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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. Zimmerman, A Seminary in Crisis: The Inside Story of the Preus Fact 
Finding Committee (St. Louis: Concordia, 2007). 
2 Zimmerman, 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 
As was true of the commentary on Luther’s Small Catechism by 
Johannes Meyer, Albrecht Peters concentrated on more than just the 
original version of Luther’s Catechisms; he examined each of the 
later editions, the various expositions on Confession and Absolution, 
the Household Responsibilities, the Marriage Booklet and Baptismal 
Booklet, as well as Luther’s Household Prayers, which included his 
Morning and Evening Blessings and prayers before and after meals. 
As Peters himself had planned it, the fifth volume of the commentary 
treats these later additions as a group, apart from whatever place they 
now occupy in the catechisms. 

Peters admittedly did not provide the commentary on Luther’s 
Household Prayers. He was of the opinion—and shared this with me 
personally—that the work done by Herr Dr. Frieder Schulz, “Die 
Hausgebete Luthers,” which appeared already in 1983, was so well 
done that it could be placed in the commentary instead of what had 
been planned originally for that discussion. That author is thus to be 
thanked for making his essay available for reprinting in connection 
with this commentary. It appears essentially as it did originally, apart 
from a few alterations in the footnotes. 

Finally, we took it upon ourselves to provide a supplemental 
bibliography in the volume to cover the work done by Albrecht Peters 
in the years from 1983 to 1994; it has been produced by Rudolf 
Keller, who was responsible for the earlier bibliography as well, 
which was included in the collected essays1 of Albrecht Peters.  

One could not have imagined how fortunate it would be, when the 
publication of the Commentary began, that Herr Dr. theol. Jürgen 
Kaiser would be available to accomplish what was necessary for 
reediting all volumes of the Commentary, even though he was 
working at the same time on his dissertation and later served as vicar 
of the Evangelische Kirche der Pfalz (Protestantische Landeskirche). 
Thus, nothing changed with respect to the reediting process, or for 

                                                      
1 Cf. Albrecht Peters, Rechenschaft des Glaubens. Aufsätze. Zum 60. Geburtstag des 
Autors. Edited by Reinhard Slenczka and Rudolf Keller, Göttingen, 1984, 291–96. 
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adjusting the formatting of the footnotes. The references to the 
catechisms, other writings of Luther, and the Bekenntnisschriften der 
evangelisch-lutherischen Kirche were taken out of the text itself and 
placed into footnotes. 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 the 
anniversary year of the Augsburg Confession, 1930, the fourth edition 
of 1959, and the subsequent newer editions. With respect to the 
Luther references, a short title and publication year is always added 
for that document from which the citation came. References to the 
writings of the Church Fathers were partly retained, partly replaced 
by newer editions. Sources and literature are included in the 
Literature Reference sections in full form. General abbreviations 
correspond to those used in Siegfried Schwertner, Theologische 
Realenzyklopädie, Abkurzungsverzeichnis, Berlin, New York, 1976. 
The proofreading of also this final volume was done by Frau Andrea 
Chudaska, Herr Dr. Jürgen Kaiser, and Frau Gisela Peters. 

With this present volume, the Commentary by Albrecht Peters on 
Luther’s Catechisms appears in completed form. It is a theological 
commentary in the comprehensive sense, in that the author was not 
interested in just providing a historical commentary. Instead, taking 
seriously the sola scriptura concept from the reformers, he always 
kept the biblical foundation in view, inquiring concerning the 
theological, historical tradition, so that it could be connected with a 
systematic and theological appropriation of Luther’s works. And 
since his entire theology was oriented toward pastoral care of souls, 
the same is true of the Commentary by Albrecht Peters. In its final 
form, it is to serve to discuss what is elementary and fundamental to 
the Christian faith, as Peters himself found that to be true in Luther’s 
own Catechisms: “for the central witness of the Scriptures, the central 
elements of Church tradition, that which is salvific for living each 
day, what is essential at the point of death, and what is decisive for 
salvation on the Last Day.”2 

Thanks for assuring that the Commentary was even able to appear 
in complete form, with the publication of this fifth volume, is first and 
foremost to be accorded to Frau Gisela Peters, who was willing to 
entrust me with the manuscript for editing and for publication. That 

