
http://www.cambridge.org/9780521816489


the cambridge companion to
MARTIN LUTHER

Martin Luther (1483–1546) stands as one of the giant figures in history.
His activities, writings, and legacy have had a huge effect on the Western
world. This Cambridge Companion provides an accessible introduction to
Martin Luther for students of theology and history and for others interested
in the life, work, and thought of the first great Protestant reformer. The
book contains eighteen chapters by an international array of major Luther
scholars. Historians and theologians join here to present a full picture of
Luther’s contexts, the major themes in his writings, and the ways in which
his ideas spread and have continuing importance today. Each chapter serves
as a guide to its topic and provides further reading for additional study. The
Companion will assist those with little or no background in Luther studies,
while teachers and Luther specialists will find this accessible volume an
invaluable aid to their work.

donald k. mCkim has served as Academic Dean and Professor of Theol-
ogy at Memphis Theological Seminary and Professor of Theology at the
University of Dubuque Theological Seminary, in addition to being a pastor
in Presbyterian Church (USA) churches. He is the author and editor of over
twenty-five books and currently works as Academic and Reference editor
for Westminster John Knox Press.





cambridge companions to rel ig ion
A series of companions to major topics and key figures in theology and
religious studies. Each volume contains specially commissioned chapters
by international scholars which provide an accessible and stimulating
introduction to the subject for new readers and non-specialists.

Other titles in the series

the cambridge companion to christ ian doctrine
edited by Colin Gunton (1997)
isbn 0 521 47118 4 hardback isbn 0 521 47695 8 paperback

the cambridge companion to bibl ical interpretation
edited by John Barton (1998)
isbn 0 521 48144 9 hardback isbn 0 521 48593 2 paperback

the cambridge companion to dietrich bonhoeffer
edited by John de Gruchy (1999)
isbn 0 521 58258 x hardback isbn 0 521 58751 6 paperback

the cambridge companion to liberation theology
edited by Chris Rowland (1999)
isbn 0 521 46144 8 hardback isbn 0 521 46707 1 paperback

the cambridge companion to karl barth
edited by John Webster (2000)
isbn 0 521 58476 0 hardback isbn 0 521 58560 0 paperback

the cambridge companion to christ ian ethics
edited by Robin Gill (2001)
isbn 0 521 77070 x hardback isbn 0 521 77918 9 paperback

the cambridge companion to jesus
edited by Markus Bockmuehl (2001)
isbn 0 521 79261 4 hardback isbn 0 521 79678 4 paperback

the cambridge companion to feminist theology
edited by Susan Frank Parsons (2002)
isbn 0 521 66327 x hardback isbn 0 521 66380 6 paperback

the cambridge companion to martin luther
edited by Donald K. McKim (2003)
isbn 0 521 81648 3 hardback isbn 0 521 01673 8 paperback

Forthcoming

the cambridge companion to the gospel
edited by Stephen C. Barton

the cambridge companion to st paul
edited by James D. G. Dunn

the cambridge companion to medieval jewish thought
edited by Daniel H. Frank and Oliver Leaman

the cambridge companion to islamic theology
edited by Tim Winter



the cambridge companion to reformation theology
edited by David Bagchi and David Steinmetz

the cambridge companion to john calvin
edited by Donald K. McKim

the cambridge companion to friedrich schle iermacher
edited by Jacqueline Mariña

the cambridge companion to hans urs von balthasar
edited by Edward Oakes and David Moss

the cambridge companion to postmodern theology
edited by Kevin Vanhoozer



the cambridge companion to

MARTIN LUTHER

Edited by Donald K. McKim



  
Cambridge, New York, Melbourne, Madrid, Cape Town, Singapore, São Paulo

Cambridge University Press
The Edinburgh Building, Cambridge  , United Kingdom

First published in print format 

-    ----

-    ----

-    ----

© Cambridge University Press 2003

2003

Information on this title: www.cambridge.org/9780521816489

This book is in copyright. Subject to statutory exception and to the provision of
relevant collective licensing agreements, no reproduction of any part may take place
without the written permission of Cambridge University Press.

-    ---

-    ---

-    ---

Cambridge University Press has no responsibility for the persistence or accuracy of
s for external or third-party internet websites referred to in this book, and does not
guarantee that any content on such websites is, or will remain, accurate or appropriate.

Published in the United States of America by Cambridge University Press, New York

www.cambridge.org

hardback

paperback
paperback

eBook (NetLibrary)
eBook (NetLibrary)

hardback

http://www.cambridge.org
http://www.cambridge.org/9780521816489


Dedicated to

Richard E. Brown
Respected friend and valued colleague
With gratitude





Contents

Notes on contributors page
Preface
Chronology
List of

xi

abbreviations

P

xv

art

xvii

I Luther’s

xviii

life and context

1 Luther’s life
albrecht beutel
translated b

3

y katharina gustavs

2 Luther’s Wittenberg 20
helmar junghans
translated by katharina gustavs

Part II Luther’s work

3 Luther’s writings
timothy f. lull

4

39

Luther as Bible translator
eric w. gritsch

5

62

Luther as an interpreter of Holy Scripture
oswald bayer

73

translated by mark mattes

6 Luther’s theology
markus wriedt
translated b

86

y katharina gustavs

7 Luther’s moral theology
bernd wannenwetsch

8 Luther

120

as preacher of the Word of God
fred w. meuser

9

136

Luther’s spiritual journey
jane e . strohl

ix

149



x Contents

10 Luther’s struggle with social-ethical issues 165
carter lindberg

11 Luther’s political encounters 179
david m. whitford

12 Luther’s polemical controversies 192
mark u. edwards, jr .

Part III After Luther

13 Luther’s function in an age of confessionalization 209
robert kolb

14 The legacy of Martin Luther 227
hans j . hillerbrand

15 Approaching Luther 240
james arne nestingen

Part IV Luther today

16 Luther and modern church history 259
james m. kittelson

17 Luther’s contemporary theological significance 272
robert w. jenson

18 Luther in the worldwide church today 289
günther gassmann

Select bibliography 304
Index 313



Notes on contributors

Oswald Bayer is Professor of Systematic Theology in the Evangelical Theological
Faculty of Eberhard-Karls-Universität, Tübingen. Among his numerous books is
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Part I

Luther’s life and context





1 Luther’s life
albrecht beutel
Translated by Katharina Gustavs

years as a student

From the outside, Luther’s life passed by simply and steadily.1 With few
exceptions, his whole life took place within the territories of Thuringia and
Saxony, mostly in Wittenberg, the electoral capital at the Elbe river, and
its surroundings. Only a few journeys led Luther beyond this small sphere
of life: on behalf of his order to Rome (1510/11), to Cologne (1512) and
Heidelberg (1518); later on behalf of a Reformation consensus to Marburg
(1529), and also on his own behalf to Augsburg (1518) and Worms (1521).
Equally, with regard to his profession, Luther’s was a remarkable and steady
character. From entering the monastery through to his last moment, Luther
always remained a man of the word: as a preacher, professor and writer.

During Luther’s life the horizon of world history and humanities was
in the process of becoming radically changed. The following names must
stand for many others representing this era: the two emperors Maximilian I
and Charles V, the popes Leo X, Clemens VII and Paul III (Council of Trent),
as well as the names of such artists and scientists as Raphael, Michelangelo,
Dürer, Copernicus and Paracelsus. However, as far as Luther is concerned
these changes could be deceptive because his childhood and youth had not
been touched by the spirit of humanismor of the Renaissance. Limited to the
provincial surroundings of his hometown, Luther grew up as a typical child
of the late Middle Ages – just like thousands of other boys around him.

On November 10, 1483 Luther was born as the eldest of probably nine
sisters and brothers at Eisleben in what was then the county of Mansfeld.
The next morning he was baptized and named Martin after the saint of
that day. Coming from a Thuringian family of farmers, his father Hans
Luder, not being entitled to inherit, sought his luck in one of the most
advanced business opportunities: the coppermines ofMansfeld. During the
course of his life he was able to gain a well-respected economic and social
position through enormous hard work and thrift. We know only a very little
about his wife Margarethe, Luther’s mother. She came from a family named
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4 Albrecht Beutel

Lindemann, resident in Eisenach.As thewife of a venturesome entrepreneur
and as mother of her large family, she had to work hard throughout her
whole lifetime. Martin Luther was well aware of the fact that, as he put it,
the bitter sweat of his parents had made it possible for him to go to the
university.

Their parenting principles were strict, but not unusual for that time.
Luther does not seem to have come to any harm. In fact, he honored the
memory of his parents with love and respect. The devotional life at home
also followed common church practices. Luther lived most of his life away
from his parents’ home after he turned fourteen.

Between about 1490 and 1497 Luther attended the town school inMans-
feld. Thereafter his father sent him to Magdeburg, probably because one
of his friends also changed to the cathedral school there. Luther found ac-
commodation with the “Brethren of the Common Life,” a modern religious
movement emanating from the Netherlands. Only a year later he moved
to the parish school of St. George in Eisenach. Closeness to his mother’s
relatives may have played a role in this decision. Later Luther criticized the
rigidity in late medieval schools. At any rate he owed them his proficiency
in the Latin language, his familiarity with ancient Christian culture and his
love for poetry and music.

In spring 1501 Luther enrolled at the University of Erfurt. He stayed at a
hostel, whose life followed strict monastic rules. To the prerequisite studies
of liberal arts, whichweremandatory for any prospective theologian, lawyer,
ormedical doctor, Luther devoted himself passionately. And after four years,
in the shortest time possible, he graduated with excellence. When he was
awarded his master’s degree in spring 1505, he took second place out of
seventeen candidates.

Then Luther turned toward the study of law, as was his father’s desire.
After having visited his parents, Luther got caught in a summer thunder-
storm nearby Stotternheim on his way back home on July 2, 1505. A light-
ning bolt, which struck right beside him, scared him to death and caused
him to vow: “Help me, Saint Anna, I will become a monk!” That Luther en-
tered the monastery, but not before another fifteen days had passed, shows
that he did not act under the effect of mere emotions, but that he became a
monk only after careful self-examination. We will have to see his decision
against the background of a deep existential fear, whose resolution he tried
to force but whose dramatic expression it only became, since even in the
Erfurt convent of the AugustinianHermits, he was barred from the religious
peace for which he had longed.

Luther’s father was outraged by his son’s unexpected turn: All plans he
had made for his eldest son’s life and career seemed to be thwarted. This
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conflict would cast a shadow over the relationship between father and son
for many years to come and only in 1525 when Luther got married was it
finally resolved.

During his first year as a novice, Luther subjected himself to an intense
study of theBible.He also familiarizedhimselfwith the rules and regulations
of the monastic life. The strict way of living, which was predominant there,
did not pose any problems to him. But soon it became apparent that even the
most painstaking obedience to the three monastic vows Luther had taken at
his profession (obedience, poverty, chastity) did not lead to the inner peace
for which he had longed. An excessively pursued practice of confessing
did not help either. It only increased his religious distress. Thus it was no
coincidence that Luther got stuck in the high prayer during the first mass he
had to read as a newly ordained priest. The young man who all of a sudden
found himself facing God so closely was left speechless in his fear. Filled
with awe of the sacred he tried to run away from the liturgy but his teacher
admonished him to stay and finish mass.

In the figure of the pantocrator – the ruling and judgingChrist – Luther’s
fear of God became symbolically intensified. The anxieties andmelancholies
that haunted Luther throughout his entire life were fed from this image of
the Judge of the World, so real for him during his early years. Yet Luther
never lost himself to his religious anxieties. He rather felt spurred on to
study the Bible more intensely. Unlike the approach of the scholastic tradi-
tion, Luther would not read the Scriptures for intellectual purposes but for
existential meditation. Even later the professors at Wittenberg were always
quite impressed by their young colleague’s outstanding knowledge of the
Bible. The fact that Luther felt at home in this book more than in any other
became the characteristic trademark of his theology: No matter what he
read from the fathers and teachers of the church, he would always relate it
to the Bible and compare it with its original message.

In 1507, the same year he was ordained as a priest, Luther was selected
by his superior to study theology. In Erfurt the Augustinian Hermits had
established a general course of studies for their members. As a doctor of
theology the respective chair had to fill the professorship of theology at the
university as well. Through the works of Gabriel Biel, also von Ockham,
Duns Scotus, Petrus of Ailly and Thomas Aquinas, Luther was introduced
to Christian dogmatics. However, Augustine was the figure who became
of utmost importance to Luther. Having studied his works most diligently,
Luther preferred him over all other scholastics, turning himKing’s evidence
for his reformational renewal. In addition to these scholastics, he also came
in contact with the Aeropagitic (Dionysios, Gerson), the Roman (Bernhard
von Clairvaux) and the German mysticism (Tauler) as well as the German
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humanism (Reuchlin, Wimpfeling), though in a more limited, philology-
oriented manner.

At that time Johannes vonStaupitz served as vicar general of theGerman
monasteries of the Augustinian Hermits. Today there is still very little
known about his theology, which was highly influenced by Augustine. He
attached great importance to the study of the Bible in his monasteries. To
Luther he became an important supporter and father confessor, seeking to
alleviate Luther’s fear of punishment and eternal damnation by pointing
out that God only intends to punish the sinful nature in humans but seeks
to win the person of the sinner for himself. In a somewhat modifiedmanner
this distinction can also be found later in Luther’s writings. At one point
Luther tormented himself with an almost maniacal urge to confess, when
von Staupitz, a pastor of high standing, objected that he could not even
produce any real sins, but just hobbling stuff and puppet’s sins.

From fall 1508 to fall 1509 Luther was sent to the newly established
university in Wittenberg where the Augustinian Hermits from Erfurt were
in charge of one of the teaching positions. Due to a temporary vacancy
Luther had to fill in as a Master of Arts, reading about the Nicomachean
Ethics of Aristotle. After this interim in Wittenberg, Luther returned to the
monastery in Erfurt. From there he accompanied an older fellow friar on a
trip to Rome in winter 1510/11, where the latter was engaged by his order
to settle business with the curia. Only in the late summer of 1511 did Luther
move for good into the city which would make history through him and in
which he himself would make history.

As his very own creation Elector Frederick the Wise had established a
new university in Wittenberg in 1502, for which the imperial privilege had
been granted whereas papal confirmation of the university was not given
until 1507. Georg Spalatin, electoral court chaplain and tutor of the princes,
became the crucial intermediary between court and university. Though
Spalatin also cherished other theological ideas at first, Luther did not have
much trouble in winning him for his own opinions. The bond of friend-
ship that grew immediately between them turned out to be an essential
cornerstone of the Reformation, lasting through the storms of decades.

In Wittenberg the two convents of the mendicant orders were each
engaged with a professorship in theology. For the Augustinian hermits von
Staupitz was the one giving the lectures. However, he wished to free himself
from this responsibility and it was obvious he built Luther up into being his
successor right from the start. Under his spiritual guidance Luther graduated
through all levels of theology studies up to and including his doctorate –
and all that within the shortest time frame possible, as five years of study
were the minimum requirement.
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On October 18 and 19, 1512 Luther was solemnly awarded his doctor of
theology. The required fee of fifty guilders was paid by the elector himself.
With the doctorate came the right of independent academic work. Anyone
with a doctoral degree was entitled to voice his own opinion, which could
then be heard in theological disputes – of course this was only as long as it
resonated within the accepted teachings of the church. Even though at first
Luther was most reluctant to pursue the academic career intended for him,
it did not take him long to adjust and he would refer to his doctoral degree
without any reservationwhenever his authority as a teacherwas questioned,
be it toward the papal legate Cajetan, the elector Albert ofMainz, or the pope
himself.

With his promotion Luther entered into a stage of his life which was
characterized by extremely intense academic and spiritual work. Beside his
academic responsibilities, he already faced an enormous workload as sub-
prior and chairman of the general course of studies in Wittenberg, adding
even more duties when he became district vicar of his order in 1515.

a time of new departures (1512–21)

Luther’s series of early lectures – first on Psalms (1513/14), then on
the Letters to the Romans (1515/16), Galatians (1516/17) and Hebrews
(1517/18) – is an invaluable source of information for understanding Ref-
ormation theology. Those lectures document an exciting and far-reaching
process during whose course of discoveries Luther got out of the rut of con-
ventional theology more rigorously with each new insight: He interpreted
the passages not with a scholastic’s eye any more, but from the Bible’s per-
spective, not on the background of traditional interpretations by church
authorities, but within the framework of the whole biblical tradition. The
debate as to whether Luther experienced his Reformation breakthrough in
1514/15 or somewhat later, in 1518, which has not been settled as yet, loses
more andmore of its importancewhen Luther’s Reformation theology is not
looked at as a sudden event, which might even have occurred overnight, but
rather as a complex developmental process spreading out over several years,
furthering sudden insights on a continuous basis. Without a doubt the most
famous discovery of all is about God’s righteousness (Rom. 1:17) – which
is not based on demanding but on giving, not on the law but on the gospel.

Luther’s early lectures seemed tomake a fundamental reform of the the-
ological course of studies absolutely necessary. His criticism of Aristotelian
prerequisites for thinking grew steadily into a criticism of the entire scholas-
tic theology. The call for a new reform of the theological study coursewas the
inevitable consequence: away from Aristotelianism and the interpretation
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of the Lombard’s Sentences toward a study of the Bible and, with a proper
distance, the church fathers as well. Luther’s criticism found its preliminary
peak in his – partly harshly termed – disputation theses “Against Scholastic
Theology,”2 which were published in September 1517, only two months
before his famous Ninety-five Theses “On the Power of Indulgences” were
announced, triggering a snowball effect. Strangely enough, at this time ev-
erything appeared to remain largely calm on the outside.

Beside his academic work Luther had also assumed responsibility for
the parish of Wittenberg as a preacher. In their inseparable connectedness
these two, lectern and pulpit, formed together the decisive continuum of
Luther’s theological existence. No later than 1514 he must have already
filled in the preaching position at the town church of Wittenberg. Some of
his sermons Luther sent immediately to press. However, the majority of his
sermons – in the end somewhat over 2,000 – were handed down to us in
form of shorthand transcripts. As a preacher Luther preferred a homiletic
approach, which would closely follow the Bible passage. His interpretations
were crafted in a down-to-earthmannerwithout rhetorical pathos, but full of
experiences from real life and faith. Beside the interpretation of individual
passages from the Bible, Luther also liked to teach about central texts such
as the Ten Commandments or the Lord’s Prayer. Those catechistic series of
sermons formed the basis from which, later, the two catechisms grew.

The turning point in society, which Luther brought about not as an
act of daring but unintentionally, was kicked off by his criticism of the
widespread but not canonized practice of selling indulgences. By means
of indulgences the church offered an opportunity to compensate for one’s
unatoned sin and punishments through money. Pope Leo X had reissued a
plenary indulgence in 1515 for, among other territories, the church province
of Magdeburg, near toWittenberg. Many members of Luther’s parish made
eager use of this opportunity, lulling them into a false sense of religious
certainty. First of all, Luther voiced his pastoral concerns from the pulpit.
On October 31, 1517 he presented his critique of the indulgences in a con-
cerned letter to Margrave Albert of Brandenburg, who was at the same time
Archbishop of Mainz as well as of Magdeburg. His Ninety-five Theses “On
the Power of Indulgences”3 were also enclosed in this letter. In his writing he
called repentance a lifelong attitude expected of Christians. He expressed
his particular disapproval of the fact that humans were more frightened
of punishments set by the church than of sin whose forgiveness lies in
God’s power alone. Thus Luther’s criticism of the indulgences aimed at the
church’s instrumentalization of Christian repentance.

Whether Luther actually posted his Ninety-five Theses on the castle
church of Wittenberg remains uncertain – Melanchthon at least talks about
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that only decades later. However, it is beyond any doubt that his theses
spread throughout all Germany in no time and launched a meteoric devel-
opment after they had been released at the end of 1517 and explained in
German by Luther in March 1518.4 This marks the beginning of Luther’s
unprecedented writing activities. At the end of April 1518, when he visited
his order’s chapter in Heidelberg, he was already a famous man. With his
theses of the “Heidelberg Disputation,” in which he gave the theology of
the cross as promoted by him a distinct image, he won some of his most
important connections in southern Germany, among them Johannes Brenz,
Martin Bucer, and Erhard Schnepf.

In summer 1518 Rome opened a trial for heresy against Luther. The situ-
ation appeared to be hopeless: The ban of the church would most certainly
be followed by the ban of the empire. Luther asked his territorial ruler,
Elector Frederick the Wise, to lend him his support with the emperor’s
consent so that the whole cause could come to negotiations in Germany.
Frederick complied with his request, and because Rome had political rea-
sons to reach an agreement with Frederick, Luther was indeed examined
by a papal legate on German soil in October 1518, following the Diet of
Augsburg. The interrogations were led by the papal legate Cajetan, a highly
educated Dominican, who had the authority to readmit Luther to the com-
munity of the church if he would recant, but also to excommunicate him
if need be. Through it all Luther remained steadfast. Therefore Cajetan de-
manded that Luther be extradited toRome. That of coursewas flatly declined
by Frederick the Wise, who demanded instead that Luther be heard before
an unbiased court of scholars. Since Rome did not intend to bargain away
Frederick’s favor in view of the upcoming imperial election, no particular
measures were enforced in the causa Lutheri for the moment.

Yet the debate continued. In summer 1519 the theology professor
Johann Eck from Ingolstadt sought a confrontation with Luther. In the
“Leipzig Disputation” they first debated about indulgences, but soon moved
on to the question of papal authority. Provoked by Eck, Luther disputed
that the pope’s primacy was grounded in divine right and at the same time
he also disputed the infallibility of the church councils: Those might not
only err, but had certainly already erred, as with the Council of Constance
(1414–18), for example, in the case of the Bohemian Jan Hus. The Leipzig
Disputation helped clarify positions: From now on Duke George of Saxony
saw his enemy in Luther. On the other hand many humanists, such as
Erasmus of Rotterdam, sided with Luther or at least showed solidarity while
keeping their distance.

The breathing space which the year 1520 seemed to grant was used by
Luther to give his theology amore clearly defined image inwriting.With the
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four main reformational works of this year he showed that he did not only
aim at the criticism of a specific, ill-developed, practice of piety, but that he
was on his way to renew the whole church and theology based on the gospel.
He started out with the treatise Von den guten Werken (Of Good Works).5

This fundamental writing of Reformation ethics Luther clothed in the form
of an interpretation of the Ten Commandments. Faith alone, he stated at the
beginning, is able to fulfill the first commandment. However, when a person
in faith knows herself accepted by God without any contributing works of
her own, she will not need to speculate about attaining God’s salvation
through her own activities, but fueled by her confidence in God will feel
free to do good works as the most natural thing in the world. Following
this line to practice a life lived out of faith, Luther also interpreted all the
remaining nine commandments.

In his writing An den christlichen Adel deutscher Nation von des
christlichen Standes Besserung (To the Christian Nobility of the German
Nation Regarding the Improvement of the Christian Estate),6 Luther encour-
aged the target group to make active use of their right as secular authorities
to lend their active support to a reform of Christianity. And all the more,
Rome would take cover behind a threefold wall against all legitimate reform
efforts: First, through the unbiblical division of Christianity between priests
and lay people; second, through the claim that the pope holds the supreme
power of teaching; third, through the presumptuous pretension that the
pope alone was allowed to convene a council.

The “Nobility Treatise,” written in German, was selling like hot cakes.
Only a few days after its publication the 4,000 copies of the first printing
were sold out. The Latin writing Von der babylonischen Gefangenschaft der
Kirche (On the Babylonian Captivity of the Church),7 however, was geared
toward a theologically educated audience. In it Luther unfolded the base-
line for a biblical understanding of the sacraments, which on the one hand
sorted out confirmation, marriage, ordination and extreme unction, and
with some reservation also repentance, as unbiblical, and on the other hand
announced his fundamental opposition to the Roman Catholic understand-
ing of the Lord’s Supper. The explosive potential of Luther’s new teaching
on the sacraments can hardly be overestimated, not to mention its practical
implications which, for example, would render private masses pointless.
This in turn would also put many priests out of work and in general would
make the separation between clergy and lay people irrelevant. Luther cer-
tainly did not have an impious destruction of the church in mind, but rather
its basic Christian renewal. Yet Luther hit the vital nerve of current church
practices. Erasmus commented on this writing with the laconic remark that
the break with Rome could hardly be healed any more.



Luther’s life 11

The best-known writing of them all explored Von der Freiheit eines
Christenmenschen (On the Freedom of a Christian).8 Luther portrayed Chris-
tians in their relationship to God as free, in their relationship to the world,
however, as obliged to the service and compassion of their neighbor: Faith
would set humans free from the compulsion for self-justification and there-
fore would render them free to serve their neighbors. In short, humans
would be free out of faith in love.

The programmatic writings of the Reformation were hereby estab-
lished. In the same year the proceedings against Luther were taken up again.
As early as 1519 the two universities of Cologne as well as Löwen had al-
ready condemned Luther. On June 15, 1520 the bull threatening Luther with
excommunication was finally issued, and in October 1520 it was publicly
announced to have the force of law. Somehow Frederick the Wise was able
to negotiate that Luther was not to be arrested at once but would first be
interrogated at the Diet ofWorms. OnMarch 6, 1521 Luther was summoned
before the emperor with the promise of safe-conduct.

The journey to Worms turned into a triumphal procession. Wherever
Luther went, he was eagerly greeted with public interest and good will.
In Leipzig the magistrate welcomed him with an honorary cup of wine,
in Erfurt the rector of the university received him at the city wall with
great splendor as if a prince was to be honored. Here in Erfurt Luther also
preached in his order’s church, which was overfilled to the point of mortal
danger. When the creaking of the wooden gallery caused panic to spread,
with great presence of mind he was able to avert the danger: Please stand
still, he called into the crowd, nothing evil will happen, the devil just tried
to frighten us.

Finally, on April 18, 1521, his crucial appearance in Worms became
reality. In front of the emperor and the imperial estates Luther refused to
follow their demand of renunciation. He did not feel the slightest obligation
to the authority of the pope, he stated. Instead his conscience was bound to
Holy Scripture. Therefore he could not and would not recant as long as his
teachings could not be refuted through Scripture or clear reasoning. With
reference to his conscience as solely obliged to the word of God, Luther had
denied access to human faith to the two world powers, represented by the
emperor and the pope.

Though the effort was made to continue negotiations in Worms, they
did not produce successful results. On April 26, 1521 Luther set out on his
return trip. Shortly before, Frederick the Wise had informed Luther that
he would have him kidnapped on his way home so he could be brought
to safety. This is exactly what happened on May 4: To all appearances an
attack was launched and Luther was taken to his new refuge at theWartburg
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castle. Since Worms, Luther’s life was in danger: The Edict of Worms had
placed him under the imperial ban. Furthermore, all his books were to be
destroyed and a censorship of religious writings was to be introduced in all
territories of the empire.

Soon it became obvious that the orders of the Edict of Worms defied
enforcement in this form. Yet it should not be underestimated that as a legal
instrument they served their purpose in the imperial religious politics until
the Peace of Augsburg in 1555.

a time of creative prowess (1521–25)

Often enough Luther found his isolation difficult to bear while locked
up at the Wartburg castle. An immense work schedule was his way of going
about coping with it. He studied the Bible and beside numerous letters he
also wrote some of his most important works, such as the Wartburgspos-
tille (Church Postil)9 – a collection of exemplary sermons – and also an
interpretation of the Magnificat (Luke 1:46–56),10 a broadsheet against the
theologian Latomus von Löwen,11 and a fundamental treatise on monastic
vows,12 whose rejection of the binding force of the vows soon triggered far-
reaching practical consequences. The exodus from the monasteries began.

But above all Luther translated the New Testament from the Greek
original, a first since Wulfila, at the Wartburg castle within just eleven
weeks. Luther’s German translations of the Bible outshone all those before
him by far: in their linguistic beauty and power, but also in their spiritual
authority and theological precision. Luther’s New Testament was released
in September 1522 (Septembertestament) with 3,000 copies and a rather
high retail price, notwithstanding which it was out of print within a few
days. By December a revised edition (Dezembertestament) was published.
Between 1522 and 1533 Luther’s New Testament saw a total of eighty-five
editions. Soon after 1522 Luther set out to translate the Old Testament.
This endeavour, which engaged several collaborators, came to its fruition
with the first edition of a complete Luther Bible in 1534. It is said that
the print shop of Hans Lufft in Wittenberg sold about 100,000 copies of
the Biblia, das ist die gantze Heilige Schrift Deudsch (Biblia, That Is the
Entire Holy Scripture in German) over fifty years. The number of non-local
reprints or illegal copies, however, is beyond our knowledge. From 1531
Luther presided over a revision commission, whose goal it was to improve
the texts of the German Bible on a continuous basis and whose work can
still come alive for us through some extant commission protocols.

During the creative break Luther had been forced to take at theWartburg
castle, the call for restructuring the church system became more and more
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urgent. Now it all depended on shaping this critical potential, fed from all
those forces across Germany that aligned themselves with Luther’s protest,
into a positive and creative power that would be able to give this new faith,
which claimed to be the truly old and evangelical one, a visible and credible
expression of life. That Luther met this challenge without hesitating and
dedicated his entire life to it without sparing himself is what really shows
his greatness and at the same time has given the cause he represented its
lasting historic meaning.

In 1522 turmoil broke out in Wittenberg. Blind enthusiasm for reform
got out of hand. First Luther responded in written form only, with his
Treue[n] Vermahnung zu allen Christen, sich zu hüten vor Aufruhr und
Emporung (Earnest Exhortation to All Christians Against Insurrection and
Rebellion).13 When he realized that written encouragement would not help,
he came in person. At the beginning of March 1522 Luther preached for a
whole week every single day. Thus he was able to stop the radical icon-
oclasm, cooling down the very heated feelings. Non vi sed verbo – not
through violence, but through the word alone. This was the message of the
“Invocavit Sermons”14 he preached very eloquently. This was also the start
for the reorganization of the budding church of the Reformation.

Luther reformed the current form of worship service cautiously but
also with consequences. So that the congregation could play its active role
as set forth by the new evangelical approach, Luther initiated congregational
singing in the native language. As early as 1524 the first three evangelical
hymnbooks could be released, with a large portion of the new hymns con-
tributed by Luther himself.

Furthermore, the church assets had also to be reorganized. In Witten-
berg a satisfying solution was quickly found. After a temporary trial of the
so-called “begging ordinance,” the Gemeine Kasten (“common chest”) was
established in 1522. This new institution was responsible for the finances
of church and school and also for the social services to be granted in support
of poor local residents. The begging of foreigners was hereby prohibited.

The school system Luther regarded as an excellent object for reform
work. Over and over again he complained about the lack of interest in
schooling among citizens and themagistrates. In 1524 he therefore appealed
An die Ratsherren aller Städte deutschen Lands, daß sie christliche Schulen
aufrichten und halten sollen (To the Councillors of all Cities in Germany that
they Establish and Maintain Christian Schools).15 A solid knowledge of the
original languages of the Bible seemed to be indispensable for a preacher in
Luther’s opinion, and likewise the professional skills to access the whole of
the education currently available. This was the only way that an evangelical
preacher could fulfill his task satisfactorily, just as the opposite opinion,
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that of a fanciful and low regard for school and academic education, would
inevitably lead to a bargaining away of the cause of the church. The gospel,
Luther was certain, could not be deliberately trivialized. The educational
responsibility of the Lutheran Church as put forth by Luther became an
essential factor in the modern history of humanities.

Not only for the history of the Reformation, but also for Martin Luther
himself the year 1525 meant a deep caesura. It was marked by the Peasants’
War as well as the suspect role Luther played in it. As early as 1523 Luther
noticed that Thomas Müntzer, one of his followers during the first years,
began to drift further off from him: The rigoristic mysticism that Müntzer
began to spread, Luther regarded asmuch against the gospel as was its objec-
tive, to execute the punishment of the godless through violent-revolutionary
means. At the beginning of 1525 Müntzer became one of the protagonists
of the peasants’ movement in Thuringia.

The Peasants’ War turned into a trial of strength for Luther’s politi-
cal ethics. Luther regarded most of the peasants’ demands as legitimate.
However, he disliked the fact that the peasants did not voice their concerns
in a political and pragmatic manner, but rather justified their cause from
the Bible, thereby revoking the secular system of laws in the name of the
gospel. Luther asked for a clear distinction between law and religion. When
open rebellion broke loose in Thuringia, Luther became outraged about the
peasants: They had violated their obligation of allegiance and were guilty
of violation of the peace as well as blasphemy. At the same time Luther
admonished the princes to take up their duties as rulers, that is, to protect
the system of laws and to go into action against the rebellious peasants.

Of course, Luther could not hinder the rebellion. After all, we should
not overestimate the influence he exerted over the course of events. How-
ever, the consequences followed really hard upon him: The Roman Catholic
party sought to make him legally responsible for the uproar as its spiritual
father. Among Luther’s friends there was irritation due to his hard line.
The peasants were disappointed by him, and most of them remained embit-
tered. From now on Luther kept reminding the secular authorities of their
duties to be the chosen patrons of the Reformation. The Landesherrliche
Kirchenregiment (territorial church government), which grew out of this
development, would define the Protestant church governance in Germany
until 1918.

Beside the Peasants’ War the year 1525 also brought another caesura:
the break with Erasmus. Humanism and Reformation, Erasmus and Luther:
They were a pair of brothers, sometimes arguing but certainly cast in the
same mold. Not only in their criticism of ecclesiastical incrustations and
the traditional scholastic education system were they connected, but also in
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their philological dedication toward the original documents of the Western
world and in their deep respect for the ancient languages of the civilized
world.

At first Erasmus had been kindly disposed towards Luther’s appearance.
No later than 1521 he considered the break between Rome and Luther as
irreparable. At best he had preferred to keep silent. Yet because he was
increasingly suspected of being one of Luther’s secret followers and also
because he had felt hurt by some of Luther’s adverse remarks, he could
hardly avoid making a public statement. In September 1524 he began to
take a stand against Luther with his treatise On Free Will.16 The topic was
chosen cleverly: It hit the core of the argument over which Luther had
become involved with the church.

Erasmus opted for the path of the goldenmean: On the way to salvation,
many things would have to be ascribed to divine grace and others to human
will. Luther replied with his counter-writing On the Bondage of the Will17

in fall 1525. To the question whether the human will can be thought of
as being free, he also answered: half and half. Unlike Erasmus he drew a
line of categorical distinction: With respect to its relationship to God, the
human will is totally bound. On the other hand, with respect to its dealing
with worldly things, freedom of choice belongs to humans. If humans were
to ascribe freedom to themselves, then, stated Luther, God’s gift of faith
becomes a human effort. According to Luther, this was exactly the position
towardwhich Erasmuswas leaning. For Erasmus, human faith in Godwould
become a moral postulate.

Erasmus responded once more with a detailed defense statement.18

Luther did not react to it any more. The break between the two scholars
was complete by then. The relationship between the two movements they
represented did not suffer the same fate, fortunately for both.

a time of trials (1525–1546)

With respect to his personal life the year 1525 also meant an essential
caesura to Luther. He left monkhood and entered into marriage. From the
union with Katharina von Bora, a former nun, six children were born:
Hans (1526), Elizabeth (1527), Magdalena (1529), Martin (1531), Paul (1533)
and Margarethe (1534). Two of the girls died young: Elizabeth after eight
months, Magdalena – Luther’s beloved Lenchen – in her thirteenth year.

The burden of Luther’s household was immense. In addition to his own
children, he also took in children of both his deceased sister, and an aunt
of his wife. Some students found also accommodation in Luther’s house
as well as varying numbers of foreign guests; these alone could amount
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to twenty-five people. This large operation posed a continuous domestic
challenge. And that Luther on the one hand was a man of warm generosity
and on the other hand lacked a sense of finances did not make things
easier. That Luther’s wife not only managed the domestic matters but also
secured their economic survival through husbandry and agriculture, Luther
always appreciated with deep gratification. The relationship between the
two spouses was conducted in mutual respect and happy love. In contrast
to the law of his time, Luther appointed his wife as sole heir in his last will.

Luther’s professional duties took up most of his time. As a preacher, of-
ten also as a father confessor or pastor, he served the parish of Wittenberg,
unflustered in his faithful and reliable devotion despite many a dispute.
From 1535 Luther was appointed again permanent dean of the theology
faculty. Highlights of his academic work included the second lecture series
on Galatians (1531) and the great interpretation of the Book of Genesis
(1535–45), which took about ten years and was worked on with many an
interruption. The practice of disputations, which had come to a standstill
during the disturbances of the early 1520s, was revived in 1535. Luther had
been involved in a total of fourteen circular as well as thirteen doctoral
disputations. For the promotion of this literary style, by which the Refor-
mation had been sparked off so to speak, Luther spared neither trouble nor
care. Therefore nowhere else can greater examples of his outstanding writ-
ing and editing skills be found than in the series of disputation theses he
drew up. As for the subject matter, he would always aim at the heart of the
Reformation theology: The doctrine of justification, later also Christology,
the doctrine of Trinity, as well as anthropology, were his favorite topics.

Again and again Luther emphasized the importance of disputation ex-
ercises for theological teaching and church life. In his opinion they of-
fered prospective pastors and teachers an ideal opportunity to train their
rhetorical-dialectical skills and to prepare them for all those arguments they
would inevitably be confronted with owing to their profession. To Luther
theology was a science of conflict par excellence: Its subject was the dispute
about the truth of faith into which everybody had been baptized and into
which each and every studying Christian would certainly and constantly
become involved. In Luther’s opinion, theological reality would not find its
expression in unconditional neutrality but in a constantly raging debate:
Only in the defense of life-threatening evil would the truth of faith manifest
itself in concrete terms.

After the disaster of the Peasants’ War Luther made an appeal to the
elector to have visitations in the parishes carried out and to urge his villages
to regard the support of schools and churches as at least as important as
the maintenance of bridges and roads. Thus in 1527 the first visitation was
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conducted in Electoral Saxony. Luther contributed mainly in written form:
the “GermanMass,”19 a new liturgy for baptism andmarriage, a prayer book
for children, new editions of hymnals, a series of sermons and of course the
two Catechisms.20

Both Catechisms, the Large as well as the Small, were Luther’s way of
dealing with the depressing visitation results. In view of the alarming lack
of biblical and theological knowledge encountered in the pastors – not to
mention the congregations – Luther set out to tackle the challenge, whose
effort can hardly be overrated, of putting the essence of the Christian faith in
basic sentenceswithout trivializing or reducing it excessively. Fortunately he
could draw on some groundwork he had done earlier, in particular on three
series of sermons from 1528, in which he hadworked through the “Principal
Themes of Faith” one after the other: Decalogue, Confession, Lord’s Prayer,
Baptism, and Lord’s Supper. From that source the Large Catechism was
born: a handbook for pastors designed to provide them with the necessary
tools of the theological trade.

The Large Catechism was published in 1529 and the Small Catechism
in the same year. The Small Catechism is first of all nothing more than its
superbly phrased short form for domestic use. The one-page format made it
possible for the individual pages of the entire Catechism to be put up on the
wall as an educational aid for memorizing. With unsurpassed proficiency
Luther knew how to summarize the heart of the Christian faith in concrete
terms, always keeping his readership in mind so that its translation into the
lives of those who would read and memorize the Catechism came alive with
each sentence. “Your book says it all,” commented his wife Käthe. And this
is exactly how it was meant to be.

Beside the Luther Bible the Small Catechism in particular unfolded an
incredible sphere of activity throughout the history of Protestant piety, ex-
tending to the dawn of our present time. The scheme of having the question
“What is it?” constantly repeated was meant as an encouragement to render
account to each other for the mystery of faith on a daily basis.

At the Diet of Speyer in 1529 the evangelical imperial estates submit-
ted a formal protestation. An alliance of all “Protestants” came into sight
then, for which Luther assumed as inevitable an agreement on all questions
of teaching. The “Schwabach Articles”21 which he had co-authored with
Melanchthon were supposed to form the foundation. The teaching on the
Lord’s Supper led to an argument with the reformers from Zurich: Do we
celebrate only the memory of Christ – as Zwingli said; or even his bodily
presence – as Luther stated? In October 1529 the “Colloquy ofMarburg” was
set up to bring about the indispensable theological as well as political unity.
Yet no agreement could be reached. From now on each party would go their
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own way. The consequences caused by the separation between the reform-
ers of Wittenberg and Switzerland have reached right into the twenty-first
century.

The separation from the Roman Catholic Church also remained tor-
menting. For the Diet of Augsburg in 1530 the emperor had promised a
peaceful settlement of the religious issue. The “Augsburg Confession,” writ-
ten by Melanchthon since Luther was not allowed to leave his territory of
Electoral Saxony, offered a careful and cautious summary of the Lutheran
teachings. Unlike Melanchthon, Luther regarded the attempt to reconcile
with Rome in theological and ecclesiastical matters as utopian. Therefore
he aimed at a political settlement. The “Peace of Nuremberg” (1532) seemed
to offer that. However, appearances were deceptive: The political reality
only took root with the “Peace of Augsburg” in 1555. Though Luther did not
trust the pope’s plans for a church council, in his “Schmalkald Articles”22 he
did summarize the theological priorities of the Protestants, which ought not
to be given up in the discussion with Rome. They became his theological
will.

Luther’s workload, which rested on his shoulders over decades on end,
was enormous. Just a glance at his written legacy, collected in over one
hundred thick volumes of the complete criticalWeimar Edition – equivalent
to one thousand and eight hundred pages per year –, makes one stand in
wonder at so much creative power. Luther always worked on the verge of
exhaustion.

His life became overshadowed by more and more illness. An angina
pectoris ailed him over decades; a severe attack in 1527 had his family
fearing the worst. Among other chronic disorders were headaches as well
as a stubborn kidney disorder, which almost cost his life in 1537 while on
a trip to Schmalkald.

Luther devoted his last energy to the mediation of a fight over an in-
heritance which had divided the counts of Mansfeld. In the end they asked
Luther to help negotiate between the parties. At the end of 1545 Luther had
become involved with several letters and visits, but in vain.

Thus he set out for another trip to Eisleben in January 1546. This timehis
arbitration efforts attained their goal. On February 16, 1546 a first arbitra-
tion contract could be signed. The next day Luther was unable to participate
in the signing of the second contract due to acute bodily weakness. In the
night of February 18 he died. Both of the friends who were with him asked
the dying Luther if he would remain steadfast and intended to die in Christ
and the teaching he himself had preached. Luther replied with a clear and
audible: Ja (“Yes”). This was his last word.
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During the two following days Luther’s body remained laid out in
Eisleben. Thereafter hewas transferred toWittenbergwhere hewas taken to
the castle and university church with a solemn escort. At the funeral service
Bugenhagen as the town pastor preached in German and Melanchthon rep-
resenting the university spoke in Latin. Then Luther was interred next to the
pulpit. When the imperial troops entered Wittenberg a year later, Charles
V ordered his soldiers to leave the grave of his adversary untouched. Luther
had shaped his time in an extraordinary way. Now he had become history
himself.
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2 Luther’s Wittenberg
helmar junghans
Translated by Katharina Gustavs

Wittenberg is Luther’sWittenberg in three distinct ways: TheWittenberg of
the late Middle Ages provides the conditions for Luther’s work, the Witten-
berg of the Reformation era is shaped by Luther himself, and theWittenberg
of the post-Reformation period is formed by Luther’s followers.

wittenberg in the late middle ages

A fortress of Wittenberg is mentioned for the first time in 1180. It
belongs to the Ascanians, who call people from the Rhineland and the
Netherlands to settle there around 1159/60. Situated next to the fortress,
this settlement grows into a town, receiving its charter in 1293. The charter
also includes permission for fortifications. Soon a town wall is erected.

The townspeople continue to gain in strength and about 1280 they
begin the construction of a town church, the so-called St. Mary’s Church.
Well before 1300 theGothic choirwith its two aisles is completed. A keystone
in the nave shows Christ giving a blessing. In the middle of the fourteenth
century a mighty construction is begun on the west side, including two
towers. In 1439 the finished hall churchwith its nave and two aisles running
between the choir and the west end is consecrated. Thus the town church
takes on the shape it has maintained to the present day.

At the end of the fourteenth century a big sandstone relief depicting
Christ as judge of the world is erected in the cemetery next to the church.
It instills into the people of Wittenberg the typical late-medieval demand:
Prepare yourself for the final judgment through “good works” so that you
may lessen your punishment. Masses read inmemoriam of the deceased are
also regarded as highly effective. For this reason the town church is equipped
with side altars. About 1368 a chapel of Corpus Christi is founded, to be
located on the south side of the church. Due to the increasing number of
masses to be read by the hired priests, sermons are on the decline. In order
to correct this situation, the town council creates the office of a municipal
preacher (Prädikant), filled and paid for by the town council itself.

20



Luther’s Wittenberg 21

When in 1260 Duke Albert I (?1212–1261) divides his rule between his
two sons, the duchy of Saxony-Wittenberg is formed. As a result Witten-
berg becomes an electoral capital and in 1355 Duke Rudolf I (?1298–1356)
becomes its elector. From that time on until 1806 the Saxon electorate stays
connected with Wittenberg. After the death of Elector Albert III (?1419–
1422) in 1422, this branch of the Ascanians dies out and Emperor Sigis-
mund (b. 1368, ruled 1410–37) rewards the Wettin Frederick the Valiant
(b. 1370, ruled 1381–1428), Margrave of Meissen, with the Saxon elector-
ship. Therefore the entire territory of Wettin rule, covering Thuringia and
Saxony of today, is given the designation “Saxony” andWittenberg remains
closely related to the fate of the Wettins until 1815.

Wittenberg owes three of its ecclesiastical institutions to the Ascani-
ans. Duchess Helen (d. 1273) brings the first monks into town. In 1261 she
establishes a Franciscan monastery, at which the Ascanians of Wittenberg
are buried from 1273 to 1435. Duke Rudolf I builds a chapel on the grounds
of the fortress and at the same time establishes the All Saints’ chapter. Six
chaplains under the leadership of a provost provide themasses, in particular
memorial masses for the deceased members of the ruling dynasty. In 1346
the All Saints’ chapter is placed directly under papal jurisdiction, thereby
removing it from the jurisdiction of the Bishop of Brandenburg and putting
it basically upon the dependence of the duke. In 1400 the town church is
incorporated into the chapter of All Saints. Thus the core of a territorial
church government (landesherrliche Kirchenregiment) is formed, as is com-
mon practice during the late Middle Ages. Rudolf I is also determined to
make Wittenberg a centre of devotion. From France he brings an alleged
thorn from Christ’s crown, which is kept as a valuable relic in the castle
chapel. As early as 1342 indulgences can be acquired from here. In 1398
the All Saints’ chapter even acquires the portiuncula indulgence, which al-
lows the granting of complete remission to confessing believers in the castle
chapel on the eve and day of the festival of All Saints (November 1).

In 1485 the rule of theWettins is divided between the two brothers Ernst
(b. 1441, ruled 1464–86) and Albert of Leipzig (b. 1443, ruled 1464–1500).
The older brother, Ernst, receives the electoral title and Wittenberg, includ-
ing its surrounding district, whereas Albert receives the castles of Meissen,
and Leipzig including its university. When Frederick III, also called the
Wise, succeeds his father in his office in 1486, he decides to make Witten-
berg his electoral capital. It had been rather neglected since 1423. First of all
he has the Ascanian castle torn down and a magnificent Renaissance cas-
tle constructed. The construction of the castle church begins with its north
wing in 1496/97. On January 17, 1503 it is consecrated by the cardinal-legate
Raimund Peraudi (1435–1505). Thereby independence from the Bishop of
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Brandenburg is once more emphasized. The vault continues to be worked
on until 1505. Up to 1509 the castle church is generously furbished. In ad-
dition to the main altar by Lucas Cranach the Elder (1472–1553), nineteen
side altars are built, many of which feature very valuable paintings. Four
of them are by Albrecht Dürer (1471–1528). Liturgical books, vestments,
and vessels are also lavishly decorated: The “Wittenberger Heiltumsbuch”
of 1509 describes, and illustrates with woodcuts, more than 116 vessels con-
taining 5,005 relics. This collection of relics is dear to Frederick the Wise,
who keeps collecting until 1520 – a total of 19,013 holy objects. However,
he also wishes to fill this precious church with church life. Therefore, in
1506 he establishes a cult of St. Mary and a cult of St. Anna. In 1519 the
last such foundation is announced. At that time 1,138 masses are sung and
7,856 masses are read, year in, year out. In addition the hourly prayers
are also celebrated every day. In one year alone 40,932 candles are put up
and 6,600 weights of wax are burnt. In 1520 the records of the All Saints’
chapter show that from the provost, the canons, vicars, and chaplains down
to the choirboys eighty-one people receive an income from this founda-
tion. Frederick the Wise is successful in establishing an outstanding center
of late medieval devotion in Wittenberg at the beginning of the sixteenth
century.

Elector Frederick also has a great interest in education and in having
his own university. Since Leipzig is not part of his territory he decides
to establish a new university, for which he chooses Wittenberg. For the
preparation of its foundation he engages two men who are open-minded to-
ward the humanist movement: the LeipzigMedical ProfessorMartin Pollich
from Mellerstadt (d. 1513) and Johann von Staupitz (c. 1465–1524). On
October 18, 1502 the Leucorea opens its doors. The university hires hu-
manists who also start to teach, but never stay for too long. The humanist
Nikolaus Marschalk (c. 1470–1525), for example, is among them. He had
reprinted writings of mostly Italian humanists at his own print shop in
Erfurt. Among his prints is an introduction to the study of the Hebrew
language based on the teaching principle: If you wish to understand Holy
Scripture, you have to know Hebrew. Nikolaus Marschalk brings his print
shop along with him to Wittenberg. It will stay there when he leaves. The
humanists’ teachings appeal to quite a few, but are not indispensable to a
professional career in the late Middle Ages.

By 1502 Augustinian Hermits have also come to Wittenberg, founding
a monastery in the grounds of the hospital of the Holy Spirit whose chapel
they use as their church. The establishment of a course in monastic studies
leads to a close connection between the monastic order and the Leucorea.
In 1504 the construction of the monastic complex starts off with the south
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wing next to the town gate in the east. In 1507/08 it is already transformed
into an assembly house with lecture halls. In order to secure the financing of
the Leucorea, the elector reminds all those of their dutieswho have benefited
from his foundations: From 1507 not seven but twelve members of the All
Saints’ chapter have to follow teaching responsibilities at the university.
The Franciscans are obligated to provide for a professor in theology, who
lectures on the teachings of John Duns Scotus (c. 1265–1308), a member
of their order. The Augustinian Hermits are responsible for providing for
a professorship in moral philosophy and biblical exegesis (in biblia). Von
Staupitz fills the latter position.

In 1505 the court painter Lucas Cranach, following his appointment by
Frederick theWise,moves toWittenberg. The establishment of his extensive
and productive workshop ensures that Wittenberg also becomes a center of
the fine arts.

In 1512 Frederick the Wise founds a castle and university library.
Georg Spalatin (1484–1545), a follower of Marschalk, is entrusted with its
care. Spalatin acquires printed works mainly written by humanist authors
and editions of church fathers, clearly pursuing the interests of a biblical
humanist.

wittenberg during luther ’ s work

In October 1508 themonkMagisterMartin Luther comes toWittenberg
for the first time in order to fill in the position of moral philosophy at the
Leucorea, which had been assigned to the Augustinian Hermits. He enters
a town with about two thousand inhabitants. Even though this town calls
two impressive structures – the town church and the newly built castle – its
own, it must have appeared to be rather unassuming to someone coming
from Erfurt, a town that will number 16,117 inhabitants in 1511. Later in
life Luther will sometimes disparage Wittenberg as a place located on the
periphery of city culture. At the same time, he also tries to emphasize the
miraculous side of it, that God brought the gospel to light again in such an
insignificant place. To form an objective opinion on the size of Wittenberg,
we should consider that more than 90 percent of all German towns have
less than 2,000 inhabitants at that time and that Wittenberg is an up-and-
coming town. In 1509 Luther is called back to Erfurt where he has to teach
lectures on Peter Lombard’s (1095/1100–1160) Sentences.

When Luther is finally transferred back to Wittenberg in 1511, his
education is drawing close to its completion. He is familiar with scholas-
tic philosophy in the Ockhamistic tradition and scholastic theology in the
tradition of the late scholastic Gabriel Biel (1410–1495). Among the many
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books he brings along to Wittenberg, there is also one that has initiated
a new school of thought: the handbook “De rudimentis hebraicis” by
Johannes Reuchlin (1455–1522). It shows Luther’s connection to the bib-
lical humanist movement, which was also active in Erfurt. This movement
focuses on language studies in philology and rhetoric. It demands a turning
away from scholasticism and instead a turning toward the Bible and the
church fathers as its authentic interpreters as well as toward philological
exegesis that goes back to the original languages of the Bible.

Johann von Staupitz has been vicar general of the German observant
Augustinian Hermits since 1503 and also dean of the Theology faculty of
the Wittenberg university. As a consequence he is unable to fill in his Bible
professorship properly. Therefore he persuades a most reluctant Luther,
under a pear tree in the monastic court ofWittenberg, to become his succes-
sor. OnOctober 19, 1512 Luther is awarded the doctorate in theology (Doctor
theologiae) in the castle church, which also serves as university church, and
is received into the academic staff of the theology faculty. By the winter
semester 1513/14 Luther begins with his interpretation of biblical books, a
practice he continues until November 17, 1545. For a study, Luther is given
a room with a fireplace in a tower at the southwest corner of the monastery.
Between 1515 and 1523 he interprets the Book of Psalms. As expected, he
begins with late medieval exegesis. But he also consults books by biblical
humanists and applies their philological principles. Sometimes he refers
back to Hebrew words in the Psalms and offers – often with a polemic un-
dertone – the difference between the scholastic and biblical meanings of
the words. He finally comes to the conclusion that Holy Scripture can only
be understood if scholastic terminology is cast off.

The interpretation of the Psalms is not only an academic assignment for
Luther. At the same time he also searches for answers to his own personal
experiences with faith. Luther’s status as a monk, as well as his theology,
motivates him to use strict asceticism, repentance, and prayers to fulfill the
righteousness demanded by God to such an extent that he can be certain of
God’s merciful judgment. However, he suffers from the fact that he cannot
feel such certainty.

So Luther researches the originalmeaning of “God’s righteousness” as he
has done withmany other biblical terms before. In light of Romans 1:16–17,
Luther is overwhelmed by the knowledge that God does not demand such
justice fromhim, but that God himself justifies believers through faith alone.
Luther experiences this insight as a liberation from his anxieties, which in
turn opens up a whole new world of the gospel, Holy Scripture, even all
theology and devotion. Named after the place of the event, this discovery of
the gospel message is referred to as the “tower experience.” While Luther
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left no clear notes aboutwhen this happened, there is every reason to believe
that this event occurred during his first lecture series on Psalms.

Luther meets with little resistance at this young university, which is
open toward humanist thinking and which does not have more experi-
enced theologians, who might have already made their mark. His fellow
friar Johannes Lang (c. 1487–1548), who had been transferred with him to
Wittenberg, reads moral philosophy. Since he is also an expert in Greek,
he sets off the church fathers against the scholastics in his publications.
On September 25, 1516 Bartholomeus Bernhardi (d. 1551) defends his the-
ses, whose fundamental arguments he gained from Luther’s lecture series
on the Book of Romans during 1515/16. Like Luther, he contradicts Biel’s
assumption that humans could fulfill God’s commandments out of their
own natural powers, drawing most of his arguments from the anti-Pelagian
writings of Augustine (354–430). The professor of theology, Nikolaus von
Amsdorf (1483–1565), who supports the teachings of John Duns Scotus, is
won over to Luther’s side as a result of this disputation. Andreas Bodenstein
von Karlstadt (1486–1541), known as a supporter of the theology of Thomas
Aquinas (1224–1274) and Scotus, opposes those theses. He, however, agrees
to study Augustine and on April 26, 1517 presents his own version of 152
theses, which lead him to side with Luther. Under Luther’s influence a new
awareness is developing in the theology faculty at the Leucorea,which favors
a biblical theology in accordance with the church fathers over scholasticism.
This is in line with the biblical humanist school of thought. The monastic
course of study offered through the Augustinian hermits in Wittenberg en-
sures that those monks returning to their homemonasteries begin to spread
word of this new theology at an early date.

By 1514, Luther becomes municipal preacher (Prädikant) of the town
of Wittenberg. It is his obligation to preach at the town church on Sundays
and holidays. Later he will also fill in on weekdays in the absence of the
pastor, thereby interpreting entire biblical books consecutively. As a result
of his preaching activity, the parishioners of Wittenberg and also those
students who do not hear his lectures are updated on the latest insights in
Reformation thinking.

Luther’s theology reaches a dimension of church policy as he invites
the academic world for a disputation on the power of indulgences with his
Ninety-five Theses. When faith in God’s promises as revealed in the gospel
justifies, hope in purchased letters of indulgence must necessarily lead peo-
ple astray and consequently cause the loss of salvation. Luther the pastoral
care professional and theologian cannot keep silent about this. Johann
Tetzel’s (c. 1465–1519) most blatant way of selling plenary indulgence
prompts Luther to take a closer look at the subject. The Saxon princes do
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not allow Tetzel to enter their territories, to prevent money from flowing to
Rome. But because some people fromWittenberg buy letters of indulgence
in Jüterbog (thirty-five kilometers away), belonging to the archdiocese of
Magdeburg, this topic remains relevant in Wittenberg.

On October 31, 1517 Luther sends his Ninety-five Theses to Albert of
Brandenburg, Archbishop of Magdeburg and Mainz (b. 1490, elected 1513,
served 1514–45), who is responsible for this particular sale of indulgences.
At the Reformation anniversary of 1967 the question was raised as to
whether these theses had ever been made public in Wittenberg. Since it
was common practice at the university of Wittenberg to post disputation
theses on the door of the north side of the castle church, we have reason to
assume that Luther’s theses were also posted there – coincidentally on the
same day on which the collection of relics was opened to benefit the acqui-
sition of the portiuncula indulgence. With theses 42 and 44, propounding
that it is more important to do works of mercy than buy letters of indul-
gence, Luther hits the nerve of an avaricious papacy, which launches a trial
against him. Because of this, Wittenberg attracts the public’s attention.

At the fringe of the Diet of Augsburg in October 1518, Cardinal Cajetan
(1469–1534) tries in vain to persuade Luther to recant. In response to
Cajetan’s demand, Luther appeals to the pope for a general, all-Christian
council in the presence of competent witnesses at the chapel of Corpus
Christi on November 28, 1518. Thus he tries to take his trial out of the
pope’s hands and have it handed over to a church council. This Wittenberg
appeal for a church council keeps beingmade during thewhole Reformation
period. Finally, between 1545 and 1563 the Council of Trent is summoned.
However, it is not a general and all-Christian council at all but an exclusively
Roman Catholic one.

In September 1516 Georg Spalatin becomes secretary to Frederick the
Wise, who in September 1517 also entrusts himwith the responsibilities for
church and university affairs. Through Spalatin’s new position Luther gains
an ideal connection to the elector. Andwhen the elector appoints Spalatin in
fall 1517 to implement a university reform, Spalatin and Luther collaborate
to carry it out. Though scholastic subjects are not removed immediately, as
was Luther’s desire, a whole series of new teaching positions concerning
humanist subjects is established. The professorships includeHebrew, Greek,
and Latin as well as rhetoric based on the “Institutio oratoria” by Marcus
Fabianus Quintillianus (c. 30–c. 96).

The new chair for Greek is taken by Philip Melanchthon (1497–1560),
who outlines a reform program in his inaugural speech on August 28,
1518, which finds Luther’s full support. He becomes not only a follower of
Luther, but his co-reformer and friend. As far as professors of Hebrew are
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concerned, the University of Wittenberg has bad luck until Mathias Auro-
gallus (1490–1543) can be won. He is an outstanding specialist in Hebrew,
possesses exceptional teaching skills, puts his knowledge into the service
of the interpretation of Holy Scripture, and makes useful contributions to
Luther’s translation of the Bible. All these new professors dedicate their
careers to the distribution of the Reformation message. The university
reform of 1518 is only the beginning of many more reforms, which are
later carried out by Melanchthon in co-operation with Luther. Through the
university reform of 1518, however, a whole new movement is initiated,
which serves other educational institutions as an example. The University
ofWittenberg owes its success mainly to Luther’s theology based on biblical
humanist methods. While prior to his time humanist studies were irrele-
vant for examinations, they now become a necessary prerequisite for the
study of theology. In Wittenberg the professors from the two faculties of
theology as well as that of the arts collaborate in such a way that a very
fruitful educational reform can be instituted.

Students flock toWittenberg, andWittenberg is soon themost attended
university in all Germany. Since there is not enough accommodation avail-
able, a building boom sets in. Between 1519 and 1535 a new town hall is
built at the market square. There is an ever-increasing demand for food; tai-
lors and shoemakers have plenty of work. Since 1519 the frenzied demand
for Luther’s writings attracts more and more printers to Wittenberg so that
at one point some thirty print shops are in operation at the same time, mak-
ing Wittenberg the most important place of printing in Germany. Lucas
Cranach sees to it that many printings are decorated with elaborate title-
borders or illustrated with remarkable woodcuts. Precious book covers are
created. Through Luther’s work Wittenberg enjoys an export trade. Those
printings – especially the printings of the Luther Bible – spread Luther’s
usage of the German language, thereby exerting a great influence on the
development of a German literary language.

During the late Middle Ages begging becomes a plague. Town govern-
ments try to contain the number of people allowed to beg through by-laws.
However, they cannot prohibit begging entirely because almsgiving belongs
to the good works by whose means a Christian believer is supposedly able
to shorten his stay in purgatory. This motivation is cancelled through the
Reformation message, which teaches that Christians are justified out of
grace alone. The care of the poor needs to be put on different grounds. The
“common chest” is established, in which all income from parish and church
fiefs as well as foundations and collections flows together and from which
the church, the school and a doctor for the poor are financed and people in
need supported.
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On June 15, 1520 Pope Leo X (b. 1475, reigned 1513–21) issues the
bull “Exurge Domine” threatening excommunication against Luther. When
the nuncio Johann Eck (1486–1543) demands the University of Wittenberg
enforce this bull, the responsible authorities stand so steadfastly by Luther
that they refuse to do so. As a consequence Eck addsKarlstadt,Melanchthon,
and the electoral marshal Hans von Dolzig (d. 1551) to the list of those to
whom the bull shall also be applied. Luther does not think of recanting.
The morning of December 10, 1520 he prefers to burn a copy of the canon
law and the bull threatening his excommunication to great applause by the
members of the university in front of the Elstergate next to the Holy Cross
hospital – the hospital reserved for infectious diseases. In the afternoon
students get pleasure from deriding the bull and burning scholastic books.
Thus Luther has publicly broken with the papacy.

After Luther refuses to renounce his writings at the Diet of Worms in
April 1521, he is kept in hiding at the Wartburg castle from May 5. On
May 26 the imperial ban follows, which calls upon all estates of the empire
to take Luther captive after his safe-conduct expires and to do the same with
all his followers. Any form of dissemination of Luther’s writings is listed in
great detail and put under punishment. Thus Frederick the Wise is obliged
to silence the teaching of the Reformation in Wittenberg and to stop the
printing of Luther’s writings. But nothing of this nature happens. Luther’s
friends at Wittenberg show no inclination toward silence themselves.

On the occasion of disputations on June 20 and July 19, 1521 Karlstadt
attacks the marital ban for priests and monks, the refusal to give the cup
to the laity, and the reading of private masses, which were usually read
as memorial masses for the alleged benefit of the deceased without any
participation of a congregation. On August 1 Luther sends Melanchthon an
encouraging letter, in which he gives his friends his general approval to put
his teachings into practice.

At a Lord’s Supper on September 29, 1521 Melanchthon, along with
some of his students, not only receives the bread, but – in contrast to the
current canon law – is also given the cup. Luther’s fellow friar Gabriel
Zwilling (1487–1558) abandons themass at themonastic chapel, celebrating
the Lord’s Supper in both kinds. On November 12 thirteen Augustinian
hermits leave the monastery for good. At the beginning of December Luther
turns up in the disguise of Knight George to see for himself how things are
going and to promote the printing of hiswritings. He thenwrites to Spalatin:
“I am very pleased with everything I see and hear.” Karlstadt celebrates a
different style of worship service in the castle church as well as in the town
church at Christmas 1521. He makes no use of liturgical robes, leaves some
parts of the mass out – especially those that interpret the Lord’s Supper as
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sacrifice – reads the words of institution, so far only silently uttered, out
loud in German, and offers the cup also to the lay people.

On January 6, 1522 the assembled chapter of the German observant
Augustinian Hermits makes a decision based on Luther’s recommendation
that it is up to each member of the order whether they wish to leave the
monastery or stay. This decision inWittenberg sets a signal for other monks
and nuns in many other orders. On January 10 Zwilling cleans out the
Chapel of the Holy Spirit by burning the altars, crucifixes, saints’ pictures
and statues in the monastic court.

Beside these spontaneous actions, which also included some tumul-
tuous events when, for example, armed townspeople and students stopped
a priest reading a privatemass in the town church, on December 3, Karlstadt
pursues the goal of giving the church a new order. He is successful in having
members of the university ask Frederick the Wise on October 20, 1521 to
prohibit the abuse of the mass. The elector refuses. On January 24, 1522 the
town council of Wittenberg decides with no consideration for Frederick the
Wise on a new parish order, which among other things stipulates a Protes-
tant worship service and the removal of paintings and side altars so that
only three altars without paintings remain. Since the council hesitates to
have the paintings removed, iconoclasts storm the town church, destroying
part of the furnishings. The new movement seems to get out of hand in
Wittenberg.

Luther returns from the Wartburg castle and begins to preach for a
whole week on March 9, the Sunday of Invocavit, 1522. In these “Eight
Sermons atWittenberg” he approves of the changes having taken place, but
at the same time he criticizes their being performed with no consideration
for the weak in faith but through the power of by-laws. Luther has great
confidence in the impact of the preached Word, through which the Holy
Spirit changes its listeners so that they will voluntarily and gladly do God’s
will and lead an evangelical lifestyle. As a consequence the receiving of
the cup is possible then but not mandatory. Pictures of saints are not to
be destroyed, but rather the unfounded confidence in them – this through
the sermon. Luther hereby initiates a movement that leads eventually to the
abandonment of the veneration of saintswithout destroyingmedievalworks
of art. The elaborate furnishings of the castle church remain untouched.
Luther likes to use the altar as the table for the Lord’s Supper. However,
as soon as he realizes that there is still a strong desire to decorate the altar
with a retable, he suggests a depiction of the Lord’s Supper. When Lucas
Cranach the Elder and his son – probably in 1539 – begin to decorate the
main altar of the town churchwith depictions of the Lord’s Supper, baptism,
confession, and preaching, they do so in accordance with Luther’s wishes.
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The same holds true for depictions of stories from the Bible illustrating the
epitaphs put up in the town church during the sixteenth century.

Luther not only attracts students. Justus Jonas (1493–1555) is awarded
his juridical licentiate in Erfurt in 1518 and studies Greek with Johannes
Lang, developing in the biblical humanist tradition. In 1512 he ostenta-
tiously accompanies Luther on his way to the Diet in Worms. Thereafter he
becomes provost of the All Saints’ chapter inWittenberg and is received into
the theology faculty as amember inOctober 1521. He enjoys a close relation-
ship with Luther and promotes the distribution of Luther’s Latin writings
through translating them effectively according to sense rather than literal
meaning. In 1541 Jonas goes to Halle near the Saale river to introduce the
Reformation there.

Johannes Bugenhagen (1485–1558) forms connections with biblical hu-
manists. In 1517 he is awarded the newly established lectorate in bibli-
cal exegesis at the Premonstratensian Abbey at Belbuck, near Treptow in
Pomerania. Luther’s writings prompt him to go to study at Wittenberg in
spring 1521, where he quickly makes friends withMelanchthon. During the
summer semester Luther has continued his second series of lectures on the
Psalms. When Luther does not return fromWorms, Bugenhagen interprets
the Psalms, first privately and then publicly. In 1523 the position of the town
pastor becomes available. The majority of the canons of the responsible All
Saints’ chapter is not Reformation-minded and hesitates to fill the position.

Luther grants the congregation the right to choose their own pastor.
Together with the town council, Luther is successful in having Bugenhagen
appointed. In co-operation with Luther, Bugenhagen implements a new ed-
ucational system in Wittenberg in fall 1523. He continues to give lectures
in exegesis, finally being received as a member into the theology faculty in
1533. He becomes Luther’s father confessor and turns out to be an invalu-
able advocate of the Reformation in the territories and towns of Northern
Germany as well as in Denmark and Norway.

Luther, Jonas, Bugenhagen, and Melanchthon are the reformers of the
core group in Wittenberg, who develop Protestant theology through their
fruitful collaborations and shape the Protestant church order through their
participation in church and school visitations.

Although in 1522 Luther demands emphatically that consideration
should be shown for theweak, it is not his intention to tolerate something he
is convinced is not in accordwith the gospel. In 1522 he preaches against the
celebration of All Saints’ Day, which accordingly is not observed in 1524. In
the process of teaching the essence of an evangelical worship service, he also
introduces new changes. From January 1523 onward, all lay people are of-
fered the cup. The reading of the daily mass ceases and new church services,
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in which the interpretation of biblical books is the main focus, take their
place, starting on March 23, 1523. At the end of 1523 Luther displays his
continuing reworking of the still Latin liturgy in his writing, the “Formula
missae et communionis pro ecclesia Wittenbergensi.” In 1525 he writes on
a German mass. In a team effort, Luther and Johann Walter (1496–1570),
the later cantor of Torgau, match the German words very carefully with the
accompanying melodies of the liturgy. After its first test run in the parish
of Wittenberg, “The German Mass and Order of Service,” in which Luther
outlines general considerations concerning the style of worship services, is
published at the beginning of 1526. Within the next three years, a liturgy
evolves inWittenberg whose influence can still be seen in Protestant church
services today. Even some of those who introduced a liturgy reform at the
Vatican Council II took note of it.

While the parishioners of Wittenberg follow Luther readily, sometimes
even urging him into action, the members of the All Saints’ chapter fail to
get involved. Due to Luther’s insistence, the collection of relics is downsized
and displayed for the last time in 1523. At the beginning of Advent 1524
Luther mobilizes princes, the mayor, the council, and the judges against
the reading of private masses in the castle church. Finally the university
and the town council urge the canons to abandon those masses, which
they do at Christmas 1524. After the death of Frederick the Wise on May
5, 1525 his brother John the Constant (b. 1468, ruled 1525–32) dissolves
the All Saints’ chapter in October 1525. The collection of relics, gems, and
liturgical vestments is secretly taken to Torgau.While the court tailor makes
use of the precious fabrics, the goldsmith takes the vessels apart to extract
the gold, silver, gems, and pearls. By 1530 the valuable collection of relics
is dissolved. Luther is given a drinking glass from it, which was said to be
part of the treasures of the landgravess Elisabeth of Thuringia (1207–1231)
and which opened the collection of relics in 1509.

Wittenberg becomes a refuge for persecuted Protestant preachers and
all those who leave their monasteries. On April 10, 1523 nine nuns ar-
rive who escaped from the Cistercian cloister of Nimbschen near Grimma,
among them Katharina von Bora (1499–1552). Families in Wittenberg take
in the nuns. Since the Augustinian hermits left theirWittenberg monastery,
Luther and the prior Eberhard Brisger (d. 1535) are the only ones left in fall
1523. Escaped preachers and monks find refuge here until they can take
over a new task.

Luther marries Katharina von Bora on June 13, 1525 and this fills the
monastery with new life. The birthdays of their children are: Johannes
on June 7, 1526 (d. 1575); Elizabeth on December 10, 1527 (d. 1528);
Magdalena onMay 4, 1529 (d. 1542); Martin on November 9, 1531 (d. 1563);
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Paul on January 28, 1533 (d. 1593); and Margarethe on December 17, 1534
(d. 1570). In 1529 six children of Luther’s deceased sister join the family
circle and some more from another sister. Students, who are supervised by
masters of arts, find accommodation here. Refugees are always taken in.
Furthermore, there are also guests who seek Luther’s advice. Katharina is
a competent hostess, capable of managing such a huge household. Luther
acquires properties suitable for agricultural use so that they can become
self-sufficient for the main part. From 1525 Luther receives a professor’s
salary from the Leucorea. In addition he is also given donations in the form
of clothing, food, cups, and money. The donors honor Luther’s hospitality
in serving the cause of the Reformation. On February 4, 1532 Elector John
transfers the title of the former monastery of the Augustinian Hermits to
Luther. Thereafter, mainly between 1535 and 1540, he arranges for build-
ing activities. The late Gothic Katharine portal is installed and the so-called
Luther study is built.

Not far from the university, Melanchthon acquires a piece of property
with a modest “cabin” in 1520. With the support of Elector John Frederick
(b. 1503, ruled 1532–47, d. 1554) and the city ofWittenberg, the co-reformer
can tear down this cabin, expand the property and build a beautiful Renais-
sance house in 1536. Bugenhagen lives in a spacious parish house, which is
named after him.

After the city of Wittenberg prohibits begging on January 24, 1522,
the Franciscans leave their monastery. In 1524 Melchior Lotter the Younger
(d. c. 1528) establishes his printing office there. In 1527 the former mon-
astery is turned into a poorhouse. In 1537 the monastic church is rebuilt to
serve for grain storage.

