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Abstract

Although John Calvin rejected the angry invective of Martin Luther against 
the Jews, he nevertheless agreed with him that Christian biblical interpreta-
tion was a more reliable guide to the mind of the patriarchs in Genesis than 
the exegesis of Rabbinic Judaism. The Hebrew Bible was therefore prop-
erly understood as Christian Scripture and had always been addressed to the 
Church as well as to ancient Israel.
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The Jews had been expelled from France in 1394, long before John Calvin 
was born on July 10, 1509. It is therefore doubtful whether Calvin ever 
laid eyes on a Jew until he was a pastor for French refugees in Strasbourg. 
Strasbourg was then part of the Holy Roman Empire, where Jews were still 
allowed, rather than a French city, where Jews were in principle excluded.
	 Historians have even speculated that Calvin once met Josel of Rosheim, 
the so-called “great advocate” or “court Jew” for the emperors Maximilian 
I and Charles V. Josel served as Jewish advocate to remind them, first 
Maximilian and then Charles, that, as holy Roman emperors, they were 
expected to be the special protectors of the Jews in the empire. Of course, 
no one, not even Josel, expected them to do this for free.
	 Ironically, in spite of his infrequent contact with contemporary Jews, 
Calvin was accused of “judaizing” tendencies, especially by such Lutheran 
theologians as Giles Hunnius and his various allies in Saxony. By “juda-
izing” tendencies Hunnius seemed to mean an inclination to abandon 
some patristic exegesis where Calvin felt it was an overreading of the 
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text. In the view of Hunnius, Calvin’s departure from patristic exegesis 
could undercut the patristic Christology that rested on it and so leave the 
door open to Arianism and other ancient heresies, even if Calvin himself 
opposed such heresies in theory. In short, as Hunnius saw matters, Calvin 
was reading the Old Testament as a Hebrew Bible rather than as Christian 
Scripture. Generally speaking, Calvin’s allies, like David Pareus at Heidel-
berg, thought the charge without merit and challenged the Lutherans to 
defend the charge in detail.
	 In this essay I want to pick up the question of Calvin’s relationship to 
Judaism by focusing as Hunnius did on Calvin’s biblical exegesis. In this 
instance, I want to take one so-called messianic passage much discussed 
in the sixteenth century, Gen. 49:8-12. In this complex and problematic 
text the patriarch Jacob blesses Judah and utters prophecies about the 
future of his descendents. In order to provide a broader context for Cal-
vin’s exegesis of this passage I want to compare his interpretation with the 
work of two other Christian interpreters, the fifteenth-century German 
theologian, Denis the Carthusian (whom Calvin apparently did not read) 
and his senior colleague in reform, the aging German theologian, Martin 
Luther (who was, unfortunately, never accused of being soft on Jews). 
	 Calvin’s relation to Luther is an interesting problem in itself. Calvin 
was sometimes thought to be a French Lutheran, since he subscribed to 
the Augsburg Confession (as the Lutherans did but the Zurich theolo-
gians did not). Still, he was not a Lutheran in any sense of the term old 
school Lutherans like Tilemann Hesshusen or Joachim Westphal would 
have accepted. At the same time Gordon Rupp’s useful term “Martinian” 
may be too loose to describe accurately their relationship. However, I am 
not interested in this essay in trying to establish lines of influence between 
Denis, Luther, and Calvin, important as such lines may be, but only in 
making clear a framework for understanding Calvin’s exegesis. How was 
Genesis 49 understood by prominent Christian commentators in Calvin’s 
own world? Only when historians know the answer to this question do 
they have the possibility of making a historically appropriate assessment 
of Calvin’s exegesis and thus of Calvin’s view of the proper relationship of 
church and synagogue.

I

The text of Gen. 49:8-12 runs as follows:

Judah, your brothers shall praise you;
Your hand shall be on the neck of your enemies;
Your father’s sons shall bow down before you.
Judah is a lion’s whelp;
From the prey, my son, you have gone up,
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He crouches down, he stretches out like a lion,
Like a lioness—who dares rouse him up?
The scepter shall not depart from Judah.
Nor the ruler’s staff from between his feet,
Until Shiloh comes;
And the obedience of the peoples is his.
Binding his foal to the vine
And his donkey’s colt to the choice vine,
He washes his garments in wine
And his robe in the blood of grapes;
His eyes are darker than wine,
And his teeth whiter than milk.

	 For the pre-modern reader the text fairly bristles with difficulties. Why 
is Judah given precedence over all his brothers, including his three elder 
brothers, Reuben, Simeon, and Levi? What is the meaning of the extended 
comparison of Judah with a lion? Is it not the case, as some Jewish rabbis 
have already pointed out, that the scepter departed from Judah during the 
Babylonian captivity, a time long before the birth of Jesus? What does the 
word “Shiloh” mean and on what Hebrew verb does it rest? Is Shiloh a 
person or a place? Who in his right mind would wash his clothing in wine 
or tie his donkey to a grape arbor? Donkeys, after all, are not noted for 
their love of grapes. And what is the point of claiming that the coming 
ruler from the line of Judah will have red eyes and white teeth? Surely 
there must be more important characteristics than these to mention for 
such an important figure.
	 Denis the Carthusian offered two expositions of this passage, a brief 
one he labeled “spiritual” and a longer one called an “enarratio” devoted 
to the details of the story. The spiritual exposition focuses on the name 
“Judah,” which Denis took to mean “praise” or “confession,” and on the 
words “Judah, your brothers shall praise you.”1 In this reading Judah is a 
type of Christ, who from the first moment of the creation of his human 
soul, never ceased to praise God. The brothers who shall in their turn 
praise Christ are the holy apostles, among whom Denis counted as the 
most fervent “brother” the woman Mary Magdalene. As Jacob had pre-
dicted (“Your hand shall be on the neck of your enemies”) Christ defeated 
his enemies, the spiritual principalities and powers ranged against God. 
But he also achieved a somewhat lesser victory over the “obstinate Jews” 
at the hands of the Roman armies. 