                                                      
2 Cf. Albrecht Peters, “Die Bedeutung der Katechismen Luthers innerhalb der 
Bekenntnisschriften,” in Luther 50 (1979): 27–32; here, 27. 
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she was right in moving the project forward has been supported by 
the ongoing, positive acceptance of the volumes as they have 
appeared, which is what we had hoped for as well. Next, one must 
acknowledge Herr Dr. Jürgen Kaiser who, after we had first sketched 
out and agreed upon the proper “guiding principles” for editing—for 
this volume as well—carried the entire project through to completion 
almost single handedly. The editorial and publication work admittedly 
would not have been possible without financial support from 
numerous sources. Thanks are therefore to be offered to those who 
have provided funding: the Board of Directors of the University of 
Heidelberg Foundation, Herr Professor Dr. h. c. Kurt Lotz and Herr 
Professor Dr. jur. Paul Kirchhof, the Vereinigte Evangelisch-
Lutherische Kirche Deutschlands, the Evangelisch-Lutherische 
Kirche in Bayern, the Selbständige Evangelisch-Lutherische Kirche, 
the Evangelische Landeskirche in Baden, the Evangelische Kirche der 
Union, the Evangelisch-Lutherische Landeskirche in Braunschweig, 
the Evangelisch-Lutherische Landeskirche Hannovers, the 
Nordelbische Evangelisch-Lutherische Kirche, and the Evangelisch-
Lutherische Landeskirche Schaumburg-Lippe. 

The thanks offered here do not mention many others by name. 
But thanks must especially also be offered to the publisher 
Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht. Under the guidance of Herr Dr. Wolfgang 
Schulz, and in a constantly good working relationship with him, the 
Commentary was maintained and preserved in this beautiful format 
that is easy to read and user friendly. 

 
Heidelberg, September, 1994 

G. Seebaß 



 
 

TRANSLATOR’S PREFACE 
It is with great joy that I see this translation project come to a 
conclusion. When I was approached, I asked that I could do all three 
remaining volumes, since one gets to know an author’s approach. 
What I learned in the volume on the Creed made it easier to work 
through the last two volumes. Though such work is always on the 
mind until finished, I have had great pleasure in seeing this through. I 
have even greater pleasure in what I have learned in great detail along 
the way. The greatest pleasure comes in knowing that many others 
will profit from this stellar work by Albrecht Peters.  

Professor Peters taught at the University of Heidelberg, my alma 
mater. He was well-respected. Now I know why. I trust that this series 
on Luther’s catechisms will serve the English-speaking world for a 
long time to come. He has taken every aspect of what is covered in 
the catechisms and enriched it with comments from Luther’s lectures, 
sermons, and other works, to show how what is in the catechisms is 
just the tip of the iceberg, a fine introduction to the basics of the faith, 
but with the depth of the faith showing through in every line. I 
certainly believe this series will give depth and substance to clergy 
and laity, far and wide. I have heard already from former students 
about the blessings these works have brought to their ministry, both in 
breadth and depth. My hope is that the volumes will be in every 
pastor’s library and every church library. It is worth the effort to study 
these volumes, for the applications to faith and life and context.  

I thank my wife, Kathy, who has been as patient as she could be 
while I continued laboring through the minute details in every 
volume, including her helpful comments on marriage practices. I 
appreciate the assistance of Maria Kult and Nicole Pierce, of Emmaus 
Lutheran Church, with technical matters and the assistance offered by 
Prof. Thorsten Moritz, of Bethel Seminary in Saint Paul, Minnesota, 
in discussing issues connected with the Marriage Booklet. I am most 
thankful to Adam Morton for continued help with the Latin. I 
appreciate the on-going support from Dr. David Lumpp, of Concordia 
University, who kept encouraging me along the way. I am thankful 
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that Concordia allowed me to use my computer into the early part of 
my retirement so that this project could be comfortably completed.  

One matter that deserves a special note concerns how to translate 
“Beichte” and its variations. In English translations, we commonly 
translate it as “confession,” which is quite often a pars pro toto 
rendering for “confession and absolution.” And yet, some scholarly 
German studies use the term in the narrow sense and refer to “Beichte 
und Absolution.” Since the German uses the word “bekennen” at this 
point in Luther’s catechism for the act of confession, a term that can 
be used in German for confessing both sin and faith, and not 
“beichten,” and in consultation with Dr. Robert Kolb early on in this 
project, whenever it seemed that the wider meaning was intended, I 
have translated “Beichte” as “confession and absolution.” I 
acknowledge that this has been a judgment call in each instance and 
that some might see this as unnecessary or clumsy. But other scholars 
have even suggested that just the word “absolution” should be used, if 
one seeks to use just one word, since the proclamation of the 
forgiveness of sins is a better pars pro toto term and would be 
consistent with Luther’s intention!  

