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All Scripture Is Pure Christ: 
Luther's Christocentric Interpretation in the Context of 

Reformation Exegesis 

Charles A. Gieschen 

As we give thanks for Martin Luther's epic witness to Christ in this momentous 

500th anniversary of the Reformation, we who are the spiritual sons and daughters 

of Luther do well to ask ourselves the question: "What were Luther's central 

contributions to the life of Christ's church?" There are several important con-

tributions that could be cited in answer to this question. Luther rediscovered the 

central truth of the Scriptures that we are justified by grace alone because of Christ's 

work alone and all of this is received through faith alone. Luther challenged the 

church to return to the Scriptures as the sole source and norm of the Christian faith 

and life, rather than have tradition as a second source of authority alongside the 

Scriptures. Luther translated the Bible into German and put it into the hands of 

people to read and learn. Luther translated and simplified the Latin liturgy and 

wrote hymns in German in order that the people could understand the truths they 

were singing in liturgy and hymns. Luther wrote the Small and Large Catechisms as 

tools to educate Christians in the basic teachings of the Scriptures. Luther brought 

biblical preaching back into the service as a central activity of worship, emphasizing 

the proper distinction between law and gospel in proclamation. 

As one can easily see, all of Luther's major contributions grew out of his 

devotion to the Scriptures. What, therefore, especially characterized Luther's 

interpretation of the Scriptures? It will be argued below that it was his ability to see 

and read Christ from any text of Scripture, as he explains here. 

Thus all of Scripture, as already said, is pure Christ, God's and Mat-y's Son. 

Everything is focused on Lhis Son, so that we might know Him distinctively and 

in that way see the Father and the Holy Spirit eternally as one God. To him who 

has the Son, Scripture is an open book; and the stronger his faith in Christ 

becomes, lhe more brighlly will the lighl of Scripture shine for him.' 

'Marlin Luther, "'l'realise on Lhe Lasl Words of David" (1543): vol. 15, p. 339, in Lulher's 
Works, American Edition, vols. 1-30, ed. Taroslav Pelikan (St. Louis: Concordia, 1955-76); vols. 
31-55, ed. Helmut Lehmann (Philadelphia/Minneapolis: Muhlenberg/fortress, 1957-86); vols. 
56-82, ed. Christopher Boyd Brown and恥 njaminT. G. Mayes (St. Louis: Concordia, 2009ー），
hereafler A I'り
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Luther saw and proclaimed Christ from all the Scriptures, be they the four 

Gospels or the Epistles, but also Moses and the Prophets, the Psalms, and even 

Proverbs. Luther stated elsewhere, "God is particularly concerned about our 

knowledge of the revelation of His Son, as seen throughout the Old and the New 

Testament. All points to the Son戸 Hisinterpretation has properly been char-

acterized as a christocentric interpretation of the Scriptures. He taught that 

individual words and phrases are to be interpreted in light of the central reality 

revealed in the Scriptures, the saving action of Son's incarnation, death, 

resurrection, ascension, and return for the redemption for the world.'It is through 

Christ, his person and work, that we are to understand all revelation in the 

Scriptures. This study will demonstrate that the central distinctive of Luther's 

approach to the Scriptures is his christocentric interpretation: "All of Scripture ... is 

pure Christ." In doing this, this study will focus primarily on what Luther wrote 

about scriptural interpretation in his "Treatise on the Last Words of David" (1543). 

I. Jesus in the New Testament as the Hermeneutical Basis 

of Luther's Christocentric Interpretation 

If one had to pigeonhole Luther into a faculty position at a modern seminary, 

he would be labeled a Professor of Biblical Theology, specializing in the Old 

Testament. The Old Testament was the source for much of his teaching and 

published works. Luther's christocentric interpretation of the Scriptures was based 

upon the conviction that the books of the New Testament, especially the four 

Gospels, function as our interpretative guide for the Old Testament. Knowing the 

identity of the Lord God of Israel in the Jesus who died and rose again led Luther to 

see Christ throughout the Old Testament, not merely in messianic prophecies. He 

even uses the vivid image of the open Old Testament as "the manger" in which we 

behold Christ. 

[The Gospels and Epistles] want themselves to be our guides, to direct us to the 

writings of the prophets and of Moses in the Old Testament so that we might 

there read and see for ourselves how Christ is wrapped in swaddling clothes 

and laid in Lhe manger, Lhal is, how he is comprehended in Lhe wrilings of Lhe 

prophets. It is there that people like us should read and study, drill ourselves, 

: LnLher, "!'realise on Lhe I、aslWords of David" (1543), AE 15:338. 

'Martin H. franzrnann, "Seven Theses of Reformation Hermeneutics," Concordia 
Theological Monthly (1969), 235-246, esp. 235-237. 
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and see what Christ is, for whal purpose he has been given, how he was 

promised, and how all Scripture tends toward him.4 

The revelation found in the New Testament, especially the ministry of Jesus 

narrated in the four Gospels, was Luther's starting point for understanding the rest 

of the Scriptures. When we know the Christ of the Gospels well, then we see and 

hear him readily elsewhere in the Scriptures. This flesh and blood Jesus who 

graciously lived and died for the salvation of mankind is the God who acts, speaks, 

and promises to come in Moses and the Prophets. Luther, known for his polemics, 

argues that even some Christians who have the New Testament still miss Christ's 

thoroughgoing presence in both the New and Old Testaments. 

