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PUBLISHER’S PREFACE 
TO THE ENGLISH EDITION 

Concordia Publishing House is pleased to present this important 
scholarly work that interprets Martin Luther’s Small and Large 
Catechisms, together with the sermons and other documents by 
Luther that make up their context. This series originally was 
undertaken by the late Professor Dr. Albrecht Peters, longtime 
member of the theological faculty of the Ruprecht-Karls-Universität 
in Heidelberg, Germany. His material was gathered and edited by 
Gottfried Seebaß, his junior colleague, and published by 
Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht as the five-volume Kommentar zu Luthers 
Katechismen. Most recent scholarship regarding Luther’s catechisms 
refers to this work in some fashion. We thank the Commission on 
Doctrinal Review of The Lutheran Church—Missouri Synod for their 
approval to publish these volumes as resources for study purposes. 

FORMAT OF THE TRANSLATION 

The body text of this volume retains titles in the original language for 
all works except those of Luther. The first occurrence of titles of 
Luther’s works in the body text generally includes both the title in the 
original language and a translation; generally the translated form is 
used in subsequent references. This convention is observed because in 
many cases these works do not exist in the American Edition of 
Luther’s Works, thus translating all titles into English might create 
the false impression that the represented works themselves had been 
translated into English. In the footnotes, all titles are given in their 
original language. The reader is encouraged to consult Heinrich J. 
Vogel’s Cross-Reference and Index to the Contents of Luther’s Works 
and Kurt Aland’s Hilfsbuch zum Lutherstudium. To aid the reader in 
this effort, cross-references to extant works in the American Edition 
have been included, but only to the selected works as respective page 
ranges, not to exact corresponding page numbers. As the process of 
translating and publishing later volumes affords, more exact 
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references to the American Edition should appear. References to the 
Bekenntnisschriften are not mapped to an English version of the 
Lutheran Confessions in order to avoid adding layers of editorial 
choices onto the extant translation. 

Quotations in the body text have been translated into English 
unless doing so would adversely affect the places where Peters refers 
specifically to the features and content of the material in its original 
language. The bulk of the notes, though translated, refer generally to 
non-English research. The translation intends to remain faithful to the 
original text. We have also given attention to the consistent use and 
translation of technical terms. Titles in the notes and of the suggested 
reading material at the end of each chapter are not translated because 
many of these resources do not exist in English. This also helps the 
student or theologian who wishes to look deeper into the Weimar 
Edition. 

HISTORICAL-CRITICAL METHODS 

The reader will notice that historical-critical exegetical methods are 
used throughout the series, but the use remains less extreme than that 
of some formerly within the LCMS.1 Peters does look for a Lutheran 
middle way when he speaks of a Lutheran orthodox “confessionalist 
hardening” on the right and a humanist tradition on the left, with 
Luther in the center. He does not embrace the same view of 
confessional theology long held by the LCMS. There will be points in 
this volume where the reader that rejects historical-critical methods 
will come into sharp disagreement with the author on issues such as 
the JEDP documentary hypothesis, the assertions regarding source 
and form criticism, and related issues involving philosophical 
presuppositions. The LCMS rejects the errors of the higher-critical 
study of Scripture, as explained most pointedly in A Statement of 
Scriptural and Confessional Principles.2 

Although Peters criticizes the radical rejection of the third use of 
the Law based on the philosophy and influence of Albrecht Ritschl, 
nevertheless he has some points of conflict with the third use of the 

                                                      
1 See Paul A. Zimmermann, A Seminary in Crisis: The Inside Story of the Preus Fact 
Finding Committee (St. Louis: Concordia, 2007). 
2 Zimmermann, 430–36. 
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Law. The Lutheran Church—Missouri Synod affirms the Lutheran 
Confessions’ teaching that there is a third use of the Law.3 

RENEWED INTEREST IN THE CATECHISMS 

In recent years, scholarly interest in Luther’s catechisms has been 
rekindled in the LCMS by the original German edition of this work. 
For example, consider the recent work of Charles Arand, such as his 
book on the setting, content, and purpose of Luther’s catechisms, That 
I May Be His Own (St. Louis: Concordia, 2000). One sees an 
opportunity to examine again the catechisms of Luther that have only 
started to realize a scholarly awakening after a hiatus in the LCMS for 
the better part of a century. 