The materials in this volume were not in the first edition of the 
catechism. The sections on Confession and Absolution and the Office 
of the Keys provide a natural transition from Baptism to the Lord’s 
Supper and provide in many ways the heart of the Gospel. Sections on 
the List of Household Responsibilities, a Marriage Booklet, a 
Baptismal Booklet, and a supplementary section on Household 
Prayers sketch out how one would live that forgiven life in Church 
and world. I rejoice that Concordia Publishing House has seen fit to 
publish these volumes in English and that I have been able to make a 
contribution to the effort. 

 
Thomas H. Trapp 

Pastor, Emmaus Lutheran Church, Saint Paul, Minnesota 
Professor Emeritus, Concordia University, Saint Paul, Minnesota 



 
 

 

INDIVIDUAL CONFESSION AND 

ABSOLUTION AS THE PROPER FORM 
FOR THE OFFICE OF THE KEYS 

THE POSITION OF INDIVIDUAL CONFESSION 
AND ABSOLUTION IN THE CATECHISMS 

AND IN LUTHER’S THEOLOGY 

1. THE INSERTION OF THE SECTIONS ON CONFESSION AND 

ABSOLUTION IN THE CATECHISMS AND HOW THEY ARE 

SUBDIVIDED 

One observes right away that the original edition of the two 
catechisms lacked a separate treatment about how to administer 
confession and absolution; it does not even include a solemn 
explanation of the Office of the Keys. And yet, one notes at the same 
time that the reformer offers many observations that tend toward 
filling in that gap. The prefaces call for training the members of the 
congregation in matters of discipline; the Decalogue serves to hold up 
a mirror for those preparing to confess; according to the Apostles’ 
Creed, “we believe that within Christianity we have forgiveness of 
sins, which becomes a reality through the holy Sacrament and 
absolution, in addition to which there are all manner of comforting 
words from the Gospel as a whole.”1 With respect to forgiveness, the 
Fifth Petition of the Lord’s Prayer brings together the dimension of 
the Coram Deo [in the presence of God] with the Coram hominibus 
[in the presence of human beings]; in the section about what change is 
brought about in our Baptism,2 Luther terms penitence “the third 
sacrament”;3 it is nothing other than an ongoing “return to and 

                                                      
1 BSLK, 658.10 (LC on the Third Article). 
2 BSLK, 705.47–707.10. 
3 BSLK, 706.1. 
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recourse to Baptism”;4 and finally, he introduces the section on the 
Lord’s Supper with a reference to the sacramental examination.5 It is 
thus clear that an entire complex of relationships can be seen in 
matters both dogmatic and practical.6 It is intimated through various 
key terms: confession and absolution is positioned between Baptism 
and the Lord’s Supper; the relationship between catholic auricular 
confession and absolution and evangelical individual confession and 
absolution; individual confession and absolution as the most proper 
form of the Office of the Keys, which concentrates on the absolution; 
the relationship between brotherly admonition and one’s conscience 
being comforted; private confession and absolution of a member of 
the congregation before his pastor and public discipline; the 
correlation between voluntary individual confession and absolution 
and the examination that is called for in order to participate in the 
Sacrament; confession before God and before men in private 
confession as well as the absolution from God that comes through the 
mouth of a human being; how does this entire convoluted mass of 
relationships properly belong together? 

The reformer admittedly does not provide specific answers in the 
later editions of the catechisms to the questions that are posed here at 
the outset; they deal with matters that are much more complicated 
than what can be handled in an initial introduction to the Christian 
faith. But at least with respect to the actual practice of individual 
confession and absolution, Luther tries to close the gaps. The 
“enriched” version of the Small Catechism that appeared in June, 
1529 offered “A Brief Way for Ordinary Believers to Confess before 
the Priest”;7 this was appended to the Baptismal Booklet in the 
German version, but was inserted already, right after the treatment of 
Baptism, in the Latin version. Luther furnishes two paradigmatic 
confessions of guilt with a request for forgiveness, good counsel, and 
comfort for the soul.8 A formula for absolution is not yet provided. 
But it is clear that such a confession is intended for individual 
confession and absolution. Two further questions, by contrast, point 
to one’s examination before participating in the Lord’s Supper. As 

