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IN EARLY PRINTED BIBLES1 
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Many printed Bibles from the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries contain cross references in 

their margins. These are not hand-written notes that appeared subsequent to the production of 

these Bibles but references that were included as part of the printing process. No significant 

study of these references has yet been carried out, as far as I can determine. Could this sort of 

examination yield any insights about how the Bible was approached during this period? That is 

the question I sought to answer as I engaged in what I consider an exploratory study. I have 

made no attempt as of yet to systematically study Bibles from this period, but I sought to 

determine whether doing so would be fruitful. The Special Collections at Pitts Theology Library 

are home to a number of printed Bibles from the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries and thus 

afforded an excellent opportunity for this project. 

My method for this exploratory study was to focus on the 1520s and study Bibles from 

this period in two stages. Selecting a single decade was important in order to make the project 

manageable, and the 1520s seemed likely to offer an interesting snapshot, inasmuch as different 

editions of the Bible were beginning to proliferate (due especially to the work of Erasmus and 

Luther). In the first stage, I located Bibles at Pitts from this decade by searching in the catalog 

for each year followed by “BIBL” (1520 BIBL, 1521 BIBL, etc.) and physically checking each 

one to see if it contained cross references. While some Bibles were undoubtedly overlooked in 

this approach,2 this was not a major issue since my intention was not to carry out a 

                                                
1 Special thanks to Bo Adams, Director of Pitts Theology Library, for suggesting this project and offering 

guidance at various stages. 

2 Although most Bibles in the Special Collections at Pitts are cataloged as BIBL, not all are. 
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comprehensive study but simply to explore the fruitfulness of this type of project. Of the twenty-

six “BIBL” items from the 1520s, I found that two were not really Bibles, sixteen lacked cross 

references, and eight had cross references.3 In the second stage, I selected six of the ones 

containing cross references, three Latin and three German, and compiled a spreadsheet with the 

cross references for Paul’s Epistle to the Romans found in each.4 This set consisted of a standard 

Vulgate, a revised Vulgate by Andreas Osiander (a Protestant), a Latin translation by Erasmus, 

two printings of Luther’s German translation, and a German version by Hieronymus Emser (in 

response to Luther’s translation). I was also interested in how these Bibles compared with earlier 

ones, so I added a pair of Vulgates from 1491 and 1495 for comparison as well, for a total of 

eight Bibles from which to gather data. 

Anyone who plans to engage in this sort of project should be aware of the challenges that 

arise. One challenge is that these Bibles have chapter numbers but no verse numbers. Most did 

divide the chapters into several sections with letters (Luther’s and Erasmus’s did not), but it is 

still more difficult to work with references presented in forms such as Romans 3.B. Another 

challenge is that the references are sometimes hard to identify. Part of this is a feature of ink 

from hundreds of years ago wearing away to some extent. There is also the fact that 

abbreviations for biblical books differ from what most of us are familiar with and are not 

                                                
3 See appendix. 

4 Available to view here. 
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consistent (even within the same Bible in close proximity to one another).5 A final challenge is 

that one will encounter some apparent typographical errors in these Bibles.6 

My analysis of the data I collected from the eight Bibles can be summarized in four 

points. First, across all the Bibles, the majority of references were to OT citations and allusions, 

but each Bible did have at least one NT reference in Romans. Although most Bibles had 

significantly more than one, in both editions of Luther’s translation the only NT reference was to 

1 Cor 12 (in Rom 12; both passages address the topic of spiritual gifts). Second, no two Bibles 

among the eight contained precisely the same set of references. When I initially skimmed 

through the Bibles, it looked like there was a standard set of references from which only the 

German Bibles differed. But when I examined them more closely, I found that this was not quite 

the case. Third, however, there were patterns among the Bibles, suggesting that there were 

distinct traditions of cross references. Fourth, some of the references provide a window into 

textual interpretation. Let me explain the third and fourth points further. 

The patterns among the Bibles make it clear that cross references were not added to each 

independently. These eight seem to reflect two broad traditions of cross references, a Latin one 

and a German one. The Latin Bibles were all more similar to one another than they were to the 

German Bibles, and vice versa. Also, the Latin Bibles contained approximately twice as many 

references as the German Bibles contained. Yet there certainly were variations within the two 

broad traditions. Emser’s Bible contained many more NT references than did Luther’s Bibles. 

