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Part 1

Editor’s Introduction





Preface

This book contains annotations on the books of Proverbs, Ecclesiastes, 
Canticles (also known as the Song of Songs or Song of Solomon), Jeremiah, 
and Isaiah, written by the eminent New England theologian and scholar Cotton 
Mather (1663–1728).1 The annotations on these five books are part of Mather’s 
Bible commentary, which he entitled “Biblia Americana: The Sacred Scriptures 
of the Old and New Testament Illustrated.” Mather intermittently worked 
on this commentary from 1693 to his death, never succeeding in securing the 
necessary support to publish the extensive manuscript that, in its final form, 
amounted to more than 4,500 folio pages. Had it been published at the time, 
the “Biblia” would have been the first comprehensive Bible commentary to be 
produced in British North America. After the American Revolution, Mather’s 
heirs bequeathed the manuscript to the Massachusetts Historical Society where 
it has slumbered in the archives almost untouched for over two centuries. Since 
2010, the “Biblia” is now being published as a scholarly edition. Three volumes 
have been published so far: volume one, Genesis (2010, ed. Reiner Smolinski), 
volume three, Joshua-Chronicles (2013, ed. Kenneth P. Minkema), and volume 
four, Ezra-Psalms (2014, ed. Harry Clark Maddux). Although fourth in the 
sequence of publication, this book thus constitutes volume five of the edition.

The following introductory remarks will be kept relatively brief. While 
aiming to provide the reader with the information necessary to explore Mather’s 
commentaries, I also attempt not to overlap too much with what can be found 
elsewhere. These remarks should be read in dialogue with Reiner Smolinski’s 
extensive and magisterial “Editor’s Introduction” to volume one of the edition,2 
as well as with the shorter but also very insightful introductions to volume 
three and four from Minkema and Maddux, respectively. At the same time, 
this introduction is in conversation with, and will make frequent reference to, 
my interpretative monograph Prophecy, Piety, and the Problem of Historicity: 
Interpreting the Hebrew Scriptures in Cotton Mather’s Biblia Americana (2015), 
which serves as a companion piece to this volume of the edition.

1 The two standard scholarly treatments of Mather’s life and work are Kenneth Silverman, 
The Life and Times of Cotton Mather (1984) and David Levin, Cotton Mather: The Young Life of 
the Lord’s Remembrancer 1663–1703 (1978).
2 Reiner Smolinski, “Editor’s Introduction” (BA 1:1–210).
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The introduction to volume one gives a detailed account of the “Biblia 
Americana” project in the context of Mather’s life. It also presents the manu-
script’s development through its several phases of composition and explains the 
reasons for Mather’s ultimate failure to have it published. Besides examining 
a number of topics specific to the Genesis commentary, Smolinski also offers 
an excellent discussion of the main characteristics and sources of the “Biblia” 
against the backdrop of the history of biblical interpretation during the early 
Enlightenment and the contemporary market for scriptural commentaries. To 
this broader picture painted by Smolinski, Minkema and Maddux have added 
many details and new facets specific to their sections of the manuscript, which 
have additionally enriched our understanding of the “Biblia” as a whole.3 So has 
the collection of essays on Cotton Mather and the “Biblia Americana” (2010), 
in which I also offer an overview of the “Biblia” project and its significance.4 
Readers looking for general background information and a first orientation on 
the history and nature of the “Biblia” are referred to these publications. That 
which is presented in the second part of this introduction about the composi-
tion process and the sources employed by Mather is, for the most part, only 
concerned with the part of the manuscript covered by this volume.

My interpretative conclusions are laid out in detail in the monograph 
Prophecy, Piety, and the Problem of Historicity, which grew from my editorial 
work on the materials contained in volume five. Especially in its first part it 
seeks to address some of the larger questions that have arisen from Mather’s 
commentaries on the Hebrew Bible. The other parts of the book are primarily 
focused on Proverbs, Ecclesiastes, Canticles, Isaiah, and Jeremiah, but also 
make a consistent effort to move from the specific to the more general. Based 
on close readings of examples from volume five, the book discusses some of the 
overarching themes and underlying issues in the “Biblia” commentaries on the 
Old Testament, the methods and approaches that Mather employs, as well his 
responses to and interventions in the larger theological and scholarly debates of 
his time. In many respects, the monograph therefore speaks directly to volume 
five of the edition. It examines in detail Mather’s annotations on the biblical 
books covered in volume five and discusses specific subjects or hermeneutical 
problems that figure prominently here. At the same time, it attempts a first 
synthesis and overall appraisal of Mather’s engagement with the Hebrew Bible 
in the history of the Christian interpretation of the Old Testament. Moreover, 
some reflections are offered in this context on the ways in which the findings 
from the “Biblia” so far challenge the established views of Mather and American 
Puritanism more generally. For anyone interested in probing the deeper signifi-

