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Foreword 

The preparation of collections of "basic" writings of ylartin 
Luther has been going on since Luther's own time. Inevitably 
any such collection requires of the editor a series of decisions 
about what to include, and on what basis. Indeed, even so ex
tensive a collection as the American Edition of Luther's Works 
involved a constant process of selecting and deciding: Which of 
several successive editions (the first or the last) would be the 
most faithful? Should we use lecture notes, either Luther's own 
or those of his students, or printed versions, some of them ev
idently doctored by editors? Where there is both a German text 
and a Latin text (e.g., for The Freedom of a Christian of 1520, 
and for that matter the Augsburg Confession of 1530), which 
should be taken as normative? The history of such theological 
compilations-like the history of anthologies, florilegia, and Sen
tences in Byzantium and in the medieval West, and behind them 
in Greek and Roman antiquity-has of course been shaped by 
the presuppositions and interests of the theologians and scholars 
who have prepared them. This has been true in special measure 
of the history of Luther editions and of Luther study as a whole; 
for as a group of us sought to show in a volume of essays published 
by Fortress Press in 1968 under the title Interpreters of Luther, 
the variety and complexity of Luther's thought and personality 
could, and did, give rise to an astonishing variety of Lutherbilder, 
each of them possessing at least some legitimate claim to accuracy 
and authenticity but each of them also showing unmistakable 
marks of when, by whom, and for what purpose it was drawn. 

Timothy F. Lull's Luther reader also reflects the orientation 
of its editor and of his time, and that in several respects. It is, 
for one thing, unabashedly theological in its intent. (Somewhat 
to my regret, although I do appreciate the reasons for it, that 
has required him to slight the massive corpus of Luther's exe
getical works; Luther was, after all, Doctor in Biblia and did not 
teach systematic or doctrinal theology at Wittenberg, but biblical 
interpretation.) But the theological concentration of the book 
also protects it from capitulating, as so much of contemporary 
theological literature does, to the trendy and the excessively 
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topical. :\1uch of the debate over the thought of Luther since 
the years of the church struggle under the l'\azis has, for un
derstandable reasons, concentrated on his political ideas, and 
has done so, moreover, even when it was debating his theological 
ideas. The issue of the relation betrween Law and Gospel is, as 
Professor Lull notes in his introductions, basic to Luther's 
thought about the Bible, about the nature of God, and about 
the economy of God's dealing with the human race. But it is also 
an important element-and, in the judgment of so profound an 
interpreter as Karl Barth, a fatal one-in Luther's interpretation 
of the authority of temporal government and in his views about 
the validity and the limits of the Christian witness of the Word 
of God in relation to government. Several of the selections in 
Part VI have been chosen with this debate in mind, but they 
come where they do because the editor believes, and rightly, 
that the fundamental theses about the Word of God that are the 
business of Part II and about grace and justification that appear 
in Part III must be clear if the reader is to make sense of the 
social and political ethics of Part VI. There is no apology here 
for taking Christian doctrine seriously as an object of study in 
its own right, not merely as a preface to politics. 

Much of what Luther said and wrote about politics pertained 
chiefly to his own time and place, but the Luther who speaks 
in this volume is primarily an international figure. As Heinrich 
Heine observed in his brilliant essay on the Reformation, there 
was something qUintessentially Germanic about Luther's char
acter as well as about his writings. I have reason to know that 
no translation can hope to capture the riches of his language, 
especially in the German works. Sometimes he saw himself in 
almost exclusively German terms, as "the prophet of the Ger
mans" and as the defender of Germanic values against Roman 
ones. But more often he strove to articulate his teachings in a 
larger, more international context. Like Moscow after the Rev
olution, the Wittenberg of Luther's day became a crossroads for 
students from many countries-it should be recalled that Ham
let, prince of Denmark, is described as having studied there
who returned to bring the Reformation to their own peoples and 
churches. For much of its history, Luther study has likewise 
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been almost exclusively a German preserve, and none of us could 
get anywhere in the field without the pioneering work that has 
been done for all these years by German scholars and editors. 
But in the twentieth century, and especially since the Second 
World War, that has changed substantially, as Luther scholars 
in many lands have gone on from the tutelage of their German 
mentors to create a truly international community, reflected for 
example in the attendance at the International Congresses for 
Luther Research since 1956, in which researchers from Europe, 
America, and Asia have all participated. 

Those researchers also come from all the branches of Prot
estantism and from Roman Catholicism. Like the Congress for 
Luther Research, therefore, this compendium is also explicitly 
ecumenical in its orientation and intent. In the history of theo
logical controversy Luther occupies a special place, both because 
he had a remarkable intuition for recognizing the key issue in a 
doctrinal debate (what he himself called, in the conflict with 
Erasmus, an instinct for the jugular, although he was referring 
to Erasmus rather than to himself) and because his powers as a 
veritable sorcerer of language enabled him to express that rec
ognition with a pungency and force that was always memorable 
and that often verged on polemical overkill. With a few excep
tions, such as the Wittenberg Concord of 1536 and his negoti
ations with the Hussites during those same years, Luther was 
usually suspicious of the "ecumenical" efforts of his own time, 
and he even found the Augsburg Confession, as authored by 
Philip Melanchthon, to be a bit too gentle. That Luther, the 
archpolemicist and descendant of Epiphanius and Jerome (and 
of Saint Paul), is represented here, for example in substantial 
selections from The Bondage of the Will in 1525 and from the 
defenses of Baptism and the Real Presence in 1526 and 1528. 
But these are outweighed, quantitatively and especially quali
tatively, by those writings in which Luther is expressing, with 
characteristic force and eloquence, the great consensus of most 
Christian teachers and of their churches. That is, it seems to 
me, as it should be, for in a variety of ways the Luther study of 
our time has been locating him within the spectrum of that 
consensus. 
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Closely related to the ecumenism of this compend is its 
churchly orientation. Luther has often been seen as the proto
typical modern individualist: "you must do your own believing," 
he said, "as you must do your own dying." But if twentieth~ 
century Luther research has made any point that is sure to remain 
central in future study, it is that, according to Luther, this be
lieving and this dying must go on in the company of the church 
as it listens to the Word of God and as it prays. A Reformation 
treatise like Luther's Babylonian CaptitAty of the Church of 1520 
is not an attack on the church, but a defense of the church by 
its faithful servant, against all its enemies foreign and domestic. 
His Small Catechism of 1529 stands alongside his translations of 
the Bible as a contribution to the total life of the Church. And 
On the Councils and the Church of 1539 is documentation for 
the thesis that even twenty years after the Leipzig Disputation 
Luther was still probing the meaning of the doctrine of the church 
both in its theological dimensions and in its practical implications. 
Luther on the reading of the Old Testament and the New, Luther 
on the sacramental life, Luther on the liturgy, Luther on daily 
life-this is the theologian who speaks in these pages. 

For it is ultimately with the practical implications-that is, 
with the implications for Christian praxis-that Martin Luther 
was concerned, and that Timothy Lull is concerned. If my read
ing of the state of the church-and the state of all the churches
is accurate, the crisis both of their praxis and of their doctrine 
has reached the point where it will require the witness of the 
communion of saints "of every time and every place" to summon 
them to discipleship. In that communion of saints, Luther oc
cupies a special place, and in this volume his witness comes 
through, loud and clear. 

Jaroslav Pelikan 
Sterling Professor of History 
Yale University 
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Preface 

:\1artin Luther has been much discussed in recent years, 
especially during the SOOth anniversary of his birth in 1983. ylany 
splendid new books about Luther have recently been published. 
But there is still need for a new one-volume anthology of Luther's 
basic theological writings. 

Luther did not write a single compend of theology com
parable to Thomas Aquinas' Summa Theologiae, Calvin's Insti
tutes of the Christian Religion, or Schleiermacher's The Christian 
Faith. Because of this his important proposals concerning issues 
in current theological discussion are sometimes hard to find. This 
volume is intended to help readers correlate Luther's various 
writings with some major topics in theology, so Luther can be 
seen as a formidable and perhaps even systematic theologian, 
without losing the contextual nature of his writings. 

His most important treatises are readily available in English 
thanks to the 55-volume American edition of Luther's Works 
published by Concordia Publishing House and Fortress Press. 
This splendid scholarly tool, edited by Jaroslav Pelikan and Hel
mut T. Lehmann, provided the texts for this collection. But the 
documents that are included here are scattered in fifteen of those 
volumes (and in The Book of Concord.) Serious readers of Luther 
will want to buy several of the volumes of the American edition, 
but even those who already have all those volumes in their library 
may need help in focusing their reading. 

There is an even more pressing reason for a new anthology. 
In a changed ecumenical situation many now are willing to admit 
that Luther is not so much a Lutheran or Protestant figure as 
an important theologian of the church catholic-doctor ecclesiae 
(doctor of the church). This volume has been prepared with the 
hope of introducing Luther to a wider range of readers, and to 
speak to those questions that have emerged in the last twenty 
years of ecumenical dialog and study. 

One curious person asked the editor whether this meant 
"cleaning Luther up." This is both impossible (as the reader who 
confronts Luther's bold style for the first time will see) and quite 
unnecessary. But it has been one of my goals to include selections 
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that may have bearing on the current debates among the church-
es. 

For example, a much wid~r range of Luther's sacramental 
writings is needed than was included in some earlier collections 
in order to do justice to the complexity of his thought in this 
area . .\1any older interpretations tended to concentrate on his 
writings through 1520; for all the importance of the early Luther, 
this approach failed to show how Luther's thought continued to 
develop (including its more catholic side) when he was no longer 
simply fighting the Roman authorities but also other versions of 
reform. 

This anthology has been assembled with the hope of in
cluding both the most important of Luther's shorter writings and 
showing the range of his theological interests. Wherever possible 
(in 25 of the 31 documents contained in this anthology) entire 
treatises have been presented. In the case of the six partial 
documents, all but one of these are self-contained sections. 

The material has been arranged in six parts, as one sug
gestion of how these texts might be studied. But any number of 
ways might be proposed to approach these writings. Luther's 
own method leads him to range Widely while discussing any 
subject, and one who wanted to read these selections chrono
logically instead could easily do so by consulting the chronological 
list included after the table of contents. 

Because of the wide range and great length of Luther's 
writings, a decision had to be made to limit the kinds of material 
included. The most basic decision was to include only those 
documents from the so-called Reformation writings Luther's 
Works, American Edition, volumes 31-54 (Fortress Press). It 
would take another anthology of at least this length to give a fair 
sampling of Luther as biblical interpreter. 

A second difficult decision had to do with three important 
treatises of 1520: 'Appeal to the German Nobility," "The Bab
ylonian Captivity of the Church," and "The Freedom of a Chris
tian." These documents are readily available in an inexpensive 
paperback edition, and two of them are rather long. But they 
do have a major claim on the reader of Luther. 
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The decision was to include in its entirety "The Freedom 
of a Christian" and Part I of "The Babylonian Captivity," with 
the hope that this new volume might be seen as a companion 
piece to the Three Treatises (Philadelphia: Fortress Press, 1970), 
rather than as a substitute for it. This strategy allowed many 
shorter works to be included that do show something of Luther's 
range over a longer period of time and that have been less widely 
known. (Actually, a fourth key writing from 1520, "On Good 
Works" [Luther's Works 44] also had to be omitted because of 
its length.) 

N ext were the questions of what to do about Luther's three 
writings that have been included in the official collection of 
confessions of the Lutheran church, The Book of Concord (Phil
adelphia: Fortress Press, 1959). The "Large Catechism" is simply 
too long to reproduce in a volume of this size, despite the im
portance of Luther's treatment of the First Commandment in it. 
But we have provided the other two items because of their 
importance for Luther's theology. 

The "Small Catechism" has surely been the most widely 
known writing of Luther, and it is here along with his "Smalcald 
Articles" of 1537. The catechism shows Luther's pastoral energy 
engaged to give an irenic summary of the basics of the faith. The 
articles, written at a time rather late in his career when Luther 
was full of fear about the coming general council, show his per
sonal and fully developed views about what matters could not 
be compromised. 

Finally, one should be aware that Luther's controversial 
writings could not be given much space in this anthology. Some 
of these are crucial for understanding Luther in his times, and 
certainly his limitations-especially those concerning the papacy, 
the Jews, and the peasants' war. But Luther's sharp tongue and 
polemical judgments are not completely absent from this volume. 

Limitations of space have made it impossible to include an 
introduction to Luther's life or thought. Among the books now 
available, readers of this volume will be especially helped by 
consulting two excellent recent works: Bernard Lohse's Martin 
Luther: An Introduction to His Life and Work (Philadelphia: 
Fortress Press, 1986), and Eric Gritsch's Martin-God's Court 
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Jester (Philadelphia: Fortress Press, 1983). Gritsch provides an 
excellent eighty-page summary of the career of Luther in the 
first part of his book; both volumes, in somewhat different for
mats, discuss the intellectual background, major controversies, 
and Luther's own writings. 

But for all that has not been included, much is here
especially for those who are just beginning to know Luther and 
those who want an essential and ecumenical Luther anthology. 
~y chief concern has been to let Luther speak-to all the church
es and to the theological task today throughout the world. This 
means, above all, letting the reader encounter Luther directly 
without too much interference. 

For this volume's appearing, many deserve thanks. Col
leagues at the Lutheran Theological Seminary at Philadelphia, 
especially Lyman T. Lundeen and Christopher R. Seitz (now of 
Yale Divinity School), offered suggestions and encouragement 
while this work wag being planned. Pastors Joseph A. Burgess 
and Richard E. Koenig helped me think about what such a book 
might include and about its potential audience. 

Other theologians offered detailed reactions to an anony
mous proposal for such an anthology that was circulated to them. 
They will see that we have been able to include many (although 
not all) of their good suggestions. But we were not able, within 
the scope of this project, to do anything about the very real need 
for new translations of several of these documents. 

Pastor Ross Goodman offered a great deal of technical as
sistance while he was a graduate student at the Lutheran Theo
logical Seminary at Philadelphia. That seminary's library staff was 
consistently helpful throughout the editing of this book. The 
seminary also provided funds for research expenses, and our 
faculty secretary Laurie E. Pellman took charge of manuscript 
corrections. St. Edmund's College, Cambridge, England, pro
vided computer facilities in the summer of 1987. 

The editors at Fortress Press, especially Thelma ~egill Cob
bler, Harold W. Rast, and John A. Hollar, and at a later stage 
Stefanie Ormsby Cox, deserve special thanks for their support 
for this project throughout its long development. 
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Anyone who has ever written, edited, or even read a book 
will understand that I also wish to thank my family, especially 
my wife, ~ary Carlton Lull, and our sons Christopher and Peter, 
for their very concrete help, encouragement, and support in this 
project. ~any thousands of books have been written with such 
thanks at the end of the preface, but this will be a worse world 
when that custom stops. Here is one "human tradition" that 
Luther himself would have applauded. 

This anthology is dedicated to Professor Brevard S. Childs 
of Yale Divinity School. Over twenty years ago he was one of 
the strong voices at that school urging me to read more Luther 
(and, to be sure, also Calvin). The whole church has benefited 
from the way in which he has pointed to the richness and con
tinuing relevance of reformation theology in his teaching and 
writing. But of course his deeper importance is that, like the 
reformers themselves, he has always pointed to the Word of God 
as that living voice through which the Spirit still instructs the 

church. 
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Introduction 

LUTHER'S CHALLENGE TO 
THEOLOGY TODAY 

ThiS anthology has been prepared with the special hope 
that it might be useful in making the writings of Martin Luther 
available as a resource for contemporary work in theology, both 
in academic settings and in current struggles about theology in 
the life of the churches. Is this hope realistic? There are several 
obstacles. 

First of all, there is no question that Luther is interesting 
nowadays-historically, psychologically, and ecumenically. 
There is also no question that Luther-in contrast to some other 
theologians-is a man whose life and work are closely connected, 
so that his own particular voice and struggles come through 
clearly in his writings. But can the theologians and the churches 
actually hear Luther today? What is initially interesting can come 
to seem merely personal. 

Second, Luther is an occasional theologian, not a sys
tematic theologian! He wrote no single summary of his own 
teaching that can stand next to the greatest compends of Christian 
doctrine. The person who wants to listen to Luther has to follow 
him through the concrete struggles for the gospel in the context 
of the sixteenth century church and society. This serves as val
uable protection against bringing Luther into current discussions 
in too facile or immediate a way, but it also makes him seem 
somewhat dated, time-bound, and even old-fashioned. 

Third, Luther has extremely strong views about theology 
and is hard on opponents (and on himself, to be fair about the 
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matter). He is extreme in language and is passionate about any 
issue that seems to have bearing on how the gospel is heard in 
the church. This makes Luther a lively person to read and study. 
But the impression persists that he is unfair, unbalanced, and 
not a steady guide to the subtle distinctions of which much of 
theology consists. 

Finally, the deepest obstacle to hearing Luther in today's 
theological discussions is that his theology is so rich, complex, 
and dialectical that he seems unreliable both as an opponent and 
as an ally. There is always with Luther the element of surprise. 
That :,."ne "on the other hand ... " which seems to give depth 
to Thomas Aquinas leads many people to distrust this element 
in Luther as a sign of muddled thinking or evasive paradox. 

That impression is correct in one sense. Luther concen
trates on the question of the gospel and the right way of speaking 
of God so intently that he can rarely offer a simple yes or no to 
a question. A survey of his concerns in this anthology will show 
that he is at odds with many of the favorite causes and slogans 
in contemporary theology. 

But a closer look might show that Luther is not simply 
one who would say no (or Nein!) to the hopes and legitimate 
concerns of theology today. He is a valuable resource and a classic 
source for theology partly because he is able to generate dialog. 
A careful reading of these writings of Luther will both challenge 
and affirm many of the char~ .. :;teristic features of current theology. 

Three examples can help to show how Luther can offer 
us a very stimulating yes and no: 

1. The Question of Theological Method (See Part I of this 
anthology). Luther's authorship, as contained in these selections, 
begins with the "Disputation Against Scholastic Theology" from 
1517. Here he makes a powerful case that the reigning scholastic 
method, with its dependence on certain forms of philosophy, has 
played a major role in obscuring the gospel. That word of grace 
from God in Jesus Christ is not something that emerges within 
human wisdom or moral achievement but is a word of judgment 
and mercy set over against even the best that humans could 
achieve. The heavy dependence of theology on philosophy, he 
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argues, has led to a situation in which the distinctiveness of the 
gospel was so blunted that it could not be understood. 

Luther's judgments against reason sound harsh when ap
plied to recent theology with its high level of interest in dialog 
with philosophy, with the social sciences, with culture and with 
the world religions. It also seems narrow and triumphantly Chris
tian. But contemporary theologians who favor apologetics and 
try to fit the gospel into the needs and world-view of modern 
humanity need to consider to what extent Luther's critique is a 
fair judgment on their work. Or is the situation no\v so different 
from that of late scholasticism that Luther's warnings are irrel
evant to contemporary projects? 

jj
/ Yet other starting points may be more promising. In his 

, theology of the cross" set forth in the "Heidelberg Disputation" 
. of 1518 (see again Part I), Luther develops a theme that could 

open an interesting and more positive dialog with current the-
ology. His insistence that God is not to be found in the great 
successes of humanity, whether intellectual or moral, but instead 
in the cross ofJesus, has an affinity with some strands ofliberation 
theology. Of course Luther was no proto-Marxist, no friend of 
political revolution in any form. But this sense that God has been 
hidden from the powerful and the wise and revealed to the lowly 
and the humble could be the starting point for a fruitful and 
perhaps surprising dialog. 

2. The Bondage of the Will (See Part III of this anthology). 
Luther considered his finest theological work to be his defense 
of the bondage of the human will against the views of Desiderius 
Erasmus. Those who read this anthology will find this theme 
was already central to his theology as early as 1517. Yet the 
bondage of the will is a particularly distasteful theme for theology 
today! 

Most contemporary theologians wish to set a different 
course, developing a basically positive or affirming view of human 
capacity. They often claim that Scripture has been misread in a 
negative way by the Christian tradition. Or they insist that hu
manity be held more accountable than a grace-centered theology 
would seem to do. Others argue that concepts like sin and guilt 
have been too prominent in past theologies. 
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Over against this, Luther's insistence on the bondage of 
the will deserves exploration. Two things emerge quickly: First, 
of course, Luther speaks of the bondage of the will not in terms 
of human capacity for ordinary or even extraordinary action, but 
in reference to that salvation question-the God relationship
which is always the center of his thinking. 

Second, Luther insists that the bondage of the will has 
less to do with pessimism about humanity (although some of that 
is surely there) than with the grace of God that has been revealed 
in Jesus Christ. The bondage of the will is an implication of his 
Christology, rather than an item of free-floating pessimism about 
human nature. 

Modern theology would benefit from a close dialog with 
Luther on these issues. Does optimism about human will in its 

\j theoretical form really lead to humanity's being more accountable 
and more responsible? Or do many other factors come into play? 
And what does modern theology say about the connection be
tween its typically optimistic view of human prospects and its 
own Christology? It may be that the contemporary sense of 
discontinuity with classical Christology is to be found not only 
because the categories seem alien, but more basically because 
there is little for Jesus to do or to be, beyond serving as moral 
exemplar or a sage for the ages. 

3. The Shape of Christian Ethics (See Part VI of this 
anthology). Contemporary ethics seems to be deeply divided 
about the general form that Christian action ought to take. Many 
Christian theologians, fearing the current moral laxity and per
missive society of the West, are eager to find new ways to ground 
a binding moral code of human behavior to stand against the 
relativism of the age. Other Christian theologians, and many 
nonreligious persons, see in this new stress on virtue and char
acter the old Christian tyranny of standing against human free
dom, particularly in such an area as sexual behavior. 

Luther, often dismissed as an antinomian or a dispenser 
of "cheap grace," actually has something vital to offer to this 
debate. His own proposal about the shape of the Christian life, 
as set out in "The Freedom of a Christian" from 1520, places 
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freedom and service together as the indivisible marks of what 

life in Christ must include. 
Against those who really do resent human autonomy, r 

who are convinced that the church always knows what is best ( 
for people, ~~.\lQG8.t-e-of Christian liberty. J 

. But against any reduction of this freedom to an opportunity fori, 
\ li~SeTf~p;e~~~~pation, or indifferenc~ to th~!leedsJ:lf 6th- ! 

ers,-Lmher makes the service of others the hallmark and- goal 
of how Christian liberty is to be used. 

Other examples of how Luther might address contem
porary theology could be developed from the other sections of 

this anthology: 
[J Luther's hermeneutic of law and gospel (See Part II) can 

be misused, and often has been, as when the law/gospel 
distinction is seen as setting the New Testament against 
the Old. But Luther offers a clear and preachable approach 
in striking contrast to many of the current proposals that 
appear too complex ever to influence the life of the church. 

[J Luther's view of the sacraments (See Part IV) insists on 
critique in light of the gospel, to ensure that the sacra
ments are the means of grace rather than human tasks, 
however gloriously performed. But the mystery of God 
in Christ present in water, bread, and wine is vigorously 
preserved against all attempts of interpretation to give a 

rationalizing account. 
[J Luther's approach to reform in the church (See Part V) is 

striking in its caution and deliberation. But his insistence 
on education and on concern for popular understanding 
of what the church is doing could be a crucial missing 
factor in many of the current church campaigns which 
seem to falter when the dreams of the leaders are set over 
against the wishes and opinions of the people. 

The best connections that the reader can make may well be 
the ones that she or he is personally able to discover. The way 
to read this book as a text in theology is with both generosity 
toward Luther's own context, so that he is not dismissed by the 
critical standards of the twentieth century, and with imagination 
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about those academic and pastoral problems with which the 
reader is currently engaged. 

For in many instances Luther has been there before us, in 
this task of faithful reforming, and he is always at least a helpful 
case-study, whether his own proposals are embraced, altered, 
or rejected. Luther deserves more from the church today than 
to be ignored or consigned to being an interesting exhibit in the 
museum of church history. Luther deserves to be read rather 
than read about. This anthology seeks to bring his voice more 
fully into both the study of theology and our current debates. 
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PART I 

THE TASK OF THEOLOGY 

In this first part the reader will find five documents 
that reveal Luthers basic stance toward theology and show 
his own major convictions, from early and from much later 
in his career. Though the first three selections are difficult 
reading (because of their compressed format as theses for 
debate), all of them reveal Luther's distinctive sharp lan
guage and passionate way of speaking of God and salvation. 

By Luther's time Christians had developed a rich 
and diverse set of answers to the question of how theology 
should be pursued. Luther looked at all of these answers 
critically in light of the Word of God in Scripture, and he 
felt especially uncomfortable with the dominant scholastic 
theology of his own day. 
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1 Disputation Against Scholastic Theology 

In this crucial document from the early fall of 1517, Luther 
offers a number of theses for debate that are sharply critical of 
the currently reigning method of scholastic theology, with its 
high confidence in human reason and free will. The philosophical 
dependence of theology on Aristotle, going back two hundred 
and fifty years to St. Thomas Aquinas, may initially have been 
a creative and worthwhile experiment. But now as Luther views 
the scholastic theology of his own time, this approach has blunted 
the distinctiveness of the gospel. 

The reader may well find the thesis-form forbidding and 
find some of the issues that Luther is addreSSing difficult to 
understand. These theses were written for a student to defend 
in an academic exercise at the UniverSity of Wittenberg and 
therefore were designed only to provide initial clues about these 
positions. Their very pointed, exaggerated nature is part of the 
intellectual challenge of the disputation for those who must de
velop and defend them. 

But the reader who perseveres will find in them many of 
the major themes of Luther's own theology as they had been 
emerging in his biblical lectures of the preceding years. One can 
at least see that Luther already had strong convictions on a 
number of issues, especially the relations between sin, grace, 
free will, and good works, even before the debate about indul
gences began. 

Luther's language is sharp, but his official posture is still 
deferential. He concludes the attack on scholastic theology with 
the claim that "we believe we have said nothing that is not in 
agreement with the Catholic church and the teachers of the 
church." But within weeks Luther had launched a debate about 
the selling of indulgences that brought him and his theology to 
the attention of the highest church authorities. 

2 The Ninety-Five Theses 

This document, which is officially a "Disputation on the 
Power and Efficacy ofIndulgences," is one of Luther's best-known 
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writings. It shows that from the beginning his concern about the 
right formulation of the gospel was not simply one regarding 
church teaching or theology but intended to provide a critique 
of church practice as well. 

The selling of indulgences developed slowly throughout the 
\1iddle Ages. Originally its conception was limited to removing 
the temporal or earthly pu~~hment that the church had the right 
tomflIcTaSpart of the sacrament of penance-.-BuTltwas clear 
to Luther that ma~y siIEPJu~!,sons were not understancIing 
indurgenceSli1thi~ ~y. Those wh;- -arranged for their sale had 
theIr own staKeiQJ~eep-ingthe prE~clsetneology ofifldulgences 
obscure. - ------ - - - -

Luther wrote the "Ninety-Five Theses" as a call for debate, 
similar to that called for regarding the nature of theology in the 
preceding document. He seems to have offered these theses for 
discussion on October 31, 1517. (This date has often been con
sidered the beginning of the Lutheran Reformation. Where and 
even whether Luther posted these theses is a major subject of 
debate among contemporary historians.) 

While the initial reaction to the call for debate was disap
pointing, subsequent translation into German and publication 
of the document set off a storm of comment. It was clear that 
Luther had touched a vital nerve, both from the support that 
he generated and the hostility with which some church author
ities began to view his work. The reader will want to explore 

! the many points at which these first two documents are con
nected, especially in the centrality of Luther's concern for a right 
understanding of sin and forgiveness in the church. (Luther's 
ideas on purgatory, papal authority, and the sacraments were 
soon to undergo considerable development.) 

3 Heidelberg Disputation 

The next spring, in April of 1518, the Augustinian order of 
Germany held its General Chapter at Heidelberg. Luther was 
by this time under a great cloud of controversy, and so he was 
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asked to present and defend his theological thinking to his fellow 
Augustinians. He did this in the form of a third set of theses 
named for the town where that meeting took place. 

This is perhaps the most important of the five documents 
in Part I for understanding Luther's developed theology. Here 
he not only expanded his theology of sin, grace, and free will, 
but also offered his own positive theological agenda centered in 
the "theology of the cross" (theologia crucis). In this formulation 
of theological method we begin to hear Luther's distinctive con
tribution. 

Luther had come to think that the trouble with the whole 
/tradition that had developed from Thomas Aquinas was that it 

/ tended to be dominated by its opening theological moves. Since 
the existence of God could be shown rationally or philosophically, 
a style of theology developed that moved too smoothly from what 
could be known and comprehended clearly in creation to the 
grace of God in Jesus Christ. Though Thomas himself was clear 
that the saving mysteries could not be known by reason, much 
of the energy of subsequent theology went into these founda
tional questions. 

This could obscure what St. Paul had taught so forcefully: 
; the cross of Christ is not a concept compatible with human 

wisdom and philosophy, but only with deep folly and offense. 
The cross is not inspiring but a scandal. Therefore the true 
theologian is not the one who argues from visible and evident 
things (following Aristotle), but rather the one who has learned 
from the cross that the ways of God are hidden (deus abscon
ditus), even in the revelation of Jesus Christ. 

This document is more developed than the first two selec
tions. Why? Here Luther provides not only theological and phil
osophical theses, but also elaborations of each one, showing the 
connection of many of the issues which he is discussing with the 
views of Scripture and various theologians. 

What emerges in this document is Luther's radically grace
centered theology that sets the righteousness of God not only 
against the claims of philosophy for wisdom, but also against all 
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the best moral achievement of humanity. It is an appeal to re
discover the sharp voice of Augustine (especially in his contro
versy with Pelagius), which apparently had become muted even 
in the Augustinian order. 

4 Confession Concerning Christ's 
Supper-Part III 

The fourth document in Part I comes from almost a decade 
later. This period (late 1527/early 1528) was a difficult time for 
Luther. He was experiencing illness himself and in his family, 
plague in Wittenberg, and deepening sacramental controversy 
with the Swiss and the Strassburgers over the Lord's Supper. 

At that point in the controversy Luther wrote a major re
futation of Zwingli's views in a lengthy treatise. This key work 
will be discussed more fully in the introduction to Part IV of this 
anthology. But here we have included the final part of that con
fession, which is a summary by Luther of his developed theology. 

The reader will find here Luther's mature views, organized 
in relation to the doctrine of the Trinity. Luther strongly affirms 
the historic trinitarian and christo logical dogmas of the church 
catholic. He continues to protest against the concept of free will 
or human merit playing any role in salvation. He offers his re
flections on the sacraments and the church and explains his 
reasons for distrusting monasticism. He provides a foundation 
for Christian ethics in the concept of orders and institutions 
linked with the "common order of Christian love." 

This important summary of Luther's thought, prepared be
cause both friends and enemies were thought to be misrepre
senting him, influenced the Schwabach Articles and the structure 
of the ''Augsburg Confession" itself. But it is not Luther's last 
word on the task and content of theology. 
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5 Preface to the \Vittenberg Edition 

The final document in Part I is a personal preface that Luther 
wrote to an edition of his German writings that was being pre
pared in 1539. Luther had not been enthusiastic about this proj
ect of some friends in Strassbourg because it seemed to mark a 
moment of turning him into a monument, rather than a living 
voice pointing toward Christ as known in the Word. But even 
as Luther complains about the danger of other books (including 
his own books) obscuring the Book, the Bible, he offers some 
reflections looking back on most of his writings concerning the 
three marks of a theologian. 

The first mark of a good theologian (despairing of your own 
reason) reaches back to the first documents in this anthology. 
The second (the need to meditate on the Word day and night) 
points forward to Part II. The third (the inevitability of suffering), 
is not only a true reflection of the uncertainty and danger that 
Luther experienced throughout his career, but also a clear im
plication of what it means to do theology as "theology of the 

" cross. 

And yet the last word is not somber but joyful. Luther was 
himself sustained by the grace of God, but also by his own sense 
of humor. The end of this preface is a famous moment of irony 
about self and accomplishment that has often been cited (noted 
even by the young theologian Karl Barth as a reminder not to 
take himself too seriously). It is good warning from Luther not 
to be unduly dazzled by any of the five selections in Part I or 
by anything in the subsequent parts of this book. 
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DISPUTATION AGAINST 
SCHOLASTIC THEOLOGY 

1. To say that Augustine exaggerates in speaking against 
heretics is to say that Augustine tells lies almost everywhere. This 
is contrary to common knowledge. 

2. This is the same as permitting Pelagians1 and all heretics 
to triumph, indeed, the same as conceding victory to them. 

3. It is the same as making sport of the authority of all doctors 
of theology. 

4. It is therefore true that man, being a bad tree, can only will 
and do evil [Cf. Matt. 7: 17-18]. '''-'' 

5. It is false to state that man's inclination is free to choose 
between either of two opposites. Indeed, the inclination is not free, 
but captive. This is said in opposition to common opinion. 

6. It is false to state that the will can by nature conform to 

t correct precept. This is said in opposition to Scotus2 and Gabrie1.s 

7. As a matter of fact, without the grace of God the will pro
duces an act that is perverse and evil. 

. 8. It does not, however, follow that the will is by nature evil, 
that is, essentially evil, as the Manichaeans' maintain. 

1 Pelagius (360?-420?), a native of Britain, denied original sin. He held that 
justifying grace is given according to merit and regarded sinless perfection 
possible after baptism. His teachings were vigorously attacked by St. Augustine 
(354-430), bishop of Hippo. . 

2 John Duns Scotus (d. 1308) was the leader of the Scotist school which taught 
freedom of the will and the superiority of the will over the intellect. He denied 
the real distinction between the soul and its faculties. 
3 Gabriel Biel (1425?-1495) was "the last of the scholastics" and the first pro
fessor of theology in the newly founded University of Tiibingen. He was the 
author of The Canon of the Mass which Luther studied diligently as a young 
man. 
4 Manichaeism is a form of religious dualism consisting of Zoroastrian dualism, 
Babylonian folklore, and Buddhist ethics superficially combined with Christian 
elements. It was founded in the latter half of the third century by the Persian 
prophet Mani (215?-276?). According to Mani, everything material and sen
sual is created evil and must be overcome. 
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9. It is nevertheless innately and inevitably evil and corrupt. 
10. One must concede that the will is not free to strive toward 

whatever is declared good. This in opposition to Scotus and Gabriel. 
11. Nor is it able to will or not to will whatever is prescribed. 
12. Nor does one contradict St. Augustine when one says that 

nothing is so much in the power of the will as the will itself. 
IS. It is absurd to conclude that erring man can love the 

creature above all things, therefore also God. This in opposition 
to Scotus and Gabriel. 

14. Nor is it surprising that the will can conform to erroneous 
and not to correct precept. 

15. Indeed, it is peculiar to it that it can only conform to erro
neous and not to correct precept. 

16. One ought rather to conclude: since erring man is able 
to love the creature it is impossible for him to love God. 

17. M~ -EY_ nat1:!~~~bl~~"Y~t GQci tobe(;()d. )~deed, 
he.!:ti~~~~llI1~ ~()_ b~ God,. and d()es not want God to be God: 

18. To love God above all things by nature is a fictitious term, a 
chimera, as it were. This is contrary to common teaching. 

19. Nor can we apply the reasoning of Scotus concerning the 
brave citizen who loves his country more than himself. 

20. An act of friendship is done, not according to nature, but 

~
. rding to prevenient grace. This in opposition to Gabriel. 

21. No act is done according to nature that is not an act of 
oncupiscence against God. 

22. Every act of concupiscence against God is evil and a forni
cation of the spirit. 

23. Nor is it true that an act of concupiscence can be set aright 
by the virtue of hope. This in opposition to Gabriel. 

24. For hope is not contrary to charity, which seeks and de
sires only that which is of God. 

25. Hope does not grow out of merits, but out of suffering 
which destroys merits. This in opposition to the opinion of many. 

26. An act of friendship is not the most perfect means for ac
complishing that which is in one.1I Nor is it the most perfect means 

• "To do what is in one" is a scholastic phrase which implies that a Christian 
can do meritorious works agreeabJe to God. 

.~ 
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for obtaining the grace of God or turning toward and approaching 

God. 
27. But it is an act of conversion already perfected, following 

grace both in time and by nature. 
28. If it is said of the Scripture passages, "Return to me, ... and 

I will return to you" [Zech. 1 :3.], "Draw near to God and he will 
draw near to you" [Jas. 4:8], "Seek and you will find" [Matt. 7:7], 
"You will seek me and find me" [J er. 29: 13], and the like, that one 
is by nature, the other by grace, this is no different from asserting 

what the Pelagians have said. 
29. The best and infallible preparation for grace and the sole 

disposition toward grace is the eternal election and predestination 

of God. 
30. On the part of man, however, nothing precedes grace except 

indisposition and even rebellion against grace. 
31. It is said with the idlest demonstrations that the predes

tined can be damned individually but not collectively. This in op

position to the scholastics. 
32. Moreover, nothing is achieved by the following saying: 

Predestination is necessary by virtue of the consequence of God's 
willing, but not of what actually followed, namely, that God had 

to elect a certain person. 
33. And this is false, that doing all that one is able to do can 

remove the obstacles to grace. This in opposition to several au-

thorities. 
34. In brief, man by nature has neither correct precept nor 

good will. 
35. It is not true that an invincible ignorance excuses one com-

pletely(all scholastics notwithstanding) ; 
36. For ignorance of God and oneself and good work is always 

invincible to nature. 
o 37. Nature, moreover, inwardly and neces~arily glories and 

"--., ---
takes pride in every :WOrk which is apparently and outwa!,dlygood. 

"'-38."There is no moral virtue without eitherprlcie or ~Qnow, - ~'.~.----~-- --',- --------------~------~~ -- .-'- -

that is, without sin. 
_~~We are not masters of our actions, from ~ to end, 
but serva~pPOsItlon fO_~.Pn].losopners. 
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! I\. 40. We do not become!'ighte()!!S ):>)' _ doinEright«;lOJlS deeds 
I b1Jt ~aving been made righteous, we do righteous deeds. This in 

opposition to the philosophers. 
- 41. Virtually tI1e en~e 1.fthics_ofAristotle is the worst enemy of 

grace. This in opposition to the scholastics. .. 
42. It is an error to maintain that Aristotle's statement concern

ing happiness does not contradict Catholic doctrine. This in opposi
tion to the doctrine on morals. 

43. It is an error to say that no man can become a theologian 
without Aristotle. This in opposition to common opinion. 

44. Indeed, no one can become a tlleologian unless he becomes 
one without Aristotle. 

45. To state that a theologian who is not a logician is a mon
strous heretic-this is a monstrous and heretical statement. This in 
opposition to common opinion. 

46. In vain does one fashion a logic of faith, a substitution 
brought about without regard for limit and measure. This in op
position to the new dialecticians. 

47. No syllogistic form is valid when applied to divine terms. 
This in opposition to the Cardinal.6 

48. Nevertheless it does not for that reason follow that the 
truth of the doctrine of the Trinity contradicts syllogistic forms. This 
in opposition to the same new dialecticians and to the Cardinal. 

49. If a syllogistic form of reasoning holds in divine matters, 
then the doctrine of the Trinity is demonstrable and not the object 
of faith. 

50. Briefly, the whole AristotIe7 is to theology as darkness is 
to light. This in opposition to the scholastics. 

51. It is very doubtful whether the Latins comprehended the 
correct meaning of Aristotle. 

6 Luther refers to the Cardinal of Cambrai, Pierre d' Ailly (1350-1420), a French 
theologian, a commentator on the Sentences of Peter Lombard and guiding 
spirit of the conciliar movement which led to the calling of the Council of 
Constance (1414-1418). 
• The logical and metaphysical writings of Aristotle were well known in the 
Middle Ages and were incorporated in scholasticism. His scientific writings 
became known to Europeans in the late Middle Ages and caused much concern 
because they contained statements contrary to Christian doctrine. It is to these 
writings that Luther refers in his phrase "the whole Aristotle." 

-~ 
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52. It would have been better for the church if PorphYrT with 
his universals had not been born for the use of theologians. 

53. Even the more useful definitions of Aristotle seem to beg 

the question. 
54. For an act to be meritorious, either the presence of grace 

is sufficient, or its presence means nothing. This in opposition to 

Gabriel. 
55. The grace of God is never present in such a way that it is 1 

inactive, but it is a living, active, and operative spirit; nor can it i 
happen that through the absolute power of God an act of friend'ship 
may be present without the presence of the grace of God. This in 

opposition to Gabriel. 
56. It is not. tru~ t4.1l! God can accept ~an without his justifying 

grace. This in opposition to OckhaiJ.lF--
~.. . 'lsd.angero{i~- to say that the law commands that an act of 

obeying the commandment be done in the grace of God. This in 

opposition to the Cardinal and Gabriel. 
58. From this it would follow that "to have the grace of God" 

is actually a new demand going beyond the law. 
59. It would also follow that fulfilling the law can take place 

without the grace of God. 
60. Likewise it follows that the grace of God would be more 

hateful than the law itself. 
61. It does not follow that the law should be complied with and 

fulfilled in the grace of God. This in opposition to Gabriel. 
62. ~at t~e!_~.fur~.4e_.'Vho is outside the grll~e QLCod sins 

inc~~antly, even when he does not kill, commit'il.dult~ry, or become 

angry. 
63. But it follows that he __ s1.Qs because he does not spiritually 

fulfil the faw:---,/--------.... --. .... ---------...... -... -. .. 
I 64. Spiritually that person does not kill, doe's not do evil, does 

, ; not become enraged when he neither becomes angry nor lusts. I, 

8 Porphyry (233-303) was a Neoplatonic follower of Plotinus and a bitter 

opponent of Christianity. 
9 William of Ockham (ca. 1280-1349) was a Franciscan schoolman, a nomi-
nalist who stated that reason could not be applied to theology. He published 
commentaries on Aristotle and Porphyry. 
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65. Outside the grace of God it is indeed impossible not to 
become angry or lust, so that not even in grace is it possible to 
fulfil the law perfectly. 

66. It is the righteousness of the hypocrite actually and out
wardly not to kill, do evil, etc. 

67. It is by the grace of God that one does not lust or become 
enraged. 

68. Therefore it is impossible to fulfil the law in any way 
without the grace o(Cod. ' -- - '.-

69. As a matter of fact, it is more accurate to say that the law 
is destroyed by nature without the grace of Goa:" ~. 

70. A good law will of necessity be bad for the natural will. 
71. Law and will are two implacable foes without the grace of 

God. 

72. What tJ:te law ""ants, the will never wants, unless it pretends 
to want it out of fear or love. . , ., -- ' 

73. The law, as taskmaster of the will, will not be overcome 
except by the "child, who has been born to us" [Isa. 9:6]. 

74. The law makes sin abound because it irritates and repels 
the will [Rom. 7: 13]. 

75. The grace of God, however, makes justice abound through 
Jesus Christ because it causes one to be pleased with the law. 

. 76. Every deed of the law without, the grace of. God appears 
/ '- -_. .- . -'" . 

\400d outwardly, but inwardly'it is sin. This in opposition to the 
scholastics. 

/ 77. The will is always averse to, and the hands inclined toward, / 

~e law of the Lord without the grace of God. 
78. The will which is inclined toward the law without the grace 

of God is so inclined by reason of its own advantage. 
79. Condemned are 'all those who do the works of the law. 
80. Blessed are all those who do the works of the grace of God. 
81. Chapter Falsas concerning penance, dist. 5, 10 confirms the 

fact that works outside the realm of grace are not good, if this is not 
understood falsely. 

,. Decretum Magistri Gratiani, Decreta Secunda Pars, causa XXXIII, ques. 
III, dist. V, cap. 6. Corpus luris Canonici, ed. Aemilius Friedberg (Graz, 
1955), I, col. 1241. Cf. Migne 187, 1636. ~ 
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82. Not only are the religious ceremonials not the good law 
and the precepts in which one does not live (in opposition to many 
teachers ); 

83. But even the Decalogue itself and all that can be taught and 
prescribed inwardly and outwardly is not good law either. 

84. The good law a~~ that in which one lives is the love ()f 
God, spread abroad in our hearts by lIieRoly Spirit. 

85. Anyone's will would prefer, if it were possible, that there 
would be no law and to be entirely free. 

86. Anyone's will hates it that the law should be imposed upon 
it; if, however, the will desires imposition of the law it does so out 
of love of self. 

87. Since the law is good, the will, which is hostile to it, cannot 
be good. 

88. And from this it is clear that everyone's natural will is 
iniquitous and bad. 

89. Grace as a mediator is necessary to reconcile the law with 
the will. 

90. The grace of God is given for the purpose of directing the 
will, lest it err even in loving God. In opposition to Gabriel. 

91. It is not given so that good deeds might be induced more 
frequently and readily, but because without it no act of love is 
performed. In opposition to Gabriel. 

92. It cannot be denied that love is superfluous if man is by 
nature able to do an act of friendship. In opposition to Gabriel. 

93. There is a kind of subtle evil in the argument that an act 
is at the same tiIrie ilie fiWtanQ'theuse of the fruit. In opposition 
to Ockham, the Cardinal, Gabriel. 

94. This holds true also of the saying that the love of God may 
contimIe alo~'anTnte;;e love of the creature: 

95~To 'love . God is at the same time to hate oneself and to 
kr!Q.w nothing bufGoa~·-

- _.- ~. 

96. We must make our will conform in every respect to the 
will of God (in opposition to the Cardinal); 

97. So that we not only will what God wills, but also ought 
to will whatever God wills. 
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In these statements we wanted to say and believe we have said 
nothing that is not in agreement with the Catholic church and the 
teachers of the church. 

1517 

~ 
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2. 

NINETY-FIVE THESES 

or 

DISPUTATION ON THE 

POWER AND EFFICACY 

OF INDULGENCES 

Out of love and zeal for truth and the desire to bring it to light, 
the following theses will be publicly discussed at Wittenberg under 
the chairmanship of the reverend father Martin Lutther: Master 
of Arts and Sacred Theology and regularly appointed Lecturer on 
these subjects at that place. He requests that those who cannot be 
present to debate orally with us will do so by letter.2 

In the Name of Our Lord Jesus Christ. Amen. 
1. When our Lord and Master Jesus Christ said, "Repent" 

[Matt. 4:17],3 he willed the entire life of believers to be one of 
repentance. 

2. This word cannot be understood as referring to the sacra
ment of pe{1a;~-;,-·'tha.t is, confession and satisfactio:n, as adminis-
terecfby"the CIeigy: .... 

S. Yet it does ~ot mean solely inner repentance; such inner 
repent~nce'is~orthless unless itproauces various outw!lrd mom
fi.cat{ons of the flesh. 

1 Luther spelled his name Lutther in this preamble. 
I There was actually no debate, for no one responded to the invitation. The 
contents of the ninety-five theses were soon widely disseminated by word of 
mouth and by the printers, and in effect a vigorous debate took place that 
lasted for a number of years. 
3 The Latin form, poenitentiam agite, and the German, tut Busse, may be 
rendered in two ways, "repent," and "do penance." 
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4. The penalty of sin~ remains as long as the hatred. of self, 
that is, true inner repentance, until our entrance into the kingdom 

1
fheaven. 

\ 

5. The pope neither desires nor is able to remit an.y. ~~1l1ties 
except those imposed by his own authority or that of the canons.1I 

. 6. ,The pope cannot remit any guilt, except by declaring and 
showing that it has been remitted by God; or, to be rore, by re
mitting guilt in cases reserved to his judgment. IT his right to grant 
reiriission in these cases were disregarded, the guilt would certainly 
remain unforgiven. 

7. God remits guilt to no one unless at the same time he 
humbles him in all things and IIlakes him submissive to his vicar, 
the priest. . 

8. The penitential canons are imposed only on the living, and, 
according to the canons themselves, nothing should be imposed on 
the dying. 

9. Therefore the Holy Spirit through the pope is kind to us 
insofar as the pope in his decrees always makes exception of the 
article of death and of necessity.6 

10. Those priests act ignorantly and wickedly who, in the case 
of the dying, reserve canonical penalties for purgatory. 

11. Those tares of changing the canonical pemlty to the penalty 
of purgatory were evidently sown while the bishops slept [Matt. 
13:25] . 

12. In former times canonical penalties were imposed, not after, 
/ but before absolution, as tests of true contrition. 

/' \ 13. The dying are freed by death fro.m all penalties, are already 
dead as far as the canon laws are concerned, and have a right to be 
released from them. .' ..7" . ' '." 

14. Imperfect piety or love on the part of tlle dying person 
necessarily brings with it great fear; and the smaller the love, ~ 
greater the fear. 

'Catholic theology distinguishes between the "guilt" and the "penalty" of sin. 
o The canons, or decrees of the church, have the force of law. Those referred 
to here and in Theses 8 and 85 are the so-called penitential canons. 
• Commenting on this thesis in the Explanations of the Ninety-five Theses (p. 
114), Luther distinguishes between temporal and eternal necessity. "Necessity 
knows no law." "Death is the necessity of necessities." Cf. WA 1, 549. 
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15. This fear or horror is sufficient in itself, to say nothing of 
other things, to constitute the penalty of purgatory, since it is very 

near the horror of despair. 
16. Hell, purgatory, and heaven seem to differ the same as 

despa~, fear~ 'aria assurance of salvation. 
17. It seems as though for the souls in purgatory fear should 

necessarily decrease and love increase. 
18. Furthermore, it does not seem proved, either by reason or 

Scripture, that souls in purgatory are outside the state of merit, that 

is, unable to grow in love. 
19. Nor does it seem proved that souls in purgatory, at least 

not all of them, are 'certain and assured of their own salvation, even 

if we ourselves may be entirely certain of it~ 
20. Therefore the pope, when he uses the words «plenary re-

mission of all penalties," does not actually mean "all penalties," 

but only those imposed by himself. 
21'. Thus those indulgence preachers are in error who say that 

a man is absolved from every penalty and saved by papal indul-

gences. 
22. As a matter of fact, the pope remits to souls in purgatory no 

penalty which, according to canon law, they should have paid in 

this life. 
23. If remission of all penalties whatsoever could be granted 

to anyone at all, certainly it would be granted only to the most 

perfect, that is, to very few. 
24. For this reason most people are necessarily deceived by that 

indiscriminate and high-sounding promise of release from penalty. 
25. That power which the pope has in general over purgatory 

corresponds to the power which any bishop or curate has in a 

particular way in his own diocese or parish. 
26. The pope does very well when he grants remission to souls 

in purgatory, not by the power of the-keys, which he does not 

have,7 butby way of intercession for them. 
27. They preach only human doctrines who say that as soon 

7 This is not a denial of the power of the keys, that is, the power to forgive 
and to retain sin, but merely an assertion that the power of the keys does not 

extend to purgatory. 
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as the money clinks into the money chest, the soul flies out of 

Z
u atory. 

28. It is certain that when money clinks in the money chest, 
greed and avarice can be increased; but when the church intercedes, 
the result is in the hands of God alone. 

29. Who knows whether all souls in purgatory wish to be re
deemed, since we have exceptions in St. Severinus and St. Paschal,8 

as related in a legend. 
30. No one is sure of the integrity of his own contrition, much 

less of having received plenary remission. 
31. The man who actually buys indulgences is as rare as he 

who is really penitent; indeed, he is exceedingly rare. 
32. Those who believe that they can be certain of their salva

tion because they have indulgence letters will be eternally damned, 
together with their teachers. 

33. Men must especially be on their guard against those who 
say that the pope's pardons are that inestimable gift of God by 
which man is reconciled to him. 

34. For the graces of indulgences are concerned only with the 
penalties of sacramental satisfaction9 established by man. 

35. They who teach that contrition is not necessary on the part 
of those who intend to buy souls out of purgatory or to buy con
fessional privileges10 preach unchristian doctrine. 

36. Any truly repentant Christian has a right to full remission 
of penalty and guilt,l1 even without indulgence letters. 

• Luther refers to this legend again in the Explanations of the Ninety-five 
Theses below, p. 178. The legend is to the effect that these saints, Pope Severi
nus (638-640) and Pope Paschal I (817-824), preferred to remain longer in 
purgatory that they might have greater glory in heaven. 
• Satisfaction is that act on the part of the penitent, in connection with the 
sacrament of penance, by means of which he pays the temporal penalty for 
his sins. If at death he is in arrears in paying his temporal penalty for venial 
sins, he pays this penalty in purgatory. Indulgences are concerned with this 
satisfaction of the sacrament of penance-they permit a partial or complete 
(plenary) remission of temporal punishment. According to Roman Catholic 
theology, the buyer of an indulgence still has to confess his sins, be absolved 
from them, and be truly penitent. 
10 These are privileges entitling the holder of indulgence letters to choose his 
own confessor and relieving him, the holder, of certain satisfactions. 
11 To justify the placing of absolution before satisfaction, contrary to the prac
tice of the early church. theologians distinguished between the guilt and the 
penalty of sins. 
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37. Any true Christian, whether living or dead, participates in 
all the blessings of Christ and the church; and this is granted him 
by God, even without indulgence letters. 

38. Nevertheless, papal remission and blessing are by no means 
to be disregarded, for they are, as I have said [Thesis 6], the 

proclamation of the divine remission. 
39. It is very difficult, even for the most learned theologians, 

at one and the same time to commend to the people the bounty of 

indulgences and the need of true contrition. 
40. A Christian who is truly contrite seeks and loves to pay 

penalties for his sins; the bounty of indulgences, however, relaxes 
penalties and causes men to hate them-at least it furnishes occasion 

for hating them. 
41. Papal indulgences must be preached with caution, lest peo-

ple erroneously think that they are preferable to other good works 

of love. 
42. Christians are to be taught that the pope does not intend 

that the buying of indulgences should in any way be compared with 

works of mercy. 
43. Christians are to be taught that he who gives to the poor 

or lends to the needy does a better deed than he who buys indul-

gences. 
44. Because love grows by works of love, man thereby becomes 

, \ ,/ better. Man does not, however, become better by means of indul

It, \ gences but is merely freed from penalties. 
\ ~ 45. Christians are to be taught that he who sees a needy man 

':oJ knd passes him by, yet gives his money for indulgences, does not 

\"' buy pal indulgences but God's wrath. 
/ V .' 46. Christians are to be taught that, unless they have more 

\
y ~c J an they need, they must reserve enough for their family needs 

l/ and by no means squander it on indulgences. 
47. Christians are to be taught that the buying of indulgences 

(" ,....,py)s a matter of free choice, not commanded. XW 48. Christians are to be taught that the pope, in granting in-
-Y dulgences, needs and thus desires their devout prayer more than 

their money. 
49. Christians are to be taught that papal indulgences are use-
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ful only if they do not put their trust in them, but very harmful if 
they lose their fear of God because of them. 

50. Christians are to be taught that if the pope knew the 
exactions of the indulgence preachers, he would rather that the 
basilica of St. Peter were burned to ashes than built up with the 
skin, flesh, and bones of his sheep. 

51. Christians are to be taught that the pope would and should 
wish to give of his own money, even though he had to seII the 
basilica of St. Peter, to many of those from whom certain hawkers 
of indulgences cajole money. 

52. It is vain to trust in salvation by indulgence letters, even 
though the indulgence commissary, or even the pope, were to oHer 
his soul as security. 

53. They are enemies of Christ and the pope who forbid al
together the preaching of the Word of God in some churches in 
order that indulgences may be preached in others. 

54. Injury is done the Word of God when, in the same sermon, 
an equal or larger amount of time is devoted to indulgences than 
to the Word. 

55. It is certainly the pope's sentiment that if indulgences, 
which are a very inSignificant thing, are celebrated with one bell, 
one procession, and one ceremony, then the gospel, which is the 
very greatest thing, should be preached with a hundred beIIs, a hun
dred processions, a hundred ceremonies. 

56. The treasures of the church,12 out of which the pope distrib
utes indulgences, are not sufficiently discussed or known among the 
people of Christ. 

57. That indulgences are not temporal treasures is certainly 
clear, for many [indulgence] preachers do not distribute them freely 
but only gather them. 

58. Nor are they the merits of Christ and the saints, for, even 
without the pope, the latter always work grace for the inner man, 
and the cross, death, and hell for the outer man. 

59. St. Laurence said that the poor of the church were the 

"The treasury of merits is a reserve fund of good works accumulated by Christ 
and the saints upon which the pope could draw when he remitted satisfaction 
in indulgences. 
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treasures of the church, but he spoke according to the usage of the 
word in his own time. 

60. Without want of consideration we say that the keys of the 
church, 13 given by the merits of Christ, are that treasure; 

61. F~ it is clear that the pope's power is of itself sufficient, ~~r 
for the remissi . . ses reserved b himself. "'-

62. The true treasure of the church is the most holy gospel of f~ 
the glory and grace of God. 

63. But this treasure is naturally most odious, for it makes the 
first to be last [Matt. 20:16]. 

64. On the other hand, the treasure of indulgences is naturally 
most acceptable, for it makes the last to be first. 

6,5 Therefore the treasures of the gospel are nets with which 
onE" formerly fished for men of wealth. ..-~ ~ 

66. The treasures of indulgences are nets with which one n9W ~ 
fishes for the wealth of men. . 

67. The indulgences which the demagogues acclaim as the 
greatest graces are actually understood to be such only insofar as 
they promote gain. 

68. They are nevertheless in truth the most insignificant graces 
when compared with the grace of God and the piety of the cross. 

69. Bishops and curates are bound to admit the commissaries of 
papal indulgences with all reverence. 

70. But they are much more bound to strain their eyes and 
ears lest these men preach their own dreams instead of what the 
pope has commissioned. 

71. Let him who speaks against the truth concerning papal 
indulgences be anathema and accursed; 

72. But let him who guards against the lust and license of the 
indulgence preachers be blessed; 

73. Just as the pope justly thunders against those who by any 
means whatsoever contrive harm to the sale of indulgences. 

74. But much more does he intend to thunder against those 

11 The office of the keys: the preaching of the gospel, the celebrating of the 
sacraments, the remitting of sins to the penitent, and the excommunicating 
of impenitent sinners. 
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who use indulgences as a pretext to contrive harm to holy love and 
truth. 

75. To consider papal indulgences so great that they could 
absolve a man even if he had done the impossible and had violated 
the mother of God is madness. 

76. We say on the contrary that papal indulgences cannot 

./?Jem e the very least of venial sins as far as guilt is concerned. 
77. a that even St. Peter, if he were now pope, could not 

grant greater graces is blasphemy against St. Peter and the pope. 
78. We say on the contrary that even the present pope, or any 

pope whatsoever, has greater graces at his disposal, that is, the 
gospeT, spiritual powers. gifts of healing, etc., as it is written in I C~r. 

jff28]. 

/ n~ 79. To say that the cross emblazoned with the papal coat of 
arms, and set up by the indulgence preachers, is equal in worth to 

_the -C;:QSS of ChFist is blasphemy. 

80. The bishops, curates, and theologians who permit such 
talk to be spread among the people will have to answer for this. 

81. This unbridled preaching of indulgences makes it difficult 
even for learned men to rescue the reverence which is due the 

~, pope from slander or from the shrewd questions of the laity, 
~ \-' ~ 82. Such as: " does not the a e empty purgatory for the 
I\.\ ~A' sake of holy love and the dir~of the souls at are ere e 
tv':;'"~, recIeems an in[inite number--OLsouls for the sake of miserable llloney 

, with w-nIcFlfo build a church? The former reasons would be most 
just; t!fe]:aRer is most trivial." 

83. Again, "Why are funeral and anniversary masses for the 
dead continued and why does he not return or permit the with
drawal of the endowments founded for them, since it is wrong to 
pray for the redeemed?" 

84. Again, "What is this new piety of God and the pope that 
for a consideration of money they permit a man wha is impious 
and their enemy to buyout of purgatory the pious soul of a friend 
of God' and do not rather, because of the need of that pious and 
beloved soul, free it for pure love's sake?" 

85. Again, "Why are the penitential canons, lang since abra
gated and dead in actual fact and through disuse, now satisfied by 
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the granting of indulgences as though they were still alive and in 
force?" 

~ 
86. Again, "Why does not the ~o;e whose wealth is today 

~ ~ great~'l~_an the wealth_oCtile FiehCs;Classus,14 buitd-----t:hiS~-one 
• ~-Of-£t.-Peter with his own money rather than with the money 

~ --ofpOOil>elievers?" 
87. Again, "What does the pope remit or grant to those wha 

by perfect contrition already have a right to full remission and--
blessings?"15 . 

88. Again, "What e urch 
than . the pa e were ta bestow these remissions and blessings on 
every believer a hundred times a day, as e now oes ut once 6-

r. "Since the pape seeks the salvation .of soUlS rather t 
maney by.-ffis indulgences, why does he suspend the indulgences 
and pardons preVIOusly granted when they have equal efficacy?,,17-

- 90. 'fa repress these very sharp arguments of the laity by force 
alane, and not to resolve them by giving reasons, is to expose the 
church and the pope to the ridicule of their enemies and ta make 
Christians unhappy. 

91. If, therefore, indulgences were preached according ta the 
spirit and intention of the pope, all these doubts would be readily 
resolved. Indeed, they would not exist. 

92. Away then with all those prophets wha say ta the people 
of Christ, ''Peace, peace," and there is no peace! [Jer.6:14]. 

93. Blessed be all those prophets who say to the people of 
Christ, "Cross, cross," and there is no cross! 

94. Christians should be exhorted to be diligent in following 
Christ, their head, through penalties, death, and hell; 

95. And thus be confident of entering into heaven through many 
tribulations rather than through the false security of peace [Acts 
14:22]. 

1517 

U Marcus Licinius Crassus (115-53 B.C.), also called Dives ("the Rich"), was 
noted for his wealth and luxury by the classical Romans. Crass us means "the 
Fat." 
,. See Theses 36 and 37. 
1. The indulgence letter entitled its possessor to receive absolution once during 
his lifetime and once at the approach of death. 
17 During the time when the jubilee indulgences were preached, other indul
gences were suspended. 
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3. 

HEIDELBERG 
DISPUTATION 

Brother Martin Luther, Master of Sacred Theology, will preside, 
and Brother Leonhard Beier, Master of Arts and Philosophy, will 
defend the following theses before the Augustinians of this re
nowned city of Heidelberg in the customary place. In the month of 
May, 1518.1 

THEOLOGICAL THESES 

. Distrusting completely our own wisdom, according to that 
./ counsel of the Holy Spirit, "Do not rely on your own insight" [Provo 
I 3:5J, we humbly present to the judgment of all those who wish to 
( be here these theological paradoxes, so that it may become clear 
\ whether they have been deduced well or poorly from st. Paul, the 

\ 

especially chosen vessel and instrument of Christ, and also from 
St. Augustine, his most trustworthy interpreter. 

1. The law of God, the most salutary doctrine of life, cannot 
r 
! advance man on his way to righteousness, but rather hinders him. 
f 2. Much less can human works, which are done over and over 
\ again with the aid of natural precepts, so to speak, lead to that end. 
/ 3~Alth0U;C the works of man always seem attractive and.E9_99, 

t 
t~_~r hcl;;s JiIrelitO=£e mortal sins. 

./ 4. Although the works of God always seem una!tracli~and 
,oF appear evil, they are .ill<Y~rtheless really eternal merits . 
., 5. The works of men ;:; thus n~t ·~ortal sins (we speak of 

works which are apparently good), as though they were crimes. 
6. The works of God (we speak of those which he does 

through man) are thus not merits, as though they were sinless. 

1 This is an approximate date. The disputation actually took place April 26, 
1518. 
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7. The works of the righteous would be mortal sins if they 
would not be feared as mortal sins by the righteous themselves out 

of pious fear of God. 
8. By so much more are the works of man mortal sins when 

they are done without fear and in unadulterated, evil self-security. 
9. To say that works without Christ are dead, but not mortal, 

appears to constitute a perilous surrender of the fear of God. 
10. Indeed, it is very difficult to see how a work can be dead 

and at the same time not a harmful and mortal sin. 
11. Arrogance cannot be avoided or true hope be p~esent unless 

the judgment of condemnation is feared in every work. 
12: In the sight of God sins are then truly venial when they are 

feared by men to be mortal. 
13 .. Free will, after the fall, exists in name only, and as long 

as it does what it is able to do, it commits a mortal sIn:··· 
14 . .Free ·~ill, after the fall, has power to do good only in a 

passive capaCity, but it can always do evil in an active capacity. 
1.5. N~r could· free will endure in a state of innocence, much 

less do good, in an active capacity, but only in its passive capacity . 
16. The person who believes that he can obtain grace by doing 

what is in him2 adds sin to sin so that he becomes doubly guilty. 
17. Nor does speaking in this manner give cause for despair, 

but for arousing the desire to humble oneself and seek the grace of 

Christ. 
18. It is certain that man must utterly despair of his own ability 

before he is prepared to receive the grace of Christ. 

( 

f 19. That person does not deserve to be called a theologian who I \ 

I looks upon the invisible things of God as though they were cIearlyv \ 
perceptible in those things which have actually happened [Rom. 

1:20}. 
20. He deserves to be called a theologian, however, who com-

prehends the visible and manifest things of God seen through suffer-

I
'ng and the cross . 

. 21.. A theologi<1n of~~orr calls ev~l good an~g~od evil. A theo-
logIan of the crosS calls the thmg what It actually IS. 

22. That wisdom which sees the invisible things of God in 

"ef. p. 14, n. 5. 
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works as perceived by man is completely puffed up, blinded, and 
hardened. 

23. The law brings the wrath of God, kills, reviles, accuses, 
judges, and condemns everything that is not in Christ [Rom. 4:15]. 

24. Yet that wisdom is not of itself evil, nor is the law to be 
evaded; but without the theology of the cross man misuses the best 
in the worst manner. 

25. He is not righteous who does much, but he who, ~t 
~~sf.~-----------':""----~-

v' 26. The law says, "do this," and it is never done. Grace 5a¥S, 
''believe in this," and everything is already do~e. 

27. Actually one should call the work of Christ an acting work 
and our work an accomplished work, and thus an accomplished 
work pleasing to God by the grace of the acting work. 

28. The love of God does not find, but creates, that which is 
pleasing to it. The love of man comes into being through that 
which is pleasing to it. 

PHILOSOPHICAL THESES 

29. He who wishes to philosophize by using Aristotle without 
danger to his soul must first become thoroughly foolish in Christ. 

30. Just as a person does not use the evil of passion well 
unless he is a married man, so no person philosophizes well unless 
he is a fool, that is, a Christian. 

31. It was easy for Aristotle to believe that the world was 
eternal since he believed that the human soul was mortal. 

32. After the proposition that there are as many material 
forms as there are created things had been accepted, it was neces
sary to accept that they all are material. 

33. Nothing in the world becomes something of necessity; 

J
' ertheless, that which comes forth from matter, again by neces

s· ,comes into being according to nature. 
r 34. If Aristotle would have recognized the absolute power of 
! God, he would accordingly have maintained that it was impos

sible for matter to exist of itself alone. 

35. According to Aristotle, nothing is infinite with respect to ac-
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tion, yet with respect to power and matter, as many things as have 
been created are infinite. 

36. Aristotle wrongly finds fault with and derides the ideas of 
Plato, which actually are better than his own. 

37. The mathematical order of material things is ingeniously 
maintained by Pythagoras, but more ingenious is the interaction of 
ideas maintained by Plato. 

38. The disputation of Aristotle lashes out at Parmenides' idea 
of oneness3 (if a Christian will pardon this) in a battle of air. 

39. If Anaxagoras posited infinity as to form, as it seems he did, 
he was the best of the philosophers, even if Aristotle was unwilling 
to acknowledge this. 

40. To Aristotle, privation, matter, form, movable, immovable, 
impulse, power, etc. seem to be the same. 

PROOFS OF THE THESIS DEBATED IN THE CHAPTER 

AT HEIDELBERG, MAY, 1518, A.D. 

1 

The law of God, the most salutary doctrine of life, can
not advance man on his way to righteousness, but rather 
hinders him. / '. '. ' 

This is made clear by the Apostle in his letter to the Romans (3_ 
[: 21]): "But now the righteousness of God has been manifested 
apart from the law." St. Augustine interprets this in his book, The 
Spirit and the Letter (De Spiritu et Littera): "Without the law, 
that is, without its support." 4 In Rom. 5 [:20] the Apostle states, 
"Law intervened, to increase the trespass," and in Rom. 7 [:9] 
he adds, "But when the commandment came, sin revived." For 
this reason he calls the law a law of death and a law of sin in Rom. 
8 [:2]. Indeed, in II Cor. 3 [:6] he says, "the written code kills," 

• Parmenides was a well-known Greek philosopher who, with Zeno, headed 
the Eleatic school and taught a monistic cosmology. 

'In Basic Writings of St. Augustine, trans. P. Holmes, ed. Whitney J. Oates 
(2 vols.; New York, 1948) I, 461-518. Cf. Migne 44,199-246. 
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which st. Augustine throughout his book, The Spirit and the Letter, 
understands as applying to every law, even the holiest law of God. 

2 

Much less can human works which are done over and over 
again with the aid of natural precepts, so to speak, lead 
to that end. 

Since the law of God, which is holy and unstained, true, just, etc., 
is given man by God as an aid beyond his natural powers to en
lighten him and move him to do the good, and neveltheless the 
opposite takes place, namely, that he becomes more wicked, how 
can he, left to his own power and without such aid, be induced 
to do good? I~ person does not do good with help from witho_ut, 
h.!-will d~ by his own strength. Therefore the Apost!e, in 
Rom. 3 [: 10-12], calls all persons corrupt and impotent who l!~ither 
ulJderstand nor se;k Cgd, fOr all, he s~ys, have'gone astray. 

, ------3 

Although the works of man ~'always seem attractive and 
good, they are nevertheless likely to be mortal sins. 

Human works appear attractive outwardly, but within they are 
filthy, as Christ says concerning the Pharisees in Matt. 23 [:27]. 
For they appear to the doer and others good and beautiful, yet 
God does not judge according to appearances but searches "the 
minds and hearts" [Ps. 7:9]. For without grace and faith it is im
possible to have a pure heart. Acts 15 [:9]: "He cleansed their 
hearts by faith." 

The thesis is proven in the folloyving way: If the works of 
righteous men are sins, as Thesis 7 of this disputation states, this 
is much more the case concerning the works of those who are not 
righteous. But the just speak in behalf of their works in the f01- . 
lOwing way: "Do not enter into judgment with thy servant, Lord, 
for no man living is righteous before thee" [Ps. 143:2]. The Apostle 
speaks likewise in Gal. 3 [: 10] , "All who rely on the works of the 
law are under the curse." But the works of men are the works 
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of the law, and the curse will not be placed upon venial sins. 
Therefore they are mortal sins. 

In the third place, Rom. 2. [: 21 J states, "You who teach 
others not to steal, do you steal?" St. Augustine interprets this to 
mean that men are thieves according to their guilty consciences even 
if they publicly judge or reprimand other thieves. 

4 

Although the works of God always seem unattractive and 
appear euil, they are neuel'theless really eternal merits. 

That the works of God are unattractive is clear from what is said in 11 Ii 
Isa. 53 [:2], "He had no form of comeliness," and in I Sam. 2 [:6], tJt-
"The Lord kills and bnngs to lIfe; he brings down to Sheol and v--

raises up." This is understood to mean that the Lord humbles and'7- ~ 
frightens s b means of the law and the sight of our sins so that w~ ~ t 
~eem in the cyes of men, as in our own, as nothing, foolish, an ~. t..:.. ..... 'fj
wicked for we are in t~uth that. Insofar as we acknowledge and"""'" if-. 
confess this, these is no tonn or beauty in us, but our life is hidden! J~ 
in Go .. e. in the bare confiden e i' findin in ourselves ~ 
nothin but sin foolishness, death, and hell, according to that verse 
of the Apostle in II Cor. 6 :9-10, As sorrowful, yet always rejQic-
ing; as dying, and behold we live." An,d that it is which Isa:.,28 [:21J 

..£.alls the alien work of God that he may do his work (that is, he 
humbles us thoroughly, making us despair, so that he may exalt ~ 
in his mercy, glVlng us hope), just as Hab. 3 [ :2J states, "In Will 

remember mercy." Such a man thereforc lS dis leascd wi s 
or s; e sees no eauty, ut on y his ugliness. Indeed, he ~ 

does those things which appear foolish and disgusting to others. 
This u liness, however, comes mto bcin in us either w en 

Goj punishes us or w en we accuse oursclve~ as I Cor. 11 [:31] 
says, "If we judged ourselves truly, we should not be judged" by the 
Lord. Deut. 32 [:.36] also states, "The Lord will vindicate his people 
and have compassion on his servants." In this way, consequently, 
the unattractive works which God docs in us;lItat IS'; tFiose which 
are humble and devout, arc really eternal, for humility and fear of 

# .-

.. --
-.35-



I. The Task of Theology 

5 
The works of men are thus not mortal sins (we speak of 
works which are apparently good), as though they were 
crimes. 

For crimes are such acts which can also be condemned before men, 
such as adultery, theft, homicide, slander, etc. Mortal sins, ogJhe 
other hand, are those which seem good yet are ~sentially fruits of 
a had tOQt ay,g Uad tree. Augustine states this in the fourth boc;k 
of Against Julian (Contra Julianum).5 

6 

The works of God (we speak of those which he does 
through man) are thus not merits, as though they were 
sinless. 

In Eccles. 7 [:20], we read, "Surely there is not a righteous man on 
earth who does good and never sins." In this connection, however, 
some people6 say that the righteous man indeed sins, but not when 
he does good. They may be refuted in the follOwing manner: "If 
that is what this verse wants to say, why waste so many words?" or 
does the Holy Spirit like to indulge in loquacious and foolish bab
ble? For this meaning would then be adequately expressed by the 
following: "There is not a righteous man on earth who does not sin." 
Why does he add "who does good," as if another person were right
eous who did evil? For no one except a righteous man does good. 
Where, however, he speaks of sins outside the realm of good works 
he speaks thus [Provo 24:16], "The righteous man falls seven times a 
day." Here he does not say, "A righteous man falls seven times a day 
when he does good." This is a comparison. If someone cuts with a 
rusty and rough hatchet, even though the worker is a good crafts
man, the hatchet leaves bad, jagged, and ugly gashes. So it is when 
God works through us. 

7 
The works of the righteous would be mortal sins if they 

• Migne 44, 641-880. 
• By "some people" Luther means St. Jerome above all. 
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would not be feared as mortal sins by the righteous them
selves out of pious fear of God. 

This is clear from Thesis 4. To trust in works, which one ought to 
do in fear, is equivalent to giving oneself the honor and taking it 
from God, to whom fear is due-illconnectlonwith every work. . But 
thiS is complet~ly wrong; namely to please oneself, fa enjoy oneself 
illone's -worki,and to·aooreoneself ::is an loatHe who is self-con
fident and without fear of God, however, acts entirely in this 
manner. For if he had fear he would not be self-confident, and for 
this reason he would not be pleased with himself, but he would be 
pleased with God. 

In the second place, it is clear from the words of the Psalmist 
[Ps. 143:2], "Enter not into judgment with thy servant," and Ps. 32 
[:5], "I said, 'I will confess my transgressions to the Lord,'" etc. 
But that these are not venial sins is clear because these passages 
state that confession and repentance are not necessary for venial 
sins. If, therefore, they are mortal sins and all the saints intercede 
for them, as it is statea in the same place, then the works of the 
saints are mortal sins.-But the works of the sain.ts are good works, 
wherefore they are meritorious for them only through the fear of 
their humble confession. 

In the third place, it is clear from the Lord's Prayer, "Forgive 
us our trespasses" [Matt. 6:12]. This is a prayer of the saints, there
fore those trespasses are good works for which they pray. But that 
these are mortal sins is clear from the following verse, "If you do 
not forgive men their trespasses, neither will your father forgive 
your trespasses" [Matt. 6:15]. Note that these trespasses are such 
that, if unforgiven, they would condemn them, unless they pray this 
prayer sincerely and forgive others. 

In the fourth place, it is clear from Rev. 21 [:27], "Nothing un
clean shall enter into it" [the kingdom of heaven]. But everything 
that hinders entrance into the kingdom of heaven is mortal sin (or 
it would be necessary to interpret the concept of mortal sin in an
other way). Venial sin, however, hinders because it makes the soul 
unclean and has no place in the kingdom of heaven. Consequently, 
etc. 
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8 
By so much more are the works of man mortal sins when 
they are done without fear and in unadulterated, evil self
security. 

The inevitable deduction from the preceding thesis is clear. For 
where there is no fear there is no humility. Where there is no 
humility there is pride, and where there is pride there are the wrath 
and judgment of God, for God opposes the haughty. Indeed, if pride 
would cease there would be no sin anywhere. 

9 
To say that works without Christ are dead, but not mortal, 
appears to constitute a perilous surrender of the fear of 
God. 

For in this way men become certain and therefore haughty, which 
is perilous. For in such a way God is constantly deprived of the 
glory which is due him and which is transferred to other things, 
since one should strive with all diligence to give him the glory
the sooner the be~ter. For this reason the Bible advises us, "Do not 
delay being converted to the Lord."7 For if that person offends 
him who withdraws glory from him, how much more does that 
person offend him who continues to withdraw glory from him and 
does this boldly! But whoever is not in Christ or who withdraws 
from him withdraws glory from him, as is well known. 

10 
Indeed, it is very difficult to see how a work can be dead 
and at the same time not a harmful and mortal sin. 

This I prove in the following way: Scripture does not speak of 
dead things in such a manner, stating that something is not mortal 
which is nevertheless dead. Indeed, neither does grammar, which 
says that "dead" is a stronger term than "mortal." For the gram-

1 This quotation is from Sirach 5:8. The Vulgate Bible contained the apocryphal 
books. 
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marians call a mortal work one which kills, a dead work not one 
that has been killed, but one that is not alive. But God despises 
what is not alive, as is written in Provo 15 [:8J, "The sacrifice of the 
wicked is an abomination to the Lord." 

Second, the will must do something with respect to such a 
dead work, namely, either love or hate it. The will cannot hate 
a dead work since the will is evil. Consequently the will loves a 
dead work, and therefore it loves something dead. In that act itself 
it thus induces an evil work of the will against God whom it should 
love and hongr in this and in every deed. 

11 

. Arrogance cannot be avoided or true hope be present unless 
the judgment of condemnation is feared in every work. 

This is clear from Thesis 4. For it is impossible to hope in God 
unless one has despaired in all creatures and knows that nothing 
can profit one without God. Since there is no person who has this 
pure hope, as we said above, and since we still place some con
fidence in th~ creature, it is clear that w~must, because of im
Purit:LiIl all things, fear the judgment of God. Thus arrogance 
must be avoided, not only in the work,but in the inclination also, 
that is, it must displease us still to have confidence in the creature. 

12 

In the sight of God sins are then truly venial when they are 
feared by men to be mortal. 

This becomes sufficiently clear from what has been said. For as 
much as we accuse ourselves, so much God pardons us, according 
to the verse, "Confess your misdeed so that you will be justified" 
[Cf. Isa. 43:26J, and according to another [Ps. 141:4J, "Incline 

" _/ 

not my heart to any evil, to busy myself with wicked deeds." 

13 

Free will, after the fall, exists in name only, and as long as 
it does what it is able to do, it commits a mortal sin. 

The first part is clear, for the will is captive and subject to sin. 
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Not that it is nothing, but that it is not free except to do evil. Ac-
.. cording to John 8 [:34,36], "Every one who commits sin is a slave 

to sin .... So if the Son makes you free, you will be free indeed." 
Hence st. Augustine says in his book, The Spirit and the Letter, 
"Free will without grace has the power to do nothing but sin";8 and 
in the second book of Against Julian, "You call the will free, but 

>- in fact it is an enslaved will,"9 and in many other places. 
The second part is clear from what has been said above and 

from the verse in Has. 13 [:9], "Israel, you are bringing misfortune 
upon yourself, for your salvation is alone with me," 10 and from 
similar passages. 

14 
Free will, after the fall, has power to do good only in a 
passioe capacity,ll but it can always do evil in an active 
capacity. 

An illustration will make the meaning of this thesis clear. Just as 
a dead man can do something toward life only in a passive capacity, 
so can he do something toward death in an active manner while 
he lives. Free will, however, is dead, as demonstrated by the dead 
whom the Lord has raised up, as the holy teachers of the church 
say. St. Augustine, moreover, proves this same thesis in his various 
writings against the Pelagians. 

15 
Nor could free will endure in a state of innocence, much 
less do good, in an active capacity, but only in its passive 
capacity. 

The Master of the Sentences,12 quoting Augustine, states, "By these 

• Chap. 3, par. 5, Migne 44, 203. 
• Chap. 8, par. 23, Migne 44, 689. 
10 This is a free rendering of the passage, "I will destroy you, 0 Israel; who 
can help you?" 
11 This is Luther's way of stating that the free will could before the fall de
tennine to do good. That it could do so after the fall would seem likely because 
of its name, but not in actual fact. 
"Peter Lombard. Migne 192, 519-964. The chapter to which Luther refers 
is in col. 586. 
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testimonies it is obviously demonstrated that man received a right
eous nature and a good will when he was created, and also the 
help by means of which he could prevail. Otherwise it would 
appear as though he had not fallen because of his own fault." He 
speaks of the active capacity, which is obviously contrary to Augus
tine's opinion in his book, Concerning Reprimand and Grace (De 
Correptione et Gratia), where the latter puts it in this way: "He re
ceived the ability to act, if he so willed, but he did not have the 
will by means of which he could act."13 By "ability to act" he 
understands the passive capacity, and by "will by means of which he 
could," the active capacity. 

The second part, however, is sufficiently clarified by the Master 
in the same distinction. 

16 
The person who believes that he can obtain grace by doing 
what is in him adds sin to sin so that he becomes doubly 
guilty. 

On the basis of what has been said, the following is clear: While 
a person is doing what is in him, he sins and seeks himself in every
thing. But if he should suppose that through sin he would become 
worthy of or prepared for grace, he would add haughty arrogance 
to his sin and not believe that sin is sin and evil is evil, which 
is an exceedingly great sin. As Jer. 2 [:13] says, "For my people 
have committed two evils: they have forsaken me, the fountain of 
living waters, and hewed out cisterns for themselves, broken cis
terns, that can hold no water," that is, through sin they are far 
from me and yet they presume to do good by their own ability. 

Now you ask, "What then shall we do? Shall we go our way 
with indifference because we can do nothing but sin?" I would 
reply, By no means. But, having heard this, fall down and pray for 
grace and place your hope in Christ in whom is our salvation, life, 
and resurrection. For this reason we are so instructed-for this 
reason the law makes us aware of sin so that, having recognized our 
sin, we may seek and receive grace. Thus God "gives grace to the 

11 Migne 44, 915-946. 
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humble" [I Pet. 5:5], and "whoever humbles himself will be ex
alted" [Matt. 23:12]. The law humbles, grace exalts. The law 
effects fear and wrath, grace effects hope and mercy. "Through the 
law comes knowledge of sin" [Rom. 3:20], through knowledge 
of sin, however, comes humility, and through humility grace is ac
quired. Thus an action which is alien to God's nature results in a 
deed belonging to his very nature: he makes a person a sinner so 
that he may make him righteous. 

17 
Nor does speaking in this manner give cause for despair, 
but for arousing the desire to humble oneself and seek the 
grace of Christ. 

This is clear from what has been said, for, according to the gospel, 
the kingdom of heaven is given to children and the humble [Mark 
10:14, 16], and Christ loves them. They cannot be humble who do 
not recognize that they are damnable whose sin smells to high 
heaven. Sin is recognized only through the law. It is apparent that 
not despair, but rather hope, is preached when we are told that 
we are sinners. Such preaching concerning sin is a preparation for 
grace, or it is rather the recognition of sin and faith in such preach
ing. Yearning for grace wells up when recognition of sin has 
arisen. A sick person seeks the physician when he recognizes the 
seriousness of his illness. Therefore one does not give cause for 
despair or death by telling a sick person about the danger of his 
illness, but, in effect, one urges him to seek a medical cure. To say 
that we are nothing and constantly sin when we do the best we 
can does not mean that we cause people to despair (unless they are 
fools); rather, we make them concerned about the grace of our 
Lord Jesus Christ. 

18 
It is certain that man must utterly despair of his own ability 
before he is prepared to receive the grace of Christ. 

The law wills that man despair of his own ability, for it leads him 
into hell and makes him a poor man and shows him that he is a 
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sinner in all his works, as the Apostle does in Rom. 2 and 3 [:9], 
where he says, "I have already charged that all men are under the 
power of sin." However, he who acts simply in accordance with his 
ability and believes that he is thereby doing something good does 
not seem worthless to himself, nor does he despair of his own 
strength. Indeed, he is so presumptuous that he strives for grace 
in reliance on his own strength. 

19 
That person does not deserve to be called a theologian who 
looks upon the invisible things of God as though they were 
clearly perceptible in those things which have actually 
happened [Rom. 1:20]. 

This is apparent in the example of those who were "theologians" and 
still were called fools by the Apostle in Rom. 1 [:22]. Furthermore, 
the invisible things of God are virtue, godliness, wisdom, justice, 
goodness, and so forth. The recognition of all these things does not 
make one worthy or wise. 

20 

He deserves to be called a theologian, however, who com
prehends the visible and manifest things of God seen 
through suffering and the cross. 

The "back" and visible things of God are placed in opposition 
to the invisible, namely, his human nature, weakness, foolishness. 
The Apostle in I Cor. 1 [:25] calls them the weakness and folly of 
God. Because men misused the knowledge of God through works, 
God wished again to be recognized in suffering, and to condemn 
wisdom concerning invisible things by means of wisdom concern
ing visible things, so that those who did not honor God as mani
fested in his works should honor him as he is hidden in his suf
fering. As the Apostle says in I Cor. 1 [:21], "For since, in the wis
dom of God, the world did not know God through wisdom, it 
pleased God through the folly of what we preach to save those 
who believe." Now it is not sufficient for anyone, and it does him no 
good to recognize God in his glory and majesty, unless he recognizes 
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him in the humility and shame of the cross. Thus God destroys the 
wisdom of the wise, as Isa. [45: 15] says, "Truly, thou art a God 
who hidest thyself." 

So, also, in John 14 [:8], where Philip spoke according to the 
theology of glory: "Show us the Father." Christ forthwith set aside 
his flighty thought about seeking God elsewhere and led him to him
self, saying, "Philip, he who has seen me has seen the Father" 
[John 14:9]. For this reason true theology and recognition of God 
are in the crucified Christ, as it is also stated in John 10 [John 14:6]: 
"No one comes to the Father, but by me." "I am the door" [John 
10:9], and so forth. 

21 

A theologian of glory calls evil good and good evil. A 
theologian of the cross calls the thing what it actually is. 

This is clear: He who does not know Christ does not know God 
hidden in suffering. Therefore he prefers works to suffering, glory 
to the cross, strength to weakness, wisdom to folly, and, in general, 
good to evil. These are the people whom the apostle calls "enemies 
of the cross of Christ" [Phil. 3:18], for they hate the cross and 
suffering and love works and the glory of works. Thus they call 
thc good of the cross cvil and the evil of a deed good. God can be 
found only in suffering and the cross, as has already been said. 
Therefore the friends of the cross say that the cross is good and 
works arc evil, for through the cross works are destroyed and the 
old Adam, who is especially edified by works, is crucified. It is 
impossible for a person not to be puffed up by his good works 
unless he has first bcen deflated and destroyed by suffering and 
evil until he knows that he is worthless and that his works are not 
his but God's. 

22 

That wisd01n which sees the invisible things of God in 
works as perceived by man is completely puffed up, 
blinded, and hardened. 

This has already been said. Because men do not know the cross 
and hate it, they necessarily love the opposite, namely, wisdom, 
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glory, power, and so on. Therefore they become increasingly blinded 
and hardened by such love, for desire cannot be satisfied by the 
acquisition of those things which it desires. Just as the love of money 
grows in proportion to the increase of the money itself, so the 
dropsy of the soul becomes thirstier the more it drinks, as the poet 
says: "The more water they drink, the more they thirst for it." The 
same thought is expressed in Eccles. 1 [:8J: "The eye is not 
satisfied with seeing, nor the ear filled with hearing." This holds 
true of all desires. 

Thus also the desire for knowledge is not satisfied by the 
acquisition of wisdom but is stimulated that much more. Likewise 
the desire for glory is not satisfied by the acquisition of glory, nor 
is the desire to rule satisfied by power and authority, nor is the 
desire for praise satisfied by praise, and so on, as Christ shows in 
John 4 [:13], where he says, "Every one who drinks of this water 
will thirst again." 

The remedy for curing desire does not lie in satisfying it, but 
in extinguishing it. In other words, he who wishes to become wise 
does not seek wisdom by progressing toward it but becomes a fool 
by retrogressing into seeking folly. Likewise he who wishes to 
have much power, honor, pleasure, satisfaction in all things must 
flee rather than seek power, honor, pleasure, and satisfaction in all 
things. This is the wisdom which is folly to the werld. 

23 

The law brings the wrath of God, kills, reviles, accuses, 
judges, and condemns everything that is not in Christ 
[Rom. 4:15]. 

Thus Gal. 3 [: 13] states, "Christ redeemed us from the curse of 
the law"; and: "For all who rely on works of the law are under 
the curse" [Gal. 3: 10 J; and Rom. 4 [15J: "For the law brings wrath"; 
and Rom. 7 [: 10 J: "The very commandment which promised life 
proved to be the death of me"; Rom. 2 [: 12]: "All who have sinned 
without the law will also perish without law." Therefore he who 
boasts that he is wise and learned in the law boasts in his confusion, 
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his damnation, the wrath of God, in death. As Rom. 2 [:23J puts it: 

"You who boast in the law."14 

24 
Yet that wisdom is not of itself evil, nor is the law to be 
evaded; but without the theology of the cross man misuses 
the best in the worst manner. 

Indeed the law is holy [Rom. 7: 12], every gift of God good [I 
Tim. 4:4], and everything that is created exceedingly good, as in 
Gen. 1 [:31J. But, as stated above, he who has not been brought 
low, reduced to nothing through the cross and suffering, takes 
credit for works and wisdom and does not give credit to God. He 
thus misuses and defiles the gifts of God. 

He, however, who has been emptied [Cf. Phil. 2:7J through 
suffering no longer does works but knows that God works and does 
all things in him. For this reason, whether man does works or not, 
it is all the same to him. He neither boasts if he does good works, 
nor is he disturbed if God does not do good works through him. 
He knows that it is sufficient if he suffers and is brought low by 
the cross in order to be annihila.ted all the more. It is this that 
Christ says in John 3 [:7], "You must be born anew." To be born 
anew, one must consequently first die and then be raised up with 
the Son of Man. To die, I say, means to feel death at hand. 

25 

He is not righteous who does much, but he who, without 
work, believes much in Christ. 

For the righteousness of God is not acquired by means of acts 
frequently repeated, as Aristotle taught, but it is imparted by 
faith, for "He who through faith is righteous shall live" (Rom. 1 
[: 17] ), and "Man believes with his heart and so is justified" (Rom. 
10 [:10J). Therefore I wish to have the words "without work" un
derstood in the following manner: Not that the righteous person 

U The editor has followed the text in CL 5, 390 rather than W A 1, 363. 
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does nothing, but that his works do not make him righteous, rather 
that his righteousness creates works. For grace and faith are in
fused without our works. After they have been imparted the works 
follow. Thus Rom. 3 [:20J states, "No human being will be justi
fied in His sight by works of the law," and, "For we hold that man 
is justified by faith apart from works of law" (Rom. 3 [:28J). In 
other words, works contribute nothing to justification. Therefore 
man knows that works which he does by such faith are not his 
but God's. For this reason he does not seek to become justified 
or glorified through them, but seeks God. His justification by faith 
in Christ is sufficient to him. Christ is his wisdom, righteousness, 
etc., as I Cor. 1 [:30J has it, that he himself may be Christ's action 
and instrument. 

26 
The law says, «do this," and it is never done. Grace says, 
«believe in this," and everything is already done. 

The first part is clear from what has been stated by the Apostle 
and his interpreter, St. Augustine, in many places. And it has been 
stated often enough above that the law works wrath and keeps all 
men under the curse. The second part is clear from the same 
sources, for faith justifies. "And the law (says St. Augustine) com
mands what faith obtains." For through faith Christ is in us, indeed, 
one with us. Christ is just and has fulfilled all the commands of 
God, wherefore we also fulfil everything through him since he was 
made ours through faith. 

27 
Actually one should call the work of Christ an acting work 
and our work an accomplished work, and thus an accom
plished work pleasing to God by the grace of the acting 
1J)ork. 

Since Christ lives in us through faith so he arouses us to do good 
W'Orks through that living faith in his work, for the works which 
he does are the fulfilment of the commands of God given us 
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through faith. If we look at them we are moved to imitate them. 
For this reason the Apostle says, "Therefore be imitators of God, 
as beloved children" [Eph. 5: 1]. Thus deeds of mercy are aroused 
by the works through which he has saved us, as St. Gregory says: 
"Every act of Christ is instruction for us, indeed, a stimulant." 
If his action is in us it lives through faith, for it is exceedingly at
tractive according to the verse, "Draw me after you, let us make 
haste" [Song of Sol. 1:4] toward the fragrance "of your anoint
ing oils" [Song of Sol. 1:3], that is, "your works." 

28 

The love of God does not find, but creates, that which is 
pleasing to it. The love of man comes into being through 
that which is pleasing to it. 

The second part is clear and is accepted by all philosophers and\ 
theologians, for the object of love is its cause, assuming, according 
to Aristotle, that all power of the soul is passive and material and 
active only in receiving something. Thus it is also demonstrated that 
Aristotle's philosophy is contrary to theology since in all things it 
seeks those things which are its own and receives rather th9.n gives 
something good. The first part is clear because the love of God 
which lives in man loves sinners, evil persons, fools, and weaklings 
in order to make them righteous, good, wise, and strong. Rather 
than seeking its own good, the love of God flows forth and 
bestows good. Therefore sinners are attractive because they are 
loved; they are not loved because they are attractive. For this rea
son the love of man avoids sinners and evil persons. Thus Christ 
says: "For I came not to call the righteous, but sinners" [Matt. 
9:13]. This is the love of the cross, born of the cross, which turns 
in the direction where it does not find good which it may enjoy, 
but where it may confer good upon the bad and needy person. "It 
is more blessed to give than to receive" [Acts 20:35], says the 
Apostle. Hence Ps. 41 [:lJ states, "Blessed is he who considers the 
poor," for the intellect cannot by nature comprphend an object 
which does not exist, that is the poor and needy person, but only 
a thing which does exist, that is the true and good. Therefore it 
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judges according to appearances, is a respecter of persons, and 
judges according to that which can be seen, etc. 

-49-



4. 

CONFESSION CONCERNING 
CHRIST'S SUPPER 

* * * 

The Third Part 
I see that schisms and errors are increasing proportionately 

with the passage of time, and that there is no end to the rage and 
fury of Satan. Hence lest any persons during my lifetime or after 
my death appeal to me or misuse my writings to confirm their 
error, as the sacramentarian and baptist fanatics are already begin
ning to do, I desire with this treatise to confess my faith before 
God and all the world, point by point. I am determined to abide 
by it until my death and (so help me God!) in this faith to 
depart from this world and to appear before the judgment seat 
of our Lord Jesus Christ. Hence if anyone shall say after my death, 
"If Luther were living now, he would teach and hold this or that 
article differently, for he did not consider it sufficiently," etc., let 
me say once and for all that by the grace of God I have most dili
gently traced all these articles through the Scriptures, have ex
amined them again and again in the light thereof, and have 
wanted to defend all of them as certainly as I have now defended 
the sacrament of the altar. I am not drunk or irresponsible. I know 

270 Luther did not· carry out his intention directly, though he did preach on 
John 6:26-28 in a series of sermons, 1530-1532, transcripts of which were 
published by Aurifaber in 1565. LW 23, 7 fr. Melanchthon's Annotation.s on 
the Gospel of Iohn had been published in 1523, John Brenz's Exposition of 
the Gospel of Iohn in 1527. W A 26, 498, n. 1. 
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what I am saying, and I well realize what this will mean for me 
before the Last Judgment at the coming of the Lord Jesus Christ. 
Let no one make this out to be a joke or idle talk; I am in dead 
earnest, since by the grace of God I have learned to know a 
great deal about Satan. If he can twist and pervert the Word of 
God and the Scriptures, what will he not be able to do with my 
or someone else's words? 271 

First, I believe with my whole heart the sublime article of the 
majesty of God, that the Father, Son, and Holy Spirit, three 
distinct persons, are by nature one true and genuine God, the 
Maker of heaven and earth; in complete opposition to the Arians, 
Macedonians, Sabellians,272 and similar heretics, Genesis 1 [:1]. 
All this has been maintained up to this time both in the Roman 
Church and among Christian churches throughout the whole 
world. 

Secondly, I believe and know that Scripture teaches us that 
the second person in the Godhead, viz. the Son, alone became true 
man, conceived by the Holy Spirit without the co-operation of 
man, and was born of the pure, holy Virgin Mary as of a real 
natural mother, all of which St. Luke clearly describes and the 
prophets foretold;273 so that neither the Father nor the Holy Spirit 
became man, as certain heretics have taught.274 

271 This paragraph is quoted in the Formula of Concord, Solid Declaration, 
VII, 29 fr. 
272 Of the heresies listed here only Arianism is mentioned by name in the 
Book of Concord, e.g. Augsburg Confession, Art. I. Cf. p. 120, n. 198, above. 
Macedonianism, named after Macedonius, a fourth century archbishop of 
Constantinople, affirmed that the Holy Spirit is less than divine, not one of 
the divine persons; this view was condemned at a council at Alexandria in 
362 and subsequently. Sabellianism, a third century form of Modal Mon
archianism, treated the terms Father, Son, and Holy Spirit not as distinct 
divine persons but Simply as different modes or even successive phases of 
the one God. It was Arius' accusation of Sabellianism against his bishop 
which opened the controversy leading to the Council of Nicaea, 325, where 
both Arianism and Sabellianism were excluded. 
273 Cf. Luke 1:26 fr. With the Middle Ages generally, Luther found the 
virgin birth foretold in other prophecies besides Isa. 7:14, e.g. Isa. 9:6 (cf. 
W A 40IlI, 680), but eventually he rejected most of those interpretations as 
farfetched. 
274 The second and third century Patripassians (Monarchians) Noetus and 
Praxeas, opposed by Tertullian, taught the absolute unity of God in such a 
way as to affirm that the Father in the person of Jesus suffered on the cross. 
Montanus, a second century prophet, claimed to be the incarnation of the 
Holy Spirit. 
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Also that God the Son assumed not a body without a soul, as 
certain heretics have taught,27G but also the soul, i.e. full, complete 
humanity, and was born the promised true seed or child of Abra
ham and of David and the son of Mary by nature, in every way 
and form a true man, as 1 am myself and every other man, except 
that he came without sin, by the Holy Spirit of the Virgin Mar)' 
alone. 

And that this man became true God, as one eternal, indivisible 
person, of God and man, so that Mary the holy Virgin is a real, 
true mother not only of the man Christ, as the Nestorians teach,276 
but also of the Son of God, as Luke says [1:35], "The child to be 
born of you will be called the Son of God," i.e. my Lord and the 
Lord of all, Jesus Christ, the only, true Son by nature of God and 
of Mary, true God and true man. 

1 believe also that this Son of God and of j\fary, our Lord 
Jesus Christ, suffered for us poor sinners, was crucified, dead, and 
buried, in order that he might redeem us from sin, death, and the 
eternal wrath of God by his innocent blood; and that on the third 
day he arose from the dead, ascended into heaven, and sits at the 
right hand of God the Father almighty, Lord over all lords, King 
over all kings and over all creatures in heaven, on earth, and under 
the earth, over death and life, over sin and righteousness. 

For 1 confess and am able to prove from Scripture that all 
men have descended from one man, Adam; and from this man, 
through their birth, they acquire and inherit the fall, guilt and 
sin, which the same Adam, through the wickedness of the devil, 
committed in paradise; and thus all men along with him are born, 
live, and die altogether in sin, and would necessarily be guilty 
of eternal death if Jesus Christ had not come to our aid and taken 
upon himself this guilt and sin as an innocent lamb, paid for us 
by his sufferings, and if he did not still intercede and plead for us 
as a faithful, merciful Mediator, Savior, and the only Priest and 
Bishop of our souls. 

1 herewith reject and condemn as sheer error all doctrines 

275 Apollinaris in the fourth century taught that the Word assumed human 
flesh and biological life (proche) but not a human higher soul or mind. 
Apollinarianism was condemned in the 370's. 
~76 On Nestoriani~m see p. 212, n. 75, p. 292, n. 218. 
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which glorify our free will,27'T as diametrically contrary to the help 
and grace of our Savior Jesus Christ. Outside of Christ death and 
sin are our masters and the devil is our god and lord, and there 
is no power or ability, no cleverness or reason, with which we can 
prepare ourselves for righteousness and life or seek after it. On 
the contrary, we must remain the dupes and captives of sin and 
the property of the devil to do and to think what pleases them 
and what is contrary to God and his commandments.278 

Thus 1 condemn also both the new and the old Pelagians279 
who will not admit original sin to be sin, but make it an infirmity 
or defect. But since death has passed to all men, original sin must 
be not merely an infirmity but enormous sin, as St. Paul says, «The 
wages of sin is death" [Rom. 6:23], and again, "Sin is the sting 
of death" [1 Cor. 15:56J. SO also David says in Psalm 51 [:5], 
"Behold, 1 was conceived in sin, and in sin did my mother bear 
me." He does not say, "My mother conceived me with sin," but, 
"1-1 myself-1 was conceived in sin, and in sin did my mother 
bear me," i.e. in my mother's womb 1 have grown from sinful seed, 
as the Hebrew text signifies. 

Next, 1 reject and condemn also as sheer deceptions and errors 
of the devil all monastic orders, rules, cloisters, religiOUS founda
tions, and all such things devised and instituted by men beyond 
and apart from Scripture, bound by vows and obligations,28o 
although many great saints have lived in them, and as the elect of 
God are misled by them even at this time, yet finally by faith in 
Jesus Christ have been redeemed and have escaped. Because these 
monastic orders, foundations, and sects have been maintained and 

:n7 Luther is thinking particularly of Scotist and Occamist scholasticism, cf. 
Disputation Against Scholastic Theology, 1517. LW 31, 9 If., and Erasmus' 
humanism, cf. Bondage of the Will, 1525. LCC 17, 101 If. Erasmus in turn 
influenced many of the left-Wing reformers. 
~78 This paragraph is quoted in the Formula of Concord. Solid Declaration, 
II, 43. 
::79 Pelagianism is condemned in the Augsburg ConfeSSion, Arts. II and XVIII. 
Pelagius, a fifth century heretic opposed especially by Augustine, taught that 
man's salvation was due to the faithful exercise of his free will. Though 
Pelagianism was condemned at councils in Ephesus, 431, and Orange, 529, 
subtle versions of this doctrine of self-salvation perSistently reappeared. 
Luther objected to Zwingli's conception of original sin, cf. p. 16, n. 7, as well 
as that of the modernist scholastics and the humanists. 
:.!~o Cf. Address to the Nobility, 1520. LW 44, 179 ft.; On Monastic Vows, 
1521. LW 44, 251 If. 
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perpetuated with the idea that by these ways and works men may 
seek and win salvation, and escape from sin and death, they 
are all a notorious, abominable blasphemy and denial of the 
unique aid and grace of our only Savior and Mediator, Jesus 
Christ. For "there is no other name given by which we must 
be saved" than this, which is Jesus Christ [Acts 4:12]. And it is 
impossible that there should be more saviors, ways, or means to 
be saved than through the one righteousness which our Savior 
Jesus Christ is and has bestowed upon us, and has offered to God 
for us as our one mercy seat, Romans 3 [:25].281 

It would be a good thing if monasteries and religious founda
tions were kept for the purpose of teaching young people God's 
Word, the Scriptures, and Christian morals, so that we might train 
and prepare fine, capable men to become bishops, pastors, and 
other servants of the church, as well as competent, learned people 
for civil government, and fine, respectable, learned women capable 
of keeping house and rearing children in a Christian way. But as 
a way of seeking salvation, these institutions are all the devil's 
doctrine and creed, I Timothy 4 [:1 ff.], etc. 

But the holy orders and true religious institutions established by 
God are these three: the office of priest, the estate of marriage, the 
civil government.282 All who are engaged in the clerical office or 
ministry of the Word are in a holy, proper, good, and God-pleasing 
order and-estate, such as those who preach, administer sacraments, 
supervise the common chest, sextons and messengers or servants 
who serve such persons. These are engaged in works which are 
altogether holy in God's sight. 

Again, all fathers and mothers who regulate their household 
wisely and bring up their children to the service of God are 
engaged in pure holiness, in a holy work and a holy order. Simi
larly, when children and servants show obedience to their elders 
and masters, here too is pure holiness, and whoever is thus engaged 
is a living saint on earth. 

281 The tenn "mercy seat," propitiatorlum (cf. Luther's gloss on Rom. 3:25 
in Commentary on Romans, 1515-1516. WA 56, 37 f.) is more accurately 
referred to Heb. 9:5, cf. Exod. 25:17 ff. 
282 Luther does not always name the "orders," i.e. the basic social units, in 
just this fashion. Cf. Large Catechism, Fourth Commandment, 158, and 
Melanchthon's Augsburg Confession, Art. XVI. 
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Moreover, princes and lords, judges, civil officers, state officials, 
notaries,283 male and female servants and all who serve such per
sons, and further, all their obedient subjects-all are engaged in 
pure holiness and leading a holy life before God. For these three 
religious institutions or orders are found in God's Word and com
mandment;and whatever is contained in God's Word must be 
holy, for God's Word is holy and sanctifies everything connected 
with it and involved in it. 

Above these three institutions and orders is the common order 
of Christian love, in which one serves not only the three orders, 
but also serves every needy person in general with all kinds of 
benevolent deeds, such as feeding the hungry, giving drink to the 
thirsty, forgiving enemies, praying for all men on earth, suffering 
all kinds of evil on earth, etc.284 Behold, all of these are called 
good and holy works. However, none of these orders is a means 
of salvation. There remains only one way above them all, viz. 
faith in Jesus Christ. 

For to be holy and to be saved are two entirely different 
things. We are saved through Christ alone; but we become holy 
both through this faith ;lnd through these divine foundations and 
orders. Even the godless may have much about them that is holy 
without being saved thereby. For God wishes us to perfonn such 
works to his praise and glory. And all who are saved in the faith 
of Christ surely do these works and maintain these orders. 

What was said about the estate of marriage, however, should 
also be applied to widows and unmarried women, for they also 
belong to the domestic sphere. Now if these orders and divine 
institutions do not save, what can we say about the effects of the 
deviI's institutions and monasteries, which have spnmg up entirely 
without God's Word, and further, rage and contend against the 
one and only way of faith? 

Thirdly, I believe in the Holy Spirit, who with the Father 
and the Son is one true God and proceeds eternally from the 

283 Amptleute are civil officers in general. The title Cantzler not only means 
"chancellors" at court but also includes many of their underlings in em
bassies, etc. Schreiber (scribes) include prothonotaries, notaries, and other 
state officials in small localities. 
284 The medieval church had commended the "seven acts of mercy," con
sisting of the six acts mentioned in Matt. 25:35 f., plus burying the dead. 
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Father and the Son, yet is a distinct person in the one divine 
essence and nature. By this Holy Spirit, as a living, eternal, divine 
gift and endowment, all believers are adorned with faith and 
other spiritual gifts, raised from the dead, freed from sin, and made 
joyful and confident, free and secure in their conscience. For this 
is our assurance if we feel this witness of the Spirit in our hearts, 
that God wishes to be our Father, forgive our sin, and bestow 
everlasting life on us. 

These are the three persons and one God, who has given 
himself to us all whoIly and completely, with all that he is and has. 
The Father gives himself to us, with heaven and earth and all the 
creatures, in order that they may serve us and benefit us. But 
this gift has become obscured and useless through Adam's fall. 
Therefore the Son himself subsequently gave himself and bestowed 
all his works, sufferings, wisdom, and righteousness, and reconciled 
us to the Father, in order that restored to life and righteousness, 
we might also know and have the Father and his gifts. 

But because this grace would benefit no one if it remained so 
profoundly hidden and could not come to us, the Holy Spirit 
comes and gives himself to us also, wholly and completely. He 
teaches us to understand this deed of Christ which has been mani
fested to us, helps us receive and preserve it, use it to our 
advantage and impart it to others, increase and extend it. He 
does this both inwardly and outwardly-inwardly by means of 
faith and other spiritual gifts, outwardly through the gospel, bap
tism, and the sacrament of the altar, through which as through 
three means or methods he comes to us and inculcates the suf
ferings of Christ for the benefit of our salvation. 

Therefore I maintain and know that just as there is no more 
than one gospel and one Christ, so also there is no more than 
one baptism. And that baptism in itself is a divine ordinance, as 
is his gospel also. And just as the gospel is not false or incorrect 
for the reason that some use it or teach it falsely, or disbelieve 
it, so also baptism is not false or incorrect even if some have 
received or administered it without faith, or otherwise misused it. 
Accordingly, I altogether reject and condemn the teaching of the 
Anabaptists and Donatists, and all who rebaptize.285 

285 Cf. Babylonian Captivity of the Church, 1520, LW 36, 57 if., and On 
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In the same way I also say and confess that in the sacrament 
of the altar the true body and blood of Christ are orally eaten and 
drunk in the bread and wine, even if the priests who distribute 
them or those who receive them do not believe or otherwise misuse 
the sacrament. It does not rest on man's belief or unbelief but on 
the Word and ordinance of God-unless they first change God's 
\Vord and ordinance and misinterpret them, as the enemies of 
the sacrament do at the present time. They, indeed, have only 
bread and wine, for they do not also have the words and insti
tuted ordinance of God but have perverted and changed it accord
ing to their own imagination.286 

Next, I believe that there is one holy Christian Church on 
earth, i.e. the community or number or assembly of all Christians 
in all the world, the one bride of Christ, and his spiritual body of 
which he is the only head. The bishops or priests are not her 
heads or lords or bridegrooms, but servants, friends, and-as the 
word "bishop" implies-superintendents, guardians, or stewards.287 

This Christian Church exists not only in the realm of the 
Homan Church or pope, but in all the world, as the prophets fore
told that the gospel of Christ would spread throughout the world, 
Psalm 2 [:8], Psalm 19 [:4]. Thus this Christian Church is physi
cally dispersed among pope, Turks, Persians, Tartars, but spiritually 
gathered in one gospel and faith, under one head, i.e. Jesus Christ. 
For the papacy is assuredly the true realm of Antichrist, the real 
anti-Christian tyrant, who sits in the temple of God and rules 
with human commandments, as Christ in Matthew 24 [:24] and 
Paul in II Thessalonians 2 [:3 f.] declare; although the Turk and 

Rebaptism, 1528. LW 40, 229 if., and Augsburg Confession, Art. IX. The 
Donatists were a rigorist sect in North Africa, originating in the fourth 
century, who insisted that the holiness of the church must be judged in tenns 
of the moral purity of its members, and that the ministerial acts of an 
unholy priest were invalid. Baptism in the orthodox church therefore was 
invalid, and converts from that church had to submit to a true baptism. 
What the Christian Roman empire thus considered "rebaptism" was made 
punishable by death in the Code of Justinian, as subversive of Christian 
society itself, and on that basis the sixteenth century "Ana:baptists" were 
persecuted. 
286 This paragraph is quoted in the Formula of Concord, Solid Declaration, 
VII, 32. Cf. also Augsburg Confession, Arts. X and VIII. 
281 Cf. Augsburg Confession, Art. VII. On the word "bishop," see Answer 
to Goat Emser, 1.321. UV 39, 154 f.; .Uisu.lC of the Mass, 1.522. L'F 36, 
155 if.; and Augshurg Confession, Art. XXVIII. 
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ail heresies, wherever they may be, are also included in this 
abomination which according to prophecy will stand in the holy 
place, but are not to be compared to the papacy.28B 

In this Christian Church, wherever it exists, is to be found the 
forgiveness of sins, i.e a kingdom of grace and of true pardon. 
For in it are found the gospel, baptism, and the sacrament of the 
altar, in which the forgiveness of sins is offered, obtained, and 
received. Moreover, Christ and his Spirit and God are there. Out
side this Christian Church there is no salvation289 or forgiveness 
of sins, but everlasting death and damnation; even though there 
may be a magnificent appearance of holiness and many good 
works, it is all in vain. But this forgiveness of sins is not to be 
expected only at one time, as in baptism, as the Novatians teach, 
but frequently, as often as one needs it, till death.290 

For this reason I have a high regard for private confession, for 
here God's word and absolution are spoken privately and indi
vidually to each believer for the forgiveness of his sins, and as 
often as he desires it he may have recourse to it for this forgive
ness, and also for comfort, counsel, and guidance. Thus it is a 
precious, useful thing for souls, as long as no one is driven to 
it with laws and commandments but sinners are left free to make 
use of it, each according to his own need, when and where he 
wishes; just as we are free to obtain counsel and comfort, guidance 
and instruction when and where our need or our inclination moves 
us. And as long as one is not forced to enumerate all sins but only 
those which oppress him most grievously, or those which a person 
will mention in any case, as I have discussed in my Little Book on 
Prayer.291 

:188 From 1520 on (cf. Address to the Nobility. LW 44, 133) Luther's writings 
regularly identified the papacy with the Antichrist. On the Turk, see WaT 
Again.st the Turk, 1529. LW 46, 181, 196. 
289 On Luther's understanding of this famous dictum of Cyprian see Large 
Catechism, Creed, Art. III, 56, where Luther closely connects the church 
with the forgiveness of sins. 
290 Novatian, a third century rigorist, insisted that once baptized, a Christian 
could not be forgiven a grave sin. Some Left-Wing Protestants revived this 
teaching, cf. The Keys, 1530. LW 40, 374. The Augsburg Confession, Art. 
XII, condemns Novatianism. 
291 This paragraph was added by Luther when Part III of this treatise was 
issued separately. On private confession see Babylonian Captivity of the 
Church. LW 36, 86 ff.; The Sacrament-Agaill8t the Fanatics, 1526. LW 36, 

-58-

Confession Concerning Chris(~ Supper 

But the pardons or indulgences which the papal church has 
and dispenses are a blasphemous deception, not only because it 
invents and devises a special forgiveness beyond the general for
giveness which in the whole Christian Church is bestowed through 
the gospel and the sacrament and thus desecrates and nullifies the 
general forgiveness, but also because it establishes and bases satis
faction for sins upon the works of men and the merits of saints, 
whereas only Christ can make ana has made satisfaction for US. 292 

As for the dead, since Scripture gives us no information on 
the subject, I regard it as no sin to pray with free devotion in this 
or some similar fashion: "Dear God, if this soul is in a condition 
accessible to mercy, be thou gracious to it." And when this has 
been done once or twice, let it suffice. For vigils and requiem 
masses and yearly celebrations of requiems are useless, and are 
merely the devil's annual fair. 293 

Nor have we anything in Scripture concerning purgatory. It 
too was certainly fabricated by goblins. Therefore, I maintain it 
is not necessary to believe in it; although all things are possible 
to God, and he could very well allow souls to be tormented after 
their departure from the body. But he has caused nothing of 
this to be spoken or written, therefore he does not wish to have 
it believed, either. I know of a purgatory, however, in another 
way, but it would not be proper to teach anything about it in 
the church, nor on the other hand, to deal with it by means of 
endowments or vigils.294 

354 ff.; the two CatechiSms, and Augsburg Confession, Arts. XI and XXV. 
292 A full year before posting his Ninety-five Theses, Luther had publicly 
criticized the current indulgence doctrine. In the Theses, 1517, and the 
Explanations at the Ninety-five Theses, 1518 (LW 31, 25 ff., 83 ff.) 
Luther questioned the propriety of the practice and the clarity of the 
doctrine; by late 1520 he rejected indulgences in principle, d. Babylonian 
Captivity of the Church. LW 36, 11; Defense and Explanation of All the 
Articles, 1521. LW 32, 33 f., 64 f. 
293 A requiem mass (seelmesse) is celebrated on the anniversary of de
cease; a vigil is a commemoration on the eve of the anniversary. Luther had 
questioned the celebration of masses for the dead in Thesis 83 of the 
Ninety-five Theses. LW 31, 32; he sharply criticized the practice in Ad
dress to the Nobility, 1520. LW 44, 180 f. 
294 On Luther's reinterpretation of purgatory see Explanations of the Ninety
five Theses. Thesis 15. LW 31, 125 ff., and Defense and Explanation of 
AU the Articles, esp. Arts. 4 and 37. LW 32, 31 f., 95 ff. 
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Others before me have attacked the invocation of saints, and 
this pleases me. I believe, too, that Christ alone should be invoked 
as our Mediator, a truth which is scriptural and certain. Of the 
invocation of saints nothing is said in Scriphlre; therefore it is 
necessarily uncertain and not to be believed.29 ?> 

If unction were practiced in accordance with the gospel, Mark 
6 [:13] and James 5 [:14], I would let it pass. But to make a 
sacrament out of it is nonsense. Just as, in place of v.igils and 
masses for the dead, one might well deliver a sermon on death 
and eternal life, and also pray during the obsequies and meditate 
upon our own end, as it seems was the practice of the ancients, 
so it would also be good to visit the sick, pray and admonish, 
and if anyone wished in addition to anoint him with oil, he should 
be free to do in the name of God.296 

Neither is there any need to make sacraments out of marriage 
and the office of the priesthood. These orders are sufficiently holy 
in themselves.297 So, too, penance is nothing else than the practice 
and the power of baptism.298 Thus two sacraments remain, bap
tism and the Lord's Supper, along with the gospel, in which the 
Holy Spirit richly offers, bestows, and accomplishes the forgive
ness of sins. 

As the greatest of all abominations I regard the mass when it 

295 Precursors in criticizing the cult of saints included high ecclesiastics, 
e.g. Gerson, popular preachers, e.g. Berthold of Regensburg, would-be re
formers, e.g. Huss, humanists, e.g. Erasmus. On Luther's critique see Ex
pla1VltiOns of the Ninety-five Theses, Thesis 58. LW 31, 212 ff., Fourteen 
Consolations, 1520. LW 42, 121 ff. Cf. Augsburg Confession, Art. XXI. 
Matters treated in these four paragraphs above are Crisply criticized by 
Luther as a "vermin-brood and poison of idolatries" begotten by the "dragon's 
tail," the mass, in Srruzlcald Articles, 1537, II, Art. II, 11 If.; cf. Augsburg 
ConfeSsion, Art. XXIV. 
296 Cf. Babylonian Captidty of the Church. LW 36, 118 ff. 
291 Cf. Babylonian Captivity of the Church. LW 36, 92 ff., 106 ff. Melanch
thon would not have been averse to calling ordination, properly understood, 
a sacrament. Apology, Art. XIII, 11. He was less willing to call marriage a 
sacrament. Ibid., 14 ff. Cf. Sasse, This Is My Body, p. 25, n. 10. 
298 The Wittenbergers wavered for a lona time between acknowledging and 
not acknowledging absolution-part of the Roman Catholic sacrament of 
penance-as a third sacrament; see the ambiguity on the subject in Baby
lonian Captivity of the Church. LW 36, 18 and 124, and Melanchthon's ex
plicit recognition of it in Apology, Art. XIII, 4. Luther preferred to subsume 
repentance under baptism, Babylonian Captivity of the Church. LW 36, 58 
f., 61, 69, 81 ff.; Large Catechism, Baptism, 74 ff. Cf. Augsburg Con
fession, Art. XII. 
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is preached or sold as a sacrifice or good work, which is the basis 
on which all religious foundations and monasteries now stand,299 
but, God willing, they shall soon be overthrown. Although I have 
been a great, grievous, despicable sinner, and wasted my youth 
in a thoughtless and damnable manner, yet my greatest sins were 
that I was so holy a monk, and so horribly angered, tortured, and 
plagued my dear Lord with so many masses for more than fifteen 
years.soo But praise and thanks be to his unspeakable grace in 
eternity, that he led me out of this abomination, and still continues 
to sustain and strengthen me daily in the true faith, despite my 
great ingratitude. 

~ordingly, I have advised and still advise people to abandon 
religiou~ foundations and monasteries and their vows and come 
forth into the true Christian orders, in order to escape these 
abominations of the mass and this blasphemous holiness, i.e. 
'·chastity, poverty, and obedience," by which men imagine they 
are saved. SOl Excellent as it was in the early days of the Christian 
Church to maintain the state of virginity, so abominable is it now 
when it is used to deny the aid and grace of Christ. It is entirely 
possible to live in a state of virginity, widowhood, and chastity 
without these blasphemous abominations. 

Images, bells, eucharistic vestments, church ornaments, altar 
lights, and the like I regard as things indifferent. Anyone who 
wishes may omit them. Images or pictures taken from the 
Scriptures and from good histories, however, I consider very 
useful yet indifferent and optional. I have no sympathy with the 
iconoclasts.302 

:!!l9 Babylonian Captivity of the Church. LW 36, 35 f.; Treatise on the New 
Testament, 1520. LW 35, 75 ff. Cf. Augsburg Confession, Art. XXIV. 

300 Luther's reminiscences about his life in Roman Catholicism are collected 
in Scheel, Dokumente zu Luthers Entwicklu.ng, (2nd ed.; Tiibingen, 1929); 
cf. also WA 581, Gesamtregister. Interpretations in Bainton, Here I Stand 
(New York, 1950), esp. chaps. 1-3; Rupp, Luther's Progress to the Diet of 
Worms (Chicago, 1951); Fife, Revolt of Martin Luther (New York, 1957), 
esp. chaps. 6-8, II. 
301 Luther here lists the traditional monastic vows; "chastity" here means 
celibacy. Cf. Babylonian Captivity. of the Church. LW 36, 74 ff.; On 
MOTUlStic Vows, 1521. LW 44,251 ft. Augsburg Confession, Art. XXVII. 
302 Cf. Luther's Eight Wittenberg Sermons, 1522. LW 51, 70 ff., and his 
writings against Karlstadt and Munzer in 1524-1525, LW 40; and Formula 
of the Mass, 1523. LW 53, 30 ff. 
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Finally, I believe in the resurrection of all the dead at the 
Last Day, both the godly and the wicked, that each may receive 
in his body his reward according to his merits. Thus the godly 
will live eternally with Christ and the wicked will perish eternally 
with the devil and his angels. I do not agree with those who 
teach that the devils also will finally be restored to salvation.303 

This is my faith, for so all true Christians believe and so the 
Holy Scriptures teach us. On subjects which I have treated too 
briefly here, my other writings will testify sufficiently, especially 
those which have been published during the last four or five years. 
I pray that all godly hearts will bear me witness of this, and pray 
for me that I may persevere firmly in this faith to the end of my 
life. For if in the assault of temptation or the pangs of death I 
should say something different-which God forbid-let it be dis
regarded; herewith I declare publicly that it would be incorrect, 
spoken under the devil's influence. In this may my Lord and 
Savior Jesus Christ assist me: blessed be he for ever, Amen. 

3030rigen in the third century taught that the devils would ultimately be 
converted. Though this view was condemned at Constantinople in 553, it 
was revived in the sixteenth century. 
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PREFACE TO 
THE WITTENBERG EDITION 

OF LUTHER'S GERMAN WRITINGS 

I Dr. Martin Luther's Preface 

I would have been quite content to see my books, one and all, remain 
in obscurity and go by the board. Among other reasons, I shudder 
to think of the example I am giving, for I am well aware how little 
the church has been profited since they have begun to collect many 
books and large libraries, in addition to and besides the Holy 
Scriptures, and especially since they have stored up, without discrimi
nation, all sorts of writings by the church fathers, the councils, and 
teachers. Through this practice not only is precious time lost, which 
could be used for studying the Scriptures, but in the end the pure 
lmowledge of the divine Word is also lost, so that the Bible lies 
forgotten in the dust under the bench (as happened to the book of 
Deuteronomy, in the time of the kings of Judah1 ). 

Although it has been profitable and necessary that the writings 
of some church fathers and councils have remained, as witnesses and 
histories, nevertheless I think, "Est modus in rebus,~ and we need 
not regret that the books of many fathers and councils have, by 
God's grace, disappeared. If they had all remained in existence, no 
room would be left for anything but books; and yet all of them 
together would not have improved on what one finds in the Holy 
Scriptures. 

It was also our intention and hope, when we ourselves began to 
translate the Bible into German, S that there should be less writing, 

1 Cf. II Kings 22:8. In Luther's German Bible, Deuteronomy is referred to as 
"the fifth book of Moses." 
2 "There is a reason for the way things happen." Horace Satires I, 1, 106. 
S Luther began to translate the Bible into German during his confinement to the 
Wartburg. In a letter to Johann Lang, December 18, 1521, he announced his 

-63-



1. The Task of Theology 

and instead more studying and reading of the Scriptures. For all 
other writing is to lead the way into and point toward the Scriptures, 
as John the Baptist did toward Christ, saying, "He must increase, but 
I must decrease" (John 3:30], in order that each person may drink 
of the fresh spring himself, as all those fathers who wanted to accom
plish something good had to do. 

Neither councils, fathers, nor we, in spite of the greatest and 
best success poSSible, will do as well as the Holy Scriptures, that is, 
as well as God himself has done. ( We must, of course, also have the 
Holy Spirit, faith, godly speech, and works, if we are to be saved.) 
Therefore it behooves us to let the prophets and apostles stand at 
the professor's lectern, while we, down below at their feet, listen to 
what they say. It is not they who must hear what we say. 

I cannot, however, prevent them from wanting to collect and 
publish my works through the press (small honor to me), although it 
is not my will. I have no choice but to let them risk the labor and 
the expense of this project. My consolation is that, in time, my books 
will lie forgotten in the dust anyhow, especially if I (by God's grace) 
have written anything good. Non era melior Patribus meis.4 He who 
comes second should indeed be the first one forgotten. Inasmuch as 
they have been capable of leaving the Bible itself lying under the 
bench, and have also forgotten the fathers and the councils-the 
better ones all the faster-accordingly there is a good hope, once the 
overzealousness of this time has abated, that my books also will not 
last long. There is especially good hope of this, since it has begun 
to rain and snow books and teachers, many of which already lie there 
forgotten and moldering. Even their names are not remembered any 
more, despite their confident hope that they would etemally be on 
sale in the market and rule churches. 

Very well, so let the undertaking proceed in the name of God, 
except that I make the friendly request of anyone who wishes to 
have my books at this time, not to let them on any account hinder 
him from studying the Scriptures themselves. Let him put them to 
use as I put the excrees and excretals~ of the pope to use, and the 

intention to translate the New Testament into German. W A, Br 2, 413. This 
letter contains the first reference to Luther's intention to translate the Bible. 
4 I Kings 19:4. "I am no better than my fathers." 
Ii That is, "decrees and decretaIs." The translator has attempted to render 
Luther's pun "Drecket unci Drecketal" in English. 
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books of the sophists. That is, if I occasionally wish to see what they 
have done, or if I wish to ponder. the historical facts of the time, I 
use them. Brit I do not study in them or act in perfect accord with 
what they deemed good. I do not treat the books of the fathers and 
the councils much differently. 

Herein I follow the example of St. Augustine,6 who was, among 
other things, the first and almost the only one who determined to be 
subject to the Holy Scriptures alone, and independent of the books 
of all the fathers and saints. On account of that he got into a fierce 
fight with St. Jerome, who reproached him by pointing to the books 
of his forefathers; but he did not tum to them. And if the example of 
St. Augustine had been followed, the pope would not have become 
Antichrist, and that countless mass of books, which is like a crawling 
swarm of vermin, would not have found its way into the church, and 
the Bible would have remained on the pulpit. 

Moreover, I want to point out to you a correct way of studying 
theology, for I have had practice in that. If you keep to it, you will 
become so learned that you yourself could (if it were necessary) 
write books just as good as those of the fathers and councils, even as 
I (in God) dare to presume and boast, without arrogance and lying, 
that in the matter of writing books I do not stand much behind some 
of the fathers. Of my life I can by no means make the same boast. 
This is the way taught by holy King David (and doubtlessly used 
also by all the patriarchs and prophets) in the one hundred nine
teenth Psalm. There you will find three rules, amply presented 
throughout the whole Psalm. They are Oratio, Meditatio, Tentatio.7 

Firstly, you should know that the Holy Scriptures constitute a 
book which turns the wisdom of all other books into foolishness, 
because not one teaches about eternal life except this one alone. 
Therefore you should straightway despair of your reason and under
standing. With them you will not attain eternal life, but, on the 
contrary, your presumptuousness will plunge you and others with 
you out of heaven (as happened to Lucifer) into the abyss of hell. 
But kneel down in your little room [Matt. 6:6J and pray to God with 
real humility and earnestness, that he through his dear Son may give 

6 Epistola 82. Migne 33, 277. 
T Prayer, meditation, Anfechtang. 
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you his Holy Spirit, who will enlighten you, lead you, and give you 
understanding. 

Thus you see how David keeps praying in the above-mentioned 
Psalm, "Teach me, Lord, instruct me, lead me, show me,"8 and many 
more words like these. Although he well knew and daily heard and 
read the text of Moses and other books besides, still he wants to lay 
hold of the real teacher of the Scriptures himself, so that he may not 
seize upon them pell-mell with his reason and become his own 
teacher. For such practice gives rise to factious spirits who allow 
themselves to nurture the delusion that the SCriptures are subject to 
them and can be easily grasped with their reason, as if they were 
MarkolF or Aesop's Fables, for which no Holy Spirit and no prayers 
are needed. 

Secondly, you. should meditate, that is, not only in your heart, 
but also externally, by actually10 repeating and comparing oral 
speech and literal words of the book, reading and rereading them 
with diligent attention and reflection, so that you may see what the 
Holy Spirit means by them. And take care that you do not grow 
weary or think that you have done enough when you have read, 
heard, and spoken them once or twice, and that you then have com
plete understanding. You will never be a particularly good theolo
gian if you do that, for you will be like untimely fruit which falls to 
the ground before it is half ripe. 

Thus you see in this same Psalm how David constantly boasts 
that he will talk, meditate, speak, sing, hear, read, by day and night 
and always, about nothing except God's Word and commandments. 
For God will not give you his Spirit without the externalll Word; so 
take your cue from that. His command to write, preach, read, hear, 
sing, speak, etc., outwardly12 was not given in vain. 

Thirdly, there is tentatio, Anfechtung. This is the touchstone 

8 Ps. 119:26 et al. 
9 The very popular medieval legend of Solomon and Markolf was treated in a 
verse epic, chapbooks, dialogues, and farces. The figure of Markolf, a sly and 
unprincipled rogue, was known in Germany as early as the tenth century. 
10 EusserUch. 
11 EtlSserUch. 
12 EtlSserlich. The correspondence Luther intends to show between actual (em
serUch) study of the Bible in its outward (eusserUch) form and the external 
( eusserUch) Word as a medium of God's address cannot be rendered in idio
matic English by translating euuerlich with one word. 
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which teaches you not only to know and understand, but also to 
experience how right, how true, how sweet, how lovely, how mighty, 
how comforting God's Word is, wisdom beyond all wisdom. 

Thus you see how David, in the Psalm mentioned, complains so 
often about all kinds of enemies, arrogant princes or tyrants, false 
spirits and factions, whom he must tolerate because he meditates, 
that is, because he is occupied with God's Word (as has been said) 
in all manner of ways. For as soon as God's Word takes root and 
grows in you, the devil will harry you, and will make a real doctor 
of you, and by his assaults13 will teach you to seek and love God's 
Word. I myself (if you will permit me, mere mouse-dirt, to be 
mingled with pepper) am deeply indebted to my papists that through 
the devil's raging they have beaten, oppressed, and distressed me so 
much. That is to say, they have made a fairly good theologian of 
me, which I would not have become otherwise. And I heartily grant 
them what they have won in return for making this of me, honor, 
victory, and triumph, for that's the way they wanted it. 

There now, with that you have David's rules. If you study hard 
in accord with his example, then you will also sing and boast with 
him in the Psalm, "The law of thy mouth is better to me than thou.
sands of gold and silver pieces" [Ps. 119:72]. Also, "Thy command
ment makes me wiser than my enemies, for it is ever with me. I have 
more understanding than all my teachers, for thy testimonies are my 
meditation. I understand more than the aged, for I keep thy pre
cepts," etc. [Ps. 119:98-100]. And it will be your experience that the 
books of the fathers will taste stale and putrid to you in comparison. 
You will not only despise the books written by adversaries, but the 
longer you write and teach the less you will be pleased with yourself. 
When you have reached this point, then do not be afraid to hope 
that you have begun to become a real theologian, who can teach not 
only the young and imperfect Christians, but also the maturing and 
perfect ones. For indeed, Christ's church has all kinds of Christians 
in it who are young, old, weak, sick, healthy, strong, energetic, lazy, 
simple, wise, etc. 

If, however, you feel and are inclined to think you have made 
it, flattering yourself with your own little books, teaching, or writing, 

13 Anfechtungen. 
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because you have done it beauti£ully and preached excellently; if 
you are highly pleased when someone praises you in the presence of 
others; if you perhaps look for praise, and would sulk or quit what 
you are doing if you did not get it-if you are of that stripe, dear 
friend, then take yourself by the ears, and if you do this in the right 
way you will find a beautiful pair of big, long, shaggy donkey ears. 
Then do not spare any expense! Decorate them with golden bells, 
so that people will be able to hear you wherever you go, point their 
fingers at you, and say, "See, See! There goes that clever beast, who 
can write such exquisite books and preach so remarkably well." 
That very moment you will be blessed and blessed beyond measure 
in the kingdom of heaven. Yes, in that heaven where hellfire is ready 
for the devil and his angels. To sum up: Let us be proud and seek 
honor in the places where we can. But in this book the honor is 
God's alone, as it is said, "God opposes the proud, but gives grace 
to the humble" [I Pet. 5:5]; to whom be glory, world without end, 
Amen.14 

H The last two sentences are in Latin in the original text. 
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THE POWER OF THE WORD 
OF GOD 

Luthers passion for a grace-centered theology 
came neither simply from dissatisfaction with current op
tions, nor from personal preference and need. He had the 
courage to speak of God in this way because of his work as 
a professor of Scripture, lecturing extensively in the years 
between 1513 and 1518 on the Psalms, Romans, Galatians, 
and Hebrews. The bulk of his theological writing did not 
involve the kinds of documents included in this anthology, 
but lectures on the various books of the Bible. In addition, 
he became a major translator of Scripture. See, for instance, 
his "Prefaces to the Books of the Bible" (Luther's Works, 
vol. 35, p.225). 

Luther became convinced that the standard ap
proach of interpreting the Bible in light of tradition, while 
not altogether useless, had greatly blunted the biblical 
teaching about the righteousness of God in Christ. He used 
Scripture, especially certain parts that seemed to him to 
present the gospel in an especially clear way, as a means 
to critique both theology and current church practice. This 
method was exciting, at times radical, and yet reasonably 
subtle because Luther was convinced that the message 
contained in the Bible was itself complex. A simple appeal 
to Scripture would not do. 
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6 "Concerning the Letter and the Spirit" 

An early opponent, Hieronymous or Jerome Emser ofLeip
zig (1478-1527), engaged in a series of polemical exchanges with 
Luther, attacking him for his failure to heed papal authority and 
for what Emser saw as Luther's simplistic or literal approach. 
Emser took Luther to task using the Pauline distinction from 2 
Cor. 3:6: "The letter kills, but the Spirit gives life." Elnser seemed 
to be suggesting that Luther wanted to solve every complex 
problem in the church by a direct appeal to the Bible. 

This gave Luther an excellent opportunity to show how his 
own Biblical theology was conceived. Selection 6 is a portion of 
Luther's sharp response, "Answer to the Hyperchristian, Hy
perspiritual, and Hyperlearned Book by Goat Elnser in Leipzig." 
Drawing on Augustine's famous treatise, "On the Spirit and the 
Letter," Luther demonstrated that one could not simply extol 
the spiritual interpretation of all passages (which Emser saw as 
equivalent to the traditional development of Catholic practice). 
At points the literal sense was best; at other points a spiritual 
interpretation was demanded by the text itself. 

But Luther's real attack on Emser came in his charge that 
the Leipzig theologian had totally misunderstood the Pauline 
passage from which he took his text. There Paul was distinguish
ing the letter of the law, which can only bring judgment and 
death, from the life-giving and grace-bringing Spirit. And what 
Spirit brings, which was especially missing in the church of their 
day, is freedom. The Pope, says Luther, actually opposes the 
Spirit by structuring a church in which everything, even the 
basic message, is law. This treatise will challenge the reader, but 
there are many lively (even outrageous) passages along the way 
in the spirit of sixteenth century polemiC. 

7 A Brief Instruction on What to Look for 
and Expect in the Gospels 

Luther's concept of the power of the Word and its proper 
interpretation is even more clearly spelled out in the four trea
tises (7-10) that follow. Selections 7 and 8 deal with how to read 
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the Bible, especially the New Testament. In 1521, while in exile 
at Wartburg Castle, Luther had begun a series of model sermons 
for the Sundays of the church year. As an introduction, but also 
as a separate short consideration of the nature of the good news, 
Luther published in the spring of 1522 ''A Brief Instruction on 
What to Look for and Expect in the Gospels." 

Luther teaches that while many different books are to be 
found in the Bible, there is only one gospel: "a story about Christ, 
God's and David's Son, who dies and was raised and is established 
as Lord." The gospel is not a literary genre but a name for the 
message on which the church is founded and in which Christians 
put their hope. That gospel is to be found not only in the Gospels 
of:\1atthew, :\1 ark, Luke, and John, but at any place in Scripture 
where human beings are taught to put their trust in this gracious 
God. 

Luther believed that this message was missing in the church 
of his day. Instead, Christ had been made into a new Moses, a 
law-giver, or at best an example. Christ is an example, of course, 
but for Luther this was to fail to grasp the "higher level" of Christ 
as gift. Only preaching Christ as the Crucified One brings hu
manity to the true and central message of the gospel, "the over
whelming goodness of God," or ". . . the great fire of the love 
of God for us, whereby the heart and conscience become happy, 
secure and content." 

8 Preface to the New Testament 

These same themes are restated in selection 8, "Preface to 
the New Testament" (1522, revised last in 1546), written to 
introduce Luther's fresh translation of the New Testament. Here 
again Luther insists that the chief thing the gospel demands is 
not the good works that we expect God to want from us. "Rather 
the gospel demands faith in Christ." 

This led Luther to see all of Scripture as valuable, since the 
law and the gospel are each parts of the story of God that we 
need to hear repeatedly. But it led him to value most highly 
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those parts of Scripture in which the gospel as grace and promise 
is most clearly expressed. This means that for Luther the most 
valuable books are not the four Gospels themselves, but the 
Gospel of John and the gospel proclaimed in certain of Paul's 
epistles. 

9 Preface to the Old Testament 

This strongly gospel-centered theology has often led critics 
to charge Luther with being a Marcionite--one who presents 
the God of the Old Testament in overly sharp contrast to the 
God of the New. To explore the truth or falsity of this common 
charge against Luther, the reader has two good sources in se
lections 9 and 10 of this anthology (and even more extensive 
evidence in Luther's writings on the Old Testament in Luther's 
Works, vols. 1-20). 

Luther goes right to the heart of this accusation in his "Pre
face to the Old Testament" (1523, revised 1545). He admits that 
some have little use for the Old Testament. But they are wrong, 
for in it, despite "the simplicity oflanguage and stories frequently 
encountered there," are found "the very words, works, judg
ments, and deeds of the majesty, power, and wisdom of the most 
high God." 

The popular contrast between Old and New Testament is 
partly correct. The chief work of the New Testament is "the 
proclamation of grace and peace through the forgiveness of sins 
in Christ" just as the chief message of the Old Testament is "the 
teaching of laws, the showing up of sin, and the demanding of 
good." But Luther knows full well that both law and gospel are 
found in both Old and New Testament. There follows an exten
sive discussion of the Torah, the five traditional books of .\:loses. 
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10 How Christians Should Regard Moses 

This question of the authority of the Old Testament is taken 
up by Luther again two years later in "How Christians Should 
Regard ~10ses" (1525). This is a reworking of a sermon on the 
book of Exodus preached on August 27, 1525. It was directed 
especially against those enthusiastic opponents of Luther who 
found in the Old Testament, especially in the Law of ~10ses, a 
detailed model for society in Luther's time, and one that they 
thought could be actually realized. 

Basically Luther counters these contemporaries by the 
strong insistence in the first part of this treatise that "the law of 
Moses binds only the Jews and not the Gentiles." Here he follows 
St. Paul, especially in Galatians, in celebrating the freedom of 
dependence on the law that the gospel brings to Christians. 

But Luther's approach to the Old Testament is more subtle 
and complex than rejection. Moses is to be retained (and the 
whole Old Testament with him) for three reasons: (1) He gives 
laws that are wise and useful for the structuring of society (a 
different aspect or use of the law for Luther than that of driving 
us to God's grace in Christ). (2) In many passages in Moses and 
in the whole Old Testament are "promises and pledges of God 
about Christ." (3) Finally, the Old Testament is filled with helpful 
examples of "faith, love and the cross" for those who read them 
with right understanding. 

Law and gospel together serve as Luther's hermeneutical 
key to unlock the knowledge of God in the Bible. But these are 
keys that he uses skillfully, and the reader (perhaps especially 
to day's reader) would do well to notice Luther's warning against 
a too facile application of the biblical text to a current situation: 

One must deal cleanly with the Scriptures. From the very 
beginning the word has come to us in various ways. It is not enough 
simply to look and see whether this is God's word, whether God 
has spoken it; rather we must look and see to whom it has been 
spoken, whether it fits us. That makes all the difference between 
night and day (p. 144). 
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ANSWER TO THE HYPERCHRISTIAN, 
HYPERSPIRITUAL, AND HYPER

LEARNED BOOK BY GOAT EMSER 
IN LEIPZIG-INCLUDING SOME 
THOUGHTS REGARDING HIS 

COMPANION, THE FOOL MURNER1 

* * * 

1 Murnarr, a pun on the name Murner. 
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Concerning the Letter and the Spirit 

St. Paul says, in II Corinthians 4 [3:6], "The letter kills, but 
the Spirit gives life." My Emser uses and interprets this to mean 
that Scripture has a twofold meaning, an external one and a hidden 
one, and he calls these two meanings "literal" and "spiritual." The 
literal meaning is supposed to kill, the spiritual one is supposed to 
give life. He builds here upon Origen,63 Dionysius,64 and a few 
others who taught the same thing. He thinks he has hit the mark 
and need not look at clear Scripture because he has human teaching. 
He would also like me to follow him, to let Scripture go and take up 
human teaching. This I refuse to do, even though I too have made 
the same error. I intend, in precisely this example, to give reasons 
and to show clearly that Origen, Jerome, Dionysius, and some 
others have erred and failed in this matter, that Emser builds upon 
sand, and that it is necessary to compare the fathers' books with 
Scripture and to judge them according to its light. 

First, if their opinion were correct that the spiritual meaning 
gives life and the literal one kills, we would have to confess that 
all sinners are holy and all saints are sinners. Indeed, Christ 
himself, together with all the angels, would have to be simulta
neously alive and dead. We intend to make this so clear that even 
Emser with all his lying powers cannot fight against it. We shall 
consider the passage from Paul in Galatians 4 [:22], "Abraham 
had two sons, Isaac and Ishmael, by two women, Sarah and Hagar." 
This is said according to the literal meaning and the letter. Now 
this is the meaning Christ has. God the Holy Spirit and all angels 
and saints hold fast to it and insist that it is as the literal meaning 
and the letter say, and this is truly the way it is. What now, Emser? 
Where is your Origen? If you are really the man who does not 

63 Origen of Alexandria (ca. 184-253), a Greek church father whose principles of 
allegorical exegesis were the source of many lengthy controversies. Cf. The 
Babylonian Captivity of the Church, 1520. L W 36, 30. 
64 Dionysius (ca. 500), the "Areopagite" (a pseudonym based on Acts 17: 34), is 
associated with Christian neo-Platonism and mystical ideas about the church. Cf. 
LW36,109. 
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strike with the sheath and wounds only with the blade, you had 
better say now that the letter and literal meaning kill ChriSt and 
the Holy Spirit together with all the angels and saints. What can 
anyone say more blasphemously than that the truth in all of Scrip
ture is deadly and harmful, as Emser rages here? 

Again, (as you say) the spiritual meaning is that Abraham is 
Christ, the two women are the two testaments [Gal. 4:24J, the two 
sons are the people of the two testaments, as St. Paul interprets. 
Now not only the saints but also the worst sinners, indeed, even the 
devils in hell, hold to this same meaning. So step onto the battlefield, 
my Emser, strike out merrily with the blade, and say that all the 
devils and knaves are alive and holy since the Holy Spirit gives life. 
Now admit it: is it not true that if you take this piece of Origen, 
Dionysius, Jerome, and many others, you have taken almost all 
their skill? Is not Scripture here clearer than all of them put 
together? With what do I test, judge, condemn, and defeat them 
all so that no one can deny it, other than with the same passage 
of St. Paul which they take as their basis, namely, "The letter kills, 
the Spirit gives life" [II Cor. 3:6J? What kind of glosses do I add? 
Is not the text itself so clearly against them that everyone is forced 
to say Yes? 

This is the way one should deal with the whole Scripture, even 
with the ancient figures like the one prohibiting Jews from eating 
either pork or rabbit since pigs and rabbits do not ruminate [Lev. 
11:6-7]. This was the literal meaning and letter. This is the way 
David, all the holy prophets, and Christ himself with his disciples 
have understood it and obeyed it. If they had not understood and 
obeyed it in this way they would have been in opposition to God. 
Then why did the letter not kill them? On the other hand, great 
deadly sinners and, above all, devils may understand that the pig 
means carnal teaching, or whatever one wants to interpret here 
spiritually; so why does the Spirit not give them life? Where are 
you now, man from Leipzig with the cutting sword? Better go and 
write even more about me, that I have praised ceremonies as being 
''holy, just, and good, given by a good God." You yourself must now 
see and confess that the result is as I said it would be. Did I not 
tell you that you do not know even one jot about what Spirit and 
letter are in Scripture? You should mind your own business and 
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leave Scripture in peace. Do you see now what good it does to 
refer to many teachers and to rely on their writings? 

St. Paul says further in Romans 7 [: 14J, "Divine law is spiritual 
but I am carnal," and he cites one of the Ten Commandments, "Non 
concupisces, you shall not covet!" [Rom. 7:7]. He argues here with 
rich words and wisdom that this same spiritual law kills. What do 
you intend to do here, Emser? Where are you, man with the spear, 
dagger, and cutting sword? St. Paul says here, "The spiritual law 
kills"; you say, "The spiritual meaning gives life." Start whistling; 
let us hear your skill: which is the literal and which is the spiritual 
meaning in this commandment, "You shall not covet"? You certainly 
cannot deny that no other meaning can be understood here but the 
one given by the letters themselves; and he speaks here of the evil 
lusts of the flesh. Yet St. Paul still calls the law spiritual and says it 
kills. And you say that it would be better to read a poetic fable than 
such a meaning of Scripture. St. Paul thinks that anyone who under
stands a meaning different from this literal meaning in regard to the 
evil lusts does not understand anything at all in this commandment. 
How nicely Emser harmonizes with St. Paul, just like the ass with 
the nightingale. This is the way one must deal with all of God's 
commandments, be they ceremonial or other commandments, small 
or great. Thus it is quite obvious that Emser fails miserably here 
and knows less about Scripture than a child. 

Moreover, his erroneous and false understanding leads to the 
humiliation of all of Scripture as well as to his own great disgrace. 
For the diligence and efforts of all teachers are directed solely to 
discovering the literal meaning which alone is valid for them too. 
Thus Augustine also writes that "figures prove nothing."65 This 
means that Emser's spiritual understanding counts for nothing; but 
the other one [the literal one J is the highest, best, strongest, in 
short, the whole substance, nature, and foundation of Holy Scrip
ture. If one abandoned it, the whole Scripture would be nothing. 
But the spiritual one, which Emser inflates, counts in no dispute 
and does not stand the test; it would not matter at all even if no 
one knew it, as I have proven in my book on the papacy.66 For it 

65 Cf. On the Unity of the Church, I, 5, 8. MPL 43, 396. 
66ef. On the Papacy in Rome, 1520. LW 39, 70. 
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would not matter if no one knew that Aaron is spiritually Christ, nor 
can it be proven. One must let Aaron be just Aaron in the simple 
sense, unless the Spirit himself interprets him in a new sense, which 
then would be a new literal sense-as when St. Paul makes Christ 
out of Aaron for the Hebrews [Hebrews 9-10]. 

Why are you so bold now, Emser, that you dare to say that this 
literal meaning is deadly? You babble on, not knowing yourself 
what you are saying, when you claim it is better to read one of 
Virgil's fables than such a meaning in Scripture. This means to 
condemn the whole Scripture and to prefer the devil's lies or fables 
to the holy word of God, especially since it [Scripture] has no 
other meaning that counts but the one you teach as deadly and to 
be avoided. This is called striking with the blade and a true 
Emserian spiritual interpretationl This is the way to strike the 
heretic Luther! Tum the leaf over, Emser, and you will find that 
the meaning you call spiritual and alive is precisely the one which, 
if one adheres to it alone and lets the literal meaning go, would 
better be replaced by the mere fables of poets. For it is dangerous, 
and Scripture can exist without it. But Scripture cannot exist with
out the other meaning. That is why Origen received his due reward 
a long time ago when his books were prohibited, for he relied too 
much on this same spiritual meaning, which was unnecessary, and 
he let the necessary literal meaning go. When that happens Scrip
ture perishes and really good theologians are no longer produced. 
Only the true principal meaning which is provided by the letters 
can produce good theologians. 

The Holy Spirit is the simplest writer and adviser in heaven 
and on earth. That is why his words could have no more than the 
one simplest meaning which we call the written one, or the literal 
meaning of the tongue. But [written] words and [spoken] language 
cease to have meaning when the things which have a simple mean
ing through interpretation by a simple word are given further 
meanings and thus become different things [through a different 
interpretation] so that one thing takes on the meaning of another. 
This is true for all other things not mentioned in Scripture because 
all God's creatures and works are sheer living signs and words of 
God, as Augustine and all the teachers say. But one should not 
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therefore say that Scripture or God's word has more than one 
meaning. 

The fact that a painted picture signifies a living man without 
any words or writing should not cause you to say that the little word 
"picture" has two meanings, a literal one, signifying the picture, 
and a spiritual one, signifying the living man. Likewise, even 
though the things described in Scripture mean something further, 
Scripture should not therefore have a twofold meaning. Instead, it 
should retain the one meaning to which the words refer. Beyond 
that we should give idle spirits permission to hunt and seek the 
manifold interpretations of the things indicated besides the words. 
But they should beware of losing themselves in the hunt or the 
climb, as happens to those who climb after chamois, and as also 
happened to Origen. It is much more certain and much safer to 
stay with the words and the simple meaning, for this is the true 
pasture and home of all the spirits. 

Now see how well Emser rides along with his twofold Bible. 
The result [of his effort J is that nothing remains certain. When St. 
Peter says, 'We are all priests" [I Pet. 2:9J, he says this is said in 
the spiritual sense and not in the literal one. But when I ask why 
it is not the literal sense, he answers, because the literal sense kills. 
He does not understand a jot of what he says. He does not see 
that he himself now really disgraces his own priesthood by teach
ing clearly that it is not the living and spiritual, but rather the 
literal, deadly, and harmful priesthood, and that it would really be 
better to be a poet-priest than such a literal priest. If whatever is 
not Spirit does not live and cannot be understood according to the 
spiritual meaning, then it must certainly be understood according 
to the letter as dead, harmful, and worse than pagan, if the high 
and hyperspiritual theology of Emser is to endure. That is why it 
would be good if a smith remained a smith, a verse-maker a verse
maker, and let those who have power and marrow in their fists 
and arms wield the spiritual sword. Scripture does not tolerate the 
division of letter and Spirit, as Emser so outrageously [divides 
themJ. It contains only a simple priesthood and a simple meaning. 

Those who have called the letter a veiled and hidden word, 
as Augustine also did for a while, have committed a more reason-
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able error. For example, if I said, "Emser is a crude ass," and a 
simple man following the words understood Emser to be a real ass 
with long ears and four feet, he would be deceived by the letter, 
since through such veiled words I wanted to indicate that he had 
a crude and unreasonable mind. One teaches such flowery words 
to boys in school, calling them schemata in Greek and figurae in 
Latin, because one dresses up and ornaments speech with them 
just as one ornaments a body with a jewel. Scripture is full of 
such flowers, especially in the prophets. For example, John and 
Christ in Luke 3 [: 7] call the Jews "a brood of vipers." And St. 
Paul calls them "dogs" in Colossians 2 [Phil. 3:2]. Psalm 110 [:3] 
says, "The dew of your children will come from the womb of the 
morning." Again, "The Lord will send forth from Zion the scepter 
of your power" CPs. 110:2], that is, Christ's children will not be 
born from the womb of a physical woman or mother, but rather 
without the work of a man, like the dew from the sky, from the 
womb of the morning of the Christian church. Again, Christ, in 
Matthew 5 [:13-14] says, "You are the salt of the earth, and the 
light of the world." But St. Paul does not mean a letter like this; 
this belongs to grammar and to elementary school. 

If you can humble yourself and not despise me completely, 
then listen to me: I shall do my Christian duty toward you as I 
am bound to do it to my enemy; and I shall not withhold from you 
God's gift to me. In this matter I shall teach you better (to speak 
without boasting) than you have ever been taught by any other 
teacher, with the exception of St. Augustine-if you have read his 
On the Spirit and the Letter.67 None of the others will teach you 
this. You will not find a single letter in the whole Bible that agrees 
with what you, along with Origen and Jerome, call the "spiritual 
meaning." St. Paul calls it mysteria, that is, veiled and secret 
meaning. Therefore, the earliest fathers called it anagogas, that is, 
"the more withdrawn meanings, separate knowledge" (remotiores 
sensus, separatas intelligentias). At times they also called it "alle
gory," as St. Paul himself does, Galatians 4 [:24]; but this is not 
yet Spirit, although the Spirit grants this as well as the letter and 
all gifts. As we read in I Corinthians 14 [: 2], "The Spirit utters the 
hidden meaning." Some people, out of ignorance, therefore, 

., De spiritu et litera, ad Marcellinum (412). MPL 44,199-246; PNF 5, 83-114. 
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attributed a fourfold meaning to Scripture: the literal, the alle
gorical, the anagogical, and the tropological. But there is no basis 
for it. 

Thus "literal meaning" is not a good term, because Paul inter
prets the letter quite differently than they do. Those who call it 
"grammatical, historical meaning" do better. It would be appro
priate to call it the "meaning of the tongue or of language" as St. 
Paul does in I Corinthians 14 [: 2-19], because, according to the 
sound of the tongue or speech, it is understood in this way by 
everyone. For the language or tongue which hears that Abraham 
had two sons from two wives retains this same meaning and does 
not think beyond the meaning [given] by the tongue or language 
until the Spirit leads it on and discloses the hidden understanding 
about Christ, about two kinds of testaments and peoples. These 
are called mysteria, just as Paul, Ephesians 5 [: 32], calls [the unity 
of] Christ and the church in one body mysterium, although Scrip
ture and the letter speak of husband and wife-Genesis 2 [:24]. 
But here it is necessary that no one invent mysteries on his own, 
as some people have done and are still doing. The Spirit himself 
must do it-or else one must prove it with Scripture, as I have 
written in the book on the papacy.68 

That is why Paul's saying, II Corinthians 4 [3:6], "The letter 
kills, but the Spirit gives life," harmonizes with these two meanings, 
the literal and the spiritual, as well as Emser's mind harmonizes 
with philosophy and theology. At the moment I shall ignore how 
and why Origen, Jerome, and some other fathers have stretched 
and misused this passage. Certainly they stretched more passages 
in the same way to fend off Jews and heretics, as everyone well 
knows or is able to know. They should be excused for this, but we 
should not follow them in this as these unclean animals are doing 
who have no judgment with regard to the work and teaching of 
the fathers; they gobble up everything they find until they obey 
the fathers only in those things in which the dear fathers slipped 
as men. And they drop them when they did well, as I could easily 
prove with regard to all the teachings and lives now held to be the 
very best. 

68ef. LW 39, 73 . 
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Let us deal now with the passage concerning the Spirit and 
the letter. In this passage [II Cor. 3:6], St. Paul does not write one 
iota about these two meanings, only about two kinds of preaching 
or preaching offices. One is that of the Old Testament, the other is 
that of the New Testament. The Old Testament preaches the letter, 
the New [Testament] preaches the Spirit. And, to avoid the kind of 
dreaming goat Emser does, let us hear the Apostle's own clear words 
spoken about the servants or preachers of the New Testament. They 
are written in II Corinthians 4 [3:3-6]: "You are a letter from Christ 
made through our preaching and written not with ink but with the 
Spirit of the living God, not on stone tablets but on tablets of human 
hearts. That is why we need no other letter of recommendation. 
Such is the confidence we have through Christ in God. Not that we 
are sufficient in ourselves to claim anything as coming from us; our 
sufficiency is from God, who has qualified us to be servants and 
preachers of the New Testament, not of the letter but of the Spirit; 
for the letter kills, but the Spirit gives life," etc. 

Are not these clear words about preaching? Here we see clearly 
that St. Paul names two tablets and two sermons. Moses' tablets 
were made of stone in which God's finger inscribed the law, Exodus 
20 [:1-17; 24:12; 31:18]. Christ's tablets, or (as he says here) 
Christ's letters, are the hearts of Christians in which not letters, as 
in Moses' tablets, but the Spirit of God is inscribed through the 
preaching of the gospel and through the office of the apostles. 
What does all this mean? The letter is nothing but divine law or 
commandment which was given in the Old Testament through 
Moses and preached and taught through Aaron's priesthood. It is 

called "letter" because it is written in letters on stone tablets and 
in books. It remains letter, and does not yield more than that, 
because no man improves through the law; he only becomes worse. 
Thus the law does not help, nor does it grant grace; it only com
mands and orders something done which man is neither able nor 
willing to do. But the Spirit, the divine grace, grants strength and 
power to the heart; indeed, he creates a new man who takes 
pleasure [in obeying] God's commandments and who does every
thing he should do with joy. 

This Spirit can never be contained in any letter. It cannot be 
written, like the law, with ink, on stone, or in books. Instead, it is 

-82-

Concerning the Letter and the Spirit 

inscribed only in the heart, and it is a living writing of the Holy 
Spirit, without [the aid of] any means. That is why St. Paul calls 
it Christ's letter and not Moses' tablets, for it is not written with ink 
but with God's Spirit. Through this Spirit or grace man does what 
the law demands. He pays what he owes the law, and thus becomes 
liberated from the letter which kills him, living now through the 
grace of the Spirit. For everything which does not have the grace 
of the living Spirit is dead, even though external obedience to the 
whole law glitters. That is why the Apostle says of the law that it 
kills, gives no one life, and holds one eternally in death if grace 
does not arrive to redeem and give life. 

These then are the two ways of preaching: the priests, 
preachers, and sermons of the Old Testament deal with no more 
than the law of God. The Spirit and grace are not yet openly 
preached. But in the New Testament only Spirit and grace, given 
to us through Christ, are preached. For the New Testament preach
ing is but an offering and presentation of Christ, through the sheer 
mercy of God, to all men. This is done in such a way that all who 
believe in him will receive God's grace and the Holy Spirit, whereby 
all sins are forgiven, all laws fulfilled, and they become God's 
children and are eternally blessed. Thus St. Paul here calls the 
New Testament preaching the "ministry of the Spirit" [II Cor. 3:6], 
that is, the office of preaching whereby God's Spirit and grace are 
offered and put before all those who are burdened by the law, who 
are killed, and who are greedy for grace. He calls this law "a. 
ministry of the letter," that is, the office of preaching whereby no 
more is given than the letter or law. No life flows from it, the law is 
not fulfilled by it, and man can never satisfy it. That is why it 
remains letter, and in the letter it can do no more than kill man, that 
is, show him what he should do and yet cannot do. Thus he recog
nizes that he is dead and without grace before God and that he 
does not fulfil the commandment, which, however, he should fulfil. 

From this it is now clear that the words of the apostle, "The 
letter kills, but the Spirit gives life," could be said in other words: 
"The law kills, but the grace of God gives life." Or, "Grace grants 
help and does everything that the law demands and yet is unable to 
do by itself." St. Paul therefore calls the law of God a law of death 
and of sin, saying in Romans 8 [:2-4], "The law of the Spirit of 
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life in Christ has set me free from the law of sin and death. For it 
was impossible for the law to help me; indeed, it only made things 
worse because of the malice of the old flesh. That is why God sent 
his Son in our likeness and let him put on our sinful flesh. Thus he 
destroyed our sin through the sin Christ took upon himself in his 
suffering, in order that the just requirement of the law might be 
fulfilled in us." Thus we see that in a masterful way St. Paul 
teaches us how to understand Christ, God's grace, and the New 
Testament correctly-namely, that it is nothing but [the story] of 
how Christ stepped into our sins, carried them on the cross in his 
flesh, and destroyed them, so that all who believe in him are set 
free from sin through him and receive the grace to enable them 
from now on to satisfy the law of God and the letter that kills, 
and to live in eternity. You see, this is "ministry of the Spirit and 
not of the letter," the preaching of the Spirit, the preaching of 
grace, the preaching of true indulgence, the preaching about Christ. 
This is the New Testament about which there would be much to 
say if the evil spirit had not blinded the world through the pope 
and had not led human teaching into the abyss of utter darkness. 

Now we see that all commandments are deadly, since divine 
commandments are also deadly. For everything that is not Spirit or 
grace is death. Therefore, it is a crude misunderstanding to call 
allegories, tropologies, and the like "Spirit," since all of them are 
contained in letters and cannot give life. Grace has no other vessel 
than the heart. Now just as not all men accept the life of this 
Spirit-indeed, the majority let this Spirit's servants present and 
preach this rich grace in vain, and do not believe the gospel-so too, 
not everyone takes up the ministry of the letter or the preaching 
of the law. They do not want to let themselves be killed; that is, 
they do not understand God's law, and they go on without receiving 
either the letter or the Spirit. But let us set forth goat Emser's blind 
mind even more clearly: he thinks the letter should be avoided and 
the death of the letter should be escaped. This is what happens to 
those who read only the books of the fathers and leave Scripture 
aside. They juggle with their spears and daggers, making an obscure 
fog out of Scripture and a light out of the teaching of the fathers. 

The Apostle does not want us to avoid the letter or to escape 
its death. Indeed, he complains in the same passage [II Cor. 3:7] 
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that there was a veil hanging over the law for the Jews, just as over 
the face of Moses (Exodus 34 [:33-35]), so that they failed to see 
the letter, its death, or its brilliance. He wants us to preach and 
make the letter clear and to lift the veil from Moses' face. This is 
how it happens: he who understands the law of God correctly and 
looks it in the face-without the veil-will find that the works of all 
men are sin and that there is nothing good in them unless the 
grace of the Spirit enters into them. This then is the end of the law 
and its meaning, of which Paul speaks in II Corinthians 4 [3:13], 
"They did not seethe end of Moses." For it [the law] wants to 
make everyone a sinner and all that is ours into sin; in this way it 
wants to show us our misery, our death, and our merit, and lead us 
into true knowledge of ourselves. As St. Paul says, Romans 7 [:7], 
"If it had not been for the law, I should not have known sin"; and 
Romans 3 [Gal. 3:22], "Scripture consigned all men to sin," so 
that the whole world's mouth might be stopped and it might know 
that no man can be upright before God without grace, even though 
he does works of the law. 

Those who want to emphasize their good works and boast 
about free will do not allow all human works to be sin. They still 
find something good in nature, just as the Jews and our sophists, 
together with the pope, do. They are the ones who do not want to 
let Moses' face shine clearly. They put a veil over the law and do 
not really look it in the face. They refuse to let everything belong
ing to them be either sin or death before God; that is, they do not 
really want to know themselves or to be humble. They only 
strengthen their pride. They flee the letter and a true understand
ing of it, just as the Jews fled the face of Moses. That is why their 
mind remains blind and they never come to the life of the Spirit. 
Therefore, it is impossible for someone who does not first hear the 
law and let himself be killed by the letter, to hear the gospel and 
let the grace of the Spirit bring him to life. Grace is only given to 
those who long for it. Life is a help only to those who are dead, 
grace only to sin, the Spirit only to the letter. No one can have the 
one without the other. Therefore, what Emser calls the letter and 
death is, in reality, nothing but the veil, the harmful misunder
standing of the letter, and the damnable flight from this blessed 
death. In fact, it is not even this good an understanding. So far away 
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is this poor and blind man from Scripture, and he pretends to hit 
the mark with the sword blade! I think he has only struck his own 
cheek! 

My good advice to such unlearned minds would be to give up 
writing books. For while they madly cite the words of a few 
fathers, they thumb their noses at the poor people so that they fall 
for it and accept this error, perhaps for life. Thus such books are 
not without harm, and their insane author is guilty before God 
because of such corruption. Who will give Emser the grace to eradi
cate, as he ought to, the errors and lies resulting from his book? It 
would have been better for him, as Christ says, to have a millstone 
fastened around his neck and to be drowned in the depth of the 
sea [Matt. 18:6]. For not only does he write erroneous, harmful, 
and scandalous teaching, but he also blasphemes the very best 
teachings of Christ and completely poisons the poor people and 
drives them away. Woe to you, Emser! If you had waited until God 
called you and drove you, he would have worked with you too and 
given you his Spirit to write something useful. But now you do as 
Jeremiah says, "I did not send the prophets, yet they ran; I did not 
speak to them, yet they prophesied" [Jer. 23:21]. The hateful and 
deceitful spirit has driven you. That is why you do not write any
thing but lies and error. I can do no more than to warn everyone 
against your poison. And if I were not afraid for these poor people 
I would not have considered you worth answering, just as I did not 
before,69 for in these matters' you are ignorance itself! 

But to return to our topic: it is certainly true that wherever 
the law alone is preached and only the letter is dealt with, as 
happened in the Old Testament, and where the Spirit is not 
preached afterward, there is death without life, sin without grace, 
misery without consolation. This creates miserable and imprisoned 
consciences who in the end despair and are forced to die in sin. 
They are thus condemned to eternity through such preaching. In 
our day the murderous sophists have done this kind of thing and 
are still doing it with their "systems" [summae] and "confes
sionals" [confessionales] , 70 in which they drive and torture people 

69Cf. To the Goat in Leipzig, 1521. LW 39. 105-115. 
70S ystems of theology and manuals of confession. 
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with commands to do penance, to confess, to repent, and to make 
satisfaction. After this they teach good works and preach good doc
trine, as they say. But never once do they hold the Spirit and Christ 
up to the sorrowful consciences, so that Christ is now unknown in 
the whole world and the gospel is pushed under the rug.71 The whole 
New Testament office is silenced and only the very best people 
explain Moses and the commandments, and even they are quite 
rare. The majority deals only with tomfoolery, teaching canon law, 
papal laws, human teaching, and their own statutes. To these things 
they cling, these they keep, these they teach daily; and they no 
longer have an opportunity to know the truth, as St. Paul says [II 
Tim. 3:7]. 

If God's commandment, preached and explained as well as 
possible, is harmful and damning, as St. Paul says here, why then 
do the sophists and the goat pretend to make people godly with 
human teachings, with their own laws and an increase in good 
works? Indeed, since the law kills and condemns everything which 
is not grace and Spirit, they do no more with their many laws and 
works than to give the law much to kill and to condemn. Thus all 
their labor and effort is in vain, and the more they do the worse 
they become; for it is impossible to satisfy the law with works and 
teachings. Only the Spirit can satisfy it. That is why Scripture 
calls their nature aven and amal [in Hebrew], that is, "trouble" and 
"effort" CPs. 10:7]; and it calls this same lost crowd Behaven, that 
is, the "church or crowd of trouble" [Hos. 4: 15]. Again, Amos 7 
[: 16] calls it Beth-Ishac, that is, the "church of deceit," because 
everyone under it is deceived by their false teaching, work, and life. 

That is why I advised, and still advise, that one should not pre
tend to institute a reformation to better such human teaching and 
canon law as Emser foolishly suggests, for that is impossible. Rather, 
they [human teaching and canon law] should be burned, eliminated, 
destroyed, and reversed. Or else they should be reduced as much 
as possible and the two offices of the letter and the Spirit advanced 
once again, which can only be done if human teaching is left far 
behind. It is only fair that they give way to the letter and the 
Spirit of God, since they hinder it and are detrimental to it. We 

7lCf. Answer to the Hyperchristian Book, 1521. LW 39, 167, n. 46. 
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have more than enough to preach on the letter and the Spirit, even 
if we preached from the beginning of the world until the end of it. 

But even though we are already in the New Testament and 
should have only the preaching of the Spirit, since we are still 
living in flesh and blood, it is necessary to preach the letter as well, 
so that people are first killed by the law and all their arrogance is 
destroyed. Thus they may know themselves and become hungry 
for the Spirit and thirsty for grace. So [the letter] prepares the peo
ple for the preaching of the Spirit, as it is written about St. John [the 
Baptist], that he made the people ready for Christ through the 
preaching of repentance [Matt. 3:1-12]. This was the office of the 
letter. After that he led them to Christ, saying, "Behold, the Lamb 
of God, who takes away all the sins of the world" [John 1:29]. 
This was the office of the Spirit. These then are the two works of 
God, praised many times in Scripture: he kills and gives life, he 
wounds and heals, he destroys and helps, he condemns and saves, 
he humbles and elevates, he disgraces and honors, as is written in 
Deuteronomy 32 [:39], I Kings 2 [I Sam. 2:6-8], Psalm 112 
[:7-8], and in many other places. He does these works through 
these two offices, the first through the letter, the second through 
the Spirit. The letter does not allow anyone to stand before his 
wrath. The Spirit does not allow anyone to perish before his grace. 
Oh, this is such an overwhelming affair that one could talk about 
it endlessly! But the pope and human law have hidden it from us 
and have put up an iron curtain in front of it. May God have 
mercy I Amen. 

On the basis of this [discussion] everyone can easily under
stand what St. Paul means when he says, Romans 7 [:12], "The 
law is good, just, holy, and spiritual," and yet, it is still a killing 
letter. For it shows how man should be truly good, just, holy, 
spiritual, and in harmony with all things. But, as the law discloses, 
things are quite different with man; he is evil, unjust, sinful, carnal, 
and out of harmony with the law in every measure. This disharmony 
brings him eternal death, God's wrath, and disgrace before God, 
who wants his law fulfilled (as is only right) to the last letter and 
iota. Thus man recognizes himself in the mirror and in face of the 
letter or the law-how dead he is and in what disgrace he is with 
God. This knowledge makes him afraid and drives him to seek the 
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Spirit, who makes him good, godly, holy, spiritual, brings all things 
into accord with the law, and leads him to God's grace. The law 
then becomes dear to him, and the letter never kills him. Instead, 
he lives in the Spirit as the law demands; indeed, he no longer 
needs any law to teach him, for he knows it now by heart. Every
thing the law demands has become his nature and essence through 
the Spirit. 

Thus we want to finish this [discussion] now with St. Augus
tine's fine comment regarding Psalm 17, in which he defines nicely 
and briefly what the letter is. He says, "The letter is nothing but 
LAW WITHOUT GRACE."72 We, on the other hand, may say that 
the Spirit is nothing but GRACE WITHOUT LAW. Wherever the 
letter is, or the law without grace, there is no end to making laws, 
to teachings, and to works. And yet they are of no avail; no one 
becomes better through them, everything remains dead in the 
letter. On the other hand, wherever the Spirit of God exists, there is 
freedom, as St. Paul says [II Cor. 3:17]; there no teaching or law 
is needed; everything happens as it should happen. It is just like 
the man who has healthy, good vision; he does not need anyone 
to teach him how he should see. His vision is unhindered, and he 
has more than any teaching could help him get or give to him. But 
if his vision is not healthy, he is no longer free, and there is not 
enough teaching to help and protect him. He will have to worry 
about every single glance and have a rule about it in order to see. 
Thus it is St. Paul's opinion, I Timothy 1 [:9], that "the law is not 
laid down for the just," for the Spirit gives him everything that the 
law demands. Thus wnen he says, "God has made us preachers of 
the Spirit and not of the letter," he means that in the New Testa
ment only grace and not law should be preached, so that men 
become truly godly through the Spirit. 

Where are you now, Goliath Emser, with your spear and 
sword? You have buckled on this sword and let your own head be 
cut off with it. You could not have found a passage in the whole 
Bible which serves me as well against you as does this one on 
which you base your argument and comfort. You boast to strike 
with the blade, but you do not even get to the point of touching 

.. Luther's quote reflects the core of Augustine's commentary. Cf. E"f}ositfons on 
the Book of Psalms. MPL 36, 448-454; PNF 8, 49-50. 
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either sheath or hilt! Do you see now how you torture this saying 
spiritually, dragging it to the point that the letter means literal 
meaning and the Spirit means spiritual meaning? And you say that 
one should flee the letter and death. What a fine fencer you are! 
What a fine round you have fought with the famous fencer! Now 
then, since I have unbuckled your sword and have beheaded your 
arrogance, we shall come back again to your spear, your dagger, 
and your whole armor. I hope I shall uncover a dead Goliath, 
hold up his head, and show everyone your abomination, your 
threat, and your Goliath-like blasphemy. Let us see where your 
idol the pope will be with his laws, and where the entire army of 
these Philistines will be with their human teachings. 

If the pope, with his bishops and priests, is a pious and loyal 
follower and heir to the apostolic see, I hope he is also obliged 
to execute their office and to preach the Spirit, in accord with these 
words of St. Paul. But if he is to preach the Spirit, he is not to 
preach any law but rather freedom from even the laws of God, as 
was said. Thus I ask: Where do this pope and priesthood come 
from? Not only do they never preach this Spirit, indeed, they do not 
even explain the letter correctly. Instead, they [preach] their own 
law, canon law, and nothing but human teaching-consecrated salt, 
water, vigils, masses, and whatever other tomfoolery like this you 
can name. They fill the world with them, obscure the law of God, 
and replace the veil of Moses which the apostles had lifted. Further
more, they imprison the world in their law, destroy Christian free
dom, ruin the Spirit, and drive away grace. [In return] for such 
abominable evil they steal, rob, and take all our money and 
property. St. Paul says that even the brilliance of Moses, that is, 
the law of God, is annulled through the preaching of the Spirit, so 
that only the brilliance of the Spirit shines in the church. But the 
pope does not only reintroduce Moses (which would still be a 
favor), but also replaces the veil before his eyes and, indeed, with 
his innumerable laws builds a stone wall before him so that now 
neither Spirit nor letter is recognized or preached, only fables about 
human teaching, of which Christ says in Matthew 15 [:8-9], '1n 
vain do they serve me with human laws and teachings; they honor 
me with their lips, but their heart is far from me." 

Where does such a pope come from with his priesthood? 
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Indeed, he is not the heir to the apostolic see, for he surely destroys 
the apostles' office and teaching with his teaching. St. Paul stands 
firm here, saying, 'We are servants or preachers of the Spirit and 
not of the letter." But what does the pope say? 'We are preachers 
neither of the Spirit nor of the letter, but only of our own dream 
which is written down nowhere." Where then does he come from? 
I shall tell you: Christ names him in Matthew 24 [: 15, 23-26], 
"When you see the desolating sacrilege in the holy place" (that is, 
the pope with his own teaching in the church, sitting in the chair 
of the apostles) "let the reader understand. For false prophets, 
teachers, and Christs will arise, saying, 'Lo, here is the Christl' or 
'There he is!' and they will lead many people astray." That is, they 
will present human teachings with which one looks for Christ here 
and there, thinking one could find him through works and cere
monies. Instead, he [Christ] lets himself be found only in the heart, 
Spirit, and faith, everywhere, every time, and by everyone. St. Paul 
[says], II Thessalonians [2:3, 9], "The man of sin and perdition 
will be revealed through the activity of Satan"; and in Daniel 7 
[8:23-25] [we read], "At the end of the Roman Empire, a king 
will arise. His strength will consist of externals and appearance" 
(that is, of human teachings which teach only external ways and 
habits, as, for example, the lives of bishops, priests, and monks 
with their vestments and external works and ways). "He will cause 
fearful destruction, his cunning will be swift and geared to mak
ing human laws and increasing them," etc. More another time. 

Now listen to what else God says about your idol and human 
teachings: St. Paul, Colossians 2 [:8], "Take care that no one 
deceives you through philosophy and empty deceit, human teach
ings, commandments concerning temporal, external things, which 
are not according to Christ's teaching."73 What kind of teachings 
these are follows later when he says, " If you died with Christ, why 
do you live as though you still lived with human laws and submit 
to regulations, 'Do not eat, Do not drink, Do not handle, Do not 
touch'? These are nothing but temporal things which perish as they 
are used, on which human commandments and laws center-and 
yet they [human laws] have the appearance of being well and 

73 Luther added to the text, "commandments concerning temporal, external 
things." 
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wisely ordered. Yet they are nothing but superstition and false, 
foolish humility, intent only on hurting the body and perverting it. 
They [human laws and teachings] satisfy their animal-like mind, 
but they are of no value."74 Where is the blade of the goatish spirit 
here? Did not St. Paul in a masterful manner here expose the lives 
of pope, bishops, clerics, and monks? Such lives consist only of not 
eating this, or not drinking that, of not touching money or not 
wearing a certain vestment or color and so on. Their spirituality is 
geared to temporal things which perish as they are used and repre
sent nothing but an illusion and a shadow of holiness. But they thus 
deceive everyone and subjugate the world to themselves with their 
foolish humility. This is the king whose strength consists only of 
externals and not of armor, word, or word of God, Daniel 8 
[ :23-25]. 

Again, Christ says in Matthew 7 [:15], "Beware of false teach
ers, who come to you in sheep's clothing but inwardly are ravenous 
wolves." What else is sheep's clothing but such external holiness in 
vestments, shoes, tonsures, eating, drinking, days, and places? These 
are temporal things, and inwardly, in faith, which grants eternal 
holiness and rests on eternal goods, they are nothing. Indeed, they 
are only destroyers of such faith and ravenous wolves, as St. Paul 
confesses too, I Timothy 2 [II Tim. 3:5, 7], saying, "They have a 
form of piety without substance. They always teach and learn and 
can never arrive at a knowledge of the truth." If all of this were 
removed and changed, as it should be, where then would the 
papacy be, since it rests upon only this? Christ himself has to 
remove it on the Last Day; otherwise, nothing will come of it. 
Here we see clearly that we should flee sheep's clothing, namely, 
human laws and works. 

Again, St. Paul [writes], Galatians 1 [:8], "If anyone, even an 
angel from heaven, should teach you differently than you learned, 
let him be accursed." And Colossians 2 [:7-8], "Beware of that 
which is not taught according to Christ."75 Indeed, St. Paul wants 
nothing taught here except Scripture. What do you say to that, 
Emser? Perhaps you will introduce SS. Augustine, Benedict,76 

74 Col. 2:20-23. Luther translated very freely here. 
75 Luther summarized these two verses in this manner. 
"Benedict of Nursia (ca. 480-ca. 547), founder of the Benedictine Order. 
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Francis/7 Dominic, and other fathers, all of whom taught and main
tained holy but human teachings. I answer that this is not enough 
to satisfy Scripture. God's word is more than all the angels, saints, 
and creatures. Therefore, no one can say that these same saints 
never erred. Who will guarantee, then, that they did not err in this 
either, since Aaron and all the elect could err here, and since Scrip
ture is clearly before me? I want to be and must be defeated with 
Scripture, not with the uncertain teachings and lives of men, no 
matter how holy they may be. 

Moreover, these same saints kept their teachings free and open, 
without making commandments out of them. Thus he who wanted 
to live accordingly could do so, and, if he desired, could also give 
up doing so. And even if they had erred so much as to make a 
commandment and law out of them, which I do not believe, I 
would judge them according to the words of Ezekiel [14:9], "If 
the prophet be deceived, I, the Lord, have deceived that prophet." 
I would count them among those of whom Christ says, Matthew 
24 [:24], that the rule of the Antichrist will be so brilliant, with 
such erroneous teachings, and will perform so many signs and 
wonders, that, if possible, even the elect will be led astray. Accord
ingly, these holy fathers with the Spirit they had in faith may have 
miraculously escaped from the dangers of human teaching, and 
yet, their successors may all be lost, for they hold only to their 
works and human teachings at the expense of their faith and Spirit. 
But your pope, who should allow these teachings to be as free as 
the saints had them, makes necessary eternal commandments and 
laws out of them with his confirming, just as he does with his 
own laws. 

Furthermore, I think you know that in the Old Testament the 
people were as much obliged to listen to their priests as we are 
obliged to listen to ours. Nor did God permit them to teach their 
own teachings and he forbade their doing so. That is why Moses 
and all the prophets so often preferred the little word, "My voice." 
He commands in Deuteronomy 4 [:2], "You shall not add to the 
words I command you, nor take from them." And in Zechariah 2 
[Mal. 2:7], "The people should seek God's commandments and 

"Francis of Assisi (ca. 1182-1226), founder of the Franciscan Order. 
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teaching from the mouth of the priest for he is the messenger of 
God." And Christ says in Matthew 23 [:2-3] that one should listen 
to the scribes because they sit in the chair of Moses, that is, because 
they teach the law of M()ses. On the other hand, Scripture calls all 
those who teach their own laws false prophets, false priests, 
deceivers, seducers, wolves, ravenous animals, of whom He says in 
Jeremiah 23 [:32], "They have led my people astray when I did 
not send them or charge them to teach such things." Indeed, all 
the priests were sent and, on the basis of their office, charged with 
teaching the law; but they were not charged with teaching their 
own law. Again, [He says in] Jeremiah 25 [23:21-22], "I did not 
send the prophets, yet they preached. I did not command anything 
to them, yet they taught. If they had remained in my teaching, 
then they would have proclaimed my words to the people, and I 
could have turned them from their evil lives." 

How will you survive in the face of such passages, pope? 
Where are you, Emser, you who pretend that one must have more 
than God's word? You invent dagger and spear. God says here one 
should teach nothing but his word. Otherwise, he would not con
vert anyone. Thereby he teaches us this: if something more than 
God's word is presented to us, it is certainly erroneous, seductive, 
un-Christian, lying, and deceiving. It only hinders God's work and 
grace within us. For this reason St. Paul calls the Antichrist the 
"man of lawlessness and son of perdition" [II Thess. 2:3-4], 
because he will turn the whole world away from God through his 
own law and teaching and thus prevent its encounter with God. 
Thus he will be a master of all sin and of all perdition, and yet he 
will use the name and image of Christ, calling himself "most holy" 
[Sanctissimum] , "vicar of God" [Vicarium dei], and "head of the 
church" [caput Ecclesiae]. He will persecute all those who do not 
obey him in this regard, as is more than evident and obvious in 
the example of the pope. 

Is there any greater labor on the part of all prophets than that 
of nghting against human teaching and keeping only God's word 
in a people? All idolatry is nothing but human teaching-for 
example, the cows of Bethaven [Hos. 4:15-16], Aaron's calf, the 
idol Baal, and the like. Who can safeguard himself enough against 
such teachings? Aaron, the highest priest, worshiped the golden 
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calf, and Christ himself says, Matthew 24 [:24], that such deceit 
and imagery could even lead the elect astray. If the pope did not 
have such a great following and so much deceit, he could never 
be the Antichrist. There has to be deceit and a following among all 
the bishops, priests, monks, universities, princes, and all authorities. 
There is but one item God does not permit him to cover up-here the 
ears of the ass still stick out-and that is his disregard for the word 
of God, which he does not preach either. He is content to preach 
his own teaching. His singing betrays the kind of bird he is.78 Just 
as John envisaged in Revelation 13 [: 11] an animal with two horns, 
looking like a lamb yet speaking like a dragon, so too the crowd 
of papists has to be viewed; they appear to be Christians yet preach 
like the devil. Daniel 11 [:37-38] said regarding this that the Anti
christ will give no heed to the god of his fathers, will not propagate 
his teaching, and will not be married; instead he will honor his 
god Maozim79-that is, he prohibits marriage only for the sake 
of his appearance and that of his papists. In place of God and his 
gospel he erects the idol Maozim, his decretals and his teachings, 
and binds spirituality to external places, as Christ says, "They will 
say, 'Here is Christ!' and, 'There is Christ!'" [Matt. 24:23]. 

