyra, to be cured.1

But I am the greatest fool, who thus lose words and time upon that, which is clearer than 
the sun. What Christian would bear that assertions should be contemned? This would be 
at once to deny all piety and religion together; or to assert, that religion, piety, and every 
doctrine, is nothing at all. Why therefore do you too say, that you do not delight in asser-
tions, and that you prefer such a mind to any other?

But you would have it understood that you have said nothing here concerning confessing 
Christ, and His doctrines. I receive the admonition. And, in courtesy to you, I give up my 
right and custom, and refrain from judging of your heart, reserving that for another time, 
or for others. In the mean time, I admonish you to correct your tongue, and your pen, and 
to refrain henceforth from using such expressions. For, how upright and honest soever your 
heart may be, your words, which are the index of the heart, are not so. For, if you think the 
matter of “Free-will” is not necessary to be known, nor at all concerned with Christ, you 
speak honestly, but think wickedly: but, if you think it is necessary, you speak wickedly, 
and think rightly. And if so, then there is no room for you to complain and exaggerate so 
much concerning useless assertions and contentions: for what have they to do with the 
nature of the cause?

Erasmus’s Scepticism
Section II.—B*$ what will you say to these your declarations, when, be it remembered, 

they are not confined to “Free-will” only, but apply to all doctrines in general throughout 
the world—that, “if it were permitted you, by the inviolable authority of the sacred Writings 
and decrees of the church, you would go over to the sentiments of the Sceptics?”—

What an all-changeable Proteus2 is there in these expressions, “inviolable authority” and 
“decrees of the church!” As though you could have so very great a reverence for the Scrip-
tures and the church, when at the same time you signify, that you wish you had the liberty 
of being a Sceptic! What Christian would talk in this way? But if you say this in reference 
to useless and doubtful doctrines, what news is there in what you say? Who, in such things, 
would not wish for the liberty of the sceptical profession? Nay, what Christian is there who 
does not actually use this liberty freely, and condemn all those who are drawn away with, 
and captivated by every opinion? Unless you consider all Christians to be such (as the term 

1. Ed. Note: Anticyra was a Greek port “known for hellebore (a medicinal plant)”; cf. OCD 104 [Oxford Classical Dic-
tionary, ed. S. Hornblower and A. Spawforth; 3rd)ed. (Oxford, 1996)].

2. Ed. Note: Proteus is “a minor sea-god” who “takes on various shapes . . . to escape”; cf. OCD 1265.
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is generally understood) whose doctrines are useless, and for which they quarrel like fools, 
and contend by assertions. But if you speak of necessary things, what declaration more 
impious can any one make, than that he wishes for the liberty of asserting nothing in such 
matters? Whereas, the Christian will rather say this—I am so averse to the sentiments of 
the Sceptics, that wherever I am not hindered by the infirmity of the flesh, I will not only 
steadily adhere to the Sacred Writings every where, and in all parts of them, and assert 
them, but I wish also to be as certain as possible in things that are not necessary, and that 
lie without the Scripture: for what is more miserable than uncertainty.

What shall we say to these things also, where you add, “To which authorities I submit my 
opinion in all things; whether I follow what they enjoin, or follow it not.”

What say you, Erasmus? Is it not enough that you submit your opinion to the Scriptures? 
Do you submit it to the decrees of the church also? What can the church decree, that is not 
decreed in the Scriptures? If it can, where then remains the liberty and power of judging 
those who make the decrees? As Paul teaches, “Let others judge” (1)Cor. 14:29). Are you not 
pleased that there should be any one to judge the decrees of the church, which, nevertheless, 
Paul enjoins? What new kind of religion and humility is this, that, by our own example, 
you would take away from us the power of judging the decrees of men, and give it unto men 
without judgment? Where does the Scripture of God command us to do this?

Moreover, what Christian would so commit the injunctions of the Scripture and of the 
church to the winds, as to say “whether I follow them, or follow them not?” You submit 
yourself, and yet care not at all whether you follow them or not. But let that Christian be 
anathema, who is not certain in, and does not follow, that which is enjoined him. For how 
will he believe that which he does not follow? Do you here, then, mean to say, that following 
is understanding a thing certainly, and not doubting of it at all in a sceptical manner? If you 
do, what is there in any creature which any one can follow, if following be understanding, 
and seeing and knowing perfectly? And if this be the case, then it is impossible that any one 
should, at the same time, follow some things, and not follow others: whereas, by following 
one certain thing, God, he follows all things; that is, in Him, whom whoso followeth not, 
never followeth any part of His creature.

