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  TO THE CHRISTIAN READER ix

one was baptized as an infant (as most people of that time in Europe were) 
and if infants have no actual sins (as some people think), then Baptism 
would remove only original sin. That is to say, practically speaking, for most 
people Baptism was seen as having no saving benefit. It was a prerequisite 
for salvation, to be sure, but what would save a person would have to be 
something else, since Baptism applied only to past sins.

Luther’s solution, based on the teaching of Scripture, was to elevate 
the significance of Baptism over what he found taught by the early church 
fathers. Over and over again Luther criticizes a statement he found in 
several letters of Jerome: that Baptism is like a ship on the open seas; that 
by post-baptismal sin the ship is wrecked; and that in this situation peni-
tence is the “second plank” to which a Christian must cling if he wants 
to be saved.5 That is, as Luther had read and heard Jerome’s statement in 
the Roman Catholic Church, Baptism completely freed a person of sin, but 
if afterward one were to sin, the effect of Baptism is gone. In this case, 
the sacrament of penance must be sought. If Baptism is a ship, then post-
baptismal sin causes a shipwreck, and all you can do is hold onto some of 
the wreckage, a “second plank.”6

Against this, Luther taught that Baptism brings not just initial benefits 
but also ongoing benefits. This emphasis on the ongoing benefits of Baptism 
was new at the Reformation. The Roman Church previously had taught only 
the initial benefits of Baptism: total purification from all sins, original and 
actual. But what about after that? When someone sins after Baptism (whether 
the sin is serious or not), does Baptism help him anymore? According to the 
theology of the Roman Catholic Church, it does not. Luther explained: “For 
no sooner had we taken off the children’s shoes, and they had emerged from 
the blessed font, then they [the Papists] took it all away by this preaching: 
‘You lost Baptism and soiled your christening gown long ago by sinning; so 
now you have to think about repenting of your sin and making satisfaction 
for it by fasting, praying, going on pilgrimages, and making endowments 
until you are reconciled to God and so return to His favor.’ ”7

If penitence is taken in the sense of the sacrament of penance, with its 
requirement of the satisfaction of works as a requisite for forgiveness, and 

5 See Jerome, Ep. 130.9 to Demetrius (NPNF2 6:266); Ep 122.4 to Rusticus (NPNF2 6:229); 
and Ep. 147.3 to Sabianus (NPNF2 6:291). I have not found Jerome saying that Baptism is 
the ship that is wrecked by sins, though he certainly speaks of certain post-baptismal sins as 
causing “shipwreck,” possibly an allusion to 1 Tim. 1:19, and in these cases one can be saved by 
clinging to the “plank” of penitence. But he thinks not all people need to do this. Many people, 
he says, have not suffered shipwreck.

6 See Large Catechism (1529) IV 80–82 (Kolb-Wengert, p. 466; Concordia, pp. 430–31). See 
also Luther, Babylonian Captivity of the Church (1520), AE 36:58.

7 Below, pp. 47–48; cf. below, pp. 50–51.
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if monastic vows are seen as equal to Baptism, and if Baptism removes only 
previous sins, then the actual significance of Baptism for Christian salva-
tion can only be as a prerequisite for salvation, but not actually saving. The 
saving, in this scheme, has been shifted to humanly devised works. Instead 
of this, Luther emphasizes that Baptism is an unsinkable ship. Intentional, 
persistent post-baptismal sin does not destroy the ship of Baptism, but 
rather causes you to fall overboard. Repentance, in Luther’s view, is how you 
hold on to the ship until you can climb back onboard.8 Through repentance 
the saving benefits of Baptism are ever available to us. Through repentance 
we partake once again of the saving power of Baptism.9 “Even if I fall from 
it, I am nevertheless baptized and am a Christian. I am baptized in God’s 
water, not by some washing maid, not by Gabriel or by the pastor or bishop 
or pope, but by God the Father, Son, and Holy Spirit.”10

Luther as a Guide
Martin Luther is a good guide to Baptism. Several times during his minis-
try he preached sermon series on Baptism to the people of Wittenberg, and 
in recent years some of these sermons have been translated into English. 
The present volume brings together three of those sermons series from 
the 1530s, plus a selection on infant Baptism from 1525. In these sermons 
Luther teaches about

