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Reference to the Bible as Holy Scripture is constitutive for Christianity in both praxis and theory and it plays a
particularly important role in shaping identity within Protestantism. This is evident in its prominent status as canon.
Since the Reformation, Protestant churches have regarded the Bible as the “rule and norm” (Formula of Concord, Art.
1) of faith, towards which ecclesial life and theological teaching must be oriented. However, the manner in which this
orientation towards the Bible is to be understood in the life of the churches and in the context of theological reflection
remains controversial - both within Protestantism and among other denominations. In this respect, in contemporary
Protestant dogmatics, Scripture is primarily viewed in terms of crisis. The debate surrounding the so-called “crisis of
the Scripture principle” is a fundamental aspect of contemporary theological reflection on Scripture. To whom does
Scripture apply, how, and in what respects? How do texts that must be interpreted historically relate to contemporary

challenges? How should we deal with the plurality of Scripture and its interpretation?
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1. History of the Problem

1.1. Reformation and Development of the Scripture Principle in Early Protestant
Theology

Against the backdrop of the significance of Scripture since the early days of the Christian Church and theology (cf. art.

Canon) and in confrontation with late medieval practices of scriptural interpretation, the understanding of Scripture

became a key topic of discussion during the Reformation, particularly in Martin Luther’s 22 theology. Luther’s

understanding of the Christian faith developed from his intense study of the biblical texts. Distancing himself from the
doctrinal tradition of the Church at the time, he assumed that Christian faith lives solely from Scripture (sola scriptura).
(1 According to Luther, everything necessary for salvation can be found in Scripture (the sufficiency of Scripture).
Therefore, it is necessary to debate the content of the Christian faith before the forum of biblical texts, using the
means of reason. For Luther, the Church's doctrinal teaching must be subordinate to Scripture and remain open to
criticism in the light of Scripture. (21 However, Luther does not express this conviction of the scriptural basis of faith
and theology in terms of a concept of a Scripture principle. The term “principium” appears only twice in Luther’s
“Assertio omnium articolurum” and once in “De Servo Arbitrio.” 3] There, it can best be understood in its literal sense
as “beginning” or “origin”: Scripture is the beginning and origin of faith because through Scripture God himself speaks
to people in the Spirit (efficaciousness of Scripture for faith; Latin: efficacia). Therefore, Scripture is a sufficient basis
for faith (sola scriptura; sufficientia; English: sufficiency). Dogmatically and ecclesiastically, Luther thus distances
himself from the conviction that an ecclesiastical interpretation of Scripture was necessary for the salvation of

humanity.

Luther's prominent formulation of Scripture as the ultimate authority in matters of Christian faith and theology

became influential for all Reformation movements. Parallel to Luther, as early as 1516, the Zurich Reformer Ulrich

Zwingli 20 began to understand his theology as an interpretation of Scripture and began to critically question
ecclesiastical tradition on the basis of Scripture.®] In terms of content, Zwingli understood the reference to Scripture

as establishing theology through the proclamation of the gospel of Jesus Christ.[>] For the Geneva Reformer John

Calvin 2 the authority of Scripture relies on its function as the means by which God talks to us: the “the authority of

n [6]

Scripture is founded on its being spoken by God.

In ecclesiastical praxis, the churches of the Reformation were henceforth characterized by a multifaceted reference to
biblical texts, for example in German Bible translations (e.g., the Luther Bible and the Zurich Bible), public

interpretation of the Bible in the Zurich Prophezey or congregational hymns based on biblical verses.

Following Luther, 17th-century Lutheran theology assumed that theology itself also had to be guided by Scripture
because, in its efficaciousness, Scripture was the basis of faith. [7] Against this background, a systematic concept of a
Scripture principle was developed, which tied in with the prevailing understanding of science at the time. According to
the prevailing scientific theory of the late 16th century, [8] a theoretical science had to examine its subject matter on
the basis of defined principles. Since early Lutheran theologians initially conceived of theology as a theoretical science,
they understood the Bible as the principle of theology on the basis of the scriptural orientation of their time.®! Later
Lutheran theology conceived of theology as a practical science that, starting from the goal of the practice under
investigation, sought the means and principles for realizing this goal. However, it still insisted on starting with the
doctrine of Scripture. "% In this context, early Protestant theology also assumed that the Bible was the principle of
theology simply because it engenders faith in God (efficacy). In the praxis of dogmatic reflection, however, the
application of the “principle” concept led to biblical passages being understood directly as theological principles (dicta

probantia) from which doctrines were deduced. y
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1.2. Historical Criticism and the Beginnings of Hermeneutics