3 Kenneth P. Minkema, “Editor’s Introduction” (BA 3:1–80); Harry Clark Maddux, “Editor’s 
Introduction” (BA 4:1–80).
4 Reiner Smolinski and Jan Stievermann, eds., Cotton Mather and Biblia Americana  – 
America’s First Bible Commentary: Essays in Reappraisal (2010).
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cance of Mather’s annotations on the wisdom books, Canticles, and Jeremiah 
and Isaiah, it is recommended that they read the book alongside volume five. 
However, to ensure that this volume can also be used independently, a distil-
lation of those findings will be presented in section one of this introduction.

Before we go there, it seems helpful to say a few words about how the 
commentaries covered in this volume relate to each other and to Mather’s other 
commentaries on the Hebrew Bible. Proverbs, Ecclesiastes, Canticles, Jeremiah, 
and Isaiah do not constitute a natural whole in either the Jewish or Christian 
traditions of ordering the canon. Mather’s commentaries on these books came 
to be subsumed in one volume for organizational and editorial rather than 
historical reasons. In the Tanakh, Proverbs, Ecclesiastes, and Canticles belong 
to the third and final section of the Ketuvim (“Writings”). Proverbs (with Psalms 
and Job) belongs to the subsection of the Writings which is called Sifrei Emet 
(“Books of Truth”). Ecclesiastes or Koheleth and the Song of Solomon (with 
Ruth, Lamentations, and Esther) are grouped under the Hamesh Megillot (“The 
Five Scrolls”). In the Old Testament, Proverbs and Ecclesiastes are commonly 
grouped together with Psalms and Job as belonging to the “wisdom books,” 
while Canticles has always been regarded as sui generis in the Christian tradition. 
Within these larger groupings of the canon, both Jewish and Christian exegetes 
in Mather’s day generally understood Proverbs, Ecclesiastes, and Canticles as 
being tied together not just by their overarching theme of moral and spiritual 
instruction but also by their common Solomonic authorship. For these rea-
sons, Mather’s contemporaries often approached them together and published 
commentaries that contained annotations on more than one of them. Mather 
himself clearly worked on the three “Solomonic books” during the same periods 
of time and did the bulk of entries in the same rounds of annotations.

The books of Proverbs, Ecclesiastes, and Canticles thus would have formed 
an interpretative unit but had no special connection to the prophecies of Isaiah 
and Jeremiah. According to both Jewish and Christian traditions, Isaiah and Jer-
emiah not only belong to a different section of Scripture: the Nevi’im Aharonim 
(“Latter Prophets”) of the Tanakh and the “Major Prophets” of the Old Testa-
ment. They are also, at least prima facie, concerned with quite different subjects, 
centered on God’s particular relationship and dealings with Israel during specific 
parts of its history and, from a Christian point of view, the new covenant with 
the church and the promises of Christ (Isaiah often being called the “Fifth Gos-
pel”). Within the larger groupings of prophetic writings, Jewish and Christian 
exegesis traditionally saw close affinities between Isaiah and Jeremiah, not only 
because of their special eminence but also because of their assumed succession 
as God’s foremost prophets before the Babylonian exile. Just as many scholars 
before Mather had written commentaries on both Isaiah and Jeremiah, he too 
seems to have viewed the two prophets as being in close conversation with each 
other, even though he clearly gave priority to Isaiah. He appears to have gone 
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back and forth between the respective sections of the “Biblia” when making his 
annotations.

This volume thus comprises five biblical books that can be grouped into 
two interpretative units of sorts, but which in many ways are very different from 
each other in terms of genre, subject matter, and historical context. For Mather, 
both units and each book came with particular questions, interpretative chal-
lenges, and debates attached to them, which will be briefly surveyed in section 
one. As I will also argue, however, the two units are very much connected in 
Mather’s interpretative practice by certain overarching themes and underlying 
issues. They, in the final analysis, all revolve around the struggle over how to 
maintain or modify the Christian view of the Hebrew Bible as the Old Testa-
ment in the face of a growing awareness of the historicity of the Scriptures. All 
of these overarching themes and underlying issues are thus broadly relevant as 
well for Mather’s annotations on the other books of the Old Testament. Because 
the three Solomonic books and the two major prophets provide such a wide 
cross-section from the Hebrew Scriptures in terms of genre, subject matter, and 
historical context, many of these issues are also addressed in other volumes of 
the “Biblia.”

