
 
 

PRAISE FOR  
THE GREAT WORKS OF GOD: 

 
When I started [my seven volume history of preaching] I had no idea 
of the treasury I was entering. Surely among the greatest riches in this 
homiletical storehouse were the sermons of German Protestant 
Orthodoxy. The story I had gotten in seminary was that Protestant 
Orthodoxy was dead and dry—not worth looking at. The sermons of 
Valerius Herberger proved that judgment more than faulty. 
Herberger's sermons are full of life and vitality. They show us 
Protestant spirituality at its most profound. 

In our day so starved for a religion of the heart, Herberger opens 
up the contemplative study of the Word of God so that it becomes for 
us a word of life. He preached in an age full of change and trouble, an 
age that yearned for something more than the power of positive 
thinking. . . . The Christian Church has had a lot of great preaching—
the sort of preaching that is indeed a means of grace. 

 
—H. O. Old, PhD 

John H. Leith Professor of Reformed Theology and Worship 
Dean of the Institute for Reformed Worship 

Erskine Theological Seminary, South Carolina 
 
The Lutheran pastor and hymn-writer Valerius Herberger was known 
as the “Jesus Preacher” in his day, and this focus is quite evident in 
his very readable commentary on Genesis. Divided into 188 
Meditations, each headed “Jesus. . .”, it combines thorough 
familiarity with the Hebrew language and Bible history with practical 
applications filled with a warm awareness of the Savior’s presence in 
the Christian’s life. Along with abundant connections between 
Genesis and other passages, there is a ceaseless flow of reflections on 
Biblical references and Old Testament Messianic hope. 

[Herberger] was also called “the Little Luther,” and one is indeed 
reminded of the Reformer’s lively style in the warnings, comforts, 
anecdotes, humor, and Old Testament Christocentricity, while the 
interspersed petitions bring to mind Bengel’s Gnomen. The translator 
has shed much light on Herberger’s thinking and allusions in his 



 
 

renditions and annotations. It will be found a rich and delightful 
resource for sermons and Bible classes as well as private devotions. 
 

—Thomas Manteufel, PhD 
Professor Emeritus of Systematic Theology 

Concordia Seminary, St. Louis, MO 
Chairman of the C. F. W. Walther Round Table 

 
In this clearly translated and helpfully annotated edition, Matthew 
Carver provides the contemporary reader with a central work by the 
sadly long-neglected Lutheran pastor and scholar, Valerius Herberger. 
Described by his opponents as “the little Luther,” Herberger’s “Great 
Works of God” remains a remarkably inspiring work for Christians of 
all communions, offering the general reader and scholar alike striking 
insights into the dynamic religious thought of the Lutheran world just 
prior to the devastation of the Thirty Years War, and reflecting the 
finest linkage of firm piety and close scholarly attention, a heritage 
ever serviceable in Herberger’s age and our own. 
 

—Peter C. Erb, PhD 
Associate Director, Schwenkfelder Library, Pennsburg, PA 

Professor Emeritus, Wilfrid Laurier University, Waterloo, Ont. 
 
Matthew Carver has produced a splendid, readable translation of this 
devotional study of Genesis by Valerius Herberger. This translation 
has made it possible for Herberger to speak to the heart of American 
Christians as he did to the German Lutherans of the past. As an 
outstanding example of devotional literature it is filled with comfort, 
giving needed consolation. Many typological and devotional themes 
are employed which are lacking in modern literature. For example, in 
one of its many prayers Herberger has Jesus encourage Christians to 
find rest in His wounded side (179). Herberger reminds us of the 
significance of the first Gospel promise (Genesis 3:15) when he 
asserts that all the writings of the prophets are simply postils on the 
text (195). The Great Works of God is edifying devotional literature 
for every need. 
 

—Gaylin R. Schmeling, STM 
President, Bethany Lutheran Theological Seminary 
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Most English-speakers who know about Valerius Herberger today know 
him as the writer of the hymn “Valet will ich dir geben” (or, “Farewell I 
Gladly Bid Th ee,” as Catherine Winkworth rendered it), which he called 
his “Final farewell to the world, given in the autumn of 1613, when, seeing 
death before him at every turn, he was nevertheless graciously preserved, 
as wondrously as the three young men in the Babylonian furnace.” In this 
hymn we see a microcosm of Herberger’s faith and devotion which in 
the pages of the present book is unfolded like a many-petaled rose with 
Christ crucifi ed at the center.

Valerius Herberger, who was a humble and untiring minister of 
God’s church, was born in Fraustadt (now Wschowa), Poland, in a city 
of old German heritage, on April 21, 1562. His father, Martin, a furrier 
by trade, died in 1571 and Valerius was sent to live with his aunt. Intend-
ing to take up his foster-father’s trade as a shoemaker, his course was 
averted at the last minute by his godfather (a pastor), who urged him 
to follow his father’s wishes and become a pastor himself. Th us he went 
off  to study in Frankfurt-an-der-Oder and Leipzig, and in due time was 
called back to Fraustadt to fi ll a teaching position. He was eventually 
called as deacon to Fraustadt’s parish church, St. Mary’s, in 1590, and 
as pastor in 1599, where he was happy to remain with his storm-tossed 
congregation for the rest of his days, turning down respectable calls to 
other cities and faithfully tending his fl ock through fi re, pestilence, and 
the persecutions of the Counter-Reformation. Th e congregation was fa-
mously ousted from St. Mary’s in 1604 when the property was ceded by 
royal decree to a handful of Roman Catholics (who already had a clois-
ter church). Th e congregation raised money and bought two houses by 
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the city gate which they fi nished turning into a proper church building 
just before Christmas Eve. Th is is when Herberger suggested its famous 
name, “Christ’s Manger,” saying that “if there is no room for Christ in the 
inn, at least there is room for Him in His manger.”

