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Sixteenth-Century Unitarian Interpretations 
of Psalm 2 in Sermons by György Enyedi (1597)

BORBÁLA LOVAS (Budapest, Hungary)

The diversity of Christianity by the time of the Reformation resulted in 
the urgent need for different readings and translations of scripture. One 
of the most disputed verses, Psalm 2:7, was the source of conflict between 
Trinitarians and Antitrinitarians regarding the existence of the Eternal 
Son, and the divinity of Christ. Within the Antitrinitarian movement in 
East Central Europe were two independent denominations: the Minor 
Reformed Church of Poland (popularly known as Socinians ― after 
Fausto Sozzini ― or as Polish Brethren) based in the Polish-Lithuanian 
Commonwealth, and the Unitarian Church, a seventeenth-century 
name for an active and determined community that existed from the 
middle of the sixteenth century in the semi-dependent principality of 
Transylvania and in the occupied territories of Ottoman Hungary. Of the 
latter, the most well-known figure in church history and scholarship is 
Ferenc Dávid, the first bishop (or superintendent).1 With the support of 
the young Unitarian convert, Prince John Sigismund, Dávid published 
dozens of books near the end of the 1560s in both Latin and Hungarian. 
The focus of this study, however, concerns the work in the 1590s of 
the third bishop, György Enyedi. Though strict printing regulations 
prevented the publication of important Antitrinitarian works from the 
1570s onwards, the Unitarian elite managed to create and transmit a 
substantial manuscript tradition that includes songs, prayers, other 
everyday texts, didactic stories (biblical, historical, and romantic), theo-
logical works and records of debates, biblical translations (particularly 
psalms), and, most importantly, sermons. 

György Enyedi was born in 1555 in Enyed (today Aiud, 
Romania). After studying in Geneva and in Padua, teaching dialectics 
and philosophy, and assuming the role of rector of the Unitarian college 
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St. Michael’s Church in Kolozsvár (today Cluj/Napoca). 
During the bishopry of György Enyedi this was a Unitarian church.

 György Enyedi preached here till his death in 1597.

of Cluj, he was elected bishop from 1592 and occupied that role until his 
early death in 1597. Though some of his texts did not survive (such as 
his schoolbooks, and his funeral oration for the second bishop, Demeter 
Hunyadi), many remain: 

• a translation from Boccaccio’s Decameron, IV/1 (Historia elegantis-
sima Gismundae, regis Tancredi filiae...), in several print editions 
and manuscripts; 

• his notes on the books of the New Testament written during 
his studies in Geneva (Annotationes Georgii Enyedini in Novum 
Testamentum), in a manuscript copy; 

• his Latin translation of Heliodorus’s Aethiopica (finished 1592), 
in a manuscript copy; 

• his pamphlets against Mihály Cserényi, and János Szilvási 
(Responsio ad Michaelis Cserényi de Balásfalva Assertiones Scholas-
ticas De Sanctissima et Individua Trinitate; Concio Georgij Eniedini 
opposita Johannes Zilvasii, Defensio concionis Georgij [Eniedini] 
adversus Apolog[iam Johannis Zilvasii], Concionis Examen, Brevis 
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responsio, Contra Antiquitatem et perpetuam durationem fidei 
Romanae brevis dissertatio), all in manuscripts; 

• the Explicationes locorum Veteris et Novi Testamenti, in Latin and 
Hungarian printed editions;

• his epigram dedicated to Jacobus Palaeologus (In apocalypsin a 
Jacobo Paleologo Commenta), in a manuscript;

• and a substantial sermon collection in diverse manuscripts, 
though not in his own hand.