This work by Albrecht Peters sheds needed light on Luther’s 
catechisms. At the same time it brings a different set of 
presuppositions to the table. It allows one in the LCMS to examine 
how people outside the LCMS may view, study, and use Luther’s 
catechisms. It will doubtlessly create points of friction with readers 
that reject higher-critical approaches. Nevertheless, it remains a 
translation that seeks to uphold the responsibility to be faithful to the 
author’s texts and viewpoints, yet also provide material usable by a 
faithful Church. We pray that it succeeds to that end. 

                                                      
3 A helpful resource in this area is Scott R. Murray, Law, Life, and the Living God: 
The Third Use of the Law in Modern American Lutheranism (St. Louis: Concordia, 
2002). 



 
 

FOREWORD 
If one sets aside, for the moment, the sections that Luther inserted 
into the later editions of his Small and Large Catechisms, this fourth 
volume of Albrecht Peter’s commentary brings one to the first 
provisional conclusion, since the basic “central elements” of the 
catechisms have now been furnished with commentary. One can be 
confident that the fifth volume will appear soon, which will bring the 
entire commentary to a conclusion, by discussing those sections that 
were inserted later.  

Luther never offered a “comprehensive treatment of what is 
taught about the sacraments,” wanting simply to set forth the proper 
understanding of baptism and the Lord’s Supper. So Peters opens his 
commentary with a comprehensive treatment of “Luther’s 
Sacramental Witness: Relationship to the Western Tradition and 
Internal Development,” which identifies Luther’s basic guiding 
principles that are in play for both sacraments. This introduction 
additionally provides insight into how to understand Luther. 

The most important information about what led to this entire 
commentary being written and how it is to be characterized can be 
found in the Preface to the first volume, which deals with 
introductory matters and the Ten Commandments. The basic 
approach that was used in working with the author’s manuscripts is 
detailed there as well. At this point, one merely needs to know that 
the footnotes that do not mention a source are always from the 
Bekenntnisschriften der evangelisch-lutherischen Kirche [Tr.: BSLK 
is inserted in the translation], published in 1930, the anniversary year 
that celebrated the publication of the Augsburg Confession (fourth 
edition, Göttingen, 1960, with corrections, reprinted). With regard to 
the references to volumes and pages of the Weimar Edition of 
Luther’s Works, a short title that refers to each text is always inserted. 
The references to writings of the theologians from the Middle Ages 
and the church fathers are referred to now and then according to more 
recent editions of their works, but are normally listed according to the 
edition found in the author’s manuscript. Sources and literature are 
listed in the Bibliography, when necessary with the brief reference, 
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followed by the full reference. If one cannot find an abbreviation 
there, or finds commonly used abbreviations, these will be found in 
Siegfried Schwertner, Theologische Realenzyklopädie, 
Abkürzungsverzeichnis, Berlin-New York, 1976. 

It is fortunate that Herr Jürgen Kaiser was able to render editorial 
assistance for this volume and that he has expressed his willingness to 
do the same for the final volume; this is important not only for the 
sake of consistency, but also so that the entire commentary series can 
be published in a timely fashion. I offer him most hearty thanks. 

The work dealing with proofing this volume, as was true of the 
earlier volumes, was carried out by Frau Andrea Chudaska, Frau 
Gisela Peters, and Herr Kaiser. They are to be offered most hearty 
thanks as well, along with the publisher for the careful work and 
beautiful appearance that they have given to this volume and the 
previous volumes. I am most thankful that a generous stipend was 
provided by the Evangelische Kirche der Union to permit this volume 
to appear in print. 

It would be a wonderful and late-bearing fruit for the work of 
Albrecht Peters if this volume would deepen insight into the 
pastorally oriented theology of Luther, which might result in an 
advance in the understanding of our faith.  
 

Heidelberg, Christmas, 1992 
G. Seebaß



 
 

TRANSLATOR’S PREFACE 
I have had the honor of teaching a basic adult information class in 
various congregations over the years of my ministry, as well as a 
basic introduction to Christianity at Concordia University in St. Paul, 
Minnesota. In both settings, one usually finds general agreement and 
assent with most of what is taught about the Creed. But the sparks 
often fly when one comes to the sacraments. 

It is my high expectation that the five volumes of Albrecht Peter’s 
commentary on Luther’s Small and Large Catechisms will provide 
pastors and interested lay leaders in congregations, as well as 
professors who train both clergy and laity, with a wealth of 
information to guide them in matters of the faith. I expect this volume 
to be especially helpful when trying to clarify the sacraments for the 
faithful and the inquisitive. Leaders need more information than is 
provided in the brief treatment provided for junior confirmation. 