Th roughout eastern Germany, Silesia, and the German-speaking areas 
of Poland, Herberger was widely known for his homiletic skill, and that 
mainly through his written sermons which were printed oft en during his 
lift etime. Th e Lutheran Princess Anna of Sweden (1568–1625) was an ar-
dent supporter and admirer of Herberger’s works. One of the most popular 
and most exhaustive of these is the one that Herberger called Magnalia 
Dei, that is, the Great Works of God, which is an ambitious edifi ce of devout 
meditations on the Scriptures as “those that bear witness about Christ.” 
Th ese he regarded rather like the linen cloths that wrapped the infant Jesus 
in the manger, and traced his Lord in every little wrinkle. It is diffi  cult to 
imagine how big this enormous tome would have been if fi nished; he only 
got as far as Ruth. Th ough Herberger was miraculously preserved by God’s 
hand, the cares of multiple plagues and the labor of committing half a city 
to its earthly slumber meant there was little time left  over for writing. What 
we are left  with is therefore as astounding as it is eminently edifying. Her-
berger was eventually forced into the retirement of blessed sleep on May 15, 
1627, a few weeks aft er suff ering a stroke while in the pulpit. According to 
his wishes, he was laid to await the Lord’s coming not in the stony fl oor of a 
church but in a cemetary plot among his faithful, slumbering sheep.

Th e Great Works of God, by far Herberger’s greatest work in terms of 
size and scope, was printed in twelve parts from 1601 to 1618 at Schürer’s 
press in Leipzig, and reprinted numerous times during and aft er that 
in several editions. Among his other works which have enjoyed a wide 
readership in German-speaking countries are Evangelische Hertz-Postilla, 
sermons on the Gospels of the Church Year; Trauerbinden, a seven-vol-
ume collection of funeral sermons; Psalter-Paradiß, an exposition of the 
Psalter up to Psalm 23 (prepared posthumously by his son Zacharias); Das 
Himmlische Jerusalem, an exposition of Revelation 21 & 22; and Passion-
Zeiger, a collection of homilies on the Passion.1

1 For more information about Herberger in English, there are unfortunately few  
places to turn. Th e interested reader will want to start with H.O. Old, Th e Reading 
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In translating Th e Great Works of God, I have tried to use clear but 
not overly colloquial English, which I think best refl ects Herberger’s 
style. My concern has been to communicate the sense of the early mod-
ern German, not improve it or make it more appealing, nor to make 
it sound archaic. Nevertheless, Herberger’s ubiquitous use of narrative 
present-tense, which sounds odd to most readers of modern English, 
has been generally changed to a narrative past-tense following common 
English usage. Likewise, Bible verses are rendered from the text (i.e., the 
Luther Bible), but borrow as much as possible from the English Standard 
Version or King James, so that they “sound like the Bible” to the modern 
ear. It would perhaps be impossible to cite every allusion to Scripture, 
every little bit of borrowed wording that Herberger used, as may well be 
expected of a man so thoroughly immersed in the study of Holy Scrip-
ture. But where unreferenced verses are given at length or in detectable 
paraphrase, they have been provided with a reference in brackets. Latin 
and Greek quotations have been moved to footnotes; where a form of the 
Greek seemed helpful in the body, I have transliterated it there and in-
cluded the original in a footnote as well. Several Latin or German-Latin 
hybrid terms have been silently translated, largely made up of those for 
which there were in Herberger’s day no vernacular alternates in common 
usage, such as distinguished offi  ces (praeceptor, refendarius) or grammat-
ical terms (plurale, signis distinctionarum). I have generally translated the 
glosses as they are given in the textual edition, translating from the Latin

and Preaching of the Scriptures in the Worship of the Church, vol. 4 (Wm. B. 
Eerdmans Publ. Co., Grand Rapids / Cambridge, 2002), pp. 373–382. Th ere are 
also brief articles in Lutheran Cyclopedia (H.E. Jacobs, 1899), Th e Dictionary of 
Hymnology (John Julian, 1907), and Th e Handbook to the Lutheran Hymnal (CPH, 
1942). Th ose able to read German may refer to Ilse Buchholz, Valerius Herberger: 
Prediger am “Kripplein Christi” zu Fraustadt in Polen (Evangelische Verlagsanstalt, 
Berlin, 1965). Th ere are a number of older German biographies, esp. from the 
19th century, including: S.L. Lauterbach, Vita, fama et fata Valerii Herbergeri. Das 
merkwürdige Leben Valerii Herbergers, 2 parts (1708, 1711); K.F. Ledderhose, Leben 
Valerius Herbergers, Predigers am Kripplein Christi zu Fraustadt, Bielefeld (1851); 
G.A. Pfeiff er, Das Leben des Valerius Herberger, weiland Pastors am Kripplein Christi 
zu Fraustadt, Eisleben and Leipzig (1877); F.W. Bautz, Von Gott will ich nicht lassen: 
Kreuzträger unter den Liederdichtern (1938).
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or Greek only when their tendency toward fl owery and loose paraphrase 
obscured the sense of the original, or focused it too narrowly.

Th ough this book is not designed as a critical edition of the text, it is 
hoped that it will prove useful to historians and students of homiletics as 
well as serve as an edifying resource for Bible study and devotion. Some 
care has been taken to note original citations and provide brief notes 
on other things that might be of interest to scholars without access to 
or ability to read the original. While I have not attempted to make any 
apologies for any peculiar or obviously erroneous statements representa-
tive of learning in Herberger’s day, I have made some notes to serve to the 
casual reader. It is hoped that every reader, thus forewarned, will enjoy 
the authentic picture of the period which such details help to provide 
without being distracted from the central argument.

I would be a worse translator than I am if I did not learn from Her-
berger’s example; so my fi rst and greatest debt of thanks is owed to the 
almighty, everlasting God, Father, Son, and Holy Spirit, revealed in my 
Lord and Savior Jesus Christ, whose grace I can never begin to repay; aft er 
whom I am most especially indebted to the patience and support of my 
beloved, talented wife Amanda (who also designed this book), and to Rev. 
Dr. Benjamin Mayes for the initial suggestion, and for his kind help and 
counsel along the way. Th is book would not have been possible without 
the generosity of Mr. Joshua Hayes who supplied me with photographs of 
the original codex,  nor without the selfl ess attention and honest criticisms 
of its reviewers, Dr. Th omas Manteufel of Concordia Seminary, St. Louis, 
and Rev. Todd Peperkorn, for whose labors I am immeasureably grateful. 
Special thanks must also be given to all those others who in one form or 
another have contributed to any aspect of this book that is good, especially 
Barbara Dillenburger, Joseph Nolan, Brian Westgate, Rev. Dr. Francis C. 
Rossow, Dr. Stephen G. Burnett, Mark Preus, and Rev. Dr. Dan Harmelink. 
Finally, I would also like to thank the senior editor for professional and 
academic books, Rev. Ed Engelbrecht, for his support and guidance.