All the Latin Bibles except Erasmus’s had intratexual references (i.e., references to other 

                                                
5 For instance, I found at least six ways to abbreviate the book of James: Ja, Jac, Jaco, Jacobi, Iaco, Iacobi. 

Some individual Bibles had two or three of these variations. 

6 Two examples: (1) in 1521 BIBL, Rom 1 jumps from section B to section D; (2) all the Latin Bibles I 
consulted refer to Acts 2.A in Rom 10, but I am fairly certain that Acts 2.C is intended since it is quoting the same 
Joel passage that is quoted in Romans. 
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passages in Romans). I see no reason why such references would have been intentionally 

dropped from this Bible. It seems more likely that this difference reflects dependence on a 

similar yet slightly different tradition of references. I was curious at the outset of the project 

whether there were differences between Protestant and Catholic Bibles in terms of cross 

references, but I found no indication of this. Osiander’s Vulgate is much more similar to other 

Vulgates than it is to Luther’s Bibles, for instance. 

While the cross references did not seem to reflect sectarian differences, I did find a 

couple of references that provide windows into the interpretation of certain texts. For the passage 

in Rom 2 (v. 24 in modern versification) in which Paul quotes the words, “The name of God is 

blasphemed among the Gentiles because of you,” some of the Bibles referenced Ezek 36 while 

Emser’s Bible referenced both Isa 52 and Ezek 36.7 The reason this is interesting is that modern 

commentators have also discussed which text Paul is quoting here. Paul’s words match with 

neither text precisely, so some scholars see a conflation of the two passages. Other scholars think 

the reference is to Isa 52 since Paul’s words are closer to that text. Among the fifteenth- and 

sixteenth-century Bibles I consulted, however, it was more common to attribute the reference to 

Ezek 36. Another interesting reference was one I found when skimming through Matthew. In 

Matt 2:23, the quotation, “he will be called a Nazorean,” is attributed to “the prophets.” Yet there 

is no precise or even similar expression anywhere in the OT, so various explanations have been 

proposed. One is that the reference is to the words spoken of Samson in Judg 13, “the boy shall 

be a nazirite.” Although this interpretation is not widely held today, it is the one assumed by the 

                                                
7 One referenced Isa 34.F while another referenced Isa 36.F. I think that these are errors, however, since 

neither chapter goes up to section F. Both probably intend to reference the Ezekiel passage. 
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German tradition of cross references. All three German Bibles referenced Judg 13 at this point in 

the text of Matthew. 

In conclusion, my exploratory study suggests that a more systematic examination of cross 

references in early printed Bibles could likely yield interesting insights. There may be a complex 

web of various traditions of cross references; comparison of many more Bibles would be 

necessary to map out this web. While I cannot say precisely what would be gained by tracing 

these traditions, such study would probably result in a clearer picture of the Bible’s transmission 

during this period. Finally, compiling a more extensive database of references would lead to 

further information (similar to what I have found regarding Rom 2 and Matt 2) about how certain 

thorny exegetical problems were being addressed five hundred years ago. 

  



 6 

APPENDIX 
 
 

1520s Bibles in Pitts Theology Library Special Collections 
 
Bold = cross references 
Italics = item missing 
Underline = not really a Bible (these two are translations of Wisdom of Solomon) 
 
1521 BIBL 
1522 BIBL 
1522 BIBL A 
1522 BIBL B 
1522 BIBL C 
1522 BIBL D 
1522 BIBL E 
1522 BIBL:1 
1523 BIBL 
1523 BIBL A 
1523 BIBL B:1 
1523 BIBL B:2 
1523 BIBL C* 
1524 BIBL 
1524 BIBL A 
1524 BIBL V.1 (and V.2, V.3, V.4) 
1525 BIBL: 1 
1527 BIBL 
1527 BIBL A 
1527 BIBL B 
1527 BIBL L 
1528 BIBL 
1528 BIBL A 
1528 BIBL B 
1528 BIBL C 
1529 BIBL 
 
*Online searching shows that this missing volume does not have cross-references. It is a German 
translation and adaptation of the psalms by Johannes Böschenstain. 


