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PREFACE 

 
This is the fifth exhibition I have mounted at the Cathedral Library, and it is the one I have found 
most difficult to curate, despite the fact that it touches on a subject – Bible interpretation – to which 
I have devoted a life-time of thought, reading and research. The subject is vast and complicated 
and anything I say on it in this small compass can only be provisional. I am sure I have made 
generalizations here that will set learned colleagues’ teeth on edge. But the subject is important, 
and one has to start somewhere. If the exhibition and the Guide encourage some to think more 
deeply about Bible commentary, and to use commentaries with greater discrimination, then I will 
feel it will have been all worthwhile. 
 
The task I set myself – to survey Bible commentary from the first to the twenty-first century – is so 
impossible that I had to find arbitrary ways of limiting it. I have concentrated on Bible 
commentary in English, mainly though not exclusively (since the hero of our exhibition is, after all, 
a Dissenter) from an Anglican perspective. I have not attempted to deal with developments in the 
past forty years. Whether we realise it or not we are living through a remarkable revolution in 
Bible reading – one that can be more or less caught by the term “Postmodernism”. We are, 
perhaps, still too close to this event to understand it fully, but I have reflected briefly on it in the 
Postscript, and, indeed, the exhibition as a whole can be seen as exemplifying Postmodern 
insights. My perspective on these matters is inevitably deeply personal, because I myself am a 
practitioner of the arcane art of commentating, and I tend to look at others’ efforts with a cold 
professional eye. This will doubtless have coloured my outlook, and made it, perhaps, a little  
quirky.  
 
It is a pleasure once again to thank the Dean and Chapter for allowing me the run of their fine 
library, the Canon Chancellor and Librarian, Jane Brooke, for her continuing  support, and 
above all the Librarian Peter Bamford and his team of volunteers: they have entered into the 
project with their usual enthusiasm. Peter’s superb local knowledge has helped to pin Matthew 
Henry down to the places where he lived, studied, and taught in Chester in the form of a Matthew 
Henry Tercentenary Trail. Two local Henry enthusiasts, Peter Moore Dutton and Ron Glenn, 
have alerted me to important Henry links in the North West (descendants, places, archives) – 
leads I intend to follow up.  
 
The exhibition is only one of a series of events in Chester that will honour Henry. Professor 
George Brooke of the Centre for Biblical Studies, University of Manchester, and colleagues in the 
Department of Theology and Religious Studies at the University of Chester, have organized a 
major conference on Matthew Henry at Chester University (Matthew Henry: The Bible, Prayer, 
and Piety, 14th-16th July: see Chester University website). A series of six Bible Talks at the 
Cathedral (starting 1st February) will explore various problems of interpreting the Bible, with 
reference to Henry, as will Canon Loveday Alexander’s Cathedral Lecture (1st February). All this 
will assuredly add some of the depth that is missing in this little Guide. 
 
Philip Alexander                      January 2014 
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A PRINCE AMONG PREACHERS: 
MATTHEW HENRY AND THE INTERPRETATION OF SCRIPTURE 

 
This exhibition marks the three-hundredth anniversary (on 22nd June 2014) of the 
death of Matthew Henry. It is an anniversary well worth commemorating. Henry 
is one of the most widely-read commentators on the Bible in English. Since his 
commentary began to appear in 1707 it has gone through numerous editions and 
abbreviations, and has probably never been out of print. Its influence has been 
vast. George Whitefield, the Calvinist Methodist preacher, claimed to have read the 
massive tomes through four times, the final time on his knees. William Orme, an 
early 19th century connoisseur of Bible commentaries opined: “Few books of such 
extent on the Bible contain so much writing to the purpose, or are so well fitted to 
promote the general good of men” (Bibliotheca Biblica, pp. 240-41). C.H. 
Spurgeon, the renowned Victorian preacher, waxed positively lyrical about 
Henry’s virtues, in his Commenting and Commentaries, a series of talks he gave to 
trainee ministers on building a biblical library:  
 
“First among the mighty for general usefulness we are bound to mention the man 
whose name is a household word, Matthew Henry. He is most pious and pithy, 
sound and sensible, suggestive and sober, terse and trustworthy. You will find him 
to be glittering with metaphors, rich in analogies, overflowing with illustrations, 
superabundant in reflections. He delights in apposition and alliteration; he is usually 
plain, quaint, and full of pith; he sees right through a text directly; apparently he is 
not critical, but he quietly gives the result of an accurate critical knowledge of the 
original fully up to the best critics of his time. He is not versed in the manners and 
customs of the East, for the Holy Land was not so accessible as in our day; but he 
is deeply spiritual, heavenly, and profitable; finding good matter in every text, and 
from all deducing most practical and judicious lessons. His is a kind of 
commentary to be placed where I saw it, in the old meeting house at Chester—
chained in the vestry for anybody and everybody to read. It is the poor man's 
commentary, the old Christian’s companion, suitable to everybody, instructive to 
all. …. Every minister ought to read Matthew Henry entirely and carefully through 
once at least. I should recommend you to get through it in the next twelve months 
after you leave college. Begin at the beginning, and resolve that you will traverse 
the goodly land from Dan to Beersheba. You will acquire a vast store of sermons 
if you read with your notebook close at hand; and as for thoughts, they will 
swarm around you like twittering swallows around an old gable towards the close 
of autumn. If you publicly expound the chapter you have just been reading, your 
people will wonder at the novelty of your remarks and the depth of your thoughts, 
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and then you may tell them what a treasure Henry is (Commenting and 
Commentaries, pp. 7-8).”1  
 
As late as 1991 a major American religious publisher, Hendrickson, issued a 
modernized version of the complete work in one volume, to cater mainly for the 
Henry’s large and appreciative American following. And the commentary in whole 
or in part is available for free on several websites. Simply google “Matthew 
Henry”, and be amazed at what comes up.  
 
All this would be cause enough for celebration, but there is an added reason for 
commemorating Henry in Chester. He wrote most of his commentary in the city, 
while serving as minister of the Presbyterian congregation here, and much of it 
originated in the weekly Bible-studies which he delivered to appreciative audiences 
in his chapel on Trinity Street (demolished in the 1960s). There are other sites in 
Chester associated with Henry, and a modest monument in his memory stands in 
the middle of the Grosvenor Roundabout (to be visited only at the risk of life and 
limb). He was a northwesterner through and through – born at Broad Oak to the 
south of Chester, deceased at Nantwich to the east. It is right that Chester should 
remember the passing of one of its greatest sons.  
 
Some may sense a certain irony in an Anglican Cathedral celebrating Henry. Henry 
was a Dissenting minister, and relations between Dissenters and Anglicans in his 
day, in Chester as elsewhere, were often strained. Dissenters suffered from legal 
disabilities because they refused to subscribe to the Thirty-Nine Articles of the 
Church of England – disabilities scandalously not finally removed till the 19th 
century. But things are different now, and, thankfully, more ecumenical attitudes 
prevail. Besides, Henry himself was of an irenic disposition, and seems to have got 
on reasonably well with Nicholas Stratford and Sir William Dawes, the Bishops of 
Chester in his time. He is on record as honoring one of their predecessors, John 
Wilkins, whose biblical method of prayer Henry copied and refined. He responded 
positively to an invitation from Stratford to join a local Society for the Reformation 
of Manners, which Stratford and Dean Lawrence Fogg had founded, an invitation 
which Stratford issued in the teeth of opposition from some fellow Anglicans. And 
tradition has it that Anglicans attended Henry’s mid-week Bible expositions, well 
able to discern the value of such a high quality expository ministry. 
 
Our starting-point, then, is to commemorate Matthew Henry. But the exhibition 
serves wider purposes as well. It aims to stimulate reflection on the role of Bible-
interpretation in the life of the Church. The Church universal acknowledges the 
Bible as the supreme canon of authoritative Scripture, but the Bible is a diverse and 

                                                 
1 Spurgeon is known as “The Prince of Preachers”. Given the views he expresses here he would 
surely have supported giving the accolade to Henry.  
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sometimes difficult book which needs to be interpreted, and the office of Bible-
teacher is one of the earliest in the history of the Church. The Bible is also now an 
old book, nearly two-thousand years old in its latest parts: it needs to be reapplied 
to the conditions of each new age. Matthew Henry was a prince among Bible 
exegetes, whose commentary opened up Scripture to successive generations of 
Bible readers. How did he do it? What sort of commentary does he offer? How far 
can we follow his guidance today? To answer these questions we need to set him 
in the long history of Bible commentary, to compare and contrast him with other 
Bible commentators who lived before and after him. This, very briefly, our 
Exhibition tries to do. Having introduced Matthew Henry and his great 
commentary (Case One), we will then consider Bible commentary in four distinct 
periods – two preceding and two following him: Late Antiquity and the Middle 
Ages (Case Two, Top Shelf), the Reformation of the 16th-17th centuries (Case 
Two, Bottom Shelf), the Age of Enlightenment, 18th century (Case Three, Top 
Shelf), and Modernity, 19th-20th centuries (Case Three, Bottom Shelf). By 
situating Henry thus in the long march of Bible commentary we hope not only to 
clarify his place and contribution, but to throw some light on the role of Bible 
interpretation in the life of the Church. 
 

CASE ONE: MATTHEW HENRY AND HIS COMMENTARY 
 
Matthew Henry was born at Broad Oak near Malpas in Cheshire on the 18th 
October 1662, only a few weeks after his father, Philip Henry, had been ejected 
from the living of Worthenbury just over the border in Flintshire. Philip Henry, 
after losing his living, retired with his pregnant wife Katherine to her parents’ 
substantial farm near Broad Oak, and it was there that Henry was born some 
months later. He was premature, and one wonders whether the ill-health that 
dogged him most of his life might be traced back to this event. His father became 
a noted and learned Dissenting minister, and seems to have raised his son from his 
earliest years to follow in his steps. Young Henry was tutored at home, partly by 
one his father’s live-in students, but largely by the father himself, and he is said to 
have acquired considerable command of the Biblical languages – particularly 
Hebrew – at a young age. It is interesting to note that young Henry seemed never 
to have questioned the calling to which his father dedicated him, but embraced it 
with enthusiasm, and, in the end outshone his father in fame. 
 
In 1680, at the age of eighteen, he went to study at Thomas Doolittle’s Dissenting 
academy in Islington, in London. As a Dissenter Matthew could not attend either 
Oxford or Cambridge, the two English universities of the day, because he would 
have had to subscribe to the Thirty-Nine Articles of the Church of England – 
something which he could not in all conscience do. This exclusion of Dissenters 
from Oxbridge led to the founding of Dissenting academies where able young 
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Dissenters could get an education and train for the ministry. Doolittle’s academy 
was among the best.  
 
In 1683, however, because of growing persecution, Doolittle was forced to move 
his academy to Battersea. Henry returned to Broad Oak, but in 1685 he was back 
in London to study law at Gray’s Inn. As his sister Sarah’s diary makes clear, this 
was not really a change of direction. It was partly dictated by expediency: there 
was no bar on Dissenters studying law, so it was a way for them to get an 
advanced education; but it would also, as his friend and biographer William Tong 
notes, give young Henry an understanding of “the forensick Terms so much used 
in the Holy Scriptures”. Residence in London allowed him to associate, as best he 
could, with other young Dissenters training for the ministry, and to hear some of 
the best preachers of the day. There was also a more practical advantage, as Tong 
notes: “knowledge of the Law would … be convenient to one that was Heir to an 
handsome Estate”. The estate was the Broad Oak farm, which Henry duly 
inherited. It made him comfortably off, and allowed him to pursue his ministry 
without financial worries.     
 
In 1686 while visiting the family home at Broad Oak he began preaching as a 
ministerial candidate in the Dissenting meetings in the area. One of these preaching 
engagements was at the house of Anthony Henthorne, a wealthy sugar-baker in 
Chester, where a small Presbyterian congregation met in privacy, because of 
persecution. Henry made such an impression that he was invited to become their 
minister. He agreed, but stipulated he should first finish his studies in London. 
There on 9th May 1687 he was ordained by six ejected ministers. On 1st June he 
travelled to Chester, and the following day preached his first public sermon. Thus 
began a ministry in Chester which was to last some twenty-five years.   
 
His little congregation met in some converted stables in Whitefriars owned by 
Henthorne, but as it grew it was decided in September 1699 to erect a dedicated 
meeting-house in Trinity Street. This was completed in July 1700 at a cost of 
£532 16s. In September 1706 a gallery was added to accommodate the members 
of the local Independent congregation, when it dissolved.  
 
Matthew Henry’s was a preaching ministry. He was a Presbyterian, and in keeping 
with the Presbyterian tradition he put great stress on the Ministry of the Word. He 
preached regularly on weekdays and Sundays not only to his own congregation, 
but to other Dissenting congregations throughout Cheshire, all the way across to 
Macclesfield, down into Staffordshire and up into Lancashire. Tradition has it that 
while at Chester he preached and expounded his way several times through the 
entire Bible to substantial and appreciative audiences. Congregations were made of 
sterner stuff in those days, more able to take heavy, expository preaching. He 
lived at Whitefriars and it was in a summer-house, converted to a study, located at 
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nearby Bolland’s Court, that he is said to have begun in November 1704 the 
commentary on the Bible which was to make his name. The first folio volume, on 
the Five Books of Moses, appeared in 1707. Three further folios, published 
respectively in 1708, 1710, and 1712, completed the Old Testament. A fifth 
volume on the Gospels and Acts was already in press when he died in 1714. The 
remainder of the New Testament was completed by thirteen Dissenting ministers 
in the same style, and partly, it is said, based on his notes. It appeared, along with 
a revision of the five extant volumes, between 1721 and 1725. 
 
Henry’s already substantial reputation greatly increased when his commentary 
began to appear, and, as early as 1699, he received calls to go to other 
congregations – mainly to London, but also to one from Manchester. He 
steadfastly refused, but finally when invited to become the minister of an 
important congregation near London, Mare Street, Hackney, he accepted, and left 
Chester in May 1712. He rapidly established himself as a leading minister in 
London, but he remained strongly attached to the North West, where he still 
owned his old home at Broad Oak. It was on a visit to Cheshire that he died, aged 
52, on 22nd June 1714, at the home of the Revd. Joseph Mottershead near 
Nantwich. He had suffered a fall from his horse, but medical opinion at the time 
did not hold that this was the cause of his sudden death. Tong, his biographer, 
shrewdly puts it down to overwork, and overweight brought on by too much 
sitting in his study.  
 