Matthew Carver, 
On the anniversary of Herberger’s death,

15 May 2010
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To the Christian Reader:

Th ose who heard the apostles on Pentecost said of the new Pentecost-
preaching, “We hear them preaching in our own tongues the great works 
of God” [Acts 2:11]. At this one should ask, “So what did the apostles 
preach?” I humbly give this answer: Th ey publicly testifi ed that Jesus 
Christ is the Savior of the world, apart from whom no man can be saved. 
Th is they proved from Moses, the Prophets, and the Psalms, establishing 
on the clear basis of the Old Testament how from the beginning God 
extolled this Son of His as the only choice and tried cornerstone of salva-
tion for all believing hearts. Th at this is so this work will make manifestly 
clear, so read it earnestly. Consider and meditate on the great works of 
God. For “whoever studies them fi nds pure pleasure in them” (Ps. 111:2).

VALERIUS HERBERGER

author’s preface





5

A new introduction for the earnest Christian reader of spiritual writings, in 
particular of the blessed Valerius Herberger’s Th e Great Works of God.

No man, I doubt not, can suffi  ciently express and perfectly describe the 
great works of God—for whoever would undertake such a thing would 
fare no better than Simonides, who is said to have asked King Hieron,1 

“What is God?” Th e King asked for a day’s time to consider; when this was 
up, he asked for two; these also having passed, he asked for four; fi nally 
he said, “Th e more I consider the matter, the less I understand.” Or take St. 
Augustine, who, seeking to comprehend the mystery of the Holy Trinity, 
went out all alone to the sea-shore where he encountered a boy who had 
made a little hole next to the sea and was trying to scoop the sea into it 
using a little shell. When Augustine said, “Dear child, you will never fi n-
ish,” he replied, “Why, then, do you try to fathom with your human mind 
the unfathomable mystery of the Holy Trinity in the true Godhead?”2 It 
would be equally vain to trouble oneself with a comprehensive expression 
and worthy description of the great works of God, for in this part of our 
story “our knowledge is in part, and our prophesying is in part” (1 Cor. 
13:9). For even though one can indeed say of the great work of creation 
that God created heaven and earth in six days, no man can tell how it was 
created out of nothing. “Do not inquire aft er the material from which the 
world was created, for there was none.”3 It is enough that we creatures see 

1 Simonides of Ceos (556–568 BC), a Greek lyric poet.
2 A traditional legend; orig. from a letter attributed to Augustine.
3 “Materiam noli quaerere; nulla fuit” (Ovid Pont. 4.3.18).
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with our eyes, and that the Lord says, “My hand has made all that is” (Is. 
66:2; Acts 7:50). Now we can surely say that God has nourished and kept 
all creation, from the greatest to the least; for we not only read in Holy 
Scripture that the Lord “gives them their food at the proper time,” and 
that “He opens His hand and satisfi es the desires of every living thing” 
(Ps. 145:15–16), but we also see it daily before our eyes. For “in Him we 
live, move, and have our being” (Acts 17:28). “Th e holy and most blessed 
God sits in heaven and nourishes the world, from the [horn of the] great 
rhinoceros all the way down to—begging your pardon—the egg of the 
louse,”4 say the Rabbis. But who can rightly describe and comprehensively 
discuss such divine providence? All reason must especially stagger and be 
silent when we recall the great works of God in the eff ecting of our salva-
tion, when the eternal Son of God was conceived in His mother’s womb, 
born a true human being, wrapped in swaddling-clothes, and laid in a 
manger. For even if it is hard to believe what Cornelius à Lapide5 asserts 
about Luke 1:38, although he himself does not require it as an article of 
faith—that when the angel Gabriel announced to the Virgin Mary that she 
would be with child by the Holy Spirit and bear a son, he stood completely 
astounded and dumbfounded for nine whole hours and marveled, partly 
at her virtue, partly at the mystery of God incarnate and manifested in the 
fl esh—still, it is certain that even holy angels could hardly marvel enough 
at this work, since “they long to look” into this mystery (1 Peter 1:12). And 
St. Paul says, “Great indeed is the divine mystery: God was manifested 
in the fl esh” (1 Tim. 3:16). “One could see Him with one’s eyes,” says the 
blessed Dannhauer6 (in his Catechism Milk, part 5, p. 908), “the height 
of beauty,7 of all new things the newest, and therefore greatly to be won-
dered at,”8 as the dear old man loved to say, “God manifest in fl esh, the 

4 “Sanctus Benedictus sedet et alit mundum, a cornibus unicornuum usque ad ova 
pediculorum.” Shabb. 107b.

5 Cornelius Cornelii à Lapide (1567–1637), a Jesuit priest and Bible commentator.
6 Dr. Johann Conrad Dannhauer (1603–1666), a professor of philosophy and lin-

guistics.
7 “summum pulchrum”
8 “παντῶν και νῶν και νότατον”



7

introduction to the fifth edition (1700)

Creator in His creation, the ageless Word, the Incomprehensible in a little 
body, the Son of a Virgin, such as never was known.” Nor is it any diff er-
ent with the other great works of God 9 visible in the suff ering and death 
of Jesus Christ, when God shed His own blood and thereby purchased 
His Church (Acts 20:28), or when the Prince of Life was killed (3:15), and 
the Lord of Glory crucifi ed (1 Cor. 2:8), or when Jesus rose again from 
the dead on the third day, or when the Son of Man who is in heaven 
ascended into heaven (John 3:13; 6:62), or when He seated Himself at the 
right hand of God, etc. Th ese are all such works as no human tongue can 
express, much less intelligibly describe. “Who can utter the mighty deeds 
of the Lord? Who can declare all His praiseworthy works?” (Ps. 106:2). 

