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  A Guide to Using This Commentary


  Several features have been incorporated into the design of this commentary. The following comments are intended to assist readers in making full use of this volume.


  Pericopes of Scripture


  The scriptural text has been divided into pericopes, or passages, usually several verses in length. Each of these pericopes is given a heading, which appears at the beginning of the pericope. For example, the first pericope in this commentary on Psalms is “1:1-6 The Two Ways.” This heading is followed by the Scripture passage quoted in the English Standard Version (ESV). The Scripture passage is provided for the convenience of readers, but it is also in keeping with Reformation-era commentaries, which often followed the patristic and medieval commentary tradition, in which the citations of the reformers were arranged according to the text of Scripture.


  Overviews


  Following each pericope of text is an overview of the Reformation authors’ comments on that pericope. The format of this overview varies among the volumes of this series, depending on the requirements of the specific book(s) of Scripture. The function of the overview is to identify succinctly the key exegetical, theological and pastoral concerns of the Reformation writers arising from the pericope, providing the reader with an orientation to Reformation-era approaches and emphases. It tracks a reasonably cohesive thread of argument among reformers’ comments, even though they are derived from diverse sources and generations. Thus, the summaries do not proceed chronologically or by verse sequence. Rather, they seek to rehearse the overall course of the reformers’ comments on that pericope.


  We do not assume that the commentators themselves anticipated or expressed a formally received cohesive argument but rather that the various arguments tend to flow in a plausible, recognizable pattern. Modern readers can thus glimpse aspects of continuity in the flow of diverse exegetical traditions representing various generations and geographical locations.


  Topical Headings


  An abundance of varied Reformation-era comment is available for each pericope. For this reason we have broken the pericopes into two levels. First is the verse with its topical heading. The reformers’ comments are then focused on aspects of each verse, with topical headings summarizing the essence of the individual comment by evoking a key phrase, metaphor or idea. This feature provides a bridge by which modern readers can enter into the heart of the Reformation-era comment.


  Identifying the Reformation Authors, Texts and Events


  Following the topical heading of each section of comment, the name of the Reformation commentator is given. An English translation (where needed) of the reformer’s comment is then provided. This is immediately followed by the title of the original work rendered in English.


  Readers who wish to pursue a deeper investigation of the reformers’ works cited in this commentary will find full bibliographic detail for each reformation title provided in the bibliography at the back of the volume. Information on English translations (where available) and standard original-language editions and critical editions of the works cited is found in the bibliography. The Biographical Sketches section provides brief overviews of the life and work of each commentator, and each confession or collaborative work, appearing in the present volume (as well as in any previous volumes). Finally, a Timeline of the Reformation offers broader context for people, places and events relevant to the commentators and their works.


  Footnotes and Back Matter


  To aid the reader in exploring the background and texts in further detail, this commentary utilizes footnotes. The use and content of footnotes may vary among the volumes in this series. Where footnotes appear, a footnote number directs the reader to a note at the bottom of the page, where one will find annotations (clarifications or biblical cross references), information on English translations (where available) or standard original-language editions of the work cited.


  Where original-language texts have remained untranslated into English, we provide new translations. Where there is any serious ambiguity or textual problem in the selection, we have tried to reflect the best available textual tradition. Wherever current English translations are already well rendered, they are utilized, but where necessary they are stylistically updated. A single asterisk (*) indicates that a previous English translation has been updated to modern English or amended for easier reading. We have standardized spellings and made grammatical variables uniform so that our English references will not reflect the linguistic oddities of the older English translations. For ease of reading we have in some cases removed superfluous conjunctions.


  


  General Introduction


  The Reformation Commentary on Scripture (RCS) is a twenty-eight-volume series of exegetical comment covering the entire Bible and gathered from the writings of sixteenth-century preachers, scholars and reformers. The RCS is intended as a sequel to the highly acclaimed Ancient Christian Commentary on Scripture (ACCS), and as such its overall concept, method, format and audience are similar to the earlier series. Both series are committed to the renewal of the church through careful study and meditative reflection on the Old and New Testaments, the charter documents of Christianity, read in the context of the worshiping, believing community of faith across the centuries. However, the patristic and Reformation eras are separated by nearly a millennium, and the challenges of reading Scripture with the reformers require special attention to their context, resources and assumptions. The purpose of this general introduction is to present an overview of the context and process of biblical interpretation in the age of the Reformation.


  Goals


  The Reformation Commentary on Scripture seeks to introduce its readers to the depth and richness of exegetical ferment that defined the Reformation era. The RCS has four goals: the enrichment of contemporary biblical interpretation through exposure to Reformation-era biblical exegesis; the renewal of contemporary preaching through exposure to the biblical insights of the Reformation writers; a deeper understanding of the Reformation itself and the breadth of perspectives represented within it; and a recovery of the profound integration of the life of faith and the life of the mind that should characterize Christian scholarship. Each of these goals requires a brief comment.


  Renewing contemporary biblical interpretation. During the past half-century, biblical hermeneutics has become a major growth industry in the academic world. One of the consequences of the historical-critical hegemony of biblical studies has been the privileging of contemporary philosophies and ideologies at the expense of a commitment to the Christian church as the primary reading community within which and for which biblical exegesis is done. Reading Scripture with the church fathers and the reformers is a corrective to all such imperialism of the present. One of the greatest skills required for a fruitful interpretation of the Bible is the ability to listen. We rightly emphasize the importance of listening to the voices of contextual theologies today, but in doing so we often marginalize or ignore another crucial context—the community of believing Christians through the centuries. The serious study of Scripture requires more than the latest Bible translation in one hand and the latest commentary (or niche study Bible) in the other. John L. Thompson has called on Christians today to practice the art of “reading the Bible with the dead.”1 The RCS presents carefully selected comments from the extant commentaries of the Reformation as an encouragement to more in-depth study of this important epoch in the history of biblical interpretation.


  Strengthening contemporary preaching. The Protestant reformers identified the public preaching of the Word of God as an indispensible means of grace and a sure sign of the true church. Through the words of the preacher, the living voice of the gospel (viva vox evangelii) is heard. Luther famously said that the church is not a “pen house” but a “mouth house.”2 The Reformation in Switzerland began when Huldrych Zwingli entered the pulpit of the Grossmünster in Zurich on January 1, 1519, and began to preach a series of expositional sermons chapter by chapter from the Gospel of Matthew. In the following years he extended this homiletical approach to other books of the Old and New Testaments. Calvin followed a similar pattern in Geneva. Many of the commentaries represented in this series were either originally presented as sermons or were written to support the regular preaching ministry of local church pastors. Luther said that the preacher should be a bonus textualis—a good one with a text—well-versed in the Scriptures. Preachers in the Reformation traditions preached not only about the Bible but also from it, and this required more than a passing acquaintance with its contents. Those who have been charged with the office of preaching in the church today can find wisdom and insight—and fresh perspectives—in the sermons of the Reformation and the biblical commentaries read and studied by preachers of the sixteenth century.


  Deepening understanding of the Reformation. Some scholars of the sixteenth century prefer to speak of the period they study in the plural, the European Reformations, to indicate that many diverse impulses for reform were at work in this turbulent age of transition from medieval to modern times.3 While this point is well taken, the RCS follows the time-honored tradition of using Reformation in the singular form to indicate not only a major moment in the history of Christianity in the West but also, as Hans J. Hillerbrand has put it, “an essential cohesiveness in the heterogeneous pursuits of religious reform in the sixteenth century.”4 At the same time, in developing guidelines to assist the volume editors in making judicious selections from the vast amount of commentary material available in this period, we have stressed the multifaceted character of the Reformation across many confessions, theological orientations and political settings.


  Advancing Christian scholarship. By assembling and disseminating numerous voices from such a signal period as the Reformation, the RCS aims to make a significant contribution to the ever-growing stream of Christian scholarship. The post-Enlightenment split between the study of the Bible as an academic discipline and the reading of the Bible as spiritual nurture was foreign to the reformers. For them the study of the Bible was transformative at the most basic level of the human person: coram deo.


  The reformers all repudiated the idea that the Bible could be studied and understood with dispassionate objectivity, as a cold artifact from antiquity. Luther’s famous Reformation breakthrough triggered by his laborious study of the Psalms and Paul’s letter to the Romans is well known, but the experience of Cambridge scholar Thomas Bilney was perhaps more typical. When Erasmus’s critical edition of the Greek New Testament was published in 1516, it was accompanied by a new translation in elegant Latin. Attracted by the classical beauty of Erasmus’s Latin, Bilney came across this statement in 1 Timothy 1:15: “Christ Jesus came into the world to save sinners.” In the Greek this sentence is described as pistos ho logos, which the Vulgate had rendered fidelis sermo, “a faithful saying.” Erasmus chose a different word for the Greek pistos—certus, “sure, certain.” When Bilney grasped the meaning of this word applied to the announcement of salvation in Christ, he tells us that “Immediately, I felt a marvellous comfort and quietness, insomuch as ‘my bruised bones leaped for joy.’”5


  Luther described the way the Bible was meant to function in the minds and hearts of believers when he reproached himself and others for studying the nativity narrative with such cool unconcern:


  I hate myself because when I see Christ laid in the manger or in the lap of his mother and hear the angels sing, my heart does not leap into flame. With what good reason should we all despise ourselves that we remain so cold when this word is spoken to us, over which everyone should dance and leap and burn for joy! We act as though it were a frigid historical fact that does not smite our hearts, as if someone were merely relating that the sultan has a crown of gold.6


  It was a core conviction of the Reformation that the careful study and meditative listening to the Scriptures, what the monks called lectio divina, could yield transformative results for all of life. The value of such a rich commentary, therefore, lies not only in the impressive volume of Reformation-era voices that are presented throughout the course of the series but in the many particular fields for which their respective lives and ministries are relevant. The Reformation is consequential for historical studies, both church as well as secular history. Biblical and theological studies, to say nothing of pastoral and spiritual studies, also stand to benefit and progress immensely from renewed engagement today, as mediated through the RCS, with the reformers of yesteryear.


  Perspectives


  In setting forth the perspectives and parameters of the RCS, the following considerations have proved helpful.


  Chronology. When did the Reformation begin, and how long did it last? In some traditional accounts, the answer was clear: the Reformation began with the posting of Lu-ther’s Ninety-five Theses at Wittenberg in 1517 and ended with the death of Calvin in Geneva in 1564. Apart from reducing the Reformation to a largely German event with a side trip to Switzerland, this perspective fails to do justice to the important events that led up to Luther’s break with Rome and its many reverberations throughout Europe and beyond. In choosing commentary selections for the RCS, we have adopted the concept of the long sixteenth century, say, from the late 1400s to the mid-seventeenth century. Thus we have included commentary selections from early or pre-Reformation writers such as John Colet and Jacques Lefèvre d’Étaples to seventeenth-century figures such as Henry Ainsworth and Johann Gerhard.


  Confession. The RCS concentrates primarily, though not exclusively, on the exegetical writings of the Protestant reformers. While the ACCS provided a compendium of key consensual exegetes of the early Christian centuries, the Catholic/Protestant confessional divide in the sixteenth century tested the very idea of consensus, especially with reference to ecclesiology and soteriology. While many able and worthy exegetes faithful to the Roman Catholic Church were active during this period, this project has chosen to include primarily those figures that represent perspectives within the Protestant Reformation. For this reason we have not included comments on the apocryphal or deuterocanonical writings.


  We recognize that “Protestant” and “Catholic” as contradistinctive labels are anachronistic terms for the early decades of the sixteenth century before the hardening of confessional identities surrounding the Council of Trent (1545–1563). Protestant figures such as Philipp Melanchthon, Johannes Oecolampadius and John Calvin were all products of the revival of sacred letters known as biblical humanism. They shared an approach to biblical interpretation that owed much to Desiderius Erasmus and other scholars who remained loyal to the Church of Rome. Careful comparative studies of Protestant and Catholic exegesis in the sixteenth century have shown surprising areas of agreement when the focus was the study of a particular biblical text rather than the standard confessional debates.


  At the same time, exegetical differences among the various Protestant groups could become strident and church-dividing. The most famous example of this is the interpretive impasse between Luther and Zwingli over the meaning of “This is my body” (Mt 26:26) in the words of institution. Their disagreement at the Colloquy of Marburg in 1529 had important christological and pastoral implications, as well as social and political consequences. Luther refused fellowship with Zwingli and his party at the end of the colloquy; in no small measure this bitter division led to the separate trajectories pursued by Lutheran and Reformed Protestantism to this day. In Elizabethan England, Puritans and Anglicans agreed that “Holy Scripture containeth all things necessary to salvation: so that whatsoever is not read therein, nor may be proved thereby, is not to be required of any man” (article 6 of the Thirty-nine Articles of Religion), yet on the basis of their differing interpretations of the Bible they fought bitterly over the structures of the church, the clothing of the clergy and the ways of worship. On the matter of infant baptism, Catholics and Protestants alike agreed on its propriety, though there were various theories as to how a practice not mentioned in the Bible could be justified biblically. The Anabaptists were outliers on this subject. They rejected infant baptism altogether. They appealed to the example of the baptism of Jesus and to his final words as recorded in the Gospel of Matthew (Mt 28:19-20), “Go therefore, and make disciples of all nations, baptizing them in the name of the Father, and of the Son, and of the Holy Spirit, teaching them to observe all that I have commanded you.” New Testament Christians, they argued, are to follow not only the commands of Jesus in the Great Commission, but also the exact order in which they were given: evangelize, baptize, catechize.


  These and many other differences of interpretation among the various Protestant groups are reflected in their many sermons, commentaries and public disputations. In the RCS, the volume editor’s introduction to each volume is intended to help the reader understand the nature and significance of doctrinal conversations and disputes that resulted in particular, and frequently clashing, interpretations. Footnotes throughout the text will be provided to explain obscure references, unusual expressions and other matters that require special comment. Volume editors have chosen comments on the Bible across a wide range of sixteenth-century confessions and schools of interpretation: biblical humanists, Lutheran, Reformed, Anglican, Puritan and Anabaptist. We have not pursued passages from post-Tridentine Catholic authors or from radical spiritualists and antitrinitarian writers, though sufficient material is available from these sources to justify another series.


  Format. The design of the RCS is intended to offer reader-friendly access to these classic texts. The availability of digital resources has given access to a huge residual database of sixteenth-century exegetical comment hitherto available only in major research universities and rare book collections. The RCS has benefited greatly from online databases such as Alexander Street Press’s Digital Library of Classical Protestant Texts (DLCPT) as well as freely accessible databases like the Post-Reformation Digital Library (prdl.org). Through the help of RCS editorial advisor Herman Selderhuis, we have also had access to the special Reformation collections of the Johannes a Lasco Bibliothek in Emden, Germany. In addition, modern critical editions and translations of Reformation sources have been published over the past generation. Original translations of Reformation sources are given unless an acceptable translation already exists.


  Each volume in the RCS will include an introduction by the volume editor placing that portion of the canon within the historical context of the Protestant Reformation and presenting a summary of the theological themes, interpretive issues and reception of the particular book(s). The commentary itself consists of particular pericopes identified by a pericope heading; the biblical text in the English Standard Version (ESV), with significant textual variants registered in the footnotes; an overview of the pericope in which principal exegetical and theological concerns of the Reformation writers are succinctly noted; and excerpts from the Reformation writers identified by name according to the conventions of the Oxford Encyclopedia of the Reformation. Each volume will also include a bibliography of sources cited, as well as an appendix of authors and source works.


  The Reformation era was a time of verbal as well as physical violence, and this fact has presented a challenge for this project. Without unduly sanitizing the texts, where they contain anti-Semitic, sexist or inordinately polemical rhetoric, we have not felt obliged to parade such comments either. We have noted the abridgement of texts with ellipses and an explanatory footnote. While this procedure would not be valid in the critical edition of such a text, we have deemed it appropriate in a series whose primary purpose is pastoral and devotional. When translating homo or similar terms that refer to the human race as a whole or to individual persons without reference to gender, we have used alternative English expressions to the word man (or derivative constructions that formerly were used generically to signify humanity at large), whenever such substitutions can be made without producing an awkward or artificial construction.


  As is true in the ACCS, we have made a special effort where possible to include the voices of women, though we acknowledge the difficulty of doing so for the early modern period when for a variety of social and cultural reasons few theological and biblical works were published by women. However, recent scholarship has focused on a number of female leaders whose literary remains show us how they understood and interpreted the Bible. Women who made significant contributions to the Reformation include Marguerite d’Angoulême, sister of King Francis I, who supported French reformist evangelicals including Calvin and who published a religious poem influenced by Luther’s theology, The Mirror of the Sinful Soul; Argula von Grumbach, a Bavarian noblewoman who defended the teachings of Luther and Melanchthon before the theologians of the University of Ingolstadt; Katharina Schütz Zell, the wife of a former priest, Matthias Zell, and a remarkable reformer in her own right—she conducted funerals, compiled hymnbooks, defended the downtrodden and published a defense of clerical marriage as well as composing works of consolation on divine comfort and pleas for the toleration of Anabaptists and Catholics alike; and Anne Askew, a Protestant martyr put to death in 1546 after demonstrating remarkable biblical prowess in her examinations by church officials. Other echoes of faithful women in the age of the Reformation are found in their letters, translations, poems, hymns, court depositions and martyr records.


  Lay culture, learned culture. In recent decades, much attention has been given to what is called “reforming from below,” that is, the expressions of religious beliefs and churchly life that characterized the popular culture of the majority of the population in the era of the Reformation. Social historians have taught us to examine the diverse pieties of townspeople and city folk, of rural religion and village life, the emergence of lay theologies and the experiences of women in the religious tumults of Reformation Europe.7 Formal commentaries by their nature are artifacts of learned culture. Almost all of them were written in Latin, the lingua franca of learned discourse well past the age of the Reformation. Biblical commentaries were certainly not the primary means by which the Protestant Reformation spread so rapidly across wide sectors of sixteenth-century society. Small pamphlets and broadsheets, later called Flugschriften (“flying writings”), with their graphic woodcuts and cartoon-like depictions of Reformation personalities and events, became the means of choice for mass communication in the early age of printing. Sermons and works of devotion were also printed with appealing visual aids. Luther’s early writings were often accompanied by drawings and sketches from Lucas Cranach and other artists. This was done “above all for the sake of children and simple folk,” as Luther put it, “who are more easily moved by pictures and images to recall divine history than through mere words or doctrines.”8


  We should be cautious, however, in drawing too sharp a distinction between learned and lay culture in this period. The phenomenon of preaching was a kind of verbal bridge between scholars at their desks and the thousands of illiterate or semi-literate listeners whose views were shaped by the results of Reformation exegesis. According to contemporary witness, more than one thousand people were crowding into Geneva to hear Calvin expound the Scriptures every day.9 An example of how learned theological works by Reformation scholars were received across divisions of class and social status comes from Lazare Drilhon, an apothecary of Toulon. He was accused of heresy in May 1545 when a cache of prohibited books was found hidden in his garden shed. In addition to devotional works, the French New Testament and a copy of Calvin’s Genevan liturgy, there was found a series of biblical commentaries, translated from the Latin into French: Martin Bucer’s on Matthew, François Lambert’s on the Apocalypse and one by Oecolampadius on 1 John.10 Biblical exegesis in the sixteenth century was not limited to the kind of full-length commentaries found in Drilhon’s shed. Citations from the Bible and expositions of its meaning permeate the extant literature of sermons, letters, court depositions, doctrinal treatises, records of public disputations and even last wills and testaments. While most of the selections in the RCS will be drawn from formal commentary literature, other sources of biblical reflection will also be considered.


  Historical Context


  The medieval legacy. On October 18, 1512, the degree Doctor in Biblia was conferred on Martin Luther, and he began his career as a professor in the University of Wittenberg. As is well known, Luther was also a monk who had taken solemn vows in the Augustinian Order of Hermits at Erfurt. These two settings—the university and the monastery—both deeply rooted in the Middle Ages, form the background not only for Luther’s personal vocation as a reformer but also for the history of the biblical commentary in the age of the Reformation. Since the time of the Venerable Bede (d. 735), sometimes called “the last of the Fathers,” serious study of the Bible had taken place primarily in the context of cloistered monasteries. The Rule of St. Benedict brought together lectio and meditatio, the knowledge of letters and the life of prayer. The liturgy was the medium through which the daily reading of the Bible, especially the Psalms, and the sayings of the church fathers came together in the spiritual formation of the monks.11 Essential to this understanding was a belief in the unity of the people of God throughout time as well as space, and an awareness that life in this world was a preparation for the beatific vision in the next.


  The source of theology was the study of the sacred page (sacra pagina); its object was the accumulation of knowledge not for its own sake but for the obtaining of eternal life. For these monks, the Bible had God for its author, salvation for its end and unadulterated truth for its matter, though they would not have expressed it in such an Aristotelian way. The medieval method of interpreting the Bible owed much to Augustine’s On Christian Doctrine. In addition to setting forth a series of rules (drawn from an earlier work by Tyconius), Augustine stressed the importance of distinguishing the literal and spiritual or allegorical senses of Scripture. While the literal sense was not disparaged, the allegorical was valued because it enabled the believer to obtain spiritual benefit from the obscure places in the Bible, especially in the Old Testament. For Augustine, as for the monks who followed him, the goal of scriptural exegesis was freighted with eschatological meaning; its purpose was to induce faith, hope and love and so to advance in one’s pilgrimage toward that city with foundations (see Heb 11:10).


