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Foreword

I shall never forget a graduate seminar I attended on Luther’s 
commentary on 1 Corinthians 15. The sainted Luther scholar Dr. Ulrich 
Asendorf would enter the classroom daily. We’d come to order quietly 
in the face of his genteel but Teutonic authority. He’d lecture on the text 
before us for about twenty minutes, and then, with classic Socratic skill, 
he would pull us into Luther’s text and argument with such thoroughness, 
such erudition and clarity, that his burning passion for Martin Luther and 
the great reformer’s incomparable insight into the Gospel of the resurrected 
Christ burned deeply into my heart. Luther’s extra nos theology of the cross, 
insight into the blindness of human reason and the depth of the meaning 
of the resurrection, and his penetrating understanding of St. Paul all struck 
me profoundly. I wanted more, much more. 

Luther’s understanding of the implications of the resurrection of 
Christ became the mainstay of my pastoral care in the midst of death and 
dying henceforth. Paul calls Christ the “f irstfruits” of those who sleep 
(1  Corinthians 15:20). He’s risen, and there is more coming after Him! 
Christ as the “Head” of the Body is born unto eternal life; and just as in 
natural childbirth, the head comes only with difficulty, but then the body 
follows easily. So shall it be with our own resurrection! In fact, says Luther, 
death shall seem but a brief, refreshing nap. And because the hard part is 
done with Christ’s own resurrection, it is as though we are all but raised 
ourselves—yes, with only but a toe yet dangling in the grave! Said Asendorf 
to us, “We do not say ‘Back to Luther.’ We say ‘Forward to Luther!’ Luther 
is so far ahead of us in understanding Christ and the Gospel that we have 
not caught up to him yet!” 

While I read John Pless’s Martin Luther: Preacher of the Cross, my 
heart leaped with the same kind of joy once stirred by Asendorf—joy in the 
clarity, the penetrating profundity, and the fundamental, simple, practical 
utility of Luther’s pastoral writings. 

Luther once wrote: “A drunkard leads the thirsty, and both are lost” 
(AE 28:66). Years ago, a retiring ELCA clergyman, a gem of a human being, 
gave me the pick of his library. It was packed with psychological volume 
after volume. The dominant theme: pastor as therapist, counselor, and 
psychological healer. Don’t get me wrong—I rejoice in First Article gifts 
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and have very high regard for the discipline of psychology and professional 
pastoral counseling. The library of that retiring pastor represented the 
dominant approach to practical theology of the 1950s and well into the late 
1980s. But Seelsorge is not junior psychology. Care of souls is a profound 
theological discipline that requires deep and acquired insight into the 
human condition, especially regarding what the Bible has to say about 
God’s dealing with humankind through the cross of Jesus. Gaining this 
competence to care for souls comes only with deep trials, which force us 
to prayer, meditation, and the Gospel itself. In the midst of such tentatio, 
there is no better guide than Luther. Without him, Lutheran care for souls 
is impoverished, even lost. Drunk with therapeutic methodology, we 
thirsted (often without realizing it) for what was missing—a thoroughgoing 
Lutheran care for souls as a theological craft. 

This book is a profound indication that the craft is experiencing a 
renaissance among us, even in our own time. “Forward to Luther!”

Pastor Matthew C. Harrison
Assistant Pastor, Village Lutheran Church—Ladue, Missouri

President, The Lutheran Church—Missouri Synod
Death of Luther, February 18, 2013
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IntroductIon

Learning the Art of Pastoral 
Care from Luther

Luther: The Pastoral Reformer
Martin Luther was not a parish pastor in the conventional sense of the 

term. His calling was that of a university professor. Yet he was intimately 
engaged in the care of souls. The history of the Reformation reveals how 
this world-changing movement erupted out of Luther’s engagement 
with penitents whose minds were ensnared with misshaped notions of 
repentance and whose hearts were uncertain whether or not God’s merciful 
favor would avail for their souls in the hour of death. Luther did not set 
out to reform the Church as he did to reform preaching. Preaching in this 
broad sense includes not only the sermon preached in the context of the 
liturgy but the whole spectrum of pastoral acts by which the word of divine 
promise is handed over to sinners—the speaking of the Gospel, Baptism, 
Absolution, the Lord’s Supper, and Christian counsel and consolation, 
to name the most obvious. The Reformation was indeed radical in that it 
trickled down into every aspect of churchly life and piety. Nothing would 
be left untouched. This was especially true of pastoral care.