“Th ough we speak much, we cannot reach the end.” (Sir. 43:27).
Nevertheless, pious Christians may still speak as much about it as has 

been revealed to them in God’s Word, and take devout, sincere pleasure 
and joy in doing so, as King David does when he says, “I will remem-
ber the works of the Lord, and call to mind Your wonders of old. I will 
meditate also on all Your work, and talk of Your doings” (Ps. 77:11–12). “O 
Lord my God, great are Your wondrous deeds and Your thoughts which 
You show us. Th ere is none like You. I will proclaim and tell of them, yet 
they cannot be numbered” (Ps. 40:5). Finally, since the Scriptures bear 
witness about Christ and His great works (John 5:39), and since He is the 
chief end10 toward which everything in Holy Scripture moves, inasmuch 
as “all the prophets bear witness” (Acts 10:43) to this Christ, devout hearts 
should not only read Scripture carefully, but as true friends of their dear-
est Jesus, also appropriate all His testimonies in true faith and have great 
delight in them “as much as in all riches” (Ps. 119:14). To this end they are 
depicted in all manner of beautiful, spiritual writings, of which the prize-
holder is this splendid book of the late reverend pastor of Christ’s Manger 
church11 in Fraustadt, Poland—titled Magnalia Dei; or, the Great Works of 

9 “Magnalia Dei”
10 “Τέλος σκοπιμώτατον”
11 “Kripplein Christi.” (Th e name for the new Lutheran church in Fraustadt, suggest-

ed by Herberger himself during his fi rst sermon in it, delivered on Christmas, 1604, 
a day aft er the parish church had been ceded to the Catholics.)
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God, wherein it is masterfully shown that “Jesus is the Heart, Kernel, Core, 
Essence, Substance, Object, End, Purpose, Jewel, and Sanctuary of Holy 
Scripture,” and how this may all be employed to the wholesome improve-
ment and edifi cation of the Christian Church.

It is precisely this extraordinary book, fi rst issued by its blessed author 
himself in 1601 at the beginning of the century now running to its end, 
which now at the conclusion of the seventeenth century has been revised 
for a fi ft h edition, yet much improved in many points, viz.:

1.  All older editions were diligently consulted, and all the printing 
mistakes found in the latest one—which were not few—were fi xed.

2.  Biblical quotations and German translations of Latin texts have 
been printed with Schwabacher type12 for the benefi t of the common 
man.

3.  Since in previous editions major errors oft en crept into the punc-
tuation, at times altering the sense of the text, great care has been 
taken to sift  through the entire work more closely so that it is much 
clearer to the casual reader than before.

4.  In previous editions the title at the top of the page was the same 
through the whole book. Here, however, it will always indicate the 
subject of the selection beneath it.

5.  Th e four parts of the Psalter-Paradise,13 which were previously 
printed in a separate volume, are appended here at the request of 
its many admirers. In this especially there has been much improve-
ment. Th e shorter Latin quotations and axioms had been replaced 
with German in previous editions, but here both are placed togeth-
er. Likewise, verse references have been added which for the most 
part were lacking from the biblical quotations.

12 Th is appears in the original text as a bold style typeface. Th e distinction has for 
the most part been carried over into the present in the form of quotation marks. I 
have employed an italic typeface in some passages where Schwabacher is used for 
emphasis rather than to indicate a quotation. Italic is also used in some cases for 
Latin text, and in the transliteration of Hebrew and Greek.

13 Not included in this volume.



6.  Th e divided indices of Th e Great Works of God14 have been collated 
and remarkably improved; and references have been included to all 
noteworthy passages in the Psalter-Paradise.

By this it should be suffi  ciently demonstrated that this edition is far su-
perior to all the others, to which end this foreword has been provided to 
the interested Christian reader, who is hereby heartily commended to the 
grace of our Lord Jesus Christ!

J.F. GLEDITSCH
Editor of the 5th edition

Leipzig, Easter Mass, 1700

14 “Magnalia Dei”

introduction to the fifth edition (1700)

9





Part One: Genesis 1-3





13

To God, the Eternal King, the Incorruptible, Invisible, and Only Wise, be 
praise and worship forever.

Almighty, Everlasting God, most beloved and faithful Father, great Friend 
of mankind! You gave Your only-begotten Son, that whoever believes in 
Him should not perish, but have eternal life [John 3:16]. I thank You for 
revealing Your dear Son Jesus Christ to me. And inasmuch as I have 
learned from the books of Moses (in which I have here sought out Your 
Son) that You desire for Your own the fi rst of all fi rstfruits (Ex. 23:19), 
the fi rstborn of man and beast (Ex. 34:19), the fi rst boughs of the orchard 

(Lev. 23:40), the fi rst of all grain, wine, oil, and fl eece (Deut. 18:4), yea, 
the fi rst of all the fruit of the ground (Deut. 26:2), therefore do I intend 
with childlike humility to obey Your earnest desire by presenting and 
gracing You with this the fi rstfruits of my labor. I pray You that this 
heartfelt devotion of mine may be well pleasing to You for the sake of 
Your beloved Son Jesus Christ, the Firstborn of all creation, the First-
fruits from the dead. 

Forever Your dutiful servant,
VALERIUS HERBERGER

Fraustadt, 1601.

dedication of part one (1601)
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May the Lord Jesus Christ, the Joy and Treasure of our heart, the Honor 
and Crown of our soul, the Alpha and Omega, the Beginning, Middle, 
and End of our highest concerns, the Center, Object, Purpose, Substance, 
and Essence of all Holy Scripture, be praised and adored by all pious 
hearts forever! Amen.

Dearest Reader! Since “no one can call Jesus ‘Lord’ except in the 
Holy Spirit” (1 Cor. 12:3), and since no one can say, write, or think any-
thing benefi cial, comforting, or noteworthy about Jesus without God’s 
Spirit, and since the Holy Spirit’s particular work of grace is to reveal 
Jesus Christ to our heart and to make Him known: therefore may you 
fi rst begin by appealing to God the Father in the name of our sweet 
Lord and Savior Jesus Christ for the light and grace of the Holy Spirit, 
that you may be able to read this benefi cial, comforting work profi tably, 
piously, and to your betterment. To this end, let your fi rst words and 
deepest desire be as follows: O God, let Your grace and truth be great 
toward me in the power of the Holy Spirit; through Jesus Christ. Amen.