  Building on the work of Augustine and other church fathers going back to Origen, medieval exegetes came to understand Scripture as possessed of four possible meanings, the famous quadriga. The literal meaning was retained, of course, but the spiritual meaning was now subdivided into three senses: the allegorical, the moral and the anagogical. Medieval exegetes often referred to the four meanings of Scripture in a popular rhyme:


  
    The letter shows us what God and our fathers did;


    The allegory shows us where our faith is hid;


    The moral meaning gives us rules of daily life;


    The anagogy shows us where we end our strife.12

  


  In this schema, the three spiritual meanings of the text correspond to the three theological virtues: faith (allegory), hope (anagogy) and love (the moral meaning). It should be noted that this way of approaching the Bible assumed a high doctrine of scriptural inspiration: the multiple meanings inherent in the text had been placed there by the Holy Spirit for the benefit of the people of God. The biblical justification for this method went back to the apostle Paul, who had used the words allegory and type when applying Old Testament events to believers in Christ (Gal 4:21-31; 1 Cor 10:1-11). The problem with this approach was knowing how to relate each of the four senses to one another and how to prevent Scripture from becoming a nose of wax turned this way and that by various interpreters. As G. R. Evans explains, “Any interpretation which could be put upon the text and was in keeping with the faith and edifying, had the warrant of God himself, for no human reader had the ingenuity to find more than God had put there.”13


  With the rise of the universities in the eleventh century, theology and the study of Scripture moved from the cloister into the classroom. Scripture and the Fathers were still important, but they came to function more as footnotes to the theological questions debated in the schools and brought together in an impressive systematic way in works such as Peter Lombard’s Books of Sentences (the standard theology textbook of the Middle Ages) and the great scholastic summae of the thirteenth century. Indispensible to the study of the Bible in the later Middle Ages was the Glossa ordinaria, a collection of exegetical opinions by the church fathers and other commentators. Heiko Oberman summarized the transition from devotion to dialectic this way: “When, due to the scientific revolution of the twelfth century, Scripture became the object of study rather than the subject through which God speaks to the student, the difference between the two modes of speaking was investigated in terms of the texts themselves rather than in their relation to the recipients.”14 It was possible, of course, to be both a scholastic theologian and a master of the spiritual life. Meister Eckhart, for example, wrote commentaries on the Old Testament in Latin and works of mystical theology in German, reflecting what had come to be seen as a division of labor between the two.


  An increasing focus on the text of Scripture led to a revival of interest in its literal sense. The two key figures in this development were Thomas Aquinas (d. 1274) and Nicholas of Lyra (d. 1340). Thomas is best remembered for his Summa Theologiae, but he was also a prolific commentator on the Bible. Thomas did not abandon the multiple senses of Scripture but declared that all the senses were founded on one—the literal—and this sense eclipsed allegory as the basis of sacred doctrine. Nicholas of Lyra was a Franciscan scholar who made use of the Hebrew text of the Old Testament and quoted liberally from works of Jewish scholars, especially the learned French rabbi Salomon Rashi (d. 1105). After Aquinas, Lyra was the strongest defender of the literal, historical meaning of Scripture as the primary basis of theological disputation. His Postilla, as his notes were called—the abbreviated form of post illa verba textus meaning “after these words from Scripture”—were widely circulated in the late Middle Ages and became the first biblical commentary to be printed in the fifteenth century. More than any other commentator from the period of high scholasticism, Lyra and his work were greatly valued by the early reformers. According to an old Latin pun, Nisi Lyra lyrasset, Lutherus non saltasset, “If Lyra had not played his lyre, Luther would not have danced.”15 While Luther was never an uncritical disciple of any teacher, he did praise Lyra as a good Hebraist and quoted him more than one hundred times in his lectures on Genesis, where he declared, “I prefer him to almost all other interpreters of Scripture.”16


  Sacred philology. The sixteenth century has been called a golden age of biblical interpretation, and it is a fact that the age of the Reformation witnessed an explosion of commentary writing unparalleled in the history of the Christian church. Kenneth Hagen has cataloged forty-five commentaries on Hebrews between 1516 (Erasmus) and 1598 (Beza).17 During the sixteenth century, more than seventy new commentaries on Romans were published, five of them by Melanchthon alone, and nearly one hundred commentaries on the Bible’s prayer book, the Psalms.18 There were two developments in the fifteenth century that presaged this development and without which it could not have taken place: the invention of printing and the rediscovery of a vast store of ancient learning hitherto unknown or unavailable to scholars in the West.


  It is now commonplace to say that what the computer has become in our generation, the printing press was to the world of Erasmus, Luther and other leaders of the Reformation. Johannes Gutenberg, a goldsmith by trade, developed a metal alloy suitable for type and a machine that would allow printed characters to be cast with relative ease, placed in even lines of composition and then manipulated again and again making possible the mass production of an unbelievable number of texts. In 1455, the Gutenberg Bible, the masterpiece of the typographical revolution, was published at Mainz in double columns in gothic type. Forty-seven copies of the beautiful Gutenberg Bible are still extant, each consisting of more than one thousand colorfully illuminated and impeccably printed pages. What began at Gutenberg’s print shop in Mainz on the Rhine River soon spread, like McDonald’s or Starbucks in our day, into every nook and cranny of the known world. Printing presses sprang up in Rome (1464), Venice (1469), Paris (1470), the Netherlands (1471), Switzerland (1472), Spain (1474), England (1476), Sweden (1483) and Constantinople (1490). By 1500, these and other presses across Europe had published some twenty-seven thousand titles, most of them in Latin. Erasmus once compared himself with an obscure preacher whose sermons were heard by only a few people in one or two churches while his books were read in every country in the world. Erasmus was not known for his humility, but in this case he was simply telling the truth.19


  The Italian humanist Lorenzo Valla (d. 1457) died in the early dawn of the age of printing, but his critical and philological studies would be taken up by others who believed that genuine reform in church and society could come about only by returning to the wellsprings of ancient learning and wisdom—ad fontes, “back to the sources!” Valla is best remembered for undermining a major claim made by defenders of the papacy when he proved by philological research that the so-called Donation of Constantine, which had bolstered papal assertions of temporal sovereignty, was a forgery. But it was Valla’s Collatio Novi Testamenti of 1444 that would have such a great effect on the renewal of biblical studies in the next century. Erasmus discovered the manuscript of this work while rummaging through an old library in Belgium and published it at Paris in 1505. In the preface to his edition of Valla, Erasmus gave the rationale that would guide his own labors in textual criticism. Just as Jerome had translated the Latin Vulgate from older versions and copies of the Scriptures in his day, so now Jerome’s own text must be subjected to careful scrutiny and correction. Erasmus would be Hieronymus redivivus, a new Jerome come back to life to advance the cause of sacred philology. The restoration of the Scriptures and the writings of the church fathers would usher in what Erasmus believed would be a golden age of peace and learning. In 1516, the Basel publisher Froben brought out Erasmus’s Novum Instrumentum, the first published edition of the Greek New Testament. Erasmus’s Greek New Testament would go through five editions in his lifetime, each one with new emendations to the text and a growing section of annotations that expanded to include not only technical notes about the text but also theological comment. The influence of Erasmus’s Greek New Testament was enormous. It formed the basis for Robert Estienne’s Novum Testamentum Graece of 1550, which in turn was used to establish the Greek Textus Receptus for a number of late Reformation translations including the King James Version of 1611.


  For all his expertise in Greek, Erasmus was a poor student of Hebrew and only published commentaries on several of the psalms. However, the renaissance of Hebrew letters was part of the wider program of biblical humanism as reflected in the establishment of trilingual colleges devoted to the study of Hebrew, Greek and Latin (the three languages written on the titulus of Jesus’ cross [Jn 19:20]) at Alcalá in Spain, Wittenberg in Germany, Louvain in Belgium and Paris in France. While it is true that some medieval commentators, especially Nicholas of Lyra, had been informed by the study of Hebrew and rabbinics in their biblical work, it was the publication of Johannes Reuchlin’s De rudimentis hebraicis (1506), a combined grammar and dictionary, that led to the recovery of veritas Hebraica, as Jerome had referred to the true voice of the Hebrew Scriptures. The pursuit of Hebrew studies was carried forward in the Reformation by two great scholars, Konrad Pellikan and Sebastian Münster. Pellikan was a former Franciscan friar who embraced the Protestant cause and played a major role in the Zurich reformation. He had published a Hebrew grammar even prior to Reuchlin and produced a commentary on nearly the entire Bible that appeared in seven volumes between 1532 and 1539. Münster was Pellikan’s student and taught Hebrew at the University of Heidelberg before taking up a similar position in Basel. Like his mentor, Münster was a great collector of Hebraica and published a series of excellent grammars, dictionaries and rabbinic texts. Münster did for the Hebrew Old Testament what Erasmus had done for the Greek New Testament. His Hebraica Biblia offered a fresh Latin translation of the Old Testament with annotations from medieval rabbinic exegesis.


  Luther first learned Hebrew with Reuchlin’s grammar in hand but took advantage of other published resources, such as the four-volume Hebrew Bible published at Venice by Daniel Bomberg in 1516 to 1517. He also gathered his own circle of Hebrew experts, his sanhedrin he called it, who helped him with his German translation of the Old Testament. We do not know where William Tyndale learned Hebrew, though perhaps it was in Worms, where there was a thriving rabbinical school during his stay there. In any event, he had sufficiently mastered the language to bring out a freshly translated Pentateuch that was published at Antwerp in 1530. By the time the English separatist scholar Henry Ainsworth published his prolix commentaries on the Pentateuch in 1616, the knowledge of Hebrew, as well as Greek, was taken for granted by every serious scholar of the Bible. In the preface to his commentary on Genesis, Ainsworth explained that “the literal sense of Moses’s Hebrew (which is the tongue wherein he wrote the law), is the ground of all interpretation, and that language hath figures and properties of speech, different from ours: These therefore in the first place are to be opened that the natural meaning of the Scripture, being known, the mysteries of godliness therein implied, may be better discerned.”20


  The restoration of the biblical text in the original languages made possible the revival of scriptural exposition reflected in the floodtide of sermon literature and commentary work. Of even more far-reaching import was the steady stream of vernacular Bibles in the sixteenth century. In the introduction to his 1516 edition of the New Testament, Erasmus had expressed his desire that the Scriptures be translated into all languages so that “the lowliest women” could read the Gospels and the Pauline epistles and “the farmer sing some portion of them at the plow, the weaver hum some parts of them to the movement of his shuttle, the traveler lighten the weariness of the journey with stories of this kind.”21 Like Erasmus, Tyndale wanted the Bible to be available in the language of the common people. He once said to a learned divine that if God spared his life he would cause the boy who drives the plow to know more of the Scriptures than he did!22 The project of allowing the Bible to speak in the language of the mother in the house, the children in the street and the cheesemonger in the marketplace was met with stiff opposition by certain Catholic polemists such as Johann Eck, Luther’s antagonist at the Leipzig Debate of 1519. In his Enchiridion (1525), Eck derided the “inky theologians” whose translations paraded the Bible before “the untutored crowd” and subjected it to the judgment of “laymen and crazy old women.”23 In fact, some fourteen German Bibles had already been published prior to Luther’s September Testament of 1522, which he translated from Erasmus’s Greek New Testament in less than three months’ time while sequestered in the Wartburg. Luther’s German New Testament became the first bestseller in the world, appearing in forty-three distinct editions between 1522 and 1525 with upwards of one hundred thousand copies issued in these three years. It is estimated that five percent of the German population may have been literate at this time, but this rate increased as the century wore on due in no small part to the unmitigated success of vernacular Bibles.24


  Luther’s German Bible (inclusive of the Old Testament from 1534) was the most successful venture of its kind, but it was not alone in the field. Hans Denck and Ludwig Hätzer, leaders in the early Anabaptist movement, translated the prophetic books of the Old Testament from Hebrew into German in 1527. This work influenced the Swiss-German Bible of 1531 published by Leo Jud and other pastors in Zurich. Tyndale’s influence on the English language rivaled that of Luther on German. At a time when English was regarded as “that obscure and remote dialect of German spoken in an off-shore island,” Tyndale, with his remarkable linguistic ability (he was fluent in eight languages), “made a language for England,” as his modern editor David Daniell has put it.25 Tyndale was imprisoned and executed near Brussels in 1536, but the influence of his biblical work among the common people of England was already being felt. There is no reason to doubt the authenticity of John Foxe’s recollection of how Tyndale’s New Testament was received in England during the 1520s and 1530s:


  The fervent zeal of those Christian days seemed much superior to these our days and times; as manifestly may appear by their sitting up all night in reading and hearing; also by their expenses and charges in buying of books in English, of whom some gave five marks, some more, some less, for a book: some gave a load of hay for a few chapters of St. James, or of St. Paul in English.26


  Calvin helped to revise and contributed three prefaces to the French Bible translated by his cousin Pierre Robert Olivétan and originally published at Neuchâtel in 1535. Clément Marot and Beza provided a fresh translation of the Psalms with each psalm rendered in poetic form and accompanied by monophonic musical settings for congregational singing. The Bay Psalter, the first book printed in America, was an English adaptation of this work. Geneva also provided the provenance of the most influential Italian Bible published by Giovanni Diodati in 1607. The flowering of biblical humanism in vernacular Bibles resulted in new translations in all of the major language groups of Europe: Spanish (1569), Portuguese (1681), Dutch (New Testament, 1523; Old Testament, 1527), Danish (1550), Czech (1579–1593/94), Hungarian (New Testament, 1541; complete Bible, 1590), Polish (1563), Swedish (1541) and even Arabic (1591).27


  Patterns of Reformation


  Once the text of the Bible had been placed in the hands of the people, in cheap and easily available editions, what further need was there of published expositions such as commentaries? Given the Protestant doctrine of the priesthood of all believers, was there any longer a need for learned clergy and their bookish religion? Some radical reformers thought not. Sebastian Franck searched for the true church of the Spirit “scattered among the heathen and the weeds” but could not find it in any of the institutional structures of his time. Veritas non potest scribi, aut exprimi, he said, “truth can neither be spoken nor written.”28 Kaspar von Schwenckfeld so emphasized religious inwardness that he suspended external observance of the Lord’s Supper and downplayed the readable, audible Scriptures in favor of the word within. This trajectory would lead to the rise of the Quakers in the next century, but it was pursued neither by the mainline reformers nor by most of the Anabaptists. Article 7 of the Augsburg Confession (1530) declared the one holy Christian church to be “the assembly of all believers among whom the Gospel is purely preached and the holy sacraments are administered according to the Gospel.”29


  Historians of the nineteenth century referred to the material and formal principles of the Reformation. In this construal, the matter at stake was the meaning of the Christian gospel: the liberating insight that helpless sinners are graciously justified by the gift of faith alone, apart from any works or merits of their own, entirely on the basis of Christ’s atoning work on the cross. For Luther especially, justification by faith alone became the criterion by which all other doctrines and practices of the church were to be judged. The cross proves everything, he said at the Heidelberg disputation in 1518. The distinction between law and gospel thus became the primary hermeneutical key that unlocked the true meaning of Scripture.


  The formal principle of the Reformation, sola Scriptura, was closely bound up with proper distinctions between Scripture and tradition. “Scripture alone,” said Luther, “is the true lord and master of all writings and doctrine on earth. If that is not granted, what is Scripture good for? The more we reject it, the more we become satisfied with human books and human teachers.”30 On the basis of this principle, the reformers challenged the structures and institutions of the medieval Catholic Church. Even a simple layperson, they asserted, armed with Scripture should be believed above a pope or a council without it. But, however boldly asserted, the doctrine of the primacy of Scripture did not absolve the reformers from dealing with a host of hermeneutical issues that became matters of contention both between Rome and the Reformation and within each of these two communities: the extent of the biblical canon, the validity of critical study of the Bible, the perspicuity of Scripture and its relation to preaching and the retention of devotional and liturgical practices such as holy days, incense, the burning of candles, the sprinkling of holy water, church art and musical instruments. Zwingli, the Puritans and the radicals dismissed such things as a rubbish heap of ceremonials that amounted to nothing but tomfoolery, while Lutherans and Anglicans retained most of them as consonant with Scripture and valuable aids to worship.


  It is important to note that while the mainline reformers differed among themselves on many matters, overwhelmingly they saw themselves as part of the ongoing Catholic tradition, indeed as the legitimate bearers of it. This was seen in numerous ways including their sense of continuity with the church of the preceding centuries; their embrace of the ecumenical orthodoxy of the early church; and their desire to read the Bible in dialogue with the exegetical tradition of the church.


  In their biblical commentaries, the reformers of the sixteenth century revealed a close familiarity with the preceding exegetical tradition, and they used it respectfully as well as critically in their own expositions of the sacred text. For them, sola Scriptura was not nuda Scriptura. Rather, the Scriptures were seen as the book given to the church, gathered and guided by the Holy Spirit. In his restatement of the Vincentian canon, Calvin defined the church as “a society of all the saints, a society which, spread over the whole world, and existing in all ages, and bound together by the one doctrine and the one spirit of Christ, cultivates and observes unity of faith and brotherly concord. With this church we deny that we have any disagreement. Nay, rather, as we revere her as our mother, so we desire to remain in her bosom.” Defined thus, the church has a real, albeit relative and circumscribed, authority since, as Calvin admits, “We cannot fly without wings.”31 While the reformers could not agree with the Council of Trent (though some recent Catholic theologians have challenged this interpretation) that Scripture and tradition were two separate and equable sources of divine revelation, they did believe in the coinherence of Scripture and tradition. This conviction shaped the way they read and interpreted the Bible.32


  Schools of Exegesis


  The reformers were passionate about biblical exegesis, but they showed little concern for hermeneutics as a separate field of inquiry. Niels Hemmingsen, a Lutheran theologian in Denmark, did write a treatise, De methodis (1555), in which he offered a philosophical and theological framework for the interpretation of Scripture. This was followed by the Clavis Scripturae Sacrae (1567) of Matthias Flacius Illyricus, which contains some fifty rules for studying the Bible drawn from Scripture itself.33 However, hermeneutics as we know it came of age only in the Enlightenment and should not be backloaded into the Reformation. It is also true that the word commentary did not mean in the sixteenth century what it means for us today. Erasmus provided both annotations and paraphrases on the New Testament, the former a series of critical notes on the text but also containing points of doctrinal substance, the latter a theological overview and brief exposition. Most of Calvin’s commentaries began as sermons or lectures presented in the course of his pastoral ministry. In the dedication to his 1519 study of Galatians, Luther declared that his work was “not so much a commentary as a testimony of my faith in Christ.”34 The exegetical work of the reformers was embodied in a wide variety of forms and genres, and the RCS has worked with this broader concept in setting the guidelines for this compendium.


  The Protestant reformers shared in common a number of key interpretive principles such as the priority of the grammatical-historical sense of Scripture and the christological centeredness of the entire Bible, but they also developed a number of distinct approaches and schools of exegesis.35 For the purposes of the RCS, we note the following key figures and families of interpretation in this period.


  Biblical humanism. The key figure is Erasmus, whose importance is hard to exaggerate for Catholic and Protestant exegetes alike. His annotated Greek New Testament and fresh Latin translation challenged the hegemony of the Vulgate tradition and was doubtless a factor in the decision of the Council of Trent to establish the Vulgate edition as authentic and normative. Erasmus believed that the wide distribution of the Scriptures would contribute to personal spiritual renewal and the reform of society. In 1547, the English translation of Erasmus’s Paraphrases was ordered to be placed in every parish church in England. John Colet first encouraged Erasmus to learn Greek, though he never took up the language himself. Colet’s lectures on Paul’s epistles at Oxford are reflected in his commentaries on Romans and 1 Corinthians.


  Jacques Lefèvre d’Étaples has been called the “French Erasmus” because of his great learning and support for early reform movements in his native land. He published a major edition of the Psalter, as well as commentaries on the Pauline Epistles (1512), the Gospels (1522) and the General Epistles (1527). Guillaume Farel, the early reformer of Geneva, was a disciple of Lefèvre, and the young Calvin also came within his sphere of influence.


  Among pre-Tridentine Catholic reformers, special attention should be given to Thomas de Vio, better known as Cajetan. He is best remembered for confronting Martin Luther on behalf of the pope in 1518, but his biblical commentaries (on nearly every book of the Bible) are virtually free of polemic. Like Erasmus, he dared to criticize the Vulgate on linguistic grounds. His commentary on Romans supported the doctrine of justification by grace applied by faith based on the “alien righteousness” of God in Christ. Jared Wicks sums up Cajetan’s significance in this way: “Cajetan’s combination of passion for pristine biblical meaning with his fully developed theological horizon of understanding indicates, in an intriguing manner, something of the breadth of possibilities open to Roman Catholics before a more restrictive settlement came to exercise its hold on many Catholic interpreters in the wake of the Council of Trent.”36 Girolamo Seripando, like Cajetan, was a cardinal in the Catholic Church, though he belonged to the Augustinian rather than the Dominican order. He was an outstanding classical scholar and published commentaries on Romans and Galatians. Also important is Jacopo Sadoleto, another cardinal, best known for his 1539 letter to the people of Geneva beseeching them to return to the church of Rome, to which Calvin replied with a manifesto of his own. Sadoleto published a commentary on Romans in 1535. Bucer once commended Sadoleto’s teaching on justification as approximating that of the reformers, while others saw him tilting away from the Augustinian tradition toward Pelagianism.37


  Luther and the Wittenberg School. It was in the name of the Word of God, and specifically as a doctor of Scripture, that Luther challenged the church of his day and inaugurated the Reformation. Though Luther renounced his monastic vows, he never lost that sense of intimacy with sacra pagina he first acquired as a young monk. Luther provided three rules for reading the Bible: prayer, meditation and struggle (tentatio). His exegetical output was enormous. In the American edition of Luther’s works, thirty out of the fifty-five volumes are devoted to his biblical studies, and additional translations are planned. Many of his commentaries originated as sermons or lecture notes presented to his students at the university and to his parishioners at Wittenberg’s parish church of St. Mary. Luther referred to Galatians as his bride: “The Epistle to the Galatians is my dear epistle. I have betrothed myself to it. It is my Käthe von Bora.”38 He considered his 1535 commentary on Galatians his greatest exegetical work, although his massive commentary on Genesis (eight volumes in LW), which he worked on for ten years (1535–1545), must be considered his crowning work. Luther’s principles of biblical interpretation are found in his Open Letter on Translating and in the prefaces he wrote to all the books of the Bible.