                                                      
4 BSLK, 706.22. 
5 BSLK, 708.7–10. 
6 See Lohse, Die Privatbeichte bei Luther.  
7 WA 30.1:343–45 (AE 53:117–18). 
8 Ibid., 343f. (AE 53:117–18). 
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Luther had sought since 1523, and similar to the way he had 
formulated it elsewhere,9 the first question asks about what is given in 
the Lord’s Supper: “Why do you wish to receive the Sacrament? So 
that I am able to strengthen my soul with God’s Word and sign and 
because I want to receive grace.”10 The second question deals with the 
relationship between confession and the Lord’s Supper with respect to 
the absolution; the answer reads: “I desire to take this sign from God 
in addition to the Word, and God’s Word (His promise of grace) is 
something that is better yet if one takes it often.”11 Such an aid for 
making one’s confession shows clearly that Luther continued with the 
same approach when he was dealing with the confession of sins and 
with the questions and answers for self-examination as he had called 
for, and set out in detail, already in 1523 and beyond,12 which he 
prescribed as well13 in the Visitation Instructions concerning the 
confessional examination, the form and function of which we will 
need to explicate later in more detail.  

In the 1531 edition, which is the first to have the special section 
that is included in our text of the Bekenntnisschriften: “How One is to 
Teach the Ordinary Believer to Make Confession,”14 Luther depicts 
what is to happen when confessing and inserts a brief Instruction on 
Confession and Absolution, including which sins are to be 
confessed.15 This results in a unique double scenario, a mixed form16 
that includes both catechetical instruction and liturgical directions. 
Without a clear line of demarcation, the catechetical questions seem 
to transition into the interchange between the father confessor and the 
one who is making confession.17 In this section of instruction, which 

                                                      
9 See the examples in ibid., 345 (AE 53:117–18), n. 1. 
10 Ibid., 345.1 (AE 53:117–18). 
11 Ibid., 345.9. 
12 On this, see below, p. 82f.  
13 WA 26:220 (AE 40:269–320; = Melanchthon, Studienausgabe 1:246.10): “One 
ought to allow no one to go to the Holy Sacrament, unless he has specially heard 
from his pastor whether he is able to go to the Holy Sacrament.” 
14 BSLK, 517.8–519.34; cf. 517, n. 2. 
15 Cf. WA 30.1:383 (AE 53:119–21), n. 3. 
16 Meyer, Historischer Kommentar, 460: “Instruction for Confession and Absolution: 
These can be presented through instruction about the reason for Confession and 
Absolution and by a demonstration about how it is to take place; both are included at 
this point.” 
17 Cf. BSLK, 518.3, 11 and WA 30.1:385 (AE 53:119–21), n. 1. 
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was patterned more purposefully to match the treatment given to the 
other Chief Parts, Luther concentrates specifically on confession and 
absolution; in contrast, one’s examination to prepare to receive the 
Sacrament is not treated catechetically. But positioning it between 
Baptism and the Lord’s Supper, as well as recourse back to the 
Decalogue,18 admittedly permits one to detect indirectly that this new 
section is purposely connected with one’s examination before 
receiving the Lord’s Supper. But, in a unique way, reference is made 
neither to the Lord’s Supper nor to the teachings of the faith.  

We can make similar observations with respect to the “Short 
Exhortation for Confession and Absolution,”19 which is appended to 
the Large Catechism. Luther’s Catechetical Sermons from 1528 
include no separate treatment of confession and absolution; the same 
is roughly true of the original edition of the Large Catechism. From 
the time of the eighth Invocavit Sermon (1522) and the “Sermon am 
grünen Donnerstage” (1523),20 Luther preached almost yearly about 
confession and absolution in connection with the Easter 
communion.21 Such treatments were not all that long, but they were 
continuously reworked; each one set forth in succinct terms the 
evangelical understanding of individual confession and absolution. In 
the expanded version, which appeared in 1529 as well, he inserted the 
reworked material at this point, based to a large extent on the “Predigt 
vom 21. März 1529.”22 Also in this exhortation, he concentrates on 
the spiritual center, on the confession of guilt and grasping hold of the 
word of forgiveness. Only a slight connection is made with the 
examination before the Lord’s Supper: “Whoever disregards the 
treasure of absolution that comes with individual confession denies 
Christ at the very point where the Lord comes into direct contact with 
him; he thus ought not to be permitted to attend the Lord’s Supper.23 
The statements in the Small Catechism that are specifically dogmatic 
in nature, down to the exact wording, were formulated by Luther in 
such Eastertide exhortations to make confession. It thus makes sense 