• The connection between Baptism and faith
• What faith is
• The role of pastors as ministers of Baptism
• The meaning of the words “In the name of the Father and of the 

Son and of the Holy Spirit”
• The distinction between Baptism’s validity regardless of faith 

and its benefit, which is received through faith alone
• The Baptism of Christ
• Atonement
• The ongoing benefits of Baptism in the life of a Christian
• What “salvation” means
• Sacraments as signs of God’s saving will toward us
• God’s will and revelation

 8 Large Catechism (1529) IV 80–82 (Kolb-Wengert, p. 466; Concordia, pp. 430–31).
 9 See below, pp. 54–55.
10 Below, pp. 111–12.
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• Baptismal liturgy and ceremonies
• Baptism as covenant
• Repentance as a return to Baptism
• The importance of God’s commands for certainty of faith and 

conscience
• Infant Baptism and infant faith
• Emergency Baptism by laypeople

With his profound scriptural insight and depth of pastoral wisdom, 
Luther is a good guide to Baptism, especially in his sermons to the people.

This Book
This book was imagined as a result of two events. First, as I have worked 
on editing translations of Luther’s sermons for the past decade, I discov-
ered these sermon series on Baptism by accident, by reading through lists 
of the reformer’s sermons.11 Second, while teaching at Concordia Theologi-
cal Seminary (Fort Wayne, Indiana) in our Theologia course on Baptism, 
I desired a book that would bring together some of Luther’s best sermons 
on Baptism, for use as a course text and for Christians to read and discuss. 
Luther wrote several books on the Lord’s Supper, but no full-length books 
on Baptism. By putting his Baptism sermon series together, we would finally 
have a full book by Luther on holy Baptism.

Each chapter of the present book may be read by individuals or by 
groups. Study questions at the end of the book promote deeper thinking 
on the topics that Luther discusses. Each question gives page numbers to 
the sermons where the answers (or more food for thought) may be found. 
Scholars, too, may find the book of interest, since it presents rich material 
from Luther on Baptism that has been overlooked in nearly all previous 
examinations of Luther’s theology, even specialized studies on Luther’s doc-
trine of Baptism.12

This book is the work of several people. The translator of most of the 
volume was Mr. Matthew Carver; some parts were translated by the Rev. 
James L. Langebartels and by Dr. Christopher Boyd Brown. Dawn Mirly 

11 In Kurt Aland, Hilfsbuch Zum Lutherstudium, 4th ed. (Bielefeld: Luther-Verlag, 1996).
12 The exception is Robert Kolb, “ ‘What Benefit Does the Soul Receive from a Handful 

of Water?’: Luther’s Preaching on Baptism, 1528–1539,” Concordia Journal 25, no. 4 (1999): 
346–63. Isolated passages of these sermons are mentioned also by Ulrich Asendorf, Die 
Theologie Martin Luthers nach seinen Predigten (Göttingen: Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht, 1988), 
pp. 288, 293. Lorenz Grönvik, Die Taufe in der Theologie Martin Luthers (Âbo: Âbo Akademi, 
1968), makes use of the 1534 Baptism sermons.
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Weinstock, my longtime colleague with the Luther’s Works project at 
Concordia Publishing House, was the copyeditor for this book. The entire 
team at Concordia Publishing House brought the book into the light of day 
and is responsible for putting it into the reader’s hands.

May these sermons bless you, Christian reader, and lead you to hold to 
and believe more firmly in the gracious baptismal promises of the Father, 
Son, and Holy Spirit, the most blessed and all-holy Trinity.

Benjamin T. G. Mayes  
The Epiphany of Our Lord  

January 6, 2018 A+D
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INTRODUCTION

Luther’s Sermons on Baptism
If one thinks of how much Martin Luther wrote about the Lord’s Supper and 
about preaching and compares that with what he published about Baptism, 
it might be tempting to think that Baptism was not very important to him. 
Luther wrote lengthy treatises against Ulrich Zwingli on the Lord’s Supper, 
but there are no such treatises on Baptism. Instead of treatises, most of 
Luther’s focused, intentional writing on Baptism occurred in sermons or in 
his catechisms. Why did he not write treatises on Baptism? Perhaps it was 
because the challenge to the Sacrament of Baptism came not from scholars 
or church leaders, but from wandering Anabaptist preachers who were often 
uneducated lay preachers. Since Luther did not have an official representa-
tive of Anabaptist theology to debate, and since his hearers, nevertheless, 
had to be warned to avoid those preachers, he put his doctrine of Baptism 
into writing directed to the laity: catechisms and sermons. As a result, high-
level reflection on the doctrine of Baptism might not be found clearly in 
Luther’s works. Nevertheless, Luther’s writings are rich in baptismal teach-
ing. Many of his writings and sermons that address Baptism are known and 
have been translated into English, for example:

• Holy and Blessed Sacrament of Baptism (1519), AE 35:23–43
• Babylonian Captivity of the Church (1520), “The Sacrament of 

Baptism,” AE 36:57–81
• 1525 Lent Postil (part of the Church Postil), sermon for 

Epiphany 3 on Matt. 8:1–13, “Infant Baptism and Faith That Is 
Not One’s Own,” AE 76:257–66

• Concerning Rebaptism (1528), AE 40:225–62
• Ten Sermons on the Catechism (1528), “Sermon on Baptism,” 

AE 51:182–88
• Small Catechism and Large Catechism (1529), “The Sacrament 

of Holy Baptism”
• Sermon on John 1:29–34 (November 3, 1537), AE 22:158–81
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• Sermons at the Baptism of Bernhard of Anhalt (April 1–2, 1540), 
AE 58:33–49; 51:313–29

• Sermon on Matt. 3:13–17 (January 13, 1544), AE 58:71–78
• Sermon on Matt. 3:13–17 (January 6, 1546), AE 58:357–691

These baptismal writings have been thoroughly, if not exhaustively, 
researched.2

These are not the only documents in which Luther taught the Sacrament 
of Baptism. Luther also preached several sermon series on Baptism.3 In 
January and February, from 1528 to 1539, Luther sometimes interrupted 
the readings of the seasons of Epiphany, pre-Lent, and Lent to focus on 
this sacrament. Although the 1533 Wittenberg church order did not spe-
cifically call for preaching on Baptism during the Epiphany or pre-Lent 
season,4 the lectionary printed in Luther’s German Bible beginning in 1526, 
reflecting Wittenberg practice, noted that the Sunday after Epiphany was to 
be observed as the Festival of Christ’s Baptism,5 anticipating by about 450 
years the current practice (in The Lutheran Church—Missouri Synod, at 
least). At the beginning of his Baptism sermon series, Luther often notes 
that in ancient times the Feast of Epiphany commemorated three “mira-
cles”: the Magi, the wedding at Cana, and Christ’s Baptism; and he notes 

1 Jonathan Trigg has shown also that Luther’s Lectures on Genesis (1535–45), AE 1–8, 
are rich in baptismal teaching. Jonathan D. Trigg, Baptism in the Theology of Martin Luther 
(Leiden: Brill, 1994).

2 Charles L. Cortright, “Luther on Infant Baptism: On Rebaptism (1528) and the Large 
Catechism (1529),” in Reformation 500: The Enduring Relevance of the Lutheran Reformation, ed. 
Curtis A. Jahn (Milwaukee: Northwestern, 2017), pp. 73–92; Bernhard Lohse, Martin Luther’s 
Theology: Its Historical and Systematic Development, trans. Roy A. Harrisville (Minneapolis: 
Fortress, 1999), pp. 299–301; Mark D. Tranvik, “Luther on Baptism,” Lutheran Quarterly 13, 
no. 1 (1999): 75–90; David P. Scaer, Baptism, Confessional Lutheran Dogmatics 11 (St. Louis: 
Luther Academy, 1999); David P. Scaer, “Luther, Baptism, and the Church Today,” Concordia 
Theological Quarterly 62, no. 4 (1998): 247–68; Byran D. Spinks, “Luther’s Timely Theology 
of Unilateral Baptism,” Lutheran Quarterly 9, no. 1 (1995): 23–45; Paul H. Zietlow, “Martin 
Luther’s Arguments for Infant Baptism,” Concordia Journal 20, no. 2 (1994): 147–71; Gerald S. 
Krispin, “Baptism and Heilsgewissheit in Luther’s Theology,” Concordia Journal 13, no. 2 (1987): 
106–18; Jaroslav Pelikan, “Luther’s Defense of Infant Baptism,” in Luther for an Ecumenical 
Age, ed. Carl S. Meyer (St. Louis: Concordia, 1967), pp. 200–218; Paul Althaus, The Theology 
of Martin Luther, trans. Robert C. Schultz (Philadelphia: Fortress, 1966), pp. 353–74; Werner 
Jetter, Die Taufe beim jungen Luther (Tübingen: Mohr, 1954); Julius Köstlin, The Theology 
of Luther in Its Historical Development and Inner Harmony, trans. Charles E. Hay, 2 vols. 
(Philadelphia: Lutheran Publication Society, 1897), 2:507–11.