This volume has provided a special challenge for me. Slight 
changes in vocabulary bring forth a whole different meaning. I have 
sought to use specific vocabulary to set forth the distinctions and 
different opinions that were held, up to the time of and during the era 
of the Reformation. Further developments have been identified as 
well. As always, translating has provided me with the gift of thinking 
deeply about important matters of the Church. Leaders owe it to those 
who follow that they are highly trained and ready to give an answer 
and to provide context to the issues that can divide but that also 
provide wonderful insight into the faith. 

As my teaching career, centering particularly on Hebrew and the 
Old Testament, draws to a close, and as I transition to full time 
pastoral work at Emmaus Lutheran Church in St. Paul, I am excited 
and enriched by the knowledge gained from the volumes that I have 
translated. They give me a solid, rich foundation for the ministry that 
lies ahead. 

I wish to thank Robert Kolb, a faculty member at our seminary in 
St. Louis, who was able to guide me in resolving some puzzling 
issues in the text. He continues to be most gracious and ready to help. 
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I also thank Adam Morton, a recent graduate of Luther Seminary here 
in St. Paul, for helping me to arrive at smooth English translations of 
the Latin phrases and citations. He taught me many things about 
Scholastic theology as well. Isaac Schendel, a graduate student in 
Medieval Germanic Studies at the University of Minnesota helped out 
at the last minute with very old texts that were beyond me, and I 
thank him too. I appreciate the support given by David Lumpp, dean 
of the College of Arts and Sciences at Concordia-Saint Paul, who has 
encouraged me throughout to keep at this task for the benefit of the 
Church. I have gotten support from colleagues in my department, 
from the administration at Concordia, and from the members who 
called me to be their pastor at Emmaus Lutheran Church. I appreciate 
the help given to me by my son Daniel, who worked with me to track 
down the American Edition references for those works of Luther that 
have been translated into English.  

The greatest thanks, humanly speaking, must go to my dear wife 
Kathy, who has put up with more time alone than she deserves. I have 
promised her that I will never do any translation work on vacation 
ever again. I pray that the Lord will use the commentary volumes to 
guide the Church in living by the joy of the sacramental gifts. 

 
Thomas H. Trapp 

St. Paul, Minnesota 



 
 

LUTHER’S SACRAMENTAL WITNESS: 
RELATIONSHIP TO THE 

WESTERN TRADITION AND 
INTERNAL DEVELOPMENT

1 

LUTHER’S NEW BEGINNING: USING PROMISE AND 

FAITH WITHIN THE CONTEXT OF THE TRADITION 

At first, after the three foundational Chief Parts, the reformer inserted 
only Baptism and the Lord’s Supper, as the two sacraments that the 
Lord Himself had instituted.2 Confession, the “third sacrament,”3 as it 
had been passed on in tradition, is mentioned at first only in the 
Fourth Chief Part, as the constant “point of return” and the repeatedly 
renewed “recourse” back to Baptism.4 Luther’s second edition of the 
Small Catechism, in 1529, inserts a confession of sins, which is 
introduced by a question; it reads: “Why do you want to receive the 
sacrament (of the Lord’s Supper)? . . . Do you receive the forgiveness 
of sins in Confession?5 It was only in 1531 that the Small Catechism 
provided specific counsel about Confession, linked with instruction 
about the nature of the Confession of sins and the Absolution.6 When 
this happened, the reference to the Lord’s Supper admittedly fell by 
the wayside; it was replaced by the insertion of the counsel 
concerning the Confession of sins between Baptism and the Lord’s 
Supper. Luther inserted the Exhortation Concerning Confession in the 
second edition of the Large Catechism already in 1529; it follows the 
pattern of the Palm Sunday sermon of the same year.7 But in the 

                                                      
1 For texts and literature on Luther’s understanding of the sacraments, see pp. 71–72. 
2 BSLK, 557.36ff.; 691.6f. 
3 BSLK, 706.1. 
4 BSLK, 705.47–707.10. 
5 WA 30.1:345 (AE 53:117–18). 
6 Cf. BSLK, 517, footnote 2. 
7 WA 29:136–46. 
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Exhortation Concerning Confession as well, the more dogmatic 
assertions about the Office of the Keys are less emphasized, being 
secondary to the pressing call that individual confession would be 
practiced. Luther’s specific teaching about confession was fleshed 
out, to become a solemn section of instruction about the Office of the 
Keys, only during the course of the sixteenth century; as that section 
was developed, elements were included from a Northern German 
redaction by Pommeranian General Superintendent Knipstrow and a 
Southern German version that followed the Nuremberg Children’s 
Sermons by Osiander and Schleupner.8 