We Christians have the meaning and import of the Bible because we have the 

New Testament, lhal is, Jesus Chrisl, who was promised in lhe Old Teslamenl 

and who later appeared and brought with Him the light and the true meaning 

of Scripture .... For Lhal is Lhe all-imporlanl point on which everything 

depends. Whoever does not have or want to have this Man properly and truly 

who is called Jesus Christ, God's Son, whom we Christians proclaim, must keep 

his hands off the Bible—that I advise. He will surely come to naught. The more 

he studies, the blinder and more stupid he will grow, be he Jew, Tartar, Turk, 

Christian, or whatever he wanls Lo call himself. Behold, whal did Lhe heretical 

Arians, Pelagians, Manicheans, and innumerable others amongst us Christians 

lack? What has the pope lacked? Did they nol have lhe sure, clear and powerful 

Word of the New Testament? What do the factions of our day lack? Do they 

not have Lhe New Testament clear and reliable enough? If the New Teslamenl 

had to be translated in accord with each stupid devil's mind, how many New 

Testaments, do you suppose, we would have to haveが

Luther understood that the New Testament is our hermeneutical key to under-

standing the Old Testament, including seeing not only Christ, but the doctrine of 

the Trinity in the Old Testament. 

That is the doctrine and the belief of the New Testament, namely, that Jesus of 

Nazareth, David's and the virgin Mary's Son, is true Man and God's natural, 

eternal Son, one God and three distinct Persons together with the father and 

the Holy Spirit. And since David's words in this passage [ I Chr 17: 17] amply 

re!lect that meaning in accord with the general usage of lhe Hebrew tongue, we 

Christians must not seek or heed any other significance in them but regard this 

as Lhe only correcl one and look upon all olher inLerpreLalions as worlhless 

、'Lulher,"A Brief lnslnicLion on Whal lo I、ookfor and I、xpecLin Lhe Gospels (1521), AE 
35:132. See similar statement in his "Prefaces to the Old Testament" (1523/1545), AE 35:236. 

_; Luther, "Treatise on the Last Words of David" (1543), AE 15:268. 
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human imaginalion. The New Teslamenl cannol err, nor can Lhe Old 

Testament where it harmonizes and agrees with the New Testament." 

Such christocentric interpretation is by no means new with Luther; it was done 

by Jesus and New Testament writers. A vivid example of this interpretation is 

present at the conclusion of the narrative in John 5. There Jesus speaks to Jews who 

knew the Old Testament Scriptures very well but did not see him in them: "You 

search the Scriptures, because you think that in them you have eternal life; and it is 

these that bear witness of me; and you are unwilling to come to me, in order that 

you have life" (John 5:39-40). Jesus says here, "these ... bear witness ofme." Because 

Jesus is the eternal Son who reveals the Father throughout time, he is the very Lord 

who spoke to Moses and delivered Israel.7 Jesus expresses this in John 5:45-47: "Do 

not think that Iv.rill accuse you before the Father; the one who accuses you is Moses, 

in whom you have set your hope. For if you believed Moses, you would believe me; 

for he wrote of me. But if you do not believe his町 itings,how will you believe my 

words?" Citing what T ohn 5:46 says about Moses, Luther explains: 

In Lhe firsl place we wanl lo give Moses, lhe fountainhead, Lhe source, Lhe falher 

and teacher of all prophets, a hearing. We want to test him to see whether we 

find him Lo be a C:hrislian, whelher he supporls our posilion, since C:hrisl 

Himself mentions him by name and says in John 5:46: "Moses wrote of Me." 

And if he wrote of Christ, he must, of course, have prophesied and proclaimed 

Him and enjoined all prophets who followed him to write and to preach of 

Christ. This they have done diligently, so that all Jews, young and old, know 

Lhal a Messiah was Lo come. Bul Moses lies buried and is hidden from Lhem, 

and no one knows where he is interred. Therefore we shall authorize and 

commission Lwo CaiLhful and reliable legales, or ambassadors lo look for him, 

find him, rouse him, and fetch him hither. These two are the evangelist John 

and lhe aposlle Paul. I wager lhal lhese Lwo will hil lhe mark and nol miss. 

However, I do not want you to forget what l said earlier, namely, that l would 

like to discuss here the proposition: vVhenever the Hebrew text readily yields 

to harmonize with the New Testament, this is must be the only right 

interpretation of Scripture. All else, whatever Jews, Hebraists, and anybody else 

"Luther, "Treatise on the Last Words of David" (1543), AE 15:287. 
'Sec further Charles A. Gicschen, "The Real Presence of the Son before Christ: Revisiting an 

Old Approach to Old Testament Christology," CTQ 68 (2004): 103-126, and Charles A Gicschcn, 
"The Descending Son of Man in Lhe Gospel of John: A Polemic againsl Myslical Ascenl Lo See 
Cod," in The Open Mind: Essays in Honour of Christopher Rowland, ed. Jonathan Knight and Kevin 
Sullivan, Library of New Testament Studies 522 (London: Bloomsbury T& T Clark, 2015), 105-129. 
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may babble againsl Lhis lo make il agree wilh Lhcir stippled, lormcnled, and 

coerced grammar, we must certainly consider sheer lies! 