Mather’s commentaries on Proverbs and Ecclesiastes, for instance, have 
much in common with those on Jobs and Psalms (BA 4) in how they conceptu-
alize the spiritual wisdom of the Hebrew Scriptures in relation to the Christian 
gospel. But Mather’s Christian understanding of Solomonic wisdom also owes 
much to his interpretation of the figure of Solomon in the commentaries on the 
books of Chronicles and Kings (BA 3). In contrast to the prophetic writings, 
the authorship of Proverbs and Ecclesiastes (traditionally ascribed to Solomon) 
was already hotly debated at the time, which links these commentaries to 
those on Job, Psalms, and especially the Pentateuch, whose provenance was 
similarly discussed by Mather and his contemporaries (BA 1). Furthermore, 
Mather’s annotations on Proverbs, Ecclesiastes, and in particular on Canticles 
considerably intersect with those on Job and Psalms in how they struggle to 
reconcile traditional forms of prefigurative exegesis, specifically allegory, and 
pious christocentric applications with the new attention to the historicity of the 
Hebrew Scriptures. Mather’s commentaries on Canticles also showcase his use 
of a historico-prophetic approach to parts of the Hebrew Bible that were not 
prophetic writings in the narrower sense of the term. This, too, is something 
that we see repeatedly in the sections on Job and Psalms.

In turn, Mather’s commentaries on Isaiah and Jeremiah have much in com-
mon with his commentaries on the other Old Testament prophets. They contain 
the essence of his theology of substitution and his conceptualization of the rela-
tionships between law and gospel, the old and new covenant, and between the 
natural, ethnic Israel and the new spiritual Israel of the church. They illustrate 
Mather’s understanding of Christ’s pre-incarnate presence in ancient Jewish 
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history, as well as his heavy involvement in the debate over prophetic evidence 
and his prioritization of prophecy as the essential historical tie between Old and 
New Testament. They show how Mather, in response to historical critics, worked 
out a hermeneutics of multiple fulfillments. Moreover, the annotations on Isaiah 
and Jeremiah reveal his strong investment in a specific form of premillennialist 
eschatology informed by a radical literalism. All of these are consistent themes 
in the sections on Daniel, Ezekiel, and also the minor prophets, which will be 
covered in volume six of the “Biblia.” Mather’s frequent discussion of the latter-
day events in quasi-scientific terms is also connected to his similarly oriented 
discussion of the beginning of the world in the Genesis commentary.

This present volume should therefore open up many potential avenues for 
further comparative, cross-canonical studies of Mather as an Old Testament 
exegete. Pursuing these avenues will hopefully pave the way for even more 
comprehensive appraisals of his work as a biblical interpreter as the edited 
volumes of the New Testament commentaries are published. Even on its own, 
however, volume five stands as a monument to a scholarly theologian who was 
more widely read in the period’s most astute biblical scholarship than most of his 
ministerial colleagues in British North America at the time and for a long time 
afterwards.5 He was also more courageous in engaging with the arguments put 
forth by skeptical voices. Long before such concerns became more widespread 
among New England theologians, he was dealing with questions of authorship, 
historical transmission, and the integrity of the biblical texts. As one of the 
very first theologians of the British colonies, he pondered the quintessentially 
modern questions surrounding the Christian Bible and its relation to the 
Hebrew Scriptures – questions which continue to preoccupy those who seek to 
harmonize academic inquiry with a traditionalist faith. Mather himself was fully 
convinced that his “Biblia” offered just such a harmonization and effectively 
defended the authority and integrity of the canon as well as the basic legacy of 
seventeenth-century Reformed theology.

5 Jonathan Edwards (1703–1758) is the only other colonial minister whose biblical exegesis 
was of comparable breadth and depth. On Edwards’s exegetical work, see Robert E. Brown, 
Jonathan Edwards and the Bible (2002); and Douglas A. Sweeney, Edwards the Exegete: Biblical 
Interpretation and Anglo-Protestant Culture on the Edge of the Enlightenment (2015).