Again, Jeremiah 19 [:5] says regarding the great Baal worship 
that they even sacrinced and burned their children, thinking they 
thereby did a great service to God. But God said, "I have not com
manded it, and it never entered my heart," etc. From this it also 
becomes clear that nothing should be preached or presented to the 
people that God has neither commanded nor desired. Now we are 
certain that the pope with his papists has no commandment from 
God to propagate his own teaching in Christendom. It is nothing 
but a trick of the devil to hinder God and his commandment and 
the salvation of all men. Therefore, my goat should nrst prove and 

78 From the German proverb, den Vogel erkennt man an seinen Federn, meaning, 
"the bird is recognized by his feathers." 
7' Hebrew for "god of fortresses." The Vulgate, which Luther quoted, made a 
proper noun of the Hebrew word. In a letter concerning secret masses in 1534, 
Luther related the word to "mass": "He [the Antichrist] calls the idol Maozim, 
using the very letters of the word mass. Obviously he would have preferred to 
call it mass if he had not been constrained to use words of concealment. But he 
portrays the idol in such a way that we can certainly see he has the abominable 
mass in mind." Cf. EA 31, 390, and 41, 302. 
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make clear that God approves of his spear and dagger. He thinks 
it is sufficient when the spear is long and the dagger is short. It 
should be sufficient to call the one usage and the other human 
teaching, and [he thinks] that I should drop Scripture and make 
my judgment according to his mind instead. 

So that you may also see the extravagance of your cleverness, 
listen to me: I certainly know about human teaching and usage 
with which you fight against me. How could I not know them, 
since I fight against them? What are you doing, you great philos
opher, by bringing up against me the very thing that I am attack
ing? You should instead protect it by other means. If I besieged a 
city with an army and shot against its walls and gates until they 
collapsed, and you, from inside, became very angry at me and 
determined to get up and fight me, and yet if you did no more than 
to point out with your hand precisely these same walls and gates 
which I had shot down, shouted menacingly that I should look at 
them, and then pretended you had defeated me in this manner
what should I think of you? I would summon a cooper to have him 
put one or two hoops around your head so that it would not burst 
from too much nonsense. But even though you have heard how I 
make use of Scripture and attack human teaching and usage and 
will not accept their validity unless they have Scripture on their 
side, you are so smart that you do not protect th~m with Scripture 
but only carry them around, showing them to me as if I had never 
seen them. You claim you have won and have broken open the 
cuirassier, but everyone can see how desperate you are.80 St. Augus
tine, in Against the Donatist Petilian,81 considered it a great joke 
that when Ticonius introduced the thunder of Scripture against him 
[Le., Petilian], he could answer only with the human teachings of 
his ancestors. He [Augustine] thought it was the most foolish 

so Proverbial German, wie dich die hunds tage reytten, literally, "how tbe dog 
days plague you." 
81 Cf. MPL 43, 246-383; PNF 4, 519-628. Actually, Augustine's argument on this 
particular issue of Donatism (a schismatic movement in N ortb Africa emphasiz
ing tbe morality of tbe person over against tbe office of tbe ministry) is found in 
his tract Against the Epistle of Parmenian. MPL 43,34-107. Ticonius (ca. 380), 
founder of a reformatory Donatist group, opposed the strict Donatists led by 
Petilian and Parmenian on tbe basis of Scripture. Augustine praised him for tbis, 
but at tbe same time denounced him for maintaining membership in schismatic 
Donatism. 
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answer. And I, who also introduce only Scripture, should regard 
goat Emser's answer as dear and precious wisdom when it is but 
human fancy and imagination presented without scriptural 
foundation! Nevertheless, he immediately threatens with it, calling 
it dagger and usage. It would therefore be good to advise you to 
stay home with your spear and dagger and to fight with Scripture 
against me, just as I do against you. What has become of your 
philosophy now which teaches "not to beg the question" (petere 
principium)? I think it is idiotic and your Aristotle is an arch-foo1.82 
The same fate awaits a verse-maker83 who wants to be a philosopher 
and theologian as awaited the ass with the bagpipes. 

If the Manichaean heresy were to arise today and men pre
tended that Scripture did not give us enough, but that the Holy 
Spirit had awakened them and one should follow them, how would 
you, with all your papists, fend them off? In this case would you 
also not do any more than point with your finger to your teaching? 
Or would you say, "Oh, you are too slow; we ourselves have already 
discovered that one should believe and obey more than Scripture 
offers"? How nicely you papists would stand if you strengthened 
your enemy with your own example and admitted teaching and 
living outside Scripture! Now, is it not foolish and shameful that 
we ourselves not only confess freely but also boast that our cause 
is not founded upon Scripture? We go so far as to follow the 
example of the cucko084 and sing our own praises as good Chris
tians, berating everyone else as heretics, even though they have all 
of Scripture on their side, as we well know. This should be so intol
erable to us, if we were not completely mad, that if our enemy 
accused us of doing it, we would risk life and limb [to deny] it. 
Is there anyone who would not rightfully mock us, if we ourselves 
confess that our foe has Scripture but our cause does not? How 
could we sing about ourselves more disgracefully and about our 

82 Ertzstultus, a pun on Aristotle. 
83 Versifex. Lutber repeatedly used tbis expression against Ernser, who composed 
a Latin poem in his tract Answer to the Raging Bull in Wittenberg. Enders, op. 
cit., II, 43-44. One of Emser's poems dealt witb tbe disputation at Leipzig in 
1519. Cf. tbe German translation in St. L. 18, 1488-1489. 
84 From the German proverb, Der Kuckuc ruft sein eigen namen aus, which 
literally says, "The cuckoo calls out his own name." Cf. Thiele, Luthers Sprich
wortersammlung, No. 210. 
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enemies more honestly? Nor should we present such crude folly to 
the whole world as wisdom. Indeed, it is time that we used the scab
bards of these brave war heroes for latrines! 

Moreover, what I wanted [to show] in all my books was pre
cisely what Emser confesses here. Yet he complains about me with 
a great, earnest, and murderous noise! Did I not also say that the 
affairs of the pope and of all papists are nothing but human teach
ing and usage, without any Scripture-something Emser wants to 
extort from me at all cost? What else am I fighting about but 
precisely this? I do it so that everyone may understand the true 
difference between divine Scripture and human teaching or usage 
and so that a Christian heart does not buy the one for the other
straw for gold, hay for silver, and wood for jewels-as St. Paul 
teaches, I Corinthians 2 [3:12J, and St. Augustine too in many 
places, as well as the holy carnal law, if the hyperlearned "licentiate 
of holy canon law" had looked at it soberly. Why does this goat 
accuse me so fiercely when we both are of one mind and agree on 
the matter? Perhaps it was my sin to have spoken impolitely when 
I did not call human teaching a short dagger and usage a long 
spear? The reason is that I am not a rhymester. Moreover, since 
he has no other reason to write books than to show off his masterly 
skill in inventing names, to call human teaching a short dagger and 
usage a long spear, it would not have helped me at all to call it 
that. He might still, just to teach us, have called human teaching 
"goat horn" and usage "goat beard" and thereby knocked me down 
and confused me. Such wise and intelligent masters do philosophy 
and the arch-fool Aristotle create through the sophists! 

If, then, goat Emser makes a murderous noise about me 
throughout the whole book for the sake of his anti-Christian head 
in Rome and thus gains great honor, it is only proper for me to 
make a noise about him for the sake of my head in heaven, whom 
he slanders and blasphemes. He may pretend that the Holy Spirit 
and Christ did not teach us enough, that Scripture is not enough, 
and that God's word must have an addition; and that whoever has 
nothing more than God's word, Scripture, and teaching is poison, 
a heretic, an apostate, and the worst man on earth and that all 
those who live with such words of God and such teaching and do 
not keep human teaching are condemned, cursed, and to be burned. 
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Thus Christ and the Holy Spirit too must be guilty and responsihle; 
indeed, they deserve such blasphemy, since they produced and 
daily preserve such blasphemous, accursed, and condemned people 
through their word and teaching. 

Look here! Is he not the greatest blasphemer ever known? Who 
indeed has ever heard more blasphemous, poisonous, hellish, 
heretical, raging, and nonsensical words than those Emser here 
pours from his poisonous and hellish mouth and lets stink to 
heaven? This poor creature spits and sprays his spit at God his 
Creator so terribly and gruesomely that it is abominable to listen 
to or speak of. If he could at least show where the Holy Spirit 
teaches too little and where Scripture needs the additions of men, 
there would be some appearance of reason. But now he himself 
admits that Scripture is on our side and he is unable to criticize us 
on the basis of Scripture; he also freely admits that his human 
work is not in Scripture, yet he nevertheless pours out such 
blasphemy upon us-that is, upon Scripture, as he himself admits 
-that I would not have thought even a devil in hell would be per
mitted to do such things. I say this only so that you, dear goat, 
may see that if sheer murderous noise and raging amplification 
could strengthen your cause, I could strengthen my cause even 
more with them. My cause does not need them. It is well grounded 
in Scripture. Yours certainly does, because it is huilt upon human 
dreams and upon the chamber of his [the pope's] heart.85 

I trust that from all this everyone may see what Emser's spear 
and dagger are and what kind of bout he has fought with the 
famous fencer. I shall improve things for him when he returns for 
another round. But I do not swear to it either by my priesthood 
or by my holiness.86 I shall satisfy him in other ways. Here I shall 
conclude with the three main parts of his book, the sword, the spear, 
and the dagger. They are so overcome that the whole book built 
upon them is also overcome. But to explain my view again: since 

85 Scrinium pectoris. A reference to the habit of storing official documents in a 
"chest" (scrinium) during the days of the Holy Roman Empire. Pope Boniface 
VIII (1294-1303), who added his own collection to existing canon law, claimed 
authority over canon law by saying, "The Roman pontiff has all laws in the 
chamber [scrinium] of his heart." Cf. LW 44, 202, n. 215; and below p. 281, 
n.34. 
86Cf. Concerning the Answer of the Goat in Leipzig, 1521. LW 39, 131, n. 29. 
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Emser concedes that I have opposed neither the articles of faith 
nor Scripture-whereby he becomes my unwilling, unfavorable, but 
therefore all the more convincing witness to the fact that I am a 
truly devout Christian and have falsely been called a heretic by 
him for no reason-I shall wrest one more thing from him which 
he never expected and which he does not like to let go. 

He should grant us freedom from human laws so that it is up 
to us whether or not we obey them. And if we are indeed to live 
under them, as I have taught and still teach, he should nevertheless 
grant us permission to state that they are neither necessary nor 
good for us and that we do not have to obey them; that moreover 
the pope is a tyrant, without any right to make these laws and 
that he thus commits an injustice; that we may obey them, not 
because it is our duty or the pope's due, but because it is our own 
free will to do so to serve him, just as Christ says in Matthew 6 
[5:25] that we should make friends with the accuser; and that 
those who do not obey them [laws] should rightly not be called 
heretics. All this should be granted to us, and we shall prove it in 
the following manner. 

When we have Scripture and Scripture has us, as Emser admits 
-which is undoubtedly satisfactory to God-we are more than 
sufficiently praised as devout Christians; those who slander us have 
to give the lie to themselves. What more do you people want from 
us? When you call us heretics, whom do you call heretics, since you 
yourselves admit that we are in agreement with Scripture? Can 
you condemn those whom God justifies? Does not truth punish 
you through your own Caiaphian and Baalian mouths? For you 
are only put in office to lead us to God and to God's word and to 
tend us with God's word, as Christ says in Matthew 4 [:4], "Man 
shall live by every word that proceeds from the mouth of God." 
Why do you pretend to lead us further and indeed pull us away 
from God toward yourselves and drive us from his word to your 
teaching and usage? Is this the office of shepherds or of wolves?87 

87 Cf. Emser's statement in Against the Un-Christian Book of the Augustinian 
Martin Luther: "Help me, you true and living Son of God, Holy Lord Jesus Christ, 
against the raging wolf, who aims to lead astray your sheep which you have 
bought and redeemed with your rose-colored blood." Enders, op. cit., I, 15. 
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Therefore I say: Let us be free, Emser, and admit, as your 
conscience implores you, that the pope is a tyrant who has no 
right to make laws which are neither good nor necessary for us 
anyway. And, so that conscience does not vanish from the pope and 
you papists, admit that you are thieves, robbers, wolves, seducers, 
and betraying Judases with your laws. Then we shall gladly obey 
and endure them, just as Christ endured his rope and cross, to which 
Judas, the ancestor of the pope, had brought him. Then they 
do not harm us, and we endure them in the same way we endure 
someone's taking clothes, money, property, even life from us. We 
will even endure you too, when you burden our Christian freedom 
with your insane, foolish, and useless laws. But our conscience 
remains free from you and unburdened. But if you were to insist 
(as you do) that it is your right to do so and that we should take 
it as proper and right-just as though a murderer forced me to say 
that he has a claim on my life and property-then, Emser, we shall 
cry No as long as there is breath in us. For you wish to imprison 
our conscience so that we should stand in fear as before the law 
-even when it is an unjust law. Thus you want to catch us and 
strangle us with innumerable ropes, just as you do with your 
unlawful ban, forcing people to obey your roguery. 

We shall endure injustice from you, but we shall never approve 
of it. Therefore, tell your idol the pope that he may make laws 
over me-as many as he pleases. I shall obey them all. But also tell 
him that he has no right to do so and that I do not owe obedience 
to him. However, I shall gladly endure his injustice, as Christ 
teaches [Matt. 5:39-42], and I shall no longer oppose the pope. 
Everything might as well be bad! What more do you want from 
me? Did I not teach this in [the commentary on] Galatians88 and 
in all my books? But when the pope drives the whole world as 
though he had a right to do so, he confuses innumerable souls and 
seduces them into hell. That is why he is the "man of lawlessness 
and the son of perdition" [II Thess. 2:3], because he has imprisoned 
consciences and forced them to sanction his injustice, thus filling 
the world with sin and destruction. For anyone who believes the 

88 Cf. Lectures on Galatians, 1519. LW 27, 151-410. 
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pope has the right and power to make laws soon thinks he has to 
obey them as good and necessary and he does not endure them as 
tyranny and injustice. He obeys them unwillingly; he would like 
to get rid of the law but is not able to, and so he finally suffocates 
in sins. For whoever dislikes doing something he must do or thinks 
he must do, sins in his heart. Accordingly, all the pope's command
ments (which are innumerable) are nothing but a rope strangling 
souls. With these he causes only sin and destruction in the whole 
world and thus destroys all of Christendom, as Daniel prophesied 
[Dan. 8:24-25; 9:27]. Christ therefore calls him an "abomination" 
[Matt. 24: 15]. Few people, if any, escape him, except those who 
die in the cradle. 

Do you understand me now, Emser? I do not desire to be free 
of human laws and teachings. I only desire to have the conscience 
free and to have all Christians make the sign of the cross against a 
faith which believes that the pope is right in his rule. For such a 
faith destroys faith in Christ and drowns the whole world in nothing 
but sin and destruction. The pope and you papists are the pious 
heirs of this sort of thing. You, who do no more than propagate 
such superstition, seduce the world, destroy Christian faith, and 
lead all souls to the devil when you should believe only in Christ 
and preach freedom from human laws so as to remain "ministers 
of the Spirit" and not "of the letter." Likewise, I do not desire to 
be free of Emser's slandering, hatred, and envy; but I do desire to 
be free in conscience so that I am allowed to believe Emser is 
tyrannizing me and doing me an injustice. For if I should sanction 
this as right, my conscience would already be imprisoned and could 
not be free until Emser ceased to hate, which might never happen. 
For if I had to sanction it, which I would not do willingly (since I 
cannot), I would be sinning endlessly against my conscience. Thus 
the whole world is now sinning endlessly and is perishing if it 
believes that the pope is right with his rule, domination, and 
governance. Yet no one is doing so willingly, since everyone hates 
the papacy-except those who want to enjoy it-so that it is justifi
ably called an abomination. The pope has therefore imprisoned the 
whole world with false conscience and superstition. People have 
to sin endlessly and unwillingly and [finally] perish. Woe to you, 
you terrible abomination! Come, Lord Jesus Christ, and save us 

-102-

Concerning the Letter and the Spirit 

from the Antichrist! Push his see into the abyss of hell, as he 
deserves, so that sin and destruction may cease. Amen. 
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7. 

A BRIEF INSTRUCTION ON 

WHAT TO LOOK FOR AND 

EXPECT IN THE GOSPELS 

It is a common practice to number the gospels and to name them by 
books and say that there are four gospels. From this practice stems 
the fact that no one knows what St. Paul and St. Peter are saying 
in their epistles, and their teaching is regarded as an addition to the 
teaching of the gospels, in a vein similar to that of Jerome's1 intro
duction.2 There is, besides, the still worse practice of regarding the 
gospels and epistles as law books in which is supposed to be taught 
what we are to do and in which the works of Christ are pictured to 
us as nothing but examples. Now where these two erroneous notions 
remain in the heart, there neither the gospels nor the epistles may be 
read in a profitable or Christian manner, and [people] remain as 
pagan as ever. 

One should thus realize that there is only one gospel, but that 
it is described by many apostles. Every single epistle of Paul and of 
Peter, as well as the Acts of the Apostles by Luke, is a gospel, even 
though they do not record all the works and words of Christ, but 
one is shorter and includes less than another. There is not one of 
the four major gospels anyway that includes all the words and works 
of Christ; nor is this necessary. Gospel is and should be nothing else 
than a discourse or story about Christ, just as happens among men 
when one writes a book about a king or a prince, telling what he 
did, said, and suffered in his day. Such a story can be told in various 
ways; one spins it out, and the other is brief. Thus the gospel is and 

1 Jerome (ca. 342-420), Eusebius Hieronymus, was the foremost biblical scholar 
of the ancient church and a friend of St. Augustine. He translated the entire 
Bible from the original Hebrew and Greek into popular Latin (Vulgate). 
• In the prologue to his commentary on the Gospel of Matthew, Jerome writes, 
"It has been clearly demonstrated [on the basis of Ezek. 1:5, 10, and Rev. 
4:7-8] that only four gospels ought to be acknowledged." Migne 7, 20. 
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should be nothing else than a chronicle, a story, a narrative about 
Christ, telling who he is, what he did, said, and suffered-a subject 
which one describes briefly, another more fully, one this way, another 
that way. 

For at its briefest, the gospel is a discourse about Christ, that 
he is the Son of God and became man for us, that he died and was 
raised, that he has been established as a Lord over all things. This 
much St. Paul takes in hand and spins out in his epistles. He bypasses 
all the miracles and incidents3 [in Christ's ministry] which are set 
forth in the four gospels, yet he includes the whole gospel ade
quately and abundantly. This may be seen clearly and well in 
his greeting to the Romans [1:1-4], where he says what the gospel 
is, and declares, "Paul, a servant of Jesus Christ, called to be 
an apostle, set apart for the gospel of God which he promised 
beforehand through his prophets in the holy scriptures, the gospel 
concerning his Son, who was descended from David according to 
the flesh and designated Son of God in power according to the Spirit 
of holiness by his resurrection from the dead, Jesus Christ our 
Lord," etc. 

There you have it. The gospel is a story about Christ, God's and 
David's Son, who died and was raised and is established as Lord. 
This is the gospel in a nutshell. Just as there is no more than one 
Christ, so there is and may be no more than one gospel. Since Paul 
and Peter too teach nothing but Christ, in the way we have just 
described, so their epistles can be nothing but the gospel. 

Yes even the teaching of the prophets, in those places where 
they speak of Christ, is nothing but the true, pure, and proper 
gospel-just as if Luke or Matthew had described it. For the prophets 
have proclaimed the gospel and spoken of Christ, as St. Paul here 
[Rom. 1:2] reports and as everyone indeed knows. Thus when 
Isaiah in chapter fifty-three says how Christ should die for us and 
bear our sins, he has written the pure gospel. And I assure you, if a 
person fails to grasp this understanding4 of the gospel, he will never 

• Wunder und wandel may be the equivalent of die Wunder und das Leben 
Jesu according to WA lor, \ 729, nn. 9, 22. 

• Wahn is the equivalent of Meinung and the Latin opinio. WA lOr, " 10, n. 1. 
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be able to be illuminated in the Scripture nor will he receive the 
right foundation. 

Be sure, moreover, that you do not make Christ into a Moses, 
as if Christ did nothing more than teach and provide examples as 
the other saints do, as if the gospel were simply a textbook of teach
ings or laws. Therefore you should grasp Christ, his words, works, 
and sufferings, in a twofold manner. First as an example that is 
presented to you, which you should follow and imitate. As St. Peter 
says in I Peter 4,5 "Christ suffered for us, thereby leaving us an 
example." Thus when you see how he prays, fasts, helps people, and 
shows them love, so also you should do, both for yourself and for 
your neighbor. However this is the smallest part of the gospel, on 
the basis of which it cannot yet even be called gospel. For on this 
level Christ is of no mare help to you than some other saint. His 
life remains his own and does not as yet contribute anything to you. 
In short this mode [of understanding Christ as simply an example] 
does not make Christians but only hypocrites. You must grasp Christ 
at a much higher level. Even though this higher level has for a long 
time been the very best, the preaching of it has been something rare. 
The chief article and foundation of the gospel is that before you 
take Christ as an example, you accept and recognize him as a gift, 
as a present that God has given you and that is your own. This means 
that when you see or hear of Christ doing or suffering something, 
you do not doubt that Christ himself, with his deeds and suffering, 
belongs to you. On this you may depend as surely as if you had done 
it yourself; indeed as if you were Christ himself. See, this is what it 
means to have a proper grasp of the gospel, that is, of the over
whelming goodness of God, which neither prophet, nor apostle, nor 
angel was ever able fully to express, and which no heart could ade
quately fathom or marvel at. This is the great fire of the love of God 
for us, whereby the heart and conscience become happy, secure, 
and content. This is what preaching the Christian faith means. This 
is why such preaching is called gospel, which in German means a 

• I Pet. 2:21; cf. 4: 1. 
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joyful, good, and comforting "message"; and this is why the apostles 
are called the "twelve messengers."Cl 

Concerning this Isaiah 9[ :6] says, "To us a child is born, to us 
a son is given." If he is given to us, then he must be ours; and so we 
must also receive him as belonging to us. And Romans 8[ :32], "How 
should [God] not give us all things with his Son?" See, when you 
lay hold of Christ as a gift which is given you for your very own and 
have no doubt about it, you are a Christian. Faith redeems you from 
sin, death, and hell and enables you to overcome all things. a no one 
can speak enough about this. It is a pity that this kind of preaching 
has been silenced in the world, and yet boast is made daily of the 
gospel. 

Now when you have Christ as the foundation and chief blessing 
of your salvation, then the other part follows: that you take him as 
your example, giving yourself in service to your neighbor just as you 
see that Christ has given himself for you. See, there faith and love 
move forward, God's commandment is fulfilled, and a person is 
happy and fearless to do and to suffer all things. Therefore make 
note of this, that Christ as a gift nourishes your faith and makes you 
a Christian. But Christ as an example exercises your works. These do 
not make you a Christian. Actually they come forth from you be
cause you have already been made a Christian. As widely as a gift 
differs from an example, so widely does faith differ from works, for 
faith possesses nothing of its own, only the deeds and life of Christ. 
Works have something of your own in them, yet they should not 
belong to you but to your neighbor. 

So you see that the gospel is really not a book of laws and 
commandments which requires deeds of us, but a book of divine 
promises in which God promises, offers, and gives us all his pos
sessions and benefits in Christ. The fact that Christ and the apostles 
provide much good teaching and explain the law is to be counted a 
benefit just like any other work of Christ. For to teach aright is not 

• Tzwellff batten. In Middle High German the singular form of the composite 
word was used to designate a Single apostle. Luther derives the term for 
"messenger" (Bote) from the term for "message" (Botschaft). Cf. Grinun, 
Deutsches Worterbuch, XVI, 1437. 
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the least sort of benefit. We see too that unlike Moses in his book, 
and contrary to the nature of a commandment, Christ does not 
horribly force and drive us. Rather he teaches us in a loving and 
friendly way. He simply tells us what we are to do and what to 
avoid, what will happen to those who do evil and to those who do 
well. Christ drives and compels no one. Indeed he teaches so gently 
that he entices rather than commands. He begins by saying, "Blessed 
are the poor,7 Blessed are the meek," and so on [Matt. 5:3, 5]. And 
the apostles commonly use the expression, "I admonish, I request, 
I beseech," and so on. But Moses says, "I command, I forbid," 
threatening and frightening everyone with horrible punishments and 
penalties. With this sort of instruction you can now read and hear 
the gospels profitably. 

When you open the book containing the gospels and read or 
hear how Christ comes here or there, or how someone is brought to 
him, you should therein perceive the sermon or the gospel through 
which he is coming to you, or you are being brought to him. For the 
preaching of the gospel is nothing else than Christ coming to us, or 
we being brought to him. When you see how he works, however, 
and how he helps everyone to whom he comes or who is brought to 
him, then rest assured that faith is accomplishing this in you and 
that he is offering your soul exactly the same sort of help and favor 
through the gospel. If you pause here and let him do you good, that 
is, if you believe that he benefits and helps you, then you really have 
it. Then Christ is yours, presented to you as a gift. 

Mter that it is necessary that you tum this into an example and 
deal with your neighbor in the very same way, be given also to him 
as a gift and an example. Isaiah 40[: 1, 2] speaks of that, "Be com
forted, be comforted my dear people, says your Lord God. Say to 
the heart of Jerusalem, and cry to her, that her sin is forgiven, that 
her iniquity is ended, that she has received from the hand of God a 
double kindness for all her sin," and so forth. This double kindness 
is the twofold aspect of Christ: gift and example. These two are also 
signified by the double portion of the inheritance which the law of 

• Martin Bucer's Latin translation of 1525 adds, "in spirit." WA lOI, 1, 13, n. 2. 
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Moses [Deut. 21:171 assigns to the eldest son and by many other 

figures. 
What a sin and shame it is that we Christians have come to be 

so neglectful of the gospel that we not only fail to understand it, but 
even have to be shown by other books and commentaries what to 
look for and what to expect in it. Now the gospels and epistles of 
the apostles were written for this very purpose. They want them
selves to be our guides, to direct us to the writings of the prophets 
and of Moses in the Old Testament so that we might there read and 
see for ourselves how Christ is wrapped in swaddling cloths and 
laid in the manger [Luke 2:7}, that is, how he is comprehended 
[V orfassett] in the writings of the prophets. It is there that people 
like us should read and study, drill ourselves, and see what Christ 
is, for what purpose he has been given, how he was promised, and 
how all Scripture tends toward him. For he himself says in John 5 
[:46}, "If you believed Moses, you would also believe me, for he 
wrote of me." Agaip [John 5:39}, "Search and look up the Scriptures, 
for it is they that bear witness to me." 

This is what St. Paul means in Romans 1[:1, 2}, where in the 
beginning he says in his greeting, "The gospel was promised by God 
through the prophets in the Holy Scriptures." This is why the evan
gelists and apostles always direct us to the Scriptures and say, "Thus 
it is written," and again, "This has taken place in order that the 
writing of the prophets might be fulfilled," and so forth. In Acts 17 
[: 11], when the Thessalonians heard the gospel with all eagerness, 
Luke says that they studied and examined the Scriptures day and 
night in order to see if these things were so. Thus when St. Peter 
wrote his epistle, right at the beginning [I Pet. 1: 10-12] he says, 
"The prophets who prophesied of the grace that was to be yours 
searched and inquired about this salvation; they inquired what 
person or time was indicated by the Spirit of Christ within them; 
and he bore witness through them to the sufferings that were to come 
upon Christ and the ensuing glory. It was revealed to them that they 
were serving not themselves but us, in the things which have now 
been preached among you through the Holy Spirit sent from heaven, 
things which also the angels long to behold." What else does St. Peter 
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here desire than to lead us into the Scriptures? It is as if he should 
be saying, 'We preach and open the Scriptures to you through the 
Holy Spirit, so that you yourselves may read and see what is in them 
and know of the time about which the prophets were writing." For 
he says as much in Acts 4[3:24], "All the prophets who ever prophe
sied, from Samuel on, have spoken concerning these days." 

Therefore also Luke, in his last chapter [24:45], says that Christ 
opened the minds of the apostles to understand the Scriptures. And 
Christ, in John 10 [:9,3]' declares that he is the door by which one 
must enter, and whoever enters by him, to him the gatekeeper (the 
Holy Spirit) opens in order that he might find pasture and blessed
ness. Thus it is ultimately true that the gospel itself is our guide and 
instructor in the Scriptures, just as with this foreword I would gladly 
give instruction and point you to the gospel. 

But what a fine lot of tender and pious children we are! In 
order that we might not have to study in the Scriptures and learn 
Christ there, we Simply regard the entire Old Testament as of no 
account, as done for and no longer valid. Yet it alone bears the name 
of Holy Scripture. And the gospel should really not be something 
written, but a spoken word which brought forth the Scriptures, as 
Christ and the apostles have done. This is why Christ himself did not 
write anything but only spoke. He ·called his teaching not Scripture 
but gospel, meaning good news or a proclamation that is spread not 
by pen but by word of mouth. So we go on and make the gospel 
into a law book, a teaching of commandments, changing Christ into 
a Moses, the One who would help us into simply an instructor. 

What punishment ought God to inflict upon such stupid and 
perverse people! Since we abandoned his Scriptures, it is not sur
prising that he has abandoned us to the teaching of the pope and to 
the lies of men. Instead of Holy SCripture we have had to learn the 
Decretales8 of a deceitful fool and an evil rogue. 0 would to God 

• Papal and conciliar decisions, decrees, and pronouncements had been assem
bled and supplemented through the centuries until they constituted a very 
sizeable "body of canon law." Luther had consigned the entire collection to 
the flames on December 10, 1520, along with the papal bull which called for 
the burning of his books. Cf. LW 31, 381-395; and E. G. Schwiebert, Luther 
and His Times (St. Louis: Concordia, 1950), pp. 19-20. 
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that among Christians the pure gospel were known and that most 
speedily there would be neither use nor need for this work of mine. 
Then there would surely be hope that the Holy Scriptures too would 
come forth again in their worthiness. Let this suffice as a very brief 
foreword and instruction. In the exposition9 we will say more about 
this matter. Amen. 

• The reference is to Luther's commentary on the various texts of the Wartburg 
Postil to which this Brief In.struction was intended as a foreword. 
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8. 

PREFACES TO THE 

NEW TESTAMENT 
Preface to the New Testamene 

1546 (1522) 

[It would be right and proper for this book to go forth without any 
prefaces or extraneous names attached and simply have its own 
say under its own name. However many unfounded [wilde] inter
pretations and prefaces2 have scattered the thought of Christians 
to a point where no one any longer knows what is gospel or law, 
New Testament or Old. Necessity demands, therefore, that there 
should be a notice or preface, by which the ordinary man can be 
rescued from his former delusions, set on the right track, and taught 
what he is to look for in this book, so that he may not seek laws and 
commandments where he ought to be seeking the gospel and prom
ises of God. 

Therefore it should be known, in the first place, that the notion 
must be given up that there are four gospels and only four evange
lists.a The division of the New Testament books into legal, historical,' 
prophetic, and wisdom books is also to be utterly rejected. Some 
make this division,4 thinking thereby (I know not how) to compare 

1 Prior to the 1534 edition of the complete Bible this preface-intended perhaps 
as a preface to the entire New Testament or at least to the first part of the New 
Testament including the gospels and Acts (see WA, DB 7, xxxi)-carried as a 
title the single word, "Preface." We have based our translation on the version 
which appeared in the 1546 edition of the complete Bible, noting significant 
variations from earlier versions, particularly from the first version as it appeared 
in the September Testament of 1522. WA, DB 6, 2-11. See pp. 227-232 for the 
general introduction to all of Luther's biblical prefaces. 
2 On the ancient practice of providing prefaces, see the Introduction, p. 231. On 
the prefaces which appeared in early printed German Bibles, including the text 
of that to the book of Romans in the Mentel Bible-the first printed Bible in High 
German published by Johann Mentel in Strassburg about 1466-see Reu, 
Luther's German Bible, pp. 35 and 305, n. 71. 
8 Limiting the number of gospels to four was an ancient practice going back at 
least to Jerome, who based his position on the existence of but four living crea
tures in Ezekiel 1 and Revelation 4-the man, lion, ox, and eagle. Migne 30, 
531-534. W A, DB 6, 536, n. 2, 12. Cf. p. 360, n. 9. . 
~ This division had been made, e.g., in the 1509 Vulgate printed at Basel, which 
Luther had probably used. WA, DB 6, 537, n. 2, 14. 
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the New with the Old Testament. On the contrary it is to be held 
firmly that] 5 

Just as the Old Testament is a book in which are written God's 
laws and commandments, together with the history of those who 
kept and of those who did not keep them,6 so the New Testament is 
a book in which are written the gospel and the promises of GQd, 
together with the history of those who believe and of those who do 
not believe them. 7 

FOr "gospel" [Euangelium] is a Greek word and means in ( 

. Greek a good message, good tidings, good news, a good report, I 
which one sings and tells with gladness. For example, when David 
o~ercame the great Goliath, there came among the Jewish people 
fuegood report and ellcouragmg news that their terrible en~my ~ad 
been strucK down and that they had been rescued and gIven JOY 
an~a-Ce; and th~ sang and danced and were ~d for it [I Sam. 
18:6]. 

5 The portions here set in brackets did not appear in any editions of the complete 
Bible, nor in editions of the New Testament after 1537. Divergences from the 
original 1522 text were due primarily to Luther's desire to accommodate the 
text of the New Testament prefaces to that of the Old Testament prefaces with 
which they were-in the 1534 complete Bible-to appear for the first time, rather 
than to criticism on the part of Emser or other opponents. That these divergences 
were not taken into account in the 1534-1537 separate editions of the New 
Testament was probably due to the carelessness of the printer, Luther having 
likely given no personal attention to these particular editions. W A, DB 6, 536. 
6Cf. p. 119. 
'The editions prior to the 1534 complete Bible here add, "Thus one may be 
sure that there is only one gospel, just as there is only one book-the New 
Testament--{)ne faith, and one God who gives the promise" (Eph. 4:4-6). 
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(
-defined heirs.8 And Christ, before his death, commanded and or
dained that his gospel be preached after his death in all the world 

\ 

[Luke 24:44-47]. Thereby he gave to all who believe, as their pos
session, everything that he had. This included: his life, in which he 

) swallowed up death; his righteousness, by which he blotted out 
f\,/ sin; and his salvation, with which he overcame everlasting damna

i tion. A poor man, dead in sin and consigned to hell, can hear 
, nothing more comforting than this precious and tender message 

about Christ; from the bottom of his heart he must laugh and be 
I glad over it, if he believes it true. 
\ I N ow to strengthen this faith, God has promised this gospel 
0\\ and testament in many ways, by the prophets in the Old Testament, 

\ as St. Paul says in Romans l[ :1], "I am set apart to preach the 
, gospel of God which he promised beforehand through his prophets 

in the holy scriptures, concerning his Son, who was descended from 
David," etc. 

To mention some of these places: God gave the first pr9mise 
when he said to the serpent, in Genesis 3[:15], "I will put enmity 
between you and the woman, and between your seed and her seed; 
he shall bruise your head, and you shall bruise his heel." Christ is 
this..w:~an's seed, who has bruised the devil's head, that is,/sin;, 

Y/death~ell, ,and all his power. For without this seed, no man ~ 
~ ape sin, death, or e . 

Again, i:ne-enesis 22[:18], God promised Abra~am, "Through 
your descendant shall all the nations of the earth be blessed." Christ 
is that descendant of Abraham, says St. Paul in Galatians 3[:16]; 
he has blessed all the world, through the gospel [Gal. 3:8]. For 
where Christ is not, there is still the curse that fell upon Adam and 
his children when he had sinned, so that they all are necessarily 
guilty and subject to sin, death, and hell. Over against this curse, 
the gospel now blesses all the world by publicly announcing, "Who
ever believes in this descendant of Abraham shall be blessed." That 
is, he shall be rid of sin, death, and hell, and shall remain righteous, .. 
alive, and saved forever, as Christ himself says in John 11[:26], 
"Whoever believes in me shall never die." 

Again God made this promise to David in II Samuel 7[:12-14] 
when he said, "I will raise up your son after you, who shall build 

BCE. A Treatise on the Nete Testament, 1520, LW 35, 87-90. 
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a house for my name, and I will establish the throne of his kingdom 
forever. I will be his father, and he shall be my son," etc. This is 
the kingdom of Chri~t, of which the gospel speaks: an everlasting 
kingdom, a kingdom of life, salvation, and righteousness, where all 
those who believe enter in from out of the prison of sin and death. 

There are many more such promises of the gospel in the other 
prophets as well, for example Micah 5[:2], "But you, 0 Bethlehem 
Ephrathah, who are little to be among the clans of Judah, from you 
shall come forth for me one who is to be ruler in Israel"; and again, 
Hosea 13[:14], "I shall ransom them from the power of hell and 
redeem them from death. 0 death, I will be your plague; 0 hell, 
I will be your destruction." 

The gospel, then, is nothing but the preaching about Christ, 
r Son of God and of David, true God an~I!l~ who by his death and 

/ ;;Surrection has o~~=come for us the sin, death:anifhclfOfaIT m.~n 
! ~m. Thus the gospel can be either a brIef or a 
l. le§thy message; one person can write of it briefly, another at length. 

') He wrItes of It at length, wfio writes about many words and works 
,/ of ClirISt, as do the four evange1lsts. He writes of it briefl , hOw

ever;--whO< oes not te 0 ist s works, but indicates briefly how 
by his death and resurrection he has overcome sin, death, and hell 
for those who believe in him, as do St. Peter and St. Paul. 

~ 

See to it, therefore, that you do not make a Moses out of Christ, 
or a book of laws and doctrines out of the gospel, as has been done 
heretofore and as certain prefaces put it, even those of St. Jerome.9 

For the ospel does not expressly demand works of our own b 
\yhich we become ng teous an are save ; in ee It can emns 
such works. Rather the gospel aemands faith in Cfiilst: that h-
overcome for us sin,aeath, and hell, and thus~gives us ri!!ht, 

9 Each of the four gospels had its own preface in Jerome's Vulgate. Luther's con
cern for the "one gospel" kept him from ever writing four such separate prefaces. 
Indeed at the beginning it seems likely that he envisioned but one preface for the 
entire New Testament. WA, DB 6, 537, n. 8, 5; WA, DB 7, xxi. 
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good deeds. To know his works and the things that happened to 
him is not yet to know the true gospel, for you do not yet thereby 
know that he has overcome sin, death, and the devil. So, too, it is 
not yet knowledge of the gospel when you know these doctrines' 
and commandments, but only when the voice comes that says, 
"Christ is your own, with his life, teaching, works, death, resurrec
tion, and all that he is, has, does, and can do." 

'j Thus we see also that he does not compel us but invites us 
/ kindly and says, "Blessed are the poor," etc. [Matt. 5:3]. And the f 
' apostles use the words, "I exhort," "I entreat," "I beg," so that one I 

sees on every hand that the goseel is not a book of law, but really I 
a -1?"§hmg of the benefits of Christ, shown to us and given to .JIS \ 
for our o;npossession, if we believe. But Moses, in his booh, driv§s, \ 
CQriii?~~ikes.....@d rebukes t~~ for he is a l~w- ) 
giver and driver. ~~ , :ac---__ ..---...... 

Hence it comes that to a believer no law is iven b which he 
b_ecomes ~hteous before ~ ,as St. Paul says in I Timothy l[:~J, 
because he is alive and righteous and saved by faith, and he needs 
n~ further except to prove his faith by works. Truly, if fa!,.th 
is, there, he - -aCk;~he -roves hiinself br~ks out into 
good works, confesses and teaches this gospel before the people, 
an~ life on it. Everything that he lives and does is dir~ted 
to h~ghbor' s ~rder to help him-not only to the attain
ment of this grace, but also in body, ro er ,and honor. Seeing 
thatcImSf1laSdone tilis or him, he thus follows C ist s examp e . 
~, 'That is wh~ wnen at the last lie gave no other 
[commandment than love, by which men were to know who were 
~s diSciples [John 13:34-35] and true believers. For where works 

\ land love d not.break forth, there faith is not right~es 
\ I . th 
/~.take ~an ChristJs not rightly nown. See~ at 

, yo~proach the books of the New Testament as to learn to 
read them in TIiis way. -"'-

[Which are the true and noblest books of the New Testament)1o 
[From all this you can now judge all the books and decide 

among them which are the best. John's Gospel and St. Paul's epis-<--
lOSee p, 113, n, 5, 
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.!les, especially that to the Romans, and St. Peter's first e istle are 
e true kernel and marrow of all the 00 s. ey ought properly 

,t;};'~he foremost books, and it woUld Be adVisable' for every chris
t~an to read them first and most,. and by daily reading to make them 
as much his own as his daily bread. For in them you do not find 
~~~~ ;o-r-ks-an-d-mir=a::-:c::i'le::::s:-:::oif IC"1hri::::::'s:':t-:a:r:e:::s:::cr:;i't::b::::e::l'd-, 't::6::urt~y;;;0::-;u~d-:::-01fi~n::-::df""'ae-
picted in masterly' fashion how faith in Christ overcomes sin, death, 
a~dhell,and gives life, righteousness, and salvation. This is the 
~~.natun~~&.ospel, as you have h~ara. 

If I had to do without one or the other-either the works or - . . -the preaching of Christ-I would rather do without the works than 
;ithout his reachin. For the works do not help me, but his words 
give life, as he himself says [John 6:63]. ~ow John writes very I e 

'about the works of Christ, but very much about his preaching, while 
t~ther evangelists write much about his works and little about 
his reachin. TherefQ;"e John's Gospel is the one, fine, true, and 
chief gospel, and is far, far to be preferre over e 0 er ree and 
p~~ above "!h~~pist1es of St. Paul and St. 
Peter far surpass the other three gospels, Matthew, Mark, and Luke. 
~ word St. . r:Q.liIi's Gomel and hIS first-evistle 

epistles, especially7Roma~~al~?J.rls, and \~~sians, and St . 
..peter's first epistle ~e bOOkSthat show you Christ and teach 
IOU all that is necessary and salviifory tor you to know, even if ou 
were never to see or ear any a er 00 or oc ·ne. The~fore 
S~:IIr epistrn of""'straw,ll compared to these 
.~ 

others, for it has nothing a e nature a the gospel about it. But 
more a 

11 On the term "straw" cf. Luther's reference on p. 895 to I Cor. 8: 12. Luther's 
sharp expression may have been in part a reaction against Karlstadt's excessive 
praise of the book of James. Cf. WA, DB 6, 587, n. 10, 6-34, and the literature 
there listed. 
12 See especially the Preface to James in this volume, pp. 895-898. Cf. also Luther's 
negative estimate of the book of James already in his 1520 Babylonian Captivity 
at the Church in LW 36, 118, and in his Resolutiones of 1519 in W A 2, 425. 
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Preface to the Old Testamene 

1545 (1523) 

There are some who have little regard for the Old Testament. They 
think of it as a book that was given to the JeWish people only and is 
now out of date, containing only stories of past times. They think 
they have enough in the New Testament and assert that only a spirit
ual sense2 is to be sought in the Old Testament. Origen,3 Jerome,4 
and many other distinguished people have held this view. But Christ 
says in John 5[ :39], "Search the Scriptures, for it is they that bear 
witness to me." St. Paul bids Timothy attend to the reading of the 
Scriptures [I Tim. 4:13], and in Romans 1[:2J he declares that the 
gospel was promised by God in the Scriptures, while in I Corinthians 
155 he says that in accordance with the Scriptures Christ came of 
the seed of David, died, and was raised from the dead. St. Peter, 
too, points us back, more than once, to the Scriptures. 

They do this in order to teach us that the Scriptures of the Old 

1 Luther finished translating the five books of Moses by the middle of December, 
1522. They were published as a group by Melchior Lotther in Wittenberg by 
early summer, 1523, and revised six times by 1528. In contradistinction to the 
New Testament, the Psalter, Jesus Sirach, and the Books of Solomon, the 
Pentateuch was never published in separate edition after its incorporation into 
the complete Bible of 1534 (W A, DB 8, xix-xxi). This preface, composed after 
completion of the translation of the Pentateuch and first published with the 
Pentateuch in 1523, was retained almost intact in the 1534 and later versions of 
the complete Bible. It has reference, of course, primarily to the first five books of 
the Old Testament (WA, DB 8, xli). Our translation is based on the 1545 text 
as given in \V A, DB 8, 11-31. See pp. 227-232 for the general introduction to all 
of Luther's biblical prefaces. 
2 Geistliche sinn. The allegorical sense of Scripture was differentiated from its 
literal sense and its moral sense by the early exegetes. 
3 Origen (ca. 185-ca. 254) at Alexandria was the principal exponent of allegori
cal exegesis. 
4 Jerome (ca. 342-420) sought to combine the literal and the allegorical methods 
of interpretation, giving somewhat greater emphasis to the former than to the 
latter. 
5 I Cor. 15:3-4; cf. Rom. 1:3 and II Tim. 2:8. 
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Testament are not to be despised, but diligently read. For they 
themselves base the New Testament upon them mightily, proving 
it by the Old Testament and appealing to it, as St. Luke also writes 
in Acts 17[: 11], saying that they at Thessalonica examined the 
Scriptures daily to see if these things were so that Paul was teaching. 
The ground and proof of the New Testament is surely not to be 
despised, and therefore the Old Testament is to be highly regarded. 
And what is the New Testament but a public preaching and procla
mation of Christ, set forth through the sayings of the Old Testa
ment and fulfilled through Christi' 

In order that those who are not more familiar with it may have 
instruction and guidance for reading the Old Testament with profit, 
I have prepared this preface to the best of the ability God has given 
me. I beg and really caution every pious Christian not to be of
fended by the simplicity of the language and stories frequently en
countered there, but fully realize that, however simple they may 
seem, these are the very words, works, judgments, and deeds of the 
majesty, power, and wisdom of the most high God. For these are 
the Scriptures which make fools of all the wise and understanding, 
and are open only to the small and simple, as Christ says in Matthew 
11 [ : 25]. Therefore dism iss your own opinions and feelings, and 
think of the Scriptures as the loftiest and noblest of holy things, as 
the richest of mines which can never be sufficiently explored, in 
order that you may find that divine wisdom which God here lays 
before you in such simple guise as to quench all pride. Here you 
will find the swaddiing cloths and the manger in which Christ lies, 
and to which the angel points the shepherds [Luke 2:12]. Simple 
and lowly are these swaddling cloths, but dear is the treasure, Christ, 
who lies in them. 

Know, then, that the Old Testament is a book of laws, which 
teaches what men are to do and not to do-and in addition gives 
examples and stories of how these laws are kept or broken-just as 
the New Testament is gospel or book of grace,G and teaches where 
one is to get the power to fulfil the law. Now in the New Testament 
there are also given, along \'/ith the teaching about grace, many 
other teachings that are laws and commandments for the control of 
the flesh-since in this life the Spirit is not perfected and grace alone 

6Cf. p. 113. 
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cannot rule. Similarly in the Old Testament too there are, beside 
the laws, certain promises and words of grace, by which the holy 
fathers and prophets under the law were kept, like us, in the faith 
of Christ. Nevertheless just as the chief teaching of the New Testa
ment is really the proclamation of grace and peace through the for
giveness of sins in Christ, so the chief teaching of the Old Testament 
is really the teaching of laws, the showing up of sin, and the de
manding of good. You should expect this in the Old Testament. 

We come first to the books of l\foses. In his first book [Genesis] 
Moses teaches how all creatures were created, and (as the chief 
cause for his writing) whence sin and death came, namely by 
Adam's fall, through the devil's wickedness. But immediately there
after, before the coming of the law of ~1oses, he teaches whence 
help is to come for the driving out of sin and death, namely, not by 
the law or men's own works (since there was no law as yet), but 
by "the seed of the woman," Christ, promised to Adam and Abra
ham, in order that throughout the Scriptures from the beginning 
faith may be praised above all works and laws and m<;rits. Genesis,7 
therefore, is made up almost entirely of illustrations of faith and 
unbelief, and of the fruits that faith and unbelief bear. It is an ex
ceedingly evangelical book. 

Afterward, in the second book [Exodus], when the world was 
now full and sunk in blindness so that men scarcely knew any longer 
what sin was or where death came from, God brings Moses forward 
with the law and selects a special people, in order to enlighten the 
world again through them, and by the law to reveal sin anew. He 
therefore organizes this people with all kinds of laws and separates 
it from all other peoples. He has them build a tent, and beginS a 
form of worship. He appoints princes and officials, and provides his 
people splendidly with both laws and men, to rule them both in the 
body before the world and in the spirit before God. 

The special topic of the third book [Leviticus] is the appoint
ment of the priesthood, with the statutes and laws according to 
which the priests are to act and to teach the people. There we see 
that a priestly office is instituted only because of sin, to disclose sin 
to the people and to make atonement before God, so that its entire 

7Cf. p. 135, n. 1. 
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function is to deal with sin and sinners. For this reason too no 
temporal wealth is given to the priests; neither are they commanded 
or permitted to rule men's bodies. Rather the only work assigned to 
them is to care for the people who are in sin. 

In the fourth book [Numbers], after the laws have been given, 
the princes and priests instituted, the tent and form of worship set 
up, and everything that pertains to the people of God made ready, 
then the whole thing begins to function; a test is made as to how 
well the arrangement operates and how satisfactory it is. This is why 
this very book says so much about the disobedience of the people 
and the plagues that came upon them. And some of the laws are 
explained and the number of the laws increased. Indeed this is the 
way it always goes; laws are quickly given, but when they are to go 
into effect and become operative, they meet with nothing but hin
drance; nothing goes as the law demands. This book is a notable 
example of how vacuous it is to make people righteous with laws; 
rather, as St. Paul says, laws cause only sin and wrath.s 

In the fifth book [Deuteronomy], after the people have been 
punished because of their disobedience, and God has enticed them 
a little with grace, in order that by his kindness in giving them the 
two kingdoms9 they might be moved to keep his law gladly ,mel 
willingly, then Moses repeats the whole law. He repeats the story of 
all that has happened to the people (except for that which concerns 
the priesthood) and explains anew everything that belongs either to 
the bodily or to the spiritual governing of a people. Thus Moses, as 
a perfect lawgiver, fulfilled all the duties of his office.10 He not only 
gave the law, but was there when men were to fulfil it. When things 
went wrong, he explained the law and re-established it. Yet this 
explanation in the fifth book really contains nothing else than faith 
toward God and love toward one's neighbor, for all God's laws come 

SCf. Rom. 5:20; 7:7-9; 4:15. 
gCf. p. 138 and A Neu: Preface to the Prophet Ezekiel, 1545. LW 35, 289-290. 
10 Throughout this preface with but two exceptions we have rendered the Ger
man word Amt by its elosest English equivalent, "office." \Ve have done so for 
the sake of preserving the continuity in Luther's discussion of the law, even 
though Amt in various contexts is really susceptible of numerous more felicitous 
English renderings which mayor may not be implied in the term "office," such 
as work, ministry, function, and even dispensation (the RSV term in II Cor. 3:7, 
which we have retained on p. 242). Cf. the use of the same tenn on p. 348, I. 19, 
in connection with the gospel as well as the law. 
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to that. Therefore, down to the twentieth chapter, Moses, in his 
explanation of the law, guards against everything that might destroy 
faith in God; and from there to the end of the book he guards against 
everything that hinders love. 

It is to be observed in the £rst place that Moses prOVides so 
exactly for the organization of the people under laws as to leave 
human reason no room to choose a single work of its own or to invent 
its own form of worship. For Moses not only teaches fear, love, and 
trust toward God, but he also provides so many ways of outward 
worship-sacrilices, thanksgivings, fasts, morti£cations, and the like 
-that no one needs to choose anything else. Besides he gives instruc
tions for planting and tilling, marrying and £ghting, governing chil
dren, servants, and households, buying and selling, borrowing and 
repaying, and for everything that is to be done both outwardly and 
inwardly. He goes so far that some of the prescriptions are to be 
regarded as foolish and useless. 

Why, my friend, does God do that? In the end, because he has 
taken this people to be his own and has willed to be their God. For 
this reason he would so rule them that all their doings may surely 
be right in his eyes. For if anyone does anything for which God's 
word has not £rst given warrant, it counts for nothing before God 
and is labor lost. For in Deuteronomy 4[:2J and 12[:32] he forbids 
any addition to his laws; and in 12[:8] he says that they shall not 
do merely whatever is right in their own eyes. The Psalter, too, and 
all the prophets lament that the people are simply doing good works 
that they themselves have chosen to do and that were not com
manded by God. He cannot and will not permit those who are his 
to undertake anything that he has not commanded, no matter how 
good it may be. For obedience, which depends on God's word, is of 
all works the noblest and best. 

Since this life, however, cannot be without external forms of 
worship, God put before them all these forms and included them in 
his commandment in order that if they must or would do God any 
outward service, they might take one of these and not one they 
themselves had invented. They could then be doubly sure that their 
work was being done in obedience to God and his word. So they are 
prevented on every hand from following their own reason and free 
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will in doing good and living aright. Room, place, time, person, 
work, and form are all more than adequately determined and pre
scribed, so that the people cannot complain and need not follow 
simply the example of alien worship. 

In the second place it should be noted that the laws are of three 
kinds. Some speak only of temporal things, as do our imperial laws. 
These are established by God chieRy because of the wicked, that they 
may not do worse things. Such laws are for prevention rather than 
for instruction,11 as when Moses commands that a wife be dismissed 
with a bill of divorce [Deut. 24:1J or that a husband can get rid of 
his wife with a "cereal offering of jealousy" [Num. 5:11-31J and 
take other wives besides. All these are temporal laws. There are 
some, however, that teach about the external worship of God, as has 
already been mentioned. 

Over and above these two are the laws about faith and love. 
All other laws must and ought to be measured by faith and love. 
That is to say, the other laws are to be kept where their observance 
does not conRict with faith and love; but where they conRict with 
faith and love, they should be done away entirely. For this reason 
we read that David did not kill the murderer Joab [I Kings 2:5-6J, 
even though he had twice deserved death [II Sam. 3:27; 20:1O}. 
And in II Samuel 14[:11)12 David promises the woman of Tekoa 
that her son shall not die for having slain his brother. Nor did David 
kill Absalom [II Sam. 14:21-24J. Moreover David himself ate of the 
holy bread of the priests, I Samuel 21[:6]. And Tamar thought the 
king might give her in marriage to her stepbrother, Amnon [II Sam. 
13:13]. From these and similar incidents one sees piainly that the 
kings, priests, and heads of the people often transgressed the laws 
boldly, at the demand of faith and love. Therefore faith and love 
are always to be mistresses of the law and to have all laws in their 
power. For since all laws aim at faith and love, none of them can be 
valid, or be a law, if it conRicts with faith or love. 

Even to the present day, the Jews are greatly in error when 
they hold so strictly and stubbornly to certain laws of Moses. They 

11 Nur '-Veltrgesetz, meltr denn Leregesetz. 
12 Where Luther cites correctly the Vulgate, in which the four books of I and II 
Samuel and I and II Kings were numbered as I, II, III, and IV Kings, we have 
given the corresponding RSV reference. 
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would rather let love and peace be destroyed than eat and drink 
with us, or do t.hings of that kind. They do not properly regard the 
intention of the law; but to understand this is essential for all who 
live under laws, not for the Jews alone. Christ also says so in Mat
thew 12,13 that one might break the sabbath if an ox had fallen into 
a pit, and might rescue it. Now that was only a temporal necessity 
and injury. How much more ought one boldly to break all kinds of 
laws when bodily necessity demands it, provided that nothing is 
done against faith and love. Christ says that David did this very 
thing when he ate the holy bread, Mark 3[2:25-26]. 

But why does Moses mix up his laws in such a disordered way? 
Why does he not put the temporal laws together in one group and 
the spiritual laws in another and the laws of faith and love in still 
another? Moreover he sometimes repeats a law so often and reiter
ates the same words so many times that it becomes tedious to read 
it or listen to. it. The answer is that Moses writes as the sihlation 
demands, so that his book is a picture and illustration of governing 
and of living. For this is the way it happens in a dynamic situation: 
now this work has to be done and now that. No man can so arrange 
his life (if he is to act in a godly way) that on this day he uses only 
spiritual laws and on that day only temporal. Rather God governs all 
the laws mixed together-like the stars in the heavens and the 
flowers in the fields-in such a way that at every hour a man must 
be ready for anything, and do whatever the situation requires. In like 
manner the writing of Moses represents a heterogeneous mixture. 

That Moses is so insistent and often repeats the same thing 
shows also the nature of his office. For one who is to rule a people
with-laws [Gesetzuolck] must constantly admonish, constantly drive, 
and knock himself out struggling with the people as [he would] 
with asses. For no work of law is done gladly and willingly; it is all 
forced and compelled. Now since Moses is a lawgiver, he has to 
show by his insistence that the work of the law is a forced work. He 
has to wear the people down, until this insistence makes them not 
only recognize their illness and their dislike for God's law, but also 
long for grace,14 as we shall show. 

13 Matt. 12:11; cf. Luke 14:5. 
H Cf. Luther's Brief Explanation of the Tell Commandments, The Creed, and 
The Lord's Prayer. PE 2, 354-355. 
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In the third place the true intention of Moses is through the 
law to reveal sin and put to shame all presumption as to human 
ability. For this reason St. Paul, in Galatians 2[: 17], calls Moses "an 
agent of sin," and his office "a dispensation of death," II Corinthians 
3 [ : 7]. In Romans 3 [ : 20] and 7 [ : 7] he says, "Through the law 
comes nothing more than knowledge of sin"; and in Romans 3[:20], 
"By works of the law no one becomes righteous before God." For by 
the law Moses can do no more than tell what men ought to do and 
not do. However he does not prOvide the strength and ability for 
such doing and not dOing, and thus lets us stick in sin. When we 
then stick in sin, death presses instantly UpOT' us as vengeance and 
punishment for sin. For this reason St. Paul calls sin "the sting of 
death" [I Cor. 15:56], because it is by sin that death has all its right 
and power over us. But if there were no law, there would be no 
sin.15 Therefore it is all the fault of Moses, who by the law precipi
tates and stirs up sin; and then upon sin death follows with a ven
geance. Rightly, then, does St. Paul call the office of Moses a dis
pensation of sin and death [II Cor. 3:7], for by his lawgiving he 
brings UpOI' us nothing but sin and death. 

Nevertheless this office of sin and death is good and very neces
sary. For where there is no law of God, there all human reason is so 
blind that it cannot recognize sin. For human reason does not know 
that unbelief and despair of God is sin. Indeed it knows nothing 
about man's duty to believe and trust in God. Hardened in its blind
ness, it goes its way and never feels this sin at all. Meanwhile it does 
some works that would otherwise be good, and it leads an outwardly 
respectable life. Then it thinks it stands well and the matter has been 
satisfactorily handled; we see this in the heathen and the hypocrites, 
when their life is at its best. Besides reason does not know either 
that the evil inclination of the flesh, and hatred of enemies, is sin. 
Because it observes and feels that all men are so inclined, it holds 
rather that these things are natural and right, and thinks it is enough 
merely to guard against the outward acts. So it goes its way, regard
ing its illness as strength, its sin as virtue, its evil as good; and never 
getting anywhere. 

See, then! Moses' office is essential for driving away this blind
ness and hardened presumption. Now he cannot drive them away 

15 Cf. Rom. 4: 15. 
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unless he reveals them and makes them known. He does this by the 
law, when he teaches that men ought to fear, trust, believe, and love 
God; and that, besides, they ought to have or bear no evil desire or 
hatred for any man. When human nature, then, catches on to this, 
it must be frightened, for it certainly finds neither trust nor faith, 
neither fear nor love to God, and neither love nor purity toward one's 
neighbor. Human nature finds rather only unbelief, doubt, contempt, 
and hatred to God; and toward one's neighbor only evil will and evil 
desire. But when human nature finds these things, then death is 
instantly before its eyes, ready to devour such a sinner and to swal
low him up in hell. 

See, this is what it means for sin to bring death upon us and 
kW us. This is what it means for the law to stir up sin and set it be
fore our eyes, driving all our presumption into despondency and 
trembling and despair, so that a man can do no more than cry with 
the prophets, "1 am rejected by God," or, as we say in German, "The 
devil has me; I can never be saved." This is to be really cast into hell. 
This is what St. Paul means by those short words in 1 Corinthians 
15[ :56J, "The sting of death is sin, and the power of sin is the law." 
It is as if he were saying, "Death stings and slays us because of the 
sin that is found in us, guilty of death; sin, however, is found in us 
and gives us so mightily to death because of the law which reveals 
sin to us and teaches us to recognize it, where before we did not 
know it and felt secure." 

Notice with what power Moses conducts and performs this 
office of his. For in order to put human nature to the utmost shame, 
he not only gives laws like the Ten Commandments that speak of 
natural and true sins, but he also makes sins of things that are in 
their nature not sins. Moses thus forces and presses sins upon them 
in heaps. For unbelief and evil desire are in their nature sins, and 
worthy of death. But to eat leavened bread at the Passover [Exodus 
12-13J and to eat an undean animal [Leviticus II, Deuteronomy 14J 
or make a mark on the body [Lev. 19:28, Deut. 14:1], and an those 
things that the Levitical priesthood deals with as sin-these are not 
in their nature sinful and evil. Rather they became sins only because 
they are forbidden by the law. This law can be done away. The Ten 
Commandments, however, cannot be done away, for here there 
really is sin, even if there were no commandments, Or if they were 

-126-

Preface to the Old Testament 

not known-just as the unbelief of the heathen is sin, even though 
they do not know or think that it is sin. 

Therefore we see that these many laws of Moses were given not 
only to prevent anyone from chOOSing ways of his own for doing 
good and living aright, as was said above,16 but rather that sins 
might simply become numerous and be heaped up beyond measure. 
The purpose was to burden the conscience so that the hardened 
blindness would have to recognize itself, and feel its own inability 
and nothingness in the achieving of good. Such blindness must be 
thus compelled and forced by the law to seek something beyond the 
law and its own ability, namely, the grace of God promised in the 
Christ who was to come. Every law of God is good and right (Rom. 
7:7-16], even if it only bids men to carry dung or to gather straw. 
Accordingly, whoever does not keep this good law-or keeps it un
willingly-cannot be righteous or good in his heart. But human na
ture cannot keep it otherwise than unwillingly. It must therefore, 
through this good law of God, recognize and feel its wickedness, 
and sigh and long for the aid of divine grace in Christ. 

For this reason then, when Christ comes the l8w ceases, espe
cially the Levitical law which, as has been said, makes sins of things 
that in their nature are not sins. The Ten Commandments also cease, 
not in the sense that they are no longer to be kept or fulfilled, but 
in the sense that the office of Moses in them ceases; it no longer 
increases sin [Rom. 5:20] by the Ten Commandments, and sin is 
no longer the sting of death [I Cor. 15 :56J. For through Christ sin 
is forgiven, God is reconciled, and man's heart has begun to feel 
kindly toward the lawP The office of Moses can no longer rebuke 
the heart and make it to be sin for not having kept the command
ments and for being guilty of death, as it did prior to grace, before 
Christ came. 

St. Paul teaches this in II Corinthians 3[:7-14J, where he says 
that the splendor in the face of Moses is taken away, because of the 
glory in the face of Jesus Christ. That is, the office of Moses, which 
makes us to be sin and shame with the glare of the knowledge of 

l6Cf. pp. 122-123. 
17 Separate editions of the Pentateuch prior to the 1534 complete Bible here 
read, "For through the grace of Christ the heart has now become good, loving 
the law and satisfying it." WA, DB 8, 24, n. 25126. 
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our wickedness and nothingness, no longer causes us pain and no 
longer terrifies us with death. For we now have the glory in the face 
of Christ [II Cor. 4:6]. This is the office of grace, whereby we know 
Christ, by whose righteousness, life, and strength we fulfil the law 
and overcome death and hell. Thus it was that the three apostles 
who saw Moses and Elijah on Mount Tabor were not afraid of them, 
because of the tender glory in the face of Christ [Luke 9:32]. Yet 
in Exodus 34[ :29-35], where Christ was not present, the children 
of Israel could not endure the splendor and brightness in the face 
of Moses, so that he had to put a veil over it. 

For the law has three kinds of pupils. The first are those who 
hear the law and despise it, and who lead an impious life without 
fear. To these the law does not come. They are represented by the 
calf worshipers in the wilderness, on whose account Moses broke 
the tables of the law [Exod. 32:19]. To them he did not bring the 
law. 

The second kind are those who attempt to fulfil the law by 
their own power, without grace. They are represented by the people 
who could not look at the face of Moses when he brought the tables 
of the law a second time [Exod. ,'34:34-35]. The law comes to them 
but they cannot endure it, They therefore put a veil over it and lead 
a life of hypocrisy, doing outward works of the law. Yet the law 
makes it all to be sin where the veil is taken off. For the law shows 
that our ability counts for nothing without Christ's grace. 

The third kind of pupils are those who see Moses clearly, with
out a veil. These are they who understand the intention of the law 
and how it demands impossible things. There sin comes to power, 
there death is mighty, there Goliath's spear is like a weaver's beam 
and its point18 weighs six hundred shekels of brass, so that all the 
children of Israel flee before him unless the one and only David
Christ our Lord-saves us from all this [I Sam. 17:7, 24, 32]. For 
if Christ's glory did not come alongside this splendor of Moses, no 
one could bear the brightness of the law, the terror of sin and death. 
These pupils fall away from all works and presumption and learn 
from the law nothing else except to recognize sin and to yearn for 

18 Stachel, meaning a sharp point such as the head of a spear, has additional 
overtones in this context, for it was also the word Luther had used in I Cor. 
15:56 to speak of the "sting"of death (d. p. 243). WA, DB 7, 134. 

-128-

Preface to the Old Testament 

Christ. This is the true office of Moses and the very nature of the law. 
So Moses himself has told us that his office and teaching should 

endure until Christ, and then cease, when he says in Deuteronomy 
18[:15-19], ''The Lord your God will raise up for you a prophet 
like me from among your brethren-him shall you heed," etc. This 
is the noblest saying in all of Moses, indeed the very heart of it all. 
The apostles appealed to it and made great use of it to strengthen 
the gospel and to abolish the law [Acts 3:22; 7:37]. All the prophets, 
as well, drew heavily upon it. For since God here promises another 
Moses whom they are to hear, it follows of necessity that this other 
one would teach something different from Moses; and Moses gives 
up his power and yields to him, so that men will listen to him. This 
[coming] prophet cannot, then, teach the law, for Moses has done 
that to perfection; for the law's sake there would be no need to 
raise up another prophet. Therefore this word was surely spoken 
concerning Christ and the teaching of grace. 

For this reason also, St. Paul calls the law of Moses "the old 
testament" [II Cor. 3: 14], and Christ does the same when he insti
tutes "the new testament" [I Cor. 11:25].19 It is a testament because 
in it God promised and bequeathed to the people of Israel the land 
of Canaan, if they would keep it. He gave it to them too, and it was 
confirmed by the death and blood of sheep and goats. But since 
this testament did not stand upon God's grace, but upon men's 
works, it had to become obsolete and cease, and the promised land 
had to be lost again-because the law cannot be fulfilled by works. 
And another testament had to come which would not become ob
solete, which would not stand upon our deeds either, but upon God's 
words and works, so that it might endure for ever. Therefore it is 
confirmed by the death and blood of an eternal Person, and an 
eternal land is promised and given.20 

Let this be enough about the books and office of Moses. What, 
then, are the other books, the prophets and the histories? I answer: 
They are nothing else than what Moses is. For they all propagate 
the office of Moses; they guard against the false prophets, that they 

19 Cf. Reb. 8: 13: "In speaking of a new covenant he treats the first as obsolete." 
In Luther's Bible, as in the Vulgate, the adjective "new" appeared also in the 
synoptic accounts of the Last Supper, Matt. 26:28, Mark 14:24, and Luke 22:20. 
20 Cf. Reb. 9: 11-12. 
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may not lead the people to works, but allow them to remain in the 
true office of Moses, the knowledge of the law. They hold fast to 
this purpose of keeping the people conscious of their own impotence 
through a right understanding of the law, and thus driving them to 
Christ, as ~foses does. For this reason they also explicate further 
what Moses says of Christ, and furnish two kinds of examples, of 
those who have Moses right and of those who do not, and also of 
the punishments and rewards that come to both. Thus the prophets 
are nothing else than administrators21 and witnesses of Moses and 
his office, bringing everyone to Christ through the law. 

In conclusion I ought also to indicate the spiritual meaning22 
presented to us by the Levitical law and priesthood of Moses. But 
there is too much of this to write; it requires space and time and 
should be expounded with the living voice. For Moses is, indeed, 
a well of all wisdom and understanding, out of which has sprung 
all that the prophets knew and said. Moreover even the New Testa
ment flows out of it and is grounded in it, as we have heard23 It is 
my duty, however, to give at least some little clue24 to those who 
have the grace and understanding to pursue the matter further. 

If you would interpret well and confidently, set Christ before 
you, for he is the man to whom it all applies, every bit of it. Make 
the high priest Aaron, then, to be nobody but Christ alone, as does 
the Epistle to the Hebrews [5:4-5], which is sufficient, all by itself, 
to interpret all the figures of Moses. Likewise, as the same epistle 
announces [Hebrews 9-10], it is certain that Christ himself is the 
sacrifice-indeed even the altar [Heb. 13:10]-who sacrificed him
self with his own blood. Now whereas the sacrifice performed by 
the Levitical high priest took away only the artificial sins,25 which 
in their nature were not sins, so our high priest, Christ, by his own 
sacrifice and blood, has taken away the true sin, that which in its 
very nature is sin. He has gone in once for all through the curtain 
to God to make atonement for us [Heb. 9:12]. Thus you should 

21 Handhaber has the sense of uphold, support, or defend as well as of perform 
or execute. WA, DB 8, 29, n. 22; d. Grimm, Deutsches Worterbuch, IV, 
393-396. 
22 Geistliche Deutung; cf. p. 235, n. 2. 
23Cf. . U8. 
24GriJjlin means a trick, device, or stratagem. Grimm, Deutsches Worterbuch, 
IV, 312; cf. WA, DB 8, 29, n. 30. 
"'Die gemachten sunde. See 126-127. 
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apply to Christ personally, and to no one else, all that is written 
about the high priest. 

The high priest's sons, however, who are engaged in the daily 
sacrifice, you should interpret to mean ourselves. Here on earth, in 
the body, we Christians live in the presence of our father Christ, 
who is sitting in heaven; we have not yet passed through to him 
except spiritually, by faith. Their office of slaughter and sacrifice 
signifies nothing else than the preaching of the gospel, by which the 
old man is slain and offered to God, burned and consumed by the 
fire of love, in the Holy Spirit. This sacrifice smells really good be
fore God; that is, it produces a conscience that is good, pure, and 
secure before God. This is the interpretation that St. Paul makes in 
Romans 12[:1] when he teaches that we are to offer our bodies to 
God as a living, holy, and acceptable sacrifice. This is what we do 
(as has been said) by the constant exercise of the gospel both in 
preaching and in believing. 

Let this suffice for the present as a brief suggestion for seeking 
Christ and the gospel in the Old Testament.26 

Whoever reads this Bible should also know that I have been 
careful to write the name of God which the Jews call "Tetragram
maton"27 in capital letters thus, LORD [HERR], and the other 
name which they call Adonai28 only half in capital letters thus, LOrd 
[HErr].29 For among all the names of God, these two alone are 

26 In editions of the complete Bible from 1534 on, the preface ended at this 
point. The paragraphs which follow were found only in the earlier editions. 
21 Tetragrammaton, literally "four letters," is the technical term for the four
consonant Hebrew word for the name God, which is now commonly thought to 
be represented in English by the word "Yahweh." When the Hebrews came to 
this name in speaking or reading they avoided uttering it because of its sacred 
character, pronouncing instead the word Adonai (Lord) unless (as at Gen. 
15: 2) it immediately followed the word "Adonai" in the text, in which case 
"Elohim" (God) was read. In written Hebrew texts the vowel-paints of Adonai 
were given to the consonants of the Tetragrammaton with the resultant render
ing in English, "Jehovah." 
28 Adonai literally means "my lord," but by usage it was in effect a proper name. 
29 While the Hebrew YHWH always had reference to God alone, ADN could 
mean either the divine Lord, or a lord or ruler who was not divine. Luther dis
tinguished clearly between the two words by rendering HERR for YHWH and 
either HErr or herr for ADN (cf. LW 12, 99-101 and LW 13, 230). The distinc
tion between the divine and human within ADN, however, was not consistently 
maintained in translation by the use of HErr and herr (cf. W A, DB 6, 538-539, 
note on Matt. 1:20). Cf. Luther's HERR-HERR in Jer. 23:5-6 with the RSV 
LORD-LORD, Luther's HERR-herr in Gen. 24:12 witll the RSV LORD-master, 
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applied in the Scriptures to the real, true God; while the others 
are often ascribed to angels and saints. I have done this in order 
that readers can thereby draw the stFong conclusion that Christ is 
true God. For Jeremiah 23[ :6] calls him LORD, saying, "He will 
be called: 'The LORD, our righteousness.''' The same thing is to 
be found in other passages. Herewith I commend all my readers 
to Christ and ask that they help me get from God the power to carry 
this work through to a profitable end. For I freely admit that I have 
undertaken too much, especially in trying to put the Old Testament 
into German.30 The Hebrew language, sad to say, has gone down 
so far that even the Jews know little enough about it, and their 
glosses and interpretations (which I have tested31 ) are not to be 
relied upon. I think that if the Bible is to come up again, we Chris
tians are the ones who must do the work, for we have the under
standing of Christ without which even the knowledge of the lan
guage is nothing. Because they were without it, the translators of 
old, even Jerome,32 wade mistakes in many passages. Though I 
cannot boast of having achieved perfection, nevertheless, I venture 
to say that this German Bible is clearer and more accurate at many 
paints than the Latin. So it is true that if the printers do not, as 
usual, spoil it with their carelessness, the German language cer
tainly has here a better Bible than the Latin language-and the read
ers will bear me out in this. 

And now, of course, the mud will stick to the wheel,33 and there 
will be no one so stupid that he will not try to be my master in this 
work, and criticize me here and there. Let them go to it. I figured 
from the very beginning that I would find ten thousand to criticize 
my work before I found one who would accomplish one-twentieth 

and Luther's HERR-HErr in Ps. 110:1 (1545 version only, the earlier versions 
being both HERR-HERR and HERR-herr, WA, DB lOr, 476-477) with the 
RSV LORD-lord. In Luther's Matt. 22:44 rendering of the first "Lom" of the 
Psalm quotation he went from Gatt in 1522 through Herr and HErr to HERR 
in 1539 and later editions (W A, DB 6, 100, note). See Gen. 15:2, 8 where 
Luther translates ADN YHWH as HErr HERR (WA, DB 8, 73). Cf. also WA, 
DB lon, xxiii, n. 26. 
30 Cf. Luther's statement, "It was necessary for me to undertake the translation 
of the Bible, otherwise I would have died under the mistaken impression that I 
was a learned man." WA lOII, 60, II. 13-15; d. also W A, Br 2, 423, 11. 48-50. 
3lCf. Luther!; Defense of the Translation of the Psalms, 1531. LW 35, 209-223. 
32Cf. p. 104, n. 1. 
33Cf. Wander (ed.), Sprichworter-Lexikon, II, 1556, "Koth," Nos. 4 and 16. 
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of what I have done. I, too, would like to be very learned and give 
brilliant proof of what I know by criticizing St. Jerome's Latin 
Bible; but he in tum could also defy me to do what he has done. 
Now if anyone is so much more learned than I, let him undertake 
to translate the whole Bible into German, and then tell me what he 
can do.34 If he does it better, why should he not be preferred to me? 
I thought I was well educated-and I know that by the grace of God 
I am more learned than all the sophists in the universities-but now 
I see that I cannot handle even my own native German tongue. Nor 
have I read, up to this time, a book or letter which contained the 
right kind of German. Besides no one pays any attention to speak
ing real German. This is especially true of the people in the chan
celleries, as well as those patchwork preachers and wretched 
writers.35 They think they have the right to change the German 
language and to invent new words for us every day, such as behert
zigen,36 behendigen,37 ersprieslich,38 erschieslich,39 and the like. Yes, 
my dear fellow, there are [and this is] also bethoret and ernarret.40 

In a word, if all of us were to work together, we would have 
plenty to do in bringing the Bible to light, one working with the 
meaning, the other with the language. For I too have not worked 
at this alone,41 but have used the services of anyone whom I could 

34Cf. On Translating: an Open Letter, 1530. LW 35, 183-184 and 221-223. 
35 Lumpen prediger und puppen schreyber. 
3G Deriving largely from Swabian origin, the term had been used frequently by 
Emser. Friedrich Kluge, Etymologisches Worterbuch der deutschen Sprache 
(17th ed.; Berlin: de Gruyter, 1957), p. 61. 
37 In a letter from Luther and Karlstadt to Duke Frederick of Saxony dated 
August 18, 1519, Luther-or perhaps his co-author-had himself used the term 
Behendigkeit. WA Br 1, 477, 1. 410. The use of behendigen is documented as 
early as 1484 in Wetterau. Moritz Heyne, Deutsches Worterbuch (3 vols.; 
Leipzig: Hirzel, 1890-1895), I, 324. 
3S Meaning originally to spring forth or sprout, erspriessen early came to be used 
in New High German in the sense of "be useful, profitable, advantageous." The 
adjective too was given this derived meaning from about the beginning of the 
sixteenth century. Kluge, op. cit., p. 173. 
39 Luther apparently was unaware that the intransitive verb erschiessen was 
used rather extensively in a sense synonymous with that of erspriessen. Grimm, 
Deutsches Worterbuch, III, 962. 
40 BethOren means to make a fool of, in the sense of infatuate, seduce, or deceive. 
Ernarren means to play the fool, in the sense of be silly, astonish, or amaze. The 
construction of Luther's sentence conveys a double meaning: not only that these 
words too are recent innovations, but also that all such innovating is sheer folly. 
4lSee the Introduction, LW 35, 229. 
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get. Therefore I ask everyone to desist from abuse and leave the 
poor people undisturbed, and help me, if he can. If he will not do 
that, let him take up the Bible himself and make a translation of 
his own. Those who do nothing but abuse and bite and claw are 
actually not honest and upright enough to really want a pure Bible, 
since they know that they cannot produce it. They would prefer to 
be Master Know-it-aIl42 in a field not their own, though in their 
own field they have never even been pupils. 

May God bring to completion his work that he began [Phil. 
1:6]. Amen. 

-134-

10. 

HOW CHRISTIANS SHOULD 

REGARD MOSES 

Dear friends, you have often heard that there has never been a 
public sermon from heaven except twice. Apart from them God 
has spok~n many times through and with men on earth, as in the 
case of the holy patriarchs Adam, Noah, Abraham, Isaac, Jacob, and 
others, down to Moses. But in none of these cases did he speak with 
such glorious splendor, visible reality, or public cry and exclamation 
as he did on those two occasions. Rather God illuminated their heart 
within and spoke through their mouth, as Luke indicates in the first 
chapter of his gospel where he says, "As he spoke by the mouth of 
his holy prophets from of old" [Luke 1:70]. 

Now the first sermon is in Exodus1 19 and 20; by it God caused 
himself to be heard from heaven with great splendor and might. 
For the people of Israel heard the trumpets and the voice of God 
himself. 

In the second place God delivered a public sermon through the 
Holy Spirit on Pentecost [Acts 2:2-4]. On that occasion the Holy 
Spirit came with great splendor and visible impressiveness, such that 
there came from heaven the sudden rushing of a mighty wind, 
and it filled the entire house where the apostles were sitting. And 
there appeared to them tongues as of fire, distributed and resting on 
each of them. And they were all filled with the Holy Spirit and 
began to preach and speak in other tongues. This happened with 
great spendor and gloriOUS might, so that thereafter the apostles 
preached so powerfully that the sermons which we hear in the world 
today are hardly a shadow compared to theirs, so far as the visible 
splendor and substance of their sermons is concerned. For the 
apostles spoke in all sorts of languages, performed great miracles, 
etc. Yet through our preachers today the Holy Spirit does not cause 

'Where Luther refers to a specific book of the Pentateuch by number (e.g., 
"The Second Book of Moses") we have given the corresponding English title. 
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himself to be either heard or seen; nothing is coming down openly 
from heaven. This is why I have said that there are only two such 
special and public sermons which have been seen and heard from 
heaven. To be sure, God spoke also to Christ from heaven, when he 
was baptized in the Jordan [Matt. 3:17], and [at the Transfigura
tion] on Mount Tabor [Matt. 17:5]. However none of this took 
place in the presence of the general public. 

God wanted to send that second sermon into the world, for it 
~ad earlier been announced by the mouth and in the books of the 
holy prophets. He will no longer speak that way publicly through 
sermons. Instead, in the third place, he will come in person with 
divine glory, so that all creatures will tremble and quake before 
him [Luke 21:25-27]; and then he will no longer preach to them, 
but they will see and handle him himself [Luke 24:39]. 

Now the first sermon, and doctrine, is the law of God. The sec
ond is the gospel. These two sermons are not the same. Therefore 
we must have a good grasp of the matter in order to know how to 
differentiate between them. We must know what the law is, and 
what the gospel is. The law commands and requires us to do certain 
things. The law is thus directed solely to our behavior and consists 
in making requirements. For God speaks through the law, saying, 
"Do this, avoid that, this is what I expect of you." The gospel, how
ever, does not preach what we are to do or to avoid. It sets up no 
requirements but reverses the approach of the law, does the very 
opposite, and says, "This is what God has done for you; he has let 
his Son be made flesh for you, has let him be put to death for your 
sake." So, then, there are two kinds of doctrine and two kinds of 
works, those of God and those of men. Just as we and God are sep
arated from one another, so also these two doctrines are widely 
separated from one another. For the gospel teaches exclUSively what 
has been given us by God, and not-as in the case of the law-what 
we are to do and give to God. 

We now want to see how this first sermon sounded forth 
and with what splendor God gave the law on Mount Sinai. He 
selected the place where he wanted to be seen and heard. Not that 
God actually spoke, for he has no mouth, tongue, teeth, or lips as 
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we do. But he who created and formed the mouth of all men [Exod. 
4:11] can also make speech and the voice. For no one would be 
able to speak a single word unless God first gave it, as the prophet 
says, "It would be impossible to speak except God first put it in our 
mouth."2 Language, speech, and voice are thus gifts of God like any 
other gifts, such as the fruit on the trees. Now he who fashioned the 
mouth and put speech in it can also make and use speech even 
though there is no mouth present. Now the words which are here 
written were spoken through an angel. This is not to say that only 
one angel was there, for there was a great multitude there serving 
God and preaching to the people of Israel at Mount Sinai. The angel, 
however, who spoke here and did the talking, spoke just as if God 
himself were speaking and saying, "I am your God, who brought you 
out of the land of Egypt," etc. [Exod. 20:1], as if Peter or Paul were 
speaking in God's stead and saying, "I am your God," etc. In his 
letter to the Galatians [3:19], Paul says that the law was ordained 
by angels. That is, angels were assigned, in God's behalf, to give 
the law of God; and Moses, as an intermediary, received it from 
the angels. I say this so that you might know who gave the law. He 
did this to them, however, because he wanted thereby to compel, 
burden, and press the Jews. 

What kind of a voice that was, you may well imagine. It was 
a voice like the voice of a man, such that it was actually heard. The 
syllables and letters thus made sounds which the physical ear was 
able to pick up. But it was a bold, glOrious, and great voice. As 
told in Deuteronomy 4[:12], the people heard the voice, but saw 
no one. They heard a powerful voice, for he spoke in a powerful 
voice, as if in the dark we should hear a voice from a high tower or 
roof top, and could see no one but only hear the strong voice of a 
man. And this is why it is called the voice of God, because it was 
above a human voice. 

Now you will hear how God used this voice in order to arouse 
his people and make them brave. For he intended tO'institute the 
tangible [eusserliche] and spiritual government. It was previously 
stated how, on the advice of Jethro, his father-in-law, Moses had 

I Cf. Num. 22:38. 
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established the temporal government and appointed rulers and 
judges [Exod. 18:13-26]. Beyond that there is yet a spiritual king
dom in which Christ rules in the hearts of men; this kingdom we 
cannot see, because it consists only in faith and will continue until 
the Last Day. 

These are two kingdoms: 3 the temporal, which governs with the 
sword and is visible; and the spiritual, which governs solely with 
grace and with the forgiveness of sins. Between these two kingdoms 
stilI another has been placed in the middle, half spiritual and half 
temporal. It is constituted by the Jews, with commandments and 
outward ceremonies which prescribe their conduct toward God 
and men. 

The law of Moses binds only the Jews and not the Gentiles 

Here the law of Moses has its place. It is no longer binding on 
us because it was given only to the people of Israel. And Israel 
accepted this law for itself and its descendants, while the Gentiles 
were excluded. To be sure, the Gentiles have certain laws in com
mon with the Jews, such as these: there is one God, no one is to do 
wrong to another, no one is to commit adultery or murder or steal, 
and others like them. This is written by nature into their hearts; 
they did not hear it straight from heaven as the Jews did. This is 
why this entire text does not pertain to the Gentiles. I say this on 
account of the enthusiasts. For you see and hear how they read 
Moses, extol him, and bring up the way he ruled the people with 
commandments. They try to be clever, and think they know some
thing more than is presented in the gospel; so they minimize faith, 
contrive something new, and boastfully claim that it comes from the 
Old Testament. They desire to govern people according to the letter 
of the law of Moses, as if no one had ever read it before. 

But we will not have this sort of thing. We would rather not 
preach again for the rest of our life than to let Moses return and to 
let Christ be torn out of our hearts. We will not have Moses as ruler 
or lawgiver any longer. Indeed God himself will not have it either. 
Moses was an intermediary solely for the JeWish people. It was to 

30n the two kingdoms cf. A New Preface to the Prophet Ezekiel, 1545. LW 35, 
289-290. 
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t.hem that he gave the law. We must therefore silence the mouths of 
those factious spirits who say, "Thus says Moses," etc. Here you 
simply reply: Moses has nothing to do with us. If I were to accept 
Moses in one commandment, I would have to accept the entire 
Moses. Thus the consequence would be that if I accept Moses as 
master, then I must have myself circumcised,4 wash my clothes in 
the Jewish way, eat and drink and dress thus and so, and observe 
all that stuff. So, then, we will neither observe nor accept Moses. 
Moses is dead. His rule ended when Christ came. He is of no further 
service. 

That Moses does not bind the Gentiles can be proved5 from 
Exodus 20[:1], where God himself speaks, "I am the Lord your 
God, who brought you out of the land of Egypt, out of the house of 
bondage." This text makes it clear that even the Ten Commandments 
do not pertain to us. For God never led us out of Egypt, but only the 
Jews. The sectarian spirits want to saddle us with Moses and all 
the commandments. We will just skip that. We will regard Moses as 
a teacher, but we will not regard him as our lawgiver-unless he 
agrees with b06 the New Testament and the natural law. There
fore it is clear enough that Moses is the lawgiver of the Jews and 
not of the Gentiles. He has given the Jews a sign whereby they 
should lay hold of God, when they call upon him as the God who 
brought them out of Egypt. The Christians have a different sign: 
whereby they conceive of God as the One who gave his Son, etc. 

Again one can prove it from the third commandment that Moses 
does not pertain to Gentiles and Christians. For Paul [Col. 2:16] 
and the New Testament [:\1att. 12:1-12; John 5:16; 7:22-2.3; 9:14-16] 
abolish the sabbath, to show us that the sabbath was given to the 
Jews alone, for whom it is a stern commandment. The prophets 
referred to it too, that the sabbath of the Jews would be abolished. 
For Isaiah says in the last chapter, "When the Savior comes, then 
such will be the time, one sabbath after the other, one month after 

• In a letter to Chancellor Bruck of Saxony dated January 13, 1524, Luther 
wTote that the people of Orlamlinde, Karlstadt's parish, would probably cir
cumcise themselves and be wholly :\fosaic. JIA' 4, 402, n. 182. 
'Zwingen probably means :::wingend beu;eisen as JfA' 4, 402, n. 183, 4 
suggests. 
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the other," etc.6 This is as though he were trying to say, "It will be 
the sabbath every day, and the people will be such that they make 
no distinction between days. For in the New Testament the sab
bath is annihilated as regards the crude external observance, for. 
every day is a holy day," etc. 

Now if anyone confronts you with Moses and his command
ments, and wants to compel you to keep them, simply answer, "Go 
to the Jews with your Moses; I am no Jew. Do not entangle me with 
Moses. If I accept Moses in one respect (Paul tells the Galatians in 
chapter 5[:3]), then I am obligated to keep the entire law." For 
not one little period in Moses pertains to us. 

Question: 

Why then do you preach about Moses if he does not pertain to us? 

Answer to the Question: 

Three things are to be noted in Moses. 

I want to keep Moses and not sweep him under the rug,7 be
cause I find three things in Moses. 

In the first place I dismiss the commandments given to the 
people of Israel. They neither urge nor compel me. They are dead 
and gone, except insofar as I gladly and willingly accept something 
from Moses, as if I said, "This is how Moses ruled, and it seems fine 
to me, so I will follow him in this or that particular." 

I would even be glad if [today's] lords ruled according to the 
example of Moses. If I were emperor, I would take from Moses a 
model for [my] statutes; not that Moses should be binding on me, 
but that I should be free to follow him in ruling as he ruled. For 
example, tithing is a very fine rule, because with the giving of the 
tenth all other taxes would be eliminated. For the ordinary man 

• Our rendering of Isa. 66:23 is here based on the Douay version, as Luther's 
was on the Vulgate. 
1 Unter den banck stecken (literally, "put under the bench") is a proverbial 
expression meaning to put aside, hide, or forget some despicable thing. W A 
51,661 and 724, No. 468. Wander (ed.), Sprichworter-Lexikon 1,229, "Bank," 
No. 40. Cf. p. 253, n. 53. 
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it would also be easier to give a tenth than to pay rents and fees. 
Suppose I had ten cows; I would then give one. If I had only five, I 
would give nothing. If my fields were yielding only a little, I would 
give proportionately little; if much, I would give much. All of this 
would be in God's providence. But as things are now, I must pay the 
Gentile tax even if the hail should ruin my entire crop. If lowe a 
hundred gulden in taxes, I must pay it even though there may be 
nothing growing in tlle field. This is also the way the pope decrees 
and governs. But it would be better if things were so arranged that 
when I raise much, I give much; and when little, I give little. 

Again in Moses it is also stipulated that no man should sell his 
field into a perpetual estate, but only up to the jubilee year. 8 When 
that year came, every man returned to the field or possessions which 
he had sold. In this way the possessions remained in the family 
relationship. There are also other extraordinarily fine rules in Moses 
which one should like to accept, use, and put into effect. Not that 
one should bind or be bound by them, but (as I said earlier) the 
emperor could here take an example for setting up a good govern
ment on the basis of Moses, just as the Romans conducted a good 
government, and just like the Sachsenspiegel9 by which affairs are 
ordered in this land of ours. The Gentiles are not obligated to obey 
Moses. Moses is the Sachsenspiegel for the Jews. But if an example 
of good government were to be taken from Moses, one could adhere 
to it without obligation as long as one pleased, etc. 

Again Moses says, "If a man dies without children, then his 
brother or closest relative should take the widow into his home and 
have her to wife, and thus raise up offspring for the deceased brother 
or relative. The first child thus born was credited to the deceased 
brother or relative" [Deut. 25:5-6]. So it came about that one man 
had many wives. Now this is also a very good rule. 

When these factious spirits come, however, and say, "Moses has 

• Lam iar. Cf. Lev. 25:8-55. 
'This "Saxon code of law" was a thirteenth century compilation of the eco
nomic and social laws obtaining in and around Magdeburg and Halberstadt; 
it was influential in the codification of German law until the nineteenth cen
tury. The radical Reformers sometimes sought to replace it with the law of 
Moses or the Sermon on the Mount. Cf. L W 21, 90, n. 37 and L W 40, 98, 
n.20. 
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commanded it," then simply drop Moses and reply, "I am not con
cerned al?out what Moses commands." "Yes," they say, "he has com
manded that we should have one God, that we should trust and be
lieve in him that we should not swear by his name; that we should , . 
honor father and mother; not kill, steal, commit adultery; not bear 
false witness, and not covet [Exod. 20:3-17]; should we not keep 
these commandments?" You reply: Nature also has these laws. 
Nature provides that we should call upon God. The Gentiles attest 
to this fact. For there never was a Gentile who did not call upon his 
idols, even though these were not the true God. This also happened 
among the Jews, for they had their idols as did the Gentiles; only the 
Jews have received the law. The Gentiles have it written in their 
heart, and there is no distinction [Rom. 3:22]. As St. Paul also shows 
in Romans 2[ :14-15], the Gentiles, who have no law, have the law 
written in their heart. 

But just as the Jews fail, so also do the Gentiles. Therefore it is 
natural to honor God, not steal, not commit adultery, not bear false 
witness, not murder; and what Moses commands is nothing new. 
For what God has given the Jews from heaven, he has also written 
in the hearts of all men. Thus I keep the commandments which 
Moses has given, not because Moses gave commandment, but be
cause they have been implanted in me by nature, and Moses agrees 
exactly with nature, etc. 

But the other commandments of Moses, which are not [im
planted in all men] by nature, the Gentiles do not hold. Nor do these 
pertain to the Gentiles, such as the tithe. and others equally fine 
which I wish we had too. Now this is the first thing that I ought to 
see in Moses, namely, the commandments to which I am not bound 
except insofar as they are [implanted in everyone] by nature [and 
written in everyone's heart].l0 

The second thing to notice in Moses 

In the second place I find something in Moses that I do not 
have from nature: the promises and pledges of God about Christ. 

'" The bracketed phrases in this paragraph are from the version given in the 
1528 Exposition of the Ten Commandments. WA 16, 380, II. 26, 31. 
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This is the best thing. It is something that is not written naturally 
into the heart, but comes from heaven. God has promised, for 
example, that his Son should be born in the flesh. This is what the 
gospel proclaims. It is not commandments. And it is the most im
portant thing in Moses which pertains to us. The first thing, namely, 
the commandments, does not pertain to us. I read Moses because 
such excellent and comforting promises are there recorded, by which 
I can find strength for my weak faith. For things take place in the 
kingdom of Christ just as I read in Moses that they will; therein I 
find also my sure foundation. 

In this manner, therefore, I should accept Moses, and not sweep 
him under the rug: first because he provides fine examples of laws, 
from which excerpts may be taken. Second, in Moses there are the 
promises of God which sustain faith. As it is written of Eve in 
Genesis 3[:15], "I will put enmity between you and the woman, 
and between your seed and her seed; he shall bruise your head," 
etc. Again Abraham was given this promise by God, speaking thus 
in Genesis [22:18], "In your descendants shall all the nations be 
blessed"; that is, through Christ the gospel is to arise. 

Again in Deuteronomy 18[:15-16] Moses says, "The Lord your 
God will raise up for you a prophet like me from among you, from 
your brethren-him you shall heed; just as you desired of the Lord 
your God at Horeb on the day of the assembly," etc. Many are 
these texts in the Old Testament, which the holy apostles quoted 
and drew upon. 

But our factious spirits go ahead and say of everything they 
find in Moses, "Here God is speaking, no one can deny it; therefore 
we must keep it." So then the rabble go to it. Whew! If God has 
said it, who then will say anything against it? Then they are really 
pressed hard like pigs at a trough. Our dear prophets have chattered 
thus into the minds of the people, "Dear people, God has ordered his 

people to beat Amalek to death" [Exod. 17:8-16; Deut. 25:17-19].11 
Misery and tribulation have come out of this sort of thing. The 

U Thomas Munzer in a sermon of July, 1524, at Allstedt demanded that the 
princes wipe out all the godless, including godless rulers, priests, and monks. 
MA' 4, 402, n. 187, 9. Cf. LW 40, 47. 

-143-



II. The Pou.;er of the Word of God 

peasants have arisen,12 not knowing the difference, and have been 
led into this error by those insane factious spirits. 

Had there been educated preachers around, they could have 
stood up to the false prophets and stopped them, and said this to 
them, "Dear factious spirits, it is true that God commanded this of 
Moses and spoke thus to the people; but we are not this people. 
Land, God spoke also to Adam; but that does not make me Adam. 
God commanded Abraham to put his son to death [Gen. 22:2]; but 
that does not make me Abraham and obligate me to put my son to 
death. God spoke also with David. It is all God's word. But let God's 
word be what it may, I must pay attention and know to whom God's 
word is addressed. You are still a long way from being the people 
with whom God spoke." The false prophets say, "You are that peo
ple, God is speaking to you." You must prove that to me. With talk 
like that these factious spirits could have been refuted. But they 
wanted to be beaten, and so the rabble went to the devil. 

One must deal cleanly with the Scriptures. From the very 
beginning the word has come to us in various ways. It is not enough 
simply to look and see whether this is God's word, whether God has 
said it; rather we must look and see to whom it has been spoken, 
whether it fits us. That makes all the difference between night and 
day.13 God said to David, "Out of you shall come the king," etc. 
[II Sam. 7: 13]. But this does not pertain to me, nor has it been 
spoken to me. He can indeed speak to me if he chooses to do so. You 
must keep your eye on the word that applies to you, that is spoken 
to you. 

The word in Scripture is of two kinds: the first does not per
tain or apply to me, the other kind does. And upon that word which 
does pertain to me I can boldly trust and rely, as upon a strong rock. 
But if it does not pertain to me, then I should stand still. The false 
prophets pitch in and say, "Dear people, this is the word of God." 
That is true; we cannot deny it. But we are not the people. God has 
not given us the directive. The factious spirits came in and wanted 
to stir up something new, saying, "We must keep the Old Testa-

120n the Peasants' 'War see the Introduction, LW 35, 157. 
,. Da scheidet denn sich sommer und winter. 
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ment also." So they led the peasants into a sweat and ruined them in 
wife and child. These insane people imagined that it had been with
held from them, that no one had told them they are supposed to 
murder. It serves them right. They would not follow or listen to 
anybody. I have seen and experienced it myself, how mad, raving, 
and senseless they were.14 

Therefore tell this to Moses: Leave Moses and his people 
together; they have had their day and do not pertain to me. I listen 
to that word which applies to me. We have the gospel. Christ says, 
"Go and preach the gospel," not only to the Jews as Moses did, 
but to "all nations," to "all creatures" [Mark 16:15]. To me it is said, 
"He who believes and is baptized will be saved" [Mark 16:16]. 
Again, "Go and do to your neighbor as has been done to yoU."l~ 
These words strike me too, for I am one of the "all creatures." If 
Christ had not added, "preach to all creatures," then I would not 
listen, would not be baptized, just as I now will not listen to Moses 
because he is given not to me but only to the Jews. However be
cause Christ says: not to one people, nor in this or in that place in 
the world, but to "all creatures," therefore no one is exempt. Rather 
all are thereby included; no one should doubt that to him too the 
gospel is to be preached. And so I believe that word; it does pertain 
also to me. I too belong under the gospel, in the new covenant. 
Therefore I put my trust in that word, even if it should cost a hun
dred thousand lives. 

This distinction should be noticed, grasped, and taken to heart 
by those preachers who would teach others; indeed by all Chris
tians, for everything depends entirely upon it. If the peasants had 
understood it this way, they would have salvaged much and would 
not have been so pitifully misled and ruined. And where we under
stand it differently, there we make sects and factions, slavering 
among the rabble and into the raving and uncomprehending peo
ple without any distinction, saying, "God's word, God's word." But 
my dear fellow, the question is whether it was said to you. God 

H In April and May, 1525, Luther had preached personally against the in
surrection, both in Mansfeld and in TilUringia. MA' 4, 402, n. 188, 11. 
15 Cf. Matt. 7: 12. 
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indeed speaks also to angels, wood, fish, birds, animals, and all 
creatures, but this does not make it pertain to me. I should pay 
attention to that which applies to me, that which is said to me, in 
which God admonishes, drives, and requires something of me. 

Here is an illustration. Suppose a housefather had a wife, a 
daughter, a son, a maid, and a hired man. Now he speaks to the 
hired man and orders him to hitch up the horses and bring in a 
load of wood, or drive over to the field, or do some other job. And 
suppose he tells the maid to milk the cows, chum some butter, and 
so on. And suppose he tells his wife to take care of the kitchen and 
his daughter to do some spinning and make the beds. All this would 
be the words of one master, one housefather. Suppose now the maid 
decided she wanted to drive the horses and fetch the wood, the 
hired man sat down and began milking the cows, the daughter 
wanted to drive the wagon or plow the field, the wife took a notion 
to make the beds or spin and so forgot all about the kitchen; and 
then they all said, "The master has commanded this, these are the 
housefather's orders!" Then what? Then the housefather would 
grab a club and knock them all in a heap, and say, "Although it is 
my command, yet I have not commanded it of you; I gave each of 
you your instructions, you should have stuck to them." 

It is like this with the word of God. Suppose I take up some
thing that God ordered someone else to do, and then I declare, "But 
you said to do it." God wo~ld answer, "Let the devil thank you; I 
did not tell you to do it." One must distinguish well whether the 
word pertains to only one or to everybody. If, now, the housefather 
should say, "On Friday we are going to eat meat," this would be a 
word common to everybody in the house. Thus what God said to 
Moses by way of commandment is for the Jews only. But the gospel 
goes through the whole world in its entirety; it is offered to all 
creatures without exception. Therefore all the world should accept 
it, and accept it as if it had been offered to each person individually. 
The word, "We should love one another" [John 15:12], pertains to 
me, for it pertains to all who belong to the gospel. Thus we read 
Moses not because he applies to us, that we must obey him, but 
because he agrees with the natural law and is conceived better than 
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the Gentiles would ever have been able to do. Thus the Ten Com
mandments are a mirror of our life, in which we can see wherein we 
are lacking, etc. The sectarian spirits have misunderstood also with 
respect to the images;16 for that too pertains only to the Jews. 

Summing up this second part, we read Moses for the sake of 
the promises about Christ, who belongs not only to the Jews but 
also to the Gentiles; for through Christ all the Gentiles should have 
the bleSSing, as was promised to Abraham [Gen. 12:3]. 

The third thing to be seen in Moses 

In the third place we read Moses for the beautiful examples of 
faith, of love, and of the cross, as shown in the fathers, Adam, Abel, 
Noah, Abraham, Isaac, Jacob, Moses, and all the rest. From them 
we should learn to trust in God and love him. In turn there are also 
examples of the godless, how God does not pardon the unfaith of the 
unbelieving; how he can punish Cain, Ishmael, Esau, the whole 
world in the flood, Sodom and Gomorrah, etc. Examples like these 
are necessary. For although I am not Cain, yet if I should act like 
Cain, I will receive the same punishment as Cain. Nowhere else do 
we nnd such nne examples of both faith and unfaith. Therefore we 
should not sweep Moses under the rug. Moreover the Old Testament 
is thus properly understood when we retain from the prophets the 
beautiful texts about Christ, when we take note of and thoroughly 
grasp the nne examples, and when we use the laws as we please to 
our advantage. 

Conclusion and Summary 

I have stated that all Christians, and especially those who 
handle the word of God and attempt to teach others, should take 
heed and learn Moses aright. Thus where he gives commandment, 
we are not to follow him except so far as he agrees with the natural 
law. Moses is a teacher and doctor of the Jews. We have our own 
master, Christ, and he has set before us what we are to know, 

16The iconoclasm of the radical leftists, who took .'v1oses literally and destroyed 
images, windows, and other church art, aroused Luther!; indignation. Cf. his 
fuller treatment of this subject, also during 1525, in Against the Heavenly 
Prophets. LW 40, 84-101. 
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observe, do, and leave undone. However it is true that Moses sets 
down, in addition to the laws, fine examples of faith and unfaith
punishment of the godless, elevation of the righteous and believing
and also the dear and comforting promises concerning Christ which 
we should accept. The same is true also in the gospel. For example in 
the account of the ten lepers, that Christ bids them go to the priest 
and make sacrifice [Luke 17:14] does not pertain to me. The ex
ample of their faith, however, does pertain to me; I should believe 
Christ, as did they. 

Enough has now been said of this, and it is to be noted well 
for it is really crucial. Many great and outstanding people have 
missed it, while even today many great preachers still stumble over 
it. They do not know how to preach Moses, nor how properly to 
regard his books. They are absurd as they rage and fume, chatter
ing to people, "God's word, God's word!" All the while they mis
lead the poor people and drive them to destruction. Many learned 
men have not known how far Moses ought to be taught. Origen,17 
Jerome,18 and others like them, have not shown clearly how far Moses 
can really serve us. This is what I have attempted, to say in an intro
duction to Moses how we should regard him, and how he should 
be understood and received and not simply be swept under the rug. 
For in Moses there is comprehended such a fine order, that it is a 
joy, etc. 

God be praised. 

110rigen (ca. 185-254), Alexandrian theologian and ascetic, always sought in 
his exegesis the deeper, hidden spiritual meaning that lay back of the un
spiritual grammatical-historical meaning of the text. See p. 403, n. 7. 
lSOn Jerome see p. 104, n. 1. 
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THE RIGHTEOUSNESS OF 
GOD IN CHRIST 

The first two parts of this anthology have shown 
Luthers passion for a grace-centered theology of the cross, 
and his confidence that this gospel is the deep message of 
Scripture when it is rightly interpreted. Next we want to 
see more precisely how that sense of the love of God is to 
be found in Jesus, and how this is related to sin (especially 
in the form of the bondage of the human will) and to jus

tification by faith. 
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11 Two Kinds of Righteousness 

The first document in this part is a sermon from late 1518 
or early 1519. Since it is based on the traditional epistle text for 
Palm Sunday, it may come from that occasion in 1519. But in 
any case it is a relatively early and very clear statement of Luther's 
understanding of how the righteousness of God has been man
ifested in Christ Jesus. 

The first type of righteousness is alien or external righ
teousness, that which can never be found in a sinful human 
individual intrinsically, but which has been freely given in Jesus. 
This righteousness, given to the baptized and in repentance, 
allows the poor human being to claim all that Christ has accom
plished on the cross: 

Mine are Christ's living, doing, and speaking, his suffering and 

dying, mine as much as I have lived, done, spoken, suffered and 
died as he did (p. 155). 

And this alien righteousness is the primary form; it, and it alone, 
is "the basis, the cause, the source of all our own actual righ
teousness" (p. 156). 

This alien righteousness comes to us by grace alone, in 
preaching and in the sacraments. It comes both decisively and 
repeatedly, for "it is not instilled all at once, but it begins, makes 
progress, and is finally perfected at the end through death." The 
gospel is precisely the news that this surprising possibility exists 
for humanity, that God accepts sinners not through some exertion 
on their part, but freely, and for Christ's sake. 

Alien righteousness must come first. But there is also a 
second kind or type of righteousness, that which flourishes in 
that woman or man who has found justification in Christ Jesus. 
Here Luther comes to ethics, to good works, to the love of 
neighbor and life in the world. But all of this is lived not according 
to one's own inherent possibility; the woman or man in Christ 
lives only in reflection of and response to that alien righteousness 
that has been received as a gift. 
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But what about the need to keep order and restrain sin in 
a fallen world? Luther offers some preliminary reflections, ad
mitting that one may have to do such things, either because one 
holds a public office (and therefore is charged to maintain order) 
or because one (with great maturity) is in a position to rebuke 
another for the sake of his or her own good. But Luther warns 
that such looking at others and worrying about their behavior is 
a dangerous undertaking. It can so easily lead us away from that 
humility appropriate for faith and toward a pride in ourselves 
and superiority toward others. 

12 A Meditation on Christ's Passion 

A second document ties the righteousness of God in Christ 
even more closely to the "theology of the cross" which Luther 
had proposed. This treatise, written by Luther in the spring of 
1519, was a very popular work in his own lifetime. It was included 
in the Church Pastil of 1525 as the sermon for Good Friday. 
Many of the early editions of this meditation were published 
illustrated with woodcuts of the crucifixion to underscore the 
human reality of Christ's suffering. 

The first part of the treatise warns against inadequate ways 
to consider Christ's passion, including blaming the Jews. In con
trast, true contemplation of the cross begins with seeing it as a 
judgment against oneself. Here Luther shows the cross as the 
revelation of the wrath of God not only against those who cru
cified Jesus, but against all humanity. And the individual person 
must be able to see "that you are the one who is torturing Christ 
thus, for your sins have surely wrought this" (p. 167). 

If this were all, it would lead Christians only to despair. But 
the special glory of the cross is the realization that it is the 
revelation not only of the judgment of God, but also of God's 
great love. ''you cast your sins from yourself and onto Christ 
when you firmly believe that his wounds and sufferings are your 
sins, to be borne and paid for by him" (p. 170). This is the 
external or alien righteousness discussed in the first document, 
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and brought to bear not abstractly as a property of God, but 
concretely as the good news of the Crucified One for all who 
believe. 

13 The Bondage of the Will 

The longest selection in this part consists of three selections 
from Luther's most complex theological treatise, "The Bondage 
of the Will" (1525). This was written in the fall of 1525 as a reply 
to criticisms of Luther in Erasmus's treatise, "The Freedom of 
the Will," which had been published a year earlier. 

Although Luther and Erasmus had some common points of 
criticism of the Roman Church and shared a passion for the 
renewal of learning, there was tension between them almost 
from the beginning of Luther's published works. Erasmus was 
a perceptive reader in seeing the theme of the bondage of the 
will as a key one for Luther's theology (the reader of this anthology 
has already encountered it in Part I, selections 1 and 2 from 
1517). While Luther generally was trying to revive the Pauline/ 
Augustinian doctrine of grace, there were moments, especially 
in a treatise of 1520, when he seemed to express himself so 
extremely on the subject that all dimensions of human freedom 
were denied. 

Why was the bondage of the will so important to Luther? 
It is the negative implication of the theology of the cross. Luther 
feels that lurking behind Erasmus's concern for freedom, merit, 
and good works is human pride-a desire to have something to 
offer God that will blunt the enormity of our need for grace. 

Luther feared that the wrong kind of concern for human 
responsibility would soon connect with the self-centeredness that 
is the result of original sin. Such pride of self is the enemy of 
the gospel, which calls all to receive what God offers in Christ 
humbly, and without conditions. The truth is that both human 
wickedness and human achievement stand judged by the cross, 
to the extent that either represents an attempt to live without 
God and by human strength alone. 
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Luther had developed a very different theology from the 
humanist Erasmus, who had been so concerned to uphold moral 
accountability. So Luther defends the radical Pauline gospel of 
Jesus Christ that is sharply set against human wisdom and human 
achievement-even, and especially, the best that humans have 
to offer: 

... show me anyone of the whole race of mortals, even if he is 
the holiest and most righteous of them all, to whom it has ever 
occurred that the way to righteousness and salvation is the way 
of faith in One who is both God and man, who for the sins of men 
both died and rose again and is seated at the right hand of the 
Father; or show me any who has ever dreamed that of this wrath 
of God which Paul here says is revealed from heaven. Look at the 
greatest philosophers; what have been their thoughts about God, 
and what have they left in their writings of the wrath to come? 
(p. 181) 

The serious student of Luther will want to follow the entire 
debate, either in Luther's Works vol. 33 or in Luther and Eras
mus: Free Will and Salvation, eds., E. Gordon Rupp and Philip 
S. Watson (Philadelphia: Westminster, Library of Christian Clas
sics, 1978), which includes both Erasmus's treatise and Luther's 
response. 

The selections included here are the introduction, the final 
main section (Part VI), and Luther's brief conclusion. They give 
an especially rich sense of how Luther felt that he was basing 
his argument on the theology of St. Paul and St. John, writings 
that Luther believed stood at the heart of the canon of Scripture. 

14 Sermon on the Afternoon 
of Christmas Day 

Though Luther valued his achievement in "The Bondage 
of the Will" highly, it strikes a rather abstract or theoretical note, 
given Luther's own conviction was that he was here defending 
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the gospel itself. So Part III ends with a "Sermon on the After
noon of Christmas Day" from 1530. Luther loved Christmas and 
preached extensively on it, for it was another way in which the 
story of God's love for humanity could be brought home to the 
listener in its radically gracious form. 

Luther held to the traditional christological confession of 
the church that the one who was born of .\1ary was true God 
and true human. But Luther points out in this sermon that such 
faith is not, in itself, that helpful. It can too easily become a kind 
of general religious proposition, true enough, but not relevant 
to my need as a sinner standing before God. Even .vluslims (the 
Turk, in Luther's terminology) may well believe this about Jesus. 

The more radical form of the gospel (which Luther even 
speaks of as "second faith") is not only to believe that the child 
born in Bethlehem is the Lord, but more decisively that he is 
my Lord. Such faith is overwhelming and deeply humbling: 

One who hears the message of the angel and believes it will be 
filled with fear, like the shepherds. True, it is too high for me to 
believe that I should come into this treasure without any merit 
on my part. And yet, so it must be (p. 233). 

Thus there is a great continuity running through the four 
documents in Part III. The negative aspect of Luther's writings 
speak of human incapacity, of the need for alien righteousness, 
of humility and awe that such a gift could be given uncondi
tionally. But the positive, personal name for all of this is Jesus 
Christ the Lord, born of Mary, obedient unto death on a cross, 
raised by the glory of God for the justification of all who have 
fai th in him. 
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TWO KINDS 

OF RIGHTEOUSNESS 

By 

The Reverend Father 

Martin Luther 

Brethren, "have this mind among yourselves, which you have in 
Christ Jesus, who, though he was in the form of God, did not count 
equality with God a thing to be grasped" [Phil. 2:5-6]. 

There are two kinds of Christian righteousness, just as man's 
§.in is oftwojgnds. 

The first is alien righteousness, that is the righteousness of an
other, ~instilled from without. TIiis is the righteousness of Christ by 
whiCli-lie justifies through faith, as it is written in I Cor. 1 [:30]: 
""'\Tnom God made our wisdom, our righteousness and sanctifica
tion and redemption." In John 11 [:25-26], Christ himself states:( 
"I am the resurrection and the life; he who believes in me ... shall) 
never die." Later he adds in John 14 [:6], "I am the way, and the \ 
truth, and the life." Ihis righteousness, then, is given to ~n in (i 

baptism and whenever they are truly repentant. Therefore a m~n . 
ca~~~1ilChIist and say: "Mine are Christ's \ 
living, doing, and speaking, his suffering and dying, mine as much ; 
as lltlaCrTIved, done, spoken, suffered, and dIed as be diQ..~ust \ 
as a brideg;-oom possesses all that is his bride's and she all that is 
his-for the two have all things in common because they are one 
flesh [Gen. 2:24]-so Christ and the church are one spirit [Eph. 
5:29-32]. Thus the blessed God and Father of mercies has, accord
ing to Peter, granted to us very great and precious gifts in Christ 
[II Pet. 1:4]. Paul writes in II Cor. 1 [:3]: "Blessed be the God 
and Father of our Lord Jesus Christ, the Father of mercies and 
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God of all comfort, who has blessed us in Christ with every spiritual 
blessing in the heavenly places."l 

This inexpressible grace and blessing was long ago promised 
"1:0 'Abraham i...'1 Gen. 12 [:3]: "And in thy seed (that is, in Christ) 
shall all the nations of the earth be blessed." 2 Isaiah 9 [:6] says: 
"For to us a child is born, to tlS.. ... <L~OILis_giyen" "LLlls," it says, 
becausenefS entirely ours with all his benefits if~e believe in 
him, as we read in Rom. 8 [:32]: "He who did not spare his own 
SOnbut gave him up for uS all, WIll he not alSo glveus all things 
with hi;?" J~efore e~Qg whlch Christ has is ours~~!:a~ 
ciOllS}y b.estO''i'€ld....oD IlS unwQrthy men out of God~ sh~er-;-ercy, al--_ ..... 

. though we h~~....er~rved wrath and condemnation, and hell 
also-:-""EvenChrist himself, therefore, who says he came to do the 

\ most sacred will of his Father [John 6:38], became obedient to 
\ him; and whatever he did, he did it for us and desired it to be 
\ ours, saying, "I am among you as one who serves" [Luke 22:27]. 
\ He also states, "This is my body, which is given for you" [Luke 
\22:19]. Isaiah 43 [:24] says, "You have burdened me with your 
''sins, you have wearied me with your iniquities." 
__ ithrough faith in Christ, therefore, Christ's righteousness be-

/ . ~--- -----~--~-----~----~--~ ,/ comes our righteousness and all that he has becomes ours; rather, he 
!\' himself becomes ours. Therefore the Apostle calls it "the righteous-

ness of God" in Rom. 1 [: 17J: For in the gospel "the righteousness 

\ 

of God is revealed ... ; as it is written, 'The righteous shall live by 
his faith:" Finally, in the same epistle, chapter 3 [:28], such a 

) faith is called "the righteousness of God" : "We hold that a man 
..../ is justified by faith." This is an infinite righteousness, and one that 
'\ swallows up all sins in a moment, for it is impossible that sin should 

I 
\ exist in Christ. On the contrary, he who trusts in Christ exists in 
'\ Christ; he is one with Christ, having the same righteousness as he. 

It ~refore impossible that sin should remain in him. This right
eousness is primatYi.. It IS me OaSIS, the cause, the source of all 
our 0\\11 actual righteousnes;. For this is the righteousness~given in 

1 --------
1 The section "who has blessed, etc." is not from II Corinthians, as indicated by 
Luther, but from Eph. 1:3. 
• Gen. 12:3 has "in thee" instead of "in thy seed." The quotation above is 
actually from Gen. 22: 18 (A.v.). Cf. also Gal. 3:8. 
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place of the original righteousness lost in Adam. It accomplishes 
th;-;ame as that ongmal nghteousness would have accomplished; 
rather, it accomplishes more. 
---It IS III this sense that we are to understand the prayer in Psalm 

30 [Ps. 31:1J: 'lnthee, 0 LordLgo....l.seek refuge; let me never be 
put to shame; in thy ~ighteous~e~ dcli~-;- me!" It does not say 
"I; my" but "in th ri hteousness," that is, in the nghteousness of 
crist my God which becomes ours through failli and oy the ace 
and mercy of God. In man assages of the Psalter, faith is called ""/-J-:'7_. _ 
"ffie wor of the Lord," "confession," "power of Go , mercy, .,; 
"tr-;:rth," "rig~~sness." All these are names for faith in C1iIist, J:,......., 
rather, for tEe righteousne I hrist. The Apostle there-
ore ares to say in Gal. 2 [:20], "It is no longer I who live, but h·-lJ..~ 

Christ who lives in me." He further states in Eph. 3 [14-17]: "I ----;p:.J 
bow my knees before the Father ... that ... he may grant .. '. ----r 
that Christ may dwell in your hea,tl§..through faith." ~p-if';.?f,,)',""0 

Therefore thi(ilien rig!.:!~, instilled in us without ~r j;"""; 

works by grace alo~re the Father, to be sure, inwardly ~ws 
us·· to Christ-is set opposite original sin, likewise alien, which we 
acquJre WIthout our works by birth alone. Christ daily drives ou! 
the old Adam more ana more in accordance with the extent to 
whICh faIth and knowledge of Christ grow. F,£-r alien rigEteousness 
isnot instilled all at once, but it begins, makes progress, and...i§. I 

IiillUty perfected at the end through death. __ . - q ':..;/ 
The second kind of righteousness is our proper righteousnes~ ).:.-1 

not because we alone work It, but because we work wHl1that r 
first and ali~n righteousness. /:thiS"=is that manner of life ~pent 
proBtabry in good works, in tKe Rrst pIij:!e, in slaying the Hesh ana 
------ .~~~==~_d4-~~~~~~------

crucifying the desires with respecrto the self, of which we read 
in Gal. 5 [:24]: "And those who belong to Chri~ll.s have cruci
fied the flesh with its passions and desires." In ~ seco~hice, this 
righteousness consists in love to one's neighbor, and in the t . d / 
place, in meekness and fear towar o. e Apostle is full of\ 
references to these, as is arr the rest of Scripture. He briefly sum- } 
marizes everything, however, in Titus 2 [:12]: "In this world lei 
us live soberly (pertaining to crucifying one's own flesh), justly 
(referring to one's neightbor), and devoutly (relating to God)." 

."l i 
:;:~~~ 

/t'hT, ... 4~ 
~ .. ' 

r~~~ 

-1.57 -

IF 
! 

Jc:.-



III. The Righteousness of God in Christ 

'This righteousness is--tb,e product oube righteoIISne.ss-o£-the 
, FIirst type, actually its fru~onsequence, for we read in Gal. 

5 [:22]: ']ut th€1i'UifOf the sE.!!!!Ji.e., of a ..s.p.irituaLmaJl~...hose 
very existence depends on faith in Christ] is love, joy, peace, pa
t:i~~~kindness, oodness, faithfulness, gentleness, self-contrOl." 

\, Fo-r -b-e~~~~s:-=e=t~h~e~--=w~o::rki:s~m;e;n~';;lO;;'n:':e~d;=;ar~e~w=o::r~k=:s ~o~f~m:=e=n-, -;it~is:-==o bt:=v:-:;ious 

that in this p~a spmtual man IS called "spinf." In John 3. [:6] 
,;; Jeaa~:-"'That wEIch is born of the flesh is flesh, and thaU~:'h!~~ is 

. born of the Spirit is spirif.'r-This righteousness goes on to complete 
th~.£r~tJi1!:.Jt_ever strives t~~way with the old Adam and-to 
destroy the bodyofsffi.-Therefore it hates itself and loves its 
ricigliJ)or; it does not seeF1ts own good, but that of another, and 

\in ~~~_i~s.\VhQ.~~~Ylfliving consists. For in_that itJ-!~~ itself 
and does not seek its own, it crucifies the flesh. Because it seeks 
DIe good of another, it works love. Thus in each sphere it does God's 
will, living soberly with self, justly with neighbor, devoutly toward 
God. 

This righteousness follows the example of Christ in this re
spect [I Pet. 2:21J and is transformed into his likeness (II Cor. 
3:18). It is precisely this that Christ requires. Just as he himself 
did all things for us, not seeking his own good but ours only-and 
in this he was most obedient to God the Father-so he desires that 
we also should set the same example for our neighbors. 

We read in Rom. 6 [:19J that this righteousness is set oppositEi 
our own actual sin: "Forj~~t as y-ou once yielded your me!lll:!~rs,lo· 
impurity and to greater and greater iniquity, so now yield your . 
IQe.fuber.s· Fo'righteousness for sanctification."Tnerefo~e thr2~ih..!:1l~: 
first right~~!!.~_~~es the voice of the bridegroom who say!- to 
the-souI,.~ YOU!2~' but thr~gh~lre' seCOrid"comes'tfi~~~~~.of 
the.hrid.!DVho answer~L?myo}lrs.»'1Then1heiriarriageis consum
mated; it becomes strong and complete in accordance with the Song 
of Solomon [2:16]: "My beloved is mine and I am his." Then the 
soul n1) jooger...seeks t;};e righteous in and for itself, but it ha~ -- ~--"-=---------Christ as its righteousness and therefore seeks only the welfare of 
ot!!§rs-:-Therefore the L~rdonne Syna_g_og_u_e_~h~~~e_n_s_t_h_ro_u_gh the 
Prophet, "And I will make to cease from the cities of Judah and 
from the streets of Jerusalem the voice of mirth and the voice of 

·t 
/" . : . .::,./ rr,c-- 'e:f;ft.~)'I:{:c , C~~ 
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gladness, the voice of the bridegroom and the voice of the bride
[Jer.7:34]. 

This is what the text we are now considering says: "Let this 
mind be in you, which was also in Christ Jesus" [Phil. 2:5J. This 
means you should be as inclined and disposed toward one another 
as you see Christ was disposed toward you. How? Thus, surely, that 
"though he was in the form of God, [he] didliotcountequall~ 
with~-God a thing to be grasped, but emptied himself, taking the 
form of a servant" [PM, 2..:.§:7J. The term "form of God" here does 
not mean tIle "essen~e of God~" because l:1iiTSf"never emptiea him
self of thi:'--:-·s-.·N:-;-el;-·th"'e-r-~ phrg.s.e ~f.mm...of a servant" be saId to 
mean "human essence." But thi "form. gf::C~d" is wisdom, power, 
righteousness: goodness-and freedom too; for Christ was a fr :i, 
powe u, wise man, sub'ect t the vices or sins to which 
all- a er men are subject. He was pre-eminent in such attributes 
a; are partIcularly proper to the form of God. ~ et he was not 
haughty III that form; he did not please himself (Rom. 15:3); ll(lr 

didne dIsdain and despise those who were enslaved and s1,lbjected 
t<2 varlousevils. 

He was not like the Pharisee who said, "God, I thank thee that 
I am not like other men" [Luke 18:11], for that man was delighted 

that 6~~e,:wr~e~t::;c~h:::ed:::;;~at~a:::n!-y....:r~a:.::te~h:::e:....w~as~u::n-:;.w::I~'n::in~g~th~at=-=they 
should be like him. This is the type of robbery by which a man 
usurps things for himself-rather, he keeps what he has and does 
not clearly ascribe to God the things that are God's, nor does he 
serve--others with them that he may become like other men. Men 
of ,tpis kigd wish to be like God, sufficient in themselves, pleasing 
thems~~es, glorying in themselves, under obligation to no one, and 
so on. Not thus, however, dId ChrISt thmk; not of this stamp was 
his wisdom. He relinquished that form to God the Father-and 
emptied himself unwillin to use his rank against us, unwilling to 
be different from us. Moreover, or our sa es he became "as one 
of us--ana: took the form of a servant, that is, he subjected~~~lf 
to an:~nd although he was £ree,_~~Jhe Apostle says of him
self also [I Cor. 9:19], he made himself servant of all [Mark 9:35J, 
living as if all the evils which were ours were actually his own. 

Accordingly he took upon himself our sin and our punishment, 
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and although it was for us that he was conquering those things, he 
acted as though he were conquering them for himself. Although as 
far as his relationship to us was concerned, he had the power to 
be our God and Lord, yet he did not will it so, but rather desired 
to become our servant, as it is written in Rom. 15 [: 1, 3] : "We ... 
ought ... not to please ourselves ... For Christ did not please 
himself; but, as it is written, 'The reproaches of those who re
proached thee fell on me'" [Ps. 69:9J. The quotation from the 
Psalmist has the same meaning as the citation from Paul. 

r It follows that this passage, which many have understood affirm
atively, ought to be understood negatively as follows: That Chrii;t 
did not count himself equal to God means that he did not wish to 

\" be equal to him as those do who presumptuously grasp for equality 
i and say to God, "If thou wilt not give me thy glory (as St. Ber

nard says), I shall seize it for myself." The passage is not to be 
understood affirmatively as follows: He did not think himself equal 
to God, that is, the fact that he is equal to God, this he did not 
consider robbery. For this interpretation is not based on a proper 
understanding since it speaks of Christ the man. The Apostle means 

, /that each individual Christian shall become the servant of another 
V in accordancf' with the example of Christ. If one has wisdom, 

righteousness, or power with which one can excel others and boast 
in the "form of God," so to speak, one should not keep all this 
to himself, but surrender it to God and become altogether as if 
he did not possess it [II Cor. 6: 10], as one of those who lack it. 

Paul's meaning is that when each person has forgotten himself 
a~i:ltie<Lhimself Of·God's gifts, he shauB cond~sel£:::-ar
if-hls DeigbhQr~s~~~ sin, and foolishness were his ver.Y_.Q!yn. 

: He should not boast or get puffed up. Nor should he despiseor 
tri~iJll-U1eighbor as if he were ~is ,.god or egMl to god. 
Since Cod's prerogatives ought to be left to God alone, it becomes 
ro~ when a man i;haughty foolhardiness ignores this fact. Itis 
in ~is ~at one takes the form of a servant, and that 
command of the Apostle in Gal. 5 [:13] is fulfilled: "Through love 
be servants of one another." Through the figure of the members of 
the body Paul teaches in Rom. 12 [:4-5] and I Cor. 12 [: 12-27] 
how the strong, honorable, healthy members do not glory over those 
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that are weak, less honorable, and sick as if they were their masters, 
~d-gods; but on the contrary they serve them the more, forgetting 
thek own honor, health, and power. For thus no member of the 
body serves itseTf; nor does it seek its own welfare but that of 
tlie-mn-ey-An(f the weaker, the sicker, the less honorable a mem
ber is,.~th~e:-.:m~o~re~th~e",-"o,-"th~e",-,r~m~e",m ..... b....,e~r-"-s-,,s=e ..... rv!..!e~it'-<-:<th:::::a~t-=th::::er:;e:..-~no 
discord in the body, but that the members may have the same care 
for one another," to use Paul's words [I Cor. 12:25]. From this it 
is iIow evident how one must conduct himself with his neighbor in 
each situation. 

And if we do not freely desire to put off that form of God 
and take on the form of a servant, let us be compelled to do so 
against our will. Ir.L!his regard consider the story in Luke 7 [:36-50], 

where S}m::o:.:n~th:.:e=--=l=.ep!;:.e:::r:..!.,:-,p::;rc::e..:.:te:.:n:.:d=i=ngQ.....:t:.:o_b=-e.::....:in=--th=flef(:.:e-=-:o;rm=--:--=-o~fI;-G~..::.-OO:~and 
perching on his own righteousness, was arrogantly judging and 
d~ising Mary Magdalene, seeing in her the form of a servant. 
But see how Christ immediately stripped1iIiJlof that form orrIght
~o-USness and then clothed him with the form of sin by saying: 
"¥~ave me no kiss .... You did not anoint my: head." How great 
were the sins that Simon did not see! Nor did he think himself 
disfigured by such a loathsome form as he had. His good works 
arenot at al~!:ed. "'\ 

Chnst ignores the form of God in which Simon was supercili- I 
ously pleasing himself; he does not recount that he was invited, \ 
dined, and honoredkhim .. Simon the leper is now nothing but a i 
s~;;'. He who seemed to himself so righteous sits divested of the I 
~~~;y of the for~ of God, humiliated in the form of a servant, willy-! 
n1!~ the other hand, Christ honors Mary with the form of '--
C;od and el~s her above Simon, saying: "She has anointed my ( 
feet and kissed then: She has wet my feet with her tears an9- wiped I 
the~air." How great were the merits which neither she l 
nor SImon saw:!Ier!auTts are remembered no more. Christ ignored I 
theformof servItude in her whom he has exalted with the- form \ 
ofsoyereignry. Mary is nothing but righteous, elevated into the \ 
glory of the form of God, etc. ) 

In like manner he will treat all of us whenever we, on the 
ground of our righteousness, wisdom, or power, are haughty or / 
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)angry with those who are unrighteous, foolish, or less powerful than ._ 
we. For when we act thus-and this is the greatest perversion-::..-. 
righteousness works against righteousness, wisdom against wisdom, 
power against power. For you are powerful, not that you may make _ 
the weak weaker by oppression,bUtthatyo~~l(e them po-;;:: . 
!urby"rais&the@~~_ a"~ Oefenomg-tIrem. rou are wise, llOt1il 
ord~~jQJ.a.JJgh.-auhJLl<?oli~h andille-reby-m-aKe them more f~ 
but that you may undertake to teachthem as you you-rsetrWoUId-- . 
wrsnt<f1)eTaughtYouare rignTeoustnatyou" m~ vmdlCafeand -:" (' 
paraon-llieunriiht~s;us,-noTthat you may only condem~~ '! 
--~---~.'----- ~~---- -----~ ,--"'-----., 

Judge, and punish. For this is eliTist's example for us, as fie says: . 
"~God-se~t- the'-S-o~-the worT<I;IiOrttr-eentlenrtniie woiJC1;-
but that the world might be saved through him" (John 3:17). He 
further says in Luke 9 [:55-56]: "You do not know what manner 
of spirit you are of; for the Son of man came not to destroy men's 
lives but to save them." 

But the carnal nature of man violently rebels, for it greatly 
delights in punishment, in boasting of its own righteogm.ess, @d 
in its neighbor's shame and embarrassment at l.!k.J).nrigbteousSl~s.$. 
Therefure it pleads its own case, and it rejoices that this is better 
than its neighbor's. But it opposes the case of its neighbor and 
wants it to appear mean. This perversity is wholly evil, contrary 
to love, which does not seek its own good, but that of another 
[I Cor. 13:5; Phil. 2:4]. It ought to be distressed that the condi-
tion of its neighbor is not better than its own. It ought to wish 
that its neighbor's condition were better than its own, and if its 
neighbor's condition is the better, it ought to rejoice no less than 
it rejoices when its own is the better. "For this is the law and 
the prophets" [Matt. 7: 12]. 

But you say, "Is it not permissible to chasten evil man? Is it 
not proper to punish sin? Who is not obliged to defend righteous
ness? To do otherwise would give occasion for lawlessness." 

I answer: A single solution to this problem cannot be given. 
Therefore one must distinguish among men. For men can be classi
fied either as public or private individuals. 

The things which have been said do not pertain at all to public 
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individuals, that is, to those who have been placed in a responsible. 
office by God. It is their necessary function to punish and judge 
evil men, to vindicate and defend the oppressed, because it is not 
they but God who does this. They are his servants in this very 
matter, as the Apostle shows at some length in Rom. 13 [:4]: 
"He does not bear the sword in vain, etc." But this must be under
stood as pertaining to the cases of other men, not to one's own. 
For no man acts in God's place for the sake of himself and his own 
things, but for the sake of others. If, however, a public official has 
a case of his own, let him ask for someone other than himself to be 
God's representative, for in that case he is not a judge, but one 
of the parties. But on these matters let others speak at other times, 
for it is too broad a subject to cover now. 

Private individuals with their own cases are of three kinds. 
First, there are those who seek vengeance and judgment from the 
representatives of God, and of these there is now a very great 
number. Paul tolerates such people, but he does not approve of them 
when he says in I Cor. 6 [: 12 J, "'All things are lawful for me,' but 
not all things are helpful." Rather he says in the same chapter, "To 
have lawsuits at all with one another is defeat for you" [I Cor. 6:7]. 
But yet to avoid a greater evil he tolerates this lesser one lest they 
should vindicate themselves and one should use force on the other, 
returning evil for evil, demanding their own advantages. Neverthe
less such will not enter the kingdom of heaven unless they have 
changed for the better by forsaking things that are merely lawful 
and pursuing those that are helpful. For that passion for one's own 
advantage must be destroyed. 

In the second class are those who do not desire vengeance. 
On the other hand, in accordance with the Gospel [Matt. 5:40], to 
those who would take their coats, they are prepared to give their 
cloaks as well, and they do not resist any evil. These are sons of 
God, brothers of Christ, heirs of future bleSSings. In Scripture there
fore they are called "fatherless," "widows," "desolate"; because they 
do not avenge themselves, God wishes to be called their "Father" 
and "Judge" CPs. 68:5]. Far from avenging themselves, if those in 
authority should wish to seek revenge in their behalf, they either 
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do not desire it or seek it, or they only permit it. Or, if they are 
among the most advanced, they forbid and prevent it, prepared 
rather to lose their other possessions also. 

Suppose you say: "Such people are very rare, and who would 
be able to remain in this world were he to do this?" I answer: This 
is not a discovery of today, that few are saved and that the gate 
is narrow that leads to life and those who find it are few [Matt. 
7: 14], But if none were doing this, how would the Scripture stand 
which calls the poor, the orphans, and the widows "the people of 
Christ?" Therefore those in this second class grieve more over the 
sin of their offenders than over the loss or offense to themselves. 
And they do this that they may recall those offenders from their 
sin rather than avenge the wrongs they themselves have suffered. 
Therefore they put off the form of their own righteousness and put 
on the form of those others, praying for their persecutors, blessing 
those who curse, doing good to evil-doers, prepared to pay the 
penalty and make satisfaction for their very enemies that they may 
be saved [Matt. 5:44J. This is the gospel and the example of 
Christ [Luke 23:34]. 

In the third class are those who in persuasion are like the 
second type just mentioned, but are not like them in practice. They 
are the ones who demand back their own property or seek punish
ment to be meted out, not because they seek their own advantage, 
but through the punishment and restoration of their own things 
they seek the betterment of the one who has stolen or offended. 
They discern that the offender cannot be improved without punish
ment. These are called "zealots" and the Scriptures praise them. But 
no one ought to attempt this unless he is mature and highly ex
perienced in the second class just mentioned, lest he mistake wrath 
for zeal and be convicted of doing from anger and impatience that 
which he believes he is doing from love of justice. For anger is like 
zeal, and impatience is like love of justice so that they cannot 
be sufficiently distinguished except by the most spiritual. Christ 
exhibited such zeal when he made a whip and cast out the sellers 
and buyers from the temple, as related in John 2 [:14-17]. Paul 
did likewise when he said, "Shall I come to you with a rod, or with 
love in a spirit of gentleness?" [I Cor. 4:21]. FINIS 
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A MEDITATION ON 
CHRIST~S PASSION 

1. Some people meditate on Christ's passion by venting their anger 
on the Jews.1 This singing and ranting about wretched Judas2 sat
isfies them, for they are in the habit of complaining about other peo
ple, of condemning and reproaching their adversaries. That might 
well be a meditation on the wickedness of Judas and the Jews, but 
not on the sufferings of Christ. 

2. Some point to the manifold benefits and fruits that grow 
from contemplating Christ's passion. There is a saying ascribed to 
Albertus3 about this, that it is more beneficial to ponder Christ's 
passion just once than to fast a whole year or to pray a psalm daily, 
etc. These people follow this saying blindly and therefore do not 
reap the fruit of Christ's passion, for in so doing they are seeking 
their own advantage. They carry pictures and booklets, letters and 
crosses on their person. Some who travel afar do this in the belief 
that they thus protect themselves against water and sword, fire, and 
all sorts of perils.4 Christ's suffering is thus used to effect in them 
a lack of suffering contrary to his being and nature. 

3. Some feel pity for Christ, lamenting and bewailing his inno
cence. They are like the women who followed Christ from Jeru-

1 Luther's attitude toward the Jews finds frequent expression in his works. At 
the beginning of his career his position was one of benevolent hope of con
verting them to Christianity. This is reflected in this treatise, as well as in his 
That Christ Was Bom a Jew, 1523 (LW 45, 195-229). Over the years his posi
tion changed, due largely to the adamant refusal of the Jews to accept his invi
tation to acknowledge Christ. This is evidenced in his treatise of 1547, On the 
Jews and Their Lies. WA 53, (412) 417-552. 
2 Luther alludes to a medieval German hymn, 0 du armer Judas, was hast 
du getan ("Ah, Thou Wretched Judas, "What Is It You Have Done?"). 
MAS 1, 520. 
3 Albert Magnus (1193-1280) was a scholastic theologian, often called "Doctor 
universal~' and a teacher of Thomas Aquinas. 
4 Luther here directs his criticism at those who carry holy pictures, prayer 
books (d. L W 43, 5-7), rosaries, etc., as amulets to ward off harm and 
danger, as well as those who undertake pilgrimages. 
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salem and were chided and told by Christ that it would be better 
to weep for themselves and their children [Luke 23:27-28]. They 
are the kind of people who go far afield in their meditation on the 
passion, making much of Christ's farewell from Bethanf and of 
the Virgin Mary's anguish,6 but never progressing beyond that, 
which is why so many hours are devoted to the contemplation of 
Christ's passion. Only God knows whether that is invented for the 
purpose of sleeping or of waking. 7 

Also to this group belong those who have learned what rich 
fruits the holy mass offers. In their simplemindedness they think it 
enough simply to hear mass. In support of this several teachers are 
cited to us who hold that the mass is opere operati, non opere 
operantis,8 that it is effective in itself without our merit and worthi
ness, and that this is all that is needed. Yet the mass was not insti
tuted for its own worthiness, but to make us worthy and to remind 
us of the passion of Christ. \Vhere that is not done, we make of the 
mass a physical and unfruitful act, though even this is of some good. 
Of what help is it to you that God is God, if he is not God to yoU?9 
Of what benefit is it to you that food and drink are good and whole
some in themselves if they are not healthful for you? ArId it is to 
be feared that many masses will not improve matters as long as we 
do not seek the right fruit in them. 

4. They contemplate Christ's passion aright who view it with 
a terror-stricken heart and a despairing conscience. This terror must 
be felt as you witness the stem wrath and the unchanging earnest
ness with which God looks upon sin and sinners, so much so that he 
was unwilling to release sinners even for his only and dearest Son 

5 John 12:1-8. The veneration of Martha was widespread in medieval Germany. 
See Stephen Beissel, Geschichte der Verehrung Marthas in Deutschland 
wiihrend des Mittelalters (Freiburg, 1909). 
6 John 19:25-27. 
7 It was not unusual for such contemplations to last four or five hours. Often 
they were much longer, and the pious frequently fell asleep. On these devo
tional exercises, see Florenz Landmann, Das Predigtwesen in Westfalen in 
der letzten Zeit des Mittelalters (Miinster, 1900), p. 75. 
8 I.e., the mechanical performance of the mass makes it valid and effective, 
not the inward intent or disposition of the one who celebrates the mass. 
9 Ever more pronounced from tlllS point on is Luther's emphasis on the.pro me, 
pro nobis ("for me, for us"), reflecting the personal aspect of faith which 
Luther himself experienced and now expressed in all his writings. 
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without his payment of the severest penalty for them. Thus he says 
in Isaiah 53 [: 8], "I have chastised him for the transgressions of my 
people." If the dearest child is punished thus, what will be the fate 
of sinners?lO It must be an inexpressible and unbearable earnestness 
that forces such a great and infinite person to suffer and die to 
appease it. And if you seriously consider that it is God's very own 
Son, the eternal wisdom of the Father, who suffers, you will be ter
rified indeed. The more you think about it, the more intensely will 
you be frightened. 

5. You must get this thought through your head and not doubt 
that you are the one who is torturing Christ thus, for your sins have 
surely wrought this. In Acts 2 [:36-37] St. Peter frightened the Jews 
like a peal of thunder when he said to all of them, "You crucified 
him." Consequently three thousand alarmed and terrified Jews 
asked the apostles on that one day, "0 dear brethren, what shall we 
do now?" Therefore, when you see the nails piercing Christ's hands, 
you can be certain that it is your work. \Vhen you behold his crown 
of thoms, you may rest assured that these are your evil thoughts, etc. 

6. For every nail that pierces Christ, more than one hundred 
thousand should in justice pierce you, yes, they should prick you 
forever and ever more painfully! When Christ is tortured by nails 
penetrating his hands and feet, you should eternally suffer the pain 
they inRict and the pain of even more cruel nails, which will in 
truth be the lot of those who do not avail themselves of Christ's 
passion. This earnest mirror,l1 Christ, will not lie or trifle, and 
whatever it points out will come to pass in full measure. 

7. St. Bernard12 was so terrified by this that he declared, "I 
regarded myself secure; I was not aware of the eternal sentence 
that had been passed on me in heaven until I saw that Cod's only 
Son had compassion upon me and offered to bear this sentence for 
me. Alas, if the situation is tllat serious, I should not make light of 
it or feel secure." We read that Christ commanded the women not 
to weep for him but for themselves and their children [Luke 23:28]. 

10 Cf. Luke 23:3l. 
11 I.e., the one in and~rough whom we see our sin in its starkness. 
12 St. Bernard of Clairvaux (1090-1153), Cistercian monk, mystic, and founder 
of the abbey of Clairvaux, was held in high regard and frequently quoted by 
LutI!er. 
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And he adds the reason for this, saying, "For if they do this to 
the green wood, what will happen when it is dry?" [Luke 23:31] 
He says as it were: From my martyrdom you can learn what it is 
that you really deserve and what your fate should be. Here the say
ing applies that the small dog is whipped to frighten the big dog. 
Thus the prophet13 said that all the generations on earth will bewail 
themselves over him; he does not say that they will bewail him, 
but that they will bewail themselves because of hiIll. In like manner 
the people of whom we heard in Acts 2 [:36-37] were so frightened 
that they said to the apostles, "0 brethren, what shall we do?" This 
is also the song of the church: "I will ponder this diligently and, 
as a result, my soul will languish within me." 14 

8. We must give ourselves wholly to this matter, for the main 
benefit of Christ's passion is that man sees into his own true self 
and that he be terrified and crushed by this. Unless we seek that 
knowledge, we do not derive much benefit from Christ's passion. 
The real and true work of Christ's passion is to make man con
formable to Christ, so that man's conscience is tormented by his 
sins in like measure as Christ was pitiably tormented in body and 
soul by our sins. This does not call for many words but for profound 
reflection and a great awe of sins. Take this as an illustration: a 
criminal is sentenced to death for the murder of the child of a 
prince or a king. In the meantime you go your carefree way, sing
ing and playing, until you are cruelly arrested and convicted of 
having inspired the murderer. Now the whole world closes in upon 
you, especially since your conscience also deserts you. You should 
be terrified even more by the meditation on Christ's passion. For 
the evildoers, the Jews, whom God has judged and driven out, were 
only the servants of your sin; you are actually the one who, as we 
said, by his sin killed and crucified God's Son. 

9. He who is so hardhearted and callous as not to be terrified 
by Christ's passion and led to a knowledge of self, has reason to 
fear. For it is inevitable, whether in this life or in hell, that you will 

13 Cf. Jer. 4:31. 
14 This hymn cannot be named with certainty, though it may well have been 
Bernard of Clairvaux's Salve Caput cruentatem, later paraphrased freely by 
Paul Gerhard in his "0 Sacred Head Now Wounded." 
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have to become conformable to Christ's image and suffering.15 At 
the very least, you will sink into this terror in the hour of death 
and in purgatory16 and will tremble and quake and feel all that 
Christ suffered on the cross. Since it is horrible to lie waiting on 
your deathbed, you should pray God to soften your heart and let 
you now ponder Christ's passion with profit to you. Unless God 
inspires our heart, it is impossible for us of ourselves to meditate 
thoroughly on Christ's passion. No meditation or any other doctrine 
is granted to you tllat you might be boldly inspired by your own 
will to accomplish this. You must first seek God's grace and ask that 
it be accomplished by his grace and not by your own power. That 
is why the people we referred to above fail to view Christ's passion 
aright. They do not seek God's help for this, but look to their own 
ability to devise their own means of accomplishing this. They deal 
with the matter in a completely human but also unfruitful way. 

10. We say without hesitation that he who contemplates God's 
sufferings for a day, an hour, yes, only a quarter ')f an hour, does 
better than to fast a whole year, pray a psalm daily, yes, better than 
to hear a hundred masses. This meditation changes man's being 
and, almost like baptism, gives him a new birth. Here the passion 
of Christ performs its natural and noble work, strangling the old 
Adam and banishing all joy, delight, and confidence which man 
could derive from other creatures, even as Christ was forsaken by 
all, even by God. 

11. Since this [strangling of the old Adam} does not rest with 
us, it happens that we occasionally pray for it, and yet do not attain 
it at once. Nevertheless we should neither despair nor desist. At 
times this happens because we do not pray for it as God conceives 
of it and wishes it, for it must be left free and unfettered. Then man 
becomes sad in his conscience and grumbles to himself about the 
evil in his life. It may well be that he does not know that Christ's 
passion, to which he gives no thought, is effecting this in him, even 
as the others who do think of Christ's passion still do not gain this 
knowledge of self through it. For these the passion of Christ is 

hidden and genuine, while for those it is only unreal and mislead-

15 Cf. I Cor. 15:49. 
16 At this point in his career Luther did not question the docbine of purgatory. 
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ing. In that way God often reverses matters, so that those who do 
not meditate on Christ's passion do meditate on it, and those who 
do not hear mass do hear it, and those who hear it do not hear it. 

12. Until now we have sojourned in Passion Week and rightly 
celebrated Good Friday.17 Now we come to the resurrection of 
Christ, to the day of Easter. After man has thus become aware of 
his sin and is terrified in his heart, he must watch that sin does not 
remain in his conscience, for this would lead to sheer despair. Just 
as [our knowledge of] sin flowed from Christ and was acknowl
edged by us, so we must pour this sin back on him and free our 
conscience of it. Therefore beware, lest you do as those perverse 
people who torture their hearts with their sins and strive to do the 
impossible, namely, get rid of their sins by running from one good 
work or penance to another, or by working their way out of this by 
means of indulgences. Unfortunately such false confidence in pen
ance and pilgrimages is widespread.18 

13. You cast your sins from yourself and onto Christ when you 
firmly believe that his wounds and sufferings are your sins, to be 
borne and paid for by him, as we read in Isaiah 53 [:6], "The Lord 
has laid on him the iniquity of us all." St. Peter says, "in his body 
has he borne our sins on the wood of the cross" [I Pet. 2:24]. St. 
Paul says, "God has made him a sinner for us, so that through him 
we would be made just" [II Cor. 5:21]. You must stake everything 
on these and similar verses. The more your conscience torments you, 
the more tenaciously must you cling to them. If you do not do that, 
but presume to still your conscience with your contrition and pen
ance, you will never obtain peace of mind, but will have to despair 
in the end. If we allow sin to remain in our conscience and try to 
deal with it there, or if we look at sin in our heart, it will be much 
too strong for us and will live on forever. But if we behold it resting 
on Christ and [see it] overcome by his resurrection, and then boldly 
believe this, even it is dead and nullified. Sin cannot remain on 
Christ, since it is swallowed up by his resurrection. Now you see 
no wounds, no pain in him, and no sign of sin. Thus St. Paul de-

"See LW 35, xiv-xv. 
18Luther was often critical of pilgrimages. See, for example, LW 35, 40 and 
LW 44, 86-87. 

-170-

A Meditation on Christ's Passion 

elares that "Christ died for our sin and rose for our justification" 
[Rom. 4:25]. That is to say, in his suffering Christ makes our sin 
known and thus destroys it, but through his resurrection he justifies 
us and delivers us from all sin, if we believe this. 

14. If, as was said before, you cannot believe, you must entreat 
God for faith. This too rests entirely in the hands of God. What we 
said about suffering also applies here, namely, that sometimes faith 
is granted openly, sometimes in secret. 

However, you can spur yourself on to believe. First of all, you 
must no longer contemplate the suffering of Christ (for this has 
already done its work and terrified you), but pass beyond that and 
see his friendly heart and how this heart beats with such love for 
you that it impels him to bear with pain your conscience and your 
sin. Then your heart will be filled with love for him, and the con
fidence of your faith will be strengthened. Now continue and rise 
beyond Christ's heart to God's heart and you will see that Christ 
would not have shown this love for you if God in his eternal love 
had not wanted this, for Christ's love for you is due to his obedi
ence to God. Thus you will find the divine and kind paternal heart, 
and, as Christ says, you will be drawn to the Father through him. 
Then you will understand the words of Christ, "For God so loved 
the world that he gave his only Son, etc." [John 3:16]. We know 
God aright when we grasp him not in his might or wisdom (for 
then he proves terrifying), but in his kindness and love. Then faith 
and confidence are able to exist, and then man is truly born anew 
in God. 

15. Mter your heart has thus become firm in -Christ, and love, 
not fear of pain, has made you a foe of sin, then Christ's passion 
must from that day on become a pattern for your entire life. Hence
forth you will have to see his passion differently. Until now we 
regarded it as a sacrament which is active in us while we are 
passive, but now we find that we too must be active, namely, in the 
follOwing. If pain or sickness affiicts you, consider how paltry 
this is in comparison with the thorny crown and the nails of Christ. 
If you are obliged to do or to refrain from doing things against your 
wishes, ponder how Christ was bound and captured and led hither 
and yon. If you are beset by pride, see how your Lord was mocked 
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and ridiculed along \Vith criminals. If unchastity and lust assail 
you, remember how ruthlessly Christ's tender flesh was scourged, 
pierced, and beaten. If hatred, envy, and vindictiveness beset you, 
recall that Christ, who indeed had more reason to avenge himself, 
interceded with tears and cries for you and for all his enemies. If 
sadness or any adversity, physical or spiritual, distresses you, 
strengthen your heart and say, 'Well, why should I not be willing 
to bear a little grief, when agonies and fears caused my Lord to 
sweat blood in the Garden of Gethsemane? He who lies abed while 
his master struggles in the throes of death is indeed a slothful and 
disgraceful servant." 

So then, this is how we can draw strength and encouragement 
from Christ against every vice and failing. That is a proper con
templation of Christ's passion, and such are its fruits. And he who 
exercises himself in that way does better than to listen to every story 
of Christ's passion or to read all the masses. This is not to say that 
masses are of no value, but they do not help us in such meditation 
and exercise. 

Those who thus make Christ's life and name a part of their own 
lives are true Christians. St. Paul says, "Those who belong to Christ 
have crucified their flesh with all its desires" [Gal. 5:24]. Christ's 
passion must be met not with words or forms, but with life and 
truth. Thus St. Paul exhorts us, "Consider him who endured such 
hostility from evil people against himself, so that you may be 
strengthened and not be weary at heart" [Heb. 12:3]. And St. Peter, 
"Since therefore Christ suffered in the flesh, strengthen and arm 
yourselves by meditating on this" [I Pet. 4:1]. However, such medi
tation has become rare, although the letters of St. Paul and St. 
Peter abound with it. We have transformed the essence into 
semblance and painted our meditations on Christ's passion on walls 
and made them into letters.19 

19 Text T, printed at Wittenberg in 1520, adds a final line: Soli deo gloria. 
WA 2, 142. 
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To the Venerable Master Erasmus of Rotterdam, Martin Luther 
sends grace and peace in Christ. 

[INTRODUCTION] 

[Luther Explains His Delay in Replying and Admits 
Erasmus' Superior Talent] 1 

That I have taken so long to reply to your Diatribe Concerning Free 
Choice,2 venerable Erasmus, has been contrary to everyone's expec
tation and to my own custom; for hitherto I have seemed not only 
willing to accept, but eager to seek out, opportunities of this kind 
for writing. There will perhaps be some surprise at this new and 
unwonted forbearance-or fearl-in Luther, who has not been roused 
even by all the speeches and letters his adversaries have flung about, 
congratulating Erasmus on his victory and chanting in triumph, "Ho, 
hoI Has that Maccabee, that most obstinate Assertor,3 at last met his 
match, and dares not open his mouth against him?" Yet not only do 
I not blame them, but of myself I yield you a palm such as I have 
never yielded to anyone before; for I confess not only that you are 
far superior to me in powers of eloqli~ce and native g. (~hich 
we all must admit, all the more as I am an uncultivated fellow who -- . has a~~_moved in uncultivated circIes),4 but t~at .. Y2.l!..p~~~_quite 

1 W A 18, 600-602. 
2 Erasmus' De Libera arbitTio was published in September, 1524, Luther's De 
servo arbitTio not until December, 1525. For the meaning of Diatribe and the 
translation of arbitrium see pp. xi f. and 8. 
3The Maccabees were the intrepid leaders of the Jewish revolt against the 
tyranny of Antiochus Epiphanes (ca. 166 B.C.). ''Assertor'' refers to Luther's 
Assertion of all the Articles Condemned by the Latest Bull of Leo X (1521). 
4Literally: "a barbarian who has always lived among barbarians." Possibly an 
ironic allusion to Erasmus' Book Against the Barbn.rians (Anti-barorumliber), 
first published in 1520. For Erasmus the "barbarians" were those who opposed 
bonae literae or "good letters." 
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damped my spirit and eagerness, and left me exhausted before I 
coUl{I-s~oW:----' .-----.... 

There are two ~easons for this: first, our cleverness in treating 
the srtbject with suc remar able and consistent moderation as to 
-m~ It impossIble for me to be ang;y=;;th YQu; and sgGGIHIl;C:the 
'luck or chance or fate by which you say nothin on this im ortant 

sut:iJect that has not een Sal ss, 
an attribute so much more to free choice than the S hists5 have 
hitherto done a p n w c shall have more to say later) that 
it really seemed superfluous to answer the arguments you use. They 

i have been refuted already so often by me,tl and beaten down and 
/ completeluulverized in Philip Melanchthon's Commonplacescan 
( unanswerable little book which in my judgment deserves not only to 
\ heJmmortalized but even canonized. Compared with it, your book 

I stru~o cheap and paltry that I felt profoundly sorry 'for 
you, defiling as you were your very elegant and ingenious style with 

\ such trash, and quite disgusted at the utterly unworthy matter that 

jl was being conveyed in such rich or;aments of elo uence, liKe-refUSe 
or ~dure-being carne in gold and silver vases. 

i, You seem to have felt this yoUrself;·from the reluctance with 
which you undertook this piece of writing. No doubt your con-
science warned you that, no matter what powers of eloquence you 
brought to the task, you would be unable so to gloss it over as to 
prevent me from stripping away the seductive charm of your words 
and discovering the dregs beneath, since although I am unskilled in 
spC;ch, I am not unskilled rn lruowledge, by the grace of God. For 
J e e thus with Paul [II Cor. 11:6] to claim knowledge for m ~, 
self that I confi en ~ grant you elq.quence 
.~ 

5 A contemptuous term, used also by Erasmus, to denote the Scholastic theo
logians. 
6 E.g., in the Lectures on Romans (1516; WA 56, 155-528; Lee 15, 3-419), 
the Quaestio de virihus et voluntate hominis (1516; WA 1, 145 ff.), the Dispu
tation Against Scholastic Theology (1517; WA 1, 224ff.; LW 31, 9ff.), the 
Heidelberg Disputation, esp. Theses 13-15 (1518; WA 1, 354; LW 31, 40), 
the Lectures on the Psalms (1519-1521; W A 5, 172 ff.; 622 ff.), the Assertio 
(1521; WA 7, 142 ff.), and Defence and Explanation of AU the Articles (Grund 
und Ursach) (1521; WA 7, 446 ff.; LW 32, 3 ff.). 
7 The Loci communes rerum theologicarum, first edition 1521. 
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and native genius such as I willirlgly and very properly disclaim for 
myself. 

What I thought, then, was this. If there are those who have 
imbibed so little of our teaching or taken so insecure a hold of it, 
strongly supported by Scripture though it is, that they can be moved 
by these trivial and worthless though highly decorative arguments 

\ fof Erasmus, then they do not deserve that I should come to their 
\/ rescue with an answer. Nothing could be said or written that would 

be sufficient for such people, even though it were by recourse to 
thousands of books a thousand times over, and you might just as 
well plow the seashore and sow seed in the sand or try to fill a cask 
full of holes with water. Those who have imbibed the Spirit who 

\ ! holds sway in our books have had a sufficient service from us al
\ I ready, and they can easily dispose of your performances; but as for 
v 

those who read without the Spirit, it is no wonder if they are shaken 
like a reed by every wind. 8 Why, God himself could not say enough 
for such people, even if all his creatures were turned into tongues.9 

Hence I might well have decided to leave them alone, upset as they 
were by your book, along with those who are delighted with it and 
declare you the victor., 

_ It wjls, then, neither pressure of work, nor the difficulty of ~e ) 
/'taik, nor your great eloquence, nor any fear of you, but sheer dis- J 

st, anger, and contem t, or-to ut it lain! -m co· d 
j~ent on your Diatribe that damped my eagerness to answer 
ou. I need hardly mention here the good care you take as ou I 

always 0, to be everyw ere evaSIve an equivocal; you fancy 
y~~steenng more cauhously than Ulysses between Scylla and 
~is as you seek to assert nothing while appearing J;o...a.ssert 

\ s~ng. How, I ask you, is it possible to have any discussion or 
I reach any understandrng Wlth such people, unless one is clever 

V
ilOiightocatch Proteus?10 What I can do rn thIS matter, and what . 

you have gained by it, I will show you later, with Christ's help. ) 
. There have, then, to be special reasons for my answering you 

) 

8 Cf. Matt. 11:7. 
9 Cf. Luke 19:40. " 
10 A figure of Greek mythology, supposed to have the" power of changing him
self into different shapes so as to avoid capture. Cf. Ovid Metamorphoses viii. 
730 f.; Erasmus, Adagia XLIII. 
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at this point. Faithful brethren in Christ are urging me to do so, 
and point out that everyone expects it, since the authority of Eras
mus is not to be despised, and the truth of Christian doctrine is 
being imperiled in the hearts of many. Moreover, it has at length 
come home to me that my silence has not been entirely honorable, 
and that I have been deluded by my mundane prudence11-or 
knavery-into insufficient awareness of my duty, whereby I am 
under obligation both to the wise and to the foolish [Rom. 1:14], 
especially when I am called to it by the entreaties of so many 
brethren. For although the subject before us demands more than an 
external teacher, and besides him who plants and him who waters 
outwardly [I Cor. 3:7], it requires also the Spirit of God to give the 
growth and to be a living teacher of living things inwardly (a 
thought that has been much in my mind), yet since the Spirit is free, 
and blows not where we will but where he wills [John 3:8], we 
ought to have observed that rule of Paul, "Be urgent in season and 
out of season" [II Tim. 4:2], for we do not know at what hour the 
Lord is coming [Matt. 24:42]. There may be, I grant, some who 
have not yet sensed the Spirit who informs my writings, and who 
have been bowled over by that Diatribe of Y0o/s; perhaps their . 

'/< J r-~ . 1/\ . hour has not yet come. em P-""7 tf--?'-- ;v-:- <t- <-' fr--' 
F And who knows but that God may even deign to visit you, 
!~~~ ~us, through such a wretched and fiaillittle vessel of 
! his as myself, so that in a hap hour-ang~ this 1 earnestly 
I be~ th~ a er a mercies rough Christ our L~y come 

/ to you by means of tliis book, and win12 a very dear brother. Lor 
'~ alt u h you think and write wrongly about free choice, et I owe 

\ yo no sma a s, or you ave made me far more sure of my own 
\ position by letting me see e case or free c OlCe put orward with 

\ 

all the ener of so distinguished and powerful a mu;:d, but with no 
other effect than to make hlngs-worse tha~Q~l!~ 
eyidence that fr~ pure fiction; for, like the woma!;! in 

\ the Gg.~Ll~~~~is tr~~~~~ by_~~_~_~~t.'?~:_~~e 
\ wors~. it ge!~ therefore abundantly pay my debt of thanks to 
\ /,. --_._-------------....... 
'you, if through me you become better informea,as'''r1lirouglr)'ou 

11 Literally: "the prudence o;ba~ery of~y flesh." 
12 "Lucrifaciam"; d. Matt. 8:15; I Cor. 9:19 ff. 
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have. been more. Str2J;).glY-_.CDnfu:me.<i....Bllt....both~!he~Q1.iEgs are 
gifts Of the -spirit, not our own achievement~ .... The!:~fm::~, __ :w~,~~r
pray to God th-afne may open my mouth and your heart, and the 
hearts of all meIi;' and ··t1i'aTlie·'Inafbimselfb~.prese:n1:iD.:o~~llila:st 
as the master who informs both our speaking and hearing. 

But from you, my dear_~r.asmu~, let me obtain this re uest, that 
just as I ear with _0. i ora~.m these matters, so you in turn 
wi!! bear with lack of eloquenc'. God does not 've all his or 

to one man, an we- cannot a do all things"/3 or, as Paul says: 
~ . 

"There are varieties of gifts, but the same Spirit" [I Cor. 12:4]. It 
re~, therefore, for us to render mutual service with our gifts, so 
that each with his own gift bears the burden and need of the other. 
Thus we shall fulfill the law of Christ [Gal. 6:2]. 

* * * 

) 

13 "Non omnia possumus omnes," Virgil Eclogue viii. 63. 
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w2;.en the whole of Scripture, every jot and tittle of it, is on our siqe? 
[or is it necessary; on the one hand, because free choice is already 

. v~Ulshea anC[j?rostrate by a t~ld conquest-once where ~e 
" ~ everything Diatribe thoughttobe in its favor is actually 

ag~inst it, and again where we show that the arguments she sought 
to refute stilI stand invincible. On the other hand, even if free choice 
were not already vanquished, no more than a cou Ie of missiles 
wg' e re , an . that would be enough. For 

;'\ ",hat need is there, when an enemy has been killed by anL9ne shot, 
'«."\7 i ,'to rlcldlerus\1ead-budywillla1ofrllore? ~ow, therefore, ~~.~~~e 
\.,,\'} as brief as the subject will atlow. And out of our numerous armies 

) V we will bring forw tw . h comma1ld&.rs with a few of their 

·':::kttalions, namelYi au a~o n the Evan e ~t. 
\. /' '----

[St. Paul: Universal Sinfulness Nullifies Free Choice] 1 

_ This is how Paul, writing to the Romans, enters into an argument 
/ 

I against free choice and for the grace of God: "The wrath of God is 
I fevealed from heaven against all ungodliness and wickedness of 
\ men who in wickedness hold back the truth of God" [Rom. 1:18). 
I Do you hear in this the general verdict on all men, that they are 
I ~der the-wrath oreod? What else does this mean but that they ar~ 
I /- .) 

/ • aes~ving of wrath ana punishment? He gives as the reason fo..:-,the 
" ~ ct that they do nothing but what deserves wrath and "l ..E~~t, because ~e all ungodly an WIC e ,an in wick-

1 ~dness hold back the truth.lVhere now is the Eower 0 ee ~e I . t;-attempt ~g good? Paul represents it as deserving the wrath 
\ of-.Qod, and pronounceS-It ungodly- and WicKed. And that whIch 
\ deserves wrath and is ungodly, strives and preva1ISagaiilst grace, 

I not for grace. I There will be smiles here at sleepy old Luther, who has not 
i looked carefully enough at Paul; and someone will say that Paul is 
I not there speaking about all men, nor about all their doings, but 

I o~ ~bou~ t~ ungodly and wicked and, as is exp~e:~~, those 
l who ill WIckedness hold back the truth, so that It does notlOllow 

that all men are like that. To this I reply that for Paul it makes no 

1 W A 18, 757-763. 
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you say "ag . st all ungodliness of men" or 
'~gaills' t e un~ ness 0 a m~. r-Faulalmosteverywhere 
u~es Hebraisms, so that the meaning is: "All men are ungodly and 
wicked, and in their wickedness they suppress the truth, hence they 
are all Qeser~f wrath." Furthermore, in the Greek there is no 
relativ~,-·"or;;en-~h~;·~;-~icle, like this: "The wrath of Go(L 
iSrev';l~d against all ungodliness and wickedness of men the sup
p"i-essors of the truth in wickedness"; so that the clause translated 
""wli9 in wickedness hold back the'truth" is, as it were, adjectivaL to 
"all men," just as the relative clause is adjectival in "our Father who 
~t in heaven," for which an alternative rendering would be "our 
heavenly Father" or "our Father in heaven." The objection, on the 
other hand, is deSigned to separate out those who believe and are 
godly.2 

But all this would be mere empty talk were it not so compel
lingly confirmed by the drift of Paul's argument itself. For shortly 
before, he has said: "The gospel is the power of God for salvation to 
everyone who has faith, to the Jew first and also to the Greek" 
[Rom. 1:16). re are no obscure or ambiguous words; "to Jews 
and Greeks" mea.ns that to. a m~IL_~.gospe .. Q,tepowero God 
is nec~ssary in order that they may have faith and be saved from 
the wrathWthaf'is·~reveale·cl~laSk you, wnen'lie .. deClares·th~tthe 
Jews, rich as they- are in dgbteousness, the law of God, and the 
po)V"er of free choice, are without distinction destitute and in need 
of the Dower ofGOa to save them from the wrath that is revealed, 
~~n he makes this power necessary for them, does lie not 
deem them to be under wrath? What men Will you pick out, then, 
as not liab e to t e wra 0 od ~en you are obliged to believe 
that the finest men in the world, the Jews and the Greeks, were in 
that ~ondition? A ain, what exceptions will you make amon . the 
Jews and Greeks themselves when out any distinction puts 
~ -' 

2 Literally: "For it is said (or: It is said, to bE! sure), for the differentiation 
of ... " PreCisely what the "it" refers to here is obscure. The rendering in the 
text refers it to the statement of the smiling objector at the beginning of the 
paragraph, since this seems to make the best sense; but it could be referred to 
the adjectival clause in the preceding sentence. What is quite clear is Luther's 
conviction that all men without exception are ungodly by nature, and "those 
who believe and are godly" are so only by grace. 
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them all into one category and brings them all under the same judg
ment? Must we suppose that among these two most distinguished 
peoples there were not any who aspired to virtue? Did none of them 
strive with all the might of their free choice? But Paul pays no at
tention to this; he puts them all under wrath, declares them all un
godly and wicked. And must we not believe that in similar terms the 
rest of the apostles, each in his own sphere, consigned all the other 
nations also to this wrath? 

This passag..e-o-Of Paul's, therefore, stands unyielding in its insis
tence that free choice, or the most excellent thingj1LmeJiL even the 
_most excellent men, wh~-;~-;epOssessed of the law, righteousness, 
~~-d;-;~an(ran-ttre VIrtues IS ung;dly, ~cked, and deserving of 
the ~~r-at1i~orGoa~-Ollierwfse, rauYs Whole argument is valueless; 
but if itis-:;;ot, then the division he makes leaves no one on neutral 
ground, when he assigns salvation to those who believe the gospel, 
and wrath to all the rest, or takes believers as righteous and unbe
lievers as ungodly, wicked, and subject to wrath. For what he means 
is this: ~e righteousness of God is revealed in the gospel as being 
of faith, _~_Q_ it fOTf~ men are ungodly ana: wicrrecr-FCir it 
would~<3 __ :fuQ1ISll of God to reveal nghteousness to men ifrney 
ei.tb..Elii::kaew_it.lll!§ady or possessed the seeds of it. But seeingtIial: 
God is not f02g,~h-,_£1ll<lYet he r~to them the righteousness of 
salvatlon;'-it'i's evident that free choice, even-Tri-'tIieriighest type of 
men, neither possesses nor is capable of anything, and does not even 
know what is righteous in the sight of God-unless perhaps the 
righteousness of God is not revealed to the highest type, but only to 
the lowest, despite Paul's boasting that he is under obligation both 
to Jews and Greeks, wise and foolish, barbarians and Greeks [Rom. 
1:14J. 

Therefore, Paul in this passage lumps all men together in a sin- r f 
, . I 

gle mass, and concludes that, so far from being able to will or do i 
anything good, they are all ungodly, wicked, and ignorant of righ-I \ 
teousness and faith. And this conclusion indisputably follows from 
the fact that God reveals to them, as ignorant and sitting in dark- \ 
ness, the righteousness of salvation; for this means that in them- \ \ 
selves they are ignorant, and being ignorant of the righteousness of \ \ 
salvation, they are certainly under wrath and damnation, from ~ ,J 
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which in their ignorance they can neither extricate them r /I 
eve try to. For how can you try, if you do not know what there is 
t~out, or how, why, and wherefore to try? 

With this conclusIOn, plain fact and experience agree. For show 
me anyone of the whole race of mortals, even if he is the holiest 
and most righteous of them all, to whom it has ever occurred that 
the way to righteousness and salvation is the way of faith in One 
who is both God and man, who for the sins of men both died and 
rose again and is seated at the right hand of the Father; or show me 
any who has even dreamed of this wrath of God which Paul here 
says is revealed from heaven. Look at the greatest philosophers; 
what have been their thoughts about God, and what have they left 
in their writings about the wrath to come? Look at the Jews, con
stantly instructed by so many signs, so many prophets; what do they 
think of this way? Not only have they not accepted it, but they so 
hate it that no nation under heaven has more fiercely persecuted 
Christ, down to the present day. But who would venture to say that 
among so great a people there was not one who cultivated his free 
choice and endeavored all he could by its power? How is it, then, 
that they all end~ in the opposite direction, and that the mas.:!; 
excellent thin in' the most excellent men has not only not followed 

, this method of righteousness, and has not on y been ignorant of it, 
\ -- ~ \ b-.:rt since it has been publiShed and revealed, has actually reJ~ted 

¥t with the greatest hatred and sought to destroy it? So much so that 
/Paul in I Corinthians 1 [: 23] says that this way is a stumbling block 
(to Jews and folly to Gentiles. 

Now, whereas he names Jews and Gentiles without distinction, 
and it is certain that the Jews and the Gentiles were the prmcipal 

peoples under heaven, it is., at the sa.I]1e"J:imecertain"t~~tfree choice • ~-i~ ~_ 
is ~~t4ip.-g_~ the slipreme enemy of righteousn~SJ!lndjnan's ~ 
salvation, since there must have been at least a few arr;ong the Jews 

and Gentiles who toiled ana: strove tOfI1e~urmost of the-pow;r of 
-free choice, yet just by doing so they did nothin%. but wage war 
against grace. Now go and say that free choice inclines toward the 
good, when goodness and righteousness themselves are a stumbling 
block and foolishness to it! And you cannot say that it applies to 
some but not to all, for Paul speaks of all without distinction when 
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he says "to Gentiles folly and to Jews a stumbling block" and ex
cepts none but believers. "To us," he says, meaning those who are 
"called" and "saints" [I Cor. 1:2], it is "the power and wisdom of 
God" [I Cor. 1:18]. He does not say "to some Gentiles and some 
Jews," but simply "to Gentiles and Jews" who are not of "us"; and 
thus he separates believers from unbelievers by a clear line of divi
sion, leaving no one in between. But we are discussing the Gentiles 
as they act apart from grace, and it is these to whom Paul says the 
righteousness of God is a folly that they abhor. So much for the 
laudable endeavor of free choice toward the good! 

Consider, moreover, whether Paul himself is not citing the most 
outstanding among the Greeks when he says it was the wiser among 
them who became fools and whose minds were darkened, or who 
became futile in their reasonings, that is, in their subtle disputations 
[Rom. 1:21 f.]. Tell me, does he not here touch the sublimest 
achievement of ,Greek humanity-their reasonings? For this means 
their besf and. loftiest ideas 'and ~nions.,.-w.biQI+-tlu7'-xegard~d as 
solid wisQ.Qm. But this wisdom, which he elsewhere calls foolish 
[I Cor. 1:21],b~--h~all~f~iIe, as ha-;mg succeeded-by its many -.- . -------- .-. . ... 
endeavors only in becoming worse, so ffiat at length with' darkened 
minds they worshiped idols and perpetrated the consequent enor
mities which he records. If, therefore, the noblest effort and achieve

IlJent 9.ft~~ noblest ~~ Genti:1e~~~godly, what must 
we think of theres( the common herd or the 10wer-oraersTs'o"to 
say r-£f~the"Gentne'sTFore~~-here among the noblesf1re makes no 
d'iStillctron;-'outcondeirins"llieli"'de'yotlonto-wfsdom'Witn6Ul-'any 

, respe(ToT'p;;;;~~~~-th~hle~lifCirtheattempt at it 
is itself condemned,'fhen all-;;llo" devote themselVes to it are con
demned, even though they exercise the utmost power of free choice 
in doing so. Their very best endeavor itself, I say, is asserted to be 
vicious, so how much more those who engage in it? 

In a similar way, he goes on to reject without any distinction 
the Jews who are literally but not spiritually Jews [Rom. 2:29]: 
"you," he says, "with the letter and circumcision dishonor God" 
[v. 27]. Also: "For he is not a Jew who is one outwardly, but he is 
a Jew who is one inwardly" [vv. 28 f.]. What could be plainer than 
this division? The outward Jew is a transgressor of the law! Yet how 
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many Jews do you think there were, who though not having faith 
were most wise, religious, and virtuous men, and men who strove 
with might and main to attain to righteousness and truth? Why, he 
frequently bears them testimony, that they have a zeal for God 
[Rom. 10:2], that they pursue the righteousness of the law [Rom. 
9:31], that they earnestly seek night and day to attain to salvation 
[Acts 26:7], that they live blamelessly [cf. Phil. 3:6]. Even so they ,.. 
are transgressors of the law, because they are not Jews spiritually, 
ana they stubbornly resist the ~g~!eousness of faith. What then 
remains but #iat free choice ~~en it is b~nd the more 
it endeavors the worse it becomes and behaves? The wor.d.s_.Jll'e 
plaIn, the dlVlslOn is certain, there is noth_~ggJQ_GQ;t1tradict.iL_ 

.. 'Buflef-~~-h~;;;'I)~ul himself as his own interpreter! In the third 
chapter, in a sort of peroration, he says: "What then? Are we better 
off than they? Not at all. For we have argued that Jews and Greeks 
are all under sin" [Rom. 3:9]. Where is free choice now? All, he 
says, all Jews and Greeks are under sin. Are there any "tropes" or 
''knots'' here? What is the whole world's interpreting worth in face 
of this clear as possible statement? When he says "all" he excepts 
none, and when he declares that they are under sin, or in other 
words, are slaves of sin, he leaves nothing of good in them. But 
where has he stated this case, that Jews and Gentiles are all under 
sin? Nowhere but the place we have shown, where he says: "The 
wrath of God is revealed from heaven against all ungodliness and 
wickedness of men" [Rom. 1:18]. And he goes on to prove this from 
experience, pointing out that in God's displeasure they have been 
given up to so many vices, as though these fruits of their own un
godliness convict them of willing and doing nothing but evil. 

Then he judges the Jews separately, when he says that the Jew 
according to the letter is a transgressor, and proves this similarly 
by fruits and experience, saying: "you preach against stealing, yet 
you steal; you abhor idols, yet you commit sacrilege" [Rom. 2:21 f.J-,... 
and he excepts none at all but those who are Jews according to the 
Spirit [cf. Rom. 9:6 if.; Gal. 4:22 ff.]. Nor can you get away from 
this by saying that although they are under sin, yet what is best in 

3 I.e" one who has the outward marks but not the inward spirit of his religion. 
Cf. Rom. 2:28 f.; II Cor. 3. 
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them, such as their reason and will, has a bias toward the good. For 
if a good tendency remains, it is false when he says that they are 
under sin. For when he names Jews and Gentiles, he includes every
thing there is in Gentiles and Jews, unless you are going to turn 

Paul upside down and insist that he wrote: "The flesh of all Jews 
and Gentiles, that is to say, their lower passions, are under sin." But 
the wrath that is revealed from heaven against ·them is going to 
damn their whole being, unless they are justified through the Spirit; 
and that would not be the case if they were not with their whole 
being under sin. 

However, let us see how Paul proves his point from Holy Writ, 
and whether "the words have more polemic force in Paul than in 
their own context."4 "As it is written," he says, "'None is righteous, 
no, not one, no one understands, no one seeks for God. All have 
turned aside, together they have become worthless'; no one does 
good, not even one," and so forth [Rom. 3:10ff.J. Here give me a 
"suitable interpretation" if you can! Invent tropes, allege that the 
words are obscure and ambiguous, and defend free choice against 
these damning sentences if you dare! Then I, too, will willingly 
yield and recant, and will myself be a confessor and assertor of free 
choice. It is certain that these things are said of all men, for the 
prophet represents God as looking down on all men and passing this 
judgment on them. For so it says in Psalm 13[14:2 f.J: "The Lord 
looks down from heaven upon the children of men, to see if there 
are any that understand or that seek after God; but they have all 
gone astray," etc. And lest the Jews should think that this did not 
apply to them, Paul forestalls them with the assertion that it applies 
above all to them: "We know," he says, "that whatever the law says, 
it speaks to those who are under the law" [Rom. 3:19J. He meant 
just the same where he said: "To the Jew first, and also to the Greek" 
[Rom. 2:9 f.J. You hear, therefore, that all the children of men, all 
who are under the law, Gentiles and Jews alike, come under this 
judgment in the sight of God, that not even one of them is righteous, 
understands, or seeks after God, but all have turned aside and be
come worthless. Now, I imagine that among the children of men 

4See The Bondage of the Will, 1525. LW 33, 196, n. 46. 
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and those who are under the law there are included also the best 
and noblest of them, who by the power of free choice strive after 
virtue and the good, concerning whom Diatribe loudly proclaims 
that they have an awareness of the good and certain seeds of virtue 
implanted in them-unless perhaps she maintains that they are chil
dren of angels! 

How, then, can they strive after the good, when they are totally 
ignorant of God and neither seek after God nor pay any regard to 
him? How can they have a power worth anything as a means to the 
good when they have all turned aside from the good and are alto
gether worthless? Are we ignorant of what it means to be ignorant 
of God, not to understand, not to seek after God, not to fear God, 
to turn aside and become worthless? Are not the words entirely 
clear, and do not they teach us just this, that all men are devoid of 
the knowledge of God and full of contempt for him, and they all 
turn aside to evil and are worthless as regards the good? For it is 
not a question here of ignorance about where to find food or of 
contempt for money, but of ignorance and contempt for religion and 
godliness. And such ignorance and contempt are beyond doubt not 
in the flesh and the lower and grosser passions but in the highest 
and most excellent powers of men, in which there ought to reign 
righteousness, godliness, the knowledge of God and reverence for 
God. In other words, they are in the reason and the will, and there
fore in the power of free choice itself, or in the very seeds of virtue 
and the most excellent thing there is in man. 

Where are you now, friend Diatribe, with the promise you gave 
earlier5 that you would willingly agree that the most excellent thing 
in man is flesh, i.e., ungodly, if this were proved from the Scriptures? 
Agree now, then, when you hear that the most excellent thing in all 

. - n::en is not only ungodly, but ignorant of God, contemptuous~~, 
k'"clirt~ to evil and worthless as regards the good. FOI what dOeS-it 
mean to b~d but rna{ the WIIl wIiICh is one~of the most ex
cellent things-is wicked? What does it mean to be without under
standing of God and the good but that reason-which is another oJ 
the most excellent things-is ignorant of God and the good, or is 

:; Diatribe, EAS 4, 126. 
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blind to knowledge of godliness? What does it mean to turn aside 
and become worthless but that men have simply no ability in any 
part of themselves, and least of all in their most excellent parts, to 
turn to the good, but only to evil? What does it mean not to fear 
God, but that in all their parts, and especially the higher ones, men 
are despisers of God? But to be despisers of God is to be at the same 
time despisers of all the things of God-his words, works, laws, pre
cepts, and will, for example. What now can reason dictate that is 
right when it is itself blind and ignorant? What can the will choose 
that is good when it is itself evil and worthless? Or rather, what 
choice has the will when reason dictates to it only the darkness of 
its own blind ignorance? With reason in error, then, and the will 
misdirected, what can man do or attempt that is good? 

But someone will perhaps venture the sophistry that although 
the will goes astray and reason is ignorant in actual fact, yet it is 
inherently possible for the will to make some attempt at the good 
and for reason to know something of the right, since there are many 
things we can do which we do not do; and after all, we are discuss
ing here what is pOSSible, not what actually happens. I reply that the 
words of the prophet include both actuality and potentiality, and to 
say that a man does not seek for God is the same as saying that he 
cannot seek for God. You may gather this from the fact that if there 
were a power or ability in man to will good, then since no inac~ion 
'()rj~~e motion of divine omnipotence, as we 
have shown above, it would be impossible for if to avoid-bang set 
in motion and, at least in one instance if not more, displayed in 
some employment. But this is not what happens, for God looks 
down from heaven and does not see even one who seeks or attempts 
to seek him; hence it follows that there is nowhere any power which 
might attempt or wish to seek him, but instead they all turn aside. 
Besides, if Paul were not understood as implying man's impotence, 
his argument would lose its point. For his whole concern here is to 
make grace necessary for all men. But if they were able to initiate 
anything of themselves, there would be no need of grace. As it is, 
however, they are not able and therefore they do need grace. 

So you see that free choice is completely abolished by this pas
sage, and nothing good or virtuous is left in man, since he is flatly 
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stated to be unrighteous, ignorant of God, a despiser of God, turned 
aside from him, and worthless in the sight of God. The prophet's 
words are weighty enough, and not less in their own context than 
in Paul's quotation of them. It is no small matter to say that man is 
ignorant of God and despises God, for these are the sources of all 
crimes, the sink of all sins, nay, the hell of all evils. Could any evil 
not be there where there is ignorance and contempt of God? In 
short, the reign of Satan in men could not have been described in 
fewer or more expressive terms than by his saying that they are 
ignorant of God and despisers of God. That betokens unbelief, it 
betokens disobedience, sacrilege, and blasphemy toward God; it 
betokens cruelty and lack of mercy toward our neighbor; it betokens 
love of self in all the things of God and men. There you have a 
picture of the glory and power of free choice! 