This book looks into Luther’s practice of pastoral care. His insights, 
gleaned from his lifelong endeavor to bring consolation to troubled 
consciences by setting them right with God through the justifying Word 
that they might live in the freedom of faith toward their Creator and in 
the generosity of love toward the neighbor, provide lessons that might 
assist contemporary pastors. The twentieth century witnessed significant 
shifts in pastoral care away from a theological discipline to a psychological 
orientation. This shift is aptly summarized in the subtitle of E. Brooks 
Holifield’s magisterial study, A History of Pastoral Care in America: From 
Salvation to Self-Realization. In our most recent past, theology was made 
subservient to the social sciences. Therapeutic concerns dominated 
theological realities. Pastors were shaped according to a clinical model, 
and more often than not, the rich pastoral wisdom of the past was viewed 
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as suspiciously premodern. Works by scholars such as Thomas Oden and 
Andrew Purves1 have called for a retrieval of classical models of pastoral 
care. Following their lead, this volume examines representative aspects of 
Luther’s pastoral care manifested in his dealings with specific situations 
and people. Martin Luther: Preacher of the Cross is not a book about 
Luther’s doctrine of the ministry. There are plenty of scholarly books and 
articles that have investigated that topic.2 Rather, this book examines how 
Luther put his evangelical theology to work in actual cases of pastoral care.

A primary window into Luther’s pastoral care is provided in his letters. 
If his open letters, theological opinion pieces, and dedicatory epistles are 
included, Luther’s correspondence totals around three thousand known 
pieces (Tappert, p. 22).3 From these extant letters, Theodore Tappert 
has helpfully provided a topical sampling under the title of his classic 
anthology, Luther: Letters of Spiritual Counsel. This volume makes significant 
Luther texts available for investigation, and they yield rich glimpses into 
how Luther applied evangelical doctrine to a variety of spiritual crises 
ranging from troubled marriages to comfort for the grieving, from doubt 
and despondence to afflictions faced by the imprisoned. Martin Luther: 
Preacher of the Cross relies on these sources.

Pastoral Theology: The Art  
of Making Distinctions

For Luther, genuine pastoral care could be nothing other than a 
theological undertaking. That is, it had to do not with finding a solution 
psychologically or socially, but with God addressing the human being in 
Law and Gospel, in wrath and grace, in condemnation and consolation. 
Luther puts it most pointedly in his lectures on Psalm 51 where he observes 
that “the sinful man is one who is oppressed by his conscience and tossed 

1   For example, see Thomas Oden, Care of Souls in the Classical Tradition (Philadelphia: Fortress Press, 
1984) and Andrew Purves, Pastoral Theology in the Classical Tradition (Louisville: Westminster/John 
Knox Press, 2001). One might also see Leonard M. Hummel, Clothed in Nothingness: Consolation 
for Suffering (Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 2003). Hummel seeks to restore the Lutheran tradition 
for pastoral care but works largely from the perspective of the social sciences, and his theological 
orientation seems heavily weighted in a more existentialist approach.

2   See, for example, Helmut Lieberg, Amt und Ordination bei Luther und Melanchthon (Göttingen: 
Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht, 1962) and Robert Kolb, “Ministry in Martin Luther and the Lutheran 
Confessions” in Called and Ordained: Lutheran Perspectives on the Office of the Ministry, ed. Todd 
Nichol and Marc Kolden (Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 1990), 49–66.

3   The unsurpassed study of Luther’s pastoral care literature remains Gerhard Ebeling, Luthers 
Seelsorge: Theologie in der Vielfalt der Lebenssituationen an seinen Briefen dargestellt (Tübingen: 
J. C. B. Mohr, 1997).
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to and fro, not knowing where to turn. Therefore we are not dealing here 
with a philosophical knowledge of man, which defines man as a rational 
animal and so forth. Such things are for science to discuss, not theology. 
So a lawyer speaks of man as an owner and master of property, and a 
physician speaks of man as healthy or sick. But a theologian discusses 
man as a sinner” (AE 12:310). So, for Luther, theology has a very specific 
task. “The proper subject of theology is man guilty of sin and condemned, 
and God the Justifier and Savior of man the sinner. Whatever is asked or 
discussed in theology outside this subject, is error and poison” (AE 12:311). 
Pastoral care concerns itself with this “proper subject” as the pastor must 
know how to distinguish the Law from the Gospel so that the sinner is 
identified as guilty and God is demonstrated to be gracious to the sinner 
for the sake of Christ.