The final item, the largest manuscript corpus of Transylvanian 
Unitarian sermons, has a complex textual tradition. The two hundred 
individual pieces comprise seven sections (called triacas), each containing 
thirty-three sermons, except the seventh, fragmented section, unfinished 
because of the bishop’s death. Written by Enyedi during his bishopric 
(1592-1597), they were copied by various preachers and scribes until the 
end of the seventeenth century. Uniquely for the period, Enyedi drew 
from a wide range of biblical verses for his textus or themes (including 
canonical and apocryphal books of the Old and New Testament, from 
the books of Moses to the Book of Revelation). He also incorporated 
theological questions relevant to the contemporary behaviour of the 
citizens of Cluj. Regarding dogmatic questions on important historical 
and political matters and the most discussed passages of the Bible, he 
made connections with a moderately critical attitude on, for example: Ps. 
2:7, Micah 5:2, John 8:58, 1 John 5:7-8 concerning the Johannine Comma, 
and Rev. 1:8.2 In addition to presenting a wide arsenal of arguments 
in favour of Antitrinitarian dogmas and the Unitarian community, the 
bishop also criticized and explained fundamental ideas and challenged 
his people to take sides after understanding the arguments. The 
tolerant tone of the sermons, an essential feature of the Transylvanian 
environment, was however limited to the Reformed denominations 
and dogmas. Consequently, Enyedi did not adhere to the views of 
Jacobus Palaeologus, the Italian radical thinker who dreamed of broad 
religious tolerance amongst all the churches that were monotheistic. 
Otherwise Enyedi used the ideas of Palaeologus, who had spent time 
in Transylvania and whose work survives only in manuscript copies 
made by Transylvanian Unitarians like Enyedi, who were connected 
to the interpretation of the Bible from the earliest period. Thus, we can 
find notes about Palaeologus already in Enyedi’s Annotationes, but he 
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limits this influence to the manuscripts that can be easily connected to 
the Reformed theology. Beyond this, Enyedi distances himself not only 
from the too radicalized direction of theological openness, but also from 
the Catholic dogmas. 

With Psalm 2, Enyedi reflects on the question of the Trinity. The 
first two of the three sermons in which he discusses Ps. 2:1-6, Ps. 2:7, 
and Ps. 2:8 accompany and precede this article.3 These sermons survive 
in two sources: 5. Kolozsvári Kódex (5th Codex of Cluj/Kolozsvár) 
copied in the middle of the seventeenth century,4 and Székelykeresztúri 
Kódex (Codex of Cristuru Secuiesc/Székelykeresztúr) copied by Gergely 
Fejérdi in 1629.5 Both volumes are handbooks for preaching. Further, 
there exists a compiled Latin variant first published in 1598, a year after 
Enyedi’s death, in his detailed exegetical work, the Explicationes.6 This 
version appears in a Hungarian translation printed in 1619 and 1620 in 
Cluj,7 and in a second Latin edition, printed in ca. 1669 in Amsterdam.8 
As a consequence, the compiled variant, appearing in the Explicationes, 
appears in copies held not only in East Central Europe (mainly in 
Transylvania, Hungary, Poland, and Germany), but also in Western 
Europe (the Netherlands, Great Britain, Ireland), and in North America.9 
In contrast, the Hungarian sermons that remain in handwritten codices 
received little attention until recently.10

These three-part sermons require further study. The form itself 
is unique even in the collection, in which single and two-part sermons 
are more common, and their connection to a Latin exegetical explanation 
is similarly provocative. Despite the key presence of psalms (and 
specifically Ps. 2) in contemporary theological debates, their use was long 
neglected in scholarship. Róbert Dán first noted Enyedi’s thoughts on Ps. 
2 as found in the Explicationes, which he connected to his study of Miklós 
Bogáti Fazakas’s psalm translations.11 Enyedi had used and interpreted 
the messianic passages of the Old Testament in the manner of well-known 
sixteenth-century Hungarian Protestant and Unitarian authors (such as 
Péter Melius Juhász, Gáspár Heltai, and György Válaszúti),12 and from 
postbiblical Jewish polemics (like David Kimhi).13 From the beginning, 
the chapter of the Explicationes based on Ps. 2:7 shows a clear textual 
connection with the sermons.14 The sermons however follow a different 
structure: a frame text of a princely mirror, a literary device designed to 
instruct princes how to rule,15 is included. As Enyedi states: 
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The testimonies of saints and countless other examples clearly demon-
strate how futile and dangerous it is to tussle with God and to resist His 
will. Mighty nations, powerful empires, all counsels, all knowledge, all 
wisdom are nothing when compared to our almighty Lord, as Solomon 
says in Pro. 21 (Prov. 21:30): “There is no wisdom nor understanding nor 
counsel against the LORD.” Saint David, too, proclaimed and affirmed 
that in the first lines of our chosen psalm; he demonstrates that those 
who kick and fight against God’s decisions bring onto themselves 
dishonor and peril, instead of achieving their goals.