Section 1

Main Issues and Topics

On the most fundamental level, the commentaries contained in this 
volume show Cotton Mather’s struggle to read the Hebrew Bible as Christian 
Scripture in ways that he thought were intellectually justifiable as a highly edu-
cated scholar and which also felt satisfying and nurturing as a devout believer.1 
In Mather’s period, the traditional Christian understandings of the Hebrew 
Bible, including its prophetic and, more broadly prefigurative character, had 
come under growing pressure from new forms of biblical criticism.2 These forms 
were simultaneously informed by and contributing to a rising awareness of 
what we today would call the historicity of the Scriptures. The term, on the one 
hand, implies intensified scrutiny of the history of the scriptural texts as texts, 
that is, of their original composition, provenance, transmission, and canoniza-
tion. On the other hand, and more importantly, the term implies heightened 
attention to the ways in which the contents of the Bible are inextricably tied 
into their particular moments in history, shaped or even determined by their 
original cultural and communicative contexts, and thus to the human dimen-
sion of Scripture. Many different intellectual developments contributed to this 
awareness. Among them was the rise of the natural sciences that were giving 
birth to a new understanding of the universe. This new understanding at many 

1 I borrow this phrase from the title of Brevard S. Childs’s book The Struggle to Understand 
Isaiah as Christian Scripture (2004).
2 The best recent history of biblical interpretation in the early modern period can be found in 
the two volumes of Henning Graf Reventlow, Epochen der Bibelauslegung, Band III: Renaissance, 
Reformation, Humanismus (1997) and Band IV: Von der Aufklärung bis zum 20. Jahrhundert 
(2001). For good general discussions of the important developments in the history of biblical 
interpretation in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, see Richard A. Muller, “Biblical 
Interpretation in the Sixteenth and Seventeenth Centuries” (1998); Gerald T. Sheppard, “Bibli-
cal Interpretation in the Eighteenth and Nineteenth Centuries” (1998); and Jonathan Sheehan, 
The Enlightenment Bible: Translation, Scholarship, Culture (2005). For the Hebrew Bible/Old 
Testament in particular, a wealth of knowledge is provided by the essays in Magne Sæbø, ed., 
Hebrew Bible /Old Testament: From the Renaissance to the Enlightenment (2008). Hans-Joachim 
Kraus’s Geschichte der historisch-kritischen Erforschung des Alten Testaments (1969), pp. 7–103, is 
still very helpful, if somewhat dated in its theological assessments. This is even truer for Ludwig 
Diestel’s Geschichte des Alten Testaments in der christlichen Kirche (1869), pp. 317–554, which 
nevertheless contains many useful insights.

Section 1: Main Issues 
and Topics
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points proved hard to reconcile with cosmological notions to be found in the 
Scriptures, and thereby worked to distance the biblical worldview from a self-
consciously modern outlook. The sheer growth of knowledge about ancient 
history and civilizations, triggered by the recovery of textual corpora since the 
Renaissance, was also a significant factor.3

Most directly, however, this rising awareness of historicity appears as an 
outgrowth of the ways in which post-Reformation Protestant exegesis, especially 
Reformed and Arminian exegesis, had increasingly combined its prioritization 
of the literal sense with a humanistic hermeneutics. Besides philological analysis, 
this made inquiries into authorial intention and the original historical-commu-
nicative contexts the key to determining the meaning of scriptural texts. By the 
mid-seventeenth century some Reformed scholars, notably the Dutch Arminian 
Hugo Grotius (see section two), had already found such inquiries leading them 
to debate freely the soundness of many of the standard ways of finding Christ in 
the Hebrew Scriptures, because they appeared to disregard the religious and cul-
tural particularity, that is the “Jewishness,” of texts and what these would have 
intended to communicate to their original audience in their specific historical 
situations.4 Grotius’s Annotationes ad Vetus Testamentum (1644) is of crucial 
importance to the “Biblia” project and influences the entries of this volume at 
every turn.5 Although Mather had a grudging respect for Grotius’s scholarship, 
he regarded many of its results and implications as eminently dangerous and 
worked to defuse their explosive potential. In more than one way, the “Biblia” 
does in fact appear as an attempt to formulate a convincing answer to Grotius 
and those contemporary intellectuals, such as Benedict de Spinoza (Baruch 
Spinoza, 1632–1677),6 who were pushing the historical-contextual approach to 
ever more radical conclusions. As he started his project in the 1690s, in Mather’s 
mind this alarming trend was probably most prominently embodied by Jean 
LeClerc (Johannes Clericus, 1657–1736), whose writings not only challenged 
the predominant understanding of the inspiration and authorship of the biblical 
texts but also the role of some of the Hebrew Scriptures in the Christian canon.7

