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HISTORY OF JEWS SERIES – PROPHECY 

“The Jews and the Reformation” (Deut. 32:43; Romans 15:8-13) 

The Middle Ages from the fifth to the fifteenth century was a dark period on the continent of 
Europe. Even secular and Catholic historians recognise it as such. God began to prepare the 
continent for the light of the Protestant Reformation to explode with the work of the 
Renaissance Movement.  

The word Renaissance comes from two Latin words meaning, “to be born again.” 1280 to 
1520 is thought of as the general period of the Renaissance. Italy was the cradle of this 
movement, being the centre of the world in the Middle Ages. The Renaissance began by a 
recovery in revisiting Classical languages like Greek and Hebrew. It was basically a cultural 
renewal and the basic vehicle was the arts and to a lesser degree, science. The humanists thought 
classical learning was the panacea for the corruption in the Church. Renaissance men, such as 
Michelangelo and Leonardo da Vinci revived the artistic styles and metaphysical values of 
classical antiquity. Paris, Florence, Rome, etc. became great centres of the Renaissance spirit. By 
the mid 1400s men began to question: 
 

(1) The Latin Vulgate Bible translation of the Church of Rome 
(2) Doctrine of the Roman Catholic Church 
(3) Writings of the Church Fathers 

 
The Renaissance scholars were famous humanists such as John Colet (1467-1519), the 
grandfather of Phillip Melanchthon, Johannes Reuchlin (1455-1522), and Erasmus (1469 - 1536), 
who sought to return to the primary sources of antiquity including the Bible. These men blazed a 
path for the Reformers and their Bible translations. For instance, Erasmus produced the first 
edition of the Greek Textus Receptus in 1516 and Reuchlin a famous Hebrew grammar that was 
published in 1506. 
 
FALL OF CONSTANTINOPLE (1453) 
 
The Western Roman Empire collapsed around 476 A.D. leaving the political power vacuum in 
the West that was eventually led to the rise of the Roman Catholic Church as a political and 
religious force. The Western Roman Empire collapsed inwardly before it was overrun by warring 
nations outwardly. The cry of “Bread and circuses” (or bread and games; from the Latin: panem et 
circenses) was a phrase used to describe the superficiality of the Roman people who were only 
interested in feasting and entertainment. The ordinary people known as “plebeians” were not 
interested in civic duty but lived to be entertained. The Emperor controlled the plebian mobs 
from civil unrest by providing free grain and free entertainment in pageants, amphitheatres, and 
the Circus Maximus such as chariot races and gladiators in amphitheaters and the Circus 
Maximus. Roman satirist and poet Juvenal contemptuously observed 
 

“Already long ago, from when we sold our vote to no man, the People have abdicated 
our duties; for the People who once upon a time handed out military command, high 
civil office, legions — everything, now restrains itself and anxiously hopes for just two 
things: Bread and Circuses.” 
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 This shallow and pleasure-seeking society eventually imploded before being overrun by 
the tribes and kingdoms of the lands adjacent to the Western Empire. The people amused 
themselves to death! The city of Rome was captured or sacked in 410 by the Visigoths and again 
later by the Vandals in 455. St. Jerome, living in Bethlehem at the time, lamented that, “The City 
which had taken the whole world was itself taken.” This was the first time in almost 800 years 
that Rome had fallen to a foreign enemy. The city that boasted that it was the eternal city proved 
to be very temporal! 

In the East it was a very different story. There the Church and State were united under 
the Eastern Roman Emperor in the Byzantine Empire for 1500 years. The failures of the 
crusades, especially the sacking of Constantinople by the Fourth Crusade, and two major civil 
wars in 1321 and in 1341 severely diminished the Byzantines’ military capabilities. This coupled 
with the rise of the Ottoman Turks left the Byzantine Empire vulnerable to attack. The 
Ottomans took Constantinople on Tuesday, 29 May 1453 after a seven-week siege that had 
begun on Friday, 6 April 1453. This blow effectively drove Christianity out of the continent of 
Asia.  

This did not destroy the Christian church. Providentially, the revival of the study of the 
classics in the Renaissance Movement was quickened by the exodus of large numbers of Greek 
scholars, with their manuscripts of the old Greek and Hebrew authors, from Constantinople to 
Italy and Germany, France and England. This was as a result of the capturing of Constantinople 
by the Turks in 1453. At the close of the fifteenth century new courses in the Latin classics, in 
Greek and in Hebrew, began to supplement the medieval curriculum of logic and philosophy. In 
1516, it was Erasmus who published the first Greek New Testament published side-by-side with 
a Latin New Testament. Prior to the Renaissance, Greek had not been widely taught in the 
universities of Western Europe. 