This psalm has three main parts. The first part is where the 
prophet describes how the mighty men of this world prepared to attack 
the Lord, and how the Lord treated them in response. In the second 
part, he describes the glory and splendor the Lord will hand out to 
those whom He takes under His protection. In the third part the prophet 
admonishes the rulers and the powerful sovereigns to serve the Lord 
with fear and obedience.16

After these lines, Enyedi inserts lines from the beginning of 
the sermon 192, based on Ps. 2:1-6, which he had used in the chapter of 
the Explicationes that commented on Ps. 2:7. In addition, Enyedi adds 
the comment that while some scholars prefer a literal reading of the 
psalm (a reference to David), others adopt a figurative reading (seeing 
a reference to Jesus Christ), and some accept both.17 While the attitude 
of Enyedi is less straightforward in the Explicationes,18 in the sermons 
he acknowledges the interpretations of both the sermon’s literal and 
spiritual readings. It is worthwhile quoting these paragraphs in full: 

Before we can understand the meaning of those words and draw conclu-
sions, we need to clarify about whom this psalm was written. According 
to some explanations it is about Christ, according to others it is about 
David. Yet others explain that it is about both of them: in the literal 
sense it is about David, and in the spiritual sense it is about Jesus Christ.

Among those explanations, the last one, the third one is the 
most accurate. The first explanation that this psalm was written about 
Jesus Christ literally, historically, and in the spiritual sense, cannot be 
accepted whatsoever. Here are the reasons for it: first, not only wise 
Jewish sages, but learned Christian scholars as well believe that this 
psalm befits David as well, so they explain it that way.

Second, this psalm was written long before our Lord Christ 
was born. Here the prophet talks about people who existed before then. 
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In the Old Testament, prophets declare when they speak about future 
events, or about the Messiah who is not present in their time. However, 
the prophet does not provide such declaration in this psalm.

The third reason why this psalm is not about Jesus in the literal 
and historical sense is that the psalm does not conform to the time period 
and to the acts of Jesus. The prophet writes that the heathen and kings 
rise up against the Christus of God. But we do not find evidence for 
that in the New Testament. Pilate, as mentioned in Acts 4 (Acts 4:27), 
was not a king, and it was the Jews and not the heathen who conspired 
against Jesus. Historical accounts and Pilate’s own words tell us that 
in John 18 (John 18:35): “Thine own nation and the chief priests have 
delivered thee onto me.” The other evidence is that the heathen were 
in counsel to break the cords of that Christus, and to throw his yoke 
off their backs. However, Jesus never ruled over the Romans or the 
heathens, thus no one could want to throw off the yoke of Jesus.19

The fourth reason why this psalm was not written literally 
about Jesus is that the writing is about a single person in a single time 
frame, as we can judge from the wording. But when the New Testament 
scholars associate this psalm with Jesus, they invoke two time periods. 
The beginning, (Ps. 2:1): “Quare fremuerunt gentes, et populi meditati sunt 
inania?” ― is explained, according to Acts 4 (Acts 4:25), as the time 
after the ascension of our Lord Christ when the high priests forbade 
the apostles from teaching. The part (Psalm 2:7): “Thou art my Son; 
this day have I begotten thee” is placed by Saint Paul at the time of the 
resurrection of Christ. The part (Psalm 2:9): “Thou shalt break them with 
a rod of iron” is placed in Apoc. 2 (Revelation 2:27) at the time of the 
reign of Jesus, which is in the future, as it has not come yet. All these 
prove that this psalm was not written literally about our Lord Christ.

However, the explanation that this psalm is exclusively about 
David is also false. There are even some Jewish scholars who associate 
its spiritual meaning with the Messiah. And the scholars of the New 
Testament relate several statements from this psalm to Jesus Christ. Let 
us then accept that this psalm literally and historically is about David, 
but its spiritual meaning is about the Messiah and his disciples. We will 
be applying this explanation as we examine the words of our psalm.

Enyedi’s additions to these three sermons ― which were identical 
to the text of the Explicationes ― served the church audiences to whom 
they were preached in sequence on the Sundays following the second 
Sunday of Epiphany in 1597. Visible in these sermons is evidence that 
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he adapted the topic to suit different audiences: sometimes with more 
detail, other times with more exhaustive exegesis. For example, in the 
Explicationes Enyedi mentioned Jewish scholars (like David Kimhi) and 
Christian writers (like Martin Bucer, John Calvin, Immanuel Tremellius, 
and Wolfgang Musculus); in the sermons these names were replaced 
with general references to “wise Jewish sages,” “learned Christian 
doctors,” or “wise doctors,” rendering the allusions in the main text 
better understandable for a sermon audience. 