Our dearest brother and blood-relative Jesus Christ says, “Th is is 
eternal life, that they know You who are the only true God, and Jesus 
Christ whom You have sent” (John 17[:3]). St. Peter learned this from his 
instructor Christ Jesus, about whom he says, “Th is is the stone which was 
rejected by you, the builders, which has become the cornerstone. And 
there is salvation in no one else, nor is there any other name under heaven 
given to men by which we must be saved” (Acts 4:11[–12]). St. Paul also 
agrees with this: “No other foundation can any man lay than that which is 
laid, which is Jesus Christ” (1 Cor. 3:11); and in the last chapter: “If anyone 
has no love for the Lord Jesus Christ, let him be accursed” [16:22]. All this 

i. jesus,
Th e Heart and Center of the Writings of Moses and of Prophets, 

from the Verse, “Moses Wrote of Me” (John 5:46).
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shows that Jesus Christ alone is the rock of our salvation, as Isaiah 28:16 
also testifi es.

Accordingly, just as Jesus is the cornerstone of our salvation, He is 
also the cornerstone of all Holy Scripture, and it all rests upon Him. In-
deed, He is the object, purpose, marrow, nectar, quintessence, extract,15 
ruler, and center of the Old and New Testament. Everything unanimously 
points to Him, and absolutely nothing is said in the New Testament that 
is not in every last detail founded on the Old. Indeed, nearly every deed, 
word, step, and gesture of the Old Testament centers on Christ so that the 
world might not be mistaken about the Messiah but all the better learn 
about this most blessed person in whom all our salvation lies. Th is is why 
the evangelists so oft en append the words, “that the Scriptures might be 
fulfi lled,” “that what was spoken by the prophets might be fulfi lled,” etc. 

Furthermore, that you may understand me even better, know this: 
Christ and all His works are found in three places in the Bible: fi rst in 
Moses;16 second in the Prophets and Psalms (which are merely postils on 
Moses); and third in the New Testament.

In Moses, the Prophets, and the Psalms, He may either appear in 
broad daylight, clearly identifi ed; or He may be somewhat hidden, in the 
event that He wishes to be looked for carefully; or else in beautiful similes, 
as will be shown hereaft er in the proper place.

Since I have discussed this thesis with many scholars, both orally and 
in writing, and for many years thought about how the course of Christ’s 
life is discernible in the Old Testament—in the Law fi rst, and also in the 
Prophets—just as perfectly as in the New Testament in every detail, God 
has granted me not only the desire to write this book, but also the accom-
plishment of doing so. Th erefore “I will praise the Lord as long as I live; I 
will sing praises to my God as long as I am here” (Ps. 146:2). “If I have but 
You, [Lord Jesus,] I ask for nothing in heaven and earth” (Ps. 73:25). May 
God grant you, pious reader, such a heart as I have to love Jesus and what 
is said of Him to His praise: “Lord Jesus, You know that I love You” [John 
21:15]. May these words continually be on my mouth and on yours.

15 “quinta Essentia, Extract”
16 I.e., the Pentateuch (so henceforth).
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But in order that each pious heart may see that this labor of diligently 
examining and searching Holy Scripture is truly pleasing to our Lord 
Jesus, consider the testimony of the Lord Jesus Christ from John 5 ref-
erenced in the chapter title and heading, “Search the Scriptures, for you 
think that you have eternal life in them; and it is they that bear witness of 
Me” [v. 39]; and soon thereaft er, “If you had believed Moses, you would 
believe Me; for he wrote of Me” [v. 46].

Notice four things in this passage:
I. What the best book in the whole world is; namely, the Holy Bible.
II. How the Bible should be handled.
III. What things in it should receive the most attention.
IV. What can be expected from such labor.

Jesus had to contend with the stiff -necked Jews because they refused 
to let Him make Himself out to be the Savior of the world. But Jesus clear-
ly admitted as much, said so freely, and did not mince His words. Rather, 
He testifi ed to the fact that He is the Son of God and the Savior, appealing 
to (1) the witness of John, the great man whose mouth and hand point to 
Him; (2) His own unprecedented miracles, a tangible witness of the Mes-
siah; (3) His heavenly Father’s words at the Jordan where, in front of the 
whole world, God gave Him His stamp and seal of approval, saying, “Th is 
is My beloved Son, with whom I am well pleased” [Matt. 3:17; 2 Peter 1:17]; 
and (4) fi nally, to the great, unanimous testimony17 of all Holy Scripture, 
which describes and declares Him from beginning to end.

I. Here observe what the best book in the world is.
Christ refers to the Scriptures, and with them, Moses, the earliest and 
oldest writer of scripture. Th erefore the Holy Bible is the best book in 
the world. Christ does not point us to Plato, nor to Aristotle (as some 
years ago a doctor from Rome did when he came to Tübingen saying that 
he considered it very peculiar that the university taught young students 
the Bible, which any farmer could understand, and that one should read 
Aristotle’s Metaphysics, which is learning about learning). Christ does not 

17 “Formula Concordiae”
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direct us to old legends and the tellers of fairy-tales. He does not call us to 
read the Jew’s enormous Talmud, which can scarcely be purchased for less 
than twenty-two ducats,18 and which, the Jews say, God Himself reads for 
the fi rst four hours of every day; and when the Temple in Jerusalem was 
destroyed, a space of about four cubits19 remained where God sat, reading 
the Talmud. Fie upon such gross blindness. Christ does not direct us to 
our own deluded minds and curious dreams, as though we should specu-
late as we please and say with that Anabaptist, “Even if all the Bibles were 
piled up in a heap, I would not give one farthing for the lot.” Needless to 
say, He does not direct us to books of jokes, buff oonery, or bawdiness, nor 
to profi tless pasquilles20 or libelous broadsides. Rather, He points us to the 
Holy Bible, which is the best book and by itself worth more than all the 
postils in the whole world. Every housefather ought to have his own Bible, 
and he can easily aff ord one if he learns to keep his house in an orderly 
way, for thus “the rooms are fi lled,” as the wise man says (Prov. 24:4). Th us 
Chrysostom says, “Get yourself the Books, for they are the medicine of 
the soul. For not to know or understand the Holy Scriptures is the source 
of all evil.”21 On this, Sirach 24:23 says, “Th is is the book of the covenant 
made with the Most High God, even the law which God22 commanded 
for a heritage to the congregations of Jacob,” and, “from which wisdom 
has fl owed” [v. 25]; and from the same passage, “He is not come to be 
who knows it perfectly; and nevermore shall he be who might fi nd it out. 
For its thoughts are richer than the sea, and its counsel profounder than 
the great deep” [vv. 28–29]. Th omas Aquinas read many other books and 
studied the great literature of the world, but when he was deathly ill, he 
could fi nd no book of knowledge with the power to put his heart at ease. 
Finally he seized the Bible and said, “I believe everything that is written 

18 About a hundred dollars.
19 I.e., a fathom, or about 6 feet.
20 Popular satires formerly posted or distributed publicly.
21 “Biblia comparate, quae Medicina animae sunt, omnium enim malorum causa est, 

ignorare scripturas”; Chrys. in Epist. ad Coloss. Hom. 9.
22 LB has “Moses” here.
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in this Book,”23 which is able to give comfort and strength; and with that 
he recovered.

