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Abstract

Elizabethan Psalm Explication and Protestant Hermeneutics

Michael Reid Roberts, M.A.

The University of Texas at Austin, 2010

Supervisor:  Frank Whigham

In recent years, several scholars of the Reformation have worked to complicate 

the notion of early Protestantism as a singular and liberating hermeneutic movement. In 

particular,  critics  like  James  Simpson  and Ramie  Targoff  have  targeted  Tudor  Bible 

scholarship as  stifling and restrictive. Looking at Elizabethan psalm explications, I see 

neither  a  purely  liberating  nor  a  purely restrictive  hermeneutic  culture,  but  instead  a 

combination of the literal and the figurative, of poetics and theology. Examining three 

different psalm explications by Martin Luther, John Hooper, and Thomas Wilcox, I find a 

wide variety of approaches to the Psalms, which suggests a relative interpretive freedom 

even among the Elizabethan Protestant elite. This analysis leads me to conclude that even 

early in the development  of Protestant  England there was no such thing as a unified 

Protestantism,  but  instead  a  patchwork  of  methods  that  trace  back  to  humanism and 

Catholicism as well as emerging theories of literalism and poetics. 
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Then William [Hunter] took a wet broom faggot, and kneeled down thereon, and read the fifty-
first Psalm, till he came to these words, 'the sacrifice of God is a contrite spirit, a contrite and broken heart, 
O God, thou wilt not despise.'

Then said Master Tyrrell of the Beaches, called William Tyrrell, 'Thou liest,' (said he), 'thou 
readest false, for the words are "an humble spirit."' But William said 'The translation saith ''a contrite 
heart."' 

'Yea,' quoth Master Tyrrell, 'the translation is false, ye translate books as ye list yourselves, like 
heretics.' 'Well,' quoth William, 'there is no great difference in these words.' 

John Foxe, Acts and Monuments1

In recent years, several scholars of the Reformation have worked to complicate 

the notion of early Protestantism as a singular and liberating hermeneutic movement. 

James Simpson has argued for the connection of Lutheran literalism to religious 

fundamentalism, while Ramie Targoff has examined the invasive effects of the Book of 

Common Prayer on private devotional life.2 In parallel works, Brian Cummings and 

Thomas Betteridge show the complex and often contradictory relationships that early 

Protestant readers and thinkers had with humanism, secular poetry, and sixteenth-century 

state formation.3 Though all of these recent works focus on different aspects of the 

Reformation, and all consider different thinkers and texts, they also all seek to complicate 

the seemingly clear dialectic relationship between the Reformation and other 

contemporary historical trends. These scholars view Reformation hermeneutics not as a 

simple departure from humanist philology or allegoresis, but instead as a complex 

response to and investment in these previous ways of reading. Thus popular hermeneutic 

1 Foxe's Book of Martyrs: Select Narratives, ed. John King (Oxford: Oxford UP, 2009), 113.
2 James Simpson, Burning to Read: English Fundamentalism and Its Reformation Opponents 
(Cambridge, MA: Harvard UP, 2007). Ramie Targoff, Common Prayer: The Language of Public  
Devotion in Early Modern England (Chicago: U Chicago P, 2001).
3 Brian Cummings, The Literary Culture of the Reformation: Grammar and Grace (Oxford: Oxford UP, 
2002). Thomas Betteridge, Tudor Histories of the English Reformations, 1530-83 (Aldershot: Ashgate, 
1999).
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dualisms such as humanist philology vs. Reformation theology, literature vs. Scripture, 

and the figurative vs. the literal all become blurry and entangled. 

In The Literary Culture of the Reformation, Brian Cummings tackles the first of 

these common distinctions, complicating the relationship between early Reformation 

thinkers and their humanist counterparts. Reformation readers, he notes, faced "a 

formidable crisis in the modes of linguistic interpretation."4 Most historians point to the 

philology of literary humanism as the primary cause of this crisis; however, Cummings 

also traces this hermeneutic debate to "religious conflict," finding "traces of religious 

anxiety shot through the texture of humanist debate" (ibid.). Thus "by placing academic 

debate within the context of a theological and political controversy of meaning," 

Cummings "hopes to produce a new sense of the significance and the signification of the 

hermeneutic and semantic sciences. Theology and humanism are uncomfortable 

bedfellows rather than sworn enemies." The mixture of religious and academic anxiety 

that Cummings reads out of both Luther and Erasmus holds profound implications for 

both "humanist" and "strict Protestant" readers of Scripture: we can view Erasmus and 

Luther, for example, as readers with both religious anxieties and linguistic sensibilities 

instead of two different readers with incompatibly different priorities placed on philology 

and theology. Unlike many historians who secularize the humanist movement,5 

Cummings and others emphasize the similarities between humanism and early Protestant 

hermeneutics. 
4 Cummings 12.
5 See, for example, Oskar Kristeller, Renaissance Thought: The Classic, Scholastic, and Humanist  
Strains (New York: Harper, 1961). For more work on Christian humanist hermeneutics, see Jerry H. 
Bently, Humanists and Holy Writ: New Testament Scholarship in the Renaissance (Princeton: Princeton 
UP, 1983) as well as Albert Rabil, Jr., Erasmus and the New Testament: The Mind of a Christian 
Humanist (San Antonio: Trinity UP, 1972). 
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The best example of the "literature/Scripture" distinction comes in David Norton's 

ambitious and informative two-volume work, A History of the Bible as Literature. As one 

might deduce from the title, Norton paints a portrait of two competing attitudes toward 

Scripture in the sixteenth century. On the one hand, the Bible is viewed as theology or 

church doctrine; on the other, primarily as a "literary text."6 As examples of the growing 

sense of the literary nature of the Bible, Norton points to the multiple verse translations 

that began to flourish in the latter half of the century; as an example of the theological 

current, he points to more active editorial and exegetical practices. On this distinction, he 

writes:

To read the Bible to oneself is an essentially private experience. If the reader is 
reading the text by itself, he is as likely to be having a literary experience of some 
sort as he is to be having a religious experience. The more that text is presented 
without doctrinal interference, the more it has the potential to be a genuinely 
literary text. If, further, prose and poetry are distinguished in the presentation, 
then a rudimentary sense of different literary forms is conveyed. Conversely, the 
more interpretive or ordering material is included, the more the reader's attention 
is taken away from the text alone and the less the text exists as a literary entity.7

Norton thus places biblical exegesis and other interpretive work on the side of the 

"theological," while unadorned text turns the Scripture to private literature. This division 

of theological/literary and public/private may be useful to describe the growing number 

of ways one can approach the Bible, and indeed the growth of private devotional life is 

one of the dominant myths of the "democratizing" Reformation. Norton's optimism stems 

from an idealistic view of an unadorned text free of "doctrinal interference"; in Norton's 

6 David Norton, A History of the Bible as Literature: Volume 1 – From Antiquity to 1700 (Cambridge: 
Cambridge UP, 1993), 3.
7 Ibid. 163.
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view, the Reformation paved the way for more personal reading experiences, which 

allowed Early Modern readers to read the Bible as "literature" and hence as ambiguous.