When Luther is interred in the castle church on February 22, 1546, all
themedieval institutions have changed their function as a result of his theol-
ogy. The town church with its private masses has been turned into a church
where the Lord’s Supper is offered in both kinds and a Protestant sermon
is delivered. The Franciscan monastery has become a poorhouse and grain
storage, the monastery of the Augustinian Hermits has become Luther’s
home. The scholastic Leucorea is transformed into a centre of Protestant
theology and humanist education. The castle church is no longer a famous
place of pilgrimage, the numerous private masses and hourly prayers are
silenced. It is a Protestant university church now, which enjoys a high rep-
utation because Luther’s Ninety-five Theses were posted on its door and
because the Reformation prince Frederick the Wise found his last resting
place here in 1525, as did John the Constant in 1532. Luther’s own burial
here in 1546 will be followed by that of Melanchthon in 1560.
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wittenberg after luther ’ s death

On May 19, 1547 Wittenberg has to surrender to Emperor Charles V
(b. 1500, ruled 1519–56, d. 1558), who defeated the army of the Smalkald
League.Wittenberg, including its electoral district and title, is given to Duke
Moritz of Saxony (b. 1521, ruled 1541–53). Since 1539 the Duke had owned
a Protestant university in Leipzig, which is why he could close the Leucorea.
However, since the Protestants regard him as a traitor because of his support
for the emperor, he must try to win their recognition. Therefore he assures
Melanchthon that he will leave the University of Wittenberg untouched so
that he can return. Melanchthon’s reputation is held in such great esteem
that professors and students flock to Wittenberg, quickly turning the
Leucorea into the most attended German university again. Though the Uni-
versity of Wittenberg becomes entangled in the crypto-Calvinist controver-
sies in 1574 and receives professors with inclinations towards the Reformed
community through Elector Christian I (b. 1560, ruled 1586–91), it remains
mainly a stronghold of Luther’s theology. Between 1650 and 1686 Abraham
Calov (1612–1686), an outstanding proponent of Lutheran ultra-orthodoxy,
also known as the “Lutheran Pope,” teaches here. Yet Wittenberg is not only
Luther’s town because of its university but increasingly also because of a
Lutheran memorial culture finding its center here.

In 1565 Elector August of Saxony (b. 1526, ruled 1553–86) acquires the
formerAugustinianmonastery from the Luther family and rebuilds it so that
the university gains new lecture halls and the students find accommodation
there. Between 1580 and 1582he adds awing on thewest side of the property
followed by another one on the north side. He intends to accommodate 150
scholarship holders. It is through those buildings that a “monastic court,”
as we know it today, is created.

In 1617 the University of Wittenberg proposes to celebrate the centen-
nial anniversary of the Reformation. Elector John George I (b. 1585, ruled
1611–56) has the anniversary observed throughout his entire electoral terri-
tory and also invites other Protestant princes to do the same. In Wittenberg
many guests join in the festivities between October 31 and November 2,
1617. In 1630 the centennial anniversary of the “Augsburg Confession”
is celebrated, in 1646 Luther’s day of death, and in 1655 the “Peace of
Augsburg.”

During the Seven Years’ War the firing of the imperial troops forces
the Prussian occupying army to surrender on October 13, 1760. During the
course of the battle the northern half of the town is burnt to the ground.
The former Franciscan monastery is destroyed, the castle is devastated, and
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the castle church including its theses door also burns down. Wittenberg
becomes unsightly. In view of Enlightenment and pietism, the Leucorea is
unable to present the Lutheran tradition in a convincing manner. None of
the many Bible associations, which begin to flourish after 1710, makes its
home in Wittenberg, so that the printing offices lose their importance. On
January 13, 1814 the troops of emperor Napoleon’s (b. 1769, ruled 1804–15,
d. 1821) army take Wittenberg by storm, destroying the city and its castle
church once more. After Wittenberg becomes Prussian in 1815, its uni-
versity merges with the one in Halle, which in 1933 is given the name
“Martin Luther University Halle-Wittenberg” in honour of Luther’s 450th
anniversary. In 1817 a new Protestant theological seminary is founded in
Wittenberg. It owns the theological and philological part of the Wittenberg
university library up to the present day.

Wittenberg gains new importance as the memorial of the Reformation
during the nineteenth century, especially after it can be reached via railway
in 1841. In 1821 a statue of Luther is erected in themarketplace, designed by
Johann Gottfried Schadow (1764–1850) according to Cranach’s altar paint-
ing in Weimar. Melanchthon’s statue follows in 1865 and Bugenhagen’s
statue is put up on the north side of the town church in 1885. Since 1858
the depiction of Luther’s Ninety-five Theses on a bronze door of the cas-
tle church has commemorated their posting there. In 1844 the dilapidated
Luther house is renovated, a Gothic ornamental gable and terraced gablets
on the roof providing this Luther monument with a very beautiful and ap-
propriate decor. In 1883 the Luther hall opens its doors. Since then it has
continued to expand its exhibition area with the aim of covering the entire
Luther house by 2002. In 1897 Melanchthon’s study and death room are
turned into a memorial. Gradually the exhibition dedicated to Melanchthon
expands into more and more rooms. After the Melanchthon house is com-
pletely renovated, the museum spreads throughout the entire house and
the garden is newly arranged. It is reopened in 1997. In 1830 an oak tree
is planted at the spot where Luther burnt the bull threatening him with
excommunication on December 10, 1520. In 1925/26 it is surrounded by an
additional green space and a fountain is also added.

Between 1885 and 1892 the castle church, whichwas burned out in 1760
and damaged again in 1814, is converted into an honorary monument of
the German Reformation. Its architecture is updated in a neo-Gothic style.
Nine statues, twenty-two medallions, coat of arms on the gallery and 198
coats of arms in the windows are exhibited to commemorate reformers
and political supporters of the Reformation from the princes and electoral
advisors down to the town governments. Luther’s andMelanchthon’s graves
are highlighted through new decorations. In 1983 this national concept is
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further emphasized through twelve additional glass portraits of European
reformers in three windows below the galleries.

In the nineteenth century anniversaries with a nationwide participation
are on the increase, initiated by the commemoration of Bugenhagen in
1858, Melanchthon in 1860 and Cranach in 1872. After World War I more
anniversaries are added, commemorating events of the Reformation such
as the burning of the bull threatening excommunication in 1920, the Diet of
Worms in 1921, Luther’s return from the Wartburg castle in 1922, Luther’s
marriage in 1925 and the publication of Luther’s German Mass in 1926.
Since not only centennial anniversaries are celebrated, Wittenberg enjoyed
a wealth of commemorative events during the twentieth century, events
which have been promoted by the tourist industry over these last years.

Because Wittenberg is conceived as a central place of German Protes-
tantism, Protestant societies prefer to hold founding events and meetings
here. In 1848 the first German Protestant church congress (Evangelischer
Kirchentag) assembled at the castle church. The Luther Society was founded
in Wittenberg in 1918. In 1922 the founding certificate of the German Fed-
eration of Protestant Churches (Deutsche Evangelische Kirchenbund) was
signed at Luther’s table next to his grave. In 1933 the first German national
synod gathered for its opening in the castle church, voting later in the
town church for the old Prussian bishop Ludwig Müller (1883–1945) to be-
come the Reichsbischof. In 1971 the Federation of the Reformed Churches
(Evangelische Kirche der Union) brought international Luther researchers
together to a Theologischer Arbeitskreis für Reformationsgeschichtliche
Forschung (Theological Research Group on Reformation History) in
Wittenberg. This group still meets regularly. As a result, international at-
tention is drawn to the Luther hall so that it escapes being transformed into
a purely Marxist museum of the early bourgeois revolution. The planned
isolation of Luther researchers from East Germany and other Eastern bloc
countries has been eased. In 1995 the Leucorea Foundation was established.
Since 1996 it has run a congress center and various research institutions,
such as the Centre for ReformationHistory and LutheranOrthodoxy, located
in the newly renovated buildings in the former university grounds.

The growing interest in Luther and the place of his work gained such
great importance for the development of Wittenberg that the magistrate
of the city introduced the official designation “Lutherstadt Wittenberg” in
1922. This was immediately adopted by the Protestant church assembly
in Berlin, but the responsible ministry of internal affairs approved it only
in 1938. The addition to its name is well justified because with ever-growing
worldwide attention this town near the Elbe river was and is Luther’s town.
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3 Luther’s writings
t imothy f. lull

facing intimidation

The great pleasure of reading Luther is complicated by several problems.
The greatest of these is the sheer mass of material. The critical edition in
German and Latin, theWeimar Ausgabe, includes sixty-eight volumes of his
published writings, seventeen of his letters, twelve of documents relating
to the translation of the Bible, and six volumes of Table Talk. The American
Edition of Luther’s Works in English contains fifty-five volumes. Even this
fraction of the whole can overwhelm the strongest student.

The mention of German and Latin reminds English-speaking readers of
the difficulty of reading Luther in his original languages. Any knowledge of
these languages will help, but Luther’s German is difficult (think of English
a century before Shakespeare!) and his Latin also is quite complex. While
themost important documents are available in translation, a few significant
ones are not. Some translations are not especially accurate, or not based on
more recent critical texts.

Some Luther writings are hard to read. One current anthology begins
with Luther’s 1517 theses: Disputation Against Scholastic Theology.1 The
argumentation in a later and very central work, The Bondage of the Will,
is quite complex and difficult to follow. Many other writings are much
clearer, and some are simple and delightful. Luther had a great capacity to
communicate with ordinary readers. But Heiko Oberman maintained that
a false confidence can emerge when one is carried along by lucid passages
and reaches a premature understanding by ignoring more obscure parts –
which may in fact contain the very key to what Luther is arguing.2

There is also no agreed “canon” of Luther’s writings nor a single central
work like Philip Melanchthon’s Loci Communes or John Calvin’s Institutes
of the Christian Religion. Luther’s most important insights are scattered
among several dozen writings. He was more a contextual theologian than
a systematician – usually responding to specific opponents and immedi-
ate pastoral challenges. He did engage in an orderly exposition of major
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sections of the Bible, but there are many books on which we have no Luther
commentary.

From time to time Luther spoke dismissively of his own writings. He
was aware that he had written very many books, and sometimes at too great
length.

I’d rather that all my books would disappear and the Holy Scriptures
alone would be read. Otherwise we’ll rely on such writings and let
the Bible go. Brenz wrote such a big commentary on twelve chapters
of Luke that it disgusts the reader to look into it. The same is true of
my commentary on Galatians. I wonder who encourages this mania
for writing! Who wants to buy such stout tomes? And if they’re
bought, who’ll read them? And if they’re read, who’ll be edified by
them?3

Bernhard Lohse has pointed out “the absence of any pride of authorship”
in Luther, partly from his wanting to point beyond his works to the Bible,
and partly from his own ironic understanding of his unlikely mission as a
reformer.4 Luther’s recommendations from his own writings can surprise
modern readers, as in his placing his Lectures on Deuteronomy at the top of
the list, next to his Galatians.5

resources

This summary of Luther’s writings will concentrate on works available
in translation. Most of these will be found in the already mentioned Amer-
ican Edition of Luther’s Works (hereafter LW). This is a fifty-five-volume
translation of Luther produced jointly by Concordia Publishing House
and Fortress Press under the editorship of Jaroslav Pelikan and Helmut
T. Lehmann.6 The first thirty volumes contain Luther’s biblical writings –
lectures, commentaries, and expository sermons. The next twenty-four
contain the Reformation documents. This organization can be helpful for
finding topics of interest, but materials from the same year are often in
widely scattered volumes. Volume 55 is the index to the whole work. A
companion volume by Pelikan, Luther the Expositor, introduces Luther’s
biblical interpretation.7

Four volumes of the Library of Christian Classics (hereafter LCC) pub-
lished by Westminster Press contain extensive material from Luther, some-
times in editions that offer a good alternative to the American Edition.
That series also includes Philip Melanchthon’s Loci Communes in the orig-
inal edition of 1521. Luther considered this one of the finest books of the
Reformation and an excellent summary of their common teaching.8
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Two anthologies have a large number of documents. John Dil-
lenberger, ed., Martin Luther: Selections from His Writings9 (hereafter
Dillenberger) includes sixteen central writings of Luther. Timothy Lull, ed.,
Martin Luther’s Basic Theological Writings10 (hereafter Lull) contains thirty-
seven of Luther’s works.

The American Edition did not include three of Luther’s most influen-
tial writings that were included in 1580 among the official confessions of
the Lutheran Church: Small Catechism (1529), Large Catechism (1529) and
Smalcald Articles (1537). Readers must seek these in one of the several edi-
tions of The Book of Concord,11 (hereafter BoC). The Small Catechism and
the Smalcald Articles are also included in the Lull anthology.

categories of organization

In describing Luther’s works, there are difficult decisions about what
categories to use.12 Luther operates in a way that challenges boundaries.
One of his most famous writings, The Freedom of a Christian (1520) is
partly a sermon, partly a treatise, and partly a work of polemic against the
“bondage” of the church in his time – a sequel to the Babylonian Captivity of
earlier that same year. Attached to it is a final appeal for understanding from
Luther to Pope Leo X. A later work, Against Hanswurst (1541), is partly a
polemic against a fierce Catholic prince, partly an autobiographical account
of some of the key incidents in the Reformation, and partly a key to Luther’s
ecclesiology.

1. Luther’s life – letters, autobiographical writings, table talk
Luther’s theology cannot be understood without knowledge of the pe-

riod and the course of his own life. Because Luther changed his mind on
many topics, it is important to understand what the circumstances were
when Luther made a particular statement. Many biographies and introduc-
tions provide such background,13 but an exciting way to understand Luther
is to study his life in his own words – particularly through his letters.

One of the glories of the American Edition is Gottfried Krodel’s edition
of three volumes of Luther’s Letters (LW 48, 49, 50). They include 325 letters
that Luther wrote from the time he was a young monk until days before his
death. These provide an unparalleled resource for following Luther’s story,
and the critical notes, while now dated, are excellent. Especially notable are
Luther’s letters to his parents, wife, and children, and letters to his friends.
Also important are letters to public figures, including Erasmus and the three
Electors of Saxony in his lifetime. Particularly interesting are the 41 letters
written from Luther’s ten months in the Wartburg, and another 30 letters
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from 1530 when Luther waited for events at the Diet of Augsburg at Castle
Coburg.

An earlier edition, extending only through 1530, is still very valuable be-
cause it also includes letters to and about Luther. This is Luther’s Correspon-
dence and Other Contemporary Letters (two volumes) edited by Preserved
Smith and Charles M. Jacobs (Philadelphia: Lutheran Publication Society,
1918). Here one can read Melanchthon’s deep disappointment in Luther’s
marriage as he writes to his friend Camerarius, or the very sharp exchange
between Luther and his long-term enemy Duke George of Saxony at the end
of 1525.

Theodore Tappert edited a volume in the Library of Christian Classics
called Luther: Letters of Spiritual Counsel (Philadelphia:Westminster: 1955).
This is not one of the volumes in this series currently in print from that
publisher, but a reprint of this exceptional material is available from Regent
College, Bellingham, Washington. This shows a side of Luther as counselor
and spiritual director that is often missed in focusing on his public career.

Among Luther’s own accounts of his life one of the most important is
his Preface to the Complete Edition of the Latin Writings (1545 – LW 34,
Dillenberger). Luther reviews the early events of the struggle – the con-
troversy on indulgences, the hearing before Cardinal Cajetan in Augsburg,
the debate with John Eck in Leipzig, the attempts at mediation of Karl von
Miltitz, and especially his own theological struggle to understand the “righ-
teousness of God.” It is a compelling writing, but must be checked against
other accounts.

Other autobiographical reflections can be found in Letter to the Princes
of Saxony (1524 – LW 40), Exhortation to All Clergy Assembled at Augsburg
(1530 – LW 34), and Against Hanswurst (1541 – LW 41). A delightful ac-
count of Luther’s understanding of being a theologian is his Preface to
the Wittenberg Edition of Luther’s German Writings (1539 – LW 34, Lull).
A chronological survey of Luther’s career can be found in the forty-three
sermons in Sermons I (LW 51).

Luther’s Table Talk shows Luther at ease among his friends, making
candid comments on events and people. Students should use the American
Edition volume (LW 54) rather than several popular editions that have not
been sorted critically. Since all of Table Talk represents notes taken by others,
it is best used to confirm impressions given in thewritings that comedirectly
from Luther.14

2. The course of the Reformation
Many of Luther’s most important writings were themselves events that

shaped his career. An account of the first years is in the documents in
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volume 31 of the American Edition: Career of the Reformer I. This includes
Ninety-five Theses or Disputation on the Power and Efficacy of Indulgences
(LW 31, Dillenberger, Lull) and the muchmore elaborate Explanations of the
Ninety-five Theses from the next year (LW 31). Luther’s mind was changing
on some key issues as the controversy grew. There is still no readily available
translation of the Sermon on Indulgences and Grace (WA 1) – which was far
more widely read than the Ninety-five Theses.

Within a year Luther was in danger as he faced the Pope’s represen-
tative Cardinal Cajetan in a hearing at Augsburg. Luther’s own account of
Proceedings at Augsburg (1518 – LW 31), did much to persuade the public
that he was being treated unfairly by the Roman party. Luther also wrote an
account of his 1519 debate with John Eck in which he was forced to concede
his doubts about papal authority – The Leipzig Debate (1519 – LW 31). This
should be read with Luther’s Sermon Preached at the Castle at Leipzig for
the Day of St. Peter and St. Paul (LW 51) to see how he preached on such
issues.

All Luther’s great writings of 1520 were public events, but the most
important in creating support for him was To the Christian Nobility of
the German Nation Concerning the Reform of the Christian Estate (LW 44,
Dillenberger). Here Luther presents a program for religious reform and
social renewal for the whole nation, inviting the princes to take the lead in
reforming the church (since the bishops were not willing to do so). This trea-
tise shows Luther’s great power as a rhetorician and his ability to envisage
new social and religious orders.

By the end of 1520 a papal bull threatening excommunication had been
issued, and Luther’s writings were being burned in many of the Catholic
strongholds of Germany and the Netherlands. In December of that year,
Luther and his friends burned not only the bull, but volumes defending
the papacy. Luther defended his action in Why the Books of the Pope and
His Disciples were Burned by Dr. Martin Luther (1520 – LW 31). Despite
his defiance, Luther was allowed to appear before Charles V at the Diet of
Worms. This pivotal event is summarized in Luther at the Diet of Worms
(1521 – LW 32).

The years 1521–29 were a time of Luther’s working on concrete prob-
lems – worship in Wittenberg, social problems, biblical translation, and
debates about the sacraments, discussed in several sections below. Crucial
documents for Luther’s later career include The Marburg Colloquy (1529 –
LW 38), To the Clergy Assembled at Augsburg (1530 – LW 34), Commentary
on the Alleged Imperial Edict (1531 – LW 34), and Sermon in Pleissenberg
Castle (on the introduction of the Reformation in Leipzig: 1539 – LW 51,
Dillenberger). Documents relating to Luther’s last years include Luther’sWill
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(1542 – LW 34), the fascinating Italianite Lie Concerning Dr. Martin Luther’s
Death (1545 – LW 34), and Luther’s Last Sermon in Eisleben (1546 – LW 51).

3. Luther’s approach to theology
Many readers will explore Luther’s life to get the background they need

for studying his theology. Here the rewards are great, but again the chal-
lenges are considerable. No single writing spells out Luther’s understanding
of justification by faith, his theology of the cross, or the priesthood of all
believers. Even where there is a logical starting point (the Romans Lectures
of 1515/16 for justification, or the Heidelberg Disputation for the theology
of the cross), onemust see how these ideas develop, and how Luther spreads
them in popular writings.

Early in 1517 Luther composed an attack on the way that he had been
taught to do theology: Disputation Against Scholastic Theology (1517 – LW
31, Lull, LCC – Luther: Early Theological Writings).15 This concern gave
way for a time to the Indulgences crisis, but was resumed when Luther
presented theses at a meeting of the Augustinian Order the next spring.
These concepts are found in The Heidelberg Disputation (1518 – LW31, Lull,
Dillenberger, LCC – Early Theological Works).16 Here Luther first presented
his concept of the theology of the cross – the hidden and surprising ways
of the God revealed in the cross of Jesus. An early popular version of these
insights is found in the sermon, Two Kinds of Righteousness (1519 – LW
31, Dillenberger, Lull).17 Luther worked out his views on justification in
detail in the polemical treatise Against Latomus (1521 – LW 32, LCC – Early
Theological Works) – whom he considered his most impressive opponent.

Luther’s theology was developed in treatises, biblical lectures, and ser-
mons in the 1520s. His view of how God acts in the world is found in
his Commentary on the Magnificat (1521 – LW 21). Another milestone is
his Bondage of the Will (late 1525 – LW 33, LCC – Luther and Erasmus on
Free Will, selections in Dillenberger and Lull). It was written in response to
Erasmus’ attack from the previous year on one of Luther’s long-held convic-
tions about the depth and seriousness of human sin. This 300-page treatise
gave Luther opportunity to develop his Pauline (and Augustinian) theol-
ogy in great detail. He sometimes considered this difficult book his finest
work.18

Luther’s developed theology is summarized in Part III of Confession
Concerning Christ’s Supper (1528 – LW 37, Lull). Because Luther feared that
he would die soon, he appended to a major work defending Christ’s sacra-
mental presence, this overview of his theological commitments. It should
be read with Luther’s Small Catechism (BoC, Lull), Large Catechism (BoC),
and Smalcald Articles (BoC, Lull) as testaments concerning the issues he
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thought most worth defending. His continuing affirmation of the faith of
the church catholic is found in Three Symbols or Creeds (1539 – LW 34).

Luther’s late views can be found in Theses Concerning Faith and Law
(1535 – LW 34), Disputation Concerning Man (1536 – LW 34) and Dispu-
tation Concerning Justification (1536 – LW 34). His views on the Antino-
mian Controversy with Agricola can be found in Against the Antinomians
(1539 – LW 47).

4. Luther’s work in piety, spiritual and pastoral care
The American Edition devotes two volumes to Luther’s so-called Devo-

tional Writings (LW 42, 43). These scarcely begin to indicate the centrality
of the reform of faith and piety in Luther’s vocation. When he returned
from the dangerous encounter with Cardinal Cajetan at Augsburg in 1518,
he tackled first the area of devotional life. He had already edited a partial
and complete edition of A German Theology – a set of medieval mystical
sermons that he found personally helpful.

Highly significant is hisMeditation Concerning Christ’s Passion (1519 –
LW 42, Lull), which provides a new approach to Lent and Holy Week. Cau-
tioning against excessive self-blame, he invites Christians to acknowledge
their sin and then be lifted up to the kind parental heart of God revealed in
Jesus. This should be read with A Sermon on Preparing to Die (1519 – LW 42,
Lull) that gives counsel on true comfort in the face of death. Basic catecheti-
cal materials grew out of preaching at the town church in Wittenberg, such
as An Explanation of the Lord’s Prayer for Simple Laymen (1519 – LW 42).
When his prince, Frederick the Wise, was very ill in the summer of 1519
he wrote the masterful Fourteen Consolations (1520 – LW 42), replacing the
late medieval fourteen holy helper saints with an analysis of the seven evils
that beset humanity, and the seven even greater promises of God in Christ.

In later years Luther’s work in this area often took the form of commen-
taries on the Psalms. Significant are Seven Penitential Psalms (1525 – LW
14, a revision of an early publication from 1517) and Four Psalms of Comfort
(1526, LW 14), dedicated to the sister of Charles V, the recently widowed
Queen of Hungary. In his own considerable distress while waiting for the
outcome of the Augsburg Diet in Coburg Castle, he wrote a commentary on
his favorite psalm, Psalm 118 – The Beautiful Confitemini (1530 – LW 14).
Also interesting is Psalm 23 Expounded at Table (1535 – LW 12).

Luther returned to the question of prayer in a famous treatise written
for his barber, A Simple Way to Pray (1535 – LW 43), and came to a new un-
derstanding of the sorrows families could experience in Comfort for Women
Who Have Had a Miscarriage (1542 – LW 43). Luther’s gifts in spiritual di-
rection are best seen in the amazing variety of letters found in Tappert,
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ed., Letters of Spiritual Counsel (LCC). The harsh polemicist can also be the
tender comforter of parents whose child has died of illness at the university,
or the guide to others who experienced depression and Anfechtung (Luther’s
word for the intense spiritual struggles that came with faith).

5. Luther’s catechetical writings
The most influential of Luther’s works over the past five centuries has

been his Small Catechism (1529 – BoC, Lull). The occasion for the Small
Catechism, and its companion the Large Catechism (also 1529 – BoC, writ-
ten to provide more material for pastors), was the systematic visitation of
all the churches in Elector Saxony in the late 1520s. Luther was appalled
by the reports that he heard concerning ignorance of the Creed, the Ten
Commandments, the Lord’s Prayer, and the sacraments, especially in rural
communities. He wrote in a clear and accessible way, without polemic (at
least in the Small Catechism), using language simple enough for generations
to memorize.

Helpful for the context for these works is Instructions for the Visitors
of Parish Pastors in Electoral Saxony (1528 – LW 40). The Instructions were
written by Melanchthon but reviewed by Luther who also supplied a pref-
ace. They give a fascinating checklist of Reformation concerns at this time.
Earlier versions of Luther’s catechetical material can be found in his Per-
sonal Prayer Book (1522, but several times revised and expanded – LW 43).
Key ideas for the catechisms were worked out in Sermons on the Catechism
(late 1528 – LW 51, Dillenberger).

6. Luther on the Bible: introduction and translation
Luther was ordered by Staupitz, his superior in his order, to study for

his doctorate in theology specializing in the Bible. He initially fought this
assignment, but in the end it shaped his identity. He not only lectured on
the Bible in Wittenberg from 1513 to 1545, but also published versions of
many of his lectures, and preached hundreds of sermons on biblical texts.

Luther finished his German New Testament during his stay at the
Wartburg (1521/22), and the first edition was published the next September
in Wittenberg after a thorough revision with the help of Melanchthon and
others. He then published the Old Testament in several sections. This work
was not completed until 1534. On the Old Testament Luther worked as part
of a team and cherished the expert help of others.

Luther’s views on interpretation were deeply influenced by Augustine,
especially his development of the Pauline distinction between spirit and let-
ter. An early polemical writing – Against the Hyperchristian, Hyperspiritual,
Hyperlearned Book by Goat Esmer in Leipzig (1521 – LW 39, Lull) – contains



Luther’s writings 47

a good discussion of Luther’s views. Very important is a small essay he
attached to his model sermons for the Christmas season – the Christmas
Postil (1521 – LW 52) – called A Brief Instruction on What to Look for and
Expect in the Gospels (LW 35, Lull). Along with his Prefaces to the New
Testament (1522 – LW 35, Lull, Dillenberger) this writing explains Luther’s
understanding of the difference between gospel and Gospels, the difference
between law and gospel, and his evaluation of the most important New
Testament books – his so-called “canon within the canon.”

Luther’s view of the Old Testament is distinctive. He differed sharply
with many of the other reformers in his limiting the validity of Old Testa-
ment law for Christians (unless it agreed with the natural law). Yet he found
the Hebrew Bible authoritative and valuable for Christians in diverse ways,
and spent a large proportion of the rest of his life interpreting Old Testa-
ment books. His views are summarized in Prefaces to the Old Testament
(1523 – LW 35, Lull) and How Christians Should Regard Moses (1525 – LW
35, Lull).

To accompany his German Bible Luther wrote introductions to most of
the individual books (all the books of the Old Testament beginning with
Job, all the books of the New Testament beginning with Acts – LW 35).
Especially important are his Preface to Romans (also in Dillenberger) and
his several Prefaces to the Book of Revelation. Luther’s introductions to the
books of the Apocrypha (included in his German Bible, but as an appendix)
are included inWord and Sacrament I (LW 35). His approach to translations
is found in On Translating (1530 – LW 35) and Defense of the Translation of
the Psalms (1531 – LW 35).

7. Luther’s interpretations of the Old Testament
Twenty volumes of the American Edition are devoted to Luther as an

expounder of the Old Testament. His first lectures were on the Psalms
(1513–15). A version of these is available (LW 10, 11) but includes only
the scholia (longer comments), and not the glosses (marginal notes). This is
very challenging material, and probably not the place to begin. He returned
to the Old Testament in 1523 with important lectures on Deuteronomy
(LW 9).

Lectures on the Minor Prophets lasted from 1524 to early 1526. These
coincide with the great events of 1525 including the death of Frederick
the Wise, the Peasants’ War, Luther’s marriage, and his writing against
Erasmus. Nine of the prophets are available from student notes (LW 18),
but Luther reworked three others for subsequent German publication –
Habakkuk and Jonah (LW 19), and Zechariah, on which Luther published
an extensive commentary in 1527 (LW 20). The narrative material in Jonah
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was a great stimulus to Luther’s imagination. The Habakkuk commentary
is a key source for his understanding of faith.

In 1526 Luther turned to Ecclesiastes (LW 15). He found this a difficult
assignment, as there were few commentaries to help him. Isaiah was more
congenialmaterial for himand a large commentarywas produced in 1526/27
(LW 16, 17). Luther returned to the Old Testament with Song of Solomon
(LW 15) in 1530/31. Luther saw this book as neither a love poem nor an
allegory, but as a treatise on politics.

His Commentary on Psalm 90 (1535 – LW 13) contains his understand-
ing of death. The most massive interpretative task of his lifetime was the
ten-year course of Lectures on Genesis (1535–45 – LW 1–8), a rich work that
shows Luther’s theological and interpretive power in his last years. Espe-
cially memorable are his treatment of creation and fall, his reflections on
Abraham, and his interpretation of the Joseph story.

8. Luther’s interpretations of the New Testament
In early years Luther turned to Paul in Romans, Galatians, and Hebrews

(which he considered a Pauline epistle). These lectures were decisive for
Luther’s theological development, especially for his understanding of justi-
fication, Christian freedom, and Christology. They are more accessible than
the earlier Psalms lectures, but still challenging to a beginner.

The Lectures on Romans (LW 25, LCC – Lectures on Romans) were de-
livered at 6 a.m. on Mondays and Fridays, 1515/16. Luther proceeded next
to Galatians, lecturing in 1517/18 (LW 27). In these we have Luther’s early
thinking about these themes of faith, freedom, and the law. He returned to
this epistle in 1531. His later Commentary on Galatians (published 1535 –
LW 26–27, selections in Dillenberger) is considered one of his finest mature
works. Luther’s Lectures on Hebrews (1517/18, LW 29, LCC – Early Theo-
logical Writings) come from the very time in which Luther was emerging
as a public and controversial theologian. The Library of Christian Classics
version has both the glosses and the scholia, while the American Edition
contains the scholia only.

Early in 1521 Luther was preparing a Commentary on the Magnificat
(1521 – LW 21), Mary’s Song from Luke 1:46–55, which he completed while
a prisoner in theWartburg. Luther was critical of some current theology and
practices surrounding Mary, but he had a high view of her role as the model
of faith. He considered the Magnificat to be one of the great texts of the
theology of the cross – showing God’s surprising and unexpected ways of
working in the world.

On his return from the Wartburg Luther began a series of Sermons on
I Peter (1522 – LW 30), which he considered among the most important
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biblical books. These sermons – somewhat ignored – are a crucial source
for Luther’s developing ecclesiology. He continued with Sermons on II Peter
and Jude (1523 – LW 30), which are also interesting for his view of the
antichrist. In 1523 he also wrote a Commentary on I Corinthians 7 (LW 28)
at a time when he was defending marriage against celibacy.

When the plague was raging in Wittenberg and most of the university
had moved to Jena, Luther offered those who stayed a series of Lectures on I
John (1527 – LW 30), another of his most valued biblical books. He then took
up the Pastoral Epistles, beginning with Lectures on Titus and Philemon (late
1527 – LW 29), followed by Lectures on I Timothy (LW 29) in early 1528.
These works provide continuing clues about his understanding of the order
and structure of the church. The short Lecture on Philemon is a gem – a
splendid example of Luther’s insistence that right action stem from right
motivation, freely offered.

From 1530 onward Luther’s close colleague John Bugenhagen, town
pastor and professor in the university, was often absent fromWittenberg as
he helped with the introduction of the Reformation in Northern Germany
and Denmark. Many of Luther’s final New Testament works come from
his preaching as a substitute for Bugenhagen. Luther’s 1530–32 sermons
from Matthew 5–7 have been collected as Sermon on the Mount (LW 21), a
very important text for Luther’s thinking on ethics and discipleship. In the
same period on Saturdays he preached on the Gospel of John, forming the
basis for Sermons on John 6–8 (LW 23), with rich discussions of the Lord’s
Supper.19

In 1532/33 Luther delivered a long series of Sermons on I Corinthians
15 (LW 28) – Paul’s interpretation of the resurrection of Christ. The series
was interrupted by the death of Luther’s prince, John the Steadfast, and
his burial in the castle church in Wittenberg. Luther preached Two Funeral
Sermons on I Thessalonians 4 (August 1532 – LW 51).

The Sermons on John 14–16 (LW 24) were given in 1537, just after
Luther’s return from Smalcald and his near-death from kidney stones. They
are excellent sources for his developed understanding of the Trinity, Chris-
tology, and the Spirit. A final series of expository Sermons on John 1–4
(LW 22) followed in 1537/38, important for Luther’s understanding of the
incarnation.

9. Luther’s preaching and guides to preaching
Luther became a preacher when Staupitz assigned him this responsi-

bility in the Augustinian monastery in Wittenberg. He also soon became
preacher in the town church. Later in his life he came to identify himself even
more as preacher than as Doctor of Theology. Sermons I (LW 51) provides



50 Timothy F. Lull

an excellent overview of Luther’s preaching, with forty-three sermons of var-
ious types and occasions. Most of Luther’s sermons remain untranslated.

To support the improvement of preaching Luther produced a series of
postils – model sermons or sermon helps for the entire cycle of the church
year. He began a Latin series for Advent in 1521, but at the Wartburg he
realized that this resource needed to be in German. He later completed
the cycle for the whole church year. A reprint of an old translation of the
1544 House Postil by John Nicholas Lenker is available in eight inexpensive
volumes; these are mostly Luther’s sermons from 1531–35.20

Luther considered the postils among his most important works. They
were influential for Lutheran preaching in the centuries after Luther. The
American Edition contains only selections from the Christmas Postil (1521 –
LW 52), with seven of Luther’s eight Gospel texts for Christmas, but none of
the epistles. A wonderful recent addition to Luther’s church-year preaching
is The 1529 Holy Week and Easter Sermons.21 In these eighteen sermons
we see how Luther spoke both about the death and resurrection of Christ,
and how he discussed the Lord’s Supper in the months before the Marburg
Colloquy.

10. The sacraments
Luther’s writings on the sacraments are vast. They constitute one of

his finest contributions to Christian theology. He was not only a reformer
of church practice, but reflected deeply both about the Lord’s Supper and
the sacrament of baptism. His views underwent considerable development.
Most of the crucial documents are in the four volumes of the American
Edition (Word and Sacrament I, II, III, IV) with good introductions and
helpful notes.

While Luther’s critique of the Roman Catholic sacramental system in
The Babylonian Captivity of the Church (1520 – LW 36, Dillenberger, Part I
in Lull) is justly famous, the reader needs to start with Luther’s important
earlier treatises on these subjects to chart his development. Critical are
the three “sermons” from 1519 – The Sacrament of Penance, The Holy and
Blessed Sacrament of Baptism, and The Blessed Sacrament of the Holy and
True Body of Christ and the Brotherhoods (all LW 35, the last in Lull). The last
document, which has been somewhat neglected, contains some of Luther’s
finest reflection on the communal nature of the sacrament. In Treatise on the
New Testament, that is, the Holy Mass (1520 – LW 35) he begins to criticize
the notion of the mass as sacrifice.

The development of Luther’s views is charted in the documents inWord
and Sacrament II (LW 36), especially Misuse of the Mass (1521) and Re-
ceiving Both Kinds in the Sacrament (1522). The differences with his more
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radical opponents, Karlstadt and Müntzer, can be found in the long but
interesting Against the Heavenly Prophets (1525 – LW 40). His mounting
disagreement with Zwingli and “the fanatics” is chronicled in several docu-
ments in volumes 36 and 37 and comes to sharp focus in the very important
Confession Concerning Christ’s Supper (1528 – LW 37). Luther’s account of
what actually happened when the contesting parties met at Marburg in
October 1529 can be found in The Marburg Colloquy and the Marburg
Articles (LW 38).22

Luther defended infant baptism and interpreted the sacrament in a
broad and positive way in Concerning Rebaptism (1528 – LW 40, Lull) and
in his Large Catechism (1529 – BoC). Treating baptism, the Lord’s Supper,
and confession (which he continued to value highly whether or not it was
a sacrament) in his Catechisms gave him a chance to show how popular
teaching could be done. He wrote persuasively about the meaning of the
Lord’s Supper in Admonition Concerning the Sacrament of the Body and
Blood of Christ (1530 – LW 38) and explored the biblical basis for worship
in his Commentary on Psalm 111 (1530 – LW 13). Important late works are
the Disputation: “That the Word was Made Flesh” (1539 – LW 38) and his
critique of the sacramental theology of Schwenckfeld in Short Confession
on the Holy Sacrament (1544 – LW 38).

11. Worship and hymns
Most of the important documents in this area are available in a single

volume with good notes – Liturgy and Hymns (LW 53). Luther took personal
charge of the reformofworship inWittenberg on his return in Lent 1522. He
restored order partly by his presence and partly through a series of famous
sermons, Eight Sermons in Wittenberg (LW 51, Lull) that set out a cautious
plan for sustainable reform.

He then developed a series of principles for worship, an order for the
Sunday service of Communion, and finally an order for that service in
German. These changes can be traced in Concerning the Order for Public
Worship and An Order for Mass and Communion (both 1523, LW 53, Lull).
Luther believed that local variation is allowable and even desirable. His
finished project is found in The German Mass (1526 – LW 53).

Luther also revised the order for baptism, the service for marriage, and
eventually the rite for the ordination of pastors. All these materials can be
found in Liturgy and Hymns, along with Luther’s appeal for the writing
of hymns and introductions to various hymnals. Especially interesting is
Luther’s poem in praise of music in Preface to All Good Hymnals (1538)
and a motet from the end of his life on Psalm 118:17, a crucial verse for
his personal history: “I Shall Not Die, But Live” (1545). Luther’s hymns are
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themselves worth study, both for their content and as a reminder of his
creativity in finding ways to extend and reinforce his message. Some of
them have been “cleaned up” considerably in modern hymnals; this makes
the more literal translations and notes in Liturgy and Hymns very useful.

Beyondvolume53of theAmericanEdition, readers shouldnote Luther’s
qualified praise of images or art for Christian use in Against the Heavenly
Prophets (1525 – LW 40). Luther’s developed ideas on worship are summa-
rized in the important Sermon at the Dedication of the Castle Church, Torgau
(1544 – LW 51).

12. Ecclesiology
Conflicting understandings of the church were at the heart of the Ref-

ormation struggle. The Leipzig Debate (LW 31) with John Eck first clarified
the radical nature of Luther’s approach. Neither the decrees of popes nor the
vote of councils could be considered completely reliable, for each had erred
and suppressed the gospel. Each must be judged against the standard of the
Word of God. Luther criticized the papacy forcefully in On the Papacy in
Rome (1520 – LW 39) and in To the Christian Nobility of the German Nation
(1520 – LW 44), with its suggestions of a limited role for the papacy in the
future.

The Babylonian Captivity of the Church (1520 – LW 36) claimed that
the church had intentionally held Christians in bondage to its sacramental
system. The Freedom of a Christian (1520 – LW 31, Dillenberger, Lull) was
written in intentional juxtaposition to the Babylonian Captivity to explore
what Christian freedom might mean. If such freedom were formed in the
image of Christ, it could not mean doing whatever one pleased, but rather
a fresh impulse to serve others, knowing that one had already been set free
in Christ. While Luther tried to set sharp limits to the political and social
implications of this freedom, he was committed to a church that respected
freedom. These ideas were further developed in the Sermons on I Peter
(LW 30), preached in 1522 soon after his return to Wittenberg.

In the post-Wartburg years Luther wrote often on specific issues of
ministry. He defended the congregational choice of pastors (in consulta-
tion with the authorities) in That a Christian Assembly or Congregation
Has the Right and Power to Judge All Teaching, and to Call, Appoint and
Dismiss Teachers, Established and Proven by Scripture (1523 – LW 39).
He advised the Bohemian Christians (heirs of Jan Hus) in Concerning the
Ministry (1523 – LW 40). Private Mass and the Ordination of Priests (1533 –
LW 38) addressed a persistent problem as the Reformation came to new
territories.
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Luther’s positive exposition of church as community rather than hierar-
chy is well summarized in his most systematic statement about the nature
of the church, On the Councils and the Church Part III (1539 – LW 41, Lull)
with its important discussion of the seven marks of the church (including
suffering – always a surprise to contemporary readers). Another list of ten
signs of the true church and twelve symptoms of the false church is found in
Against Hanswurst (1541 – LW 41). Issues of ordination and possible com-
promise with episcopacy were important in the last dozen years of Luther’s
life, but most key documents are not available in English. His rite for The
Ordination of Ministers of the Word (1539 – LW 53) gives some clues.

13. The Christian life: foundations in freedom
As in Paul’s letters, so in Luther’s writings – questions of theology and

ethics, of faith and life, come mixed together. Luther presented a fresh in-
terpretation of how Christians ought to live in the world – both in their
motivation (from justification), in their worldly vocation (as opposed to life
in religious community), and in the content of their action (free service
of their neighbor rather than religious good works). The basic pattern was
worked out in Two Kinds of Righteousness (1519 or 1518 – LW 31, Dillen-
berger, Lull) and developed more systematically in Treatise on Good Works
(1520 – LW 44), a notable and extended commentary on the Ten Command-
ments. This new thrust is further explored in The Freedom of a Christian
(1520 – LW 31, Dillenberger, Lull). Unjustly neglected is his Sermon on the
Three Kinds of the Good Life (1521 – LW 44).

Luther early began a positive reevaluation of marriage in his landmark
Sermon on the Estate of Marriage (1519 – LW 44, Lull). This freedom to
marry is further underscored in the very significant treatise The Judgment
of Martin Luther on Monastic Vows (1521 – LW 44). Luther dedicated this
treatise to his father, and it should be read with the accompanying letter of
November 21, 1521 (LW 48). Avoiding the Doctrines of Men (1522 – LW 35)
assembles biblical texts that support an ethic of freedom.

A series of writings further explores marriage issues in the 1520s: The
Estate of Marriage (1522 – LW 45), To the Knights of the Teutonic Order
(1523 – LW 45), That Parents Should Neither Compel Nor Hinder their Chil-
dren (1524 – LW 45), and On Marriage Matters (1530 – LW 46). The biblical
basis for discipleship and ethics is powerfully explored in The Sermon on
the Mount (1530 – LW 21).

An ethic of freedom can generate problems of license or self-indulgence,
and Luther often struggled with this misunderstanding. Helpful are both
Sermon on Soberness and Moderation Against Gluttony and Drunkenness
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(1539 – LW 51) and Against the Antinomians (1539 – LW 47). Occasionally
his disappointment was overpowering, as one can read in his letter to his
wife Käthe of July 28, 1545 (LW 50).23

14. Political writings
Luther seems always to have been critical of social disorder. A December

1521 visit toWittenberg in disguise from theWartburg led to the important
pamphlet, A Sincere Admonition by Martin Luther to All Christians to Guard
Against Insurrection and Rebellion (1522 – LW 45). Luther denied that God-
pleasing changes could come except through rulers and other established
authorities, but he challenged Christians to use their speech to demand such
reforms and to refuse to participate in discredited Roman practices.

Luther’s most systematic statement of his understanding of political
order is Temporal Authority: To What Extent It Should Be Obeyed (1523 –
LW 45, Dillenberger, Lull). Luther defends the divine authority of govern-
ment (against the claim of the Roman Church that it derives from ecclesial
sources), the limits of temporal authority (it cannot control faith or con-
science), and the character of the wise Christian ruler. That the state should
maintain order but not try to force people to believe nor interfere with the
preaching is developed in Luther’s critique of Müntzer, To the Princes of
Saxony Concerning the Rebellious Spirit (1524 – LW 40).

For Luther’s role in the Peasants’ War see section 17 below. A defense
of the calling of Christians to military service is Whether Soldiers Too Can
Be Saved (1526 – LW 46). Luther’s views about whether Christians could
defend themselves against an attack from the emperor or the Turk can be
explored in Warning to His Dear German People (1531, after the Diet of
Augsburg – LW 47), On War Against the Turk (1529 – LW 46), and Appeal
for Prayer Against the Turks (1541 – LW 43). His developed notions of the
Christian prince can be found in Commentary on Psalm 101 (1534 – LW
13), reflecting his early tensions with the court of John Frederick, Elector of
Saxony.

15. Social challenges
Luther’s stress on obedience to temporal authority and his deep hostil-

ity to rebellion suggest that he was a social conservative. This actual case
is more complicated. The changes that came with the Reformation led to
unforeseen problems in education, in social welfare, and even in care of the
sick. There were longstanding economic grievances for peasants and town
dwellers, and even Luther’s extended family appealed for his help with eco-
nomic hardships. Luther was simultaneously a theoretical conservative and
a pragmatic reformer and innovator.
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Beginning with To the Christian Nobility of the German Nation (1520 –
LW 44, Dillenberger) Luther stressed the importance of financial support
for schools at every level, especially universities. The professor advocated
full funding from his princes. Equally significant is his support for starting
local schools. He called for this in the influential To the Councilmen of
All Cities of Germany That They Establish and Maintain Christian Schools
(1524 – LW 45, Lull). He followed up this appeal with praise for territo-
ries that took such steps. He knew that parental attitudes were critical and
addressed them in On Keeping Children in School (1530 – LW 46).

Luther had creative ideas for the reform of welfare that he developed
in a series of writings to the town of Leisnig: Preface to the Ordinance of
a Common Chest (1523 – LW 45) and Fraternal Agreement on the Common
Chest of the Entire Assembly at Leisnig (1523 – LW 45).24 Luther’s views on
economic matters are surprising and even offensive to many modern read-
ers. He consistently opposed the earning of interest on borrowed money –
which was the foundation of the Fugger Bank of Augsburg in his day. A
good place to start is with his Trade and Usury (1524 – LW 45).

One of Luther’s most visionary and persuasive writings about social
issues came fromhis remaining inWittenberg during the outbreak of plague
in 1527. With Bugenhagen, the town pastor, he taught the students who
remained and took an active role in the care of the sick and dying. From
this experience he wrote the moving Whether One May Flee from a Deadly
Plague (1527 – LW 43, Lull).

16. Apologetics and polemics
Modern readers of Luther are often appalled by what they consider

his harsh language and personal attacks on his opponents. Luther does
have a sharp tongue, but he was not unusual in using all available rhetor-
ical devices to pursue his arguments. Peter Matheson’s The Rhetoric of the
Reformation helps set Luther and many of his contemporaries (Erasmus,
Karlstadt, Müntzer, and Eck) in this context.25

In 1521 Luther wrote four times against a Catholic opponent, Jerome
Emser – whom he called the “goat of Leipzig.” These writings can be found
in LW39, Church andMinistry I. From theWartburg Luther completed a sig-
nificant treatise against the Louvain theologian JacquesMasson, also known
as Latomus. Against Latomus (LW 32, LCC – Early Theological Writings) is
a major statement of his understanding of justification by faith.

His continuing frustration with Albrecht of Mainz was expressed in
Against the Spiritual Estate of the Pope and the Bishops, Falsely So Called
(1522 – LW39).His significant reply to the EnglishKingHenryVIII’s attacks
(Contra Henricum Regem Angliae –WA 10) has not been translated. Luther’s
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later Bondage of the Will (1525 – LW 33, LCC, selections in Dillenberger and
Lull) is partly a work of polemic in response to Erasmus, but even more
deeply a personal testament to Luther’s understanding of the nature of sin
and grace.

Luther wrote Against the Heavenly Prophets in Matters of Images and
Sacraments (1525 – LW 40) to clarify and publicize his differences with
Karlstadt and Müntzer on the eve of the Peasants’ War. The Burning of
Brother Henry (1525 – LW 32) reads like an account of early Christian mar-
tyrdom. It is a very successful piece of Lutheran propaganda that tells the
story of the death at the stake of a fellowAugustinian, his good friendHenry
of Zutphen.

Luther continued to debate fellow Protestants, but his strongest
polemics in later years were directed against the Roman Church. Hemocked
the report of a committee of cardinals appointed by Paul III to plan for the
forthcoming council in Counsel of a Committee of Several Cardinals with
Luther’s Preface (1538 – LW 34). He used a book against the fierce Catholic
prince Henry of Brunswick (Against Hanswurst, 1541 – LW 41) as occasion
to review the corrupt practices of the Catholic Church. He was still tak-
ing aim at old opponents in Against the Thirty-Two Articles of the Louvain
Theologians (1545 – LW 34).

17. The harsh books
Certain polemical writings were objectionable even to Luther’s friends

in Luther’s lifetime. In 1519, a sympathetic observer said that Luther’s fault
was that he was “somewhat too violent and cutting in his reprimands, in
fact more than is proper for one seeking to find new trails in theology,
and certainly also for a divine . . .”26 These writings include his three 1525
pamphlets on the Peasants’ War, his writings from 1523 until his death
about the Jews, and his final treatise on the papacy from 1545.

At a late point in the development of the peasant uprising, Luther at-
tempted to mediate with his Admonition to Peace: A Reply to the Twelve
Articles of the Peasants in Swabia (spring 1525 – LW 46). He rails against
the princes in a way that should put to rest simplistic notions of Luther as
their tool, but also confronts the peasants for hiding their demands behind
a mask of Christianity. He urges both sides to submit their grievances to
“certain counts and lords from among the nobility and certain councilmen
from the cities, and ask them to arbitrate and settle this dispute amicably.”27

As the situation became more violent Luther wrote Against the Robbing
and Murdering Hordes of Peasants (May 1525 – LW 46), prepared as an
addendum to a later printing of Admonition to Peace. In it Luther castigated
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the peasants sharply and called on them to repent of the sin of rebellion,
and admonished the rulers to carry out their divine mandate to keep and
restore order. Where peasant bands were threatening other peasants with
violence unless they joined the rebellion, Luther called on the rulers to take
the strongest measures possible to stop them: “Let whoever can stab, smile,
slay.” Luther considered the situation apocalyptic and ended the work by
saying that “the destruction of the world is to be expected every hour.”28

This later writing appeared when the princes were already engaged in
wholesale slaughter. It gave the impression of Luther as one-sided and ill-
tempered in his advice. By midsummer friends persuaded Luther to com-
pose a third writing, An Open Letter Against the Harsh Book of the Peas-
ants (July 1525 – LW 46). Luther continued to be defiant about the right-
ness of his course and clearly lost some of his popular following from this
point.29

Luther’s first major writing about the Jews was a hopeful breakthrough
in Christian reflections: That Jesus Christ Was Born a Jew (1523 – LW 45).
In the first part Luther affirmed his faith that Jesus was born of the line
of Abraham, but by a miracle to a virgin mother. But in the second half
of the treatise Luther criticized the shameful Christian treatment of Jews
through the centuries and urged a new beginning, guided by love: “We
must receive them cordially, and permit them to trade and work with us,
hear our Christian teaching, and witness our Christian life. If some of them
should prove stiff-necked, what of it? After all we ourselves are not all good
Christians either.”30

Much later Luther’s attitude toward the Jews became more hostile. In
Against the Sabbatarians (1538 – LW 47) he accused the Jews of stirring up
Christians in Bohemia to give up their Sunday observance for the biblical
Sabbath. The full course of Luther’s rage against the Jews in the last period
of his life is found in On the Jews and Their Lies (1543 – LW 47). Here
Luther defended his christological interpretation of the Old Testament, but
also made terrifying proposals for what rulers should do about the Jews –
burn their synagogues, tear down their houses, destroy their prayer books,
and eventually expel them from the country.

The treatise was not popular in Luther’s time, and none of his more
radical proposals was then adopted, though some princes did take certain
steps to cancel earlier Jewish rights and privileges. But the outburst was not
isolated, as can be seen from other late writings including Last Words of
David (1543 – LW 15) and several of Luther’s last letters from Eisleben to his
wife in theweeks before his death (LW50). Several contemporariesmatched
Luther in their strong anti-Judaism, including Erasmus and Zwingli, but no
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one could match the power of his rhetoric.31 Such writings were given full
publicity by the National Socialists in 1933–45.

Also extreme is Luther’s final treatment of the claims of the popes in
Against the Roman Papacy: An Institution of the Devil (early 1545, LW 41).
This extremely bitter book makes an important theological critique of three
papal claims, namely: to be the supreme Lord over Christendom, to be
beyond judgment and deposition, and to be the only one who can crown
a German emperor. The context was the attempt of the papacy to rescind
measures of toleration toward Protestants granted by Charles V at the Diet
of Speyer in 1544. Luther’s abusive language was underscored in a set of
woodcuts by his Wittenberg neighbor Lucas Cranach, which showed the
pope being swallowed by the jaws of hell.32

18. Miscellaneous writings
Luther wrote many prefaces to books, generally for friends and for

books that he admired. An example is his Preface to Galeatius Capella’s
History (1538 – LW 34). Luther wrote some interesting poetry, including
a ballad in memory of the first Lutheran martyrs: A New Song Here Shall
Be Begun (1523 – LW 53). While he was at the Coburg Castle in 1530, he
worked at editing Aesop’s Fables, a book that he had loved ever since his
student days.

the pleasure of reading luther

Despite having so many choices, readers should be able to discover
possible starting points. It takes a few years of study to gain a comprehensive
overview, but in a fewmonths onemay come to know some of Luther’s most
important writings and explore his ideas. One wise teacher used to insist
that students read any three or four volumes of the American Edition – as
Luther returns to his major themes repeatedly.33

Each of the anthologies is a proposal for how to read Luther and what
to read. Bernhard Lohse provides a list of what he considers basic inMartin
Luther: Some of the early lectures on the Bible, Ninety-five Theses, some
of the sermons from 1519, the great treatises of 1520 – To the German
Nobility, The Babylonian Captivity of the Church, and The Freedom of a
Christian, The Magnificat, one of Luther’s writings on political authority,
The Bondage of the Will, and the Smalcald Articles.34 Simply beginning
with volume 31 (Career of the Reformer I) or volume 48 (Letters I) of the
American Edition will get one started.

The best advice of all may be to read fewer items and to get to know
those writings well. Luther suggested such a plan to his students:
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A student who doesn’t want his work to go for nothing ought to read
and reread some good author until the author becomes part, as it
were, of his flesh and blood. Scattered reading confuses more than it
teaches. Many books, even good ones, have the same effect on the
student. So he is like the man who dwells everywhere and therefore
dwells nowhere. Just as in human society we don’t enjoy the
fellowship of every friend every day, but only of a few chosen ones, so
we ought to do in our studies.35

Repeated reading of Luther provides delights, disappointments, and deeper
understanding.
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4 Luther as Bible translator
eric w. gritsch

Luther was not the first German translator of the Bible. Translations into old
German dialects had already appeared at the time of Charlemagne (Charles
the Great, 742–814), based on the first Latin Bible, the Vulgate (from the
Latin vulgare, “to make common”) offered by Jerome (348–420). He had
used a Greek translation of the Old Testament by Christian scholars in
Alexandria, Egypt, from the third century, known as the Septuagint (from
the Greek for “seventy”, an alleged legendary number of the scholars
involved in the translation). The emperor had ordered a translation of por-
tions of the Psalter and the Gospels from the Vulgate as part of his program
to convert his subjects to Christianity. Rare whole German Bibles began to
appear in the fourteenth century. When the Mainz German printer John
Gutenberg refined the ancient Oriental art of printing by using movable
type, one of his co-workers used anunknownGermanBible fromNuremberg
to produce the “Gutenberg Bible” of 1466. It became popular in a version of
1475, edited by Günther Zainer in Augsburg, with corrections based on
the Vulgate and some linguistic updating. The Nuremberg printer Anton
Koberger added stylistic refinements and published a revised version in
1483, the year of Luther’s birth.

Church authorities tried to discourage the printing of German Bibles.
The head of the German dioceses, Archbishop Berthold of Mainz, prohib-
ited the publication of German Bibles because the poverty of the German
language did not mediate the real meaning of the holy biblical texts of the
Vulgate. Although such a powerful intervention slowed the speed of publi-
cation of German Bibles, eighteen German translations had been published
by 1518, one year after Luther called for a biblically grounded church re-
form in his famous Ninety-five Theses. Luther was initially supported by
influential “humanists”, such as Erasmus of Rotterdam (1469–1536), who
published the first text-critical Greek edition of the New Testament in 1516.
In the preface he disagreed with those who wanted to prohibit the reading
of the Bible by simple folk. On the contrary, he argued, the Bible should be
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read by everyone in every language. This Greek text of the New Testament
paved the way for new biblical studies and translations.

Luther was educated to be a biblical scholar. Fluent in Latin as a monk
and priest in the monastery of the Augustinian Hermits in Erfurt, he began
studying Hebrew in 1506, based on the Hebrew grammar and dictionary
of the German humanist John Reuchlin (1455–1522). He tried his linguistic
skills in his lectures on his two favorite parts of the Old Testament, the
Psalter and the Pentateuch. In 1518 Philip Melanchthon, one of the best
young Greek scholars, joined the Wittenberg faculty and assisted Luther in
the study of the Greek New Testament. Melanchthon loved ancient Greek
so much that he even adopted a Greek translation of his German family
name Schwarzerd (“black earth,”melan chtonos in Greek). Another colleague
and expert in ancient Hebrew, Matthew Aurogallus, joined the Wittenberg
faculty in 1521 and assisted Luther in the translation of Old Testament
texts. Luther’s first translation of Old Testament texts in conjunction with
the Vulgate was his edition of “seven penitential Psalms” in 1517 (Psalms
6, 32, 38, 51, 102, 130, 143).

Luther thought of a translation of the Bible into German during his
voluntary exile at the Wartburg (May 4, 1521 – March 6, 1522), a castle in
Saxony owned by his benefactor Elector Frederick the Wise. The protective
custody had been arranged by the Saxon court after the anticipated condem-
nation of Luther at the imperial Diet of Worms on May 26, 1521. Luther
was urged by colleagues and friends during a secret visit to Wittenberg
in December 1521 to begin a translation of the New Testament from the
Greek text provided by Erasmus. Melanchthon feared that translations of
various parts of the New Testament might dismember the whole and thus
undermine its significance. Luther threw himself into the project and trans-
lated the entire New Testament in eleven weeks, beginning in the middle
of December 1521, working with the second edition of the Erasmus text of
1519. Accordingly, he translated about eleven pages every day, using the
Greek and Latin texts. Though removed from the resources of Wittenberg
University, he managed to have materials brought to him and to consult
Melanchthon. He also did additional work of various sorts.

The New Testament in German (Das neue Tyestament Deutsch) was pub-
lished shortly before September 25, 1522 in time for sale at the famous
Leipzig Fair (September 29 to October 6). It became known as the “Septem-
ber Bible,” printed by Melchior Lotther the Younger in Wittenberg, but
without identifying the translator, printer or date of publication; perhaps
because the “heretic” Luther was not allowed to publish anything. But since
the location, Wittenberg, was revealed Luther became quickly known as
the translator. The first edition of three thousand copies of the “September



64 Eric W. Gritsch

Bible” was sold for about half a guilder per copy, the weekly earnings of
a young traveling carpenter. Another edition was printed in Wittenberg
and Basel in December 1522, known as the “December Testament.” Luther
followed the example of Jerome and added prefaces to the individual New
Testament books as well as marginal notes (glosses). These additions of-
fered reasons why Luther rearranged the sequence of the New Testament
books. They were to be judged by the fact whether or not they “inculcate”
(treiben) Christ,1 that is, whether they expressed the core of the “gospel” as
the good news about salvation from evil by Christ alone. Paul’s Letter to
the Romans clearly did so, summarizing the gospel in the phrase “justifi-
cation by faith in Christ without the works prescribed by the law” (Rom.
3:28). This is why Luther assigned Romans to the beginning of the New
Testament whereas the Letters of James, Jude, and Hebrews, as well as the
Revelation of John, belonged to the end. Like the “inauthentic” (apocryphal)
books of the Bible, they were insignificant parts of “Holy Scripture,” the
canon; they were generally good and useful to read but not edifying.

Luther moved quickly to the translation of the Old Testament, planning
an edition in three parts: (1) Pentateuch (five books of Moses), (2) Histor-
ical books (Joshua to Esther) and (3) Prophetic and poetic books (Job to
Malachi). The first part was done and published by Lotther in Wittenberg
in 1523. Melanchthon and Aurogallus had worked with Luther. The sec-
ond part appeared in January 1524, with the cost of printing provided by
the Wittenberg artist Lucas Cranach the Elder and the goldsmith Christian
Döring. Luther and his team had severe difficulties with this part. Job’s pe-
culiar style, simultaneously somber and dazzling, made the work stop and
go. Luther remarked that Job would be as unhappy with the translation as
he was with his friends! Luther, Melanchthon, and Aurogallus admitted that
they had once been able to translate only three lines in four days.

Such delays, also caused by Luther’s illness (kidney and gall stones),
made him decide to publish the third part without the prophetic books in
October 1524, preceded by the publication of the Psalter in September. Dur-
ing his lectures on the “minor prophets” (Jonah, Habakkuk, and Zechariah)
from 1524 to 1526 he translated the texts with interpretations and pub-
lished them in a special edition in January 1528. Two humanists linked to
the “radical reformation” with their pacifist stance and mystical tendencies,
Ludwig Hätzer and Hans Denck, had published a German translation of the
Hebrew prophets in Worms in 1527. Luther grudgingly used their work to
enhance his own. He and his team were sweating over the translation of
Isaiah, comparing the work to childbirth and to the impossible attempt of
the nightingale to teach the cuckoo a song. Since work was dragging, the
Book of Isaiah was published separately in 1528.
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Negotiations for toleration of the growing reform movement, resulting
in the submission of The Augsburg Confession to the Diet of Augsburg in
1530, separated Luther from Melanchthon and other friends. He had to
stay at the Coburg, another Saxon castle, while his friends defended his
cause. So he translated on his own the apocryphal book of the Wisdom of
Solomon which had been written in Greek. In the preface he compared the
time of Solomon with his own, reminding readers to be aware of tyrants.
In 1530 he published the translation of the Book of Daniel since he thought
that some of its portions were linked to prophecies about the final ungodly
reign of the Turks (Daniel 7:24–26) and to the pope as the antichrist (Daniel
8 and 11). Luther was certain that the fulfillment of these prophecies would
bring the end of the world before the translation of the Bible was finished.
But he did not interrupt his work. He just added a map of the world to
the translation and presented it as a gift to Crown Prince John Frederick
of Saxony, who gave Luther the now famous ring depicting Luther’s theol-
ogy in a coat of arms in the form of a rose.2 The translation of prophetic
books appeared in the summer of 1532. Left for translation were only the
apocryphal (extra-canonical) books. Luther had great difficulties rendering
the proverbial Wisdom of Sirach (Ecclesiasticus) into German in 1532. His
colleagues Melanchthon and Caspar Cruciger did much of the work. The
bulk of the translation of the apocrypha was mainly done by Luther’s col-
leagues Melanchthon and Justus Jonas. Luther was less interested in this
literature, which he labeled in the table of contents of the German Bible as
books “unequal to Holy Scripture but good and useful to read.” But he did
compose the prefaces and marginal notes.

The first complete original High German Luther Bible left the Witten-
berg printing shop of Hans Lufft in September 1534. Twelve years had been
spent on the translation of the Old Testament. But the German Luther Bible
was preceded by a Low German translation in April, edited by Luther’s
pastor John Bugenhagen and printed by Ludwig Dietz in Lübeck. Another
German Bible, combining the work of Luther as well as the “Worms
prophets” Hätzer and Denck, was edited by the Swiss humanist Leo Jud
and was printed as “the whole Bible” (Ganze Bibel) by the enterprising
book dealer Christoph Froschauer in Zurich in 1530. The Luther Bible was
illustrated by 117woodcuts from theworkshop of Lucas Cranach. Luther su-
pervised the selection. The Bible was unmistakably a Luther Bible. Prefaces
and glosses read like an evolving catechism of Luther’s theology. Its center
is the doctrine of “justification by faith alone.” The polemic is directed to
the papal church. There is concrete advice about obedience to government,
marriage, and family, with some critique of moral laxity. German readers
quickly adopted this Bible as an indispensable, indeed fascinating, guide
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for life. That is why it became the cornerstone for an enduring Lutheran
culture in Germany.

Luther discussed his work as a Bible translator in two publications.
The first appeared in 1530 under the title On Translating: An Open Letter,
responding to the question of a friend about Luther’s translation of Romans
3:28: “We hold that a person is justified without the works of the law, by
faith alone” (Lat. solum). The friend wanted to know why Luther added the
word “alone” to the text. The second writing was composed a year later
but was published in 1532 as an introduction to the German Psalter which
appeared in 1533. Luther entitled it Defense of the Translation of the Psalms.

The first publication identifies the “friend” as someone who had heard
of an ardent critique of Luther’s “September Bible” of 1522 by the theologian
Jerome Emser (1478–1527) who had taught in Erfurt while Luther studied
law there. He was engaged by Duke George of Saxony, a zealous opponent
of Luther and his cause, to investigate Luther’s work of translation and re-
veal him as an incompetent and prejudicial translator who confused rather
than edified simple folk with his German New Testament. The duke pro-
hibited the selling of the “September Bible” in his territory and ordered
the confiscation of the copies already sold. But the mandate only increased
the sale of the translation. So it was up to Emser to stop the sales. One
year after the publication of Luther’s translation of the New Testament he
published an extensive treatise entitled Reasons why Luther’s translation of
the New Testament was rightfully prohibited to be read by common people.
With a clear demonstration how, where and in which places Luther turned
texts upside down or dealt with them unfaithfully or led them with false
marginal notes and prefaces from the ancient Christian track to his own ad-
vantage and illusion. Emser listed 1,400 “errors,” but satirically conceded
that Luther had translated more charmingly and with sweeter tones than
some of his predecessors had done. But this only made his work more dan-
gerous. Luther’s prefaces and marginal notes became the chief targets of
Emser’s attack because they showed how Luther interpreted texts without
considering the unquestionable authority of ecclesiastical doctrines based
on the Latin Vulgate. Duke George also requested that Emser offer his own
translation of the New Testament to show how wrong Luther was. Emser
went to work and published his own translation in 1527. But in reality it was
only a corrected version of Luther’s work, looking like his and containing
the same illustrations. Duke George offered a preface justifying the confis-
cation of Luther’s translation with the accusation that Luther had destroyed
ancient, dignified tradition, especially in regard to worship and piety. That
is why Emser’s work was to be a welcome substitute grounded in the tradi-
tion of the old “orthodox” faith. Luther’s Dominican opponents, led by John
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Dietenberger and John Eck, edited and advertised Emser’s “Catholic” Luther
Bible in thirty-eight editions from 1534. But this Bible never became a real
competitor.

Luther began his treatise on translating with the advice to the reader
that his papal critics opposed everything he did, having declared him a
heretic. They had no idea what faith really meant, he contended, nor did
they know good German. Luther called Emser a “scribbler” and “slanderer,”
unworthy of a response because he and his circle could not even come close
to understanding any ancient Greek text, be it the Bible or Aristotle. Then
he defended the addition of the word “alone” because it conveys the sense
of the text in German. When Germans speak of two things, one of which
is affirmed and the other denied, they use the word “alone” (allein) along
with the word “no” (kein). Example: “The farmer brings grain alone (allein)
and no (kein) money” (in idiomatic English “alone” becomes “only” and
“no” becomes “not”; thus, “The farmer brings only grain and not money”).
A totally literal translation would not convey the way people speak at home
and in the marketplace. Luther confessed that he and his Wittenberg co-
workers had to sweat and toil like a road-gang trying to remove boulders
and clods to clear the way. But they found the best translation by listening
to the way people spoke (“looking at their mouth,” auf das Maul sehen).
Example: If Christ’s saying in the official Latin Bible, the Vulgate, were
translated in its strictly literal sense it would read, “Out of the abundance of
the heart the mouth speaks” (Ex abundatia cordis os loquitur, Matt. 12:34;
Luke 6:45). But Germans would render it in a proverbial manner, “What
fills the heart overflows the mouth” (Wem das Herz voll ist, dem geht der
Mund über).

Luther’s favorite example of how to translate best into German is the
beginning of the popular “Magnificat” from the first words of the angelic
salutation of Mary (Luke 1:28), “Hail Mary, full of grace” (Lat. Ave Maria
gratia plena). Luther again refused to offer a literal translation since he
thought that Germanswould not use theword “full” in connectionwith grace
because it was usually linked to being “full” with beer or money. Instead
he translated, “Thou gracious one” (Ger. Du holdselige). The common people
would have the angel say, “Hello there, Mary,” meaning “God greet you, you
dear Mary” (from the popular German greeting on arrival, Gott grüsse dich,
liebe Maria, comparable to the English “God be with you”). Using such
common language, Luther mused, would have made his hypocritical pious
opponents hang themselves because he would have destroyed the salutation
for them. But he did settle on the translation “dear (liebe) Mary” because
the German word “love” (Liebe) expresses a sentiment that rings through
the heart as it is reflected in the Greek kecharitomene (Luke 1:28), which
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means something or someone very lovely and attractive. Luther insisted on
being right since no one had tried harder than he did to communicate with
Germans in daily life.

Luther also created a linguistic think-tank, known as collegium biblicum.
It consisted of Melanchthon, Aurogallus, Cruciger and the secretary George
Rörer who also recorded many of Luther’s lectures and sermons. Some-
times the group was joined by three other colleagues, Justus Jonas, Veit
Dietrich and Bernhard Ziegler, all former students and/or strong support-
ers of Luther. Occasionally, literal meaning prevailed even though it was
not easily understood in German. Example: John 6:27 has Christ say, “It is
on him that the Father has set his seal” (versiegelt in German based on the
Greek). It might have been better to substitute “signified” as the Vulgate had
it (gezeichnet, or “marked” in English). But “sealed” means endowed with
the Holy Spirit and thus conveys better the relationship between Christ and
God, as John had intended. With such examples Luther wanted to defend
his addition of the word “alone” to the German version of Romans 3:28.
His final defense is the fact that the word highlights the passage as the
fundamental text for the chief article of the Christian faith, “justification by
faith alone.” Luther’s opponents claimed that theword “alone” was offensive
because it tempted common people to exclude good deeds from faith. But
Paul, Luther retorted, never meant to exclude “the works of the law” from
Christian life. On the contrary, he insisted that “good works” are necessary,
but not to earn salvation; that was done by Christ alone. The works need to
be done as a witness to Christ in the world. If they were done to appease
the wrath of God, for merit, they would dishonor Christ’s ministry. Luther
even regretted not having added another word in the translation, namely,
the word “any” (aller, or alle), so that the saying would read “without the
works of any laws.”

The second treatise on translation, Defense of the Translation of the
Psalms, deals largely with Luther’s use of ancient Hebrew. He had intended
to publish his explanation of the principles and procedures of translating the
Hebrew Psalms together with the German publication of the whole Psalter.
But the pressures ofwork prevented him fromdoing so. Nowhewas ready to
defend his translation against the criticism that it was not literal enough, or
did not agree with Jewish interpretations. Luther told readers that Hebrew
is a language filled with rich images or pictures of the mind. Moreover,
its translation depends heavily on the use of the rabbinical punctuation
substituting for vowels.3 Consequently, words and phrases often may have
quite differentmeanings, and a strictly literal translationmaymiss what the
text has inmind. Luther’smajor illustration of the problem is the translation
of Psalm 68, which he liked because of its picturesque description of God’s
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power over unjust nations. Verse 30 disclosed the difficulties of translation
because the meaning of the Hebrew is uncertain. But Luther agreed with
the rabbinical understanding: The psalm is a prayer to God to ward off the
wild animals, bulls among calves, who have a large following. They signify
greedy tyrants, politicians, and priests, who lust after money (or tribute);
and they dislike the word of God that demands the sharing of riches with
the needy. The phrase “who lust after money” can also be translated more
literally with “who run with the tramplers for the sake of money.”

Luther’s translation team, the collegium biblicum, discussed the matter
in great detail and decided to modify the phrase to read “who do everything
for the sake of money” (die da treiben um des Geldes willen) in the edition
of 1531 even though it appeared in the more literal translation in the first
edition of the Psalter in 1524. Luther defended such shifts in translation
by insisting on the best idiomatic German expression of the Hebrew sense.
He insisted that one must always ask, “What would a German say in this
situation?” Once the best meaning is found, Luther declared, one should let
go of the literal meaning of a Hebrew word. Example: Psalm 68:13 speaks
of “sheepfolds,” “wings of the dove covered with silver” and “pinions with
green gold.” Verse 12 is much clearer by singing of kings who make war
and turn over the spoils to the housewives. Luther suggested that the sense
of verse 13 should be derived from verse 12: the kings have an army with
shining armor, looking like a dove reflecting the colors of white and red
in the sun as if they were silver and gold; the kings signify the apostles
reflecting the glow of the Holy Spirit, taking the field against the devil and,
after being victorious, turning people over as booty to the mistress of the
house, the church, to govern and to lead. Luther recommended that such
a “Christian” translation of Psalm 68 should be continued in verse 15 (“O
mighty mountain of Bashan . . . a many-peaked mountain”). Here, he trans-
lated “great mountain” as “a fruitful region,” called “fat land” or “lard-pit”
(Schmalzgruben). For Germans like to think of food when they read the text.
Another example is Psalm 91:5–6 (“You will not fear the terror of the night,
or the arrow that flies by day, or the pestilence that stalks in the darkness,
or the destruction that wastes at noonday”). Luther translated literally, but
pointed readers to what he thought was implied by the “obscure and veiled
words.” “Fear of the night” points to threats, hatred, envy and harm, sym-
bolizing hostility to the word of God; “arrows” are slander, contradiction,
reviling, backbiting, symbolizing papal bulls, imperial edicts, factious spir-
its and other enemies Luther himself encountered. “Pestilence” points to
intrigues, tricks, and pacts of the adversaries to the Word of God; “destruc-
tion” points to open persecution of devout Christians guided by the Word
of God. Luther also compared his interpretation to that of the revered monk
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Bernard of Clairvaux (1090–1153) who, however, was too “monkish” in his
listing of vices (pride, cupidity, etc.).

Luther told readers that these and other examples of translating the
Psalter reveal his “principle,” namely, at times retaining the words quite
literally, and at times rendering only the meaning. If someone criticized this
principle, Luther declared, the critics should try to offer a good translation
of the Hebrew word chen. It could mean “grace,” “favor,” “dear,” all pointing
to “grace” (Gnade), Luther’s favorite translation. He would offer a hefty sum
of money, Luther contended, if someone were to offer a totally acceptable
translation of chen throughout the Old Testament.

