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Introduction 
 
In the spring of 2016 I was invited to offer a series of nine 

lectures on Martin Luther’s theology at China Evangelical Seminary 
in Taipei, Taiwan, at the invitation of Rev. Dr. Yuan-Wei Liao. The 
goal of the lectures was to introduce the seminary community, 
which was Protestant but by and large not Lutheran, to the 
reformer’s theology in anticipation of the 2017 Reformation jubilee. 
Out of those lectures came the Chinese edition of this book, entitled 
(in Chinese) Beyond Five Hundred Years of Influence: Explorations in 
Martin Luther’s Theology. Prof. Liao not only interpreted my nine 
lectures live but also translated the entire book into Chinese for 
publication, for which I remain forever grateful! Those interested in 
the Chinese edition can visit the website of Taosheng Publishing 
House for more information. 

This 2018 English ebook edition is available for free and is free 
to share and distribute but not to modify or sell. Please visit my 
website, www.sarahhinlickywilson.com, for more books, articles, 
and blog posts on theology and a range of other topics. 
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Chapter 1 
Luther’s Medieval Christian Background 

 
Five hundred years ago Martin Luther began his work of reforming 
the Christian church. Contrary to his wishes, this reforming work 
led to the division of the church, not only into Roman Catholic and 
Lutheran churches, but into many other kinds of Protestant 
churches as well.1 In 2017 Lutherans and other Protestants around 
the world remembered and celebrated the beginning of Martin 
Luther’s reforming work with the Ninety-Five Theses, which 
Luther offered for discussion among church leaders and scholars 
on October 31, 1517. To a certain extent the Roman Catholic church 
also shared in this commemoration. Although half a millennium 
has passed, Luther remains important and relevant for us today. 

Luther is relevant, but he is also in many ways foreign. He is 
foreign not only to cultures very different from his own, but he is 
foreign even to Germans of today, and to other Europeans, and to 
North Americans, whose culture has been very much affected by 
his actions. Five hundred years is a long time. And what Luther did 
changed the world forever, so we can no longer put ourselves 
directly back into his context. 

Before we can discuss Luther’s theology responsibly, or ask 
what it means for today, we must begin with historical study. We 
need to know what the world looked like to Luther and his 
contemporaries. What did they hope for? What did they fear? Why 
did the medieval church in western Europe take the form that it 
did? And why did Luther eventually object to it?2 

                                                
1 It’s important to remember that the church had already undergone significant 
schisms earlier in history: most importantly, the schism between the Greek 
Eastern Orthodox and the Syriac Oriental Orthodox at the Council of Chalcedon 
in 451, and between the Latin Roman Catholics and the Eastern Orthodox in 
1054. 
2 The material in this chapter is greatly indebted to the lecture offered by my 
colleague Prof. Dr. Theodor Dieter of the Institute for Ecumenical Research 
during our annual Studying Luther in Wittenberg seminar. 
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Personal Life 
The first thing to realize about the late Middle Ages—which 

means from about 1300 up to Luther’s time—is how fragile life was. 
Life expectancy was far shorter than it is today. Most people were 
farmers living in small villages. That meant they were almost 
completely dependent on local agriculture for survival. Throughout 
the late Middle Ages, Europe suffered from unusually cold 
weather, which resulted in poor harvests and famine. There were 
even plagues of locusts, reminding people of the plagues God sent 
against the Egyptians during Moses’s time. Disease was 
widespread, especially the bubonic plague and syphilis. 

Life was short, and death was all around. Suffering was the 
main character of the short life people had to endure. And at the 
end of life awaited the final judgment. Medieval people believed 
that Jesus Christ was waiting to pass judgment on their lives. This 
image of Christ was seen even in church art and architecture: over 
the door of almost every medieval church was a sculpture of Jesus 
sitting on the throne of judgment, with the saved at his right hand 
and the damned at his left hand. He was not understood primarily 
as a merciful savior, but as a strict judge. 

 
Church Life 

By Luther’s time, almost all of Europe was Christian. Some 
areas became Christian very early, like England and Ireland, Italy 
and Greece. Others came into the church a little bit later, tribe by 
tribe, as in Germany and Switzerland. The western Slavic peoples 
became Christian in the 800s. Russia, Poland, and Hungary became 
Christian around the year 1000, and the Baltic nations like Estonia 
only became Christian as late as 1300. Most of the missions were 
conducted by religious orders, and most of what we today would 
call “development work”—creating social institutions like schools 
and hospitals—was done by these same monks. 
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Christianity was, furthermore, the one publicly approved and 
legally protected religion. Many people nevertheless still would 
have practiced magic, superstition, or old pagan customs. There 
was a small minority of Jewish people living in Europe, who were 
sometimes tolerated and sometimes persecuted. But overall, central 
and western Europe was not a pluralistic society as far as religion is 
concerned. It was in that respect quite different from the early 
church in the Roman Empire and in most Asian societies today. 
Christianity under the rule of the Roman pope was the only real 
religious option for western Europe. There was only one religion 
ruling people whose lives were short and marked by the constant 
fear of death with Christ’s judgment at the end. It is no surprise, 
then, that taking care of the dead through the rituals of the church 
became the major preoccupation of medieval Christians. 

This, in turn, meant major worry over sin—since death delivers 
one to Christ’s judgment on sin. Medieval theology had inherited 
from St. Augustine the distinction between original sin and actual 
sin. Original sin is the sin that every single person has, as a result of 
being born to the human race. It comes from Adam and Eve, and 
nobody can escape from it. According to medieval theology, 
baptism washes away the guilt and the debt of original sin. So 
baptism is the only hope for salvation. 

However, a problem remains: people continue to sin after they 
have been baptized. This is actual sin. And if they are baptized as 
small babies, which was the normal practice in medieval Europe, 
then they have a whole lifetime of sin ahead of them. What can 
they do about it? What good can Christ’s death on the cross or their 
own baptism do in dealing with that post-baptismal sin? 

Thus another distinction was made in medieval theology, 
between mortal sin and venial sin. The idea comes from I John 
5:16–17. Mortal sin “leads to death.” It is the most serious kind of 
sin, like murder or adultery or blasphemy. Medieval Christians 
believed that, if a person died guilty of a mortal sin without first 
repenting of it, then he would go directly to hell, with no hope of 
escape. Venial sins, by contrast, were less serious and would not 
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lead to hell. However, even if a person had repented of his mortal 
sins, or had committed only venial sins, the damage had been 
done—both to the victim of the sin and to God’s honor. How could 
that be fixed? It didn’t seem right that God would simply forgive 
and ignore the real harm caused by sin. 

Therefore, the idea of purgatory developed. This is the place for 
people who have been forgiven the debt of their sins but have not 
yet paid the punishment for those sins. Purgatory was a kind of 
“good news.” If a person goes to purgatory, it means he is not 
going to hell. Someday, he will get to heaven. But that will happen 
only after thousands and millions of years of suffering and torture, 
which would pay off the punishment due for sin. 

During the course of a short medieval life, people would see 
most of their loved ones die, and they would find it hard to endure 
the thought of these loved ones suffering for ages in purgatory. As 
a result, medieval Christians were highly motivated to do things to 
help their loved ones gain early release from purgatory. These 
activities included prayers, masses, pilgrimages, buying indulgence 
letters, and doing good works. 

One motivation to perform these good works of release from 
purgatory was love and concern for others. At the same time, 
however, many good works were motivated by personal fear of 
purgatory. A person who was generous in his lifetime—for 
example, by feeding the poor—could expect that it would reduce 
his time in purgatory and inspire the people he had helped feed to 
pray for him after he was dead. In many respects, religious life in 
the Middle Ages was about solving problems for the dead. This is 
still a common concern in cultures with a strong sense of ancestors. 

In any society, no matter where in the world, there are always 
some people who take religion more seriously than others. 
Monasticism, for example, started quite early in the history of the 
church, as a way of dedicating of one’s life to God totally, after the 
period of persecution had ended and there were no longer any 
opportunities for martyrdom. Monasteries did many good things 
for Christianity: as mentioned before, they were usually the source 
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of missionaries, they kept intellectual learning alive in the “dark 
ages,” and they were the leaders of social development. 

But there were also dangers. With such a threat of hell or of 
millions of years in purgatory, some people joined monastic orders 
not out of love or a calling to service, but to get right with God 
before it was too late. In time, the common opinion was that 
monastic life was superior to “ordinary” life. Being unmarried was 
seen as being superior to being married. Religious work was seen 
as superior to everyday work. And ultimately, monastic vows were 
seen as superior to baptismal vows. Remember, everyone in 
medieval Europe, except for the Jews, got baptized. It was as 
universal as citizenship is today. So monastic vows were seen as a 
way to prove that a person was religiously serious. Baptism became 
less important and monasticism more important. 

But that is still not quite the whole story. Already in the century 
before Luther, there was a growing movement among lay people to 
demand better and smarter preaching in their churches. They were 
not satisfied with superstitions, and they wanted to share in the 
learning of the monastic life. Lay people found ways to participate 
in mystical devotion or in special fraternities committed to a 
Christian way of life. And when the printing press was finally 
invented in Europe, lay Christians were eager to read books about 
their religion and understand it better. 

 
Political Life 

To explain political life in medieval Europe, we have to go all 
the way back to the fall of the Roman Empire. By the late 400s, the 
western part of the empire based in Rome was overrun by 
“barbarians” from the north—Germans, actually. The eastern part 
of the empire, based in Constantinople, survived all the way until 
1453, almost one thousand years later, when finally the Muslim 
Ottoman (Turkish) empire took control of it. 

The fall of the Roman empire meant a long period of isolation 
for western and central Europe. However brutal the Romans may 
have been, they had guaranteed cultural, commercial, and 
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intellectual exchange between different parts of Europe, and they 
offered a certain political stability. Once they were gone, much of 
Europe became lawless, violent, and ignorant. Again, it was only 
the monasteries and the wider structure of the church that kept 
civilization alive. In many ways, the church simply replaced the 
empire. The church became the totality of public life, government, 
social work, and so forth. 

Just as with monasticism, this was a good thing for society. 
Church civilization is much better than no civilization! But it is no 
surprise that, over the years, the church came to have enormous 
political power—even more than when the Roman emperors made 
Christianity the official state religion in the year 380. So, by Luther’s 
time, the church owned huge amounts of land that the kings and 
princes were not allowed to tax; the papacy in Rome was its own 
independent nation; and bishops were sometimes the heads of 
armies. When Luther visited Rome in 1511/1512, he had no 
opportunity to meet Pope Julius, nicknamed “The Warrior,” 
because the pope was off fighting a war. 

Gradually kings, princes, and leaders came to establish new 
political units in Europe. The map of Europe in Luther’s time didn’t 
look much like the map of Europe today. It was a much more 
complicated mix of different kingdoms with many tiny countries 
and independent free cities, like Singapore today. But all of these 
kingdoms and countries were always closely connected to the 
church. 

For example, most of what we today call Germany, as well as 
parts of France and the Netherlands, was a political unit known as 
the “Holy Roman Empire.” It was considered the child of the 
ancient Roman empire, just farther north and fully Christian. It was 
governed by the Holy Roman Emperor. Local princes were known 
as “electors,” since their job was to elect the emperor, which was 
not a hereditary position. But upon election, the emperor also had 
to be approved by the pope and crowned by him. Medieval history 
has many stories of the conflicts between emperors and popes. For 
example, Holy Roman Emperor Henry IV, in the year 1077, walked 
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all the way from Germany to the pope’s palace in Canossa, Italy, 
and knelt in the snow outside the palace for three days in order to 
convince the pope to revoke the excommunication he had placed 
on the entire empire because he was angry at Henry. During the 
time of the Reformation, Emperor Charles V, who was loyal to 
Rome and opposed to Luther, invaded and sacked Rome because of 
his own disagreements with the pope! 

In secular nations today, it is hard to imagine such a close 
alignment of church and state. But that was the reality of medieval 
Europe. Kings were understood on the model of the Old Testament 
as anointed representatives of God, and Christians were to obey 
them as much as the church, following Paul’s teaching in Romans 
13. Often it was the kings who chose the bishops and installed 
them—unless the pope disagreed and tried to insert his own 
candidate. The church regularly claimed to have authority over 
political life in addition to church life. 

But what happens when things start to go wrong inside the 
church? Who could settle such disputes? Long before Luther came 
along, the medieval European church had been struggling with 
these questions. In 1302 Pope Boniface VIII issued the bull entitled 
Unam Sanctam, which stated that there is no salvation outside the 
church. He defined the church as one body under the pope. The 
papacy, declared Boniface, is an office higher and more important 
than any temporal office held by emperors or kings. But only seven 
years after Unam Sanctam, a new French pope refused to move to 
Rome because of political conflicts in the city and chose instead to 
live in Avignon, France. The seat of the papacy stayed there for 
almost seventy years, leading to the nickname “the Babylonian 
Captivity of the Church,” since Israel spent seventy years in exile in 
Babylon.3 And when the Avignon papacy ended, another crisis 
developed: again for political reasons, there was a dispute leading 
to there being two popes, and later even three popes. It took 
                                                
3 Luther named one of his own writings “The Babylonian Captivity of the 
Church,” but he had quite a different problem in mind. His treatise deals with 
the practice of the seven sacraments in the medieval church. 
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another forty years to resolve that conflict, which came to an end at 
the Council of Constance. However, this council also decided to 
burn at the stake an early reformer named Jan Hus, on account of 
his having challenged certain aspects of church teaching. For 
several centuries there was an intense debate over whether the 
pope or a council of bishops should have the final word in church 
matters. By Luther’s time, it seemed clear that papal authority had 
won the argument, and hopes for a council-based church had been 
lost. 

It was not a smooth, quiet, or easy time in the medieval church. 
And Luther was certainly not the first person to raise critical 
questions about how the church conducted its business. 

 
Intellectual Life 

The fourth and final area to consider as part of the background 
of the Reformation is intellectual life. Often Protestants have been 
taught to look down on medieval theology as if it were very stupid 
or foolish. This is a serious mistake. The dominant form of 
theology, called scholasticism, was highly sophisticated and very 
smart. It developed in universities, which were usually started and 
run by monastic orders. The high goal of scholasticism was total 
knowledge of all things in heaven and on earth. The scholastics 
wanted to put natural knowledge of the earth gained by human 
observation together with supernatural knowledge of revelation 
gained through Scripture. Scholastics were eager for new learning. 
When Aristotle was reintroduced to western Europe through 
Muslim and Jewish scholars, Christians were very excited to study 
his writings. The life’s work of Thomas Aquinas (1225–1274), the 
greatest of all scholastic theologians, was to coordinate Aristotle’s 
philosophy with Christian beliefs. 

By the fifteenth century more and more trade was happening 
with farther-off parts of the world. Europeans were traveling as far 
as Asia and even, for the first time, to the Americas. When 
Constantinople fell to the Ottomans in 1453, many Eastern 
Orthodox intellectuals escaped to the west and brought Greek 
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writings with them. The Renaissance movement in Italy in the 
fifteenth century took interest in the classical civilizations of ancient 
Greek and Rome. From this interest arose the humanist movement, 
whose main concern was to go “back to the sources.” Humanists 
studied Hebrew, Greek, and Latin, trying to understand ancient 
writings in their own context. One of the most important results 
was that, instead of relying on St. Jerome’s Latin translation of the 
Bible, scholars started reading it in Greek and Hebrew. They 
discovered mistranslations in the Latin version as well as deeper 
meanings they had not recognized before. This began the process of 
transforming the church’s theological understanding of the Bible. 

 
Luther’s Beginnings 

This is the world into which Martin Luther was born. His father 
had started out poor, as a trader in copper and a miner, but in time 
he made a good deal of money. He was able to send young Martin 
for a thorough education starting at a young age. Luther proved to 
be very smart, and his father wanted him to become a lawyer, since 
even then to be a lawyer was a high-status career. However, 
Luther’s childhood piety sent him in another direction. Famously, 
while a law student, Luther got caught in a frightening 
thunderstorm and begged for St. Anne’s protection. In return, he 
vowed to become a monk. But it is unlikely that he first got the idea 
of becoming a monk only in that moment and then felt obligated to 
keep his promise. In fact, according to the church’s canon law, no 
one was obligated to keep a vow made under such a situation of 
fear and distress. So Luther’s decision to become a monk was one 
made freely, probably one that he had been considering for a long 
time already. His father was not very happy about it. 

We don’t know why exactly, out of all the available monastic 
orders, Luther chose to join the Augustinian hermits, who 
technically were not monks but friars. (Monks lived cloistered in 
their monasteries; friars wandered around, spent time with people 
in public spaces, and were often preachers.) Luther joined the 
Augustinian house in Erfurt, the university city where he’d been 
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studying law. As an Augustinian friar, Luther was expected to 
study the works of St. Augustine and the Bible. At that time, it 
wasn’t actually necessary to study theology in order to be ordained 
a priest. Many priests were in fact completely ignorant of the Bible 
and church teaching; they knew only how to recite the words and 
do the correct actions in the liturgy. But Luther studied intensively 
in preparation for becoming a priest. As a friar, he also spent a 
huge amount of time each day in prayer. He chanted all 150 psalms 
once a week, every week, year after year. 

Although Luther later spoke of his personal scruples and 
difficulties with confession, many aspects of monastic life suited 
him well. He loved prayer and worship. He loved to study. He 
loved the Bible. He was such a good student that his superiors got 
permission to ordain him a little younger than the age normally 
permitted for ordination, in the year 1507. Just one year later, 
Luther took his first trip to Wittenberg to teach a course on 
Aristotle’s ethics. Afterward he returned to Erfurt and continued 
his studies. In 1512, again ahead of schedule, he was made a Doctor 
of Holy Scripture. In receiving his doctorate, Luther took vows to 
study the Scripture and uphold its teachings. 

This vow became very important to Luther later in life, when 
church authorities criticized him for causing so much trouble with 
his reforms. He responded that he had taken a vow to uphold 
Scripture and could not break the vow, no matter what the cost. But 
it is essential to remember how many years Luther spent studying 
the Scripture before his reforms. For him it was never a matter of 
opening the Bible, coming up with a new idea, and then claiming 
that he had to be faithful to that new idea forever. Upholding the 
Scripture required the complete devotion of Luther’s mind and all 
his strength—including mastery of the languages of the Scripture 
and extensive study of previous interpreters. When Luther finally 
grasped the meaning of the “righteousness of God,” he 
immediately went back to St. Augustine’s treatise “The Letter and 
the Spirit” to check whether his interpretation was right. He was 
relieved to find that Augustine supported his “new” insight. 



 

16 
 

Once Luther had his doctorate, he was transferred permanently 
to Wittenberg to be a professor at the university there. It was a very 
young university, founded only in 1502. The town was tiny and 
unimportant, nowhere near as exciting as Erfurt. Luther started 
lecturing on Romans and the Psalms. There is very little in this 
period of his life to indicate that Luther was on his way to 
becoming the most famous theologian in Europe, a reformer, or the 
cause of church division. He understood himself to be a faithful son 
of the Catholic church and obedient to the pope. He could not 
imagine leaving his Augustinian order. He did not spend his days 
sitting in a quiet cell, doing nothing but worry about his salvation. 
Quite the contrary, he was extremely busy at all times with 
teaching, preaching, and writing letters. And he had very good 
pastoral care. The leader of his house, Johann von Staupitz, was an 
extremely kind man who always emphasized the great love that 
Jesus has for sinners. Staupitz taught Luther the mystical tradition, 
which always put the main emphasis on unity with Christ through 
faith and love. In fact, Luther later said that Staupitz really started 
the Reformation by teaching Luther in this way. 

We have two different records of Luther’s theological 
“breakthrough.” The first comes from early in his career, in the year 
1518, not long after the Ninety-Five Theses became famous. This 
record is in a letter to Staupitz. Here Luther reports how he used to 
hate the word “penitence” because he had not yet learned to love 
God, and if he didn’t love God, he couldn’t truly feel sorry for his 
sins. But Staupitz had taught Luther that love for God had to come 
first—and it only comes from seeing how much God already loves 
us in Christ. Then and only then can we see our sins in a new light 
and truly feel sorry for them. 

The second record of Luther’s theological “breakthrough” 
comes from almost the end of his life, in 1545 (he died in 1546). 
Here he talks not about penitence but righteousness. However, the 
story is similar. Luther recalls that as a young man he hated the 
“righteousness of God” because he could only understand it as the 
strict judge, Jesus Christ, looking at our sins, measuring them 
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according to his own perfect righteousness, and finding us guilty—
even though we all suffer from original sin and have no hope of 
becoming righteous by our own efforts. The change came when 
Luther finally grasped Romans 1:17, which says, “The 
righteousness of God is revealed from faith for faith, as it is written, 
‘The righteous shall live by faith.’” Luther understood at last that 
the righteousness of God is a gift, given to people through Christ, 
which is received in faith. To be righteous is not to be perfectly 
without sin. Rather, to be righteous is to receive Christ’s 
righteousness in faith. The righteousness of God is a gift, not a demand. 

Probably Luther came slowly and gradually to this new 
understanding instead of getting it all at once, in one extraordinary 
moment. In fact, we can find evidence of this new understanding 
already in his lectures on Romans in 1515 and 1516. But often it 
takes a long time for a new understanding to fully transform all of 
our thinking. The point is: Luther came to a new understanding of 
repentance and the righteousness of God—and kept on being a 
good Augustinian friar and priest, doing his job at university and 
church. His theological change did not automatically result in his 
becoming a reformer. Why then did he become a reformer? That is 
the subject of the next chapter. 
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Chapter 2 
The Ninety-Five Theses and the Theses of 1518 

 
Luther came to a new understanding of repentance and the 
righteousness of God during his time as an Augustinian friar and 
professor in Wittenberg. But this new understanding did not, by 
itself, transform him into a reformer. What then did? 

With his new understanding of righteousness, Luther began to 
look with new eyes at the practices of his church. And he began to 
realize that the whole concept and practice of indulgences was at 
odds with the gospel. He felt it necessary to criticize certain aspects 
of indulgences and how they were preached. This is what started 
him on the path to becoming a reformer, but still not by his own 
intention or plan. What happened next surprised him as much as 
anyone. 

 
A Brief History of Indulgences 

Before continuing with Luther’s story, it’s essential first to 
understand what exactly indulgences were. About four hundred 
years before Luther’s time, the church began to offer letters of 
indulgence for sale. A Christian couldn’t buy an indulgence 
directly, only a letter of indulgence. The indulgence itself was the 
reduction of a certain amount of time in purgatory. The letter of 
indulgence was the paper from the church guaranteeing this 
reduction of time in purgatory. A person could even get a letter of 
“plenary indulgence,” which released him from all of his time and 
punishment in purgatory. He could, furthermore, purchase 
indulgence letters for people who were already dead and 
presumed to be in purgatory. Luther himself, during his trip to 
Rome in 1511/1512, climbed the famous Scala Sancta (“holy 
staircase”) in one of the churches in order to earn a plenary 
indulgence to get his grandfather out of purgatory. Luther was 
sorry that he never got the chance to say mass in the church of St. 
John Lateran while he was in Rome, because that would have 
earned a plenary indulgence for his mother. 
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Please understand that buying an indulgence was not buying 
salvation. An indulgence did not give anyone the permission to 
commit a mortal sin or refuse to repent. Christians still had to avoid 
and repent of mortal sins in order not to go to hell. But if they made 
it to purgatory, then indulgences could reduce the amount of time 
they spent there paying off their punishment for sins. And even 
with a letter of indulgence, they still were required to repent and 
do the actions assigned by the priest to whom they’d confessed; 
they couldn’t just buy their way out of purgatory without any 
further thought. In practice, however, many people misunderstood 
these details. They substituted the buying of indulgence letters for 
the real spiritual activity of repentance and prayer. And they often 
mistakenly thought the indulgence letters would, in fact, secure 
their salvation. 

Why exactly did the church come to think it had the right to sell 
these letters of indulgence? It was believed that saints were 
different from ordinary Christians because they went directly to 
heaven upon death without needing to spend time in purgatory. 
Their holy lives, meanwhile, had accrued extra “merit” that they 
didn’t need for themselves. This merit got transferred to the 
“treasury of the church.” Thus, an indulgence was really a transfer 
of a saint’s extra merit to another person who needed it more. 
Priests and indulgence-sellers had handbooks that explained how 
much merit could be applied to each punishment and accordingly 
how much it would cost to buy any given letter of indulgence. It 
was a highly economic system, and in fact much of the wealth of 
the European economy was wrapped up in church business. 

Luther, as a university professor and a preacher, had frequent 
dealings with the ordinary people of the town. He became aware of 
their piety and where they placed their trust. You can imagine how 
painful it was for him once he had a new understanding of 
repentance as motivated by the love of God: the people all around 
him had no sense of God’s righteousness or mercy but put all their 
effort into buying indulgences to escape from the punishments of 
purgatory. 
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This situation only got worse when the famous indulgence 
preacher John Tetzel came near to Wittenberg. Tetzel gave fiery 
sermons describing in detail the terrible sufferings of purgatory. 
People concerned about their dead parents or grandparents were 
eager to spend the money to spare them. They were more eager to 
buy indulgences for their dead relatives than to give money to poor 
and hungry people still alive. And Tetzel was eager to get hold of 
their money to finance various projects of the church. Several of the 
churches in Wittenberg that are Lutheran today were actually built 
with the help of indulgence money. Luther’s local elector Frederick 
had a huge collection of relics—bones or belongings of the dead 
saints. People could also get indulgence letters by paying to see 
them. 

 
The Ninety-Five Theses and Their Fallout 

Indulgences were big business, and Luther was disgusted. The 
result was that he wrote up his Ninety-Five Theses on the Power 
and Efficacy of Indulgences. In the Theses, Luther tries to think 
through the logic of indulgences. He still assumes that indulgences 
“work” somehow, and he still believes at this point that purgatory 
exists. But he cannot understand how having the punishments of 
purgatory removed would actually motivate people to repent and 
love God more. He thinks that anyone who truly repents and loves 
God will not have to suffer in purgatory anyway—God will freely 
release such a person from punishment. 

Furthermore, Luther argues against placing confidence in 
indulgences for salvation. After all, they are only about reducing 
punishment, not about escaping from the guilt of sin. He argues 
against the idea that indulgences take away the need for 
repentance, since true repentance is what takes away both guilt and 
punishment. He says Christians should be taught to help the poor 
and their own families first, and only afterward buy indulgences—
and then, only if they understand that indulgences are a matter of 
free choice, not a requirement. And Luther assumes that the pope 
would agree with him on all these matters. He says in Theses 50 
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and 51: “Christians are to be taught that if the pope knew the 
exactions of the indulgence preachers, he would rather that the 
basilica of St. Peter were burned to ashes than built up with the 
skin, flesh, and bones of his sheep. Christians are to be taught that 
the pope would and should wish to give of his own money, even 
though he had to sell the basilica of St. Peter, to many of those from 
whom hawkers of indulgences cajole money.”4 Most famous of all 
the Theses is #62, which says: “The true treasure of the church is the 
most holy gospel of the glory and grace of God.”5 

However, the strangest and most interesting thing about the 
Ninety-Five Theses is that Luther really did offer them for 
discussion, not as a final statement on the matter of indulgences. 
He claimed that only the first four Theses were his own definite 
opinion. The other ninety-one were open to discussion! These first 
four Theses read as follows: 

 
1. When our Lord and Master Jesus Christ said, “Repent” 

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

2. This word cannot be understood as referring to the sacrament 
of penance, that is, confession and satisfaction, as administered by 
the clergy. 

3. Yet it does not mean solely inner repentance; such inner 
repentance is worthless unless it produces various outward 
mortifications of the flesh. 

4. The penalty of sin remains as long as the hatred of self, that is, 
true inner repentance, until our entrance into the kingdom of 
heaven.6 

 
It is clear that Luther’s main concern is with true repentance. 

There is no whisper of the idea that Luther wanted to bring down 

                                                
4 Luther’s Works, American Edition, 55 vols., eds. J. Pelikan and H. Lehmann (St. 
Louis and Philadelphia: Concordia and Fortress, 1955ff.), 31:30. 
5 Luther’s Works, 31:31. 
6 Luther’s Works, 31:25–26. 
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the church of his time or start a new one. He was a university 
professor, and the usual way of dealing with controversial issues in 
the university was to have a public disputation on the subject. 
Luther wrote his Theses for discussion, not to start a reformation. 