As we have seen, the first sermon gives us a brief summary of 
the topic and provides several readings of the tradition. In contrast, the 
second sermon is more polemic, expanded with the didactic teachings 
addressed to the prince and the nobility.20 The manner in which the 
parallel texts of the sermon and the Explicationes diverge is telling. 
The Explicationes is typically more complex and more elaborated than 
the sermon, which keeps the fluent and clear wording of the oral 
performance (including vivid and detailed examples, and recurring 
reminders of the princely mirror). This second sermon is based on 
the actual line in focus, Psalm 2:7,21 and shares similar parts with the 
Explicationes. Beyond the parallelism, the main directions on the different 
paragraphs become visible. The sermons also show complex compilation 
throughout the texts. While, as we mentioned, Enyedi uses lines of the 
Explicationes in the first sermon, here parts of the second sermon can be 
found in the latter part of the Explicationes chapter, mixing up the order 
of the arguments in the explanation, and for long paragraphs the texts 
unravel different questions.

 This second sermon is the heart of this sequence. It discusses key 
questions about the Antitrinitarian dogmas, and as we take a closer look 
on the textual tradition, it is also evident that the tradition of the late-
sixteenth century differs a bit from the early texts. In De falsa et vera, 22 one 
of the most significant works of Transylvanian Unitarianism, published 
by Ferenc Dávid in 1567, the first bishop interprets the Psalm 2:7 as the 
death and resurrection of Christ, following the apostolic tradition. This 
interpretation shows us how the death of Christ and his resurrection 
by God’s favour became a highly important part in the interpretation 
of his human and divine nature. In light of this interpretation, it was 
necessary for Enyedi to emphasize the common use of the word Christus 
in the Bible.23 And it is just as important for him to show the difference 
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between the almighty and omnipotent God, and the earthly rulers. This 
latter argument also becomes the cornerstone of the frame of the princely 
mirror. Thus, in the first sermon, Enyedi focuses on how God punishes 
the rulers who do not obey him; in the second sermon, he shows how 
God glorifies and dignifies the ones in His grace. 

The third sermon differs from the first two. The topic, Regnum 
Christi (Christ’s rule), includes the conversion of the pagans, Christ’s 
earthly empire, and discussions of issues like adoration. The framing 
of a princely mirror is constant, and the reminder of the ruling elite is 
echoing the moral of the second sermon. 

(Psalm 2:10) “Be wise now, O ye kings, etc.” This admonishment flows 
naturally from the words preceding it in this psalm. The prophet stated 
that all intent and effort against God’s will by the powerful of this world 
is futile, because when He wants to anoint someone, He will do that 
despite any opposition. That is why the prophet admonishes them to 
be wise. He tells them do not be foolish, do not tussle with the Lord, 
but, rather, serve Him if they want to be blessed, and not to perish. At 
first, he only admonishes them (Psalm 2:10), “Be wise now, O ye kings 
etc.” Rulers do need that kind of admonishment and instruction. Many 
rulers believe their reign is all about a life of splendor, about keeping 
multitudes of soldiers and horses, about feasting and drinking, and 
about imposing orders. All the while they give very little thought to ― 
and do very little about ― understanding God’s truth, about governing 
their subjects kindly and wisely, and about becoming more learned and 
wise. These ought to be their main tasks, as the prophet states (Psalm 
2:10) “Be wise now, be instructed.”24

Though these sermons, like other sixteenth- and seventeenth-
century Unitarian sermons, address the ruling princes, the message 
was never received directly. After the reign of John Sigismund, that 
is, after 1571, with the exception of the short reign of Moses Székely 
(the Unitarian Szekler prince in 1603), the subsequent princes were 
Catholic (Stephen Báthory, Sigismund Báthory, and Andrew Báthory); 
Calvinist (Stephen Bocskai, Sigismund Rákóczi, Gabriel Bethlen, and 
George Rákóczi); or at times alternating Calvinist and Catholic (Gabriel 
Báthory). Despite Enyedi’s open addresses to Sigismund Báthory and 
the Transylvanian nobility, it is highly unlikely that the prince was 
aware of the bishop’s indications and teachings. 
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 Enyedi’s sermons are also unique regarding the chosen texts, 
since the contemporary preachers, irrespective of their denominations, 
followed the tradition of taking textus from the New Testament, 
in connection to the yearly circle of Christian feasts. In the sermon 
sequence, Enyedi provides an individual translation of the psalm that 
differs from other Unitarian (and Trinitarian) versions.25 There are 
detailed studies analyzing the second psalm in the Unitarian textual 
tradition, showing how the Unitarian texts differ from the translations 
of the other denominations. These studies introduce such witty and 
provocative paraphrases, like the Lutheran András Szkhárosi Horvát’s 
“Panasza Krisztusnak” [Complaint of Christ], written in 1549, involving 
(besides Christ himself) Luther and the corrupt papacy in the text, and 
published in Reformed songbooks as the singular translation of Psalm 
2 lasting until the beginning of the seventeenth century.26 Although the 
Unitarians did not have their own translation of the Bible, the wide use 
of the psalms in everyday church life inspired several poets to attempt 
versification, and provide them with a melody. Consequently, in 
addition to sermons, Hungarian variants of the psalm are known from 
songbooks and collections of translations. Manuscripts of the versed 
paraphrase translation of the Unitarian Miklós Bogáti Fazakas, one of 
the most popular in the period, survive in seventeenth-century Unitarian 
and Sabbatarian codices. Bogáti Fazakas’s interpretation neglected the 
allegorical reading and singularly stressed the historical interpretation. 
I quote here only the paraphrase of Psalm 2:7-8: 