II. How should this precious Book be handled?
Christ says, “‘Seek,’ search out.”24 It really means “hunt, sniff  out,” in the 
way that bloodhounds, sensing wild game among the brambles, will tear 
through and pull it out no matter how much fl esh and blood it costs 
them. Holy Scripture is like a thick shrub fi lled with all kinds of twigs 
and branches. Th e prized trophy is Jesus, the Captain of Life. Seek Him 
out. Let no diffi  culty deter you. Th ough fl esh should bleed, keep on. If at 
fi rst you fail, try again. You will not have labored in vain, for He Himself 
says, “I love those who love Me, and those who seek me early fi nd Me” 
(Prov. 8:17). Here you see that the Bible does not belong on a stand, in an 
ornately latticed repository, under a bench, or on the table simply to be 
shown off , but in the hand, in the eye, in the mind, and in the heart. It is 
to be read diligently.

King Alfonso of Spain and Naples has been highly praised for having 
read the Bible fourteen times. Augustus, the Elector of Saxony, is justly 
renowned for having read through the whole Bible within four weeks 
shortly before his death. Emperor Th eodosius used to have a mechanical 
lamp that would automatically draw oil so that he could read the Bible 
alone at night unhindered without having to disturb his servants.25 Maru-
lus says that St. Cecilia used to keep the New Testament at her side even 
when she had to do something. And everyone knows of the eunuch from 
Ethiopia (Acts 8:28) who read the prophet Isaiah while traveling. Th e 
people of Berea (Acts 17:11) were commended for examining the Scrip-
tures to see whether things were as St. Paul had preached. Zenocarus, in 
describing the princely gift s bestowed on Emperor Charles at his Baptism, 
reports that the abbots had a beautiful Old and New Testament bound 

23 “Credo quicquid in hoc libro scriptum est”; see Nic. Selneccer Instit. Christian. Relig. 
2.25.

24 “ἐρευνᾶτε, scrutamini”
25 Niceph. Call. Hist. Eccles. 14.3. 

part one, meditation i—john 5:46



the great works of god

20

together for him, and the words “Search the Scriptures”26 printed on it, 
to remind him that he should hold the Bible dear and read it oft en if he 
wished to become a wise and goodly ruler.

In addition to this, the Bible should not only be read through as nuns 
mumble through the psalter or geese gobble their oats, but also meditated 
on—not judged, not subjected to reason, not twisted or embellished with 
one’s private notions—but every word weighed on the scale, following the 
example of Luther, who says, “Th e Bible is like a great, dense forest where 
there is no tree that I have come up against and not asked, ‘What is it?’” 
Th is27 is what the Israelites asked regarding the bread of heaven. We too 
should say the same thing about every word of the Bible, where the true 
Bread of Heaven, Jesus Christ, is presented. Th us the Hebrews call the 
Bible Torah, from [the root meaning] “to investigate.” For “when the Holy 
Bible is diligently read and contemplated, every day brings something 
new,” says Dr. Pommer.28

Gregory called the Bible God’s letter to men, His sons, written for 
their journey in this world. For this is the whole thing summed up: Dear 
children, here is My faithful, fatherly heart! Dear children, take care on 
the journey of your life. Let My Spirit govern you. Learn to know My Son 
Jesus, your Lord and Savior, and believe in Him, and someday I will take 
you home with a blessed death and give you eternal life in heaven, where 
you will have a generous father in Me. Take care!

Th erefore, as pious sons let us esteem this letter of our dear Father 
highly. Let us store it in the travel-bag of our memory, read it over fre-
quently and studiously, fi nd all our joy and pleasure in it, and thus pass 
the long duration of our journey and pilgrimage.

Th e letters of great lords should be read thrice over, for they speak 
little but mean much. Th e letter of our Lord God, however, should be read 
more than thrice 100,000 times, for He speaks little, but what He tells us 
in a quarter of an hour is more than we could grasp or comprehend in a 
hundred years. Indeed, as far as concerns our own understanding, it is 

26 “Scrutamini Scripturas”
27 “Quid est hoc?”
28 Johannes Bugenhagen (1485–1558), Pomeranian “pastor of the Reformation.”
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in part, pieces, patchwork, and beggary. Yet we must equip and prepare 
ourselves in the research school of this life for the higher institute of the 
salvation to come, where we shall know all things perfectly. So one must 
not look at Scripture as a cow looks at a new fence, but ponder it with 
great diligence. Basil says, “Not one syllable in the Bible has been put 
there in vain.”29

Ezra is supposed to have known every last letter of the Bible by heart, 
as Eusebius reports. Th at is no mean praise indeed! Marulus wrote that 
Servulus earned so much money by begging that he was able to buy him-
self a Bible. Aft er this, he gave it to students to read it aloud from time to 
time. He paid such close attention during those times that he soon came 
to comprehend it, memorize it, and was then able to preach to others. 
Th is is justly recorded to his honor.

Sabellicus30 describes how once, the abbot Hilarion,31 aft er praying 
fervently, read the Bible as though God Himself were his listener, and said, 

“Th is is the book of the Holy Spirit! Th e prophets and apostles only lent 
their hand, ink, paper, pen, and stroke to it, reporting in writing whatever 
the Holy Spirit dictated.” Th us its words should be read, heard, and medi-
tated on with great reverence. Primarily, however, it is the purpose, the 
main kernel32 of Scripture—its founding pillars—to which attention must 
be paid. For when these are known, everything is grasped all the better. 
Otherwise, your knowledge will be like a house fallen in on itself.