3 For scholarly analysis and use of these sermons, see the sources mentioned above, p. xi 
n. 12.

4 Emil Sehling, ed., Die Evangelischen Kirchenordnungen Des XVI. Jahrhunderts, vol. 1.1 
(Leipzig: O. R. Reisland, 1902), pp. 700–710.

5 Register der Episteln und Evangelien (1526), WA DB 7:533–34.
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Third Sermon on Holy Baptism,  
on the Fifth Sunday after Epiphany  

February 10, 1538
In19 order that the Sacrament of Holy Baptism may remain familiar to us 
Christians, especially to young people who are growing up from day to day, 
let us preach about it a little while longer. For the fact that Baptism is not 
treated diligently comes from the fact that the pope himself did not under-
stand what Baptism is. In addition, there is still before our eyes the error 
of the Anabaptists, who dishonor and slander Baptism. Therefore, we must 
preach about it diligently for ourselves and our descendants and draw atten-
tion to three things: first, the institution of Baptism; second, what it is in 
itself; and, third, what power it has.

First, Baptism is no human invention or institution, but it is the insti-
tution of God. If the Anabaptists believed this, they would not have called 
it a dog’s bath. And the devil himself speaks the same way of Baptism, for 
he sees the water only with the eyes of a cow or as a cow looks at a new 
gate.20 For he does not regard who instituted or ordained it, for if they would 
consider the fact that it is God’s ordinance, they would have a high regard 
for Baptism. But because they regard it as a human addition and statute, 
Baptism is nothing in their eyes. But if it were consecrated water,21 of which 
God knows nothing, then you might well despise it; but the teaching of the 
Gospel shows that Christ Himself says, “Go and teach all nations, baptizing 
them” [Matt. 28:19].

Second, it is necessary to know what Baptism is in itself, of what sort it 
is. There stands the text, as Christ says, “Go, baptizing” [Matt. 28:19]. And 
in John 3 [:5] it says that if a man is not born again by water and the Holy 
Spirit, he cannot enter the kingdom of heaven. Again: St. John says, “There 
are three things which bear record on earth: the Spirit, water, and blood” 
[1 John 5:7–8]. And St. Paul calls it “a washing of rebirth” [Titus 3:5] which 
God “has purified” (Ephesians 5 [:26]).

These and other verses clearly show that Baptism in its essence is two 
things: both the washing with water and the Word together. Therefore, if 
you are asked about Baptism, say, “It encompasses two things: first, the water 
which is poured, then the Word.” First of all, God is the Founder, and He 

19 Translated by Matthew Carver from Martin Luther, Ungedruckte Predigten D. Martin 
Luthers aus den Jahren 1537–1540, ed. Georg Buchwald (Leipzig: G. Strübigs Verlag, 1905), 
pp. 283–89. Cf. the stenographic notes for this sermon in WA 46:167–73 (Aland Pr 1697).

20 The saying indicates thoughtless astonishment at something new and is explained in 
Wander 1:100, “ansehen” no. 37.

21 Weihwasser, commonly called “holy water” in modern Roman Catholic parlance.
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wants His work and His Word to be named and kept. Now, as the Anabaptists 
reject the Founder, others remove the Word of God from sight and look only 
at the water, and then say, “The water is nothing unless you believe!” And 
therefore they base Baptism on our own worthiness. Yet do not by any means 
separate the water and the Word. In Baptism, the Word is: “In the name of the 
Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit” [Matt. 28:19].