	 1.	 Denis the Carthusian, Enarrationes piae ac eruditae in quinque Mosaicae legis libros 
(Cologne: Peter Quentel, 1534). Citations are taken from the critical edition, Doctoris 
Ecstatici D. Dionysii Cartusiani Opera Omnia, Vol. I (Monstrolii, 1896). The spiritual exposi-
tion is found on p. 461 and the literal on pp. 441–6.
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	 In the enarratio Denis devoted himself to the interpretation of the literal 
sense of Genesis 49. He was not concerned solely with the literal-historical 
sense of this passage; i.e., what he regarded as its meaning for the past in 
the unfolding narrative of Jacob’s life. He was equally concerned with its 
literal-prophetic sense; i.e., what he took to be its meaning for the future 
in the unfolding drama of human redemption. On one level Jacob proph-
esied about David and the Davidic kingdom; on another he pointed like 
John the Baptist toward Christ. Although Denis never referred by name 
to the distinction between the literal-historical and the literal-prophetic 
senses in his exposition of Gen. 49:8-12, he nevertheless assumed the 
importance of this distinction throughout his interpretation.
	 Thomas Aquinas had distinguished the literal from the spiritual sense 
of the Bible by indicating that the literal sense is concerned with the 
meaning of words while the spiritual sense is concerned with the meaning 
of things.2 Readers engage the literal sense of the biblical text when they 
focus their attention on the significative power of language. For example, 
the word “lion” signifies as its “thing” a large member of the cat family 
native to Africa. Readers, however, can unlock the spiritual sense of the 
text when they shift their attention from the significative power of lan-
guage to the significative power of things. In this case, the thing, the lion 
itself, may suggest still other things to the careful reader; e.g., Christ as the 
“lion of Judah” or Satan who like a lion looks for prey to devour.
	 Denis accepted the distinction but applied the significative meaning 
of both words and things to the literal sense.3 Denis did not spell out in 
detail his hermeneutic in the context of Jacob’s blessing of Judah. But it is 
clear that he accepted an historical-literal reading of the text that ascribes 
aspects of Jacob’s blessing to the first “lion of Judah,” David, son of Jesse, 
second king of an undivided Israel. But what had been fulfilled on the 
literal-historical level in David was fulfilled on the literal-prophetic level 
“more truly” (e.g., verius, aptius, apertius, clarius, potius) in Christ.4 Denis 
had no need to appeal to a spiritual sense of the text to find scattered 
allusions to Christ in the blessing of Judah since the literal sense itself, 
read as the literal-prophetic sense, contained explicit references to Christ 
throughout.
	 The movement from David to Christ is consistent throughout the exe-
gesis of Genesis 49 by Denis. In his view the text did refer at certain points 
to David and to that extent the Jewish reading was correct. However, the 
more important reference was to the descendant of both Jacob and David; 

	 2.	 Thomas Aquinas, Summa Theologiae I q.1 a.10.
	 3.	 Denis, Enarrationes, 444.
	 4.	 Denis, Enarrationes, 441, 443–4.
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namely, Christ in whom the prophecy of Jacob was fulfilled in a more 
fitting and fuller way than it could ever have been fulfilled in David. Both 
senses were for Denis the literal sense of the text, that fundamental sense 
in which doctrine could be grounded.
	 For example, the oracle, “your father’s sons shall bow down before 
you,” was fulfilled in David when he was made the second king of Israel 
and adored with dulia as a sublime person. It was fulfilled more completely 
in Christ when on the day of Pentecost Jews from the scattered tribes of 
Israel were converted to the Christian gospel. David was the “whelp of a 
lion” who laid Goliath low; Christ was the stronger (indeed, the strongest) 
“whelp of a lion” who defeated invisible enemies, especially the prince of 
darkness himself. As a lion’s cub sleeps for three days before waking up 
to vital activity, so Christ rested for three days in the tomb, though his 
rest was the death through which he conquered death. His sleep was not 
a sign of weakness but of strength. No one took his life from him; he 
voluntarily gave it up. “Who dares rouse him up?” Only God was power-
ful enough to “rouse him up” from the sleep of death. Like a lion who is 
powerful and respected, the risen Christ is the powerful and respected 
king of kings. No one except God is strong enough to take his everlasting 
kingdom from him, a fact not invalidated by the temporary rule of tyrants 
over the Church. Denis did not deny that some of this was true of David, 
who like a lion was roused up to warfare. But the literal sense of the text 
fulfilled in David was partial and incomplete, serving only to foreshadow 
the more complete embodiment in Christ.5

	 The problematic prophecy for Denis, however, was Jacob’s assertion 
that “the scepter shall not depart from Judah…until Shiloh comes.” In 
point of fact the scepter seems to have departed from Judah on several 
occasions. According to some Jewish commentators cited by Denis the 
prophecy might have been fulfilled on one of three occasions: (1) when 
Saul was made king in Shiloh, (2) when Jereboam was made king of 
the ten tribes who seceded from the united kingdom ruled by Judah, or 
(3) when Nebuchadnezzar captured Jerusalem and drove the southern 
kingdom of Judah into a forced exile.6

	 Denis rejected the first suggestion out of hand. There were no kings 
from the tribe of Judah prior to the death of Saul. It was only after Saul died 
that the kingdom passed to David and so was transferred from Benjamin 
to Judah. The second suggestion struck Denis as no better. Jereboam was 
made king, not in Shiloh, but in Shechem. Moreover, the ruling house of 
David was not displaced by the revolt of the northern tribes but remained 