In fact, it’s quite possible that he didn’t even nail them on the 
doors of the Castle Church in Wittenberg. The first written record 
of the story of nailing the Theses to the door comes from Philip 
Melanchthon, who wrote the story down after Luther’s death. Of 
course, it’s possible that Melanchthon heard the story from Luther 
himself. But in the year 1517 there is no record that Luther did such 
a thing. Anyway, the doors of the Castle Church were the normal 
place to announce public events for the university, so even if 
Luther did it this way, he did not intend it as an attack on the 
church as a whole. 

What is certain, however, is that on October 31, 1517, Luther 
wrote a letter to the Archbishop of Mainz, and he included the 
Ninety-Five Theses with his letter. The archbishop had sponsored a 
big campaign of preaching and selling indulgences—because he 
needed the money. The truth is, the archbishop had bought his 
office as bishop and was in a great deal of debt for it. The 
indulgences were a good way for him to raise money. What he 
didn’t need would go to Rome to pay for the building of the church 
of St. Peter. That’s why Luther sent his academic disputation to the 
archbishop, to raise questions about the practice. 

There is one other interesting detail to mention. At the end of 
his letter to the archbishop, Luther signed his name for the first 
time as “Luther.” His family name was actually “Luder.” In this 
letter, he changes the d to th to reflect the Greek word eleutherios, 
which means “liberated” or “set free.” We don’t know exactly what 
motivated Luther to make the change at this exact moment in time, 
but it was probably connected to his Reformation breakthrough. 
Understanding the righteousness of God in a new way made 
Luther into a new man, a free man. 

The Ninety-Five Theses are not easy to read and understand. 
Among other difficulties, Luther’s later writings show that he 
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changed his mind about many of the things he said in the Ninety-
Five Theses. For example, he still talks about purgatory in the 
Ninety-Five Theses as if he believes in it, but soon he would reject 
the idea of purgatory altogether because it has no basis in Scripture 
and contradicts the new understanding of the righteousness of God 
and of faith. So it is a bit strange that Protestants celebrate the 
Ninety-Five Theses, since Luther so quickly came to disagree with 
so much that he himself wrote in them! 

Why, then, are the Ninety-Five Theses famous? It is not really 
because of what they say. It’s true that Luther harshly criticizes 
indulgences, but he wasn’t the only one. Many others in Europe 
opposed indulgences and other aspects of medieval piety, but not 
all of them became reformers or broke from the Roman church, 
such as Erasmus of Rotterdam. 

The first of the two main reasons Luther’s Ninety-Five Theses 
on indulgences became so famous is the printing press. It had 
existed in Europe for about seventy years already—and in China 
for centuries before that—with the result that news could circulate 
more widely and quickly than ever before. At the same time that 
Luther sent his Ninety-Five Theses to the archbishop of Mainz, he 
also sent copies to some of his friends. These friends took the 
Theses to their local printer and had them reproduced to distribute. 
In December 1517 printed editions of the Ninety-Five Theses 
turned up in Leipzig, Nuremberg, and Basel—a good distance from 
Luther’s Wittenberg. The original Ninety-Five Theses were in Latin, 
but Luther’s friends had them translated into German so more 
people could read them. Before now people had heard criticism of 
indulgences, but never before had one man’s challenge to 
indulgences spread so widely all over the Holy Roman Empire and 
beyond. 

Luther was quite surprised by the reaction. He later remarked 
that if he had known so many people—and not just professors—
would read the Ninety-Five Theses, he would have written them 
differently and more clearly. That alone is proof that he didn’t 
mean to start a Reformation with them. In March 1518 Luther 
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published a new text, “The Sermon on Indulgence and Grace.” He 
composed it in German and summarized his criticisms of 
indulgences in much simpler language. It was a short sermon, easy 
to print and distribute and cheap to buy. It became even more 
popular than the Ninety-Five Theses. It was reprinted fourteen 
times in the year 1518, and each time at least one thousand copies 
were printed. 

And yet, even the popularity of the Ninety-Five Theses and the 
Sermon on Indulgence and Grace don’t explain how Luther became 
a reformer. The second and stronger reason the Ninety-Five Theses 
became so famous and mark the beginning of the Reformation is 
because of how the church authorities reacted to them. Probably, if 
the authorities had simply ignored Luther, he would have been 
forgotten and remained just another theologian in the history of the 
Roman church. 

But instead the reaction to Luther was extreme and angry. Not 
surprisingly, John Tetzel the indulgence preacher was one of the 
first to respond. Then came the Italian Sylvester Prierias. In time 
John Eck and Cardinal Cajetan joined in. Luther issued responses to 
them, and the entire public of European Christendom could follow 
the debate in print. The authorities demanded that Luther recant 
everything he said, but much of the time they did not offer any 
theological or biblical arguments in response to his. 

This is the most frustrating aspect of the early Reformation. 
Luther brought forward arguments, but as a rule his opponents did 
not respond to them or offer arguments of their own. They only 
demanded his silence and obedience. Luther was concerned to be 
faithful to the Scripture; his opponents were concerned to uphold 
the authority of the pope. The sad truth is that no real conversation 
ever took place between Luther and his early critics. Again and 
again the debate got stuck on the matter of authority: who had the 
authority to speak for the church? Recall the long-standing debate 
over whether the pope or a council of bishops had final authority in 
the church. Here was a new version of that debate: whether pope or 
Scripture had final authority. 
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The Ninety-Five Theses are thus famous because they changed 
the course of history—even though Luther had no idea that this 
would happen when he wrote them and sent them on to the 
archbishop. They are remembered as the place where the break 
between Rome and the later Protestant churches began. In the next 
chapter, the topic will turn to the relationship between the Roman 
Catholic and Protestant churches today, and whether there is any 
hope for a new understanding between them. 

 
The Theses of 1518 

But before moving into the present, it’s worthwhile to examine 
first another set of Theses that Luther wrote. They are not well 
known in Germany or in the English-speaking world.7 However, 
even though they were forgotten for a long time, they reveal much 
more clearly than the Ninety-Five Theses the change in Luther’s 
thinking. German scholar Oswald Bayer argues that these later 
Theses are the real beginning of the Reformation, when Luther’s 
new theology was clearly expressed for the first time. Luther wrote 
the second set of Theses in 1518, about six months after the Ninety-
Five Theses controversy began. Probably the strong reaction of the 
church authorities forced him to think more carefully through the 
logic of his new understanding of the righteousness of God. We can 
see the result of that careful thinking in this new set of Theses. 

The Theses of 1518 are about the remission of sin. Luther gives 
them the title: “Theses for the sake of investigating the truth and 
comforting terrified consciences.” They were also intended to be 
used only in university disputation, but we don’t know if this ever 
happened. Only the text itself survives. 

Luther begins by repeating a distinction we heard earlier with 
regard to indulgences, the distinction between the guilt of sin and 
the punishment of sin. Every sin was thought to incur both guilt and 
punishment. Already in the fifth century Augustine had argued 

                                                
7 I made the first translation of these Theses into English together with Theodor 
Dieter. 
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that even when God has forgiven the guilt of sin, the punishment 
for sin remains. Augustine considered this to be perfectly good and 
fair. Without forgiveness of sin’s guilt, sinners would be damned 
for eternity—so a limited punishment for sin is quite a minor 
consideration in comparison with hell! And it would be unjust of 
God to forgive sin without any consequences; that would just 
encourage people to sin, since they could expect forgiveness 
without punishment. 

But the question then remained: how, when, and where are we 
to suffer the consequences of our sins? A priest could assign good 
works to a repentant person, but would they be equal to the 
damage done by the sin? What if they were not finished within the 
person’s lifetime? Purgatory answered these concerns. If a sinner 
goes to purgatory, that means his guilt has been forgiven and he 
will not go to hell. But he still has to work off his punishment 
according to God’s justice. Whatever is not accomplished by good 
works in this lifetime has to be completed by suffering in 
purgatory. Purgatory will make a sinner perfect through suffering, 
and at the end he will be ready to love God fully and come into 
God’s presence in heaven. 

With this background, it’s time to look at the 1518 Theses 
themselves, which are reproduced here in full. 

 
For the sake of investigating the truth and comforting terrified 

consciences the following will be disputed under the Reverend 
Father Martin Luther, Augustinian, according to our custom in 
circular fashion. 1518. 

1. Of the two kinds of ecclesiastical remission, namely the 
remission of punishment and the remission of guilt, the remission 
of guilt is by far the more excellent. 

2. Remission of guilt makes the heart to be at rest and takes 
away the greatest of all punishments, namely consciousness of sin. 

3. Remission of punishment sometimes exacerbates a bad 
conscience, sometimes nurtures presumption, which is even worse. 
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4. Remission of guilt reconciles a person with God, remission of 
punishment reconciles a person with other people, that is, with the 
church. 

5. If guilt and the consciousness of it are remitted, then there is 
no punishment in punishment, but only joy in the affliction. 

6. Without remission of punishment a person can still be saved, 
however in no case without remission of guilt. 

7. It is more helpful to salvation if the one who is absolved of 
guilt refrains from asking for liberation from punishments. 

8. Remission of guilt is based neither on the contrition of sinners 
nor on the office or authority of priests. 

9. It is based rather on faith, which is directed toward the Word 
of Christ, Who says: “Whatever you loose…” etc. [Matt. 16:19]. 

10. For it is true that it is not the sacrament of faith, but rather 
faith in the sacrament that justifies (which means, not because the 
sacrament is performed, but rather because it is believed). 

11. Christ did not want the salvation of human beings to consist 
in the hand or decision of human beings, 

12. but rather as it is written: “He carries everything by the 
word of His power” [Heb. 1:3] and “He purifies their hearts 
through faith” [Acts 15:9]. 

13. The error of those who claim that remission of guilt is 
uncertain because of the uncertainty of contrition amounts to 
unbelief. 

14. No matter how uncertain the priest and the sinner may be 
about the contrition, the absolution is valid if the sinner believes 
that he is absolved. 

15. Therefore it is certain: the sins are remitted if you believe 
that they are remitted, because the promise of Christ the Savior is 
certain. 

16. The one who has been absolved by the key8 should prefer to 
die and renounce the whole of creation rather than doubt his 
absolution. 

                                                
8 That is, the power or office of the keys. 
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17. Whoever doubts that his absolution is pleasing to God 
doubts at the same time that Christ was truthful in saying, 
“Whatever you…” [Matt. 16:19]. 

18. Those who base forgiveness on contrition are building faith 
in God on sand [Matt. 7:26], that is, on a human work. 

19. It is an injustice against the sacrament and a trick of despair 
not to believe in the absolution until the contrition is certain. 

20. Yes indeed, to want to place the confidence of one’s 
conscience in contrition means to make God into a liar and oneself 
into the truthful one. 

21. Such people rely in the most pernicious way not on the 
mercy and word of Christ, but rather on their own works and 
powers. 

22. Yes, even more so, in a most inverted way they themselves 
want to confirm the word and faith, rather than be confirmed by 
the word and faith. 

23. The priests are not the originators of forgiveness, but rather 
those who administer the word for faith in forgiveness. 

24. The power of the keys works a dependable and infallible 
work through the word and command of God, unless you are 
deceitful. 

25. The priest has enough clear signs of contrition when he 
senses that the sinner requests absolution and has faith in it. 

26. In fact, it must be ascertained much more from [the sinner] 
whether he believes that he is absolved than whether he worthily 
repents. 

27. The priest must also beware of probing the state of contrition 
alone so strongly that the person believes that he will be absolved 
because of it. 

28. Much more must that word of Christ be pressed upon him: 
“Believe, my son, your sins are forgiven you” [Matt. 9:2] than his 
worthiness be ascertained. 

29. The consequence is that that word of Christ: “Whosever sins 
you remit” [John 20:23] refers not to punishments but to guilt. 
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30. Just as the priest actually teaches, baptizes, and communes, 
and yet these are the works of the internally operating Spirit alone, 

31. so also he actually forgives sins and absolves guilt, and yet 
this is the work of the internally operating Spirit alone. 

32. In all of this, as he administers the word of Christ, he 
exercises at the same time the faith through which the sinner is 
justified internally. 

33. For nothing justifies except faith in Christ alone, for which 
the administering of the word through the priest is necessary. 

34. Without this faith, contrition over sins works despair and is 
to God more offending than reconciling. 

35. The priest can abuse the key and can sin in this way, if he 
absolves someone whose case is restricted.9 

36. But the absolution is not void on that account, unless the 
faith of the absolved were void, as well. 

37. Just as in baptism and distribution of communion [the 
priest] really baptizes and distributes communion, even if the key is 
restricted or prohibited, 

38. so also he really absolves in penance, as much as it may be 
prohibited, as long as there is no deception on the part of the 
absolved. 

39. Even a frivolous and game-playing priest, or one who 
knowingly acts against a restriction, truly baptizes and absolves. 

40. Imagine a case (however impossible) that one who is to be 
absolved is not contrite yet believes anyway that he is being 
absolved: he truly is absolved. 

41. Here no reservation of cases or a restriction can be an 
obstacle, assuming that it was unknown and remained so. 

42. The sacraments of the new law are not in this way 
efficacious signs of grace such that it is sufficient for their reception 
not to set up a hindrance. 

                                                
9 Only certain authorities such as the pope had the right to absolve in a case like 
this. See also Thesis 41 on a “reservation of cases,” meaning cases of absolution 
reserved to a higher authority. 



 

30 
 

43. Yes, whoever comes to any of [the sacraments] without faith 
comes to them as a hypocrite and through this into judgment. 

44. The sacraments of the old and new law are distinguished 
from one another in that those were justifications in the flesh, while 
these are justifications in the spirit. 

45. In the new is present, and in the old was lacking, the word of 
the one Who promises and therefore also the faith of the one who 
receives remission. 

46. As venial sins do not belong to confession and absolution 
through the keys, so also not all mortal [sins]. 

47. If a person were obligated to confess all mortal sins and be 
absolved of them, he would be obligated to do something utterly 
impossible. 

48. No human being knows how often he sins mortally, even in 
good deeds, because of empty boasting. 

49. Only this must be confessed: what for him or for others is 
certain to be mortal sin, namely crimes. 

50. Despairing over the other [sins], he must throw himself with 
trust into the abyss of the mercy of God, Who promises [mercy] 
faithfully. 

In summary: 
The righteous will live not from works of the law, and also not 

from the law, but from faith. Rom. 1[:17, 3:28]. 
 
The Theses of 1518 can be broken up into smaller units 

according to their theme. In Theses 1–7, Luther starts with an 
important observation. Forgiveness of guilt is clearly superior to 
forgiveness of punishment. The very fact of having one’s guilt 
forgiven should fill a person with love for God. If that is the case, 
and if repentance is really motivated by love of God and sorrow 
over sin, then why would a Christian ever want to reduce his 
punishment? The punishment exists to make repentance perfect 
and to crucify the desires of the flesh. Therefore, a truly repentant 
person will always want the full punishment in order to be made 
into a better person. Taking away punishment may only encourage 
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sin. Therefore, it doesn’t make sense to focus attention on reducing 
punishment through indulgences or by any other means. 

In Theses 8–12, Luther takes up a second point. Some 
background is again necessary to understand it. The teaching of the 
medieval church was that God forgives sin only if a person is truly 
repentant. If a person is truly repentant, then God promises to 
forgive. This was seen as grace. Why should God forgive sin at all? 
If God were strictly just, He would condemn every single sinner to 
hell forever. However, the medieval church argued, God instead 
created an opportunity for sinners to be saved. If they repented, 
then God would cover their sins and forgive them. This 
arrangement—people repent and God forgives—was managed by 
the priests. The people had to come to them and show signs of 
repentance. Then the priest would be authorized to say: God 
forgives you if it is true you have repented. The priest would also 
assign punishments to be completed now, or if not now, then in 
purgatory. 

But Luther realized from his own experience that this was a 
dangerous teaching. How can a person be sure of his own 
repentance? How can he look inside himself and know all of his 
motivations and feelings? He can never be sure. And, if he sees 
God only as an angry judge, it will be very hard to come to such a 
judge with trust and confidence. Rather, the Christian will be 
terribly afraid of and distrust a God who judges so harshly. And 
yet, even if he trusts in God and feels repentance in his heart, all the 
priest can say in response is if. “If you have truly repented, then 
God has forgiven you.” A person can never be certain about 
himself or about God. Everything is imprisoned inside the if. 

Therefore, in Thesis 8, Luther makes a statement that was quite 
shocking for his time: “Remission of guilt is based neither on the 
contrition of sinners nor on the office or authority of priests.” In 
other words, Luther throws out repentance and church authority 
together. Neither have any effect on a person’s guilt or innocence in 
the eyes of God. Then what can the forgiveness of sins be based 
upon? Luther tells us in Thesis 9: “It is based rather on faith, which 
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is directed toward the Word of Christ, Who says ‘whatever you 
bind on earth shall be bound in heaven, and whatever you loose on 
earth shall be loosed in heaven.’” 

This is a quote from Matthew 16:19, and it is absolutely central 
to Luther’s new theology. Here, Christ does not speak with an if. 
He speaks with a promise. Christ promises to forgive sins through 
the ministry of the church. When a priest or pastor declares that 
sins have been forgiven, then they really are forgiven. Christ 
promised. There is no if about it! And the only way to receive a promise 
is to believe it. So that is why for Luther here, and throughout his 
whole career, there is always such a close connection between the 
Word of Christ and faith. Christ speaks his Word of promise to us: 
we receive it by believing it. The Word comes first, and faith follows. 
In fact, faith can only exist because of the promise of Christ that 
comes to us and awakens faith in us. 

Note that this is already a tremendous change in Luther’s 
thinking since the time of the Ninety-Five Theses. There, Luther 
had still argued that the clergy can only declare the forgiveness of 
sin in principle, but not with certainty in any particular case. And 
in the Ninety-Five Theses Luther had also argued that God will 
always humble the truly repentant in the presence of the priest. But 
here, in the Theses of 1518, Luther places the emphasis instead on 
the absolute reliability of the promise of Christ, which comes into 
effect in the very moment that it is spoken by the priest on Christ’s 
behalf. The if is gone forever! 

In Theses 13–22, Luther explains his new position in more 
detail. Previously, people had believed that their sins were forgiven 
due to the quality of their repentance or because of the authority of 
the priest. Priests were instructed not to give absolution unless they 
could be certain that the sinner was truly repentant. But Luther 
argued against this view: to say that forgiveness is uncertain 
because repentance is uncertain is just the same as unbelief. It is 
looking to a human work—repentance—for certainty instead of 
looking to God’s work. Therefore, Luther argues: “Sins are remitted 
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if you believe they are remitted, because the promise of Christ the 
Savior is certain.” 

You may wonder about that phrase “if you believe”—it sounds 
like Luther is bringing back the if. But you have to pay attention to 
the second half of the sentence: “because the promise of Christ the 
savior is certain.” Christ really does forgive your sins. But the only 
way you can enjoy that fact, benefit from it, and live in a new state 
of reconciliation with God is by believing that Christ means what 
he says. Faith is simply the enjoyment of the promise. Faith is not 
offering something to God but rather receiving what God has 
offered to us. 

For Luther, it is a serious thing to assert that the promise of 
Christ is certain. The Word of Christ is the most important thing in 
the whole world, in the whole universe. A person who has heard 
Christ’s promise of forgiveness should prefer to die and lose the 
whole of creation rather than doubt the certainty of Christ’s 
promise. Otherwise he has turned Christ into a liar, doubting the 
certainty of the promise. He trusts in himself instead of in God. 

In Theses 23–34, Luther goes on to explain what the proper job 
of the church’s ministry is, in light of this new understanding of 
Christ’s promise. Priests and pastors do not create forgiveness of 
sins; they only administer it on Christ’s behalf. Their job is to offer 
the promise. They should not spend all their time trying to discover 
how repentant a sinner is; it’s much more important to make sure 
that the sinner believes in Christ’s promise. Such faith should be 
encouraged very strongly. For the priests and pastors are really just 
the hands and mouth of the Holy Spirit. The pastor teaches, or 
pours water in baptism, or offers bread and wine in the Holy 
Supper: but actually, in all these things, it is really the Holy Spirit 
who does the work. Sinners should be taught to believe in and trust 
the Holy Spirit and the promise of Christ above all, and not to put 
confidence in the quality of their own repentance. 

In Theses 35–41, Luther takes up some specific cases of his own 
time and place. For example, in certain situations, a bishop or a 
pope would say that no other priest had the right to absolve a 
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certain person except himself—like in the case of Holy Roman 
Emperor Henry IV, mentioned in Chapter 1. But Luther says that 
even in such cases, if another priest speaks the word of absolution, 
then the sinner has truly been absolved. The Word of Christ always 
takes precedence over regulations within the church. 

To make his point perfectly clear, Luther invents an impossible 
case: suppose someone is not repentant at all, yet still believes that 
he will be forgiven because of the promise of Christ. Luther says, if 
that happens, yes, the person will be truly forgiven—because the 
promise of Christ is more certain than the unrepentance of the 
sinner. However, we should add, Luther didn’t think it was 
actually possible to believe so firmly in Christ’s promise without 
also repenting of one’s sin. To know Christ truly is to feel sorry for 
one’s sin. The point of this example is to drive home Luther’s point: 
the promise of Christ is the most real, true, and solid thing in the 
world. 

In the final nine Theses, Luther emphasizes again the 
importance of faith. He says it is impossible to confess every sin (he 
himself had tried to do just that), and anyway it is unnecessary to 
do so. It is enough for the person to repent of the sins he 
remembers and that bother his conscience. Whether he knows all 
his sins or not, he should trust completely in the mercy of God, 
believing in the promise of forgiveness. Luther concludes the 
Theses with a reference to Romans 1:17 and Romans 3:28: “The 
righteous will live not from works of the law, and also not from the 
law, but from faith.” 

It really doesn’t matter when exactly Luther had his 
breakthrough or when exactly he became a reformer. It could have 
been as early as 1515 in his lectures on Romans, or as late as 1518 in 
his Theses on the Remission of Sins, or exactly on October 31, 1517, 
when he sent the 95 Theses to the archbishop of Mainz, the date we 
now celebrate as the anniversary of the Reformation. What matters 
is Luther’s insight into the gospel: that the most important thing 
about Christ is that he gives us salvation freely because of his 
tremendous love for us. Salvation is not a demand imposed upon 
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us but a gift given to us. Realizing that makes all the difference, and 
it has the power to change the world. 
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Chapter 3 
Lutheran-Roman Catholic Dialogue 

 
Despite Luther’s critiques of medieval church politics and specific 
church practices, his Reformation was at heart a theological one. The 
gracious saving work of Jesus Christ had to stand at the center of 
everything the church said and did. Taking Luther’s reforms and 
theology seriously ultimately raises the question for Protestant 
Christians: how are we to regard and relate to the Roman Catholic 
church today? 

To address this question, I must shift from my role as a 
Lutheran theologian to my role as an ecumenist. While I am by my 
own personal commitment and conviction a Lutheran Christian, I 
am also by my own personal commitment and conviction an 
ecumenist. I do not wish to do Lutheran theology in competition 
with, or at the expense of, other Christian churches. I do not wish to 
continue in the bad history of hostility and condemnation between 
Lutherans and other churches. If anything, the more deeply I 
understand Lutheran theology, the more deeply I am convinced of 
the importance of fellowship, friendship, and unity among all those 
who bear the name of Christ. 

That does not mean erasing the differences between us. It does 
not mean ending the disagreements or the debates. It is appropriate 
to stand by our beliefs and defend them. But the truth is: often our 
beliefs are based on incorrect knowledge of others. Often our 
beliefs are formed more by the impact of a bad history than by 
careful theological study. Often our beliefs are defended from fear 
rather than from faith. We will always have to draw a line between 
right and wrong, true and false. But we may need to reconsider 
where that line is. Or we may have to say that a large area of 
agreement makes a smaller area of disagreement tolerable. These 
are the issues explored by ecumenists. 

I often find that all kinds of Protestants remain deeply biased 
against Roman Catholics—and that Roman Catholics remain 
deeply biased against all kinds of Protestants. Yet when I 
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investigate more closely, I discover that much of this distrust is 
based on incorrect knowledge of each other. Protestants tend to 
think that the Roman Catholic church today is exactly the same as it 
was in the Middle Ages, teaching the same distorted theology and 
engaging in the same corrupt practices that Luther opposed. But 
that is not the case. No church remains exactly the same as it moves 
through history. Every church grows, changes, develops, improves, 
and worsens. It does all these things unevenly and unpredictably. 
And often the changes are the result of its encounters with others—
other nations, other religions, and other Christians. This has 
certainly been the case with the Catholic church.10 

 
A History of Hostility 

Although Rome did not ultimately accept most of what Luther 
proposed to reform the church, it did nevertheless go through a 
significant reformation of its own. This used to be called “the 
Counter-Reformation” and today is more often called “the Catholic 
Reformation.” To be sure, certain aspects of the Catholic 
Reformation were really “counter” the Protestants, at times in the 
form of violent political solutions and religious persecution of 
Protestants. On the other hand, Rome did recognize that it needed 
to improve various aspects of its life. These issues were addressed 
in the Council of Trent, which took place between 1545 and 1563 
and was convened directly in response to Luther and the other 
reformers. 

At the Council of Trent, Rome acknowledged the problem of 
poorly educated priests, so it required the establishment of a 
seminary in every diocese. As a result, Catholic clergy went from 
being ignorant to being among the most highly educated people in 
their societies. The priests were also required to preach every 

                                                
10 The following sections draw very much on the excellent 2013 statement of the 
International Lutheran-Catholic Commission on Unity, “From Conflict to 
Communion,” which can be found online at <http://www.vatican.va/ 
roman_curia/pontifical_councils/chrstuni/lutheran-feddocs/rc_pc_chrstuni_doc_ 
2013_dal-conflitto-alla-comunione_en.html>. 
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Sunday and on holy days; it was no longer enough simply to 
conduct the liturgy. Rome put an end to absentee bishops and 
priests, making it impossible for a single person to accumulate 
many dioceses and therefore many sources of income. And finally, 
Rome encouraged the writing of catechisms for the instruction of 
the laity. 

Theologically, however, the decisions of the Council of Trent 
cannot be considered very promising for dialogue with Lutherans 
and other Protestants. Trent rejected the principle of sola Scriptura 
and emphasized the role of tradition but without clearly spelling 
out what counts as tradition. Trent rejected the Pelagian 
interpretation of justification as God accepting us on the basis of 
our good works—so Protestants could be happy about that—but it 
also rejected Luther’s faith-alone teaching on justification. God’s 
grace was necessary, but so was human cooperation, and the 
sacraments were required if you wanted to be restored to God after 
committing a mortal sin. Most disturbingly for Lutherans, the 
Catholic version of justification included sanctification, which 
meant that people were not accepted by God simply for Christ’s 
sake, but on account of their future good works. To Lutherans and 
others, this still sounded like conditional justification based on our 
merits, and not purely on the grace of Christ given to us freely out 
of love. 

Although certain individual Lutheran and Catholic theologians 
attempted to dialogue with each other in the years ahead, the fact is 
that the Council of Trent simply could not be reconciled with the 
Augsburg Confession and other Protestant confessions of faith. 
And honestly, neither party was highly motivated to reconcile. 
They needed each other to prove their own status as the true 
church. The history of war, hatred, distrust, and ignorance 
continued for four hundred years. 

 
Catholic Ecumenism and Lutheran-Catholic Dialogue 

But then something happened that changed everything, 
something totally unexpected. In 1962 Pope John XXIII convened a 
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new council of the Catholic church. His express purpose was to 
“throw open the windows of the church and let the fresh air of the 
Spirit blow through.” The Second Vatican Council caught the 
whole church—and the whole world—by surprise. The Council 
issued a new decree about the Scripture, ranking it first among the 
sources of authority in the church. The Council allowed the mass 
and other liturgies to take place in local languages instead of only 
in Latin. The Council allowed the Catholic faithful to receive the 
wine as well as the bread at communion in a larger number of 
circumstances than ever before. The Council affirmed religious 
liberty and rejected all proselytizing and political pressure to make 
people Catholic or Christian. And most importantly, the Council 
committed the Catholic church irrevocably to ecumenism. 