In her book Common Prayer: The Language of Public Devotion in Early Modern 

England, Ramie Targoff argues precisely the opposite: that the Reformation in England 

led to more strict policing of not only public but private devotional practices. Targoff 

traces the use of the Book of Common Prayer as a tool to standardize private prayer and 

religiosity. Targoff's picture of early Protestant England shows a newly developing 

relationship between the lay reader, the text, and the (state) authority:

The new conditions of public worship—the wide availability of the Prayer Book 
as a material text; the audibility of the priest's words to all listeners; the emphasis 
upon the laity's comprehension of and engagement with the service—reconceived 
the relations between the language of personal and liturgical prayer, and between 
individual and collective devotion. What emerges from the texts and instructions 
of the Book of Common Prayer is not the triumphant celebration of religious 
interiority that we so often associate with the Reformation.... Instead, behind the 
introduction of a liturgy emphasizing the worshipers' active participation and 
consent lies the establishment's overarching desire to shape personal faith through 
public and standardized forms.8

For Targoff, the Reformation in England thus became a restrictive force in the private 

lives of Christians. The relatively unadorned Book of Common Prayer represented the 

authority of the Church of England, which dictated how to pray not only at church but at 

home. However, Targoff also argues that annotations and commentaries were ways for 

Protestant thinkers to voice dissenting interpretations of Scripture.9 With exegesis, the 

private reader could thus make a public statement, and perhaps also influence other 

private readers. The boom of printed Protestant literature during the early Elizabethan era 

8 Targoff 18.
9 Ibid. 99.
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did not only change what it meant to be a Christian, but also what it meant to be a private 

reader.

This intersection of the public and private, of theology and humanism, of poetry 

and prayer, is perhaps best exemplified in a genre virtually unexplored: the Elizabethan 

Psalm explication. Literary critics like Hannibal Hamlin and Rivkah Zim have recently 

shed new light on the literary status of the Psalms in the Renaissance, but their works 

focus exclusively on verse translations.10 Almost completely unacknowledged in both 

literary and bibliographic studies, psalm explications offer interpretations, explanations, 

and sermons on the Psalms without the ulterior "poetic vision" that Hamlin and Zim see 

in psalm translations, in which verse translators introduce new longing or anxiety into the 

text. The variety of interpretations offered by this literature shows the Psalms to be not a 

monolithic cultural text in the sixteenth century, but a source of debate and appropriation. 

I find these interpretational materials essential to developing an understanding of the 

complex attitudes readers took towards the Scripture in Early Modern England. Since no 

recent critical study has been made of this kind of literature, though, it is the purpose of 

this essay to examine a specific moment in the evolution of this genre in the sixteenth 

century. 

Specifically, I will look at three different examples of early Elizabethan psalm 

explications by Martin Luther, John Hooper, and Thomas Wilcox, attempting to infer 

what this historical genre might tell us about late sixteenth-century Protestant reading 

culture. In looking at these three explications, I share Debora Shuger's perspective that 

10 Hannibal Hamlin, Psalm Culture and Early Modern English Literature (Cambridge: Cambridge UP, 
2004). Rivkah Zim, English Metrical Psalms: Poetry as Praise and Prayer, 1535-1601 (Cambridge: 
Cambridge UP, 1987).

5



"The Renaissance Bible has...little historical importance unless one can demonstrate its 

larger significance for the interpretation of early modern culture."11 Thus I will approach 

each text with a number of questions about the reading strategy of the explicator. How 

does the author approach the Psalms as an object for interpretation? To what degree are 

the Psalms poems, and therefore written or read figuratively? What sorts of lessons or 

conclusions are we supposed to reach from the Psalms, and how are we supposed to reach 

them? Does psalm explication represent a pleasure or an anxiety for the explicator? And, 

most importantly, how does the growing number of psalm explications fit the Protestant 

ideal that they could be interpreted literally by individual readers?12 

On this last note I follow in the footsteps of James Simpson, who argues that the 

Protestant focus on an "obvious" and non-institutional meaning of biblical texts in fact 

requires a policing of "correct" interpretations.13 Simpson argues that the "evangelical 

insistence on the literal sense alone leads in fact directly to an intensely institutional 

account of textual meaning, via predestination," going on to claim that "if the literal sense 

were so plain and incontrovertible, we might expect a reading culture free of textual 

apparatus, such as introductions, scriptural guides, and marginalia. We might expect, that 

is, that Scripture would be allowed to do the talking. In fact that is not the case."14 

According to Simpson, the result of these textual guides is an even more controlling set 

of interpretive rules for the Protestant reader than those that had been used by the 

11 Debora Shuger, The Renaissance Bible: Scholarship, Sacrifice, and Subjectivity (Berkeley: U 
California P, 1998), 12.
12 For more works in a similar vein, see Scott H. Hendrix, "The Use of Scripture in Establishing 
Protestantism: The Case of Urbanus Rhegius" and Richard A. Muller, "The Hermeneutic of Promise and 
Fulfillment in Calvin's Exegesis of the Old Testament Prophecies of the Kingdom" in The Bible in the 
Sixteenth Century, ed. David C. Steinmetz (Durham: Duke UP, 1990), 37-49 and 68-82.
13 Simpson 124.
14 Ibid. 127.
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Catholics. These hermeneutic imperatives run contrary to the popular idea of an 

individualistic Protestantism, which leads Simpson to ask the question: "Is [such a] 

readerly disposition formed against the institution of the Church, or must the good 

evangelical reader rather represent the institution of the (True) Church? In other words, 

does the evangelical reader resist or represent an institution?"15 Although I agree with 

many of Simpson's arguments and draw heavily on him in my analysis of Early Modern 

reading culture, I tend to shy away from the idea of a monolithic Protestant hermeneutic 

that polices and restrains reading practices. This sort of hermeneutic anxiety is certainly 

present in the works of many Protestant thinkers, but it is not as consistently rigorous and 

demanding as Simpson makes it out to be. Instead, I will follow the line of Thomas 

Betteridge, who suggests that "Instead of asking, 'how does this text's Protestantism affect 

or determine its meaning? How does the Protestant writer express his or her beliefs?' one 

should ask, 'what is Protestantism in this text? How does this text construct its writer as a 

Protestant author?'"16 To me, each of the three works I examine has its own implied 

Protestantism, its own implied hermeneutics. 

Perhaps my disagreement with Simpson stems from the two different historical 

periods we consider. In his book Simpson focuses on the 1530s, when Protestantism was 

a relatively new movement and had not had time to splinter into multiple sects with 

varying opinions on how one should read the Bible. I, however, am taking my examples 

from the 1560s, 70s, and 80s, decades which saw the first open development of 

15 Ibid. 137.
16 Betteridge 18.
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competing Protestant theologies in England. Cummings describes the tension between 

Elizabethan religious traditionalism and literary experimentalism: 

Elizabethan England is known as the age of religious settlement. In literature it is 
known as an age of renewal and invention. What does religious settlement have to 
do with literary invention, or literary invention with religious settlement? Modern 
literary history sometimes ignores such questions, forgetting that Elizabethan 
politics involved an argument about the status of writing conducted along 
theological lines. Protestant culture...was ascendant, and accorded to literary 
culture an enormous power of persuasion. The Elizabethan period saw a 
burgeoning analysis of the conditions of writing, the properties of fiction, and the 
theory of interpretation.17

Just as Protestantism becomes established under Elizabeth, I see any sort of interpretive 

consensus among Protestants coming apart at the seams; this growing dissension would 

go on to dominate religion and politics in the seventeenth century. Compared to 

continental theologians earlier in the sixteenth century, Elizabethan explicators show a 

great deal more linguistic freedom and tropological sensibility in their analyses. This 

group of English exegetes may not have had the education of Luther or Zwingli, but they 

did feel compelled and able to explicate Scripture, particularly the Psalms. I see the 

explosion of these "amateur" explications as signs of both a newfound freedom to 

interpret Scripture and a desire to control this interpretation. With the variety of 

explications and explicators, though, we also discover competing methodologies for 

interpretation; for the first time there is explicit debate over the importance of the 

speaker's context, literary devices, and the numerology of particular psalms. In this way 

Elizabethan psalm explications closely resemble literary criticism. 