	 5.	 Denis, Enarrationes, 442.
	 6.	 Denis, Enarrationes, 443.



396	 Political Theology

© Equinox Publishing Ltd 2009.

in charge of a diminished but nevertheless politically viable southern 
kingdom. Even Nebuchadnezzar, though he terminated the active rule of 
a king from the tribe of Judah, did not exterminate the royal line. When 
the Babylonian captivity ended, the Jews reinstated a kingly succession 
from the house of Judah. Indeed, the Jews always had a prince from Judah 
throughout the period of the second temple, even when ruled by alien 
royal lines. It was not until the time of Herod, the first Gentile king, that 
the prophecy was fulfilled.7

	 Crucial to the reading offered by Denis was the meaning of the Hebrew 
term “Shiloh.” In his view Jacob was not making a geographical reference 
to a northern shrine when he mentioned Shiloh. Shiloh was clearly not 
a place in Israel but a person, “who would be sent.”8 Denis reaffirmed 
the Christian exegetical tradition that read “Shiloh” in Genesis 49 as a 
messianic reference, a reading bolstered by the ancient Chaldean transla-
tion, which also thought it messianic. In this reading the scepter of Judah 
passed in the reign of Herod to “great David’s greater son,” to the messiah 
of whose kingdom there would be no end. The reference to Shiloh should 
therefore be understood as a reference to Christ, who had been born from 
the tribe of Judah through his mother Mary.
	 Denis differed with Nicholas of Lyra over the meaning of the last part 
of the blessing of Judah.

Binding his foal to the vine
And his donkey’s colt to the choice vine,
He washes his garments in wine
And his robe in the blood of grapes;
His eyes are darker than wine,
And his teeth whiter than milk.

Lyra had argued that these words indicated that the extreme fertility of 
the earth was part of the promise of God. So great will be the abundance 
that one can even wash one’s clothing in wine. He rejected all traditional 
Christian explanations as spiritual rather than literal.9

	 For example, Jerome and Origen had argued that “binding his…
colt to the choice vine” meant that the Gentiles were now bound to the 
Apostles, who themselves came from the Jews. On the other hand, the 
Glossa Ordinaria had argued “more clearly” that Christ himself was bound 
by the chain of love and discipline to the vine, which was the congrega-
tion of the Apostles; i.e., the primitive Church gathered from Jews and 
Gentiles. Denis rejected the notion of Lyra that either of these readings 

	 7.	 Denis, Enarrationes, 443.
	 8.	 Denis, Enarrationes, 443.
	 9.	 Denis, Enarrationes, 444.
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were “spiritual” and embraced rather the exegetical argument of Paul of 
Burgos.10 Paul had maintained against Lyra that the traditional Christian 
readings of Jerome, Origen and the Ordinary Gloss were in fact literal 
and not spiritual. After all, Jacob had spoken metaphorically in Genesis 49 
and one ought not therefore be surprised that the literal sense of this text 
is fairly expansive. Moreover and even more importantly, the traditional 
readings recognized (as Lyra did not) that what is important in Genesis 49 
is not what is signified by the words but by the things evoked by the words. 
In short, Paul of Burgos appealed to the double-literal sense. By doing so, 
he was able to read the traditional Christian exegesis of the latter part of 
the oracle as its literal-prophetic sense. Denis hailed the answer of Paul 
of Burgos as the true and proper Catholic approach to the text. To find 
Christ in the text for Denis was to read the text “literally (ad literam).”
	 Authorized by the double-literal hermeneutic, Denis made quick work 
of the remaining details of Jacob’s blessing.11 The reference to a donkey 
recalls the triumphant entry of Jesus into Jerusalem on Palm Sunday. The 
suggestion that Jesus might wash his clothes in wine is a veiled refer-
ence to his suffering and death. Christ’s pallium is his mystical body, the 
Church, which he washed with his own blood. The reference to the eyes 
of Christ in this passage recalls the role of the apostles and evangelists, 
while the reference to his teeth reminds the reader of the preachers who 
masticate spiritual food for the Church. An earlier generation might have 
regarded such exegesis as allegorical, but Denis was convinced it should 
all be regarded as literal.

II

Luther’s writings against the Jews were prompted primarily by contro-
versies among Christians.12 Luther’s earliest treatise on Jews and Judaism, 
“That Jesus Christ was born a Jew,” is a case in point.13 It was provoked by 