Henry was mourned as a figure of national importance. Tong gives a vivid 
account of his funeral: “On Thursday before the precious Remains were removed 
from Nantwich to be buried in Trinity-Church in Chester, the Reverend Mr 
Reynolds of Shrewsbury preached an excellent Sermon on the Occasion, (which is 
printed) and the day before Mr. Acton, Minister to the Baptist Congregation, had 
taken very particular and respectful Notice of the great Loss the Church of God 
had sustained; the Ministers at Chester could not be silent on such an occasion. 
Mr. Withington made a suitable Discourse to the Providence, both on Thursday 
and on Lord’s Day Morning, and Mr. Gardner in the Afternoon, from 2 Kings 
2.12, My Father, my Father, the Chariots of Israel, and the Horsemen thereof. 
The Bearers at the funeral were Mr. Doughty, Mr. Woods, Mr. Murrey, Mr. 
Gardner, Mr. Beynon, and Mr. Mottershed: When they came to Chester they were 
met by eight of the Clergy, ten Coaches, and a great appearance on Horseback; 
many Dissenting Ministers followed the Mourners; and universal Respect was 
pay’d to him by Persons of Note and Distinction on all sides: He was buried in 
Trinity Church in Chester, where the remains of some dear Relations of his had 
been before laid in the very Place; of which he had said two and twenty Years 
ago, Perhaps this Grave may be next open’d for me, the Lord make me ready, and 
grant that I may be found so doing. A Year after that, one and twenty Years 
before he died, his Daughter Mary was laid in that Grave, the fourth (he says) that 
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have been Buried there within this Year, two of my Brother Hardware’s Children 
and two of mine. The Lord prepare me for that cold and silent Grave” (Tong, 
Life, pp. 387-88). 
 
The presence of clergy of the established church at the funeral is heartening. As 
we noted earlier, relations between Dissenters and Anglicans in Chester had not 
always been good. Dissenters often endured abuse and petty persecution, and 
things got so bad that on one occasion there was an attempt, so tradition has it, to 
burn Henry’s chapel down, but in the end some of those who did not see eye-to-
eye with him on certain points of doctrine clearly saw his worth. It is not unfitting 
that in death he was finally embraced by the Church of England. 
 
Henry married twice, both his wives bringing with them substantial dowries, first 
Katherine, on 19th July 1687, who died aged twenty-five, on 14th February 1690, 
leaving a daughter; and second Mary, on 8th July 1690, who died in 1731, by 
whom he had eight daughters, three of whom died in infancy, and one son, Philip, 
who served as MP for the city of Chester from 1742, and died without issue on 
16th August 1760. Descendants of Henry are still living in the North West.  
 
EXHIBITS: 
 
1.1   An Exposition of the Five Books of Moses, 2nd edition, 1710. The first 

edition was published in 1707. This is the first volume of Henry’s 
Commentary. By the time of his death in 1714 he had reached, in five 
volumes, to the end of Acts. The rest of the New Testament was completed 
by thirteen other Dissenting ministers, and the whole work revised and issued 
in six folio volumes 1721-25. There have been over thirty editions since. The 
original contained the whole of the Biblical text in the King James’ Version. 
This is often omitted in reprints, as readily available elsewhere. The volume 
on display is from the Chester Archaeological Society’s Collection housed in 
the Cathedral Library. 

 
1.2  A New Family Bible, selected from the exposition of the Rev. Matthew Henry 

by the Rev. E. Blomfield, 1811. One of the many abridgements of Henry’s 
work, designed to bring it within the pockets and capacities of ordinary 
readers. Most ordinary folk could not have afforded a full set of Henry, 
which John Wesley records in the 1750s as selling (at London prices) for six 
guineas. This would have limited its influence. Abridgements helped spread 
Henry’s ideas. Note how Blomfield’s work is marketed as a Family Bible – an 
indication of a new emphasis in Blomfield’s day on reading the Bible at home.  

 
1.3  Matthew Henry, A Method of Prayer with Scriptural Expression. A little 

manual of prayer, listing appropriate biblical phrases and verses to use on 
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specific occasions, first published in 1710. The copy on display was printed 
in Berwick in 1781. Henry’s Method of Prayer was influential in Dissenting 
circles, which lacked fixed forms of prayer, because they rejected the Book 
of Common Prayer. 

  
1.4  John Wilkins, A Discourse concerning the Gift of Prayer, 1651. This was the 

model for Henry’s Method of Prayer, as Henry acknowledges in his Preface. 
Wilkins (1614-72), one of the great scientists of the age, and a founding 
member of the Royal Society, was Bishop of Chester from 1666 till his death. 
He compiled his manual on prayer during the Commonwealth, at a time when 
the Book of Common Prayer was banned and the 1645 Directory for Public 
Worship in force. Wilkins, a rather gentle soul, was a supporter of 
‘comprehension’ – a policy which, while falling short of full toleration was 
keen to reach an accommodation with the Presbyterians.  

 
1.5 Matthew Henry, A Sermon preach’d at Chester on the occasion of the 

Opening of the New Meeting-House … August 8, 1700, published 
posthumously in London in 1726: Henry’s sermon preached at the opening of 
the chapel in Trinity Street. 

 
1.6 William Tong, A Funeral Sermon Preach’d at Hackney, July 11 1714, on 

occasion of the Death of Matthew Henry, London 1714. One of several 
funeral sermons preached at the time of Henry’s death. Tong, who was a 
friend and one of the completers of his Commentary, wrote the most 
important biography of Henry shortly after his death, based on diaries and 
papers often no longer extant.  

 
1.7 A page of notes for a sermon, in Henry’s own handwriting, from an original 

in the Chester Record Office (document reference DMD O/1). Reproduced 
by courtesy of Cheshire Archives and Local Studies. 

 
1.8   A copy of George Vertue’s likeness of Matthew Henry, issued in 1710 when 

he was 48, four years before his death.  
 
1.9 A sketch of the Summer House behind Bollands’ Court, Chester, which 

Matthew Henry reputedly used as his study when he lived in Chester.       
 

CASE TWO, TOP SHELF: 
BIBLE COMMENTARY IN LATE ANTIQUITY AND THE MIDDLE AGES 

 
Matthew Henry was by no means the first to write a commentary on the Bible. He 
stands in a long tradition that goes back, as we have already noted, to the very 
beginnings of the Church. One way or another much of the New Testament is 
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commentary on the Bible known to the Apostles, the Jewish Scriptures of their 
day, which now form our Old Testament. By the end of the second century a 
second Testament had been added to the first, a collection of early Christian 
writings – Gospels, letters, a history of the early Church (the Book of Acts) and 
an apocalypse – which were deemed just as authoritative and inspired as the Old 
Testament, and these too became the subject of commentary. The fundamental 
condition which gives birth to commentary is the existence of a canon of 
authoritative writings which cannot themselves any longer be changed, or 
rewritten, or augmented, but which need to be constantly reinterpreted and re-
applied to the life of a community, because they constitute its ultimate authority on 
matters of faith and practice.  
 
The nature of the texts needing commentary determine, to a large degree, the kind 
of commentary they will bear. The Bible needs a lot of commentary. It is a 
collection of texts of very different kinds, composed over a period of around a 
thousand years. There are histories, poems, laws, prophecies, wisdom sayings, 
biographies, letters and apocalypses. It takes a considerable feat of intellect to 
unify this diverse assemblage under the single category of Divine Revelation or 
Word of God, but that is precisely what the Church did. One of the primary tasks 
of the commentator was to demonstrate the unity of this collection. What God 
wants to tell his people is not always lying on the surface: moral and legal norms 
are, indeed, enunciated, and doctrines and practices stated clearly enough in 
propositional form, but not infrequently there are contradictions and tensions 
between these formulations, and they are embedded in narratives and poetry and 
prophecy the meaning of which is less immediately clear. The most startling 
manifestation of this complexity is the fact that the Bible offers not just one, but 
four quite different accounts of the supreme revelation in Christ – the four 
canonical Gospels. There was plenty of work for commentators to do, and their 
role as mediators of the divine revelation contained in Holy Scripture was an 
ancient and honoured one. 
 
One of the major challenges that faced the Christian commentator was what to do 
with the Old Testament. There was a powerful movement within the Church in 
the second century to deny that the Old Testament is the Word of God, and to 
exclude it from the Christian canon. The orthodox Church, for very sound 
reasons, rejected this view. It was perfectly obvious that Jesus and the Apostles 
held the Old Testament in high esteem – as “holy scriptures” and “oracles of God” 
– and they did all they could to establish continuities between Christ and the 
Church, on the one hand, and the ancient people of Israel on the other. At the very 
least the Church needed the Old Testament as the back-story to the revelation in 
Christ. But this Christian “Old Testament” was already owned by another religious 
community: it was the Tanakh of the Synagogue, the Bible of Judaism, which had 
its own rich tradition of Jewish interpretation of the texts, going back centuries 
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before the Christian era. The Church appropriated these Jewish Scriptures, but 
had to develop its own Christian way of reading them. Its strategy for doing this 
was to see the whole of the Old Testament as a “preparation for the Gospel” – an 
account of how God made the world ready for the coming of Christ “in the 
fullness of time”. The Old Testament gave, then, a narrative account of the first 
stage of the history of salvation.  
 
But its links with the New Testament were deemed closer still. It was seen as 
containing many direct prophecies of the coming of Christ: Isaiah 53, for example, 
was read as a clear prediction of Jesus’ sufferings and atoning death. The 
collecting of these messianic testimonia was the first stage in the Christian 
“colonization” of the Jewish Scriptures, but other strategies were also developed 
to appropriate the Jewish Scriptures as Christian text. Christian readers sensed in 
the Old Testament, accounts of people and events which, while not being exactly 
prophecies of what was to come, nevertheless seemed to foreshadow in some 
mysterious way Christ and the Church. It was hard, for example, for Christian 
readers not to see analogies to Christ’s atoning self-sacrifice in the strange story 
of the “sacrifice” of Isaac in Genesis 22. Isaac, here, was taken as a type or 
foreshadowing of Christ. The whole elaborate sacrificial system of ancient Israel 
associated with the Tabernacle and the Temple was read as a series of types of 
Christ’s death. Its function was basically educational – to teach people the 
concepts of sin and atonement, and so give them a means of understanding the 
death of the Messiah. The ancient sacrifices were efficacious only because they 
were pre-enactments of the death of Christ, but once Christ had offered the final, 
perfect sacrifice, the old sacrificial system which prefigured it, ceased to have any 
use. The laws of sacrifice were abrogated at a stroke, though the orthodox 
Church was careful to maintain that the moral laws of the Torah, embodied in the 
Ten Commandments, remained eternally in force.  
 
To this typological way of reading the text, Christians added the allegorical. In an 
allegory a text means something more than what it says on the surface. On the 
surface it is talking about one thing, but this is, actually, a coded way of talking 
about something else. Allegory was widely used by ancient Greek philosophers to 
interpret the epics of Homer, and give them deeper and more acceptable meaning, 
and Christian scholars, many of whom had a sound classical education, took up 
this method and applied it to Scripture. They felt justified in doing so because of 
Christ’s use of parables (which can be seen as mini-allegories) as his preferred 
mode of teaching. A good Old Testament example of an allegorical reading of 
Scripture is the Song of Songs. On the surface this appears to be all about the 
trials and tribulations of young love. But the Church, following the lead of the 
Synagogue, took it as an allegory of the relationship between Christ and the 
Church, or Christ and the individual Christian soul. Allegory and typology are 
sometimes hard to tell apart, but one rough-and-ready difference is that while the 
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events or persons interpreted as types are seen as historically real (Abraham and 
Isaac were regarded as real historical people, the events of Genesis 22 as real, 
historical events), there is no need for the surface narrative of an allegory to 
record real history. In allegory the story has been carefully fashioned to express 
the coded message. The match between story and message is, therefore, more or 
less exact, whereas the match between a type and what it adumbrates (the anti-
type) is, in a sense, coincidental. It is never exact: the anti-type always transcends 
the type. 
 
So with a few basic principles and a few powerful hermeneutical tools the Church 
was able to claim the Old Testament as its own, and appropriate it as profitable 
Christian Scripture. The central focus of all early Christian Bible commentary was 
the elucidation of the Christ-event, whether by way of anticipation, from the Old 
Testament, or in post-Easter reflection, from the New. All early Christian reading 
of Scripture was fundamentally christological.   
 
Right from the start three life-settings for Christian Bible commentary can be 
distinguished, each of which generated a somewhat different type of commentary, 
with a somewhat different style and audience in view.  
 
(1) The first was preaching within the Church. The Church took over from the 
Synagogue the practice of reading portions of Scripture from time to time as part 
of its public worship. Out of this naturally grew the sermon or homily in which 
someone expounded in whole or in part the lection for the day. Sermons, if they 
are any good, edify the congregation: they exhort, they rebuke, they comfort and 
console; they communicate saving knowledge. Their audience is general, and so 
their language tends to be vivid and non-technical, and they are spiced with 
memorable illustrations and pithy points. Many of the greatest preachers in the 
time of the Church Fathers were trained in the Greek schools of rhetoric where 
they studied the arts of persuasive speech, and they brought these skills to bear on 
their sermons. Greek rhetoric formed the basis of a whole “science” of homiletics 
– of how to preach a good sermon – which has been intensively cultivated down 
to the present day. Some sermons were circulated in written form, either as stand-
alone texts, or collected together, or reworked to form the basis of a homiletical 
commentary on a portion of Scripture. 
 
(2) The second setting in which Bible commentary emerged was the development 
of doctrine. Scripture was a major source of doctrine, but Scripture seldom sets 
out its doctrines in simple, propositional form. It has to be searched and probed, 
its meaning pondered and discerned. This was the world of the scholars and 
theologians, and they wrote numerous commentaries to draw out the doctrines of 
Scripture, often disagreeing with one another in the process. The discussions 
sometimes grew heated, but it was in the white heat of this debate that some kind 
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of clarity was attained. This is nowhere more obvious than in the Trinitarian 
controversies of the third and fourth centuries. The Orthodox Church in the end 
maintained that God is three-in-one: the Father, the Son, and the Spirit are each 
God. This did not mean there were three Gods, but only one, three persons in one 
Godhead. The doctrine is undeniably paradoxical, as the Orthodox theologians 
were well aware. They did not, however, propound the doctrine out of 
perverseness, but fundamentally because they believed that it, and it alone, did 
justice to the revelation in Scripture. Though there is evidence that some ordinary 
folk took a keen interest in these debates, the commentaries in which they were 
played out were technical, scholarly works, full of language and concepts that 
only the learned could fully follow. They were meant for scholars. 
 