This acute understanding of principles posed a problem during the early Enlightenment, when rationalism emerged.
The revelation of the biblical texts was now measured against the standard of reason, 121 and their theological

interpretation became a special case of general hermeneutics. This was already evident in the work of Johann Konrad

Dannhauer 22 who, at the beginning of the 17th century, presented a general theory of understanding, according to

which anyone capable of using their intellect could understand the biblical writings. 131 Friedrich Daniel Ernst

Schleiermacher 222 then made the transition from a theological doctrine of Scripture to a general hermeneutics, for

which the biblical texts represent only a special case. " This gave rise to the need to develop scriptural hermeneutics

as an independent systematic task alongside exegesis, which was increasingly understood in historical terms.

This historical research into biblical texts formed the flip side of rationalism and called into question many long-held
assumptions about the Bible that had previously been taken for granted. From a historical perspective, the Bible could
no longer be considered a reliable source. Instead its texts were now seen as theological interpretations in their own
right. This meant that the texts were primarily of interest as testimonies of early Christian faith, and their normative

relevance for contemporary Christian faith required a new explanation. Since August Twesten 20|

, the conceptual
distinction between Scripture as the formal principle and the doctrine of justification as the material principle of faith
has become established. '] Identifying a material principle as the hermeneutical key to interpreting biblical texts

allowed for unreserved historical criticism of those same texts. This distinction continues to have an impact on the

question of the center of Scripture, or the “canon within the canon,” in the hermeneutical theology of the 20th century.

[16] The historical distancing of the texts makes the question of their theological appropriation, and thus the question
of hermeneutics, a key issue in the theological approach to the Bible. However, this raises the question of whether
Scripture is the norm of theology or whether theological hermeneutics is ultimately the decisive criterion by which

Scripture is appropriated theologically. /] The idea of Scripture as a principle of theology therefore falls into crisis.

1.3 Crisis of the Scripture Principle

An essay by Wolfhart Pannenberg 22 contributed significantly to coining the term “crisis of the Scripture principle.” In

1962 Pannenberg, using this title, described a “fundamental crisis of modern theology” caused by the “dissolution of
the Scripture principle.” "8 Based on his interpretation of Luther’s thesis of the perspicuity of Scripture - that the
meaning of Scripture can be reconstructed from the exegetically discernible historical meaning of the words -
historically oriented exegesis became highly significant for Protestant theology. [19] According to Pannenberg,
theological propositions in Lutheran theology claim to be based on exegesis. [20] However, the development of the
historical investigation of the Scriptures leads precisely to the dissolution of the Scripture principle demanded by
Luther. 2211 Unlike Luther, contemporary Lutheran theology faces the challenge of addressing the gap between the
historical meaning of the words and the events they describe, i.e., the gap between the historical situation and the

undeniable plurality and contradictions of the writings of the canon, in a theologically responsible manner. [22]

Since then, a broad discussion has been taking place in Systematic Theology under the heading coined by
Pannenberg. It revolves around the tension between the plurality of biblical testimony and its normative application in
the sense of sola scriptura, the discourse on the authority of Scripture, the Reformation’s description of a center of
Scripture, and the associated discourse on the perspicuity and sufficiency of Scripture. However, the mediality and
materiality of Scripture, as well as the power of speaking about Scripture as a principle, are also coming into focus.
The theological significance of the biblical texts is also being debated from an exegetical perspective. The breadth and
divergence of the debate on the understanding of Scripture within Protestant theology testifies, on the one hand, to
the constitutive significance of the topic and, on the other hand, its complexity, which is due to both differences in

position and hermeneutical upheavals. Overall, the tension between the normative and confessional significance of
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Scripture, which is expressed in the discourse on the “Scripture principle,” and the aforementioned issues in realizing

this significance in dogmatic reflection on Scripture and with Scripture, pose an ongoing challenge.

2. Topics of a Theology of Scripture

2.1. Validity of Scripture - For Faith and for Theology

The problems with describing Scripture as the principle of theology were already made clear in the historical
introduction: Scripture is - as Luther recognized - the origin of faith and a sufficient reason for it, but it is not the sole
foundation of theology, which also refers to theological traditions and experiences. Luther refers to Scripture as a
principle both in the preface to Assertio and in De servo arbitrio. (23] But Scripture is addressed as a principle of faith

and only thereby as criterion for theology.