I will begin my analysis with Henry Bull's translation of Luther's commentary on 

the Psalms of Degree, published in 1577. Although this work was published second of the 
17 Cummings 264.
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three books I examine, it provides a useful instance of how hard-line continental biblical 

exegesis was appropriated by Elizabethans. Next I will look at John Hooper's explication 

of the 23rd Psalm, published in 1562. Later to become a Marian martyr, Hooper is 

unapologetically political in his exegesis, and is also surprisingly liberal and literary in 

his analysis of the psalm. Finally, I will examine Thomas Wilcox's explication of the 

entire Book of Psalms, published in 1586. His book is both ambitious in scope and 

thorough in approach, even if it does not use the biblical authorities that earlier 

continental exegetes found so essential. Though these three explications are only a small 

number of the more than 60 psalm explications published in the Elizabethan period, they 

suggest the variety of interpretive approaches to the Psalms in use during the period. Like 

Simpson, I am far from labeling the Reformation a democratizing hermeneutic force, but 

I also think that these three psalm explications show the growing dissension that began to 

appear in late sixteenth-century biblical scholarship. Each work commingles theological 

and philological analysis in different proportions, and each addresses, directly or 

indirectly, the difficulty of interpreting necessarily figurative psalms within a literalist 

framework. 

I

Although Martin Luther wrote explications of the Psalms in the 1520s and 1530s, 

the earliest of his explications that survive in English all date from 1577, when three 

separate editions of various Lutheran commentaries were published by Thomas 

9



Vautrollier and Hugh Singleton.18 Vautrollier, a French Protestant, established the market 

for translations of continental Protestant theologians in the 1570s, publishing the first 

English edition of Calvin's Institutes and several psalm explications.19 He was well 

established within radical Protestant circles in England, as shown by the two other names 

attached to Luther's Commentarie vpon the fiftene Psalmes, called Psalmes of Degrees: 

Henry Bull, the translator, and John Foxe, who writes the preface "To the Reader." Foxe 

begins his introduction with a typically Lutheran assertion of the clarity of Scripture:

Albeit the reading of the Scripture it selfe, and the simple text thereof without 
further helpes, hath matter enough to give intelligence and instruction sufficient 
for the soule of man to salvation, if with hart and dilligence it be earnestly applied 
and followed, as it should: yet notwithstanding the helpe of good comentaries & 
explications annexed withall, especially such as be learned and godly, is not 
hurtfull, but rather is much requisite, & greatly needefull, both for opening of 
places of difficulty, for dissolving doubtes, and debating of controversies, such as 
may and use many times to happen.20

Within one sentence, Foxe moves from claiming that the explication is not necessary, to 

admitting it is "not hurttfull," to proclaiming it "greatly needefull." This apparent 

contradiction falls directly in line with Simpson's claim that for early Reformation 

thinkers "no less important than the emphasis on Scripture's clarity was the emphasis on 

the idea that interpretation is itself wholly unnecessary as applied to Scripture."21 The 

"simple text" of the Scriptures should be enough on its own, but for Foxe, Luther's 

commentary can still "dissolv[e] doubtes." 

18 STC 16975, 16975.5, 16979.3, HRC holdings. Vautrollier's other Psalm explications include those 
made by Robert Travers and Niels Hemmingsen, in 1579 and 1580, respectively.
19 Andrew Pettegree, "Thomas Vautrollier," Oxford Dictionary of National Biography, Oxford UP, 2004, 
http://www.oxforddnb.com.ezproxy.lib.utexas.edu/view/article/28158 (accessed 5 Nov 2009).
20 John Foxe "To the Reader" in Martin Luther, A commentarie vpon the fiftene Psalmes, called Psalmi 
Graduum, that is, Psalmes of Degrees. 1577, Early English Books Online,  
http://eebo.chadwyck.com.ezproxy.lib.utexas.edu/ (accessed December 19, 2009).
21 Simpson 120.
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Foxe goes on to offer his own interpretation of how to use Luther's explication: it 

is partially "for discerning and discussing the difference betwene the law and the Gospell, 

how these two partes are to be separated, and distincted asonder as repugnant and 

contrary, and yet notwithstanding howe they both stand together in scripture and doctrine, 

and yet in doctrine no repugnance."22 Here the tension is not between philology and 

literalism, but instead between Old Testament Law and New Testament Gospel. These 

two sorts of scripture use different rhetorical methods and must be distinguished from 

one another, but are not "repugnant" in the doctrine that follows from them. Luther, 

writing about the Old Testament psalms, presumably helps us understand both how this is 

different from and the same as the New Testament Gospels, different in both style and 

content, but similar in providing useful theological "doctrine." According to Foxe, 

although Luther's job is education, conversion by its means is not the desired effect. The 

believers will find "solace" in reading what they already know, while the nonbelievers 

will simply lose their excuse of ignorance: "hereafter ignorance wil not excuse them, 

wheras now the light of truth so evidently appearing, wittingly and willingly they stoppe 

their eyes from seeing, & their eares from hearing" (ibid.). Luther's wisdom is not shared 

to spread knowledge, but instead to reaffirm the knowledge that believers and 

nonbelievers were destined to have. The believer will already know what Luther has to 

say, but have an open heart anyway, while the nonbeliever will stop his eyes and ears and 

not truly read. The value of reading the book comes not from learning something new, 

but instead from recognizing who one is and what one already knows.

22 Foxe "Introduction."
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In his own preface, Luther expresses sentiments similar to Foxe's, namely that his 

own commentary offers nothing new. For Luther, though, the explication of the Psalms is 

personal and performative; he expounds the Psalms "not for any desire...to teach newe 

and straunge thinges which have not beene knowne or heard before...but because the 

diligent teaching and setting forth of the worde of God is a kinde of Gods service or 

worship."23 Emphasizing practical "service" over theoretical education, Luther endeavors 

not to further biblical scholarship, but instead to combat the "loathing of Gods word, 

which riseth of a false opinion of knowledge" (ibid.). To hate the word of God is to 

believe that one does not need it; thus, Luther has nothing to teach the devout reader 

except that he is ignorant. To fight this presumptuous textual loathing, "Moses 

commandeth that the law of God should be diligently set forth to the posteritie, that is to 

say, should continually be taught and exercised though it were never so wel knowne 

before" (ibid.). Whether readers understand the text or not, then, they should assume that 

they do not. This stands in contrast to the apparent clarity of the Scripture: on the one 

hand, the Scripture is clear to any reader, while on the other hand, no reader can know the 

Scripture well enough to stop learning about it. In fact, Luther claims that loathing of the 

word does not originate from papists or heathens, but within our own selves:

Great cause also hath moved me to exhort and earnestly to warne you, to beware 
that ye fal not to the lothing or neglecting of the word. For if our doctrine be in 
any daunger, it commeth of this evill. The papistes and Sectaries, albeit they 
annoy and trouble us very much, yet by this occasion they drive us the more 
diligently to seeke for the knowledge of the Scriptures. But this enormitie, the 
lothing of the word I meane, riseth of our selves, and is so much the more perilous 
and pernicious, for that we can not perceive the daunger thereof (ibid.).