  Philipp Melanchthon was brought to Wittenberg to teach Greek in 1518 and proved to be an able associate to Luther in the reform of the church. A set of his lecture notes on Romans was published without his knowledge in 1522. This was revised and expanded many times until his large commentary of 1556. Melanchthon also commented on other New Testament books including Matthew, John, Galatians and the Petrine Epistles, as well as Proverbs, Daniel and Ecclesiastes. Though he was well trained in the humanist disciplines, Melanchthon devoted little attention to critical and textual matters in his commentaries. Rather, he followed the primary argument of the biblical writer and gathered from this exposition a series of doctrinal topics for special consideration. This method lay behind Melanchthon’s Loci communes (1521), the first Protestant theology textbook to be published. Another Wittenberger was Johannes Bugenhagen of Pomerania, a prolific commentator on both the Old and New Testaments. His commentary on the Psalms (1524), translated into German by Bucer, applied Luther’s teaching on justification to the Psalter. He also wrote a commentary on Job and annotations on many of the books in the Bible. The Lutheran exegetical tradition was shaped by many other scholar-reformers including Andreas Osiander, Johannes Brenz, Caspar Cruciger, Erasmus Sarcerius, Georg Maior, Jacob Andreae, Nikolaus Selnecker and Johann Gerhard.


  The Strasbourg-Basel tradition. Bucer, the son of a shoemaker in Alsace, became the leader of the Reformation in Strasbourg. A former Dominican, he was early on influenced by Erasmus and continued to share his passion for Christian unity. Bucer was the most ecumenical of the Protestant reformers seeking rapprochement with Catholics on justification and an armistice between Luther and Zwingli in their strife over the Lord’s Supper. Bucer also had a decisive influence on Calvin, though the latter characterized his biblical commentaries as longwinded and repetitious.39 In his exegetical work, Bucer made ample use of patristic and medieval sources, though he criticized the abuse and overuse of allegory as “the most blatant insult to the Holy Spirit.”40 He declared that the purpose of his commentaries was “to help inexperienced brethren [perhaps like the apothecary Drilhon, who owned a French translation of Bucer’s Commentary on Matthew] to understand each of the words and actions of Christ, and in their proper order as far as possible, and to retain an explanation of them in their natural meaning, so that they will not distort God’s Word through age-old aberrations or by inept interpretation, but rather with a faithful comprehension of everything as written by the Spirit of God, they may expound to all the churches in their firm upbuilding in faith and love.”41 In addition to writing commentaries on all four Gospels, Bucer published commentaries on Judges, the Psalms, Zephaniah, Romans and Ephesians. In the early years of the Reformation, there was a great deal of back and forth between Strasbourg and Basel, and both were centers of a lively publishing trade. Wolfgang Capito, Bucer’s associate at Strasbourg, was a notable Hebraist and composed commentaries on Hosea (1529) and Habakkuk (1527).


  At Basel, the great Sebastian Münster defended the use of Jewish sources in the Christian study of the Old Testament and published, in addition to his famous Hebrew grammar, an annotated version of the Gospel of Matthew translated from Greek into Hebrew. Oecolampadius, Basel’s chief reformer, had been a proofreader in Froben’s publishing house and worked with Erasmus on his Greek New Testament and his critical edition of Jerome. From 1523 he was both a preacher and professor of Holy Scripture at Basel. He defended Zwingli’s eucharistic theology at the Colloquy of Marburg and published commentaries on 1 John (1524), Romans (1525) and Haggai-Malachi (1525). Oecolampadius was succeeded by Simon Grynaeus, a classical scholar who taught Greek and supported Bucer’s efforts to bring Lutherans and Zwinglians together. More in line with Erasmus was Sebastian Castellio, who came to Basel after his expulsion from Geneva in 1545. He is best remembered for questioning the canonicity of the Song of Songs and for his annotations and French translation of the Bible.


  The Zurich group. Biblical exegesis in Zurich was centered on the distinctive institution of the Prophezei, which began on June 19, 1525. On five days a week, at seven o’clock in the morning, all of the ministers and theological students in Zurich gathered into the choir of the Grossmünster to engage in a period of intense exegesis and interpretation of Scripture. After Zwingli had opened the meeting with prayer, the text of the day was read in Latin, Greek and Hebrew, followed by appropriate textual or exegetical comments. One of the ministers then delivered a sermon on the passage in German that was heard by many of Zurich’s citizens who stopped by the cathedral on their way to work. This institute for advanced biblical studies had an enormous influence as a model for Reformed academies and seminaries throughout Europe. It was also the seedbed for sermon series in Zurich’s churches and the extensive exegetical publications of Zwingli, Leo Jud, Konrad Pellikan, Heinrich Bullinger, Oswald Myconius and Rudolf Gwalther. Zwingli had memorized in Greek all of the Pauline epistles, and this bore fruit in his powerful expository preaching and biblical exegesis. He took seriously the role of grammar, rhetoric and historical research in explaining the biblical text. For example, he disagreed with Bucer on the value of the Septuagint, regarding it as a trustworthy witness to a proto-Hebrew version earlier than the Masoretic text.


  Zwingli’s work was carried forward by his successor Bullinger, one of the most formidable scholars and networkers among the reformers. He composed commentaries on Daniel (1565), the Gospels (1542–1546), the Epistles (1537), Acts (1533) and Revelation (1557). He collaborated with Calvin to produce the Consensus Tigurinus (1549), a Reformed accord on the nature of the Lord’s Supper, and produced a series of fifty sermons on Christian doctrine, known as Decades, which became required reading in Elizabethan England. As the Antistes (“overseer”) of the Zurich church for forty-four years, Bullinger faced opposition from nascent Anabaptism on the one hand and resurgent Catholicism on the other. The need for a well-trained clergy and scholarly resources, including Scripture commentaries, arose from the fact that the Bible was “difficult or obscure to the unlearned, unskillful, unexercised, and malicious or corrupted wills.” While forswearing papal claims to infallibility, Bullinger and other leaders of the magisterial Reformation saw the need for a kind of Protestant magisterium as a check against the tendency to read the Bible in “such sense as everyone shall be persuaded in himself to be most convenient.”42


  Two other commentators can be treated in connection with the Zurich group, though each of them had a wide-ranging ministry across the Reformation fronts. A former Benedictine monk, Wolfgang Musculus, embraced the Reformation in the 1520s and served briefly as the secretary to Bucer in Strasbourg. He shared Bucer’s desire for Protestant unity and served for seventeen years (1531–1548) as a pastor and reformer in Augsburg. After a brief time in Zurich, where he came under the influence of Bullinger, Musculus was called to Bern, where he taught the Scriptures and published commentaries on the Psalms, the Decalogue, Genesis, Romans, Isaiah, 1 and 2 Corinthians, Galatians and Ephesians, Philippians, Colossians, 1 and 2 Thessalonians and 1 Timothy. Drawing on his exegetical writings, Musculus also produced a compendium of Protestant theology that was translated into English in 1563 as Commonplaces of Christian Religion.


  Peter Martyr Vermigli was a Florentine-born scholar and Augustinian friar who embraced the Reformation and fled to Switzerland in 1542. Over the next twenty years, he would gain an international reputation as a prolific scholar and leading theologian within the Reformed community. He lectured on the Old Testament at Strasbourg, was made regius professor at Oxford, corresponded with the Italian refugee church in Geneva and spent the last years of his life as professor of Hebrew at Zurich. Vermigli published commentaries on 1 Corinthians, Romans and Judges during his lifetime. His biblical lectures on Genesis, Lamentations, 1 and 2 Samuel and 1 and 2 Kings were published posthumously. The most influential of his writings was the Loci communes (Commonplaces), a theological compendium drawn from his exegetical writings.


  The Genevan Reformers. What Zwingli and Bullinger were to Zurich, Calvin and Beza were to Geneva. Calvin has been called “the father of modern biblical scholarship,” and his exegetical work is without parallel in the Reformation. Because of the success of his Institutes of the Christian Religion Calvin has sometimes been thought of as a man of one book, but he always intended the Institutes, which went through eight editions in Latin and five in French during his lifetime, to serve as a guide to the study of the Bible, to show the reader “what he ought especially to seek in Scripture and to what end he ought to relate its contents.” Jacob Arminius, who modified several principles of Calvin’s theology, recommended his commentaries next to the Bible, for, as he said, Calvin “is incomparable in the interpretation of Scripture.”43 Drawing on his superb knowledge of Greek and Hebrew and his thorough training in humanist rhetoric, Calvin produced commentaries on all of the New Testament books except 2 and 3 John and Revelation. Calvin’s Old Testament commentaries originated as sermon and lecture series and include Genesis, Psalms, Hosea, Isaiah, minor prophets, Daniel, Jeremiah and Lamentations, a harmony of the last four books of Moses, Ezekiel 1–20 and Joshua. Calvin sought for brevity and clarity in all of his exegetical work. He emphasized the illumination of the Holy Spirit as essential to a proper understanding of the text. Calvin underscored the continuity between the two Testaments (one covenant in two dispensations) and sought to apply the plain or natural sense of the text to the church of his day. In the preface to his own influential commentary on Romans, Karl Barth described how Calvin worked to recover the mind of Paul and make the apostle’s message relevant to his day:


  How energetically Calvin goes to work, first scientifically establishing the text (‘what stands there?’), then following along the footsteps of its thought; that is to say, he conducts a discussion with it until the wall between the first and the sixteenth centuries becomes transparent, and until there in the first century Paul speaks and here the man of the sixteenth century hears, until indeed the conversation between document and reader becomes concentrated upon the substance (which must be the same now as then).44


  Beza was elected moderator of Geneva’s Company of Pastors after Calvin’s death in 1564 and guided the Genevan Reformation over the next four decades. His annotated Latin translation of the Greek New Testament (1556) and his further revisions of the Greek text established his reputation as the leading textual critic of the sixteenth century after Erasmus. Beza completed the translation of Marot’s metrical Psalter, which became a centerpiece of Huguenot piety and Reformed church life. Though known for his polemical writings on grace, free will and predestination, Beza’s work is marked by a strong pastoral orientation and concern for a Scripture-based spirituality.


  Robert Estienne (Stephanus) was a printer-scholar who had served the royal household in Paris. After his conversion to Protestantism, in 1550 he moved to Geneva, where he published a series of notable editions and translations of the Bible. He also produced sermons and commentaries on Job, Ecclesiastes, the Song of Songs, Romans and Hebrews, as well as dictionaries, concordances and a thesaurus of biblical terms. He also published the first editions of the Bible with chapters divided into verses, an innovation that quickly became universally accepted.


  The British Reformation. Commentary writing in England and Scotland lagged behind the continental Reformation for several reasons. In 1500, there were only three publishing houses in England compared with more than two hundred on the Continent. A 1408 statute against publishing or reading the Bible in English, stemming from the days of Lollardy, stifled the free flow of ideas, as was seen in the fate of Tyndale. Moreover, the nature of the English Reformation from Henry through Elizabeth provided little stability for the flourishing of biblical scholarship. In the sixteenth century, many “hot-gospel” Protestants in England were edified by the English translations of commentaries and theological writings by the Continental reformers. The influence of Calvin and Beza was felt especially in the Geneva Bible with its “Protestant glosses” of theological notes and references.


  During the later Elizabethan and Stuart church, however, the indigenous English commentary came into its own. Both Anglicans and Puritans contributed to this outpouring of biblical studies. The sermons of Lancelot Andrewes and John Donne are replete with exegetical insights based on a close study of the Greek and Hebrew texts. Among the Reformed authors in England, none was more influential than William Perkins, the greatest of the early Puritan theologians, who published commentaries on Galatians, Jude, Revelation and the Sermon on the Mount (Mt 5–7). John Cotton, one of his students, wrote commentaries on the Song of Songs, Ecclesiastes and Revelation before departing for New England in 1633. The separatist pastor Henry Ainsworth was an outstanding scholar of Hebrew and wrote major commentaries on the Pentateuch, the Psalms and the Song of Songs. In Scotland, Robert Rollock, the first principal of Edinburgh University (1585), wrote numerous commentaries including those on the Psalms, Ephesians, Daniel, Romans, 1 and 2 Thessalonians, John, Colossians and Hebrews. Joseph Mede and Thomas Brightman were leading authorities on Revelation and contributed to the apocalyptic thought of the seventeenth century. Mention should also be made of Archbishop James Ussher, whose Annals of the Old Testament was published in 1650. Ussher developed a keen interest in biblical chronology and calculated that the creation of the world had taken place on October 26, 4004 B.C. As late as 1945, the Scofield Reference Bible still retained this date next to Genesis 1:1, but later editions omitted it because of the lack of evidence on which to fix such dates.45


  Anabaptism. Irena Backus has noted that there was no school of “dissident” exegesis during the Reformation, and the reasons are not hard to find. The radical Reformation was an ill-defined movement that existed on the margins of official church life in the sixteenth century. The denial of infant baptism and the refusal to swear an oath marked radicals as a seditious element in society, and they were persecuted by Protestants and Catholics alike. However, in the RCS we have made an attempt to include some voices of the radical Reformation, especially among the Anabaptists. While the Anabaptists published few commentaries in the sixteenth century, they were avid readers and quoters of the Bible. Numerous exegetical gems can be found in their letters, treatises, martyr acts (especially The Martyrs’ Mirror), hymns and histories. They placed a strong emphasis on the memorizing of Scripture and quoted liberally from vernacular translations of the Bible. George H. Williams has noted that “many an Anabaptist theological tract was really a beautiful mosaic of Scripture texts.”46 In general, most Anabaptists accepted the apocryphal books as canonical, contrasted outer word and inner spirit with relative degrees of strictness and saw the New Testament as normative for church life and social ethics (witness their pacifism, nonswearing, emphasis on believers’ baptism and congregational discipline).


  We have noted the Old Testament translation of Ludwig Hätzer, who became an anti­trinitarian, and Hans Denck that they published at Worms in 1527. Denck also wrote a notable commentary on Micah. Conrad Grebel belonged to a Greek reading circle in Zurich and came to his Anabaptist convictions while poring over the text of Erasmus’s New Testament. The only Anabaptist leader with university credentials was Balthasar Hubmaier, who was made a doctor of theology (Ingolstadt, 1512) in the same year as Luther. His reflections on the Bible are found in his numerous writings, which include the first catechism of the Reformation (1526), a two-part treatise on the freedom of the will and a major work (On the Sword) setting forth positive attitudes toward the role of government and the Christian’s place in society. Melchior Hoffman was an apocalyptic seer who wrote commentaries on Romans, Revelation and Daniel 12. He predicted that Christ would return in 1533. More temperate was Pilgram Marpeck, a mining engineer who embraced Anabaptism and traveled widely throughout Switzerland and south Germany, from Strasbourg to Augsburg. His “Admonition of 1542” is the longest published defense of Anabaptist views on baptism and the Lord’s Supper. He also wrote many letters that functioned as theological tracts for the congregations he had founded dealing with topics such as the fruits of repentance, the lowliness of Christ and the unity of the church. Menno Simons, a former Catholic priest, became the most outstanding leader of the Dutch Anabaptist movement. His masterpiece was the Foundation of Christian Doctrine published in 1540. His other writings include Meditation on the Twenty-fifth Psalm (1537); A Personal Exegesis of Psalm Twenty-five modeled on the style of Augustine’s Confessions; Confession of the Triune God (1550), directed against Adam Pastor, a former disciple of Menno who came to doubt the divinity of Christ; Meditations and Prayers for Mealtime (1557); and the Cross of the Saints (1554), an exhortation to faithfulness in the face of persecution. Like many other Anabaptists, Menno emphasized the centrality of discipleship (Nachfolge) as a deliberate repudiation of the old life and a radical commitment to follow Jesus as Lord.


  Reading Scripture with the Reformers


  In 1947, Gerhard Ebeling set forth his thesis that the history of the Christian church is the history of the interpretation of Scripture. Since that time, the place of the Bible in the story of the church has been investigated from many angles. A better understanding of the history of exegesis has been aided by new critical editions and scholarly discussions of the primary sources. The Cambridge History of the Bible, published in three volumes (1963–1970), remains a standard reference work in the field. The ACCS built on, and itself contributed to, the recovery of patristic biblical wisdom of both East and West. Beryl Smalley’s The Study of the Bible in the Middle Ages (1940) and Henri de Lubac’s Medieval Exegesis: The Four Senses of Scripture (1959) are essential reading for understanding the monastic and scholastic settings of commentary work between Augustine and Luther. The Reformation took place during what has been called “le grand siècle de la Bible.”47 Aided by the tools of Renaissance humanism and the dynamic impetus of Reformation theology (including permutations and reactions against it), the sixteenth century produced an unprecedented number of commentaries on every book in the Bible. Drawing from this vast storehouse of exegetical treasures, the RCS allows us to read Scripture along with the reformers. In doing so, it serves as a practical homiletic and devotional guide to some of the greatest masters of biblical interpretation in the history of the church.


  The RCS gladly acknowledges its affinity with and dependence on recent scholarly investigations of Reformation-era exegesis. Between 1976 and 1990, three international colloquia on the history of biblical exegesis in the sixteenth century took place in Geneva and in Durham, North Carolina.48 Among those participating in these three gatherings were a number of scholars who have produced groundbreaking works in the study of biblical interpretation in the Reformation. These include Elsie McKee, Irena Backus, Kenneth Hagen, Scott H. Hendrix, Richard A. Muller, Guy Bedouelle, Gerald Hobbs, John B. Payne, Bernard Roussel, Pierre Fraenkel and David C. Steinmetz. Among other scholars whose works are indispensible for the study of this field are Heinrich Bornkamm, Jaroslav Pelikan, Heiko A. Oberman, James S. Preus, T. H. L. Parker, David F. Wright, Tony Lane, John L. Thompson, Frank A. James and Timothy J. Wengert.49 Among these scholars no one has had a greater influence on the study of Reformation exegesis than David C. Steinmetz. A student of Oberman, he has emphasized the importance of understanding the Reformation in medieval perspective. In addition to important studies on Luther and Staupitz, he has pioneered the method of comparative exegesis showing both continuity and discontinuity between major Reformation figures and the preceding exegetical traditions (see his Luther in Context and Calvin in Context). From his base at Duke University, he has spawned what might be called a Steinmetz school, a cadre of students and scholars whose work on the Bible in the Reformation era continues to shape the field. Steinmetz serves on the RCS Board of Editorial Advisors, and a number of our volume editors have pursued doctoral studies under his supervision.


  In 1980, Steinmetz published “The Superiority of Pre-critical Exegesis,” a seminal essay that not only placed Reformation exegesis in the context of the preceding fifteen centuries of the church’s study of the Bible but also challenged certain assumptions underlying the hegemony of historical-critical exegesis of the post-Enlightenment academy.50 Steinmetz helps us to approach the reformers and other precritical interpreters of the Bible on their own terms as faithful witnesses to the church’s apostolic tradition. For them, a specific book or pericope had to be understood within the scope of the consensus of the canon. Thus the reformers, no less than the Fathers and the schoolmen, interpreted the hymn of the Johannine prologue about the preexistent Christ in consonance with the creation narrative of Genesis 1. In the same way, Psalm 22, Isaiah 53 and Daniel 7 are seen as part of an overarching storyline that finds ultimate fulfillment in Jesus Christ. Reading the Bible with the resources of the new learning, the reformers challenged the exegetical conclusions of their medieval predecessors at many points. However, unlike Alexander Campbell in the nineteenth century, their aim was not to “open the New Testament as if mortal man had never seen it before.”51 Rather, they wanted to do their biblical work as part of an interpretive conversation within the family of the people of God. In the reformers’ emphatic turn to the literal sense, which prompted their many blasts against the unrestrained use of allegory, their work was an extension of a similar impulse made by Thomas Aquinas and Nicholas of Lyra.


  This is not to discount the radically new insights gained by the reformers in their dynamic engagement with the text of Scripture; nor should we dismiss in a reactionary way the light shed on the meaning of the Bible by the scholarly accomplishments of the past two centuries. However, it is to acknowledge that the church’s exegetical tradition is an indispensible aid for the proper interpretation of Scripture. And this means, as Richard Muller has said, that “while it is often appropriate to recognize that traditionary readings of the text are erroneous on the grounds offered by the historical-critical method, we ought also to recognize that the conclusions offered by historical-critical exegesis may themselves be quite erroneous on the grounds provided by the exegesis of the patristic, medieval, and reformation periods.”52 The RCS wishes to commend the exegetical work of the Reformation era as a program of retrieval for the sake of renewal—spiritual réssourcement for believers committed to the life of faith today.