In a word, these declarations of yours amount to this: that, with you, it matters not what 
is believed by any one, any where, if the peace of the world be but undisturbed; and if every 
one be but allowed, when his life, his reputation, or his interest is at stake, to do as he did, 
who said, “If they affirm, I affirm, if they deny, I deny” [Terence, Eunuchus, 2.252 (Loeb, 
1.339)]: and to look upon the Christian doctrines as nothing better than the opinions of 
philosophers and men: and that it is the greatest of folly to quarrel about, contend for, and 
assert them, as nothing can arise therefrom but contention, and the disturbance of the 
public peace: “that what is above us, does not concern us.” This, I say, is what your decla-
rations amount to.—Thus, to put an end to our fightings, you come in as an intermediate 
peace-maker, that you may cause each side to suspend arms, and persuade us to cease from 
drawing swords about things so absurd and useless.

What I should cut at here, I believe, my friend Erasmus, you know very well. But, as I said 
before, I will not openly express myself. In the mean time, I excuse your very good intention 
of heart; but do you go no further; fear the Spirit of God, who searcheth the reins and the 
heart, and who is not deceived by artfully contrived expressions. I have, upon this occasion, 
expressed myself thus, that henceforth you may cease to accuse our cause of pertinacity or 
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obstinacy. For, by so doing, you only evince that you hug in your heart a Lucian, or some 
other of the swinish tribe of the Epicureans; who, because he does not believe there is a God 
himself, secretly laughs at all those who do believe and confess it. Allow us to be assertors, 
and to study and delight in assertions: and do you favour your Sceptics and Academics 
until Christ shall have called you also. The Holy Spirit is not a Sceptic, nor are what He has 
written on our hearts doubts or opinions, but assertions more certain, and more firm, than 
life itself and all human experience.

[Of the perspicuity (clearness) of Scripture]

Section III.—Now I come to the next head, which is connected with this; where you make 
a “distinction between the Christian doctrines,” and pretend that “some are necessary, and 
some not necessary.” You say, that “some are abstruse, and some quite clear.” Thus you 
merely sport the sayings of others, or else exercise yourself, as it were, in a rhetorical figure. 
And you bring forward, in support of this opinion, that passage of Paul, “O the depth of 
the riches both of the wisdom and goodness of God!” (Rom. 11:33). And also that of Isaiah 
40:13, “Who hath holpen the Spirit of the Lord, or who hath been His counsellor?”

You could easily say these things, seeing that, you either knew not that you were writing 
to Luther, but for the world at large, or did not think that you were writing against Luther: 
whom, however, I hope you allow to have some acquaintance with, and judgment in, the 
Sacred Writings. But, if you do not allow it, then, behold, I will also twist things thus. This 
is the distinction which I make, that I also may act a little the rhetorician and logician—
God, and the Scripture of God, are two things; no less so than God, and the Creature of 
God. That there are in God many hidden things which we know not, no one doubts: as He 
himself saith concerning the last day: “Of that day knoweth no man but the Father” (Matt. 
24:36). And, “It is not yours to know the times and seasons” (Acts 1:7). And again, “I know 
whom I have chosen” (John 13:18). And Paul, “The Lord knoweth them that are His” (2)Tim. 
2:19). And the like.

But, that there are in the Scriptures some things abstruse, and that all things are not 
quite plain, is a report spread abroad by the impious Sophists; by whose mouth you speak 
here, Erasmus. But they never have produced, nor ever can produce, one article whereby to 
prove this their madness. And it is with such scare-crows that Satan has frightened away 
men from reading the Sacred Writings, and has rendered the Holy Scripture contempt-
ible, that he might cause his poisons of philosophy to prevail in the church. This indeed 
I confess, that there are many places in the Scriptures obscure and abstruse; not from the 
majesty of the things, but from our ignorance of certain terms and grammatical particulars; 
but which do not prevent a knowledge of all the things in the Scriptures. For what thing of 
more importance can remain hidden in the Scriptures, now that the seals are broken, the 
stone rolled from the door of the sepulchre, and that greatest of all mysteries brought to 
light, Christ made man: that God is Trinity and Unity: that Christ suffered for us, and will 
reign to all eternity? Are not these things known and proclaimed even in our streets? Take 
Christ out of the Scriptures, and what will you find remaining in them?

All the things, therefore, contained in the Scriptures, are made manifest, although some 
places, from the words not being understood, are yet obscure. But to know that all things 
in the Scriptures are set in the clearest light, and then, because a few words are obscure, to 
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report that the things are obscure, is absurd and impious. And, if the words are obscure in 
one place, yet they are clear in another. But, however, the same thing, which has been most 
openly declared to the whole world, is both spoken of in the Scriptures in plain words, and 
also still lies hidden in obscure words. Now, therefore, it matters not if the thing be in the 
light, whether any certain representations of it be in obscurity or not, if, in the mean while, 
many other representations of the same thing be in the light. For who would say that the 
public fountain is not in the light, because those who are in some dark narrow lane do not 
see it, when all those who are in the open market place can see it plainly?