1. LUTHER’S POINT OF ENTRY THAT USES THE CORRELATION: 
PROMISSIO  – FIDES 
For Luther, the spiritual location of the sacraments “—which is most 
generally not considered carefully enough—is not initially in 
Christology (in the narrower sense), but in the teaching about the 
Holy Spirit, based on the Applicatio salutis (application of salvation).9 
The sacraments essentially fit with the Third Article of the faith, since 
they are indeed also the “ways and means”10 by which the Spirit of 
God directs the Christ event toward us and sanctifies us. They are the 
instruments through which the redemption that was successfully 
carried out upon the cross at Golgotha, on our behalf, are made our 
own and are the means by which we are united with our glorified 
Lord by faith.11 We cited Luther’s central dictum from his writing 
against Carlstadt in the section about the appropriation of the Christ 
event: “So God has let His holy Gospel go forth now; as far as we are 
concerned, He works on us in two ways, in the one sense externally 
and in the other sense internally. He deals with us externally by 
means of the verbal Word of the Gospel and through physical signs, 
Baptism and sacrament. He deals with us internally through the Holy 
Spirit and faith, together with other gifts.”12 In this regard, the internal 
activity of the Spirit of God is securely connected with the external 

                                                      
8 Concerning this development, which in some ways is most challenging, see Steitz, 
Die Privatbeichte, 164–79, as well as Reu, D. Martin Luthers Kleiner Katechismus, 
40–46. 
9 Gollwitzer, “Luthers Abendmahlslehre,” 95 (on Luther’s understanding of the 
Lord’s Supper).  
10 BSLK, 654.52 (Large Catechism on the Third Article). 
11 See the Commentary, Vol. 2, pp. 233–43. 
12 WA 18:136.9 (AE 40:144–223). Cf. the Commentary, Vol. 2, p. 236, footnote 199. 
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appropriation and distribution of the Word and sacraments; and yet, in 
the very connection, such activity remains majestically free. 

Only after a progression of insights did Luther came to 
understand such a relationship from the praedicatio to the 
illuminatio,13 which is firmly established and which cannot be 
considered possible in the reverse direction, between the external and 
the internal workings of the Spirit of God; this took place as he 
extracted himself from meditating about Christ, with its highly 
affective mode of thinking, though Carlstadt was still caught up in 
that way of thinking. It is not possible for us to identify each of the 
steps on that journey. Luther’s breakthrough came when he was 
struggling with the sacrament of confession; it was first articulated 
fully early in the summer of 1518, when he laid out his ideas 
comprehensively in the fifty theses: “Pro veritate inquirenda et 
timoratis conscientiis consolandis.”14 Luther sets out in rough form 
here that which we have noted time and again already as the 
characteristics of his understanding of salvation. 

Christ frees us from building on human effort, and He Himself 
confronts us directly by means of His promises of grace.15 Luther 
takes a first step to free us from placing any trust in our own 
contrition or repentance and frees us at the same time from being 
transfixed upon the actions of the Church through the priest. Whoever 
desires to base God’s promise of grace on our human 
accomplishments ends up characterizing himself as genuine and God 
as capricious.16 But the believers are also not to be bound to the 
physical and sacramental handling by the priest, for such action 
summons them into the presence of the Lord in glory, in the freedom 
of faith; the priests are to be and ought to desire to be the Lord’s 
servants.17 In this first attempt to set forth his thinking, Luther places 
all the emphasis on the personal confrontation that an individual has 
with Christ, which is successful due to the inner working of the Spirit 

                                                      
13 Cf. the Commentary, Vol. 2, p. 238, footnote 210. 
14 WA 1:629–33. Bayer directs his attention to this circular disputation, in “Die 
reformatorische Wende in Luthers Theologie,” 121ff. 
15 WA 1:631: Thesis 11: “Christ did not desire human salvation to consist of manual 
effort or the will of the human being.” 
16 Ibid., Thesis 20: “On the contrary, to desire to strengthen trust in conscience over 
contrition makes God a liar, not truthful”; cf. Theses 13–22. 
17 Ibid., Thesis 23: “Priests are not the authors, but are the administrators of the word 
of forgiveness [that comes by] faith.” 