This Word of God makes Baptism, and without this Word, Baptism is 
nothing; and thus Baptism does not depend on our faith. For even in the 
papacy they did not have this understanding. Therefore, I earnestly and dili-
gently press this point, that preachers may know that Baptism in its essence 
is water and the Word of God, when the preacher says, “I baptize you in the 
name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit.” And women ought 
to learn these words, that in time of need they may administer emergency 
Baptism. Now, the word in this passage seems trivial, and the water has a 
poor appearance. Yet do not let that mislead you, but look at Him who com-
manded that Baptism be done. For He only says a word, such as: “Waters, 
stir!” [Gen. 1:20], and instantly by this word all the ponds and rivers are 
full of fish. This is God’s institution and power, and Augustine says of this: 
“Baptism touches the body and washes the soul.”22 How does this happen? 
Here the Dominicans, Thomas [Aquinas], and others argue that in the water 
there is a secret, divine power which the Holy Spirit has inserted into it, and 
this is what washes and purifies the soul.23 This is an obscure way of speak-
ing. He saw the smoke but did not know where the fire was. What use are 
obscure terms, since we have more certain knowledge? Therefore, say that 
here there is water and God’s Word, and for that reason it has the power 
to cleanse the soul from sins. Later, [Duns] Scotus disputed this and said 
that we should not think or imagine that the power is in the water, but the 
power of Baptism comes from the fact that God Himself is present in it and 
wishes to baptize by the Holy Spirit.24 They saw that it had to be something 
more than the water. I could certainly interpret it as saying that the secret 
power is God’s Word. But the words and opinions of others are strange and 

22 Augustine, On the Gospel of St. John, tractate 80.3: “And whence has water so great an 
efficacy, as in touching the body to cleanse the soul, save by the operation of the word; and 
that not because it is uttered, but because it is believed? For even in the word itself the passing 
sound is one thing, the abiding efficacy another” (NPNF1 7:344; cf. PL 35:1840).

23 Cf. Thomas Aquinas, ST, 3. q. 62 art. 4 (Blackfriars 56:60–65).
24 John Duns Scotus (ca. 1265–1308), In Tertivm Et Qvartvm Sententiarvm Qvaestiones 

Svbtilissimae (Antverpiae: apud Ioannem Keerbergivm, 1620), part 4, dist. 1, qq. 4–5, 
pp. 21–27. Question 4 (p. 21) deals with “whether it is possible that any sacrament that is in 
any way perfect may have active causality with respect to conferring grace,” where he quotes 
the same passage from Augustine’s commentary on John (see above, n. 22). In q. 5 (pp. 22–27), 
he refutes Thomas Aquinas’ position.
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obscure, and I cite them here so that you may not resort to their language. 
Having rejected this, then, say, “Baptism is a washing with water along with 
the divine Word, with which I wash and pour the water over, or dip into the 
water, and add to it these words: ‘I baptize you in the name of the Father and 
of the Son and of the Holy Spirit.’ ” In the same way, in the Sacrament [of the 
Altar] there is bread and wine, if it is in any sense to be real eating and drink-
ing, and the institution must be added, which is that Christ says, “The bread 
is My body, and the cup is My blood”; likewise: “This do in remembrance of 
Me!” [cf. Luke 22:19; 1 Cor. 11:24–25]. Now, if you have God’s Word here, 
it is all-powerful, and then the water baptizes the soul and washes it in such 
a way that it is cleansed from all sins and from death. At this point a man 
is born again. Here the Word has this power. For the Father, Son, and Holy 
Spirit are baptizing me. Just think whether they might have some power or 
other, that sin might be washed away! If not, then cast Baptism away! But if 
they have divine power and authority, why do you not listen to God’s Word? 
Thus Baptism is a “washing of rebirth and renewal” [Titus 3:5] so that it 
makes a new man.

Long ago, when pagans and Christians were mixed together, this was 
the distinction: When Christians were baptized, they dressed in a white robe 
and wore it for a week; infant Baptism was not yet common at that time. And 
this week they referred to as the “white week” and “White Sunday.” Their 
practice of going about dressed this way may have been a reaction to the 
Jews, perhaps as a distinction for those who were baptized, that it might be 
known that they had been washed and cleansed not with plain water but by 
Baptism. When there is a Baptism now, the white robe has disappeared, and 
only the baptismal gown remains. The baptismal font is also small today, 
since the infants who are baptized are small. By this ceremony they show 
that the washing of Baptism is not a plain bath but God’s bath in which He 
Himself baptizes—Father, Son, and Holy Spirit. Because God’s Word is in 
Baptism, we cannot attribute power to Baptism enough. Here God washes 
not the outside only, but the whole man, so that it is a “washing of renewal 
and rebirth” [Titus 3:5], and the one baptized becomes a new man who goes 
about in an angelic garment and by Baptism enters the state of innocence.

