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Annually on the Festival of the Reformation we celebrate Luther’s key  insight that we are made “right” with God by God’s grace which, we assume, came from his reading of St. Paul. While not to diminish the contribution Paul made to Luther’s theology of justification, the seeds of his convictions about God’s grace were planted in 1513 when he began his classroom lectures at the University of Wittenberg on the book of Psalms. His study and love of the Psalms would continue throughout his career. The first book Luther even offered for publication was a German translation and commentary on seven of the Penitential Psalms. Common to such psalms is the psalmist’s conviction that in the depths of despair and in the awareness of one’s sin, all the believer can do is to put his or her trust in God’s grace and forgiveness.

Beyond the Psalms, Luther lectured extensively on other books of the Old Testament as well. He had a special fondness for Genesis which he considered an “evangelical book” because of its portrayal of Abraham, Isaac and Jacob as persons of faith.  He valued the Prophets--not only major prophets such as Isaiah and Jeremiah, but the minor prophets as well. Yet, in terms of a few Old Testament books, Luther’s evaluation of their value was not unlike his well-known attitude towards the Letter of James. So, in contrast to his appreciation of the Psalms, Genesis and the Prophets, he had little--if any--regard for Ezra, Nehemiah and Esther.

Luther’s interest in the Old Testament and his gifts for its study were in large part due to the fact that, starting in the 12th century, there was a renewed interest in the study of the Hebrew language and in new approaches to the study of the Hebrew bible. After St. Jerome, in the late 4th century, had translated the Hebrew Old Testament into Latin, others in late antiquity came to believe that the study of Greek and Hebrew was no longer necessary in that Jerome’s Latin bible--the Vulgate--was divinely inspired. But, by the 12th century such attitudes began to change, and there developed a interest on the part of Christian scholars to read Scripture in the original languages. Consequently, by the 15th and 16th centuries, new resources became available which enabled them to do so.  It was in such an environment that Luther, early in his ministry, felt the need to study Hebrew--a study which he began with a dictionary borrowed from a friend.

One of the persons who produced materials which Christian scholars--such as Luther--could use to learn Hebrew was Elijah Levita (1468-1549).  An Italian Jew who taught Hebrew to Christians, he published a Hebrew grammar in 1518 which would come to be used by both Catholics and Protestants. While his efforts to teach Hebrew to non-Jews drew criticism from some, he defended his actions by saying that those Christians who knew some Hebrew tended to be more sympathetic to the Jewish people and would, in turn, defend them against attacks by anti-Semitic fanatics. In Germany, meanwhile, Johannes Reuchlin (1455-1522) also became a resource for Luther and his colleagues as they continued to work with Hebrew. The great uncle of Philip Melanchthon, Reuchlin was a skilled linguist who published a Hebrew grammar, De Rudimentis Hebraicis (“The Rudiments of Hebrew”) in 1506, and by 1518 he had been invited to join the faculty at the University of Wittenberg as a Professor of both Greek and Hebrew. He, however, declined the invitation, and recommended his grandnephew, Melanchthon, for the position. 

Throughout the Middle Ages the availability of Hebrew manuscripts for study was limited by the fact that biblical scrolls, painstakingly copied by hand, were relatively few in number and were largely the property of synagogue communities. This began to change with the invention of the printing press. Major credit for the publication of a printed Hebrew bible must go to a Jewish family in Milan, the Soncinos, who developed the first printing press capable of reproducing Hebrew script. 

But the increased interest during Renaissance/Reformation times in the study of the Old Testament did not begin and end with the increased availability of grammars and Hebrew texts. Equally important was the adoption of new ways of interpretation and an appreciation of earlier methods which had fallen into disuse. For centuries the use of allegory had grown to be one of the principal methods of studying the Old Testament.  Basic to allegorical interpretation was the belief that hidden beneath the “facts” of an Old Testament story was a “spiritual” meaning. In the Early Church and on into the Middle Ages, such allegorical interpretations of Scripture were to dominate biblical study. All this began to change, though, in the 11th and 12th centuries through the efforts of Jewish commentators who had returned to focus on the original “plain” sense of Scripture: that is, understanding the text not as hiding some inner “spiritual” truth, but as something written by an author in a particular place and time for a specific situation, and that to arrive at the “meaning” of the passage in question, one must pay attention to its historical and literary context.

The gradual return to focus on the “plain” or historical sense of Scripture gradually caught the attention of Christian scholars. A key player in this was a Jewish convert to Christianity, Nicholas of Lyra (1265-1349), a Franciscan priest who taught Bible at the University of Paris. Skilled in Hebrew, Lyra prepared 85 volumes of notes and lectures on the entire Bible. Among those who consulted Lyra and took note of how he approached Scripture with historical-critical tools was none other than Martin Luther of Wittenberg.  There is a witty 16th century proverb reputed to have been in circulation which went:  “Had not Lyra played his lyre, Luther would not have danced.” (si Lyra non lyrasset, Luther non saltasset.) The late C. C. Torrey, who once taught Old Testament at Yale,  noted that not only Luther, but other Reformers would soon come “to dance to the same music.” 

So what can we say about the ongoing significance of Luther as an interpreter of the Old Testament for our own day? Three things come to mind.  First, there is the importance of studying the Old Testament in the original Hebrew and Aramaic. Luther, along with his contemporaries, both Protestant and Catholic, had come to the opinion that as fine a translation as Jerome’s Latin Vulgate may have been, it still was a translation which placed the reader one step further away from the subtleties and nuances of the Hebrew. 

Secondly, recalling Luther’s gifts as an interpreter, we’re reminded of the value of attending to “the plain sense” of Scripture by employing the tools of historical bible study. Sometimes we think of “historical criticism” as a modern development, but such approaches are already present and deemed important in the work of Luther and his contemporaries.

And finally, there is the question of how Luther’s “Law/Gospel” contrast applies to the Hebrew Bible. It seems that many of us are often quick to dismiss the Old Testament in its entirety as “Law.” Yet “Law” and “Gospel” are present in both Testaments. Remember that Luther called Genesis “an evangelical book” with its portrayal of the Patriarchs as persons of faith. Modern biblical scholarship has opened our eyes to see that the story celebrated in Genesis through Malachi is one of “Good News”--the Gospel of “a God merciful and gracious, slow to anger and abounding in steadfast love...” (Exodus 34:6).

One puzzling question, however, remains as we think of Luther and the Old Testament. And that is why someone who learned Hebrew, who treasured the Psalms, who regarded Genesis and the  Prophets as evangelical books, could--at the same time--say the terrible things he did about the Jewish people. We noted above that Elijah Levita defended his teaching of Hebrew to Christians on the grounds that those Christians who, in the face of European anti-Semitism, could read the Old Testament in Hebrew tended to be favorably disposed towards the Jews.  Somehow that lesson seems to have been lost on Luther. After centuries of living with the embarrassment of Luther’s anti-Judaic diatribes,  we finally have come to the point of offering a formal apology, as the ELCA Church Council did in April 1994, with its “The Declaration of the ELCA to the Jewish Community.” 

A helpful reminder, in the opinion of this writer, comes in the form of the image St. Paul develops at the close of his argument in Romans 9-11.  Here Paul reminds us Gentiles that we are all “honorary Jews.” We are all “wild olive branches,” who now by God’s grace, have been grafted onto the ancient root of “a cultivated olive tree,” that of the faith and traditions of Israel, a root which continues to nourish and support us, together with them, as people of the Promise (Romans 11:17-24).

(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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