However, Paul goes on to state explicitly that he is speaking of 
all men, and especially of the best and noblest among them when 
he says: "So that every mouth may be stopped, and the whole world 
may be held accountable to God. For no human being will be justi
fied in his sight by works of the law" [Rom. 3:19 f.J. Tell me, how 
can every mouth be stopped if there still remains a power by which 
we can do something? For we shall be able to say to God: "There 
is not absolutely nothing here; there is something you cannot con
demn, a measure of ability you yourself have given; this at least will 
not be silenced, and will not be accountable to you." For if the 
power of free choice is sound and valid, it is not true that the whole 
world is accountable and guilty before God; for that power is no 
inSignificant affair in an insignificant part of the world, but most 
conspicuous and most common throughout the whole world, and its 
mouth ought not to be stopped. Or else, if its mouth ought to be 
stopped, it must be accountable to God and guilty, together with 
the whole world. But by what right can it be said to be guilty unless 
it is unrighteous and ungodly, or in other words, deserving of pun
ishment and retribution? Show me, please, by what interpretation 
this power of man can be absolved of the ~t with which the 
whole world is charged before God, or by what device it can be 
exempted from inclusion in the whole world. 

These words of Paul: "All have turned aside, the whole world 
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is guilty, there is none righteous," are mighty rolls of thunder and 
,_ piercing lightning flashes, and in truth the very "hammer that breaks 
" the rocks in pieces," as Jeremiah calls it [Jer. 23:29], by which 

everything that exists is shattered, not only in one man or some men 
or some part of them, but in the whole world and all men without 
a single exception, so that at these words the whole world ought to 
tremble, fear, and take to Hight. What stronger or graver terms 
could have been used than that the whole world is guilty, all the 
children of men are turned aside and worthless, no one fears God, 
no one is not wicked, no one understands, no one seeks for God? 
Nevertheless, such was and is the hardness and insensate obstinacy 
of our hearts that we have neither heard nor felt these thunderings 
and lightnings, but have set up and extolled free choice and its 
powers in spite of them all, so that we have truly fulfilled the saying 
in Malachi l[ :4]: "They build, but I will tear down." 

[Free Choice May Do the Works of the Law 

but Not Fulfill the Law]6 

In Similarly grave terms, this also is said: "No human being will be 
justified in his sight by works of the law" [Rom. 3:20]. This is strong 
language-"by works of the law"-just as is also "the whole world" 
and "all the children of men." For it should be observed that Paul 
refrains from mentioning persons and speaks of pursuits, which 
means that he involves all persons and whatever is most excellent 
in them. For if he had said that the common people of the Jews, or 
the Pharisees, or certain ungodly people are not justified, it might 
have been thought that he had left out some who by the power of 
free choice and the help of the law were not altogether worthless. 
But when he condemns the works of the law themselves and makes 
them impious in the sight of God, it is clear that he is condemning 
all those whose strength lay in their zeal for the law and its works. 

But it was only the best and noblest that were zealous for the 
law and its works, and that only with the best and noblest parts of 
themselves, namely, their reason and will. If, therefore, those who 
exerted themselves in respect of the law and works with the utmost 

6 W A 18, 763-769. 
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zeal and endeavor both of reason and will-in other words, with the 
whole power of free choice, and were assisted besides by the law 
itself as with divine aid, finding in it instruction and stimulation-if 
these, I say, are condemned for ungodliness and, instead of being 
justified, are declared to be flesh in the sight of God, what is there 
now left in the whole race of men that is not flesh and not ungodly? 
For all are alike condemned who rely on works of the law. 7 For 
whether they have exercised themselves in the law with the utmost 
zeal or with only moderate zeal or with no zeal at all does not mat
ter in the least. ~one of them could do anything but perform works 
of law, and works of law do not justify; and if they do not justify, 
they prove their doers ungodly and leave them in this condition; and 
the ungodly are guilty and deserving of the wrath of God. These 
things are so clear that no one can utter one syllable against them. 

But they are in the habit of trying to get round Paul here, by 
making out that what he calls works of the law are the ceremonial 
works, which since the death of Christ are deadly. I reply that this 
is the ignorant error of Jerome, which in spite of Augustine's strenu
ous resistances-God having withdrawn and let Satan prevail-has 
spread out into the world and persisted to the present day.9 It has 
consequently become impossible to understand Paul, and the knowl
edge of Christ has been ineVitably obscured. Even if there had never 
been any other error in the Church, this one alone was pestilent and 
potent enough to make havoc of the gospel, and unless a special sort 
of grace has intervened, Jerome has merited hell rather than heaven 
for it-so little would I dare to canonize him or call him a saint. It 
is,then, not true that Paul is speaking only about ceremonial laws; 
otherwise, how can the argument be sustained by which he con-

, cludes that all men are wicked and in need of grace? For someone 
-could say: Gr-anted we are not justified by ceremonial works, yet a 
persoIl!!:_!ght be j~~~y the moral wOrl<:s 01 the Deca10gue, so 
you have not~y-yOiir-syrrog~a-ce-is-necessary for 
these. Besides, what is the use of a grace that liberates us only from 

7 Cf. Gal. 3: 10. I 

S Letter 82, To Augustine, 2,18 (MPL 33.283). 
9 Luther had complained of this error in Erasmus as early as 1516, in a letter 
written to the latter by Spalatin at his request. 
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ceremonial works, which are the easiest of ali, and which can at the 
lowest be extorted from us by fear or self-love? It is, of course, also 
untrue that ceremonial works are deadly and unlawful since the 
death of Christ; Paul never said that, but he says they do not justify 
and are of no advantage to a man in the sight of God as regards 
setting him free from ungodliness. Once this is accepted, anyone 
may do them without doing anything unlawful-just as eating and 
drinking are works that do not justify or commend us to God [I 
Cor. 8:8], yet a man does nothing unlawful when he eats and drinks. 

They are also wrong in that the ceremonial works were as much 
commanded and required in the old law as was the Decalogue, so 
that the latter was neither more nor less important than the former. 
And as Paul is speaking primarily to Jews, as he says in Romans 
1[ :16], no one need doubt that by works of the law he means ali the 
works of the entire law. For it would be meaningless to call them 
works of the law if the law were abrogated and deadly, since an 
abrogated law is no longer a law, as Paul very well knew. He is 
therefore not speaking of an abrogated law when he speaks of the 
works of the law, but of the law that is valid and authoritative. 
Otherwise, how easy it would have been for him to say: "The law 
itself is now abrogated!"-then we should have had a clear and 
unambiguous declaration. 

But let us appeal to Paul himself as his own best interpreter, 
where he says in Galatians 3[: 10J: "All who rely on works of the 
law are under a curse; for it is written, 'Cursed be everyone who 
does not abide by all things written in the Book of the Law, and do 
them.'" You see here, where Paul is making the same point in the 
same words as in the epistle to the Romans, that every time he 
mentions the works of the law he is speaking of all the laws written 
in the Book of the Law. And what is more remarkable, he actually 
quotes Moses, who curses those who do not abide by the law [Deut. 
27:26J, although he himself preaches that those are accursed who 
rely on the works of the law. He thus makes two contrary state
ments, the one being negative, the other affirmative. He can do this, 
however, because the fact is that in the sight of God those who are 
most devoted to the works of the law are farthest from fulfilling the 
law, because they lack the Spirit that is the true fulfiller of the law, 
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and while they may attempt it by their own powers, they achieve 
nothing. So both statements are true and both types are accursed
those who do not abide by the law, as Moses puts it, and those who 
rely on works of the law, as Paul puts it; for the.):: eac~ lack the 

; • Spirit, without whom arks of the la~~ter ~~~much 
\ \ thefaie-aone,a ,nQU-l!S1!!y..:..!s~Rom. 3:20], and there
\ \ fore they do not abide in all tne things that are written, as Moses 
\ \-says [Deut. 27:26J. 

In short, Paul's division is confirmation enough of what we 
teach, for he divides men as doers of the law into two classes, put
ting those who work according to the Spirit in one, those who work 
according to the flesh in the other, and leaving none in between. 
For this is what he says: "No flesh will be justified by works of the 
law" [Rom. 3:20J; and what else does this mean but that those of 
whom he is speaking do the works of the law without the Spirit, 
because they are "flesh," or ungodly and ignorant of God, and that 
these works are of no help to them at all? He draws the same dis
tinction in Galatians 3[:2], where he says: "Did you receive the 
Spirit by works of the law, or by hearing with faith?"; and again in 
Romans 3[:21J: "But now the righteousness of God has been mani
fested apart from law"; and again: 'We hold that a man is justified 
by faith apart from works of law" [Rom. 3:28J. 

From all this it is unmistakably plain that for Paul the Spirit is 
opposed to works of law in just the same way as he is to all other 
unspiritual things and to the whole gamut of powers and pretensions 
of the flesh. It is thus clear that Paul takes the same view as Christ, 
who in John 3[:6J says that everything not of the Spirit is of the 
flesh, no matter how splendid, holy, and exalted it may be, even 
including the very finest works of God's law, no matter with what 
powers they are performed. For there is need of the Spirit of Christ, 
without whom all our works are nothing else than damnable. It can 
be taken as settled, then, that by works of the law Paul means not 
simply ceremonial works, but all the works of the law in its entirety. 
With this it will also be settled that everything connected with the 
works of the law is condemned if it is without the Spirit. And one 
of the things without the Spirit is thaJ very power of free choice
for this is the matter at issue-which is held to be the most out-
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standing thing a man has. Now, nothing more excellent can be said 
of a man than that he is engaged in works of the law; and Paul is 

speaking not of those who are engaged in sins and impiety contrary 
to the law but of these very ones who are engaged in works of the 
law, that is to say, the best of men, who are devoted to the law, and 
who, besides the power of free choice, have the help of the law 
itself to instruct and inspire them. If, therefore, free choice, assisted 
by the law and occupying all its powers with the law, is of no avail 
and does not justify, but remains in the ungodliness of the flesh, 
what may we suppose it is able to do by itself, without the law? 

"Through the law," he says, "comes knowledge of sin" [Rom. 
3:20]. He shows here how much and how far the law helps. In 
other words, he shows that free choice by itself is so blind that it 
is not even aware of sin, but has need of the law to teach it. But 
what effort to get rid of sin will anyone make who is ignorant of 
sin? Obviously, he will regard what is sin as no sin, and what is no 
sin as sin. Experience shows this plainly enough by the way in 
which the world, in the persons of those whom it regards as the 
best and most devoted to righteousness and godliness, hates and 
persecutes the righteousness of God proclaimed by the gospel, call
ing it heresy, error, and other abusive names, while advertising its 
own works and ways, which in truth are sin and error, as righteous
ness and wisdom. With this text, therefore, Paul stops the mouth of 
free choice when he teaches that through the law sin is revealed to 
it as to someone ignorant of his sin. That is how far he is from 
conceding to it any power of striving after the good. 

Here we have also the answer to that question which Diatribe 
so often repeats throughout her book: "If we cannot do anything, 
what is the point of so many laws, so many precepts, so many 
threatenings and promises?" Paul here replies: "Through the law 
comes knowledge of sin." He replies to this question very differently 
from the way man or free choice thinks. He denies that free choice 
is proved by the law and cooperates with it to produce righteous
ness; for what comes through the law is not righteousness but 
knowledge of sin. It is the task, function, and effect of the law to be 
a light to the ignorant and blind, but such a light as reveals sickness, 
sin, evil, death, hell, the wrath of God, though it affords no help and 
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brings no deliverance from these, but is content to have revealed 
them. Then, when a man becomes aware of the disease of sin, he is 
troubled, distressed, even in despair. The law is no help, much less 
can he help himself. There is need of another light to reveal the 
remedy. This is the voice of the gospel, revealing Christ as the de
liverer from all these things. It is not reason or free choice that 
reveals Christ; how should it when it is itself darkness and needs the 
light of the law to reveal its disease, which by its own light it does 
not see, but believes to be health? 

So also in Galatians [3: 19], dealing with the same question, he 
says: 'Why then the law?" He does not, however, reply as Diatribe 
does, that it proves the existence of free choice, but he says: "It was 
added because of transgressions, till the offspring should come to 
whom the promise had been made." It was because of transgres
sions, Paul says; not meaning, however, that it was in order to put a 
stop to them, as Jerome dreams,lo since Paul is arguing that a prom
ise had been given to the future offspring that God would take away 
and put a stop to sins by the gift of righteousness; but it was in 
order to increase transgressions, as he says in Romans 5[ :20]: "Law 
came in to increase sin." Not that sins were not committed or did 
not abound without the law, but that they were not known to be 
transgressions or sins of such grave consequence; on the contrary, 
most of them and the greatest of them were regarded as righteous
ness. Now, when sins are unrecognized, there is no room for a rem
edy and no hope of a cure, because men will not submit to the touch 
of a healer when they imagine themselves well and in no need of a 
physician. Therefore, the law is necessary to make sin known so that 
when its gravity and magnitude are recognized, man in his pride 
who imagines himself well may be humbled and may sigh and gasp 
for the grace that is offered in Christ. 

Notice how simple the words are: "Through the law comes 
knowledge of sin"; yet they alone are powerful enough to confound 
and overthrow free choice. For if it is true that when left to itself it 
does not know what sin and evil are-as he says both here and in 
Romans 7[ :7]: "I should not have known that covetousness is sin if 

10 Commentary on the Epistle to the Galatians (Comment. in Ep. ad Gal.), II, 
3 (MPL 26.366). 
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the law had not said, 'You shall not covet: "-how can it ever know 
what righteousness and goodness are? And if it does not know what 
righteousness is, how can it strive toward it? If we are unaware of 
the sin in which we were born, in which we live, move, and have 
our being, or rather, which lives, moves, and reigns in us, how should 
we be aware of the righteousness that reigns outside of us in 
heaven? These statements make complete and utter nonsense of that 
wretched thing, free choice. 

This being so, Paul speaks with full confidence and authority 
when he declares: "But now the righteousness of God is manifested 
apart from law, although the law and the prophets bear witness to 
it; the righteousness of God, I say, through faith in Jesus Christ for 
all and upon all who believe in him. For there is no distinction; 
since all have sinned and fallen short of the glory of God, they are 
justified by his grace as a gift, through the redemption which is in 
Christ Jesus, whom God put forward as an expiation by his blood," 
etc. [Rom. 3:21-25]. Paul's words here are absolute thunderbolts 
against free choice. 

First: "The righteousness of God is manifested apart from law." 
This distinguishes the righteousness of God from the righteousness 
of the law; for the righteousness of faith comes from grace apart 
from law. The phrase "apart from law" cannot mean anything else 
but that Christian righteousness exists apart from the works of the 
law, in the sense that works of law are utterly useless and ineffective 
for obtaining it, as he says immediately below: "We hold that a man 
is justified by faith apart from works of law" [Rom. 3:28], and as he 
has said above: "No human being will be justified in his sight by 
works of the law" [Rom. 3:20]. From all of which it is very clearly 
evident that all the devoted endeavors of free choice are worth ab
solutely nothing. For if the righteousness of God exists apart from 
law and the works of law, must it not much more exist apart from 
free choice? Especially as the highest aspiration of free choice is to 
practice moral righteousness, or the works of the law, with the help 
afforded by the law to its own blindness and ignorance. This expres
sion "apart from" excludes morally good works; it excludes moral 
righteousness; it excludes preparations for grace. In a word, imagine 
whatever you may as being within the power of free choice, Paul 
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will still persist in saying that the righteousness of God avails "apart 
from" that kind of thing. And suppose I allow that free choice can 
by its own endeavor achieve something-good works, let us say, or 
the righteousness of the civil or moral law-yet it does not attain to 
the righteousness of God, nor does God regard its efforts as in any 
way qualifying it for his righteousness, since he says that his right
eousness functions apart from the law. But if it does not attain to 
the righteousness of God, what will it gain if by its own works and 
endeavors (if this were possible) it achieves the very sanctity of 
angels? The words are not, I think, obscure or ambiguous here, nor 
is there room for any kind of tropes. For Paul clearly distinguishes 
the two righteousnesses, attributing one to the law and the other to 
grace, maintaining that the latter is given without the former and 
apart from its works, while the former without the latter does not 
justify or count for anything. I should like to see, therefore, how free 
choice can stand up and defend itself against these things. 

A second thunderbolt is his saying that the righteousness of 
God is revealed and avails for all and upon all who believe in Christ, 
and that there is no distinction [Rom. 3:21 f.]. Once more in the 
plainest terms he divides the entire race of men into two, giving the 
righteousness of God to believers and denying it to unbelievers. 
Now, no one is crazy enough to doubt that the power or endeavor of 
free choice is something different from faith in Jesus Christ. But 
Paul denies that anything outside this faith is righteous in the sight 
of God; and if it is not righteous in the sight of God, it must neces
sarily be sin. For with God there is nothing intermediate between 
righteousness and sin, no neutral ground, so to speak, which is 
neither righteousness nor sin. Otherwise, Paul's whole argument 
would come to nothing, since it presupposes this division, namely, 
that whatever is done or devised among men is either righteousness 
or sin before God: righteousness if faith is present, sin if faith is 
absent. With men, of course, it is certainly a fact that there are 
middle and neutral cases, where men neither owe one another any
thing nor do anything for one another. But an ungodly man sins 
against God whether he eats or drinks or whatever he does, because 
he perpetually mis~es God's creatures in his impiety and ingrati
tude, and never for a moment gives glory to God from his heart. 
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It is also no small thunderbolt when he says: "All have sinned 
and fall short of the glory of God" and "There is no distinction" 
[Rom. 3:23, 22]. I ask you, could he put it more plainly? Show me 
a worker of free choice and tell me whether in that enterprise of 
his he also sins. If he does not sin, why does not Paul make an ex
ception of him? Why does he include him "without distinction"? It 
is certain that one who says "all," excepts no one in any place, at 
any time, in any work or endeavor. Hence if you except any man 
for any kind of effort or work, you make Paul a liar, because the 
subject of such work and endeavor of free choice is also included in 
"all," and Paul ought to have had enough respect for him not to 
place him so freely and without qualification among sinners. 

Then there is the statement that they lack the glory of God. 
You can take "the glory of God" here in two senses, active and pas
sive. This is an example of Paul's habit of using Hebraisms. Actively, 
the glory of God is that by which God glories in us; passively, it is 
that by which we glory in God. It seems to me, however, that it 
ought to be taken passively here-like "the faith of Christ," which 
suggests in Latin the faith that Christ has, but to the Hebrew mind 
means the faith we have in Christ. Similarly, "the righteousness of 
God" in Latin means the righteousness that God possesses, but a 
Hebrew would understand it as the righteousness that we have from 
God and in the sight of God. So we take "the glory of God" not in 
the Latin but in the Hebrew sense as that which we have in God 
and before God, and which might be called "glory in God." Now, a 
man glories in God when he is certain that God is favorable to him 
and deigns to look kindly upon him, so that the things he does are 
pleasing in God's sight, or if they are not, they are borne with and 
pardoned. If, then, the enterprise or endeavor of free choice is not 
sin, but good in God's sight, it can certainly glory and say with 
confidence as it glories: "This pleases God, God approves of this, 
God counts this worthy and accepts it, or at least bears with it and 
pardons it. For this is the glory of the faithful in God, and those 
who do not have it are rather put to shame before him." But Paul 
here denies this, saying that men are completely devoid of this glory. 
Experience proves that he is right; for ask all the exercisers of free 
choice to a man, and if you are able to show me one who can sin-
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cerely and honestly say with regard to any effort or endeavor of his 
own, "I know that this pleases God," then I will admit defeat and 
yield you the palm. But I know there is not one to be found. 

Now, if this glory is lacking, so that the conscience dare not say 
for certain or with confidence that "this pleases God," then it is 
certain it does not please God. For as a man believes, so it is with 
him; and in this case he does not believe with certainty that he 
pleases God, although it is necessary to do so, because the offense 
of unbelief lies preCisely in having doubts about the favor of God, 
who wishes us to believe with the utmost possible certainty that he 
is favorable. We thus convict them on the evidence of their own 
conscience that free choice, when it is devoid of the glory of God, 
is perpetually guilty of the sin of unbelief, together with all its 
powers, efforts, and enterprises. .h. ---h-/--_!; .. 1 ~J . t:f ..... , .. J~,.-..-.o ~r~r_ , . 7'-<-' 7' 

tl r-if~?-
:r 

[~gruous" and <C Condign" Merit] 11 ____ F.,(.~' _" /..-.C"{Y,-

However, what will the patrons of free choice say in th;;;ltt~· 
w~olIows: "justified by hiS grace as a gift"? What does. "as a 
gift:' mean? '\Yhat does "by his grace" mean? How do endeavor and 
merit accord with a righteousness freely bestowed? Perhaps' they 
wilI-sa: here that they attnbute to free chOIce as little as pOSSible, 
and-by no mea~on ign merit.1 ut t ese are empty words. For 

11 W A 18, 769-771. 
12 Scholastic theology distinguished between two kinds of merit: de congruo 
and de condigno, or the merit of "fitness" and the merit of "worthiness." The 

r,ormer was due to man's well-intentioned efforts when he "did what in him 
/' la," ( acere quod in se est) to seek the good; for aTthough nothIllg achIeved 

( by r s net men 0 u,' ng a 0 s ou rew rd 
\ t4§m with his g~Ihe latter III 0 men arose rom goo wor s done with 

I the aid of the grace thus received (gratia gratum faciens), which were meri
i torious in the strict sense of the teml-and were rewarded with yet more grace 
,I and finally with salvation and glory. Just how much, if anything, it lay in a 
I man to do without the stimulus of "special" grace (gratia peculiaris, prae
\ veniens, operam), was much debated. Some held (like Aquinas) that man 
, could make no effort whatsoever toward the good, and therefore could acquire 

" 

no merit, apart from grace; and that any such effort inspired by grace carried 
both kinds of merit-"congruous" inasmuch as it was a work of man's free 

I choice, "condign" inasmuch as it was a work of God's grace. The prevailing 
\ trend in later scholastic thought, however, was more optimistic as to what man 
\ could do "by his own natural powers" to acquire congruous merit, though it 
"was universally agreed that for condlgil merit the assistance of grace was 

essentiaL 
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what is sought by means of free choice is to make room for merits. 
Diatribe has shown this all along by her insistent demand: "If there 
is no freedom of choice, what room is there for merits? If there is no 
room for merits, what room is there for rewards? To what are we to 
ascribe it if a man is justified without merits?" ~ul he~replies t~ 
there is nSLBll'h thing as merit, but all who a~stified are j~ed 
fJeely (gratis), and this is to be ascribed....!£.Eothing but t~£.~._of 
GQd. With the gift of righteousness, moreover, there are given also 
the Kingdom and eternal life. What about your "endeaVOring" now? 
What about your "earnest stnvmg" and "works"? What about tEe 
merits of free choice? What use are they? You cannot complain of 
obscurity and ambiguity; the facts and the words are very clear and 
very Simple. 

For suppose they do attribute as little as possible to free choice, 
(nevertheless they teach that by means of this minimum we can 

/ attain to righteousness and grace. Nor have they any other way of 
\ solving the problem of why God justifies one man and abandons 
) another than by positing free choice, and inferring that one has 

/ endeavored while the other has not, and that God respects the one 
/ for his endeavor but despises the other, and he would be unjust if 
I he did anything else. And although they protest both in speech and 
\ writing that they do not seek to obtain grace by condign merit, and 
1 in fact do not use the term, yet they are only playing a trick on us 

with the word, and holding on to the thing it signifies just the same. 
For what excuse is it that they do not call it condign merit, when 
they attribute to it everything that belongs to condign merit? When 
they say that the man who endeavors finds favor with God, while 
the one who does not endeavor does not find favor, is not this 

; plainly a case of condign merit? Are they not making God a re
\ specter of works, merits, and persons? They say that one man lacks 

grace by his own fault, because he has not striven after it, while the 
other, because he has striven, obtains grace, as he would not have 
done if he had not striven. If this is not condign merit, I should like 
to know what there is that deserves the name. You could play about 
with any word in this fashion, and say: It is not, of course, condign 
merit, but it has the same effect as condign merit; the thorn is not 
a bad tree, but only produces the fruit of a bad tree; the fig is not 
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a good tree, but it produces what a good tree usually does,13 Dia
tribe is not indeed ungodly, though she speaks and acts only as an 
ungodly person does. 

For these advocates of free choice, it turns out as the proverb 
says: "In avoiding Charybdis he runs into Scylla."14 For in their 
anxiety not to agree with the Pelagians, they start denying condign 
merit, and by their very denial they establish it more firmly than 
ever. They deny it in the words they speak and write, but affirm it 
in fact and in their hearts, and they are on two accounts worse than 
the Pelagians. First, because the Pelagians confess and assert con
dign merit, simply, candidly, and ingenuously, calling a spade a 
spade15 and a fig a fig, and teaching what they really believe. These 
friends of ours, however, though they believe and teach the same, 
make dupes of us with deceptive words and a false pretense, as if 
they dissented from the Pelagians, though this is the last thing they 
do; so that if you go by their hypocrisy, they seem to be the bitterest 
foes of the Pelagians, while if you look at the facts and their real 
opinion, they themselves are Pelagians double-dyed. The second 
reason is that by this hypocrisy they both value and purchase the 
grace of God for far less than the Pelagians. For the latter do not 
assert that there is a tiny little something in us by which we can 
attain to grace, but that there are whole, full, perfect, great, and 
many efforts and works. But our friends say that it is a very little 
thing, and almost nothing, by which we merit grace. 

If we must have error, then, there is more honesty and less 
pride in the error of those who say that the grace of God costs a 
great deal, and so hold it dear and precious, than of those who teach 
that it costs only a trifling amount, and so hold it cheap and con
temptible.16 But Paul kills both these birds with one stone when he 
says that all are justified freely, or again, are justified apart from 
law and works of law. For when he asserts that justification is freely 
bestowed on all who are justified, he leaves no one to work, or earn, 

13 Cf. Matt. 7:16 f. 
14 Gualtherus ab Insulis, Alexandreis L 301. 
15 Literally: "a boat a boat." 
16Grace is not cheap, but priceless-and free. It is free to us, but immensely 
costly to God; cf. p. 210. 
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or prepare himself, and he leaves no work that can be called con
gruous or condign; and thus by a single stroke of this thunderbolt 
he shatters both the Pelagians with their total merit, and the Soph
ists with their little scrap of merit. Free justification allows of no 
workers, because there is an obvious contradiction between "freely 
given" and "earned by some sort of work." Besides, justification by 
grace excludes consideration of anyone's personal worthiness, as he 
says below in chapter 11: "If it is by grace, it is no longer on the 
basis of works; otherwise grace would no longer be grace" [Rom. 
11:6]. He says the same in chapter 4: "Now to one who works, his 
wages are not reckoned as a gift, but as his due" [Rom. 4:4]. Thus 
my Paul, unconquerable conqueror of free choice that he is, wipes 
out two armies with a single word. For if we are justified "apart 
from works," then all works are condemned, whether small or great, 
for he makes no exception but thunders equally against all. 

You will notice here how unobservant all these friends of ours 
are, and what good it does to rely on the venerable old Fathers, who 
have been approved through such a long succession of ages. Were 
not they too all equally blind, or rather, did they not simply over
look the clearest and most explicit statements of Paul? Can anything, 
I ask you, be said clearly and explicitly in defense of grace against 
free choice if Paul's language here is not clear and explicit? He first 
extols grace by contrasting it with works, and then in the clearest 
and simplest terms he states that we are justified freely, and that 
grace would not be grace if it were earned by works, so that he 
quite unmistakably excludes all works in the matter of justification 
in order to establish grace alone and free justification. Yet with all 
this light we still search for darkness, and when we cannot claim 
large and all-inclusive things for ourselves, we try to claim little 
modest things, just to ensure that justification by the grace of God 
shall not be free and apart from works. As if he who denies us all 
the important things will not even more deny that the little modest 
things help us in any way toward justification, when he has laid it 
down that we are justified only by his grace apart from all works, 
and therefore apart from the law itself, in which all works, great and 
small, congruous and condign, are included. Now go and boast of 
your ancient authorities, and rely on what they say, when you see 
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that they have one and all overlooked the clearest and plainest 
teaching of Paul as if they deliberately shunned this morning star, 
or rather this sun, because of the carnal notion they doubtless enter
tained that it would be absurd to have no place left for merits. 

[The Righteousness of Works and of Faith; and a 
Summary of St. Paul's Testimony Against Free Choicep7 

Let us take a look here at what Paul says later about the example of 
Abraham [Rom. 4:1-3]. "If Abraham," he says, "was justified by 
works, he has something to boast about, but not before God. For 
what does the Scripture say? <Abraham believed God, and it was 
reckoned to him as righteousness.'" Please notice here too the dis
tinction Paul makes by referring to a twofold righteousness of 
Abraham. 

First, there is the righteousness of works, or moral and civil 
righteousness; but he denies that Abraham is justified in God's sight 
by this, even if he is righteous in the sight of men because of it. 
W:ith this righteousness, he has indeed something to boast about 
before men, but like the rest he falls short of the glory of God. Nor 
can anyone say here that it is the works of the law, or ceremonial 
works, that are being condemned, seeing that Abraham lived so 
many years before the law was given. Paul is speaking simply about 
the works Abraham did, and the best ones he did. For it would be 
absurd to argue as to whether anyone is justified by bad works. If, 
therefore, Abraham is not righteous because of any works, and if 
both he himself and all his works remain in a state of ungodliness 
unless he is clothed with another righteousness, namely, that of faith, 
then it is plain that no man is brought any nearer to righteousness 
by his works; and what is more, that no works and no aspirations or 
endeavors of free choice count for anything in the sight of God, but 
are all adjudged to be ungodly, unrighteous, and evil. For if the 
man himself is not righteous, neither are his works or endeavors 
righteous; and if they are not righteous, they are damnable and 
deserving of wrath. 

The other kind of righteousness is the righteousness of faith, 

17WA 18, 771-776. 
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which does not depend on any works, but on God's favorable regard 
and his "reckoning" on the basis of grace. Notice how Paul dwells 
on the word "reckoned," how he stresses, repeats, and insists on it. 
"To one who works," he says, "his wages are not reckoned as a gift 
but as his due. And to one who does not work but has faith in him 
who justifies the ungodly, his faith is reckoned as righteousness, ac
cording to the plan of God's grace" [Rom. 4:4 f.).18 Then he quotes 
David as saying the same about the "reckoning" of grace: "Blessed 
is the man against whom the Lord will not reckon his sin," etc. 
[Rom. 4:6 ff.]. He repeats the word "reckon" nearly ten times in this 
chapter. In short, Paul sets the one who works and the one who 
does not work alongside each other, leaving no room for anyone 
between them; and he asserts that righteousness is not reckoned to 
the former, but that it is reckoned to the latter provided he has faith. 
There is no way of escape for free choice here, no chance for it to 
get away with its endeavoring and striving. It must be classed either 
with the one who works or with the one who does not work. If it is 
classed with the former, so you are told here, it does not have any 
righteousness reckoned to it, whereas if it is classed with the latter
the one who does not work but has faith in God-then it does have 
righteousness reckoned to it. But in that case it will no longer be a 
case of free choice at work, but of a being created anew through 
faith. 

Now, if righteousness is not reckoned to the one who works, 
then clearly his works are nothing but sins, evils, and impieties in 
the sight of God. Nor can any impudent Sophist break in here with 
the objection that a man's work need not be evil, even if the man 
himself is evil. For Paul purposely speaks, not simply of the man as 
a man, but of the man as a worker, in order to make it unmistakably 
plain that the man's works and endeavors themselves are con
demned, no matter what their nature, name, or sign may be. It is, 
however, with good works that he is concerned, since he is arguing 
about justification and merit. Hence although with the phrase "one 
who works" he refers quite generally to all workers and all their 
works, it is particularly of their good and virtuous works that he is 

18 The phrase "according to the plan of God's grace" is the reading of the 
Clementine Vulgate. 
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speaking. Otherwise, there would be no pOint in his distinction be
tween the "one who works" and the "one who does not work." 

I will not here elaborate the very strong arguments that can be 
drawn from the purpose of grace, the promise of God, the meaning 
of the law, original sin, or divine election, anyone of which would 
be sufficient by itself to do away completely with free choice. For 
if grace comes from the purpose or predestination of God, it comes 
by necessity and not by our effort or endeavor, as we have shown 
above. Moreover, if God promised grace before the law was given, 
as Paul argues here and in Galatians, then grace does not come from 
works or through the law; otherwise the promise means nothing. So 
also faith will mean nothing-although Abraham was justified by it 
before the law was given-if works count for anything. Again, since 
the law is the power of sin [I Cor. 15:56] in that it serves only to 
reveal and not to remove sin, it makes the conscience guilty before 
God, and threatens it with wrath. That is what Paul means when he 
says: "The law brings wrath" [Rom. 4:15]. How, then, could there 
be any possibility of attaining righteousness through the law? And 
if we receive no help from the law, what help can we expect from 
the power of choice alone? 

Furthermore, seeing that through the one transgression of the 
one man, Adam, we are all under sin and damnation, how can we 
attempt anything that is not sinful and damnable? For when he 
says "all," he makes no exception either of the power of free choice 
or of any worker, but every man, whether he works or not, endeav
ors or not, is necessarily included among the "all." Not that we . 
should sin or be damned through that one transgreSSion of Adam if 
it were not our own transgression. For who could be damned for 
another's transgression, espeCially before God? It does not, however, 
become ours by any imitative doing of it ourselves, for then it would 
not be the one transgression of Adam, since it would be we and not 
Adam who committed it; but it becomes ours the moment we are 
born-a subject we must deal with some other time. Original sin 
itself, therefore, leaves free choice with no capacity to do anything 
but sin and be damned. 

These arguments, I say, I will not elaborate, both because they 
are so very obvious and so very substantial, and also because we 
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have already said something about them earlier in the book. But if 
we wished to list all the points made by Paul alone by which free 
choice is overthrown, we could not do better than make a running 
commentary on the whole of Paul, showing how the much vaunted 
power of free choice is refuted in almost every word. I have already 
done this with the third and fourth chapters,19 on which I have 
chiefly concentrated in order to expose the inattentiveness of all 
these friends of ours who have a way of reading Paul that enables 
them to find, even in his clearest passages, anything but these very 
strong arguments against free choice. I also wanted to show the 
foolishness of the confidence they repose in the authority and writ
ings of the ancient doctors, and to leave them to consider what the 
effect of these most evident arguments must be if they are treated 

with due care and judgment. 
For my own part, I confess to being greatly astonished. Paul 

again and again uses these universal terms, "all," "none," "not," "no
where," "apart from"-for example: "All have turned aside"; "None 
is righteous"; "No one does good, not even one"; "All are sinners and 
damned through one man's transgression"; 'We are justified by 
faith, apart from law, apart from works" -so that although one might 
wish to put it differently, he could not speak more clearly and 
plainly. Hence I am, as I say, astonished that in face of these uni
versal words and sentences, contrary and even contradictory ideas 
have come to prevail, such as: "Some have not turned aside, are not 
unrighteous, not evil, not sinners, not damned," and "There is some
thing in man that is good and strives after the good" -as if the man 
that strives after the good, whoever he may be, were not included 
in the words "all," "none," "not"! 

I should not myself find it possible, even if I wished, to make 
any objection or reply to Paul, but should have to regard my power 
of free chOice, endeavors and all, as included in those "aIls" and 
"nones" of which Paul speaks, unless a new kind of grammar or a 
new use of language were introduced. It might have been possible 
to suspect a trope and give a twist to the words I have cited if Paul 
had used this kind of expression only once or in only one passage; 

19 Of the Epistle to the Romans. 
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but in fact he uses it continually, both in the affirmative and the 
negative form, treating his theme through a polemical partition of 
categories which on both sides have universal application. In conse
quence, not only the natural sense of the words and the actual 
statement he makes, but both the immediate and wider context and 
the whole purpose and substance of his argument lead alike to the 
conclusion that what Paul means to say is that apart from faith in 

Christ there is nothing but sin and damnation-it was in this way 
that we promised we would refute free choice, so that all our oppo
nents would be unable to resist; and I think I have done it, even 
though they will neither admit defeat and come over to our view, 
nor yet keep silence. That is not within our power; it is the gift of 
the Spirit of God. 

However, before we hear John the Evangelist, let us add a 
crowning touch from Paul-and if that is not enough, we are pre
pared to bring out the whole of Paul against free choice, comment
ing on him verse by verse. In Romans 8[ :5]: where he divides the 
human race into two types, namely, flesh and spirit (just as Christ 
does in John 3[:6]), he says: "Those who live according to the flesh 
set their minds on the things of the flesh, but those who live accord
ing to the Spirit set their minds on the things of the Spirit." That 
Paul here calls carnal all who are not spiritual is evident both from 
this very partition and opposition between spirit and flesh, and from 
his own subsequent statement: ''You are not in the flesh but in the 
Spirit if the Spirit of God really dwells in you. Anyone who does not 
have the Spirit of Christ does not belong to him" [Rom. 8:9]. What 
else is the meaning of "You are not in the flesh if the Spirit of God 
is in you" but that those who do not have the Spirit are necessarily 
in the flesh? And if anyone does not belong to Christ, to whom else 
does he belong but Satan? Clearly, then, those who lack the Spirit 
are in the flesh and subject to Satan. 

Now let us see wnat he thinks of the endeavor and power of 
free choice in those he calls carnal. "Those who are in the flesh 
cannot please God" [Rom. 8:8]. And again: "The mind of the flesh 
is death" [v. 6]. And again: "The mind of the flesh is enmity toward 
God" [v. 7]. Also: "It does not submit to God's law, indeed it can
not" [v. 7]. Here let the advocate of free choice tell me this: how 
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something that is death, displeasing to God, hostility toward God, 
disobedient to God, and incapable of obedience can possibly strive 
toward the good? For Paul did not choose to say simply that the 
mind of the flesh is "dead" or "hostile to God," but that it is death 
itself, hostility itself, which cannot pOSSibly submit to God's law or 
please God, just as he had said a little before: "For what was im
possible to the law, in that it was weak because of the flesh, God has 
done," etc. [v. 3]. 

I, too, am familiar with Origen's fable about the threefold dis
position of flesh, soul, and spirit, with soul standing in the middle 
and being capable of turning either way, toward the flesh or toward 
the spirit.20 But these are dreams of his own; he states but does not 
prove them. Paul here calls everything flesh that is without the 
Spirit, as we have shown. Hence the loftiest virtues of the best of 
men are in the flesh, that is to say, they are dead, hostile to God, 
not submissive to the law of God and not capable of submitting to 
it, and not pleaSing to God. For Paul says not only that they do not 
submit, but that they cannot. So also Christ says in Matthew 7[:18]: 
"A bad tree cannot bear good fruit," and in Matthew 12[:34]: "How 
can you speak good when you are evil?" You see here not only that 
we speak evil, but that we cannot speak good. And although he says 
elsewhere that we who are evil know how to give good gifts to our 
children [Matt. 7:11], yet he denies that we do good even when we 
give good gifts, because although what we give is a good creation 
of God, we ourselves are not good, nor do we give these good things 
in a good way; and he is speaking to all men, including his disciples. 
Thus the twin statements of Paul are confirmed, that the righteous 
live by faith [Rom. 1: 17], and that whatsoever is not of faith is sin 
[Rom. 14:23]. The latter follows from the former, for if there is 
nothing by which we are justified but faith, it is evident that those 
who are without faith are not yet justified; and those who are not 
justified are sinners; and sinners are "bad trees" and cannot do any
thing but sin and ''bear bad fruit." Hence, free choice is nothing but 
a slave of sin, death, and Satan, not doing and not capable of doing 
or attempting to do anything but evil. 

20 Cf. Diatribe, EAS 4, 126 (quoted p. 223, n. 19); cf. also Erasmus, Enchiri
dian 7. 
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Take also the example in chapter 10 [Rom. 10:20], quoted from 
Isaiah: "I have been found by those who did not seek me; I have 
shown myself to those who did not ask for me" [Isa. 65:1]. He says 
this with reference to the Gentiles, because it has been given to 
them to hear and to know Christ, though previously they could not 
even think of him, much less seek him or prepare themselves for 
him by the power of free choice. From this example it is clear 
enough that grace comes so freely that no thought of it, let alone 
any endeavor or striving after it, precedes its coming. It was the 
same also with Paul when he was Saul. What did he do with his 
wonderful power of free choice? He certainly gave his mind to very 
good and virtuous things from the point of view of reason. But ob
serve by what endeavor he finds grace! Not only does he not seek it, 
but he receives it even while raging furiously against it. On the 
other hand, he says concerning the Jews in chapter 9 [Rom. 9:30]: 
"Gentiles who did not pursue righteousness have attained it, that 
is, righteousness through faith; but Israel who pursued the righ
teousness which is based on law did not succeed in fulfilling that 
law." What murmur can any defender of free choice raise against 
this? The Gentiles, just when they are full of ungodliness and every 
kind of vice, receive righteousness freely by the mercy of God, while 
the Jews, who devote themselves to righteousness with the utmost 
zeal and endeavor, are frustrated. Does not this simply mean that 
the endeavoring of free choice is in vain, even when it strives after 
the best, and that of itself it rather "speeds toward the worse, and 
backward borne glides from US?"21 Nor can anyone say that they 
did not strive with the utl!!Qst power of free choice. Paul himself 
bears them witness in chapter 10, "that they have a zeal for God, 
but it is not enlightened" [Rom. 10:2]. Therefore, nothing is lacking 
in the Jews that is attributed to free choice, and yet nothing comes 
of it, or rather, the opp'osite comes of it. In the Gentiles there is 
nothing to be found of what is attributed to free choice, and yet the 
righteousness of God results. What is this but a confirmation by the 
unequivocal example of the two nations and the clearest possible 
testimony of Paul that grace is given freely to those without merits 

21 Virgil Geargics i. 200. 
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and the most undeserving, and is not obtained by any efforts, en
deavors, or works, whether small or great, even of the best and most 
virtuous of men, though they seek and pursue righteousness with 

burning zeal? 

[St. fohn: Free Choice Is of "the World," «the Flesh"; 

Grace Is of Christ, by Faith. The Two Are Opposites]22 

];rt us now come to John, who is also an eloquent and powerful 
dev>-a..l.ls~ta-:t~or~o-;f~fr~e::'e~ch"o~i:c:':e.::"';A:':t~t~h~e::"':v:':e:ry~o~u~t:::se::;t~, ~h:::e~re':p~r:::e~se~n~t;':'s'::fr;:':ee 
choice as so blind that it cannot even see the truth, let alone be 
ahl§ to strive toward it. For he says: "The light shines in the dark-
ne~ but the darkness does not compreh~ it" [John 1:5J; and 
shortly afterward: "He was in the world, and the world knew him 
not, He came to his own, and his own received him not" [vv. 10 f. J. -What do:-::yo;;:u::f:thhl;";:·rik;T. ::-hhe;:;-;;m~e;;-::a;-;n:;;s"'b~y~"w~o:;'lrl"';'ld-" ?~Wti'l:Tllt-y"'o'""u"'""""'e""xr;:em=p;+t-;;acnn""y""m"""'-a""'n-