23 Luther "Preface."
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The reader—even Luther himself—must thus be on guard not only against external 

forces, but also against prideful textual loathing in his own heart. Nothing can be trusted, 

not even one's own intuitions about knowledge; the only weapon against this uncertainty 

is constant study of the Scripture. It is the very impossibility of completely knowing the 

Scripture, though, that causes the loathing, that leads to the pride of presumed 

knowledge. Just as Luther promises absolute linguistic clarity in the Scripture, he also 

denies the possibility of complete knowledge, which, as Simpson notes, transforms 

"faith-alone" culture into "no-faith" culture.24 Cummings describes the destabilizing 

effect of Luther's insistence on literal truth: "Luther has promised the ultimate linguistic 

fiction of a language without fiction, of words which really do render things. In the 

process he has apparently destroyed all confidence in any language which appears to do 

less."25 This lack of confidence includes Luther's own scholarship on the Psalms, which 

serves more as scholarly ritual than illumination; that is, it is a cyclical practice rather 

than a means to an end. Luther's commentary on the Psalms is less a work of scholarship 

than a continual tool against the dangers of scriptural hatred, one which has a largely 

performative rather than descriptive function; instead of describing the true meaning of 

Scripture, Luther's explication forces both the author and reader to perform an active 

theological reading of the Psalms.

Although the two prefaces situate Luther's explication of the Psalms within the 

hermeneutic debates over the control of Scripture and its meaning, Luther's analyses 

themselves are much more rigorously theological than philological. He begins by first 

24 Simpson 70.
25 Cummings 29.
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considering and then rejecting the common humanist practice of analyzing the rhetorical 

context of the Psalms.26 On the use of the Psalms in ancient ceremonies, Luther notes: 

"But how should a man know all their rites & ceremonies, especially after so long a time, 

whereby they are now cleane worne out of the memory of all men?"27 He goes on to think 

about the questions of the intentions and states of mind of the songs' speakers. The reader 

can speculate on these situational phenomena, but they are at best doubtful and at worst 

illusory. Luther concludes: "But of these things (as I sayd) we can have no certaintie, & 

also they helpe litle to the understanding of the Psalmes, and therefore I leave to speake 

any further thereof, omitting also to shew why [the Psalms of Degrees] are fifteene in 

number, & why they have specially this title. For albeit we busie our selves herein never 

so much, yet the matter remayneth in doubt and our labour is but in vaine" (ibid.). With 

this Luther clearly establishes his epistemological priorities as a reader of Scripture: if we 

cannot know it for certain, then it is not worth knowing. Contextual analysis thus makes 

little sense for Luther, since it relies explicitly on inference, conjecture, and historical 

sources. 

What is not doubtful to Luther is the theological solace and comfort offered by the 

Psalms. To Luther, the Psalms are of particular comfort since they are more explicitly 

theological, using direct speech instead of indirect allegory or parable. In his earlier 

"Preface to the Psalters," Luther notes:

26 This approach was utilized at length by Erasmus in his explications of Psalms 1-4. In particular, he 
infers the rhetorical situation of the first four Psalms, and then tries to understand what the historical 
speaker was trying to convey by composing the Psalms, and how he conveyed the Holy Spirit. For more 
on Erasmus and the Psalms, see Michael J. Heath, "Erasmus and the Psalms." in The Bible in the 
Renaissance, ed. Richard Griffiths (Aldershot: Ashgate, 2001), 28-44. For more on humanist exegetical 
practices, see Bentley and Rabil. 
27 Luther Commentarie.
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Moreover the Psalter...presents to us not the simple, ordinary speech of the saints, 
but the best of their language, that which they used when they talked with God 
himself in great earnestness and on the most important matters. Thus the Psalter 
lays before us not only their words instead of their deeds, but their very hearts and 
the inmost treasure of their souls, so we can look down to the foundation and 
source of their words and deeds.28

This direct speech with God has also attracted other theologians; Michael Heath notes 

that "To scriptural scholars of the Renaissance, especially those of a philological bent, the 

Psalter appeared only slightly less fitting than the Gospels and the Pauline Epistles as a 

subject for commentary, representing as it did the purest expression of the Holy Spirit to 

be found in the Hebrew tradition."29 Following this approach, Luther's interpretation of the 

Psalms is not concerned with the rhetorical situation or intent of the songs, but instead 

with the theological and doctrinal lessons we can learn from them; reading the Psalms is 

helpful because of what it teaches us about the True Church, not what it tells us about 

David, the Hebrew kings, or poetic language. 

We see an example of this sort of theological analysis in Luther's exposition of 

the first of the Psalms of Degree, number 120:

I called vnto the Lorde in my trouble, and hee heard me. 
Deliuer my soule, O Lord, from lying lippes, and from a deceitfull tongue. 
What doeth thy deceitfull tongue bring vnto thee? or what doeth it auaile thee? 
It is as the sharpe arrowes of a mightie man, and as the coales of iuniper. 
Woe is to me that I remaine in Meschech, and dwell in the tentes of Kedar.
My soule hath too long dwelt with him that hateth peace. 
I seeke peace, and when I speake thereof, they are bent to warre. (Psalm 120:1-7)30

28 Martin Luther, "Preface to the Psalter" 1545. In Collected Works of Martin Luther: Vol. 35, Word and 
Sacrament, ed. E. Theordore Bachmann, (Philadelphia: Muhlenberg Press, 1960), 254-55.
29 Michael J. Heath, "Erasmus and the Psalms," The Bible in the Renaissance, ed. Richard Griffiths, 
(Aldersot: Ashgate, 2001), 28.
30 For consistency, I use the Geneva Bible translation here and elsewhere. This is the translation that the 
Luther and Wilcox editions use, although in the Luther only the first few words of the Psalm are given; 
the reader is presumably able to provide the rest. 
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Instead of beginning with a close reading of the psalm, Luther begins by developing a 

theological superstructure within which one should place each individual psalm. Luther 

describes the two ways in which the devil attacks the Church of God as "heresies and the 

sword, or persecution," or the devil as liar and the devil as murderer: "Therefore almost 

all the Psalmes consist in these two points, namely to call upon God for his helpe and 

protection either agaynst Satan the murtherer, or against Satan the lyer; that is, either 

against pestilent doctrine, or else...against cruell tyrannies."31 Psalm 120, of course, 

provides a perfect example of Satan the liar, as well as showing how one should respond 

to him. According to Luther, though, "this verse containeth not onely an example, but 

also doctrine whereby we may learne what we ought to doe in these tentations of the 

lying tongue, namely when we have to doe with such perverse and obstinate heretiks as 

will by no meanes be reduced from their false doctrine and errours into the way of truth" 

(ibid.). That "doctrine" is prayer, which is to be used only after witnessing to the sinner. 