  George Herbert was an English pastor and poet who reaped the benefits of the renewal of biblical studies in the age of the Reformation. He referred to the Scriptures as a book of infinite sweetness, “a mass of strange delights,” a book with secrets to make the life of anyone good. In describing the various means pastors require to be fully furnished in the work of their calling, Herbert provided a rationale for the history of exegesis and for the Reformation Commentary on Scripture:


  The fourth means are commenters and Fathers, who have handled the places controverted, which the parson by no means refuseth. As he doth not so study others as to neglect the grace of God in himself and what the Holy Spirit teacheth him, so doth he assure himself that God in all ages hath had his servants to whom he hath revealed his Truth, as well as to him; and that as one country doth not bear all things that there may be a commerce, so neither hath God opened or will open all to one, that there may be a traffic in knowledge between the servants of God for the planting both of love and humility. Wherefore he hath one comment[ary] at least upon every book of Scripture, and ploughing with this, and his own meditations, he enters into the secrets of God treasured in the holy Scripture.53


  Timothy George


  General Editor


  Introduction to the Psalms


  Puzzled as to how he should approach and understand the Psalms, Marcellinus requested the aid of his friend Athanasius (c. 295–373). The great bishop of Alexandria willingly obliged him with a lengthy letter, recounting the advice he himself had received:


  My child, all the books of Scripture, both old and new, are inspired by God and useful for instruction, as it is written. But to those who really study it, the Psalter yields especial treasure. Each book of the Bible has, of course, its own particular message. . . . Each of these books, you see, is like a garden which grows one particular kind of fruit; by contrast, the Psalter is a garden which, besides its particular fruit, grows also those of all the rest.1


  Here in one holy book, Athanasius asserts, is the entire form and content of God’s revelation—creation, exodus, exile and redemption—fixed as praise, inviting our participation. “In the other books of Scripture we read or hear the words of the saints as belonging only to those who spoke them, not at all as though they are our own,” Athanasius continues. “With this book, however, . . . it is as if it is our own words that we read; anyone who hears them is pierced to the heart, as though these words voiced for him his deepest thoughts.”2 The Psalms are a mirror that reveals who we really are, instructing us to conform ourselves through the Spirit to the gift and example of Jesus Christ.3 Only with the guidance of the Holy Spirit—the true Author of these songs—is anyone able to read the Psalms intelligently.4 Athanasius’s letter has influenced more than Marcellinus. Many since, including Martin Luther, John Calvin and other commentators featured in this volume, have included choice phrases from Athanasius’s letter in their own works on the Psalms.5


  For the fathers, the medievals and the reformers, the Words of Christ cannot be interpreted apart from the Spirit of Christ. Thus, praying the Psalms should not only align believers’ reason and affections but also conform their will to God’s.6 This is no perfunctory prayer. In a fit of conscience, Augustine worried that he did not pray the Psalms but instead was seduced by their sweet melodies. He longed to be “moved not by the singing but by the things that are sung.”7 Anything else is to sin grievously. Luther lamented, somewhat hyperbolically, that the Psalms were no longer understood on account of their second-class rank behind legends and histories of saints.8 Divine things had been exchanged for human things. In the preface to his influential Psalter, Jacques Lefèvre d’Étaples accused himself and his peers of only paying “lip service” to the Psalms and theology.9 Ignoring the psalmist’s word—“Blessed are those who study your testimonies” (Ps 119:2)—they traded heavenly blessings for worldly blessings, pursuing the “literal sense,” which left them “utterly sad and downcast.”10


  Christ and the Psalms: What Is the Literal Sense?


  But aren’t the reformers famous for their insistence on the “literal sense”? Weren’t they responsible for freeing biblical interpretation from the chains and restraints of fables and allegories? It depends. What is the literal sense, and what allegories did the reformers disapprove of? Some readers may be surprised to find the reformers saying that certain psalms are literally about Jesus Christ. Today by the “literal meaning of Scripture” we mean its meaning according to the constraints of grammar, history and literary method.11 It is not uncommon to see contemporaries lambaste our forebears’ interpretations as fantasy. And yet specialists trace the revival of the literal sense to Nicholas of Lyra—in some cases even to Thomas Aquinas (1225–1274).12 Between the early modern period and today there has been a shift in our understanding of the literal sense.13


  After an interview with monks depressed by their literal reading of Scripture, Lefèvre himself wondered, what do they mean by literal? “Then I began to consider seriously that perhaps this had not been the true literal sense but rather, as quacks like to do with herbs, one thing is substituted for the other, a pseudo sense for the true literal sense.”14 On reflection Lefèvre realized that these monks had been reading Scripture as if there were only a human author. They approached the Psalms considering only David and his context, errantly viewing him not “as a prophet but rather as a chronicler.”15 However, the testimony of the apostles, Evangelists and prophets demonstrates, for Lefèvre, that readers must lift up their hearts and contemplate the intention of a higher Author:


  [The apostles, Evangelists and prophets] opened the door of understanding of the letter of Sacred Scripture, and I seemed to see another sense: the intention of the prophet and of the Holy Spirit speaking in him. This I call “literal” sense but a literal sense which coincides with the Spirit. No other letter has the Spirit conveyed to the prophets or to those who have open eyes.16


  For Lefèvre, then, the letter that kills is the letter severed from its true Author, the Holy Spirit. Only by Christ’s aid—of one essence with his Spirit—will a reader be able to expound the literal sense of Scripture.17 “For [Lefèvre] the spiritual, that is, the literal sense is not available through simple grammatical exegesis,” Heiko Oberman summarizes. “The unbeliever cannot discover the real meaning because he approaches the text without the most necessary exegetical tool of all, that selfsame Spirit which created Scripture.”18


  So then, Lefèvre intimates a twofold distinction within the literal sense: the simple and the spiritual, or what Richard Muller calls the constructed or compounded.19 The simple literal sense consists of the immediate grammatical, historical and literary meaning of the very words of Scripture; the spiritual literal sense is the meaning of the very words of Scripture in light of the full form and content of Scripture. The simple and the spiritual literal senses are distinguishable but inseparable. Nevertheless there is a hierarchy: the simple serves the spiritual. Other reformers wholeheartedly affirmed this approach. Luther was particularly insistent that Scripture’s substance, Christ, is the interpretive key for all its words.20


  The vast majority of the reformers, not just Luther, affirmed that the concern for textual analysis must be wedded with the rule of faith, which Craig Farmer has tersely defined as “the trinitarian, christological and evangelical scope of Scripture’s content and meaning that arises from it and in turn makes sense of the whole and the parts.”21 All biblical interpretation must be ruled. Luther states this with characteristic flourish:


  If I were offered free choice either to have St. Augustine’s and the dear fathers’, that is, the apostles’, understanding of Scripture together with the handicap that St. Augustine occasionally lacks the correct Hebrew letters and words—as the Jews sneeringly accuse him—or to have the Jews’ correct letters and words (which they, in fact, do not have everywhere) but minus St. Augustine’s and the fathers’ understanding, that is, with the Jews’ interpretation, it can be easily imagined which of the two I would chose.22


  Luther would rather have a faulty but ruled translation than the original text divorced from the church’s faith. Even the more restrained Calvin affirms the essential importance of ruled interpretation. Paul, he explains, exhorted “those who prophesied in the church . . . to conform their prophecies to the rule of faith, lest in anything they should deviate from the right line.”23


  The reformers’ understanding of the literal sense and the rule of faith helps us understand which allegories they protested against so harshly: those that were not conformed to the rule of faith. Luther is explicit:


  When we condemn allegories we are speaking of those that are fabricated by one’s own intellect and ingenuity, without the authority of Scripture. Other allegories which are made to agree with the analogy of faith not only enrich doctrine but also console consciences.24


  In his Institutes Calvin affirms this prescription of Luther: “Allegories ought not to go beyond the limits set by the rule of Scripture, let alone suffice as the foundation for any doctrines.”25 Here we see two giants of the Reformation affirming allegories that present Christ while casting aside all others (e.g., those that affirm papal primacy or purgatory).


  Unsurprisingly, the reformers’ uses of ruled interpretation in the Psalms are on a spectrum, with Luther as the most ardent, Calvin as the most restrained and Martin Bucer in between.26 First, Luther and his disciples employ an immediate ruled interpretation.27 While at times they consider the specific historical data concerning David, generally they quickly venture into Christological details, often reading the Psalms in the person and voice of Christ:


  Every prophecy and every prophet must be understood as referring to Christ the Lord, except where it is clear from plain words that someone else is spoken of. For thus he himself says. “Search the Scriptures! It is they that bear witness to me.” Otherwise it is most certain that the searchers will not find what they are searching for. For that same reason some explain very many psalms not prophetically but historically.28


  Although Luther wholeheartedly affirms the value of history, still, for him, a Christian reading must join the fruit of history to the history itself.29 Any other reading would be Spirit-less and superficial. The sense of a psalm must be sought “in the Spirit, because superficially it could be understood about David.”30 Yes, “for Christ is the dear origin of the circle; all the histories in Holy Scripture—if they are to be correctly understood—point to Christ.”31 Luther is loath to allow Scripture to be mere history. “Take Christ out of the Scriptures and what will you find left in them?”32


  Due to this Christological immediacy, readers of this volume will notice that from time to time Lutheran exegetes identify the psalmist as Christ without any forewarning. Today we might prefer “the psalmist says here,” but for these Lutherans it must be “Christ says here.” They would heartily endorse Augustine’s statement that “it is Christ’s voice which ought by this time to be perfectly known and perfectly familiar to us in all the Psalms—now chanting joyously, now sorrowing, now rejoicing in hope, now sighing in its present state, even as if it were our own. We need not then dwell long on pointing out to you who the speaker here is. Let each one of us be a member of Christ’s body and he will be a speaker here.”33 In the Psalms, for these commentators, we learn to recognize and imitate Christ’s voice.


  The second notch on the ruled interpretative spectrum is Bucer (and most Reformed exegetes).34 G. Sujin Pak has demonstrated that Bucer is a transitional figure between Luther and Calvin in the field of exegesis.35 Here we see history more carefully developed as evidence for Christological readings. Bucer, like many of his contemporaries, was well aware of Jewish criticisms of Christian exegesis as too foreign to the biblical text.36 Therefore, he sought to tie down Christian readings by clarifying the historical context. “I am thus able to anchor more solidly in the historical foundation those things that are interpreted of our Savior Christ and of the church.”37 While Bucer acknowledged that even the best historical scholarship apart from the Holy Spirit’s illumination was entirely unable to convince Jews of Christian truth, he pilfered rabbinic resources to bolster his historical case.38


  Some, like Wolfgang Capito, seconded Bucer’s suggestion, saying that without historical moorings, Christian interpretation is “a laughingstock with its allegories.”39 Others, while fond of Bucer’s efforts, were wary of his brazen use of rabbinic resources; they worried that simpler minds might be confused, thinking that Bucer affirms Jewish theology. This despite Bucer’s promise that he would be judicious in his use of the rabbis, as R. Gerald Hobbs summarizes, “None of their materials would be adopted uncritically, for their commentary had been deformed in varying degrees by their inability to penetrate to the heart of Scripture—faith in Christ.”40 This was not enough for Konrad Pellikan. He did acknowledge his debt to Bucer’s commentary: “In large part we have followed not only the opinions but even the words of that recent writer Aretius Felinus—whoever he may be, he is certainly a learned, godly and very diligent translator and commentator.”41 However, despite gladly benefiting from the rabbinic resources in Bucer’s commentary, Pellikan suppressed all references to the rabbis in his own commentary.42 He was piqued enough to rebuke Bucer himself:


  I am pained by your labors in searching out and sifting the opinions of the rabbis, which you repeat time and again while they disagree with one another both in grammar and in sense. And I prefer the judgment of Zwingli, yourself and almost all the doctors of the Christian faith to their opinions and Judaic learning, for long ago they have wandered away from the mark and are ignorant of languages other than their own, and seem to have acquired their learning as a birthright; so that I think that you would assuredly have made your way far more quickly and easily by your own judgment into the core sense of Scripture than propped up by the assistance of some of them; save insofar as it concerns the grammatical sense, where they generally have some wisdom, though not always.43


  Even for the more historically-minded reformers, the Holy Spirit alone reveals the substance of Scripture.


  Finally in Calvin we see the most restrained use of ruled interpretation in the Psalms.44 He carefully distinguishes the historical David from Jesus of Nazareth, while not separating them. He gives both historical figures exegetical attention, as he also acknowledges their typological connection. Reading his exegesis of the Psalms, we will generally see that he focuses on grammatical and historical considerations, only then moving to Christological or ecclesial interpretations. This was an abrupt enough methodological development that Aegidius Hunnius posthumously called Calvin a “judaizer.”45 That is, Hunnius thought that Calvin suppressed the Christological content of Scripture. Surely Calvin would have been dismayed by such charges. Though he dismissed some of the more imaginative ruled readings as “too forced,” he too fully affirmed the use of the rule of faith. Indeed, in the prefatory letter to the Institutes, he understands it to be the touchstone of exegesis: “When Paul wished all prophecy to accord with the analogy of faith, he set forth a very clear rule to test all interpretation of Scripture.”46 In fact, Calvin’s method has been described as repackaging the quadriga, including belief, morality and hope as part of the literal sense.47


  Like their magisterial counterparts, the Radical reformers also understood Jesus Christ to be the very substance of Scripture.48 Yet the Radicals do not quite fit on this ruled interpretive spectrum, since they shirked extra-biblical language as best as they could on account of the “dross” of human traditions.49 Thus, “many an Anabaptist theological tract was really a beautiful mosaic of scriptural texts, an original work only in the exquisite craftsmanship exhibited in the laying and pointing.”50 This style of writing characterized their strictly literal interpretation of Scripture, especially regarding the New Testament. God’s Word is so clear, they confessed, that it requires no glosses, let alone detailed interpretation.51 Some Anabaptists interpreted the New Testament in such a starkly literal way that they preached on rooftops (Mt 10:27), and cooed and cried like infants (e.g., Mt 18:1-6). However, more careful exegetes—like many of the Radicals featured in this volume—guarded against such “erratic literalism.”52 The Old Testament proved more difficult however. While the majority of Radicals did not reject the Old Testament wholesale, they subjected it to the New Testament in such a way—“it is valid ‘where Christ has not suspended it’”—that the magisterial reformers regularly charged them as Marcionites.53


  Despite these various emphases among the confessions of the Reformation, the reformers, like the church fathers, “read Scripture through the prism of Christ’s incarnation, crucifixion, resurrection and ascension.”54 The Sun of Righteousness transfigures these interpreters’ Bibles. Each one of them would have shuddered at hyper-focused grammatical and historical exegesis, exemplified in commentators like Theodore of Mopsuestia (c. 350–428), who dared to claim that “the subject matter of [Psalm 22] is not about the Lord . . . but about blessed David.”55 Worried that such an assertion potentially divided Christ into two persons—one human and one divine—the Second Council of Constantinople (553) anathematized Theodore’s writings.56 For our forebears the interpretive task could not be severed from theology or, more importantly, worship.57 The Christian life—in all matters, both thought and deed—should promote the twofold love of God and neighbor; exegesis is no exception.58


  Sixteenth-Century Pejoratives: What Is “Judaizing”?


  The reformers’ understanding of the literal sense and the importance of the analogy of faith bore rather foul fruit regarding Judaism. Martin Luther’s chilling tract On the Jews and their Lies (1543) was especially shrill; however, anti-Judaic59 sentiment was not unique to him.60 Disdain for Jews permeated medieval and early-modern Europe. Calvin’s aside in his Daniel commentary, that “I have never found common sense in any Jew,” is typical of the time period.61


  At times this anti-Judaic sentiment was presented as a sort of Christian chauvinism. “I have preferred the authority of the ancients to the moderns,” Pellikan wrote in the preface to his seven-volume commentary of the Bible. “I would rather be in doubt in the company of Jerome and the Seventy Greek translators than to take a stand as if on a sure thing with modern Jews.”62 This ugly interaction between disdain for the Jews and jingoistic Christian pride introduced the pejorative “judaizing” into exegetical discussions.63 For the reformers and their forbears “judaizers” are those who try to read Scripture without the guidance of the Holy Spirit, who gives it a living voice—that is, those who read Scripture as if only human authorial intention matters. To employ Lefèvre’s words, such people were guilty of making the human author a mere chronicler, not a prophet.64


  Clearly no one wanted this label. And Calvin was not the only person accused of “judaizing”—Luther often harangued Sebastian Münster and his peers.65 Unfortunately, many of the reformers tried to bolster their Christian allegiance by insulting Jews. Münster, who published a Latin digest of the Biblia Rabbinica for those with more rudimentary Hebrew skills, himself wrote vitriol worthy of Luther, calling a Hebrew interpreter “that raw-skinned scoundrel.”66 While the majority of the reformers consulted the rabbinic resources available to them, they seem to present it as a necessary evil. Disguised with barbs, Luther implies how regularly he interacted with Hebrew interpreters. “The blinded Jews . . . have lost all knowledge of the subject matter and confine themselves to grammatical discussions of words. . . . They never arrive at the true meaning.”67 Calvin also highlighted what he saw as Jewish errors, lest anyone be led astray. “I wanted to gather these opinions together, so that you would understand how foolish those Jewish rationalizers are. For they thus make war with God, and furiously rush to assault the clear light of the gospel.”68 Disappointingly, despite all their interaction with Jewish learning and their love of the Hebrew language, few of the reformers looked on the Jews with tolerance, let alone respect.69


  The Church’s Prayer Book: How Should We Rejoice and Lament?


  Reformation-era theologians, pastors and parishioners continued to view the Psalter as the church’s prayer book. As monks, many of the reformers had oriented their days around praying the psalms and knew these prayers intimately. Luther, who especially loved music and poetry, exclaimed, “How much more must you imagine me to be affected by the Psalter, the book which has been my companion, my delight and my exercise from my youth.”70 For our forebears, praying the psalms shapes and orders our affections, actions and words.71


  For early modern commentators and pastors this for us aspect has implications for the care of souls and how we praise God. Luther’s contemporaries documented one particularly powerful example of how he used this truth to comfort the afflicted. He asked one distressed friend: “How do you like the Psalter? . . . Do you have a sense of joy when you read in it, or of sorrow?” “Sometimes I find comfort in the psalms,” the friend quietly answered, “but then Satan intrudes with his argument: ‘These things that are written here, what are they to you?’” Luther responded with a simple blessing and exhortation to cling to and trust in the Psalms:


  Very solemnly Doctor Luther made the sign of the cross to banish the evil spirit and at the same time quoted Paul . . . “Whatever things were written in former days were written for our learning, that we through hope and patience and comfort of the Scriptures might have hope. . . . So long as the devil holds sway, you hold onto that Psalter and read in it. Trust God who helped David. He will help you too. For all the promises of God in him are Yes, and in him Amen.” 72


  The reformers teach that the Psalms are the very words of God for the people of God. By these hymns, the Holy Spirit stirs us up to contemplate the mighty deeds of the Lord and to praise his glory. Indeed, Calvin reminds us, that is why we need this prayer book:


  We must have songs not only honorable but also holy, which are to be like needles to arouse us to pray and praise God, to meditate on his works, in order to love him, fear, honor and glorify him. . . . We will not find better songs nor ones more appropriate for this purpose than the Psalms of David, which the Holy Spirit has spoken to him and made. Therefore, when we sing them, we are certain that God has put the words in our mouth as if they themselves sang in us to exalt his glory.73


  As a parent holds and directs their young child’s hand while she tries to form letters, so our heavenly Father directs us through the words of the Psalter to express our feelings. By his Spirit our God gives us words when we have none. For this reason each confessional party of the Reformation treasured the Psalms as a regular facet of public worship as well as private meditation; the Reformed, however, are especially well-known for their love of the Psalms in worship. “The Genevan Psalter was not only a staple in public worship,” Scott Manetsch writes, “but was sung in the marketplace, intoned by martyrs on their way to the scaffold, and even chanted by armies as they marched into battle. In the decades and centuries that followed, the Genevan Psalter served as the distinguishing mark of Reformed worship and the cri de coeur of embattled French Protestantism.”74


  These songs expose human shortcomings and God’s steadfast faithfulness; they do not satisfy all our curiosites nor answer all our questions. “The Psalms do not attempt to explain suffering or what mysterious purposes God may have for our pain,” Kelly Kapic observes. “Instead they display the character of Yahweh as trustworthy, brimming with compassion for his people.”75 J. Todd Billings goes even further, asserting that there is no biblical answer to the problem evil.76 Perhaps the reformers would have found this formulation too stark, though they would have approved of the sentiment. Why do bad things happen to good people? We do not know, nor should we presume to try to figure out such mysteries. Nevertheless, the reformers would make at least three points. First, our world is corrupted, thus, evil and suffering are part of our everyday realities (though it is not supposed to be this way).77 Second, Jesus Christ himself suffered, and he empathizes with our suffering—he was even abandoned by God!78 Third, do not trust appearances. Yes, the wicked may flourish, but that does not mean God approves of them. And the pious might suffer, but that does not mean God disapproves of them. Our Lord knows the heart, and he longs for the repentance of all—he is not a respecter of persons (Ezek 33:11; Acts 10:34; Rom 2:11).


  We might be tempted to consider the reformers’ statements about corruption, Christ’s crucifixion and the upside-down nature of the world as too clinical. “Suffering is complicated!” we say. “People do not want ‘answers’; they want you to listen to them.” Ronald Rittgers exposes this tendency in Reformation treatises on suffering. “Viewed as a whole, the premodern Christian consolation literature consistently directs believers to accept their suffering patiently and to make no protest against the workings of divine providence. There is no room for lament in this literature.”79 This is indeed true of that genre. However, in their interactions with the Psalms in teaching and preaching, the reformers allow room for lament, so long as it is done before God. David, Calvin writes, “cries out that he is not cared for by God and yet by this very complaint he testifies . . . that his welfare was secure in the hand of God.”80 Nikolaus Selnecker, following Luther, encourages us to “run to God and cry out to him,” we “should hold God to his promises.”81 Yes, we should patiently wait on the Lord, Calvin affirms, “yet God allows the faithful to bewail in prayer the grief which they experience on account of his delay.”82 Luther comforts us that “strength fades, courage fails; God remains firm.”83 These theologians try to hold the psalmist’s affirmations in tension: we are in pain; we are seemingly abandoned by God; and God is true to his promises; he is near us. Lament and rejoicing are found side by side throughout the Psalter.