Luther clearly translated the Bible from the viewpoint of what he, and
others in the Christian tradition, viewed as its center: the Christ event, fore-
shadowed in the Old Testament and attested in the New Testament as an
actual happening. Accordingly, his German Bible was one comprehensive
“Holy Scripture” rather than a collection of writings with equal value in
their own right. But Luther was different from other translators like Jerome
in that he wanted to render the central meaning as well as the literary
detail into a language used at home and in the marketplace. As a conse-
quence, Luther expanded the use of consonants, and created new ways of
pronunciation and composite words like Sündenbock (scapegoat), Lockvogel
(decoy-bird), Lückenbüsser (stand-in) and similar words. In addition, he cre-
ated new sentence structures with a tendency to put the verb at the end
of the sentence. Luther always had a conversation with the Bible to let it
speak to him with verve and rhythm. Readers could quickly make bibli-
cal sayings their own and recall them later. Composers of motets found
it easy to use such texts in their compositions. Specific sayings exhibited
alliterations, as does Matthew 5:16, “Also lasset euer Licht leuchten vor den
Menschen” (“Thus let your light shine before all the people”). The words of
institution in the celebration of Holy Communion were tuned to a solemn
“a” sound (Matt. 26:25), “Da sie aber assen, nahm Jesus das Brot, dankte und
brachs und gab es seinen Jüngern und sprach . . .”. The Pauline description of
love in 1 Corinthians 13 sounds like a poem in German. The Revelation of
John was illustrated with twenty-one woodcuts from the workshop of the
popular Wittenberg artist Lucas Cranach. Some disclose Luther’s polemical
allusions: a picture of Rome serves as illustration for the fall of Babel; the
monster from the deep is crowned with a papal tiara; chapter 21 offered
illustrations showing jewels from the Saxon treasury, supplied by Luther’s
good friend, Court Chaplain Georg Spalatin.

Philologists agree that Luther did not create the German language for
subsequent generations. Three literary variants were used in Germanywhen
Luther beganhis Bible translation: a “low”German, an “east-middle” German
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and a “south-east” German. The east-middle German became dominant dur-
ing Luther’s reformation because of its use in the rapidly increasing flow of
Reformation tracts. Luther was already bilingual when he began his work as
a Bible translator; he grew up learning Latin and “Saxon German.” It was his
intention to provide a German Bible for everyone in Germany, just as Jerome
had supplied a Latin one for all of Western Christendom. Like Jerome, he
first listened to the language of the noble and powerful. Accordingly, Luther
used as his linguistic base the bureaucratic language of the Saxon court in
Meissen, known as “Meissen officialese” (Meissner Kanzleisprache), which
was used by all nobles in Germany and was preferred by printers. From
this base Luther tried to reach all Germans, especially the common people.
His extraordinary linguistic creativity is revealed in the way in which he
combined noble, bureaucratic, and common idiomatic expressions. Thus
Luther created an idiomatic linguistic consensus by rendering the ancient
texts of the Bible into a language people used at home and in the mar-
ketplace. Using German mythology, proverbial wisdom, and even musical
compositions, he mixed with great flair existing diverse dialect expressions
in such a way that his readers became attracted by what he told them. He
used existing German proverbs to encourage Germans to criticize a secu-
larized pope (“if you have eyes, don’t stick them in a bag,” that is, clearly
discern what the pope does); and he employed folk songs to announce the
fall of Rome (“the cuckoo’s fallen to his death, from off a hollow tree”). In
this way, the creative, idiomatic language of themost popular Germanmind,
the “Wittenberg nightingale” (as some admirers dubbed Luther), found its
way into the world of common communication. If the German Bible had not
become the most popular book in German households, a common German
language would not have been born. When Luther’s Bible appeared it was
greeted like a new-born baby. Theologians, pastors and ordinary people ex-
pressed their delight that finally the Bible had come to be part of their lives.
Even Luther’s opponents talked with faint praise about his Bible, conceding
that some had begun to learn portions by heart. It is, therefore, no surprise
that Luther’s “Bible German” became the ruling literary language within a
century of its debut at theWartburg castle, by the middle of the seventeenth
century.

Besides, printers did everything possible to sell Luther’s German Bible.
The Wittenberg printer Hans Lufft joined two other businessmen to form
a consortium dedicated to profit from the sale of Bibles. They, and others,
quickly became rich without sharing any royalties with Luther who never
requested any.When he died in 1546 half amillion Bibles had been sold. The
sales were accompanied by continual revisions of the translation, reflecting
the evolution of a common German language rooted in Luther’s translation.
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Special luxury editions were sold from 1541 with an imprint by Luther,
usually a Bible verse with a brief exposition. Such a Bible was very expensive
and was bought only by nobles and other rich people. Typical is Luther’s
imprint of Joshua 1:8, “This book of law shall not depart out of your mouth.”
Luther’s comment: “This is a splendid promise for him who likes to read,
studies the Bible and does so with diligence. For he will be happy and will
live wisely.” To Luther the Bible was not just a book but a word addressing
and changing life: “The Scriptures are a vast forest, but there is no tree in
it that I have not shaken with my hand . . . This German Bible (this is not
praise for myself but the work praises itself) is so good and precious that it
is better than all other versions, Greek and Latin, and one can find more in
it than in all the commentaries.”4

Notes
1. Luther used the verb treiben (literally “to drive,” badly translated “inculcate”) to
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2. A golden signet ring depicts a blue ground on which is a white rose within a
masoretgh, golden circle; a red, glowing heart in the rose, with a black cross
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depicts eternity. All are consequences of the Christ eventwhich, to Luther, was the
focus of his life and work. Cf. Eric W. Gritsch, Martin – God’s Court Jester. Luther
in Retrospect, new edn. (Ramsey, NJ: Sigler Press, 1990; rpt. of 1983 edn.), 89.

3. The Hebrew text of the Old Testament supplied vowels by a system of punctu-
ation. It was called the “masoretic” text (from the Hebrew masoreth, meaning
“tradition”). Jewish scholars provided this text during ad 600–800. But trans-
lators and interpreters of the Hebrew Bible also used the unpointed texts in
order to increase their meaning. Luther may have used the four volumes of the
rabbinical Bible printed in 1516/17 in Venice by the Flemish Catholic printer
Daniel Bomberg. The edition was prepared by a Jewish scholar, Felice da Pratio,
who converted to Christianity and became a Friar of the Augustinians, Luther’s
order in Erfurt. See Guy Bedouelle, “Editions of the Bible,” in Hans J. Hillerbrand,
ed., The Oxford Encyclopedia of the Reformation, 4 vols. (New York and Oxford:
Oxford University Press, 1996), i:158. Luther’s work with the Old Testament is
summarized and analyzed byHeinrich Bornkamm, Luther and the Old Testament,
new edn., trans. Eric W. Gritsch and Ruth C. Gritsch (Ramsey, NJ: Sigler Press,
2000. Rpt. 1969 edn.).

4. Table Talk No. 674 (early 1530s). LW, 54, 121. Table Talk No. 5324 (1540), LW,
54, 408.



5 Luther as an interpreter of Holy Scripture
oswald bayer
Translated by Mark Mattes

the bible as a mirror of the world

The philologist FriedrichNietzschemaintained that Luther’s translation
of the Bible was “the best German book.”1 In connection to Luther’s work,
Goethe designated the Bible a “mirror of the world”2 and thereby saw the
world of this one book and the “book of the world” enfolded within each
other.

Researchers of the German language are to a great extent agreed that
Luther, not only with his translation of the Bible but also with his pref-
aces to the Bible, sermons, Small Catechism, and his songs, pamphlets, and
tracts, is an event in the history of German literature to which no other can
be compared. The event is of speech that comes out of hearing. Luther is
linguistically creative by means of hearing and translating.

To recognize Luther’s significance for the German language, one must
not, as has indeed happened, make Luther into the creator of the modern
High German literary language. Nevertheless, Klopstock wrote that among
no nation has a single person so shaped the language of a whole people as
Luther has done.3 In fact, Luther’s language – above all the language of his
translation of the Bible – became the presupposition of understanding and
communication throughout the whole of the German language.

Even Luther’s sharpest opponents recognized the influence of his trans-
lation of the Bible. Johannes Cochlaeus had to admit:

Luther’s New Testament, through its printing, was disseminated to
such an amazing extent that even cobblers and women and other
simple people, if they had ever learned German at all and in so far as
they were Lutherans, read it with greatest desire as the well of all
truth. They carried the translation with themselves on their bosoms in
order to impress it on their memory by means of frequent reading.4

Yet Luther’s translation of the Bible had an effect not only in Protes-
tantism but also, from the very beginning, in Roman Catholicism. It was

73



74 Oswald Bayer

even used by his opponents. Thus it grew into a common element in the
communication and understanding of an entire people.

The common language was learned and used not only by means of
the interpretation of Scripture, preaching, and the hymns of the worship
service, but beyond that by means of reading the Bible at home and in
school. On this basis, words and phrases from the translation of the Bible
became indispensable in everyday life and even proverbial.

Until the period of the Enlightenment, the standard for German gram-
mar was constructed from the Bible and Luther’s other books. Luther’s
language also emphatically influenced the language of German literature.
It was of decisive significance that until well into the nineteenth century
Luther’s translation of the Bible, in addition to the hymnbook and the cat-
echism, was by far the most important means of instruction. This was
not only for instruction in religion and for confirmation, but before that
in the German language itself. The catechism and the Bible were the
primers.

With Luther’s translation of the Bible and its language, its figures and
stories, whether of Abraham or Job, Sarah or Ruth, but above all the story
of the life, suffering, and death of Jesus, an entire world was appropriated –
the linguistic and picture world of specific archetypes, prototypes, models
of orientation, and possibilities for identification. This linguistically shaped
world interpreted its hearers and readers by allowing them to grow into it –
permitting them to interpret themselves by means of this language and its
images and enabling them to understand themselves by it. There are books
that contain a great deal of the world – Homer or Shakespeare or the work
of Goethe. But no book contains as much world as the Bible – as much world
as Luther’s Bible.

Still, the world, and the language of German history within the history
of the world, are certainly not a purely biblical culture. If the history of the
church is the history not only of the understanding of the Bible but also
of its misunderstanding and misuse, how much more does this apply to
universal history in which, in the choir and cacophony of many voices of
most varied attractions and threats, demands and promises, the language
and world of the Bible are intertwined with universal history but in no
way removed from rivalry with it? Thus we quickly reach the boundary of
what can be said in a literary and historical way where Luther is concerned.
On the basis of the ambiguous effects that always remain – of receptions,
overlappings, and distortions – we do not come to a true understanding of
Luther’s language and world. Yet we must observe and work through these
effects, because our view is formed, indeed even misinformed, by them.
Therefore, from the effects let us attempt to go back to the word that has
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brought about these effects – indeed, to Luther’s work itself as it is disclosed
from its sources.

These sources – which in the Weimar Edition fill many volumes – are
a whole library of various texts: lectures on the exposition of Old and New
Testament books (Luther was indeed by profession a doctor and professor
of Holy Scripture!), transcripts of sermons, polemical writings, writings of
consolation, prefaces, letters, disputation theses, table talk, fables, and songs.
They delight, teach, exhort, comfort, rebuke, and attack. They are gross,
biting, extremely ironical, but also offer tender tones – depending upon to
whom the word is addressed: the hardened or the one whose conscience is
ridden with angst,5 the scholar, “councilors of all cities in Germany,”6 the
“Christian nobility of the German nation,”7 or on the other hand the “papacy
of Rome, founded by the devil.”8 Luther knew how to distinguish.

So many different addressees, so many different types of speech and
address, so many different literary forms! Can one in all this discern a
leading note? Can we at the same time recognize why Luther wrote such
good German as no other, why for him German was really a language (and
not a script) which was first of all to be spoken and not written, to be heard
and not read? Why did he want the Bible so to be translated that it “pierces
and rings through the heart, through all the senses,” as he states it in his On
Translating: An Open Letter?9 Why for him was the word embodied, vocal,
not first of all inward, but oral and public: voice and sound? Why for him
was the word not a sign of a meaning, but the reality itself that affects –
that kills and makes alive?

the speech -act of promise

Because Luther knew that spoken language deals with death and life,
being and non-being – without word no world –, he pushed for unequivo-
calness and clarity. He himself took care that in everything that he thought,
researched, spoke, and wrote a single tone could be heard: the freedom of
faith which is indebted to the reliable word, the promise of God.10

God’s promise is the source of Luther’s new understanding of language
and the world. What is meant by it results from the toilsome way in which
Luther arrived at its understanding. His “Reformation Discovery” happened
in the wake of a deeply profound reflection on the sacrament of penance,
which had been required of him by the monstrosity of indulgences. At first,
Luther understood the priestly word of absolution: “I absolve you of your
sins!” as an activity of declaration, which states something already present.
The priest sees the remorse, takes it as a sign of the divine justification – the
divine absolution occurring already in the one being absolved but unknown
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to him – and lets this appear as such. He states it for the assurance of the
one being absolved. By this means the word of absolution is understood as
a judgment in the sense of a statement.

Luther initially remainedwithin this ancient understanding of language
that was still wholly framed by the milieu which Augustine inherited above
all from the Stoics and which still widely dominates today. According to this
ancient understanding, language is a system of signs that refer to objects or
situations or of signs that express an emotion. In either case the sign is – as
a statement or as an expression – not the reality itself.

That the linguistic sign is itself the reality, that it represents not an
absent but a present reality,11 was Luther’s great hermeneutical discovery,
his “Reformation Discovery” in the strict sense. He made it first (1518) in
reflection on the sacrament of penance. That the sign itself is the reality
means, with reference to the absolution, that the sentence “I absolve you
of your sins!” is no judgment which only ascertains what already exists,
therefore assuming an inner, divine, proper absolution. Rather, the word of
absolution is a speech-act that first establishes a state of affairs, first creates
a relationship – between the one in whose name it is spoken, and the one
to whom it is spoken and who believes the promise.

This speech-act is an effective, active word that establishes community
and therein frees andmakes certain. It does what it says. It says what it does.
In the institutions of Baptism and the Lord’s Supper, too, Luther discovered
such an effective word – just as in the story of Christmas (“Fear not!”), in
the story of Easter, and indeed in the whole Bible, including the story of
creation, which Luther understood as a promise, as his translation of Psalm
33:4b indicates, “what he promises, that he certainly does.” God’s promise
is the concrete manner in which he introduces himself: “I am the Lord,
your God!” and in which Jesus is present as God’s Word: reliable and clear –
clearly liberating and making certain. One cannot remind oneself of such
freedom and certainty in a solitary, inner monologue. It is guaranteed and
constitutes itself only by means of the promise of one other person (not
only that of the officiating priest or preacher!), who gives it to me in the
name of Jesus. I cannot give the promise to myself. It must be given to me.
For only in this way is it true, bringing freedom and certainty.

What this certainty involves becomes clear in a later text from the
Lectures on Genesis, which precisely gives Luther’s theological bequest:

I have been baptized. I have been absolved. In this faith I die. No
matter what trials and cares confront me from now on, I will certainly
not be shaken; for He who said: “He who believes and is baptized will
be saved” (Mark 16:16) and “Whatever you loose on earth shall be
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loosed in heaven” (Matt. 16:19) and “This is My body, This is My
blood, which is shed for you for the remission of sins” (cf. Matt. 26:26,
28) – He cannot deceive or lie. This is certainly true.12

In another place, in the Large Commentary on Galatians, he said: “And
this is the reason why our theology is certain: it snatches us away from
ourselves and places us outside ourselves, so that we do not depend on our
own strength, conscience, experience, person, or works but depend on that
which is outside ourselves, that is, on the promise and truth of God, which
cannot deceive.”13

Accordingly, in distinction to every metaphysical construction of the
doctrine of God, God’s truth and will are not abstract attributes, but
that which is orally and publicly related as concrete words of comfort to
a particular hearer in a particular situation. “God” is grasped as the one who
in the oral word promises himself to a person in such a way that this one
can rely on him. God’s truth lies in his faithfulness, with which he stands to
his given word. God has so bound himself in the baptismal promise given
once and for all that the conflict-ridden person, strengthened and encour-
aged by the oral word of preaching, may subject God ever anew to the one,
specific promise: He can, as Luther drastically says, “hold” this promise “up”
to God14 – rub it under his nose – and in such “defiance” of faith one is torn
away from presumption as well as from despair and anxiety. “For this is our
assurance and defiance . . . that God wishes to be our Father, forgive us our
sin, and bestow everlasting life on us.”15

salvation experienced

To perceive for the first time such a promise which one can “hold up” to
God denotes the reformation change in Luther’s life and theology. With the
promise, with the reliable word, and with trust in it is at once named the
source of the experience from which flows what Luther had to say.16 Word
and faith are the core of his theology.

“Theology” is not only that which a doctor and professor of Holy Scrip-
ture must practice but what everyone must practice. By experiencing the
confrontation of the heard promise with his experience of the world and
the self, everyone comes upon that temptation for which one can only be
sustained by prayer. Thus Luther finds three characteristics of theology:
oratio, tentatio, meditatio – prayer, temptation, and the continual inter-
course with the biblical word, from which God’s promise is to be heard.17

Faith in this promise is nothing other than prayer. In what it consists, Luther
emphatically said in the first of two sections of his Sermons on Prayer (1519),
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the first comprehensive attestation of his reformational understanding of
prayer:

To begin with, two things are necessary so that a prayer is good and so
that it is heard. First, we must have a promise or a pledge from God.
We must reflect on this promise and remind God of it – hold it up to
him – and in that way be emboldened to pray with confidence. If God
had not enjoined us to prayer and if he had not promised fulfillment,
no creature would be able to obtain so much as a kernel of grain
despite all his petitions.

It follows from this that no one obtains anything from God by his
own virtue or the worthiness of his prayer, but solely by reason of the
boundless mercy of God, who, by anticipating all our prayers and
desires, induces us through his gracious promise and assurance to
petition and to ask so that we might learn how much more he provides
for us and how he is more willing to give than we to take or to seek
[Eph. 3:20]. God wants to encourage us to prayer with confidence,
since he offers us more than that for which we are able to ask.

Second, it is necessary that we never doubt the promise of the
truthful and faithful God. He promised fulfillment, yes, he even
commands us to pray, so that we will be filled with a sure and firm
faith that we will be heard. Thus God declares in Matthew 21 [:22] and
in Mark 11 [:24], “Therefore I tell you, whatsoever you ask in prayer,
believe that you receive it, and you certainly will.” . . .We should
cheerfully rely on these and similar promises and commands and pray
with true confidence.18

In such confidence, such reliance on the promise – on the reliableword –
anxiety is overcome. This anxiety is that of sin in the face of death and the
devil, and in the face of the last judge, the Christ of the Last Judgment,
whose voice is heard in all worldly demands that afflict me, requiring my
accountability and threatening me with punitive righteousness. The libera-
tion that Luther came to share was not first of all from earthly authorities
and institutions, not even the restricting rites of the ecclesiastical hierarchy,
including that of the papacy, but it was the forgiveness of sins occurring
unambiguously in theword of absolution as a pronouncement of eternal sal-
vation: “where there is forgiveness of sin, there is also life and salvation,”19

eternal community.
Luther has something to say about this experienced salvation and liber-

ation, something unheard of and incomparably new, “good news,” and “of
it I must both speak and sing.”20 He said and sang this story of liberation
in a dramatic song:21
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Fast bound in Satan’s chains I lay,
Death brooded darkly o’er me,
Sin was my torment night and day . . .
But daily deeper still I fell;
My life became a living hell,
The pangs of hell I suffered.

To me he said: “Stay close to me,
I am your rock and castle.
Your ransom I myself will be;
For you I strive and wrestle;
For I am yours, and you are mine,
And where I am you may remain;
The foe shall not divide us.”22

What a promise! About it one must sing. For “God has cheered our
hearts and minds through his dear Son, whom he gave for us to redeem
us from sin, death, and the devil. He who believes this earnestly cannot be
quiet about it. But he must gladly and willingly sing and speak about it so
that others also may come and hear.”23

The story narrated in the song and the promise of the one who speaks:
“Stay close to me!” is not only Martin Luther’s story. Many others agreed
with it and saw in Luther’s change of life their own change of life. Albrecht
Dürer confessed that Luther had helped him “from greatest anxiety”24 with
his reformational word.

That was the anxiety of a whole epoch. Consequently, it is understand-
able that the liberation worked epochally. The answer to the question of
grace from an individual who suffered in deepest anxiety in the face of
God’s judgment became for many others the basis and confession of their
faith. Of course, this answer became twisted and misused. Scarcely had
Luther begun to preach about the freedom of a Christian than he had al-
ready to fight against its misuse.

the addressed person in its knowledge of
the world and the self

The echo which Luther’s voice found cannot sufficiently explain its
power and authority. For that one must pursue its self-understanding.

In this way, one is led deeply into the Bible – into the history between
God and humanity witnessed by it and in turn formed by it. It is not only
the history of Israel and the church, but – reflected in it, but reaching far
beyond it – the whole history of nature and humanity: of the creation fallen,
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redeemed, and sighing for fulfillment. Hence, the Bible is for Luther in fact,
as Goethe said, a “mirror of the world.”

The Bible is a “mirror of the world” in a quite specific way. It can best be
recognized from the Psalms, which Luther regarded as containing the whole
Bible in a kernel and therefore designated a “little Bible.”25 In the Preface
to the Psalter (1528) Luther, immediately addressing the single reader as
he so frequently did, wrote: “. . . if you would see the holy Christian Church
painted in living color and shape, comprehended in one little picture, then
take up the Psalter. There you have a fine, bright, pure mirror that will show
you what Christendom is. Indeed you will find in it also yourself and the
true gnothi seauton, as well as God himself and all creatures”26 – the whole
creation and history of the world.

The little Bible, the Psalter, like the entire Bible does not lead one away
from the world, but instead deeply into it. It leads to knowledge of self
by leading to knowledge of the world. There is no knowledge of self apart
from knowledge of the world! But both are embraced and penetrated by the
knowledge of God who justifies the sinner.

This experience, which is the most individualizing one because it indi-
viduates my own self to the greatest depths as a sinner who lives through
and by faith in the promise of the forgiveness of sin, is at the same time that
experience which I can have only in the worldwide communion of saints, in
a communitywhich reaches through all times. The Psalter, Luther said, leads
you into the communion of saints, “For it teaches you in joy, fear, hope, and
sorrow to think and speak as all the saints have thought and spoken.”27 The
true universal community of communication is that of the justified sinners
who pray the Psalms. A double “earnestness and life” are “in the words” of
the Psalter, which the saints “speak to God and with God.”28

If we hear Luther’s further exposition of this twofold earnestness of
life from the language of the Psalter, then it discloses fully for us his under-
standing of language and the world. Luther’s use of the Psalter is the key in
general to the understanding of his use of language, his linguistic power, as
well as his experience of his world and life.

Where does one find finer words of joy than in the psalms of praise
and thanksgiving? There you look into the hearts of all the saints, as
into fair and pleasant gardens, yes, as into heaven itself. There you see
what fine and pleasant flowers of the heart spring up from all sorts of
fair and happy thoughts toward God, because of his blessings. On the
other hand, where do you find deeper, more sorrowful, more pitiful
words of sadness than in the psalms of lamentation? There again you
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look into the hearts of all the saints, as into death, yes, as into hell
itself. How gloomy and dark it is there, with all kinds of troubled
forebodings about the wrath of God!

Likewise, “when they speak of fear and hope, they use such words that no
painter could so depict for you fear or hope, and no Cicero or other orator
so portray them.”29

A reflection on the rhetorical means also used by Luther allows one to
recognize only insufficiently how Luther’s feeling for life and the world is
conceived linguistically. It is the language of the Bible that discloses for him
the world and does so in a wholly specific way. By means of the word of
the Bible he finds himself as one addressed in the world and as one who
answers – either this or that way. For with God’s self-introduction: “I am
the Lord, your God” we are addressed in a way that cannot in any way be
revoked. With this self-introduction of God in his address to us it is said
“that we are such creatures with which God wants eternally and undyingly
to speak,” “whether it should be in wrath or in grace.”30

The humanity of the person consists in that he or she is addressed and
therefore can hear, answer, and even speak himself or herself. Therefore, in
distinction to the Western philosophical tradition, which sees the person
distinguished through its intellect from the other living creatures, Luther
by contrast sees “nothingmore powerful, or nobler work of a person . . . than
speaking,” since “through speaking the person is most distinguished from
other animals, more than through character or other works.”31

without the word no world

God rules the world with his reliable and loving word.32 Whoever shuts
himself off to this word, for him heart, mouth, and hand are closed. The en-
tire world becomes too narrow for him. He experiences anxiety and suffers
God’s wrath.

Whoever shuts himself off to the reliable word, the promise, loses the
world as a home and trades it in as a wasteland. The world is then no longer
the medium of a promise to me by which I am addressed by God, and in
which I am set within a space granted for living that is governed by the
rhythm of day and night, summer and winter, youth and old age, and in
which I can enjoy my life. If the world is not believed in as something
promised, then it is experienced as a “terrible naturalness,”33 as inexorable
law – inexorable, compulsive necessity which says: you must wrest a mean-
ing from this chaos, this fearful naturalness in its whole indeterminateness;
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you must first give a meaning for this chaotic world from out of itself; you
must establish order. If the world is not believed as something promised,
then it becomes, as Nietzsche appropriately said, “a thousandswastes, silent,
cold.”34 In such silence and such coldness Luther experiences the wrath of
God. All creatures aroundme – even if it were only a rustling leaf that fright-
ensme35 –makeme know and speak of this wrath, butmostly it is spoken in
my own heart in its spite and in its despondency. Luther does not recognize
anything neutral beyond wrath and grace. Wrath and grace – therein lies
the fundamental dual focus of his feeling of the world, his language, and
his understanding of history. In this is founded the struggle which is to be
carried out and which Luther did carry out his whole life long.

Luther has not been trapped by the temptation to seek another clarity
than the one of the reliable word of promise. Therefore the world is not
transparent for him, not wholly calculable and intelligible. His theology is
devoid of any historical-philosophical speculation of unity. To the degree
to which it contradicts such speculations – for instance, the illusion of
invariable progresswithin thehistory of theworld – it is reasonable, realistic,
and fully cognizant of the experience of the concrete world.

The much referred to, although frequently misunderstood, “secularity”
of Luther is to be understood as theological through and through. For with
it, the world is perceived as created by God’s reliable word and as sustained
despite persistent threats. Its perception is that of justice and grace.36
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6 Luther’s theology
markus wriedt
Translated by Katharina Gustavs

introduction

With Martin Luther a parting of the ways is inevitable. To some he was
a religious genius or German hero, others saw in him the destroyer of the
Western church and with it the associated inseparable unity of empire and
nation. Curiously enough there is no firm historical verification of Luther’s
self-understanding that could possibly be condensed into one characteristic
keyword – despite a multitude of self-statements and a deep reflection on
his own thoughts and actions going far beyond the usual measure. Luther
pictures himself in various positions and taking on many different tasks.1

Thus the programmatic change of his name already reveals a fundamental
insight behind it: Luder – in late medieval High German bearing the conno-
tation of such words as “dirt” and “garbage” – is changed into eleutherius or
Luther – “the liberated and at the same time Christ’s servant and prisoner.”2

This gives us a hint of his future insight – extensively formulated in a style of
paradox later on – into God’s justifying action and the resulting knowledge
of the complete inability of humans to act independently in accord with a
requisite obedience to God and love for one’s neighbor. At the same time
Luther stresses over and over again his dignity and position as a Master
of Holy Scripture, which to him embodied the ultimate authority and
therefore also served him as the unquestionable basis for any theological
argument.3 From 1521 another title takes center place: Luther refers to him-
self as ecclesiast, preacher, or even evangelist.4 All three self-designations
have this in common, they make central Luther’s self-awareness of being an
interpreter of Holy Scripture as well as a preacher of the promise of God’s
reconciliation with and redemption of humanity through Jesus Christ. In
Luther’s understanding this task is rooted in baptism, manifesting itself in
his own individual person as the common priesthood of all believers.

In our quest for a systematic key to Luther’s theology, these self-
designations may serve as guides. Luther saw himself as a preacher, as
a Scripture interpreter. All that can be summarized in one single term,

86
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which he helped shape and which in our modern language is referred to as
a pastor.5 Here we see the first problem surface awaiting those trying to sys-
tematize Luther’s theology: Martin Luther was not a systematic theologian.
He did not develop and present his “teachings” in concise treatises, logically
arranged and secured to all sides. Luther’s theology rather grew out of a
concrete situation. As much as he favored reliable and clear statements on
the one hand,6 so little would he have himself tied down to specific doc-
trinal formulations on the other. The lively, situation-centered and context-
related style of Martin Luther’s Scripture interpretation cannot and could
not be pressed into a Procrustian bed of orthodox confessional and doctrinal
writings.

Frequently enough the situation in which Luther was asked for his in-
terpretation of Holy Scripture, be it in the form of an ethical evaluation, a
pastoral counsel or even a report for the electoral government, turned out
to be one of conflict. If you will, Luther was also a theologian of conflict or
controversy. Never, of course, would he be involved for the sheer confronta-
tion itself or for the sake of the conflict, but he would always keep his eyes
on a true-to-life interpretation and on the judgment of Scripture itself.

How then can we present and describe Luther’s theology? Numerous
attempts have been undertaken to this end which remain unsatisfactory
because they do not hit on the power and significance of Luther’s teachings
or his charisma for teaching and preaching.7 Luther’s statementswere either
placed into the framework of dogmatics, following the old Protestant pattern
of orthodoxy, or they were assembled in the order of their appearance with
reference to their historical occurrence. In the end the attempt to fuse the
historical and the systematic exposition also remains disappointing because
it invites too systematic an inquiry into Luther’s texts. They were never
intended to answer such inquiries.8 Furthermore the systematically initiated
approach does not do justice to the human gap between today’s readers and
those who were part of the originating situation – despite all asseverations
to the contrary.9 There have already been several other attempts made in
times past to base theological explorations of Luther on his vocation as a
pastor,10 a preacher11 or a professor.12 As with many studies, hard to keep
up with, on various individual topics of Luther’s theology, those too still
lack the overall view that we hope for.

In the following essay I will try to make a virtue out of this necessity.
That is, I will not even try my skills at a systematic overall view. There are
solid and particular historical arguments at hand to prove my point. Luther
develops his theological view out of existentially troubling spiritual trials.
This of course forms his theological reflection. To the degree to which he
tries to pin down the causes of his theological temptations, in search of a
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way out, he causes some parts – or in his opinion even the core – of the
theological system of his time to totter and even partly to collapse.13 Given
this background and the necessity of dealing with further controversies
coming his way, Luther is more and more frequently forced to state his one
concern, which is the gospel, in the shortest time possible and in a con-
densed, sometimes polemically exaggerated, style. Distinctions, polemics,
and corrections rule his writings far more than the peaceful development
of individual thoughts. In retrospect Luther observes that he “had been
dragged into that matter” and that he had sought neither controversy nor
conflict out of himself.14

Yet we will have to question which principle unifies this multitude of
disparate and even contradictory statements. In the first part of the follow-
ing essay, I will explore this question under the heading: Luther’s Refor-
mation Discovery. Throughout the subsequent five points, I will present
some typical historical situations, in which Luther proves his Reformation
Discovery using the form of theological statements and doctrines. The final
question will be to discover whether Luther’s approach was “spoiling the
system” (Hamm) and as a result legitimately led to church separation.

luther ’ s reformation discovery

In the preface to the first edition of his Latin writings in 1545, Luther
writes about his theological development:

I had conceived a most unusual, burning desire to understand Paul in
his letter to the Romans; thus far there had stood in my way not a cold
heart but one single word that is written in the first chapter: “In it the
justice of God is revealed” (Rom. 1:17) because I hated that word
“justice of God.” By the use and custom of all my teachers I had been
taught to understand it philosophically as referring to so-called formal
or active justice, that is, justice by which God is just and by which he
punishes sinners and the unjust. – But I, impeccable monk that I was,
stood before God as a sinner with an extremely troubled conscience
and I could not be sure that my merit would assuage him. I did not
love, no, rather I hated the just God who punishes sinners. In silence if
I did not blaspheme against God, then certainly I grumbled with
vehement anger against him. As if it isn’t enough that we miserable
sinners, lost for all eternity because of original sin, are oppressed by
every kind of calamity through the Ten Commandments. Why does
God heap sorrow upon sorrow through the gospel and through the
gospel threatens us with his justice and wrath? This was how I was
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raging with wild and disturbed conscience. Thus I continued
badgering Paul about that spot in Romans 1 seeking anxiously to
know what it meant.15

At first Luther had experienced Christ as the angry judge who would
judge him according to his deeds. The fear of the Day of the Last Judgment
was at the same time connected with an extreme fear of hell’s punishment
and eternal fire. For the young monk the presence of the judging Christ
became especially acute during mass. In his early sermons Luther conveys
a very impressive image of the pious supplicant who is very well aware
of this judge. Equally clear is that Christians are not subject to arbitrary
judgment. Therefore the late medieval practice of devotion is sometimes
aimed at bringing about a predictable judgment and at attracting a more
favorable decision with the help of pious works.

The central term, to which Luther’s deep spiritual trials can be pinned
down, is the “justice of God” that Luther understood as an active pursuit: the
just God pursues the lawbreaker with wrath and punishment. The tested
monk becomesmore andmore tangled in a vicious circle of exaggerated fear
of sin and of works of repentance, which become perceived of as futile. This
culminated in the question as to whether salvation was at all possible or if
Luther had not already been forgotten by God’s grace, being condemned for
all eternity. The study of the core tenets of the doctrine of grace, that is, the
teachings about God’s eternal providence and predestination, fling Luther
into deepest despair. No wonder then that in retrospect Luther accused
his monastic teachers and ecclesiastical theologians of the way they spoke
of Christ exclusively as the judge to whom account had to be given and
good works had to be shown. Christ was not shown to his advantage as a
comforter, savior, and redeemer but as a tyrant.

A decisively new direction for his devotion Luther received from his
fatherly friend and vicar general of the order, Johannes von Staupitz
(1465–1524). The Saxon nobleman did not exactly distinguish himself by
systematically outlining a theological system of his own, but he certainly
knew how to provide outstanding pastoral counsel guided by the language
of the Bible and moved by the individual sorrows of the tested believer.
He referred Luther to the merciful God and the representative atonement
gained through Christ in his suffering and dying. It must have been Staupitz
who untangled Luther from the spiritual knots that constrained the Chris-
tian to be completely obedient to God out of one’s own power, love him
perfectly out of one’s own heart. He points to the suffering Christ revealing
the love and mercy of God, in whose light the question of our eternal elec-
tion or condemnation loses its meaning. We can be certain that Staupitz
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counseled Luther mainly along the lines of late medieval devotional prac-
tices strongly influenced bymysticism and ameditation on Christ’s wounds
by Bernard Clairvaux. The deeply humane exhortation by the vicar general
not to become lost in the examination of one’s own sinful nature, but to put
confidence in God’s love and mercy, certainly touched Luther so deeply that
he came to interpret numerous hitherto dark passages of Scripture anew in
the light of these sentences. This talk with Staupitz, which defies precise
dating, impressed Luther so deeply that later he could claim that it had been
his fellow friar who started the new teaching.16 Looking back on it, the light
of the gospel lit by Staupitz shines especially brightly in the term that at
first had landed Luther in such deep spiritual despair:

Night and day I meditated on those words until at last, by the mercy
of God, I paid attention to their context: “The justice of God is revealed
in it, as it is written: The just person lives by faith.” Then I began to
understand the justice of God by which the just person lives by a gift
of God, that is by faith. The meaning of this verse started to open up
to me: The justice of God is revealed through the gospel but it is a
passive justice by which the merciful God justifies us by faith, as it is
written: “The just person lives by faith.” All at once I had the feeling of
being born again and entering into paradise itself through open gates.
Immediately the whole of Scripture shone in a different light. I ran
through the Scriptures from memory and found that other terms also
had analogous meanings: e.g. the work of God, that is, what God works
in us; the power of God, by which God makes us powerful; the wisdom
of God, by which he makes us wise; the strength of God, the salvation
of God, the glory of God. – I would exalt this sweetest word of mine
“justice of God” with as much love as before I had hated it with hate.
Thus this phrase of Paul was for me the true gate to paradise.17

The discovery of God’s passive justice, that justice with which sinners
are clothed and justified, turned for Luther into the opening key to the
complete revelation of Holy Scripture.18 The insight that God acts “for me –
for us (pro me – pro nobis)” turns Luther’s past religious experience and
theological thinking upside down, though he would call it being “back on
his feet.” In view of God’s free and necessarily given gift of grace, Luther’s
striving for perfection, for pure love to God, for justification and holiness,
proves to be absolutely wrong, even blasphemous. It appeared that he had
rejected the caring love of the merciful God in favor of overconfidence in
his own power to find happiness, that is, to acquire eternal salvation.

This fundamental conviction lasts through all controversies with and
about Luther: He lays emphasis on the free, absolute sovereignty of God and
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his merciful acts of grace toward creatures full of sin and separated from
him. Theological dispute always crops up when one of these two funda-
mental statements is narrowed down or leveled out. And Luther is certainly
not after a rendition of a precisely stated doctrine or even the repetition of
certain doctrinal formulations, such as would soon become the case with
the claims made by early orthodoxy, but he was after the theological path
of knowledge behind it. Luther’s Reformation Discovery was first of all a
hermeneutic insight,19 which he had gained from the (re)discovery of Paul’s
message on justification through the analysis of the term “justice of God.”
The term itself actually does not play such an important role. Rather more
important is the “newmethod” used to grasp its meaning in the light of Holy
Scripture. This is all about a new or, as Luther would say, different way of
reading Scripture through the gospel, which remains uninfluenced by
human influence or, to put it inmodernwords, free from pre-understanding
and anticipated results being read into the text.

During the following years (in good company with senior researchers
I still assume an early date of 1514 for the Reformation breakthrough20)
Luther unfolds his new line of thought within the rather sheltered world of
the monastery and university. The writings of the young Luther up to about
1521, sometimes evenmuch longer through to 1530, show clearly howmuch
the young monk struggles with the consequences of his (re)discovery of the
gospel’s message of God’s righteousness, which he perceived as liberating.
Small wonder then that the systematically matured reflections of later years
cannot be found in his early writings, neither with regard to the terminology
nor the contents. As an example we refer to the justification of sinners and
what a marginal mention it received in his lectures on Romans in 1515/16.
The relevant passages bear no hint of Luther’s Reformation Discovery. How-
ever, the exposition of other topics is worked very meticulously following
patterns of contemporary devotion and this onlymakes sense if seen against
the backdrop of a Reformation Discovery already having taken place.21

There is another peculiarity, which deserves mention here. Only of late
could this reference be applied more generally to an interpretation of the
developmental lines of young Luther’s theology: A comparison between
Luther’s ownnotes of his lecture onRomans (WA56) and the student’s notes
from dictation (WA57) reveals how carefully Luther chosewords describing
his new insights and the resulting criticism of then current theological doc-
trines, criticism as well of the church as of devotional customs of his time,
which was based on the latter notes. Numerous passages from his lecture
on Romans, which former researchers have quoted as evidence for Luther’s
presumably already developed anti-scholastic and especially critical think-
ing about the pope and church reformation theology, these he had actually
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withheld from his students. Obviously he showed consideration for those
who had not yet fully developed such a deep insight into Paul’s theology
and from whom at the same time he could also conceal the corresponding
immaturity of his own approach.22

Over the next two years Luther comes across other sources of late me-
dieval (reform) theology – superseded by scholasticism but still persistent
in common devotional practices – such as the mystic writings of Tauler and
the Theologia Deutsch. Thus Luther, confirmed in his own thinking,23 dares
to go public in a few disputations with preliminary thematic theses of his
“new theology” geared toward academic discussion, even though the public
would only comprise the small world of his own university.24

When we take a systematic theological look at those theses, a right-
ful claim can be made that they form the backbone of Luther’s theology.
In the center we have the absolute sovereignty and freedom of God – ex-
pressed in such terms as grace, mercy, and righteousness – and across from
him humans who are caught in their sin, completely incapable of taking
any saving action. Sin hereby takes the expression of humans’ perpetual
attempt to place themselves in God’s position and the desire to create and
fulfill their lives out of their own power and responsibility. This human
overconfidence becomes most manifest in relationships with authorities
from outside the Bible such as Aristotle and a Scripture interpretation led
astray by church traditions lacking true theological back-up. Here we see
again Luther’s fundamental theme shine through most brightly: Poor inter-
pretation of Scripture leads inevitably to the introduction or maintenance
of biblically unfounded doctrines and thus illegitimate devotional practices.
Only where a biblically legitimized Scripture interpretation provides orien-
tation and foundation for human action can the required obedience to God’s
law be fulfilled. Such interpretation certainly cannot be achieved through
human power. The gift of the Holy Spirit and the grace of God, not owed
but given freely, are needed for that.

This summary is of course the result of interpreting the young Luther
in the light of the mature statements in his later writings. At that point,
Luther himself is still in search of those relationships, unable to relate them
in a concise form. Thus the Disputatio contra scholasticam theologiam,25

for example, starts out not with a thematic formulation of the doctrine of
righteousness, but with a not particularly exciting comment on the con-
tradictory interpretation of Augustine, as can be found throughout all of
the late Middle Ages. In his line of argument Luther is exemplary in prov-
ing that the theologians of his time have neither worked methodically and
cleanly within their system of assumed categories nor proven a solid ref-
erence base of appropriate Scripture interpretation, but instead base their
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conclusions on unproven axiomata. At first only the generally held opinion
appears to him to be an expression of this discrepancy (thesis 5). There-
after he proceeds through questions of anthropology, doctrines of grace
and predestination to issues of righteousness (thesis 40) and shows that be-
hind all of those statements of contemporary theologians contested by him
there is a fundamental theological problem hiding, which he is prepared
to solve. It is only throughout the last third of the quite comprehensive
series of theses that he develops his own position by formulating theses
without the philosophic-theological burden of scholastic traditions, but rich
with his own understanding of grace and God. The explosive force of those
sentences is very clear to theologians of later times with their knowledge
of Luther’s further theological development. For his contemporaries, how-
ever, who do not even know where the journey of Luther’s theology will
take them in the end, it is just another disputation among many others,
which once again criticizes incongruencies and contradictions in scholas-
tic theology. Toward the end of the late Middle Ages this was not a scan-
dal at all, especially not at a university in Electoral Saxony founded on a
reform impetus of highly varied origins. It does not come as a surprise
then that hardly anybody took note of this theological dispute within the
university.

Even the later and powerful Ninety-five Theses 26 were at first initiated
as an inner academic disputation about theology and the then current un-
derstanding of unresolved questions about the grounds and workings of the
sacrament of penance and in particular of indulgence practices, things also
highly controversial among Luther’s contemporaries. Here Luther analyzed
first of all the inner stringency of the theological grounds of indulgence prac-
tice.While exposingmajor gaps in reasoning, the contemporary church doc-
trine appears to him as a human doctrine.27 At that point, of course, it must
have begun to dawn on Luther that his criticism is landing a fundamental
attack on the decision-making authority of the church. Even though he only
gives advice to be especially careful about announcing papal indulgences
(thesis 41), his intention in so doing makes it very clear that he doubts the
theological grounds of indulgences, including the method of the dogmatic
decision-making process. It was probably for the exact same reason that
Luther had sent his theses to the responsible bishop, Archbishop Albert of
Brandenburg located at Mainz, and asked him for theological evaluation or
approbation.28

During his work on this disputation it must have become clear to Luther
that his exegetical insight and its fundamental theological reasoning allow
for no other authority beside Scripture and radically call the structur-
ing of the church’s own authority into question. Thus far Luther’s battle
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against scholastic theology is actually a fight between the super-revelation of
Aristotle’s pagan authority and the genuine Christian authority of Holy
Scripture. The exegetical rediscovery of Paul, confirmed among others by
the anti-Pelagianwritings of St. Augustine, turns into the fundamental ques-
tion of ultimate authority29 within the church and consequently the question
of the unity of the nation state and the institution on whichWestern culture
is founded.

Whether Luther himself saw this last dimension of his approach clearly
remains to be left unanswered. His hesitation to go public with his “new
theology” is probably founded on the fact that he did not fully compre-
hend the consequences of his Scripture interpretation. The more he became
involved in conflict with the ecclesiastical and secular authorities over the
next years, the more he felt himself forced to lay open the hermeneutic
foundations of his exegetical discovery.

To illustrate this highly complex process of clarification, separation,
and retraction, spanning almost thirty years, I have chosen five exemplary
situations for the second part of this essay.

the formation of luther ’ s theology in the
context of controvers ies

Argument over traditional devotional practices
When Albrecht of Brandenburg assumed his office as archbishop in

Mainz an installation fee to Rome became due, which Albrecht was unable
to pay out of his own pocket. In conjunctionwith the Fugger bank a complex
financial strategy was agreed upon, as a result of which among other things
the plenary indulgence was sold throughout Albrecht’s diocese to raise the
necessary funds.30 It was not for the circumstances that brought about the
sale of indulgences that Luther’s opposition was stirred, but, as mentioned
above, rather for its unresolved theological grounds.

In addition to his academic, theological line of thinking, there may
also have been pastoral considerations. It was not least his own existential
anxiety, brought about by the church’s offer of the sacrament of penance
and his own spiritual trials, that caused Luther to nail his colors to the mast
of theology. In his letter of October 31, 1517, which Luther sent along with
the theses to his bishop, he emphasized that nobody could be made sure of
his or her salvation by a gift from a bishop. Church authorities are rather
called to teach the people the gospel and love of Christ.

Luther opens his series of theses with a radical new understanding of
repentance, guided by the New Testament and Paul’s letters in particular:
“When our Lord Jesus Christ said, ‘Repent’ (Matt. 4:17) he wanted the whole
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life of a believer to be nothing else than repentance” (thesis 1). In Luther’s
opinion Christ’s call for repentance stands in contradiction to the current
church practice of repentance: “This word cannot be understood from sacra-
mental repentance (that is, from confession and acts of satisfaction admin-
istered through the office of the priest).” Luther shows the tension between
an understanding of repentance rooted in Scripture and the actual church
practice of repentance. For him repentance and faith become almost syn-
onymous: a faith that does not include repentance ignores the radicalism
of being a sinner; a repentance that is not inseparably united with faith is
at once degraded to a “satisfaction,” finally leading to a “righteousness of
good works.”

It does not seem to be Luther’s intention to call the instrument of indul-
gences completely into question, but he tries to contribute to its theological
clarification. The wording of his theses, however, already hints toward a
future radical questioning. For instance, in thesis 36 Luther writes: “Every
Christian who feels true contrition has of right plenary remission of pun-
ishment and guilt, even without letters of indulgence.” Generally speaking,
the Ninety-five Theses are by no means the ultimate treatise on all ques-
tions concerning indulgence. Yet its fundamental importance for the future
development of this controversy is obvious: First of all, Luther felt himself
called upon as a theologian to name a question of theological dispute and
also to contribute to its clarification. His line of argument is not based on
the abuse of indulgences, but rather on his theology learned from Paul and
Augustine. In the end it becomes obvious, as the fundamental importance
of the theses manifests itself, that the authority of Scripture and the author-
ity of the church, especially the papal primacy of teaching and discipline,
cannot be brought to agreement any more. Luther is trying to make it clear
that the word of Christ should be the sole guide and yardstick for all teach-
ing and acting in the church. The further course of events in this conflict
shows clearly that it is the ultimate question of authority over which the
opponents break up and accuse one other.

This was not what Luther was aiming at, and he showed himself sur-
prised about the reaction from the other side of the old faith.Many an author
did not bother at all with the central issue of indulgences, but most of them
focused their refutation of indulgences on questions of papal authority.
Archbishop Albrecht of Mainz himself did not take the whole affair too se-
riously. Because of his own lack of interest in theological matters, he passed
the theses on to Rome and asked for Luther to be rebuked. A conviction
or even excommunication was not something he would have had in mind.
Yet this was certainly the opening to the Roman trial, during which event
the conflict escalated quickly. In Germany certain statements of theologians
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from the old faith also saw to that.31 Based on the 106 theses by Tetzel and
Wimpina, the German chapter of Dominicans decided to take Luther to trial
in Rome on suspicion of heresy. In the person of Johannes Eck from Ingol-
stadt, one of the most highly profiled and educated theologians of Germany
accused Luther of spreading the “Bohemian virus.” For clarification of his
own standpoint Luther himself published the Resolutiones,32 in which he
not only stated his exegetical insights more clearly, but also pushed forward
into the question of papal authority: “It is not the task of the pope to set
up new articles of faith, but rather to evaluate and decide issues of faith
in accordance with the already existent articles of faith.” Anyway, Luther
continued:

The church is in need of a reformation. This is not something to be
undertaken by one person, the pope or many cardinals, but by God
alone. Yet the timing for this reformation knows only he who has
created time itself. In the meantime, however, we cannot deny such
obvious errors. The power of the keys is being abused and is forced to
serve money and ambition. The flood has begun to rise, it is not in our
power to make it stop now. “Our iniquities testify against us” (Jer.
14:7) and each of us is incriminated by his own words.

Even though Luther reduces the pope’s authority to canonical matters,
he does not deny it in principle. This he makes clear in his accompanying
dedication, in which on the one hand he emphasizes that he could not take
anything back, but on the other hand he is also prepared to submit himself
completely to the pope:

Most Holy Father, prostrate at the feet of your Holiness, I offer myself
with all that I am and have. Bring to life, put to death, call, recall,
approve, reprove, just do as it pleases thee: I will acknowledge thy
voice as the voice of Christ, reigning and speaking in thee. If I have
deserved my death, I will not refuse to die. The earth and its fullness
are the Lord’s, He be praised forever and ever. Amen.33

In spring 1518 Silvestro Mazzolini, named after his place of birth
Prierias, was entrusted with the initiation of the canonical process against
Luther. His Dialogus reflects the common – in Rome, predominant – view
of the matter. The four fundamental sentences about the church culminate
in the thesis: “He who says that the Roman church cannot do with regard
to indulgences what she is doing is a heretic.” In the past Prierias had al-
ready been known for emphasizing the infallible authority of the pope in
questions of interpretation, thereby raising it above Scripture, yet with this
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last sentence the judgment on Luther was pronounced, laying the basis for
the future conflict.

When in August 1518 Luther received the subpoena summoning him
to Rome and at the same time also took note of the Dialogus by Silvester
Prierias (Mazzolini), he felt confirmed in his suspicion, until then only cau-
tiously voiced, that Antichrist would rule in Rome. The conflict with Rome
finally escalated because an average theologian in his attempt to protect
the pope and with his responsibility to settle a question of doctrine left
behind the foundation of Scripture and formulated an extremely explo-
sive statement that was no longer theologically tenable. From a not quite
unfounded historical perspective, Luther on the contrary saw in Prierias
a representative of the predominant view not recalled by the pope or any
other theologian, inferring from this that the theological corruption of the
church in Rome must be huge.

From spring 1518 the conflict between Luther and Rome was played at
several levels. At first various replies to Luther’s theses and his subsequent
Resolutioneswere written – the level of literary-academic dispute. The argu-
ments on both sides were double-checked and formulated more precisely.
Thereafter the preparation of the canonical process started a canonical
dispute rolling which became increasingly narrowed down to the intense
question of the church’s ultimate authority. Finally, in summer 1518, the
secular authority also began to deal with “Luther’s case.” On August 5, 1518
Emperor Maximilian informed the pope in writing about the Diet and in
this letter expressed his worries that Luther represented a danger for the
unity of faith and promised that he would be prepared to help enforce
church laws against Luther in the German empire. At the same time Elector
Frederick III, also called theWise, from Saxony stood up for Luther after his
appellation and asked to have the trial of this theologian from Wittenberg
moved to Germany, thus ensuring a fair and due process.

In the course of the canonical controversy a most memorable inter-
view took place at Augsburg in October 1518.34 Thoughts were exchanged
between Luther and probably the best theologian of his time, the papal car-
dinal legate Thomas de Vio Cajetanus (Cajetan), by profession a foremost
expert and commentator on ThomasAquinas and one of themost intelligent
representatives of scholastic theology in the sixteenth century. For a long
time the Italian Dominican had already belonged to those defending papal
infallibility and had harshly criticized the conciliaristic reform movement
of his time. With regard to Luther’s question he was generally open because
he himself had already published a treatise on the issue of indulgences in
December 1517. Contrary to numerous of his contemporaries Cajetan had
chosen his words cautiously and carefully.35
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Though Cajetan kept to his promise to treat Luther with fatherly mild-
ness, the course of the talk also showed the principal difference in their
opinions and theological motives. Ecclesiology and papal authority were
the hot issues. However, there seemed to be no rapprochement possible.
While Luther emphasized the potential fallibility of the papacy and the
church councils, particularly in view of the controversial doctrine on the
treasure of the church, whose doctrinal tenets he wished to see subjected
to the ultimate judgment of Scripture, Cajetan pointed to the pope’s full-
ness of power in questions of teaching and tried to put Luther closer to the
conciliaristic theologians of the fifteenth century. For Cajetan the dispute
finally boiled down to the issue of papal authority, criticism of which was,
on principle, worthy of condemnation for a Dominican. In this conviction
Prierias had preceded him.

One more time the question of the pope’s ultimate authority was to be
discussed. In spring 1518 the theologian Johannes Eck from Ingolstadt had
replied to Luther’s theses on indulgences with hisObelisci (Skewers). In turn
Luther answered with his Asterisci (Stars), pointing out: “That the Roman
church stands high above all others is proven by the harsh decrees issued by
the Roman popes throughout the last four hundred years. The proven track
record of the first one-thousand-and-one-hundred years of Holy Scripture
as well as the decision of the Nicean council are put against it.”36

Luther’s way of doing theology takes on a new quality in the literary-
academic dispute with Eck. Having started out as an exegete and a co-
reformer of the course of studies at the University of Wittenberg, in his
dedicated search for theological clarification of open and controversial ques-
tions Luther soon moved from the small academic audience to the broader
public of the church. Yet with his Resolutio against Eck he presented a
polemic which attacked the foundations of the late medieval church. It
seems as if Luther would have liked to have avoided such a confrontation.
Because of the positions declared by Prierias, Cajetan, and Eck, however,
he felt compelled to push further with his criticism than was his original
intention. Armed with arguments from exegesis, church history, and com-
mon knowledge, he went on to refute the pope’s claim of divine canon law.
The fact that Luther recognizes the office of the pope as a human category
shows how hard he tried to moderate – as much as he could help it – the
consequences of his critical inquiry. Though it does not change a single
bit of the radical consequence going hand in hand with his Reformation
Discovery.

Beside its significant role in the canonical process, the Leipzig Disputa-
tion also turned out to be of great importance to Luther himself. First of all,
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Luther seized the opportunity to become more precise in his wording with
regard to the Bohemians. In 1521 he had demanded from secular authorities
in his “nobility treatise” that they make contact with the Bohemian church.
The issue of Scripture authority also needed further clarification.37 To this
of course he would find a more final answer only during the future course
of the inner Protestant discussions, to which we will return later. For now,
the Leipzig Disputation prompted him to refine his definition of the church
more precisely.38 The emphasis on the spiritual aspect of ecclesiology as
well as the distinction between a spiritual and a bodily church move to
the background. Instead, the distinction between a true and a false church
grows in importance after 1519. With the revision of his opinion on the
Hussites it becomes even more problematic for Luther naturally to equate
the Roman Catholic Church with true Christianity. Luther cannot close his
eyes to the insight that there are true Christians outside the church of Rome
and that some of those Christians have been excommunicated even though
they appear to have the greater right to call themselves Christians.

With a growing conviction that the papacy is actually an instrument
of the antichrist, Luther states his ecclesiological arguments ever more
pointedly. The apocalyptic tone of his style becomesmore pronounced.39 He
feels himself being increasingly dragged into the battle between God and
Satan for the ultimate rule. This apocalyptic atmosphere of course leads
Luther into making statements which in this form are no longer tenable in
our modern ecumenical dialogue and which for that reason should not be
repeated at all.

During his early years Luther’s criticism of the current church practice
of the sacraments as well as the foundation of their authority for dogmatic
decision-making takes center stage in his theological reflections. It should
also be noted here that though Luther bases the development of his criticism
on the (re)discovery of Paul’s message of God’s righteousness, the ecclesi-
ological discourse certainly forms the center. Luther’s characteristic and
mature statements of the priesthood of all believers, which turn the hierar-
chy of the church upside down and plant a biblical theological foundation,
can only be found in his later ecclesiology after he had been provoked by
the failed talks with Rome and his order to think his alternative approach
through to the end. The relative peace of the years prior to and after Charles
V’s election to be Emperor of the Holy Roman Empire of the German
Nation in 1519 provided Luther with the necessary opportunity. Because
of the numerous negotiations associated with the imperial election, the
curia’s activity regarding Luther’s trial was more or less put to rest. During
the course of 1520 this process was continued again.
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First contributions to the consolidation of an evangelical
Lutheran theology
In his early academic publications Luther focused mainly on negating

wrong developments within the church and its devotional practices based
on his understanding of Scripture, but now he turns to creatively formu-
lating new teachings. It is important here again to draw attention to the
fact that with only a very few exceptions Luther was not accustomed to
come out with programmatic treatises, but rather presented them in a rich
variety of occasional publications, sermons and writings of comfort, cate-
chism treatises, polemics, and disputes. Several times Luther complained
that polemics and disputes were hindering him from his own constructive
work. In contrast to academic disputations, the theologian from Witten-
berg now made extensive use of the German language, which furthered the
widespread impact of his writings enormously. Supported by the picture
material from the associated Cranach house and other workshops, Luther’s
writings became especially popular with educated lay people.

First of all Luther contributed to the creation of a new form of devotion
in his Sermon von der Betrachtung des heiligen Leidens Christi (A Sermon on
the Meditation on Christ’s Passion).40 Contrary to the common superficiality
of passion devotions, it was dear to Luther’s heart that a passion meditation
may lead to the recognition and confession of one’s own sin, the sin that
is partly responsible for Christ’s suffering. This insight of course cannot be
acquired through the sinner’s own power, but can only be granted by God
himself.

This line of thought closely ties in with Luther’s criticism and the result-
ing change caused in the common practice of prayer, as outlined by Luther
in his interpretation of the Lord’s Prayer in 1519.41 The theologian from
Wittenberg urges people to internalize their praying. In his interpretation
of the Lord’s Prayer the central threads of the confession of sins and righ-
teousness star again: Prayers are addressed to the merciful father and not
to the angry judge, rising above human trouble to God. The seven requests
are a showcase of human misery and thus include the recognition of one’s
own sin. The hope of being heard is at the same time the confidence in
God’s merciful and redeeming will, whose consent and promise form the
first and foremost prerequisite for true prayer.

Earlier publications already gave a hint of Luther’s own understanding
of the sacraments, which he states more strongly now in three sermons
on penance, baptism, and the Lord’s Supper42 as well as in other writings:
for example, providing comfort to Elector Frederick,43 who fell seriously
sick after his return from the imperial election in September/October 1519,
and to his minister Markus Schart in the ars moriendi44 on how to die, or
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answering questions on work45 or marital ethics.46 In those sermons Luther
borrows a scheme fromAugustine, who distinguished between visible signs
(signum) and their meaning (res). New of course is Luther’s addition of faith,
which functions as a unique mediator for connecting the two. Reducing his
definition of the sacraments to the Augustinian formula “accedit verbum ad
elementum et fit sacramentum”47 prompts Luther to criticize the commonly
used number of seven sacraments offered through the church since the
thirteenth century. To Luther a sacrament is constitutively characterized by
the divine promise. After all, our relationship with God is formed through
his promising word, received by faith. The other sacraments, however, do
not fulfill this condition.

Again and again Luther is asked for an ethical exposition which would
explain how he understands righteousness. In his Sermon on Good Works48

he presents a short draft, which is later combined with the concrete so-
cietal and political situation of the nation in his programmatic writing
To the Christian Nobility of the German Nation Regarding the Reform of
the Christian Estate.49 The point of departure for Luther’s reflections is
the First Commandment. From that it follows for Luther that there are
no other good works of obedience in faith than those which have been
commanded by God. This had to have a most reducing effect on all ex-
tra satisfactions. Contrary to common belief faith is the first and foremost
work. Apart from faith no good works exist. Anything that is done with-
out faith is rather sin. This basic concept is shortly applied to all other
commandments.

Among Luther’s writings the “nobility treatise” occupies a special place
insofar that it did not present Scripture interpretation and theological teach-
ing as usual, but offered practical advice to the German nobility in the form
of a “fool’s speech.” By means of a literary alienation technique, Luther slips
into the role of a fool, maybe also owing to the fact that he does not feel
too comfortable in the role of a political advisor, and makes himself the
speaker of the German Gravamina movement.50 Luther’s relevant matters
concerning reform are of course tied into some fundamental theological
reasoning.

Luther starts from the assumption that papacy is surrounded by a three-
fold wall, since it would lay claim on, first, the supreme rule over secular
authorities, second, the monopoly over the normative Scripture interpre-
tation, and, third, the supreme rule over the council. In contrast to this
claim of universal supremacy, Luther develops his theory of the common
priesthood: According to 1 Peter 2:9 all Christians are chosen to be kings
and priests. The office bearers elected from among them by an unspecified
method of election are only the servants and do not feature any superior
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qualities. This not only implies the negation of the formerly stated qual-
itative difference between priests (character indelibiles) and laity, but the
incredible enhancement of the status of the latter and the total abolition of
any type of hierarchy in the church. Though this line of argument reveals
a tremendous emancipatory claim, Luther never called the medieval order
of imperial estates into question. Therefore it is not an anti-authoritative
democratism, but a theological-exegetical reasoning, which leads Luther
to such a radical formulation of the common priesthood of all believers.
This in turn offers him the opportunity to revolutionize the papal primacy
completely. In numerous, far-reaching, individual demands and exemplary
criticism Luther then develops his reform program. Generally speaking,
he had the thorough decentralization of the church at his heart combined
with a drastic reduction in Roman central power and the resulting greater
independence of the German church. At the same time Luther hopes for
intensification of individual devotion as outlined in his early writings.

Based on his newly found understanding of the sacraments, Luther sum-
marizes and to a certain degree also finalizes his criticism of the current
practice of devotion as manifest in worship services in an equally power-
ful writing, On the Babylonian Captivity of the Church. Prelude.51 What is
headed as a preface turns out over many long years to be the matured and
ultimate convictions of the theologian from Wittenberg. Christ’s words of
institution become for him the center of the mass:

When man is to deal with God and receive something from him, it
will be inevitable that no man will start and lay the first stone, but
rather God alone will be the first to make a commitment without any
desire or request on the part of humans. It is this word of God that is
the first and foremost, the foundation and the rock onto which all
other works, words and thoughts of man are going to be built.52

The pattern of promise and faith again forms the dominant force for all
further conclusions. It must be for that reason that Luther criticizes the
quiet voicewithwhich thewords of institution are spoken, and the sacrificial
understanding of the eucharist, as well as the removal of the cup from the
laity. The sacrifice offered byhumans should rather be lived in prayer, praise,
and gratefulness. Faith focuses on Christ’s sacrifice for humanity. Insofar as
it is faith that performs the sacrament, then as a result the function of the
sacrificing priest is abolished. Thus Luther once again reaches the notion of
the commonpriesthood of all believers, with his understanding of the Lord’s
Supper revolutionizing the doctrine of the church in a shockingly new way,
and consequently the foundations of late medieval ecclesiology itself. In
numerous disputations and sermons Luther, supported by Melanchthon,
continues to develop his theology of the sacrament.
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More frequently Luther ends up between the fronts of old believers
and representatives of Rome on the one hand and the reform forces of
highly different provenance calling upon him on the other hand. Beginning
in his “liberty treatise”53 but also in numerous later writings, Luther sees
himself forced to bemore precise in hiswording, protecting and dissociating
himself from arguments of both sides. The tension between evangelical
freedom and politically advisable caution had begun its endless build-up.
For Luther, Christian freedom is certainly not about doing what pleases
you, but rather what pleases God alone and is invisible, while believing
in Christ and having a clear conscience. In the outside world, however,
before the people this freedom is to give way to the service of one’s fellow
humans:

“Therefore, dear friends, because God has shown his grace so that we
could grasp the gospel and begin to understand some of its freedom,
let us make any effort to again honor it faithfully and not to dishonor
it unfaithfully.”54

Through these few sentences runs a basic pattern, which is typical for
Luther’s theology: Since positive statements often turn out to seemquite un-
clear or even contradictory, he makes conscious use of the style of opposites
or paradox. Speaking in opposites or word pairs is very much preferred by
Luther over making definite individual statements: freedom and service,
external and internal, before God and before people, hidden and obvious,
flesh and spirit, law and gospel, promise and fulfillment, justified and sin-
ner at the same time, etc. Not the individual statement itself, but the space
of tension related between the two extremes or even contradictions is the
content of his theological concept. Therefore if we were on the lookout for
a term specifically to describe Luther’s theology, I feel inclined to speak of
a “relational theology.”55 After all, this seems to be the reason why Luther’s
theology eludes the organizing power of classical dogmatics so persistently.
Instead of God he speaks of God’s relationship with humans as documented
in his almighty power of creation, his bottomless mercy, his perfect will of
redemption and atonement. Instead of speculating about the double nature
of Christ’s existence Luther speaks of his suffering, dying, and resurrection
and the service of the resurrected in the threefold office of king, priest,
and prophet. Instead of a doctrine of righteousness Luther presents numer-
ous situations in which the justification of humans becomes reality in the
tension between the current promise of Scripture and its eschatological ful-
fillment at Christ’s return (simul iustus et peccator). Instead of a doctrine
of the church Luther develops a guiding formula based on the biblical un-
derstanding of the Lord’s Supper, with which he also turns late medieval
ecclesiology back on its feet, and so forth. This basic pattern starts to gain
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momentum at a time when Luther, placed under the imperial ban following
the decisions of the Diet at Worms and therefore bereft of the power to
act at church or state level, is forced to create the alternative model of a
Scripture-based, evangelical theology and to give guidance for its practical
application in a new church and devotional practice.

Certainly this holds a great deal of tension, which in its final conse-
quence has Luther’s ecclesiology appear contradictory: Luther always as-
sumed that it would be possible to win the Roman bishops – at least those
of the German empire – for the truth of the gospel, as it was evident to
Luther, so that a “system-conforming Reformation from above” could be
carried out.56 It was a fact, however, that his criticism of the Roman system
was of such a fundamental nature that it would destabilize the system to the
extent that the desired reformation of head and limbs could not be achieved
any longer. This inner conflict worsens to a point of confrontation where
Luther is finally forced – against his own will – to “build a new church.”
Designed by him as an interim solution, it always remains a half-hearted
endeavor and sows the seeds for the constant self-inquiry of future Lutheran
churches, which refer to Luther though in fact they should no longer be in
existence according to their founder’s own Reformation approach.

Disputes within the Reformation movement
Probably also due to those never explicitly discussed relations, it soon

came to separations and differences within the Reformation camp after
the publication of Luther’s major treatises in 1520/21. In the first years
the common interest in a comprehensive reform of Western theology and
church in its head and limbs united numerous, highly different, groups and
individuals. To the extent that it became manifest in the person of Luther
that resistance against encrusted structures in church and society could be
possible and even successful, the original arguments and intentions would
surface again. After 1521 Luther had to deal not so much with the church
representatives of Rome and the papacy, but rather with dissidents from his
own side, regarding Holy Scripture as the norm and measure of church life
as well as justification and salvation. In Luther’s opinion it was necessary
to defend the preaching of the gospel and the freedom thus acquired from
human rules against any form of legalism. Luther himself refers to it as
“work holiness.”

Andreas Bodenstein von Karlstadt and the authority of the Spirit
With logical consequence the first conflict was ignited over the legit-

imacy of Luther’s theological teachings on reform, his concept of Scrip-
ture interpretation. Delicately enough this conflict arose with his doctor
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father, the comprehensively educated former lawyer and representative of
the Via antiqua Andreas Bodenstein von Karlstadt,57 who at first supported
scholastic theology. The controversy developed around the acceptance of
the thoughts and notions of the African church father Augustine. In his
writings Luther had found his own understanding of God’s passive righ-
teousness and the grace-given justification of human beings remarkably
confirmed, sometimes taking the interpretation beyond the wording of
Augustine’s own writing, his main authority. Karlstadt however kept closer
to the formulations of Augustine’s original works and developed his concept
of the Holy Spirit further. Unlike Luther he did not emphasize the allowance
for an external justification, but the fulfillment of the law as made possible
through the gift of the Spirit.

The arguments escalated after Karlstadt had taken over the Reforma-
tion movement in Wittenberg while Luther stayed put at the Wartburg in
1521/22. Karlstadt held on to the conviction that the Old Testament law
should also apply to Christians and for its fulfillment called in a peculiar
fashion upon the help of the Holy Spirit. In the process of reforming church
and society he would apply the rules of the Law of Moses literally to the
circumstances in Wittenberg. Thus, for example, Karlstadt took the prohi-
bition of images in the Old Testament literally. To him it was of utmost
importance that the Christian faith should also be preserved in externally
visible obedience to God’s law. Theologically speaking, righteousness must
lead to salvation and Christian freedom must express itself in new forms,
including social life. Karlstadt basically stands for a “puritan” form of Ref-
ormation Christianity. In any case, the difference between Karlstadt and
Luther not only touched on the question of a different strategy as to how to
translate evangelical insights into action, but also on fundamental aspects
of Reformation theology.

At the beginning Luther agreed totally with the reforms carried out
under Karlstadt’s leadership in Wittenberg. That Luther, over the course of
events in Wittenberg, became increasingly critical toward the Wittenberg
movement, and that in the course of the arguments this generated he even
modified some parts of his theology, had several reasons.

First of all the appearance of the so-called “Zwickau Prophets,” who
referred to an immediate revelation of the Spirit as the basis of their de-
mands for reform, should be mentioned here.58 Regarding their claim,
Luther pointed out that the Holy Spirit has bound itself to the external
Word of Scripture. For the evaluation of true teachings, this new approach
becomes crucial. Revelations of the Spirit need to be checked against the
examples in Holy Scripture. Furthermore Scripture already contains the
complete revelation of God established in Christ. Statements reaching
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beyond this truth are simply impossible. After having defended the supreme
authority of the Bible (sola scriptura) against all competition, which might
suggest consulting ecclesiastical and theological traditions for the interpre-
tation of controversial Scripture passages as the Romans do, he finds a new
front here. The binding of the Spirit to the externalWord, however, protects
from spiritualistic and enthusiastic concepts.

Law and gospel
Even more poignantly than in the past, Luther brought out the differ-

ence between law and gospel.59 By law Luther understands all statements
of Scripture that uncover the sin of humans and accuse them. In contrast,
the gospel includes all statements that promise comfort, redemption, and
the grace of God. The gospel cannot be limited to the body of text laid down
in the New Testament, nor can every single Scripture verse be exclusively
assigned to either gospel or law. Their respective functions are revealed in
the context of complex relationships, the personal situation of the listener
or reader, and God’s plan of salvation as a whole. The literal translation of
demands from the Old Testament into new action harbors the danger of
turning Christian freedom, for example toward pictures in churches and
on altars, into a law. At the same rate faith would be externalized in this
way. After all, Luther continues to point to the fact that the law is an office
of punishment here to stay, through which a believer is continuously made
aware of his or her sin and the judgment of God is proclaimed. The reformers
in Wittenberg, however, had denied the exact same fact.

The struggle for the appropriate relationship between law and gospel
flares up within the Reformation camp on a regular basis. Even though
everybody would agree on rejecting the supposed or actual Roman “work
holiness,” it continued to remain controversial as to whether the sermon of
repentance belonged theologically to the interpretation of the law or if it had
better be seen from the interpretation of the gospel. Another contentious
issue also surfaced again: if, in what sense, and to what extent the preaching
of the law should remain the task of the church. Luther owed the crucial
insight that true repentance starts with love for righteousness and God to
Johannes of Staupitz. Melanchthon, however, laid emphasis on the need for
the law first to reveal sin so that grace could then be mediated by the gospel.
To him the process of salvation was divided into several succeeding stages
designated by the law, the gospel, and the necessary renewal through the
Holy Spirit. Luther, however, sawhumans in the dialectic between judgment
and grace or law and gospel. This distinction was further intensified by
Johann Agricola (1499–1566) who stressed that penance was the fruit of
the gospel because the law could never lead to faith. Christ fulfilled the



Luther’s theology 107

law; therefore it is excluded now from the path of salvation. The controversy
broke out again over thewriting of the visitation articles for Electoral Saxony
in 1527 on the issue of whether the law should still have its place in the
Protestant sermon.60 Despite repeated declarations of consensus from all
sides, this argument continued to smolder at the root of the Reformation
movement, flaring up from time to time.

During the 1530s and 1540s, the conflict with the Antinomians became
a huge burden for Luther.61 At first he had emphasized the gospel as the
merciful turning toward humans against the Roman position; he now only
stressed the lasting importance of the law. Luther saw Agricola as repre-
sentative of all Antinomians, in danger of abolishing the dialectics between
law and gospel only to form a new law out of the gospel. The lasting impor-
tance of the law lies in its exposing humanity’s sinful nature. Essentially,
the meaning of the salvation of Christ’s cross cannot be understood at all
without the law. The law itself is not an efficient cause (causa efficiens) of
righteousness, but is certainly its prerequisite.

The externalizations of faith, as well as the tendency toward legalism,
toward restrictions of Christian freedom, grows into the central issue of
numerous controversies within the Protestant movement. The accusation
of “lawlessness” and “work holiness” is no longer exclusively reserved for
Roman theologians, but is also raised in particular against the radical reform
forces (spiritualists, peasants, “enthusiasts”).