(3) The final setting in which commentary on the Bible took place was debate with 
non-Christians over the truth of the Christian faith. Apologetics – the defence of 
the faith against outside attack – was an important function of early commentary, 
and helped to shape Christian understanding of the Bible. There is nothing like 
reasoned opposition to sharpen up one’s understanding of one’s own position. 
This external opposition came from pagan philosophers, who had a go at the Bible 
for being illogical and irrational, but more significant in shaping Christian Bible 
commentary was the controversy with Judaism. Here the Christians faced 
formidable opposition. The Jewish scholars knew their Bible (the Old Testament 
part of the Christian Bible) inside-out, often in the original Hebrew, and had a 
sophisticated system of Biblical interpretation, which had generated a wonderfully 
rich tradition of Bible commentary even before the Christian era began. Defence of 
Christian readings of Scripture against Jewish attack is an important element in 
early Christian Bible commentary. Who was the audience of such apology? On the 
face of it, it was the opposition: the commentator was surely trying to win over 
his opponent, or at least to prove him wrong. In actual fact, however, the 
opposition didn’t always have access to the Christian defence, or if it did, 
bothered to read it. Apologetic was more often than not intended for internal 
consumption – to reassure Christian audiences, and even the author himself that 
there were answers to unbelievers’ objections. Apologetic commentary was 
fundamentally a scholarly activity, aimed at a scholarly audience, but elements of it 
do turn up in homiletics. 
 
All three of these settings are manifest in the Bible commentaries which survive 
from the age of the Church Fathers.  
 
The patterns of Bible-commentary laid down in late antiquity survived into the 
middle ages, but there were significant new developments as well. One of the 
most important of these was the growth of monasticism, and out of monasticism, 
the universities. This fostered the strong development of scholastic commentary, 
aimed at clarifying the doctrinal content of Scripture. Scripture became very much 



 14 
 

the preserve of the doctors of the Church, and, indeed, the sense grew that it was 
rather dangerous to let ordinary people loose on it. Scripture had to be mediated by 
those who knew what it meant. Though the tradition of the sermon was not by 
any means lost – both the Franciscans and the Dominicans were preaching orders 
who were meant to go out into the world –  it may be questioned how effective 
they were in educating ordinary folk about the Bible, or explaining it to them. What 
Bible knowledge ordinary folk possessed was probably not learned so much from 
the preaching of the Friars, still less from reading the Bible, copies of which were 
extremely rare and levels of literacy low, but from images (stained glass, carving, 
painting, or even through “comic” books like the Pauper’s Bible), or from vivid 
retellings of the Bible story in mystery plays, like the Chester cycle.  
 
In the scholastic world, however, discussion over the meaning of Scripture was 
very lively. A strong understanding of the complex, multilayered nature of the 
Biblical text emerged, and a doctrine of the four senses of Scripture was 
propounded, according to which Scripture can be interpreted in four distinct ways 
– literally, allegorically, morally and anagogically. The exact definition of these 
four senses need not detain us now: there is actually considerable dispute and 
confusion on the matter. The allegorical sense can, actually, be very close to what 
we called typological earlier. Suffice to say that this formulation represents an 
attempt to systematize existing practice, and to recognize the complexity of the 
biblical text. Though all four levels of meaning are deemed simultaneously present 
in Scripture, some argued that the literal sense had to be given primacy, and that 
the other ways of reading the Bible should be compatible with it. This view was 
strongly advocated by Franciscan scholars, who made a concerted effort to get 
back to the literal, or as they sometimes called it, the historical sense of Scripture, 
often consulting Jewish commentaries in the process. The Dominicans, however, 
were more wedded to the three non-literal, or spiritual senses of Scripture. The 
basis for all this scholarly debate on the meaning of Scripture was the great 
medieval Latin Bible commentary, containing multiple comments from a variety of 
sources, the Glossa Ordinaria. 
 
Exhibits: 
 
2.1  Justin Martyr, Cum Tryphone Judaeo Dialogus, ed. Jebb, London 1719. This 

famous little work illustrates how dialogue with Judaism, and defence of the 
christological reading of the Old Testament was central to the development of 
early Christian Bible interpretation. Justin (c.100-165) recounts in his 
Dialogue with Trypho a discussion he claims to have had in Ephesus, shortly 
after AD 135, with a learned Palestinian Jew, whom he tried to convince 
from Scripture that Jesus was the long-expected Messiah. Justin later moved 
from Ephesus to Rome where he set up a Christian philosophical school, and 
there he suffered martyrdom in 165 along with several of his students. The 
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Dialogue was written in Rome long after the events its purports to recount. 
Its historical accuracy is, therefore, in some doubt, but it remains a valuable 
witness to the way Christians were developing a Christian reading of the 
Jewish Scriptures.  

 
2.2  Origen’s Commentary on the Song of Songs is one of the earliest surviving 

examples of a sustained Christian allegorical interpretation of the Song of 
Songs. Origen (184/85—253/54), who hailed from Alexandria but headed up 
a Christian school in Caesarea Maritima, on the coast of Palestine, reads the 
Song as a mystical account of the relationship between Christ and the 
Church. Origen espoused unorthodox views, and was condemned in 553 by 
the Second Ecumenical Council of Constantinople. He was, therefore, never 
canonized, and quite a few of his works have been lost, including his mighty 
Hexapla, an edition of the Old Testament, giving all the Greek versions in 
parallel columns set against the Hebrew. The edition of the Commentary on 
the Song of Songs on display is vol. 3 of the four-volume Opera Omnia of 
Origen published in Paris in 1740. 

 
2.3  Athanasius, Opera Omnia, Paris 1627. Athanasius of Alexandria (c.296/98—

373) was the leading proponent and defender of Orthodox Trinitarianism 
against Arius during the great christological debates of the 4th century. He 
does not seem to have written any formal commentaries, at least no genuine 
ones survive, but exegesis of Scripture played a central role in his argument: 
he claimed that the Orthodox doctrine of the Trinity was the only doctrine 
which did full justice to all the diverse evidence of Scripture. For example, in 
his treatise Against the Arians he argues that Wisdom in Proverbs 8:22 is a 
reference to the pre-incarnate Christ, dwelling in intimacy with God the 
Father before the creation of the world.  

 
2.4  John Chrysostom (c.347-407) was the pre-eminent Homilist of the early 

Church, the eloquence and impact of his sermons resulting in his nick-name 
“golden mouth” (chrysostomos). Much of his preaching, which was done in 
Antioch in Syria, is marked by a straightforward, literal reading of Scripture, 
which avoids the allegorical approach characteristic of the Alexandrian school 
of Bible interpretation. Chrysostom was not afraid to denounce what he saw 
as the abuses of his day, and in doing so he made enemies. He attacked the 
Jews of Antioch, a sizeable and influential minority within the city, and, 
unfortunately, his intemperate language fuelled anti-Semitism in the Church. 
In 397 he was translated to become Archbishop of Contantinople. His tenure 
of this office was stormy, owing largely to his fearless denunciation of the 
extravagance of the Empress Aelia Eudoxia. On display is vol. 4 of the edition 
of Chrysostom’s Opera, Basle 1558, open at his Homilies on Romans.  
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2.5  Ninety-Nine Homilies of St. Thomas Aquinas upon the Epistles and Gospels, 
trans. by John M. Ashley, London 1867. Thomas Aquinas (1225-1274), the 
Doctor Angelicus, is regarded by the Catholic Church as one of its supreme 
teachers, and study of his doctrinal masterpiece, the Summa Theologica has 
long been seen as fundamental to the intellectual and spiritual formation of 
Catholic priests. However, he was also a major commentator on the Bible, the 
author of commentaries (e.g. on Psalms, Isaiah and Jeremiah), of homilies, 
and of a massive compilation of glosses from the Fathers on the Gospels 
known as the Catena Aurea (the Golden Chain).  

 
2.6   On display is one of the great treasures of the Cathedral Library, a Latin Bible 

with the Glossa Ordinaria printed in six volumes by Johann Froben in Basel 
in 1498. Volume 6 is shown. The Glossa Ordinaria is a collection of extracts 
from the Church Fathers arranged alongside the Vulgate translation of the 
Bible. The Glossa, which in some shape or form probably goes back to the 
time of Charlemagne, emerged in the late 11th/early 12th centuries as the 
standard commentary for teaching purposes in the medieval Latin schools. 
Froben also prints alongside the Glossa, as some earlier editions of the Glossa 
had also done, the Bible commentary of the Franciscan scholar Nicholas of 
Lyra (c.1270-1349) – the Postillae perpetuae in universam S. Scripturam. 
Lyra, a converted Jew, stresses the literal sense of Scripture, and in pursuit 
of that he consults regularly medieval Jewish commentators such as Rashi. 
Unusually for Christian scholars in the middle ages, he could read Hebrew. 
Lyra’s Postillae were the first Bible commentary ever printed (in 1471), and 
they had a profound influence on the Bible interpretation of Luther and other 
Protestant reformers.   

     
CASE TWO, BOTTOM SHELF: 

BIBLE COMMENTARY IN THE REFORMATION 
 
The Reformation of the 16th and 17th centuries marks the next major phase in the 
development of Bible commentary. There was an explosion of commentaries in 
this period, and new styles and approaches came into play. These changes were 
the product of four interlocking causes. 
 
(1) The first was a new emphasis on the centrality of Scripture in the life of the 
Church. Scripture, argued the Reformers, should be the supreme rule of faith, and 
they subjected the traditions of the Church both in doctrine and practice to a 
searching Scriptural critique. We should not ignore the nuances in the Reformers’ 
positions. Some argued that only that which was directly mandated by Scripture 
should be followed: all tradition not found in Scripture should be abandoned – a 
view distinguished by the watchword sola Scriptura (Scripture alone), and most 
clearly articulated in Calvinism. Others argued that certain traditions could still be 
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followed if they were compatible with Scripture – a view more typical of 
Lutheranism and Anglicanism. But all agreed that Scripture is where you have to 
start, and that this principle had got hopelessly lost by the medieval Church, which 
had buried Scripture beneath mounds of highly questionable tradition.  
 
A new prominence was given to Scripture in public worship. Again we should 
note important nuances. In Calvinism the Ministry of the Word (i.e. the public 
reading and exposition of Scripture) became the central rite, trumping even the 
Eucharist, which was reduced to a mere remembering of the death of Christ. One 
can see this view worked out architecturally in many Reformed Churches, in the 
way that the pulpit, from which the Word is preached, dominates the worship-
space. Expounding the Word publically was important, and it was done 
systematically. Calvin himself preached his way through the Bible, and these 
public expositions formed the basis of his great Bible commentaries, which mark 
one of the greatest feats of Bible-exegesis of all time. In Anglicanism the position 
was less cut-and-dried. Cranmer revised the lectionary and made the public 
reading of Scripture (Old Testament, especially Psalms, Gospels, and Epistles) 
central to public worship (Matins, Evensong and Communion). He also, at 
Communion, made space for a sermon, but Scripture did not dominate Anglican 
worship to quite the degree that it did Reformed. The sermon-slot was, for a time, 
occupied by the reading of the official Homilies, which, while they quote Scripture 
aplenty, are not in any way systematic expositions of it, but discourses on 
theological and moral themes. Anglicanism also retained a higher view of the 
Eucharist than did Reform. Though prior to the Laudian reforms of the 1630s  
(which moved the dispensing of the elements to a railed-off altar located at the 
east end), communion was administered from a simple table placed in the body of 
the Church, to the congregation sitting in their pews, the eucharist remained a 
sacrament rather than a simple commemoration, and so acted as a powerful 
counter-focus to the Ministry of the Word. It is no accident that there are few 
systematic commentaries on Scripture from Anglicans till the 17th century, and 
even then they tend to come from Puritans – i.e. Anglicans strongly influenced by 
Geneva. Though we should be careful not to flatten out the differences, we should 
not lose sight of the fact that Protestantism in all its manifestations marked a 
massive return to searching the Scriptures, and to turning the biblical searchlight 
on tradition.    
 
(2) A second factor that influenced commentating in the Reformation period was 
the decision to return to the Bible in its original languages – Hebrew and Aramaic 
for the Old Testament, and Greek for the New. In the West, the medieval Church 
had relied on the Latin translation known as the Vulgate, the text of which 
ultimately went back to the late fourth/early fifth-century Bible-scholar, Jerome. 
But the Reformers took the view that the authority of the originals must always be 
greater than that of any translation, and were quick to point out that in quite a few 
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cases Jerome had got the translation wrong. This approach was not entirely new. 
There had been medieval scholars who had consulted the Hebrew and the Greek, 
but they were few and far between, and sometimes regarded with suspicion. The 
medieval Church had effectively treated the Vulgate as inspired: there was really 
no need to go back behind it to the original. Now, however, the original had 
absolute priority, and any Christian scholar worth his salt (and this applied in the 
end to Catholics as well as Protestants) had to have a knowledge of Hebrew and 
Greek. University chairs were established in these languages, and generations of 
students thoroughly taught, some of whom attained astonishingly high levels of 
competence in the biblical languages.  
 
Aids to the study of the Bible in the original multiplied: editions of the Hebrew and 
Greek texts, grammars, dictionaries, new, literal, Latin versions of the originals 
(sometimes presented interlinearly) – a wonderful crib when one is learning the 
Biblical languages. The early Bible translations (the Greek Septuagint, the Syriac 
Peshitta, the Aramaic Targums) were mined to see how they had understood the 
biblical texts. This study was facilitated by the production of Polyglot Bibles 
which laid out the ancient versions side-by-side with the originals. The greatest of 
these – the so-called London Polyglot (1657) – was edited by Brian Walton, later 
Bishop of Chester. A new kind of commentary on the Bible came to the fore – the 
philological, taking the form of glosses or annotations, devoted to resolving the 
linguistic problems of the biblical text. Written in Latin, these commentaries were 
aimed at a limited, learned, audience, but it is interesting to see how often this 
learning spilled over into popular preaching. References to the Greek and Hebrew 
are not uncommon in sermons, and in homiletic commentaries designed for a 
more general readership. Clearly congregations then were made of sterner stuff 
than now – or at least preachers thought they were! 
 
(3) The third factor that influenced commentating at the time of the Reformation 
was a new stress on the primacy of the literal or plain sense of Scripture. This 
was all of a piece with the return to the Hebrew and Greek – a pointless exercise 
if, after making the effort to master the original languages, one simply read the 
original through the lens of tradition. Scripture had to be cleared of the over-
burden of tradition, to be looked at with fresh eyes, to be interrogated as to what 
precisely it does or does not say. Any homiletical use of Scripture had to be based 
on the plain sense. To the Protestant commentators much earlier Bible 
commentary appeared lacking in exegetical discipline. It was not actually listening 
to what the Bible was saying, and so worthless. Both Luther and Calvin accused 
the Catholic Church of treating Scripture like a wax nose to be pushed and pulled 
into whatever shape it liked. All this would now seem to us so obvious that it is 
hard now to realise how fresh this perspective was in the 16th century. It is true 
that there were medieval commentators who sought for the literal sense: one 
thinks of Franciscans like Nicholas Lyra, but they were relatively rare, and the 
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primacy of the literal sense had never before reached the dominancy that it did at 
the Reformation. Perhaps the greatest exponent of this approach was John Calvin: 
the calm, measured way he reasons the meaning from the text by close analysis of 
its language is a model of how to do exegesis. We should be clear, however, about 
what he is and is not doing. He is fundamentally concerned with the meaning of 
the words in the text, and how they fit together to make coherent sense. His 
principal tool in doing so is philology. He is not much concerned with putting the 
text in its historical context, and asking what it means when read against the 
thought-world of its day (other than to the extent that that world is reflected 
within Scripture itself), nor is he concerned with the sources of the text, or its 
authorship and compositional pre-history. There were a few scholars beginning to 
raise these historical, critical questions, but their importance did not really move 
centre stage in the study of the Bible till the 19th century.  
 