from this descriptionllllless he nasoeen recreated by the Holy 
SEl.!1t? It is characteristic of this apostle to use this word «world: to 
lll~ecisely the whole race of men. Hence, whatever he says 
about the world applies also to tree chOIce as the most excellent 
~~~~~~~~~ thing in man. 'Ihus accordi:TIg""to tlllS apostle, the wor@.3Q.es fiOt 

~
ow the light of truth [v. 10], the world hates Christ and those 

who are his [John 15:18 f.], the world neither knows nor sees the 
Holy Spirit [John 14:17], the whole world is in the power of the evil 
one [I John 5: 19], all that is in the world is the lust of the flesh and 

. the lust of the eyes and the pride of life [I John 2:16J. "You," he 

/

/ says, "are of the world" [John 8:23J. «The world cannot hate you, 
\ but it hates me because I testify of it that its works are evil" [John 

7:7J. I these and man similar passages proclaim the lories of 
fr\2e choice, tha~£!pal :eart 0 t e war d an t at which governs 
it under the overlordship of S~ -

f -For Johntoo speaks of the world antithetically, so that "world" 
I means everything that has not been taken out of the world into the 
! Spirit, as Christ says to the apostles: «I took you out of the world 
. and appOinted you," etc. [John 15: 16, 19 J. If now there were any in 

'J the world who by the powers of free choice were endeaVOring to-

22 W A 18, 776-783. 
, 
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ward the good (which should be the case if free choice were able 
to do anything), John ought surely to have limited the word out of 
respect for these people, so as not· to implicate them, b usin a 
general term, in all e e . s 0 which e accuses the world. As he 
does not do this, it is evident that he makes free choice guilty of all 
the charges brought against the world, since whatever the world 
does, it d.Q.es.hy the power of free choice, or in other words, by 
....-----:---

means of reason and will, which are its most notable components. 
He goes on: «To all who received him, who believed in his 

name, he gave power to become children of God; who were born, 
not of blood nor of the will of the flesh nor of the will of man, but 
of God" [John 1:12 f.J. By this absolute distinction he drives out 
of the Kingdom of Christ «blood," «the will of the flesh," «the will of 
man." I think «blood" means the Jews, that is, those who claimed to 
be sons of the Kingdom because they were sons of Abraham and 
the Patriarchs, and thus gloried in their blood. The "will of the flesh" 
I take to mean the zeal with which the people devoted themselves 
to the law and works. For "flesh" here means those who are carnal 
and without the Spirit, so that although they certainly have the 
ability to will and endeavor, they do so, in the absence of the Spirit, 
in a carnal way. The «will of man" I understand as the strivings of 
all men generally, whether under the law or without the law, Gen
tiles or whatever they may be, so that the meaning is: "They be
come sons of God neither by natural birth nor by zeal for the law 
nor by any other human doing, but only by a divine birth." If there
fore they are not born of the flesh, nor trained by the law, nor pre
pared by any human discipline, but are born anew from God, it is 
plain that free choice counts for nothing here. For I think the word 
"man"23 in this passage is to be taken in the Hebrew sense as mean
ing any and every man, just as "flesh" is understood in contrast with 
Spirit to mean the people without the Spirit; and the «will" I take to 
be the highest power in men, as the principal element in free choice. 

But supposing we do not so understand the individual terms, 
the matter itself as a whole is quite clear. For by his division John 
rejects everything that is not born of God, inasmuch as he says we 

23 "Virum," "male." 
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do not become sons of God except by being born of God; and this 
takes place, as he himself explains, by believing in the name of 
Christ. In this rejection, moreover, the will of man, or free choice, 
being neither a birth from God nor faith, is necessarily included. 
But if free choice were worth anything, the will of man ought not 
to be rejected by John, nor should men be drawn away from it and 
directed to faith and the new birth alone; otherwise, the word of 
Isaiah would apply to him: "Woe to you who call good evil" [Isa. 
5:20]. As it is, since he rejects equally blood, the will of the flesh, 
and the will of man, it is certain that the will of man can no more 
do anything toward making men sons of God than can blood or 
carnal birth. But no one doubts that carnal birth does not make men 
sons of God. As Paul says in Romans 9 [: 8]: "It is not the children 
of the flesh who are the children of God," and he proves this by the 

example of Ishmael and Esau. 
The same John introduces the Baptist speaking thus of Christ: 

"And of his fullness we have all received, grace for grace" [John 
1:16]. He says that grace has been received by us from the fullness 
of Christ; but for what merit or effort? "For grace," he says, mean
ing Christ's grace; just as Paul also says in Romans 5[: 15]: "The 
grace of God and the free gift in the grace of that one man Jesus 
Christ abounded for many." Where is now the endeavor of free 
choice by which grace is obtained? John says here, not only that 
grace is not received by any effort of ours, but that it is received 
through another's grace or another's merit, namely, that of the one 
man Jesus Christ. It is therefore either false that we receive our 
grace in return for another's grace, or else it is evident that free 
choice counts for nothing. For we cannot have it both ways; the 
grace of God cannot be both so cheap as to be obtainable anywhere 
and everywhere by any man's puny endeavor, and at the same time 
so dear as to be given us only in and through the grace of one Man 
and so great a Man. I wish the defenders of free choice would take 
warning at this point, and realize that when they assert free choice 
they are denying Christ. For if it is by my own effort that I obtain 
the grace of God, what need have I of the grace of Christ in order 
to receive it? Or what do I lack when I have the grace of God? 

Now, Diatribe has said, and all the Sophists say, that we secure 
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grace and prepare ourselves to receive it by our own endeavor, even 
if not "condignly," yet at least "congruously."24 This is plainly a 
denial of Christ, when it is for his grace that we receive grace, as 
the Baptist testifies. For I have already exposed that fiction about 
"condign" and "congruous," showing that these are empty words, 
and that what they really have in mind is the merit of worthiness, 
and this to a more ungodly degree than the Pelagians themselves, as 
we said. The result is that the ungodly Sophists and Diatribe alike 
deny the Lord Christ who bought us, more than the Pelagians or 
any heretics ever denied him. So little can grace tolerate the power 
of free choice or even the slightest hint of it. The fact that the de
fenders of free choice deny Christ is proved, moreover, not only by 
this SCripture but also by their very way of life. For they have 
turned Christ from a kindly Mediator into a dreaded Judge for 
themselves, whom they strive to placate by the intercessions of his 
mother and the saints, and by a multitude of invented works, rites, 
religious orders, and vows, in all of which their aim is to placate 
Christ so that he may give them grace. They do not believe that 
Christ is their advocate with God, and obtains grace for them by his 
own blood, and as it says here, "grace for grace" [John 1:16]. And 
as they believe, so it is with them. Christ is truly and deservedly an 
inexorable Judge to them, inasmuch as they abandon him as a 
Mediator and most merciful Savior, and count his blood and his 
grace of less value than the efforts and endeavors of free choice. 

Let us look also at an example of free choice. Nicodemus [John 
3:1 ff.] surely is a man who leaves nothing to be desired as regards 
the capabilities of free choice; for what is there that he fails to do 
in the way of effort or endeavor? He confesses that Christ is true 
and has come from God; he praises his signs, he comes by night to 
hear him and converse with him. Does he not seem to have sought 
by the power of free choice the things that belong to godliness and 
salvation? Yet see how he comes to grief. When he hears the true 
way of salvation by means of a new birth as taught by Christ, does 
he recognize it or profess that it is what he himself has been seek
ing? On the contrary, he is so shocked and perturbed that he not 

24 Cf. Diatribe, EAS 4, 50. 
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only says he cannot understand it, but he rejects it as impossible. 
"How," he says, "can this be?" [John 3:9J. Nor indeed is it surpris
ing, for whoever heard that a man must be born anew of water and 
the Spirit in order to be saved? [v. 5J. Whoever thought that the 
Son of Man would have to be lifted up, that whosoever believes in 
him should not perish but have eternal life? [vv. 14 if. J. Did the 
greatest and most discerning philosophers ever make mention of 
this? Did the princes of this world ever possess this knowledge? Did 
any man's free choice ever strive toward this? Does not Paul confess 
it to be "wisdom hidden in a mystery" [I Cor. 2:7], which though 
foretold by the prophets and revealect by the gospel, has yet from 
eternity been kept secret and unknown to the world [Rom. 16:25J? 

What can I say? Let us ask experience. The whole world, hu
man reason itself, indeed free choice itself, is obliged to confess that 
it never knew Christ nor heard of him before the gospel came into 
the world. And if it did not know him, much less did it seek after 
him, or even could seek after him or make any endeavor to come to 
him. Yet Christ is the way, the truth, the life, and salvation [John 
14:6J. It must therefore confess, willy-nilly, that by its own powers 
it has been unable either to know or to seek after the things that 
pertain to the way, the truth, and salvation. Nevertheless, despite 
this confession and our own experience, we insanely argue with 
empty words that there still remains in us a power capable of both 
knowing and applying itself to the things that pertain to salvation. 
That is as good as saying it can know Christ the Son of God lifted 
up for us, although no one has ever known or been able to think of 
such a thing. So ignorance here is no longer ignorance, but knowl
edge of Christ, that is, of the things that pertain to salvation. Do you 
still not see and feel that the assertors of free choice are clearly mad 
when they call a thing knowledge that they themselves admit to be 
ignorance? Is not this putting darkness for light, as Isaiah says [Isa. 
5:20J? To think that God so mightily stops the mouth of free choice 
by its own confession and experience, yet not even so can it keep 
silence and give God the glory! 

Furthermore, when Christ is called the way, the truth, and the 
life [John 14:6], and that antithetically, so that whatever is not 
Christ is not the way but error, not the truth but a lie, not the life 
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but death, then it necessarily follows that free choice, since it is 

neither Christ nor in Christ, is included in the error, the lie, and 
the death. Where and whence, then, have we that intermediate and 
neutral thing, the power of free choice, which although it is not 
Christ or the way, the truth, and the life, must still not be error, or 
a lie, or death? For unless everything said about Christ and grace 
were said antithetically, so as to be set over against its opposite-for 
instance, that outside of Christ there is nothing but Satan, apart 
from grace nothing but wrath, apart from light only darkness, apart 
from the way only error, apart from the truth only a lie, apart from 
life only death-what, I ask you, would be the point of all the dis
courses of the apostles and of Scripture as a whole? They would all 
be in vain, because they would not insist on the absolute necessity 
of Christ, which in fact is their chief concern; and they would not 
do so because some intermediate thing would be found, which of 
itself would be neither evil nor good, neither Christ's nor Satan's, 
neither true nor false, neither alive nor dead, perhaps even neither 
something nor nothing, and that would be called "the most excellent 
and exalted thing in the whole race of men"! 

Choose then which you please. If you grant that the Scriptures 
speak antithetically, you will be able to say nothing about free 
choice but what is contrary to Christ, namely that error, death, 
Satan, and all evils reign in it. If you do not grant that they speak 
antithetically, then you enervate the SCriptures, so that they lose 
their point and fail to prove that Christ is necessary. Hence, inas
much as you maintain free chOice, you cancel out Christ and ruin 
the entire Scripture. Moreover, although verbally you may make a 
show of confeSSing Christ, yet in reality and in your heart you deny 
him. Or if the power of free choice is not wholly in error or damn
able, but sees and wills what is virtuous and good and what pertains 
to salvation, then it is in sound health and has no need of Christ the 
physician [Matt. 9:12J, nOr has Christ redeemed that part of man; 
for what need of light and life is there where there is light and life? 
And if that part has not been redeemed by Christ, the best thing in 
man has not been redeemed, but is in itself good and saved. But 
then God is unjust if he damns any man, because he damns what is 

best and soundly healthy in man, or in other words, he condemns 
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the innocent. For there is no man who does not have the power of 
free choice; and although a bad man may misuse it, this power is 
not thereby destroyed, we are told, but still strives or can strive after 
the good. And if that is so, then it is undoubtedly good, holy, and 
righteous, and ought not to be damned but separated from the man 
who is to be damned. This, however, cannot be done; and if it could, 
a man no longer possessed of free choice would not be a man at all. 
He would have neither merits nor demerits, nor could he be saved, 
but would be Simply a brute and no longer immortal. It therefore 
remains that God is unjust if he damns, along with the evil man, 
that good, righteous, and holy power which even in an evil man has 
no need of Christ. ~. 

But let us proceed with John. "He who believes in him," he 
says, "is not judged; he who does not believe is judged already, 
because he has not believed in the name of the only Son of God" 
[John 3:18]. Tell me, is free choice counted among those who be
lieve, or is it not? If it is, then again it has no need of grace, since 
of itself it believes in Christ, though of itself it neither knows him 
nor gives him a thought. If it is not, then it is already judged; and 
what does that mean but that it is damned in the sight of God? But 
God damns none but the ungodly, so therefore it is ungodly. And 
what godliness can the ungodly aspire to? We cannot, I think, make 
an exception of the power of free choice here, since John is speaking 
of the whole man, who he says is damned. Besides, unbelief is not 
one of the grosser passions, but sits and holds sway at the summit
the citadel of the will and reason, just like its opposite, faith. Now, 
to be unbelieving is to deny God and make him a liar, as I John 
1[:10] says: "If we do not believe God, we make him a liar" [cf. 
John 5;10]. And how can a power that is contrary to God and makes 
him a liar strive toward the good? If this power were not unbeliev
ing and ungodly, John should not have said of the whole man that 
he is judged already, but rather that with regard to his grosser pas
sions man is already judged, but with regard to what is best and 
most excellent in him he is not judged, because this strives after 
faith, or rather, already believes. Hence where Scripture says, as it 
so often does, that every man is a liar, we must say on the authOrity 
of free choice that, on the contrary, it is rather the Scripture that 

-214-

The Bondage of the Will 

lies, because man is not a liar in the best part of him, his reason and 
will, but only in his flesh, blood, and bones, so that the whole of that 
which entitles man to be called man, namely reason and will, is 
soundly healthy and holy. Again, there are the words of the Bap
tist: "He who believes in the Son has eternal life; but he who does 
not believe in the Son shall not see life, but the wrath of God rests 
upon him" [John 3:36]. This will have to be understood as follows: 
"Upon him" means that whereas the wrath of God rests upon the 
grosser passions of man, upon his power of free choice, that is to say, 
his will and reason, there rests grace and eternal life. On this model, 
in order that free choice may be maintained, you can twist any
thing that is said in the Scriptures against ungodly men, to apply by 
synecdoche25 to the brute part of man, so that the rational and truly 
human part may be left untouched. I shall then return thanks to the 
assertors of free choice, and shall sin with confidence, safe in the 
knowledge that reason and will, or free choice, cannot be damned, 
since it is never extinguished but remains forever sound, righteous, 
and holy. And with will and reason thus beatified, I shall rejoice 
that the filthy, brutish flesh is separated from them and damned; so 
far shall I be from wishing to have Christ as its Redeemer. Do you 
see what the dogma of free choice leads us to, how it denies all 
things divine and human, temporal and eternal, and with all these 
monstrous notions makes itself a laughingstock? 

Again, the Baptist says: "No one can receive anything except 
what is given him from heaven" [John 3:27]. Diatribe may here stop 
that parading of her forces where she enumerates all the things we 
have from heaven.26 We are not disputing about nature but about 

25 A figure of speech in which a part is used to express the whole, or vice versa. 
26 Diatribe, EAS 4, 136: "From this saying of John the Baptist it does not 
follow that there is no power or use of free choice. The fact that fire warms 
comes from heaven; the fact that w~ naturally seek what is useful and shun 
what is harmful, comes from heaven; the fact that after the Fall our will is 
impelled to better desires, comes from heaven; the fact that with tears, alms, 
and prayers we attain the grace that makes us acceptable to God, this too is 
from heaven. Nor does our will in the meantime do nothing, although it can
not attain what it seeks without the help of grace; but since what is done by 
us is so very little, the whole is ascribed to God, just as a sailor who has 
brought his ship safely into port out of a severe storm, does not say "I have 
saved the ship," but "God has saved it," although his own skill and toil were 
not useless .... " 
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grace, and we are not asking what we are on earth, but what we are 
in heaven before God. We know that man has been constituted lord 
over the lower creatures, and in relation to them he has authority 
and free choice, so that they obey him and do what he wills and· 
thinks. What we are asking is whether he has free choice in relation 
to God, so that God obeys man and does what man wills, or rather, 
whether God has free choice in relation to man, so that man wills 
and does what God wills and is not able to do anything but what 
God wills and does. The Baptist says here that a man can receive 
nothing except what is given him from heaven; consequently, free 
choice must be nothing. Also, "He who is of the earth belongs to the 
earth, and of the earth he speaks; he who comes from heaven is 
above all" [John 3:31]. Here again he makes all men earthly who 
do not belong to Christ, and says they savor and speak of earthly 
things; and he leaves no room for any in between. ~ree choice, 
therefore, which is not in any event "he who comes from heaven," 
must necessarily be of the earth and must savor and speak of the 

earth. 
But if ever at any time, in any place or work, there was any 

power in any man that did not savor of earthly things, the Baptist 
ought to have made allowance for this man and should not have 
said of all men generally that apart from Christ they are of the earth 
and speak of the earth. So also below, in chapter 8, Christ says: 
"You are of the world, I am not of the world; you are from below, 
I am from above" [John 8:23]. Now those to whom he was speaking 
possessed free choice, or reason and will, yet even so he says they 
are of the world. But what new thing would he be telling us, to say 
they were of the world as regards the flesh and the grosser passions? 
Did not the whole world know this already? Besides, what need is 
there to say that men are of the world as regards the brute part of 
them, when in this respect even beasts are of the world? 

Now take the saying of Christ in John 6[:44]: "No one comes 
to me unless my Father draws him." What does this leave to free 
choice? For he says that everyone needs to hear and learn from the 
Father himself, and that all must be taught by God. He plainly 
teaches here, not only that the works and efforts of free choice are 
fruitless, but that even the message of the gospel itself (which is 
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what this passage is about) is heard in vain unless the Father him
self speaks, teaches, and draws inwardly. "No one can come," he 
says, "no one"; and thus that power by which a man is able to make 
some endeavor toward Christ, or in other words, toward the things 
that pertain to salvation, is asserted to be no power at all. Nor is 
free choice helped by Diatribe's attempt to depreCiate this clear and 
most powerful passage by quoting from Augustine to the effect that 
God draws us in the same way as we draw a sheep, by holding out 
a green twig to it. 27 By this simile she claims it is proved that there 
is in us a power to follow the drawing of God. But this simile is 

valueless in connection with this passage. For God holds out not 
only one of his good things, but all of them, and even Christ his Son 
himself, yet not a man follows unless the Father inwardly does 
something else and draws in some other way; instead, the whole 
world persecutes the Son whom he holds out to it. The simile fits 
very well the case of the godly, who are already sheep and know 
God their Shepherd; for they, living in the Spirit and moved by him, 
follow wherever God wills and whatever he holds out to them. But 
the ungodly does not come even when he hears the Word, unless 
the Father draws and teaches him inwardly, which He does by 
pouring out the Spirit. There is then another "drawing" than the one 
that takes place outwardly; for then Christ is set forth by the light 
of the Spirit, so that a man is rapt away to Christ with the sweetest 
rapture, and rather yields passively to God's speaking, teaching, and 
drawing than seeks and runs himself. 

Let us take one more passage from John, where he says: "The 
Spirit will convince the world of sin, because they have not believed 
in me" [John 16:8 f.]. Here you see that it is sin not to believe in 
Christ. And this sin is surely not seated in the skin or the hair, but 
preCisely in the reason and the will. But when he makes the whole 
world guilty of this sin, of which experience shows that the world is 
as ignorant as it is of Christ until the convincing Spirit reveals it, 
then it is evident that in the sight of God free choice, with its will 
and its reason alike, is reckoned as a captive of this sin and as 
damned by it. Therefore, so long as it is ignorant of Christ and does 

27 Augustine, On the Gospel of John (Tract. in Joan. Evang.), XXVI, 5 (MPL 
35,1609). 
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not believe in him, it cannot will or strive after anything good but 
necessarily serves this sin without knowing it. 

In a word, since Scripture everywhere preaches Christ by con
trast and antithesis, as I have said, putting everything that is with
out the Spirit of Christ in subjection to Satan, ungodliness, error, 
darkness, sin, death, and the wrath of God, all the texts that speak 
of Christ must consequently stand opposed to free choice; and they 
are innumerable, indeed they are the entire Scripture. If, therefore, 
we submit the case to the judgment of Scripture, I shall win on all 
counts, and there will not be a jot or a tittle left that will not damn 
the dogma of free choice. Moreover, the fact that Scripture preaches 
Christ by contrast and antithesis, even if the great theologians and 
defenders of free choice are or pretend to be ignorant of it, is 
nevertheless known and commonly confessed by all Christians. 

[The Two Kingdoms, of Christ and of Satan. 
The Assurance of Faith] 28 \ 

For Christians know there are two kingdoms in the world, which 
are bitterly opposed to each other. In one of them Satan reigns, who is 
therefore called by Christ "the ruler of this world" [John 12:31] and 
by Paul "the god of this world" [II Cor. 4:4]. He holds captive 
to his will all who are not snatched away from him by the Spirit of 
Christ, as the same Paul testifies, nor does he allow them to be 
snatched away by any powers other than the Spirit of God, as Christ 
testifies in the parable of the strong man guarding his palace in 
peace [Luke 11:21]. In the other Kingdom, Christ reigns, and his 
Kingdom ceaselessly resists and makes war on the kingdom of Satan. 
Into this Kingdom we are transferred,29 not by our own power but 
by the grace of God, by which we are set free from the present evil 
age30 and delivered from the dominion of darkness.31 

The knowledge and confession of these two kingdoms perpetu
ally warring against each other with such might and main would 

28 W A 18, 782-783. 
29 Col. 1: 13 f. 
30 Gal. 1:4. 
31 Col. 1: 13. 
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alone be sufficient to confute the dogma of free choice, seeing that 
we are bound to serve in the kingdom of Satan unless we are de
livered by the power of God. These things, I say, the common peo
ple know, and they confess them abundantly in their proverbs and 
prayers, their attitudes and their whole life. 

I leave aside that truly Achillean text of mine,32 which Diatribe 
has bravely passed over and left intact. I mean, where Paul in 
Romans 7[:14ff.] and Galatians 5[:16ff.] teaches that there is in 
the saints and the godly a battle between the Spirit and the flesh, so 
fierce that they cannot do what they would. From this I argued 
thus: If human nature is so evil that in those born anew of the Spirit 
it not only does not endeavor after the good but actually strives and 
fights against it, how should it endeavor after the good in those who 
are not yet born anew but are still "in the old man" and in bondage 
to Satan? For even here Paul is not speaking only of the grosser 
passions, in which Diatribe commonly takes refuge when she wants 
to evade the Scriptures, but he lists among the works of the flesh 
heresy, idolatry, dissension, strife, which undoubtedly have their 
seat in those highest faculties, the reason and the will. If, therefore, 
the flesh wages war against the Spirit with such passions as these in 
the saints, it will fight against God all the more in the ungodly and 
in free choice. That is why in Romans 8[:7] he calls it hostility to 
God. I should like to see this argument pulled to pieces, and free 
choice defended against it. 

For my own part, I frankly confess that even if it were possible, 
I should not wish to have free choice given to me, or to have any
thing left in my own hands by which I might strive toward salva
tion. For, on the one hand, I should be unable to stand firm and 
keep hold of it amid so many adversities and perils and so many 
assaults of demons, seeing that even one demon is mightier than all 
men, and no man at all could be saved; and on the other hand, even 
if there were no perils or adversities or demons, I should neverthe
less have to labor under perpetual uncertainty and to fight as one 
beating the air,33 since even if I lived and worked to eternity, my 

3Zcr. The Bondage of the Will, 1525. LW 33, 145 n. 68 and 234, n. 36. 
331 Cor. 9:26. 
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conscience would never be assured and certain how much it ought 
to do to satisfy God. For whatever work might be accomplished, 
there would always remain an anxious doubt whether it pleased 
God or whether he required something more, as the experience of 
all self-justifiers proves, and as I myself learned to my bitter cost 
through so many years. :aut nQ.w, since God has taken my salvation 

out of ._~L~_a_l!9-s into his, making it depend on his cho!:~_ll.!l~_l!()~ 
mine, and has promised to save me, not by my own work or exertion 
but by-lfiSgraceand mercy, I am assured and certaillb~th that ~e 
is faithfuTirlJ';vnTnotiietOme, and also-tii.-:ithe is too great and 

po~~or any adversities to 1?.~~~~_to br'eak:':b.fu; 
or to snatch me from him. "No one," he says, "shall snatch them out 
of my hand:b'~~aru;e-my-Fatnef-wlionas'glventllemfome is greater 
than all" [John lO:28fTsolfco'mes abouftnat;ifnot all, some and 

. '\ indeed many are saved, whereas by the power of free choice none 
\ at all would be saved, but all would perish together. Moreover, we 
\ are also certain and sure that we please God, not by the merit of 
\ our own working, but by the favor of his mercy promised to us, and 
'*hat if we do less than we should or do it badly, he does not hold 
this against US,34 but in a fatherly way pardons and corrects us. 
Hence the glorying of all the saints in their God. 

[ The Mercy and Justice of God in the Light of Nature, 
Grace, and Glory] 35 

Now, if you are disturbed by the thought that it is difficult to defend 
the mercy and justice of God when he damns the undeserving, that 
is to say, ungodly men who are what they are because they were 
born in ungodliness and can in no way help being and remaining 
ungodly and damnable, but are compelled by a necessity of nature 
to sin and to perish (as Paul says: "We were all children of wrath 
like the rest,"3fl since they are created so by God himself from seed 
corrupted by the sin of the one man Adam)-rather must God be 
honored and revered as supremely merciful toward those whom he 

34 Or: "does not impute this to us." 
35 W A 18, 784-785. 
36 Eph. 2:3. 
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justifies and saves, supremely unworthy as they are, and there must 
be at least some acknowledgement of his divine wisdom so that he 
may be believed to be righteous where he seems to us to be unjust. 
For if his righteousness were such that it could be judged to be 
righteous by human standards, it would clearly not be divine and 
would in no way differ from human righteousness. But since he is 
the one true God, and is wholly incomprehensible and inaccessible 
to human reason, it is proper and indeed necessary that his right
eousness also should be incomprehensible, as Paul also says where 
he exclaims: "0 the depth of the riches of the wisdom and the 
knowledge of God! How incomprehensible are his judgments and 
how unsearchable his ways!"37 But they would not be incompre
hensible if we were able in every instance to grasp how they are 
righteous. What is man, compared with God? How much is there 
within our power compared with his power? What is our strength 
in comparison with his resources? What is our knowledge compared 
with his wisdom? What is our substance over against his substance? 
In a word, what is our all compared with his? 

If, therefore, we confess, as even nature teaches, that human 
power, strength, wisdom, substance, and everything we have, is 
simply nothing at all in comparison with divine power, strength, 
wisdom, knowledge, and substance, what is this perversity that 
makes us attack God's righteousness and judgment only, and make 
such claims for our own judgment as to wish to comprehend, judge, 
and evaluate the divine judgment? Why do we not take a Similar 
line here too, and say, "Our judgment is nothing in comparison with 
the divine judgment"? Ask Reason herself whether she is not con
vinced and compelled to confess that she is foolish and rash in not 
allowing the judgment of God to be incomprehensible, when she 
admits that everything else divine is incomprehensible. In all other 
matters we grant God his divine majesty, and only in respect of his 
judgment are we prepared to deny it. We cannot for a while believe 
that he is righteous, even though he has promised us that when he 
reveals his glory we shall all both see and feel that he has been and 
is righteous. 

37 Rom. 11:33. 
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I will give an example to confirm this faith and console that evil 
eye which suspects God of injustice. As you can see, God so orders 
this corporal world in its external affairs that if you respect and 
follow the judgment of human reason, you are bound to say either 
that there is no God or that God is unjust. As the poet says: "Oft I 
am moved to think there are no gods!"38 For look at the prosperity 
the wicked enjoy and the adversity the good endure, and note how 
both proverbs and that parent of proverbs, experience, testify that 
the bigger the scoundrel the greater his luck. "The tents of the un
godly are at peace," says Job [Job 12:6], and Psalm 72[73:12] com
plains that the sinners of the world increase in riches. Tell me, is it 
not in everyone's judgment most unjust that the wicked should 
prosper and the good suffer? But that is the way of the world. Here 
even the greatest minds have stumbled and fallen, denying the 
existence of God and imagining that all things are moved at random 
by blind Chance or Fortune. So, for example, did the Epicureans 
and Pliny; while Aristotle, in order to preserve that Supreme Being 
of his from unhappiness, never lets him look at anything but him
self, because he thinks it would be most unpleasant for him to see 
so much suffering and so many injustices. The prophets, however, 
who did believe in God, had more temptation to regard him as un
just-Jeremiah, for instance, and Job, David, Asaph, and others. 
What do you suppose Demosthenes39 and CiceroM thought, when 
after doing all they could they were rewarded with so tragic a death? 

Yet all this, which looks so very like injustice in God, and which 
has been represented as such with arguments that no human reason 
or light of nature can resist, is very easily dealt with in the light of 
the gospel and the knowledge of grace, by which we are taught that 
although the ungodly flourish in their bodies, they lose their souls. 
In fact, this whole insoluble problem finds a quick solution in one 
short sentence, namely, that there is a life after this life, and what
ever has not been punished and rewarded here will be punished and 

38 Ovid Amores iii. 8.36. 
39 Athenian orator and statesman (ca. 383-322 B.C.), opponent of Philip of 
Macedon; took pOison after the failure of the Athenian revolt against the 
Macedonians. 
40 Roman orator, writer and statesman (106-43 B.C.); outlawed, pursued and 
murdered after a speech in the Senate against Mark Antony. 
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rewarded there, since this life is nothing but an anticipation, or 
rather, the beginning of the life to come. 

If, therefore, the light of the gospel, shining only through the 
Word and faith, is so effective that this question which has been 
discussed in all ages and never solved is so easily settled and put 
aside, what do you think it will be like when the light of the Word 
and of faith comes to an end, and reality itself and the Divine 
Majesty are revealed in their own light? Do you not think that the 
light of glory will then with the greatest of ease be able to solve the 
problem that is insoluble in the light of the Word or of grace, seeing 
that the light of grace has so easily solved the problem that was 
insoluble in the light of nature? 

Let us take it that there are three lights-the light of nature, the 
light of grace, and the light of glory, to use the common and valid 
distinction. By the light of nature it is an insoluble problem how it 
can be just that a good man should suffer and a bad man prosper; 
but this problem is solved by the light of grace. By the light of grace 
it is an insoluble problem how God can damn one who is unable by 
any power of his own to do anything but sin and be guilty. Here 
both the light of nature and the light of grace tell us that it is not 
the fault of the unhappy man, but of an unjust God; for they cannot 
judge otherwise of a God who crowns one ungodly man freely and 
apart from merits, yet damns another who may well be less, or at 
least not more, ungodly. But the light of glory tells us differently, 
and it will show us hereafter that the God whose judgment here is 
one of incomprehensible righteousness is a God of most perfect and 
manifest righteousness. In the meantime, we can only believe this, 
being admonished and confirmed by the example of the light of 
grace, which performs a similar miracle in relation to the light of 
nature. 
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[CONCLUSION] 

[That the Case Against Free Choice is Unanswerable 
Let Erasmus Be Willing to Admit] 1 

I will here bring this little book to an end, though I am prepared if 
need be to carry the debate farther. However, I think quite enough 
has been done here to satisfy the godly and anyone who is willing 
to admit the truth without being obstinate. For if we believe it to 
be true that God foreknows and predestines all things,2 that he can 
neither be mistaken in his foreknowledge nor hindered in his pre
destination, and that nothing takes place but as he wills it (as rea
son itself is forced to admit), then on the testimony of reason itself 
there cannot be any free choice in man or angel or any creature. 

Similarly, if we believe that Satan is the ruler of this world, 
who is forever plotting and fighting against the Kingdom of Christ 
with all his powers, and that he will not let men go who are his 
captives unless he is forced to do so by the divine power of the 
Spirit, then again it is evident that there can be no such thing as 
free choice. 

Similarly, if we believe that original sin has so ruined us that 
even in those who are led by the Spirit it causes a great deal of 
trouble by struggling against the good, it is clear that in a man 
devoid of the Spirit there is nothing left that can turn tqward the 
good, but only toward evil. 

Again, if the Jews, who pursued righteousness to the utmost of 
their powers, rather ran headlong into unrighteousness, while the 
Gentiles, who pursued ungodliness, attained righteousness freely 
and unexpectedly, then it is also manifest from this very fact and 
experience that man without grace can will nothing but evil. 

To sum up: If we believe that Christ has redeemed men by his 
blood, we are bound to confess that the whole man was lost; other
wise, we should make Christ either superfl.uous or the redeemer of 
only the lowest part of man, which would be blasphemy and sacri
lege. 

1 W A 18, 786-787. 
2 Rom. 8:29. 
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My dear Erasmus, I beg you now for Christ's sake to do at last 
as you promised; for you promised you would willingly yield to 
anyone who taught you better:'3 Have done with respecting of per
sons! I recognize that you are a great man, richly endowed with the 
noblest gifts of God-with talent and learning, with eloquence bor
dering on the miraculous, to mention no others-while I have and 
am nothing, unless I may venture to boast that I am a Christian. 
Moreover, I praise and commend you highly for this also, that un
like all the rest you alone have attacked the real issue, the essence 
of the matter in dispute, and have not wearied me with irrelevancies 
about the papacy, purgatory, indulgences, and such like trifles (for 
trifles they are rather than.basic issues), with which almost everyone 
hitherto has gone hunting for me without success. You and you 
alone have seen the question on which everything hinges, and have 
aimed at the vital spot; for which I sincerely thank you, since I am 
only too glad to give as much attention to this subject as time and 
leisure permit. If those who have attacked me hitherto had done the 
same, and if those who now boast of new spirits and new revelations 
would still do it, we should have less of sedition and sects and more 
of peace and concord. But God has in this way through Satan 
punished our ingratitude. 

Unless, however, you can conduct this case differently from the 
way you have in this Diatribe, I could very much wish that you 
would be content with your own special gift, and would study 
adorn, and promote languages and literature as you have hitherto 
done with great profit and distinction. I must confess that in this 

3 Diatribe, EAS 4, 92 f.: " ... I do not knowingly resist the truth, and with all 
my heart I favor true evangelical liberty and detest whatever is opposed to the 
gospel. Nor do I here act the part of a judge, as I have said, but of a debater, 
and yet I can truly say that in the debate I have kept the oath that used to be 
demanded in capital cases from sworn judges. And although I am an old man 
now, I shall not be either ashamed or reluctant to learn from any young man 
who can teach me better things with evangelical courtesy. Here I know some
one will say: 'Let Erasmus learn Christ and have done with human wisdom; 
no one understands these things unless he has the Spirit of God.' If I do not 
yet understand what Christ is, I have indeed been wandering far from the 
mark hitherto; though I should like to know what Spirit so many doctors and 
Christian people have possessed-the people being likely to have believed what 
their bishops taught-for the past thirteen hundred years without understanding 
this." 

-225-



III. The Righteousness of God in Christ 

direction you have done no small service to me too, so that I am 
considerably indebted to you, and in this regard I certainly respect 
and admire you most sincerely. But God has not yet willed or 
granted that you should be equal to the matter at present at issue 
between us. I say this, as I beg you to believe, in no spirit of arro
gance, but I pray that the Lord may very soon make you as much 
superior to me in this matter as you are in all others. There is no 
novelty in it, if God instructs Moses through J ethr04 and teaches 
Paul through Ananias.5 For as to your saying that you have wan
dered very far from the mark if you are ignorant of Christ, I think 
you yourself see what it implies. For it does not follow that every
body will go astray if you or I do. God is preached as being mar
velous in his saints;6 so that we may regard as saints those who are 
very far from sanctity. And it is not difficult to suppose that you, 
since you are human, may not have rightly understood or observed 
with due care the Scriptures or the sayings of the Fathers under 
whose guidance you think you are attaining your goal; and of this 
there is more than a hint in your statement that you are asserting 
nothing, but have only "discoursed."7 No one writes like that who 
has a thorough inSight into the subject and rightly understands it. 
I for my part in this book have not discoursed, but have asserted 
and do assert, and I am unwilling to submit the matter to anyone's 
judgment, but advise everyone to yield assent. But may the Lord, 
whose cause this is, enlighten you and make you a vessel for honor 

4 Exod. 18: 13 ff. 
5 Acts 9:10 ff. 

and glory.s 

Amen. 

f) Ps. 67:36 (Vulgate); English versions (Ps. 68:35) read: "terrible in his 
sanctuary." 
7 Erasmus ends his Diatribe by saying: "CONTULI, penes alios esto fudicium," 
"I have discoursed, let others pass judgment." Contuli can also mean "I have 
made comparisons," and it is this sense Luther has in mind here. He does not 
think it his business simply to discourse on the subject, comparing different 
views, but he must assert and proclaim the truth about it. 
S Rom. 9:21. 
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SERMON ON THE AFTERNOON 

OF CHRISTMAS DAY 

1530 

Sennon on the Afternoon of Christmas Day, 

Luke 2:1-14, December 25, 1530 

You have heard today the story from the Gospel of St. Luke of 
how it came to pass that our Lord Christ was born and then also the 
message of the angel, who announced who the boy was who was 
bom. l Now we shall go on and take up the message of the angel. So 
for today you have heard only that the child was born and that he is 
the Lord and Savior. Thus we spoke of the story, how it unfolded, 
and who the persons in it were. This article is so high that even 
today it is believed by only a few. Nevertheless, God has preserved 

1 Luther is referring to the sermon he preached that morning on Luke 2:1-10 
(text in WA 32, 251-261; Buchwald, Martin Luther Predigten, op. cit., II, 
47-53). 
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it even through those who have not believed it. For at all times in 
the monasteries and universities there have been disputations and 
lectures which dealt with the fact that Christ the Lord, born of Mary, 
is true man and God. But it went no further than saying and hearing 
it.2 But this belief is held by the devil too and the Turks and all the 
godless among the Christians, and is the kind of belief which every
body believes that it is true but would not die for it, as Eck3 and 
many others show today. If they had as much from Christ and the 
teaching of the gospel as from the devil, they would also think as 
much of Christ. The Turk too admits that Christ was born of the 
Virgin Mary, that Mary was an immaculate virgin, and that Christ 
was more than a man; but the Word of God, as it is given in the 
gospel, he denies, and yet I fear that the Turk believes more of this 
article than does the pope. Therefore it is a high article to believe 
that this infant, born of Mary, is true God; for nobody's reason can 
ever accept the fact that he who created heaven and earth and is 
adored by the angels was born of a virgin. That is the article. 
Nobody believes it except he who also knows this faith, namely, 
that this child is the Lord and Savior. 

But for whom was he born and whose Lord and Savior is he? 
The angels declare that he was born Lord and Savior. The Turks, 
the pope, and the scholars say the same thing, but only to the extent 
that it brings in money and honor. But that anyone could say, "to 
you is born," as the angel says, this is the faith which we must preach 
about. But we cannot preach about it as we would like to do. 
Indeed, who could ever grasp [the full meaning of] these words 
of the evangelist: "a Savior, who is the Lord," and, "to you"l I 
know well enough how to talk about it and what to believe about 
it, just as others do. So there are many who have this belief and do 
not doubt this first belief that Christ is the Lord, the Savior, and the 
virgin's Son. This I too have never doubted. But if these words are 
planted no higher than in my thoughts, then they have no firm roots. 
We are certain that this was proclaimed by the angel, but the firm 
faith does not follow. For the reason does not understand both sides 
of this faith, first that Christ is a man, but also the Savior and Lord 

2 This sentence supplied from Niirnberg Codex SoIger. 
a Johann Eck (1486-1543), one of Luther's earliest opponents. Cf. The Leipzig 
Debate. LW 31,308-325. 
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or King. This needs to be revealed from heaven. One who really 
has the first faith also has the other. 

Who, then, are those to whom this joyful news is to be pro
claimed? Those who are faint-hearted and feel the burden of their 
sins, like the shepherds, to whom the angels proclaim the message, 
letting the great lords in Jerusalem, who do not accept it, go on 
sleeping. Beyond the first faith there must be the second faith; that 
Christ is not only the virgin's Son, but also the Lord of angels and 
the Savior of men. The words anyone can understand, anti
sacramentarians, fanatics, sectarians, and Turks; but they do not 
proceed from the heart, they come only from hearing and go no 
farther than hearing. This is not faith, however, but only a memory 
of what has been heard, that one knows that he has heard it. Nobody 
ventures upon it, so as to stake goods, life, and honor upon it. And 
yet we must preach it for the sake of those who are in the multitude 
to whom the angel preached. 

This is our theology, which we preach in order that we may 
understand what the angel wants. Mary bore the child, took it to 
her breast and nursed it, and the Father in heaven has his Son, lying 
in the manger and the mother's lap. Why did God do all this? Why 
does Mary guard the child as a mother should? And reason answers: 
in order that we may make an idol of her, that honor may be paid 
to the mother. Mary becomes all this without her knowledge and 
consent, and all the songs and glory and honor are addressed to the 
mother. And yet the text does not sound forth the honor of the 
mother, for the angel says, "I bring to you good news of a great joy; 
for to you is born this day the Savior" [Luke 2:10-11]. I am to 
accept the child and his birth and forget the mother, as far as this 
is possible, although her part cannot be forgotten, for where there 
is a birth there must also be a mother. Nevertheless, we dare not 
put our faith in the mother but only in the fact that the child was 
born. And the angel desired that we should see nothing but the 
child which is born, just as the angels themselves, as though they 
were blind, saw nothing but the child born of the virgin, and desired 
that all created things should be as nothing compared with this 
child, that we should see nothing, be it harps, gold, goods, honor, 
power, and the like, which we would prefer before their message. 
For if I receive even the costliest and best in the world, it still does 
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not have the name of Savior. And if the Turk were ten times 
stronger than he is, he could not for one moment save me from my 
infirmity, to say nothing of the peril of death, and even less from 
the smallest sin or from death itself. In my sin, my death, I must 
take leave of all created things. No, sun, moon, stars, all creatures, 
phYSicians, emperors, kings, wise men and potentates cannot help 
me. When I die I shall see nothing but black darkness, and yet that 
light, «To you is born this day the Savior" [Luke 2:11], remains in 
my eyes and fills all heaven and earth. The Savior will help me 
when all have forsaken me. And when the heavens and the stars 
and all creatures stare at me with horrible mien, I see nothing in 
heaven and earth but this child. So great should that light which 
declares that he is my Savior become in my eyes that I can say: 
Mary, you did not bear this child for yourself alone. The child is 
not yours; you did not bring him forth for yourself, but for me, even 
though you are his mother, even though you held him in your arms 
and wrapped him in swaddling clothes and picked him up and laid 
him down. But I have a greater honor than your honor as his 
mother. For your honor pertains to your motherhood of the body 
of the child, but my honor is this, that you have my treasure, so that 
I know none, neither men nor angels, who can help me except this 
child whom you, 0 Mary, hold in your arms. If a man could put out 
of his mind all that he is and has except this child, and if for him 
everything-money, goods, power, or honor-fades into darkness and 
he despises everything on earth compared with this child, so that 
heaven with its stars and earth with all its power and all its treasures 
becomes as nothing to him, that man would have the true gain and 
fruit of this message of the angel. And for us the time must come 
when suddenly all will be darkness and we shall know nothing but 
this message of the angel: "I bring to you good news of great joy; 
for to you is born this day the Savior" [Luke 2:10-11]. 

This, then, is the faith we preach, of which the Turks and the 
pope and all the sectarians know nothing. The fanatics do, it is true, 
snatch to themselves the words of the angels, but how earnest they 
are is plain to see. For they receive the Word only as a piece of 
paper, as the cup and corporal receive the body and blood of Christ. 
The paper does no more than contain something and pass it on to 
others, but yet it remains paper. Thus you copy something from 
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one paper on another paper; from my tongue the Word sounds in 
your ear, but it does not go to the heart. So they receive this greatest 
of treasures to their great harm and still think they are Christians, 
just as though the paper were to say: I certainly have in me the 
written words, «to you is born this day the Savior"; therefore I shall 
be saved. But then the fire comes and burns up the paper. 

Therefore this is the chief article, which separates us from all 
the heathen, that you, 0 man, may not only learn that Christ, born 
of the virgin, is the Lord and Savior, but also accept the fact that he 
is your Lord and Savior, that you may be able to boast in your heart: 
I hear the Word that sounds from heaven and says: This child who 
is born of the virgin is not only his mother's son. I have more than 
the mother's estate; he is more mine than Mary's, for he was born 
for me, for the angel said, "To you" is born the Savior. Then ought 
you to say, Amen, I thank thee, dear Lord. 

But then reason says: Who knows? I believe that Christ, born 
of the virgin, is the Lord and Savior and he may perhaps help Peter 
and Paul, but for me, a sinner, he was not born. But even if you 
believed that much, it would still not be enough, unless there were 
added to it the faith that he was born for you. For he was not born 
merely in order that I should honor the mother, that she should be 
praised because he was born of the virgin mother. This honor 
belongs to none except her and it is not to be despised, for the angel 
said, "Blessed are you among women!" [Luke 1:28]. But it must 
not be too highly esteemed lest one deny what is written here: "To 
you is born this day the Savior." He was not merely concerned to 
be born of a virgin; it was infinitely more than that. It was this, as 
she herself sings in the Magnificat: "He has helped his servant 
Israel" [Luke 1:54]; not that he was born of me and my virginity, 
but born for you and for your benefit, not only for my honor. 

Take yourself in hand, examine yourself and see whether you 
are a Christian! If you can sing: The Son, who is proclaimed to be 
a Lord and Savior, is my Savior; and if you can confirm the message 
of the angel and say yes to it and believe it in your heart, then your 
heart will be filled with assurance and joy and confidence, and you 
will not worry much about even the costliest and best that this world 
has to offer. For when I can speak to the virgin from the bottom of 
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my heart and say: 0 Mary, noble, tender virgin, you have borne a 
child; this I want more than robes and guldens, yea, more than my 
body and life; then you are closer to the treasure than everything 
else in heaven and earth, as Ps. 78 [:25] says, "There is nothing upon 
earth that I desire besides thee." You see how a person rejoices 
when he receives a robe or ten guldens. But how many are there 
who shout and jump for joy when they hear the message of the 
angel: "To you is born this day the Savior?" Indeed, the majority 
look upon it as a sermon that must be preached, and when they have 
heard it, consider it a trifling thing, and go away just as they were 
before. This shows that we have neither the first nor the second 
faith. We do not believe that the virgin mother bore a son and that 
he is the Lord and Savior unless, added to this, I believe the second 
thing, namely, that he is my Savior and Lord. When I can say: This 
I accept as my own, because the angel meant it for me, then, if I 
believe it in my heart, I shall not fail to love the mother Mary, and 
even more the child, and especially the Father. For, if it is true that 
the child was born of the virgin and is mine, then I have no angry 
God and I must know and feel that there is nothing but laughter 
and joy in the heart of the Father and no sadness in my heart. For, 
if what the angel says is true, that he is our Lord and Savior, what 
can sin do against us? "If God is for us, who is against us?" [Rom. 
8:31]. Greater words than these I cannot speak, nor all the angels 
and even the Holy Spirit, as is sufficiently testified by the beautiful 
and devout songs that have been made about it. I do not trust 
myself to express it. I most gladly hear you sing and speak of it, 
but as long as no joy is there, so long is faith still weak or even non
existent, and you still do not believe the angel. 

You can see what our papists and Junkers, who have chosen 
innumerable saviors, have felt about this faith. Indeed, the papists 
still want to retain the mass, the invocation of saints, and their 
invented works by which we are to be saved. This is as much as to 
say, I do not believe in the Savior and Lord whom Mary bore; and 
yet they sing the words of the angel, hold their triple masses [at 
Christmas] and play their organs. They speak the words with their 
tongues but their heart has another savior. And the same is true in 
the monasteries: if you want to be saved, remember to keep the rule 
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and regulations of Francis4 and you will have a gracious Godi And 
at the Diet of Augs burg they decided to stick to this. In the name 
of all the devils, let them stick there! It has been said sufficiently 
that this Savior lies in the manger. But if there is any other thing 
that saves me, then I rightly call it my savior. If the sun, moon, and 
stars save, I can call them saviors. If St. BartllOlomewli or St. 
Anthony6 or a pilgrimage to St. James'!' or good works save, then 
they surely are my savior. If St. Francis, then he is my savior. But 
then what is left of the honor of the child who was born this day, 
whom the angel calls Lord and Savior, and who wants to keep his 
name, which is Savior and Christ the Lord. If I set up any savior 
except this child, no matter who or what it is or is called, then he is 
not the Savior. But the text says that he is the Savior. And if this is 
true-and it is the truth-then let everything else go. 

One who hears the message of the angel and believes it will 
be filled with fear, like the shepherds. True, it is too high for me to 
believe that I should come into this treasure without any merit on 
my part. And yet, so it must be. In the papacy this message was 
not preached in the pulpit, and I am afraid that it will disappear 
again. It was the other message that the devil initiated and has 
allowed to remain in the papacy. All their hymns are to this effect. 
Among the Turks the devil has completely wiped it out. Therefore, 
remember it, sing it, and learn it, while there is still time! I fear that 
the time will come when we shall not be allowed to hear, believe, 
and sing this message in public, and the time has already come when 
it is no longer understood; though Satan does allow it to be spoken 
with the mouth, as the papists do. But when it comes to declaring 
that he is born for you, and to singing: 

In dulci iubilo 
Now sing with hearts aglow! 

Our delight and pleasure 

~ Francis of Assisi (1182-1226), founder of the Franciscan Order, who was 
canonized two years after his death by Pope Gregory IX. 
5 According to Matt. 10:3, Mark 3:18, Luke 6:14, and Acts 1:13, Bartholomew 
is one of the twelve Apostles. His feast day is usually observed on August 24. 
sSt. Anthony (b. ca. 250 A.D.), a hermit who is considered the forerunner of 
the monastic movement. 
7 St. James of Compostella was the most frequented place of pilgrimage in 
Europe for many centuries. 
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Lies in praesepio, 
Like sunshine is our treasure 

Matris in gremio 
Alpha est et 0[8 

-this he is unwilling to allow. 
What we have said, then, has been about that second faith, 

which is not only to believe in Mary's Son, but rather that he who 
lies in the virgin's lap is our Savior, that you accept this and give 
thanks to God, who so loved you that he gave you a Savior who is 
yours. And for a sign he sent the angel from heaven to proclaim 
him, in order that nothing else should be preached except that this 
child is the Savior and far better than heaven and earth. Him, there
fore, we should acknowledge and accept; confess him as our Savior 
in every need, call upon him, and never doubt that he will save us 
from all misfortune. Amen. 

8 Fourteenth century macaronic Gennan carol. The Oxford Book of Carou 
(Oxford University Press, 1928), No. 86. 
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THE PROMISE OF THE 
SACRAMENTS 

The first three parts of this anthology introduce 
aspects of Luther that are generally well known: that Luther 
took a strong stand for faith against the prevailing theological 
method of his time; that he was a translator and interpreter 
of Scripture; and that he was passionate for proclaiming the 
righteousness of God in Christ. This last made him opposed 
to all human claims for excellence that might obscure faith, 
even that freedom of human will might play any part in 
salvation. 

But when it comes to the sacraments, the full range 
of Luthers theological contribution is not so well known. 
Many who have seen Luther only as the primordial Prot
estant will know his critique of the Mass, and of the Roman 
Catholic sacramental system generally. But they may not 
know that Luther is not only a critical theologian regarding 
the sacraments, but also a constructive one. 

This is one area where it is safe to say that Luther's 
full views emerged slowly and in response to the debates 
of the age. Some of his early writings are quite traditional. 
Then follow treatises that are sharply polemical against 
claims for the sacraments that seem to set them alongside 
or apart from the gospel. 
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But as a range of other voices begin to emerge, 
including those more sharply critical of catholic sacramental 
theology, Luther soon found that he was in even deeper 
disagreement with these persons. The five long selections 
included here attempt to show something of this range of 
Luther's interests, and above all the positive contribution 
he made toward understanding the full meaning of the 
sacraments within the Christian faith. 

Luther found in Baptism and in the Lord's Supper 
powerful and efficacious forms of the gospel itself. That 
Christ who must come to be known not only as the Lord 
but even more intimately as my Lord can be discerned in 
a number of ways, but certainly not exclusively through 
the preaching of the Word. Baptizing and sharing the Lord's 
Supper are also strong ways of proclaiming the gospel, 
which also provide a powerful, personal encounter for the 
individual believer. 
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15 The Blessed Sacrament of the Holy and True 
Body and Blood of Christ, and the Brotherhoods 

The first document in this part was written in 1519. Luther's 
writing here shows many signs of continuity with traditional 
catholic teaching. He speaks of a change in the bread and wine 
that sounds compatible with the doctrine of transubstantiation. 
He emphasizes the need for frequent reception. 

Even his proposal for laity to receive both bread and wine 
(which had been forbidden only as recently as the Council of 
Constance in 1414-18) is put forward with great caution. But 
here Luther already speaks of Baptism and the Lord's Supper 
as the two "principal sacraments in the church," rather than two 
among seven. 

Two strongly evangelical themes are sounded here. One is 
the great stress on the relation between faith and the sacrament. 
Luther does not say that faith '~~akes Christ present-this is never 
a position he would have maintained. But he does exhort his 
readers toward faith: 

Christ and all his saints are coming to you with all their virtues, 

sufferings, and mercies to live, work, suffer, and die with you, and 

... they desire to be wholly yours, having all things in common 

with you. If you will exercise and strengthen this faith, then you 

will experience what a rich, joyous, and bountiful wedding feast 

your God has prepared for you upon this altar (p. 254). 

The other evangelical emphasis here concerns the nature 
of Christian community or fellowship as experienced in the Sup
per. Christians find true unity in Christ and with one another 
in the Lord's Supper. Luther contrasted this exchange of blessings 
and burdens with the practices of the brotherhoods. These were 
primarily lay groups that met ostensibly for devotional purposes, 
but whose meetings often had a largely social (sometimes even 
rowdy) character. 
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16 The Babylonian Captivity of the 
Church-Part I 

Luther's critique of Roman Catholic sacramental practice is 
much more sharply focused in the second document, Part I of 
his great treatise from 1520. This entire writing is an attack on 
the system of seven sacraments (as the introduction makes clear), 
but this first part is especially important in its indictment of three 
aspects of the current Roman teaching concerning the Lord's 

Supper: 
c The withholding of the cup from the laity summarizes the 

whole tyrannical, arbitrary, power-oriented side of the 
medieval church. , 

r= The doctrine of transubstantiation (which the church lived 
well without for twelve hundred years) is an unnecessary, 
speculative philosophical imposition on simple faith that 
Christ is present in the bread and"wine as he promised. 

[J Most serious of all, the doctrine of the sacrifice of the mass 
turns what ought to be a gracious gift of God into a human 
work or human action. 

It is evident that much had happened in the one year since 
the previous treatise was written, and at the beginning of this 
section Luther reviews the events that have moved him beyond 
his earlier simple conviction that "it would be well if a general 
council were to decide that the sacrament should be administered 
to the laity in both kinds." 

17 The Sacrament of the Body and Blood of 
Christ-Against the Fanatics 

Luther was now perceived as a strong opponent of the sac
raments. King Henry VIII of England even received the papal 
title of "defender of the Faith" for his refutation of Luther's 
"Babylonian Captivity." But this was hardly Luther's final word. 
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In the next few years, much more violent critics of sacramental 
theology and practice began to appear, claiming Luther's example 
in justification of their own views. In the debates that followed 
Luther seems to have discovered that he was far more "catholic" 
in regard to sacramental theology than he might earlier have 
imagined. 

The third document comes from the year 1526. For all of 
its polemical title (''Against the Fanatics"), it is a clear, simple, 
pastoral text, based on a series of three sermons that Luther 
preached to the \Vittenberg congregation in the season of Easter, 
1526. 

It does have as its background the controversies near home 
with radical reformers like Andreas Karlstadt and debates with 
voices at a greater distance, like that of the Swiss Reformer Ulrich 
Zwingli, whose influence was growing at this time. It shows us 
Luther expounding the sacrament in a simple way that the people 
can understan?r"but with the controversies of the day clearly in 

mind. ~ '1 l.... / 
The first part is a passionate defense of t~ealitY~QiJ:he/ 

bodilY··presence of ChrISt m -theoreacr-ancrthe win~:.Jc'_llJh,er's 
attack 6iilransu6stantiation in t1ie~"Baoylo~aptivity" hap 
never callealnto question this ~rearpresence." . . __ .-

. L~'fner show"Sttmrwhrtenls opponentson the radical edge'] if S---
(of the Reformation cairn tal ls'nei1:1ier-fittiilinor ;;'ecessary /?--...-~ 
)for ChriSfto~~~he6reaa ana-in~the··w"ine,-'1lleSe·salne ar-(." .. <;: 

/: guments£iln really be u5eaagilinsrlneJ.ncafiiahon -lfSelf:'-rhe t ~: . 
bread and~eas £it!m~rve~~c~~~~!6(fli~~Q!::.~~~_~ce_o[ Christ/~~(_ I,,,' 
as was his,. human body. The finite is.cap..g~_~L~ear:~!l:g~~h.t! It;.... t) ~ 
. f' 't .' :-~, c·L,~·.1 - . m Illl e., 0 <Jr--' ' f tJ. t.r- :3:::-'-::::~ 

The second part of the treatiseis :.l. discussion of the.2r2P_tll; 
spirit in which to come to thesaCTIUn~.llLll.nd~.atiQ.I:L..of 
the-T;:;:;itsorbenefits that one receives. The third part is an "
ev~~gelical preS;;;-nbrtion of a long-standing sacramental concern c.~,,::-

, .. -- _. - --.-.-~--.---- . ~.tt; c.;.;Y-t", 

about confession and forgiveness. Here Luther's chief stress is_~·./,.", t"Y-·~ _ 'I· /r __ .... ~"?-

on tIle way in which penance is presented. Private confession '1 lj 

must not be demanded, but rather the people invited to come *- .... 1-
L-~.-. .-' 

"with kind words and not with coercion." -c" __ ~t:Z ___ 
~j 
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18 Concerning Rebaptism 

The next document in this part is another one that grew 
out of the controversies of the 1520's. Luther wrote this e~-ion 
of his earlier baptismal theology late-m I527 and ~ly in 1528 
as a response to the growing influence of the anabaptists. 

He was stimulated bv their attacks on infant ba tism both 
to a~illirrriation of that traditiona practice and even more deeply 
toa-meditation on the meaning and gdt of baptism ItS-err If 
baptism were to be repeated and groundedo~~-certai;-faith, -then .,.---;-_______ --;-;~ ___ .. ___ - __ ~_oo_-__ . __ _ 
"b~J)tlzmg witnout end would result. One could never be sure 
oO:>?-pJjSIll if iL wer~grounded in personall3lfl1;'--rafherthafi'in 

--~'~""-'.-"-

the promise and action of God. 

Assume that the first baptism is without faith. Tell me which is 

the greater and the more important in the second baptism, the 

Word of God or faith? Is it not true that the Word of God is greater 

and more important than faith, since faith builds and is founded 

on the Word of God rather than Gods Word on faith? Furthermore 

faith may waver and change, but Gods Word remains forever (p. 

372). 

19 Confession Concerning Christ's Supper-
from Part I 

The final selection in this group is from a document that 
has already been introduced in selection 4, "Confession Con-
cerning Christ's Supper" from 1528. ~ .. ~irill1_l}J:her in to.5:.oo ___ _ 
m!@!.ofthe fully developed conflict with Zwingli about the mode 
o£..Christ's presence in tile EUcnarTsu.wi.UgTi,-wE:Q]iag~ed 
thatsin.£e Ch~st i: n~wbat the right hand of the Father, he cannot 
be pre2)gntJg. .oca ce e ITatioIIs of the sacram-em--;-accusedLuther 
of l11isunders·t;~ding-th~·A~censlon.--·----· . 

But Luther exhorts Zwingli (and modern readers) to think 
more energetically about the promise of Christ, and therefore 
about ways in which the mode of presence might be understood. 
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Perhaps it is Zwingli's understanding of the Ascension that is too 
literal, loca"ting Christ in glory in a far-off place:--

In fact:-I-~ther-woncreis--5-y the end of this spirited and 
conceptually cnil1Iengln-g-exce-rptwnetnei-Zwlngli and his fol
lowers may have-misunderstood the incarnation itself. And he 
challenges the reader to think more deeply about the nature of 
God: 

God ... is a supernatural, inscrutable being who exists at the 

same time in every little seed, whole and entire, and yet also in 

all and above all and outside all created things. There is no need 

to enclose' him here, as this spirit dreams, for a body is much, 

much too wide for the Godhead; it could contain many thousand 

Godheads. On the other hand, it is also far too narrow to contain 

one Godhead (p. 397). 

Zwingli, for all his distrust of catholic tradition, has in the 
end put the same faith in reason that Luther had been attacking 
ten years earlier in his writings against scholastic theological 
method. Reason cannot accept a gracious God, let alone a God 
bound by a promise to be present in the flesh of Jesus Christ, 
in the water of baptism, and in the bread and wine of the sac
rament. 

But the Christian community knows by faith that God is 
graciously present in just this place. Thus the theologian writing 
about the sacraments must keep struggling until he or she can 
present a doctrinal account that is faithful to this full reality of 
the church's experience. 
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15. 

THE BLESSED SACRAMENT OF 

THE HOLY AND TRUE BODY 

OF CHRIST, AND THE 

BROTHERHOODS 

1. The holy sacrament of the altar, or of the holy and true bodyl of 

Christ, also has tIJ.S§~'parts:_\\"m£h it is necessary for us to know. 
{" .'" ----. -' ....... -

~he first is th~rament, or ~gnJhe. second is th~gnific@ge.~ 
.of th~ ~~cram~I'!.t.:.,The third is the faith required with eacnoi--tile' 
_~'t~o. The;e three Earts must,.be found J~~~{e-;:i,~~c~~iflent. The 
s.acrament must be external and visible, ~~ _~~~~rial form 
.~ a~£~~~ce. The significance must'b~tern:alana-sp!rrhiar; within 
the spirit of ~the person:-Fa[t11-"must-m~ke bo.t~,~tth~In---.!Qg~ther 
.~J!1J_d...nse£ul. 
--2. The sacrament, or external sign, consists in the form or 
appearance of bread and wine, just as baptism has water as its sign; 
only the bread and wine must be used in eating and drinking, just 
as the water of baptism is used by immersion or pouring. For the 
sacrament, or sign, must be received, or at least desired, if it is to 
work a blessing. Of course at present both kinds are not given to the 
people daily, as in former times.s But this is not necessary since the 
priesthood partakes of it daily in sight of the people. It is enough 

lWaren Leychnams is the actual body which was given into death, MA3, Er 2, 
540, n. 382, 2. 
'Cf. The Sacrament of Penance (1519), LW 35, 11, and The Holy and Blessed 
Sacrament of Baptism (1519), LW 35, 29-30, 

3 The custom of giving only the bread but not the wine to the laity was enacted 
into canon law by the Council of Constance which burned an earlier advocate 
of both kinds, John Huss, as a heretic, even though the council itself admitted 
the custom's divergence from the institution of Jesus and the practice of the 
early church, Denzinger, The Sources of Catholic Dogma, No. 626. 
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that the people desire it daily and at present receive one kind, as the 
Christian Church ordains and provides.4 

3. For my part, however, I would consider it a good thing if the .£.,,"-"- 0 

church should again decree5 in a general council that all persons be 
given hQdlkfnds,like-t~ieSts.NoTbecause oD:e'kind is insuffiCIent, -L'v~ 
since indeed the desire of faithfSalone sufficient, asst~stine of, p''"'--" 

says, "Why do you prepare stomacIlana teeth? Only believe, and 
you have already partaken of the sacrament."6 But it would be 
!itting and fine that the form, or sign, of the sacrament be given not 

/in part only, but in its entirety, j~as I said of baptism: it would be / " 
more fitting to immerse in the water than to pour with it, for the sake b-" Le~ __ 

of the'completeness and perfection oftbe signLFor this -s~Gl'a~~nL'1i~-" -' 
[of tne'i3ody of Christ], as we shall see,-sig;ifie~'th~ complete union "",:"-,.;..-0 

and the undivided fello""slJ.ip of the s;~t~;ru;(rtll~~is.,pool'l),aiid 
unfittingly i;dic~tedby-[ distributing] only one part of the sacrament. 
Nor istliere as greafaaangerinthe useo{the cup as is supposed,s 
since the people seldom go to this sacrament. Besides Christ was 
well aware of all future dangers, and yet he saw fit to institute both 
kinds for the use of all his Christians. 

4. Th~_~g!1ificance or effect of this sacrament is fellowship of'::" "', 
all the ~~ints. F~ this it derives its common name ~;WxiStGreek] 4>';~ 
or communio [Latin[tnatls3eIlowship. And the Latin communicare 6-<.' 'I"-
[commune or communicate], or as we say in German, zum sacrament t..""g,-.. 

• Later Luther continued to allow for the voluntary use of one kind, but he 
soon expressed himself more forthrightly on the propriety of both kinds and 
the wickedness of forbidding both kinds. Cf. A Treatise on the New Testament, 
that is, the Holy Mass, in this volume, pp. 106-107. LW 36, 19-28. 
5 The Council of Basel had concluded the Compactata of Prague (November 
30, 1433), which reversed the decision of Constance to the extent of allowing 
the followers of Huss to administer the sacrament in both kinds. Cf. LW 36, 
27 and 13. 
6 Sernw 112, cap, 5. Migne 38, 645. 

7Cf The Holy and Blessed Sacrament of Baptism, 1519. LW 35, 29. 
"The danger, readily conceded by pious laity who trembled at the thought of 
it, was that a drop of the consecrated wine might fall to the floor, Since the 
bread was regarded as the more important anyway-and could be placed in the 
mouth of the communicant without his even having to touch it-it seemed 
possible, by expending with reception of the wine, to avoid the danger of 
desecrating the sacrament. Cf Albert Hauck (ed.), Realencyklopiidie fur pro
testantische Theologie und Kirche (3rd ed" 24 vols,; Leipzig: Hinrichs, 1896, 
1913), XII, 721. 
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gehen [go to the sacrament], means to take .Eart~i!! __ t:l:1.i~fellowship. 
Hence it is that Christ and all saints are one spiritual bocfy~ {) -fus(~s 
the inhabitants of a city are one community and body, each citizen 
bclng a member of the other and of the entire city. Mrthe-salnts, ' 
therefore, are members of Christ and of the church, which is a 
spiritual and eternal city of God.1° And whoever is taken-illtothls 
city is said to be received into the community of saints and to be 
incorp.oraterl into Christ's spirifilal body and m;~;-meIiltieror111iD. 
On the other hand excommunicare [excommunicate] means to put 
out of the community and to sever a member from this body; and 
that is called in our language "putting one under the ban"-though 
a distinction [is to be made in this regard] as I shall show in the 
following treatise, concerning the ban.l1 

.: ;" ~ receive this sacrament in bread and wine, then, is not!Iing 
p-: 'i .J else than to receive a sure Sign "C3fl:msTeITOWShip and incorporatioll 

; v>/J ~ith Christ and all saints. It is as if a ciii;en ",,;;_g!~~~'y~,. 
/ ---"'----'. -~-- .. ,,~ 

:k' a document, or some otller tokellto assure him that he is a citizen 
~~ -of~e ci~ a memoerQf-ffiaCparflcula:r-comm~;EY'-~~:~~~0 ___ ~~s 

i':".J this ver thing in I Corinthians 10[:17], "We are all one bread and 
r. one body, for we all partake of one brea an 0 aile cup:"'-'----
~ 5. This fellowship consists in this, that all the spiritual posses-

Ii 
'J 

( 

sions of Christ and his saints12 are shared with and become the 
common property of him who receives this sacrament. Again all 
sufferings and sins also become common property; and thus love 
engenders love in return and [mutual love] unites. To carry out our 
homely figure, it is like a city where every citizen shares with all the 
others the city's name, honor, freedom, trade, customs, usages, help, 

'Cf. Rom. 12:5; I Cor. 12:5. 
10 Cf. Isa. 60:14; Reb. 12:22; Rev. 3:12. 
II See A Treatise Concerning the Ban (1520) (PE 2, 35-54), where Luther 
distinguishes between the external ban (excommunication) which excludes 
from the church's sacramental fellowship and the internal ban (sin and un
belief) which excludes from the fellowship with Christ. 
l> As early as 1515-1516 in his lectures on Romans [12: 13] Luther distinguished 
between the contemporary understanding of "saints" as those who "are blessed 
and participating in glory" and the biblical understanding of "saints" as "all 
those who believe in Christ." WA 56, 469; MA', Er 2, 398. This second sense 
is implicit in his use of the ternl here and throughout this treatise. 
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support, protection, and the like, while at the same time he shares 
all the dangers of fire and flood, enemies and death, losses, taxes, and 
the like. For he who would share in the profits must also share in the 
costs,13 and ever recompense love with 10ve.14 Here we see that 
whoever injures one citizen injures an entire city and all its citizens; 
whoever benefits one [citizen] deserves favor and thanks from all the 
others. So also in our natural body, as St. Paul says in I Corinthians 
12[ :25-26], where he gives this sacrament a spiritual explanation, 
!he members have [the same] care for one another; if one member 
suffers, all suffer together; if one member is honored, all rejoice 
together." This is obvious: if anyone's foot hurts him, yes, even the 
little toe, the eye at once looks at it, the fingers grasp it, the face 
puckers, the whole body bends over to it, and all are concerned with 
this small member; again, once it is cared for all the other members 
are benefited. This comparison must be noted well if one wishes to 
understand this sacrament, for Scripture uses it for the sake of the 
unlearned. 4 .. \'_ t:-:J'H: c;/--:,-<-:; 

6. IE- this_§..CraI!!~t._fue;roLe ... _maILis giv~)1J:hrou..gluh~prie~ 
a sure_signJrom Gos! hLl!!s~lf that he is thus united witll .. Chr~_Land 
his s~~!L~_alLthjp~<:!()~~.o.nJwith them 1, that <:?r2st's 
suffe~~s and life ar~s O~_!()K~!~~L~ith~_~h~JIv~Tan(rsuff~~Egs 
of all ~~~aiills. Therefore whoever does injury to [the believer], 
doesiTIJury to Christ and all the saints, as he says through the proRhet 
[Z~·cli. 2:8], "He who to;C;hes you toll.cEes the2EEle.2! my eye." On 
the other hand whoever does him a kindness does it to Christ and all 
his ~aillt~;as he saYs'in Matthe~' 25[ :40], "As you did it-t~'~ne ;f 
the least of these my brethren, you did it to me." Again, man must 
be willing to share all the burdens and misfortunes of Christ and 

13 Cf. the English aphorism, "\\That's none of my profit shall be none of my 
peril" (Vincent Stuckey Lean, Lean's Collectanea [Bristol: Arrowsmith, 1904], 
IV, 178) with its German equivalents in Karl F. Wander (ed.), Deutsches 
Sprichworter-Lexikon (5 vols.; Leipzig: Brockhaus, 1867-1880), 1,1557, "Geni
essen," Nos. 3, 4, 10, 14. 
'" Cf. the English aphorism, "Love is love's reward" (Lean's Collectanea, IV, 
39), with its German equivalents in Wander (ed.), Sprichworter-Lexikon, III, 
136ff., "Liebe," Nos. 146, 386, 388, 635, 661, and especially No. 410 which also 
cites the English, "Love can neither be bought nor sold, its only price is love." 
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his saints, the cost as well as the profit. Let us consider more fully 
these two [sides of the fellowship]. 

7. Now adverSity assails us in more than one form. There is, in 
the first place, the sin that remains in our flesh after baptism: the 
inclination to anger, hatred, pride, unchastity, and so forth. This sin 
assails us as long as we live.15 Here we not only need the help of the 
community [of saints] and of Christ, in order that they might with 
us fi ht this sin, but it is also ~ecessary that Christ and~his saints 
futercede for us e are God, so that this sillmay-not~becharged 
t~-our account by Goo"s strict jua:gment. Thereforeln'-oroer to 
s~nd encourage us against thIS same sm,'"Gocr gIves us this 
sacrament, as much as to say, "Look, many kinds of sin are assailing 
you; take this sign by which I give you my pleag'etnat this sin is 
assailing not only you but also my Son, Chnst, and allnissaints in 
heaven and on earth. I herefore take heart ailcf1Je"£ofd. You are not 
~g alone. Great help an~~}t aie~,E.]r3l.!OllI1a-yoii." King 
David speaks thus of this bread, "The bread strengthens a man's 
heart" [Ps. 104:15}. Aria: the Scripture~ in nui11§~~~~piaces ascribe 
to this sacrament the property of strengthening, as in Acts 9[: lS-19] 
[~here it is written] of St. PauT,'wHewas baptized, and when he 
had received the food, he was strengthened." 

In the second place the evil spirit assails us unceaSingly with 
many sins and afflictions. In the third place the world, full of wicked
ness, entices and persecutes us and is altogether bad. Finally our own 
guilty conscience assails us with our past sins; and there is the fear 
of death and the pains of hell. All of these afflictions make us weary 
and weak, unless we seek strength in this fellowship, where strength 
is to be found. 

S. Whoever is in despair, distressed by a sin-stricken conscience 
or terrified by death or carrying some other burden upon his heart, 
if he would be rid of them all, let him go joyfully to the sacrament of 
the altar and lay down his woe in the midst of the community [of 
saints] and seek help from the entire company of the spiritual body
just as a citizen whose property has suffered damage or misfortune 
at the hands of his enemies makes complaint to his town council and 

15Cf. Introduction, The Blessed Sacrament of the Holy and True Body and 
Blood of Christ, 1519, LW 35, 30-34. 
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fellow citizens and asks them for help. The immeasurable grace and 
mercy of God are given us in this sacrament to the end that we might 
put from us all misery and tribulation [anfechtung] and lay it upon 
the community [of saints], and especially on Christ. Then we may 
with~joy find strength and comfort, and say, "Though I am a sinner 
and have fallen, though this or that misfortune has befallen me, 
nevertheless I will go to the sacrament to receive a sign from God 
that I have on my side Christ's righteousness, life, and sufferings, 
with all holy angels and the blessed in heaven and all pious men on 
earth. If I die, I am not alone in death; if I suffer, they suffer with 
me. [I know that] all my misfortune is shared with Christ and the 
saints, because I have a sure sign of their love toward me." See, this 
is the benefit to be derived from this sacrament; this is the use 
we should make of it. Then the heart cannot but rejoice and be 
strengthened. 

9. \Vhen you have partaken of this sacrament, therefore, or 
desire to partake of it, you must in turn share the misfortunes of the 
fellowship, as has been said. But what are these? Christ in heaven 
and the angels, together with the saints, have no misfortunes, except 
when injury is done to the truth and to the Word of God. Indeed, 
as we have said, every bane and blessing of all the saints on earth 
affects them. Here your heart must go out in love and learn that 
this is a sacrament of love. As love and support are given you, you 
in turn must render love and support to Christ in his needy ones. 
You must feel with sorrow all the dishonor done to Christ in his 
holy Word, all the misery of Christendom, all the unjust suffering 
of the innocent, with which the world is everywhere filled to over
flowing. You must fight, work, pray, and-if you cannot do more
have heartfelt sympathy. See, this is what it means to bear in your 
turn the misfortune and adversity of Christ and his saints. Here the 
saying of Paul is fulfilled, "Bear one another's burdens, and so fulfil 
the law of Christ" [Gal. 6:2]. See, as you uphold all of them, so they 
all in turn uphold you; and all things are in common, both good and 
evil. Then all things become easy, and the evil spirit cannot stand 
up against this fellowship. 

When Christ instituted the sacrament, he said, "This is my body 
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which is given for you, this is my blood which is poured out for you. 
As often as you do this, remember me."16 It is as if he were saying, 
"I am the Head, I will be the first to give himself for you. I will 
make your suffering and misfortune my own and will bear it for 
you, so that you in your turn may do the same for me and for one 
another, allowing all things to be common property, in me, and with 
me. And I leave you this sacrament as a sure token of all this, in 
order that you may not forget me, but daily call to mind and 
admonish one another by means of what I did and am still doing 
for you, in order that you may be strengthened, and also bear one 
another in the same way." 

10. This is also a reason, indeed the chief reason, why this 
sacrament is received many times, while baptism is received but 
once. Baptism is the taking up or entering upon a new lifer m the 
course of which boundless adversities assail us, with sins and suffer
ings, both our own and those of others. There is the devil, the world, 
and our own flesh and conscience, as I have said. They never cease 
to hound us and oppress us. Therefore we need the strength, sup
port, and help of Christ and of his saints. These are pledged to us 
here, as in a sure sign, by which we are made one with them-incor
porated into them-and all our woe is laid down in the midst of the 
community [of saints]. 

For this reason it even happens that this holy sacrament is of 
little or no benefit to those who have no misfortune or anxiety, or 
who do not sense their adversity. For it is given only to those who 
need strength and comfort, who have timid hearts and terrified con
sciences, and who are assailed by sin, or have even fallen into sin. 
How could it do anything for untroubled and secure spirits, who 
neither need nor desire it? For the Mother of Codls says, "He fills 
only the hungry [Luke 1:53], and comforts them that are distressed." 

11. In order that the disciples, therefore, might by all means be 
worthy and well prepared for this sacrament, Christ first made them 

I6Cf. A Treatise on the New Testament, 1520. LW 35, 82, n. 5. 
17Cf. Introduction, LW 35, 30. 

III Luther often called the Virgin Mary by this tenn of veneration which was 
common in Western Christendom. Cf. his discussion of the name in The 
Magnificat (1521). LW 21, 326-327. 
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sorrowful, held before them his departure and death, by which they 
became exceedingly troubled. And then he greatly terrified them 
when he said that one of them would betray him. When they were 
thus full of sorrow and anxiety, disturbed by sorrow and the sin of 
betrayal, then they were worthy, and he gave them his holy bodyI9 
to strengthen them.2{) By which he teaches us that this sacrament is 
strength and comfort for those who are troubled and distressed by 
sin and evil. St. Augustine says the same thing, "This food demands 
only hungry souls, and is shunned by none so greatly as by a sated 
soul which does not need it."~1 Thus the Jews were required to eat 
the Passover with bitter herbs, standing and in haste [Exod. 12:8, 
11]; this too signifies that this sacrament demands souls that are 
desirous, needy, and sorrowful. Now if one will make the affiictions 
of Christ and of all Christians his own, defend the truth, oppose 
unrighteousness, and help bear the needs of the innocent and the 
sufferings of all Christians, then he will find affiiction and adversity 
enough, over and above that which his evil nature, the world, the 
devil, and sin daily inflict upon him. And it is even God's will and 
purpose to set so many hounds upon us and oppress us, and every
where to prepare bitter herbs for us, so that we may long for this 
strength and take delight in the holy sacrament, and thus be worthy 
(that is, desirous) of it. 

12. It is Christ's will, then, that we partake of it frequently, 
in order that we may remember him and exercise ourselves in· this 
fellowship according to his example. For if his example were no 
longer kept before us, the fellowship also would soon be forgotten. 
So we at present see to our sorrow that many masses are held and 
yet the Christian fellowship which should be preached, practiced, 
and kept before us by Christ's example has virtually perished. So 
much so that we hardly know any more what purpose this sacrament 
serves or how it should be used. Indeed with our masses we fre
quently destroy this fellowship and pervert everything. This is the 
fault of the preachers who do not preach the gospel or the sacra-

,. Leychnam; cf. p. 49, n. 1. 
,., Following Matt. 26: 20-25 and Mark 14: 17 -21, Luther places the announce
ment of the betrayal prior to the institution of the Lord's Supper. 
21 Cf. Augustine's commentary on Ps. 22:26 (Vulgate 21:27) in Migne 36, 178. 
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ments, but their humanly devised fables about the many works [of 
satisfactionJ22 to be done and the ways to live aright. 

But in times past this sacrament was so properly used, and the 
people were taught to understand this fellowship so well, that they 
even gathered food and material goods in the church, and there-as 
St. Paul writes in I Corinthians 1123-distributed among those who 
were in need. We have a vestige of this [practice] in the little word 
"collect" in the mass,24 which means a general collection, just as a 
common fund is gathered to be given to the poor. Those were the 
days too when so many became martyrs and saints. There were fewer 
masses, but much strength and blessing resulted from the masses; 
Christians cared for one another, supported one another, sympa
thized with one another, bore one another's burdens and affliction. 
This has all disappeared, and now there remain only the many 
masses and the many who receive this sacrament without in the 
least understanding or practicing what it Signifies. 

13. There are those, indeed, who would gladly share in the 
profits but not in the costs. That is, they like to hear that in this 
sacrament the help, fellowship, and support of all the saints are 
promised and given to them. But they are unwilling in their turn to 
belong also to this fellowship. They will not help the poor, put up 
with sinners, care for the sorrowing, suffer with the suffering, inter
cede for others, defend the truth, and at the risk of [their own] life, 
property, and honor seek the betterment of the church and of all 
Christians. They are unwilling because they fear the world. They do 
not want to have to suffer disfavor, harm, shame, or death, although 
it is God's will that they be thus driven-for the sake of the truth 
and of their neighbors-to desire the great grace and strength of this 
sacrament. They are self-seeking persons, whom this sacrament does 
not benefit. Just as we could not put up with a citizen who wanted 
to be helped, protected, and made free by the community, and yet in 
his turn would do nothing for it nor serve it. No, we on our part 
must make the evil of others our own, if we desire Christ and his 

22Cf. The Sacrament of Penance, 1519. LW 35, 12-18. 
23I Cor. 11:21, 33; cf. Acts 2:44-46. 
24Cf. The Holy and Blessed Sacrament of Baptism, 1519. LW 35, 95. 
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saints to make our evil their own. Then will the fellowship be com
plete, and justice be done to the sacrament. For the sacrament has 
no blessing and significance unless love grows daily and so changes 
a person that he is made one with all others. 

14. To signify this fellowship, God has appointed such signs of 
this sacrament as in every way serve this purpose and by their very 
form stimulate and motivate us to this fellowship. For just as the 
bread is made out of many grains ground and mixed together, and 
out of the bodies of many grains there comes the body of one bread,25 
in which each grain loses its form and body and takes upon itself 
the common body of the bread; and just as the drops of wine, in 
losing their own form, become the body of one common wine and 
drink-so it is and should be with us, if we use this sacrament prop
erly. Christ with all saints, by his love, takes upon himself our fonn 
[Phil. 2:7], fights with us against sin, death, and all evil. This enkin
dles in us such love that we take on his form, rely upon his righteous
ness, life, and blessedness. And through the interchange of his 
blessings and our misfortunes, we become one loaf, one bread, one 
body, one drink, and have all things in common. 0 this is a great 
sacrament,26 says St. Paul, that Christ and the church are one flesh 
and bone. Again through this same love, we are to be changed and 
to make the infirmities of all other Christians our own; we are to 
take upon ourselves their form and their necessity, and all the good 
that is within our power we are to make theirs, that they may profit 
from it. That is real fellowship, and that is the true Significance of 
this sacrament. In this way we are changed into one another and 
are made into a community by love. Without love there can be no 
such change. 

., The figure is very ancient, going back at least into the second century as 
attested by a document unknown to Luther, The Didache 9:4, "As this piece 
[of bread1 was scattered over the hills [the reference is likely to the sowing of 
wheat on the hillsides of Judea1 and then was brought together and made one, 
so let your church be brought together from the ends of the earth into your 
kingdom." Cyril C. Richardson (trans., ed.), Early Christian Fathers ("The 
Library of Christian Classics," Vol. I [Philadelphia: Westminster Press, 1953]), 
p. 175 . 
.. In the Vulgate of St. Jerome, the Greek word mysterion (mystery) in Eph. 
5:32 is translated sacramentu.m. Cf. Luther's later discussion of the term in 
LW 36, 93-95. 
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15. Christ appointed these two forms of bread and wine, rather 
than any other, as a further indication of the very union and fellow
ship which is in this sacrament. For there is no more intimate, deep, 
and indivisible union than the union of the food with him who is 
fed. For the food enters into and is assimilated by his very nature, 
and becomes one substance with the person who is fed. Other unions, 
achieved by such things as nails, glue, cords, and the like, do not 
make one indivisible substance of the objects jOined together. Thus 
in the sacrament we too become united with Christ, and are made 
one body with all the saints, so that Christ cares for us and acts in 
our behalf. As if he were what we are, he makes whatever concerns 
us to concern him as well, and even more than it does us. In tum 
we so care for Christ, as if we were what he is, which indeed we 
shall finally be-we shall be conformed to his likeness. As St. John 
says, "We know that when he shall be revealed we shall be like him" 
[I John 3:2]. So deep and complete is the fellowship of Christ and 
all the saints with us. Thus our sins assail him, while his righteous
ness protects us. For the union makes all things common, until at 
last Christ completely destroys sin in us and makes us like himself, 
at the Last Day. Likewise by the same love we are to be united with 
our neighbors, we in them and they in us. 

16. Besides all this, Christ did not institute these two forms 
solitary and alone, but he gave his true natural flesh in the bread, 
and his natural true blood in the wine, that he might give a really 
perfect sacrament or sign. For just as the bread is changed21 into his 
true natural body28 and the wine into his natural true blood, so truly 
are we also drawn and changed into the spiritual body, that is, into 
the fellowship of Christ and all saints and by this sacrament put 
into possession of all the virtues and mercies of Christ and his saints, 

or Vorwandelt. While this term and the imagery involving change are associated 
with the doctrine of traTlSubstantiation, it is clear that, through rejecting all 
scholastic speculation concerning substance (see p. 63), Luther is already be
ginning to call into question that very doctrine which within a year he was 
to condemn as "the second captivity of the sacrament" (LW 36, 28-35). Cf. 
Charles E. Hay (trans.) Reinhold Seeberg's History of Doctrines (Grand 
Rapids: Baker, 1952), II, 286, n. 1, "Literally, transubstantiation is here re
tained, but really Luther is only concerned to hold fast the idea that the 
body is 'in' the bread." 
2S Leychnam; cf. p. 49, n. 1. 
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as was said above29 of a citizen who is taken and incorporated into 
the protection and freedom of the city and the entire community. For 
this reason he instituted not simply the one form, but two separate 
forms-his flesh under the bread, his blood under the wine-to indi
cate that not only his life and good works, which are indicated by 
his flesh and which he accomplished in his flesh, but also his passion 
and martyrdom, which are indicated by his blood and in which he 
poured out his blood, are all our own. And we, being drawn into 
them, may use and profit from them. 

17. So it is clear from all this that this holy sacrament is nothing 
else than a divine sign, in which are pledged, granted, and imparted 
Christ and all saints together with all their works, sufferings, merits, 
mercies, and possessions, for the comfort and strengthening of all who 
are in anxiety and sorrow, persecuted by the devil, sins, the world, 
the flesh, and every evil. And to receive the sacrament is nothing 
else than to desire all this and firmly to believe that it is done. 

Here, now, follows the third part of the sacrament,30 that is, 
the faith on which everything depends. For it is not enough to know 
what the sacrament is and signifies. It is not enough that you know 
it is a fellov'ship and a gracious exchange or blending of our sin 
and suffering with the righteousness of Christ and his saints. You 
must also desire it and firmly believe that you have received it. Here 
the devil and our own nature wage their fiercest fight, so that faith 
may by no means stand firm. There are those who practice their arts 
and subtleties by trying [to fathom] what becomes of the bread 
when it is changed into Christ's flesh and of the wine when it is 
changed into his blood and how the whole Christ, his flesh and 
blood, can be encompassed in so small a portion of bread and wine. 
It does not matter if you do not see31 it. It is enough to know that 

29S ee pp. 243-248. 
30The three parts are listed on p. 242. 
11 Suchist, literally "seek." WA 2, 750, n. 1 and MAS 1, 390, 17 both suggest 
that siehest may have been intended. There need not have been a typographical 
error here, however. The Indogermanic antecedent of suchen in meaning was 
close to the Latin sagio, to perceive. Luther may have been using the term 
with its early connotations, in the sense of tracing a thing down or ferreting 
it out until you fathom or grasp it. Cf. Jacob Grimm and Wilhelm Grimm 
(eds.), Deutsches Worterbuch (16 vols.; Leipzig: Hirzel, 1854-1954), X, 835. 
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it is a divine sign in which Christ's flesh and blood are truly present. 
The how and the where, we leave to him.32 

18. See to it that here you exercise and strengthen your faith, 
so that when you are sorrowful or when your sins press you and you 
go to the sacrament or hear mass, you do so with a hearty desire for 
this sacrament and for what it Signifies. Then do not doubt that you 
have what the sacrament signifies, that is, be certain that Christ and 
all his saints are coming to you with all their virtues, sufferings, and 
mercies, to live, work, suffer, and die with you, and that they desire 
to be wholly yours, having all things in common with you. If you 
will exercise and strengthen this faith, then you will experience what 
a rich, joyous, and bountiful wedding feast your God has prepared 
for you upon the altar. Then you will understand what the great 
feast of King Ahasuerus signifies [Esther 1 :5J; and you will see what 
that wedding feast is for which God slew his oxen and fat calves, 
as it is written in the gospel [Matt. 22:2-4J. Then your heart will 
become truly free and confident, strong and courageous against all 
enemies [Ps. 23:5J. For who will fear any calamity if he is sure that 
Christ and all his saints are with him and have all things, evil or 
good, in common with him? So we read in Acts 2[ :46] that the 
disciples of Christ broke this bread and ate with great gladness of 
heart. Since, then, this work is so great that the smallness of our 
souls would not dare to desire it, to say nothing of hoping for it or 
expecting it, therefore it is necessary and profitable to go often to 
the sacrament, or at least in the daily mass to exercise and strengthen 
this faith on which the whole thing depends and for the sake of 
which it was instituted. For if you doubt, you do God the greatest 
dishonor and make him out to be a faithless liar; if you cannot 
believe, then pray for faith, as was said earlier in the other treatise.3s 

19. See to it also that you give yourself to everyone in fellow
ship and by no means exclude anyone in hatred or anger. For this 
sacrament of fellowship, love, and unity cannot tolerate discord and 
disunity. You must take to heart the infirmities and needs of others, 
as if they were your own. Then offer to others your strength, as if 

a See The Babylonian Captidty of the Church. LW 36, 32-35. 
:<lef. The Sacrament of Penance, 1519. LW 35, 3-22. 
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it were their own, just as Christ does for you in the sacrament. This 
is what it means to be changed into one another through love, out of 
many particles to become one bread and drink, to lose one's own 
form and take on that which is common to al1.34 

For this reason slanderers and those who wickedly judge and 
despise others cannot but receive death in the sacrament, as St. Paul 
writes in I Corinthians ll[ :29J. For they do not do unto their 
neighbor what they seek from Christ, and what the sacrament indi
cates. They begrudge others anything good; they have no sympathy 
for them; they do not care for others as they themselves desire to 
be cared for by Christ. And then they fall into such blindness that 
they do not know what else to do in this sacrament except to fear 
and honor Christ there present3~ with their own prayers and devo
tion. When they have done this, they think they have done their 
whole duty. But Christ has given his holy body for this purpose, that 
the thing signified by the sacrament-the fellowship, the change 
wrought by love-may be put into practice. And Christ values his 
spiritual body, which is the fellowship of his saints, more than his 
own natural body. To him it is more important, especially in this 
sacrament, that faith in the fellowship with him :md with his saints 
may be properly exercised and become strong in us; and that we, 
in keeping with it, may properly exercise our fellowship with one 
another. This purpose of Christ the blind worshipers do not perceive. 
In their devoutness they go on daily saying and hearing mass, but 
they remain every day the same; indeed every day they become 
worse but do not perceive it. 

Therefore take heed. It is more needful that you discern the 
spiritual than the natural body of Christ; and faith in the spiritual 
body is more necessary than faith in the natural body. For the natu
ral without the spiritual profits us nothing in this sacrament; a 
change must occur [in the communicantJ and be exercised through 
love. 

20. There are many whuregardless of this change of love and 
faith rely upon the fact that the mass or the sacrament is, as they 

34S ee pp. 252-253. 
'" Kegenwertig, i.e., present in the consecrated host. 
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say, opus gratum opere operato,36 that is, a work which of itself 
pleases God, even though they who perform it do not please him. 
From this they conclude that however unworthily masses are said, 
it is nonetheless a good thing to have many masses, since harm 
comes [only] to those who say or use them unworthily. I grant every
one [the right to] his opinion, but such fables do not please me. For, 
[if you desire] to speak in these terms, there is no creature or work 
that does not of itself please God, as is written in Genesis 1[ :31], 
"God sawall his works and they pleased him." What is the result if 
bread, wine, gold, and all good things are misused, even though of 
themselves they are pleasing to God? Why, the consequence of that 
is condemnation. So also here: the more precious the sacrament, the 
greater the harm which comes upon the whole community [of saints] 
from its misuse. For it was not instituted for its own sake, that it 
might please God, but for our sake, that we might use it right, 
exercise our faith by it, and through it become pleasing to God. 
If it is merely an opus operatum,37 it works only harm everywhere; 
it must become an opus operantis.38 Just as bread and wine, no 
matter how much they may please God in and of themselves, work 
only harm if they are not used, so it is not enough that the sacra
ment be merely completed (that is, opus operatum); it must also be 
used in faith (that is, opus operantis). And we must take care lest 
with such dangerous interpretations the sacrament's power and vir
tue be lost on us, and faith perish utterly through the false security 
of the [outwardly] completed sacrament. 

All this comes from the fact that they pay more attention in this 
sacrament to Christ's natural body than to the fellowship, the spir
itual body. Christ on the cross was also a completed work which was 
well pleaSing to God. But to this day the Jews have found it a stum
bling block because they did not construe it as a work that is made 
use of in faith. See to it, then, that for you the sacrament is an opus 

.. Literally, a work (that is) acceptable by (virtue of) the work (having been) 
performed. 
81 Opus operatum is an action that is done, completed, finished, considered as 
such without reference to the doer of it. 
sa Opus operantis is an action considered with reference to the doer of it, the 
action of the one acting. 
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operantis, that is, a work that is made use of, that is well pleasing 
to God not because of what it is in itself but because of your faith 
and your good use of it. The Word of God too is of itself pleaSing to 
God, but it is harmful to me unless in me it also pleases God. In 
short, such expressions as opus operatum and opus operantis are vain 
words of men,39 more of a hindrance than a help. And who could 

"' Opus operatum and opus operantis were terms used generally in discussion of 
the difference between the sacraments of the old law and those of the new. 
The latter, according to Alexander of Hales (d. 1245), are in their own right 
signs and causes of invisible grace, and hence superior to the former which 
were merely signs but not causes. "Otherwise," added Thomas Aquinas (d. 
1274), "they would have obviated the necessity of Christ's passion (Gal. 
2: 21)." Thus the sacraments of the Old Testament signified the passion of 
Christ and its effects; but they had no power to justify-their effect depended 
rather on the faith they were able to stimulate in the believer. The sacraments 
of the New Testament, on the other hand, in and of themselves effectively 
impart grace ex opere operato, Le., simply through the use of them, apart from 
any act of the soul. Thomas, however, still presupposed faith; not as the cause 
of the sacrament's effect to be sure, but as the receptivity for the sacrament's 
effect. Bonaventura (d. 1274) also included faith as a factor in the justifica
tion of the New Testament sacraments, only he regarded it as something 
supplementary to the opus operatum, the external action in and of itself, to 
which the justifying grace and its effect were inseparably attached. 

From this reduction of faith to something supplementary, it was only a step 
to the elimination of it as something altogether expendable. The step was taken 
by Duns Scotus (d. 1308) and Gabriel Biel (d. 1495) when they defined the 
subjective condition for the sacrament's effecting a blessing no longer in terms 
of. a positive disposition, but in terms of the negative absence of any impedi
ment. Reception of the sacrament in and of itself invariably imparts grace so 
long as man does not "interpose an obstacle," such as positive disbelief or 
mortal sin. Thus the scholastics all agreed that the sacraments impart grace 
ex opere operato. They differed as to whether faith was necessary for the re
ception of that grace. According to Duns Scotus and Gabriel Biel the necessity 
of faith is expressly denied and a purely passive receptivity is held to be 
sufficient. Intended originally to affirm that the power and effect of the sacra
ment are caused not by any disposition on man's part but solely by God and the 
sufferings of Christ, the concept ex opere operato thus came ultimately to mean 
that the proper disposition on the part of the recipient need not be one of posi
tive faith but of merely negative passivity. It was this latest, fullest, and perhaps 
logical development of the scholastic view that Luther is attacking. F. Katten
busch in Hauck (ed.), Realencyklopiidie, XVII, 363-365. 

The concept of the opus operatum also proved useful for guaranteeing the 
validity of the sacrament irrespective of the personal worthiness of the cele
brating priest (see LW 35, 102 and LW 36, 47, 55). Ultimately Luthers solution 
lay not in the preference for operantis over operatum but in the rejection of 
the opus altogether. The sacrament is not a good work or sacrafice on the part 
of man, but a testament or promise on the part of God, to be received by man 
in faith-not an officium but a beneficium (see LW 35, 93 and LW 36, 35-37). 
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tell of all the abominable abuses and misbeliefs which daily multiply 
about this blessed sacrament, some of which are so spiritual and holy 
that they might almost lead an angel astray? 

Briefly, whoever would understand the abuses need only keep 
before him the aforesaid use and faith of this sacrament; namely, 
that there must be a sorrowing, hungry soul, who desires heartily 
the love, help, and support of the entire community-of Christ and 
of all Christendom-and who does not doubt that in faith [all these 
desires] are obtained, and who thereupon makes himself one with 
everyone. Whoever does not take this as his point of departure for 
arranging and ordering his hearing or reading of masses and his 
receiving of the sacrament is in error and does not use this sacra
ment to his salvation. It is for this reason also that the world is over
run with pestilences, wars, and other horrible plagues,40 because 
with our many masses we only bring down upon us greater disfavor. 

21. We see now how necessary this sacrament is for those who 
must face death, or other dangers of body and soul, that they not be 
left in them alone but be strengthened in the fellowship of Christ 
and all saints. This is why Christ instituted it and gave it to his 
disciples in the hour of their extreme need and peril. Since we then 
are all daily surrounded by all kinds of danger, and must at last die, 
we should humbly and heartily give thanks with all our powers to 
the God of all mercy for giving us such a gracious sign, by which
if we hold fast to it in faith-he leads and draws us through death 
and every danger unto himself, unto Christ and all saints. 

Therefore it is also profitable and necessary that the love and 
fellowship of Christ and all saints be hidden, invisible, and spiritual, 
and that only a bodily, visible, and outward sign of it be given to 
us. For if this love, fellowship, and support were apparent to all, like 
the transient fellowship of men, we would not be strengthened or 
trained by it to desire or put our trust in the things that are unseen 
and eternal [II Cor. 4:18]. Instead we would be trained to put our 
trust only in things that are transient and seen, and would become so 
accustomed to them as to be unwilling to let them go; we would not 

.. Cf. I Cor. 11:30. 
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follow God, except so far as visible and tangible things led us. We 
would thereby be prevented from ever coming to God. For every
thing that is bound to time and sense must fall away, and we must 
learn to do without them, if we are to come to God. 

For this reason the mass and this sacrament are a sign by which 
we train and accustom ourselves to let go of all visible love, help, 
and comfort, and to trust in the invisible love, help, and support of 
Christ and his saints. For death takes away all the things that are 
seen and separates us from men and transient things. To meet it, we 
must, therefore, have the help of the things that are unseen and 
eternal. And these are indicated to us in the sacrament and sign, to 
which we cling by faith until we finally attain to them also with 
sight and senses. 

Thus the sacrament is for us a ford, a bridge, a door, a ship, 
and a stretcher, by which and in which we pass from this world into 
eternal life. Therefore everything depends on faith. He who does 
not believe is like the man who is supposed to cross the sea, but 
who is so timid that he does not trust the ship; and so he must 
remain and never be saved, because he will not embark and cross 
over. This is the fruit of our dependence on the senses and of our 
untrained faith, which shrinks -from the passage across the Jordan 
of death; and the devil too has a gruesome hand in it. 

22. This was signified long ago in Joshua 3[:14-17]. After the 
children of Israel had gone dry-shod through the Red Sea [Exod. 
14:21-22] -in which [event] baptism was typified-they went through 
the Jordan also in like manner. But the priests stood with the ark 
in the Jordan, and the water below them was cut off, while the water 
above them rose up like a mountain-in which [event] this sacra
ment is typified. The priests hold and carry the ark in the Jordan 
when, in the hour of our death or peril, they preach and administer 
to us this sacrament, the fellowship of Christ and all saints. If we 
then believe, the waters below us depart; that is, the things that are 
seen and transient do nothing but flee from us. The waters above 
us, however, well up high; that is, the horrible torments of the other 
world, which we envision at the hour of death, terrify us as if they 
would overwhelm us. If, however, we pay no attention to them, 
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and walk over with a firm faith, then we shall enter dry-shod and 
unharmed into etemallife. 

We have, therefore, two principal sacraments in the church, 
baptism and the bread. Baptism leads us into a new life on earth; 
the bread guides us through death into eternal life. And the two are 
Signified by the Red Sea and the Jordan, and by the two lands, one 
beyond and one on this side of the Jordan. This is why our Lord 
said at the Last Supper, "I shall not drink again of this wine until I 
drink it new with you in my Father's kingdom" [Matt. 26:29J. SO 
entirely is this sacrament intended and instituted for a strengthen
ing against death and an entrance into eternal life. 

In conclusion, the blessing of this sacrament is fellowship and 
love, by which we are strengthened against death and all evil. This 
fellowship is twofold: on the one hand we partake of Christ and all 
saints; on the other hand we permit all Christians to be partakers 
of us, in whatever way they and we are able. Thus by means of this 
sacrament, all self-seeking love is rooted out and gives plac~.'to that 
which seeks the common good of all; and through the change 
wrought by love there is one bread, one drink, one body, one com
munity. This is the true unity of Christian brethren. Let us see, 
therefore, how the neat-looking brotherhoods, of which there are 
now so many, compare and square with this. 

The Brotherhoods41 

1. First let us consider the evil practices of the brotherhoods. 

"Originally made up of monks and monasteries, later primarily of laymen, 
these sodalities ("fraternities," "confraternities") were associations for de
votional purposes. Members were obligated to the recitation of certain prayers 
and the attendance upon certain masses at stipulated times. Each member was 
believed to participate-and, most important of all, even after death-in the 
benefits accruing from these "good works" of all the other members. In the case 
of most of the sodalities, membership (for which the fees ranged from one to 
twenty gulden) entitled the member to the enjoyment of certain indulgences. 
In 1520 little Wittenberg boasted of twenty such fraternities; Hamburg had 
more than one hundred. In 1519 Degenhard Peffinger, of Wittenberg, was a 
member of eight such fraternities in his home city and through their cartel 
relationships derived benefits from twenty-seven more in other places. The 
brotherhood of St. Peter in Salzburg was united in fellowship with eighty other 
fraternities. Hauck (ed.), Realencyklopiidie, III, 434-437; Karl Benrath (ed.), 
An den christlichen Adel deutscher Nation, von D. Martin Luther (Halle: 
Verein fur Reformationsgeschichte, 1884), pp. 106-107. 
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One of these is their gluttony and drunkenness. After one or more 
masses are held,42 the rest of the day and night, and other days 
besides, are given over to the devil; they do only what displeases 
God. Such mad reveling has been introduced by the evil spirit, and 
he calls it a brotherhoocl, whereas, it is more a debauch and an 
altogether pagan, yes, a swinish way of life. It would be far better 
to have no brotherhoods in the world at all than to countenance such 
misconduct. Temporal lords and cities should unite with the clergy 
in abolishing it. For by it God, the saints, and all Christians are 
greatly dishonored; and the divine services and feast days are made 
into a laughingstock for the devil. Saints' days are supposed to be 
kept and hallowed by good works. And the brotherhood is also sup
posed to be a special convocation of good works; instead it has 
become a collecting of money for beer. What have the names of 
Our Lady,43 St. Anne,44 St. Sebastian,45 or other saints to do with 
your brotherhoods, in which you have nothing but gluttony, drunk
enness, useless squandering of money, howling, yelling, chattering, 
dancing, and wasting of time? If a sow were made the patron saint 
of such a brotherhood she would not consent. Why then do they 
afflict the dear saints so miserably by taking their names in vain in 
such shameful practices and sins, and by dishonoring and blasphem
ing with such evil practices the brotnerhoods named after these 
saints? Woe unto them who do this, and [unto them whoJ permit it! 

2. If men desire to maintain a brotherhood, they should gather 
provisions and feed and serve a tableful or two of poor people, for 

.. A brotherhood usually came together monthly-often weekly-as well as on 
the day of its particular saint and on festival days of its related monastic order, 
ostensibly for pious exercises but in reality for feasting and debauchery which 
had long been a source of concern to the civil and ecclesiastical authorities as 
well as to the Reformers. Henry C. Lea, A History of Auricular Confession 
and Indulgences (Philadelphia: Lea, 1896), III, 474-476. 
"" The Carmelites were possibly the first to form sodalities with the specific 
purpose of devotion to the Virgin Mary, having organized in the fourteenth 
century the "Confraternity of Our Lady of Mount Carmel." Jackson (ed.), 
The New Sclwff-Herzog Encyclopedia of Religious Knowledge, III, 226. 
.. According to tradition, St. Anne was the mother of the Holy Virgin; sodali
ties to her honor and bearing her name spread, as Kolde says, "like an epi
demic" after the fourteenth century. Hauck (ed.), Realencyklopiidie, III, 437. 
.. St. Sebastian was martyred on Januarv 20 (year unknown) in Rome under 
Diocletian, who was emperor in 284-305. Schaff-Herzog, X, 320. 
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the sake of God. The day before they should fast,46 and on the feast 
day remain sober, passing the time in prayer and other good works. 
Then God and his saints would be truly honored; there would be 
improvement too, and a good example would be given to others. Or 
they should gather the money which they intend to squander for 
drink, and collect it into a common treasury, each craft for itself. 
Then in cases of hardship, needy fellow workmen might be helped 
to get started, and be lent money, or a young couple of the same 
craft might be fitted out respectably from this common treasury. 
These would be works of true brotherhood; they would make God 
and his saints look with favor upon the brotherhoods, of which they 
would then gladly be the patrons. But where men are unwilling to 
do this, where they insist on follOWing the old ways of simulated 
brotherhood, I admonish that they not do it on the saints' days, nor 
in the name of the saints or of the brotherhood. Let them take some 
other weekday and leave the names of the saints and of their brother
hoods alone, lest the saints one day punish it. Although there is no 
day which is not dishonored by such doings, at least the festivals 
and the names of the saints should be spared. For such brotherhoods 
call themselves brotherhoods of the saints while they do the work 
of the devil. 

3. There is another evil feature of the brotherhoods, and it is 
of a spiritual nature. That is the false opinion they have that their 
brotherhood is to be a benefit to no one but themselves, those who 
are members on the roll or who contribute. This damnably wicked 
opinion is an even worse evil than the first, and it is one of the rea
sons why God has brought it about that with their gluttony, drunken
ness, and the like the brotherhoods are becoming such a mockery 
and blasphemy of God. For in them men learn to seek their own 
good, to love themselves, to be faithful only to one another, to 
despise others, to think themselves better than others, and to pre
sume to stand higher before God than others. And so perishes the 
communion of saints, Christian love, and the true brotherhood which 
is established in the holy sacrament, while selfish love grows in them. 
That is, by means of these many external brotherhoods devoted to 

46Cf. LW 35, 39-40. 
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works they oppose and destroy the one, inner, spiritual, essential 
brotherhood common to all saints. 

When God sees this perverted state of affairs, he perverts it 
still more, as is written in Psalm 18[:26], 'With the perverse thou 
wilt be perverted."47 So God brings it to pass that they make them
selves and their brotherhoods a mockery and a disgrace. And he 
casts them out of the common brotherhood of saints-which they 
have opposed and with which they do not make common cause
and into their own brotherhood of gluttony, drun l~vilness, and un
chastity; so that they, who have neither sought nor thought of any
thing more than their own, may find their own. Then, too, God blinds 
them so that they do not recognize it as an abomination and dis
grace, but adorn their misconduct with the names of saints, as though 
they were doing the right thing. Beyond this, God lets some fall into 
so deep an abyss that they boast publicly and say that whoever is in 
their brotherhood cannot be condemned; just as if baptism and the 
sacrament, instituted by God himself, were of less value and more 
uncertain than that which they have concocted out of their blinded 
heads. Thus will God dishonor and blind those who, with their 
crazed conduct and the swinish practices of their brotherhoods, 
mock and blaspheme his feasts, his name, and his saints, to the 
detriment of that commOn Christian brotherhoOO which flowed from 
the wounds of Christ. 

4. Therefore for the correct understanding and use of the 
brotherhoods, one must learn to distinguish correctly between 
brotherhoods. The first is the divine, the heavenly, the noblest, 
which surpasses all others as gold surpasses copper or lead-this 
being the fellowship of all saints, of which we spoke above.48 In this 
we are all brothers and sisters, so closely united that a closer rela
tionship cannot be conceived. For here we have one baptism, one 
Christ, one sacrament, one food, one gospel, one faith, one Spirit, 
one spiritual body [Eph. 4:4-5], and each person is a member of 
the other [Rom. 12:5]. No other brotherhood is so close and strong. 

.1 This rendering is according to the Douay Version, which is based on the 
Vulgate from which Luther is quoting. 
""See pp. 243-260. 
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For natural brothers are, to be sure, of one flesh and blood, one 
heritage and home; yet they must separate and join themselves to 
the blood and ht::ritage of others [in marriage]. The organized 
brotherhoods have one roll, one mass, one kind of good works, one 
festival day, one fee; and, as things are now, their common beer, 
common gluttony, and common drunkenness. But none of these pene
trates so deeply as to produce one spirit, for that is done by Christ's 
brotherhood alone. For this reason, too, the greater, broader, and 
more comprehensive it is, the better it is. 

Now all other brotherhoods should be so conducted as to keep 
this first and noblest brotherhood constantly before their eyes and 
regard it alone as great. With all their works they should be seeking 
nothing for themselves; they should rather do them for God's sake, 
entreating God that he keep and prosper this Christian fellowship 
and brotherhood from day to day. Thus when a brotherhood is 
formed, they should let it be seen that the members are a jump ahead 
of others in rendering Christendom some special service with their 
prayers, fastings, alms, and good works, and [that they do this] not 
in order to seek selfish profit or reward, or to exclude others, but to 
serve as the free servants of the whole community of Christians. 

If men had such a correct conception, God would in return 
also restore good order, so that the brotherhoods might not be 
brought to shame by debauchery. Then bleSSing would follow: a 
general fund could be gathered, whereby material aid too could 
be given to other persons. Then the spiritual and material works49 

of the brotherhoods would be done in their proper order. And who
ever does not want to follow this [proper] order in his brotherhood, 
I advise him to let the brotherhood go, and get out of it; it will 
[only] do him harm in body and soul. 

But suppose you say, "If I do not get something special out 
of the brotherhood, of what use is it to me?" I answer: True, if you 
are seeking something special [for yourself], of what use indeed is 
the brotherhood, or the sisterhood either? But if by it you serve the 
community and other men, as is customarily the nature of love [to 

" Merck (in W A 2, 757, 1. 7) in all likelihood was intended to be werck; cf. 
IVA 21, 161, 1. 8. 
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do], you will have your reward for this love without any desire or 
search on your part. If, however, you consider the service and 
reward of love too small, this is evidence that yours is a perverted 
brotherhood. Love serves freely and without charge, which is why 
God in return also gives to it every blessing, freely and without 
charge. Since, then, everything must be done in love, if it is to please 
God at all, the brotherhood too must be a brotherhood in love. It is 
the nature of that which is done in love, however, not to seek its 
own,50 or its own profit, but to seek that of others, and above all 
that of the community [of saints]. 

5. To return once more to the sacrament, since the Christian 
fellowship is at present in a bad way, such as it has never been 
before, and is daily growing worse, especially among those in high 
places, and since all places are full of sin and shame, you should be 
concerned not about how many masses are said, or how often the 
sacrament is celebrated-for this will make things worse rather than 
better-but about how much you and others increase in that which 
the sacrament signifies51 and in the faith52 which it demands. For 
therein alone lies improvement. And the more you find yourself 
being incorporated into the fellowship of Christ and his saints, the 
better it is with you. [It is good] if you find that you are becoming 
strong in the confidence of Christ and l-tis dear saints, so that you 
are certain that they love you and stand by you in all the trials of 
life and of death; and that you, in tum, take to heart the short
comings and lapses of all Christians and of the entire community 
[of saints] [as these occur] in any individual Christian, so that your 
love goes out to each one and you desire to help everyone, hate no 
one, suffer with all, and pray for all. See, as the work of the sacra
ment proceeds aright, you will come many times to weep, lament, 
and mourn over the wretched condition of Christendom today. If, 
however, you find no such confidence in Christ and his saints, and 
the needs of Christendom and of every single neighbor do not trouble 
or move you, then beware of all other good works, by which you 

'" I Cor. 13:5 (KJV); cf. I Cor. 10:21. 
5lCf. p. 242 and pp. 243-255. 
52Cf. p. 242 and pp. 255-260. 
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think you are godly and will be saved. They are surely nothing 
but hypocrisy, sham, and deceit, for they are without love and fellow
ship; and without these nothing is good. To sum it all up: Plenitudo 
legis est dilectio, "Love is the fulfilling of the law" [Rom. 13: 10]. 
Amen. 

[Postscript] 53 

There are some who have unnecessarily rejected this treatise be
cause I said in the third paragraph: 54 I should consider it a good 
thing if a Christian council were to decree that both kinds be given 
to everyone. They have opened their mouth so wide that they are 
saying, "This is an error and it is offensive." God in heaven have 
mercy! That we should live to see the day when Christ-the noble 
Lord and God-is publicly insulted and blasphemed by his own 
people, who rebuke his order as an error! It would have been enough 
had they allowed it to remain a permissive order and not turned it 
into a command. Then, at least, it would not be forbidden or re
garded as an error. Yet I beg them to look carefully at the second 
and third paragraphs,55 in which I have stated clearly that one kind 
is sufficient. I have experienced too that my writings are being 
rejected only by those who have not read them and who do not 
intend to do so. To such men I send my greetings and inform them 
that I am paying no attention to their blind and frivolous criticism; 
as long as God grants me life, I do not intend to tolerate it, that they 
so brazenly condemn and blaspheme my Lord Christ as an erring, 
offensive, and revolutionary teacher-they can act accordingly. 

.. This paragraph is found only in two of the Wittenberg printings, the so
called Editions C (W A 2, 739) and N (W A 9, 791), the only two which 
profess to having been corrected by Luther himself. 
54S ee p_ 243_ 
55See pp_ 242-243_ 
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THE BABYLONIAN CAPTIVITY 

OF THE CHURCH 

A Prelude of Martin Luther 
On the Babylonian Captivity of the Church 

Jesus 

Martin Luther, Augustinian, to his friend, Hermann 
greeting. 

/ /~-(~-~!'--; 
, !,.->I !// 

~~>
Tulich,l 

Whether I wish it or not, I am compelled to become more learned 
every day, with so many and such able masters eagerly driving me 
on and making me work. Some two years ~~ __ ~_~.Qt~_QI1.jltd!1l-
g~~ces, but in such a way tEaUnoW-deeply-r-egl"€t-having-puhlished /(--1,,-1-

that little OQQk,.2_aLtbgUime I still clung with a m!g~ superstition \::r-'~ /_ -

to the tyranny of Rome, and so I held th~ indulgence~~~ould not J:,L~..( ,~_ 
be altogether rejected, seeing that they were approved bytIle __ ~ 

------- ----------------------------------- I II COOLmon consent of so many. No wonder, for at the time I was ~! t>L"_ 

still engaged smgTehamIeain this Sisyphe.an.task..Mt.erwards,_-thanks ;'':'<>=- d- "--L 

~o Sylvester,aaIiClciided by those friars who so _~tr':~~_~~_~!l ___ '!_ ~!~~lded I $~$-"; 
indulge.n.c_~s, I saw that they were nothmg?utI:r.n£o..~t.tI.:r~~_ QL the ! I 
Roman"H~tterers,lry whJsb-they rob men of their rnOti€7'-andt:h€irh' 
faitll-in God. Would that I could prevail upon the booksellers and 

1 Tulich was born at Steinheim, near Paderbom, in Westphalia; graduated from 
Wittenberg (A.B., 1511); was a proofreader in Melchior Lotter's printing-house 
at Leipzig. He returned to Wittenberg in 1519 and received the doctorate in 
1520; became professor of poetry at the university; rector of the same, 1525. 
He was a staunch supporter of Luther; rector of the school at Ltineberg from 
1532 until his death in 1540. 

• Probably the Explanations of the Ninety-five Theses (1518). LW 31, 83-252. 
• Sylvester Prierias (more properly called Mazzolini), from Prieno in Piedmont 
(1456-1523), was a prior of the Dominicans_ He became Grand InquiSitor and 
Censor of Books in 1515. He and others of the order (e.g., Tetzel and Hoch. 
straten) had written against Luther. 
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i persuade all wh.£.. have rea~ bttf'ft the whelEl of my booklets 
. on ~genc~ and instead of all that I have written on this subject 

adopt-tbisproposition: INDULGENCES ARE WICKED DEVICES -oF'tHE 
Fu'ITERERS OF ROME. 

Next, Eck and Emser4 and their fellow-conspirators undertook 
to instruct me concerning the primacy of the pope. Here too, not to 
prove ungrateful to such learned men, I acknowledge that I have 
profited much from their labors. For while I denied the divine 
authority of the papacy, I still admitted its human authority.!; But 
after hearing and reading the super-subtle subtleties of these 
coxcombs,6 with which they so adrOitly prop up their idol (for my 
mind is not altogether unteachable in these matters),.!... now know 
~or certain th~~!h.! king~o~of Babylon an<!~e pow~r 
~imrod, The mighty hunter [Gen. lO:§-=~]. Once more, therefore, 
thafall may tUmOi..iHomy friends' advantage, I beg both the book.
seUers and my readers that after burning what I have published ~n 
thlS~ect they hold to this prop~ition: THE PAPACY Is THE GRAND 
HUNTING OF THE BISHOP OF ROME. This is proved by the arguments 
OfEck, Emser, and the Leipzig l~cturer on the Scriptu,~~.7 
-,..;tow they are making a game of schooling me concerning 

communion in both kinds and other weighty subjects: here I must 
take pains lest I listen in vain to these "eminent teachers" 8 of mine. 
A certain Italian friar of Cremona has written a "Recantation of 

'Johann Eck (properly Maier) from Eck in the Allgau (1486-1543), had 
become professor at Ingolstadt in 1510. His criticism of the Ninety-five Theses 
in his Obelisci, to which Luther replied with the Asterisci (W A 1, 281-314; 
St.L. 18, 536-589), culminated in their Leipzig disputation in 1519. Jerome 
Emser (1477-1527) had been a humanist professor at Erfurt during Luther's 
student days, and was later secretary to Duke George of Saxony in Dresden. 
Luther is referring to the treatises both men published against him as a 
consequence of the disputation. 
• ResolutiQ Lutheriana super propositione sua decima tertia de potestate papae 
(per autorem locupletata) (1519). W A 2, 180-240. 
I Trossulorum, originally a designation for Roman knights who had conquered 
the city Trossulum, later came to have the derogatory sense of a fop, someone 
who pretends to rank and authority. St.L. 19, 6 n. 1. 
~ Augustinus Alveld, a Franciscan. This reference by Luther is his chief claim 
to fame. 
I Cratippos. Cratippus, a peripatetic philosopher of Mytilene, had taught Cicero's 
son at Athens and received the rights of Roman citizenship through the orator's 
efforts. In addition to instructing the youth of Athens, he wrote on divination 
and the interpretation of dreams. 
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Martin Luther before the Holy See,''9 which is not that I revoke any
thing, as the words declare, but that he revokes me. This is the 
kind of Latin the Italians are beginning to write nowadays. Another 
friar, a German of Leipzig, that same lecturer, as you know, on the 
whole canon of Scripture [Alveld] has written against me concern
ing the sacrament in both kinds and is about to perform, as I 
understand, still greater and more marvelous things. The Italian 
[Isolani] was canny enough to conceal his name, fearing perhaps 
the fate of CajetanlO and Sylvester. The man of Leipzig, on the 
other hand, as ..Qecomes a fierce and vigorous Ger:m~m."b.Qasts~.on-.his 
ample titl~.p"l!ge of his nam(:), his life, his san~!!!Y,~1:lis le~iIlg, his 
office, his fame, his honoE!. almost his very clogs.ll From him I shall 
doubtless--Iearn a great de~ce he wrItes hls--clecllcatory-eptstle 
to the Son of God himself: so familiar are these saints with Christ 
who reigns in heaven! Here it seems three magpies are addressing 
me, the first in good Latin, the second in better Greek, the third 
in purest Hebrew. What do you think, my dear Hermann, I should 
do, but prick up my ears? The matter is being dealt with at Leipzig 
by the "Observance" of the Holy Cross.12 

Fool that I was, I had hitherto thought that it would be well 
if a general council were to decide that the sacrament should be 
administered to the laity in both kinds. IS This;ew our more than 
learned friar would correct, declaring that neither Christ nor the 
apostles had either commanded or advised that both kinds be 
administered to the laity; it was therefore left to the judgment of 
the church what to do or not to do in this matter, and the church 
must be obeyed. These are his words. 

• Revocatio Martini Lutheri Augustiniani ad sanctam sedem by Isidoro Isolani. 
Cf. the Introduction. Cf. W A 6, 486-487. 
10 Thomas Cajetan (1469-1534), Italian cardinal, general of the Dominican 
order and foremost authority on Thomistic theology, found himself unequal to 
the task of testing and refuting Luther at Augsburg. Cf. Proceedings at 
AUf!;sburg (1518). LW 31, 253-292. 
11 The title page of Alveld's treatise contained twenty-six lines. Luther's 
Calopodia (perhaps Originally intended as calcipodium) may have been a 
reference to the wooden-soled sandals worn by Alveld's order. 
12 Concerning AlveId's lengthy title and his peculiar spelling, IHSVH, for Jesus, 
which he tried to justify by arguments involVing an admixture of the three 
languages, d. W A 6, 485. He was a member of the stricter Observantine 
Franciscans, at that time separate from the ConventuaIs. 
11 A Treatise Concerning the Blessed Sacrament (1519). PE 2, 9-10. 
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You will perhaps ask, what madness has entered into the man, 
or against whom is he writing? For I have not condemned the use 
of one kind, but have left the decision about the use of both kinds 
to the judgment of the church. This is the very thing he attempts 
to assert, in order to attack me with this same argument. My 
answer is that this sort of argument is common to all who write 
against Luther: either they assert the very things they assail, or 
they set up a man of straw whom they may attack. This is the way 
of Sylvester and Eck and Emser, and of the men of Cologne and 
Louvain, 14 and if this friar had not been one of their kind, he would 
never have written against Luther. 

This man turned out to be more fortunate than his fellows, 
however, for in his effort to prove that the use of both kinds was 
neither commanded nor advised, but left to the judgment of the 
church, he brings forward the Scriptures to prove that the use of 
one kind for the laity was ordained by the command of Christ. So 
it is true, according to this new interpreter of the Scriptures, that 
the use of one kind was not commanded and at the same time was 
commanded by Christ! This novel kind of argument is, as you 
know, the one which these dialecticians of Leipzig are especially 
fond of using. Does not Emser profess to speak fairly of me in his 
earlier book,15 and then, after I had convicted him of the foulest 
envy and shameful lies, confess, when about to confute me in his 
later book,16 that both were true, and that he has written in both a 
friendly and an unfriendly spirit? A fine fellow, indeed, as you 
know! 

But listen to our distinguished distinguisher of "kinds," 11 to 
whom the decision of the church and the command of Christ are 
the same thing, and again the command of Christ and no command 
of Christ are the same thing. With such dexterity he proves that 
only one kind should be given to the laity, by the command of 

U The universities of Cologne and Louvain had ratified Eck's "victory" over 
Luther at Leipzig. 
11 De disputatione Lipsicensi (1519). 
it A oenatione Luteriana Aegocerotis Assertio (1519). 
17 speciosum speciatorem. In this play on words, Luther coined the second word 
to hint at the species or elements in the sacrament, while at the same time con
noting ironically someone who tries to make his case appear plausible and 
favorable. St.L. 19, 9 n. 1. 
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Christ, that is, by the decision of the church. He puts it in capital 
letters, thus: THE INFALLIBLE FOUNDATION. Then he treats John 6 
[:35, 41] with incredible wisdom, where Christ speaks of the bread 
of heaven and the bread of life, which is He Himself. The most 
learned fellow not only refers these words to the Sacrament of the 
Altar, but because Christ says: "I am the living bread" [John 6:51] 
and not "I am the living cup," he actually concludes that we have 
in this passage the institution of the sacrament in only one kind for 
the laity. But here follow the words: "For my flesh is food indeed, 
and my blood is drink indeed" [John 6:55] and, "Unless you eat the 
flesh of the Son of man and drink his blood" [John 6:53]. When it 
dawned upon the good friar that these words speak undeniably for 
both kinds and against one kind-presto! how happily and learnedly 
he slips out of the quandary by asserting that in these words Christ 
means to say only that whoever receives the sacrament in one kind 
receives therein both flesh and blood. This he lays down as his 
"infallible foundation" of a structure so worthy of the holy and 
heavenly "Observance." 

I pray you now to learn along with me from this that in John 6 
Christ commands the administration of the sacrament in one kind, 
yet in such a way that his commanding means leaving it to the 
decision of the church; and further that Christ is )peaking in this 
same chapter only of the laity and not of the pnests. For to the 
latter the living bread of heaven, that is the sacrament in one kind, 
does not belong, but perhaps the bread of death from helll But 
what is to be done with the deacons and subdeacons,18 who are 
neither laymen nor priests? According to this distinguished writer 
they ought to use neither the one kind nor both kindsl You see, 
my dear Tulich, what a novel and "Observant" method of treating 
Scripture this is. 

But learn this too: In John 6 Christ is speaking of the Sacrament 
of the Altar, although he himself teaches us that he is speaking of 
faith in the incarnate Word, for he says: "This is the work of God, 
that you believe in him whom he has sent" [John 6:29]. But welI 

18 These are the sixth and fifth of the seven grades through which clergy 
advanced to the priesthood. Some then-contemporary Catholic theologians (e.g., 
Cajetan and Durandus) doubted whether the Sacrament of Order was actually 
received by deacons. They were later overruled by the Council of Trent which 
decided that it was. The Catholic Encyclopedia (15 vols.), IV, 650. 
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have to give him credit: this Leipzig professor of the Bible can prove 
anything he pleases from any passage of SCripture he pleases. For 
he is an Anaxagorian,19 or rather an Aristotelian,20 theologian for 
whom nouns and verbs when interchanged mean the same thing and 
any thing. Throughout the whole of his book he so fits together the 
testimony of the Scriptures that if he set out to prove that Christ 
is in the sacrament he would not hesitate to begin thus: "The lesson 
is from the book of the Revelation of St. John the Apostle." All his 
quotations are as apt as this one would be, and the wiseacre imagines 
he is adorning his drivel with the multitude of his quotations. The 
rest I will pass over, lest I smother you with the filth of this vile
smelling cloaca. 

In conclusion, he brings forward I Cor. 11 [:23], where Paul 
says that he received from the Lord and delivered to the Corinthians 
the use of both the bread and the cup. Here again our distinguisher 
of kinds, treating the Scriptures with his usual brilliance, teaches 
that Paul permitted, but did not deliver, the use of both kinds. 
Do you ask where he gets his proof? Out of his own head, as he 
did in the case of John 6. For it does not behoove this lecturer to 
give a reason for his assertions; he belongs to that order whose 
members prove and teach everything by their visions.21 Accordingly 
we are here taught that in this passage the apostle did not write to 
the whole Corinthian congregation, but to the laity alone-and 
therefore gave no "permission" at all to the clergy, but deprived 
them of the sacrament altogether! Further, according to a new kind 
of grammar, "I have received from the Lord" means the same as 
"it is permitted by the Lord," and "I have delivered to you" is the 
same as "I have permitted to you." I pray you, mark this well. For 
by this method not only the church, but any worthless fellow, will 
be at liberty, according to this master, to turn all the universal 
commands, institutions, and ordinances of Christ and the apostles 
into mere "permission." 

I perceive therefore that this man is driven by a messenger of 

La Anaxagoras (circa 500-428 B.C.), a Greek philosopher, was accused of 
atheism by his contemporaries because of his new interpretation of the myths 
of the gods. 
I. For Luther's opinion of Aristotle, cf. An Open Letter to the Christian 
Nobility. PE 2, 146-147. 
11 The Franciscans. Perhaps an allusion to the seraphic vision of St. Francis. 
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Satan [II Cor. 12:7} and that he and his partners are seeking to 
make a name for themselves in the world through me, as men who 
are worthy to cross swords with Luther. But their hopes shall be 
dashed. In my contempt for them I shall never even mention their 
names, but content myself with this one reply to all their books. If 
they are worthy of it, I pray that Christ in his mercy may bring 
them back to a sound mind. If they are not worthy, I pray that 
they may never leave off writing such books, and that the enemies 
of truth may never deserve to read any others. There is a true and 
popular saying: 

"This I know for certain-whenever I fight with filth, 
Victor or vanqUished, I am sure to be defiled."22 

And since I see that they have an abundance of leisure and 
writing paper, I shall furnish them with ample matter to write 
about. For I shall keep ahead of them, so that while they are 
triumphantly celebrating a glOriOUS victory over one of my heresies 
(as it seems to them), I shall meanwhile be devising a new one. I 
too am desirous of seeing these illustrious leaders in battle decorated 
with many honors. Therefore, while they murmur that I approve 
of communion in both kinds, and are most happily engrossed with 
this important and worthy subject, I shall go one step further and 
undertake to show that all who deny communion in both kinds to 
the laity are wicked men. To do this more conveniently I'shall 
compose a prelude on the captivity of the Roman church.23 In due 
time, when the most learned papists have disposed of this book, I 
shall offer more. 

I take this course, lest any pious reader who may chance upon 
this book, should be offended by the filthy matter with which I deal 
and should justly complain that he finds nothing in it which 
cultivates or instructs his mind or which furnishes any food for 
learned reflection. For you know how impatient my friends are that 
I waste my time on the sordid fictions of these men. They say that 

.. The saying was also used later (1530) in the explanation to the fable about 
the ass and the lion in Luther's little book on Aesop's Fables, which included 
his translation of 14 of the fables. Luther, Werke, ed. Arnold E. Berger, III, 
113. Cf. MA" 2, 405-406. 
II We have retained the italics of the original for the most part where they 
serve the purpose of emphasis, or of pointing up the organizational structure of 
the treatise, or both. 
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the mere reading of them is ample confutation; they look for better 
things from me, which Satan seeks to hinder through these men. 
I have finally resolved to follow the advice of my friends and to 
leave to those hornets the business of wrangling and hurling 

invectives. 
Of that Italian friar of Cremona [Isolani] I shall say nothing. 

He is an unlearned man and a simpleton, who attempts with a few 
rhetorical passages to recall me to the Holy See, from which I am 
not as yet aware of haVing departed, nor has anyone proved that I 
have. His chief argument in those silly passages24 is that I ought to 

~ be moved by my monastic vows and by the fact that the empire 
~' has been transferred to the Germans.25 Thus he does not seem to 

\ have wanted to write my "recantation" so much as the praise of the 
French people and the Roman pontiff. Let him attest his allegiance 
in this little book, such as it is. He does not deserve to be harshly 
treated, for he seems to have been prompted by no malice; nor 
does he deserve to be learnedly refuted, since all his chatter is 

sheer ignorance and inexperience. 

To begin with, I must deny that there are seven sacraments, 
and for the present26 maintain that there are but three: baptism, 

,;penance, and the bread.27 All three have been subiected to a 
miserable captivity by the Roman curia, and the church has been 
robbed of all her liberty. Yet, if I were to speak ~co:.~.iE,g~!9.Jh.e.

\ t usage of the Scriptures, I sK~gle s~.£r.ilII}enj.~ 
\ but with three sacramentruSigns, ofWliiCIlI shall treat more fully 

at tlieprop-ertime;--------'-----·~-------~"·--·--·' 

-~"-.. -' 
24Cr. p. 269 n. 9. 
"' Cf. An Open Letter to the Christian Nobility, PE 2, 153 n. 2, and 153-158. 
Luther is probably referring to the fact that German kings, since Charles the 
Great in 800 A.D., had been called Roman Emperors after receiving papal 
,coronation. Perhaps, though, he is referring to the election of the half-German 
Charles V on May 28, 1519, despite the papal agitation in favor of a French 
king. Luther's Werke fur das christltche Haus, ed. Buchwald, et al. (Braun
schweig, 1890) [hereinafter cited as Buchwald], II, 386 n. 1. Cf. LW 35, 406, 
n.88 . 
• The "present" did not last very long as far as penance was concerned. Cf. 

~. 124. 
Luther uses the commonly accepted designation for the Lord's Supper, a name 

derived from the fact that the wine was being withheld from the laity. 
28In I Tim. 3:16 Christ himself is called the sacramentum (Vulgate). Cf. PE 2, 
177 n. 5; Julius K6stlin, The Theology of Luther, trans. Charles E. Hay (Phil
adelphia, 1897), 1, 403; and LW 36, 93-94. 
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Now concerning the sacrament of the bread first of all.29 

I shall tell you now what progress I have made as a result of 
my studies on the administration of this sacrament. For at the time 
when I was publishing my treatise on the Eucharist,30 I adhered to 
the common custom and did not concern myself at all with the 
question of whether the pope was right or wrong.· But now that I 
have been challenged and attacked, nay, forcibly thrust into this 
arena, I shall freely speak my mind, whether all the papists laugh 
or weep together. 

In the first place the sixth chapter of John must be entirely 
excluded from this discussion, since it does not refer to the sacra
ment in a single syllable. Not only because the sacrament was not 
yet instituted, but even more because the passage itself and the 
sentences follOwing plainly show, as I have already stated,S1 that 
Christ is speaking of faith in the incarnate Word. For he says: 
"My words are spirit and life" [John 6:63J, which shows that he 
was speaking of a spiritual eating, by which he who eats has life; 
whereas the Jews understood him to mean a bodily eating and 
therefore disputed with him. But no eating can give life except 
that which is by faith, for that is truly a spiritual and living eating. 
As Augustine32 also says: "Why do you make ready your teeth and 
your stomach? Believe, and you have eaten." 83 For the sacramental 
eating does not give life, since many eat unworthily. Hence Christ 
cannot be understood in this passage to be speaking about the 
sacrament. 

Some persons, to be sure, have misapplied these words in their 
teaching concerning the sacrament, as in the decretal Dudum84 and 
many others. But it is one thing to misapply the Scriptures and 
another to understand them in their proper sense. Otherwise, if in 
this passage Christ were enjoining a sacramental eating, when he 

29Luther inserted this sentence instead of a subtitle as in the case of the other 
sacraments to follow. 
3°A Treatise Concerning the Blessed Sacrament (1519). PE 2, 9-31. 
3lCf. p. 271. 
.. St. Augustine (354-430), bishop of Hippo in North Mrica. 
II Sermo 112, cap. 5. Migne 38, 645. 
.. Luther's reference to the Decretals is correct. His citation of Dooum is wrong. 
It should have been Quum Marthae, Decretalium Gregorii IX, lib. iii, tit. XLI: 
de celebratione missarom, et sacramento eucharistiae et divinis a{fidis, cap. 6. 
CE. the text in Corpus Iuris Canonki, ed. Aemilius Friedberg (Graz, 1955), 
n, col. 638. 
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says: "Unless you eat my flesh and drink my blood, you have no life 
in you" [John 6:53], he would be condemning all infants, all the 
sick, and all those absent or in any way hindered from the 
sacramental eating, however strong their faith might be. Thus 
Augustine, in his Contra Julianum,35 Book II, proves from Innocent36 

that even infants eat the flesh and drink the blood of Christ without 
the sacrament; that is, they partake of them through the faith of the 
church. Let this then be accepted as proved: John 6 does not 
belong here. For this reason I have written elsewhere31 that the 
Bohemians38 cannot properly rely on this passage in support of the 
sacrament in both kinds. 

. Now there are two passages that do bear very clearly upon this 
matter: the Gospel narratives of the Lord's Supper and Paul in 
I Cor. 11. Let us examine these. Matthew [26], Mark [14], and 
Luke [22] agree that Christ gave the whole sacrament to all his 
diSCiples. That Paul delivered both kinds is so certain that no one 
has ever had the temerity to say otherwise. Add to this that 
Matt. [26:27] reports that Christ did not say of the bread, "eat of it, 
all of you," but of the cup, "drink of it, all of you." Mark [14:23] 
likewise does not say, "they all ate of it," but "they all drank of it." 
Both attach the note of universality to the cup, not to the bread, 
as though the Spirit foresaw this schism, by which some would be 
forbidden to partake of the cup, which Christ desired should be 
common to all. How furiously, do you suppose, would they rave 
against us, if they had found the word "all" attached to the bread 
instead of to the cup? They would certainly leave us no loop
hole to escape. They would cry out and brand us as heretics 
and damn us as schismatics. But now, when the Scripture is on 
our side and against them, they will not allow themselves to be 
bound by any force of logiC. Men of the most free wi1l39 they are, 

•• Contra Julianum ii, cap. 36. Migne 44, 699-700. 
•• Innocent I, bishop of Rome 402-417, energetic opponent of Pelagius and 
other heretics . 
.. Verkliirung etlicher Artikel in einem Sermon vam heiligen Sakrament (1520). 
WA 6, 80. 
I. Followers of the martyred John Huss (1369-1415); permitted by compromise 
agreements with Rome to administer Communion in both kinds. 
10 For Luther's denial of his opponents' doctrine of the complete freedom of the 
will, d. his De servo arbitrio (1525), W A 18, 600-787, St.L. 18, 1668-1969; 
The Bondage of the waz, trans. J. I. Packer and O. R. Johnston (Westwood, 
New Jersey, 1957). 
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even in the things that are God's; they change and change again, 
and throw everything into confusion. 

But imagine me standing over against them and interrogating 
my lords, the papists. In the Lord's Supper, the whole sacrament, 
or communion in both kinds, is given either to the priests alone or 
else it is at the same time given to the laity. If it is given only to 
the priests (as they would have it), then it is not right to give it to 
the laity in either kind. For it must not be given rashly to any to 
whom Christ did not give it when he instituted the sacrament. 
Otherwise, if we permit one institution of Christ to be changed, we 
make all of his laws invalid, and any man may make bold to say 
that he is not bound by any other law or institution of Christ. For 
a single exception, especially in the Scriptures, invalidates the 
whole. But if it is given also to the laity, it inevitably follows that 
it ought not to be withheld from them in either form, And if any 
do withhold it from them when they ask for it they are acting 
impiously and contrary to the act, example, and institution of Christ. 

I acknowledge that I am conquered by this argument, which 
to me is irrefutable. I have neither read nor heard nor found 
anything to say against it. For here the word and example of Christ 
stand unshaken when he says, not by way of permission, but of 
command: "Drink of it, all of you" [Matt. 26:27]. For if all are to 
drink of it, and the words cannot be understood as addressed to the 
priests alone, then it is certainly an impious act to withhold the cup 
from the laymen when they desire it, even though an angel from 
heaven [Gal. 1:8] were to do it. For when they say that the 
distribution of both kinds is left to the decision of the church, they 
make this assertion without reason and put it forth without 
authority. It can be ignored just as readily as it can be proved. 
It is of no avail against an opponent who confronts us with the 
word and work of Christ; he must be refuted with the word of 
Christ, but this we40 do not possess . 

If, however, either kind may be withheld from the laity, then 
with equal right and reason a part of baptism or penance might 
also be taken away from them by this same authority of the church. 
Therefore, just as baptism and absolution must be administered in 

'0 Here Luther identifies himself with the erring priesthood. 
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their entirety, so the sacrament of the bread must be given in its 
entirety to all laymen, if they desire it. I am much amazed, however, 
by their assertion that the priests may never receive only one kind 
in the mass under pain of mortal sin; and that for no other reason 
except (as they unanimously say) that the two kinds constitute one 
complete sacrament, which may not be divided. I ask them, 
therefore, to tell me why it is lawful to divide it in the case of the 
laity, and why they are the only ones to whom the entire sacrament 
is not given? Do they not acknowledge, by their own testimony, 
either that both kinds are to be given to the laity or that the 
sacrament is not valid when only one kind is given to them? How 
can it be that the sacrament in one kind is not complete in the case 
of the priests, yet in the case of the laity it is complete? Why do 
they Haunt the authority of the church and the power of the pope 
in my face? These do not annul the words of God and the testimony 
of the truth. 

It follows, further, that if the church can withhold from the 
laity one kind, the wine, it can also withhold from them the other, 
the bread. It could therefore withhold the entire Sacrament of the 
Altar from the laity and completely annul Christ's institution as far 
as they are concerned. By what authority, I ask. If the church 
cannot withhold the bread, or both kinds, neither can it withhold 
the wine. This cannot pOSSibly be gainsaid; for the church's power 
must be the same over either kind as it is over both kinds, and if it 
has no power over both kinds, it has none over either kind. I am 
curious to hear what the Hatterers of Rome will have to say to this. 

But what carries most weight with me, however, and is quite 
decisive for me is that Christ says: "This is my blood, which is 
poured out for you and for many for the forgiveness of sins." 41 
Here you see very clearly that the blood is given to all those for 
whose sins it was poured out. But who will dare to say that it was 
not poured out for the laity? And do you not see whom he 
addresses when he gives the cup? Does he not give it to all? Does 
he not say that it is poured out for all? "For you" [Luke 22:20], he 
says-let this refer to the priests. "And for many" [Matt. 26:28], 

U A hannony of Matt. 26:28 and Luke 22:20 in the Vulgate, whereby "for you" 
and "for many" are conjoined in the traditional manner of the canon of the mass. 
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however, cannot possibly refer to the priests. Yet he says: "Drink 
of it, all of you" [Matt. 26:27]. I too could easily trifle here and with 
my words make a mockery of Christ's words, as my dear trifler42 

does. But those who rely on the Scriptures in opposing us must be 
refuted by the Scriptures. 

This is what has prevented me from condemning the 
Bohemians,43 who, whether they are wicked men or good, certainly 
have the word and act of Christ on their side, while we44 have 
neither, but only that inane remark of men: ''The church has so 
ordained." It was not the church which ordained these things, but 
the tyrants of the churches, without the consent of the church, 
which is the people of God. 

But now I ask, where is the necessity, where is the religiOUS 
duty, where is the practical use of denying both kinds, that is, the 
visible sign, to the laity, when everyone concedes to them the grace 
of the sacrament45 without the sign? If they concede the grace, 
which is the greater, why not the sign, which is the lesser? For in 
every sacrament the sign as such is incomparably less than the thing 
Signified. What then, I ask, is to prevent them from conceding the 
lesser, when they concede the greater? Unless indeed, as it seems 
to me, it has come about by the permission of an angry God in 
order to give occasion for a schism in the church, to bring home 
to us how, having long ago lost the grace of the sacrament, we 
contend for the sign, which is the lesser, against that which is the 
most important and the chief thing; just as some men for the sake 
of ceremonies contend against love. This monstrous perversion 
seems to date from the time when we began to rage against 
Christian love for the sake of the riches of this world. Thus God 
would show us, by this terrible sign, how we esteem signs more 
than the things they signify. How preposterous it would be to 
admit that the faith of baptism is granted to the candidate for 
baptism, and yet to deny him the sign of this very faith, namely, 
the water! 

42Alveld, cf. above, p. 268 n. 7. 
43Cf. p. 276 n. 38. 
44Cf. p. 277 n. 41. 
,. The res sacramenti. The sacrament consisted of two parts-the sacramentum, 
or external sign, and the res sacramenti, or the thing signiJied, the sacramental 
grace. 
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Finally, Paul stands invincible and stops the mouth of everyone 
when he says in I Cor. 11 [:23]: "For I received from the Lord what 
I also delivered to you." He does not say: "I permitted to you," as 
this friar of ours lyingly asserts out of his own head.46 Nor is it 
true that Paul delivered both kinds on account of the contention 
among the Corinthians. In the first place, the text shows that their 
contention was not about the reception of both kinds, but about the 
contempt and envy between rich and poor. The text clearly states: 
"One is hungry and another is drunk, and you humiliate those who 
have nothing" [I Cor. 11:21-22]. Moreover, Paul is not speaking of 
the time when he first delivered the sacrament to them, for he does 
not say "I receive from the Lord" and "I give to you," but "I 
received" and "I delivered" -namely, when he first began to preach 
among them, a long while before this contention. This shows that 
he delivered both kinds to them, for "delivered" means the same as 
"commanded," for elsewhere he uses the word in this sense. Con
sequently there is nothing in the friar's fUming about permission; 
he has raked it together without Scripture, without reason, without 
sense. His opponents do not ask what he has dreamed, but what 
the Scriptures decree in the matter, and out of the Scriptures he 
cannot adduce one jot or tittle in support of his dreams, while they 
can produce mighty thunderbolts in support of their faith. 

Rise up then, you popish flatterers, one and alll Get busy and 
defend yourselves against the charges of impiety, tyranny, and 
lese-majeste against the gospel, and of the crime of slandering your 
brethren. You decry as heretics those who refuse to contravene 
such plain and powerful words of Scripture in order to acknowledge 
the mere dreams of your brainsl If any are to be called heretics 
and schismatics, it is not the Bohemians or the Greeks,47 for they 
take their stand upon the Gospels. It is you Romans who are the 
heretics and godless schismatics, for you presume upon your 
figments alone against the clear Scriptures of God. Wash yourself 
of that, men! 

But what could be more ridiculous and more worthy of this 

.. The passage from Alveld is quoted in W A 6, 505 n. l. 

.. Greek Church is a common designation for that entire branch of Christendom 
known as Eastern Orthodoxy, which was split from Western or Latin Christian
ity in the year 1054. Its theologies and liturgies are written mostly in the 
Greek language. 
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triar's brains than his saying that the Apostle wrote these words and 
gave this permission, not to the church universal, but to a particular 
church, that is, the Corinthian? Where does he get his proof? Out 
of one storehouse, his own impious head. If the church universal 
receives, reads, and follows this epistle as written for itself in all 
other respects, why should it not do the same with this portion 
also? If we admit that any epistle, or any part of any epistle, of 
Paul does not apply to the church universal, then the whole 
authority of Paul falls to the ground. Then the Corinthians will say 
that what he teaches about faith in the Epistle to the Romans does 
not apply to them. What greater blasphemy and madness can be 
imagined than this! God forbid that there should be one jot or tittle 
in all of Paul which the whole church universal is not bound to 
follow and keep! The Fathers never held an opinion like this, not 
even down to these perilous times of which Paul was speaking 
[II Tim. 3:1-9J when he foretold that there would be blasphemers 
and blind, insensate men. This friar is one of them, perhaps even 
the chief. 

However, suppose we grant the truth of this intolerable mad
ness. If Paul gave his permission to a particular church, then, even 
from your own point of view, the Greeks and Bohemians are in the 
right, for they are particular churches. Hence it is sufficient that 
they do not act contrary to PauL who at least gave permission. 
Moreover, Paul could not permit anything contrary to Christ's 
institution. Therefore, 0 Rome, I cast in your teeth, and in the teeth 
of all your flatterers, these sayings of Christ and Paul, on behalf 
of the Greeks and the Bohemians. I defy you to prove that you 
have been given any authority to change these things by as much 
as one hair, much less to accuse others of heresy because they 
disregard your arrogance. It is rather you who deserve to be 
charged with the crime of godlessness and despotism. 

Concerning this point we may read Cyprian,48 who alone is 
strong enough to refute all the Romanists. In the fifth book of his 
treatise, On the Lapsed, he testifies that it was the Widespread 
custom in that church [at Carthage] to administer both kinds to 
the laity, even to children, indeed, to give the body of the Lord 

•• Bishop of Carthage, (249-258), who was beheaded as a martyr for the faith. 
The treatise was written about 251-252. 
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into their hands. And of this he gives many examples. Among 
other things, he reproves some of the people as follows: "The 
sacrilegious man is angered at the priests because he does not 
immediately receive the body of the Lord with unclean hands, or 
drink the blood of the Lord with unclean lips." 49 He is speaking 
here, you see, of irreverent laymen who desired to receive the body 
and the blood from the priests. Do you find anything to snarl at 
here, wretched Hatterer? Will you say that this holy martyr, a 
doctor of the church endowed with the apostolic spirit, was a 
heretic, and that he used this permission in a particular church? 

In the same place Cyprian narrates an incident that came 
under his own observation. He describes at length how a deacon 
was administering the cup to a little50 girl, and when she drew away 
from him he poured the blood of the Lord into her mouth. 51 We 
read the same of St. Donatus, and how trivially does this wretched 
Hatterer dispose of his broken chalice! 52 "I read of a broken 
chalice," he says, "but I do not read that the blood was adminis
tered." 53 No wonder! He that finds what he pleases in the Holy 
Scriptures will also read what he pleases in the histories. But can 
the authority of the church be established, or the heretics be refuted, 

in this way? 
But enough on this subject! I did not undertake this work lor 

the purpose of answering one who is not worthy of a reply, but to 

bring the truth of the matter to light. 

•• St. Cyprian, "The Lapsed," trans. Maurice Bevenot, S. J. (Westminster, 
Maryland, 1957), p. 31. (Vol. 25 of Ancient Christian Writers.) 
•• infanti, a child under the age of seven years. St.L. 19, 21 n. 2. 
U St. Cyprian, op. cit., pp. 32-33 . 
.. Donatus, bishop of Arezzo, whither he had fled during the persecution of 
Diocletian (303-305); martyred under Julian the Apostate, August 7, 362. In a 
collection of legendary lives of the saints, compiled by Jacobus de Voragine 
(circa 1230-1298), it is related: "And one day, as Gregory relates in his 
Dialogue, the people were receiving the holy Communion in the Mass, and the 
deacon was distributing the Blood of Christ, when the pagans pushed him so 
rudely that he fell, and the holy chalice was shattered. As he and the people 
were sorely grieved thereat, Donatus gathered the fragments of the chalice, and 
having prayed, restored it to its former shape." The Golden Legend of Jacobus 
de Voragine, trans. Granger Ryan and Helmut Ripperger (New York, 1941), 
Part Two, 433-434. 
•• Alveld quotes the story of the broken cup in order to refute the practice in 
administration of the sacrament which it implies. He says: "I read of the 
repairing of the chalice in Gregory, but do not find there the administration of 
the blood." Cf. W A 6, 506 n. 2. 
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I conclude, then, that it is wicked and despotic to deny both 
kinds to the laity, and that this is not within the power of any ange~ 
much less of any pope or council. Nor does the Council of 
Constance54 give me pause, for if its authority is valid, why not 
that of the Council of Basel as well, which decreed to the contrary 
that the Bohemians should be permitted to receive the sacrament 
in both kinds? That decision was reached only after considerable 
discussion, as the extant records and documents of the Council 
show. And to this Council the ignorant Hatterer refers:>:; in support 
of his dream; with such wisdom does he handle the whole matter. 

The first captivity of this sacrament, therefore, concerns its 
sl'bstance or completeness, which the tyranny of Rome has wrested 
from us. Not that those who use only one kind sin against Christ, 
for Christ did not command the use of either kind, but left it to 
the choice of each individual, when he said: "As often as you do 
this, do it in remembrance of me" [I Cor. 11:25J. But they are the 
sinners, who forbid the giving of both kinds to those who wish to 
ex((rcise this choice. The fault lies not with the laity, but with the 
priests. The sacrament does not belong to the priests, but to all 
men. The priests are not lords, but servants in duty bound to 
administer both kinds to those who desire them, as often as they 
desire them. If they wrest this right from the laity and deny it to 
them by force, they are tyrants; but the laity are without fault, 
whether they lack one kind or both kinds. In the meantime they 
must be preserved by their faith and by their desire for the complete 
sacrament. These same servants are likewise bound to administer 
baptism and absolution to everyone who seeks them, because he has 
a right to them; but if they do not administer them, the seeker has 
the full merit of his faith, while they will be accused before Christ 
as wicked servants. Thus the holy fathers of old in the desert did 

.. Alveld had cited the Decretum Constantiense, which approved the with
holding of the cup from the laity. Cf. W A 6, 507 n. 1. 
•• The Council of Constance did sanction Withholding of the cup from the laity, 
and burned John Huss at the stake for disputing it (July 6, 1415). Alveld, 
however, was wrong, as Luther says, in citing also the Council of Basel. That 
Council concluded the Compactata of Prague (November 30, 1433), granting 
to the followers of Huss (the "Bohemians") the privilege of administering the 
sacrament in both kinds. 
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not receive the sacrament in any form for many years at a time.56 

Therefore I do not urge that both kinds be seized upon by 
force, as if we were bound to this form by a rigorous command, 
but I instruct men's consciences so that they may endure the 
Roman tyranny, knOwing well that they have been forCibly deprived 
of their rightful share in the sacrament because of their own sin. 
This only do I desire-that no one should justify the tyranny of 
Rome, as if it were doing right in forbidding one kind to the laity. 
We ought rather to abhor it, withhold our consent, and endure it 
just as we should do if we were held captive by the Turk and not 
permitted to use either kind. This is what I meant by saying that it 
would be a good thing, in my opinion, if this captivity were ended 
by the decree of a general council,57 our Christian liberty restored 
to us out of the hands of the Roman tyrant, and everyone left free 
to seek and receive this sacrament, just as he is free to receive 
baptism and penance. But now we are compelled by the same 
tyranny to receive the one kind year after year, so utterly lost is the 
liberty which Christ has given us. This is the due reward of our 
godless ingratitude. 

t The second captivity of this sacrament is less grievous as far as 
, the conscience is concerned, yet the gravest of dangers threatens 

the man who would attack it, to say nothing of condemning it. 
Here I shall be called a Wycliffite58 and a heretic by six hundred 
names. But what of it? Since the Roman bishop has ceased to be a 
bishop and has become a tyrant, I fear none of his decrees; for I 
know that it is not within his power, nor that of any general 
council, to make new articles of faith. 

Some time ago, when I was drinking in scholastic theology, 
the learned Cardinal of Cambrai59 gave me food for thought in his 

•• Cf. A Treatise Concerning the Ban, PE 2, 40. 
57Cf. above, p. 269 n. 13. 
II John Wycliffe (d. 1384), the most prominent English reformer before the 
Reformation and keenest of medieval critics of the doctrine of transubstantiation, 
was posthumously condemned as a heretic by the Council of Constance on 
May 4,1415. 
.. Pierre d'Ailly,(1350-1420), a pupil of Ockham, influenced Luther greatly. 
He was chairman of that session of the Council of Constance which examined 
.rnd condemned John Huss in 1415. Luther is referring to d' Ailly's Questi0ne8 
quarti libri sententiarum, quest. 6, E; folio cclxiv a. 
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comments on the fourth book of the Sentences.60 He argues with 
great acumen that to hold that real bread and real wine, and not 
merely their accidents,61 are present on the altar, would be much 
more probable and require fewer superfluous miracles-if only the 
church had not decreed otherwise. When I learned later what 
church it was that had decreed this, namely the Thomistic62-that is, 
the Aristotelian Church-I grew bolder, and after floating in a sea of 
doubt,63 I at last found rest for my conscience in the above view .. 
namely, that it is real bread and' real wine, in which Christ's real 
Hesh and real blood are present in no other wa and to no less a = 

de~ee an the 0 ers assert them to be under their accidents. I 
reacili~d this conclusion because I saw that the 0 i . 
Thomists, weer approved by pope or by council, remain only 
opinions, and would not become articles of faith even if an angel 
from heaven were to decree otherwise [Gal. 1:8]. For what is 
asserted without the Scriptures or proven revelation may be held 
as an opinion, but need not be believed. But this opinion of Thomas 
hangs so completely in the air without support of Scripture or reason 
that it seems to me he knows neither his philosophy nor his lOgiC. 
For Aristotle speaks of subject and accidents so very differently64 

from St. Thomas that it seems to me this great man is to be pitied 
not only for attempting to draw his opinions in matters of faith 
from Aristotle, but also for attempting to base them upon a man 
whom he did not understand, thus building an unfortunate super
structure upon an unfortunate foundation. 

.0 Famous medieval textbook of theology, compiled circa 1150 by Peter 
Lombard (d. 1160), and containing brief statements or "sentences" of the main 
arguments pro and con with respect to the principal themes in Christian 
doctrine. The fourth book treats of the sacraments in general. 
81 The qualities which, in medieval thought, were held to adhere to the 
invisible "substance," and together with it, form the object. In transubstanti
ation the "substance" of the bread and wine was changed into the "substance" 
of Christ's body and blood, while only the "accidents" or "form" of the bread 
and wine (such as shape, color, and taste) remained. 
.. The name refers to Thomas Aquinas (1225-1274), a Dominican, greatest of 
the scholastic theologians, still regarded as the foremost doctrinal authority in 
the Roman Catholic church. 
.. inter sacrum et saxum. In his Adagia, Erasmus says the phrase is used of 
those who in their perplexity are carried to the point of grave danger. CL 1, 
438 n. 29. 
•• Aristotle held that a subject and its accidents are inseparable; neither can 
exist apart from the other. Cf. MN 2, 406. 
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Therefore I permit every man to hold either of these opinions, 
as he chooses. My one concern at present is to remove all scruples 
of conscience, so that no one may fear being called a heretic if he 
believes that real bread and real wine are present on the altar, and 
that every one may feel at liberty to ponder, hold, and believe 
either one view or the other without endangering his salvation. 
However, I shall now set forth my own view. 

In the first place, I do not intend to listen or attach the least 
importance to those who will cry out that this teaching of mine is 
Wycliffite, Hussite, heretical, and contrary to the decree of the 
church. No one will do this except those very persons whom I have 
convicted of manifold heresies in the matter of indulgences, freedom 
of the will and the grace of God, good works and sins, etc. If 
Wycliffe was once a heretic, they are heretics ten times over; and 
it is a pleasure to be blamed and accused by heretics and perverse 
sophiSts, since to please them would be the height of impiety. 
Besides, the only way in which they can prove their opinions and 
disprove contrary ones is by saying: "That is Wycliffite, Hussite, 
heretical!" They carry this feeble argument always on the tip of 
their tongues, and they have nothing else. If you ask for scriptural 
proof, they say: "This is our opinion, and the church (that is, we 
ourselves) has decided thus." To such an extent these men, who are 
reprobate concerning the faith [II Tim. 3:8] and untrustworthy, 
have the effrontery to set their own fancies before us in the name 
of the church as articles of faith. 

But there are good grounds for my view, and this above all-no 
violence is to be done to the words of God, whether by man or 
angel. They are to be retained in their simplest meaning as far as 
pOSSible. Unless the context manifestly compels it, they are not to 
be understood apart from their grammatical and proper sense, lest 
we give our adversaries occasion to make a mockery of all the 
Scriptures. Thus Origen65 was rightly repudiated long ago because, 
ignoring the grammatical sense, he turned the trees and everything 
else written concerning Paradise into allegories, from which one 
could have inferred that trees were not created by God. Even so 

.. Origen of Alexandria (circa 184-253) whose principles of allegorical exegesis 
were the source of many lengthy controversies, beginning as early as the 
fourth century. 
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here, when the Evangelists plainly write that Christ took bread 
[Matt. 26:26; Mark 14:22; Luke 22:H.l] and blessed it, and when the 
Book of Acts and the Apostle Paul in turn call it bread [Acts 2:46; 
I Cor. 10:16; 11:23,26-28], we have to think of real bread and real 
wine, just as we do of a real cup (for even they do not say that the 
cup was transubstantiated). Since it is not necessary, therefore, to 
assume a transubstantiatiun effected by divine power, it must be 
regarded as a figment of the human mind, for it rests neither on the 
Scriptures nor on reason, as we shall see. 

Therefore it is an absurd and unheard-of juggling with words 
to understand "bread" to mean "the form or accidents66 of bread," 
and "wine" to mean "the form or accidents of wine." Why do they 
not also understand all other things to mean their "forms or 
accidents"? And even if this might be done with all other things, 
it would still not be right to enfeeble the words of God in this way, 
and by depriving them of their meaning to cause so much harm. 

Moreover, the church kept the true faith for more than twelve 
hundred years, during which time the holy fathers never, at any 
time or place, mentioned this transubstantiation (a monstrous word 
and a monstrous idea), until the pseudo philosophy of Aristotle 
began to make its inroads into the church in these last three hundred 
years.67 During this time many things have been wrongly defined, 
as for example, that the divine essence is neither begotten nor 
begets; that the soul is the substantial form of the human body. 
These and like assertions are made without any reason or cause, as 
the Cardinal of Cambrai68 himself admits. 

Perhaps they will say that the danger of idolatry demands that 
the bread and wine should not be really present. How ridiculous! 
The laymen have never become familiar with their fine-spun 
philosophy of substance and accidents, and could not grasp it if it 
were taught to them. Besides, there is the same danger in the 

66Cf. p. 285 n. 61. 
.7 Luther is referring to the official establishment of transubstantiation as a fixed 
dogma by the Fourth Lateran Council of 1215 under Innocent III. The concept 
was perhaps several centuries in developing prior to that time, though the 
earliest documentable use of the term in its technical sense was probably in a 
treatise by Stephen of Autun (d. 1139). The New Schaff-Herzog Encyclopedw 
of ReligioUS' Knowledge (12 volumes) [hereinafter cited as Schaff-Herzog}, 
XI,494. 
68Cf. p. 284 n. 59. 
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accidents which remain and which they see, as in the case of the 
substance which they do not see. If they do not worship the 
accidents, but the Christ hidden under them, why should they 
worship the [substance of the] bread, which they do not see? 

And why could not Christ include his body in the substance 
of the bread just as well as in the accidents? In red-hot iron, for 
instance, the two substances, fire and iron, are so mingled that every 
part is both iron and fire. Why is it not even more possible that 
the body of Christ be contained in every part of the substance of 

the bread? 
What will they reply? Christ is believed to have been born 

from the inviolate womb of his mother. Let them say here too that 
the flesh of the Virgin was meanwhile annihilated, or as they would 
more aptly say, transubstantiated, so that Christ, after being 
enfolded in its accidents, finally came forth through the accidents! 
The same thing will have to be said of the shut door [John 20:19, 26] 
and of the closed mouth of the sepulchre,69 through which he went 

in and out without disturbing them. 
Out of this has arisen that Babel of a philosophy of a constant 

quantity distinct from the substance,7o until it has come to such a 
pass that they themselves no longer know what are accidents and 
what is substance. For who has ever proved beyond the shadow 
of a doubt that heat, color, cold, light, weight, or shape are mere 
accidents? Finally, they have been driven to pretend that a new 
substance is created by God for those accidents on the altar, all on 
account of Aristotle, who says: "It is the nature of an accident to be 
in something," and endless other monstrosities. They would be rid 
of all these if they simply permitted real bread to be present. I 
rejoice greatly that the simple faith of this sacrament is still to be 
found, at least among the common people. For as they do not 
understand, neither do they dispute whether accidents are present 
without substance, but believe with a simple faith that Christ's 
body and blood are truly contained there, and leave to those who 
have nothing else to do the argument about what contains them. 

.. Matt. 28:2; Mark 16:4; Luke 24:2; John 20:1. 
•• According to scholastic teaching the substance of the bread ceases to exist. 
Its quantity, howeyer, together with the other accidents, remains the same. 
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But perhaps they will say: "Aristotle teaches that in an affirma
tive proposition subject and predicate must be identical," or 
(to quote the monster's own words in the sixth book of his 
Metaphysics) 71 : "An affirmative proposition requires the agreement 
of the subject and the predicate." They interpret argreement to 
mean identity. Hence, when I say: ''This is my body," the subject 
cannot be identical with the bread, but must be identical with the 
body of Christ. 

What shall we say when Aristotle and the doctrines of men are 
made to be the arbiters of such lofty and divine matters? Why do 
we not put aside such curiosity and cling simply to the words of 
Christ, willing to remain in ignorance of what takes place here 
and content that the real body of Christ is present by virtue of the 
words?72 Or is it necessary to comprehend the manner of the divine 
working in every detail? 

But what do they say when Aristotle admits that all of the 
categories73 of accidents are themselves a subject-although he 
grants that substance is the chief subject? Hence for him "this 
white," "this large," "this something," are all subjects, of which 
something is predicated. If that is correct, I ask: If a "transub
stantiation" must be assumed in order that Christ's body may not be 
identified with the bread, why not also a "transaccidentation," in 
order that the body of Christ may not be identified with the 
accidents? For the same danger remains if one understands the 
subject to be "this white or this round74 is my body." And for the 
same reason that a "transubstantiation" must be assumed, a "trans
accidentation" must also be assumed, because of this identity of 
subject and predicate. 

If however, merely by an act of the intellect, you can do away 
with the accident, so that it will not be regarded as the subject 

71 Luther should be referred not to the Metaphysics hut to the Organon, 
where in chapter 6 on be lnterpretatione, Aristotle indicates that for affirmative 
and negative propositions having the same subject and predicate to be truly 
contradictory, subject and predicate must be unequivocally (univocally) 
identical. In chapter 10 he holds that "the subject and predicate in an 
affirmation must each denote a single thing." Richard McKeon (ed.), The Basic 
Works of Aristotle (New York, 1941), pp. 43, 49. 
" Cf. A Treatise Concerning the Blessed Sacrament (1519). PE 2, 20 . 
73 Namely: substance, quantity, quality, relation, place, time, position, state, 
action, and affection. McKeon, p. 8. 
"i.e., the host, or wafer. 
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when you say, "this is my body," why not with equal ease transcend 
the substance of the bread, if yuu do not want it to be regarded 
either as the subject, so that "this my body" is no less in the 
substance than in the accident? After all, this is a divine work 
performed by God's almighty power, which can operate just as 
much and just as well in the accident as it can in the substance. 

Let us not dabble too much in philosophy, however. Does 
not Christ appear to have anticipated this curiosity admirably by 
saying of the wine, not Hoc est sanguis meus, but Hic est sanguis 
meus? [Mark 14:24], He speaks even more clearly when he brings 
in the word "cup" and says: "This cup [Hic calix]· is the new 
testament in my blood" [Luke 22:20; I Cor. 11:25]. Does it not 
seem as though he desired to keep us in a simple faith, sufficient for 
us to believe that his blood was in the cup? For my part, if I 
cannot fathom how the bread is the body of Christ, yet I will take 
my reason captive to the ubedience of Christ [II Cor. 10:5], and 
clinging Simply to his words, firmly believe not only that the body 
of Christ is in the bread, but that the bread is the body of Christ. 
My warrant for this is the words which say: "He took bread, and 
when he had given thanks, he broke it and said, 'Take, eat, this 
(that is, this bread, which he had taken and broken) is my body'" 
[I Cor. 11:23-24]. And Paul says: "The bread which we break, is it 
not a participation in the body of Christ?" [I Cor. 10: 16]. He does 
not say "in the bread there is," but "the bread itself is75 the 
participation in the body of Christ." What does it matter if philoso
phy cannot fathom this? The Holy Spirit is greater than Aristotle. 
Does philosophy fathom their transubstantiation? Why, they them
selves admit that here all philosophy breaks down. That the 
pronoun "this," in both Greek and Latin, is referred to "body," is 
due to the fact that in both of these languages the two words are 
of the same gender. In Hebrew, however, which has no neuter 
gender, "this" is referred to "bread," so that it would be proper to 
say Hic [bread] est corpus meum. Actually, the idiom of the 
language76 and common sense both prove that the subject ["this"] 
obviously points to the bread and not to the body, when he says: 

•• Not in pane est but ipse panis est. 
•• Luther assumes that the language Jesus spoke on that occasion was certainly 
not Greek, but probably Hebrew. 
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Hoc est corpus meum, das ist meyn leyp, that is, 'This very bread 
here [iste panis] is my body." 

Thus, what is true in regard to Christ is also true in regard to 
the sacrament. In order for the divine nature to dwell in him bodily 
[Col. 2:9], it is not necessary for the human nature to be transub
stantiated and the divine nature contained under the accidents of 
the human nature. Both natures are simply there in their entirety, 
and it is truly said: 'This man is God; this God is man." Even 
though philosophy cannot grasp this, faith grasps it nonetheless. 
And the authority of God's Word is greater than the capacity of our 
intellect to grasp it. In like manner, it is not necessary in the sacra
ment that the bread and wine be transubstantiated and that Christ 
be contained under their accidents in order that the real body and 
real blood may be present. But both remain there at the same time, 
and it is truly said: "This bread is my body; this wine is my blood," 
and vice versa. Thus I will understand it for the time being to the 
honor of the holy words of God, to which I will allow no violence 
to be done by petty human arguments, nor will I allow them to be 
twisted into meanings which are foreign to them. At the same time, 
I permit other men to follow the other opinion, which is laid down 
in the decree, Firm iter, 77 only let them not press us to accept their 
opinions as articles of faith (as I have said above). 78 

The third captivity of this sacrament is by far the most wicked 
abuse of all, in consequence of which there is no opinion more 
generally held or more firmly believed in the church today than 
this, that the mass is a good work and a sacrifice. And this abuse 
has brought an endless host of other abuses in its train, so that the 
faith of this sacrament has become utterly extinct and the holy 
sacrament has been turned into mere merchandise, a market, and a 
profit-making business. Hence participations,19 brotherhoods,80 

"Firmiter, Decretalium Gregorii IX, lib. i, tit 1: de summa trinitate et fide 
catholica, cap. 1, sec. 3. Corpus Iuris Canonici, op. cit., II col. 5. 
78Cf. p. 284. 

•• Though not actually present, one could obtain spiritual "participation" in 
masses which, for example, were read in a monastery. 
S. These confraternities and sodalities paid to have masses said for them, and 
engaged in devotional exercises for gaining merit. Membership in such an 
association provided each person the benefits accruing from the "good worla" 
(prayers and attendance at masses) of all the other members. 
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intercessions, merits, anniversaries,81 memorial days82 and the like 
wares are bought and sold, traded and bartered, in the church. 
On these the priests and monks depend for their entire livelihood. 

I am attacking a difficult matter, an abuse perhaps impossible to 
uproot, since through century-long custom and the common consent 
of men it has become so firmly entrenched that it would be necessary 
to abolish most of the books now in vogue, and to alter almost the 
entire external form of the churches and introduce, or rather re
introduce, a totally different kind of ceremonies. But my Christ 
lives, and we must be careful to give more heed to the Word of God 
than to all the thoughts of men and of angels. I will perform the 
duties of my office and bring to light the facts in the case. As I have 
received the truth freely [Matt. 10:8], I will impart it without 
malice. For the rest let every man look to his own salvation; I will 
do my part faithfully so that no one may be able to cast on me the 
blame for his lack of faith and his ignorance of the truth when we 
appear before the judgment seat of Christ [2 Cor. 5:10]. 

In the first place, in order that we might safely and happily 
attain to a true and free knowledge of this sacrament, we must be 
particularly careful to put aside whatever has been added to its 
original simple institution by the zeal and devotion of men: such 
things as vestments, ornaments, chants, prayers, organs, candles, and 
the whole pageantry of outward things.83 We must turn our eyes 
and hearts Simply to the institution of Christ and this alone, and set 
nothing before us but the very word of Christ by which he instituted 
the sacrament, made it perfect, and committed it to us. For in that 
word, and in that word alone, reside the power, the nature, and the 
whole substance of the mass. All the rest is the work of man, added 
to the word of Christ, and the mass can be held and remain a mass 
just as well without them. Now the words of Christ, in which he 
instituted this sacrament, are these: 

"Now as they were eating, Jesus took bread, and blessed, and 
broke it, and gave it to his disciples and said, 'Take, eat; this is my 
body, which is given for you.' And he took a cup, and when he had 

., Masses said on behalf of the soul of a deceased person daily for a year or 
annually on the anniversary of his death. 
.. Masses for the dead were read on memorial days. 
.. Cf. A Treatise on the New Tutament that ., the Holy M088. PE 1,296-297. 
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given thanks he gave it to them, saying, 'Drink of it, all of you; for 
this cup is the new testament in my blood, which is poured out for 
you and for many for the forgiVeness of sins. Do this in remembrance 
of me:" 84 

These words the Apostle also delivers and more fully expounds 
in I Cor. 11 (;23-26]. On them we must rest; on them we must 
build as on a firm rock, if we would not be carried about with every 
wind of doctrine [Eph. 4:14], as we have till now been carried 
about by the wicked doctrines of men who reject the truth [Titus 
1:14]. For in these words nothing is omitted that pertains to the 
completeness, the use, and the blesSing of this sacrament; and 
nothing is included that is superfluous and not necessary for us to 
know. Whoever sets aside these words and meditates or teaches 
concerning the mass will teach monstrous and wicked doctrines, as 
they have done who have made of the sacrament an opus operatum85 

and a sacrifice. 
Let this stand, therefore, as our first and infallible proposition

the mass or Sacrament of the Altar is Christ's testament, which he 
left behind him at his death to be distributed among his believers. 
For that is the meaning of his words, "This cup is the new testament 
in my blood" [Luke 22:20; I Cor. 11;25]. Let this truth stand, I say, 
as the immovable foundation on which we shall base all that we 
have to say. For, as you will see, we are going to overthrow all the 
godless opinions of men which have been imported into this most 
precious sacrament. Christ, who is the truth, truly says that this is 
the new testament in his blood, poured out for us [Luke 22:20]. 
Not without reason do I dwell on this sentence; the matter is of no 
small moment, and must be most deeply impressed on our minds. 

Thus, if we enquire what a testament is, we shall learn at the 

•• Luther's rendering of the Words of Institution is similar to that of the canon 
of the mass in that it represents a harmony of the several scriptural accounts, 
incorporating features from all of them-Matt. 26:26-28; Mark 14:22-24; Luke 
i>2:19-20; I Cor. 11:23-25. It differs from the canon of the mass in that it 
excludes all phrases not explicitly found in the scriptural accounts themselves, 
Vulgate version. Cf. the canon of the mass text on p. 319. Cf. also PE 6, 
74, 107-108, 126, 160 . 
• & A work accomplished or finished, which is supposed to impart grace Simply 
by virtue of its having been properly performed, without reference to any faith 
or lack of faith on the part of the person for whom it is performed. Cf . 
A Treatise Concerning the Blessed Sacrament (1519), PE 2, 22-23, where 
Luther ~CJ~es this term. 
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same time what the mass is, what its right use and blessing, and 
what its wrong use. 

A testament, as everyone knows, is a promise made by one 
about to die, in which he designates his bequest and appoints his 
heirs. A testament, therefore, involves first, the death of the testator, 
and second, the promise of an inheritance and the naming of the heir. 
Thus Paul discusses at length the nature of a testament in Rom. 4, 
Gal. 3 and 4, and Heb. 9. We see the same thing clearly also in 
these words of Christ. Christ testifies concerning his death when 
he says: "This is my body, which is given, this is my blood, which 
is poured out" [Luke 22:19-20]. He names and designates the 
bequest when he says "for the forgiveness of sins" [Matt. 26:28]. 
But he appOints the heirs when he says "For you [Luke 22: 19-20; 
I Cor, 11;24] and for many" [Matt. 26:28; Mark 14:24], that is, for 
those who accept and believe the promise of the testator. For here 
it is faith that makes men heirs, as we shall see. 

You see, therefore, that what we call the mass is a promise of 
the forgiveness of sins made to us by God, and such a promise as 
has been confirmed by the death of the Son of God. For the only 
difference between a promise and a testament is that the testament 
involves the death of the one who makes it. A testator is a promiser 
who is about to die, while a pro miser (if I may put it thus) is a 
testator who is not about to die. This testament of Christ is fore
shadowed in all the promises of God from the beginning of the 
world; indeed, whatever value those ancient promises possessed 
was altogether derived from this new promise that was to come in 
Christ. Hence the words "compact," "covenant," and "testament of 
the Lord" occur so frequently in the Scriptures. These words 
signified that God would one day die. "For where there is a 
testament, the death of the testator must of necessity occur" (Heb. 9 
[:16]). Now God made a testament; therefore, it was necessary that 
he should die. But God could not die unless he became man. Thus 
the incarnation and the death of Christ are both comprehended 
most concisely in this one word, "testament." 

From the above it will at once be seen what is the right and 
what is the wrong use of the mass, and what is the worthy and what 
the unworthy preparation for it. If the mass is a promise, as has 
been said, then access to it is to be gained, not with any works, or 
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powers, or merits of one's own, but by faith alone. For where there 
is the Word of the promising God, there must necessarily be the 
fmth of the accepting man. It is plain therefore, that the beginning 
of our salvation is a faith which clings to the Word of the promising 
God, who, without any effort on our part, in free and unmerited 
mercy takes the initiative and offers us the word of his promise. 
"He sent forth his word, and thus [sic] healed them," 86 not: "He 
accepted our work, and thus healed us." First of all there is God's 
Word. After it follows faith; after faith, love; then love does every 
good work, for it does no wrong, indeed, it is the fulfilling of the law 
[Rom. 13:10]. In no other way can man come to God or deal with 
him than through faith. That is to say, that the author of salvation 
is not man, by any works of his own, but God, through his promise; 
and that all things depend on, and are upheld and preserved by, 
the word of his power [Heb. 1:3], through which he brought us 
forth, to be a kind of first fruits of his creatures [Jas. 1:18]. 

Thus, in order to raise up Adam after the fall, God gave him 
this promise when he said to the serpent: "I will put enmity between 
you and the woman, and between your seed and her seed; he shall 
bruise your head, and you shall bruise his heel" [Gen. 3:15}. In this 
word of promise Adam, together with his descendants, was carried 
as it were in God's bosom, and by faith in it he was preserved, 
waiting patiently for the woman who should bruise the serpent's 
head, as God had promised. And in that faith and expectation he 
died, not knOwing when or who she would be, yet never doubting 
that she would come. For,such a promise, being the truth of God, 
preserves even in hell those who believe it and wait for it. After this 
came another promise, made to Noah-to last until the time of 
Abraham-when a bow was set in the clouds as a sign of the 
covenant [Gen. 9:12-171. by faith in which Noah and his descendants 
found God gracious. After that, he promised Abraham that all the 
nations should be blessed in his seed [Gen. 22:18]. And this is 
Abraham's bosom [Luke 16:22], into which his descendants have 
been received. Then to Moses and the children of Israel [Deut. 
18:18], especially to David [II Sam. 7:12-16], he gave the plainest 
promise of Christ. and thereby at last made clear what the promise 
to the men of old really was. 

.8 Ps. 107:20. Sic is Luther's own interpolation into the Vulgate text. 
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And so it finally came to the most perfect promise of all, that 
of the new testament, in which, with plain words, life and salvation 
are freely promised, and actually granted to those who believe the 
promise. And he distinguishes this testament from the old one by 
a particular mark when he calls it the "new testament" [Luke 22:20; 
I Cor. 11:25]. For the old testament given through Moses was not 
a promise of forgiveness of sins or of eternal things, but of temporal 
things, namely, of the land of Canaan, by which no man was 
renewed in spirit to lay hold on the heavenly inheritance. Wherefore 
also it was necessary that, as a figure of Christ, a dumb beast should 
be slain, in whose blood the same testament might be confirmed, 
as the blood corresponded to the testament and the sacrifice 
corresponded to the promise. But here Christ says "the new testa
ment in my blood" [Luke 22:20; I Cor. 11:25], not somebody else's, 
but his own, by which grace is promised through the Spirit for the 
forgiveness of sins, that we may obtain the inheritance. 

According to its substance, therefore, the mass is nothing but 
the aforesaid words of Christ: ''Take and eat, etc." [Matt. 26:26], 
as if he were saying: "Behold, 0 sinful and condemned man, out of 
the pure and unmerited love with which I love you, and by the 
will of the Father of mercies [II Cor. 1:3], apart from any merit or 
desire of yours, I promise you in these words the forgiveness of all 
your sins and life everlasting. And that you may be absolutely 
certain of this irrevocable promise of mine, I shall give my body and 
pour out my blood, confirming this promise by my very death, and 
leaving you my body and blood as a sign and memorial of this same 
promise. As often as you partake of them, remember me, proclaim 
and praise my love and bounty toward you, and give thanks." 

From this you will see that nothing else is needed for a worthy 
holding of mass than a faith that relies confidently on this promise, 
believes Christ to be true in these words of his, and does not doubt 
that these infinite blessings have been bestowed upon it. Hard on 
this faith there follows, of itself, a most sweet stirring of the heart, 
whereby the spirit of man is enlarged and enriched (that is love, 
given by the Holy Spirit through faith in Christ), so that he is 
drawn to Christ, that gracious and bounteous testator, and made a 
thoroughly new and different man. Who would not shed tears of 
gladness, indeed, almost faint for joy in Christ, if he believed with 
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unshaken faith that this inestimable promise of Christ belonged to 
him? How could he help loving so great a benefactor, who of his 
own accord offers, promises, and grants such great riches and this 
eternal inheritance to one who is unworthy and deserving of some
thing far different? 

Therefore it is our one and only misfortune that we have many 
masses in the world, and yet none, or very few of us, recognize, 
consider, and receive these promises and riches that are offered to 
us. Actually, during the mass, we should do nothing with greater 
zeal (indeed, it demands all our zeal) than to set before our eyes, 
meditate upon, and ponder these words, these promises of Christ
for they truly constitute the mass itself-in order to exercise, nourish, 
increase, and strengthen our faith in them by this daily remem
brance. For this is what he commands, when he says: "Do this in 
remembrance of me" [Luke 22:19; I Cor. 11:24]. This should be 
done by the preachers of the gospel in order to impress this promise 
faithfully upon the people, to commend it to them, and to awaken 
their faith in it. 

But how many are there today who know that the mass is the 
promise of Christ? I will say nothing of those godless preachers of 
fables, who teach human ordinances instead of this great promise. 
And even if they teach these words of Christ, they do not teach 
them as a promise or testament, neither therefore as a means of 
obtaining faith. 

What we deplore in this captivity is that nowadays they take 
every precaution that no layman should hear these words of Christ, 
as if they were too sacred to be delivered to the common people. 
So mad are we priestsS7 that we arrogate to ourselves alone the 
so-called words of consecration, to be said secretly,88 yet in such a 
way that they do not profit even us, for we too fail to regard them 
as promises or as a testament for the strengthening of the faith. 
Instead of believing them, we reverence them with I know not what 
superstitious and godless fancies. What else is Satan trying to do to 
us through this misfortune of ours but> to remove every trace of the 

8TCf. p. 277 n. 40. 
88The words of consecration, indeed of the whole canon of the mass, were 
spoken very softly. Cf. The Abomination of the Secret Mass (1525), LW 36, 
310 and 314. 
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[true] mass out of the church, though he is meanwhile at work 
filling every corner of the globe with [false] masses, that is, with 
abuses and mockeries of God's testament-burdening the world 
more and more heavily with most grievous sins of idolatry, to· its 
deeper condemnation? For what more sinful idolatry can there be 
than to abuse God's promises with perverse opinions and to neglect 
or extinguish faith in them? 

For God does not deal, nor has he ever dealt, with man other
wise than through a word of promise, as I have said. We in turn 
cannot deal with God otherwise than through faith in the Word 
of his promise. He does not desire works, nor has he need of them; 
rather we deal with men and with ourselves on the basis of works. 
But God has need of this: that we consider him faithful in his 
promises [Heb. 10:23], and patiently persist in this belief, and thus 
worship him with faith, hope, and love. It is in this way that he 
obtains his glory among us, since it is not of ourselves who run, but 
of him who shows mercy [Rom. 9:16], promises, and gives, that we 
have and hold all good things. Behold, this is that true worship and 
service of God which we ought to perform in the mass. But if the 
words of promise are not delivered, what exercise of faith can there 
be? And without faith, who can have hope or love? Without faith, 
hope, and love, what service of God can there be? There is no 
doubt, therefore, that in our day all priests and monks, together with 
their bishops and all their superiors, are idolators, living in a most 
perilous state by reason of this ignorance, abuse, and mockery of 
the mass, or sacrament, or promise of God. 

For anyone can easily see that these two, promise and faith, 
must necessarily go together. For without the promise there is 
nothing to be believed; while without faith the promise is useless, 
since it is established and fulfilled through faith. From this every
one will readily gather that the mass, since it is nothing but promise, 
can be approached and observed only in faith. Without this faith, 
whatever else is brought to it by way of prayers, preparations, 
works, signs, or gestures are incitements to impiety rather than 
exercises of piety. It usually happens that those who are thus 
prepared imagine themselves legitimately entitled to approach the 
altar, when in reality they are less prepared than at any other time 
or by any other work, by reason of the unbelief which they bring 

-298-

The Babylonian Captit:ity of the Church 

with them. How many celebrants you can see everywhere, every 
day, who imagine they-wretched men-have committed criminal 
offenses when they make some petty mistake, such as wearing the 
wrong vestment, or forgetting to wash their hands, or stumbling 
over their prayers! But the fact that they have no regard for or 
faith in the mass itself, namely, the divine promise, causes them not 
the slightest qualms of conscience. 0 worthless religion of this age 
of ours, the most godless and thankless of all ages! 

Hence the only worthy preparation and proper observance is 
faith, the faith by which we believe in the mass, that is, in the 
divine promise. Whoever, therefore, desires to approach the altar 
or receive the sacrament, let him beware lest he appear empty
handed [Exod. 23:15; 34:20; Deut. 16:16] before the face of the 
Lord God. But he will be empty-handed unless he has faith in the 
mass, or this new testament. By what godless work could he sin 
more grievously against the truth of God, than by this unbelief of 
his? By it, as much as in him lies, he convicts God of being a liar 
and a maker of empty promises. The safest course, therefore, will 
be to go to the mass in the same spirit in which you would go to 
hear any other promise of God, that is, prepared not to do or 
contribute much yourself, but to believe and accept all that is 
promised you there, or proclaimed as promises through the ministry 
of the priest. If you do not come in this spirit, beware of attending 
at all, for you will surely be going to your condemnation 
[I Cor. 11:29]. 

I was right then in saying that the whole power of the mass 
consists in the words of Christ, in which he testifies tllat forgiveness 
of sins is bestowed on all those who believe that his body is given 
and his blood poured out for them. This is why nothing is more 
important for those who go to hear mass than to ponder these words 
diligently and in full faith. Unless they do this, all else that they 
do is in vain. This is surely true, that to every promise of his, God 
usually adds some sign as a memorial or remembrance of the 
promise, so that thereby we may serve him the more diligently and 
he may admonish us the more effectually. Thus, when he promised 
Noah that he would not again destroy the world by a Hood, he 
added his bow in the clouds, to show that he would be mindful of 
his covenant [Gen. 9:8-17]. And after promising Abraham the 
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inheritance in his seed, he gave him circumcision as a mark of his 
justification by faith [Gen. 17:3-11]. Thus he granted to Gideon 
the dry and the wet fleece to confirm his promise of victory over 
the Midianites [Judg. 6:36-40]. And through Isaiah he offered to 
Ahaz a sign that he would conquer the king of Syria and Samaria, 
to confirm in him his faith in the promise [Isa. 7:10-17]. And we 
read of many such signs of the promises of God in the Scriptures. 

So in the mass also, the foremost promise of all, he adds as a 
memorial sign of such a great promise his own body and his own 
blood in the bread and wine, when he says: "Do this in remembrancp. 
of me" [Luke 22:19; I Cor. 11:24-25]. And so in baptism, to the 
words of promise he adds the sign of immersion in water. We may 
learn from this that in every promise of God two things are 
presented to us, the word and the sign, so that we are to understand 
the word to be the testament, but the sign to be the sacrament. 
Thus, in the mass, the word of Christ is the testament, and the bread 
and wine are the sacrament. And as there is greater power in the 
word than in the sign, so there is greater power in the testament 
than in the sacrament; for a man can have and use the word or 
testament apart from the sign or sacrament. "Believe," says Augus
tine, "and you have eaten." 89 But what does one believe, other 
than the word of the one who promises? Therefore I can hold mass 
every day, indeed, every hour, for I can set the words of Christ 
before me and with them feed and strengthen my faith as often as 
I choose. This is a truly spiritual eating and drinking. 

Here you may see what great things our theologians of the 
SentencesS° have produced in this matter. In the first place, not one 
of them treats of that which is first and foremost, namely, the 
testament and the word of promise. And thus they make us forget 
faith and the whole power of the mass. In addition, they discuss 
exclusively the second part of the mass, namely, the sign or sacra
ment; yet in such a way that here too they do not teach faith, but 
their preparations and opera operata,91 participations92 and fruits of 
the mass. They come then to the profundities, babble of transub-

S9Cf. p. 275 n. 33. 
9OCommentators on Peter Lombard;' textbook. Cf. p. 285 n. 60. 
SICf. p. 293 n. 85. 
92Cf. p. 291 n. 79. 
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stantiation and endless other metaphysical trivialities, destroy the 
proper understanding and use of both sacrament and testament 
together with faith as such, and cause Christ's people to forget their 
God-as the prophet says, days without number [Jer.2:32]. Let the 
others tabulate the various benefits of hearing mass; you just apply 
your mind to this, that you may say and believe with the prophet 
that God has here prepared a table before you in the presence of 
your enemies [Ps. 23:5J, at which your faith may feed and grow 
fat. But your faith is fed only with the word of divine promise, for 
"Man shall not live by bread alone, but by every word that proceeds 
from the mouth of God" [Deut. 8:3; Matt. 4:4]. Hence, in the mass 
you must pay closest heed above all to the word of promise, as to a 
most lavish banquet-your utterly green pastures and sacred still 
waters [Ps. 23:2], in order that you might esteem this word above 
everything else, trust in it supremely, and cling to it most firmly, 
even through death and all sins. If you do this, you will obtain not 
merely those tiny drops and crumbs of "fruits of the mass" which 
some have superstitiously invented, but the very fountainhead of 
life, namely, that faith in the Word out of which every good thing 
flows, as is said in John 4: 93 "He who believes in me, 'Out of his 
heart shall flow rivers of living water:" And again, "Whoever 
drinks of the water that I shall give him, it will become in him a 
spring of water welling up to eternal life" [John 4:14]. 

Now there are two things that are constantly aSSailing us, so 
that we fail to gather the fruits of the mass. The first is that we are 
sinners, and unworthy of such great things because of our utter 
worthlessness. The second is that, even if we were worthy, these 
things are so high that our fainthearted nature does not dare to 
aspire to them or hope for them. For who would not simply stand 
awe-struck before the forgiveness of sins and life everlasting rather 
than seeking after them, once he had weighed properly the magni
tude of the bleSSings which come through them, namely, to have 
God as father, to be his son and heir of all his goods! Against this 
twofold faintness of ours we must lay hold on the word of Christ, 
and fix our gaze much more steadfastly on it than on these thoughts 
of our own weakness. For "great are the works of the Lord, studied 

I. John 7:38. Luther apparently had his next quotation in mind when he cited 
John 4. 
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by all who have pleasure in them" CPs. 111:2], who is able to give 
"more abundantly than all that we ask or think" (Eph. 3:20]. If 
they did not surpass our worthiness, our grasp, and all our thoughts, 
they would not be divine. Thus Christ also encourages us when he 
says: "Fear not, little flock, for it is your Father's good pleasure to 
give you the kingdom" [Luke 12:32]. For it is just this incompre
hensible overflowing of God's goodness, showered upon us through 
Christ, that moves us above all to love him most ardently in return, 
to be drawn to him with fullest confidence, and, despising all else, 
be ready to suffer all things for him. Wherefore this sacrament is 
rightly called "a fountain of love." 

Let us take an illustration of this from human experience.94 

If a very rich lord were to bequeath a thousand gulden to a beggar 
or to an unworthy and wicked servant, it is certain that he would 
boldly claim and accept them without regard to his unworthiness 
and the greatness of the bequest. And if anyone should seek to 
oppose him on the grounds of his unworthiness and the large 
amount of the legacy, what do you suppose the man would say? 
He would likely say: "What is that to you? What I accept, I accept 
not on my merits or by any right that I may personally have to it. 
I know that I am receiving more than a worthless one like me 
deserves; indeed, I have deserved the very opposite. But I claim 
what I claim by the right of a bequest and of another's goodness. 
If to him it was not an unworthy thing to bequeath so great a sum 
to an unworthy person, why should I refuse to accept it because 
of my unworthiness? Indeed, it is for this very reason that I cherish 
all the more his unmerited gift-because I am unworthy!" With 
that same thought every man ought to fortify his conscience against 
all qualms and scruples, so that he may lay hold on the promise of 
Christ with unwavering faith, and take the greatest care to approach 
the sacrament not trusting in confession, prayer, and preparation, 
but rather, despairing of all these, with firm confidence in Christ 
who gives the promise. For, as we have said often enough, the 
word of promise must reign alone here in pure faith; such faith is 
the one and only sufficient preparation. 

Hence we see how great is God's wrath with us, in that he has 

.. Repeated in a similar context in A Treatise on the New Testament that is 
the Holy Mass (1520). PE 1, 304-305. 
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permitted godless teachers to conceal the words of this testament 
from us, and thereby to extinguish this same faith, as far as they 
could. It is already easy to see what is the inevitable result of this 
extinguishing of the faith, namely, the most godless superstition of 
works. For where faith dies and the word of faith is silent, there 
works and the prescribing of works immediately crowd into their 
place. By them we have been carried away out of our own land, 
as into a Babylonian captivity, and despoiled of all our precious 
possessions. This has been the fate of the mass; it has been con
verted by the teaching of godless men into a good work. They them
selves call it an opus operatum,95 and by it they presume themselves 
to be all-powerful with God. Next they proceed to the very height 
of madness, and after inventing the lie that the mass is effective 
simply by virtue of the act having been performed, they add another 
one to the effect that the mass is none the less profitable to others 
even if it is harmful to some wicked priest who may be celebrating 
it. On such a foundation of sand they base their applications, 
participations,96 brotherhoods,97 anniversaries,98 and numberless 
other lucrative and profitable schemes of that kind. 

These fraudulent disguises are so powerful, so numerous, and 
so firmly entrenched that you can scarcely prevail against them 
unless you exercise unremitting care and bear well in mind what 
the mass is and what has been said above. You have seen that the 
mass is nothing else than the divine promise or testament of Christ, 
sealed with the sacrament of his body and b!uod. If that is true, you 
will un(~erstand that it cannot pOSSibly be in any way a work; 
nobody can pOSSibly do any thing in it, neither can it be dealt with 
in any other way than by faith alone. However, faith is not a work, 
hut the Ivrd and life of all works.99 Who in: the world is so foolish 
as to regard a promise received by him, or a testament given to him, 
as a good work, which he renders to the testator by his acceptance 
of it? What heir will imagine that he is doing his departed father 

95ef. p. 293 ll. 85. 
96ef. p. 291 ll. 79. 
9'ef. p. 291 11. 80. 
9Sef. p. 292 ll. 8l. 
··Oll the relation between faith and works compare A Treatise on Good Works 
( 1520), where Luther says faith is the first and highest of all good works. 
PE 1, 187. 
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a kindness by accepting the terms of the will and the inheritance it 
bequeaths to him? What godless audacity is it, therefore, when we 
who are to receive the testament of God come as those who would 
perform a g""J work for him! This ignorance of the testament, this 
captivity of so great a sacrament-are they not too sad for tears? 
When we ought to be grateful for benefits received, we come 
arrogantly to give that which we ought to take. With unheard-of 
perversity we mock the mercy of the giver by giving as a work the 
thing we receive as a gift, so that the testator, instead of being a 
dispenser of his own goods, becomes the recipient of ours. Woe to 
such sacrilege! 

Who has ever been so mad as to regard baptism as a good work, 
or what candidate for baptism has believed that he was performing 
a work which he might offer to God on behalf of himself and 
communicate to others? If, then, there is no good work that can be 
communicated to others in this one sacrament and testament, neither 
will there be any in the mass, since it too is nothing else than a 
testament and sacrament. Hence it is a manifest and wicked error 
to offer or apply the mass for sins, for satisfactions, for the dead, or 
for any needs whatsoever of one's own or of others. You will 
readily see the obvious truth of this if you firmly hold that the mass 
is a divine promise, which can benefit no one, be applied to no one, 
intercede for no one, and be communicated to no one, except only 
to him who believes with a faith of his own. Who can receive or 
apply, in behalf of another, the promise of God, which demands the 
personal faith of each one individually? Can I give to another the 
promise of God, even if he does not believe? Can I believe for 
another, or cause another to believe? But this is what must happen 
if I am able to apply and communicate the mass to others; for there 
are but two things in the mass, the divine promise and the human 
faith, the latter accepting what the former promises. But if it is true 
that I can do this, then I can also hear and believe the gospel 
for another, I can be baptized for another, I can be absolved from 
sins for another, I can also partake of the Sacrament of the Altar for 
another, and-to go through the list of their sacraments also-I can 
marry a wife for another, get ordained for another, be confirmed 
for another, and receive extreme unction for another! 

In short, why did not Abraham believe for all the Jews? Why 
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was faith in the promise made to Abraham demanded of every 
individual Jew? 

Therefore, let this irrefutable truth stand fast: Where there is 
a divine promise, there every one must stand on his own feet; his 
own personal faith is demanded, he will give an account for himself 
and bear his own load [Gal. 6:5]; as it is said in the last chapter of 
Mark [16:16]: "He who believes and is baptized will be saved; but 
he who does not believe will be condemned." Even so each one can 
derive personal benefit from the mass only by his own personal faith. 
It is absolutely impossible to commune on behalf of anyone else. 
Just as the priest is unable to administer the sacrament to anyone on 
behalf of another, but administers the same sacrament to each one 
indiVidually by himself. For in consecrating and administering, the 
priests are our servants. Through them we are not offering a good 
work or communicating something in an active sense. Rather, we 
are receiving through them the promises and the sign; we are being 
communicated unto in the passive sense. This is the view that has 
persisted with respect to the laity right up to the present day, for 
of them it is said not that they do something good but that they 
receive it. But the priests have strayed into godless ways; out of the 
sacrament and testament of God, which ought to be a good gift 
received, they have made for themselves a good deed performed, 
which they then give to others and offer up to God. 

But you will say: What is this? Will you not overturn the 
practice and teaching of all the churches and monasteries, by virtue 
of which they have flourished all these centuries? For the mass is 
the foundation of their anniversaries, intercessions, applications, 
communications, etc., that is to say, of their fat income. I answer: 
This is the very thing that has constrained me to write of the 
captivity of the church. For it is in this manner that the sacred 
testament of God has been forced into the service of a most impious 
traffic. It has come through the opinions and ordinances of wicked 
men, who, passing over the Word of God, have dished up to us 
the thoughts of their own hearts and led the whole world astray. 
What do I care about the number and influence of those who are 
in this error? The truth is mightier than all of them. If you are 
able to refute Christ, who teaches that the mass is a testament and 
a sacrament, then I will admit that they are in the ril!ht. Or, if you 
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can bring yourself to say that that man is doing a good work who 
receives the benefit of the testament, or to that end uses this 
sacrament of promise, then I will gladly condemn my teachings. 
But since you can do neither, why do you hesitate to turn your 
back on the multitude who go after evil? Why do you hesitate to 
give God the glory and to confess his truth-that all priests today 
are perversely mistaken who regard the mass as a work by which 
they may relieve their own needs and those of others, whether dead 
or alive? I am uttering unheard of and startling things, but if you 
will consider what the mass is, you will realize that I have spoken 
the truth. The fault lies with our false sense of security, which 
blinds us to the wrath of God that is raging against us. 

I am ready to admit, however, that the prayers which we pour 
out before God when we are gathered together to partake of the 
mass are good works or benefits, which we impart, apply and com
municate to one another, and which we offer for one another. Thus 
James [5:16] teaches us to pray for one another that we may 
be healed, and Paul in I Tim. 2 [:1-2] commands "that supplications, 
prayers, and intercessions be made for all men, for kings and all 
who are in high positions." Now these are not the mass, but works 
of the mass-if the prayers of heart and lips may be called works
for they flow from the faith that is kindled or increased in the 
sacrament. For the mass, or the promise of God, is not fulfilled by 
praying, but only by believing. However, as believers we pray and 
perform every good work. But what priest offers up the sacrifice 
in this sense, that he believes he is offering up only the prayers? 
They all imagine that they are offering up Christ himself to God 
the Father as an all-sufficient sacrifice, and performing a good work 
for all those whom they intend to benefit, for they put their trust 
in the work which the mass accomplishes, and they do not ascribe 
this work to prayer. In this way the error has gradually grown, until 
they have come to ascribe to the sacrament what belongs to the 
prayers, and to offer to God what should be received as a benefit. 

We must therefore sharply distinguish the testament and 
sacrament itself from the prayers which we offer at the same time. 
Not only this, but we must also bear in mind that the prayers avail 
utterly nothing, either to him who offers them or to those for whom 
they are offered, unless the testament is first received in faith, so 
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that it will be faith that offers the prayers; for faith alone is heard, 
as James teaches in his first chapter [Jas. 1:6]. There is therefore 
a great difference between prayer and the mass. Prayer may be 
extended to as many persons as one desires, while the mass is 
received only by the person who believes for himself, and only to 
the extent that he believes. It cannot be given either to God or 
to men. Rather it is God alone who through the ministration of 
the priest gives it to men, and men receive it by faith alone without 
any works or merits. Nor would anyone dare to be so foolish as to 
assert that a ragged beggar does a good work when he comes to 
receive a gift from a rich man. But the mass (as I have said)lOO is 
the gift of the divine promise, proffered to all men by the hand of 
the priest. 

It is certain, therefore, that the mass is not a work which may 
be communicated to others, but the object of faith (as has been 
said),101 for the strengthening and nourishing of each one's own 
faith. 

Now there is yet a second stumbling block that must be 
removed, and this is much greater and the most dangerous of all 
It is the common belief that the mass is a sacrifice, which is offered 
to God. Even the words of the canon102 seem to imply this, when 
they speak of "these gifts, these presents, these holy sacrifices," and 
further on "this offering." Prayer is also made, in so many words, 
"that the sacrifice may be accepted even as the s!lcrifice of Abe!," 
etc. Hence Christ is termed "the sacrifice of the altar." Added to 
these are the sayings of the holy fathers, the great number of 
examples, and the widespread practice uniformly observed through
out the world. 

Over against all these things, firmly entrenched as they are, 
we must resolutely set the words and example of Christ. For unless 
we firmly hold that the mass is the promise or testament of Christ, 
as the words clearly say, we shall lose the whole gospel and all its 
comfor;t. Let us permit nothing to prevail against these words-

lOOCf./p . 294-299. 
lO'lbi . 

102The canon of the mass is the invariable part of the liturgy of the mass in 
which the consecration of the bread and wine is effected. Its text was translated 
by Luther from the Latin in his treatises on The Abomination of the Secret 
Mass (1525), LW 36, 314-327. 
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even though an angel from heaven should teach otherwise [Gal. 
l:8]-for they contain nothing about a work or a sacrifice. More
over, we also have the example of Christ on our side. When he 
instituted this sacrament and established this testament at the Last 
Supper, Christ did not offer himself to God the Father, nor did he 
perform a good work on behalf of others, but, sitting at the table, 
he set this same testament before each one and proffered to him 
the sign. Now, the more closely our mass resembles that first mass 
of all, which Christ performed at the Last Supper, the more Chris
tian it will be. But Christ's mass was most simple, without any 
display of vestments, gestures, chants, or other ceremonies, so that 
if it had been necessary to offer the mass as a sacrifice, then Christ's 
institution of it was not complete. 

Not that anyone should revile the church universal for embel
lishing and amplifying the mass with many additional rites and 
ceremonies. But what we contend for is this: No one should be 
deceived by the glamor of the ceremonies and entangled in the 
multitude of pompous forms, and thus lose the simplicity of the mass 
itself, and indeed practice a sort of transubstantiation by losing 
sight of the simple "substance" of the mass and clinging to the 
manifold "accidents" of outward pomp. For whatever has been 
added to the word and example of Christ is an "accident" of the 
mass, and ought to be regarded just as we regard the so-called 
monstrances and corporal cloths in which the host itself is con
tained. Therefore, just as distributing a testament or accepting a 
promise differs diametrically from offering a sacrifice, so it is a con
tradiction in terms to call the mass a sacrifice, for the former is 
something that we receive and the latter is something that we give. 
The same thing cannot be received and offered at the same time, 
nor can it be both given and accepted by the same person, any more 
than our prayer can be the same thing as that which our prayer 
obtains, or the act of praying be the same thing as the act of 
receiving that for which we pray. 

What shall we say then of the canon of the mass and the 
patristic authorities? First of all, I would answer: If there were 
nothing at all to be said against them, it would be safer to reject 
them all than admit that the mass is a work or a sacrifice, lest we 
deny the word of Christ and destroy faith together with the mass. 
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:\evertheless, in order to retain them, we shall say that we are 
instructed by the Apostle in I Cor. 11 [: 21, 33] that it was customary 
for Christ's believers, when they came together for mass, to bring 
with them food and drink. These they called "collections," and 
they distributed them among all who were in want, after the 
example of the apostles in Acts 4 [:34-35]. From this store was 
taken the portion of the bread and wine that was consecrated in the 
sacrament. And since all this store was consecrated by the word 
and prayer [I Tim. 4:5], by being "lifted up" according to the He
brew rite of which we read in Moses [!\'um. 18:30-32],103 the words 
and rite of this lifting up or offering have come down to us, although 
the custom of bringing along and collecting that which was offered 
or lifted up has long since fallen into disuse. Thus, in Isa. 37 [:4] 
Hezekiah commanded Isaiah to lift up his prayer in the sight of 
God for the remnant. In the Psalms we read: "Lift up your hands 
to the holy place" [Ps. 134:2]. And again: "To thee I will lift up 
my hands" [Ps. 63:4]. And in I Tim. 2 [:8]: "In every place lifting 
holy hands." For this reason the words "sacrifice" and "offering" 
must be taken to refer not to the sacrament and testament, but to 
the collections themselves. From this source also the word "collect" 
has come down to us for the prayers said in the mass. 

The same thing happens when the priest elevates the bread 
and the cup immediately after consecrating them. By this he does 
not show that he is offering anything to God, for he does not say a 
single word here about a victim or an offering. But this elevation 
is either a survival of that Hebrew rite of lifting up what was 
received with thanksgiving and returned to God, or else it is an 
admonition to us to provoke us to faith in this testament which 
the priest has set forth and exhibited in the words of Christ, so that 
now he also shows us the sign of the testament. Thus the oblation 
of the bread properly accompanies the demonstrative "this" in the 
words, "this is my body," and by the sign the priest addresses us 
gathered about him; and in a like manner the oblation of the cup 
properly accompanies the demonstrative "this" in the words, "this 
cup is the new testament, etc." For it is faIth that the priest ought 
to awaken in us by this act of elevation. And would to God that as 
he elevates the sign" or sacrament, openly before our eyes, he might 

103 Cf. L W 35, 95, n, 24 
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also sound in our ears the word, or testament, in a loud, clear voice, 
and in the language of the people, whatever it may be, in order 
that faith may be the more effectively awakened. For why may 
mass be said in Greek and Latin and Hebrew, but not in German or 
any other language? 

Therefore, let the priests who offer the sacrifice of the mass 
in these corrupt and most perilous times take heed, first, that they 
do not refer to the sacrament the words of the greater and lesser 
canon,104 together with the collects, because they smack too strongly 
of sacrifice. They should refer them instead to the bread and the 
wine to be consecrated, or to their own prayers. For the bread and 
wine are offered beforehand for blessing in order that they may be 
sanctified by the word and by prayer [I Tim. 4:5], but after they 
have been blessed and consecrated they are no longer offered, but 
received as a gift from God. And in this rite let the priest bear in 
mind that the gospel is to be set above all canons and collects 
devised by men, and that the gospel does not sanction the idea that 
the mass is a sacrifice, as has been shown. 

Further, when a priest celebrates public mass, he should 
determine to do nothing else than to commune himself and others 
by means of the mass. At the same time, however, he may offer 
prayers for himself and others, but he must beware lest he presume 
to offer the mass. But let him that holds private masses105 determine 
to commune himself. The private mass does not differ in the least 
from the ordinary communion which any layman receives at the 
hand of the priest, and has no greater effect. The difference is in 
the prayers, and in the fact that the priest consecrates the elements 
for himself and administers them to himself. As far as the bless
ing106 of the mass and sacrament is concerned we are all equals, 

whether we are priests or laymen. 

10< In printed missals prior to the Council of Trent, canon minor was the term 
used to designate collectively those offertory prayers within the canon itself 
which immediately preceded the consecration of the elements. These collects 
were of comparatIvely late origin, coming only gradually into use during the 
late middle ages. Valentin Thalhofer, Handbuch der katholischen Liturgik 
(Freiburg im Breisgau, 1890), II, 159. 
m The private mass does not require the presence of a congregation. Besides 
the celebrant there need be present only a ministrant. There is no music; the 
mass is only read. 
''''' The res sacramenti. 
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If a priest is requested by others to celebrate so-called "votive" 
masses,107 let him beware of accepting a fee for the mass, or of 
presuming to offer any votive sacrifice. Rather, he should take 
pains to refer all this to the prayers which he offers for the dead 
or the living, saying to himself: "La, I will go and receive the 
sacrament for myself alone, and while doing so I will pray for this 
one and that one." Thus he will receive his fee for the prayers, 
not for the mass, and can buy food and clothing with it. Let him not 
be disturbed because all the world holds and practices the con
trary. You have the utmost certainty of the gospel, and by relying 
on it, you may well disregard the belief and opinions of men. But 
if you disregard me and insist upon offering the mass and not the 
prayers alone, remember that I have faithfully warned you, and that 
I will be without blame on the day of judgment; you will have to 
bear your sin alone. I have said what I was bound to say to you 
as brother to brother for your salvation; yours will be the gain if 
you observe it, yours the loss if you neglect it. And if some should 
even condemn what I have said, I will reply in the words of Paul: 
"But evil men and impostors will go on from bad to worse, deceiving 
and being deceived" [II Tim 3:13]. ? 'Y /'--+~---- /7 /J-

"'--"/~ '--r" " ~~" 
From the above everyone will readily understand ~e often / 1"-

qu~ sa 'ng of Gregory108: «A mass celebrated by a wicked! '1 
priest is not to e considered of less effect than one celebrated : 
Qy_JLgD~st. Neither would a mass of St. Peter have b~' 
better than that of Judas the traitor, if they had offered the sacri£ic~ . 
of the~ sa ing has served man as a cloak' to cover tlieir 
godless doings, and because a it they have invented the distinction 
betwe-~ operaipm and,.!he opus ""'!perantis,109 so as to be 
free to lead wicked lives themselves and yet benefit other men. Greg
ory speaks the truth, only they misunderstand his words. For it is true 
beyond a question that the testament or sacrament is given and re
ceived through the ministration of wicked priests no less completely 

107 Masses celebrated on the request of congregations or individuals In con
nection with specific purposes or occasions, or in honor of certain mysteries 
(e.g., of the Holy Trinity, of the Holy Spirit, or of angels). 
108 Pope Gregory I (590-604). 
lO9'fhe former is the properly executed performance of the ritual of the mass
"the work wrought" (cf. p. 293 n. 85). The latter is the inner disposition, the 
faith, either of the recipient or of the celebrant-"the work of the doer." 

-311-



IV The Promise of the Sacraments 

,- than through the ministration of the most saintly. For who has any 
, doubt that the gospel is preached by the ungodly? Now the mass 

; is part of the gospel; indeed, it is the sum and substance of it. For 
what is the whole gospel but the good tidings of the forgiveness of 
sins? Whatever can be said about forgiveness of sins and the mercy 
of God in the broadest and richest sense is all briefly comprehended 
in the word of this testament. For this reason popular sermons 
ought to be nothing else than expositions of the mass, or explana
tions of the divine promise of this testament; this would be to teach 
the faith and truly to edify the church. But in our day the 
expounders of the mass make mockery and jest with allegOrical 
explanations of human ceremonies. 

Therefore, just as a wicked priest may baptize, that is, apply 
the word of promise and the sign of water to the candidate for 
baptism, so he may also set forth the promise of this sacrament and 
administer it to those who partake, and even partake himself, as 
did Judas the traitor at the supper of the Lord (Matt. 26:23-25]. 
It still remains the same sacrament and testament, which works its 
own work in the believer but an "alien work" 110 in the unbeliever. 
But when it comes to offering a sacrifice the case is quite different. 
For not the mass but the prayers are offered to God, and therefore 
it is as plain as day that the offerings of a wicked priest avail noth
ing, but, as Gregory says again: When an unworthy person is sent 
as the intercessor, the heart of the judge is only turned to greater 
disfavor. Therefore these two things-mass and prayer, sacrament 
and work, testament and sacrifice-must not be confused; for the 
one comes from God to us through the ministration of the priest 
and demands our faith, the other proceeds from our faith to God 
through the priest and demands his hearing. The former descends, 
the latter ascends. The former, therefore, does not necessarily 
require a worthy and godly minister, but the latter does indeed 
require such a one, for "God does not listen to sinners" [John 9:31]. 
He knows how to do good through evil men, but he does not accept 
the work of any evil man; as he showed in the case of Cain (Gen. 
4:5], and as is said in Provo 15 [:8]: "The sacrifice of the wicked is 

110 Its own work is salvation. The "alien work" is condemnation. The expression 
derives from Isa. 28:21. 
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an abomination to the Lord," and in Rom. 14 [:23]: "Whatever does 
not proceed from faith is sin." 

But let us bring this first part to an end, though I am ready to 
go on with the argument if an opponent should arise. From all that 
has been said we conclude that the mass was provided only for 
those who have a sad, affiicted, disturbed, perplexed and erring 
conscience, and that they alone commune worthily. For, since 
the word of divine promise in this sacrament sets forth the forgive
ness of sins, let everyone draw near fearlessly, whoever he may 
be, who is troubled by his sins, whether by remorse or by tempta
tion. For this testament of Christ is the one remedy against sins, 
past, present and future, if you but cling to it with unwavering faith 
and believe that what the words of the testament declare is freely 
granted to you. But if you do not believe this, you will never, 
anywhere, by any works or efforts of your own, be able to find 
peace of conscience. For faith alone means peace of conscience. 
while unbelief means only distress of conscience. 

111 Letters of indulgence. 
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THE SACRAMENT OF THE BODY 

AND BLOOD OF CHRIST

AGAINST THE FANATICS 

In this sacrament there are two things that should be known and 
proclaimed. Fi!:~t, what one should believe. In Latin this is called 
the obiectum fidei~that is, the work or thing in which one believes, 
o~ to which o~-;-is to adhere. Second, the {aithitseiCor°the- use 
Wlilcli one should properly make of that in which he 6elTeves:-Tlie 
first lieso.outside the heart andj!llre.se.nted to our eyes externally, 
namely, the sacrament itself, concerning which we believe that 
Christ's body and blood are truly present in the bread and wine. 
The second is internal, within the heart, and cannot be externalized. 
It consists in the attitude which the heart should have toward the 
external sacrament. Up to now I have not preached very much 
about the first part, but have treated only the second, which is also 
the best part But because the first part is now being assailed by 
many, and the preachers, even those who are considered the best, 
are splitting up into factions over the matter, so that in foreign 
lands a large number are already pouncing upon it and maintaining 
that Christ's body and blood are not present in the bread and wine, 
the times demand that I say something on this subject also. 

At the outset I will say this, however: if anyone is thought to 
be engulfed in such an error, I would earnestly advise him to 
abstain from the sacrament until he emerges from his error and 
becomes strong in the faith. For we have before us the clear text 
and the plain words of Christ: "Take, eat; this is my body, which 
is given for you. Drink of it, all of you, this is my blood, which is 
poured out for you. Do this in remembrance of me" [Matt. 26:26-
28; Luke 22:19-20]. These are the words on which we take our 

-314-

The Sacrament of the Body and Blood-Against the Fanatics 

stand.1 They are so simply and clearly stated that even they, our 
adversaries, must confess that it is difficult to interpret them other
wise. Yet they pass these clear words by and follow their own 
thoughts, making darkness for themselves in the midst of the bright 
light. 

If anyone wishes to pursue a true course and not come to 
grief, let him beware of the clever idea, inspired by the devil in 
this matter everywhere, that he may suck the egg dry and leave us 
the shell, that is, remove the body and blood of Christ from the 
bread and wine, so that it remains no more than mere bread, such 
as the baker bakes. In accordance with this clever idea our 
opponents mock us at their pleasure, charging that we are eaters 
of flesh and drinkers of blood and that we worship a baked God.2 

In former times that desperate renegade, A verroes, 3 who had him
self been a Christian, Similarly mocked and slandered the faithful, 
maintaining that there is no people on earth more despicable than 
the Christians, because they devour their own God, which no other 
people had ever done. Was this not an exquiSitely clever saying? 
Such are the tricks which the devil is playing against us nowadays 
everywhere. 

Now God is the sort of person who likes to do what is foolish 
and useless in the eyes of the world, as Paul says in I Cor. 1 [:23]: 
"We preach Christ crucified, a stumbling block to the Jews and 
folly to the Gentiles." And again: "For since, in the wisdom of God, 
the world did not know God through wisdom, it pleased God 
through the folly of what we preach to save those who believe in 
him" [I Cor. 1:21}. Well then, if anyone does not believe this, let 
him believe accordingly that it is mere bread, or a batch of bread.4 

Anyone who has failed to grasp the faith may thenceforth believe 
whatever he likes, it makes no difference. Just as when someone is 

ICf. p. 293 n. 84. 
• In Ws Billlche Antwort of July 18, 1526, a reply to the Swabian Syngramma 
and Luther's preface to it, Oecolampadius defended his use of the terms 
gotsfleischesser and gotsblutsaufJer to describe his opponents, and brotenen and 
gebachnen to describe their God. W A 19, 457 n. 2. 
• Averroes (1126-98) was an Arab physician and philosopher whose commentary 
on Aristotle had a wide vogue in the Middle Ages and did much to revive the 
study of Aristotle. 
• Schusselbrod, as much bread as is put into the oven at one time. W A 19, 
484 •. 4. 
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on the point of drowning, whether he drowns in a brook or in the 
middle of a stream, he is drowned just the same. So I say of these 
fanatics: if they let go of the word, let them believe whatever they 
like and squabble as long as they like. It has already happened 
that six or seven sects have arisen over the sacrament, but all of 
them under the delusion that Christ's flesh and blood are not 
present. 

This comes about, I maintain, because in the first place they 
have not adhered to the words, and then because they have followed 
their own thoughts and have seen that if Christ were present in the 
bread and wine and were distributed so widely everywhere and 
if each person were to eat this Christ, that would be an awkward 
situation. This has been their first thought. Hence they have a 
colored glass before their eyes, and therefore the words must mean 
what they think. This is what all factious spirits do: they first 
concoct an opinion. If it pleases them, they then attempt to force 
the Scriptures to agree with it. But whoever derives the right faith 
from the words will believe like this: Whether Christ enters into 
the bread or the cup or into whatever he will, God grant that as 
long as I have the words, I will not seek or speculate any further; 
what he says, I will keep. Thus the believer envelops himself in the 
Word, will not let himself be turned aside from it, and is also 
thereby sustained. 

For we are not so simple-minded that we do not understand 
the words. If these words are not clear, I do not know how to 
speak German. Would I not understand, if someone were to place 
a roll before me and say: "Take, eat, this is white bread"? Or again, 
"Take and drink, this is a glass of wine"? 5 Therefore, when Christ 
says: "Take, eat, this is my body," even a child will understand 
perfectly well that he is speaking of that which he is offering. It is 
a natural way of speaking that when someone points to a thing, we 
know what he is saying. If I should now make this word obscure 
and invent some subtlety concerning it, I would only be confusing 
myself. These words are quite clear and explicit: take bread, give 
thanks, break, give, bid them eat and drink, this is my body, this 

• The shorter of the two sermon copies, which is almost entirely in Latin, at 
this point has the German phrase: cWs ist wUtenbergisch bier." Cf. W A 19, 
475,481, and 485. 
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is my blood. The fanatics really knock themselves out struggling 
with these words. First they come up with a notion of their own; 
then they have to interpret the words according to what each one 
has dreamed up. For this reason we stick closely to the words and 
close our eyes and senses, because everyone knows what "this is 
my body" means, especially when he adds "given for you." We 
know what Christ's body is, namely, that which was born of Mary, 
suffered, died, and rose again.s 

Now they have two points in particular which they bring up 
against us. First, they say it is not fitting that Christ's body and 
blood should be in the bread and wine. Second, it is not necessary. 
These are about the best foundations that they have to build on. 
Let us look at them. 

To the first point I might say equally well that it is not reason
able that God should descend from heaven and enter into the womb; 
that he who nourishes, sustains, and encompasses all the world 
should allow himself to be nourished and encompassed by the 
Virgin. Likewise, that Christ, a king of glory [Ps. 24:10], at whose 
feet all angels must fall and before whom all creatures must tremble, 
should thus humble himself below all men and allow himself to be 
suspended upon the cross as a most notorious evil-doer and that 
by the most wicked and desperate of men. And I might onclude 
from this that God did not become man, or that the crucilied Christ 
was not God. Thus they say it is not fitting that God should 
perform in the sacrament so many wondrous deeds that he does not 
perform anywhere else. For what we believe, they consider to be 
incongruous; they regard it as tremendous miracles, that the single 
body of Christ is in a hundred thousand places, wherever bread is 
broken, and that the massive limbs should there be so concealed 
that no one sees or feels them. But they do not see that these are 
vain and useless thoughts. If one wished to apply this kind of 
measurement, one would be forced to allow no creature to exist. 

If it were possible and I should measure all creatures and 
describe them in words, you would see wonders just as great, nay, 
even greater, than in this sacrament. Behold the soul, which is a 
single creature, and yet at the same time is present throughout the 

• The longer of the two sermon copies, the one by Rorer, adds: "he does not 
say 'is my stone, or table' but 'my body.''' W A 19, 500. 
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whole body, even in the smallest toe, so that when I prick the 
smallest member of the body with a needle, I affect the entire soul, 
and the whole man quivers. Now, if one soul can be present at one 
time in all the members-though I am unable to explain how that 
happens-should Christ not be capable of being present at one time 
in all places in the sacrament? 

Again, my soul can think and speak simultaneously, and while 
speaking see, hear, feel, etc., and at the same time digest food into 
blood, flesh, bone, urine and feces. Noone considers this a miracle, 
because we see it daily and are accustomed to it. The only thing 
that those people lack is that they have never observed any creature 
rightly, as we shall hear further. 

Look at a grain of wheat in the field, and tell me how it comes 
about that the stalk grows out of the earth from a single seed and 
bears so many kernels on the ear, and gives each one its own form. 
Moreover, in a single kernel there are many, many miraculous 
works, which they neither perceive nor pay any heed to. Again, 
how does it happen, that I have only two eyes, and yet I am able 
to take in the heads of all men at one time with the sight of my 
eyes? Indeed, I can do it just as well with one eye as with two. 
Thus one eye can focus upon a thousand kernels, and on the other 
hand, a thousand eyes can focus on one kernel. 

Take the word which I am speaking as a further example. The 
voice is a poor, miserable thing, to be reckoned as the least of 
creatures, not more than a breath of wind. As soon as the mouth 
ceases speaking, the voice is gone and is no more, so that there can 
be nothing weaker or more perishable. Yet it is so mighty, that I 
could rule a whole country with my voice. How does it come about, 
then, that I may capture so many hearts with words? I have a 
small voice, and there are several hundreds or thousands of ears, 
yet every single ear perceives the complete and entire voice. I do 
not distribute it, so that each ear has only a part of it, but each one 
has all of it. The fanatics see this, and do not consider it a miracle. 
Indeed, if we had never seen it, it would be the greatest of 
miracles. Now, if my voice can accomplish this so that it fills all 
ears, with each one receiving as much of it as the other, and my 
word is distributed so widely, should not Christ be able to do so 
all the more with his body? How much easier it is with a glorified 
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body than with a bodily voice! You will find many more such 
miracles among the creatures, so that anyone who examines a 
creature rightly will not permit himself to be led astray by this 
article. 

Again, I preach the gospel of Christ, and with my bodily voice 
I bring Christ into your heart, so that you may form him within 
yourself. If now you truly believe, so that your heart lays hold of the 
word and holds fast within it that voice, tell me, what have you in 
your heart? You must answer that you have the true Christ, not 
that he sits in there, as one sits on a chair, but as he is at the right 
hand of the Father. How that comes about you cannot know, but 
your heart truly feels his presence, and through the experience of 
faith you know for a certainty that he is there. Now I can 
accomplish this again, that the one Christ enters into so many 
hearts through the voice, and that each person who hears the 
sermon and accepts it takes the whole Christ into his heart. For 
Christ does not permit himself to be divided into parts; yet he is 
distributed whole among all the faithful, so that one heart receives 
no less, and a thousand hearts no more, than the one Christ. This 
we must ever confess, and it is a daily miracle. Indeed, it is as 
great a miracle as here in the sacrament. Why then should it not 
be reasonable that he also distributes himself in the bread? 

But what happens when I bring Christ into the heart? Does 
it come about, as the fanatics imagine, that Christ descends on a 
ladder and climbs back up again? Christ still sits on the right hand 
of the Father, and also in your heart, the one Christ who fills heaven 
and earth. I preach that he sits on the right hand of God and rules 
over all creatures, sin, death, life, world, devils and angels; if you 
believe this, you already have him in your heart. Therefore your 
heart is in heaven, not in an apparition or dream, but truly. For 
where he is, there you are also. So he dwells and sits in your heart, 
yet he does not fall from the right hand of God. Christians experi
ence and feel this clearly. But those people see none of these 
things, great as it is that Christ dwells thus in the heart and imparts 
himself completely in every heart and is distributed through the 
Word. Therefore, whoever can believe this does not find it difficult 
to believe also that his body and blood are in the sacrament. For 
if you try in this way to measure that wondrous sign with the 
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measuring-rod of thought and reason, you will at last reach the 
point where you must also say that Christ does not dwell in 
the hearts of the faithful. 

Now see, as I have said, how much the poor bodily voice is 
able to do. First of all it brings the whole Christ to the ears; then 
it brings him into the hearts of all who listen and believe. Should 
it then be so amazing that he enters into the bread and wine? Is 
not the heart much more tenuous and elusive than bread? You will 
probably not attempt to fathom how this comes about. Just as little 
as you are able to say how it comes about that Christ is in so many 
thousands of hearts and dwells in them-Christ as he died and rose 
again-and yet no man knows how he gets in, so also here in the sac
rament, it is incomprehensible how this comes about. But this I do 
know, that the word is there: "Take, eat, this is my body, given for 
you, this do in remembrance of me." When we say these words 
over the bread, then he is truly present, and yet it is a mere word 
and voice that one hears. Just as he enters the heart without break
ing a hole in it, but is comprehended only through the Word and 
hearing, so also he enters into the bread without needing to make 
any hole in it. 

Take yet another example. How did his mother Mary become 
pregnant? Although it is a great miracle when a woman is made 
pregnant by a man, yet God reserved for him the privilege of being 
born of the Virgin. Now how does the Mother come to this? She 
has no husband [Luke 1:34] and her womb is entirely enclosed. 
Yet she conceives in her womb a real, natural child with flesh and 
blood. Is there not more of a miracle here than in the bread and 
wine? Where does it come from? The angel Gabriel brings the 
word: "Behold, you will conceive in your womb and bear a son, 
etc." [Luke 1:31]. With these words Christ comes not only into her 
heart, but also into her womb, as she hears, grasps, and believes it. 
No one can say otherwise, than that the power comes through the 
Word. As one cannot deny the fact that she thus becomes pregnant 
through the Word, and no one knows how it comes about, so it is in 
the sacrament also. For as soon as Christ says: "This is my body," 
his body is present through the Word and the power of the Holy 
Spirit. If the Word is not there, it is mere bread; but as soon as the 
words are added they bring with them that of which they speak. 
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Moreover, we believe that Christ, according to his human 
nature, is put over all creatures [Eph. 1:22] and fills all things, as 
Paul says in Eph. 4 [:10]. Not only according to his divine nature, 
but also according to his human nature, he is a lord of all things, 
has all things in his hand, and is present everywhere. If I am to 
follow the fanatics who say that this is not fitting, then I must deny 
Christ. We read of Stephen in Acts 7 [:56] that he said: "I see the 
heavens opened, and Jesus standing at the right hand of the Father." 
How does he see Christ? He need not raise his eyes on high. Christ 
is around us and in us in all places. Those people understand 
nothing of this. They also say that he sits at the right hand of God, 
but what it means that Christ ascends to heaven and sits there, 
they do not know. It is not the same as when you climb up a 
ladder into the house. It means rather that he is above all creatures 
and in all and beyond all creatures. That he was taken up bodily, 
however, occurred as a sign of this. Therefore he now has all 
things before his eyes, more than I have you before my eyes, and 
he is closer to us than any creature is to another. They speculate 
thus, that he must ascend and descend from the heavens through the 
air, and that he lets himself be drawn down into the bread when we 
eat his body. Such thoughts corrie from no other source than from 
foolish reason and the flesh. We must understand that it is not the 
words which we speak that draw him down. They have been given 
to us rather to assure us, that we may know we shall certainly find 
him. 

Although he is present in all creatures, and I might find him 
in stone, in fire, in water, or even in a rope, for he certainly is there, 
yet he does not wish that I seek him there apart from the Word, 
and cast myself into the fire or the water, or hang myself on the 
rope. He is present everywhere, but he does not wish that you 
grope for him everywhere. Grope rather where the Word is. and 
there you will lay hold of him in the right way. Otherwise you are 
tempting God and committing idolatry. For this reason he has set 
down for us a definite way to show us how and where to find him, 
namely the Word. Those people, who say that it is unreasonable 
for Christ to be present in the bread and wine, do not know or 
see this at all, because they also do not understand what Christ's 
kingdom is, and the sitting at the right hand of God. If Christ were 
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not with me in dungeon, torture, and death, where would I be? 
He is present there through the Word, although not in the same 
way as here in the sacrament, where through the Word he binds his 
body and blood so that they are also received corporeally in the 
bread and wine. If we believe the one, it is easy also to grasp and 
believe the other. Heaven and earth are his sack; as wheat fills the 
sack, so he fills all things. And as a seed bears a stalk, an ear, and 
many kernels; or again, as a single cherrystone cast into the ground 
brings forth a tree which bears many blossoms, leaves, inner and 
outer bark, and cherries; or again, as my voice reaches so many 
ears; much more is Christ able to distribute himself whole and 
undivided into so many particles. 

Now because the fanatics do not see this, they come up with 
their man-made opinion to the effect that God is thereby performing 
some kind of hocus-pocus. Well, let them just go on making fools 
of themselves; but you cling to the thought that Christ, as I have 
said, does all these things through the Word, just as the wonders 
which he daily thereby performs are countless. Should he not 
through the same power know how to do these things also here in 
the sacrament? He has put himself into the Word, and through the 
Word he puts himself into the bread also. If he can break into the 
heart and spirit and dwell in the soul, he must have much easier 
access to the material object because the heart is much more tenuous 
and elusive. But he retains the lesser miracles in order that through 
them he may remind us of the greater ones. For that he enters the 
heart through faith is a much greater miracle than that he is 
present in the bread. Indeed, it is for the sake of faith that he uses 
that very bread or sacrament. If we would bear this in mind, we 
would not talk so much of miracles in the sacrament. But if we 
wanted to follow after and think of God with our reason we should 
have to say of faith too that no man is able to believe. For God is 
too far beyond all reason. Hence, to sum it all up, what those 
people keep saying-that because it is not in accord with reason it 
is not true-we shall simply turn about and say the opposite: God's 
Word is true, therefore your notions must be false. Is it necessarily 
unreasonable, just because it seems unreasonable to you and you 
think that the Word must be wrong and your ideas valid? 

The other argument which they bring up is that it is not 
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necessary. So Christ has to let himself be taken to school and 
taught by them. The Holy Spirit hasn't hit it right. For this is 
what they say: If I believe in Jesus Christ, who died for me, what 
need is there for me to believe in a baked God? Wait and see, he 
will bake them when the time comes, so that their hides will sizzle. 
Who says this? God or a human being? A man says it. Why? 
Because Satan has taken possession of them; they have learned no 
more than to speak and preach the words: "Christ died for us, etc.," 
but in their hearts they do not feel it in the least. Do you wish to 
instruct God as to what is necessary and unnecessary, and have him 
decide according to your notions? It is better for us to reverse this 
and say: God wishes it thus, therefore your notions are false. Who 
are you, that you dare to speak against that which God regards as 
necessary? You are a liar, and therefore God is true [Rom. 3:4]. 

You might as well tell me also that because faith alone justifies, 
Christ is not necessary. So let us say to God: You had sin, death, 
devil, and everything in your power; what need was there to send 
down your Son, and permit him to be treated so cruelly and to die? 
You could indeed have allowed him to remain on high; it would 
have cost you only a word, and sin and death would have been 
destroyed, along with the devil. For you are certainly almighty. 
Again, let us conclude that Christ was not born of the Virgin, and 
say: Of what use was it? Could not God have caused him to be 
born of a man just as well, and still be fashioned so that he would 
have been conceived without sin and have remained innocent? 
Indeed, let us even go further and say that it is not necessary that 
Christ be God. For through God's power he could just as well have 
risen from the dead and saved us, even if he had been purely 
human. Thus the devil blinds people, and the result is, first, that 
they are incapable of seeing any work of God in the right light, and 
second, that they also fail to regard the Word, and accordingly 
want to find out everything with their own minds. If you were to 
search out everything about a kernel of wheat in the field, you 
would be so amazed that you would die. God's works are not like 
our works. 

Therefore you should reply to these opponents: What is it to 
me, whether it is necessary or not? God knows well how it shall be 
and why it must be thus. If he says that it is necessary, then all 
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creatures must be silent. But because in the sacrament Christ says 
in clear words: "Take, eat, this is my body, etc." it is my duty to 
believe these words, as firmly as I must believe all the words of 
Christ. If he handed me a mere straw and spoke these words, I 
should believe it. Therefore one must close mouth, eyes, and all the 
senses and say: "Lord, you know better than I." The same is true 
of baptism. The water is baptism, and in baptism is the Holy Spirit. 
So you might also say: "Why is it necessary to baptize with water?' 
But the Spirit says so, do you hear? Here is God's will and Word; 
adhere to it, and let your opinions go. 

See, these are the two reasons they give for saying one should 
not believe that Christ's body and blood are in the sacrament. They 
are also the best reasons they can find, and the second one in 
particular they delineate at length. These are reasons, nevertheless, 
of the sort that sway devout hearts today, and have done so in the 
past. I myself have pondered much, what necessity there was in it, 
and how so great a body could be in so small a piece of bread, and 
how it could yet be undivided and whole in every particle. But if 
they examine a kernel of wheat or a cherrystone, it can well teach 
them manners. For why does God feed us through the bread, or 
under the bread, when he could do so just as well by the mere 
Word alone, without the bread? Why does he not create men as he 
created Adam and Eve, in a moment; he takes so long a time in 
doing it, in that man and woman must come together and the child 
must be trained so long with labor and effort. But he says: "What 
is that to you? [John 21:22]. I made Adam and Eve in this way 
at the beginning, but now I do not will to do it in this way any 
longer. lance caused a son to be born of the Virgin, and that also 
I do not will to do again." Thus those people would bind God by 
their laws, which is just as if I were to say: "Why have you given 
him a large body and me a small one? Why do you give this one 
black hair and that one blond, or this one brown eyes and that one 
gray?" Let this then be the sum of it: See only that you pay heed 
to God' s Word and remain in it, like a child in the cradle. If you 
let go of it for a moment, then you fall out of it. This is the devil's 
sole aim, to tear people out of it and to cause them to measure 
God's will and work by human reason. 

Those, I say, are still reasonable souls who concern themselves 
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with the two points which I have touched on above; they can still 
be helped. The rest, however, are vain fanatics who proceed to 
force the words of Christ open and shut like pincers. Indeed, they 
are arch-fanatics, and do not have a leg to stand on. Those two 
points at least have some standing in the eyes of reason. But from 
the way in which the latter tear and twist the words, reason can 
well see that they are fools. There are only three words: "This is 
my body." So the one [Karlstadt] turns up his nose at the word 
"this" and severs it from the bread, claiming that one should 
interpret it thus: "Take, eat,-this is my body"; as if I were to say: 
"Take and eat; here sits Hans with the red jacket." 1 The second 
[Zwingli] seizes upon the little word "is"; to him it is the equivalent 
of "Signifies." The third [Oecolampadius] says, "this is my body" 
means the same as, "this is a figure of my body." They set up these 
dreams of theirs without any scriptural basis. These fanatics do not 
disturb me, and are not worthy that one should fight with them. 
Some of them are crude, grammatical fanatics; the others are subtle, 
philosophical fanatics. Let them go, therefore, and let us adhere 
to the words as they read: that the body of Christ is present in the 
bread and that his blood is truly present in the wine. This does not 
mean that he is not present in other places also with his body and 
blood, for in believing hearts he is completely present with his 
body and blood. But it means that he wishes to make us certain 
as to where and how we are to lay hold of him. There is the Word, 
which says that when you eat the bread you eat his body, given 
for you. If the Word were not there, I would not pay any heed to 
the bread. Let this suffice for the first part. 

PART II 

Now that we have preserved the treasure, and not allowed the 
kernel to be taken out of the shell 8 so that we have only chaff left 
instead of grain,9 we must now preach on the second part, namely, 
how one should make use of the sacrament and derive benefit from 

• The shorter sennon copy at this point adds in Latin: "and behold the bread, I 
have money in my purse." W A 19. 498. 
• Cf. SprlchwOrter-Lexikon, op. cit., IV, coL 78, Schaie, No.2. 
• Cf. Ibid., II, col. 1542, Kom, No. 53. 
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it. For it is not sufficient that we know what the sacrament is, 
namely, that Christ's body and blood are truly present, but it is 
also necessary to know why they are present and for what reason 
they are given to us to be received. 

But here is where our opponents cause anguish. The devil 
cannot leave it alone; he must besmirch God's works and words. 
If he cannot tear it away completely, he makes an empty nut10 of it. 
The pope took away from us one element of the sacrament. These 
people, however, leave us both elements; but they make a hole in 
the nut,l1 in order that we may lose the body and blood of Christ. 
In addition, both sides permit the right use to be lost from sight. 

Thus we say now: Formerly we tortured ourselves with anxiety 
as to how we might approach this sacrament worthily. This worthy 
approach we now call the use of the sacrament. Then one advocated 
self-torment with many arduous works, with fasting and confession, 
and prepared one's self for it in such a way that it was used merely 
as a good work. The papists went that far with it, but still it 
remained intact. It is by grace that with respect to the gospel, the 
Scriptures, baptism, and the sacrament the thing has remained, as 
it is in itself. But the proper use of it they have destroyed and 
taken away from us. This use we must revive and preserve, as we 
have done heretofore. For when I was preaching against the misuse 
I did not foresee the heresy which is now gaining the upper hand; 
I merely contested with them concerning the proper use. 

This is what I have taught: that one should not use the 
sacrament as a good work. They believed that whoever had 
confessed properly and knew of no mortal sin upon his conscience 
and so went to the sacrament was doing a precious, holy work, 
through which he merited heaven. If you wish to make the right 
use of it, you must not receive it in such a way that you say: "This 
I have done," just as if you had fasted or kept watch. But you 
ought to believe, not only that Christ is present with his body and 
blood, but also that he is given to you. You should always stand 
upon the words: ''Take, eat, this is my body, which is given for you. 
Drink, this is my blood, which is poured out for you. Do this 
in remembrance of me." In these words his body and blood 

10 Cf. Ibid., III, col. 1076, NU88, No. 112. 
11 Cf. Ibid., III, col. 1074, No. 78; and col. 1077, No. 129. 
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are given to us. So there are two things to be believed: that it is 
truly present, which the papists also believe; and that it is given 
to us, which they do not believe, and that we should use it as a gift. 

There you hear it, expressed in clear German: he commands 
you to take his body and blood. Why? For what reason? Because 
the body is given for you and the blood is poured out for you. Here 
they have great anguish to inflict upon us, these new preachers of 
ours, in that they deprive us of this also, and in so cruel a manner 
that I believe the devil is trying his utmost and that the day of 
j .ldgment is not far off. I should rather be dead than hear Christ 
so scorned and abused by them. They say that it is only a sign, by 
which one may recognize Christians and judge them, so that we 
have nothing more of it than the mere shell. So they come together, 
and eat and drink, in order that they may commemorate his death. 
All the power is said to be in this commemoration, the bread and 
wine are no more than a sign and a color by which one may 
recognize that we are Christians. Why do they do this? Because 
they cast to the winds the words: "Eat, this is my body, which is 
given for you." The words mean nothing to them; they rumble by 
over their heads. They are supposed to mean nothing more than 
the proclaiming and preaching of his death. To be sure, one should 
proclaim his death, and we have also preached it in grander fashion 
than they ever did. And if they did not have it from us, they would 
know nothing of it, because the papists have never spoken of it at 
all. Therefore, the fanatics have no right to teach this to us and 
make great boasts about it, as if they had invented something new. 

Therefore we too are preaching the death of Christ according 
to the words: "Do this in remembrance of me." However, a 
distinction has to be made here. When I preach his death, it is in a 
public sermon in the congregation, in which I am addressing myself 
to no one indiVidually; whoever grasps it, grasps it. But when I 
distribute the sacrament, I deSignate it for the individual who is 
receiving it; I give him Christ's body and blood that he may have 
forgiveness of sins, obtained through his death and preached in 
the congregation. This is something more than the congregational 
sermon; for although the same thing is present in the sermon as in 
the sacrament, here there is the advantage that it is directed at 
definite individuals. In the sermon one does not point out or 
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portray any particular person, but in the sacrament it is given to you 
and to me in particular, so that the sermon comes to be our own. 
For when I say: ''This is the body, which is given for you, this is 
the blood, which is poured out for you for the forgiveness of sins," 
I am there commemorating him; I proclaim and announce his death. 
Only it is not done publicly in the congregation but is directed at 
you alone. 

Thus Christ has ordained that when we come together each 
one shall take of the bread and the cup, and afterwards preach of 
him. \Vhy? For we are to give this to no one except those who are 
Christians and who have heard Christ preached beforehand. But 
the preaching or proclamation is intended for everyone in general, 
even for those who are not yet Christians. The Christians alone 
are to partake of the sacrament, but at the same time they are to 
take thought that their number may increase. 

Therefore one should shout it out publicly and hold such 
public commemoration, that even those who do not yet know of 
it will attend. That they hold such commemoration privately is 
worthless. It should take place publicly before the congregation, 
and there should be preaching at the mass at all times. Therefore 
the words: "Do this in remembrance of me" are as much as to say: 
"As often as you do this, preach of me," as Paul interprets it in 
I Cor. 11 [:26], when he calls it "proclaiming the death of Christ." 
He uses the word, "proclaim," in order to show that it is not to be 
done privately, only among Christians who know of it beforehand 
and who stand in need, not of proclamation, but only of admonition. 
Rather it is to be done publicly before the multitude, for those who 
do not know of it. Thus both «remembrance" and "proclamation" 
mean nothing else than the preaching of him publicly, as is done in 
all sermons. 

This, I say, we should always do when we receive the sacra
ment. Those who go to the sacrament, however, should believe and 
be assured, not only that they are receiving the true body and blood 
of Christ in it, but also that it is there given to them and is their 
own. Why? Not as a work for the sake of money or merit, as the 
monks and priests hold mass, but for the forgiveness of our sins. 
Now we surely know what forgiveness of sins means. \Vhen he 
forgives, he forgives everything completely and leaves nothing un-
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forgiven. When I am free of sin, I am also free of death, devil, and 
hell; I am a son of God, a lord of heaven and earth. 

Thus everyone, espeCially when he is attacked or subjected to 
persecution, should know how to answer and be able to say: "This 
is how I understand the words, that in the sacrament his body 
and blood are given to me for the forgiveness of sins." For this 
reason every Christian must know these words, letter for letter: 
"Here my Lord has given me his body and blood in the bread and 
wine, in order that I should eat and drink. And they are to be my 
very own, so that I may be certain that my sins are forgiven, that 
I am to be free of death and hell, have eternal life, and be a child 
of God and an heir of heaven. Therefore I go to the sacrament to 
seek these things. I am a poor sinner with death before me, I must 
go through it; and the devil threatens me with all kinds of trouble 
and danger. Because I am in sin, a captive of death and the devil, 
because I feel that I am weak in faith, cold in love, wayward, 
impatient, envious, with sin clinging to me before and behind; 
therefore I come hither where I find and hear Christ's word that I 
shall receive the gift of forgiveness of sins." Once we have the gift, 
we are then to proclaim it, so that we may bring other persons to it 
also. See, this is how one should instruct children and simple 
hearts concerning the sacrament, so that they may know what to 
seek in it. 

This then is what we call the correct use of the sacrament. 
It is not a matter of mere performance and of rendering obedience 
to the church, for even a pig might go to the sacrament in this 
way. It is not to be done for the sake of a good work, but in order 
that your heart should be strengthened, as the words say: "Which 
is given for you, which is poured out for you." And even if the 
words were not there, as when Paul omits them [I Cor. 11:25], you 
still have the body which died for your sins and the blood which 
was poured out for them. But when Christ is given to you, forgive
ness of sins is also given to you, and all that is procured through 
the treasure. If you have grasped it with your heart (and it cannot 
be grasped in any other way) and if you believe, you must say: 
"No work, no deed, will help me out of my sins, but I have another 
treasure, the body and blood of my Lord, given to me for the 
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forgiveness of sins. This is the only treasure, the only forgiveness, 
and there is no other in heaven or on earth." 

For this reason Christ has given himself to us completely, and 
wishes to be and remain with us until the day of judgment [Matt. 
28:20]; not merely that he may be present, as the papists have him 
and carry him about to no avail, nor as the others say, ut signum, 
that is, as a mere sign, which would bring us neither improvement 
nor benefits. Should Christ institute so great a thing in vain, without 
any use or profit? No, this is the benefit that you ought to derive: 
that you strengthen your faith and make your conscience secure, 
so that afterwards you may also be able to preach. So they say 
that it is merely a useless commemoration, which can be of no 
advantage to you or to anyone else. Be on guardl May God continue 
to preserve us as he has done until now. The devil has nothing to do 
anywhere except to come and besmirch the place where the gospel 
has taken root. Therefore we must build firmly on these words 
and stand fast in them, and thus we will be able to give a proper 
answer to the heretics. For these words are expressed in clear 
enough German. In substance they say this: first, that here we 
obtain forgiveness of sins as a gift, and second, that we afterwards 
preach and proclaim the same. 

Here then you have the distinction as to what the commemora
tion is, and how one should use the sacrament and derive benefit 
from it, namely, by Simply correcting our shortcomings and failings. 
We share the common frailties of other people, and each has his 
own peculiar frailties; because of these we come here to seek 
strength. This is why this sacrament is called a food for hungry and 
thirsty souls, who feel their misery and would gladly be rescued 
from death and all misfortune. The papists have taught: "Beware, 
do not go thither unless you are pure and have no evil conscience," 
so that Christ may be certain to have a pure abode. They have so 
stupified and frightened the poor souls by this that they have fled 
from the sacrament, and yet have had to receive it under constraint
with such trembling that they would as gladly have entered a fiery 
furnace. 

We are to be pure in the sense that we are sorry for our sins 
and would gladly be rid of them, and are vexed that we are such 
miserable people-insofar as we are serious about it and not just 
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pretending. Complete sinlessness, however, no one will ever attain. 
Even if you should do so, you would not dare to go to the sacrament, 
for it was instituted specifically for the sake of the weak. So much 
for the use of the sacrament: it is to strengthen the conscience 
against all distress and temptation. 

Now there remains the part concerning the fruit of the sacra
ment. Of this I have had much to say at other places. It is nothing 
other than love. The early fathers too have emphasized this most 
of all, and for this reason they called the sacrament communio, that 
is, a communion. This is also presented to us here in two ways
first, by way of an example, and second, by way of a symbol 9r 
sign which is the bread and wine-so every Christian, no matter how 
crude he may be, may be able to comprehend here in the sacrament 
the whole Christian doctrine, what he is to believe and what he is 
to do through faith.. For it is necessary for each one to know that 
Christ has given his body, flesh, and blood on the cross to be our 
treasure and to help us to receive forgiveness of sins, that is, that 
we may be saved, redeemed from death and hell. 

That is the first principle of Christian doctrine. It is presented 
to us in the words, and his body and blood are given to us to be 
received corporeally as a token and confirmation of this fact. To be 
sure, he did this only once, carrying it out and achieving it on the 
cross; but he causes it each day anew to be set before us, distributed 
and poured out through preaching, and he orders us to remember 
him always and never forget him. 

The second principle is love. It is demonstrated in the first 
place by the fact that he has left us an example. As he gives him
self for us with his body and blood in order to redeem us from all 
misery, so we too are to give ourselves with might and main for our 
neighbor. Whoever knows this and lives accordingly is holy, and 
has not much more to learn, nor will he find anything more in the 
whole Bible. For these two prinCiples are here inscribed together 
as on a tablet which is always before our eyes and which we use 
daily. 

Besides the example, there is also in the second place the 
figure or symbol The teachers of old have diligently painted out 
that he wished to give us his body and blood under the form of 
things which are of such a nature that they are themselves con-
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stituted by the fusing together of many individual things into one; 
just as a loaf is constituted by many kernels out of which one makes 
a single lump of dough, so that a loaf is nothing else than many 
kernels baked into one another. 'We who are many" (says Paul in 
I Cor. 10 [:17]), "are nevertheless all one loaf and one body." Just 
as each grain loses its form and takes on a common form with the 
others, so that you cannot see or distinguish one from the other, and 
all of them are identical, yet separately present; so too should 
Christendom be one, without sects, that all may be one, of one 
heart, mind, and will, just as faith, the gospel, and baptism are one 
[Eph.4:5]. That is how a Christian acts. He is conscious of nothing 
else than that the goods which are his are also given to his neighbor. 
He makes no distinction, but helps everyone with body and life, 
goods and honor, as much as he can. A similar picture is portrayed 
in the wine. Here many grapes are pressed together, and thereby 
each grape loses its form and a juice emerges. All the grapes are 
present in the wine, but there is nothing by which we could 
distinguish one from another; they have all flowed together and 
become one juice and one drink. 

Thus Christ has beautifully portrayed and smoothly carved, 
as it were, the whole Christian way, so that, unless it is to be 
delineated at greater length, one needs no further books to 
perceive and grasp it clearly. Here we have a lesson, the study 
of which is sufficient to occupy us all our lives. You need not 
concern yourself with anything that others do not know, as our 
new sects are doing when they constantly invent new things. Here 
you have the whole thing. You can study it as long as you wish, but 
your flesh and blood will always be with you so that you will never 
be perfect in faith, love, and patience. Thus this sacrament is a 
taskmaster by which we order our lives and learn as long as we 
live. What good is it to try to know some special thing better than 
anybody else, if you do not know that which matters most of all? 
Whoever knows this, knows all that he ought to know. Without 
this, everything else that one might be able to know is nothing. 
I Cor. 13 [:2J : "And if I have prophetic powers and understand all 
mysteries and all knowledge, etc., but have not love, I am nothing." 

The devil leads people by the nose, so that they pay no heed 
to the most important thing, but want to go beyond it and bring 
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forth something special. Thus they lose the highest and only 
treasure. See-this is presented in the Simplest of words, so that the 
simple souls can easily understand how to use the sacrament. They 
can know also the fruits by which they may see whether they have 
used it rightly. Let everyone follow this, and he will see wherpin 
he is lacking; and let the others make up fables and prattle as they 
wish. 

PART III 

Concerning Confession 

In addition we must also preach concerning confession [beicht], 
again in order to instruct the plain people. For it is a well-known 
fact that up to the present we have allowed ourselves to be tortured 
and humiliated with confession [beichten]. We have been troubled 
so much with it that there has been no more burdensome command 
since the world began. First, I hold that the word beichten comes 
from the little word iahen, from which is formed beiychtet, be;ehet, 
that is, bekennet [confess]. From there we have reduced it to one 
syllable and call it beichte, that is, a confession.12 Just as certain 
saints were cal1ed in Latin Confessores, in German Beichtiger, for 
Be;ychter, that is, bekenner [confessors]. 

There are, however, as I have said before, three kinds of 
confession. One, before God: for it is necessary above all that I 
acknowledge before God that I am a sinner, as the gospel concludes 
in Rom. 3 [:23], and John 3 [:3]: "Unless one is born anew, he 
cannot see the kingdom of God." Whoever owns that he is born 
of woman must do God the honor of saying: I am nothing but a 
sinner, as David sings in Ps. 51 [:5]: "Behold, I was brought forth, 
or originated, in iniquity, and in sin did my mother conceive me." 
As if he were to say: I must indeed be a sinner, it was born in me; 

is Luther's etymology is essentially correct. Beichte is derived from the Middle 
High German biht, a contraction of the Old High German biiiht, bigiht 
(meaning "declaration before the court"), which is the verbal noun for the 
Middle High German beiehen, Old High German bi-iehan (meaning "confess"). 
Though iehan alone usually meant "say" or "declare" it also occaSionally meant 
"admit" or "confess." Friedrich Kluge, Etymologisches Wiirterbuch det 
deutschen Sprache (Berlin, 1957), Beichte. 
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as soon as I was formed in the womb, I was a sinner. For the flesh 
and blood of which I was made, were sin. As the saying has it: 
"Where hair and hide are bad, no good pelt will come of it." 13 

Thus the cia y, out of which we are made,14 is not good. That which 
father and mother contribute is itself already sin. 

Whoever refuses to confess this or will not admit that he is a 
sinner, but still claims to have a free will so that there may yet be 
some good in him, blasphemes God and gives him the lie, and must 
be eternally damned, as is proper. For he wants to be in the right 
and not suffer God's judgment. Therefore the prophet says again 
[Ps. 51:4] : "Against thee, thee only, have I sinned, and done that 
which is evil in thy Sight, so iliat thou art justified in thy sentence 
and blameless in thy judgment." As if he would say again to God: 
I will not wrangle with you, but will let your Word be right and 
will confess that I am wrong and that you are right. But those 
who accuse you want to have the light of reason and something 
through which they will receive grace; surely you will remain 
blameless rather than they. 

Now we must continue to make this confession as long as we 
live, always saying: "Lord, before thee 1 am a knave in the skin." 15 

A distinction must be made, however; for even a knave and un
Christian person can say this, but he is certainly lying. No one but 
a true Christian says it from his heart, as Ps. 82 [:5-6] says: "1 said, 
<1 will confess my transgressions to the Lord'; then thou didst forgive 
the guilt of my sin. Therefore let every one who is godly offer 
prayer to thee at an opportune time." All the godly, as many as 
there are of them, have this virtue in them, that they confess their 
sins to God and therefore pray. Hence none but those who are 
Christians and godly make such a confession. Now it is a marvelous 
thing that he who is righteous before God and has the Holy Spirit 
says that he is a sinner. It is right, however; he confesses what he 
has been and still is. He has the Holy Spirit, but he is still a sinner 
because of the flesh. For this reason all the godly cry out against 
the flesh. The devil, too, is not far off; he keeps stirring up the 

11 Cf. Sprlchworte1'-Lexikon, op. cit., II, col. 441, Ham, Nos. 99 and 100. 
u Cf. Ibkl., IV, col. 1155, Than, No.9: "He is made of the same clay." 
11 Rorer's sermon copy says instead: "Ail long as I am in this flesh, I am a 
sinner before thee." 
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flesh to cause it to sin. For this reason this is a great and lofty 
confession. 

The others also say that they are sinners, but when other people 
say it of them they will not hear of it. But if one says this to the 
godly, or if God punishes them for their sins, they say: "Yes, it is 
right." Those hypocrites can indeed humble themselves, but they 
cease doing so whenever they wish. They do not want to be 
accused, but honored, by other people. It is the same with the 
priests and monks. They too say that they are sinners, but they will 
not hear it said by us. This is why God does not care about such 
confession. Genuine confession, now, is commanded and necessary 
and obligatory upon everybody. But no one makes it except the 
Christians. 

The second kind of confession is that which one makes not to 
God but to one's neighbor. Of this Christ speaks in Matt. 5 [:23-25] 
and 6 [:14-15]. James also writes of it in his Epistle [Jas. 5:16]: 
"Confess your sins to one another," that is, conduct yourselves in 
such a way that each humbles himself before the other and confesses 
his guilt, if he has offended someone. 

But there are many kinds of offense, both general and particu
far. In the general kind, I fear, we are all included; the Lord's 
Prayer puts us all there together [Matt. 6:12]. This kind consists in 
the fact that we do not help our neighbor as we are obligated to 
help him, namely, with words, preaching, advice, consolation, and 
with money, goods, honor, body, and life. This requirement is so 
rigorous that no one is so holy but that he is involved in guilt. 
Therefore we must all say to one another: "I am obligated to you; 
you are obligated to me." But especially the man to whom God 
has given much owes much in return [Luke 12:48]. I too owe him 
more than perhaps twenty or a hundred people. God will demand 
this from me, too. There is no other way, and he will reckon it 
down to the last farthing, how I have invested it and what profit I 
have gained from it. This obligation affects all in common and 
applies to no one in a particular way. I am under obligation to 
everyone; in return everyone owes consolation and assistance to me 
when I am in need and require help. Weare not zealous enough, 
however, in seeking out the people who need us and offering them 
our service. It seems too much for us. 
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Now when we look at the account to see how much we owe 
we must quiver and quake and have no other recourse than to say: 
"1 am in debt to others, but there are thOl,e who are in debt to me; I 
shall remit to them, one and all, whatever they owe me, and then 
o Lord, I pray thee, forgive me also." With that I draw a line 
through the reckoning and cancel it out. If we did not have this 
expedient we should be badly off. Therefore the Lord's Prayer 
remains valid, and it is necessary that we forgive our debtors, if 
our own debts are to be forgiven [Matt. 6:12-15], as Christ teaches 
in the Gospel (Matt. 18 [:21-35] ).16 This is one kind of confession, 
the kind which one must make openly before men, acknowledging 
one's guilt. I am not righteous before God; neither am I righteous 
before the world, when measured by the common kind of guilt. 
Each one has a claim on every other one, and no one satisfies that 
claim; therefore each must pray the other to forgive him. 

Now no one but a Christian makes this confession. For un
Christian people do not permit this to be reckoned as sin. They 
cite the canon law which says: «To each man belongs his own";17 
and they believe that the goods which they possess they have for 
their own sakes. Therefore they use all sorts of goods only for their 
own honor and pleasure, as Solomon says in Proverbs: "The gain 
of the wicked leads to sin" [Provo 10:16]' Dut the righteous is 
generous" [Ps. 37:21]. The wicked man uses his goods, his shrewd
ness, his skill, and honor in ocder to gain pleasure and profit from 
them. All this is sin, and sin of such a kind that he still believes 
that it is not sin, but right. God has created us in order that we 
should be our neighbor's steward, but in this we all fall short. We 
do have this advantage, however, that we recognize the fact and 
are sorry for it, and strive to do more and more every day, fearing 
God and doing as much as we can and as much as the Adam in us 

10 Both sermon copies follow the language of Matthew more closely, mentioning 
debts of 100, and of 1000 or 10,000 talents. W A 19, 517. 
17 The shorter sermon copy here quotes in Latin the Roman civil law: unlcuique 
tribuendum suum ius. lnstitutionum Justiniani, lib. i, tit. I: de Iustitia et lure: 
"Justice is the constant and perpetual wish to render every one his due." "The 
maxims of law are these: to ... give every one his due." The Institutes of 
Justinian, trans. Thomas Collett Sandars (London, 1922), pp. 5-6. Cf. A New 
Pandect of the Roman Civil Law by John Ayliffe; folio (London, 1784), lib. i, 
tit. I, 2. Cf. also Cicero's Three Books of Offices (De officiis, I, 5), trans. 
Cyrus R. Ecrnonds {London, 1856), p. 11. 
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permits. What we fail to do above and beyond this, God cancels 
by drawing a line through it, as we have said before; we cannot 
hope to pay it, for it is too much. Therefore we say: "Forgive me, I 
will forgive in return." 

Besides this general kind of guilt there is also a special kind. 
Of this Christ speaks in Matt. 5 [:22-24]. If a particular person is 
offended, deceived, injured, reviled or slandered, one should confess 
this too and admit that he has done wrong and ask forgiveness of 
his neighbor. 0 how it hurts, to break the Adam thus and to humble 
one's self toward a poor human being whom one despises, and to 
admit that he is right and grant to him the highest honor and to 
one's self the greatest shame. This was formerly a custom in 
monasteries, which the monks were forced to observe, but it was 
absurd.1s 

A godless person will not humiliate himself so deeply as to 
shame himself. He does not see that to humble himself would be a 
great honor to him before God and before devout people. Christians 
can guard against this kind of guilt to some extent, both for them
selves and for others, by covering it up and punishing it where one 
hears of it or sees it in others. But from the general kind of guilt 
no one can escape. 

However, we are not speaking here of those two kinds of 
confession, for they go on constantly throughout the year, and not 
merely when one wishes to go to the sacrament. We are speaking 
here of the private confession; and this, I maintain, has developed 
from the public confession. This took place in this way, that 
Christians put together into one the two kinds of confession we 
have described above. Thus everyone confessed publicly, before 
God and men, before he went to the sacrament. Where Christians 
were few in number, each individual said the confession separately 
to the other. From this they reached a point where they tried to 
classify and enumerate the sins. It would be better if they 
remained unenumerated, for you will never reckon up how much 
you have left undone of that which you ought to have done. 

10 Both sermon copies specify that this applied to the younger monks. The 
shorter calls it "a good custom," and adds: 'they went to all the rest and begged 
forgiveness if they had offended them; but at least they would go to those 
whom they had never offended." 
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Concerning this last confession let me say this: if those other 
two kinds of confession take place in public, one is not obliged to 
make this last kind. God is well aware of your sins. If you only 
confess them before him, and then before your neighbor, your sins 
are forgiven. Yet for the sake of those who would like to make use 
of it, private confession is by no means to be rejected. The reason 
is this: there is much that is beneficial and precious in it. First of 
all, the absolution, in which your neighbor19 absolves you in God's 
stead, is just as if God himself were speaking, and that should 
indeed be comforting to us. If I knew that God were in a certain 
place and would absolve me I would not go to some other place, 
but would receive absolution in that place as often as I could. Such 
absolution he has put into the mouth of man,20 hence it is most com
forting, especially to burdened consciences, to receive it there. 

Second, private confession serves a good purpose for the simple, 
childlike people. For since the common herd is indolent, continually 
hearing sermons and learning nothing, there is no one in the homes 
either to urge anyone to do it. So, even if private confession did not 
serve any other purpose, it is at least useful because it gives 
opportunity to instruct the people and hear what they believe, teach 
them to pray, etc., otherwise they go along like cattle. For this 
reason I have said21 that one ought to give the sacrament to no one 
unless he is able to explain what he is receiving and why he goes 
to the sacrament. This can be done most conveniently in confession. 

Third, there is comfort in the fact that if anyone has an evil 
conscience, or some other desire or need, and would like advice, 
he may ask for advice here. Therefore we cannot despise private 
confession. For God's Word is present, which comforts us and 
strengthens us in faith, and in addition instructs us and teaches us 
what we lack, and also gives us advice in time of need. For this 
reason no one makes this confession properly either except devout 
Christians, because they must be the sort of people who feel that 
they really want advice and consolation. The difficulty with the 
matter, however, is that the people have not paid attention to the 

to The shorter sennon copy has the word "priest." 
" The Rorer sennon copy has "in the mouth of the priest," 
21Cf. Receiving Both Kinds of the Sacrament (1522), LW 36, 231-267. 
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absolution, but to their own works, to how well and correctly they 
have made their confession. Moreover, they have attempted to 
enumerate their sins, and this cannot be done, because the number 
of them would be too great and it would be too great a task to 
hear them. Therefore the best way would be to make short work 
of it: "Dear brother, I come and want to lament my sins, that I am 
a sinner before God and man; I am especially concerned with this 
or that," etc. (whether you wish to say this or not, is up to you). 
Mterwards, conclude: "Therefore I pray, give me good comfort and 
strengthen my soul," etc. Thus it would require no effort and no 
toil. Moreover, it is a precious work, which none but a devout 
Christian does. 

From all this you see that it is the devil's O\vn doing when the 
pope commands private confession for everyone on pain of dis
obedience and mortal sin, and when he consigns to the devil those 
who do not practice it. For indeed this is not a matter which is in 
our power to take or give, but it is a gift which has come down from 
heaven. Because God has not commanded it, no man can command 
it. Even if I were to drive all men to it, how many of them would 
there be who would confess willingly and not merely out of 
compulsion? Not one in twenty thousand. With the rest one 
accomplishes no more than a mockery of God and dreadful blas
phemy. For the priest there pronounces a judgment in God's stead 
that is wrong and will not be carried out. The man confesses un
willingly and hears the absolution unwillingly, and does not believe 
in it either. The fault does not lie with the priest, but with the one 
who confesses when he is insincere and does not truly wish the 
absolution from his heart. God has no desire that one should take 
his Word in vain [Exod. 20:7]. If you do not want to confess, 
then let it be, even all three kinds of confession. Confession is 
only for the devout people, and if you are not devout it is better 
to let it be, for then it is not righteous but damnable. So we have 
until now gone to confession only to serve the pope, not to serve 
our souls. This is rightly called obedience to the pope or to the 
church. He has had profit and honor from it. The rest, however, 
have had damnation of their souls. 

Thus you have a brief and clear course of teaching concerning 
the two things, the sacrament and the confession. It should all be 

-339-



IV. The Promise of the Sacraments 

done willingly and freely. If you come of your own accord and 
recount your sins, if you seek consolation and strength, then it is 
beneficial and salutary. Children and Simple people ought to be 
urged to do this. It should be taught, but with kind words and not 
with coercion. For, as has been said, it is especially useful also for 
that purpose, and should therefore be done. Amen. 

-340-

~ 

18, 

CONCERNING REBAPTISM 
A Letter of Martin Luther to Two Pastors 

Martin Luther, to the worthy and beloved pastors N. and N., my 
dear friends in Christ. 

Grace and peace in Christ our Lord. Unfortunately, I know 
full well, dear sirs, that Balthasar Hubmaier1 has included my name 
among others in his blasphemous booklet on rebaptism, as if I 
shared his perverted views. But I have comforted myself with the 
thought that no one, either friend or foe, would believe such a 
transparent lie as his. Not only is my conscience at rest in this, 
but my reputation is sufficiently safeguarded by the number of 
my sermons and espeCially by the latest Pastil [containing sermons 
for the Sundays] from Epiphany to Easter, wherein I have made 
known abundantly my faith concerning infant baptism.2 Therefore 
I have deemed it unnecessary to answer his kind of book. For who 
can stop the mouths of all people, even of all devils? I have long 
ago found that if I stop one mouth of the devil, he opens ten others, 
and the lie grows constantly greater. So, whether I wish it or not, 
I commit my cause to God, and if I have told the truth I depend on 
him as a true judge, who knows how to bring things to a right end. 
This he does daily as we may well discern. 

1 Balthasar Hubmaier studied theology at the University at Freiburg and 
became a professor in the theolOgical faculty at Ingolstadt in 1512. In 1519, 
while serving as cathedral preacher at Regensburg, he declared himself in 
favor of the Reformation. Subsequently, he associated with rebellious peasants 
at Waldshut and embraced the cause of the Anabaptists. In thus denying the 
validity of infant baptism, Hubmaier became a heretic in Catholic and 
Protestant territories. Mter fleeing from Waldshut in Austria to Zurich in 
Switzerland and thence to Moravia, he was burned at the stake in Vienna in 
1528. 
• Cf. EA' 11, 52ff. The name, Pastil, is derived from the Latin words, Post ala 
verba textus (after those words of the text), which were spoken after the 
reading of the text and prior to its interpretation in the sermon. In medieval 
times a collection of sermons was called a Pastil (postilla). In his preface to 
the Large Catechism, Luther cites the titles of some of these volumes of 
sermons. Cf. W A 301, 125. 
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So far we have escaped such rabble preachers in the territory 
of our prince, God be thanked and praised in eternity. We also 
have none of the foes of the sacrament, but are at peace and in 
harmony in doctrine, faith, and life. May it be God's will graciously 
to keep us thus. Amen. Since there has not been much occasion 
here for it, I have not, for my part, given much thought to these 
baptizers. But it serves you right as papists (I must call you such, 
as long as you are under your tyrants). You will not suffer the 
gospel, so you will have to endure these devil's rebels, as Christ 
says in John 5 [:43]: "I have come in my Father's name, and you 
do not receive me; if another comes in his own name, him you 
(i.e., the ones who are among you) will receive." Still, it is not right, 
and I truly grieve, that these miserable folk should be so lamentably 
murdered, burned, and tormented to death. We should allow 
everyone to believe what he wills. If his faith be false, he will be 
sufficiently punished in eternal hell-fire. Why then should we 
martyr these people also in this world, if their error be in faith 
alone and they are not guilty of rebellion or opposition to the 
government? Dear God, how quickly a person can become confused 
and fall into the trap of the devil! By the Scriptures and the Word 
of God, we ought to guard against and withstand him. By fire we 
accomplish little. 

I am not sure as to the ground and reason of their faith, since 
you do not tell me, and yet ask advice as to what to do in such 
cases. My answer cannot be very definite. In a sense you are 
yourselves Anabaptists. For many among you rebaptize in Latin 
when someone has been baptized in German, though your pope 
neither does nor teaches thus. For we know well enough that the 
pope recognizes it as a baptism when midwives administer emer
gency baptism, even though it be in German. Still you rebaptize 
persons whom we have baptized in German, as if our German 
baptism by pastors were not as valid as German baptism by mid
wives. So the bonehead of Leipzig3 recently did at Miihlhausen. 

• A professor at Leipzig, Hieronymous Dungersheim, denied this accusation of 
Luther and wrote both a letter and a booklet to defend himself. The letter is 
in Enders, Briefwechsel 6:251ff., the treatise in EA (2d ed.; 28 vols.; 1862-
1885), 26:322ff. Luther had carried on correspondence with Dungersheim in 
1519 regarding the power of the papacy. St. L 18, 426ff. 
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But the pope has never commanded that baptism should be only 
in Latin and not in another language. So you have your reward. 
You favor rebaptism, so you get plenty of Anabaptists, though you 
will not tolerate them, and yet you want to be rebaptizers in 
opposition to your own teacher and master, the pope. 

But I pass by now what wrong your people do in their re~ 
baptizing. Your shame is the greater since by your rebaptizing you 
at the same time contradict your idol, the pope. Teacher and 
pupil do not agree with each other. I will not speak further of 
this, but rather help you by appearing to be a papist again and 
B.attering the pope. For my dear enthusiasts will put no other 
interpretation on it (as they already have done) than that I hereby 
B.atter the pope and seek his favor. Who does not follow their 
folly must bear the name of a new papist. 

In the first place I hear and see that such rebaptism is under~ 
taken by some in order to spite the pope and to be free of any 
taint of the Antichrist. In the same way the foes of the sacrament 
want to believe only in bread and wine, in opposition to the pope, 
thinking thereby really to overthrow the papacy. It is indeed a 
shaky foundation on which they can build nothing good. On that 
basis we would have to disown the whole of Scripture and the 
office of the ministry, which of course we have received from the 
papacy. We would also have to make a new Bible. Then, also, we 
would have to disavow the Old Testament, so that we would be 
under no obligation to the unbelieving Jews. And why the daily 
use of gold and goods which have been used by bad people, papists, 
Turks, and heretics? This, too, should be surrendered, if they are 
not to have anything good from evil persons. 

The whole thing is nonsense. Christ himself came upon the 
errors of scribes and Pharisees among the Jewish people, but he 
did not on that account reject everything they had and thought 
(Matt. 23 [:3]). We on our part confess that there is much that is 
Christian and good under the papacy; indeed everything that is 
Christian and good is to be found there and has come to us from 
this source. For instance we confess that in the papal church there 
are the true holy SCriptures, true baptism, the true sacrament of 
the altar, the true keys to the forgiveness of sins, the true office 
of the ministry, the true catechism in the form of the Lord's Prayer, 

-343-



IV The Promise of the Sacraments 

the Ten Commandments, and the articles of the creed. Similarly, 
the pope admits that we too, though condemned by him as heretics, 
and likewise all heretics, have the holy Scriptures, baptism, the keys, 
the catechism, etc. 0 how do you dissemble? How then do I 
dissemble? I speak of what the pope and we have in common. 
He on his part dissembles toward us and heretics and plainly admits 
what we and he have in common. 1 will continue to so dissemble, 
though it does me no good. I contend that in the papacy there is 
true Christianity, even the right kind of Christianity and many 
great and devoted saints. Shall 1 cease to make this pretense? 

Listen to what St. Paul says to the Thessalonians [II Thess. 2:4]: 
"The Antichrist takes his seat in the temple of God." If now the 
pope is (and 1 cannot believe otherwise) the veritable Antichrist, he 
will not sit or reign in the devil's stall, but in the temple of God. 
No, he will not sit where there are only devils and unbelievers, or 
where no Christ or Christendom exist. For he is an Antichrist and 
must thus be among Christians. And since he is to sit and reign 
there it is necessary that there be Christians under him. God's 
temple is not the description for a pile of stones, but for the holy 
Christendom (I Cor. S [:17]), in which he is to reign. The Christen
dom that now is under the papacy is truly the body of Christ and 
a member of it. If it is his body, then it has the true spirit, gospel, 
faith, baptism, sacrament, keys, the office of the ministry, prayer, 
holy Scripture, and everything that pertains to Christendom. So we 
are all still under the papacy and therefrom have received our 
Christian treasures. 

As a veritable Antichrist must conduct himself against Christen
dom, so the pope acts toward us: he persecutes us, curses us, bans 
us, pursues us, burns us, puts us to death. Christians need indeed 
to be truly baptized and right members of Christ if they are to win 
the victory in death over against the Antichrist. We do not rave as 
do the rebellious spirits, so as to reject everything that is found in 
the papal church. For then we would cast out even Christendom 
from the temple of God, and all that it contained of Christ. But 
when we oppose and reject the pope it is because he does not keep 
to these treasures of Christendom which he has inherited from the 
apostles. Instead he makes additions of the devil and does not use 
these treasures for the improvement of the temple. Rather he works 
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toward its destruction, in setting his commandments ana ordinances 
above the ordinance of Christ. But Christ preserves his Christendom 
even in the midst of such destruction, just as he rescued Lot at 
Sodom, as St. Peter recounts (I Pet. 2 [II Pet. 2:6]). In fact both 
remain, the Antichrist sits in the temple of God through the action 
of the devil, while the temple still is and remains the temple of 
God through the power of Christ. If the pope will suffer and accept 
this dissembling of mine, then I am and will be, to be sure, an 
obedient son and devoted papist, with a truly joyful heart, and take 
back everything that I have done to harm him. 

So it is of no consequence when these Anabaptists and 
enthusiasts say, "Whatever is of the pope is wrong," or, "Whatever 
is in the papacy we must have and do differently," thinking thereby 
to prove themselves the foremost enemy of Antichrist. Not realizing 
that they thus give him most help, they hurt Christendom most and 
deceive themselves. For they should help us to reject abuse and 
accretion, but they would not get much credit for this because they 
realize they were not first to do this. So they attack what no one 
yet has attacked in the hope that here perchance they might have 
the honor of being first. But the honor turns to disgrace, for they 
attack the temple of God and miss the Antichrist who sits therein, 
just as the blind, who grope after water, take hold of fire. 

In fact they remind us of what one brother in the forest of 
Thuringia did to the other. They were going through the woods 
with each other when they were set upon by a bear who threw one 
of them beneath him. The other brother sought to help and struck 
at the bear, but missed him and grievously wounded the brother 
under the bear. So these enthusiasts. They ought to come to the 
aid of Christendom which Antichrist has in his grip and tortures. 
They take a severe stand against the pope, but they miss their mark 
and murder the more terribly the Christendom under the pope. 
For if they would permit baptism and, the sacrament of the altar 
to stand as they are, Christians under the pope might yet escape 
with their souls and be saved, as has been the case hitherto. But 
now when the sacraments are taken from them, they will most 
likely be lost, since even Christ himself is thereby taken away. Dear 
friend, this is not the way to blast the papacy while Christian saints 
are in his keeping. One needs a more cautious, discreet spirit, 
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which attacks the accretion which threatens the temple without 
destroying the temple of God itself. 

Again, those who depend on such arguments say that they 
know nothing of their baptism, and exclaim, "How do you know you 
have been baptized? You believe people who say you have been 
baptized. But you should believe God himself and not people, and 
you must be sure of your baptism." Surely this seems to me to be 
pretty shaky argument. For were I to reject everything which I 
have not seen or heard, I would indeed not have much left, either 
of faith or of love, either of spiritual or of temporal things. I might 
reply, "My friend, how do you know that this man is your father, 
this woman is your mother? You cannot trust people, you must be 
sure of your own birth." In this manner all children would forthwith 
be free from obedience to the commandment of God, "Thou shalt 
honor thy father and thy mother." For I could retort, "How do I 
know who is my father and mother? I can't believe people. So I 
will have to be born again by them in order to see for myself, 
else I will not obey them." By acting in this way God's command 
would indeed be made altogether null and void. 

Likewise I might refuse to recognize anyone as brother, sister, 
cousin, or relative, constantly repeating, "I did not know we were 
related, because I am uncertain who my parents were," etc. But 
(if I were ruler of the land) I would repay such a spirit by forbidding 
him to retain, expect, or receive any inheritance, either house, land, 
or a single penny from his parents, and so play with him at his own 
game until his spirit takes on flesh for him again. For since he 
neither recognizes nor trusts his parents, he cannot know or hope 
for their possessions. 0, how well society would be ordered when 
no one would want to be related to another as child, brother, sister, 
cousin, relative, heir, or neighbor! To be among such Christians 
would be no better than being among wild wolves. 

Then too I might refuse to be subject to any lord or master, 
explaining that I am not sure he was born a prince, because I did 
not see it, but had to accept popular opinion. So I will be a free 
man, pay no attention to the command of God, have no authority 
above me, but run away from people to wolves, among whom there 
is no such commandment of God to honor parents and government. 
That the devil really desires this in these baptizers is apparent from 
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the fact that these disciples of his are prepared (as it is said) to 
forsake wife and children, house and land, and go to heaven 
altogether alone. More of this later. 

Indeed I might then claim that holy Scripture meant nothing, 
Christ meant nothing. The apostles, too, never preached. For I 
have not seen nor felt these things. I've only heard them from 
people. So I won't believe them unless they are re-enacted anew 
and happen and are done again before my eyes. So I am above all 
a wholly free fellow, free also from the commands of God. That's 
the way I would have it, if I could, the devil declares. That would 
be a foundation for the Anabaptists on which nothing in heaven and 
earth could, stand. 

You reply: Have you not yourself taught that we should obey 
God and not man? You think thereby to slay me with mine own 
sword, don't you? But since you are in such a fighting mood, I 
would ask you if we are to obey God when he commands us to 
honor parents and superiors? If you say, "Yes," I would ask, How 
then do you know who they are, since you don't want to believe 
men? Where are you then? I see full well that your mistake is in 
not knOwing what it means to believe men, and so stumble into error 
as hopelessly as the Anabaptists do. Therefore listen to me. 

When we teach that we are not to obey men, we mean of 
course that they are speaking entirely for themselves and God is 
not in their minds, that is, they speak only as men in what they 
think up, without reference to the Word and work of God, and 
cannot therefore prove anything either by the words or works of 
God. For who would call that a human teaching which is presented 
by God through man? And who would say that faith in such 
teaching meant faith in man and not in God? In Col. 2 [:23], Paul 
chides the human teaching which has never proven what it 
proclaims, that is, it is imagined only and cannot be proved by a 
single word or work of God. So when you hear that men are not tf' 
be believed you are to understand that this applies only to what is 
purely human speculation and not to statements wherein a word 
or work of God is declared or affirmed. You are to distinguish 
simply (as the words indicate) between faith in God and faith in 
what is only of man. 

When you were born, for example, it was no secret event, nor 
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was it a human invention. Your birth was a work of God which 
became publicly known and could not be denied. And if anyone 
wants to contradict it as the Jews presumed to contradict the 
miracles and signs of Christ, it is of no avail. For those who see 
and witness to the divine public deed will nonetheless prevail and 
stop the mouths of the others in deed and truth. For the law of God 
holds here rigorously, that by the mouths of two or three witnesses 
all things are to be confirmed [Deut. 19:15]. You must truly believe 
people like that. For they bear witness to the work of God, namely, 
your birth. They prove that these were your parents. Besides, no 
one but they took care of you, and no one but they alone strove 
and labored for you. God's work progresses in public so that neither 
devil nor man can controvert it, but every man can so know and 
declare it as he declares that you are living. 

When anyone bears witness to the work of God it does not 
mean believing men, but God. In sum, when anyone declares and 
bears witness to the work of God and which is not the figment of 
man's imagination, and this can be controverted neither by the 
devil nor man, then you believe God and not man, for it is the work 
of God which He so publicly discloses that even the devil cannot 
deny it. 

This truth is in no way affected by the occasions when children 
are put or sent away and never know their true parents throughout 
their lifetime, for we are speaking here of ordinary divine public 
order. Such children are dishonestly and secretly dealt with, against 
the will of God, so it is not surprising that theirs is a different lot. 
They are reared in secret, so that who their parents are remains 
a secret to them. Whatever the devil does is darkness: let it remain 
in darkness. But God's order functions in the light. 

If now you ask why I believe this man and this woman to be 
my parents I reply: First, I am sure that I am a work of God and 
am a hl1man being, wherefore I have to have a mother and father 
and am not sprung from a rock.4 God says in Gen. 1 [:28] to the 
man and woman, "Be fruitful and multiply," from which it is clear 
that all persons are born of man and woman, and have a father 
and mother. This is confirmed by the commandment to all men, 

'The metaphor is derived from Homer's Iliad 22, 126. 
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'Thou shalt honor father and mother." (In both instances Christ 
as the Son of God is of course an exception.) Since I am sure that I 
came from parents and am not grown on a tree, I am compelled, 
secondly, to believe, that it is from this man and this woman, who 
are represented to me by other people as being my parents, 
according to the word, "On the evidence of two or three witnesses 
all things shall be established." So I am compelled by God to rely 
on such people. Thirdly, it is a work of God that no one other than 
these two in all the world in his own name has taken me as a 
natural child, or in case of their death, those relatives or pious 
people who took me in their name. Such an indisputable fact is 
like any other of God's evident works before devil and man. For 
neither world nor devil can doubt the evident works of God. They 
may try, but it will be to no avail. The devil can of course skilfully 
attack the Word of God, while the work is still hidden. 

The reason that God speaks in Rom. 13 [:1], "Let every person 
be subject to the governing authorities," is that I might believe in 
him who is my prince or lord. I conclude from this word that I must 
have a superior and I must be a subject. Secondly, since all the 
world testifies and says this is he and everyone recognizes him as 
such and no one denies that this is an evident work of God, I must 
believe such testimony. If anyone contradicts, he does so in vain, 
for finally everyone admits that he lies. Thirdly, it is an evident 
work of God, that no one else considers me as his subject. I live 
under his protection, justice, law, and peace, as I should under 
government, and all other authorities leave me alone; nor do they 
call my status into question or oppose it, provided I keep my place 
in the light of law and God's order. Robbers and murderers may 
well find their place under foreign rulers in secrecy and darkness, 
but these are rightly judged as not being their subjects. 

Wait, you say, I will test you. Why do you not now believe in 
the pope as your lord? Instead, you make him the Antichrist, 
though all the world testifies that he is the head of Christendom, 
and they will prove it indeed that he has the rule. I answer, there 
you almost caught me! But let me tell you, that if you can convince 
me that the papacy meets the three requirements I have shown to 
hold in regard to parents and government, then I will consider the 
papacy as a work of God, submitting to it, and deeming it a work 
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of God. But, dear fellow, if you cannot do this, allow me to judge 
it as a human fancy, without the word and work of God, which is 
under no circumstances to be believed. I can forcefully prove that 
the papacy is a human fancy. 

In the first place, the Word of God clearly tells me that parents 
and government exist, and that I should and must have parents 
and government as I have said. But there is no Word of God that 
says there is a pope, and that I must have a pope and be subject 
to him. Since the Scriptures command nothing concerning the pope 
and his rule, there is no papacy which can be considered the work 
of God. For the Scriptures give testimony concerning what are the 
works of God. Therefore I said above, that we should believe in 
men when they show and prove, not their own fancies or works, 
but the Word or work of God. For, before considering the question 
as to what a thing is, make sure that it exists.5 Before you tell me 
what the pope is, you must convince me that there is a divinely 
appointed pope. If he cannot exist one does not ask who he is. 
Secondly, though many bear witness to him, their testimony is not 
only in vain, since it cannot make a work of God out of the papacy, 
or prove it to be such, but is not unanimous and complete. For not 
only has the Eastern church borne testimony against the papacy 
and opposed it, but also many subjects of the pope himself, who 
have been burned at the stake for their opposition and still are 
strangled daily. His rule thus has never been accepted or unopposed, 
or been peacefully established as has the rule of parents or 
government, as we have related already. 

Thirdly, it is not a work of God. For he exercises no office to 
the welfare of his subjects. Indeed, he persecutes the gospel and 
Christians, let alone that he ought to be a teacher and guardian. 
He only teaches his filth and poison as human notions, discards the 
gospel, even persecutes it, though without avail. He makes a 
sacrifice out of the sacrament, faith out of works, work out of faith. 
He forbids marriage, [and issues prohibitions concerningJ food, 
seasons, clothes, and places. He perverts and abuses all Christian 
treasures to the injury of souls, as we have sufficiently proved 
elsewhere. Since on all three counts the papacy is deficient, we 

• Luther quotes a rule in medieval logic. 
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must judge it as a pure human invention, which is not worthy of 
belief and is in no way comparable to the institutions of parenthood 
and government. 

Baptism, too, is a work of God, not invented by man but 
commanded by God and witnessed to by the gospel. Secondly, 
there are people who can witness to the fact that you have been 
baptized, and no one can contradict or prove the opposite. In the 
third place, there is the work, i.e., you are reckoned among 
Christians, admitted to the sacrament, and to the use of all Christian 
privileges. This would not be the case if you had not been baptized 
and all were not sure of it. So all of this is clear proof of your 
baptism. for all the world knows and sees that everyone is baptized 
as a child. Whoever refuses to believe all this refuses to believe 
God himself, since God says, Two witnesses are to be believed 
[Deut. 19:15; Matt. 18:16]. Such witnesses he does not punish, 
though he never leaves false witness unpunished or inviolate. 