Accordingly, if you first believe that Baptism is God’s institution, you 
will not hold it equal to the pope’s banners, candles, consecrated water, and 
censers. Distinguish them from each other as heaven is distinguished from 
earth. For the Turk and the Jews still have a great deal of washing, baptizing, 
and cleansing in the present day. But it is all as if someone were washing a 
dirty sheet. But what is the use of their washing in this way and the pope 
having his consecrated water? Here I can say that the Turk’s baptism and 
washing is a dog’s bath, for it does not have the support of the Founder. 
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Second, it has neither God’s Word nor God’s power and working. Even if 
St. Peter or St. John ordered you to wash yourself, if it does not have as its 
support: “I, the Father, Son, and Holy Spirit, baptize you,” your washing and 
baptism is nothing. St. Paul would not tolerate it when they boasted: “I am 
of Cephas; another, of Apollo” (1 Corinthians 1 [:12]). For those who had 
been taught and baptized by St. Peter wanted to be most important. Then 
he said, “Were you baptized into my name, or did I die for you? I thank God 
that I baptized no one” [cf. 1 Cor. 1:13–14]. It is not “Baptized in the name 
of Peter,” but “in the name of Christ” or “in the name of God.” This is how 
we stand against the Anabaptists and all the obscure language of the papacy. 
Thus Baptism was consistently done in the name of the Father and of the 
Son and of the Holy Spirit; and even if it was not understood, yet they used 
the Word and water, and so they were truly baptized. Even if Baptism were 
given by pagans, they were nevertheless truly baptized.

St. Augustine writes of two, one a Christian, the other a pagan, who 
both baptized other people. Then the pagan asked whether the Christian 
preacher’s Baptism were better than his. Augustine answered: “Baptism is 
not founded on my holiness and wickedness, for it goes ‘baptized in the 
name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit,’ not ‘in the name 
of the preacher.’ ” Therefore, Baptism is water with the Word of God, even 
if it were done in such a way that one person baptized the other in an emer-
gency, and one was not a Christian but wanted to be, and nevertheless both 
believed that it was a true Baptism, the one would receive not only the true 
Baptism but also its working and power.

In the ceremonies of the papacy, people did not have God’s Word, and 
we keep admonishing that we certainly ought to have God’s Word before us, 
and that all that we do is instituted by God and that God’s Word is present. 
If we were to lie on our knees for our whole life, we would be unable to 
thank God sufficiently for revealing to us by His Word that Baptism is 
pleasing to Him. We should also know that included in God’s Word is the 
estate of parents and authorities. Such a life is pleasing to God. But the devil 
casts away this revealed will of God and replaces it with something else. In 
the papacy, we thought that we had lost Baptism.25 Therefore, we entered 
monasteries, went on pilgrimages, and purchased indulgences, but we were 
like the foolish virgins in the Gospel who had no oil in their lamps, that is, 
were without faith [Matt. 25:1–13]. For we let go of what God commanded 
and directed and what pleases Him, and instead laid hold of what pleases 
ourselves, saying, “I have a good intention.”26 May the executioner strike! 

25 See below, on Jerome’s “plank,” pp. 77–78.
26 “Reason judges this way about all the doctrines of the faith; for it does not understand 

that the supreme form of worship is to hear the voice of God and to believe, but it supposes 
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We have enough good works to do that we may remain with what God has 
given us and revealed to us as His will. We have Baptism, the Supper, the 
Absolution, and the preaching of the Gospel, as well as the Lord’s Prayer, 
and are overflowing with heavenly wisdom and great understanding of spir-
itual goods. But the devil continually tears us away from them. The Jews 
could not remain in their temple, but ran to the beautiful meadows under 
the linden trees and oak trees, and up the high mountains, and built altars 
there, intending thereby to worship God. He is continually taking away that 
with which God has revealed Himself, such as at the Jordan on the day of 
the Epiphany, when the Lord revealed Himself and made Himself visible: 
the Father in the voice, when He said, “This is My beloved Son in whom I 
am well pleased; to Him shall you listen” [Matt. 17:5]; the Son standing in 
His human nature and submitting to Baptism; and the Holy Spirit appearing 
in the form of a dove [Matt. 3:16]. Thus the Godhead made itself known in 
the Baptism of Christ. Therefore, whoever does here what God commands, 
pleases God well, and he obtains salvation. For He says, “Whoever believes 
and is baptized will be saved” [Mark 16:16].