(4) The final factor that influenced commentating at the time of the Reformation 
was the ready availability of the complete Bible in the vernacular. It was not just a 
question of the existence of a vernacular version: in England a vernacular version 
had been available since the Wycliffite Bibles of the late 14th century. It was the 
added fact that, thanks to the marvels of printing, copies of that Bible could be 
easily made and sold at a price that brought them within the range of many 
households. The family Bible became an essential part of the “furniture” of even 
the most modest of homes, and to it were entrusted the record of births, 
marriages, and deaths – the important events of the family’s history. More people 
had direct access to the Bible than at any time in history. This hugely increased 
biblical literacy and the Bible reading public. One no longer had to go to Church to 
hear the Bible. One could read it at home. Private study of the Scriptures, even 
among lay-people, began to develop, and many families gathered together in acts 
of collective family worship at which a reading from the Bible often featured. 
Thus a new audience was created that needed commentary of the right sort to 
help it to an understanding of the Bible, and to explain the difficult passages.  
 
Initially this help came from the translations themselves. Many of these offered 
marginal notes. The most obvious example is the Geneva Bible, which first 
appeared in 1550 and was reprinted, with revisions, many times thereafter. This 
was the most popular English version of the Scriptures prior to the King James 
Bible: its annotations were at times extensive, and it contained maps and other aids 
to the reader. The King James Bible, on the explicit orders of the King, was issued 
without notes, but it still contained some useful aids to the general reader. There 
were 25 pages at the very beginning of miscellaneous useful information – biblical 
genealogies, a map of the Holy Land, and the like. Though these were mainly in 
the folio pulpit editions, all editions had chapter summaries, running heads, dates, 
and a margin with cross-references to other parts of the Bible which offered help 
to understand the verse in hand. This system of cross-references was a 



 20 
 

remarkably handy tool, which has survived, revised and greatly augmented, down 
to modern study editions of the Bible. It only became possible once the Bible had 
been divided up into chapters and verses. The original idea behind it was that 
Scripture is the best interpreter of Scripture: the Bible explains itself. If diligently 
and thoughtfully used cross-references can take the general reader quite a long 
way. But some wanted something more than the scattered notes contained in their 
Bibles, and this need was catered for by more extensive commentaries, which 
often included the whole biblical text, thus obviating the need for any other 
volume.   
 
EXHIBITS:  
 
3.1   Martin Luther, Opera Omnia, Jena 1556, vol. 4 of the four-volume set, open 

at the Commentary on Galatians. Luther (1483-1546) was the towering 
figure of the movement we now know as the Protestant Reformation, which 
is often seen as having been inaugurated by his nailing of his Ninety-Five 
Theses attacking abuses and errors, as he saw it, in the Church of his day, to 
the door of All Saints Church in Wittenberg. Exposition of Scripture was 
central to the development of Luther’s theology, and his Commentary on 
Galatians is the most important statement of his cardinal doctrine of 
justification by faith alone, rather than by good works. Luther on Galatians, 
which first appeared in Latin 1535, is the single most important commentary 
on the Bible of the early Reformation.  

 
3.2 John Calvin, The Epistles of Paul the Apostle to the Romans and to the 

Thessalonians, trans. Ross Mackenzie, 1973 – the latest English version of 
Calvin’s commentaries. From 1541 till his death Calvin (1509-1564) 
dominated the Reform movement in Geneva. He is the one figure of the 
Protestant Reformation who rivals Luther in historical importance. As with 
Luther, from whom he differed significantly on points of doctrine and church 
order, exposition of Scripture played a key role in the development of his 
theology. He published commentaries on all the books of the Bible apart from 
2 and 3 John and Revelation in the New Testament, and the historical books 
in the Old, based on lectures he gave throughout the week to his students, 
many of whom had come to study with him from abroad. The Romans 
commentary, his first and one of his most important, appeared in 1540. 
Despite being now seen as one of the very greatest of Bible exegetes, Calvin 
is seldom quoted directly in the following centuries, even by commentators 
within the Reformed tradition. Reference to his work in English-language 
commentaries increases, however, in the 19th century – stimulated by the 45- 
volume English translation of his commentaries, sponsored by the Calvin 
Translation Society, Edinburgh 1846-1851.  
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3.3  Joseph Mede, Daniel’s Weekes, London 1643. Mede (1586-1638) holds a 
lasting place in the history of Bible commentary as one of the earliest 
exponents of the Futurist understanding of the Millennium, i.e. that the 
Millennium is still to come, and should not be identified with events in the 
past, as was the standard Preterist position espoused by most previous 
Christian interpreters. He was aware of the politically explosive implications 
of these ideas at a time of great political turmoil, the period of the English 
Civil War, and his exposition of his views in his Clavis Apocalyptica, 
published in Latin in 1627, were intended only for a limited, scholarly 
audience. They still caused a sensation, and an English translation, The Key to 
Revelation, appeared in 1643, shortly after his death. His explanation of the 
Seventy Weeks of Daniel, another central prophetic Biblical text, was 
published in the same year. Sometimes seen as the “Father of English 
Millennarianism”, Mede’s ideas influenced the Fifth Monarchy Men, who 
from 1649 to 1660, and beyond, looked for the imminent coming of the 
Kingdom of God and the rule of the saints – the fifth great monarchy, after 
the passing of the four human monarchies, as foreseen in the visions of 
Daniel.   

 
3.4  Henry Hammond, A Paraphrase and Annotations upon … the New Testament, 

London 1653. Hammond (1605-1660), one of the doughtiest Royalists and 
defenders of episcopacy in the 17th century, was for a time a chaplain to 
Charles I, and faithfully attended the king at some of the most difficult 
periods of his life. A fine scholar, his Paraphrase and Annotations is a rare 
example of high Anglican Bible commentary from this period – the scene 
being dominated in England by Puritans and Nonconformists, who put a high 
premium on the ministry of the word. William Whiston in his autobiography 
notes that at the end of the 17th century Hammond’s Paraphrase was 
standard reading for Anglicans preparing for the priesthood, or writing their 
sermons.  

 
3.5 John Trapp, Commentary or Exposition upon the Books of Holy Scripture, 

London 1660. Trapp (1601-1669) was one of the most productive and noted 
Puritan commentators on the Bible. His annotations and expositions were 
issued over his lifetime in various formats, the most complete being the five-
volume set, Annotations upon the Old and New Testaments, London 1662. 
His commentary is learned, original, and quirky – full of striking and “folksy” 
observations, at a time when material tended to be recycled tediously (and 
without acknowledgement) from one commentary into the next. C.H. 
Spurgeon was one of his later admirers: “Would it be possible to eulogise too 
much the incomparably sententious and suggestive folios of John Trapp? … 
Trapp will be most valuable to men of discernment, to thoughtful men, to 
men who only want a start in a line of thought, and are then able to run alone. 
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Trapp excels in witty stories on the one hand, and learned allusions on the 
other. You will not thoroughly enjoy him unless you can turn to the original, 
and yet a mere dunce at classics will prize him. His writings remind me of 
himself: he was a pastor, hence his holy practical remarks; he was the head 
of a public school, and everywhere we see his profound scholarship; he was 
for some time amid the guns and drums of a parliamentary garrison, and he 
gossips and tells queer anecdotes like a man used to a soldier's life; yet withal, 
he comments as if he had been nothing else but a commentator all his days. 
Some of his remarks are far fetched, and like the far fetched rarities of 
Solomon’s Tarshish, there is much gold and silver, but there are also apes 
and peacocks. His criticisms would some of them be the cause of amusement 
in these days of greater scholarship; but for all that, he who shall excel Trapp 
had need rise very early in the morning. Trapp is my especial companion and 
treasure; I can read him when I am too weary for anything else. Trapp is salt, 
pepper, mustard, vinegar, and all the other condiments. Put him on the table 
when you study, and when you have your dish ready, use him by way of 
spicing the whole thing. Yes, gentlemen, read Trapp certainly, and if you 
catch the infection of his consecrated humour, so much the better for your 
hearers” (Commenting and Commentaries, p. 8). 

 
3.6  Matthew Poole, Synopsis Criticorum, London 1669-1676, vol. 1 of a 4-

volume set. Poole (1624-1679) was the leading Dissenting Bible commentator 
in England in the late 17th century. His Synopsis is a digest of notes of a 
technical, linguistic nature on the text of Scripture – notes drawn from the 
writings of the leading critical scholars of the day. It owes much to the 
Critici Sacri, an anthology of critical commentaries compiled John Pearson 
(1613-1686), Bishop of Chester (1673-1686) and author of the famous 
Exposition of the Creed, whose tomb stands in the north transept of the 
Cathedral. Poole differs from Critici Sacri in two ways: (1) he presents the 
differing opinions verse-by-verse, or even, as appropriate, phrase-by-phrase 
or word-by-word (Critici Sacri simply sets the different commentaries side-
by-side, entire and undigested), and he adds many more authorities than those 
found in Pearson. His range of authorities is wide, and includes both Catholic 
and Jewish sources. Intriguingly there is no mention of Calvin or Luther. 
Synopsis Criticorum is a work strictly for erudite scholars, but for the more 
general reader Poole produced a three volume English commentary, based on 
the Synopsis. This, as well as the Synopsis Criticorum, was consulted by 
Matthew Henry in composing his own commentary.  
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CASE THREE, TOP SHELF: 
BIBLE COMMENTARY IN THE AGE OF THE ENLIGHTENMENT 

 
The “Glorious Revolution” of 1688 is an important turning point in English history, 
marking, as it does, the failure of the last attempt to re-establish Catholicism in 
England, the final triumph of Protestantism, and, in a sense, the end of the English 
Reformation. Significant numbers of clergy, belonging on the whole to the more 
catholic wing of the church, refused to take the oath of allegiance to William and 
Mary (Thomas Cartwright, the Bishop of Chester, is a case in point), and were 
thus forced out, leaving the low church party (led by John Tillotson, Edward 
Stillingfleet and the like) very much in control. Though they remained strongly 
opposed to Catholicism, and hardly quick to remove the disabilities under which 
Protestant Dissenters still laboured, the low church party – or Latitudinarians as 
they are sometimes called – were generally more tolerant of differences of 
opinion, less bound by tradition, more open to new ideas. Latitudinarianism, which 
has its roots in the 17th century (in the thought of the Cambridge Platonists), and, 
indeed, claimed to be developing insights of Hooker, really came into its own in 
the 18th century. Its basic position was that what mattered was the moral state of 
the individual before God: all other questions were “indifferent”. Human reason, 
aided by the Holy Spirit, is sufficient to determine the truth, and so anything that 
constrains reason or the freedom of the individual believer should be set aside. 
 
Latitudinarianism dominated the Church of England throughout the 18th century, 
and was reinforced by the reluctance of the Hanoverian monarchy to get involved 
in Church affairs. George I abolished Convocation, and effectively left the Church 
without a central leadership that could impose discipline and uniformity. Diversity 
of belief and practice multiplied: some clergy began to object to having to 
subscribe to the Thirty-Nine Articles of Religion, as an intolerable limitation of 
their personal freedom before God. Many assented with openly expressed 
reservations.  
 
The twin stress of the Latitudinarians on individualism and reason were thoroughly 
in accord with the spirit of the age. The individualism expressed itself religiously in 
various ways, most notably in the pursuit of personal holiness in Methodism (both 
in its Arminian/Wesleyan and its Calvinistic varieties), and in continental Pietism 
(exemplified by the Moravian Movement). There were historical links between 
Pietism on mainland Europe, and Methodism in England and, latterly, in the 
Americas. Certainly Wesleyanism remained more doctrinally orthodox than some 
forms of Pietism: note how Wesley’s rewriting of the Thirty Nine Articles for the 
American Methodists retained their orthodox core, but all agreed that what really 
mattered was the cultivation of one’s individual soul before God.  
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The new-found stress on the importance of reason as a way of discovering truth 
also manifested itself in various ways. The power of reason had been dramatically 
demonstrated by some spectacular advances in natural philosophy (or science, as 
we would now call it), the most spectacular of which was Isaac Newton’s 
discovery and formulation of some of the fundamental laws of nature. The 
Newtonian universe was governed by unalterable mechanical laws which seemed 
to invite the comparison of the cosmos to a giant clock, or some similar complex 
mechanical device. The beautiful 18th century orreries give visible expression to 
this idea. But this, in turn, raised questions about God’s relation to and governance 
of the world. One way of conceiving this – a view known as Deism – was to see 
God as the great clockmaker, who having constructed the cosmos, and wound it 
up (so to speak), had left it to run according to its own inbuilt mechanical laws.  
  
Newtonian physics raised acutely the problem of the relationship between reason 
and revelation. Some, such as the philosopher John Locke and other leading 
thinkers of the European Enlightenment were to insist on the absolutely primacy of 
reason. Very few were prepared to jettison revelation entirely, but they were to 
insist that it had to be compatible with reason, and to interpret it in ways that 
demonstrated this to be so. It should be remembered that outright atheism was 
rare in the Age of Enlightenment: even the most extreme rationalists tended to 
believe that a Supreme Being was a necessary postulate to set the universe going, 
and to act as the ultimate guarantor of moral law. Traditional dogma that did not 
obviously accord with reason was subjected to criticism and often rejected. One 
doctrine patently open to rational attack was the doctrine of the Trinity. To 
maintain that God is Three in One involves an obvious paradox, and although 
orthodox theologians did their best to express the idea in philosophical terms, they 
admitted in the end that it is a “mystery” – a mystery that had to be maintained to 
do justice to revelation and the religious experience of the Father, Son, and Spirit. 
All this was too much for many 18th century rationalists, and they moved to 
various non-Trinitarian positions, or even outright Unitarianism. Non-trinitarianism 
and even Unitarianism were rife even within the Church of England.   
 
All this affected Bible commentary in various ways. The new emphasis on the role 
of reason and impatience with the constraints of traditional dogma led to a fresh 
look at the Bible, which was now re-read by many as supporting rational religion, 
and those elements in it deemed irrational marginalized or explained away. There 
was much to be done to reconcile Scripture with the new science. At the same 
time the Bible was mined for material that would serve to promote morality and 
feed the life of holiness. 
 
 
 
 



 25 
 

EXHIBITS: 
 
4.1  A Paraphrase and Notes on the Epistle of St. Paul to the Galatians, the first 

and second Epistles to the Corinthians, and the Epistles to the Romans and 
Ephesians by John Locke, 5th edn, London 1751. The first edition of this 
excursion into Biblical Studies by the famous English Enlightenment 
philosopher (1632-1704), appeared in 1705. 