Luther later draws this succinct conclusion about testimony to the Son's 

presence and prophecy of his future coming as messiah found in the Books of Moses: 

"He [Moses] indeed wrote of Christ throughout his entire book, in which he speaks 

of God and Messiah四 Thislatter phrase, "God and Messiah," is very important to 

understanding Luther's approach. He not only understood Christology in the Pen-

tateuch in terms of prophecy ("Messiah"), but also in terms of God's visible and 

tangible presence ("God"). 

Luther saw the importance of interpreting everything in Scripture as related to 

Christ, even where there arc no direct references to God or Messiah, such as in all 

commands that are directed to God's people. We may be tempted to interpret 

commands in the Scriptures as having little to do with Christ because of applying 

the law-gospel distinction too quickly in the interpretative process. Listen, however, 

to what Luther writes on this matter. 

Bri叫y,C:hrisl is Lhc Lord, nol the servant, the Lord of the Sabbath, of law, of 

all things. The Scriptures must be understood in favor of Christ, not against 

him. For Lhal reason they musl either refer to him or musl nol be held Lo be 

true Scriptures. As, for example,'keep the commandments'must be 

understood as with Christ commanding, plainly, keep them in Christ or in faith 

in Christ'You shall love the Lord your God'etc., obviously, in Christ or in 

faith in him, for'apart from me you can do nothing'.'珈 thisand you will live,' 

of course,'do il in me,'otherwise you will nol be able Lo do il, but will do Lhc 

ve1-y opposite. 10 

Luther did not see Christ merely as a golden thread woven through the Scriptures. 

This is clear from his pronouncement: "Take Christ out of the Scriptures, and what 

will you find left in them和

II. Luther's Trinitarian Understanding of the Old Testament 

A factor that played a significant role in the prominence of Luther's chris-

tocentric interpretation was his understanding that the Trinity is reflected in many 

Old Testament texts.12 While Luther affirmed the importance of Old Testament 

8 Lnlher, "'!'realise on Lhe I、aslWords of David" (1543), A I:、15:299.
''Luther, "Treatise on the Last Words of David" (1543), AE 15:326. 
10 Luther, "Theses Concerning Faith and Law" (1535)、AE34:112. 

11 Luther, "Bondage of the Will" (1526)、AE33:26. 

" See especially Chrisline Helmer, "Lulher's Trinilarian Hermeneulic and Lhe Old 
Testament," Modem Theology 18.1 (Januaq 2002): 49-73. Although focusing less on exegesis of 
the Old Testament, she developed this line of inquiry further in Christine Helmer, The Trinity and 
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prophecies concerning the coming Christ, he also understood that出eSon was 

central to the revelation of God in the Old Testament. Luther knew that the God 

who is heard and seen in the Old Testament is heard and seen through the Son. He 

asserted that the trinitarian revelation by Jesus in the New Testament needs to shape 

the interpretation of the Old Testament. Not only did Luther take John seriously 

when he writes that "no one has seen God, the only begotten Son has made him 

known" (John 1:18), but he took Jesus himself seriously when he says, "not that 

anyone has seen the Father, except the one who is from the Father, that one has seen 

the Father" (John 6:46). And he took Paul seriously when he calls the eternal Son 

"the image of the invisible God" (Col 1:15). 

With such an understanding from the New Testament, Lu山er,like many 

interpreters in the early church, understood appearances of the God of Israel in the 

Old Testament as appearances of血eSon旦Heexpressed this understanding very 

forcefully and explicitly, as he does here. 

lt follows cogently and incontrovertibly that the God who led the children of 

Israel from Egypt and through the Red Sea, who guided them in the wilderness 

by means of the pillar of cloud and pillar of fire, who nourished them with 

bread from heaven, who performed all the miracles recorded by Moses in his 

books, again, who broughL Lhcm inlo Lhe land of Canaan and Lhere gave Lhcm 

kings and priest and eve11rt.hing, is the very same God, and none other than 

Jesus of Nazarelh, Lhe Son of Lhe Virgin Mary, whom we Chrislians call our 

Lord and God .... Likewise, it is He who gave Moses the Ten Commandments 

on Mounl Sinai, saying (Ex 20:2, 3), "I am Lhe Lord your God who led you oul 

of Egypt ... you shall have no other gods before Me." Yes, Jesus of Nazareth, 

who died for us on the cross, is the God who says in the first Commandment, 

"I, the Lord, am your God." How the Jews and Mohammed would rant if they 

heard that! Nevertheless, it is true and will eternally remain true. And he who 

disbelieves Lhis will Lremble before Lhis Lrulh and burn forever. トl

Heinrich Bornkamm has observed this emphasis in Luther on the presence of Christ 

and draws the following conclusion, "Luther's Old Testament theology was only an 

application of his faith in the omnipresence of Christ, which, in a special manner, is 

Marlin l,uther: A Study on the Relationship between Genre, l、anguageand the'J"rinily in l,uther's 
Works (1523-1516) (Mainz: Philipp von Zahern, 2005). 