Luther’s pastoral theology is the exercise of this necessary distinction. 
“Such a proper distinction between the function of the Law and that of the 
Gospel keeps all genuine theology in its correct use. It also establishes us 
believers in a position as judges over all styles of life and over all the dogmas 
of men. Finally, it provides us with a faculty for testing all the spirits (1 John 
4:1). By contrast, because the papists have completely intermingled and 
confused the doctrine of the Law and that of the Gospel, they have been 
unable to teach anything certain either about faith or about works or about 
styles of life or about judging the spirits. And the same thing is happening 
to the sectarians today” (AE 26:331).4 For Luther, the distinction between 
the Law and the Gospel is not a theoretical identification of specific texts 
as either Law or Gospel; it is instead a functional distinction that is critical 
for pastoral diagnosis of a person’s spiritual condition before God. Without 
this distinction, one cannot “test the spirits,” that is, discern the truth of 
Christ from human fabrications or demonic counterfeits. The distinction 
of the Law from the Gospel not only preserves the integrity of theology, 
but it also enables the pastor to use this theology evangelically so that the 
guilty are broken by the Law and those so crushed are vivified by the word 
of forgiveness to live under and in the righteousness of Christ.

This functional distinction between the Law and the Gospel is not self-
taught. The pastor must always be under the tutelage of the Holy Spirit 
if he is to acquire the capacity to rightly handle God’s Law and Gospel. 
Luther aptly expresses this in a Table Talk of 1531: “There’s no man living 
on earth who knows how to distinguish between the law and the gospel. 

4   See the helpful overview of Luther’s teaching on Law and Gospel by Hans Joachim Iwand, The 
Righteousness of Faith According to Luther, trans. Randi H. Lundell (Eugene, OR: Wipf and Stock 
Publishers, 2008), 39–56.
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We may think we understand it when we are listening to a sermon, but 
we’re far from it. Only the Holy Spirit knows this. Even the man Christ was 
so wanting in understanding when he was in the vineyard that an angel 
from heaven had to console him [John 12:27–29]; though he was a doctor 
from heaven he was strengthened by the angel. Because I’ve been writing so 
much and so long about it, you’d think I’d know the distinction, but when 
a crisis comes I recognize very well that I am far, far from understanding. 
So God alone should and must be our holy master” (AE 54:127). Correctly 
distinguishing the Law from the Gospel is an elusive task for pastors. The 
human conscience is given vacillate, often unpredictably, between excuse 
making and self-accusation, between denial and despair. Luther recognized 
how difficult it is for a pastor in the thick of a crisis to know how and when 
to speak the Law, whose job it is always to accuse, and the Gospel, which 
can only be heard as good and liberating news by those are already broken 
by their sin.

The office of the Law is to kill; it cannot do otherwise. Luther says “the 
function of the Law is only to kill, yet in such a way that God may be able 
to make alive. Thus the Law was not given merely for the sake of death; but 
because man is proud and supposes that he is wise, righteous, and holy, 
therefore it is necessary that he be humbled by the Law, in order that this 
beast, the presumption of righteousness, may be killed, since man cannot 
live unless it is killed” (AE 26:335). It is only when the Law has done its 
convicting and damning work, seeking out the sinner, stripping him of 
every excuse, and consigning him to death, that the Gospel can be heard in 
its promissory fullness. The Law always finds the sinner; the Gospel creates 
the saint by a word that gives and bestows life to the dead. Only where the 
Law has done its work will the Gospel be heard. While the Law announces 
and delivers condemnation, the Gospel announces and delivers Christ 
Jesus for the forgiveness of sins for “it is the proper function of Christ alone 
to justify the sinner” (AE 26:259).