 
 

 

BAPTISM 



 
 

 

THE SACRAMENT OF HOLY BAPTISM
1 

The Sacrament of Holy Baptism is not dealt with in exactly the same 
way in each of the catechisms. The Large Catechism divides the 
discussion into five sections, whereas the Small Catechism uses only 
four. The First Question in the Small Catechism: “What is Baptism?”2 
corresponds to the First Section in the Large Catechism that deals 
with the nature and dignity of Baptism.3 It is already at this juncture 
that Luther includes, as support from Scripture, not only Matt. 28:19 
but also Mark 16:16.4 The Second Question of the Small Catechism: 
“What does Baptism give or profit?”5 corresponds in the Large 
Catechism to the Second Section about the benefits and power of 
Baptism,6 but at the same time to the Third Section about the proper 
reception and use of Baptism.7 The Third Question from the Small 
Catechism, “How can water do such a great thing?”8 with reference to 
Tit. 3:5–8, is present in all of the first three sections of the Large 
Catechism; Titus 3:5 is cited in the second of those sections.9 The 
Fourth Question in the Small Catechism, “What does such Baptism 
with water signify?”10 is taken up for discussion in the Fifth Section 
of the Large Catechism, which deals with the correct meaning and 
enduring effect of Baptism.11 The Fourth Question, which deals with 
infant Baptism,12 has no parallel in the Small Catechism. 

                                                      
1 For texts and literature concerning Luther’s understanding of Baptism, see pp. 143–
145. The Baptismal Booklet receives separate commentary treatment by Albrecht 
Peters. It is to be found in Vol. 5. 
2 BSLK, 515.24. 
3 BSLK, 691.22–695.27. 
4 BSLK, 691.27–35. 
5 BSLK, 515.36. 
6 BSLK, 695.33–697.20. 
7 BSLK, 697.27–700.18. 
8 BSLK, 516.11. 
9 BSLK, 696.15. 
10 BSLK, 516.30. 
11 BSLK, 704.19–707.37. 
12 BSLK, 700.30–704.12. This section is very close to what is found in the “Kat. Pred. 
über die Taufe vom 17.12.1528,” WA 30.1:113.17–116.7 (AE 51:137–93).  
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We will follow the outline offered by the Large Catechism and 
will deal with (1) the nature, (2) the gift, (3) the change that takes 
place in Baptism and (4) will gather together Luther’s insights into 
baptizing those who are not able to answer for themselves. The 
divisions of those sections in the Large Catechism that are 
summarized in this commentary provide the framework for dealing 
with these topics and come at the beginning of each section. I will 
also deal with Luther’s interpretation of the central passages from 
Scripture at the appropriate sections: Matt. 28:19 deals with the nature 
of Baptism, Mark 16:16 and Tit. 3:5–8 deal with the gift of Baptism, 
and Rom. 6:4 speaks about the change that takes place in Baptism. 

THE NATURE OF BAPTISM 

Before one deals with the nature and dignity of Baptism,13 one must 
first give attention to a transitional statement14 that Luther uses to 
sketch out the purpose for his commentary. After he has set forth the 
three main points, he has in mind to offer brief instruction about both 
sacraments that the Lord instituted; his concern at that point is not to 
provide theological polemics about the controversies involved, but 
rather to offer succinct instruction for the laity, which would draw 
together essential information. At yet, one ought not to overlook the 
fact that Luther certainly does frame the discussion in the catechisms 
so as to express his opposition to what others were teaching. But this 
does not deal with the alternate views of Catholic piety concerning 
the sacraments; it is articulated over against a rationalizing, 
dismissive attitude toward the sacraments, as well as a general, 
bullheaded disdain for them in general. 

The First Section, on the nature and substance of the sacrament of 
Baptism, (1) identifies Matt. 28:19 and Mark 16:16 as the Scriptural 
passages that are foundational for Baptism.15 (2) Luther then 
characterizes Baptism as what God instituted and commanded 
(institutio, mandatum, praeceptum); as such, it is not a human 
invention, but is God’s own work.16 (3) The center of this section sets 
forth the description of Baptism that serves to define it; this is “a 
water given shape by God’s Word and command and thereby made 

                                                      
13 BSLK, 695.27. 
14 BSLK, 691.3–19. 
15 BSLK, 691.22–35. 
16 BSLK, 691.37–693.25. 
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holy.”17 (4) According to Augustine’s dictum, this water is not holy in 
itself, but it is made holy through God’s Word that has effective 
power.18 (5) As that which is accessible and physical is made holy in 
God’s temporal realm by means of God’s Word and command, the 
same holds true in His spiritual realm, as one is to accord honor to the 
material and physical elements that are connected with Baptism, since 
these are established by means of Christ’s institution and are accorded 
honor by means of the self-revelation of the triune God when Jesus 
was baptized at the Jordan.19 