                                                      
18 BSLK, 517.29f.; 518.40f. 
19 BSLK, 725–33. 
20 WA 10.3:58–64 and WA 12:491–93; cf., in addition, the “Predigt vom 15. März 
1523,” WA 11:65–67. 
21 See the texts on pp. 102–104; a corresponding sermon is missing only for 1527.  
22 WA 29:136–46. 
23 BSLK, 732:11–15. 
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to bring front and center the exhortations that are located in the Large 
Catechism and to add comments from what is mentioned in the Small 
Catechism as needed. It is virtually impossible to try to break down 
the wealth of ideas in its concise exhortation into further subdivisions. 

The Exhortation for Confession and Absolution itself can be 
subdivided into four sections. Luther uses the first section24 to sketch 
out the reformational approach to confession and absolution and sets 
boundaries thereby, against both a legalistic enslavement of the 
conscience, as it was practiced in the Church during the Middle Ages, 
and also against a libertine misuse of the recently acquired 
evangelical freedom.25  

(1) Compared to the forced practice of confession that was the 
norm in the Middle Ages, it needs to be said: evangelical confession 
and absolution is free (a) from the papal, forced confession that was 
called for as part of the yearly confession at Easter according to the 
Fourth Lateran Council; (b) from the demand that could not be 
fulfilled, that one would articulate all deadly sins in specific detail; 
(c) from all legalistic terrors of conscience and pains of hell. 
Evangelical confession and absolution can be and ought to be 
practiced on the basis of the comfort for consciences that comes with 
the Gospel.26 

(2) Compared to the growing libertine disregard for confession 
and absolution27 that was gaining sway with Karlstadt, one must say: 
Whoever was seeking to use their evangelical freedom as freedom 
from our existence under God’s Gospel and commandment should be 
cast once again under the chastening rod of the Law, as well as under 
God’s satanic jailer. By contrast, whoever allowed himself to be 
encouraged and summoned is to experience in this specific activity 
the full extent of the Gospel, without being treated harshly. This 
describes the intention of proper evangelical exhortation to confess, 
as God directs that it is to take place, even though some tensions 
remain.28  

                                                      
24 BSLK, 725.31–727.19; cf. WA 29:136.11–138.4. 
25 In the revision, Luther clearly distinguishes the two fronts that have to be 
addressed. 
26 BSLK, 725.31–726.19. 
27 WA 29:137.3: “I do not preach to those who are free according to the flesh.” 
28 BSLK, 726.26–727.19. 
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Luther puts this newly acquired freedom to work in the Small 
Catechism, when confession before the father confessor concentrates 
strictly on those sins “alone, that we know and feel in the heart.”29 
Such confession is not to be a “torture”;30 it is enough to enumerate 
those sins that come to mind.31 For someone who cannot come up 
with any specific sin worthy of mention, it is sufficient to use the 
same general formula for “Public Acknowledgement of Guilt” that is 
used in the prayer in the worship service of the mass.32 The 
permission granted here to take recourse to using the prayers that 
were learned from memory gained too easily in popularity and 
corrupted evangelical confession all too quickly once again. This first 
situation for discussion thus poses the question: How does the general 
confession that articulates our general status as sinners before God 
relate to the concrete transgressions that we identify specifically 
before the confessor? 

The second section33 places the Church Order for Individual 
Confession and Absolution within the larger arena of the general 
confession of sins, before both God and the neighbor.  

(1) In the presence of God (coram Deo), the following applies: 
our entire Christian existence is to be a constant confession of our 
guilt and a persistent entreaty for grace.34 

(2) With respect to our neighbor (coram proximo), the following 
applies: before we appear in the presence of God, we are to beg for 