What Luther glosses over, however, is that the verse contains not explicit doctrine, but an 

example of doctrine, which requires interpretation and extrapolation. Although he does 

not admit it, then, Luther does consider Psalm 120 a rhetorical act, emphasizing the fact 

that the psalm is a prayer, as well as the circumstances of the prayer. The results that he 

draws from this analysis are purely theological; throughout his lengthy exposition, Luther 

consistently uses Psalm 120 as an example of how to behave in the face of heretics, and 

how to find solace when surrounded by enemies of the faith. Psalm 120 thus becomes 

advice on how to follow Luther's theology, more of a doctrinal instruction manual than a 

poem. Ironically, this "purely theological" approach to Psalm 120 requires significant 
31 Luther Commentarie.
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interpretive work, adding the intermediary figures of Satan the murderer and liar to help 

make clear the theological implications of the song. 

Although Luther discusses theology and belief at length, he has little inclination 

to discuss literary language directly. The closest he gets to such analysis comes in a brief 

paragraph about the "sharpe arrowes" that attack the speaker of Psalm 120. Luther admits 

that the arrow "is a figure used in the Scriptures to call the wordes of God arrowes or 

darts, as it appeareth. Psal. 45: 'Thy arrowes are very sharpe.'" as well as "by a proverbial 

speech, when a man useth the wordes, the counsell, and judgment of other, and not his 

owne, we say they be arrowes out of another mans quiver." Luther immediately resolves 

this ambiguity, though: "But properly this name doth agre to false doctrine, which (as I 

sayd) perceth swiftly."32 Indeed false doctrine is the primary theme that Luther sees in 

Psalm 120, which makes it all the more applicable to his own historical situation. 

Concluding his analysis of the psalm, Luther summarizes it as directly relevant to 

contemporary debates over the nature of the True Church:

Thus are the enemies of God and his word paynted out by David in the Psalme, 
and also the true state of the Church, teaching us thereby that we shoulde arme 
our selves against these daungers, and give thankes unto God for this great 
consolation, that whatsoever tumultes and troubles arise in the Church, he doth 
not impute the same unto them that teach the word, but unto the word it selfe, 
which is not ours but Christes, wherewith we may comfort ourselves whatsoever 
followeth of the true preaching of the Gospell.33

The speaker of the Psalms thus becomes someone like Luther himself, and the poems 

become a guide for how he, or any Lutheran, should foster his faith. David teaches us that 

the meaning of Scripture belongs to Christ, not to us. Such an interpretation about the 

32 Ibid. 14-15.
33 Ibid. 21.
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authority of interpretation itself is paradoxical at best, and at worst undermines Luther's 

own credibility as an explicator even as he asserts his reading. The reader is thus left with 

the assurance that God has instilled the word, and not the reader, with meaning; this 

leaves the reader necessarily empty, struggling to grasp the meaning of the text through 

reading and prayer.

With Luther's commentary on the Psalms of Degree, then, we see psalm 

explication at its most rigorously theological and literal. Although he cannot help but pay 

some attention to the language and rhetorical situation of the Psalms, Luther claims to 

allow no space for metaphor, allegory, or contextual conditions, as they would threaten 

the absolute clarity of Scripture. Luther was an outspoken advocate of the beautiful 

poetry of the Psalms,34 but in this explication we see that his real interest in them is more 

theological than aesthetic. This is not to say that Luther is not interested in interpretation, 

though; the leaps that he makes show just how much weight he places on the accessibility 

of the meaning of Scripture. In disallowing significant metaphor on the part of the author 

or even in the text itself, Luther places the onus on himself to be creative in interpreting 

the Psalms, and in relating this interpretation to his readers. In this way Luther's 

explication is itself a reading manual. Describing Luther's scriptural commentary, 

Cummings notes that "Luther thereby offers to replicate in his readers the reformatory 

powers he attributes to his own experience of reading. He presents a history of reading 

which demands of the reader a corresponding energy and patience in interpretation."35 

34 Norton 93.
35 Cummings 63.
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Even though the text is supposed to be clear and literal, reading the Psalms is difficult 

work, and can only be successful by thinking them through theologically. 

We should not assume that all sixteenth-century approaches to Scripture were as 

rigidly literalist as Luther's, though. With the next two examples I will examine two 

psalm explications that mingle literary and theological approaches much more freely. 

These English exegetes may not have had Luther's training or rigor, but they have an ear 

for the figurative nature of the Psalms that Luther's commentary suppresses. 

II

Standing in stark contrast to Luther's literalist and theological exposition of Psalm 

120 is John Hooper's more political and literary explication of Psalm 23, published 

fifteen years earlier in 1562.36 Like Luther's, Hooper's exposition was published 

posthumously, but whereas Luther's name drew associations of continental theological 

authority, Hooper's name carried a much more political sort of cultural capital as a 

Marian martyr. The edition's title page advertises the political celebrity of its author; its 

full title reads: "An exposition vpon the .23. psalme of Dauid full of frutefull and 

comfortable doctrin, written to the citye of London by Iohn Hooper, bushop of Gloceter 

and Worceter, and holye martyr of God for the testimonye of hys truth. Wherunto is 

annexed an apology of his, agaynst such as reported that he cursed Quene Mary, wyth 

certaine godlye and comfortable letters in the ende."37 This book was published a year 
36 STC 13752.
37 John Hooper, An exposition vpon the .23. psalme of Dauid. 1562. Early English Books Online. 
http://eebo.chadwyck.com.ezproxy.lib.utexas.edu/search/full_rec  ? (accessed   December 7, 2009). 

In 1580, another edition of Hooper's exposition was published by Henry Middleton as Certeine 
comfortable Expositions... with the addition of Hooper's explications of Psalms 73 and 77. All three 
explications are available in modern book form as Later Writings of Bishop Hooper, ed. Rev. Charles 
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before the first edition of Foxe's Book of Martyrs, but the title carries the same sort of 

political immediacy, casting Hooper as a figure for Protestant ideals, preaching to 

London from his grave.38 The exposition, then, is framed not as an authoritative 

theological analysis, but as something more personal and intimate, the private relation of 

Hooper's own thoughts on the psalm.

Hooper certainly begins his "Preface to the City of London" dramatically, 

warning his readers that "Youre fayth and firm hope of eternal life...is very sore and 

dangerously assaulted, and by all meanes possible attempted to be taken from you, that ye 

should no longer have credit to god's truth but believe man's lies."39 At first glance these 

sentiments seem to echo Luther's preface: the loss of faith is at hand, and the study of 

Scripture is the weapon the author offers to fight it. While Luther describes his 

explication as more performative than persuasive, though, Hooper's attitude in his preface 

is much more invested in persuasion. He expounds the Psalms not to fulfill theological 

doctrine and avoid complacency, but instead to convert and save the people of London:

Wherefore that almightye God of his mercye maye preserve his people in thys 
noble citye of London, I have written upon this 23. psalme of kinge David, to 
advertise men how they shal beware of heresies and false doctryn, and so to lyve 
to his honour and glorye. And I know (dearly beloved) that these godly people 
which seke Gods honoyr, and all other that wyshe them well, be accompted the 
quenes enemyes, although we dayley pray for her grace and never thinke her 
harme (ibid.).