In a letter to Joachim Mörlin of Göttingen in October 1544, Luther 
encourages this zealous pastor in the preaching task: “Do you not have 
the Law and the Gospel? According to these the Word of God must be 
rightly divided in order that you may wound and heal, kill and make alive. 
Perhaps you hope in vain that all will hear and love the Word, or perhaps 
you center attention on the Law to the exclusion of the Gospel, so that the 
people think they are listening to you instead of God or feel that they are 
being subjected to compulsion” (Tappert, p. 310). Luther reminds Mörlin 
that he should not want to be more successful than Elijah or Christ Himself. 
Luther cautions the pastor about his eagerness to be a faithful preacher: “Be 
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gentle with those who are gentle, and let those who resist your preaching 
of the Law quarrel with God about it, just so that you have done your duty” 
(Tappert, p. 311).

Making Pastors the Lutheran Way:  
Oratio, Meditatio, Tentatio

Luther describes the making of theologians who can distinguish the 
Law from the Gospel in his 1539 “Preface to the Wittenberg Edition of 
Luther’s German Writings” using three Latin terms: oratio, meditatio, 
and tentatio. The popular medieval scheme for theology was lectio, oratio, 
contemplatio. Luther breaks from this pattern. Westhelle observes “Luther’s 
schema begins with oratio, which is more than prayer; it is all God-talk, 
talk of and to God when one knows that reason will not suffice. Second is 
meditatio—in which he includes lectio—which is not limited to meditation 
in the internal sense but also ‘external,’ hence engaging others in reflection. 
Luther does not follow the third medieval rule, contemplatio, but instead he 
brings up a very different and original concept, tentatio, which becomes 
the foremost—the ‘touchstone’ he calls it—and the last characteristic of 
theological reflection.”5 Thus Luther moves away from the speculative 
theology of scholasticism and the contemplative spirituality of mysticism.

Luther used three Latin words to describe how theologians are 
made: oratio, meditatio, tentatio. Oratio is most often translated as 
“prayer,” but for Luther this definition needs to be nuanced to make 
it clear that genuine prayer grows out of God’s Word addressed to 
us. We speak to God in prayer because He has first spoken to us in 
His Gospel. In this sense, then, oratio would have to do both with 
proclamation and prayer. Meditatio is the root of the English word 
“meditation.” Unlike contemporary spiritual practices often derived 
from oriental religions, Luther’s notion of meditation was not 
introspective or mystical but an engagement with God’s Word that 
is heard with ear and pondered in the heart. For Luther, meditation 
carries with it imagery that is visceral—consuming and digesting the 
Word of the Lord so that its energies are imparted to the believer to 
fortify faith and bear fruit in vocation. Finally, tentatio is understood 
by Luther as a spiritual testing and affliction that God uses to drive 
the Christian to reliance in Christ alone. Oratio leads to meditatio, 
and meditatio to tentatio. The reverse is also true; for in spiritual 

5   Vitor Westhelle, The Scandalous Cross (Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 2006), 35–36. Also see John 
Kleinig, “Oratio, Meditatio, Tentatio: What Makes a Theologian?” Concordia Theological Quarterly (July 
(002): 255–67. 
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testing and affliction, the Christian is driven to ponder more deeply 
the promises of God and such meditation opens the lips to call upon 
the name of the Lord in confession and prayer. 

For Luther “Holy Scriptures constitute a book which 
turns the wisdom of all other books into foolishness, 
because not one teaches about eternal life except this one 
alone” (AE 34:285). Oratio is anchored in the reading and 
hearing of these Scriptures that create faith in Christ Jesus 
and kindle prayer. This is the prayer that is modeled by 
David in Psalm 119: “ ‘Teach me, Lord, Lord instruct me, 
lead me, show me’ [Psalm 119:26 et al]. . . . Although he well 
knew and daily heard and read the text of Moses and other 
books besides, still he wants to lay hold of the real teacher 
of the Scriptures himself, so he may not seize upon them 
pell-mell with his reason and become his own teacher. 
For such practice gives rise to factious spirits who allow 
themselves to nurture the delusion that the Scriptures 
are subject to them and can be easily grasped with their 
reason, as if they were Markolf or Aesop’s Fables, for which 
no Holy Spirit and no prayers are needed” (AE 34:286). 
Oswald Bayer, a contemporary Luther scholar, comments, 
“Almost from the outset, Psalm 119 takes on fundamental 
significance for Luther’s battle with the pope, who wants 
to prevent him from remaining with the word through 
which ‘I became a Christian’: the word of absolution. From 
the beginning of the Reformation, this psalm is seen as a 
prayer for the victory of God’s word against its enemies. 
In fact, it is seen as a double prayer that was turned into a 
hymn verse in 1543: Lord, keep us steadfast in your word 
and curb the pope’s and the Turk’s sword.”6