                                                      
29 BSLK, 517.25 (SC). WA 29:142.3: “What your conscience most especially presses 
you to say, that is what you ought to say.” 
30 BSLK, 518.49 (SC). 
31 BSLK, 519.4 (SC). 
32 On this, see BSLK, 439, n. 3, and below, pp. 87–91.  
33 BSLK, 727.21–729.3. This section is at the conclusion of the “Predigt vom 21. 
März 1529,” WA 29:145.1–15; Luther summarizes the various types somewhat 
differently here: (1) Confession before God; (2) “Church Confession”; (3) Confession 
before the brother.” Common to all of these, reference is made to the Lord’s Prayer; 
in addition, Luther cites Matt. 5:23 (WA 29:145.9), which sounds similar to what is 
in BSLK, 728.4ff. Luther seems to have gotten this triplex confessio [triple 
confession] (“Sermon von dem Sakrament, 1526,” WA 19:513.4 [AE 36:335–61]; cf. 
“Pred. vom 20.3.1524,” WA 15:482.6) from “Quod non sit onerosa Christianis 
confessio Paradoxon” (“That confession may not be a burden to Christians, a 
paradox”), written by John Oecolampadius. This particular approach to how to divide 
various types of Confession and Absolution is used by Luther first in 1524 (“Pred. 
vom 20.3.1524,” WA 15:482.6–486.4). 
34 BSLK, 727.21–41. 



 
 

 

HOUSEHOLD RESPONSIBILITIES
1 

ORIGINATION, NAME, AND STRUCTURE 
OF THE LIST OF HOUSEHOLD RESPONSIBILITIES 

We have no report that details the origination of the section on 
Household Responsibilities. Luther supposedly crafted this either 
shortly before the first edition of the Small Catechism appeared in 
book form, so that it would have been published initially in the form 
of a placard, or else it took shape from the outset to provide 
somewhat of a conclusion to the Enchiridion. The title characterizing 
it as “List of Household Responsibilities” [Tr.: German: “Haustafel”; 
often rendered as “Table of Duties”], which is unlike the other major 
sections, would suggest the first solution; the second solution is 
suggested by the concluding verse,2 which offers a summary 
statement for the catechism as a whole. One can thus surmise that it 
was crafted sometime between March and the early days of May in 
1529.3  

The superscription “List of Household Responsibilities with 
certain sayings concerning all manner of Holy Orders and Estates 
[. . .]”4 hearkens back to the Confession of 1528, in which the 
reformer identified specific points of his teaching on the three holy 
estates and on the proper institutions that God had established through 
His Word, being directed against the human impertinence that sets up 
ordinances and estates either without or in direct opposition to God’s 
will.5 Luther had already set forth instruction with ordinances for each 

                                                      
1 On literature concerning the List of Household Responsibilities, see p. 140.  
2 BSLK, 527.25f. 
3 Cf. Albrecht, in WA 30.1:560; idem, Zur Bibliographie und Textkritik des Kl. Luth. 
Katechismus 3:246f.; idem, Haustafel, 73ff. (ibid., 74: “The actual concluding section 
of the Small Catechism [. . .], from the very beginning, was the eighth placard, that is, 
the one on Household Responsibilities”); Meyer, Historischer Kommentar, 68f. 
4 BSLK, 523.30. 
5 WA 26:503.35–505.28. 
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congregation on the basis of the Pastoral Letters in 1527 and 1528.6 
The impetus for setting forth not only what is stated in the Decalogue 
but to add to it the essential elements for one’s household 
responsibilities was likely occasioned by his work on the Marriage 
Booklet. He calls attention to household responsibilities for marriage 
there, as set forth in the Letter to the Ephesians (Eph. 5:25–29; 22–
24), when discussing God’s commandment concerning marriage, 
from which most of the texts are extracted for use here as well.7 One 
can see how much he thought the content of the household 
responsibilities belonged to the catechism in his preface to “Von 
Priesterehe des würdigen Licentiaten Stephan Klingebeil” (1528): 
“For an appropriate catechism once again has its correct place 
amongst our little band, namely, the Lord’s Prayer, the Creed, the Ten 
Commandments, what penitence, Baptism, prayer, the cross, life, 
death, and the Sacrament of the Altar are, and, additionally, what 
marriage is, what temporal authority is, what is involved in being a 
father and a mother, a wife and a child, a husband and a son, a 
manservant and maidservant, and, in summary, I have assembled in 
good conscience and order all the stations in life, so that everyone 
knows how he is to live and how he is to serve God in his station.”8 

The literal title, “Household Tabela of Certain Sayings,” which 
does not appear in any earlier documentation, could be meant to refer 
to “that which is to be hung up in a household,” but it could also be 
used to refer to “a list of what is to be taught specifically to members 
of a household.”9 In any case, one ought not to use the word “Tafel” 
[Tr.: tablet, board, chart] in too narrow a sense, to refer only to the 
first printed charts in the format of a placard; it is certainly proper to 
note that the term was used additionally in the sense of a table or 
                                                      