Psalm explication for Hooper thus has the possibility to change men's minds about "false 

doctryn," which is directly connected to the real-world politics of both Queen Mary and 

Elizabeth. Of course, this book was published several years after Mary's death, so the 

Nevinson (Cambridge: Cambridge UP, 1852).
38 Betteridge describes Foxe's appropriation of Hooper for the Elizabethan Protestant cause; see 199-206.
39 Hooper Exposition. 
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readers have the advantage of siding with the victor and identifying themselves as 

enemies of a fallen queen. Nevertheless, this attitude toward the powers of exegesis 

stands in stark contrast to Luther's interpretive fatalism: for Hooper a scriptural 

interpretation can not only teach the reader something new about the text, but also give 

instruction on how the text relates to politics and current events. 

As advertised in the title of his work, Hooper focuses exclusively on Psalm 23, 

which in the sixteenth century as today was one of the best-known psalms.40 Here is the 

full text, which Hooper provides only in shorthand:

The Lorde is my shephearde, I shall not want.
He maketh me to rest in greene pasture, and leadeth me by the still waters. 
He restoreth my soule, and leadeth me in the paths of righteousnesse for 

his Names sake. 
Yea, though I should walke through the valley of the shadowe of death, I 

will feare no euill: for thou art with me: thy rod and thy staffe, they comfort me. 
Thou doest prepare a table before me in the sight of mine aduersaries: thou 

doest anoynt mine head with oyle, and my cuppe runneth ouer. 
Doubtlesse kindnesse and mercie shall followe me all the dayes of my life, 

and I shall remaine a long season in the house of the Lord. (Psalm 23:1-6)

Hooper begins his analysis with a brief chapter on "the argument or matter whiche the 

prophet chefely entreateth of in thys psalme." This chapter analyses the historical and 

emotional situation of David when he wrote the psalm: he was "in great daunger, and 

specially in the warres that hee made agaynst the Ammonytes, the evente and successe 

whereof it seemeth by the 20. psalme hys subjects greatelye feared."41 For Hooper, this 

authorial background is essential to an understanding of the anxiety that underlies the 

psalm. Not only should we consider the context, though, but also think of David's 

40 Norton 234.
41 Hooper Exposition.
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relationship to his readers. David wanted to communicate his kingly and godly feelings to 

everyone, and so he used a common allegory:

And because the hearers and readers of this most dyvine and Godly hymne, 
should the better understand the same...he calleth the heavenly father (the God of 
all consolation) in thys psalme, a Shepheard, and the people, wyth humself he 
cauleth sheepe bastured and ledde by the Shepehearde. And by these two meanes, 
as by a most convenient allegory or translation mete for the pourpose, frome the 
office of a shepheard and the nature of shepe, he setteth out mervaylously the 
safgard of man by Goddes providence, and good wyll towards man (ibid.).

In this passage we see two factors largely ignored in Luther's commentaries: the intent of 

the (human) biblical author and the text's effect on the reader. Hooper concedes that 

David wrote in allegory, but that he did so for the reader to better understand, not to 

obscure his meaning. Hooper considers the psalm a rhetorical act, and thus considers its 

intent, context, and reception. 

After his general introduction to the argument, Hooper begins a close reading of 

the psalm verse by verse. I call this explication "close reading" because, unlike Luther, 

Hooper is extremely concerned with particular words or images and their multiple 

valences. He spends several pages outlining all of the ways that the figure of the shepherd 

is used elsewhere in the Bible and how that might affect the first verse, concluding that 

"thus in the fyrst part of this celestiall hymne is the nature of God and manne described 

under the name of a shepehearde and of sheepe" (ibid.). Many of Hooper's shepherd 

examples come from the New Testament or even contemporary non-biblical examples, 

and he acknowledges the possible inconsistency or anachronism of using them to explain 

the Psalter. However, he notes that "Of this parte of the psalme what the prophet hath 

sayed of God and of man, we must for our owne doctrine and learninge gather some 
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things to be the better by. For Sayncte Paul sayeth, what so ever is wrytten, is written for 

oure learninge" (ibid.). This humanist sentiment not only validates Hooper's use of non-

biblical sources, but also evens the field for all sources of scriptural analysis, allowing 

secular texts to inform sacred readings.

In Hooper's analysis of Psalm 23:2, "He maketh me to rest in greene pasture, and 

leadeth me by the still waters," he continues his tropological emphasis on the multiple 

meanings of words. Here, however, he uses this attention to the words "lead" and 

"pasture" to provide an interpretation of the psalm that is relevant to contemporary 

debates over the access to Scripture. This passage is worth quoting at length:

The Scripture of God useth this worde lede in manye significations: some tyme 
too teache and instructe: sometyme too rule and govern, as magistrates rule theyr 
people as well by lawe as by strengthe: Sometyme to punysh and correct &c. But 
in this place the prophet useth feedinge as well for instruction by Gods worde, as 
also for defence and safegarde of Gods people by Goddes most mightye power. 
He useth this worde pasture for the woorde of God itselfe, as a thynge which is 
the onlye foode of a mans soule to lyve upon, as the meate and dryncke is for the 
bodye.... His sayinge therefore is as muche as if he had spoken wythoute 
allegorye or translation: thus He enstructeth me wyth his word, and conducteth 
me with his holy spirite that I cannot erre nor perishe (ibid.).

Psalm 23:2 thus becomes a verse about the nourishment of the Scripture, and the access 

to it that everyone should have. To achieve this political reading, though, Hooper must 

perform a tropological, even allegorical reading of the psalm, while at the same time 

claiming that David speaks "as if...wythoute allegorye or translation." 

Throughout the rest of his analysis, Hooper makes similar connections between 

Psalm 23 and current political debates over the control of Scripture and its meaning. 

Explicating verse 4, Hooper reads "the valley of the shadowe of death" as the theological 

discord and debate that plague the True Church; true Christians must pass through this 
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valley into the light of truth” (ibid.). Likewise, the comforting staff "is taken for [the] 

strengthe, power, and dominion" that the One True Church should have over its people” 

(ibid.). Hooper will often go off on political tangents for pages, speaking metaphorically 

about the darkness that has covered Christendom and the light that the reading and 

preaching of the Scripture can bring. At one point, he catches himself taking poetic 

license, and excuses himself by likening himself to David: "But I will speake of the 

metaphors and translacions none other wyse then davyd doeth use them in thys place for 

hys purpose" (ibid.). By making this comparison, Hooper implies not only that he can 

understand and replicate the way that David uses metaphor, but also that this metaphoric 

usage is not divorced from political purposes. Earlier in the explication, Hooper even 

asserts that one of the intentions of poetic language might be to "open" the text to the 

reader, helping him understand and perhaps even remember the psalm: "The word of god 

is the life of the soule. The prophet David doth mervelously open this thing in the 

repeting so manye tymes the words of God in a psalme worthy much reading, and more 

marking of the things contained therein” (ibid.). Hooper does have an eye and an ear for 

the poetic language and imagery of Psalm 23, but he consistently uses this sensibility to 

promote largely political readings of the song. In this way Hooper's explication at once 

gestures to a poetic interpretation of Scripture while also making his reading into a 

distinctly anti-Catholic one. For Hooper there seem to be no definite boundaries between 

theology, politics, and poetry. 