	 10.	 Denis, Enarrationes, 444–5.
	 11.	 Denis, Enarrationes, 445–6.
	 12.	 For a brief historical introduction to many of the issues involved in the question 
of Luther and the Jews, see Hans J. Hillerbrand, “Martin Luther and the Jews,” in Jews 
and Christians: Exploring the Past, Present, and Future, ed. James H. Charlesworth (New York: 
Crossroad, 1990), 127–215 and Mark U. Edwards, Jr., Luther’s Last Battles: Politics and Polem-
ics 1531–46 (Ithaca and London: Cornell University Press, 1983), 115–42. Still useful for its 
survey of older literature is Johannes Brosseder, Luthers Stellung zu den Juden im Spiegel seiner 
Interpreten (Munich, 1972). Heiko A. Oberman’s treatment of the question emphasizes the 
importance of apocalyptic expectations for Luther, The Roots of Anti-Semitism in the Age of 
Renaissance and Reformation (Philadelphia: Fortress Press, 1981, 1984).
	 13.	 Martin Luther, D. Martin Luthers Werke (Weimar, 1883–) [henceforth WA] 11:307-
336.
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the Catholic charge, repeated at the Diet of Nuremberg (1522) by no less a 
personage than the Archduke Ferdinand himself, that Luther had attacked 
the perpetual virginity of Mary.14 Luther was alleged by his enemies to 
have taught that Joseph was the biological father of Jesus, that Mary was 
not a virgin at the time of the birth of Jesus, and that, indeed, she later 
gave birth to several other children of whom Joseph was the father. Had 
Luther taught such a thing it would have rightly been regarded at the time 
as a scandalous assault on ancient Christian tradition and a relapse into a 
form of Jewish exegesis.
	 While Luther was willing to take the blame for views he did hold, he 
was unwilling to be condemned for views he did not. The charges leveled 
against Luther by Ferdinand seemed to him to have been trumped up by 
his enemies. In fact Luther had no quarrel with the old Christian tradition 
that affirmed the perpetual virginity of Mary and embraced the teaching 
that Mary was a virgin ante partum, in partu, and post partum. He agreed 
with his Catholic opponents that the fact that Jesus was born a Jew and a 
descendent of both Abraham and David did not mean that his birth was 
any the less miraculous. It was through Mary by a special act of God and 
not through Joseph by normal sexual relations that Jesus descended from 
the tribe of Judah.
	 While Luther was primarily concerned to affirm his orthodoxy on the 
question of Mary’s virginity, he devoted some time in his essay to the ques-
tion of the Jews. He chided his fellow Christians for their abuse of Jews 
and urged them to treat Jews more gently in order to win them by their 
kindness and moderation to faith in Christ. To that end he laid out what 
he regarded as a substantial case for the messianic claims of Jesus based on 
a Christian reading of the Old Testament. His aim was to persuade Jews 
that Jesus Christ was indeed the Messiah for whom they waited. The tone 
of the treatise is, on the whole, moderate, especially when one compares 
it with Luther’s later writings against the Jews, but the arguments are 
uncompromisingly opposed to a Jewish reading of the Old Testament.
	 In 1538 Luther published the first of a series of his more overtly anti-
Jewish tracts, “Against the Sabbatarians.”15 Graf Wolfgang Schlick zu 
Falkenau had reported to Luther that certain Moravian Christians were 
displaying judaizing tendencies, especially in their return to the keeping 
of the Sabbath. Luther seemed to assume that the Christians in question 
had been misled into judaizing practices by Jews in Moravia, who, he 
surmised, were actively proselytizing Christians and thereby undercut-
ting the Reformation. Once again Luther feared that the Reformation 

	 14.	 Edwards, Last Battles, 121–3.
	 15.	 WA 50:309-337.
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was being threatened by its enemies, this time by Jews rather than by 
Catholics or radical Protestants.16

	 Luther responded to the Christian Sabbatarians by repeating a series of 
arguments against Judaism drawn from Scripture, theology, and history. 
To his arsenal of theological and exegetical arguments he added what was 
missing in his early tract on Judaism; namely, a sharp polemic directed 
against the Jews themselves. The polemic attempted to discredit the ideas 
of the Jews by discrediting their persons. How can you trust the ideas of 
the Jews, if you cannot have full confidence in their character? It was not 
a new rhetorical technique either in the sixteenth century generally or 
for Luther specifically. Luther had certainly had the tactic used against 
him by a long string of Catholic apologists, who attempted to discredit 
his ideas by portraying his character as morally reprehensible. Luther had 
used the technique himself when he wrote against the “goat Emser” or 
the so-called “heavenly prophets.” However, in his later writings against 
the Jews, Luther used the technique so ferociously that many of his non-
Jewish contemporaries like Heinrich Bullinger were genuinely shocked.
	 In 1543 Luther issued in rapid succession three treatises against the 
Jews: “Against the Jews and their Lies,”17 “On Schem Hamphoras and 
the Ancestry of Christ,”18 and “On the Last Words of David.”19 Because 
the tone of these treatises is so unremittingly and immoderately negative, 
many historians have, quite understandably, been reluctant to devote time 
to them. There is, after all, so much in Luther to admire that it is not 
always easy to persuade oneself to study writings that seemed even to his 
contemporaries to reflect his darker side. But both Luther’s harsh polemic 
against the Jews and the extended exegetical arguments he offered to 
support his case against them were part of the furniture of his mind, even 
if both were largely traditional and had been used before by other Chris-
tian interpreters. Any picture of Luther that does not take his anti-Jewish 
writings into account will, unfortunately, be incomplete.
	 In his early treatise, “That Jesus Christ was born a Jew,” Luther attacked 
what he regarded as the weird and preposterous Jewish exegesis of Genesis 
49.20 He was particularly annoyed with the Jewish insistence that the 
scepter had departed from Judah prior to the reign of Herod. Luther had 
no doubt that the Shiloh whose coming was predicted by Jacob was the 
Messiah and that the predicted Messiah was Jesus Christ. It was therefore 