Attitudes toward authorities
In the end, Luther rejected uproar and resistance against the imperial

forces in any shape or form for the reason mentioned above, and also re-
jected the establishment of God’s Kingdom through human, or even armed,
forces. In January 1522 a mandate was adopted to fight the Neuerungen
wider den hergebrachten christlichen Brauch (New Developments Against
the Old Christian Custom). Luther was worried that out of consideration
for his position within the empire the elector might withdraw his policy of
toleration and silent support. In this context Luther developed his notion
of God-given authority, to which the subjects owe obedience for the sake of
God’swill.62 Temporal authority is necessary formaintaining external order;
without it the church could not continue to exist. At this point Luther
voiced for the first time his convictions that in special emergency situations
Christian authorities are called to carry out a church reform based on the
gospel, even against the official church government. In his famous writing
To the Christian Nobility of the German Nation Regarding the Reform of the
Christian Estate he had earlier pleaded with them to push comprehensive
reform efforts through at the church as well as state level because of the
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obvious failure of the ecclesiastical authorities to do so. In the background
of Luther’s reasoning, secular authority is independent, having received
its special mandate from God and not being subordinated to ecclesiastical
authority.

The fact that Luther, since his move to Wittenberg, received ongoing
support and the promise of secular protection by his electoral ruler cannot
be overestimated for the development of his understanding of authority. In
reply to Rome it had been Luther’s main concern to emphasize the inde-
pendence of secular powers. But in face of the more radical reformers he
now had to place more emphasis on the necessity of a secular order. This
change of fronts set in while the Wittenberg Reformation began to unfold
under the leadership of Karlstadt in 1521/22, but soon it gained even more
momentum when revolutionary forces tried to change conditions through
violence and to establish an allegedly divine rule.

Controversy about the understanding of the Lord’s Supper
Without discussing this dispute in great detail, the controversy about

the understanding of the Lord’s Supper deserves mention in this context.63

From the start a great variety of opinions came together in the Reformation
movement. Thesewere initially covered up by their united forces against the
Roman doctrine of the sacraments. Together they had attacked the notion
of the mass as a sacrifice, attaching great importance to the uniqueness
of Christ’s sacrifice on the cross and the necessity of faith. Within the
Reformationmovement the words of institution, however, had already been
interpreted in different ways during the first years of the controversy about
the understanding of the Lord’s Supper (1517–21). In subsequent years the
issue of the real presence versus the symbolic character of the sacramental
actions moved more and more to the forefront, owing to a long history of
divergent interpretations of Augustine.

Luther’s own position undergoes a change over the course of the con-
troversy. Having first focused on the concept of communion, he now gave
the words of institution and the quality of the participation regarding the
forgiveness of sins more prominence. In contrast Ulrich Zwingli, Luther’s
equal in Zurich and main opponent in this controversy, set out with a
similar notion of Christ’s presence in bread and wine. However, over the
course of the argument he increasingly stressed the spiritual nature of the
sacrament.

Interestingly enough it was Karlstadt again who was the first to present
publicly a different view of the doctrine of the sacraments than Luther.
According to his point of view, Jesus refers to his body while speaking the
words of institution. Therefore the spiritual aspect takes center place in his
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understanding. He is not alone in his opinion but in good company with
former theologians, dogmatics, contemporary humanists, and the so-called
“Bohemian Brothers,” who all preferred the spiritual meaning of the Lord’s
Supper. Yet he is certainly the first one to voice such an opinion within
the Reformation camp, drawing attention to the inner pluriformity of the
Reformation movement in Wittenberg.

Luther has a good look at those positions in his writing on the Lord’s
SupperOn theWorship of the Sacrament of Christ’s Holy Body, 1523,64 stress-
ing the real presence of Christ in bread and wine as he had already done
in earlier years. During the first years of his teaching activity the emphasis
had mainly focused on “for you” (pro nobis). Now the “is” of the words of
institution moved to the center.

The dispute, of course, continued with Zwingli. Zwingli was convinced
that faith could not possibly be based on something of creation. Jesus’ word
that the flesh was of no use (John 6:63) should also be applied to the Lord’s
Supper. For that reason Zwingli rejected the idea of the real presence as well
as the transformation of bread and wine. Those who would eat Jesus’ flesh
and blood in bread and wine could only be called “men or flesh eaters.”
The Lord’s Supper was rather a supper of commemoration, “through which
those who strongly believe that they are reconciled with the father through
Christ’s death and blood proclaim his life-giving death.” Over the course
of the controversy Zwingli tends increasingly to rely on Jesus’ words, “Do
this in remembrance of me,” thus accentuating a position he had already
established in his argument against Rome. The death of Christ has worked
redemption for now and all times. The remembrance is not amere commem-
oration, but the saving significance of the unique act at Cavalry reaching
into the present.

In Zwingli’s background we can also find a fundamental decision re-
garding Christology: He distinguishes strictly – in line with the Antioch
school – between the divine and human natures of Christ. Over and above
that he also differentiated between Jesus’ fleshiness before and after his
resurrection. In his words of institution Jesus refers to his earthly body,
not his raised one that since his ascension sits at the right hand of God in
heaven. The reunionwith his human naturewill only take place at his return
for the Last Judgment. To claim that Christ was also present in his human
nature in the sacramental elements would mean offending the majesty of
God.

Luther for his part refused to apply the words of Jesus from John 6 to the
interpretation of the words of institution. He sticks to the simple meaning
of the words of institution: the word “is” cannot be interpreted as “means.”
Luther views this not only as a specific problem of the teachings regarding
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the Lord’s Supper. For him it is also about the fundamental question of God’s
presence in the Christ who became flesh. Between the revelation of God in
Jesus of Nazareth and the presence of Christ’s body and blood in bread and
wine runs an inseparable connection because in both cases we are dealing
with the paradox of God’s presence in the flesh. Or, put in the traditional
terms of Christology, with the union of divine and human nature.

The Lord’s Supper is all about the communion with the flesh and the
suffering of theGodwho became flesh and about human salvation.Whoever
calls that into question causes the foundation of Christianity to collapse.
The idea of moving the raised Christ into heaven contradicts Luther with
his doctrine of ubiquity, according to which Christ’s body and blood is
also always present in the elements of communion at all places in historical
reality. Even though Luther draws on sophisticated scholastic theories about
the (circumscriptive) spatial or definitive presence in his line of argument,
for modern thinking he unfolds thoughts of an existential nature. We see
this, for example, when he sees the right hand of God as just that place
which guarantees the presence of Christ, and when he moves heaven into
the human heart and suspects hell to be also found there. Thus there is no
longer a fundamental dissent and there does not need to be an interpretive
shift of emphasis in the words of institution, something which would have
justified an opponent’s accusation. This of course holds true not only for
the reform tradition in upper Germany, but also for a potential consensus
with those of the old faith who hold on to the doctrine of the Eucharist.

Controversy about human free will
While the controversy about reform options was in full swing, the next

real conflict about another essential point in Luther’s Reformation theology
gathered force. This was about Luther’s radical notion of sin and the un-
freedom of human will with regard to grace. Erasmus of Rotterdam, the
uncrowned king of the humanists north of the Alps, was the opponent. The
reformers in Wittenberg owed a great deal to the humanists’ endeavors in
promoting philological studies and editing the publications of the church
fathers.65 As much as the humanist movement agreed with numerous state-
ments of Luther, the differences sleeping in the background were very great
and now began to break loose in argument about the freedom of the will.
Erasmus writings since 1524 had defined free will as that power with which
humans can turn either toward or away from what leads them to eternal
salvation. Contrary to Luther he stressed that the denial of human free will
or choice would easily open the gate to godlessness. The notion that God
could harden a human’s heart is particularly foreign to him. Erasmus spe-
cially emphasized the fact that humans owe the entire work to God and
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without him are capable of nothing. Indeed, even free will itself with its
rather limited effect is also a gift of God. However, it is very dear to his heart
that the human response toward God’s offer should be interpreted as an act
of free will.66

Luther’s reply of 152567 is written with a passionate desire to bring
the abyssal experience of spiritual trials on the one hand together with the
promise of divine mercy and grace on the other. He reproached Erasmus for
having explored the question of human free will without any reference to
Christ. Therefore the image of a Christian is conjured up that pictures him
as a humanwho should subject himself with all his might to repentance and
place all his hope in the mercy of God, without which the human will could
achieve nothing at all. Erasmus seems to try to avoid making a statement on
the question of what humans are actually capable of achieving from their
own power and how far their possibilities may reach. In contrast, Luther
makes use of hard-hitting sentences pointing out that humans caught in
their own sin are totally dependent on themerciful attention of God. The loss
of free will is a consequence of the fall of humanity. Luther almost falls prey
to determinism, only on the sidelines conceding the freedom of the human’s
choice with regard to those things which are below him. To Luther the
emphasis on the radical sinfulness of the whole human being is only natural
because of God’s exclusive and universal act of salvation in the suffering
and dying of Jesus Christ: “When we believe that Christ has redeemed
humankind through his blood, then we will have to admit that the whole
human body must have been lost; otherwise we would be making Christ
superfluous or the redeemer of the lesser part, whichwould be blasphemous
and sinful.” The statements concerning the total forlornness of humans can
only make sense in the light of the equally total redemption of the sinner
through Jesus Christ.

conclusions: confl ict -aware (assertoric )
theology

We started out with Luther’s discovery of Paul’s message of righteous-
ness because of which Luther developed a new method of exegesis, the
evangelical interpretation of the gospel (Ebeling). As a result he came to
criticize radically and creatively rethink a biblically founded way of church
teachings as well as the associated devotional and church practices rooted in
them. With persistent and uncompromising theological statements as well
as sharp polemic, certainly not sparing his opponents, Luther unfolded the
fundamental lines of his theology in the diversity of challenging arguments
and conflicts. The assertiobecomes the expression of choice for theChristian
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faith and finds its premise in the clarity of Holy Scripture. Tomake his point
Luther refers to the central message of the Bible: the revelation of Jesus
Christ. “If you take Christ out of Scripture, what are you going to have left
in it after all?” Luther hereby distinguishes between a double clarity and a
double darkness in Scripture:

We find a double clarity in Scripture as well as a double darkness, one
put in the external service of the Word and the other placed in the
knowledge of the heart. Now when you speak of inner clarity, no man
will ever grasp only one single iota in Scripture if it was not for the
Holy Spirit . . . However when you speak of external clarity nothing
will be left in the dark or ambiguity, but all of what is written in
Scripture is revealed through the word placed in the most certain of
lights and publicly preached to the whole world.68

External clarity stresses the non-ambiguity of Christ’s witness, whereas the
inner clarity highlights the receiving of the gospel message in the human
heart. With this teaching, including the statement of the self-interpreting
Scripture (sacra scriptura sui ipsius interpres), Luther declares the indepen-
dence of Reformation theology from any central doctrinal office on the one
hand and the tight bond of all faith statements to the witness of Scripture
on the other. Outside of biblical statements there is no true tenet of faith
possible.

It is right here that Luther’s greatest work, the continuously revised
and improved translation of the Bible, has its systematic-theological place.
The translation of course is determined by his theological approach. The
Bible interprets itself and all topics point to the one message whose cen-
ter is established in human salvation solely through Christ’s suffering and
dying, human reconciliation with the angry God and human justification
through the God-given gift of faith in eschatological completion. It is in-
deed this center that guides the translation. This is also the central mes-
sage to be brought out and at the same time the presence of God to be
witnessed. Accordingly creative, Luther sets out on his translation work,
leaving behind traditional methods of translating word for word and letter
for letter in favor of a gospel-centered translation in the language of his
time.69

Against this backdrop it becomes clear why any controversy coming
Luther’s way was reduced by him to the question of Scripture interpre-
tation and the relation of law and gospel on the one hand and fought
with such great enthusiasm and an almost shocking ruthlessness toward his
theological opponents on the other. For Luther everything is at stake, the
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rediscovery of the gospel and the message of the free and absolute gift of
God’s grace.

Was this type of theology new? Did it break with or spoil the “system”
of the late medieval church and piety so fundamentally that apart from
all historically conditioned contingencies the church separation would be
justified? And if so, should we be forced to continue doing so? Was and is
Luther’s approach, as Berndt Hamm put it,70 so “spoiling the system” that
in it the onset of a new era could be seen?

For the ultimate answer to this question much more detailed research
is required. From the background of the highly intensive studies on the
different strands in late medieval theology, especially those done during
the last couple of years, this much can be said with certainty: Luther was a
child of the late Middle Ages and also remained one throughout his whole
life. On the one hand we have his explosive approach, which gathered force
to break the system over the course of his lifetime and also worked force-
fully against influences of contingent historical implications from outside
of theology and church. On the other hand we have his demand for reform
rooted in theological reasoning, which took on its own life independent
from other reform endeavors of the sixteenth century that he would draw
on for resources. All his efforts make Luther – against his will! – one of the
founders of a new epoch, which we now call the era of confessionalism.
A systematization of Luther’s theology according to a normative doctrine of
how to interpret the gospel is made impossible because of the inner conflict
going back to the sources. But at the same time it is impossible for us actually
to be able to turn back time or to preach the gospel without the challenging
structures, if not of a new era, then certainly of a time essentially differ-
ent from that of the first church. Furthermore this time-dependent way of
preaching should also offer something new. It is this systematic tension that
makes for a constant contrast in the Protestant Scripture interpretation and
church teachings following Luther. Here we can see the opportunities and
limits offered by such theology for today: A gospel-centered theology can
only be pursued as a concrete announcement in real time here and now in
the light of the message of the merciful God, in the tension between law
and gospel. The historical development, which in faith is understood as the
unfolding of God’s all-encompassing will of salvation, will always overtake
all things.

Thus we have reached the end of our reflections on Luther’s theology.
In view of bygone anniversaries and numerous denominations named after
the theologian from Wittenberg as well as the issues surrounding our own
Protestant identity, the following question presents itself: What has Luther
and his theology to tell us today?
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1. The above essay has shown to what a large extent Luther developed
and formulated his theological statements in concrete conflicts, sometimes
provoked by a deplorable state of affairs or an opponent’s position. Luther
can only be understood through his time and in his time. Thanks be to God,
time has changed. As a result numerous occasions that prompted Luther
to make hard-hitting statements are also gone. To this extent any single
criticism, idea, or statement of Luther should always be carefully checked
for whether it stands up to the test of our modern time.

2. No one disputes that Luther was a great theologian, a brilliant rhetor-
ical speaker and in many regards a highly successful reformer. If we would
like to keep his legacy alive, it will be our foremost task to zero in on his the-
ology as a whole and to analyze his patterns and processes of argumentation
to unearth his unique way of “doing theology.” It is not about individual
arguments, but an entire line of argumentation; not about biblical funda-
mentalism, but an ongoing relationshipwith Scripture; not about systematic
Lutheran dogmatics, ethics, or the like, but his dynamic way of reaching an-
swers and statements which are both worth keeping for future generations
and worthy to be gathered into the wealth of ecclesiastical and spiritual
traditions. In addition to the fundamental reconnection to Scripture (sola
scriptura), we can also treasure the hermeneutic distinction between law and
gospel, the teaching of the Holy Spirit as the Spirit is bound to Scripture, the
evaluation of human freedom as it is bound to God’s Word and command-
ments, the teaching of unconditional justification out of grace alone, the
view of the church as a communion of sinners called and redeemed by God,
the highlighting of the church’s office of comfort, the common priesthood
of all believers, and last but not least the spiritual approach to the question
of authority.
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7 Luther’s moral theology
bernd wannenwetsch

approaching luther ’ s ethical thought

A proper understanding of Luther’s ethical thought is hampered in two
ways. First, contemporary ideas of ethics as a discipline in its own right,
when projected back on to Luther, are likely to fail, as his ethical thought
cannot be separated from doctrinal considerations within the whole scope
of his theology. Instead of singling out his “ethics,” then, we must rather
explore his “moral theology,” the web of theological thought of which the
texture of his moral ideas is composed.

The second complicating factor is that Luther’s ethic has elicited a de-
gree of passionate apologetic and repudiation rare among theological ethics,
and thereby has been exceptionally exposed to one-sided and distorted in-
terpretations. Consequently, no account of his moral theology can be given
without some engagement with those interpretations and their problematic
claims.

A look at the history of the reception of Luther’s theology arouses our
suspicion of monistic accounts such as Hegel’s Luther of “freedom,” Karl
Holl’s Luther of “conscience” ormany a theologian’s Luther of “justification.”
These fall short not because they overemphasize one aspect of Luther’s
thought to the disadvantage of others, but because they fail, inmost cases, to
do justice to the very concept focused on. Hegel, for example, was not wrong
to present Luther’s theology as a theology of freedom; rather, his account of
freedom was flawed because his portrayal of Luther as the founding father
of modern individualism by virtue of his superseding traditional authority
could not be reconciledwith Luther’s strong theological concept of authority.

Over against monistic explanatory schemes, we are assuming that
Luther’s theology must be understood as having its unity, or (to hazard a
musical metaphor) its harmony, at the grammatical level. Its coherence lies
less in the formal domain, in terms of a systemic relation of parts, and more
in the harmonious way in which the different language games it engages
resonate with one another. Hence, if we allow for a variety of appropriate
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accounts of Luther’s moral theology, we are bound to require that each be
harmonically rounded enough to comprise the whole of Luther’s ethics, not
bymuting but by integrating the overtones produced by the other accounts.

the f irst commandment and the
second tablet

The grammatical coherence in Luther’s moral theology can be grasped
initially by attending to his concern for the commandments.1 Although
Christian moral theology has always taught the divine commandments, it
was only in the Reformation that the Decalogue took center stage in moral
instruction. Before that time, it had gradually emerged from a shadowy
existence to assume, by the high Middle Ages, an important role as a mirror
of sin in confession, therein almost absorbing other concepts such as the
double love command. In a typical move, Luther did not merely take over
this tendency but redirected it toward a focus on the First Commandment.
For this reason his ethics cannot simply be understood as a version of “divine
command theory.” Rather, his handling of the issue of commandment, law,
and obedience mirrors his theological imagination, which revolves around
the primacy of God’s efficacious word that creates its own response in faith.

The oneness of God’s command
Luther insisted on the oneness of God’s command over against the in-

herited tradition of distinguishing the Decalogue as a merely moral code
from other codices in the Old Testament of a ceremonial or a legal nature.
The reformer rejected this distinction by pointing out that the Decalogue
itself encompasses a cultic order (inherent in the Second and Third Com-
mandments) as well as a legal order (inherent in the Eighth Commandment
whichpresupposes and reinforces judgment in the gate).Hismost important
shift, however, was the straightforward christological focus that he brought
to bear on interpreting the commandments. In both forms, as natural law
engraved in every human heart, and in their revealed Mosaic version, the
divine commands suffer from the distorting eyesight of fallen humankind.
Therefore the content of God’s law in its original purpose and scope is only
really intelligible in Jesus Christ.

This christological focus issued in a twofold movement. First, fulfill-
ment of the divine commandments is construed as moving from outside
to within the agent. Luther gathers from Jesus’ antitheses in the Sermon of
the Mount that it is not enough to act externally in accordance with what
is demanded if the inner motives are not in concert. Thus, in a physico-
theological image, Luther envisages a necessary movement from the hand
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(of action), by way of the mouth (of words), up to the heart (of inward
thought and affect, WA 30/I, 30–32).

Second, corresponding to this is a movement toward the positive im-
plications of negatively formulated commands. So, for example, the prohi-
bition of adultery is extended toward the positive command to live a chaste
life and to “help others to live likewise.” Similarly, Luther comments on the
Fifth Commandment: “. . . we should not endanger our neighbour’s life, nor
cause him any harm, but help and befriend him in every necessity of life”
(BoC, 343).

From his theological concern for the oneness of God’s command sprang
Luther’s resistance to the tradition of the “evangelical counsels” that had
served as a map for the moral life over centuries in Christendom. In op-
position to this tradition, which contrasted “mere” obedience to the com-
mandments (in the literal sense of avoiding certain actions) as the morally
required, bottom-level performance of the ordinary Christian with a higher
calling to supererogatory works associated with the monastic life, Luther
insisted that, in following the route of the commandments, the whole of the
Christian life and vocation was at stake.

The deeper theological reason for his insistence is brought out in his
explanation of the Decalogue in both Small and Large versions of his Cat-
echism, a literary genre intended to “instruct beginners in the Christian
life on how to believe, to perform and to avoid certain actions” (WA 19,
76, 2). Here, the close connection between the First Commandment and the
others becomes the theological clue to the whole. Luther was by no means
the first to emphasize this connection. Late medieval theologians such as
Gerson had held that only he who keeps the individual commandments
is a true keeper of the First. Yet Luther significantly reverses the order:
“. . .primum mandatum omnia alia in se continet. Qui enim hoc servat, omnia
servat, et qui aliquod non servat, hoc non servat, quia cor eius aliud quam
solum deum respicit.” (“The first commandment contains in itself all the
other commandments. Whoever keeps it, keeps them all, and who does not
keep it, neither keeps them, for his heart clings to something other than God
alone,” WA 1, 438, 7). He sees the First Commandment as the “chief source
and fountainhead,” the light which is to “illuminate . . . all the others” (BoC
409f.), not only the other commandments, which are seen as “exercises” of
the first, but also “all doctrines of the prophets and Psalms, all curses . . . and
promises” (WA 28, 601, 21).

Luther’s insight is mirrored in the organization of his series of short
explanations in the Small Catechism, where each individual commandment
is introduced by the same wording that echoes the Sch’ma Israel (Deut. 6:4):
“We should fear and love the Lord so that we . . .” Yet his construction does
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not introduce a clause of intention but a clause of result: it introduces a
theological consequence rooted in his conviction that there is only one way
in which the First Commandment is to be fulfilled: faith.

Faith as fulfillment of the commandments
In explaining the First Commandment, “I am the Lord your God, you

shall have no other gods except me,” Luther says: “We should fear, love and
trust in God above all things” (BoC 342). And the question “What is it to
have a god?” is answered: “A god is that to which we look for all good and in
whichwe find refuge in every time of need . . . The trust and faith of the heart
alone makes both God and an idol . . . That to which your heart clings and
entrusts itself is, I say, really your god.” Hence it becomes clear what the First
Commandment calls for: “The purpose of this commandment, therefore, is
to require true faith and confidence of the heart” (BoC 365).

At the same time, Luther’s emphasis on the First Commandment is
the strongest possible guard against the assumption that fulfilling the com-
mands could be an achievement. For faith is a gift in the light of which
the preamble of the Decalogue (“I am the Lord your God who . . .”) reads as
gospel; and this allows Luther to draw on the philological coincidence of
imperative and future tenses in the Hebrew wording of “you shall”: “Where
the heart is right with God and this commandment is kept, fulfillment of
all the others will follow of its own accord” (BoC 371, emphasis mine).2

The oneness of God’s command is rooted in faith, which holds together
the first and second table of the Decalogue. Even though Luther can follow
Augustine in adopting a triadic interpretation of the first tablet, according
to which the First Commandment directs the heart, the Second the mouth,
and the Third the whole body in its works (WA 6, 229, 21), it is never-
theless true that the very way in which the individual commandments are
fulfilled – by hand and mouth and body – is to be, in the first place, a matter
of the heart (i.e., of faith). This is why the Christian life does not fall apart
into a “spiritual” sphere on the one hand and a “worldly” sphere on the
other.

Natural law
The primacy and permeating power of the First Commandment leads

to another consequence that distinguishes Luther’s moral theology from
the medieval mainstream characterized by recourse to the idea of an innate
moral knowledge. While “to know that there is a god” is implied by natural
law, it makes a world of difference, argues Luther, “to know who God is. The
first is known by nature and written in hearts, the second is taught through
the Holy Spirit alone” (WA 19, 207, 11).
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Furthermore, for the second table of the Decalogue, medieval theology
usually identified the content of natural lawwith the golden rule, thereby in-
terpreting the demand to love the neighbor as oneself in terms of reciprocity.
Luther, by contrast, arrives at a sharp alternative: either self-love or love of
neighbor. His reading of Leviticus 19:18 is again driven by a christological
consideration, drawing on Philippians 2:4–11 and Christ’s condescension
(WA 2, 147, 19–150, 31). In the light of Christ’s self-less love, neighborly
love cannot but become self-disinterested. The “as yourself” may serve as a
pointer toward the rationality of natural law – everyone can see that what
the golden rule says is just and true. But now, in the light of Christ, all the
fervor that is naturally directed toward the safeguarding of one’s own inter-
est is now free to turn to the neighbor – without return. This non-reciprocal
understanding of what Luther can now term “Christian and evangelical law”
(WA 18, 308, 34) is conceived as being essentially participation in Christ’s
sacrifice: “Suffering, suffering, cross, cross, is the right of a Christian, and
none other” (WA 18, 310, 28).

law: the whole story

If we are to expand our discussion of the Decalogue to Luther’s wider
theology of the law, we are well advised to approach it from his mature
account in the commentary on Genesis.3 Luther’s theology of law has often
been less than fully understood, as interpreters have tried to expound his
ideas in terms of a systemic relation – a system of ideas on “law” where
one idea is defined and circumscribed by the adjoining one. While the sys-
tematization of Reformation theology according to the notion of different
“uses” of the law – political, theological (convicting, accusing), and a “third”
use (controversial in Luther) as guidance for the Christianmoral life – has its
value, Luther’s own account as laid out in the commentary has deliberately
adopted not a systemic but a narrative dramatic perspective from which it
cannot be abstracted without losing substance.

The most important hermeneutic implication is that Luther’s theology
of law cannot be equated with the infamous law and gospel antinomy.
As much as Luther stresses this antinomy in the context of salvation –
the law mortifies while the gospel resurrects – it is not meant to func-
tion as an all-encompassing category that absorbs every other theological
topos. The narrow focus on this antinomy as the formal principle of mod-
ern Protestantism4 has led to a variety of antinomian accounts of law’s
fundamental opposition to grace and gospel, in which law is either flatly re-
jected as altogether “heteronomous” or, by way of a second-order antinomy,
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reduced to its (formally) negative impact as a mirror of sin or a barrier
against anarchy. Whatever sophistication those concepts display they are
incapable of helping us discern what different theological language games
require. Apart from the soteriological language game, in which the most
extreme contrast of law to gospel is required to convey the radical nature
of grace, when it comes to moral theology, the law plays a more complex
role that can only be fully understood dramatically, i.e., in terms of what
becomes of the law in various chapters of the history of salvation.

In contrast to the antinomian tendency in modern Protestantism, what
is striking in Luther’s reading of Genesis is that the law is already there
in the garden at the very moment when God explicitly calls on Adam to
eat and not to eat (Gen. 2:16f.). Surprisingly, the law is not envisaged as
a postlapsarian device, a makeshift repair provoked by the fall, but rather
as belonging to Adam’s original righteousness, and as such, it could not
be opposed to his spontaneous love of God. Indeed, Luther understands
the original purpose of the law as being to provide Adam with a means of
giving concrete form to this love through his responsive obedience to God’s
explicit command.

“And so when Adam had been created in such as way that he was, so to
speak, drunk with joy towards God, and rejoiced also in all other creatures,
then a new tree was created for the distinction of good and evil, so that
Adam might have a definite sign of worship and reverence towards God”
(WA 42, 71). Ultimately, for Luther, the meaning of the law is worship
in its fullest sense, and this meaning requires at the same time a social
setting proper to it. Therefore, the promulgation of law is deemed to be
identicalwith the foundation of the church (in the universal sense): “Haec est
institutio ecclesiae: this is the foundation of the Church” (WA 42, 79). Such
is Luther’s comment on the divine command to abstain from eating from
the tree of knowing good and evil; and he imagines that Adam, Eve and their
family would have gathered under this tree to delight in God’s presence and
praise.

We see the reformer emphasizing that the existence of the law presup-
poses grace and not sin. Its purpose could not be to attain righteousness,
for Adam is already drunk with joy toward God; nor to accuse of sin, when
there was none; nor to prevent anarchy, which it did not do, as the further
plot of the biblical story reveals. Even the fall, moreover, does not do away
with the law’s original identity: “Adam after sin is not the same person as
before sin in the state of innocence, and yet no distinction is made between
the law promulgated before and after sin” (WA 42, 82). The fall changes the
meaning of the law precisely as Adam changes. Together with its subject,
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the law becomes different: it becomes an “alia lex.” Luther describes this
alienation of the law essentially as “letter” (lex litterae). The law becomes an
external code; it becomes a “mere law” as opposed to its spiritual, life-giving,
original meaning as both “gospel and law.” The result is twofold: As a mere
external code, the law is either received as an arbitrary imposition from
outside, or it is up for objectification, to become circumscribed and defined
as a precise list of demands. Only now and as such does the law turn into
a “merely moral matter” (“tantum rem moralem” WA 40/i, 413) and, conse-
quently, a means of attaining righteousness in one’s own right.

But for Luther, as we have already seen, God’s law demands not only
just action but that the person be just: it calls forth the heart that “fears,
loves and trusts God above all things.” And it is precisely in this spiritual
sense, which aims at the heart of the agent, that the accusing use of the
law (usus elenchticus) shines out. Only when the law is understood in these
terms can it be said truly to terrify and accuse, in that it demands a subject
which is no longer there. In opposition to the false use of the law as means
to self-justification made by the sinner in his or her desperate striving after
righteousness, there is another use which God makes of the law that now
acts as accuser, convicting of sin.

It is in this chapter of God’s salvific history – and only in this – that
the law must take on “alien cloth” as utterly mortifying. At the same time,
it calls forth the gospel, as it requires another person. “That is, it calls for
Christ, and pushes us towards him, so that we first become different people
through his grace in faith, and become like him, and then do genuinely good
works” (WA 17/ii, 70). Only in our being conformed to Christ, in our being
made a Christ-like person, is the accusing function of the law overcome.

In the light of this account, the Pauline imagery of dying and rising
with Christ, seen from the perspective of Christ’s double function as both
the fulfiller of the law and the one who overcomes it (Rom. 10:4), takes
on a precise meaning. It means dying to the external code, to its pride and
desperation, and rising again to the law in its original sense, as that which
gives concrete form and order to the joy of a life in Christ. The restitution of
the law that accompanies the mortification and resurrection of its subject
leads to knowing God’s law in a new form, as the “law of the spirit of life
in Christ” (Rom. 8:2).

inner and outer man

The foregoing considerations allow us to glimpse why the widespread
understanding of Luther’s ethics as dualistic or polarizing is bound to fail.
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This understanding is typically associatedwith Luther’s distinction between
the “inner” and the “outward” man, famously employed in his treatise on
The Freedom of a Christian (1520).

In the view of interpreters such as MaxWeber, Ernst Troeltsch, Herbert
Marcuse and others, this distinction within Luther’s theological anthropol-
ogy comes down to a separation between the religious andworldly spheres –
a separation that resurfaces again in Luther’s social and political thought in
the parallel distinction of the Two Kingdoms. The charge brought by these
authors against Luther amounts to this: The distinction between the inner
and the outward man promotes a schizophrenic character in the human
agent – a disease that leads finally to the annihilation of ethics altogether.
For the really important man is the inner: he is said to be a “perfectly free
lord of all, subject to none,” as Luther’s quotation goes, while the outward
man is a “perfectly dutiful servant of all, subject to all” (LW 31, 344). This
seems to suggest that what the outward man does or leaves undone is rela-
tively unimportant, as it cannot possibly touch the identity and the freedom
of the inner, which is of a purely religious and spiritual nature, unaffected
by any worldly circumstance. What is left then for the outward man en-
gaged in worldly relations is twofold: Either he will be the perfect “subject,”
as the second part of Luther’s saying seems to imply – the political quietist,
easy to rule and manipulate (Marcuse). Or alternatively, his kind of engage-
ment with the world will become the prototype for what Ernst Troeltsch
has called “cultural compromise.”

The fundamental misunderstanding of such interpreters lies in their
supposition that “inner” and “outward” represent anthropological provinces
within “man.” Yet Luther thought of both those designations as assignable
to man as a whole, only in different perspectives, either facing God (coram
Deo) or facing the world (coram mundo). Likewise, freedom and bondage
are not to be divided between the inner and the outer man, but belong to
both. Liberated from the bondage of sin, the inner man is the slave of God
and the outer is the slave of his neighbor; yet both bondages amount not to
a new antinomy to freedom, but to its proper Gestalt.

In spite of its misconception, the dualistic reading of Luther has made
its way into the self-perception of the Lutheran tradition with the help of
Kantian moral philosophy. From the Neo-Protestant point of view, there is
actually a way in which the inner man is capable of relating positively to
the outward man, namely by supplying the “motivation” for the good works
that the outwardman is destined to do. The innerman of faithmotivates the
outward man to do what the outward man has rationally identified as the
good thing to do, and insures that he does it with a happy mind.
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faith and love

The Neo-Protestant account typically involves the idea of an au-
tonomous relationship between faith and love,5 finding a warrant in
Luther’s other famous saying from the same treatise: “A Christian lives not
in himself, but in Christ and in his neighbour . . . He lives in Christ through
faith, in his neighbour through love” (LW 31, 371). This saying seems to
ascribe at least a relative autonomy to love. In dealing with the world, the
Christian, motivated by faith, is to discover the right ways to act by virtue
of the creative potential of love. While faith is good for motivation, love is
the formative power in the Christian life.

But can this relative autonomy of love really derive from Luther? It
sounds altogether different when the reformer says: “Therefore, faith re-
mains the agent, love remains the act” (WA 17/ii, 98, 25). Luther obviously
conceives of faith and love in terms of a quasi-personal relationship and
not in terms of an impersonal schema such as cause and effect, potentiality
and realization, indicative and imperative, etc. This is related to his rich
concept of faith, which he set against the scholastic notion that culminated
in the formula “fides caritate formata.” The scholastic concept held that
unless love has come to perfect faith by bestowing on it the right form and
activity, faith is “mere faith” which neither saves nor makes for a life of
holiness.

By contrast, Luther understood faith not as a cognitive or “inner” state
of affairs but as a “work” in its own right: an inner movement that cannot
rest. “As faith provides you with beatitude (Seligkeit) and eternal life, so it
provides you with good works and it cannot be obstructed. For as a living
human being cannot abstain, but must move, eat, drink and work,” so it is
with faith: “Just have faith and every work will flow from you naturally”
(WA DB 7, 10).

Though faith and love must surely hang together in an organic way,
there must still be a certain thrust: Are the good works meant to be ul-
timately works of love or of faith? What is at stake here is the correct
interpretation of Galatians 5:6: “faith that is effective through love.” In his
commentary on Galatians, Luther dismisses the scholastic interpreters as
“bad students of grammar” when they understand love as the formative
power and faith as mere “raw material” or a “shapeless chaos” (LW 27,
29). In his close reading of Paul, Luther turns this account on its head: In
fact, faith is always efficacious, and love is the instrument through which
it works. Hence one can paraphrase the reformer’s view as an exact rever-
sal of the scholastic formula: Caritas fide formata; love is in need of being
oriented and formed by faith.
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It was because the term “love” had become so problematically charged
withpsychological and activist connotations (as a virtue) that Luther insisted
on the centrality of faith rather than love. Having been a somewhat pale
concept inmedieval Christianity, faith was all themore suited to capture the
radical nature of justification by grace as exclusively God’s work without
any human contribution. Consequently, love, when formed by faith, could
no longer be understood as a human faculty; rather, a refined theological
anthropology was brought to bear on the moral quality of love, which was
given a highly compressed formulation in article XX “On Faith and Good
Works” of the Augsburg Confession: “. . . corda renovantur et induunt novos
affectus, ut parere bona opera possint.” In the power of the Spirit, faith re-
news the heart, and the renewed heart is clothed with new affects, which, in
turn, enable good works (BoC 45, translation altered). Faith is the “genitrix,”
the fertile soil of good will and just action, in that it gives a specific shape
to love by transforming the affective existence of the believer, from the
“impious affects” toward the affects of the Spirit.

good works

This relationship bears on Luther’s understanding of good works in a
crucial way. If the heart is set right and the affects are renewed, the resulting
works must be good in the fullest sense. “Through faith, every deed is good
without distinction.” They are indeed “perfect,” not for their phenotypic
splendor (as in the sense of supererogatory works) but in that they are
works of faith. This Luther takes to be a legitimate positive conclusion from
the Pauline statement that “everything that does not come from faith is sin”
(Rom. 14:23). In turn, faith as the hidden agent of the works makes them
perfect, i.e. whole, undivided (Greek teleios), even though it may be just a
small and unspectacular gesture. “In this faith, all works become equal and
one work is like the other; all distinctions between works fall away whether
they be great, small, short, long, many or few” (LW 43, 26).

In this light, good deeds have to be of a significantly “external” character.
They exist, as it were, “enhypostatically” in faith, which is God’s work in his
people. Faith creates and implants a new telos, which is identical for every
deed that comes from faith: the praise and glorification of God. Therefore, it
can fairly be said that Luther’s ethic does not represent another version of an
ethic of “the good” but very specifically an ethics of “good works.” The good
is not brought into view in eudaemonist terms as the aim of man’s striving
nor in consequentialist terms as the desired end that justifies themeans, nor
in liberal-procedural terms as the common denominator of public consent.
Rather, in God’s economy, Luther reckons with a rich surplus of good works
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in their full scope and perfected form “that God has prepared beforehand
that we may walk within them” (Eph. 2:10).

But given the hidden character of faith, how can those works be iden-
tified and how can they be assured of their divine nature? Where can one
learn to discern the good works when one encounters them? Luther came
to formulate an answer to these questions especially in his conflicts with
the Spiritualists of his day who claimed an inner disclosure of the goodness
of their acts.

Luther’s skeptical answer to them is twofold: Instead of private rev-
elation, assurance of good works may be found in the created orders of
political, economic, and ecclesial life on the one hand and, on the other, in
the “lovely means” that believers experience by participating in worship:
word and sacrament. Let us consider the first location as expounded in
Luther’s teaching on the Three Estates.

three estates

Politics, economics and church
“Firstly, the Bible speaks of and teaches about the works of God without

any doubt; these are divided into three hierarchies: economics, politics and
church” (oeconomia, politia, ecclesia, WA TR 5, 218, 14ff.). In addressing
“hierarchies,” “estates,” “orders,” “foundations,” “stations” or whichever of
the various terms is applied, Luther does not employ a sociological concept
(as though he were referring to the different levels of his own society),
but refers to the elementary and paradigmatic forms of social life that are
appropriate to creaturely existence from the beginning.6 He conceived these
estates as “con-creatures” of humankind (“concreatae sint,” WA 40/iii, 222,
35f.), created together with man in order to provide the social spheres that
are necessary for a flourishing and obedient life.

As we have seen in his commentary on Genesis, Luther identified the
issuing of the commandment to eat and not to eat as the foundation of the
church “without walls”; and in the divinemandate to the first human couple
toward reproduction (“be fertile andmultiply”) he detected the institution of
“oeconomia” (literally the household rule). As for the institution of politia,
he seems to be somewhat inconsistent. On the one hand, he sees it as a
postlapsarian function of God’s providence against the anarchic power of
sin (usus politicus); but on the other, he entertains the existence of politics
in a prelapsarian sense: namely as an ordered way of living together harmo-
niously under God’s rule without the coercive feature that marks political
authority after the fall.
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As later developments in Lutheranismhavepushed thenotion of created
social orders into a twilight zone – it would be used to legitimize political
measures such as the “völkisch” purification policies in Nazi Germany, and
the reaction to these abuses in recent (especially German) Lutheranism
would swing to the other extreme of completely discrediting the doctrine –
it is important to note that Luther himself did not conceive of those estates
in an idealistic manner. Neither did he conceive of them as (some type
of Kantian) “pure forms” existing prior to humankind, into which men
and women must be squeezed to fit, nor as mere functions of cultural
history subsequent to the creation of man, as arbitrary developments at
man’s disposal. Against those right- and leftwing idealist accounts, Luther’s
notion of “con-creatures” exactly provides us with a way of steering clear
of the infertile alternatives of either upholding timeless static orders that
are external to human nature or casting all social forms of life as mere
inventions of human prudence.

Sanctification
For the reformer, these stations are “holy” in that they are instituted

by God and sanctified through his word – holy though not media salutis
or means of salvation. Rather, they are like the elements in sacramental
theology: “natural material” created by God and entrusted to humankind,
always in danger of being misread. Therefore the word has to come in
addition (“accedit verbum ad elementum . . .”) and qualify them as “holy”
(“. . . et fit sacramentum”). The moral meaning of the three estates is further
brought out with the help of another of Luther’s distinctions: between holy
(heilig) and saved (selig): “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 and through these divine foundations and orders.
Even the godless may have much about them that is holy without being
thereby saved” (WA 50, 643).

Only with this distinction in mind is Luther’s famous characterization
of marriage as a “worldly thing” saved from misunderstanding. While this
characterization was meant to reject the idea of marriage as a sacrament
(a means of salvation), it does not divorce marriage from faith and does
not rule out Luther’s other characterization of marriage as a “most spiritual
order” (WA 12, 105, 29). This theological dignity Luther deems valid for
marriage because it is an institution of God’s purposing and because, owing
to the manifold hardships and temptations it entails, especially when there
are children, it almost “compels” faith (WA 12, 106, 126f.), as it is clearly too
difficult to manage marriage and a family without the assurance of God’s
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word (“it is good to live themarried life, this and no other is your spouse . . .”)
and without God’s further help.7

Here we note an important ethico-theological point: Sanctification for
Luther is not just amatter of faith, but amatter of faith and created orders, or
more precisely of faith that is exercised in love within the divinely assigned
spheres of social life, politics, economics, and religion (cf. WA 16: “. . . in
talibus ordinationibus exercere caritatem”). Of course, when faith and the
elementary forms of life work together toward human sanctification, they
cannot be juxtaposed. Consequently, Luther spoke out against the various
forms of religiously motivated “desertion” of those orders. Of such flight
from economic and political life (“deserere oeconomiam, politiam,” WA 20,
7, 35f.) he held not only the Spiritualist movement of his day guilty, but
also the Friars who lived their lives as “parasite” existences at the cost of
others who cared for those institutions which, in their zeal for a better
justice and their claim of perfect obedience, the religious presupposed but
devalued.

The permeating power of faith
Therefore,whenLuther highlights faith as the station “above all stations,

in all stations and through all stations” (WA 12, 126, 17f.), a twofold polem-
ical thrust is involved. First, in that through baptism, the primal Christian
station of faith as a station above all stations is assigned to every believer, the
class distinctions within medieval Christianity of lower and higher stations
are ruled out. Second, the primacy of this one station in all stations ensured
that the gospel permeated every aspect of human social life. In contrast to
the doctrine of the Two Kingdoms, which served a merely emancipative
purpose in Luther’s theology, directed against the conflation of secular and
ecclesial authority and illegitimate borrowings of one side from the other,
his revision of the traditional doctrine of the Three Estates featured in his
own summaries of his theology. Obviously, this revision is to be understood
as the framework within which the doctrine of the Two must be theologi-
cally embedded lest it be misunderstood in terms of a separation of spheres.
Whereas the “Two” was bound to distinguish the different ways in which
God is exercising his rule: through worldly authority (often symbolized
through the sword, though by no means reducible to its coercive aspect)
on the one hand, and through the free power of the word on the other, the
teaching of the “Three” is a way of expressing how God’s rule and faith
penetrate the elementary forms of social life alike, bringing the worldly
(politics and economics) and the spiritual (religion) into line.

Yet, within the affirmation of politics and economics, Luther also reck-
ons with a serious danger. Commenting on Psalm 127: “Unless the Lord



Luther’s moral theology 133

builds the house, those who build it labor in vain. Unless the Lord guards
the city, the guard keeps watch in vain,” he describes the most destructive
attitude to which those who actively care for the worldly stations might
fall victim. While Luther knows how to sing the praises of the worldly
prudence of rulers and merchants, he makes it clear (by applying the
Aristotelian schema of the four causes) that the scope of such prudence
must be confined to the handling of material and formal causes: to the in-
telligent discernment ofmeans to ends and howbest toworkwith them. Yet,
politics and economics cannot but be corrupted by those who are engaged
in them, when they say “ego feci,” conceiving of themselves as determining
the final and efficient causes and imagining themselves to be the creators
and fulfillers of political and economic life.

Luther does not entertain the idea of the autonomy of professional
reason. To the contrary, he maintains: “God has created domestic and civic
life not in the way a builder or carpenter builds a ship, who, after completing
it, leaves it behind and hands the authority over the ship to the boatman.
Instead, God remains with his creatures, rules and keeps them all: house,
land and people.”8 In fact, Luther’s moral theology provides an alternative
to the various versions in which modernity has mapped Christian ethics.
Accounts such as that of Ernst Troeltsch would typically draw a sharp line
between a (compromising) ethics of the “household codes” and a (radical)
ethics of “discipleship,” between “personal ethics,” and “social ethics,” or
between “merely religious” and “universalizable” features of Christian ethics
– antinomies which, when projected back on to Luther, spring from the
misconceived separation of an “inward sphere” of faith from the outward
sphere of worldly engagement (love) and the subsequent error of taking the
teaching on the Two Kingdoms as the key to open every door in Luther’s
social ethics.

sacramental ethics

As we have tried to show, there is no single key to Luther’s moral the-
ology. There are, however, paradigmatic theological language games which
best characterize it, such as the specific ways of relating faith and love, the
First and subsequent Commandments, justification and sanctification, and
so on. If one should attempt to formulate a common rule in terms of a
grammar that governs the various language games, it would perhaps be ide-
ally expressed in what Luther himself called “vita passiva” – a concept that
could be rendered “living a receptive life.” Christian ethos and ethics should
conceive of everything that is to be done and left undone as being shaped
by God’s own activity: marked by a passivity that can be highly active,
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transcending the inherited antinomy between the active and contemplative
lives.

Although Luther meant vita passiva to describe the whole Christian life,
he does, however, assign a specific time-space where this “active passion” or
“passive action” can be experienced and exercised in a paradigmatic way. It
is in worship where the “works of God that are prepared beforehand” can be
entered and explored by human action in themost assured and assuringway.
Though it tends to be notoriously overlooked in Luther studies, we find it
hardly surprising to encounter in Luther anotherway of addressing the roots
of the Christian moral life. In his treatise on the Eucharist from 1519 The
Blessed Sacrament of the Holy and True Body of Christ and the Brotherhoods
(WA 2, 742–58) Luther makes clear that celebrating the Eucharist is nothing
less than a political act in which the communicants actualize and suffer the
citizenship that has been bestowed on them by baptism.

The significance or purpose of this sacrament is the fellowship of all
saints . . . because Christ and all the saints are one holy body, just as the
inhabitants of a city are one community and body, each citizen being a
member of the other and a member of the entire city. All the saints,
therefore, are members of Christ and of the Church, which is a
spiritual and eternal city of God.

Luther then proceeds to explain the inner logic of this citizenship by the
means of a communication of goods:

This fellowship is of such a nature that all the spiritual possessions of
Christ and his saints are imparted and communicated to him who
receives this sacrament. Again, all his sufferings and sins are
communicated to them . . . like in a city where every citizen shares
with all the others the name, honour, freedom, trade, customs, usages,
help, support, protection and the like, of that city, and on the other
hand shares all the danger of fire and flood, enemies and death, losses,
imposts and the like.9

In order to capture the true character of social relationships among
Christians as a sacramental body, Luther employs the same (originally chris-
tological) logic of the communicatio idiomatum through which he would de-
pict the “happy exchange” of the believing bridal soul with the bridegroom
Christ in his treatise on The Freedom of a Christian. In this perspective,
the whole of our Christian lives as agents is rooted in Christ’s action,
which not only provides a model (exemplum) or an impulse (motivatio) or
a mere “foundation,” but precisely the proper “form” (sacramentum) of the
Christian life. Hence, for Luther, there is no prior “relationship with God” or
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a priori “Glaubensbewußtsein” (Schleiermacher) that would “set free” the be-
lieving individual to engage then in social relationships of a political kind.
Instead, there is only political worship, which simultaneously relates the
believers to God and their fellow citizens.
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8 Luther as preacher of the Word of God
fred w. meuser

Martin Luther is famous as reformer, theologian, professor, translator, prodi-
gious author, and polemicist. He is well known as hymn-writer, musician,
friend of students, mentor of pastors, and pastor to countless clergy and
laity. Yet he saw himself first of all as a preacher even though his only
income came from his professorship at the University of Wittenberg.

No matter what else he was involved in, Luther preached, usually in
Wittenberg’s Stadtkirche. Unless he was away from home, he was in the
pulpit at least as often as the congregation’s pastor. Wherever he traveled,
the local clergy insisted that Doktor Martin deliver the sermon.

Luther’s preaching ministry was remarkable, his productivity prodi-
gious – almost miraculous. In the midst of lecturing, protesting against
churchly abuses, translating, writing scores of theological treatises, adjust-
ing tomarriage and children, carrying on a voluminous correspondence, and
attending almost endless meetings and conferences, in 1528 he preached
nearly two hundred times in spite of severe headaches and dizzy spells. On
forty days that year he preached twice; most years he preached over a hun-
dred times. Among the slower years were 1522 with only forty-six sermons,
and 1540 with forty-three. Of the approximately 4,000 sermons he preached
in his lifetime, about 2,300 have been preserved in some form.

When in 1511 Father John Staupitz, his spiritual advisor, assigned him
to teach Scripture and preach in themonastery, Luther protested, “It will kill
me. I won’t last three months.” How much more plaintive might his protest
have been if Staupitz had said what Luther said later about the preaching
office: “When the preacher speaks, God speaks!” If the pastor is not sure
that God speaks through his mouth he should leave preaching alone for he
surely denies and blasphemes God.1

the message

For Luther, preaching was not a preacher’s ideas stimulated by the prod
of a text. It was not the preacher’s reflections about God and life. Christian

136
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preaching, when it is faithful to theWord of God in the Scriptures about our
need and God’s response to it, is God speaking. When it presents Christ so
that faith becomes possible, it is God speaking. It is God’s very own audible
address to all who hear it, just as surely as if Christ himself had spoken it.

“This,” said the German Luther scholar Emanuel Hirsch, “is the most
characteristic and profound thing Luther said about preaching . . . The bold-
ness with which Paul speaks of his preaching office in 2 Corinthians 3 and
4 comes to life again in Luther.”2

Luther set the preaching of the apostles and our preaching, if centered
in Christ, on precisely the same level. If the message is the same, then it
is the same Word of God. In fact, he said that our preaching and Christ’s
preaching are the Word of God in the same sense. In a way, ours even
exceeds Christ’s because God has graciously given to the preacher’s words
an effect in numbers and outreach that even Christ’s words did not have in
his day.

Such confidence did not come easily to Luther and was not easy for him
to retain. But inherent in such confidence is the trust that God is saying,
“Just go on preaching; don’t worry about who will listen . . . You preach and
let me manage.”3 Luther said that he himself preached as a wanderer sings
in thewoods: the trees hear and the echo answers. That was enough. “Whom
it hits, it hits.”4

Luther’s great insight was that God is present primarily through the
message about God. If we are touched by that message, God has touched
us. We need not go beyond the Word to find God. The proclaimed Word
of God is not just preliminary to the sacraments, a lower stage of God’s
grace that we “really” get through sacramental action. Rather, the apostolic
message brings God and all God’s gifts. The sacraments are another form
of the gracious and powerful word of God’s promise. If the sermon is God’s
message of judgment and grace, one actually encounters God. That makes
preaching and hearing a most dangerous business.

Though Luther often said that a sermon is simply composed of teaching
and exhortation, he did not preach that way. He preached as if the sermon
were not a classroom but a battleground! Every sermon was a battle for the
souls of the people, an apocalyptic event that set the doors of heaven and
hell in motion, part of the continuing conflict between the Lord and Satan.
The Word is God’s sword in this cosmic warfare through which the power
of Christ invades life today.

The sermon itself is, therefore, a saving event.When God speaks, things
can never be the same again. God’s Word touches the hearer, condemns,
offers forgiveness, appeals and draws. No one can listen in cool detachment
on the perimeter in a neutral stance. One cannot go away from preaching
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in the same relationship to God as before. Neutrality means that the devil
has won that skirmish. When the word about Christ is preached, God has
spoken and one answers yes or no. There is no alternative.

But will preachers who think their words are the Word of God not
become arrogant and domineering? Won’t they forget that God’s thoughts
are higher than our thoughts and God’s ways than our ways? Well aware
of that danger, Luther one day said to students that the people are afraid
of the tyranny of the preachers, and the preachers are always trying to play
God over the hearers.

Luther’s answer to the problem was simple enough – nothing except
Christ is to be preached – Christ as Savior, the one in whom God shows his
own face, in whom God has done a once-for-all deed and spoken a once-for-
all definitive word to the world. When Christ is preached as the prophets
and apostles present him, then when the preacher speaks, God speaks and
the Holy Spirit produces faith, hope, love, and a joyful new life. “The poor
Holy Spirit,” said Luther, “doesn’t want anything else to be preached.” Such
preachers will know themselves to be servants of the Word of God and of
its hearers, for Jesus’ sake. They will know their subservient place in God’s
scheme of things and will be content with it. “The preachers have no other
office than to preach the clear sun, Christ. Let them take care that they
preach thus or let them be silent.”5

Critics have accused Luther of being so prejudiced in favor of Paul that
he almost ignored the rest of the New Testament. They have implied that,
because Romans and Galatians were basic to his doctrine, he pushed the
Gospels aside in favor of a few favorite epistle texts. Those who have read
his sermons know better. Luther loved the Gospels, immersed himself in
them, lived and relived Christ’s words and deeds as the Gospels present
them. He has about thirty sermons on Romans, but more than 1,000 on the
synoptic Gospels plus many hundreds on John. In 1531/32 he spent almost
a year and a half on John 6, 7, 8. He preached more on John’s Gospel in a
year than on Romans in his whole life. The spirit of Romans and Galatians
permeated all his preaching but the starting point and the focus was the
human Jesus of the Gospels. “He pulled the Gospels from under the bench
as much as he did Paul [and] he . . . bound the whole life of faith into them.”6

Preaching the Jesus of the Gospels always meant preaching his love for
sinners. Notice how gently the Savior deals with wounded spirits, Luther
said to the Wittenbergers, how friendly Jesus is to publicans and sin-
ners, how patiently he bears with the disciples who misunderstood him,
what compassion for lepers, for the widow whose son had died, for blind
Bartimaeus, and for the woman taken in adultery. When Luther preached
to people who, like himself, had been taught to think of God and Jesus as
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threatening and distant and to run to Mary and the saints as compassionate
intercessors, Luther delighted in speaking of the Lord as onewhomade ordi-
nary people feel at home in his presence. Comfort and assurance were high
priorities for Luther, not only for the bereaved but for all who were bur-
dened, tempted, or, like himself, crushed by their own sense of unworthi-
ness. In the pulpit he spoke only rarely and then with great reserve about
his own battles with doubt and despair but his empathy for others who had
similar experiences shaped what he saw in every text. He deeply loved the
beautiful, caring, human Jesus of the Gospels. Any sermon that failed to
hold up that Lord so others could be drawn to trust in God’s mercy did not
meet his standard of preaching Christ.

In his later years, as people used the message of forgiveness to excuse
sinful living, preaching to disturb the conscience becamemore frequent. Yet
even then he never ducked the comforting texts in favor of the judgmental
ones.

If you preach faith people become lax. But if you do not preach faith,
hearts become frightened and dejected . . . I would much rather hear
people say that I preach too sweetly . . . than not preach faith in Christ
at all for then there would be no help for timid frightened consciences.
Christ himself had to hear that he was a friend of publicans and
sinners . . .We shall not fare any better.7

To Luther, preaching Christ meant, above all, focusing on his death and
resurrection. Prominent in the vast majority of his sermons is the human-
yet-divine Jesus bearing our sin, its guilt, and its alienating power into death
for us. Christ is our brother, atoner, deliverer, liberator, and victor. All the
classic themes of the atonement appear side-by-side in his preaching. He
did not, like many theologians of the atonement, pick out one theme as
dominant or superior. He allowed each one to do its own work and bestow
its own gifts. If a theme was in Scripture and was an expression of God’s
grace in action for us, he preached it. That may be one advantage that
preachers have over systematic theologians.

One of the captivating and frustrating things about Luther is that ev-
erything he knew about Christ had a way of creeping into his treatment
of almost any text. If you took his Christmas sermons as they stand, you
could conclude that when the Son of God emerged from Mary’s womb the
whole task of redemption was finished. When Christ permitted himself to
be baptized by John, his identification with sinners was so complete that he
might have had nothing else to do when he stepped out of the Jordan. So
with the temptation in the wilderness, the feeding of the 5,000, the healing
of the paralytic, and most especially the Lord’s agony in Gethsemane. Here,
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Luther said, is the pinnacle of the passion. Here the Lord fought the supreme
battle. Here he faced all the forces of terror and despair and conquered them.
Luther did not regard the rest as a picnic, but in some ways Gethsemane was
the climax. Of course, he said similar things about Jesus’ trial, his bearing
of the cross, and especially the experience of being forsaken which wrung
“My God, my God” from his lips.

From this side of the resurrection, wherever Luther saw redemption he
saw all of redemption. If he foundmore in a text than was there exegetically,
at least he did not preach Christ in disconnected bits and pieces, expecting
the hearers to connect them into ameaningful whole. Hewouldmuch rather
have too much of Christ in a given sermon than too little. It will not solve
all of our exegetical and interpretive questions, but Luther’s approach to
preaching nothing but Christ is clear when he says, “If in a text I find a nut
with a shell too hard to crack, I fling it on the Rock [Christ] and I get the
sweetest kernel out of it.”8

To Luther, preaching nothing except Christ also meant constant atten-
tion to the function and value of human effort. Luther was hung up on the
subject. Were “good works” really so big a problem that no matter what the
text, he had to go off on a tangent about their value in God’s sight?Whether
preaching on theWise Men, the Magnificat, the stilling of the storm, “Peace
I give to you,” reception of the sacrament, miracles, or parables he made
God’s way of salvation crystal clear: not by our efforts but by God’s gift.

Not only indulgences, pilgrimages, alms, repetitious prayers, and other
so-called churchly goodworks felt Luther’s lash, but also every innate human
impulse to make God somehow indebted to us. Luther knew not only the
Scriptures; he also knew people. From the way in which, year after year, he
glorified God’s undeserved grace despite our unworthiness, we can conclude
that it was as hard for the Wittenbergers to say “Yes” to God’s judgment on
their lives and “No” to the urge to bargain with God as it is for us today. The
frequency and clarity of Luther’s words makes one wonder why he needed
to say it so often, but they also give us a bit of comfort in our need to speak
repeatedly to the perversions of the gospel in our day.

form and preparation

With Luther came what many interpreters call a totally new form of the
sermon: the expository sermon, die schriftauslegende Predigt. Auslegen liter-
ally means “to lay out,” to exhibit, to make something evident or plain. Early
on, Luther had come to the conviction that such laying out of Scripture’s
central message had top priority in the needed correction of the church’s
teaching and life. From the start of his preaching ministry he gave much



Luther as preacher of the Word of God 141

greater place to Scripture than almost any of his contemporaries. After 1521
this switch was complete and permanent. Luther said:

Some pastors and preachers are lazy and no good. They do not pray;
they do not study; they do not read; they do not search the Scripture . . .
The call is: watch, study, attend to reading . . . [Y]ou cannot read too
much in Scripture, what you read you cannot read too carefully, what
you read carefully you cannot understand too well, what you
understand well you cannot teach too well, what you teach well you
cannot live too well . . . Therefore dear . . . pastors and preachers, pray,
read, study, be diligent . . . This evil, shameful time is no season for
being lazy, for sleeping, and snoring.9

Preaching always meant setting loose theWord of God in the Scriptures
by speaking it heart to heart. Through the spoken living word, not primarily
the word read privately or publicly, the Holy Spirit leads people to Christ,
works repentance and faith, and bestows the gifts of the Spirit. Without
the word spoken by a believer, the Gospel cannot do its work. “Where the
speaking of the Gospel ceases the people will revert to heathenism in a
year’s time . . . The devil cares nothing about the written word, but where
one speaks and preaches it, there he takes to flight.”10 The command to the
apostles was to preach, not to write, and Luther even tweaked their noses a
bit for having written without an express command of Christ. They did it,
he said (from his knowledge of early church history) only because the truth
about Christ was in danger of being perverted or slipping away. “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 . . .We can
spare everything except the Word . . .We profit by nothing as much as by
the Word.”11

By “Word” Luther meant Scripture, which he called a “great tree” which
pours down beautiful, fresh, tasty fruit every time one shakes its branches.
By “shaking the branches” of Scripture Luther meant study. Correct under-
standing is a gift of God we receive not through brooding over God’s Word
until the light goes on, but through serious study of the text. Personal faith
and contemplation are necessary, of course, but never as a substitute for
painstaking study. The best way to go to the Bible is in the original lan-
guages. Scripture, he said, is not obscure if one knows Greek and Hebrew.
One should use other helps only when necessary. He even said he wished
all his writings might be burned lest preachers rely on them rather than on
their own study. “The languages are the scabbards in which the sword of
the Spirit is sheathed.”12 If one does not study Scripture, people will soon
tire of the preaching but “where the preacher is versed in the languages,
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there is freshness and vigor . . . and faith finds itself constantly renewed by
a continual variety of words and illustrations.”13

Proper preparation is hard mental and spiritual work, little appreciated
by people who don’t do it.

Sure, it would be hard for me to sit in the saddle [as horsemen do]. But
I would like to see the horseman who could sit still for a whole day
and gaze at a book without . . . thinking about anything else. Ask a
sermon writer . . . how much work it is to speak and preach . . . Three
fingers do it all . . . but the whole body and soul have to work at it.14

Preachers should expect to have to work hard because listeners are to hear
God speaking a gracious word through a text that has God’s own authority
behind it.

Luther’s method is to take a given segment of Scripture, find the key
thought within it and make that unmistakably clear. The text is to control
the sermon. When the sermon is over, the people are to remember the text
and its message more than the sermon itself. The sermon is to follow the
flow, language, and dynamic of the text, and not impose its own direction
or dynamic from without.

Luther’s method has often but inaccurately been called that of the
homily. A homily usually moves verse by verse, without tying the whole
together. Luther insisted on finding the heart of the text. The kernel, as he
called it, saves the preacher from getting lost in details or wandering off
into self-chosen ideas. Every story has that kernel which the preacher must
find and return to repeatedly. Every time he preached on Jesus’ entry into
Jerusalem, he landed feet first on “Behold your king comes to you!” even
though no two sermons were alike.

The main point of the sermon is to be so clear in the preacher’s mind
that it controls everything that is said. Then the rest of the sermon may be
allowed to flowwith considerable freedom. “Inmy sermons I burymyself to
take just one passage and there I stay so the hearers may be able to say, ‘that
was the sermon.’ ”15 We have Luther’s sermons on the Sunday Gospels over
many years. No two are the same in structure or development. Yet every
time he preached on the desire of the people to make Jesus their king, he
stood face-to-face with the firm will of Jesus to lead the people past a faith
dependent on miracles to trust in God’s “naked word” and promise.

Luther rejected the art of fancy introductions in favor of a simple state-
ment of the text’s central thought. Preaching on a healingmiracle, he begins:
“In this Gospel our Lord tells us that God is merciful to those who suffer.”
On Matthew 11:25–30: The Lord here praises his heavenly Father for
having made his gospel known to children rather than to educated adults.
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Or, preaching on Christ’s baptism, he refers to the beautiful glorious blessed
exchange in which Christ changes places with us, takes our sin upon himself
and gives us his innocence and purity. On special occasions such as wed-
dings, baptisms, and funerals, there might be more of an introduction, but
ordinarily he started with “What does the text want to tell us?” Then he
went right into it.

Luther could not have been less interested in symmetry, external form,
beauty of expression, alliterative phrases, plays on words, balance, polish,
or other rhetorical arts. He had seen too much of that in the preaching
against which he rebelled not to be deeply suspicious of it. Everything
calculated or artful, he felt, tended to push the heart of the text and the
natural flow of the Word of God into the background. Such playing around
with words, as he would call it, is a toying with the proclamation and is
unfitting to the appointed task. He also suspected that it masked an unwor-
thy desire on the preacher’s part to be popular, which he regarded as the
preacher’s death trap. “There is no greater evil or poison than vainglory,”
he said.

It is the bride of the devil . . . [and] works great harm in a preacher. It
moves him to . . . preach so that the people may say . . .“He is certainly a
fine preacher; he knows how to hit the nail on the head; I have never
heard anyone put it this way.” And so the man is puffed up with pride,
tickled with praise and imagines he is an ox when he is scarcely a
toad. Then he must be very careful not to spoil things with the people.
Because they praise him, he must, in turn, praise them. So they praise
one another until one goes to the devil with the other.16

Luther’s only device was to employ tensions, conflict, paradox: law/
gospel, sin/grace, God/Satan, free will/ bound will, and to use dialogue, at
which he was a master. One finds dialogue in a high proportion of his
sermons. Usually he spoke in the first person for both parties. There is
conversation between Luther and the hearers, God and Adam, Jesus and the
disciples, God and Satan, life and death, heaven and hell. This is as close
as Luther came to a designed form of preaching, but he did it so naturally
that there was never anything phoney about it. It was the way he saw life.
“When I preach a sermon,” he said, “I set up a conflict.”17

That conflict is consistent with his sense that preaching the Word of
God is part of the battle for the universe still going on between God and
evil. It makes Luther’s sermons vibrant, powerful, in touch with life as his
hearers lived it. He could preach that way because he had come through
great conflict, lived with conflict in his own soul, and knew the One whose
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victory in the greatest of all conflicts kept Luther from being exhausted or
overcome by it.

del ivery

What was he like in the pulpit? Strange how little his contemporaries,
who tried their best to record his every spoken word, said about that. Never
did he lose the holy awe of being allowed to speak for God. If it were not for
the call of God, he said, he would never have courage to walk up the steps of
a pulpit. His prayers before preaching are humble invocations that the Holy
Spirit make it all turn out well. Never did he become blasé or self-confident.

Obviously people liked to hear him. It is said that he spoke slowly
but with great vigor and often had a moving effect on the hearers. James
Mackinnon refers to his “torrential speech alive with prophetic fire”18 but
his contemporaries say nothing like that. Luther said of Justus Jonas that
the people didn’t like him because he spit, sniffed, and cleared his throat
too much. Either Luther had no idiosyncrasies or his contemporaries were
too kind to mention them.

We may confidently say that everything about his preaching was gen-
uine. Themessagewas everything.Histrionics, calculated gestures, anything
done for effect would have been regarded as a human intrusion on theWord
of God. Although there was humor, there was never levity or anything cal-
culated to produce laughter. Yet the congregation must have chuckled at his
comment that God has chickens on earth who eat his grain and then lay
their eggs elsewhere; or calling people who expect to prosper because they
are Christians “knights of the belly”; or his comment that even asses would
make it to heaven if good works were the key. Not everyone, however, was
enthralled or Luther would not have said that the people sometimes sleep
and snore during the sermon until the rafters crack or that they sleep and
cough when “we preach the article of justification but prick up their ears as
soon as we tell stories.”19

To Luther, Christ himself was the great example in the way he tailored
everything to his audience. Because his hearers knew about sheep and shep-
herds, wolves, vineyards, fig trees, reeds, fields and plowing, the Lord spoke
about them. Similarly, speaking in the language of his people wasmore than
just a tactic for Luther. Just as the Son of God humbled himself, became one
of us and lived the life we live, so preachers, though they speak from high
above the people, are one of them and should speak as one of them.

“In the pulpit,” he said, “we are to lay bare the breasts and nourish
the people with milk . . . Complicated thoughts and issues we should discuss
in private with the eggheads [Klueglinge]. I don’t think of Dr. Pomeraneus,
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Jonas, or Philip [Melanchthon] inmy sermon. They knowmore about it than
I do. So I don’t preach to them. I just preach to Hansie and Betsy.”20 “He
who teaches most simply, childishly, popularly . . . that’s the best preacher.
I like it to be easy and earthy. But now if it is debate you are looking for,
come into my classroom! I’ll give it to you plenty sharp and you’ll get your
answer however fancy your questions.”21

a sample of luther ’ s preaching about
death and resurrect ion

Luther preached often on death and probably just as often on the res-
urrection. The resurrection was a melody of his sermons even when it was
not the theme. In 1532/33 he preached seventeen sermons in a row on
1 Corinthians 15. During the Easter season he could hardly tear himself
away from the resurrection theme. Perhaps the difference from our age is
that Luther’s had not learned to hide from death as expertly as we have.
Death was a visible and even an olfactory aspect of daily life that had to be
faced.

Death’s defeat was no mere figure of speech to Luther. The resurrection
is as much pro nobis as the crucifixion. Here, as in all the great events of
Christ’s life, Luther spoke of the “great exchange” which God offers us in
Christ. Christ exchanges all his beauty, purity, and strength for our ugliness,
evil, and weakness; in his passion our guilt in exchange for his forgiveness;
and in his resurrection our death – our ultimate defeat – in exchange for his
life. This wonderful exchange is a theme he could find in almost every text.
What it means is simply that nothing in life or death can really harm the
person who is hidden in Christ. Christ’s resurrected life begins in us now,
will never cease, and will be fulfilled perfectly when he raises us up out of
physical death.

In 1532, at the funeral of Duke John of Saxony, Luther preached on 1
Thessalonians 4:13–14: “We would not have you ignorant, brethren, con-
cerning those who are asleep . . . for since we believe that Jesus died and
rose again, even so, through Jesus, God will bring with him those who have
fallen asleep.” This is an excellent example of Luther’s preaching. Here is a
paraphrase of a few of his thoughts.

In comparison with Christ’s death, Luther said, ours is but a sleep. His
was so bitter, grandiose, and potent that it has baptized all the other dead,
so that now they are not called dead but sleepers. Christ’s death was the real
death, ours only a sleep. No better comfort can be found than to contemplate
Christ’s death and see how it has devoured all other deaths. Do not look at
the dead body of the prince before you, he said, but look at the death of
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Christ through which our death is destroyed so that we see this prince, not
lying smelly in the coffin and grave but in Christ.

Be thankful that God wrapped up our dear prince in the death of Christ
and embraced him in his resurrection. The prince’s real death occurred two
years ago when at the Diet of Augsburg he openly confessed Christ’s death
and resurrection before the whole world and stuck to it, staking his land and
people, indeed his own body and life on it. Christ’s death and the death our
prince suffered at Augsburg were “real death.” Physical death, whenwe pass
away in bed, is only a “baby death.” (The word Luther uses, Kindersterben,
makes one think of children playing dead.) So it was for our prince. He
didn’t labor, or struggle, or fear death. Fear of death – that is real death.
But when one dies as our prince died, wrapped in Christ’s suffering, that
is a baby death, only half a death. Our real death occurs when we die with
Christ and are raised up with him to new life. It is my hope, Luther said,
that we too shall die this way. God will carry me and all other Christians
through death and hell. So we shouldn’t even call them dead people but
sleepers, in such a deep sleep that they won’t even dream. Without a doubt
our prince has become a holy sleeper, not because he was a merciful, kind
master but because he confessed Christ’s death and clung to it. Let his death
be a reminder of ours so that we may also be among those who suffer and
die and are raised with Christ. May God grant this to us.22

discouragement and recovery

One would think that Luther’s confidence in the Holy Spirit’s power to
make the preached word effective in the hearers would have kept him from
what today we call “burnout.” Not so. In 1528 he warned the Wittenberg
congregation that he would stop preaching unless he saw more fruit of
the gospel among them. In his New Year’s sermon of 1530, he complained
bitterly of their utter selfishness. A short time later he said he would rather
preach to raving dogs than to them and that from then on he would confine
himself to the classroom. He called preaching “an arduous office,” a rotten
office, whosemisery is such that a personwould rather be a swineherd. “The
damned devil,” Luther said, “and not a good man should be a preacher.”23 If
he had known in advancewhat it would be like, twenty-four horses could not
have drawn him into it. From January until the fall of 1530, Luther preached
only three times in Wittenberg, two of those at the express command of his
prince.

The fact that Luther preached in places other than Wittenberg during
the spring and summer of 1530 shows that his disillusionment was with
that congregation rather than with preaching itself, but some of his friends
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worried that he might never preach again. After the exhausting pace of
the 1520s he was deeply disappointed that the restoration of the Word of
God had produced little significant change in the people who heard it first.
To the clergy assembled at Augsburg in 1530 he wrote that “no message
would be more pleasing to my ears than one deposing me from the office of
preaching . . . I am so tired of it because of the great ingratitude of the people,
but much more because of the intolerable hardships which the devil and
the world mete out to me.”24

It was during Luther’s extended stay at Coburg Castle, while the Augs-
burg Diet was meeting, that he found refreshment of spirit. From there he
said that whenwe experience suffering because we hold to theWord of God,
Christ will not only help us to bear it but will even “do something remark-
able with it . . . Let him take care of it and fight it out . . . The Word of God
puts us in a tight place, so that we learn . . . that the small weak miserable
word is stronger than the devil and the gates of hell.”25

When in the fall of 1530, following his return from Coburg, Luther
again began to preach, it was almost as if nothing had happened. Consistent
with not making his spiritual struggles prominent in the pulpit, Luther did
not say anything more about it to the congregation. His friend Mathesius
said that he “refrained from preaching until his zeal, that is, his holy wrath
cooled, or rather until it [reignited] his own calling in his heart.”26 The closest
Luther came to an explanation was his statement, “The poor souls [who are
deprived of hearing God’s word] will not let me rest. Then, too, there is a
man whose name is Jesus Christ. He says no. Him I justly follow as one
who has deserved more of me.”27 Never again did Luther take leave from
preaching except for illness or travel. In 1531 he was back to 180 sermons.

To be sure, Luther was tempted on other occasions to quit. But, he said,
the Scriptures overcame the temptation through their testimony that God
has not yet tired of calling the fallen world back to himself. By sharing that
tireless love with us, God restores our energies and our spirit. In his final
sermon, just three days before his death, Luther rephrased Jesus’ words,
“Come to me all who labor and are heavy laden” to mean “Just stick with
me, hold to my Word, and let everything else go. If you are burned or
beheaded for it . . . if things go badly, I will give you the courage to laugh . . .
Only come to me . . . It will not be heavy for you but light and easy to bear . . .
[because] I myself am helping you.”28 That comforting conviction carried
Luther through an incredibly difficult and demanding life which changed
the face of Christendom in many ways, not the least of which was the office
and practice of preaching.