This was really amazing, because Rome had deliberately 
refused to participate in any of the ecumenical activities that had 
begun in 1910 in Edinburgh, Scotland, at the World Missionary 
Conference. Rome had refused to join Life and Work, Faith and 
Order, the International Missionary Council, or the World Council 
of Churches. In 1928 the pope had even issued a statement called 
Mortalium Animos, condemning all ecumenical activities and 
insisting that the only correct form of church unity was universal 
submission to the pope and obedience to Catholic canon law and 
teaching. 

But now, through Vatican II, nearly the opposite was said. The 
1964 Decree on Ecumenism, Unitatis Redintegratio, said the first 
positive word ever heard from Rome regarding Protestant 
churches. The decree highlights the most important beliefs and 
practices that Catholics and Protestants hold in common: Jesus 
Christ as the one mediator, the holy Trinity, the Holy Scriptures, 
baptism, prayer, family life, and certain liturgical practices. While 
the Council’s decree cannot always say that Protestants genuinely 
constitute “churches,” it is still willing to call them “ecclesial 
communities,” and it admits that “the Spirit of Christ has not 
refrained from using them as means of salvation which derive their 
efficacy from the very fullness of grace and truth entrusted to the 
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Church.” In fact, Unitatis Redintegratio claims that the fullness of the 
true church “subsists” in the Catholic church—but it does not say 
anymore that the true church is identical with the Catholic church. 
Other churches and ecclesial communities may in fact be part of the 
true church. This was a huge step forward in ecumenical relations.11 

It’s impossible to exaggerate how much Vatican II changed the 
entire Christian world. Suddenly, half of the Christians on the 
planet were committed to engaging with all the others. It was time 
to lay down the weapons, stop slandering, and find out what all 
Christians had in common. That turned out to be much bigger than 
anyone guessed. 

The Lutheran-Catholic dialogue is the oldest, longest, and 
deepest of all the ecumenical dialogues. This is because of a deep 
feeling of sorrow over the inability of Luther and Rome to 
understand one another in the sixteenth century, which had done 
such lasting damage—not only in causing the ongoing splintering 
of the Western church into thousands of pieces, but also in leading 
to actual war and violence, and finally to an enormous loss of faith 
in the very place where the schism started. There is no place on 
earth were secularism has advanced so far in a previously Christian 
environment as in Europe. Christians of both Protestant and 
Catholic backgrounds had to face the fact that their disagreement 
and division was actively destroying the faith of countless people. 
That was not a luxury they could afford any longer. 

The dialogue between Lutherans and Catholics took place on an 
international level in many national settings as well, especially in 
Germany, America, France, and Australia. It’s no surprise that the 
doctrine of justification got the most attention in all of these 
dialogues. Lutherans have always said that justification by faith is 
the “chief article,” the “article on which the church stands or falls.” 
And the Council of Trent explicitly rejected the Lutheran way of 
formulating the doctrine of justification. Any hope of reconciliation 
                                                
11  The text of Unitatis Redintegratio can be found on the Vatican website, 
<http://www.vatican.va/archive/hist_councils/ii_vatican_council/documents/vat-
ii_decree_19641121_unitatis-redintegratio_en.html>. 
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between the two churches depended on reaching agreement on 
justification. 

After many discussions on the national and international levels, 
Lutheran and Catholic ecumenists came to the conclusion that it 
was possible for them to reach a basic and far-reaching consensus 
on the doctrine of justification. How was this even possible? Three 
main factors stand out. 

The first factor is, of course, the Second Vatican Council. The 
Council taught that all of God’s revelatory work—in Jesus Christ, 
in Scripture, and even in church structures and traditions—is 
oriented toward the salvation of sinful human beings. In other 
words, revelation is not to be believed simply as a set of facts that 
have dropped down from heaven. Belief in them is not merely a 
matter of intellectual assent, the way you might believe that water 
is made up of two hydrogen atoms and one oxygen atom, even if 
you can’t see those atoms with your own eyes. Rather, revelation 
has a specific, salvific purpose. And this fits very well with Luther’s 
definition of faith as not only knowledge of heavenly facts but also 
trust in divine promises. It is not just a matter of Jesus being the 
Lord, but of Jesus being my Lord. Catholic theology had developed 
in such a way that it could finally hear what Luther was trying to 
say. 

This was due to another factor: a huge breakthrough in Catholic 
scholarship on the Reformation. Until the late nineteenth century, 
what Catholics knew about Luther was mediated by one of 
Luther’s own enemies, Johannes Cochlaeus. Cochlaeus hated 
Luther with an extreme and unmeasured passion. He wrote a 
biography of Luther that was full of lies and errors—such as that 
Luther started the Reformation simply because he could not stand 
to remain celibate. (Actually, Luther believed that he himself was a 
rare case of having the supernatural gift of celibacy. It was only 
after a long time that he was finally persuaded to get married, as a 
witness to the goodness of marriage. Happily, he and Katharina 
also grew to love each other.) But in the twentieth century, 
Catholics began to take a fresh look at the sixteenth century. They 
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began to recognize how deep the problems in the medieval church 
had been and how many other reformers had existed long before 
Luther—most of whom, however, had not been excommunicated 
like Luther was. They began to see that Luther was not crazy or a 
heretic but a very pious man of prayer, profoundly educated and 
very insightful. While they could not accept all of his teachings 
without question—and Protestants do not and should not accept all 
of his teachings without question, either!—Catholics realized that 
much of what Luther taught was in line with the Catholic faith. 
Similar ideas to Luther’s could be found even in the revered 
medieval theologian Thomas Aquinas. It began to seem like 
Luther’s condemnation was an error in judgment. 

The third and final factor was that the twentieth century saw 
huge advances in biblical scholarship. As in ecumenism, Catholics 
were a bit later to join in modern biblical scholarship, but once they 
arrived they became among the most important contributors to its 
work. A better understanding of the ancient languages, historical 
contexts, Jewish background, and interconnection of biblical 
themes allowed both Catholics and Lutherans to look at the Bible 
with fresh eyes. Doing so strongly reaffirmed the christocentric 
orientation of the New Testament and its focus on salvation. 

 
The Joint Declaration on the Doctrine of Justification 

For thirty years, Lutherans and Catholics around the world 
explored the doctrine of justification together. By the end of this 
time, they were ready to make a common statement. But the issue 
was so important that they didn’t want it to remain just one more 
ecumenical statement to be published in a book and forgotten by 
everyone but the experts. They wanted the churches to recognize 
how far they had come, too. Reaching this goal was a slow and 
difficult process on both sides. In the Lutheran World Federation, 
every single member church was asked to read and comment on 
the draft statement about justification. There were very intense 
debates both about the theology of the statement and its impact for 
future relationships—especially in places where Lutheran-Catholic 
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relations remained tense. However, in the end, it was approved at a 
meeting of the Lutheran World Federation Council. 

The process was somewhat different for the Catholics. They are 
not comprised of member churches, obviously, but are one single 
church under the pope. The matter was referred to the Pontifical 
Council for Promoting Christian Unity. Here too there were some 
concerns about both theological and practical matters. The Catholic 
church had trouble understanding how it could even be a partner 
with the Lutheran World Federation, since the Lutheran World 
Federation is not a church in itself but a communion of many 
churches. However, in the end, the highest authorities approved 
the statement and agreed to sign it. 

The official signing of the Joint Declaration on the Doctrine of 
Justification took place on October 31, 1999—Reformation Day, the 
anniversary of Luther’s Ninety-Five Theses. It was signed in 
Augsburg, the city where Lutherans presented the Augsburg 
Confession to the Holy Roman Emperor in 1530. The Joint 
Declaration is the one and only doctrinal statement ever signed and 
accepted by the Catholic church together with a Protestant church. 
That means it is not only a diplomatic agreement but actually a 
binding part of Catholic teaching. How far the two churches had 
come since their bitter division 450 years earlier! 

All Catholics and Protestants should take the time to read the 
Joint Declaration carefully for themselves—it is that important. Not 
as a replacement for reading it, but as a guide to reading it, here 
follows a brief overview of the most important aspects of the 
statement. 

The Joint Declaration begins by stating the central importance of 
the doctrine of justification to Christian theology. The Declaration 
observes that “all the dialogue reports as well as the responses 
show a high degree of agreement in their approaches and 
conclusions,” which means that the Catholic and Lutheran 
churches are “enabled to make binding decisions” (§4). The 
churches are “now able to articulate a common understanding of 
our justification by God’s grace through faith in Christ,” which is 
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strong enough that “the remaining differences in its explication are 
no longer the occasion for doctrinal condemnations” (§5). This is an 
important point: the Joint Declaration does not claim that 
Lutherans and Catholics teach exactly the same thing on every 
single point. Rather, it claims that what they do teach in common is 
so central, so important, and so strong that the remaining 
disagreements do not require mutual condemnation or rejection. 
They fall within the limits of acceptable diversity. 

After this preamble, the Joint Declaration devotes a good deal of 
space to the “Biblical Message of Justification.” Many passages of 
Scripture are mentioned from both the Old and New Testament 
about God’s intention to save, human sinfulness, Christ’s 
righteousness, justification and sanctification, freedom, forgiveness, 
grace, good works, and the Holy Spirit. This common biblical 
material is the firm foundation for everything that follows. 

After this, the Joint Declaration offers its own formula for 
expressing the doctrine of justification—a formula that both 
Catholics and Lutherans can agree to. It says: “[J]ustification is the 
work of the triune God. The Father sent his Son into the world to 
save sinners. The foundation and presupposition of justification is 
the incarnation, death, and resurrection of Christ. Justification thus 
means that Christ himself is our righteousness, in which we share 
through the Holy Spirit in accord with the will of the Father. 
Together we confess: By grace alone, in faith in Christ’s saving 
work and not because of any merit on our part, we are accepted by 
God and receive the Holy Spirit, who renews our hearts while 
equipping and calling us to good works” (§15). From a Lutheran 
perspective, all the necessary pieces are there: Christ himself is our 
righteousness; justification happens by grace alone and by faith in 
Christ’s saving work, not by human merit; God accepts us and we 
receive the Holy Spirit. 

The next several paragraphs explore this formula in more detail. 
Faith itself is God’s gift through the Holy Spirit, not a meritorious 
act of intellectual assent by the human being. Faith in Christ always 
brings us into the fellowship of the church. Faith in Christ always 
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leads to a renewal of our life now, which will be completed in the 
life to come. The central importance of justification is 
acknowledged: “[T]he message of justification directs us in a 
special way towards the heart of the New Testament witness to 
God’s saving action in Christ: it tells us that as sinners our new life 
is solely due to the forgiving and renewing mercy that God imparts 
as a gift and we receive in faith, and never can merit in any way” 
(§17). Thus justification is not just one doctrine among many but 
has an essential relation to each and every doctrine, always 
drawing us back to the fact that revelation and doctrine are for the 
sake of human salvation. 

The next section of the Joint Declaration shows that common 
teaching does not eliminate confessional distinctives. Many more 
points are taken up in succession, each one with a common 
statement, but Lutherans and Catholics are each allowed to offer 
their distinctive perspective on the subject. In doing so, they clear 
up the misunderstandings that are likely to happen on the other 
side. In other words, this section is one of translation. Each church 
and theology uses words in unique ways that often differ from 
other churches and theologies. Misunderstandings arise when we 
fail to see the different way the words are used. Thus, it is 
important to explain more clearly what we mean by our words and 
concepts. As a result, often it will be discovered that the same belief 
is intended even when the words are different. 

So, for example, in the first of these comparisons, Lutherans and 
Catholics say together: “all persons depend completely on the 
saving grace of God for their salvation… and are incapable of 
turning by themselves to God to seek deliverance, of meriting their 
justification before God, or of attaining salvation by their own 
abilities” (§19). Then each church offers its own commentary. First: 
“When Catholics say that persons ‘cooperate’ in preparing for and 
accepting justification by consenting to God’s justifying action, they 
see such personal consent as itself an effect of grace, not as an 
action arising from innate human abilities” (§20). This is very 
important, because Lutherans usually hear the Catholic language of 
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“cooperation” as meaning that salvation somehow depends on our 
efforts. Here, Catholics reject that interpretation and affirm that 
cooperation is itself an effect of God’s grace, not a condition of God’s 
grace. Then Lutherans say: “human beings are incapable of 
cooperating in their salvation, because as sinners they actively 
oppose God and his saving action… When [Lutherans] emphasize 
that a person can only receive justification, they mean thereby to 
exclude any possibility of contributing to one’s own justification, 
but do not deny that believers are fully involved personally in their 
faith, which is effected by God’s Word” (§21). This is very 
important, because Catholics tend to think that the Lutheran 
emphasis on human passivity denies human beings their dignity or 
responsibility, making them mere objects of God’s work instead of 
full persons. Here, Lutherans reject that interpretation and 
emphasize that the Word comes to work on real persons who 
respond and engage in a fully human way. 

The comparisons continue, covering many more topics: 
forgiveness of sins and being made righteous, justification by faith 
and by grace, sin in the life of the justified person, law and gospel, 
the assurance of salvation, and good works in the life of the 
justified person. 

Then the Joint Declaration comes to its conclusion on “The 
Significance and Scope of the Consensus Reached.” It asserts: “The 
understanding of the doctrine of justification set forth in this 
Declaration shows that a consensus in basic truths of the doctrine of 
justification exists between Lutherans and Catholics. In light of this 
consensus the remaining differences of language, theological 
elaboration, and emphasis in the understanding of justification… 
are acceptable” (§40). That is the situation of today: we can accept 
each other’s teaching on justification. But how does this affect our 
view of the past? The Joint Declaration continues: “[T]he doctrinal 
condemnations of the 16th century, in so far as they relate to the 
doctrine of justification, appear in a new light: The teaching of the 
Lutheran churches presented in this Declaration does not fall under 
the condemnations from the Council of Trent. The condemnations 



 

47 
 

in the Lutheran Confessions do not apply to the teaching of the 
Roman Catholic Church presented in this Declaration” (§41). In 
other words, the condemnations of the past no longer apply to the 
churches of the present. 

But that does not mean that the condemnations of the past have 
themselves been rejected by today’s churches. The Joint Declaration 
therefore says: “Nothing is thereby taken away from the 
seriousness of the condemnations related to the doctrine of 
justification. Some were not simply pointless. They remain for us 
‘salutary warnings’ to which we must attend in our teaching and 
practice” (§42). In other words, what was wrong then is still wrong 
now. But we no longer accuse the other church of holding to that 
wrong teaching. 

The Joint Declaration concludes by observing that the meaning 
of the doctrine of justification must be applied to all the other 
doctrines and practices of the church, especially as these other 
matters remain a point of division between Lutherans and 
Catholics. But the final word is: “We give thanks to the Lord for 
this decisive step forward on the way to overcoming the division of 
the church. We ask the Holy Spirit to lead us further toward that 
visible unity which is Christ’s will” (§44). 

 
After the Joint Declaration 

The Joint Declaration was truly an inspiring highlight in the 
search for Christian unity, not only for Lutherans and Catholics but 
for all Christians everywhere. Seven years later, the World 
Methodist Council decided to offer its own signature of 
endorsement of the Joint Declaration. In 2017 the World 
Communion of Reformed Churches also signed the Joint 
Declaration, and in the same year Anglican Communion 
“affirmed” it as well. 

Yet, obviously, the Joint Declaration did not restore the broken 
communion between Catholics and Lutherans or other Protestants. 
This was more surprising to Lutherans than to Catholics, because 
Lutherans tend to think that if you agree on justification then 
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everything else should fall into place. But Catholics also require 
common agreement on the structure of the church—not just the 
pope but all the other pieces of the ordained ministry as well. There 
are also significant differences on the sacraments and who can 
administer them. The international Lutheran-Catholic dialogue 
therefore followed up the success of the Joint Declaration with a 
long study on “The Apostolicity of the Church.” “Apostolicity” is 
the word used to talk about church governance and ministry. While 
a very extensive study, it was not able to solve the remaining 
difficulties. 

However, I suspect that the problem is not so much the 
remaining disagreements in theology but the churches’ different 
interpretations of history. Even though Catholic scholarship has 
changed its mind on many aspects of Luther and the Reformation, 
the fact remains that, to most Catholics, Luther is still the ultimate 
symbol of the division of the church, a heretic and a troublemaker. 
The Reformation is a tragedy and only a tragedy. Lutherans and 
other Protestants obviously don’t see it that way: the Reformation 
may have had tragic aspects, like the division of the Western 
church, but fundamentally they are grateful for the Reformation 
and its christocentric character. 

Therefore, the most recent statement released by the 
international Lutheran-Catholic dialogue turned its attention to the 
five hundredth anniversary of the Ninety-Five Theses that would 
take place on October 31, 2017. The big question was whether 
Catholics could celebrate it, too. Could they find anything joyful 
about the anniversary of the church’s division? And could 
Lutherans and Protestants admit to the tragic sides of the 
Reformation? In many ways, the 2017 anniversary turned into a test 
case for ecumenical reconciliation. 

The result of the dialogue’s study is the excellent statement 
entitled “From Conflict to Communion.” Here the whole history of 
Lutheran-Catholic relations is summarized, from the painful 
beginnings in 1517 all the way to the triumph of the Joint 
Declaration. But the main focus of the document is Luther himself. 
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His teaching is presented in great detail, and the common ground 
that now exists between Luther and the post-Vatican II Catholic 
church is highlighted. 

In many ways, Luther himself is the issue that needs to be 
resolved. We are not only talking about theologies and doctrines, 
after all. At the center of the debates was a particular friar of the 
Catholic church who was condemned for his beliefs and who has 
never been restored officially in Catholic understanding. If we 
think that Luther was right, then we must also think that his 
condemnation was wrong. The ongoing division of our churches is 
at least in part our waiting for this injustice to be put right. It’s clear 
now that the Catholic church has accepted much of Luther’s 
theology. But it has not yet been possible to accept his person. From 
Conflict to Communion showed the importance of reconciling on 
this matter and offered proposals for how Lutherans and Catholics 
together could commemorate the Reformation anniversary, repent of 
the things that went wrong during the Reformation, and celebrate 
the things that went right. 

The dialogue team created a liturgy to be used by Lutherans 
and Catholics together to do exactly this work of commemorating, 
repenting, and celebrating.12 It was used at the opening ceremony 
of the jubilee year of the Reformation on October 31, 2016, in Lund, 
Sweden. Pope Francis participated in the event, wore the liturgical 
color of red for the Reformation holiday, and spoke appreciative 
words about Luther in his sermon. That alone is proof of how far 
divided Christians have come. 

  

                                                
12  The liturgy can be found at <http://www.lutheranworld.org/content/joint-
common-prayer-lutheran-catholic-common-commemoration-reformation-2017>. 
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Part 2 

 

Law and Gospel 
at the Heart of Luther’s Theology 
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Chapter 4 
The Fine Art of Distinguishing Law and Gospel 

 
At the heart of the matter for Luther is that God gives first. Only after 
God gives and we receive His gift, only then can we start to act in 
response. It is true in creation—God has to create us before we can 
breathe, walk, or speak!—and it is true in justification. Faith is the 
receiving of what God gives, and that is why faith is what makes us 
right with God or, to use the technical language, faith is what 
justifies us in the eyes of God. It is not and never can be our own 
works, however good and holy, that cause God to accept us. 
Rather, God first accepts us, on account of the death and 
resurrection of His Son, and God gives us faith in His Son through 
the Holy Spirit. Only then, in response to God’s work of salvation 
on our behalf, can we begin to live and act in holy and righteous 
ways. 

This distinction between God’s action and our action is 
fundamental to every aspect of Luther’s theology. This distinction 
is formalized when Luther talks about the distinction between law 
and gospel. As a formal principle, the distinction between law and 
gospel can be used to interpret Scripture; it can also be used to 
analyze preaching and theology; it can even be used to understand 
the wider culture. 

 
Luther’s Basic Distinction between Law and Gospel 

A good place to begin grasping the distinction between law and 
gospel is in Luther’s writing “A Brief Instruction on What to Look 
for and Expect in the Gospels.” He wrote it in 1521, the year of his 
condemnation at the Diet of Worms. Luther begins by saying that it 
is a mistake to speak of four gospels—Matthew, Mark, Luke, and 
John. It is better to say that there is one gospel of Jesus Christ, which 
is presented in many and various ways by the authors of the New 
Testament. Matthew, Mark, Luke, and John write longer 
biographies of Jesus, although John is noticeably different from the 
other three, emphasizing Jesus’ words more than particular actions, 
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at least until the end of the story. Paul, who left us only letters, is 
also an evangelist according to Luther’s definition, even though he 
offers almost no biographical details about Jesus. The same can be 
said of Peter and his letters. Even the book of Acts is gospel for 
Luther. And that is because “gospel” simply means good news about 
Jesus Christ, the Son of God and the Son of Mary, who died and was 
raised and is Lord of all. And this good news is offered to us, for 
our salvation. 

Notice Luther’s emphasis here: the main thing about the gospel 
is that it concerns Jesus and what he has done for us. It is not, in the 
first place, about us, but it is certainly for us. It is not about what we 
do, but about what Jesus has already done. Luther realized, though, 
that most people in his time did not approach the news about Jesus 
in this way. They approached it instead as a new law—superior to 
the ancient law of Israel, but still a law. Luther wanted to correct 
this misunderstanding, so here he explains the proper way to read 
the New Testament’s writings about Christ. 

 
[Y]ou should grasp Christ, his words, works, and 
sufferings, in a twofold manner. First as an example 
that is presented to you, which you should follow and 
imitate. As St. Peter says in I Peter 4, “Christ suffered 
for us, thereby leaving us an example.” Thus when 
you see how he prays, fasts, helps people, and shows 
them love, so also you should do, both for yourself 
and for your neighbor. However this is the smallest 
part of the gospel, on the basis of which it cannot yet 
even be called gospel. For on this level Christ is of no 
more help to you than some other saint. His life 
remains his own and does not as yet contribute 
anything to you. In short this mode [of understanding 
Christ as an example] does not make Christians but 
only hypocrites. You must grasp Christ at a much 
higher level. Even though this higher level has for a 
long time been the very best, the preaching of its has 



 

53 
 

been something rare. The chief article and foundation 
of the gospel is that before you take Christ as an 
example, you accept and recognize him as a gift, as a 
present that God has given you and that is your own. 
This means that when you see or hear of Christ doing 
or suffering something, you do not doubt that Christ 
himself, with his deeds and suffering, belongs to you. 
On this you may depend as surely as if you had done 
it yourself; indeed as if you were Christ himself. See, 
this is what it means to have a proper grasp of the 
gospel, that is, of the overwhelming goodness of God, 
which neither prophet, nor apostle, nor angel was 
ever able fully to express, and which no heart could 
adequately fathom or marvel at. This is the great fire 
of the love of God for us, whereby the heart and 
conscience become happy, secure, and content…  

Now when you have Christ as the foundation and 
chief blessing of your salvation, then the other part 
follows: that you take him as your example, giving 
yourself in service to your neighbor just as you see 
that Christ has given himself for you. See, there faith 
and love move forward, God’s commandment is 
fulfilled, and a person is happy and fearless to do and 
suffer all things. Therefore make note of this, that 
Christ as a gift nourishes your faith and makes you a 
Christian. But Christ as an example exercises your 
works. These do not make you a Christian. Actually 
they come forth from you because you have already 
been made a Christian. As widely as a gift differs 
from an example, so widely does faith differ from 
works, for faith possesses nothing of its own, only the 
deeds and life of Christ. Works have something of 
your own in them, yet they should not belong to you 
but to your neighbor. So you see that the gospel is 
really not a book of laws and commandments which 
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requires deeds of us, but a book of divine promises in 
which God promises, offers, and gives us all his 
possessions and benefits in Christ. The fact that Christ 
and the apostles provide much good teaching and 
explain the law is to be counted a benefit just like any 
other work of Christ. For to teach aright is not the 
least sort of benefit… He simply tells us what we are 
to do and what to avoid, what will happen to those 
who do evil and to those who do well. Christ drives 
and compels no one. Indeed he teaches so gently that 
he entices rather than commands. 13 

 
Luther explains that Christ can be received in two ways: as an 

example and as a gift. Too many people, Luther thought, saw 
Christ only as an example. They tried by their own powers to 
imitate Christ and to be holy as he is holy. Luther could see that 
taking Christ as an example alone would lead to despair. People 
would only see how far they fell short of his example. 

Therefore, the more important thing is first to receive Christ as a 
gift. God simply gives you Jesus Christ, His own Son, out of the 
great fire of His love for you. Yours is Christ’s holiness, his 
righteousness, his life, his salvation, his resurrection. These things 
are simply given! There is no command or law to be followed in 
order to receive them. In fact, God even gives you His Holy Spirit, 
Who lives in you and receives Christ for you. God is both the giving 
and the receiving at work in us. 

Only afterwards—only after we truly understand and receive 
Christ as a gift—only then can we begin to appreciate Christ as an 
example. But even in this case, we will not take Christ as an 
example in order to become holy enough for God to accept us. No, 
we will take Christ as an example because God’s love for us moves 
us to love others in the same way. It is as if God’s love flows into us 

                                                
13 Luther’s Works, American Edition, 55 vols., eds. J. Pelikan and H. Lehmann (St. 
Louis and Philadelphia: Concordia and Fortress, 1955ff.), 35:120–1. 
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and then keeps on flowing through our love toward our friends, 
enemies, neighbors, and family. God’s love is freely given to us in 
Christ, but it doesn’t want to stop there. It wants to continue to 
reach out and gather others in. Thus when Christ teaches the law or 
offers himself as an example, he does so in order to help us 
understand what love really looks like. All of Christ’s laws exist to 
foster and support love. 

Now that we understand this twofold approach to Christ—first 
as gift, then as example—we can get closer to the proper distinction 
between law and gospel. 

 
Law and Gospel in the Old Testament 

Several years later, in 1525, Luther wrote a treatise called “How 
Christians Should Regard Moses,” which lays out the distinction 
between law and gospel very clearly. 

It is useful to know first why Luther wrote this treatise at all. It 
started out as a sermon from a preaching series on Exodus that 
Luther started in 1524 and didn’t finish until 1527! Why did he 
spend so much time preaching on the Old Testament? 

The simple reason is that Luther was not the only reformer 
around. Soon after the Ninety-Five Theses, many other people 
spoke up and offered their own challenges to church practice. They 
didn’t always see things the same way that Luther did. For 
example, Luther’s colleague, Andreas Karlstadt, led many of the 
townspeople to destroy paintings and statues in the churches of 
Wittenberg while Luther was far away in the Wartburg castle, 
hiding out from potential attempts on his life. Karlstadt’s reasoning 
was that the Old Testament forbids making “graven images,” and 
that statues in church qualified as “graven images.” 

But Luther disagreed very sharply—as he said in no uncertain 
terms when he returned to Wittenberg to settle things down. First 
of all, he disagreed with the violent method. Luther said that the 
Word of God is what removes idols from our heart, not violent 
human action to remove them from our eyes. Furthermore, Luther 
argued, Karlstadt made a mistake in thinking that the laws of the 
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Old Testament should be imposed upon Christians. These laws 
were given to the people of Israel; they don’t apply either to 
Gentiles or to the church. Luther quotes Acts 15 and Galatians 5, 
where the apostles say that to insist that any part of the law of Israel 
must be obeyed by Christians is the same as to say that it all must be 
obeyed by Christians. Therefore, Luther argued, if Karlstadt wants 
to impose the graven image law on Christians because it is part of 
Israel’s law, then Karlstadt must also make sure that all the men are 
circumcised, that no one eats any pork, that the Sabbath is observed 
on Saturdays, and so forth. Clearly, Luther infers, Karlstadt will not 
want to do this. (Imagine Germans giving up pork!) 