This would now enable scholars who spoke Latin, like Luther, to translate the New 
Testament from the original Greek into various European languages. Romanist enemies have 
sometimes asserted that “Erasmus laid the eggs and Luther hatched the chickens” and that 
“Erasmus is the father of Luther.” Martin Luther soon learned from Erasmus’ Greek text that 
the Latin Vulgate’s rendering “do penance” in Matthew 4:17 should more accurately read, 
“Repent.” Erasmus dedicated his New Testament translation to Pope Leo XI, who ironically 
commended him for it. Little did the Roman pontiff appreciate that this work would be critical 
in making the Bible accessible to the common people!  

As well as Luther’s German Bible and Tyndale’s English Version, from Erasmus' Greek 
Text also came many other translations, such as the Zurich (Swiss) Version (1529), LeFevre’s 
(French) Bible (1534), the Olivetan (French) Bible (1535), Laurentius (Swedish) Bible (1541), the 
Christian (Danish) Bible (1550), Biestken’s (Dutch) Bible (1558), de Reyna’s (Spanish) Bible 
(1569), the Czech Version (1602) and Diodati’s (Italian) Bible (1607).  

The Jews were prominent in the Renaissance Movement especially in the teaching of the 
Hebrew language. Historian Paul Johnson points out, “many Catholic apologists blamed the 
Jews…..for aiding and inspiring Protestant thinkers.” Unwittingly they were used by God to 
launch the Protestant Reformation, as the Reformers were educated in Hebrew and could, 
therefore, translate the Hebrew Masoretic Text. William Tyndale was a Hebrew scholar and 
translated the OT into English from the Masoretic directly. His translation was the first English 
Bible to draw directly from Hebrew. Indeed, as he lay in jail awaiting his death in 1535 Tyndale 
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wrote a letter to the prison governor requesting his Hebrew Bible. It is Tyndale’s Bible that is the 
foundational work for the KJV Translation in 1611.  

 
REFORMERS AND THE JEWS 
 
The Jews were important to the rise of the Reformation but they were also helped by the 
byproducts of it in terms of religious liberty. Catholic historian, Paul Johnson in his work A 
History of the Jews records, 
 

In the long run, the rise of Protestantism was of huge benefit to the Jews. It broke up the 
monolithic unity of Latin Europe. It meant that it was no longer possible for Christians 
even to aspire to a single-faith society. Thus it ended the exposed isolation of the Jews as 
the only nonconformist group. In large parts of Europe it brought about the destruction 
of the friars, the Jews' most hated enemies, and the end of such institutions as clerical 
celibacy and monasticism., both of which worked heavily against Jewish interests.  

  
Although the Protestant Reformation had been greatly aided by the Hebrew scholarship of the 
Jews, the relationship was not all smooth sailing. Martin Luther famously clashed with the Jews 
in Germany. However, it didn’t begin like that. Luther had witnessed the corruption of the 
Catholic Church and its persecution of the Jews. He felt that this was the significant reason that 
the Jews rejected Jesus Christ. Luther believed that the light of the glorious Gospel of the 
Reformation would open the hearts of the Jews of Europe. He condemned in his 1523 work, 
That Jesus Christ Was A Jew the attacks on the Jews 
 

For they [Catholic Church clergy] have dealt with the Jews as if they were dogs and not 
human beings. They have done nothing for them but curse them and seize their wealth... 
If the apostles, who also were Jews, had dealt with us Gentiles as we Gentiles deal with 
the Jews, there would never have been a Christian among the Gentiles…I hope that if 
the Jews are treated friendly and instructed kindly enough through the Bible, many of 
them will become real Christians and come back to the ancestral faith of the prophets 
and patriarchs. 