1. GENERAL DESCRIPTION OF BAPTISM 
In the center of this first set of observations about Baptism, both 
catechisms include what can be termed a definition of Baptism: “the 
water, given shape by God’s command and bound to God’s Word”;20 
“a water, given shape by God’s Word and command, and sanctified 
thereby.”21 Similarly to what had been done previously by Hugh of 
St. Victor,22 Luther also characterizes the “nature” of Baptism without 
reference either to the one who distributes it or to the one who 
receives it. The attacks by those who spurned the sacrament brought 
the discussion of the elements front and center. But Luther 
concurrently directs his attention to the Word; for him, that is where 
the accent is to be placed. As stated in the Smalcald Articles, 
according to Eph. 5:26 Baptism is “God’s Word in the water, 
commanded through His institution.”23 Luther bases the linkage 
between Word and element on comments from Augustine;24 but 

                                                      
17 BSLK, 693.30–694.11 (citation: 693.34f.). 
18 BSLK, 694.15–34. 
19 BSLK, 694.37–695.27; 691.22–692.33, which follows “Kat.-Pred. vom 28.5.1528,” 
WA 30.1:18.21–19.3; 692.40–693.25 is cited loosely from “Kat.-Pred. vom 
24.9.1528,” WA 30.1:52.11–31; 693.30–695.27 is based on “Kat.-Pred. vom 
17.12.1528,” WA 30.1:110.18–112.25 (AE 51:137–93). We note throughout that 
Luther makes almost verbatim use of the transcription of the sermons done by Georg 
Rörer, though he admittedly sets the ideas forth with sometimes new and independent 
thoughts. For this reason, the new articulations alone can be identified precisely.  
20 BSLK, 515.26 (SC). 
21 BSLK, 693.34 (LC). The Nuremberg Children’s Sermons make use of these 
definitions (Reu, Quellen, 1.1:550.3f.; 552.38f.). 
22 Hugh of St. Victor, De sacramentis 2.6.2 (PL 176:443B): “Baptism is water made 
holy through the Word of God for washing away offenses.” 
23 BSLK, 449.16. 
24 As, for example, In Evangelium Iohannis tractatus 80.3 (PL 35:1840): “The Word 
is added to the element and it makes a sacrament . . . Where [is] such power of the 
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THE SACRAMENT 
OF THE HOLY LORD’S SUPPER

1 

INITIAL REMARKS CONCERNING THE STRUCTURE 
AND UNIQUE NATURE OF THE COMMENTARY 

In general, the commentary on the Sacrament of the Altar presents the 
topic in roughly the same manner in both catechisms. With respect to 
how it is divided, Luther says in the Large Catechism: There are 
“three parts” to explicate concerning the Lord’s Supper: “what it is, 
what purpose it has, and who ought to receive it.”2 Such a threefold 
treatment takes shape on the basis of, and is to be set forth according 
to the Words of Institution.3 The following framework results: Based 
on the Verba testamenti, which Luther places at the beginning in the 
Large Catechism,4 and which he attaches to the question about the 
nature of the sacrament in the Small Catechism,5 he treats it as 
follows: 

nature6  

power and use7 

proper reception8 

of the Lord’s Supper. 

Luther appends a comprehensive “Vermahnung und Reizung” 
(Exhortation and Encouragement)9 in the Large Catechism. It runs 
parallel to the “Predigt vom Gründonnerstag” (1529) (Sermon on 

                                                      
1 For texts and literature on Luther’s understanding of the Lord’s Supper, see p. 224–
227. 
2 BSLK, 708.2.  
3 BSLK, 708.3–10. 
4 BSLK, 708.16–709.12. 
5 BSLK, 520.4–21. 
6 BSLK, 709.22–711.20 (LC); 519.39–520.2 (SC). 
7 BSLK, 711.31–714.11 (LC); 520.22–40 (SC). 
8 BSLK, 714.19–715.24 (LC); 521.1–11 (SC). 
9 BSLK, 715.29. 
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Maundy Thursday)10 and is thematically quite close to the 
Exhortation to Confess Sins,11 which closely follows the “Predigt am 
Palmsonntag” (1529) (Sermon on Palm Sunday).12 Both exhortations 
bring front and center, for the hearers and readers, God’s command 
and promise. The reformer rejects human strictures that were set up to 
bind the human conscience, pointing human hearts directly to God’s 
judgment and grace instead. Both accentuate our internal and external 
needs, which are to drive us both to Absolution and to the Lord’s 
Supper. It seems to make sense to set forth the commentaries in as 
differentiated a way as possible. For this reason, concerning the 
Exhortation Concerning the Lord’s Supper, I plan to underscore the 
need brought about in our sorely troubled heart13 because of our sin, 
the world and the devil, and to center the discussion concerning the 
Exhortation Concerning Confession on issues that relate to command 
and promise, Law and Gospel. 