 
4.2  A volume of the Commentaire littéral sur tous les livres de l’Ancien et du 

Nouveau Testament by the French Catholic scholar Augustin Calmet (1672-
1757). Published in 23 volumes quarto between 1707 and 1716, and so 
almost exactly contemporaneous with Henry’s Commentary, this was the 
most influential French commentary of its day, much used by Protestants as 
well. Calmet was more conservative in his approach to the Biblical text than 
the two other giants of French Catholic Biblical scholarship of the time, 
Richard Simon (1638-1712) and C.F. Houbigant (1686-1783). On display is a 
volume of the Latin translation of the Commentaire published in 1789. 

 
4.3 Campegius Vitringa, Commentarius in Librum Prophetiarum Jesaiae, 

Leeuwarden 1714, the most important commentary on Isaiah till Robert 
Lowth’s appeared in 1778-79. Vitringa (1659-1722), a Dutch Protestant 
scholar, was famous also for his Anacrisis Apocalypseos Joannis Apostoli 
(1705), a study of the Book of Revelation which developed the ideas of 
Joseph Mede.  

 
4.4  A copy of the first edition, 1742, of the Gnomon Novi Testamenti by J.A 

Bengel (1687-1752), a German Lutheran Pietist scholar. The Gnomon, which 
went through a number of subsequent editions and expansions (an English 
translation by Marvin Vincent was published in 1860), is famous not only for 
its learning and piety, but for the succinctness with which it captures and 
expresses the meaning of the original text. It was extensively used by John 
Wesley in his Notes to the New Testament.  

 
4.5 Robert Lowth, De Sacra Poesi Hebraeorum, Oxford 1753. This is the most 

famous and enduring work of Lowth (1710-1787), the pre-eminent English 
Old Testament scholar of the 18th century. An English translation by George 
Gregory appeared in 1787. Based on his lectures as Professor of Poetry at 
Oxford (1741-52), Lowth’s Sacred Poetry of the Hebrews stressed for the 
first time parallelism as the key to biblical Hebrew poetry. He applied this 
insight in a number of commentaries, the most important of which was his 
Commentary on Isaiah (1778-79), which shows a new sensitivity to the 
literary and poetic aspects of the book. He was a leading churchman – Bishop 
of London from 1777 till his death. 
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4.6  Explanatory Notes upon the New Testament, 5 edn., 1788 by John Wesley. 

Wesley (1703-1791) published his Notes on the Bible between 1754 and 
1765, first on the New Testament and then on the Old. Those on the New 
Testament draw heavily on Bengel’s Gnomon, as he acknowledges 
handsomely in his Preface: “I once designed to write down barely what 
occurred to my own mind, consulting none but the inspired writers. But no 
sooner was I acquainted with that great light of the Christian world, (lately 
gone to his reward,) Bengelius, than I entirely changed my design, being 
thoroughly convinced it might be of more service to the cause of religion, 
were I barely to translate his Gnomon Novi Testamenti, than to write many 
volumes upon it. Many of his excellent notes I have therefore translated. 
Many more I have abridged, omitting that part which was purely critical, and 
giving the substance of the rest. Those various readings likewise, which he 
has showed to have a vast majority of ancient copies and translations on their 
side, I have without scruple incorporated with the text; which, after his 
manner, I have divided all along (though not omitting the common division 
into chapters and verses, which is of use on various accounts) according to 
the matter it contains, making a larger or smaller pause, just as the sense 
requires. And even this is such a help in many places, as one who has not 
tried it can scarcely conceive.”  

 Wesley’s Old Testament Notes are deeply indebted to Henry. He expatiates at 
length on Henry’s Commentary in the Preface to his Notes, and the 
observations of so shrewd a Bible student are worth quoting in full. Having 
reluctantly decided at the age of sixty three, when, as he says, “my day is 
near spent, as I am declined into the vale of tears”, to embark on Old 
Testament Notes to match those on the New, he asked himself the question: 
“‘Is there extant any Exposition which is worth abridging’? Abundantly less 
time will suffice for this and less abilities of every kind. In considering this 
question, I soon turned my thought on the well-known Mr. Henry. He is 
allowed by all competent judges, to have been a person of strong 
understanding, of various learning, of solid piety, and much experience in the 
ways of God. And his exposition is generally clear and intelligible, the 
thoughts being expressed in plain words. It is also found agreeable to the 
tenor of scripture, and to the analogy of faith. It is frequently full, giving a 
sufficient explication of the passages which require explaining. It is in many 
parts deep, penetrating farther into the inspired writings than most other 
comments do. It does not entertain us with vain speculations, but is practical 
throughout: and usually spiritual too, teaching us how to worship God, not in 
form only, but in spirit and in truth.  

 But it may be reasonably enquired, ‘If Mr. Henry's exposition be not only 
plain, sound, full, and deep, but practical, yea and spiritual too, what need is 
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there of any other, or how is it possible to mend this, to alter it for the 
better?’ I answer, Very many who have this, have no need of any other: 
particularly those who believe (what runs thro’ the whole work and will 
much recommend it to them) the doctrine of absolute, irrespective, 
unconditional Predestination. I do not advise these much to trouble 
themselves about any other exposition than Mr. Henry’s: this is sufficient, 
thro’ the assistance of the Blessed Spirit, to make private Christians wise unto 
salvation, and (the Lord applying his word) throughly furnished unto every 
good work.     

 But then it is manifest on the other hand, every one cannot have this 
exposition. It is too large a purchase: there are thousands who would rejoice 
to have it; but it bears too high a price. They have not six guineas (the 
London price) in the world, perhaps from one year’s end to another. And if 
they sometimes have, yet they have it not to spare; they need it for other 
occasions. How much soever, therefore, they desire so valuable a work, they 
must content themselves to go without it. But suppose they have money 
enough to purchase, yet they have not time enough to read it: the size is as 
unsurmountable an objection as the price itself. It is not possible for men who 
have their daily bread to earn by the sweat of their brows, who generally are 
confined to their work, from six in the morning ’till six in the evening, to find 
leisure for reading over six folios, each containing seven or eight hundred 
pages. These therefore have need of some other exposition than Mr. Henry’s. 
As excellent as it is in its kind, it is not for their purpose; seeing they have 
neither money to make the purchase, nor time to read it over.      

 It is very possible then to mend this work, valuable as it is, at least by 
shortening it. As the grand objection to it is the size, that objection may be 
removed: and they who at present have no possibility of profiting by it, while 
it is of so great a bulk and so high a price, may then enjoy part at least of the 
same advantage with those who have more money and more leisure. Few I 
presume that have the whole and leisure to read it, will concern themselves 
with an extract. But those who cannot have all, will (for the present at least) 
be glad to have a part. And they who complain it is too short, may yet serve 
themselves of it, 'till they can procure the long work.  

 But I apprehend this valuable work may be made more valuable still, by 
making it plainer as well as shorter. Accordingly what is here extracted from 
it, (which indeed makes but a small part of the following volumes) is 
considerably plainer than the original. In order to this not only all the Latin 
sentences occasionally interspersed are omitted, but whatever phrases or 
words are not so intelligible to persons of no education. Those only who 
frequently and familiarly converse with men that are wholly uneducated, can 
conceive how many expressions are mere Greek to them, which are quite 
natural to those who have any share of learning. It is not by reading, much 
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less by musing alone, that we are enabled to suit our discourse to common 
capacities. It is only by actually talking with the vulgar, that we learn to talk 
in a manner they can understand. And unless we do this, what do we profit 
them. Do we not lose all our labour? Should we speak as angels, we should 
be of no more use to them, than sounding brass or a tinkling cymbal.  

 Nay I apprehend what is extracted from Mr. Henry’s work, may in some 
sense be more sound than the original. Understand me right: I mean more 
conformable to that glorious declaration, God willeth all men to be saved, and 
to come to the knowledge of his truth. And let it not be objected, that the 
making any alteration with regard to a point of doctrine, is a 
misrepresentation of the author’s sense, and consequently an injury done to 
him. It would so, if an alteration were made of his words, so as to make 
them bear a different meaning; or if any words were recited as his, which he 
did not write. But neither of these is the case. Nothing is recited here as 
written by him which he did not write. Neither is any construction put upon 
his words, different from his own. But what he wrote in favour of Particular 
Redemption, is totally left out. And of this I here give express notice to the 
reader once for all.  

 Again, it is certainly possible that a work abundantly shorter than Mr. Henry’s 
may nevertheless be considerably fuller, in some particulars. There are many 
words which he passes over without any explanation at all; as taking it for 
granted that the reader already knows the meaning of them. But this is a 
supposition not to be made; it is an entire mistake. For instance: what does a 
common man know of an Omer, or a Hin? Why Moses explains his own 
meaning: ‘An Omer is the tenth part of an Ephah.’ True; but what does the 
honest man know of an Ephah? Just as much as of an Omer. I suppose that 
which led Mr. Henry into these omissions, which otherwise are 
unaccountable, was the desire of not saying what others had said before, Mr. 
Pool in particular. This is easily gathered from his own words, ‘Mr. Pool's 
English Annotations are of admirable use; especially for the explaining of 
scripture phrases, opening the sense and clearing of difficulties. I have 
industriously declined as much as I could what is to be found there.’ I wish 
he had not. Or at least that he had given us the same sense in other words. 
Indeed he adds, ‘Those and other annotations are most easy to be consulted 
upon occasion.’ Yes by those that have them: but that is not the case with the 
generality of Mr. Henry’s readers. And besides they may justly expect that so 
large a comment will leave them no occasion to consult others.  

 It is possible likewise to penetrate deeper into the meaning of some scriptures 
than Mr. Henry has done. Altho’ in general he is far from being a superficial 
writer, yet he is not always the same. Indeed if he had, he must have been 
more than man, considering the vastness of his work. It was scarce possible 
for any human understanding, to furnish out such a number of folios, without 
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sinking sometimes into trite reflections and observations, rather lively than 
deep. A stream that runs wide and covers a large tract of land, will be 
shallow in some places. If it had been confined within a moderate channel, it 
might have flowed deep all along.  

 Nay, it cannot be denied, that there may be an exposition of scripture more 
closely practical, than some parts of Mr. Henry’s are, as well as more 
spiritual. Even his exposition of the twentieth chapter of Exodus, where one 
would naturally have expected to find a complete scheme of Christian 
practice, does not answer that expectation. Nor do I remember that he has 
any where given us, a satisfactory account of Spiritual Religion, of the 
kingdom of God within us, the fruit of Christ dwelling and reigning in the 
heart. This I hoped to have found particularly in the exposition of our Lord's 
Sermon upon the mount. But I was quite disappointed of my hope. It was not 
by any means what I expected.  

 I do not therefore intend the following Notes for a bare abridgment of Mr. 
Henry’s exposition. Far from it: I not only omit much more than nineteen 
parts out of twenty of what he has written, but make many alterations and 
many additions, well nigh from the beginning to the end. In particular, I 
everywhere omit the far greater part of his inferences from and improvement 
of the chapter. They who think these the most valuable part of the work, may 
have recourse to the author himself. I likewise omit a great part of almost 
every note, the sum of which is retained: as it seems to be his aim, to say as 
much, whereas it is mine to say as little as possible. And I omit abundance of 
quaint sayings and lively antitheses; as, ‘God feeds his birds. Shall he not feed 
his babes!’ ‘Pharaoh's princes: his pimps rather.’ Indeed every thing of this 
kind which occurred I have left quite untouched: altho’ I am sensible these 
are the very flowers which numberless readers admire; nay which many, I 
doubt not, apprehend to be the chief beauties of the book. For that very 
reason I cannot but wish they had never had a place therein; for this is a 
blemish, which is exceeding catching: he that admires it, will quickly imitate 
it. I used once to wonder, whence some whom I greatly esteem, had so 
many pretty turns in preaching. But when I read Mr. Henry, my wonder 
ceased. I saw, they were only copying after him: altho’ many of them 
probably without designing or even adverting to it. They generally consulted 
his exposition of their text, and frequently just before preaching. And hence 
little witticisms and a kind of archness insensibly stole upon them, and took 
the place of that strong, manly eloquence, which they would otherwise have 
learned from the inspired writers.  

 With regard to alterations in what I take from Mr. Henry, I continually alter 
hard words into easy, and long sentences into short. But I do not knowingly 
alter the sense of any thing I extract from him. I only endeavour in several 
places, to make it more clear and determinate. I have here and there taken the 
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liberty of altering a word in the text. But this I have done very sparingly, 
being afraid of venturing too far; as being conscious of my very imperfect 
acquaintance with the Hebrew tongue. I have added very largely from Mr. 
Pool, as much as seemed necessary for common readers, in order to their 
understanding those words or passages, which Mr. Henry does not explain. 
Nay, from the time that I had more maturely considered Mr. Pool's 
annotations on the Bible, (which was soon after I had gone thro’ the book of 
Genesis) I have extracted far more from him than from Mr. Henry: it having 
been my constant method, after reading the text, first to read and weigh what 
Mr. Pool observed upon every verse, and afterwards to consult Mr. Henry’s 
exposition of the whole paragraph. In consequence of this, instead of short 
additions from Mr. Pool to supply what was wanting in Mr. Henry, (which 
was my first design), I now only make extracts from Mr. Henry, to supply 
so far as they are capable, what was wanting in Mr. Pool. I say, so far as 
they are capable: for I still found in needful to add to both such farther 
observations, as have from time to time occurred to my own mind in reading 
or thinking on the scriptures, together with such as I have occasionally 
extracted from other authors”. 

4.7  Commentaries on the Laws of Moses, an English translation published in 1814 
of the Mosaisches Recht by Johann David Michaelis (1717-1791). The 
original was first published in 1770-75. Michaelis, who was in England 1741-
42, admired English Biblical scholarship (he produced an important edition of 
Lowth’s De Sacra Poesi Hebraeorum in 1758-62), and was in turn much 
admired in England. His excellent knowledge of English helped: it was good 
enough for him to translate into German Samuel Richardson’s Clarissa! He 
was one of the leading scholars of Semitic languages of his day, but his 
views tended to be conservative.  