 
Luther opposed burning Hebrew literature and supported the welfare of the Jewish people. 
However, this attitude would change over time. He had a number of discourses with prominent 
Jewish rabbis and attempted to convert them. The refusal of the Jews to embrace Protestantism 
enraged him. Luther wrote two works against them in which he bewailed their stubbornness, 
arrogance, and blasphemies. He concluded that they were like Pharaoh’s heart when confronted 
by Moses’ miracles – incorrigible and damned. In his 1543 work, Concerning The Jews And Their 
Lies Luther railed, “What shall we do with this damned rejected race of Jews since they live 
among us and we know about their lying and blasphemy and cursing. We cannot tolerate them 
even if we do not wish to share their lives, curses and blasphemy.” This was not Luther’s finest 
hour. In his later years Luther advocated practical steps against the Jews. Philip Schaff records, 
 

He went so far as to advise their expulsion from Christian lands, the prohibition of their 
books, and the burning of their synagogues and even their houses in which they 
blaspheme our Saviour and the Holy Virgin. In the last of his sermons, preached shortly 
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before his death at Eisleben, where many Jews were allowed to trade, he concluded with 
a severe warning against the Jews as dangerous public enemies who ought not to be 
tolerated, but left the alternative of conversion or expulsion. 

 
The tragic legacy of Luther’s anti-Semitic words was that they were utilized by many of the Nazis 
during the Holocaust to justify their terrible actions. Four hundred years after it was written, the 
Nazis distributed Luther’s On the Jews and Their Lies during their infamous Nuremberg rallies. 
 During the clashed between the armies of Protestant Europe and Catholic Europe the 
Jews often suffered at the hands of both sides. Many fled further East, which is why Jewish life 
became more concentrated in Eastern Europe in places like Poland, Lithuania and Russia – 
where the Protestant Revolution did not reach. A number of Polish noblemen even converted to 
Judaism. However, even here they did not escape persecution. In Poland in the 16th century the 
Counter–Reformation movement often lumped together the Jews with and Protestants as a 
dangerous enemy to Catholicism. Attacks were common and some were even burnt at the stake. 
In Italy the Catholic Counter- Reformation forced the Jews to live in a Ghetto outside the City 
of Rome when Pope Paul IV issued the bull or order Cum Nimis Absurdum in 1555. It stated, 
“They presume not only to dwell side by side with Christians and near their churches, with no 
distinct dress to separate them, but even to erect homes in more noble neighborhoods and 
streets of the cities, holdings, and territories where they dwell, as well as to buy and possess fixed 
property, and to have nurses, housemaids, and other hired Christian servants….” The papal law 
went on to command that the Jews wear a mark to identify them as Jews and, 
 

“all Jews should live solely in one and the same location, or if that is not possible, in two 
or three or as many as are necessary, which are to be contiguous and separated 
completely from the dwellings of Christians.  These places are to be designated by us in 
our city and by our magistrates in the other cities, holdings, and territories.  They should 
have one entry and so, too, one exit.” 

 
Books like the Talmud were publicly burned and other Jewish works were censored and any 
passages deemed blasphemous to Catholicism was removed.  
 It would be unfair to paint all the Reformers with the brush of Luther’s views. Many of 
them like Philip Melanchthon and Andreas Osiander voiced their dismay. Henry Bullinger of 
Zurich wrote to Martin Bucer that Luther's views reminded him of those of the Inquisition. 
Indeed the Protestant churches of Zurich declared of Luther’s diatribe, that, “if it had been 
written by a swineherd, rather than by a celebrated shepherd of souls, it might have some-but 
very little-justification.” John Calvin’s attitude was generally benign towards the Jews, although 
Geneva was not open to Jews to settle there. Calvin believed that there would be a future 
ingathering of the Jews in his commentary on Romans,  
 

I extend the word Israel to all the people of God, according to this meaning, When the 
Gentiles shall come in, the Jews also shall return from their defection to the obedience of 
faith; and thus shall be completed the salvation of the whole Israel of God, which must 
be gathered from both; and yet in such a way that the Jews shall obtain the first place, 
being as it were the first born in God’s family.  
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PROTESTANTISM AND THE JEWS 
 
It must also be noted that it was the successors of the Protestant Reformation who became the 
greatest friends of the Jewish people. Luther’s excesses should not be interpreted as generally 
reflecting the historical relationship of the last 500 years. It was the English Puritans that 
encouraged Oliver Cromwell to invite the Jews to return to England in 1656 after they had been 
banished in 1290 by Edward I. Both Cromwell and the Puritans believed that Protestant Gentiles 
owed a debt to the Jews, that they sympathized with their suffering, and that the conversion of 
the Jewish people was a pre-requisite for the Second Coming of Christ.  

