Martin Luther's German Bible 

Martin Luther declared his intolerance for the Roman Church’s corruption in 1517 by nailing his 95 Theses to the Wittenberg Church door. While in exile he translated the New Testament into German.  He used the 1516 Greek-Latin New Testament of Erasmus, and published it in September of 1522.  

Luther’s goal was to equip every Christian in Germany with the ability to hear the Word. Thus, by 1534 he completed his translation of the old and new testaments from the Hebrew and Greek.   Although Luther was not the first to attempt this translation, his was superior to all its predecessors. Previous translations contained poor German and were from the  Vulgate.   Luther sought to get as close to the original text as possible but at the same time, his translation was guided by how people spoke in the home, on the street and in the marketplace. 

Martin Luther’s German translation of the Bible itself is among the important texts of the Reformation and one of the most important components of his legacy (which also included extensive writings, composition of over 35 hymns and the Augsburg Confession.)  His translation accomplished his desire to allow common people to read the Bible for themselves in their own language. 

The German Bible of Luther was accepted with the greatest enthusiasm, and became the most powerful help to the Reformation. Hans Lufft at Wittenberg printed and sold in forty years (between 1534 and 1574) about a hundred thousand copies, an enormous number for that age, and these were read by millions. 

The widespread distribution of his translation also had the effect of standardizing the German language, much as the King James Version would do for the English language. 

Finally, Luther’s work was a catalyst for translations of the Bible into other languages.  For example, we have the Bible in Dutch, published in 1526 by Jacob van Liesvelt; the Bible in French,  published in 1528 by Jacques Lefevre d’Étaples; the Bible in Spanish,  published in Basel in 1569 by Casiodoro de Reina (Biblia del Oso) and  the Bible in English: particularly through William Tyndale, who was befriended by Luther.  