If one’s reading is always directed to the next Sunday’s sermon, one
shouldn’t bother with Luther. But if one makes time for reading that waters
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the roots of faith, plumbs the depths of Scripture, nails the conscience,
warms the heart, and frequently tickles the funny-bone, then one should
read Luther’s sermons. Hewas able to proclaim thewonderful news of God’s
amazing grace in Christ with simplicity and power. To this day Luther’s
preaching has not lost that refreshing power.
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9 Luther’s spiritual journey
jane e . strohl

From Luther’s own day to the present, critics have raised questions about
the distinctively personal stamp given by the reformer to his theology. De-
spite its claims to biblical fidelity and universal validity, they suspected that
Luther’s legacy was the projection of one man’s neurosis on to the whole
of human history and at the expense of the relative tolerance and unity of
the Western church. There is no denying that Luther was himself a prime
example of the desperately bound sinner whose terrified conscience, hun-
gry for the assurance of God’s grace and the experience of its transforming
power, became the test case for Lutheran proclamation.

Without lionizing Luther as some spiritual “Everyman” for all genera-
tions, one can conclude that in the course of his spiritual journey he spoke
persuasively to and for many of his contemporaries. Luther boldly articu-
lated and responded to the acute anxieties of the age through his campaign
for the liberation of the church from its latter-day Babylonian captivity, his
demand for the freedom of the individual believer’s conscience and the free
reig̈n of the Scriptures among the people, and his rejection of the ecclesias-
tical hierarchy in his appeal to the judgment of the common believer, that is,
the baptized person who emerged from the waters of baptism the spiritual
equal of priest, bishop, and pope.

Historians are fascinated by such fundamental shifts in the religious
sensibilities of a society. Peter Matheson has suggested that the changes of
the sixteenth century would be more fruitfully understood as a re-forming
of the imagination, rather than as primarily a matter of doctrinal or struc-
tural innovations. Images, he points out, can and do burn out and have to
be renewed continually, and in the imaginative architecture of the Refor-
mation, the divine becomes more intimate and the human more earthly.1

This essay will explore Luther’s spiritual journey, recognizing that in its
historical particularity it both reflected and shaped this new development
of the life of faith.

149
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a bi -polar sp ir ituality

Erasmus of Rotterdam is famously quoted as asserting that he was not
willing to burn for one of Luther’s paradoxes. For Luther, the life of the
Christian on earth is necessarily characterized by the presence and regular
manifestation of a series of contrasting realities. His spirituality is built
around these polarities that cannot be resolved. Luther’s various opponents
had, in his eyes, this in common: They tried one way or another to flatten
out the paradoxes of life under the gospel and thus to rob discipleship of
its relentless tension. In this respect Luther’s theology is rightly described
as acutely eschatological at its core: to live in paradox is to live in a state
of crisis that cries out for resolution, a resolution that for Luther only God
can effect. The work of those living in the time before the end is to manage
the polarities and pray fervently for the coming of the Lord. Luther’s own
experience, in opposition first to Rome and then later to Zwingli and the
radicals as well, caused him to defend these polarities ever more insistently,
lest they be thrown out of balance by challengers from both sides.

rel ig ious experience and object ive s ign

Luther is well known for his disdain of the emphasis on direct, personal
religious experience found among some reforming groups. Hemocked them
as having swallowed the Holy Spirit, feathers and all. The radical Thomas
Müntzer, for example, whom Luther continued to demonize years after the
former’s death in the Peasants’ Rebellion of 1525, insisted that the grace of
Christ brought the spiritual gifts of visions, prophecy, and dreams to the
saved, whose faith was thereby verified before others. Müntzer denounced
Luther as a religious flunky, the court theologian of the Elector of Saxony,
who denounced such gifts because he had never experienced them. Luther,
on the other hand, feared greatly the spiritual chaos precipitated by such
subjectivity. Over against it he insisted on the objective norms of the scrip-
tural Word and, when in keeping with that Word, the church’s tradition.

Yet one should not conclude from this that Lutherwaswholly dismissive
of religious experience. His own spiritual life was characterized by Anfech-
tung, assaults of doubt and terror as to his standing before God. If one was
to know the power of the gospel, one had also to feel the piercing condem-
nation of the law as it cut through the pretensions of self-righteousness to
the core of sin’s corruption. Luther could also speak out of an ebullient con-
fidence and ecstatic joy. There has been considerable scholarly discussion
about Luther’s relation to Christian mysticism, and his own spirituality dis-
plays striking resemblances. He experiences both desolation and ecstasy;
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Anfechtung is a true dark night of the soul. One notes also an acute awareness
of the numinous quality of God. The miserable pygmy, as Luther describes
himself, who dares to come before the Almighty One to offer his first mass,
is overcome not just by the awareness of his sin before God’s absolute righ-
teousness but by the unfathomable otherness of the divine that separates
it from human finitude and frailty. Luther marvels at how God has bridged
the chasm and deigned to join humanity at its most vulnerable, as a helpless
baby nursing at a woman’s breast and finally as a forsaken man bleeding
and dying on a cross.

god hidden and revealed

It is against this backdrop that one can best understand the distinction
Luther makes between the deus absconditus and the deus revelatus, that
is, God hidden and revealed. For all that Luther does to restore Jesus to
his preeminent place as Savior rather than judge, he does not domesticate
the Christ into some kind of boon companion, nor does the revelation of
the Father in the Son drain the godhead of its mystery and fearsomeness.
Indeed, Luther experiences a twofold hiddenness, for the gospel itself, with
its call to victory through the cross and power perfected in weakness, is a
surprising and consequently deceptive revelation. In the company of Jesus,
things are seldom what they seem and the saving truth is often hidden
under its dispiriting opposite.

This is exemplified in Luther’s 1530 Sermon on Suffering and the Cross,
preached to the Saxon party on the eve of their departure for the Augsburg
Diet. Using the legend of St. Christopher, he forewarns his cohorts that the
freedom of the gospel inevitably proves to be onerous.

When one receives the faith, one does not allow oneself to imagine
that there will be difficulty in this. As was the case with Christopher, it
appears to one as a tiny child, pretty and well formed and easy to
carry. For the Gospel shows itself at first as a fine, pleasing, friendly
and childlike doctrine, as we then saw at the start, when everyone
seized upon it and wanted to be evangelical. There was such longing
and thirst for the Gospel that no oven’s heat could match that of the
people then. But what happened? The same situation occurred as
befell Christopher, who did not learn how heavy the little child was
until he had entered the deepest water.2

The position of the believer is always an embattled one, and yet as one bears
theWord through trial and suffering, as St. Christopher did the Christ child,
one is borne up by it. Luther concludes the sermon by pointing out that as
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Christians make their way through the deep, troubled waters, the current
cannot carry them under because they have hold of a stout tree reaching
out from the shore, “namely the Word and the fine, strong promises that
we shall not be drowned by the breakers.”3

In a remarkable sermon on the story of the Canaanite woman (Matthew
15),4 Luther brings one face to face with the hiddenness of God in the most
fearsome of places, the encounter of a trusting petitionerwith an ungracious
Savior. Thewoman, according to Luther, has heard the news about Jesus. She
believes in his power and his compassion, and so, holding to that word, she
goes to him, beseeching healing for her daughter. He rejects her outright; he
has been sent only to the lost sheep of the house of Israel. She is an outsider
and thus has no claim upon him. Indeed, it is not right to take bread from
the children to throw it to dogs. She responds, “Yes, Lord, but even the dogs
eat the crumbs from under the master’s table.” Luther concludes with relish
that the woman has bested Jesus, caught him in his own word of promise so
that he marvels at her faith and helps her. As she believes him to be, so she
finds him. Luther offers this woman as a model for all Christians: they must
hold to the Word, the proclamation of the merciful Savior Jesus Christ, in
the midst of all contrary appearances and experiences, even the crushing
suspicion that God has abandoned them and that the Word is a lie.

Luther’s relationship with God is a remarkably volatile one. He cowers
before God’s wrath against sin; he takes sharply to heart God’s unrelenting
demand for righteousness; he knows God’s love as both fierce and tender;
and he makes bold to call God to account. A promise is a promise, Luther
insists, writing in his Genesis commentary that if God appeared in majesty
and announced that, having had second thoughts about human worthiness,
God had decided to retract the promise of salvation, he would not yield
but fight tooth and nail against the Creator.5 The heights and depths of the
soul’s life, the cunning and courage required for such discipleship, are not, in
Luther’s view, the purview of a spiritual elite. Every Christian must develop
the competence to make a good confession in the midst of temptation, fear,
and obscurity. To do this one must be tireless in hearing the gospel.

the evangel ical gospel

For Luther, the criteria for evaluating the integrity of any given procla-
mation are twofold: Does the gospel as it is offered here make the most
of Christ, and does it console the doubting, troubled conscience? Making
the most of Christ for Luther meant refusing to shoulder any of the burden
that Christ had already borne for the sake of sinners. Christ’s self-giving
was all-sufficient; the grace he freely offers requires no human additive
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to become potent. To make the most of Christ was for Luther a matter of
emptying the self of pious pretensions so that one could receive only what
Christ gives. One might describe the condition of original sin, defined in
the Lutheran confessional writings as the inborn inability to fear, love, and
trust God, as manifesting itself as a kind of bi-polar disorder. In the manic
phase the believer succumbs to delusions of self-righteousness that gener-
ate impenitence. In the depressive phase the believer is paralyzed by doubt
and despair. In Luther’s experience only the evangelical gospel, that is, the
justification of the sinner by the grace of Christ through faith apart from
works of the law, is able to rescue us from both perils. Therein lies the proof
of its verity.

It is precisely because of the intensity of religious experience that en-
gulfs the believer that Luther is so insistent upon the objectivity of the
proclaimedWord and sacrament. How was one to know whether any given
experience came from God or the evil one? And if one built upon a par-
ticular vision or event as the source of one’s identity and the assurance
of one’s godliness, what was to preserve one’s certainty when changing
circumstances and demonic temptations undermined the original percep-
tion? Luther’s own travail in the monastery derived from his uncertainty
that God was gracious for him. The strategies of late medieval piety were no
longer effective in his case. The balm of the nominalist dictum, facere quod
in se est, do what is in you, that is, do one’s best and trust that God’s grace
will meet you more than halfway and make up the deficit in righteousness,
proved toxic to Luther’s anxious conscience. How could one ever know if
one had done enough of the right sort of things to trigger God’s beneficent
intervention? Relief and assurance could only come when one turned com-
pletely away from the self to behold Christ alone. For this reason Luther’s
spirituality was always intensely sacramental, not only in baptism and holy
communion but in the proclamation of the gospel itself, the spoken hu-
man word functioning, as it were, as the earthly element bearing the divine
into our midst. Behind the doctrinal quarrels about infant baptism and real
presence lie this fundamental spiritual hunger and pastoral concern. This
becomes clear when one looks at the specific issues that exercised Luther
in the controversies about the nature and practice of the sacraments.

baptism

Baptism was for Luther the center of the Christian life. In contrast
to the Anabaptists, who insisted that baptism required faith and should
be administered only upon demonstration of conversion and repentance,
Luther remained a vehement defender of infant baptism. This sacrament,
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given to an unwitting child, became for him the premier demonstration
of the bountifulness of God’s grace. God takes the initiative; God commits
Godself before the needy human can do anything to prepare or respond. The
gift of God’s love as free and unconditional is clearly revealed. Of course,
persons of any age may receive baptism, but the practice of infant baptism
reminds all believers that even when one comes to the font as a person
mature enough to understand and consent, this human condition is not
what makes the sacrament valid.

Luther railed against what he saw as the Anabaptist perversion of a
divine action into a human one. Here again one hears echoes of Luther’s
desperation at the prospect of relying on one’s experience: how can one
know if a person has faith strong enough to warrant baptism? Moreover,
when one falters, and given the reality of Anfechtung one undoubtedly
will, does the recurrence of sin and unbelief invalidate the first washing as
premature? Does one need to be baptized again? Luther wrote:

I 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 I have the right
faith, yesterday I don’t think I truly believed. So I 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 restlessly 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.6

The result for Luther was abhorrent: the very purpose and power of
the sacrament, to lift one out of oneself and anchor one in Christ, were
undermined. Luther insisted that the restless, anxious heart could not
build with confidence upon its perceptions of its own faith and godliness.
These were too fragile, too easily altered by circumstance in moments of
weakness.

With baptismone enters a newand lifelong condition – one is constantly
being killed and born anew, as Luther asserts, citing Romans 6:4, “We were
buried with Christ through baptism into death, so that, just as Christ was
raised from the dead through the glory of the Father, we, too, are to walk
in a new life.”7 Baptism circumscribes the whole of life: through it one is
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joined to the body of Christ, in it one lives out one’s salvation, and by it one
passes securely from this world to the next.

Luthermaintained the integral connection between baptism and confes-
sion, but he differed from his Roman Catholic heritage in his understanding
of the relation of the two. Confession was not an additional, supplementary
sacrament, necessary to restore the baptismal grace lost through subse-
quent sin. Confession was not a second plank rescuing the sinner after he
hadmade shipwreck of the purity created by his baptism. Rather, for Luther
confession was the continual enactment of one’s baptism; it was the regular
living out of the relationship between God and the believer according to the
terms sealed in the sacrament. In the Small Catechism Luther provides the
following answer to the question, “What then is the significance of such a
baptism with water?”

It signifies that the old creature in us with all sins and evil desires is to
be drowned and die through daily contrition and repentance, and on
the other hand that daily a new person is to come forth and rise up to
live before God in righteousness and purity forever.8

Confession becomes the fundamentally defining act of the believer. It is
the response of faith by which she grasps the gospel promise as her own; it
is simultaneously the first fruit of God’s grace in her life. To repent, to make
confession and seek forgiveness, is to take God at God’s word and thus to
fulfill the first commandment, not by works but by faith.9

Luther’s criticism of the Roman practice of confession is analogous to
what he lodges against the Anabaptist use of baptism: it obfuscates the
meaning of baptism itself and it perverts God’s gracious gift into a required
human work.10 Luther is troubled on two counts by the requirement for the
enumeration of all sins before the priest. It places a burden on the believer,
suggesting that the reception of grace is conditional on his doing a thor-
ough job. This is precisely the kind of demand that crushes the scrupulous
conscience and makes of the good news a mockery. Moreover, it is based
on the assumption that sin is contained in discrete acts and omissions after
baptism, whereas for Luther sin continues to taint the whole of the believer
and all that she does, for good and ill.

simul iustus et peccator

The idea of the believer as saint (justified) and sinner is the most
distinctive polarity of Luther’s spirituality. It represents not a transitional
state – one is partly sinner and partly saint at any given moment with the
latter gradually expanding at the expense of the former – but a condition
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of simultaneous totality – wholly a sinner, a rebel and enemy of God, and
wholly a saint, that is, a child made one with Christ in his righteousness,
self-emptying, and love. This doctrine, along with Luther’s emphasis on jus-
tification by faith alone, fueled his opponents’ suspicions that the Lutherans
were soft on good works and guilty, in their own way, of devaluing baptism,
since it did not appear to have accomplished very much if sin remained so
potent a reality.

Luther did not see baptism as effecting some ontological change in
the recipient. Original sin was not something that could be excised, thus
leaving the human will scarred but competent to act in its weakness with
the assistance of divine grace. For Luther original sin was best described as
a relational matter. It is how we regard God, our inability to fear, love, and
trust, that produces sin. Our drive for self-assertion never deserts us. Our
hostility toward those who interfere with it remains. But what has changed
is our relationship with God, as God has made Godself known as God-for-us
in Jesus the Christ.

I believe that Jesus Christ, true God, begotten of the Father in eternity,
and also a true human being, born of the Virgin Mary, is my Lord. He
has redeemed me, a lost and condemned human being. He has
purchased and freed me from all sins, from death, and from the power
of the devil, not with gold or silver but with his holy, precious blood
and with his innocent suffering and death. He has done all this in
order that I may belong to him, live under him in his kingdom, and
serve him in eternal righteousness, innocence, and blessedness, just as
he is risen from the dead and lives and rules eternally. This is most
certainly true.11

In baptism God’s saving intent for particular individuals becomes a public
reality. The celebrant begins with the command, “Depart, you unclean spirit,
and make room for the Holy Spirit,”12 who guarantees that the general
promise of the Gospel is specifically pro me, “for me.” For

I believe that by my own understanding or strength I cannot believe
in Jesus Christ my Lord or come to him, but instead the Holy Spirit
has called me through the gospel, enlightened me with his gifts, made
me holy and kept me in the true faith, just as he calls, gathers,
enlightens, and makes holy the whole Christian church on earth and
keeps it with Jesus Christ in the one common, true faith. Daily in this
Christian church the Holy Spirit abundantly forgives all sins – mine
and those of all believers. On the Last Day the Holy Spirit will raise me
and all the dead and will give to me and all believers in Christ eternal
life. This is most certainly true.13



Luther’s spiritual journey 157

For Luther, the post-baptismal condition of simul iustus et peccator, the only
kind of Christian living possible, constituted something dramatically new,
despite the continuing battle with sin: the transforming reality of divine
forgiveness. It is a dynamic not a static condition.

Baptism places the individual within the church, where alone themeans
of the Holy Spirit’s working are always and readily available. The mark of
the cross, made upon one’s brow in the sacrament, calls the believer to
account, sometimes as blessed assurance, sometimes as brutal reprimand,
until death finally grants the Christian’s prayer for deliverance from temp-
tation and evil. In both cases the objective sign of the sacrament is essential
for revealing truth where one’s own religious experience may deceive. We
are as much sinners by faith as saints for Luther. We certainly have experi-
ence of sin in the world, but we are unable to recognize the insidious and
pervasive depth of sin in ourselves. When we are brought face to face with
its toxins, we fall into denial or despair.

For Luther the truth lies in being able continuously to name sin honestly
and then face it down with the hope immovably grounded in Christ. In one
of his more notorious letters, Luther brashly declares:

If you are a preacher of grace, then preach a true and not a fictitious
grace; if grace is true, you must bear a true and not a fictitious sin.
God does not save people who are only fictitious sinners. Be a sinner
and sin boldly, but believe and rejoice in Christ even more boldly, for
he is victorious over sin, death, and the world. As long as we are here
[in this world] we have to sin. This life is not the dwelling place of
righteousness, but, as Peter says, we look for new heavens and a new
earth in which righteousness dwells. It is enough that by the riches of
God’s glory we have come to know the Lamb that takes away the sin of
the world. No sin will separate us from the Lamb, even though we
commit fornication and murder a thousand times a day. Do you think
that the purchase price that was paid for the redemption of our sins by
so great a Lamb is too small? Pray boldly – you too are a mighty
sinner.14

Extravagant statements like this one did not help clarify Luther’s views to
his opponents. He sounded like no friend to piety and moral probity. If
sin is so rampant and grace so promiscuous, why struggle with discipline
and the demands of good works? Yet as important as these are, for Luther
true freedom could never come out of such efforts. Rather, it is the struggle
of faith that is preeminent. The one bound to Christ in trust, as is the
bride to her bridegroom,15 is, as Luther famously put it, lord of all, subject
to none, and servant of all, subject to all.16 The human problem of sin is
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experienced in a new context, that is, the union with Christ in which the
marriage portions, sin and death on our side, righteousness and life on his,
are wholly shared. From this vantage point, the Christian’s real challenge is
to keep the faith, not to preserve a clean moral slate. In the realm of bold
believing, both bold sinning and the rigorous pursuit of sanctification take
their place as necessary but subordinate truths.

holy communion

Concern for sustaining the believer in this ongoing struggle lies behind
Luther’s insistence on Christ’s real presence in the Supper. Once again,
Luther forges his sacramental spirituality against two opposing fronts, in
this case the propitiatory sacrifice of the Roman Catholic mass on the one
hand, which will be discussed more fully in the following section, and the
memorial meal of the Zwinglians on the other. Here as before, he combats
these interpretations as perversions of the sacrament that transform God’s
gracious act of self-giving into occasions for human performance.

At the heart of the christological controversy precipitated by Luther’s
doctrine of ubiquity stands his insistence on the objective certainty of the
Word for the sake of the troubled conscience. Zwingli and his followers
emphasized the faith of believers,who receive the bread andwine as salutary
reminders of Christ’s sacrifice on their behalf and are thereby spurred to
grateful reflection. In this way they come into communion with Christ
who is able spiritually to be present everywhere but whose body can be
in only one place, as is the nature of human being, and thus remains at
the right hand of God until the Lord comes again. Luther took the risk of
transgressing the boundaries of the human as we know it in order not to
violate what he deemed essential to Christology. After the incarnation there
can be no human Jesus separate from the second person of the Trinity.
Christ’s ascension to the right hand of the Father means that wherever
God’s power is at work (and that is everywhere, i.e. ubiquitous), the Father
acts in and through the Son. And the Son saves us and reigns over us as
one fully human and fully divine; wherever he is present, he is necessarily
present in both natures.

For Luther one does not rise up in faith to commune with the spiritual
or divine Jesus who can be present everywhere. Rather, the crucified and
resurrected Incarnate One comes to those gathered at the table and in the
breaking of the bread makes himself known unequivocally as the One who
saves. For Luther, the conscience in whatever condition it finds itself –
impenitent, despairing, indifferent – requires this kind of in-your-face
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intervention to be convinced. Given the doctrine of ubiquity, there is no
doubt one encounters Christ everywhere, but what is not certain is that
these encounters will be experienced as saving. The Christ present in the
sacrament allows for no ambiguity. Here by his own power and promise
Jesus counters every human objection. If Zwingli emphasized the command
to “do this in remembrance ofme” in the narrative of the Last Supper, Luther
revels in the specification “this is my body given for you.” The Supper is not
a general announcement about the how of human salvation; it is the expe-
rience of one’s personal salvation through the body (Christ’s real presence
and the church of which he is the head) in the here and now.

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 promises. Whether worthy or
unworthy of him, I am, according to the text and the declaration of
this sacrament, a member of Christendom. It is better that I be
unworthy than that God’s truthfulness be questioned. Devil, away
with you if you advise me differently.”17

This proclamation made individually to participants in the sacrament chal-
lenges, exhorts, and invites them simply to take the Savior at his word.

It is in these sacramental celebrations, when God, no longer ambigu-
ously hidden behind the masks of creation, makes God’s will to save mani-
fest, that the driving tension of Luther’s eschatology is temporarily released.
When one looks at the eschatological understanding of the variousWestern
Christian communities at the time of the Reformation, one finds that Luther
and his followers were the most reserved.

The Roman Church regarded the church on earth as a beachhead of
the Kingdom of God, the institution itself being sacramental in nature,
the instrument and guardian of saving grace. In particular, the monastic
orders, living under vows of poverty, chastity, and obedience, embodied a
spiritual estate that was a foretaste of the life to come, in which “. . . they
neither marry nor are given in marriage, but are like angels in heaven.”18

The imperfections that many within the Catholic Church acknowledged
and sought to remedy notwithstanding, the splendor and power of the
institution served as testimonies to its divine status.
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Here one notes a fundamental difference in Luther’s spiritual self-
understanding. One could describe his reforming career as the lifelong
prosecution of a pastoral malpractice suit against the Roman hierarchy.
Rather than being confident of the church’s sacral integrity, guaranteed by
the action of God through the conferring of holy orders, Luther’s experience
led him to denounce as traitors to the gospel those claiming the authority
of the magisterium. He lost the fundamental confidence that God would
not allow the pope and the bishops to lead the faithful into error in matters
crucial to salvation. In its place one finds a relentless hermeneutic of suspi-
cion. Luther held that the gospel was indefectible, that is, at all times God
has insured that somewhere in the world the Good News is being rightly
proclaimed and received in faith. This is the true church, against which
the gates of hell shall never prevail, but one cannot identify it on the basis
of outer trappings or human claims to preeminence. Rather, one must test
what happens in any given assembly by the criteria ofWord and sacrament:
What is being said and done here and what effects are these activities pro-
ducing among the faithful? The earthly church itself becomes a far more
ambiguous reality for Luther and can no longer be regarded as an inbreaking
of the fullness of the Kingdom of God. This limits the experience of realized
eschatology for him to the celebration of the sacraments and the preaching
of the gospel, where the Lord is made manifest as victorious Savior pro
nobis.

In contrast to other Protestant groups, such as the Reformed and the
Anabaptists, Luther does not accord the justified sinner’s pursuit of sancti-
fication significant weight as evidence of the inbreaking of God’s Kingdom.
Luther recognized that the life of discipleship allowed for such moments of
eschatological revelation, moments when one saw the neighbor’s need and
responded reflexively, emptying the self for the sake of the other without
stopping to calculate the cost. This surrender to love is surely the work of
God in us, but these fleeting experiences of perfect Christian freedom are
not what faith builds upon.

There is considerable debate as to whether Luther embraced a third
use of the law, which was for Calvin its chief use. In the life of the be-
liever the law continues to make external demands curbing wickedness
(first use) and condemning sin (second use), but it can also instruct, moti-
vate, and encourage. Thus, it can be heard by believers as not threatening,
and that is a measure of how far grace has already succeeded in redeem-
ing the creation. This emphasis, so salient in Calvin’s theology, is not a
lynchpin of Luther’s spirituality. He clearly expects good works and amend-
ment of life to flow from the hearing of the gospel. But Luther remains
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acutely aware that one’s concern for moral betterment and earthly reform
can all too easily fill the places of the heart to which God alone has right-
ful claim. In the controversy with the Anabaptists, he was as scathing in
rejecting their earthly pursuit of a distinctively Christian higher righteous-
ness as he was in dismissing the monastics’ efforts. For Luther, the life of
faith is surrender rather than accomplishment; it is regular exercise in self-
emptying, which is simultaneously apprenticeship in receiving the fullness
of God.

vocation

The believer is called to imitate Christ by bearing the cross of the need
of others.

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
flowed and are flowing into us. He had to “put on” us and acted for us
as if he had been what we are. From us they flow 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.19

The arena for this discipleship is the world, not a self-styled oasis of higher
righteousness, and the means are the commonplace vocations of family life,
civic duty, friendship, and work. If all the baptized emerge from the water
of the sacrament “priest, bishop, and pope,” then a miner, a laundress, or a
parent is a member of the spiritual estate, serving and praising God in and
through their routine activities. The particularity of vocation was a great
comfort for Luther. He was called to be a doctor of Scripture in service
of the church; he was called to be the husband of one particular woman
and the father of her children. One need not go looking for crosses to bear
to prove one’s godliness. One may be content with these unexceptional
responsibilities and relationships, for it is through them that the will of God
is done and we are brought to abundant life.

On one hand, then, we have the intensity of Luther’s eschatological
expectation. Although he was never one to calculate the exact day and time
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of the Lord’s coming, his spirituality is characterized by a sense of living in
the last times. The saving gospel had emerged with a clarity unparalleled
since the age of the apostles. Now, as St. Paul puts it, is the acceptable time;
now is the day of salvation, and Luther was as ardent as the apostle in urging
his hearers not to accept the grace of God in vain.20 Or, in words reflective of
the commercial concerns of sixteenth-century Europe, in urging his fellow
Germans to buy while the market is good. On the other hand, Luther insists
that the business as usual of theworld – politics, productivity, reproduction –
is the matter of discipleship. He is reputed to have said that if he knew the
world would end tomorrow, he would go out and plant an apple tree today.
The saying has never been verified from his writings, but its currency shows
that whether or not the actual words were his, there was no doubt that the
sentiment was perceived as genuinely Lutheran.

faith and practice

The final polarity to be considered concerns the role of faith in Luther’s
spirituality. Over against the practice of believer’s baptism or the celebration
of the Lord’s Supper as a memorial meal, Luther is adamant that the sacra-
ments derive their power not from human faith but from the command and
promise of God.

Thus we do the same with infant baptism. We bring the child with the
intent and hope that it may believe, and we pray God to grant it faith.
But we do not baptize on this basis, but solely on the command of
God. Why? Because we know that God does not lie. My neighbor and
I – in short, all people – may deceive and mislead, but God’s Word
cannot deceive.21

Our conclusion is: Even though a scoundrel receives or
administers the sacrament, it is the true sacrament (that is, Christ’s
body and blood), just as truly as when one uses it most worthily. For it
is not founded on human holiness but on the Word of God. As no
saint on earth, yes, no angel in heaven can make bread and wine into
Christ’s body and blood, so likewise can no one change or alter the
sacrament, even through misuse. For the Word by which it was
constituted a sacrament is not rendered false because of an
individual’s unworthiness or unbelief.22

Yet at the same time, in his criticism of Roman Catholic sacramental
practice Luther vehemently rejects what he judges to be an ex opere operato
understanding, that is, that the sacrament is effective simply through the
performance of it, particularly with regard to the celebration of the mass as
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a sacrifice. In this case, he objects, too little is made of faith, and the believer
is thus defrauded of the gift rightly hers in the sacrament.

. . . because he offers and promises forgiveness of sins, it can be
received in no other way than by faith. This faith he himself demands
in the Word when he says, “given FOR YOU” and “shed FOR YOU,” as
if he said, “This is why I give it and bid you eat and drink, that you
may take it as your own and enjoy it.” All those who let these words be
addressed to them and believe that they are true have what the words
declare. But those who do not believe have nothing, for they let this
gracious blessing be offered to them in vain and refuse to enjoy it. The
treasure is opened and placed at everyone’s door, yes, upon the table,
but it is also your responsibility to take it and confidently believe that
it is just as the words tell you.23

This double perspective on faith produces some conflicting exhortations
from Luther, at the root of which lies his consistent pastoral concern for
those troubled in conscience and haunted by doubt. One comes to the Lord’s
table not on account of any personal worthiness in terms of piety or virtue
but precisely because of one’s unworthiness andneed forwhat is given there.
However, “[t]hose who are impudent and unruly ought to be told to stay
away, for they are not ready to receive the forgiveness of sins because they
do not desire it and do notwant to be righteous.”24 Butwhat about thosewho
feel unfit? Luther acknowledges that he shares this struggle, “. . . especially
inherited from the old order under the pope when we tortured ourselves
to become so perfectly pure that God might not find the least blemish in
us.”25 Here one sees the sharp conflict between the objective sign that stands
superior to any subjective religious feeling. “If you choose to fix your eye
on how good and pure you are, to wait until nothing torments you, you will
never go.”26 Yet “. . . it is true that those who despise the sacrament and lead
unchristian lives receive it to their harm and damnation.”27 So the believer is
obliged to know the difference between culpable avoidance and paralyzing
weakness, the difference between being a person “. . . who desires no grace
and absolution and has no intention of improving”28 and a person who
hears the Good News as too good to be true for him. “. . .We must examine
our heart and conscience and act like a person who really desires to be right
with God.”29 There is a tension here in Luther’s spirituality. At what point
does indifference or anxiety shade off into hostility and unbelief? At what
point must faith stop scrutinizing the probity of its desire and simply open
the mouth and stretch out the hand? In developing a new architecture for
the life of faith, Luther and the Lutherans who followed him have always
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been wary lest the foundation in free grace degenerate into grace that is
merely cheap.
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10 Luther’s struggle with social-ethical issues
carter l indberg

The crucial point to remember in discussing Luther’s struggle with social-
ethical issues is that he understood himself to be a theologian and pastor not
a sociologist or economist or politician. Indeed, Luther’s ethics may be un-
derstood as pastoral care.1 For Luther, therefore, theology and ethics served
the proclamation of the good news that salvation is received not achieved.
Our justification before God “must be believed and cannot be obtained by
any work, law, or merit.”2 In contrast to all pieties of achievement, then and
now, Luther affirmed God’s descent in Jesus to us rather than our striving
to ascend to God. In opposition to the medieval renunciation of the world,
epitomized by the image and metaphor of the ladder to heaven, Luther pro-
claimed that Christ could not be dragged too deeply into the flesh.3 Hence
Luther criticized the religion of the Turks, Jews, and papists for prescribing
“heavenward journeys on which the travelers will break their necks.”4

The subject of theology and ethics is not God in heaven, in his absolute
majesty, the “nakedGod,” but ratherGod “clothed inHisWord andpromises”
for us.

God says: “I do not choose to come to you in My majesty and in the
company of angels but in the guise of a poor beggar asking for bread.”
You may ask: “How do you know this?” Christ replies: “I have revealed
to you in My Word what form I would assume and to whom you
should give. You do not ascend into heaven, where I am seated at the
right hand of My heavenly Father, to give Me something; no I come
down to you in humility. I place flesh and blood before your door with
the plea: ‘Give me a drink! . . . I do not need food in heaven. I have
come all the way from Judea. Give me a drink!’ I have had it
announced to all the world that whatever is done to the least of My
brethren is done to me” (Matt. 25:40).5

Thus Luther’s struggle with issues of social ethics proceeded from his
perceived vocation to proclaim God’s promise and judgment. He wrote:
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Let no one, therefore, ponder the Divine Majesty, what God has done
and how mighty He is; or think of man as the master of his property,
the way the lawyer does; or of his health the way the physician does.
But let him think of man as sinner. The proper subject of theology is
man guilty of sin and condemned, and God the Justifier and Savior of
man the sinner. Whatever is asked or discussed in theology outside
this subject is error and poison.6

Since for Luther salvation is not the process or goal of life, but rather the
presupposition of life, his theology became a transvaluation of all values.
Thus his orientation to social issues was not in the mode of the Aristotelian
(andmodern!) progress from vice to virtue.7 Service to the neighbor is based
neither upon self-development nor upon its results, but uponGod’s promise.
Said Luther, “We do not become righteous by doing righteous deeds but,
having beenmade righteous,we do righteous deeds.”8 Social ethics therefore
does not depend upon success, but upon God’s promise: faith is active in
love.

The Bible has been put into your workshop, into your hand, into your
heart. It teaches and preaches how you should treat your neighbor.
Just look at your tools – at your needle or thimble, your beer barrel,
your goods, your scales or yardstick or measure – and you will read
this statement inscribed on them . . . “Friend, use me in your relations
with your neighbor just as you would want your neighbor to use his
property in his relations with you.”9

Good works are not salvatory, but they do serve the neighbor. Since
works are not ultimate but penultimate activities of the sinner saved by the
justifying God, they are this-worldly rather than other-worldly, directed to
the neighbor as a response to God’s promise. Thus Luther’s social ethics is
aptly described as “the liturgy after the liturgy.” “Now there is no greater
service of God [dienst Gottes; Gottesdienst = worship] than Christian love
which helps and serves the needy, as Christ himself will judge and testify at
the Last Day, Matthew 25[:31–46].”10 “The world would be full of worship
if everyone served his neighbor, the farmhand in the stable, the boy in the
school, maid and mistress in the home.”11

the contextual nature of luther ’ s
social ethics

From the initial uproar over the Ninety-five Theses of 1517 to his death
after mediating a dispute between the counts of Mansfeld in 1546, Luther
remained center stage through the religious, economic, political, and social
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upheavals of the period. He could do no other, for “it is the most unvarying
fate of theWord of God to have the world in a tumult because of it . . . For the
Word of God comes, whenever it comes, to change and renew the world.”12

Throughout these upheavals and rapid social changes, people appealed
to Luther for advice about every area of personal and social life. Since our
focus is on social issues we shall leave to one side the more personal ap-
peals that deluged Luther.13 The multiplicity of social issues created as well
as unleashed by Luther’s initiation of reform may be approached under the
rubric of the “three orders” or “estates”: the church (ecclesiam), household
(oeconomiam), and government (politiam).14 According to Luther, these are
the fundamental forms by which God’s promise of creation constitutes hu-
man existence.15

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. 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.16

It is important to bear in mind that a synthesis of Luther’s responses
to social-ethical issues under the heading of the Three Estates minimizes
the historical development of Luther’s social-ethical struggles. On the other
hand, there is not sufficient space here to explore the messiness and
complexity of his ethical struggles, nor the intertwining of ethical issues.
Luther himself did not have the luxury of treating ethical issues in the ab-
stract nor one at a time. Rather, once the reform got under way there was a
deluge of social-ethical issues clamoring for resolution. Since other chapters
in this volume focus on Luther’s contributions to the estates of the church
and politics, I shall focus on some of the issueswithin the estate of the house-
hold. It is also important to recognize that the borders between the three
estates are permeable, and the concerns of one estate frequently relate to
the concerns of the other. Further, the estate of the household (oeconomium)
was broadly conceived to include not only marriage and the family, but also
social welfare and local and national economic concerns.

the household: marriage and family

The concomitant of Luther’s proclamation of justification by grace alone
apart from works was a “doxology of the ordinary.”17 Convinced that the
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finite is capable of the infinite (a motif that Luther developed in his Chris-
tology, eucharistic theology, and theology of creation), Luther rejected every
form of flight from the world with its suspicion of creation including the
human body. Humankind is not called to flee the world but rather to engage
the world for the common good. The concrete demonstration of the new
faith very soon became clericalmarriage. This was not just amatter of break-
ing church law; rather, the public rejection of mandatory clerical celibacy
encompassed the new evangelical understanding of the relationship to God
and the world.18

Luther’s confrontation with church authorities on this subject began
with his To the Christian Nobility of the German Nation Concerning the Re-
form of the Christian Estate (1520). Every priest should be free to marry
because “before God and the Holy Scriptures marriage of the clergy is no
offense.” Clerical celibacy is not God’s law but the pope’s, and “Christ has set
us free from all man-made laws, especially when they are opposed to God
and the salvation of souls . . .” Thus the pope has nomore power to command
celibacy than “he has to forbid eating, drinking, the natural movement of
the bowels, or growing fat.”19 Luther was well aware that the abolition of
clerical celibacy would entail “a very different kind of government and ad-
ministration of church property; the whole canon law would have to be
abolished . . .”20 “No institutional change brought about by the Reformation
was more visible, responsive to late medieval pleas for reform, and con-
ducive to new social attitudes than the marriage of Protestant clergy. Nor
was there another point in the Protestant programwhere theology and prac-
tice corresponded more successfully.”21 Luther’s application of evangelical
theology to marriage and family desacramentalized marriage; desacralized
the clergy and resacralized the life of the laity; opposed the maze of canon-
ical impediments to marriage; strove to unravel the tangled skein of canon
law, imperial law, and German customs; and joyfully affirmed God’s good
creation, including sexual relations.22

The medieval church viewed the celibate life as a meritorious work
for salvation, and perpetuated patristic suspicions of sexuality as the font
of original sin. Jerome’s view that virginity is the ideal state of Christian
life (“Marriages fill the earth, virginity fills heaven”) was repugnant and
blasphemous to Luther.23 To Luther, sex is an aspect of God’s good creation.
In contrast to the patristic and medieval tradition of asceticism, Luther
and his colleagues “literally transferred the accolades Christian tradition
heaped on the religious in monasteries and nunneries to marriage and the
home . . . ‘Faith, not virginity, fills paradise,’ theWittenberg pastor Johannes
Bugenhagen retorted in the 1520s. ‘Saint Jerome’s unfortunate comment . . .
must be corrected,’ agreed the Lutheran poet Erasmus Alberus . . .”24
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With marriage and the household estate came multiple responsibilities
to the larger community and vice versa.25 “Marriage does not only consist
of sleeping with a woman – anybody can do that – but of keeping house and
bringing up children.”26 Those who followed Luther saw in marriage not
only a new joyous appreciation of sexual relations, but also a new respect
for women as companions. Luther could not imagine life without women:
“The home, cities, economic life and government would virtually disappear.
Men cannot do without women. Even if it were possible for men to beget
and bear children, they still couldn’t do without women.”27

Luther sought to redefine what his society thought appropriate for male
and female behavior. For example,medieval society and theology sanctioned
prostitution and civic brothels. Prostitutes were thought to purify a town
by draining off excess male sexual energy as a sewer drained off waste.28

The church tolerated prostitution because its gender values denigrated sex
and also assumed that male desire was an anarchic, uncontrollable force
that if not provided an outlet would pollute the town’s respectable women.
Luther’s criticism of this rationale attacked his culture’s gender presuppo-
sition concerning males. In asserting equal responsibility for males and
females, Luther criticized the double standard of his day as well as the exis-
tence of brothels.29 Luther attempted to redefine his culture’s understanding
of male gender from uncontrollable impulse to social responsibility.

Luther likewise opposed the medieval practice of clandestine marriage.
The canon law that “consent makes the marriage” allowed abuses of minors
who entered marriage without parental consent as well as deceptions of
women. Luther spoke to this issue in his tract That Parents Should Neither
Compel nor Hinder Their Children and That Children Should Not Become
Engaged without Their Parents’ Consent (1524). His concern was to increase
the parents’ role in the marriages of their children, not to constrict the chil-
dren. Luther opposed secret betrothals without the consent of the parents
and the public support of the community because he saw that it was the
woman and her children who were at risk of being discarded with no rights.
In these arrangements to live together, the woman could not file suit for
her rights if the man left her. Luther stated clearly: “A secret engagement
should yield to a public one.”30 “Marriages”without communal and legal vali-
dation, according to Luther, led to legal, economic, and pastoral problems.31

Such arrangements undercut the communal stake in family life. Further-
more, the theological perspective that marriage is based in faith and trust
makes “trial marriage” an oxymoron. Public marriage is difficult enough,
secret marriages which lack legal and communal support are even more so.
Every marriage is a risk, but a clandestine marriage based only on mutual
attraction increases rather than minimizes the risk.
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For Luther, marriage and family life are Christian callings. Luther’s
sermons and catechismsmade it clear in contrast to the theology and laws of
the medieval church that home and discipleship are not mutually exclusive.
To the contrary, it is precisely in marriage that chastity is possible, and
religious vocation finds its realization. To the medieval person, vocation
was limited to priests, nuns, and monks. The thought that persons could
serve God in marriage was revolutionary. Justification by grace alone apart
from works liberated Christians from achieving salvation by renunciation
of the world, and enabled service to the neighbor in the world. The neighbor
here is the person encountered in the concrete situation, that is, parents,
spouse, and children.

Luther rejected flight into self-chosen religious callings of clericalism,
and called people to serve others in the web of relationships where they live.
We are to do, Luther asserted, what God commands not what we fancy God
would like. Here, again, Luther focused on “the ordinary.” The perennial
temptation of the religious person is the desire to do “important” things
rather than sweep the floor, change diapers, and do the dishes. Luther’s
point, however, is that we are not called to self-chosen extraordinary tasks,
but rather to service in the world.

We err in that we judge the work of God according to our own
feelings, and regard not his will but our own desire . . . Now observe
that when that clever harlot, our natural reason . . . takes a look at
married life, she turns up her nose and says, “Alas, must I rock the
baby, wash its diapers, make its bed, smell its stench, stay up nights
with it, take care of it when it cries, heal its rashes and sores, and on
top of that care for my wife, provide for her, labor at my trade . . . and
whatever else of bitterness and drudgery married life involves? . . . It is
better to remain free and lead a peaceful, carefree life; I will become a
priest or a nun and compel my children to do likewise.”32

The center of Luther’s ethic of vocation is not self-sanctification, but
the neighbors’ needs. “[E]veryone must benefit and serve every other by
means of his own work or office so that in this way many kinds of work
may be done for the bodily and spiritual welfare of the community . . .”33

For Luther, the Christian is called to live and serve others wherever God has
placed him or her. Thus “when a father goes ahead and washes diapers or
performs some other mean task for his child, and someone ridicules him
as an effeminate fool . . .my dear fellow you tell me, which of the two is
most keenly ridiculing the other? God, with all his angels and creatures is
smiling – not because that father is washing diapers, but because he is doing
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so in Christian faith.”34 For Luther, “vocation is the work of faith; vocation
is worship in the realm of the world.”35

the household: social welfare and
economics

A major social issue on the eve of the Reformation was widespread
poverty exacerbated by the rapid, unrestrained growth of the profit economy
and legitimated by the church’s sanctification and idealization of poverty
as the preferred condition of Christian life. Poverty was perceived as a kind
of spiritual capital for poor and rich alike.

God’s preferential option for the poor gave them a decided edge in the
pilgrimage to salvation (the rich can nomore squeeze through the eye of the
needle into heaven than can a camel). On the other hand, the church had long
emphasized that almsgiving atones for sin. Thus almsgiving provided the
poor with some charity, enabled the rich to atone for their sins, and blessed
the rich with the intercessions of the poor. This symbiotic relationship of
rich and poor is succinctly expressed by the ancient line: “God could have
made all men rich, but he wanted poor men in this world so that the rich
might have an opportunity to redeem their sins.”36 The economyof salvation
as well as the economy of the marketplace promoted the perpetuation of
poverty. The poor were not only a large and inexpensive labor pool, they
were also the object for the good works of the wealthy.37

Luther’s doctrine of justification cut the nerve of the medieval ideology
of poverty. Since salvation is God’s free gift, both poverty and almsgiving
lose saving significance. The de-spiritualization of poverty allowed recog-
nition of poverty as a personal and social evil to be combated. Justification
by grace alone caused a paradigm shift in the understanding of poverty.
Poverty was no longer understood as the favored status of the Christian, but
rather as a social ill to be combated.

[A]ll who display, and boast of, external poverty are disciples and
servants of Satan, who rage directly contrary to the Lord and His
Christ . . . Poverty, I say, is not to be recommended, chosen, or taught;
for there is enough of that by itself, as He says (John 12:8): “The poor
you always have with you,” just as you will have all other evils. But
constant care should be taken that, since these evils are always in
evidence, they are always opposed.38

The poor are no longer the objects ofmeritorious charity, but neighbors to be
served through justice and equity.39 Under the rubrics of justice and love to
the neighbor, that is, the civil use of the law, Luther and his colleaguesmoved
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in alliance with local governments to establish and legislate government
welfare policies.

The first major effort was theWittenberg Church Order of 1522 that es-
tablished a “common chest” for welfare work. Initially funded by medieval
ecclesiastical endowments and later by taxes, the Wittenberg Order prohib-
ited begging; provided interest-free loans to artisans, who were to repay
them whenever possible; provided for poor orphans, the children of poor
people, and poor maidens who needed an appropriate dowry for marriage;
provided refinancing of high interest loans at four percent annual interest
for burdened citizens; and supported the education or vocational training
of poor children. The Wittenberg common chest was a new creation of
the Reformation that transformed theology into social praxis. Its financial
basis soon included sales of grain, public collections, and a primitive bank-
ing operation. These resources enabled it to exercise a broad spectrum of
social welfare including care of the sick and elderly in hospitals, a medical
office for the poor whose doctor, Melchior Fendt, established prophylac-
tic measures in times of hunger and inflation, and support of communal
schools.40 Other communities quickly picked up these ideas. By 1523 there
were common chest provisions for social welfare in the church orders of
Leisnig, Augsburg, Nuremberg, Altenburg, Kitzingen, Strasbourg, Breslau,
and Regensburg.41

These ordinances for poor relief were efforts to implement Luther’s
conviction that social welfare policies designed to prevent as well as alle-
viate poverty are a Christian social responsibility. While Luther’s efforts
to develop welfare legislation were well received in the cities and territo-
ries that accepted the Reformation, his efforts to encourage civic control of
capitalism gained little support. Luther discovered it was easier to motivate
assistance to the poor than to curb the economic structures and practices
that created and fostered the conditions of poverty. The squalor of poverty
calls out for redress, whereas the attractive trappings of business muffle
criticism. “How skillfully Sir Greed can dress up to look like a pious man if
that seems to be what the occasion requires, while he is actually a double
scoundrel and a liar.”42 “God opposes usury and greed, yet no one realizes
this because it is not simple murder and robbery. Rather, usury is a more
diverse, insatiable murder and robbery . . . Thus everyone should see to his
worldly and spiritual office as commanded to punish the wicked and protect
the pious.”43

Luther found the calculating entrepreneur extremely distasteful. He
was convinced that the capitalist spirit divorced money from use for human
needs andnecessitated an economyof acquisition. FromhisSermononUsury
(1519) to his Admonition to the Clergy that they Preach Against Usury (1540),
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Luther consistently preached and wrote against the expanding money and
credit economy as a great sin.44

After the devil there is no greater human enemy on earth than a miser
and usurer, for he desires to be above everyone. Turks, soldiers, and
tyrants are also evil men, yet they allow the people to live . . . But a
usurer and miser-belly desires that the whole world be ruined in order
that there be hunger, thirst, misery, and need so that he can have
everything and so that everyone must depend upon him and be his
slave as if he were God.45

Such usury, Luther argued, affects everyone. “The usury which occurs
in Leipzig, Augsburg, Frankfurt, and other comparable cities is felt in our
market and our kitchen. The usurers are eating our food and drinking our
drink.” By manipulating prices “usury lives off the bodies of the poor.”46

“The world is one big whorehouse, completely submerged in greed,” where
the “big thieves hang the little thieves” and the big fish eat the little fish.47

Thus Luther exhorted pastors to condemn usury as stealing and murder,
and to refuse absolution and the sacrament to usurers unless they repent.48

Luther’s concern was not only about an individual’s use of money, but
also the structural social damage inherent in the idolatry of the “laws” of
the market. Ideas of an “impersonal market” and “autonomous laws of eco-
nomics” were abhorrent to Luther because he saw them as both idolatrous
and socially destructive. He saw the community endangered by the rising fi-
nancial power of a few great economic centers; their unregulated economic
coercion would destroy the ethos of the community. Thus Luther consid-
ered early capitalism to constitute a status confessionis for the church.49

To Luther early capitalism was doubly dangerous because it not only ex-
ploited people but also strove to conceal its voracious nature and to deceive
people. Luther appealed for government regulation of interest rates and
business practices. As a preacher and pastor, Luther understood that “the
gospel’s primary function is not – as assumed today . . . – to change obvious
injustice by introducing social legislation to establish biblical justice, but
to unmask hidden injustice, thus saving the souls of duped Christians and
opening the eyes of the secular authorities for theirmandate to establish civil
justice.”50

Throughout his career Luther fought against what he saw as the two-
sided coin ofmammonism: the ascetic flight frommoney and the acquisitive
drive for it. His foundation for this battle was the great reversal of the
gospel that a person’s worth is not determined by what he or she does
or does not possess, but rather by God’s promise in Christ. Thus money
is not the lord of life, but the gift of God for serving the neighbor and
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building up the community. Luther believed that the church was called
publicly and unequivocally to reject exploitative economic developments,
and to develop a constructive social ethic in response to them. This social
ethic contributed directly to the enactment of social welfare legislation in
areas that accepted the Reformation, and called for public accountability
of large business through government regulation. For Luther, the govern-
ment

is to help the poor, the orphans, and the widows to justice, and to
further their cause . . . [T]his virtue includes all the works of
righteousness: as when a prince or lord or city has good laws and
customs; when everything is regulated in an orderly way; and when
order is kept by people in all ranks, occupations, trades, businesses,
services, and works, so that it is not said: “The people are without
laws.” For where there are no laws, the poor, the widows, and the
orphans are oppressed . . . And this is equally true of buying, selling,
inheriting, lending, paying, borrowing, and the like. It is only a matter
of one getting the better of another, robbing him, stealing from him,
and cheating him. This happens most of all to the poor, the widows,
and the orphans.51

concluding perspect ives

Luther’s struggle with the social-ethical issues of his time was “invari-
ably rooted in his theology and his ethics . . . his positions have had a far-
reaching and path-breaking effect. They have definitely contributed to the
transforming of society.”52 Luther understood his task as theologian and
preacher as to provide a clear critique of existing social structures, and to
call the community to work in the different “estates” for the well-being
of the neighbor and the common good. This preaching included freeing
people from their ideologies and for service.53 Justification by grace alone
unmasked all claims for the redemptive power of human works, including
all economic and political systems. Neither renunciation nor acquisition is
redemptive or identifiablewith theKingdomofGod. Because salvation is the
foundation of life rather than its goal, the energy and resources previously
devoted to acquiring both this-worldly and other-worldly capital can be redi-
rected to this-worldly service to the neighbor. For Luther and his colleagues
this meant that faith active in love to the neighbor is incarnated not only
through the web of social relationships rooted in marriage and family, but
also through government legislation for the common good.
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11 Luther’s political encounters
david m. whitford

In 1517, Martin Luther did not intend to start a revolution, but start one
he most certainly did. By the time of his death, the religious, social, and
political map of Europe was unalterably changed. Luther erupted on to the
scene at a decisive moment. The Holy Roman Empire in the early sixteenth
century was a society in flux; old orders were giving way to a yet-to-be deter-
mined new order. Economically, northern Europe was recovering from the
decimation of the fourteenth and fifteenth centuries. Its recovery, however,
was dramatically different from what had preceded it. It was now more
urban than rural, more based in manufacturing than agriculture. Politically,
the greater nobles and the Free Imperial cities tried to stave off attempts at
centralization by the emperor, while lesser nobles and rural towns tried to
maintain their status as the economic world changed around them and thus
marginalized them. Socially, the urbanization brought both a new middle
class and at the same time a more entrenched poverty. Meanwhile, peasants
had been chafing under the bit of serfdom for more than a century and a
half. They were in search of justice and desperate for hope. Religiously, peo-
ple both resented and depended upon the church. They resented the church
because it controlled so much of the land and took too much in tax. They,
however, depended on the church as the only avenue to salvation. It is little
wonder, then, why Luther’s religious message struck chords onmany levels.
Many people heard the religious message, but could not miss its social and
political import.

For the great lords and the imperial cities the reformation was linked,
by virtue of its fight against the centralized religious authority of the pope,
to the fight against centralization politically. At the same time, the peasants
heard in Luther an exaltation of Christian freedom, a sharp criticism of
the church, and a nationalism that fed their desires and became a political
manifesto.

In 1996, Bernhard Lohse wondered (only half in jest) if the Luther pre-
sented by some scholars would recognize the Luther described by others.1

This would be especially difficult when trying to recognize the “political”
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Luther. On the one hand, Thomas Brady notes: “In the history of political
thought, Martin Luther’s role is a small one.”2 On the other hand, Luther
has been given responsibility for nearly five hundred years of tyranny, op-
pression, and war in Europe.3 Part of the reason for much of the confusion
over Luther’s political thought has been a failure to understand properly
its theological dimension. Contra Peter Blickle who argues that Luther was
“näıve” for not approaching politics more philosophically,4 we shall argue
that Luther’s political judgments and opinions cannot be separated from
his theological positions and presuppositions and are in fact only truly
understood when placed within his theological framework.

luther ’ s pol it ical theology

Given the wide diversity of opinion on the importance and impact of
Luther’s political judgments and the variety of ways in which his judgments
were initially received, it is important to remember what Luther did and
did not intend when he wrote on political events.

First, Luther’s political reactions must be read against the backdrop of
his theological commitments. He always understood himself to be a pastor
and understood his main responsibility to be the care of souls. Second,
Luther never advocated social or political freedom as it has been understood
in the modern liberté, egalité, fraternité sense. Luther’s understanding of
freedom was religious and paradoxical (i.e., the Christian is perfectly free
servant of none, the Christian is perfectly bound servant of all). Finally,
for Luther the Bible remained normative. Within this framework, we can
discern three theological motifs that had lasting implications for Luther’s
political thought; the distinction between the law and the gospel, the two-
kingdoms doctrine, and his understanding of authority. All derive from
his commitment to preach the gospel in the midst of an ongoing struggle
between God and the devil (between order and chaos).

Luther’s political reactions cannot be properly understood without ap-
preciating the significance Luther accords the battle against sin and chaos.
When chaos (religious, social, or political) rules the day, people always suf-
fer. To fight against this, God has ordered creation for the preservation and
protection of humanity. The most fundamental aspect of this order is the
gift of law and gospel. The law and gospel are a central dialectic in Luther’s
thought. Luther notes two proper uses of the law: the natural/civil/or politi-
cal use and the theological. The law in its political sense is a good gift of God
in that it limits human sin and avarice and thus promotes the common good.
Theologically, the law reveals the utter uselessness and futility of salvation
by works. Thus ethical and moral approaches to God (and their attendant
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social/political structures) are rejected. In their place Luther offers grace,
paradox, and the doctrine of the Two Realms.

Echoing but also expanding and revising Augustine, Luther argues that
God has established two realms for the regulation of creation: the spiritual
realm (das geistliche Reich) and the temporal realm (dasweltliche Reich). The
spiritual realm is eternal and everlasting; it is the realm of revelation and
faith. Two motifs run through Luther’s thought about the spiritual realm:
freedomand equality. Freedomallows one to act onbehalf of others. Equality
asserts that the spiritual realm is not governed hierarchically. In this realm
all Christians are equal. The secular realm is the spiritual realm’s dialectical
partner; it is the realm of reason and unbelief. Whereas the spiritual realm
is eternal and proleptic, the secular is finite and fleeting. Here the sword
instead of service is definitive. The secular realm limits sin andmalfeasance
and thus insures that the unjust will not run rampant over the weak and
downtrodden.5 Thus, Luther attempts to set a new course in the relationship
between the church and the state. Instead of one being the subject of the
other, they shall each have clearly defined roles and spheres of influence
that must be kept separate and distinct.

The final aspect is his understanding of authority. For Luther, the family
is the primary form of authority. In his exegesis of the Fourth Command-
ment in his Larger Catechism he wrote, “All other authority is derived and
developed out of the authority of parents.”6 The authority of parents flows
directly from God. Thus, other authorities receive their sanction from God
as well. Fathers, Burghermeisters, and princes are ordained by God for the
maintenance of good and are thus due obedience (Rom. 13:1–7). While the
argument that secular authority derived its authority separate from the pope
was fairly longstanding, Luther’s vehement rejection of thismedieval legacy
ushered the argument from the margins of legal debate to its very center;
where before the issue had had little practical influence, it now gained trac-
tion. His emphasis on the obedience was far less out of the ordinary (almost
no one in the Christian tradition rejected Paul’s admonition in Romans),
but has become very controversial. Luther advocated obedience because he
feared the chaos of anarchymore than the tyranny of authority. However, as
we will note below, he did not advocate a blind, totalizing, quietist approach
to authority that has become the cliché.7

luther ’ s pol it ical encounters

To Worms and back
While Luther’s Ninety-five Theses burst on to the European scene like

wildfire, they were, frankly, not all that original or inflammatory. In fact,
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Leo X (so the story goes) dismissed Luther’s theses as the ranting of another
“drunk monk.” Where Leo saw a drunken monk, pamphleteers saw gold.
They recognized early that Luther’s Theses touched a raw nerve. The extent
to which Luther gave voice to popular discontent surprised (even scared)
Luther. Pamphlet publishers, meanwhile, turned out copies of the Theses
at an extraordinary rate. This popular reaction brought Luther fame and
influence, both of which would help and hurt him in the future.

The volatility and popularity of the Ninety-five Theses eventually made
ignoring them impossible. In October 1518, Luther was called to meet with
Thomas Cardinal Cajetan (the papal legate to the imperial diet). Cajetan
examined Luther three times over the course of about a week. Cajetan was
under explicit orders to get Luther to recant or to bring him to Rome for
trial. Neither happened because the emperor’s death in early 1519 put many
things (least of all Luther) on hold. It would take until 1520 for things to
begin to heat up again. Throughout this time, Luther continued to lecture
and write in Wittenberg. In June and July 1519, he participated in a debate
on indulgences and the papacy in Leipzig. Finally, in 1520, the pope had
had enough. On June 15 the pope issued a bull (Exsurge Domini – Arise O
Lord) officially charging Luther with heresy and giving him sixty days to
recant or risk excommunication. Luther received the bull on October 10. He
publicly burned it on December 10. On January 3, 1521, Luther was officially
excommunicated.

Luther’s excommunication was no longer simply a church matter; it
now had legal and political implications. It placed his prince (Frederick) in
the rather awkward position of harboring and supporting a declared heretic.
The new emperor (Charles V) was urged to act. Luther could not simply be
handed over to Rome, however. He had the right to a hearing in Germany, a
right to which he clung. In the spring of 1521, Charles decided that Luther
would get his hearing at the impending Diet of Worms. Instead of the hear-
ing he was expecting, Luther was confronted with his works and told to
recant. Again, Luther ignored the better part of valor and declared that
“unless I am convinced by the testimony of the Scriptures or by clear
reason . . .I am bound by the Scriptures I have quoted and my conscience is
captive to theWord of God. I cannot and will not recant anything, since it is
neither safe nor right to go against conscience. I cannot do otherwise, here
I stand, may God help me. Amen.”8

Despite the cliché that Luther demanded absolute obedience to the state,
at Worms Luther gave personal testimony to its limits. From this point for-
ward, Luther would remain consistent on the point that temporal authority
cannot coerce the conscience. When the secular attempts to rule the realm
of the sacred, salvation is jeopardized. They replace God’sWordwith human
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words and thereby drive “souls to eternal death.”9 To make matters worse,
this program is all in vain. Salvation and the things of God’s Kingdom are
gifts to be freely received. The state may demand outward conformity, but it
can never subvert the will or the heart. God has given the secular prince the
power of the sword for the maintenance of order and justice. The emperor
ought to devote himself to that, and leave the proclamation of the Word
and the disposition of souls to God. Luther’s next political encounter would
engage him in a different, yet philosophically related, problem, church au-
thorities attempting to coerce conformity.

The Wittenberg disturbances
On May 25, 1521, Emperor Charles V officially banned Luther. Luther

became, overnight, a hunted man. To insure his safety, Frederick the Wise
had him “kidnapped” and sent him into hiding at theWartburg fortress. This
move assured his safety, but it also contributed to rumors of his abduction
and death. Meanwhile in Wittenberg, Phillip Melanchthon tried to keep
things going as they had before. At this point in his career, however (he was
only twenty-four), he was unequal to the task. Into Luther’s place stepped
Andreas Karlstadt.

Karlstadt was already teaching in Wittenberg when Luther posted his
Ninety-five Theses and had already made a name for himself as a Thomist
scholar. Nevertheless, in 1517–18, he abandoned his Thomism and began to
support and defend Luther. His new theological perspective did differ from
Luther’s in one major sense, however. While Luther’s Christian anthro-
pology is best defined by the phrase simul iustus et peccator, Karlstadt’s
anthropology was one of regeneration. In other words, the sinner (through
the power of God’s grace) is regenerated. The transformation from sinner
to saint is integral to understanding Karlstadt’s actions in the winter/spring
of 1521/22.

A helpful metaphor for understanding regeneration is adoption. If you
are adopted into a new family you are expected to adopt their worldview as
your own; so that if they pray at dinner you are expected to bow your head
as well. Similarly, as sinners adopted into the family of Christ, humanity
must adopt new ways of living. This takes on a sense of urgency when
errors that jeopardize salvation have been exposed. Karlstadt believed the
errors of Rome had been unmasked and therefore had to be abandoned.
As a parent would rush to save from harm a child wielding a knife, so
too must a pastor rush to save his flock from error.10 Thus, Karlstadt set
out to reform church practice and life in Wittenberg; his reforms included
communion in both kinds, the removal of images from churches, and clerical
marriage. His reforms, however well intentioned, led to riots that resulted
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in the university nearly being closed and required Luther’s recall from the
Wartburg.

Luther responded to the Wittenberg Disturbances, as they came to be
called, with his famous Invocavit Sermons. In the sermons Luther argues that
what is at stake is the distinction between the law and the gospel. When the
gospel (or church reforms) is transformed from gifts to requirements, the
essence of the gospel is sacrificed and abandoned. Regardless of how well
intentioned the reform, if it is forced upon someone’s conscience it is not a
reform at all but a new law. Luther’s disagreement with Karlstadt had little
to do with the types of reform, or even really the speed of implementation.
Where Luther found fault was in how the reforms were implemented and
why. Luther himself had argued for communion to the laity in both kinds,
he was really indifferent about images, and was open to clerical marriage.
Karlstadt’s reforms were not the problem. For Luther, all these reforms were
opportunities for the congregation – not commands. Because of Karlstadt’s
understanding of Christian identity, these reforms were not optional but
necessary. In many ways, this difference in theology between Luther and
Karlstadt regarding the implementation of reform foreshadows the much
more serious crisis of the Peasants’ War.

The Peasants’ War
With the possible exception of Luther’s view of Jews, nowhere is Luther

more controversial and more condemned than in his reaction to the Peas-
ants’ War of 1525. It was a short-lived “war” with plenty of atrocities on
both sides to satiate the most bloodthirsty. It changed the course of the
Reformation and probably hurt its development in southern Germany and
most certainly hurt its appeal among the peasants. Martin Luther’s role in
the affair has been controversial ever since that unfortunate spring. He was
attacked by conservatives claiming that the revolt was a natural outgrowth
of his reforms. Supporters of the peasants agreed with the conservatives,
but added condemnation to their criticism because having once encour-
aged them, Luther abandoned them at their crucial hour and led them to
the slaughter.

Though the Peasants’ War had antecedents stretching back decades,
for all intents and purposes the “Peasants’ War” was a series of events in
the spring of 1525. The first period of the war was largely non-violent.
It reflected the dissatisfactions of peasants, the emerging middle class in
the towns, and some disenfranchised nobles. Their demands were best ex-
pressed in the Twelve Articles of Upper Swabia issued in late March or early
April 1525.11 In the Twelve Articles, the peasants hoped to tie their insur-
gency to Luther’s reforms. The peasants’ demands encompass the nature
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of the Peasants’ War as an economic, political, and religious event. They
demand a right to call their own pastors. They reject the “lesser” tithe. They
call for an end to serfdom, for the freedom to gather wood in the forests and
fish from the streams, and for the restitution of communal land. Finally,
their demand to be judged in all that they said and did by the Bible was a
self-conscious allusion to Luther’s stand at Worms.

The Twelve Articles provided the common people with a standard
around which to rally. It presented demands in ways that made it easily
understood and quickly popular (some 25,000 copies were published). As
spring 1525 dawned, the movement encompassed most of Franconia and
Thuringia and was beginning to spread into Hesse and Saxony. Luther came
into contact with the Peasants’ War in Thuringia while on a trip. He was
initially sympathetic to their demands but was later shocked by what he
saw in riot-torn areas.

Luther wrote six essays in connection with the Peasants’ War. The first,
Admonition to Peace (c. April 15, 1525), addressed the demands of the peas-
ants and set the blame for the present situation at the feet of the princes
who did not administer their lands with justice. In the Twelve Articles, the
peasants had called formediation and Luther sought in hisAdmonition some
middle ground in the hope of reconciliation. To further his hopes of recon-
ciliation, he republished the Weingarten Treaty.12 The Weingarten Treaty
wasmade on April 17 between the Swabian League (a union of lesser estates
in southern Germany) and a peasant association. Luther thought the Treaty
provided a model of reconciliation so he republished it with a preface and
a postscript in which he eagerly encouraged people to read and learn from
its example.

By late April, however, the situation in Thuringia had degenerated
significantly. Luther felt the sacking of non-combatant dwellings unalter-
ably changed the situation. With his customary verve he issued Against the
Robbing and Murdering Hordes of Peasants in the first week of May.13 It is
a blistering attack. He still felt that the peasants had just grievances but the
actions of the rioters undermined the case for reconciliation. In an attempt
to differentiate between the just demands of the peasants and the riotous
actions of others, Luther published his second attack under the title, “Against
the Murdering Hordes of the Other Peasants.”14 The tide was running in the
other direction, though. Events outpaced Luther. His tract against the other
peasants was quickly bound together with the first essay and the key “the
other” was dropped thus leaving the impression that Luther was speaking
of the same people in both.15

While Luther encouraged the princes to put down the rioting, Thomas
Müntzer (leader of the peasants) continued to prepare for a war against
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the princes. He believed that the peasants had a God-given mandate to free
the people from the oppression of the princes and establish the Kingdom
of God on earth. Throughout late April and early May, Müntzer and his
peasant army met little resistance. By May 12, in Frankenhausen, Müntzer
was prepared to confront the leader of the princes (Count Ernst ofMansfeld)
directly. The battle of Frankenhausen was over before it started. By the end
of the day nearly 6,000 peasants were killed, while only six of the princes’
soldiers were wounded. In all, the Peasants’ War was a disaster for peasants.
Contemporary estimates put the total killed in the war at 100,000.

It is absurd to think that the slaughter of 100,000 people pleased Luther.
Luther did advocate a strong hand, but was equally blistering in his condem-
nation of the slaughter.16 In this event, perhaps more clearly than in any
other, we are able to glimpse how Luther approached political events. First
he approached them biblically. Guided by key texts in Romans (13:1) and
First Peter (2:13–14), Luther understood authority to be a great benefit to
humanity. Again, for Luther the primary political threat was never tyranny
but chaos. Second, he approached them theologically. In the Peasants’ War
the issue was the inverse of the Wittenberg Disturbances. Then, Luther
condemned turning the gospel into a new law. Now, partially in the Twelve
Articles but much more so in Müntzer, his concern focused on making a
law the gospel (i.e., the avenue of salvation). For the peasant authors of the
Twelve Articles and for Müntzer, salvation was achieved by doing certain
things (ending injustice) or putting into place certain new policies (the right
to choose a pastor). Luther’s rejection is total; salvation must remain a gift
to be received. To place on the gospel a set of demands to be accomplished
(no matter how just) undermined his fundamental concern – the ultimate
destiny of souls. Müntzer sought religious legitimation for his revolution,
and thereby confused the lines between the spiritual and secular realms.
Luther did feel that the peasants’ demands were just; he said so, but argued
that they were human rights, not special “Christian” rights. The problem
was in mixing one’s justifiable claims in the political realm with the gospel;
the idea of special “Christian” rights was foreign to Luther. Finally, Luther
looked at political situations pastorally. While it may seem odd, given the
ferocity of his polemic, his concern in Against the Murdering Hoard ought to
be understood pastorally. Chaos, as we’ve noted, was the devil’s handiwork.
Luther believed that chaos, riot, and pillage always hurt theweakmuchmore
than the powerful, the innocent more than the guilty. For Luther there was
never a justification (and on this point he never wavered) for riot and rebel-
lion. Soon, however, he would be confronted by the question of whether or
not there is a difference between rebellion and resistance.
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The Augsburg Recess and Interim
While Charles V officially banned Luther in 1521, he was unable to

devote much time (due to border skirmishes and other imperial intrigue) to
the “Luther Affair” until 1529. His first attempt to deal with Luther was the
Diet of Speyer. It, however, collapsed without finding any common ground
for reconciliation or even accommodation. Charles was unwilling to let the
situation continue unresolved, so he called another diet in which he asked
the Protestant princes to explain their religious innovations. To prepare for
the Diet, Luther, Melanchthon and others drafted a series of short defences
of their reforms (on issues like communion, the sacrifice of the mass, clergy
marriage, etc.) Because Luther feared for his safety, he did not travel to
Augsburg but sent Melanchthon to represent Wittenberg.

When Melanchthon arrived he discovered that Johannes Eck had pub-
lished a tract (Four Hundred and Four Propositions) linking Wittenberg
to nearly every known heresy. Melanchthon was forced to scramble and
present not just a defense of reforms (i.e., an apology) but also a positive
declaration ofwhat theWittenbergers believed (a confession). TheAugsburg
Confession was presented to the Diet on June 25, 1530. Roman Catholic the-
ologians quickly drafted a rebuttal orConfutation. The emperor accepted the
latter and ordered that all reforms be abandoned and that the Protestants
return to Rome. To add teeth to his command, he put into place a Recess
that made provisions for the Imperial Supreme Court to try any who did
not abandon the Reformation. This was a very real threat.

An indication of just how seriously the Protestant princes took the
emperor’s threat was Elector John of Saxony’s proposal for a defensive
league put forth the day after the draft of the recess was read. The princes
decided that they would resist the emperor’s attempt to coerce a return
to Rome and looked to the theologians for support. To that end, leading
theologians were summoned to Torgau (in October) to discuss the matter
of the right to resist the emperor with the princes’ legal scholars. Following
the Torgau meeting, where the lawyers made a strong case for the legality
of resistance, the theologians issued a memorandum (Torgau Declaration)
in support of the right to resist.17

Following this meeting, the Landgrave Philip of Hesse asked Luther
to publish a treatise for popular consumption expanding on the Torgau
Declaration. Luther accepted and published Warning to His Dear German
People.18 The Warning is broken into three sections. First is a survey of
the current religious and political situation, second is an apology for resis-
tance, and finally a warning to those that would use force to suppress the
Reformation.
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In the apology for resistance, Luther lays the groundwork for the first
two aspects of later resistance theory. First he asserts that within imperial
law a right of resistance is acknowledged. Second, that natural law provides
for a right to self-defense. Luther rejects the assumption that the contem-
plated resistance is rebellion. It is, instead, self-defense. Luther writes that,
“if war breaks out – which God forbid – I will not reprove those who defend
themselves against the murderous and bloodthirsty papists, nor let anyone
else rebuke them as being seditious.”19 Resistance to the Augsburg Recess
is not rebellion because (1) the Protestants had continually sought peace,
(2) it was the emperor who would march against the Protestants and thus he
was the peace-breaker, and (3) the Protestant position cannot be condemned
without a fair hearing.

Many have condemned Luther for seeming to change his long-held po-
sition that one must be subject to authority in the Warning. They charge
that while it suited his needs (e.g., in the Peasants’ War) he advocated obe-
dience; but when threatened himself he quickly abandoned that belief and
rushed to defend a right to resist authority. This charge, however, misses the
internal theological consistency to Luther’s thought. First, Luther remained
convinced that authority ought to be obeyed. However, this obedience is
never blind.20 It has limits because, echoing Matthew 22:21 (render unto
Caesar) and Acts 4:29, God must be obeyed before men.21 Thus, Luther
writes, “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.”22 Second, Luther was
convinced that the realms of God’s creation (the secular and spiritual) must
not be confused. One of the more serious implications of this doctrine was
to free each kingdom from undue influence on the other. Freeing the secular
realm from ideological servitude to the spiritual realm (or vice versa) is an
important and consistent position in Luther’s thought. Third, the opinion
here is actually in keepingwith his concerns in theWittenberg Disturbances
and in the Peasants’ War – the rejection of coercion as theological method.

Temporal authority
Luther’s strong polemics against the misuse of political authority and

the perception that he vacillated in his understanding of the “power of the
sword” raise the important question of how Luther understood civil govern-
ment andwhat he believedwas its proper role and authority. In 1526, Luther
boasted that “not since the time of the apostles have the temporal sword
and authority been so clearly described or so highly praised as by me.”23

Luther’s choice of “sword” and “authority” is important because it reflects
his fundamental understanding of government. Luther’s primary word of
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choice when speaking of what we now call government was Obrigkeit (or
authority). The idea of a “government” as a thing was foreign to Luther and
largely foreign to the early modern era. For Luther and his contemporaries,
government was not a “thing” but a “whom.” Authority was vested in people
not in “states.”