Iミ Forexamples in early Christianity, sec Charles A. Gicschcn, Angclumurphic Christulugy. 
Antecedents and Early Evidence, Arbcitcn zur Gcschichtc des Antikcn Judcntums und des 
じrchrisLenlums42 (Leiden: Brill, 1998), and Gieschen, "「heReal Presence o(Lhe Son before 
Christ," 105-126. 

1" Luther, "Treatise on the Last Words of Da咋d"(1543), AE 15:313-314. 
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also applied in his doctrine of the sacraments. For Christ is'God for us.'Wherever 

God turned his face toward men, be it ever so veiled, it was the face of Christ."15 

This christocentric interpretation of the Old Testament, however, does not 

mean that Luther only saw and heard the Son in the Old Testament to the exclusion 

of the other two persons of the Trinity. To the contrary, he lays out his methodology 

for interpreting testimony to the Father and the Holy Spirit as well as the Son in the 

Old Testament by looking for textual markers, especially speech between the Father 

and the Son or speech by one of them about the other.16 

ln other words: Let each one take the prophets in hand, read them diligently, 

and note where the Lord, YHWH, Jesus Christ, speaks distinctively and where 

He is spoken of You have now heard that it is He who speaks with Moses on 

Mount Sinai, who guides Moses and the people, and who performs miracles. 

And allhough He does nol acl alone here, bul lhe Falher and Lhe Holy Spiril 

work with Him and do the same work, He nevertheless reveals Himself in those 

words and deeds Lo show lhal He is a Person distincl from Lhe Father in Lhe 

one, divine essence. And whoever observes so much in Scripture (which not 

everybody does) lhal he nolices where one Person speaks of lhe olher, 

indicating that there are more than one present, will soon discern which is the 

Person of the Path er and which is that of the Son. And if you have mastered the 

distinction of the且 therand the Son, then the distinctive presence of the Holy 

Spirit is also established immediately.17 

The speech patterns found in some Old Testament texts were the basis for 

Luther's christocentric and trinitarian understanding of these texts. The Psalms 

were an especially rich quarry for finding such speech. Christine Helmer argues that 

"Luther roots his trinitarian understanding in the grammatical and syntactical 

features of the royal Psalms. The Psalms'speech structure renders a trinitarian 

grammar of transparency." 18 

Luther concluded that if there is a record of the Father speaking to the Son or 

one of them speaking about the other, then logically the Holy Spirit is also present. 

Helmer states: "For Luther, access to the inner-trinitarian mystery is granted solely 

''Heinrich Rornkamm, l.uther cmd the Old Testament, trans. F.ric vV. and Ruth C. Grit叫ch,
ed. Victor 1. Gruhn (Philadelphia: 恥 rlressPress, 1969), 260響

"・Evidence of Lhis kind otinlerprelalion oflhe Old'J'eslamenl as including dialogues belween 
members of the Trinity, sometimes referred to as "prosopological exegesis," is found in early 
Christianity; sec esp. Matthew W. Bates, The Birth叶theTrinity: Jesus, Gud, , ↓ 11d Spirit in New 
Testament and Early Christian Interpretatiu11s uf the Old Testament (Oxford: Oxford University 
Press, 2015). 

17 Luther, "Treatise on the Last Words of Da咋d"(1543), AE 15:335-336. 

18 Helmer, "Luther's Trinitarian Hermeneutic and the Old Testament," 50. 
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by the third person of the Trinity."19 He expressed his theological rationale for such 

a trinitarian reading that includes the Holy Spirit in this manner. 

We hear before that whenever Scripture speaks of the two persons of the Father 

and the Son, the Holy Spirit, the third person is also present; for it is He who 

speaks those words through the prophets. Thus a believing heart finds powerful 

and well-grounded proof and testimony in this pas呵agethat God, the 

omnipolenl Crealor of heaven and earlh, is the one Lrue God, Lhal Lhere can be 

no other god beside Him, that there are, at the same time, three distinct 

persons, Lhe Falher, Lhe Son, and Lhe Holy Spiril yel in Lhis way, LhaL only Lhe 

Son became and David's son.2'' 

A representative example of this approach is Psalm 2, where Luther under-

stands the primary speaker in the psalm to be the heavenly Father speaking to the 

Son who is the Christ when he says, "You are my Son, today I have begotten you" 

(Ps 2:7). Luther finds all three persons of the Trinity in these words, even though the 

Holy Spirit is not mentioned. Luther understands the Holy Spirit to be the one who 

composed the entire psalm. 