  For the reformers, the Psalms allow us to express the heavy and profound affections and afflictions we experience. “Deep calls to deep” (Ps 42:7). Kapic restates Luther’s commendation of the Psalms in this way: “We can find words to speak when we become speechless. . . . The community can speak or sing these sacred words when it does not know what to say.”84 Such songs are not to be despised; rather, these are the only songs worth having: “The world should be so well advised that in place of songs of a vain and frivolous sort, some stupid and dull, some coarse and vile, and consequently evil and harmful, used heretofore, it should accustom itself hereafter to sing these divine and heavenly songs with good King David.”85


  Textual Technicalities


  Two caveats should be offered before moving on to the commentary proper. First, the text of the Psalms presents difficulties.86 The precise order of the Psalms has long been a mystery; it seems to be several hymn collections stitched together. Also there are a number of hapax legomena in the Psalms as well as vocabulary used in strange or uncharacteristic ways (it is poetry after all). These words presented troubles for the reformers, and, for the most part, the modern biblical studies guild continues to struggle with these issues. When relevant, references to and sometimes summaries of contemporary critical commentaries have been included, so that interested readers can pursue the question further.


  Second, the numbering of the Psalms has been standardized to the Masoretic text (MT); the Septuagint (LXX) and thus the Vulgate are slightly different. Some of the reformers—most notably, Bugenhagen—retained this numbering in their Psalms commentary. LXX Psalm 9 is MT Psalms 9–10; LXX Psalm 113 is MT Psalms 114–115; LXX Psalms 114–115 is MT Psalms 116 (vv. 1-9 and vv. 10-19, respectively); LXX Psalms 146–147 is MT Psalm 147 (vv. 1-11 and vv. 12-20, respectively).


  


  


  



  



  The Psalms have always been a book of worship—a service book of sorts. In these songs Israelites learned “the meaning of the testimonies and statutes and rules that the Lord their God commanded them” (Deut 6:20-25). The church also appropriated these hymns as reminders of liberations past, present and future. Medieval monks and nuns measured their days with the Psalms—some even singing the whole Psalter in a day.87 And the reformers sought to popularize this monastic habit, reorienting Christian worship around the Psalms. For these teachers and preachers, the reading of Scripture could not be bifurcated into study and worship. Studying Scripture objectively without a worshipful posture would have been of no benefit to them indeed, it would have been detrimental to the interpretative process.


  The reformers and their parishioners cherished the Psalms as indispensable to that worshipful posture.88 For them these hymns are not mere words on paper, mere chronicles of past miseries and victories; they are prayers, petitions and promises for the people of God, for us. Here with the Spirit as our guide, we are invited into the pain and suffering as well as the victory and triumph of Jesus and his followers. Only in Christ will we learn who we really are. The Psalter offers a dynamic entryway into that relationship. Luther summarizes well how the people of the Reformation felt about this book: “God’s Psalms book is the most excellent. How God demonstrates his power in weakness! At no time have I understood the Psalter less than now. It is a great book.”89


  


  Herman J. Selderhuis


  Commentary on Psalms 1–72


  Overview: Our commentators maintain that the chief composer of these hymns, the Holy Spirit, inspired diverse cantors to sing lauds and laments to the Lord so that believers in every age would be strengthened and consoled by the divine promises of Christ, his example and the example of the saints. Here are prophecies of Christ’s life, death, resurrection and ascension—even the doctrine of his two natures in the unity of his person is revealed in the Psalms! Here is the full spectrum of human emotion: the highest of highs and the lowest of lows. The Psalms are a précis not only of Scripture—the Bible in miniature, as it were—but also of the soul. Readers of the Psalms learn how their forebears in faith in the context of the divine covenant communicated to God in every event and emotion; they teach us to rue and to rejoice. But, the reformers assert, as with any other part of Scripture, readers of the Psalms must read discerningly: some psalms contain prayers and praises, others instructions and promises, and all contain law and gospel. Each psalm must be read according to its genre; otherwise the church will misunderstand and misapply them. By reading or singing the Psalms in the context of Christ’s gift and example, not only will you learn to know Christ and his church but also you will come to know yourself.


  Before delving into the commentary proper, the reformers—some explicitly, some implicitly—sketch their methodological approaches to the Psalms. All agree that exegesis apart from the Holy Spirit, the Scripture’s ultimate author, is futile. While there are intimations about typology in the Psalms, especially David typifying Christ “our spiritual David,” the commentators are not entirely agreed about how to do this typology (keep in mind the different genres; some of the selections are from commentaries, others from sermons). For example, Calvin and other Reformed theologians (e.g., Sebastian Münster and Moïse Amyraut) tend to distinguish carefully the historical David and Jesus of Nazareth, though without separating them. Luther and his disciples as well as Catholic commentators (though Cardinal Cajetan can surprise) demonstrate a more immediate christological interpretation, while not discarding the historical situatedness of David and the other psalmists. Both approaches agree that history is important; however, the Reformed in general would see history as augmenting the spirit of the text, and Lutherans would balk at the idea that any of Scripture’s history can be correctly understood without first knowing who Christ is and what he has done. Still, they would agree that these hymns are Christ’s and thus they belong to his body, the church. His village rings out with these songs.


  Prolegomena: An Anatomy of Scripture and the Soul


  The Ancient Division of Psalms into Five Books. The English Annotations: This book—cited as “the Psalms” by Christ himself and by Peter, which confirms the antiquity of this inscription, preventing scrupulousness in titles and quotations—has from ancient times by both Jews and Christians been subdivided into five books: the first ends at Psalm 41, the second at Psalm 72, the third at Psalm 89, the fourth at Psalm 106, and the fifth includes all the rest until the end. Most justify this subdivision for this reason: the concluding words in those final psalms are “Amen and Amen” in the first three books, a single “Amen” in the fourth, and a “Hallelujah” in the last. Other reasons are given too, but none of them are very likely or satisfactory. (See the comment on Psalms 41 and 72.) However, being ancient, this division should not be unknown to those who read ancient books. Other divisions according to the order of reading or singing, called kathismata, etc., which according to various churches and rites have been different, we here omit. Preface to Annotations on the Psalms.1


  David Is Not the Sole Author but the Principal Author. The English Annotations: The author of this book—we mean the immediate and secondary author beside the original and general author of all true Scriptures, the Holy Spirit—though named in some other passages of Scripture as David . . . is not expressed here in the title. The truth is they are not all David’s psalms. Some were composed before him, others long after him—as will be shown later. . . . To make good this title and inscription, it is enough that the greater part of the Psalms were composed by David, and others were collected by him (as is generally believed) into one book and appointed or fitted for public use. Preface to Annotations on the Psalms.2


  The Psalms Comprise the Entirety of Scripture. Martin Luther: The Psalter ought to be a precious and beloved book because it promises Christ’s death and resurrection so clearly—and depicts his kingdom and the condition and nature of all Christendom—that it might well be called a little Bible. Most beautifully and briefly it contains everything that is in the entire Bible; it is made into a fine enchiridion or handbook. It seems to me that the Holy Spirit himself wanted to take the trouble to compile a short Bible and example-book of all Christendom or all the saints, so that anyone who could not read the whole Bible would have here almost an entire summary of it, comprised in one dear little book. . . .


  Where do we find finer words of joy than in the psalms of praise and thanksgiving? There you look into the hearts of all the saints, as into fine and pleasant gardens, yes, as into heaven—what fine, cordial and merry flowers spring up there from all sorts of beautiful and joyous thoughts toward God because of his good deeds! On the other hand, where do you find deeper, more miserable, more pitiful words of sorrow than in the psalms of lamentation? There again you look into the hearts of all the saints, as into death, yes, as into hell. How dark and gloomy it is there, with all kinds of disturbing glimpses of the wrath of God! So, too, when they speak of fear and hope, they use such words that no painter could so depict fear or hope, and no Cicero or orator could so portray them. . . . This is the reason why the Psalter is the book of all saints. Everyone, in whatever situation he may be, finds in it psalms and words that fit his situation—they fit so precisely, it is as if they were placed there just for his sake, so that he himself could not put it any better, nor could he find or wish for anything better. . . .


  In sum, do you want to see the holy Christian church painted in living color and form, comprised in one little picture? Then pick up the Psalter! There you have a fine, bright, pure mirror that will show you what Christendom is. Yes, you will even find yourself in it and the true gnōthi seauton (“know yourself”), as well as God himself and all creatures. Preface to the Psalms (1545).3


  The Psalms Are Essential for the Christian Life. Rudolf Gwalther: Even though all Scripture—which is from God and is of one Spirit and origin—serves us as manifold teaching, instruction, reproof, correction and consolation, nevertheless in the entire Bible we have no book in which all these parts as well as each individually will be found so bright and clear along with the abundant fruit and powerful assistance of the Holy Spirit as in the Psalter.


  Thus, not without reason, some have called the Psalter a brief but complete version and summary of the entire Bible—or even a little Bible. . . . All this we find briefly and simply summarized in this book of Psalms. In it all the secrets of Christ are foreshadowed for us, namely, his eternal divinity, his assumed humanity, the entire course of his life, his teaching and his miraculous deeds—through which, even before he became human, he sustained and protected his church—his suffering and death and burial, his magnificent resurrection from the dead, his kingdom and eternal glory which he possesses eternally with God his Father in one substance. As well, we have numerous examples of true believers in Christ and his chosen servants. In them we can see—through the mediation of the same salvation received in Christ—how they served him, the gratitude they showed him for his gifts and good deeds, how they called on God in their grief, the firm hope they sustained in all suffering, what delight and joy they received in the multiplication of his kingdom and honor, in short how they spoke with God himself in every situation. From this, their spirit, mind and heart can be experienced and known as in a bright mirror.


  Here we observe how they were often afflicted under the cross because of human stupidity and with what consolations they reestablished themselves again. These are written for all people as an example, so that they would not be frightened by the same trials; rather, through firm confidence in the divine mercy they would seize strong consolation. And because we human beings have no more precious and essential gift than prayer—through which we come before God and can speak with him about all the things that burden us—the Psalter should be for us a dear and precious treasure indeed! It contains all sorts of prayers and teaches us with what attitude, words and thoughts we should cry out to God. Dedicatory Letter to Wolffgang Weidner (1557).4


  The Psalms Teach Us How to Speak to God. Anthony Gilby: For this purpose this book of Psalms is most necessary for every Christian: not to read them merely for fashion and custom—either in a known or unknown language (which would be to take God’s name in vain)—but to meditate on them in our hearts, and so by earnest and continual invocation and heartfelt prayers move the Lord our God to mercy, as his holy servants before us have always found mercy by the same means. While all other Scripture teaches us what God says to us, these prayers of the saints teach us what we should say to God, how we must prepare ourselves to appear before his majesty—both in prosperity and adversity. Therefore they should be used daily with great reverence and humility. . . . Meditate on these psalms by the same Spirit with David, so that you might feel true comfort in all troubles of mind and body (as David did) and so in the end be crowned in the heavens with David and reign forever with Christ our spiritual David in everlasting glory. Dedicatory Epistle to the English Edition of Beza’s Psalmes of Dauid (1572).5


  The Psalms Are an Anatomy of the Soul. John Calvin: I have been accustomed to call this book, I think not inappropriately, “An Anatomy of all the Parts of the Soul.” For there is not an emotion of which anyone can be conscious that is not here represented as in a mirror. Or rather, the Holy Spirit has presented in a living image all the griefs, sorrows, fears, doubts, hopes, cares, perplexities, in short, all the emotions with which human minds are often disturbed. The other parts of Scripture contain the commandments which God charged his servants to announce to us. But here the prophets themselves are speaking with God. They are laying bare all their inner thoughts and feelings. They are calling or compelling each of us to examine ourselves lest one of the many infirmities of which we are guilty and one of the many sins with which we overflow remain secret. It is certainly a rare and remarkable achievement when after every lair is shaken out, the heart is led into the light, purged from that most wicked infection, hypocrisy.


  In short, if calling on God is one of the principal means of securing our salvation, then no other better and surer rule can be asked for than from this book. Thus, anyone who grows in understanding it will attain a good part of heavenly doctrine. Genuine prayer proceeds first from our sense of need, then from faith in God’s promises. So here in this book, readers will become very conscious of their wicked feelings, and they will be admonished how to seek their cure. Truly whatever is able to encourage us whenever we pray to God is demonstrated in this book. Not only are there promises here, but between God’s invitation and the flesh’s impediments, there stands One in the middle for us; he prepares himself for prayer. Thus, if various doubts ever attack us, let us learn to struggle until our mind soars unhindered to God. And not only this, but in any doubt, fear and panic let us labor in prayer until, consoled, it no longer disturbs us. Preface to the Reader.6


  Observations for the Prudent Reader of the Psalms. Philipp Melanchthon: In Ephesians 4, it is written that by divine help the ministry of heavenly teaching is to be preserved and that constantly prophets, pastors and doctors be raised up lest the light of heavenly teaching, true invocation of God and true worship be extinguished, and that the whole human race would not rush into darkness, error and eternal destruction. And a succession of times in the church of God henceforth shows examples of this vast gift of God all the way from our first parents. Immediately leaders and doctors of the church were raised up: after Seth, Enoch, then Noah, Shem, Abraham, Joseph, Moses, then Samuel. Nathan succeeded Samuel, followed by David and many others. For that age was the most prosperous of all, and most greatly ornamented with wisdom and victories. Then followed Elijah, and Elisha whom Isaiah saw, and Jeremiah saw Isaiah. Daniel followed Jeremiah. All of these were doctors through whom God by their testimony published his revelations, illuminated his doctrine and wanted his law and promises to be interpreted against the judgments of hypocrites. He wanted them to be witnesses of the correct interpretation. Thus God bestows on the church his own Word and the gift of interpretation.


  Therefore as often as we think about the writing of a particular prophet, the whole government of the church should be contemplated by the mind, the call of the prophets should be considered, so that we may know the sermons of the prophets to be the voice of God by which he revealed himself to the human race, and that the prophet is the preacher or governor called directly by God, confirmed by reliable miracles and a witness of the correct interpretation of the law and divine promises concerning Christ the Mediator. And the miraculous testimonies of each prophet are their teachings. Let us thus therefore hear David’s sermons as the voice of God singing from heaven with which God truly and certainly reveals himself to the church, and by these sermons may we strengthen faith and prayer in us and give thanks to God for this revelation and for this doctrine. May this therefore be the foundation of exposition, that the Psalms are truly the teachings of God, as it is said in 2 Peter 1 concerning the prophets.


  Then you must distinguish the subject matter. As the whole teaching of the church is distributed into two parts—namely, law and gospel—so also are the Psalms distinguished. Some contain more of the teaching of the law, that is, commandments and exhortations. Others are better interpreted as the proper promise of the gospel concerning Christ. Others belong entirely to the didactic7 or demonstrative genre, like Psalm 110, which is an interpretation of the promise concerning Christ. For it is the special office of prophets to be witnesses concerning the coming Messiah and interpreters of the promises. Other psalms are of the persuasive type, such as those that preach about good works, console the pious in their afflictions or contain prayers, like Psalm 51, “Have mercy on me, O God.”


  These types must be distinguished so that they are understood as the guidelines for the Psalms, that is, so that the readers may understand what the Holy Spirit wants to teach and accomplish in each psalm and may accommodate their hearts and minds to that movement which is set forth, embrace the teaching by faith, be frightened by reading the threats, be sustained by the promises, pray ardently and truly expect the mitigation of their calamities, remember the manifest testimonies taught to the church for nourishing and strengthening faith, as the apostle confirms the resurrection of Christ from Psalm 16. This distinction in type brings a great amount of light to the Psalms so that the prudent reader may easily understand them. Prolegomena to the Psalms.8


  All Scripture Is Literally About Jesus. Martin Luther: Every prophecy and every prophet must be understood as referring to Christ the Lord, except where it is clear from plain words that someone else is spoken of. For thus he himself says: “Search the Scriptures! it is they that bear witness to me.” Otherwise it is most certain that the searchers will not find what they are searching for. For that reason some explain very many psalms not prophetically but historically. . . . No wonder, because they are far away from Christ (that is, from the truth). “But we have the mind of Christ,” the apostle says.


  Whatever is said literally concerning the Lord Jesus Christ as to his person must be understood allegorically of a help that is like him and of the church conformed to him in all things. And at the same time this must be understood tropologically of any spiritual and inner person against the flesh and the outer person. Preface to the First Psalms Lectures (1513–1515).9


  Hebrew Transcends Every Other Language. Martin Luther: The Hebrew language is so rich that no other language is able to capture its sense satisfactorily. It has so many words for singing, praising, worshiping, honoring, rejoicing, mourning, etc., for which we hardly have one! And especially in divine and holy matters it is rich with words—indeed it has ten names by which it calls God, while we have no more than the single word “God,” so that it should clearly be called a holy language. On account of this no translation can be so free as it sounds in the Hebrew itself without additional flowery words which we call figures—in which Hebrew also transcends every language. Preface to the Psalter (1524).10


  The Psalms Are the Music of Christ’s Village. Jakob Dachser: All people in all their fears and needs should only have God through Christ as their one refuge, as Psalm 51 teaches; for he is able to act, help and give abundantly—mercy, help, comfort and salvation in all that we ask. Thus it is surely right that all people also thank, praise and worship God for manifest and demonstrated good deeds, as David sings and teaches in Psalm 118. But neither can happen in a more salutary way than when we cry out to, praise and worship God with such pure, salutary and believing affections, attitudes and thoughts as those that the Holy Spirit has exemplified for us in holy Scripture, especially in the psalms of David. . . .


  And so in their sermons the holy men of God—who remained true to the church of Christ, even in their time—diligently exhorted Christians to these songs of praise and deterred them from impure, indecent, devilish love songs. . . . And thus Saint Jerome . . . said: “In the dear village of Christ, there we sing nothing other than the psalms—whichever way you turn. The farmer, when he takes the plough in his hands, praises God and sings a joyous Alleluia. A reaper with sweat running down his face refreshes himself with a joyous psalm. And a vinedresser, as he cuts the vines, sings something blessed and comforting from the psalms of David. These,” he says, “are our hymns and songs.” Preface to the Christian Congregation (1557).11


  The Vivifying and Salvific Music of the Psalter. John Fisher: All we Christian people are bound by very duty to give great and immortal thanks to the holy prophet David who so diligently has left in writing his Psalms, most godly to be read by us and our posterity. And he did this, it seems to me, for three reasons. First, by these holy Psalms the minds of sinners might be raised up and excited, as by a sweet melody, to receive and take the study and learning of virtue. Second, if any have fallen to great and abominable sins, yet they should not despair but put their whole and steadfast hope of forgiveness in God. Third, they might use these holy Psalms as letters of supplication and speedful prayers for remission and forgiveness to be purchased of Almighty God.


  The Pythagoreans . . . were accustomed every morning when they should rise from their beds to hear the sound of a harp, by which their spirits might be more quick and ready to receive their studies; thinking nothing more profitable than it to the free and noble exciting of their minds. For doubtless their sluggish and slothful minds by that melody were made quick and merry. . . . Let us therefore turn again to these sweet melodies of our prophet David, which he sometimes sang with his godly harp, by which we may chase and put away all sluggishness and sloth put into us by wretched spirits. In these sweet sounds we shall hear such an abundance and diversity of tunes as ever was heard before. For sometimes he speaks of God, sometimes of the devil, sometimes of holy angels, sometimes of damned spirits, now of hell pains and sometimes of the pains of Purgatory, other times the righteousness of God, sometimes of his great mercy, now of dread, then of hope, sometimes of sorrow and weeping, sometimes of gladness and comfort, sometimes of the soul, sometimes of the cursing of vices and sins, sometimes of the praising of virtues, other times of good and righteous people and then of the wicked and unrighteous. By this diversity of melody, if sinners cannot be raised up from the sleep of sin and excited to godly watchings, they are to be thought as very dead. The Third Penitential Psalm.12


  Teach Us to Sing Thy Praise! John Donne:


  
    Eternal God, (for whom whoever dare


    Seek new expressions, do the circle square,


    And thrust into strait corners of poor wit


    Thee, who art cornerless and infinite)


    I would but bless thy Name, not name thee now;


    (And thy gifts are as infinite as thou)


    Fixe we our praises therefore on this one,


    That, as thy blessed Spirit fell upon


    These Psalms first Author in a cloven tongue;


    (For ‘twas a double power by which he sung


    The highest matter in the noblest form)


    So thou hast cleft that Spirit, to perform


    That work again, and shed it, here, upon


    Two, by their bloods and by thy Spirit one;


    A brother and a sister made by thee


    The organ where thou art the Harmony.


    Two that make one John Baptist’s holy voice,


    And who that Psalm, Now let the isles rejoice,


    Have both translated, and apply’d it too,


    Both told us what, and taught us how to do.


    They show us islanders our joy, our King,


    They tell us why, and teach us how to sing;


    Make all this All, three choirs, heaven, earth and spheres;


    The first, heaven, hath a song, but no man hears,


    The spheres have music, but they have no tongue,


    Their harmony is rather danc’d than sung;


    But our third choir, to which the first gives ear,


    (For angels learn by what the church does here)


    This choir hath all. The organist is he


    Who hath tun’d God and Man, the organ we:


    The songs are these, which heavens high holy Muse


    Whisper’d to David, David to the Jews:


    And David’s successors in holy zeal,


    In forms of joy and art do re-reveal


    To us so sweetly and sincerely too,


    That I must not rejoice as I would do


    When I behold that these Psalms are become


    So well attir’d abroad, so ill at home,


    So well in chambers, in thy church so ill,


    As I can scarce call that reform’d until


    This be reform’d; Would a whole state present


    A lesser gift than some one man hath sent?