 
CASE THREE, BOTTOM SHELF: 

BIBLE COMMENTARY IN MODERNITY 
 
The Age of Enlightenment reached its political climax in the French Revolution: the 
ancien regime was swept away. Tradition, especially religious tradition, was 
dethroned by the revolutionaries, and Human Reason put in its place as the 
supreme discoverer and arbiter of truth. The age of Modernity had dawned. The 
French Revolution and the ideology which lay behind it shook Europe to its 
political and intellectual foundations, and much of the following two centuries can 
be read as a response to the upheaval. The reactions were diverse and 
contradictory. On the one hand the Enlightenment project of the rational 
investigation of Nature, which Newton’s discoveries had done so much to 
stimulate, was pushed ahead with ever greater determination and speed, spurred 
on often by technological advances associated with the industrial revolution. 
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Scientific experiment and close observation and recording of Nature burgeoned. 
The flood of new knowledge which resulted sharpened up the question of the 
relationship of the Bible and Science, which had already been raised in the 
previous century. That particular debate was focused by the evolutionary theory 
of Charles Darwin, which argued for the mutability of species (contrary, on the 
face of it, to Genesis 1), and their emergence from one another through a law of 
natural selection, which seemed to exclude the necessity for direct, divine 
intervention in the process of creation. To allow the necessary accumulation of 
tiny modifications which would change one species into another, Darwin’s theory, 
required an “old earth”, aeons older than Archbishop Ussher’s date of creation in 
4004 BC which people found in the margin of their Bibles, and geology obliged by 
demonstrating the vast antiquity of the rocks that make up our world, and by 
uncovering the fossil remains of weird and wonderful creatures which had been 
left behind by the onward march of natural selection.  
 
The debate over the Bible and evolution was furious, and engaged a wide public. It 
was the defining encounter in the history of Bible commentary in the 19th century. 
Responses to Darwinism and the new science were various. Some Christians 
thinkers were, in the end, willing to embrace the new knowledge, and to accept 
that on natural history the Bible was, to say the least, at times misleading, or even 
plain wrong. They argued that it was a mistake to take the Bible as a work of 
science. For science we should go to the scientists. The Bible is a work of religion 
and morality. Science had shown that it is not inerrant through and through, not in 
its totality divine revelation. Nevertheless it teaches important, even necessary 
truths: it contains the Word of God. This view, sometimes called “Modernism”, 
went hand in hand with a new emphasis on the Bible in its historical context: its 
various books were products of their time and place, and reflected pre-scientific 
mentalities. The principle that the Bible should be understood in its historical 
context was by no means new. It had been adumbrated in various ways in critical 
biblical scholarship already in the 16th and 17th centuries, and it had gathered force 
in the later 18th and early 19th centuries, but it undoubtedly was given a huge boost 
by the Darwinian controversy. The principle of evolution, which Darwin had 
applied with such impressive results in the biological sphere was applied to 
history. History came to be seen as the long march of civilization, the evolution of 
human society towards ever more advanced and progressive forms of expression. 
This social Darwinism had its unpleasant and even sinister side, and sometimes 
tipped over into outright racism: it was used to justify the domination of more 
“primitive” societies by more “advanced”. In general, 19th century Europeans had 
a smug sense of their superiority with respect to more primitive societies whether 
contemporary with themselves, but found in less developed parts of the world, or 
belonging to the pre-modern past. And many were prepared to accept that the 
Bible, at least in its understanding of the physical universe, reflected the primitive 
views of its times.        
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Others, however, were not so ready to concede that Scripture may have erred in 
matters of scientific fact. Some saw the problem in black and white terms as a 
conflict of authorities – the authority of divine revelation versus the authority of 
human reason, and they had no hesitation in siding with divine revelation: whatever 
science may say, Scripture can never be wrong on a matter of fact. Others 
explored the possibility that the biblical account of the origins of the world could 
be reconciled with the new discoveries of science, or tried to find new scientific 
theories which were more compatible with the Bible. The eminent Victorian 
marine biologist, Philip Gosse, a friend of Darwin and a Bible-believing Christian, 
when faced with overwhelming evidence of an “old earth”, suggested that God 
may have created the world, as the Bible implies, in more recent times, but with 
the fossil record already in place – to try our faith! All these debates about the 
Bible and Science can be seen echoing through the pages of Bible commentary in 
the 19th and 20th centuries, right down to our own day. 
 
Scientism, however, was not the only 19th century response to the Age of 
Enlightenment and the French Revolution. There was also a powerful resistance to 
Modernism, with its mechanistic explanations of nature, which seem to rob it of 
its enchantment. In some quarters this took the form of nostalgia for the past, or a 
reassertion of tradition. As a general cultural phenomenon this reaction can be 
seen in the rise of the Romantic movement, which, particularly in the visual arts, 
in literature and music tried to put some mystery and wonder back into the world. 
In the religious sphere this reassertion of tradition manifested itself, in the main, in 
two powerful, but very different movements – Tractarianism and Evangelicalism. 
Tractarianism or Anglo-Catholicism (represented by Newman, Pusey and Keble) 
arose in the 1820s in an attempt to rediscover the pre-Reformation roots of 
Anglicanism, and to assert the continuity between Anglicanism and the faith and 
practice of the catholic Church. It was strong on ritual, symbolism and religious 
imagery inspired by the Middle Ages. The most spectacular manifestation of this 
medievalism was the revival of the Gothic style of Church architecture, which 
gave ample scope in its copious windows for the  medieval iconography of stained 
glass. In terms of Bible commentary this approach is manifested most obviously in 
a rediscovery and quotation of medieval and above all of Patristic writers to 
elucidate the biblical text.  
 
The Evangelical Movement, which can be traced back to Wilberforce, Simeon and 
other members of the Clapham Sect in the 1820s and 30s (Spurgeon was a 
notable later representative), runs parallel to Anglo-Catholicism throughout the 19th 
and 20th-century Church. It can be seen as picking up on the individualism of 18th 
century Methodism and Pietism: what matters is one’s relationship to God, putting 
oneself right with God through accepting the means of atonement offered through 
the death of Christ, and then cultivating that relationship through a life of prayer 
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and study, and living out the Gospel. Evangelicals, as their name suggests, put 
great stress on proclaiming the Gospel as a central Christian duty, and were at the 
forefront of missionary work both at home and abroad. They tended to be 
conservative in their view of the inerrancy of Scripture, but, in contrast to Anglo-
Catholicism, there is a modern, post-Enlightenment aspect to their worldview: 
when they did stray into the controversy between the Bible and Science, many 
took the view that the Bible was in accord with Reason and compatible with 
Science rightly understood, and they were in general enthusiastic about the new 
archaeological discoveries in Bible lands – a topic to which we will return in a 
moment. For Evangelicals the Bible was paramount, and they were energetic 
commentators on it. They were low-church in practice, and set little store by 
ritual. Picking up on the Reformed tradition at the time of the Reformation, the 
central rite of their assemblies was preaching and teaching the Word. Their 
numerous commentaries tend to be homiletical – to expound the Gospel, as they 
understood it, and to open up Scripture as a resource for cultivating one’s 
relationship to God in Christ.  
 
We must mention finally a development in the modern era which has profoundly 
affected Bible commentary: it is the exploration of Bible Lands. This was given 
huge impetus by Napoleon’s great scientific expedition to Egypt – an offshoot of 
his invasion of the country in 1798. Napoleon’s primary purpose was military: it 
was part of his grand strategy in his ongoing war with Britain, and the military 
campaign continued till 1801, despite Nelson’s crushing defeat of Napoleon’s 
navy at the Battle of the Nile not long after his army had come ashore. But 
scarcely less important in Napoleon’s mind was the scientific mission: he took 
with him an entourage of savants who were commissioned to record in scientific 
detail the monuments and topography of Egypt. It was a typical Enlightenment 
project: an attempt to bring Reason to bear on the mysterious history of a great 
past civilization: to discover fact and dispel legend. The stunning publications 
which resulted from the French scientific mission (the Description de l’Égypte, 
1809-1828) had a huge impact on the European imagination, and led to a mania for 
all things Egyptian. The link between imperialism and the exploration of Bible lands 
established by Napoleon continued strongly throughout the 19th century: it became 
a field of fierce competition between the great European powers, part and parcel 
of their overseas imperial expansion. It was supported by national associations, 
such as the Palestine Exploration Fund in Britain (founded 1865 among others by 
Dean Stanley of the Stanleys of Alderley Edge). At times scientific archaeology 
and imperial diplomacy became hard to distinguish.  
 
The results of this exploration of Bible Lands were spectacular. Their topography 
and geography were for the first time properly mapped, and biblical sites dug by 
archaeologists. These yielded not only innumerable objects which illustrated the 
realia of the Bible (objects eagerly displayed for public education by the great 
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national museums), but long forgotten texts in ancient languages (Akkadian, 
Egyptian, Ugaritic). When these languages were painstakingly deciphered they 
opened a world of ancient literature contemporaneous with the Bible, and threw a 
flood of light on ancient Hebrew, solving linguistic problems which had baffled 
Bible scholars for centuries. The New Testament was affected no less 
dramatically than the Old. New Testament sites were excavated both in the Holy 
Land and abroad (in Asia Minor and Greece), and Egypt gave up vast stores of 
papyri which illuminated New Testament Greek. Detailed histories of the biblical 
world could now be written based on primary sources, and the Bible put back into 
its historical context as never before. All this new knowledge began to be fed into 
commentaries on the Bible, both popular and scholarly, from the mid-nineteenth 
century onwards.  
 
The significance of the new knowledge was assessed differently by different 
people. Many on the conservative, evangelical wing of the Church were quick to 
cite those new discoveries which confirmed the Biblical record as showing the 
Bible’s accuracy and reliability. Those on the modernist wing, however, argued 
that it confirmed how deeply embedded the Bible was in the ancient world, how 
much it was a product of its time and place. The new knowledge certainly gave an 
enormous boost to the historical study of the Bible. Modernist Bible scholars used 
it to question radically the accuracy of the Bible’s own claims, and to argue, for 
example, that, contrary to tradition, Moses could not have written the Pentateuch, 
or Isaiah the whole of the prophecy that goes under his name, or that the Book of 
Daniel could be a product of the Persian period, as the Bible seemed to imply.  
 
This critical, historical approach raised acutely the problem of the uniqueness of 
the Bible, and its relevance to the modern Church. Some argued that although the 
discoveries of archeaology are interesting in an antiquarian sort of way, they are 
really of no relevance to the religious life of the Church. What matters is the use 
the Church makes of its Scriptures, and, basically, it has freedom to use these as 
it sees fit, for the edification of its people, in accordance with its own long-
standing traditions of interpretation. Others, however, argued that we cannot 
ignore the meaning of the Bible in its historical context when interpreting it today. 
Indeed this should be where we start, and that any modern application of it to the 
life of the Church should be built on detailed historical analysis. A simple example 
may help to explain the point at issue. The discovery that there was a Babylonian 
Flood Story (part, as we now know, of the Epic of Gilgamesh), which looked 
rather like Noah’s Flood in Genesis, caused a sensation. But what relevance did 
this have for the Church. Some argued, None whatsoever. What is important for 
the Church today is how this story is interpreted within Scripture and tradition, 
and the useful theological and spiritual lessons which can be drawn from it. 
Others, however, argued that any application of the story of Noah’s Flood to the 
life of the Church today should begin by understanding that story in its historical 
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setting. The parallels with the Babylonian Flood story show that Noah’s Flood is 
legend, and the author of Genesis presumably knew this. But a careful reading of 
the Genesis and Babylonian Flood stories against each other shows significant 
theological differences between them, differences which help to bring out the 
distinctive message of the biblical tale. It is, arguably, not simply repeating the 
Babylonian story but implicitly critiquing it. It is the distinctiveness of this original 
message of the biblical text that should be the starting point for the homiletical 
application of the story to the life of the Church today.     
 
Exhibits: 
 
5.1   John Bird Sumner, A Practical Exposition of Matthew and Mark, London 

1831 -- one of a series of Practical Expositions published by Sumner 
(1780-1862) on the Four Gospels, Acts and Epistles, which proved hugely 
popular, and were reprinted several times. Sumner, a leading churchman of 
his day (Bishop of Chester, 1828-1848; Archbishop of Canterbury, 1848-
1862), was a moderate evangelical, but not averse to the findings of 
contemporary science on the age of the earth. He was the uncle by marriage 
of Mary Sumner, the founder of the Mothers Union (1876), now, ironically, 
better known than her then more famous uncle: the Mothers Union 
headquarters in London is at Mary Sumner House. Sumner’s Practical 
Expositions are an attempt to reach out to the wider Bible-reading public 
that was emerging in the 19th century. Other notable examples targeting the 
same audience are: George D’Oyly and Richard Mant, The Holy  Bible … 
with Notes Explanatory (2 vols, SPCK, London 1817); Thomas Scott, The 
Holy Bible … with Explanatory Notes (6 vols, London 1841: originally 
published in weekly instalments to ease purchase); C.J. Ellicott, The 
Complete Bible Commentary for English Readers (7 vols, London 1897 – 
perhaps the most scholarly popular commentary of the 19th century). 

 
5.2    John Antony Cramer, Catenae Graecorum Patrum in Novum Testamentum, 

London 1841-44, one volume of the 8-vol. set. The Catenae of Cramer 
(1793-1848) is a symptom of the revival of interest in the Church Fathers 
as a resource for commentators on the Bible, sparked off, in part, by the 
Oxford Movement. The Catena, an anthology of Patristic comments on a 
biblical book, was a very old form: compare the Catena Aurea of Thomas 
Aquinas. The Church Fathers were generally ignored by Protestant 
commentators in the 18th century. Cramer’s Catenae gives the texts in 
Greek, so is very much aimed at scholars. Two remarkable anthologies of 
Patristic comments were produced in English, R.F. Littledale’s A 
Commentary on the Song of Songs from Ancient and Medieval Sources 
(London 1869), and  J.M. Neale and R.F. Littledale’s Commentary on the 
Psalms (3 vols, London 1887). This format is still alive in the present-day 
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series The Church’s Bible, edited by R.L. Wilken (Eerdmans, Grand Rapids, 
2003 onwards), which is “designed to present the Holy Scriptures as 
understood and interpreted during the first millennium of Christian history”. 

 
5.3    C.H. Spurgeon, The Treasury of David, 6 vols, London 1950, a reprint of 

the original edition of 1869. Charles Haddon Spurgeon (1834-1892) was the 
Minister of the independent Metropolitan Tabernacle in London, and the 
leading evangelical preacher of the Victorian era. His Commenting and 
Commentaries, a knowledgeable but highly partisan and opinionated survey 
of Bible-commentary, has been quoted several times in this Guide. Of 
Spurgeon’s own efforts as a commentator, his Treasury of David, an 
exposition of the Psalms, is his best known work. Drawing on a vast range 
of earlier expositors, it is homiletic and devotional in approach, but tends to 
bury the biblical text under a deluge of rather prolix observations. 

 
5.4    George Smith, The Chaldean Account of Genesis, London 1876. This 

volume serves to represent the discovery by archaeologists of ancient Near 
Eastern texts and literatures of relevance to the historical setting of the 
Bible. Smith’s Chaldean Account of Genesis, which made available to the 
general public the Babylonian Flood and Creation stories, caused something 
of a sensation when it was first published. Many more texts of a similar 
kind are now readily available in such great collections as James B. 
Pritchard, Ancient Near Eastern Texts relating to the Old Testament (3rd edn 
with Supplement, Princeton 1969), note also Pritchard, The Ancient Near 
East in Pictures Relating to the Old Testament (2nd edn with Supplement, 
Princeton 1969); and W.W. Hallo, The Context of Scripture: Canonical 
Compositions, Monumental Inscriptions and Archival Documents from the 
Biblical World (3 vols, Leiden 2003). 