Luther therefore argues that the better approach is to urge 
Christians to obey the law given to Israel only insofar as it is the 
universal, natural law given to all human beings, as Paul discusses 
in Romans 1. Luther even says that we do not obey the Ten 
Commandments because they are the law given to Israel; rather, we 
obey them because they are the best expression of the universal 
law. Yet even the Ten Commandments include laws specific to 
Israel, which is why Lutherans and Catholics do not include the 
“graven images” commandment and why they interpret the 
Sabbath commandment in terms of rest and hearing God’s word 
but not in terms of strictly keeping Saturday and no other day as a 
day of rest. You may recall that when Jesus repeated the law to the 
rich man in Mark 10:19/Matthew 19:18–19, he did not include the 
graven image law or the Sabbath law specific to Israel but only the 
“universal” laws. 

Therefore, in the treatise “How Christians Should Regard 
Moses,” Luther wanted to offer a clear explanation of how 
Christians, who in his day as in ours are mostly Gentiles rather 
than Jews, should relate to the law given to the Israelites. He 
wanted to offer a better account than Karlstadt’s. However, Luther 
was also concerned that many Christians looked down on the Old 
Testament as somehow inferior to the New Testament, ignoring it 
completely. Luther wanted to give a positive account of the Old 
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Testament that would encourage Christians to read it seriously and 
with joy. 

Luther begins the treatise with the observation that only twice 
in history has God delivered a “public sermon”—rather than 
speaking privately to individuals or small groups. The first public 
sermon was on Mt. Sinai, when God gave the Ten Commandments 
to Moses, accompanied by the signs of smoke and fire on the 
mountaintop. The second public sermon was on the Day of 
Pentecost in Jerusalem, when God sent the Holy Spirit to bring 
people to faith in Jesus Christ, accompanied by signs of rushing 
wind, tongues of fire, and many languages. Luther compares these 
two sermons. 

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



 

58 
 

as in the case of the law—what we are to do and give 
to God.14 

 
To summarize Luther’s distinction between law and gospel very 

simply and briefly: the law is what God commands; the gospel is what 
God gives. The law has conditions: it must be obeyed. The gospel is 
given freely: it needs only to be received. Both law and gospel are 
words of God, and they are both good words. The law is good, 
because through the law God says how He wishes us to live with 
Him and with one another—with love, at peace, without 
destructive actions like murder, adultery, theft, slander, and 
coveting. But the law cannot save us. It tells us what we should do 
and what we should not do, but it doesn’t actually give us the 
power to obey it. Simply saying the words “Obey God!” does not 
automatically make someone obey God. The gospel, however, saves 
us. It gives us Christ; it gives us Christ’s own righteousness and 
makes it ours. Only when we have received Christ’s salvation can 
we begin to obey the commands of the law. And the commands of 
the law make us see clearly how great is our need for salvation in 
Christ. 

Now Luther asks: if Moses gave the law to Israel, and many 
laws only to Israel, and, moreover, if the law does not save us—why 
then should we continue to read the books of Moses in the Old 
Testament? Luther gives us three reasons. 

The first reason is that Moses actually has a lot of valuable 
suggestions about our human life together. To be sure, Christians 
are not required to obey any of the laws of Israel, unless they are 
also universal laws for all people, such as the law against murder. 
However, each culture and nation has its own ways of organizing 
human society, and some ways might be better than others. Luther 
found that many of the civil and practical laws of Israel were 
actually better than the laws of Saxony, where he lived. For 
example, under Saxon law, farmers were required to pay a certain 
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fixed amount of taxes to their rulers every year. If the weather was 
bad and the crop failed, they still had to pay the same tax—and if 
they didn’t have enough to pay, they went into debt or starved. But 
in Moses, farmers paid according to a percentage. If they grew 
little, they gave little, but they still had something left over. This 
way, Luther observes, nobody is deprived of his livelihood, and the 
whole community flourishes or suffers together, since everyone is 
together dependent on the weather and the well-being of the land. 
Saxons are not required to adopt this law of Moses because they are 
Christians and Gentiles, not ancient Israelites. But if they find 
Moses’s law to be a useful law, then they can choose freely to adopt 
it as an improvement over their own. 

The second reason to read Moses, Luther says, is for the 
promises. This is a very important point. Luther did not think that 
the Old Testament was a book only of laws and the New Testament 
only a book of gospel. In fact, law is found in the New Testament 
(think of the Sermon on the Mount, or the end of Paul’s letters), and 
gospel is found in the Old Testament. Luther firmly believed that 
the holy people of Israel were justified by faith, the same way that 
Christians are. Abraham is the most famous example. The only 
difference is that the Israelites looked forward to the fulfillment of 
God’s promise in the Messiah, while Christians in the church look 
backward. But either way, all of God’s people live by faith in the 
promise. Luther identifies many such words of promise in the Old 
Testament, such as Genesis 3:15, “I will put enmity between you 
and the woman, and between your offspring and her offspring; he 
shall bruise your head, and you shall bruise his heel,” or 
Deuteronomy 18:15, “The Lord your God will raise up for you a 
prophet like me from among you, from your brothers.” 

The final reason to read Moses or the Old Testament, according 
to Luther, is for the example of faith. If the Israelites lived 
according to the promise, just like we do, then we can learn from 
them more about how we should live in faith, how “to trust in God 
and love him.” So Luther mentions by name Adam, Abel, Noah, 
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Abraham, Isaac, Jacob, Moses, “and all the rest.”15 He also notes 
that there are plenty of examples of bad faith, like Cain, Ishmael, 
and Esau. But for Luther the difference is not between “bad Israel” 
and “good church,” but rather between “faithful Israel” and 
“unfaithful Israel.” 

 
Common Errors in Distinguishing Law and Gospel 

Over the years, Luther’s distinction between law and gospel—
like any article of theology—has suffered some misunderstandings 
or distortions. Before moving on to the next section, it will be 
helpful to take a look at some of these misunderstandings and see 
why exactly they have misunderstood the distinction. Bear in mind 
that most theological errors are not entirely wrong. If they were 
entirely wrong, nobody would mistakenly believe them! 
Theological errors are the result of seeing only part of the truth 
instead of the whole truth. Therefore it is useful to recognize what 
true thing the error was trying to affirm, while pointing out the 
other parts of truth it has missed. 

The proper distinction between law and gospel is that the law is 
what God commands and the gospel is what God gives. Therefore: 

1. The distinction between law and gospel is not the distinction 
between the Old Testament and the New Testament: because there 
is promise also in the Old Testament and commandment also in the 
New Testament. 

2. The distinction between law and gospel is not the distinction 
between the earthly/natural and the divine/supernatural: because 
both law and gospel come from God. However, the law can be 
known in part by natural means, while the gospel can be known 
only through the Holy Spirit. 

3. The distinction between law and gospel is not the distinction 
between the pre-Christian life and the Christian life: because the 
law continues to apply even to the Christian life. In the Christian 
life, the law is no longer the mediator of the relationship between 
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God and the sinner (only Jesus is the mediator), but the law still 
offers instruction in how we are to live with God and one another. 

4. The distinction between law and gospel is not the distinction 
between God’s wrath and God’s love: because the law is also an 
expression of God’s love. God is wrathful against sin and therefore 
against sinners, because His law is good. The gospel is that Christ 
fulfills the law for sinners because of God’s love for them, but God’s 
wrath toward sin remains in effect. 

5. The distinction between law and gospel is not the distinction 
between what makes me feel good/innocent and what makes me 
feel bad/guilty: because God’s word is not the same as our 
psychological reactions to it. People can be happy about the gospel 
because it tells of God’s love, but they can also be angry about the 
gospel because they want to save themselves instead of being 
dependent on anyone, even God. People can be frightened by the 
law because it exposes their sin, but they can also be happy about 
the law because it is better than the false laws that they have 
obeyed in the past. 

6. The distinction between law and gospel is not the distinction 
between Israel’s way and the church’s way: because Israel also 
lived by God’s promises and the church also obeys God’s law. 
However, the specific law given to the people of Israel is not 
binding on Christians or Gentiles. Only the universal law is binding 
on all people. The Ten Commandments are commended to 
Christians because they are such an excellent presentation of the 
universal law. 

7. The distinction between law and gospel is not the distinction 
between something bad and something good: because both words 
of God are good. 

 
Law and Gospel in Preaching 

Luther’s distinction between law and gospel is an extremely 
helpful guide to reading the Scripture, illuminating for us how God 
speaks these two words—both His own words but each saying a 
different thing. We can apply this distinction not only to Scripture 
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but also to preaching and evangelism. We can ask ourselves: do I 
remember to speak both words in my meetings with people? Or do 
I choose only one word and not the other? 

It will help to see the distinction at work in some examples. The 
kind of sermon I hear most often is what I would call “soft law.” It 
is not hard, legalistic, or extreme. It rarely mentions the Ten 
Commandments by name or says plainly “you shall not kill” or 
“you shall not steal.” Instead, this sermon says, “We should love 
one another. We should be kind and patient and understanding 
and friendly. We should welcome each other and we should 
welcome people who are different from us. Let’s be good to one 
another.” 

Well, of course, I don’t disagree with this message! I also would 
like people to be kind to one another. But I have two problems with 
this message as a Christian sermon. 

First, I don’t need to go to church to hear such a message. I hear 
it all the time, from politicians to pop songs to TV commercials. 
Everyone is telling me everywhere that we should all be good and 
live together in peace. But no matter how many times this is said, 
the words don’t actually change anyone’s heart. It remains an ideal 
far away, not a reality. It can’t explain why people are not kind to 
one another, or how they should respond when someone else does 
something genuinely evil to them. And it makes unwarranted 
assumptions about the congregation it’s addressed to: that there are 
no serious sinners in this group, or that serious sinners would 
never come into this particular church to hear the hard message 
that they very badly need. Such soft law may even end up 
reinforcing the congregation’s delusion about being an objectively 
superior bunch of people—as well as alienate any visiting serious 
sinners who think there’s no place for such troubled people here. 

My second problem with the soft law sermon is that there’s no 
gospel in it. It sounds like Christianity, because certainly Jesus told 
us to love one another. Yes: Jesus taught law, not to dismantle the 
Old Testament law—“not an iota, not a dot, will pass from the Law 
until all is accomplished” (Matthew 5:18)—but to reveal its radical 
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depths. But in a soft law sermon, Jesus is not a gift, only an 
example. And there’s no particular reason why he should be the 
example and not one of the many other superlative moral teachers 
in history. It may even sound parochial and small-minded to 
suppose that Jesus did morality better than anyone else. Yet no 
moral teacher can actually unmake and remake my heart to the 
point that I am really able to keep the law out of love and 
obedience to God alone. To get there, I have to hear the gospel. I 
have to hear the truth about God, Who sent His only Son to die on 
the cross for us, Who rose again to a new life that He gives us 
through the Holy Spirit. This is not telling me what kind of person I 
should be, but what kind of Person God is. That starts my own 
process of dying on the cross, and gives me hope in my own 
resurrection when I’m facing down the evil of this world or the evil 
in my own heart. 

Here’s another sermon I often hear, which I call “half gospel.” It 
tells me again and again that God loves me. God loves me so much. 
Nothing can stop God from loving me. Isn’t that nice to know? But 
that is all the sermon has to say. I have no idea why it should be 
news that God loves me. It just sounds like His job. So I can assume 
that God loves me, and then I can get on with my life. It doesn’t 
actually change me in any way; in fact, after awhile, I find it kind of 
boring. 

This sermon is only half the gospel because it doesn’t tell me 
how much it cost God to love me. I became a sinner and turned 
against him, and not only me but the whole human race. God took 
this sin so seriously that He sent His only-begotten beloved Son to 
die on the cross to take away my sin. He sent His Spirit to tell me 
this news and try to turn my heart back to Him again. This means 
that I have to confront my sin; it means I have to die to my old self, 
in baptism and in daily repentance and finally at the hour of my 
physical death; and it also means that I have to recognize that 
God’s love is not something boring or obvious or self-evident, but 
something amazing and life-changing, even world-changing. 
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There are, unfortunately, many other sermons that don’t 
manage the distinction between law and gospel very well. 
Legalistic sermons equate being Christian with perfectly keeping 
the Ten Commandments (or maybe some other commandments), 
but the sheer gift of Christ’s righteousness doesn’t get much 
attention. Another kind of sermon talks about Jesus’ death on the 
cross for sin so much that people end up feeling mainly guilty and 
ashamed at what they have done to Jesus, rather than responding 
to Jesus’ love for them freely and joyfully. 

Preachers and evangelists must listen carefully to their own 
sermons, and those of others, to see how much law and how much 
gospel is being presented. They must work hard to be sure that both 
words of God are fully represented in their preaching, evangelism, 
and pastoral care. The Holy Spirit will apply to each person what 
they need to hear. The preacher’s job is bring forward both words 
of God so the Holy Spirit can work with them. 

 
Law and Gospel in Society 

In addition to helping us understand Scripture and analyze 
sermons, the distinction between law and gospel can help us 
understand the patterns in wider society. Here is a very important 
truth to recognize: everyone believes in a gospel, and everyone obeys 
a law. It may not be God’s gospel or God’s law. In fact, in most 
cases, people live according to a different gospel and a different 
law. Their gospel might be a political party, or personal success, or 
another human being. Whatever it is, all their hopes are pinned on 
that one thing. Every good they expect is supposed to come 
through that one source. Likewise, people obey many laws: the 
traditional law of society, the law of capitalism or communism, the 
law of social competition, the law of good manners, or the law of 
the belly. They might not obey the law of the land or the moral law, 
but they are certainly obeying something. No one lives lawlessly; 
there is some principle that directs all human actions. If God’s law 
isn’t preached to the church, Christians will not thereby become 
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free. Rather they are guaranteed to become obedient to, and 
eventually enslaved to, some law other than God’s. 

This is where the critical and prophetic work of theology comes 
in. Christians need to listen very carefully to their people and their 
society so they can discern what is the actual gospel and what is the 
actual law at work in their lives. There are people who claim they 
believe in Christ’s gospel but really believe in something else. There 
are Christians who claim to obey God’s law but are really slaves of 
a completely different law. Unfortunately, sometimes these people 
are the preachers themselves! It is the work of the whole church 
together to figure out what the rival gospels and laws are, in church 
and in society, so they can be challenged with the law and gospel of 
Jesus Christ. It will take all the church’s intelligence and wisdom to 
do this, because it is very hard to perceive rival laws and gospels; 
they like to hide. But the light of Jesus Christ must be shined on 
them so they are exposed. The life of a Christian congregation 
should be partnering together to learn how to obey God’s law and 
no other, and how to hope in God’s gospel and no other. 

One last time: the law is what God commands, and the gospel is 
what God gives. We need to hear both words. And we need to 
preach both words! 
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Chapter 5 
Law and Gospel in Luther’s Large Catechism 

 
Except for the Ninety-Five Theses, Luther’s Small Catechism is his 
most famous writing. It is accepted as one of the mandatory 
Confessions by all Lutheran churches in the world, along with the 
Augsburg Confession by Luther’s colleague and friend Philip 
Melanchthon. Luther wrote the Small Catechism mainly for use in 
the family: he imagined that mothers and fathers would function as 
“bishops” of their own households, instructing their children and 
any others who lived with the family in the basics of the Christian 
faith. Today, and for centuries already, the main use of the Small 
Catechism is not in the family but in confirmation instruction. 
Young people are taught to understand the faith into which they 
were baptized as children through studying the Small Catechism. 
At the end of this instruction, in the rite of confirmation, they 
publicly declare their faithfulness to the baptismal vows that their 
parents and godparents took on their behalf. 

The Large Catechism, which is the subject of this chapter, was 
written by Luther about the same time as the Small Catechism, but 
it was intended for pastors rather than families. He wrote it after he 
and others undertook the “Saxon visitation,” which is to say, a visit 
to churches and pastors all over the German territory of Saxony. As 
Luther famously remarked, “What wretchedness I beheld!” It was 
even worse than he had imagined: most clergy knew absolutely 
nothing about the Christian faith, and they needed to be instructed 
in the basics of the faith every bit as much as the laity. 

As such, the Large Catechism is a summary of Christian 
teaching to guide pastors in their preaching and catechesis in the 
church. It is longer and more detailed than the Small Catechism 
and goes into more complicated matters, with more of a critical 
edge. The Small Catechism can be viewed as an extended prayer; 
the Large Catechism is an extended argument. The Christian faith 
is internalized through the Small Catechism, but it is understood 
through the Large Catechism. The Large Catechism is also 
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considered a Confessional writing by most Lutheran churches, as it 
was included in the 1580 Book of Concord, which came to define 
the beliefs of the Lutheran church. 

Luther was not the first theologian to write a catechism. Many 
existed before his. He was following in old tradition. However, in 
previous catechisms, the Creed came first, followed by the Lord’s 
Prayer, concluding with the Ten Commandments. While Luther 
fully affirmed that all three of these items were essential matters of 
Christian faith, he was disturbed about the ordering of them. Ending 
with the Ten Commandments could give the impression that the 
goal of the Christian life was to obey a “new law” and strive 
toward personal perfection in order to be worthy of the grace given 
in Christ. 

Therefore, Luther changed the old order by beginning with the 
Ten Commandments, then moving on to the Creed, and ending 
with the Lord’s Prayer. His idea was to mirror the process of the 
whole Christian life itself: death to self through knowledge of one’s 
sin in the Ten Commandments, resurrection through Christ with 
the saving knowledge of the Creed, and finally new and everlasting 
life through the prayer that is our conversation with God by the 
power of the Holy Spirit. Yet even as there is a logical progression 
from one item to the next, in this life we are always learning all 
three. The Lord’s Prayer always sends us back again to the Ten 
Commandments, which then drive us on again to the Creed and 
the Creed to the Lord’s Prayer—on and on.16 

A closer look at the Large Catechism will reveal how Luther’s 
distinction between law and gospel works out in practice and 
shapes our understanding of all the teachings of the church. 

 
The Ten Commandments 

We begin where Luther does, with the Ten Commandments. 
The First Commandment declares: “You are to have no other 
                                                
16 These three parts are followed in the Large Catechism by two more parts on 
baptism and the Lord’s Supper. The part on baptism will be discussed in Chapter 
7. 
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gods.” But Luther realizes that before we can obey this 
commandment, we have to know what a god is—and then, 
hopefully, we’ll find out Who the real God is. A god, Luther says, is 
“that to which we are to look for all good in which we are to find 
refuge in all need.” To put it another way, a god is the one we are 
waiting to hear good news from—a god gives us our gospel. 
“Therefore,” Luther continues, “to have a god is nothing else than 
to trust and believe in that one with your whole heart… it is the 
trust and faith of the heart alone that make both God and an idol.”17 

Now this may sound very shocking! My heart is what makes 
God? Of course, Luther does not mean this to be the case 
objectively or in reality. God existed long before any of our hearts 
did, and He could exist perfectly well without them. We do not 
literally make God to be God. But Luther’s point is nevertheless 
quite serious. Faith and trust are indeed what make anything at all 
to be the god of our own hearts. Faith and trust in the true God 
means that God is really God for us. But faith and trust in anything 
else means that an idol is ruling in our hearts. On one level, it 
doesn’t matter what we say or do, whether we appear to be upright 
people or good Christians. The only thing that really determines 
whether we are right with God is whether the trust of our hearts 
belongs to Him and to nothing or no one else. 

Luther lists all kinds of false gods and idols that have won the 
trust of human hearts. He first mentions money, and indeed Luther 
was very perceptive in realizing that money is probably the most 
common and widespread idol across all times and places. He also 
mentions making a god of our own “learning, wisdom, power, 
prestige, family, and honor.” We can make gods out of the saints or 
out of our good works—this was certainly Luther’s own experience 
in the monastery. Or the idols can be the actual gods worshipped 
by other religions; Luther names the gods of ancient Rome as an 
example. But to worship the true God the right way, we must trust 
                                                
17 All quotations from the Large Catechism come from The Book of Concord: The 
Confessions of the Evangelical Lutheran Church, eds. Robert Kolb and Timothy J. 
Wengert (Minneapolis: Fortress, 2000). 
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Him and Him alone, as Luther says, to give us every good thing: 
“body, life, food, drink, nourishment, health, protection, peace, and 
all necessary temporal and eternal blessings… because He is an 
eternal fountain Who overflows with pure goodness and from 
whom pours forth all that is truly good.” An echo of the Lord’s 
Prayer is already resounding here: “Give us this day our daily 
bread.” Luther adds that we should be content to receive these 
blessings through the care of other people—parents above all—and 
accept the humble lesson that we cannot sustain ourselves but 
depend on so many others, and on God above all. 

For Luther, the First Commandment is at the beginning with 
good reason. All the other nine Commandments flow out of it, and 
the Creed and the Lord’s Prayer will bring us back to it. God is God 
and no one else; and the whole business of the spiritual life, we 
could say, is coming to accept this fact and trust in God above 
everything else. 

Knowing Who God is allows us to call on His name in the 
Second Commandment.18 Luther observes that “the first things that 
burst forth and emerge from the heart are words.” Our words 
reveal the contents of our heart. Therefore, the Second 
Commandment about the use of the Lord’s name, especially as it is 
spoken by us, logically follows upon the First Commandment 
about the trust of our hearts. Luther is particularly harsh against 
those who use God’s name to swear when in fact they are lying—
such as in court or in business dealings. But even worse than that is 
to pretend to speak the word of God but in fact deal out nothing 
but human nonsense. God’s name is to be used by us to speak 
truthfully about Him, and truthfully about our neighbors, too—so 
we can already see here where the Second Commandment links to 
the Eighth Commandment against bearing false witness. We 
should use the Lord’s name, Luther says, to scare away the devil 

                                                
18 Lutherans, Catholics, and certain other Christians don’t include the “graven 
images” commandment in counting the Ten Commandments, so here in Luther’s 
Catechism, the Second Commandment is the one against taking the Lord’s name 
in vain. 
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and to console ourselves in times of fear. In God’s name we should 
commend ourselves, our family, and our friends to God every day. 
Once again, the Ten Commandments are giving us advance notice 
of the Lord’s Prayer: “Hallowed be thy name.” 

Next comes the Third Commandment on the Sabbath. As noted 
earlier, Luther did not recommend keeping Saturday per se as the 
day of rest. But he did affirm that all people need a regular day of 
rest, and when they are not working is the perfect time to gather as 
a community for worship and hear the word of God. Sunday works 
just fine, and is the ancient Christian habit, but it is no more 
required than Saturday. To keep this day holy is to devote it “to 
holy words, holy works, and holy living. The day itself does not 
need to be made holy, for it was created holy. But God wants it to 
be holy for you.” So Luther warns us never to tire of the Word of 
God or of joining together in worship, because we always need 
God’s Word in our hearts and on our lips to keep guard against sin. 
“For this Word is not idle or dead, but effective and living.” 

Luther now indicates a logical divide in the Ten 
Commandments. The first three concern our relationship with God: 
how we are to trust Him above all things, use His name rightly, 
and consecrate our time to hear and learn His Word. Notice that we 
don’t have to do anything for God: our task is rather to receive from 
Him. For some people, this might be far harder than what follows. 
But now the Commandments turn toward our neighbors. Toward 
our neighbors we must indeed do something—good things; and we 
must avoid doing evil. With God we are passive, but with our 
neighbors we are active. 

For Luther, it is no accident that the first of the Commandments 
to deal with our neighbors is dedicated to honoring parents. He 
declares that fatherhood and motherhood are the highest positions 
of honor in all of human society—even if most of human society 
refuses to recognize this fact. From them first of all and above all 
we receive God’s gifts. Luther even suggests that we should 
recognize how God’s majesty is concealed in our parents. 
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Luther was no fool, of course, and he realized that this wasn’t 
always easy. “Remember,” he wrote, “that however lowly, poor, 
feeble, and eccentric they may be, they are still [your] mother and 
father.” Maybe Luther was thinking of his own parents when he 
wrote this, or of himself as a brand-new parent of a small boy! He 
continues at great length on the subject of honor toward parents as 
being far superior to most “religious” actions. He notes that of all 
the Commandments, this is the one with a promise attached to it—
“that you may live long in the land.” Family harmony is the 
foundation of a flourishing society. 

And since that’s the case, Luther adds explicitly what the 
Commandment itself does not: that parents are also commanded to 
be good toward their children. Just because God commands honor 
toward parents does not mean parents have the right to act like 
tyrants. Luther says that parents are to win their children’s hearts, 
to love them and be gentle with them, to guide them with God’s 
Word and not with physical violence. Children do not exist for the 
pleasure or whim of the parents but are given to them by God as a 
solemn trust. If this Commandment alone were obeyed by both 
parents and children, all the rest of the Commandments could be 
kept without any further effort. 

The Fifth Commandment forbids killing, but Luther extends it 
quite a bit further on the basis of the Sermon of the Mount, where 
Jesus draws a parallel between killing and thinking “you fool!” in 
the heart. We are not to harm others even by the secret thoughts of 
our hearts, by our anger, by our hands or actions. In fact, Luther 
says, we will even be found guilty if we had the opportunity to 
help a neighbor in need and failed to do it. Revenge is completely 
out of the question so, Luther says, Christians will often have to 
suffer humiliation and the loss of prestige in the eyes of the world 
by refusing to engage in payback. However, Luther does make a 
distinction: those who serve in public office are obligated to protect 
the weak and innocent from the strong and violent. In such cases, 
public officials may have to use violence. But even so, Luther 
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advises extreme restraint and caution on the part of the officials. 
Violence tends to breed more violence. 

The Sixth Commandment against adultery hearkens back to the 
Fourth Commandment regarding parents. Luther saw marriage as 
the oldest social institution in the world, higher in honor than any 
other estate, even that of emperor or bishop, despite the fact that is 
nearly universal. God values marriage so highly that He 
established it before nations and religions, and God has seen to it 
that every people on the earth practice marriage in some form or 
another. Yet Luther saw that both in the medieval church and 
among ordinary folk marriage was despised. He argues that young 
people must be taught to value and desire marriage, and also how 
to go about having a good marriage. Luther comments: “It is 
essential that husband and wife live together in love and harmony, 
cherishing each other wholeheartedly and with perfect fidelity. 
This is one of the chief ways to make chastity attractive and 
desirable. Under such conditions chastity always follows 
spontaneously without any command.” 

Luther was very harsh about economic crimes, so he has a lot to 
say regarding the Seventh Commandment against stealing. He 
interprets it to mean not just obvious theft, like grabbing something 
from a store without paying for it, but all kinds of trickery where 
business is concerned—overcharging customers, underpaying 
employees, excessive interest, taking advantage of ignorance, 
cheating, and so forth. He sees such evil going on everywhere in 
the commerce around him. What he would think of our world 
today? The only comfort he can take is that one thief tends to 
become the victim of another. He appeals to public officials to 
install and enforce good laws, and for the whole community to take 
care of the poor. This, he thinks, provides enough opportunity for 
good works to keep us busy our whole lives long. 

The Eighth Commandment deals with false witness and 
slander. Luther says this commandment must be observed in many 
ways: through honesty in courts of law and maintaining our 
neighbor’s rights; through truthful proclamation of the gospel; 
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through refraining from gossip or spreading bad news about our 
neighbors. Here again, officials are publicly commanded to 
recognize and deal with sins, but private individuals are either to 
keep their mouths shut or take the gossip to the proper official—
not make themselves into the judges of someone else’s affairs. In 
private quarrels, Christians are to follow Matthew 18’s procedure 
for confrontation, always with the goal of repentance and 
reconciliation. And, if necessary, we must be willing to share in our 
neighbor’s shame and offer our good reputation to cover the harm 
that has come to him, just as Jesus willingly associated with sinners 
and shared his own righteousness with them. 

Luther treats the Ninth and Tenth Commandments together, 
since they both involve coveting. In one respect, these 
Commandments may seem like the least important of the bunch—
murder or idolatry are obviously worse than coveting. And yet, 
Luther sees how these last commandments hook back into the First. 
For just as the keeping of the First Commandment lies only in the 
trust of the heart, so also the breaking of the Ninth and Tenth 
Commandments lies only in the desires of the heart. Letting our 
desires drift after the wrong thing will make it impossible to keep 
the First Commandment—and all the others in between. These 
Commandments forbid envy as well as clever schemes to deprive 
your neighbor of what is rightfully his, even if done legally and 
properly. Luther comments, “This last commandment, therefore, is 
not addressed to those whom the world considers wicked rogues, 
but precisely to the most upright—to people who wish to be 
commended as honest and virtuous because they have not 
offended against the preceding commandments.” It exposes the 
pretensions of religious people who have mastered their outward 
impulses but still have some other idol sitting in the throne of their 
hearts. 