Here, the spirit clearly imparts enlightenment and teaches that knowledge is imparted solely through the words of

God, like through a door or an opening or a first principle (as they say), from which one must begin if one wants to

attain light and knowledge. [24]

In this sense, Soteriology is undoubtedly the starting point for the discourse on sola scriptura. [25] Thus, on the other
hand, Luther reveals the inextricable intertwining of ecclesiastical doctrine and theology for which Scripture serves as

a criterion. [261 It should be noted that for Luther, the soteriological positioning cannot be understood separately from
its fundamental theological significance. In other words, the special status of Scripture in Christianity is a
soteriological category rather than a category of Fundamental Theology. [27] This ambivalence is reflected in the
positioning of the doctrine of Scripture within systematic theology: in dogmatics, Scripture is introduced both as a

topic of foundational theology and a Christological, soteriological and ecclesiological topic.

In view of these plural references to the biblical text and its significance for theology, the binding nature of Scripture
in Protestant theology can be described in two ways: (28] (1) The binding nature of Scripture describes the significance
of the biblical texts for theology, which has grown historically. (2) This description implies normative elements: a

reference to the biblical texts is established and prescribed in Protestant tradition - regardless of how individuals

relate to it. In any case, it is impossible to assume a “non-relationship” to the biblical texts as the starting point for
theological reflection because Christian religious praxis, as the subject of theology, refers to Scripture as normatively
relevant in its practices of scriptural reception. Thus, the validity of Scripture in theology is always indirectly mediated,
resulting from its validity for the praxis of the Christian faith. This highlights the relational structure between Scripture,
its recipients, and their communities of reception. It also highlights the processual nature of the authority of Scripture:
theology’s relationship to Scripture is not static, but can only take shape through engagement with it, i.e., through
interpretation. In this way, the encyclopedic dimension of the crisis of the Scripture principle, outlined below, also

comes into focus in a constructive way.

2.2. Literal Sense and the Inspiration of Scripture

A central problem in referring back to the Reformation origins of Protestant theology in the current teaching on
Scripture is that the concept of the literal meaning of Scripture has fundamentally changed. For Luther, and for later
Lutheran theology, the literal sense (sensus literalis) of the biblical texts was identical to their spiritual meaning and
was realized through the text's efficacy: the sensus literalis was the “literal meaning according to the mind (mens) of the
Holy Spirit.” (291 The inspiration of the texts by the Spirit of God in this sense is evident in their ability to give rise to
faith. Thus, the idea that the authors of the texts were inspired was derived from the texts’ function of inspiring faith.
The efficaciousness to bring about faith was precisely what was referred to in the idea of the perspicuity of the biblical
texts, which undoubtedly also contain many obscure and difficult-to-understand passages. Overall, biblical texts were
thus read as a medium of communication between God and humanity: here, God communicates as the Holy Spirit

through the form of the written word. The historical conditionality of the texts was subordinate to this theological


https://syslex-online.de/articles/theology-version-1-0/
javascript:void(0)
javascript:void(0)
javascript:void(0)
https://syslex-online.de/articles/theology-version-1-0/
javascript:void(0)
javascript:void(0)
https://syslex-online.de/articles/dogmatics-version-1-0/
https://syslex-online.de/articles/theology-version-1-0/
javascript:void(0)
https://syslex-online.de/articles/tradition-protestant-version-1-0/
https://syslex-online.de/articles/theology-version-1-0/
https://syslex-online.de/articles/holy-spirit-version-1-0/
javascript:void(0)
https://syslex-online.de/articles/faith-version-1-0/
https://syslex-online.de/articlecontainer/soteriology/
https://syslex-online.de/articles/doctrine-version-1-0/
https://syslex-online.de/articlecontainer/christology/
https://syslex-online.de/articlecontainer/soteriology/
https://syslex-online.de/articlecontainer/ecclesiology/
https://syslex-online.de/articles/authority-version-1-0/
https://syslex-online.de/articles/faith-version-1-0/
https://syslex-online.de/articles/god-version-1-0/
https://syslex-online.de/articles/human-ity-systematic-theology-version-1-0/

communication. For Johann Andreas Quenstedt 22, for example, this even led to the relativization of the importance

of historical authorship for theology. (301

During the Enlightenment, the development of a historical consciousness gave rise to the concept of a historically
situated literal meaning, which can be distinguished from a inherent literal meaning of a text. Against this
background, interpreting the doctrine of inspiration as a doctrine about the production of texts as is done, for
example, in the Evangelical Chicago Statement, (311 immediately brings the doctrine of inspiration into conflict with
historical knowledge about the origin of the biblical texts. The concept of inspiration accordingly must be rendered
outdated. However, the actual theological function of the Lutheran doctrine of inspiration was to attribute autonomy
to the biblical text in relation to both its readers and its historical authors. Within this framework, it can be seen as a
place where the Spirit of God is at work. Taking up this idea, it seems more productive to understand the biblical texts
as inspired in the sense that they inspire faith. On this basis, they can then be understood as a place where the Spirit of
God is active, particularly in their material form. Christian faith cannot exist without reference to the biblical texts from
which it arises. This connection between faith and Scripture is interpreted theologically in the doctrine of inspiration
as the work of the Holy Spirit through the text. Therefore, a theological interpretation can never replace the texts in
their function as the starting point of faith, whether through a historical return to the authors’ intentions or through a

systematic theological interpretation of their content.