III. What things in the Bible should receive the most attention?
Our Lord Jesus says Himself, “Th e Scriptures bear witness about Me” 
[John 5:39], and “Moses wrote of Me” [John 5:46]. Here you have the best 
summary of the whole Bible. Sure, there are fi ne stories in the Bible about 
Adam, Eve, Abel, Noah, Abraham, etc.—many fi ne instructions and rules 
for life. But these are only the peels and rinds. Jesus is the core and the 
fl esh. One must learn to remove the peel and squeeze out the pulp. Th us 

29 “Nulla syllaba in verbis divinitus inspiratis est otiosa”; Basil Hexaem. 6.11.
30 M.A.C. Sabellicus (1436–1506), a Venetian historian.
31 St. Hilarion (291 – 371), a Palestinian anchorite and ascetic.
32 “scopus, nucleus”
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Luther once wrote on his good friend’s Bible, “Th e Word became fl esh, 
that is, God became man.33 Th is wonderful and extraordinary event, to 
wit, that God became man, is what the whole of that single book, and 
none other, teaches. For if you do not seek the Word Become Flesh34 in 
that book, then you had better read a volume of Marcolphus or Eulenspie-
gel35. Everything that was done and written about [in the Bible] has to do 
with this Word.36 He is the Lord who lies in the manger and in the arms 
of Mary. Th is Book is of no use, etc., for anyone who does not believe this.” 
Luther demonstrated this very truth on August 5, 1545 in an important 
sermon in Halle. (See Luther’s Works, Jena ed., vol. 8, fol. 185. He also gave 
a lovely speech on this same topic in the prior vol., fol. 364.)

Th e Bible is thus a Book about Christ. Jesus is the end, purpose, mar-
row, kernel, and jewel of the Bible, shining out of it like the sun in the 
heavens. Moreover, Christ’s life is recounted three times in it: fi rst in Mo-
ses, second in the Prophets, and third in the New Testament. Our Lord 
Jesus Himself said as much: “Behold, I come; in the book it is written of 
Me” (Ps. 40:7). And as He walked with the two disciples to Emmaus, He 
fi rst talked of Moses, and then of the Prophets. He furthermore called the 
scribe who can use both the Old and New Testaments “a wise man fi t to 
further the kingdom of heaven” (Matt. 13:52).

In same way, St. Peter says, “To Him all the prophets bear witness that 
everyone who believes in Him receives forgiveness of sins through His 
name” (Acts 10:43). And at the First Council (Acts 15:11) he tied the Old 
and New Testaments together, saying, “We believe that we will be saved 
through the grace of Jesus Christ just as they,” our fathers. St. Paul also 
says that “Christ is the end of the law” (Rom. 10:4); and in Acts 26:22, he 
protests and demonstrates publicly that he preached nothing but what 
was found in Moses and the Prophets. Th us Irenaeus writes, “Diligently 

33 “Verbum caro factum est, hoc est, Deus homo factus est”; cf. Paulin. Contra Felicem 
1.34.

34 “Verbum caro factum est”
35 Marcolphus, from Th e Dialogue of Solomon & Marcolphus, was a fi gure of ridicule 

appearing in series of popular medieval legends. Till Eulenspiegel was a fi ctional 
character who committed pranks and follies.

36 “Verbum”
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read the Gospel which the apostles have given us, and diligently read the 
Prophets. In these you will fi nd recounted all that our Lord Christ did, 
taught, and suff ered.”37 Likewise Augustine says, “Christ came into the 
world not to restore what was lacking in Scripture, but that what was writ-
ten therein should come to pass and be fulfi lled”;38 and again, “Th e New 
lies in the Old concealed, the Old is in the New revealed.”39 And Jerome 
says, “Th at which we read in the Old Testament we also fi nd in the Gos-
pel; and that which is read in the Gospel has been taken from the Old 
Testament.”40 Also, Paulinus, “In the Old is the New and in the New is the 
Old.”41 Every person, place, name, timeframe, word-order, and number 
must therefore be carefully heeded, especially in the New Testament, for 
it is all full of utter mystery. And I say mystery with special emphasis. For 
you should not imagine that I will show you Christ in common, everyday 
allegories (contrived explanations and propositions)42 devised by human 
reason, as Origen did. For the easier something is to build up, the easier 
it is to tear down. Rather, I will tell you about Jesus our Redeemer in 
beautiful and memorable mysteries not based on human wisdom but on 
the clear testimony of the Holy Spirit in Scripture. Outside of Scripture, 
all kinds of allegories, or artifi cial and allusive explanations, are sure to 
be found also. But the mysteries43 discussed here are not to be met with 
anywhere but in the Bible. Allegories are all fi ne, lovely constructions in 
which something of note is conveyed to us, even though they do not all 
speak about Christ, and even though they do not all have a clear basis in 

37 “Legite diligentius id, quod ab apostolis Evangelium est nobis datum, et legite dili-
gentius Prophetas, et invenietis universam actionem, et omnem doctrinam et om-
nem passionem Domini nostri praedicatam in ipsis”; Iren. Adv. Haeres. 4.34.

38 “Venit Christus non ut adderentur, quae deerant, sed ut fi erent et implerentur quae 
scripta sunt”; August. Contra Faust. Manich. 17.6.

39 “Novum in veteri latet; Vetus in novo patet. Item: Vetus Testamentum est occultatio 
novi; Novum est revelatio veteris”; August. Quaest. in Exod. 73; De Civ. Dei 16.26.

40 “Quicquid in veteri Testamento legimus, hoc idem in Evangelio reperimus, et quod 
in Evangelio fuerit lectitatum, hoc ex veteris Testamenti autoritate deducitur”; Hier. 
Ep. 18 ad Damasum, §7.

41 “In veteri novitas, et in novitate vetustas”; Paulin. Poem 28.
42 “allegoriae”
43 “mysteria”
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Scripture—just as long as they do not confl ict with any clear verse. But 
these mysteries44 are only taken from Scripture and only speak about 
Christ alone, or His Church, and they have a clear, express foundation, 
established from Holy Scripture. Some allegories are fl imsy, ridiculous 
jokes, as Augustine confi rms. But these mysteries are nothing other than 
words of life drawn from the sure foundation of the Bible.