The structure of authority was much less of a concern for Luther than
the use (or abuse) of the authority; witness that Luther’s response to the
atrocities at Frankenhausen was not to question the structure of feudal
society, but to question the abusive inhumanity of the princes. Authority,
for Luther, ought to be guided by fairness (not equality – that was foreign
to the sixteenth century), justice, and reason. Reasonable authority creates
a protective space in which people can live, work, and raise their families.
It is a gift of God that insures law, order, and peace. Luther did not believe
that a ruler had to be a saint in order to accomplish this task, only wise.24

Wisdom thus was the measure of a leader. A wise leader need not even
be Christian. Because the temporal realm is a gift of God to all creation,
even “heathen” magistrates could, Luther believed, lead effectively. This
belief engendered Luther’s rejection of religiously motivated war against
non-Christians.

Luther and war
For Luther war, like chaos, always brings destruction and was therefore

evil. Luther kept with the Augustinian tradition’s rejection of offensive war
and added his own rejection of crusade. Luther did not reject all political
violence, however. At times, war might be a necessary evil. The power of
the sword is given to magistrates to limit chaos, crush evil, and promote
justice on behalf of the innocent. Most often this sword is directed at the
brigand in one’s midst; but at times the brigand is an external force that
must be repelled. Just as a father must discipline his children and protect
them from harm, so too amagistratemust both discipline and protect. Thus,
in his treatise Whether Soldiers, Too, Can Be Saved he notes that yes they
most certainly can, but only if they fight for the right reasons.

Let this be, then, the first thing to be said in this matter: No war is
just . . . unless one has such good reason for fighting and such a good
conscience that he can say, “My neighbor compels and forces me to
fight, though I would rather avoid it.” In that case, it can be called not
only war, but lawful self-defence.25

Luther’s era, like most, knew its share of war and Luther, ever the pastor,
sought to limit its scope and define its parameters.
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conclusion

Martin Luther is not the ogre of unlimited government and tyranny,
nor is he the liberal-minded Enlightenment democrat. Luther was an early
modern, living on the cusp of the medieval era and the not yet born modern
world. His views are, from today’s perspective, largely conservative; but that
makes themno less revolutionary in their own time. Luther’s understanding
of freedom, his distinction between the Two Kingdoms, his rejection of
coercion, his definition of authority, and his limited acceptance of resistance
to tyrannybecame the font fromwhichProtestant thinkingdrew throughout
the sixteenth century. While others would go farther than he would have,
they all acknowledged their debt to Luther.26 That he did not always live
up to his own standards is well known (e.g., he believed that blasphemy
ought to be suppressed by the magistrate), but this points not to the fallacy
of his convictions but to the frailty of the human condition.
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12 Luther’s polemical controversies
mark u. edwards , jr .

Martin Luther was a theologian of remarkable rhetorical gifts who devel-
oped and displayed his theology in the give-and-take of ferocious, published
debate; he was one of Christianity’s great polemicists. In this chapter, we
explore the role of printing, the worldview that grounded Luther’s polemi-
cal approach, the developments in the larger Reformation movement that
shaped the approach and style of polemical contests, and the interpretive
challenges posed by the polemics of the older Luther.

During Luther’s lifetime the Reformation went through two phases that
shaped the character of Luther’s controversial writings and their audience.
In the first phase Luther defined a movement. He addressed most of his
polemics to an empire-wide audience of readers and auditors. He pointed
out the failingswithin the papally controlled Catholic Church and advocated
reforms based on his understanding of the gospel. He attacked, but he also
sought to persuade, to educate, and to inform. His main authority was
Scripture.

In the second phase Luther was engaged in building and defending
an institution. He addressed most of his polemics to readers and auditors
who were already Evangelicals or more narrowly Lutherans. He continued
to explain and educate but spent proportionately more effort exhorting his
co-religionists. He continued to appeal to Scripture but supplemented these
appeals with claims to personal authority based on his unique role within
an Augustinian view of history.

The Peasants’ War and the controversy among Evangelicals over the
proper understanding of the Lord’s Supper (the “Sacramentarian Contro-
versy”) mark a transition from the first, proselytizing phase of the Refor-
mation to the second, institution-building phase.

printing and polemics

The printing press was invented in the Holy Roman Empire in about
1450, seventy years before the outbreak of the Reformation. By 1520 there
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were some sixty-two presses in the Holy Roman Empire and the Swiss
confederacy, and Cologne, Nuremberg, Strasbourg, Basel, Wittenberg, and
Augsburg were the leading publishing centers. With the exception of
Cologne, which remained Catholic, the presses of these towns led the Evan-
gelical media campaign.

Hans-Joachim Köhler estimates that approximately 10,000 pamphlet
editions, that is first editions and reprints, issued from the presses of the
German-speaking lands between 1500 and 1530. Of these almost three-
quarters appeared between 1520 and 1526, and most were due to the Refor-
mation movement. Martin Luther alone was responsible for approximately
20 percent of the overall total.

Literacy and language
Only a small fraction of the population in sixteenth-century Germany

could read German – perhaps 30 percent in the cities and 5 percent overall.
An even smaller fraction could read Latin. So when authors wanted to reach
a larger audience they wrote in German. They crafted their writing for oral
transmission using colorful expressions, rhyme, engaging stories, and the
like. They explicitly urged their readers to share their reading with others.

The Reformation move toward a broader audience can be seen in the
printing statistics. As Köhler shows, the number of pamphlets written in
German rose sevenfold from 1519 to 1521, and the proportion of German
to Latin pamphlets went from about one German for every three Latin
pamphlets to three German pamphlets for every Latin one. In the following
year the presses of the empire put out nine German pamphlets for every
Latin one. In 1518 not quite half the printings of Luther’s works were in
German. In 1519 this figure rose to over six in ten, then in 1520 and 1521
around eight in ten, and for the rest of the decade around nine in ten. Luther
and his colleagues were targeting as large an audience as possible.

From movement to institution
The most massive printing and reprinting of Luther’s works came in

the pioneering years of the Reformation movement – half of all printings
appeared by 1525 and three-quarters by 1530. Eighty-five percent of these
publications were in German. Two of every five printings through 1525
and one in three through 1530 were sermons, not polemics or theological
treatises. The market was seeking out edifying, accessible publications.

The period of maximum reprints coincided with the period of maxi-
mum geographic appeal, measured by where works were reprinted. In the
pioneering years of the Reformation movement (1516 through 1525) over
a third of the printings occurred in southern cities, especially Augsburg,
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Strasbourg, and Basel. After 1525 Luther became increasingly a regional
author, writing largely for central and northern Germany. The printings in
southern cities dropped to between a half and a third of what they had been
during the heyday of the Reformation movement.

Luther’s dominance
Luther was by far the most prolific author in the vernacular among

Evangelical publicists. Alejandro Zorzin has collected statistics on the lead-
ing eighteen Evangelicals who published pamphlets in German during the
early years of the Reformation movement (1518 to 1525). These statistics
indicate that Luther was printed or reprinted over eleven times more
often than his nearest “competitor,” Andreas Bodenstein von Karlstadt.
Even the combined production of the other seventeen Evangelical authors
(807 editions) is exceeded by Luther almost two to one.

Luther also greatly outpublished his Catholic opponents. Over the pe-
riod 1518 to 1544, the printings and reprintings of Luther’s works in
German, excluding Bible translations, numbered at least 2,551. For the same
period the Catholic publicists produced 514 printings (or 542 if all undated
printings are to be counted within this time span). In stark terms this trans-
lates into about five printings of Luther for every Catholic printing. If we
consider only Luther’s anti-Catholic publications, the ratio drops to about
five to three (875 for Luther to 514 for the Catholics), a much lower but still
striking difference in output.

luther ’ s apocalypt ic worldview

In his writings Luther placed the Reformation struggle into a larger
Augustinian view of the dynamics of history, which had been the common
property of Western Christendom for a thousand years. Luther and many
of his contemporaries believed that practically from the beginning of the
world the “true” and “false” churches had been locked in combat. Luther
saw this struggle as involving a recurrent contest between true and false
prophets and apostles, and he could trace this struggle from the biblical
histories into his own time. What happened to the prophets and apostles in
their day could andwould happen to the church of his day. Their experiences
established a paradigm of the dynamics of all sacred history.

By 1520Luther haddecided on the basis of this paradigm that the papacy
was the antichrist described in Scripture. As Luther encountered additional
opponents through the years, he integrated them into the paradigm. Op-
ponents within Evangelicalism were deemed contemporary false prophets
and apostles, like those who had plagued the true prophets and apostles.



Luther’s polemical controversies 195

The Turks were identified with Gog and the little horn in the Book of Daniel.
Contemporary Jewry was seen as the remnant of a rejected people suffer-
ing under God’s wrath for their rejection of the true messiah. They were
all members of the false church. Luther understood his disagreements with
them in the context of this struggle between God and Satan. Behind them
all loomed the figure of the devil, the father of lies. Often Luther directed
his attacks not at his human opponents but at the devil whom he saw as
their master, and, of course, no language was too harsh when attacking the
devil.

Since Luther was always drawing comparisons and parallels between
these opponents and the opponents of the prophets and apostles, it was
only natural that he would see the true prophets and apostles as having
provided a precedent for the way to treat such opponents. As a result he
could explain and justify his polemics and his stubbornness on points of
doctrine by pointing to the example set by these men of God.

Luther’s many attacks cannot be fully understood apart from this con-
text. The self-righteousness, the vulgarity, and the violence owe much to
Luther’s intense conviction that he was engaged in the climactic battle be-
tween the true and false church, that the real opponents were not men but
devils, and the stakes were salvation and eternal life.

def ining a movement

The Reformation movement began in academic debate over the power
of indulgences and was extended by Luther’s opponents to a debate over the
doctrinal power of the papacy and councils. From late 1517 to the summer
of 1520, Luther wrote Latin treatises and addressed them to a small, largely
professional, elite. These writings include polemical accounts of Luther’s
appearance before Cajetan in Augsburg and his debate with Eck in Leipzig,
and exchangeswith various Catholic authors on the power of the papacy. His
German works during this same period were more pastoral and devotional,
though still critical of various Catholic practices.

The Reformation moved into an actively proselytizing stage with the
great vernacular publications of late summer and fall, 1520: On the Papacy
in Rome, Against the Highly Famous Romanist in Leipzig; To the Christian
Nobility of the German Nation, On the Improvement of the Christian Estate;
the only mildly polemical On the Freedom of a Christian, and the incen-
diary On the Babylonian Captivity of the Church, which Luther issued in
Latin but which his Catholic opponent ThomasMurner astonishingly trans-
lated into German. In these and a series of other pamphlets and treatises,
Luther rejected the authority of the papacy, claimed that pope and curia had
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perpetrated a series of frauds on Christendom, and called for Christendom’s
liberation from a papal captivity that distorted the sacraments and subor-
dinated the laity to a clerical tyranny. In making this argument Luther also
devoted substantial energy to laying out a positive understanding of the
gospel and its implications for ordinary Christians and for the institutional
church. Relying on “Scripture alone” he expounded his understanding of
justification, Christian freedom, monastic vows, the priesthood of all be-
lievers, the sacraments, obedience owed secular authority, and much else.
Luther also issued during these years his German translation of the New
Testament (1522), outfitted with prefaces, marginalia, illustrations, and
other aids to an evangelical (and anti-papal) understanding of Scripture.

Luther’s Catholic opponents contested Luther’s arguments and de-
fended traditional beliefs and practices. Above all, they sought to portray
Luther as “the destroyer of the faith of Christ” and as “a seducer of simple
Christians,” who sought to overturn all authority in society by inappropri-
ately involving the common people in a debate over traditional belief and
practice. As statistics show, the Catholic controversialists were badly out-
published by Luther and other Evangelical writers. They also received little
help or encouragement from clerical authorities in the empire or in Rome.
The polemical contest was massively one-sided.

the transit ion

The Peasants’ War of 1525 with its accompanying polemical exchanges
significantly diminished the popular appeal of the Reformation movement
and gave ammunition to Catholic critics who saw the whole movement
as subversive of authority. Divisions within the Evangelical ranks over
the Lord’s Supper led to a more regional focus and gave Catholic critics the
opportunity to question whether Evangelicals could possibly possess the
Holy Spirit given such divisions.

The splintering began in earnest with the controversy between Luther
and Karlstadt over “divine law,” images, and the Supper and continued with
the Sacramentarian controversy between Lutherans on the one hand and
south Germans and Swiss Evangelicals on the other. Between 1524 and 1527
Luther and the great humanist Desiderius Erasmus exchanged polemical
treatises on the freedom of thewill. Luther’s contribution,On the Bondage of
the Will, appeared in 1525; Erasmus, for his part, produced three treatises –
Diatribe or Discourse on FreeWill (1524), andADefense of the Diatribe, part 1
(1526) and part 2 (1527). This learned exchange – both men wrote in Latin –
made plain some of the crucial differences between Erasmian reform and
Lutheran reformation. As the German Empire divided along religious lines,
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political considerations gained increased weight in religious debate. These
changes and others shaped Luther’s polemics in the last twenty or so years
of his life.

Divisions in Wittenberg
In 1522 Lutherwas called home from theWartburg to deal with a theolo-

gian colleague, Karlstadt, and a fellow Augustinian, Gabriel Zwilling, who
were instituting reforms with such haste and disregard for political realities
and the sensibilities of sincere Christians that Luther felt it necessary to
intervene. Luther also had to deal with the so-called Zwickau prophets who
claimed direct revelation for their teachings.

Luther charged that Satan had once again sent his false prophets to
mislead the true church. Clear evidence for the satanic motivation of these
men, he believed, was their insistence that people were guilty of a sin if
certain Old Testament commandments and New Testament examples were
not followed to the letter. Such insistence imposed the secular kingdom
upon the spiritual and re-shackled consciences with laws and regulations,
while Christ freed them.

By 1523 Karlstadt had quit Wittenberg for a country parish where he
undertook reforms as he saw fit and continued to publish treatises. Luther
and the Wittenberg faculty lodged protests, Luther clashed with Karlstadt
on Karlstadt’s home turf, and, finally, the Saxon rulers expelled Karlstadt
from Saxony.

The conflict between Luther and Karlstadt became public knowledge
beyond the borders of Electoral Saxony in the autumn of 1524, following
Karlstadt’s expulsion and the publication of several of his attacks on Luther.
Especially noted were Karlstadt’s attacks on Luther’s belief in the real pres-
ence of Christ’s body and blood in the bread and wine of the Lord’s Sup-
per. Luther soon published a two-part reply, Against the Heavenly Prophets
(1525). Although much of the treatise dealt directly with Karlstadt, it was
actually Karlstadt’s spirit (which, Luther maintained, was a satanic spirit
and the same spirit driving Thomas Müntzer, the Zwickau prophets, and
the other “heavenly prophets”) that bore the brunt of Luther’s attack.
Karlstadt was faulted not only for what he had allegedly done but also
for what his spirit was allegedly capable of doing, given the opportunity.

The Peasants’ War
In the spring of 1525 peasant unrest spread from southern Germany

northward, and Thomas Müntzer, a former Lutheran, emerged as its leader
in Thuringia. In southern Germany there appeared the Twelve Articles, the
most widely circulated peasant manifesto, which called for religious, social,
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and economic reform andwhich buttressed its demands with citations from
Scripture. Spokesmen for the peasant bands appealed to Luther and to
Luther’s teachings regarding Christian freedom to bolster their demands.

Eager to correct what he saw as a misunderstanding of the gospel and
to disclaim responsibility for the unrest, Luther penned his Admonition to
Peace, in which he replied to the Twelve Articles. In the first section, he
blamed the unrest on the rulers’ persecution of the gospel and their mis-
treatment of their subjects. In the second, he told the peasants that their
rebellion violated the gospel, and both Christian and natural law. They were
blaspheming the name of Christ by quoting the gospel to justify secular de-
mands; the gospel taught obedience to secular authorities and the suffering
of injustice. In the third section, Luther admonished both the rulers and the
peasants that there was nothing Christian on either side. If they came to
blows, it was their responsibility, not his or the gospel’s.

The treatise seems to have had little calming effect and subsequent
events swung Luther over to the princes’ side. In May he wrote out his
uncompromising Against the Robbing and Murdering Hordes of Peasants.
Since Luther had concluded that the peasants were doing the devil’s work
and particularly the work of that “arch-devil” Thomas Müntzer, he felt that
it was his responsibility to show the peasants their error and to advise the
rulers how to proceed. The peasants had violated their oaths of obedience
to their rulers, oaths confirmed by Christ and St. Paul. They were in open
rebellion. And they cloaked their service to the devil under the name of
the gospel. To the rulers Luther offered sanguine advice. Justice was on the
rulers’ side. Everyone who could was to smite, slay, and stab, secretly or
publicly, for nothing was more poisonous, harmful, or devilish than a rebel.
The end of the world was imminent. No devil was left in hell; they had all
gone into the peasants.

The uprising was brutally suppressed by the princes. Müntzer was cap-
tured, interrogated under torture, and executed. Although the revolt was
over, the question of Luther’s role in it remained controversial. Catholic
polemicists claimed that the Peasants’ War demonstrated that Luther’s po-
sition subverted authority. For his part, Luther easily fitted the uprising into
his apocalyptic worldview.

The “Sacramentarians”
From the outset of the controversy with Ulrich Zwingli, reformer of

Zurich, and John Oecolampadius, reformer of Basel, Luther believed that
they were simply following Karlstadt when they denied that Christ’s body
and blood were physically present in the Lord’s Supper. This belief shaped
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much of the controversy that followed, for it led Luther to attribute the same
satanic spirit to these new opponents that he had previously attributed to
Karlstadt, Müntzer, and the Zwickau prophets. His opponents, naturally
enough, did not appreciate this, and they complained of it repeatedly in the
exchanges that followed.

Although they advanced slightly different arguments to support their
positions, Zwingli and Oecolampadius were in substantial agreement with
Karlstadt. Specifically, they denied that Christ’s body and bloodwere or even
could be literally and physically present in the elements either through the
transformation of the substance of bread and wine (the Catholic doctrine
of transubstantiation), or by “coexistence” in and under the bread and wine
(Luther’s belief). They argued that the words spoken by Christ at the Last
Supper (“Take, eat; this ismy bodywhich is given for you. Do this inmemory
of me”) must be taken symbolically, the words “This is my body” meaning
“This represents my body” or “This is the sign of my body.” They did ac-
knowledge a real spiritual presence: Christ was truly present through and
in the faith of the participants in the Supper. Hence they could even speak
of a spiritual eating by faith, which was faith in Christ’s act of redemption.
But this presence was not tied to the elements, and it depended upon and
was mediated by the faith of the communicants.

In various replies, notably That These Words of Christ “This Is My Body,”
Etc., Still Stand Firm Against the Fanatics (1527) and Confession Concerning
Christ’s Supper (1528), Luther argued that the words of institution were
to be understood literally, and he challenged his opponents to prove that
they must be understood figuratively. As he interpreted the controversy,
his opponents’ two basic arguments were that Christ’s ascension to heaven
to sit at the right hand of God removed him physically from the world
and that John 6:63 (“The flesh is of no avail”) made his physical presence
unnecessary. Luther attacked the first argument by arguing that God’s right
hand refers not to some physical location in heaven but to God’s almighty
power, which at one and the same time was nowhere and yet everywhere.
Christ’s presence was not a circumscribed or local presence, but an essential
presence that creates and preserves all things. Moreover, there was a special
presence in the Lord’s Supper, he argued, for there God was present for you
and bound his presence through the Word.

John 6:63, Luther insisted, could not apply to Christ’s flesh without si-
multaneously negating the incarnation. His opponents, he contended, mis-
construed the words spirit and flesh as presented by the Bible. There were
spiritual and fleshly acts, but not spiritual and fleshly things. The sacrament
was a visible embodiment of God’s promise of salvation through Christ. To
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call Christ’s words into question here was to deny God’s promise of justifi-
cation through faith in Christ’s sacrifice.

Since Luther and his opponents both appealed to the authority of Scrip-
ture but reached different conclusions about its meaning, Luther found it
expedient to supplement his theological arguments with appeals to personal
authority as the one whom God had used to initiate the Reformation.

The dispute raged for several years. Eventually Martin Bucer and the
South Germans were able to reach an agreement with Luther and return to
the Lutheran fold. Zwingli and Oecolampadius, however, remained firm in
their convictions.

building a church

Most of Luther’s polemics after 1527 or 1528 were addressed to his
own supporters. The time for proselytizing had largely passed. Now the
Reformation needed to be consolidated and defended in the face of threats
from Catholics, Turks, Jews and Jewish exegesis, and Evangelical “fanatics.”
The task demanded exhortation rather than explanation. Emphasis was
placed on the righteousness of the Evangelical cause and on the wickedness
and eventual futility of the opponents’ cause. While there was still need for
education in the tenets of the Evangelical faith, stress now was placed on
the deepening of beliefs already held. It was time to rally the troops, to whip
up passions for the battles ahead. This stage in the movement’s history was
well served by Luther’s apocalyptic vision of the climactic struggle between
the true and false church, between the followers of Christ and the minions
of Satan. His highly charged rhetoric and liberal abuse of opponents proved
useful to the movement’s leaders and reassuring to its followers. Such were
the treatises circumstances called for. Such were the treatises that Luther
delivered.

Princes, politics, and polemics
The Reformation movement was from the beginning religious and po-

litical. But in these later years political considerations, often divorced from
religious concerns, gained the upper hand. A significant milestone in this
transition was the formation of the League of Schmalkalden in February
1531, despite Luther’s misgivings, to defend its members against Catholic
attack. Its leaders were Landgrave Philip, who fully realized Luther’s value
as a publicist in support of the League, and Elector John, who was much
more cautious about encouraging Luther’s polemical talents. Another mile-
stone came in 1532, however, when Elector John was succeeded by his son
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John Frederick. The new elector was far more aggressive than his father or
his uncle, Frederick the Wise, in voicing his support for the Reformation.
Moreover, he was willing to go on the offensive and to encourage Luther to
attack the Reformation’s opponents in print.

This political and institutional phase began with Luther’s polemics on
the legitimacy of resisting a forceful attempt by Catholic authorities to sup-
press the Reformation. It continued with his treatises questioning the legit-
imacy of a General Council called by the pope and controlled by Catholics.
Of course, it did not take much to induce Luther to attack the opponents
of the elector or the League, and many of his published attacks in his later
years were unsolicited. Nevertheless, there can be no doubt that these trea-
tises were a support to Elector John Frederick’s political goals and to League
policy.

Under intense pressure from politicians and jurists who were un-
willing to accept the theologians’ reservations concerning armed de-
fense of the faith, Luther first “allowed” a positive-law justification of
resistance. But finally, much assisted by his apocalyptic expectations, he
developed the theological argument that if the emperor attacked the Evan-
gelicals on account of their faith then he would not be acting in his
capacity as a superior secular authority but rather as a servant of the
papal antichrist. These developments can be traced through his Warning
to His Dear German People of 1530 and subsequent exchanges with Duke
George of Ducal Saxony. Similarly, his publication justifying Elector John
Frederick’s seizure of the bishopric of Naumburg represents an accommo-
dation to the wishes of his prince despite Luther’s own misgivings. His
two treatises concerning Duke Henry of Braunschweig-Wolfenbüttel also
involved him in what was largely a political affair. Even his “matter of
conscience,” his Against the Bishop of Magdeburg Cardinal Albrecht (1539),
appears to have served his prince’s political interests, whatever Luther’s
own intentions.

Similarly, the numerous attacks on a papal council that flowed from
Luther’s pen in the 1530s and especially in themonths following the League
meeting of 1537 and leading up to Luther’s 1539 masterpiece, On the Coun-
cils and the Church, were honest expressions of Luther’s critical view of
a papal council. But by discrediting the papal council in his readers’ eyes,
he also gave tacit support to the politicians’ policy of non-attendance. In-
cidentally but importantly, in these writings Luther perfected the use of
history to attack his Catholic opponents. Of the eighteen publications deal-
ing with the proposed papally called council that Luther issued from 1532 to
1539, nine reproduced and commented on historical documents, four more
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reproduced and commented on immediately contemporary documents, and
three more used historical arguments extensively.

During this period, and with encouragement from his prince, Luther
also issued several admonitions to his fellow Germans to oppose the Turks.
The early treatises – notably On War Against the Turk (1528/29) and Army
SermonAgainst the Turks (1529) –were less overtly apocalyptic than the later
ones – notably Appeal for Prayer Against the Turks (1541). In all of these
anti-Turkish treatises, the primary target is not the Turks themselves but
the “papal antichrist.” Catholic controversialists repeatedly faulted Luther
and the Evangelicals for not doing more to assist in the defense against the
Turks.

luther ’ s polemical “last testament”

As Luther entered the 1540s he was more than ever convinced that he
was engaged in the climactic battle between the church of Christ and the
“synagogue of Satan.” Everywhere he read signs of the approaching End
Time. Before his death he felt that he must make his final testament against
the enemies of God: the “papal antichrist,” the Jews, the Turks, and the “false
brethren” within the Evangelical ranks. He had to defend the Word against
the devil’s frantic last attack, he had to repudiate the false brethren, and he
had to condemn all those whomisused his name to support their pernicious
doctrines and behavior. Of these final polemical works the most notorious,
and most in need of explanation, are Luther’s attacks on the “papists” and
on the “Jews.”

“Papists”
In 1541 Luther published Against Hanswurst as his scatological con-

tribution to a gutter fight between the princely leaders of the League of
Schmalkalden and the Catholic Duke Heinz of Wolfenbüttel. Luther outdid
even the virulence of Against Hanswurst in his 1545 Against the Papacy
at Rome, Founded by the Devil. On the heels of these treatises he pub-
lished a series of scatological and violent woodcuts that, in most graphic
terms, suggested how good Christians should treat the papacy. In these
and other treatises Luther bestialized his opponents, most frequently liken-
ing them to pigs or asses, or called them liars, murderers, and hypocrites.
They were all minions of the devil. He directed the devil to his ass, he re-
named the papal decretals “decraptals” (Drecketalen), and the Farnese pope
“Fart-ass” (fartz Esel) and “Her Sodomitical Hellishness Paula III,” and he
threw around words for excrement with great abandon. In the woodcuts
by Lucas Cranach commissioned by Luther near the end of his life, he
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had the papal church depicted as being expelled from the anus of an enor-
mous she-devil, had peasants shown defecating in the papal crown, and sug-
gested, once again in picture, that the pope, cardinals, and bishops should
be hung from gallows with their tongues nailed alongside. While extraor-
dinarily nasty even for Luther, Against Hanswurst and Against the Papacy
at Rome also contained reasoned exposition of Scripture, history, and doc-
trine. Luther could never just attack. He always had to confess and profess
as well.

The Jews
One of the most shameful chapters in Christian history is the Christian

treatment of Jews. For all his originality in so many areas, Luther was tragi-
cally unoriginal in this regard. He inherited a notorious tradition and passed
it on with, if anything, increased vitriol. Ironically, Luther’s first treatise on
the Jews, his 1523 That Jesus Christ Was Born a Jew, advocated that Jews be
treated in a friendly manner and denounced the treatment to which they
were currently subjected. Perhaps if the Jews were dealt with in a friendly
fashion and were instructed carefully from the Holy Scripture, “many of
them would become true Christians and would return to the faith of their
fathers, the prophets and patriarchs.” To reject their beliefs so absolutely,
allowing nothing to remain, and to treat them solely with arrogance and
scorn, frightened them away from true Christianity.

In his last years, however, Luther ignored his own advice and in On
the Jews and Their Lies and two other treatises, he rejected Jewish beliefs
with all the scorn he could muster. The primary target of these attacks was
the way in which Jewish rabbis understood the Hebrew Scripture. Luther
interpreted the Old Testament or Hebrew Bible christologically and saw
all promises by God in the Hebrew Bible as referring to Christ. Following
medieval exegesis, he further believed that the Old Testament or Hebrew
Bible testified not only to Christ but to the Trinity as well. Rabbinic exegesis,
naturally, challenged both views. So the bulk of Luther’s anti-Jewish trea-
tises consist of an elaborate attempt to dissuade fellow Evangelicals from
employing rabbinic exegesis. He attacked the exegesis itself, using histor-
ical, scriptural, and theological arguments. But he also recounted, without
unequivocally accepting as true, some of the crudest charges traditionally
lodged against the Jews and urged the rulers to deal exceedingly harshly
with the Jews themselves and with their religion. While many of Luther’s
own contemporaries were shocked by these attacks and the treatises them-
selves saw little circulation, the harsh recommendations have been revived
by some modern anti-Semites.
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anger , i llness , and depress ion

Some scholars attribute the polemical excesses of the older Luther to
ill health and aging. Others see the Reformation from its beginning as the
product of a psychologically as well as physically sick man. What is the
evidence for either position?

By his own admission, Luther was an angry man. Anger was his special
sin. But anger could also be necessary and proper – and useful. It helped him,
he said, to write well, to pray, and to preach: “Anger refreshes all my blood,
sharpens my mind, and drives away temptations,” he once commented.

A reading of Luther’s polemical corpus does leave the distinct impres-
sion, however, that in his later years his anger became more shrill, and less
leavened by compassion, humor, or even theological reflection. Moreover,
his always pungent language became more coarse and scatological. The tar-
gets of his ire become under his pen the vilest of hypocrites, totally wicked
and insincere, willing minions of the devil, deserving the most horrible
fate.

What role did health or mental state play in this development?

Luther’s physical health
Throughout his career as a reformer Luther was often not well. He

was sick during his appearance before the Diet of Worms in 1521, and he
complained of severe constipation during his stay at the Wartburg. In sub-
sequent years he suffered from frequent headaches and dizziness, roaring
in the ears, an ulcer on his leg, uric acid stones, arthritis, ear infections, and
angina which ultimately killed him. A confident diagnosis is difficult over
so many centuries. Luther does seem to have suffered from an abnormally
high concentration of uric acid in his system which would account for his
uric acid stones and probably exacerbated his arthritis. His frequent spells
of dizziness, fainting, and roaring in the ears suggest Ménière’s syndrome,
which is often caused by a severemiddle ear infection that impairs the sense
of balance.

Spasms caused by stone attacks are among themost painful experiences
one can have. It seems likely that this intense pain together with headaches,
dizziness, and probable arthritis aggravated his tendency to give way to
anger. His generally poor health, and especially probable arteriosclerosis,
with its usual circulation impairment, raises the question of possible senility
or at least of reduced intellectual acuity in his later years. While Luther
remained extraordinarily productive throughout his career, he does slow
down in his later years and illness may be partly responsible for the gradual
decline in productivity after 1530.
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Luther’s mental health
The adult Luther’s psychological health is even harder to diagnose than

his physical health, although some investigators have confidently concluded
that Luther suffered from a manic-depressive psychosis. Among the symp-
toms of this illness in his later years they list his frequent bouts of depression
and spiritual temptation, his occasional expression of a death-wish, his vul-
gar and scatological language, his outbursts of rage and vilification, and his
visions of and contests with the devil.

Most scholars freely concede the unusual and perhaps even abnormal
aspects of Luther’s personality, without accepting the diagnosis that at-
tributes these traits to an underlying psychosis. By most standards, Luther
was a neurotic man who, later in life, suffered from bouts of depression.
Given all the evidence of productivity, clarity of thought, and ability to work
with others, however, it is highly doubtful that he can be properly diagnosed
as psychotic.

His biblically based view of theworld, conjoinedwith apocalyptic hopes
and fears, was common among both Catholics and Evangelicals. Luther’s
view of his own special role within the struggle between the true and false
church was shared by many Evangelicals. As strange as this worldview may
seem to us, Luther’s beliefs did not separate him from ordinary folks in
his time but rather gave him an extraordinary role to play in responding to
their hopes and fears.

Finally, even the old Luther was never consistently violent or vulgar
in his polemics. Throughout his later years he produced both violent and
temperate polemics, as the situation warranted. It seems most likely that
the vulgarity and violence was by choice. Luther could turn it on and off as
it suited his purposes. His illnesses may have made him more irritable and
less inhibited, but he had not lost complete control.

When all is said and done, the common description, and explanation,
for Luther’s polemics, and especially the polemics of the older Luther – that
they are the product of an ill, aged, and psychologically unbalancedman – is
not particularly illuminating historically. This explanation fails particularly
to explain the wide range among the polemics of the older Luther, the
theological depth of many of the polemics, and, finally, the educational and
political functions the polemics performed within the larger Reformation
movement.
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13 Luther’s function in an age of
confessionalization
robert kolb

Like a stormwind, thewords and images ofMartin Luther swept across early
sixteenth-century central Europe, decisively altering public life in German,
Scandinavian, and Baltic lands, and even among peoples in Slovakia,
Hungary, and Poland, where the Counter-Reformation later diminished his
influence considerably. Luther’s enemies viewed the currents aroused by his
writings and his popularity among common folk and intellectuals as demon-
ically destructive; his supporters experienced them as divine intervention
for a beleaguered society and a tyrannized church.

the angel of the apocalypse , the german
hercules – teacher and pastor

Historical personages always take on a new life in the traditions that con-
vey their personalities and thought to succeeding generations. Twentieth-
century scholars sometimes complained that the images of Luther and the
summaries of his theology which have helped shape Western culture and
Christian thinking do not accurately reflect the “real” reformer, but such is
always true. Intensifying this commonplace in Luther’s case is the fact that
already during his lifetime his contemporaries experienced him as “larger
than life.”

None of his German contemporaries could remain neutral in regard
to Luther. Few individuals have aroused so much and such many-faceted
and strongly held passion and antagonism so quickly as did the monk-
professor from Wittenberg when he penned and posted an invitation to
debate the nature and impact of the practice of indulgences in late October
1517. His “Ninety-five Theses” that propelled him rapidly to center stage in
German public life slowly came to command the attention of the papal court
and launched yet another movement for ecclesiastical reform which, unlike
earlier calls for change in the church, created a public persona through the
use of the new public medium of the printing press. The cultural, social,
political – to say nothing of religious, theological, and ecclesiastical – ripples
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from this academic exercise have made him the object of glorification and
vilification for nearly a half millennium.

Thosewhodismiss or diminish Luther’s influence have been rightly crit-
icized for reading sources selectively or uncritically. Indeed, Luther yearned
for a different church and society than the one he left in his wake. But his
own theological appraisal of themystery of continuing sin in believers’ lives
indicated that no reform could create a utopia. A century after his advent
Germans may have behaved in much the same old ways, but the ways in
which public leaders and peasants alike thought about God and themselves
had changed.

Since about 1980 scholars have used the rubric “confessionalization”
to analyze the effects of the disordering and reordering of public life that
Luther initiated. Luther’s concept of the Word of God gave “confessional-
ization” its name, his person and image helped shape the phenomenon, his
ideas altered the paradigm for discussion and proclamation of the biblical
message at the ideological heart of this “fundamental process in society,
which ploughed up the public and private life of Europe in thorough-
going fashion.” It redefined society not only theologically and ecclesiasti-
cally but also in terms of political, social, economic, and cultural attitudes
and structures.1

The definition of the church as an institution governed by its doctrinal
pronouncements grew out of Luther’s concept that God’s Word should be
proclaimed (confessed) boldly in order to define and govern the church.
German society began to define itself in terms of the institution labeled a
“confession” – a church defined by doctrinal statements – because Luther’s
followers had attained political legality as adherents of the “Augsburg
Confession,” a statement of faith composed for presentation to Emperor
Charles V by Luther’s colleague Philip Melanchthon at the imperial diet
in Augsburg in 1530. As those pledged to the theological and ecclesiastical
program summarized in that document, princes and cities of the German
empirewonan inferior but toleratedposition in the empire in 1555. This pro-
gram was labeled a “confession” because its author, Melanchthon, Luther’s
colleague in Wittenberg, shared his belief that God gave his people his
Word in order that they might confess it publicly for the salvation of sin-
ners. They believed that God’s Word not only describes God’s actions but
actually serves as his instrument for accomplishing his will. One conse-
quence of identifying Luther’s call for reform as a “confession” is the label
historians now employ for the broad spectrum of aspects embraced by “the
ploughing up of European public life” between 1520 and 1650. Without
Luther there would have been no confessionalization; without his concept
of God’s Word the phenomenon would have borne a different label.
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luther in the judgment of his
contemporaries

Luther’s presence haunted the process of confessionalization from its
dawning to its passing into the Enlightenment. Robert Scribner has iden-
tified three motifs employed by Luther’s earliest publicists in print and
portrait as his Reformation commenced: monk, teacher of the church, and
man of the Bible or Word of God.

Ulrich Zwingli (1484–1531) is known as one of the Wittenberg profes-
sor’s fiercest critics, but five years before the two fell into conflict over the
Lord’s Supper Zwingli had labeled Luther a contemporary Elijah, the escha-
tological prophet whowas to proclaim theWord of the Lord in the last times.
In 1520, three years after the Wittenberg monk and professor burst upon
the larger stage of the European public discussion of critical ecclesiastical
and social issues with his “Ninety-five Theses,” not only Zwingli was lion-
izing Luther. Artists were depicting him as a saint, with nimbus and dove
above his head, and as the humanists’ symbolic exemplar, the ancient Greek
demigod Hercules. His students heralded him in hymns and sermons as the
angel of Revelation 14:6 who was to bring the eternal gospel to earth. His
Roman Catholic opponents vilified and demonized him as an offspring of
Satan himself. By accident, through the publication of his Ninety-five
Theses, the first modern media event, Luther had helped shape a new world
of public discourse in print, for his protest against the abuses of pastoral
care in the indulgence trade struck responsive chords among intellectuals
and common folk alike.

Intellectuals, particularly those involved in the movement for educa-
tional reform dubbed “humanism” by nineteenth-century scholars, were
longing for a new order in learning, public communication and discourse,
and society itself. Luther’s critique of the old order, his focus on the study
of the biblical texts in original languages, and his use of the ancient church
fathers fired their imaginations. Humanists of his own generation finally
distanced themselves from him, but the younger generation provided the
shock troops for his Reformation. The common people were yearning with
apocalyptic fervor for a prophet who could usher in the Kingdom of God
in some form or other; whether they understood more or less of Luther’s
insights, their hearts were fired by his bold stance against the old order
and selected elements of his call for dependence on God’s grace and re-
sponsible service to God and neighbor. The painter Hans Holbein hailed
him as Hercules, in battle with theologians of the old faith; Albrecht Dürer
placed great hopes in this “man gifted with the Holy Spirit.” Luther’s fellow
Augustinian monk Michael Stiefel composed a thirty-two-stanza hymn
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summarizing his teaching and associating him with the eschatological
deliverance promised through the prophet Daniel’s visions and John’s angel
with the gospel (Rev. 14:6). Other hymn-writers of the 1520s and 1530s
associated him with the prophets and evangelists as well, echoing Zwingli’s
initial appraisal and enthusiasm.

Practically, these apocalyptic expectations translated themselves not
only into popularity with the masses and widespread proclamation of his
ideas from thousands of pulpits but also into policy decisions by ecclesiasti-
cal and societal leaders. Through a variety of publications Luther’s proposals
for reform of theology and of everyday life in church and society won adher-
ence among preachers and political authorities. The printing press enabled
this single intellectual to command the attention of peasants, prelates, and
princes. Pastors repeated interpretations of texts they had read in his postils,
the model sermons that constituted a continuing education program for the
clergy of his day. They introduced his liturgy and had their people learning
his hymns. They devoured his polemic against the old faith; they learned to
preach and pray anew from his biblical comment in homiletical or academic
form. They absorbed fundamental elements of his new paradigm for con-
sidering the biblical message even as they fit his way of thinking into their
own, in their specific parish situations. They advised municipal leaders and
counselors of princes to follow Luther’s concepts of reform.

As governments actualized those concepts, Luther and his colleagues at
the University ofWittenberg – particularly Melanchthon, but also Johannes
Bugenhagen, Justus Jonas, and others – became a living adjudicatory body,
providing a substitute for the authority of bishops and councils in answering
questions regarding the proper interpretation of the biblical message or on
the best way to solve the problems raised by the implementation of reform.
Under the primary authority of Scripture, Luther’s thought and judgment
often served as a secondary authority for resolving questions of theology
and church life. It was not always decisive to cite Luther, but a tract from his
pen, or even better a memorandum or letter fresh fromWittenberg, carried
an authority seldom if ever before accorded to a living theologian. Some of
his contemporaries truly believed he was the Elijah of their times.

luther in the judgment of his students

In subsequent years Lutherans only slowly abandoned the conviction
that God had sent Luther for special eschatological tasks in the history of
the church. The first longer presentations of his life made crystal clear the
unique place in human history that his students believed he had filled. In
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both the choice of genre and their content these initial Lutheran “biogra-
phies” reflect the religious convictions at the base of their authors’ appraisal
of their mentor, their prophet. The earliest Lutheran attempt at an exten-
sive overview of Luther’s life appeared in the martyrology of Ludwig Rabus
(1556), a Wittenberg student in the early 1540s. He could define Luther as
a martyr because of the consistent and fearless witness from his lips and
pen that Rabus chronicled with extensive citations from a large variety of
his works. Rabus called Luther not only the chief witness to the gospel of
Christ but also “our dear father and the prophet of the German nation.”

A decade later the biographical sermons of another Wittenberg student
who had first arrived at the university in 1529, Johannes Mathesius, pro-
vided the outline of events of Luther’s life that would inform subsequent bi-
ographers for several centuries. Mathesius’ homilies rehearsed the episodes
of Luther’s public life with relatively little attention to his thought. Elements
of the humanist art of life-writing mark these sermons, complete with cita-
tions of earlier sketches by Melanchthon, Johann Sleidan, and others. Yet
they also reveal a Lutheran version of medieval hagiographical principles.
Focusing on Luther’s pastoral image and concerns, Mathesius depicted the
reformer consistently as teacher of the church and “the worthy German
prophet.”

These titles and many more were ascribed to their common mentor
by Cyriakus Spangenberg, another former Wittenberg student, among the
youngest whose personal experience with Luther had fed upon and fostered
eschatological perceptions of Luther’s role as God’s special prophet for the
end times. His appreciation for his professor had been cultivated in his
childhood by his father, Johann, Luther’s devoted disciple and reformer in
Nordhausen and Mansfeld. Between 1562 and 1573 the younger Spangen-
berg preached two sermons each year, on Luther’s birthday and death-day,
which examined his mentor in the roles of prophet, apostle, evangelist,
pilgrim, priest, martyr – and many more. Published individually over the
years and finally gathered into one volume, Luther, Man of God (1589), these
sermons contained much less biographical description thanMathesius’, but
more theological analysis of the reformer’s deeds and writings. Spangen-
berg had heard from Luther what he found to be the truth of God, the purest
consolation of Christ; therefore he could deem Luther’s proclamation of the
gospel “David’s slingshot, Paul’s mouth, John’s finger, Peter’s key, and the
Holy Spirit’s sword . . . he so powerfully internalized the dear apostle Paul . . .
that Paul is heard in Luther’s words.”2

Rabus, Mathesius, and Spangenberg found many imitators in Lutheran
circles over the following century and a half. These works, undistinguished
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as new contributions but sometimes effectively wrought polemical or ped-
agogical instruments, presented themselves as biography for the poor
preacher or as refutations of specific Roman Catholic or Calvinist attacks on
the person or thought of the reformer. By the 1590s such biographical efforts
also found form in dramas written for schools. These plays conveyed little
more than the simplest fundamentals of Luther’s theology in their often
rather heavy-handed presentation of certain elements of his career, aimed
at fostering faithfulness to the Lutheran church and animosity toward its
opponents.

By the time the anniversary of the Ninety-five Theses occasioned grand
celebrations in 1617, the expectation that Luther’s appearance would herald
Christ’s returnhaddisappeared. Calvinist governments took the lead inplan-
ning these celebrations, to arouse opposition to papal-imperial maneuvers
against the Protestant estates of the empire. Lutherans joined in, however,
also with biographical polemics. Luther’s seventeenth-century biographers
emphasized certain standard elements of his life and thought, largely in the
service of German freedom and Lutheran truth. By the time Veit Ludwig
von Seckendorff turned to archival research to refine the focus on Luther’s
life, in reply to the biographical assaults of the Jesuit Louis Maimbourg,
History of Lutheranism (1682) and Jacques Bénigne Bossuet, History of the
Variations of the Protestant Churches (1688), with his 1150-page Historical
and Apologetic Commentary on Lutheranism (1692), a definite domestica-
tion of Luther’s biography had set in. He remained the great hero of the
struggle against papal tyranny and a theological genius, but earlier efforts
to glorify him as God’s special chosen instrument for the last times turned
into more sober historical recitation. The panegyric formulas remained, but
the excitement was missing.

luther in the judgment of his opponents

Roman Catholicism
From the beginning Luther’s Roman Catholic foes had been convinced

that he embodied demonic attack upon the truth and the church. His first
biographer was the Roman Catholic theologian Johannes Cochlaeus, whose
Seven-Headed Luther (1529) assessed selected treatises of Luther on eight
doctrinal topics and concluded that “not the Holy Spirit, but Satan, an evil
spirit, indeed, a whole legion of evil spirits, have spoken and written from
this monk the last ten years.” Twenty years later Cochlaeus’ Commentary
on the Acts and Writings of Martin Luther (1549) expanded that judgment.
This work set the tone and model for a host of Roman Catholic biographical
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studies which attacked Luther’s person; to them were joined countless
critiques of his theology published to counteract his influence and win
intellectuals and common people for the papacy. The Jesuit Ingolstadt pro-
fessor Sebastian Flasch explained why he converted from Lutheranism to
RomanCatholicism in a series of biographical-theological studies (1577–85),
in which he cited Luther against himself in his demonstration that the re-
former “was no holy prophet of Germany but pure filth.” In 1582 Flasch’s
colleague Albert Hunger demonstrated that Luther’s behavior and theol-
ogy were thoroughly Epicurean, eliciting a storm of protest from Lutheran
counter-biographers. The Council of Trent (1545–63) carefully addressed
salient points of Luther’s thought (among other reformers) with discrim-
inating scrutiny and sensitive theological analysis, rejecting the funda-
mental principles of the Wittenberg paradigm. In this way Luther deter-
mined the confessionalized shape of Roman Catholicism to a significant
extent.

Reformed
Calvinist treatments of Lutherweremuchmore ambivalent. JohnCalvin

himself did not share Zwingli’s later reluctance to express a profound debt
to theWittenberg reformer. However, his disciples, particularly in Germany,
were forced to define themselves in part in opposition to Luther’s doctrine of
the sacraments and predestination. Heinrich Bullinger, Zwingli’s successor
in Zurich, also influenced the German Reformed theologians in their under-
standing of biblical doctrine and their attitudes toward Luther. Therefore,
their treatments of his work were reserved and in part sharply critical; they
dedicated no little energy to disputing his authority as a teacher of the
church. Heidelberg professor and former Wittenberg student Zacharias
Ursinus rejected the special authority accorded Luther by Lutheran con-
temporaries, noting his errors and weaknesses in teaching and behavior,
and warning against “papalist remnants” in his writings, especially on the
Lord’s Supper. The Palatine court preacher Daniel Tossanus argued that
Luther himself had urged viewing his writings with a critical eye. The
Nuremberg attorney Christoph Herdesian, also a former Wittenberg stu-
dent and propagandist for the Calvinist Palatinate prince Johann Kasimir,
tried rather to reinterpret Luther’s positions on the Lord’s Supper by arguing
that the reformer’s concerns differed significantly from the later Lutheran
interpretation of his sacramental teaching. Luther’s contributions had to be
taken further and expanded into a “second Reformation,” argued many in
Herdesian’s generation. Thus, in certain ways Luther also played a role in
the self-conception of Calvinism.
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luther ’ s thought in the thinking of
his students

To a far greater extent, the Wittenberg professor remained alive in the
consciousness of his Lutheran followers long after his death in 1546. The
plaintive cries of loss and grief heard in funeral sermons andorations held by
colleagues and in tributes spoken and written across central Europe provide
a good measure of the decisive, crucial role those who had experienced him
believed he had played in their own lives and in human history. As is true of
all historical figures, Luther left a legacy that had to be interpreted, adapted,
and integrated into an ever-changing world. That interpretation formed a
significant part of Lutheran confessionalization. By the time of his death
his own career, with many other factors, had considerably transformed the
world in which he had begun to proclaim the biblical message. The course
of his heirs’ discussion of how to employ his insights in their generation
took place in circumstances of sharp disappointment forged by feelings of
betrayal at the hands of comrades and friends.

The forecasts of judgment upon the German nation for not heeding
Luther’s call to return to God’s Word more completely – issued often at his
death in February 1546 – seemed justified tomanyof his discipleswhen, four
months later, Emperor Charles V initiated the SmalcaldWar in order to erad-
icate the Lutheran faith. Imperial armies defeated the troops of two leading
Lutheran princes, Elector John Frederick of Saxony and Landgrave Philip of
Hesse, and their allies. Charles seemed triumphant, imprisoning these lead-
ers, driving hundreds of Lutheran pastors into exile, and imposing a new,
Romanizing reform program labeled the “Augsburg Interim” by its critics
wherever his military power reached. Melanchthon led the Wittenberg
faculty – which was placed under the new management of John Frederick’s
cousin Moritz, who had sided with Charles against his cousin and Philip
(his father-in-law) – into a compromising situation, in which the Witten-
berg colleagues attempted to stave off the imperial destruction of Saxon
Lutheranism with a policy of concession labeled “the Leipzig Interim” by
Lutheran critics. Their charges thatMelanchthon and companywere betray-
ing Luther by supporting the political turncoat Moritz introduced a quarter-
century of strife among Luther’s heirs. Melanchthon reacted against the
attacks by former colleagues and students, above all Nikolaus von Amsdorff,
Matthias Flacius Illyricus, Nikolaus Gallus, and Joachim Westphal, with in-
creasing bitterness because of their rejection of what he understood as a
good-faith effort to save the Lutheran confession of the faith from suppres-
sion by imperial soldiers through adjustments in neutral matters of church
practice (adiaphora) and minimal reformulating of public teaching.
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The disputes that erupted from the crisis of the Smalcald War and the
“Interims” had been foreshadowed in tensions within the Wittenberg circle
since the 1520s, when Johann Agricola, among the brightest of Luther’s
earliest students, failed to capture Luther’s distinction of law and gospel
in a way that met his teacher’s expectations. Particularly in dispute with
Melanchthon, Agricola argued that the law played no role in the Christian
life. First Melanchthon and then Luther fell into sharp controversy with
Agricola (1527–28, 1537–40), rejecting his way of thinking because it de-
stroyed effective repentance and used the gospel to perform the functions
of the law. Other disagreements betweenMelanchthon and his and Luther’s
close friend Amsdorff also signaled questions that demanded further re-
finement and remained unresolved when disputes broke out over questions
regarding the relationship of God’s grace and believers’ activities in thewake
of the Leipzig Interim.

Parallel to those disputes came serious disagreement with the Lutheran
reformer of Nuremberg Andreas Osiander, who from imperially imposed
exile inKönigsberg defended his view of the justification of the sinner by the
indwelling of Christ’s divine righteousness. Alongside all these controver-
sies, challenges to the Lutheran understanding of howGod’sWord functions
in the church, particularly in its sacramental form in the Lord’s Supper,
placed sacramental theology on the controversial agenda that required
resolution. These challenges emanated both from outside the Lutheran
churches – above all, from Calvinist and Bullingerian critiques – and from
inside – above all, as some disciples of Melanchthon took his sacramental
theology and Christology in a spiritualizing direction.

Among the first topics of controversy over the precise definition of
Luther’s theological legacy was the “necessity of good works for salvation,”
a proposal defended by Georg Major, formerly Luther’s and Melanchthon’s
student and then their colleague inWittenberg, in his attempts to justify the
Leipzig Interim in the early 1550s. As arguments were exchanged in 1552
and 1553, it became clear from Major’s opponents, later dubbed “Gnesio-
Lutherans” by scholars, that this “Philippist” position was wrong not only
because it undermined the biblical doctrine of justification by faith but also
because Luther had condemned it. Seven years after his death Luther was
being cited as a secondary authority for public teaching, an adjudicatory
source of the truth. Magdeburg pastor Albert Christian used the reformer’s
Disputation on the Works of the Law and Grace (1537) as a text that authen-
ticated Christian’s critique of Major’s proposition. In words reminiscent of
2 Peter 1:19–21, he confessed his conviction that “the holy man of God
Luther was moved by the Holy Spirit as he spoke, and that his writings
set forth the word of the prophets and apostles made more sure, as he laid
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waste the empire of the Roman Antichrist.”3 Cyriakus Spangenberg and
other Wittenberg graduates of his generation shared Christian’s opinion of
Luther’s authority and in fact used Luther’s writings as Christian had, to
validate their interpretation of biblical teaching. Johannes Wigand, at the
time professor in Jena, placed Luther’s writings among the confessional
documents which were to govern public doctrine: the ancient Creeds, the
Augsburg Confession and its Apology, the Smalcald Articles “and the writ-
ings of Luther,” as well as a local confession of faith.4 Official confessions of
faith in several Lutheran lands also accorded the corpus of Luther’s printed
works as a whole this status as a substitute for popes, bishops, and councils,
a standard of secondary authority for ecclesiastical teaching and practice.
Luther’s words could function in this way in part because of the humanist
appreciation for the authority of rhetorically effective discourse and also
because of his own concept of the power of God’s Word to accomplish
what God promises as the “living voice of the gospel” – and because he was
considered a special prophet in God’s plan for the church.

Yet not all of Luther’s followers accepted his “complete works” as an
authoritative interpretation of Scripture and adjudicator of ecclesiastical
questions. It soon proved impossible to maintain the corpus of his writ-
ings as a secondary authority for the church. His oeuvre was too extensive,
and his printed opinions had shifted between his earliest tracts and the
publications of his mature years. Luther had always directed his thought to
specific situations, and he could be cited against himself. In the disputes
over adiaphora, original sin, and freedom of the will theologians from oppo-
site sides of the debate assembled Luther citations against their foes – and
their foes’ Luther citations and interpretations. Finally, in the somewhat suc-
cessful effort that produced the Formula of Concord and the Book of Concord,
those who had used Luther as a weapon against those who favored cer-
tain elements of Melanchthon’s thought had to give way on the public
use of Luther’s authority in order to win the day on doctrinal issues. It
became politically incorrect to place too much authority in Luther’s hand
when some thought (not altogether correctly) that the Formula diminished
Melanchthon’s theological influence. The Formula recognized Luther’s cate-
chisms and the Smalcald Articles, along with Melanchthon’s Augsburg Con-
fession, accorded highest rank among the Lutherans’ secondary authorities,
and his Apology as the standards for public teaching of the biblical message.
The Formula acknowledged Luther as God’s instrument for bringing God’s
Word to light after the darkness wrought by the papacy, but it granted him
no general authority for the church’s continued exposition of that Word.

In the dogmatic tradition that grew out of the Formula of Concord and
the development of Melanchthon’s genre of organizing biblical material for
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preaching and teaching into theological topics byMartin Chemnitz (Loci the-
ologici, 1591/92), Luther was much honored but not much cited. The great
Lutheran teachers, such as Johann Gerhard in his Loci theologici (1610–22),
and Johann Andreas Quenstedt in his Theologia didactico-polemica, sive
SystemaTheologicum (1685), defended the reformer against RomanCatholic
attacks by placing a discussion of his vocation to reform the church within
their treatment of the public ministry. They argued that he led the Reforma-
tion as a regularly called priest and theological professor but that the Holy
Spirit had given him the extraordinary assignment of reforming the church
and revealing the antichrist. Gerhard and Quenstedt relied, however, more
on Scripture and a score of other, largely more recent, theologians than on
Luther for supporting their arguments. The general framework of Luther’s
thinking had set the Lutherans’ agenda, but others, such as Chemnitz, pro-
vided more quotable arguments for seventeenth-century dogmaticians.

Nonetheless, Luther’s writings exercised widespread influence in the
preaching and teaching of parish pastors, in the lectures and publications
of university theologians, and in the conceptions and conversations of com-
mon people who sang Luther’s hymns, learned his catechism, and read or
heard read his postils and other works. However his successors may have
channeled and packaged his ideas, he continued to inspire and impel theo-
logical formulation and expression in churches of the Lutheran confession.

wittenberg ’ s doctor in b ibl ia as teacher of
the church

Luther’s image of himself centered on his call as teacher of Scripture.
His doctoral oath to teach the Bible faithfully and keep false teaching from
bringing offense to the church was determinative in his own mind for the
course of his career. His instruction quickly extended beyondhis own lecture
hall, for the invention ofmoveable type enabled him to send his ideas across
Germany and beyond. By 1520 his thirty printed tracts or books had sold
perhaps as many as 600,000 copies. Nothing like that had happened in the
first decades of Gutenberg’s revolution in public discourse. Luther’s use of
the printing press established a new cultural matrix for the dissemination
of ideas and the persuasion of a populace. His message spread and made
its impact largely through the oral proclamation of preachers and laity who
read his tracts in public places, but this oral proclamationwasmade possible
and empowered by the diffusion of his message in print.

Luther’s use of Gutenberg’s invention not only changed the ways in-
tellectuals exchanged ideas and attracted followers. It also transformed the
way common people worshiped and learned the Christian faith. Mark U.
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Edwards Jr. has shown that in any given area, decisions of local printers
highlighted different sides of Luther. But the general re-formation of pious
practice and perception developed under the Wittenberg model no matter
what initial accents had been prominent in local readings of his works. The
publication of Luther’s handbook (enchiridion) for Christian instruction con-
verted the word for that instruction – catechism – into a word for the book
itself, and thememorization of Luther’s Small Catechism began its 500-year-
long history of shaping basic Christian knowledge for countless boys and
girls. Luther’s hymns edged their way into the pious practice and conscious-
ness of parishioners; worship in Western Christendom was altered forever
by his combination of music and lyrics. Devotional material for the families
of literate artisans and peasants, postils and commentaries for their pastors,
treatments of social questions for city councilmen and princely counselors
reconstructed significant parts of popular piety and public policy, because
Luther’s ideas penetrated parsonages and princes’ courts alike through his
publications.

Luther’s writings continued to play such a role, even if in a more lim-
ited way, after his death. The reprinting of his works found ready markets
deep into the seventeenth century, and even thereafter.Without the printing
press there would have been no confessionalization, and without Luther’s
continued presence on the booksellers’ lists its shape would have been quite
different. Those who could afford it could obtain Luther’s “complete” works
and have ready reference to the reformer’s thought always at hand. No liv-
ing personality had made it worthwhile for a printer to produce an opera
omnia before 1518, the year in which the Basel printer Johannes Froben
commissioned the local cathedral preacher Wolfgang Capito to edit the
first Luther’s Latin Works, in one volume of five hundred pages. Erasmus
protested, and he was the exceptional author whose voice publishers heed.
In addition, papal excommunication and imperial outlawry made it dan-
gerous for printers in Basel and Strasbourg to continue to issue subsequent
editions.

Twenty years later, however, Luther’s own colleagues – against his
protest – began a massive project of producing his “Works.” When com-
pleted twenty years later (1539–59), the Wittenberg Edition embraced
twelve German and seven Latin – massive folio – volumes. It had also
provoked a rival undertaking, the Jena Edition, because the latter’s Gnesio-
Lutheran creators suspected that the Philippist editors of the former had
altered certain passages too freely (an exaggerated verdict). Its volumes
appeared rapidly: eight German between 1555 and 1558 and four Latin be-
tween 1556 and 1558. Individual volumes of both editions were reprinted
into the seventeenth century.
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One of thosewho planned the Jena Edition, Luther’s former amanuensis
Johannes Aurifaber, sought to fill in the very few gaps that remained in these
two “complete” works. He obtained some support from the ducal Saxon
government to publish two supplementary volumes (1564/65) plus two of
Luther’s correspondence (1556, 1565), but lack of commercial success ended
his projects. Much more successful was Aurifaber’s publication of student
reports from Luther’s dinner table, his Table Talk, organized by topics. At
least twenty-three editions, some modified by other editors, appeared in
print between 1566 and 1621.

By the later seventeenth century the government of Saxony-Altenburg
deemed it necessary to issue a ten-volume revision of the German Jena edi-
tion, the Altenburg Edition (1661–64); in 1729–40 the Leipzig publisher
Johann Heinrich Zedler (1706–1763) brought out twenty-two volumes in
German, the Leipzig Edition. The Jena professor Johann Georg Walch was
already at work at a twenty-four-volume “Luther’s Works” in modernized
German (1740–53); it was extensively revised and republished by A. H.
Hoppe and others in St. Louis for German-American pastors (1880–1910).
By that time critical editorial standards were being developed, and these
standards guided the production of the Erlangen Edition (67 German vol-
umes, 1826–57; 26 Latin, 1829–86) and the Weimar Edition (101 volumes,
1883–1993).

In the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries editors and publishers rec-
ognized that many pastors could not afford the whole of Luther’s works, so
they prepared single works or florilegia of Luther citations on specific sub-
jects, ranging over many topics Luther had addressed. His postils remained
popular; his Church Postil appeared at least a dozen times during the fifty
years after his death; his House Postil, designed for family use, in at least
thirty-five editions. Other pieces or collections of his prayers and biblical
comments for such devotional use were frequently printed well into the sev-
enteenth century; at least four editors assembled selected prayers from his
pen to aid pious meditation. Luther’s hymns remained on people’s lips and
in their hymnbooks. Even when a hymnal contained few of his hymn texts,
his name frequently appeared on the title page. Luther’s heirs associated
his name inseparably with song and praise.

Although the course of polemic with Roman Catholics and Calvinists
developed in ways that demanded new expressions of Lutheran theology,
Luther was occasionally republished in order to defend his teaching against
those who were attacking it. For those who wanted to study his thought
within the framework of systematic theology as Melanchthon had orga-
nized it, into topics from “God” to “the resurrection of the dead,” a new genre,
the loci communes Lutheri, was conceived in the 1560s. By 1600 five such
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collections had appeared to provide readers with a pre-digested synopsis
of his thought. For the most part they actually offered sufficiently exten-
sive citations to furnish users with substantial material for thought and for
preaching and teaching. In 1584 the first of many collections of short cita-
tions – aphorisms and maxims suitable for embellishing sermons – came
from Michael Neander’s pen. This genre still finds users in the twenty-first
century among Lutheran preachers.

luther ’ s influence on lutheran theology
in the age of confess ionalization

Luther presumed that the entire life of the church proceeded from the
Word of God, and he spent his life interpreting and proclaiming it. Con-
vinced of his understanding of the biblical message, he wanted to pass on
to his followers what he had learned. Yet every generation reformulates its
own expression of its theology, even when paradigm shifts of the magni-
tude introduced by Luther and Melanchthon cannot be part of each age’s
task. Students of these twoWittenberg professors are often “accused” of not
being their equals in originality – an impossible demand – or of changing
and shading their message – a necessary historical development. Indeed, it
did not fall to sixteenth- and seventeenth-century Lutheran “epigones” to be
Luther and Melanchthon. But they did take seriously what these two had
bequeathed them as they addressed the changing world of early modern
Europe. Their times, other elements in their framework of thinking from
medieval and humanistic as well as patristic sources, and their epistemo-
logical equipment did affect the way they used what Luther had left them.

Luther was a “conservative” reformer, as all reformers are, in certain
ways. He preservedmuch of the medieval heritage, and his followers hauled
more or other aspects of their medieval inheritance back into church. But
at the heart of theological enterprise – and at the heart of piety – Luther
proposed profound shifts in the way Christian people thought of God and
his way of working in a fallen world, of themselves, and their relationship
to their neighbors. The most important elements in this paradigm shift
proceeded from his reprocessing his nominalistic heritage as he wrestled
with what might be called the paradox of two sets of responsibility. His
professors had helped Luther recognize that the biblical concept of the
sovereign Creator posited a Godwho holds all things under his control; from
this presupposition he fashioned his doctrine of providence and his concept
of grace and of free forgiveness of sin and life in Christ. This teaching he
labeled “gospel.” At the same time he assumed that God had so designed
human creatures that they are also totally responsible for that which God
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has given them to do. Divine expectations for human creatures are what
Luther called “law.”

Out of this paradox of divine and human responsibilities (a term Luther
did not himself employ) arose his hermeneutical principle of the proper dis-
tinction of law and gospel. The gospel is God’s means of re-creating his elect
children out of sinners as he gives them this new identity through Christ’s
death and resurrection; the law unfolds God’s expectations for the perfor-
mance or behavior of God’s human creatures. The law crushes and accuses
sinners; the gospel gives them the forgiveness of sins, restoring them to peo-
ple whose lives center in trust in God as he has revealed himself in Christ.
The anthropological corollary of this paradox is Luther’s distinction of two
kinds of righteousness. He taught that human creatures are righteous in
God’s sight “passively,” as children, only because God looks on them with
favor, mercy, and love. They are right or righteous in relationship to God’s
creation by carrying out his commands in deeds of love. The societal and
ethical implications of the paradox are expressed in Luther’s distinction of
two realms in which God operates. The vertical or “heavenly” realm of faith
embraces the gospel’s forgiveness and the believer’s responding trust in
Christ. The horizontal or “earthly” realm of love embraces the good works
of care for the neighbor and all of God’s creation. Alongside this paradox
of divine and human responsibility Luther took seriously the mystery of
the continuation of evil in believers’ lives. Therefore, he emphasized the
necessity of lifelong daily repentance.

Luther’s second fundamental presupposition that guided several ele-
ments of his theological system lay in his understanding of God’sWord. God
reveals himself in such a way that human creatures are totally dependent
on his Word, which Luther contended can be found alone in Scripture (and
human conveying of its message). Therefore, in what he called the “theology
of the cross,” he not only affirmed the atonement wrought through Christ’s
death and resurrection but also the distinction between the Hidden God,
inaccessible to human reason, and the Revealed God, whom faith grasps as
it is created by God’s revelation of himself in Christ and in Scripture.

God’s Word not only reveals information about God. It is performative
speech, God’s instrument of creative and re-creative power. It does what God
says: law condemns sinners, gospel forgives and bestows new life upon the
elect whom the Holy Spirit brings to faith through its proclamation. Luther
believed that reality proceeds from God’s speaking; he held an ontology of
the Word, and the reality of human life in God’s sight is determined by the
faith God’s promise of life creates.

According to Luther, God’s Word, in the form of human language –
in oral, written, and sacramental forms – is not bound by presuppositions
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imposed by spiritualizing philosophies, such as the then ever more popular
forms of Platonic thought which asserted that spiritual blessings could not
be conveyed by material elements. Luther maintained that God has chosen
certain material elements, including the human language of the gospel and
sacramental elements, including water, bread and Christ’s body, wine and
Christ’s blood, to deliver forgiveness of sins, life, and salvation.

These larger conceptual frameworks for interpreting and applying bib-
lical thought did not fit neatly into the epistemological structures of the
time. Luther clearly formulated the distinctions between law and gospel and
between two kinds of righteousness as well as his “theology of the cross.”
But without a clear epistemological framework he did not unambiguously
pass his method of thinking on to his students. They indeed struggled with
the application of his method, but did so with the tools given them by
Melanchthon, chiefly the method of organizing material by specific topics
(loci communes). These discrete units of ideas, packaged for effective
delivery to listeners or readers, permitted no larger view of a framework for
thinking. Thus, Luther’s disciples reduced the dynamic of his insights into
forms manageable as loci communes.

Most of their controversies arose from their different perceptions of the
paradox of two responsibilities and of the nature of God’sWord as his active
instrument for effecting salvation. In contending over the role of goodworks
in the Christian life, Philippist followers of Luther and Melanchthon paid
special attention to the human responsibility of obedience to God’s com-
mands, an accent the two Wittenberg professors had stressed since their
encounter with dissolute peasant life in the visitation of 1527/28. Thus,
under Major’s leadership they argued that good works are necessary for
salvation. Gnesio-Lutheran opponents emphasized God’s grace. Few went
so far as Amsdorff, who revived Luther’s statement regarding the use of
good works as meritorious, for self-justification, “good works are detrimen-
tal for salvation.” But all affirmed that good works play no role in salvation
even though many used the expression, “good works are necessary in the
Christian life.” Others in this group opposed any association of “necessity”
with the performance of God’s Word, fearing that such language would
lead the pious to believe that they could win God’s favor through their
own behavior. These Gnesio-Lutherans urged that Christians do good works
“spontaneously,” “from a free, merry spirit,” in their effort to preserve
Luther’s distinction between two kinds of righteousness.

The Wittenbergers’ students also disagreed on the bondage or freedom
of the will. Gnesio-Lutherans tended to accent the will’s bondage in sin
until freed by the Holy Spirit through the use of God’s Word. They pre-
served Luther’s “broken” doctrine of predestination, teaching within the
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framework of distinguishing law and gospel that God’s unconditioned
choice of believers is the sole cause of their salvation while denying that God
is responsible for the damnation of unbelievers, who under the law must
take responsibility for their rejection of God. Philippists, on the other hand,
focused on human responsibility. They confessed God’s total responsibility
for the salvation of his people, but they also took seriously the concerns
that caused Melanchthon to explore what the will does in coming to faith
and continuing repentance. As they defended themselves against Roman
Catholic charges of “stoic determinism,” probed ways to communicate the
gospel with effective rhetoric, and investigated the psychological dynamics
of cultivating repentance and public discipline, they focused on the actions
of the will. The Gnesio-Lutherans affirmed that the will acts, but turns to
Christ, they asserted, only under the power of the Holy Spirit. Although
the Formula of Concord confessed the latter position, seventeenth-century
theologians continued to search for ways to clarify the will’s role that some-
times abandoned the paradox of divine and human responsibility and gave
more credit to the will’s actions than Luther had done.

Andreas Osiander challenged Luther’s concept of the Word of God in
the doctrine of justification. Influenced by the Platonic principles of his
training in cabalistic thinking, he taught that sinners are saved by grace
alone through faith in Christ. But he did not capture Luther’s concept of the
re-creative power of God’s Word of forgiveness. He could not understand
Luther’s ontology of theWord, that God’s speaking creates reality. Osiander
therefore concluded that justification takes place because the righteousness
of Christ’s divine nature comes to dwell in believers through faith.With one
accord Luther’s and Melanchthon’s students, Gnesio-Lutherans and Philip-
pists alike, recognized that Osiander failed to understand Luther’s funda-
mental approach to salvation through Christ’s obedience to the Father in
his death and resurrection. Osiander’s thought remained a symbol for error
but exercised no effective role in Lutheran thinking.

Amuch deeper influence on the confessional sense of Lutheranswas the
controversy over spiritualizing views of the Lord’s Supper and Christology
that someMelanchthon students introduced at theUniversity ofWittenberg
in the 1560s. Accused of “crypto-Calvinism,” this new generation of Witten-
berg theologians – Casper Peucer, Christoph Pezel, and others – actually
were working out insights of Melanchthon in directions opposed to the
way in which other Melanchthon students (Martin Chemnitz, Nikolaus
Selnecker, David Chytraeus, and others) were taking his ideas. Chemnitz, for
example, repeated Luther’s insistence upon reading Christ’s words, “This is
my body,” literally since God’s almighty power was able to design means of
conveying salvation in any way he pleased. Chemnitz also used Luther’s
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explanation that Christ’s body and blood could truly be present in the
Supper because of the ancient doctrine of the communication of attributes
(Lat. communicatio idiomata) between Christ’s divine and human natures.
Others, such as Johann Brenz and Jakob Andreae, emphasized the christo-
logical argument even more strongly. The Formula of Concord confirmed
Chemnitz’s approach, which seventeenth-century Lutheran theologians fol-
lowed, even though its christological aspects were the subject of dispute
between theologians at Tübingen and Giessen in 1616–27.

In the year 2000 North American and European lists of the most signif-
icant personalities of the second Christian millennium consistently placed
Luther near the top, probably for different reasons than central Europeans
regarded him as important in 1650. They would have recognized his polit-
ical and cultural significance but emphasized his theological influence on
public thinking. Strained as it was through alien forms of communication,
in the Aristotelian-Melanchthonian dialectic of dogmatic theology, Luther’s
proclamation of the gospel of Jesus Christ remained alive in his literary
legacy and in forms of thinking which his paradigm shift in theology had
effected.

Notes
1. Heinz Schilling, “Confessionalization in the Empire: Religious and Societal

Change in Germany between 1555 and 1620,” in Religion, Political Culture and
the Emergence of Early Modern Society (Leiden: Brill, 1992), 205–45.

2. Warhafftiger Bericht von den wolthaten/die Gott durch Martin Luther . . . erzeigt . . .
(Jena: Rhebart, 1561), a4a-b1b.

3. Disputatio Reverendi patris D. Martini Luther de operibus legis & gratiae . . .
(Magdeburg: Lotther, 1553), a3b.

4. De confessione in doctrine divina . . . (Jena: Rödinger, 1569), c5b–c6a.



14 The legacy of Martin Luther
hans j . h illerbrand

Martin Luther had a fairly low opinion of himself, though one must leave
open the question if thiswas because hewas profoundly convinced that such
was the case, or because he thought it to be good politics to say so, or because
he saw himself as analogous to the Old Testament prophets who similarly
had a way of denouncing their own importance. “I am but a stinking bag
of worms,” he observed on one occasion.1 And even though he had also
insisted that at his death all his books and writings should be burned and
“the children of God not be called by my name,” neither, in fact, proved to
be the case.2 Luther’s long shadow fell over the subsequent centuries. With
the passing of time, posterity chose not to take Luther at his word, and the
importance he had attained during his own lifetimewas dwarfed by an ever-
increasing importance afterwards. Arguably, Luther’s legacy has been one
of themost striking phenomena inWestern intellectual history.3 The funda-
mental observation, all the same, is that such dramatic eminence notwith-
standing, Martin Luther has also been one of the most controversial figures
in Western life and thought. Indeed, there has been controversy not only
about his theology, but also about his impact on German history. For a long
time, mentioning the name of Luther meant to step on to the barricades.