So we see here the circle or wreath that binds the last 
Commandments to the First. As Luther told us at the beginning, if 
we truly kept the First Commandment, then it would be easy to 
keep all the others. But our breaking of the others shows us how 
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little we have kept the First. And even if it looks like we have kept 
all the others, but our motivation is not love for God our Father but 
terror of an angry judge or ambition to be perfect in ourselves 
without Him, then we still have not truly kept any of the 
Commandments. 

But how can we keep them? How can we actually love God 
above all things and our neighbors as ourselves? Luther firmly 
believed that we cannot keep the Commandments truly until we 
have known God truly. But we don’t know God from the 
Commandments. After all, every nation on earth has more or less 
this same moral code. The only way we can know God truly is from 
the Creed. So it is to the Creed we now turn. 

 
The Apostles’ Creed 

Compared to the section on the Ten Commandments, the 
section on the Creed is quite short—only about half as long. But it 
is exceedingly rich. As with the whole structure of the Catechism, 
here also in the Creed Luther made an innovation. Previously the 
Creed had been divided into twelve articles, with the idea that each 
of the twelve apostles had contributed one article apiece. But 
Luther recognized that the true structure of the Creed is trinitarian, 
confessing faith in the Father, the Son, and the Holy Spirit. 

The First Article therefore deals with God the Father, Who is the 
creator of heaven and earth. Luther asked, in the First 
Commandment, what exactly a god was; now he tells us Who 
exactly God is. All the things we are to expect from God according 
to the First Commandment—“body, life, food, drink”—we learn 
now to come from the true God, Who created all these things. And 
God not only created them, He sustains them day by day, and He 
gives them to all who are in need. None of us creatures lives of 
ourselves or by ourselves; we need each other and everything on 
the earth, even the sun and moon. But they are not ours to own, 
only ours to receive with thanksgiving and treat with proper 
respect. Luther sees a parallel between creation and justification. As 
we did nothing to deserve our salvation but receive it only as a gift 



 

75 
 

from Jesus Christ, so we did nothing to deserve our creation but 
receive it only as a gift from God the Father. 

That brings us to the Second Article about God the Son. For 
Luther, it is of course wonderful that God has given us ourselves 
and all that we have. But even more wonderful is the fact that God 
has given us Himself. This is the supreme and greatest treasure. 
And nowhere is God’s self-giving more dramatic or complete as in 
the giving of His Son, even to death and the cross, in order to win 
us back to Him. As we learned from the First Commandment, we 
have struggled under many other lords and idols who sit in our 
hearts. But in Jesus we are offered a new lord, a better one, a 
gracious and merciful one. This is the basic good news of the 
Second Article: Jesus Christ has become my Lord. 

Is this enough? Not quite. There is yet a Third Article of the 
Creed about God the Holy Spirit. According to Luther, Jesus’ death 
and resurrection wouldn’t do us much good if we didn’t know 
about Him and trust in Him, for that faith is the only thing that can 
dethrone the idols. And that is why we need the Holy Spirit. The 
Spirit brings the good news to us and kindles our hearts to believe 
in it. God is so gracious that He provides not only the giving of our 
salvation but even the receiving of it. As Luther put it in the Small 
Catechism, “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…” It’s a strange 
thing to confess belief in unbelief! But Luther so absolutely believes 
in the Lordship of God above all things that even faith is God’s 
work in us, the work of God the Holy Spirit. 

Yet, at the same time, Luther argues strongly that the Holy 
Spirit does not work secretly or invisibly, but by definite means. 
The Spirit works through the communion of saints, which is in fact 
the church—the body of believers who gather together for 
fellowship and worship. The Spirit works through the Word and 
Sacraments, which offer forgiveness of sins and knowledge of God. 
And, after death, the Spirit will finish the work of making us holy 
by granting us the resurrection of the body and the life everlasting. 
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Luther summarizes all three Articles by saying: “Here in the 
Creed you have the entire essence, will, and work of God 
exquisitely depicted in very brief but rich words… For in all three 
articles God himself has revealed and opened to us the most 
profound depths of his fatherly heart and his pure, unutterable 
love… we could never come to recognize the Father’s favor and 
grace were it not for the LORD Christ, who is a mirror of the 
Father’s heart… But neither could we know anything of Christ, had 
it not been revealed by the Holy Spirit.” We need the entire holy 
Trinity, for one Person of the Trinity reveals the next, and all three 
Persons together are given to us, one God, for our salvation. 

Luther concludes by offering a comparison of the Ten 
Commandments and the Creed, in terms that should be familiar to 
you by now. “The Creed,” he writes, “is a very different teaching 
from the Ten Commandments. For the latter teach us what we 
ought to do, but the Creed tells us what God does for us and gives 
to us… Therefore the Ten Commandments do not succeed in 
making us Christians, for God’s wrath and displeasure still remains 
upon us because we cannot fulfill what God demands of us. But the 
Creed brings pure grace and makes us righteous and acceptable to 
God. Through this knowledge we come to love and delight in all 
the commandments of God because we see here in the Creed how 
God gives himself completely to us, with all his gifts and power, to 
help us keep the Ten Commandments: the Father gives us all 
creation, Christ all his works, the Holy Spirit all his gifts.” 

In short: the Ten Commandments are the law, what God 
commands; the Creed is the gospel, what God gives. They are not 
opposed to each other, for the First Commandment tells us to 
worship only the true God, and the First Article tells us Who this 
God is and what He has done for us. 

 
The Lord’s Prayer 

One may now ask: what can possibly come after law and 
gospel? Hasn’t everything been said? Indeed, everything that God 
has to say to us is included in law and gospel. But now that we 
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have heard God’s voice, finally we are invited to speak, too. After 
law and gospel comes prayer, our words responding to God’s. 
That’s why the Lord’s Prayer is the third part of the Catechism. 

If God takes care of everything, why do we need to pray? 
Luther doesn’t care for speculations about prayer—whether it 
changes God or only us—but emphasizes other aspects instead. 
First, he says, keeping the Ten Commandments is hard and so is 
believing the Creed. We need to beat on God’s door constantly to 
increase our obedience and faith! This itself is already part of the 
obeying and believing. For, as Luther says, “Prayer… is as strictly 
and solemnly commanded as all the other commandments.” Prayer 
is implied already in the First, Second, and Third Commandments, 
and necessary for success in obeying all the others. 

But even more important and noteworthy than this command to 
pray, Luther continues, is the promise attached to prayer. “Call on 
me in the day of trouble; I will deliver you,” says God in Psalm 50. 
“Ask and it will be given to you,” says Jesus in Matthew 7. “Such 
promises certainly ought to awaken and kindle in our hearts a 
longing and love for prayer,” Luther comments. “For by his Word, 
God testifies that our prayer is heartily pleasing to him.” So you see 
how the pattern of law and gospel is even imprinted upon prayer: 
it is commanded, but there is also a promise attached to it. 

Luther realizes that prayer can be very hard, and here too God 
is merciful. “God takes the initiative and puts into our mouths the 
very words and approach we are to use.” The Lord’s Prayer itself is 
a mercy, teaching and enabling us to pray. All our desires, fears, 
and hopes are to be directed away from the false idols and toward 
the true God—through this prayer that He gives us. 

As with the Commandments and Creed, Luther works through 
the Lord’s Prayer piece by piece, breaking it down into seven 
Petitions. The First Petition is: “Hallowed be thy name.” It echoes 
the Second Commandment, which told us not to use the Lord’s 
name in vain but to call upon God in every need. And it also echoes 
the Creed, for God’s name is already holy, quite apart from us. But 
the point of the prayer is to make the Commandments and Creed 
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apply to each of us personally. I pray not only that God’s name is 
holy in itself—but that it’s holy to me, in my life, in my heart, on 
my lips. 

The same is the case in the Second Petition: “Thy kingdom 
come.” God’s kingdom comes without our efforts—it came already 
in Jesus Christ’s life and death and resurrection, and it will come in 
glory on the last day. But here we pray that it will come also in our 
lives and in our hearts. The world will see the kingdom come when 
I and all Christians truly keep the Commandments and truly 
believe the Creed. And, again, the same thing happens in the Third 
Petition: “Your will be done on earth as it is in heaven.” God’s will 
is done whether or not we pray for it. But here we ask for ourselves 
to be able to will as God wills, and for God’s will to be done in our 
lives with our joy and consent. As Luther puts it, “We ask that what 
otherwise must be done without us, may also be done in us.” 
Prayer is telling God that we want the story of the Commandments 
and the Creed to be our story, too. 

The Fourth Petition turns from things concerning God to things 
concerning our life on earth in our bodies and among our 
neighbors—the same pattern as we saw in the Commandments. 
“Give us this day our daily bread.” The First Commandment has 
commanded us to expect every good thing from God; the First 
Article has told us that God is the creator and giver of every good 
thing; so now finally we can respond to Commandment and Creed 
with our prayer, asking the right God for the right things. As 
before, Luther makes “daily bread” a very expansive category, 
including even good weather for agriculture and just government. 

The Fifth Petition, “Forgive us our trespasses as we forgive 
those who trespass against us,” recalls us to the centrality of 
forgiveness in the Creed. Here we pray to be able both to obey and 
to receive: to obey the command to forgive others, and to receive 
the forgiveness offered by God. Again, as with the other petitions, 
God forgives us apart from anything we do to deserve it, even 
praying for it. But here we ask that we truly receive God’s 
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forgiveness in faith, and that we might learn from God’s 
forgiveness how to do the same toward our neighbors. 

The Sixth and Seventh Petitions force us to admit that there are 
powers stronger than ourselves at work in the world. As Luther 
darkly observes, “We Christians must be armed and expect every 
day to be under continuous attack.” We will be tempted, above all 
by envy, in Luther’s estimation; we will be assaulted by evil and 
the devil: “poverty, disgrace, death, and, in short, all the tragic 
misery and heartache, of which there is so incalculably much on 
earth.” It would be easy to live in constant fear of these evils, 
indeed to make of them idols—terrible and cruel idols, but idols 
nonetheless who control our every move and thought. But in 
praying these words, we once again kick the idols out of our heart 
and depend on God for everything, even in the midst of the most 
terrible suffering. 

Here above all we must keep the Creed in mind: for the Son of 
God did not fear evil but suffered it willingly for our sakes, and 
came out the other side of death alive forevermore. This is the God 
we want to sit on the throne of our hearts. And so you see again 
how these three parts of the Catechism connect to teach other, as 
prayer is both the keeping of the Commandments and the believing 
of the Creed. And everything, absolutely everything, is provided 
for us by God. 
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Chapter 6 
Luther and the Jews 

 
The heirs of Luther’s theology had much to celebrate in 2017 on the 
five hundredth anniversary of the beginning of the Reformation. 
But even in celebrating, they had to take seriously the very first of 
his Ninety-Five Theses: “When our Lord and Master Jesus Christ 
said, ‘Repent,’ he willed the entire life of believers to be one of 
repentance.” To celebrate Luther with a clean conscience requires 
repenting of the ways he went wrong. 

The ugliest characteristic of Luther, throughout his career, was 
his habit of demonizing his opponents. Even though many of his 
nasty comments can be put in context and explained, at least in 
part, by the political threats and ecclesiastical oppression he 
suffered, this fact remains: the man who explained the 
Commandment against slander as requiring us to “interpret 
everything [our neighbors] do in the best possible light” rarely 
obeyed this Commandment when dealing with his own enemies. 
He failed the best of his own theology. The task of Christians today 
is not to cover up our forefather’s sin but to confess it and repent of 
it for him and for the whole church.  

In the spirit of repentance, this final chapter of Part 2 turns to 
the grave challenge surrounding the history of Luther and the Jews. 
We will begin with a portrait of the long history of Christian anti-
Judaism, a history that Luther inherited. Next we will review 
Luther’s own attitudes towards the Jews, Israel, and the Old 
Testament, and their impact in the centuries that followed. Finally 
we will examine what it means for Christians today to affirm the 
Old Testament as our Holy Scripture and what that means for our 
relationship with Jews. 

 
The History of Christian Anti-Judaism 

First of all it’s necessary to define two terms. “Anti-Judaism” 
means being opposed to the religion of Judaism or of Israel. In a 
certain respect, we can see an “anti-Judaism” already at work in 
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some of Israel’s prophets. They were harshly critical of many of the 
ways Israel practiced religion. However, the problem was the 
idolatry of the Israelites and their failure to practice Judaism aright, 
not Judaism in and of itself. 

In the New Testament, we see a similarly complicated form of 
anti-Judaism. On the one hand, probably all of the New Testament 
books were written by Jews; they drew on and explained Jesus 
through the Old Testament; and they were intended for a Christian 
community that had some Gentiles but was still mostly Jewish. 
New Testament writers could simply assume that most of their 
audience was Jewish and thought about God in Jewish ways. 
Therefore, if there was an argument about the nature of Jesus, the 
argument was internal to the Jewish community, not an external 
argument between the church and the Jews. There is serious danger 
of misunderstanding the Gospel of John, for instance, if his harsh 
words against “the Jews” are taken to mean all the Jews, without 
realizing that John and his readers were also Jews. In this case, the 
“Judaism” in the phrase “anti-Judaism” means a religion of Israel 
that rejects Jesus as Messiah. But there could also be a religion of 
Israel that accepts Jesus as Messiah—and that is exactly what the 
earliest church was. 

“Anti-Judaism” is therefore very different from the second term, 
namely “anti-Semitism.” The word “Semite” is a racial term 
referring specifically to people of Jewish ethnicity, though it can 
also include other Middle Eastern peoples. Anti-Semitism is a 
modern phenomenon, not an ancient one. It arose in the nineteenth 
century alongside racial theories about human origins. It was not 
really all that concerned with religion; rather, it was concerned 
about the “purity of the blood.” Some people theorized that various 
ethnic or racial groups had different origins and were in fact 
different species, as opposed to the teaching of Genesis 1 that all 
human beings have a common ancestor. (Today’s science confirms 
that all human beings come from common parents and belong to 
the same species.) The Nazi movement was an anti-Semitic 
movement and only by extension anti-Judaic. 
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But how did an originally Jewish church come to be so anti-
Judaic? Jews as an ethnic group with a strictly monotheistic 
religious practice were protected by law in the Roman Empire—
they were not required to participate in civic sacrifices—but the 
earliest Christians were not. This contributed greatly to the bad 
feelings that arose between the two groups. Jews saw Christian 
belief in Jesus as corrupting the faith of Israel. Christians saw Jews 
as rejecting their own Messiah and enjoying political privileges 
while Christians were being persecuted. In the first century, Jews 
were definitely the privileged and protected group, and Christians 
were the beleaguered and persecuted one. 

So we find already in the second century a Christian bishop 
named Melito of Sardis (d. ~180) launching a bitter attack against 
“Israel.” In his fragmentary writings we find this accusation: “And 
where was [Christ] put to death? In the midst of Jerusalem. By 
whom? By Israel… O Israel, transgressor of the law… you have not 
been found to be Israel: for you have not seen God, nor understood 
the Lord. You killed your Lord… the Lord of all was subjected to 
ignominy in a naked body—God put to death! the King of Israel 
slain with Israel’s right hand!”19 Although the New Testament 
makes it very clear that Jesus died on account of the sin of every 
single person, already at this early period in church history 
Christians had started blaming the Jews uniquely, rather than 
confessing how their own sin had also necessitated “God put to 
death.” 

It only got worse from there. The famous and much-loved 
bishop Ambrose of Milan defended the Christian destruction of 
Jewish synagogues in a letter to Emperor Theodosius in the year 
388, or at least rejected the idea that Christians should be forced to 
pay for the rebuilding of synagogues they’d destroyed because, 
after all, the Jews had burned down churches—a couple hundred 
years earlier! Time had in no way healed that wound. Ambrose 
                                                
19  The text can be found at <http://www.earlychristianwritings.com/ 
text/melito.html>. The language here has been slightly altered to reflect modern 
usage. 
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called the synagogue “a home of unbelief, a house of impiety, a 
receptacle of folly which God himself has condemned.”20 

Ambrose’s pupil, the even more famous St. Augustine, 
disagreed with the policy of persecution. But he continued in and 
solidified the tradition of blaming the Jews uniquely for Jesus’ 
crucifixion, claiming that the Jews were entirely incapable of 
understanding their own Scriptures because of their rejection of 
Jesus, and denying that the Jews have the right to be called the true 
Israel anymore. Curiously enough, though, Augustine understood 
unbelieving Jews as permanent witnesses to the truth of New 
Testament, which eventually led to medieval papal bulls of 
protection for the Jews.21 

However, even papal bulls protecting the Jews could not alter 
their fundamentally uneasy situation. They were essentially the 
only non-Christians living in western and much of central Europe, 
and as a result they were regarded with great suspicion and 
hostility. They were restricted as to where they could live and what 
kind of work they could do. That is why so many of them become 
moneylenders, since church law forbade Christians from lending 
money with interest—but not from borrowing money with interest. 
This meant that many Christians were in debt to Jews, and they 
hated their debts and the Jews alike. When there was a plague, bad 
weather, or any other catastrophe, the Jews were blamed and riots 
broke out, often leading to the massacre of Jews. The basic idea was 
that Christianity was a healthy body and the Jews were an 
infection. Tolerate the infection, and the whole body will become 
sick. There was very little reflection on how Christian violence itself 
was responsible for making the body of Christ sick. 

                                                
20 The text can be found at <http://www.ccjr.us/dialogika-resources/primary-
texts-from-the-history-of-the-relationship/248-ambrose-of-milan-qletters-about-a-
synagogue-burningq-aug-388>. 
21 See the discussion of Augustine’s sermon “Adversus Judaeos” in Augustine 
through the Ages, eds. Allan Fitzgerald and John C. Cavadini (Grand Rapids: 
Eerdmans, 1999), 12–14. 
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All of this social and political suspicion was accompanied by 
theological justifications. Christians were continuously threatened 
theologically by the ongoing existence of Jews who did not believe 
in Jesus as the Messiah. It is as though they feared that Jewish 
unbelief could destroy Christian belief. Very little notice was taken 
of St. Paul’s argument in Romans 9 to 11 that even if God does will 
the temporary unbelief of the Jews in order to bring Gentiles to 
faith, God’s covenant with Israel remains throughout the course of 
their unbelief. Instead, Christians argued theologically that the 
election of Israel had come to an end, and that the church had 
replaced Israel completely. Again, they forgot St. Paul’s argument 
that the Gentiles were grafted onto Israel like branches onto a tree 
rather than replacing Israel. The early church fathers often called 
the Christian faith a “new law,” suggesting that it replaced the “old 
law” of Israel, which was thought to be inferior. Baptism was seen 
as a replacement for circumcision, the Lord’s Supper a replacement 
for the Passover, church fasting and feasting a replacement for 
kosher food laws. The consistent theme here is one of replacement: 
the Jews are replaced by the (Gentile) Christians. Thus there can be 
no more place for Jews in God’s history with humankind. 

This, then, is the background to Luther’s own theology 
regarding the Jews. It’s true that Luther was anti-Judaic; all those 
who otherwise admire Luther should admit this terrible truth 
openly. But the truth is even more terrible than Luther’s personal 
anti-Judaism, because, for almost all of its history, the whole entire 
church has been anti-Judaic. Luther’s anti-Judaism is so well known 
because of his personal fame and because of how his anti-Jewish 
writings were used much later by the Nazis. But Luther is not 
unique in his anti-Judaism. He is representative. 

 
Luther’s and Lutherans’ Attitudes toward the Jews 

Given this background, and Luther’s notoriety as anti-Judaic, it 
may come as a surprise to learn that Luther started out in exactly 
the opposite place. But it’s true. In 1522, the year after Luther’s 
condemnation at the Diet of Worms, he was accused of denying the 
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Virgin Birth. This is because he had said that Jesus was descended 
from Abraham, but the genealogy in Matthew’s Gospel says that 
Joseph was descended from Abraham, not Mary. Therefore, Luther’s 
enemies concluded, he must not believe in the Virgin Birth. (This is 
incorrect: Luther most certainly did believe in the Virgin Birth.) 
Luther’s enemies also apparently rejected the idea that Jesus was 
Jewish! 

Luther responded in 1523 with a treatise entitled “That Jesus 
Christ Was Born a Jew.” Here he speaks positively of the Jews and 
affirms strongly that Jesus himself was Jewish. He argues in favor 
of tolerating the Jews, allowing them to live where they wish, and 
letting them choose their own professions. Thomas Kaufman, 
author of the important study Luther’s Jews, remarks that Luther 
“did more than anyone else in the sixteenth century to further 
unconditional toleration of the Jews, indeed to further religious 
toleration in general.”22 In fact, his views were so startling that 
Luther’s Roman opponents called Luther “half-Jewish” for having 
such strong sympathies for the Jews. 

Tragically, Luther’s opinion changed over time. There are many 
reasons for this. One is that, when Luther translated the Bible and 
started teaching the gospel in his fresh new way, he became 
convinced that Jews would begin to convert to Christianity en 
masse. They hadn’t believed all this time, Luther thought, because 
the church had not been teaching Jesus rightly. Needless to say, 
things didn’t turn out as he expected. Luther did not appreciate 
how, among other things, 1500 years of maltreatment would make 
the Jews resistant to any Christian message of any kind. 

He also had a tendency to see a parallel between the Jewish 
Pharisees of the New Testament and his own Roman opponents as 
both teaching works righteousness. He further assumed that the 
Pharisees represented all of Jewish religion since Jesus’ time. 
Therefore, they were as guilty of false teaching as the Roman party. 
                                                
22 Thomas Kaufmann, Luther’s Jews: A Journey into Anti-Semitism, trans. Lesley 
Sharpe and Jeremy Noakes (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2017), 4. Readers 
are strongly urged to read this book in its entirety. 
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In addition to this, Luther was always extremely critical about the 
misuse of money, especially lending at high interest rates. Thus he 
was critical of Jews involved in the moneylending business. Of 
course, it was the fault of the Christians that moneylending was 
one of the only businesses that Jews were allowed to undertake, but 
Luther did not consider that fact. 

For many years, it seems, the Jews dropped off Luther’s radar 
altogether, but the turning point came in the year 1538 or 1539. 
Luther got word of a movement in Bohemia (today’s Czech 
Republic) to require Christians to worship on Saturday instead of 
Sunday, in obedience to Old Testament law. This group was called 
the “Sabbatarians.” Luther had heard of this kind of thing before, 
as when Karlstadt led the people of Wittenberg to destroy paintings 
and statues in the church according to the law against graven 
images. As we have seen, already then Luther was arguing that the 
Law of Moses was given to the people of Israel, not to the Gentiles 
or to the church, so Christians were not obligated to obey it, except 
where it happened to coincide with the universal or natural law 
that is imposed upon all people, such as the laws against murder or 
theft. 

Still, in 1520, this error of Karlstadt’s did not cause Luther to 
turn against the Jews. In 1539, however, the requirement of the 
Sabbath day did cause Luther to turn against the Jews. He assumed 
that some Jews had snuck into the church and were trying to force 
Christians to keep their law. In fact, there is no evidence that 
anything of the kind happened—it was Christians who voluntarily 
decided to require the Sabbath. But this does show us something 
about Luther’s mindset: he was already willing to be suspicious of 
the Jews, and he took the rise of Sabbatarianism as proof. As a 
result, he wrote a very angry treatise on the subject. Most of the 
treatise attempts to prove that the Jews are no longer God’s people 
and that God no longer wants their religion. His “proof” is that the 
temple was destroyed in the year AD 70 and has never been rebuilt, 
so Jews cannot keep most of the laws of the Old Testament anyway. 
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He refused to recognize rabbinic Judaism as a legitimate 
development out of Old Testament Judaism. 

From this point onward, Luther became increasingly negative 
and suspicious toward the Jews. Indeed, he was negative and 
suspicious toward all his enemies—including the Roman party, the 
Reformed under Zwingli and Calvin, and the Anabaptists. 
Sometimes he even got disgusted with his own Lutheran people for 
their refusal to respond to the gospel. At one point he quit 
preaching for several months and left Wittenberg to live on a little 
farm that he and Katharina owned! The old Luther was sick, 
disappointed, and often bitter. To an extent we can understand and 
even sympathize. The Reformation began with Luther’s joy at 
rediscovering the kindness of God in Jesus Christ, but twenty-five 
years later the result was division, war, and false teaching. That 
was never what Luther wanted or expected. 

However, Luther’s anti-Judaism reached an extreme that his 
hostility toward other enemies never reached. In his 1543 writing 
“On the Jews and Their Lies” he let his paranoid suspicion 
overcome his reason, good sense, and Christian ethics. His 
suggestions are truly wicked: he says that Christians should burn 
synagogues, steal Jews’ religious books, silence the rabbis, deny 
Jews safe conduct through Christian territory, forbid them to lend 
money, and force them to work. If all else fails, drive them out of 
Germany like dogs. He cannot say enough bad things about the 
Jews. It is certainly the most shameful and un-Christian work that 
Luther ever wrote. We can be grateful that it was one of Luther’s 
least successful works in terms of sales. 

Luther’s anti-Jewish writings never entirely vanished, but they 
played a very minor role in the ongoing formation of Lutheran 
identity. For example, a century after Luther, the movement we 
now call Lutheran Pietism—a broad effort to make the faith truly 
felt and lived in the Lutheran state churches of Europe—was in 
certain respects pro-Jewish. Philip Spener, the father of Lutheran 
Pietism, defended the right of Jews to live in Christian territories, 
taught Christians to regard them with love, developed a non-
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coercive missionary program specifically directed toward them, 
and exhorted Christians to live exemplary lives in order to make a 
good witness. August Hermann Francke, a well-known later Pietist, 
promoted studies of Judaism and Hebrew at the University of 
Halle and shared Spener’s desire for non-coercive mission. In 
return, by the nineteenth century, some European Jews hailed 
Luther as an apostle of religious toleration—a clear sign that his 
early, friendly writings were far better known than his late, hateful 
ones.23 

In the end it was not Lutheran believers or scholars who revived 
Luther’s anti-Judaic writings for anti-Semitic purposes. It was 
Nazis, who hated Jews for racial reasons and also hated 
Christianity because it originated in the religion of the Jews. 
Luther’s writings were useful to them as a tool to persuade and 
control Lutheran leaders to cooperate with the Nazi plan to create a 
“pure” German state, but the Nazis’ religious commitments were to 
the ancient pagan gods of Germany, not to Christianity. Much to 
our shame, many Lutheran leaders (along with other Christian 
leaders) accepted the Nazis’ program for building a German state 
and decided to accept Luther’s anti-Jewish writings as valid for 
themselves as well. 

At the same time, however, other Lutherans were opposed to 
this Nazi strategy as well as to Luther’s anti-Jewish writings. 
Lutherans in Sweden, Norway, Denmark, and Slovakia all stood up 
for the Jews in various ways and rejected anti-Semitic policies. The 
heirs of Luther didn’t present one single unified front against the 
Jews, but adopted a variety of attitudes toward them, from most 
aggressive to most protective. 

The point must be made: there is no direct line between Luther 
and the Holocaust. For all his culpable hostility, he never promoted 
a program of murder or extermination, and he did not think about 
the Jews in racial or biological terms. His anti-Judaic writings were 

                                                
23  Dorothea Wendebourg, “Jews Commemorating Luther in the Nineteenth 
Century,” Lutheran Quarterly 26 (2012): 249–270. 
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mostly forgotten and discovered again only by people who already 
were committed to anti-Semitism for their own pagan reasons. 
Nevertheless, we cannot avoid the awful conclusion that Luther’s 
anti-Judaic writings made it considerably easier for the Nazis to 
gain power to do their evil work in Germany in the 1930s and 
1940s. 