	 16.	 Edwards, Last Battles, 125–7.
	 17.	 WA 53:412-552.
	 18.	 WA 53:573-648.
	 19.	 WA 54:28-100.
	 20.	 See, for example, WA 11:327.
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obvious to him that the scepter could not have departed from Judah until 
the birth of Jesus and that its departure was less a loss than a transforma-
tion. The kings of Judah had reigned over a temporal kingdom that they 
bequeathed to their successors. The kingdom over which the Shiloh cur-
rently reigns is a spiritual kingdom and therefore eternal. Judah had many 
kings; the messianic kingdom has only one. Yet the messianic king like all 
the kings who preceded him was a descendant of David.
	 Like Denis, Luther rejected the Jewish argument that the scepter had 
departed from Judah at the time of the Babylonian captivity.21 The royal line 
continued unbroken from Jechoniah to Zerubbabel, though an unbroken 
royal line was not the most important point for Luther. “Scepter” could as 
easily refer to a “hegemony” as a kingdom.22 It was therefore not necessary 
for a king to be enthroned in Jerusalem for the hegemony of Judah to 
remain intact. Furthermore, the Jews could not deny that this hegemonic 
continuity was broken in the first century and that no temporal kingdom 
under the leadership of Judah had been in place for 1,500 years. Consid-
ered as a temporal kingship the scepter had undoubtedly departed from 
Judah.
	 Luther was disinclined to argue with Jewish interpreters over the 
meaning of the Hebrew word, “Shiloh.” “Shiloh” might mean a lord or at 
least someone well-to-do or prosperous.23 But whether the word meant a 
lord or a prosperous person was much less important to Luther than that 
it referred to the Messiah. Luther was concerned “not with the name, 
but with the person.” The scepter would not depart until the Messiah—
namely, Jesus of Nazareth—appeared. Jacob’s blessing of Judah described 
the temporal kingdom of the Jews from David to the coming of the Shiloh 
and the eternal and spiritual kingdom of Christ thereafter.
	 Precisely because the kingdom of Christ is a spiritual kingdom, it was 
necessary for Christ to die and rise again from the dead.24 This is a point 
not argued by Denis, but important for Luther. In order to be a king it 
was necessary for Jesus to be a mortal man from the house of Judah. But 
in order to reign over an immortal kingdom, it was necessary for him to 
put off his mortality and clothe himself with immortality. Therefore the 
blessing of Judah is also by its very nature a proclamation of the death and 
resurrection of Jesus Christ.
	 When pressed by Jewish interpreters (or at least by hypothetical Jewish 
interpreters) concerning the relevance for Jesus Christ of the oracle about 

	 21.	 WA 11:326.
	 22.	 WA 11:326, “…nicht alleyn konigreich, sondern auch furstenthum…”
	 23.	 WA 11:327.
	 24.	 WA 11:328.
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washing one’s clothing in wine, Luther replied that a “simpleton” might 
infer from this passage that the Shiloh would be so rich a king that wine 
would be as common as water. But the Shiloh is no ordinary king who 
will bequeath his kingdom to his heirs. He is the sole king of an eternal 
kingdom. Since the kingdom is spiritual, the oracle must be spiritual, too. 
Binding the colt and washing one’s garments in wine meant to Luther that 
Christ governs consciences through his gospel and “drowns sinners in 
God” with the comfort of his infinite mercy. Luther justified this reading, 
not by an appeal to the double-literal sense, but by an appeal to the spiri-
tual nature of Christ’s kingdom. Only a “simpleton” would read the text 
in a woodenly literal sense.25

	 Luther was particularly interested in the words of the blessing that sug-
gested that the Shiloh could command “the obedience of the peoples.”26 
This is a prophecy that was fulfilled neither in David nor in Solomon. 
Both the Davidic and Solomonic kingdoms were restricted to a small 
corner of the Middle East. Jesus, on the contrary, is accepted as lord and 
king throughout the world. Never has any Jew, certainly no Jew from the 
house of Judah, commanded the respect and obedience of the Gentiles 
like Jesus of Nazareth. Even Jews who were important men in Gentile 
kingdoms, like Joseph in Egypt, Daniel in Babylon, or Mordecai in Persia, 
did not command the loyalty and obedience of Gentiles like Jesus did. He 
is the only person from the house of Judah to whom the Gentiles have 
ever accorded such nearly universal respect. Luther could find only one 
compelling explanation for the role of Jesus among the Gentiles; namely, 
that God has by a miracle opened their hearts to this Jew, because this Jew 
and no other is the true Messiah promised by Jacob.
	 Luther returned to Genesis 49 in 1543 in “On the Jews and their 
Lies,” one of the more vitriolic of his anti-Jewish writings. In Luther’s 
view rabbinic Judaism competed with Christianity for the right to be 
thought the true heir of ancient Israel and the correct interpreter of its 
Scriptures. It was a competition that rabbinic Judaism lost. Nowhere 
is its failure more apparent than in its interpretation of the blessing of 
Judah, where its glosses and traditions deflect the reader away from the 
true meaning of the text. In this respect the rabbis are as bad as the 
papists who privilege tradition over the actual words of the biblical text. 
How far the rabbis deviated from the meaning of the text can be demon-
strated when one considers the ancient Chaldean translation of Genesis 
49 and then carefully dissects the specific rabbinic arguments proposed 
against a Christian reading. Luther was satisfied that such deliberations 

	 25.	 WA 11:328.
	 26.	 WA 11:330-331.
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would persuade the fair-minded reader that the Christian reading and 
the ancient Jewish meaning were one and the same.27

	 As Luther understood matters, the Chaldean version (which is Jewish 
and not Christian in origin) translates “scepter” as shultan or “prince” and 
“rod” as saphra or “sage.” Furthermore, the Chaldean version understands 
“Shiloh” to be a messianic title. Therefore the Chaldean version of the 
text reads the words, “the scepter shall not depart from Judah nor the 
ruler’s staff from between his feet, until Shiloh comes,” as “the prince 
shall not depart from Judah, nor the learned counselor from between his 
feet (possibly a reference to the Sanhedrin), until the Messiah comes.” 
What clearer statement could there be (and that from a Jewish source) of 
the situation during the reign of Herod? The Romans ended the hege-
mony of Judah and the kingdom passed forever to Jesus Christ.
	 Luther then made quick work of the alternative rabbinical interpreta-
tions of this passage, some of which we have encountered already.28 Shiloh 
could not be a reference to a place where Saul was anointed king since he 
was anointed in Ramath and Judah had no hegemony during the tumul-
tuous period of the judges. Indeed, of all the judges only Othniel may 
have been from the tribe of Judah, though his exact lineage is uncertain. 
In short, there was no scepter for Judah to lose.
	 Judah did, of course, lose the loyalty of ten tribes of Israel when Jere-
boam was crowned king of the northern kingdom. But Jereboam was 
crowned in Shechem rather than Shiloh and Judah did not lose the loyalty 
of the southern kingdom. Furthermore, there were members of the ten 
tribes who lived in cities controlled by Judah and Benjamin. Even in the 
case of this remnant of an undivided Israel the scepter had not departed 
from Judah.
	 Nor did Shiloh refer to Nebuchadnezzar, the king of Babylon, who 
was sent by God to lead Judah into captivity. The king of Babylon was 
no Messiah, as the Jews know only too well. The captivity was a time 
of punishment, but it was also a time of great prophets. Furthermore, 
Jehoiachin was treated like a king in Babylon and was succeeded by a king 
from the Davidic line. Therefore the Babylonian Captivity can only be 
looked upon as a “light flogging” and not as a loss of scepter.29