Three facets have intermingled to mold Martin Luther’s legacy – judg-
ments made about his person; evaluations of his theology; and assessments
of his ecclesiastical influence. Obviously, these three facets interweave.
Those who admire his theological prowess were also most likely to admire
him as a person as well. However, conceptually these three facets can be
kept separate.

the luther of history

Luther’s legacy began already during the reformer’s own lifetime, and
sentiment about him, expressed by friend or foe, had a way of setting the
course for the centuries that followed. As early as 1521, Albrecht Dürerwrote
in his diary, upon learning that Luther might have been killed by Charles V:
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“Oh, if Luther is dead, who will henceforth expound to us the true gospel.”4

Luther’s colleague and co-worker Philip Melanchthon’s funeral oration for
Luther movingly expressed deep filial appreciation:

Thus he must be counted among the number and order of those
mighty and special people, whom God sent to gather his church on
earth . . . Luther brought the true and pure Christian teaching to the
light of day . . . I will not quarrel with those good-hearted men who tell
us that Dr. Luther was a bit too rough, but will use Erasmus’s answer
often given by him, namely that God prescribed a harsh and bitter
physician for these last days, when a grave illness had begun to take
over.5

Melanchthon also confessed later that he had found Luther’s dominating
personality oppressive: “In earlier days I had to submit myself to Luther
like a servant, since he frequently persisted in his disturbing stubbornness,
which was not a minor characteristic, rather than in a concern for his own
person and the common good.”6

Soon after the reformer’s death his disciple Matthias Flacius Illyricus
began to publish his Ecclesiastica Historia integram ecclesiae Christi ideam
complectens, the so-called “Magdeburg Centuries,” a history of the church
from apostolic times to the present. Tellingly, as Flacius put it on the very
first page, the story of the church is described as “the beginning, progres-
sion, and ruthless efforts of the Antichrist,” surely a rather gloomy perspec-
tive which allowed Flacius, all the same, to put Luther into an even more
striking light.7 What in Philip Melanchthon and in other contemporaries
of Martin Luther had been a deep appreciation of Luther’s theological and
biblical insight, was made by Flacius part and parcel of universal salvation
history. The assertion was that Luther had been the sole authentic inter-
preter of the gospel since the days of the apostles. This was a different tone
than that expressed by Luther’s own contemporaries. The Lutheran venera-
tion of the reformer had its beginning right then and there. Melanchthon’s
had been the voice of Luther’s contemporaries.8 Flacius spoke as a filial
worshiper.

Luther’s foes, in turn, were in the reformers’ camp as well as in
the Catholic phalanx. Luther’s erstwhile supporters Thomas Müntzer and
Andreas Bodenstein Karlstadt were illustrative of former supporters, while
Johannes Cochlaeus and John Eck were representative of the phalanx of
Catholic protagonists. All four offered vehement and vitriolic criticism of
Luther. The two fellow reformers, Karlstadt and Müntzer, offered the same
strident criticism, but made subtle distinctions. For both, Luther was not
“radical” enough. But while Karlstadt argued that Luther had failed to see
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the full ramifications of his own theological premises, Müntzer concluded
that Luther had surrendered his biblical insights to an easy accommoda-
tion with the rulers and political authorities. Müntzer called Luther the
“soft-living body in Wittenberg,” while an Anabaptist writer observed that
Luther had “broken the pope’s pitcher, but had kept the pieces in his hand.”9

This notion, stated in varying degrees of judgmental theological appraisal,
may be seen as the common denominator for all Protestant, non-Lutheran
views of Luther. This is understandable, of course, in that the existence of
separate Protestant traditions apart from Lutheranism meant that in one
way or another one had to find fault with Luther.

The Catholic polemicists, in turn, found in Luther a plain old-fashioned
heretic. Johannes Cochlaeus, while by no means Luther’s foremost theolo-
gical opponent (that credit must go to Johann Eck), was the major Catholic
polemicist when it came to Luther, pursuing him from 1520 onward with
a steady stream of polemics. After Luther’s appearance before the diet at
Worms in 1521, Cochlaeus published an account of his discussion with
Luther, and from then on he regularly added his vitriolic commentary on
specific writings of Luther’s as they appeared. In 1529 he published Septi-
ceps Lutherus, ubique sibi, suis scriptis, contrarius in Visitationem Saxonicam
in which he found Luther to be “seven-headed,” a hardly complimentary
reference to the biblical dragon with the seven heads, the symbol for evil
identical with the devil or representative of him. Cochlaeus meant incon-
sistency among the seven Luthers – the “doctor,” “Martinus,” “Lutherus,”
“ecclesiastes” (preacher), “Suermerus” (radical), and “Barrabas” (spiritualist).
In 1549 Cochlaeus published his lengthy Commentaria de actis et scriptis
Martini Lutheri on Luther’s life and thought. Even though Cochlaeus got
a crony of his to write a preface on the “proper way to write history” (de
ratione scribendi historias), his book is a passionate compilation of all the
negatives about Luther’s life and the congruence of Luther’s teachings with
ancient heresies. Not surprisingly, Cochlaeus’ book became the standard
arsenal for virtually all Catholic anti-Lutheran assessments and polemics
until the twentieth century.10

The Catholic polemics were clear in their rejection of Luther, though
strikingly they seemed to be most concerned to garner adverse details about
his life. The notion, of course, was that by demonstrating a despicable
life, Luther’s theology would be also discredited.11 In the generation after
Luther’s death (in fact, already anticipated in Luther’s later years) something
else of importance for Luther’s legacy came to the fore – stark disagreement
amongMartin Luther’s own followers as to what was, in fact, the reformer’s
authentic teaching. In a way, this was surprising, for no such disagreement
characterized the followers of John Calvin.
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This had, at least on the face of things, a good reason. Luther was
not a systematic theologian in the sense of having written a systematic
exposition of theology. He was what might be called a “polemical” theolo-
gian – Karl Barth used the term “irregular” theologian to characterize the
likes of Luther.12 His theology was not expressed in works of a systematic
nature and character, but in polemical works, books and treatises written
with specific controversial issues in mind (much like those characteristic of
St. Augustine), and in biblical commentaries, where specific scriptural pas-
sages determined topic and compass of exegesis. This fact makes it un-
derstandable why there was among Martin Luther’s followers far more dis-
agreement about his teaching than, say, among the followers of John Calvin.
Other than in his two catechisms and the Schmalkald Articles, Luther did not
offer a coherent exposition of the faith. He wrote on specific topics, usually
in the context of a fierce controversy – against the Anabaptists, against John
Eck, or Huldrych Zwingli. To be sure, it is possible to systematize Luther’s
utterances from various settings – Martin Luther did have a coherent theol-
ogy – but it is not easy. That some of his followers were able to read one kind
of notions into his writings, and others quite different theological notions,
becomes understandable.

In the sixteenth century this disagreement among Luther’s disciples
found expression, beginning already during Luther’s own lifetime, in sev-
eral theological controversies and disagreements among his followers. No
less than six theological controversies beset German Lutheranism in the
sixteenth century. The points of contention of these controversies strike
us today as quite foreign as will the intensity with which these fraternal
battles were fought. Intriguingly, protagonists on both sides of the various
issues saw themselves as authentic advocates of Luther’s understanding,
and thereby also of the gospel.

The Antinomian controversy had to do with the contention of
Johann Agricola that the Decalogue, thus the law, had no place in the Chris-
tian proclamation. The Adiaphoristic controversy was triggered by Philip
Melanchthon’s notion that certain matters, such as details of the liturgy,
were adiaphora, “matters of indifference,” and could be changed or modi-
fied without affecting the fundamental fidelity to the gospel. The Majoristic
controversy pertained to Georg Major’s argument that good works were
necessary for salvation, an argument that led to the Gnesio-Lutheran retort,
propounded by Nikolaus Amsdorf, that reliance on good works was in fact
detrimental to salvation. The Synergistic controversy focused on the ques-
tion of human co-operation – through human will or human effort – with
divine grace in salvation. TheOsiandrian controversy took its name from the
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Nuremberg reformer Andreas Osiander, who held that the believerwill over-
come the lack of righteousness because the indwelling Christ in the believer
will bring about all sorts of good works. The Crypto-Calvinist (or “hidden
Calvinist”) controversy, finally, had to do with the manner of Christ’s
presence in the bread and wine of the Lord’s Supper, seen by Calvinists
as a symbolic or spiritual presence, the charge being that some alleged
Lutherans were in fact holding to the Calvinist point of view and were thus
“crypto” Calvinists.

In one way, these controversies were hardly noteworthy in that through
the centuries before as well as after the Reformation, disagreements among
theologians have neither been confined either to the sixteenth century or
to theologians of Lutheran persuasion. It was an important characteristic
of these controversies, however, that all protagonists, especially the Gnesio-
Lutherans, claimed fealty to Martin Luther. That they were able to do so,
at least with a modicum of justification, was the outgrowth of the nature
of Luther’s theologizing, to which should be added Luther’s rather broad-
minded attitude when it came to ensuing disagreements among his follow-
ers during his lifetime. The fierceness of these controversies about Luther’s
theological legacy was no less fierce than that between Catholics and Protes-
tants in that age.

After the Peace of Augsburg, of 1555, this internal Lutheran discord
in Germany had woeful consequences. The Gnesio-Lutherans rejected the
Philippists’ claim of the Augsburg Confession as their confessional state-
ment, thus arguing that the theological disagreement between the two fac-
tions was not over peripheral matters but pertained to the very heart of the
Lutheran understanding of the Christian faith. Even more importantly, the
internal controversies sapped the external vitality of German Lutheranism.
Energies were consumed by these controversies, and little attention was
paid to the dissemination of the Lutheran faith beyond the territories and
cities in which Lutheranism had been established. Calvinism, on the other
hand, was free from such internal dissension and was able to devote its
energies to a dramatic expansion of the Calvinist faith throughout Europe.

The resolution of these intra-Lutheran controversies in 1577 through the
Formula of Concord and, in 1580, through the Book of Concord, was more
than the end of this incessant internal feuding. It alsomarked the promulga-
tion of the definitive statement of themeaning of Luther’s theological legacy.
The Book of Concord expressed what was understood to be Luther’s inter-
pretation of the gospel. It included several creeds and confessions which
had remained unchallenged in the various controversies: the Apostles’
Creed; the Nicene Creed; the Athanasian Creed; the Augsburg Confession,
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together with the Apology of the Augsburg Confession; Luther’s two cate-
chisms; the Schmalkald Articles, and the Formula of Concord. Luther’s theol-
ogy was made – through the inclusion of his catechisms and the Schmalkald
Articles – the incisive standard for the Lutheran churches as to how to inter-
pret the ancient creeds. Prior to 1580, any number of Lutheran churches in
the various German territories and free cities had adopted their own bod-
ies of normative doctrinal writings, the so-called corpus doctrinae, as their
respective rules of faith. A Lutheran pluralism existed. After 1580, such plu-
ralismwas replaced by the affirmation of a single book, the Book of Concord.
Formal Lutheran theology had been definitively delineated. The controver-
sies ceased. Lutheran pastors pledged allegiance, in their ordination vows,
to the Book of Concord.

A further point is worth noting. The theological controversies were re-
solved not by the instigation of theologians, but by the active intervention of
the political authorities. Though the initial efforts of the Lutheran rulers at
so-called “peace synods” had failed to produce theological agreement, it was
their persistence that in the end carried the day. Without the intervention
of the rulers, the theological controversies would have lasted longer and
been more tediously resolved. As a result of such governmental interven-
tion, however, the power and authority of the rulers, particularly the more
important ones, such as the Saxon elector or the Hessian landgrave, over
ecclesiastical affairs were enhanced. This was a fateful development which –
while by no means confined to Germany and the Lutheran churches – gave
Lutheran rulers in Germany a particularly powerful role in church matters.
This was the beginning of the fateful alliance of “throne and altar,” which
tied the Lutheran churches to inordinate subservience to the ruling author-
ities. In the eighteenth century, to cite just one example, the Prussian King
Frederick William I issued royal directives dealing with liturgical details of
the Lutheran worship service, while early in the nineteenth century King
FrederickWilliam III forced the Lutheran andReformed churches in Prussia
into a merger, the so-called Church of the Prussian Union.

Martin Luther’s increasing importance in the religious tradition he
brought about found expression in the fact that the “churches of the
Augsburg Confession” (as the “Lutheran” churches circumspectly referred
to themselves) adopted the name “Lutheran” in the second half of the six-
teenth century, and quite proudly so. Until that time, the term “Lutheran”
had only been used disparagingly by Catholics, while Lutherans themselves
used various circumlocutions, if for no other reason than they wanted to
record their public abhorrence of partisan labels. They called themselves
“evangelicals,” “protesting churches” (referring to the “protest” lodged at
the Diet at Speyer in 1529 by the “adherents of the Augsburg Confession”).
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Aided by such anniversaries as 1583 (the centenary of Luther’s birth) and
1617 (the centenary of the Ninety-five Theses), Luther increasingly became
the theological canon for the ecclesiastical tradition that bore his name.
Moreover, by the end of the sixteenth century Luther himself had become
an object of increasingly exuberant veneration.

During the period of the Orthodoxy, which dominated the better part
of the seventeenth century, it was, understandably, a theological Luther
who was esteemed and lauded. Luther had recovered the pure teaching of
the gospel and he was valued because of his teaching.13 Luther’s writings
were “a treasure above all treasures.” Indeed, Luther was increasingly iden-
tified as the apocalyptic angel of the Book of Revelation (14:6), always with
the notation that his contribution lay in his recovery of the true biblical
teaching.14 By the middle of the seventeenth century Martin Luther had be-
come, for the Lutheran tradition, the personification of the gospel, which,
as professor of theology, he had a bounden duty to interpret properly. At
the same time, Orthodox theologians showed little interest in the person of
Martin Luther. The divine authorization of his teaching was all-important.
At the same time, however, there were also different voices to be heard, that
of Johann Saubert, for example, who in his Lutherus Propheta Germaniae,
of 1632, related Luther’s dire warnings of a decline of spirituality in the
church to the state of church affairs in the middle of the seventeenth
century.

When the Lutheran clergyman Philip Jakob Spener published his Pia
Desideria in 1675, as a call for enhanced spirituality and piety in the
Lutheran churches, and in so doing launched the Pietist movement, he
insisted emphatically that he was only seeking to implement what Martin
Luther had himself always wanted. Spener acknowledged that Luther’s the-
ology was authentically biblical. Quite appropriately Spener wrote that “we
praise Luther most highly and almost make an idol of him.”15 But criticism
of Luther’s personal demeanor – that he was too impulsive, too intense, too
uncouth – is also voiced.

At the same time, Spener and the other Pietists expressed grave mis-
givings about the state of piety in the Lutheran churches, thus echoing the
sentiment already found in Saubert’s book. Thus, they criticized the tra-
dition that bore Luther’s name. Not surprisingly, therefore, the Lutheran
establishment felt that the memory of Luther was severely assailed by the
Pietists. The Pietists in turn sought to justify their own theological em-
phases by appealing to the “young” Luther, that is, to the Luther before the
year 1525, as over against the “old” Luther. This dichotomy found a first,
but classic, expression in Gottfried Arnold’s Unpartheyische Kirchen- und
Ketzerhistorie, of 1699.
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The Enlightenment continued to express enthusiasm forMartin Luther,
except that it now was a blatantly non-theological Luther who was hailed
and praised. The eighteenth century cared little about Luther’s theological
sentiment, such as his notion of the “hidden God,” the deus absconditus, but
saw him as a gifted and virtuous individual, one who composed Christmas
carols which he sang with family and friends around the Christmas tree,
one who proved to be a warrior against medieval superstition, an advocate
of religious freedom and conscience. Luther’s pointed theological opinions
about the theology of the cross or about justification were characterized as
the “unprofitable, dogmatic extravaganzas of a profound and courageous,
though occasionally one-sided spirit.”16 He was the liberator from servile,
foreign collectivism, supra-naturalism, superstition, in short, the herald and
hero of a new age and the creator of the modern spirit. Luther’s historical
significance is seen in his courageous defiance of medieval superstition and
intolerance, against which he set out his own convictions derived freely
from the Bible. Luther was, according to one eighteenth-century author, “a
veritable guardian angel for the rights of reason, humanity, and Christian
liberty of conscience.”17

The Luther image of the nineteenth century largely continued the
eighteenth-century understanding of the reformer. This image, however,
must be seen against the backdrop not only of the theological climate of the
nineteenth century, but also of the German intellectual and political history.
Most of the anniversaries of the Reformation celebrated in the nineteenth
century – the anniversaries of 1517, 1521, 1530, to cite just a few – fell
into a time of an emerging German national self-consciousness and nation-
alism. Not much that was new was said about the theological Luther; the
standard Orthodox, Pietist, and Enlightenment perspectives were simply
reiterated. What was new, however, was the appropriation of Luther as the
quintessential German, the hero of German history. These elements signifi-
cantly shaped a new Luther picture. Luther was interpreted according to the
categories of German Idealistic philosophy. Alongside the reiteration of no-
tions that had been bandied about in the eighteenth century, there now was
added a nationalistic sentiment. This distinctly German nineteenth-century
appropriation of Luther surely served the need for a common legacy that
would serve to give the diverse German states a unified German past. Given
the ever-increasing Prussian hegemony in setting a German agenda, Martin
Luther suggested himself as an appropriate figure.

This theme was picked up by the German historians of the time, by
Leopold von Ranke, Heinrich von Treitschke, and others. Thus, Heinrich
von Treitschke wrote in his memorial address on the occasion of the quadri-
centennial of Luther’s birth in 1883:



The legacy of Martin Luther 235

A foreigner may well ask with consternation how such wonderful
contradictions can be together in a single soul – this power of
overwhelming anger and this intensity of pious faith, this sublime
wisdom and this childish simplicity, this profound mysticism and this
joi de vivre, this uncouth roughness and this tenderheartedness . . .We
Germans do not find any of this an enigma, we simply state: This is
blood of our blood. Out of the deep eyes of the unspoiled German
peasant son flashed the ancient “Teutonic heroism which does not
seek to escape from the world but seeks to dominate it through the
power of the moral will.”18

Nineteenth-century Protestant theologians from Schleiermacher to
Harnack reiterated traditional notions about Luther. Interestingly enough,
the most penetrating theological assessment of Luther in the nineteenth
century, Theodosius von Harnack’s Luther’s Theology (1862–86), hardly in-
fluenced either the theological or the public appropriation of Luther. For
non-theological readers it was too theological a work, while theologically
interested readers concluded that it was too far removed from concerns of
the time. It was too theological, while the perception of Albrecht von Ritschl,
who was in fact far less thoroughly acquainted with the reformer’s writings,
did make an impact in that it succeeded in presenting a picture of Luther
that corresponded to the Zeitgeist.

Early twentieth-century perceptions of Luther are foremostly associated
with the work of Ernst Troeltsch who started out as a systematic theologian
but switched to a professorship in philosophy because of his uneasiness
with normative, confessional scholarship. Troeltsch doggedly attacked the
prevailing picture of Luther that had made him into a champion of moder-
nity and an ur-German. According to Troeltsch, Luther was anything but
the progenitor of the modern world. His worldview was medieval, as were
his theological concepts. In regard to German political history, Luther was
nothing short of a catastrophe, because his conservative-patriarchic world-
view made for an undue authoritarian emphasis in German political life, a
political passivity of the German people. Moreover, the complete absence of
an ethos of a Christian society in Germany must be laid at Martin Luther’s
doorstep.

Troeltsch was vehemently contested, but his jaundiced view of Luther
informed a great deal of the non-confessional perceptions of Luther in the
twentieth century. Troeltsch’s great opponent was Karl Holl, who more
than any other single scholar was responsible for what has been the “Luther
Renaissance” of the twentieth century. That is, Holl laid the groundwork
for theological appraisals of Luther in the twentieth century. Thus, Holl’s
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themes were Luther’s understanding of justification, the wrath of God, and
predestination.

Holl inveighed against Troeltsch not onlywith his insistence thatMartin
Luther was the pivotal theological figure in the sixteenth century, with all
other theologians of the time dependent on him, but also with his argument
that Luther was also the pivotal figure for the emergence of modernity in
all areas of culture.

The Luther picture of Neo-Orthodoxy essentially echoed the themes of
Holl. It is surely telling that many of the scholars who contributed to Luther
research in the course of the twentieth century were in fact not historians
but systematic theologians, suggesting that the theological appropriation of
Luther was as important as the historical one. The names of Paul Althaus,
Philip Watson, and Gordon Rupp come to mind.

This close connection between systematic theology and Luther scholar-
ship at once offers an explanation as to why Luther scholarship has been
dominated by scholars of Lutheran orientation or sympathies: Germany
and the (Lutheran) Scandinavian countries were the centers of scholarship
throughout the twentieth century and continue to be highly influential in
the present. The English-speaking world of scholarship has tended to be
dependent on European continental scholarship.

Not surprisingly, the current phase of Luther scholarship was the re-
sult of a convergence of the impact of the Nazi totalitarianism in Germany
between 1933 and 1945 and the role the Lutheran churches and theology
played during that time, the general increasing focus of historical scholar-
ship on social issues in the past, and also the Luther anniversary.

In short, the Luther of history is a complicated figure, no less ambigu-
ous than sixteenth-century contemporaries found the historical figure. This
amazing malleability may convey bewilderment, yet it also denotes a rich-
ness of appropriation and helps explain the enduring significance of the
reformer. Martin Luther proved a worthwhile paradigm not only for theolo-
gians and churchmen, but for statesmen and politicians as well. However
guardedly, even Hitler and the Nazis found strikingly positive words to say
about the reformer.

the geographic dimension

Martin Luther’s influence triggered the establishment of churches even-
tually bearing his name in many parts of Europe. The Lutheran tradition
had its beginnings in Central Germany, from where it spread essentially
into a northerly direction. By the time the ecclesiastical ways of Europe had
stabilized by the early seventeenth century, two major locales of Lutheran
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influence had been established – Central and Northern Germany and Scan-
dinavia. In addition, a number of South German cities, such as Nuremberg,
had embraced Lutheranism, even as there were pockets of Lutheran congre-
gations in southeastern Europe. Moreover, Lutheran churches were official
in central and northern Germany. They had been granted official recogni-
tion through the Peace promulgated by the diet at Augsburg in 1555. This
Peace stipulated that the ruler should determine the religion of his subjects,
a policy which subsequently was expressed by the phrase “cuius regio, eius
religio.” Consequently, Lutheranism in Germany developed along territorial
lines.

In Scandinavia, King Gustava Vasa had severed the ties of the Swedish
Church with Rome in 1527. As was to be the case in England less than a
decade later, this rupture did not entail immediate theological significance,
even though the standard Reformation slogans, such as the centrality of the
Word of God or the rejection of human tradition, were variably voiced by
those advocating reform. In Sweden, even as subsequently in England, the
introduction of the Protestant faith was an act of state. Vasa was little
interested in theological issues but discerned astutely that the religious
turbulence allowed him to confiscate the property of the church and to cur-
tail its political power, both important objectives. Changes in church life,
liturgy, and theology were slow in coming. The same held true for Finland
which, in the sixteenth century, was part of Sweden.19 Importantly, the
only confessional adapted by the Swedish Church in the sixteenth cen-
tury was the Augsburg Confession, the most ecumenical of Lutheran confes-
sional statements.Moreover, the historic episcopatewas retained in Sweden,
when in 1531 the Lutheran Laurentius Petri was consecrated by Petrus
Magni, bishop of Västeras, and other Swedish bishops, as Archbishop of
Uppsala. The bishops undoubtedly saw Laurentius Petri as an Erasmian
reformer, albeit fundamentally Roman Catholic. They were mistaken.
Laurentius proved to be a determined Lutheran, who capped his many
years as archbishop with the promulgation of a church ordinance in 1571
that still lacked Lutheran specifics. Toward the end of the century, under
King John III, Sweden almost returned to the Catholic fold. Indeed, had Pope
Gregory XIII been willing to accept a married clergy, the vernacular mass,
and communion under both kinds, John would have taken the country back
to Catholicism. A similar situation occurred under Sigismund III, himself
a Catholic. By that time, however, both clergy and people had become so
solidly swayed by Lutheranism that Sigismund’s efforts failed. Laurentius
Petri’s church order, which Sigismund had abolished, was reinstated and
subscription to the Augsburg Confession was required by the Swedish
kings.
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Perhaps the most notable Luther disciple and critic in the nineteenth
century was the Dane Sören Kierkegaard whose own legacy, however, lay
not so much in his own time as in posterity, especially in twentieth-century
Neo-Orthodoxy.20 Kierkegaard combined a deep appreciation for Luther,
expressed, for example, in his statement “Oh, Luther is, after all, the master
of all masters” with increasing criticism of the reformer that matched, in its
intensity, the most strident comments levied in the sixteenth century.

When Europeans emigrated to North America in the course of the eigh-
teenth and nineteenth centuries, a notable portion were Lutherans from
Scandinavia and Germany. They brought their Lutheran faith with them
and the churches they established not only used the Swedish, Finnish, Nor-
wegian, or German vernacular, but were also organized in ethnic synods.
Not until the twentieth century did a series of mergers bring about Lutheran
ecclesiastical bodies in the United States that transcended the various
European ethnic backgrounds.
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4. Ernst Heidrich, Albrecht Dürers schriftlicher Nachlass (Berlin: J. Bard, 1920), 95f.
5. Zeeden,Martin Luther, i :4ff. Cf. Martin Brecht,Martin Luther: The Preservation

of the Church 1532–1546, trans. James L. Schaaf (Minneapolis: Fortress Press,
1993), 378–82 and Robert Kolb, Martin Luther as Prophet, Teacher, and Hero:
Images of the Reformer, 1520–1620. Texts and Studies in Reformation and Post-
Reformation Thought (Grand Rapids: Baker, 1999), 34–37.

6. Ibid., 11.
7. On Matthias Flacius Illyricus see Oliver K. Olson, Matthias Flacius and the

Survival of Luther’s Reform (Wiesbaden:Harrassowitz, 2000) andOlson, “Flacius
Illyricus, Matthias” in Hans J. Hillerbrand, ed., The Oxford Encyclopedia of the
Reformation. 4. vols. (New York: Oxford University Press, 1996), ii:110–11.

8. Robert Kolb, Luther’s Heirs Define His Legacy: Studies on Lutheran Confession-
alization (Brookfield, VT: Variorum, 1996).
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rechtmäßige Religionseifer sie befördert und der unrechtmäßige sie verhindert
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15 Approaching Luther
james arne nest ingen

the person and the symbol

Martin Luther the historical figure assigned to teach biblical studies
at an obscure university in the eastern part of what is now Germany and
Martin Luther, cultural symbol, parted company on or about October 31,
1517, and have had an unpredictable relationship ever since. Assessing the
differences is the critical task in approaching this compellingly attractive
and equally repugnant man.

The historical dimensions of Luther’s life follow a familiar pattern. The
son of an upwardlymobileminer, Hans Luder or Ludder, and of the daughter
of a fairly prominent family, Margarethe Lindemann,1 he was set aside for
a career in law. In the course of his studies, Luther believed himself to have
been redirected toward a religious vocation – a crossover well known to law
and theological faculties. When he took orders as an Augustinian monk,
Luther attracted a mentor, Johan von Staupitz, who promoted his career,
moving him forward in the order.2

Luther’s academic career was also fairly routine, at least in its outline.
Upon completion of the doctorate, while taking his share of pastoral duties,
the young monk was assigned to teach courses in Old and New Testament
at the University of Wittenberg, a town of 2,000 that was the capital of
Electoral Saxony. As a teacher, he was caught up in an occupational haz-
ard of academic life: academic, churchly, and political polemics. Though
his personal circumstances changed – most dramatically in being excom-
municated, outlawed, and for all of this, marrying3 – Luther continued his
vocation until his death, in February of 1546. If events had not combined
to put him in a symbolic spotlight, the story would have ended right there.

The beginnings of Luther’s career as a symbol, in which he was taken as
a representative of something larger, beyond himself, are also touched with
the common. Likemany a young theologian, as he worked with the assigned
sources, he came to the conviction that the Catholic tradition hadmissed the
heart of the biblicalwitness. Living in a dailymonastic rhythmof the Psalms,
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working particularly closely with Paul’s Letter to the Romans, Luther came
to believe that God’s grace is not an addition to creation but a sovereign
act of new creation in Christ, freeing his own to live in a naked trust of
the goodness of God.4 At some point in this process of reinterpretation,
following an intellectual fad, he changed his name, shifting the spelling of
the family name to give it a more ancient but radical ring – Luther is a pun
on the Greek word for freedom, eleutherius.

Luther’s “evangelical breakthrough,” as it has often been called, might
have been enough by itself to give him some symbolic status. Historically,
the church has had difficulty with words like grace, especially as correlated
with faith and freedom.5 But even if unaware, Luther himself provided
occasion for the escalation that followed. Seeing a stark contrast between his
newly refined biblical understanding and the medieval practice of penance,
particularly the sale of indulgences as entitlements to absolution, he went
looking for a public debate. For this purpose, he posted a series of Ninety-
five Theses on the town bulletin board, the church door. In the remarkable
chain of events that followed, acting but even more acted upon, Luther was
swept up by the symbol-making forces of late medieval culture and has
remained a primarily symbolic figure ever since.6

To the extent that Luther contributed to this process, a critical factor
was undoubtedly his power with language. His mother tongue was Middle
High German, the dialect spoken in his native Saxony. He was equally at
home in medieval Latin, the international language of the time, and had
mastered both Hebrew and Greek. Though he had a strong preference for
oral forms like preaching and lecturing, Luther quickly learned to exploit
the comparatively recent medium of print. Concrete, colorful, tender, hu-
morous, extravagant, laced with both irony and outrage, often gross and
occasionally obscene, generally precise yet also apparently hyperbolic if not
inflammatory, Luther’s language drew him a large audience.7

Lutherwrote voluminously the rest of his life,multiplying treatiseswith
popular tracts, educational works, and letters. What he didn’t put to paper
himself, his students transcribed, lectures and sermons as well as table
conversations. The Weimar Ausgabe, the critical edition of his collected
works, runs to over 125 folio size volumes.

Recognizing a ready market, unrestrained by copyright laws, printers
picked up what was published in Wittenberg to sell their own editions. At
a point in the 1520s, three-quarters of the work in print in German came
from Luther’s pen.8 His translations of Christian Scripture – he did the Old
Testament in its entirety twice and the New Testament three times – had
a more lasting impact than all the polemics. Luther is considered to hold
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the same position in the German language that Shakespeare and the King
James Bible have in English.

But if Luther had a singular power with language, there were bigger
forces at work in sixteenth-century life inflating his work with significance
far beyond his own intentions.

One such force was Northern European Renaissance humanism. A
loosely affiliated movement of academics, churchmen and politicians with
a working loyalty to Erasmus of Rotterdam, the great intellect of the period,
they shared a historically romantic vision of personal and public reform.
The humanists quickly saw Luther’s potential for their program and began
to spread his Theses. In the process, they made Luther into something he
hadn’t wanted to be and in fact, resisted. They made him a reformer.9

The Roman Catholic curia, the papal court, was just about as fast, if not
faster, at making Luther a symbol. Sensing a threat to papal preeminence
before he even thought of the possibility, they took hasty steps to limit
damages,moving against Luther through theAugustinians and then in other
quasi-official ways. In the process, the “papists,” as theywere called, not only
pushed Luther to draw out more radical implications of his breakthrough
but also made him symbolize something he didn’t want, rebellion against
the Catholic tradition.10

German politicians, long frustrated with Mediterranean political and
economic dominance,weren’t far behind thehumanists and church officials,
sensing the symbolism of Luther’s protests. They saw in him the possibility
of rejoinder against the cultural hegemony of southern Europe, moving to
greater independence. Here Luther was more amenable. As the controversy
occasioned by the Ninety-five Theses escalated, he wrote one of his classic
treatises of 1520, To the Christian Nobility of the German Nation, calling
them to take a hand in reshaping the German Church.

Another lesser known but in the end even more important group also
began to sense a symbol in Luther’s protest. Economic factors, among them
inflation induced by returns from the great voyages of European discov-
ery in Africa, Asia, and the Americas, were forcing Europe as a whole and
Germany in particular out of the feudal system into a cash economy. This
along with dramatic population growth produced deep discontent on the
farms and with it an exodus to the newly developing German cities. Farm-
ers and city migrants seeking a new way of life saw in Luther a symbol of
new possibilities. Though the Peasants’ War of 1525 strained Luther’s rela-
tionship with farm protest, here, too, he was much more amenable to his
symbolic employment, speaking and writing for the popular audience. His
reinterpretation of the tradition was especially important in the emerging
cities.11
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Still another symbolic interpretation grew out of the tenor of late me-
dieval life. As Heiko Oberman pointed out in his definitive work on the
context of the Reformation, it was an apocalyptic age, conditions of the
time combining to support a widespread conviction that the end of the cre-
ated world was imminent, that Christ would be returning momentarily to
bring all things under his judgment.12 In fact, when Jean Hus, the Czech re-
former of a century earlier, was burned at the stake, he allegedly punned on
his own name, saying, “Now they roast a goose, but in a hundred years they
will hear a swan singing, which they will not be able to do away with . . .”13

It was widely believed that Luther was the swan Hus had prophesied, the
swan becoming a common sign for Luther’s work and he himself being re-
garded as a prophet of biblical proportions, a new Elijah sent in preparation
for the impinging end. In fact, later on in the reform, Luther accepted this
interpretation of his work.14

The dramatic events of the early 1520s gave credence to Luther’s
prophetic standing. From the obscurity of his monastic, pastoral, and aca-
demic work in Wittenberg, he was catapulted to the center of German and
even European public life, drawing support and attacks from as far away
as England. Late in 1520, he responded to a final papal attempt at subor-
dination by gathering faculty and students by the River Elbe to burn the
canon law. This occasion, in which the traditional regulations of the law
of the church were set aside on the basis of Scripture and the claims of
conscience, has been interpreted as the end of the Middle Ages and the
beginning of the modern period, a prophetic turn.15

Luther quickly began to collect a prophet’s reward. Excommunicated in
January of 1521, he was soon summoned to appear before the Holy Roman
Emperor, by connections if not by office the most powerful political figure
in Europe. Standing alone before the crowned heads of the German peo-
ple, he spoke in phrases that quickly became legendary, even if not fully
attested: “Unless I am convinced by the testimony of Scriptures, or by evi-
dent reason . . . I am bound by the scriptural evidence adduced by me, and
my conscience is captive to the Word of God . . . Here I stand! I can do no
other!”16 Condemned as an outlaw, Lutherwas spirited away to theWartburg
castle, eventually returning to Wittenberg. In the minds of theologians like
his closest associate, Philip Melanchthon, and John Calvin, who regarded
himself as Luther’s successor, as well as in the popular imagination, Luther
had been confirmed as a “different order of man,” God’s prophet.17

Luther has retained his symbolic standing since the sixteenth century,
even if more recently it has become primarily negative.

Lutherans themselves divided over his legacy not long after his
death. In the later 1530s and early 1540s, Melanchthon – Luther’s first
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interpreter – had given Luther’s dialectics his own turn. Even as they di-
vided amongst themselves over his revisions, Melanchthon and his students
made Luther into the restorer of reine Lehre, pure doctrine, setting the foun-
dations for Lutheran orthodoxy.18

Pietism and Rationalism, later schools of Lutheranism, claimed Luther’s
symbolic authority for their own idiosyncrasies. To the Pietists, Luther’s
religious experience – his despairing quest for assurance and his conver-
sion – became normative. The Rationalists focused on Luther’s critical as-
sessment of Scripture and the church’s tradition, presentinghimas a pioneer
in the liberation of the individual conscience.19

Just this is enough to indicate the peril in approaching Luther on the
basis of Lutheranism. The historical connection between the man and the
church that still bears his name is so qualified by other influences, causes,
and conditions, that correspondence cannot be assumed. Rather, it has to
be established according to the canons of historical argument.

Other Christians in the sixteenth century had their own interpretations
of Luther. The polemics against him generated early in the Reformation
continued unabated among Roman Catholic theologians. His father was an
incubus, a minor devil in human form, his mother a bath house attendant;
together they produced the heresiarch who divided the church to seduce a
nun into his clutches. In fact, such treatments survived well into the twen-
tieth century.20 The Protestant tradition, developing out of the southwest
German and Swiss reform to take hold, under dispute, in France, the British
Isles, and the Netherlands, treated Luther in a more positive, measured way.
He provided a starting point to be adjusted and corrected on the basis of
the standard being proffered as the more appropriate alternative.

With the establishment of the Enlightenment in Western Europe and
North America, Luther’s symbolic fortunes have varied. Treated by some as
a romantic hero standing in the face of established authority for the sake of
individual rights, he has also been suspected of dogmatic authoritarianism.
Either way, for German theologians in particular, he remained a shibboleth.
Neo-Orthodoxy – the theological movement that developed out of the ashes
of World War I – again made Luther a principal partner in theological
conversation.21

SinceWorldWar II, Luther’s symbolic standing has lost much of its lus-
ter, two indictments detaching themselves from historical inquiry to gain a
life of their own in the culture. One is a charge of political passivity, origi-
nally set out forcefully in the American theological discussion by Reinhold
Niebuhr and his students.22 Popularized byWilliam I. Shirer in his Rise and
Fall of the Third Reich, this criticism is commonly invoked as axiomatic.23

More recently, a particularly vituperous treatise Luther wrote in the 1540s
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has generated a standing charge of anti-Semitism. The issue has produced
some extensive scholarship, indicating its historical complexity.24 Again
Luther’s linguistic power, magnificent and horrible, has provided a basis
for detaching the indictment from its historical origins to make it a stand-
ing assumption about his work, as is evident in the treatment of Luther in
the Holocaust Museum in Washington, D.C. In a popular culture that trea-
sures openness as a supreme virtue, this by itself is commonly considered
grounds for dismissal.

Luther’s symbolic standing made him one of the prime candidates for
study in the advent of historical criticism in the nineteenth century, an ex-
amination that has continued ever since, ranking him with the apostle Paul
and St. Augustine as the most scrutinized. Such an old, rich, and variegated
tradition of studies hasmade it possible to break in underneath the symbolic
discussion to analyze the historical proportions of the person and his work.
Cultural symbols have their own value and purpose, to be sure, and will
continue to exercise influence regardless of the findings of scholarship. But
just such standing demands continuing historical review if the symbolic is
not going to empty itself into meaninglessness. Luther studies make such
historical examination possible.

the texts

The first task in a historical approach to Luther is to establish just what
he said and didn’t say, a task rendered difficult by Luther’s preeminence
and the chaotic flow of print in the Reformation. In fact, some important
works, such as Luther’s early commentaries on the Epistle to the Romans
and the Book of Hebrews, weren’t even located until early in the twentieth
century. But while there are still occasional discoveries of, for instance, a
sermon or a letter, after more than a century and a half of critical research,
the texts have been established and are widely available.

The Walch or St. Louis and the Erlangen editions are among the most
important early attempts to set out critically attested texts. Both were sig-
nificant advances in their times, the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries.
They were superseded by the Weimar Edition, which began publication in
the 1880s. There may be some rare instances where the Weimar requires
slight correction, but it is the definitive text of Luther’s German and Latin,
the standard for critical work.25

Early on, English translations of some of Luther’s work began to appear.
The best known is the Middleton Edition of the Galatians Commentary.26

Luther’s text was produced from notes by one of his most reliable editors,
George Rörer, in 1531 and revised by Luther for publication in 1535. It was
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translated by ErasmusMiddleton later in the sixteenth century and reissued
in a modern edition in the 1950s.

One of the best twentieth-century collections of Luther’s works in
English was edited by Henry Eyster Jacobs and published in 1915. Trans-
lated by a group of faculty and parish pastors that included Jacobs himself,
his brother Charles M. Jacobs, and several others, the six volumes came to
be known as the Holman or, more commonly, the Philadelphia edition.27

It went through several printings and, into the 1950s, set the standard for
English language texts of Luther’s treatises. Though long out of print, it
is still treasured by those who know it and can sometimes be found for
sale.

Another English selection of Luther’s writings, once again widely avail-
able but of limited value, contains some of his examinations of the texts
assigned to various Sundays of the church year. Though published under
the title Sermons of Martin Luther,28 they are more sermon helps written to
assist preachers in their own preparations. Such work was called a Postil –
Luther began work on it when he was at theWartburg castle. Picking up the
project again in the mid-1520s, he completed about half of the church year.
A later editor threw together notes from the preaching of Luther and others
to complete the cycle, publishing the collection over Luther’s objections in
the 1540s. J. N. Lenker edited an English translation in 1905 that has been
reissued. Some of the earlier helps turn into classic sermons but the later
editorial work and inadequate translationmake the collection unreliable for
scholarly purposes.

In the 1950s, the American Edition of Luther’s Works (LW) began
publication under the editorship of Helmut Lehman and Jaroslav Pelikan.
Fifty-five volumes in contrast to the Weimar, more than twice its size, the
American Edition still contains almost all of Luther’s most important work.
The first thirty volumes are devoted to Luther’s exegetical lectures. The re-
maining twenty-five volumes translate Luther’s occasional writings. They
are organized by topics, beginning with Career of the Reformer (31–34),
then Word and Sacrament (35–38), Church and Ministry (39–41), Devo-
tional Writings (42–43), The Christian and Society (44–47), Letters (48–50),
and Sermons (51–52), followed by single volumes of Liturgy and Hymns,
the Table Talk and an index.

The work of a number of scholars, some of them more at home in
the language than in Luther scholarship, the American edition is not en-
tirely even in quality. The volumes of letters, edited by Gottfried Krodel of
Valparaiso University, set the highest standard. For scholarly purposes, all
the translations have to be checked against the original texts in theWeimar,
a problem given the American Edition’s failure to provide corresponding
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pagination in the Weimar text.29 But that said the American Edition pro-
vides the current standard for English translations.

Two other single volumes should be noted. One is the translation of
The Bondage of the Will by Packer and Johnston, which captures some more
of the spirit of Luther’s great polemic against Erasmus.30 Another, origi-
nally published in the Library of Christian Classics, is Luther’s Letters of
Spiritual Counsel, edited by Theodore G. Tappert. It provides an invaluable
introduction to the pastoral dimension of Luther’s work.31

Timothy F. Lull has edited the best one-volume selection,Martin Luther’s
Basic Theological Writings, using the American Edition texts.32 For prelim-
inary acquaintance, Lull’s collection is the place to begin.

Such a one-volume work illustrates a compelling problem in Luther’s
studies, wading through the sheer mass to get to what is most important.
It often appears that if Luther did not write down everything that came
into his head, one of his students or another admirer was ready at hand to
transcribe it. Though he had firsthand experience with the power of print,
he had little or no concept of the use that would be made of his work. When
he did think about such a problem, he spoke of himself in self-deprecating
terms, expressing the hope that most all of his writings would disappear.33

With this, however, Luther singled out a few works that he considered
worth survival: the Catechism, a term assumed to apply to his Small and
German or Large Catechisms, written late in the 1520s, and The Bondage of
the Will. Upon further reflection, he certainly could have added the 1520
treatise, On the Freedom of the Christian, and his Galatians Commentary of
1535. There are some other works, all of them included in Lull, that Luther
scholars might want to add to such a short list, the sermon on Two Kinds of
Righteousness, for example, but these clearly hold the center. Any historical
interpretation of Luther has to be tested by such works.

reading luther

Best known as a reformer and theologian, Luther was at the same time
a pastor, teacher, confessor, outlaw, prophet, political advisor, husband, and
father. Juggling these vocations, he had a prodigious capacity for work,
regularly disappearing into his study for days at a time. But the relentless
demands still required him to write catch-as-catch-can, spinning off pam-
phlets, picking up a treatise for some work, dropping it and returning to it
later.

While it isn’t the only factor involved, the helter-skelter points to a basic
characteristic of Luther’s writing: it is occasional. While working out dis-
tinctions he thought required by his leading assumption, God’s justifying
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act in Christ Jesus, he at the same time closely considered the particular
situation that drew his attention and addressed it specifically without ap-
parent regard for what might be required in another circumstance. For this
reason, approaching individual comments or works of Luther, whether on
their own terms or in comparison with other works, the occasion always
has to be registered.

Luther’s attitudes on political resistance provide a classic example. In
the 1520s, the threat of the emperor declared in the Edict of Worms, which
proscribed the Wittenberg reform, was compounded by rising insurgency
in the farming communities. At this time, Luther was convinced that armed
resistance would just exacerbate injustice and wrote some treatises, such
as Temporal Authority: To What Extent It Should Be Obeyed,34 in which he
urged what is now called passive resistance. In the later 1530s and 40s,
as Charles V was claiming the religious authority to enforce an end to the
Lutheran movement, Luther saw a parallel to the biblical books of Daniel
and Revelation and opened up the possibility of violent resistance.35 If the
writings of either the 1520s or the 1540s are abstracted from their situation
to be treated in isolation, the picture is incomplete.

Similarly, Luther’s attitude toward Judaism changed over the years.
Through the earlier part of the Reformation, he made numerous statements
that in light of the prevailing anti-Semitism of medieval Europe have been
considered positive. As reprehensible as it is, Luther wrote On the Jews and
Their Lies in a specific personal and relational situation. While these occa-
sional characteristics do not justify such writing, they do qualify historical
claims to anti-Semitism.36 Either way, treated in isolation, neither the earlier
comments nor the later writing are sufficient to establish a reliable academic
argument.

A second characteristic feature to be noted when reading Luther is
the shape of his dialectic. Post-Enlightenment theological work reflects the
Hegelian thesis-antithesis-synthesis scheme, the synthesis interpreted as
gathering up and embracing or “dirempting” (Hegel’s term: aufheben) the
prior thesis and antithesis in order to form yet a new statement or thesis.
At the University of Erfurt, Luther studied with one of the two greatest
logicians in late medieval Europe, Jacobus Trutvetter, a Nominalist who by
his philosophical trainingwas hesitant about the possibility of establishing a
synthesis, specifically in relationship toGod.37 Luther’s dialectical reasoning
is pre-Enlightenment in this sense. Instead of attempting to resolve them
into a synthesis, Luther sets out thesis and antithesis and lets them stand.
In fact, he delights in the opposition, pushing out the poles of the dialectic
so that while they appear to be mutually exclusive, they in fact are both true
and so qualify one another.
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A definitive example can be seen in Luther’s statements about the
law. One of the immediate consequences of Luther’s conviction of God’s
sovereign act of grace in Christ Jesus is a particular appreciation for the
Pauline critique of the law. In Luther’s reading, the logic is irrefutably sim-
ple: if Christ justifies, the law not only cannot but was never meant to do
so.38 At this pole of the dialectic, he regularly argued the termination of the
law – its futility, emptiness, and suspension in the faithful’s sense of self
in relation to God, the neighbor, and the earth itself (the conscience). Just
so, however, having been reduced to terms, at the other pole of the dialec-
tic, the law shows its real value in regulating creaturely life and, under the
power of the Holy Spirit, driving the sinner to Christ. Thus working the
dialectic, Luther can declare that Moses, personifying the law, is dead, “his
rule ended when Christ came,” but can also call Moses the first Christian,
“the fountainhead out of which all good works must flow.”39

Given this way of thinking, approaching Luther historically requires
recognition of both sides of the dialectic and leaving themwhere Luther did,
at loose ends. If one pole is taken in isolation from the other, a temptation
given the characteristic color and apparent extravagance of the statements,
the essential qualification of the other pole gets lost. By the same token,
resolving the dialectic may serve the purposes of a post-Enlightenment way
of thinkingmore confident of its ability tomake ultimate sense of the world,
but requires a historical disconnection from the sources.

secondary sources

Biographies
Luther’s strategic importance in the Reformation, his symbolic standing

in Western culture, and his self-disclosiveness have combined to draw the
attention of a whole series of biographers, some more popular, some more
psychological, and others more scholarly.

Roland Bainton, who had a wonderful sense of Luther’s color and hu-
mor, produced what has long been a standard for English readers, Here
I Stand. James Kittelson’s Luther the Reformer catches the same spirit as
Bainton’s romanticism. Two other volumes, also written for a wider audi-
ence on the basis of careful scholarly work, are Eric Gritsch’sMartin – God’s
Court Jester and Peter Manns’ originally coffee-table-size illustrated work,
Martin Luther. Manns, a German Roman Catholic, had a particularly well-
developed sense of the Catholic elements of Luther’s work. Any one of these
works makes a good starting point.40

Though it has been critically faulted historically, Erik Erikson’s Young
Man Luther has long drawn interest for its psychological treatment. John
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M. Todd, who represents a recent Roman Catholic interest in Luther, also
offers a more psychologically oriented portrait in his Luther: A Life.41

The standard for scholarly biography was set in the twentieth century
by Heinrich Boehmer’s Road to Reformation, which ends with the Diet of
Worms.HeinrichBornkamm, a greatGerman scholar,wrote a sequel entitled
Luther in Mid-Career, finishing his work with the Diet of Augsburg in 1530.
Both volumes are now somewhat dated, but they are classics. Martin Brecht
has claimed the new standard in his three-volume Martin Luther. The third
volume covers Luther’s later years, whichwere also the subject of H. G. Haile
in Luther: An Experiment in Biography. Haile is less methodical than Brecht
but has something of Bainton’s flare. An important one-volume scholarly
biography that should be noted is Heiko Oberman’s Luther: God Between
Man and the Devil.42

Theology
A massive library confronts those who wish to study Luther’s theology,

whether as a whole or in any of its various parts. Here, too, there are some
classical studies written for a wider audience that provide starting points,
along with full-dress scholarly treatments which have been orienting.

Lennart Pinomaa, long-time professor at the University of Helsinki who
came to his studies of Luther out of a broadly Evangelical tradition, wrote
one of the very best introductions to Luther’s theology for a wider audience
in Faith Victorious. Though long out of print, it is well worth the search.
Gerhard Forde’sWhere God Meets Man: Luther’s Down to Earth Approach to
the Gospel uses a differentmethod but to even greater effect, focusing on the
turnabout at the center of Luther’s theological work and its consequences
for his thought.43

Though he was personally compromised in the rise of Nazism, Paul
Althaus’ single-volume scholarly survey of Luther’s theology served a gen-
eration. Its place has recently been taken by two volumes from Bernhard
Lohse, a leading German Luther scholar of a later generation. The first,
Martin Luther: An Introduction to his Life and Work, summarizes the main
features and problems in Luther biography and then gives an invaluable
overview of Luther scholarship, going back to the beginnings of what has
been called the Luther renaissance. The second,Martin Luther’s Theology: Its
Historical and Systematic Development, exposes the anchors of Luther’s the-
ological reflection in his historical conditions before expositing some of the
main themes. The discussion of the conflict between Luther and Erasmus
and Lohse’s treatment of Luther’s understanding of predestination are not
up to the same standard, but the two volumes together set a benchmark for
Luther studies.44
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Making a list of definitive scholarly studies of individual themes in
Luther’s theology always invites correction – inevitably, there is just one
more that should be added. But there are some works that have so distin-
guished themselves that no approach to Luther would be complete without
their mention. Some of the most important follow.

Though they come from early in the twentieth century and are con-
trolled by an idealistic understanding of conscience no longer widely ac-
cepted, Karl Holl’s studies in Luther are foundational. A basic selection
is available in The Cultural Significance of the Reformation and The Re-
construction of Morality. One of Holl’s students, Wilhelm Pauck, taught at
Union Seminary in New York, shaping a generation of American Luther
scholars, and left his own legacy in The Heritage of the Reformation.45

SinceHoll, GermanLuther scholarship has laid claim to a prior authority
in Luther studies. One classic is Walter von Loewenich’s Luther’s Theology
of the Cross. Translated into English some fifty years after it was written,
it is still an orienting work. Hans Joachim Iwand, regarded by some lead-
ing scholars themselves as the best Luther scholar of the twentieth century,
has still not been translated. His studies of Luther’s doctrine of justifica-
tion, shaped out of a lifelong conversation with Karl Barth, are formative.
A contemporary of Iwand’s, like him an implacable critic of the Nazis, was
more exclusively Lutheran – Hermann Sasse. He wrote the definitive treat-
ment of Luther’s sacramental theology, This is My Body. Gerhard Ebeling,
best known for his theological work with existentialism, was also a metic-
ulously careful expositor of Luther. Though it can test a reader’s patience,
hisWord and Faith offers some definitive studies in Luther’s two-kingdoms
distinction and his understanding of law.46

The othermain center of Luther scholarship in Europe has been in Scan-
dinavia, which has had its own scholarly traditions, less indebted to German
Idealism and more oriented toward Luther’s understanding of creation and
creatureliness. For several generations, the center of such work was the Uni-
versity of Lund, in southern Sweden. Though the English translation has
often been criticized, Regin Prenter’s Spiritus Creator is a classical study of
Luther’s doctrine of the Holy Spirit. Gustaf Wingren’s Luther on Vocation,
interpreting the concept of the callings of everyday life, has been definitive.
More recently, Leif Grane, teaching at the University of Copenhagen, has
carried on the tradition. Though it hasn’t ever been translated, his study of
Luther’s early theological method is basic. Tuomo Mannermaa, Pinomaa’s
successor at Helsinki, has been particularly influential in ecumenical studies
of Luther.47

Two other Europeans have to be mentioned. Gordon Rupp, an English
Methodist, collected some classic essays in The Righteousness of God, which
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has been widely influential, especially for English speakers. Writing in
French while teaching in Strasbourg, on the German border, Marc Lienhard
published the definitive study of Luther’s Christology in Luther: Witness to
Jesus Christ.48

One of the most important developments in twentieth-century Luther
scholarship was the emergence of a much more appreciative school of
Roman Catholics. For generations, Catholic scholarly approaches to Luther
were shaped by Heinrich Denifle, a late nineteenth-century Vatican librar-
ian whose Luther und Luthertum was a virtual catalog of polemics. Joseph
Lortz, a German Catholic of World War II vintage, turned the tide, arguing
that Luther had reacted against a Catholicism insufficiently Catholic in that
it had departed from its proper Thomistic origins. There is a rich catalog of
work since Lortz, but two in particular should be mentioned. One is a mas-
sive comparison of Luther and Thomas by Otto Pesch, still not translated.
The other, provocatively mistitled by its American publishers Luther: Right
or Wrong?, provides an extended analysis of Luther’s arguments on the
bound will, written by Harry McSorley. Roman Catholic Luther scholarship
has had a strong influence in the American ecumenical discussion.49

Since Bainton and Pauck, American Luther scholarship has been gen-
erated primarily out of two sources: Harvard University, particularly in the
years of Heiko Oberman, who after some years back in Europe returned to
teach at Arizona; and Stanford University under Lewis Spitz. Oberman’s
Harvard legacy has been in the hermeneutics of Luther; Spitz’s in the re-
lationship of the Renaissance and the Reformation. In the last decades of
the twentieth century, the theological study of Luther lost its preeminence
to social, political, and other forms of historical study. Duke University in
particular but also Princeton and some of the Lutheran seminaries have
carried on the tradition.

In addition to book-length studies, there are someperiodical sources that
are essential. The Luther Jahrbuch, which has been published in Germany
since 1919, provides a yearly review of critical scholarship. The Archiv für
Reformationsgeschichte is the important German journal. In English, the
Luther Digest, published by the Luther Academy in Crestwood, Missouri,
offers “An Annual Abridgement of Luther Studies,” using both English-
language and European sources. The Sixteenth Century Journal, the Lutheran
Quarterly and Dialog also publish articles of interest.
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16 Luther and modern church history
james m. kittelson

There are at least two respects in which this subject can easily conceal more
than it elucidates. The more obvious of these is the all-too-tempting impetus
to ascribe to Luther everything in contemporary Christianity of which the
author approves. This tendency ismost obvious in the pictures of Luther that
derive from German Protestants and Lutherans in particular. Thus, Luther
was depicted in his own time as the one who, by the grace of God, recovered
the gospel from centuries of neglect and abuse. In the seventeenth century
Lutheran Orthodox theologians valued him as the one who taught the true
collection of doctrines with which they associated true Christianity. Later
Pietists found in him the Christian man of great interior faith, the Ratio-
nalists of the eighteenth century hailed him for freeing the human intellect
from medieval superstition, and more Romantic thinkers of the nineteenth
century saw him as the stalwart German who freed Germany from papist,
that is Italian, cultural tyranny. More recent times have celebrated Luther
the existentialist, enlisted his support for the National Socialist regime of
Adolf Hitler and its anti-Semitic atrocities, and even singled him out, along
with Albert Einstein, as one of the great raw intellects in the history of
the Western world. The other pattern, which goes almost without repeat-
ing, is that by contrast both former and latter-day opponents of Luther have
found in him all the characteristics of whatever they have identified as most
loathsome in their own time.

At present, there is also a subset of the first tendencymentioned above –
that is, an urge to find praise or at least support in Luther for whatever the
reader currently regards as most praiseworthy or desirable in his or her
own time. From the perspective of those who seek the most precise and
unvarnished truth about Luther possible, the currently most guilty party
on this score is the ecumenical movement as it has been pursued in many
quarters since Vatican II. Those among them who seek the formal reunit-
ing of separated churches and at the same time carry the label “Lutheran”
are particularly prone to seek in him elements that might be used in ser-
vice to their agenda of contemporary institutional ecumenism. Thus, one
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group of Finnish scholars seeks rapprochement with the Orthodox at least
in part on the barest shreds of material evidence regarding the presence of
Christ in the justified, which they then weave together with a silk cord of
highly sophisticated but largely irrelevant theological technicalities. All the
while, they argue that the problem with disagreement on this matter is the
fault of later Lutheran developments at the hands of his colleague, Philip
Melanchthon, and of the Formula of Concord in particular.

Another group, North Americans all, pursue one version or another
of the argument that in his heart of hearts Luther wanted to reform the
Church of Rome and deeply regretted the division that nonetheless followed
and remains characteristic of Western Christianity to this day. Roughly
speaking, this party, which calls itself “evangelical catholics,” divides into
two groups. One seeks accommodations between evangelical and Roman
Catholic teaching on the central subjects of justification, faith, grace, and
the like, while the other gives up on the core of Luther’s theology and turns
directly to his (allegedly) undeveloped understanding of “the church” as
both spiritual and this-worldly reality. Some of course take both avenues
toward their goal, which is, quite simply, full reunion with the Church of
Rome. In each case, the historical record blocks their path of seeking support
from Luther for their fondest undertaking, unless they falsify, distort, or
minimize it. It should be no surprise to those familiar with the history of
Luther research that both approaches owe much to the pioneering work
and methods of Josef Lortz and his followers from about the middle of
the twentieth century, although North American ecumenists rarely, if ever,
acknowledge it.

How, then, is a reasonably open-minded student of Luther to avoid
falling into one of these errors or the other? The first step must be to
identify and to name the problem. To assist in this effort, one violation of
basic historical principle is characteristic of both the older and the more
recent general approaches to assessing Luther’s contemporary significance
for Christians: they all indulge themselves in the follies of what Marc Bloch
identified and named the fallacy of “the search for origins.” Those who at
base are seeking to find themselves in the past are usually successful in
doing so, if only because almost anyone can rummage through Luther, his
works, and his many writings to find at least some support for whatever she
or he might be seeking. Thus, the real challenge to fruitful church historical
scholarship is to avoid following suit. One way to do so (at least partially) is
to seek to identify characteristics of modern Christianity that cannot trace
their origins back to Luther in any persuasive way. Thereby, it becomes at
least theoretically possible by means of indirection to identify those aspects
of the “one, holy, catholic, and apostolic church,” as the Nicene Creed puts
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it, to which Luther in fact may have made a difference with respect to
ecclesiastical life today. These “leavings,” as itwere,will prove to be relatively
simple to formulate and possibly revolutionary at the same time. Above all,
it will become apparent that the care of souls (cura animarum), but not
the church as such, was the driving force in Luther’s personal development
and in his career as friar, professor, theologian, and even reformer. Hence,
this simple but neglected matter – the care of souls – will emerge also as
the hermeneutic by which to understand both his life and his works and
to assess their significance and/or utility for church life in the twenty-first
century.

The first element of this exercise in indirection is therefore a negative
one. Luther did not become or act as a “teacher of the church” with a mind
to reconsidering the nature of “the church” (whatever might be intended
by this deceptively simple term) or even, at least initially, to reform it and
thereby however unintentionally contribute to its modern history. As he
himself wrote in the preface to his Latin Works of 1545,

Let [the reader] be mindful of the fact that I was once a monk and a
most enthusiastic papist when I began that cause. I was so drunk, yes,
submerged in the pope’s teachings that I would have readily murdered
all, if I could have, or cooperated willingly with the murders of all who
would take but a syllable from obedience to the pope . . .

Here, in my case, you may also see how hard it is to struggle out of
and emerge from errors that have been confirmed by the example of
the whole world and have by long habit become a part of nature, as it
were. How true is the proverb, “It is hard to give up what is
customary,” and “Custom is second nature.” How truly Augustine says,
“If one does not resist custom, it becomes a necessity.”

So absorbed was I, as I have said, by the example and the title of
the holy church, as well as my own habitual [way of thinking], that I
conceded human right to the pope, which nevertheless, unless it be
founded on divine authority, is a diabolical lie . . . For that reason I can
bear with a less hateful spirit those who cling in too determined a
fashion to the papacy, particularly those who have not read the sacred
Scriptures, or even the profane, since I, who read the sacred Scriptures
most diligently so many years, still clung to it so tenaciously.

By his own words, the nature, the proper structure, and the reform of the
church were simply not on his mind as he began his journey. Given the
Western Schism, the Conciliar Movement, and the writings of, for example,
Pierre d’Ailly and Nicholas Cusanus, he, as did many others, might very well
have devoted himself to a career of reconsidering the church as such.
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But he did not. He never held ecclesiastical office, unless one wishes
to dignify beyond all recognition his service as prior for the Saxon
Augustinians. Earlier, he did travel to Rome, once, on business for the Obser-
vants, of which he was one and merely the traveling companion to an older,
more experienced brother. No, Luther was first and foremost a pastor with
the care of souls and a professor of the Bible, the chair he held in the faculty
of theology in Germany’s youngest and least distinguished university, or
“little Wittenberg,” as he called it. Indeed, it is at least arguable that, save
for one early disputation, which he mentioned in his memoir but which has
been lost, he did not even think about the church as such until he was forced
to it in 1519 by the impending debate with Johannes Eck at Leipzig. Then
he wrote a friend that he had been studying the history of the church and
commented, “I whisper this in your ear. I cannot decide whether the pope
is the Antichrist or merely one of his chief henchmen, so violently does he
deny Christ in his decretals and canons.” The words and the manner of their
utterance suggest that this was a startling experience.

The first conclusion seems therefore both obvious and reasonable.
Whatever might be alleged to be Luther’s impact on the modern church, as
conceived in any of its various institutional forms, did not develop as a direct
result of intentional, long-term planning or thinking on his part. Unlike, for
example, Einstein in mathematics and physics, he did not set out to solve a
particular problem or to correct errors within the church as a distinct area
for thought and action. He was indeed driven by other concerns that were
related to the church, but tangentially and even contingently so.

As was asserted above, Luther was seized with the problem of the cura
animarum, the care of souls. Indeed, he is probably best known for his early
and intensely personal interest in this issue. His own zeal to come to terms
with God drove him, as it did many others, into the monastery in the first
instance. Additionally, the seriousness of his quest is evident not only in his
pursuing it contrary to the wishes of his father, who thereby lost the fam-
ily’s insurance policy, but also in his choice of where to follow his religious
vocation. Erfurt, the city in which he lived as a student, featured many
pious foundations, and Luther chose themost rigorous of them all, the Black
Cloister of the Observant Augustinians. He himself declared that “I lived as
a monk without reproach,” which was a scarcely typical understatement,
as the list of his preferments indicates. He was ordained to the priesthood,
selected to return to the world at least of the Erfurt theologians so he could
become a teacher for his fellow friars, and had thrust upon him the respon-
sibilities of district vicar to Johannes Staupitz. Most strikingly, the same
superior, Staupitz, ordered him to become his successor as professor of the
Bible at Wittenberg. Luther was a zealous friar for the sake of the care of his
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own soul, about which he nonetheless remarked, “When I became a doctor,
I did not yet know that I could not expiate my own sins.” In much the same
vein, he declared that some time before the Leipzig Debate of mid-1519,
“I had also acquired the beginning of the knowledge of Christ and faith in
him, i.e. that we are made righteous and saved not by works but by faith in
Christ.” Thus, Luther’s concern for the care of his own soul, as well as the ne-
cessity of telling his students the truth as he lectured to them on the Psalms
(1513–15), Romans (1515/16), Galatians (1516/17), Hebrews (1517/18), and
on the Psalms again (1518–21), drove both his teaching and his reading.

To read Luther’s own account of his development, this rhythmofwork at
his calling was also personally productive. Indeed, as scholars have demon-
strated in studies on one theme after another, there is reason to have pity
on the students of a beginning professor whose teachings in his lectures
throughout these early years gradually changed as he progressed some
time in early 1519 to what he described as an intensely personal discovery.
“Meanwhile,” he wrote in 1545, “I had already during that year [late 1518]
returned to interpret the Psalter again. I was confident in the fact that I was
more accomplished” as an exegete by virtue of his earlier work. Now he was
“captivated” by “a single word in [Romans 1:17]” where Paul wrote, “In it the
righteousness of God is revealed.” Because he was taught that righteousness
was a quality of God by which God judged unrighteous sinners, he instinc-
tively read the words “the righteous shall live by faith” as limiting the life
of faith to those who were already righteous. But by early 1519 he had put
his teachers’ judgments on their head and concluded, “the righteousness of
God is that by which the righteous live by a gift of God, namely by faith.” He
then added, “Forthwith, I ran through the Scriptures from memory. I also
found analogies in other items, such as the work of God, that is, what God
does in us, the power of God, with which he makes us strong, the wisdom
of God, with which he makes us wise, the strength of God, the salvation of
God, the glory of God.”

By his own later account, Luther’s religious thinking therefore under-
went a revolution in which God and all his attributes became gifts to hu-
manity through faith, which he also gave. The result was at least a personal
solution to the problem of assurance, which was the cornerstone of the care
of souls. Just how deeply personal this resolution was is evident by two
separate remarks from the same text; “Here I felt that I was altogether born
again and had entered paradise itself through open gates,” and now “I highly
praised my sweetest word with a love as great as the hatred with which I
had earlier despised the word, ‘righteousness of God.’ ” Luther was released
at least from the personal vocational and theological side of his search for
a God who was both righteous and gracious.
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But there is a problem here, and all those who seek even a rudimen-
tary understanding of Luther must confront it. The text from which these
bits of evidence come was written in 1545, which is about a year before
the author’s death and twenty-seven or so years after the events it reports.
Some suggest that it was composed too far from these early years when his
mind was in motion to be reliable as an historical source. Others also allege
that Luther’s age and storied illnesses were other factors that might have
rendered his memory of long-ago events less than perfect and his account of
them therefore suspect. For most scholars, however, the internal consisten-
cies that characterize the text itself tend to validate its somewhat rambling
treatment of one occurrence after another. If this internal validation were
not enough, the details of the whole also are verified in other accounts of
events that were and remained both external to and contemporary with
what Luther was describing but were never of the author’s own creation.
As memoirs or autobiographical comments, Luther’s recollections certainly
remain therefore at least as reliable as those that have been written in the
recent past, if not more so.

On the other hand, it is a different matter to infer from these accounts
the much broader assertion that the care of souls was Luther’s central per-
sonal (and later public) concern. Evidence of a different sort is necessary,
and it is to be found in two forms. First, the care of souls was a central,
perhaps even neuralgic, emphasis of pastors and theologians in general
during the late Middle Ages. Secondly, the centrality of the cura animarum
continued throughout Luther’s later and vastly more public career and had
consequences for his thinking and action on many ecclesiastical issues that
have become of late relatively independent specializations among system-
atic theologians in particular.

Treatments of the late medieval history of this subject are to be found in
an unlikely place, namely in discussions of the sacrament of confession and
penance, or what one scholar called “sacramental confession.” The problem
was simple. Granted that the penitent must confess his or her sins before
receiving absolution for them, how thorough a confession was necessary?
Obviously, no unconfessed sin could be forgiven, nomatter how lengthy and
onerous the penance that followed. To put it differently, in the strict sense
a partial confession led to partial absolution. The unconfessed sin and its
stain remained, as did the beckoning fires of purgatory or hell itself. Hence,
as Luther once put it half in jest, “If you would confess all your sins in a
timelymanner, youhad to carry a confessor aroundwith you in your pocket!”

Herein lay the heart of the problem, de cura animarum, as it presented
itself during the late Middle Ages. According to the Third Lateran Council,
every Christian must make a plenary confession at least once a year, usually
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during Lent. But how should the confession be conducted? Should the priest
simply ask the penitent to list her or his sins, declare them absolved, assign
appropriate acts of penance, and let the matter go at that? If so, the priest
ran the risk – and it was his own doing that now lay on his conscience –
of allowing people to leave the confessional in almost precisely the state
in which they came. The laws of the church would have been satisfied, but
only according to their letter and not to their spirit.

Medieval theologians and priests were not fools when the matter con-
cerned knowledge of their parishioners’ behavior and inner urgings. They
knew that these penitents, many of whom came because they were coerced
into doing so, would either “forget” one or another of their sins, suppress
them, or simply did not know that at least some of the things they had done,
thought, or felt were in fact sins. Who, after all, would come unaided to the
knowledge that enjoying sexual intercourse with one’s spouse but without
thought of any child that might follow as a consequence of the act was a
sin, as were any variations on what came later to be called “the missionary
position”?

Some sort of questioning of the penitentwas therefore necessary.Hence,
the only remaining issue concerned the degree of rigor that a confes-
sor should employ. Naturally, opinions differed, with some recommending
more and some less. From his behavior, it would appear that Luther was
brought up in the more rigorist pattern, while his confessor, Staupitz, who
once commanded him to go and commit a real sin before he returned, was
rather more lax. In any event, obligatory confession of “secret” sins was
one of the late medieval practices with which the mature Luther strug-
gled the most mightily. It appears in both To the Christian Nobility of the
German Nation (August 1520) andOn the Babylonian Captivity of the Church
(September 1520), where he denounced cases of “secret sins” that were re-
served to higher prelates. He took two further steps in the second treatise.
At the beginning he declared, “It is enough if we sorrow for those sins which
are actually gnawing at our consciences and which can easily be recognized
in the judge of our memory.” In the body of his discussion, he commended
confessing one’s “secret sins,” if they were troubling, to any brother or sister.
But by its end he granted that “there are, strictly speaking, but two sacra-
ments . . . baptism and the Lord’s Supper, because we find in these alone a
sign divinely instituted and here alone the promise of the forgiveness of
sins. I added the sacrament of penance to these two, but it lacks a visible
sign and was not divinely instituted. And, as I said, it is simply a means of
reaffirming our baptism.” At the very least, confession and penance were no
longer means of appeasing a righteous God, but useful practices to relieve
troubled consciences and strengthen faith.
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The place that the care of souls occupied in the remainder of Luther’s
ever more public career is almost self-evident. It is especially so as circum-
stances forced him to address the remaining issues of what came to be called
“the Reformation.” Thus, this issue appeared in such dramatic moments as
his hearing at Worms and in his daily life both personally and in working
with others. In his concluding statement in 1521 he referred to the target
of the care of souls twice with the words, “my conscience is captive to the
Word of God” and “it is neither safe nor wise to act against conscience.”
There can also be no doubt that as early as the Indulgence Controversy
the conscience and the care of souls were at stake. Thus, he wrote in the
Explanations of the Ninety-five Theses, “Whoever sincerely contributes to the
building of St. Peter’s . . . for God’s sake acts much more securely and better
than those who buy indulgences for it, because there is the danger that the
person may make a contribution for the sake of the indulgence rather than
for God’s sake.” Rather, “before all things (either the building of St. Peter’s
or the highly-regarded indulgence), you should give to your poor neighbor,
if you want to give something.” The mention of “safety” and “danger” refer
to the old problem about sacramental confession and penance. Thus, pas-
sion for the care of souls was present in the very first act that brought the
obscure professor at an equally obscure university to public attention.

It must be added that, with the possible exception of his occasional
bouts with what may tentatively be identified as clinical depression, the
care of his own soul and its assurance remained alive in a personal sense as
well. He continued throughout his life to confess his own sins daily and, at
least on one occasion, received much the same response from his colleague
Johannes Bugenhagen that he earlier earned from his superior, Staupitz.
After hearing Luther’s litany of shortcomings and doubts, Bugenhagen
turned from him, raised his hands to the heavens, and shouted, “You have
blessed this man with so many gifts and through him let your gospel free,
and now he doubts your graciousness! What am I to do with him?” Withal,
Luther’s personal and continuing correspondence is of even greater impor-
tance in recognizing the centrality of pastoral care, albeit one utterly void of
social scientific underpinnings or objectives. He wrote hundreds of letters
to people with, or in danger of acquiring, troubled consciences, and shared
with them techniques for warding off Satan, whom he identified as the
source of all these doubts and anxieties. “To raise one conscience up out of
despair is worth more than a hundred kingdoms,” he once declared.

To demonstrate the centrality of the cura animarum in Luther’s life
and work, if left by itself, nonetheless accomplishes precisely nothing
by way of elucidating his importance to modern church history. On the
one hand, as hinted earlier, contemporary pastoral care as it is taught in
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seminaries and elsewhere has virtually nothing to do with the care of souls
as Luther understood it. By the same token, the many (growing) churches
that tout Christianity’s therapeutic value do no more than provide a reli-
gious patina to effective treatments that are available elsewhere. Instead,
Luther’s contribution, which is deeply rooted in the care of souls by means
of proclaiming law and gospel, goes to the heart of the church’s entire mes-
sage and structure, although it is ignored in many places, including some
that bear his name. A cursory tour through the following topics will serve
at least to illustrate the point: (1) the evidence and origins of the church’s
earthly existence; (2) its patterns of worship; (3) its ministry and structures.

The Lutheran Confessions provide the obvious and most accessible
sources for the evidence and origins of the church. Thus, the Augsburg
Confession (1530) began by endorsing the decree with which Charles V
called the Diet of Augsburg on the grounds (in part) that “Inasmuch as we
are all enlisted under one Christ, we are all to live together in one com-
munion and in one church.” Further, at the beginning of the section on
“disputed articles,” it insisted, “Nothing contrary to Holy Scripture or to the
universal, Christian church is taught in our churches concerning articles of
faith.” As it was put in the Nicean Creed, there was but “one holy, catholic,
and apostolic church,” which was founded by Christ himself.