The Word of God is heard with the ear engaging the heart and the 
mind of those who receive it in faith. With the lips, this implanted Word is 
confessed, proclaimed, and prayed. Oratio leads to meditatio or meditation 
on the Word of God. For Luther this meditation is not an exercise of 
spirituality that turns the believer inward in silent reflection. Meditatio 
is grounded in the external word (externum verbum) to use the language 

6   Oswald Bayer, Theology the Lutheran Way, trans. Jeffery G. Silcock and Mark C. Mattes (Grand Rapids: 
Eerdmans, 2007), 40.
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of the Smalcald Articles (K-W, p. 322). For Luther, the meditatio is oral 
and outward. So in his Genesis lectures he states, “Let him who wants to 
contemplate in the right way reflect on his Baptism; let him read his Bible, 
hear sermons, honor father and mother, and come to the aid of a brother in 
distress. But let him not shut himself up in a nook . . . and there entertain 
himself with his devotions and thus suppose that he is sitting in God’s 
bosom and has fellowship with God without Christ, without the Word, 
without the sacraments” (AE 3:275).

Evangelical meditation draws one outside of himself into the promises 
of Christ (faith) and into the need of the neighbor (love). Thus Luther is 
dead set against any and all forms of enthusiasm7 that would rely on visions 
or miraculous appearances:

Christ once appeared visible here on earth, and 
showed his glory, and according to the divine purpose of 
God finished the work of redemption and deliverance of 
mankind. I do not desire he should come to me once more 
in the same manner, neither would I should he send an 
angel unto me. Nay, though an angel should appear before 
mine eyes from heaven, yet it would not add to my belief; 
for I have of my Saviour Christ Jesus bond and seal; I have 
his Word, Spirit, and sacrament; thereon I depend, and 
desire no new revelations. And the more steadfastly to 
confirm me in this resolution, to hold solely to God’s Word, 
and not to give credit to any visions or revelations, I shall 
relate the following circumstance: —On Good Friday last, 
I being in my chamber in fervent prayer, contemplating 
with myself, how Christ my Saviour on the cross suffered 
and died for our sins, there suddenly appeared on the 
wall a bright vision of our Saviour Christ, with the five 
wounds, steadfastly looking upon me, as if it had been 
Christ himself corporeally. At first sight, I thought it had 
been some celestial revelation, but I reflected that it must 
needs be an illusion and juggling of the devil, for Christ 
appeared to us in his Word, and in a meaner and more 
humble form; therefore I spake to the vision thus: Avoid 
thee, confounded devil: I know no other Christ than he 

7   See Bayer, Theology the Lutheran Way, 40. Here Bayer quotes a Luther sermon on Genesis 28 of 
December 1520: “If they bore their way into heaven with their heads and look around they will 
find no one, because Christ lies in a crib and in a woman’s lap. So let them fall back down again 
and break their necks.” Bayer also writes, “Those who want to search for the Holy Spirit deep inside 
themselves, in a realm too deep for words to express, will find only ghosts, not God” (55).
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who was crucified, and who in his Word is pictured and 
presented unto me. Whereupon the image vanished, 
clearly showing of whom it came.8

Meditation is immersion into the text of Holy Scripture. It is the 
ongoing hearing of God’s Word read and preached so that the one who 
hears Christ is enlivened to trust His promises and, in his calling in the 
world, is equipped to respond to the needs of the neighbor. Luther likened 
meditation to a cow chewing its cud. In his commentary on Deuteronomy 
14:1 of 1525, he writes: “To chew the cud, however, is to take up the Word 
with delight and meditate with supreme diligence, so that (according to the 
proverb) one does not permit it to go into one ear and out the other, but 
holds it firmly in the heart, swallows it, and absorbs it into the intestines” 
(AE 9:136).

Luther provides a practical tool for such meditation in his celebrated 
devotional booklet “A Simple Way to Pray” written for the Wittenberg 
barber Peter Beskendorf in 1535 where Luther suggests that a person 
meditate on each of the commandments of the Decalogue “in their fourfold 
aspect, namely, as a school text, song book, penitential book, and prayer 
book” (AE 43:189).9 Luther encourages his barber to dwell on the text—to 
engage the didactic, doxological, diagnostic, and intercessory dimensions 
of the text. Those who stand in front of the text are taught, brought to praise 
God, have their sins uncovered, and are given material for their prayer.