 
5.5 George Adam Smith, Historical Geography of the Holy Land,  London, 

1880. George Adam Smith (1856-1942), a minister of the Free Church of 
Scotland, was a leading Scottish Old Testament Scholar of his day. His 
Historical Geography showed how illuminating it can be to read the Bible 
against the topography of the Holy Land. I devoured it as a student, and it 
fostered in me an abiding love of the landscapes of Israel. Smith drew 
heavily on the Survey of Western Palestine, sponsored by the Palestine 
Exploration Fund, which produced in twenty-six sheets maps of Palestine 
of a detail and accuracy never seen before, with accompanying volumes of 
detailed commentary. The Survey, undertaken between 1872 and 1877 by 
Royal Engineers, who included Lieutenant Kitchener, later Lord Kitchener, 
was a barely disguised exercise in military intelligence-gathering and 
illustrates the close ties at this time between archaeology and imperial 
expansion. 
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5.6  Lange’s Commentary on the Holy Scriptures, Critical, Doctrinal and 

Homiletical, trans. from the German, and edited, with additions, by Philip 
Schaff, New York 1865-80. On display is the volume on the Minor 
Prophets from the original 25-volume set. The editor of this series was the 
German theologian and Bible-scholar, Johann Peter Lange (1802-1884), 
from 1841 Professor of Theology at Zurich. Though Lange was prepared to 
accept what he regarded as the well-grounded conclusions of modern 
science, he and his collaborators took a conservative view on the historicity 
of the biblical books. In the commentary each section of Bible is treated 
from three angles: (1) Exegetical and Critical; (2) Doctrinal and Ethical; and 
(3) Homiletical and Practical. It thus tried to connect the study with the 
pulpit, and offer a sound, critical basis for preaching. This approach was 
later attempted again in the Interpreters Bible: see The New Interpreter’s 
Bible (12 vols, including Apocrypha, Abingdon Press, Nashville TN, 1994-
2002). In Schaff’s English edition, which contains a great deal of additional 
material, Lange’s Commentary became a popular resource for Bible teachers 
and preachers. 

 
5.7 J.B. Lightfoot, St. Paul’s Epistle to the Galatians, 6th edn, Macmillan: 

London, 1880; 1st edn 1865. Lightfoot (1828-1889) was one of the 
“Cambridge Trio”, the other two being B.F. Westcott (1825-1901) and 
F.J.A. Hort, who dominated New Testament commentating in England at 
the end of the 19th century. All were fine Greek scholars, and all Anglicans. 
Lightfoot served as Bishop of Durham 1879-89, and was succeeded in the 
office by Westcott. The three decided to write a commentary on the whole 
of the Greek New Testament and parcelled out the various books between 
them. It was never completed: Lightfoot and Westcott were the most 
productive, whereas Hort never managed to complete a whole New 
Testament book. The project, however, was continued by others in the 
same style, and the Macmillan Greek Testament commentaries became a 
showcase for the best of British New Testament scholarship. Two other 
works of a similar nature, both Anglican but from different wings of the 
Church, were: Henry Alford (Dean Alford), The Greek Testament, with a 
Critically Revised Text … and a Critical and Exegetical Commentary, 8 
vols, 1841-61, and Christopher Wordsworth, The New Testament … in the 
Original Greek, with Notes, 4 vols, 1856-60.  

  
5.8    S.R. Driver, A Critical and Exegetical Commentary on Deuteronomy, 3rd 

edn, Edinburgh 1902; 1st edn, 1895. This is a volume of the International 
Critical Commentary series – one of the most prestigious scholarly 
commentaries on the Bible. The series is ongoing, 53 volumes having 
appeared to date, including many updatings of earlier commentaries on the 
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same biblical book. Driver (1846-1914), Regius Professor of Hebrew at 
Oxford, and one of the founding editors of the series, was an eminent Old 
Testament scholar. In his commentary on Deuteronomy he fully embraced 
the so-called Documentary Hypothesis on the origins of the Pentateuch, 
which denied the Mosaic authorship of the first five books of the Bible, 
seeing them rather as an amalgamation of originally distinct sources of a 
much later date. This theory, which became one of the hallmarks of the 
Modernist approach to the Bible, had been classically formulated by the 
German scholar Julius Wellhausen in his Die Composition des Hexateuch 
und der historischen Bücher des Alten Testaments (The Composition of the 
Hexateuch [= Genesis-Joshua] and of the Historical Books of the Old 
Testament) (1876-77), on the basis of ideas that had been fermenting in 
critical biblical scholarship for some two hundred years.   

 
5.9    Peake’s Commentary on the Bible, revised Matthew Black and H.H. 

Rowley, London 1962. Peake’s Commentary on the Bible, first issued in 
1919, aimed to bring the generally accepted results of critical biblical 
scholarship to the general educated reader. From 1904 Peake (1865-1929), 
a noted Methodist scholar, held the Rylands Chair of Biblical Criticism and 
Exegesis at the University of Manchester. He was primarily an Old 
Testament expert, and was helped with the New Testament part of the 
Commentary by A.J. Grieve. The revision of 1962 was thorough and 
amounted to a rewriting, though within the spirit and aims of Peake’s 
original work. An international team of thirty-three experts was involved, 
under the editorship of Matthew Black (1908-1994: Church of Scotland), 
Principal (1954-78) of St Mary’s College, University of St Andrews 
(primarily responsible for the New Testament), and H.H. Rowley (1890-
1969: Baptist), Professor (1945-59) of Hebrew Language and Literature, at 
the University of Manchester (primarily responsible for the Old). Peake’s 
Commentary can be taken to represent the high tide of Modernism in Bible 
commentary. More recent commentaries addressed to a similar audience 
are: Raymond Brown, Joseph Fitzmyer and Roland Murphy, The New 
Jerome Bible Commentary (Prentice-Hall: Englewood Cliffs NJ, 1990); John 
Barton and John Muddiman, The Oxford Bible Commentary (Oxford 
University Press: Oxford, 2001); James Dunn and John Rogerson, 
Eerdmans Commentary on the Bible (Eerdmans: Grand Rapids, 2003)   

 
WHERE DOES MATTHEW HENRY STAND? 

 
So what is Matthew Henry’s place in the long and complicated history of Bible 
commentary? What sort of commentary has he written? What are its strengths 
and weaknesses? The first and most obvious thing to say is that his commentary 
is homiletical, devotional and popular. Its aim is to draw out the practical lessons 
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of the text and apply them to the life of the ordinary Christian, to help them live 
better as Christians. Henry himself described its origins as follows: “If any desire 
to know how so mean and obscure a person as I am, who in learning, judgment, 
felicity of expression, and all advantages for such a service, am less than the least 
of all my Master's servants, came to venture upon so great a work, I can give no 
other account of it but this. It has long been my practice, what little time I had to 
spare in my study from my constant preparations for the pulpit, to spend it in 
drawing up expositions upon some parts of the New Testament, not so much for 
my own use, as purely for my own entertainment, because I know not how to 
employ my thoughts and time more to my satisfaction. Trahit sua quemque 
voluptas; every man that studies hath some beloved study, which is his delight 
above any other; and this is mine. It is that learning which it was my happiness 
from a child to be trained up in by my ever honoured father, whose memory must 
always be very dear and precious to me. He often minded me that a good textuary 
is a good divine; and that I should read other books with this in my eye, that I 
might be the better able to understand and apply the Scripture.”  
 
This is interesting in the way it reveals how much Henry wrote first for himself: 
he was driven by an all-consuming desire to understand the Scriptures. Passing on 
those insights to others was, in a sense, secondary. But it is surely misleading if 
we take these remarks as drawing a sharp distinction between his commentary-
writing and his pulpit-preparation. There can be no doubt that the origins of his 
commentary lie in his preaching. For most of his ministry he expounded Scripture 
several times a week, not just on Sundays, but at midweek lecture-days, and 
much of this lecturing was systematic. Tradition has it that he lectured his way 
right through the whole Bible several times in his time at Chester. He belonged to a 
Reformed tradition that prioritized the ministry of the Word, but even by 
Reformed standards he was unusually energetic. His commentary has been 
particularly valued, and, indeed, regularly plagiarized by preachers. I was brought 
up under a strong expository ministry, and I have been amused to note how many 
of the commonplaces of that tradition turn out to be Matthew Henry. 
 
Its homiletic character is all over his commentary. One of its most striking 
features for the modern reader is its analytical approach. It takes a verse or 
passage of Scripture and chops it up into its constituent parts, giving an 
explanatory label to each part, which it then expounds with copious use of 
paraphrase. The structure of the comment and the relation of one part of it to 
another is made clear by an elaborate system of numbering (e.g. I, 1, (1) [a] etc). 
This looks to the modern eye rather dry and scholastic, but, in fact, it was a very 
common way in Henry’s time of structuring sermons. It predates him by at least a 
hundred years, and was particularly popular among Puritans of the 16th and 17th 
centuries. Its origin surely lies in sermon notes. An obvious way to prepare for a 
sermon is to draw up headings of the points and sub-points you want to make. 
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These are the scaffolding for your thought, but while most preachers today would 
hide the scaffolding when they actually give their sermon, in Henry’s day they 
were not averse to letting the scaffolding show, and, indeed, sometimes went out 
of their way to draw attention to it. Audiences were well used to this style, and 
seemed to have taken it in their stride. It can be dry, but in Henry’s case it is 
softened by numerous aphorisms, and homely illustrations, which keep the 
reader’s attention. These are a noted feature of his work, and most readers have 
found them attractive, and very quotable. John Wesley, however, was irked by 
Henry’s “witticisms” and “archness”, and thought they fell short of the “manly 
eloquence” which should characterize such a commentary.   
 
The unit of explanation in Henry’s commentary tends to be the verse, or a very 
small cluster of verses which obviously hang together. This, again, can be related 
to preaching. Preachers, by and large, liked to take a single verse and drill down 
into it. They seldom looked at the bigger picture – the flow of the thought or the 
narrative in the chapter, still less the biblical book as a whole, and the message that 
that conveys. This atomizing approach to Scripture is a general weakness of 
commentaries of the 16th to 18th centuries, and Matthew Henry is no exception. 
His introductions to the biblical books are on the whole short and sweet, and 
seldom try to work out what they are saying as a whole. Narrative is particularly 
poorly handled. More recent Bible commentary has given more attention to the 
literary aspects of the Bible (which, after all, has huge amounts of narrative in it), 
to what its stories are saying as stories. 
 
Henry does not give a learned exposition. His language is plain and homely, with 
little of the apparatus of scholarship on show – few literary allusions to classical 
authors or the like, or to any other commentators, few Latin tags. This is not in 
itself proof of the homiletic origin of the commentary, but rather of the audience 
Henry had in mind. Some homilies could be extremely learned. Lancelot Andrews 
was one of the great preachers of the early 17th century, but his sermons are 
immensely learned, with constant reference to the Hebrew and the Greek, and 
peppered with Latinisms and quotes from classical authors. But Andrews was a 
London preacher, a court preacher, and his hearers would have been 
conspicuously learned. He often preached before James I, perhaps the most 
scholarly monarch ever to occupy the throne of England, and James expected 
high erudition from his preachers. Henry’s audiences in Chester did not have that 
kind of education, so Henry sensibly did not burden them with scholarship. It 
should be noted, however, that although Henry’s sermons were preached to 
general audiences, his printed commentary would surely have been read largely by 
fellow ministers and clergy, and it would have largely been through their use of it 
in their preaching that Henry’s ideas would have got back into general circulation. 
As John Wesley notes, few working people would have had the six guineas 
needed to buy a copy of the Commentary, or the time to read it, though Spurgeon 
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records that in his day a copy was available in the vestry of Chester chapel for all 
to consult.   
 
It remains a moot point, despite what Spurgeon claims, just how good Henry’s 
scholarship was in the context of his time. He was reputed to have known the 
biblical languages, and his Latin would certainly have been good – adequate 
enough to read the technical commentaries of the day, but apart from scattered 
references to the original Hebrew and Greek, and occasional quotations from the 
early Bible translations (he seems to have been somewhat fond of “the Chaldee” – 
that is the Targum, the early Jewish translation of the Bible into Aramaic, which 
he could easily have got at through the London Polyglot), there is little learning on 
show. He is generally uninterested in philological matters. Time and again he 
simply accepts the King James Version, where it is open to question, despite the 
fact that many had already questioned it. He leaves problems of the basic meaning 
of the text often unaddressed and unresolved in order to concentrate on squeezing 
out of the words as they stand profitable, practical teaching.  
 
A comparison with another great 18th century commentary on the whole Bible, 
that of John Gill, brings out this point well. Gill, a Baptist minister, published his 
massive commentary in 9 vols between 1746 and 1763. Where Henry hides his 
scholarship, such as it was, Gill wears his on his sleeve. His commentary is full of 
references to philology, to the ancient versions, to Rabbinical literature. This 
makes it hard going, and Orme, for one, was not impressed: Dr. Gill “moves 
through his exposition like a man in lead, and overwhelms the inspired writers 
with dull lucubrations and rabbinical lumber. … If the reader be inclined for a trial 
of his strength and patience, he may procure the burden of Dr. Gill. He was, after 
all, a man of undoubted learning, and of prodigious labour” (Bibliotheca Biblica, 
p. 205). In other words Gill is not nearly as much fun as Henry, but he was, 
nonetheless, trying to do something important, which Henry ignores, and that is to 
get behind the English translation and struggle with the often difficult sense of the 
original, and put this knowledge at the disposal of Christians, for Gill, as much as 
Henry, was writing for a general, educated Christian audience. Gill anticipates later 
developments of Bible commentary, particularly the importance of Jewish sources 
for understanding the context of Scripture (New Testament as well as Old), in a 
way that Henry does not.  
 