Section IV.—W+'$ you adduce, therefore, about the darkness of the Corycian cavern,3 
amounts to nothing; matters are not so in the Scriptures. For those things which are of the 
greatest majesty, and the most abstruse mysteries, are no longer in the dark corner, but 
before the very doors, nay, brought forth and manifested openly. For Christ has opened 
our understanding to understand the Scriptures (Luke 24:45). And the Gospel is preached 
to every creature (Mark 16:15; Col. 1:23). “Their sound is gone out into all the earth” (Ps. 
19:4). And “All things that are written, are written for our instruction” (Rom. 15:4). And 
again, “All Scripture is inspired from above, and is profitable for instruction” (2)Tim. 3:16).

Therefore come forward, you and all the Sophists together, and produce any one mystery 
which is still abstruse in the Scriptures. But, if many things still remain abstruse to many, 
this does not arise from obscurity in the Scriptures, but from their own blindness or want 
of understanding, who do not go the way to see the all-perfect clearness of the truth. As 
Paul saith concerning the Jews, “The veil still remains upon their heart” (2)Cor. 3:15). And 
again, “If our gospel be hid it is hid to them that are lost, whose heart the god of this world 
hath blinded” (2)Cor. 4:3–4). With the same rashness any one may cover his own eyes, or go 
from the light into the dark and hide himself, and then blame the day and the sun for being 
obscure. Let, therefore, wretched men cease to impute, with blasphemous perverseness, the 
darkness and obscurity of their own heart to the all-clear Scriptures of God.

You, therefore, when you adduce Paul, saying, “His judgments are incomprehensible,” 
seem to make the pronoun His (ejus) refer to Scripture (Scriptura). Whereas Paul does not 
say, The judgments of the Scripture are incomprehensible, but the judgments of God. So 
also Isaiah 40:13, does not say, Who has known the mind of the Scripture, but, who has 
known “the mind of the Lord?” Although Paul asserts that the mind of the Lord is known 
to Christians: but it is in those things which are freely given unto us: as he saith also in 
the same place (1)Cor. 2:10, 16). You see, therefore, how sleepily you have looked over these 
places of the Scripture: and you cite them just as aptly as you cite nearly all the passages in 
defence of “Free-will.”

In like manner, your examples which you subjoin, not without suspicion and bitterness, 
are nothing at all to the purpose. Such are those concerning the distinction of Persons: the 
union of the Divine and human natures: the unpardonable sin: the ambiguity attached to 
which, you say, has never been cleared up. If you mean the questions of Sophists that have 
been agitated upon those subjects, well. But what has the all-innocent Scripture done to you, 
that you impute the abuse of the most wicked of men to its purity? The Scripture simply 
confesses the Trinity of God, the humanity of Christ, and the unpardonable sin. There is 

3. Ed. Note: The Corycian cavern was situated at Delphi; cf. OCD, 305. Luther contrasts here the clarity of Scripture 
and the mystery of the Delphic oracles.
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nothing here of obscurity or ambiguity. But how these things are the Scripture does not say, 
nor is it necessary to be known. The Sophists employ their dreams here; attack and condemn 
them, and acquit the Scripture. But, if you mean the reality of the matter, I say again, attack 
not the Scriptures, but the Arians, and those to whom the Gospel is hid, that, through the 
working of Satan, they might not see the all-manifest testimonies concerning the Trinity 
of the Godhead, and the humanity of Christ.

But to be brief. The clearnesss [or perspicuity, claritas] of the Scripture is twofold; even 
as the obscurity is twofold also. The one is external, placed in the ministry of the word; the 
other internal, placed in the understanding of the heart. If you speak of the internal clear-
ness, no man sees one iota in the Scriptures, but he that hath the Spirit of God. All have a 
darkened heart; so that, even if they know how to speak of, and set forth, all things in the 
Scripture, yet, they cannot feel them, nor know them: nor do they believe that they are the 
creatures of God, nor any thing else: according to that of Psalm 14:1, “The fool hath said in 
his heart, God is nothing.” For the Spirit is required to understand the whole of the Scripture 
and every part of it. If you speak of the external clearness, nothing whatever is left obscure 
or ambiguous; but all things that are in the Scriptures, are by the Word brought forth into 
the clearest light, and proclaimed to the whole world.
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