As with the Catechetical Sermons preached in 1528,14 the 
reformer is at pains in the Large Catechism “not to get into a squabble 
and quarrel”15 with those who spurn the sacrament, but rather to draw 
together what was decisive and foundational for those who needed to 
have basic instruction.16 Admittedly, what was decisive took shape 
and was articulated in the battle with uncertainty about the Lord’s 
Supper that had recently broken out, which included the need to 
address those who spurned the physical aspect of the obedience of 
faith. This subtext permeates the entire commentary. It may be true 
that Luther points tirelessly to the Words of Institution, but he makes 
sure that everything is dealt with on a pure, exegetical level and 
insists on using nothing other than the clear wording of the text that is 
attested unanimously.17 The controversial, Christological question 
about the human nature of Jesus being everywhere present, with 
respect both to the sacrament and in the world, receives nary a 

                                                      
10 “Pred. vom 25.3.1529,” WA 29:204–18. It is recast in the “Vermahnung zum 
Sakrament des Leibes und Blutes Christi,” in 1530, WA 30.2:595–626 (AE 38:97–
137). 
11 BSLK, 725.30–733.24. 
12 “Pred. vom 21.3.1529,” WA 29:136–46. 
13 BSLK, 722.9–724.41. 
14 Cf. WA 30.1:23.19 (“29.5.1528”); 27:23 (“30.5.1528”); 53.8ff.; 56.19 (“25.9. 
1528”); 116.11ff. (“19.12.1528”). 
15 BSLK, 708.33. 
16 BSLK, 715.21–24. 
17 On Luther’s exegesis, see below, pp. 182–188. 
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mention.18 Not a sideways glance is cast toward the Roman teaching 
about the Sacrifice of the Mass, nor is the topic of transubstantiation 
mentioned.19 Luther concentrates on the relationship between 
sacrament and faith, Word and the body of Christ, Christ’s body and 
the forgiveness of sins, the forgiveness of sins and eschatological 
renewal.  

And yet, precisely such relationships, expansive as they are, build 
the crux of the commentary. According to the Small Catechism, the 
Verba testamenti are to build the bridge between the question about 
the nature of the Lord’s Supper and that of a blessed reception of the 
same; but it is hard to see exactly how Luther goes about constructing 
such a bridge, step by step, an assessment that holds true for more 
than just the catechisms. A certain crux interpretationis is detected 
concerning this issue throughout the Lutheran Confessions.20 We 
need to mention this already, since it will make it easier to keep this 
in mind throughout the entire exposition. 

In the Small Catechism, there are two questions that concern the 
nature of the Lord’s Supper and another two that speak of the benefit 
and proper way to use it; each of the four questions are extracted from 
the Verba testamenti. With respect to the nature, Luther calls attention 
to the body that was offered, presented under the earthly elements, as 
well as Christ’s covenant blood that was shed, without mentioning the 
forgiveness of sins; when emphasizing the blessed reception, he refers 
exclusively to the “for [all of] you.” By this means, the Words of 
Promise remain standing uniquely “next to” the bodily eating and 
drinking.21 From one point of view, the nature of the Lord’s Supper is 
identified very specifically in the way it is different from Baptism and 
Absolution, for the body and blood of Christ are conveyed under the 
earthly gifts; from the other point of view, it is treated according to 

