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Law, Prophets and Psalms Part Two 
by John Elliott 

“For hundreds of years the 
Medieval Church in western Europe 
possessed only a Latin version of 

the Bible; it had little if any 
knowledge at all of the New 

Testament in its original Greek, let 
alone of the Old in its original 

Hebrew.” 
The above title of this article – which is also that of its 
predecessor, and perhaps of more to come – arises from the 
Risen Lord’s words addressed to His eleven disciples 
gathered together in Jerusalem, 


These are my words that I spoke to you while I was still 
with you, that everything written about me in the Law of 
Moses and the Prophets and the Psalms must be fulfilled. 	

	 	 	 	         Luke 24:44 

By the Law, Prophets, and Psalms He meant what Christians call the Old Testament.


But before I elaborate on this I must apologise to readers for a careless mistake I made in the 
first article. About two-thirds of the way down page 2 of E-Read Issue 6, I mention Genesis and 
Exodus and after that I refer to them as ‘those two chapters’, when I ought of course to have 
said something like ‘those first two books of the Bible.’ So to those who were puzzled or 
confused by the mistake I indeed apologise. 


The Old Testament is sometimes referred to in the New as the Scriptures, and sometimes as the 
Law and the Prophets, or alternatively Moses and the Prophets. But in one place, ie at Luke 

�1

Contributions 

If you would like to contribute 
a letter or article to future 
issues of e-Read, please send it 
via email to : 

gemma.mclean@gcnc.org.uk 

Please note that publication is 
at the discretion of our Spiritual 
Leadership. 

Donations 

E-News and E-Read are 
provided completely free of 
charge. If you would like to 
make a donation to help the 
General Conference of the 
New Church maintain these 
services, please visit: 

http://gcnc.org.uk/donations 

mailto:gemma.mclean@gcnc.org.uk
http://gcnc.org.uk/donations
mailto:gemma.mclean@gcnc.org.uk
http://gcnc.org.uk/donations


17th June 2019 ISSUE #7

24:44, the Psalms is added to the Law of Moses and the Prophets. To explain what is involved 
here I must first point out that the Hebrew version of the Old Testament, the original language in 
which it was written, is divided into three parts, not just two, and that the Book of Psalms comes 
at the beginning of the third part, which in English is called Writings. That said I must go on to 
explain that the 39 books which make up the whole OT do not, in the Hebrew version, follow one 
another in exactly the same order as they do in our English versions of the Bible. The Book of 
Daniel, for example, and the book with the English title Lamentations, do not appear in the 
Hebrew version among the prophetical books Isaiah to Malachi; instead they reside among the 
collection of books in the third part called Writings. So, if for no other reason, the Lord’s words at 
Luke 24:44 serve to remind us that the Old Testament, in its entirety, had and has reference to 
Him. But how come that the 39 books of the OT follow one another in English versions in a 
somewhat different order from what they do in the Hebrew Scriptures?  


The common language of the first-century world, at the time when our Lord was on earth, and in 
the following years when the gospels were written, was Greek. It was the language in which 
peoples from one end of the Mediterranean to the other, and beyond, had been communicating 
with one another since the time of Alexander the Great, if not before. It was the language even of 
Jews living away from the Holy Land, many of whom did not understand Hebrew. As a 
consequence those ‘expat’ Jews needed Greek translations of their Sacred Scriptures, and it 
was these translations of OT, notably the Septuagint version, that Christians ‘inherited’ from 
Judaism. But the meanings of words or phrases that occur in such Greek translations 
sometimes differ from what the original Hebrew may be taken to mean. In NT therefore a 
quotation deriving from the Septuagint or other Greek version may not quite match the original 
Hebrew. Compare Psalm 8:2 and Matthew 21:16 in the English Standard Version, for example. 
The verse in the psalm contains the words ‘you have established strength’ while that in the 
gospel reads ‘you have prepared praise’. 


About 1500 years were to elapse before Christians did ‘inherit’ the Old Testament in its original 
Hebrew language. Quite early on during those fifteen centuries the whole Greek version of the 
Bible – NT as well as OT – began in some parts of the world to be superseded by translations 
into other languages, such as Syriac, Coptic, or Armenian to the east, and of course Latin to the 
west. For hundreds of years the Medieval Church in western Europe possessed only a Latin 
version of the Bible; it had little if any knowledge at all of the New Testament in its original Greek, 
let alone of the Old in its original Hebrew. But around 1500 this situation was to change, thanks 
to the Renaissance or New Learning, the invention of the printing-press, and the establishment 
of print-shops and publishing houses in various towns and cities. 