Thus we again find two distinct persons here, the f-ather and the Son; and the 

Holy Spirit is present although not especially mentioned. IL is He who 

composed and put into words this psalm, introducing the rather and the Son 

in their own words. Thus Lhe distinctive trinity of person in one indivisible 

divine essence is professed here together with the fact that the Son is Man and 

Messiah, just as this is professed in the last words of David. A carnal heart will 

pass over these words casually or suppose that David composed them in his 

capacity as a pious man about himself or about others. That is what the blind 

Jews do."」

Luther gives other examples of seeing the Father, the Son, and the Holy Spirit 

in particular texts. He understands words in Isaiah 60 to be the Father speaking 

about the Son all under the guidance of the Holy Spirit. 

In Is. 60: 19-20 we read in like manner: "The sun shall be no more your light by 

day, nor for brightness shall the moon give light Lo you by night; the Lord will 

be your everlasting Light, and your God will be your Gk汀y.Your sun shall no 

more go down, nor your moon withdraw iLsel[; for the Lord will be your 

everlasting Light, and your days of mourning shall be ended." Here it is clearly 

slaled LhaL Lhe Lord and our God Himself will be our everlasling I、ighLHere 

the one Lord speaks about the other. Indeed, in the entire chapter it is not Isaiah 

'" Helmer, "LuLher's'J'riniLarian Hermenenlic and Lhe Old'J'esLamenL," 54. 
20 Luther, "Treatise on the Last Words of Da咋d"(1543), AE 15:282-283. 
21 Luther, "Treatise on the Last Words of Da咋d"(1543), AE 15:279. 
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who is speaking but the Lord. IL is He who says; "The Lord will be your 

everlasting Light." Who is the Lord who speaks these words? Without a doubt, 

God Lhe ralher. Who is the Lord of whom He says: "The Lord will be your 

everlasting Light"? Without a doubt, God the Son, Jesus Christ. For here we 

find the great name of Cod, YHWH, which our Bibles print with capital letters, 

LORD、incontradistinction to the other names. Who is it who speaks these 

words by the tongue of Isaiah? Without a doubt, Cod the Holy Spirit, who 

speaks by Lhe prophets introducing the Person of Lhe rather, who, in turn, 

speaks of the eternal I、ight,that is, of His Son, Jesus of Nazareth, the Son of 

David and ofMary.22 

11 

Another well-known example of testimony to the Father and the Son in the Old 

Testament is Genesis 19, the account of the destruction of Sodom and Gomorrah. 

"The Lord" (on earth) raining dov.rn brimstone and fire "from the Lord out of 

heaven" in Genesis 19:24 grabbed the attention of many Christian interpreters, 

including Luther, as evidence for the Trinity with its testimony to two Lords. If there 

is testimony to at least two of the three persons of the Trinity, according to Luther, 

the third person is implied. 

Whenever in Scripture you find God speaking about God, as if there were two 

persons, you may boldly assume Lhat three Persons of Lhe Godhead are Lhere 

indicated. Thus in the passage under discussion we hear the Lord say that the 

Lord will build a house for David. Likewise we read in Gen. 19:24: "Then Lhe 

Lord rained upon Sodom and Gomorrah brimstone and fire from the Lord out 

of heaven." f-or the Holy Spirit is no fool or drunkard, who would speak one 

iota, much less a word, in vain. If the Lord, that is, the Son rains fire and 

brimstone from the Lord, that is the f-ather, the Holy Spirit is simultaneously 

present. IL is He who speaks Lhese words by Abraham, or whoever it might be, 

about the two Lords. And still these three are one Lord, one God, who rains fire 

and brimstone.23 

Another intriguing example given by Luther concerns the very significant Sinai 

revelation recorded in Exodus 33. Luther understands the Father as the one speaking 

to Moses, but it is the Son whom Moses sees when he sees the backside of God in 

the form of a man walking by him. Here is Luther's explanation. 

Moses conlinues his reporl wilh Lhese words (Ex. 33:21-23): "And Lhe Lord 

said,'Behold、thereis a place by Me where you shall stand upon the rock; and 

while My glory passes by, I will pul you in Lhe clefL of Lhe rock, and I will cover 

you with my hand until l have passed by; then I will take away my hand, and 

22 Luther, "Treatise on the Last Words of Da咋d"(1543), AE 15:289-290. 
21 Luther, "Treatise on the Last Words of Da咋d"(1543), AE 15:280. 
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you shall see my back; buL My face shall nol be seen."'Here, Loo, Lhere are L wo 

Persons named YHWH speaking. One says: "While My glotl'passes by." This 

is Lhe falher, who speaks of Lhe passing by of His glory, Lhal is, of Lhe Son. And 

the Son Himself says that it is He who is passing by. As we heard before, this is 

all said of Christ, God and man, who walked here on earth.21 

Luther often looked for something in the text that served as the basis for a 

trinitarian interpretation that has Christ as the focal content. But what about texts 

where it is not outwardly clear who is speaking because there is only one speaker 

whom the text simply identifies as YHWH? In the following excerpt, Luther sum-

marizes his thoughts about the Son being YHWH when it is not apparent in the text 

that two different persons of the Trinity are speaking or acting. 