	 Nor did Luther buy the interpretation that the “rod” was the rod of 
punishment which the Jews suffered in exile. With that same rod, argued 
some rabbis, the Messiah will come and slay the Gentiles, an interpreta-
tion Luther regarded as pure humbug. Explanations must explain and a 

	 27.	 WA 53:450-451.
	 28.	 WA 53:457-461.
	 29.	 WA 53:459.
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rabbinic interpretation that read “rod” as “rod of punishment” did not 
account for the details of the text. Luther was also not enamored of the 
Jewish reading that made the coming of the Messiah the reason why the 
scepter could not depart. It might have departed had the Messiah not 
come. But in Luther’s view this reading simply turned the text on its head. 
The text did not say that the scepter will remain because the Messiah has 
come, but that the coming of the Messiah will coincide with the loss of 
the scepter. The crucial word in the text is “until,” not “because.”
	 Luther also found the rabbinic argument absurd that read the verb 
“come” as the verb “set.” In this reading the text would read, “the scepter 
will not depart from Judah until the city of Shiloh sets, i.e., goes down.” 
Luther regarded such a reading as obviously forced and so asked the inevi-
table question why? In his view the answer was equally obvious. The rab-
binic readings were constructions designed to evade the thrust of Genesis 
49. The plain meaning of the text was evident in the Chaldean translation 
(as Lyra had already pointed out and Luther repeated). The Messiah came 
when the hegemony of Judah ended. That loss of hegemony took place in 
the first century during the reign of Herod, when Jesus of Nazareth was 
born to the tribe of Judah through his mother Mary. Judah’s hegemony 
in the sense of a temporal kingdom has been lost for 1,500 years and has 
never been restored.
	 Luther was also not much impressed by the argument—on the face of 
it so appealing in its disarming humility—that the coming of the Messiah 
had been delayed by the sins of the Jewish people.30 The fact is that all 
human beings, whether Jew or Gentile, are sinful. If God cannot act until 
human beings are righteous, God will not act at all. While it is undoubt-
edly true that God sometimes makes conditional promises (if you do 
this, I will do that), there are also promises that he makes absolutely 
and unconditionally. The promise of a coming Messiah was just such 
an unconditional and absolute promise. The coming of the Messiah is 
neither hastened by human goodness nor retarded by human wicked-
ness. The Shiloh comes whether human beings are ready for him or not. 
God cannot be held hostage to human virtue or rendered impotent by 
human sin.
	 Luther was convinced that the Jews of his own day were not misled 
or simply in error. They were willfully and obstinately denying a truth 
as plain and obvious as the words of Genesis 1, “in the beginning God 
created the heaven and the earth.” If the rabbis applied to Genesis 1 the 
hermeneutic they applied to Genesis 49, they would “prattle that these 
are not the heaven and earth mentioned in Genesis 1, or that they were 

	 30.	 WA 53:456-457.
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not heaven and earth at all, but were called something else.” Luther had 
already established in his early Dictata super Psalterium that a liar is anyone 
who contradicts God’s self revelation, turning his yes into a no and his no 
into a yes. “Every human being is a liar” describes the universal human 
condition.31 What was plain to Luther was that Jacob prophesied that the 
Messiah would come when Judah lost its scepter. Rabbinical Judaism 
denied the obvious meaning of that oracle and so treated God as a liar. 
Jewish exegesis of Genesis 49 is a parade example of the particular and 
deadly form of mendaciousness embraced by modern Jews, who deny the 
import of the sayings of ancient Jews and so refuse to justify God in his 
Word.32

III

On the subject of the Jewish exegesis of Genesis 49, Calvin did not seem 
to have had an opinion at great variance with Luther. He remarked, for 
example, in his commentary on Genesis (1554) that “though this passage is 
obscure, it would not have been very difficult to elicit its genuine sense, if 
the Jews, with their accustomed malignity, had not endeavored to envelop 
it in clouds.”33 The text states clearly that the Messiah will spring from the 
tribe of Judah. But Jewish interpreters “purposely catch at every possible 
subterfuge, by which they may lead themselves and others far astray in 
tortuous by-paths.” The Jews have been blinded by “bitterness,” “obsti-
nacy,” and the “lust of contention.” No wonder they “dissent entirely from 
the meaning of the patriarch” in their reading of Jacob’s oracle. Although 
Calvin did not recommend anything like the harsh treatment of the Jews 
proposed by Luther and confessed that he did “not willingly glory in their 
calamity,” he nevertheless did suggest that the 1,500-year-old resistance of 
the Jews to Jesus as the Messiah was evidence that they were “worthy to 
perish a thousand times without remedy.”34

	 If Calvin was opposed to Jewish exegesis of Genesis 49, he was uneasy 
about certain forms of Christian exegesis. He agreed with traditional 
exegesis that Jacob served as a prophet when he blessed Judah. He served 
in this context as the mouth of God himself. Calvin was particularly 
impressed with Jacob’s ability to lay out with great precision the boundar-
ies of the lands that would be occupied by the various Israelite tribes. Such 