    And shall our church, unto our Spouse and King


    More hoarse, more harsh than any other, sing?


    For that we pray, we praise thy name for this,


    Which, by this Moses and this Miriam, is


    Already done; and as those Psalms we call


    (Though some have other Authors) David’s all:


    So though some have, some may some Psalms translate,


    We thy Sydnean Psalms shall celebrate,


    And, till we come th’Extemporal song to sing,


    (Learn’d the first hower, that we see the King,


    Who hath translated those translators) may


    These their sweet learned labors, all the way


    Be as our tuning; that, when hence we part,


    We may fall in with them, and sing our part.

  


  Upon the Translation of the Psalms by Sir Philip Sydney and the Countess of Pembroke, His Sister.13


  1:1-6 THE TWO WAYS


  
    1 Blessed is the mana


    who walks not in the counsel of the wicked,


      nor stands in the way of sinners,


    nor sits in the seat of scoffers;


    2 but his delight is in the lawb of the LORD,


    and on his law he meditates day and night.

  


  
    3 He is like a tree


    planted by streams of water


      that yields its fruit in its season,


    and its leaf does not wither.


      In all that he does, he prospers.


    4 The wicked are not so,


    but are like chaff that the wind drives away.

  


  
    5 Therefore the wicked will not stand in the judgment,


    nor sinners in the congregation of the righteous;


    6 for the LORD knows the way of the righteous,


    but the way of the wicked will perish.

  


  a The singular Hebrew word for man (ish) is used here to portray a representative example of a godly person b Or instruction


  


  


  Overview: For our Reformation commentators, this brief psalm serves as a significant introduction to the whole Psalter, and it thus establishes the appropriate attitude with which one should approach the Psalms. By pointing to the blessings of God’s law, this psalm encourages believers to take delight in, meditate on and cherish the law of the Lord, which for the reformers corresponds with their emphasis on the Word of God, as expressed by the principle of sola Scriptura. In addition, they point out, this opening psalm lays before the reader the two paths of life—and their respective consequences—very clearly: the pious will be blessed, and the impious will receive God’s just punishment. These exegetes wield christological interpretation throughout the Psalms—and the whole of Scripture—and the introductory psalm is no exception.1 Here they understand Christ as the blessed man and the water that refreshes and sustains life. Although the worldly condition of believers may not always reflect God’s blessing, and although the reality of sin persists, by God’s grace and faith in Jesus Christ they will delight in God’s Word and follow God’s way.


  Why Is There No Title? Felix Pratensis: The first psalm has no title because, according to the teaching of a great number of men, it is an introduction to all the psalms; according to some of them, not David but Ezra himself composed this psalm. The Hebrew Psalter.2


  Psalm 1 as Rule and Guide to All Psalms. John Calvin: Whoever collected the Psalms into one volume, whether Ezra or some other person, appears to have placed this psalm at the beginning by way of preface, in which he admonishes all believers to meditate on the law of God. The sum and substance of the whole is, blessed are those who focus on the pursuit of heavenly wisdom; but the profane despisers of God, although for a time they may consider themselves happy, shall eventually come to a most miserable end. Commentary on the Psalms.3


  The Scope of Scripture. Nikolaus Selnecker: This psalm is an appropriate entrance into the whole Psalter, for it has the true scope of all the holy Scriptures, namely, it preaches about the Word of God and admonishes us that we should cherish and love it, and we should gladly listen to and learn from it. The Word of God alone is the beautiful garden of delight and paradise in which we are able to have all our joy, delight and refreshment in this life, and should bear our fruits and live.


  Here the prophet also makes a fine, clear distinction between what is godliness and what is an ungodly character and life. Ungodly character is described in the first verse and is called “a counsel of the ungodly,” “a way of sinners” and “a seat of scoffers.” Godliness and the fear of God are called, first, avoiding false teaching and coarse living, second, having delight in the law of the Lord, and third, freely and without reserve confessing and talking about the same out loud. Whoever possesses such godliness, to that person the Holy Spirit promises all blessing from God, happiness and well-being, victory over all temptation of the devil, the flesh, the world and whatever else can be mentioned. The others, however, who despise, slander or persecute God’s Word, he threatens all harm, their final demise and destruction in body and soul. The Whole Psalter.4


  The Reward, Glory and Joy of This Psalm. Desiderius Erasmus: Despite its extreme brevity, this psalm deals with vital and universal themes. It begins by offering a great reward, bliss; it appeals to everyone to shun vice and turn to the pursuit of virtue, and by obeying divine law to be renewed, to flower again in Christ, in whom they are already engrafted through baptism. Second, it enhances the glorious destiny of the pious by contrasting it with the very different lot of the impious, even in this mortal life. Finally, it reveals the happiness which awaits the pious in the Last Judgment and the punishment which awaits the impious. Exposition of Psalm 1.5


  1:1-2 Shun the Wicked, Choose the Law



  Christ Is This Blessed Man. Martin Luther: The first psalm speaks about Christ—literally—thus: Blessed is the man. He is the only blessed One and the only Man from whose fullness they have all received that they might be blessed and men and everything that follows in this psalm. He is “the firstborn among many brothers,” “the firstfruits of those who have fallen asleep,” so that he might also be the firstfruits of those who are awake, namely, in the Spirit. For it is also written in the roll of this book concerning him, to do the will of God. He is a man in a threefold sense: first, because he is a man of manly virtue; second, because he is not a boy to be educated but is manly in grace; third, because he has a bride. This is the Man whom a woman has embraced, because as a bridegroom he went forth not only after but also from his chamber, having his own bride from the beginning. First Psalms Lectures (1513–1515).6


  United to Christ, All Blessing and Understanding Is Ours. Johannes Bugenhagen: The blessed man, who is here described, is first, Christ the Lord, who, on account of us, was made human, second, any person who is in Christ. But neither with this do we say that you should consider excluded those believers who died before Christ’s incarnation: for these also were in Christ, who all expected that seed of the woman which would crush the serpent’s head (Gen 3) and the seed of Abraham in whom all the kindred of the earth would be blessed (Gen 22). Christ proposed this aim to you, as it is said in Luke 2. See that you do not oppose this sign. He has this desire for the law of God day and night, that is, ceaselessly, and that is necessary for you if you want to be a blessed person. May God give you, by the Spirit of Christ, this desired and continued meditation and delight in the Word of God (because it is in a spiritual person alone), which will increase as long as you live here, so that you may never in this life cease to thirst and hunger for righteousness. Otherwise you will be destitute of all blessedness, according to Matthew 5, “Blessed are those who hunger and thirst after righteousness.” And according to the Magnificat, “He filled those who were hungry with good things, and the rich he sent away empty.” In Christ is perfection, in you, imperfection, and what you have is from God, and you have it through Christ. Learn through Christ to hunger after righteousness and then you will see how much you still lack from that blessedness. Meanwhile, human creatures do not understand the things which are of God, for they cannot. “For they are fools and cannot understand.” For whoever does not believe himself to be one with Christ, that person will never understand the Psalms. Interpretation of the Psalms.7


  Women Are Not Excluded from This Promise. Desiderius Erasmus: The psalm uses the word man, but does this exclude woman from a share in bliss? Not at all. In the kingdom of heaven sex and status count for nothing. In Christ there is no master or slave, no man or woman, no rich or poor, but a new creature. It is true that in mystical writing the superior part of the mind, which the philosophers call reason and Paul the spirit, is often described symbolically as “man”; similarly, the word woman describes the weaker part of our mind, which the philosophers call instinct and Christians the flesh.8 It is relevant to this that at the world’s beginning woman was ordered to obey her husband and to follow him in acts of worship, as she had led him by her example into sin. . . . It requires a true man to scorn all that is terrifying in this world, to reject and trample underfoot all that is stimulating or tempting and to approach Christ along the narrow path of virtue. Believe me, this is no task for the soft or the unwarlike. If nothing can separate you from the love of Christ, be it the glitter of gold, the snares of pleasure, the affection of friends, disgrace in the eyes of men, or indeed the sword, hunger, death, life or angels: then, clearly, you are a true man—even if you are a woman. Exposition of Psalm 1.9


  Flee the Company of Unbelievers! John Calvin: He starts with a declaration of his abhorrence of the wicked in order to teach us how impossible it is for anyone to apply his mind to meditation on God’s laws who has not first withdrawn and separated from the society of unbelievers. Such an admonition surely is needed. We see how thoughtlessly human beings will throw themselves into the snares of Satan—how few guard against the enticements of sin! In order not to be caught unaware, it is necessary to remember that the world is fraught with deadly corruption, and that the first step to living well is to renounce the company of unbelievers; otherwise it is sure to infect us with its own pollution. Commentary on the Psalms.10


  The Wicked Are Driven by Pain. Rudolf Gwalther: The godless are called rěšāîm [“wicked”] by the Hebrews, because they are of a distressed, unstable disposition—without the fear of God they are ruled only by their afflictions. For this reason no one—who longs for salvation and peace of conscience—should follow their advice. The Psalter.11


  True Blessing Is Only in the Word. Hieronymus Weller von Molsdorf: The world preaches that the blessed are those who flourish in this life and abound in all life’s comforts. The Holy Spirit, however, proclaims that those who are truly blessed and forever joyous are those who embrace the Word of God in earnest and count it among their delights, and who regard it as their greatest treasure. They love to hear God’s Word! The reason for this he gives below: the Word of God provides relief in every kind of affliction and trouble. That is, it brings a sure and steadfast consolation; human traditions do the opposite. Brief Comment on Psalm 1.12


  God’s Law Does Not Imprison Us but Frees Us. Cardinal Cajetan: Now, know that the Hebrew term translated here as “instruction” truly means “instruction,” because the psalmist is considering what should be taught. And among the Hebrews this term was used to indicate the divine law [tôrāh] whenever it is said “instruction of the Lord.” Thus, not by the act of being bound or being read to but by the act of being taught do they mean “law.” And this is very fitting on account of the distinguishing mark of human laws which do not teach but bind, for divine law went forth not for the human race to be bound but to be taught by the divine light.


  Accordingly, “instruction” or “law of the Lord” can be taken in two ways. First, it can be understood as what is simply and absolutely the law of the Lord. This also is twofold: the law of nature and the law of grace. The former is introduced to us; the latter is poured into our soul by the Holy Spirit, as Jeremiah and the apostle say. By the former they observe the precepts of natural law; by the latter the precepts of faith, hope and love. Second, it can be taken as the law of the Lord which was given by the Lord for a time. And these too are twofold: the law of the Old Testament, written by Moses and the prophets, and the written law of the New Testament, handed down to us through the apostles and Evangelists, by which the apostles and Evangelists observe the precepts about baptism, the Eucharist, etc., just as how by the law of the Old Testament Moses and the prophets observed ceremonial precepts, etc., for that time. Commentary on Psalm 2.13


  Pleasure in Sacred Literature. Desiderius Erasmus: By “law” the psalm means all the holy Scriptures; earnest study of them will assist greatly in keeping us from sin. To avoid finding pleasure in the sins of the flesh, take pleasure in the study of literature (of Sacred Literature, of course, because literature unconnected with Christ scarcely deserves the name). The one sure bulwark against all the assaults of the demons is that a person should be thoroughly and wholeheartedly imbued with the Scriptures. In them the righteous man “takes delight” each time that, scorning and rejecting all others, he gazes with wonder and love on this one true pearl; as the Gospel says: “Where your treasure lies, there will your heart be also.” . . . The human heart is naturally disposed toward love and cannot remain empty of it; moreover, the lover himself becomes like the thing he loves. If someone loves the holy Scriptures, he is enraptured, changed, transfigured into God. Exposition of Psalm 1.14


  True Delight Comes by Faith in Christ. Martin Luther: Here “delight” stands, first of all, neither for ability nor for the indolent habit which was introduced from Aristotle by the new theologians in order to subvert the understanding of the Scriptures, nor for the action out of which, as they say, that ability or habit proceeds. All human nature does not have this delight, but it must necessarily come from heaven. For human nature is intent and inclined to evil, as the divine authority says. The law of the Lord is truly good, holy and just. Then it follows that human desire is the opposite of the law—even hating it and fleeing from it. When now and then human beings out of fear of punishment or desire for its promise pretend to love the law, there nevertheless remains an inward hatred of the law. Human beings cannot love it freely, for they do not love the law, because it is good, but because it profits them. . . .


  This desire comes from faith in God through Jesus Christ. On the other hand, a desire which has been extorted through fear of punishment is servile and impetuous, while what is induced through a desire for reward is mercenary and false. However, that other desire is free, voluntary and cheerful—thus, Christ’s people are called nědābōt in Hebrew, that is, willing, voluntary, free. Second Psalms Lectures (1519–1521).15


  Meditating and Thinking Are Not the Same. Martin Luther: Meditating is an exclusive trait of human beings, for even beasts appear to fancy and to think. Therefore the ability to meditate belongs to reason. There is a difference between meditating and thinking. To meditate is to think carefully, deeply and diligently, and properly it means to muse in the heart. Hence to meditate is, as it were, to stir up in the inside, or to be moved in the innermost self; therefore, one who thinks inwardly and diligently asks, discusses, etc. Such a person meditates. But one does not meditate on the law of the Lord unless one’s delight was first fixed in it. For what we want and love, on that we reflect inwardly and diligently. But what we hate or despise we pass over lightly and do not desire deeply, diligently or for long. Therefore let delight be first sent into the heart as the root, and then meditation will come of its own accord. It is for this reason that the unbelievers do not meditate on the law of the Lord, because as false plants they did not take root. Instead they meditate on other things, namely, on things in which their delight is rooted, things they themselves desire and love, such as gold, honor and flesh. First Psalms Lectures (1513–1515).16


  Meditate on the One Gospel of Christ. Valentin Weigel: To hear God’s Word is not to stroll to church for the sermon on Sunday, and out of habit let the preacher give a sermon, running out before it is half-finished. Nor is it to hear five sermons in a day—as early as 5 a.m. the first, at 7 a.m. the second, at 8 a.m. the third, at 12 p.m. the fourth and at 2 p.m. the fifth—as I myself have seen in some places and have myself experienced without knowing it. And after hearing such sermons, in the evening to go to parties or friends, to raucous celebrations or feasts. Or sometimes to read to yourself with the mouth but not with the heart, that is not God’s Word. Instead to hear God’s Word is to hear an internal sermon in the heart and to meditate on it with wonder for an entire week, an entire month! Yes, not to forget it for our entire life—that’s how deeply it should be rooted into our heart, as David says in Psalm 1. . . . Namely, to hear, to receive, to be amazed at, to contemplate, to reflect on an article, saying or speech of Christ with great diligence and sincerity and to grasp so deeply in our heart that we are never able to forget.


  Yet, you say: “There are many gospels, there are even more sermons! How can I retain such a heap and contemplate it?” Answer: There is only one possible gospel. And if you can only grasp correctly one teaching about Christ or take one saying for yourself, the same are so rich and abundant that everything else will be included with it for you. For what Christ says has hands and feet, that is, Spirit and life; he is the Second Person in the Trinity. Now whatever you take for yourself from Christ and contemplate gladly and joyously and with a good heart, you will be brought to life and illumined and justified. For his Word is life and light and penetrates into your spirit. As an iron rod lying among the coals in the furnace becomes united with the fiery heat, so also a good person is united with Christ through contemplation, reflection, and is born from God; a child of God is thus made alive, justified and holy. This power we have from the Almighty Creator and from our Redeemer, so that we are able to transform ourselves through faith, from the old creature into the new. House or Church Postil: Fifth Sunday in Lent.17


  Obedience Is a Matter of the Heart. John Calvin: From his characterizing the godly as delighting in the law of the Lord, we may learn that forced or servile obedience is not at all acceptable to God, and that only those are worthy students of the law who come to it with a cheerful heart and are so delighted with its instructions as to account nothing more desirable or delicious than to make progress therein. From this love of the law flows their constant meditation, which the prophet mentions in the last clause of the verse. For you cannot feel pleasure in the diligent study of the law unless you are truly touched by the love for it. Commentary on the Psalms.18


  1:3 The Righteous Are Mighty Trees



  Drink from the Deep, Cavernous Cistern of Scripture. Desiderius Erasmus: What will be the result? If he has done all this, this teacher of mine, says the psalm, “will be like a tree planted beside streams of water, because he will give in his season the fruit” of salutary doctrine. He will be a tree that will not bend to the buffets of fortune, a living tree, a tree watered by the abundant stream of heavenly grace, forever standing by the sacred river of Scripture. Ezekiel entered this river long ago and was amazed to find that it could not be crossed; it is immeasurably deep, and no human mind can reach to the bottom. You must be satisfied to drink from it as much as is permitted. Exposition of Psalm 1.19


  This Tree Never Withers. Rudolf Gwalther: This tree could be taken as a palm or olive tree, whose foliage or leaves never fall. For this reason, also in Psalm 92, it stands: “The pious will be green like a palm,” etc. The Psalter.20


  Christ Is the Fountain. Henry Ainsworth: In hot countries they used to plant gardens near wellsprings of water, from which farmers derived many little becks or rivers, to run on the roots of the trees set in a row, whereby they are moistened and made fruitful (see Ezek 31:3-4; Eccl 2:6). According to this, Christ is called the “fountain of the gardens,” that is, of the churches. Also, in Jeremiah 17:8 the godly person is likened to a tree planted by water, which thrusts out its roots by the river, and does not feel when the heat comes, and does not worry about the year of drought, nor ceases from yielding fruit. Annotations on Psalm 1:3.21


  No Creature Lives for Itself. Martin Luther: A tree does not bear fruit for itself, but it gives its fruit to others; in fact, no creature lives for or serves only itself except human beings and the devil. The sun does not shine for itself, water does not flow for itself, etc. Thus, every creature serves the law of love, and its whole substance is in the law of the Lord. And even the members of the human body do not serve only themselves. Only the passions of the heart are wicked. The wicked heart not only gives no one what is his, serves no one, is kind to no one, but even snatches absolutely everything for itself, looking for what is its in everything, even God himself. Thus, you can correctly say that this tree is a thornbush or a wild shoot which no one cultivates, nor does it rejoice to be by streams of water. It brings forth nothing but thorns, with which it sticks, tears and chokes the fruit of all surrounding trees—even the trees themselves. It grasps, plucks and tears the clothes, hide, skin, flesh and whatever else of all who pass by. Second Psalms Lectures (1519–1521).22


  1:4 The Wicked Are Dust



  More Worthless Than Dung. Desiderius Erasmus: What is more worthless than dust? What is more despicable? What is nearer to nothing? And yet, as if it were not enough to call them dust, the psalm adds: “Which the wind drives away.” Nothing is more contemptible than dung, and yet a use is found for it, as manure for the fields. But what is the value, what is the use, of dust flying through the air? Exposition of Psalm 1.23


  The Wicked Are Not in Control. Thomas Wilcox: But what are the wicked like? They are like chaff. That is, light, unprofitable for anything and void of fruit. (It is normal in Scripture to compare the wicked with chaff.) The wind drives it away. Chaff cannot withstand the violence of the wind, but it tosses it to and fro and drives it wherever it pleases. So shall the wicked be before God’s judgment—no matter how great, mighty and strong they seem before human beings. . . . This verse not only contains judgment against the wicked, but also by showing their punishment it teaches, yes, spurs forward the godly to a more careful life. And because the Holy Spirit compares the wicked with chaff tossed before the wind, he teaches us that although the wicked think that they are glorious and longlasting, nevertheless they are neither the one nor the other. Exposition upon Psalm 1.24


  The Vain Dreams of the Impious. Tilemann Hesshus: This is an antithesis. By this simile against the impious, the iniquitous and hypocrites—despisers of the divine Word—it threatens every kind of curse and eternal destruction. Epicureans promise themselves only happiness and the most favorable outcomes. For they rely on their own talent, power, cunning and trickery. Nor do they suppose that there is any force able to hinder their plans. Accordingly they arrogantly and audaciously proclaim their future plans. Sennacherib absolutely did not doubt that he would seize Jerusalem. Antiochus Epiphanes thought nothing was more certain than that he would annihilate the Jewish nation. Julian the Apostate convinced himself that it was already in his power to uproot the Christian religion. Such frenzied promises as they made are commonly used among the impious, but the results teach the impious that their hopes are completely futile. Therefore, lest they trust in their impiety, David warns them that although they accomplished great things, obtained victories and enlarged their empires . . . however, because they guarded themselves against the knowledge of God and did not respect God’s Word, they were cursed and all their efforts were foolish and ineffective. Commentary on Psalm 1.25


  1:5-6 The Lord’s Justice



  The Coming Just Judgment of the Reprobate. Konrad Pellikan: In the judgment of divine justice and in the great general council of the saints . . . the wicked and licentious will not stand at all, but will fall condemned on account of their own impiety and faithlessness; they will stand before the judgment seat of Christ, the supreme Judge. And they will soon receive the sentence pronounced on them; more correctly, they will be violently dragged off into eternal fire and punishment prepared for the devil and his angels. Commentary on Psalm 1:5.26