Much is made of the endeavours of Renaissance scholars such as Erasmus who examined and 
edited manuscripts coming into western Europe from the east, some of which contained the text 
of the New Testament in its original Greek language. And a first printed edition of the Greek text 
appeared in 1516. But what is perhaps less well known is the fact that printed editions of parts, 
if not the whole, of the Hebrew Old Testament were becoming available too. According to 
volume 3 of The Cambridge History of the Bible ‘it was from the Soncino press in 1488 that the 
whole of the Old Testament, with vowel points and accents but without any commentary, came 
as a beautifully printed small folio book.’( Soncino is a village or small town in northern Italy 
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where a Jewish family with a Hebrew printing press was living at that time. The present-day 
Soncino Press is based in UK.) 


From ancient times Jewish people have with greatest care been preserving the text of their 
Sacred Scriptures, not only while they were living and worshipping in ‘the promised land’ but 
also after the destruction of the Temple in the year 70 and their dispersal in subsequent years 
into other lands. Wherever Jews settled they continued to produce manuscript scrolls of their 
three-part Scriptures, known by them as Torah, Nevi’im, and Ketuvim. From century to century, 
from one generation to another, they went on doing so. They wanted to ensure that the scribes 
who copied their sacred texts on to scrolls made no mistakes. They devised methods to check 
that those expert copyists did not omit or add any words at all, did not misspell or misplace a 
single one of them. Their aim was to keep their Scriptures intact, the same as they had always 
been, down to every jot and tittle, that is, the smallest part of every Hebrew letter. So it was that 
around the time of the Renaissance, and anon of the Reformation, that Christians came to 
possess the providentially-preserved Hebrew text, but in printed-book, not manuscript form. 
And it was not long after this that books relating to the Hebrew Scriptures – Hebrew lexicons (ie 
dictionaries), commentaries, etc – began to be published as well. With the help of these 
dictionaries and commentaries, and of Greek ones too, sixteenth-century Christians were very 
soon producing translations of the Bible into the vernacular languages written, spoken, and 
understood by ordinary sixteenth-century people. But what is more, new translations into Latin 
were also being published. A Latin version of the Scriptures that was based on the original 
Hebrew and Greek would be valuable to any authors writing in Latin, on whatever subject, who 
wished to quote a verse or passage from the Bible.  


One such author in the eighteenth century was Emanuel Swedenborg. In addition to copies of 
the Hebrew Old and Greek New Testaments, he possessed Latin translations made by different 
scholars; but the one he relied on was that of Sebastian Schmidt, published in Strasbourg in 
1696. In the religious works he penned the Latin wording of verses he quoted from the Word is 
usually very similar to, if not exactly the same as Schmidt’s. This reliance on Schmidt’s Latin 
version may be attributed to his endeavour to stick as closely as possible to the actual Hebrew 
and Greek idioms used in the original text rather than to search for good stylistic Latin ones. 
(Some may perhaps say that Schmidt preferred formal correspondence to dynamic equivalence.)  


Yet Swedenborg, though not a translator, nevertheless knew enough Hebrew and Greek, with 
the help of lexicons and perhaps commentators, to understand the idioms of the original texts of 
the Bible. In his student days, in the first decade of the eighteenth century, he was introduced to 
Biblical Hebrew, but it’s not clear how far he got then with learning the language. Some 40 years 
later, when he was in his late 50s, Swedenborg certainly began to re-acquaint himself with 
Hebrew, and indeed went on to study it more thoroughly. By 1748, having also indexed the Bible 
for future use, he was ready to start writing Arcana Caelestia, which is – to use the wording on 
the title page of the 1983-99 English edition published by the Swedenborg Society – ‘principally 
a revelation of the inner or spiritual meaning of Genesis and Exodus’.   
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More about what Arcana Caelestia, and indeed other works published by Emanuel Swedenborg, 
have to tell us about the inner meaning of Law, Prophets, and Psalms must wait for now. Let me 
end however with the following two quotations – 


The Word of the Old Testament contains heavenly arcana, with every single detail focusing  
on the Lord, His heaven, the Church, faith,  and what belongs to faith; but no human being  
grasps this from the letter [ie the literal meaning].  Arcana Caelestia 1  
… the books of the Old Testament Word. In these each subject and each word contains an    
internal or spiritual sense; … … .  That is why by the Lord’s Divine providence those books  
have been kept intact down to the last jot from the time when they were written by the 
care taken by many scribes who counted even the smallest details in them. This provision 
by the Lord was to guard the holiness which each jot, letter, and word in them possesses. 
Last Judgment 41.3  

                                                                                                                             To be continued     
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