Bul where Lhe Person does nol clearly idenlify iLsdfby speaking and apparenlly 

only one Person is involved, you may follow the rule given above and be 

assured that you are not going wrong when you interpret the name YHWH to 

refers to our Lord Jesus Christ, God's Son. A fine illustration for this is ls. 50:1: 

"Thus says the Lord: Where is your mother's bill of divorce, with which I put 

her away?" Here Lhe word "Lord" designales Lhe Person of Lhe Son, allhough 

His Person is not distinctively mentioned. Thus it is interpreted by Lyra and 

also by olhers. I was very pleased many years ago lo see Lyra wrile so definiLdy: 

'"Thus saith the Lord,'that is Jesus Christ." And if you read the entire chapter 

following Lhis verse (for Isaiah is nol ullering a single word here, bul all is 

spoken by the Lord), it will be found that the Person of the Son, Jesus Christ, is 

talking here, and not only according to His deity but also His humanity. for 

He says (ls. 50:6): "l gave My back to the smiters, and My cheeks to those who 

pulled out the beard; I hid not My face from shame and spitting. for the Lord 

(~od helps Me, elc." Read Lhe whole chapler, and you will discover Lhal il is (~od 

the Lord who suffers and receives help from the Lord God. This is proof that 

Christ is Lrue (~od and man.25 

These examples from Luther of reading Christ or even the full Trinity from Old 

Testament texts are illustrative and by no means exhaustive. He advocates for such 

a Christological interpretation very strongly, as visible in these words. 

T believe that we are given examples of this type to spur us on to seek Christ in 

Scriplure, since He is assuredly God and C:realor Logelher wilh Lhe Falher and 

the Holy Spirit. Thus anyone who affirms that Christ is He who created heaven 

and earLh is cerlainly nol misLaken. And yel we musl diligenlly look for Lhe 

2" Luther, "Treatise on the Last Words of Da咋d"(1543), AE 15:329-330. 
2'Luther, "Treatise on the Last Words of Da咋d"(1543), AE 15:336-337. 
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dislinclive revelations perlaining lo Lhe Person o[ Lhe Son and carefully ex-

amine the words that indicate and reveal His Person.2(' 

13 

Obviously, we should not stop with Moses, for just as the New Testament helps 

us to interpret the Old Testament, we must lead people forward to see that the Son's 

words and work in the Old Testament climax in the incarnate Christ of the New 

Testament who was crucified, died, and rose again on the third day. Jesus not only 

revealed YHWH to be Father, Son, and Holy Spirit but gave the 1tltimate revelation 

of who YHWH truly is by mounting the cross and giving his life for the life of the 

world. He is the very Jesus whose work continues in our lives through the means of 

grace. Luther's interpretation of the Old Testament never stopped at the time of the 

text and original author; he interpreted the text in light of the revelation of Jesus in 

the New Testament and the ongoing revelation of Jesus in the sacramental life of the 

church. Read his Genesis commentaries.27 There Luther is interpreting Genesis, but 

the Christ of the New Testament and the Christ of the sacramental life of the church 

is on page after page of his interpretation. 

III. Luther's Christocentricity in the Context of Reformation Exegesis 

Much is said of Luther's rejection of the medieval four-fold sense of scripture 

and return to the historical or literal sense of the text, but in this he was by no means 

a trailblazer.28 This had been happening in a fairly widespread manner in the cen-

turies prior to Luther with exegetes upon whom he was dependent. Scott Hendrix 

observes that there was an effort during the high Middle Ages to recover focus on 

the literal sense, pointing to examples such as the school of St. Victor in northern 

France, Nicholas of Lyra, Thomas Aquinas, Jacob Peres of Valencia, and Jacques 

Lefevre互Theselatter two late-medieval exegetes influenced Luther's Christological 

interpretation of Psalms.30 A christological interpretation of the Old Testament, 

therefore, is by no mean new to the scene with Luther, but he is certainly the major 

exegete who furthered such an exegetical approach during the Reformation period. 

Unlike medieval exegetes who reverted to allegory to read spiritual meaning out 

of texts and like some of his predecessors, one of Luther's major contributions to 

Reformation exegesis was his ability to read spiritual meaning, especially testimony 

to Christ and his saving work, out of historical or literal sense of the text. He used 

"・LuLher," !'realise on Lhe Lasl Words of David" (1543), AE 15:337. 
27 Luther, "Lectures on Genesis" (1535-1545), AE 1-8. 
" This is widely acknowledged by scholars; e.g., Randall C. Gleason, "'Letter'and'Spirit'in 

Luther's Hcrmcncutics," Bibliothe叫 Sacm157 (2000): 468-485. 
'" Seo LL H. Hendrix, "LnLher AgainヽLLhe Background of Lhe His Lory oflliblical In Lerprelalion," 

Interpretation 37 (1983): 232. 
'" Hendrix, "Luther Against the Background of the History of Biblical Interpretation," 232. 
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the history and grammar of the text to express this meaning, rather than offering an 

interpretation that was edifying but had no direct relationship to the history or 

grammar of the text. Hendrix summarizes Luther's interpretative approach in 

contrast to others. 