Mikor koronáza engem, azt mondá:
Én fiam vagy Dávid, mert szültelek ma.
Minden ellenségtül mentettelek ma, 
ne félj semmi népet ennek utánna.

(When he crowned me that day, he said this to me:
 You are my son, David, I bore you this day,
I saved you from every enemy today,
Do not fear any nation from this time forth.)27 

János Thordai wrote the other widely known Unitarian para-
phrase in 1627. One theory claims he re-translated the psalms because his 
predecessor’s work had been co-opted by the strengthened Sabbatarians, 
although we found the psalms sometimes copied in the same Unitarian 
codex. The new Unitarian translations, using well-known melodies for 
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the psalms, were useful because of the strange French-style melodies 
used by the Calvinist Albert Szenci Molnár for his widely popular 
translations.28 In comparison to Bogáti Fazakas, Thordai changes his 
translation from the theological point of view, and interprets the refer-
enced lines with a focus on the ceremony of the enthronement, ignoring 
the sensus litteralis, such as the Christological prophecy: 

Az Úr monda énnekem jó kedvében,
Megnyugodtam én az te hű szívedben,
Téged, fiam, atyai szerelmemben, 
Felemelvén ültettelek székemben.

(The Lord God told me this in his good humour, 
I am feeling reassured in your faithful heart, 
Raising you, my son, in my fatherly love, 
I did place you onto my own seat to rule.)29 

The translation of the words depends strongly on the interpreta-
tion of the text. Enyedi and other Unitarian translators used the word 
“szültelek” (‘I gave birth to you’) in both the psalm translations and in 
the theological debates, in a similar manner to the King James Version . 
Subsequently, this has been used in the translation of the sermons below: 
“this day have I begotten thee.” It is therefore no accident that Enyedi 
also includes the lines of Isa. 46:3: “Hearken unto me, O house of Jacob, 
and all the remnant of the house of Israel, which are borne by me from 
the belly, which are carried from the womb.” In the other contempo-
rary and modern translations, variants can be found, like “I made you 
my son today,” or “today I have become your father.” Enyedi is well 
aware of the fact that the reference of birth does not signify procreation 
by nature in connection to God, and he shows textual examples that 
in the Bible, it is a regularly used idiom to describe God’s relation to 
his people. He also stresses that he does not agree with the obtrusive 
method of the interpreters to identify every single occurrence of this 
idiom as a reference to Christ or as evidence to prove the theological 
point of the Trinity.

It is important to notice that earlier secondary literature 
already raised the problem of the Unitarian interpretation, although 
detailed analysis of these texts is still a goal to reach. As Róbert Dán 
interpreted this special Unitarian view of the text, he mentioned that 
this approach, which can be seen most clearly in Bogáti Fazakas’s psalm 
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paraphrase, provides a theoretical opportunity to apply new theological 
combinations in place of the old ones, despite seeking the purest possible 
interpretation, the principally literal interpretation that adheres to 
the text.30 Enyedi, following the same pattern, shows even richer and 
more interesting sources to prove his point is connected to important 
theological questions, while not constricting the possible interpretations 
of the literal meaning. It is not surprising then that he involves, in 
addition to the different translations and variants of the Bible itself, 
classical and contemporary theologians, and even writers like Aristotle, 
Plato, Homer, Vergil, Heliodorus of Emesa, Cicero, Pliny, Plutarch, and 
others. In the sermons on the psalm Enyedi relies on the interpretations 
of the biblical verses and uses the historical and contemporary examples 
of the imprudent warriors and rulers only to make his audience aware 
of the danger of acting against God. There is Capaneus marching up on 
the walls of Thebes, followed by Herod and Pilate, the popes, and the 
rulers of the Holy League. But as Gamaliel says: “If it is by God, you 
cannot overthrow it.” And although Enyedi’s sermons were forgotten 
because of the changes in the East Central European political scene, his 
messages in these theologically unique impressions of sixteenth-century 
Unitarianism still teach us and delight us. 
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