3 On the notion of the historical revolution of the seventeenth century, see Amos Funken-
stein, Theology and the Scientific Imagination from the Middle Ages to the Seventeenth Century 
(1986); and Klaus Scholder, The Birth of Modern Critical Theology (1990).
4 Grotius and his followers were thus frequently attacked by their critics (including Mather) 
for what was perceived as his “Judaizing” tendencies. The term “Judaizer” was applied “to Chris-
tians who consciously or unconsciously interpret an Old Testament passage after the fashion of 
the Jews. Usually this entails seeking an immediate historical reference to a prophecy deemed 
messianic by Christian tradition.” Childs, The Christian Struggle, p. 233.
5 The Annotationes were subsequently incorporated into the Opera omnia theologica (1679), 
from which I also cite. The best recent general treatments of Grotius as an exegete are by Hen-
ning Graf Reventlow in his Epochen der Bibelauslegung, Band III, pp. 211–25.
6 On Mather’s engagement with Spinoza, see Reiner Smolinski, “Authority and Interpreta-
tion: Cotton Mather’s Response to the European Spinozists” (2006).
7 LeClerc’s most influential work was Sentimens de quelques theologiens de Hollande sur 
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Thus, in Mather’s day the standards of biblical criticism, at least in some 
intellectual circles, were changing. There was a new, emerging ideal of inde-
pendent judgment informed by autonomous reason and textual and historical 
evidence, regardless of whether such judgments put the critic at odds with 
tradition, even with the most fundamental teachings about the Bible and Chris-
tian faith. This move was then vigorously and self-consciously made by early 
eighteenth-century freethinkers and Deists such as John Toland (1670–1722) 
and Anthony Collins (1676–1729). Their writings, especially Collins’s famous 
Discourse of the Grounds and Reasons of the Christian Religion (1724), loom large 
in the background of many of the later entries that Mather continued to add to 
the “Biblia.” In Mather’s responses, the dawn of a biblical criticism is reflected, 
as he opposes the emerging criticism that is programmatically “neutral” or 
even, in the stricter sense of the word, genuinely critical of the Bible and the 
predominant understanding of its supernatural authority as one continuous, 
coherent, and infallible revelation from God. One crucially decisive issue around 
which this “critical criticism” took shape was the status of the Hebrew Bible as 
Christian Scripture. On the most radical end of the spectrum, the Deists sought 
a thoroughly reformed religion that would center on what they considered the 
pure ethics of Christianity and rest on a foundation of reason. In building this 
religion they generally had little use for the Hebrew Scriptures, and did not 
think they could serve as an evidential basis of the true faith.

The “Biblia Americana” must be seen as an exemplar of an innovative kind 
of apologetically oriented criticism that evolved in close dialogue, or antilogue, 
with this more “critical criticism.” It was closely related to “critical criticism” in 
terms of the subjects, methods, and standards to which it aspired. Ultimately, 
however, it aimed at defending what was held to be an orthodox understand-
ing of the Scriptures as the inspired and infallible Word of God.8 In the final 
analysis, the “Biblia,” like other works of apologetically oriented criticism, was 

l’histoire critique du Vieux Testament composée par le P. Richard Simon, which he published in 
response to the Histoire critique du Vieux Testament (1678) by the French Oratorian scholar 
Richard Simon (1638–1712). Simon had, among other things, called into question conven-
tional assumptions about Mosaic authorship and the composition of other Old Testament 
books. In his engagement with Simon’s work and its perceived shortcomings LeClerc advanced 
even more critical views on the authorship and composition of the Pentateuch but also the 
wisdom books, as well as on the topic of scriptural inspiration more generally. Selections from 
LeClerc’s writings were published in English under the title Five Letters concerning the Inspira-
tion of the Holy Scriptures (1690).
8 Johann Anselm Steiger offers very insightful discussions of this kind of orthodox criticism 
in his “The Development of the Reformation Legacy: Hermeneutics and Interpretation of 
the Sacred Scripture in the Age of Orthodoxy” (2008); and Philologia Sacra. Zur Exegese der 
Heiligen Schrift im Protestantismus des 16. bis 18. Jahrhunderts (2011). For the debates in England 
specifically, see Gerard Reedy, The Bible and Reason: Anglicans and Scripture in Late Seventeenth-
Century England (1985); and Justin A. I. Champion, The Pillars of Priestcraft Shaken: the Church 
of England and its Enemies, 1660–1730 (1992); and B. W. Young, Religion and Enlightenment in 
Eighteenth-Century England: Theological Debate from Locke to Burke (1998).
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still very much theologically determined both in its presuppositions and in 
its conclusions. Nevertheless, it clearly reflects the exegetical challenges and 
theological struggles which followed the rise of the new humanistic methods. 
Mather’s engagement with these trends demonstrates a particular theological 
position that emerged in this context of the early Enlightenment. One can 
describe this position as having a sense of deep obligation, indeed, commitment, 
to the authority of the Bible and the central doctrinal teachings of the Protestant 
traditions. At the same time, Mather clearly feels compelled to integrate as much 
historical material and historical methods as possible into his interpretations of 
the Scriptures.