Is this not a glorious sun and great revelation of the divine will? Yet 
we do not look at it, do not pay attention to it, but the pope says, “Take up 
the cowl, say Mass, go on a pilgrimage!” which is only a human invention 
and idea, and the divine Majesty is despised, and what He commanded is 
neglected, and what He did not call for, but rather forbade, is sought after. 
Therefore, God should send not only the Turk upon us but also the devil.

In addition, these things were aided by the dangerous saying of 
St. Jerome, which they vigorously adopt, that penance is another plank after 
shipwreck. Shipwreck means someone was in a state of salvation, but after 
Baptism falls back into sin, and the Baptism is lost and no longer counts 
as anything. This makes it necessary to think of another board or plank to 
take hold of by which we may swim ashore. This, then, is the penance of 
my own works. The way in which St. Jerome intended it I leave aside;27 I 
only show this so that it may be seen how dangerous it is to speak of some-
thing with alien and unfamiliar words. There can be no better and safer 
way of speaking than with divine words. The misuse arose from the fact 
that the pope preached in this way: if a boy of seven years turns bad and 
then falls into sin, he no longer has Baptism’s power and working and is 
therefore directed to his own works. This resulted in the whole world being 
filled with monks, nuns, and priests, and the papacy inventing the idea that 
after committing sins people must help and aid themselves. This led to all 

that what it chooses on its own and what it does with a so-called good intention and from its 
own devotion is pleasing to God” (Luther, Lectures on Galatians [1531], AE 26:228).

27 See above, “To the Christian Reader,” pp. viii–x.
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the pilgrimages, purgatory, and other forms of service to God. It is preached 
even today in the papacy, when they say that Baptism only takes away the 
original sin which is innate in us, but those who have matured and grown 
up can make satisfaction for their sin and disobedience, and God will then 
say to them: “Because you do so many good works, you shall have forgive-
ness of your sins.” This is the pope’s doctrine. On this basis were founded 
the canonical rules,28 monastic works, and altars. But know, in opposition 
to this, that Baptism, once given, is an eternal covenant. If I receive Baptism 
before I believe, as I have said of a Jew who was baptized and afterward said, 
“Now I repent,”29 he should not be rebaptized, for his Baptism is genuine and 
true, even if it does not bear fruit in him. So also, if I sin after Baptism, the 
Baptism remains, but it is of no benefit to me. [If] I have fallen into murder 
by unbelief, then I have lost the use and benefit of Baptism, even though the 
Baptism remains. But if I say, “God, be merciful to me, a sinner!” and receive 
Absolution for my sins, then I return to the benefit of Baptism and say, “I 
believe in Jesus Christ and wish to die in Baptism.” Although I have acted 
against Baptism, Christ will forgive me.

For this reason, monks are worse than Anabaptists, for they have taught 
the following: In the event that someone sins after Baptism, if he enters a 
monastery, he obtains renewal. Likewise: once they have made a vow to join 
an order, they are as clean from sins as if they had just come from Baptism.30 
Then, if I should regret that I have become a monk, the renewal is lost; but 
if it is my earnest intent that, were I not already a monk, I would wish to be 
one, I would have the fruit and benefit of the order once again. Those are 
truly Anabaptists.

All this makes us regard Baptism as something useless. But know 
that in Baptism we are adorned and cleansed by the blood of Christ. If I 
remain in Baptism, I hear: “Whoever believes and is baptized shall be saved” 
[Mark 16:16]; but if I fall into sin, I turn back and cling to Baptism and say, 
“The Lord Christ alone has washed me with His blood.” For this reason, 
Baptism is an eternal covenant. For whoever receives it has this condition: 
that he will remain in it and fight against sin and the devil. Accordingly, when 
we fall out of Baptism, God helps us back into it. For it remains firm so that 
we do not drown at sea. Thus no satisfaction is imposed on us either before 
or after Baptism. He alone is the Lamb of God that was slain from the begin-
ning of the world [Rev. 13:8]. His satisfaction therefore avails us from the 
beginning of our life even to our death. In this way, the right understanding 

28 Canonica
29 See above, pp. 69–70.
30 See above, p. 47.
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of Baptism could be maintained by saying that we cannot make amends31 for 
sin after shipwreck. For it is from this that all the abominations of the Mass 
and processions and invocation of saints proceed. For they thought that if 
someone sinned after Baptism, he had to make amends for sin.