For Luther himself, however, the appropriate interpretation of a text lay neither 

in the recovery of the unique literal sense nor in the unfolding of multi-level 

meanings, but in the discovety of the legitimate meaning, based on gram-

matical and historical analysis, informed by theological reflection, and applied 

Lo one's own life and lhe church of lhe presenl.31 

Within the wider context of Reformation exegesis, it is important also to 

contrast Luther with Reformed exegetes. Heinrich Bornkamm notes the distinc-

tiveness of Luther's interpretation of the Old Testament by emphasizing that it was 

christocentric, not merely characterized by christological prophecy翌Bornkamm's

distinction between christological prophecy and the christocentricity of Luther's 

exegesis is a window to understand different trajectories in Reformation exegesis. 

Contemporary Reformed interpreters, like John Calvin, who focused on the 

historical or literal sense of the text certainly had christological interpretation in the 

sense of emphasizing that the Old Testament was pointing forward to the coming 

of Christ. 33 Luther, however, interpreted Christ as the eternal son who is the YHWH 

speaking and acting in the Old Testament. To see and hear God in the Old Testa-

ment is to see and hear the Jesus who was crucified, risen, and present in the 

preached word and the sacraments. 

G. Sujin Pak's study of the interpretation of messianic psalms by Luther, Bucer, 

and Calvin, helpfully illustrates the contrast between Reformation exegetes when it 

comes to christocentric interpretation内 Paknotes that Luther continues the late 

medieval focus on Christological exegesis, but Calvin focuses primarily on inter-

preting the messianic psalms in light of David as the primary referent. Pak offers 

this conclusion to his extensive comparison. 

Tn the context of prior Christian readings of these eight Psalms, Calvin makes 

a number of surprising exegetical shifts. Allhough he does inlerprel porlions 

of most of these Psalms in reference to Christ, he give much more limited and 

less frequenl C:hrislological readings. In some key places, such as lhe 

interpretations of Psalms 8 and 16, he actually explicitly rejects the Christo!-

" Hendrix, "Luther Against the Background of the Histo巧'ofBiblical Interpretation," 238. 
氾 Bornkamm,Luther, ↓ nd the Old Testament, 263. 
33 See especially G. Sujin Pak,'J'he Judaizing Calvin: Sixlcenlh-Cen/Ury Debates over /he 

Messianic Psalms (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2010). 
,., Pak, The Judaizing Calvin. Luther is discussed on 31-53 and Calvin on 77-101. 
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ogical reading of lhe Psalm. ドurthermore,he not only breaks with lhe prom-

inence given to these Psalms in Christian exegesis as literal prophecies of 

Christ's incarnalion, crucifixion, resurrection, and ascension but also does nol 

use these Psalms to teach the doctrines of Trinity and the two natures of 

Christ. ... Calvin's primary interpretations of these Psalms are readings 

through the person of David that bring comfort and teach true Protestant piety 

(over and against Roman Catholic piety) and expound upon the doctrines of 

Lhe goodness of god, election, and divine providence.・" 

15 

In contrast to Luther's reading of these messianic Psalms as prophecies of 

Christ's passion that teach about the Trinity and two natures of Christ, Calvin and 

Bucer focused on how they teach the beneficence of God, election, faith and 

Christian picty.36 Pak notes that recognition of this difference in Old Test皿 ent

exegesis among Reformation exegetes drew the attention of others in subsequent 

decades, notably the Lutheran Aedigius Hunnius who labeled such exegesis that 

steered clear of Christology as "the Judaizing Calvin."37 This charge came in part 

because Calvin and Reformed exegetes who followed him often drew on Jewish 

exegesis for the Old Testament interpretation, as noted by Stephen Burnett: "This 

humanist concern for historical context was a clear break from traditional Christian 

interpretation of these texts and raised the specter of Judaizing, particularly when 

Calvin and other Reformed interpreters made extensive use of Jewish biblical 

commentanes. "38 

IV. Conclusion 

Ch. nstocentnc mterpretat10n 1s not a science; 1t 1s an art taught by the Holy 

Spirit as seen practiced by Jesus, the apostles, and later interpreters like Martin 

Luther. Luther is known for his dictum that you cannot properly interpret the verba 

of a given text unless you interpret it in light of the res or central teaching of the 

Scriptures, namely God's saving work in Christ翌 Theunderstanding that one is to 

read the central reality of Christ and his saving work out of all of the Scriptures is 

found in these words of Luther. 

"Pak,'fhe Judaizing Calvin, 99-100. 
"・ Pak,'J'he Judaizing Calvin, 101. 
'7 Pak, The Jud出zingCalvin, 103-124. 