While Luther prepared this tract for a layman, it certainly applies to 
the pastor whose life is given to the service of the text of Holy Scripture 
for the sake of proclamation and pastoral care. The Psalms, in Luther’s 
estimation, were an especially fertile place for preachers to meditate. In his 
lectures on Psalm 1 (1519–1521), he states “Therefore it is the office of a man 
whose proper duty it is to converse on something, to discourse on the Law 
of the Lord. . . . For this meditation consists first in close attention to the 
words of the Law, and then drawing together the various parts of Scripture. 
And this is a pleasant hunt, a game rather like the play of the stags in the 
forest [Ps. 29:2]. .  .  . For out of this will proceed a sermon to the people 
which is well informed in the Law of the Lord” (AE 14:296). The preacher 
is not meditating on the Word simply for his own spiritual well-being but 

8  Cited in H. T. Kerr, A Compend of Luther’s Theology (Philadelphia: Westminster Press, 1943), 57.

9   AE 43:189. Also note Brecht’s observation: “Nowhere is the connection between order and freedom 
in Luther’s practice of prayer so clearly seen as in his advice for Master Peter.” Martin Brecht, Martin 
Luther: The Preservation of the Church 1532–1546, trans. James L. Schaaf (Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 
1993), 14.
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for those placed under his curacy in the church. He meditates on the Word 
that he may have something to say from the Lord to the people he is given 
to serve.

For Luther, meditation does not take place in a spiritual vacuum, in 
isolation from the temptations of the world, the flesh, and the devil. God 
uses tentatio (spiritual affliction, trial, and temptation) to drive away from 
self and to His promises alone. Bayer captures Luther’s thought: “Anyone 
who meditates can expect to suffer. Luther once again also allows Psalm 119 
to prescribe this experience. Therefore in light of this third rule, he expects 
students of theology also to see themselves in the role of the psalmist who 
‘complains so often about all kinds of enemies . . . that he has to put up with 
because he meditates, that is, because he is occupied with God’s word (as 
has been said) in all manner of ways.’ ”10

Tentatio is no stranger to those who serve in the pastoral office. Luther 
understands this tentatio as a spiritual affliction that drives faithful servants 
to rely on the sure and certain promises of Christ alone. Luther comments 
on Genesis 32:32 saying, “Our Lord Jesus Christ, tested Jacob not to destroy 
him but to confirm and strengthen him and that in his fight he might more 
correctly learn the might of the promise” (AE 5:144).11 God does His work 
under opposites: “When God works, He turns His face away at first and 
seems to be the devil, not God” (AE 7:103).

Temptation, which is entailed in the tentatio, is necessary for the 
Christian life in general but especially for preachers of the Word. “I did 
not learn my theology all at once, but had to search constantly deeper and 
deeper for it. My temptations did that for me, for no one can understand 
Holy Scripture without practice and temptations. That is what the 
enthusiasts and sects lack. They don’t have the right critic, the devil, who 
is the best teacher of theology. If we don’t have that kind of devil, then 
we become nothing but speculative theologians, who do nothing but walk 
around in our own thoughts and speculate with our reason alone as to 
whether things should be like this, or like that,” says Luther in a Table Talk 
of 1532 (AE 54:50).

The experience of temptation prepares and equips the pastor to serve as 
an “instructor of consciences” by granting him the capacity to distinguish 
the Law from the Gospel, directing the afflicted away from the erratic and 
errant movement of the conscience from excuse-making to accusation. A 

10  Bayer, Theology the Lutheran Way, 60.

2  Here see Mary Jane Haemig, “Prayer as Talking Back to God,” Lutheran Quarterly (Autumn 2009): 
270–95.  
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conscience ceases to rationalize sin or be terrorized by the Law only when 
it rests in the forgiveness of sins. “Therefore I admonish you, especially 
those of you who are to become instructors of consciences, as well as each 
of you individually, that you exercise yourselves continually by study, by 
reading, by meditation and by prayer, so that in temptation you will be 
able to instruct consciences, both your own and others, and take them 
from the law to grace, from active righteous to passive righteousness, in 
short from Moses to Christ. In affliction and in the conflict of conscience 
it is the devil’s habit to frighten us with the law and to set against us the 
consciousness of sin, our wicked past, the wrath and judgment of God, 
hell, and eternal death, so that he may drive us into despair, subject us to 
himself, and pluck us from Christ” (AE 26:10).