Those who embraced this paradigm of biblical criticism proceeded from 
the assumption that no real conflict could exist between biblical faith and 
human reason. It was thought that, properly considered, all textual and histori-
cal-contextual evidence would be found to assert the authority and unity of the 
Old and New Testament. The new apologists, including Mather, devoted all 
their energies to demonstrating the validity of this assumption. Also, they saw 
once again, if for very different reasons than in earlier centuries, the necessity 
of defining and defending what rightful uses could be made of the Hebrew 
Scriptures for Christian faith and piety. Especially heated was the debate over the 
fulfilment of Old Testament prophecies in Christ, the history of the church, and 
the eschaton. This again reflects the fundamental changes Christian apologetics 
had been undergoing since the mid-seventeenth century. In response to the 
intellectual trends of the early Enlightenment, the primary emphasis shifted 
from inter-confessional quarrels or a polemical engagement with Judaism (and 
to a lesser extent Islam) to a defense against the increasingly skeptical voices 
emerging from diverse discourses within the larger Christian world.9

When Mather died in 1728, the rise of German “Higher Criticism” was still 
half a century in the future. Still, Mather belonged to a generation of scholarly 
theologians who were already confronted with deep-reaching historical chal-
lenges to the authority of the Bible, and the Old Testament especially. Some 
of the uneasy questions about authorship, genre, provenance, or the factual 
realism of the scriptural narratives that would later be rigorously brought to 
bear on the Bible as a whole, were already being formulated with regard to the 
Hebrew Scriptures. Mather did not shy away from these questions but tried 
to engage them as fully as his orthodox commitments allowed. Moreover, the 
basic legitimacy of time-honored modes of interpreting the Old Testament 
as prophetically, typologically or mystically prefiguring Christ and the gospel 
could no longer be taken for granted. Although Mather himself had not the 
slightest doubt about this status, he, like many other theologian-scholars of 

9 On this see Hans-Martin Brecht, Atheismus und Orthodoxie: Analysen und Modelle christ-
licher Apologetik im 17. Jahrhundert (1971).
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his generation, felt the need to make new apologetical arguments in support 
of the traditional view, and to practice the traditional modes of prefigurative 
interpretation with a new self-conscious attention to the historical dimension 
of the original texts.

Textual Issues and Questions of Translation

As this volume illustrates, Mather gave considerable thought to the He-
brew Scriptures as texts, that is, to the provenance of the received canonical texts 
and their variants. At the turn of the eighteenth century, a theological exegete 
of the Old Testament such as Mather would have faced the rapidly proliferat-
ing, highly specialized philological scholarship of Hebraists and Orientalists. In 
their discussion of the received Masoretic text, alongside the Septuagint (LXX) 
and other ancient and modern translations, these specialists raised a number 
of difficult issues concerning the “givenness” of the Hebrew Bible or Christian 
Old Testament. Building on the work of pioneering Christian Hebraists, such as 
Sebastian Münster (see section two), Johannes Buxtorf the Elder (1564–1629), 
or Louis Cappel (Ludovicus Cappellus, 1585–1658), the new textual research 
suggested the instability of the text and the uncertainty of its meaning in many 
places.10 Although learned in the biblical languages, Mather was not an expert 
philologist himself. But he was surprisingly well-read in the relevant literature. 
Textual issues occasionally come up in the annotations of this volume. Where 
they do, however, it becomes clear that the discoveries that were being made in 
these areas were of lesser concern to Mather. Overall, he seems to have rested 
assured that, through the accidents of textual history, God had supervised the 
essentially faithful transmission of His truths into the canonical books of the 
Old Testament – even if there were some scribal errors, textual corruptions, 
later interpolations and even if, as Mather conceded, the vowel points were of 
a later date.