2.3. Encyclopedic Controversies

Since the Enlightenment and the emergence of historical criticism, the debate about the nature and significance of
Scripture has been closely intertwined with the differentiation of theological disciplines and their methodological

approaches to biblical texts. In his inaugural lecture in Altdorf, “De iusto discrimine theologiae biblicae et dogmaticae

regundisque recte utriusque finibus,” Johann Philipp Gabler 22 formulated the idea that historical critical analysis of

biblical texts should be emancipated from dogmatic constraints. This led to the developed of a variety of exegetical
approaches to biblical texts, each with a different emphasis. [32] This is linked to the dual character of biblical texts in
Christian reception: on the one hand, they are historical texts, sources from different times and contexts. On the other

hand, as canon and Holy Scripture, these texts are considered authoritative for faith and contemporary ecclesiastical

doctrine. In the confessions of the Reformation, this authority of the biblical texts was established not only with
regard to the constitution of faith, but also in terms of hermeneutical and fundamental theological authority. Scripture

[33] (Formula of

serves as the “only rule and guide by which all teachers and learners are to be judged and evaluated”
Concord). Overall, the tension between the normative and confessional-constitutive significance of Scripture and the
aforementioned problems in realizing this significance in doctrinal formation - highlighted particularly in the
exegetical disciplines - represents an ongoing challenge for theology. Since the Enlightenment, historical research on
biblical texts, has not only brought this tension between the texts’ historical character and their normative application
to the fore in terms of scriptural hermeneutics, but it has also manifested itself institutionally between the theological

disciplines.

2.4, Ecumenical: Scripture - Ministry - Tradition

In theological tradition, the term “Scripture” refers to the biblical texts. Designating these texts as Scripture
emphasizes their special significance as canonized texts for the Christian community in their specific compilation.
Thus, in the ecumenical context of several churches with varying canons, Scripture stands in a tense relationship to

tradition and ecclesiastical office. 34

According to a Reformation understanding, faith is based on the Word of God, as attested to in Scripture and

proclaimed in the Church. The Spirit of God reveals this to believers as they read and listen to Scripture. Therefore, the

Word of God itself cannot be handed down, but only testified to. Luther therefore describes tradition solely in the
sense of human tradition. Furthermore, the Protestant tradition does not recognize any magisterium in the Roman

Catholic sense, but sees itself as an interpretive community, with all believers interpreting Scripture together and
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trusting in the guidance of the Holy Spirit. The Church plays a supporting role in this by promoting and maintaining

the ministry of preaching.

Catholic doctrine emphasizes the importance of the unbroken apostolic tradition in the Church. The magisterium,

exercised by the bishops with the pope at their head, oversees the interpretation of Scripture and the preservation of
tradition. Scripture is interpreted in the context of tradition, i.e., in connection with the confessions of faith and
dogmas of the Church. Both Scripture and tradition spring from the same source - the Holy Spirit - and are mutually
dependent. Traditional teachings thus stand alongside Scripture, both of which should be “accepted and revered with
equal love and respect” (Dei Verbum 9; German: “mit gleicher Liebe und Achtung angenommen und verehrt werden”).
The relationship between the magisterium and Scripture relate to each other is one of the central points of

ecumenical controversy.

In other Protestant denominations (in Germany, referred to collectively as Freikirchen), which are rather diverse
theologically, Scripture is central: every believer has direct access it, mediated solely by the Holy Spirit and not by
tradition or ecclesiastical ministries. Scripture must be interpreted anew and situationally for life in faith. This
emphasis on Scripture, among other things, means that many free churches are characterized by a critical attitude

towards tradition.

In the Orthodox Churches, Scripture and tradition are inseparable, as they both originate from the same source.
Together, they constitute the one tradition of Christ and the apostles, which ispreserved by the Holy Spirit. Therefore,
the question of the precedence of one authority over another is thus irrelevant. In recent theology, however, the
question of the relative importance of Scripture and tradition has been -more explicitly identified as a dilemma for the

Orthodox Churches in light of ecumenical debates.
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