	 31.	 See, for example, my Luther and Staupitz: An Essay in the Intellectual Origins of the 
Protestant Reformation (Durham, NC: Duke University Press, 1980), 78–95.
	 32.	 WA 50:316.
	 33.	 John Calvin, Calvini  Opera, eds G. Baum, E. Cunitz and E. Reuss, et al., 59 vols. 
(Braunschweig, 1863-1900) [henceforth CO] 23:958-959.
	 34.	 CO 23:602.
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knowledge was impressive evidence that Jacob was under the influence of 
the Holy Spirit. But high regard for Jacob’s oracle did not comport well 
in Calvin’s mind with an appeal to allegory or an overemphasis on certain 
words that could serve in the end only to make Christian exegesis look 
ridiculous to Jews. Calvin declared that he did not intend to “depreciate 
the literal sense, as if it did not contain speculations sufficiently profound” 
that would without allegorical elaboration provide for the “solid edifica-
tion of the pious.” What responsible Christian interpreters needed to lay 
bare was the “design of the Holy Spirit” embedded in that literal sense.35

	 However, the literal sense for Calvin was not restricted to the past, but 
embraced the remote future as well. Indeed, a good deal of what Denis had 
regarded as the literal-prophetic sense and what Luther had dubbed merely 
“spiritual” was treated by Calvin as its simple literal or plain sense. The 
literal sense embraced far more in its scope than the political hegemony of 
Judah or the establishment of the Davidic kingdom. As Calvin understood 
Genesis 49, the Davidic kingdom “was a kind of prelude, and shadowy rep-
resentation of that greater grace which was delayed, and held in suspense, 
until the advent of the Messiah.”36 The movement from David to Christ 
and from a temporal kingdom to an eternal one was a movement from 
shadow to substance but not from the literal sense to allegory. Both shadow 
and substance belonged to the literal sense of the text.
	 Calvin rejected the Jewish theories that the scepter had either departed 
from Judah at the secession of the Northern Kingdom or at the fall of 
Jerusalem to Nebuchadnezzar. He repeated against those views the general 
argument found also in Denis and Luther that the scepter did not require 
a reigning king in Jerusalem in order to remain in the hands of Judah. 
Indeed, Calvin quoted with some approbation the view put forward by 
various rabbis that “the right of government (ius regnandi) was given to 
the tribe of Judah, because it was unlawful for it to be transferred else-
where, but that it was not necessary that the glory of crown (gloria coronis) 
once given should be perpetuated.”37 This argument had been used to 
defend the notion that the “right” of the scepter had not yet passed from 
Judah, even after the fall of Jerusalem to the Romans. Calvin, needless 
to say, rejected the Jewish position, but applied the distinction of “right” 
and “glory” to Second Temple Judaism. The royal power of Judah was 
exercised during this period by princes or by the Seventy. But whether 
exercised by king or by council, the right of the scepter, if not its glory, did 
not depart from Judah until the Messiah came.
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	 36.	 CO 23:958.
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406	 Political Theology

© Equinox Publishing Ltd 2009.

	 Calvin’s reluctance to embrace any form of allegorical exegesis led 
him to differ with Denis and Luther over the meaning of the reference to 
donkeys tethered to vines and to clothes washed in wine. Denis read the 
references as “literal-prophetic” and Luther as “spiritual.” Both believed 
that Jacob was referring to the eternal kingdom of the Messiah. Calvin, 
on the other hand, preferred to avoid a spiritual reading of the text and 
referred it rather to the earthly kingdom of Judah. Jacob’s language was a 
metaphorical description of the prosperity of that kingdom, not of course 
to be taken literally, but also not to be read allegorically. Allegory in the 
wrong place could weaken rather than strengthen the Christian reading of 
Genesis 49.

IV

Some things seem reasonably clear from this brief comparison of Calvin 
with Denis and Luther. Even though we have only considered in detail 
three Christian interpreters of Genesis 49, these three interpreters offer 
important evidence that there was in Calvin’s day a well-established tra-
dition for a Christian reading of Genesis 49. Denis, Luther, and Calvin 
agreed, for example, that the text was a messianic prophecy and that the 
term “Shiloh” was a messianic title. All three assigned the text both a near 
and a remote referent; namely, the Davidic kingdom (the near referent) 
and the eternal kingdom of Christ (the remote referent). They differed 
only in their hermeneutical justification for such a conclusion. Denis 
rested his hermeneutic on the distinction between the literal-historical 
and literal-prophetic senses of scripture, Luther on the spiritual nature 
of Christ’s kingdom, and Calvin on the shadowy nature of the Davidic 
kingdom. Their differing approaches, however, led to the same conclu-
sion. Jacob had in mind not only the glory of the kings of Judah but also 
a messianic kingdom.
	 The form of their arguments is strikingly similar. All three interpreters 
were careful to list the principal rabbinic interpretations against a Chris-
tian reading of Genesis 49. They countered what they regarded as the 
wholly unsatisfactory rabbinic exegesis with arguments that were more 
or less the same. Contrary to what some rabbis thought, the scepter did 
not depart from Judah with the anointing of Saul or the revolt of Jere-
boam or the fall of Jerusalem to Nebuchadnezzar. Only the establishment 
of a spiritual and eternal kingdom in the life, death, and resurrection of 
Jesus of Nazareth met the conditions of Jacob’s oracle. Calvin alone failed 
to mention the anointing of Saul, though he did add, and contest, the 
rabbinic objection that the right of the scepter had never departed from 
Judah. Still one can say that the similarities in their exegesis extend not 
merely to the substance of their arguments but also to their form.



	 Steinmetz   John Calvin and the Jews	 407

© Equinox Publishing Ltd 2009.