Good examples for Mather’s approach to such issues can be found in his 
commentary on Jeremiah. Mather was well aware of the significant discrepan-
cies between the Masoretic text and the Septuagint version of Jeremiah. For one 
thing, the latter represents a Hebrew text that must have been shorter by one 
eighth. Moreover, the Septuagint has a different order. It places the prophecies 
against the foreign nations after 25:13, which the Masoretic text has at the end 
of the book in chapters 46 through 51. As his gloss on Jer. 25:13 attests, Mather 
(like most of his peers) was not very troubled by this divergence but simply 

10 On the development of Christian Hebraism in the early modern period, see Stephen 
G. Burnett, Christian Hebraism in the Reformation Era (1500–1660): Authors, Books, and the 
Transmission of Jewish Learning (2012), and his “Later Christian Hebraists” (2008), pp. 785–92; 
see also the essays in Allison P. Coudert and Jeffrey S. Shoulson, eds., Hebraica Veritas? Christian 
Hebraists and the Study of Judaism in Early Modern Europe (2004).
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judged that the order of the Septuagint seemed more reasonable to him than the 
order chosen by the scribes of the exilic period. These and similar problems of 
textual tradition, later insertions or redactions of the priority of one version over 
the other apparently did not raise larger concerns about the overall coherency 
and authenticity of the text.

Consider, for instance, the brief switch to Aramaic (or “Chaldean”) in Jer. 
10:11, which Mather, drawing on Hebraists’ knowledge, did recognize. However, 
even Grotius (whose gloss Mather here cites along with that of Münster) was still 
so much guided by an inherited, pre-critical hermeneutics of trust that he did 
not consider a later insertion by redactors from the Babylonian period. Instead 
Grotius, Münster, and Mather after them, explain the change in language as the 
result of immediate divine intervention, in which the Holy Spirit made Jeremiah 
prophesy in the tongue of the future masters of the Jewish people: “Tho’ all 
the rest of the Book be in Hebrew, this Verse is in Chaldee; and it furnishes the 
People of God, with what they were to declare unto their Chaldee Masters on 
all just Occasions” during the Captivity (BA 5:886).11

Such was the limited extent of textual problems in the early eighteenth 
century. Generally, for Mather and the vast majority of his colleagues the belief 
that the Holy Spirit had not only inspired the original prophecies but also 
safeguarded them all the way through the process of textual transmission and 
canon formation for the entire Bible kept such issues from assuming larger 
proportions. Presumably, for similar reasons, Mather also almost never finds it 
necessary to discuss variae lectiones in the Masoretic text or to debate potential 
problems of textual corruptions. Although he was aware of such matters, in 
volume five there is not a single instance of him engaging this matter with all of 
the potential repercussions.

The same kind of presuppositions also guided Mather in how he con-
fronted the potentially threatening proliferation of meanings through different 
translations. For Mather’s generation of exegetes the Bible not only existed in 
the Hebrew and Greek originals as well as the many vernacular translations that 
had come out of the Reformation. The cumulative labors of European humanist 
scholarship had also made various ancient manuscript versions of the Bible (or 
parts of it) available in printed editions, which offered sometimes significantly 
divergent alternatives to the Masoretic texts of the Hebrew Bible or to the 
Greek texts of the New Testament. For the Old Testament there were, besides 
the Septuagint, the Samarian Pentateuch, the Aramaic Targumim, the Syriac 
Peshitta, the Arabic, and the Ethiopian versions. All of these versions together 
with the Masoretic Hebrew text (including an apparatus that listed variants) 
were readily accessible for Mather in the Biblia Sacra Polyglotta (1654–1657) 