Henry says that he deliberately avoided burdening his readers with the apparatus of 
scholarship, because they could easily get that from the writings of Matthew 
Poole. Matthew Poole was, as we have seen, a great Dissenting biblical scholar of 
the late 17th century. He produced two influential works. First, a massive 
multivolume digest in Latin of critical scholarship on the Bible called Synopsis 
Criticorum. Second, a commentary in English which attempted to summarize the 
best of these critical observations for the benefit of the less scholarly reader. Like 
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Henry, Poole never managed to complete this popular work. He only got as far as 
Isaiah, but the commentary was finished by Dissenting colleagues. Henry knew 
both Poole’s Synopsis, and his English Commentary, and would probably have 
regularly consulted them. My sense is that whatever scholarship is on show in 
Henry’s commentary is derived from the Synopsis Criticorum. There is no need to 
postulate any other source. One might be tempted to suppose that he would also 
have used Walton’s Polyglot, and that it was from there he took his occasional 
references to the ancient versions. That is not impossible, but the Synopsis also 
regularly cites the versions, on the basis of the London Polyglot, so this is Henry’s 
more likely source. When one looks at the Synopsis one is, perhaps, relieved that 
Henry didn’t incorporate more of it in his commentary, because we can now see 
that so much of the philology it quotes is just plain wrong – learned, but wrong! 
To have incorporated much of this now outdated scholarship would have dated 
Henry’s commentary, which has remained, in some ways, remarkably fresh and 
timeless. Henry would also have consulted Poole’s English Commentary, but how 
much he drew on it is hard to say. It is very different in character from his own – 
shorter and less analytical in style, focused on glossing and explaining difficulties.  
 
There is one final point to make about Henry’s commentary, and that is that it 
emphasizes the plain, literal sense of Scripture. He is not much given to 
allegorizing and spiritualizing Scripture, except where he feels the plain sense 
demands it. Thus he allegorizes the Song of Songs, but this is fundamentally 
because he believes it is an allegory: the allegorical meaning is the intended 
meaning, not something foisted on the text: “In our belief”, he writes, “of both the 
divine extraction and of the spiritual exposition of this book we are confirmed by 
the ancient, constant, and concurring testimony both of the Church of the Jews, 
to whom were committed the oracles of God, and who never made any doubt of 
the authority of this book, and of the Christian church, which happily succeeds 
them in that trust and honour”. But he is generally sparing of spiritualizing 
readings, whether typological or allegorical. In this he situates himself in the 
mainstream of Protestant exposition of Scripture – he is a child of the 
Reformation, and particularly of Geneva. His commentary has worn well, and can 
still be read with profit and delight, but it is important to realise its strengths and 
weaknesses, and to read it with discrimination. 
 

BIBLE INTERPRETATION IN THE LIFE OF THE CHURCH 
 
As with the other Cathedral Library exhibitions, we hope in the present exhibition 
to stimulate serious thought, not just tickle antiquarian curiosity. Matthew Henry is 
a serious commentator, and deserves to be taken seriously still today. Here are a 
few of the thoughts which came home to me as I worked on the exhibition. 
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(1) The amount of Christian Bible commentary that has accumulated over nearly 
two thousand years of earnest searching of the Scriptures is truly staggering. No 
other book in history has been the object of such close reading. That the Bible can 
sustain such attention – that so many different people can study it and discover in 
it such depths of meaning – is eloquent testimony to the quality of its text. It is 
hard to think of other texts that could bear the weight of so much scrutiny.  
 
(2) This tradition of Bible commentary is a huge resource for the Church and the 
individual Christian, which can enrich and enhance the experience of every Bible 
reader. Christians have to hand a multitude of guides to help them find their way 
into Scripture. My advice is to dip into this rich tradition in all its diversity. Don’t 
confine yourself to one type or one period of Bible commentary: don’t take one 
strand of the tradition, and elevate it to the status of sole truth. Open yourself to 
the tradition as a whole: there is safety in numbers. Something edifying can be 
learned from all periods and all types of commentary. This inclusiveness is a 
necessary check on blinkered dogmatism and on idiosyncratic readings of 
Scripture, by yourself or by individual commentators. The more I study Bible 
commentary the more I sense the presence of a common mind in the midst of all 
the diversity – a common understanding that serves as an important discipline for 
my own private reading. The Church has always maintained that the ability to 
explain and teach the Bible is a distinctive gift which God has given to the Church: 
we should take seriously what gifted Bible teachers have to say. 
 
(3) The long history of Bible commentary shows that Scripture has been 
understood over the years in very different ways. How is this diversity possible? 
Can it be that the text has no inherent, objective meaning? That the meaning is all 
in mind of the reader? That Scripture is a blank slate on which we write what we 
want to write? Some have argued that this is indeed the case – that this is how all 
important cultural texts are read. The meaning of the text is simply how it has 
been understood by different readers, and no one reading is more legitimate than 
another. I don’t hold with this. I have not found texts infinitely malleable. They are 
not “wax noses”. They resist certain interpretations and accept more readily 
others. The wording of texts has to be respected, and the more an interpretation 
respects what the text plainly says the stronger it is. Nevertheless all great 
literature, and for that matter all great visual art and music can be understood in a 
variety of ways, and we should be very wary of those who dogmatically claim to 
have the one and only interpretation. Take a great Shakespeare play and think of 
how differently it has been performed over the centuries, and yet how many of 
those performances seem true to what Shakespeare wrote. Scripture is a complex 
artefact that reveals different facets of itself when viewed from different angles, 
but all those facets, however different they appear to be, are faces of the one 
object.  
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As our brief history of Bible interpretation shows, the angle from which readers 
view the Bible has changed over time, and has been strongly influenced by the 
spirit of the age in which the reader lived. This is not surprising: we are all 
creatures of our times, and Christians have turned to their Bibles again and again 
for guidance on the problems of their times, and have not been disappointed. This 
means that each age has seen new things in Scripture which other ages were not 
as well placed to see. We can picture this process in a positive theological light, as 
the gradual unfolding of the meaning of Scripture: all the depths of truth hidden 
away in Scripture will not be fully plumbed till the end of history and the coming 
of the Kingdom of God. The process is cumulative: each successive generation 
can build on the insights of earlier interpreters. There is progress of a kind, though 
we should resist the temptation simply to junk earlier readings of Scripture as 
“primitive” or “misguided”.  As I have suggested they contain much of value for 
us today, and the best of them are still very well worth reading. Nevertheless, we 
cannot unknow what we know. So we cannot simply ignore all the huge advances 
of historical and critical scholarship of the 19th and 20th centuries. Thanks to those 
advances we can now solve problems regarding the language and history of the 
Bible which Matthew Henry and other earlier commentators could not. To repeat, 
the process is cumulative. Adding the new perspective which our own experience 
has given us to those of earlier generations we can see more of the object of our 
contemplation than they could, and this is precisely why reading earlier 
commentaries is worthwhile, because it reminds us of perspectives which we can, 
perhaps, no longer so easily see. 
 
(4) But does it have to be like this? If Scripture is in any sense divine revelation 
why couldn’t God have made the message clearer? Why didn’t he set out what he 
wanted us to know and do so in a clear set of propositions? Why give us a text 
which is so full of ambiguity that it needs to be mediated through study, preaching 
and scholarship? Several points should be borne in mind. First, it is important not 
to overstress the ambiguity of Scripture. There are plenty of truths set out in it in a 
plain and unambiguous way – truths which are true from whatever angle you view 
the Bible. Theologians have always argued that the necessary, “saving” truths – 
the truths caught largely in the ecumenical creeds of Christendom – are stated 
plain enough. Second, human language by its very nature needs interpretation, and 
always requires a level of mediation. It needs language to explain its language.  A 
degree of ambiguity is inherent in all language. It could not have been otherwise. 
Third, truth is seldom simple. The fundamental principles expressed in the creed 
are at one level simple, but of course they contain depths which would take a 
lifetime to explore. Finally, reason, imagination, and intellect are all part of what it 
means to be human. They are God-given gifts, and they all have to be exercised if 
we are to understand revelation. That is a matter of simple fact. Truth is not 
handed to us on a plate: we have to work for it, but that work dignifies us, and 
affirms our reason and intellect, indeed our humanity. We cannot scale the Hill of 
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Truth by rushing straight up it. We have to spiral gradually round it to reach the 
top. This is as it should be: what is the point of having these faculties if we don’t 
use them?  
 

POSTSCRIPT 
 
We have traced the history of Bible commentary down only to the latter part of 
the 20th century, but the story has by no means ended. In fact we are entering a 
new phase which is sometimes called Postmodernism. Modernism, with its stress 
on reason and rational inquiry, dominated European thought, and much of Bible 
commentary, from the Age of the Enlightenment down to the late 20th century. 
But recent thinking has tended to stress the limits of reason. Reason is and will 
remain a powerful tool for understanding the world, but it doesn’t lead to a 
satisfactory understanding of everything. It copes less well with aspects of reality 
to do with value, beauty, and purpose, than with the physical laws which make 
the universe tick.  
 
Two aspects of the emerging Postmodern phase of Bible commentary are worth 
noting. The first is a powerful new sense of the complexity of the written word – 
how multi-layered it is, how puzzling and complex is the meaning of meaning. 
This is a salutary rebuke to the overconfidence of some Modernists that the 
meaning of the Bible resulting from the application of rational, scientific inquiry is 
the one, true sense. The second aspect is the realisation that an illuminating way of 
understanding Scripture is to trace the history of its reception: how has this Bible-
text or book been read down the ages by different communities of readers? 
“Reading” here can be taken in a broad sense to cover not only the written word 
(commentaries, sermons or retellings of the Bible story), but also the visual arts 
(painting, stained-glass, mosaic, sculpture, and more recently film), and, of 
course, music (settings not only of biblical texts like the Messiah or the St 
Matthew Passion, but more programmatic pieces as well). Reception-history of 
the Bible as an approach to Scripture is still in its infancy, but it offers certain 
advantages. It reminds us of the complexity of Scripture and of the potential for 
meaning hidden in its text. And it unites us today with the glorious company of 
past devout readers of Scripture, and puts their insights at our disposal. It thus 
liberates us from the limitations of our own historically-determined standpoint. But 
it also calls for deep responsibility and discernment. We must remain critical: not 
every past understanding of Scripture is true. Some have been tragically false. We 
have not included in our exhibition any examples of reception-historical 
commentary on the Bible because the whole exhibition is, broadly speaking, 
constructed from a reception-history perspective.  
 
The understanding of Scripture is a journey, a journey that the Church as a whole 
is making, that each individual Christian is also called upon to make. The insights 
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are cumulative, and we should rejoice that we live at a time when the riches of 
Scripture are manifest as never before. But the journey has not ended, so 
absolutism and dogmatism should be viewed with suspicion. Looking to the future 
from this survey of the past we can surely say with some confidence that God 
has “more truth and light yet to break forth from His holy word”.2  

 
 

FOR FURTHER READING 
 

Matthew Henry’s Commentary is freely available on several websites. Simply google “Matthew 
Henry’s Commentary” and you will readily find them. Two recent prints are: 
Matthew Henry’s Commentary in One Volume, ed. Leslie F. Church (Zondervan: Grand Rapids, 

Mich., 1961) – a good abbreviation 
Matthew Henry’s Commentary on the Whole Bible, Complete and Unabridged (Hendrickson: 

Peabody, Mass., 2012). You’ll need good eye-sight or a magnifying glass to read the print. 
 
Henry’s Life: 
 
William Tong,  An Account of the Life and Death of the late Reverend Mr. Matthew Henry, 

Minister of the Gospel at Hackney (London 1716) 
J.B. Williams, Memoirs of the Life, Character and Writings of the Rev. Matthew Henry (Boston 

1830) 
Charles Chapman, Matthew Henry, his Life and Times (Arthur Hall, Virtue & Co.: London, 1859) 
H.D. Roberts, Matthew Henry and his Chapel (Liverpool Booksellers Co.: Liverpool, 1901) 
David Hayns, ‘Heavenly’ Henry: The Life and Times of Philip Henry 1631-1696 (Privately 

Printed, 1993) 
David L. Wykes, “Henry, Matthew (1662-1714)”, Oxford Dictionary of National Biography, 

Oxford University Press, 2004. Online edition. See also the DNB Archive (signed A.G.) 
Robert L. Greaves, “Henry, Philip (1631-1696)”, ODNB Online (2004) 
Harriet Blodgett, “Savage (née Henry), Sarah (1664-1752)”, ODNB Online (2004) 
C.P. Lewis and A.T. Thacker (eds), Victoria County History: A History of the County of Chester, 

vol. 5 pt. 1, The City of Chester: General History and Topography (2003), esp. pp. 125-29 
                                                 

2 These famous words are from the farewell address delivered by John Robinson at Delfshaven in 
the Netherlands on 22nd July 1620 to the members of his congregation about to sail on the 
Speedwell to join the other Pilgrim Fathers on the Mayflower: “I Charge you before God and his 
blessed angels that you follow me no further than you have seen me follow Christ. If God reveal 
anything to you by any other instrument of His, be as ready to receive it as you were to receive 
any truth from my ministry, for I am verily persuaded the Lord hath more truth and light yet to 
break forth from His holy word. The Lutherans cannot be drawn to go beyond what Luther saw. 
Whatever part of His will our God has revealed to Calvin, they (Lutherans) will rather die than 
embrace it; and the Calvinists, you see, stick fast where they were left by that great man of God, 
who yet saw not all things. This is a misery much to be lamented.” 
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(Religion 1662-1762); and vol. 5, pt. 2, The City of Chester: Culture, Buildings, Institutions 
(2005), esp. pp. 165-80 (Protestant Nonconformity). Available at British History Online.  

 
Lists of Commentaries: 
 
William Cleaver, A List of Books intended for the Use of the Younger Clergy and other Students of 

Divinity within the Diocese of Chester (Oxford 1791; repr. with revisions, Oxford 1808) 
William Orme, Bibliotheca Biblica: A Select List of Books on Sacred Scripture (Edinburgh, 1824) 
Charles H. Spurgeon, Commenting and Commentaries. Two Lectures addressed to the Students of 

the Pastor’s College, Metropolitan Tabernacle, together with a Catalogue of Biblical 
Commentaries and Expositions (London 1876) 

Many of the commentaries mentioned in the Guide are available on line: simply google the name 
and see what you can find.  
 
History of Bible Interpretation: 
 
Cambridge History of the Bible, ed. P.R. Ackroyd, C.F. Evans, G.W.H. Lampe, S.L. Greenslade 

(3 vols; Cambridge University Press: Cambridge, 1963-1970) 
John W. Rogerson, Old Testament Criticism in the Nineteenth Century: England and Germany 

(SPCK: London, 1984) 
Magne Sæbø (ed.), Hebrew Bible/Old Testament: The History of its Interpretation (5 vols; 

Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht: Göttingen, 1996-2014) 
Jonathan Sheehan, The Enlightenment Bible: Translation, Scholarship, Culture (Princeton 

University Press: Princeton, 2005) 
Donald K. McKim, Dictionary of Major Biblical Interpreters (2nd edn, InterVarsity Press: 

Downers Grove, IL, 2009) 
Henning Graf Reventlow, History of Biblical Interpretation (4 vols; Society of Biblical Literature: 

Atlanta, 2009-10)  
New Cambridge History of the Bible, ed. James Carleton Paget, Joachim Schaper, Richard 

Marsden, E. Ann Matter, John Riches et al. (4 vols, projected; Cambridge University Press: 
Cambridge, 2012, ongoing) 
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