For example, the sun presents Jesus Christ to us in a mystery, as 
Malachi 4:2 clearly demonstrates. Th e copper serpent of Moses points to 
the Lamb of God, the crucifi ed Jesus, by way of a mystery. Jesus Himself 
demonstrates this in John 3:14–15. Th e mercy-seat in the tabernacle is 
a mystery of the Mediator, Jesus Christ, which St. Paul clearly demon-
strates in Romans 3:25. Regarding these images revealed to us by the Holy 
Spirit Himself, Luther says (in his Commentary on Genesis),45 “Th ey not 
only ornament the doctrine, but also comfort consciences.”46 And again, 

“Th ey not only agree well with the matter, but also instruct us in the faith 
and comfort consciences.”47 In common allegories there is only the veg-
etables and sauce, but in these mysteries the meat, vegetables, and sauce 
are served at once. And Holy Scripture uses this honorifi c word in refer-
ence to Christ, His Church, and His Gospel: “To you is given to know the 
mystery of the kingdom of God” (Mark 4:11; cf. Matt. 13:14; Luke 8:18). St. 
Paul calls the Gospel “mysterious” (1 Cor. 2:7), and the minister a “steward 
of the mysteries of God” (1 Cor. 4:1); “In the Spirit he utters the mysteries” 
(1 Cor. 14:2), and: “Pray also for us, that God may open to us the door of 
the word, to utter the mystery of Christ” (Col. 4:3). Likewise, the mean-
ing of the stars and the lampstands in Revelation 1:20 is called a mystery. 
And St. Andrew (in Th e Golden Legend)48 called the cross of Jesus Christ 
a mystery when it appeared strange to a heathen.

Many years ago I read that, in his old age, not long before His blessed 

44 “mysteria”
45 “In Genesi, in mihi fol. 119,” i.e., In Genesi 9.
46 “Non solum ornant doctrinam: sed etiam consolantur conscientias”; ibid.
47 “Non solum bene consentiunt cum re, sed etiam docent animos de fi de et sunt 

utiles conscientiis”; ibid.
48 “Lomb. Hist.”; see Ryan I 16–17.
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death, Luther said (in Luther’s Life),49 “Th e best exposition of Moses, the 
Prophets, and the Psalms is the New Testament, for so the Old Testament 
is the foundation of the New Testament. If I were younger, I would search 
out all the words of the New Testament in Moses and the Prophets. When 
the languages and texts are compared side by side, it provides a great and 
marvelous explanation of Scripture.” To tell the truth, these words have 
inspired me in my endeavor. 

We also have fi ne depictions in the Bible of how the Old and New 
Testament both have in view a common object. For instance, there is 
the mercy-seat (Ex. 25:17) upon which two angel-heads with wings face 
each other, viewing the mercy-seat and touching each other’s wings. Th e 
true mercy-seat is Jesus Christ (Rom. 3:25). Th e two cherubim (i.e., angel-
heads with wings) are the Old and New Testament which stand directly 
facing each other, one prophesying, the other fulfi lling, and both looking 
at Jesus Christ and embracing each other so that the whole world might 
know the Mercy-Seat, Jesus Christ.

In Numbers 13, two men carry a red cluster of grapes on a stick, one 
leading, the other following. Jesus is the blood-red, succulent cluster of 
grapes on the tree of the cross “from whose fullness we have all received” 
(John 1[:16]). He is carried by the Old and New Testament. Th e Old leads 
in hope, the New follows aft er with joy and thanksgiving, and together 
they carry Jesus in their heart,50 and are saved by Him. As Christ was go-
ing to Jerusalem (Matt. 21:9), a great crowd of people went before Him, 
Christ rode in the middle, and a great crowd followed aft er Him. Th e 
people going before depict the Old Testament; those following, the New 
Testament. Surely this is the one Christian Church, for they all walk to-
gether in a single confession and in unison cry, “Hosanna to the Son of 
David! Blessed be the great Captain of Life! May all that He undertakes for 
our salvation prosper!” Th ese are also the swaddling cloths (Luke 2:7) in 
which the infant Jesus was wrapped. Paper is made from linen rags. Th e 
little infant Jesus is swaddled in the paper of the Bible, and there He must 
be sought.

49 “Vita Lutheri.”
50 Or, “in their midst, or between them.”
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IV. What profi t is gained from seeking Jesus diligently in Holy Scripture?
First, it confi rms us in our faith and makes us certain and confi dent so 
that we are anchored, secured, shielded, bastioned, and preserved against 
all heresies. Not many years ago, a fi ne, learned man died in whom the 
arrows of the Samosatenes had sliced so many venomous wounds that he 
oft en used to become despondent regarding the article of the true divinity 
of Jesus Christ. When he heard these mysteries being discussed, he said, 

“Oh, my God! How sweet and powerful it is, how greatly it strengthens 
my faith! Th ere has to be something about Christ that is greater than any 
other common man. Since the beginning of the world God has made such 
a powerful display of His Son, there must be something great invested in 
Him. He must be superior to any common man.”

Second, it is thus that we achieve the most certain knowledge, the 
highest wisdom of all. For “in Christ are hidden all the treasures of wis-
dom,” as St. Paul says (Col. 2[:2–3]). “Christ…was made to us wisdom from 
God, and righteousness and sanctifi cation and redemption” (1 Cor. 1:30).

If Christ be known aright, there is naught else to know;
If Christ be not in sight, all else is empty show.51

Th ird, this is how we come to everlasting life, as Jesus Himself testifi es 
here in John 5:26. For our light and life are in Jesus (John 1:4), and who-
ever believes in Him has eternal life (3:16). Accordingly, since Jesus, the 
Fountain of life, is revealed to us in the Bible—for which reason it is called 
the “Book of Life” (Sir. 24:23)—it is clear and obvious that whoever reads 
the Bible earnestly, meditates on it devoutly, searches it for the Lord Jesus, 
takes comfort in His benefi ts, and lays claim to Him with a living faith has 
eternal life. “Blessed are all who trust in Him!” (Ps. 2:12).

O most beloved Lord Jesus, You are the Heart and Center of the Bible. 
My heart will seek You in the Scriptures. Let me fi nd You to my comfort 
there, that through You I may be bold and consoled in my faith, wise in 
my mind, holy in my life, and blessed in my death. Amen!

51 “Si Christum bene scis: satis est, si caetera nescis. / Si Christum nescis: nihil est, quod 
caetera discis”; motto of Johann Bugenhagen; ultim. from Ludolph of Saxony, 14th c.
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