Since the Holocaust, Lutherans and other Christians have finally 
been forced to face the dark history of their anti-Judaism over the 
past two thousand years. Not one of us is innocent, and no 
tradition or stream of Christianity is free from anti-Judaism. Only 
in the past seventy years has the church begun learning how to 
rethink Christianity in a way that does not require the Jews to be 
our enemies or to have lost God’s favor altogether. In contrast to 
Luther and his shameful writings, present-day Lutherans have 
been especially committed to this process and have written many 
books and articles trying to think through Christianity and Judaism 
in a new light. 

Surprisingly, there are resources within Luther’s writings for a 
positive understanding of the people of Israel and their religion. It is 
true that Luther was extremely hostile to Jews after Jesus’ time—
and this is a matter that falls upon us, his heirs, to correct. 
However, he did not feel the same way about the Israel before Jesus. 
He was full of praise for Moses, for the Old Testament, and for the 
whole history of salvation through Israel. He did not see Israel’s 
religion and the church’s religion as two different religions but as 
one and the same. The Israelites of old and Christians of today both 
live by faith in God’s promise, and we both obey the law of God in 
response to His promise, based on His love for us and our love for 
Him. We both live and walk by faith. The most famous example of 
Old Testament faith is, of course, Abraham, but Luther mentioned 
many other exemplary persons from ancient Israel as well. 

We should not take for granted Luther’s positive attitude 
toward ancient Israel and the Old Testament. One of the earliest 
heretics of the church was Marcion, who said that the Old 
Testament had nothing to do with the faith of the church and 
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should be rejected as the work of an inferior god. Fortunately, for 
all its problems with anti-Judaism, the church rejected this view 
and insisted that the Old Testament is also Scripture for Christians. 

Much later, in the period of the Enlightenment in Europe 
starting in the eighteenth century, elite scholars argued that the Old 
Testament god was a god of wrath and consequently Judaism was 
a religion of law. By contrast, they said, the New Testament God is 
a God of love, and consequently Christianity is a religion of 
freedom. They posited two very different religions working in two 
very different ways—the opposite of Luther, who insisted that both 
Israel and the church live by faith in the promise of the Messiah. 

The nineteenth century saw the rise of Dispensationalism, 
which sliced up history into different epochs or “dispensations.” 
Sometimes history was divided into three pieces, sometimes into 
seven. According to Dispensationalist theory, God relates 
differently to people in each of these different dispensations. Thus 
it is often concluded that God worked in an entirely different way 
with ancient Israel than He does with the church today, and we can 
disregard the Old Testament except insofar as it predicts the 
church. But the distinctive voice of the Old Testament is lost in this 
way, and God’s action is divided into two or more different 
methods. This calls into question God’s faithfulness to His own 
Word. 

Compared to these three rejections of the Scriptures and people 
of Israel, even Luther seems pro-Jewish by comparison. 

 
How Christians Should Think about Jews, Judaism, and the Old 
Testament Today 

Given the bad history of Christian relations with Jews, how 
should we think about them and their Scripture? What place does 
the Old Testament have in the Christian church, which today is 
composed largely of Gentiles? 

The first lesson we should learn is that there is no New 
Testament without the Old Testament. The New Testament does 
not replace or displace the Old Testament; it depends upon it at 
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every turn. The Old Testament is the context, the history, and the 
meaning-structure behind the New Testament. To read the New 
Testament without the Old Testament is certainly to misunderstand 
it. 

Most Christians grasp this on some level. But it has often been 
hard for Christians to hear the Old Testament in its own right, 
within its own context, without immediately finding New 
Testament meanings in it. This is a dangerous game to play. We 
may invent meanings for the New Testament that don’t really 
belong there, and then go searching the Old Testament to prove 
them. Then the Old Testament only exists to “prove” the New 
Testament—it doesn’t have anything to say on its own. And this in 
turn leads back to negativity toward the Jews, for if the Old 
Testament exists only to prove the New Testament, then one could 
all too easily draw the conclusion that there is something 
fundamentally wrong and wicked about the Jews for refusing to 
see the obvious truth. That was the inference Luther drew, with 
terrible results. 

It’s important for Christians not to be afraid of the Old 
Testament. It’s good and right for us to let it say what it wants to 
say, even before the coming of the Messiah. There is much to be 
learned about the human heart, about human society, and about 
God from the Old Testament. It is not the end of the story, but it is 
the beginning of the story. It is a good discipline for Christians to 
imagine themselves back into Israel and its history before Jesus 
came along. If we are grafted into Israel, as St. Paul says, then 
Israel’s history really is our history, along with the history of the 
people from whom we have biologically descended. We are people 
of a double history, and we must claim and honor that history in its 
own right. God promised to bless all nations through Abraham, 
and that promise was good, right, and true long before Jesus was 
born in Bethlehem. 

Only after we have allowed the Old Testament to be itself can 
we begin to read it through the eyes of the New Testament—that is, 
after we have understood the New Testament through the eyes of 
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the Old. Then we can begin to employ the same strategy as the first 
apostles and Jesus himself. They explained the new Word of God in 
the incarnation, crucifixion, and resurrection of His Son by means 
of the Old Testament. Through Jesus the apostles gained a new 
understanding of God: they learned that the God of Abraham, 
Isaac, and Jacob, Who had led His people Israel out of Egypt, was 
the exact same as God the Father, Son, and Holy Spirit, Who led all 
the world out of captivity to sin and death. The same God Who 
delivered the Law on Mount Sinai spoke again on the Day of 
Pentecost in many languages through the sending of His Spirit. The 
same God Who created the heavens and the earth by His Word and 
Spirit sent His only Son to take flesh by the power of the Holy 
Spirit. Knowing Israel’s God anew through Jesus, the apostles were 
able to read the Old Testament in a new way. They saw prophecies 
of the Christ and hints of the holy Trinity that were not, and could 
not, be clear before Jesus’ coming. 

Clearly, believing Jews today do not accept these christological 
and trinitarian discoveries in the Old Testament. Likewise, there 
are many scholars of the Old Testament who reject these 
discoveries as impossible. They criticize such ideas as projecting 
later ideas back onto earlier ones, not finding something that is 
genuinely there. While this cannot be the final answer, such 
rejections usually come in response to Christians who refuse to 
listen to the Old Testament in its own voice and want only to find 
Christian things in it. If we allow the Old Testament to be itself, and 
only secondly come to it with Christian intuitions, we will make a 
much more faithful witness. 

Sometimes, in a converse concern, Christians worry that finding 
Jesus or the Trinity in the Old Testament is somehow stealing the 
Old Testament from the Jews. This is not a silly concern. We have 
already heard how terrible the history of Christian mistreatment of 
Jews has been, and it would indeed be very wrong to steal their 
Bible from them as well, if that’s what we were doing. It is 
therefore helpful to recognize that both rabbinic Judaism and 
Christianity are co-heirs of the Old Testament. 
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The people of Israel all the way up to the first century AD were 
characterized by three things: a relationship to the Scripture that 
Christians call the Old Testament and Jews call the Torah, Writings, 
and Prophets; a relationship to the land of Israel; and a relationship 
to worship in the Jerusalem temple. These three things bound all 
the Israelites together, despite their very great differences. 
Pharisees were Jews who were eager to keep all the details of the 
law and more besides; Sadducees were Jews who were 
traditionalists, denying the resurrection; Zealots were Jews who 
wanted to kick out the Roman colonists; Essenes were Jews who 
thought the whole temple system was so corrupt that they had to 
live apart from it in the desert; and then there were Jews living in 
Babylon and Egypt who had already started to adapt the faith of 
Israel to conditions far away from the promised land and Jerusalem 
temple. 

In the first century, another group of Jews was added to this 
mix: the Christians. These people were an overwhelmingly Jewish 
group who believed that a crucified man called Jesus was the 
Messiah promised to Israel. Most of their fellow Jews didn’t agree, 
and there were sharp quarrels between Christian Jews and all the 
other kinds of Jews about how to understand the Scriptures. But for 
the time being, they were forced to coexist in Jerusalem and other 
Jewish regions. 

That all changed when the Romans destroyed the temple in 
Jerusalem in the year AD 70 and drove all the Jews out of their 
land. Suddenly two of the three things that identified Israel as one 
people were totally lost: the land and the temple. All that was left 
was the Scripture. In the face of this crisis, only two groups 
survived beyond the loss of land and temple and found a future. 

One was Christianity. It survived because its new temple was 
Jesus Christ himself, present every time the Lord’s Supper was 
celebrated, not restricted to one building in Jerusalem but called to 
take the message to every nation of the earth. Christianity kept the 
Scriptures of Israel to explain and interpret Jesus, even as it added 
new Scriptures in the form of the New Testament. 
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The other group to survive was rabbinic Judaism. This is the 
Judaism that had already begun to develop in Babylon and under 
the tutelage of the Pharisees. It had learned to reinterpret the literal 
sacrifices of Leviticus and Deuteronomy in a spiritual way and in 
domestic and synagogue practice, so that Israel could still worship 
the Lord far from the temple in Jerusalem and far from the 
promised land. It kept the Scriptures of Israel to explain and 
interpret their new patterns of life and worship, which came in the 
centuries ahead to be codified in the Talmud, a massive collection 
of oral law and commentary.24 The Talmud is as important to 
rabbinic Judaism as the New Testament is to Christianity. 

Rabbinic Judaism today is as different from Old Testament 
Judaism as Christianity is different from Old Testament Judaism. 
Both Christianity and rabbinic Judaism are the children of Old 
Testament Israel. In a way they are like Jacob and Esau, still 
struggling in the womb over who is the rightful heir. Neither 
Christians nor Jews have stolen the Old Testament from the other. 
Both of us are making our case for the right way to interpret it after 
the exile, after the temple, and after Jesus. It is up to God to confirm 
the truth in the end! 

Throughout the history of the church there have been isolated 
cases of Jews coming to believe that Jesus was indeed the Messiah 
promised to Israel. They have received baptism and become 
Christians. But usually that has meant leaving their Jewish 
communities altogether and joining a completely Gentile church. 
While other peoples have been free to inculturate the gospel into 
their own cultures, whether European or African or Asian, Jews 
have not really had that option. However, starting in the 1960s, a 
movement of the Spirit prompted much larger numbers of Jews to 
embrace Jesus as Messiah and get baptized. These “Messianic 
Jews” have argued for the importance of maintaining many aspects 
of Jewish culture and worship in Christian faith. These aspects are 

                                                
24 See further discussion of this topic in Jacob Neusner, Judaism in the Beginning of 
Christianity (Philadelphia: Fortress, 1984). 
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not understood as requirements for salvation but as a witness to 
Jesus within the world’s Jewish community and faithfulness to the 
covenant God made with Israel long ago, which Jesus’ death and 
resurrection did not erase. In Messianic Judaism, Gentile Christians 
have a fresh opportunity to understand the Old Testament and the 
New Testament in their intrinsic relationship to one other. 

At the same time, it is urgent and essential for Gentile 
Christians to repent of their historical maltreatment of the Jews and 
humbly learn from Jews who do not accept Jesus as Messiah. They, 
too, have much to teach us about the Scriptures we share. Let us 
fervently pray that we will finally learn the lessons of history and 
do better this time. And let us remember that in the end Jacob and 
Esau were reconciled and embraced one another as brothers. 
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Part 3 

 

Baptism as the Practice 
of Luther’s Theology 
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Chapter 7 
Baptism 

 
In 1523 Martin Luther wrote his very first hymn. He was inspired 
to do so when he heard the news of the first martyrs of the 
Reformation. They were two young men, Augustinian friars like 
Luther, who were burned at the stake in Antwerp (today’s 
Belgium) for refusing to renounce their evangelical beliefs as 
inspired by Luther. His hymn tells the story of their martyrdom 
and its meaning. It is the only hymn of this kind he ever wrote—all 
the rest of Luther’s hymns are based on theological or scriptural 
themes. But somehow the experience of writing this first hymn 
proved to Luther that he had a gift for music, and in short order a 
whole waterfall of hymns started flowing out of him. In the next 
nine months alone, he wrote twenty-four of his lifetime’s total of 
forty hymns! 

 
Luther’s Baptism Hymn 

The hymn that fits with this section’s topic, however, was one of 
his last. He wrote it in 1541, the last in a series of hymns composed 
to accompany each part of the Catechism. This hymn is about 
baptism. 

 
1. To Jordan when our Lord had gone, 
His Father’s pleasure willing, 
He took his baptism of St. John, 
His work and charge fulfilling; 
Therein he did appoint a bath 
To wash us from defilement, 
And there to drown that cruel Death 
In his blood of assoilment: 
’Twas no less than a new life. 
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2. Let all then hear and right receive 
The baptism of the Father; 
And learn what Christians must believe, 
Shunning where heretics gather. 
Water indeed, not water mere 
Therein can work his pleasure: 
His holy Word is also there 
With Spirit rich, unmeasured: 
He is the one baptizer. 
 
3. This clearly showed He by his word 
Of open recognition; 
The Father’s voice men plainly heard 
At Jordan claim his mission. 
God said, This is my own dear Son 
In whom I am well contented; 
To you I send him, every one— 
That all may hear I have sent him, 
And follow what he teaches. 
 
4. Also God’s Son himself here stands 
In human presentation; 
On him the Holy Ghost descends 
In dove-like shape and fashion, 
That not a doubt should ever rise 
That, when we are baptized, 
All the three Persons do baptize; 
And they be recognized 
Themselves come to dwell with us. 
 
5. Christ to his scholars says: Go forth, 
Give to all men acquaintance 
That lost in sin lies the whole earth, 
And must turn to repentance. 
Believe, and be baptized, and then 
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Each man is blest for ever; 
From that hour he’s a new-born man, 
And thenceforth, dying never, 
The kingdom shall inherit. 
 
6. But who in this grace puts no faith 
Abides in sin, life misses; 
He is condemned to endless death 
Deep down in hell’s abysses. 
Nothing avails his righteousness, 
And lost are all his merits; 
Sin original holds its place— 
The sin which he inherits; 
And help himself he cannot. 
 
7. The eye but water doth behold 
As from man’s hand it floweth; 
But inward faith the power untold 
Of Jesus Christ’s blood knoweth: 
Faith sees therein a red flood roll, 
With Christ’s blood dyed and blended, 
Which hurt of every kind makes whole, 
Whether from Adam heired 
Or by ourselves committed.25 

 
The first verse reports Jesus’ approach to the Jordan to receive 

John’s baptism and, in so doing, to transform it into Christian 
baptism. This new Christian baptism washes sinners from 
defilement, drowns the death within them by Christ’s blood, and 

                                                
25 Lyrics taken from George MacDonald, Exotics: A Translation of the Spiritual 
Songs of Novalis, the Hymn-book of Luther, and Other Poems from the German and 
Italian (London: Strahan, 1876). A slightly amended version of MacDonald’s first-
ever English-language translation of the hymn can be found in Luther’s Works, 
American Edition, 55 vols., eds. J. Pelikan and H. Lehmann (St. Louis and 
Philadelphia: Concordia and Fortress, 1955ff.), 53:300–301. 
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gives them new life. In verse 2, Luther insists that it is not the 
water, or the water alone, that does such marvelous things. Baptism 
works rather because “His holy Word is also there with Spirit rich, 
unmeasured; He is the one baptizer.” This is a favorite theme of 
Luther’s: God the baptizer. Verse 3 fills out the trinitarian theology 
with its reference to the Father’s voice expressing His good 
pleasure, and verse 4 takes us back again to Son and Spirit, leading 
the verse to conclude: “…not a doubt should ever rise, That, when 
we are baptized, All the three Persons do baptize; And they be 
recognized, Themselves come to dwell with us.” Those who have 
been baptized then receive a charge to go forth and baptize, for the 
kingdom belongs to those who believe and are baptized (verse 5), 
while those who do not have faith remain in their sins (verse 6). 
The final verse admits that the naked eye can see only water, plain 
old water. “But inward faith the power untold Of Jesus Christ’s 
blood knoweth. Faith sees therein a red flood roll, With Christ’s 
blood dyed and blended, Which hurt of every kind makes whole.” 
 
Baptism as Law and Gospel 

Luther loved baptism and couldn’t say enough good things 
about it. Baptism is as central to his thinking as the primacy of 
God’s grace, justification by faith, the distinction between law and 
gospel, the efficacy of the Word, and the real presence of Christ in 
the Lord’s Supper. In fact, all of these aspects of Luther’s theology 
are closely bound up with one another. But baptism is the 
summation and supreme expression of God’s saving work. It is the 
centerpiece of Luther’s spirituality because, counter-intuitively, it 
means coming to terms with being a sinner. To be baptized is to 
recognize the fact that you are not right with God, that you are led 
by spirits other than the Holy Spirit, that you are in need of 
forgiveness of sin—and that you are unable even to recognize your 
sorry situation until God comes along and does something about it. 

One of Luther’s major frustrations with and critiques of the 
medieval church was how many religious activities it had dreamed 
up with no biblical basis at all—praying to the saints, rosaries, 
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relics, pilgrimages, endless repetitions of prayers. These were 
violations of the law of God, in Luther’s judgment, because they 
made out to be law what was in fact no law at all, only human 
inventions. Often, in this polemical context, Luther draws out the 
fact that, unlike all those medieval activities, baptism is actually 
commanded by God. In fact, baptism is the primary command of 
the New Testament: “Go therefore and make disciples of all 
nations, baptizing them in the name of the Father and of the Son 
and of the Holy Spirit” (Matthew 28:19). 

Thus Luther calls baptism a law or a command for Christian life 
when he wants to create a contrast to false religious works. And it 
may well be that a command is what captures the attention of a 
sinner and brings him to baptism. But for Luther, baptism-as-
command was only the barest beginning of the story, only the 
smallest truth about baptism. For inside the law of baptism hides a 
splendid gift: the gospel, salvation freely bestowed, death and 
resurrection with Christ already now in this life. As Luther wrote in 
the Large Catechism, “[H]ere we have not only God’s 
commandment and injunction, but the promise as well. Therefore it 
is far more glorious than anything else God has commanded and 
ordained; in short, it is so full of comfort and grace that heaven and 
earth cannot comprehend it.” And the promise is this: “baptism 
promises and brings—victory over death and the devil, forgiveness 
of sin, God’s grace, the entire Christ, and the Holy Spirit with his 
gifts.”26 

To put it more precisely, Luther distinguishes the two kinds of 
persons being addressed in baptism. On the one hand, the apostolic 
ministry of the church is commanded to go out and baptize; on the 
other hand, “all nations” are promised the gift of salvation and 
forgiveness in baptism. Baptism is law when Jesus commands: “Go 
therefore and make disciples of all nations, baptizing them…” but 
baptism is promise when the baptism actually takes place and the 

                                                
26 The Book of Concord: The Confessions of the Evangelical Lutheran Church, eds. 
Robert Kolb and Timothy J. Wengert (Minneapolis: Fortress, 2000), 461. 
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minister says, “I baptize you in the name of the Father and of the 
Son and of the Holy Spirit.” In the first case, we can clearly hear the 
command in Jesus’ words; but in the second case, in the literal 
words of baptism, we hear no command at all. Rather, something is 
done to the person, who simply receives the water and God’s name. 

This distinction is very important for understanding Luther’s 
overall approach to baptism. Baptism is not the work of the 
baptized. It is not even our best and most obedient work in 
response to God’s command. No, quite the contrary, baptism is 
God’s work upon us. Luther stressed this partly in response to certain 
other reformers who thought baptism was useless—another good 
work by which sinners tried to justify themselves instead of 
receiving Christ’s righteousness in faith. We know that Luther was 
a fierce critic of works-righteousness, but baptism was never the 
object of his critique. He explains: 

 
Yes, it is true that our works are of no use for 
salvation. Baptism, however, is not our work, but 
God’s work… God’s works are salutary and 
necessary for salvation, and they do not exclude but 
rather demand faith, for without faith one cannot 
grasp them. Just by allowing the water to be poured 
over you, you do not receive or retain baptism in such 
a manner that it does you any good. But it becomes 
beneficial to you if you accept it as God’s command 
and ordinance, so that, baptized in God’s name, you 
may receive in the water the promised salvation… 
Thus you see plainly that baptism is not a work that 
we do but that it is a treasure that God gives us and 
faith grasps, just as the LORD Christ upon the cross is 
not a work but a treasure placed in the setting of the 
Word and offered to us in the Word and received by 
faith.27 

                                                
27 The Book of Concord, 460–1. 
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The two crucial points are: baptism is not our work but God’s 

work, and baptism is not a work we do instead of faith but rather a 
work we receive in faith. Luther insisted that baptism, as God’s 
work, is always valid and true, even if the sinner doesn’t believe in 
it. At the same time, Luther emphasized, the sinner doesn’t enjoy 
any of baptism’s benefits as long as he doesn’t believe. Baptism 
only becomes efficacious in the sinner’s life when it is believed. But 
then, the whole point of baptism is to give the sinner something to 
believe in! So baptism does not merely require faith; it also creates 
faith and calls it forth. 

 
Making Use of Baptism 

Such an extraordinary gift freely given—forgiveness of sin, 
salvation, new life, God’s own name—and given even to those who 
may choose to ignore it! But as a reformer and pastor, Luther did 
his best to make baptism impossible to ignore. Far from being just 
another religious ceremony that happens once and then is 
forgotten, baptism is meant to be a lifelong source of hope, 
confidence, and renewal. It happens once, but it used again and 
again. That is the spirituality of baptism—using it daily, 
remembering it daily, scaring the devil away with it daily. So 
Luther writes: “[W]e must regard baptism and put it to use in such 
a way that we may draw strength and comfort from it when our 
sins or conscience oppress us, and say, ‘But I am baptized! And if I 
have been baptized, I have the promise that I shall be saved and 
have eternal life, both in soul and body.’ …No greater jewel, 
therefore, can adorn our body and soul than baptism, for through it 
we become completely holy and blessed, which no other kind of 
life and no work on earth can acquire.”28 

“But I am baptized!” This is the battle cry of the Christian life. 
My body, drowned in the water and washed clean, will be raised 
on the last day. My soul has heard the words addressed to me 

                                                
28 The Book of Concord, 462. 
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personally: my name forever linked with the name of the Father, 
Son, and Holy Spirit, resonating across all the decades of my life 
story. My baptism is the objective, historical, biographical fact of 
my salvation, as I Peter 3:21 asserts: “Baptism saves.” If I am 
baptized, then I am saved. It is to this indisputable reality, this 
historical fact of baptism, that faith always returns. It is a solid rock, 
a mighty fortress. 

Luther did not trust the thoughts of the human mind. He knew 
from his own experience as a monk how feeble faith can be, how it 
can disappear and reappear at a moment’s notice, how religious 
experiences come and go. If we look to the state of our own minds 
for certainty, we will end up in despair. Or we will end up having 
faith in our faith—rather than having faith in God. Luther saw that 
the worst thing that could happen to religious people was to direct 
all of their attention to their own minds at every moment. The last 
thing they needed was to study themselves constantly. That only 
made an idol of their religiosity and made them more sinfully self-
absorbed than ever. 

This might sound a bit confusing. Luther is the one who argued 
for faith against good works as what justifies us before God—but 
then he criticized faith as weak, untrustworthy, or a selfish 
obsession of the sinner’s mind? He says outward works are useless, 
but then tells us to trust in baptism, which is an outward work? 
Isn’t he contradicting himself? 

No—but it can seem that way until you recognize the exact 
distinction Luther is making. Yes, there must be faith. But faith is 
not attached to itself. It’s attached to something outside the self. 
What sinners need is something on the outside that draws their 
attention outward and gives them something strong and firm to 
cling to. To be sure, faith must be genuine in the heart—but it has 
to be faith in something on the outside. So Luther explains: “[F]aith 
must have something to believe—something to which it may cling 
and upon which it may stand… [I]t must be external so that it can 
be perceived and grasped by the sense and thus brought into the 
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heart, just as the entire gospel is an external, oral proclamation.”29 
Salvation is not my mental state of affairs; faith does not save 
because it is something particularly valuable in itself. Faith is good 
because of what it holds, not because of what it is. True faith is 
clinging to Christ, the savior. And in baptism, Christ declares 
himself to be our savior by putting the name of the holy Trinity 
upon us and making us share by the water in his death and 
resurrection. 

Thus, the outward work of baptism is priceless because God is 
doing it, not because we are doing it. It comes to us in words and 
water because that is the only way we can perceive the activity of 
the invisible and almighty God. And faith is the only way to receive 
this baptism because only faith can believe and trust in God’s 
action to save. Good works can be done in response or in gratitude 
for God’s action, but our good works cannot themselves receive the 
baptism. Only the trusting, believing heart can receive it. In this 
precise way, both the external and the internal are necessary in the 
saving work of baptism. 

 
Baptism as God’s Work 

But still we may ask: how can water do such great things? It 
seems absurd to say that the simple act of sprinkling water on a 
person, or even immersing someone all the way in, could be 
enough to cause eternal salvation! Luther’s simple answer is—
you’re right. Water can’t do such great things. But water and the 
Word—that’s different. It’s the Word that turns ordinary water into 
baptism. The Word is not limited by the ordinariness of plain 
water. If anything, the Word prefers to take humble things and 
exalt them for great purposes. 

Luther’s doctrine of the Word is drawn straight from Isaiah 
55:11: “My word… shall not return to me empty, but it shall 
accomplish that which I purpose, and shall succeed in the thing for 
which I sent it.” God speaks to us through His prophets and 

                                                
29 The Book of Concord, 460. 
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apostles and supremely through His Son, for God is His Word. His 
Word is binding on Himself because it is Himself! When the priest 
or pastor or even the midwife after a dangerous childbirth speaks 
God’s word in baptism, it is God’s Word, and God is there in the 
Word, doing His own work. Luther thus can even say that “God 
himself stakes his honor, his power, and his might on” baptism.30 
Lord of all, He attaches His divine freedom to the promise made 
through water and the Word. God is happy to be bound to His own 
promise. 

And that is why, for Luther, baptism is not even the minister’s 
work but God’s work. God is actually present in a baptism, doing it 
Himself through the hands and voice of the minister. In his early 
treatise on the Babylonian Captivity of the Church, Luther wrote: 
“For man baptizes, and yet he does not baptize. He baptizes in that 
he performs the work of immersing the person to be baptized; he 
does not baptize, because in doing so he acts not on his own 
authority but in God’s stead. Hence, we ought to receive baptism at 
human hands just as if Christ himself, indeed God himself, were 
baptizing us with his own hands.” 31  And later in the Large 
Catechism he wrote: “To be baptized in God’s name is to be 
baptized not by human beings but by God himself. Although it is 
performed by human hands, it is nevertheless truly God’s own 
act.”32 As Luther’s baptism hymn expresses it: “His holy Word is 
also there with Spirit rich, unmeasured; He is the one baptizer.” 
God is present in His Word! Human beings do not speak for a God 
in abstentia but offer themselves to help out when He does His 
own proper work. 

Luther explains all this beautifully in a sermon he delivered at 
the baptism of the three-week-old Prince Bernhard of Anhalt, for 
whom Luther was godfather. He preached: “[N]ot only are sins 
forgiven in baptism, but we are also made sure and certain that 
God is so well pleased with it that he, together with Christ and his 
                                                
30 The Book of Concord, 458. 
31 Luther’s Works, 36:62. 
32 The Book of Concord, 457. 
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Holy Spirit, proposes to be present when it is administered and he 
himself will be the baptizer.”33 “True, the minister must be there, he 
must lend his hand and mouth; but I must not allow my attention 
to be fixed upon the visible baptizer, but rather upon the unseen 
Baptizer, who instituted and ordained the baptism...” 34  Luther 
considers it a mercy that our baptisms don’t give rise to the 
theophany that accompanied Jesus’ own baptism in the Jordan, for 
we could not endure the majesty of God any more than Moses and 
the Israelites could. That God cloaks Himself in the humility of 
baptism in water and the Word is as great a kindness to our mortal 
selves as His coming to us as a baby in the manger at Bethlehem. 

 
The Christological Heart of Baptism 

And this finally brings us to the christological heart of baptism. 
We have heard how baptism is commanded to the apostolic 
ministry of the church, and how it promises salvation to all the 
nations. We have heard how it happens once but it is to be used 
every single day. We have heard how it is an external work of God 
but meant to call forth the internal work of faith. We have heard 
how it is not mere water but also the Word of God. And we have 
heard that in the very act of baptism it is not really the minister at 
work but God Himself at work. But what, finally, is baptism? 