Like the apostle Paul in 2  Corinthians 1:3–4, who speaks of the 
comfort we give to others in their afflictions as flowing from the comfort 
we have received from Christ, Luther speaks out of the tentatio that he 
had experienced. No doubt that the judgment of Walther von Loewenich 
is on target: “The secret of Luther’s proficiency in pastoral care was that 
he himself had known what it was like to experience attacks of despair 
[Anfechtung].”12

Luther’s triad, oratio, meditatio, and tentatio, shapes the ongoing life 
of the pastor as he is forever dependent on the power of God’s promises. 
The crosses and afflictions of the pastoral life drive the pastor to meditate 
on the words of the Lord, and God’s Word opens his lips for confession, 
prayer, praise, and proclamation with confidence that the divine Word 
accomplishes God’s purposes and does not return to Him empty.

Pastoral Theology as Theology of the Cross
Luther’s pastoral theology is the theology of the cross in contrast to 

sundry theologies of glory that dominated the religious landscape of the 
sixteenth century and continue to dominate the twenty-first century. 
Although Luther’s use of the exact terminology “theology of the cross” is 
limited, the approach expressed in the term permeates Luther’s thinking. 
Commenting on 1  John in 1527, the reformer notes “My work has only 
one purpose: to keep you in the doctrine handed down previously. It is 
my desire to keep you in simplicity against the new teachers. Remain in 

12   Walther von Loewenich, Martin Luther: The Man and His Work, trans. Lawrence Denef (Minneapolis: 
Augsburg Publishing House, 1982), 359–360. Also see Lennart Pinomaa, “The Problem of Affliction” 
in Faith Victorious: An Introduction to Luther’s Theology, trans. Walter J. Kukkonen (Philadelphia: 
Fortress Press, 1963), 89–100, and Mark D. Thompson, “Luther on Despair,” in The Consolations of 
Theology, ed. Brian S. Rosner (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2008), 51–74.
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chAPter 2

Pastoral Care in Times  
of Anxiety and Distress

A Down-to-Earth Approach
Martin Luther was at his best at Christmas. With stark simplicity and 

yet profound insight, Luther’s Christmas sermons speak of the lowliness 
of the Lord’s birth in a way that prefigures the cross. The great German 
preacher of the twentieth century, Helmut Thielicke, was fond of saying 
that the “crib and the cross are of the same wood.”1 Luther also filtered 
his Christmas preaching through the cross where God’s Son brought the 
incarnation to its real purpose: Christ’s death for sinners. His ballad-like 
hymn “From Heaven Above to Earth I Come” tells the story of Christmas 
with striking beauty and clarity as it charts the trajectory of God drawing 
close to man, of God moving from heaven to earth:

“Welcome to earth, O noble Guest,
Through whom the sinful world is blest!
You came to share my misery
That You might share Your joy with me.

Ah, Lord, though You created all,
How weak You are, so poor and small,
That You should choose to lay Your head
Where lowly cattle lately fed!” (LSB 358:8–9)

Luther’s memorable Christmas preaching and his poetic mastery of 
the story of Christ’s birth would be put to use pastorally in his care for 
a young prince. Prince Joachim of Anhalt was twenty-six years old when 
Christmas came in 1535. For months he had battled with deep melancholy 

1   Helmut Thielicke, Being a Christian When the Chips are Down, tran. H. George Anderson (Philadephia: 
Fortress Press, 1979), 101.
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and depression. Luther had spent time with the prince, praying for him 
and speaking the Lord’s words of consolation and peace into his ears 
the previous summer. Yet Joachim’s bouts with depression persisted. On 
December 25, 1535, Luther writes a tender but powerful letter to Joachim 
that resounds with the pure Gospel for those who are downcast and 
disillusioned in this season. “Our dear Lord Christ comfort Your Grace 
with his incarnation. He became incarnate to comfort and show his good 
will to all men, as the dear angels sing today, ‘Glory to God in the highest, 
and on earth peace, good will toward men’ ” (Tappert, p. 98).