Herewith I have suffiCiently proved that no one ought to have 
doubts as to his baptism, as if he did not know that he is baptized. 
He sins against God who will not believe it. For he is much more 
certain of his baptism through the witness of Christians, than if he 
himself had witnessed it. For the devil could easily have made him 
uncertain so that he imagined he had been dreaming or had an 
hallucination instead of being properly baptized. So he would 
have to fall back finally on the testimony of Christians to be at 
peace. This kind of testimony the devil cannot confuse or make 
dubious. 

In the third place, it is said, as I also have read, that they base 
their faith on this verse, "He who believes and is baptized will be 
saved" [Mark 16:16J. This they interpret to mean that no man 
should be baptized before he believes. I must say that they are 
guilty of a great presumption. For if they follow this principle they 

. cannot venture to baptize before they are certain that the one to be 
baptized believes. How and when can they ever know that for 
certain? Have they now become gods so that they can discern 
the hearts of men and know whether or not they believe? If they 
are not certain if they believe, why then do they baptize, since they 
contend so strenuously that faith must precede baptism? Are they not 
contradicting themselves when they baptize without being certain 
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if faith is there or not? For whoever bases baptism on faith and 
baptizes on chance and not on certainty that faith is present does 
nothing better than he who baptizes him who has no faith. For 
unbelief and uncertain belief are one and the same thing, and both 
are contrary to the verse, "Whoever believes," which speaks of a 
sure faith which they who are to be baptized should have. 

You say, r know, that he confesses that he believes, etc. Dear 
sir, confession is neither here nor there. The text does not say, 
"He who confesses," but "He who believes." To have his confession 
is not to know his faith. With all your reasoning you cannot do 
justice to this verse unless you also know he has faith, since all men 
are liars and God alone knows the heart. So whoever bases baptism 
on the faith of the one to be baptized can never baptize anyone. 
Even if you baptized a person a hundred times a day you would 
not at all know if he believes. Why then do you carry on with your 
rebaptizing, since you contradict yourself and baptize when you are 
not sure that faith is present, and yet you teach that faith must 
most certainly be present. This verse, "Whoever believes," altogether 
opposes their rebaptizing, since the verse speaks of a certain faith. 
They base their rebaptizing on an uncertain faith, and in not a 
syllable do they follow the meaning of the verse. 

r say the same thing about the baptized one who receives or 
grounds his baptism on his faith. For he is not sure of his own faith. 
r would compare the man who lets himself be rebaptized with the 
man who broods and has scruples because perhaps he did not 
believe as a child. So when next day the devil comes, his heart is 
filled with scruples and he says, Ah, now for the first time I feel r 
have the right faith, yesterday I don't think I truly believed. So r 
need to be baptized a third time, the second baptism not being of 
any avail. You think the devil can't do such things? You had better 
get to know him better. He can do worse than that, dear friend. He 
can go on and cast doubt on the third, and the fourth and so on 
incessantly (as he indeed has in mind to do), just as he has done 
with me and many in the matter of confession. We never seemed 
able to confess sufficiently certain sins, and incessantly and rest
lessly sought one absolution after the other, one father confessor 
after the other. Just because we sought to rely on our confession, 
as those to be baptized now want to rely on their faith. What is 
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the end result? Baptizing without end would result. All this is 
nonsense. Neither the baptizer nor the baptized can base baptism 
on a certain faith. This verse of SCripture is far more a judgment 
on them than on us. And these are the people who don't want to 
trust the men who are witnesses of their baptism, but now as men 
are ready to trust themselves that they are baptized as if they 
were not men, or as if they were more certain of their faith than 
the witness of Christendom allows. 

So r contend that if they want to do justice to this passage, 
"\Vhoever believes," according to their understanding, they must 
condemn rebaptism much more earnestly than the first baptism. 
Neither t4e baptizer nor the baptized can maintain his position, 
for both are uncertain of their faith, or at least are in constant peril 
and anxiety. For it happens, indeed it is so in this matter of faith, 
that often he who claims to believe does not at all believe; and on 
the other hand, he who doesn't think he believes, but is in despair, 
has the greatest faith. So this verse, "Whoever believes," does not 
compel us to determine who has faith or not. Rather, it makes it a 
matter of every man's conscience to realize that if he is to be saved 
he must believe and not preter.J that it is sufficient for a Christian 
to be baptized. For the verse does not say, ''Whoever knows that 
he believes, or, if you know that anyone believes," but it says, 
"Whoever believes." Who has it, has it. One must believe, but we 
neither should nor can know it for certain. 

Since our baptizing has been thus from the beginning of 
Christianity and the custom has been to baptize children, and since 
no one can prove with good reasons that they do not have faith, we 
should not make changes and build on such weak arguments. For 
if we are going to change or do away with customs that are 
traditional, it is necessary to prove convincingly that these are 
contrary to the Word of God. Otherwise (as Christ says), "For he 
that is not against us is for us" [Mark 9:40]. We have indeed over
thrown monasteries, mass-priests, and clerical celibacy, but only by 
shOwing the clear and certain scriptural arguments against them. 
Had we not done this, we should truly have let them stand as they 
previously existed. 

When they say, "Children cannot believe," how can they be 
sure of that? Where is the Scripture by which they would prove it 
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and on which they would build? They imagine this, I suppose, 
because children do not speak or have understanding. But such a 
fancy is deceptive, yea, altogether false, and we cannot build on 
what we imagine. 

There are Scripture passages that tell us that children may and 
can believe, though they do not speak or understand. So, Ps. 72 
[106:37f.], describes how the Jews offered their sons and daughters 
to idols, shedding innocent blood. If, as the text says, it was 
innocent blood, then the children have to be considered pure and 
holy-this they could not be without spirit and faith. Likewise the 
innocent children whom Herod had murdered were not over two 
years of age [Matt. 2:16]. Admittedly they could not speak or 
understand. Yet they were holy and blessed. Christ himself says in 
Matt. 18 [19:14], "The kingdom of heaven belongs to children." 
And St. John was a child in his mother's womb [Luke 1:41] but, 
as I believe, could have faith. 

Yes, you say, but John was an exception. This is not proof that 
all baptized children have faith. I answer, wait a minute. I am not 
yet at the point of proving that children believe. I am giving proof 
that your foundation for rebaptism is uncertain and false inasmuch 
as you cannot prove that there may not be faith in children. 
Inasmuch as John had faith, though he could not speak or under
stand, your argument fails, that children are not able to believe. To 
hold that a child believes, as St. John is an example, is not contrary 
to Scripture. If it is not contrary to the Scripture to hold that 
children believe, but rather in accord with Scripture, then your 
argument, that children cannot believe, must be unscriptural. That 
is my first point. 

Who has made you so sure that baptized children do not believe 
in the face of what I here prove that they can believe? But if you 
are not sure, why then are you so bold as to discard the first baptism, 
since you do not and cannot know that it is meaningless? What 
if all children in baptism not only were able to believe but believed 
as well as John in his mother's womb? We can hardly deny that the 
same Christ is present at baptism and in baptism, in fact is himself 
the baptizer, who in those days came in his mother's womb to John. 
In baptism he can speak as well through the mouth of the priest, 
as when he spoke through his mother. Since then he is present, 
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speaks, and baptizes, why should not his Word and baptism call 
forth spirit and faith in the child as then it produced faith in John? 
He is the same one who speaks and acts then and now. Even before, 
he had said through Isaiah [Isa. 55: 11], "His word shall not return 
empty." Now it is up to you to bring forth a single Scripture verse 
which proves that children cannot believe in baptism. I have cited 
these many verses showing that they can believe, and that it is 
reasonable to hold that they do believe. I grant that we do not 
understand how they do believe, or how faith is created. But that 
is not the point here. 

Furthermore, he commands us to bring the children to him. 
In Matt. 19 [:14J he embraces them, ki$ses them, and says that 
theirs is the kingdom of heaven. The misled spirits like to fend this 
off by saying, Christ is not speaking of children, but of the humble. 
But this is a false note, for the text clearly says that they brought 
to him children, not the humble. And Christ does not say to let the 
humble come to him, but the children, and reprimanded the 
diSCiples, not because they kept the humble, but the children away. 
He embraced and blessed the children, not the humble, when he 
said, "Of such is the kingdom of heaven." So also Matt. 18 [:10}, 
"Their angels behold the face of my Father," is to be understood as 
referring to such children, for he teaches us that we should also be 
like these children. Were not these children holy, he would indeed 
have given us a poor ideal with which to compare ourselves. He 
would not have said, you must be like children, but rather, you must 
be otherwii>e than children. In sum, the misled spiritualist cannot 
make children here to mean the humble, except through his own 
imagining, for the words are too clear and forceful. 

Some want to take the force out of this text by saying that the 
Jewish children were circumcised. Therefore they were holy and 
could be brought to Christ, whereas our children are heathen, etc. 
I answer: But suppose there were also girls among these children 
who were brought to Jesus, and who were not circumcised? For 
surely all kinds of children were among those brought to him, and 
since it does not expressly say that they were boys only we cannot 
exclude girls, but must let it mean children of both sexes. They 
are not brought to him because of their circumcision, but that they 
might be blessed, coming to Christ out of the Old into the New 
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Testament, according to his word, "Let the children come to me 
for of such is the kingdom of God." He says that those who come to 
him are of the kingdom of God. By their coming and being brought 
to Christ they are so holy that he embraces, blesses, and gives them 
the kingdom. Let him who wills follow his fancy. I maintain as I 
have written in the Postil6 that the most certain form of baptism is 
child baptism. For an adult might deceive and come to Christ as 
a Judas and have himself baptized. But a child cannot deceive. He 
comes to Christ in baptism, as John came to him, and as the 
children were brought to him, that his word and work might be 
effective in them, move them, and make them holy, because his 
Word and work cannot be without fruit. Yet it has this effect alone 
in the child. Were it to fail here it would fail everywhere and be 
in vain, which is impossible. 

It cannot be denied that Ps. 77 [106:37] speaks of girls and 
uncircumcised when it says that they were offered to the idols of 
Canaan. Yet they were described as innocent blood. And surely 
Moses in Lev. 12 [:5] included girls in the regulation of offerings 
for purification and atonement. Everybody knows that boys alone 
were subjected to circumcision, but that girls participated in its 
benefits also by virtue of the saying spoken by God to Abraham 
(Gen. 17 [:7]): "I will be the God of thy descendants, and circum
cision shall be a covenant between me and you and your descendants 
after you." Surely girls are the descendants of Abraham, and 
through this promise God is indeed their God, though they are not 
circumcised as are the boys. 

If they now believe that through the covenant of circumcision 
God accepts both boys and girls and is their God, why should he 
not also accept our children through the covenant of baptism? He 
has in fact promised us that he wants to be God not alone of the 
Jews but also of the Gentiles (Rom. 3 [:29]), and especially of the 
Christians and those who believe. If the circumcision of boys avails 
both boys and girls, so that they become the people of God because 
of the faith of A braham from whom they are descended, how much 
more then should not baptism help each one to become a member 
of the people of God because of the merit of Christ to whom he is 

6Cf. p. 341. 
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brought and by whom he is blessed. Let everyone know how 
uncertain is the foundation of the Anabaptists and how vainly they 
build thereon. 

But, you say, he has not commanded the baptism of children, 
there is no reference to it in the writings or epistles of the apostles. 
I answer, neither has he specifically commanded the baptism of 
adults, nor of men or of women, so we had better not baptize 
anybody. But he has commanded us to baptize all Gentiles, none 
excepted, when he said, "Go and baptize all heatllen in my name," 
etc. (Matt. 28 [:19]). Now children constitute a great part of the 
heathen. We read in Acts and the Epistles of St. Paul how whole 
households were baptized, and children are surely a good part of 
the household. So it seems that just as Christ commanded us to 
teach and baptize all heathen, without exception, so the apostles 
did, and baptized all who were in the household. Had they not 
overlooked that the troubling spirits would seek to differentiate 
between young and old, they would have considered this more 
expressly, since otherwise in all the Epistles they write so much 
about there being no respect or difference of persons among 
Christians. For St. John in I John 2 [:14J writes to the little children, 
that they know the Father. And, as St. Augustine writes, child 
baptism has come from the apostles.7 So the Anabaptists proceed 
dangerously in everything. Not only are they not sure of themselves 
but also they act contrary to accepted tradition and out of their 
own imaginings create differences between persons which God has 
not made. For even if they contended that they ·had not been 
sufficiently subdued, they ought, however quarrelsome they are, to 
be concerned and frightened at their wrongdoing in rebaptizing on 
such uncertain grounds. For they are already convicted of doing 
wrong in their being so uncertain. For in divine matters one should 
act on certain, not on dubious, grounds. 

For if an Anabaptist hears (that is, iLhe does not want to be 
obstinate but teachable) that just as John believed and was made 
holy when Christ came and spoke through the mouth of his mother, 
so a child becomes a believer if Christ in baptism speaks to him 
through the mouth of the one who baptizes, since it is his Word, 

T De Genesi ad literam X. Cap 23. Migne 34, 426. 
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his commandment, and his word cannot be without fruit, then the 
Anabaptist must admit that it may be so, that he cannot altogether 
and firmly deny it, nor cite any Scripture to the contrary. But if he 
cannot clearly and conVinCingly deny it, then he cannot firmly 
defend his rebaptism. For he must first firmly prove that children 
are without faith when they are baptized, if he is to justify 
rebaptism. I hold that it has been sufficiently proved that his 
reasoning is uncertain and superCilious throughout. 

Yet even if they could establish that children are without faith 
when they are baptized, it would make no difference to me. I would 
want to know their reason for rebaptizing when later on faith or the 
confession of faith is supposed to be present. For it is not enough 
to claim they were baptized without faith, therefore they should 
be rebaptized. Some reason is needed. You say it is not proper 
baptism. What does it matter, if it is still a baptism? It was a correct 
baptism in itself, regardless of whether it was received rightly. For 
the words were spoken and everything that pertains to baptism 
was done as fully as when faith is present. If a thing is in itself 
correct you do not have to repeat it even though it was not correctly 
received. You correct what was wrong and do not have to do the 
entire thing over. Abuse does not change the nature of a substance, 
indeed it proves the substance.s There can be no abuse unless the 
substance exists. 

When ten years after baptism faith appears, what then is the 
need of a second baptism, if baptism was correctly administered in 
all respects? For now he believes, as baptism requires. For faith 
doesn't exist for the sake of baptism, but baptism for the sake of 
faith. When faith comes, baptism is complete. A second baptism 
is not necessary. 

It is as if a girl married a man reluctantly and altogether 
without a wife's affection for the man. She is before God hardly 
to be considered his true wife. But after two years she gains 
affection for him. Would then a second engagement be required, 
a second wedding be celebrated, as if she had not previously been 
a wife, so that the earlier betrothal and wedding were in vain? Of 
course you would be considered a fool, if you believed that, 

• A proverb in jurisprudence. Cf. W A 26, 159. 
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especially since everything is in order now because she has come 
into her right and properly keeps to the man she had not properly 
accepted. So also if an adult falsely allows himself to be baptized 
but after a year comes to faith, do you mean, dear sir, that he 
should be rebaptized? He received the correct baptism incorrectly, 
I hear you say. His impropriety makes baptism improper. Should 
then human error and wickedness be stronger than God's good and 
invincible order? God made a covenant with the people of Israel 
on Mt. Sinai. Some did not receive that covenant rightly and in 
faith. If now these later came to faith, should the covenant, dear 
sir, therefore be considered invalid, and must God come again to 
each one on Mt. Sinai in order to renew the covenant? 

Likewise God provides for the preaching of the Ten Com
mandments. But since some people only grasp them with their ears, 
albeit improperly, they are not Ten Commandments, are no good, 
and God ought hence to issue ten new commandments in place of 
the former. It can't be enough that people let themselves be rightly 
converted and give heed to the original Ten Commandments. It 
would be a curious situation when the Word of God, which abides 
forever [Isa. 40:6-9; I Pet. 1:24], has to be changed and be renewed 
as often as men change and want something new. Yet it does 
remain firm and unique, so that they who do not now cleave to it 
or have fallen from it, may still have an immovable rock to which 
to return and to hold. If subjects paid homage to their liege with 
the intention of putting him to death, but after three days repented 
and gave sincere allegiance to him, dear fellow, would it be 
necessary here to set up anew the conditions of allegiance? Of 
course not, inasmuch as now their allegiance is sincere which 
formerly was treacherous. 

Were we to follow their reasoning we would have to be 
baptizing all of the time. For I would take the verse, "Whoever 
believes," with me and whenever I find a Christian who has fallen 
or is without faith, I would say that this man is without faith, so 
his baptism is fruitless; he must be baptized again. If he falls a 
second time, I would again say, see, he has not faith, there must be 
something wrong about his first baptism. He will have to be 
baptized a third time, and so on and on. As often as he falls or 
there is doubt about his faith, I will say, he doesn't believe, his 
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baptism is defective. In short, he will have to be baptized over 
again so often that he never again falls or is without faith, if he is to 
do justice to the verse, "Whoever believes." Tell me, what Christian 
will then ever be sufficiently baptized or consider that his baptism 
is completed? But verily baptism can be correct and sufficient even 
if the Christian falls from faith or sins a thousand times a year. 
It is enough that he rights himself and becomes faithful, without 
having to be rebaptized each time. Then why should not the first 
baptism be sufficient and proper if a person truly becomes a 
believing Christian? Since there is no difference in baptism whether 
lack of faith precedes or follows, baptism doesn't depend on faith. 
But if faith is lacking, the Anabaptists would have us believe we 
must alter the nature of baptism to accord with the verse, "Whoever 
believes." 

I claim therefore that even if the Anabaptists could prove their 
thesis, that children are without faith (which they cannot do), they 
would not have proved more than that the correct baptism, instituted 
by God, has been wrongly and not properly received. But whoever 
proves only an abuse, only proves that the abuse should be corrected 
and not that the thing should be changed. For abuse does not alter 
the nature of a thing.9 Gold does not become straw because a thief 
steals and misuses it. Silver doesn't turn into paper if it is dishonestly 
obtained by a usurer. Since then the Anabaptists .demonstrate only 
the abuse of baptism, they fly in the face of God, nature, and reason, 
when they want to alter and make anew baptism itself in treating 
the abuse. All heretics do the same with regard to the gopsel. 
They perceive it wrongly and so hear it wrongly in connection 
with an abuse, and then hasten to change and make a new gopsel 
out of it. So no matter which way you look at it the Anabaptists 
are in error. They blaspheme and dishonor the order of God, 
calling baptism wrong on account of the wrongs and abuses of man, 
though even their claim of man's wrongs and abuses is unconvincing. 

There is, however, a devil who promotes confidence in works 
[Werkteufel] among them. He feigns faith, whereas he really has a 
work in mind. He uses the name and guise of faith to lead the poor 
people to rely on a work. Just as it happened under the papacy, 

gcr p. 358 n. 8. 
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when we were driven to the sacrament as a work of obedience. For 
no one went in order to nourish his faith, but everything was 
finished and the work accomplished' when we had received the 
sacrament. So here again the Anabaptists are urging on to a work, 
so that when the people are baptized they may have confidence that 
everything is right and complete. In reality they pay little attention 
to faith, but only seem to praise it. For, as we have already said, 
were they to be sure beforehand of faith, they would never again 
baptize anyone. If they did not rely on works but earnestly sought 
for faith, they would not dare to rebaptize. The unchanging Word 
of God, once spoken in the first baptism, ever remains standing, so 
that afterwards they can come to faith in it, if they will, and the 
water with which they were baptized they can afterwards receive 
in faith, if they will. Even if they contradict the Word a hundred 
times, it still remains the Word spoken in the first baptism. Its 
power does not derive from the fact that it is repeated many times 
or is spoken anew, but from the fact that it was commanded once 
to be spoken. 

It is the devil's masterpiece when he can get someone to compel 
the Christian to leave the righteousness of faith for a righteousness 
of works, as he forced the Galatians and Corinthians on to works 
though, as St. Paul writes, they were doing well in their faith 
and running rightly in Christ [Gal. 5:7]. So now, as he sees the 
Germans through the gospel acknowledging Christ in a fine way 
and believing as they should, so that they thereby were righteous 
before God, he interferes and tears them away from this righteous
ness, as if it were vain, and leads them into rebaptizing as if this 
were a better righteousness. He causes them thus to reject their 
former righteousness as ineffectual and to fall prey to a false 
righteousness. What shall I say? We Germans are and remain true 
Galatians.1o For whoever permits himself be rebaptized rejects his 
former faith and righteousness, and is guilty of sin and condemna
tion. Of all things such behavior is most horrible. As St. Paul, says, 
the Galatians have severed themselves from Christ [Gal. 5:4], even 
making Christ a servant of sin, when they circumcise themselves. 

Satan does these things against us, in order to make our teach-

10 Cf. W A 18, 121. 
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ing seem contemptible, as if we could not have the right spirit or 
teaching because we had not been rightly baptized. But we know 
the tree by its fruits [Matt. 7:16f.]. For neither among the papists 
nor among these rebellious spirits do we find men who can handle 
and interpret Scripture as skilfuliy as do those on our side by the 
grace of God. This is not the least of the Spirit's gifts (I Cor. 12 
[:10]). We see among them the natural fruit of the devil, namely, 
that some of them on account of rebaptism desert wife and child, 
house and land, and will recognize no authority. Yet St. Paul 
teaches that whoever does not provide for his own has disowned his 
faith and is worse than an unbeliever (1 Tim. 6 [5:8]). And in I Cor. 7 
[: 13] he expresses as his desire that a wife who believes should 
not divorce an unbelieving husband. Nor does Christ want a mar
riage broken, except where adultery becomes a reason for it. Our 
spirit not only allows but commands that every estate should remain 
and be held in honor, and that faith should exercise itself peacefully 
in love [Cf. Gal. 5:6] so that no uprising or complaint could fairly be 
charged to our teaching. The papists of course by their lies blame 
us for all manner of ills, but even their own consciences are here in 
many instances their own judges. 

This refutes too their position that baptism does not avail in 
case the priest or he who baptizes did not have faith. For even if 
St. Peter baptized, no one would know for certain if in that moment 
he stood in faith or in doubt. For no one can discern his heart. In 
brief, such arguments once led the Donatistsll to separate them
selves and to rebaptize, when they saw how unholy some were 
who preached and baptized. They began to base baptism on the 
holiness of men, though Christ had based it on his Word and com
mandment. That is also the attempt of our rebellious spirits, the 
foes of the sacrament. They maintain, of course, that the truth and 
Scripture compel them, but they lie nevertheless. They are offended 
(as they sometimes experience) that any rogue may bring Christ 
into the bread of the sacrament,12 as if all the world were sure that 
they themselves have faith and are completely holy. They act as 

11 The Donatists were the group against whom Augustine defended the validity 
of the church's sacraments even if wicked priests administered them or wicked 
people received them. Cf. LW 13, 89. 
1J Cf. W A 18, 165ff. 
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though they were not great rogues in the eyes of God, just as much 
as they who sharply condemn wickedness and call others rascals, 
forgetting the beam in their own eye. 

We recall that St. John was not averse to hearing the Word of 
God from Caiaphas and pays attention to his prophecy [John 
11:49£.]. Moses and the people of Israel received the prophecy of 
the godless Balaam as a word from God [Num. 24:17]. So also 
St. Paul recognized the heathen poets Aratus and Epimenides and 
honored their saying (as a word of God),13 And Christ bids us 
hear the godless Pharisees in the seat of Moses, though they are god
less teachers. We need to be much less self-complacent. Let God 
judge their evil lies. We can still listen to their godly words. For 
if they are evil, it is to their own harm. If they teach correctly, we 
can be correctly instructed. Consider the pious Magi in Matt. 2 
[:4ff.]. They heard the Word of God from the book of Micah 
through the mouth of Herod, the cruel king, who in turn had heard 
it from the godless high priests and scribes. Still on that Word they 
set out for Bethlehem and found Christ. It was no great hindrance 
that they heard the Word of God only through Herod the murderer 
of Christ. 

Still we must admit that the enthusiasts have the Scriptures 
and the Word of God in other doctrines. Whoever hears it from 
them and believes will be saved, even though they are unholy 
heretics and blasphemers of Christ. It is not a minor grace that God 
gives his Word even through evil rogues and the godless. In fact 
it is in some respects more perilous when he proclaims it through 
holy than through unholy folk. For the thoughtless are tempted 
to attach themselves to the holiness of the people rather than to 
the Word of God. Greater honor is then given to man than to God 
and his Word. This danger does not exist when Judas, Caiaphas, 
and Herod preach, though no one ~an make this an excuse for an 
evil life if God can make some use of such. Now if a godless 
man can have and teach the Word of God correctly, much more 
can he baptize and give the sacrament properly. For it is a greater 
thing to teach the Word of God than to baptize, as St. Paul boasts 

11 "For we are indeed his offspring" [Acts 17 :28], is a quotation from Phainomena 
5, by Aratus of Sicily. "Cretans are always liars," etc. [Titus 1: 12] is a 
quotation from the work of Epimenides of Gnossus (600 B.C.). W A 26, 163. 
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in I Cor. 1 [: 17J. As we have said, whoever makes baptism 
dependent on the faith of him who baptizes will never receive 
baptism from anyone. For if I ask you if you have been rebaptized, 
and you say, yes, I again ask, how do you know that you now are 
rightly baptized? Were you to reply, because he who baptized me 
has faith, I would ask, how do you know that? Have you looked 
into his heart? So there you are, like butter in sunshine. 

Our baptism, thus, is a strong and sure foundation, affirming 
that God has made a covenant with all the world to be a God of the 
heathen in all the world, as the gospel says. Also, that Christ has 
commanded the gospel to be preached in all the world, as also the 
prophets have declared in many ways. As a sign of this covenant 
he has instituted baptism, commanded and enjoined upon all 
heathen, as Matt. [28:19J declares: "Go therefore and make dis
ciples of all nations, baptizing them in the name of the Father," etc. 
In the same manner he had made a covenant with Abraham and his 
descendants to be their God, and made circumcision a sign of this 
covenant. Here, namely, that we are baptized; not because we are 
certain of our faith but because it is the command and will of God. 
For even if I were never certain any more of faith, I still am certain 
of the command of God, that God has bidden to baptize, for this he 
has made known throughout the world. In this I cannot err, for 
God's command cannot deceive. But of my faith he has never said 
anything to anyone, nor issued an order or command concerning it. 

True, one should add faith to baptism. But we are not to base 
baptism on faith. There is quite a difference between having faith, 
on the one hand, and depending on one's faith and making baptism 
depend on faith, on the other. Whoever allows himself to be bap
tized on the strength of his faith, is not only uncertain, but also an 
idolator who denies Christ. For he trusts in and builds on some
thing of his own, namely, on a gift which he has from God, and 
not on God's Word alone. So another may build on and trust in 
his strength, wealth, power, wisdom, holiness, which also are gifts 
given him by God. But a baptism on the Word and command of 
God even when faith is not present is still a correct and certain 
baptism if it takes place as God commanded. Granted, it is not of 
benefit to the baptized one who is without faith, because of his lack 
of faith, but the baptism is not thereby incorrect, uncertain, or of 
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no meaning. If we were to consider everything wrong or ineffectual 
which is of no value to the unbeliever, then nothing would be right 
or remain good. It has been commanded that the gospel should be 
preached to all the world. The unbeliever hears it but it has no 
meaning for him. Are we therefore to look on the gospel as not 
being a gospel or as being a false gospel? The godless see no value 
in God himself. Does that mean he is not God? 

If an adult wants to be baptized and says, "Sir, I want to be 
baptized," you ask, "Do you believe?" Just as Philip asked the 
chamberlain in Acts 4 [8:37J and as we daily ask those to be 
baptized. Then he will not blurt out and say, "Yes, I intend to move 
mountains by my faith." Instead he will say, "Yes, Sir, I do believe, 
but I do not build on this my faith. It might be too weak or uncer
tain. I want to be baptized because it is God's command that I 
should be, and on the strength of this command I dare to be bap
tized. In time my faith may become what it may. If I am baptized 
on his bidding I know for certain that I am baptized. Were I to be 
baptized on my own faith, I might tomorrow find myself unbap
tized, if faith failed me, or I became worried that I might not 
yesterday have had the faith rightly. But now that doesn't affect 
me. God and his command may be attacked, but I am certain 
enough that I have been baptized on his Word. My faith and I 
make this venture. If I believe, this baptism is of value to me. If 
I do not believe, it is not of value. But baptism in itself is not there
fore wrong or uncertain, is not a matter of venture, but is as sure 
as are the Word and command of God." 

Of his baptism as a child he would say, I thank God and am 
happy that I was baptized as a child, for thus I have done what 
God commanded. Whether I have believed or not, I have followed 
the command of God and been baptized and my baptism was cor
rect and certain. God grant that whether my faith today be certain 
or uncertain, or I think that I believe and am certain, nothing is 
lacking in baptism. Always something is lacking in faith. However 
long our life, always there is enough to learn in regard to faith. It 
can happen that faith fails, so that it is said, "See, he had faith but 
has it no more." But one cannot say about baptism, "See, baptism 
was there but is no longer present." No, it remains, for the com-
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mand of God remains, and what is done according to his command 
stands and will ever remain. 

Up to this point we have clearly and sufficiently proved, in my 
opinion, that the Anabaptists do wrong in denying the first baptism, 
as if they were sure that children were baptized without faith, 
though of this they cannot be certain. On the other hand we cannot 
prove that children do believe with any Scripture verse that clearly 
and expressly declares in so many words, or the like, "You are to 
baptize children because they also believe." Whoever compels us 
to produce such a statement has the upper hand and wins, for we 
cannot find such words. But sincere and sensible Christians do not 
require such proof. The quarrelsome, obstinate rebellious spirits 
do in order to seem to be clever. But on their side they can produce 
no statement which says, "You are to baptize adults but no chil
dren." We are however persuaded by many good reasons to hold 
that child baptism is right and that children do believe. 

First, because child baptism derives from the apostles and has 
been practiced since the days of the apostles. We cannot oppose it, 
but must let it continue, since no one has yet been able to prove 
that in baptism children do not believe or that such baptism is 
wrong. For even if I were not sure that they believed, yet for my 
conscience's sake I would have to let them be baptized. I would 
much rather allow them baptism than to keep them from it. For if, 
as we believe, baptism is right and useful and brings the children 
to salvation, and I then did away with it, then I would be re~pon
sible for all the children who were lost because th6Y were unbap
tized-a cruel and terrible thing. If baptism is not right, that is, 
without value or help to the children, then I would be guilty of no 
greater sin than the Word of God had been spoken and his sign 
given in vain. I ,vould not be responsible for the loss of any soul, 
but only of an ineffectual use of the Word and sign of God. 

But this God would easily forgive me, since it was done in 
ignorance and more than that out of fear. I did not invent it. It 
came to me by tradition and I was persuaded by no word of 
Scripture that it was wrong. I would have been unwilling to do it, 
had I been convinced otherwise. It would be very much as when I 
preach the Word, also according to his command, among the 
unbelieving and without fruit, or as it is said, cast pearls before 
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swine, or holy things to the dogs [Matt. 7:6]. What could I do? 
Here, too, I would rather sin in preaching fruitlessly than in refus
ing to preach at all. For in fruitless preaching I would not be 
guilty of a soul [being lost] while in refusing to preach I might be 
held accountable for many souls. That would be too much for any 
individual. This I say even if there were uncertainty about the 
faith of children in baptism, for we cannot set aside baptism which 
is certain, on account of faith which is uncertain. Baptism did not 
originate with us, but with the apostles and we should not discard 
or alter what cannot be discarded or altered on clear scriptural 
authority. God is wonderful in his works. What he does not will, 
he clearly witnesses to in Scripture. What is not so witnessed to 
there, we can accept as his work. We are guiltless and he will not 
mislead us. If we knew or believed that child baptism was useless, 
it would be a wicked thing to still baptize. So the Waldenses do, 
but that is to despise God and his Word. 

In the second place, this is an important consideration: NQ--= 
heresy endures to the end, but always, as St. Peter says, soon comes 
to light and is revealed as disgraceful. So St. Paul mentions J annes 
and Jambres and their like [II Tim. 3:8f.]' whose folly is finally 
plain to all. Were child baptism now wrong God would certainly 
not have permitted it to continue so long, nor let it become so 
universally and thoroughly established in all Christendom, but it 
would sometime have gone down in disgrace. The fact that 
the Anabaptists now dishonor it does not mean anything final or 
injurious to it. Just as God has established that Christians in all 
the world have accepted the Bible as Bible, the Lord's Prayer as 
Lord's Prayer, and faith of a child as faith, so also he has established 
child baptism and kept it from being rejected while all kinds of 
heresies have disappeared which are much more recent and later 
than child baptism. This miracle of God is an indication that child 
baptism must be right. He has not so upheld the papacy, which 
also is an innovation and has never been accepted by all Christians 
of the world as has child baptism, the Bible, faith, or the Lord's 
Prayer, etc. 

You say, this does not prove that child baptism is certain. For 
there is no passage in Scripture for it. My answer: that is true. 
From Scripture we cannot clearly conclude that you could establish 
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child baptism as a practice among the first Christians after the 
apostles. But you can well conclude that in our day no one may 
reject or neglect the practice of child baptism which has so long a 
tradition, since God actually not only has permitted it, but from the 
beginning so ordered, that it has not yet disappeared. 

For where we see the work of God'we should yield and believe 
in the same way as when we hear his Word, unless the plain Scrip
ture tells us otherwise. I indeed am ready to let the papacy be con
sidered as a work of God. But since Scripture is against it, I con
sider it as a work of God but not as a work of grace. It is a work of 
wrath from which to flee, as other plagues also are works of God, 
but works of wrath and displeasure. 

In the third place, it is likewise the work of God that during all 
the time children were being baptized, he has given great and holy 
gifts to many of them, enlightened and strengthened them with the 
Holy Spirit and understanding of the Scripture, and accomplished 
great things in Christendom through them. John Huss14 and his 
coileagues are examples from that time, and many other holy men 
before him. He does the same to very many of his people in our 
day. He has not hitherto driven them to the Anabaptists, which 
undoubtedly he would have done if he had judged his command
ment concerning baptism improperly observed. He does not contra
dict himself, nor would he favor with his gifts those who disobey 
his commands. Since he thus gives such gifts as we must admit 
to be holy gifts of God, he confirms, of course, thereby the first 
baptism and considers us rightly baptized. By these works we thus 
prove the first baptism to be proper and rebaptism to be wrong, 
just as St. Peter and St. Paul (Acts 15 [:8f]) from the miracle of the 
gift of the Holy Spirit to the heathen proved that it was the will of 
God that heathen need not heed the law of Moses. 

In the fourth place, if the first, or child, baptism were not right, 
it would follow that for more than a thousand years there was no 
baptism or any Christendom, which is impossible. For in that case 
the article of the creed, I believe in one holy Christian church, 
would be false. For over a thousand years there were hardly any 

1< John Huss, reformer of Bohemia, was burned at the stake at Constance on 
June 6, 1415, as a heretic. Luther found himself in agreement with many 
views held by Huss, notably concerning the papacy. Cf. LW 31, 321. 
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other but child baptisms. If this baptism is wrong then for that long 
period Christendom would have been without baptism, and if it 
were without baptism it would not be Christendom. For the Chris
tian church is the bride of Christ, subject and obedient to him. It 
has his Spirit, his Word, his baptism, his sacrament, and all that 
Christ has. If, indeed, child baptism were not common throughout 
the world, but (like the papacy) were accepted only by some, then 
the Anabaptists might seem to have a case and might attack those 
who receive it, just as we oppose the clergy who have made a 
sacrifice out of the sacrament though among the laity it still remains 
a sacrament. But the fact that child baptism has spread throughout 
all the Christian world to this day gives rise to no probability that it 
is wrong, but rather to a strong indication that it is right. 

In the fifth place, the words of St. Paul in II Thess. 2 [:4] con
cerning the Antichrist, that he shall sit in the temple of God, of 
which we have already spoken, accord with our position. If it is the 
temple of God it is not a haunt of heretics, but true Christendom, 
which must truly have a baptism which is right beyond any doubt. 
We see and hear of no other than child baptism, whether under the 
pope, among the Turks, or in all the world. Christ commands the 
children to come and to be brought to him, and, in Matt. 19 [:14] 
says that theirs is the kingdom of God. The apostles baptized entire 
households [Acts 16:15]. John writes to little children [I John 2:12]. 
St. John had faith even in his mother's womb, as we have heard 
[Luke 1:41]. If all of these passages do not suffice for the enthu
siasts, I shall not be concerned. They are enough for me, to stop 
the mouth of anyone from saying that child baptism does not mean 
anything. If they are still uncertain, I am satisfied if they do not 
henceforth do away with it but let it be in doubt among themselves. 
We, however, are certain enough, because it is nowhere contrary to 
Scripture, but is rather in accord with Scripture. 

In the sixth place, since God has made a covenant with all 
heathen through the gospel and ordained baptism as a sign thereof, 
who can exclude the children? If the old covenant and the sign 
of circumcision made the children of Abraham believe that they 
were, and were called the people of God, according to the promise, 
I will be the God of thy descendants [Gen. 17:7], then this new 
covenant and sign must be much more effectual and make those 
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a people of God who receive it. Now he commands that all the 
world shall receive it. On the strength of that command (since none 
is excluded) we confidently and freely baptize everyone, excluding 
no one except those who oppose it and refuse to receive this· 
covenant. If we follow his command and baptize everyone, we 
leave it to him to be concerned about the faith of those baptized. 
WP, have done our best when we have preached and baptized. 
If now we have no particular passage of Scripture on the baptism 
of children, they on their side have just as little of Scripture which 
bids us baptize adults. But we have the command to offer the com
mon gospel and the common baptism to everyone, and herein the 
children must be included. We plant and water and leave the 
growth to God [Cf. I Cor. 3:6]. 

In sum, the Anabaptists are too frivolous and insolent. For 
they consider baptism, not as a God-given ordinance or command, 
but as a human trifle, like many other customs under the papacy 
relating to the consecration of salt, water, or herbs. For if they 
looked on it as a God-given ordinance and command they would 
not speak so disgracefully and shamefully about it even if it were 
not rightly used. But now they have the insane idea that baptism 
is something like the consecration of water and salt or the wearing 
of cowl and tonsure. So they carry on and call it a dog's bath, or 
a handful of water, and other such vile things. Those who hold the 
gospel to be the right Word of God do not speak lightly of it even 
though there are many who do not believe or accept it, or who 
falsely use it. He who does not hold it as the Word of God is the 
one who treats it lightly, blasphemes and says it is fable, fairy story, 
or a counsel of fools, and the like. It ought to be easy for such a 
one to acquire disciples who believe such blasphemy. 

Observe this well, that if the Anabaptists at first had presented 
their idea with good arguments, they would not have misled or won 
many persons. For they have no substantial or certain arguments. 
But they attract a great many people by using great, high-sounding 
words of slander against baptism. For the devil well knows that if 
the mad mob hears high-sounding words of slander, it falls for and 
readily believes them, asking for neither reason nor proof. So they 
hear it said, baptism is a dog's bath and those who baptize are false 
and foolish servants of bathkeepers. So they conclude, aha, so the 
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devil baptizes, and God shame the false servants of bathkeepers. 
That is the position they take and have nothing else with which to 
attack baptism. For all those to whom I have ever listened when 
discussing these things with me delivered themselves of these high
sounding words of slander (dog's bath, servant of a bathkeeper, 
handful of water, etc.) and then stood there as shorn monks, having 
nothing more with which to defend their errors. 

Very much in the same manner the devil also deceives those 
who blaspheme the sacrament. When he realizes that his lies do 
not produce much effect, he fares forth and fills the ears of the 
mad mob with high-sounding sacrilege, such as, our sacrament 
is an eating of flesh and guzzling of blood and the like. When 
they have exhausted those same high-sounding words their art is 
soon exhausted, and they begin to talk about the ascension of 
ChristY' The Jews do the same to this day. In order to keep their 
children in their faith they blaspheme Christ shamelessly, refer 
to him as "the hanged one" and confidently lie about him. This 
frightens an innocent, simple heart and misleads it, as St. Paul 
observes in Rom. 16 [:18]. For this reason they always have an 
easy time of it, for their high-sounding sacrilege has enabled them 
to lead the people whither they wanted, nor have they dared to 
establish firm ground for their error. Had they first formulated a 
good and solid foundation for their case then it would be sufficient 
to give the lie a good blow and set it forth in its true light. 

We who know that baptism is a God-given thing, instituted 
and commanded by God himself, look not at its abuse by godless 
persons, but simply at God's ordinance. We find baptism in itself 
to be a holy, blessed, gloriOUS, and heavenly thing, to be held in 
honor with fear and trembling, just as it is reasonable and right to 
hold any other ordinance and command of God. It is not the fault 
of baptism that many people abuse it. It would be as wrong to call 
the gospel a vain babbling because there are many who abuse it. 
Since then, as far as I have been able to see and hear, the Anabap
tists have no argument but high-sounding words of sacrilege, every
one ought properly to shun and avoid them as messengers of none 

16 An allusion to Zwingli's doctrine of the bodily presence of Christ at the right 
hand of God. 
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other than the devil, sent out into the world to blaspheme the Word 
and ordinance of God so that people might not believe therein and 
be saved. For they are the birds who eat the seed sown by the 
wayside (Matt. 13 [:4]). 

Finally I claim that if some one had not been baptized, but did 
not know it and firmly believed that he had been rightly baptized, 
that faith would be sufficient for him. For before God he has what 
he believes. All things (Christ says) are possible to him who believes 
[Mark 9:23]. To rebaptize such a one would be to imperil his faith. 
How much less, then, should we rebaptize those who are sure they 
have been baptized! God grant they then believed, but it makes no 
difference if they did not. The Anabaptists cannot be sure their 
baptism is a right one, since they base their rebaptizing on a faith 
of which they cannot be sure. Hence they play a gambling game 
with those they rebaptize. To be uncertain and dubious in godly 
things is to sin and tempt God. Whoever teaches deceit for uncer
tainty in place of sure truth lies in the same way as he who speaks 
openly against the truth. For he speaks that of which he is him
self not sure and yet wants it to be taken as truth. But whoever 
would base baptism on the commandment and ordinance of God 
would soon realize that rebaptism is neither necessary nor useful. 
The first baptism sufficiently meets the requirement of God. 

They are guilty also of blaspheming and denying the command
ment and work of God. For while the first baptism is in accord 
with the commandment of God and justice is done to it by its very 
performance, they still insist it is wrong and only a dog's bath. 
What else are they saying but that God's command and work are 
wrong and amount to a dog's bath? This they say for no other reason 
than that they demand a certainty of faith in baptism though it is 
impossible to have this certainty. This is to deny and blaspheme a 
sure command and work of God for an uncertain delusion. 

Assume that the first baptism is without faith. Tell me which is 
the greater and the more important in the second baptism, the Word 
of God or faith? Is it not true that the Word of God is greater and 
more important than faith, since faith builds and is founded on the 
Word of God rather than God's Word on faith? Furthermore faith 
may waver and change, but God's Word remains forever [Isa. 
40:6-9; I Pet. 1:24]. Then too, tell me, if one of these two should be 
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otherwise, which should it rather be: the immutable Word or the 
changeable faith? Would it not more reasonably be the faith that 
should be subject to change rather than the Word of God? It is 
fairer to assume that the Word of God would change faith, if a right 
one were lacking, than that faith would change the Word of God. 
So they must confess that in the first baptism it was not the Word 
of God that was defective, but faith, and that what is needed is 
another faith and not another Word. Why then do they not concern 
themselves rather with a change of faith and let the Word remain 
unaltered? Shall we call God's Word and ordinance false because 
we do not truly believe it? In that case a true word would be rare 
and far between. If they were to act rightly according to their own 
peculiar logiC they should be urging a rebelieving, not a rebaptizing. 
For baptism is by the Word and ordinance of God and dare not be 
opposed to it or other than it is, while faith may be otherwise than 
it is (if it is not present). So really they should be «Anabelievers" 
and not Anabaptists, if they were right, which, of course, they 
are not. 

Since then these baptizers are altogether unsure of themselves, 
and reveal that they are lying, and thereby deny and blaspheme the 
ordinance of God through their deceitful uncertainty, making the 
last first, basing the Word and ordinance of God on human work 
and faith, urging baptism when they should be urging faith, every 
devout Christian, convinced that they are misleading, uncertain, 
and perverted spirits, should avoid them at the peril of his soul's 
salvation. May Christ, our Lord, grant this and help us. Amen. 

This is as much as I can undertake now, briefly and hastily. 
For at this time I am not able to go into this matter more thoroughly. 
As mentioned I am not sure what they do believe. For the devil is 
mad and talks so wildly and stirs up so much confusion that 
absolutely no one knows what he believes. The Anabaptists agree 
with the foes of the sacrament that only bread and wine are in the 
Lord's Supper. Yet the sacramentarians disagree with the Ana
baptists on baptism. Also, the sacramentarians are not agreed among 
themselves nor the Anabaptists among themselves. They are at one 
only in regard to and in opposition to us. Likewise the papacy is 
divided into innumerable factions of priests and monks who once 
devoured each other among themselves, until now, in their 
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opposition to us, they are united. It is the same among temporal 
princes and lords. Pilate and Herod become one over against 
Christ, though previously they were mortal enemies. But in this 
particular case, the error of the Anabaptists is more tolerable than 
that of the sacramentarians. For the sacramentarians altogether 
destroy baptism, while the Anabaptists give it another character. 
Still there is reason to hope that they will right themselves. It is 
enough to have demonstrated that the Anabaptists' faith is uncertain 
and deceptive and that they cannot prove their case. 

For Satan needs do no more through the enthusiasts than 
always to produce doubt. He thinks it is enough where he can 
speak haughtily and contemptuously about us, as the rebel sacra
mentarians do. None of them take pains to make clear and to prove 
their arrogance, but their concern is to make our interpretation 
contemptible and uncertain. They teach doubt, not faith, calling 
this Scripture and the Word of God. The devil knows he can 
accomplish nothing in the bright light of truth, so he stirs up the 
dust, hoping to raise a cloud before our eyes so that we cannot see 
the light. In the cloud he dazzles us with will 0' the wisps to 
mislead us. Having made up their minds concerning their peculiar 
notions, they attempt to make the Scriptures agree with them by 
dragging passages in by the hair. But Christ has faithfully stood by 
our side up to this point and will continue to trod Satan under our 
foot. He will protect you all against the seductions of your tyrant 
and Antichrist and mercifully help us to gain his freedom. Amen. 
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CONFESSION CONCERNING 
CHRIST'S SUPPER 

* * * 
Let this suffice to show that our interpretation is net contrary 

to Scripture or the Creed, as this mad spirit deludes himself into 
believing. Next he comes to the two principal pOints at which I 
have attacked most strongly, viz. that Christ is at the right hand 
of God, and that the flesh is of no avail,61 where he was to prove 
that these two propositions make it impossible for Christ's body 
to be present in the Supper. I had called attention to these pas
sages with capital letters,62 so they might not skip over them. Now 
this dear spirit comes along with his figure, aIloeosis,63 to make 
everything plain, and teaches us that in the Scriptures one nature 
in Christ is taken for the other, until he falls into the abyss and 
concludes that the passage, "The Word became flesh," John 1 [:14], 
must not be understood as it reads, but thus: "The flesh became 
Word," or, "Man became God." This is to give the lie to Scripture. 

I cannot at this time attack all this spirit's errors. But this I 
say: 'Whoever will take a waming, Jet him beware of Zwingli and 
shun his books as the prince of hell's poison. For the man is com
pletely perverted and has entirely lost Christ. Other sacramen-

6'Christian Answer. C. R. 92, 914ff.; St. L. 20, 1189 ff. 
6"See That These Works of Christ, ''This Is My Body," ... (1527), LW 37, 144£. 
63 A section in Friendly Exposition is entitled, "On the Interchange (De 
alloeosibus) of the two natures in Christ." C. R. 92, 679 ff. (see footnotes 
there). A similar section is found in Christian Answer. C. R. 92, 922 ff.; 
St. L. 20, 1192 ff., and another in Concerning Luther's Book Entitled "Con
fession," 1528, as printed in St. L. 20, 1309 ff. Alloiosis, a word which 
in Plato and Aristotle and the Septuagint meant change, alteration, difference, 
became a technical rhetorical term in Plutarch's Moralia, ch. 41. Zwingli 
defines it as "an exchange [abtuschenl or interchange [gegenwechsslenl of 
the two natures which are in one person, by which in naming one nature 
we mean the other, or name them both but mean only the one." C. R. 92, 
925 f., St. L. 20, 1194 f. Zwingli asserts that the patristic "communication of 
properties" concept involved just sllch a rhetorical alloeosis. Cf. Clear Instruc
tion. LCC 24, 212 ff. 
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tarians settle on one error, but this man never publishes a book 
without spewing out new errors, more and more all the time. 
But anyone who rejects this warning may go his way, just so he 
knows that I warned him, and my conscience is clear. 

You must not believe or admit that this figure, alloeosis, is 
to be found in these passages, or that you can put one nature of 
Christ in place of the other. The insane spirit dreamed this up 
in order to rob us of Christ, for he does not prove it to you nor 
can he do so. And even if this error of his were true and right, 
it still would not prove that Christ's body cannot be present in 
the Supper. I have pressed them to show conclusive grounds why 
these words, "This is my body," just as they read, are false, though 
Christ is in heaven. For the power of God is not known to us, 
and he can find a way to make both true, viz. Christ in heaven 
and his body present in the Supper. That was the principal ques
tion. What I demanded, writing in capital letters, was that they 
should show how the two were contradictory. But he is silent 
on this point,. passes over it without one letter as if it did not 
concern him, and spouts meanwhile about his alloeosis. 

When I proved that Christ's body is everywhere because the 
right hand of God is everywhere,64 I did so-as I quite openly 
explained at the time-ill order to show at least in one way how 
God could bring it about that Christ is in heaven and his body 
in the Supper at the same time, and that he reserved to his divine 
wisdom and power many more ways to accomplish the same 
result, because we do not know the limit or measure of his power. 

Now if they had any intention or ability to answer, they 
should have proved incontrovertibly that there was no way within 
God's wisdom and power for Christ to be in heaven and at the 
same time for his body to be present in the Supper. Here is the 
difficulty over which these good fellows leap. For they did not 
need to teach us about the visible mode of existence, that accord
ing to our eyesight heaven is high above us and the Supper down 
here on earth. We know perfectly well that, to judge by our Sight, 
what is here below cannot be above, and vice versa; for this is a 
human, visible mode of existence. But God's \Vord and works do 

64See LW 37, 47ff., 55£f. 
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not proceed according to our eyesight, but in a way incomprehen
sible to all reason and even to the angels. So Christ is neither in 
heaven nor in the Supper in a visible manner, nor as fleshly eyes 
judge a thing to be at this place or that. 

It certainly is a pitiful spirit who judges God's Word and 
works according to the eyes. For in this way God himself is not 
to be found wherever he may be, whether everywhere or some
where. My friend, why then does this spirit cling to the one 
specific mode of existence which I painted out? In the first place, 
because he is worried that his stomach may burst with all his clever
ness. In the second place, because in this way he can fool the 
common people so that they will not see how he skips over ques
tions which he ought to answer and starts a different game in 
order to sidetrack us and make us forget the matters which tor
ment him. If I were to argue with them only over this one mode 
to which I referred, they would win the game. Why? Because 
then they would have an excuse to avoid answering the real prob
lem which presses them, and still they would write one book after 
another to spew their useless chatter into the world. For they 
regard much spewing and writing of useless books as fitting 
rebuttal. So they betray the poor people. 

This, then, is what you should do to protect yourself against 
them. If they prove conclusively that God's power and wisdom 
extend no farther than the range of our sight, and that he is able 
to do no more than we can physically see and judge with our eyes 
or touch with our fingers, then you should join their side. Then 
I too will believe that God knows of no other way whereby Christ 
can be at the same time in heaven and his body in the Supper. 
Demand and insist on this. They are bound to do it. Their teach
ing cannot be established until they have made this clear and 
certain, for on this their teaching rests. 

The devil is well aware that he cannot furnish this proof; 
therefore he blusters loudly with his useless twaddle so that we 
may not press him for it. Meanwhile he spreads his cleverness 
which no one is asking for. Even if he could overthrow the mode 
to which I have referred-which he cannot-he still would have 
accomplished nothing by it, because it still would by no means 
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have been proved a contradiction for Christ to be in heaven and 
his body in the bread. As I demanded in my previous book, he 
must prove not only that this mode of existence is impossible, but 
also that God himself cannot know or devise any other.55 Since 
he does not do this, we now say: God is omnipotent; he can do 
more than we see; therefore I believe his words as they stand. 
See how these matters stand with this spirit and how he makes a 
fool of himself with all his learning! 

To all his worthless spouting against the mode that I have 
mentioned, I answer with one little word: No! He brings in his 
alloeosis, which no one concedes him the right to do in this dis
cussion; it is just as much in need of proof as the rest of his system 
of lies. But if he proved it, one could make further reply. So 
the mode of existence to which I have referred still stands abso
lutely firm, in spite of his alloeosis. Though he says it is an example 
of alloeosis, no one gives a rip about that; he might just as well 
say it was irony or some other trope. It simply won't do to play 
around with tropes6G in the Scriptures. One must first prove that 
particular passages are tropes before one uses them in contro
versies. Oh, it is just as I have said: The devil has been hit so 
that he cannot answer, therefore he lashes about with vain words. 
God be praised and thanked that he knows how to arm us so well 
against the devil. 

Dear brother, instead of alloeosis you should teach: Because 
Jesus Christ is true God and man in one person, in no passage 
of Scripture is one nature taken for the other. For he calls it 
alloeosis when something is said about the divinity of Christ which 
after all belongs to his humanity, or vice versa-for example, in 
Luke 24 [: 26 ], "Was it not necessary that the Christ should suffer 
and so enter into his glory?" Here he performs a sleight-of-hand 
trick and substitutes the human nature for Christ. Beware, be
ware, I say, of this alloeosis, for it is the devil's mask since it will 
finally constmct a kind of Christ after whom I would not want to 
be a Christian, that is, a Christ who is and does no more in his 

65S ee LW 37, 47ff., 60ff. 
66 Troppens odder troppelns. The four chief kinds of trope were said to be 
metaphor, metonymy, synecdoche, and irony. 
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passion and his life than any other ordinary saint. For if I believe 
that only the human nature suffered for me, then Christ would 
be a poor Savior for me, in fact, he himself would need a Savior. 
In short, it is indescribable what the devil attempts with this 
alloeosis!67 

Indeed, this subject is an article of great importance and 
calls for a book itself, and should not come up in this matter at 
all. Briefly, however, a plain Christian should be satisfied with 
this: that the Holy Spirit knows quite well how to teach us the 
manner in which we should speak, and we need no trope-makers 
or crap-shooters.r,~ The Holy Spirit speaks as follows, John 3 [:16], 
"God so loved the world that he gave his only Son"; Romans 
8 [:32], "He did not spare his own Son but gave him up for us all." 
In the same way all his works, words, sufferings, and whatever 
Christ does, he does, accomplishes, speaks, and suffers as the true 
Son of God, so that it may properly be said, "The Son of God has 
died for us," "The Son of God preaches upon earth," "The Son 
of God washes his disciples' feet"; as the Epistle to the Hebrews 
says, chapter 6 [:6], "They cmcify the Son of God on their own 
account," or I Corinthians 2: [:8], "If they had known, they 
would not have cmcified the Lord of glory." 

Now if the old witch, Lady Reason,fl9 alloeosis' grandmother, 
should say that the Deity surely cannot suffer and die, then you 
must answer and say: That is true, but since the divinity and hu
manity are one person in Christ, the Scriptures ascribe to the divin
ity, because of this personal union, all that happens to humanity, 
and vice versa. And in reality it is so. Indeed, you must say that 
the person (pointing to Christ) suffers, and dies. But this person 
is truly God, and therefore it is correct to say: the Son of God 
suffers. Although, so to speak, the one part (namely, the divinity) 
does not suffer, nevertheless the person, who is God, suffers in the 
other part (namely, in the humanity). 70 

67 Beginning with the second sentence of this paragraph, this passage i~ 
quoted in the Formula of Concord, Solid Declaration, VIII, 39 f. 
68 Keiner troppeler noel. toppeler. 
fl9 Luther often referred to reason as the devil's bride or mother or grand
mother, cf. LW 40, 174 f. 
70 This paragraph is quoted in the Formula of Concord, Solid Declaration, 
VIII, 41 f. 
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Just as we say: the king's son is wounded-when actually 
only his leg is wounded; Solomon is wise-though only his soul 
is wise; Absalom is handsome-though only his body is handsome; 
Peter is gray-though only his head is gray. For since body and 
soul are one person, everything that pertains to the body or the 
soul, yes, to the least member of the body, is correctly and properly 
ascribed to the entire person. This is the way people speak through
out the world, not only in Scripture, and it is the truth. For the 
Son of God truly is clllcified for us, i.e. this person who is God. 
For that is what he is-this person, I say, is crucified according 
to his humanity.71 

Thus we should ascribe to the whole person whatever pertains 
to one part of the person, because both parts constitute one person. 
This is the way all the ancient teachers speak; so do all modern 
theologians, all languages, and the whole Scripture. But this 
damned alloeosis exactly inverts the matter and changes it so that 
it ascribes to the parts what Scripture assigns to the whole person. 
He fashions his own tropes to pervert Scripture and divide the 
person of Christ, as he has also done with the word "is," just so 
he may bring to light his new teaching and his foolish ideas. 

Well, if he is so fond of tropes, why isn't he satisfied with the 
old trope which Scripture and all teachers up to now have used? 
viz. StJnecdoche,12 for example, "Christ died according to his hu
manity." But that would have been nothing new; no fame could 
have been won from it, and no new errors could have been pro
duced. Therefore he had to bring forth alloeosis, and teach us 
that one nature is taken for the other. As if the apostles were so 
senseless and foolish that they could not speak of the divinity 
without calling it humanity, and vice versa. If John had wanted 
to use alloeosis, he could have said, "The flesh became \Vord," 
instead of saying, "The Word became Hesh" [John 1:14]. 

Is this not a mischievous spirit, who blurts out hisalloeosis 
in these passages? Who commanded him to do this? How does 
he prove there is an alloeosis here? No, this proof is not necessary; 

71 These last two sentences are quoted in the For-mula of Ccmcor-d, Solid 
Declaration, VIII, 42. 
72 Zwingli had actually cited the figure synecdoche in On Baptism. LCC 24, 
147, Friendly RejOinder. C. R. 92, 779; St. L. 20, 1111, and Reply to Billican 
and Rhegitls. C. R. 91, 920. 
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it is enough if he says, "I, Zwingli, say there is an alloeosis here, 
therefore it is so. I was in the bosom of the Godhead yesterday 
and I have just come from heaven, therefore I must be believed!" 
He should prove first that there is an alloeosis here. This he fails 
to do, but assumes it as if he had established it a thousand years 
ago and no one may doubt it. But that there is an alIoeosis here 
is much more in need of proof than that which he would like to 
establish with it. This is the principle of Zwinglian logiC called 
"proving an uncertain proposition by something more uncertain, 
and an unknown by one more unknown." Oh, beautiful learning! 
The children should pelt it with dung and drive it awayl 

If it is proper for him to invent tropes and play around with 
figures as he pleases, and still be right in all he says, is it surprising 
that he ultimately makes a Belial out of Christ?73 If anyone dares 
to assert whatever he pleases without being obliged to show his 
reasons, my friend, what conclusions may he not draw? It is no 
different from what I have complained of: this spirit appeals to 
Scripture to Hatter people with fair words, and yet he produces 
nothing but his own dreams and his foolish imagination in opposi
tion to Scripture. In this passage, however, we condemn and damn 
alloeosis right down to hell as the devil's own inspiration. We 
would like to see how he proposes to establish it. For what we 
want is Scripture and sound reasons, not his snot and slobber. 

They raise a hue and cry against us, saying that we mingle 
the two natures into one essence.'4 This is not true. We do not 
say that divinity is humanity, or that the divine nature is the human 
nature, which would be confusing the natures into one essence. 
Rather, we merge the two distinct natures into one single person, 
and say: God is man and man is God. We in turn raise a hue and 
cry against them for separating the person of Christ as though 
there were two persons.7~ If Zwingli's alloeosis stands, then Christ 

73 Cf. II Cor. 6:15. 
74 Christian Answer. C. R. 92, 933 f.; St. L. 20, 1200. This is to accuse 
Luther of ~1onoph}'sitism, which was condemned by the Fourth Ecumenical 
Council, at Chalcedon, in 451, and subsequently in the Athanasian Creed. 
For a discussion of the point at issue in another frame of reference see also 
Luther's The Three Symbols or Creeds of the Christian Faith, 1538. LW 
34, 197 ff. 
75 Luther thus accuses the Zwinglians of Nestorianism, which was condemned 
by the Third Ecumenical Council, at Ephesus, 431, at Chalcedon as well, 
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will have to be two persons, one a divine and the other a human 
person, since Zwingli applies all the texts concerning the passion 
only to the human nature and completely excludes them from the 
divine nature. But if the works are divided and separated, the 
person will also have to be separated, since all the doing and 
suffering are not ascribed to natures but to persons. It is the person 
who does and suffers everything, the one thing according to this 
nature and the other thing according to the other nature, all of 
which scholars know perfectly well. Therefore we regard our 
Lord Christ as God and man in one person, "neither confusing 
the natures nor dividing the person." 76 

Let this suffice as a treatment of an incidental matter which 
would serve no useful purpose here, except that this spirit is so 
full of errors that he seeks occasion everywhere to dupe the simple, 
and meanwhile sidetrack the real issue. vVe stand firm, because 
this chatterbox will not and cannot prove that the two proposi
tions, "Christ is in heaven, and his body is in the Supper," are 
contradictory. So the words, "This is my body," remain to us just 
as they read, for one letter of them is better and surer to us than 
the books of all the fanatics, even if they should fill the world with 
the books they write. 

Again, since they do not prove that the right hand of God is 
a particular place in heaven,77 the mode of existence of which I 

and subsequently in the Athanasian Creed. The Chalcedonian Fcrmula care
fully steered between Monophysitism, which fused or confused the two 
natures of Christ and converted the human nature into the divine, and 
Nestorianism, which divided and separated the natures virtually into two 
persons. Zwingli defended himself at length against the charge of Nestoriani
zing in the section on Alloeosis in Christian Answer. C. R. 92, 922 if.; St. L. 
20, 1192 if. 
76 Beginning with "If Zwingli's alloeosis ... ," this passage is quoted in the 
Formula of Concord, Solid Declaration, VIII, 43, which retouches it at two 
points: ( a) in the second from the last sentence the Formula reads 
" ... ascribed ... to the person"; (b) in the last sentence the grammatical 
form of the Latin expression is emended from confunder13 to confundendo 
(as Luther's manuscript also had read), in better parallelism with dividendo. 
77 Zwingli had not argued that "the right hand of God" is a particular place 
in heaven; he acknowledged that God's right hand is everywhere, but asserted 
that Christ is not at God's right hand according to his humanity as he is 
according to his divinity. Zwingli distin~uished between "Christ is every
where" and "Christ's body is everywhere: Christian Answer. C. R. 92, 929 
f.; St. L. 20, 1198 f. 
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have spoken also stands finn, that Christ's body is everywhere 
because it is at the right hand of God which is everywhere, although 
we do not know how that occurs.· For we also do not know how 
it occurs that the right hand of God is everywhere. It is certainly 
not the mode by which we see with our eyes that an object is 
somewhere, as the fanatics regard the sacrament. But God no 
doubt has a mode by which it can be somewhere and that's the 
way it is until the fanatics prove the contrary. 

Even if the alloeosis concept were valid, so that one nature 
could be taken for the other, still it would pertain only to the works 
or functions of tlle natures, and not the essence of the natures. 
For although in reference to his works-as when we say, "Christ 
preaches, drinks, prays, dies"-Christ might be taken as a designa
tion for the human nature, the same could not be true in reference 
to his essence-as when we say, "God is man or man is God." Here 
there can be no alloeosis, indeed no synecdoche or other trope 
either, for here God must be taken as a designation for God, and 
man as a deSignation for man. Now when I write, "Christ's body 
is everywhere," I am treating not of the works of the natures, 
of course, but of the essence of the natures. Therefore neither 
alloeosis nor synecdoche can refute my argument, for essence is 
essence, each for itself and none for the other. Whoever wishes 
to refute my argument must not bring forth alloeoses or synecdoches 
or other tropes-these are good for nothing here-but he must 
refute my reasons on which my argument is based. 

My grounds, on which I rest in this matter, are as follows: 
The first is this article of our faith, that Jesus Christ is essential, 
natural, true, complete God and man in aIle person, undivided 
and inseparable. The second, that the right hand of God is every
where. The third, that the Word of God is not false or deceitful. 
The fourth, that God has and knows various ways to be present 
at a certain place, not only the single one of which the fanatics 
prattle, which the philosophers call '10cal." 78 Of this the sophists79 

78 This much of the paragraph is quoted in the Formula of Concord, Solid 
Declaration, VII, 93 if., and (with an interpolation) Epitome, VII, 11 if. 
79 Meaning in this case the Occamist Scholastics, from whom Luther adapted 
this analysis of the modes of existence or presence. Aquinas had recognized 
the first two modes. See Sasse, This Is My Body, pp. 155 if. 
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properly say: There are three modes of being present in a given 
place: locally or circumscriptively, definitively, repletively. 

Let me translate this for the sake of clearer understanding. 
In the first place, an object is circumscriptively or locally in a 
place, i.e. in a circumscribed manner,80 if the space and the object 
occupying it exactly correspond and fit into the same measurements, 
such as wine or water in a cask, where the wine occupies no more 
space and the cask yields no more space than the volume of the 
wine. Or, a piece of wood or a tree in the water takes up no more 
space and the \vater yieJds no more than the size of the tree in it. 
Again, a man walking in the open air takes up no more space 
from the air around him, nor does the air yield more, than the 
size of the man. In this mode, space and object correspond exactly, 
item by item, just as a pewterer measures, pours off, and molds 
the tankard in its form. 

In the second place, an object is in a place definitively,81 
i.e. in an uncircumscribed manner, if the object or body is not 
palpably in one place and is not measurable according to the dimen
sions of the place where it is, but can occupy either more room 
or less. Thus it is said that angels and spirits are in certain places. 
For an angel or devil can b~ present in an entire house or city; 
again, he can be in a room, a chest or a box, indeed, in a nutshell. 
The space is really material and circumscribed, and has its own 
dimensions of length, breadth, and depth; but that which occupies 
it has not the same length, breadth, or depth as the space which 
it occupies, indeed, it has no length or breadth at all. Thus we 
read in the gospel that the devil possesses men and enters them, and 
they also enter into swine. Indeed, in Matthew 8HZ we read that 
a whole legion were in one man. That would be about six thou
sand devils. This I call an uncircumscribed presence in a given 
place, since we cannot circumscribe or measure it as we measure 
a body, and yet it is obviously present in the place. 

80 Begreifflich could also be translated "comprehensible" or "detenninate" in 
the sense of measurable. 
~l This is the more familiar spellin&, cf. Aquinas. With the late medieval 
Occamists, Luther spelled the word aiffinitive. 
82 Matt. 8: 28 ff. relates the incident of the Gadarene (or Gerasene) demoniacs, 
but Luther's reference is to the parallel in Mark 5:9 ff. The Roman military 
legion numbered up to six thousand men. 
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This was the mode in which the body of Christ was present 
when he came out of the closed grave, and came to the diSCiples 
through a closed door, as the gospels show.83 There was no 
measuring or defining of the space his head or foot occupied when 
he passed through the stone, yet he certainly had to pass through 
it. He took up no space, and the stone yielded him no space, but 
the stone remained stone, as entire and firm as before, and his 
body remained as large and thick as it was before. But he also 
was able, when he wished, to let himself be seen circumscribed 
in given places where he occupied space and his size could be 
measured. Just so, Christ can be and is in the bread, even though 
he can also show himself in circumscribed and visible fonn wher
ever he wills. For as the sealed stone and the closed door remained 
unaltered and unchanged, though his body at the same time was 
in the space entirely occupied by stone and wood, so he is also 
at the same time in the sacrament and where the bread and wine 
are, though the bread and wine in themselves remain unaltered 
and unchanged. 

In the third place, an object occupies places repletively, i.e. 
supernaturally, if it is Simultaneously present in all places whole 
and entire, and fills all places, yet without being measured or 
circumscribed by any place, in tenns of the space which it occupies. 
This mode of existence belongs to God alone, as he says in the 
prophet Jeremiah [23:23 f.], "I am a God at hand and not afar 
off. I fill heaven and earth." This mode is altogether incompre
hensible, beyond our reason, and can be maintained only with 
faith, in the Word. 

All this I have related in order to show that there are more 
modes whereby an object may exist in a place than the one cir
cumscribed, physical mode on which the fanatics insist. More
over, Scripture irreSistibly forces us to believe that Christ's body 
does not have to be present in a given place circumscriptively or 
corporeally, occupying and filling space in proportion to its size. 
For it was in the stone at the grave, but not in that circumscribed 
mode; similarly in the closed door, as they cannot deny. If it 
could be present there without space and place proportionate to 

83Cf. ,\fatt. 28:2 and John 20:19, 26. 
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its size, my friend, why can't it also be in the bread without space 
and room proportionate to its size? But if it can be present in this 
uncircumscribed manner, it is beyond the realm of material creatures 
and is not grasped or measured in their terms. Who can know 
how this takes place? Who will prove it false if someone declares 
that, since Christ's body is outside the realm of creation, it can 
assuredly be wherever he wishes, and that all creatures are as 
permeable and present to him as another body's material place or 
location is to it? 

Consider our physical eyes and our power of vision. Wnen 
we open our eyes, in one moment our sight is five or six miles84 

away, and simultaneously present everywhere within the range 
of those six miles. Yet this is only a matter of sight, the power 
of the eye. If physical sight can do this, do you not think that God's 
power can also find a way by which all creatures can be present 
and permeable to Christ's body? «Yes," you say, "but by this you 
do not prove that it is so." Thank you, I prove this much by it, 
that the fanatics also cannot refute me and prove that this is im
possible to the divine power, which they should and must do. 
They should prove, I say, that God knows no other way by which 
the body of Christ can exist in a given place than corporeally and 
circumscriptively. If they cannot do this, their system stands 
disgraced. Of course, they cannot do it. 

Because we prove from Scripture, however, that Christ's body 
can exist in a given place in other modes than this corporeal one, 
we have by the same token sufficiently argued that the words, 
"This is my body," ought to be believed as they read. For it is 
contrary to no article of faith, and moreover it is scriptural, in 
that Christ's body is held to have passed through the sealed stone 
and the closed door. Since we can point out a mode of existence 
other than the corporeal, circumscribed one, who will be so bold 
as to measure and span the power of God, as if He knows of no 
other modes? Yet the position of the fanatics cannot be main
tained unless they can prove that the power of God can be thus 
measured and spanned, for their whole argument rests on the 

84 In tenns of today's measurements this would be a distance of approximately 
twenty to twenty five miles. 
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assertion that the body of Christ can exist in a given place only 
in a corporeal and circumscribed manner. But here they are not 
answering but leaping over the question while they chatter about 
Lady Alloeosis. 

And now to come to my own position; Our faith maintains 
that Christ is God and man, and the two natures are one person, 
so that this person may not be divided in two; therefore, he can 
surely show himself in a corporeal, circumscribed manner at what
ever place he will, as he did after the resurrection and will do on 
the Last Day. But above and beyond this mode he can also use 
the second, uncircumscribed mode, as we have proved from the 
gospel85 that he did at the grave and the closed door. 

But now, since he is a man who is supernaturally one person 
with God, and apart from this man there is no God, it must follow 
that according to the third supernatural mode, he is and can be 
wherever God is and that everything is full of Christ through and 
through, even according to his humanity-not according to the first, 
corporeal, circumscribed mode, but according to the supernatural, 
divine mode. Here you must take your stand and say that wher
ever Christ is according to his diVinity, he is there as a natural, 
divine person and he is also naturally and personally there, as his 
conception in his mother's womb proves conclUSively. For if he 
was the Son of God, he had to be in his mother's womb naturally 
and personally and become man. But if he is present naturally 
and personally wherever he is, then he must be man there, too, 
since he is not V-\'O separate persons but a single person. Wher
ever this person is, it is the Single, indivisible person, and if you 
can say, "Here is God," then you must also say, "Christ the man 
is present too." 

And if you could show me one place where God is and not 
the man, then the person is already divided and I could at once 
say truthfully, "Here is God who is not man and has never become 
man." But no God like that for me! For it would follow from 
this that space and place had separated the two natures from one 
another and thus had divided the person, even though death and 
all the devils had been unable to separate and tear them apart. 

SSCf. LW 37, 66. 
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This would leave me a poor sort of Christ, if he were present only 
at one single place, as a divine and human person, and if at all 
other places he had to be nothing more than a mere isolated God 
and a divine person without the humanity. No, comrade, wher
ever you place God for me, you must also place the humanity 
for me. They simply will not let themselves be separated and 
divided from each other. He has become one person and does 
not separate the humanity from himself81J as :\faster Jack takes off 
his coat and lays it aside when he goes to bed. 

Let me give a simple illustration for the common man. The 
humanity is more closely united with God than our skin with our 
flesh-yes, more closely than body and soul. Now as long as a 
man lives and remains in health, his skin and flesh, body and soul 
are so completely one being, one person, that they cannot be 
separated; on the contrary, wherever the soul is, there must the 
body be also, and wherever the flesh is, there must the skin be 
also. You cannot indicate a special place or space where the soul 
is present alone without the body, like a kernel without the shell, 
or where the flesh is without the skin, like a pea without a pod. 
On the contrmy, wherever the one is, there must the other be also. 
Thus you cannot shell the divinity from the humanity and lay it 
aside at some place away from the humanity. For thereby you 
would be diViding the person and making the humanity merely a 
pod, indeed, a coat which the divinity put on and off according 
to the availability of place and space. Thus the physical space 
would have the power to divide the divine person, although neither 
angels nor all creation can do so. 

Here you will say with Nicodemus, "HO\v can this ber" [John 
3:9]. Must all places and space now become one space and place? 
Or, as this dolt dreams according to his crude, fleshly sense, must 
the humanity of Christ stretch and extend itself like a skin as 
wide as all creation? I answer: Here you must with Moses take 
off your old shoes, and with Nicodemus be born anew.S7 Accord
ing to your old notion. which perceives no more than the first, 
corporeal, circumscribed mode, you will understand this as little 

S6 The E'ntire two paragraphs down to this point are quoted in the Formula 
of Concord, Solid Declaration, VIII, 81 if. 
'7 Cf. Exod. 3:5, John 3:3. 
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as the fanatics, who cannot think of the Godhead in any other 
way than existing everywhere in a corporeal, circumscribed mode, 
as if God were some vast, extended entity that pervades and em
braces all creation. This you may gather from their charge that 
we stretch and extend the humanity and thereby enclose the 
divinity.88 Such words obviously apply to the corporeal, circum
scribed mode of being, as a peasant stuffs himself into his jacket 
and trousers, when the jac!~et and trousers are expanded so that 
they will go around his body and his legs. 

Get out of here, you stupid fanatic, with your worthless ideas! 
If you cannot think in higher and other terms than this, then sit 
behind the stove and stew pears and apples, and leave such sub
jects alone. If Christ passed through the closed door with his 
body, and the door was not on that account expanded nor his 
body compressed, why should the humanity here be expanded 
or the divinity enclosed, where there is a far different and more 
exalted mode of presence? 

"This is a lofty subject," you say, "and I do not understand 
it." Yes, this is my complaint too, that these fleshly spirits who 
scarcely know how to crawl on the earth, untested in faith, in
experienced in spiritual matters, wish to fly aloft above the clouds 
and measure and judge these profound, mysterious, incompre
hensible matters not according to God's words but according to 
their crawling and walking on the earth. They will fare as Icarus 
did in the poet's story.89 For they too have stolen others' feathers 
-Le. texts of Scripture-and fastened them on with wax-Leo 
adjusted them to their own interpretation with reason-and now 
they fly aloft. But the wax melts, and they fall into the sea and 
drown in all kinds of errors. 

Christ says, "If I have told you earthly things and you do not 
believe me, how can you believe it if I tell you heavenly things?" 
[John 3: 12]. Behold, this is entirely an earthly and bodily thing, 
when Christ's body passes through the stone and the door. For 
his body is an object which can be laid hold of, as much so as the 

88Christian Answer. C. R. 92, 935, 918; St. L. 20, 1201, 1190. 
89'fhe myth of Daedalus and Icarus is told in Ovids Metamorphoses, II, 1 fr. 
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stone and the door. Still, no reason can grasp how his body and 
the stone are in one place at the same time when he passes through 
it, and yet neither does the stone become larger or expand more, 
nor Christ's body smaller or more compressed. Here faith must 
blind reason and lift it out of the physical, circumscribed mode into 
the second, uncircumscribed mode which it does not understand 
but cannot deny. 

Now if this second mode must be understood by faith, and 
reason with its first, circumscribed mode must vanish, how much 
more must faith alone remain here and reason vanish in the case 
of the heavenly, supernatural mode, where Christ's body is one 
person with God in the Godhead? For everyone will grant me 
this, that it is a far different and higher mode when Christ's body 
is in the sealed stone and the closed door, than when according 
to the first mode it sits or stands in his clothes or walks in the 
open air about him. For here the air and the clothes extend and 
stretch themselves according to the size of his body which the 
eyes can see and the hands can touch. But in the stone and the 
door there is no expansion. 

Further, everyone will grant me that it is a far more exalted 
existence and mode when Christ's body is one person with God, 
than when it is in the stone or the door. For God is no corporeal 
thing but a Spirit above all things. And Christ is not one person 
with the stone or the door, as he is with God. Therefore he must 
be in the Godhead in a greater and more profound manner than 
he is in the stone or the door, just as he is in the stone and the 
door more intimately and profoundly than in his clothes or in the 
open air. And if the stone and the door did not have to extend 
or expand themselves, nor enclose the body of Christ, much less 
in this most exalted mode does the humanity extend and expand 
itself or enclose and compress the divinity, as this fleshly spirit 
dreams. 

The spirit must answer me and acknowledge that Christ's 
body has a far higher, supernatural existence, since he is one per
son with God, than he had when he was in the sealed stone and 
the door, since this is the highest mode and existence there is, 
and there cannot be anything higher than for a man to be one 
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person with God. For the second mode, in which Christ's body 
existed in the stone, will also be common to all the saints in heaven; 
they will pass with their bodies through all the objects of creation, 
a property which is common even now to angels and devils. For 
the angel came to Peter in the prison, Acts 12 [: 7]. And goblins 
come daily into closed chambers and storerooms. So he must also 
grant me that the stone does not extend itself or enclose Christ's 
body. 

Why then does he babble about the highest existence and 
mode of all, where Christ is one person with God, saying that 
here the humanity had to expand and enclose God if it were to be 
omnipresent with God? Simply to flaunt his crude, fat, puffy 
ideas! He has never thought about God and Christ in any way 
but the first, corporeal, circumscribed mode. My friend, whether 
the humanity is in one place or in all places, it does not enclose 
the divinity; much less did the stone, which was in one place, 
enclose his body. Rather, it is one person with God, so that wher
ever God is, there also is the man; what God does, the man also is 
said to do; what the man suffers, God also is said to suffer. 

Thus the one body of Christ has a threefold existence, or all 
three modes of being at a given place. First, the circumscribed 
corporeal mode of presence, as when he walked bodily on earth, 
when he occupied and yielded space according to his size. He 
can still employ this mode of presence when he wills to do so, 
as he did after his resurrection and as he will do on the Last 
Day, as Paul says in I Timothy [6:15], "Whom the blessed God will 
reveal," and Colossians 3 [:4], "When Christ your life reveals him
self." He is not in God or with the Father or in heaven according 
to this mode, as this mad spirit dreams, for God is not a corporeal 
space or place. The passages which the spiritualists adduce con
cerning Christ's leaving the world and going to the FatherOO speak 
of this mode of presence. 

Secondly, the uncircumscribed, spiritual mode of presence 
according to which he neither occupies nor yields space but passes 
through everything created as he wills. To use some crude illustra
tions, my vision passes through and exists in air, light, or water 

90 Especially John 16:28. 
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and does not occupy or yield any space; a sound or tone passes 
through and exists in air or water or a board and a wall and 
neither occupies nor yields space; likewise light and heat go 
t.lu-ough and exist in air, water, glass, or crystals and the like, but 
without occupying or yielding space, and many more like these. 
He employed this mode of presence when he left the closed grave 
and came through closed doors, in the bread and wine in the 
Supper, and, as people believe, when he \vas born in his mother. 

Thirdly, since he is one person with God, the divine, heavenly 
mode, according to which all created things are indeed much more 
permeable and present to him than they are according to the 
second mode. For if according to the second mode he can be 
present in and with created things in such a way that they do not 
feel, touch, measure, or circumscribe him, how much more marvel
ously will he be present in all created things according to this 
exalted third mode, where they cannot measure or circumscribe 
him but where they are present to him so that he measures and 
circumscribes them. You must place this existence of Christ, which 
constitutes him one person with God, far, far beyond things 
created, as far as God transcends them; and on the other hand, 
place it as deep in and as near to all created things as God is in 
them. For he is one indivisible person with God, and wherever 
God is, he must be also, otherwise our faith is false. 

But who can explain or even conceive how this occurs? We 
know indeed that it is so, that he is in God beyond all created 
things, and is one person with God. But how this happens, we 
do not know; it transcends nature and reason, even the compre
hension of all the angels in heaven, and is known only to God. 
Since this is true, even though unknown to us, we should not give 
the lie to his words until we know how to prove certainly that 
the body of Christ cannot in any circumstances be where God is 
and that this mode of being is a fiction. Let the fanatics prove 
it! They will give it up. 

I do not wish to have denied by the foregoing that God may 
have and know still other modes whereby Christ's body can be in a 
given place. My only purpose was to show what crass fools our 
fanatics are when they concede only the first, circumscribed mode 
of presence to the body of Christ although they are unable to 
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prove that even this mode is contrary to our view. For I do not 
want to deny in any way that God's power is able to make a body 
be Simultaneously in many places, even in a corporeal and cir
cumscribed manner. For who wants to try to prove that God 
is unable to do that? Who has seen the limits of his power? The 
fanatics may indeed think that God is unable to do it, but who 
will believe their speculations? How will they establish the truth 
of that kind of speculation?91 

If speculation is enough, then I too will speculate, better than 
they, and say: Even if Christ's body were just at one place, in 
heaven, as they prattle, yet all creatures may be present to him 
and around him even there, like the clear, transparent air. For, 
as has been said, a spirit can see, move, and hear through an 
iron wall as clearly and eaSily as I can see or hear through the 
air or through glass. And that which to our sight is solid and 
opaque, such as wood, stone, and brass, is to a spirit like glass, 
yes, like the clear air, as is well proved by goblins and angels, 
and as Christ also proved in the sealed stone and the closed door. 

I have seen crystals or jewels within which was a kind of 
spark or flame, as in an opal, or a little cloud or bubble; and 
yet this little bubble or cloud shines as if it were at every side 
of the stone, for whichever way the stone is turned, the bubble 
can be seen as if it were at the very front of the stone, though 
it is really in the center of it. I am not speaking now from 
Scripture. But we must use our reason or else give way to the 
fanatics. If Christ also sat at one place in the center of the uni
verse, like the bubble or spark in a crystal, and if a certain point 
in the universe were indicated to me, as the bread and wine are 
set forth to me by the Word, should I not be able to say, "See, 
there is the body of Christ actually in the bread," just as I say, 
when a certain side of the crystal is placed before my eyes, "See, 
there is the spark in the very front of the crystal"? Do you not 
suppose that God in a much truer and more miraculous way can 
set forth Christ's body in the bread, even if he were at a certain 
place in heaven, than show me the spark in a crystal? 
91 These five paragraphs, beginning with, "Thus the one body ... " on p. 222, 
are quoted in the Formula of Concord, Solid Declaration, VII, 98 if., which 
emends dreyerley wesen, "a threefold existence," in the first sentence of the 
passage, to dreier [lei] Weisen, "three different modes." 

-393-



IV The Promise of the Sacraments 

Not that I think this is certainly so, but it is not impossible 
with God. I only wish to give the fanatics something to mock and 
misinterpret, as they usually do. Yet I also wish to indicate 
thereby that they cannot maintain their position, or condemn our 
interpretation, even if it were true, as they say, that Christ is in 
heaven at a particular place. Of this, however, they too have no 
certain knowledge or proof. So far are they from demonstrated 
truth that even if their notions were correct-which they are not
still they cannot thereby prove their view of the Supper (that 
nothing but bread is there) nor refute ours. 

Moreover, in order to show them that it takes no skill at all to 
speculate without Scripture, I give you the illustration of Lorenzo 
Valla.92 A preacher stands and preaches. His voice is a single 
voice. It proceeds from his mouth, it is formed in his mouth, and 
it is in his mouth. But the same single voice, which is at one 
particular place, viz. in his mouth, passes in an instant into four, 
five, or ten thousand ears. And yet there is no other voice in 
those many thousand ears than the voice in the preacher's mouth, 
and it is at the same time, at the same instant, a single voice in 
the preacher's mouth and in all the people's ears, just as if his 
mouth and their ears were one point where his voice was located 
without any intervening space. 

My friend, if God can do this with a physical voice, why 
should he not be able to do it far more easily with the body of 
Christ, even if it were at a particular place, as they say, and yet 
at the same time be truly in the bread and wine at many places, 
as it were in two ears? For his body is much quicker and lighter 
than any voice, and all creation is more permeable to him than 
the air is to the voice, as he proved in the ease of the grave
stone, inasmuch as no voice can pass through a stone as easily as 
Christ's body does. 

These thoughts, however, I pursue no further than the point 
of truth in the fanatics' notions, that Christ is bodily and circum-

92 In Valla's treatise, On the Mystery of the Eucharist, published in a 
Venetian edition of the works of Lactantius, 1521, as cited in NachtTsge in 
WA 26, 656. Lorenzo Valla, 1405-1457, Italian humanist, Epicurean, and 
papal secretary, is best known for his demonstration that the "Donation of 
Constantine," for centuries a bulwark of papal claims to temporal authority, 
was a forgery. 
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scriptively at a particular place. Thus you may see, even to 
superfluity, that even though they contended for this, his body 
nonetheless can be in the Supper through God's power, because 
with created things even less Significant, such as a voice, a tone, 
or a sound, it is not only possible but even natural and common, 
besides being palpable and tangible. Therefore their fancies are 
untenable that there must be nothing but bread in the Supper 
since Christ's body is in heaven. 

One thing more. It was taught, even under the papacy, that 
if a mirror were broken into a thousand pieces, nevertheless the 
same complete image which had appeared previously in the whole 
mirror would remain in each piece. Here is the face of a man; 
he stands before the mirror and looks into it, and now in an 
instant the very same face is present, whole and entire, in every 
piece of the mirror. What if Christ also were in the bread and 
wine, and everywhere? For if God can do this with a man's face 
and a mirror, causing one face instantly to be in a thousand pieces 
or little mirrors, why should he not also make Christ's body so, 
that not only his image but he himself may be at many places at 
the same time, even if he were in heaven at a particular place, 
because it is much easier for his body to enter into the bread and 
wine than a [ace to enter into the mirror, since he passed through 
stone and iron, through which no image or face can pass? 

"0 you double papist!" they will shout. Well, let them shout 
if they please. With shouts they will be far from answering us, 
and nothing will be refuted; otherwise geese or asses or soused 
peasants might also become theologians. Nor have I seen any 
other paint which the fanatics, these mighty Rolands93 and giants, 
have won from the pope, that they should boast against the papists 
so loudly or justifiably. They have bared their teeth a little at 
the images-poor wood and stonel-but they have not bitten them 
yet. Now they attack baptism and the Supper, but so far they 
have not successfully carried out their aim.9~ 

93 Roland, in legend the nephew of Charlemagne, was the hero of many 
romantic tales, most famous being "The Song of Roland." Roland and the 
giants of mythology were favorite epithets of Luther against his ambitious 
opponents. 
94 Prominent in the overt break from Roman Catholicism in Zurich had been 
the removal of images from the churches, 1524. Luther implies that Zwingli's 
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I know very well that they may retort: The images in the 
mirror are not the face itself but its likeness, as bread and wine 
are signs of the Lord's body; hence the illustration is more for 
them than against them. But I also know, on the other hand, 
that bread and wine are not like the Lord's body, as the image 
in the mirror is like the face. Therefore the point of my illustra
tion is this: If God can instantaneously make so many images of a 
face in a mirror, and if so marvelous a thing occurs naturally and 
visibly, it should be much more credible that he can cause Christ's 
body to be actually in many places in the bread and wine, even 
though he were in one physical place, as they dream. I have 
given this illustration to show how vacuous their notion is, which 
cannot imagine more than the single, circumscribed mode of 
existence in reference to Christ. And even if that were true, still 
what they would like to deduce from it would not follow. Far 
less will it follow since Christ's body does not exist in heaven in 
this phYSical, circumscribed mode, nor can they prove that he 
exists in heaven so. 

Now this spirit rages against me that if Christ's body were 
everywhere that God is, I would become a Marcionite95 and make 
a phantom Christ, because his body could not become so huge or 
so extended as to encompass the divinity, which is omnipresent. I 
reply, first: Perhaps this spirit is simply giving vent to his great 
petulance and rashness, for he does not prove that this follows 
from my argument, therefore I utterly disregard his prattle. 

Secondly, he is well enough aware of the principle that to 
point out an inconsistency is not to refute arguments. If one incon
sistent expression were sufficient, then no article of the Creed, 
indeed, no system of justice in the world could stand. But this 
proud, pompous spirit allows himself to imagine that if he simply 
declares a certain pOint inconsistent, such and such a consequence 
will necessarily follow, then it is inevitably so and needs no proof. 

Thirdly, he reveals how crude and clumsy his ideas are by 
his inability to conceive of God's omnipresence except by imagining 

doctrine would also destroy baptism and the Lord's Supper, cE. p. 16, n. 7, 
above. 
B5 Christian Anstcer. C. R. 92, 937 ff., 918; St. L. 20, 1203 If., 1190. 
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God as a vast, immense being that fills the world, pervades it 
and towers over it, just like a sack full of straw, bulging above 
and below, precisely according to the first, bodily, circumscribed 
mode. Then, of course, Christ's body would be a mere phantom 
and apparition, like an immense straw-sack with God and the 
heaven and the earth inside. Wouldn't that really be a crude 
way to think and speak of God? 

But this is not the way we speak We say that God is no such 
extended, long, broad, thick, high, deep being. He is a super
natural, inscrutable being who exists at the same time in every 
little seed, whole and entire, and yet also in all and above all and 
outside all created things. There is no need to enclose him here, 
as this spirit dreams, for a body is much, much too wide for the 
Godhead; it could contain many thousand Godheads. On the other 
hand, it is also far, far too narrow to contain one Godhead. Noth
ing is so small but God is still smaller, nothing so large but God 
is still larger, nothing is so short but God is still shorter, nothing 
so long but God is still longer, nothing is so broad but God is still 
broader, nothing so narrow but God is still narrower, and so on. 
He is an inexpressible being, above and beyond all that can be 
described or imagined. 

But this is what this spirit should tell us: First, where there 
is Scripture or reason to prove that Christ's body has no other 
way of existing in a given place than the phYSical, circumscribed 
mode, like straw in a sack, or like bread in a basket or meat in a 
pot, especially since I have proved that he does have other modes, 
such as being in the gravestone. Again, that the right hand of 
God is a particular place in heaven. How does it happen that this 
spirit is so silent on this point, where there is the utmost necessity 
to speak out? Since he is so silent here, he has lost the argument, 
inasmuch as his belief rests upon this point, that Christ's body can 
have no other way to exist in heaven than the "local" mode, like 
straw in a sack, which however I have demonstrated to be obvi
ously false. Here he should show his cleverness and prove his 
paint. But how can he? He has got too deep in the mud and 
can't get out! 

Secondly, the spirit should answer this: Christ is God and 
man, and his humanity has become one person with God, and is 
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thus wholly and completely drawn into God above all creatures, 
so that he remains perfectly united with him. How is it possible, 
then, for God to be somewhere where Christ as man is not? How 
can it happen, without dividing the person, that God may be 
here without the humanity and there with the humanity?-espe
dally since we have not two Gods but only one God, and yet 
this God is wholly and perfectly man according to one person, 
viz. the Son. What does it mean that he prattles so much at other 
places, but here where he needs to speaks, he skips over it and 

remains silent? 
If God and man are one person and the two natures are so 

united that they belong together more intimately than body and 
soul, then Christ must also be man wherever he is God. If he is 
both God and man at one place, why should he not also be both 
man and God at a second place? If he is both man and God at a 
second place, why not at a third, fourth, or fifth, and so forth, at 
all places? But if the third, fourth, or fifth places do not permit 
him to be both man and God at the same time, neither would the 
first, original place permit him to be both man and God at the 
same time. For if place or space can divide the person, the first 
place can do it as well as all the others. Here an answer should 
have been forthcoming. It was on this point that I insisted when 
I showed that God and man were one person, and that Christ 
thereby had acquired a supernatural existence or mode of being 
whereby he can be everywhere. 

If we wish to be Christians and think and speak rightly about 
Christ, we must regard his divinity as extending beyond and above 
all creatures. Secondly, we must assert that though his humanity 
is a created thing, yet since it is the only creature so united with 
God as to constitute it one person with the divinity, it must be 
higher than all other creatures and above and beyond them, under 
God alone. Well, this is our faith. Here we come with a Christ 
beyond all creatures, both according to his humanity and his 
divinity; with his humanity we enter a different land from that 
in which it moved here on earth, viz. beyond and above all crea
tures and purely in the Godhead. Now let faith be the judge and 
arbiter here. Beyond the creatures there is only God; accordingly, 
since this humanity also is beyond the creatures, it must be 
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wherever God is, without fail. In essence, however, it cannot be 
God, but because it reaches up above all creation to the essential 
God and is united with him and is wherever God is, it must be at 
least in person God and thus exist everywhere that God is. 

Of course, our reason takes a foolish attitude, since it is ac
customed to understanding the word "in" only in a physical, cir
cumscribed sense like straw in a sack and bread in a basket. Con
sequently, when it hears that God is in this or that object, it always 
thinks of the straw-sack and the breadbasket. But faith under
stands that in these matters "in" is equivalent to "above," "beyond," 
"beneath," "through and through," and "everywhere." Oh, why 
do I speak of such exalted matters? They are ineffable, and un
necessary for the common man; for the fanatics, though, they are 
utterly useless and even harmful. They understand the matter as 
little as an ass does the Psalter, except that they may wrench a 
little piece from it and abuse and mutilate it, as an excuse for 
ignoring and skipping over the main subjects. Thus Zwingli plays 
the fool and deduces from my argument that if Christ is every
where, he cannot be received by the mouth, unless the mouth is 
everywhere too. This is plain, malicious perversion in which the 
devil shows his hand. 

Therefore I will stop speaking about this subject here too. If 
anyone is open to advice, he has had enough; if anyone does not 
want it, let him go his way. For the common man, the simple 
words suffice which Christ spoke at the Supper, "This is my body," 
for the fanatics can produce nothing certain or irrefutable against 
it, nor do they answer correctly on any point. He who in these 
important matters is found standing on shaky ground, in even one 
paint, should rightly be held in suspicion and shunned, espeCially 
since they boast with such arrogant self-confidence that they have 
Scripture on their side and everything is settled. How much more 
should they be regarded as erring, puffed up sectarians, since they 
are found standing not just upon one but upon a whole host of 
bad arguments, so frequently do they openly lie and fail to answer 
any point correctly. 

Zwingli particularly is not worth answering further, unless he 
retracts his blasphemous alloeosis. As the saying goes, a manifest 
lie does not deserve an answer. Hence, also, one who denies a 
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common article of faith is to be shunned as a manifest heretic. Now 
Zwingli not only denies this most exalted and necessary article, that 
the Son of God died for us; he actually blasphemes it, saying it is 
the most outrageous heresy that ever existed. His imagination arid 
damned alloeosis lead him to divide the person of Christ, and he 
leaves us no other Christ than a mere man who died for us and 
redeemed us. But what Christian heart can hear or endure this? 
This teaching altogether rejects and condemns the entire Christian 
faith and the whole world's salvation. For whoever is redeemed 
by the humanity only, is certainly not yet redeemed, nor will he 
ever be redeemed. 

There is neither time nor space to treat this matter further. I 
testify on my part that I regard Zwingli as un-Christian, with all 
his teaching, for he holds and teaches no part of the Christian 
faith rightly. He is seven times worse than when he was a papist, 
according to the declaration in Matthew 9 [12:45], "The last state 
of that man becomes worse than the first." I make this testimony 
in order that I may stand blameless before God and the world as 
one who never partook of Zwingli's teaching, nor will I ever do so. 

The sum of the whole matter is this: we recognize here no 
alloeosis, no heterosis,96 no ethopoeia,97 nor any other trick that 
Zwingli produces out of his magician's kit. Reasons we demand 
out of Scripture, and not cleverness out of his imagination. We 
are not interested in his fearful fuming and foaming as if he were 
seized with a towering rage. \Vrath and rage will not overthrow 
our interpretation. This wrathful spirit will not produce anything 
to convince us that Christ's body cannot be at the same time in 
heaven and in the Supper in accordance with the words, ''This is 
my body." Perhaps in his great wrath, or out of lofty moderation, 
he is letting this subject rest, meanwhile roaring by and teaching 
us new tropes needlessly. He recklessly deduces and concludes 
that were my teaching to prevail, if Christ's body is present 

9ti Christian Answer. C. R. 92, 935; St. L. 20, 1201. The word is used as a 
synonym for alloeosis. 
97 Zwingli defined ethopoiia (which Luther transliterated ithipeia) as "the 
ascription of a common custom, used when one imputes to a person a char
acter which the person does not by nature possess," e.g. describing God with 
anthropomorphisms, or Jesus in John 3:13 and Phil. 2:7 as Son of man. 
Christian Answer. C. R. 92, 938; St. L. 20, 1203. 
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wherever God is, then Christ's body would be a second infinite 
category, like God himself.98 But he could easily see, if his wrath 
did not blind him, that this does not follow at all. If the world 
is not infinite in itself, how should it follow that Christ's body is 
infinite if he is everywhere? Besides this blind spirit draws his 
conclusion according to the crude, circumscribed mode; and yet 
we know that God has more than one way of causing a thing to 
be in a given place, as has been proved above. An angel can be 
at the same time in heaven and on earth, as Christ shows, Matthew 
18 [:10J: "Their angels always behold the face of my Father in 
heaven." If they serve us, they are with us on earth; still, they 
always behold the Father's face in heaven. Yet they are not in
finite beings. 

This clumsy spirit does not yet know what it means to be in 
heaven, yet he wants to jump to conclusions on the subject. \Vhen 
I said that Christ was in heaven even while he was still walking 
on earth, as John 3 [:13] says, ''The Son of man who is in heaven," 
God help us, how he jumped to weird conclusions! "How," he 
declared, "could Christ be in heaven at that time? Is there eating 
and drinking in heaven? Is there suffering and dying in heaven? 
Is there sleep and repose in heaven? See what you have got 
yourself into, you mad Luther? Phooey on you!" 99 What do 
you think of this spirit's victory? He has conquered Constantinople 
and devoured the Turks,l°O and his magician's kit full of alloeoses 
and ethopoeias begins to dance for joy. 

Get out of here, you handsome devil! Let any faithful Christian 
tell me if it is not a higher and greater thing for the humanity 
to be in God, yes, to be one person with God, than for it merely 
to be in heaven. Isn't God higher and more glorious than heaven? 
Now, the humanity of Christ from his mother's womb was more 
profoundly and deeply in God and in God's presence than any 
angel, and certainly it was more profoundly in heaven than any 
angel. For whatever is in God and in God's presence is in heaven, 

98 Christian Answer. C. R. 92, 929 ff.; St. L. 20, 1197 ff. 
99 Here, as frequently, Luther is freely paraphrasing Zwingli. Christian An
swer. C. R. 92, 940; St. L. 20, 1204. 
100 The fall of Constantinople in 1453 had been a fearful shock to Christen
dom. The Turks continued their conquests through the Balkans, and even 
beSieged Vienna in 1529. 
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just as the angels are, even when they are on earth, as it is said 
in Matthew 18 [:10]. Unless God himself is no longer in heaven! 
So I might draw a Zwinglian conclusion and babble, "Is there 
eating and drinking in the Godhead? Is there suffering and dying 
in the Godhead? See what you have got yourself into, you mad 
John the Evangelist, who try to teach us that Christ is God and 
in the Godhead? For if there is no suffering or dying, or eating 
or drinking with God, the humanity of Christ cannot be with God, 
much less can it be one person with God." "This is what I was 
trying to do with my trickery," says the devil, "but, you spiteful 
Luther, you have ripped the bottom out of my magician's bag!" 

Now if Christ can suffer and die on earth, even though he is 
at the same time in the Godhead and is one person with God, 
why should he not much more be able to suffer on earth, though 
he is at the same time in heaven? If heaven prevented it, much 
more would the Godhead prevent it. Indeed, what if I said that 
not only Christ was in heaven when he walked on earth, but also 
the apostles and all the rest of us mortals on earth, insofar as we 
believe in Christ? That would kick up a rumpus in Zwingli's 
magician's kit! He would start draWing conclusions and ask, "Is 
there also sin in heaven? Is there error in heaven? Does the 
devil assail us in heaven? Does the world persecute us in heaven? 
Do flesh and blood tempt us in heaven? And so forth. For we 
sin and err constantly, as we learn from the Lord's Prayer, 'For
give us our trespasses' [Matt. 6:12], and we are continually being 
assailed by the devil, the world, and the flesh. In this way you 
would place the devil and the world and flesh and blood Jl 

heaven. See what you have got yourself into, you mad Luther! 
Phooey! Won't you ever learn that our spirit is no buffoon? Now, 
there you have it!" 

What shall I do with him? St. Paul has misled me when he 
said, EpheSians 1 [:3], "God has blessed us with every spiritual 
bleSSing in the heavenly places," and again, chapter 2 [:5 f.], "He 
has made us alive together with Christ and raised us up with him, 
and made us sit with him in the heavenly places," and in Colos
sians 3 [:3] he says, "Our life is hid with Christ in God," which 
certainly means in heaven. 

But here this spirit can call on his magician's kit to produce 
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an alloeosis or an ethopoeia, which teach us to make an exchange 
and take one thing for another; so heaven must mean earth, just 
as he interprets John 6 [:51 ff.] to mean that Christ's flesh must 
mean his divinity. For alloeosis is the mistress in the Scriptures. 
And if we don't want to believe it, he will overpower us by logic 
and say, "But we are not on the Mount of Olives and from thence 
ascending to heaven, we are here in German countries;101 there
fore by heaven St. Paul must mean the earth." The only way 
this spirit can conceive of heaven is to point his finger and cast 
his eyes upward, where sun and moon are. I hold that since these 
bodies never stand still, they ascribe to Christ such a place in 
heaven that he can never sit still. For I cannot imagine or elicit 
from them what salt of place they ascribe to Christ in heaven. 
But let that go for what it is worth. 

Thus, in regard to the text I quoted from Colossians 3 [2:9], 
"In Christ the whole fulness of deity dwells bodily," he thinks it 
unnecessary to say more than that "bodily" means "essentially," 
just as if Christ had not also been essentially God before God 
came to dwell bodily in Christ.102 It is marvelous the way this 
spirit can explain whatever he wishes, with no need of proving 
it! The same with the passage in Ephesians 4 [:10], "Christ 
descended and ascended far above all the heavens, that he might 
fill all things." Here he explains "filling" as fulfilling the holy 
Scriptures/o3 and exults once more over the mad Luther as if he 
had stormed hell. But to prove this interpretation is quite un
necessary for him. It is enough that he says so; then the point is 
sufficiently answered and our interpretation is false. 

He does hit Luther squarely for the first time, however, when 
he proves his powers of deduction on the word of Christ, "Where 
I am, there shall you be also" [John 14:3]. "You see," he says, "if 
Christ is everywhere, we must be everywhere also." lO4 To my 
surprise he does not deduce also that because we are where Christ 

101 Cf. Acts 1: 12. "German" in the sixteenth century had a linguistic and 
cultural, rather than a national connotation; Zwingli often referred to himself 
as a German. Luther here puts words into Zwingli's mouth, howeyer. 
102 Christian Answer. C. R. 92, 956; St. L. 20, 1216. 
103 Friendly Exposition. C. R. 92, 676, 653, quoting Luther's The Sacrament
Again.st the Fanatics, 1526. LW 36, 342 f. Also Friendly Reioinder. C. R. 
92, 788; St. L. 20, 1118 f. 
104 Christian Answer. C. R. 92, 956; St. L. 20, 1216. 
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is, we must all be God and man also. For where Christ is, he is 
God and man. Again, Christ passed through the sealed stone and 
the closed door, therefore we must also pass through them. Again, 
Christ exists spiritually in us, therefore we also must exist spirit
ually in ourselves, etc. 

Yes, on the other hand he might reasonably conclude that where 
Christ is, there we cannot be. For it is just as unreasonable for 
many bodies to be in one place as for one body to be in many 
places. But since Christ occupies a particular place in heaven, as 
they say, it must follow that each of us will have his particular 
place. Now, since this passage, "\,Vhere I am, there shall you be 
also," is contrary to Scripture and the Creed if it is understood 
literally, Lady Alloeosis, or heterosis, or perhaps the common fig
ure narrosis105 will stand godmother and help us on to a correct 
interpretation. Am I not clever too at their art of jumping to 
conclusions? 

Now a sow cannot be a dove, nor a cuckoo a nightingale. This 
proud devil treats Scripture any way he pleases, and shows with 
his jugglery that since he cannot answer he will resort to ridiculing 
us. But we know that Scripture sets this man and no other at the 
right hand of God. Now although we shall be where he is, ac
cording to the first or second mode as described above, we shall 
not be where he is according to the third mode, viz. at the right 
hand of God as one person with God, according to which mode 
Christ exists wherever God is.106 Indeed, since he is everywhere, 
of course we are wherever he is, for he must be with us if he is 
everywhere. This our master logician should have confuted, in
stead of which he confuses it all together, and refuses to recognize 
any but the one circumscribed mode. Beyond this he can under
stand nothing at all, and does not even comprehend what he is 
raving about. 

11.15 A coined word of sarcasm, based on the German word narr, "fool." 
lO6ef. pp. 385 ff. 
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THE REFORM OF THE 
CHURCH 

In the first four parts of this anthology we have seen 
the various aspects of Luther's theology: his determination 
to re-center theology in the cross, his exposition of the 
Word as law and gospel, his confidence that the righteous
ness of God revealed in Christ stood over against all human 
goodness and wisdom, and his reinterpretation of the sac
raments in light of the centrality of the gospel. 

But how was this gospel-centered theology to be 
embodied in the actual life of the church? Luther was not 
only a professor, but also a pastor in Wittenberg, and one 
to whom the various supporters of the Reformation looked 
for leadership in the concrete task of structuring the church's 
life. The six documents in Part V show Luther at his task 
of practical reformer, struggling to structure the life of the 
church around this powerful new theology. 

The course of reform was a stormy one, as readers 
of the first parts of this book will already have noticed. At 
an early point Luther thought that he so spoke for the hopes 
of Christendom that the reforms he proposed might sweep 
through the Roman Church, especially if assisted by a gen
eral council. The rapid spread of the Reformation as a pop
ular movement in those first years gave credibility to this 
notion. 
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Luther eventually learned that there would be 
strong opposition to most of his reforming agenda from key 
leaders of the Roman Church. He also came to see that 
many devout Catholics did not agree with him, and either 
did not want the changes that he proposed or were not 
willing to struggle against the papacy and bishops to obtain 
them. 

Trouble came from another direction as well. Lu
ther's own agenda was a limited one, involving certain con
crete changes that seemed to him absolutely necessary to 
correct current practices that obscured the gospel. But on 
other issues Luther was content to maintain the catholic 
tradition. He soon found himself outflanked by those, even 
among his supporters, who wanted more changes or more 
rapid transformation than seemed right to him. 

.. 
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20 Eight Sermons at Wittenberg 

The first document in this part reflects those struggles about 
the nature of reform within the Wittenberg congregation itself. 
After his appearance before the Diet of Worms in 1521, Luther 
had been kidnapped by friends on the way home and taken into 
hiding at the Wartburg castle for his own protection. But while 
he was away from Wittenberg, those who wanted to move rapidly 
to eliminate Roman practices, under the leadership of Karlstadt, 
began to take dramatic action. 

At Christmas in 1521, Karlstadt distributed both bread and 
the cup at communion. He also declared confession before com
munion unnecessary and held that images were not to be per
mitted in the church. This led to outbreaks of actual violence 
and destruction of images and altars. The disturbances became 
so strong that city schools had to be closed and the university 
itself was on the verge of collapse. 

Luther had made a secret visit to Wittenberg in December 
of 1521, but now he decided that he needed to return, at what
ever risk to his own personal safety, to lead a more orderly process 
of change. He arrived on Thursday, March 6, 1522, consulted 
with his friends, and then began on the following Sunday a series 
of daily sermons for the people about the current crisis. This 
series of "Eight Sermons at Wittenberg" (1522) is often called 
the "Invocabit Sermons," after the name of the Sunday in Lent 
when Luther began to preach. 

In this series Luther acknowledges that many changes are 
needed, but he rebukes the Wittenbergers for their disorder. 
At the conclusion of the first sermon, Luther pleads that any 
changes be undertaken with patience and with education so that 
no persons fail to consent who might be able to agree, even if 
they do not yet understand: 

For there are many who are otherwise in accord with us and who 

would also gladly accept this thing, but they do not yet fully 

understand it-these we drive away. Therefore, let us show love 

to our neighbors; if we do not do this, our work will not endure. 

We must have patience with them for a time, and not cast out 

-407-



V The Reform of the Church 

him who is weak in faith; and do and omit to do many other things, 

so long as love requires it and it does no harm to faith. If we do 

not earnestly pray to God and act rightly in this matter, it looks 

to me as if all the misery which we have begun to heap upon the 

papists will fall upon us (p. 418). 

Having restored order and having spoken to some of the 
most pressing issues in the "Eight Sermons," Luther turned his 
attention to how worship should in fact be restructured. The 
next two documents in this section, "Concerning the Order of 
Public Worship" and "An Order of ~lass and Communion for the 
Church at Wittenberg" were both written in 1523 to deal with 

this question. 

21 Concerning the Order of Public Worship 

This short treatise appeared sometime in the spring of 1523. 
It offered general principles for the reform of worship. At the 
beginning Luther states three goals: (1) the recovery of the Word; 
(2) the elimination of "un-Christian fables and lies, in legends, 
hymns and sermons"; (3) and elimination of the sense of the 
"divine service ... performed as a work whereby God's grace 
and salvation might be won." 

Luther then outlines a program of worship for the entire 
week. Daily masses are to be replaced with morning and evening 
services of the Word, and all of them are to include preaching. 
If, however, any person wants the sacrament during the week, 
this is not forbidden. "Let mass be held as inclination and time 
dictate." 

Sunday mass and vespers should continue "as has been 
customary," but both of these occasions should include preaching. 
Sung chants may be retained, but there is room for adjustment 
here. Festivals of the saints are to be discontinued, although 
those of Mary and the apostles may be retained (so long as the 
content of what they celebrate is "pure"). 
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22 An Order of ~ass and Communion 
for the Church at Wittenberg 

In his brief principles of the reform of worship, Luther had 
said that his chief goal was "that the Word may have free course 
instead of the prattling and rattling that has been the rule until 
now." But he was soon pressed to provide more specific guidance 
for the Sunday service of the sacrament itself. So late in 1523 
Luther published a detailed account of how he thought the Mass 
itself ought to be reformed. Its publication made it an influential 
standard not only in Saxony but wherever the Reformation was 
being introduced. 

Several matters stand out clearly. First, Luther was con
cerned that lessons and preaching be in the language of the 
people. Second, he insisted on a thorough reform of the Eu
charistic liturgy itself to take away every suggestion of sacrifice 
or human work. Third, there is his surprising flexibility-a re
luctance to have every decision fixed. Local conditions, whether 
the scruples of the people or preference of the bishop, may rightly 
dictate that something be included in one place or time and 
eliminated in another. 

23 The Small Catechism 

The reader is next asked to consider two documents that 
are to be found in The Book of Concord, the official collection 
of teachings of the Lutheran churches. "The Small Catechism" 
and "The Smalcald Articles" show Luther's skill as a pastor and 
theological negotiator for the church. 

A visitation to the churches of Saxony in 1528 sent Luther 
into real shock about the spiritual conditions that were found 
there. "Good God, what wretchedness I beheldl The common 
people . . . have no knowledge whatever of Christian teach
ing. . . ." Luther set out to remedy this situation by preparing 
a "Large Catechism" for pastors and teachers and a "Small Cat
echism" for use by the common people. 
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Luther presents the traditional catechetical material-Ten 
Commandments, Creed, sacraments-but offers his own expla
nations of each part. This has perhaps been Luther's most widely 
known writing in the centuries since its first publication in 1529, 
as it formed the basis for instruction in preparation for confir
mation in the Lutheran churches. 

Readers may be surprised at Luther's clear capacity to be 
a teacher of ordinary persons, presenting the Christian faith in 
a simple, positive, non-polemical way. Yet readers also should 
not fail to see several characteristic Luther themes-in the cen
tering of all Ten Commandments on the first command to "fear 
and love God," in the description of faith itself as a gift in the 
third article of the creed, or in the teaching of a need for a daily 
return to baptism and of the "true body and blood of our Lord 
Jesus Christ" in the Supper. 

In later editions Luther also included material on the daily 
life of a Christian-morning and evening prayer, grace at table, 
and tables of household duties. The time-conditioned character 
of much of this may seem curious (and not all subsequently 
published catechisms have included all of these parts). Yet here 
Luther was attempting to offer a pattern of spirituality for the 
Christian who lives in the world rather than the monastery. 

24 The Smalcald Articles 

In these decades of theological debate and political struggle, 
each party had to develop new norms or summaries of faith to 
speak to current controversy. Luther's personal statement offaith 
(see selection 4) played a significant part in the development of 
the 'Augsburg Confession" of 1530 (although this confession was 
actually written by Melanchthon). But in 1537, when the long 
hoped for (and now feared) General Council had finally been 
called by the Pope, it was Luther who drew up a summary of 
Reformation faith in "The Smalcald Articles." 

After a brief preface discussing the current situation, Luther 
presents these articles in three parts: First, there is a summary 
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of trinitarian faith from the historic creeds. He admits, "these 
articles are not matters of dispute or contention for both parties 
confess them." 

Second, Luther takes up four central Reformation concerns 
that the coming council must consider: Christ and justification 
by faith; the Mass; Chapters and Monasteries; and the Papacy. 
Christ, faith, and justification are not three separate topics, but 
a single reality, and "nothing in this article can be given up or 
compromised, even if heaven and earth and things temporal 
should be destroyed." 

The Mass-not Holy Communion itself, but the way that 
it had been presented under the papacy-"must be regarded as 
the greatest and most horrible abomination because it runs into 
direct and violent conflict" with the fundamental article of Christ, 
faith, and justification. It is the misunderstanding of the Mass 
as a human work that has given rise to so many of the abuses 
against which Luther's writings had been focused: purgatory; 
masses for the dead; pilgrimages; the brotherhoods; relics; and 
indulgences. 

The conclusion of this second part contains a good example 
of Luther's developed thinking about the papacy itself-an article 
that had been avoided in the 'Augsburg Confession," but that 
now had to be faced. Luther denies that the papacy exists "by 
divine right or according to God's Word." He considers the pos
sibility that some have suggested that the pope might be simply 
the bishop of Rome and as such the head of Christendom, pre
serving its unity. But Luther is skeptical by 1537 that such a 
development of the papal power could ever take place. (The 
reader will note in the signatures at the end of this document 
that the ever more irenic Melanchthon disagrees with Luther 
and makes a reservation about this confession at this very point.) 

In the third and final part of the articles, Luther takes up 
fifteen matters that need discussion between the sides, although 
he is doubtful that the Roman party at the coming council "care 
much about these things; they are not concerned about matters 
of conscience but only about money, honor, and power." The 
articles throughout reflect Luther's fear that nothing good can 
emerge from the coming council. But those polemical notes 
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aside, they provide an excellent summary of Luther's fully de
veloped negotiating stance with Rome from a time twenty years 
after the beginnings of the conflict. 

25 On the Councils and the Church-Part III 

The final document in Part V is the concluding section of 
Luther's treatise "On the Councils and the Church" from 1539. 
In this section Luther provides a description of the marks of the 
church. Having reviewed the history of the council of Jerusalem 
and the first four ecumenical councils, Luther reaches a cautious 
conclusion about the positive role that such councils can play (in 
contrast to his earlier hopes that a true council might bring reform 
throughout Christendom). But he then goes on to present how 
the doctrine of the church is rightly to be understood. 

For Luther the heart of the matter is the concept of church 
as ecclesia-neither building nor institution nor structure, but 
the gathered congregation, the people of God. But among the 
many communities claiming to bear the name of Christ, how can 
the true church be recognized? Luther proposes seven marks: 

[J possession of the holy Word of God 
[J the holy sacrament of baptism 

o the holy sacrament of the altar 
[J the office of the keys (absolution for sin) 

o the office of ministry (including bishops and pastors) 
o prayer, public praise, and thanksgiving to God 

o possession of the sacred cross-that is, experience of suf
fering 

The treatise is written to continue the work of the "Smalcald 
Articles" in rallying the people to understand the treasure that 
they have received in a church re-formed around the gospel. Yet 
Luther knows that many in the reformation churches do not 
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treasure sufficiently these seven great gifts of God. So the treatise 
contains this appeal and warning: 

If God were to bid you to pick up a straw or to pluck out a feather 
with the command, order, and promise that thereby you have 
forgiveness of all sin, grace, and eternal life, should you not accept 
this joyfully and gratefully, and cherish, praise, prize, and esteem 
that straw and that feather as a higher and holier possession than 
heaven and earth? No matter how insignificant the straw and 
feather may be, you would nonetheless acquire through them 
something more valuable than heaven and earth, indeed, than all 
the angels, are able to bestow on you. Why then are we such 
disgraceful people that we do not regard the water of baptism, 
the bread and wine, that is, Christ's body and blood, the spoken 
word, and that laying on of mans hands for the forgiveness of sin 
as such holy possessions, as we would the straw and the 
feather ... ? (p. 569). 

It could be fairly said that Luther's task as a reformer was to rally 
the church around the gospel in such a way that none of these 
precious gifts was lost, but so that the grace of God might be 
known clearly in these questions of structure and order. 
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EIGHT SERMONS AT WITTENBERG 
1522 

The First Sermon, March 9, 1522, Invocavit Sunday! 

The summons of death comes to us all, and no one can die for 
another. Every one must fight his own battle with death by him
self, alone. We can shout into another's ears, but every one must 
himself be prepared for the time of death, for I will not be with you 
then, nor you with me. Therefore every one must himself know and 
be armed with the chief things which concern a Christian. And 
these are what you, my beloved, have heard from me many days ago. 

In the first place, we must know that we are the children of 
wrath, and all our works, intentions, and thoughts are nothing at all. 
Here we need a clear, strong text to bear out this point. Such is the 
saying of St. Paul in Eph. 2 [:3]. Note this well; and though there 
are many such in the Bible, I do not wish to overwhelm you with 
many texts. "We are all the children of wrath." And please do not 
undertake to say: I have built an altar, given a foundation for 
masses, etc. 

1 In the original there follow the words "Sermon, "D.M.L." 

-414-

Eight Sermons at Wittenberg 

Secondly, that God has sent us his only-begotten Son that we 
may believe in him and that whoever trusts in him shall be free from 
sin and a child of God, as John declares in his first chapter, "To all 
who believed in his name, he gave power to become children of 
God" [John 1:12]. Here we should all be well versed in the Bible 
and ready to confront the devil with many passages. With respect 
to these two points I do not feel that there has been anything wrong 
or lacking. They have been rightly preached to you, and I should be 
sorry if it were otherwise. Indeed, I am well aware and I dare say 
that you are more learned than I, and that there are not only one, 
two, three, or four, but perhaps ten or more, who have this knowl
edge and enlightenment. 

Thirdly, we must also have love and through love we must do 
to one another as God has done to us through faith. For without 
love faith is nothing, as St. Paul says (I Cor. 2 [13:1]): If I had 
the tongues of angels and could speak of the highest things in faith, 
and have not love, I am nothing. And here, dear friends, have you 
not grievously failed? I see no signs of love among you, and I 
observe very well that you have not been grateful to God for his 
rich gifts and treasures. 

Here let us beware lest Wittenberg become Capernaum [cf. 
Matt. 11:23]. I notice that you have a great deal to say of the 
doctrine of faith and love which is preached to you, and this is no 
wonder; an ass can almost intone the lessons, and why should you 
not be able to repeat the doctrines and formulas? Dear friends, the 
kingdom of God,-and we are that kingdom-does not consist in talk 
or words [I Cor. 4:20], but in activity, in deeds, in works and exer
cises. God does not want hearers and repeaters of words [Jas.l:22], 
but followers and doers, and this occurs in faith through love. For 
a faith without love is not enough-rather it is not faith at all, but a 
counterfeit of faith, just as a face seen in a mirror is not a real face, 
but merely the reflection of a face [I Cor. 13:12]. 

Fourthly, we also need patience. For whoever has faith, trusts 
in God, and shows love to his neighbor, practicing it day by day, 
must needs suffer persecution. For the devil never sleeps, but con
stantly gives him plenty of trouble. But patience works and pro
duces hope [Rom. 5:4], which freely yields itself to God and 
vanishes away in him. Thus faith, by much afHiction and persecu-
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tion, ever increases, and is strengthened day by day. A heart thus 
blessed with virtues can never rest or restrain itself, but rather pours 
itself out again for the benefit and service of the brethren, just as 
God has done to it. 

And here, dear friends, one must not insist upon his rights, but 
must see what may be useful and helpful to his brother, as Paul 
says, Omnia mihi licent, sed non omnia expediunt, "<All things are 
lawful for me,' but not all things are helpful" [1 Cor. 6:12]. For we 
are not all equally strong in faith, some of you have a stronger faith 
than I. Therefore we must not look upon ourselves, or our strength, 
or our prestige, but upon our neighbor, for God has said through 
Moses: 1 have borne and reared you, as a mother does her child 
[Deut. 1:31]. What does a mother do to her child? First she gives 
it milk, then gruel, then eggs and soft food, whereas if she turned 
about and gave it solid food, the child would never thrive [0£. 1 Cor. 
3:2; Heb. 5:12-13]. So we should also deal with our brother, have 
patience with him for a time, have patience with his weakness and 
help him bear it; we should also give him milk-food, too [1 Pet. 2:2; 
o£. Rom. 14:1-3], as was done with us, until he, too, grows strong, 
and thus we do not travel heavenward alone, but bring our brethren, 
who are not now our friends, with us. If all mothers were to aban
don their children, where would we have been? Dear brother, if 
you have suckled long enough, do not at once cut off the breast, but 
let your brother be suckled as you were suckled. 1 would not have 
gone so far as you have done, if I had been here. The cause is good, 
but there has been too much haste. For there are still brothers and 
sisters on the other side who belong to us and must still be won. 

Let me illustrate. The sun has two properties, light and heat 
No king has power enough to bend or guide the light of the sun; 
it remains fixed in its place. But the heat may be turned and guided, 
and yet is ever about the sun. Thus faith must always remain pure 
and immovable in our hearts, never wavering; but love bends and 
turns so that our neighbor may grasp and follow it. There are some 
who can run, others must walk, still others can hardly creep [0£. 
I Cor. 8:1-13]. Therefore we must not look upon our own, but upon 
our brother's powers, so that he who is weak in faith, and attempts 
to follow the strong, may not be destroyed of the devil. Therefore, 
dear brethren, follow me; I have never been a destroyer. And I was 
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also the very first whom God called to this work. I cannot run away, 
but will remain as long as God allows. I was also the one to whom 
God first revealed that his Word should be preached to you. I am 
also sure that you have the pure Word of God. 

Let us, therefore, let us act with fear and humility, cast our
selves at one another's feet, join hands with each other, and help 
one another. I will do my part, which is no more than my duty, 
for I love you even as I love my own soul. For here we battle not 
against pope or bishop, but against the devil [0£. Eph. 6:12], and 
do you imagine he is asleep? He sleeps not, but sees the true light 
rising, and to keep it from shining into his eyes he would like to 
make a flank attack-and he will succeed, if we are not on our guard. 
I know him well, and I hope, too, that with the help of God, I am 
his master. But if we yield him but an inch, we must soon look to 
it how we may be rid of him. Therefore all those have erred who 
have helped and consented to abolish the mass; not that it was not 
a good thing, but that it was not done in an orderly way. You say 
it was right according to the Scriptures. I agree, but what becomes 
of order? For it was done in wantonness, with no regard for proper 
order and with offense to your neighbor. If, beforehand, you had 
called upon God in earnest prayer, and had obtained the aid of the 
authorities, one could be certain that it had come from God. I, too, 
would have taken steps toward the same end if it had been a good 
thing to do; and if the mass were not so evil a thing, I would intro
duce it again. For I cannot defend your action, as I have just said. 
To the papists and blockheads I could defend it, for I could say: 
How do you know whether it was done with good or bad intention, 
since the work in itself was really a good work? But I would not 
know what to assert before the devil. For if on their deathbeds the 
devil reminds those who began this affair of texts like these, "Every 
plant which my Father has not planted will be rooted up" [Matt 
15:13], or "I have not sent them, yet they ran" [Jer. 23:21],2 how 
will they be able to withstand? He will cast them into hell. But I 
shall poke the one spear into his face, so that even the world will 
become too small for him, for I know that in spite of my reluctance 
I was called by the council to preach. Therefore I was willing to 

2 Scripture passages in Latin, though Luther undoubtedly spoke them. in 
German. 
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accept you as you were willing to accept me, and, besides, you could 
have consulted me about the matter. 

I was not so far away that you could not reach me with a letter, 
whereas not the slightest communication was sent to me. If you 
were going to begin something and make me responsible for it, that 
would have been too hard. I will not do it [i.e., assume the respon
sibility]. Here one can see that you do not have the Spirit, even 
though you do have a deep knowledge of the Scriptures. Take note 
of these two things, "must" and "free." The "must" is that which 
necessity requires, and which must ever be unyielding; as, for in
stance, the faith, which I shall never permit anyone to take away 
from me, but must always keep in my heart and freely confess before 
every one. But "free" is that in which I have choice, and may use Or 
not, yet in such a way that it profit my brother and not me. Now do 
not make a "must" out of what is "free," as you have done, so that 
you may not be called to account for those who were led astray by 
your loveless exercise of liberty. For if you entice anyone to eat 
meat on Friday, and he is troubled about it on his deathbed, and 
thinks, Woe is me, for I have eaten meat and I am lost! God will 
call you to account for that soul. I, too, would like to begin many 
things, in which but few would follow me, but what is the use? For 
I know that, when it comes to the showdown, those who have begun 
this thing cannot maintain themselves, and will be the first to retreat. 
How would it be, if I brought the people to the point of attack, and 
though I had been the first to exhort others, I would then flee, and 
not face death with courage? How the poor people would be 
deceived! 

Let us, therefore, feed others also with the milk which we 
received, until they, too, become strong in faith. For there are many 
who are otherwise in accord with us and who would also gladly 
accept this thing, but they do not yet fully understand it-these we 
drive away. Therefore, let us show love to our neighbors; if we do 
not do this, our work will not endure. We must have patience with 
them for a time, and not cast out him who is weak in faith; and do 
and omit to do many other things, so long as love requires it and it 
does no harm to our faith. If we do not earnestly pray to God and 
act rightly in this matter, it looks to me as if all the misery which 
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we have begun to heap upon the papists will fall upon us. There
fore I could no longer remain away, but was compelled to come and 
say these things to you. 

This is enough about the mass; tomorrow we shall speak about 
images. 

The Second Sermon, March 10, 1522, Monday 

after Invocavie 

Dear friends, you heard yesterday the chief characteristics of a 
Christian man, that his whole life and being is faith and love. Faith 
is directed toward God, love toward man and one's neighbor, and 
consists in such love and service for him as we have received from 
God without our work and merit. Thus, there are two things: the 
one, which is the most needfu~ and which must be done in one way 
and no other; the other, which is a matter of choice and not of neces
sity, which may be kept or not, without endangering faith or incur
ring hell. In both, love must deal with our neighbor in the same 
manner as God has dealt with us; it must walk the straight road, 
straying neither to the left nor to the right. In the things which are 
"musts" and are matters of necessity, such as believing in Christ, love 
nevertheless never uses force or undue constraint. Thus the mass is 
an evil thing, and God is displeased with it, because it is performed 
as if it were a sacrifice and work of merit. Therefore it must be 
abolished. Here there can be no question or doubt, any more than 
you should ask whether you should worship God. Here we are 
entirely agreed: the private masses must be abolished. As I have 
said in my writings,· I wish they would be abolished everywhere 
and only the ordinary evangelical mass be retained. Yet Christian 
love should not employ harshness here nor force the matter. How
ever, it should be preached and taught with tongue and pen that 

a The title reads: "Another sermon of D. M. Luther's on Monday after 
Invocavit." 
~ In the Open Letter to the Christian Nobility (1520), PE 2, 61-164. and The 
Babylonian Captivity of the Church (1520), PE 2, 170-293. 
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to hold mass in such a manner is sinful, and yet no one should be 
dragged away from it by the hair; for it should be left to God, and 
his Word should be allowed to work alone, without our work or 
interference. Why? Because it is not in my power or hand to fashion 
the hearts of men as the potter molds the clay and fashion them at 
my pleasure [Ecclus. 33:13]. I can get no farther than their ears; 
their hearts I cannot reach. And since I cannot pour faith into their 
hearts, I cannot, nor should I, force anyone to have faith. That is 
God's work alone, who causes faith to live in the heart. Therefore 
we should give free course to the Word and not add our works to it. 
We have the ius verbi [right to speak] but not the executio [power 
to accomplish]. We should preach the Word, but the results must 
be left solely to God's good pleasure. 

Now if I should rush in and abolish it by force, there are many 
who would be compelled to consent to it and yet not know where 
they stand, whether it is right or wrong, and they would say: I do 
not know if it is right or wrong, I do not know where I stand, I was 
compelled by force to submit to the majority. And this forcing and 
commanding results in a mere mockery, an external show, a fool's 
play, man-made ordinances, sham-saints, and hypocrites. For where 
the heart is not good, I care nothing at all for the work. We must 
first win the hearts of the people. But that is done when I teach 
only the Word of God, preach the gospel, and say: Dear lords or 
pastors, abandon the mass, it is not right, you are sinning when you 
do it; I cannot refrain from telling you this. But I would not make 
it an ordinance for them, nor urge a general law. He who would 
follow me could do so, and he who refused would remain outside. 
In the latter case the Word would sink into the heart and do its 
work. Thus he would become convinced and acknowledge his error, 
and fall away from the mass; tomorrow another would do the same, 
and thus God would accomplish more with his Word than if you 
and I were to merge all our power into one heap. So when you have 
won the heart, you have won the man-and thus the thing must 
finally fall of its own weight and come to an end. And if the hearts 
and minds of all are agreed and united, abolish it. But if all are not 
heart and soul for its abolishment-leave it in God's hands, I beseech 
you, otherwise the result will not be good. Not that I would again 
set up the mass; I let it lie in God's name. Faith must not be chained 
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and imprisoned, nor bound by an ordinance to any work. This is 
the principle by which you must be governed. For I am sure you 
will not be able to carry out your plans. And if you should carry 
them out with such general laws, then I will recant everything that 
I have written and preached and I will not support you. This I am 
telling you now. What harm can it do you? You still have your faith 
in God, pure and strong so that this thing cannot hurt you. 

Love, therefore, demands that you have compassion on the 
weak, as all the apostles had. Once, when Paul came to Athens 
(Acts 17 [:16-32]), a mighty city, he found in the temple many 
ancient altars, and he went from one to the other and looked at them 
all, but he did not kick down a single one of them with his foot. 
Rather he stood up in the middle of the market place and said they 
were nothing but idolatrous things and begged the people to forsake 
them; yet he did not destroy one of them by force. When the Word 
took hold of their hearts, they forsook them of their own accord, 
and in consequence the thing fell of itself. Likewise, if I had seen 
them holding mass, I would have preached to them and admonished 
them. Had they heeded my admonition, I would have won them; 
if not, I would nevertheless not have torn them from it by the hair 
or employed any force, but Simply allowed the Word to act and 
prayed for them. For the Word created heaven and earth and all 
things [Ps. 33:6J; the Word must do this thing, and not we poor 
sinners. 

In short, I will preach it, teach it, write it, but I will constrain 
no man by force, for faith must come freely without compulsion. 
Take myself as an example. I opposed indulgences and all the 
papists, but never with force. I simply taught, preached, and wrote 
God's Word; otherwise I did nothing. And while I slept [ef. Mark 
4:26-29], or drank Wittenberg beer with my friends Philipll and 
Amsdorf,6 the Word so greatly weakened the papacy that no prince 
or emperor ever inflicted such losses upon it. I did nothing; the 
Word did everything. Had I desired to foment trouble, I could have 
brought great bloodshed upon Germany; indeed, I could have 
started such a game that even the emperor would not have been 
safe. But what would it have been? Mere fool's play. I did 

I Melanchthon. 
8 Nicholas von Amsdorf (1483-1565). 
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nothing; I let the Word do its work. What do you suppose is Satan's 
thought when one tries to do the thing by kicking up a row? He 
sits back in hell and thinks: Oh, what a fine game the poor fools are 
up to now! But when we spread the Word alone and let it alone do 
the work, that distresses him. For it is almighty and takes captive 
the hearts, and when the hearts are captured the work will fall of 
itself. Let me cite a simple instance. In former times there were 
sects, too, Jewish and Gentile Christians, differing on the law of 
Moses with respect to circumcision. The former wanted to keep it, 
the latter not. Then came Paul and preached that it might be kept 
or not, for it was of no consequence, and also that they should not 
make a "must" of it, but leave it to the choice of the individual; to 
keep it or not was immaterial [I Cor. 7:18-24; Gal. 5:1]. So it was 
up to the time of Jerome, who came and wanted to make a "must" 
out of it, desiring to make it an ordinance and a law that it be pro
hibited.1 Then came St. Augustine and he was of the same opinion 
as St. Paul: it might be kept or not, as one wished. St. Jerome was 
a hundred miles away from St. Paul's opinion. The two doctors 
bumped heads rather hard, but when St. Augustine died, St. Jerome 
was successful in having it prohibited. After that carne the popes, 
who also wanted to add something and they, too, made laws. Thus 
out of the making of one law grew a thousand laws, until they have 
completely buried us under laws. And this is what will happen 
here, too; one law will soon make two, two will increase to three, 

and so forth. 
Let this be enough at this time concerning the things that are 

necessary, and let us beware lest we lead astray those of weak 

conscience [I Cor. 8:12]. 

T A note in MAs, 4, 334 reads: "Luther correctly discerns that about the time 
of Jerome (ca. 345-420), the creator of the Latin translation of the Bible (the 
Vulgate), the peculiarly Roman character of the Christian church began to 
develop." 
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The Third Sermon, March 11, 1522, Tuesday 

after Invocavit8 

We have heard the things which are "musts," which are neces
sary and must be done, things which must be so and not otherwise: 
the private masses9 must be abolished. For all works and things, 
which are either commanded or forbidden by God and thus have 
been instituted by the supreme Majesty, are "musts." Nevertheless, 
no one should be dragged to them or away from them by the hair, 
for I can drive no man to heaven or beat him into it with a club. I 
said this plainly enough; I believe you have understood what I said. 

Now follow the things which are not necessary, but are left to 
our free choice by God and which we may keep or not, such as 
whether a person should marry or not, or whether monks and nuns 
should leave the cloisters. These things are matters of choice and 
must not be forbidden by anyone, and if they are forbidden, the 
forbidding is wrong, since it is contrary to God's ordinance. In the 
things that are free, such as being married or remaining single, you 
should take this attitude: if you can keep to it without burdensome
ness, then keep it; but it must not be made a general law; everyone 
must rather be free. So if there is a priest, monk, or nun, who cannot 
abstain, let him take a wife and be a husband, in order that your 
conscience may be relieved;lO and see to it that you can stand before 
God and the world when you are assailed, especially when the devil 
attacks you in the hour of death. It is not enough to say: this man 
or that man did it, I followed the crowd, according to the preaching 

8 The title reads: "Another sermon of D. M. Luther's on Tuesday after Invo
cavit." 
9 Winkelmessen oder sonderlichen Messen. 
10 The contradiction of genders and the switch from impersonal to personal 
address reflects Luther's spoken style and is here retained. 
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of the dean,ll Dr. Karlstadt,12 or Gabriel,13 or Michael.1~ Not so; 
every one must stand on his own feet and be prepared to give battle 
to the devil. You must rest upon a strong and clear text of Scripture 
if you would stand the test. If you cannot do that, you will riever 
withstand-the devil will pluck you like a parched leaf. Therefore 
the priests who have taken wives and the nuns who have taken hus
bands in order to save their consciences must stand squarely upon a 
clear text of Scripture, such as this one by St. Paul, although there 
are many more: '1n later times some will depart from the faith by 
giving heed to deceitful spirits and doctrines of the devil (I think 
St. Paul is outspoken enough here!) and will forbid marriage and 
the foods which God created" [I Tim. 4:1-3]. This text the devil 
will not overthrow nor devour, it will rather overthrow and devour 
him. Therefore any monk or nun who finds that he is too weak to 
maintain chastity should conscientiously examine himself; if his 
heart and conscience are thus strengthened, let him take a wife and 
be a husband. Would to God all monks and nuns could hear this 
sermon and properly understand this matter and would all forsake 
the clOisters, and thus all the cloisters in the world would cease to 
exist; this is what I would wish. But now they have no understand
ing of the matter (for no one preaches it to them); they hear about 
others who are leaving the cloisters in other places, who, however, 
are well prepared for such a step, and then they want to follow their 
example, but have not yet fortified their consciences and do not 
know that it is a matter of liberty. This is bad, and yet it is better 
that the evil should be outside than inside.15 Therefore I say, what 
God has made free shall remain free. If anybody forbids it, as the 
pope, the Antichrist, has done, you should not obey. He who can 
do so without harm and for love of his neighbor may wear a cowl 

11 Justus Jonas (1493-1555), dean (Probst) of the Castle Church and rrofessor 
in the Wittenberg faculty, at this time a radical advocate of liturgica refonn. 
However, the omission of the comma in the original text may indicate that 
Luther did not refer to Jonas at all, since Karlstadt was dean of the faculty. 
Cf. W A 10m, 438. 
12 Andreas Bodenstein Karlstadt (1480-1541). 
IS Gabriel Zwilling (Didyrnus) (ca. 1487-1558), Augustinian monk and cham
pion of immediate refonn of the mass. 
14 Zwilling's first name, Gabriel, probably suggested to Luther the addition of 
the name of the archangel Michael. Cf. Gal. 1:8. 
16 Namely, of the monasteries. 
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or a tonsure, since it will not injure your faith. The cowl will not 
strangle you, if you are already wearing one. 

Thus, dear friends, I have said it clearly enough, and I believe 
you ought to understand it and not make liberty a law, saying: This 
priest has taken a wife, therefore all priests must take wives. Not at 
all. Or this monk or that nun has left the cloister, therefore they 
must all come out. Not at all. Or this man has broken the images 
and burnt them, therefore all images must be burned-not at all, 
dear brother! And again, this priest has no wife, therefore no priest 
dare marry. Not at all! For they who cannot retain their chastity 
should take wives, and for others who can be chaste, it is good that 
they restrain themselves, as those who live in the Spirit· and not in 
the flesh [Rom. 8:4; I Cor. 7:40]. Neither should they be troubled 
about the vows they have made, such as the monks' vows of obedi
ence, chastity, and poverty (though they are rich enough withal). 
For we cannot vow anything that is contrary to God's commands. 
God has made it a matter of liberty to marry or not to marry, and 
you, you fool, undertake to turn this liberty into a vow contrary to the 
ordinance of God! Therefore you must let it remain a liberty and 
not make a compulsion out of it; for your vow is contrary to God's 
liberty. For example, if I vowed to strike my father on the mouth, 
or to steal someone's property, do you believe God would be pleased 
with such a vow? Therefore, little as I ought to keep a vow to strike 
my father on the mouth, so little ought I to abstain from marriage 
because I am bound by a vow of chastity, for in both cases God has 
ordered it otherwise. God has ordained that I should be free to eat 
fish or flesh, and there should be no commandment concerning 
them. Therefore all the Carthusians16 and all monks and nuns are 
departing from God's ordinance and liberty when they believe that 
if they eat meat they are defiled. 

Concerning Images 

But now we must come to the images, and concerning them also 
it is true that they are unnecessary, and we are free to have them or 
not, although it would be much better if we did not have them at 
all. I am not partial to them. A great controversy arose on the sub
ject of images between the Roman emperor and the pope; the 

16 As he does frequently, Luther here names the strictest of the orden. 
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emperor held that he had the authority to banish the images, but 
the pope insisted that they should remain, and both were wrong. 
Much blood was shed, but the pope emerged as victor and the 
emperor 10stP What was it all about? They wished to make a 
"must" out of that which is free. This God cannot tolerate. Do you 
presume to do things differently from the way the supreme Majesty 
has decreed? Surely not; let it alone. You read in the Law (Exod. 
20 [:4]), "You shall not make yourself a graven image, or any like
ness of anything that is in heaven above, or that is in the earth be
neath, or that is in the water under the earth." There you take your 
stand; that is your ground. Now let us see! When our adversaries 
say: The meaning of the first commandment is that we should wor
ship only one God and not any image, even as it is said immediately 
following, "You shall not bow down to them or serve them" [Exod. 
20:5], and when they say that it is the worship of images which is 
forbidden and not the making of them, they are shaking our founda
tion and making it uncertain. And if you reply: The text says, 
"You shall not make any images," then they say: It also says, "You 
shall not worship them." In the face of such uncertainty who would 
be so bold as to destroy the images? Not 1. But let us go further. 
They say: Did not Noah, Abraham, Jacob build altars? [Gen. 8:20; 
12:7; 13:4; 13:18; 33:20]. And who will deny that? We must admit 
it. Again, did not Moses erect a bronze serpent, as we read in his 
fourth book (Num. 22 [21:9])? How then can you say that Moses 
forbade the making of images when he himself made one? It seems 
to me that such a serpent is an image, too. How shall we answer 
that? Again, do we not read also that two birds were erected on the 
mercy seat [Exod. 37:7], the very place where God willed that he 
should be worshipped? Here we must admit that we may have 
images and make images, but we must not worship them, and if they 
are worshipped, they should be put away and destroyed, just as 
King Hezekiah broke in pieces the bronze serpent erected by Moses 
[II Kings 18:4]. And who will be so bold as to say, when he is chal
lenged to give an answer: They worship the images. They will say: 

11 Luther has reference to the Iconoclastic Controversy, initiated by Emperor 
Leo III, who prohibited the veneration of images in 718, contested by Pope 
Gregory II, and finally settled in 843. Invocavit Sunday is the "Feast of Ortho
doxy" in commemoration of the Seventh Ecumenical Council of 783, which 
dealt with this question. 
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Are you the man who dares to accuse us of worshipping them? Do 
not believe that they will acknowledge it. To be sure, it is true, but 
we cannot make them admit it. Just look how they acted when I 
condemned works without faith. They said: Do you believe that we 
have no faith, or that our works are performed without faith? Then 
I cannot press them any further, but must put my flute back in my 
pocket; for if they gain a hair's breadth, they make a hundred miles 
out of it. 

Therefore it should have been preached that images were 
nothing and that no service is done to God by erecting them; then 
they would have fallen of themselves. That is what I did; that 
is what Paul did in Athens, when he went into their churches 
and sawall their idols. He did not strike at any of them, but 
stood in the market place and said, "You men of Athens, you are 
all idolatrous" [Acts 17: 16, 22]. He preached against their idols, but 
he overthrew none by force. And you rush, create an uproar, break 
down altars, and overthrow images! Do you really believe you can 
abolish the altars in this way? No, you will only set them up more 
firmly. Even if you overthrew the images in this place, do you think 
you have overthrown those in Niirnberg and the rest of the world? 
Not at all. St. Paul, as we read in the Book of Acts [28:11], sat in a 
ship on whose prow were painted or carved the Twin Brothers [i.e., 
Castor and Pollux]. He went on board and did not bother about 
them at all, neither did he break them off. Why must Luke describe 
the Twins at this point? Without doubt he wanted to show that out
ward things could do no harm to faith, if only the heart does not 
cleave to them or put its trust in them. This is what we must preach 
and teach, and let the Word alone do the work, as I said before. 
The Word must first capture the hearts of men and enlighten them; 
we will not be the ones who will do it. Therefore the apostles mag
nified their ministry, ministerium [Rom. 11:13], and not its effect, 
executio. 

Let this be enough for today. 
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The Fourth Sermon, March 12, 1522, Wednesday 

after Invocavif8 

Dear friends, we have now heard about the things which are 
-musts," such as that the mass is not to be observed as a sacrifice. 
Then we considered the things which are not necessary but free, 
such as marriage, the monastic life, and the abolishing of images. 
We have treated these four subjects, and have said that in all these 
matters love is the captain. On the subject of images, in particular, 
we saw that they ought to be abolished when they are worshipped; 
otherwise not,-although because of the abuses they give rise to, I 
wish they were everywhere abolished. This cannot be denied. For 
whoever places an image in a church imagines he has performed a 
service to God and done a good work, which is downright idolatry. 
But this, the greatest, foremost, and highest reason for abolishing 
images, you have passed by, and fastened on the least important rea
son of all. For I suppose there is nobody, or certainly very few, who 
do not understand that yonder cruci£x is not my God, for my God is 
in heaven, but that this is simply a sign. But the world is full of that 
other abuse; for who would place a silver or wooden image in a 
church unless he thought that by so doing he was rendering God 
a service? Do you think that Duke Frederick, the bishop of Halle,19 
and the others would have dragged so many silver images into the 
churches, if they thought it counted for nothing before God? No, 
they would not bother to do it. But this is not sufficient reason to 
abolish, destroy, and burn all images. Why? Because we must 
admit that there are still some people who hold no such wrong 
opinion of them, but to whom they may well be useful, although 
they are few. Nevertheless, we cannot and ought not to condemn a 
thing which may be any way useful to a person. You should rather 
have taught that images are nothing, that God cares nothing for 

18 The title reads: "A Sermon preached by M. L. on Wednesday after Invocavit." 
11 Duke Frederick is Elector Frederick the Wise of Ernestine Saxony (1463-
1525). The "bishop of Halle" is probably Albrecht of Hohenzol1ern, archbishop 
of Mainz and of Magdeburg; the cathedral was located in Halle. 
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them, and that he is not served nor pleased when we make an image 
for him, but that we would do better to give a poor man a gold
piece than God a golden image; for God has forbidden the latter, 
but not the former. If they had heard this teaching that images 
count for nothing, they would have ceased of their own accord, and 
the images would have fallen without any uproar or tumult, as they 
are already beginning to do. 

We must, therefore, be on our guard, for the devil, through his 
apostles, is after us with all his craft and cunning. Now, although 
it is true and no one can deny that the images are evil because they 
are abused, nevertheless we must not on that account reject them, 
nor condemn anything because it is abused. This would result in 
utter confusion. God has commanded us in Deut. 4 [:19J not to lift 
up our eyes to the sun [and the moon and the stars], etc., that we 
may not worship them, for they are created to serve all nations. But 
there are many people who worship the sun and the stars. Therefore 
we propose to rush in and pull the sun and stars from the skies. No, 
we had better let it be. Again, wine and women bring many a man 
to misery and make a fool of him [Ecclus. 19:2; 31:30]; so we kill 
all the women and pour out all the wine. Again, gold and silver 
cause much evil, so we condemn them. Indeed, if we want to drive 
away our worst enemy, the one who does us the most harm, we shall 
have to kill ourselves, for we have no greater enemy than our own 
heart, as the prophet, Jer. 17 [:9], says, "The heart of man is 
crooked," or, as I take the meaning, "always twisting to one side." 
And so on-what would we not do? 

He who would blacken the devil must have good charcoal, for 
he, too, wears fine clothes and is invited to the kermis.20 But I can 
catch him by asking him: Do you not place the images in the 
churches because you think it a special service to God? And when 
he says Yes, as he must, you may conclude that what was meant as 
a service of God he has turned into idolatry by abusing the images 
and practicing what God has not commanded. But he has neglected 
God's command, which is that he should be helpful to his neighbor. 
But I have not yet caught him, though actually he is caught and 
will not admit it; he escapes me by saying: Yes, I help the poor, 

20 Kirchmes,: service for the consecration or commemoration of the consecration 
of a church, an occasion for placing images or embellishments in the church. 
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too; cannot I give to my neighbor and at the same time donate 
images? This is not so, however, for who would not rather give his 
neighbor a gold-piece than God a golden image? No, he would not 
trouble himself about placing images in churches if he did not be
lieve, as he actually does, that he was doing God a service. There
fore I must admit that images are neither here nor there, neither evil 
nor good, we may have them or not, as we please. This trouble has 
been caused by you; the devil would not have accomplished it with 
me, for I cannot deny that it is possible to find someone to whom 
images are useful. And if I were asked about it, I would confess 
that none of these things give offense to one, and if just one man 
were found on earth who used the images aright, the devil would 
soon draw the conclusion against me: Why, then, do you condemn 
what may be used properly? Then he has gained the offensive and 
I would have to admit it. He would not have got nearly so far if I 
had been here. Proudly he scattered us, though it has done no harm 
to the Word of God. You wanted to blacken the devil, but you for
got the charcoal and used chalk If you want to fight the devil you 
must know the Scriptures well and, besides, use them at the right 
time. 

Concerning Meats 

Let us proceed and speak of the eating of meats and what our 
attitude should be in this matter. It is true that we are free to eat 
any kind of food, meats, fish, eggs, or butter. This no one can deny. 
God has given us this liberty; this is true. Nevertheless, we must 
know how to use our liberty, and in this matter treat the weak 
brother quite differently from the stubborn. Observe, then, how you 
ought to use this liberty. 

First, if you cannot abstain from meat without harm to your
self, or if you are sick, you may eat whatever you like,21 and if any
one takes offense, let him be offended. Even if the whole world took 
offense, you are not committing a sin, for God can approve it in view 
of the liberty he has so graciously bestowed upon you and of the 
necessities of your health, which would be endangered by your 
abstinence. 

21 For a discussion of this and related questions cf. also Luther's Explanationl 
of the Ninety-five Theses (1518), LW 31, 86-87; 109-110. 
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Secondly, if you should be pressed to eat fish instead of meat 
on Friday, and to eat fish and abstain from eggs and butter during 
Lent, etc., as the pope has done with his fool's laws, then you must 
in no wise allow yourself to be drawn away from the liberty in 
which God has placed you, but do just the contrary to spite him, and 
say: Because you forbid me to eat meat and presume to tum my 
liberty into law, I will eat meat in spite of you. And thus you must 
do in all other things which are matters of liberty. To give you an 
example: if the pope, or anyone else were to force me to wear a 
cowl, just as he prescribes it, I would take off the cowl just to spite 
him. But since it is left to my own free choice, I wear it or take it 
off, according to my pleasure. 

Thirdly, there are Some who are still weak in faith, who ought 
to be instructed, and who would gladly believe as we do. But their 
ignorance prevents them, and if this were preached to them, as it 
was to us, they would be one with us. Toward such well-meaning 
people we must assume an entirely different attitude from that 
which we assume toward the stubborn. We must bear patiently 
with these people and not use our liberty; since it brings no peril or 
harm to body or soul; in fact, it is rather salutary, and we are doing 
our brothers and sisters a great service besides. But if we use our 
liberty unnecessarily, and deliberately cause offense to our neighbor, 
we drive away the very one who in time would COme to our faith. 
Thus St. Paul circumcised Timothy [Acts 16:3] because simple
minded Jews had taken offense; he thought: What harm can it do, 
since they are offended because of their ignorance? But when, in 
Antioch, they insisted that he ought and must circumcise Titus [Gal. 
2:3], Paul withstood them all and to spite them refused to have 
Titus circumcised [Gal. 2:11]. And he stood his ground. He did the 
same when St. Peter by the exercise of his liberty caused a wrong 
conception in the minds of the unlearned. It happened in this way: 
when Peter was with the Gentiles, he ate pork and sausages with 
them, but when the Jews came in, he abstained from this food and 
did not eat as he did before. Then the Gentiles who had become 
Christians thought: Alas! we, too, must be like the Jews, eat no pork, 
and live according to the law of Moses. But when Paulleamed that 
they were acting to the injury of evangelical freedom, he reproved 
Peter publicly and read him an apostolic lecture, saying: "If you, 
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though a Jew, live like a Gentile, how can you compel the Gentiles 
to live like Jews?" [Gal. 2:14]. Thus we, too, should order our lives 
and use our liberty at the proper time, so that Christian liberty may 
suffer no injury, and no offense be given to our weak brothers and 
sisters who are still without the knowledge of this liberty. 

The Fifth Sennon, March 13, 1522, Thursday 

after Invocavit 

We have heard of the things that are necessary, such as that the 
mass is not to be perfonned as a sacrifice, and of the unnecessary 
things, such as monks' leaving the monasteries, the marriage of 
priests, and images. We have seen how we must treat these matters, 
that no compulsion or ordinance must be made of them, and that no 
one shall be dragged from them or to them by the hair, but that we 
must let the Word of God alone do the work. Let us now consider 

how we must observe the blessed sacrament. 
You have heard how I preached against the foolish law of the 

pope and opposed his precept,22 that no woman shall wash the altar 
linen on which the body of Christ has lain, even if it be a pure nun, 
except it first be washed by a pure priest.23 Likewise, when anyone 
has touched the body of Christ, the priests come running and scrape 
his fingers, and much more of the same sort. But when a maid has 
slept with a naked priest, the pope winks at it and lets it go. If she 
becomes pregnant and bears a child, he lets that pass, too. But to 
touch the altar linen and the sacrament [i.e., the host], this he will 
not allow. But when a priest grabs it, both top and bottom, this is 

all right. 
Against such fool laws we have preached and exposed them, in 

order that it might be made known that no sin is involved in these 

It Reference to On the Abuse at the Mass (1521). WA 8, 477-563, especially 

pp. 508, 540. 
211 Decretum Gratiani, dist. 23, cap. 25. 
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foolish laws and commandments of the pope, and that a layman does 
not commit sin if he touches the cup or the body of Christ with his 
hands. You should give thanks to God that you have come to such 
clear knowledge, which many great men have lacked. But now you 
go ahead and become as foolish as the pope, in that you think that a 
person must touch the sacrament with his hands. You want to prove 
that you are good Christians by touching the sacrament with your 
hands, and thus you have dealt with the sacrament, which is Our 
highest treasure, in such a way that it is a wonder you were not 
struck to the ground by thunder and lightning. All the other things 
God might have suffered, but this he cannot allow, because you have 
made a compulsion of it. And if you do not stop this, neither the 
emperor nor anyone else need drive me from you, I will go without 
urging; and I dare say that none of my enemies, though they have 
caused me much sorrow, have wounded me as you have. 

If you want to show that you are good Christians by handling 
the sacrament and boast of it before the world, then Herod and 
Pilate are the chief and best Christians, since it seems to me that 
they really handled the body of Christ when they had him nailed 
to the cross and put to death. No, my dear friends, the kingdom of 
God does not consist in outward things, which can be touched or 
perceived, but in faith [Luke 17:20; Rom. 14:17; I Cor. 4:2OJ. 

But you may say: We live and we ought to live according to 
the Scriptures, and God has so instituted the sacrament that we must 
take it with our hands, for he said, "Take, eat, this is my body" 
[Matt. 26:26J. The answer is this: though I am convinced beyond 
a doubt that the disciples of the Lord took it with their hands, and 
though I admit that you may do the same without committing sin, 
nevertheless I can neither make it compulsory nor defend it. And 
my reason is that the devil, when he really pushes us to the wall, 
will argue: Where have you read in the Scriptures that "take" means 
"grasping with the hands"? How, then, am I going to prove or de
fend it? Indeed, how will I answer him when he cites from the 
Scriptures the very opposite, and proves that "take" does not mean 
to receive with the hands only, but also to convey to ourselves in 
other ways? "Listen to this, my good fellow," he will say, "is not the 
word 'take' used by three evangelists when they described the Lord's 
taking of gall and vinegar? [Matt. 27:34; Mark 15:23; Luke 23:36J. 
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You must admit that the Lord did not touch or handle it with his 
hands, for his hands were nailed to the cross." This verse is a strong 
argument against me. Again, he cites the passage: Et accepit omnes 
timor, "Fear seized them all" [Luke 7:16], where again we must 
admit that fear has no hands. Thus I am driven into a comer and 
must concede, even against my will, that "take" means not only to 
receive with the hands, but to convey to myself in any other way in 
which it can be done. Therefore, dear friends, we must be on firm 
ground, if we are to withstand the devil's attack [Eph. 6:11]. 
Although I must acknowledge that you committed no sin when you 
touched the sacrament with your hands, nevertheless I must tell you 
that it was not a good work, because it caused offense everywhere. 
For the universal custom is to receive the blessed sacrament from 
the hands of the priest. Why will you not in this respect also serve 
those who are weak in faith and abstain from your liberty, particu
larly since it does not help you if you do it, nor harm you if you do 
not do it 

Therefore no new practices should be introduced, unless the 
gospel has first been thoroughly preached and understood, as it has 
been among you. On this account, dear friends, let us deal soberly 
and wisely in the things that pertain to God, for God will not be 
mocked [Gal. 6:7]. The saints may endure mockery, but with God 
it is vastly different. Therefore, I beseech you, give up this prac
tice. 

Concerning Both Kinds in the Sacrament 
Now let us speak of the two kinds. Although I hold that it is 

necessary that the sacrament should be received in both kinds, 
according to the institution of the Lord, nevertheless it must not be 
made compulsory nor a general law. We must rather promote and 
practice and preach the Word, and then afterwards leave the result 
and execution of it entirely to the Word, giving everyone his free
dom in this matter. Where this is not done, the sacrament becomes 
for me an outward work and a hypocrisy, which is just what the 
devil wants. But when the Word is given free course and is not 
bound to any external observance, it takes hold of one today and 
sinks into his heart, tomorrow it touches another, and so on. Thus 
quietly and soberly it does its work, and no one will know how it all 
came about. 
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I was glad to know when some one wrote me, that some people 
here had begun to receive the sacrament in both kinds. You should 
have allowed it to remain thus and not forced it into a law. But now 
you go at it pell mell, and headlong force every one to it. Dear 
friends, you will not succeed in that way. For if you desire to be 
regarded as better Christians than others just because you take the 
sacrament into your hands and also receive it in both kinds, you are 
bad Christians as far as I am concerned. In this way even a sow 
could be a Christian, for she has a big enough snout to receive the 
sacrament outwardly. We must deal soberly with such high things. 
Dear friends, this dare be no mockery, and if you are going to follow 
me, stop it. If you are not going to follow me, however, then no one 
need drive me away from you-I will leave you unasked, and I shall 
regret that I ever preached so much as one sermon in this place. The 
other things could be passed by, but this cannot be overlooked; for 
you have gone so far that people are saying: At Wittenberg there are 
very good Christians, for they take the sacrament in their hands and 
grasp the cup, and then they go to their brandy and swill themselves 
full. So the weak and well-meaning people, who would come to us 
if they had received as much instruction as we have, are driven 
away. 

But if there is anyone who is so smart that he must touch the 
sacrament with his hands, let him have it brought home to his house 
and there let him handle it to his heart's content. But in public let 
him abstain, since that will bring him no harm and the offense will 
be avoided which is caused to our brothers, sisters, and neighbors, 
who are now so angry with us that they are ready to kill us. I may 
say that of all my enemies who have opposed me up to this time 
none have brought me so much grief as you. 

This is enough for today; tomorrow we shall say more. 
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The Sixth Sennon, March 14, 1522, Friday 

after Invocavif4' 

In our discussion of the chief thing we have come to the re
ception of the sacrament, which we have not yet finished. Today we 
shall see how me must conduct ourselves here, and also who is 
worthy to receive the sacrament and who belongs there. 

It is very necessary here that your hearts and consciences be well 
instructed and that you make a big distinction between outward 
reception and inner and spiritual reception. Bodily and outward 
reception is that in which a man receives with his mouth the body 
of Christ and his blood, and doubtless any man can receive the 
sacrament in this way, without faith and love. But this does not 
make a man a Christian, for if it did, even a mouse would be a 
Christian, for it, too, can eat the bread and perchance even drink 
out of the cup. It is such a simple thing to do. But the true, inner, 
spiritual reception is a very different thing, for it consists in the right 

use of the sacrament and its fruits. 
I would say in the first' place that this reception occurs in faith 

and is inward and will have Christ. There is no external sign by 
which we Christians may be distinguished from others except this 
sacrament and baptism, but without faith outward reception is 
nothing. There must be faith to make the reception worthy and 
acceptable before God, otherwise it is nothing but sham and a mere 
external show, which is not Christianity at all. Christianity consists 
solely in faith, and no outward work must be attached to it. 

But faith (which we all must have, if we wish to go to the 
sacrament worthily) is a firm trust that Christ, the Son of God, 
stands in our place and has taken all our sins upon his shoulders 
and that he is the eternal satisfaction for our sin and reconciles us 
with God the Father. He who has this faith is the very one who 
takes his rightful place at this sacrament, and neither devil nor hell 
nor sin can harm him. Why? Because God is his protector and 

"The title reads: "Sermon of M. Luther preached on Friday after Invocavit." 
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defender. And when I have this faith, then I am certain God is 
fighting for me; I can defy the devil, death, hell, and sin, and all the 
harm with which they threaten me. This is the great, inestimable 
treasure given us in Christ, which no man can describe or grasp in 
words. Only faith can take hold of the heart, and not every one has 
such faith [II Thess. 3:2]. Therefore this sacrament must not be 
made a law, as the most holy father, the pope, has done with his 
fool's commandment: All Christians must go to the sacrament at the 
holy Eastertide, and he who does not go shall not be buried in con
secrated ground.21l Is not this a foolish law which the pope has set 
up? Why? Because we are not all alike; we do not all have equal 
faith; the faith of one is stronger than that of another. It is therefore 
impOSSible that the sacrament can be made a law, and the greatest 
sins are committed at Easter solely on account of this un-Christian 
command, whose purpose is to drive and force the people to the 
sacraplent. And if robbery, usury, unchastity, and all sins were cast 
upon one big heap, this sin would overtop all others, at the very 
time when they [who come to the sacrament] want to be most holy. 
Why? Because the pope can look into no one's heart to see whether 
he has faith or not. 

But if you believe that God steps in for you and stakes all he 
has and his blood for you, as if he were saying: Fall in behind me 
without fear or delay, and then let us see what can harm you; come 
devil, death, sin, and hell, and all creation, I shall go before you, for 
I will be your rear guard and your vanguard [Isa. 52:12J; trust me 
and boldly rely upon me. He who believes that can not be harmed 
by devil, hell, sin, or death; if God fights for him, what can you do 
to him? 

He who has such faith has his rightful place here and receives 
the sacrament as an assurance, or seal, or sign to assure him of God's 
promise and grace. But, of course, we do not all have such faith; 
would God one-tenth of the Christians had it! See, such rich, im
measurable treasures [Eph. 2:7], which God in his grace showers 
upon us, cannot be the possession of everyone, but only of those who 
suffer tribulation, phYSical or spiritual, physically through the per
secution of men, spiritually through despair of conscience, outwardly 

211 This law goes back to the Fourth Ecumenical Lateran Synod, 1215, under 
Innocent III. In the canon law: C. 12, X, de poenitentiil. 
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or inwardly, when the devil causes your heart to be weak, timid, and 
discouraged, so that you do not know how you stand with God, 
and when he casts your sins into your face. And in such terrified 
and trembling hearts alone God desires to dwell, as the prophet 
Isaiah says in the sixth chapter [Isa. 66:2J. For who desires a pro
tector, defender, and shield to stand before him if he feels no con
Bict within himself, so that he is distressed because of his sins and 
daily tormented by them? That man is not yet ready for this food. 
This food demands a hungering and longing man,26 for it delights 
to enter a hungry soul, which is constantly battling with its sins and 
eager to be rid of them. 

He who is not thus prepared should abstain for a while from 
this sacrament, for this food will not enter a sated and full heart, 
and if it comes to such a heart, it is harmful.21 Therefore, if we think 
upon and feel within us such distress of conscience and the fear of a 
timid heart, we shall come with all humbleness and reverence and 
not run to it brashly and hastily, without all fear and humility. So 
we do not always find that we are fit; today I have the grace and 
am fit for it, but not tomorrow. Indeed, it may be that for six months 
I may have no desire or fitness for it. 

Therefore those who are most worthy, who are constantly being 
assailed by death and the devil, and they are the ones to whom it is 
most opportunely given, in order that they may remember and firmly 
believe that nothing can harm them, since they now have with them 
him from whom none can pluck them away; let come death, devil, 
or sin, they cannot harm them. 

This is what Christ did when he was about to institute the 
blessed sacrament. First he terrified his disciples and shook their 
hearts by saying that he was going to leave them [Matt. 26:2J, which 
was exceedingly painful to them; and then he went on to say, "One 
of you will betray me" [Matt. 26:21J. Do you think that that did not 
cut them to the heart? Of course they accepted that saying with all 

26 A quotation from Augustine. cf. Ena"atio in pSalmo8 XXI. Migne. 36, 178. 
Also quoted by Luther in Treatise Concerning the Blessed Sacrament, etc. 
WA 2, 746; PE 2.15. 
21 This is a first indication of a doctrine which Luther later developed more 
emphatically, the doctrine of TIUlnducatio impiorum, i.e., to receive the sacra
ment unworthily, without faith, is to receive it to one's damnation. Cf. I Cor. 
11:27-29. 

-438-

Eight Sernwns at Wittenberg 

fear and they sat there as though they had all been traitors to God. 
And after he had made them all tremble with fear and sorrow, only 
then did he institute the blessed sacrament as a comfort and con
soled them again. For this bread is a comfort for the sorrowing, a 
healing for the sick, a life for the dying, a food for all the hungry, 
and a rich treasure for all the poor and needy. 

Let this be enough for this time concerning the use of this 
sacrament. I commend you to God. 

The Seventh Sermon, March 15, 1522, Saturday 

before Reminiscere28 

Yesterday we heard about the use of this holy and blessed 
sacrament and saw who are worthy to receive it, namely, those in 
whom there is the fear of death, who have timid and despairing 
consciences and live in fear of hell. All such come prepared to 
partake of this food for the strengthening of their weak faith and 
the comforting of their conscience. This is the true use and practice 
of this sacrament, and whoever does not find himself in this state, 
let him refrain from coming until God also takes hold of him and 
draws him through his Word. 

We shall now speak of the fruit of this sacrament, which is 
love; that is, that we should treat our neighbor as God has treated 
us. Now we have received from God nothing but love and favor, 
for Christ has pledged and given us his righteousness and every
thing he has; he has poured out upon us all his treasures, which no 
man can measure and no angel can understand or fathom, for God 
is a glowing furnace of love, reaching even from the earth to the 
heavens. 

Love, I say, is a fruit of this sacrament. But this I do not yet 

f8 The title reads: "A Sermon on the Eve of the Sunday or Saturday before 
Reminiscere. D. M. L." 
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perceive among you here in Wittenberg, even though you have had 
much preaching and, after all, you ought to have carried this out in 
practice. This is the chief thing, which is the only business of a 
Christian man. But nobody wants to be in this, though you want to 
practice all sorts of unnecessary things, which are of no account. 
If you do not want to show yourselves Christians by your love, then 
leave the other things undone, too, for St. Paul says in I Cor. 11 
[I Cor. 13:1], «If I speak in the tongues of men and of angels, but 
have not love, I am a noisy gong or a clanging cymbal." This is a 
terrible saying of Paul. "And if I have prophetic powers, and under
stand all mysteries and all knowledge, and if I have all faith, so as 
to remove mountains, but have not love, I am nothing. If I give 
away all I have, and if I deliver my body to be burned, but have 
not love, I gain nothing" [I Cor. 13:2-3]. Not yet have you come so 
far as this, though you have received great and rich gifts from God, 
the highest of which is a knowledge of the Scriptures. It is true, you 
have the true gospel and the pure Word of God, but no one as yet 
has given his goods to the poor, no one has yet been burned, and 
even these things would be nothing without love. You are willing 
to take all of God's goods in the sacrament, but you are not willing 
to pour them out again in love. Nobody extends a helping hand to 
another, nobody seriously considers the other person, but everyone 
looks out for himself and his own gain, insists on his own way, and 
lets everything else go hang. If anybody is helped, well and good; 
but nobody looks after the poor to see how you might be able to 
help them. This is a pity. You have heard many sermons about it 
and all my books are full of it and have this one purpose, to urge 

you to faith and love. 
And if you will not love one another, God will send a great 

plague upon you; let this be a warning to you, for God will not have 
his Word revealed and preached in vain. You are tempting God too 
far, my friends; for if in times past someone had preached the Word 
to our forefathers, they would perhaps have acted differently. Or if 
it were preached even now to many poor children in the cloisters, 
they would receive it more joyfully than you. You are not heeding 
it at all and you are playing around with all kinds of tomfoolery 

which does not amount to anything. 
I commend you to God. 
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The Eighth Sermon, March 16, 1522, 

Reminiscere Sunday 

A Short Summary of the Sermon of D[r.] M[artin] L[uther} 
Preached on Reminiscere Sunday on Private Confession 

Now we have heard all the things which ought to be considered 
here, except confession. Of this we shall speak now. 

In the first place, there is a confession which is founded on the 
Scriptures, and it is this: when anybody committed a sin publicly or 
with other men's knowledge, he was accused before the congrega
tion. If he abandoned his sin, they interceded for him with God. 
But if he would not listen to the congregation [hiiutfen], he was cast 
out and excluded from the assembly, so that no one would have any
thing to do with him. And this confession is commanded by God in 
Matt. 18 [:15], "If your brother sins against you (so that you and 
others are offended), go and tell him his fault, between you and 
him alone." We no longer have any trace of this kind of confession 
any more; at this point the gospel is in abeyance. Anybody who was 
able to re-establish it would be doing a good work. Here is where 
you should have exerted yourselves and re-established this kind of 
confession, and let the other things go; for no one would have been 
offended by this and everything would have gone smoothly and 
quietly. It should be done in this way: When you see a usurer, 
adulterer, thief, or drunkard, you should go to him in secret, and 
admonish him to give up his sin. If he will not listen, you should 
take two others with you and admonish him once more, in a broth
erly way, to give up his sin. But if he scorns that, you should tell 
the pastor before the whole congregation, have your witnesses with 
you, and accuse him before the pastor in the presence of the people, 
saying: Dear pastor, this man has done this and that and would not 
take our brotherly admonition to give up his sin. Therefore I accuse 
him, together with my witnesses, who have heard this. Then, if he 
will not give up and willingly acknowledge his guilt, the pastor 
should exclude him and put him under the ban before the whole 
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assembly, for the sake of the congregation, until he comes to him
self and is received back again. This would be Christian. But I 
cannot undertake to carry it out single-handed. 

Secondly, we need a kind of confession when we go into a 
comer by ourselves and confess to God himself and pour out before 
him all our faults. This kind of confession is also commanded. From 
this comes the familiar word of Scripture: Foote judicium et iusti
tiam.29 Judicium facere est nos ipsos accusare et damnare; fustitiam 
autem facere est fidere misericordiae Dei.30 As it is written, "Blessed 
are they who observe justice, who do righteousness at all times" 
[Ps. 106:3]. Judgment is nothing else than a man's knowing and 
judging and condemning himself, and this is true humility and self
abasement. Righteousness is nothing else than a man's knowing 
himself and praying to God for the mercy and help through which 
God raises him up again. This is what David means when he says, 
"1 have sinned; I will confess my transgressions to the Lord and 
thou didst forgive the guilt of my sin; for this all thy saints shall 
pray to thee" [Ps. 32:5-6]. 

Thirdly, there is also the kind of confession in which one takes 
another aside and tells him what troubles one, so that one may hear 
from him a word of comfort; and this conf~ssion is commanded by 
the pope. It is this urging and forcing which I condemned when I 
wrote concerning confession,31 and I refuse to go to confession 
simply because the pope has commanded it and insists upon it. For 
1 wish him to keep his hands off the confession and not make of it a 
compulsion or command, which he has not the power to do. Never
theless I will allow no man to take private confession away from me, 
and 1 would not give it up for all the treasures in the world, since I 
know what comfort and strength it has given me. No one knows 
what it can do for him except one who has struggled often and long 
with the devil. Yea, the devil would have slain me long ago, if the 
confession had not sustained me. For there are many doubtful 
matters which a man cannot resolve or find the answer to by him
self, and so he takes his brother aside and tells him his trouble. 

29 Do judgment and righteousness. Cf. Gen. 18:19. 
80 To do judgment is to accuse and condemn ourselves; but to do righteousness 
is to trust in the mercy of God. 
81 Von der Beichte, ob die der Papst Macht habe zu gebieten (1521). WA 8, 
138-204. 
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What harm is there if he humbles himself a little before his neigh
bor, puts himself to shame, looks for a word of comfort from him, 
accepts it, and believes it, as if he were hearing it from God himself, 
as we read in Matt. 18 [:19], "If two of you agree about anything 
they ask, it will be done for them." 

Moreover, we must have many absolutions, so that we may 
strengthen our timid consciences and despairing hearts against the 
devil and against God. Therefore, no man shall forbid the confes
sion nor keep or draw anyone away from it. And if anyone is 
wrestling with his sins and wants to be rid of them and desires a sure 
word on the matter, let him go and confess to another in secret, and 
accept what he says to him as if God himself had spoken it through 
the mouth of this person. However, one who has a strong, firm faith 
that his sins are forgiven may let this confession go and confess to 
God alone. But how many have such a strong faith? Therefore, as 
I have said, I will not let this private confession be taken from me. 
But 1 will not have anybody forced to it, but left to each one's free 
will. 

For our God, the God we have, is not so niggardly that he has 
left us with only one comfort or strengthening for our conscience, 
or only one absolution, but we have many absolutions in the gospel 
and we are richly showered with many absolutions. For instance, 
we have this in the gospel: "If you forgive men their trespasses, your 
heavenly Father will also forgive you" [Matt. 6:14]. Another com
fort we have in the Lord's Prayer: "Forgive us our trespasses," etc. 
[Matt. 6:12]. A third is our baptism, when I reason thus: See, my 
Lord, I have been baptized in thy name so that I may be assured of 
thy grace and mercy. Then we have private confession, when I go 
and receive a sure absolution as if God himself spoke it, so that I 
may be assured that my sins are forgiven. Finally, I take to myself 
the blessed sacrament, when I eat his body and drink his blood as a 
sign that I am rid of my sins and God has freed me from all my 
frailties; and in order to make me sure of this, he gives me his body 
to eat and his blood to drink, so that 1 shall not and cannot doubt 
that 1 have a gracious God. 

Thus you see that confession must not be despised, but that it 
is a comforting thing. And since we need many absolutions and 
assurances, because we must fight against the devil, death, hell, and 
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sin, we must not allow any of our weapons to be taken away, but 
keep intact the whole armor and equipment which God has given 
us to use against our enemies. For you do not yet know what labor 
it costs to fight with the devil and overcome him. But I know it well, 
for I have eaten a bit of salt or two with him. I know him well, and 
he knows me well, too. If you had known him, you would not have 

rejected confession in this way. 
I commend you to God. Amen. 
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21. 

CONCERNING THE 

ORDER OF PUBLIC WORSHIP 

The service now in common use everywhere goes back to genuine 
Christian beginnings, as does the office of preaching. But as the 
latter has been perverted by the spiritual tyrants, so the former 
has been corrupted by the hypocrites. As we do not on that ac
count abolish the office of preaching, but aim to restore it again 
to its right and proper place, so it is not our intention to do away 
with the service, but to restore it again to its rightful use. 

Three serious abuses have crept into the service. First, God's 
Word has been silenced, and only reading and singing remain in 
the churches. This is the worst abuse. Second, when God's Word 
had been silenced such a host of un-Christian fables and lies, in 
legends, hymns, and sermons were introduced that it is horrible to 
see. Third, such divine service was performed as a work whereby 
God's grace and salvation might be won. As a result, faith disap
peared and everyone pressed to enter the priesthood, convents, and 
monasteries, and to build churches and endow them. 

Now in order to correct these abuses, know first of all that a 
Christian congregation should never gather together without the 
preaching of God's Word and prayer, no matter how briefly, as 
Psalm 1021 says, "When the kings and the people assemble to serve 
the Lord, they shall declare the name and the praise of God." And 
Paul in I Corinthians 14 [:26-31] says that when they come to
gether, there should be prophesying, teaching, and admonition.2 

Therefore, when God's Word is not preached, one had better nei
ther sing nor read, or even come together. 

1 A conflation and free rendering of Ps. 102:21-22. 
2 When Luther refers to I Corinthians 14, he assumes that the Scriptures are 
read in Latin, a practice he associates with speaking in tongues. Hence teach
ing and admonition, i.e., explanation of the lesson, should follow for the bene
fit of those who do not understand the Latin. WA 18, 124-125; WA 12, 31. 
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This was the custom among Christians at the time of the 
apostles and should also be the custom now. We should assemble 
daily at four or five in the morning and have [God's Word] read, 
either by pupils or priests, or whoever it may be, in the same man
ner as the lesson is still read at Matins; this should be done by one 
or two, or by One individual or choir after responding to the other,a 
as may seem most suitable. 

Thereupon the preacher, or whoever has been appointed, shall 
come forward and interpret a part of the same lesson, so that all 
others may understand and learn it, and be admonished. The for
mer4 is called by Paul in I Corinthians 14 [:27] "speaking in 
tongues." The other he calls "interpreting" or "prophesying," or 
"speaking with sense or understanding." If this is not done, the 
congregation is not benefited by the lesson, as has been the case 
in cloisters and in convents, where they only bawled against the 
walls. 

The lesson should be taken from the Old Testament; one of 
the books should be selected and one or two chapters, or half a 
chapter, be read, until the book is finished. Mter that another book 
should be selected, and so on, until the entire Bible has been read 
through; and where one does not understand it, pass on, and give 
glory to God. Thus Christian people will by daily training become 
proficient, skilful, and well versed in the Bible. For this is how 
genuine Christians were made in former times-both virgins and 
martyrs-and could also be made today. 

Now when the lesson and its interpretation have lasted half 
an hour or so, the congregation shall unite in giving thanks to God, 
in praising him, and in praying for the fruits of the Word, etc. For 
this, the Psalms should be used and some good responsories and 
antiphons. In brief, let everything be completed in one hour or 
whatever time seems desirable; for one must not overload souls or 
weary them, as was the case until now in monasteries and con
vents, where they burdened themselves like mules. 

8 This is a reference to the two parts of a chancel choir which face each other 
in the stalls. 
~ I.e., the reading of the lesson just mentioned. 
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In like manner, come together at five or six in the evening. At 
this time one should really read again the Old Testament, book by 
book, namely the Prophets, even as Moses and the historical books 
are taken up in the morning. But since the New Testament is also 
a book, I read the Old Testament in the morning and the New 
Testament in the evening, or vice versa, and have reading, inter
preting, praising, singing, and praying just as in the morning, also 
for an hour. For all that matters is that the Word of God be given 
free reign to uplift and quicken souls so that they do not become 

weary. 
Should one desire to hold another such service during the day 

after lunch, that is a matter of choice. 
And although these daily services might not be attended by 

the whole congregation, the priests and pupils, and especially those 
who, one hopes, will become good preachers and pastors,5 should 
be present. And one should admonish them to do this willingly, 
not reluctantly or by constraint, or for the sake of reward, tem
poral or eternal, but alone to the glory of God and the neighbor's 
good. 

Besides these daily services for a smaller group, the whole 
congregation should come together on Sundays, and mass and Ves
pers be sung, as has been customary. In both services there should 
be preaching for the whole congregation, in the morning on the 
Gospel for the day, in the evening on the Epistle; or the preacher 
may use his own judgment whether he would want to preach on 
a certain book or two. 

If anyone desires to receive the sacrament at this time, let it 
be administered at a time convenient to all concerned. 

The daily masses should be completely discontinued; for the 
Word is important and not the mass. But if any should desire the 
sacrament during the week, let mass be held as inclination and 
time dictate; for in this matter one cannot make hard and fast rules. 

Let the chants in the Sunday masses and Vespers be retained; 
they are quite good and are taken from Scripture. However, one 
may lessen or increase their number. But to select the chants and 

5 Seelsorger. 
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Psalms for the daily morning and evening service shall be the duty 
of the pastor6 and preacher. For every morning he shall appoint a 
fitting responsory or antiphon with a collect, likewise for the eve
ning; this is to be read and chanted publicly after the lesson and 
exposition. But for the time being we can shelve the antiphons, re
sponsories, and collects, as well as the legends of the saints and 
the cross, until they have been purged, for there is a horrible lot 
of filth in them. 

All the festivals of saints are to be discontinued. Where there 
is a good Christian legend, it may be inSerted as an example after 
the Gospel on Sunday. The festivals of the Purification and An
nunciation of Mary may be continued, and for the time being also 
her Assumption and Nativity, although the songs in them are not 
pure. The festival of John the Baptist is also pure. Not one of the 
legends of the apostles is pure, except St. Paul's. They may either 
be transferred to the [closest] Sunday or be celebrated separately, 
if one so desires. 

Other matters will adjust themselves as the need arises. And 
this is the sum of the matter: Let everything be done so that the 
Word may have free course instead of the prattling and rattling 
that has been the rule up to now. We can spare everything except 
the Word. Again, we profit by nothing as much as by the Word. 
For the whole Scripture shows that the Word should have free 
course among Christians. And in Luke 10 [:42], Christ himself says, 
"One thing is needful," i.e., that Mary sit at the feet of Christ and 
hear his word daily. This is the best part to choose and it shall not 
be taken away forever. It is an eternal Word. Everything else 
must pass away, no matter how much care and trouble it may give 
Martha. God help us achieve this. Amen. 

6 Pfa"er. 
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22. 

AN ORDER OF MASS 

AND COMMUNION FOR THE 

CHURCH AT WITTENBERG 

Grace and peace in Christ to the venerable Doctor Nicholas Haus
mann, bishop of the church in Zwickau, saint in Christ, from Mar
tin Luther. 

Until now I have only used books and sermons to wean the 
hearts of people from their godless regard for ceremonial; for I 
believed it would be a Christian and helpful thing if I could 
prompt a peaceful removal of the abomination which Satan set up 
in the holy place through the man of sin [Matt. 24:15; II Thess. 
2:3-4]. Therefore, I have used neither authority nor pressure. Nor 
did I make any innovations. For I have been hesitant and fearful, 
partly because of the weak in faith, who cannot suddenly ex
change an old and accustomed order of worship for a new and 
unusual one, and more so because of the fickle and fastidious 
spirits who rush in like unclean swine without faith or reason, 
and who delight only in novelty and tire of it as quickly, when it 
has worn off. Such people are a nuisance even in other affairs, 
but in spiritual matters, they are absolutely unbearable. Nonethe
less, at the risk of bursting with anger, I must bear with them, un
less I want to let the gospel itself be denied to the people. 

But since there is hope now that the hearts of many have 
been enlightened and strengthened by the grace of God, and since 
the cause of the kingdom of Christ demands that at long last of
fenses should be removed from it, we must dare something in the 
name of Christ. For it is right that we should provide at least for 
a few, lest by our desire to detach ourselves from the frivolous 
faddism of some people, l we provide for nobody, or by our fear 

1 I.e., the enthusiasts. 

-449-



V The Reform of the Church 

of ultimately offending others/ we endorse their universally held 

abominations. 
Therefore, most excellent Nicholas, since you have requested 

it so often, we will deal with an evangelical3 form of saying mass 
(as it is called) and of administering communion. And we will so 
deal with it that we shall no longer rule hearts by teaching alone, 
but we will put our hand to it and put the revision into practice 
in the public administration of communion, not wishing, however, 
to prejudice others against adopting and following a different or
der. Indeed, we heartily beg in the name of Christ that if in time 
something better should be revealed to them, they would tell us to 
be silent, so that by a common effort we may aid the common 

cause. 
We therefore first assert: It is not now nor ever has been our 

intention to abolish the liturgical service of God4 completely, but 
rather to purify the one that is now in use from the wretched ac
cretions which corrupt it and to point out an evangelical use. We 
cannot deny that the mass, i.e., the communion of bread and wine, 
is a rite divinely instituted by Christ himself and that it was ob
served first by Christ and then by the apostles, quite simply and 
evangelically without any additions. But in the course of time so 
many human inventions were added to it that nothing except the 
names of the mass and communion has come down to us. 

Now the additions of the early fathers who, it is reported, 
softly prayed one or two Psalms before blessing the bread and 
wine are commendable. Athanasius5 and Cyprian6 are supposed to 
be some of these. Those who added the Kyrie eleison also did 

2 I.e., the Romanists. 
3 Latin: pia. In Luther's usage in this context, the word pius means "in ac
cord with the gospel." Speratus translates: "Christian." Similarly, impius de
notes everything connected with work righteousness, in spite of the "piety" 
seemingly attached to it. 
4 Cultus dei. 
5 Cf. Athanasius, De Fuga. MPG 25, 676: "When I sat on the throne, I told 
the deacon to read the Psalm and the people to respond with 'for his mercy 
endureth forever'" [Ps. 136:1]; see also the reference to Athanasius' practice 
of Psalmody in Augustine, Confessions, X, 33, 50. MPL 32, 800. 
6 Cyprian (d. 258), bishop of Carthage. Perhaps Luther was thinking of 
Cyprian's advice to Donatus (Epistle I. ANF 5, 280), "Let the temperate meal 
resound with Psalms." 
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well. We read that under Basil the Great,r the Kyrie eleison was 
in common use by all the people. . The reading of the Epistles and 
Gospels is necessary, too. Only it is wrong to read them in a lan
guage the common people do not understand. Later, when chant
ing began, the Psalms were changed into the introit; the Angelic 
Hymn Gloria in Excelsis: et in terra pax,8 the graduals, the alle
luias, the Nicene Creed, the Sanctus, the Agnus Dei, and the com
munio9 were added. All of these are unobjectionable, especially 
the ones that are sung de tempore10 or on Sundays. For these days 
by themselves testify to ancient purity, the canon excepted. 

But when everyone felt free to add or change at will and 
when the tyranny of priestly greed and pride entered in, then our 
wicked kings, i.e., the bishops and pastors, began to erect those 
altars to the images of Baal and all gods in the Lord's temple. 
Then it was that wicked King Ahaz removed the brazen altar and 
erected another copied from one in Damascus.ll What I am speak
ing of is the canon, that abominable concoction drawn from every
one's sewer and cesspool. The mass became a sacrifice. Offer
tories12 and mercenarylS collects were added. Sequences and 
proses14 were inserted in the Sanctus and the Gloria in Excelsis. 
Whereupon the mass began to be a priestly monopoly devouring 

7 Luther seems to refer to the note in Guillaume Durand, Rationale divinorum 
officio rum (Argentine, 1484), lib. iv, fol. 12, 4, that before Pope Gregory the 
Great (ca. 540-604) and among the Greeks, the Kyrie was sung by both clergy 
and people. This note is contained in the paragraph which begins with a ref
erence to the intonation of the Kyrie by Basil the Great, bishop of Caesarea 
(ca. 330-379). 
8 The Gloria in Excelsis was commonly called the Angelic Hymn because of 
its derivation from Luke 2:14. 
9 The chant sung during the distribution of the Lord's Supper. 
10 Cf. p. XIV, n. 4. 
11 Cf. II Kings 16:10-14. 
12 Of the propers of the mass, the offertory was the most offensive to Luther, 
because it stressed the sacrificial concept of the Lord's Supper. 
IS Luther calls the prayers (for the departed, for special favors, etc.) in the 
canon "mercenary" because they were based on the assumption that the sacri
fice of the mass would evoke a readier response from God. 
l4As commonly understood, a sequence or prose is a kind of Latin hymn that 
was sung after the Alleluia. Luther thought highly of some of these (cf. p. 455). 
Here he seems to refer to tropes, which in a manner similar to the sequences 
and proses added new words to an existing melody in the Gloria or Sanctus. 
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the wealth of the whole world and engulfing it-as with an apoca· 
lyptic plague-with a host of rich, lazy, powerful, lascivious, and 
corrupt celibates. Thus came the masses for the departed, for 
journeys, for prosperity-but who can even name the causes for 
which the mass was made a sacrifice? 

Nor do they cease to enlarge the canon even today: now it is 
for these feasts, then for others; now these actiones then other 
communicantes15 are adopted-not to mention the commemoration 
of the living and the dead. 16 And there is no end of it yet. And 
what shall I say of the external additions of vestments, vessels, 
candles, and palls, of organs and all the music, and of images? 
There was scarcely a craft in all the world that did not depend 
on the mass for a large part of its business. 

All these have been tolerated and-with the gospel revealing 
so many abominations-they can be tolerated until they can be 
completely removed. In the meanwhile we shall prove all things 
and hold fast what is good [I Thess. 5:21]. But in this book we 
are not going to prove again that the mass is neither a sacrifice 
nor a good work-we have amply demonstrated that elsewhere.1T 

We do accept it as a sacrament, a testament, the blessing (as in 
Latin), the eucharist (as in Greek), the Table of the Lord, the 
Lord's Supper, the Lord's Memorial, communion, or by whatever 
evangelical name you please, so long as it is not polluted by the 
name of sacrifice or work. And we will set forth the rite accord
ing to which we think that it should be used. 

First, we approve and retain the introits for the Lord's days 
and the festivals of Christ, such as Easter, Pentecost, and the Na
tivity, although we prefer the Psalms from which they were taken 
as of 01d.1s But for the time being we permit the accepted use. 

15 The passage of canon called intra actionem and beginning with the word 
communicantes is altered on certain days. 
16 The canon contains prayers for the living (Memento, Domine) and for the 
dead (Memento etiam) that provide for the insertion of the names of certain 
beneficiaries. 
1T A Treatise on the New Testament, that is, the Holy Mass, 1520. LW 35, 
79-111; The Babylonian Captivity of the Church, 1520. LW 36, 47-56, passim; 
The Misuse of the Mass, 1521. LW 36, 162-198. 
l8Cf. pp. 468-469. 
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And if any desire to approve the introits (inasmuch as they have 
been taken from Psalms or other passages of Scripture) for apostles' 
days, for feasts of the Virgin and of other saints, we do not con
demn them. But we in Wittenberg intend to observe19 only the 
Lord's days and the festivals of the Lord. We think that all the 
feasts of the saints should be abrogated, or if anything in them 
deserves it, it should be brought into the Sunday sermon. We re
gard the feasts of Purification2o and Annunciation21 as feasts of 
Christ, even as Epiphany22 and Circumcision.23 Instead of the 
feasts of St. Stephen24 and of St. John the Evangelist,25 we are 
pleased to use the office of the Nativity. The feasts of the Holy 
Cross26 shall be anathema. Let others act according to their own 
conscience or in consideration of the weakness of some-whatever 
the Spirit may suggest. 

Second, we accept the Kyrie eleison in the form in which it 
has been used until now, with the various melodies for different 
seasons, together with the Angelic Hymn, Gloria in Excelsis, which 
follows it. However, the bishop21 may decide to omit the latter as 
often as he wishes. 

Third, the prayer or collect which follows, if it is evangelical 
(and those for Sunday usually are), should be retained in its ac
cepted form; but there should be only one. After this the Epistle 
is read. Certainly the time has not yet come to attempt revision 
here, as nothing unevangelical is read, except that those parts from 
the Epistles of Paul in which faith is taught are read only rarely, 
while the exhortations to morality are most frequently read. The 
Epistles seem to have been chosen by a Singularly unlearned and 

19 Literally, to keep the Sabbath. 
20 February 2. 
21 March 25. 
22 January 6. 
23 January 1. 
24 December 26. 
25 December 27. 

26 The Invention of the Holy Cross, May 3; the Exaltation of the Cross, Sep
tember 14. On Luther's marked opposition to these festivals, cf. WA 10m , 
113-119; 332-341; 361-37l. 
2T Episcopus, "bishop." Luther sometimes refers to the parish pastor as "bish
op," Speratus translates Pfarrherr. 
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superstitious advocate of works. But for the service those sections 
in which faith in Christ is taught should have been given prefer
ence. The latter were certainly considered more often in the Gos
pels by whoever it was who chose these lessons. In the meantime, 
the sermon in the vernacular will have to supply what is lacking. 
If in the future the vernacular be used in the mass (which. Christ 
may grant), one must see to it that Epistles and Gospels chosen 
from the best and most weighty parts of these writings be read 
in the mass. 

Fourth, the gradual of two verses28 shall be sung, either to
gether with the Alleluia, or one of the two, as the bishop may de
cide. But the Quadragesima graduals and others like them that 
exceed two verses29 may be sung at home by whoever wants them. 
In church we do not want to quench the spirit of the faithful with 
tedium. Nor is it proper to distinguish Lent, Holy Week, or Good 
Friday from other days, lest we seem to mock and ridicule Christ 
with half of a mass and the one part of the sacrament.30 For the 
Alleluia is the perpetual voice of the church, just as the memorial 
of His passion and victory is perpetual. 

Fifth, we allow no sequences or proses unless the bishop 
wishes to use the short one for the Nativity of Christ: "Grates nunc 

28 Most of the graduals consist of two verses, of which the first is repeated 
after the second. The Alleluias are usually short and consist of only one 
verse with its Alleluias. 
29 Quadragesima, the first Sunday in Lent, here refers to the whole Lenten 
season. In Lent'the "tracts," consisting of up to thirteen verses, took the 
place of the gradual. 
so The Mass of the Presanctified. This is a celebration without the consecra
tion of the host or wine. Two hosts are consecrated on Maundy Thursday 
and one is reserved in a specially prepared place for use on Good Friday. On 
Good Friday the wine is not consecrated by the usual prayers, but rather by 
placing a third part of the preconsecrated host into it. The prayers in con
nection with the wine are omitted in this Good Friday use, but the unconse
crated wine together with the portion of the host placed in it is consumed by 
the priest. Though not forbidden to commune, the people at that time were 
directed to commune in silence (sub silentio). WA 12, 210, n. 2; PE 6, 104, 
n. 54. In his Defense and Explanation of All the Articles, 1521, Luther speaks 
of a "half-sacrament" (halb sacrament), though in a different context. LW 
32, 56; W A 7, 389. Cf. also W A 7, 123, when he speaks of "the one part of 
the sacrament," altera pars sacramenti. 
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omnes."Sl There are hardly any which smack of the Spirit, save 
those of the Holy Spirit: "Sancti Spiritus"S2 and "Veni sancte spiri
tus,"ss which may be sung after breakfast,34 at Vespers, or at mass 
(if the bishop pleases). 

Sixth, the Gospel lesson follows, for which we neither prohibit 
nor prescribe candles or incense. Let these things be free. 

Seventh, the custom of singing the Nicene Creed does not dis
please us; yet this matter should also be left in the hands of the 
bishop. Likewise, we do not think that it matters whether the ser
mon in the vernacular comes after the Creed or before the introit 
of the mass; although it might be argued that since the Gospel is 
the voice crying in the wildernesss5 and calling unbelievers to faith, 
it seems particularly fitting to preach before mass. For properly 
speaking, the mass consists in usingS6 the Gospel and communing 
at the table of the Lord. Inasmuch as it belongs to believers, it 
should be observed apart [from unbelievers].37 Yet since we are 
free, this argument does not bind us, especially since everything in 
the mass up to the Creed is ours, free and not prescribed by God; 
therefore it does not necessarily have anything to do with the mass. 

Eighth, that utter abomination follows which forces all that 

31 "Grates nunc omnes reddamus Domino Deo, qui sua nativitate nos liberavit 
de diabolica potestate"; attributed to Notker Balbulus of St. Gall (d. 912). 
MPL 131, 1005. Translated into German as "Danksagen WiT alle," it is found 
in many early Lutheran hymnals. Cf. Johannes Zahn, Die Melodien der 
deutschen evangelischen Kirchenlieder (Giitersloh: Bertelsmann), V (1892), 
No. 8619. Following John Julian's Dictionary of Hymnology (London, 1892), 
Strodach erroneously states that Luther's "Gelobet seist du, Jesu Christ," was 
based on this sequence. PE 6, 105, n. 58. 
32 Attributed to Notker, "Sancti Spiritus adsit nobis gratia, quaecorda fWstra 
sibi faciat habitaculum" was an eleventh-century sequence apPointed for use 
following the reading of the Epistle for Pentecost. MPL 131, 1012. 
83 "Veni sancte spiritus et emitte coelitus," a thirteenth-century sequence for
merly used on 'Vhitmonday (cf. Julian, Dictionary of Hymnology, pp. 1212-
1215), which Luther prized highly; cf. WA, TR 4, No. 4627, p. 409. Stro
dach in PE 6, 105, confuses this sentence with the antiphon "Veni sancte 
spiritus, reple tuorum corda fid,elium," on which Luther's hymn "Come, Holy 
Spirit Lord and God" is based. 
34 Does Luther mean during Matins? 
85 CE. Matt. 3:3. 
86 Luther distinguishes the "use" from the "preaching" of the gospel. It is 
heard by all, but "used" only by the believers. 
37Cf. LW 53, 64. 
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precedes in the mass into its service and is, therefore, called the 
offertory. From here on ahnost everything smacks and savors of 
sacrifice. And the words of life and salvation [the Words of Insti
tution] are imbedded in the midst of it all, just as the ark of the 
Lord once stood in the idol's temple next to Dagon.3s And there 
was no Israelite who could approach or bring back the ark until it 
"smote his enemies in the hinder parts, putting them to a perpetual 
reproach,"39 and forced them to return it-which is a parable of 
the present time. Let us, therefore, repudiate everything that 
smacks of sacrifice, together with the entire canon and retain only 
that which is pure and holy, and so order our mass.40 

I. After the Creed or after the sermon41 let bread and wine 
be made ready for blessing42 in the customary manner. I have not 
yet decided whether or not water should be mixed with the wine. 
I rather incline, however, to favor pure wine without water; for 
the passage, "Thy wine is mixed with water," in Isaiah 1 [:22] gives 
the mixture a bad connotation. 

Pure wine beautifully portrays the purity of gospel teaching. 
Further, the blood of Christ, whom we here commemorate, has 
been poured out unmixed with ours. Nor can the fancies of those 
be upheld who say that this is a sign of our union with Christ; for 
that is not what we commemorate. In fact, we are not united with 
Christ until he sheds his blood; or else we would be celebrating 
the shedding of our own blood together with the blood of Christ 
shed for us. Nonetheless, I have no intention of cramping anyone's 
freedom or of introducing a law that might again lead to supersti
tion. Christ will not care very much about these matters, nor are 
they worth arguing about. Enough foolish controversies have been 
fought on these and many other matters by the Roman and Greek 

sS! Sam. 5:2. 
89 Ps. 78:66; cf. I Sam. 5:12. 
40 I.e., the mass in the narrower sense of the word, namely, the celebration of 
the Lord's Supper. 
41 Original: post canonem, an obvious misprint for post concionem. 
42 Benedictio is regularly translated as "blessing" or "benediction," except for 
verba benedictionis, which is translated "Words of Institution." 
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churches.43 And though someH direct attention to the water and 
blood which flowed from the side of Jesus, 45 they prove nothing. 
For that water signified something entirely different from what 
they wish that mixed water to signify. Nor was it mixed with 
blood. The symbolism does not fit, and the reference is inap
plicable. As a human invention, this mixing [of water and wine] 
cannot, therefore, be considered binding. 

II. The bread and wine having been prepared, one may pro-
ceed as follows: 

The Lord be with you. 
Response: And with thy spirit. 

Lift up your hearts. 

Response: Let us lift them to the Lord. 

Let us give thanks unto the Lord our God. 
Response: It is meet and right. 

It is truly meet and right, just and salutary for us to 
give thanks to Thee always and everywhere, Holy Lord, 
Father Almighty, Eternal God, through Christ our Lord ... 

III. Then: 

. . . Who the day before he suffered, took bread, and 
when he had given thanks, brake it, and gave it to his dis
ciples, saying, Take, eat; this is my body, which is given 
for you. 

After the same manner also the cup, when he had 

48 Jerome Emser attacked Luther's restructuring of the mass on many points. 
On this point, he asserts: "Not only in Rome, but Lt'l Egypt, Asia, Africa, Eu
rope, and throughout the whole Christian world, the rite of mixing water with 
wine is observed; and the Greek author, Theophilus, also approves." Missa 
Christionorum contra Lutheranam missandi formulam assertio, 1524. Corpus 
Catholicorum, 28, 30-31; cf. W A 12, 212, note. 

In his argument Luther followed Guillaume Durand, a thirteenth-century 
French canonist and liturgical writer. Durand states: ''It is said that the Greek 
church did not add water to the sacrament." Rationale divinorum officiorum, 
lib. iv, fo1. 70. Similar statements were made by Peter Lombard, Sententiarum 
(Venice, 1563), lib. iv, dist. XI, ques. 8 (cf. MPL 192, 864), and by others 
(cf. MPL 58,1044). 
44 Pseudo-Ambrose in De sacramentis, lib. v, cap. 1. MPL 16, 447; Gennadii, 
De ecclesiasticis dogmatibus, cap. 75. MPL 58, 998. 
45 John 19:34. 
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supped, saying, This cup is the New Testament in my 
blood, which is shed for you and for many, for the remis
sion of sins; this do, as often as ye do it, in remembrance 
of me. 

I wish these words of Christ-with a brief pause after the 
preface-to be recited in the same tone in which the Lord's 
Prayer is chanted elsewhere in the canon so that those who are 
present may be able to hear them, although the evangelically 
minded should be free about all these things and may recite these 
words either silently or audibly. 

IV. The blessing ended, let the choir sing the Sanctus. And 
while the Benedictus is being sung, let the bread and cup be 
elevated according to the customary rite for the benefit of the weak 
in faith who might be offended if such an obvious change in this 
rite of the mass were suddenly made. This concession can be made 
especially where through sermons in the vernacular they have been 
taught what tlle elevation means. 

V. After this, the Lord's Prayer shall be read. Thus, let us 
pray: "Taught by thy saving precepts .... "46 The prayer which fol
lows, "Deliver us, we beseech thee . . . ,"41 is to be omitted to
gether with all the signs48 they were accustomed to make over the 
host and with the host over the chalice. Nor shall the host be 
broken or mixed into the chalice. But immediately after the Lord's 
Prayer shall be said, "The peace of the Lord," etc., which is, so to 
speak, a public absolution of the sins of the communicants, the 
true voice of the gospel announcing remission of sins, and there-

46 The introduction to the Lord's Prayer in the Roman canon: "Taught by thy 
saving precepts and guided by the divine institution, we make bold to say: 
Our Father," etc. 
41 In the translation by Luther D. Reed (The Lutheran Liturgy [2nd ed.; 
Philadelphia: Muhlenberg Press, 1960], pp. 727-728), this prayer reads: "De
liver us, we beseech thee, 0 Lord, from all evils, past, present and to come, 
and by the intercession of the blessed and glorious ever Virgin Mary, Mother 
of God, together with thy blessed apostles Peter and Paul, and Andrew, and 
all the saints, mercifully grant peace in our days: that through the bounteous 
help of thy mercy we may be always free from sin and secure from all dis
turbance. Through the same Jesus Christ, thy Son our Lord, who liveth and 
reigneth with thee and the Holy Ghost, one God, world without end." 
48 The signs of the cross. 
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fore the one and most worthy preparation for the Lord's Table, if 
faith holds to these words as coming from the mouth of Christ 
himself. On this account I would like to have it pronounced fac
ing the people, as the bishops are accustomed to do, which is the 
only custom of the ancient bishops that is left among our bishops. 

VI. Then, while the Agnus Dei is sung, let him [the liturgist] 
communicate, first himself and then the people. But if he should 
wish to pray the prayer, "0 Lord Jesus Christ, Son of the living 
God, who according to the will of the Father," etc.,49 before com
muning, he does not pray wrongly, prOvided he changes the singu
lar "mine" and "me" to the plural "ours" and "us." The same thing 
holds for the prayer, "The body of our Lord Jesus Christ preserve 
my (or tllY) soul anto life eternal," and, "The blood of our Lord 
preserve thy soul unto life eternal." 

VII. If he desires to have the communion sung,50 let it be 
sung. But instead of the complenda or final collect,51 because it 
sounds almost like a sacrifice, let the following prayer be read in 
the same tone: "\Vhat we have taken with our lips, 0 Lord .... "52 

The follOwing one may also be read: "May thy body which we 
have received ... (changing to the plural number) ... who livest 
and reignest world without end."53 "The Lord be with you," etc. 

49 In the Roman canon the prayer continues as follows: " ... and the co-opera
tion of the Holy Ghost, didst through thy death give life to the world: deliver 
me by this thy most sacred body and blood from all mine iniquities, and from 
all evils: and make me ever to cleave to thy commandments; nor ever suffer 
me to be separated from thee: who with the Father and the Holy Ghost livest 
and reignest with God, world without end. Amen." 
50 Literally, "If he desires to sing the communion." But thQl communion was 
one of the propers to be sung by the choir, not by the priest. Speratus also 
translates, "If one desires to have," etc. 
51 This is evidently a reference to the final collect in the canon of the Roman 
mass: "May the homage of my bounden duty be pleasing to thee, 0 holy 
Trinity; and grant that the sacrifice which I, though unworthy, have offered in 
the sight of thy majesty may be acceptable to thee, and through thy mercy be 
a propitiation for me and for all those for whom I have offered it. Through 
Christ our Lord. Amen." Reed, op. cit., p. 734. 
52 In the Roman canon this prayer continues: " ... may we with pure minds 
receive; and from a temporal gift, may it become to us an everlasting remedy." 
53 In the Roman canon, this prayer continues: " ... cleave to mine [our] in
most parts: and grant that no stain of sin may remain in me [usl whom this 
pure and holy sacrament hath refreshed, 0 thou .•.. " 
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In place of the lte missa54 let the Benedicamus domino55 be said, 
adding Alleluia according to its own melodies where and when it 
is desired. Or the Benedicamus may be borrowed from Vespers. 

VIII. The customary benediction may be given;56 or else the 
one from Numbers 6 [:24-27], which the Lord himself appointed: 

"The Lord bless us and keep us. The Lord make his 
face shine upon us and be gracious unto us. The Lord lift 
up his countenance upon us, and give us peace." 

Or the one from Psalm 67 [: 6-7] : 
"God, even our own God shall bless us. God shall 

bless us; and all the ends of the earth shall fear him." 

I believe Christ used something like this when" ascending into 
heaven, he blessed his disciples [Luke 24:50-51]. . 

The bishop should also be free to decide on the order in which 
he will receive and administer both species. He may choose to 
bless both bread and wine before he takes the bread. Or else he 
may, between the blessing of the bread and of the wine, give the 
bread both to himself and to as many as desire it, then bless the 
wine and administer it to all. This is the order Christ seems to 
have observed, as the words of the Gospel show, where he told 
them to eat the bread before he had blessed the cup [Mark 14:22-
23]. Then is said expressly, "Likewise also the cup after he 
supped" [Luke 22:20; I Cor. 11:25]. Thus you see that the cup 
was not blessed until after the bread had been eaten. But this or
der is [now] quite new and allows no room for those prayers 
which heretofore were said after the blessing,H unless they would 
also be changed. 

Thus we think about the mass. But in all these matters we 
will want to beware lest we make binding what should be free, or 
make sinners of those who may do some things differently or omit 

54 "Go, mass is ended," the closing versicle of the Roman canon. 
55 "Bless we the Lord," the closing versicle of the Roman canon for Advent 
and Lent. Vespers also closed with this versicle. 
56 In the Roman mass: "May Almighty God bless you: the Father, and the 
Son, and the Holy Ghost." 
H The prayers listed under sections IV and V. 
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others. All that matters is that the Words of Institution58 should be 
kept intact and that everything should be done by faith. For these 
rites are supposed to be for Christians, i.e., children of the "free 
woman" [Gal. 4:31], who observe them voluntarily and from the 
heart, but are free to change them how and when ever they may 
wish. Therefore, it is not in these matters that anyone should 
either seek or establish as law some indispensable form by which 
he might ensnare or harass consciences. Nor do we find any evi
dence for such an established rite, either in the early fathers or in 
the primitive church, but only in the Roman church. But even if 
they had decreed anything in this matter as a law, we would not 
have to observe it, because these things neither can nor should be 
bound by laws. Further, even if different people make use of dif
ferent rites, let no one judge or despise the other, but every man 
be fully persuaded in his own mind [Rom. 14:5]. Let us feel and 
think the same, even though we may act differently. And let us 

approve each other's rites lest schisms and sects should result from 
this diversity in rites-as has happened in the Roman church. For 
external rites, even though we cannot do without them-just as we 
cannot do without food or drink-do not commend us to God, even 
as food does not commend us to him [I Cor. 8:8]. Faith and love 
commend us to God. Wherefore here let the word of Paul hold 
sway, "For the kingdom of God is not meat and drink; but right
eousness and peace and joy in the Holy Ghost" [Rom. 14:17]. So 
the kingdom of God is not any rite, but faith within you, etc. 

We have passed over the matter of vestments. But we think 
about these as we do about other forms. We permit them to be 
used in freedom, as long as people refrain from ostentation and 
pomp. For you are not more acceptable for consecrating in vest· 
ments. Nor are you less acceptable for consecrating without vest~ 
ments. But I do not wish them to be consecrated or blessed-as if 
they were to become something sacred as compared with other 
garments-except that by general benediction of word and prayer 
by which every good creature of God is sanctified.59 Otherwise, 

58 Benedicationis verba. 
59 Cf. I Tim. 4:4-5. 
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it is nothing but the superstition and mockery which the priests 
of Baa160 introduced together with so many other abuses. 

The Communion of the People 

So far we have dealt with the mass and the function of the 
minister or bishop. Now we shall speak of the proper manner of 
communicating the people, for whom the Lord's Supper was pri
marily instituted and given this name. For just as it is absurd for 
a minister to make a fool of himself and publicly preach the Word 
where no one hears or to harangue himself in an empty room

61 
or 

under the open sky, sO it is equally nonsensical if the ministers pre
pare and embellish the Lord's Supper, which belongs to all, with
out having guests to eat and drink it, so that they who ought to 
minister to others, eat and drink by themselves alone at an empty 
table and in a vacant room. Therefore, if we really want to cherish 
Christ's command, no private mass should be allowed in the 
church, except as a temporary concession for the sake of necessity 

or for the weak in faith. 
Here one should follow the same usage as with baptism, 

namely, that the bishop be informed of those who want to com
mune. They should request in person to receive the Lord's Sup
per so that he may be able to know both their names and man
ner of life. And let him not admit the applicants unless they can 
give a reason for their faith and can answer questions about what 
the Lord's Supper is, what its benefits are, and what they expect 
to derive from it. In other words, they should be able to repeat 
the Words of Institution from memory and to explain that they are 
coming because they are troubled by the consciousness of their sin, 
the fear of death, or some other evil, such as temptation of the 
flesh, the world, or the devil, and now hunger and thirst to re
ceive the word and sign of grace and salvation from the Lord 
himself through the ministry of the bishop, so that they may be 
consoled and comforted; this was Christ's purpose, when he in 
priceless love gave and instituted this Supper, and said, "Take and 

eat," etc. 

60 Abominationis pontifices, "the pontiffs of abomination." 
61 Literally, inter saxa et ligna, "between stones and wood." 
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But I think it enough for the applicants for communion to be 
examined or explored once a year. Indeed, a man may be so un
derstanding that he needs to be questioned only once in his life
time or not at all. For, by this practice, we want to guard lest the 
worthy and unworthy alike rush to the Lord's Supper, as we have 
hitherto seen done in the Roman church. There they seek only to 
communicate; but the faith, the comfort, the use and benefit of the 
Supper are not even mentioned or considered. Nay, they have 
taken pains to hide the Words of Institution, which are the bread 
of life itself, and have furiously tried to make the communicants 
perform a work, supposedly good in itself, instead of letting their 
faith be nourished and strengthened by the goodness of Christ. 
Those, therefore, who are not able to answer in the manner de
scribed above should be completely excluded and banished from 
the communion of the Supper, since they are without the wedding 
garment [Matt. 22:11-12]. 

When the bishop has convinced himself that they understand 
all these things, he should also observe whether they prove their 
faith and understanding in their life and conduct. For Satan, too, 
understands and can talk about all these things. Thus if the pas
tor should see a fornicator, adulterer, drunkard, gambler, usurer, 
slanderer, or anyone else disgraced by a manifest vice, he should 
absolutely exclude such person from the Supper-unless he can 
give good evidence that his life has been changed. For the Sup
per need not be denied to those who sometimes fall and rise again, 
but grieve over their lapse. Indeed, we must realize that it was 
instituted just for such people so that they may be refreshed and 
strengthened. "For in many things we offend all" [Jas. 3:2]. And 
we 'Dear one another's burdens" [Gal. 6:2], since we are burden
ing one another. But I was speaking of those arrogant people who 
sin brazenly and without fear while they boast glorious things 
about the gospel. 

When mass is being celebrated, those to receive communion 
should gather together by themselves in one place and in one 
group. The altar and the chancel were invented for this purpose. 
God does not care where we stand and it adds nothing to our faith. 
The communicants, however, ought to be seen and known openly, 
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both by those who do and by those who do not commune, in or
der that their lives may be better observed, proved, and tested. 
For participation in the Supper is part of the confession by which 
they confess before God, angels, and men that they are Christians. 
Care must therefore be taken lest any, as it were, take the Supper 
on the sly and disappear in the crowd so that one cannot tell 
whether they live good or evil lives. On the other hand, even in 
this matter I do not want to make a law, but simply want to 
demonstrate a decent and fitting order to be used in freedom by 

free Christian men. 
Now concerning private confession before communion, I still 

think as I have held heretofore, namely, that it neither is neces
sary nor should be demanded. Nevertheless, it is useful and should 
not be despised; for the Lord did not even require the Supper it
self as necessary or establish it by law, but left it free to everyone 
when he said, "As often as you do this," etc. [I Cor. 11:25-26]. So 
concerning the preparation for the Supper, we think that prepar
ing oneself by fasting and prayer is a matter of liberty. Certainly 
one ought to come sober and with a serious and attentive mind, 
even though one might not fast at all and pray ever so little. But 
the sobriety I speak of is not that superstitious practice of the 
papists. I demand it lest people should come belching their drink 
and bloated with overeating. For the best preparation is-as I have 
said-a soul troubled by sins, death, and temptation and hungering 
and thirsting for healing and strength. Teaching these matters to 

the people is up to the bishop. 
It remains to be considered whether both forrns,62 as they call 

them, should be administered to the people. Here I say this: Now 
that the gospel has been instilled among us these two whole years, 
we have humored the weak in faith long enough. Hereafter we 
shall act according to the words of St. Paul, "If any man be ignor
ant, let him be ignorant" [I Cor. 14:38]. For if after all this time 
they have not understood the gospel, it matters little whether they 
receive either form. If we continue to make allowance for their 
weakness, we only run the risk of confirming their obstinacy and 

62 Both elements, i.e., bread and wine. 
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of making rules contrary to the gospel. Wherefore, both forms may 
be requested and shall be offered in simple compliance with the 
institution of Christ. Those who refuse them will be left alone and 
receive nothing. For we are devising this order of tlle mass for 
those to whom the gospel has been proclaimed and by whom it 
has been at least partIy understood. Those who have not yet heard 
or understood it are also not ready to receive advice concerning 
this matter [of liturgical forms]. 

Nor is it necessary to wait for a council-as they prate-in or
der to have this practice sanctioned. We have the law of Christ on 
our side and are not minded to be delayed by or to listen to a 
council in matters which manifestly are part of the gospel. Nay, 
we say more: If by chance a council should establish and permit 
this practice, then we would be the last to partake of both forms. 
Nay, in contempt both of the council and of its statute, we should 
then wish to partake either of one or of neither, but never of both; 
and we would hold those to be wholly anathema who on the au
thority of such a council and statute would partake of both. 

You wonder why and ask for a reason? Listen! If you know 
that the bread and wine were instituted by Christ and that both 
are to be received by all-as the Gospels and Paul testify so clearly 
that even our adversaries themselves are forced to admit it-and if 
you still dare not believe and trust in Him enough to receive both 
forms, but dare to do so after men decide this in a council, are 
you not preferring men to Christ? Do you not extol sinful men 
over Him who is named God and worshiped as such [II Thess. 
2:3-4]? Do you not trust in the words of men more than in the 
words of God? Nay rather, do you not utterly distrust the words 
of God and believe only the words of men? And how great a re
jection and denial of God the most high is that? What idolatry 
can be compared to the superstitious regard in which you hold 
the council of men? Should you not rather die a thousand deaths? 
Should you not rather receive one or no form at all, than [both] 
in tlle name of an obedience which is a sacrilege and of a faith 
that amounts to apostasy? 

Therefore, let them stop prating of their councils. First, let 
them do this: Let them restore to God the glory which they have 
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denied him. Let them confess that with Satan their master they 
have held back one form, that they have lifted themselves up 
above God, that they have condemned his word, and have led to 
perdition so many people for so long a time. And let them re
pent of this unspeakably cruel and godless tyranny. Then, let them 
solemnly declare that we have done right when on our part and 
even against their dogma we have taught and received both forms 
and have not waited for their council. And let them give thanks, 
because we have refused to follow their perditious abomination. 
When they have done this, we shall gladly and willingly honor and 
obey their council and [its] statute. In the meantime, while they 
fail to do so and instead continue to demand that we should await 
their authorization, we shall listen to nothing. Rather, we shall con
tinue to teach and act against them, particularly where we know 
it displeases them most. For what do they require with their dia
bolical demand except that we should exalt them above God and 
their words above his, and that we should receive the phantoms of 
their fancy as idols in the place of God? It is our concern, how
ever, that the whole world be completely subjected and obedient 

to God. 
I also wish that we had as many songs as possible in the ver-

nacular which the people could sing during mass, immediately 
after the gradual and also after the Sanctus and Agnus Dei. For 
who doubts that originally all the people sang these which now 
only the choir sings or responds to while the bishop is consecrat
ing? The bishops may have these [congregational] hymns sung 
either after the Latin chants, or use the Latin on one [Sun]day 
and the vernacular on the next, until the time comes that the 
whole mass is sung in the vernacular. But poets are wanting 
among us, or not yet known, who could compose evangelical and 
spiritual songs, as Paul calls them [Col. 3:16]' worthy to be used 
in the church of God. In the meantime, one may sing after com
mumon, "Let God be blest, be praised, and thanked, Who to us 
himself hath granted,"63 omitting the line, "And the holy sacra
ment, At our last end, From the consecrated priest's hand," which 

63S ee LW 53, 252-254. 

-466-

An Order of Mass and Communion 

was added by some devotee of St. Barbara64 who, having neglected 
the sacrament all his life, hoped that he would on his deathbed be 
able to obtain eternal life through this work rather than through 
faith. For both the musical meter and structure prove this line to 
be an interpolation.65 Another good [hymn] is "Now Let Us Pray 
to the Holy Ghost"66 and also "Ein Kindelein 80 lObelich."67 For 
few are found that are written in a proper devotional style. I men
tion this to encourage any German poets to compose evangelical 
hymns for us. 

This is enough for now about the mass and commuriion. What 
is left can be decided by actual practice, as long as the Word of 
God is diligently and faithfully preached in the church. And if 
any should ask that all these [forms] be proved from Scriptures 
and the example of the fathers, they do not disturb us; for as we 
have said above, liberty must prevail in these matters and Chris
tian consciences must not be bound by laws and ordinances. That 
is why the Scriptures prescribe nothing in these matters, but allow 
freedom for the Spirit to act according to his own understanding 
as the respective place, time, and persons may require it. And as 
for the example of the fathers, [their liturgical orders] are partly 
unknown, partly so much at variance with each other that nothing 
defimte can be established about them, evidently because they 
themselves used their liberty. And even if they would be perfectly 
defiriite and clear, yet they could not impose on us a law or the 
obligation to follow them. 

As for the other days which are called weekdays,68 I see noth
ing that we cannot put up with, provided the [weekday] masses be 

64 St. Barbara was called upon as intercessor to assure people that they would 
be able to receive the sacraments of penance and the eucharist in the hour of 
death. 
65 It was sung to the same melody which had already served the two previous 
lines: "Let God be blessed," etc., and "That his own flesh and blood," etc. 
The line censured by Luther is lacking in one of the two pre-Reformation 
sources for this hymn. 
66S ee LW 53, 263-264. 
67A pre-Reformation Christmas hymn to the melody "Dies est laetitiae." See 
Julian, Dictionary of Hymnology, p. 325. For text and melody of this hymn, 
see Wilhelm Baumker, Das katholische deutsche Kirchenlied (Freiburg: Her
der, 1886), I, 286-289. 
68Feriae. 
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discontinued. For Matins with its three lessons, the [minor] hours, 
Vespers, and Compline de tempore consist-with the exception of 
the propers for the Saints' days-of nothing but divine words of 
Scripture. And it is seemly, nay necessary, that the boys should 
get accustomed to reading and hearing the Psalms and lessons 
from the Holy Scripture. If anything should be changed, the 
bishop may reduce the great length [of the services] according to 
his own judgment so that three Psalms may be sung for Matins 
and three for Vespers with one or two responsories.69 These mat
ters are best left to the discretion of the bishop. I1e should choose 
the best of the responsories and antiphons and appoint them from 
Sunday to Sunday throughout the week, taking care lest the people 
should either be bored by too much repetition of the same or con
fused by too many changes in the chants and lessons. The whole 
Psalter, Psalm by Psalm, should remain in use, and the entire 
Scripture, lesson by lesson, should continue to be read to the peo
ple. But we must take care-as I have elsewhere explained-To lest 
the people sing only with their lips, like sounding pipes or harps 
[I Cor. 14:7], and without understanding. Daily lessons must 
therefore be appointed, one in the morning from the New or Old 
Testament, another for Vespers from the other Testament with an 
exposition in the vernacular. That this rite is an ancient one is 
proven by both the custom itself and by the words homilia in 
Matins and capitulum71 in Vespers and in the other [canonical] 
hours, namely, that the Christians as often as they gathered to
gether read something and then had it interpreted in the vernacu
lar in the manner Paul describes in I Corinthians 14 [:26-27].72 

But when evil times came and there was a lack of prophets and 
interpreters, all that was left after the lessons and capitula was the 

690rdinarily, Matins had nine Psalms and eight responsories, Vespers and Com
pline eight Psalms and one responsory. 
70S ee pp. 445-448. 
71 Homilia, i.e., "sermon," was the name of the lessons in Matins, which were 
taken both from Scripture and the writings of the church fathers. Capitulum, 
i.e., "chapter," is the name for the diminutive one-verse lesson read in Vespers. 
On this basis, Luther argues that Scripture readings had originally been 
longer-"chapter" rather than "verse" -and were followed by interpretative 
sermons. 
72Cf. p. 445, n. 2. 
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response, "Thanks be to God:'73 And then, in place of the inter
pretation, lessons, Psalms, hymns, and other things were added in 
boring repetition. Although the hymns and the T e Deum lauda
mus at least confirm the same thing as the Deo gratias, namely, 
that after the exposition and homilies they used to praise God and 
give thanks for the revealed truth of his words. That is the kind 
of vernacular songs I should like us to have. 

This much, excellent Nicholas, I have for you in writing about 
the rites and ceremonies which we either already have instituted 
in our Wittenberg church or expect to introduce, Christ willing, at 
an early date. If this example pleases you and others, you may 
imitate it. If not, we will gladly yield to your inspiration74 and are 
prepared to accept corrections from you or from others. Nor 
should you or anyone else be deterred by the fact that here in 
Wittenberg the idolatrous "Topheth" [Jer. 7:31-32; 19:6J still con
tinues as a shameless, ungodly source of revenue for the princes of 
Saxony. I am speaking of the Church of All Saints. 75 For by the 
mercy of God, we have so great an antidote among us in the riches 
of his Word that this plague languishes in its own little comer and 
can only contaminate itself. There are scarcely three or four swin
ish gluttons left to serve mammon in that house of perdition. To 
all others and to the whole populace, it is a loathsome and abom
inable thing. But we dare not proceed against them by force or 
by law, for Christians-as you know-should not fight except with 
the power of the sword of the Spirit. This is how I restrain the 
people every day. Otherwise, that house of all the saints-or rather 
of all the devils-would long be known by another name in all the 
earth. I have not used the power of the Spirit which the Lord has 
given me [II Cor. 13:10] against it, but patiently have borne this 
reproach if perchance God may give them repentance. Meanwhile, 

13 Deo gratias. 
74 Literally, "unction." 
75 This was the same church on the doors of which Luther had nailed the 
Ninety-five Theses six years earlier. It contained a famous collection of more 
than seventeen thousand relics which the Elector had amassed and which by 
attracting the seekers of indulgences were a lucrative revenue for the church. 
In 1522 they had once again been on exhibition, but on All Saints' Day, 1523, 
the custom was discontinued. 
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I am content that our house, which is more truly the house of all 
saints, reigns and stands here as a tower of Lebanon against the 
house of the devils [Song of Sol. 7:4]. Thus we torment Satan with 
the Word, even though he pretends to laugh. But Christ will grant 
that his hope will fail him and that he will be overthrown in the 
sight of all. Pray for me, you saint of God. Grace be with you 

and with us all. Amen. 
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23. 

Enchiridion 1 

THE SMALL CATECHISM 

Grace, mercy, and peace in Jesus Christ, our Lord, from Martin 

Luther to all faithful, godly pastors and preachers. 
The deplorable conditions which I recently encountered 

when I was a visitor2 constrained me to prepare this brief and simple 

catechism or statement of Christian teaching. Good God, what 2 

wretchedness I beheld! The common people, especially those who 
live in the country, have no knowledge whatever of Christian teach

ing, and unfortunately many pastors are quite incompetent and un

fitted for teaching. Although the people are supposed to be 3 

Christian, are baptized, and receive the holy sacrament, they do not 
know the Lord's Prayer, the Creed, or the Ten Commandments,3 

they live as if they were pigs and irrational beasts, and now that the 
Gospel has been restored they have mastered the fine art of abusing 
liberty. 

How will you bishops answer for it before Christ that you 4 

have so shamefully neglected the people and paid no attention at all 
to the duties of your office? May you escape punishment for this! 5 
You withhold the cup in the Lord's Supper and insist on the obser

vance of human laws, yet you do not take the slightest interest in 
teaching the people the Lord's Prayer, the Creed, the Ten Com

mandments, or a single part of the Word of God. Woe to you 
forever! 

I therefore beg of you for God's sake, my beloved brethren 6 
who are pastors and preachers, that you take the duties of your 

IGreek: manual or handbook. 
2Luther made visitations of congregations in Electoral Saxony and 

Meissen between Oct. 22, 1528, and Jan. 9, 1529. 
3This is the order in which these materials appeared in late medieval 

manuals. 
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office seriously, that you have pity on the people who are entrusted 

to your care, and that you help me to teach the catechism to the 

people, especially those who are young. Let those who lack the 

qualifications to do better at least take this booklet and these forms 

and read them to the people word for word in this manner: 

In the first place, the preacher should take the utmost care to 7 

avoid changes or variations in the text and wording of the Ten 
Commandments, the Creed, the Lord's Prayer, the sacraments, etc. 

On the contrary, he should adopt one form, adhere to it, and use it 

repeatedly year after year. Young and inexperienced people must be 

instructed on the basis of a uniform, fixed text and form. They are 

easily confused if a teacher employs one form now and another 

form-perhaps with the intention of making improvements-later on. 

In this way all the time and labor will be lost. 

This was well understood by our good fathers, who were 8 

accustomed to use the same form in teaching the Lord's Prayer, the 

Creed, and the Ten Commandments. We, too, should teach these 

things to the young and unlearned in such a way that we do not 

alter a single syllable or recite the catechism differently from year to 

year. Choose the form that pleases you, therefore, and adhere to it 

henceforth. When you preach to intelligent and educated people, 9 

you are at liberty to exhibit your learning and to discuss these topics 

from different angles and in such a variety of ways as you may be 

capable of. But when you are teaching the young, adhere to a fixed 

and unchanging form and method. Begin by teaching them the 10 

Ten Commandments, the Creed, the Lord's Prayer, etc., following 

the text word for word so that the young may repeat these things 

after you and retain them in their memory. 

If any refuse to receive your instruction, tell them that they I I 

deny Christ and are no Christians. They should not be admitted to 

the sacrament, be accepted as sponsors in Baptism, or be allowed to 

participate in any Christian privileges.4 On the contrary, they should 

4Cf. Large Catechism, Short Preface, 1-5. 
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be turned over to the pope and his officials,5 and even to the devil 

himself. In addition, parents and employers should refuse to 12 

furnish them with food and drink and should notify them that the 

prince is disposed to banish such rude people from his land. 

Although we cannot and should not compel anyone to be- 13 

lieve, we should nevertheless insist that the people learn to know 

how to distinguish between right and wrong according to the stan

dards of those among whom they live and make their living. 6 For 

anyone who desires to reside in a city is bound to know and observe 

the laws under whose protection he lives, no matter whether he is a 

believer or, at heart, a scoundrel or knave. 

In the second place, after the people have become familiar 14 

with the text, teach them what it means. For this purpose, take the 

explanations in this booklet, or choose any other brief and fixed 

explanations which you may prefer, and adhere to them with- 15 

out changing a single syllable, as stated above with reference to the 

text. Moreover, allow yourself ample time, for it is not necessary 16 

to take up all the parts at once. They can be presented one at a time. 

When the learners have a proper understanding of the First Com

mandment, proceed to the Second Commandment, and so on. Other

wise they will be so overwhelmed that they will hardly remember 
anything at all. 

In the third place, after you have thus taught this brief , 7 

catechism, take up a large catechism7 so that the people may have a 

richer and fuller understanding. Expound every commandment, 

petition, and part, pointing out their respective obligations, benefits, 

dangers, advantages, and disadvantages, as you will find all of this 

treated at length in the many books written for this purpose. 18 

Lay the greatest weight on those commandments or other parts 

5Diocesan judges who decided disciplinary and other cases; now often 
called vicar-generals. 

6Cf. Large Catechism, Short Preface, 2. 
7Luther here refers not only to his own Large Catechism but also to 

other treatments of the traditional parts of the catechism. See the refer
ence to "many books" in the next sentence. 
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which seem to require special attention among the people where you 
are. For example, the Seventh Commandment, which treats of steal
ing, must be emphasized when instructing laborers and shopkeepers, 

and even farmers and servants, for many of these are guilty of dis

honesty and thievery.8 So, too, the Fourth Commandment must be 
stressed when instructing children and the common people in order 
that they may be encouraged to be orderly, faithful, obedient, and 

peaceful. Always adduce many examples from the Scriptures to 

show how God punished and blessed. 
You should also take pains to urge governing authorities and 19 

parents to rule wisely and educate their children. They must be 

shown that they are obliged to do so, and that they are guilty of 
damnable sin if they do not do so, for by such neglect they under

mine and lay waste both the kingdom of God and the kingdom of 

the world and are the worst enemies of God and man. Make 20 
very plain to them the shocking evils they introduce when they re
fuse their aid in the training of children to become pastors, preach

ers, notaries, etc., and tell them that God will inflict awful punish
ments on them for these sins. It is necessary to preach about such 

things. The extent to which parents and governing authorities sin in 

this respect is beyond telling. The devil also has a horrible purpose 

in mind. 
Finally, now that the people are freed from the tyranny of 2 1 

the pope, they are unwilling to receive the sacrament and they treat 
it with contempt. Here, too, there is need of exhortation, but with 

this understanding: No one is to be compelled to believe or to re

ceive the sacrament, no law is to be made concerning it, and no time 

or place should be appointed for it. We should so preach that, 22 
of their own accord and without any law, the people will desire the 
sacrament and, as it were, compel us pastors to administer it to them. 

This can be done by telling them: It is to be feared that anyone who 

does not desire to receive the sacrament at least three or four times 
a year despises the sacrament and is no Christian, just as he is no 

8C£. Large Catechism, Ten Commandments, 225, 226. 
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Christian who does not hear and believe the Gospel. Christ did not 
say, "Omit this," or "Despise this," but he said, "Do this, as often as 

you drink it," etc.9 Surely he wishes that this be done and not that it 

be omitted and despised. "Do this," he said. 

He who does not highly esteem the sacrament suggests 23 
thereby that he has no sin, no flesh, no devil, no world, no death, no 

hell. That is to say, he believes in none of these, although he is deep

ly immersed in them and is held captive by the devil. On the other 
hand, he suggests that he needs no grace, no life, no paradise, no 

heaven, no Christ, no God, nothing good at all. For if he believed 

that he was involved in so much that is evil and was in need of so 
much that is good, he would not neglect the sacrament in which aid 
is afforded against such evil and in which such good is bestowed. It 

is not necessary to compel him by any law to receive the sacrament, 
for he will hasten to it of his own accord, he will feel constrained to 

receive it, he will insist that you administer it to him. 

Accordingly you are not to make a law of this, as the pope 24 

has done. All you need to do is clearly to set forth the advantage and 
disadvantage, the benefit and loss, the blessing and danger con

nected with this sacrament. Then the people will come of their own 

accord without compulsion on your part. But if they refuse to come, 
let them be, and tell them that those who do not feel and acknowl

edge their great need and God's gracious help belong to the 25 

devil. If you do not give such admonitions, or if you adopt odious 
laws on the subject, it is your own fault if the people treat the sacra

ment with contempt. How can they be other than negligent if you 

fail to do your duty and remain silent. So it is up to you, dear pastor 
and preacher! Our office has become something different from 26 

what it was under the pope. It is now a ministry of grace and salva

tion. It subjects us to greater burdens and labors, dangers and 27 
temptations, with little reward or gratitude from the world. But 

Christ himself will be our reward if we labor faithfully. The Father 

91 Cor. 11:25. 
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of all grace grant it! To him be praise and thanks forever, through 

Christ, our Lord. Amen. 

[I] 

THE TEN COMMANDMENTS 

in the plain form in which the head of the family 
shall teach them to his household1 

The First 
"You shall have no other gods."2 
What does this mean? 2 

Answer: We should fear,3love, and trust in God above all things. 

The Second 
"You shall not take the name of the Lord your God in vain."4 3 
What does this mean? 4 

Answer: We should fear and love God, and S05 we should not use 

his name to curse, swear,6 practice magic, lie, or deceive, but in 

every time of need call upon him, pray to him, praise him, and give 

him thanks. 

lLatin title: Small Catechism for the Use of Children in School. How, 
in a very Plain Form, Schoolmasters Should Teach the Ten Command
ments to their Pupils. 

2The Nuremberg editions of 1531 and 1558 read: "I am the Lord your 
God. You shall have no other gods before me." In some editions since the 
sixteenth century "I am the Lord your God" was printed separately as an 
introduction to the entire Decalogue. The Ten Commandments are from 
Exod. 20:2-17 and Deut. 5:6-21. 

30n filial and servile fear see Apology, XII, 38. 
4The Nuremberg editions of 1531 and 1558 add: "for the Lord will not 

hold him guiltless who takes his name in vain." 
50n the translation of dass see M. Reu in Kirchliche Zeitschrift, L 

(1926), pp. 626-689. 
6For the meaning of "swear" see Large Catechism, Ten Command

ments,66. 
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The Third 
"Remember the Sabbath day/ to keep it holy." 
What does this mean? 

5 

6 
Answer: We should fear and love God, and so we should not 

despise his Word and the preaching of the same, but deem it holy 
and gladly hear and learn it. 

The Fourth 
"Honor your father and your mother." 7 
What does this mean? 8 

Answer : We should fear and love God, and so we should not 
despise our parents and superiors, nor provoke them to anger, but 
honor, serve, obey, love, and esteem them. 

"You shall not kill." 
The Fifth 

9 
What does this mean? 1 0 

Answer: 'We should fear and love God, and we should not 

endanger our neighbor's life, nor cause him any harm, but help and 
befriend him in every necessity of life. 

The Sixth 
"You shall not commit adultery." 
What does this mean? 

II 

12 
Answer: We should fear and love God, and so we should lead a 

chaste and pure life in word and deed, each one loving and honoring 
his wife or her husband. 

7Luther's German word Feiertag means day of rest, and this is the 
original Hebrew meaning of Sabbath, the term employed in the Latin 
text. The Jewish observance of Saturday is not enjoined here, nor a Sab
batarian observance of Sunday; cf. Augsburg Confession, XXVIII, 57-60; 
Large Catechism, Ten Commandments, 79-82. 
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The Seventh 

"You shall not steal." 13 

What does this mean? 14 
Answer: We should fear and love God, and so we should not rob 

our neighbor of his money or property, nor bring them into our 

possession by dishonest trade or by dealing in shoddy wares, but 

help him to improve and protect his income and property. 

The Eighth 
"You shall not bear false witness against your neighbor." 15 

What does this mean? 16 
Answer: We should fear and love God, and so we should not tell 

lies about our neighbor, nor betray, slander, or defame him, but 

should apologize for him, speak well of him, and interpret charitably 

all that he does. 

The Ninth 
"You shall not covet your neighbor's house." 17 

What does this mean? 18 
Answer : We should fear and love God, and so we should not 

seek by craftiness to gain possession of our neighbor's inheritance or 
home, nor to obtain them under pretext of legal right, but be of 

service and help to him so that he may keep what is his. 

The Tenth 
"You shall not covet your neighbors wife, or his manservant, 19 

or his maidservant, or his ox, or his ass,8 or anything that is your 

neighbor's." 
What does this mean? 
Answer: We should fear and love God, and so we should not 

20 

abduct, estrange, or entice away our neighbor's wife, servants, or 

8For "or his ox, or his ass" Luther's German text reads "or his cattle." 
The Latin text employs the fuller expression. 
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cattle, but encourage them to remain and discharge their duty to 
him. 

[C onclusion ] 
What does God declare concerning all these command- 21 

ments? 

Answer: He says, "I the Lord your God am a jealous God, visit

ing the iniquity of the fathers upon the children to the third and the 
fourth generation of those who hate me, but shOwing steadfast love 

to thousands of those who love me and keep my commandments." 

What does this mean? 22 

Answer: God threatens to punish all who transgress these com
mandments. We should therefore fear his wrath and not disobey 

these commandments. On the other hand, he promises grace and 

every blessing to all who keep them. We should therefore love him, 
trust in him, and cheerfully do what he has commanded. 

[II] 

THE CREED 

in the plain form in which the head of the family 
shall teach it to his household9 

The First Article: Creation 

"[ believe in God, the Father almighty, maker of heaven and 
earth." 

What does this mean? 2 

Answer: I believe that God has created me and all that exists; 

that he has given me and still sustains my body and soul, all my 

limbs and senses, my reason and all the faculties of my mind, to
gether with food and clothing, house and home, family and prop

erty; that he provides me daily and abundantly with all the necessi
ties of life, protects me from all danger, and preserves me from all 

9Latin text: How, in a very Plain Form, Schoolmasters Should Teach 
the Apostles' Creed to their Pupils. 
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evil. All this he does out of his pure, fatherly, and divine goodness 

and mercy, without any merit or worthiness on my part. For all of 
this I am bound to thank, praise, serve, and obey him. This is most 

certainly true. 

The Second Article: Redemption 3 
And in Jesus Christ, his only son, our Lord: who was conceived 

by the Holy Spirit, born of the virgin Mary, suffered under Pontius 
Pilate, was crucified, dead, and buried: he descended into hell, the 
third day he rose from the dead, he ascended into heaven, and is 

seated on the right hand of God, the Father almighty, whence he 
shall come to iudge the living and the dead." 

What does this mean? 4 

Answer: I believe that Jesus Christ, true God, begotten of the 

Father from eternity, and also true man, born of the virgin Mary, is 
my Lord, who has redeemed me, a lost and condemned creature, 
delivered me and freed me from all sins, from death, and from the 

power of the devil, not with silver and gold but with his holy and 

precious blood and with his innocent sufferings and death, in order 
that I may be his, live under him in his kingdom, and serve him in 

everlasting righteousness, innocence, and blessedness, even as he is 

risen from the dead and lives and reigns to all eternity. This is most 
certainly true. 

The Third Article: Sanctification 5 

"I believe in the Holy Spirit, the holy Christian church, the 
communion of saints, the forgiveness of sins, the resurrection of the 
body, and the life everlasting. Amen." 

What does this mean? 6 

Answer: I believe that by my own reason or strength I cannot 
believe in Jesus Christ, my Lord, or come to him. But the Holy 

Spirit has called me through the Gospel, enlightened me with his 

gifts, and sanctified and preserved me in true faith, just as he calls, 
gathers, enlightens, and sanctifies the whole Christian church on 
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earth and preserves it in union with Jesus Christ in the one true 

faith. In this Christian church he daily and abundantly forgives all 
my sins, and the sins of all believers, and on the last day he will 

raise me and all the dead and will grant eternal life to me and to 
all who believe in Christ. This is most certainly true. 

[III] 

THE LORD'S PRAYER 

in the plain form in which the head of the family 
shall teach it to his household1 

[Introduction J 
"Our Father who art in heaven."2 
What does this mean? 2 
Answer: Here God would encourage us to believe that he is truly 

our Father and we are truly his children in order that we may ap

proach him boldly and confidently in prayer, even as beloved chil
dren approach their dear father. 

The First Petition 3 
"Hallowed be thy name." 

What does this mean? 4 

Answer: To be sure, God's name is holy in itself, but we pray in 
this petition that it may also be holy for us. 

How is this done? 

Answer: When the Word of God is taught clearly and purely and 
we, as children of God, lead holy lives in accordance with it. Help 
us to do this, dear Father in heaven! But whoever teaches and 

lLatin title: How, in a very Plain Form, Schoolmasters Should Teach 
the Lord's Prayer to their Pupils. 

2The "introduction" to the Lord's Prayer was not prepared by Luther 
until 1531. It does not appear in the Latin text, which begins with the 
First Petition. The text of the Prayer is from Matt. 6:9-13. 
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lives otherwise than as the Word of God teaches, profanes the name 

of God among us. From this preserve us, heavenly Father! 

The Second Petition 6 

"Thy kingdom come." 
What does this mean? 7 
Answer: To be sure, the kingdom of God comes of itself, without 

our prayer, but we pray in this petition that it may also come to us. 

How is this done? 8 

Answer: When the heavenly Father gives us his Holy Spirit so 

that by his grace we may believe in his holy Word and live a godly 

life, both here in time and hereafter forever. 

The Third Petition 9 

"Thy will be done, on earth as it is in heaven." 

What does this mean? 10 
Answer: To be sure, the good and gracious will of God is done 

without our prayer, but we pray in this petition that it may also be 

done by us. 
How is this done? II 
Answer: When God curbs and destroys every evil counsel and 

purpose of the devil, of this world, and of our flesh which would 

hinder us from hallowing his name and prevent the coming of his 
kingdom, and when he strengthens us and keeps us steadfast in his 

Word and in faith even to the end. This is his good and gracious 

will. 

The Fourth Petition 

"Give us this day our daily bread." 

What does this mean? 

12 

13 

Answer: To be sure, God provides daily bread, even to the 

wicked, without our prayer, but we pray in this petition that God 
may make us aware of his gifts and enable us to receive our daily 

bread with thanksgiving. 

-482-

The Snwll Catechism 

What is meant by daily bread? 14 

Answer: Everything required to satisfy our bodily needs, such as 
food and clothing, house and home, fields and flocks, money and 

property; a pious spouse and good children, trustworthy servants, 
godly and faithful rulers, good government; seasonal weather, peace 

and health, order and honor; true friends, faithful neighbors, and 
the like. 

The Fifth Petition 15 
"And forgive us our debts, as we have also forgiven our debtors." 
What does this mean? 16 

Answer: We pray in this petition that our heavenly Father may 

not look upon our sins, and on their account deny our prayers, for 
we neither merit nor deserve those things for which we pray. Al
though we sin daily and deserve nothing but punishment, we never

theless pray that God may grant us all things by his grace. And 
assuredly we on our part will heartily forgive and cheerfully do 

good to those who may sin against us. 

The Sixth Petition 
"And lead us not into temptation." 
What does this mean? 

17 

18 

Answer: God tempts no one to sin, but we pray in this petition 

that God may so guard and preserve us that the devil, the world, 
and our flesh may not deceive us or mislead us into unbelief, despair, 

and other great and shameful sins, but that, although we may be so 

tempted, we may finally prevail and gain the victory. 

The Seventh Petition 
"But deliver us from evil." 
What does this mean? 

19 

20 
Answer: We pray in this petition, as in a summary, that our 

Father in heaven may deliver us from all manner of evil, whether it 

affect body or soul, property or reputation, and that at last, when the 
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hour of death comes, he may grant us a blessed end and graciously 

take us from this world of sorrow to himself in heaven. 

[C onclusion J 
"AJnen."3 

What does this mean? 21 

Answer: It means that I should be assured that such petitions 

are acceptable to our heavenly Father and are heard by him, for he 

himself commanded us to pray like this and promised to hear us. 
"Amen, amen" means "Yes, yes, it shall be so." 

[IV] 

THE SACRAMENT OF HOLY BAPTISM 

in the plain form in which the head of the family 
shall teach it to his household4 

First 

What is Baptism? 
Answer: Baptism is not merely water, but it is water used 2 

according to God's command and connected with God's Word. 

What is this Word of God? 3 

Answer: As recorded in Matthew 28:19, our Lord Christ said, 4 

"Go therefore and make diSciples of all nations, baptizing them in 
the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit." 

Second 

What gifts or benefits does Baptism bestow? 5 

Answer: It effects forgiveness of sins, delivers from death and 6 

3The Nuremberg edition of 1558, and many later editions, inserted 
"For thine is the kingdom, and the power, and the glory, for ever and 
ever" before "Amen." 

4Latin title; How, in a very Plain Form, Schoolmasters Should Teach 
the Sacrament of Baptism to their Pupils. 
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the devil, and grants eternal salvation to all who believe, as the 
Word and promise of God declare. 

What is this Word and promise of God? 7 

Answer: As recorded in Mark 16:16, our Lord Christ said, 8 

"He who believes and is baptized will be saved; but he who does not 
believe will be condemned." 

Third 
How can water produce such great effects? 9 

Answer: It is not the water that produces these effects, but 10 

the Word of God connected with the water, and our faith which 
relies on the 'Word of God connected with the water. For without 

the Word of God that water is merely water and no Baptism. But 

when connected with the Word of God it is a Baptism, that is, a gra

cious water of life and a washing of regeneration in the Holy Spirit, 
as St. Paul wrote to Titus (3:5-8), "He saved us by the washing of 
regeneration and renewal in the Holy Spirit, which he poured out 

upon us richly through Jesus Christ our Saviour, so that we might be 

justified by his grace and become heirs in hope of eternal life. The 
saying is sure." 

Fourth II 
What does such baptizing with water signify? 

Answer: It signifies that the old Adam in us, together with 12 

all sins and evil lusts, should be drowned by daily sorrow and 

repentance and be put to death, and that the new man should come 

forth daily and rise up, cleansed and righteous, to live forever in 
God's presence. 

Where is this written? 13 

Answer: In Romans 6:4, St. Paul wrote, "We were buried 14 

therefore with him by baptism into death, so that as Christ was 

raised from the dead by the glory of the Father, we too might walk 
in newness of life." 
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[V] 
[CONFESSION AND ABSOLUTION] 

How Plain People Are to Be Taught to Confess5 

15 

What is confession? 16 
Answer: Confession consists of two parts. One is that we confess 

our sins. The other is that we receive absolution or forgiveness from 

the confessor as from God himself, by no means doubting but Brmly 

believing that our sins are thereby forgiven before God in heaven. 

What sins should we confess? 17 

Answer: Before God we should acknowledge that we are ! 8 

guilty of all manner of sins, even those of which we are not aware, as 

we do in the Lord's Prayer. Before the confessor, however, we 

should confess only those sins of which we have knowledge and 

which trouble us. 
What are such sins? 19 
Answer: ReRect on your condition in the light of the Ten 20 

Commandments: whether you are a father or mother, a son or 

daughter, a master or servant; whether you have been disobedient, 

unfaithful, lazy, ill-tempered, or quarrelsome; whether you have 

harmed anyone by word or deed; and whether you have stolen, 

neglected, or wasted anything, or done other evil. 
Please give me a brief form of confession. 2 I 
Answer: You should say to the confessor: "Dear Pastor, please 

hear my confession and declare that my sins are forgiven for God's 

sake." 
"Proceed." 
"I, a poor sinner, confess before God that I am guilty of all 22 

sins. In particular I confess in your presence that, as a manservant or 

maidservant, etc., I am unfaithful to my master, for here and there I 

5In 1531 this section replaced the earlier "A Short Method of Con
fessing" (1529), W A, 301: 343-45. Luther intended confession especially 
for those who were about to receive Communion. 
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have not done what I was told. I have made my master angry, 

caused him to curse, neglected to do my duty, and caused him to 

suffer loss. I have also been immodest in word and deed. I have 

quarreled with my equals. I have grumbled and sworn at my mis

tress, etc. For all this I am sorry and pray for grace. I mean to 
do better." 

A master or mistress may say: "In particular I confess in 23 

your presence that I have not been faithful in training my children, 

servants, and wife to the glory of God. I have cursed. I have set a 

bad example by my immodest language and actions. I have injured 

my neighbor by speaking evil of him, overcharging him, giving him 

inferior goods and short measure." Masters and mistresses should 

add whatever else they have done contrary to God's commandments 

and to their action in life, etc. 

H, however, anyone does not feel that his conscience is bur- 24 

dened by such or by greater sins, he should not worry, nor should he 

search for and invent other sins, for this would turn confession into 

torture;6 he should simply mention one or two sins of which he is 

aware. For example, "In particular I confess that I once cursed. On 

one occasion I also spoke indecently. And I neglected this or that," 

etc. Let this suffice. 

H you have knowledge of no sin at all (which is quite un- 25 

likely), you should mention none in particular, but receive forgive

ness upon the general confession7 which you make to God in the 

presence of the confessor. 

Then the confessor shall say: "God be merciful to you and 26 

strengthen your faith. Amen." 

Again he shall say: "Do you believe that this forgiveness is 27 

the forgiveness of God?" 

6Luther was here alluding to the medieval practice of confession; see 
also Smalcald Articles, Pt. II, Art. III, 19. 

7See article "General Confession" in New Schaff-Herzog Encyclopedia 
of Religious Knowledge, IV, 449. Cf. Smalcald Articles, Pt. III, Art. 
III, 13. 
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Answer: "Yes, I do." 

Then he shall say: "Be it done for you as you have believed.s 28 

According to the command of our Lord Jesus Christ, I forgive you 

your sins in the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy 
Spirit. Amen. Go in peace."9 

A confessor will know additional passages of the Scriptures 29 

with which to comfort and to strengthen the faith of those whose 

consciences are heavily burdened or who are distressed and sorely 

tried. This is intended simply as an ordinary form of confession for 

plain people. 

[VI] 

THE SACRAMENT OF THE ALTAR 

in the plain form in which the head of the family 
shall teach it to his household1 

What is the Sacrament of the Altar? 

Answer: Instituted by Christ himself, it is the true body and 2 

blood of our Lord Jesus Christ, under the bread and wine, given to 
us Christians to eat and drink. 

Where is this written? 3 

Answer: The holy evangelists Matthew, Mark, and Luke, and 4 

also St. Paul, write thus: "Our Lord Jesus Christ, on the night when 

he was betrayed, took bread, and when he had given thanks, he 

broke it, and gave it to the disciples and said, 'Take, eat; this is my 

body which is given for you. Do this in remembrance of me.' In the 

same way also he took the cup, after supper, and when he had given 

8Matt. 8:13. 
9Mark 5:34; Luke 7:50; 8:48. 
lLatin title: How, in very Plain Form, Schoolmasters Should Teach the 

Sacrament of the Altar to their Pupils. 
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thanks he gave it to them, saying, 'Drink of it, all of you. This cup is 

the new covenant in my blood, which is poured out for many for 

the forgiveness of sins. Do this, as often as you drink it, in remem
brance of me.' "2 

What is the benefit of such eating and drinking? 5 

Answer : We are told in the words "for you" and "for the 6 

forgiveness of sins." By these words the forgiveness of sins, life, and 

salvation are given to us in the sacrament, for where there is forgive
ness of sins, there are also life and salvation. 

How can bodily eating and drinking produce such great 7 
effects? 

Answer: The eating and drinking do not in themselves pro- 8 

duce them, but the words "for you" and "for the forgiveness of sins." 

These words, when accompanied by the bodily eating and drinking, 

are the chief thing in the sacrament, and he who believes these 

words has what they say and declare: the forgiveness of sins. 
Who, then, receives this sacrament worthily? 9 

Answer: Fasting and bodily preparation are a good external 10 

discipline, but he is truly worthy and well prepared who believes 

these words: "for you" and "for the forgiveness of sins." On the other 

hand, he who does not believe these words, or doubts them, is un

worthy and unprepared, for the words "for you" require truly be
lieving hearts. 

2A conRation of texts from I Cor. 11:23-25; Matt. 26:26-28; Mark 
14:22-24; Luke 22: 19,20. Cf. Large Catechism, Sacrament of the AL
tar, 3. 
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[VII] 

[MORNING AND EVENING PRAYERS] 

H ou; the head of the family shall teach his household 
to say morning and evening prayers3 

In the morning, when you rise, make the sign of the cross and 
say, "In the name of God, the Father, the Son, and the Holy Spirit. 
Amen." 

Then, kneeling or standing, say the Apostles' Creed and the 2 

Lord's Prayer. Then you may say this prayer: 

"I give Thee thanks, heavenly Father, through thy dear Son Jesus 
Christ, that Thou hast protected me through the night from all harm 

and danger. I beseech Thee to keep me this day, too, from all sin 

and evil, that in all my thoughts, words, and deeds I may please 
Thee. Into thy hands I commend my body and soul and all that is 

mine. Let the holy angel have charge of me, that the wicked one 
may have no power over me. Amen." 

After singing a hymn (possibly a hymn on the Ten Command- 3 
ments)4 or whatever your devotion may suggest, you should go to 

your work joyfully. 

In the evening, when you retire, make the sign of the cross 4 
and say, "In the name of God, the Father, the Son, and the Holy 
Spirit. Amen." 

Then, kneeling or standing, say the Apostles' Creed and the 5 
Lord's Prayer. Then you may say this prayer: 

"I give Thee thanks, heavenly Father, through thy dear Son Jesus 
Christ, that Thou hast this day graciously protected me. I beseech 

Thee to forgive all my sin and the wrong which I have done. Gra

ciously protect me during the coming night. Into thy hands I com-

3Latin title: How, in very Plain Form, Schoolmasters Should Teach 
their Pupils to Say their Prayers in the Morning and in the Evening. (The 
material in this section was adapted from the Roman Breviary.) 

4See Large Catechism, Short Preface, 25. 
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mend my body and soul and all that is mine. Let thy holy angels 
have charge of me, that the wicked one may have no power over me. 
Amen." 

Then qUickly lie down and sleep in peace. 

[VIII] 

[GRACE AT TABLE] 

H ou; the head of the family shall teach his household 6 

to offer blesSing and thanksgiving at table 5 

[Blessing before Eating] 

When children and the whole household gather at the table, 7 
they should reverently fold their hands and say: 

"The eyes of all look to Thee, 0 Lord, and Thou givest them 
their food in due season. Thou openest thy hand; Thou satisfiest the 
desire of every living thing." 6 

(It is to be observed that "satisfying the desire of every living 8 
thing" means that all creatures receive enough to eat to make them 

joyful and of good cheer. Greed and anxiety about food prevent 
such satisfaction. ) 

Then the Lord's Prayer should be said, and afterwards this 9 
prayer: 

"Lord God, heavenly Father, bless us, and these thy gifts which 
of thy bountiful goodness Thou hast bestowed on us, through Jesus 
Christ our Lord. Amen." 

5Latin title: How, in Plain Form, Schoolmasters Should Teach their 
Pupils to Offer Blessing and Thanksgiving at Table. (The material in this 
section was adapted from the Roman Breviary.) 

6PS. 145: 15, 16. The gloss which follows, here given in parentheses, 
was intended to explain the meaning of Wohlgefallen or benedictio in the 
German and Latin translations of the Psalm. 
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[Thanksgiving after Eating] 10 

After eating, likewise, they should fold their hands reverently 

and say: 
"0 give thanks to the Lord, for he is good; for his steadfast 10ve 

endures forever. He gives to the beasts their food, and to the young 

ravens which cry. His delight is not in the strength of the horse, nor 

his pleasure in the legs of a man; but the Lord takes pleasure in 

those who fear him, in those who hope in his steadfast love."7 

Then the Lord's Prayer should be said, and afterwards this II 

prayer: 
"We give Thee thanks, Lord God, our Father, for all thy benefits, 

through Jesus Christ our Lord, who lives and reigns forever. Amen." 

[IX] 

TABLE OF DUTIES 

consisting of certain passages of the Scriptures, selected 
for various estates and conditions of men, by 

which they may be admonished to do 
their respective duties8 

Bishops, Pastors, and Preac1wrs 2 

"A bishop must be above reproach, married only once, temper

ate, sensible, dignified, hospitable, an apt teacher, no drunkard, not 

violent but gentle, not quarrelsome, and no lover of money. He must 

manage his own household well, keeping his children submissive 

and respectful in every way. He must not be a recent convert," etc. 

(I Tim. 3:2-6). 

7PS. 106:1; 136:26; 147:9-11. 
8This table of duties was probably suggested to Luther by John Ger-

son's Tractatus de modo vivendi omnium fidelium. 
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Duties Christians Owe Tlwir Teachers and Pastors9 3 

"Remain in the same house, eating and drinking what they pro

vide, for the laborer deserves his wages" (Luke 10:7). "The Lord 

commanded that those who proclaim the gospel should get their 

living by the gospel" (I Cor. 9:14). "Let him who is taught the word 

share all good things with him who teaches. Do not be deceived; 

God is not mocked" (Gal. 6:6,7). "Let the elders who rule well be 

considered worthy of double honor, especially those who labor in 

preaching and teaching; for the scripture says, 'You shall not muzzle 

an ox when it is treading out the grain,' and 'The laborer deserves 

his wages,'" (I Tim. 5: 17, 18). "We beseech you, brethren, to re

spect those who labor among you and are over you in the Lord and 

admonish you, and to esteem them very highly in love because of 

their work. Be at peace among yourselves" (I Thess. 5: 12, 13). 
"Obey your leaders and submit to them; for they are keeping watch 

over your souls, as men who will have to give account. Let them do 

this joyfully, and not sadly, for that would be of no advantage to 

you" (Heb. 13:17). 

Governing Authorities! 4 

"Let every person be subject to the governing authorities. For 

there is no authority except from God, and those that exist have 

been instituted by God. Therefore he who resists the authorities re

sists what God has appointed, and those who resist will incur judg

ment. He who is in authority does not bear the sword in vain; he is 

the servant of God to execute his wrath on the wrongdoer" (Rom. 

13:1-4). 

9This section was not prepared by Luther, but was later taken up into 
the Small Catechism, probably with Luther's consent. The passages from 
Luke 10 and I Thess. 5 are not included in the Latin text. 

!This section was not prepared by Luther, but was later taken up into 
the Small Catechism, probably with Luther's consent. 
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Duties Subjects Owe Governing Authorities 5 
"Render therefore to Caesar the things that are Caesar's, and to 

God the things that are God's" (Matt. 22:21). "Let every person be 

subject to the governing authorities. Therefore one must be subject, 

not only to avoid God's wrath but also for the sake of conscience. 
For the same reason you also pay taxes, for the authorities are min

isters of God, attending to this very thing. Pay all of them their dues, 

taxes to whom taxes are due, revenue to whom revenue is due, re
spect to whom respect is due, honor to whom honor is due" (Rom. 

13: 1, 5-7). "I urge that supplications, prayers, intercessions, and 

thanksgivings be made for all men, for kings and all who are in high 

positions, that we may lead a quiet and peaceable life, godly and 
respectful in every way" (I Tim. 2:1,2). "Remind them to be sub

missive to rulers and authorities, to be obedient, to be ready for any 
honest work" (Tit. 3: 1). "Be subject for the Lord's sake to every 

human institution, whether it be to the emperor as supreme, or to 

governors as sent by him to punish those who do wrong and to 
praise those who do right" (I Pet. 2: 13, 14). 

Husbands 6 

"You husbands, live considerately with your wives, bestowing 
honor on the woman as the weaker sex, since you are joint heirs of 

the grace of life, in order that your prayers not be hindered" 

(I Pet. 3: 7). "Husbands, love your wives, and do not be harsh with 
them" (Col. 3:19). 

Wives 7 

"You wives, be submissive to your husbands, as Sarah obeyed 
Abraham, calling him lord. And you are now her children if you do 

right and let nothing terrify you" (I Pet. 3: 1, 6). 
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Parents 8 
"Fathers, do not provoke your children to anger, lest they be

come discouraged, but bring them up in the discipline and instruc
tion of the Lord" (Eph. 6:4; Col. 3: 21) . 

Children 9 
"Children, obey your parents in the Lord, for this is right. 'Honor 

your father and mother' (this is the first commandment with a 

promise) 'that it may be well with you and that you may live long 
on the earth'" (Eph. 6:1-3). 

Laborers and Servants, Male and Female 10 

"Be obedient to those who are your earthly masters, with fear 
and trembling, with singleness of heart, as to Christ; not in the way 

of eye-service, as men-pleasers, but as servants of Christ, doing the 

will of God from the heart, rendering service with a good will as to 

the Lord and not to men, knowing that whatever good anyone does, 

he will receive the same again from the Lord, whether he is a slave 
or free" (Eph. 6: 5-8) . 

Masters and Mistresses II 
"Masters, do the same to them, and forbear threatening, knowing 

that he who is both their Master and yours is in heaven, and that 
there is no partiality with him" (Eph. 6: 9 ) . 

Young Persons in General 12 
"You that are younger, be subject to the elders. Clothe your

selves, all of you, with humility toward one another, for 'God op

poses the proud, but gives grace to the humble.' Humble yourselves 
therefore under the mighty hand of God, that in due time he may 
exalt you" (I Pet. 5: 5, 6). 
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Widows 13 

"She who is a real widow, and is left all alone, has set her hope 

on God and continues in supplication and prayers night and day; 

whereas she who is self-indulgent is dead even while she lives" 

(I Tim. 5:5,6). 

Christians in General 14 

"The commandments are summed up in this sentence, 'You shall 

love your neighbor as yourself''' (Rom. 13:9). "I urge that supplica

tions, prayers, intercessions, and thanksgivings be made for all men" 

(I Tim. 2:1). 
Let each his lesson learn with care 
And all the household well will fare.2 

20n this rhyme by Luther see WA, 35:580. 
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IV 

THE SMALCALD ARTICLES 

Pope Paul III called a council to meet in Mantua last year, in 

Whitsuntide. Mterwards he transferred the council from Mantua, 

and it is not yet known where it will or can be held. In any case, we 

had reason to expect that we might be summoned to appear before 

the council or be condemned without being summoned. I was there
fore instructed2 to draft and assemble articles of our faith to serve 

as a basis for possible deliberations and to indicate, on the one 
hand, what and in how far we were willing and able to yield to the 

papists and, on the other hand, what we intended to hold fast to 

and persevere in. 

Accordingly I assembled these articles and submitted them to 2 

our representatives.s The latter accepted them, unanimously adopt

ed them as their confession, and resolved4 that these articles should 

be presented publicly as the confession of our faith if the pope and 

his adherents ever became so bold as seriously, in good faith, and 

IThis preface was written by Luther in 1538, when he prepared the 
Articles for publication. 

2By Elector John Frederick of Saxony, early in December, 1536. 
sThe Articles were reviewed and somewhat modified in a conference of 

theologians held in Wittenberg in December, 1536, and they were con
sidered and signed by theologians at the meeting of the Smalcald League 
held in Smalcald in February, 1537. However, the princes and free cities 
of the Smalcald League ("our representatives") did not, as Luther mis
takenly supposed, adopt the Articles. 

4Luther was still laboring in 1538 under the misapprehension that 
these things had happened in Smalcald. 
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without deception or treachery to hold a truly free council, as in

deed the pope is in duty bound to do. 
But the Roman court is dreadfully afraid of a free council 3 

and flees from the light in a shameful fashion. Even adherents of 

that party have lost hope that the Roman court will ever permit a 

free council, to say nothing of calling one. They are deeply offended, 

as well they might be, and are not a little troubled on this account, 

for they perceive that the pope prefers to see all Christendom lost 

and all souls damned rather than suffer himself and his adherents to 

be reformed a little and allow limitations to be placed on his 

tyranny. 
Nevertheless, I have decided to publish these articles so that, if I 

should die before a council meets (which I fully expect, for those 

knaves who shun the light and flee from the day take such wretched 

pains to postpone and prevent the council), those who live after me 
may have my testimony and confession (in addition to the confes

sion5 which I have previously given) to show where I have stood 

until now and where, by God's grace, I will continue to stand. 
Why do I say this? Why should I complain? I am still alive. I 4 

am still writing, preaching, and lecturing every day. Yet there are 

some who are so spiteful-not only among our adversaries, but also 

false brethren among those who profess to be adherents of our 

party-that they dare to cite my writings and teachings against me. 

They let me look on and listen, although they know very well that I 

teach otherwise. They try to clothe their venomous spirits in the 

garments of my labor and thus mislead the poor people in my name. 

Imagine what will happen after I am dead! 
I suppose I should reply to everything while I am still living. 5 

But how can I stop all the mouths of the devil? What, above all, can 

I do with those (for they are all poisoned) who do not pay attention 

to what I write and who keep themselves busy by shamefully twist

ing and corrupting my every word and letter? I shall let the devil-

5Luther's "Confession Concerning the Holy Supper" (1528). 
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or ultimately the wrath of God-answer them as they deserve. I 6 

often think of the good Gerson,6 who doubted whether one ought to 

make good writings public. If one does not, many souls that might 

have been saved are neglected. On the other hand, if one does, the 

devil appears at once to poison and pervert everything by wagging 

countless venomous and malicious tongues and thus destrOying the 

fruit. However, what such persons accomplish is manifest. For 7 

although they slander us so shamefully and try by their lies to keep 

the people on their side, God has constantly promoted his work, has 

made their follOwing smaller and smaller and ours ever larger, and 

has caused, and still causes, them and their lies to be put to shame. 

Let me illustrate this. There was a doctor7 here in Wittenberg, 8 

sent from France, who reported in our presence that his king had 

been persuaded beyond a doubt that among us there is no church, 

no government, and no state of matrimony, but that all live promis

cuously like cattle and everybody does what he pleases. Imagine 9 

how those will face us on the last day, before the judgment seat of 

Christ, who in their writings have urged such big lies upon the king 

and foreign peoples as if they were the unadulterated truth! Christ, 

the lord and judge of us all, knows very well that they lie and have 

lied. I am sure that he will pronounce sentence upon them. God con

vert those who are capable of conversion and turn them to repen

tance! As for the rest, wretchedness and woe will be their lot forever. 

But let us return to the subject. I should be very happy to 10 
see a true council assemble in order that many things and many 

people might derive benefit from it. Not that we ourselves need such 

a council, for by God's grace our churches have now been so en

lightened and supplied with the pure Word and the right use of the 

sacraments, with an understanding of the various callings of life, 

and with true works, that we do not ask for a council for our own 

6John Gerson (1363-1429) in his De laude scriptorum, XI. 
7Dr. Gervasius Waim, or Wain, legate of King Francis I of France, was 

in Saxony in 1531. 
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sake, and we have no reason to hope or expect that a council would 

improve our conditions. But in the dioceses of the papists we see so 

many vacant and desolate parishes everywhere that our hearts 

would break with grief. S Yet neither the bishops nor the canons care 

how the poor people live or die, although Christ died for them too. 

Those people cannot hear Christ speak to them as the true shepherd 

speaking to his sheep. This horrifies me and makes me fear that I I 

he may cause a council of angels to descend on Germany and 

destroy us utterly, like Sodom and Gomorrah, because we mock him 

so shamefully with the council.s 

Besides such necessary concerns of the church, there are 12 

countless temporal matters that need reform. There is discord among 

princes and political estates. Usury and avarice have burst in like a 

deluge and have taken on the color of legality. Wantoness, lewdness, 

extravagance in dress, gluttony, gambling, vain display, all manner 

of vice and wickedness, disobedience of subjects, domestics, and 

laborers, extortion in every trade and on the part of peasants-who 

can enumerate everything?-these have gained the ascendancy to 

such an extent that ten councils and twenty diets would not be able 

to set things right again. If members of a council were to con- 13 

sider such fundamental matters of the ecclesiastical and secular 

estates as are contrary to God, their hands would be so full that their 

trifling and tomfoolery with albs, great tonsures, broad cinctures, 

bishops' and cardinals' hats and crosiers, and similar nonsense would 

soon be forgotten. If we would first carry out God's commands and 

precepts in the spiritual and temporal estates, we would find enough 

time to reform the regulations concerning fasts, vestments, tonsures, 

and chasubles. But if we are willing to swallow camels and strain 

out gnats,l if we let logs stand and dispute about specks,2 we might 

SIn Luther's table talk of Sept. 10, 1538 (WA, TR, 4: No. 4002), it was 
reported that 600 rich parishes in the diocese of Wiirzburg were vacant. 

SLatin: pretext of a council. 
ICf. Matt. 23:24. '/ 
2Cf. Matt. 7:3-5. . 
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just as well be satisfied with such a council. 

I have drafted only a few articles, for, apart from these, God 14 
has laid so many tasks upon us in church, state, and family that we 

can never carry them out. What is the use of adopting a multitude of 

decrees and canons in a council, especially when the primary things, 

which are commanded by God, are neither regarded nor observed? 

It is as if we were to expect God to acquiesce in our mummeries 

while we trample his solemn commandments underfoot. But Our sins 

oppress us and keep God from being gracious to us, for we do not 
repent and we even try to justify all Our abominations. 

Dear Lord Jesus Christ, assemble a council of thine Own, 15 

and by thy glorious advent deliver thy servants. The pope and his 

adherents are lost. They will have nothing to do with Thee. But help 

us, poor and wretched souls who cry unto Thee and earnestly seek 

Thee according to the grace which Thou hast given us by the Holy 

Spirit, who with Thee and the Father liveth and reigneth, blessed 
forever. Amen. 

[PART I] 

The first part of the Articles treats the sublime articles of the 
divine majesty, namely: 

1. That Father, Son, and Holy Spirit, three distinct persons in one 
divine essence and nature, are one God, who created heaven and 
earth, etc. 

2. That the Father was begotten by no one, the Son was begotten 

by the Father, and the Holy Spirit proceeded from the Father and 
the Son. 

3. That only the Son became man, and neither the Father nor 
the Holy Spirit. 

4. That the Son became man in this manner: he was conceived 
by the Holy Spirit, without the cooperation of man, and was born of 
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the pure, holy, and virgin Mary.3 Afterwards he suffered, died, was 

buried, descended to hell, rose from the dead, and ascended to 

heaven; and he is seated at the right hand of God, will come to judge 

the living and the dead, etc., as the Apostles' Creed, the Athanasian 

Creed, and the Catechism in common use for children4 teach. 

These articles are not matters of dispute or contention, for both 

parties confess them. 5 Therefore, it is not necessary to treat them at 

greater length. 

[PART II] 
The second part treats the articles which pertain to the office and 

work of Jesus Christ, or to our redemption. 

[Article I. Christ and Faith] 

The first and chief article is this, that Jesus Christ, our God 

and Lord, "was put to death for our trespasses and raised again for 

our justification" (Rom. 4:25). He alone is "the Lamb of God, 2 

who takes away the sin of the world" (John 1:29). "God has laid 

upon him the iniquities of us all" (Isa. 53:6). Moreover, "all have 3 

sinned," and "they are justified by his grace as a gift, through the 

redemption which is in Christ Jesus, by his blood" (Rom. 3:23-25). 

Inasmuch as this must be believed and cannot be obtained or 4 

apprehended by any work, law, or merit it is c ear a ·~that 
such faith alone justifies us, as St. Paul says in Romans 3, "For_~e 
h~ldthat a man is justified by faith apart from works of law-;;-'( Rom. 

3:28), and again, "that he [God] himself is righteous and that he 

justifies him who has faith in Jesus" (Rom. 3:26). 

3Latin: ever virgin Mary. 
4The second article of the Creed in Luther's Small Catechism. 
5Le., Roman and Lutheran parties alike acknowledge the creeds of the 

ancient church. What follows in Part II makes it clear that, despite this, 
the two parties disagreed in their interpretation and application of these 
creeds. 
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j'Jothing in this article can be given up or compromised,6 even 5 

if heaven and earth and things temporal should be destroyed. For as 

St. Peter says, "There is no other name under heaven given among 

men by which we must be saved" Acts 4:12 . "And with his stri es 
we are ealed" (Isa. 53:5). 

On this article rests all that we teach and practice against the 

pope, the devil, and the world. Therefore we must be quite certain 

ana have no doubts about it. Otherwise all is lost, and the pope, the 

devil, and all our adversaries will gain the victory. 

Article II. [The Mass] 

( The mass in the papacy must be regarded as the greatest and 

/ most horrible abomination because it runs into direct and violent ! 
I I I conflict with this fundamental article. Yet, above and beyond all ' 

\ others, it has been the supreme and most precious of the papal idola-

, tries, for it is held that this sacrifice or work of tlle Mass (even when 

\ offered by an evil scoundrel) delivers men from their sins, both here 

in this life and yonder in purgatory, although in reality this can and 

must be done by the Lamb of God alone, as has been stated above. 7 

There is to be no concession or compromise in this article either, for 

the first article does not permit it. 

If there were reasonable papists, one would speak to them in 2 

\ the following friendly fashion: 

I "Why do you cling so tenaciously to your Masses? 

"1. After all, they are a purely human invention. They are not 

commanded by God. And we can discard all human inventions, for 

Christ says, 'In vain do they worship me, teaching as doctrines the 

precepts of men' (Matt. 15:9). 

"2. The Mass is unnecessary, and so it can be omitted without 3 

\ sin and danger. 

6Latin adds: nor can any believer concede or permit anything contrary 
to it. 

7Pt. II, Art I, above. 
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"3. The sacrament can be had in a far better and more blessed 4 

manner-=-~ed, the only blessed manner-according to the institu

~on of Christ. Why, then, do you drive the world into wretchedness 

and woe on account of an unnecessary and fictitious matte~:!Vhen 

the sacrament can be had in another and more bles~y? 

-"Let the people be told openly that the Mass, as trumpery, 5 

can be omitted without sin, that no one will be damned for not 

observing it, and that one can be saved in a better way without the 

Mass. Will the Mass not then collapse of itself-not only for the rude 

rabble, but also for all godly, Christian, sensible, God-fearing peo

ple-especially if they hear that it is a dangerous thing which was 

fabricated and invented without God's Word and will? 

"4. Since such countless and unspeakable abuses have arisen 6 

everywhere through the buying and selling of Masses, it would be 

prudent to do without the Mass for no other reason than to curb 

such abuses, even if it actually possessed some value in and of itself. 

How much the more should it be discontinued in order to guard for

ever against such abuses when it is so unnecessary, useless, and 

, dangerous and when we can obtain what is more necessary, more 

useful, and more certain without the Mass. 

"5. The Mass is and can be nothing else than a human work, 7 

even a work of evil scoundrels (as the canons and all books on the 

subject declare), for by means of the Mass men try to reconcile 

themselves and others to God and obtain and merit grace and the 

forgiveness of sins. It is observed for this purpose when it is best 

observed. What other purpose could it have? Therefore, it sW(LQ.~ 

condemned and must be abolished because it is a direct C2l!.tradic

t:lon to the fundamental article, which asserts that it is not the cele

braiit of a Mass an~ he does but the Lamb of God ~~t.h~-Son 
of God who_t~es away our sm." 
. Somebody may seek to justify himself by saying that he wishes 8 

8Roman canon of the Mass. 
9Cf. John 1:29. 
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to communicate himself for the sake of his own devotion. I This is 

not honest, for if he really desires to commune, he can do so most 

fittingly and properly in the sacrament administered according to 

Christ's institution. To commune by himself is uncertain and 

unnecessary, and he does not know what he is doing because he 

follows a false human opinion and imagination without the sanction 

of God's Word. Nor is it right (even if everything else is in order) 9 

for anyone to use the sacrament, which is the common possession of 

the church, to meet his own private need and thus trifle with it ac

cording to his own pleasure apart from the fellowship of the church. 

This article concerning the Mass will be the decisive issue 10 

in the council. Even if it were possible for the papists to make con

cessions to us in all other articles, it would not be possible for them 

to yield on this article. It is as Campegi02 said in Augsburg: he 

would suffer himself to be torn to pieces before he would give up 

the Mass. So by God's help I would suffer myself to be burned to 

ashes before I would allow a celebrant of the Mass and what he 

does to be considered equal or superior to my Saviour, Jesus Christ. 

Accordingly we are and remain eternally divided and opposed the 

one to the other. The papists are well aware that if the Mass falls, 

the papacy will fall with it. Before they would permit this to happen, 
they would put us all to death. 

Besides, this dragon's tail- that is, the Mass - has brought II 

forth a brood of vermin and the poison of manifold idolatries. 

The first is purgatory. They were so occupied with requiem 12 

Masses, with vigils, with the weekly, monthly, and yearly celebra
tions of requiems,3 with the common week,'l with All Souls' Day, and 

ICf. WA, Br, 5:504, 505; WA, 8:438, 514. 
2Lorenzo Campegio (1474-1539), the papal legate. The same anecdote 

also appears elsewhere. 
3The celebration of Mass on the anniversary of the deceased is referred 

to as early as Tertullian (De corona, III), and celebrations on the week 
and month following death are mentioned by Ambrose (De obitu Theo
dosii oratio, III). 
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with soul-baths5 that the Mass was used almost exclusively for the 

dead although Christ instituted the sacrament for the living alone. 
Consequently purgatory and all the pomp, services, and business 

transactions associated with it are to be regarded as nothing else 
than illusions of the devil, for purgatory, too, is contrary to the fun

damental article that Christ alone, and not the work of man, can 
help souls. Besides, nothing has been commanded or enjoined upon 

us with reference to the dead. All this may consequently be dis

carded, apart entirely from the fact that it is error and idolatry. 
The papists here adduce passages from Augustine and some 13 

of the Fathers6 who are said to have written about purgatory. They 

suppose that we do not understand for what purpose and to what 
end the authors wrote these passages. St. Augustine7 does not write 

that there is a purgatory, nor does he cite any passage of the Scrip
tures that would constrain him to adopt such an opinion. He leaves 
it undecided whether or not there is a purgatory and merely men

tions that his mother asked that she be remembered at the altar or 
sacrament. Now, this is nothing but a human opinion of certain indi

viduals and cannot establish an article of faith. That is the preroga
tive of God alone. But our papists make use of such human 14 
opinions to make men believe their shameful, blasphemous, ac

cursed traffic in Masses which are offered for souls in purgatory, etc. 

They can never demonstrate these things from Augustine. Only 
when they have abolished their traffic in purgatorial Masses (which 

St. Augustine never dreamed of) shall we be ready to discuss with 
them whether statements of St. Augustine are to be accepted when 
they are without the support of the Scriptures and whether the dead 

are to be commemorated in the sacrament. It will not do to 15 

4The week following St. Michael's Day (Sept. 29), when many Masses 
were offered for the dead. 

5Free baths endowed for the poor with the intention that the latter 
should pray for the donor's salvation. 

6E.g., Gregory the Great, Dialogs, IV, 39. 
7Confessions, IX, 11, 13. 
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make articles of faith out of the holy Fathers' words or works. Other

wise what they ate, how they dressed, and what kind of houses they 
lived in would have to become articles of faith-as has happened in 

the case of relics. This means that8 the Word of God shall establish 

articles of faith and no one else, not even an angel.s 

The second is a consequence of this: evil spirits have intro- 16 

duced the knavery of appearing as spirits of the departed1 and, with 
unspeakable lies and cunning, of demanding Masses, vigils, pilgrim

ages, and other alms. We had to accept all these things as arti- 17 
cles of faith and had to live according to them. Moreover, the pope 

gave his approval to these things as well as to the Mass and all the 
other abominations. Here, too, there can be no concession or com

promise. 

The third are pilgrimages. Masses, forgiveness of sins, and 18 
God's grace were sought here, too, for Masses dominated every

thing. It is certain that we have not been commanded to make pil

grimages, nor are they necessary, because we may obtain forgive
ness and grace in a better way and may omit pilgrimages without 

sin and danger. Why do they neglect their own parishes, the Word 
of God, their wives and children, etc. and pursue these unnecessary, 

uncertain, harmful will-o'-the-wisps of the devil? They do so 19 

simply because the devil has possessed the pope to praise and ap
prove of these practices in order that great multitudes of people may 

turn aside from Christ to their own merits and (what is worst of all) 
become idolaters. Besides, it is an unnecessary, uncommanded, abor

tive, uncertain, and even harmful thing. Therefore there may be 20 
no concession or compromise here either. 

8Latin: We have another rule, namely, that. 
9Cf. Gal. 1:8. 
lThe reference is to spirit manifestations reported by Gregory the Great 

(Dialogs, IV, 40) and Peter Damiani (Opusculum, XXXIV, 5). 
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The fourth are fraternities. 2 Here monasteries, chapters, and 21 

vicars have obligated themselves to transfer (by legal and open 
sale) all Masses, good works, etc. for the benefit of the living and 
the dead. Not only is this mere human trumpery, utterly unnecessary 

and without command, but it is contrary to the first article, con
cerning redemption. 3 Therefore, it is under no circumstances to be 
tolerated. 

The fifth are relics. In this connection so many manifest lies 22 
and so much nonsense has bepn invented about the bones of dogs 

and horses that even the devil has laughed at such knavery. Even if 
there were some good in them, relics should long since have been 
condemned. They are neither commanded nor commended. They are 

utterly unnecessary and useless. Worst of all, however, is the 23 

claim that relics effect indulgences and the forgiveness of sin and 
that, like the Mass, etc., their use is a good work and a service of 
God. 

The sixth place belongs to the precious indulgences, which 24 

are granted to the living and the dead (for money) and by which 

the pope sells the merits of Christ together with the superabundant 
merits of all the saints and the entire church. These are not to be 

tolerated. Not only are they unnecessary and without command

ment, but they are also contrary to the first article, for the merits of 
Christ are obtained by grace, through faith, without our work or 

pennies. They are offered to us without our money or merit, not by 

the power of the pope but by the preaching of God's Word. 

The Invocation of Saints 

The invocation of saints is also one of the abuses of the 25 
Anticl;;irt:1t;-:-is~i'=n-c::-:o::-::n:-rHiT"-::-ct;-:::Wl~'t;-;h::-;-;th:::-e:r:fi""'rs::t-, -:::chL"i:-:e7f-::arti='-:-cr:le~an::-::-d:r-u--:n:-:dr:e::rm~ines ------- .-- - . ----~' .. 

2Since the eighth century members of certain monasteries obligated 
themselves to offer prayers and engage in works of piety in behalf of 
deceased monks. In the Middle Ages similar obligations were assumed by 
groups of clergymen, clergymen and laymen, or only laymen. 

3Pt. II, Art. I, above. 
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kno~~dge of Christ. It is ?either commanded nor recommended, 
nor does it have any precedent in the Scriptures. Even if the invoca- . 

tion of saints were a precIOus practIce which it is not , we ~~-"e 
everything a thousandfold better in Christ. 

-----Although -angels in heaven pray for us (as Christ himself 26 

aJt~oes), and although saints on earth, and perhaps also in heaven, 
do likewise, it does not follow that we should invoke angels and 
-------:----<...... --- .. 
saints, pray to them, keep fasts and festivals for them, say Masses 

all:c[~J.fer sacrifices to them, establish churches, altars, and services 
for them, serve them in still other ways, regard tbem-aS-helpers in 

time of need, and attribute all sorts of help to them, assigning to 
ea-;hoF them a special function,4 as the papists teach and pra9J:~ce. 
'[]lis is idolatry. Such honor belongs to God aJone As....a Chris- 27 

~an and a saint on earth, you can pray for me, not in one particul~ 
necessity only, but in every kind of need. However, I should not on 

