NEWSBRIEF

LUTHER AND THE APOCRYPHA

The 500th Anniversary of the Reformation

As we approach the 500th anniversary of the Lutheran Reformation, one of the issues which, for some, continues to divide Protestants from Roman Catholics is the observation that Catholic bibles seem “different” in that they include within the Old Testament a number of books largely unfamiliar to us. With the addition of books with such mysterious names as First Maccabees and Tobit, the Wisdom of Solomon and Sirach, among others, Catholic editions of scripture leave us with questions. Yet our questions are not new, for they were also being asked by Luther and the other reformers.

These additional books, written by Jews between 300 BC and 100 AD, have traditionally been designated as the Apocrypha, a Greek noun which means things “hidden, concealed, or hard to understand.”   Late in the 4th century AD, Athanasius, the bishop of Alexandria in Egypt, as well as Cyril of Jerusalem, used the word to describe certain biblical books whose teachings they thought difficult for ordinary believers to fully comprehend.  Nevertheless, both Athanasius and Cyril considered them “useful to read.” Meanwhile, St. Jerome,  commissioned by the Pope to translate the Old Testament from Hebrew into Latin, used the same word to designate books for which he could not find a Hebrew original, but which he had to translate from the Greek bible to which these other books had been added. Jerome included them all and and recommended that they be read for edification. 

Another figure from the same period, St. Augustine, also played a role in the church’s continued use of the Apocrypha. In contrast to Jerome’s preference for the Hebrew text, however, Augustine believed that the Old Testament in its Greek translation was sufficiently authoritative.  For Augustine, then,  Tobit and 1 Maccabees 

were just as scriptural as Ruth and 1 Kings.  These two contrasting attitudes towards the Apocrypha, then, that of Augustine on the one hand, and Jerome (as well as Athanasius and Cyril) on the other, were to continue side-by-side in the church down to the time of the Reformation. It was not until 1546, during the Council of Trent, that the Roman Catholic Church would finally  decide in favor of Augustine’s more expansive view of Scripture  by designating these additional materials as Deuterocanonical, that is, books of “the Second Canon.”

As a  child of the medieval church, Luther received and used the Apocrypha along with other biblical books. He preached sermons from the book of Sirach and included German translations of the  Apocrypha in his bible of 1534. He had particular fondness for the apocryphal Prayer of Manasseh which he regarded as an exceptional example of devotional literature. 

For his German bible Luther had prepared a series of prefaces to individual books of the Old and New Testaments, including the Apocrypha, in which he offered his opinion on the worth of each.   Thus, commenting on the Wisdom of Solomon, he writes: “...there are a good many things in this book,   and it is well worth reading.” 

As to First Maccabees, he says that it could easily have been included among the books of  the canonical Old Testament, noting that “This book would not have been unworthy of a place among them, because it is very necessary and helpful for an understanding of chapter 11 of the prophet Daniel.”  His high regard for First Maccabees, however, did not extend to the alternative historical account of Second Maccabees. Most troubling to Luther was  2 Macc. 12:45, which speaks of offerings made on behalf of the Maccabean warriors who had died in battle. This, for Luther, was at the heart of the dispute he had with church authorities over the sale of indulgences. Thus Second Maccabees, Luther writes, “should be thrown out.”  

Given that he had high praise  for several  books of the Apocrypha, 

gave others “mixed reviews,” and was highly critical of Second Maccabees, Luther--when including them in his bible--chose to follow the precedent set centuries earlier by Jerome: that while these books are useful and edifying, yet they do not carry the same level of authority as the 39 books of the Hebrew bible. Consequently, Luther noted that “while these are books not equal to Holy Scripture, they may be read with profit.”  Luther’s decision to place the Apocrypha in a separate section between Malachi and Matthew was repeated  by other Reformation churches, including the Church of England, as well as by the Dutch and Swiss Reformed  Churches. 

In contrast to Luther and to the continental Reformed, however, was the action taken by Reformed Christians in the British Isles.  In their principal statement of faith, the Westminster Confession of 1646, the section on “Holy Scripture” adds “The books commonly called Apocrypha, not being of divine inspiration, are no part of the Canon of Scripture; and therefore are of no authority in the Church of God, nor to be any otherwise approved, or made use of, than other human writings” (Chapter 1, Part III). This statement would come to have an influence far beyond its  Puritan and Presbyterian origins in that it shaped the British and Foreign Bible Society’s decision  to eliminate the Apocrypha from the bibles it published and printed. The American Bible Society would soon follow suit. This meant that when Lutheran immigrants came to North America in the mid-to-late nineteenth century, most of the English bibles available to them simply lacked the apocryphal books. 

But liturgical use of the Apocrypha, which had been common before the sixteenth century, continued after the Reformation in the Church of England and among European Lutherans as well. For instance, the familiar hymn, “Now Thank We All Our God,” by the seventeenth century Lutheran pastor Martin Rinkhart, was inspired by his reading of Sirach 50:22-24. And today the lectionaries of the Church of Sweden  and  the German  United  Evangelical Lutheran 

Church   (VELKD)   both  include  a  number  of  Sunday  readings 

from the Old Testament Apocrypha.

Sparked to a large degree by the discovery of the Dead Sea Scrolls, beginning in 1947, which included Hebrew fragments of Sirach and Tobit, biblical scholars have developed a renewed appreciation of the Apocrypha and other related pre-New Testament materials. 

Alongside such scholarly interests,  the liturgical reforms initiated by the Second Vatican Council in the 1960s have provided more opportunities to hear Old Testament readings, including lessons from the Wisdom of Solomon, Sirach, and Baruch at Sunday Mass. As a consequence,  when the Inter-Lutheran Commission on Worship began work on the 1978 Lutheran Book of Worship (LBW),   it decided to adapt the new three-year Roman lectionary for Lutheran use.  And given European Lutheran practice, one proposal before the Commission was that some texts from the Apocrypha be included--albeit with canonical alternatives. While this proposal did not gain final approval for Sunday usage, some readings from Wisdom, Ecclesiasticus (that is, Sirach), Baruch and 1 Maccabees do appear in the Daily Lectionary of the LBW (pp. 179-192).

Twenty-eight years later, though, with the 2006 publication of Evangelical Lutheran Worship and its use of the ecumenical Revised Common Lectionary, we now have the opportunity to read essentially the same texts as had been once proposed for  the LBW: 

eight texts from Wisdom, five texts from Sirach, and two from Baruch. While these fifteen passages are not many in number when distributed over the three-year lectionary, yet by hearing them read from Lutheran lecterns, we can now mark another point of convergence with our  Roman Catholic sisters and brothers as we share in the fullness of Scripture.

(NEWSBRIEFS, this one written by Pr. Thomas R. Lee of Missoula, are produced by the Quincentenary Task Force of the Montana Synod--ELCA to observe the 500th anniversary of the Reformation.)
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