11 Compare Münster in John Pearson, Critici Sacri ([1660] 1698), vol. 4, p. 5523 and 
Grotius, Opera (1:355).
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published in London. Besides the London Polyglot Mather also looked at the 
older Polyglot Bibles, notably the Antwerp Polyglot Bible (also called the Biblia 
Polyglotta Regia), first published in eight volumes between 1569 and 1573 under 
the general editorship of the Spanish orientalist Benedictus Arias Montanus 
(Benito Arias Montano, 1527–1598). Using these sources, Mather frequently 
referred to the different ancient versions of the Hebrew Bible, especially to the 
Septuagint and the Targumim or “Chaldee Paraphrasts,” as he calls them. He 
also regularly employed the new Latin translation of the Old Testament from 
the original Hebrew (first publ. in 1579) by the two Heidelberg scholars Fran-
ciscus Junius (1545–1602) and Immanuel Tremellius (Giovanni Emmanuele 
Tremellio, 1510–1580), whose marginal glosses reflected a distinctively Reformed 
viewpoint. Occasionally, Mather also consulted modern translations in different 
European vernacular languages. For instance, both the old French Protestant 
Geneva Bible by Pierre Robert Olivétan (c. 1506–1538) (Bible de Genève, orig. 
1535) and the more recent translation with commentary by the Swiss-born 
Calvinist theologian Giovanni Diodati (1576–1649), La Sainte Bible (1644) 
make an appearance. So does the Statenvertaling (“translation of the States”) or 
Sta(a)ten bijbel, the Dutch Bible translation, which was ordered by the States 
General at the Synod of Dort (1618–1619) and printed in 1637.

Mather never seems to have been genuinely troubled by the existence of 
these often widely diverging translations. On the contrary, he appears to have 
regarded them mostly as a resource for a fuller understanding of the biblical 
texts and for improving the common English translation of the KJV. Among 
so many other things, Mather’s “Biblia” thus marks the very first involvement 
of America’s theological elite in discussions over revising the KJV.12 To offer 
improvements where a word or entire verse in the KJV was deemed wrong, 
obscure, or just a little awkward, Mather would compare the different ancient 
language versions and modern translations, but also consider the rabbinic 
glosses contained in the Mikraot Gedolot, or “Rabbinic Bible,” first published in 
1524–1525 by Daniel Bomberg in Venice. It is doubtful that Mather ever worked 
directly with an edition of the Mikraot Gedolot, but he constantly cites the 
classical rabbinic commentators secondhand and usually in Latin translations 
from his Hebraist sources (see section two).13 Thus the “Biblia” demonstrates 
how Christian Hebraism was “going mainstream” in the late seventeenth cen-

12 For a cultural history of the King James Bible, its multiple revisions, and the various at-
tempts to replace it with new translations, see Gordon Campbell, Bible: The Story of the King 
James Version 1611–2011 (2010), esp. pp. 193–211 on America. For America specifically, see Paul 
C. Gutjahr, An American Bible: A History of the Good Book in the United States, 1777–1880 
(1999), pp. 89–111; and Peter Thuessen, In Discordance with the Scriptures: American Protestant 
Battles over Translating the Bible (1999).
13 This was a common approach among biblical commentators of the time. Grotius, for 
instance, likewise accessed his rabbinic sources secondhand and through Latin translations. 
See Edwin Rabbie, “Hugo Grotius and Judaism” (1994), p. 114.
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445–6, 477, 511, 786, 790

Woodward, John  859, 880
Woodward, Josiah  85, 457
Wool(en). See also Garments  352, 487, 

503–4, 570
Word of God. See Bible  
World. See also Earth  

Old World (Prediluvian)  154, 725, 766
New World  478

Worldly  285, 399, 459, 488, 528, 533, 
553, 574, 833

Wrath, Wrathful  
Day of  186, 216, 250
of God. See God  
of Men  57, 140, 242, 244, 253, 321, 
330, 426, 557, 731, 939

Wright, Samuel  827
Wycliffe, John  554–6

Xenophon  32, 307, 372, 395, 494, 776, 
779, 792, 918, 943

Xerxes  639, 652

Youth  153, 290, 329, 340, 342, 385, 
434, 437, 447–8, 450, 453–4, 601, 
817, 820, 850, 867

Zachaeus  392
Zanchi, Girolamo (Hieronymus 

Zanchius)  363
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Zechariah (Father of John the Baptist)  
584

Zechariah, Book of  296, 398, 570, 
583–4, 947

Zedekiah  18, 295, 577, 895, 903–4, 
908, 947, 951–2

Zehner, Joachim (Joachim Decimator)  
56, 60–1, 146–7, 261–2, 273, 278, 
317–9, 323–4

Zeno of Verona (Zenon Veronensis)  154, 
437

Zeir Anpin. See also Arich Anpin and 
Kabbalah  194–7

Zeus. See Jupiter  
Zohar, Book of  37, 191–4, 196, 473, 

593, 704, 805
Zoroaster, Zoroastrism  777
Zorobabel, Zerubbabel  357–8, 583, 619




