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Martin Luther's Interpretation of John 6

The sixth chapter of the Holy Gospel according to St. John has long been controversial amongst Christendom.  In Lutheranism especially debate has arisen over whether or not this passage is sacramental in nature, or whether it is not.  For Rome John 6 has long been used as an institutional text, meaning that it establishes the Sacrament and may be weighed alongside of the Verba (Words of Institution) and it's citation in St. Paul's first letter to the Corinthians.  However, the Reformed have long taken the opposite approach, John 6 helps establish the sacrament as a representational and symbolic meal where Christ may be spiritually present, but is most certainly not bodily present as Lutherans believe Him to be.  Over the course of ten years Dr. Martin Luther addressed the issue of John 6 several times, three particular accounts happened while writing The Babylonian Captivity in 1520, at the Marburg Colloquy in 1529 and in a series of sermons on the Gospel of John occurring between 1530 and 1532, and in each account he progressed and further developed his refutation of John 6 as a sacramental text.


The sixth chapter of John begins with Jesus feeding the five thousand, and then he proceeds to walk on water, only to tell the world that He is the bread of life.  During Jesus' exposition on being the bread of life one cannot help but see some parallels between this text and the bread of the Lord's Supper instituted in Matthew 26.  In 1520 Eck defended the position of Rome on John 6 against Luther.  Rome's position was that there was an undeniable and clear connection between John 6 and the Institution of the Lord's Supper, in fact they were so bold as to actually say that the text of John 6 is a parallel text for the Lord's Supper.


Luther on John 6 has long been misunderstood, and in fact the traditional Lutheran position on the entire matter has also been misunderstood.  A German theologian, Hermann Sasse wrote in the early 1940's, 

This is the meaning of the hotly controverted sixth chapter of John's Gospel, behind whose powerful words we are able to discern one of the first great debates on the Supper.  It is universally acknowledged today that this chapter deals with the Supper.  In earlier times, when the distinctive literary character of this Gospel had not yet been understood, John 6 was seen as containing at most a prophecy of the Supper.
[1]

This interpretation was foreign to Lutheranism though, Sasse later writes, "From John 6 it becomes clear that the phrases "eat my body, drink my blood" are already part of the church's sacramental terminology."
[2] and commenting on Luther's interpretation of the text he states, "Even a theologian of Luther's caliber disputed the connection of this chapter with the Sacrament of the Altar."
[3]  Sasse, though was in definite opposition to Luther, a theologian he admired greatly as well as Martin Chemnitz, who shortly after Luther's death wrote in response to the Council of Trent's assessment of John 6 supporting transubstantiation, "...for then we would rightly have recourse to a metaphor, as in John 6, where Christ says expressly that He is not speaking of external or material bread and yet calls Himself bread.  The institution, on the contrary expressly describes material bread before the blessing."
[4]

The Babylonian Captivity of the Church, written by Luther in 1520 is an example of a very early refutation of John 6 as being sacramental.  It is important to note that prior to this point Luther's Roman education shows through, and consequently there are several instances where Luther supports John 6 as a sacramental text, for example his lecture on Psalm 75.  The Babylonian Captivity, though marks a distinctive turn for Luther, and that is a turn from Papal interpretation of the sacraments, and more specifically the Lord's Supper.


One issue that The Babylonian Captivity addresses is communing under one kind.  This Roman abuse would later be addressed in the Lutheran Confessions, but here Luther points out that there is no command within Scripture to withhold the cup from the laity.  The use of John 6 to justify withholding the cup was particularly disturbing to Luther, consequently with great sarcasm penned the following:

Then he treats John 6[:35, 41] with incredible wisdom, where Christ speaks of the bread of heaven and the bread of life, which is He Himself. The most learned fellow not only refers these words to the Sacrament of the Altar, but because Christ says: "I am the living bread" [John 6:51] and not "I am the living cup," he actually concludes that we have in this passage the institution of the sacrament in only one kind for the laity.
[5]

Luther's main contention with John 6 in this portion of The Babylonian Captivity appears to be in the reception of both kinds, however Luther does appear to, at least in passing, address the issue of the actual context of John 6, in light of his earlier notion that it is not a sacramental text.  Early on in The Babylonian Captivity in a typically Luther way of writing, he slips the following in on the reader:

But learn this too: In John 6 Christ is speaking of the Sacrament of the Altar, although he himself teaches us that he is speaking of faith in the incarnate Word, for he says: "This is the work of God, that you believe in him whom he has sent" [John 6:29]. But we'll have to give him credit: this Leipzig professor of the Bible can prove anything he pleases from any passage of Scripture he pleases.
[6] [Emphasis added.]

 
Later on in The Babylonian Captivity Luther revisits John 6, and in it is in this second appearance of this controversial text where he explains more thoroughly what his position is, he writes:

In the first place the sixth chapter of John must be entirely excluded from this discussion, since it does not refer to the sacrament in a single syllable. Not only because the sacrament was not yet instituted, but even more because the passage itself and the sentences following plainly show, as I have already stated that Christ is speaking of faith in the incarnate Word.
[7]

Here Luther is rather blunt, but he does little to go into detail about why John 6 is not a sacramental text.  Luther's best argument is a weak one, formed around the idea that because the Supper had chronologically not been instituted yet, Christ could not have possibly been speaking of the institution.  There are several issues with this argument of Luther's, first if the Romans considered John 6 to be institutional then it would not matter whether or not another instance of the institution occurred later on in John's Gospel.  Luther's questioning the chronological ordering brings into question his own understanding of the omniscient and omnipresent reality of the one true Triune God.  Luther would have definitely not denied God's all knowingness, and this would lead one to believe that in The Babylonian Captivity Luther is still wrestling with the institutional nature of John 6 and the Lord's Supper, and interpreting John 6 as spiritual eating by faith is just a thought in passing.