Given the context, this much was in truth a trivial matter, for the simple
reason that, as Luther had put it in To the Christian Nobility of the German
Nation, the hierarchical structure of the church had no role to play either in
its existence or evidence of its existence. In article eight, during the course
of condemning the Donatists, the Augustana declared that “the church is,
properly speaking, the assembly of saints and those who truly believe.”
Moreover, one article earlier Melanchthon described the church as “the as-
sembly of saints in which the gospel is taught purely and the sacraments
are administered rightly.” As he put it later (1552) in a little book to help
candidates for ordination prepare for their final examination, “In this life,
the Christian Church is a visible assembly of all men who cleave to the pure
teaching of the Gospel and have the right use of the Sacrament.” By means
of the preaching of the Word and the administration of the sacraments,
the church was evident to all who had “eyes and ears.” Or, as he concluded,
“Where is it? Namely, where these signs are found.”

For Luther, this last point was critically important, because assurance
or the care of souls came solely from hearing the Word and receiving the
sacraments in faith. In 1539 hewas called to preach in Leipzig at Castle Pleis-
senburg as part of the festivities that surrounded the death of the fervently
loyal Catholic, Duke George, and the succession of a prince favorable to the
evangelicals. Taking John 14:23–30, which begins, “All those who love me
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will keep my word,” he raised the question of what the ordinary Christian
should do if anything except or in addition to the gospel was preached. After
insisting that Christ himself “here describes and tells us what andwhere [the
church] is, namely, where his word is purely preached,” he added, “So, where
you hear this, there you may know that this is the true church.” By contrast,
“St. Paul therefore warns us that we should flee and avoid those who lead
us away from God’s word, for if anyone defiles God’s temple, which we are,
God will destroy him.” Therefore, the church had its origins in the gospel
and was to be recognized wherever the gospel was preached. From it alone
came the true care of souls: “here there is to be a little flock of Christ, who
hear God’s Word and keep it and rely upon it in every misfortune.”

It goes almost without saying that this origin and evidence of the
church’s existence carried weight when Luther and his colleagues turned
to the forms of worship that were to surround the preaching of the Word
and the administration of the sacraments. Of late, in the so-called “liturgical
revival” of the late twentieth century, much has been made of Luther’s
conservatism on such matters and an alleged desire to retain much of
Roman practice for a variety (aesthetic? traditional? ecumenical?) of rea-
sons. There can be no doubting his “conservatism,” at least in comparative
terms. But the reason to which many turn to explain it is badly off the mark.
As Luther’s reaction to Karlstadt’s activities while he was in the Wartburg
and not present in Wittenberg amply testifies, those who were weak in
faith and might be shaken into unbelief by the demand, for example, that
everyone receive both the wine and the bread at the Lord’s Supper, were
uppermost in his mind. Moreover, he continued in just this manner later in
life and even revealed a potential preference for yet simpler liturgical forms
in the Preface to the German Mass of 1526. There he described the ideal
congregation in which believers gathered to be instructed in the Word, to
pray together, to admonish one another, and to collect gifts for the poor.
“But,” he added, “I neither can nor desire to begin such a congregation or
assembly or make a design for it. For I do not have the people or persons
for it.”

Finally, Luther and his colleagues completed the circle at whose center
lay the cura animarum, when they turned their attention just before and
after the Diet of Augsburg to the problem of providing for the ministry
and structures of the church. Luther in fact began the process as early as
1520 in To the Christian Nobility with the assertion, “To call popes, bishops,
priests, monks, and nuns the religious class, but princes, lords, artisans, and
farm workers the secular class, is a specious trick invented by certain time-
servers.” By contrast, “baptism, gospel, and faith alone make men religious
and create a Christian people.” Thus, in his own words, the famous doctrine
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of the priesthood of all believers and the creation of the church knew no
distinction, save of function, between clergy and laity. “All have spiritual
status and all are truly priests, bishops, and popes, but not all Christians
follow the same occupation.”

This leveling of the clerical estate is almost never acknowledged in
the writings of those who call themselves ecumenists. Somehow, some way,
some sort of special quality needs to be found in those to whom theministry
of word and sacrament is entrusted if there is to be any reuniting of the
various churches that have, in reality, become institutions. That ministry
as such was the consequence of divine action was not in question. But
so, too, as Melanchthon put it in the Apology to the Augsburg Confession,
were the offices of prince, spouse, alms-giver, and so forth. The Word had
to be proclaimed and the sacraments administered; hence there must be
proclaimers and administers. Just as, if buildings were to be built, there
must be masons and carpenters.

In this regard, the most revealing fact about Luther and his colleagues is
that they personally did not rest content with blueprints and exhortations,
but helped to bring it into being by what they did. This work is nowhere
more evident than in the way they chose to “ordain” the new pastors with-
out whom the Lutheran Reformation would have remained no more than a
bundle of theological ideas. Traditional teaching had it that someone who
was ordained had undergone a change in their very being that fitted them to
preside at the sacrifice of the mass and brought them sufficiently closer to
the divine that they were able both to handle the sacred elements and tran-
substantiate bread into the body and wine into the blood of Christ. Nothing
could fight more basically with Luther’s doctrine of the priesthood of all
believers than entrusting the care of souls only to an ordained priesthood
in this way.

Though Luther did not approve, he and his colleagues continued to use
the word “ordination” in all its forms. But they intended something very
different by it. The best evidence for the fundamental change they wrought
is to be found in a series of recently rediscoveredmanuscripts that resides in
Wittenberg and that marks the development of a distinctly evangelical form
of ordination to the ministry ofWord and sacrament. To summarize briefly,
to be eligible for ordination the candidate must first have an authentic call
from a congregation and secondly pass a theological examination held the
day before the ceremony. The ritual itself was brief, perhaps five to seven
minutes in length, and placed between the sermon and the concluding
benediction. Members and elders of the calling congregation, clergy in that
region, and the ordinand were the chief actors. An ordinator, who was
frequently of lower rank than the one to which the ordinand was called,
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did little more than preside in the reading of Scripture, posing questions
of the congregation and the ordinand (to which the obligatory answer was
“Ja!” ), and leading all in the Lord’s Prayer. At the appropriate moment,
sometimes he and sometimes the entire congregation laid their hands on
the ordinand’s head and joined in prayer for him. Some territories forbade
any laying on of hands whatsoever, lest this old symbol suggest that some
special status was thereby being conferred. Of perhaps greatest importance
is that no one who represented the whole church, as in “The Church,” was
evident in any essential role at any point in the proceedings. This order was
used throughout Germany through the eighteenth century and beyond. It
also reached Denmark-Norway through the work of the Danish reformer,
Petrus Palladius. With this order, Luther and his colleagues therefore did,
as well as wrote and preached, their utmost to guarantee that Word and
sacrament as preached and administered in the local congregation were
and remained the only evidences of the true church.

Does what must be accepted by all as based on fact carry the inference
that therefore Luther was a congregationalist or an exponent of the “free
church?” By no means. The exact social structures, as well as the property
relationships, of individual congregations were far too complex to allow
such an anachronistic conclusion. In addition, and as article seven of the
Augsburg Confession clearly stated, church order was an indifferent matter
so long as it did not contradict, detract from, or add toWord and sacrament.
With Word and sacrament came the vera cura animarum, which found its
end in the gracious work of God through the cross of Christ. These brought
the church into existence, informed it, and sustained it. And they alone
did so.

Consequently, Luther’s contribution to the modern church was a sus-
tained and single-minded attention to a care of souls that came to fruition
solely in the graciousness of God, just as Luther explained it with reference
to the third article of the creed.

I believe that I cannot by my own reason or strength believe in Jesus
Christ my Lord or come to him, but instead the Holy Spirit has called
me through the gospel, enlightened me with his gifts, made me holy,
and kept me in the true faith, just as he calls, gathers, enlightens, and
makes holy the whole Christian church on earth and keeps it with
Jesus Christ in the one, common, true faith.

Finally, the notion of accomplishment or, in some sense, abiding victory,
lurks beneath the surface of any treatment of a historical figure’s relation-
ship to modern times. It should be added, therefore, that this particular un-
derstanding of the church has never been particularly popular, even among
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Lutherans. In place of Luther’s straightforward reliance on the proclaimed
gospel and it alone, those who call themselves Christians have been tempted
repeatedly to put their trust in structures made both of building materials
and of rules for the conduct of life, worship, and coming to feel better
about themselves and their circumstances. As Luther put it in the explana-
tion to the First Commandment as found in his Large Catechism, doing so
amounted to nothing less than idolatry. Luther’s contribution to modern
church history amounts therefore to a stern caution.



17 Luther’s contemporary theological significance
robert w. jenson

This chapter cannot bewritten from a strictly analytical or historical point of
view. An earlier theologian’s contemporary theological importance can only
be assessed from within the church’s present theological enterprise, that is,
from within her continuing reflection on her mission. Since the church’s
mission is to make and be faithful to the claim that the God of Israel has
raised his servant Jesus from the dead, we may also think of theology as the
intellectual labor internal to speaking this “gospel” intelligibly in the always
new times and places which the mission reaches. Theology is thus a tempo-
rally extended debate – sometimes a calm discussion, sometimes a shouting
match – about Christ and the church, which has now continued for nearly
two millennia. As such a protracted conversation goes on, participants drop
out, leaving their influence and writings behind them, and new ones enter,
from new historical contexts.

Such considerations must give this chapter its method. Active partici-
pants in the continuing theological argument are inevitably and properly
cannibals of their predecessors. They dismember predecessors’ systems or
structures of intuition, and use bits and pieces for their own purposes. To
ask about Luther’s contemporary theological significance is, therefore, to
ask for suggestions that such and such aspects or parts of Luther’s theology
are likely to further the present enterprise.

Any such list is individual; othersmight cut along different lines. But the
choices need not be arbitrary or idiosyncratic if the nominating theologian
is both faithful to the church’s tradition of teaching and taken up by the
questions now being posed. Proof that these conditions are fulfilled must
be, of course, circular: only the usefulness of the suggestions made can
show that they were the right ones. In the view of the present writer, two
mandates determine what we should now take from Luther.

First is the ecumenical imperative. Luther was indeed one of “the
Reformers,” whose proposals triggered lasting schism in the Western
church. Whether he would have pressed his convictions in quite the same
way had he been able to look farther into the future, we cannot know. In

272



Contemporary theological significance 273

any case, the aspects of Luther’s work over which the church divided –
whatever they may in fact have been1 – have long since had their effect for
good and ill. The situation in which theology must now be done is one in
which the Western church has – by whomever’s fault – been divided but
is no longer able to accept the division, one in which we can neither be in
fellowship with one another nor yet any longer presume to unchurch one
another.

We therefore must not now seek Luther’s theological contribution –
or that of Eck or Zwingli or any other of the time’s important figures – in
what made them divisive. Were Luther not a profound and creative thinker
within the continuing tradition ofWestern catholic theology, independently
of the positions and contingencies that divided the church around him, we
ought not now to concern ourselves with him theologically. Fortunately for
this chapter, he was just such a thinker.

The second circumstance that determines what is now valuable in
Luther is the general upset of the structures of plausibility that a – how-
ever imperfectly – Christianized culture long provided toWestern theology.
This is not the place for a diagnosis of the West’s desire for religious and
intellectual self-destruction; the mandate for theology is anyway clear.

The Western church can no longer rely on the culture around her to
do any vital part of her work for her; on the contrary, she must expect the
culture to arrive at its convictions precisely by negating Christian teaching.
In this situation, theology must be very suspicious when the culture seems
to bring conceptual and religious gifts,2 and this suspicion can well become
retrospective.

We adduce an instance that also lets us cite Luther for a first time,
and indeed introduce an aspect of his theology that hovers over all the fol-
lowing. The general tradition of theology has supposed that the Johannine
Prologue’s ò Lógos3 must be the Logos of antecedent Mediterranean reli-
gious culture, that is, the concept God has of himself. Perhaps the culture’s
disengagement is now liberating us to attend to a self-evident point, that
John is parodying Genesis 1, where God does not think the world into being
but rather speaks it into being. As Luther said, consciously correcting re-
ceived interpretation, “Moses uses the word amar, which straightforwardly
denotes the spoken word . . . By a mere word that he speaks, God makes
heaven and earth from nothing.”4 And therefore the Johannine Logos also,
that is “in the divine being,” is “an uttered word . . .”5

Luther has a remarkable ability to see other conceptual possibilities
than those provided by cultural or churchly convention. His biblical inter-
pretation can suddenly pierce through many layers of received exegesis; in
Christology he follows primal Christian insight though it lead where few
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have dared to go; he makes metaphysical moves that are, to say the least,
audacious. Often his forays are just what is now needed, as so much of
theology’s conceptual structure is up for grabs.

Thus readers may be surprised not to see some famous Reformation
slogans among the headings below. There is no heading “justification by
faith;” nor do the various formulations with sola appear. We associate these
formulas so closely with Luther because of the unintended circumstances
that made them into shibboleths.6 As items in this volume – which they
certainly must and will be – they belong in other entries.

communicat io id iomatum, genus maiestat icum

As Luther is often still taught, his radical Christology is put on the pe-
riphery of what we should learn from him, if indeed it is not regarded as an
embarrassment. Thematter did not appear so to Luther’s earliest theological
followers. The Lutheran theologians of the sixteenth and early seventeenth
centuries developed from his christological remarks an immense concep-
tual structure which dominated their systems.7 And a school of Lutheran
philosophers was constructing an entire revisionary metaphysics to accom-
modate this Christology, until German scholarship was disrupted by the
Thirty Years War.8

It is an agreed foundation for all Christian theology: as “one and the
same” identifiable person, Christ is both “one of the Trinity” and one of
us. In the standard language of Christology after the Council of Chalcedon,
the incarnate Christ is “one hypostasis,” of “two natures,” one “divine” and
the other “human.” There has, however, been no general agreement about
material consequences of this “hypostatic union.”

Having laid down the language of hypostasis and natures, Chalcedon
failed to say what sort of ontological category “hypostasis” might be, and
nor therefore could it say what the hypostatic unity of two different na-
tures might mean for them.9 Indeed, given what Chalcedon does say about
the “natures,” one can read the text to suggest that the “one hypostasis” is
nothing actual, and that the natures’ union in one hypostasis has no ma-
terial consequences for the state or activity of either nature. This vacuum
at the heart of Chalcedon’s analyses left the field open for the subsequent
succession of christological controversies in the Eastern church, and for de-
velopment in the Western church which has tended to honor Chalcedon by
faithfulness to a merely notional analysis of “one hypostasis.”

Christological discussion in Luther’s time was precipitated by contro-
versy over the risen Christ’s bodily presence in the Eucharist.What accounts
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for the truth of “This is my body,” when it is recited in the Eucharist? In-
deed, in what way is the proposition true? One would have thought that
Christology itself should provide answers to these questions, but standard
Western Christology could not.

The usual Western Christology, faithful to Chalcedon precisely in what
the council did not say, cannot regard the “one hypostasis” as an actual
agent. Therefore the works of Christ, before or after his Resurrection, must
according to this Christology be done either “according to” the humannature
or “according to” the divine nature, each “doing what is proper to it, in
fellowship with the other.”10

Assuredly it is not “proper” to a humanbody to be inmore than one place
at a time, whereas to a divine entity spatial separation is no impediment.
Therefore, if the risen Christ is present with his body at many Eucharists
simultaneously, a christological account of this fact, remaining within the
established conceptuality, would be that the embodied humanity is present
in virtue of the divinity’s transcendence of spatial division.

But to assert that Christ is bodily present by virtue of his divine ubiquity
supposes that the hypostatic union involves Christ’s active exercise in one
nature of what is properly attributed to the other, which is precisely what
Western Christology says does not happen. The “communion of attributes,”
that is, the truth of such christological sentences as “Jesus saves” or “The
Son of God suffered,” which attribute to a subject named according to one
nature a character proper only to the other, is supposed to be notional and
not material; e.g., that “Jesus saves” is a true sentence, but not because the
person Jesus in his humanity has this divine ability, or because the subject-
active verb sentence grammatically reflects the fact it evokes.11

Therefore medieval theology had to regard the eucharistic multi-
presence of Christ’s body as a strictly “supernatural” event, that is, one
contrary to the normal metaphysics of embodiment, even of the incarnate
Son’s embodiment.12 That “This is my body” is true is thus not enabled in
any diachronically established fact, not even of the incarnation, and somust
be established anew on each occasion of its true uttering. In decidedly ad
hoc fashion, this was then said to be guaranteed by a character of ordained
priesthood: the priest – within, of course, the mandated ecclesial and litur-
gical context – has God’s authority to recite “This is my body” and have it
be true because he has recited it.13 As Reformation controversy called such
qualifications of ordained ministry into question, the truth of “This is my
body” itself was made problematic.

Some reformers so interpreted “This is my body” as to make its truth
metaphysically unremarkable: for the more radical, “This is my body” really
means “This reminds you ofmy body”; for Calvin and others it is not Christ’s
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body as such that transcends spatial division but the believer’s Spirit-worked
faith. But from the first appearance of such interpretations, some of Luther’s
more particular supporters were offended by them, and set out to maintain
the traditional affirmation of Christ’s presence, without the medieval ad
hoc explanation, by construing a Christology able in itself to account for
Christ’s bodily presence.

According to the proposal of a group of Luther’s younger followers, the
mystery of the incarnation is itself the mystery of eucharistic presence; no
further systematic constructions are needed.14 What we analytically refer
to as Christ’s deity and humanity are only actual as one sole agent, the
hypostasis, so that where God the Son actually comes and works, there
the bodily risen Jesus must be. And that God the Son is everywhere is not
disputed. Thus Christ’s bodily availability as the elements of Eucharist is but
a specific mode of the universal presence of his embodied humanity: this
man is present hiddenly to all creation, is present audibly in the preached
Word, is present communally in baptism, and is present in the Eucharist to
be seen and touched and taken.

It is of course Christ’s divine nature only to which ubiquity is proper,
but the one person, who is what actually exists, now possesses this property
only as the person of the human nature also: divine ubiquity – with other
attributes of “majesty” – is actually andnotmerely notionally communicated
to the humannature.15 “Jesus transcends spatial division” – or “Jesus saves” –
are statements of fact as they stand, andproperly reflect in their grammatical
form the facts of which they speak.

Once the controversy had begun, Luther joined it, and then with sur-
prising polemical vehemence. If we examine these writings for Luther’s
motive in joining the fray – which his previous writings would not neces-
sarily have required him to do16 – we see that it is not mere insistence on
the literal truth of “This is my body,”17 or any point of sacramental theology
narrowly conceived. Luther’s attention has been called to a looming evil,
and an elemental theological passion pervades the writings.

“Beware! Beware, I tell you, of the ‘alleosis’!18 It is the devil’s mask. In
the end, it construes such a Christ, that were Christ indeed so, I would not
want to be a Christian.” Zwingli’s Christ would be a “wretched savior.”19 As
for the God who appears in his opponents’ Christology, Luther can only cry,
“Don’t give me any of that God!”20

The object of Luther’s horror is anypresence ofGod that is not a presence
of the human Jesus; and such a possibility is indeed posited if we say that
Christ as God is ubiquitous but Christ as man is not. What appalls Luther is
the thought of anywhere encountering a “sheer separated God and divine
person, without humanity . . .”21 To someone whose teaching proposes such
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a possibility, Luther can only say, “No, buddy! Anywhere you confront me
with God, there you must just so confront me with his humanity.”22

Luther therefore insists on a Christology which guarantees that “any-
where you can say ‘Here is God,’ you must also say ‘Here is Christ the
man.’ ”23 In Luther’s christological discussions, “person” – not “hypostasis” –
is the central concept, and is used very much in a modern sense, for the
protagonist of a history. Only the person of the God-man appears as an
actual someone or something; the two natures appear only in the abstract,
as “deity” and “humanity.”24 Thus the one agent of salvation is the person; if
Christ’s works could be assigned to one or the other nature, this in Luther’s
view would mean that he was not in fact one person at all and that there
was no incarnation.25

So Luther teaches the communion of attributes without backing or
filling. At a first step, “One must attribute to the whole person whatever
happens with either of the natures . . .”26 At the next step, “. . . because deity
and humanity in Christ are one person, Scripture attributes . . . also to the
deity everything that happens with the humanity, and vice versa.” And if
this suggests that suffering and death must be attributed to God the Son
even as he is divine, seemingly contrary to the dictate of “reason” that deity
cannot suffer or die, Luther is willing to say that while “deity” as such in the
abstract cannot suffer, “nevertheless” the man’s suffering is God the Son’s
suffering, also according to his divine nature.27

What profitmightwe nowdraw fromall this?Much, both fromLuther’s
horror and from his positive teaching.

On the one hand, nothing would be more beneficent for the contem-
porary church than to acquire some of Luther’s fear of mere deity. The
magisterial and mainline churches have forgotten an elemental fact, both
of Scripture and of any but the most sheltered religious experience: that de-
ity is not necessarily a beneficent predicate, that gods by and large are if not
moot then monstrous. Consider only Moloch the baby-eater, or the Dialectic
of History, or the Invisible Hand, or Sophia the cosmic sentimentalist.
“Inclusive” adaptation to whatever religious experience the culture may
be having is no mere tactical error, it is deadly dangerous; it leads either to
spiritual coma or to horror.

More particularly, if there were a God who was otherwise like the one
described in Scripture except for his incarnation, this God would be sheer
death and destruction. No one can see the biblical God and live, except in
the face of the Son. That Israel’s and Jesus’ face is the only one the real God
actually has, is according to Luther the very fact of salvation.

Wemight in fact learn something about the fear of naked deity from our
culture, as it abandons faith in Christ but has no picture of God not shaped
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by the Bible. Much latemodern and postmodern atheism ismere numbness,
but some is the apprehension of horror where God should be. Or perhaps
we should say, of an omnipotence with emptiness where the face of Christ
oncewas. Anyonewho has sampled the atmosphere of the ThingstätteHitler
built in anticipation of his victory celebration, on the “Holy Mountain” over
the Neckar, may have some intuition of what Luther feared.

On the other hand, the gospel for a world burnt by the fire of God
unincarnate can only be one based on Luther’s sort of Christology, on an
utterly unmitigated affirmation of the incarnation, both in teaching and
practice.28 We need not adopt all Luther’s formulas, which are open to
critique from several justified viewpoints. But we must abide their impact,
somewhat as follows.

“God the Son is Jesus” is an identity statement, and this syntactical
observation must control all discourse in the church. “This is my body” is
again an identity statement, and that it is must be a rule controlling all the
church’s liturgical practice. “Who hears you hears me” is not a trope; and
the preacher who dares not believe it should now not preach at all. There
is a way in which the history of modern theology is the history of a long
attempt to evade these identities. Whatever may have been the good things
found on this path also, we have reached its dead end. Our next heading is
the signpost there.

deus absconditus

Despite the pretentious character of much “postmodernist” rhetoric, it
evokes a real phenomenon of the past century, which moreover shows no
sign of abating in the new one: the fracturing of discourse and particularly
of discourse about God.29 We are at a loss what to say for him or to him,
and when we do nerve ourselves to affirmation, feel obscurely pressed to
retract in the next sentence.

Certainly the horrors of the past century are much of our difficulty,
intruding their memory between subject and predicate of our intended
utterance: “God,” we begin, and as we are about to continue “is just,” we
think ofAuschwitz. But it is not just the Shoa and its imitations that interrupt
our prayer and preaching; Nietzsche already knewwhatwas coming,merely
by plotting our civilization’s general course. The proposal of this section is
that Luther’s theology of God’s hiddenness might enable the church to face
what is actually going on around her, and provide also some word of gospel
in the catastrophe.

Luther knew three ways in which God hides himself. We will take them
up in sequence.The first is the least often faced; scholarship has sometimes
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even tried to pretend it can be excised from his theology without other
damage. God, insisted Luther, hides himself by the way he rules his creation.
We will put the awesome dictum up front: if we consider what in fact
happens under God’s governance, whether materially or spiritually, and
judge by any available standard, wemust conclude “either that God iswicked
or that he is not” (aut malum aut nullum esse Deum).30 Supposing that the
Bible is right, that God is good, he could hardly hide himself more decisively
than he does behind events that urge such a verdict. Evoking the cry from
the extermination camp, “Where is God?” may have become a cliché, but
it is for good reason that it has. And precisely believers, who know that
God is good, are the ones who must most often and deeply experience the
contradiction.

Not every God need be thus hidden by his or her associated world,
even were it this fallen world. Gods whose deity consists in metaphysical
distance, across which we must project our metaphors if we are to speak of
them, may be kept safely shielded from the actual course of worldly events;
we need only choose vague metaphors. But the real God, the Creator, whose
omnipotent agency is closer to every grain of sand than it is to itself, cannot
so easily be excused. The torture of even one child, as in Ivan Karamazov’s
parable, furnishes more than sufficient reason to reject this God. Did God
will the Shoa? No. Could he have prevented it? Obviously, if he is. What
then are we to say?

It would be a great apologetic advance, were the church’s address to
the world simply to speak such truth. We cannot make God’s providence
morally comprehensible.31 We cannot justify his ways. Our praise of God
will always falter if hard pressed, not because he is not good but because
we cannot say so without stuttering.32 Atheism, or sheer anger, are in fact
reasonable responses to God’s governance of his creation. The church’s
theology should say all that, in public. That God is the good Creator can
only be affirmed following an anguished “Nevertheless!”

Notoriously, Luther’s mandate to those facing this first hiddenness of
God was to flee from it, and cling instead to the Cross.33 Protestantism now
makes this call the invitation to a cozy sort of comfort: behold, after all,
at least at this one place, the good, kind, and accepting God. That is not
what Luther meant to provide. For him, the Cross was the place of a second
hiding of God.

If we follow Luther’s pointing finger to the Cross, we find God yet more
deeply hidden than by his governance. Can the man hanging there help us
in our weakness? He who does not even help himself? Can he convince us
of God’s goodness and justice and so lift the first hiddenness, as he cries
“My God, why have you abandoned me?” Staring at him, will we see reason
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to halt less when speaking of God?Was his mother Mary inspired to praise,
when she stood below?

The Cross undoes our speech about God a second time, since so much
of it is idolatrous. For it is precisely in seeking to evade the suffering face of
God, the face with nothing in its “appearance that we should desire him,”
that we make our idols.34 We do not want God to be the Suffering Servant,
neither as Servant Israel nor as the one Israelite. We would be rid both of
the Jews and of the Jew Jesus, if God did not keep reappearing with them.

What we want from the gods we project is affirmation and empow-
erment. We demand deity that fulfills us, if only – à la Western versions
of Eastern religion – by its comfortingly superior nothingness. But the real
God appears with nails in his extremities andmockery over his head, so that
if we want images of security and peace, we must make them up ourselves.
These are the idols.

It is in every age the church’s calling to free humanity from its idols.
“No,” the church is always to say, “God is not rightly represented by a potent
bull-calf, but by the Crucified.” “No, we cannot image God from what we
affirm–or deny – about ourselves,whetherwe aremale or female, oppressed
or liberators, since God has himself drawn his image, on that tree.”35 “No,
God’s Son is not a Christ-principle, or Principle of incarnation, or whatever
manipulable entity; he is that tormented Jew.” But the present moment is
perhaps special: it does indeed seem that at no time since the collapse of its
first culture has theWest been soprone to idolatry, indeed to primitive super-
stition, or more in need of the church’s mission of liberation from idols.

The problem of course is that the church herself is in every age more
tempted to idolatry than is the world around her; the world has at least the
restraint of mere irreligion and skepticism. And in the late modern church,
incomprehension of the Second Commandment is perhaps uniquely perva-
sive. Just so, if the church’s theology does not now set out to enforce the Sec-
ond Commandment with special rigor, the church’s message and worship
will shortly be of no interest whatever – which of course is the condition to
which Western Protestantism is rapidly approximating. Repentance would
be to obey Luther’s direction to God hidden on the Cross.

Luther knew a third way in which God hides himself. Faith itself, he
said, is God’s hiding himself in the human soul. Faith according to Luther
is a “paradoxical sort of cognition,” less an illumination than a spreading
darkness, which Christ wraps around his dwelling in us just as the Lord
spread darkness around his dwelling on Sinai.36

“In faith simply as such, Christ is present.”37 The proposition will be the
theme of our next section. In the present context, it is the hiddenness of that
presence we are to acknowledge. What is faith? The question is variously
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answered. Faith is a theological virtue. It is knowledge of God in Christ. It is
trust. All these specifications are surely true. But in them it is I who appear
as the subject: I have this virtue; I know Christ; I trust in him. Just so, these
true specifications do not finally distinguish faith from other subjective
modes that are not faith. The faith of which I am the subject is but the dark
cloud that Christ wraps round him, as he rules in me. What distinguishes
faith from unfaith is what hides behindmy virtue and knowledge and trust,
the ruling presence in me of one who I am not.

That is why we cannot control faith. It is why the faith-rhetoric of late
modern Protestantism is so destructive precisely of faith. I cannot “share”
my faith. All I can share is my virtue and knowledge and trust; whether
Christ comes to dwell in them is up to him. I cannot answer the question,
“Do you really believe?” For all I can find in myself is, in the best case, my
virtue and knowledge and trust, within which Christ hides – or does not.
Nor is christological faith a species of faith as a generic religious possibility,
since merely as virtue and knowledge and trust faith simply is the generic
religious possibility, and as the presence of one embodied human at the
heart of another it is sui generis.

It is an imperative specific to our time: the church must stop promoting
faith, offering self-help courses in how to grow in faith, making faith easy
or hard. We must learn to abide the deepest of God’s ways of hiding, in the
obscurity of our own souls. Luther can teach us.

theos is

We have been commending aspects of Luther’s theology in part for
their relevance to the late modern or postmodern West. Thereby of course
we may have risked the very peril early warned against, of receiving fatal
gifts from the culture. Under the present rubric, Luther’s thought will be
commended simply because it is true, and is now needed by theology for
that purest of reasons.

“Everything [Christ] is and does is present in us and there works with
power, so that we are utterly deified, so that we do not have some part or
aspect of God, but his entire fullness.”38 That is Luther, but except for some
turns of diction, it could be any of the Greek fathers. It has been a maxim
of much Luther scholarship: the fathers’ teaching of “deification,” that “God
becameman so that wemight becomeGod,” is one thing, and Luther’s “new”
understanding of the gospel is another and incompatible thing. This maxim
is very nearly the opposite of the truth.39

In this context we have finally to adduce Luther’s teaching that we are
“justified by faith.” The question here relevant is: How does faith justify?
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The surely most loved of Luther’s treatises, The Freedom of a Christian,
sets itself to answer this question. Readers often finish the treatise filled
with admiration but more confused than before. Perhaps the cause of our
bewilderment is that the answer Luther gives is so different from the one
we were antecedently certain must be there.

“Believe inChrist,” Luther admonishes, “inwhomare promised all grace,
righteousness, peace, and freedom. If you believe, you have it; if you do not
believe, you do not have it.”40 That is what we expected him to say – except
perhaps for the bundling together of justification’s “righteousness” with all
manner of other divine good things.

But our initial question remains: Why does the one who believes the
word of promise merely thereby “have” the “good things” that are its con-
tent? The connection, according to Luther, is an ontological mutuality of
the soul and words: the moral content of the addresses to which someone
attends determines the moral quality of his or her soul. The one who be-
lieves the gospel is righteous, etc., because the word of the gospel “has all
good things for its content”; and because “the soul of the one who clings to
the word in true faith is so entirely united with it that all the virtues of the
word become virtues of the soul also.”41

Luther is here exploiting a metaphysical innovation he made early in
his theological development. Aristotle – and after him the medievals – had
observed that there is nothing to the intellectual soul but on the one hand
a sheer potentiality of apprehending something, and on the other hand
whatever is apprehended.42 We may make Aristotle’s observation on our
own: What indeed is there to my consciousness except that of which I am
conscious and the fact that I am the one whose consciousness this is? If we
say “Consciousness is . . . ,” where the ellipse is the place for anything that
can be described, consciousness just “is” what it contains, the soul is what
it knows. In Luther’s own formulation of the Aristotelian principle, “So the
objects [of minds] are the being and act of minds, without which they would
be nothing, just as matter without forms would be nothing.”43

Luther adopts Aristotle’s principle, but changes its import. For Aristotle,
the paradigm mode of apperception was seeing, so that in Aristotle’s doc-
trinewe arewhatwe stare at. The soul – ifwemayput it so – is a great eye. For
Luther the paradigmmode of apperception is hearing, since we are both cre-
ated and saved by God’s speech to us.44 The soul – wemay say – is a great ear,
rather than a great eye. We should note also, that in switching from seeing
to hearing as the paradigm of apperception, Luther replaces a merely cogni-
tive relation of the soul to its objects with amoral relation. To hear the world
is to perceive it teleologically, in its adaptation to God’s good purpose.45
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Thus Luther’s remarkable parody of Aristotle’s metaphysics of apper-
ception: morally and spiritually we are what we hearken to. “Do not be
surprised when I say we become the Word. The philosophers too say that
the intellect, through the act of knowing, is the known object, and that
sensuality, through the act of sensual perception, is the sensed object. How
much more must this hold of the spirit of the Word”?46

We are the “good things” we hear in the gospel, just in that we hear
them; they enter us with the discourse on which we are intent. Luther’s
actual doctrine of justification by faith is nearly the opposite of the doctrine
popularly attributed to him. That we are made righteous by faith – and free
and peaceful and full of grace and so forth – does not mean that God de-
cides to accept faith as a substitute for actual virtue.We are justified by faith
because faith is intent listening to the gospel, because the gospel communi-
cates God’s “good things,” and because in hearkening we are shaped to what
we hear. Justification is “without works” not because we are excused from
works, but because the good in good works is being formed in believers
antecedently to their working, by God’s good address to them. When God
looks at a believer and says, “You are righteous for Christ’s sake,” this is not
fiction or even an exercise of clemency, but a statement of fact.

It is “for Christ’s sake” that believers are righteous, in that the gospel-
word to which faith hearkens is both about him and spoken by him. This
enables Luther’s other and better known statement of why faith makes
righteous – taken straight from the fathers: “Faith . . . unites the soul with
Christ, as a bride with her bridegroom. From this marriage it follows . . . that
Christ and the soul have everything together . . .”47 As the soul is united with
the gospel it hears, it is united with Christ whose word this is, so that the
two become one personal subject, of the believer’s sin and of Christ’s divine
righteousness.

Three points are to be noted about Luther’s version of the “happy ex-
change,” of the marriage of Christ with the soul. First, he does not intend a
trope. On account of the ontological relation of soul andword, the believer is
no longer an individual; Christ who speaks to the believer and the believer
make but one moral subject between them, and it is the moral quality of this
subject which is both effective in the believer’s works and will be judged by
the Father. Second, it is Christ’s righteousness and not the believer’s sin that
constitutes the moral quality of their joint subject because the believer’s sin
is “swallowed up” by Christ’s righteousness.48 Third, Christ’s righteousness
swallows up our sin because – here the communion of attributes! – Christ is
righteous with God’s own righteousness, before which creatures’ sin counts
for nothing.49
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We have but one more step, to be back with this section’s opening
citation of Luther, andwith deification. It was a standardmaxim ofmedieval
theology that there is no real distinction between God and his attributes:
he not only has, for central instance, being, he is being. Luther accepts this,
and radicalizes it. His argument can be laid out as an enthymeme: God’s
“good things” are God himself; God is his own Word; therefore the “good
things” in God’s Word are God himself; and therefore what we “have” as we
hear that Word is God himself.50

Western theology has typically insisted that as God sanctifies us, what
we become is truly human. That is right. But what if to be human means to
be destined to live by God’s life?

persp icu itas

Secular historians of culture sometimes praise Luther for “restoring the
Bible to the people” or some such achievement. Suchpraises havemore lately
been derided by theologians. But perhaps these observers see something that
is really there.

To be sure, legends about “dark ages” have needed debunking. Luther’s
vernacular version was far from the first. Bibles were scarce until Luther’s
time not because priestcraft withheld them from the people, but because
the economics of production made all books scarce; prosperous families in
England handed down their Tyndale Bibles through the generations. The
papal magisterium claimed a special right of authoritative interpretation,
but so did Lutheran and Calvinist authorities; and none of these made
the claim with such complacency as does modernity’s guild of variously
“critical” exegetes.

But all that acknowledged, Luther somehow made a church- and world-
historical difference in theway the Bible functions publicly. It is what Luther
thought the Bible is, and what he thought it is for, that this section will
commend. This last set of reflections thus has a different scope than its
predecessors, but must certainly be included.

Luther thought the Bible was “clear,” that is, that taking the book as a
whole, and allowing time for reading and rereading, we could be confident
of making out its meaning.51 He had no need to deny that at any time there
will be places in Scripture whose literal sense eludes scholarship, only that
“the matter”52 of Scripture is irretrievably obscured by them.53 It was with
this assurance that he sent out his translations and commentaries.

Unless we are antecedently convinced the Bible does not make sense,
Luther’s confidence must at first seem unremarkable. That we should pre-
sume a book as a whole will make sense, and that given timewe can discover
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what that is, is affirmed by the practice also of those who write books to
deny that books can have a discernible sense.

But then we may remember that modernity’s academic exegesis has
been based on not taking the Bible as a whole; and on methodological inat-
tention to all pre-modern interpretation, that is, on not allowing reading to
take its appropriate time. Each successive mode of “critique” has disinte-
grated the text presented to us into units of its newly discovered sort, and
has made these isolates the object of interpretation. And each successive
mode has seen previous exegetical efforts as valuable only in leading up
to it, denying what once seemed obvious, that in an extended interpretive
discourse, the best insight may appear at any time.

The elements of Luther’s view are linked. It is because the Scripture has
in fact a singular “matter” that it makes a coherent whole. “Take Christ out
of Scripture, and what will you find left over?”54 This one matter is not a
doctrine, not even the doctrine about Christ; it is simply Christ himself, or
insofar as we think of Scripture as text, it is the narrative of Christ, that is,
the form of discourse by which text renders persons. We may take Luther’s
preface to the books of Moses as a statement of how this works.55

Luther’s initial thesis is that the Pentateuch is a book of law. His in-
troductions to the books in succession, however, do not discuss their legal
doctrine; they trace the history by which God created for himself a people
of his law. In Luther’s characteristic reading, drawn from his exegesis of
Paul, the law as such, and just so this history of God’s people, have “the
office” of bringing humankind to Christ by undoing the alternative and
otherwise universally attempted path to salvation, the path of our own
efforts. The text of the law brings those who hear or read it to death,
and so to the place where resurrection can happen; and history under
the law brings the nation to death, and so to the place where Christ can
appear.

Thus Luther’s exposition of the Pentateuch as “law” – and this is what
is regularly not noted – is a dramatic exposition. Luther did not intend to
introduce a topic unprepared, when toward the end he says: “Finally, I must
surely suggest something of the spiritual meaning, which the Mosaic and
Levitical Law and priesthood present.”56 For classic spiritual exegesis was
exegesis of the Old Testament precisely as dramatic narrative, teasing out
the “figures” by which any interesting narrative holds together.57

It turns out, moreover, that Luther must treat spiritual meaning so
briefly not because it is of secondary importance, but because proper
introduction of the Pentateuch’s spiritual meaning would burst the lim-
its of a preface. For “Moses is indeed a fountain of all wisdom and
understanding . . . ,” fromwhich “the New Testament flows and in which it is
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founded.”58 The proper introduction to the Pentateuch’s spiritual meaning
is the whole New Testament.

Within his space allotted, Luther can give only a quick maxim and
sample. “If you will interpret well and surely, take Christ for your matter.
For he is the one, whom everything solely intends. So make the high priest
Aaron be no one but Christ alone, as the Epistle to the Hebrews does . . .
Moreover it is certain that Christ is sacrifice and altar also . . .”59

So it was as a great metanarrative of God in Christ with us, that Luther
turned the Scriptures over to the public. He did it in confidence that the
narrative was clear, indeed a page-turner. That is what made the world-
historical difference. If we could relearn from Luther to trust the eminently
readable story of God with us, who knows what might again happen?
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18 Luther in the worldwide church today
günther gassmann

the l iberation of martin luther from
his capt iv ity

It is obvious that for centuries after the Reformation and for the ma-
jority of his followers Martin Luther was not a theologian of the worldwide
church. Rather, already in the seventeenth century, in Lutheran Orthodoxy,
he was considered to be the father, founder, and foremost – if not norma-
tive – theologian of the Lutheran church and tradition. Luther became the
Lutheran par excellence. He was not only the Lutheran, but the German
Lutheran, and as a central figure and cornerstone of German Lutheran iden-
tity his critical and even polemical position over against the Roman Catholic
andReformed traditions became prominentwhile his vision of the universal
church was forgotten or ignored.

Throughout the ensuing nearly four centuries after his appearance as
a reformer, Luther was owned and reinterpreted, misrepresented and mis-
used as the chief ideologist and hero of Lutheran Protestantism. During the
Enlightenment period of the eighteenth century, Luther was seen as the
Christian hero, who had liberated Protestant Germany from the dictates of
a foreign power, the papacy in Rome. He had brought freedom from the
yoke of tradition and the bondage of conscience. In the nineteenth century
Luther was praised as the grandiose representative of the German national
spirit, while in the twentieth century at the time of World War II such dis-
torted images were replaced by a sharply contrasting one when some Anglo-
Saxonwriters considered Luther as initiator of a movement of authoritarian
ideology that led, by way of Bismarck, finally to Adolf Hitler’s Nazism.

These are just some examples of the ways in which Luther had been the
captive of diverse and often nationalistic and confessionalistic interpreta-
tions by his Lutheran and general Protestant friends. However, we must not
forget that despite this predominantlyGerman captivity of Luther there have
always been people outside that country who were seeking to understand
Luther more adequately. There were also in his homeland individuals who

289
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tried to penetrate through the dominant layers of interpretation in order to
come closer to the original again and to receive inspiration from him for
their own faith and thinking.

One wonderful example of those who already in their time viewed
Luther in a wider horizon and perspective is the interpretation of the great
Thomas Carlyle, who saw in Luther the eminent revolutionary hero of his-
tory whose thinking was at the root of a process that led to a free and
democratic America. But even here as well as in all portrayals of Luther the
person, work, and impact of the reformer were shaped by the hermeneutical
presuppositions of his interpreters – a problem, however, that can never be
fully avoided. All understanding and interpretation is influenced by par-
ticular pre-understandings. Yet there are certainly approximations to an
accurate grasp of the truth of a person or a reality, and in the case of Luther
only constant new interpretation can save him from becoming a lifeless
historical monument.

In the twentieth century a significant effort was undertaken to bring
the true and real Luther to light as far as possible, freed from his captivity
by those who shaped him according to their narrow nationalistic and con-
fessionalistic presuppositions. This liberation of Luther happened during
the first half of the century through the interplay of several developments.
There was, first of all and most important, the new wave of research on the
person and work of Martin Luther, facilitated by the new critical edition
of his writings in the process of publication (and still in this process), the
“Weimar” edition. This “Luther renaissance” removed the distortions and
limitations of earlier presentations of Luther.

A further development, also beginning during the first decades of the
twentieth century, that helped to liberate Luther from being jealously em-
braced as a Lutheran-Protestant property was the new Roman Catholic view
of the Reformation and of Luther. This initiated an increasingly active
Roman Catholic research on Luther’s personal, spiritual, and theological
stature and his impact on church history. Luther was de-confessionalized
and regarded as being part of a common theological and spiritual tradition.

A third development that helped to bring Luther into the wider horizon
of worldwide Christianity was the ecumenical movement. In thismovement
Martin Luther was discovered as Lutheranism’s gift to world Christianity.
Thus an international and multifaceted Luther-reception happened in the
twentieth century.Why and how did this occur?Whatmade Luther, beyond
his German Lutheran tribe, so interesting, even fascinating? In what sense
can we speak of Luther as one of the great teachers and inspirers of the
Christian church?
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luther ’ s v is ion of the universal church

An extraordinary person in church history will not be in a position to
fabricate and predestine his or her own history of impact and influence
(Wirkungsgeschichte) and history of reception. Rather, this will depend on
the free mechanism of a process of reception by which a person and his/her
work is recognized and received by those of a later time who consider this
person and work as relevant for their period and situation. However, such
reception is facilitated if the person in question exhibits characteristics
that appeal to or provoke the questions and concerns of those who are
the players in a reception process. This explains why in specific historical
constellations a particular person of the past is rediscovered while in other
phases of history this same person may again disappear from historical
consciousness.

This may further explain why sometimes only one specific trait/
characteristic of a historical personality is brought back from history into
the present, and why another trait reappears in yet another moment and
context. Thus, such rediscovery is always conditioned by the two actors/sides
in the process, the one who is to be received and those who receive.Without
entering further into this hermeneutical consideration, we can conclude that
obviously there are in Martin Luther’s personality, faith, and thinking such
elements and perspectives that were calling for and facilitated his broad
reception in the worldwide church today.

Despite his sharp criticism and rejection of the latemedieval Roman sys-
tem and his lively controversies with the Zwinglian reforming movement
and his harsh words against the Anabaptists and Spiritualists (Schwärmer),
Luther thought and taught as a theologian of the universal/catholic church.
In many ways he was still pre-confessional, even though one of the later
confessions took on his name. The wide, universal ecclesial horizon of his
thinking became visible already early in his Reformation career. Three in-
terrelated insights and perspectives emerged in his thinking: (1) The late
medieval church of the West cannot claim to be the universal, catholic
church because it has itself become a particular (confessional) churchwithin
Christianity. (2) The whole Christian church on earth is the proper frame
of reference for every ecclesiological reflection. (3) The universal, catholic
church has its center in Jesus Christ and this allows for a broad sphere of
liberty and diversity.

(1) Already in 1518 during his encounter with Cardinal Cajetan at Augs-
burg, Luther begins to recognize that Catholic positions, which he had re-
garded so far as theological opinions of certain schools, are now represented
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by the cardinal as the official, strictly papalist and anti-conciliarist position
of the church (WA 2, 6–26/LW 31, 259–92; BR 1, 213–23, 233–46/LW 48,
83–89). For Luther, such opinions that are now made official positions can-
not claim universal truth. Similarly, he considers the different religious
orders as “sects” because of their belligerent exchange of diverse and dif-
ferent theological opinions (WA 6, 537/LW 36, 73). There is no true unity
in the papal church, which he regards later as a part or piece of the holy
Christian church. For Luther, the holy church is not bound to Rome but ex-
tends as far as the world does and is assembled in one faith (WA 6, 300, 35
[1520]). He concludes later: “Because there is no Roman nor Nurembergian
nor Wittenbergian church there is but one Christian church, into which all
belong who believe in Christ” (WA 47, 236, 5 [1537]). His discovery of the
Roman Church being only a part of the universal church, an anticipation
of the later confessional/denominational structure of Christianity, enables
Luther to look beyond the church of his particular time and place to the
one, holy, universal/catholic/Christian church.

(2) The discovery of this wide horizon of the whole Christian church
on earth is also generally associated with Luther’s disputation with Johann
Eck in July 1519 at Leipzig. Here, Luther used the term and concept of the
ecclesia universalis, the universal church, when he rejected the confinement
of this universal church to the catholic church of the West. As examples of
the wider, comprehensive nature of the Christian church he referred to
the Greek Church of the Eastern/Oriental tradition, which for centuries
has never been under the pope and yet without doubt belongs to world
Christianity. His other example was the Bohemian Church in the tradition
of Jan Hus, which has explicitly confessed through Hus at Constance in
1415 that it belongs to the one universal church (WA 2, 279). Luther also
mentioned the “Muscovites,” White Russians, Greeks, and many other great
nations of the world (WA 6, 287/LW 39, 58). He mentioned Christians in
India, Persia, and the whole Orient (WA 54, 213/LW 41, 271; cf. alsoWA 38,
264/LW 38, 224).

This universal dimension of the church beyond Rome and the Latin
West is captured marvelously in Luther’s explanation of the third article of
the Creed in his Small Catechism. There he teaches Christian lay people to
better understand their faith and give an account of it, saying that, according
to this article, “theHoly Spirit has calledme through the Gospel, enlightened
mewith his gifts, and sanctified and keptme in true faith. In the samewayhe
(theHoly Spirit) calls, gathers, enlightens, and sanctifies thewhole Christian
church on earth (die ganze Christenheit auf Erden), and keeps it united with
Jesus Christ in the one true faith” (Small Catechism, II:3). The individual,
irreplaceable Christian and the whole Christian church on earth – these
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two are for Luther the decisive dimensions of the triune God’s action and
presence. The focus on one specific person and at the same time on the
worldwide company of believers is simultaneous. The universal church, the
one side of this spectrum, is the object of belief and confession, but it also
becomes visible and tangible in the different churches in all places and of
all times, as the above references indicate. This true and universal church
is also present in Rome, but not only there (WA 26, 147, 506; 40/I, 69; 43,
597; 51, 479/LW 40, 231; 37, 367; 26, 24; 5, 245; 41, 194f.), and it is present
even among the Spiritualists/Enthusiasts (WA 40/I, 71/LW 26, 25f.). Luther
did not want, however, that his followers use his name for their community.
They should call themselves “Christians” (WA 8, 685/LW 45, 70).

(3)Viewing the church in its universal extension andnature leads Luther
to connect this ecclesiological perspective with the characteristics of free-
dom and diversity. The church catholic is not bound to a particular place
and a particular institution. It is present where true Christians are present
in the world and where the church has its center clearly in Jesus Christ,
where his Word remains alive, his sacraments are celebrated, and the con-
fession of Jesus Christ goes on. To this foundation the church is bound,
everything else is free. Where this foundation is maintained, the church
can recognize the office of bishop (WA 50, 247f.) and can accept differ-
ent ceremonies, rites, liturgical modes, forms of piety, etc. Thus, the “holy
catholic or Christian church is in all places of the world and at each time,
quite apart from the diversity or difference of the outward life and orders,
customs and ceremonies” (WA 22, 299f. [1527]).

Martin Luther’s framework of theological reflection was both the im-
mediate and very concrete challenges he faced in his ecclesial environment
and the wide-open dimension of the universal and catholic church as a
reality to be believed and also to be experienced. He presupposed the pres-
ence of this whole Christian church on earth and related it to the existing
partial and particular expressions of this church. This trans-provincial and
pre-confessional ecclesiological horizon of Luther has certainly contributed
to the wide reception of his person and work four centuries later in the
worldwide church today.

the “luther renaissance” in the
twentieth century

Luther did not disappear from the ecclesial scene after the dawn of
the confessional age during the second half of the sixteenth century. On
the contrary. When the late medieval Catholic church re-established it-
self as the Roman Catholic Church at the Council of Trent (1545–63)
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and the Lutheran, Reformed, and Anglican reform movements became
institutionalized as churches (cf. for Lutheranism chapter 16 above), Luther
became the key figure of Lutheranism. Already in the Summary Formu-
lation of the introduction to the Solid Declaration part of the Formula of
Concord of 1577, the last document in the corpus of Lutheran confessional
texts, Luther’s theology is presented, under theWord of God and in relation
to the confessional texts, as being of normative significance. Luther was
elevated to the honour of the “church father” of Lutheranism.

A new effort to understand the “real” Luther, to free him from the dis-
torting interpretations of the past, set in during the first decades of the
twentieth century. The shock of World War I, which had swept away the
idealistic and nationalistic illusions and aberrations as well as their legiti-
mating theological liberalism, has certainly contributed to the coming of the
“Luther renaissance.” “Back to the sources,” back to Luther’s own writings
and those of his contemporaries, was one of the presuppositions of the new
interest in Luther. The new, critical Weimar Edition of his works became
an essential tool of research and also a basis for translations into other
languages. Initiated in 1883, the “Weimarana,” D. Martin Luthers Werke.
Kritische Gesamtausgabe, has only recently been completed in 127 vol-
umes. For Luther research inNorthAmerica, the so-called “Walch Edition” of
Halle from 1740–53 in 24 volumes was printed at St. Louis, Missouri, from
1880–1910 in a revised and expanded edition, while English translations
in several volumes appeared at Minneapolis (1803–1910) and Philadelphia
(1915–32) during the period of the Luther renaissance.

A rapidly growing number of studies on Luther in the framework of
the Luther renaissance were based on an examination of the sources (now
becoming more broadly available by means of the “Weimarana”) and in-
terpreted his life and thinking in relation both to his own time and to
the modern world by way of showing forth Luther’s significant impact on
European intellectual history. Karl Holl (1866–1926) was the outstanding
pioneer of the newwave of Luther studies (his own Luther studies appeared
in 1921), and together with his “Holl school” of Luther scholars and other
representatives of the Luther renaissance (Heinrich Boehmer, Werner Elert,
Hanns Rückert, Carl Stange, Ernst Wolf, and others) brought Luther back
to the center of serious theological and historical inquiry.

The new preoccupation with Luther was not limited to Germany. The-
ologians of the “Lund school” in Sweden such as Anders Nygren, Ragnar
Bring, and Gustav Aulén initiated a highly important period of Luther
research in their country and beyond during the 1920s and 1930s. They
related their interest in scientific methodology and in history to their efforts
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to better understand Luther’s theological thinking with the help of motive
research.

In North America, also, a new era of Luther studies began during this
time under the inspiration of Preserved Smith (1880–1941). It reached an
impressive quantitative and qualitative level after World War II. The move-
ment of dialectical theology, another protest child of the shock of World
War I and led by Swiss theologian Karl Barth, contributed to the new in-
terest in Luther studies by its return to fundamental Reformation ideas
and perspectives. To this broader context of the Luther renaissance belong,
finally, the beginnings of a change in Roman Catholic interpretation of the
Reformation and of Luther.

the international scope of luther studies

As a result of the Luther renaissance, hundreds of books and articles in
Europe andNorth America on Luther’s life, his thinking, his place in history,
and his influence on European society and culture were now available and
have proved to be of help for those who during the crisis of World War II
were looking for a firm spiritual and theological basis of their Christian con-
fession in the face of idolatry and inhumanity. After World War II, Luther
studies entered a new and even more intensive phase. There was continuity
with the foundations laid by the Luther renaissance, the publishing process
of the Weimar Edition was restarted, but there were also new questions di-
rected to Luther’s work that were provoked by the experience of Nazism and
the war. Most important was, however, a further “internationalization” of
Luther studies beyond Germany enabled, in part, by the ecumenical move-
ment as well as by Roman Catholic Luther research. Critical editions of
Luther’s works were published or are still in the process of being published.
The most widely known and, after the “Weimarana,” the most compre-
hensive translation is Luther’s Works with fifty-five volumes, published in
St. Louis and Philadelphia from 1955 to 1986. Smaller and larger editions
of Luther’s works have come out or are published in all European countries
with a Lutheran presence, even where it is a Christianminority as in France,
but also in Italian, Spanish, Portugese (Brazil), Japanese, Korean, and other
languages. A Chinese edition is in preparation.

In Europe, the center of Luther research continued to be in Germany
with hundreds of publications during the last decades on many aspects
of Luther’s life, work, historical context, his impact and continuing sig-
nificance. Monumental biographical studies appeared, such as the three-
volume biography by Martin Brecht. Paul Althaus, Heinrich Bornkamm,
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Walter von Loewenich, the Dutch historian Heiko Oberman during his pro-
fessorial career in Germany, Gerhard Ebeling, and Bernhard Lohse havewith
their comprehensive presentations of Luther’s theology and other studies
contributed significantly to a wider appreciation of Luther’s theology. Sec-
ular historians in former socialist East Germany (GDR) presented a Marxist
reinterpretation of Luther (contrary to the old image of a servant of the
princes) and considered him in the line of Friedrich Engels as one of the ini-
tiators of the early bourgeois revolution while recognizing also his primary
role as a theologian.

In Lutheran northern Europe, the study of Luther’s theology has contin-
ued with important contributions on Luther’s understanding of the work of
the Holy Spirit and sanctification, creation and ethics, and soteriology, es-
pecially by, among others, Regin Prenter in Denmark and Gustav Wingren
and Gunnar Hillerdal in Sweden, while a new and very active school of
Luther research has emerged in Finland. Tuomo Mannermaa, professor at
the University of Helsinki, and a circle of younger researchers have devel-
oped a new approach to several aspects of Luther’s theology. The original
impulse for their enterprise came from the bilateral theological dialogue
between the Evangelical Lutheran Church of Finland and the Russian
Orthodox Church since the 1970s. In order to find a comparable concept to
the Orthodox view of the theosis, the deification of the human person, the
Helsinki scholars have moved beyond the German Protestant tradition of
negating ontological perspectives in Luther’s theology by showing that, and
how, such perspectives are, indeed, present. Such perspectives can help ex-
plain the relationship between humans and God also in the sense of human
participation in Christ through his presence in our faith, within us (Christus
in nobis), by which we receive the grace and righteousness of God.

In Great Britain, Luther’s theology had played a not insignificant role
in the early phase of the English Reformation (Thomas Cranmer, William
Tyndale, Robert Barnes, et al.). However, Luther’s theological presence and
influence were soon replaced by Calvin and Reformed theology, and during
the following centuries onlymarginal references weremade to Luther, often
in the sense of a caricature of the not very gentlemanlike German reformer.
After World War II, however, Luther was rediscovered by historians and
theologians eager to do him justice. During the first decade after the war,
GordonRupp has claimed,more publications on Luther came out than in the
centuries before. Among these and the many that followed, together with a
new wave of Reformation studies that considered the English Reformation
as part of a comprehensive European Reformation movement, were stud-
ies by James Atkinson, James Cargill Thompson, Brian Gerrish, Thomas
Torrance, Philip Watson, and especially Gordon Rupp. These and other
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historians and theologians have liberated Luther from distorting clichés and
awakened among many students, theologians, historians, and lay people a
new interest in a fascinating reformer.

Together with the Anglican, Methodist, and Reformed interpreters in
Great Britain, Lutherwas also re-studied by Lutheran andReformed scholars
in France (esp. Marc Lienhard), the Netherlands (e.g. Willem J. Kooiman),
Italy (e.g. Giovanni Miegge), and Switzerland, while such studies were very
much limited in Eastern Europe until the political changes of 1989/90 pro-
vided freedom of research again. But even under communist oppression
therewas a continuing interest in Luther and the creative studies on Luther’s
“two-kingdom” concept by the Slovak theologian Igor Kiss found attention
also in the West.

Contrary to Great Britain where there has been only a tiny Lutheran mi-
nority of mostly expatriates, North America with its fairly large number of
Lutheran immigrants provided a necessary and fertile ground for encoun-
ters with Martin Luther, both popular and scholarly. After a lively interest
in Luther had already surfaced in the nineteenth century, North American
studies on the Reformation and on Luther, both by Lutherans and members
of other traditions, reached an impressive level, quantitatively as well as
qualitatively, in the second half of the twentieth century.

One of the Luther scholars, Scott Hendrix (cf. his “American Luther
Research in the Twentieth Century”, Lutheran Quarterly 15 [2001], 1–23),
has structured the mountain of Luther studies by theologians, church his-
torians, and researchers in other fields into three characteristic interests
and emphases: (1) The spirit and impact of the person of Luther. In this
predominantly biographical orientation, the “pioneer” Preserved Smith,
already mentioned above, is followed by Roland Bainton whose book on
Luther, Here I Stand (1950), has become the most widely read book on the
reformer. At the other end of the spectrum we find Erik Erikson’s much
discussed psychoanalytical study Young Man Luther (1958). Further bio-
graphical presentations followed (e.g., by Mark U. Edwards Jr., Eric Gritsch,
H. G. Haile, James Kittelson).

(2) Other studies focused on an interpretation of Luther in the historical
and theological-intellectual context of the late Middle Ages, Renaissance,
and Reformation (e.g. Harold Grimm, Ernst Schwiebert).

(3) Luther’s theology. There seems to exist as yet no comprehensive pre-
sentation of Luther’s theology, and German books on this topic are trans-
lated and widely used (the latest one being Bernhard Lohse’sMartin Luther’s
Theology: Its Historical and Systematic Development, 1999). However, there
are numerous studies on specific aspects of Luther’s thinking, for example
on his social ethics (F. Edward Cranz, George W. Forell, Carter Lindberg),
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relation to mysticism (Bengt Hoffman, Steven Ozment), presentation of the
“catholic Luther” (Carl Braaten, Robert Jenson, Carolyn Schneider, David
Yeago), and a contrary position that points out the continuing reality
of Christians being simultaneously justified and sinners (Gerhard Forde,
Timothy Wengert), and accordingly denies any connection between Luther
andmysticism and is also very critical of an ontological, internal view of jus-
tification such as that emphasized by Finnish Luther research (see above).
Furthermore, other studies deal with Luther’s interpretation of Holy Scrip-
ture (Heinz Bluhm, Kenneth Hagen, Jaroslav Pelikan, David Steinmetz) and
with his significance as reformer of education (Marilyn Harran, Lewis W.
Spitz).

One remarkable result of North American Luther studies that is of last-
ing importance is the preparation and publication of the American Edition
of Luther’s Works (see above). It combines historical-critical editorial com-
petence with accessibility for modern readers and has, indeed, made Luther
available to thousands of pastors, theological students, and lay people. In
Australia, Luther studies were inspired especially by the German/Australian
scholar Hermann Sasse.

An important new perspective on the person and work of Martin
Luther has been introduced by theologians (e.g. Walter Altmann, Yoshikazu
Tokuzen) in Africa, Asia, and, especially, Latin America. Here, the general
hermeneutical reality, often not acknowledged by Europeans and North
Americans, that the theological, social-political, and cultural context of
the interpreter, together with his/her corresponding pre-understanding, be-
comes part of his/her interpretation, is not only acknowledged but explicitly
applied. Accordingly, Luther’s person andwork are interpreted as a thought-
provoking help for theological reflection within a situation of poverty, in-
justice, dependency, exploitation, and oppression. This is facilitated by the
recognition that there exists a certain similarity between ThirdWorld coun-
tries and the situation prevailing at Luther’s time to which he clearly re-
lates: economic misery, low literacy, lack of liberty, oppression by the rich,
etc. In these interpretations, Luther’s addressees now become the poor and
alienated, and many of his social-ethical statements are rediscovered and
reinterpreted by drawing themout into contemporary situationswhile hold-
ing fast to their decisive theological-spiritual foundations. Some examples
are: Justification by faith and through grace alone leads to participation in
God’s reign with the aim of transforming evil social structures; God’s call
comes to us in the needy; in our commitment to the suffering people our
gratitude to God is demonstrated; God is served in the oppressed; grounded
in her/his justification, the liberty of the Christian in faith before God and
in service to others leads to the freedom to use his/her reason, learn from
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non-Christians, resist oppressive forces, work for more justice; etc. Luther,
thus, becomes relevant in new and unexpected ways as a theologian who
speaks to the worldwide church.

the radical change of catholic percept ions
of luther

Parallel to the Protestant-Lutheran captivity of Luther during the cen-
turies after the Reformation has been its negative reflection in Roman
Catholic publications. Until the first half of the twentieth century works
about and references to Luther continued the tradition established by the
extremely negative portrayal of Luther in a first Roman Catholic biography
written by Johann Cochlaeus (1479–1552). Here, Luther was condemned as
a son of Satan, an antichrist. Accordingly, the way was opened to a flow of
serious literature as well as pamphlets in which in a highly polemical style
Luther was described as the destroyer of the unity of the Latin church, a
heretic who had betrayed the true faith, and a psychologically and morally
ill and inferior creature. Even at the beginning of the twentieth century,
serious and knowledgeable Roman Catholic historians such as Heinrich
Denifle (Luther und Luthertum in ihrer ersten Entwicklung, 1904–09) and
Hartmut Grisar continued to describe Luther’s destructive impact on peo-
ple or regarded him simply as sick. Thirty years later a historical change
in the Roman Catholic portrayal of Luther was signaled and advanced by
Joseph Lortz’ epochal work The Reformation in Germany (1939; ET 1968/69).
Lortz rehabilitates Luther as a serious religious personality, who is forced
by the lamentable condition of the church of his time and the aberrations
of the theological schools to take on a reforming position. Not Luther, but
the church of his time is to a large degree responsible for the split within
the church.

This change in the Roman Catholic position is not yet shared by all.
But Lortz has found an increasing number of followers, and during the
last decades also outside Germany. The first generation of the new school
of Catholic Luther research followed Lortz in its critique of past Roman
Catholic depictions of Luther, in its realistic description of the condition
of the late medieval church, and in its new understanding of Luther as a
religious personality and as of historical significance, as – in many of his
views – a “catholic Luther” who was still part of the catholic faith tradition.
The second generation of Roman Catholic Luther researchers (e.g. Albert
Brandenburg, Peter Manns, Harry McSorley, Daniel Olivier, Otto Hermann
Pesch, Jared Wicks) has taken a further step. These theologians and his-
torians no longer interpret Luther “backwards,” comparing him with the
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ecclesial and theological tradition of his time in order to discern where he
has remained “catholic” and where he has left this tradition. Rather, they
seek to understand Luther by studying specific aspects of his theology, re-
late him to other leading theologians such as Thomas Aquinas, advocate
a reception of his spiritual and theological insights that are of continuing
relevance, and thus see him as part of a common Christian tradition or are
even prepared to call him “father in the faith” (Peter Manns).

A certain official Roman Catholic legitimization received the new
Roman Catholic view of Luther and his theology in a speech of Cardinal
Jan Willebrands at the Fifth Assembly of the Lutheran World Federation in
Evian, France, in 1970. There the cardinal affirmed the new directions and
results of RomanCatholic Luther studies by emphasizing especially Luther’s
deep understanding of the concept of faith and justification in which Luther
can be “our common teacher” (Sent Into the World, The Proceedings of the
Fifth Assembly of the Lutheran World Federation [Minneapolis: Augsburg
Publishing House, 1971], 62–64).

Ten years later, on the occasion of Martin Luther’s 500th birthday in
1983, another important step was taken by the official international Roman
Catholic/Lutheran Joint Commission. In its statement Martin Luther – Wit-
ness to Jesus Christ (printed in Roman Catholic/Lutheran Joint Commission,
Facing Unity [Geneva: Lutheran World Federation, 1985]), the commission
considers the reformer in the framework of the movement “from conflict to
reconciliation.” It is recognized that “Luther’s call for church reform, a call
to repentance, is still relevant for us” (p. 73) and that “Luther points beyond
his own person in order to confront us all the more inescapably with the
promise and the claim of the gospel he confessed” (p. 75). The results of the
intensive Catholic reevaluation of Luther as a person and of his Reforma-
tion concerns are underlined and Cardinal Willebrand’s words (see above)
are taken up. The statement shows how Vatican II reflects basic concerns
of Luther (pp. 77–78). In a way the question in this statement is no longer
“How catholic was Luther?” but “To what degree is there a convergence be-
tween Roman Catholic thinking and Luther’s theological concerns?” A list
of learnings from Luther closes this remarkable text (p. 79).

The radically reversed Roman Catholic understanding of the person,
work, and continuing relevance of Luther has led to an attitude and convic-
tion of considering Luther as part of a common heritage. This new perspec-
tive has been spread in the churches also by joint Catholic–Lutheran studies
and publications, including study guides and other educational materials.
Because of its specific and negative historical background, Roman Catholic
Luther research and the changed attitude to Luther in general have, more
than other denominational studies, “de-confessionalized” Luther. A process
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has been initiated of revising false clichés and prejudices and introducing
in the largest section of world Christianity a more positive picture of the
reformer.

the recept ion of luther in the
worldwide church

With the international scope of Luther studies and the changed Roman
Catholic view of the reformer as well as first Orthodox voices expressing
interest in the theology of Luther, the scholarly study and interpretation of
Luther and its broader impact have truly become both interconfessional and
international. This new reality comes to expression in a lively exchange and
discussion between Luther scholars through meetings and publications
and especially also at their regular meetings in the International Congresses
on Luther Research under the auspices of the Lutheran World Federation.
These congresses have met every five or six years since 1956 and Catholic
scholars have participated in them since 1966. Another means of commu-
nication and tool for research is the international Luther bibliography, pub-
lished since 1957 in the annual Lutherjahrbuch, listing each year several
hundred new titles of books and articles dealing with the person and work
of the reformer. These studies and exchanges have significantly contributed
to the reception of the person and work of Luther in the worldwide church.

But there have been other factors also in this reception process. This
process would not have been possible without the emergence of the ec-
umenical movement and its impact on twentieth-century church history.
One of the goals of the ecumenical movement is to move Christians beyond
mutual respect and understanding to a sharing, an exchange of the spe-
cific gifts of theological insight and spiritual experience that each Christian
tradition has to offer. In this process of sharing and exchange these gifts
become increasingly available to all who look for them and thus become
part of the spiritual treasure of world Christianity. Thus, medieval women
prophets andmystics such asHildegard vonBingen and Julian ofNorwich or
twentieth-century martyrs such as Lutheran pastor Dietrich Bonhoeffer and
Catholic Archbishop Oscar Romero have become part of common Christian
heritage and inspiration. Martin Luther was and is discovered to be such a
gift of Lutheranism to world Christianity and many willingly receive this
gift. To make this gift available, popular brochures and general books on the
reformer are brought out in diverse languages, together with documentary
films, videos, extensive references to Luther in dictionaries as well as in
books on literature, culture, and philosophy, presentations of Luther in the
performing arts (e.g. by John Osborne) and, innumerably, in the visual arts.
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Another contributing factor to the worldwide reception of Luther has
been, quite naturally, the movement of Lutheranism from Europe to all
continents through emigration (North and South America, Australia) and
mission (Africa and Asia). Emigrants and missionaries brought Luther with
them– inwhatever package – andmade himknown in their newhomelands.
The more than 140 Lutheran churches and several united churches all use
Luther’s Small Catechism for catechetical instruction, they have included
Luther’s hymns in their hymnbooks, use his prayers, inform about him
in articles and books, refer to his thoughts in sermons, and communicate
Luther to their sisters and brothers in other denominations. One should
also not underestimate the fact that in the past Luther has become a much
referred to figure of cultural history far beyond Germany and that this has
also contributed to the growing and broadening interest within Christianity
in his life and work.

Decisive, however, in the process of receiving Luther as a theologian
and teacher of the Christian church is the attraction and fascination that
are created by his personality, spirituality, and thinking. To believe like
and with Luther has for many become a strong motive of their interest in
the reformer. They are impressed and moved by his confident, unshakable
faith, imaginative preaching, poetic as well as down-to-earth language, joy-
ful earthiness, deep piety, cruciform realism, sovereign exercise of Christian
liberty, courage to resist the powerful, radical commitment to God’s calling,
and other characteristics of his personality. And there are Luther’s theo-
logical insights that are rediscovered, reinterpreted, and reaffirmed again
and again because they seem to assume fresh light and relevance in ever-
changing situations and times and now also in other Christian traditions
than his own: focus on the primary and exclusive initiative of God for our
salvation; God’s condescension and presence in Christ and through Word
and sacrament, the external means of God’s grace; the unconditional and
liberating acceptance – justification – of fallible human beings; the gift of
the Holy Spirit who creates faith and enlivens the church; the dignity and
responsibility of all Christians before God and in service to their neighbors;
the glorious liberty of the justified ones; the distinction between God’s reign
in the church and God’s sustaining and providential reign in the world; the
law and gospel dialectic; the dynamic interpretation of the authority of the
Bible with the gospel as its criterion; the call addressed to the churches
to constant renewal; Christian unity based on the fundamentals of faith
together with great liberty in outward forms and theological positions –
and other theological perspectives that have not lost their contemporary
significance as long as they are not simply repeated but interpreted.
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There are facets in Luther’s work that are time-bound or evenwrong and
inexcusable, like his statements about the Jews and the rebellious peasants.
But there is also such an inexhaustible richness surrounding his personality
and embedded in his work, that the worldwide church has rightly taken
hold of him as a model of faith and source of inspiration.
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Bünger, Fritz and Wentz, Gottfried, eds. Das Bistum Brandenburg. Part 2. Germania
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Böhlau, 1995.
Steffens, Martin and Hennen, Insa Christiane, eds. Von der Kapelle zum

Nationaldenkmal: die Wittenberger Schloβkirche. Wittenberg: Stiftung
Luthergedenkstätten in Sachsen-Anhalt, 1998.

Luther as Bible translator
Bluhm, Heinz. Martin Luther: Creative Translator. St. Louis: Concordia Publishing

House, 1965. An informative survey of Luther’s work, with helpful samples of
his translations.

Bornkamm, Heinrich. Luther and the Old Testament. New edn., trans. EricW. Gritsch
and Ruth C. Gritsch. Ramsey, NJ: Sigler Press, 2000. Rpt. 1969 edn.

Brecht, Martin. Martin Luther. Trans. James L. Schaaf. 3 vols. Minneapolis: Fortress
Press, 1999. Vol. II, chs. 1, 6. III, ch. 4. The most contemporary, detailed German
study of Luther’s life and work. The chapters and sections narrate the story of
Luther’s work as a Bible translator, with a bibliography.

Gritsch, EricW.Martin –God’s Court Jester. Luther in Retrospect. 2nd edn. Ramsey,NJ:
Sigler Press, 1990. Rpt. 1983 edn. Ch. 5 on “Scripture and tradition.” Describes
the theological context of Luther’s translation of the Bible.

Hobbs, Gerald, R. “Bible Translations,” in Hillerbrand, Hans J., ed. The Oxford Ency-
clopedia of the Reformation. 4 vols. New York and Oxford: Oxford University
Press, 1996. I:163–66. Survey of most translations of the Bible in the sixteenth
century.

Lotz, David, W. “Luther on Biblical Authority,” in Encounters with Luther.
Lectures, discussions and sermons at the “Martin Luther Colloquia 1975–1979.”
Vol. II, ed. Eric W. Gritsch. Gettysburg, PA: Institute for Luther Studies, 1982,
pp. 127–44.

Luther, Martin. “On Translating: an Open Letter,” 1530, LW 35, 177–202.
“Defense of the Translation of the Psalms,” LW 35, 209–23.

Steinmetz, David, C., ed. The Bible in the Sixteenth Century. Papers of the Second
International Colloquium on Sixteenth Century Biblical Exegesis, Durham,
North Carolina, 1982. Durham, NC: Duke University Press, 1990. Helpful back-
ground material.

Wood, A. Skevington.Captive to theWord. Martin Luther: Doctor of Sacred Scripture.
Grand Rapids: Wm. B. Eerdmans Publishing Company, 1969. A theological
biography with some attention to Luther’s work as a Bible translator.



306 Select bibliography

Readers of German will encounter two thorough studies:
Raeder, Siegfried. Luther als Ausleger und Übersetzer der Heiligen Schrift [Luther as
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