
Luther and the Bible --  Notes by Dr. Mary Jane Haemig
What Bibles were available in Luther’s time?

Vulgate – Latin translation of Bible from 4th/5th century.
Translations into German 


Luther’s was not the first translation into German!  



after 1466  14 high German and 4 low German Bibles had appeared


These were translations from Latin, not Greek.


Inferior from a literary standpoint

Erasmus’ Greek New Testament  (1516) – the basis of Luther’s NT translation
Luther’s translations

New Testament – translated while at Wartburg Castle.   "September Testament"  first published 1522, revised often.    Completed in 11 weeks.  
Old Testament - Luther and his friends - a committee task  1524-1535   published in segments as it was completed.  
Apocrypha?  Yes!  Luther valued it but not as highly as the Old and New Testaments

Used language of the people--goal:  communication, let the Bible speak

On Translating: An Open Letter (1530)  Luther’s Works  volume 35
“…I have constantly tried, in translating, to produce a pure and clear German, and it has often happened that for two or three or four weeks we have searched and inquired for a single word and sometimes not found it even then.  In translating Job, master Philip, Aurogallus, and I labored so, that sometimes we scarecely handled three lines in four days.  Now that it is translated and finished, everybody can read and criticize it.  One now runs his eyes over three or four pages and does not stumble once –without realizing what boulders and clods had once lain there where he now goes along as over a smoothly-planed board.  We had to sweat and toil there before we got those boulders and clods out of the way, so that one could go along so nice.  The plowing goes well when the field is cleared…”  (188)


“We do not have to inquire of the literal Latin, how we are to speak German, as these asses do.  Rather we must inquire about this of the mother in the home, the children on the street, the common man in the marketplace.  We must be guided by their language, the way they speak, and do our translating accordingly.  That way they will understand it and recognize that we are speaking German to them.”  (189)
How did Luther help people to understand the Bible?

Wrote prefaces to the Old and New Testament ; wrote other materials  (See, e.g., A Brief Instruction on What to Look for and Expect in the Gospels, and How Christians should Regard Moses.)

Wrote prefaces to each book.  Necessary to combat prefaces in Vulgate.
Prefaces make theological points, e.g., justification, law-gospel

Glosses explained ambiguous words, expressions, contexts

Goal:  To direct the reader's understanding 

What about pictures?
In the “September Testament”  only Revelation was illustrated  (21 Cranach woodcuts)

contemporary application:  panorama of city of Rome served as model for the collapsing Babylon
(In the 1534 Luther Bible 11 woodcuts contain an image of Christ.  Of these, six are in the prophetic books of the Old Testament.  “The insertion of explicit Christological imagery into these Old Testament texts perhaps represents what is most striking and noteworthy about the 1534 woodcuts when viewed from a theological perspective.  The direct linking of Christ to the prophetic literature provides an unusually emphatic visual representation of Luther’s understanding of the inner unity and coherence of all scripture.”  Carl Christensen, “Luther and the Woodcuts to the 1534 Bible,” Lutheran Quarterly n.s. 19 (2005), 398.
Did it matter?  Could anyone read?

Literacy-  5% at beginning of century???   Rising throughout 16th century

Use of scripture: read aloud, preached, prayed, sung

Luther saw gospel as oral message, less as literary text--that is why it sounds as if written for reading aloud.  Forceful words, succinct expressions, simple sentences.  

Influence


Spurred rival translations!  Among Catholics in Germany.  Jacob Emser--removed the prefaces and glosses from Luther’s Bible and published it.  Referring to imitations Luther:  Luther’s Works 35, 182-183


“It is evident, indeed, that from my German translation they are learning to speak and write German, and so are stealing from me my language, of which they had little knowledge before.  They do not thank me for it...However I readily grant them this, for it tickles me that I have taught my ungrateful pupils, even my enemies, how to speak.”


Movement toward Bibles in the language of the people across Europe, e.g. Finland


On the German language

Used a language understood north and south, 80-90% of expressions understood in both.

Helped standardize the language.  

Added characteristic expressions to the language.

Still the basis of every German Bible translation.

For further reading:

Chapter 5 “Scripture as Printed Text,” in Mark U. Edwards, Jr., Printing, Propaganda, and Martin Luther (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1994)
Martin Luther on How to Read, Preach, and Use the Bible

Most important is Jesus Christ!  Bible is important because it witnesses to Jesus Christ.

Remember, for Luther:

Jesus Christ is God’s definitive Word - in the flesh!