" Stephen G. Burnett, Christian Hebraism in the Reformation Era (1500-1660): Authors, 
Books, and the Tnmsmission of Jewish Leaming, Library of the Written Word 19 (Leiden: Brill, 
2012), 119, 

'" Por example, this approach of Luther is discussed as the tlrst thesis in Pranzmann, "Seven 
Theses on Reformation Hermeneutics," 235-237. 
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And God is particularly concerned aboul our knowledge of Lhe revdalion of 

His Son, as seen throughout the Old and the New Testament. All points to the 

Son. for Scriplure is given 1・<)rLhe sake oflhe Messiah, or Woman's Seed, who 

is to remedy all that the serpent has corrupted, to remove sin, death, and wrath, 

to restore innocence, life, paradise, and heaven:10 

Luther's christocentric interpretation of the Old Testament should encourage us in 

our own christocentric interpretation. Luther readily admits that he has not said the 

last word on these matters, as he makes clear on more than one occasion. 

Others can and will, I hope, improve on this and diligently seek and find the 

Lord Jesus in the Hebrew Old Testament; for He lets Himself be found there 

ve1-y readily, especially in the Psalter and in Isaiah. Tty it according to the rule 

given above, and I am sure that you will agree with me and thank God." 

Let this be my translation and exposition of David's last words according to my 

own views. May God granl Lhal our Lheologians boldly apply themselves Lo Lhe 

study of Hebrew and retrieve the Bible for us from those rascally thieves. And 

may they improve on my work. They must not become captive to the rabbis 

and their tortured grammar and false interpretation. Then we will again find 

and recognize our dear I、ordand Savior clearly and distinctly in Scripture. To 

Him, Logelher wilh Lhe Falher and Lhe Holy Spiril, be glory and honor in 

eternity. Amen.42 

How, therefore, are we, the spiritual sons of Luther, to express Christ from any 

given portion of the Scriptures? Four suggestions are offered here, most of which 

are reflected in Luther's own exegetical practice. 

First, interpret the content of every text in light of the Christ event. Always keep 

in mind that God's actions and words in history and in the Scriptures are grounded 

in the central act of God for humanity: the Son's incarnation, life, suffering, death, 

resurrection, ascension, and return for the salvation of the world (the Christ Event). 

The Gospels, where the mystery of God's love in Christ is revealed, help us to 

interpret all the rest of the Scriptures. Therefore, the grace that God shows before 

the Christ Event (e.g., to the patriarchs and Israel) or after the Christ Event (e.g., to 

the Church) is grounded in the Christ Event. God could not have loved and forgiven 

Adam and Eve, he cannot love and forgive us in the here and now, apart from the 

atonement offered in time by Jesus Christ. The gospel proclamation in any text is 

none other than Christ; where you hear the gospel in the Scriptures, there is also the 

person and work of Christ. Do not only speak of God's love and forgiveness from a 

,ヽ,.LuLher, "'J'realise on Lhe Lasl Words of David" (1543), Al、15:338.
、11Luther,'Treatise on the Last Words of David" (1543), AE 15:344. 
、12Luther, "Treatise on the Last Words of Da咋d"(1543), AE 15:352. 
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text, but use it to proclaim explicitly Christ whose atoning work at the cross is the 

basis for this love and forgiveness all through history. Do not ever tire of this 

proclamation; it is the very lifeline that sinners long to receive Lord's Day after 

Lord's Day, even day after day. 

Second, interpret the Old Testament with attention to the presence of the Son 

as well as the promise of his coming as the messiah. The visible image of YHWH 

throughout the Old Testament is the Son (John 1: 18). Thus one does not encounter 

the Father in the Old Testament and the Son in the New Testament, but the Son is 

central to the revelation of the Triune God throughout time, especially since the fall 

and until the last day. Not only is the Son present with his people, but he also 

promises that he will come at the end of the ages to deliver the world from sin. The 

promises of his coming are found in various messianic prophecies as well as in 

prophetic patterns involving individuals, institutions, and events that reflect Christ 

(typology). As Luther stated, the Son is throughout the Old Testament Scriptures, 

not merely in a few scattered prophecies. 

Third, interpret every text in its broader context, especially if it lacks explicit 

christological content. Lectionary readings used for sermons do not exist in isolation 

from one another; they are meant to be interpreted in the context of the book from 

which they are taken and also from the wider context of all of God's revelation given 

in the Scriptures. Therefore, we must sometimes make the implicit christological 

content of each text explicit from the wider context. 

Fourth, unite your proclamation of the Christ present in the Scriptures with the 

Christ that your congregation is receiving sacramentally in the church. He is the one 

and same Christ, Lord of all history. Luther was a master of this kind of pointed 

application of biblical texts. Much like Jesus helped the Emmaus disciples learn that 

the Old Testament Scriptures spoke of him, we help our congregations learn that 

the Jesus of the Scriptures is he who continues to be truly present in his church, 

those baptized into him, with the blessings of forgiveness, life, and salvation. 

The goal of this study was to demonstrate that christocentricity was the central 

distinctive of Luther's interpretative approach to the Scriptures. It concludes, there-

fore, v¥rith Luther's profound pronouncement from start of this study: "Thus all of 

Scripture, as already said, is pure Christ."43 

、11Luther, "Treatise on the Last Words of Da咋d"(1543), AE 15:339, 