  Divine and Natural Justice Compared. Jacques Lefèvre d’Étaples: The way of the just is the faith and commandments of God. . . . And the just are defined by faith and the fulfillment of divine commandments. The unjust, the opposite: who either do not keep the faith and are impious or who violate the commandments and who are sinners. And justice is faith and the preservation of divine commandments. However, injustice is not only infidelity but also the transgression of the commandments of God. And although there may be something, which philosophers define as justice—namely, “to render to each what is their own,”27 which they further divide into distributive justice, which pertains to the duties of public officers and must be dispensed by geometric reckoning, and commutative justice, which deals with the commutation of property and is dispensed by arithmetic reckoning—nonetheless this matter is very small if you wish to compare to that which was defined before.28 For the latter [the justice of the philosophers] is the justice of nature, but the former [the justice of the psalmist] is divine justice. Therefore as much as the divine excels over nature, so much so do justice and the just man, whom the holy declarations mention, excel over the justice and the just man with whom the philosophers are familiar. However, the vestige of divine justice is noble; it is natural and human justice. If you violate it, you will also violate divine justice, for the divine commands that the former be observed. And [divine justice] encloses it in itself, as a certain limb or part. However, if you preserve natural justice, you will not automatically have divine justice. And as the light is the formal cause of colors, so is faith the formal cause of the works of divine justice. Remove light, and even if color is present in its raw substance, it is not useful for vision. Remove faith, and all the works will be useless for eternal salvation but will remain in perpetual darkness. Therefore let Christ the Lord, who alone is truly blessed and truly just, grant to us that we may at last be revived through true justice to the true light, and we may walk on the path which he who is blessed above all things knows. Amen. Fivefold Psalter: Annotations on Psalm 1:5.29


  Reflect Blessedness in Your Manner of Life. Desiderius Erasmus: The psalm did not say that the impious would be destroyed, but rather “the path of the impious”; they themselves will survive the punishment but will be thwarted of their desires; they will not obtain what they turned everything upside down to achieve, and, in fact, completely the opposite will happen. Therefore, if we wish to acquire that most blessed title of “blessed man” let us ensure that it is not only in our confessions and our acts of worship, but also in our lives and our deeds, that we reflect the only source of bliss, Christ, to whom be praise and glory without end. Amen. Exposition of Psalm 1.30


  Things Are Not Always as They Seem. John Calvin: According to all outward appearance, the servants of God may derive no advantage from their uprightness; but as it is the special office of God to defend them and take care of their safety, they must be happy under his protection. And from this we may also conclude that, as he is the sure avenger of wickedness, although, for a time, he may seem to hide himself, yet in the end he will visit the unbelievers with destruction. Therefore, instead of allowing ourselves to be deceived with their imaginary felicity, let us, in circumstances of distress, always have before our eyes the providence of God, to whom it belongs to settle the affairs of the world and to bring it back to the right order. Commentary on the Psalms.31


  God’s Hidden Righteousness. Martin Luther: The way of the impious, he says, is beautiful so that among human beings they seem to stand tall in judgment and council. But whoever is not deceived knows their ways. He knows them to be impious, and before him they do not belong to any church. He knows only the just, not the unjust; that is, he does not commend them. So then, because they believe least of all, their way will perish. I say it will perish even though it flourishes to such an extent that it would seem to be eternal. Notice how the psalmist frightens us away from the appearance of good fortune and recommends to us various trials and adversities. For this way of the righteous, human beings reject entirely, imagining that God disregards it. Because this is the wisdom of the cross, therefore God alone knows the way of the righteous. It is hidden even from the righteous themselves; for his right hand leads them miraculously, so that it is not the way of feeling or of reason but of faith alone, which is able to see through the darkness and behold the invisible. Second Psalms Lectures (1519–1521).32


  Sanctify Me in Your Spirit. Nikolaus Selnecker: Almighty and eternal God, Father of our Lord Jesus Christ, from my heart I ask that you through your Holy Spirit would create and maintain in me a longing and love for your holy Word—to pray and cry out to you always. For I am certain of this: aside from your Word there is no comfort, faith, life or salvation, instead everything is only the way of sinners, the seat of scoffers, and it must, like chaff, be blown away by the wind! Sanctify me in your truth; your Word is the truth. Let me have and sustain true faith and a good, peaceful conscience, so that I would remain eternally green and fruitful like a palm tree by water and that my leaves—either in this life or in eternal life—would not wither. Lord God, hear me and let me be and remain yours. Amen. The Whole Psalter.33


  2:1-12 THE REIGN OF THE LORD’S ANOINTED


  
    1 Why do the nations ragea


    and the peoples plot in vain?


    2 The kings of the earth set themselves,


    and the rulers take counsel together,


    against the LORD and against his Anointed, saying,


    3 “Let us burst their bonds apart


    and cast away their cords from us.”

  


  
    4 He who sits in the heavens laughs;


    the Lord holds them in derision.


    5 Then he will speak to them in his wrath,


    and terrify them in his fury, saying,


    6 “As for me, I have set my King


    on Zion, my holy hill.”

  


  
    7 I will tell of the decree:


      The LORD said to me, “You are my Son;


    today I have begotten you.


    8 Ask of me, and I will make the nations your heritage,


    and the ends of the earth your possession.


    9 You shall breakb them with a rod of iron


    and dash them in pieces like a potter’s vessel.”

  


  
    10 Now therefore, O kings, be wise;


    be warned, O rulers of the earth.


    11 Serve the LORD with fear,


    and rejoice with trembling.


    12 Kiss the Son,


    lest he be angry, and you perish in the way,


    for his wrath is quickly kindled.


     Blessed are all who take refuge in him.

  


  a Or nations noisily assemble b Revocalization yields (compare Septuagint) You shall rule


  


  


  Overview: The church has long employed a variety of hermeneutical methods that have led to different interpretations of Scripture, including literal, allegorical (of which typology is a common example) and tropological (or ethical) readings. Following this heritage, the reformers also point to several ways to read this psalm, but collectively emphasize a christological interpretation. Thus, although the establishment of David’s kingdom and the subsequent Davidic line provide a historical context by which to interpret this psalm, our commentators perceive it to be a clear prophecy concerning Jesus Christ.


  Such christological interpretation is evident not only, as one might expect, with regard to the identification of God’s Son in verse 7, which is quoted in the baptismal narratives in the Synoptic Gospels, but also with regard to the entire psalm. For example, according to our interpreters’ allegorical readings, the setting of God’s king in Zion is a reference to the incarnation, Zion itself is equated with the church, the rod of iron refers to God’s Word or the Holy Spirit, and the command to “kiss the Son” is symbolic of embracing Christ by faith. Several of our commentators address the question of how the Son’s eternal generation relates to the affirmation “today I have begotten you,” concluding that the psalmist affirms the eternal and temporal generation of the Son. Thus, our commentators affirm that although followers of Christ will encounter adversaries and hardships, they can take comfort in the power and eternal reign of Jesus Christ, who is the true King.


  Psalm 2 Reiterates the Content of the Psalms. Felix Pratensis: Psalm 2 has no title, because in it our harpist narrates the Son of God’s eternal and temporal generation, his passion and victory. Anxious to make clear his intention and the subject and substance of the entire book of Psalms—not without the greatest kindness and attention for his students—he shows that he wants to talk about so lofty and so difficult a matter as the Son of God’s incarnation, death and resurrection, and his triumphant bride. The Hebrew Psalter.1


  A Clear and Obvious Witness to Jesus’ Person and Work. Sebastian Münster: Not one Christian after the time of the apostles could not suppose that this psalm must be interpreted about Christ, the Savior of the human race. It so clearly mentions his nativity, passion and resurrection that the Jews almost confess it, too, even if they firmly deny our interpretation about Christ. The Temple of the LORD: Psalm 2.2


  Historically and Allegorically This Psalm Is About Our David, That Is, Christ. Desiderius Erasmus: In many psalms, the theme is twofold: the historical, which underlies it like the foundations of a building, and the allegorical or anagogical, which, beneath the cloak of historical events, conceals, or rather reveals, the gospel story, instruction in true piety or an image of eternal bliss. There is almost no passage of Scripture which cannot be interpreted in the tropological sense.


  Let us now see whether there lies beneath this psalm too a historical meaning on which the allegory may rest; the evidence of the apostle Paul and of Luke in the Acts of the Apostles confirms that the whole psalm is a prophecy of Christ. . . . It is therefore clear that this psalm is a prophecy of Christ, as indeed are many others, which are quoted by the apostles in various places as prophecies of the gospel story. . . . However, it cannot be established by the heading whether this psalm could apply, in the historical sense, to somebody other than Christ. . . . So I shall not waste any time in considering how individual parts of the psalm may be applied to history; let us investigate instead the extent to which it applies to our David, that is, Jesus Christ, about whom it was unquestionably written.


  In fact this one psalm embraces not merely a part of the gospel story but the whole subject of the redemption of humankind: how the Son of God assumes a human body; how, overflowing with heavenly grace, he used the gospel teaching as a torch to dissipate the darkness of Moses’ law, to lighten the yoke of ritual, to undermine the ungodly cults of the Gentiles and to overthrow the haughty pride of the philosophers; how he accomplished all this, not with the weapons of this world, but by a new and unprecedented application of that divine wisdom against which all humankind’s ingenuity struggles in vain. The whole world conspired together to attack the gospel with all its might, but he turned all the scheming of the Pharisees, high priests, kings and princes into an ornament and a testimony of his victory, thwarting human cunning with heavenly wisdom, conquering godless violence by invincible gentleness, and by his death absolving death’s tyranny. In descending to hell, he opened up the kingdom of heaven, and in plumbing the depths of humiliation he rose to the heights of glory; at the same time he showed us all the path by which we may overcome the prince of this world: distrustful of our own resources, we must rely entirely on Christ, as he relied entirely on the Father. Even princes and high priests, whose influence towers above the rest, must fear to offend against Jesus Christ, the ruler of all, and must not dare to ignore his laws, ever mindful of the eternal judgment whose sentence no one, however humble, however mighty, can escape. Commentary on Psalm 2.3


  The True Nature of the Kingdom Is Described. Martin Luther: Now Psalm 2, as we learn from Acts, supplied the first prayers and words of thanksgiving to God in the church of the new covenant. . . . It is also a prophetic psalm, in which we too will praise God, and with the apostles we will pray against the raving of the world, and certainly we will receive with the apostles the consolation which he promises abundantly and describes in fine words and thoughts. For David treats this subject in order to console and teach the church about the expansion of Christ’s kingdom in spite of the powers of the world and of the air. Therefore, it serves especially to confirm the article concerning the new covenant or the kingdom of Christ: it will be a spiritual kingdom, Christ is an eternal King who will have no successor, he is also a Priest who teaches the church, who is indeed God by nature and brings us eternal righteousness and wisdom.


  When all of this is explained, it is full of comfort. Nevertheless, the prophet shows that this kingdom would appear to be so weak that one might think it would fall at any moment. For it does not have any visible foundation or strength as have the kingdoms of the world, which depend on power, riches, the size of their population or the extent of their territories. This kingdom, lacking all of these defenses, without foundation, clings to the simple Word as a drop of water clings to a small pitcher. The present psalm contains just about all these things. It is, accordingly, useful for teaching the church so that we may learn all the circumstances of this kingdom, what kind of king Christ is, when, where and how he will rule his kingdom, what things are in harmony with this kingdom and what things are contrary to it, what the fruits or effects of it are, how it looks to the world, how it looks to God and in the Spirit. Those who know these facts have a sure and true conception of this kingdom.


  It, then, can serve as a consolation also for us. For we are forewarned that the devil and the world will oppose this kingdom and that whatever is highly esteemed in the world, whether because of sanctity or eminent wisdom, all this, the prophet foretells, will assail the kingdom by common counsel. But, you will ask, will these warnings not terrify rather than console? Not in the least! For it is added that Satan and the world with all their powers and might can achieve nothing more than to move God to laughter and finally stir up in him such indignation that for opposing this kingdom they must perish. Knowing this is useful and comforting and belongs to a proper conception of this kingdom, lest we, troubled by the offenses with which this kingdom is assaulted, become despondent and dispirited. Commentary on Psalm 2 (1532).4


  2:1-3 The Treachery of the Powerful



  The Prophet Is Baffled By Their Rage. Desiderius Erasmus: He was the Promised One, mild and gentle, generous to all, the Savior of all, freely taking on himself the sins of the world and lifting the harsh yoke of Moses’ law; offering through evangelical faith and grace to the people of every nation—kings and commoners, scholars and simpletons, slaves and free—the status of God’s children and the bliss of life everlasting. . . . We had been promised someone so remarkable that all the nations of the earth should, by rights, have opened their arms to him, and when he arrived, he was all that had been promised. Wealth often creates envy; he neither had nor wanted riches. Power often causes hatred; he declared he wanted nothing to do with the kingdoms of this world. The least show of kindness can win people’s gratitude; he spared no effort to help everyone, swiftly and without asking a reward. He fed the hungry, cured the sick, restored the crippled and the weak; he gave eyes to the blind, ears to the deaf, tongues to the dumb; and in his wholesome teaching, gently and patiently, he showed all human beings the path to eternal bliss.


  Thus the prophet has every reason to be astonished that the Gentiles should rebel, the peoples conspire, the kings rise and the leaders take arms against a man like this, so full of lovingkindness. They all conspire to destroy a single man, who had come, alone, to save them all; they unite to direct all their plots against him, who gave his whole being for them all. Why this frenzy? Why this mad conspiracy? Because, of course, there was no common ground between the world and Christ. And so the world turned from him, as from a person summoning them to leave all that the stubborn children of that age held dear.


  Did not that proud and godless world shudder at the very birth of Christ? . . . Later, when Christ began to win fame by performing miracles, to dispel the shadows of the Pharisees teaching with his heavenly doctrine and to show some tiny sparks, as it were, of his divine nature, how often did the people rage against him, running to pick up stones, or taking him to the brow of the hill to fling him headlong? Commentary on Psalm 2.5


  The Prophet’s Question Is an Accusation. Cardinal Cajetan: The prophet seeks the ultimate cause. This is not because the prophet asks out of ignorance or doubt; rather, he is charging and condemning them. Through this manner of speech he places before the eyes of the people and the king their error. He indicates through this how vainly they fight, striving to act against the Lord and his Christ. Indeed, similarly, we have been accustomed to scold the lowly who try to fight against the powerful: “Why do you fight against him—against the one whom you are unable to defeat?” Commentary on Psalm 2.6


  Why Does the Prophet Use the Past Tense Here? Cardinal Cajetan: “Why did they throng together” [rāgšû]. The prophet uses the past tense for the future because of the certainty of the prophecy. Among them, what they will do is as certain as if it had already happened. Remember this rule in similar circumstances; it is not necessary to repeat it again and again. Commentary on Psalm 2.7


  God Refashions and Subverts the Plans of the Wicked. Martin Luther: Thus God permits the impious to raise their roaring counsel and striving against the godly. Yet these are all like swollen streams of water which with their swelling beat against the shore as if they would overwhelm it; and before the waves reach the shore, they collapse and fade away or are dashed against the shore with empty noise. For the righteous, as a strong bulwark of faith in Christ, confidently despises these weak threats and quickly collapsing commotions. . . . With this cross the ungodly are quite fittingly tormented, because it is a particular torment when one wants to do harm in all things and yet cannot harm anything. . . . By God’s counsel their torment and their vain plots must serve most of all to promote what they seek to prevent. Thus the friends of Christians are really not as useful to them as their enemies. Second Psalms Lectures (1519–1521).8


  External Anointing Is Useless Without the Holy Spirit. Desiderius Erasmus: The prophet, in naming the Father, called him simply “Lord,” to show that he is the Lord of all, whereas he qualified “kings” with “of the earth,” but he did not simply call the Son “Christ,” intending no doubt to emphasize his status as the only being to have been specially anointed by God. This world too has its anointed ones, kings and priests; many of them are anointed outwardly, but their hearts are untouched by the oil. Human beings anoint the head, then the shoulder, the breastbone and the chest, right down to the navel even, but it is futile for one person to anoint another’s body unless the heavenly Spirit has anointed his heart. Thus we often see princes who have been anointed time and again but who are nonetheless intolerable to the people in their cruelty, ambition and greed. Commentary on Psalm 2.9


  How to Understand Christological Typology. John Calvin: It is now high time to come to the substance of the type. That David prophesied concerning Christ is clearly manifest from this, that he knew his own kingdom to be merely a shadow. And in order to learn to apply to Christ whatever David sang in times past concerning himself, we must hold this principle, which we meet with everywhere in all the prophets, that he, at the head of his posterity, was made king, not so much for his own sake but to be a type for the Redeemer. We will often have occasion to return to this later, but right now I want to inform my readers briefly, that as David’s temporal kingdom was a kind of pledge to God’s ancient people of the eternal kingdom, which at length was truly established in the person of Christ, those things which David declares concerning himself are not violently, or even allegorically, applied to Christ but were truly predicted concerning him. If we attentively consider the nature of the kingdom, we will perceive that it would be absurd to overlook the end or scope, and to rest in the mere shadow.


  That the kingdom of Christ is here described by the spirit of prophecy is sufficiently attested to us by the apostles, who arm themselves in prayer with this doctrine when they see the unbelievers conspiring against Christ. But to place our faith beyond the reach of all cavils, it is plainly made manifest from all the prophets that those things which David testified concerning his own kingdom are properly applicable to Christ. Let this, therefore, be held as a settled point, that all who do not submit themselves to the authority of Christ make war against God. Because it seems good to God to rule us by the hand of his own Son, those who refuse to obey Christ himself deny the authority of God, and it is in vain for them to profess otherwise. For it is a true saying, “Whoever does not honor the Son does not honor the Father who sent him.” And it is of great importance to hold fast this inseparable connection, that as the majesty of God has shone forth in his only-begotten Son, so the Father will not be feared and worshiped except in Christ’s person. Commentary on the Psalms.10


  Christ’s Bonds and Cords. Rudolf Gwalther: The bonds here are the laws of Christ, with which he binds his faithful and maintains them in obedience. The cords, however, are his power and might with which he compels and leads his enemies—even against their will—wherever he chooses. The Psalter.11


  Satan Rages Against the Word at All Costs. Martin Luther: Here the Holy Spirit explains the cause of the raging, what kind of counsels they take and what the kings and rulers discuss among themselves, namely, how with all their powers and efforts they may break the chains of Christ and of the Father. For Satan does this not only to humble us, not only to slay us who teach and believe, but to exterminate and destroy the Word, the name of Christ, baptism, and whatever our religion contains. As a result, because we teach Christ with the greatest confidence, he begins to rage, he lays hold of the wills of the princes, of kings, of the wise, the powerful, finally of the multitude. Here by common counsel all apply themselves to breaking these bonds, that is, to extinguishing the Word and protecting idolatry. Commentary on Psalm 2 (1532).12


  Rejecting the Authority of Christ. Wolfgang Musculus: Notice this grumbling of the ungodly against the kingdom of Christ, this universal opposition and this planning and consulting of adversaries to form a rebellion of subjects against a higher power. Not every subterfuge has a rebellious aspect; however, this subterfuge by which the ungodly oppose the kingdom of Christ is particularly guilty of the crime of rebellion. For when they say, “Let us break their chains in pieces, and throw off their bonds from us,” they mean nothing other than, “We reject the authority of this Christ. We do not bear it so that we may be subjected to his yoke. Let us be masters ourselves. Let him be subject to us; let us not serve him. It is shameful for so many kings, princes, nations and people to serve the Son, the Creator of the world.” The disobedience of the Israelite people, by which they continually rejected the Holy Spirit, is treated with a similar metaphor in Jeremiah 5. . . . Therefore, it has been predicted that the world would be rebellious to the kingdom of Christ and that the world would not endure his yoke. Next, it must be noted that they do not say, “Let us break God’s chains in pieces, and let us throw off his bond from us,” but “Let us break their chains in pieces, and let us throw off their bonds from ourselves.” It is sufficiently indicated by these words that the ungodly pay attention only to those few weak people, to whom the Lord entrusts the ministry of his own kingdom and gospel in this world. For in this way, the ungodly only regard outward appearances. If ministers seem weak, the ungodly think that they can easily be broken. Commentary on Psalm 2.13


  How to Be Sure You Belong to the Lord. John Boys: We may know from the following whether we are the Lord’s anointed or not. The world loves its own. If then it hates Christ in us, it is an infallible sign that we are good soldiers of the Lord, and not servants of the world. The way to heaven is to sail by hell. If you will embrace Christ in his robes, you must not scorn him in his rags; if you will sit at his table in the kingdom, you must first abide with him in his temptations; if you will drink from his cup of glory, you must not forsake his cup of ignominy. Can the chief cornerstone be rejected, and the other more base stones in God’s building be set by? You are one of God’s living stones, and therefore be content to be hewn and snagged, so that you might be made more suitable to be joined to your fellows, suffering the snatches of Satan and the wounds of the world. Exposition of Psalm 2.14


  2:4-6 God Laughs at Their Plans



  God in Heaven Reigns. Martin Luther: To strengthen our hope the psalmist represents God as both a quiet and a wonderfully hidden Judge. He who concerns himself about us dwells there secure and calm; and if we are disturbed, he who cares for us is not disturbed. We are tossed about, but he is calm; he will not let the righteous be eternally restless. But this all takes place in such a hidden manner that you would not know it unless you were in heaven. You suffer on the earth, in the sea and among all creatures. All hope of aid is denied to you everywhere and in all things, until by hope and faith you leap over everything and grasp him who dwells in heaven. Then you also dwell in heaven, but through faith and hope. Here we must throw out the anchor of our heart in all tribulations. In this way the evils of the world will be not only light but even laughable. Second Psalms Lectures (1519–1521).15


  This Laughter Is Only Temporary. John Calvin: David attributes laughter to God for two reasons. First, so that we would know that he does not need great armies to restrain wicked people’s uprisings, as if this were an arduous and difficult matter; instead he could do this trick as often as he pleases. Second, David shows that God is not inactive whenever he allows the kingdom of his Son to be troubled—either because he is busy with something else or because he is unable to help or because he despises his Son’s honor—but he intentionally delays his vengeance until the right time, namely, once he has exposed their rage as a laughingstock.