	 What is also clear is that the continued relationship between Christians 
and Jews cannot rest, even momentarily, on a charge of bad faith directed 
against either side. Both Christians and Jews claim the same Hebrew 
Bible. Jews read a text attached to the Talmud; Christians a text attached 
to the Greek New Testament. Those attachments obligate both Jews and 
Christians to read the same Hebrew text differently, not bad faith or dis-
regard for the deeply held convictions of the other. The charge of bad 
faith, made most forcefully by Luther (and in a way that shocked even 
his non-Jewish contemporaries), stands as an unpleasant reminder of the 
road that should never be taken again. Fortunately, even in his own day, 
Luther’s diatribes against the Jews were worst-sellers among Christians.
	 Of the three interpreters Denis had the least to say about modern Jews, 
aside from the fact that he regarded them as “obstinate.” Luther and Calvin, 
on the other hand, offered a long series of complaints against rabbinic 
Judaism. The rabbis seemed to them willing to accept any reading of the 
blessing of Judah, however farfetched and fanciful, that did not compel 
them to identify the Shiloh with Jesus of Nazareth or the departure of 
the scepter with the end of Second Temple Judaism. Rabbinic exegesis 
was therefore not merely in error. It was in the view of Luther and Calvin 
a willfully and culpably false construct that did not adequately account 
for the details of Genesis 49. While Calvin never went as far as Luther in 
attacking rabbinic Judaism, he did echo the charge of bad faith.
	 There seems to be no essential difference between Luther’s exegesis of 
Genesis 49 in his earlier and later writings. To be sure, Luther spent more 
time in “On the Jews and their Lies” on the Hebrew text, emphasized the 
importance of the Chaldean translation which gave the text a messianic 
reading, and attempted to refute additional Jewish interpretations not 
mentioned in his earlier treatise. But the heart of his argument remained 
unchanged. The blessing of Judah referred to both the Davidic and the 
eternal kingdom of Christ. In his view all of the details of the text sup-
ported and illustrated that point, including such details as washing one’s 
clothes in wine. Although the tone of “The Jesus Christ was born a Jew” 
and “On the Jews and their Lies” differed considerably, the exegetical 
arguments followed almost without any variation the same trajectory.
	 It is difficult to understand how anyone could ever have accused Luther 
of Marcionite tendencies (i.e., dropping the Hebrew Bible altogether) or 
Calvin of judaizing tendencies (i.e., preferring rabbinic exegesis to Chris-
tian). Their interpretations of Genesis 49 are themselves fierce testimony 
that they regarded the Hebrew Bible as Christian Scripture and as essen-
tial to the faith and life of the Church as the New Testament. 
	 Luther had made the point in “Against the Sabbatarians” that no one 
could practice Judaism as it had been practiced in ancient Israel without a 
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temple.38 The temple, priesthood, and sacrifices were essential to Judaism 
as practiced in the time of Solomon and Jesus. Luther pushed his point 
even farther by arguing that the loss of the temple meant in essence that 
rabbinic Judaism was supercessionist. It attempted to replace the Judaism 
of ancient Israel with something new. The “new Judaism” of the rabbis 
interpreted the Bible with the aid of the Talmud and other traditions 
unknown to the patriarchs and prophets. How helpful were the tradi-
tions of this new Judaism, asked Luther? Did rabbinic traditions unlock 
or obscure the mysteries of the Old Testament? Who better understood 
the mind of the ancient Jews, Christian interpreters informed by the 
New Testament or rabbis informed by post-biblical Jewish traditions? 
For Luther and Calvin the unsatisfactory Jewish exegesis of the blessing 
of Judah was itself impressive evidence how firmly the Church, at least 
the Protestant churches now being reformed by the Word of God, stood 
in intellectual continuity with ancient Israel and how far from ancient 
Judaism the newer Judaism of the rabbis had fallen.
	 Luther could even see a parallel between rabbinic Judaism and the 
Catholic defenders of the papacy in the sixteenth century. In his judg-
ment both Jewish rabbis and Catholic theologians valued their tradi-
tions more than the text of Scripture. But evangelical Christians and the 
“ancient true Jews” belonged to the one true Church that had existed 
since Adam.39

	 The issues raised by Denis, Luther, and Calvin have not all disappeared 
with time. If anything, some of them have intensified. What is the relation 
of the Church to ancient Israel or to rabbinic Judaism? Is it possible to 
speak of the Old Testament as Christian Scripture? If so, how? If not, 
what are the consequences for the teaching of the Church, especially for 
a Church more than a little inclined in practice toward the neglect of the 
Hebrew Bible? Was Marcion right after all, as Adolf von Harnack had 
suggested?
	 Historians cannot solve these questions—at least not while they are 
acting as historians. Even theologians may be reluctant to tackle all of 
them. But historians can at least point out the shining and obvious fact 
that the complex interpretations of the blessing of Judah by these early 
modern theologians do contain substantial exegetical arguments that were 
important to them, even amid the off-putting rhetoric of the old Luther. It 
would therefore be a serious mistake for anyone attempting to understand 
Denis, Luther, or Calvin to overlook their intense desire to defend the 
Hebrew Bible as Christian Scripture.

	 38.	 WA 50:323.
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	 What Christians can still learn from their ancestors is a passionate 
love for the Hebrew Bible and the courage to claim it as Christian 
Scripture. Denis, Luther, and Calvin thought the Hebrew Bible was a 
Word addressed to the Church as well as to Israel and was not merely a 
conversation accidentally overheard on the cellphone of a stranger. The 
self-revelation of God was addressed to the Jews, but also to the Greeks, 
and addressed to both from the very beginning. As Heinrich Bullinger 
had argued in the sixteenth century, the Old Testament is key to the New. 
Without the Hebrew Bible, including Jacob’s blessing of Judah, Jesus is 
unintelligible.
	 The point is still worth making.
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