Nevertheless, contrary to the pope’s preaching, God sustained the prac-
tice of holding the image of the crucified Christ before one who was dying 
and having him say, “I believe in Him!” Likewise, the Word of God remained 
in preaching and Baptism. This was very right, and it was sustained by God 
alone. Otherwise it would have been impossible in the vast multitude of idol-
atries and superstitions. And to evildoers who were condemned, they prom-
ised: “You have deserved death in the sight of the world, for which be sorry! 
But it does not help your soul.” But others taught to the contrary that, if those 
who were on their deathbed put on a cowl, they obtained the forgiveness of 
sins. Likewise, they said, “We will give you all our good works.” Bah! Give 
them to the devil! Those are scoundrels who have broken all divine works in 
pieces. God sustained only this comfort for the dying. Therefore, they said, 
“Far more souls fly to heaven from the gallows than from the graveyard.” 
But in my opinion, it was the devil who said it. It would be true, perhaps, if a 
proper preacher were there at the gallows with the dying and showed them 
the benefit of Baptism. But when people are pointed to the graveyard and told 
to trust in their good works, say, “My making satisfaction is useless. Before 
the world I will gladly make satisfaction, but before God, my satisfaction 
before and after Baptism is the innocent blood of Christ, the fact that He shed 
His innocent blood for me. He was wounded for our iniquities” [Isa. 53:5].

Therefore, we should make sure that we always retain Baptism, and 
even if we sometimes lose its use, we should make sure that we take hold of 
it again. Now, if you understand this as the plank on which you can swim 
back to the ship, it is not bad. But if you relate the plank to good works, it is 
bad. Thus up till now we have dealt with the second point of Baptism.

31 büßen, or “do penance.”
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In what way are the “signs,” especially Baptism, the work of God and not of 
man? (See pp. 64–65, 67–70, 71–72.)

In what way does the teaching of the ancient Donatists and the sixteenth-
century Anabaptists take consolation away from Baptism?  
(See pp. 70–72.)

In what ways is the creation (Genesis 1) similar to how God works in Baptism? 
(See p. 72.)

Why does Luther approve of some baptismal ceremonies, such as wearing a 
white garment, but disapprove of others? (See pp. 75–77.)

Luther emphasizes the ongoing benefits of Baptism by speaking of it as a 
covenant (a formal, contractual way for two parties to relate to each 
other—not necessarily a purchase contract). What is the “condition” on 
the part of the baptized person in order to receive Baptism’s benefits? 
(See pp. 78–79.)

What should happen if a baptized person departs from faith and falls into sin? 
(See pp. 78–79.)

How should Christians practice fasting? What are its benefits? (See p. 83.)

How is Baptism connected to Christ’s merit and atoning death? (See p. 81.)

Much of the fourth sermon is an admonition in which Luther addresses sinful 
behaviors that were threatening the faith and salvation of his hearers. In 
what ways does this kind of preaching challenge modern ideas of what 
preaching should be? (See pp. 84–86.)

How does Luther prove that the Trinity and Christ with His blood is in 
Baptism? (See pp. 80–82.)

Why did Christ have to be baptized? (See pp. 90–91.)

Compare and contrast the Baptism given by John the Baptist with Christian 
Baptism. What is the same? What is different? (See pp. 89–93.)

In the Middle Ages, monastic life with its traditions was seen as holy and 
saving, despite the fact that God had not commanded it. What modern 
religious practices do people, even Christians, place above Baptism, the 
Lord’s Supper, Absolution, and the preaching of God’s Word?  
(See pp. 86–88.)

Can the covenant of Baptism be broken? How does this teaching provide 
consolation concerning salvation but, at the same time, avoid security 
and complacency? (See pp. 93–99.)