Faith comes from hearing the preaching of this Word

The Bible is the written witness to this Word.  

One central message - Jesus Christ! - is the “lens” through which you read the Bible.

“The central message of the Bible is that God in Christ “gave to all who believe, as their possession, everything that he had.  This included: his life, in which he swallowed up death; his righteousness, by which he blotted out sin; and his salvation, with which he overcame everlasting damnation.  A poor man, dead in sin and consigned to hell, can hear nothing more comforting than this precious and tender message about Christ; from the bottom of his heart he must laugh and be glad over it…”  Preface to the New Testament, Luther’s Works 35, 359
Seeing Jesus Christ as the center of the Bible was common Christian practice for centuries before Luther.  Late medieval commentators saw Christ bringing a new law to us.  Christ was the supreme example

What was different about Luther?   Christ as gift!  Not just Christ as example.  

“The chief article and foundation of the gospel is that before you take Christ as an example, you …recognize him as a gift, as a present that God has given you and that is your own.  This means that when you see or hear of Christ doing or suffering something, you do not doubt that Christ himself, with his deeds and suffering, belongs to you….This is the great fire of the love of God for us, whereby the heart and conscience become happy, secure, and content…Now when you have Christ as the foundation and chief blessing of your salvation, then the other part follows:  that you take him as your example, giving yourself in service to your neighbor just as you see that Christ has given himself for you…Therefore make note of this, that Christ as a gift nourishes your faith and makes you a Christian.  But Christ as an example exercises your works.  These do not make you a Christian.  Actually they come forth from you because you have already been made a Christian…So you see that the gospel is really not a book of laws and commandments which requires deeds of us, but a book of divine promises in which God promises, offers, and gives us all his possessions and benefits in Christ…”   A Brief Instruction on What to Look for and Expect in the Gospels, Luther’s Works 35, 119-120

The law-gospel distinction is key to understanding the Bible:

“See to it, therefore, that you do not make a Moses out of Christ, or a book of laws and doctrines out of the gospel…To be sure, Christ in the gospel, and St. Peter and St. Paul besides, do give many commandments and doctrines, and expound the law…to know his works and the things that happened to him is not yet to know the true gospel, for you do not yet thereby know that he has overcome sin, death, and the devil.  So, too, it is not yet knowledge of the gospel when you know these doctrines and commandments, but only when the voice comes that says, “Christ is your own, with his life, teaching, works, death, resurrection, and all that he is, has, does, and can do.”    Preface to the New Testament, Luther’s Works 35 360-361   


Some books of the Bible are better than others at conveying the central message

“John’s Gospel and St. Paul’s epistles, especially that to the Romans, and St. Peter’s first epistle are the true kernel and marrow of all the books.  They ought properly to be the foremost books, and it would be advisable for every Christian to read them first and most, and by daily reading to make them as much his own as his daily bread.  For in them you do not find many works and miracles of Christ described, but you do find depicted in masterly fashion how faith in Christ overcomes sin, death, and hell, and gives life, righteousness, and salvation…”    Preface to the New Testament, 361-362
A few other matters to remember:

Luther stressed original languages and accurate translations.  He used all available language tools to help him understand the biblical witness.  He strove to understand events of the Bible in their historical context.  

Watch what the terms mean!  Law, sin, grace, faith, righteousness, flesh, spirit.  (See, for example, the preface to Romans)
Luther recognized that the Bible is written with human words -  God uses these words to speak his divine Word.     Scripture is the “swaddling clothes” that hold Jesus Christ.  Don’t confuse the packaging and the message.  Holy Spirit speaks through the words and the stories to preach God’s word - both law and gospel to us.
“…Therefore dismiss your own opinions and feelings, and think of the Scriptures as the loftiest and noblest of holy things, as the richest of mines which can never be sufficiently explored, in order that you may find that divine wisdom which god here lays before you in such simple guise as to quench all pride.  Here you will find the swaddling cloths and the manger in which Christ lies, and to which the angel points the shepherds [Luke 2:12].  Simple and lowly are these swaddling cloths, but dear is the treasure, Christ, who lies in them.  Preface to the Old Testament,  Luther’s Works vol. 35, p. 236
The Word guarantees itself!  Christ will ensure proper interpretation -no human doctrine, authority, or device (no doctrine of verbal inspiration and no pope or other authoritative human interpreter) is necessary to make scripture clear.  
For further reading:  

“Sola scriptura,” in Bernhard Lohse, Martin Luther’s Theology: Its Historical and Systematic Development  (Augsburg Fortress 1999)  187-195