From heaven above, as Luther’s hymn puts it, God comes to us. We 
need build no ladders to try vainly to climb into His heavenly presence. He 
comes not as an awesome deity with a majestic presence that terrifies but 
with mercy nestled down in a manger. This God is not our enemy but our 
Brother. He masks Himself with our humanity, dressing Himself in our 
flesh and blood. In this flesh and blood, He absorbs our sin and suffers and 
dies on the cross. Jesus is Immanuel, God with us, in our sin and shame. 
He is Immanuel in order that He might be God for us at Calvary. This Lord 
has not left the prince exiled in his holiday sadness. Luther puts the sermon 
of the first preachers of Christmas, the heavenly hosts who proclaimed the 
glad news of Jesus’ birth to Bethlehem’s shepherds, into Joachim’s mind: 
God shows His favor to human beings in the sending of His Son. God, 
Luther reasons, would not bend down to us in such a friendly way if He was 
our enemy, if He was out to destroy us with His wrath.

How God is toward us we know from Jesus. Luther insisted that if you 
try to find God apart from Jesus, you end up only with the devil. Oswald 
Bayer observes that if we look for God within, we find only ghosts! Luther 
does not direct Joachim to his own thoughts or feelings. Instead he draws 
the prince away from self-absorbed reflection. Who God is and how He 
is disposed toward him, Joachim can know only from Mary’s little baby. 
This knowledge of God cannot be found in nature or human rationality. 
There is no sentimental talk here of the presence of God in the cosmos 
everywhere available to seekers for the taking. It is not merely that God is 
present, for the presence of God without the cross and the word of promise 
would terrify and destroy us.

Luther cuts to the chase, reminding Joachim of what he has been 
taught: “If we are satisfied with the creed and the doctrine, what does it 
matter even if hell and all the devils fall upon us? What can distress us—
other, perhaps, than our sins and bad conscience? Yet Christ has taken 
these from us, even while we sin daily. Who can terrify us except the devil? 
But greater than the devil is He that is in us, weak though our faith may 
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be” (Tappert, p. 98). The baby of Bethlehem and the man of Calvary is 
God’s Son. He came into the flesh to destroy the works of the devil. Our 
comfort is in the Creed’s confession that God became man to suffer and 
die for sinners. Our confidence is in the doctrine, for this doctrine is not 
some humanly devised theory but the truth that God is for us in every way. 
Yes, the old evil foe may assault the conscience, stirring up the dregs of 
sins confessed and forgiven; he may haunt us with the phantoms of pained 
memory and ghosts of our own making. Mock and taunt us as he does with 
our weakness, Satan finally cannot harm us for we have another Lord. We 
have a Savior who nurses at Mary’s breasts and hangs on a cross bruised 
and bloody. He holds on to us even when it appears that we can no longer 
find the strength to hold on to Him. Faith may be weak and wobbly, but 
Christ is strong and sure!

“We must be weak, and are willing to be,” writes Luther, “in order that 
Christ’s strength may dwell in us; as Saint Paul says, ‘Christ’s strength 
is made perfect in weakness’  ” (Tappert, p. 98). There are no shallow 
encouragements to muster up strength or to develop a more positive 
attitude. There are no calls in Luther’s letter for Joachim to pull himself 
out of despondence and get in tune with the spirit of the season. Joachim is 
not counseled to get some help with his self-esteem issues. Luther comforts 
him instead with the words of the apostle. In weakness God puts His power 
to save on display. From the lowliness of the manger to the humiliation of 
the cross right down to the pit of Joachim’s depression, God comes to save. 
God works in the depths. Luther once offended Erasmus by asserting that 
Christ Jesus is with us even in the sewer. Jesus is not ashamed to be found 
in the midst of barn flies and manure. He is not ashamed to be found in the 
company of weak sinners.

Consolation for Despair
Good pastor that he is, Luther does not try to lift Joachim’s spirits with 

an appeal to the Law. “Don’t you know that you should be rejoicing, after 
all it is Christmas, dear Prince.” There is none of that in Luther’s letter. 
Instead, there is the comfort of Christmas. It is the consolation of a Christ 
who makes Himself to be a friend of sinners, joining Himself to them in 
their weakness and misery.

Luther fortifies Joachim to rest in the promises of this Christ, to let 
himself be weak so that Christ can be his strength: “Your Grace has not 
yet betrayed or crucified the dear Lord. Even if Your Grace had, Christ 
nevertheless remains gracious. He prayed even for those who crucified 
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