To understand baptism fully, we must understand Luther’s 
doctrine of the “joyful exchange,” which is the very nature of 
salvation. He describes the joyful exchange beautifully in his 1520 
treatise The Freedom of a Christian. There he writes that faith 
“unites the soul with Christ as a bride is united with her 
bridegroom.” Once they are married, they share fully what each of 
them is and has. So Luther explains: 

 
Christ is full of grace, life, and salvation. The soul is 
full of sins, death, and damnation. Now let faith come 

                                                
33 Luther’s Works, 51:318–19. 
34 Luther’s Works, 51:324. 
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between them and sins, death, and damnation will be 
Christ’s, while grace, life, and salvation will be the 
soul’s; for if Christ is a bridegroom, he must take 
upon himself the things which are his bride’s and 
bestow upon her the things that are his. If he gives 
her his body and very self, how shall he not give her 
all that is his? And if he takes the body of the bride, 
how shall he not take all that is hers?... By the 
wedding right of faith he shares in the sins, death, 
and pains of hell which are his bride’s… And she has 
that righteousness in Christ, her husband, of which 
she may boast as of her own and which she can 
confidently display alongside her sins in the face of 
death and hell…35 

 
In this way, Luther goes on to say, all of the evil things 

weighing us down and condemning us are removed by the sheer 
fact of intimacy with Christ through faith. Christ conquers sin, 
death, and the devil by the power of his cross and resurrection. 
And through this same wonderful closeness in faith, all of Christ’s 
blessings and holiness are made our own. We can claim his 
righteousness, innocence, and blessedness for our own, not because 
we did or earned these things but because Christ gave them to us. 

This is exactly the same way Luther thinks about the baptism 
given freely to us for the sake of faith. In his sermon for the baby 
prince, Luther explains baptism in terms of the joyful exchange: 

 
[Christ] accepted [baptism] from John for the reason 
that he was entering into our stead, indeed, our 
person, that is, becoming a sinner for us…36 Is not this 
a beautiful, glorious exchange, by which Christ, who 
is wholly innocent and holy, not only takes upon 

                                                
35 Luther’s Works, 31: 351–352. 
36 Luther’s Works, 51:315. 
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himself another’s sin, that is, my sin and guilt, but 
also clothes and adorns me, who am nothing but sin, 
with his own innocence and purity? And then besides 
dies the shameful death of the Cross for the sake of 
my sins, through which I have deserved death and 
condemnation, and grants to me his righteousness, in 
order that I may live with him eternally in glorious 
and unspeakable joy. Through this blessed exchange, 
in which Christ changes places with us (something 
the heart can only grasp in faith), and through 
nothing else, are we freed from sin and death and 
given his righteousness and life as our own.37 

 
At the heart of Luther’s doctrine of baptism, then, is an 

extraordinary christology: Christ became a sinner for us. He 
became sin and a curse for us. It sounds shocking, but Luther is 
drawing directly from St. Paul in I Corinthians 5:21 and Galatians 
3:13. In his 1535 Galatians commentary, Luther devotes a great deal 
of space to a discussion of the latter verse, which reads, “Christ 
redeemed us from the curse of the Law, having become a curse for 
us—for it is written: Cursed be everyone who hangs on a tree.” 
Luther comments: 

 
Christ is innocent so far as His own Person is 
concerned; therefore He should not have been hanged 
from the tree. But because, according to the Law, 
every thief should have been hanged, therefore, 
according to the Law of Moses, Christ Himself should 
have been hanged; for He bore the person of a sinner 
and a thief—and not of one but of all sinners and 
thieves. For we are sinners and thieves, and therefore 
we are worthy of death and eternal damnation. But 
Christ took all our sins upon Himself, and for them 
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He died on the cross… And all the prophets saw this, 
that Christ was to become the greatest thief, 
murderer, adulterer, robber, desecrator, blasphemer, 
etc., there has ever been anywhere in the world. He is 
not acting in His own Person now. Now He is not the 
Son of God, born of the Virgin. But He is a sinner, 
who has and bears the sins of Paul, the former 
blasphemer, persecutor, and assaulter; of Peter, who 
denied Christ; of David, who has an adulterer and 
murderer… In short, He has and bears all the sins of 
all [people] in His body—not in the sense that He has 
committed them but in the sense that He took these 
sins, committed by us, upon His own body, in order 
to make satisfaction for them with His own blood… 
Christ was not only found among sinners; but of His 
own free will and by the will of the Father He wanted 
to be an associate of sinners, having assumed the flesh 
and blood of those who were sinners and thieves and 
who were immersed in all sorts of sin… And this is 
your highest comfort, to clothe and wrap Christ this 
way in my sins, your sins, the sins of the entire world, 
and in this way to behold Him bearing all our sins… 
This is the most joyous of all doctrines and the one 
that contains the most comfort. It teaches that we 
have the indescribable and inestimable mercy and 
love of God. When the merciful Father saw that we 
were being oppressed through the Law, that we were 
being held under a curse, and that we could not be 
liberated from it by anything, He sent His Son into the 
world, heaped all the sins of all [people] upon Him, 
and said to Him: “Be Peter the denier, Paul the 
persecutor, blasphemer, and assaulter; David the 
adulterer; the sinner who at the apple in Paradise; the 
thief on the cross. In short, be the person of all 
[human beings], the one who has committed the sins 
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of all [human beings]”… But because He took upon 
Himself our sins, not by compulsion but of His own 
free will, it was right for Him to bear the punishment 
and the wrath of God—not for His own Person, 
which was righteous and invincible and therefore 
could not become guilty, but for our Person. By this 
fortunate exchange with us He took upon Himself our 
sinful person and granted us His innocent and 
victorious Person.38 

 
What does this mean? Christ puts himself in the place, in the 

person, of sinners. He draws close to us by taking our flesh and 
cloaking himself in our sin, just as we draw close to Him through 
faith. Holiness does not mean staying far away from sin; it means 
coming so close to sin that sin cannot survive and so is overcome. 
Christ does not wait for us to make ourselves perfect for him. 
Instead, he gladly comes to us while we are still imperfect—even 
his enemies—in order to make us his friends. In baptism, he 
changes places with us. By dying for our sins, he frees us from 
them. By dying with him, we are raised to new life. 

And so Christ offers salvation through baptism to those who 
desire release from their sins. But Christ also offers salvation 
through baptism to those who are too sinful really to understand 
what is happening, and to those who are too young to know what 
is happening. Christ offers His body and blood to those who 
partake of it worthily, and he with equal willingness offers his 
body and blood to those who partake of it unworthily.39 Christ 
causes the gospel to be preached to those who hear it with joy as 
well as to those who reject it with outrage. 

In short, Luther teaches us that God in Christ is willing to be 
abused. He must be willing to suffer abuse if He is to reach sinners. 
Remember what Jesus said: he did not come for the righteous! And 

                                                
38 Luther’s Works, 26:277–284 passim. 
39 See The Book of Concord, 463. 
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remember what Paul said: while we were still enemies, we were 
reconciled to God by the death of His Son. In coming to sinners, 
Christ risked and suffered crucifixion and humiliation. In baptism 
he risks having his promise ignored; in communion he risks having 
his body and blood mishandled, idolized, or undervalued. But that 
is the whole point. Baptism, communion, and the whole gospel of 
Jesus Christ is for sinners, for God’s enemies. It is only by giving 
himself to sinners that those sinners can be changed into saints. 
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Chapter 8 
Infant Baptism 

 
Luther has taught us that baptism is a one-time event, but it is to be 
used over and over again throughout life. It is the ultimate line of 
defense against the threats and accusations of sin, death, the devil, 
and our own consciences: “But I am baptized!” Jesus has claimed 
us as his own and nothing can ever change that fact. 

Luther and his Wittenberg colleagues retained the ancient 
practice of infant baptism. But many other reformers took quite a 
different attitude. The Anabaptists decisively rejected infant 
baptism. They understood baptism not primarily as God’s act upon 
a person, but rather as a person’s public testimony and 
commitment to lead a disciplined Christian life. Baptism was not 
God’s act but the human response of obedience to God’s act of 
calling a person to conversion. Anabaptists remained a minority on 
the continent of Europe, but within a century they became a major 
force in the British Isles. Puritans, Pilgrims, and Baptists chose 
adult or “believer’s baptism” over the infant baptism that 
continued to be practice by the Church of England. A great deal of 
conflict ensued, which was one of the reasons for the first 
emigration of Europeans to the North American continent. To this 
day, Baptists, most Evangelicals, and most Pentecostals practice 
believer’s baptism, while Lutherans—along with Catholics, 
Anglicans, Orthodox, Methodists, and most of the other churches 
stemming from the Reformation—continue to baptize infants. It 
remains a major point of conflict and misunderstanding between 
these churches. If there is any hope for ecumenical reconciliation 
among all these divided churches, a mutual understanding of each 
other’s practice of baptism must develop. On the way there, it will 
be necessary to examine why exactly Luther and his friends 
continued to baptize infants. 
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The Case for Baptizing Infants 
So, Luther retained infant baptism. But it is misleading to say 

that Luther merely retained it. Obviously, as a reformer, he had no 
hesitations about eliminating aspects of church tradition that he 
found contrary to the gospel. It is more accurate to say that, in the 
process of moving baptism from the edge to the center of Christian 
spirituality, Luther also reformed the theological rationale for 
baptizing infants. For Luther, infant baptism was fully and truly 
baptism. There was simply no doubt about it. And he could even 
argue that infant baptism had some advantages over other forms of 
baptism in the way it communicated the Word of God. 

That is because baptism is, above all, God’s act. Humans 
perform it in God’s name, and humans receive it in faith, but 
baptism is not thereby their act. Remember that, for Luther, Father, 
Son, and Holy Spirit all together are the actors in baptism, taking 
away sin and giving faith and eternal life. To impose limitations on 
who might receive this baptism is to suggest that human beings are 
the primary actors instead of God. But infant baptism eliminates 
any possible suggestion that baptism is a person’s own work. No 
infant chooses to be baptized—just as no infant chooses to be born 
or chooses the family into which it is born. Baptism is simply 
conferred upon them. 

Furthermore, as Luther understood it, the apostolic ministry of 
the church is commanded to go out and baptize all nations. It’s true 
that Jesus doesn’t single out children for baptism in the Great 
Commission of Matthew 28:19. But then, Jesus doesn’t single out 
adults, or men or women, either. Luther says that the command is 
to baptize “all nations,” and he observes, “children constitute a 
great part of the nations.”40 Why then would you leave them out? 

Luther refers to many other biblical passages for support, too. 
He mentions the two household baptisms of Acts, which likely 
included children. He mentions how the Epistles repeatedly assert 
                                                
40 Luther’s Works, American Edition, 55 vols., eds. J. Pelikan and H. Lehmann (St. 
Louis and Philadelphia: Concordia and Fortress, 1955ff.), 40:245. Translation 
slightly altered. 



 

115 
 

“no respect or difference of persons among Christians”—which 
includes difference of age. I John 2 urges “little children” as well as 
elders to know the heavenly Father. A favorite of Luther and the 
other Wittenberg reformers was the Gospel story where children 
were brought to Jesus to be blessed and Jesus said, “Let the 
children come to me; do not hinder them, for to such belongs the 
kingdom of God. Truly, I say to you, whoever does not receive the 
kingdom of God like a child shall not enter it” (Mark 10:14–15, cf. 
Matthew 19:14 and Luke 18:16–17). Children are singled out here as 
supremely well prepared to receive the kingdom of God, which 
makes it wrong to turn them away from Jesus. Luther thus 
concludes: baptism is a gift offered to all the people of the earth 
without distinction, which means also without distinction of age. 

If baptism is God’s doing and God’s own action, then the 
question is no longer whether baptism is offered to children—yes! it 
is!—but whether children can receive baptism. That is a separate 
issue. 

For Luther, if baptism was something done to you in infancy, 
apart from any conscious choice or will of your own, then you will 
never be able to deceive yourself into thinking it was a worthy 
thing you did, deserving a reward or recognition. Baptism rather 
reinforces within your own life story the fact that, before you can 
do or will anything at all, God acts, God gives, God reaches out to 
you, His lost creation. You simply receive what He offers. 

But, admittedly, this is a retrospective look at baptism on the 
part of an older person, who has come consciously to understand 
the fact that she was baptized as a baby and now with maturity can 
take joy in it. But what of the infant herself? Can she herself as a 
baby really receive baptism in faith? 

It may seem that Luther contradicts himself here. Remember, he 
insisted that baptism is of no benefit to anyone who does not 
believe, because faith itself is the enjoyment of the reconciled 
relationship with God. As Luther put it, “we insist on faith alone as 
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so necessary that without it nothing can be received or enjoyed.”41 
What then could be the good, or even the meaning, of a baptized 
infant? 

The assumption behind this question is that children are by 
definition incapable of faith, since they have as yet no knowledge 
and no reason. But Luther doubts this assumption very much. The 
difference between a hard-hearted adult and an infant child is of no 
significance to God: in either case, God can and must bring forth a 
new creature with a new understanding of Who and what God is. If 
anything, the resistant adult poses more of an obstacle to God’s 
reconciling ministry than an infant who lives every day in faith, 
trusting in her mother and father who love, feed, clean, and care for 
her. 

Luther also disagrees on exegetical grounds with the 
assumption that children cannot believe. He points to the very 
scriptural example of John the Baptist in Elizabeth’s womb, leaping 
with joy to hear from Mary the news of the savior’s impending 
birth. Even a fetus can believe, if the word comes first to quicken its 
tiny heart and mind. This is not to say that every infant does 
believe—only that the assumption that no infants can believe is an 
invalid one. Thus, Luther argues, “Since then [Christ] is present, 
speaks, and baptizes, why should not his Word and baptism call 
forth spirit and faith in the child, as then it produced faith in John? 
He is the same one who speaks and acts then and now.”42 If God 
acted upon John the Baptist in the womb, then God surely can act 
upon a newborn child in the same way. 

In this light, then, the real question for Luther is why anyone 
would ever refuse to baptize infants. Baptism saves, as we hear in I 
Peter 3:21; it is commanded by God; it is given to create faith; the 
Holy Trinity is present in the act. The reformer thus concludes: 
baptism is a precious gift to be given to children as soon as 

                                                
41 The Book of Concord: The Confessions of the Evangelical Lutheran Church, eds. 
Robert Kolb and Timothy J. Wengert (Minneapolis: Fortress, 2000), 461. 
42 Luther’s Works, 40:242–243. 
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possible, and something they should be taught to use and rejoice in 
their whole lives long. 

Allow me at this point to share my own personal testimony 
concerning infant baptism. I was baptized as an infant, a mere 
thirty-seven days old. My family remembered the anniversary 
every year. In my early teens, I went through two years of study of 
the Small Catechism and the Bible. At the end of it I was confirmed, 
making public affirmation of the vows that my parents and 
godparents took on my behalf when I was a baby. 

Right before I left for college, my parents gave me a rolled-up 
piece of paper. It was nothing fancy, just a print-out from the 
computer, but on it they had listed all the gifts they had given me 
throughout my life to prepare for striking out on my own. And 
number one was the gift of baptism. They wrote there that every 
time I felt defeated or afraid I should say the words: “But I am 
baptized!” And I have. Many times. 

But many years after that, I was a graduate student in theology 
and going through the worst crisis of faith I have ever known. In 
my faltering faith, I tried to say those defiant words claiming my 
baptism. I tried lots of things, but nothing could set me free from 
my crisis. Nothing worked until my one-year-old baby boy, who 
had been baptized at eight months of age, started witnessing to me. 
Everywhere we went he identified pictures of Jesus. He could 
always tell it was Jesus, no matter how varied the artwork. 
Whether it was a wooden sculpture of Jesus’ face crowned with 
thorns, a stern Byzantine icon, a Reformation-era altarpiece, a 
sentimental painting, or a drawing in a children’s Bible, my son 
always knew it was Jesus. He would point to the picture, like a 
little John the Baptist, crying out, “Jeezy! Jeezy!” because he was 
too small to say “Jesus” correctly. And he was always so happy to 
see “Jeezy.” “Truly, I say to you, whoever does not receive the 
kingdom of God like a child shall not enter it.” 

In the end, his infant faith healed my despairing soul. That’s 
what did it. I can’t regard it as anything but the work of God in my 
life through my small son. Did my little boy fully understand the 
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Christian faith? Does it matter? God chose the little child to be a 
witness to me. 

One more point, less personal but no less pertinent. We have 
heard the terrible news in the past years of the murder of infant 
Christians at the hand of militant extremists in the Middle East. 
These children were not given the opportunity either to confess or 
to recant, to say what they believed and why. Nevertheless, 
baptized Christians that they were, they fell to the sword, just as 
the innocents did in Herod’s regime. Baptism into Christ’s death 
can become a vivid reality even in earliest infancy. A martyred 
baby is still a martyr. Children, too, bear the cross. 

 
Questions and Concerns about Baptismal Practice 

The foregoing has made a case for the legitimacy of baptizing 
infants. But that is not to say that infant baptism is always the best 
practice in the church. There is a fair critique to be made of so-
called “indiscriminate infant baptism.” This is what happens when 
baptism is merely a public ritual of welcoming the baby into the 
world so the parents can have a little party with their friends. This 
is what happens when baptism is a guarantee for paying members 
of the church, regardless of their faith or involvement in the 
congregation. This what happens when the rite of baptism is 
absolutely divorced from the family and congregation’s 
commitment to raise the child in the faith. In cases like these, I 
would argue, infant baptism should be avoided. 

But not because any of these abuses make infant baptism invalid. 
Even in such cases, the baptism is and remains God’s work. Truth 
be told, God has often made something good out of irresponsible 
infant baptisms. But in these cases, the child’s first encounter with 
her sisters and brothers in the church is an act of betrayal. The 
church has brought her frivolously or indifferently to the salvation 
offered by Jesus Christ. The parents and godparents have made 
vows that they have no intention of keeping. A Christian pastor 
should strenuously avoid leading adults—specifically, the parents 
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and godparents—into lying to God at the altar, if the pastor knows 
that these adults are acting out of any motivation other than faith. 

Luther knew extremely well the indifference and ignorance that 
could accompany infant baptism. In the Baptismal Booklet that he 
wrote in 1523, he begins with a sharp criticism of the “carelessness 
and lack of solemnity—to say nothing of out-and-out levity” with 
which infant baptism is treated.43 It was the bad behavior of the 
adults bringing children for baptism that led Luther to start doing 
the liturgy in German and to prepare the booklet for their 
instruction. He wrote words that strike to the heart of many infant-
baptizing churches even today. 

 
I appeal to all those who baptize, sponsor infants, or 
witness a baptism to take to heart the tremendous 
work and great solemnity present here. For there in 
the words of these prayers you hear how plaintively 
and earnestly the Christian church brings the infant to 
God… [Y]ou have to realize that it is no joke at all to 
take action against the devil and not only to drive him 
away from the little child but also to hang around the 
child’s neck such a mighty, lifelong enemy. Thus it is 
extremely necessary to stand by the poor child with 
all your heart and with a strong faith and to plead 
with great devotion that God, in accordance with 
these prayers, would not only free the child from the 
devil’s power but also strengthen the child, so that the 
child might resist him valiantly in life and death. I 
fear that people turn out so badly after baptism 
because we have dealt with them in such a cold and 
casual way and have prayed for them at their baptism 
without any zeal at all.44 

 

                                                
43 The Book of Concord, 371. 
44 The Book of Concord, 372. 
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Luther then warns that it is improper to allow “drunken and 
boorish priests to baptize” or let “good-for-nothings” serve as 
godparents. “[F]ine, moral, serious, upright priests and godparents 
ought to be chosen” instead. Notice the important point here: 
Luther is much less concerned about the ability of the infant to have 
faith, and much more concerned about the possible faithlessness of 
the adults bringing the child for baptism. 

I wish to add my own biblical arguments to strengthen Luther’s 
arguments for infant baptism. The best template for adults bringing 
children to baptism is the story in Mark 2 about the paralytic. His 
four friends broke through the roof of Jesus’ own home in 
Capernaum to get him healed. Jesus could have reacted with anger 
at the four friends for ruining his ceiling. But instead, “when Jesus 
saw their faith, he said to the paralytic, ‘Son, your sins are 
forgiven’” (Mark 2:5). This is a surprising sequence of events! When 
Jesus saw their faith—the friends’ faith—he said to the paralytic, 
“Son, your sins are forgiven.” Jesus’ response to the friends’ faith 
was to forgive the paralytic’s sins. 

There’s a similar case in Acts 16. The Philippian jailer asks the 
apostles, “Sirs, what must I do to be saved?” Paul and Silas say to 
him, “Believe in the Lord Jesus, and you will be saved, you and 
your household.” “Believe” is a singular verb: the apostles tell only 
the jailer to believe. But if he believes, not only he will be saved—
his household will be saved, too. Paul and Silas then go home with 
the jailer, proclaim the gospel to the whole household, and baptize 
everyone. When they’re done, the jailer “rejoiced along with his 
entire household that he had believed in God” (16:34)—he, not they. 
We can infer that the household also came to share in the faith that 
the jailer had first, if they joined him in rejoicing about it. 
Throughout the story, however, the jailer’s faith is the focus and the 
cause of the whole household’s baptism. 

Both of these stories show that the Scriptures present a 
communal conception of salvation, in and through the church. We 
could add other examples: the Syrophoenician woman’s daughter 
is saved by her mother’s faith; the centurion’s servant is saved by 
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the centurion’s faith, which Jesus praises as being greater than 
anything he’s found in Israel. In Greek the same verb is used for 
“save” and “heal,” so all these healing stories have a double 
meaning. 

In this light, we can understand more clearly why Luther 
encouraged the baptism of infants and the role he designated for 
the parents and godparents. In Luther’s German baptismal liturgy, 
the parents, godparents, and whole church offer this prayer to God: 
“[W]e ask for the sake of this very same boundless mercy of yours 
that you would look graciously upon [the child] and bless him with 
true faith in the Holy Spirit…”45 In other words, the church asks for 
what the child cannot yet ask for. Then the parents and godparents, 
on behalf of the child, renounce the devil, its works and its ways, 
and confess faith in the Holy Trinity. Finally, when the pastor asks 
the child, “Do you want to be baptized?”46 it is the parents and 
godparents who reply, “Yes!” They answer for the child who 
cannot answer for herself! 

Here again there is an important scriptural analogy. Think of 
the man who had lain by the pool of Bethesda for thirty-eight years, 
as reported in John 5. Jesus asks him: “Do you want to be healed?” 
But the man cannot answer the question directly. He can only 
complain that no one is there to help him, and that others always 
get to the healing waters first. Jesus disregards the man’s 
inconclusive answer and his helplessness. He simply announces to 
the man: “Get up, take up your bed, and walk.” The healing didn’t 
ultimately depend upon the man asking for help or turning to 
Jesus; it depended on Jesus taking the initiative and doing what 
needed to be done to heal the man. That means that we don’t have 
to figure out our need for healing and salvation first. God is willing 
to act before we do, with or without the help of others. What a 
relief! What good news! 

                                                
45 The Book of Concord, 374. 
46 The Book of Concord, 375. 
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It’s necessary to admit that, even with this good theology, there 
can be bad practice in infant baptism. I encourage all churches that 
baptize infants to take serious steps to avoid such bad practice. At 
the same time, I also ask churches that practice only believer’s 
baptism to take a hard look at themselves. There is bad practice 
among them, too. 

For example, in the nineteenth-century American revivals, the 
evangelist Charles Finney worked out a whole scientific approach 
to making people so frightened and emotionally pressured that 
they would convert to Christ. He called his method “the anxious 
bench.” Is that the right way to bring adults to belief and baptism? 
Surely not! I have also heard from Baptist friends how often in their 
congregations a whole bunch of teenagers get baptized all in a row, 
one after another, in a short period of time. This seems to have 
more to do with wanting to be like their friends, or obeying the 
pressures of their parents, than the “free choice” that Baptists 
normally emphasize. I’m not sure what “free choice” could mean to 
youth raised in the church anyway. 

But most disturbing of all is the practice of rebaptism. I used to 
think this only happened when people who had been baptized as 
infants joined Baptist or Evangelical churches and then were 
required to get baptized again, since the church would not 
recognize their infant baptism. But in the past few years I have 
discovered how common multiple adult baptisms are in these 
churches. I once visited a Pentecostal seminary in Germany to talk 
about baptism, and I asked how many of the students had been 
baptized in water once. All of them raised their hands. I asked how 
many had been baptized in water twice. At least half raised their 
hands. Three times? A few hands. Four times? One person had 
indeed been baptized four times! 

Another time, I visited a Baptist seminary. There again many 
students had been baptized several times. One of them told me that 
their denominations require pastors to report how many baptisms 
they have performed each year. Rebaptisms are a great way to keep 
the statistics high! There is no incentive for pastors to encourage 
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people to trust in their first baptism or to tell them that they don’t 
need another—quite the opposite: rebaptisms make them look like 
efficient evangelists. 

Amazingly enough, Luther foresaw this outcome almost five 
hundred years ago. In 1528 two priests wrote to him, asking how to 
deal with local Anabaptists who were rebaptizing people who had 
been baptized as infants but were now making adult confessions of 
faith. Luther’s response was published as the treatise On 
Rebaptism. At this point in time, Luther had not met any 
Anabaptists in person and he didn’t know what they actually did 
or taught; he only thought through the logic of rebaptism and 
exposed its problems. 

The first difficulty he points out is in using Mark 16:16 as a 
proof-text for the baptism of adults as opposed to infants. The verse 
reads: “Whoever believes and is baptized will be saved.” However, 
a priest can’t know for sure that anyone really believes, an adult no 
more than a child! The Anabaptist practice was not actually 
baptism upon belief, but baptism upon confession. And a confession 
may well be false. If the priest has to be absolutely certain of belief 
to baptize, he’d better never baptize at all. 

But, Luther said, rebaptism would ultimately prove more of a 
problem for the baptized person than for the clergy. Any time the 
validity of baptism is based upon either belief or confession, doubt 
is sure to follow. Luther could imagine this situation well: 

 
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, 
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dear friend. He can go on and cast doubt on the third, 
and the fourth and so on incessantly.47 

 
As my visit to the Pentecostal seminary proved, Luther’s 

prophetic words were absolutely correct. If baptism is made 
defective by a lack of faith or insufficient faith, then baptism would 
have to be repeated continually. All of us fall in and out of faith, all 
the time. Baptism is useless if it depends entirely upon our feeble 
faith. 

Luther thus makes an important distinction. True, he writes, 
 

one should add faith to baptism. But we are not to 
base baptism on faith. There is quite a difference 
between having faith, on the one hand, and depending 
on one’s faith and making baptism depend on faith, on 
the other. Whoever allows himself to be baptized on 
the strength of his faith… trusts in and builds on 
something of his own, namely, on a gift which he has 
from God, and not on God’s Word alone… But a 
baptism on the Word and command of God, even 
when faith is not present, is still a correct and certain 
baptism if it takes place as God commanded. Granted, 
it is not of benefit to the baptized one who is without 
faith, because of his lack of faith, but the baptism is 
not thereby incorrect, uncertain, or of no meaning.48 

 
The problem is on our side only: unbelief. The way to fix it is by 

faith. But there is nothing wrong with the baptism that God has 
given. 

And one thing is certain: there is absolutely no biblical case at all to 
be made for multiple baptisms. There is one baptism and one alone, 
shared by all Christian people. It is the act of entry that joins us to 

                                                
47 Luther’s Works, 40:240. 
48 Luther’s Works, 40:252–253. My italics. 
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Christ’s death and resurrection. Faith may waver and flicker, but 
the one baptism remains. Rebaptism is a defiance of God’s 
command and God’s promise alike. All Christian churches should 
avoid rebaptism at all costs.49 

Luther’s understanding of baptism as God’s work is relevant for 
all Christians, whether they baptism infants or not. A Baptist 
student once told me that he used to struggle with doubts about his 
“believer’s baptism” because of his struggles with faith. In fact, he 
had been baptized more than once. He went to his pastors for help, 
but all they could say was: think back to a time when you really 
believed and then try to recapture that feeling. That didn’t work. Of 
course it didn’t—because it was telling him to depend on himself, 
not on God. However, when the student read Luther’s “On 
Rebaptism,” he finally understood that baptism was God’s gift to 
him, not his own work. That gave his conscience rest and relief. He 
continued to be a Baptist and so believed it was preferable not to 
baptize children, but all the same he was able to benefit from 
Luther’s baptismal theology in teaching adults about believer’s 
baptism. 