Compared with Luther's commentaries, Hooper's exposition of Psalm 23 is much 

more concerned with the multiple meanings of words and images. Like Luther, Hooper 
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turns the psalm into a commentary on the current political and theological situation of the 

Christian Church. Unlike Luther's, though, Hooper's methods of making these 

connections are much more philological and literary. His approach is also much more 

personal than Luther's, and while Hooper does hope to show the true faith to his 

audience, he does not frame his commentary as authoritative. Instead, Hooper cobbles 

together a humanist rhetorical analysis with extreme Protestant politics and a poetic 

sensibility for figurative language. Unlike Luther's, Hooper's hermeneutic method is not 

concerned with building a system for reading, but instead with offering one convincing 

interpretation. Hooper does not hesitate to mix multiple attitudes toward the Psalms as 

poetry and prayer, showing the hybrid status the songs held even among mid-century 

hard-line Protestants.

III

Thomas Wilcox's Right godly and learned exposition, upon the whole booke of  

Psalmes, published in 1586 for T. Man and W. Brome, combines Luther's rigor with 

Hooper's literary sensibilities.42 Wilcox was a Church of England minister with Puritan 

leanings, whom Patrick Collinson describes as "one of the most committed, active, and 

socially and politically well connected of Elizabethan puritan ministers."43 These 

connections allowed him to be active in the book market throughout the 1580s and 1590s, 

writing his own books as well as translating and introducing others' works. Wilcox also 

seems to have been especially interested in the Psalms: he translated and wrote the 

42 STC 25625.
43 Patrick Collinson, "Thomas Wilcox,"  Oxford Dictionary of National Biography, Oxford UP, 2004 
http://www.oxforddnb.com.ezproxy.lib.utexas.edu/view/article/28158 (accessed 5 Nov 2009).
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preface to Philippe Mornay's 1599 Meditations upon Psalm 101.44 Wilcox's own 

exposition of the Psalms is not a work of egoism; it was published under the name 

"T.W.," and no real effort is made in it to give the author or his exposition any particular 

sort of biographical authority. The work is ambitious, though; Wilcox briefly analyzes 

each of the 150 psalms with a method that in many ways combines the medieval 

exegetical emphasis on structure with the humanist sensitivity to language.45 This 

combination of ambition, subtlety, and attention to linguistic structure make Wilcox's 

explication a fascinating work of biblical exegesis, one that represents the wide variety of 

approaches to the Psalms in Elizabethan England.

The printers' "Epistle to the Reader" is so radically different from the prefaces of 

the previous two examples that it seems to have been written in a different era. Like Foxe 

introducing Luther's commentaries, the printers explain why they printed the book. 

Instead of referring to Luther's authority, or to Hooper's martyrdom, the printers are much 

more reserved, even self-effacing, in evaluating their book:

And yet least any should imagine that we have without cause, caused this to be 
printed, besides the reasons before alleaged we say, that both the soundnes of the 
matter it selfe, and the manner of delivery observed therein, which is both plaine 
and short (the one serving for the more simple sort of people, and the other fitting 
such as either cannot, or will not allowe themselves leasure to read long 
commentaries) hath drawed us on hereto. Wherein we do willingly give al the 
world to understand, that we speak not so much our own minds, for we confesse 
our selves to be men not greatly able to discerne of such high points but we utter 
that, that men of good countenance in the Church & of sound judgement, as in 
respect of religion, have delivered, and that we hope all that read it, shal well find 
and perceive.46

44 STC 18146.
45 For more on medieval exegesis on the Psalms, see Michael P. Kuczynski, Prophetic Song: The Psalms 
as Moral Discourse in Late Medieval England (Philadelphia: U Pennsylvania P, 1995).
46 T[homas]. W[ilcox]. , Printers' preface. A right godly and learned exposition, upon the whole booke of  
Psalmes. 1586. Early English Books Online. 
http://eebo.chadwyck.com.ezproxy.lib.utexas.edu/search/full_rec? (accessed December 1 2009). 
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Wilcox's book is valuable because of its "soundnes" as well as its simple and brief 

format, which allows simple people to read it; this certainly does not flatter the reader or 

the author. Moreover, the printers make no large claim about their religious beliefs, as 

being "men not greatly able to discerne of such high points." This open-mindedness or 

ambivalence carries the opposite tone of Foxe's religious enthusiasm when introducing 

Luther, or of Hooper's dramatic plea in his own work. Wilcox's printers culminate their 

open-mindedness when they ask for feedback: "Lastly wee are earnestly to intreat the 

godly reader, favourably to interpret, and with love to correct, whatsoever hath escaped 

here...that so if there be any such like (as we hope there are not many) they may by these 

amend the rest."47 Although the request for interpretations and corrections was standard 

printers' practice, this shows a much more tempered enthusiasm than that found in Luther 

or Hooper. With their self-effacing introduction, the printers show that this explication is 

not a blind work of witnessing, preaching, or an attempt at conversion, but instead a book 

that is open to debate and revision.

In his own introduction, Wilcox sounds similarly subtle and modest when 

describing the Psalms and his approach to them. His primary emphasis in introducing the 

Psalms is their diversity and the effect that it should have on one's interpretation of the 

book. Unlike the other explicators, Wilcox explicitly acknowledges the diversity of 

writers of the Psalms, although he links them in inspiration: "The penners of the Psalmes 

were divers men, as David, Moses, &c. but all led by one and the selfe same spirit, so that 

the holy Ghost may rightlie be said to be the Author of this Booke" (ibid.). The 

47 Wilcox Learned Exposition.
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differentiation between "penner" and "author" is illuminating here; the penner embodies 

the rhetorical situation of the psalm, while the authorial Holy Spirit leads and animates 

the text. Despite its presence, though, the different writers of the Psalms also had distinct 

perspectives on different matters, which affected what and how they wrote:

As they were divers Writers, so they comprehended divers matters: some are full 
of instruction touching both fayth and manners.... Othersome containe confession 
of sinnes, and prayer for repentaunce.... Othersome are Prayers agaynst the 
enemies of the Church.... Some containe the histories of the olde Testament.... 
Some are commendations of Gods lawes.... Some descriptions of Gods wonderfull 
power.... Some are particuler prayers of particular persons, in particular greefes 
eyther of body or soule.... To be shorte, there is such diveritye of matter, that a 
man can hardlye devide aright; yea one and the selfe same Psalme sometimes 
shall comprehende the most of these thinges.48 

This diversity makes the Psalms potentially confusing, but also exceptionally rich and 

beautiful for Wilcox.49 To better understand and appreciate them, though, the careful 

reader must pay close attention both to the formal elements of each song and to its 

speaker and his rhetorical situation: "For the better understanding of this Booke, two 

thinges specially would be diligently observed: First, the sodayne chaunge of number, 

tense, person, &c. which make the places to seeme very hard. Secondlye, to discerne 

what is spoken in the person of the Church, and to refer the same thereto, and what is 

otherwise spoken to apply it alwayes to his right ende and purpose" (ibid.). Wilcox 

distinguishes between "the person of the Church," which speaks in theology and 

universal truths, and other speakers who have their own rhetorical "end[s]." Unlike 

Luther, who believed the Psalms to be the truest expression of the Holy Ghost, Wilcox 

48 Wilcox A Right Godly and Learned Exposition, upon the whole Booke of Psalmes (London, 1586), sig. 
B1r; cited in Zim, 27-28.
49 Wilcox Learned Exposition.
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believes the Psalms were written by men with their own intentions, and it is up to the 

savvy reader to distinguish what is holy and what is "otherwise spoken."