this account pray to you, invoke you, keep fasts and festivals ana 
saLMasses and offer sacrifices in your honor, or trust in you for my 
salvation. There are other ways in which I can honor, love, 28 

a~ou m-C1nist. _ItsU~at~ous honor is w~th~~llwn 
from angels and dead saints, the honor that remains will do no 

llimn and will quiCkly be forgotten.· WIlen· spIrItual -andphysical 
benefit-and help are no longer expected, the saints will cease to be 

molested in their graves and in heaven, for no one will long remem
ber, esteem, or honor them out of love when there is no expectation 
of return. 

In short we cannot allow but must condemn the Mass, its 29 
implications, and its consequences in order that we may retain the 

holy sacrament in its purity and certainty according to the institu
tion of Christ and may use and receive it in faith. 

4The notion that certain saints were specialists in intercession for 
specific affiictions is discussed, for example, in Luther's "The Fourteen of 
Consolation" (1520). 
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,"\ r 
Article III. [Chapters and M01ULSteries] 

\..,~ 

The chapters5 and monasteries which in former times had 
been founded with good intentions for the education of learned men 

and decent women should be restored to such purposes in order that 
we may have pastors, preachers, and other ministers in the church, 

others who are necessary for secular government in cities and states, 

and also well trained girls to become mothers, housekeepers, etc. 
H they are unwilling to serve this purpose, it would be better 2 

to abandon them or tear them down rather than preserve them with 
their blasphemous services, invented by men, which claim to be 

superior to the ordinary Christian life and to the offices and callings 
established by God. All this, too, is in conflict with the first, funda

mental article concerning redemption in Jesus Christ. Besides, like 
other human inventions, all this is without commandment, unneces

sary, and useless. Moreover, it causes dangerous and needless effort, 
and accordingly the prophets call such service of God aven,6 that 

'is, vanity. 
~. 

rf 

t'~. 

r,..c/i ~' 
Article IV. [The Papacy] 

The pope is not the head of all Christendom by divine ri ht 

or a~.Qrding 0 0 s Wor , or t s pOSItion elongs only to one, 

n~ely, to Jesus Christ. The pope is only the bishop and pastor of 
the churches in Rome and of such other churches as have attached 
the-m-s-el-ve-s:-:t;:::o:-:hki;::m:::-:-v::o~lu::n::;t:::a::;ri;r.ly::-:::o-:::r"t"'hr:':o=u""g~n,,-:::alh:::u::m~an::-;i=n:::;sti::;;·tu::-;:tl:::·o::n-'--;(that 

i~, a secular government). 7 These churches did not choose to be 

und~' him as under an overlord but chose to stand beside him as 

5Associations of secular priests, called canons. There were also canon
esses, women who lived under a rule without taking the perpetual vows 
of nuns. Chapter schools were conducted for boys by canons and for 
girls by canonesses. 

6Cf. Zech. 10:2, Hab. 1:3, Isa. 1:13, etc. 
7The secular power of the pope, the patrimony of Peter. 
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Christian brethren and companions, as the ancient councils8 and the 

timeorcyprian9 prove. But now no bishop dares to call the -E0pe 2 

"brother," as was then customary, l but must address him as "most 

graciOUS lord," as if he were a king or emperor. This we neither will 
:nor-sh-ould nor can take upon our consciences. Those who wish to do 
sohad better not count on usf--------'-

,."" Hence it follows that all the things that the pope has under- 3 

/' taken and done on the strength of such false, mischievous, blasphe

mous, usurped authority have been and still are purely diabolical 
transactions and deeds (except what pertains to secular govern
ment,2 where God sometimes permits much good to come to a 

people through a tyrant or scoundrel) which contribute to the 

destruction of the entire holy Christian church (in so far as this lies 
in his power) and come into conflict with the first, fundamental 
article which is concerned with redemption in Jesus Christ. 

All the pope's bulls and books, in which he roars like a lion 4 

(as the angel in Rev. 10:33 suggests), are avaUabl.e.:f1:~r_~_~_i~_!ls~ 
serted that no Christian can be saved unless he is obedient to the 

pope-ancr~bmit;;-him in alL that he des~s, saY~d!I14]oe~~~This 
isnOThin~o say, "Although you believe in Christ, and in 
him have everythi~ that is needful for salvation, "this i~~;thi~g-ang 
aIrTrlVai;;~~ yo;' consider me your god and _a~b~--~ 
~"'Ubject to me." Yet it is manifest that-the hoJy_(:!lUr:~h wa_s.'\Vi,thout a 

.-~--,-. '----_. -----

8Luther here refers to the Councils of Nicea, Constantinople, Ephesus, 
and Chalcedon. 

9See note 4, below, and also Melanchthon's "Treatise on the Power and 
Primacy of the Pope," below, 13-17. 

lLuther often referred to the letters of Bishop Cyprian of Carthage 
(d. 258) to Pope Cornelius in which the pope is addressed as "very dear 
brother." 

2See above, IV, 1, and note 1 at that place. 
3The reference in Luther's text, probably set down from memory, is 

mistakenly given as Rev. 12. 
4The classic statement of extreme papal claims was Boniface VIII's bull 

Unam Sanctam (1302): "It is altogether necessary to salvation for every 
human creature to be subject to the Roman pontiff." 
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pope for more than five hundred years at the least5 and that the 
churches of the Greeks and many other nationalities have never 

been under the pope and are not at the present time. Manifestly 5 

( to repeat what has already been said often) the papacy is a human 

inventi?_:r:,~~s not commanded, it is unnecessary, and It IS use
less. The holy Christian church can exist verr. well without such a 
head, and it would have remained much better if such a head had 

n()t been raised up by the devil. The papacy IS of no use to the 6 

chJU:ch because it exercises no Christian office. Consequently th~ 

chur:~h must continue to exist without the pope. 
Suppose that the pope would renounce the claim that he is 7 

the head of the church by divine right or by God's command; sup

pose that it were necessary to have a head, to whom all others 
should adhere, in order that the unity of Christendom might better 
be preserved against the attacks of sects and heresies; and suppose 

that such a head would then be elected by men and it remained in 
their power and choice to change or depose this head. This is just 
the way in which the Council of Constance acted with reference to 

the popes when it deposed three and elected a fourth. 6 If, I say, the 

pope and the see of Rome were to concede and accept this (which is 
impossible), he would have to suffer the overthrow and destruction 
of his whole rule and estate, together with all his rights and preten
sions. In short, he cannot do it. Even if he could, Christendom would 

not be helped in any way. There would be even more sects than 8 

5Luther often thought of Gregory I (590-604) as the last Roman bishop 
before the succession of popes began. See also Melanchthon's Treatise on 
the Power and Primacy of the Pope, The Book of Concord, 319-335. 

6John XXIII, Benedict XIV, and Gregory XII, rival claimants to the 
papacy, were removed from office (with the cooperation of the last
named) and Martin V was elected in their place by the Council of Con
stance (1414-1418). 
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before because, inasmuch as subjection to such a head would de

pend on the good pleasure of men rather than on a divine command, 
he would very easily and quickly be despised and would ultimately 

be without any adherents at all. He would not always have to have 
his residence in Rome or some other fixed place,7 but it could be 

anywhere and in whatever church God would raise up a man fitted 
for such an office. What a complicated and confused state of affairs 
that would be! 

Consequently the church cannot be better governed and 9 

maintained than by having all of us live under one head, Christ,S 

and by having all the bishops equal in office (however they may 
differ in gifts) 9 and diligently joined together in unity of doctrine, 

faith, sacraments, prayer, works of love, etc. So St. Jerome writes l 

that the priests of Alexandria governed the churches together and in 

common. The apostles did the same, and after them all the bishops 
throughout Christendom, until the pope raised his head. over them 
all. 

This2 is a powerful demonstration that the pope is the real 10 

Antichrist3 who has raised himself over and set himself against 

Christ, for the pope will not permit Christians to be saved except by 
his own power, which amounts to nothing since it is neither estab

lished nor commanded by God. This is actually what St. Paul I I 

calls exalting oneself over and against God.4 Neither the Turks nor 

the Tartars, great as is their enmity against Christians, do this; those 
who desire to do so they allow to believe in Christ, and they receive 

bodily tribute and obedience from Christians. 

7For example, the papal court was in Avignon from 1309 to 1377. 
sCf. Eph. 1:22; 4:15; 5:25; Col. 1:18. 
9Cf. I Cor. 12:4, 8-10; Rom. 12:6-8. 
lQuoting from memory, Luther here combines two citations from 

Jerome which he was fond of quoting: Commentary on the Epistle to 
Titus, 1:5, 6, and Epistle to Euangelus the Presbyter, No. 146. 

2Latin: This doctrine. 
3Endechrist oder Widerchrist. 
4Cf. II Thess. 2:4. 
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However, the pope will not permit such faith but asserts that 12 

one must be obedient to him in order to be saved.5 This we are 
unwilling to do even if we have to die for it in God's name. All 13 

this is a consequence of his wishing to be the head of the Christian 

church by divine right. He had to set himself up as equal to and 
above Christ and to proclaim himself the head, and then the lord of 

the church, and finally of the whole world. He went so far as to 
claim to be an earthly god6 and even presumed to issue orders to the 
angels in heaven.7 

When the teaching of the pope is distinguished from that of 14 

the Holy Scriptures, or is compared with them, it becomes apparent 
that, at its best, the teaching of the pope has been taken from the 

imperial, pagan law8 and is a teaching concerning secular transac
tions and judgments, as the papal decretals9 show. In keeping with 
such teaching, instructions are given concerning the ceremonies of 

churches, vestments, food, personnel, and countless other puerilities, 
fantasies, and follies without so much as a mention of Christ, faith, 
and God's commandments. 

Finally, it is most diabolical for the pope to promote his lies 
about Masses, purgatory, monastic life, and human works and ser

vices (which are the essence of the papacy) in contradiction to God, 
and to damn, slay, and plague all Christians who do not exalt and 
honor these abominations of his above all things. Accordingly, just 

as we cannot adore the devil himself as our lord or God, so we can
not suffer his apostle, the pope or Antichrist, to govern us as our 

head or lord, for deception, murder, and the eternal destruction of 

5See IV, 4, above, and note 2 at that place. 
6S0 Augustinus de Ancona (d. 1328), Zenzelinus de Cassanis (d. ca. 

1350), Francisus de Zabarellis (d. 1417). 
7The reference is to the allegedly spurious bull of Pope Clement VI, Ad 

memoriam reducendo, of June 27, 1346, in which the pope is said to have 
commanded the angels "to lead to heaven the souls of the pilgrims who 
might die on their way to Rome" during the "holy year" of 1350. 

8That is, Roman law. 
9Decisions of the popes in the form of letters. 
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body and soul are characteristic of his papal government,! as I have 
demonstrated in many books.2 

In these four articles they will have enough to condemn in 15 
the council, for they neither can nor will concede to us even the 

smallest fraction of these articles. Of this we may be certain, and We 
must rely on the hope that Christ, our Lord, has attacked his adver

saries and will accomplish his purpose by his Spirit and his 16 

coming.3 Amen. In the council we shall not be standing before the 
emperor or the secular authority, as at Augsburg,4 where we re

sponded to a gracious summons and were given a kindly hearing, 

but we shall stand before the pope and the devil himself, who does 
not intend to give us a hearing but only to damn, murder, and drive 

us to idolatry. Consequently we ought not here kiss his feet5 or say, 
"You are my gracious lord," but we ought rather speak as the angel 

spoke to the devil in Zechariah, "The Lord rebuke you, 0 Satan" 
(Zech.3:2).6 

[PART III] 

The following articles treat matters which we may discuss with 
learned and sensible men, or even among ourselves. The pope and 

his court do not care much about these things; they are not con
cerned about matters of conscience but only about money, honor, 
and power. 

IThis passage is quoted below in the Formula of Concord, Solid Dec-
laration, X, 20. 

2E.g., Resolutio super propositione de potestate papae (1519). 
3Cf. II Thess. 2:8. 
4The diet of Augsburg in 1530, when the Augsburg Confession was 

presented. Here, as elsewhere, Luther spoke well of Emperor Charles V. 
5 All the faithful were required to kneel before the pope and kiss his 

foot in an act of homage (adoratio). This is still observed today at the 
election of a new pope. In 1520 Luther had written: "It is an unchristian, 
even anti-Christian, thing for a poor sinful man to allow his foot to be 
kissed by one who is a hundred times better than he is" (W A, 6:435). 

60riginally Luther added here, Pfui dein mal an, "Shame on you!" 
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1. Sin 

Here we must confess what St. Paul says in Rom. 5: 12, name-

ly, that sin had its origin in one man, Adam, through whose disobe

dier1'Ce-al1m~~ere made sinners and became subject to death and 

thede~. This is called original sin, or the root sin. 
The fruits of this sin are all the subsequent evil deeds which 2 

are forbidden in th; Ten Commandments, such as unbelief,· false 

b~ITer:lcrolat~X0)erngwmlouf1Ii~fear 01 God, presum ption, cIe;£~~r, 
'51[llaness'::":in short, ignorance or disregard of God-and then also 

ly~~g, swearing by God's name, failure to pray and call upon God, 
neglect of God's "Vo~disobedience to parents, murder, unchastity, 
th~c1eCeit; etc. . ... 

::rE-is hereditary sin 7 is so deep a corruption of nature that 3 
reason cannot understand it. It must be believed because of the 

reve~tion in tli£-S-criptures CPs. 51:5, Rom. 5:12££., Exod. 33:20, Gen. 

3:6ff.). WJ:at the scholastic theologians taught concerning_~.!lls arti

cle is therefore nothing but error and stupidity, ~mely, .-._--
1. That after the fall of Adam the natural powers of man have 4 

remained whole and uncorrupted, and that man by nature possesses 

a right understanding and a good will, as the philosophers teach.s 

2. Again, that man has a free will, either to do good and re- 5 

frain from evil or refrain from good and do evil. 
3. Again, that man is able by his natural powers to observe 6 

and keep all the commandments of God. 
4. Again, that man is able by his natural powers to love God 7 

above all things and his neighbor as himself. 
5. Again, if man does what he can, God is certain to grant 8 

him his grace. 
6. Again, when a man goes to the sacrament there is no need 9 

of a good intention to do what he ought, but it is enough that he 

7Erbsunde; peccatum haereditarium. 
sE.g., Plato and Aristotle. 
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does not have an evil intention to commit sin, for such is the good

ness of man's nature and such is the power of the sacrament. 

7. That it cannot be proved from the Scriptures that the 10 

Holy Spirit and his gifts are necessary for the performance of a good 
work. 

Such and many similar notions have resulted from misun- I I 

derstanding and ignorance concerning sin and concerning Christ, 

our Saviour. They are thoroughly pagan doctrines, and we cannot 

tolerate them. ~eachings were true, Christ would have died 

r~ for there would be no defect 01." sin jn. man. for which he~ 
would have had to die, or else he would have di~d onl . -. dy· 

an not or the soul inasmuch as the soul would be sound and only 

the body would be subject to de at h.-

II. The Law 

Here we maintain that the law was given by God first of all to 

~~tral~ sins by threats and fear of punishment and by the promise 

and offer of grace and favor. But~s purpose failed because of ,the 

wickedness which sin has worked in man. Some, who hate the 2 

law because it forbids what they desire to do and commands what 

fliey are unwilling to do, are made worse thereby. Accordingly, in so 

far ~ey are not restrained by punishment, they act against the 

law even more than before. These are the rude and wicked people 

who do e,=il ~ver theynaveopj)ortunity. Others become 3 

blind and presumptuous, imagining that they can and do keep the 

law by their own powers, as was just said above9 concernin the 

sc olastic theologians. Hypocrites and false saints are produced in 

t~ 
~ However, the chief function orp~er of the law is to make 4 
t.!7 original sin manifest and show man to what utter depths his nature 

has fallen and how corrupt it has become. So the law must tell him ,_ .------
\ :-,-., rl-y.-,. k ,f1--- ;~--.- ,,;':~·;r(;,. ~~--;7 

9See Pt. III, Art. I, 3-10. 
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that he neither has nor cares for God or that he worshi s stran e 

gods-somet ing at he would not have believed before without a 

kno\Vledge of the law. Thus he is terror-stricken and humbled, be

co~espondent and despairing, anxiously desires help but does 

not know where to find it, and begins to be alienated from God, to 

murmur, etc. This is what is meant by Rom. 4; 15,1 "The law 5 

brings wrath," ana Rom. 5;20, "Law came in to increase the tres
pass." 

III. Repentance 

This function of the law is retained and taught by the New 

Testament. So Paul says in Rom. 1:18, "The wrath of God is revealed 

from heaven against all ungodliness and wickedness of men," and in 

Rom. 3:19,20, "The whole world may be held accountable to God, 

for no human being will be justified in his sight." Christ also says in 

John 16:8, "The Holy Spirit will convince the world of sin." 

This, then, is the thunderbolt by means of which God with one .2 

blow destroys both open sinners and false saints. H$ allows no Q!1_~ 

tQjg§_t!fy_~f. He drives all together into terror and despair. This 

is the hammer of which Jeremiah speaks, '1s not my word like a 

hamm~~h breaks the rock in piecesr"Uer. 23:29). This is not 

C:~!.~(;2!!!.ritio (artificial remorse), bl}-..!.E.qssiv!!:.E~!!:!!itio (true sor
rOW.Qt the heart.2.. suffering, and pain of death). 

This is what the beginning of true repentance is like. Here 3 

man must hear such a judgment as this: "You are all of no account. 

Whether you are manifest sinners or saints,2 you must all become 

other than you now are and do o!h~rwise than You now do, no ~at-
---------------~ 

ter who you are and no matter how great, wise, mighty, and holy _.-".,-----
you may thin~. Here no ope is godly," etc. _. 

To thi;Office of the law the New Testament immediately 4 

lLuther mistakenly wrote Rom. 3. 
2Latin adds: in your opinion. 
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adds the consoling promise of grace in the Gospel. This is to be 

believed, as Christ says in :'v1ark 1: 15. "Repent and believe in the 

Gospel," which is to say, "Become different, do otherwise, and be

lieve my promise." John, who preceded Christ, is called a 5 

preacher of repentance-but for the remission of sins. That is, John 

was to accuse them all and convince them that they were sinners in 

order that they might know how they stood before God and recog

nize themselves as lost men. In this way they were to be prepared to 

receive grace from the Lord and to expect and accept from him 6 

the forgiveness of sins. Christ himself says this in Luke 24:47, "Re

pentance and the forgiveness of sins should be preached in his name 
to all nations." 

But where the law exercises its office alone, without the addi- 7 

tion of the Gospel, there is only death and hell, and man must 

despair like Saul and Judas.3 As St. Paul says,4 the law slays 8 

through sin. Moreover, the Gospel offers consolation and forgiveness 

in more ways than one, for with God there is plenteous redemption 

(as Ps. 130; 7 puts it) from the dreadful captivity to sin, and this 

comes to us through the Word, the sacraments, and the like, as we 
shall hear. 5 

Now we must compare the false repentance of the sophists6 9 

with true repentance so that both may be better understood. 

The False Repentance of the Papists 

It was impossible for them to teach correctly about rep en- 10 

tance because they did not know what sin really is. For, as stated 

above,7 they did not have the right teaching concerning original sin 

but asserted that the natural powers of man have remained whole 

BCf. I Sam. 28:20 and 31:4; Matt. 27:3-5. 
4Cf. Rom. 7: 10. 
5See Pt. III, Art. IV. 
6Scholastic theologians. 
7Pt. III, Art. I, 4, 8. 
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and uncorrupted, that reason is capable of right understanding and 

the will is capable of acting accordingly, and that God will assured

ly grant his grace to the man who does as much as he can according 

to his free will. 
From this it follows that people did penance only for actual I I 

sins, such as wicked thoughts to which they consented (for evil im

pulses, lust, and inclinations they did not consider sin), wicked 

words, and wicked works which man with his free will might well 

have avoided. Such repentance the sophists divided into three 12 

parts-contrition, confession, and satisfaction-with the added con

solation that a man who properly repents, confesses, and makes sat

isfaction has merited forgiveness and has paid for his sins before 

God. In their teaching of penance the sophists thus instructed the 

people to place their confidence in their own works. Hence the ex

pression in the pulpit when the general confession was recited 13 

to the people: "Prolong my life, Lord God, until I make satisfaction 

for my sins and amend my life."s 

There was no mention here of Christ or of faith. Rather, men 14 

hoped by their own works to overcome and blot out their sins before 

God. With this intention we, too, became priests and monks, that we 

might set ourselves against sin. 

As for contrition, this was the situation: Since nobody could 15 

recall all his sins (especially those committed during the course of a 

whole year), 9 the following loophole was resorted to, namely, that 

when a hidden sin was afterwards remembered, it had also to be 

repented of, confessed, etc., but meanwhile the sinner was com

mended to the grace of God. Moreover, since nobody knew how 16 

much contrition he had to muster in order to avail before God, this 

sWords from the general confession of sins, spoken by the priest in 
behalf of the congregation. See "General Confession" in New Schaff
Herzog Encyclopedia, IV, 449. 

DThe obligation of confession at least once a year was imposed at the 
Fourth Lateran Council (1215) on all who had reached years of dis
cretion. 
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consolation was offered: If anybody could not be contrite (that is, 

really repentant), he should at least be attrite (which I might call 

half-way or partially repentant). They understood neither of these 

terms, and to this day they are as far from comprehending their 

meaning as I am. Nevertheless, such attrition was reckoned as a sub

stitute for contrition when people went to confession. And when 17 

somebody said that he was unable to repent or be sorry for his sin 

(which might have been committed, let us say, in whoredom, re

venge, or the like), such a person was asked if he did not wish or de

sire to be repentant. If he said Yes (for who but the devil himself 

would want to say No?) it was accounted as contrition and, on the 

basis of this good work of his, his sin was forgiven. Here the exam

ple of St. Bernard, etc. was cited. I 

Here we see how blind reason gropes about in matters 18 

which pertain to God, seeking consolation in its own works, accord

ing to its own inventions, without being able to consider Christ and 

faith. If we examine this in the light, we see that such contrition is 

an artificial and imaginary idea evolved by man's own powers with

out faith and without knowledge of Christ. A poor sinner who re

flected on his lust or revenge in this fashion would sooner have 

laughed than wept, unless perchance he was really smitten by the 

law or vainly vexed with a sorrowful spirit by the devil. Apart from 

cases like this, such repentance surely was pure hypocrisy. It did 

not extinguish the lust for sin. The person involved was obliged to 

grieve, but he would rather have sinned if he had been free to do so. 

As for confession, the situation was like this: Everybody had 19 

to give an account of all his sins-an impossibility and the source of 

great torture. The sins which had been forgotten were pardoned only 

when a man remembered them and thereupon confessed them. Ac

cordingly he could never know when he had made a sufficiently 

complete or a sufficiently pure confession. At the same time his 

attention was directed to his own works, and he was told that the 

ICf. Bernard of Clairvaux, Treatise on Grace and Free Will, VI, 10. 

-521-



V. The Reform of the Church 

more completely he confessed, the more he was ashamed, and the 

more he abased himself before the priest, the sooner and the better 
he would make satisfaction for his sins, for such humiliation would 

surely earn grace before God. Here, again, there was neither 20 

faith nor Christ. A man did not become aware of the power of abso
lution, for his consolation was made to rest on his enumeration of 

sins and on his self-abasement. But this is not the place to recount 
the torture, rascality, and idolatry which such confession has pro
duced. 

Satisfaction was even more complicated,2 for nobody could 21 

know how much he was to do for one single sin, to say nothing of all 
his sins. Here the expedient was resorted to of imposing small satis

factions which were easy to render, like saying five Our Fathers, 

fasting for a day, etc. For the penance that was still lacking man was 
referred to purgatory. 

Here, too, there was nothing but anguish and misery. Some 22 

thought that they would never get out of purgatory because, accord
ing to the ancient canons, seven years of penance were required for 

a single mortal sin. 3 Nevertheless, confidence was placed in 23 

man's own works of satisfaction. If the satisfaction could have been 

perfect, full confidence would have been placed in it, and neither 
faith nor Christ would have been of any value. But such confidence 

was impossible. Even if one had done penance in this way for a hun
dred years, one would still not have known whether this was 

enough. This is a case of always doing penance but never coming to 
repentance. 

Here the holy see in Rome came to the aid of the poor church 24 

and invented indulgences. By these satisfaction was remitted and 
canceled, first for seven years in a single case, then for a hundred, 

etc. The indulgences were distributed among the cardinals and 

bishops so that one could grant them for a hundred years, another 

2Latin: perplexing. 
3Such statements were to be found in the so-called 47 canones poen

itentiales which were well known at the close of the Middle Ages. 
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for a hundred days, but the pope reserved fpr himself alone the 
right to remit the entire satisfaction.4 

When this began to yield money and the bull market be- 25 

came profitable, the pope invented the jubilee year and attached it 
to Rome.5 This was called remission of all penalty and guilt,6 and 

the people came running, for everyone was eager to be delivered 

from the heavy, unbearable burden. Here we have the discovery and 

digging up of the treasures of the earth. 7 The popes went further 
and quickly multiplied the jubilee years.8 The more money they 

swallowed, the wider became their maws. So they sent their legates 

out into all lands until every church and house was reached by 26 

jubilee indulgences. Finally the popes forced their way into purga
tory, first by instituting Masses and vigils for the dead and after

wards by offering indulgences for the dead through bulls and jubilee 

years.9 In time souls got to be so cheap that they were released at 
six pence a head. 

Even this did not help, however, for although the pope 27 

taught the people to rely on and trust in such indulgences, he again 
introduced uncertainty when he declared in his bulls, "Whoever 

wishes to benefit from the indulgence or jubilee year must be con

trite, make confession, and pay money." 1 But the contrition and con
fession practiced by these people, as we have heard above,2 are 

4Plenary indulgences were first granted in 1095 in connection with the 
crusades. 

5The jubilee or holy year was instituted by Pope Boniface VIII in 1300 
for the benefit of pilgrims to Rome. 

6The expression remissio poenae et culpae was frequently used. 
7There was a saying in the Middle Ages, based on Dan. 11:43, that the 

devil would show the Antichrist the hidden treasures of the earth in order 
that men might be seduced by them. 

8From once every hundred years to once every twenty-five years. 
9The first papal indulgence for the dead seems to have been offered in 

1476. After 1500 such indulgences were connected with holy years. 
lContrition and confession were often mentioned as conditions for re

ceiving indulgences. 
2See sec. 16, 19. 
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uncertain and hypocritical. Moreover, nobody knew which soul was 

in purgatory, and nobody knew which of those in purgatory had 

truly repented and properly confessed. So the pope took the money, 

consoled the people with his power and indulgences, and once again 

directed attention to uncertain human works. 

There were some who did not think they were guilty of ac- 28 

tual sins-that is, of sinful thoughts, words, and deeds. I and 

others like myself who wished to be monks and priests in monaster

ies and chapters fought against evil thoughts by fasting, vigils, 

prayers, Masses, coarse clothing, and hard beds and tried earnestly 

and mightily to be holy, and yet the hereditary evil which is born in 

us did what is its nature to do, sometimes while we slept (as St. 

Augustine, St. Jerome, and others confess).3 Each one, however, 

held that some of the others were, as we taught, without sin and full 

of good works, and so we shared our good works with others and 

sold them to others in the belief that they were more than we our

selves needed for heaven. This is certainly true, and there are seals, 

letters, and examples to show it. Such persons did not need to 29 

repent, for what were they to repent of when they did not consent 

to evil thoughts? What should they confess when they refrained 

from evil words? What satisfaction should they render when they 

were innocent of evil deeds and could even sell their superfluous 

righteousness to other poor sinners? The scribes and Pharisees in 

Christ's time were just such saints.4 

Here the fiery angel 5 St. John, the preacher of true repen- 30 

tance, intervenes. With a single thunderbolt he strikes and destroys 

both. "Repent," he says. G On the one hand there are some who think, 

"We have already done penance," and on the other hand there 31 

are others who suppose, "We need no repentance." But John 32 

3Augustine, Confessions, II, 2; X, 30; Jerome, Epistle to Eustochius, 
22:7. 

4Latin adds: and hypocrites. 
5Cf. Rev. 10:l. 
6 Matt. 3:2. 
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says: "Repent, both of you. Those of you in the former group are 

false penitents, and those of you in the latter are false saints. Both of 

you need the forgiveness of sins, for neither of you knows what sin 

really is, to say nothing of repenting and shunning sin. None of you 

is good. All of you are full of unbelief, blindness, and ignorance of 

God and God's will. For he is here present, and from his fullness 

have we all received, grace upon grace.7 No man can be just before 

God without him. Accordingly, if you would repent, repent rightly. 

Your repentance accomplishes nothing. And you hypocrites who 

think you do not need to repent, you brood of vipers,8 who has given 

you any assurance that you will escape the wrath to come?" 

St. Paul teaches the same thing in Rom. 3:10-12: "None is 33 

righteous, no, not one; no one understands, no one seeks for God. All 

have turned aside, together they have gone wrong." And in Acts 34 

17:30, "Now he commands all men everywhere to repent." He says 

"all men," that is, excepting no one who is a man. Such repen- 35 

tance teaches us to acknowledge sin-that is, to acknowledge that we 

are all utterly lost, that from head to foot there is no good in us, that 
we must become altogether new and different men. 

This repentance is not partial and fragmentary like rep en- 36 

tance for actual sins, nor is it uncertain like that. It does not debate 

what is sin and what is not, but lumps everything together and says, 

"We are wholly and altogether sinful." We need not spend our time 

weighing, distinguishing, differentiating. On this account there is no 

uncertainty in such repentance, for nothing is left that we might 

imagine to be good enough to pay for our sin. One thing is sure: We 

cannot pin our hope on anything that we are, think, say, or do. And 

so our repentance cannot be false, uncertain, or partial, for a 37 

person who confesses that he is altogether sinful embraces all sins in 

his confession without omitting or forgetting a single one. Nor 38 

can our satisfaction be uncertain, for it consists not of the dubious, 

sinful works which we do but of the sufferings and blood of the 

7John 1:16. 
8Ct. Matt. 3:7. 
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innocent Lamb of God who takes away the sin of the world.9 

This is the repentance which John preaches, which Christ 39 

subsequently preaches in the Gospel, and which we also preach. 
With this repentance we overthrow the pope and everything that is 
built on our good works, for all of this is constructed on an unreal 

and rotten foundation which is called good works or the law, al

though no good work but only wicked works are there and although 
no one keeps the law (as Christ says in John 7:19) but all transgress 

it. Accordingly the entire building, even when it is most holy and 

beautiful, is nothing but deceitful falsehood and hypocrisy. 
In the case of a Christian such repentance continues until 40 

death, for all through life it contends with the sins that remain in 

the flesh. As St. Paul testifies in Rom. 7:23, he wars with the law in 
his members, and he does this not with his own powers but with the 
gift of the Holy Spirit which follows the forgiveness of sins. This 

gift daily cleanses and expels the sins that remain and enables man 

to become truly pure and holy. 
This is something about which the pope, the theologians, the 41 

jurists, and all men understand nothing. It is a teaching from 
heaven, revealed in the Gospel, and yet it is called a heresy by god

less saints. 
Some fanatics may appear (and perhaps they are already 42 

present, such as I saw with my own eyes at the time of the upris
ing) 1 who hold that once they have received the Spirit or the for

giveness of sins, or once they have become believers, they will per

severe in faith even if they sin afterwards, and such sin will not 
harm them. They cry out, "Do what you will, it matters not as long 

as you believe, for faith blots out all sins," etc. They add that if any
one sins after he has received faith and the Spirit, he never really 
had the Spirit and faith. I have encountered many foolish people 

like this and I fear that such a devil still dwells in some of them. 

It is therefore necessary to know and to teach that when 43 

9Cf. John 1:29. 
IThe Peasants' War in 1525. 
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holy people, aside from the fact that they still possess and feel ori
ginal sin and daily repent and strive against it, fall into open sin (as 

David fell into adultery, murder, and blasphemy) ,2 faith and the 
Spirit have departed from them. This is so because the Holy 44 

Spirit does not permit sin to rule and gain the upper hand in such a 
way that sin is committed, but the Holy Spirit represses and re
strains it so that it does not do what it wishes. If sin does what it 

wishes, the Holy Spirit and faith are not present, for St. John 45 

says, "No one born of God commits sin; he cannot sin."3 Yet it is also 

true, as the same St. John writes, "If we say we have no sin, we de
ceive ourselves, and the truth is not in US."4 

IV. The Gospel 

We shall now return to the Gospel, which offers counsel and 
help 'against sin in more than one way, for GodTsSUrpasslngly-nch 

i~-hi; grace: First, through~en wor(f,1)fWlllcnThefor&ve

~~-;-(~in (the peculiar function of the Gospel) is preached !<:>_the 
whole world; second,5 through Baptism; third, through the ~oly 

Sacrament of the Altar; fourth, through the power of k~!:,s; and 
finally, through the mutual conversation and consolation of brethren. 
M~tt-:i8:20, "Where two or th.;~~ are gathered," etc.6 

I 
/:~ V. Baptism 

Baptism is nothing else than the Word of God in water, com
manded by the institution of Christ; or as Paul says, "the washing of 
water with the word";7 or, again, as Augustine puts it, "The Word is 

2Cf. II Sam. 11. 
31 John 3:9; 5:18. 
41 John 1:8. 
5The order of succeeding topics is here indicated. 
6Luther wrote: "Where two are gathered." 
7Eph.5:26. 
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F added to. the element and it becames a sacrament."8 Therefare 2 

we do. nat agree with Thamas9 and the Daminicans who. farget the 

Ward (Gad's institutian) and say that Gad has jained to. the water a 

spiritual pawer which, through the water, washes away sin. Nar 3 
do. we agree with Scatus1 and the Franciscans who. teach that Bap

tism washes away sin thraugh the assistance af the divine will, as if 

the washing takes place anly thraugh Gad's will and nat at all 

thraugh the Ward and the water. 
As far infant_ Baptism, we hald that children shauld be bap- 4 

tiz~a; To~~~,-,!~a, are included in the pramise af -;edemptian-~~~h 
Christ made,2 and the church shauld administer Baptism to. them. 

,--------------------..:::.--

VI. The Sacrament of the Altar 

We l!21d that the bread and the wine in the Supper ~r~ the 
true bady and blaod of Christ and that these are given and received 

nai~ by gadly but also by wicked Chnstians. 
We also hold that it is nat to. be administered in ane farm 2 
~-.---------

only.3 We need not resart to the speciaus learning af the sophists4 

an<nneCaU:ncil af Corutance5 that as much is included under a;;'e 
formas~en if it were'true that as much is i~~lud;ci 3 
-~---.--- " - ".-

uriaer ane form as under bath, yet administration in one farm is n()t 
the whale arder and institution as it was established and com
ma;JecrDyCnrist. Especially do we condemn and cur~~ i~-God's 4 

name thase who. nat anly amit both fanns but even go. so far as auto

cratically to. prohibit, candemn, and slander the use of bath as 

8Tractate 80, on John 3. 
9Cf. Thomas Aquinas, Summa theologica, III, q.62, a.4. 
lCf. Duns Scorns, Sentences, IV, dist. 1, q.2 ff. 
2Cf. Matt. 19:14. 
3That is, the bread alone, without the wine. 
4Scholastic theologians. 
5Decree of June 15, 1415, which defined the doctrine of sacramental 

concomitance, namely, that the whole body and the whole blood of Christ 
are under the form of the bread alone. 
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heresy and thus set themselves against and aver Christ, aur Lard 
and Gad, etc. 

As far transubstantiatian, we have no. regard far the subtle 5 

~~p~i~try _~ thas~~ha J:each that bread and wine surrender a~J9se 
their natural substance and retain al!!y_th~pearance and shape af 

bread withaut any lo!!ger ~ing re~L bread, far that bread is and 
remains-~~r; agrees better with the Scriptures, as St. Paul him$~lf 
states, "The bread which we break" (I Car. 10: 16), and,.again,'::Let 

a man so. eat af the bread" (I Car. 11: 28 ) . 

VII. The Keys 

The keys are a functian and power given to the church by 
Christ6 to. bind and loose sins, nat only the gross and manifest sins 
but also those which are subtle and secret and which Gad alane 
perceives. So it is written, "Who can discern his errors?" (Ps. 19:12). 

And Paul himself complains (Rom. 7:23) that in his flesh he was a 

captive to. "the law of sin." It is nat in our power but in God's 2 

alone to judge which, haw great, and haw many our sins are. As it is 

written, "Enter not into. judgment with thy servant, far no man living 

is righteous before thee" (Ps. 143:2), and Paul also says in I Car. 3 
4:4, "I am not aware of anything against myself, but I am not there
by acquitted." 

VIII. Confession 

Since absolutian or the pawer af the keys, which was insti

tuted by Christ in the Gospel, is a cansolatian and help against sin 
and a bad conscience, canfession and absolution shauld by no means 

be allowed to. fall into disuse in the church, especially for the sake af 
timid consciences and for the sake of untrained yaung pea pIe who 
need to. be examined and instructed in Christian doctrine. 

6Cf. Matt. 16:19; 18:18. 
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However, the enumeration of sins should be left free to every- 2 

body to do or not as he will. As long as we are in the flesh we shall 

not be untruthful if we say, "I am a poor man, full of sin. I see in my 

members another law," etc. (Rom. 7:23). Although private absolu

tion is derived from the office of the keys, it should not be neglected; 

on the contrary, it should be highly esteemed and valued, like all 

other functions of the Christian church. 

In these matters, which concern the external, spoken ·Word, 3 

we must hold firmly to the conviction that God gives no one his 

Spirit or grace except through or with the external Word which 

comes before. Thus we shall be protected from the enthusiasts-that 

is, from the spiritualists who boast that they possess the Spirit with

out and before the Word and who therefore judge, interpret, and 

twist the Scriptures or spoken Word according to their pleasure. 

Miinzer7 did this, and many still do it in our day who wish to distin

guish sharply between the letter and the spirit without knowing 4 

what they say or teach. The papacy, too, is nothing but enthusiasm, 

for the pope boasts that "all laws are in the shrine of his heart,"8 and 

he claims that whatever he decides and commands in his churches 

is spirit and law, even when it is above and contrary to the 5 

Scriptures or spoken Word. All this is the old devil and the old ser

pent who made enthusiasts of Adam and Eve. He led them from the 

external Word of God to spiritualizing and to their own imagina

tions, and he did this through other external words. Even so, the 

enthusiasts of our day condemn the external ';Yord, yet they do 6 

not remain silent but fill the world with their chattering and scrib

bling, as if the Spirit could not come through the Scriptures or the 

spoken word of the apostles but must come through their own 

writings and words. Why do they not stop preaching and writing 

until the Spirit himself comes to the people without and before their 

writings since they boast that the Spirit came upon them without the 

7Thomas Miinzer. 
8Corpus juris canonici, Book VI, I, 2, c.l. 
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testimony of the Scriptures?9 There is no time to dispute further 

about these matters. After all, we have treated them sufficiently 
elsewhere. 1 

Even those who have come to faith before they were baptized 7 

and those who came to faith in Baptism came to their faith through 

the external Word which preceded. Adults who have attained the 

age of reason must first have heard, "He who believes and is bap

tized will be saved" (Mark 16:16), even if they did not at once 

believe and did not receive the Spirit and Baptism until ten years 8 

later. Cornelius (Acts 10: Iff.) had long since heard from the Jews 

about the coming Messiah through whom he was justified before 

God, and his prayers and alms were acceptable to God in this faith 

(Luke calls him "devout" and "God-fearing"), 2 but he could not 

have believed and been justified if the Word and his hearing of it 

had not preceded. However, St. Peter had to reveal to him that the 

Messiah, in whose coming he had previously believed, had already 

come, and his faith concerning the coming Messiah did not hold him 

captive with the hardened, unbelieving Jews, but he knew that he 

now had to be saved by the present Messiah and not deny or perse
cute him as the Jews did. 

In short, enthusiasm clings to Adam and his descendants from 9 

the beginning to the end of the world. It is a poison implanted and 

inoculated in man by the old dragon, and it is the source, strength, 

and power of all heresy, including that of the papacy and Moham

medanism. Accordingly, we should and must constantly main- 10 

tain that God will not deal with us except through his external Word 

and sacrament. Whatever is attributed to the Spirit apart from such 

Word and sacrament is of the devil. For even to Moses God II 

wished to appear first through the burning bush and the spoken 

word,3 and no prophet, whether Elijah or Elisha, received the Spirit 

9Literally: without the preaching of the Scriptures. 
lE.g., Luther's "Against the Heavenly Prophets" (1525). 
2Cf. Acts 10:2,22. 
3Cf. Ex. 3: 2, 4. 
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without the Ten Commandments. John the Baptist was not con- 12 

ceived without the preceding word of Gabriel, nor did he leap 13 

in his mother's womb until :\1ary spoke.4 St. Peter says that when the 

prophets spoke, they did not prophesy by the impulse of man but 
were moved by the Holy Spirit, yet as holy men of God.5 But with
out the external Word they were not holy, and the Holy Spirit would 

not have moved them to speak while they were still unholy. They 
were holy, St. Peter says, because the Holy Spirit spoke through 

them. 

IX. Excommunication 

We consider the greater excommunication,6 as the pope calls it, 

to be merely a civil penalty which does not concern us ministers of 
the church. However, the lesser (that is, the truly Christian) excom

munication excludes those who are manifest and impenitent sinners 
from the sacrament and other fellowship of the church until they 

mend their ways and avoid sin. Preachers should not mingle civil 
punishment with this spiritual penalty or excommunication. 

X. Ordination and Vocation 

If the bishops were true bishops and were concerned about 
the church and the Gospel, they might be permitted (for the sake of 

love and unity, but not of necessity) to ordain and confirm us and 
our preachers,1 provided this could be done without pretense, hum
bug, and unchristian ostentation. However, they neither are nor 

wish to be true bishops. They are temporal lords and princes 2 

4Cf. Luke 1: 13-42. 
5II Peter 1:21. 
6The Roman Church distinguished between a lesser ban, which exclud

ed only from the sacraments, and a greater ban, which imposed civil 
disabilities in addition to spiritual penalties. 

7See also above, Apology, Art. XIV. 
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who are unwilling to preach or teach or baptize or administer Com
munion or discharge any office or work in the church. More than 

that, they expel, persecute, and condemn those who have been 

called to do these things. Yet the church must not be deprived of 
ministers on their account. 

Accordingly, as we are taught by the examples of the ancient 3 
churches and Fathers, we shall and ought ourselves ordain suitable 
persons to this office. The papists have no right to forbid or prevent 

us, not even according to their own laws, for their laws state that 
those who are ordained by heretics shall also be regarded as or

dained and remain SO.8 St. Jerome, too, wrote concerning the church 
in Alexandria that it was originally governed without bishops by 
priests and preachers in common.9 

XI. The Marriage of Priests 

./'. The papists had neither authority nor right to prohibit mar

riage and burden the divine estate of priests with perpetual celibacy. 
On the contrary, they acted like antichristian, tyrannical, and wicked 

scoundrels, and thereby they gave occasion for all sorts of horrible, 
abominable, and countless sins, in which they are still involved. 2 

As little as the power has been given to us or to them to make a 
woman out of a man or a man out of a woman or abolish distinctions 

of sex altogether, so little have they had the power to separate such 
creatures of God or forbid them to live together honestly in mar- 3 
riage. Weare therefore unwilling to consent to their abominable 

celibacy, nor shall we suffer it. On the contrary, we desire marriage 
f to be free, as God ordained and instituted it, and we shall not disrupt 
I 

! or hinder God's work, for St. Paul says that to do so is a doctrine 
of demons. l 

8Gratian, Decretum, Pt. I, dist. 68, chap. 1; Pt. III, dist. 4, chap. 107. 
9See above. Pt. II, Art. IV, 9. 
lCf. I Tim. 4: 1-3. 
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XII. The Church 

\Ve do not concede to the papists that they are the church, 
for they are not. Nor shall we pay any attention to what they 2 
command or forbid in the name of the church, for, thank God, a 

seven-year-old child2 knows what the church is, namely, holy believ
ers and sheep who hear the voice of their Shepherd.3 So children 3 

pray, "I believe in one holy Christian church." Its holiness does not 

consist of surplices, tonsures, albs, or other ceremonies of theirs 
which they have invented over and above the Holy Scriptures, but 
it consists of the Word of God and true faith. 

XIII. How Man Is Justified Before God, and His Good Works 

.. t I do not know how I can change what I have heretofore con-
. stantly taught on this subject, namely, that by faith (as St. Peter 

says)4 we get a new and clean heart and that God will and does 

account us altogether righteous and holy for the sake of Christ, our 
mediator. Although the sin in our flesh has not been completely re
moved or eradicated, he will not count or consider it. 

9~ follow such faith, renewal, and forg!veness. ~2 
/~hatever is still sinful or imperfect in these works ~be 
reckone~ras-SInor defect for the sake of the same Christ. The whole ---- ----------." 
man, in respect both of his person and of his works II be ac-

co~ and shall be ng teous an a y through the pure grace...and 
mercy wIilCllliaVe been~out upon us so abundantly i~ 3 

ClITIst.-Ac;;m:arrlglyWecIDmot boast of the great merit in our works 

if they are considered apart from God's grace and mercy, but, as it is 
written, "Let him who boasts, boast of the Lord" (I Cor. 1:31). That 

is to say, all is well if we boast that we have a gracious God. To this 

2Seven years was the minimum age of discretion. 
3John 10:3. 
4Act 15:9. 
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~ust add that if good works do not follow, our faith is false and 
not true . 

...-----

XIV. Monastic Vows 

Since monastic vows are in direct conflict with the first chief 

article, they must be absolutely set aside. It is of these that Christ 
says in Matt. 24:5, "I am the Christ," etc. Whoever takes the vows 
of monastic life believes that he is entering upon a mode of life that 

is better than that of the ordinary Christian and proposes by means 

of his work to help not only himself but also others to get to heaven. 
This is to deny Christ, etc. And on the authority of their St. Thomas, 
such people boast that a monastic vow is equal to Baptism.5 This is 
blasphemy . 

XV. Human Traditions 

The assertion of the papists that human traditions effect for
giveness of sins or merit salvation is unchristian and to be con

demned. As Christ says, "In vain do they worship me, teaching as 
doctrines the precepts of men" (Matt. 15: 9 ), and it is written in 
Titus 1:14, "They are men who reject the truth." When the L 
papists say this it is a mortal sin to break such precepts of men, this, 
too, is false. 

These are the articles on which I must stand and on which I 3 

will stand, God willing, until my death. I do not know how I can 
change or concede anything in them. If anybody wishes to make 

some concessions, let him do so at the peril of his own conscience. :, 

Finally, there remains the pope's bag of magic tricks which ~ 

contains silly and childish articles, such as the consecration of 

churches, the baptism of bells, the baptism of altar stones, the invi
tation to such ceremonies of sponsors who might make gifts, etc. 

5Thomas Aquinas, Summa theologica, Pt. II, 2, q.189, a.3 ad 3. 
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Such baptizing is a ridicule and mockery of holy Baptism which 

should not be tolerated. 6 In addition, there are blessings of can- 5 

dIes, palms, spices, oats, cakes, etc.7 These cannot be called bless

ings, and they are not, but are mere mockery and fraud. Such 

frauds, which are without number, we commend for adoration to 

their god and to themselves until they tire of them. We do not wish 

to have anything to do with them. 

DR. MARTIN LUTHER subscribed 

DR. JUSTUS JONAS, rector, subscribed with his own hand 

DR. JOHN BUGENHAGEN, of Pomerania, subscribed 

DR. CASPAR CREUTZIGER subscribed 

NICHOLAS A..-..rSDORF, of Madeburg, subscribed 

GEORGE SPALATIN, of Altenburg, subscribed 

I, PHILIP MELANCHTHON, regard the above articles as right and 

Christian. However, concerning the pope I hold that, if he would 

allow the Gospel, we, too, may concede to him that superiority over 

the bishops which he possesses by human right, making this con

cession for the sake of peace and general unity among the Christians 

who are now under him and who may be in the future. 

JOHN AGRICOLA, of Eisleben, subscribed 

GABRIEL DIDYMUS subscribed 

I, DR. URBAN RHEGIUS, superintendent of the churches in the 

Duchy of Liineburg, subscribe in my own name and in the name of 

my brethren and of the church of Hanover 

I, STEPHEN AGRICOLA, minister in Hof, subscribe 

Also I, JOHN DRACH, professor and minister in Marburg, sub

scribe 

6Bells were commonly named for saints, and when they were "blessed" 
with an order which closely resembled the order for the baptism of chil
dren, the "sponsors" who were present were obligated to pay fees. 

7Priests "blessed" candles on Candlemas; palm branches on Palm 
Sunday; herbs, flowers, ears of corn, honey, and vines on the Feast of 
Assumption; oats on St. Stephen's Day; unleavened Easter cakes on 
Easter Eve. 
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I, Co:t\~ FIGENBOTZ, for the glory of God subscribe that I have 

thus believed and am still preaching and firmly believing as above. 

I, A!\'DREW OSIANDER, minister in Nuremberg, subscribe 

I, MASTER VEIT DIETRICH, minister in Nuremberg, subscribe 

I, ERHARD SCH:'\'EPF, preacher in Stuttgart, subscribe 

CONRAD OETTINGER, preacher of Duke Ulric of Pforzheim 

SIMON SCHNEEWEISS, pastor of the church in Crailsheim 

I, JOHN SCHLAGEXHAUFEN, pastor of the church in Kothen, sub-
scribe 

MASTER GEORGE HELT, of Forchheim 

Master ADAM OF FULDA, preacher in Hesse 

Master ANTHONY CORVHlilJS 

I, Dr. J olm Bugenhagen of Pomerania, again subscribe in the 

name of Master JOHN BRENZ, who on his departure from Smalcald 

directed me orally and by a letter which I have shown to these 
brethren who have subscribed8 

I, DIONYSIUS MELANDER, subscribe the Confession, the Apology, 
and the Concord9 in the matter of the Eucharist 

PAUL RHODE, superintendent of Stettin 

GERARD OEMCKEN, superintendent of the church in Minden. 

I, BRIXIUS NORTHANUS, minister of the church of Christ which is 

in Soest, subscribe the articles of the reverend father, Martin Luther, 

confess that I have hitherto thus believed and taught, and by the 

Spirit of Christ I will thus continue to believe and teach 

MICHAEL CAELIUS, preacher in Mansfeld, subscribed 

Master PETER GELT!\'ER, preacher in Frankfurt, subscribed 

WENDAL FABER, pastor of Seeburg in Mansfeld 
I, JOHN AEPINUS, subscribe 

Likewise I, JOHN AMSTERDAM, of Bremen 

I, FREDERICK M YCONIUS, pastor of the church in Gotha, Thuringia, 

subscribe in my own name and in that of JUSTUS MENIUs, of Eisenach 

8The letter was dated Feb. 23, 1537. 
9The Wittenberg Concord of 1536, an attempt to bring about an 

understanding with the Swiss on the Lord's Supper. 
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I, DR. JOHN LANG, preacher of the church in Erfurt, in my own 

name and in the names of my other co-workers in the Gospel, 

namely: 

the Rev. Licentiate LOUIS PLATZ, of Melsungen 

the Rev. Master SIGISMUND KmCHNER 

the Rev. WOLFGANG KrsWETTER 

the Rev. MELCHIOR WEITMANN 

the Rev. JOIL~ THALL 

the Rev. JOHN KILIAN 

the Rev. NICHOLAS FABER 

the Rev. A"'-"DREW MENSER (I subscribe with my hand) 

And, I, EGIDIUS MELCHER, have subscribed with my hand 
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AND THE CHURCH 

* * * 
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Part III 

Just as they scream about the fathers and the councils, without 
knowing what fathers and councils are, only to drown out our 
voices with mere letters, so they also scream about the church. But 
as for saying what, who, and where the church is, they do not ren
der either the church or God even the service of asking the ques
tion or thinking about it. They like very much to be regarded as 
the church, as pope, cardinals, bishops, and yet to be allowed, under 
this glorious name, to be nothing but pupils of the devil, desiring 
nothing more than to practice sheer knavery and villainy. 

Well then, setting aside various writings and analyses of the 
I word "church," we shall this time confine ourselves simply to the 

/ Children's Creed, which says, "I believe in one holy Christian 
f church, the communion of saints." Her~~d clearly i.r!.ili~at§_ 

what the church is, namely, a communion of saints, that is, a 
Crowd378 or assembly of people who are Christians anallo1y~'whlch 
is called_LChristian holy assembly, or Church:Yetthis ·word -- ---~ .. --.-'" 

"church" 379 is not German and does not convey the sense or mean-
ing that shocld be taken fro~cle. . .. -----. .. 
. ------In Acts 19 [:39] the town clerk uses the word ecclesia for the 
congregation or the people who had gathered at the market place, 
saying, "It shall be settled in the regular assembly." Further, "When 
he said this, he dismissed the assembly" [vs. 41]. In these and oth
er pas~~s the ecclesia or church is nothing but an assembly of 
people, though they J:.!'..obably':~ere heathe~~d-.E~_Q!il"!§ii~. 
It is the same term-used by town councilmen for their assembly 
which they summon to the city hall. Now there are many peoples 
in the world; the Christians, however, are a people with a special 

. call and are therefore called not just ecclesia, "church," or "people," 

)

/ but sancta catho10a Christiang, that is, "a Christian holy people" 
whobelleve in Christ. That is why they are called a Christian peo
ple and have the Holy Spirit, who sanctifies them daily, not only 
through the forgiveness of sin acquired for them by Christ (as 
the Antinomians foolishly believe), but also through the abolition, 

! 
878 Hauffe. 
!7Q Kirche. 
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the purging, and the mortification of sins, on the basis of which 
they are called a holy people. Thus the "holy Christian church" is 
synonymous with a Christian and holy people or, as one is also 
wont to express it, with "holy Christendom," or "whole Christen
dom." The Old Testament uses the term "God's people." 

If the words, "I believe that there is a holy Christian people," 
had been used in the Children's Creed, all the misery connected 
with this meaningless and obscure word ("church") might easily 
have been avoided. For the words "Christian holy people" would 
have brought with them, clearly and powerfully, the proper under
standing and judgment of what is, and what is not, church. Who
ever would have heard the words "Christian holy people" could 

\ have promptly concluded that the pope is no people, much less a 
holy Christian people. So too the bishops, priests, and monks are 
not holy, Christian people, for they do not believe in Christ, nor 
do they lead a holy life, but are rather the wicked and shameful 
people of the devil. He who does not truly believe in Christ is not 
Christian or a Christian. He who does not have the Holy Spirit 
against sin is not holy. Consequently, they cannot be "a Christian 
holy people," that is, sancta et catholica ecclesia . 

But since we use this meanjI}.gless ~Qrd . ..:'.church" in the Chil-
/-'men's Creed, the common man thinks of the stone house called a 

/ church, as painted by the artists; or, at best, they paint the apostles, 
r disciples, and the mother of God, as on Pentecost, with the Holy 
\ Spirit hovering over them. This is still bearable; but they are the 
I holy Christian people of a specific time, in this case, the beginning. 
! Ecclesia, however, should mean the holy Christian people, not only 

// of the days of the apostles, who are long since dead, but to the end 
of the world, so that there is always a holy Christian people on 
earth, in whom Christ lives, works, and rules, per redemptionem, 
"through grace and the remission of sin," and the Holy Spirit, per 
vivificationem et sanctifi,cationem, "through daily purging of sin and 
renewal of life," so that we do not remain in sin but are enabled 
and obliged to lead a new life, abounding in all kinds of good 
works, as the Ten Commandments Or the two tables of Moses' law 
command, and not in old, evil works. That is St. Paul's teaching. 
But the pope, with his followers, has applied both the name and 

-.541-



V The Reform of the Church 

the image of the church to himself and to his vile, accursed mob, 
under the meaningless word ecclesia, "church," etc. 

Nevertheless, they give themselves the right name when they 
call themselves ecclesia (that is, if we interpret this term to agree 
With their way of life), either Romana or sanda, but do not add 
(as, indeed, they cannot) catholica. For ecclesia means "a people"; 
that they are, just as the Turks too, are ecclesia, "a people." Ec
clesia Romana means "a,Boman people"; that they are too, and in
deed much more Roman ~ the-heathenorancienitlmes were. 
Ecclesia Romana sanda means "a holy Roman people"; that they 
are too, for they have invented a holiness far greater than the holi
ness of Christians, or than the holy Christian people possess. Their 
holiness is a Roman holiness, Romanae ecclesiae, a holiness "of the 
Roman people," and they are now even called sandissimi, sacra
sancti, "the most holy," as Virgil speaks of a "holy thirst for 
gold,"880 and Plautus of "the most holy one of all";881 for they can
not stand Christian holiness. Therefore they are not entitled to the 
name "Christian church" or "Christian people," if for no other rea
son than that "Christian church" is a name and "Christian holiness" 
an entity common to all churches and all Christians in the world; 
therefore it is called "catholic." But they have little, if any, regard 
for this common name and holiness; instead, they invented a spe
cial, higher, different, better holiness than that of others. This is 
to be known as sanctitas Romana et ecclesiae Romanae sanctitas, 
that is, "Roman holiness and the holiness of the Roman people." 

For Christian holiness, or the holiness common to Christendom, 
is found where the Holy Spirit gives people faith in Christ and 
thus sanctifies them, Acts 15 [:9], that is, he renews heart, soul, 
body, work, and conduct, inscribing the commandments of God not 
on tables of stone, but in hearts of flesh, II Corinthians 3 [:3]. Or, 
if I may speak plainly, he imparts true knowledge of God, accord-

880 Sacra fames, sacra hostia. Virgil (70-19 B.C.), a Roman poet, in Aeneid, 
III, 57. See H. Rushton Fairclough (trans.), Virgil: Eclogues. Georgics, 
Aeneid I-III ("The Loeb Classical Library" [2nd ed., rev.; Cambridge: Har
vard University Press, 1956]), p. 352. Luther, quoting from memory, leaves 
out the term "gold" (aUTi). 
881 Omnium sacerrumus. Plautus (d. 184 B.C.), another Roman poet, in Mos
tellaria, IV, 2, 67. Henry T. Riley (trans.), The Comedies of PlautU8 (2 vols.; 
London, 1884), II, 500. 
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ing to the first table, so that those whom he enlightens With true 
faith can resist all heresies, overcome all false ideas and errors, and 
thus remain pure in faith in opposition to the devil. He also be
stows strength, and comforts timid, despondent, weak consciences 
against the accusation and turmoil of sin, so that the souls do not 
succumb or despair, and also do not become terrified of torment, 
pain, death, and the wrath and judgment of God, but rather, com
forted and strengthened in hope, they cheerfully, boldly, and joy
fully overcome the devil. He also imparts true fear and love of 
God, so that we do not despise God and become irritated and angry 
with his wondrous judgments, but love, praise, thank, and honor 
him for all that occurs, good or evil. That is called new holy life 
in the soul, in accordance With the first table of Moses. It is also 
called tres virtutes theologicll$, "the three principal virtues of Chris
tians,"882 namely, faith, hope, and love; and the Holy Spirit, who 
imparts, does, and effects this (gained for us by Christ) is there
fore called "sanctifier" or "life-giver."388 For the old Adam is dead 
and cannot do it, and in addition has to learn from the law that he 
is unable to do it and that he is dead; he would not know this of 
himself. 

In accordance With the second table, He also sanctifies the 
Christians in the body and induces them willingly to obey parents 
and rulers, to conduct themselves peacefully and humbly, to be 
not wrathful, vindictive, or malicious, but patient, friendly, oblig
ing, brotherly, and lOving, not unchaste, not adulterous or lewd, 
but chaste and pure With wife, child, and servants, or without wife 
and child. And on and on: they do not steal, are not usurious, 
avaricious, do not defraud, etc., but work honorably, support them
selves honestly, lend Willingly, and give and help wherever they 
can. Thus they do not lie, deceive, and backbite, but are kind, 
truthful, faithful, and trustworthy, and do whatever else the com
mandments of God prescribe. That is the work of the Holy Spirit, 
who sanctifies and also awakens the body to such a new life until 
it is perfected in the life beyond. That is what is called "Christian 

882 They became principal topics in scholastic theology after Augustine. Cf. I 
Cor. 13:13. 
888 Sanctificator or tlitlificator. 
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holiness." And there must always be such people on earth, even 
though it may be but two or three, or only children. Unfortunately, 
only a few of them are old folks. And those who are not, should 
not count themselves as Christians; nor should they be comforted 
with much babbling about the forgiveness of sins and the grace of 
Christ, as though they were Christians-like the Antinomians do. 

For they, having rejected and being unable to understand the 
Ten Commandments, preach much about the grace of Christ, yet 
they strengthen and comfort only those who remain in their sins, 
telling them not to fear and be terrified by sins, since they are all 
removed by Christ. They see and yet they let the people go on in 
their public sins, without any renewal or reformation of their lives. 
Thus it becomes quite evident that they truly fail to understand 
the faith and Christ, and thereby abrogate both when they preach 
about it. How can he speak lightly about the works of the Holy 
Spirit in the first table-about comfort, grace, forgiveness of sins
who does not heed or practice the works of the Holy Spirit in the 
second table, which he can understand and experience, while he 
has never attempted or experienced those of the first table? There
fore it is certain that they neither have nor understand Christ or the 
Holy Spirit, and their talk is nothing but froth on the tongue, and 
they are as already said, true Nestoriuses and Eutycheses, who 
confess or teach Christ in the premise, in the substance, and yet 
deny him in the conclusion or idiomata; that is, they teach Christ 
and yet destroy him through their teaching. 

All this then has been said about Christian holiness, which the 
pope does not want. He has to have one that is much holier, name
ly, that found in the prescription of chasubles, tonsures, cowls, garb, 
food, festivals, days, monkery, nunning, masses, saint-worship, and 
countless other items of an external, bodily, transitory nature. 
Whether one lives under it without faith, fear of Cod, hope, love, 
and whatever the Holy Spirit, according to the first table, effects, 
or in misbelief, uncertainty of heart, doubts, contempt of God, im

patience with Cod, and false trust in works (that is, idolatry), not 
in the grace of Christ and his merit, but in the atonement by works, 
even selling the surplus ones to others and taking in exchange all 
the goods and wealth of the world as well earned-all that is of no 
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consequence because a man may be holier than Christian holiness 
itself. 

Thus, in the second table it matters not that they teach dis
obedience toward parents and rulers, that they even murder, make 
war, set people against each other, envy, hate, avenge, are un
chaste, lie, steal, are usurious, defraud, and indulge in every vil
lainy to the utmost. Just throw a surplice over your head and you 
are holy in accordance with the Roman church's holiness, and you 
can indeed be saved without the Christian holiness. But we will 
pay no attention to these filthy people, for any effort expended 
on them will be futile. "Cod's wrath has come upon them at last," 
as St. Paul says [I Thess. 2:16J. Instead, we shall discuss the 
church among ourselves. 

Well then, the Children's Creed teaches us (as was said) that 
a Christian holy people is to be and to remain on earth until the 
end of the world. This is an article of faith that cannot be termi
nated until that which it believes comes, as Christ promises, "I 
am with you always, to the close of the age" [Matt. 28:20J. But 
how will or how can a poor confused person tell where such Chris
tian holy people are to be found in this world? Indeed, they are 
supposed to be in this life and on earth, for they of course believe 
that a heavenly nature and an eternal life are to come, but as yet 
they do not possess them. Therefore they must still be in this life 
and remain in this life and in this world until the end of the 
world. For they profess, "I believe in another life"; thereby they 
confess that they have not yet arrived in the other life, but be
lieve in it, hope for it, and love it as their true fatherland and 
life, while they must yet remain and tarry here in exile-as we sing 
in the hymn about the Holy Spirit, "As homeward we journey from 
this exile. Lord, have mercy."384 We shall now speak of this. 

First, the holy Christian people are recognized by their pos
session of the holy word of Cod. To be sure, not all have it in 
equal measure, as St. Paul says [I Cor. 3:12-14J. Some possess 
the word in its complete purity, others do not. Those who have 
the pure word are called those who "build on the foundation with 

884 The fourth line of a pre-Reformation hymn adapted by Luther in 1524, 
"Now Let Us Pray to the Holy Ghost." LW 53, 263-264. 
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gold, silver, and precious stones"; those who do not have it in its 
purity are the ones who "build on the foundation with wood, hay, 
and straw," and yet will be saved through fire. More than enough 
was said about this above. This is the principal item, and the 
holiest of holy possessions,385 by reason of which the Christian 
people are called holy; for God's word is holy and sanctifies every
thing it touches; it is indeed the very holiness of God, Romans 1 
[:16], "It is the power of God for salvation to every one who has 
faith," and I Timothy 4 [:5], "Everything is consecrated by the 
word of God and prayer." For the Holy Spirit himself administers 
it and anoints or sanctifies the Christian church with it rather than 
with the pope's chrism, with which he anoints or consecrates 
fingers, garb, cloaks, chalices, and stones. These objects will never 
teach one to love God, to believe, to praise, to be pious. They 
may adorn the bag of maggots/86 but afterward they fall apart and 
decay with the chrism and whatever holiness it contains, and with 
the bag of maggots itself. 

Yet this holy possession is the true holy possession, the true oint
ment that anoints unto life eternal, even though you cannot have 
a papal crown or a bishop's hat, but must die bare and naked, 
just like children (in fact, all of us), who are baptized naked and 
without any adornment. But we are speaking of the external word, 
preached orally by men like you and me, for this is what Christ 
left behind as an external sign, by which his church, or his Chris
tian people in the world, should be recognized. We also speak of 
this external word as it is sincerely believed and openly professed 
before the world, as Christ says, "Every one who acknowledges 
me before men, I also will acknowledge before my Father and 
his angels" [Matt. 10:32]. There are many who know it in their 
hearts, but will not profess it openly. Many possess it, but do 
not :believe in it or act by it, for the number of those who believe 
in and act by it is small-as the parable of the seed in Matthew 

885 Heiligthum or Heilthum. These words recur continually in the follOwing 
section. The term "holy possession" (used in PE 5, 270) conveys both the 
meaning of "sanctuary" and "relic." Luther plays constantly on the idea of 
wonder-working objects of reverence when he speaks of the marks of the 
church. 
3S6 Madensack, i.e., the body that goes to decay. 
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13 [:4-8] says that three sections of the field receive and contain 
the seed, but only the fourth section, the fine and good soil, bears 
fruit with patience. 

Now, wherever you hear or see this word preached, believed, 
professed, and lived, do not doubt that the true ecclesia sancta 
catholica, "a Christian holy people" must be there, even though 
their number is very small. For God's word "shall not return 
empty," Isaiah 55 [:11], but must have at least a fourth or a frac
tion of the field. And even if there were no other sign than this 
alone, it would still suffice to prove that a Christian, holy people 
must exist there, for God's word cannot be without God's people, 
and conversely, God's people cannot be without God's word. Other
wise, who would preach or hear it preached, if there were no peo
ple of God? And what could or would God's people believe, if 
there were no word of God? 

This is the thing that performs all miracles, effects, sustains, 
carries out, and does everything, exorcises all devils, like pilgrim
age-devils, indulgence-devils, bull-devils, brotherhood-devils, saint
devils, mass-devils, purgatory-devils, monastery-devils, priest-devils, 
mob-devils, insurrection-devils, heresy-devils, all pope-devils, also 
Antinomian-devils, but not without raving and rampaging, as is 
seen in the poor men mentioned in Mark 1 [:23-26] and 9 [:17-
29]. No, he must depart with raving and rampaging as is evi
denced by Emser,8s7 Eck/88 Snot-nose,s89 Schmid,890 Wetzel,s91 

387 Jerome Emser (1478-1527), a humanist who became an adviser to Duke 
George of Saxony, Catholic ruler of Saxony and an enemy of Luther. Cf. Lu
ther's polemic tract To the Leipzig Goat (1521). PE 3, 275-286. 
388 John Eck (1486-1543), known for his debate with Luther at Leipzig in 
1518. Cf. L W 31, 309-325. 
389 Rotzle{fel, a German term for "impudent young rascal" and Luther's name 
for John Cochlaeus (1479-1552), a Catholic theologian who was a fanatic op
ponent of the Reformation and the author of Memoirs on the Actions and 
Writings of Martin Luther (Commentaria de Actis et Scriptis M. Lutheri) 
( 1549), a polemic biography of Luther. See Adolf Herte, Die Lutherkommen
tare des Johannes Cochlaeus ("Religionsgeschichtliche Studien und Texte," 
Vol. XXXIII [Miinster, 1935]). 
890 John Faber (1478-1541), the son of a smith (faber in Latin) and bishop 
in Vienna. He had been writing polemic tracts against Luther since 1521. 
891 Used as a name for dogs and as a pun on George Wetzel (1501-1573), who 
was originally a follower of Luther, but since 1533 had been an opponent of 
the Reformation and a protege of Duke George of Saxony. 
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Bumpkin, Boor, Churl, Brute, Sow, &S,392 and the rest of his 
screamers and scribes. They all are the devil's mouths and mem
bers, through whom he raves and rampages. But it does them no 
good. He must take his leave; he is unable to endure the power 
of the word. They themselves confess that it is God's word and 
Holy Scripture, claiming, however, that one fares better with the 
fathers and the councils. Let them go their way. It is enough for 
us to know how this chief holy possession purges, sustains, nour
ishes, strengthens, and protects the church, as St. Augustine also 
says, "The church is begotten, cared for, nourished, and strength
ened by the word of God."393 But those who persecute and con
demn it identify themselves by their own fruits. 

Second, God's people or the Christian holy people are recog
nized by the holy sacrament of baptism, wherever it is taught, be
lieved, and administered correctly according to Christ's ordinance. 
That too is a public sign and a precious, holy possession by which 
God's people are sanctified. It is; the holy bath of regeneration 
through the Holy Spirit [Titus 3:5], in which we bathe and with 
which we are washed of sin and death by the Holy Spirit, as in 
the innocent holy blood of the Lamb of God. Wherever you see 
this sign you may know that the church, or the holy Christian 
people, must surely be present, even if the pope does not baptize 
you or even if you know nothing of his holiness and power-just 
as the little children know nothing of it, although when they are 
grown, they are, sad to say, estranged from their baptism, as St. 
Peter laments in II Peter 2 [:18], "They entice with licentious pas
sions of the flesh men who have barely escaped from those who 
live in error,'" etc. Indeed, you should not even pay attention to 
who baptizes, for baptism does not belong to the baptizer, nor is 
it given to him, but it belongs to the baptized. It was ordained 
for him by God, and given to him by God, just as the word of 
God is not the preacher's (except in so far as he too hears and 
believes it) but belongs to the disciple who hears and believes it; 
to him is it given. 

892 Probably names suggested by the sound of "Wetzel," which lose their force 
in translation. 
898 Ecclesia verba del generatur, alitm nutritur, roboratur. The saying could 
not be located in Augustine's writings. 
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Third, God's people, or Christian holy people, are recognized 
by the holy sacrament of the altar, wherever it is rightly admin
istered, believed, and received, according to Christ's institution. 
This too is a public sign and a precious, holy possession left be
hind by Christ by which his people are sanctified so that they 
also exercise themselves in faith and openly confess that they are 
Christian, just as they do with the word and with baptism. And 
here too you need not be disturbed if the pope does not say mass 
for you, does not consecrate, anoint, or vest you with a chasuble. 
Indeed, you may, like a patient in bed, receive this sacrament 
without wearing any garb, except that outward decency obliges 
you to be properly covered. Moreover, you need not ask whether 
you have a tonsure or are anointed. In addition, the question of 
whether you are male or female, young or old, need not be ar
gued-just as little as it matters in baptism and the preached word. 
It is enough that you are consecrated and anointed with the sub
lime and holy chrism of God, with the word of God, with bap
tism, and also this sacrament; then you are anointed highly and 
gloriously enough and sufficiently vested with priestly garments. 

Moreover, don't be led astray by the question of whether the 
man who administers the sacrament is holy, or whether or not he 
has two wives.s9{ The sacrament belongs to him who receives it, 
not to him who administers it, unless he also receives it. In that 
case he is one of those who receives it, and thus it is also given 
to him. Wherever you see this sacrament properly administered, 
there you may be assured of the presence of God's people. For, 
as was said above of the word, wherever God's word is, there the 
church must be; likewise, wherever baptism and the sacrament are, 
God's people must be, and vice versa. No others have, give, prac
tice, use, and confess these holy possessions save God's people 
alone, even though some false and unbelieving Christians are se
cretly among them, They, however, do not profane the people of 
God because they are not known; the church, or God's people, does 
not tolerate known sinners in its midst, but reproves them and 
also makes them holy. Or, if they refuse, it .casts them out from 

394See pp. 551-561. 
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the sanctuary by means of the ban and regards them as heathen, 
Matthew 18 [: 17]. 

Fourth, God's people or holy Christians are recognized by the 
office of the keys exercised publicly.SSG That is, as Christ decrees 
in Matthew 18 [:15-20], if a Christian sins, he should be re
proved; and if he does not mend his ways, he should be bound 
in his sin and cast out. If he does mend his ways, he should be 
absolved. That is the office of the keys. Now the use of the keys 
is twofold, public and private. There are some people with con
sciences so tender and despairing that even if they have not been 
publicly condemned, they cannot find comfort until they have been 
individually absolved by the pastor. On the other hand, there are 
also some who are so obdurate that they neither recant in their 
heart and want their sins forgiven individually by the pastor, nor 
desist from their sins. Therefore the keys must be used differently, 
publicly and privately. Now where you see sins forgiven or re
proved in some persons, be it publicly or privately, you may know 
that God's people are there. If God's people are not there, the 
keys are not there either; and if the keys are not present for Christ, 
God's people are not present. Christ bequeathed them as a public 
sign and a holy possession, whereby the Holy Spirit again sancti
fies the fallen sinners redeemed by Christ's death, and whereby the 
Christians confess that they are a holy people in this world under 
Christ. And those who refuse to be converted or sanctified again 
shall be cast out from this holy people, that is, bound and ex
cluded by means of the keys, as happened to the unrepentant 
Antinomians. 

You must pay no heed here to the two keys of the pope, 
which he converted into two skeleton keys to the treasure chests 
and crowns of all kings. If he does not want to bind or reprove 
sin, whether it be publicly or privately (as he really does not), let 
it be reproved and bound in your parish. If he will not loose, or 
forgive it, let it be loosed and forgiven in your parish, for his re
taining or binding, his remitting or releasing, makes you neither 
holy nor unholy, since he can only have skeleton keys, not the true 

895 Luther had previously discussed this subject at length in his treatise The 
Keys (1530). LW 40, 325-377. 
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keys. The keys belong not to the pope (as he lies) but to the 
church, that is, to God's people, or to the holy Christian people 
throughout the entire world, or wherever there are Christians. They 
cannot all be in Rome, unless it be that the whole world is there 
first-which will not happen in a long time. The keys are the pope's 
as little as baptism, the sacrament, and the word of God are, for 
they belong to the people of Christ and are called "the church's 
keys"SSe not "the pope's keys."397 

Fifth, the church is recognized externally by the fact that it 
consecrates or calls ministers, or has offices that it is to administer. 
There must be bishops, pastors, or preachers, who publicly and pri
vately give, administer, and use the aforementioned four things or 
holy possessions in behalf of and in the name of the church, or 
rather by reason of their institution by Christ, as St. Paul states in 
Ephesians 4 [:8], "He received gifts among men ... "3SS-his gifts 
were that some should be apostles, some prophets, some evan
gelists, some teachers and governors, etc. The people as a whole 
cannot do these things, but must entrust or have them entrusted 
to one person. Otherwise, what would happen if everyone wanted 
to speak or administer, and no one wanted to give way to the 
other? It must be entrusted to one person, and he alone should 
be allowed to preach, to baptize, to absolve, and to administer the 
sacraments. The others should be content with this arrangement 
and agree to it. "\Vherever you see this done, be assured that God's 
people, the holy Christian people, are present. 

It is, however, true that the Holy Spirit has excepted women, 
children, and incompetent people from this function, but chooses 
(except in emergencies) only competent males to fill this office, as 
one reads here and there in the epistles of St. Paul that a bishop 
must be pious, able to teach, and the husband of one wifess9-and 
in I Corinthians 14 [:34} he says, "The women should keep silence 
in the churches." In summary, it must be a competent and chosen 
man. Children, women, and other persons are not qualified for this 

396 Claves Ecclesiae. 
S97 Claves Papae. 
ass Luther is as usual quoting from memory, and confuses Eph. 4:8 with Ps. 
68:18, from which the Ephesian passage quotes. 
aso For example, I Tim. 3:2; Titus 1:6. 

-551-



V The Reform of the Church 

office, even though they are able to hear God's word, to r~ceive 
baptism, the sacrament, absolution, and are also true, holy Chris
tians, as St. Peter says [I Pet. 3:7]. Even nature and God's crea
tion makes this distinction, implying that women (much less chil
dren or fools) cannot and shall not occupy positions of sover
eignty, as experience also suggests and as Moses says in Genesis 3 
[:16], "You shall be subject to man." The gospel, however, does 
not abrogate this natural law, but confirms it as the ordinance and 
creation of God. 

Here the pope will object through his loudmouths and brawlers 
of the devil, saying, "St. Paul does not speak only of pastors and 
preachers, but also of apostles, evangelists, prophets, and other 
high spiritual vocations; that is why there must be higher voca
tions in the church than those of pastors and preachers. What, Sir 
Luther, do you have to say now?" What do I have to say now? 
This is what I have to say: if they themselves would become 
apostles, evangelists, prophets, or would show me at least one 
among them-oh, what nonsense I am talking!-who is worth as 
much as a schoolboy or who is as well versed in Holy Scripture 
and in Christian doctrine as a seven-year-old girl, I shall declare 
myself caught. Now I know for certain that an apostle, an evan
gelist, a prophet knows more, or indeed as much, as a seven-year
old girl. (I am speaking about Holy Scripture and about faith.) 
For I thoroughly believe, more firmly than I believe in God, that 
they are acquainted with more human doctrine, and also with more 
villainy, because they are proving it before my very eyes by the 
things they are dOing, and so they are apostles, evangelists, and 
prophets just as little as they are the church; that is to say, they 
are the devil's apostles, evangelists, and prophets. The true apostles, 
evangelists, and prophets preach God's word, not against God's 
word. 

Now, if the apostles, evangelists, and prophets are no longer 
living, others must have replaced them and will replace them until 
the end of the world, for the church shall last until the end of the 
world [Matt. 28:20]. Apostles, evangelists, and prophets must 
therefore remain, no matter what their name, to promote God's 
word and work. The pope and his followers, who persecute God's 

-552-

On the Councils and the Church 

word while admitting that it is true, must be very poor apostles, 
evangelists, and prophets, just like the devil and his angels. But 
why do I keep coming back to these shameful, filthy folk of the 
pope? Let them go again, and bid them not to return, or etc. 

Just as was said earlier about the other four parts of the great, 
divine, holy possession by which the holy church is sanctified, that 
you need not care who or how those from whom you receive it are, 
so again you should not ask who and how he is who gives it to 
you or has the office. For all of it is given, not to him who has the 
office, but to him who is to receive it through this office, except 
that he can receive it together with you if he so desires. Let him 
be what he will. Because he is in office and is tolerated by the 
assembly, you put up with him too. His person will make God's 
word and sacraments neither worse nor better for you. What he 
says or does is not his, but Christ, your Lord, and the Holy Spirit 
say and do everything, in so far as he adheres to correct doctrine 
and practice. The church, of course, cannot and should not tolerate 
open vices; but you yourself be content and tolerant, since you, an 
individual, cannot be the whole assembly or the Christian holy 
people. 

But you must pay no attention to the pope,400 who bars any 
married man from being called to such an office. With Nestorian 
logic he declares that all must be chaste virgins; that is to say, all 
the clergy must be Ghaste, while they themselves may, of course, 
be unchaste. But look here! You bring up the pope again, and yet 
I did not want you any more. Well then, unwelcome guest that 
you are, I will receive you in Luther-like fashion. 

The pope condemns the marriage of bishops or priests; that is 
now plain enough. Not content with that, he condemns bigamy401 
even more severely. Indeed, to express myself clearly, he distin
guishes four, if not five, kinds of bigamy.40z I will now call one 
who marries twice or who takes another's widow to wife a biga-

~OO This whole section repeats the ideas of a sermon preached by Luther on 
March 2, 1539. Cf. WA 47, 671-678. 
~Ol Luther calls it digamia (from the Greek digamos). 
m See Decrett Prima Pars, dist. XXVI, C. I-III (ele 1, 95-96); dist. XXXIII, 
C. II (ele 1, 123); dist. XXXIV, C. IX-XVIII (ele 1, 128-130); Decretaltum 
D. Gregorii Papae IX, lib. i, tit. XXI (ele 2, 146-148). 
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mist. The first kind of bigamist is one who marries two Virgms 
successively; the second, one who marries a widow; the third, one 
who marries the betrothed whose deceased groom left her a virgin. 
The fourth acquires the name shamefully because he is the one 
who marries a "virgin," unknowingly or unwillingly, and later dis
covers that she is not at all pure or a virgin. And yet, in the 
pope's judgment this person must be more of a bigamist than the 
third type who married the virgin bride. All of these men stink 
and have an evil smell in canon law. They are not allowed to 
preach, baptize, administer the sacrament, or hold any office in the 
church, even if they were holier than St. John and their wives 
holier than the mother of God. So marvelously holy is the pope 
in his decretals! 

However, if someone had ravished a hundred virgins, violated 
a hundred honorable widows, and lain with a hundred whores be
fore that, he may become not only pastor or preacher but also 
bishop or pope. And even if he were to continue this kind of life, 
he would nonetheless be tolerated in those offices. But if he mar
ries a bride who is a virgin, or a make-believe virgin, he cannot 
be a servant of God. It makes no difference that he is a true 
Christian, learned, pious, competent. He is a bigamist; thus, he 
must leave his office and never return to it. What do you think 
of that? Is that not a higher holiness than that of Christ him
self, together with that of the Holy Spirit and his church? Christ 
spurns neither men with one wife or two successive wives, nor 
women with one husband or two successive husbands, if they be
lieve in him. He lets them remain members of his holy, Christian 
people. He also make use of them for whatever work they are 
adapted. Scripture uses the term "bigamist" for one who, like 
Lamech, has two wives living at the same time [Gen. 4:19]. The 
pope, however, is more learned and calls one who marries two 
women successively a bigamist. He applies the same rule to 
women, for he is far more learned than God himself. 

Better still, the pope himself admits that a bigamous marriage 
is a true marriage and does not constitute a sin against God, nor 
against the world or the church/OS and that such a marriage is a 

~OS Decreti Prima Pars, dist. XXVI, C. II. GIG 1, 95; MPL 187, 149c. 
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sacrament of the church; and yet such a man must be barred 
from holding an ecclesiastical office-as must the third or fourth 
type of bigamists, who really should be called husbands of one 
wife or husbands of virgins. Why? Well, here is the rub: such a 
marriage cannot be a sacrament or an image of Christ and his 
church, for Christ had but one bride, the church, and this bride 
has but one husband, Christ, and both remain virgins. So much 
sheer nonsense has been talked about this subject that it is im
possible to relate it at all. The canonists should rightly be called 
lawyers for asses. First, if marriage is to be a sacrament of Christ 
and his church, then no marriage can be a sacrament unless both 
bridegroom and bride remain virgin, for Christ and the church re
main virgins. But how will we get children and heirs under those 
conditions? What will become of the estate of marriage, insti
tuted by God? In summary, there will be no marriage, other than 
that of Mary and Joseph and others like it. All the remaining 
marriages cannot be a sacrament, and may perhaps even be har
lotry. 

+:-. ~~o taught or de::~ed this, that_we must~~ep it? _St. 
Paul says (they say) in Ephesians 4 [5:31-32rthat husband and 
wife are a great sacrament. I say, "Yes, in C1iillFancriliecb.urcn." 
My dear man, can you gather from these wordS of St. Paul that 
marnage IS the kind of a sacrament of which fhey speaK!'Hesays 
fuat husband and wife are orie-body-:-which-~-~--gre~acrament. 
Then he interprets himself, saying, "I speak of Christ and the 
church, not of husband and wife." But they say that he is speak
ing of husband and wife. Paul envisages Christ and the church as 
a great sacrament or "mystery";404 so they say that husband and 
wife are a great sacrament. Why then do they regard it as vir
tually the least of the sacraments, indeed, as sheer impurity and 
sin, in which one cannot serve God? Moreover, can you also de
duce from St. Paul's words that men and women in bigamous mar
riages are not husband and wife or one body? If they are one 
body, why then are they not a sacrament of Christ and the church? 
After all, St. Paul is speaking generally about husbands and wives 
who become one body, whether they were single or widowed be-

~o~ Mysterium (from the Greek mysterion used in Eph. 5:32). 
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fore, and calls them a sacrament (as you understand "sacrament"). 
Whence then are you so clever as to differentiate in marriage, 
taking only the single marriage as a sacrament of Christ and the 
church-that is, the marriage of a man with a virgin-and exclud
ing all others? Who ordered you to martyr and force St. Paul's 
words in this manner? 

Furthermore, you do not even call such a marriage a sacra
ment. For bridegrooms do not let their brides remain virgins, nor 
do the latter marry men in order that they may stay virgins; this 
they could do far better without husbands. No, they want and 
should bear children, for which God created them. What now be
comes of the sacrament of Christ and the church, both of whom 
remained virgins? Is this the best argument "from image to his
torical fact or, conversely, from historical fact to image?"405 Where 
did you learn such logic? Christ and the church are married, but 
remain virgins in the body; therefore husband and wife shall also 
remain virgins in the body. Furthermore, Christ is married to only 
one virgin; therefore a Christian or a priest shall also be married 
to only one virgin; otherwise, you say, there is no sacrament. Why, 
then, do you admit and say that the marriage of a widow is also 
a sacrament because it is a marriage, and again it is not a sacra
ment because the wife was not a virgin? Are you not mad, and 
crazy, and crass Nestorians, not knowing when you say yes and 
when you say no, stating one thing in the premise and another in 
the conclusion? Away with you stupid asses and foolsl 

Another crass error stemmed from the fact (unless, indeed, 
the former grew out of this) that they called and regarded bishops 
and popes as the bridegrooms of the church.406 In verification of 
this view they cite the saying of St. Paul, "A bishop must be the 
husband of one wife" [I Tim. 3:2], that is to say, he must be the 
bishop of one church, as Christ is the bridegroom of one church; 
therefore they should not be bigamists. Popes and bishops, indeed, 

405 A figura ad historiam, vel econtra, ab historia ad figuram. A reference to 
the "dialectical" method of exegesis. Cf. Philip Melanchthon, Dialectical Ques
tions (Erotemata Dialectices) (1527), VII, 653, 705. C.R. 13, 734. See also 
Clyde L. Manschreck, Melanchthon (New York and Nashville: Abingdon Press, 
1958), p. 151. 
406 Decreti Prima Pars, dist. XXVI, C. II. Cle 1, 95; MPL 187, 149c. 
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are fine fellows to be bridegrooms of the church-yes, if she were a 
brothel-keeper or the devil's daughter in hell. True bishops are 
servants of this bride, and she is lady and mistress over them. St. 
Paul calls himself diaconus, a "servant of the church" [I Cor. 3:5J. 
He does not claim to be the bridegroom or the lord of this bride, 
rather, the true and only bridegroom of this bride is called Jesus 
Christ, God's Son. St. John does not say, "I am the bridegroom," 
but, "I am the friend of the bridegroom, who stands and hears 
him, and who rejoices greatly at the bridegroom's voice," for "he 
who has the bride" (he says) "is the bridegroom" [John 3:29]. One 
should gladly give ear to such speech and then conduct oneself as 
a servant. 

But how nicely they themselves keep even this crass asininity 
and folly. A bishop may have three bishoprics, and yet he must be 
called husband of one wife. And even if he has but one bishopric, 
he still has one hundred, two hundred, five hundred, or more par
ishes or churches; yet he is the bridegroom of one church. The 
pope claims to be the bridegroom of all churches, both large and 
small, yet he is called the husband of one church. They are not 
bigamists or men with two wives, though they have all these brides 
at the same time. But he who marries a virgin who was betrothed 
to another is a bigamist. God will inflict gross, monstrous folly like 
this on us if we despise his word and want to do everything bet
ter than he commanded. 

Indeed, they have an acutius401 in their Decretum, in which 
St. Augustine holds, against St. Jerome, that he who had a wife 
before baptism and also one after baptism had two wives. Dear 
asses, does it therefore follow that St. Augustine, even though he 
views such a man as the husband of two wives (something Scrip
ture does not do), wishes to have him condemned and barred from 
serving God, as you do? And even though this should follow, do 
you not have a strong noli meis408 in dist. IX against it? How is 
it that you hold so fast to the acutius (though it is against Scrip
ture) and pass so lightly over the noli meis and other chapters? 

401 A quotation from Augustine in Decreti Prima Pars, dist. XXVI, C. il: 
Acutius inteUigunt ..•. CIC 1, 95; MPL 187, 149c. 
.as Augustine, On the Trinity, III, 2. MPL 42, 869; PNFl 3, 57. 
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This is, of course, your idea: you want to be lords of the church; 
whatever you say should be accepted as right. Marriage shall be 
right and a sacrament, if you will it so; on the other hand, mar
riage shall be an impurity, that is, a defiled sacrament that cannot 
serve God, if you will it so. Marriage shall bear children, and 
yet the wife shall remain a virgin or it is not a sacrament of 
Christ and the church, if you will it so. The bigamists are blame
less and have a true marriage and sacrament, if you will it so; on 
the other hand, they are condemned and barred from serving God 
and have no sacrament of Christ and the church, if you will it so. 
Behold how the devil, who teaches you this nonsense, makes you 
reel and sway back and forth. 

Why should I regard St. Augustine's statement as an article 
of faith if he himself does not wish to do so and if he himself does 
not even want to accept the sayings of his predecessors as articles 
of faith? Suppose that the dear fathers' opinion and teaching 
about a bigamist was such (as described)-what does it matter 
to us? It does not obligate us to hold and to teach that view. 
We must found our salvation on the words and works of man as 
little as we build our houses of hay and straw. But the canonists 
are such stupid asses and fools, with their idol in Rome, that they 
convert the words and deeds of the dear fathers into articles of 
faith against their will and without their consent. It should be 
proved by Scripture that such men may be called bigamists or 
trigamists; then their exclusion from the ministry of the church 
would be right and stand approved by St. Paul's instruction in I 
Timothy 3 [:2], "A bishop shall be the husband of one wife." But 
this frequently happened to the fathers-they sewed old patches 
on new cloth.,o9 This is the case here: no bigamist shall be a 
servant of the church; that is right and that is the new cloth. But 
that this or that man is really a bigamist, that is the old patch 
of their own opinion because Scripture does not say it. Scripture 
regards the man who has two wives living at the same time as a 
bigamist; and it is assumed that St. Paul had had a wife, Philip
pians 4 [:3],UO and that she died. So he too must have been a 

-See LW 41, 63. 
HO Luther interprets the term "yokefeIlow" as an indication of Paul's marriage 
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man with two wives, obliged to give up his apostolic office; for in 
I Corinthians 7 [:8] he counts himself among the widowed, and 
yet in I Corinthians 9 [:5] he, along with Barnabas, claims the 
right to be accompanied by a wife. Who will assure us that the 
poor fishermen, Peter, Andrew, and James, were married to virgins 
and not to widows, or that they did not have two wives in suc
cession? 

These blockheads do not have the same idea of chastity that 
the fathers had, but would like to confuse the poor souls and 
jeopardize them, if only their stinking and filthy bookm is re
garded as right and their "science" is not found to err or to have 
erred. Otherwise, they would indeed see what chastity is-since, 
with regard to other "opinions"m (and what is their best and fore
most but a matter of mere opinion?), they can say nicely, "It is 
not held; but hold this."m Why can they not do it here, espe
cially since they do not hesitate to repudiate not only one father, 
but all of them, in "the cases to be decided,"H4I as their idol sput
ters and bellows? But they would like to rule the church, not 
with trustworthy wisdom, but with arbitrary opinions, and again 
confuse and perplex all the souls in the world, as they have done 
before. But just as they reject all the fathers and theologians in 
their petty canons, so do we, in turn, reject them in the church 
and in Scripture. They shall neither teach us Scripture nor rule 
in the church; they are not entitled to it, nor do they have the 
competence for it. But they shall attend to their trifling canons 
and squabbles over prebends-that is their holiness. They have 
cast us poor theologians, together with the fathers, from their books; 
for this we thank them most kindly. Now they propose to throw 
us out of the church and out of Scripture; and they themselves are 
not worthy to be in them. That is too much, and rips the bag 

and assumes (on the basis of I Cor. 7:8) that he became a widower. Modem 
biblical scholarship does not agree. Cf., for example, George A. Buttrick et al. 
( eds. ), The Interpreter' 8 Bible (12 vols.; New York and Nashville: Abingdon, 
1952-1957), IX, 107-108; X, 78-79. 
HI Canon law. 
'12 Opiniones. 
H8 Non tenetur; hoc tene. 
H4I Causis ckcidendls. Here Luther mocks the slogans of medieval canonists 
who were frequently involved in court cases concerning ecclesiastical property. 
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wide open. m And furthermore, we shall not put up with it. 
I truly believe that in accordance with their wisdom no man 

could marry a virgin and, after her death, become a priest among 
them, for who can guarantee or vouch that he is actually getting 
a virgin? "The road runs past the door"416 (as they say). Now if 
he would find her not a virgin-and that is a chance he must 
take-he would, through no fault of his own, be a stinking biga
mist. And if he wants to be certain that he can become a priest, 
he dare not marry a virgin either, for what assurance does he have 
that she is one? However, he may ravish virgins, widows, and 
wives, have many whores, commit all sorts of secret sins-he is 
still worthy of the priestly office. The sum and substance of it all 
is that the pope, the devil, and his church are averse to the estate 
of matrimony, as Daniel [11:37] says; therefore he wants it viewed 
as such a defilement that a married man cannot fill a priest's office. 
That is as much as to say that marriage is harlotry, sin, impure, 
and rejected by God. And even though they say, at the same 
time, that marriage is holy and a sacrament, that is hypocrisy and 
a lie, for if they would sincerely regard it as holy and a sacra
ment they would not forbid a priest to marry. But since they do 
prohibit it, it follows that they consider it impure and a sin-as 
they plainly say, "You must be clean, who bearest [the vessels of 
the 10rd]"417 or (if some really are that pious) they must be stupid 
Nestorians and Eutychians, affirming a premise and denying the 
conclusion. May this be the reception that we, for the time being, 
accord the papal ass and the asinine papists, as we return to our 
own people. 

Therefore do not worry (as was said) about the papists' talk 
concerning the personal qualifications for an ecclesiastical office, 
for these asses do not understand St. Paul's words, nor do they 
know what St. Paul's language calls a sacrament. He says [Eph. 
5:31-32] that Christ and the church are a sacrament, that is, Christ 
and the church are one body, as husband and wife are, and that 

U5 A German proverb, "Das zurreisset den sack." Cf. Thiele, Luthers Sprich
wortersammlung, No. 39. 
U6 Another proverb, "Der weg gehet fur der thiir ruber." Cf. ibid., No. 10. 
U1 Mundamini, qui fertis [vasa Domini]. A reference to the formula used at 
the ordination of priests. 
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this is a great mystery, to be apprehended by faith. It is not vis
ible or tangible; therefore it is a sacrament, that is, something 
secret, a mystery, invisible, hidden. But since not only virginal 
but also widowed people entering matrimony are one body, every 
marriage is a figure or symbol of this great sacrament or mystery 
in Christ and the church. St. Paul speaks of neither virgins nor 
widows; he speaks of marriage, in which husband and wife are 
one body. Now wherever you find these offices or officers, you 
may be assured that the holy Christian people are there; for the 
church cannot be without these bishops, pastors, preachers, priests; 
and conversely, they cannot be without the church. Both must be 
together. 

-..J-. Sixth, the holy Christian people are externally recognized by 
-7prayer, public praigl..J,Ud th~Tvmg-fo-cod. Where you-see 

and hear the Lord's Prayer prayed and taught; o~-psalms or other 
spiritual songs sung, in accordance with the word of God and the 
true faith; also the creed, the Ten Commandments, and the cate
chism used in public, you may rest assured that a holy Christian 
people of God are present. For prayer, too, is one of the precious 
holy possessions whereby everything is sanctified, as St. Paul says 
[I Tim. 4:5]. The psalms too are nothing but prayers in which 
we praise, thank, and glorify God. The creed and the Ten Com
mandments are also God's word and belong to the holy possession, 
whereby the Holy Spirit sanctifies the holy people of Christ. How
ever, we are now speaking of prayers and songs which are intelli
gible and from which we can learn and by means of which we can 
mend our ways. The clamor of monks and nuns and priests is not 
prayer, nor is it praise to God; for they do not understand it, nor 
do they learn anything from it; they do it like a donkey, only for 
the sake of the belly and not at all in quest of any reform or sancti
fication or of the will of God. 

?k Seventh, the holy Christian people are externally reeo 'zed 
I by. The 0 y posseSSIOn a e sacre cross. ey must endure every 

misfortune and persecution, all kinds of trials and evil from the 
d~vi( the world, and the flesh (as the Lord's Prayer indi~at~-) 
by inward sadness, timidity, fear, outward poverty, contempt, ill
ness, and weakness, in order to become like their head, Christ. 
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And the only reason they must suffer is that they ste;adfastly ad
here to Christ and God's word, enduring this for the sake of Christ, 
Matthew 5 [:11], ''Blessed are you when men persecute you on my 
account." They must be pious, quiet, obedient, and prepared to 
serve the government and everybody with life and goods, doing no 
one any harm. No people on earth have to endure such bitter 
hate; they must be accounted worse than Jews, heathen, and Turks. 
In summary, they must be called heretics, knaves, and devils, the 
most pernicious people on earth, to the point where those who 
hang, drown, murder, torture, banish, and plague them to death 
are rendering God a service. No one has compassion on them; 
they are given myrrh and gall to drink when they thirst. And all 
of this is done not because they are adulterers, murderers, thieves, 
or rogues, but because they want to have none but Christ, and no 
other God. Wherever you see or hear this, you may know that the 
holy Christian church is there, as Christ says in Matthew 5 [:11-
12], ''Blessed are you when men revile you and utter all kinds of 
evil against you on my account. Rejoice and be glad, for your re
ward is great in heaven." This too is a holy possession whereby 
the Holy Spirit not only sanctifies his people, but also blesses 
them. 

Meanwhile, pay no heed to the papists' holy possessions from 
dead saints, from the wood of the holy cross. For these are just 
as often bones taken from a carrion pit as bones of saints, and 
just as often wood taken from gallows as wood from the holy 
cross. There is nothing but fraud in this. The pope thus tricks 
people out of their money and alienates them from Christ. Even 
if it were a genuine holy possession, it would nonetheless not 
sanctify anyone. But when you are condemned, cursed, reviled, 
slandered, and plagued because of Christ, you are sanctified. It 
mortifies the old Adam and teaches him patience, humility, gentle
ness, praise and thanks, and good cheer in suffering. That is what 
it means to be sanctified by the Holy Spirit and to be renewed to 
a new life in Christ; in that way we learn to believe in God, to 
trust him, to love him, and to place our hope in him, as Romans 
5 [:1-5] says, "Suffering produces hope," etc. 

These are the true seven principal parts of the great holy pos-
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session whereby the Holy Spirit effects in us a daily sanctifica
tion and vivification in Christ, according to the first table of Moses. 
By this we obey it, albeit never as perfectly as Christ. But we 
constantly strive to attain the goal, under his redemption or remis
sion of sin, until we too shall one day become perfectly holy and 
no longer stand in need of forgiveness. Everything is directed 
toward that goal. I would even call these seven parts the seven 
sacraments, but since that term has been misused by the papists 
and is used in a different sense in Scripture, I shall let them stand 
as the seven principal parts of Christian sanctification or the seven 
holy possessions of the church. 

In addition to these seven principal parts there are other 
outward signs that identify the Christian church, namely, those 
signs whereby the Holy Spirit sanctifies us according to the second 
table of Moses; when he assists us in sincerely honoring our father 
and mother, and conversely, when he helps them to raise their 
children in a Christian way and to lead honorable lives; when 
we faithfully serve our princes and lords and are obedient and 
subject to them, and conversely, when they love their subjects 
and protect and guard them; also when we bear no one a grudge, 
entertain no anger, hatred, envy, or vengefulness toward our 
neighbors, but gladly forgive them, lend to them, help them, and 
counsel them; when we are not lewd, not drunkards, not proud, 
arrogant, overbearing, but chaste, self-controlled, sober, friendly, 
kind, gentle, and humble; when we do not steal, rob, are not 
usurious, greedy, do not overcharge, but are mild, kind, content, 
charitable; when we are not false, mendacious, perjurers, but 
truthful, trustworthy, and do whatever else is taught in these 
commandments-all of which St. Paul teaches abundantly in more 
than one place. We need the Decalogue not only to apprise us of 
our lawful obligations, but we also need it to discern how far the 
Holy Spirit has advanced us in his work of sanctification and by 
how much we still fall short of the goal, lest we become secure 
and imagine that we have now done all that is required. Thus we 
must constantly grow in sanctification and always become new 
creatures in Christ. This means "grow" and "do so more and more" 
[II Pet. 3:18]. 
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However, these signs cannot be regarded as being as reliable 
as those noted before since some heathen too practice these works 
and indeed at times appear holier than Christians; yet their actions 
do not issue from the heart purely and simply, for the sake of God, 
but they search for some other end because they lack a real faith 
in and a true knowledge of God. But here is the Holy Spirit, 
who sanctifies the heart and produces these fruits from "an honest 
and good heart," as Christ says in the parable recorded in Mat
thew 13 [Luke 8:15]. Since the first table is greater and must be 
a holier possession, I have summarized everything in the second 
table. Otherwise, I could have divided it too into seven holy pos
sessions or seven principal parts, according to the seven command
ments. 

Now we know for certain what, where, and who the holy 
Christian church is, that is, the holy Christian people of God; and 
we are quite certain that it cannot fail us. Everything else may 
fail and surely does, as we shall hear in part. Men should be 
selected from this people to form a council; that might be a coun
cil ruled by the Holy Spirit. Thus Lyra, too, writes that the church 
is not to be assessed by the high or spiritual vocations in it, but 
by the people who truly believe. us I am surprised that he was 
not burned at the stake for these words, for denying that popes, 
cardinals, bishops, and prelates compose the church; this amounts 
to abominable heresy, intolerable and offensive to the holy Roman 
church. More about this elsewhereY9 

Now when the devil saw that God built such a holy church, 
he was not idle, and erected his chapel beside it, larger than God's 
temple. This is how he did it: he noticed that God utilized out
ward things, like baptism, word, sacrament, keys, etc., whereby he 
sanctified his church. And since the devil is always God's ape, 

us Nicholas of Lyra (1270-1340), a Franciscan theologian and famous inter
preter of the Bible. Luther frequently quotes him, as does Melanchthon, who 
quoted this statement of Lyra's in the Apology of the Augsburg Confession, 
Arts. VII, VIII. Tappert (ed.), Book of Concord, p. 172. The quotation Lu
ther cites is found in Comments on Matthew XVI (Annotationes in Matth. 
XVI). See W A 50, 644, n. a. Five volumes of Lyra's works were published in 
1471-1472 in Rome. O.D.C.C., p. 957. 
m Cf. The Smalcald Articles, Art. IV. Tappert (ed.), Book of Concord, pp. 
298-301. 
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trying to imitate all God's things and to improve on them, he also 
tried his luck with external things purported to make man holy
just as he tries with rain-makers, sorcerers, exorcists of devils, etc. 
He even has the Lord's Prayer recited and the gospel read over 
them to make it appear a great holy possession. Thus he had 
popes and papists consecrate or sanctify water, salt, candles, herbs, 
bells, images, Agnus Dei, m pallia, '21 chasubles, tonsures, fingers, 
hands-who can tell it all?-finally the monks' cowls to a degree 
that many people died and were buried in them, believing that 
thereby they would be saved. Now it would have been fine in
deed if God's word or a blessing or a prayer were spoken over 
these created things, as children do over their food or over them
selves when they go to bed and when they arise. St. Paul says 
of this, "Everything created by God is good, and is consecrated by 
the word of God and prayer" [I Tim. 4:4-5]. The creature derives 
no new power from such a practice, but is strengthened in its 
former power. 

But the devil has a different purpose in mind. He wants the 
creature to derive new strength and power from his aping tom
foolery. Just as water becomes baptism by the power of God, a 
bath unto eternal life, washing away sin and bringing salvation, 
a power which is not inherent in water; just as bread and wine 
become the body and blood of Christ; just as sins are remitted by 
the laying on of hands in accordance with God's institution-so the 
devil too wants his mummery and aping tomfoolery to be strong 
and imbued with supernatural power. Holy water is to blot out 
sin, exorcise devils, fend off evil spirits, protect women in child
bed, as the pope teaches us in the Aquam sale, de pe;m conse
crated salt is to have the same effect. An Agnus Dei consecrated 
by the pope is to do more than God himself can do, as this is de
scribed in verses that I should some day publish with marginal 

'20 Luther refers to amulets usually made of wax and stamped with the image 
of a lamb. 
'21 A woolen shoulder cape with the iusignia of the archbishop's office on it. 
'22 Aquam sale, a section in canon law dealing with consecration, according 
to which holy salt is used in rites of purification. De pe is either a slip of the 
pen for de co (de consecratione) or Luther's abbreviation for de poenitentia, 
the title of the chapter on penitence. Cf. Decreti Tertia Pars: De Consecra
tione, dist. III, C. XX. CIC 1, 1358; MPL 187, 1787c. 
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notes. {23 Bells are to drive away devils in thunderstorms. St. An
thony's knives stab the devil; consecrated herbs expel venomous 
worms; some blessings heal cows, keep off milk thieves,424 and 
quench fire; certain letters give security in war and at other times 
against iron, fire, water, wild beasts, etc.;42G monasticism, masses, 
and the like are said to confer more than ordinary salvation. Who 
can tell it all? There was no need so small that the devil did not 
institute a sacrament or holy possession for it, whereby one could 
receive advice and help. In addition, he had prophetesses, sooth
sayers, and sages able to reveal hidden things and to retrieve stolen 
goods. 

Oh, he is far better equipped with sacraments, prophets, 
apostles, and evangelists than God, and his chapels are much 
larger than God's church; and he has far more people in his holi
ness than God. One is also more inclined to believe his promises, 
his sacraments, and his prophets than Christ. He is the great god 
of the world. Christ calls him "ruler of the world" [John 12:31; 
14:30; 16:11] and Paul "the god of this world" [II Cor. 4:4]. With 
this aping tomfoolery he estranges men from faith in Christ and 
causes the word and the sacraments of Christ to be despised and 
almost unrecognizable because it is easier to perceive such things 
than to blot out sin, help in time of need, receive salvation through 
the devil's sacraments rather than through Christ's. For it is Christ's 
will to make people holy and pious in body and soul through the 
Holy Spirit and not let them remain in unbelief and sin. This is 
too hard for those who do not wish to be pious or to desist from 
sin. They can readily dispense with this work of the Holy Spirit 
after they learn how they can be saved more easily without him
for example, by holy water, Agnus Dei, bulls and breves, masses 
and cowls-thus making it unnecessary to seek or heed anything 
else. 

But not only that! The devil has armed himself with these 

{2S Cf. Luther's notes On the Blessed Water and the Agnus Dei of the Pope 
(Von dem Geweihtem Wasser und des Papstes Agnus Dei) (1539). WA 50, 
668-673. 
424 I.e., witches who make cows go dry. 
m In 1518 Luther dealt with these ecclesiastical customs more favorably. Cf. 
for example, The Decalog, Preached to the People of Wittenberg (Decem 
Praecepta, Wittenbergensi Praedicata Populo) (1518). W A 1, 401. 
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things in order to abolish God's word and sacraments with them. 
This is his line of thought: if someone arises to attack my church, 
sacraments, and bishops, saying that external things do not save, 
then God's word and sacraments shall perish with them, for these 
too are external signs and his church and bishops are also hu
man beings. If mine do not stand approved, his will stand ap
proved even less, especially because my church, bishops, and sac
raments work promptly and help now and in this life, visibly and 
tangibly, for I am present in them and help quickly, as soon as it 
is desired. Christ's sacraments, however, work spiritually and in
visibly and for the future so that his church and bishops can only 
be smelled, as it were, faintly and from afar, and the Holy Spirit 
behaves as though he were absent, permitting people to endure 
every misfortune and making them appear as heretics in the eyes 
of my church. Meanwhile, my church is not only so close that one 
can actually grasp it, but also my works follow very quickly; so 
everyone assumes that it is the true church of God. This is the 
advantage I have. 

And that is what happened. When we began to teach, on the 
basis of the gospel, that these external things do not save, since 
they are merely physical and creatural and are often used by the 
devil for the purpose of sorcery, people, even great and learned 
people, concluded that baptism, being external water, that the 
word, being outward human speech, that Scripture, being physical 
letters made with ink, that the bread, being baked by the baker, 
and the wine were nothing more than outward, perishable things. 
So they devised the slogan, "Spirit! Spirit! The Spirit must do it! 
The letter kills!" So Miinzer426 called us Wittenberg theolOgians 
scribes of Scripture and himself the scribe of the Holy Spirit, and 
many others followed his example. There you see how the devil 
had armed himself and built up his barricades. If anyone were to 
attack his outward doctrine and sacraments (which afford quick, 
visible, and mighty aid), then the outward words and sacraments 

426 Thomas MUnzer (1489-1525), labeled the "restless spirit of Allstedt" by 
Luther, became a leader of the rebellious peasants in the Peasants' War of 
1525. The passage is found in Hans J. Hillerbrand, "Thomas MUnzer's Last 
Tract Against Martin Luther," The Mennonite Quarterly Review, XXXVIII 
(1964), .26. 
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of Christ (attended by tardy or, at least, by invisible and feeble 
help) must go down to far worse destruction along with them. 

Therefore the ecclesia, "the holy Christian people," does not 
have mere external words, sacraments, or offices, like God's ape 
Satan has, and in far greater numbers, but it has these as com
manded, instituted, and ordained by God, so that he himself and 
not any angel will work through them with the Holy Spirit. They 
are called word, baptism, sacrament, and office of forgiveness, not 
of angels, men, or any other creature, but of God; only he does 
not choose to do it through his unveiled, brilliant, and glorious 
majesty, out of consideration for us poor, weak, and timid mortals 
and for our comfort, for who could bear such majesty for an in
stant in this poor and sinful flesh? As Moses says, "Man shall not 
see me and live" [Exod. 33:20J. If the Jews could not endure 
even the shoes of his feet on Mount Sinai, that is, the thunder 
and the clouds, how could they, with their feeble eyes, have en
dured the sight of the sun of his divine majesty and the clear 
light of his countenance? No, he wants to work through tolerable, 
kind, and pleasant means, which we ourselves could not have 
chosen better. He has, for instance, a godly and kind man speak 
to us, preach, lay his hands on us, remit sin, baptize, give us 
bread and wine to eat and to drink. Who can be terrified by 
these pleasing methods, and wouldn't rather delight in them with 
all his heart? 

Well then, that is just what is done for us feeble human be
ings, and in it we see how God deals with us as with beloved 
children and not, as he surely would have a right to, in his maj
esty. And yet, in this guise he performs his majestic, divine works 
and exercises his might and power, such as forgiving sin, cleansing 
from sin, removing death, bestowing grace and eternal life. In
deed, these things are missing in the devil's sacraments and 
churches. No one can say there, "God commanded it, ordered it, 
instituted it, and ordained it; he himself is present and will do 
everything himself"; but one must say, "God did not command, 
but forbade it, that man, or rather that ape of God, invented it 
and misled the people with it." For he effects nothing except that 
which is temporal, or, if it purports to be spiritual, it is sheer 
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fraud. He cannot forgive sin eternally and save, as he lyingly 
claims, by means of holy water, masses, and monkery, even though 
he may restore a cow's milk which he had first stolen from her by 
his prophetesses and priestesses. Among Christians these are called 
the devil's harlots and, when apprehended, are rightfully burned 
at the stake, not because of the theft of milk, but because of the 
blasphemy with which they fortify the devil, his sacraments, and 
his churches against Christ. 

In summary, if God were to bid you to pick up a straw or 
to pluck out a feather with the command, order, and promise that 
thereby you would have forgiveness of all sin, grace, and eternal 
life, should you not accept this joyfully and gratefully, and cherish, 
praise, prize, and esteem that straw and that feather as a higher 
and holier possession than heaven and earth? No matter how in
significant the straw and the feather may be, you would nonethe
less acquire through them something more valuable than heaven 
and earth, indeed, than all the angels, are able to bestow on you. 
Why then are we such disgraceful people that we do not regard 
the water of baptism, the bread and wine, that is, Christ's body 
and blood, the spoken word, and the laying on of man's hands for 
the forgiveness of sin as such holy possessions, as we would the 
straw and feather, though in the former, as we hear and know, 
God himself wishes to be effective and wants them to be his 
water, word, hand, bread, and wine, by means of which he wishes 
to sanctify and save you in Christ, who acquired this for us and 
who gave us the Holy Spirit from the Father for this work? 

On the other hand, what good would it do you even if you 
went to St. James,427 clad in armor, or let yourself be killed by 
the severe life of the Carthusians, Franciscans, or Dominicans in 
order to be saved, and God had neither commanded nor insti
tuted it? He still knows nothing about all this, but you and the devil 
invented them, as special sacraments or classes of priests. And even 
if you were able to bear heaven and earth in order to be saved, it 
would still all be lost; and he who would pick up the straw (if 
this were commanded) would do more than you, even if you 

~27 I.e., to the shrine of St. James of Compostella in Spain, where according 
to Spanish tradition the apostle was martyred in 44. See Acts 12:2. 
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could carry ten worlds. Why is that? It is God's will that we 
obey his word, use his sacraments, and honor his church. Then 
he will act graciously and gently enough, even more graciously 
and gently than we could desire; for it is written, <'I am the· Lord 
your God; you shall have no other gods before me" [Exod. 20:2-
3]. And, "Listen to him and to no other" [Matt. 17:5]. May that 
suffice on the church. More cannot be said unless each point is 
elaborated further. The rest must deal with different ideas, about 
which we want to speak too. 

Besides these external signs and holy possessions the church 
has other externals that do not sanctify it either in body or soul, 
nor were they instituted or commanded by God; but, as we said 
at length above, they are outwardly necessary or useful, proper 
and good-for instance, certain holidays and certain hours, fore
noon or afternoon, set aside for preaching or praying, or the use 
of a church building or house, altar, pulpit, baptismal font, candle
sticks, candles, bells, priestly vestments, and the like. These things 
have no more than their natural effects, just as food and drink ac
complish no more by virtue of the grace the children say at the 
table,m for the ungodly or rude folk who don't say it, that is, 
who neither pray to God nor thank him, grow just as fat and 
strong from food and drink as Christians do. To be sure, Chris
tians could be and remain sanctified even without these it:ems, even 
if they were to preach on the street, outside a building, without a 
pulpit, if absolution were pronounced and the sacrament admin
istered without an altar, and if baptism were performed without a 
font-as happens daily that for special reasons sermons are preached 
and baptisms and sacraments administered in the home. But for 
the sake of children and simple folk, it is a fine thing and condu
cive to good order to have a definite time, place, and hour to 
which people can adapt themselves and where they may assemble, 
as St. Paul says in I Corinthians 14 [:40], "All things should be 
done decently and in order." And no one should (as no Christian 
does) ignore such order without cause, out of mere pride or just 
to create disorder, but one should join in observing such order for 
the sake of the multitude, or at least should not disrupt or hinder 

'28 These prayers are called Benedicite and Gratias. 
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it, for that would be acting contrary to love and friendliness. 
Nevertheless, there should be freedom here: for instance, if we 

are unable, because of an emergency or another significant rea
son, to preach at six or seven, at twelve or one o'clock, on Sun
day or Monday, in the choir or at St. Peter's, one may preach at 
a different hour, day, or place, just as long as one does not con
fuse the people, but properly apprises them of such a change. 
These matters are purely extern:otl (as far as time, place, and per
sons are concerned) and may be regulated entirely by reason, to 
which they are altogether subject. God, Christ, and the Holy Spirit 
are not interested in them-just as little as they are interested in 
what we wish to eat, drink, wear, and whom we marry, or where 
we want to dwell, walk, or stand; except that (as was said) no 
one should, without reason, adopt his own way and confuse or 
hinder the people. Just as at a wedding or other social event no 
one should offend the bride or the company by doing something 
special or something that interferes, but one should join the rest, 
and sit, walk, stand, dance, eat, and drink with them. For it is 
impossible to order a special table for each individual, and also a 
special kitchen, cellar, and servant. If he wants anything, let him 
leave the table without disturbing the others. Thus here too every
thing must be conducted peacefully and in order, and yet there 
must be freedom if time, person, or other reasons demand a 
change; then the masses will also follow harmoniously, since (as 
was said) no Christian is thereby made any more or less holy. 

The pope, to be sure, has scribbled the whole world full of 
books about these things and fashioned them into bonds, laws, 
rights, articles of faith, sin, and holiness so that his decretal really 
deserves, once again, to be consigned to the fire.429 For we could 
do well without this book~30 that has caused so much great harm. 
It has pushed Holy Scripture aside and practically suppressed 
Christian doctrine; it has also subjected the jurists, with their im
perial law, to it. Thus it has trodden both church and emperor 
underfoot; in their stead it presented us with these stupid asses, 
the canonists, these will-o'-the-wisps who rule the church with it 

{2g On December 10, 1520, in Wittenberg, Luther burned copies of the canon 
law along with the bull, Exsurge, Domine, excommunicating him. 
{SO I.e., canon law. 
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and, still more deplorable, left the best parts in it and took the 
worst out, foisting them on the church. Whatever good there is 
in it, one can find much better and more richly in Holy Scripture, 
indeed, also in St. Augustine alone, as far as teaching Christen
dom is concerned; and then, as far as temporal government is con
cerned, also in the books of the jurists. For the jurists themselves 
once contemplated throwing this book out of jurisprudence and 
leaving it to the theologians. However, it would have been far 
better to throw it into the fire and reduce it to ashes, although 
there is something good in it, for how could sheer evil exist un
less there was some good with it? But there is too much evil, so 
much that it crowds out the good, and (as was said) a greater 
measure of good is to be found in Scripture and also in the 
fathers and among the jurists. Of course, it might be kept in the 
libraries as evidence of the folly and the mistakes of the popes, 
some of the councils, and other teachers. That is why I am keep
ing it. 

We will regard these externals as we do a christening robem 

or swaddling clothes in which a child is clad for baptism. The 
child is not baptized or sanctified either by the christening robe 
or by the swaddling clothes, but only by the baptism. And yet 
reason dictates that a child be thus clothed. If this garment is 
soiled or torn, it is replaced by another, and the child grows up 
without any help from swaddling clothes or christening robe. Here 
too one must exercise moderation and not use too many of these 
garments, lest the child be smothered. Similarly, moderation 
should also be observed in the use of ceremonies, lest they be
come a burden and a chore. They must remain so light that they 
are not felt, just as at a wedding no one thinks it a chore or a 
burden to conform his actions to those of the other people present. 
I shall write on the special fasts when I write about the plague 
of the Germans, gluttony and drunkenness, for that properly be-
longs in the sphere of temporal government.~2 . 

481 Westerhemd {from the Latin vestis, meaning «garment"). The robe was 
usually white (in accordance with Rev. 6:11) and was used in the early 
church to dress those to be baptized. Cf. W A 50, 651, n. a. 
4&2 Luther wrote about this in 1518 in his Explanations of the NinetrI-pvB 
Theses. LW 31,86-88. 
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Above and elsewhere433 I have written much about the 
schools, urging firmness and diligence in caring for them. Although 
they may be viewed as something external and pagan, in as much 
as they instruct boys in languages and the arts, they are never
theless extremely necessary. For if we fail to train pupils we will 
not have pastors and preachers very long-as we are finding out. 
The school must supply the church with persons who can be made 
apostles, evangelists, and prophets, that is, preachers, pastors, and 
rulers, in addition to other people needed throughout the world, 
such as chancellors, councilors, secretaries, and the like, men who 
can also lend a hand with the temporal government. In addition, 
if the schoolteacher is a godly man and teaches the boys to under
stand, to sing, and to practice God's word and the true faith and 
holds them to Christian discipline, then, as we said earlier, the 
schools are truly young and eternal councils, which perhaps do 
more good than many other great councils. Therefore the former 
emperors, kings, and princes did well when they showed such dili
gence in building many schools, high and low, monastic schools 
and convents, to provide the church with a rich and ample supply 
of people; but their successors shamefully perverted their use. 
Thus today princes and lords should do the same, and use the 
possessions of the cloisters for the maintenance of schools and pro
vide many persons with the means for study.4s4 If our descendants 
misuse these, we at least have done our duty in our day. 

In summary, the schools must be second in importance only to 
the church, for in them young preachers and pastors are trained, 
and from them emerge those who replace the ones who die. Next, 
then, to the school comes the burgher's house, for it supplies the 
pupils; then the city hall and the castle, which must protect the 
schools so that they may train children to become pastors, and so 
that these, in turn, may create churches and children of God 
(whether they be burghers, princes, or emperors). But God must 
be over all and nearest to all, to preserve this ring or circle against 

433 See Luther's To the Councilmen of All Cities in Germany that They Es
tablish and Maintain Christian Schools (PE 4, 101-130) and A Sermon on 
Keeping Children in School (PE 4, 133-178). 
~4 Cf. The Smalcald Articles, Art. III. Tappert (ed.), Book of Concord, pp. 
297-298. 
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the devil, and to do everything in all of life's vocations, indeed, 
in all creatures. Thus Psalm 127 [:1] says that there are only 
two temporal governments on earth, that of the city and that of 
the home, "Unless the Lord builds the house; unless the Lord 
watches over the city." The first government is that of the home, 
from which the people come; the second is that of the city, mean
ing the country, the people, princes and lords, which we call the 
secular government. These embrace everything-children, prop
erty, money, animals, etc. The home must produce, whereas the 
city must guard, protect, and defend. Then follows the third, 
God's own home and city, that is, the church, which must obtain 
people from the home and protection and defense from the city. 

These are the three hierarchies ordained by God, and we need 
no more; indeed, we have enough and more than enough to do in 
living aright and resisting the devil in these three. Just look only 
at the home and at the duties it alone imposes: parents and land
lords must be obeyed; children and servants must be nourished, 
trained, ruled, and provided for in a godly spirit. The rule of the 
home alone would give us enough to do, even if there were noth
ing else. Then the city, that is, the secular government, also gives 
us enough to do if we show ourselves really obedient, and con
versely, if we are to judge, protect, and promote land and people. 
The devil keeps us busy enough, and with him God gave us the 
sweat of our brow, thorns and thistles in abundance [Gen. 3:18-
19], so that we have more than enough to learn, to live, to do, 
and to suffer in these two governments. Then there is the third 
rule and government. If the Holy Spirit reigns there, Christ calls 
it a comforting, sweet, and light burden [Matt. 11:30]; if not, it is 
not only a heavy, severe, and terrible task, but also an impossible 
one, as St. Paul says in Romans 8 [:3], "What the law could not 
do," and elsewhere, 'The letter kills" [II Cor. 3:6]. 

Now why should we have the blasphemous, bogus law or gov
ernment of the pope over and above these three high divine gov
ernments, these three divine, natural, and temporal laws of God? It 
presumes to be everything, yet is in reality nothing. It leads us 
astray and tears us from these blessed, divine estates and laws. 
Instead, it dresses us in a mask or cowl, thereby making us the 

-574-

On the Councils and the Church 

devil's fools and playthings, who are slothful and no longer know 
these three divine hierarchies or realms. That is why we no longer 
want to put up with it, but acting in conformity with St. Peter's, 
St. Paul's, and St. Augustine's teaching, want to be rid of it and 
turn the words of Psalm 2 [:3] against them, "Let us burst their 
bonds asunder, and cast their cords from us." Indeed, we shall 
sing with St. Paul, "Even if an angel from heaven should preach 
a gospel contrary to that, let him be accursed" [Gal. 1:8]; and we 
shall say with St. Peter, "Why do you make trial of God by put
ting such a yoke upon the neck?" [Acts 15:10]. Thus we shall 
again be the pope's masters and tread him underfoot, as Psalm 
91 [:13] says, "You will tread on the lion and the adder, the 
young lion and the serpent you will trample under foot." And 
that we shall do by the power and with the help of the woman's 
seed, who has crushed and still crushes the serpent's head, al
though we must run the risk that he, in turn, will bite us in the 
heel [Gen. 3:15]. To this blessed seed of the woman be praise 
and honor, together with the Father and the Holy Spirit, to the 
one true God and Lord in eternity. Amen. 
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PART VI 

LIVING AND DYING AS A 
CHRISTIAN 

In some respects Luther is a one-issue theolo ian. 
The question of how umans are related to God runs 

/thr~)Ugh all his thought from the earliest documents in this 
I anthology to the last ones. For Luther the gospel of the 
( gr~fGud ill Iesas Chnst is such a surpns£ng reahtVl'nat 

) 

it stands out abo,:,e all other concerns. There is something 
right about the Reformation slogans of grace alone, faith 

.. ai~hnst alone, even Scripture alone in capturigg~l1-
\ thers passion or IS 0 questlc;n.-------------·~ 

II ~ But irllie~cr~1i-llman question issue is the over-
/ riding concern in Luthers theology, then ethics, which for 

Luther includes the whole wide range of matters concerning 
how to live in this world, is the nec:e~..s.at:¥ secQJ;:tG Eftlestion. 
wb1T.§ ethics can n~~er be equally important with the good 
ne~ of forgiveness and reconciliation with G?d~itSIeserves 
careful attention. The six documents in Part VI show the 
rich range of Luthers reflections concerning how one is to 
live rightly in this world, never forgetting the centrality of 
what one has learned about God from the law and the 
gospel. 
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26 The Freedom of a Christian 

In this section the first document is Luther's famous pro
grammatic statement about Christian ethics, "The Freedom of 
a Christian." Published in November of his most productive year, 
1520, it is written in a more conciliatory spirit than ''Address to 
the German Nobility" and "The Babylonian Captivity of the 
Church" (see Three Treatises [Philadelphia: Fortress Press, 
1970]). In fact, it includes an open letter to Pope Leo XIII, written 
in one of those moments in 1520 when Luther had been per~ 
suaded that a peaceful settlement of differences might still be 
possible. 

In this classic definition of Christian freedom, Luther pre.::
sents the central theological vision of how he sees th~ Christian's 
life Building on the writings of St. Paul, and especially on his 
own earlier Galatians lectures, Luther presents the situation of 
the Christian who lives both in freedo~na.nd for service in a well-

.... .,r1"'V'". known pa.CLUV~. 

A Christian is a perfectly free lord of all, subject to none. 
A Christian is a perlectly dutiful sel Vant of all, subje£t!:o all 
(p. 596). . 

The first question of ethics for Luther is not V. 1. Lenin's 

"What is to be done?", but rather UYhY~O ~!_.w,e d2.:: 
Th or man who knows the grace of God in Jesus Christ 
is .set free to act on tEe 6asis of respon ing love and the rea! 
~eeds of the neighbor. This action need not be contaminated bx: 
the continual pressure of the self wanting justification, praise, 
or credit for whatever is done. 

At the end of the treatise, Luther identifies a danger: there 
are persons "for whom nothing can be said so well that they will 
not spoil it by misunderstanding it." They need to be warned _ ... 
that tr .. freedom is never ':;:n occasion for the ResV' 

in ich "now all things are al owe em. IS wo.~~1;).()~t 
persons taking advantage 0 rishan i erty ~dQmwas a 
constant complaint of LatheT'sCtitics-rn1)O'th the catholic and , ~~-- ~-~-- ..... 
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27 A Sermon on the Estate of Marriage 

With "The Freedom of a Christian" roviding the theolog
ical framewor or ethics, subsequent documents take up u her's 
VIews on some concrete issues. Luther's ethic has often been 
SUinmanzed or even dismissed as conservative. It is conservative 
in many senses of the word, especially in Luther's lack of opti
mism about political change. But that term alone does not capture 
the dynamic quality of much of Luther's thinking about ethics 
and daily life. 

The reader may remember that in Luther's personal theo
logical testament (Part I. 4, excerpt from "Concerning Christ's 
Supper") he described the task of living in the world as sum
marized in the participation of Christians in God's created or
ders-family, civil society, and the church. It was his special 
achievement to help many ordinary Christians see the oppor
tunities for service to the neighbor not only in churchly forms 
of ministry but also in their own settings. 

This is well reflected in ''A Sermon on the Estate of Mar
riage," from 1519. This sermon had been preached on the second 
S11.nday after Epiphany of that year, taken down by a listene"?, 
and ublished without Luther's knowled e. Luther was-aissat--
is ied enough to undertake a revision of the material, w ic e 
pyblished that M.ay. , 

In contrast to the ascetic traditions of medieval theology, 
Luther is enthusiastic about marriage as a gift from God (His 
later claim that marriage was not a sacrament did not come from 
a low view 0 t e ms 1 u lOn, u ra er r m a sense th s 
aumversa order 0 creation and therefore not a distinctively 
Chnsfiaiiineans of grace). His pastoral realism about all of the 
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dimensions of marriage makes this an especially attractive pre
se~glOn otone kev-mpeC:51~ethics. (It is im:pol taut to rememoer 
that this sermon was pub ished six years before Luther's own 
marriage.) 

28 A Sermon on Preparing to Die 

Very different concerns were addressed that same year of 
1519 in "A Sermon on Preparing to Die." This sermon was written 
under some duress, at a time when Luther was extraordinarily 
busy. But an importunate man, ~ark Schart, kept making his 
request for help with dealing with fear of death, and by Novem
ber 1, 1519, Luther was finally able to oblige him with this 
treatise. 

In many respects it points back to the documents in Part 
III, celebrating the reasons for Christian confidence in the face 
of death. But it also belongs in this section because it represents 
Luther's commitment to offering a combination of spiritual and 
practical advice to troubled people. 

The reader should note the concrete suggestion that Luther 
makes at the beginning of the treatise about the importance that 
the dying person "regulate his temporal goods properly or as he 
wishes to have them ordered, lest after death there be occasion 
for squabbles, quarrels, or other misunderstandings among his 
surviving friends" (p. 638). 

Luther's tendency to stress the grace of God as the central 
truth did not destroy his ability to speak quite practically about 
how to live in this world. Rather, it gave him immense resources 
to continue speaking when one came to the limit of ethics-the 
boundary that death sets for all human projects. 

29 Temporal Authority: To What Extent 
It Should Be Obeyed 

Luther had high confidence not only in marriage and family 
life but also in the legitimate power of secular governments. 
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Over against many traditional Roman attempts to subordinate 
tne power of government to that of the church'(and especiallv 

- .-~--~.-. -' 

the papacy), Luther saw the civil order as one of God's gifts, a 
way that nummal order was maintained in a violent, sinful world. 

Luther's own reforming activities were possible only because 
OL~pOl t of pnnces and those free cIties tljat embrac.ed tr . 
Reformation. This surely added to his sense of support for secular 
aUThonty, as dId much traditional Christian teaching, esp-ecially 
St. Paul in Romans 13. 

Yet Luther knew that the state could also be tvrannical. and 
evenCthat it could persecute fIieJaJth and frustrate 'the plea~~g 
of the ospel. So he struggled throughout his authorship wit 
the need to affirm the legitimate role of in epen ent po itical 
power (inde endent ut never in epen ent 0 t e 
jud m~r-Lt of God) while at the same time acknowledging that 
limits to secu ar po itica power might be necessary. 

One key document III Luther's developing understanding 
of politics is "Temporal Authority: To What Extent It Should Be 
Obeyed." Based on a sermon from 1522 that had made a favorable 
impression on Duke John of Saxony himself, this treatise is an 
early attempt by Luther to develop his own ethical concept of 
the legitimacy and limits of civil power. 

Against radical ideas that were beginning to be spoken that 
the world could be governed in a directly Christian way, Luther 
insists that this will never be possible in this world: 

If anyone attempted to rule the world by the gospel and to abolish 

all temporal law and sword on the plea that all are baptized and 
Christian, and that, according to the gospel, there shall be among 

them no law or sword--or need for either-pray tell me, friend, 
what would he be doing? He would be loosing the ropes and chains 
of the savage wild beasts and letting them bite and mangle every
one .... But take heed and first fill the world with real Christians 
before you attempt to rule in a Christian and evangelical manner 
(p. 665). 

But lest the reader jump to the conclusion that Luther's 
realism leads him to an unqualified apology for the rights of the 
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state, it is important to go on to read Part II on the limits of 
authority, which Luther calls "the main part of this treatise." 
Luther insists that the state can have no ultimate jurisdiction 
over matters of faith. And he warns the princes against their own 
temptations toward tyranny: 

.\1en refuse to endure your tyranny and wantonness much longer. 
Dear princes and lords, be wise and guide yourselves accordingly. 
God will no longer tolerate it .... Abandon therefore your wicked 
use of force, give thought to dealing justly, and let God's word 
have its way, as it will anyway and must and shall; you cannot 
prevent it. If there is heresy somewhere, let it be overcome, as 
is proper, with Gods word. But if you continue to brandish the 
sword, take heed lest someone come and compel you to sheathe 
it-and not in Gods name (p. 690f.). 

30 To the Councilmen of All Cities In 

Germany 
That They Establish and Maintain 

Christian Schools 

Luther's political views cannot be summarized at all ade
quately with the simple descriptor "conservative." This is es
pecially evident in the fifth treatise in this part, "To the Coun
cilmen of All Cities in Germany That They Establish and 
\1aintain Christian Schools." This writing, from early in the year 
1524, shows Luther deeply concerned with political issues and 
willing to argue quite vehemently with the authorities in ad
vocating what he thought was needed. 

It was a sad and unexpected consequence of the Reformation 
attack on monasticism that the immediate effects on education 
were negative. As persons left religious orders, and as their 
property was seized by nobles with evident greed, the traditional 
role that these institutions played in educating the young dis
appeared. It was clear that places which embraced the Refor
mation would either have to submit to a lowering of educational 
standards or find a new way. 
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In this treatise Luther urges the councilmen of all German 
cities to make new provision for public education. It shows us 
the continuing sense in which Luther was himself a humanist, 
and in which, for questions of living in the world, he placed 
much trust in learning and in reason. 

The treatise contains a fine defense of non-practical liberal 
learning and a spirited attack by Luther on German miserliness. 
He also strongly defends educating both boys and girls, and 
chides parents for their selfishness in keeping children out of 
school for the short term gain of what they can earn. It is hardly 
an example of telling those in authority just what they wanted 
to hear. 

31 Whether One May Flee from 
a Deadly Plague 

The final selection in this section shows Luther's combi
nation of theological and practical insight in addressing a typical 
and terrifying issue from his own day-how Christians should 
behave in the time of epidemic. Bubonic plague (or black death) 
swept through Europe many times after its initial terrible out
break in 1350. 

On August 2, 1527 a case of the plague was discovered in 
Wittenberg. The university was closed and the students sent 
home, but Luther remained in the city and was busy with the 
pastoral and practical care of the sick. He was urged by corre
spondents from various places to give advice on what a Christian's 
responsibility is at such a time. In November Luther finally got 
around to responding to a pastor in Breslau in what was published 
as an open letter to all. 

Luther fought against the notion that faith would protect 
one against the plague, and he urged those who could rightly 
do so to leave. But some must stay, including doctors, pastors, 
public officials, and any person on whom an afflicted person is 
dependent. 
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Luther also shows a great deal of interest irrpractical reforms 
that could help the situation, from locating cemeteries outside 
the town, to the provision of hospitals for the care of the sick, 
to cautious behavior on the part of those who have been exposed 

to the plague. 
But the note that sounds most clearly is his appeal for Chris-

tians to care for the sick despite any aversion to them and fear 
of disease. In his typical blunt way Luther says: 

This I well know, that if it were Christ or his mother who were 
laid low by illness, everybody would be so solicitous and would 
gladly become a servant or helper. Everyone would want to be 
bold and fearless; nobody would flee but everyone would come 
running .... If you wish to serve Christ and to wait on him, very 
well, you have your sick neighbor close at hand. Go to him and 
serve him, and you will surely find Christ in him ... (p. 747). 

The overall impression from these selections challenges the 
way in which Luther has popularly been taught as the theologian 
who fostered quiet submission to the powers that control this 
world. We see his reforming energies at work on a range of 
questions-political, sexual, educational, pastoral. He is a man 
feeling his way from the one thing he knows securely-the gospel 
of Jesus Christ-to a whole range of secondary but pressing 
questions that Christians must face in every generation. 
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LETTER OF DEDICATION TO MAYOR MOHLPHORDT 
To the learned and wise gentleman, Hieronymus Miihlphordt,l 
mayor of Zwickau, my exceptionally gracious friend and patron, I, 
Martin Luther, Augustinian, present my compliments and good 
wishes. 

My learned and wise sir and gracious friend, the venerable 
Master Johann Egran, your praiseworthy preacher, spoke to me in 
terms of praise concerning your love for and pleasure in the Holy 
Scripture, which you also diligently confess and unceasingly praise 
before all men. For this reason he desired to make me acquainted 
with you. I yielded willingly and gladly to his persuasion, for it is 
a special pleasure to hear of someone who loves divine truth. Un
forbmately t~ are many pe6~le, @sp@cia~~
of their titles, who oppose the tmth with all their pOwer !lnd 
cun~Admittedly it must be that Christ, set as a stumbling block 
and a s~gn ~ is spok~Sl, ;lll ~~lfense ana a causefOr 
the"rall and rising of many [I Cor. 1:23; Luke 2:34]. 

In order to make a good beginning of our acquaintance and 
friendship, !-bltve ~shed to ~~~te.i<?_Lou thi_s treatise or JUs
course in German, which I have already dedicated to the people 
in Latin, fu"'the1Wpe that my teachings and ~ritings concerning th~ 
papacy will not be considered objectionab1ebyanyooay:T-~;m
mend myself to you and to the grace of God. Amen. Wittenberg, 
1520.2 

1 The given name of Miihlphordt was Hermann, not Hieronymus, as Luther 
has it. 
S In place of the German version of the treatise which Luther sent to Miihl
phordt, the Latin version dedicated to the pope is used as the basis of the 
English translation in this volume. 
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AN OPEN LETTER TO POPE LEO X 

To Leo X, Pope at Rome, Martin Luther wishes salvation 
in Christ ] esus our Lord. Amen. 

/ Living among the monsters of this age with whom I am now for 
the third year waging war, I am compelled occasionally to look 
up to you, Leo, most blessed father, and to think of you. Indeed, f 
since you are occasionally regarded as the sole cause of my warfare, ! 
I cannot help thinking of you. To be sure, the undeserved raging 

~f your godless flatterers against me has compelled me to appeal 
/r from your see to a future council, despite the decrees of your 

1.(' . predecessors Pius and Julius, who with a foolish tyranny forbade 
J' such an appeal. Nevertheless, I have never alienated myself from 

\/ Your Blessedness to such an extent that I should not with all my 
\ heart wish you and your see every blessing, for which I have be

sought God with earnest prayers to the best of my ability. It is 
true that I have been so bold as to despise and look down upon 

v those who have tried to frighten me with the majesty of your name 
and authority. There is one thing, however, which I cannot ignore 
and which is the cause of my writing once more to Your Blessed-

• ness. It has come to my attention that I am accused of great indis
cretion, said to be my great fault, in which, it is said, I have not 
spared even your person. 

I freely vow that I have, to my knowledge, spoken only good 
and honorable words concerning you whenever I have thought 
of you. If I had ever done otherwise, I myself could by no means 
condone it, but should agree entirely with the judgment which 
others have formed of me; and I should do nothing more gladly 
than recant such indiscretion and impiety. I have called you a 
Daniel in Babylon; and everyone who reads what I have written 
knows how zealously I defended your innocence against your de
famer Sylvester.s Indeed, your reputation and the fame of your 
blameless life, celebrated as they are throughout the world by the 

I Sylvester Mazzolini (1456-1523), usually called Prierias after Prierio, the city 
of his birth, had published three books against Luther. In these he had exag
gerated the authority of the papacy. 
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writings of many great men, are too well known and too honorable 
to be assailed by anyone, no matter how great he is. I am not so 
foolish as to attack one whom all people praise. As a matter of fact, 

'. I have always tried, and will always continue, not to attack even 
. .. those whom the public dishonors. for I take no pleasure in the 
ifaults of any man, since I am conscious of the beam in my own 
ieye. I could not, indeed, be the first one to cast a stone at the 
adulteress [John 8:1-11]. 

I have, to be sure, sharply attacked ungodly doctrines in gen
eral, and I have snapped at my opponents, not because of their bad 
morals, but because of their ungodliness. Rather than repent this 
in the least, I have determined to persist in that fervent zeal and 
to despise the judgment of men, following the example of Christ 
who in his zeal called his opponents «a brood of vipers," "blind 
fools," "hypocrites," "children of the devil" [Matt. 23:13, 17, 33; 
John 8:44]. Paul branded Magus [Elymas, the magician] as the 
"son of the devil, ... full of all deceit and villainy" [Acts 13:10], 
and he calls others «dogs," "deceivers," and "adulterers" [Phil 3:2; 
II Cor. 11:13; 2:17]. If you will allow people with sensitive feelings 
to judge, they would consider no person more stinging and unre
strained in his denunciations than Paul. Who is more stinging than 
the prophets? Nowadays, it is true, we are made so sensitive by 
the raving crowd of flatterers that we cry out that we are stung 
as soon as we meet with disapproval. When we cannot ward off 
the truth with any other pretext, we flee from it by ascribing,it to 
a fierce temper, impatience, and immodesty. What is the good of 
salt if it does not bite? Of what use is the edge of a sword if it 
does not cut? "Cursed is he who does the work of the Lord deceit
fully ... " [Jer. 48:10]. 

Therefore, most excellent Leo, I beg you to give me a hearing 
r after I have vindicated myself by this letter, and believe me when 
\ I ~....J;:.b.at..Lave never thought ill of you per~~nally, that I a_~~e 

kmd of a -.Qerson who would wish you all good things eternau.y, 
~nd that I have no quarrel with any man conceniiiig1ils-~ls 
b~t only conc~ing tli'e word of tniffi. In all oilier matter~_[irm 
YIeld to any man whatsoever; but I have neither the ower nor thJ}o 

to or of God. If any m~~ different oEini~_" .---
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'4-"i:'// conce . g me, he does not think straight or understand what 
.> 19-a'Ve actually said. 
V',// I~eJr!JJy ggspised your see, the Roman Curia, which, how

ever, neither you nor anyone else can deny is more corrupt than 
any Babylon or Sodom ever was, and which, as far as I can see, is 
. characterize.d by a cQ.U1pletdy Ele~, hopeless, and notorious 
'godlessness. I have been thoroughly incensed over the fact that 

'-gooa-chn~ mocked in your name and under the cloak of 
the Roman clliirch 1 have resisted and will contfnueioresTstyour 
seeas]Qng as thD""PlIlt of fanh hves hi me. Not that 1 smlll stnve 
tor the impossible o~t by mv efforts alone anything will 
be accomplished in that most disordered Babylon, where the fury , 

/ of so many flatterers is turned against me; but I acknowledge my 
f 

t /\ indebtedness to my Christian brethren, whom I am duty-bound to 
V \ warn so that fewer of them may be destroyed by the plagues of 

) Rome, at least so that their destruction may be less cruel. 
As you well know, there has been flowing from Rome these 

I 

/t' many years-like a flood covering the world-nothing but a dev-
i' astation of men's bodies and souls and possessions, the worst 

examples of the worst of all things. ~s is dearer t~ to 
all, ''and the-~ once the holiest of all, has become --- -------. the most licentious deno:'1'-f-"m~Ie=v=e""s -1["TMT att. 21: 13], the most sl.!ame.~ 

/ ~ 
less.-QL.all-brothel~gdom of sin death, and hell. It is so 
badthat~11rIst himseICif he~d come, coUId thillkof 
not~gtoa'aa--toIts--w1CXeQn~--- . 

>a-nwrrnFJ '6u;-L.eo.;--sit as a lamb in the midst of wolves 
/ [ att. 10:16J and like Danierin-the'-m~J.iti 

i ,! ith Ezekiel you live among scorpions [Ezek. 2:6]. How can you I I 
Lf1 alone oppose these monsters? Even if you would call to your aid ' 
i! three or four well learned and thoroughly reliable cardinals, what 

are these among so many? You would all be poisoned4 before you 
could begin to issue a decree for the purpose of remedying the 
sitj.lation. The Roman Curia is already lost, for God's wrath has 
relentlessly fallen upon it. It detests church councils, it fears a 
reformation, it cannot allay its own corruption; and what was 

• An attempt to poison Leo X had been made in the summer of 1517. 
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said of its mother Babylon also applies to it: 'We would have 
cured Babylon, but she was not healed. Let us forsake her" 
(Jer. 51:9]. 

It was your duty and that of your cardinals to remedy these 
evils, but the gout of these evils makes a mockery of the healing 
hand, and neither chariot nor horse responds to the rein [Virgil, 
Georgics i. 514]. Moved by this affection for you, I have always 
been sorry, most e'xcellent Leo, that youwerem:adeporJe-Inlliese' 
ti~ you are worthy of being pope in better days. The -1,t.Qill~n 
Curia does not deserve to have you or men like you, but it sho~ld 
have Satan himself as pope, for he now actually n,g~in ~at <.!!~!:>y
Ion more than you do. 

- tyould that you might discard that which your most profli
ga~nemies boastfully claim to be your glory and might live on 
ySmall priestly income of your own or on your family inheritance! 

lIN a persons are worthy of glorying in that honor except the Iscariots, 
V the sons of perdition. What do you accomplish in the Roman Curia, 

my Leo? The more C-riminal and detestable a man is, the more 
gladly will he use your name to destroy men's possessions and 
souls, to increase crime, to suppress faith and truth and God's 
whole church. 0 most unhappy Leo, you are sitting on a most 
dangerous throne. I am telling you the truth because I wish you 
\Yell. 

J / If Bernard felt sorry for Eugenius5 at a time when the Roman 
;/ 

cd' See, which, although even then very corrupt, was ruled with better 
prospects for improvement, why should not we complain who for 
three hundred years have had such a great increase of corruption 
and wickedness? Is it not true that under the vast expanse of heaven 
there is nothing more corrupt, more pestilential, more offensive 
than the Roman Curia? It surpasses beyond all comparison the god
lessness of the Turks so that, indeed, although it was once a gate 
of heaven, it is now an open mouth of hell, such a mouth that it 
cannot be shut because of the wrath of God. Only one thing can 

• Bernard of Clairvaux wrote a devotional book, On Consideration, to Pope 
Eugenius III (1145-53), in which he discussed the duties of the pope and the 
dangers connected with his office. Migne 182, 727-808. 
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we try to do, as I have said: 6 we may be able to call back a few 
from that yawning chasm of Rome and save them. 

Now you see, my Father Leo, how and why I have so violently 
f attacked that pestilential see. So far have I been from raving against 
'. your person that I even hoped I might gain your favor and save 

you if I should make a strong and stinging assault upon that prison, 
that veritable heIr of yours. For you ana your salvation and the saf
va~many-others with you will be served by every thin 1: 
men of ability can 0 against the con usion 0 t is wicked C~ia. 
~eyserve yo.,::r otfiM who ao every harm to the ~~orify 
q~rist whQ... in every way curse it. In short, they a~istians 
who are not Romans. 

To enlarge upon this, I never intended to attack the Roman 
Curia or to raise any controversy concerning it. But when I saw 
all efforts to save it were hopeless, I despised it, gave it a bill of 
divorce [Deut. 24: 1], and said, "Let the evildoer still do evil, and 
the filthy still be filthy" [Rev. 22:11J. Then I turned to the quiet 
and peaceful study of the Holy Scriptures so that I might be help
ful to my brothers around me. When I had made some progress in 
these studies, Satan opened his eyes and then filled his servant 
Johann Eck, a notable enemy of Christ, with an insatiable lust for 
glory and thus aroused him to drag me unawares to a debate, seizing 
me by means of one little word which I had let slip concerning 
the primacy of the Roman church. Then that boastful braggart,7 

frothing and gnashing his teeth, declared that he would risk every
thing for the glory of God and the honor of the Apostolic See. 
Puffed up with the prospect of abusing your authority, he looked 
forward with great confidence to a victory over me. He was con
cerned not so much with establishing the primacy of Peter as he 
was with demonstrating his own leadership among the theologians 
of our time .. To that end he considered it no small advantage to 
triumph over Luther. When the debate ended badly for the sophist, 
an unbelievable madness overcame the man, for he believed that it 
was his fault alone which was responsible for my disclosing all the 
infamy of Rome. 

6Cf. p. 588, par. 1. 
• Thraso, in the original, is the name of a braggart soldier in Terence's 
Eunuch. 
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Allow me, I pray, most excellent Leo, this once to plead my 
cause and to indict your real enemies. You know, I believe, what 
dealings your legate, cardinal of St. Sisto,8 an unwise and unfor
tunate, or rather, an unreliable man, had with me. When out of 
reverence for your name I had placed myself and my cause in his 
hands, he did not try to establish peace. He could easily have done 
so with a single word, for at that time I promised to keep silent and 
to end the controversy, provided my opponents were ordered to do 
likewise. As he was a man who sought glory, however, and was 
not content with such an agreement, he began to defend my op
ponents, to give them full freedom, and to order me to recant, 
even though this was not included in his instructions. When mat
ters went fairly well, he with his churlish arbitrariness made them 
far worse. Therefore Luther is not to blame for what followed. All 
the blame is Cajetan's, who did not permit me to keep silent, as 
I at that time most earnestly requested him to do. What more 
should I have done? 

There followed Karl Miltitz,9 also a nuncio of Your Holiness, 
who exerted milch effort and traveled back and forth, omitting 
nothing that might help restore the order which Cajetan had rashly 
and arrogantly disturbed. He finally, with the help of the most 
illustrious prince, the Elector Frederick, managed to arrange several 
private conferences with me.10 Again I yielded out of respect for 
your name, was prepared to keep silent, and even accepted as 
arbiter either the archbishop of Trier or the bishop of Naumburg. 
So matters were arranged. But while this arrangement was being 
followed with good prospects of success, behold, that other and 
greater enemy of yours, Eck, broke in with the Leipzig Debate 
which he had undertaken against Dr. Karlstadt. When the new 
question of the primacy of the pope was raised, he suddenly turned 
his weapons against me and completely upset our arrangement for 
maintaining peace. Meanwhile Karl Miltitz waited. The debate 
was held and judges were selected. But again no decision was 

8Cardinal Cajetan, cf. LW 31, 264 n. 10. 
9Karl von Miltitz had induced Luther to be silent with respect to the indulgence 
controversy, provided his opponents did likewise. 
1. At Altenburg on January 5 or 6, 1519. 

-591-



VI. Licing and Dying as a Christian 

reached, which is not surprising, for through Eck's lies, tricks, and 
wiles everything was stirred up, aggravated, and confused worse 
than ever. Regardless of the decision which might have been 
reached, a greater conflagration would have resulted, for he sought 
glory, not the truth. Again I left undone nothing that r ought to 
have done. 

r admit that on this occasion no small amount of corrupt 
Roman practices came to light, but whatever wrong was done was 
Eck's fault, who undertook a task beyond his capacities. Striving 
insanely for his own glory, he revealed the shame of Rome to all 
the world. This man is your enemy, my dear Leo, or rather the 
enemy of your Curia. From his example alone we can learn that no 
enemy is more pernicious than a flatterer. What did he accomplish 
with his flattery but an evil which not even a king could have 
accomplished? The name of the Roman Curia is today a stench 
throughout the world, papal authority languishes, and Roman 
ignorance, once honored, is in ill repute. We should have heard 
nothing of all this if Eck had not upset the peace arrangements 
made by Karl [von Miltitz] and myself. Eck himself now clearly 
sees this and, although it is too late and to no avail, he is furious 
that my books were published. He should have thought of this 
when, like a whinnying horse, he was madly seeking his own glory 
and preferred his own advantage through you and at the greatest 
peril to you. The vain man thought that r would stop and keep 
silent out of fear for your name, for r do not believe that he entirely 
trusted his cleverness and learning. Now that he sees that r have 
more courage than that and have not been silenced, he repents 
of his rashness, but too late, and perceives-if indeed he does finally 
understand-that there is One in heaven who opposes the proud 
and humbles the haughty [I Pet. 5:5; Jth. 6:15]. 

Since we gained nothing from this debate except greater con
fusion to the Roman cause, Karl Miltitz, in a third attempt to bring 
about peace, came to the fathers of the Augustinian Order as
sembled in their chapter and sought their advice in settling the 
controversy which had now grown most disturbing and dangerous. 
Because, by God's favor, they had no hope of proceeding against 
me by violent means, some of their most famous men were sent 
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to me. These men asked me at least to show honor to the person 
of Your Blessedness and in a humble letter to plead as my excuse 
your innocence and mine in the matter. They said that the affair 
was not yet in a hopeless state, provided Leo X out of his innate 
goodness would take a hand in it. As r have always both offered 
and desired peace so that r might devote myself to quieter and 
more useful studies, and have stormed with such great fury merely 
for the purpose of overwhelming my unequal opponents by the 
volume and violence of words no less than of intellect, r not only 
gladly ceased but also joyfully and thankfully considered this sug
gestion a very welcome kindness to me, provided our hope could 
be realized. 

So I come, most blessed father, and, prostrate before you, pray 
that if possible you intervene and stop those flatterers, who are the 
enemies of peace while they pretend to keep peace. But let no 
person imagine that r will recant unless he prefer to involve the 
whole question in even greater turmoil. Furthermore, r acknowl
edge no fixed rules for the interpretation of the Word of God, since 
the Word of God, which teaches freedom in all other matters, must 
not he bound [II Tim. 2:9]. If these two points are granted, there 
is nothing that r .:ould not or would not most willingly do or en
dure. I detest contentions. r will challenge no one. On the other 
hand, r do not want others to challenge me. If they do, as Christ 
is my teacher, I will not be speechless. When once this controversy 
has been cited before you and settled, Your Blessedness will be 
able with a brief and ready word to silence both parties and com
mand them to keep the peace. That is what r have always wished 
to hear. 

Therefore, my Father Leo, do not listen to those sirens who 
pretend that you are no mere man but a demigod so that you 
may command and require whatever you wish. It will not be done 
in that manner and you will not have such remarkable power. You 
are a servant of servants,l1 and more than all other men you are 
in a most miserable and dangerous position. Be not deceived by 
those who pretend that you are lord of the world, allow no one 

11 Se1'VU8 seroorum was the usual title of the pope. 
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to be considered a Christian unless he accepts your authority, and 
prate that you have power over heaven, hell, and purgatory. These 
men are your enemies who seek to destroy your soul [I Kings 19:10], 
as Isaiah says: "0 my people, they that call thee blessed, the same 
deceive thee" [Isa. 3:12]. They err who exalt you above a council 
and the church universal. They err who ascribe to you alone the 
right of interpreting Scripture. Under the protection of your name 
they seek to gain support for all their wicked deeds in the church. 
Alas! Through them Satan has already made much progress under 
your predecessors. In short, believe none who exalt you, believe 
those who humble you. This is the judgment of God, that " ... he 
has put down the mighty from their thrones and exalted those of 
low degree" [Luke 1:52]. See how different Christ is from his 
successors, although they all would wish to be his vicars. I fear 
that most of them have been too literally his vicars. A man is a 
vicar only when his superior is absent. If the pope rules, while 
Christ is absent and does not dwell in his heart, what else is he 
but a vicar of Christ? What is the church under such a vicar 
but a mass of people without Christ? Indeed, what is such a 
vicar but an antichrist and an idol? How much more properly did 
the apostles c:lll themselves servants of the present Christ and not 
vicars of an absent Christ? 

Perhaps I am presumptuous in trying to instruct so exalted a 
personage from whom we all should learn and from whom the 
thrones of judges receive their decisions, as those pestilential fel
lows of yours boast. But I am following the example of St. Bernard 
in his book, On Consideration,12 to Pope Eugenius, a book every 
pope should know from memory. I follow him, not because I am 
eager to instruct you, but out of pure and loyal concern which com
pels us to be interested in all the affairs of our neighbors, even when 
they are protected, and which does not permit us to take into con
sideration either their dignity or lack of dignity since it is only 
concerned with the dangers they face or the advantages they may 
gain. I know that Your Blessedness is driven and buffeted about 
in Rome, that is, that far out at sea you are threatened on all sides 

12Cf. p. 589, n. 5. 
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by dangers and are working very hard in the miserable situation 
so that you are in need of even the slightest help of the least of your 
brothers. Therefore I do not consider it absurd if I now forget 
your exalted office and do what brotherly love demands. I have no 
desire to flatter you in so serious and dangerous a matter. If men 
do not perceive that I am your friend and your most humble 
subject in this matter, there is One who understands and judges 
[John 8:50]. 

Finally, that I may not approach you empty-handed, blessed 
father, I am sending you this little treatise13 dedicated to you as 
a token of peace and good hope. From this book you may judge 
with what studies I should prefer to be more profitably occupied, 
as I could be, provided your godless flatterers would permit me 
and had permitted me in the past. It is a small book if you regard 
its size. Unless I am mistaken, however, it contains the whole of 
Christian life in a brief form, provided you grasp its meaning. I 
am a poor man and have no other gift to offer, and you do not 
need to be enriched by any but a spiritual gift. May the Lord 
Jesus preserve you forever. Amen. 

Wittenberg, September 6, 1520. 

MARTIN LUTHER'S TREATISE ON CHRISTIAN LIBERTY 

[THE FREEDOM OF A CHRISTIAN] 

Many people have considered Christian faith an easy thing, and 
not a few have given it a place among the virtues. They do this 
because they have not experienced it and have never tasted the great 
strength there is in faith. It is impossible to write well about it or 
to understand what has been written about it unless one has at 
one time or another experienced the courage which faith gives a 
man when trials oppress him. But he who has had even a faint taste 
of it can never write, speak, meditate, or hear enough concerning 
it. It is a living "spring of water welling up to eternal life," as Christ 
calls it in John 4 [:14]. 

As for me, although I have no wealth of faith to boast of and 

11 The Freedom of a Christian. 
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know how scant my supply is, 1 nevertheless hope that 1 have 
attained to a little faith, even though 1 have heen assailed by 
great and variotY; temptations; and 1 hope that 1 can discuss it, if 
not more elegantly, certainly more to the point, than those literalists 
and subtile disputants have previously done, who have not even 
understood what they have written. 

. To make the way smoother for the unlearned fOl enly them 
\f .,/M d~ __ ~~-:-I shall set down the following t:V5'_prqpo,~ittQns con-
'V cerning the freedom and the bondage of the spirit: 
\ -'1\ Christian is a perfectly free lord of all, subject to none. 

A Christian is a perfectly dutiful servant of all, subject to all. 
These two theses seem to contradict each other. If, however, 

/

l'they should be found to fit together they would serve our purpose 
beautifully. Both are Paul's own statements, who says in 1 Cor. 9 

, [:19], "For though 1 am free from all men, 1 have made myself a 
slave to all," and in Rom. 13 [:8], "Owe no one anything, except to 
love one another." Love by its very nature is ready to serve and be 
subject to him who is loved. So Christ, although he wa~ Lord 
of all, was "born of woman, born under the law" [Gal. 4:4J, and 
therefore was at the same time a free man and a servant, "in the 
form of God" and "of a servant" [Phil. 2:6-7]. 

Let us start, however, with something more remote from our 
subject, but more obvious. Man has a twofold nature, a spiritual 
and a bodily one. According to the spiritual nature, which men 
refer to as the soul, he is called a spiritual, inner, or new man. 
According to the bodily nature, which men refer to as flesh, he is 
called a carnal, outward, or old man, of whom the Apostle writes 
in II Cor. 4 [:16], "Though our outer nature is wasting away, 
our inner nature is being renewed every day." ~$.£g~is-di-
versity of nature the Scriptures assert contradictory things £Qgcern-

-mg_t.he-same m;;;, since these two men in the same man contra
dict each other, "for the desires of the-Ifesh are agamst the Spirit, 
and the desires of the Spirit are againsf1he flesh," accoiding to 
Gal. 5 [:17]. 

First, let us consider the inner man to see how a righteous, free, 
and piOUS ChrIstian, --that is,-a-SPlf:ltUru,'lleW, ancrinner--man, be
comes-wllarneis-:--rt-is-evi:denrUiat nln~xtmnaltlffiighas any in-
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fluence in producing Christian righteousness or freedom, or in 
producing unrighteousness or servitude. A simple argument will 
furnish the proof of this statement. What can it profit the soul 
if the body is well, free, and active, and eats, drinks, and does as 
it pleases? For in these respects even the most godless slaves of 
vice may prosper. On the other hand, how will poor health or im
prisonment or hunger or thirst or any other external misfortune 
harm the soul? Even the most godly men, and those who are free 
because of clear consciences, are afHicted with these things. None 
of these things touch either the freedom or the servitude of the 
soul. It does not help the soul if the body is adorned with the 
sacred robes of priests or dwells in sacred places or is occupied with 
sacred duties or prays, fasts, abstains from certain kinds of food, 
or does any work that can be done by the body and in the body. 
The righteousness and the freedom of the soul require something 
far different since the things which have been mentioned could be 
done by any wicked person. Such works produce nothing but hypo
crites. On the other hand, it will not harm the soul if the body is 
clothed in secular dress, dwells in unconsecrated places, eats and 
drinks a,others do, does not pray aloud, and neglects to do all 
the above-mentioned things which hypocrites can do. 

Furthermore, to put aside all kinds of works, even contempla
tion, meditation, and all that the soul can do, does not help. One 
thing, and only one thing, is necessary for Christian life, righteous
ness, and freedom. That one thing is the most holy Word of God, 
the gospel of Christ, as Christ says, John 11 [:25], "I am the resur
rection and the life; he who believes in me, though he die, yet shall 
he live"; and John 8 [:36], "So if the Son makes you free, you will 
be free indeed"; and Matt. 4 [:4], "Man shall not live by bread 
alone, but by every word that proceeds from the mouth of God." 
Let us then consider it certain and firmly established that the soul 
can do without anything except the Word of God and that where 
the Word of God is missing there is no help at all for the soul. If 
it has the Word of God it is rich and lacks nothing since it is the 
Word of life, truth, light, peace, righteousness, salvation, joy, 
liberty, wisdom, power, grace, glory, and of every incalculable 
blessing. This is why the prophet in the entire Psalm [119] and 
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in many other places yearns and sighs for the Word of God and uses 
so many names to describe it. 

On the other hand, there is no more terrible disaster with 
which the wrath of God can afflict men than a famIDe-Of the hear
ing of his Word, as he says in Amos [8:11]. Likewise there is no 
greater mercy than when he sends forth his Word, as we read in 
Psalm 107 [:20]: "He sent forth his word, and healed them, and 
delivered them from destruction." Nor was Christ sent into the 
world for any other ministry except that of the Word. Moreover, 
the entire spiritual estate-all the apostles, bishops, and priests
has been called and instituted only for the ministry of the Word. 

You may ask, "What then is the Word of God, and how shall 
it be used, since there are so many words of God?" I answer: The 
Apostle explains this in Romans 1. The Word is the gospel of God 
concerning his Son, who was made flesh, suffered, rose from the 
dead, and was glorified through the Spirit who sanctifies. To preach 
Christ means to feed the soul, make it righteous, set it free, and 
sa~e it, provided it believes the preaching. Faith alone is the saving 
-and efficacious use of the Word of God, according to Rom. 10 
[:9]: "If you confess with your lips that Jesus is Lord a~ believe 
in your heart that God raised him from the dead, you will be 
saved." Furthermore, "'Christ is the end of the law, that every 
one who has faith may be justified" [Rom. 10:4]. Again, in Rom. 
1 [:17], "He who through faith is righteous shall live." The Word 
of God cannot be received and cherished by any works whatever 
but only by faith. Therefore it is clear that, as the soul needs only 
the Word of God for its life and righteousness, so it is justified 
by faith alone and not any works; for if it could be justified 
by anything else, it would not need the Word, and consequently 
it would not need faith. 

This faith cannot exist in connection with works-that is to 
say, if you at the same time claim to be justified by works, what
ever their character-for that would be the same as '1imping with 
two different opinions" [I Kings 18:21], as worshiping Baal and 
kissing one's own hand [Job 31:27-28], which, as Job says, is a 
very great iniquity. Therefore the moment you begin to have faith 
you learn that all things in you are altogether blameworthy, sinful, 
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and damnable, as the Apostle says in Rom. 3 [:23], "Since all have 
sinned and fall short of the glory of God," and, "None is righteous, 
no, not one; ... all have turned aside, together they have gone 
wrong" (Rom. 3:10-12). When you have learned this you will 
know that you need Christ, who suffered and rose again for you 
so that, if you believe in him, you may through this faith become 
a new man in so far as your sins are forgiven and you are justified 
by the merits of another, namely, of Christ alone. 

Since, therefore, this faith can rule only in the inner man, as 
Rom. 10 [:10] says, "For man believes with his heart and so is 
justified," and since faith alone justifies, it is clear that the inner 
man cannot be justified, freed, or saved by any outer work or action 
at all, and that these works, whatever their character, have nothing 
to do with this inner man. On the other hand, only ungodliness and 
unbelief of heart, and no outer work, make him guilty and a damn
able servant of sin. Wherefore it ought to be the first concern of 
every Christian to lay aside all confidence in works and increas
ingly to strengthen faith alone and through faith to grow in the 
knowledge, not of works, but of Christ Jesus, who suffered and· 
rose for him, as Peter teaches in the last chapter of his first Epistle 
(I Pet. 5:10). No other work makes a Christian. Thus when 
the Jews asked Christ, as related in John 6 [:28], what they must 
do "to be doing the work· of God," he brushed aside the multitude 
of works which he saw they did in great profusion and suggested 
one work, saying, "This is the work of God, that you believe in 
him whom he has sent" [John 6:29]; "for on him has God the 
Father set his seal" [John 6:27]. 

Therefore true faith in Christ is a treasure beyond comparison 
which brings with it complete salvation and saves man from every 
evil, as Christ says in the last chapter of Mark [16:16]: "He who 
believes and is baptized will be saved; but he who does not be
lieve will be condemned." Isaiah contemplated this treasure and 
foretold it in chapter 10: "The Lord will make a small and con
suming word upon the land, and it will overflow with righteous
ness" [Cf. Isa. 10:22]. This is as though he said, "Faith, which is 
a small and perfect fulfilment of the law, will fill believers with so 
great a righteousness that they will need nothing more to become 
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righteous." So Paul says, Rom. 10 [:10], "For man believes with 
his heart and so is justified." 

Should you ask how it happens that faith alone justifies and 
offers us such a treasure of great benefits without works in view of 
the fact that so many works, ceremonies, and laws are prescribed in 
the Scriptures, I answer: First of ail, remember what has been 
said, namely, that faith alone, without works, justifies, frees, and 
sa ves; we shall make this clearer later on. Here we must point out 
that the entire Scripture of God is divided into two parts: com
mandments and promises. Although the commandments teach 
things that are good, the things taught are not done as soon as 
they are taught, for the commandments show us what we ought 
to do but do not give us the power to do it. They are intended to 
teach man to know himself, that through them he may recognize 
his inability to do good and may despair of his own ability. That 
is why they are called the Old Testament and constitute the Old 
Testament. For example, the commandment, "You shall not covet" 
[Exod. 20:17j, is a command which proves us all to be sinners, 
for no one can avoid coveting no matter how much he may struggle 
against it. Therefore, in order not to covet and to fulfil the com
mandment, a man is compelled to despair of himself, to seek the 
help which he does not find in himself elsewhere and from some
one else, as stated in Hosea [13:9]: "Destruction is your own, a 
Israel: your help is only in me." As we fare with respect to one 
commandment, so we fare with all, for it is equally impossible for 
us to keep anyone of them. 

N ow when a man has learned through the commandments to 
recognize his helplessness and is distressed about how he might 
satisfy the law-since the law must be fulfilled so that not a jot 
or tittle shall be lost, otherwise man will be condemned without 
hope-then, being truly humbled and reduced to nothing in his 
own eyes, he finds in himself nothing whereby he may be justified 
and saved. Here the second part of Scripture comes to our aid, 
namely, the promises of God which declare the glory of God, saying, 
"If you wish to fulfil the law and not covet, as the law demands, 
come, believe in Christ in whom grace, righteousness, peace, liberty, 
and all things are promised you. If you believe, you shall have all 
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things; if you do not believe, you shall lack all things." That which 
is impossible for you to accomplish by trying to fulfil all the works 
of the law-many and useless as they all are-you will accomplish 
quickly and easily through faith. God our Father has made all 
things depend on faith so that whoever has faith will have every
thing, and whoever does not have faith will have nothing. "For 
God has consigned all men to disobedience, that he may have 
mercy upon all," as it is stated in Rom. 11 [:32]. Thus the promises 
of God give what the commandments of God demand and fulfil 
what the law prescribes so that all things may be God's alone, both 
the commandments and the fulfilling of the commandments. He 
alone commands, he alone fulfils. Therefore the promises of God 
belong to the New Testament. Indeed, they are the New Testament. 

Since these promises of God are holy, true, righteous, free, and 
peaceful words, full of goodness, the soul which clings to them 
with a firm faith will be so closely united with them and alto
gether absorbed by them that it not only will share in all their 
power but will be saturated and intoxicated by them. If a touch of 
Christ healed, how much more will this most tender spiritual touch, 
this absorbing of the Word, communicate to the soul all things 
that belong to the Word. This, then, is how through faith alone 
without works the soul is justified by the Word of God, sanctified, 
made true, peaceful, and free, filled with every blessing and truly 
made a child of God, as John 1 [:12] says: "But to all who ... 
believed in his name, he gave power to become children of God." 

From what has been said it is easy to see from what source 
faith derives such great power and why a good work or all good works 
together cannot equal it. No good work can rely upon the Word of 
God or live in the soul, for faith alone and the Word of God rule 
in the soul. Just as the heated iron glows like fire because of the 
union of fire with it, so the Word imparts its qualities to the soul. 
It is clear, then, that a Christian has all that he needs in faith and 
needs no works to justify him; and if he has no need of works, 
he has no need of the law; and if he has no need of the law, surely 
he is free from the law. It is true that «the law is not laid down for 
the just" [I Tim. 1:9]. This is that Christian liberty, our faith, which 
does not induce us to live in idleness or wickedness but makes the 
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law and works unnecessary for any man's righteousness and sal
vation. 

This is the first power of faith. Let us now examine also the 
second. It is a further function of faith that it honors him whom 
it trusts with the most reverent and highest regard since it consid
ers him truthful and trustworthy. There is no other honor equal 
to the estimate of truthfulness and righteousness with which we 
honor him whom we trust. Could we ascribe to a man anything 
greater than truthfulness and righteousness and perfect goodness? 
On the other hand, there is no way in which we can show greater 
contempt for a man than to regard him as false and wicked and 
to be suspicious of him, as we do when we do not trust him. So 
when the soul firmly trusts God's promises, it regards him as 
truthful and righteous. Nothing more excellent than this can be 
ascribed to God. The very highest worship of God is this that we 
ascribe to him truthfulness, righteousness, and whatever else should 
be ascribed to one who is trusted. When this is done, the soul 
consents to his will. Then it hallows his name and allows itself 
to be treated according to God's good pleasure for, clinging to 
God's promises, it does not doubt that he who is true, just, and wise 
will do, dispose, and provide all things well. 

Is not such a soul most obedient to God in all things by this 
faith? What commandment is there that such obedience has not 
completely fulfilled? vVhat more complete fulfilment is there than 
obedience in all things? This obedience, however, is not rendered 
by works, but by faith alone. Op the other hand, what greater re
bellion against God, what greater wickedness, what greater con
tempt of God is there than not believing his promise? For what 
is this but to make God a liar or to doubt that he is truthful?-that 
is, to ascribe truthfulness to one's self but lying and vanity to God? 
Does not a man who does this deny God and set himself up as an 
idol in his heart? Then of \vhat good are works done in such 
wickedness, even if they were the works of angels and apostles? 
Therefore God has rightly included all things, not under anger or 
lust, but under unbelief, so that they who imagine that they are 
fulfilling the law by doing the works of chastity and mercy required 
by the law (the civil and human virtues) might not be saved. They 
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are included under the sin of unbelief and must either seek mercy 
or be justly condemned. 

When, however, God sees that we consider him truthful and 
by the faith of our heart pay him the great honor which is due him, 
he does us that great honor of considering us truthful and righteous 
for the sake of our faith. Faith works truth and righteousness by 
giving God what belongs to him. Therefore God in turn glorifies 
our righteousness. It is true and just that God is truthful and just, 
and to consider and confess him to be so is the same as being truth
ful and just. Accordingly he says in I Sam. 2 [:30], "Those who 
honor me I will honor, and those who despise me shall be lightly 
esteemed." So Paul says in Rom. 4 [:3J that Abraham's faith "was 
reckoned to him as righteousness" because by it he gave glory most 
perfectly to God, and that for the same reason our faith shall be 
reckoned to us as righteousness if we believe. 

The third incomparable benefit of faith is that it unites the 
soul with Christ as a bride is united with her bridegroom. By this 
mystery, as the Apostle teaches, Christ and the soul become one 
flesh [Eph. 5:31-32]. And if they are one flesh and there is between 
them a true marriage-indeed the most perfect of all marriages, 
since human marriages are but poor examples of this one true mar
riage-it follows that everything they have they hold in common, 
the good as well as the evil. Accordingly the believing soul can 
boast of and glory in whatever Christ has as though it were its 
own, and whatever the soul has Christ claims as his own. Let us 
compare these and we shall see inestimable benefits. Christ is full 
of grace, life, and salvation. The soul is full of sins, death, and 
damnation. Now let faith come between them and sins, death, 
and damnation will be Christ's, while grace, life, and salvation will 
be the sours; for if Christ is a bridegroom, he must take upon him
self the things which are his bride's and bestow upon her the things 
that are his. If he gives her his body and very self, how shall he 
not give her all that is his? And if he takes the body of the bride, 
how shall he not take all that is hers? 

Here we have a most pleasing vision not only of communion 
but of a blessed struggle and victory and salvation and redemption. 
Christ is God and man in one person. He has neither sinned nor 
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died, and is not condemned, and he cannot sin, die, or be con
demned; his righteousness, life, and salvation are unconquerable, 
eternal, omnipotent. By the wedding ring of faith he shares in the 
sins, death, and pains of hell which are his bride's. As a matter of 
fact, he makes them his own and acts as if they were his own and 
as if he himself had sinned; he suffered, died, and descended into 
hell that he might overcome them all. Now since it was such a 
one who did all this, and death and hell could not swallow him up, 
these were necessarily swallowed up by him in a mighty duel; for 
his righteousness is greater than the sins of all men, his life stronger 
than death, his salvation more invincible than hell. Thus the be
lieving soul by means of the pledge of its faith is free in Christ, its 
bridegroom, free from all sins, secure against death and hell, and 
is ;:mdowed with the eternal righteousness, life, and salvation of 
Christ its bridegroom. So he takes to himself a glorious bride, 
"without spot or wrinkle, cleansing her by the washing of water 
with the word" [Cf. Eph. 5:26-27J of life, that is, by faith in the 
Word of life, righteousness, and salvation. In this way he marries 
her in faith, steadfast love, and in mercies, righteousness, and jus
tice, as Has. 2 [: 19-20J says. 

Who then can fully appreciate what this royal marriage means? 
\\Tho can understand the riches of the glory of this grace? Here 
this rich and divine bridegroom Christ marries this poor, wicked 
harlot, redeems her from all her evil, and adorns her with all his 
goodness. Her sins cannot now destroy her, since they are laid 
upon Christ and swallowed up by him. And she has that righteous
ness in Christ, her husband, of which she may boast as of her own 
and which she can confidently display alongside her sins in the 
face of death and hell and say, "If I have sinned, yet my Christ, in 
·whom I believe, has not sinned, and all his is mine and all mine 
is his," as the bride in the Song of Solomon [2: 16J says, "My be
loved is mine and I am his." This is what Paul means when he 
says in I Cor. 15 [:57], "Thanks be to God, who gives us the 
victory through our Lord Jesus Christ," that is, the victory over 
sin and death, as he also says there, "The sting of death is sin, and 
the power of sin is the law" [I Cor. 15:56]. 

From this you once more see that much is ascribed to faith, 
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namely, that it alone can fulfil the law and justify without works. 
You see that the First Commandment, which says, "You shall wor
ship one God," is fulfilled by faith alone. Though you were nothing 
but good works from the sales of your feet to the crown of your 
head, you would still not be righteous or worship God or fulfil 
the First Commandment, since God cannot be worshiped unless 
you ascribe to him the glory of truthfulness and all goodness which 
is due him. This cannot be done by works but only by the faith 
of the heart. Not by the doing of works but by believing do we 
glorify God and acknowledge that he is truth.£ul. Therefore faith 
alone is the righteousness of a Christian and the fulfilling of all 
the commandments, for he who fulfils the First Commandment has 
no difficulty in fulfilling all the rest. 

But works, being inanimate things, cannot glorify God, al
though they can, if faith is present, be done to the glory of God. 
Here, however, we are not inquiring what works and what kind 
of works are done, but who it is that does them, who glorifies God 
and brings forth the works. This is done by faith which dwells in 
the heart and is the source and substance of all our righteousness. 
Therefore it is a blind and dangerous doctrine which teaches that 
the commandments must be fulfilled by works. The command
ments must be fulfilled before any works can be done, and the works 
proceed from the fulfilment of the commandments [Rom. 13: 10], 
as we shall hear. 

That we may examine more profoundly that grace which our 
inner man has in Christ, we must realize that in the Old Testament 
God consecrated to himself all the first-born males. The birthright 
was highly prized for it involved a twofold honor, that of priest
hood and that of kingship. The first-born brother was priest and 
lord over all the others and a type of Christ, the true and only 
first-born of God the Father and the Virgin Mary and true king 
and priest, but not after the fashion of the flesh and the world, 
for his kingdom is not of this world [John 18:36]. He reigns in 
heavenly and spiritual things and consecrates them-things such 
as righteousness, truth, wisdom, peace, salvation, etc. This does 
not mean that all things on earth and in hell are not also subject 
to him-otherwise how could he protect and save us from them? 
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-but that his kingdom consists neither in them nor of them. Nor 
does his priesthood consist in the outer splendor of robes and 
postures like those of the human priesthood of Aaron and our 
present-day church; but it consists of spiritual things through 
which he by an invisible service intercedes for us in heaven be
fore God, there offers himself as a sacrifice, and does all things 
a priest should do, as Paul describes him under the type of Melchi
zedek in the Epistle to the Hebrews [Heb. 6-7]. Nor does he only 
pray and intercede for us but he teaches us inwardly through the 
living instruction of his Spirit, thus performing the two real func
tions of a priest, of which the prayers and the preaching of human 
priests are visible types. 

Now just as Christ by his birthright obtained these two pre
rogatives, so he imparts them to and shares them with everyone 
who believes in him according to the law of the above-mentioned 
marriage, according to which the wife owns whatever belongs 
to the husband. Hence all of us who believe in Christ are priests 
and kings in Christ, as I Pet. 2 [:9] says: "You are a chosen race, 
God's own people, a royal priesthood, a priestly kingdom, that 
you may declare the wonderful deeds of him who called you out 
of darkness into his marvelous light." 

The nature of this priesthood and kingship is something like 
this: First, with respect to the kingship, every Christian is by faith 
so exalted above all things that, by virtue of a spiritual power, he 
is lord of all things without exception, so that nothing can do him 
any harm. As a matter of fact, all things are made subject to him 
and are compelled to serve him in obtaining salvation. Accordingly 
Paul says in Rom. 8 [:28], "All things work together for good for the 
elect," and in I Cor. 3 [:21-23], "All things are yours whether ... life 
or death or the present or the future, all are yours; and you are 
Christ's .... " This is not to say that every Christian is placed over 
all things to have and control them by physical power-a madness 
with which some churchmen are afflicted-for such power belongs 
to kings, princes, and other men on earth. Our ordinary experience 
in life shows us that we are subjected to all, suffer many things, 
and even die. As a matter of fact, the more Christian a man is, the 
more evils, sufferings, and deaths he must endure, as we see in 
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Christ the first-born prince himself, and in all his brethren, the 
saints. The power of which we speak is spirtual. It rules in the 
midst of enemies and is powerful in the midst of oppression. This 
means nothing else than that "power is made perfect in weakness" 
[II Cor. 12:9] and that in all things I can find profit toward sal
vation [Rom. 8:28], so that the cross and death itself are com
pelled to serve me and to work together with me for my salva
tion. This is a splendid privilege and hard to attain, a truly omni
potent power, a spiritual dominion in which there is nothing so 
good and nothing so evil but that it shall work together for good to 
me, if only I believe. Yes, since faith alone suffices for salvation, 
I need nothing except faith exercising the power and dominion of 
its own liberty. Lo, this is the inestimable power and liberty of 
Christians. 

Not only are we the freest of kings, we are also priests forever, 
which is far more excellent than being kings, for as priests we are 
worthy to appear before God to pray for others and to teach one 
another divine things. These are the functions of priests, and they 
cannot be granted to any unbeliever. Thus Christ has made it pos
sible for us, provided we believe in him, to be not only his brethren, 
co-heirs, and fellow-kings, but also his fellow-priests. Therefore we 
may boldly come into the presence of God in the spirit of faith 
[Heb. 10:19,22] and cry "Abba, Father!" pray for one another, and 
do all things which we see done and foreshadowed in the outer 
and visible works of priests. 

He, however, who does not believe is not served by anything. 
On the contrary, nothing works for his good, but he himself is a 
servant of all, and all things turn out badly for him because he 
wickedly uses them to his own advantage and not to the glory of 
God. So he is no priest but a wicked man whose prayer becomes 
sin and who never comes into the presence of God because God 
does not hear sinners [John 9:31J. Who then can comprehend the 
lofty dignity of the Christian? By virtue of his royal power he rules 
over all things, death, life, and sin, and through his priestly glory 
is omnipotent with God because he does the things which God 
asks and desires, as it is written, "He will fulfil the desire of those 
who fear him; he also will hear their cry and save them" [Cf. 
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Phil. 4: 13]. To this glory a man attains, certainly not by any works 
of his, but by faith alone. 

From this anyone can clearly see how a Christian is free from 
all things and over all things so that he needs no works to make 
him righteous and save him, since faith alone abundantly confers 
all these things. Should he grow so foolish, however, as to presume 
to become righteous, free, saved, and a Christian by means of some 
good work, he would instantly lose faith and all its benefits, a fool
ishness aptly illustrated in the fable of the dog who runs along 
a stream with a piece of meat in his mouth and, deceived by the 
reflection of the meat in the water, opens his mouth to snap at it 
and so loses both the meat and the reflection.14 

You will ask, "If all who are in the church are priests, how 
do these whom we now call priests differ from laymen?" I answer: 
Injustice is done those words "priest," "cleric," "spiritual," "ecclesi
astic," when they are transferred from all Christians to those few 
who are now by a mischievous usage called "ecclesiastics." Holy 
Scriphlre makes no distinction between them, although it gives the 
name "ministers," "servants," "stewards" to those who are now 
proudly called popes, bishops, and lords and who should according 
to the ministry of the Word serve others and teach them the faith 
of Christ and the freedom of believers. Although we are all equally 
priests, we cannot all publicly minister and teach. We ought not 
do so even if we could. Paul writes accordingly in I Cor. 4 [1], 
"This is how one should regard us, as servants of Christ and 
stewards of the mysteries of God." 

That stewardship, however, has now been developed into so 
great a display of power and so terrible a tyranny that no heathen 
empire or other earthly power can be compared with it, just as if 
laymen were not also Christians. Through this perversion the 
knowledge of Christian grace, faith, liberty, and of Christ himself 
has altogether perished, and its place has been taken by an un
bearable bondage of human works and laws until we have become, 
as the Lamentations of Jeremiah [1] say, servants of the vilest 
men on earth who abuse our misfortune to serve only their base 
and shameless will. 

U Luther was fond of Aesop's Fables, of which this is one. 
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To return to our purpose, I believe that it has now become 
clear that it is not enough or in any sense Christian to preach the 
works, life, and words of Christ as historical facts, as if the 
knowledge of these would suffice for the conduct of life; yet 
this is the fashion among those who must today be regarded as our 
best preachers. Far less is it sufficient or Christian to say nothing 
at all about Christ and to teach instead the laws of men and the de
crees of the fathers. Now there are not a few who preach Christ 
and read about him that they may move men's affections to sym
pathy with Christ, to anger against the J eV/S, and such childish and 
effeminate nonsense. Rather ought Christ to be preached to the end 
that faith in him may be established that he may not only be Christ, 
but be Christ for you and me, and that what is said of him and is 
denoted in his name may be effectual in us. Such faith is produced 
and preserved in us by preaching why Christ came, what he 
brought and bestowed, what benefit it is to us to accept him. This 
is done when that Christian liberty which he bestows is rightly 
taught and we are told in what way we Christians are all kings and 
priests and therefore lords of all and may firmly believe that what
ever we have done is pleasing and acceptable in the sight of God, 
as I have already said. 

What man is there whose heart, upon hearing these things, will 
not rejoice to its depth, and when receiving such comfort will not 
grow tender so that he will love Christ as he never could by means 
of any laws or works? Who would have the power to harm or 
frighten such a heart? If the knowledge of sin or the fear of death 
should break in upon it, it is ready to hope in the Lord. It does not 
grow afraid when it hears tidings of evil. It is not disturbed when 
it sees its enemies. This is so because it believes that the righteous
ness of Christ is its own and that its sin is not its own, but Christ's, 
and that all sin is swallowed up by the righteousness of Christ. 
This, as has been said above, Hi is a necessary consequence on ac
count of faith in Christ. So the heart learns to scoff at death and 
sin and to say with the Apostle, "0 death, where is thy victory? 
o death, where is thy sting? The sting of death is sin, and the 
power of sin is the law. But thanks be to God, who gives us the 

15Cf. p. 604. 
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victory through our Lord Jesus Christ" [I Cor. 15:55-57]. Death 
is swallowed up not only in the victory of Christ but also by our 
victory, because through faith his victory has become ours and in 
that faith we also are conquerors. 

Let this suffice concerning the inner man, his liberty, and the 
source of his liberty, the righteousness of faith. He needs neither 
laws nor good works but, on the contrary, is injured by them if he 
believes that he is justified by them. 

Now let us tum to the second part, the outer man. Here we 
shall answer all those who, offended by the word "faith" and by 
all that has been said, now ask, "If faith does all things and is 
alone sufficient unto righteousness, why then are good works com
manded? We will take our ease and do no works and be content 
with faith." I answer: not so, you wicked men, not so. That would 
indeed be proper if we were wholly inner and perfectly spiritual 
men. But such we shall be only at the last day, the day of the 
resurrection of the dead. As long as we live in the flesh we only 
begin to make some progress in that which shall be perfected in 
the future life. For this reason the Apostle in Rom. 8 [:23] calls all 
that we attain in this life "the first fruits of the Spirit" because we 
shall indeed receive the greater portion, even the fulness of the 
Spirit, in the future. This is the place to assert that which was said 
above, namely, that a Christian is the servant of all and made sub
ject to all. Insofar as he is free he does no works, but insofar as he 
is a servant he does all kinds of works. How this is possible we 
shall see. 

Although, as I have said, a man is abundantly and sufficiently 
justified by faith inwardly, in his spirit, and so has all that he needs, 
except insofar as this faith and these riches must grow from day 
to day even to the future life; yet he remains in this mortal life 
on earth. In this life he must control his own body and have deal
ings with men. Here the works begin; here a man cannot enjoy 
leisure; here he must indeed take care to discipiil!e his body by fast
ings, watchings, labors, and other reasonable discipline and to 
subject it to the Spirit so that it will obey and conform to the inner 
man and faith and not revolt against faith and hinder the inner 
man, as it is the nature of the body to do if it is not held in 
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check. The inner man, who by faith is created in the image of 
God, is both joyful and happy. because of Christ in whom so 
many benefits are conferred upon him; and therefore it is his one 
occupation to serve God joyfully and without thought of gain, 
in love that is not constrained. 

While he is doing this, behold, he meets a contrary will in 
his own flesh which strives to serve the world and seeks its own 
advantage. This the spirit of faith cannot tolerate, but with joyful 
zeal it attempts to put the body under control and hold it in check, 
as Paul says in Rom. 7 [:22-23], "For I delight in the law of God, 
in my inmost self, but I see in my members another law at war 
with the law of my mind and making me captive to the law of 
sin," and in another place, "But I pommel my body and subdue 
it, lest after preaching to others I myself should be disqualified" 
[I Cor. 9:27], and in Galatians [5:24], "And those who belong 
to Christ Jesus have crucified the flesh with its passions and 
desires." 

In doing these works, however, we must not think that a man 
is justified before God by them, for faith, which alone is righteous
ness before God, cannot endure that erroneous opinion. We must, 
however, realize that these works reduce the body to subjection and 
purify it of its evil lusts, and our whole purpose is to be directed 
only toward the driving out of lusts. Since by faith the soul is 
cleansed and made to love God, it desires that all things, and 
especially its own body, shall be purified so that all things may 
join with it in lOving and praising God. Hence a man cannot be 
idle, for the need of his body drives him and he is compelled to do 
many good works to reduce it to subjection. Nevertheless the works 
themselves do not justify him before God, but he does the works 
out of spontaneous love in obedience to God and considers nothing 
except the approval of God, whom he would most scrupulously 
obey in all things. 

In this way everyone will easily be able to learn for himself 
the limit and discretion, as they say, of his bodily castigations, for 
he will fast, watch, and labor as much as he finds sufficient to re
press the lasciviousness and lust of his body. But those who pre
sume to be justified by works do not regard the mortifying of the 
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lusts, but only the works themselves, and think that if only they 
have done as many and as great works as are possible, they have 
done well and have become righteous. At times they even addle 
their brains and destroy, or at least render useless, their natural 
strength with their works. This is the height of folly and utter 
ignorance of Christian life and faith, that a man should seek to be 
justified and saved by works and without faith. 

In order to make that which we have said more easily under
stood, we shall explain by analogies. We should think of the works 
of a Christian who is justified and saved by faith because of the 
pure and free mercy of God, just as we would think of the works 
which Adam and Eve did in Paradise, and all their children would 
have done if they had not sinned. We read in Gen. 2 [: 15] that 
'The Lord God took the man and put him in the garden of Eden 
to till it and keep it." Now Adam was created righteous and up
right and without sin by God so that he had no need of being 
justified and made upright through his tilling and keeping the 
garden; but, that he might not be idle, the Lord gave him a task 
to do, to cultivate and protect the garden. This task would truly 
have been the freest of works, done only to please God and not 
to obtain righteousness, which Adam already had in full measure 
and which would have been the birthright of us all. 

The works of a believer are like this. Through his faith he 
has been restored to Paradise and created anew, has no need of 
works that he may become or be righteous; but that he may 
not be idle and may provide for and keep his body, he must 
do such works freely only to please God. Since, however, we 
are not wholly recreated, and our faith and love are not yet 
perfect, these are to be increased, not by external works, however, 

but of themselves. 
A second example: A bishop, when he consecrates a church, 

confirms children, or performs some other duty belonging to his 
office, is not made a bishop by these works. Indeed, if he had not 
first been made a bishop, none of these works would be valid. 
They would be foolish, childish, and farcical. So the Christian who 
is ~onsecrated by his faith does good works, but the works do not 
make him holier or more Christian, for that is the work of faith 
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alone. And if a man were not first a believer and a Christian, all 
his works would amount to nothing and would be truly wicked and 
damnable sins. 

The following statements are therefore true: "Good works do 
not make a good man, but a good man does good works; evil works 
do not make a wicked man, but a wicked man does evil works." 
Consequently it is always necessary that the substance or person 
himself be good before there can be any good works, and that good 
works follow and proceed from the good person, as Christ also 
says, "A good tree cannot bear evil fruit, nor can a bad tree bear 
good fruit" [Matt. 7: 18]. It is clear that the fruits do not hear 
the tree and that the tree does not grow on the fruits, also that, 
on the contrary, the trees bear the fruits and the fruits grow on 
the trees. As it is necessary, therefore, that the trees exist before their 
fruits and the fruits do not make trees either good or bad, but 
rather as the trees are, so are the fruits they bear; so a man must 
first be good or wicked before he does a good or wicked work, 
and his works do not make him good or wicked, but he himself 
makes his works either good or wicked. 

Illustrations of the same truth can be seen in all trades. A 
good or a bad house does not make a good or a bad builder; but a 
good or a bad builder makes a good or a bad house. And in gen
eral, the work never makes the workman like itself, but the work
man makes the work like himself. So it is with the works of man. 
As the man is, whether believer or unbeliever, so also is his work 
-good if it was done in faith, wicked if it was done in unbelief. 
But the converse is not true, that the work makes the man either 
a believer or an unbeliever. As works do not make a man a believer, 
so also they do not make him righteous. But as faith makes a man 
a believer and righteous, so faith does good works. Since, then, 
works justify no one, and a man must be righteous before he does 
a good work, it is very evident that it is faith alone which, because 
of the pure mercy of God through Christ and in his Word, worthily 
and sufficiently justifies and saves the person. A Christian has no 
need of any work or law in order to be saved since through faith 
he is free from every law and does everything out of pure liberty 
and freely. He seeks neither benefit nor salvation since he already 
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abounds in all things and is saved through the grace of God be
cause in his faith he now seeks only to please God. 

Furthermore, no good work helps justify or save an unbeliever. 
On the other hand, no evil work makes him wicked or damns him; 
but the unbelief which makes the person and the tree evil does 
the evil and damnable works. Hence when a man is good or evil, 
this is effected not by the works, but by faith or unbelief, as the 
Wise Man says, "This is the beginning of sin, that a man falls 
away from God" [Cf. Sirach 10:14-15]' which happens when he does 
not believe. And Paul says in Heb. 11 [:6], "For whoever would 
draw near to God must believe .... " And Christ says the same: 
"Either make the tree good, and its fruit good; or make the tree 
bad, and its fruit bad" [Matt. 12:33], as if he would say, "Let 
him who wishes to have good fruit begin by planting a good tree." 
So let him who wishes to do good works begin not with the doing 
of works, but with believing, which makes the person good, for 
nothing makes a man good except faith, or evil except unbelief. 

It is indeed true that in the sight of men a man is made good 
or evil by his works; but this being made good or evil only means 
that the man who is good or evil is pointed out and known as such, 
as Christ says in Matt. 7 [:20], "Thus you will know them by their 
fruits." All this remains on the surface, however, and very many 
have been deceived by this outward appearance and have pre
sumed to write and teach concerning good works by which we may 
be justified without even mentioning faith. They go their way, 
always being deceived and deceiving [II Tim. 3:13], progressing, 
indeed, but into a worse state, blind leaders of the blind, weary
ing themselves with many works and still never attaining to true 
righteousness [Matt. 15:14]. Of such people Paul says in II Tim. 
3 [5, 7], "Holding the form of religion but denying the power 
of it . . . who will listen to anybody and can never arrive at a 

knowledge of the truth." 
Whoever, therefore, does not wish to go astray with those 

blind men must look beyond works, and beyond laws and doctrines 
about works. Turning his eyes from works, he must look upon 
the person and ask how he is justified. For the person is justified 
and saved, not by works or laws, but by the Word of God, that is, 
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by the promise of his grace, and by faith, that the glory may re
main God's, who sayed us not by works of righteousness which 
we have done [Titus 3:5], but by virtue of his mercy by the word 
bf his grace when we believed [I Cor. 1:21J. 

From this it is easy to know how far good works are to be 
rejected or not, and by what standard all the teachings of men 
concerning works are to be interpreted. If works are sought after 
as a means to righteousness, are burdened with this perverse levia
than,16 and are done under the false impression that through them 
one is justified, they are made necessary and freedom and faith 
are destroyed; and this addition to them makes them no longer 
good but truly damnable works. They are not free, and they blas
pheme the grace of God since to justify and to save by faith be
longs to the grace of God alone. What the works have no power 
to do they nevertheless-by a godless presumption through this 
folly of ours-pretend to do and thus violently force themselves 
into the office and glory of grace. We do not, therefore, reject 
good works; on the contrary, we cherish and teach them as much 
as possible. We do Dot condemn them for their own sake but on 
account of this godless addition to them and the perverse idea that 
righteousness is to be sought through them; for that makes them 
appear good outwardly, when in truth' they are not good. They 
deceive men and lead them to deceive one another like ravening 
wolves in sheep's clothing [Matt. 7: 15] . 

But this leviathan, or perverse notion concerning works, is 
unconquerable where sincere faith is wanting. Those work-saints 
cannot get rid of it unless faith, its destroyer, comes and rules in 
their hearts. Nature of itself cannot drive it out or even recognize 
it, but rather regards it as a mark of the most holy will. If the 
influence of custom is added and confirms this perverseness of na
ture, as wicked teachers have caused it to do, it becomes an in
curable evil and leads astray and destroys countless men beyond 
all hope of restoration. Therefore, although it is good to preach 
and write about penitence, confession, and satisfaction, our teach
ing is unquestionably deceitful and diabolical if we stop with that 
and do not go on to teach about faith. 

,. Probably a reminiscence of Leviathan, the twisting serpent, in Isa. 27:1. 
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Christ, like his forerunner John, not only said, "Repent" [Matt. 
3:2; 4:17], but added the word of faith, saying, "The kingdom of 
heaven is at hand." We are not to preach only one of these words 
of God, but both; we are to bring forth out of our treasure things 
new and old, the voice of the law as well as the word of grace 
[Matt. 13:52]. We must bring forth the voice of the law that men 
may be made to fear and come to a knowledge of their sins and 
so be converted to repentance and a better life. But we must not 
stop with that, for that would only amount to wounding and not 
binding up, smiting and not healing, killing and not making alive, 
leading down into hell and not bringing back again, humbling 
and not exalting. Therefore we must also preach the word of grace 
and the promise of forgiveness by which faith is taught and aroused. 
Without this word of grace the works of the law, contrition, peni
tence, and all the rest are done and taught in vain. 

Preachers of repentance and grace remain even to our day, 
but they do not explain God's law and promise that a man might 
learn from them the source of repentance and grace. Repentance 
proceeds from the law of God, but faith or grace from the promise 
of God, as Rom. 10 [: 17] says: "So faith comes from what is 
heard, and w:iat is heard comes by the preaching of Christ." Ac
cordingly man is consoled and exalted by faith in the divine promise 
after he has been humbled and led to a knowledge of himself by 
the threats and the fear of the divine law. So we read in Psalm 30 
[:5]: "Weeping may tarry for the night, but joy comes with the 
morning." 

Let this suffice concerning works in general and at the same 
time concerning the works which a Christian does for himself. 
Lastly, we shall also speak of the things which he does toward 
his neighbor. A man does not live for himself alone in this mortal 
body to work for it alone, but he lives also for all men on earth; 
rather, he lives only for others and not for himself. To this end he 
brings his body into subjection that he may the more sincerely 
and freely serve others, as Paul says in Rom. 14 [:7-8], "None of 
us lives to himself, and none of us dies to himself. If we live, we 
live to the Lord, and if we die, we die to the Lord." He cannot 
ever in this life be idle and without works toward his neighbors, 
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for he will necessarily speak, deal with, and exchange views with 
men, as Christ also, being made in the likeness of men [Phil. 2:7], 
was found in form as a man and conversed with men, as Baruch 3 
[:38] says. 

Man, however, needs none of these things for his righteousness 
and salvation. Therefore he should be guided in all his works by 
this thought and contemplate this one thing alone, that he may 
serve and benefit others in all that he does, considering nothing 
except the need and the advantage of his neighbor. Accordingly the 
Apostle commands us to work with our hands so that we may give 
to the needy, although he might have said that we should work 
to support ourselves. He says, however, "that he may be able to 
give to those in need" [Eph. 4:28]. This is what makes caring for 
the body a Christian work, that through its health and comfort 
we may be able to work, to acquire, and lay by funds with which 
to aid those who are in need, that in this way the strong member 
may serve the weaker, and we may be sons of God, each caring 
for and working for the other, bearing one another's burdens and 
so fulfilling the law of Christ [Gal. 6:2]. This is a truly Christian 
life. Here faith is truly active through love [Gal. 5:6], that is, it 
finds expression in works of the freest service, cheerfully and 
lovingly done, with which a man willingly serves another without 
hope of reward; and for himself he is satisfied with the fullness 
and wealth of his faith. 

Accordingly Paul, after teaching the Philippians how rich they 
were made through faith in Christ, in which they obtained all 
things, thereafter teaches them, saying, "So if there is any encour
agement in Christ, any incentive of love, any participation in the 
Spirit, any affection and sympathy, complete my joy by being of 
the same mind, having the same love, being in full accord and of 
one mind. Do nothing from selfishness or conceit, but in humility 
count others better than yourselves. Let each of you look not only 
to his own interests, but also to the interests of others" [Phil. 2:1-4]. 
Here we see clearly that the Apostle has prescribed this rule for the 
life of Christians, namely, that we should devote all our works to 
the welfare of others, since each has such abundant riches in his 
faith that all his other works and his whole life are a surplus with 
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which he can by voluntary benevolence serve and do good to his 
neighbor. 

As an example of such life the Apostle cites Christ, saying, 
"Have this mind among yourselves, which you have in Christ Jesus, 
who, though he was in the form of God, did not count equality with 
God a thing to be grasped, but emptied himself, taking the form of 
a servant, being born in the likeness of men. And being found in 
human form he humbled himself and became obedient unto death" 
[Phil. 2:5-8]. This salutary word of the Apostle has been obscured 
for us by those who have not at all understood his words, "form of 
God," "form of a servant," "human form," "likeness of men," and 
have applied them to the divine and the human nature. Paul means 
this: Although Christ was filled with the form of God and rich in all 
good things, so that he needed no work and no suffering to make 
him righteous and saved (for he had all this eternally), yet he was 
not puffed up by them and did not exalt himself above us and 
assume power over us, although he could rightly have done so; but, 
on the contrary, he so lived, labored, worked, suffered, and died 
that he might be like other men and in fashion and in actions be 
nothing else than a man, just as if he had need of all these things 
and had nothing of the form of God. But he did all this for our 
sake, that he might serve us and that all things which he accom
plished in this form of a servant might become ours. 

So a Christian, like Christ his head, is filled and made rich by 
faith and should be content with this form of God which he has 
obtained by faith; only, as I have said, he should increase this faith 
until it is made perfect. For this faith is his life, his righteousness, 
and his salvation: it saves him and makes him acceptable, and be
stows upon him all things that are Christ's, as has been said above, 
and as Paul asserts in Gal. 2 [:20] when he says, "And the life I 
now live in the flesh I live by faith in the Son of God." Although 
the Christian is thus free from all works, he ought in this liberty 
to empty himself, take upon himself the form of a servant, be made 
in the likeness of men, be found in human form, and to serve, help, 
and in every way deal with his neighbor as he sees that God 
through Christ has dealt and still deals with him. This he should 
do freely, having regard for nothing but divine approval. 
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He ought to think: "Although I am an unworthy and con
demned man, my God has given me in Christ all the riches of right
eousness and salvation without any merit on my part, out of pure, 
free mercy, so that from now on I need nothing except faith whic~ 
believes that this is true. Why should I not therefore freely, joyfully, 
with all my heart, and with an eager will do all things which I 
know are pleasing and acceptable to such a Father who has over
whelmed me with his inestimable riches? I will therefore give my
self as a Christ to my neighbor, just as Christ offered himself to 
me; I will do nothing in this life except what I see is necessary, 
profitable, and salutary to my neighbor, since through faith I have 
an abundance of all good things in Christ." 

Behold, from faith thus flow forth love and joy in the Lord, and 
from love a joyful, willing, and free mind that serves one's neighbor 
willingly and takes no account of gratitude or ingratitude, of praise 
or blame, of gain or loss. For a man does not serve that he may put 
men under obligations. He does not distinguish between friends 
and enemies or anticipate their thankfulness or unthankfulness, but 
he most freely and most willingly spends himself and all that he 
has, whether he wastes all on the thankless or whether he gains a 
reward. As his Father does, distributing all things to all men richly 
and freely, making "his sun rise on the evil and on the good" [Matt. 
5 :45], so also the son does all things and suffers all things with that 
freely bestowing joy which is his delight when through Christ he 
sees it in God, the dispenser of such great benefits. 

Therefore, if we recognize the great and precious things which 
are given us, as Paul says [Rom. 5 :5], our hearts will be filled by 
the Holy Spirit with the love which makes us free, joyful, almighty 
workers and conquerors over all tribulations, servants of our neigh
bors, and yet lords of all. For those who do not recognize the gifts 
bestowed upon them through Christ, however, Christ has been born 
in vain; they go their way with their works and shall never come 
to taste or feel those things. Just as our neighbor is in need and 
lacks that in which we abound, so we were in need before God and 
lacked his mercy. Hence, as our heavenly Father has in Christ freely 
come to our aid, we also ought freely to help our neighbor through 
our body and its works, and each one should become as it were a 
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Christ to the other that we may be Christs to one another and Christ 
may be the same in all, that is, that we may be truly Christians. 

Who then can comprehend the riches and the glory of the 
Christian life? It can do all things and has all things and lacks 
nothing. It is lord over sin, death, and hell, and yet at the same time 
it serves, ministers to, and benefits all men. But alas in our day this 
life is unknown throughout the world; it is neither preached about 
nor sought after; we are altogether ignorant of our own name and 
do not know why we are Christians or bear the name of Christians. 
Surely we are named after Christ, not because he is absent from 
us, but because he dwells in us, that is, because we believe in him 
and are Christs one to another and do to our neighbors as Christ 
does to us. But in our day we are taught by the doctrine of men to 
seek nothing but merits, rewards, and the things that are ours; of 
Christ we have made only a taskmaster far harsher than Moses. 

We have a pre-eminent example of such a faith in the blessed 
Virgin. As is written in Luke 2 [:22], she was purified according 
to the law of Moses according to the custom of all women, although 
she was not bound by that law and did not need to be purified. 
Out of free and willing love, however, she submitted to the law 
like other women that she might not offend or despise them. She 
was not justified by this work, but being righteous she did it freely 
and willingly. So also our works should be done, not that we may 
be justified by them, since, being justified beforehand by faith, we 
ought to do all things freely and joyfully for the sake of others. 

St. Paul also circumcised his disciple Timothy, not because 
circumcision was necessary for his righteousness, but that he might 
not offend or despise the Jews who were weak in the faith and 
could not yet grasp the liberty of faith. But, on the other hand, 
when they despised the liberty of faith and insisted that circum
cision was necessary for righteousness, he resisted them and did 
not allow Titus to be circumcised Gal. 2 [:S]. Just as he was 
unwilling to offend or despise any man's weak faith and yielded 
to their will for a time, so he was also unwilling that the liberty of 
faith should be offended against or despised by stubborn, work
righteous men. He chose a middle way, sparing the weak for a 
time, but always withstanding the stubborn, that he might convert 
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all to the liberty of faith. What we do should be done with the same 
zeal to sustain the weak in faith, as in Rom. 14 [: 1]; but we should 
firmly resist the stubborn teachers of works. Of this we shall say 
more later. 

Christ also, in Matt. 17 [:24-27], when the tax money was 
demanded of his disciples, discussed with St. Peter whether 
the sons of the king were not free from the payment of tribute, 
and Peter affirmed that they were. Nonetheless, Christ commanded 
Peter to go to the sea and said, "Not to give offense to them, go 
to the sea and cast a hook, and take the first fish that comes up, and 
when you open its mouth you will find a shekel; take that and give 
it to them for me and for yourself." This incident fits our subject 
beautifully for Christ here calls himself and those who are his chil
dren sons of the king, who need nothing; and yet he freely submits 
and pays the tribute. Just as necessary and helpful as this work was 
to Christ's righteousness or salvation, just so much do all other 
works of his or his followers avail for righteousness, since they all 
follow after righteousness and are free and are done only to serve 
others and to give them an example of good works. 

Of the same nature are the precepts which Paul gives in Rom. 
IS [:1-7], namely, that Christians should be subject to the govern
ing authorities and be ready to do every good work, not that they 
shall in this way be justified, since they already are righteous 
through faith, but that in the liberty of the Spirit they shall by so 
doing serve others and the authorities themselves and obey their 
will freely and out of love. The works of all colleges,11 monasteries, 
and priests should be of this nature. Each one should do the works 
of his profession and station, not that by them he may strive after 
righteousness, but that through them he may keep his body under 
control, be an example to others who also need to keep their bodies 
under control, and finally that by such works he may submit his 
will to that of others in the freedom of love. But very great care 
must always be exercised so that no man in a false confidence 
imagines that by such works he will be justified or acquire merit 

if The word "college" here denotes a corporation of clergy supported by a 
foundation and perfOrming certain religious services. 

-621-



VI. Licing and Dying as a Christian 

or be saved; for this is the work of faith alone, as 1 have repeatedly 
said. 

Anyone knowing this could easily and without danger nnd his 
way throilgh those numberless mandates and precepts of pope, 
bishops, monasteries, churches, princes, and magistrates upon which 
some ignorant pastors insist as if they were necessary to righteous
ness and salvation, calling them "precepts of the church," although 
they are nothing of the kind. For a Christian, as a free man, will 
say, "1 will fast, pray, do this and that as men command, not because 
it is necessary to my righteousness or salvation; but that 1 may show 
due respect to the pope, the bishop, the community, a magistrate, 
or my neighbor, and give them an example. I will do and suffer all 
things, just as Christ did and suffered far more for me, although he 
needed nothing of it all for himself, and was made under the law 
for my sake, although he was not under the law." Although tyrants 
do violence or injustice in making their demands, yet it will do no 
harm as long as they demand nothing contrary to God. 

From what has been said, everyone can pass a safe judgment 
on all works and laws and make a trustworthy distinction between 
them and know who are the blind and ignorant pastors and who 
are the good and true. Any work that is not done solely for the 
purpose of keeping the body under control or of serving one's neigh
bor, as long as he asks nothing contrary to God, is not good or 
Christian. For this reason I greatly fear that few or no colleges, 
monasteries, altars, and offices of the church are really Christian 
in our day-nor the special fasts and prayers on certain saints' days. 
I fear, I say, that in all these we seek only our pront, thinking that 
through them our sins are purged away and that we nnd salvation 
in them. In this way Christian liberty perishes altogether. This is 
a consequence of our ignorance of Christian faith and liberty. 

This ignorance and suppression of liberty very many blind 
pastors take pains to encourage. They stir up and urge on their peo
ple in these practices by praising such works, puffing them up with 
their indulgences, and never teaching faith. If, however, you wish 
to pray, fast, or establish a foundation in the church, I advise you 
to be careful not to do it in order to obtain some benefit, whether 
temporal or eternal, for you would do injury to your faith which 
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alone offers you all things. Your one care should be that faith may 
grow, whether it is trained by works or sufferings. Make your gifts 
freely and for no consideration, so that others may profit by them 
and fare well because of you and your goodness. In this way you 
shall be truly good and Christian. Of what benefit to you are the 
good works which you do not need for keeping your body under 
control? Your faith is sufficient for you, through which God has 
given you all things. 

See, according to this rule the good things we have from God 
should flow from one to the other and be common to all, so that 
everyone should "put on" his neighbor and so conduct himself 
toward him as if he himself were in the other's place. From Christ 
the good things have :£lowed and are :£lowing into us. He has so 
"put on" us and acted for us as if he had been what we are. From 
us they :£low on to those who have need of them so that I should 
lay before God my faith and my righteousness that they may cover 
and intercede for the sins of my neighbor which I take upon myself 
and so labor and serve in them as if they were my very own. That 
is what Christ did for us. This is true love and the genuine rule of 
a Christian life. Love is true and genuine where there is true and 
genuine faith. Hence the Apostle says of love in I Cor. 13 [:5] 
that "it does not seek its own." 

We conclude, therefore, that a Christian lives not in himself, 
but in Christ and in his neighbor. Otherwise he is not a Christian. 
He lives in Christ through faith, in his neighbor through love. By 
faith he is caught up beyond himself into God. By love he descends 
beneath himself into his neighbor. Yet he always remains in God 
and in his love, as Christ says in John 1 [:51], "Truly, truly, I say 
to you, you will see heaven opened, and the angels of God ascend
ing and descending upon the Son of man." 

Enough now of freedom. As you see, it is a spiritual and true 
freedom and makes our hearts free from all sins, laws and com
mands, as Paul says, I Tim. 1 [:9], "The law is not laid down for 
the just." It is more excellent than all other liberty, which is ex
ternal, as heaven is more excellent than earth. May Christ give us 
this liberty both to understand and to preserve. Amen. 

Finally, something must be added for the sake of those for 
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whom nothing can be said so well that they will not spoil it by 
misunderstanding it. It is questionable whether they will under
stand even what will be said here. There are very many who, when 
they hear of this freedom of faith, immediately turn it into an oc
casion for the flesh and think that now all things are allowed them. 
They want to show that they are free men and Christians only by 
despising and finding fault with ceremonies, traditions, and human 
laws; as if they were Christians because on stated days they do not 
fast or eat meat when others fast, or because they do not use the 
accustomed prayers, and with upturned nose scoff at the precepts 
of men, although they utterly disregard all else that pertains to the 
Christian religion. The extreme opposite of these are those who 
rely for their salvation solely on their reverent observance of cere
monies, as if they would be saved because on certain days they fast 
or abstain from meats, or pray certain prayers; these make a boast 
of the precepts of the church and of the fathers, and do not care 
a fig for the things which are of the essence of our faith. Plainly, 
both are in error because they neglect the weightier things which 
are necessary to salvation, and quarrel so noisily about trifling and 
unnecessary matters. 

How much better is the teaching of the Apostle Paul who bids 
us take a middle course and condemns both sides when he says, 
"Let not him who eats despise him who abstains, and let not him 
who abstains pass judgment on him who eats" [Rom. 14:3]. Here 
you see that they who neglect and disparage ceremonies, not out of 
piety, but out of mere contempt, are reproved, since the Apostle 
teaches us not to despise them. Such men are puffed up by knowl
edge. On the other hand, he teaches those who insist on the cere
monies not to judge the others, for neither party acts toward the 
other according to the love that edifies. Wherefore we ought to 
listen to Scripture which teaches that we should not go aside to 
the right or to the left [Deut. 28:14] but follow the statutes of the 
Lord which are right, "rejoicing the heart" [Ps. 19:8]. As a man is 
not righteous because he keeps and clings to the works and forms 
of the ceremonies, so also will a man not be counted righteous 
merely because he neglects and despises them. 

Our faith in Christ does not free us from works but from false 
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opinIons concerning works, that is, from the foolish presumption 
that justification is acquired by works. Faith redeems, corrects, and 
preserves our consciences so that we know that righteousness does 
not consist in works, although works neither can nor ought to be 
wanting; just as we cannot be without food and drink and all the 
works of this mortal body, yet our righteousness is not in them, but 
in faith; and yet those works of the body are not to be despised 
or neglected on that account. In this world we are bound by the 
needs of our bodily life, but we are not righteous because of them. 
"My kingship is not of this world" [John 18:36], says Christ. He 
does not, however, say, "My kingship is not here, that is, in this 
world." And Paul says, "Though we live in the world we are not 
carrying on a worldly war" [II Cor. 10:3], and in Gal. 2 [:20], 
"The life I now live in the flesh I live by faith in the Son of God." 
Thus what we do, live, and are in works and ceremonies, we do 
because of the necessities of this life and of the effort to rule our 
body. Nevertheless we are righteous, not in these, but in the 
faith of the Son of God. 

Hence the Christian must take a middle course and face those 
two classes of men. He will meet first the unyielding, stubborn 
ceremonialists who like deaf adders are not willing to hear the truth 
of liberty [Ps. 58:4] but, having no faith, boast of, prescribe, and 
insist upon their ceremonies as means of justification. Such were 
the Jews of old, who were unwilling to learn how to do good. These 
he must resist, do the very opposite, and offend them boldly lest 
by their impious views they drag many with them into error. In the 
presence of such men it is good to eat meat, break the fasts, and 
for the sake of the liberty of faith do other things which they re
gard as the greatest of sins. Of them we must say, "Let them alone; 
they are blind guides." According to this principle Paul would not 
circumcise Titus when the Jews insisted that he should [Gal. 2:3], 
and Christ excused the apostles when they plucked ears of grain on 
the sabbath [Matt. 12: 1-8]. There are many similar instances. The 
other class of men whom a Christian will meet are the simple-mind
ed, ignorant men, weak in the faith, as the Apostle calls them, who 
cannot yet grasp the liberty of faith, even if they were willing to 
do so [Rom. 14:1]. These he must take care not to offend. He 
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must yield to their weakness until they are more fully instructed. 
Since they do and think as they do, not because they are stubbornly 
wicked, but only because their faith is weak, the fasts and other 
things which they consider necessary must be observed to avoid 
giving them offense. This is the command of love which would 
harm no one but would serve all men. It is not by their fault that 
they are weak, but by that of their pastors who have taken them 
captive with the snares of their traditions and have wickedly used 
these traditions as rods with which to beat them. They should have 
been delivered from these pastors by the teachings of faith and free
dom. So the Apostle teaches us in Romans 14: "If food is a cause of 
my brother's falling, I will never eat meat" [Cf. Rom. 14:21 and I 
Cor. 8:13}; and again, "I know and am persuaded in the Lord Jesus 
that nothing is unclean in itself; but it is unclean for anyone who 
thinks it unclean" [Rom. 14:14]. 

For this reason, although we should boldly resist those teachers 
of traditions and sharply censure the laws of the popes by means 
of which they plunder the people of God, yet we must spare the 
timid multitude whom those impious tyrants hold captive by means 
of these laws until they are set free. Therefore fight strenuously 
against the wolves, but for the sheep and not also against the sheep. 
This you will do if you inveigh against the laws and the lawgivers 
and at the same time observe the laws with the weak so that they 
will not be offended, until they also recognize tyranny and under
stand their freedom. If you wish to use your freedom, do so in 
secret, as Paul says, Rom. 14 [:22], "The faith that you have, keep 
between yourself and God"; but take care not to use your freedom 
in the sight of the weak. On the other hand, use your freedom con
stantly and consistently in the sight of and despite the tyrants and 
the stubborn so that they also may learn that they are impious, 
that their laws are of no avail for righteousness, and that they had 
no right to set them up. 

Since we cannot live our lives without ceremonies and works, 
and the perverse and untrained youth need to be restrained and 
saved from harm by such bonds; and since each one should keep 
his body under control by means of such works, there is need that 
the minister of Christ be far-seeing and faithful. He ought so to 
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govern and teach Christians in all these matters that their con
science and faith will not be offended and that there will not 
spring up in them a suspicion and a root of bitterness and many 
will thereby be defiled, as Paul admonishes the Hebrews [Heb. 
l2:15]; that is, that they may not lose faith and become defiled 
by the false estimate of the value of works and think that they 
must be justified by works. Unless faith is at the same time con
stantly taught, this happens easily and defiles a great many, as has 
been done until now through the pestilent, impious, soul-destroying 
traditions of our popes and the opinions of our theologians. By 
these snares numberless souls have been dragged down to hell, 
so that you might see in this the work of Antichrist. 

In brief, as wealth is the test of poverty, business the test of 
faithfulness, honors the test of humility, feasts the test of tem
perance, pleasures the test of chastity, so ceremonies are the test 
of the righteousness of faith. "Can a man," asks Solomon, "carry 
fire in his bosom and his clothes and not be burned?" [Provo 6:27]. 
Yet as a man must live in the midst of wealth, business, honors, 
pleasures, and feasts, so also must he live in the midst of cere
monies, that is, in the midst of dangers. Indeed, as infant boys 
need beyond all else to be cherished in the bosoms and by the 
hands of maidens to keep them from perishing, yet when they are 
grown up their salvation is endangered if they associate with maid
ens, so the inexperienced and perverse youth need to be restrained 
and trained by the iron bars of ceremonies lest their unchecked 
ardor rush headlong into vice after vice. On the other hand, it 
would be death for them always to be held in bondage to cere
monies, thinking that these justify them. They are rather to be 
taught that they have been so imprisoned in ceremonies, not that 
they should be made righteous or gain great merit by them, but 
that they might thus be kept from doing evil and might more 
easily be instructed to the righteousness of faith. Such instruction 
they would not endure if the impulsiveness of their youth were 
not restrained. 

Hence ceremonies are to be given the same place in the life of 
a Christian as models and plans have among builders and artisans. 
They are prepared, not as a permanent structure, but because with-
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out them nothing could be built or made. When the structure is 
complete the models and plans are laid aside. You see, they are not 
despised, rather they are greatly sought after; but what we despise 
is the false estimate of them since no one holds them to be the real 
and permanent structure. 

If any man were so flagrantly foolish as to care for nothing 
all his life long except the most costly, careful, and persistent prep
aration of plans and models and never to think of the structure 
itself, and were satisfied with his work in producing such plans 
and mere aids to work, and boasted of it, would not all men pity 
his insanity and think that something great might have been built 
with what he has wasted? Thus we do not despise ceremonies and 
works, but we set great store by them; but we despise the false esti
mate placed upon works in order that no one may think that they 
are true righteousness, as those hypocrites believe who spend and 
lose their whole lives in zeal for works and never reach that goal 
for the sake of which the works are to be done, who, as the Apostle 
says, "will listen to anybody and can never arrive at a knowledge 
of the truth" [II Tim. 3:7]. They seem to wish to build, they make 
their preparations, and yet they never build. Thus they remain 
caught in the form of religion and do not attain unto its power 
[II Tim. 3:5]. Meanwhile they are pleased with their efforts and 
even dare to judge all others whom they do not see shining with a 
like show of works. Yet with the gifts of God which they have spent 
and abused in vain they might, if they had been filled with faith, 
have accomplished great things to their own salvation and that 
of others. 

Since human nature and natural reason, as it is called, are by 
nature superstitious and ready to imagine, when laws and works 
are prescribed, that righteousness must be obtained through laws 
and works; and further, since they are trained and confirmed in 
this opinion by the practice of all earthly lawgivers, it is impossible 
that they should of themselves escape from the slavery of works 
and come to a knowledge of the freedom of faith. Therefore there 
is need of the prayer that the Lord may give us and make us 
theodidacti, that is, those taught by God (John 6:45], and himself, 
as he has promised, write his law in our hearts; otherwise there is 
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no hope for us. If he himself does not teach our hearts this wisdom 
hidden in mystery [I Cor. 2:7], nature can only condemn it and 
judge it to be heretical because nature is offended by it and regards 
it as foolishness. So we see that it happened in the old days in the 
case of the apostles and prophets, and so godless and blind popes 
and their flatterers do to me and to those who are like me. May God 
at last be merciful to them and to us and cause his face to shine 
upon us that we may know his way upon earth CPs. 67:1-2], his 
salvation among all nations, God, who is blessed forever [II Cor. 
11:31]. Amen. 
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27. 

A SERMON ON THE 

ESTATE OF MARRIAGE 

Preface 

A sermon on the estate of marriage has already been published in 
my name, but I would much rather it had not. I know perfectly 
well that I have preached on the subject, but it has never been put 
into writing yet, as I am about to do at this moment. For this reason 
I determined to revise this same sennon, and improve it as much as 
possible. I ask every good soul to disregard the first sermon pub
lished and discard it. Further, if anybody wants to start writing my 
sennons for me, let him restrain himself, and let me have a say in 
the publication of my words as well. There is a vast difference 
between using the spoken word to make something clear and having 
to use the written word. 

A Sermon on the Estate of Marr'iage 
Revised and Corrected by Dr. Martin Luther 

Augustinian at Wittenberg 

1. God created Adam and brought all the animals before him. 
Adam did not find a proper companion among them suitable for 
marriage, so God then said, "It is not good that Adam should be 
alone. I will create a helpmeet for him to be with him always.~ 
And he sent a deep sleep upon Adam, and took a rib from him, and 
closed his side up again. And out of this very rib taken from Adam, 
God created a woman and brought her to him. Then Adam said, 
"This is bone of my bone, and flesh of my flesh. She shall be called 
a woman, because she was taken from her man. This is why a man 
shall leave his father and mother and cleave to his wife, and the 
two shall be one flesh" [Gen. 2:18-24]. 
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All of this is from God's word. These words teach us where 
man and woman come from, how they were given to one another, 
for what purpose a wife was created, and what kind of love there 
should be in the estate of marriage. 

2. If God himself does not give the wife or the husband, any
thing can happen. For the truth indicated here is that Adam found 

c£) p.o marriageable partner for himself, but as SOOD as Cee had-created 
Eve and brought her to him, he felt a real married love toward her, 

Co ) and recognized that she was his wife. Those who want to enter into 
~. the estate of marriage should Jearn from this that they shgYld ear- -r-' nestly pray to God for a spouse For the sage says that parents 
1/ provide goods and houses for their children, but a wife is giv~ by 
~ () ~od alone [Provo 19:14], everyone according to his need, just as 

f Eve was given to Adam by God alone. And true though it is 'That 

I -I;v'; Qecause of exceSSIve lust of the ftesh lighthearted youth pays scant 'rl a~tion to these matter~, marriage is nevertheless a weighty matter 
in the sight of God. For it was not by accident that Almighty God 
instituted the estate'~f matrimony only for man and above all 

J 

·ai:umals, and gave such forethought and consideration to marria e.-
To e a er 0 says qm e SImp y, "Be fruitful and multi- ,/". 
ply" [Gen. 1:22]. It is not written that he brings the female to the \J--':-; 

male. re th re is no such thin as marria e amon animals. 7,,:;//-:7": 
But in God creates for him a unique, ecial kin ,/ ~">"~'--..J" 

~,"=~~:-=;-=:....:::o:..:.wn:..:::...:fl::e;;:s . tin s her to him, he gives her to 
agrees to accept her. Therefore, that is wJ!at 

marriage is. -------3. A woman is created to be a companionable helpmeet to the 
~an iIi-everything, particularly to bear chIldren. Arid,that still holds ";;;'4",-£ 
~ood, except that smce me fall marriage has been adulterated .with 10'
~ckictlusQnd now l!.e., after the fall] the desire of the man for 
the woman, and vice versa, is sought after not only for com anion- q:' . 
s p an children, for which purposes alone marriage was instituted, '4-') "4..._"'" 
but also for the pursuance of wicked lust, which is almost as strong _. (' /. ../. 
amotive._ ~' r--'" t. ...... ~f1-vJ'd4fi .. ,,"r' 2~-.t - I( 

4'-.,God makes distinctions between the different kinds of love, and .... 
shows' that the love of a man and woman is (or should be) the 
greatest and purest of all loves. For he says, «A man s~~Je~ve his 

!--ii-I.-~~~{.~ 
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father and mother and cleave to his wife" [Gen. 2:24], and the wife 
does the same, as we see happening aroWJ.!t us every day. Now 

~ ,/'. "" ~ 
tpere are three kinds of love alse love; atural lo\re, an m "d 
love. False love is that w ic see Its own, as a man loves money, 
:eossessions, honor, and women taken outside of marriage and 
against God's command. Natural love is that between father and 
c 'ld, brother and sister, friend and relative, and similar relation
shi s. But over and above all these' marrie lov 1 that is, a bride's 
love, which glows like a fire and esires no rng 'but the husband. 
§l!-e says, "It is you I want, not what is yours: I want neither your 
silver nor your gold; I want neither. I want only you. I want you 
i!!.. your entirety, or not at all." All other kinds of love seek some
thing other than the loved one: this kind wants only to have 
the beloved's own self completely. If Adam had not f ~to-ye 

,0/ 
~ 

I 

..Qf bride and groom waul ave been the loveliest thing. Now this 
love is not pure either, for adnuttedly a mamed partnerdesires to 
have the crtiier, yet each seeks to satisfy his desire with the other, 
and it is this desire which corrupts this kind of love ... Therefore, 
the married state is now no longer pure and free from sin. The 
temptation of the flesh has ecome so strong an co at 

'.' \ J,. j"-" ~ ,,~\ r 
j~?, . -r- ,\ 

marriage may e . ene to a ospital for incurables which pre
vents inmates from fal1.i:llg into graver sin.l ~fore Adam fell it was 
a5nrlple matter to remarn virgrn and cIiaste, but now it is hardly 
~le, and without special grace froIJl \God.suite impossible. For 

I./~.,y 
:Y.' , , . 

! 

{ ~ chastity a matter of obligation. It is tlue that Christ coynsel~ 
:'1 this _very reason neither Christ nor thd, apostles sought to JD,ake 

f
l. I'!>astili';' and he left ttUp-to each,;;;e t,,-test hims~ so that _.~.~e 

I .·1 could not be continent he was free to ma;ry, but if ~of 
, J GOd he could be continent, Then cnasffiy is 1Jefter.3 
\ TlUiStiie doctors" have found three l good and usefql things 

,J about the married estate, by means of which th~,].!1sf, which 
flows beneath the surface, is counteracted bd ceases to p~.use 
o~aamna~ \ 
1 It was not until 15213 that Luther complemented \~his view of marriage as a 
"remedy against sin" with that of marriage as an "es te of faith." Cf. Lazareth, 
Luther on the Christian Home, pp. 283-284. \ \_ 
: Cf. Matt. 19.:10-12. \ .:, V ~ 

Cf. I Cor. 7.8-10. , Y " 
~ Luther means the church's theologians. ~'''''- '" . , 

\.f'~ IV 
lJ<'Y .. 
\' ~,.. 

;'Y.\ • ..Jv 
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First, [the doctors say] that it is a sacrament. A ~ 
a sacred sign of something spiritual, holy, heavenly~ and-~;;~;i, 
jus! as the water of baptism, when the priest pours it over the 
Ghild,.means that the holy, divine, eternal grace is poured into the I' 

soul and body of that child at the same time, an<:tsleansesJ!~J!.om ~_ 
his 'Originiil sin. This also means that the kingdom of God, which is ! 
ailinestima:\Jle benefit, in fact immeasurably greater than the water ;~~ I 
which conveys this meaning, is within him. In the same way th~ ~i£ 7 

estate of marriage is a sacrament. It is an outward and spiritu.al !/:j> , 

s@EOf the greatest, h?~~st, and noble~t thing·!h~Lh.~s ii.f 
ever existed or ever will exist: the union of the divine and human 
n""a'tures iIi Christ. '1 h~ hal a ostfe' Paul sa s that as man and wife 
united in 

man_.~mted in the one er~on Cbiist, and so Christ and Chr~/ "",_ 
foon " .... nM ~n~.J?i>dy. t IS rn ee a wonderful sacrament, ~''"' .f.", .. ~ 

ph. 5:~ that the estate of marriage tru.Jy sign~~ Li ~_~-h 
suC!1agrea't'--ftFaItty. Is it not a wonderful thing that God is man~~ 
arunnat he gives himself to m~and will be his, just as the hlJr ~~~ 
band gives himself to his Wife and is hers? But if God is ours, then 
everything is _ ()1Jfs} 

. Consider this matter with the respect it deserves. Because the 
un~n of man and woman si iRes such a great mystery, the estate .tG ;. 

" a mar;::age as to ave this s ecial significance. T is means that -k'~ , 

./ th~t of e fles~ which . qd is Witho , is a conjuga!, .' ... ~. 
. \ o~~n and is no~ reprehensible when expressed .;yithin ;mar- ~f'-
l f \ riag~n all other cases outside the ~~nd of marriage, it!s moqal ~~, 

k€}In a arallel way the holy mai11loOd of God c6versotne shame .::7' 
<' of the . d lust of the flesh. Therefore, a marrie man S ou d 

/ '..ll~-f~ a'-§::rarrient~onor 1 as sacred, ~ave 
I prOIJ~inIDaIi!al;hga;OnS' soyutf Those thrngL~~~!L~_ginate 
{i in thiillst..o£..tfie flesh do not occurfamon-g-usJ-as-4e.y_.do in the /'. . 

~ ~~~ 
I world of brute beasts. 

I ··Second, [the doctors say J that marriage is ~venant of fidelity] { 
/ The whole basis and essence of marriage is that each gives himself 
I ~ ~ to ffie ollier, and fliey pronuse to remain faithful to each 

I 

~;-
5 Cf. I Cor. 3:21-23. 
6 Cf. Ps. 32:1; Rom. 4:7. 
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other and not give themselves to any other. By binding themselves 
t;-each other, and surrenderin themselves to each other the wan 
is b ed to the body of anyone else, and they content the 

vi
'~/ e m;riage bed With their one companion. In this way God 

. 

/ 's:es to it that the flesh is subdued so as not to rage wherever and 
. / however it pleases, and, within thiS plighted troth, permits even 

i ~ore occasion than is necessary for the begetting of children. But, 
oTCOiiIse, a man has to control lifuiseI£ and not make a filthy sow's _ 
sty ~of his marriage. 

At this point I want to say what kind of words7 should be used 
when two people are betrothedS to each other. The matter has been 
dealt with at such length, in such depth, and in such concise fashion 
that I myself am much too inadequate to understand it all, but I am 
afraid that there are many who are as married people, whom before 
/' .)low we thought unmarried. But because the estate of marriage con-

tI 
>( sists essentially in consent having been freely and previously given 

~/\j one to another, and also because God is wonderfully merciful in 
V all his judgments, I will leave it all to his care. The generally 

I accepted formula is "I am thine, thou art mine," and though some 
f intended it most strictly, it is not enough when they say, "I will 

/ take thee" or "I am willing to take thee" or when tlley use some 
other form of words. Nevertheless I would still prefer to consider 
the words in the sense in which they have been understood up 
to the present. 

Similarly, when someone has made a clandestine betrothal, 
and subsequently takes another, either clandestinely or publicly, 
I am still not sure whether what we write about it or the judgmen.t 

.~ we make on it is altogether right. .M,.l:: advice is that parents~ 
tt- ~;,,;r i4' ~ade their children not to be ashamed to ask their parents toji£~L 
J.~ ':/;11

. a :=m""arn:::.::.::::· a:s;:g!.::;e..Jn;:.::ar=tn:::.;e:::r~f:.::o::.r.....:th::::::e::m.:.:. . ..:P:..:ar=-=en:::ts=....:s~h:::o:..:u:::1d;::..:m:.:::.:ak:::e~it:...c::l:::e.::ar::...::fr:..:o::m:::.:-:th=e_ \- . 'l' /' - &: ..v' \;' star~at they want to advise their children so that they in their , 
~,~..,..-J I /tiirn ~remam c~aste and persevere in expectation of marriage. 

. J / 1 In the earlier sermon \Luther mentioned briefly the significance of the words 

i 

L... 

used in betrothal. Cf. WA 9 216-217. 
8 Luther generally reg~rd~ betrothal (engagement) as equivalent to mar
riage. Opposed to long' engagements, he expressed the opinion that it would 
be best if engagement, \marriage, and consummation took place on the same 
night. WA, TR 3, No. 3l79. Cf. Olavi Uihteenmaki, Sexus und Ehe bei Luther 
("Schriften der Luther-~ricola Gesellschaft," No. 10 [Turku, 1955]), pp. 99-128. 

Jf;: n 
-634-

r 
I 
I 

G 

J' ft ~- c/I~-c-.~1: ;l.- ~-
J) (~- ;' _,/ f ': .-

?"" tS Pc·~J -14-7- /- / 

; / .. 
A-'L<,,,,,;---C-'':7--
' . 

. A Sermon on the Estate of Marriage 

In return, children should not become engaged without the knowl
. edge of their parents. You are not ashamed, are you, to ask your 
parents for a coat or a house? Why be foolish then, and not ask for 
~what is far greater, a partner in marriage? Samson did It. He 
entered a city and saw a young maiden who pleased him. There
upon he in1mediately goes back home and says to his father and 
mother, "~ h~ve seen ~ ~oung maiden whom I ;ov~:Jear paren~, __ 
get me this girl for a wife [Judg.14:1-2]. ,lu /...~~ C::~"-

'IlPrd, [the doctors saY1 that marriage produces offspring, (or F /' ' 
~ (,.,""1.."""1""( 

tfu!.t is the end and chief purpose of marriage. It is not enough, l:"'~ 
however, merely for children to be born, and so what they say 
~~marriage excusing sin does not apply in this case. Heathen, ~,j 
too, bear offspring. But unfortunately it seldom happens that we ~7/ 
bring up c en serve to prars -' an orior -'--, an want / -K 

rio g e se 0 em. eop e see on y eirs in their children, or .~ -.. '"-. - --..-~ 

pleasure m them; {he serving of GOd fillds what place it can. Ypu 
alsosee people rush into marriage and become mothers ~d 
fiilllers before they know what the commandments are or can -pray. 

But this at least all married people should know. They can 
dQ no better work and do nothing more valuable either for G9d, 
for Christendom, for all the world, for themselves, and for $eir 
children than to bring up their children well. In comparison with 
this one work. that married people should bring up their children 
'roperly, there is nothing at all in pilgrimages to Rome, erusar;m, 

or Composte a, nothing at all in building churches, endowing 
m-;Ses, or whatever good works could be named. For brin in, up 
tfieir c ildren proper y is eir shortest road to heaven. In fact., 
heaven itself could, not be made nearer or achieved more easily 
than by doing this '3Vork. It:Th also then appointed 'Work. Wire 
parents are not conscientious about this, it is as if everythin -were 
the wrong way aroun , ~e fire that . not burn or water ..that 
is-norWet . 

By the same token, hell is no more easily earned than with 

9 Compostella, a Spanish town, was a famous and popular shrine. According to 
Spanish tradition, James the son of Zebedee was martyred there (see Acts 12:2). 
The name Compostella is a corruption of Giacomo Postolo, i.e., James the Apostle. 
Luther mentions this shrine frequently. 
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I breasts which bam never sIJck1ea,j [Luke 23:29]? There is not the 
I ·ilightest doubt that it is because they have failed to restore their !l children to God, from whom they received them to take care of 

them. 
o what a truly noble, import~t, and ~d ~dition the 

estate ~! __ !l?:?Xri~e is if it ~/ proper y regarded I 0 what a- truly 

~ 
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pitiable, horrible, and dangerous condition it is if it is not properly 
~edl Arid to hIm who bears _these things in mind the desire 
of the flesh may well pass away, and perhaps he could just as well 
take on chastity as the married state. The young people take a poor 
view of this and follow only their desires, but God will consider it 
important and wait on him who is in the right. 

------r<'maIIy, if you really want to atone for all your sins, if you 
want to obtain the fullest remission1o of them on earth as well as 
in heaven, if you want to see many generations of your children, 
then look but at this third point with all the seriousness you can 
muster and bring up your children properly. If you cannot do so, 
seek out other people who can and ask them to do it. Spare yourself 
neither money nor expense, neither trouble nor effort, for your 
children are the churches, the altar, the testament, the vigils and 
masses for the dead for which you make provision in your will.l1 
It is they who will lighten you in your hour of death, and to your 
journey's end. 

10 Luther uses the word ablasz, which also means "indulgence." 
11 Testamentary bequests endowing masses to be said in one's behalf after 
death were not uncommon in Luther's day. He treats this practice at some length 
in To the Christian Nobility, pp. 180-181. 

-637-



28. 

A SERMON ON 
PREPARING TO DIE 

Martin Luther, Augustinian Monk 

First, since death marks a farewell from this world and all its activi
ties, it is necessary that a man regulate his temporal goods properly 
or as he wishes to have them ordered, lest after his death there 
be occasion for squabbles, quarrels, or other misunderstanding 
among his surviving friends. This pertains to the physical or external 
departure from this world and to the surrender of our possessions. 

Second, we must also take leave spiritually. That is, we must 
cheerfully and sincerely forgive, for God's sake, all men who have 
offended us. At the same time we must also, for God's sake, earnestly 
seek the forgiveness of all the people whom we undoubtedly have 
greatly offended by setting them a bad example or by bestowing 
too few of the kindnesses demanded by the law of Christian broth
erly love. This is necessary lest the soul remain burdened by its 
actions here on earth. 

Third, since everyone must depart, we must tum our eyes to 
God, to whom the path of death leads and directs us. Here we find 
the beginning of the narrow gate and of the straight path to life 
[Matt. 7:14]. All must joyfully venture forth on this path, for though 
the gate is quite narrow, the path is not long. Just as an infant is 
born with peril and pain from the small abode of its mother's womb 
into this immense heaven and earth, that is, into this world, so man 
departs this life through the narrow gate of death. And although 
the heavens and the earth in which we dwell at present seem large 
and wide to us, they are nevertheless much narrower and smaller 
than the mother's womb in comparison with the future heaven. 
Therefore, the death of the dear saints is called a new birth, and 
their feast day is known in Latin as natale, that is, the day of their 
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birth. 1 However, the narrow passage of death makes us think of 
this life as expansive and the life beyond as confined. Therefore, we 
must believe this and learn a lesson from the physical birth of a 
child, as Christ declares, "When a woman is in travail she has sor
row; but when she has recovered, she no longer remembers the 
anguish, since a child is born by her into the world" (John 16:21]. 
So it is that in dying we must bear this anguish and know that a 
large mansion and joy will follow (John 14:2]. 

Fourth, such preparation and readiness for this journey are ac
complished first of all by providing ourselves with a sincere con
fession (of at least the greatest sins and those which by diligent 
search can be recalled by our memory), with the holy Christian 
sacrament of the holy and true body of Christ, and with the 
unction.2 If these can be had, one should devoutly desire them and 
receive them with great confidence. If they cannot be had, our long
ing and yearning for them should nevertheless be a comfort and 
we should not be too dismayed by this circumstance.3 Christ says, 
"All things are possible to him who believes" [Mark 9:23]. The sac
raments are nothing else than signs which help and incite us to 
faith, as we shall see. Without this faith they serve no purpose. 

Fifth, we must earnestly, diligently, and highly esteem the holy 
sacraments, hold them in honor, freely and cheerfully rely on them, 
and so balance them against sin, death, and hell that they will 
outweigh these by far. We must occupy ourselves much more with 
the sacraments and their virtues than with our sins. However, we 
must know how to give them due honor and we must know what 

1 Natale (usually spelled natalis) dates back to the second century and was 
observed originally with a religious service conunemorating a relative on the 
anniversary of his death. In the course of time the observance commemorated 
especially saints and martyrs. 

2 Extreme Unction, one of the seven sacraments of the Roman Catholic Church, 
is administered to the gravely ill, the dying, or the just deceased. At this point 
Luther did not openly reject the nonscriptural sacraments. By December, 1519, 
however, he rejected all the sacraments but penance, baptism, and the Lord's 
Supper. See his December 18, 1519, letter to Spalatin in WA, Br I, 594-595. 
On his views of the. sacraments in general, see particularly The Babylonian 
Captivity of the Church (1520). LW 36,3-126. 

3 Luther expresses a similar view in the case of those who for humanly or
dained reasons (i.e., church regulations) are denied the sacrament. See 
An Instruction to Penitents (1521). LW 44,219-229. 
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their virtues are. I show them due honor when I believe that I truly 
receive what the sacraments signify and all that God declares and 
indicates in them, so that I can say with Mary in firm faith, "Let 
it be to me according to your words and signs" [Luke 1:38}. Since 
God himself here speaks and acts through the priest, we would 
do him in his Word and work no greater dishonor than to doubt 
whether it is true. And we can do him no greater honor than to 
believe that his Word and work are true and to firmly rely on them. 

Sixth, to recognize the virtues4 of the sacraments, we must 
know the evils which they contend with and which we face. There 
are three such evils: first, the terrifying image of death; second, the 
awesomely manifold image of sin; third, the unbearable and un
avoidable image of hell and eternal damnation.5 Every other evil 
issues from these three and grows large and strong as a result of 
such mingling. 

Death looms so large and is terrifying because our foolish 
and fainthearted nature has etched its image too vividly within 
itself and constantly fixes its gaze on it. Moreover, the devil presses 
man to look closely at the gruesome mien and image of death to 
add to his worry, timidity, and despair. Indeed, he conjures up 
before man's eyes all the kinds of sudden and terrible death ever 
seen, heard, or read by man. And then he also slyly suggests the 
wrath of God with which h6 [the devil] in days past now and 
then tormented and destroyed sinners. In that way he fills our 
foolish human nature with the dread of death while cultivating 
a love and concern for life, so that burdened with such thoughts 
man forgets God, flees and abhors death, and thus, in the end, is 
and remains disobedient to God. 

We should familiarize ourselves with death during our life
time, inviting death into our presence when it is still at a distance 

4 In speaking here of virtues and evils, Luther uses the contrasting Gennan 
words Tugend and Untugend, today meaning "virtue" and "evil" or "vice." 
However, just as the English word "virtue" originally meant "strength," so 
the word Tugend (derived from taugen, meaning "to be useful" or "to be 
capable of') in Luther's day implied strength, power, ability, and good 
characteristics. 
5 The images of which Luther speaks are probably not just theological or 
symbolic, but allusions to contemporary art exemplified in the works of Diirer 
and others who depicted dreadful scenes of life in purgatory and hell. 
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and not on the move. At the time of dying, however, this is haz
ardous and useless, for then death looms large of its own accord. 
In that hour we must put the thought of death out of mind and 
refuse to see it, as we shall hear. The power and might of death 
are rooted in the fearfulness of our nature and in our untimely and 
undue viewing and contemplating of it. 

Seventh, sin also grows large and important when we dwell on 
it and brood over it too much. This is increased by the fearfulness 
of our conscience, which is ashamed before God and accuses itself 
terribly. That is the water that the devil has been seeking for his 
mill. He makes our sins seem large and numerous. He reminds us 
of all who have sinned and of the many who were damned for 
lesser sins than ours so as to make us despair or die reluctantly, 
thus forgetting God and being found disobedient in the hour of 
death. This is true especially since man feels that he should think 
of his sins at that time and that it is right and useful for hinl to 
engage in such contemplation. But he finds himself so unprepared 
and unfit that now even all his good works are turned into sins. 
As a result, this must lead to an unwillingness to die, disobedience 
to the will of God, and eternal damnation. That is not the fitting 
time to meditate on sin. That must be done during one's lifetime. 
Thus the evil spirit turns everything upside down for us. During 
our lifetime, when we should constantly have our eyes fixed on the 
image of death, sin, and hell-as we read in Psalm 51 [:3J, "My 
sin is ever before me" -the devil closes our eyes and hides these 
images. But in the hour of death when our eyes should see only 
life, grace, and salvation, he at once opens our eyes and frightens 
us with these untimely images so that we shall not see the true ones. 

Eighth, hell also looms large because of undue scrutiny and 
stem thought devoted to it out of season. This is increased im
measurably by our ignorance of God's counsel. The evil spirit prods 
the soul so that it burdens itself with all kinds of useless presump
tions, especially with the most dangerous undertaking of delving 
into the mystery of God's will to ascertain whether one is "chosen" 
or not. 

Here the devil practices his ultimate, greatest, and most cun
ning art and power. By this he sets man above God, insofar as man 
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seeks signs of God's will and becomes impatient because he is not 
supposed to know whether he is among the elect. Man looks with 
suspicion upon God, so that he soon desires a different God. In 
brief, the devil is determined to blast God's love from a man's mind 
and to arouse thoughts of God's wrath. The more docilely man 
follows the devil and accepts these thoughts, the more imperiled 
his position is. In the end he cannot save himself, and he falls prey 
to hatred and blasphemy of God. What is my desire to know 
whether I am chosen other than a presumption to know all that God 
knows and to be equal with him so that he will know no more than 
I do? Thus God is no longer God with a knowledge surpassing mine. 
Then the devil reminds us of the many heathen, Jews, and Chris
tians who are lost, agitating such dangerous and pernicious thoughts 
so violently that man, who would otherwise gladly die, now be
comes loath to depart this life. When man is assailed by thoughts 
regarding his election, he is being assailed by hell, as the psalms 
lament so much.;! He who surmounts this temptation has vanquished 
sin, hell, and death all in one. 

Ninth, in this affair we must exercise all diligence not to open 
our homes to any of these images and not to paint the devil over 
the door.7 These foes will of themselves boldly rush in and seek to 
occupy the heart completely with their image, their arguments, 
and their signs. And when that happens man is doomed and God 
is entirely forgotten. The only thing to do with these pictures at 
that time is to combat and expel them. Indeed, where they are 
found alone and not in conjunction with other pictures, they belong 
nowhere else than in hell among the devils. 

But he who wants to fight against them and drive them out will 
find that it is not enough just to wrestle and tussle and scufHe with 
them. They will prove too strong for him, and matters will go 
from bad to worse. The one and only approach is to drop them 
entirely and have nothing to do with them. But how is that done? 
It is done in this way: You must look at death while you are alive 
and see sin in the light of grace and hell in the light of heaven, per
mitting nothing to divert you from that view. Adhere to that even 

6 Cf. Psalm 65:4; 78:67-68; 106:4-5. 
'1 I.e., don't invite the dew's presence. 
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if all angels, all creatures, yes, even your own thoughts, depict 
God in a different light-something these will not do. It is only 
the evil spirit who lends that impression. What shall we do about 
that? 

Tenth, you must not view or ponder death as such, not in 
yourself or in your nature, nor in those who were killed by God's 
wrath and were overcome by death. If you do that you will be lost 
and defeated with them. But you must resolutely turn your gaze, 
the thoughts of your heart, and all your senses away from this pic
ture and look at death closely and untiringly only as seen in those 
who died in God's grace and who have overcome death, particularly 
in Christ and then also in all his saints. 

In such pictures death will not appear terrible and gruesome. 
No, it will seem contemptible and dead, slain and overcome in 
life. For Christ is nothing other than sheer life, as his saints are 
likewise. The more profoundly you impress that image upon your 
heart and gaze upon it, the more the image of death will pale and 
vanish of itself without struggle or battle. Thus your heart will be 
at peace and you will be able to die calmly in Christ and with 
Christ, as we read in Revelation [14:13J, "Blessed are they who 
die in the Lord Christ." This was foreshown in Exodus 21 [Num. 
21:6-9J, where we hear that when the children of Israel were bitten 
by fiery serpents they did not struggle with these serpents, but 
merely had to raise their eyes to the dead bronze serpent and the 
living ones dropped from them by themselves and perished. Thus 
you must concern yourself solely with the death of Christ and then 
you will find life. But if you look at death in any other way, it 
will kill you with great anxiety and anguish. This is why Christ 
says, "In the world-that is, in yourselves-you have unrest, but in 
me you will find peace" [John 16:33]. 

Eleventh, you must not look at sin in sinners, or in your con
science, or in those who abide in sin to the end and are damned. 
If you do, you will surely follow them and also be overcome. You 
must turn your thoughts away from that and look at sin only within 
the picture of grace. Engrave that picture in yourself with all your 
power and keep it before your eyes. The picture of grace is nothing 
else but that of Christ on the cross and of all his dear saints. 
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How is that to be understood? Grace and mercy are there 
where Christ on the cross takes your sin from you, bears it for you, 
and destroys it. To believe this firmly, to keep it before your eyes 
and not to doubt it, means to view the picture of Christ and to en
grave it in yourself. Likewise, all the saints who suffer and die in 
Christ also bear your sins and suffer and labor for you, as we find 
it written, "Bear one another's burdens and thus fulfil the command 
of Christ" [Gal. 6:2]. Christ himself exclaims in Matthew 11 [:28], 
"Come to me, all who labor and are heavy-laden, and I will help 
you." In this way you may view your sins in safety without tor
menting your conscience. Here sins are never sins, for here they are 
overcome and swallowed up in Christ. He takes your death upon 
himself and strangles it so that it may not harm you, if you believe 
that he does it for you and see your death in him and not in your
self. Likewise, he also takes your sins upon himself and overcomes 
them with his righteousness out of sheer mercy, and if you believe 
that, your sins will never work you harm. In that way Christ, the 
picture of life and of grace over against the picture of death and 
sin, is our consolation. Paul states that in I Corinthians 15 [:57], 
"Thanks and praise be to God, who through Christ gives us the 

victory over sin and death." 
Twelfth, you must not regard hell and eternal pain in relation 

to predestination, not in yourself, or in itself, or in those who are 
damned, nor must you be worried by the many people in the world 
who are not chosen. If you are not careful, that picture will quickly 
upset you and be your downfall. You must force yourself to keep 
your eyes closed tightly to such a view, for it can never help you, 
even though you were to occupy yourself with it for a thousand 
years and fret yourself to death. After all, you will have to let God 
be God and grant that he knows more about you than you do 

yourself. 
So then, gaze at the heavenly picture of Christ, who descended 

into hell [I Pet. 3:19] for your sake and was forsaken by God as 
one eternally damned when he spoke the words on the cross, "Eli, 
Eli, lama sabachthani!"-"My God, my God, why hast thou forsaken 
me?" [Matt. 27:46]. In t.hat picture your hell is defeated and your 
uncertain election is made sure. If you concern yourself solely with 
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that and believe that it was done for you, you will surely be pre
served in this same faith. Never, therefore, let this be erased from 
your vision. Seek yourself only in Christ and not in yourself and 
you will find yourself in him eternally. 

Thus when you look at Christ and all his saints and delight in 
the grace of God, who elected them, and continue steadfastly in 
this joy, then you too are already elected. He says in Genesis 12 
[:3], "All who bless you shall be blessed." However, if you do not 
adhere solely to this but have recourse to yourself, you will be
come adverse to God and all saints, and thus you will find nothing 
good in yourself. Beware of this, for the evil spirit will strive with 
much cunning to bring you to such a pass. 

Thirteenth, these three pictures or conflicts are foreshadowed 
in Judges 7 [:16-22], where we read that Gideon attacked the 
Midianites at night with three hundred men in three different places, 
but did no more than have trumpets blown and glass fragments 
smashed. The foe fled and destroyed himself. Similarly, death, sin, 
and hell will flee with all their might if in the night we but keep 
our eyes on the glowing picture of Christ and his saints and abide 
in the faith, which does not see and does not want to see the false 
pictures. Furthermore, we must encourage and strengthen ourselves 
with the Word of God as with the sound of trumpets. 

Isaiah [9:4] introduces this same figure very aptly against these 
three images, saying of Christ, "For the yoke of his burden, and 
the staff for his shoulder, the rod of his oppressor, thou hast broken 
as in the days of the Midianites," who were overcome by Gideon. 
He says as it were: The sins of your people (which are a heavy 
"yoke of his burden" for his conscience), and death (which is a 
"staff' or punishment laid upon his shoulder), and hell (which is a 
powerful "rod of the oppressor" with which eternal punishment for 
sin is exacted) -all these you have broken and defeated. This came 
to pass in the days of Gideon, that is, when Gideon, by faith and 
without wielding his sword, put his enemies to flight. 

And when did Christ do this? On the cross! There he prepared 
himself as a threefold picture for' us, to be held before the eyes of 
our faith against the three evil pictures with which the evil spirit 
and our nature would assail us to rob us of this faith. He is the 
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living and immortal image against death, which he suffered, yet by 
his resurrection from the dead he vanquished death in his life. He 
is the image of the grace of God against sin, which he assumed, 
and yet overcame by his perfect obedience. He is the heavenly 
image, the one who was forsaken by God as damned, yet he con
quered hell through his omnipotent love, thereby proving that he 
is the dearest Son, who gives this to us all if we but believe. 

Fourteenth, beyond all this he not only defeated sin, death, 
and hell in himself and offered his victory to our faith, but for our 
further comfort he himself suffered and overcame the temptation 
which these pictures entail for us. He was assailed by the images 
of death, sin, and hell just as we are. The Jews confronted Christ 
with death's image when they said, "Let him come down from the 
cross; he has healed others, let him now help himself' [Matt. 27: 
40-42]. They said as it were, "Here you are facing death; now you 
must die; nothing can save you from that." Likewise, the devil holds 
the image of death before the eyes of a dying person and frightens 
his fearful nature with this horrible picture. 

The Jews held the image of sin before Christ's eyes when they 
said to him, "He healed others. If he is the Son of God, let him 
come down from the cross, etc." -as though they were to say, "His 
works were all fraud and deception. He is not the Son of God but 
the son of the devil, whose own he is with body and soul. He never 
worked any good, only iniquity." And just as the Jews cast these 
three pictures at Christ in wild confusion, so man too is assailed 
by all three at the same time in disarray to bewilder him and ulti
mately to drive him to despair. The Lord describes the destruction 
of Jerusalem in Luke 19 [:43-44], saying that the city's enemies 
will surround it with such devastation as to cut off escape-that is 
death. Furthermore, he says that its enemies will terrify the inhabi
tants and drive them hither and yon so that they will not know 
where to turn-that is sin. In the third place, he says that the foe 
will dash them to the ground and not leave one stone upon another 
-that is hell and despair. 

The Jews pressed the picture of hell before Christ's eyes when 
they said, "He trusts in God; let us see whether God will deliver 
him now, for he said he is the Son of God" [Matt. 27:43]-as though 
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they were to say, "His place is in hell; God did not elect him; he 
is rejected forever. All his confidence and hope will not help him. 
All is in vain." 

And now we mark that Christ remained silent in the face of all 
these words8 and horrible pictures. He does not argue with his foes; 
he acts as though he does not hear or see them and makes no reply. 
Even if he had replied, he would only have given them cause to 
rave and rant even more hOrribly. He is so completely devoted to 
the dearest will of his Father that he forgets about his own death, 
his sin, and his hell imposed on him, and he intercedes for his 
enemies, for their sin, death, and hell [Luke 23:34]. We must, 
similarly, let these images slip away from us to wherever they wish 
or care to go, and remember only that we cling to God's will, which 
is that we hold to Christ and firmly believe our sin, death, and hell 
are overcome in him and no longer able to harm us. Only Christ's 
image must abide in us. With him alone we must confer and deal. 

Fifteenth, we now tum to the holy sacraments and their bless
ings to learn to know their benefits and how to use them. Anyone 
who is granted the time and the grace to confess, to be absolved, 
and to receive the sacrament and Extreme Unction before his death 
has great cause indeed to love, praise, and thank God and to die 
cheerfully, if he relies firmly on and believes in the sacraments, as 
we said earlier. In the sacraments your God, Christ himself, deals, 
speaks, and works with you through the priest. His are not the 
works and words of man. In the sacraments God himself grants you 
all the blessings we just mentioned in connection with Christ. God 
wants the sacraments to be a sign and testimony that Christ's life 
has taken your death, his obedience your sin, his love your hell, 
upon themselves and overcome them. Moreover, through the same 
sacraments you are included and made one with all the saints. You 
thereby enter into the true communion of saints so that they die 
with you in Christ, bear sin, and vanquish hell. 

It follows from this that the sacraments, that is, the external 
words of God as spoken by a priest, are a truly great comfort and 
at the ~ame time a visible sign of divine intent. We must cling to 

8 According to Matthew, Jesus spoke only once during his agony on the cross. 
See Matt. 27:46. 
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them with a staunch faith as to the good staff which the patriarch 
Jacob used when crossing the Jordan [Gen. 32:10], or as to a lantern 
by which we must be guided, and carefully walk with open eyes 
the dark path of death, sin, and hell, as the prophet says, "Thy 
word is a light to my feet" [Ps. 119: 105]. St. Peter also declares, 
"And we have a sure word from God. You will do well to pay atten
tion to it" [II Pet. 1: 19]. There is no other help in death's agonies, 
for everyone who is saved is saved only by that sign. It points to 
Christ and his image, enabling you to say when faced by the image 
of death, sin, and hell, "God promised and in his sacraments he gave 
me a sure sign of his grace that Christ's life overcame my death in 
his death, that his obedience blotted out my sin in his suffering, that 
his love destroyed my hell in his forsakenness. This sign and prom
ise of my salvation will not lie to me or deceive me. It is God who 
has promised it, and he cannot lie either in words or in deeds." He 
who thus insists and relies on the sacraments will find that his elec
tion and predestination will tum out well without his worry and 
efforU 

Sixteenth, it is of utmost importance that we highly esteem, 
honor, and rely upon the holy sacraments, which contain nothing 
but God's words, promises, and signs. This means that we have no 
doubts about the sacraments or the things of which they are certain 
signs, for if we doubt these we lose everything. Christ says that it 
will happen to us as we believe.lO What will it profit you to assume 
and to believe that sin, death, and hell are overcome in Christ for 
others, but not to believe that your sin, your death, and your hell are 
also vanquished and wiped out and that you are thus redeemed? Un
der those circumstances the sacraments will be completely fruitless, 
since you do not believe the things which are indicated, given, and 
promised there to you. That is the vilest sin that can be committed, 
for God himself is looked upon as a liar in his Word, signs, and 
works, as one who speaks, shows, and promises something which 
he neither means nor intends to keep. Therefore we dare not 

9 In contrast to the Roman church, which emphasized what Luther called the 
"monster of uncertainty," Luther stressed the certainty of salvation for him 
who believes and trusts in the truth of the sacraments. Cf. W A 401, 588; 
WA 48,227. 
1.0 Matt. 15:28; 21. 
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trifle with the sacraments. Faith must be present for a firm reliance 
and cheerful venturing on such signs and promises of God. What 
sort of a God or Savior would he be who could not or would not 
save us from sin, death, and hell? Whatever the true God promises 
and effe0 ts must be something big. 

But then the devil comes along and whispers into your ear, 
"But suppose you received the sacraments unworthily and through 
your unworthiness robbed yourself of such grace?" 11 In that event 
cross yourself12 and do not let the question of your worthiness or 
unworthiness assail you. Just see to it that you believe that these 
are sure signs, true words of God, and then you will indeed be and 
remain worthy. Belief makes you worthy; unbelief makes you un
worthy. The evil spirit brings up the question of worthiness and 
unworthiness to stir up doubts within you, thus nullifying the sacra
ments with their benefits and making God a liar in what he says. 

God gives you nothing because of your worthiness, nor does 
he build his Word and sacraments on your worthiness, but out of 
sheer grace he establishes you, unworthy one, on the foundation 
of his Word and Signs. Hold fast to that and say, "He who gives 
and has given me his signs and his Word, which assure me that 
Christ's life, grace, and heaven have kept my sin, death, and hell 
from harming me, is truly God, who will surely preserve these things 
for me. When the priest absolves me, I trust in this as in God's 
Word itself. Since it is God's Word, it must come true. That is my 
stand, and on that stand I will die." You must trust in the priest's 
absolution as firmly as though God had sent a special angel or 
apostle to you, yes, as though Christ himself were absolving you. 

Seventeenth, we must note that he who receives the sacraments 
has a great advantage, for he has received a sign and a promise 
from God with which he can exercise and strengthen his belief that 
he has been called into Christ's linage and to his benefits. The 
others who must do without these signs labor solely in faith and 
must obtain these benefits with the desires of their hearts. They 
will, of course, also receive these benefits if they persevere in that 

!lCf. Luthers discussion of this point, LW 42,174-175. 
12 Signing or blessing oneself with the sign of the cross was, among other 
things, an affirmation of the power of Christ against evil spirits and demons. 
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same faith. Thus you must also say with regard to the Sacrament 
of the Altar, "If the priest gave me the holy body of Christ, which 
is a sign and promise of the communion of all angels and saints 
that they love me, provide and pray for me, suffer and die with me, 
bear my sin and overcome hell, it will and must therefore be true 
that the divine sign does not deceive me. I will not let anyone rob 
me of it. I would rather deny all the world and myself than doubt 
my God's trustworthiness and truthfulness in his signs and prom
ises. Whether worthy or unworthy of him, I am, according to the 
text and the declaration of this sacrament, a member of Christen
dom. It is better that I be unworthy than that God's truthfulness be 
questioned. Devil, away with you if you advise me differently." 

Just see how many people there are who would like to be cer
tain or to have a sign from heaven to tell them how they stand with 
God and whether they are elected. But what help would it be to 
them to receive such a sign if they would still not believe? What 
good are all the signs without faith? How did Christ's signs and the 
apostles' signs help the Jews? What help are the venerable signs of 
the sacraments and the words of God even today? Why do people 
not hold to the sacraments, which are sure and appointed signs, 
tested and tried by all saints and found reliable by all who believed 

and who received all that they indicate? 
We should, then, learn what the sacraments are, what purpose 

they serve, and how they are to be used. We will find that there is 
no better way on earth to comfort downcast hearts and bad con
sciences. In the sacraments we find God's Word-which reveals 
and promiSes Christ to us with all his blessing and which he him
self is-against sin, death, and hell. Nothing is more pleasing and 
desirable to the ear than to hear that sin, death, and hell are wiped 
out. That very thing is effected in us through Christ if we see the 

sacraments properly. 
The right use of the sacraments involves nothing more than 

believing that all will be as the sacraments promise and pledge 
through God's Word. Therefore, it is necessary not only to look at 
the three pictures in Christ and with these to drive out the counter
pictures, but also to have a definite sign which assures us that this 
has surely been given to us. That is the function of the sacraments. 
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Eighteenth, in the hour of his death no Christian should doubt 
that he is not alone. He can be certain, as the sacraments point out, 
that a great many eyes are upon him: first, the eyes of God and of 
Christ himself, for the Christian believes his words and clings to 
his sacraments; then also, the eyes of the dear angels, of the saints, 
and of all Christians. There is no doubt, as the Sacrament of the 
Altar indicates, that all of these in a body run to him as one of 
their own, help him overcome sin, death, and hell, and bear all 
things with him. In that hour the work of love and the communion 
of saints are seriously and mightily active. A Christian must see this 
for himself and have no doubt regarding it, for then he will be 
bold in death. He who doubts this does not believe in the most 
venerable Sacrament of the Body of Christ, in which are pointed 
out, promised, and pledged the communion, help, love, comfort, 
and support of all the saints in all times of need. If you believe in 
the signs and words of God, his eyes rest upon you, as he says in 
Psalm 32 [:8], "Firmabo, etc., my eyes will constantly be upon you 
lest you perish." If God looks upon you, all the angels, saints, and 
all creatures will fix their eyes upon you. And if you remain in 
that faith, all of them will uphold you with their hands. And when 
your soul leaves your body, they will be on hand to receive it, and 
you cannot perish. 

This is borne out in the person of Elisha, who according to 
II Kings 6 [: 16-17J said to his servant, "Fear not, for those who are 
with us are more than those who are with them." This he said 
although enemies had surrounded them and they could see nothing 
but these. The Lord opened the eyes of the young man, and they 
were surrounded by a huge mass of horses and chariots of fire. 

The same is true of everyone who trusts God. Then the words 
found in Psalm 34 [: 7J apply, "The angel of the Lord will encamp 
around those who fear him, and deliver them." And in Psalm 125 
[:1-2J, ''Those who trust in the Lord are like Mount Zion, which can
not be moved, but abides forever. As the mountains (that is, the 
angels) are round about Jerusalem, so the Lord is round about his 
people, from this time forth and forevermore." And in Psalm 91 
[:1l-16], "For he has charged his angels to bear you on their hands 
and to guard you wherever you go lest you dash your foot against a 
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stone. You will tread on the lion and the adder, the young lion and 
the serpent you will trample under foot (this means that all the 
power and the cunning of the devil will be unable to harm you), 
because he has trusted in me and I will deliver him; I will protect 
him because he knows my name. When he calls to me, I will answer 
him; I will be with him in all his trials, I will rescue him and honor 
him. With eternal life will I satisfy him, and show him my eternal 
grace." 

Thus the Apostle also declares that the angels, whose number 
is legion, are all ministering spirits and are sent out for the sake of 
those who are to be saved [Heb. 1:14]. These are all such great 
matters that who can believe them? Therefore, we must know that 
even though the works of God surpass human understanding, God 
yet effects all of this through such insignificant signs as the sacra
ments to teach us what a great thing a true faith in God really is. 

Nineteenth, let no one presume to perform such things by his 
own power, but humbly ask God to create and preserve such faith 
in and such understanding of his holy sacraments in him. He must 
practice awe and humility in all this, lest he ascribe these works 
to himself instead of allowing God the glory. To this end he must 
call upon the holy angels, particularly his own angel,13 the Mother 
of God, and all the apostles and saints,14 especially since God has 
granted him exceptional zeal for this. However, he dare not doubt, 
but must believe that his prayer will be heard. He has two reasons 
for this. The first one is that he has just heard from the Scriptures 
how God commanded the angels to give love and help to all who 
believe and how the sacrament conveys this. We must hold this 
before them and remind them of it, not that the angels do not know 
this, or would otherwise not do it, but to make our faith and trust in 
them, and through them in God, stronger and bolder as we face 
death. The other reason is that God has enjoined us firmly to be
lieve in the fulfilment of our prayer [Mark 11:24J and that it is 
truly an Amen.15 We must also bring this command of God to his 

13 On guardian angels, see Gal. 1:8; I Tim. 3:16; 1 Pet. 1:12. 
14 On Luther's later opposition to the invocation of Mary and the saints, see 
On Translating: An Open Letter (1530). LW 35, 198-200. 
15 See Luther's treatment of "Amen" on pp. 76-77. 
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attention and say, "My God, you have commanded me to pray and 
to believe that my prayer will be heard. For this reason I come to 
you in prayer and am assured that you will not forsake me but will 
grant me a genuine faith." 

Moreover, we should implore God and his dear saints our 
whole life long for true faith in the last hour, as we sing so very 
fittingly on the day of Pentecost, "Now let us pray to the Holy 
Spirit for the true faith of all things the most, that in our last mo
ments he may befriend us, and as home we go, he may tend us." 16 
When the hour of death is at hand we must offer this prayer to 
God and, in addition, remind him of his command and of his prom
ise and not doubt that our prayer will be fulfilled. After all, if God 
commanded us to pray and to trust in prayer, and, furthermore, 
has granted us the grace to pray, why should we doubt that his 
purpose in this was also to hear and to fulfil it? 

Twentieth, what more should God do to persuade you to accept 
death willingly and not to dread but to overcome it? In Christ he 
offers you the image of life, of grace, and of salvation so that you 
may not be horrified by the images of sin, death, and hell. Further
more, he lays your sin, your death, and your hell on his dearest 
Son, vanquishes them, and renders them harmless for you. In addi
tion, he lets the trials of sin, death, and hell that come to you also 
assail his Son and teaches you how to preserve yourself in the midst 
of these and how to make them harmless and bearable. And to 
relieve you of all doubt, he grants you a sure sign, namely, the holy 
sacraments. He commands his angels, all saints, all creatures to join 
him in watching over you, to be concerned about your soul, and to 
receive it. He commands you to ask him for this and to be assured 
of fulfilment. What more can or should he do? 

From this you can see that he is a true God and that he per
forms great, right, and divine works for you. Why, then, should he 
not impose something big upon you (such as dying), as long as 
he adds to it great benefits, help, and strength, and thereby wants 
to test the power of his grace. Thus we read in Psalm 111 [:2], 

16 Luther quotes a well-known hymn of which he thought very highly. He 
later translated it into German and added three verses of his own composition. 
See LW 53,263-264 for the full text. 
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"Great are the works of the Lord, selected according to his pleasure." 
Therefore, we ought to thank him with a joyful heart for showing 
us such wonderful, rich, and immeasurable grace and mercy against 
death, hell, and sin, and to laud and love his grace rather than 
fearing death so greatly. Love and praise make dying very much 
easier, as God tells us through Isaiah, "For the sake of my praise 
I restrain it [wrath] for you, that I may not cut you off." 17 To that 

end may God help us. Amen. 

17!sa. 48:9 (RSV). Luther actually uses a more literal translation of the 
original and says of God, who is willing to forgo being honored by his people, 
"I shall curb your mouth in its praise of me, so that you will not perish." 

CE. WA 2, 697. 
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TEMPORAL AUTHORITY: 
TO WHAT EXTENT 

IT SHOULD BE OBEYED 
To the illustrious, highborn prince and lord, Lord John,l Duke of 
Saxony, Landgrave of Thuringia, Margrave of Meissen, my 
gracious lord. 

Grace and peace in Christ. Again,2 iIl,ustrious, highborn prince, 
gracious lord, necessity is laid upon me, and the entreaties of many, 
and above all your Princely Grace's wishes,3 impel me to write 
about temporal authority and the sword it bears, how to use it 
in a Christian manner, and to what extent men are obligated to 
obey it. You are perturbed over Christ's injunction in Matthew 
5 [:89, 25, 40], "Do not resist evil, but make friends with your 
accuser; and if anyone would Eike your coat, let him have your 
clo~ell"; and Romans 12 [:19], "Vengeance is mine;-rwill 
repay. says the Lord." These very texts were used lOiigagcfapinst 
St. Augustine by the prince' Volusian, who charged that Chi.-lsHim 
teacliingpennits the wIcked to do evil:, ~nd is incom'patib'i~-\Vith 
the __ temporal sword.4 -- .-' ... '. 

1 John the Steadfast (1468-1532) was the brother of Frederick the Wise, 
whom he succeeded in the Electorate in 1525. Politically less sagacious than 
his brother, John nevertheless was a man of fearless courage and deep 
evangelical conviction. It was he who in the elector's absence refused to 
publish the bull directed against Luther. It was he who advised his brother 
to adopt the Reformer's cause more openly. It was he to whom Luther sent 
single sheets of the Wartburg New Testament as they became available, 
that John might be able daily to read the SCriptures. 
2Luther had treated this same matter before in A Sincere Admonition (1522) 
(LW 45, 51-74) and in An Open Letter to the Christian Nobility (1520). PE 2, 
61-164. Cf. p. 657. 
3Duke John himself was among those who requested Luther to write this 
treatise. 
4 Volusian was the brother of Albina to whom, with her daughter Melania 
and son-in-law Pinan, Augustine had dedicated his treatise Contra Pelagium 
et Coelestium. Volusian carried on some correspondence in the year A.D. 412 
with Augustine, then Bishop of Hippo, on theological matters which troubled 
him (Letters 132, 135, 137). His doubts concerning the compatibility of 
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The sophists5 in the universities have also been perplexed 
by these texts, because they could not reconcile the two things. 
In order not to make heathen of the princes, they taught that 
Christ did not command these things but merely offered them as 
advice or counsel to those who would be perfect.6 So Christ 
had to become a liar and be in error in order that the princes 
might come off with honor, for they could not exalt the princes 
without degrading Christ-wretched, blind sophists that they are. 
And their poisonous error has spread thus through the whole 
world until everyone regards these teachings of Christ not as 
precepts binding on all Christians alike but as mere counsels for 

f' the perfect. It has gone so far that they have granted the imperfect 

/ / 
~ sf the ~d an~ of temporal authoritJr. not ~I,,: :~ __ the 

, .. --Rerfect~~lJ.t eveEl--to-th~ mat most 
! I per:£~-all; ill, faet-, they have aseHl3etl-iLl:~~:on 
I ( earth so co . , ili.o~-the- devil taken 
I, posSeS;ion of the sophists and the universities that they themselves 
\ Iv do not know what and how they speak or teach. 

Christ's doctrine of nonresistance with the laws and customs of the state, 
however, was discussed in an exchange of letters between Augustine and 
Marcellinus that same year (Letters 136 and 138). Marcellinus, proconsul 
of Mrica, was the tribune appointed by Emperor Honorius to preside over 
the June, 411, conference which put an end to the Donatist schism; to him 
Augustine dedicated the first two books of his City of God. The texts 
of these letters are in Sister Wilfrid Parsons (trans.), Roy J. Deferrari's 
(ed.), Saint Augustine: Letters, Vol. III. FC 20; see especially pp. 17,41-48. 
MPL 33, 514-515 and 525-535. 
5 Luther often referred to the scholastic theologians as "Sophisten." 
6 Cf. Luther's detailed treatment of the second table of the law, in which 
his dispute with the Paris theologians on this issue of c9mmand vs. counsel 
looms large, in his Misuse of the Mass (1521). LW 3.6, 204-210, especially 
p. 205, n. 66. The distinction between commands (pr(r1ecepta) and counsels 
(consilia) was already discussed by Tertullian (ca. l6e-ca. 220) in connec
tion with Paul's own treatment of the subject in I Corinthians 7 (see 
Tertullian's Second Book to His Wife, par. 1). Thomas Aquinas (ca. 1225-
1274) too distinguished between commandment and counsel in terms of 
obligation and option. It was held that the New Law-of liberty-fittingly 
added counsels to the commandments, as the Old Law-of bondage-did 
not. These "evangelical counsels" were to enable man; more speedily to 
attain to eternal happiness through the renunciation o£.J the things of the 
world, through poverty, chastity, and obedience in keepin~ with 1 John 2:16. 
They were not proposed for all, but for those who are fit to observe them, 
as in Matt. 19: 12, 21. The same injunction of Christ, e.g., to love the 
enemy, is said to be a command, necessary to salvation, in the sense that 
we should be mentally prepared to do good; "but that anybody should 
actually and promptly behave thus toward an enemy when there is no 
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I hope, however, that I may instruct the princes and the 
temporal authorities in such a way that they will remain Christians 
-and Christ will remain Lord-and yet Christ's commands will 
not for their sake have to become mere counsels. 

I do this as a humble service to your Princely Grace, for 
the benefit of everyone who may need it, and to the praise and 
glory of Christ our Lord. I commend your Princely Grace with 
all your kin to the grace of God. May he mercifully have you in 
his keeping. 

At Wittenberg, New Year's Day,7 1523. 

Your Princely Grace's obedient servant, 
MARTIN LUTHER 

Some time ago I addressed a little book to the German 
nobility,

8 
setting forth their Christian office and functions. How 

far they acted on my suggestions is only too evident.9 Hence, I 
must change my tactics and write them, this time, what they 
should omit and not do. I fear this new effort will have as little 
effect on them as the other, and that they will continue to be 
princes and never become Christians. For God the Almighty has 
made our rulers mad; they actually think they can do-and order 
their subjects to do-whatever they please. And the subjects make 
the mistake of belieVing that they, in turn, are bound to obey 
their rulers in everything. It has gone so far that the rulers have 
begun ordering the people to get rid of certain books,10 and to 

special need, is to be referred to the particular counsels." Summa Theologica, 
I, II, ques. 108, art. 4. FC 3, 319. Cf. Summa Theologica, 2, II, ques. 184, 
arts. 3 and 7, where the state of perfection is said to be most nearly realized 
in the monastic kind oflife, and more so in the "episcopal" than in the "religious" 
state. Further bibliography on this question is given in MA3 5, 39.5, n. 9, 21; 
see also MN 5, 421, n. 146, 32. See Luthers discussion of the question in this 
volume, pp. 661-662 and LW 45, 255-256, 275-276, 283, and 289-290. 

7 Thinking of the new year as beginning with the day of Christ's birth, 
Luther undoubtedly meant here Christmas Day, December 25, 1522. Cf. 
the reference to New Year in the concluding line of his Christmas hymn, 
"Vom himmel hoch"; "und Bingen uns saleh neues Janr," translated by 
Catherine Winkworth as "a glad new year to all the earth." Service Book 
and Hymnal (published by eight co-operating Lutheran churches), No. 22. 
SAn Open Letter to the Christian Nobility (1520). PE 2, 61-164; WA 6 
(.3i:H), 404-469. See p. 81, n. 2. 

"This is a reference to the Edict of Worms and its implementation. 
lOLuthers books. 
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believe and conform to what the rulers prescribe. They are thereby 
presumptuously setting themselves in God's place, lording it over 
men's consciences and faith, and schooling the Holy Spirit accord
ing to their own crackbrained ideas. Nevertheless, they let it be 
known that they are not to be contradicted, and are to be called 

. gracious lords all the same. 
~ They issue public proclamations, and say that this is the 

~L ,j . f;lmperor's commandll and that they want to be obedient Christian 
{. ,t iJ\ princes, just as if they really meant it and no one noticed the 

rX;l/' scounc4el behiriUtile mask. If the emperor were to take a ca~le 
~ f-Y,. or a city from them or command some other injustice, we should 

IYJ~' 4 then see how quickly they would find themselves obliged to .. r.esist 
)( . r! ~e emperor and disobey him .. But when, it comes to fieeciIlg the 
~ t"'-' (poor or venting their spite on the word of God, it becomes a 
-(} I I matter of "obedience to the imperial command." SucK" people 
1 \. I ~ere formerly caned scoUi:lClre1S-;nowtlley have"""to t:ie-c:iITed 
r,)..j i obedient Christians princes. Stilliliey wlIrnot -pern:i1r-iiiiyone to 
v j appear before them for a hearing or to defend himself, no matter 

/ how humbly he may petition. If the emperor or anyone else were 
to treat them this way, they would regard it as quite intolerable. 
Such are the princes who tO~~2"llle~~:h~. eIIlE.i£~_ in _th.LG~!:man 
lands.12 This is also why things are necessarily going so ~Un 
all the lands, as we seer-"--' -', - --.... -----... --.--.-

'8eCailSe~t1ie raging of such fools tends toward the suppression 
of the Christian faith, the denying of the divine word, and the 
blaspheming of the Divine Majesty, I can and will no longer just 
look at my ungracious lords and angry nobles; I shall have to 

11 A proclamation dated November 7, 1522, issued by Duke George of 
ducal Saxony and printed and posted at various places in his realm, reminds 
his subjects of previous prohibitions of buying or reading Luther's books, 
mentions that Luther has recently published the New Testament in a German 
translation adorned with disgraceful drawings of the pope, and commands 
all subjects to deliver up their copies to the duke's nearest representative 
and receive the purchase price in return. A time limit is set for this 
surrender; after that, failure to comply will be punished. See the text in 
Cess, Gp. cit., I, 386-387. Cf. also Duke George's proclamation of February 
10, 1522 (see p. 77, n. 2), in which he bases his "Christian duty" upon 
the imperial edict of Charles V which placed Luther under the ban and 
proscribed the reading and printing of his books. 
12 Luther is apparently thinking particularly of the Imperial Council of 
Regency set up by Charles V to act as a central government during his 
absence from the German nation. 
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resist them, at least with words. And since I have not been in 
terror of their idol, the pope,13 who threatens to deprive me of 
soul and of heaven, I must show that I am not in terror of his 
lackeys14 and bullies.~5~0 threaten to deprive me of body and 
of earth. God grant that they may have to rage until the gray 
coats

16 
perish, and help us that we may not die of their threaten-

ings. Amen. (? 1'-= ,=' ,k c _______ ~ <~ 
First, we mnst prmrjde a sound...b.asis....£oI Jh.~.£h1J law, and 

sword so no one will doubt thatit is in the world by God's will 
and ordinanc-;.The-Ea~-sages·-:Whi~hd;;-"thi~·-~~~the 'f~Uowing: 
Romans 12,"~~o~l1Seeterbe-sulilEi:jto"tli€q~overning 

-authoritY. for there is no authority except from God; the authority 

13 Luther's criticism is thus directed against the Catholic princes. 
14 Schupen, literally, "scales," is a favorite term of Luther for designating 
the adherents of the pope. He takes it from the figure in Job 41:15-17, 
where the devil is pictured as a dragon thickly covered with scales which 
stick close together. Grimm, Deutsches Worterbuch, IX, 2014. 
15 WCl8$erblassen (literally, "water bubble") was a derogatory German 
rendering of the Latin term bulla, which was the Common designation for 
an official papal mandate or "bull." The bulla (literally, "bubble") actually 
took its name from the leaden plate with which the document was authen
ticated in the middle ages, namely, a circular plate in form resembling an air 
bubble floating upon the water (LW 36, 77, n. 137). Luther delighted 
in recalling the etymology of the term as a way of deflating the ego of 
the bull's author (see his sarcastic Bulla Coenae Domini of 1522 in W A 
8, 712-713). He used the term Wasserblassen also in a derived sense for 
such "blusterers" or "windbags" as were devotees and adherents of the 
pope and his bulls. This is the epithet which was applied to Duke George 
of Saxony in a letter from Luther to Hartmuth von Cronberg of March 26 or 
27, 1522. It is possible that Luther did not actually mention Duke George 
by name and that in a printing not authorized by Luther the duke's name 
was inserted, though Otto Clemen believes the conjunction of name and 
epithet was original with Luther (W A, Br 2, 484-485). At any rate, when 
the letter was brought to his attention, Duke George wrote Luther on 
December 30, 1522, a dignified letter of protest inquiring as to Luther's part 
and purpose in the matter. Luther replied on January 3, 1523, in impolite 
terms, neither denying nor accepting responsibility but repeating the offensive 
term in a context where the reference to Duke George had to be unmistak
able. See the text of the three letters in S-l 2, 104-110, 153-154, 158-159; 
W A 1OI!, (42) 53-60; W A, Br 2, 642, and 3, 4. 
16 Grawen rock could have reference here to the plain and humble garb 
of the peasant, utterly unpretentious and, presumably, forever plentiful. W A 
30

n
, 711, n. 42, 19. Usually it has reference to the world-renunciation of 

monasticism, which people could hardly imagine ever passing away, as in 
LW 21, 254-255; LW 14, 24, n. 24. In view of Luther's own anticipation 
of monasticism's imminent decline (see, e.g., p. 143 in this volUllle), he 
may here be Simply borrowing-imprecisely_a current expression for indicating 
a period without end. Grinlm, Deutsches Wiirterbuch, VIII, 1097. 
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which everywhere [allenthalben] exists has been ordained by God. 
then who resists the governing authority resists the ordinance 

of God, an e w 0 reSlS s od's ordinance WIll incur judgment." 17 

• Agam, m I Peter 2 [ :13-14], "Be subject to every kind ~of human 
ordinance, whether it be to the king as supreme, or to governors,I8 
as those who have been sent by him to punish the wicked and 
to praise the righteous." 

TIle law of this temporal sword has existed from the begin-
/iIing of the world. For when CafriSlew his brollier Abel, he was 

I in such great terror ot bemg killed in tum lli"8:t God even-placed 
f a special prohibition on it and suspended the sword for his sake, 
\ so that no one was to slay him [Gen. 4:14-15]. He would not 
\ have had this fear if he had not seen and heard from Adam that 
\ murderers are to be slain. Moreover, after the Flood, God re
\ established and confirmed this in unmistakable terms when he , 
, said in Genesis 9 [:6], 'Whoever sheds the blood of man, by man 

shall his blood be shed." This cannot be understood as a plague 
or punishment of God upon murderers, for many murderers who 
are punished in other ways or pardoned altogether19 continue to 
live, and eventually die by means other than the sword. Rather, 
it is said of the law of the sword, that a murderer is guilty of 
crelrth and in justice is to be slain by the sword. u Now if justice 
should be hmdered or the swOrd have become negligent so that 
the murderer dies a natural death, Scripture is not on that account 
false when it says, 'Whoever sheds the blood of man, by man 
shall his blood be shed." The credit or blame belongs '; to men 
if this law instituted by God is not carried out; ./p'as other 
commandments of God, too, are broken. ./ 

Afterward it was also confirmed by the law of Moses, Exodus 
21 [:14], "If a man wilfully kills another, you shall take him from 

17 Luther's citation here of Rom. 13:1-2 differs slightly from his rendering 
of the same passage in his New Testament; cl WA, DB 7, 68-69. Emser 
approved heartily of the word "seele," which Luther dropped from his 1522 
Testament, and of the word "allenthalben," which Luther dropped from his 
1546 Testament. WA, DB 7, 569-570. Luther's chapter reference for the same 
passage is given correctly on other occasions in this same treatise. 
18 Pfiegern couId have reference to any kind of administrators, supervisors, 
trustees, guardians, or stewards; not simply to politically appointed executive 
officers. Grimm, Deutsches Worterbuch, VII, 1748. Luther substituted the 
term Heubtleuten in his 1546 New Testament. W A, DB 7, 305. 
19 Durch p11.8ss oder guns!; see MA3 5, 396, n. 11, 32. 
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my altar, that he may die." And again, in the same chapter,20 
"A life for a life, an eye for an eye, a tooth for a tooth, a foot 
for a foot, a hand for a hand, a wound for a wound, a stripe for 
a stripe." In addition, Christ also confirms it when he says to 
Peter in the garden, "He that takes the sword will perish by the 
sword" [Matt. 26:52], which is to be interpreted exactly like the 
Genesis 9 [:6] passage, "Whoever sheds the blood of man," etc. 
Christ is undoubtedly referring in these words to that very 
passage which he thereby wishes to cite and to confirm. John the 
Baptist also teaches the same thing. When the soldiers asked him 
what they should do, he answered, "Do neither violence nor in
justice to anyone, and be content with your wages" [Luke 3:14]. 
If th~ sword were not a godly estate, he should have dire_cted_ ili~m 
to get out of it, since he was supposed to make the people perfect 
~ - ..... - .. .,-and instruct them m a proper Clinsban way.21 Hence, it is 

certain- and clear enough that it is eod's will-th:lrt"-the teri1pOraI 
swo;r and law be used for the punishment of the wicked :md 
thY, protection of :the upright. I' 

S~cond. There appear to be--.E0werful argu.me~ts to the co.!!-=: 
trary~ Chris~ ... ~~s in Matili.!'lw 5-1.;.9~-4lJ.L..'r~u have heard _!hat 
it ~id to them of old: An eye for an eye, a tooth for a tooth. 
But I say to you, Do not resist evil; but if anyone strikes you 
on the right cheek, tum to him the other also. And if anyone 
would sue you and take your coat, let him have your cloak as 
well. And if anyone forces you to go one mile, go with him two 
miles," etc. Likewise Paul in Romans 12 [:19], "Beloved, defend22 
not yourselves, but leave it to the wrath of God; for it is written, 
'Vengeance is mine; I will repay, says the Lord:" And in 
Matthew 5 [:44], "Love your enemies, do good to them that 
hate you." And again, in I Peter 2 [3:9], "Do not return evil for 
evil, or reviling for reviling," etc. These and similar passages _ 
would certainl make it appear as though in th~ ,New Testa~~mt, 
Christians were to have no temp ora sw<mr. A?}J~-,:....~ t.....-./-.-; .t-~9 

Hence, the sophi~ts also say-that CIITist has ithereby abolished 6- . 

the law of Moses. Of such commandments they make "counsels" 

20 In the sequence of Exod. 21:23-25 Luther omits "a burn for a burn." 
21 Cf. Matt. 11:9-11. 
22 Schiitzet is closer to the Vulgate's defendentes than to the Rechnet (liter
ally, "avenge") of Luther's 1522 New Testament. W A, DB 7, 68. 
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for the perfect. They divide Christian teaching and Christians into 
two classes. One part they call the perfect, and assign to it such 
counsels. The other they call the imperfect, and assign to it the 
commandments. This they do out of sheer wantonness and 
caprice, without any scriptural basis. They fail to see that in the 
same passage Christ lays such stress on his teaching that he is 
unwilling to have the least word of it set aside, and condemns to 
hell those who do not love their enemies.23 Therefore, we must 
interpret these passages differently, so that Chl1:st's words may 
apply to everyone alIke, be he perfect orlffiperfect. For perfection 
ancr imperfection do not consist in works, and do not estaIillsh 
any distinct external order among Chilstians. They exist in the 
heart, in faIth a~d' lOve-:--sotnar-- those who believea;-(C love 
the mosl:- areilie~.heth~-they-btn:JiItWardly male 
or femaIe;pn~]iS!~-r,monk orlayman. ~or love ana-faith 
produce no sects24 or outward illfferencesc---. ---

Third. Here we must divide the children of Adam and all 
mankind into two classes'c..t1rellist belo~ to the kmgdo.!U of 
~d to 11'@}illgdom of the world~jThose who berong 
'----tothe kingdom of God are all the true believ~rs who are in Christ 

/ and under Chrtst, for Chnst IS Kmg ana Lord m the kingdom of 
1\', God, as PsaIrii 2 [ :6] and all of Scnpture says. For thrs-Leason 

he came into the world, that he might begin God's kingdom and 
f establish it in the world. Therefore, he says before Pilate, "My 

/ kingdom is not of the world, but every one who is of the truth 
/ hears my voice" [John 18:36-37]. In the gospel he continually 
. refers to the kingdom of God, and says, "Amend your ways, the 
\ kingdom of God is at hand" [Matt. 4:17, 10:7]; again, "Seek first 

the kingdom of God and his righteousness" [Matt. 6:33]. He also 
calls the gospel a gospel of the kingdom of God;25 because it 
teaches, governs, and upholds26 God's kingdom. 

23 Cf. Matt. 5:17-22. 
24 Cf. GaL 3:28; 5:6-. By "sect" Luther means the divergences, rivalries, and 
jealousies between the various monastic orders and theological factions. Cf. 
LW 35,80, and LW 36, 78, n. 138. 
25 In Mark 1:14 the KJV phrase is more accurate than that of the RSV, 
which omits the term "kingdom." George Arthur Buttrick (commentary ed.), 
The Interpreter's Bible (New York: Abingdon-Cokesbury, 1951-1957), VII, 
655. 
26 Enthellt is here taken to mean erhiilt, follOwing CL 2, 365, n. 6. 
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Now observe, these people need no temporal law or sword. _ 

If a~omposea. QLre.aL,~~!i~ns, that is, true rl---
'believers, ther_~~ W9JJ1<L~o need for or ben~fits f;om-~prince'l w{" 
king, lor~word, or law. Th~y--W6ul(rserVe no purpose, since --~ '"'l-!' 

C1iristiaIis-li~e in=Jl)J~-"ir~I1@:!~th; ___ II"~~iris._~ho both teaches '~i:..' 
aria: makes them to do injustice to no one, to love everyone, and t::...'.,> 
t6Suffer injustice and even death willingvana cheerlU-ny-arfhe,.L;~ ____ 
ha:~ds of anyone. Where there is nothing but the unadulterateo ' ----- --, 
doing of right and bearing of wrong, there is no need for any 
s~it, litigation: __ ~~E!0~~~2..._pen~lty, Taw, --or-"swora."Fc)r-this 

-reaso~_~t is ~~~~~bl~_tha~~~~poral_~wo~~ and l!lw sho~ld (~~..:.. 
fincrany work to do among Christians, since they do of their own ,-
a~cord ~~-;~~--th;;--~il' ia~~'~~Ct~~~hhigs-'candeITiaIlcf,v just 
aspaursays1nr'Tiillothy-TT9J~--<The law is not laid down for 7 ,_ 

the just but for the lawless." /~,~~ 

Why is this? It i~ becau~~_ the righteous man of his own ac-~= 
cord does all and more than the r;-;demands. But the unrigh~~~s ;--'-
d;~~thin 11;eEw ,-mands; the~efore,-they needthe law'to 