Luther’s critique of baptism upon confession was concerned 
mainly with the rebaptism of infant-baptized people. But with the 
exception of the occasional Jew, he knew nothing of people who 
had grown up outside of an even nominally Christian home or 
were hearing of the gospel for the very first time. Global mission 
and post-Christendom were not on Luther’s radar screen. 

Obviously, the situation is very different today and poses new 
challenges to an infant-baptizing tradition like Lutheranism. In 
eastern Germany, for instance, where communism nearly wiped 
out what remained of the Christian faith, baptisms are much more 

                                                
49 Please note: this assumes that the baptism received was actually a Christian 
baptism, performed in the name of the Father, Son, and Holy Spirit by a 
Christian community. If a person has been baptized in some other name (such as 
“Creator, Redeemer, Sanctifier”) or by a non-Christian community (for example 
by Jehovah’s Witnesses or Mormons), then it is appropriate to perform Christian 
baptism. In this case, however, it is not a rebaptism, but a first Christian baptism. 
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commonly of adults and older children than of infants. In the 
Global South, adult conversion to Christianity rivals infant baptism 
in contributing to the growth of the church. 

Most Lutherans have not yet learned how to speak about 
baptism without assuming that baptism is an unremembered event 
of early infancy. They assume a society that is totally Christian, or 
at least a society that has no other major religion at work in it. That 
means Lutheran critiques of baptism upon confession can be rather 
confusing in a mission situation. Lutherans say that the Holy Spirit 
is given with baptism, as St. Peter declares in Acts 2:38. But how do 
Lutherans understand the situation of an adult who hears the 
gospel for the first time, comes to believe, and then asks for 
baptism? Did that adult choose God before the arrival of the Holy 
Spirit or independently of the Holy Spirit? That can’t be correct. That 
would put us right back at the problem of making baptism our 
work rather than God’s. This example shows how great the need is 
for a better Lutheran account of adult baptism for converts. 

Luther gave some small hints in that direction. For him, the 
most important part of any baptism, whether of a child or an adult, 
was that God must be credited as the first and primary actor. 
Therefore: whether a person hears the gospel from parents at home 
starting in babyhood, or from missionaries or friends in adulthood, 
the point is that the Word comes first and is offered as a free gift. In 
the Smalcald Articles, Luther writes: “[B]oth those who believe 
prior to baptism and those who become believers in baptism have 
everything through the external Word that comes first.”50 He adds, 
“…God does not want to deal with us human beings except by 
means of his external Word and sacrament.”51 

So whether it is the parents’ prayers or the evangelist’s 
preaching, the good news of the gospel is what draws us to God’s 
promise and bestows upon us the Holy Spirit. Even when baptism 
is the conscious choice of adults hearing the gospel for the first 

                                                
50 The Book of Concord, 322. My italics. 
51 The Book of Concord, 323. 
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time, it is still the gracious work of Christ the Word and the Holy 
Spirit that has caused them to desire the gift of baptism. Baptism is 
and always remains God’s beautiful gift. 
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Chapter 9 
The Lutheran-Mennonite Reconciliation 

 
Not all of the reformers of the sixteenth century retained the 
practice of infant baptism. The major disagreement on this point 
came from the Anabaptists, who today are generally known as 
Mennonites after an early Anabaptist leader, Menno Simons. Later, 
Baptists and other Christians in the British Isles who broke away 
from the Church of England also rejected infant baptism in favor of 
believer’s baptism. 

Disagreements about the proper practice of baptism are 
theological in nature. But it is important to realize that, at least at 
their origins, they were not only theological—they were also 
political. In truth, every aspect of the Reformation was deeply 
affected by the political situation, because there was simply no 
separation of church and state. The idea that the government and 
the religion can operate independently of each other is a very 
modern idea. Still today many governments and religions reject 
that idea. Some governments are so threatened by religion that they 
have to make it illegal. Other governments depend so heavily on 
religion that they can make no distinction between the two. That 
was the case in Luther’s time. 

As a result, in the sixteenth century, it was never only a matter 
of discussing whether baptism is God’s work or ours. It was also a 
political discussion. In Europe, in Luther’s time, rebaptism had 
been illegal for more than one thousand years. And the punishment 
for rebaptism was death. This sounds very extreme by modern 
standards, but that was the ancient law of the land. 

The Anabaptists challenged this status quo. They refused to 
bring their children to baptism, and they rebaptized adults who 
had been baptized as children. Church and state alike punished 
them, and the Anabaptists were ready for it, going willingly to 
death. Between 1525 and 1560, approximately 2500 Anabaptists 
were executed by the various nations of Europe for breaking these 
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ancient laws concerning baptism.52 While most of these executions 
took place in Catholic territories, a number of them also occurred 
under Protestant leadership. Ever since this time, the Mennonite 
community, which numbers about two million members 
worldwide, has remembered Lutherans, Catholics, and the 
Reformed as their enemies and persecutors. But Lutherans, 
Catholics, and the Reformed have mostly forgotten what they did. 

Now what happens when these groups start talking to each 
other in ecumenical dialogue? 

For its first hundred years, ecumenism had to be very careful 
and polite. The whole reason we have ecumenism at all is because 
the churches had been in the habit of accusing and distrusting each 
other for centuries. They had denied that the other church was 
really a church and really Christian. So in order to talk at all, it was 
necessary to stop the accusations, learn to listen, and find ways to 
work together. It has been a slow and difficult process. It’s not easy 
to rebuild lost trust. It can happen only if we listen before we 
accuse. 

And yet, at some point, the facts of history cannot be avoided 
any longer. The churches divided because something went wrong. 
There may be equal guilt for the division; or one side may be more 
responsible than the other; or there may have been external factors 
that the churches had no power over. But in the end, history cannot 
be avoided. However much we want to look confidently and 
hopefully toward the future, we can’t ignore the past. It will always 
come back to haunt us if we don’t face it truthfully. This is the next 
major frontier for ecumenism. The Lutheran-Mennonite dialogue 
offers an ideal ecumenical case study for dealing with different 
understandings of baptism and facing up to the past. 

 
The Modern Lutheran-Mennonite Dialogue 

The story begins in 1980. It was the 450th anniversary of the 
                                                
52  Healing Memories: Reconciling in Christ: Report of the Lutheran-Mennonite 
International Study Commission (Geneva and Strasbourg: Lutheran World 
Federation and Mennonite World Conference, 2010), 26. 
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Augsburg Confession, which Philip Melanchthon presented to the 
emperor on behalf of the Lutherans at the Diet of Augsburg in 1530. 
The Augsburg Confession became the “charter” for the Lutheran 
church and to this day is one of the two defining documents of all 
the world’s Lutheran churches, along with Luther’s Small 
Catechism. 

To mark the occasion, in 1980 Lutherans invited other Christian 
churches to join in their celebrations. They included the 
Mennonites, not realizing that Mennonites are the heirs of the 
Anabaptists. The Mennonites read the Augsburg Confession and 
discovered five places where it specifically condemns the 
Anabaptists. So, in effect, the Lutherans had invited the Mennonites 
to celebrate their own condemnation! 

This was obviously quite embarrassing for the Lutherans, 
especially since they had never even made any attempt at 
ecumenical dialogue with Mennonites up to that point. In the years 
to come, three national-level dialogues took place between 
Lutherans and Mennonites: first in France from 1981 to 1984, then 
in Germany from 1989 to 1992, and finally in the United States from 
2001 to 2004. These dialogues did much to improve ecumenical 
relations on the national level. But it soon became clear that a 
dialogue at the international level was needed to consider the 
present-day relation between these historically estranged churches. 
Accordingly, the Lutheran World Federation and the Mennonite 
World Conference started a dialogue together at the world level in 
2005. 

As had been the case in all of the other dialogues carried out by 
the LWF, the Lutherans wanted to focus immediately on doctrinal 
questions, especially regarding baptism. But as the conversation 
unfolded, a number of other issues had to be addressed before they 
got to baptism. 

First of all, from the Lutheran point of view, it seemed strange 
that the Mennonites wanted to keep the name “Anabaptist.” The 
word literally means “re-baptizer,” and it was a name given to the 
movement by those who criticized it, not by those who approved of 
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it. After all, from the perspective of believer’s baptism, an infant 
baptism is not a real baptism. Therefore, it can’t be a “re-baptism” 
of an adult—according to Mennonites, it’s actually baptism for the 
first time! So why would Mennonites want to connect themselves 
with this incorrect name that is condemned five times in the 
Augsburg Confession? 

The Mennonites might have asked the same of Lutherans. The 
term “Lutheran” was originally an insult from the Roman party, 
which Luther’s friends then proudly adopted for themselves. It is 
similar for the Anabaptists. Despite the inaccuracy of the term, 
Mennonites are very proud of their Anabaptist heritage and have 
no wish to distance themselves from it. This is itself something of a 
recent development. Up until the mid-twentieth century, scholars 
tended to regard the sixteenth-century Anabaptists as wild and 
intellectually deficient anarchists. It was not until the Anabaptists 
and related groups were renamed the “Radical Reformation” that 
attitudes shifted and scholarly interest grew. Mennonites, for their 
part, rediscovered Anabaptist writings, read them with fresh eyes, 
found them inspirational, and reclaimed the Anabaptists as their 
spiritual ancestors. So maintaining the connection to the 
Anabaptists is essential to Mennonite self-understanding today, not 
optional. 

However, it turns out that not all of the beliefs attributed to 
Anabaptists in the Augsburg Confession are accurate. In 1530 the 
Lutherans knew of the Anabaptists but had very little direct contact 
with them. The Anabaptist movement had many leaders, not just 
one main leader like Luther, and as a result there were many 
varieties of Anabaptists. It was hard to know what each different 
group really thought or taught. 

So when Melanchthon wrote the Augsburg Confession, he 
included all the things he had heard about Anabaptist teaching, but 
as it turns out they weren’t always fully accurate. For instance, 
Article 5 of the Augsburg Confession says, “[We] condemn the 
Anabaptists and others who think that the Holy Ghost comes to 
men without the external Word, through their own preparations 
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and works.” Maybe there were some Anabaptists who thought 
that. But today’s Mennonites do not, so there is no disagreement 
between today’s Lutherans and Mennonites on this point. 

The same is the case with two other articles. Article 12 of the 
Augsburg Confession says, “[We] condemn the Anabaptists, who 
deny that those once justified can lose the Holy Ghost. Also those 
who contend that some may attain to such perfection in this life 
that they cannot sin.” Article 17 of the Augsburg Confession says, 
“[We] condemn the Anabaptists, who think that there will be an 
end to the punishments of condemned men and devils.” Today’s 
Anabaptist-Mennonites do not teach these items condemned by the 
Augsburg Confession. Thus, these articles pose no obstacle 
between Lutherans and Mennonites today. 

Upon this discovery, the Mennonites proposed that Lutherans 
simply delete them from the Augsburg Confession, not realizing 
that doing so is not an option. From the Lutheran perspective, 
confessional documents cannot be tampered with. Mennonites 
have no parallel confessional documents, so this came as a surprise 
to them. In any event, Lutherans still condemn the errors mentioned 
here; however, they could publicly state that, since today’s 
Mennonites don’t agree with them either, there is no obstacle 
between them on these points. 

But there are still two Articles remaining that cannot be lightly 
dismissed. Article 9 of the Augsburg Confession condemns “the 
Anabaptists who disapprove of the baptism of children and assert 
that children are saved without baptism.” Obviously, Lutherans 
approve of the baptism of children, while Mennonites still forbid it. 
Article 16 of the Augsburg Confession condemns “the Anabaptists 
who prohibit Christians from assuming such civil responsibilities” 
as “to impose just punishments, to wage just war, to serve as 
soldiers… [and] to take an oath when required by magistrates.” 
Mennonites remain firm pacifists and therefore find these matters 
to be problematic for Christians even in the present day. Lutherans 
have a range of views, but they don’t consider it necessary to agree 
on one specific political position in order to qualify as Lutheran. 



 

133 
 

Thus it is still necessary to address these differences. 
That, in fact, was the plan. Lutherans were eager to debate 

about baptism. But again and again the Mennonites said: this isn’t 
just theological. It’s also political. Your people killed our people 
over this issue! Lutherans had forgotten, but Mennonites 
remembered, that some sixteenth-century Lutheran theologians 
condoned the use of violence, even capital punishment, against the 
Anabaptists, and some Lutheran princes took them at their word. 
For example, in Luther’s territory of Saxony, it appears that about 
one hundred Anabaptists were executed. These terrible deeds have 
been preserved in Mennonite memory. Instead of having 
Confessions like Lutherans do, Mennonites learn their theology and 
church identity from a big book called Martyrs Mirror. It details the 
stories of Anabaptists who suffered and died for their faith, quite 
often as a result of rebaptism. However, the book rarely specifies 
whether the persecutor was Lutheran, Reformed, or Catholic. 
Mennonites had actually assumed that Lutherans were responsible 
for a much larger number of executions than they actually were. 
Lutherans were relieved to know that their numbers weren’t too 
high; nevertheless, even one single execution is one too many. 

 
Retelling History Together 

At this point, the dialogue team realized that it had to change 
tactics. Instead of negotiating their theological differences over 
baptism directly, Lutherans and Mennonites needed to retell the 
history of their churches, together. It was the first time in history 
that these two churches had attempted any such thing. They knew 
they had to be completely honest and accountable to each other if 
they were going to heal the wounds of the past. They had to 
recognize that both sets of their theological ancestors were part of 
the broad movement of Reformation, and neither of them had an 
exclusive claim on it. 

A number of interesting facts turned up in the writing of this 
history. First, although today and for a long time Mennonites have 
been committed to pacifism and nonviolence, their origins were 
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violent. Early Anabaptist history is tied up with the Peasants’ War 
that broke out in 1525. It was a rebellion against oppressive 
overlords. Many of the peasants thought they’d have Luther’s 
support, for he had been sharply critical of the oppression of the 
poor by the rich and the weak by the powerful. But once the 
peasants turned to violence, Luther was shocked and horrified. He 
insisted that only the Word of God could effect social change, not 
the sword. He refused to let his name be associated with the 
uprising—though he continued to criticize the wealthy who 
slaughtered the rebels—and many peasants felt betrayed by him. 

Ultimately, though, it was the terrible disaster of this war that 
made many people realize the wickedness of violent strategies. 
These Anabaptists committed the rest of their lives to the pursuit of 
peace. Lutherans at the time didn’t know that, however. They 
thought Anabaptists were dangerous and violent anarchists. Yet 
already in the 1520s and 1530s, Anabaptists like the Swiss Brethren, 
Hans Hut, and Menno Simons were openly promoting nonviolent 
engagement as the only proper way to obey Christ’s teachings. 
Unfortunately, as the Lutheran movement came to be increasingly 
threatened by the armies of Rome, Luther forgot his own original 
commitment to nonviolence. He condoned not only the execution 
of Anabaptists but growing state involvement in the church for its 
protection—exactly the opposite of his original desire to break free 
of the state-church alliance. 

The result of their nonviolent principles was that Anabaptists 
were not willing to participate in war. They wouldn’t even take 
oaths of loyalty to their lords or cities or rulers because of Jesus’ 
words in Matthew 5:33–37. This made everyone else extremely 
angry. It seemed as though the Anabaptists were taking advantage 
of the potentially costly actions of others, saving their own skins 
while others died to protect them. Since they refused to take oaths 
of loyalty, it seemed as though they were declaring themselves to 
be traitors. This made the political situation much worse. 

In fact, much of the language of the Augsburg Confession in 
1530 has in mind the Diet of Speyer the year before. At this 
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assembly of the imperial court, the Anabaptists were formally 
condemned by the church and the empire. Therefore the Lutherans 
were highly motivated to prove that they were nothing like the 
Anabaptists—not traitors but good and loyal citizens who wanted 
only the freedom to proclaim the gospel as they saw fit. The 
Augsburg Confession was a plea for toleration for the Lutherans 
but not, unfortunately, for the Anabaptists. 

In time, this meant that both Luther and Melanchthon thought it 
was permissible to punish Anabaptists by secular power for their 
religious offenses. In some cases these two reformers positively 
encouraged such punishments. In other cases they advised the 
princes to be lenient toward the Anabaptists. But it did happen that 
a few times they actively recommended execution as an 
appropriate act against the Anabaptists. 

On the other hand, some other Lutherans had a different 
opinion on the subject. The reformer Johannes Brenz from Stuttgart 
in southwestern Germany argued very strongly against any secular 
punishment of the Anabaptists. Brenz realized that punishing any 
particular religious group could ultimately lead to punishing every 
religious group. The “orthodox” would end up being no safer than 
the “heretics.” The Scriptures alone were to be the treatment for 
spiritual “crimes.” Otherwise, as Brenz so vividly put it, “[W]hat 
point would there be in studying Scripture, for the hangman would 
be the most learned doctor?” 

After the two teams of the Lutheran-Mennonite dialogue 
uncovered all these facts, they came to a conclusion: they should 
not start with doctrine. Instead, they should retell the history of 
their communities together, each side holding the other 
accountable to truthfulness. Lutherans had to face their complicity 
with state violence. Mennonites came to realize that Lutherans 
were guilty of considerably fewer Anabaptist executions than 
they’d thought. Both sides had to recognize the complications and 
misunderstandings of the sixteenth century, as well as the 
evolution of both of their churches in the centuries that followed. 
The result was Healing Memories: Reconciling in Christ (2010). 
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Working toward Repentance and Forgiveness 
The dialogue might have stopped there with another history 

book to be placed on the shelf and forgotten. But the Lutherans 
quickly realized that, if they and the Mennonites were to have a 
future together, then the Lutherans would have to admit publicly 
the error of their church in the past, apologize, and ask for 
forgiveness. The Mennonites did not ask for that apology. It was a 
free decision on the part of the Lutherans to offer one. 

The first step toward this apology was taken through a vote of 
the Council of the Lutheran World Federation in 2008, when 
representatives of the member churches agreed to explore this 
course of action. Then a handful of Lutheran representatives 
attended the Mennonite World Conference assembly in Paraguay 
in July 2009 to announce their intention to seek forgiveness. The 
response from the Mennonites was overwhelming—tears of joy, 
relief, and gratitude. They stood and applauded for seven minutes. 
As an expression of their pacifism, Mennonites are deeply 
committed to reconciliation with enemies. But it had never 
occurred to them that their own enemies of centuries ago would 
freely come to them to ask for forgiveness. It was a miracle. 

The final step occurred at the Lutheran World Federation’s 
assembly in the year 2010 in Stuttgart—fittingly enough, Johannes 
Brenz’s home city. After a unanimous vote, the Lutherans publicly 
stated: 

 
Trusting in God who in Jesus Christ was reconciling 
the world to himself, we ask for forgiveness—from 
God and from our Mennonite sisters and brothers—
for the harm that our forbears in the sixteenth century 
committed to Anabaptists, for forgetting or ignoring 
this persecution in the intervening centuries, and for 
all inappropriate, misleading and hurtful portraits of 
Anabaptists and Mennonites made by Lutheran 
authors, in both popular and scholarly forms, to the 
present day. 
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It is extremely rare for any church publicly to admit its error 

and ask for forgiveness. Equally amazing was the response of the 
Mennonites. A delegation of Mennonites was present at the 
assembly, anticipating the outcome of the vote. When it had 
passed, and the Lutherans had made their apology, a Mennonite 
representative rose to say that they had already agreed among 
themselves to accept the apology, to offer their complete 
forgiveness, to express their confidence in God’s forgiveness, and 
to anticipate with joy the new relationship between the two 
churches after five hundred years of hostility. They were also able 
to acknowledge their own sins in the course of the estrangement, 
such as a pernicious victim mentality and pride at their 
separateness. 

I was at the assembly in Stuttgart and saw the whole thing 
unfold. It was one of the most amazing moments of my life. I think 
future generations will look back on this event as one of the great 
turning points in the ecumenical movement, when we finally 
moved past good manners and shallow agreements and got to the 
heart of it all: repentance and forgiveness. These are the only things 
that can put a stop to the destruction from the past and create a 
new future. 

 
The Church throughout the Ages 

And yet, even though this was an impressive act of diplomacy, 
one might wonder what it really means. No present-day Lutheran 
is guilty of executing an Anabaptist for religious “crimes.” Even if 
God does “visit the iniquity of the fathers upon the children to the 
third and fourth generation” (Exodus 34:7), more than four 
generations have passed from the sixteenth-century Lutherans to 
today’s Lutherans. Likewise, no present-day Mennonite is the 
victim of Lutheran religious persecution nor has any living 
memory of such persecution. We were enemies way back then, but 
ever since we have mostly ignored each other. So what can be the 
meaning of Lutherans five hundred years later asking for 
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forgiveness? What can be the meaning of Mennonites five hundred 
years later granting forgiveness? 

To answer these questions, we must have a deeper and richer 
understanding of the church. The church is not simply the people 
of today. It’s not only the people we know or remember from 
recent years. The church is the whole body of Christ, from the first 
disciples to the present, in an unbroken chain. We only have what 
we have because the people before us passed it on. We cannot be 
separated out like individual coins in a purse. We are 
interconnected members of one body, sharing in one baptism—
however we may have received it. 

It is essential to remember this in ecumenical encounters. 
Ecumenism is often regarded with suspicion by people who are 
loyal to their own church tradition or denomination. It seems to ask 
them to abandon their past, their people, and their heritage for 
something new they don’t know and don’t love. Many people fear 
that the “unity” of ecumenism means breaking all bonds with the 
past, no longer identifying ourselves with their forebears. Such 
unity seems to mean not a larger community but a smaller one—a 
kind of solitary confinement. And no community can survive total 
isolation from its own past. 

It is appropriate to fear such an outcome. It is deeply wrong and 
unfaithful to ask people to give up their past, even their 
compromised and sinful past. The Christian faith demands 
engagement with the past. We place ourselves in the past during 
Holy Week, marching toward Calvary with Jesus, waiting in 
darkness and silence, rejoicing at Mary Magdalene’s news of the 
resurrection. We do the same when we hear the stories of martyrs 
and confessors. We hear their history in order to ask ourselves 
whether we have the faith to make the same sacrifice. We do the 
same at the Lord’s Supper. “This” becomes “my body” exactly 
when we “do this for the remembrance” of Christ, putting 
ourselves in the company of his disciples on the night in which he 
was betrayed. Memory and presence go together. 

A Christianity that remembered its roots in the people of Israel 
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would have no difficulty with this. Passover puts latter-day Jews in 
the place of their ancestors in Egypt. The ritual brings each new 
generation into the story of the covenant: “And when your children 
say to you, ‘What do you mean by this service?’ you shall say, ‘It is 
the sacrifice of the Lord’s Passover, for he passed over the houses of 
the people of Israel in Egypt, when he struck the Egyptians but 
spared our houses’” (Exodus 12:26–27). Later, Moses declares to 
Israel on the brink of entry into the promised land after forty years 
of wandering, “You have seen all that the Lord did before your 
eyes in the land of Egypt,” although that was literally untrue, since 
the whole point of the forty years of wandering was to allow the 
generation born in Egypt die out. But it is true all the same, because 
the people of Israel are always present at the Exodus, always 
witnesses to God’s great act of deliverance. The story of that past 
event is their present story. 

This is also a lesson that has had to be learned, painfully, by 
missionaries taking the Christian faith to new lands. These usually 
European or American missionaries had difficulty at first seeing 
anything good in the “pagan” past of the people they went to 
evangelize. They wanted to cut the new believers off from their 
own history and give them a European or American past instead. 
But faith in Christ means adding a history to a people; it never 
means taking a people’s history away. God is the creator of every 
corner of this earth. All people of every nation are made in His 
image. Christ sent his disciples to baptize all nations. The Spirit 
works to sanctify places far away from the old covenantal 
homeland of Jerusalem. Our job is not to reject our pasts, but to 
evangelize them. Of course, we must reject and regret the 
unfaithful things in our histories. But they are not therefore 
completely evil or useless histories. And as the story of Lutherans 
and Mennonites shows, church history is just as full of sin and evil 
as any other history. Israel’s history is a sinful one, too. All of these 
histories, everyone’s past, needs to be taken up into God’s 
transforming love and sanctified for the sake of the kingdom of 
God. 
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This truth was hard for some Lutherans to accept. A number of 
leaders from Europe argued that they were not personally guilty 
and therefore they could not apologize for people long since dead. 
Nor could Mennonites forgive on behalf of victims half a 
millennium ago. These leaders did not perceive any connection 
between the past and the present. But African leaders disagreed 
very strongly. They knew that we are only who we are today 
because of who our ancestors were yesterday. Lutherans today still 
benefit theologically from Luther’s writings, spiritually from 
sixteenth-century hymns, and materially from churches and 
schools and hospitals established five hundred years ago. If we 
enjoy their benefits, then we also bear their sins—and so there is 
nothing better for us to do than to repent where they could not 
repent and apologize where they could not apologize. We can only 
hope our descendants many centuries from now will be as 
generous toward us. 

That is why ecumenism can never mean forgetting or erasing 
our past. We need to know the past so we can repent and forgive. It 
is a very good and blessed thing that Mennonites kept alive the 
memory of Lutheran persecution during the five hundred years 
that Lutherans forgot about it. It is right and proper for us now at 
last to recognize this stain on our history and set it right. 

The surprising insight is that Lutherans and Mennonites only 
got closer to each other because they first got closer to their own 
theological ancestors. The Lutheran request for forgiveness could not 
have happened without the cultivation of worldwide Lutheran 
relationships, which are anchored in our common history in 
sixteenth-century Germany, or without close study of the very 
theologians who have animated our spiritual life across time and 
space. Mennonites have only recently rediscovered their 
Anabaptist forebears, and their loyalty to the Anabaptists is what 
forced the Lutherans’ acknowledgement of their bad past actions. 

It is important to note that the Lutherans’ repentance and the 
Mennonites’ forgiveness did not resolve all theological 
disagreements between them. While they told their common 
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history together, they did not come to an agreement about baptism. 
And yet, without the telling of history and the repentance and 
forgiveness, it would never have been possible to have a real 
conversation about baptism. 

This conversation has since begun. After the Lutheran World 
Federation assembly in 2010, a three-way dialogue started up 
between Lutherans, Mennonites, and Catholics on the topic of 
baptism. Such “trilateral” dialogues are quite rare; this one is only 
the second trilateral dialogue ever to take place at the international 
level. But think of how miraculous it is that three enemy churches 
of the sixteenth century—Catholic, Mennonite, and Lutheran—can 
now sit down at a table together and talk about the meaning of 
baptism. 

I hope to see many more such joint history projects between 
Christian churches. A beginning was made in From Conflict to 
Communion, telling the history of Lutherans and Catholics, though 
quite a bit more remains to be said. Such history projects are 
important not only between different theological traditions, but 
also between and within other kinds of estranged groups in the 
church—ethnic tribes that have refused to recognize each other as 
equal members of the body of Christ, or different social classes that 
have gone through violent struggles and revolutions against each 
other despite their common baptism. No words of apology and 
reconciliation will ever be fully convincing until every person and 
community takes full responsibility for the evils of the past. 

But if we in the church could do this, think what a beacon of 
light we would be. There is so much hatred on our planet, 
stretching back decades and centuries. We cannot erase the past, 
but we can confess it. We cannot control the future, but we can 
offer it to God. We cannot purify our cultures, but we can introduce 
the gospel to make them rise, like yeast in a lump of dough. We can 
take the first step of reconciling our histories, and the world may be 
inspired to follow in our footsteps. In so doing we may cause all the 
nations to praise the name of God: Father, Son, and Holy Spirit, to 
Whom be all glory and honor, forever and ever. Amen. 