As mentioned above, Wilcox explicates all 150 of the Psalms using the same brief 

structure: first he describes the structure of the psalm; then he explains each verse; and 

then he lists the lessons to be learned from each verse. As a point of comparison, I will 

outline Wilcox's explications of Psalms 23 and 120, to contrast with the very different 

interpretive approaches employed by Luther and Hooper. For Wilcox, Psalm 23 "hath 

two parts: first [David] doth darkly, as it were in an allegorie, declare gods goodnes and 

mercy towards him, from ver. 1 to the end of the 4. In the second hee declareth the same 

thing more plainly, assuring himselfe of gods goodnes likewise in time to come, from 

ver. 5. to the end of the Psalme" (ibid.). Wilcox then goes on to examine potentially 

confusing phrases in each verse; for example: "Ver. 1 My Shepheard (under this 

similitude, he mindeth to set out the great care God had over him) I shall not want (vx. 

Any thing that he saeth to bee good or needfull for me.) Ver. 2. Hee maketh mee to rest 

(the Prophet proceedeth in this metaphor, shewing Gods care" (ibid.). Wilcox does not 

shy away from considering the author's intentions, nor does he avoid discussing literary 

figures and their intended effects. He often uses scriptural examples to support his 

explanations of given words or phrases. For example, explicating verse 5, Wilcox 

discusses the use of the table and cup imagery:

By table, understand al necessary things for nourishment to be set upon the table, 
which is a usual Metonymia & by annointing his head with oile, and the running 
over of his cup, understand abundance of al things not only serving for necessity 
but pleasure, he alloweth to the custome of those countries and times wherein he 
lived, which was not only to use oyle for finenes and conlines sake, as Mat. 6, 17, 
2.Sam. 12, 20, but also at feasts & banquets, as Luk. 7, 36, 37, 38 (ibid.). 
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Wilcox does not linger on any point for more than a few sentences, and most of his 

explications stay within three or four pages. He does not seem to be concerned with 

preaching a particular lesson or theme, but instead with documenting what and how the 

Psalms mean. Wilcox pays considerable attention to splitting the Psalms into a few parts, 

creating a rhetorical narrative of what each verse or section accomplishes. This structural 

attention suggests that Wilcox sees the meaning and value of the psalms to lie somewhere 

in the different rhetorical and poetic strategies employed by the various authors.

In another example, for Wilcox Psalm 120 "may bee divided into three partes: In 

the first the Prophet sheweth what experience he had had of Gods mercy in hearing his 

prayers.... In the second he speaketh to such, as use deceitfull wordes, shewing that they 

themselves profite not thereby.... In the thirde part he grievously lamenteth his owne case, 

in that he is inforced to dwell with such wicked men"(ibid.). Having outlined the psalm, 

Wilcox then proceeds to once again discuss each verse, beginning with the title "Psalms 

of Degrees." Like Luther, Wilcox mentions the multiple interpretations of this title, but 

Wilcox seems to express fascination rather than frustration with this conundrum:

The title: A Song of Degrees (Some, as the Geneva note, take it to bee so called, 
because of the lifting up of the tune, & the rising in singing; some thinke the 
worde degrees to be used in the plurall number, for excellent because those places 
are excellent whereunto men assend by degrees.... Some take it to be ment thus, 
that this and the other xiiii Psalmes following, are called songs or Psalmes of 
Degrees, that is of staires or steppes.... I for mine owne part incline thereto, 
because there is mentioun made of the staires of the Levites, that is of the staires 
whereuppon the Levites were wont to stand. Nehem. 9.4.)50

As for the "sharp arrowes" in verse 4 that Luther took pains to expound, Wilcox briefly 

describes their effect as "sharpe and pearsing, as are those sharpe arrowes, which a 
50 Ibid.
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mighty man shooteth. q.d. They are very deadly, and bring even as it were present death 

with them" (ibid.). At times his analysis borders on paraphrase, but Wilcox is never 

hesitant to include his own opinion on the effect of an image or the author's intention. 

And at the end of each explication, Wilcox summarizes the lessons to be learned from 

each verse. For example, in Psalm 120, "Ver. 1. Teacheth us to call uppon God in our 

troubles, with confidence that we shal be delivered and set free from the same. Verse. 2. 

Teacheth us to pray particularly, that we may be delivered from slaunderous and lying 

speaches. Verse 3. Teacheth us that such as give themselves to backbiting, and 

slaundering, shall in the ende get nothing thereby" (ibid.). The Psalms are thus for 

Wilcox, like Luther and Hooper, primarily useful for their religious and moral teachings. 

The best way to understand these lessons, though, is through careful attention to 

rhetorical structure. There does not seem to be a hermeneutic method divined by God's 

grace for Wilcox, nor is there a mystical impenetrability about the text; it is up to the 

reader to break the Psalms down and see how they work. 

To conclude I turn to this essay's epigraph, from Foxe's Book of Martyrs. The 

debate between William Hunter and William Tyrell over the Psalms shows not only a 

disagreement over translation, but also over the nature of the Psalms and Scripture in 

general. Tyrell disapproves of Hunter's loose translation of the Psalms, while Hunter 

adopts a much more liberal attitude. Looking back at the psalm explications by Luther, 

Hooper, and Wilcox, we might see the same diversity in interpretations of the Psalms 

even within the multiple Protestantisms of Elizabethan England. Just as literalist and 
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theological approaches to the Psalms such as Luther's were first being printed in English 

during the early Elizabethan period, other exegetes such as Hooper and Wilcox were 

using more figurative and literary approaches as they drew their own interpretive 

conclusions. These three examples show that there was no unified approach in 

interpreting the Psalms even among the relatively homogeneous and privileged group of 

thinkers able to write and print biblical commentaries. Nor is there a clear-cut distinction 

between reading the Psalms (or Bible) as literature or as theology, as Norton suggests.51 

Indeed, all three of these explicators employ an approach that combines the literal and the 

figurative, the theological and the literary. This diversity of approach shows Elizabethan 

England to possess no unified attitude toward the Psalms as poetry or prayer, as literal 

examples of theology or rhetorical acts inviting interpretive work. Perhaps most readers 

of the Psalms had attitudes similar to William Hunter's, casually shrugging off the rigors 

of a unified and literalist Protestant hermeneutics: "there is no great difference in these 

words."

51 Norton 3.
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