~~~:~:: law ::!~~:::~,~.:ru!0~::~~ 
bear a~~~I!?g' t~ its - kin~-~ithoi:it-~~y- i~; '~~~ction~-~ 
would take to be quitea foorany-manwho woiild make a bOOK 
fuIrorlaws -a;-J-st~tlltes 'for an 'apple tree telling -itnowtooear 
apples and not thorns, wh~~tIletreers-ableDYlfSown nature 
to dothiSb-etter than-11iirmanwillialniis-'oobKscan-descnoe and 
derfianc1.-fu~t;~-bY-th~· Spi~it--~;(rbytmffi-aI1cnnSBans are so --. 
thoroughiy--~i"ispose-cl~~d c'onditIoned -ill'tlleli-very ~ 
they"do-'rigIifan<rIeep the--faw--better-than-one--can teach them
with-all-manner or statutes;-so far as they themsel~ are con-
cemea.;-no--sta.m.tes ~laws are needed. ' 

'-Yo~~k: Why, then, did God give so many command,ments 
to all mankind,- and why ~does Cliris~elii~fhe-~g;~pel so 
many things for us to do? Of this I have written at length in the 

27 Cf. Matt. 7:17-18. 
28 Aller ding genaturt; cf. MA3 5, 396, n. 14, 3, "durchaus von Natur geartet," 
and Grimm, Deutsches Worterbuch, IV, 3347, "die damalige form des sog, 
determinismus ... 
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r7{ VI, Lidng and Dying as a Christian 

Postils29 and elsewhere. To Eut it here as briefly as pQssible, Eaul 
says that the law has been laid down for the sake of the lawless 
ITTim. 1:9], that is, so that those who are not Christians may 
through the law-be restrained outwardly from evil deeds, as we 
'shall~er NO~i!i~e no-one is byniihire' Christian' or 
-right~c:>!!~,J:)ut ~~togeth~~L~E~ wicked, God th;;;~gh~'the law 
pUtLthem all under ~~straint so, th~ydare-nofwIlfii1IY1iiiplement 
t.heir wickedness in actual deeds. IF addition, Paul ascribes to 
the law another function in Romans 7 and Galatians 2,30 that of 

teacrung men to',~_~Kniz_~ si~_,~ __ ,,~.r£~r:_thitjt~~l': make ~m 
h~I1:!..ble un~ace and_~nto fai!!:.l!!~~4ri~J,_ Christ does the same 
thing here in Matthew 5 [:39], where he teaches that we should 
nof resist evil; by this' he is interprclfu.g~the iaw and teachi~g 
w1i~t ought to be ancrmust he~th;~stateand temper of a true , 
ChriStian, as we shall hear further later on.31 ___ ~~ '--/...-"-' 

Fo~ll who are not Christians belong t6 ~e ki~_gd~~_I:)J. 
the world and are unuer The law. There are few true believers, 
'- --"".' c:----and still fewer who live a Christian--""!ifo-t'· e-,-w-'liO(fonof 'resist'evil 

a~d indeed themselves do no eviLFor this reason'""GOd~-:: 
vid~d for them a different gov-e"rnmenf1)eyonu tEe Christian estate 
arid kingdom 2f....Qod. He has sub~te~r1henlio~the~~~;d--so 
that even :tho~J£:o_Ql.dJike to<-t!!.~ are unable to practice 
~ wickedness, and if they do practice it they cannot do so 
without fear or with success and imp-unity. In the same wiy a 
savage wild beast is bound with chain--;;nd-roPes so that it can
nor'01:te-amt'fear asu would nori:ilally do, even though it would 
like -to; wnereasa:tameand geiJlIe' animal neens no restraint, but --------is harmiess'oesplte-tne1acKoF chains and rop~------"'-
~- -. -,~~~~ .. ~ .... ~--'-~~"--.-...~--,----

29 The Postils were a collection of sennons expounding the Epistles and 
Gospels for the Sundays and festivals of the church year. Luther had pub
lished the Advent Postil in Latin in March of 1521 (see the text in W A 7 
[ 458] 463-537). His Gennan Pastil, the so-called Wartburg Postil, began to 
appear in March, 1522, with the Christmas-Epiphany cycle, which preceded 
the Gennan Advent sennons by more than a month (see the respective texts 
in W A lor. 1, [vii] 1-728 and W A lOr. 2, [ix] 1-208). On the function of the 
law see especially WA 7, 476-477, and 504-505; see also in Luther's 1521 
A Brief Instruction on What to Look for and Expect in the Gospels, originally 
intended as an introduction to the entire Wartburg Pastil, "The fact that 
Christ and the apostles . . . explain the law is to be counted a benefit just 
like any other work of Christ." LW 35, 120. 
30 Rom. 7:7-13; Gal. 3:19, 24; cf. Rom. 3:20. 
3lSee pp, 676-677, 
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If this were not so, men would devour one another, seeing that 
the whole world is eVIl and that amongtIlollsanas-lliere is scarcely 
asrngle truechristian.--N' o'~one" cc)uTcr-support wlfe and> child, 
fee(C~;~lf, andserve--Go~d~-T1ie'-'worH woUIa--£e-reauced to 
chaos. For this reason--CoCl--has- ordainecCtWo governments:' the 
spiritual, by~hich th~Holy--Spmf prOdU:ces~ehr1Snam anaffglit
eouspeople under-5-5hris.!;-ari(r~e' temporal, which -iestrafu;- the 
lin-Christian and wicked so, that-no·--ti;:iIiJ(s''''toffiem:=meya,re 
'oblIged to kee still a~dt~-~aintainan doutwar(r-peaCe~- 'Thus 
does st. Paul integ>ret the temp ora sworm-llomans 13 [:3], 

'when he says it is not a terror to good conduct but to bad. And 
Peter says it is for the punishment of the wicked [I Pet. 2:14]. 

v~c-

v.~ 
f~' 

~e aj:tempted _tQ... rule .. _t:h..e_ ~orld by the gospel and 
to abolish all; temporal law and sword on the plea that all are 
I;>aptized and Christian, and that, according to the gospel, th;;'e 
shall be among them no law or sword-:-or need for eiflier-Pl'ay 
tett me, friend, what would he be doing? He would be lOOSing 
the ropes and chains of the sa;agLwfiCfljeasts --and Tettin.gmem 

-i-"" h 
v5-" t-
/7~ 
f q. F JJ 

bIt~ __ ~nd _mangle_. every~,_~~an~~l~~>!Il:~.~~~~~K~ih~~ they~~ere 
nahnless, tame, and gentle creatur~ould have the proof 
~.!!!Y- wounds. Just so wouldthe~ke'JJunder the name of 
<;:1itistian abuse evangelical freedom, carry on-tllerr-rascamy;--and 
in~i;t that they were Christians s~ect ne~er _to law ~or sword, 
as_~me are already raving and ranting.:2 

. To such a one we must say: Certainly it is true that Chris
I tians, so far as they themselves are concerned~e subject nei!her 
I ~ .~ ___ -J t()..law nor sword, and nave need of neither. ~"~take heed an~ 

( fir~~~or~~_ wi~_~~~~_~~~ans b~fore you atte~pt to rule it 
\ in a ~~ristian ana evangelical manner. ~s you will nev~r ac~_ 
I cornplisll;!~~ w~E~~~aI1d_th~~asses~~~~. and always wIll_!>e 
\ un:Q1ilistian, even if they are all ba£tized and Christian in Iiame. 
I Christians are few and far between (as the saying is). '[!lere~" 
\ IV! out of the question that there should be a comlpon Qhrisjjan 
) gov ment ave the wnole world, or indeed over:.1l.;1ngle..£Q.lUltry 

or .~siderable bo y 0 peop -e" for the ~~k~_~ut
number the good. Hence, a man who woulct--ve'llture to ~rn 

32 The allusion is to the Anabaptists. 
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v ,./ 

J an entire country or the world with the gospel would be like a 

{
' sh_epherd who should put together in one fOI~_~ves2.., li,<?E:S' 

eagle.s.. and sheep, and let them m~ IreeIy with one another, 
I saying,~ourselves, and be good andpeacerurto~ar:cL,.()ne 
I anoth"er:--ThefOiC[isopen-,-tlWreiSEkn!I of-fo2(l.Y';;lleed have 
: 'rear:- of do s and clubs." The sheep would doubtless keep the 

peace and allow themselves to e e -aillLgovenfeapeacefilfly, 
out they~kLnotJiy.e.long.-.llOLR.Qp.~ne beast survive another. 
./ For this reason one must carefully distinguish between these 

/ tWo governments. Both must be permitted to remain; the one to 
/ ~gh~:ne~;._§~thex:. to bring about external peace 
! an~vent evil deeds. Neither one is sUHi~t_iIl: __ the ~9Ild 
! withm:!! the other. Noone can become righteous in the sight 

of God by means of the te~p-~;algovern.ment;-w1ThcnJt Christ's 
spIrffiiargovenuneiif.-ChriSt'Sgovernment-does not extend over 
all men; rather, Christi~a mmority in the midst or
IIOIFeilflshans. Now wnere temporal government or law alone 
prevails, there she~y.JLiIieylEih~~en.lhau.gh_the-com
mafidmentS--l)e--Cod;; ve~ own. For without the Holy Spirit in 
thelieait-noone- beco~-~s -~iy~ighteous'-~o--matte;-how fine the 
~ork;-he d~~~n the oth~;-ha~wh;etlieSl'mfu.al govern
meiiCa:ron~E~Srails-~nd--~d--p;opi;;:-~~;e --~ickedness is 
given" free- rein and the door is open for all manner of rascality, 
for the world as a whole cannot receive or comprehend it. 

N ow you see the intent of Christ's words which we quoted 
above from Matthew 5,33 that Christians should not go to law 
or use the temporal sword among themselves. Actually, he says 
this only to his beloved Christians, those who alone accept it 
and act accordingly, who do not make "counsels"34 out of it as 
the sophists do, but in their heart are so disposed and conditioned 
[genaturt] by the Spirit that they do evil to no one and willingly 
endure evil at the hands of others. If now the whole world were 
Christian in this sense, then these words would apply to all, and 
all would act accordingly. Since the world is un-Christian, how
ever, these words do not apply to all; and all do not act accord
ingly, but are under another government in which those who are 

33See the quotation of Matt. 5:38-41 on p. 66l. 
34S ee p. 656, n. 6. 
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not Christian are kept under external constraint and compelled 
to keep the peace and do what is good. 