In 1529 Luther met with Zwingli and his constituents to discuss their faith.  Luther had attended somewhat reluctantly, and it was eventually determined that a set of thesis would be developed and then debated to see if the two parties could agree. Of the Marburg Colloquy theses Eugene Klug writes, "The effort fared well until the conferees came to the fifteenth article, which dealt with the Lord's Supper."
[8]  The Lord's Supper raised many concerns and the theologians found themselves in a disagreement that could not be resolved, and at the heart of this disagreement was John 6.  The struggle that would unfold had been shown some time earlier as James Kittleson reports, "A careful reading of the letter from Strasburg revealed that Capito, Bucer and Zwingli were already appealing to John 6:63 as support for their understanding of what the bread and the wine were."
[9] p. 199


Just a few years before the Marburg Colloquy with Zwingli Luther had formulated two documents about the Lord's Supper which helped prepare him toward arguing clearly that John 6 was not an institutional text.  In Luther's That These Words of Christ, "This is My Body," Etc., Still Stand Firm Against the Fanatics of 1527 and in his Confession Concerning the Lord's Supper of 1528.  Luther prepares a thorough argument based on the linguistics of John 6 in the original languages as well as showing how Christ distinguishes between spiritual and fleshly disciples.  It is also during this time that Luther teases with the idea that while John 6 is not an institutional text, it can be read sacramentally.  Luther, though will quickly flee from the sacramental reading in the Marburg Colloquy.


At first when John 6 was brought up Luther was quick to discard it, the Report of Collin states that Luther said:

You want to win your case with bold words. "This is a hard saying," ere. [John 6:60]; the Jews are speaking about something which is impossible and absurd. But we will pass over that text because it does not deal with the matter at hand.
[10]

The Report of Brenz tells us about the same meeting:

If the opponents would not accept this understanding of the words, it was up to them to prove from Scripture that this interpretation was not to be admitted. Replying to these words, Zwingli opposed them with his old song: "The flesh is of no avail" [John 6:63]. Luther, however, refuted the argument by saying that Christ was not talking about his flesh, or even if it could be understood as referring exclusively to his own flesh, it would nevertheless not be possible to refer it to the sacramental eating. He mentioned three kinds of eating: the spiritual kind, which is faith; the Capernaitic kind, which is described in John 6; and the sacramental kind instituted in the Supper. This sacramental kind of eating gives us the basis for saying that the body of Christ, present in the bread, is truly eaten, but not torn in pieces, as the Capernaites understood it.
[11]

Prior to the Marburg Colloquy James Kittelson states that, 

Luther had remarked in passing that the entirety of John 6 in no way applied to the declaration of Jesus, "This is my body," "This is my blood."  In an Explanation of Certain Articles on the Holy Sacrament he insisted "that the Lord is saying nothing about the sacrament in this passage..."
[12]
It is here that Luther fleshes out different kinds of eating, and one can clearly see the spiritual eating and the sacramental eating that would become so vital for later theologians in discussing John 6.  This distinction is used after Luther by many theologians. 


Leaving the Margburg Colloquy with the matter of the Lord's Supper not resolved Luther was clearly frustrated, during the years of 1530-1532 Luther began a series of sermons on the Gospel of John.  In here on several occasions Luther vents the frustration he had with the erroneous interpretations of John 6, he writes:

The Sacramentarians cited it against the Lord's Supper and violated its meaning, in an attempt to prove that Christ’s living and true body is not present in the Lord's Supper, but that mere bread and wine are found there.


Luther's frustration with the Sacramentarians may appear to be their use of John 6 to deny sacramental eating, but this is not the case for Luther himself would argue (as we've seen earlier) that John 6 speaks of a different kind of eating then a sacramental one, rather Luther's frustration must stem from his comments at the Marburg Colloquy, John 6 is not a sacramental text.  Notice here too that Luther does not even attempt the idea that John 6 can be read sacramentally as he had just a few years before in his Confession Concerning Christ's Supper, instead he clearly refutes the notion that John 6 is in any shape or form speaking to the Lord's Supper.


In Luther's sermons on John 6 he continues with the argument of Christ distinguishing between fleshly and spiritual disciples, in fact Luther says that John 6 does not speak of Christ's flesh at all:

It is unmistakable and irrefutable that this text does not speak of Christ’s flesh, which, to be sure, is food indeed, a real spiritual flesh, a divine flesh imbued with the Holy Spirit, in which nothing but spirit is found, a flesh full of grace; for it gives life to the world.
[13]
Luther does finally try and tell his parishioners more clearly what John 6 means, he continues:

But here Christ is contrasting spirit and flesh, differentiating between the two. Therefore this text cannot be applied to Christ’s flesh, which is endued with spirit and which quickens. Thus these words "Flesh is of no avail" cannot be interpreted as referring to the body of Christ. They cannot be related to His flesh. No, the meaning of "flesh" here corresponds to that in Gen. 6:8, when the world had been destroyed by the Flood and God said: "My Spirit shall not abide in man forever, for he is flesh"; or as we find it stated in John 3:6, where Christ says: "That which is born of the flesh is flesh, and that which is born of the Spirit is spirit."
[14]

Luther's development of John 6 is consistent with the rest of his theology, he begins with a Papal text, accepting it as he has been taught it.  Overtime as controversies arise Luther questions this text and in his struggle for the Gospel finds either a new interpretation or an interpretation of the father's that has been lost.  John 6 is no different, in fact Luther's progression from a weak argument on chronology to an elaborate study of the word usage in the original language and finally a clear distinction between different kinds of eating in the New Testament is a good example of how Luther grew theologically over time, and also in his ability to argue and defend the Gospel.
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