                                                      
18 On this, see the Commentary, Vol. 2, p. 83, footnote 178 and p. 193, footnote 525 
for the appropriate secondary literature. 
19 Concerning Luther’s battle against the Sacrifice of the Mass, see Prenter, “Das 
Augsburg. Bekenntnis u. die röm. Meßopferlehre”; Wislöff, Abendmahl u. Messe; 
Meinhold, “Abendmahl und Opfer nach Luther”; in addition, Vajta, Die Theologie 
des Gottesdienstes bei Luther, 3–113, and Cleve, Luthers nattvardslära mot 
bakgrunden av Gabriel Biels uppfattning av nattvard och sakrament, 128–75, 336–
51.  
20 On this, see Hardeland, Luthers Katechismusgedanken in ihrer Entwicklung bis 
zum Jahre 1529, 321, 334, 336; Meyer, Historischer Kommentar, 464–66; Bizer, 
“Die Abendmahlslehre in den lutherischen Bekenntnisschriften,”  3–42. 
21 BSLK, 520.36. 
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receive the sacrament, kneel next to, behind, and around it, husband, 
wife, young, old, master, servant, wife, maid, parents, children, as 
God assembles us all to be there, all of us proper, holy fellow priests, 
sanctified through Christ’s blood and anointed through the Holy Spirit 
and set apart as holy in Baptism. And in such newly born, inherited 
priestly honor and decoration we are there . . . and let our pastoral 
leader speak the ordinance of Christ, not for himself but for his 
people, since his mouth speaks for all our mouths, and we all speak 
the ordinance with him in the heart and with a faith that is raised up 
toward the Lamb of God, who is there for us and is with us and who 
feeds us according to his ordinance with His body and blood. That is 
our Mass and the proper Mass, which does not fail us.”415 

TEXTS ON LUTHER’S UNDERSTANDING OF THE LORD’S SUPPER 

WA 1:329–34: Sermo de digna praeparatione pro suscipiendo sacramento 
eucharistiae, 1518 

WA 2:742–58 (AE 35:49–73): Ein Sermon von dem hochwürdigen 
Sakrament des heiligen wahren Leichnams Christi und von den 
Bruderschaften, 1519 

WA 6:353–78 (AE 79–111): Ein Sermon von dem neuen Testament, das ist 
von der heiligen Messe, 1520 

WA 6:501–26 (AE 36:11–126): from De captivitate Babylonica ecclesiae 
praeludium, 1520 (Section: De sacramento panis) 

WA 8:398–476: De abroganda missa privata Martini Lutheri senten-tia, 1521 

WA 8:477–563 (AE 36:133–230): Vom Mißbrauch der Messe, 1521 

WA 10.2:11–41 (AE 36:237–67): Von beider Gestalt des Sakraments zu 
nehmen, 1522 

WA 11:431–56 (AE 36:275–305): Vom Anbeten des Sakraments des 
heiligen Leichnams Christi, 1523 

WA 12: 205–20 (AE 53:19–39): Formula Missae et Communionis, 1523 

WA 12:476–93: Ein Sermon vom grünen Donnerstage from 2.4.1523 

WA 15:438, 481–506: Ein Sermon von der Beichte und dem Sakra-ment, 
1524 

WA 18:101–214 (AE 40:79–223): from Wider die himmlischen Propheten, 
von den Bildern und Sakrament, 1525 

                                                      
415 WA 38:247.10–31 (AE 38:147–214). 
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WA 19:72–113 (AE 53:61–90): Deutsche Messe und Ordnung 
Gottesdiensts, 1526 

WA 19:482–523 (AE 36:335–61): Sermon von dem Sakrament des Leibes 
und Blutes Christi wider die Schwarmgeister, 1526 

WA 23:64–283 (AE 37:13–150): Daß diese Wort Christi: “Das ist mein 
Leib,” noch fest stehen wider die Schwarmgeister, 1527 

WA 26:261–509 (AE 37:161–372): Vom Abendmahl Christi, Bekenntnis, 
1528 

WA 29:146–218: Predigtreihe De sacramento Eucharistiae vom 21.–
25.3.1529 

WA 30.1:23–27, 52–57, 116–22: Katechismuspredigten zum Abend-mahl 
from 29./30.5, 25.9, and 19.12.1528 

WA 30.2:595–626 (AE 38:97–137): Vermahnung zum Sakrament des 
Leibes und Blutes Christi, 1530 

WA 30.3:110–71 (AE 38:15–36; 85–89): Das Marburger Gespräch und die 
Marburger Artikel, 1529 

WA 38:185–256 (AE 38:147–214): Von der Winkelmesse und 
Pfaffenweihe, 1533 

WA 38:262–72 (AE 38:221–33): Ein Brief D. M. Luthers von seinem Buch 
von der Winkelmessen, 1534 

WA 39.1:134–73: Die Disputation “contra missam privatam” from 
29.1.1536 

WA 54:141–67 (AE 38:287–319): Kurzes Bekenntnis vom heiligen 
Sakrament, 1544 
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