This is also why Christ did not wield the sword, or give it 
a place in his kingdom.35 for llejs a king over Christi~~~nd 

. rules by' his Holy Spirit alone, without law. Although he sanctions 
the swo!d, he did not make use of it, for it serVes no purpose1n 
his kingdom, in which there are none but' the uprIght. Hence, 
na~f old was not permitted ,to billJ~L.J.l:Le_tl?1Jl.I>I~lIL_§a}p..--::' 
7:4-13], because he had wielded the sword and had shed much 
blood. Not that he had done wrong thereby, ~l.!t __ ~palJ.$lL~ 
~ould nQ.Lbe a type of C,!rist, who without the sword ;Y~"y'e 
a kingdom of peace. It had to be built instead by ,Solomon, 
\5;:hose name in Ge!m§.n means "Friedrich" ·o~· "pea:C;clur";36Jlelia-a" 
a peaceful kingdom, by which the- truly· peaceJu! kingdoIri-'()t 

_ Christ, the real Friedrich and Solomon, could be represented. 
Again, "during the entire buildin of the temple no tool of rron 
was heard," as the text says [I Kings 6:7]; all or 1:1ils reason, 
that Christ, without constraint and force, without law and sword, 
was to have a people who would serv~im willingly. ~-.--~~ 
- That is what the prophets ~ in Psalm lIO [:3], "Your 
people will act of their free volition"; and in Isaiah II [: 9 ],-=-They " 
shall not hurt or~oy in all my hol~ouIltain:;nllI!g_.again~·
!E. Isaiah 2 [:4], "They _shal1_l?~Jhei~..9!:~~_J!!!2..J:~lo_~~h.a:r.es 
aIld their spears into pmning hooks" and no Qne~£alll~!"~ILt:1J.e 
sword against anotller, neither shall they put their effor~E!to 
war any more: ef6; WIi"OeV"~ would ~~d -l!i~:::iPiil!£'~lio.n,- of 
thes;-;~d similar p~o wherever Christ's uameis mEmtioned.>,' 
woul7t entirely perVert theScJjptu!".~i_r:a:the~_1htt)!.~aJ~.sp-Qken~onlY' 

(, ~£ffUe~CIffiStfans, wIio'realiY-d.Qiliis among themselves. 
tli a" ·--Fift1l."~'Bm'-you~say~- if Christians then do not need .the 
l""'*V1" tem oral sword or law, why d~es Paul say'~arrL::l:iriSBaiis ,in 

Ro~ans 13 [:1, "Let all soulS e su Jec 0 eg"oveniing 
authority," and St. Pete~sul:iJect to- every h-;:;:~-;;rdmance" 

35 Cf. Matt. 26:52-53; John 18:36. 
36 "Solomon" is derived from the Hebrew word for "peace," shalom. The 
equivalent German "Friedrich" means literally "one who is rich in peace." 
Cf. Jerome's Liber de Nominibus Hebraicis: "Salomon, pacificus, sive pacatus 
eriC MPL 23, 843. 
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[I Pet. 2:13], etc., as quoted above?37 Answer: I have just said 
that---Chri~!ian~~l!!QP.gth~~~.£s and .~and for themselves, 
need no law or sword, Jin£!e. it is neither necessarynorusefUTfot-~~-,-~~ -- - - ~ _. - - - .~... . - - - - ~ 
dIem. Since a true Christian lives and labors on earth· not for 
.-- ~==-----.-=---~ - - - ----. ~" 
himself alone but for .his nei hbor, he does by the very nature 
o~ his spirit even what he himself has no need of, but iSnee-dful 
and use to his nei hbor. ecause e swor IS cial 

~ \ whole . ~ in ~_der_~o _ e~~~~ 
res tram the WIC e ~11i~ CImstfan suomits most 

e sword, pays his taxes, honors-~--
.. 1// in authority,38 serves, hel s, and does all he can to assist ~ \tv. K0'y~gJ...mg au ority, that it may continue to nctIon and be ~eld_ .

.i.rL..honm:...and fear. Although he has no need of these thin s for 
~ .. self-to hUn the ",e not essential-nevertheless he conee ;---

\ {.,;// ~~f a ~~is serviceable and of benefit: to others,~ 
\'/ teaches in Ephesians 5 (:21-6:9}. / r-fust as he performs all other works of love which he himself 

does not need-he does not visit the sick in order that he him
self may be made well, or feed others because he himself needs 
food-so he serves the governing authority not because he needs 
it but fot the sake of others, that they may be protected and that 
the wicked may not become worse. He loses nothing by this; such 
serviCe in no way harms hinl, yet it is of great benefit to the 
world. If he did not so serve he would be acting not as a Chris
tian but even contrary to love; he would also be setting a bad 
example to others who in like manner would not submit to au
thority, even though they were not Christians. In this way the 
gospel would be brought into disrepute, as though it taught insur-
rection and produced self-willed people unwilling to benefit or 
serve others, when in fact it makes a Christian the servant of all.

s9 

Thus in Matthew 17 [:271 Christ paid the half-shekel tax that 
he might not offend them, although he had no need to do so. 

Thus you observe in the words of Christ quoted above from 

3"See p. 660. 
38 Cf. Rom. 13:6-7. 
39 See Luther's 1520 The Freedom of a Christian where Romans 13 and 
Matthew 17 are also cited in illustration of the Christian's willing service to 

others. LW 31, 343-377, especially p. 869. 
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Matthew 540 that he clearly teaches that Christians among them
selves should have no temporal sword or law. He does not, 
however, forbid one to serve and be subject to those who do 
have the secular sword and law. Rather, since you do not need 
it and should not have it, you are to serve all the more those 
who have not attained to such heights as you and who therefore 
do still need it. Although you do not need to have your enemy 
punished, your afflicted neighbor does. You should help him that 
he may have peace and that his enemy may be curbed, but this is 
not possible unless the governing authority is honored and feared. 
Christ does not say, "You shall not serve the governing authority 
or be subject to it," but rather, "Do not resist evil" [Matt. 5:39], 
as much as to say, "Behave in such a way that you bear every
thing, so that you may not need the governing authority to help 
you and serve you or be beneficial or essential for you, but that 
you in turn may help and serve it, being beneficial and essential 

( ~ it. I would have you be too exalted and far too noble to have 
/ /' vk W-neeuo!i:t- it should rather have need of you." V ~ask whether a Christian too may bear the temeoral 

s~Ld and punish the wicked, since C~rist' s wordsL :12.CL.J1Q.Lrf'sist 
evil," are so clear and definite that the soehists hav~-E.1!..(LtQ ... mf!ke 
of them a "counsel." Answer: You have now heard two...p..l.QPosi-
t~ is that the sword can have no place among Christians; 
therefore, you cannot bear it among nstIans or hold it over 
them, for they do not need it. T~e guestion, therefo.t:12.. must be 
r~erred to the other group, the non-Christians, whether you may 
b.kflr it there in a Christian manner. Here the oth~..r pr01.20~ition 

aJ,mlies, that you-;; und~r'~bligation to serve an'"d;ssi.s.Uhe....£W£lrd 
bx. whatever means you can, with body, goods, honor, and~ 
For it is something which you do not need, but which is v~ 
beneficial and essentjal for tbe..whole world and foU.9.lli:~~ 
~refore, if );'ou see that there is a lack of hangmen, sonsiables, ~;T 
judges, lords, or princes, and ou find that ou are qualified, y..9J.l 2.. 

s ou 0 er your services and seek the position, _th?:Lth~.~~~:r;!EAtI ?qt...7~-." 
governmental authority ~w;:!_e des~~_:din~.=~~_~o~~~;~J1f.eeQlecl~'<-'~:1-;,~. 
or per~. The world .9an.n()tamL:QE~_e not dispense ..withAt. :/ . 

-1fere is the reason why you should do this: In such a case 

4O~att. 5:38-41 was quoted on p. 661. 
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yo~ould be entering entirely into the service and work qf o!!:terst 
which WlJu.kl...be of ~dvantage neither to yourself nor your pro:e~rty 
or p~ut only to your neighbor and to others._You would 
be doing it not with the purpose of avenging yourself or return
ing---evn for evil, but for the good of your neighl:lOr _l!!ld jQ! .!1le 
maintenanceo£ the safety and peace of others. For yourself, y~u 
would abide by the gospel and govern yourself according to 
Christ's word [Matt. 5:39-40], gladly turning the other cheek and 
letting the cloak go with the coat when the m~tter concerned you 
and your cause. Jt~(;,{n-c [ ........ ,:. 't.L~--.>f" .... ".- ,1.:--.-- "7 

~1 In this way the two propositions are brought into harmony 
with one another: at one and the same time you satisfy God's 
kingdom inwardly and the kingdom of the world outwardly. You 
suffer evil and injustice, and yet at the same time you punish 
evil and injustice; you do not resist evil, and yet at the same 
time, you do resist it. In the one case, you consider yourself and 
what is yours; in the other, you consider your neighbor and what 
is his. In what concerns you and yours, you govern yourself by 
the gospel and suffer injustice toward yourself as a true Christian; 
in what concerns the person or property of others, you govern 
yourself according to love and tolerate no injustice toward your 
neighbor. The gospel does not forbid this; in fact, in other places 
it actually commands it. 

From the beginning of the world all the saints have wielded 
the sword in this way: Adam and his descendants; Abraham when 
he rescued Lot, his brother's son, and routed the four kings as 
related in Genesis 14 [:8-16], although he was a thoroughly eval}.
gelical man. Thus did Samuel, the holy prophet, slay King Agag, 
as we read in I Samuel 15 [:33]; and Elijah slew the prophets of 
Baal, I Kings 18 [:40]. So too did Moses, Joshua, the children 
of Israel, Samson, David, and all the kings and princes in the Old 
Testament wield the sword; also Daniel and his associates, 
Hananiah, Azariah, and Mishael, in Babylon; and Joseph in Egypt, 
and so on. 

Should anyone contend that the Old Testament is abrogated 
and no longer in effect, and that therefore such examples cannot 
be set before Christians, I answer: That is not so. St. Paul says 
in I Corinthians 10 [:3-4], "They ate the same spiritual food as 
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we, and drank the same spiritual drink from the Rock, which is 
Christ." That is, they had the same Spirit and faith in Christ as 
we ,have, a~ were just as much Christians as we are. Therefore, 
wherein they did right, all C1iristians do right, from the beginning 
of the world unto the end. For time and external circumstances 
make no difference among Christians. Neither is it true that tile 
~estament was abrogat~~~_~n_ such a way that it must not be 
kept, or that whoever kept it fully would1le doing wrong, as Sr. 
Jero!iW=arur.IllaD¥-.others41 mistakenly held. Rather, it is ahrogatea 
in the sense that we are free to keep it or not to keep it, andit is 
~o longer necessary to keep it on penalty of lOSing one's soul, as'~ 
was the case at that time. - - - .. - . - - ----~.--~ 

'----Paul says inICsorinthians 7 [:19] and Galatians 6 [:15] that 
neither uncircumcision nor circumcision counts for anything, but 
only a new creature in Christ. That is, it is not sin to be uncir
cumcised, as the Jews thought, nor is it sin to be circumcised, as 
the Gentiles thought. Either is right and permissible for him who 
does not think he will thereby become righteous or be saved. 
The same is true of all other parts of the Old Testament; it is 
not wrong to ignore them and it is not wrong to abide by them, 
but it is permissible and proper either to follow them or to omit 
them. Indeed, if it were necessary or profitable for the salvation 
of one's neighbor, it would be necessary to keep all of them. For 
everyone is under obligation to do what is for his neighbor's good, 
be it Old Testament or New, Jewish or Gentile, as Paul teaches 

41 Jerome (ca. 342-420), translator of the Vulgate and distinguished biblical 
commentator, had been attacked by Augustine (354-430) in 394 or 395 for 
his interpretation of Gal. 2:11-14. In the ensuing lively and sometimes bitter 
literary exchange between the Roman scholar and the North African bishop, 
Jerome had at one point crystallized the debate in these terms, admittedly 
derived from the philosophers, "To carry out the ceremonies of the Law 
cannot be an indifferent act; it is either bad or good. You say it is good; I 
insist that it is wrong." See Jerome's letter 112, 16, dated ca. A.D. 404 in 
MPL 22, 926; FC 20, 360. 

Jerome enumerated among those who were his guides in the matter par
ticularly Origen, and also Didymus the Blind, Apol1inaris of Laodicea, Alex
ander ("the former heretic" who had ordained Origen), Eusebius of Emesa, 
Theodore of Heraclea, and John Chrysostom. FC 20, 345-348; cf. pp. 410-411. 

Luther apparently sided with Augustine, whose rebuttal was that "these 
observances [Circumcision, et all were neither to be required as necessary, nor 
condemned as sacrilegious." FC 20, 399. On the whole issue, see Luther's 
How Christians Should Regard Moses (1525). LW 35, (155) 161-174. 
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in I Corinthians 12.42 For love pervades all and transcends all; 
it considers only what is necessary and beneficial to others, and 
does not ask whether it is old or new. Hence, the precedents for 
the use of the sword also are matters of freedom, and you may 
follow them or not. But where you see that your neighbor needs 
it, there love constrains you to do as a matter of necessity that 
which would otherwise be optional and not necessary for you 
either to do or to leave undone. Only do not suppose that you 
will thereby become righteous or be saved-as the Jews presumed 
to be saved by their works-but leave this to faith, which with
out works makes you a new creature. 

To prove our position also by the New Testament, the testi
mony of John the Baptist in Luke 3 [:14] stands unshaken on this 
point. There can be no doubt that it was his task to point to 
Christ, witness for him, and teach about him; that is to say, the 
teaching of the man who was to lead a truly perfected people 
to Christ had of necessity to be purely New Testament and evan
gelical. John confinns the soldiers' calling, saying they should be 
content with their wages. N ow if it had been un-Christian to 
bear the sword, he ought to have censured them for it and told 
them to abandon both wages and sword, else he would not have 
been teaching them Christianity aright. So likewise, when St. 
Peter in Acts 10 [:34-43] preached Christ to Cornelius, he did not 
tell him to abandon his profession, which he would have had to 
do if it had prevented Cornelius from being a Christian. More
over, before he was baptized the Holy Spirit came upon him [Acts 
10:44-48]. St. Luke43 also praises him as an upright man prior to 
St. Peter's sermon, and does not criticize him for being a soldier, 
the centurion of a pagan emperor [Acts 10:1-2]. It is only right 
that what the Holy Spirit permitted to remain and did not censure 
in the case of Cornelius, we too should permit and not censure. 

A similar case is that of .the Ethiopian captain, the eunuch 
in Acts 8 [:27-39]' whom Philip the evangelist converted and 
baptized and permitted to return home and remain in office, al
though without the sword he could not pOSSibly have been so 
high an official under the queen of Ethiopia. It was the same too 

42 I Cor. 12:13; cf. 9:19-22. 
43 Luther accepted the Lucan authorship of the book of Acts. LW 35, 363-364. 
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with the proconsul of Cyprus, Sergius Paulus, in Acts 13 [:7-12]; 
St. Paul converted him j and yet permitted him to remain proconsul 
over and among heathen. The same policy was followed by many 
holy martyrs who continued obedient to pagan Roman emperors, 
went into battIe under them, and undoubtedly slew people for 
the sake of preserving peace, as is written of St. MaUrice, St. 
Acacius, St. Gereon, and many others under the empero-r Julian.44 

Moreover, we have the clear and compelling text of St. Paul 
in Romans 13 [:1], where he says, ''The governing authority has 
been ordained by God"; and further, "The governing authOrity 
does not bear the sword in vain. It is God's servant for your good, 
an avenger upon him who does evil" [Rom. 13:41. Be not so 
wicked, my friend, as to say, "A Christian may hot do that which 
is God's Own peculiar work, ordinance, and creation." Else you 
must also say, "A Christian must not eat, drink, or be married," 
for these are also God's work and ordinance. If it is God's work 
and creationj then it is good, so good that everyone can use it 
in a Christian and salutary way, as Paul says in II Timothy 4 [I 
Tim. 4:4, 3], "Everything created by God is good, and nothing 
is to be rejected by those who believe and know the truth;" Under 
"everything created by God" you must include not simply food 
and drink, Clothing and shoes, but also authority and subjection, 
protection and punishment. 

In short, since Paul says here that the governing authOrity 
is God's servant, we must allow it to be exercised not only by 

4.4 Maurice, the patron saint of Magdeburg, was commander of the Thehan 
legion which, according to legend, was composed entirely of Christians, sixty
six thousand men from Thebes in North Africa. They were willing to 
"rendet unto Caesar" military service in a just war, but were massacred (ca. 
287) on order of the emperor Maximian Herculius (285-310) when they 
refused to make the usual sacrmce to the pagan gods and aid in the extepni
nation of the Christians in Gaul. See Ryan and Ripperger, The Golden 
Legend of Jacobus de Voragine, II, 566-569. 

Acacius, a Cappadocian centurian in the Roman army stationed at Thrace, 
was tortured and beheaded at Byzantium (ca. 303) under DIocletian (284-
305). The Benedictine Monks of St. Augustine's Abbey, Ramsgate, The Book 
of the Saints (New York: Macmillan, 1947), p. 4. 

Gereon, according to unreliable tradition, was a member of the Theban 
legion, 319 of whelm were martyred as a group near Cologne. Ibid., p. 262. 

Julian the Apostate was Roman emperor in 361-363. Luther probably con
fused him here with Diocletian and Maximian, under whom the specifically 
named saints were martyred. Julian's policy was to degrade Christianity 
and promote paganism, but without resort to force or persecution. 
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the heathen but by all men. What can be the meaning of the 
phrase, "It is God's servant," except that governing authority is 
by its very nature such that through it one may serve God? Now 
it would be quite un-Christian to say that there is any service 
of God in which a Christian should not or must not take part, 
when service of God is actually more characteristic45 of Chris
tians than of anyone else. It would even be fine and fitting if 
all princes were good, true Christians. For the sword and authority, 
as a particular service of God, belong more appropriately46 to 
Christians than to any other men on earth. Therefore, you should 
esteem the sword or governmental authority as highly as the estate 
of marriage, or husbandry, or any other calling wh.ich God has 
instituted. Just as one can serve God in the estate of marriage, 
or in farming or a trade, for the benefit of others-and must so 
serve if his neighbor needs it-so one can serve God in government, 
and should there serve if the needs of his neighbor demand it. 
For those who punish evil and protect the good are God's servants 
and workmen. Only, one should also be free not to do it if there 
is no need for it, just as we are free not to marry or farm where 
there is no need for them. 

You ask: Why did not Christ and the apostles bear the sword? 
Answer: You tell me, why did Christ not take a wife, or become 
a cobbler or a tailor. If an office or vocation were to be regarded 
as disreputable on the ground that Christ did not pursue it him
self, what would become of all the offices and vocations other 
than the ministry, the one occupation he did follow? Christ pur
sued his own office and vocation, but he did not thereby reject 
any other. It was not incumbent upon him to bear the sword, 
for he was to exercise only that function by which his kingdom 
is governed and which properly serves his kingdom. Now, it is 
not essential to his kingdom that he be a married man, a cobbler, 
tailor, farmer, prince, hangman, or constable; neither is the 
temporal sword or law essential to it, but only God's Word and 
Spirit. It is by these that his people are ruled inwardly. This 
is the office which he also exercised then and still exercises now, 

45 So eben eygent. Cf. MA3 5, 397, n. 21, 13, "So ganz zu seinem Wesen 
Gehort." 
46 Gepiirt ... zu eygen. Cf. Grimm, Deutsches Worterbuch, IVl, 1893-1895. 
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always bestowing God's Word and Spirit. And in this office the 
apostles and all spiritual rulers had to follow him. For in order 
to do their job right they are so busily occupied with the spiritual 
sword, the Word of God, that they must perforce neglect the 
temporal sword and leave it to others who do not have to preach, 
although it is not contrary to their calling to use it, as I have 
said. For each one must attend to the duties of his own calling. 

Therefore, although Christ did not bear or prescribe the 
sword, it is sufficient that he did not forbid or abolish it but actually 
confirmed it; just as it is sufficient that he did not abolish the 
estate of marriage but confirmed it, though without himself taking 
a wife or setting forth a teaching concerning it. He had to mani
fest himself wholly in connection with that estate and calling 
which alone expressly served his kingdom, lest from his example 
there should be deduced the justification or necessity of teaching 
and believing that the kingdom of God could not exist without 
matrimony and the sword and similar externals (since Christ's 
example is necessarily binding), when in fact it exists solely by 
God's Word and Spirit. This was and had to be Christ's peculiar 
function as the Supreme King in this kingdom. Since not all Chris
tians, however, have this same function (although they are en
titled to it), it is fitting that they should have some other external 
office by which God may also be served. 

From all this we gain the true meaning of Christ's words in 
Matthew 5 [:39], "Do not resist evil," etc. It is this: A Christian 
should be so disposed that he will suffer every evil and injustice 
without avenging himself; neither will he seek legal redress in the 
courts but have utterly no need of temporal authority and law 
for his own sake. On behalf of others, however, he may and 
should seek vengeance, justice, protection, and help, and do as 
much as he can to achieve it. Likewise, the governing authority 
should, on its own initiative or through the instigation of others, 
help and protect him too, without any complaint, application, or 
instigation on his own part. If it fails to do this, he should permit 
himself to be despoiled and slandered; he should not resist evil, 
as Christ's words say. 

Be certain too that this teaching of Christ is not a counsel 
for those who would be perfect, as our sophiSts blasphemously 
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and falsely say,H but a universally obligatory command for all 
Christians. Then you will realize that all those who avenge them
selves or go to law and wrangle in the courts over their property and 
honor are nothing but heathen masquerading under the name of 
Christians. It cannot be otherwise, I tell you. Do not be dis
suaded by the multitude and common practice; for there are few 
Christians on earth-have no doubt about it-and God's word is 
something very different from the common practice.48 

Here you see that Christ is not abrogating the law when he 
says, "You have heard that it was said to them of old, 'An eye 
for an eye'; but I say to you: Do not resist evil," etc. [Matt. 
5:38-39]. On the contrary, he is expounding the meaning of the 
law as it is to be understood, as if he were to say, '<You Jews 
think that it is right and proper in the sight of God to recover 
by law what is yours. You rely on what Moses said, 'An eye for 
an eye,' etc. But I say to you that Moses set this law over the 
wicked, who do not belong to God's kingdom, in order that they 
might not avenge themselves or do worse but be compelled by 
such outward law to desist from evil, in order that by outward law 
and rule they might be kept subordinate to the governing authority. 
You, however, should so conduct yourselves that you neither need 
nor resort to such law. Although the temporal authority must 
have such a law by which to judge unbelievers, and although you 
yourselves may also use it for judging others, still you should not 
invoke or use it for yourselves and in your own affairs. You have 
the kingdom of heaven; therefore, you should leave the kingdom 
of earth to anyone who wants to take it." 

There you see that Christ does not interpret his words to 
mean that he is abrogating the law of Moses or prohibiting 
temporal authority. He is rather making an exception of his own 
people. They are not to use the secular authority for themselves 
but leave it to unbelievers. Yet they may also serve these un
believers, even with their own law, since they are not Christians 
and no one can be forced into Christianity. That Christ's words 
apply only to his own is evident from the fact that later on he 
says they should love their enemies and be perfect like their 

47 See p. 82, n. 6. 
48 Cf. Tertullian, De virginihus velandis, chap. i, "Christ did not say, <I am 
the common practice: but, 'I am the truth:" MPL 2, 889. 
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heavenly Father [Matt. 5:44, 48]. But he who loves his enemies 
and is perfect leaves the law alone and does not use it to demand 
an eye for an eye. Neither does he restrain the non-Christians, 
however, who do not love their enemies and who do wish to 
make use of the law; indeed, he lends his help that these laws 
may hinder the wicked from doing worse. 

Thus the word of Christ is now reconciled, I believe, with 
the passages which establish the sword, and the meaning is this: 
No Christian shall wield or invoke the sword for himself and his 
cause. In behalf of another, however, he may and should wield 
it and invoke it to restrain wickedness and to defend godliness. 
Even as the Lord says in the same chapter [Matt. 5:34-37], "A 
Christian should not swear, but his word should be Yes, yes; No, 
no." That is, for himself and of his own volition and desire, he 
should not swear. When it is needful or necessary, however, and 
salvation or the honor of God demands it, he should swear. 
Thus, he uses the forbidden oath to serve another, just as he uses 
the forbidden sword to serve another. Christ and Paul often swore 
in order to make their teaching and testimony valuable and 
credible to others,49 as men do and have the right to do in cove
nants and compacts, etc., of which Psalm 63 [:11] says, "They shall 
be praised who swear by his name." 

Here you inquire further, whether constables, hangmen, jurists, 
lawyers, and others of similar function can also be Christians and 
in a state of salvation. Answer: If the governing authority and 
its sword are a divine service, as was proved above, then every
thing that is essential for the authority's bearing of the sword 
must also be divine service. There must be those who arrest, 
prosecute, execute, and destroy the Wicked, and who protect, 
acquit, defend, and save the good. Therefore, when they perform 
their duties, not with the intention of seeking their own ends but 
only of helping the law and the governing authority function to 
coerce the wicked, there is no peril in that; they may use their 
office like anybody else would use his trade, as a means of liveli
hood. For, as has been said, love of neighbor is not concerned 
about its own; it considers not how great or humble, but how 

49 Cf., e.g., Christ's frequent use of the expression, "Truly, I say to you," and 
Paul's mentioning of God as his witness in II Cor. 11:31 and Gal. 1:20. 
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profitable and needful the works are for neighbor or community. 
You may ask, "Why may I not use the sword for myself and 

for my own cause, so long as it is my intention not to seek my 
own advantage but to punish evil?" Answer: Such a miracle is 
not impossible, but very rare and hazardous. Where the Spirit is 
so richly present it may well happen. For we read thus of Samson 
in Judges 15 [: 11], that he said, "As they did to me, so have I 
done to them," 50 even though Proverbs 24 [:29] says to the 
contrary, "Do not say, I will do to him as he has done to me," 
and Proverbs 20 [:22] adds, "Do not say, I will repay him his 
evil." Samson was called of God to harass the Philistines and 
deliver the children of Israel. Although he used them as an 
occasion to further his own cause, still he did not do so in order 
to avenge himself or to seek his own interests, but to serve others 
and to punish the Philistines [Judg. 14:4]. No one but a true 
Christian, filled with the Spirit, will follow this example. Where 
reason too tries to do likewise, it will probably contend that it 
is not trying to seek its own, but this will be basically untrue, for 
it cannot be done without grace. Therefore first become like 
Samson, and then you can also do as Samson did. 

Part Two 51 

How Far Temporal Authority Extends 
We come now to the main part of this treatise.52 Having 

learned that there must be temporal authority on earth, and how 
it is to be exercised in a Christian and salutary manner, we must 
now learn how far its arm extends and how widely its hand 
stretches, lest it extend too far and encroach upon God's kingdom 
and government. It is essential for us to know this, for where 
it is given too wide a scope, intolerable and terrible injury follows; 
on the other hand, injury is also inevitable where it is restricted 
too narrowly. In the former case, the temporal authority punishes 
too much; in the latter case, it punishes too little. To err in this 

50 Luther had used this same verse to close his important 1520 statement on 
Why the Books of the Pope and His Disciples Were Burned by Doctor Martin 
Luther. LW 31, (379) 383-395. 
5lThe main divisions of the treatise are suggested in Luther's dedication to 
Duke John; see p. 655. 
S2Serrrwn. 
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direction, however, and punish too little is more tolerable, for 
it is always better to let a scoundrel live than to put a godly man 
to death. The world has plenty of scoundrels anyway and must 
continue to have them, but godly men are scarce. 

It is to be noted first that the two classes of Adam's children
the one in God's kingdom under Christ and the other in the 
kingdom of the world under the governing authority, as was said 
above-have two kinds of law. For every kingdom must have its 
own laws and statutes; without law no kingdom or government 
can survive, as everyday experience amply shows. The temporal 
government has laws which extend no further than to life and 
property and external affairs on earth, for God cannot and will 
not permit anyone but himself to rule over the soul. Therefore, 
where the temporal authority presumes to prescribe laws for the 
soul, it encroaches upon God's government and only misleads souls 
and destroys them. We want to make this so clear that everyone 
will grasp it, and that our fine gentlemen, the princes and bishops, 
will see what fools they are when they seek to coerce the people 
with their laws and commandments into believing this or that. 

When a man-made law is imposed upon the soul to make it 
believe this or that as its human author may presCribe, there is 
certainly no word of God for it. If there is no word of God for 
it, then we cannot be sure whether God wishes to have it so, 
for we cannot be certain that something which he does not com
mand is pleaSing to him. Indeed, we are sure that it does not 
please him, for he desires that our faith be based simply and 
entirely on his divine word alone. He says in Matthew 18 [16:18], 
"On this rock I will build my church"; and in John 10 [:27, 14,5], 
"My sheep hear my voice and know me; however, they will not 
hear the voice of a stranger, but flee from him." From this it 
follows that with such a wicked command the temporal power 
is driving souls to eternal death. For it compels them to believe 
as right and certainly pleasing to God that which is in fact 
uncertain, indeed, certain to be displeasing to him since there is 

no clear word of God for it. Whoever believes something to be 
right which is wrong or uncertain is denying the truth, which is 
God himself. He is believing in lies and errors, and counting as 
right that which is wrong. 
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Hence, it is the height of folly when they command that 
one shall believe the Church, 53 the fathers, and the councils, 
though there be no word of God for it. It is not the church but 
the devil's apostles who command such things, for the church 
commands nothing unless it knows for certain that it is God's word. 
As St. Peter puts it, 'Whoever speaks, let him speak as the word 
of God" [I Pet. 4:11J. It will be a long time, however, before 
they can ever prove that the decrees of the councils are God's 
word.54 Still more foolish is it when they assert that kings, princes, 
and the mass of mankind believe thus and so. My dear man, we 
are not baptized into kings, or princes, or even into the mass of 
mankind, but into Christ and God himself. Neither are we called 
kings, princes, or common folk, but Christians. N a one shall or 
can command the soul unless he is able to show it the way to 
heaven; but this no man can do, only God alone. Therefore, in 
matters which concern the salvation of souls nothing but God's 
word shall be taught and accepted. 

Again, consummate fools though they are, they must confess 
that they have no power over souls. For no human being can 
kill a soul or give it life, or conduct it to heaven or hell. If they 
will not take our word for it, Christ himself will attend to it strongly 
enough where he says in the tenth chapter of Matthew, "Do not 
fear those who kill the body, and after that have nothing that 
they can do; rather fear him who after he has killed the body, 
has power to condemn to hell." 55 1 think it is clear enough here 
that the soul is taken out of all human hands and is placed under 
the authority of God alone. 

Now tell me: How much wit must there be in the head of 
a person who imposes commands in an area where he has no 
authority whatsoever? Would you not judge the person insane 

53 In this paragraph Luther uses the tenn Kirche in two different senses. 
Here, spelled with a capital UK" it Signifies the external organization, which 
to his contemporaries meant the pope, cardinals, et al. In the next sentence, 
spelled with a lower case "k," it signifies the totality of true believers. 
54 This was a conviction which the Leipzig debate of 1519 with Johann Eck 
helped to bring into sharp focus for Luther. See Schwiebert, Luther and 
His Times, pp. 410-411, 416·417. 
55 Luther might even have strengthened his case had he actually quoted Matt. 
10: 28 ("who kill the body but cannot kill the soul," etc.) rather than its less 
specific parallel in Luke 12:4·5. 
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who commanded the moon to shine whenever he wanted it to? 
How well would it go if the Leipzigers were to impose laws on 
us Wittenbergers, or if, conversely, we in Wittenberg were to 
legislate for the people of Leipzig! 56 They would certainly send 
the lawmakers a thank-offering of hellebore57 to purge their brains 
and cure their sniffles. Yet our emperor and clever princes are 
doing just that today. They are allowing pope, bishop, and 
sophiSts to lead them on-one blind man leading the other-58 to 
command their subjects to believe, without God's word, whatever 
they please. And still they would be known as Christian princes,59 
God forbid! 

Besides, we cannot conceive how an authority could or 
should act in a situation except where it can see, know, judge, 
condemn, change, and modify. What would I think of a judge 
who should blindly decide cases which he neither hears nor sees? 
Tell me then: How can a mere man see, know, judge, condemn, 
and change hearts? That is reserved for God alone, as Psalm 7 
[:9J says, "God tries the hearts and reins"; and [v. 8], "The Lord 
judges the peoples." And Acts 1060 says, "God knows the hearts"; 
and Jeremiah 1 [17:9·lOJ, 'Wicked and unsearchable is the human 
heart; who can understand it? I the Lord, who search the heart 
and reins." A court should and must be quite certain and clear 
about everything if it is to render judgment. But the thoughts 
and inclinations of the soul can be known to no one but God. 
Therefore, it is futile and impOSSible to command or compel 
anyone by force to believe this or that. The matter must be 
approached in a different way. Force will not accomplish it. And 
1 am surprised at the big fools, for they themselves all say: De 

56 Leipzig was the capital of Albertine Saxony, ruled by the hostile Duke 
George the Bearded from 1500-1539 (see p. 77, n. 2), while Wittenberg was 
the capital of Ernestine Saxony, ruled by the friendly Elector Frederick the 
Wise from 148S.1525. 
57 Nysse wertz was a plant whose pulverized roots were used to induce sneez
ing, which since ancient times was thought to be a cure for various mental 
disorders including insanity and epilepsy. Grimm, Deutsches W orterbuch, VII, 
837. 
58 Cf. Matt. 15:14; Luke 6:39. 
59See LW 45, 77. 
BOef. Acts 1:24; 15:8. 
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occultis non iudicat Ecclesia,61 the church does not judge secret 
matters. If the spiritual rule of the church governs only public 
matters, how dare the mad temporal authority judge and control 
such a secret, spiritual, hidden matter as faith? 

Furthermore, every man runs his own risk in believing as he 
does, and he must see to it himself that he believes rightly. As 
nobody else can go to heaven or hell for me, so nobody else can 
believe or disbelieve for me; as nobody else can open or close 
heaven or hell to me, so nobody else can drive me to belief or 
unbelief. How he believes or disbelieves is a matter for the con
science of each individual, and since this takes nothing away from 
the temporal authority the latter should be content to attend to 
its own affairs and let men believe this or that as they are able 
and willing, and constrain no one by force. For faith is a free act, 
to which no one can be forced. Indeed, it is a work of God in 
the spirit, not something which outward authority should compel 
or create. Hence arises the common saying,62 found also in 
Augustine,63 "No one can or ought to be forced to believe." 

Moreover, the blind, wretched fellows fail to see how utterly 
hopeless and impossible a thing they are attempting. For no 
matter how harshly they lay down the law, or how violently they 
rage, they can do no more than force an outward compliance of 
the mouth and the hand; the heart they cannot compel, though 
they work themselves to a frazzle. For the proverb is true: 
"Thoughts are tax-free." 64 'Why do they persist in trying to force 
people to believe from the heart when they see that it is impossible? 
In so doing they only compel weak consciences to lie, to disavow, 
and to utter what is not in their hearts. They thereby load them
selves down with dreadful alien sins,65 for all the lies and false 

61 This is a gloss to the canon Erubescant impii, dist. XXXII, C. XI, in the 
Decreti Magistri Gratiani Prima Pars, where the glossed phrase reads, De 
manifestis quidem loquimur, secretorum autem cognit01' et iudex est Deus 
( "We indeed speak of open things, but God is the witness and judge of 
secret things"). Corpus luris Canonici, I, col. 120. This marginal gloss is 
found in Decretum Gratiani emendatum et notationibus illustratum una cum 
glossis (Paris, 1612), col. 175. 
62 Cf. Wander (ed.), Sprichworter-Lexikon, I, 1697, "Glaube," No. 36, and 
ibid., V, 1352, No. 176. 
63 See Augustine's Contra litteras Petiliani, II, 184. MPL 43, 315. 
64 See Wander (ed.), Sprichworter-Lexikon, I, 1395, "Gedanke," No. 44. 
65 Scholastic theology had distinguished, among its many other classifications 
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confessions which such weak consciences utter fall back upon him 
who compels them. Even if their subjects were in error, it would 
be much easier Simply to let them err than to compel them to 
lie and to utter what is not in their hearts. In addition, it is not 
right to prevent evil by something even worse. 

Would you like to know why God ordains that the temporal 
princes must offend so frightfully? I will tell you. God has given 
them up to a base mind [Rom. 1:28J and will make an end of 
them just as he does of the spiritual nobility. For my ungracious 
lords, the pope and the bishops, are supposed to be bishops66 
and preach God's word. This they leave undone, and have become 
temporal princes who govern with laws which concern only life 
and property. How completely they have turned things topsy
turvy! They are supposed to be ruling souls inwardly by God's 
word; so they rule castles, cities, lands, and people outwardly, 
torturing souls with unspeakable outrages. 

Similarly, the temporal lords are supposed to govern lands 
and people outwardly. This they leave undone. They can do no 
more than strip and fleece, heap tax upon tax and tribute upon 
tribute, letting loose here a bear and there a WOlf.67 Besides this, 
there is no justice, integrity, or truth to be found among them. 
They behave worse than any thief or scoundrel, and their temporal 
rule has sunk quite as low as that of the spiritual tyrants. For this 
reason God so perverts their minds also, that they rush on into 
the absurdity of trying to exercise a spiritual rule over souls, just 
as their counterparts try to establish a temporal rule. They blithely 
heap alien sins upon themselves and incur the hatred of God and 
man, until they come to ruin together with bishops, popes, and 
monks, one scoundrel with the other. Then they lay all the blame 

of sin, nine so-called peccata aliena (see PE 1, 91; and 2, 364)-the term 
derives from the Vulgate rendering of I Tim. 5:22-such as commanding, 
counseling, consenting, approving, participating, co-operating, or simply failing 
to speak, hinder, punish, or expose where the sin of another party is involved. 
Lexikon fur Theologie und Kirche (2nd ed.; 10 vols.; Freiburg im Breisgau: 
Herder, 1930-1938), IX, 900. 
66 In the sense of the New Testament, bishops were to be overseers of Christ's 
flock. 
67 Not only were the beasts which were set free for purposes of hunting a 
threat to the lives of the peasants, but the hunts themselves were destructive 
of their lands and property. MA3 5, 398, n. 28, 22. 
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on the gospel, and instead of confessing their sin they blaspheme 
God and say that our preaching has brought about that which 
their perverse wickedness has deserved-and still unceasingly de
serves-just as the Romans did when they were destroyed.68 Here 
then you have God's decree concerning the high and mighty.69 
They are not to believe it, however, lest this stem decree of God 
be hindered by their repentance. 

But, you say: Paul said in Romans 13 [:1} that every soul 
[seele} 70 should be subject to the governing authority; and Peter 
says that we should be subject to every human ordinance U Pet. 
2:13}. Answer: Now you are on the right track, for these passages 
are in my favor. St. Paul is speaking of the governing authority. 
Now you have just heard that no one but God can have authority 
over souls. Hence, St. Paul cannot possibly be speaking of any 
obedience except where there can be corresponding authOrity. 
From this it follows that he is not speaking of faith, to the effect 
that temporal authority should have the right to command faith. 
He is speaking rather of external things, that they should be 
ordered and governed on earth. His words too make this perfectly 
clear, where he prescribes limits for both authority and obedience, 
saying, "Pay all of them their dues, taxes to whom taxes are due, 
revenue to whom revenue is due, honor to whom honor is due, 
respect to whom respect is due" [Rom. 13:7}. Temporal obedience 
and authority, you see, apply only externally to taxes, revenue, 
honor, and respect. Again, where he says, "The governing authority 
is not a terror to good conduct, but to bad" [Rom. 13:3], he again 
so limits the governing authority that it is not to have the mastery 
over faith or the word of God, but over evil works. 

This is also what St. Peter means by the phrase, "Human 

68 When Rome was captured and sacked by the Goths in A.D. 410, the 
pagans blamed the disaster on the Christian desertion of the Roman gods. 
Augustine wrote The City of God to refute this charge. In dedicating his 
Seven Books Against the Pagans to Augustine, the early fifth century his
torian Paulus Orosius wrote, "You bade me reply to the empty chatter and 
perversity of those ... pagans ... [who1 charge that the present times [ca. 
4171 are unusually beset with calamities for the sole reason that men believe 
in Christ and worship God while idols are increasingly neglected." Irving W. 
Raymond (trans.), Seven Books of History Against the Pagans (New York: 
Columbia University Press, 1936), p. 30. 
69 Grossen honssen; cf. W A lOIl, 507, n. 21, 22, and W A, DB 3, 78, n. 10-11. 
70See p. 660, n. 17. 
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ordinance" [I Pet. 2:13}. A human ordinance cannot pOSSibly 
extend its authOrity into heaven and over souls; it is limited to 
the earth, to external dealings men have with one another, where 
they can see, know, judge, evaluate, punish, and acqUit. 

Christ himself made this distinction, and summed it all up 
very nicely when he said in Matthew 22 [:21], "Render to Caesar 
the things that are Caesar's and to God the things that are God's." 
Now, if the imperial power extended into God's kingdom and 
authority, and were not something separate, Christ would not have 
made this distinction. For, as has been said, the soul is not under 
the authOrity of Caesar; he can neither teach it nor guide it, 
neither kill it nor give it life, neither bind it nor loose it, 71 neither 
judge it nor condemn it, neither hold it fast nor release it. All 
this he would have to do, had he the authority to command it and 
to impose laws upon it. But with respect to body, property, and 
honor he has indeed to do these things, for such matters are under 
his authority. 

David too summarized all this long ago in an excellent brief 
passage, when he said in Psalm 113 [115:16], "He has given heaven 
to the Lord of heaven, but the earth he has given to the sons of 
men." That is, over what is on earth and belongs to the temporal, 
earthly kingdom, man has authority from God; but whatever 
belongs to heaven and to the eternal kingdom is exclUSively under 
the Lord of heaven. Neither did Moses forget this when he said 
in Genesis 1 [:26], "God said, <Let us make man to have dominion 
over the beasts of the earth, the fish of the sea, and the birds of 
the air:" There only external dominion is ascribed to man. In 
short, this is the meaning as St. Peter says in Acts 4 [5:29], "We 
must obey God rather than men:' Thereby, he clearly sets a limit 
to the temporal authOrity, for if we had to do everything that 
the temporal authority wanted there would have been no point 
in saying, "We must obey God rather than men." 

If your prince or temporal ruler commands you to side with 
the pope, to believe thus and so, or to get rid of certain books,72 

71 Binden and liissen have reference to the power of the keys derived from 
Matt. 16:19. See LW 35, 9-22. 
72See LW 45, 77, ll. 2. 
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you should say, "It is not fitting that Lucifer73 should sit at the 
side of God. Gracious sir, lowe you obedience in body and 
property; command me within the limits of your authority on 
earth, and I will obey. But if you command me to believe or 
to get rid of certain books, I will not obey; for then you are a 
tyrant and overreach yourself, commanding where you have neither 
the right nor the authority," etc. Should he seize your property 
on account of this and punish such disobedience, then blessed are 
you; thank God that you are worthy to suffer for the sake of the 
divine word. Let him rage, fool that he is; he will meet his 
judge. For I tell you, if you fail to withstand him, if you give in 
to him and let him take away your faith and your books, you 
have truly denied God. 

Let me illustrate. In Meissen,74 Bavaria,75 the Mark,76 and other 
places, the tyrants have issued an order that all copies of the 
New Testament are everywhere to be turned in to the officials.77 

This should be the response of their subjects: They should not 
turn in a single page, not even a letter, on pain of losing their 
salvation. Whoever does so is delivering Christ up into the hands 
of Herod, for these tyrants act as murderers of Christ just like 
Herod.78 If their homes are ordered searched and books or 
property taken by force, they should suffer it to be done. Out
rage is not to be resisted but endured; yet we should not sanction 
it, or lift a little finger to conform, or obey. For such tyrants are 

73 Since the third century, especially among the poets, the name Lucifer had 
been applied to Satan, the rebel angel hurled from heaven, on the grounds 
of an allegorical interpretation of !sa. 14:12 in terms of Luke 10:18. 
74 Duke George of Saxony was also the margrave of Meissen; see p. 84, n. 11. 
75 Bavaria was ruled at the time by Duke Wilhelm IV (1493-1550 ) , a 
vigorous opponent of the Reformation. 
76 Brandenburg was ruled at the time by Duke Joachim I (1484-1535), who 
remained an enemy of the Reformation despite his wife's espousal of it. 
77 Luther's German New Testament had appeared in September, 1522. On 
its prohibition in Meissen, see J. K. Seidemann, Beitrage zur Reformations
geschichte (Dresden, 1846), I, 51; in Bavaria: Winter, Schicksale der evan
gelischen Lehre, II, 189; in the Mark: Paul Steinmiiller, Einfiihrung der 
Reformation in die Kurmark Brandenburg (Halle: Verein fUr Reformations
geschichte, 1903), p. 22; and in Austria (the prohibition of November 6 and 
17, 1522, by Ferdinand I): Johann Loserth, Die Reformation und Gegenref
ormation in den innerosterreichischen Liindern im XVI lahrhundert (Stuttgart: 
Cotta, 1898), p. 23, n. 1. 
78 The reference is doubtless to Matt. 2:16 rather than Luke 23:7. 
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acting as worldly79 princes are supposed to act, and worldly 
princes they surely are. But the world is God's enemy; hence, 
they too have to do what is antagonistic to God and agreeable to 
the world, that they may not be bereft of honor, but remain 
worldly princes. Do not wonder, therefore, that they rage and 
mock at the gospel; they have to live up to their name and title. 

You must know that since the beginning of the world a wise 
prince is a mighty rare bird,80 and an upright prince even rarer.81 
They are generally the biggest fools or the worst scoundrels on 
earth; therefore, one must constantly expect the worst from them 
and look for little good, especially in divine matters which con
cern the salvation of souls. They are God's executioners82 and 
hangmen; his divine wrath uses them to punish the wicked and 
to maintain outward peace. Our God is a great lord and ruler; 
this is why he must also have such noble, highborn, and rich hang
men and constables. He desires that everyone shall copiously 
accord them riches, honor, and fear in abundance. It pleases his 
divine will that we call his hangmen gracious lords, fall at their 
feet, and be subject to them in all humility, so long as they do 
not ply their trade too far and try to become shepherds instead 
of hangmen. If a prince should happen to be wise, upright, or 
a Christian, that is one of the great miracles, the most precious 
token of divine grace upon that land. Ordinarily the course of 
events is in accordance with the passage from Isaiah 3 [:4], "1 

79 Welltlich, usually translated as "temporal," here is given its cognate render
ing because of the play on words intended. 
80 Seltzam vogel; see Wander (ed.), Sprichworter-Lexikon, I, 1285, "Fiirst," 
No. 61. 
81 Cf. ibid., I, 1283, "Furst," No. 31. 
8"The term stockmeyster, meaning "jailer," is also used by Luther synonomously 
with Zuchtmeister for Pauls "custodian" of Gal. 3:24-25. See his exegesis of 
the Nunc Dimittis in a sermon preached on the Day of the Purification of 
Mary, February 2, 1526, where the term must mean more than merely a guard 
or warden; it refers actually to one who flogs or otherwise inflicts legal pun
ishment in execution of a sentence. WA 20, 247. See also in the fourth of his 
Weimar sermons (on which this treatise is based) Luthers statement that 
"princes are the hangmen and Stockblocher of Christ" (WA lOIII,381, I. 31), 
the latter term being a tautological construction of the two words for "stock" 
and "block" and Signifying an instrument of torture or punishment. Grimm, 
Deutsches Worterbuch, X3 , 54. 
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will make boys their princes, and gaping fools83 shall rule over 
them"; and in Hosea 13 [:11], "I will give you a king in my anger, 
and take him away in my wrath." The world is too wicked, and 
does not deserve to have many wise and upright princes. Frogs 
must have their storks.84 

Again you say, "The temporal power is not forcing men to 
believe; it is simply seeing to it externally that no one deceives 
the people by false doctrine;85 how could heretics otherwise be 
restrained?" Answer: This the bishops should do; it is a function 
entrusted to them86 and not to the princes. Heresy Can never be 
restrained by force. One will have to tackle the problem in some 
other way, for heresy must be opposed and dealt with otherwise 
than with the sword. Here Goers word must do the fighting. If it 
does not succeed, certainly the temporal power will not succeed 
either, even if it were to drench the world in blood. Heresy is 
a spiritual matter which you cannot hack to pieces with iron, 
consume with fire, or drown in water. God's word alone avails 
here, as Paul says in II Corinthians 10 [:4-5], "Our weapons are 
not carnal, but mighty in God to destroy every argument and 
proud obstacle that exalts itself against the knowledge of God, and 
to take every thought captive in the service of Christ." 

Moreover, faith and heresy are never so strong as when men 
oppose them by sheer force, without God's word. For men count 
it certain that such force is for a wrong cause and is directed 
against the right, since it proceeds without God's word and knows 
not how to further its cause except by naked force, as brute beasts 
do. Even in temporal affairs force can be used only after the 
wrong has been legally condemned. How much less possible it is 

83 MaulafJen is literally an ape with a wide or open mouth. Grimm, Deutsches 
Worterbuch, VI, 1796. In his 1522 Wider den falsch genannten geistZichen 
stand Luther defined the word in .these terms, "They open their mouths up 
wide and preach of great things but there is nothing back of it." W A lOrI, 
125. The various meanings of the term in Luther are discussed in W A lOll, 
510, n. 121, 22. 
1$4 The proverb means in effect: "like people, like erince" according to 
Wander (ed.). Sprichworter-Lexikon. I. 1230, "Frosch,' No. 34. It derives 
from the Aesop fable about the frogs who insisted on having a king. and 
were finally granted a stork who devoured them all. 
85 On Luther's approval in another connection of the pOSition here rejected, 
see Kawerau (ed.), Kostlin's Martin Luther, I, 584. 
86 Cf. Titus 1:9ff. 
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to act with force, without justice and God's word, in these lofty 
spiritual matters! See, therefore, what fine, clever nobles they 
are! They would drive out heresy, but set about it in such a way 
that they only strengthen the opposition, rousing suspicion against 
themselves and justifying the heretics. My friend, if you wish to 
drive out heresy, you must find SOme way to tear it first of all 
from the heart and completely turn men's wills away from it. With 
force you will not stop it, but only strengthen it. What do you 
gain by strengthening heresy in the heart, while weakening only 
its outward expression and forcing the tongue to lie? God's word, 
however, enlightens the heart, and so all heresies and errors vanish 
from the heart of their own accord. 

This way of destroying heresy was proclaimed by Isaiah in 
his eleventh chapter where he says, "He shall smite the earth with 
the rod of his mouth, and with the breath of his lips he shall 
slay the wicked."87 There you see that if the wicked are to be 
slain and converted, it will be accomplished with the mouth. In 
short, these princes and tyrants do not realize that to fight against 
heresy is to fight against the devil, who fills men's hearts with 
error, as Paul says in EpheSians 6 [:12J, "We are not contending 
against Hesh and blood, but against spiritual Wickedness, against 
the principalities which rule this present darkness," etc. There
fore, so long as the devil is not repelled and driven from the heart, 
it is agreeable to him that I destroy his vessels88 with fire or 
sword; it's as if I were to fight lightning with a straw. Job 
bore abundant witness to this when in his forty-first chapter he 
said that the devil counts iron as straw, and fears no power on 
earth.

89 
We learn it also from experience, for even if all Jews and 

heretics were forcibly burned no one ever has been or will be con
vinced or converted thereby. 

Nevertheless, such a world as this deserves such princes, none 
of whom attends to his duties. The bishops are to leave God's 
word alone and not use it to rule souls; instead they are to turn 
over to the worldly princes the job of ruling souls with the sword. 
The worldly princes, in turn, are to permit usury, robbery, adultery, 

a7S ee Luther!> application of Isa. 11:4 in LW 45, 59-60. 
88 Gefesss; cf. Rom. 9:22. 
89 Job 41:25-34, especially v. 21. 
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murder, and other evil deeds, and even commit these offenses 
themselves, and then allow the bishops to punish with letters of 
excommunication. Thus, they neatly put the shoe on the wrong 
foot: they rule the souls with iron and the bodies with letters, so 
that worldly princes rule in a spiritual way, and spiritual princes 
rule in a worldly way. What else does the devil have to do on 
earth than to masquerade90 and play the fool with his people? 
These are our Christian princes, who defend the faith and devour 
the Turkl91 Fine fellows, indeed, whom we may well trust to 
accomplish something by such refined wisdom, namely, to break 
their necks and plunge land and people into misery and want. 

I would in all good faith advise these blind fellows to take 
heed to a little phrase that occurs in Psalm 107: "Effundit con
temptum super principes."92 I swear to you by God that if you 
fail to see that this little text is applicable to you, then you are 
lost, even though each one of you be as mighty as the Turk; and 
your fuming and raging will avail you nothing. A goodly part of 
it has already come true. For there are very few princes who are 
not regarded as fools or scoundrels; that is because they show 
themselves to be so. The common man is learning to think, and 
the scourge of princes (that which God calls contemptum) is 
gathering force among the mob and with the common man.

93 I 
fear there will be no way to avert it, unless the princes conduct 
themselves in a princely manner and begin again to rule decently 
and reasonably. Men will not, men cannot, men refuse to endure 
your tyranny and wantonness much longer. Dear princes and 
lords be wise and guide yourselves accordingly. God will no longer 
tolerate it. The world is no longer what it once was, when you 
hunted and drove the people like game. Abandon therefore your 
90 Fasrnacht spiel treybe. Fastnacht, literally "eve of the fast," was that 
period just prior to Lent which was observed with feasting, revelry, parades, 
masquerades, and mummery, and also Simple dramatic episodes in which the 
people could anonymously mimic and ridicule their superiors. 
91 The Mohammedans were at that time a threat to all of Western Christen
dom; see LW 35, 300, n. 152. The very princes who were displaying their 
"Christianity" abroad by forcibly stemming the encroachment of the Turks 
were denying it at home, according to Luther, by presuming to rule souls 
with the sword. 
92 Ps. 107:40, "He pours contempt upon princes." 
93 The smoldering dissatisfaction of the oppressed serfs was to erupt a couple 
years later in the Peasants' Revolt of 1524-1526. 
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wicked use of force, give thought to dealing justly, and let God's 
word have its way, as it will anyway and must and shall; you 
cannot prevent it. If there is heresy somewhere, let it be over
come, as is proper, with God's word. But if you continue to 
brandish the sword, take heed lest someone come and compel you 
to sheathe it-and not in God's namel 

But you might say, "Since there is to be no temporal sword 
among Christians, how then are they to be ruled outwardly? There 
certainly must be authority even among Christians." Answer: 
Among Christians there shall and can be no authority; rather all 
are alike subject to one another, as Paul says in Romans 12: "Each 
shall consider the other his superior";94 and Peter says in I Peter 
5 [:5], "All of you be subject to one another." This is also what 
Christ means in Luke 14 [:10], "When you are invited to a wed
ding, go and sit in the lowest place." Among Christians there is 
no superior but Christ himself, and him alone. What kind of 
authority can there be where all are equal and have the same 
right, power, possession, and honor, and where no one desires to 
be the other's superior, but each the other's subordinate? Where 
there are such people, one could not establish authority even if 
he wanted to, since in the nature of things it is impossible to have 
superiors where no one is able or willing to be a superior. Where 
there are no such people, however, there are no real Christians 
either. 

What, then, are the priests and bishops? Answer: Their gov
ernment is not a matter of authority or power, but a service and 
an office, for they are neither higher nor better than other Chris
tians.g5 Therefore, they should impose no law or decree on others 
without their will and consent. Their ruling is rather nothing more 
than the inculcating of God's word, by which they guide Christians 
and overcome heresy. As we have said, Christians can be ruled 
by nothing except God's word, for Christians must be ruled in 
faith, not with outward works. Faith, however, can come through 
no word of man, but only through the word of God, as Paul 
says in Romans 10 [:17], "Faith comes through hearing, and hear-

94 Cf. Rom. 12:10. 
90 See Luther's comments on the sacrament of ordination in The Babylonian 
Captivity of the Church (1520). LW 36, 106-117. 
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ing through the word of God." Those who do not believe are not 
Christians; they do not belong to Christ's kingdom, but to the 
worldly kingdom where they are constrained and governed by the 
sword and by outward rule. Christians do every good thing of 
their own accord and without constraint, and find God's word 
alone sufficient for them. Of this r have written frequently and 
at length elsewhere.96 

Part Three 

Now that we know the limits of temporal authority, it is time 
to inquire also how a prince should use it. We do this for the 
sake of those very few who would also like very much to be Chris
tian princes and lords, and who desire to enter into the life in 
heaven. Christ himself describes the nature of worldly princes in 
Luke 22 [:25J, where he says, "The princes of this world exercise 
lordship, and those that are in authority proceed with force." For 
if they are lords by birth or by election they think it only right 
that they should be served and should rule by force. He who 
would be a Christian prince must certainly lay aside any intent 
to exercise lordship or to proceed with force. For cursed and 
condemned is every sort of life lived and sought for the benefit 
and good of self; cursed are all works not done in love. They 
are done in love, however, when they are directed wholeheartedly 
toward the benefit, honor, and salvation of others, and not toward 
the pleasure, benefit, honor, comfort, and salvation of self. 

r will say nothing here of the temporal dealings and laws of 
the governing authority. That is a large subject, and there are 
too many lawbooks already, although if a prince is himself no 
wiser than his jurists and knows no more than what is in the 
lawbooks, he will surely rule according to the saying in Proverbs 
28 : «A prince who lacks understanding will oppress many with 
injustice."91 For no matter how good and equitable98 the laws 

96 See, for example, A Treatise on. Good Works (1520). PE 1, 184-285; and 
The Freedom of a Christian (1520). LW 31, 343-377. 
91 Prov. 28:16 (Vulgate). 
98 Billich in this connection for Luther has reference to equity. See his 1526 
treatise, Whether Soldiers, Too, Can Be Saved," where he identifies Billigkeit 
with the latin aequitas and the Greek epieikeia. PE 5, 42. 
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are, they all make an exception in the case of necessity,99 in the 
face of which they cannot insist upon being strictly enforced. 
Therefore, a prince must have the law as firmly in hand as the 
sword, and determine in his own mind when and where the law is 
to be applied strictly or with moderation, so that law may prevail 
at all times and in all cases, and reason may be the highest law 
and the master of all administration of law. To take an analogy, 
the head of a family fixes both the time and the amount when it 
comes to matters of work and of food for his servants and children; 
still, he must reserve the right to modify or suspend these regu
lations if his servants happen to be ill, imprisoned, detained, de
ceived, or otherwise hindered; he must not deal as severely with 
the sick as with the well. 1 say this in order that men may not 
think it sufficiently praiseworthy merely to follow the written law 
or the opinions of jurists. There is more to it than that. 

What, then, is a prince to do if he lacks the requisite wisdom 
and has to be guided by the jurists and the lawbooks? Answer: 
This is why r said that the princely estate is a perilous one. If 
he be not wise enough himself to master both his laws and his 
advisers, then the maxim of Solomon applies, "Woe to the land 
whose prince is a child" [Eccles 10:16J. Solomon recognized this 
too. This is why he despaired of all law-even of that which 
Moses through God had prescribed for him-and of all his princes 
and counselors. He turned to God himself and besought him for 
an understanding heart to govern the people [I Kings 3:9]. A 
prince must follow this example and proceed in fear; he must 
depend neither upon dead books nor living heads, but cling solely 
to God, and be at him constantly, praying for a right understand
ing, beyond that of all books and teachers j to rule his subjects 
Wisely. For this reason I know of no law to prescribe for a prince; 
instead, r will Simply instruct his heart and mind on what his 
attitude should be toward alI laws, counsels, judgments, and 
actions. If he governs himself accordingly, God will surely grant 

99 Cf. the proverb quoted frequently by Luther (see, e.g., LW 36, 255) and 
also by Thomas Aq,uinas (Summa theologica, 2, I, ques. 96, art. 6), "Neces
sity knows no law: Wander (ed.), SprichworlBr-Lexikon, III, 1051, "Noth," 
No. 146. 
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him the ability to carry out all laws, counsels, and actions in a 
proper and godly way. 

First. He must give consideration and attention to his subjects, 
and really devote himself to it This he does when he directs his 
every thought to making himself useful and beneficial to them; 
when instead of thinking, "The land and people belong to me, I 
will do what best pleases me," he thinks rather, "I belong to the 
land and the people, I shall do what is useful and good for them. 
My concern will be not how to lord it over them and dominate 
them, but how to protect and maintain them in peace and plenty." 
He should picture Christ to himself, and say, "Behold, Christ, the 
supreme ruler, came to serve me; he did not seek to gain power, 
estate, and honor from me, but considered only my need, and 
directed all things to the end that I should gain power, estate, 
and honor from him and through him. I will do likewise, seeking 
from my subjects not my own advantage but theirs. I will use 
my office to serve and protect them, listen to their problems and 
defend them, and govern to the sole end that they, not I, may 
benefit and profit from my rule." In such manner should a prince 
in his heart empty himself of his power and authority, and take 
unto himself the needs of his subjects, dealing with them as though 
they were his own needs. For this is what Christ did to us [Phil. 
2: 7]; and these are the proper works of Christian love. 

Now you will say, "Who would then want to be a prince? 
That would make the princely estate the worst on earth, full of 
trouble, labor, and sorrow. What would become of the princely 
amusements-dancing, hunting, racing, gaming, and similar worldly 
pleasures?"lOO I answer: We are not here teaching how a temporal 
prince is to live, but how a temporal prince is to be a Christian, 
such that he may also reach heaven. Who is not aware that a 
prince is a rare prize in heaven?lOl I do not speak with any hope 
that temporal princes will give heed, but on the chance that there 

l(lOSee Luthers criticism of the ruler's preoccupation with amusements to the 
neglect of their office, LW 45, 249-250, 367-368. 
101Eynfurst wiltprett ym hymel ist. Cf. p. 687, n. 80. This proverbial expression 
(cf. Wander led. J), Sprichworter-Lexikon, I, 1288, "Furst," 1\0. ll9) was a 
favorite of Luther (cf. PE 2, 163; LW 21, 345). A Wildbret was a bird or beast 
hunted as game; the term came also to mean anything rare, precious, and 
desirable. Grimm, Deutsches Worterbuch, XIV2, 53. 
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might be one who would also like to be a Christian, and to know 
how he should act Of this lam certain, that God's word will 
neither turn nor bend for princes, but princes must bend them
selves to God's word. 

I am satisfied Simply to point out that it is not impossible for 
a prince to be a Christian, although it is a rare thing and beset 
with difficulties. If they would so manage that their dancing, 
hunting, and racing were done without injury to their subjects, 
and if they would otherwise conduct their office in love toward 
them, God would not be so harsh as to begrudge them their 
dancing and hunting and racing. But they would soon find out for 
themselves that if they gave their subjects the care and attention 
required by their office, many a fine dance, hunt, race, and game 
would have to be missed. 

Second. He must beware of the high and mightylo2 and of his 
counselors, and so conduct himself toward them that he despises 
none, but also trusts none enough to leave everything to him.103 
God cannot tolerate either course. He once spoke through the 
mouth of an ass [Num. 22:28]; therefore, no man is to be despised, 
however humble he may be. On the other hand, he permitted 
the highest angel to fall from heaven;lo4 therefore, no man is to 
be trusted, no matter how wise, holy, or great he may be. One 
should rather give a hearing to all, and wait to see through which 
one of them God will speak and act. The greatest harm is done 
at court when the prince gives his mind into the captivity of the 
high and mighty and of the flatterers, and does not look into 
things himself. When a prince fails and plays the fool, not just 
one person is affected, but land and people must bear the result 
of such foolishness. 

Therefore, a prince should trust his officials and allow them 
to act, but only in such a way that he will still keep the reins of 
government in his own hands. He must not be overconfident but 
keep his eyes open and attend to things, and (like Jehoshaphat 
did [II Chron. 19:4-7]) ride through the land and observe every
where how the government and the law are being administered. 

102See p. 684, n. 69. 
lO3Cf. Luthers earlier exposition of the Magnificat. LW 21, 357. 
104See p. 686, n. 73, on this reference to Isa. 14:12 and Luke 10:18. 
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In this way he will learn for himself that one cannot place com
plete trust in any man. You have no right to assume that some
body else will take as deep an interest in you and your land as 
you do yourself, unless he be a good Christian filled with the Spirit. 
The natural man will not. And since you cannot know whether 
he is a Christian or how long he will remain one, you cannot 
safely depend upon him. 

Beware especially of those who say, UOh,gracious lord, does 
your grace not have greater confidence in me? Who is so willing 
to serve your grace?" etc. Such a person is certainly not guileless; 
he wants to be lord in the land and make a monkeyl05 of you. 
If he were a true and devout Christian he would be glad that 
you entrust nothing to him, and would praise and approve you for 
keeping so close a watch on him. Since he acts in accord with 
God's will, he is willing and content to have his actions brought 
to light by you or anyone else. As Christ says in John 8 [3:21J, 
"He who does what is good comes to the light, that it may be 
clearly seen that his deeds have been wrought in God." The 
former, however, would blind your eyes, and act under cover of 
darkness; as Christ also says in the same place, "He who does 
evil shuns the light, lest his deeds should be exposed" [John 3:20]. 
Therefore, beware of him. And if he complains about it, say to 
him, "Friend, I do you no wrong; God is unwilling that I trust 
myself or any other man. Find fault with Him because He will 
have it so, or because He has not made you something more than 
a man. But even if you were an angel, I still would not fully trust 
you-Lucifer106 was not to be trusted-for we should trust God 
alone." 

Let no prince think that he will fare better than David, who 
is an example to all princes. He had so wise a counselor, Ahithophel 
by name, that the text says: The counsel which Ahithophel gave 
was as if one had consulted God himself [II Sam. 16:23]. Yet 
Ahithophel fell, and sank so low that he tried to betray, slay, and 
destroy David, his own lord [II Sam. 17:1-23]. Thus did David 
at that time have to learn that no man is to be trusted. Why 
do you suppose God permitted such a horrible incident to occur 

105Maulaffen; see p. 688, ll. 83. 
106See p. 686, ll. 73. 
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and be recorded? It could only be in order to warn princes and 
lords against putting their trust in any man, which is the most 
perilous misfortune that could befall them. For it is most de
plorable when flatterers reign at court, or when the prince relies 
upon others and puts himself in their hands, and lets everyone do 
as he will. 

Now you will say, '1£ no one is to be trusted, how can land 
and people be governed?" Answer: You are to take the risk of 
entrusting matters to others, but you are yourself to trust and rely 
upon God alone. You will certainly have to entrust duties to 
somebody else and take a chance on him, but you should trust him 
only as one who might fail you, whom you must continue to 
watch with unceasing vigilance. A coachman has confidence in 
the horses and wagon he drives; yet he does not let them proceed 
on their own, but holds rein and lash in his hands and keeps his 
eyes open. Remember the old proverbs-which are the sure fruit of 
experience-"The master's eye makes the horse fat"; and, ''The mas
ter's footprints fertilize the soil best."107 That is, if the master does 
not look after things himself but depends on advisers and servants, 
things never go right. God also wills it that way and causes it 
to be so in order that the lords may be driven of necessity to 
care for their office themselves, just as everyone has to fulfil his 
own calling and every creature do its own work. Otherwise, the 
lords will become fatted pigs and worthless fellows, of benefit to 
no one but themselves. 

Third. He must take care to deal justly with evildoers. Here 
he must be very wise and prudent, so he can inHict punishment 
without injury to others. Again, I know of no better example 
of this than David. He had a commander, Joab by name, who 
committed two underhanded crimes when he treacherously 
murdered two upright commanders [II Sam. 3:27; 20:10], whereby 

107 The first proverb may derive from the Greek Xenophon who wrote of a 
king's ill'{Wry as to the best fodder for improving his horse, and of the 
wise man s answer, "Experience has taught me that the master's eye best 
feeds the horse." Both proverbs in various versions, and even in conjunction, 
are listed in Wander (ed.), Sprichworter-Lexikon, II, 541-542, "Herr," Nos. 
147-155, 158-161. The meaning is clear: the master must attend to things 
himself if they are to go well. Ibid., I, 171, "Auge," No. 45. See W A lOllI, 
384, ll. 4-7. 
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he justly merited death twice over. Yet David, during his own 
lifetime, did not have him put to death but commanded his son 
Solomon to do so without fail [I Kings 2:5-6], doubtless because 
he himself could not do it without causing even greater damage 
and tumult. A prince must punish the wicked in such a way that 
he does not step on the dish while picking up the spoon,108 and 
for the sake of one man's head plunge country and people into 
want and fill the land with widows and orphans. Therefore, he 
must not follow the advice of those counselors and fire-eaters who 
would stir and incite him to start a war, saying, "What, must we 
suffer such insult and injustice?" He is a mighty poor Chris
tian who for the sake of a single castle would put the whole land 
in jeopardy. 

In short, here one must go by the proverb, "He cannot govern 
who cannot wink at faults."109 Let this be his rule: Where 
wrong cannot be punished without greater wrong, there let him 
waive his rights, however just they may be. He should not have 
regard to his own injury, but to the wrong others must suffer in 
consequence of the penalty he imposes. What have the many 
women and children done to deserve being made widows and 
orphans in order that you may avenge yourself on a worthless 
tongue or an evil hand which has injured you? 

Here you will ask: "Is a prince then not to go to war, and 
are his subjects not to follow him into battle?" Answer: This is 
a far-reaching question, but let me answer it very briefly. To act 
here as a Christian, I say, a prince should not go to war against 
his overlord-king, emperor, or other liege 10rd11°-but let him 
who takes, take. For the governing authority must not be resisted 
by force, but only by confession of the truth. If it is influenced 
by this, well and good; if not, you are excused, you suffer wrong 

108 See ibid., III, 224-226, "Lofiel," Nos. 55, 56, 78, 106. The proverb 
actually has reference to one who misses or neglects the big thing because 
he is too intent on that which is insignificant; cf. LW 21, 887, n. 85. 
109 See Wander (ed.), Sprichworte:r-Lexikon, I, 1019, "Finger," No. 77. 
Luther used the same figure in his fourth Weimar sermon (WA 10Il, 888-
884) and in his exposition of The Magnificat (LW 21, 837). In his 1526 
lectures on Ecclesiastes he ascribed the saying to Emperor Frederick III 
(1415-1498); WA 20, 97-98. 
110 The Lehen herrnn was the feudal sovereign who actually owned a vassal's 
property. Grimm, Deutsches Worterbuch, VI, 540. 
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for God's sake. If, however, the antagonist is your equal, your 
inferior, or of a foreign government, you should first offer him 
justice and peace, as Moses taught the children of Israel. If he 
refuses, then-mindful of what is best for you111-defend yourself 
against force by force, as Moses so well describes it in Deuter
onomy 20 [:1O-12J. But in doing this you must not consider your 
personal interests and how you may remain lord, but those of 
your subjects to whom you owe help and protection, that such 
action may proceed in love. Since your entire land is in peril 
you must make the venture, so that with God's help all may not 
be lost. If you cannot prevent some from becoming widows and 
orphans as a consequence, you must at least see that not every
thing goes to ruin until there is nothing left except widows and 
orphans. 

In this matter subjects are in duty bound to follow, and to 
devote their life and property, for in such a case one must risk 
his goods and himself for the sake of others. In a war of this 
sort it is both Christian and an act of love to kill the enemy with
out hesitation, to plunder and bum and injure him by every 
method of warfare112 until he is conquered (except that one must 
beware of sin, and not violate wives and virgins). And when 
victory has been achieved, one should offer mercy and peace to 
those who surrender and humble themselves. In such a case let 
the proverb apply, "God helps the strongest."113 This is what 
Abraham did when he smote the four kings, Genesis 14; he cer
tainly slaughtered many, and showed little mercy until he con
quered them. Such a case must be regarded as sent by God as a 
means to cleanse the land for once and drive out the rascals. 

What if a prince is in the wrong? Are his people bound to 
follow him then too? Answer: No, for it is no one's duty to do 
wrong; we must obey God (who desires the right) rather than 
men [Acts 5:29J. What if the subjects do not know whether their 

111 Gedenck deyn bestes; see Berger, Die Sturmtroppen der Refof'frUZtion, p. 
109, n. 8; and MA3 5, 899, n. 89, 14. 
112 Kriegs leufften means Simply "the wars," that is, war and everything that 
goes with it, including, as the context here demands though the syntax is 
somewhat ambiguous, the notion of usages, conventions, and rules of war. 
See Grimm, Deutsches Worterbuch, V, 2280, and MA3 5, 899, n. 39, 28. 
113 See Wander (ed.), Sprichworter-Lexikon, II, 30, "Gott," No. 656. 
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prince IS ill the right or not? Answer: So long as they do not 
know, and cannot with all possible diligence find out, they may 
obey him without peril to their souls. For in such a case one 
must apply the law of Moses in Exodus 21,114 where he writes 
that a murderer who has unknowingly and unintentionally killed 
a man shall through flight to a city of refuge and by judgment of 
a court be declared acquitted. Whichever side then suffers 
defeat, whether it be in the right or in the wrong, must accept 
it as a punishment from God. Whichever side fights and wins in 
such ignorance, however, must regard its battle as though some
one fell from a roof and killed another, and leave the matter to 
God. It is all the same to God whether he deprives you of life 
and property by a just or by an unjust lord. You are His creature 
and He can do with you as He wills, just so your conscience is 
clear. Thus in Genesis 20 [:2-7J God himself excuses Abimelech 
for taking Abraham's wife; not betlause he had done right, but 
because he had ilbt known that she was Abraham's wife. 

Fourth. Here we come to what should really have been 
placed first, and of which we spoke above.1l5 A prince must act 
in a Christian way toward his God also; that is, he must subject 
himself to him in entire confidence and pray for wisdom to rule 
well, as Solomon did [I Kings 3:9]. But of faith and trust in God 
I have written so much that it is not necessary to say more here. 
Therefore, we will close with this brief summation, that a prince's 
duty is fourfold: First, toward God there must be true confidence 
and earnest prayer; second, toward hIs subjects there must be 
love and Christian service; third, with respect to his counselors and 
officials he must maintain an untrammeled reason and unfettered 
judgment; fourth, with respect to evildoers he must manifest a 
restrained severity and firmness. Then the prince's job will be 
done right, both outwardly and inwardly; it will be pleasing to 
God and to the people. But he will have to expect much envy 
and sorrow on account of it; the cross will soon rest on the 
shoulders of such a prince. 

Finally, I must add an appendix in answer to those who raise 

114 Exod. 21:13; Num. 35:10-25. 
115See p. 692. 
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questions about restitution,116 that is, about the return of goods 
wrongfully acquired. This is a matter about Which the temporal 
sword is commonly concerned; much has been written about it, 
and many fantastically severe judgments have been sought in 
cases of this sort. I will put it all in a few words, however, and 
at one fell swoop dispose of all such laws and of the harsh judg
ments based upon them, thus: No surer law can be found in this 
matter than the law of love. In the first place, when a case of 
this sort is brought before you in which one is to make restitution 
to another, if they are both Christians the matter is soon settled; 
neither will withhold what belongs to the other, and neither will 
demand that it be returned. If only one of them is a Christian, 
namely, the one to whom restitution is due, it is again easy to 
settle, for he does not care whether restitution is ever made to 
him. The same is true if the one who is supposed to make resti
tution is a Christian, for he will do so. 

But whether one be a Christian or not a Christian, you should 
decide the question of restitution as follows. If the debtor is 
poor and unable to make restitution, and the other party is not 
poor, then you should let the law of love prevail and acquit the 
debtor; for according to the law of love the other party is in any 
event obliged to relinquish the debt and, if necessary, to give him 
something besides. But if the debtor is not poor, then have him 
restore as much as he can, whether it be all, a half, a third, or a 
fourth of it, prOVided that you leave him enough to assure a 
house, food, and clothing for himself, his wife, and his children. 
This much you would owe him in any case, if you could afford it; 
so much the less ought you to take it away now, since you do 
not need it and he cannot get along without it. 

If neither party is a Christian, or if one of them is unWilling 
to be judged by the law of love, then you may have them call 
in some other judge, and tell the obstinate one that they are 
acting contrary to God and natural law,1l7 even if they obtain a 

116 The background of this specific question is not known. It may have 
been raised by Duke John of Saxony, to whom the treatise is dedicated. 
MA3 5, 400, n. 40, 31. 
117 See the 1521 definition of "natural law" deduced by Melanchthon from 
Rom. 2:15, "A natural law is a common judgment to which all men alike 
assent, and therefore one which God has inscribed upon the soul of each 
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strict judgment in tenns of human law. For nature teaches-as 
does love-that I should do as I would be done by [Luke 6:31]. 
Therefore, I cannot strip another of his possessions, no matter how 
clear a right I have, so long as I am unwilling myself to be 
stripped of my goods. Rather, just as I would that another, in 
such circumstances, should relinquish his right in my favor, even 
so should I relinquish my rights. 

Thus should one deal with all property unlawfully held, 
whether in public or in private, that love and natural law may 
always prevail. For when you judge according to love you will 
easily decide and adjust matters without any lawbooks. But 
when you ignore love and natural law you will never hit upon 
the solution that pleases God, though you may have devoured 
all the lawbooks and jurists. Instead, the more you depend on 
them, the further they will lead you astray. A good and just 
decision must not and cannot be pronounced out of books, but 
must come from a free mind, as though there were no books. 
Such a free decision is given, however, by love and by natural 
law, with which all reason is filled; out of the books come ex
travagant and untenable judgments. Let me give you an example 
of this. 

This story is told of Duke Charles of Burgundy.11s A certain 
nobleman took an enemy prisoner. The prisoner's wife came to 
ransom her husband. The nobleman promised to give back the 
husband on condition that she would lie with him. The woman 
was virtuous, yet wished to set her husband free; so she goes 
and asks her husband whether she should do this thing in order 

man." Charles Leander Hill (trans.), The "Loci Communes" oJPhilip Melanch
than (Boston: Meador, 1944), p. 112. Cf. LW 40, 97-98. Luther frequently 
cited Matt. 7:12 and Luke 6:31 when speaking of the natural law oflove. See, 
e.g., LW 45,287,292,296. Cf. Karl Holl, Gesammelte AuJsiitze zur Kirchen
geschichte, Vol. I, Luther (6th ed.; Tlibingen: Mohr, 1932), p. 265, n. 1. 

118 Charles the Bold, Duke of Burgundy in 1467-1477, had actually been 
involved in such a unique case at Vlissingen in 1469 according to the 
Dutch historian Pontus Heuter (1535-1602), Rerum Burgundicarum libN sex 
(Hagae-Comitis, 1639), pp. 393ff. In Luther's fourth sermon at Weimar, 
October 25, 1522, on which this treatise is based, he had referred to the 
wise ruler Simply as a "king." W A 10m, 384. Melanchthon relates the 
same incident in C. R. 20, 531, No. XLII. Both accounts may derive from 
a contemporary lyrical poem. CL 2, 393, n. 32. 
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to set him free. The husband wished to be set free and to save 
his life, so he gives his wife pennission. After the nobleman had 
lain with the wife, he had the husband beheaded the next day 
and gave him to her as a corpse. She laid the whole case before 
Duke Charles. He summoned the nobleman and commanded him 
to marry the woman. When the wedding day was over he had the 
nobleman beheaded, gave the woman possession of his property, 
and restored her to honor. Thus he pUnished the crime in a 
princely way. 

Observe: No pope, no jurist, no lawbook could have given 
him such a decision. It sprang from untrammeled reason, above 
the law in all the books, and is so excellent that everyone must 
approve of it and find the justice of it written in his own heart. 
St. Augustine relates a similar story in The Loras Sermon on the 
Mount.ll9 Therefore, we should keep written laws subject to 
reason, from which they originally welled forth as from the spring 
of justice. We should not make the spring dependent on its 
rivulets, or make reason a captive of letters. 

119 Sermon on the Mount I, xvi, 50. An abridged version of Augustine's 
story, dealing with a similar deception involVing a woman's fornication by 
consent of her husband who was imprisoned for defaulting on a debt to 
the public treasury, was appended to a German edition of the treatise 
already in 1523 (WAll, 280-281). The full text of the original story is 
in Denis J. Kavanagh (trans.), Saint Augustine: Commentary on the Lord's 
Sermon on the Mount. FC, p. 71-73, MPL 34, 1254. 
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30. 

TO THE COUNCILMEN 

OF ALL CITIES IN GERMANY 

THAT THEY ESTABLISH AND 

MAINTAIN CHRISTIAN SCHOOLS 

Grace and peace from God our Father and the Lord Jesus Christ. 
Honorable, wise, and dear sirs: Had I feared the command of 
men more than God1 I should have remained silent on this subject, 
for it is now some three years since I was put under the ban and 
declared an outlaw,2 and there are in Germany many of both 
high and low degree who on that account attack whatever I say 
and write, and shed much blood over it.3 But God has opened 
my mouth and bidden me speak, and he supports me mightily. 
The more they rage against me, the more he strengthens and 
extends my cause-without any help or advice from me-as if he 
were laughing and holding their rage in derision, as it says in 
Psalm 2 [:4]. By this fact alone anyone whose mind is not hard
ened can see that this cause must be God's own, for it plainly bears 
the mark of a divine word and work; they always thrive best 
when men are most determined to persecute and suppress them. 

Therefore, I will speak and (as Isaiah says) not keep silent 
as long as I live,4 until Christ's righteousness goes forth as bright
ness, and his saving grace is lighted as a lamp [Isa. 62:1]. I beg 
of you now, all my dear sirs and friends, to receive this letter 

1 Cf. Acts 5:29. 
2 Pope Leo X's formal bull of excommunication against Luther, the Decet 
Romanum pontificem, was published January 3, 1521. On May 26 Emperor 
Charles V signed the Edict of Worms putting Luther under the ban of 
the empire. Schwiebert, Luther and His Times, pp. 492, 511-512. 
3 The earliest martyrs to the cause of Lutheranism were Henry Vos and 
Johann van den Esschen, who were burned at Brussels July 1, 1523. LW 
32, 263. 
4 In a letter to Spalatin November 30, 1524, Luther remarked, "I daily 
expect the death decreed to the heretic." S-1 2, 264; W A, Br 3, 394. 
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kindly and take to heart my admonition. For no matter what I 
may be personally, still I can boast before God with a good con
science that in this matter I am not seeking my own advantage
which I could more readily attain by keeping silent-but am 
dealing sincerely and faithfully with you, and with the whole 
German nation into which God has placed me, whether men 
believe it or not. And I wish to assure you and declare to you 
frankly and openly that he who heeds me in this matter is most 
certainly heeding not me, but Christ; and he who gives me no 
heed is despising not me, but Christ [Luke lO:16]. For I know 
very well and am quite certain of the content and thrust of what 
I say and teach; and anyone who will rightly consider my teaching 
will also discover it for himself. 

First of all, we are today experiencing in all the German 
lands how schools are everywhere being left to go to wrack and 
ruin. The universities are growing weak, and monasteries are 
declining. The grass withers and the flower fades, as Isaiah 
[40:7-8] says, because the breath of the Lord blows upon it 
through his word and shines upon it so hot through the gospel. 
For now it is becoming known through God's word how un-Chris
tian these institutions are, and how they are devoted only to men's 
bellies. The carnal-minded masses are beginning to realize that 
they no longer have either the obligation or the opportunity to 
thrust their sons, daughters, and relatives into clOisters and foun
dations, and to turn them out of their own homes and property 
and establish them in others' property. For this reason no one is 
any longer willing to have his children get an education. "Why," 
they say, "should we bother to have them go to school if they 
are not to become priests, monks, or nuns? 'Twere better they 
should learn a livelihood to earn.» I) 

5 Man las sie so mehr leren, da mit sie sich emeren. The precise connection 
and meaning of this last sentence-a rhyming couplet-is obscure. We have 
been guided in our rendering by the arguments of Albrecht who construes 
the sentence as the concluding part of the protest of the opponents of 
education ( hence included within the quotation marks) rather than as a 
quick rejOinder by Luther to their protest ("all the more then do they 
need a practical education"). "Studien zu Luther's Schrift 'An die Ratsherren 
aller Stiidte deutschen Lands, dass sie christliche Schulen aufrichten und 
halten solIen, 1524:" Theologische Studien und Kritiken, Jahrgang 70, I1 
( Gotha: Perthes, 1897) pp. 696-698, 725-726. 
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The thoughts and purposes of such people are plainly evident 
from this confession of theirs. If in the cloisters and foundations, 
or the spiritual estate, they had been seeking not only the belly 
and the temporal welfare of their children but were earnestly 
concerned for their children's salvation and eternal bliss, they 
would not thus fold their hands and relapse into indifference, 
saying, "If the spiritual estate is no longer to be of any account, 
we can just as well let education go and not bother our heads 
about it." Instead, they would say, "If it be true, as the gospel 
teaches, that this estate is a perilous one for our children, then, 
dear sirs, show us some other way which will be pleasing to 
God and of benefit to them. For we certainly want to provide 
not only for our children's bellies, but for their souls as well." 
At least that is what truly Christian parents would say about it. 

It is not surprising that the wicked devil takes a position in 
this matter and induces carnal and worldly hearts thus to neglect 
the children and young people. Who can blame him for it? He 
is the ruler and god of this world [John 14:30]; how can he 
possibly be pleased to see the gospel destroy his nests, the 
monasteries and the clerical gangs, in which he corrupts above 
all the young folks who mean so much, in fact everything, to 
him? How can we expect him to permit or promote the proper 
training of the young? He would indeed be a fool to allow and 
promote the establishment in his kingdom of the very thing by 
which that kingdom must be most speedily overthrown, which 
would happen if he were to lose that choice morsel-our dear 
young people-and have to suffer them to be supported at his 
own expense and by means of his own resources for the service 

of God. 
Therefore, he acted most adroitly at the time when Christians 

were having their children trained and taught in a Christian 
manner. The young crowd bade fair to escape him entirely and 
to establish within his kingdom something that was quite intoler
able. So he went to work, spread his nets, and set up such 
monasteries, schools, and estates that it was impossible for any 
lad to escape him, apart from a special miracle of God. But now 
that he sees his snares exposed through the word of God, he 
goes to the other extreme and will permit no learning at all. 
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Again he does the right and smart thing to preserve his kingdom 
and by all means retain his hold on the young crowd. If he can 
hold them, and they grow up under him and remain his, who can 
take anything from him? He then maintains undisputed possession 
of the world. For if he is to be dealt a blow that really hurts, 
it must be done through young people who have come to maturity 
in the knowledge of God, and who spread His word and teach 
it to others. 

Noone, positively no one, realizes that this is a despicable 
trick of the devil. It proceeds so unobtrusively that no one notices 
it, and the damage is done before one can take steps to prevent 
and remedy it. We are on the alert against Turks,6 wars, and 
floods, because in such matters we can see what is harmful and 
what is beneficial. But no one is aware of the devil's wily purpose. 
No one is on the alert, but just goes quietly along. Even though 
only a single boy could thereby be trained to become a real 
Christian, we ought properly to give a hundred gulden to this 
cause for every gulden we would give to fight the Turk, even if 
he were breathing down our necks. For one real Christian is 
better and can do more good than all the men on earth. 

Therefore, I beg all of you, my dear sirs and friends, for the 
sake of God and our poor young people, not to treat this matter 
as lightly as many do, who fail to realize what the ruler of this 
world (John 14:30] is up to. For it is a grave and important 
matter, and one which is of vital concern both to Christ and the 
world at large, that we take steps to help the youth. By so doing 
we will be taking steps to help also ourselves and everybody else. 
Bear in mind that such insidious, subtle, and crafty attacks of 
the devil must be met with great Christian determination. My 
dear sirs, if we have to spend such large sums every year on guns, 
roads, bridges, dams, and countless similar items to insure the 
temporal peace and prosperity of a city, why should not much 
more be devoted to the poor neglected youth-at least enough to 
engage one or two competent men to teach school? 

Moreover, every citizen should be influenced by the following 
consideration. Formerly he was obliged to waste a great deal of 

6See LW 45, 44, n. 44; 116, n. 91; 352, n. 12. 
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money and property on indulgences, masses, vigils,7 endowments, 
bequests, anniversaries,s mendicant friars, brotherhoods,9 pilgrim
ages, and similar nonsense. Now that he is, by the grace of God, 
rid of such pillage and compulsory giving, he ought henceforth, 
out of gratitude to God and for his glory, to contribute a part of 
that amount toward schools for the training of the poor children. 
That would be an excellent investment. If the light of the gospel 
had not dawned and set him free, he would have had to continue 
indefinitely giving up to the above-mentioned robbers ten times 
that sum and more, without hope of return. Know also that where 
there arise hindrances, objections, impediments, and opposition to 
this proposal, there the devil is surely at work, the devil who 
voiced no such objection when men gave their money for monas
teries and masses, pouring it out in a veritable stream; for he 
senses that this kind of giving is not to his advantage. Let this, 
then, my dear sirs and friends, be the first consideration to in
fluence you, namely, that herein we are fighting against the devil 
as the most dangerous and subtle enemy of all. 

A second consideration is, as St. Paul says in II Corinthians 
6 [:1-2], that we should not accept the grace of God in vain and 
neglect the time of salvation. Almighty God has indeed graciously 
visited us Germans and proclaimed a true year of jubilee.10 We 
have today the finest and most learned group of men, adorned 
with languages and all the arts, who could also render real service 
if only we would make use of them as instructors of the young 
people. Is it not evident that we are now able to prepare a boy 
in three years, so that at the age of fifteen or eighteen he will 
know more than all the universities and monasteries have known 
before? Indeed, what have men been learning till now in the 
universities and monasteries except to become asses, blockheads, 

7Vigilien were services held in the cloisters at night. LW 36, 198, n. 59. 
BOn the jartagen, see LW 45, 180, n. 37. 
gOn the bruderschafften, see LW 45, 181, n. 39. 
10 Ein recht gUlden jar means literally, "a truly golden year." Luther is 
alluding to the papal practice of proclaiming from time to time a jubilee 
year, which in Germany was popularly called a "Giildeniahr." During such 
a year throngs of pilgrims would visit Rome to earn the promised papal 
indulgence; their substantial gifts made it literally a "golden" year indeed 
for the church. PE 4, 107, n. 1. The reference, of course, is to the recent 
advances in humanistic education. 
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and numbskulls? For twenty, even forty, years they pored over 
their books, and still failed to master either Latin or German, 
to say nothing of the scandalous and immoral life there in which 
many a fine young fellow was shamefully corrupted. 

It is perfectly true that if universities and monasteries were 
to continue as they have been in the past, and there were no 
other place available where youth could study and live, then I 
could wish that no boy would ever study at all, but just remain 
dumb. For it is my earnest purpose, prayer, and desire that these 
asses' stalls and devil's training centers should either sink into 
the abyss or be converted into Christian schools. Now that God 
has so richly blessed us, however, and provided us with so many 
men able to instruct and train Our youth aright, it is surely 
imperative that we not throw his blessing to the winds and let 
him knock in vain. He is standing at the door;l1 happy are we 
who open to him! He is calling us; blessed is he who answers 
him! If we tum a deaf ear and he should pass us by, who will 
bring him back again? 

Let us remember our former misery, and the darkness in 
which we dwelt. Germany, I am sure, has never before heard so 
much of God's word as it is hearing today; certainly we read 
nothing of it in history. If we let it just slip by without thanks 
and honor, I fear we shall suffer a still more dreadful darkness 
and plague. 0 my beloved Germans, buy while the market is 
at your door; gather in the harvest while there is sunshine and 
fair weather; make use of God's grace and word while it is there! 
For you should know that God's word and grace is like a passing 
shower of rain which does not return where it has once been. It 
has been with the Jews, but when it's gone it's gone, and now 
they have nothing. Paul brought it to the Greeks; but again 
when it's gone it's gone, and now they have the Turk.12 Rome 
and the Latins also had it; but when it's gone it's gone, and now 
they have the pope. And you Germans need not think that you 
will have it forever, for ingratitude and contempt will not make 

11 Cf. Rev. 3:20. 
12 From the conquest of Syria beginning in 635 until the fall of Constantinople 
in 1453 the Byzantines were constantly pressed by Islam, and the Greek 
church gradually lost its best territories to the Turks. 
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it stay. Therefore, seize it and hold it fast, whoever can; for 
lazy hands are bound to have a lean year.1S 

The third consideration is by far the most important of all, 
namely, the command of God, who through Moses urges and 
enjoins parents so often to instruct their children that Psalm 78 
says: How earnestly he commanded our fathers to teach their 
children and to instruct their children's children [Ps. 78:5-6]. This 
is also evident in God's fourth commandment, in which the in
junction that children shall obey their parents is so stem that he 
would even have rebellious children sentenced to death [Deut. 
21:18-21]. Indeed, for what purpose do we older folks exist, other 
than to care for, instruct, and bring up the young? It is utterly 
impossible for these foolish young people t9 instruct and protect 
themselves. This is why God has entrusted them to us who are 
older and know from experience what is best for them. And God 
will hold us strictly accountable for them. This is also why 
Moses commands in Deuteronomy 32 [:7], "Ask your father and 
he will tell you; your elders, and they will show you." 

It is a sin and a shame that matters have come to such a 
pass that we have to urge and be urged to educate our children 
and young people and to seek their best interests, when nature 
itself should drive us to do this and even the heathen afford us 
abundant examples of it. There is not a dumb animal which 
fails to care for its young and teach them what they need to 
know; the only exception is the ostrich, of which God says in 
Job 31 [39:16, 14] that she deals cruelly with her young as if 
they were not hers, and leaves her eggs upon the ground. What 
would it profit us to possess and perform everything else and 
be like pure saints, if we meanwhile neglected our chief purpose 
in life, namely, the care of the young? I also think that in the 
sight of God none among the outward sins so heavily burdens 
the world and merits such severe punishment as this very sin 
which we commit against the children by not educating them. 

When I was a lad they had this maxim in school: "Non 
minus est negligere scholarem quam corrumpere virginem"; "It is 
just as bad to neglect a pupil as to despoil a virgin." The purpose 

13 F aule haende mUssen eyn bosses iar haben. Wander (ed.), Sprichwarter
Lexikon, II, 300, "Hand," No. 153. 
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of this maxim was to keep the schoolmasters on their toes, for in 
those days no greater sin was known that that of despoiling a 
virgin. But, dear Lord God, how light a sin it is to despoil virgins 
or wives (which, being a bodily and recognized sin, may be 
atoned for) in comparison with this sin of neglecting and despoil
ing precious souls, for the latter sin is not even recognized or 
acknowledged and is never atoned for.14 0 woe unto the world 
for ever and ever! Children are born every day and grow up 
in our midst, but, alas! there is no one to take charge of the 
youngsters and direct them. We just let matters take their own 
course. The monasteries and foundations should have seen to it; 
therefore, they are the very ones of whom Christ says, "Woe unto 
the world because of offenses! Whoever causes one of these little 
ones who believe in me to sin, it would be better for him to have 
a millstone fastened round his neck, and to be drowned in the 
depth of the sea" (Matt. 18:7, 6). They are nothing but devourers 
and destroyers of children. 

Ah, you say, but all that is spoken to the parents; what 
business is it of councilmen and the authorities? Yes, that is true; 
but what if the parents fail to do their duty? Who then is to do 
it? Is it for this reason to be left undone, and the children 
neglected? How will the authorities and council then justify their 
position, that such matters are not their responsibility? 

There are various reasons why parents neglect this duty. In 

14 Our rendering of the several ambiguous words in this $entence is based on 
considerations advanced by Albrecht, op. cit., pp. 698-702. Luther does not 
mean to say that a light sin-one against the body-because it is acknowl
edged can be atoned for, while a grave sin-one against the soul-even if 
acknowledged cannot be atoned for. His purpose is not to diminish the 
gravity of sexual sin, which was universally recognized, but by war oJ com
parison to assert the generally unrecognized gravity of the sin 0 omission 
in matters of education. His assessment of the seriousness of a sin in terms 
of its detriment to body or to soul must ,be seen in the light of the fact that 
it derives from a proverb not of his own coinage which he is exploiting by 
way of hyperbole for his own purpose. It certainly runs in the direction of 
such biblical estimates of sin as those found in Matt. 21:31-32, Rom. 14:23, 
and Luke 18:9-13, where the chief sins are defined in terms of unbelief, a 
view utterly remote from the current Roman teaching and practice regarding 
confession. Cf. Luther's distinction between open sins and unbelief of the 
heart in his 1522 sermon on the Pharisee and the publican (W A lOllI, 301 i 
and in his later expositions of Galatians (W A 40I , 221) and Isaiah (W A 25. 
121). 
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the first place, there are some who lack the goodness and decency 
to do it, even if they had the ability. Instead, like the ostrich 
(Job 39:14-16], they deal cruelly with their young. They are 
content to have laid the eggs and brought children into the world; 
beyond this they will do nothing more. But these children are 
supposed to live among us and with us in the community. How 
then can reason, and especially Christian charity, allow that they 
grow up uneducated, to poison and pollute the other children 
until at last the whole city is ruined, as happened in Sodom and 
Gomorrah [Gen. 19:1-25], and Gibeah [Judges 19-20], and a 
number of other cities? 

In the second place, the great majority of parents unfortunately 
are wholly unfitted for this task. They do not know how children 
should be brought up and taught, for they themselves have learned 
nothing but how to care for their bellies. It takes extraordinary 
people to bring children up right and teach them well. 

In the third place, even if parents had the ability and desire 
to do it themselves, they have neither the time nor the opportunity 
for it, what with their other duties and the care of the house
hold. Necessity compels us, therefore, to engage public school
teachers for the children-unless each one were willing to engage 
his own private tutor. But that would be too heavy a burden for 
the common man, and many a promising boy would again be 
neglected on account of poverty. Besides, many parents die, 
leaving orphans, and if we do not know from experience how 
they are cared for by their guardians it should be quite clear 
from the fact that God calls himself Father of the fatherless 
[Ps 68:5], of those who are neglected by everyone else. Then 
too there are others who have no children of their own, and 
therefore take no interest in the training of children. 

It therefore behooves the council and the authorities to devote 
the greatest care and attention to the young. Since the property, 
honor, and life of the whole city have been committed to their 
faithful keeping, they would be remiss in their duty before God 
and man if they did not seek its welfare and improvement day 
and night with all the means at their command. Now the welfare 
of a city does not consist solely in accumulating vast treasures, 
building mighty walls and magnificent buildings, and producing 
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a goodly supply of guns and armor. Indeed, where such things 
are plentiful, and reckless fools get control of them, it is so much 
the worse and the city suffers even greater loss. A city's best and 
greatest welfare, safety, and strength consist rather in its having 
many able, learned, wise, honorable, and well-educated citizens. 
They can then readily gather, protect, and properly use treasure 
and all manner of property. 

So it was done in ancient Rome. There boys were so taught 
that by the time they reached their fifteenth, eighteenth, or 
twentieth year they were well versed in Latin, Greek, and all the 
liberal arts15 (as they are called), and then immediately entered 
upon a political or military career. Their system produced in
telligent, wise, and competent men, so skilled in every art and 
rich in experience that if all the bishops, priests, and monks in 
the whole of Germany today were rolled into one, you would 
not have the equal of a single Roman soldier. As a result their 
country prospered; they had capable and trained men for every 
position. So at all times throughout the world Simple necessity 
has forced men, even among the heathen, to maintain pedagogues 
and schoolmasters if their nation was to be brought to a high 
standard. Hence, the word "schoolmaster" is used by Paul in 
Galatians 416 as a word taken from the common usage and practice 
of mankind, where he says, ''The law was our schoolmaster." 

Since a city should and must have [educated] people, and since 
there is a universal dearth of them and complaint that they are 
nowhere to be found, we dare not wait until they grow up of 
themselves; neither can we carve them out of stone nor hew 
them out of wood. Nor will God perform miracles as long as 
men can solve their problems by means of the other gifts he has 

15 The liberal arts were traditionally seven in number. Grammar, rhetoric, 
and dialectic comprised the trivium of the medieval elementary schools; 
music, arithmetic, geometry, and astronomy comprised the quadrivium of 
the secondary schools. BG 3, 32, n. 6. Luther's description has reference 
to Roman education in the shape it took after the end of the republic, as 
he had come to know it through his own reading of Cicero, Quintilian, and 
others. Albrecht, Studien zu ... "die Ratsherren," p. 710. 
16 Luther conSistently rendered the paidagogos of Gal. 3:24 (literally, "at
tendant" or "custodian"; cf. RSV) as Zuchtmeyster (literally, one who educates, 
trains, or diSciplines in home, court, or school; cf. KJV). W A, DB 7, 182-
183; Grimm, Deutsches Worterbuch, VII, 275. 
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already granted them. Therefore, we must do our part and spare 
no labor or expense to produce and train such people ourselves. 
For whose fault is it that today our cities have so few capable 
people? Whose fault, if not that of authorities, who have left the 
young people to grow up like saplings in the forest, and have 
given no thought to their instruction and training? This is also 
why they have grown to maturity so misshapen that they can
not be used for building purposes, but are mere brushwood, fit 
only for kindling fires.17" 

After all, temporal government has to continue.18 Are we 
then to permit none but louts and boors to rule, when we can do 
better than that? That would certainly be a crude and senseless 
policy. We might as well make lords out of swine and wolves, 
and set them to rule over those who refuse to give any thought 
to how they are ruled by men. Moreover, it is barbarous wicked
ness to think no further than this: We will rule now; what con
cern is it of ours how they will fare who come after us? Not over 
human beings, but over swine and dogs should such persons 
rule who in ruling seek only their own profit or glory. Even if 
we took the utmost pains to develop a group of able, learned, 
and skilled people for positions in government, there would still 
be plenty of labor and anxious care involved in seeing that things 
went well. What then is to happen if we take no pains at all? 

"All right," you say again,19 "suppose we do have to have 
schools; what is the use of teaching Latin, Greek, and Hebrew, 
and the other liberal arts? We could just as well use German for 
teaching the Bible and God's word, which is enough for our 
salvation."20 I reply: Alas! I am only too well aware that we 
Germans must always be and remain brutes and stupid beasts, 
as the neighboring nations call us, epithets which we richly de-

l7Cf. Matt. 13:30. 
180n Luthers view of temporal government as an abiding divine institution, 
see his 1523 treatise on Temporal Authority, pp. 659-66l. 
19Aber mal refers back to the last four lines of p. 707. Having discussed the 
need for education, Luther now considers its content. 
""This was the position of the ex-monks at Erfurt, who disparaged higher 
education in the name of their new evangelical religion. 
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serve.21 But I wonder why we never ask, "What is the use of 
silks, wine, spices, and other strange foreign wares22 when we 
ourselves have in Germany wine, grain, wool, flax, wood, and 
stone not only in quantities sufficient for our needs, but also of 
the best and choicest quality for our glory and ornament?" Lan
guages and the arts, which can do us no harm, but are actually 
a greater ornament, profit, glory, and benefit, both for the under
standing of Holy Scripture and the conduct of temporal govern
ment-these we despise. But foreign wares, which are neither 
necessary nor useful, and in addition strip us down to a mere 
skeleton-these we cannot do without. Are not we Germans justly 
dubbed fools and beasts? 

Truly, if there were no other benefit connected with the lan
guages, this should be enough to delight and inspire us, namely, 
that they are so fine and noble a gift of God, with which he is 
now so richly visiting and blessing us Germans above all other 
lands. We do not see many instances where the devil has allowed 
them to flourish by means of the universities and monasteries; 
indeed, these have always raged against languages and are even 
now raging. For the devil smelled a rat, and perceived that if the 
languages were revived a hole would be knocked in his kingdom 
which he could not easily stop up again. Since he found he could 
not prevent their revival, he now aims to keep them on such 
slender rations that they will of themselves decline and pass away. 
They are not a welcome guest in his house, so he plans to offer 
them such meager entertainment that they will not prolong their 
stay. Very few of us, my dear sirs, see through this evil design 
of the devil. 

Therefore, my beloved Germans, let us get our eyes open, 
thank God for this precious treasure, and guard it well, lest the 
devil vent his spite and it be taken away from us again. Although 
the gospel came and still comes to us through the Holy Spirit 
alone, we cannot deny that it came through the medium of lan
guages, was spread abroad by that means, and must be preserved 

21 Luther is alluding to the common sneers of the Italian humanists at Ger
man crudities. W A 15, 36, n. 3. 
220n Luther's opposition to foreign wares, see his 1524 treatise on Trade, LW 
45, 246-247. 
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by the same means. For just when God wanted to spread the gospel 
throughout the world by means of the apostles he gave the tongues 
for that purpose [Acts 2:1-11]. Even before that, by means of the 
Roman Empire he had spread the Latin and Greek languages widely 
in every land in order that his gospel might the more speedily 
bear fruit far and wide. He has done the same thing now as well. 
Formerly no one knew why God had the languages revived, but 
now for the first time we see that it was done for the sake of the 
gospel, which he intended to bring to light and use in exposing 
and destroying the kingdom of Antichrist.23 To this end he gave 
over Greece to the Turk in order that the Greeks, driven out and 
scattered, might disseminate their language and prOvide an incen
tive to the study of other languages as well. 

In proportion then as we value the gospel, let us zealously 
hold to the languages. For it was not without purpose that God 
caused his Scriptures to be set down in these two languages 
alone-the Old Testament in Hebrew, the New in Greek. Now if 
God did not despise them but chose them above all others for 
his word, then we too ought to honor them above all others. St. 
Paul declared it to be the peculiar glory and distinction of He
brew that God's word was given in that language, when he said 
in Romans 3 [:1-2], "What advantage or profit have those who are 
circumcised? Much indeed. To begin with, God's speech24 is 
entrusted to them." King David too boasts in Psalm 147 [:19-20]' 
"He declares his word to Jacob, his statutes and ordinances to 
Israel. He has not dealt thus with any other nation or revealed 
to them his ordinances." Hence, too, the Hebrew language is 
called sacred. And St. Paul, in Romans 1 [:2], calls it "the holy 
sCriptures," doubtless on account of the holy word of God which 
is comprehended [verfasset] therein. Similarly, the Greek language 
too may be called sacred, because it was chosen above all others 
as the language in which the New Testament was to be written, 
and because by it other languages too have been sanctified as it 

23 On Luther's identification of the pope with Antichrist, see p. 60, n. 8. 
U Gottes rede was rendered as was Gatt gered hat (literally, "what God has 
spoken") in Luther's 1522 New Testament and in subsequent editions until 
the complete Bible of 1546 where it was rendered as GotteSWQf't (literally, 
"God's Word"). WA, DB 7, 36-37. 
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spilled over into them like a fountain through the medium of 
translation.25 

And let us be sure of this: we will not long preserve the 
gospel without the languages. The languages are the sheath in 
which this sword of the Spirit [Eph. 6:17] is contained; they are 
the casket in which this jewel is enshrined; they are the vessel 
in which this wine is held; they are the larder in which this food 
is stored; and, as the gospel itself paints out [Matt. 14:20], they 
are the baskets in which are kept these loaves and fishes and 
fragments. If through our neglect we let the languages go (which 
God forbid!), we shall not only lose the gospel, but the time will 
come when we shall be unable either to speak or write a correct 
Latin or German. As proof and warning of this, let us take the 
deplorable and dreadful example of the universities and mona
steries, in which men have not only unlearned the gospel, but 
have in addition so corrupted the Latin and German languages 
that the miserable folk have been fairly turned into beasts, un
able to speak or write a correct German or Latin, and have well
nigh lost their natural reason to boot. 

For this reason even the apostles themselves considered it 
pecessary to set down the New Testament and hold it fast in the 
Greek language, doubtless in order to preserve it for us there 
safe and sound as in a sacred ark. For they foresaw all that was 
to come, and now has come to pass; they knew that if it was 
left exclusively to men's memory, wild and fearful disorder and 
confusion and a host of varied interpretations, fancies, and doc
trines would arise in the Christian church, and that this could not 
be prevented and the simple folk protected unless the New Testa
ment were set down with certainty in written language. Hence, 
it is inevitable that unless the languages remain, the gospel must 
finally perish. 

Experience too has proved this and still gives evidence of it. 
For as soon as the languages declined to the vanishing point, 
after the apostolic age, the gospel and faith and Christianity itself 
declined more and more until under the pope they disappeared 
entirely. Mter the decline of the languages Christianity witnessed 

25 Our rendering of the difficult sentence is based on the suggestions of 
Albrecht, Studien zu ... "die Ratshef'f'en," pp. 702-703. 
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little that was worth anything; instead, a great many dreadful 
abominations arose because of ignorance of the languages. On 
the other hand, now that the languages have been revived, they 
are bringing with them so bright a light and accomplishing such 
great things that the whole world stands amazed and has to 
acknowledge that we have the gospel just as pure and undefiled 
as the apostles had it, that it has been wholly restored to its 
original purity, far beyond what it was in the days of St. Jerome 
and St. Augustine. In short, the Holy Spirit is no fool. He does 
not busy himself with inconsequential or useless matters. He re
garded the languages as so useful and necessary to Christianity 
that he ofttimes brought them down with him from heaven.

26 

This alone should be a sufficient motive for us to pursue them with 
diligence and reverence and not to despise them, for he himself 
has now revived them again upon the earth. 

Yes, you say, but many of the fathers were saved and even 
became teachers without the languages. That is true. But how 
do you account for the fact that they so often erred in the Scrip
tures? How often does not St. Augustine err in the Psalms and 
in his other expositions, and Hilary27 too-in fact, all those who 
have undertaken to expound Scripture without a knowledge of the 
languages? Even though what they said about a subject at times 
was perfectly true, they were never quite sure whether it really 
was present there in the passage where by their interpretation they 
thought to find it. Let me give you an example: It is rightly said 
that Christ is the Son of God; but how ridiculous it must have 
sounded to the ears of their adversaries when they attempted to 
prove this by citing from Psalm 110: "Tecum principium in die 
virtutis tuae,"28 though in the Hebrew there is not a word about the 

26 Acts 2:4; 10:46; I Cor. 12:10; 14:2-19. 
~7 Hilary (ca. 315-367), the Bishop of Poitiers, was important to Luther pri
marily because of his commentaries on the psalms. See, e.g., LW 14, 285. 
28 This Vulgate version of Ps. 110:3 (translated literally, "With thee is 
sovereignty in the day of thy strength") is derived in part from the Septuagint 
text (meta sou . . .), which itself rests upon a misunderstanding of the 
Hebrew text whereby "your people" (cf. RSV) was read as "with you" 
through the Simple change of one vowel point. The error of course could 
never be discovered without renewed examination of the Hebrew original. 
Luther was critical of the Vulgate rendering already in his earliest (1513-
1516) commentary on the Psalms (see WA 4, 227, 233, 516-517). Au-
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Deity in this passage! When men attempt to defend the faith 
with such uncertain arguments and mistaken proof texts, are not 
Christians put to shame and made a laughingstock in the eyes of 
adversaries who know the language? The adversaries only become 
more stiff-necked in their error and have an excellent pretext for 
regarding our faith as a mere human delusion. 

When our faith is thus held up to ridicule, where does the 
fault lie? It lies in our ignorance of the languages; and there 
is no other way out than to learn the languages. Was not St. 
Jerome compelled to translate the Psalter anew from the Hebrew29 

because, when we quoted our [Latin] Psalter in disputes with the 
Jews, they sneered at us, pointing out that our texts did not read 
that way in the original Hebrew? Now the expositions of all the 
early fathers who dealt with Scripture apart from a knowledge 
of the languages (even when their teaching is not in error) are 
such that they often employ uncertain, indefensible, and inap
propriate expressions. They grope their way like a blind man 
along the wall, frequently missing the sense of the text and 
twisting it to suit their fancy, as in the case of the verse men
tioned above, "Tecum principium," etc. Even St. Augustine him
self is obliged to confess, as he does in his Christian Instruction,30 

gustine had interpreted principium not in terms of spontaneity or voluntariness 
as did Luther ( W A 4, 233; see also his constant rendering of the Psalter 
from 1524 on-williglich-in WA, DB 101, 476-477), but in terms of God the 
Father. See Albrecht, Studien zu ... "die Ratsherren," pp. 713-714. 
29 Jerome's first revision of the Old Latin Psalter, done in 383 at Rome and 
known as the Psalterium Romanum, was based on the Septuagint. His second 
revision, done in Palestine about four years later and known as the Gallican 
Psalter was also based on the Septuagint; it became the current version in 
the Latin Church and is still printed in most Vulgate Bibles. Finally, at the 
suggestion of Sophronius about 392, Jerome translated the Psalms from 
the Hebrew. Luther is probably thinking of the exchange of letters between 
Augustine and Jerome in which the former placed great confidence in the 
accuracy of the Septuagint-over against the great diversity of Latin Scrip
tures-while the latter's purpose was "not so much ... to do away with the 
old texts, which, with their emendations, I translated from Greek into Latin 
for men of my own tongue, but rather to bring out that evidence which was 
passed over or corrupted by the Jews, so that our people might know what 
the Hebrew text really contained." See Sister Wilfrid Parsons (trans.), Saint 
Augusti1le: Letters, I. Fe 9, 95, 325-328, 363-367, especially p. 365. 
30 "Men who know the Latin language ... have need of two others in order 
to understand the sacred Scriptures. These are Hebrew and Greek, by which 
they may turn back to the originals if the infinite variance of Latin trans
lators cause any uncertainty." John J. Gavigan (trans.), "Christian Instruc-
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that a Christian teacher who is to expound the Scriptures must 
know Greek and Hebrew in addition to Latin. Otherwise, it is 
impossible to avoid constant stumbling; indeed, there are plenty 
of problems to work out even when one is well versed in the 
languages. 

There is a vast difference therefore between a simple preacher 
of the faith and a person who expounds Scripture, or, as St. Paul 
puts it [I Cor. 12:28-30; 14:26-32], a prophet. A simple preacher 
(it is true) has so many clear passages and texts available through 
translations that he can know and teach Christ, lead a holy life, and 
preach to others. But when it comes to interpreting SCripture, and 
working with it on your own, and disputing with those who cite 
it incorrectly, he is unequal to the task; that cannot be done with
out languages. Now there must always be such prophets in the 
Christian church who can dig into SCripture, expound it, and 
carry on disputations. A saintly life and right doctrine are not 
enough. Hence, languages are absolutely and altogether neces
sary in the Christian church, as are the prophets or interpreters; 
although it is not necessary that every Christian or every preacher 
be such a prophet, as St. Paul points out in I Corinthians 12 
[:4-30] and Ephesians 4 [:11]. 

Thus, it has come about that since the days of the apostles 
Scripture has remained so obscure, and no sure and trustworthy 
expositions of it have ever been written. For even the holy fathers 
(as we have said) frequently erred. And because of their igno
rance of the languages they seldom agree; one says this, another 
that. St. Bernard3! was a man so lofty in spirit that I almost 
venture to set him above all other celebrated teachers both ancient 
and modem. But note how often he plays (spiritually to be sure) 
with the Scriptures and twists them out of their true sense. This 
is also why the sophists32 have contended that SCripture is obscure; 
they have held that God's word by its very nature is obscure and 

tion" (De doctrina. Christiana. II, 11) , Writings of Saint Augustine. Fe 4, 
73. MPL 34, 42. 
31 Bernard (1090-1153)' abbot of Clairvaux, foremost leader of the rigorist 
Cistercian order and founder of one hundred sixty-three Cistercian monasteries, 
was a prominent mystic renowned for his preaching. For an example of 
Luther's critique of Bernard's exegesis, see LW 35, 217, n. 25. 
32S ee p. 656, n. 5. 
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employs a peculiar style of speech. But they fail to realize that 
the whole trouble lies in the languages. If we understood the 
languages nothing clearer would ever have been spoken than God's 
word. A Turk's speech must needs be obscure to me-because I 
do not know the language-while a Turkish child of seven would 
understand him easily. 

Hence, it is also a stupid undertaking to attempt to gain an 
understanding of Scripture by laboring through the commentaries 
of the fathers and a multitude of books and glosses.33 Instead 
of this, men should have devoted themselves to the languages. 
Because they were ignorant of languages, the dear fathers at times 
expended many words in dealing with a text. Yet when they 
were all done they had scarcely taken its measure; they were 
half right and half wrong. Still, you continue to pore over them 
with immense labor even though, if you knew the languages, you 
could get further with the passage than they whom you are fol
lOWing. As sunshine is to shadow, so is the language itself Com
pared to all the glosses of the fathers. 

Since it becomes Christians then to make good use of the 
Holy Scriptures as their one and only book and it is a sin and a 
shame not to know our own book or to understand the speech 
and words of Our God, it is a still greater sin and loss that we 
do not study languages, especially in these days when God is 
offering and giving us men and books and every faCility and 
inducement to this study, and desires his Bible to be an open 
book. 0 how happy the dear fathers would have been if they 
had had our opportunity to study the languages and come thus 
prepared to the Holy Scriptures! What great toil and effort it cost 
them to gather up a few crumbs, while we with half the labor-yes, 
almost without any labor at all-can acquire the whole loaf! 0 
how their effort puts our indolence to shame! Yes, how sternly 
God will judge our lethargy and ingratitude! 

83 HaVing finally read the Bible along with the glossa ordinaria as a monk 
at Erfurt and carefully taken into account the exegeSis of the fathers in his 
own early lectures, Luther did not sharply distinguish between the authority 
of Scripture and that of the fathers, traditionally set alongSide or above 
Scripture in the common scholastic method of studying theology, until his 
1520 Assertio omnium articulorum (cf. LW 32, 11-12, which is based on the 
German verSion) and his 1521 controversy with ErtJser (see PE 3, 332-353). 
Albrecht, Studien zu ... "die Ratsherren," pp. 743-745. 
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Here belongs also what St. Paul calls for in I Corinthians 14 
[:27, 29], namely, that in the Christian church all teachings must 
be judged. For this a knowledge of the language is needful above 
all else. The preacher or teacher can expound the Bible from 
beginning to end as he pleases, accurately or inaccurately, if there 
is no one there to judge whether he is doing it right or wrong. 
But in order to judge, one must have a knowledge of the lan
guages; it cannot be done in any other way. Therefore, although 
faith and the gospel may indeed be proclaimed by simple preachers 
without a knowledge of languages, such preaching is Hat and 
tame; people finally become weary and bored with it, and it falls 
to the ground. But where the preacher is versed in the languages, 
there is a freshness and vigor in his preaching, Scripture is treated 
in its entirety, and faith finds itself constantly renewed by a 
continual variety of words and illustrations. Hence, Psalm 12934 

likens such scriptural studies to a hunt, saying: to the deer God 
opens the dense forests; and Psalm 1 [:3] likens them to a tree 
with a plentiful supply of water, whose leaves are always green. 

We should not be led astray because some boast of the Spirit 
and consider Scripture of little worth,35 and others, such as the 
Waldensian Brethren,36 think the languages are unnecessary. Dear 
friend, say what you will about the Spirit, I too have been in 

34 Ps. 29:9; Luther, or his printer, by mistake slipped in another digit. His 
understanding of the verse is based on the Vulgate, whose obscurity is 
compounded by Luther's reading of cervas ("deer") for cervos ("forked 
stakes"; Douay: "oaks"). This understanding, including the interpretation 
of "forests" in terms of "the obscure books of the Old Testament," goes back 
to Luther's earliest commentary of 1513-1516 on the psalms. WA 3, 157. 
Actually, both psalm passages are here interpreted allegorically. 
35 This is an allusion to zealots and fanatics such as Karlstadt, MUnzer, and 
the Zwickau prophets. Luther had begun to warn against Miinzer already 
in 1523 and was soon to publish further writings culminating in his Against 
the Heavenly Prophets of 1525. See LW 40, 47-223. 
36 Luther commonly referred to the Bohemian Brethren as "Waldensians," 
as in his treatise of less than a year earlier, The Adoration of the Sacrament 
( 1523), the treatise in which he also urged them not to "neglect the lan
guages." See LW 36, 271-276 and 304. Paul Speratus, who had originally 
established the relationship between Luther and the Brethren was at the 
time of this writing a guest in Luther's house, having been driven out of 
Moravia. Luther's incidental reference to the Bohemians may be significant 
for an understanding of the various other groups inimical to education; 
Albrecht suggests the possibility of their being influenced directly by the 
radical Taborites. Studien zu ... "die Ratsherren," pp. 727-728. 
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the Spirit and have seen the Spirit, perhaps even more of it (if 
it comes to boasting of one's own Hesh37 ) than those fellows with 
all their boasting will see in a year. Moreover, my spirit has 
given some account of itself, while theirs sits qUietly in its corner 
and does little more than brag about itself. I know full well that 
while it is the Spirit alone who accomplishes everything, I would 
surely have never Hushed a covey38 if the languages had not 
helped me and given me a sure and certain knowledge of Scrip
ture. I too could have lived uprightly and preached the truth 
in seclusion; but then I should have left undisturbed the pope, 
the sophists, and the whole anti-Christian regime. The devil 
does not respect my spirit as highly as he does my speech and 
pen when they deal with Scripture. For my spirit takes from him 
nothing but myself alone; but Holy Scripture and the languages 
leave him little room on earth, and wreak havoc in his kingdom. 

So I can by no means commend the Waldensian Brethren for 
their neglect of the languages. For even though they may teach 
the truth, they inevitably often miss the true meaning of the 
text, and thus are neither equipped nor fit for defending the faith 
against error. Moreover, their teaching is so obscure and couched 
in such peculiar terms, differing from the language of Scripture, 
that I fear it is not or will not remain pure. For there is great 
danger in speaking of things of God in a different manner and in 
different terms than God himself employs. In short, they may lead 
saintly lives and teach sacred things among themselves, but so 
long as they remain without the languages they cannot but lack 
what all the rest lack, namely, the ability to treat Scripture with 
certainty and thoroughness and to be useful to other nations. 
Because they could do this, but will not, they have to figure 
out for themselves how they will answer for it to God. 

To this point we have been speaking about the necessity and 

37 Cf. II Cor. 12:1-6 and Phil. 3:4. 
38 Were ich doch allen pUsschen zu feme gewest. We have been guided in 
the rendering of this difficult clause, and in the construing of its obscure 
syntactical relationship to the clauses preceding it, by the suggestions of 
Albrecht, Studien zu ... "die Ratsherren," pp. 703-705. It seems clearly to 
have reference to the matter of success, and to be derived in all likelihood 
from some proverbial expression, perhaps one connected with the hunt to 
which Luther had just alluded in connection with Ps. 29:9. 
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value of languages and Christian schools for the spiritual realm 
and the salvation of souls. Now let us consider also the body. 
Let us suppose that there were no soul, no heaven or hell, and 
that we were to consider solely the temporal government from the 
standpoint of its worldly functions. Does it not need good schools 
and educated persons even more than the spiritual realm? 
Hitherto, the sophists have shown no concern whatever for the 
temporal government, and have designed their schools so ex
clusively for the spiritual estate that it has become almost a dis
grace for an educated man to marry. He has had to hear such 
remarks as, 'Well! so he is turning worldly and does not want 
to become spiritual," just as if their spiritual estate alone were 
pleasing to God, and the worldly estate (as they call it) were 
altogether of the devil and un-Christian. But in the sight of God 
it is they themselves who are meanwhile becoming the devifs own 
(as happened to the nation of Israel during the Babylonian 
Captivity [II Kings 24:14]); only the despised rabble has remained 
in the land and in the right estate, while the better class of people 
and the leaders are carried off with tonsure and cowl to the devil 
in Babylon.39 

It is not necessary to repeat here that the temporal govern
ment is a divinely ordained estate (I have elsewhere40 treated 
this subject so fully that I trust no one has any doubt about it). 
The question is rather: How are we to get good and capable men 
into it? Here we are excelled and put to shame by the pagans 
of old, especially the Romans and the Greeks. Although they had 
no idea of whether this estate were pleaSing to God or not, they 
were so earnest and diligent in educating and training their young 
boys and girls to fit them for the task, that when I call it to mind 
I am forced to blush for us Christians, and especially for us 
Germans. We are such utter blockheads and beasts that we dare 
to say, "Pray, why have schools for people who are not going to 
become spiritual?" Yet we know, or at least we ought to know, 
how essential and beneficial it is-and pleasing to God-that a 

39 Luther had used this same illustration in his 1520 The Babylonian Cap
tivity of the Church. L W 36, 78. 
""See Luther's Temporal Authority: To What Extent it Should be Obeyed (1523), 
pp. 659-678. 
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prince, lord, councilman, or other person in a position of authority 
be educated and qualified to perform the functions of his office 
as a Christian should. 

Now if (as we have assumed) there were no souls, and there 
were no need at all of schools and languages for the sake of the 
Scriptures and of God, this one consideration alone would be 
sufficient to justify the establishment everywhere of the very best 
schools for both boys and girls, namely, that in order to maintain 
its temporal estate outwardly the world must have good and 
capable men and women, men able to rule well over land and 
people, women able to manage the household and train children 
and servants aright. Now such men must come from our boys, and 
such women from our girls. Therefore, it is a matter of properly 
educating and training our boys and girls to that end. I have 
pointed out above that the common man is doing nothing about 
it; he is incapable of it, unwilling, and ignorant of what to do. 
Princes and lords ought to be doing it, but they must needs be 
sleigh riding, drinking, and parading about in masquerades.41 

They are burdened with high and important functions in cellar, 
kitchen, and bedroom. And the few who might want to do it 
must stand in fear of the rest lest they be taken for fools or 
heretics. Therefore, dear councilmen, it rests with you alone; you 
have a better authority and occasion to do it than princes and lords. 

But, you say, everyone may teach his sons and daughters him
self, or at least train them in proper discipline. Answer: Yes, we 
can readily see what such teaching and training amount to. Even 
when the training is done to perfection and succeeds, the net 
result is little more than a certain enforced outward respectability; 
underneath, they are nothing but the same old blockheads, unable 
to converse intelligently on any subject, or to assist or counsel 
anyone. But if children were instructed and trained in schools, or 
wherever learned and well-trained schoolmasters and schoolmis
tresses were available to teach the languages, the other arts, and 
history, they would' then hear of the doings and sayings of the 
entire world, and how things went with various cities, kingdoms, 
princes, men, and women. Thus, they could in a short time set 

4'See Luthers criticism of the ruler's preoccupation with amusements to the 
neglect of their office, e.g. pp. 694-695 and LW 45, 249-250. 
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before themselves as in a mirror the character, life, counsels, and 
purposes-successful and unsuccessful-of the whole world from 
the beginning; on the basis of which they could then draw the 
proper inferences and in the fear of God take their own place in 
the stream of human events. In addition, they could gain from 
history the knowledge and understanding of what to seek and 
what to avoid in this outward life, and be able to advise and 
direct others accordingly. The training we undertake at home, 
apart from such schools, is intended to make us wise through our 
own experience. Before that can be accomplished we will be 
dead a hundred times over, and will have acted rashly through
out our mortal life, for it takes a long time to acquire personal 
experience. 

Now since the young must always be hopping and skipping, 
or at least doing something that they enjoy, and since one cannot 
very well forbid this-nor would it be wise to forbid them every
thing-why then should we not set up such schools for them and 
introduce them to such studies? By the grace of God it is now 
possible for children to study with pleasure and in play languages, 
or other arts, or history. Today, schools are not what they once 
were, a hell and purgatory in which we were tormented with 
casualibus and temporalibus,42 and yet learned less than nothing 
despite all the flogging, trembling, anguish, and misery. If we 
take so much time and trouble to teach children card-playing, 
singing, and dancing, why do we not take as much time to teach 
them reading and other disciplines while they are young and 
have the time, and are apt and eager to learn? For my part, if I 
had children43 and could manage it, I would have them study 
not only languages and history, but also singing and music to
gether with the whole of mathematics.44 For what is all this but 

42 Luther did not object to "cases" and "tenses" as such but to the per
verted methods whereby declining and conjugating were made disciplinary 
exercises in the classroom. Albrecht, Studien zu ... "die Ratsherren," p. 709. 
43 Luther, still a bachelor, married Katherine von Bora some sixteen months 
later on June 13, 1525, and eventually became the father of three sons and 
three daughters. 
44 Luther here distinguishes between the practical art of singing and the 
theoretical discipline of music, the latter being, with arithmetic, geometry. 
and astronomy, a part of the quadrivium, generally termed the mathematical 
disciplines in the Middle Ages. 
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mere child's play? The ancient Greeks trained their children in 
these disciplines; yet they grew up to be people of wondrous 
ability, subsequently fit for everything. How I regret now that I 
did not read more poets and historians, and that no one taught me 
them! Instead, I was obliged to read at great cost, toil, and de
triment to myself, that devil's dung, the philosophers and sophists, 
from which I have all I can do to purge myself. 

So you say, "But who can thus spare his children and train 
them all to be young gentlemen? There is work for them to do 
at home," etc. Answer: It is not my intention either to have such 
schools established as we have had heretofore, where a boy slaved 
away at his Donatus45 and Alexander46 for twenty or thirty years 
and still learned nothing. Today we are living in a different world, 
and things are being done differently. My idea is to have the boys 
attend such a school for one or two hours during the day, and 
spend the remainder of the time working at home, learning a trade, 
or doing whatever is expected of them. In this way, study and 
work will go hand-in-hand while the boys are young and able to 
do both. Otherwise, they spend at least ten times as much time 
anyway with their pea shooters, ballplaying, racing, and tussling. 

In like manner, a girl can surely find time enough to attend 
school for an hour a day, and still take care of her duties at 
home. She spends much more time than that anyway in sleeping, 
dancing, and playing. Only one thing is lacking, the earnest 
desire to train the young and to benefit and serve the world with 

45 Aelius Donatus, teacher of ~t. Jerome at Rome about the year 355, wrote 
the elementary Latin grammar which bears his name. It was originally in 
two parts, the Ars minor and Ars grammatica. The latter soon fell into disuse, 
but the former remained for more than a thousand years the chief textbook 
for teaching the rudiments of Latin grammar. It was among the earliest 
products of Gutenberg's press. See the English translation by Wayland 
Johnson Chase, The Ars minor of Donatus ("Wisconsin Studies in the Social 
Sciences and History," No. 11 [Madison, Wis., 1926]). 
46Alexander de Villa-Dei, a Franciscan in Normandy, in 1199 composed the 
Doctrinale puerorum, a grammatical treatise in hexameters designed to help 
pupils memorize the necessary rules; it became immensely popular for over 
three hundred years. Alexander drew his illustrations from the later Chris
tian poets rather than from the ancient classics, and is largely responsible 
for the decadence of Latin style in the later Middle Ages. See the text in 
Dietrich Reichling (ed.), Doctrinale ("Monumenta Germaniae Paedagogica," 
Vol. XII [Berlin: Hofmann, 1893]). See Henry Osborn Taylor, The Medieval 
Mind (3rd American ed., 2 vols.; New York: Macmillan, 1919), II, 152-154. 
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able men and women. The devil very much prefers coarse block
heads and ne'er-do-wells, lest men get along too well on earth. 

The exceptional pupils, who give promise of becoming skilled 
teachers, preachers, or holders of other ecclesiastical positions, 
should be allowed to continue in school longer, or even be dedi
cated to a life of study, as we read of [those who trained]n 
the holy martyrs SS. Agnes, Agatha, Lucy,48 and others. That is 
how the monasteries and foundations originated; they have since 
been wholly perverted to a different and damnable use. There 
is great need of such advanced study, for the tonsured crowd is 
fast dwindling. Besides, most of them are unfit to teach or to 
rule, for all they know is to care for their bellies, which is indeed 
all they have been taught. We must certainly have men to ad
minister God's word and sacraments and to be shepherds of souls. 
But where shall we get them if we let our schools go by the 
board, and fail to replace them with others that are Christian? The 
schools that have been maintained hitherto, even though they do 
not die out entirely, can produce nothing but lost and pernicious 
deceivers. 

It is highly necessary, therefore, that we take some positive 
action in this matter before it is too late; not only on account 
of the young people, but also in order to preserve both our 
spiritual and temporal estates. If we miss this opportunity, we 

47 The text itself actually speaks of the training imparted by, rather than 
given to, the martyrs. Albrecht (op. cit., pp. 693-694), however, suggests 
that our present rendering may have been intended. Parallels for this line 
of thought are to be found elsewhere in Luther, particularly in his 1520 
Open Letter to the Christian Nobility (PE 2, 118 and 152), his 1521 
Against Latomus (LW 32, 258), and his 1523 Ordering of Divine Worship 
(PE 6, 61). Several early manuscripts as well as the Latin translation of 
Obsopoeus so construe the meaning. The Golden Legend of Jacobus de Vora
gine affords no evidence of the teaching activity of these women. Paul Pietsch, 
on the other hand, thinks that Luther may perhaps have used a different 
source, or been himself in error, but that it is distinctly possible that Luther 
actually intended to speak of instruction imparted by, rather than received 
by, the martyrs; he cites the ambiguity of PE 2, 152, in this regard, and 
might have cited the 1521 De 1)otis monasticis (WA 8, 615) as well. 
48The Roman maiden Agnes, traditionally esteemed for her youthful chastity 
and innocence, was martyred under Dioclethian, ca. A.D. 304. Both born in 
Sicily, Agatha was martyred under Decius, c.a. A.D. 250, and Lucy was mar
tyred under Diocletioan, ca. A. D. 304. All three names occur in the litany of 
the saints in the canon of the mass (see the text in LW 36, 322). 
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may perhaps find our hands tied later on when we would gladly 
attend to it, and ever after have to suffer in vain the pangs of 
remorse. God is offering us ample help; he stretches forth his 
hand and gives us all things needful for this task. If we disdain 
his offer we are already judged with the people of Israel, of whom 
Isaiah says [65:2], "I spread out my hand all the day to an un
believing and rebellious people"; and in Proverbs 1 [:24-26] we 
read, "I have stretched out my hand, and no one has heeded; you 
have ignored all my counsel. Very well, then I will also laugh at 
your calamity, and will mock when your misfortune overtakes you," 
etc. Of this let us beware! Consider, for example, what a great 
effort King Solomon made in this matter; so deeply was he con
cerned for the young that in the midst of his royal duties he 
wrote for them a book called Proverbs. Consider Christ himself, 
how he draws little children to him, how urgently in Matthew 
18 [:5, 10] he commends them to us and praises the angels who 
wait upon them, in order to show us how great a service it is 
when we train the young properly. On the other hand, how ter
rible is his wrath when we offend them and suffer them to perish! 
[Matt. 18:6]. 

Therefore, dear sirs, take this task to heart which God so 
earnestly requires of you, which your office imposes upon you, 
which is so necessary for our youth, and with which neither church 
[geyst] nor world can dispense. Alas! we have lain idle and rot
ting in the darkness long enough; we have been German beasts 
all too long. Let us for once make use of our reason, that God 
may perceive our thankfulness for his benefits, and other nations 
see that we too are human beings, able either to learn something 
useful from others or to teach them in order that even through us 
the world may be made better. I have done my part. It has truly 
been my purpose to counsel and assist the German nation. If 
there be some who despise me for this and refuse to listen to my 
sincere advice because they think they know better, I cannot help 
it. I know full well that others could have done this better; since 
they keep silent, I am doing it as well as I can. It is surely better 
to have spoken out on the subject, however inadequately, than 
to have remained altogether silent about it. It is my hope that 
God will awaken some of you, so that my well-meant advice may 
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not be offered in vain, and instead of having regard for the one 
who utters it you will rather be stirred by the cause itself to do 

something about it. 
Finally, one thing more merits serious consideration by all 

those who earnestly desire to have such schools and languages 
established and maintained in Germany. It is this: no effort or 
expense should be spared to provide good libraries or book re
positories, especially in the larger cities which can well afford it. 
For if the gospel and all the arts are to be preserved, they must 
be set down and held fast in books and writings (as was done by 
the prophets and apostles themselves, as I have said above) .49 

This is essential, not only that those who are to be our spiritual 
and temporal leaders may have books to read and study, but also 
that the good books may be preserved and not lost, together with 
the arts and languages which we now have by the grace of God. 
St. Paul too was concerned about this when he charged Timothy 
to give attention to reading [I Tim. 4:13], and bade him bring 
with him the parchments from Troas [II Tim. 4:13]. 

Indeed, all the kingdoms which ever amounted to anything 
gave careful attention to this matter. This is especially true of 
the people of Israel, among whom Moses was the first to begin 
the practice when he had the book of the law kept in the ark of 
God [Deut. 31:25-26]. He put it in charge of the Levites so that 
whoever needed a copy might obtain one from them. He even 
commanded the king to procure from them a copy of this book 
[Deut. 17:18]. Thus, we see how God directed the Levitical 
priesthood, among its other duties, to watch over and care for 
the books. Later this library was added to and improved by 
Joshua, then by Samuel, David, Solomon, Isaiah, and by many 
other kings and prophets. Thence have come the Holy Scriptures 
of the Old Testament, which would never have been collected or 
preserved had God not required such care to be bestowed upon 

them. 
Following this example, the monasteries and foundations of 

old also established libraries, although there were few good 
books among them. What a loss it was that they neglected to 

49See pp. 715-729. 
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acquire books and good libraries at that time, when the books and 
men for it were available, became painfully evident later when, 
as time went on, unfortunately all the arts and languages declined. 
Instead of worthwhile books, the stupid, useless, and harmful 
books of the monks, such as Catholicon, Florista, Grecista, Laby
rinthus, Dormi secure,50 and the like asses' dung were introduced 
by the devil. Because of such books the Latin language was 
ruined, and there remained nowhere a decent school, course of 
instruction, or method of study. This situation lasted until, as we 
have experienced and observed, the languages and arts were 
laboriously recovered-although imperfectly-from bits and frag
ments of old books hidden among dust and worms. Men are still 
painfully searching for them every day, just as people poke 
through the ashes of a ruined city seeking the treasures and 
jewels. 

This served us right; God has properly repaid us for our in
gratitude in not considering his kindness toward us and failing 
to provide for a constant supply of good books and learned men 
while we had the time and opportunity. When we neglected this, 
as though it were no concern of ours, he in turn did the same; 
instead of Holy Scripture and good books, he suffered Aristotle51 

1i0 The Latin lexicon Summa grammaticalis, commonly known as Catholicon, 
was compiled about 1286 by the Dominican John of Genoa, sometimes called 
Balbi or de Balbis (d. ca. 1298) comprising treatises on orthography, ety
mology, grammar, prosody, rhetoric, and an etymological dictionary of the 
Latin language, it appeared in a number of printed editions before 1500. 

A rhymed Latin syntax, composed in 1317 by Ludolf von Luchow of 
Hildesheim, the Flores grammaticae gave its author the nickname "Florista," 
and the book itself subsequently came to be called by that name. The 
Graecismus, a grammatical treatise in hexameters, interposed with elegiacs, 
ascribed to Eberhard of Bethune (fl. 1212), got its name from the tenth 
chapter, which takes up Greek etymologies; this book too came to be called 
by the nickname it had won for its author. 

The Labyrinthus was an early thirteenth-century poem, De miseriis rectorum 
Ichowrum, also by Eberhard of Bethune. 

The Dormi secure was a collection of seventy-one sermons for the church 
year and holy days, compiled ostensibly by the Franciscan, Johann von 
Werden (ca. 1450); the title implies that it was for the benefit of preachers 
too ignorant or too lazy to compose their own sermons. Luther attributes 
to the bad Latin of these books the medieval decline of the language. See 
Albrecht, Studien zu .•. "die Ratsherren," pp. 705-707. 
ilIOn Luther's view of Aristotle, the ancient Greek philosopher whose ideas 
became basic for scholastic theology, and for a bibliography on the subject see 
Peter Petersen, Geschichte der aristotelischen Philosophie im protestantischen 
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to come in, together with countless harmful books which drew us 
farther from the Bible. In addition to these he let in those devil's 
masks, the monks, and those phantoms which are the universities, 
which we endowed with vast properties. We have taken upon 
ourselves the support of a host of doctors, preaching friars, masters, 
priests, and monks; that is to say, great, coarse, fat asses decked 
out in red and brown birettas, looking like a sow bedecked with 
a gold chain and jewels. They taught us nothing good, but only 
made us all the more blind and stupid. In return, they devoured 
all our goods and filled every monastery, indeed every nook and 
cranny, with the filth and dung of their foul and poisonous books, 
until it is appalling to think of it. 

Isn't it a crying shame that heretofore a boy was obliged 
to study for twenty years or even longer merely to learn enough 
bad Latin to become a priest and mumble through the mass? 
Whoever got that far was accounted blessed, and blessed was the 
mother who bore such a child! And yet he remained all his life 
a poor ignoramus, unable either to cackle or to lay an egg. 52 

Everywhere we were obliged to put up with teachers and masters 
who knew nothing themselves, and were incapable of teaching 
anything good or worthwhile. In fact, they did not even know 
how to study or teach. Where does the fault lie? There were no 
other books available than the stupid books of the monks and the 
sophists. What else could come out of them but pupils and 
teachers as stupid as the books they used? A jackdaw hatches no 
doves, 53 and a fool cannot produce a sage. That is the reward 
of our ingratitude, that men failed to found libraries but let the 
good books perish and kept the poor ones. 

My advice is not to heap together all manner of books indis
criminately and think only of the number and size of the col
lection. I would make a judiciOUS selection, for it is not necessary 

Deutschland (Leipzig: Meiner, 1921), pp. 31-38. Cf. also Luther's own 
judgment of Aristotle's several works in his 1520 Open Letter to the Christian 
Nobility. PE 2, 146-147. 
52 Cackling (Glucken) was said to be easier than laying an egg; Wander (ed.), 
Sprichworter-Lexikon, I, 1774. Whoever could do neither the harder nor 
the easier was presumably pretty worthless. W A 15, 51, n. 1 
53 See Wander (ed.), Sprichworter-Lexikon, 1,671, "Dohle," No.4. 
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to have all the commentaries of the jurists, all the sentences54 of 
the theologians, all the quaestiones55 of the philosophers, and all 
the sermons of the monks. Indeed, I would discard all such dung, 
and furnish my library with the right sort of books, consulting 
with scholars as to my choice. 

First of all, there would be the Holy SCriptures, in Latin, 
Greek, Hebrew, and German, and any other language in which 
they might be found. Next, the best commentaries, and, if I could 
find them, the most ancient, in Greek, Hebrew, and Latin. Then, 
books that would be helpful in learning the languages, such as 
the poets and orators, regardless of whether they were pagan or 
Christian, Greek or Latin, for it is from such books that one 
must learn grammar. 56 After that would come books on the 
liberal arts, 57 and all the other arts. Finally, there would be books 
of law and medicine; here too there should be careful choice 
among commentaries. 

Among the foremost would be the chronicles and histories, 
in whatever languages they are to be had. For they are a wonder
ful help in understanding and guiding the course of events, and 
especially for observing the marvelous works of God.58 How many 
fine tales and sayings we should have today of things that 
took place and were current in German lands, not one of 
which is known to us, Simply because there was no one to write 
them down, and no one to preserve the books had they been 
written. That is why nothing is known in other lands about us 

54 The term should properly be "books of sentences." "Sentences" was a 
common title for dogmatic-theolOgical treatises of the Middle Ages. Luther 
probably had in mind the countless commentaries on the Sentences compiled 
ca. 1150 by Peter Lombard (d. 1160), for centuries the most influential 
textbook of theology. 
55 Scholastic philosophers, in dealing with almost any subject, customarily 
split it up into quaestiones, i.e., specific topics to be discussed in the form of 
question and answer. 
56 Grammatica, the most basic of the liberal arts, included much more than 
we understand by the term "grammar" today. Perhaps "English" would be 
the closest modem equivalent, for it included besides the rules of a language 
such things as vocabulary, reading, interpretation, and creative expression. 
Albrecht, Studien zu ... «die Ratsherren," p. 711. 
57See p. 713, n. 15. 
'"Luther set forth his ideas on the value of history at greater length in his 1538 
preface to Wenceslaus Links translation of Capell as history of Francesco Sforza, 
WA 50, 383-385. 
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Germans, and we must be content to have the rest of the world 
refer to us as German beasts who know only how to fight, gorge, 
and guzzle.59 The Greeks and Latins, however, and even the 
Hebrews, wrote their things down so accurately and diligently that 
if even a woman or a child said or did something out of the 
ordinary the whole world must read of it and know it. Meanwhile, 
we Germans are nothing but Germans, and will remain Germans. 

Now that God has today so graciously bestowed upon us an 
abundance of arts, scholars, and books, it is time to reap and 
gather in the best as well as we can, and lay up treasure in order 
to preserve for the future something from these years of jubilee,60 
and not lose this bountiful harvest. For it is to be feared-and 
the beginning of it is already apparent-that men will go on 
writing new and different books until finally, because of the devil's 
activity, we will come to the point where the good books which 
are now being produced and printed will again be suppressed, 
and the worthless and harmful books with their useless and sense
less rubbish will swarm back and litter every nook and comer. 
The devil certainly intends that we shall again be burdened and 
plagued as before with nothing but Catholicons, Flormae, 
Modernists,61 and the accursed dung of monks and sophists, for
ever studying but never learning anything. 

Therefore, I beseech you, my dear sirs, to let this sincere 
effort of mine bear fruit among you. Should there be any who 
think me too insignificant to profit by my advice, or who despise 
me as one condemned by the tyrants,62 I pray them to consider 
that I am not seeking my own advantage, but the welfare and 

SgOn the bitter comments especially of the Italians, who frequently character
ized the Germans as uncultured barbarians, see Albrecht, Studien zu ... "die 
Ratsherren," p. 712. 
60S ee p. 708, n. 10. 
61 The Moderni were the followers of Occam and opponents of the Antiqui 
who adhered strictly to the interpretation of Aristotle as delivered by Al
bertus Magnus, Thomas Aquinas, and Duns Scotus. Their quarrel over the 
best methods of introducing young students to logic and dialectics became 
bitter enough to split faculties and require intervention by authorities. 
While the former called themselves nominalists and the latter realists, the 
controversy was essentially not that which divided the two great systems of 
scholastic thought going by the same names. Albrecht, Studien zu . . . "die 
Ratsherren," p. 708. 
62See p. 704, n. 2. -
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salvation of all Germany. Even if I were a fool and had hit upon 
a good idea, surely no wise man would think it a disgrace to 
follow me. And if I were a very Turk or a heathen, and my plan 
were nevertheless seen to benefit not myself but the Christians, 
they ought not in fairness to spurn my offer. It has happened 
before that a fool gave better advice than a whole council of wise 
men.6a Moses was obliged to take advice from Jethro [Exod. 
18:17-24]. 

Herewith I commend all of you to the grace of God. May he 
soften and kindle your hearts that they may be deeply concerned 
for the poor, miserable, and neglected youth, and with the help 
of God aid and assist them, to the end that there may be a blessed 
and Christian government in the German lands with respect to 
both body and soul, with all plenty and abundance, to the glory 
and honor of God the Father, through our Savior Jesus Christ. 
Amen. 

63 See Luther's similar statement in the address to Amsdorf with which he 
began his 1520 Open Letter to the Christian Nobility. PE 2, 62. 
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WHETHER ONE MAY FLEE 
FROM A DEADLY PLAGUE 

To the Reverend Doctor Johann Hess, 
pastor at Breslau, and to his feUow
servants of the gospel of Jesus qhrist 

Martinus Luther 

Grace and peace from God our Father and our Lord Jesus Christ. 
Your letter, sent to me at Wittenberg, was received some time ago. 
You wish to know whether it is proper for a Christian to run away 
from a deadly plague. I should have answered long ago, but God 
has for some time disciplined and scourged me so severely that I 
have been unable to do much reading or writing.! Furthermore, it 
occurred to me that God, the merciful Father, has endowed you so 
richly with wisdom and truth in Christ that you yourself should be 
well quali.£i.ed to decide this matter or even weightier problems in 
his Spirit and grace without our assistance. 

But now that you keep on writing to me and have, so to speak, 
humbled yourself in requesting our view on this matter so that, as 
St. Paul repeatedly teaches, we may always agree with one another 
and be of one mind [I Cor. 1:10; II Cor. 13:11; Phil. 2:2]. There
fore we here give you our opinion as far as God grants us to under
stand and perceive. This we would humbly submit to your judgment 
and to that of all devout Christians for them, as is proper, to come 
to their own decision and conclusion. Since the rumor of death is to 

lOn July 6, 1527, Luther suffered a severe attack of cerebral anemia, an 
illness from which he suffered repeatedly. The deep depression which fol
lowed may be one reason for the mild tone of the first portion of this pamphlet. 
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Whether One .Way Flee from a Deadly Plague 

be heard in these and many other parts also, we have permitted 
these instructions of ours to be printed because others might also 
want to make use of them. 

To begin with, some people are of the firm opinion that one need 
not and should not run away from a deadly plague. Rather, since 
death is God's punishment, which he sends upon us for our sins, 
we must submit to God and with a true and firm faith patiently 
await our punishment. They look upon running away as an outright 
wrong and as lack of belief in God. Others take the position that 
one may properly flee, particularly if one holds no public office. 

I cannot censure the former for their excellent decision. They 
uphold a good cause, namely, a strong faith in God, and deserve 
commendation because they desire every Christian to hold to a 
strong, firm faith. It takes more than a milk2 faith to await a death 
before which most of the saints themselves have been and still are 
in dread. Who would not acclaim these earnest people to whom 
death is a little thing? They willingly accept God's chastisement, 
doing so without tempting God, as we shall hear later on. 

Since it is generally true of Christians that few are strong and 
many are weak, one simply cannot place the same burden upon 
everyone. A person who has a strong faith can drink poison and 
suffer no harm, Mark 16 [: 18 J, while one who has a weak faith 
would thereby drink to his death. Peter could walk upon the water 
because he was strong in faith. When he began to doubt and his 
faith weakened, he sank and almost drowned.s When a strong man 
travels with a weak man, he must restrain himself so as not to walk 
at a speed proportionate to his strength lest he set a killing pace for 
his weak companion. Christ does not want his weak ones to be 
abandoned, as St. Paul teaches in Romans 15 [: 1 ] and I Corinthians 
12 [:22 ff.]. To put it briefly and concisely, running away from death 
may happen in one of two ways. First, it may happen in disobedi
ence to God's word and command. For instance, in the case of a 
man who is imprisoned for the sake of God's word and who, to 
escape death, denies and repudiates God's word. In such a situation 
everyone has Christ's plain mandate and command not to flee but 

2 See I Cor. 3:2. 
8 Cf. Matt 14:30. 
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rather to suffer death, as he says, ''VVhoever denies me before men, 
1 will also deny before my Father who is in heaven" and "Do not 
fear those who kill the body but cannot kill the soul," Matthew 10 
[:28, 33]. 

Those who are engaged in a spiritual ministry such as preachers 
and pastors must likewise remain steadfast before the peril of 
death.4 We have a plain command from Christ, "A good shepherd 
lays down his life for the sheep but the hireling sees the wolf 
coming and flees" [John 10: 11]. For when people are dying, they 
most need a spiritual ministry which strengthens and comforts their 
consciences by word and sacrament and in faith overcomes death. 
However, where enough preachers are available in one locality and 
they agree to encourage the other clergy to leave in order not to 
expose themselves needlessly to danger, 1 do not consider such 
conduct sinful because spiritual services are provided for and be
cause they would have been ready and willing to stay if it had 
been necessary. We read that St. Athanasius5 fled from his church 
that his life might be spared because many others were there to 
administer his office. Similarly, the brethren in Damascus lowered 
Paul in a basket over the wall to make it possible for him to escape, 
Acts 9 [:25]. And also in Acts 19 [:30] Paul allowed himself to be 
kept from risking danger in the marketplace because it was not 
essential for him to do so. 

Accordingly, all those in public office such as mayors, judges, and 
the like are under qbligation to remain. This, too, is God's word, 
which institutes secular authority and commands that town and 
country be ruled, protected, and preserved, as St. Paul teaches in 
Romans 13 [:41, "The governing authorities are God's ministers for 
your own good." To abandon an entire community which one has 
been called to govern and to leave it without official or govern
ment, exposed to all kinds of danger such as fires, murder, riots, 
and every imaginable disaster is a great sin. It is the kind of dis
aster the devil would like to instigate wherever there is no law and 
order. St. Paul says, "Anyone who does not provide for his own 

~ Elector John wrote Luther and urged him and the professors at the uni
versity to leave on account of the plague and go to Jena. Luther, Bugenhagen, 
and two chaplains, however, stayed on at Wittenberg. 
5 Augustine in MPL 30, 1017. 
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family denies the faith and is worse than an unbeliever" [I Tim. 
5:8J. On the other hand, if in great weakness they flee but provide 
capable substitutes to make sure that the community is well gov
erned and protected, as we previously indicated, and if they con
tinually and carefully supervise them [i.e., the substitutes], all that 
would be proper. 

What applies to these two offices [church and state J should also 
apply to persons who stand in a relationship of service or duty 
toward one another. A servant should not leave his master nor a 
maid her mistress except with the knowledge and permission of 
master or mistress. Again, a master should not desert his servant or 
a lady her maid unless suitable provision for their care has been 
made somewhere. In all these matters it is a divine command that 
servants and maids should render obedience and by the same token 
masters and ladies should take care of their servants.6 Likewise, 
fathers and mothers are bound by God's law to serve and help 
their children, and children their fathers and mothers. Likewise, 
paid public servants such as city physicians, city clerks and con
stables, or whatever their titles, should not flee unless they furnish 
capable substitutes who are acceptable to their employer. 

In the case of children who are orphaned, guardians or close 
friends are under obligation either to stay with them or to arrange 
diligently for other nursing care for their sick friends. Yes, no one 
should dare leave his neighbor unless there are others who will take 
care of the sick in their stead and nurse them. In such cases we 
must respect the word of Christ, "I was sick and you did not visit 
me ... " [Matt. 25:41-46] < According to this passage we are bound 
to each other in such a way that no one may forsake the other in 
his distress but is obliged to assist and help him as he himself 
would like to be helped.1 

Where no such emergency exists and where enough people are 
available for nursing and taking care of the sick, and where, volun
tarily or by orders, those who are weak in faith make provision so 
that there is no need for additional helpers, or where the sick do 
not want them and have refused their services, I judge that they 

8 Cf. Eph. 6:5-9. 
T Cf. Matt. 7: 12. 
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have an equal choice either to flee or to remain. If someone is 
sufficiently bold and strong in his faith, let him stay in God's name; 
that is certainly no sin. If someone is weak and fearful, let him 
flee in God's name as long as he does not neglect his duty toward 
his neighbor but has made adequate provision for others to provide 
nursing care. To flee from death and to save one's life is a natural 
tendency, implanted by God and not forbidden unless it be against 
God and neighbor, as St. Paul says in Ephesians 4 [5:29], "No man 
ever hates his own flesh, but nourishes and cherishes it." It is even 
commanded that every man should as much as possible preserve 
body and life and not neglect them, as St. Paul says in I Corinthians 
12 [:21-26J that God has so ordered the members of the body that 
each one cares and works for the other. 

It is not forbidden but rather commanded that by the sweat of 
our brow we should seek our daily food, clothing, and all we need 
and avoid destruction and disaster whenever we can, as long as we 
do so without detracting from our love and duty toward our 
neighbor. How much more appropriate it is therefore to seek to 
preserve life and avoid death if this can be done without harm to 
our neighbor, inasmuch as life is more than food and clothing, as 
Christ himself says in Matthew 5 [6:25]. If someone is so strong 
in faith, however, that he can willingly suffer nakedness, hunger, 
and want without tempting God and not trying to escape, although 
he could do so, let him continue that way, but let him not condemn 
those who will not or cannot do the same. 

Examples in Holy Scripture abundantly prove that to flee from 
death is not wrong in itself. Abraham was a great saint but he 
feared death and escaped it by pretending that his wife, Sarah, 
was his sister.8 Because he did so without neglecting or adversely 
affecting his neighbor, it was not counted as a sin against him. His 
son, Isaac, did likewise.9 Jacob also fled from his brother Esau to 
avoid death at his hands.10 Likewise, David fled from Saul, and 
from Absalom.ll The prophet Uriah escaped from King J ehoiakim 
and fled into Egypt.12 The valiant prophet, Elijah, I Kings 19 [:3 J, 
8 Gen. 12:13. 
SGen.26:7. 
10 Cf. Gen. 27 :43-45. 
11 Cf. I Sam. 19:10-17; IT Sam. 15:14. 
12 Jer. 26:21. 
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had destroyed all the prophets of Baal by his great faith, but after
ward, when Queen J ezebel threatened him, he became afraid and 
fled into the desert. Before that, Moses fled into the land of Midian 
when the king searched for him in Egypt,13 Many others have done 
likewise. All of them fled from death when it was possible and 
saved their lives, yet without depriving their neighbors of anything 
but first meeting their obligations toward them. 

Yes, you may reply, but these examples do not refer to dying by 
pestilence but to death under persecution. Answer: Death is death, 
no matter how it occurs. According to Holy Scripture God sent his 
four scourges: pestilence, famine, sword, and wild beasts.14 If it is 
permissible to flee from one or the other in clear conscience, why 
not from all four? Our examples demonstrate how the holy fathers 
escaped from the sword; it is quite evident that Abraham, Isaac, 
and Jacob fled from the other scourge, namely, hunger and death, 
when they went to Egypt to escape famine, as we are told in 
Genesis [40-47J. Likewise, why should one not run away from 
wild beasts? I hear people say, "If war or the Turks come, one 
should not flee from his village or town but stay and await God's 
punishment by the sword." That is quite true; let him who has a 
strong faith wait for his death, but he should not condemn those 
who take Hight. 

By such reasoning, when a house is on fire, no one should run 
outside or rush to help because such a fire is also a punishment 
from God. Anyone who falls into deep water dare not save himself 
by swimming but must surrender to the water as to a divine punish
ment. Very well, do so if you can but do not tempt God, and allow 
others to do as much as they are capable of doing. Likewise, if 
someone breaks a leg, is wounded or bitten, he should not seek 
medical aid but say, "It is God's punishment. I shall bear it until 
it heals by itself." Freezing weather and winter are also God's 
punishment and can cause death. Why run to get inside or near a 
fire? Be strong and stay outside until it becomes warm again. We 
should then need no apothecaries or drugs or physicians because all 
illnesses are punishment from God. Hunger and thirst are also great 

13 Cf. Exod. 2:15. 
H Cf. Ezek. 14:21. 
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punishments and torture. Why do you eat and drink instead of 
letting yourself be punished until hunger and thirst stop of them
selves? Ultimately such talk will lead to the point where we abbre
viate the Lord's Prayer and no longer pray, "deliver us from evil, 
Amen," since we would have to stop praying to be saved from hell 
and stop seeking to escape it. It, too, is God's punishment as is 
every kind of evil. Where would all this end? 

From what has been said we derive this guidance: We must pray 
against every form of evil and guard against it to the best of our 
ability in order not to act contrary to God, as was previously 
explained. If it be God's will that evil come upon us and destroy 
us, none of our precautions will help us. Everybody must take this 
to heart: first of all, if he feels bound to remain where death rages 
in order'to serve his neighbor, let him commend himself to God and 
say, "Lord, I am in thy hands; thou hast kept me here; thy will be 
done. I am thy lowly creature. Thou canst kill me or preserve me 
in this pestilence in the same way as if I were in fire, water, 
drought, or any other danger." If a man is free, however, and can 
escape, let him commend himself and say, "Lord God, I am weak 
and fearful. Therefore I am running away from evil and am doing 
what I can to protect myself against it. I am nevertheless in thy 
hands in this danger as in any other which might overtake me. Thy 
will be done. My Hight alone will not succeed of itself because 
calamity and harm are everywhere. Moreover, the devil never 
sleeps. He is a murderer from the beginning [John 8:44] and tries 
everywhere to instigate murder and misfortune."16 

In the same way we must and we owe it to our neighbor to 
accord him the same treatment in other troubles and perils, also. 
If his house is on fire, love compels me to run to help him extinguish 
the Hames. If there are enough other people around to put the fire 
out, I may either go home or remain to help. If he falls into the 
water or into a pit I dare not tum away but must hurry to help him 
as best I can. If there are others to do it, I am released. If I see 
that he is hungry or thirsty, I cannot ignore him but must offer food 
and drink, not considering whether I would risk impoverishing 

15 At this point Luther interrupted his writing. He resumed it no later than 
early September, as a reference in a sermon on September 15 or 21 indicates. 
The second part of the pamphlet reflects the plague's arrival in Wittenberg. 
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myself by doing so. A man who will not help or support others 
unless he can do so without affecting his safety or his property will 
never help his neighbor. He will always reckon with the possibility 
that doing so will bring some disadvantage and damage, danger and 
loss. No neighbor can live alongside another without risk to his 
safety, property, wife, or child. He must run the risk that fire or 
some other accident will start in the neighbor's house and destroy 
him bodily or deprive him of his goods, wife, children, and all 
he has. 

Anyone who does not do that for his neighbor, but forsakes him 
and leaves him to his misfortune, becomes a murderer in the sight 
of God, as S t. John states in his epistles, 'Whoever does not love 
his brother is a murderer," and again, "If anyone has the world's 
goods, and sees his brother in need [yet closes his heart against 
him], how does God's love abide in him?" [I John 3:15,17]. That is 
also one of the sins which God attributed to the city of Sodom when 
he speaks through the prophet Ezekiel [16:49], "Behold, this was 
the guilt of your sister Sodom: she and her daughters had pride, 
surfeit of food, and prosperous ease, but did not aid the poor and 
needy." Christ, therefore, will condemn them as murderers on the 
Last Day when he will say, "I was sick and you did not visit me" 
[Matt. 25:43]. If that shall be the judgment upon those who have 
failed to visit the sick and needy or to offer them relief, what will 
become of those who abandoned them and let them lie there like 
dogs and pigs? Yes, how will they fare who rob the poor of the 
little they have and plague them in all kinds of ways? That is what 
the tyrants do to the poor who accept the gospel. But let that be; 
they have their condemnation. 

It would be well, where there is such an efficient government in 
cities and states, to maintain municipal homes and hospitals staffed 
with people to take care of the sick so that patients from private 
homes can be sent there-as was the intent and purpose of our 
forefathers with so many pious bequests, hospices, hospitals, and 
infirmaries so that it should not be necessary for every citizen to 
maintain a hospital in his own home. That would indeed be a fine, 
commendable, and Christian arrangement to which everyone should 
offer generous help and contributions, particularly the government. 
Where there are no such institutions-and they exist in only a few 
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places-we must give hospital care and be nurses for one another 
in any extremity or risk the loss of salvation and the grace of God. 
Thus it is written in God's word and command, "Love your neighbor 
as yourself," and in Matthew 7 [: 12], "So whatever you wish that 
men would do to you, do so to them." 

Now if a deadly epidemic strikes, we should stay where we are, 
make our preparations, and take courage in the fact that we are 
mutually bound together (as previously indicated) so that we 
cannot desert one another or flee from one another. First, we can 
be sure that God's punishment has come upon us, not only to 
chastise us for our sins but also to test our faith and love-our faith 
in that we may see and experience how we should act toward God; 
our love in that we may recognize how we should act toward our 
neighbor. I am of the opinion that all the epidemics, like any 
plague, are spread among the people by evil spirits who poison the 
air or exhale a pestilential breath which puts a deadly poison into 
the flesh. Nevertheless, this is God's decree and punishment to 
which we must pa:tiently submit and serve our neighbor, risking 
our lives in thrs manner as St. John teaches, "If Christ laid down 
his life for llS, we ought to lay down our lives for the brethren" 
[I John 3: 16]. 

When anyone is overcome by horror and repugnance in the 
presence of a sick person he should take courage and strength in 
the firm assurance that it is the devil who stirs up such abhorrence, 
fear, and loathing in his heart. He is such a bitter, knavish devil 
that he not only unceasingly tries to slay and kill, but also takes 
delight in making us deathly afraid, worried, and apprehensive so 
that we should regard dying as horrible and have no rest or peace 
all through our life. And so the devil would excrete us out of this 
life as he tries to make us despair of God, become unwilling and 
unprepared to die, and, under the stormy and dark sky of fear and 
anxiety, make us forget and lose Christ, our light and life, and 
desert our neighbor in his troubles. We would sin thereby against 
God and man; that would be the devil's glory and delight. Because 
we know that it is the devil's game to induce such fear and dread, 
we should in turn minimize it, take such courage as to spite and 
annoy him, and send those terrors right back to him. And we should 
arm ourselves with this answer to the devil: 
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"Get away, you devil, with your terrors! Just because you hate it, 
111 spite you by going the more quickly to help my sick neighbor. 
I'll pay no attention to you: I've got two heavy blows to use against 
you: the first one is that I know that helping my neighbor is a deed 
well-pleasing to God and all the angels; by this deed I do God's 
will and render true service and obedience to him. All the more so 
because if you hate it so and are so strongly opposed to it, it must 
be particularly acceptable to God. I'd do this readily and gladly if 
I could please only one angel who might look with delight on it. 
But now that it pleases my Lord Jesus Christ and the whole heav
enly host because it is the will and command of God, my Father, 
then how could any fear of you cause me to spoil such joy in 
heaven or such delight for my Lord? Or how could I, by flattering 
you, give you and your devils in hell reason to mock and laugh at 
me? No, you'll not have the last word! If Christ shed his blood for 
me and died for me, why should I not expose myself to some small 
dangers for his sake and disregard this feeble plague? If you can 
terrorize, Christ can strengthen me. If you can kill, Christ can give 
life. It you have poison in your fangs, Christ has far greater medi
cine. Should not my dear Christ, with his precepts, his kindness, 
and all his encouragement, be more important in my spirit than 
you, roguish devil, with your false terrors in my weak flesh? God 
forbid! Get away, devil. Here is Christ and here am I, his servant 
in this work. Let Christ prevail! Amen." 

The second blow against the devil is God's mighty promise by 
which he encourages those who minister to the needy. He says in 
Psalm 41 [: 1-3 J, "Blessed is he who considers the poor. The Lord 
will deliver him in the day of trouble. The Lord will protect him 
and keep him alive; the Lord will bless him on earth and not give 
him up to the will of his enemies. The Lord will sustain him on 
his sickbed. In his illness he will heal all his infirmities." Are not 
these glorious and mighty promises of God heaped up upon those 
who minister to the needy? What should terrorize us or frighten 
us away from such great and divine comfort? The service we can 
render to the needy is indeed such a small thing in comparison 
with God's promises and rewards that St. Paul says to Timothy, 
"Godliness is of value in every way, and it holds promise both for 
the present life and for the life to come" [I Tim. 4:8]. Godliness is 
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nothing else but service to God. Service to God is indeed service 
to our neighbor. It is proved by experience that those who nurse 
the sick with love, devotion, and sincerity are generally protected. 
Though they are pOisoned, they are not harmed. As the psalm says, 
"in his illness you heal all his infirmities" [Ps. 41:3], that is, you 
change his bed of sickness into a bed of health. A person who 
attends a patient because of greed, or with the expectation of an 
inheritance or some personal advantage in such services, should not 
be surprised if eventually he is infected, disfigured, or even dies 
before he comes into possession of that estate or inheritance. 

But whoever serves the sick for the sake of God's gracious 
promise, though he may accept a suitable reward to which he is 
entitled, inasmuch as every laborer is worthy of his hire-whoever 
does so has the great assurance that he shall in turn be cared for. 
God himself shall be his attendant and his physician, too. What an 
attendant he is! What a physician! Friend, what are all the phy
sicians, apothecaries, and attendants in comparison to God? Should 
that not encourage one to go and serve a sick person, even though 
he might have as many contagious boils on him as hairs on his body, 
and though he might be bent double carrying a hundred plague
ridden bodies! What do all kinds of pestilence or devils mean over 
against God, who binds and obliges himself to be our attendant and 
physician? Shame and more shame on you, you out-and-out unbe
liever, for despising such great comfort and letting yourself become 
more frightened by some small boil or some uncertain danger than 
emboldened by such sure and faithful promises of God! What 
would it avail you if all physicians and the entire world were at 
your service, but God were not present? Again, what harm could 
overtake you if the whole world were to desert you and no physician 
would remain with you, but God would abide with you with his 
assurance? Do you not know that you are surrounded as by thou
sands of angels who watch over you in such a way that you can 
indeed trample upon the plague, as it is written in Psalm 91 
[ : 11-13], "He has given his angels charge of you to guard you in 
all your ways. On their hands they will bear you up lest you dash 
your foot against a stone. You will tread upon the lion and the 
adder, and trample the young lion and the serpent under foot." 

Therefore, dear friends, let us not become so desperate as to 
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desert om- O\\'n whom we are duty-bound to help and flee in such 
a cowardly way from the terror of the devil, or allow him the joy 
of mocking us and vexing and distressing God and all his angels. 
For it is certainly true that he who despises such great promises 
and commands of God and leaves his own people destitute, violates 
all of God's laws and is guilty of the murder of his neighbor whom 
he abandons. I fear that in such a case God's promise will be re
versed and changed into horrible threats and the psalm [41] will 
then read this way against them: "Accursed is he who does not 
provide for the needy but escapes and forsakes them. The Lord in 
turn will not spare him in evil days but will flee from him and 
desert him. The Lord will not preserve him and keep him alive and 
will not prosper him on earth but will deliver him into the hands 
of his enemies. The Lord will not refresh him on his sickbed nor 
take him from the couch of his illness." For "the measure you give 
will be the measure you get" [Matt. 7:2]. Nothing else can come 
of it. It is terrible to hear this, more terrible to be waiting for this 
to happen, most terrible to experience it. What else can happen if 
God withdraws his hand and forsakes us except sheer devilment 
and every kind of evil? It cannot be otherwise if, against God's 
command, one abandons his neighbor. This fate will surely overtake 
anyone of this sort, unless he sincerely repents. 

This I well know, that if it were Christ or his mother who were 
laid low by illness, everybody would be so solicitous and would 
gladly become a servant or helper. Everyone would want to be 
bold and fearless; nobody would flee but everyone would come 
running. And yet they don't hear what Christ himself says, "As you 
did to one of the least, you did it to me" [Matt. 25:40]. When he 
speaks of the greatest commandment he says, "The other command
ment is like unto it, you shall love your neighbor as yourself' 
[Matt. 22:39]. There you hear that the command to love your 
neighbor is equal to the greatest commandment to love God, and 
that what you do or fail to do for your neighbor means doing the 
same to God. If you wish to serve Christ and to wait on him, very 
well, you have your sick neighbor close at hand. Go to him and 
serve him, and you will surely find Christ in him, not outwardly 
but in his word. If you do not wish or care to serve your neighbor 
you can be sure that if Christ lay there instead you would not do 
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so either and would let him lie there. Those are nothing but illusions 
on your part which puff you up with vain pride, namely, that you 
would really serve Christ if he were there in person. Those are 
nothing but lies; whoever wants to serve Christ in person would 
surely serve his neighbor as well. This is said as an admonition and 
encouragement against fear and a disgraceful flight to which the 
devil would tempt us so that we would disregard God's command 
in our dealings with our neighbor and so we would fall into sin on 
the left hand. 

Others sin on the right hand. They are much too rash and reck
less, tempting God and disregarding everything which might coun
teract death and the plague. They disdain the use of medicines; 
they do not avoid places and persons infected by the plague, but 
lightheartedly make sport of it and wish to prove how independent 
they are. They say that it is God's punishment; if he wants to pro
tect them he can do so without medicines or our carefulness. This 
is not trusting God but tempting him. God has created medicines 
and provided us with intelligence to guard and take good care of 
the body so that we can live in good health. 

If one makes no use of intelligence or medicine when he could 
do so without detriment to his neighbor, such a person injures his 
body and must beware lest he become a suicide in God's eyes. By 
the same reasoning a person might forego eating and drinking, 
clothing and shelter, and boldly proclaim his faith that if God 
wanted to preserve him from starvation and cold, he could do so 
without food and clothing. Actually that would be suicide. It is 
even more shameful for a person to pay no heed to his own body 
and to fail to protect it against the plague the best he is able, and 
then to infect and poison others who might have remained alive if 
he had taken care of his body as he should have. He is thus respon
sible before God for his neighbor's death and is a murderer many 
times over. Indeed, such people behave as though a house were 
burning in the city and nobody were trying to put the fire out. 
Instead they give leeway to the flames so that the whole city is 
consumed, saying that if God so willed, he could save the city 
without water to quench the fire. 

No, my dear friends, that is no good. Use medicine; take potions 
which can help you; fumigate house, yard, and street; shun persons 
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and places wherever your neighbor does not need your presence or 
has recovered, and act like a man who wants to help put out the 
burning city. What else is the epidemic but a fire which instead of 
consuming wood and straw devours life and body? You ought to 
think this way: "Very well, by God's decree the enemy has sent us 
poison and deadly offal. Therefore I shall ask God mercifully to 
protect us. Then I shall fumigate, help purify the air, administer 
medicine, and take it. I shall avoid places and persons where my 
presence is not needed in order not to become contaminated and 
thus perchance infect and pollute others, and so cause their death 
as a result of my negligence. If God should wish to take me, he 
will surely find me and I have done what he has expected of me 
and so I am not responsible for either my own death or the death 
of others. If my neighbor needs me, however, I shall not avoid place 
or person but will go freely, as stated above. See, this is such a 
God-fearing faith because it is neither brash nor foolhardy and 
does not tempt God. 

Moreover, he who has contracted the disease and recovered 
should keep away from others and not admit them into his presence 
unless it be necessary. Though one should aid him in his time of 
need, as previously pointed out, he in tum should, after his recovery, 
so act toward others that no one becomes unnecessarily endangered 
on his account and so cause another's death. 'Whoever loves dan
ger," says the wise man, "will perish by it" [Ecclus. 3:26J. If the 
people in a city were to show themselves bold in their faith when 
a neighbor's need so demands, and cautious when no emergency 
exists, and if everyone would help ward off contagion as best he 
can, then the death toll would indeed be moderate. But if some are 
too panicky and desert their neighbors in their plight, and if some 
are so foolish as not to take precautions but aggravate the contagion, 
then the devil has a heyday and many will die. On both counts this 
is a grievous offense to God and to man-here it is tempting God; 
there it is bringing man into despair. Then the one who flees, the 
devil will pursue; the one who stays behind, the de\il will hold 
captive so that no one escapes him. 

Some are even worse than that. They keep it secret that they have 
the disease and go among others in the belief that by contaminating 
and poisoning others they can rid themselves of the plague and so 
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recover. With this idea they enter streets and homes, trying to 
saddle children or servants with the disease and thus save them
selves. I certainly believe that this is the devil's doing, who helps 
turn the wheel of fate to make this happen. I have been told that 
some are so incredibly vicious that they circulate among people and 
enter homes because they are sorry that the plague has not reached 
that far and wish to carry it in, as though it were a prank like 
putting lice into fur garments or flies into someone's living room. 
I do not know whether I should believe this; if it is true, I do not 
know whether we Germans are not really devils instead of human 
beings. It must be admitted that there are some extremely coarse 
and wicked people. The devil is never idle. My advice is that if 
any such persons are discovered, the judge should take them by the 
ear and turn them over to Master Jack, the hangman, as outright 
and deliberate murderers. What else are such people but assassins 
in our town? Here and there an assassin will jab a knife through 
someone and no one can find the culprit. So these folk infect a 
child here, a woman there, and can never be caught. They go on 
laughing as though they had accomplished something. Where this 
is the case, it would be better to live among wild beasts than with 
such murderers. I do not know how to preach to such killers. They 
pay no heed. I appeal to the authorities to take charge and turn 
them over to the help and advice not of physicians, but of Master 
Jack, the hangman. 

If in the Old Testament God himself ordered lepers to be ban
ished from the community and compelled to live outside the city 
to prevent contamination [Leviticus lS-14J, we must do the same 
with this dangerous pestilence so that anyone who becomes infected 
will stay away from other persons, or allow himself to be taken 
away and given speedy help with medicine. Under such circum
stances it is our duty to assist such a person and not forsake him in 
his plight, as I have repeatedly pointed out before. Then the poison 
is stopped in time, which benefits not only the individual but also 
the whole community, which might be contaminated if one person 
is permitted to infect others. Our plague here in Wittenberg has 
been caused by nothing but filth. The air, thank God, is still clean 
and pure, but some few have been contaminated because of the 
laziness or recklessness of some. So the devil enjoys himself at the 
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terror and flight which he causes among us. May God thwart him! 
Amen. 

This is what we think and conclude on this subject of fleeing 
from death by the plague. If you are of a different opinion, may 
God enlighten you. Amen.I6 

Because this letter will go out in print for people to read, I 
regard it useful to add some brief instructions on how one should 
care and provide for the soul in time of death. We have done this 
orally from the pulpit, and still do so every day in fulfilment of the 
ministry to which we have been called as pastors. 

First, one must admonish the people to attend church and listen 
to the sermon so that they learn through God's wOTd how to live 
and how to die. It must be noted that those who are so uncouth 
and wicked as to despise God's word while they are in good health 
should be left unattended when they are sick unless they demon
strate their remorse and repentance with great earnestness, tears, 
and lamentation. A person who wants to live like a heathen or a 
dog and does not publicly repent should not expect us to administer 
the sacrament to him or have us count him a Christian. Let him 
die as he has live~ because we shall not throw pearls before swine 
nOr give to dogs what is holy [Matt. 7:6J. Sad to say, there are 
many churlish, hardened ruffians who do not care for their souls 
when they live or when they die. They simply lie down and die 
like unthinking hulks. 

Second, everyone should prepare in time and get ready for death 
by going to confession and taking the sacrament once every week 
or fortnight. He should become reconciled with his neighbor and 
make his will so that if the Lord knocks and he departs before a 
pastor or chaplain can arrive, he has provided for his soul, has left 
nothing undone, and has committed himself to God. When there 
are many fatalities and only two or three pastors on duty, it is 
impossible to visit everyone, to give instruction, and to teach each 
one what a Christian ought to know in the anguish of death. Those 
who have been careless and negligent in these matters must account 
for themselves. That is their own fault. After all, we cannot set up 
a private pulpit and altar daily at their bedside simply because they 

16 The follOwing section was added later by Luther. 
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have despised the public pulpit and altar to which God has sum
moned and called them. 

Third, if someone wants the chaplain or pastor to come, let the 
sick person send word in time to call him and let him do so early 
enough while he is still in his right mind before the illness over
whelms the patient. The reason I say this is that some are so negli
gent that they make no request and send no message until the soul 
is perched for Hight on the tip of their tongues17 and they are no 
longer rational or able to speak. Then we are told, "Dear Sir, say 
the very best you oan to him," etc. But earlier, when the illness 
first began, they wanted no visit from the pastor, but would say, 
"Oh, there's no need. I hope he1l get better." What should a diligent 
pastor do with such people who neglect both body and soul? They 
live and die like bea:sts in the field. They want us to teach them the 
gospel at the last minute and administer the sacrament to them as 
they were accustomed to it under the papacy when nobody asked 
whether they believed or understood the gospel but just stuffed the 
sacrament down their throats as if into a bread bag. 

This won't do. If someone cannot talk or indicate by a sign that 
he believes, understands, and desires the sacrament-particularly if 
he has wilfully neglected it-we will not give it to him just anytime 
he asks for it. We have been commanded not to offer the holy 
sacrament to unbelievers but rather to believers who can state and 
confess their faith. Let the others alone in their unbelief; we are 
guiltless because we have not been slothful in preaching, teaching, 
exhortation, consolation, visitation, or in anything else that pertains 
to our ministry and office. This, in brief, is our instruction and what 
we practice here. We do not write this for you in Breslau, because 
Christ is with you and without our aid he will amply instruct you 
and supply your needs with his own ointment. To him be praise 
and honor together with God the Father and the Holy Spirit, world 
without end. Amen.IS 

Because we have come upon the subject of death, I cannot refrain 
from saying something about burials. First of all, I leave it to the 

17 According to popular belief the soul left the body at death through the mouth. 
18 What follows up to the concluding paragraph is a further insert written on 
a separate page which Luther evidently added before the pamphlet was 
published. 

-752-

Whether One May Flee from a Deadly Plague 

doctors of medicine and others with greater experience than mine 
in such matters to decide whether it is dangerous to maintain 
cemeteries within the city limits. I do not know and do not claim 
to understand whether vapors and mists arise out of graves to 
pollute the air. If this were so my previously stated warnings con
stitute ample reason to locate cemeteries outside the city. As we 
have learned, all of us have the responsibility of warding off this 
poison to the best of our ability because God has commanded us 
to care for the body, to protect and nurse it so that we are not 
exposed needlessly. In an emergency, however, we must be bold 
enough to risk our health if that is necessary. Thus we should be 
ready for both-to live and to die according to God's will. For "none 
of us lives to himself and none of us dies to himself," as St. Paul 
says, Romans 15 [14:7]. 

It is very well known that the custom in antiquity, both among 
Jews and pagans, among saints and sinners, was to bury the dead 
outside the city. Those people were just as prudent as we claim to 
be ourselves. This is also evident in St. Luke's Gospel, when Christ 
raised from the dead the widow's son at the gates of Nain (for the 
text [Luke 7:12] states, "He was being carried out of the city to 
the grave and a large crowd from the city was with her"). In that 
country it was the practice to bury the dead outside the town. 

Christ's tomb, also, was prepared outside the city. Abraham, too, 
bought a burial plot in the field of Ephron near the double cave19 
where all the patriarchs wished to be buried. The Latin therefore 
employs the term efjeri, that is, "to carry out," by which we mean 
"carry to the grave." They not only carried the dead out but also 
burned them to powder to keep the air as pure as possible. 

My advice, therefore, is to follow these examples and to bury the 
dead outside the town. Not only necessity but piety and decency 
should induce us to provide a public burial ground outside the 
town, that is, our town of Wittenberg. 

A cemetery rightfully ought to be a fine quiet place, removed 
from all other localities, to which one can go and reverently meditate 

19 Gen. 23:9 (Luther's German translation). Ancient Hebrew burial caves 
usually had a second chamber into which the bones of previous burials were 
placed to make room for new interments. 
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upon death, the Last Judgment, the resurrection, and say one's 
prayers. Such a place should properly be a decent, hallowed place, 
to be entered with trepidation and re-':erence because doubtlessly 
some saints rest there. It might even be arranged to have religiOUS 
pictures and portraits painted on the walls. 

But our cemetery, what is it like? Four or five alleys, two or 
three marketplaces, with the result that no place in the whole town 
is busier or noisier than the cemetery. People and cattle roam over 
it at any time, night and day. Everyone has a door or pathway to 
it from his house and all sorts of things take place there, probably 
even some that are not fit to be mentioned. This totally destroys 
respect and reverence for the graves, and people think no more 
about walking across it than if it were a burial ground for executed 
criminals. Not even the Turk would dishonor the place the way we 
do. And yet a cemetery should inspire us to devout thoughts, to the 
contemplation of death and the resurrection, and to respect for the 
saints who rest there. How can that be done at such a common 
place through which everyone must walk and into which every 
man's door opens? If a cemetery is to have some dignity, I would 
rather be put to rest in the Elbe or in the forest. If a graveyard 
were located at a quiet, remote spot where no one could make a 
path through it, it would be a spiritual, proper, and holy sight and 
could be so arranged that it would inspire devotion in those who go 
there. That would be my advice. Follow it, who so wishes. If any
one knows better, let him go ahead. I am no man's master. 

In closing, we admonish and plead with you in Christ's name to 
help us with your prayers to God so that we may do battle with 
word and precept against the real and spiritual pestilence of Satan 
in his wickedness with which he now poisons and defiles the world. 
That is, particularly against those who blaspheme the sacrament, 
though there are other sectarians also. Satan is infuriated and per
haps he feels that the day of Christ is at hand. That is why he 
raves so fiercely and tries through the enthusiasts20 to rob us of the 
Savior, Jesus Christ. Under the papacy Satan was simply "flesh" so 

20 I.e., the Schwiirmer, who stressed a "spiritual" use of the sacrament. Cf. 
That These Words of Christ, "This Is My Body," etc., Stin Stand Firm Against 
the Fanatics (1527). LW 37,3-150, especially p. 18, n. 14. 
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that even a monk's cap had to be regarded as sacred. Now he is 
nothing more than sheer "spirit" ~nd Christ's flesh and word are no 
longer supposed to mean anything. They made an answer to my 
treatise2

1 
long ago, but I am surprised that it has not yet reached 

me at Wittenberg. 22 [When it does J I shall, God willing, answer 
them once again and let the matter drop. I can see that they will 
only become worse. They are like a bedbug which itself has a foul 
smell, but the harder you rub to crush it, the more it stinks. I hope 
that I've written enough in this pamphlet for those who can be 
saved so that-God be praised-many may thereby be snatched 
from their jaws and many more may be strengthened and confirmed 
in the truth. May Christ our Lord and Savior preserve us all in pure 
faith and fervent love, unspotted and pure until his day. Amen. 
Pray for me, a poor sinner. 

21 The treatise mentioned in note 20. 
22 This statement helps in dating the end of this letter. The communication, a 
diatribe by Zwingli, arrived November 11, 1527. 
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