Men like the Cambridge scholar, Joseph Mede (1586-1638) and the Master of Magdalene 
College, Cambridge, John Sadler MP (1615 -1674) advocated the premillennial interpretation of 
the end times and the role of the conversion of the Jews. The Puritans were also deeply 
interested in the Hebrew language and literature so that they could read the Bible in its original 
language. Many gave their children Hebrew names. A typical view of the Jews was that 
articulated by Oxford University Chancellor and Puritan scholar, John Owen (1616 - 1683). He 
wrote in a commentary on Hebrews of the Jews, 

 
They shall return to their own land; they shall enjoy it for a quiet and everlasting 
possession, their adversaries being destroyed; they shall also be filled with the light and 
knowledge of the will and worship of God, so as to be a guide and blessing to the residue 
of the Gentiles who seek after the Lord, and perhaps, shall be entrusted with great 
empire and rule in the world.…Until this be done, they may wrestle as they can with their 
perplexities, and comfort themselves as well as they are able in their miseries; they may 
get money in their dispersions by all unlawful arts and ways imaginable; and may expose 
themselves to the delusions of impostors, false prophets and pretended deliverers, which 
to their unspeakable misery and reproach they have now done ten times; yet deliverance, 
peace, tranquility, acceptance with God and man, they shall not obtain. Here lies the 
crisis of their condition. When they shall receive, acknowledge, and believe in that 
Messiah who came to them so long time since, whom their fathers wickedly slew, and 
hanged on a tree, and whom they have since no less wickedly rejected; and when by his 
Spirit and grace they shall be turned from ungodliness, and shall have their eyes opened 
to see the mystery of the grace, wisdom and love of God in the blood of his Son; then 
shall they obtain mercy from the God of their forefathers, and returning again to their 
land, “Jerusalem shall be inhabited again, even in Jerusalem.” 
 
There was some public opposition to Cromwell’s proposal. Many of the business 

community opposed the competition from Jewish merchants. Others argued that it was wrong 
for a Christian nation to invite those who denied the deity of Jesus Christ. In the end the Jews 
were admitted but with strict limitations placed on them such as they were forbidden from 
blaspheming the deity of Jesus Christ and forbidden to proselyte Christians. In 2006 the Jewish 
communities throughout the UK celebrated “Three and a Half Centuries of British Jewish Life.” 

The Presbyterians of Scotland equally welcomed the Jewish people to their homeland. 
After the Scottish Reformation, the land threw off the control of the Church of Rome and 
became a Protestant Presbyterian nation. Men like Samuel Rutherford (1600 –1661) wrote 
warmly of the future conversion of the Jews, “Scotland, whom our Lord took off the dunghill 
and out of hell and made a fair bride to Himself... He will embrace both us, the little young sister, 
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and the elder sister, the Church of the Jews.” The Scottish people have a centuries long proud 
tradition of Scotland that it was the sole European nation never to have experienced physical 
violence against its Jewish community. Great numbers of Jewish refugees fled there in the 19th 
century due to persecution in Eastern Europe and in the 20th century during Hitler’s rise to 
power.  

The Pilgrim Fathers took the love of the Jews of the Calvinistic Puritans to America. 
This was so deeply ingrained that they even had a vote as to whether to make Hebrew or English 
the official language of the American Colonies. Many felt that since the new world was a type of 
entry into the “Promised Land” and leaving England was a type of the “Exodus” so it was 
needful for them to speak the Hebrew “Holy Tongue.” The USA, even today, has many towns 
and cities with Old Testament names like Jerusalem, Bethel, Hebron, and Bethlehem. Many of 
the Ivy League colleges were instituted at this time with Hebrew mottos. In the late 17th and 
early 18th centuries that Harvard, Yale, Columbia, Brown, Princeton, Johns Hopkins, and the 
University of Pennsylvania taught courses in Hebrew. The revolutionary war of independence 
invoked many OT Jewish symbolism of resisting the tyrannical “Pharaoh of England.” The Jews 
themselves were permitted to settle in the American colonies by the Puritans. By 1776 there were 
an estimated 2,000 (mostly Sephardic) Jews living there. No major Gentile nation in history has 
demonstrated more affinity with the Jewish people than the USA. From its inception the Jews 
have been able to live there and freely worship according to their conscience, with no official 
legal restraints on them.  
 
 