  Let us, therefore, understand that if God does not immediately stretch out his hand against the unbelievers, it is now his time of laughter. And although, in the meantime, we feel like crying, yet let us assuage the bitterness of our grief, yes even wipe away our tears, with this reflection, because God does not ignore his enemies’ impudence, as if out of laziness or weakness, but because for the time he is willing to dishearten them with quiet contempt. Commentary on the Psalms.16


  How Reason Understands This Clause. Martin Luther: Reason proclaims that either God does not see such things and hence carries out all things by chance, or if he sees and does not suppress the wicked, he is weak. For to see and to allow unworthy things, which you are able to prohibit, reason believes, shows an unjust and unfair mind. This is the honor that reason grants to God: it judges him either to be foolish, because he does not see or know many things, or wicked, because he does not prevent the evil which he sees. Against these blasphemies the Holy Spirit here warns us, lest we think that God does not see the attempts of the wicked because he turns a blind eye to them. Commentary on Psalm 2 (1532).17


  God Speaks to Us in Word and Deed. Desiderius Erasmus: God addresses us in two different ways: through his Scriptures and through events themselves. We must therefore spend much time studying the sacred books to hear what God says to us there—and let us be sure that his words do not fall on deaf ears. In addition, he often speaks to the unlearned through events, and here the inward ear must be kept open so that we do not miss the Lord’s voice. If some good fortune comes our way, we must not act like the man described by the psalmist elsewhere: “The beloved grew fat and unruly; he grew sleek and bloated. He forsook God who made him, and abandoned the God of his salvation.” If we know that we have sinned, we should give thanks for God’s mercy, which, although we deserve punishment, still urges us by kindness to mend our ways; on the other hand, if we are sure that we have done no wrong, we must strive to increase still further our previous devotion to God. If illness or some other calamity befalls us, we should give thanks for God’s goodness, which calls us to reform when we forget ourselves, scourging his children here and now to keep them from eternal death. Commentary on Psalm 2.18


  Zion Represents the Church. Rudolf Gwalther: Mount Zion also includes Jerusalem, which on account of the kingly throne and temple there was an intimation of the holy Christian church. The Psalter.19


  Always Remember the Sweet Voice of the Father. Tilemann Hesshus: This is the most important statement in this psalm. For here the eternal Father himself gives birth, and he plainly affirms that he will establish his King over all his clamoring enemies and that he will defend him against the gates of hell. This affirmation not only was placed to check his enemies but more importantly to confirm pious minds. In order that we would certainly stand firm, God desires this to be his eternal and unchangeable will, that the only-begotten Son of God, our Lord Jesus Christ would be an eternal King who not only defends us against our enemies’ violence but who also blots out all our adversaries, namely, death, sin, Satan, the condemnation of the law, the wrath of God and hell. So to us he lavishes peace of conscience and every good eternal thing: life, righteousness, friendship with God, joy, light and eternal salvation. The Father affirms that he has established this kind of kingdom; that is, by his sure and unchangeable will he decreed the gathering of his church through his Son.


  When he calls the church his holy mountain, he promises that through his Son in this kingdom he will blot out sin and restore righteousness. He also demonstrates in this passage where his Son is going to establish this kingdom, namely, in Zion. By this he teaches that his Son is going to assume human nature and, according to the promises given to the patriarchs, live among the Jewish people, proclaim his teaching, perform miracles and fulfill his royal duties. Therefore, this unchangeable decree of the eternal Father should always be before us. And we should always stand firm; wherever empires fall, nevertheless the kingdom of Christ—the church—will remain. We should know that God is always near the assembly of the pious and that in the kingdom of the Son he works through the voice of his ministers. We should know that this is the unchangeable and eternal will of God, that through this King, the Son of God, we would be sanctified. Thus, this voice of the eternal Father, containing in it the sum of gospel teaching, will be the most efficacious consolation against all temptations. Commentary on Psalm 2.20


  2:7-9 The Son of God



  The Gospel Must Be Preached. Philipp Melanchthon: What kind of kingdom will it be? It will not be governed like others—by laws, courts and arms—but it will be ruled by the new Word concerning the will of God, who has been placated through the Son. Thus he says, “I will preach about the commandment, you are my Son.” He speaks about this new decree that he will preach about the Son. And because he affirms that he will preach, he establishes the ministry of the gospel: it must be taught and therefore learned. And according to this dictum we should reflect on our studies: God affirms that he wills to establish this kingdom by preaching; therefore, he defends study and teaching; he will not allow churches, schools and houses of teaching to be entirely destroyed. Comments on the Psalms.21


  Grammatical Evidence of Christ’s Deity. Cardinal Cajetan: In this sense he is addressed as Son and is the living one who has been brought forth through his life-giving activity from a living being from his own proper [proprius]22 substance in likeness of his particular nature. And although these conditions cannot be found in created spiritual substances and for this reason none of them has the Father or the Son (because none of them could beget from their own proper [proprius] substance a substance like themselves), still according to his divine nature the Word—because it is said by God—is his Son properly speaking, because he is a living person, and from a living being he was brought forth from God’s substance through a life-giving act of generation into the same nature; therefore, because of the power of his bringing forth he is similar to the one who brought him forth. Therefore, the bringing forth of this sort is called generation in the active voice; however, in the passive voice it is called birth. So, truly and rightly to this esteemed filiation it is added: “I have begotten you.” For here not only is the person of the Messiah distinguished from the person of the Father (because no one begets himself and a difference of persons is indicated by the pronouns I and you; it is evident that these pronouns reveal the persons), but also it indicates their distinction from both the Holy Spirit and all creatures. For the Holy Spirit is not begotten by God.23 And creatures are not properly speaking begotten by God; rather, they are made, as that verse says: “He spoke and they were made; through him all things were made.” Therefore, by the fact that he is called my Son, a Son according to nature is indicated. For this reason his true nature is shown, because “today I have begotten you.”


  And see how finely the complex perfection of his generation is indicated. His generation, as far as according to spirit and intellect, is indicated through “to say—the Lord has said.” As far as according to nature and substance, it is indicated through “to beget—I have begotten.” As far as in perfect likeness, it is indicated through filiation— “My Son.” As far as it is completed, it is indicated through past tense verbs—“I have said; I have begotten.” As far as it is eternal, it is indicated through the present adverb—“today”—which is not the present time but rather the present tense which implies what is always standing still, apart from any kind of succession. By saying “today I have begotten you,” he indicates that not yesterday (that is, in the past) but today—that is, in an eternity unaware of the past or future—“I have begotten you”; I have completed your generation. And it is necessary to combine “I have begotten” with “today.” For as far as those begettings that are among us are concerned, if they are in the present, they are not yet completed. And if they are completed, they are not in the present but in the past. Christ’s—the Son of God’s—birth is always completed and always present. And that is indicated through “today I have begotten.”


  Therefore the Messiah responds directly to the world that is thinking vain thoughts about his deity, that he did not make himself to be God, that human opinions did not make him to be God, but that the Lord “said to me, you are my Son” according to nature, for “today I have begotten you.” Commentary on Psalm 2.24


  The Eternal Son of God. John Calvin: Let us understand “God’s Son” here not as one son among many but as his only-begotten Son, as he alone will be preeminent in heaven and on earth. When God proclaims to have begotten him, he must refer to human understanding or knowledge. For David was begotten by God when his election as king became clear. The word today, therefore, denotes the time of this manifestation; because after it became known that he was made king by divine appointment, he came forth as one who had recently been begotten of God, because so great an honor could not belong to a private person. The same explanation is to be given of the words as applied to Christ. He is not said to be begotten in any other sense than as the Father bore testimony to him as being his own Son. This passage, I am aware, has been explained by many as referring to the eternal generation of Christ; and from the word today, they have reasoned ingeniously as if they denoted an eternal act without any relation to time. But Paul, who is a more faithful and a better qualified interpreter of this prophecy, in Acts 13 calls our attention to the manifestation of the heavenly glory of Christ of which I have spoken. This expression, “to be begotten,” does not therefore imply that he then began to be the Son of God but that his being so was then made manifest to the world. Commentary on the Psalms.25


  Much Gospel in a Brief Doctrine. Martin Luther: The teaching of this king is to be distinguished from all other teachings, even from the law itself, which, nevertheless, regarding works or what we should do is most perfect. But this king’s teaching does not teach about works but about the person to whom the Lord says: “You are my Son.” A brief doctrine, presented pure and simple, without elaborations, without details! But if you reflect on these few words correctly, they suggest spontaneously their own amplifications, which the gospel reveals. This person it depicts most clearly, and teaches that by the Holy Spirit he was conceived, by Mary, a virgin mother, he was born, under Pontius Pilate he suffered, died, rose again from death by his own power, and sits at the right hand of the Father. And we have been commanded from heaven to listen to him, so that we should fix our eyes on him alone, as the Jews in the desert fixed their eyes on the bronze serpent; in no way should we turn away from his words. We should know that not only whatever he says, but also whatever he does, all pertains to our salvation. For the gospel is always concerned with this. Therefore, it so diligently reveals not only the miracles of Christ but also his sermons, so that it commends him to us in order to invite us to embrace, follow and obey him. If we do this, we never wander astray but remain on the right path to salvation. Commentary on Psalm 2 (1532).26


  Christ Eternally and Temporally Begotten. Sebastian Münster: “The Lord,” he says, “said to me: ‘You are my Son,’ and this word I will repeat and recount again and again to others, just as the statute and command about this matter were given to me.” Thus, Rabbi Salomon exegetes this passage as follows. . . . “ ‘The decree has been established concerning me.’ Thus, I will explain it as follows: ‘Certainly the Lord said to me, You are my Son.’” And here the author of Sefer Nizahon—as is his custom—attacks and argues against Christians. . . . I omit . . . his blasphemy which that raw-skinned scoundrel writes about this passage. Nevertheless he thinks that he writes most sensibly who ignores that Christ has a twofold generation, eternal and temporal, according to his two natures. Nevertheless there are those who think that in this passage this return is intimated by the prophet, that the regenerated Christ rose again from the grave to immortal life, because it is added, “Ask from me,” etc. And Christ says in Matthew 28: “All power in heaven has been given to me,” etc. The Temple of the LORD: Psalm 2.27


  How Can It Be That This Person Does What God Alone Does? Martin Luther: Learn, then, to apply this verse against the Arians. Christ accepts dominion over the nations, but he accepts it in such a way that he himself is Lord, that through him the nations should receive “righteousness and justice, love and faithfulness,” as Psalm 89 testifies. These are not the kind of things, however, which are in the hands of angels. But God alone forgives sins and justifies. God alone liberates from death and eternal damnation. God alone gives the Holy Spirit. God alone is also truthful. Because the Son is commanded to pour out these gifts on the nations, who does not see that he is God by nature? For these are not the deeds of a creature, and yet this person, to whom these things are given from God the Father himself, is the seed of David and possesses the seat of his father David. Commentary on Psalm 2 (1532).28


  Present and Future Considerations. Cardinal Cajetan: “Demand” is said in the present tense and “I will give” in the future, so that you understand how to consider a petition according to the time when Christ was a traveler present in this world. “To give the nations” should be considered according to the time of future immortality which Christ obtained by his rising again. Now the nations are promised to Christ who was first described as King over Zion, so that you understand that those who are under the law of Moses and those who are outside of the law are made subject to Christ by God. Commentary on Psalm 2.29


  The Word Is Like Iron. Martin Luther: Just as iron crushes and breaks all things, as Daniel 2 says, so the Word of Christ does all this. It crushes the great, that is, humbles the proud. It straightens the crooked, that is, corrects the disorderly. It bends the straight, that is, bows down the exalted. It levels the rough, that is, soothes the angry. It extends the short, that is, encourages the timid. It shortens the long, that is, terrifies the presumptuous. It widens the narrow, that is, makes the stingy generous. It narrows the wide, that is, makes the spendthrift economical. It sharps the blunt, that is, gives knowledge to the unlearned. It blunts the sharp, that is, makes the wise ignorant. And it repels rust, that is, banishes laziness. In short, it destroys every faulty form and changes it into one that is pleasing to God. And, as the apostle says, “All Scripture has been inspired by God and made profitable for teaching, for reproof, for correction, and for training in righteousness, so that a person of God may be complete, equipped for every good work.” Second Psalms Lectures (1519–1521).30


  The Word Will Wear Them Down. John Calvin: It may be asked, what is that iron scepter which the Father has placed in the hand of Christ, with which he shatters his enemies? I answer: instead of any other weapon the breath of his mouth is enough for him. . . . Therefore, even if Christ does not move a finger, by speaking he thunders powerfully enough against his enemies, and the staff of his lips alone reduces them to nothing. They may fret, kick and resist him with wild fury, but they will eventually be compelled to see that the one whom they refuse to honor as their King is their Judge. In short, by various methods they are worn down until they become his footstool. Commentary on the Psalms.31


  2:10-12 Kiss the Son



  Without Christ as Teacher All Are Fools. Martin Luther: The Holy Spirit indicates that even if kings and judges have the law and a zeal for excellence, still unless they listen to this Teacher and let themselves be taught, they are idiots and fools. For if they lack knowledge of Christ, all their wisdom is foolishness, all their righteousness is iniquity and sin. In fact, their life is actually death. In this verse, then, the Holy Spirit draws together the whole world and subjects all things to Christ. He speaks to kings as though they were locusts and to the wise people of the world as though they were schoolchildren. For he sees what will eventually happen if they will not listen to this Teacher, namely, that with all their wisdom, righteousness and power, they will be cast into the eternal flames. Commentary on Psalm 2 (1532).32


  How to Serve and Praise God. Johannes Bugenhagen: “Serve the Lord” not in the hypocrisy of an outward worship of God, which today or only for the present is called holiness, but in fear, that is, so that you may tremble at his Word. Thus be kings and guardians that you may acknowledge that you are the servants of God. Then you will serve the Lord not when you expend your money on the pomp of ceremonies and luxury of clerics and monks but whenever you diligently pursue those things which pertain to your duty in the fear of God, knowing also that you yourselves have a judge in heaven. Again, let not your service be coerced.


  “Exult him” or about him, as about a benign father, who rejects no one no matter with what dignity with respect to this age he may shine, if only he would acknowledge the ministry approved by God and not his own dignity. But in order that this exultation may not produce neglect, he adds again: “in trembling.” For the spirit (if I may call it that) seems greatly to fear princes and the rest who are in charge. And here you see fear mixed with exaltation, which truly is faith—to fear at the Word of God and its scolding—and at the same time to rejoice at the promises of God and be secure concerning one’s salvation on account of the Word of God. Such faith is demanded here from judges, for they cannot rightly execute their office, so as to seem most prudent to themselves, unless they do all things according to faith in God through Jesus Christ, our Lord, especially when whatever is not of faith is sin. Interpretation of the Psalms.33


  The Cultural Understanding of “Kiss.” Rudolf Gwalther: Among the ancients, the kiss was a sign of love and willing obedience or submission—like in our time a kiss of the hand among Spaniards, Italians and the French. The Psalter.34


  Love God’s Son! Felix Pratensis: Truly we interpret “kiss the Son” as the salvation of everyone through his peace—in agreement with the opinion of a great number of Hebrew authors and in agreement with the truth. For našqû means “to kiss,” as it is clear in Song of Songs. Because when we kiss someone’s hand, we are said to adore that person, therefore “kiss!” will also mean “adore!”—as most of the Hebrew expositors say here. Sometimes, however, it means “desire!” or “love!”—actually it rarely means something other than “love!” The Hebrew Psalter.35


  Seize Christ Wholeheartedly, Even Against Reason. Martin Luther: There is great force, then, in the word kiss; for it indicates that we should embrace this Son with our whole heart and see or hear nothing else than Christ and him crucified. But whoever looks for something else in religion or seeks something higher will deceive himself and wander from the way of salvation. We should use our reason and wisdom for other things, for managing the household, doing our jobs, for buying and selling. But when it comes to the worship of God, you should deny all access to reason and cling to this Son alone. Commentary on Psalm 2 (1532).36


  Jesus Is Bone from My Bone! John Donne: There is no person so near of kin to you as Christ Jesus. Christ Jesus your father created you; he is your brother because he took your nature. He is your father because he provided an inheritance for you; he is your brother because he divided this inheritance with you. And because he died to give you possession of that inheritance, he is the Nourishing One, your foster father who has nursed you in his house, in the Christian church. He is your twin brother, so similar to you that his Father and yours in him, will not know you from one another but will mingle your conditions: he finds your sins in him and his righteousness in you. “Kiss this Son” as your kinsman. Sermon 39: Preached on Trinity Sunday.37


  The Sweetness of God’s Grace. John Calvin: The concluding sentence of the psalm qualifies what was formerly said concerning the severity of Christ; for his iron rod and the fiery wrath of God would strike terror into all people without distinction, unless this comfort had been added. Therefore having spoken the terrible judgment which hangs over the unbelieving, the psalmist now encourages God’s faithful and devout servants to entertain good hope, by setting forth the sweetness of his grace. Paul likewise observes the same order, for having declared that vengeance was in readiness against the disobedient, he immediately adds, addressing himself to believers: “When your obedience is fulfilled.” Now, we understand the meaning of the psalmist. As believers might have applied to themselves the severity of which he makes mention, he opens to them a sanctuary of hope whither they may flee, in order not to be overwhelmed by the terror of God’s wrath; just as Joel also after having summoned the unbelievers to the awful judgment seat of God, which of itself is terrible to people, immediately subjoins the comfort, “Whosoever shall call on the name of the Lord shall be saved.” Commentary on the Psalms.38


  What This Psalm Teaches Us. Nikolaus Selnecker: From this psalm we are to learn the following. First, we should not let ourselves be afflicted so severely even when pagans and all the world rage against the Lord Christ and desire to eradicate him along with all his people. Indeed they will not accomplish anything; instead, they will vanish and be brought to nothing—however smart, learned and mighty they may be. Second, we look to our Lord Christ, know him and understand that he is eternal God and true man, our King and Priest, the eternal Son of God, who is begotten today—that is, continually from eternity—by God the Father, and chosen to be the true Son and the beloved Child Jesus. He will also make others—if they believe in him—children of God through his obedience, suffering, death and resurrection. His kingdom will be without end forever and ever. Third, we also serve this Lord and King with fear and trembling and rejoice in him. Namely, we despair of ourselves and know that we cannot on our own deliver ourselves from God’s wrath and condemnation. All is lost for us and our works. Instead the Son of God must make us righteous and holy, so that we rejoice solely in God and have peace with God, because through faith for the sake of the Lord Christ we became righteous and holy. As a result, the fruits of faith should not be absent, so that we serve the Lord Christ with body, honor and goods, with true confession and promotion of doctrine, with preservation of churches and schools, with prayer and true diligence in holiness, discipline and honesty, unity and peace. For this is also called “kissing the Son,” when we embrace him with faith and the fruits of faith are not absent. But the manner that we pursue and perform such kissing has unfortunately come to light. In all classes it has totally ceased, so that is correctly written: “He will be angry, his wrath soon will be kindled, there is no doubt, and you will perish on the way, in your sins you will die and perish.” Now then, may God be gracious to us and help many people, so that they might trust in him and rely on him and be saved and blessed. Amen. The Whole Psalter.39


  Applying the Mystery of Christ for Us. Desiderius Erasmus: Let me demonstrate that the mystical sense of this psalm can be extended more widely, to various people and various times, so that even today it applies to every one of us. First, although the historical meaning is often rather dull when set beside the allegorical, still it sometimes sheds much light on the mystical meaning and adds not a little to it. . . . Nor is it essential that every part of a prophecy should fit perfectly into either a historical or an allegorical reading, because often certain elements are included to ensure chronological coherence while others, which are out of place in the historical context, compel us to have recourse to allegory.


  The next step is to accommodate the prophecies to Christ and to demonstrate that already long ago these oracles of the prophets foretold what the Gospels narrate openly and without a veil as history. This level of meaning, particularly in the Psalms, is almost inexhaustible and has indeed been shown to be irrefutable on the authority of Scripture. . . . Christ is the truth of the gospel, the world is the cause of its own impermanence; in the end Christ suffers or is revived in his limbs.


  The final step remains, when the meaning of Scripture is applied personally to each one of us and the deeds ascribed to various groups in the other readings are applied to a single individual. For example, whenever anger, lust, ambition or avarice distract our thoughts to those things that are contrary to the teachings of the gospel, then, so to speak, “the nations rage and the peoples carry through their futile plots.” Again, if reason gives way to unbridled passions, then “the kings of the earth stand ready, and the leaders conspire together against the Lord and his anointed.” But whenever our minds are restored and, sickened by the harsh bondage which our sins have imposed, we remember our former freedom; then we cry out: “Let us break their fetters, let us throw off their yoke from us.” Moreover, the Lord assists our efforts from heaven by mocking and laughing us to scorn; he allows us to be swayed by our passions for a while until we are taught by our misfortunes that the very things in which we placed our hopes of wondrous bliss have brought us total ruin. Next, he speaks to us in his wrath, exposing to our eyes the terrors of eternal torment and filling us with the horror of the life we have led. Then, in our terror and confusion, he shows us the source of our hopes of salvation; he sets his Son before us, who says to us all: “Come to me, all you who labor.” He warns us that our instincts must be made to obey his laws, that human reason must conform to his decree and that we must so serve this single ruler of us all that we must both rejoice in his boundless goodness towards us and yet be always fearful. That is, we must mistrust our own deeds and our own strength, because we are not our own judges but must place all hope and trust in his inestimable kindness, through which eternal salvation is won by those who turn to him for help with all their heart. To him be praise and thanksgiving, with the Father and the Holy Spirit, for all eternity. Commentary on Psalm 2.40
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