6 In the lectures explicating the Letter to Titus (WA 25:6–69 [AE 29:3–90]), as well 
as in the First Letter to Timothy (WA 26:4–120 [AE 28:217–384]); WA 25:42.21 
(AE 29:3–90, on Titus 2): “it contains the offices of all stations in life.” WA 26:4.8 
(AE 28:217–384): “I have used the First Letter to Timothy, in which Paul instituted 
not only the office of bishop, but all ecclesiastical orders.” 
7 BSLK, 532.27–533.11 (Marriage Booklet). Analogous collections of sayings are to 
be found already in the Booklet for the Laity and Children (1525), with the 
observations that he offered there (MGP 20:243–59), as well as in the supplements to 
Luther’s Prayer Booklet (WA 10.2:331–501). 
8 WA 26:530.28. Cf., in addition, later statements that were gathered together by 
Kantzenbach, Strukturen der Ekklesiologie des älteren Luther, 53–70. 
9 Cf. WA 30.1:397, n. 1; 641f., as well as Albrecht, Haustafel, 79ff. (footnote); idem, 
Neue Katechismusstudien, 5:95. 
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list;10 what is added in the genitive explains what one is to find on the 
“Tabelle” [Tr.: chart, list, summary].11 Such a summary, formatted as 
a list, is intended for every individual member of a Christian home, 
even though one must admit that the “sacred orders” listed there go 
beyond what concerns the ordo oeconomicus [ordinances for the 
household], to include elements dealing with the ordo politicus 
[political ordinances] and the ordo ecclesiasticus [ordinances for the 
Church].12 

The structure of the List of Household Responsibilities connects 
what had been articulated concerning the Fourth and Sixth 
Commandments with the framework of the three “holy orders and 
proper estates,”13 as described in the Confession of 1528. Just as in 
the Fourth and Sixth Commandments, the reformer followed 
Aristotle’s approach by accentuating marriage and the family, using 
that as a springboard for articulating basic guidelines for one’s 
personal relationships with respect to state and church and with 
respect to one’s associations and for economic matters,14 here also, 
the household provides the central focus for one’s relationships in 
life, work, and economic activity. But just as Luther added to the 
family matters by speaking of the “priestly office” and “temporal 
authority” in the Confession of 1528,15 so here also he lets the 
primary emphasis commence with the household of the pastor, based 
on 1 Tim. 3:2–6,16 followed by obedience to temporal authority,17 
based on Rom. 13:1f. What results is the sequence of ordo 
                                                      
10 Cf. Meyer, Historischer Kommentar, 484. 
11 Thus, something such as “List for the Christian Life” (ca. 1500) or “List of the Old 
and New Testaments,” which is a register of topics and people mentioned in the 
Bible, from about 1490. 
12 Albrecht, Haustafel, 81, footnote: “Wall-tabela (or list) in the house (spatial sense), 
and, additionally: intended for the occupants of a house, for use by the father of the 
household and the members of the household, no matter to what station in life they 
belong.” Concerning the teaching about the three ordines (estates), see the 
Commentary, Vol. 1, pp. 197–207; 246–57.  
13 “Vom Abendmahl Christi, 1528,” WA 26:504.30 (AE 37:161–372). 
14 See the Commentary, Vol. 1, pp. 198–200; 236f., 246–50. 
15 WA 26:504.31 (AE 37:161–372): Luther also constructed the litany on the basis of 
this threefold schematic pattern; the only difference is that, in that setting, he expands 
the “household” concept to include the universal needs of all people; cf. WA 
30.3:31–33, 38–40 (EKG 138). 
16 BSLK, 523.35–524.6. 
17 BSLK, 524.35–525.7. 
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ecclesiasticus, politicus, oeconomicus [estates of the Church, the 
political realm, the household]. Luther added an additional estate [Tr.: 
or station in life] in the Confession of 1528, the “common estate of 
Christian love.”18 This estate is admittedly not a fourth one, in 
addition to the other three; instead, it has pride of place as the central 
estate for a Christian person, to be lived out actively in all the other 
estates. Analogously, the List of Household Responsibilities 
concludes with a summons to all believers to have universal love for 
the neighbor, according to Rom. 13:9, as well as to offer constant 
prayer for all human beings, on the basis of 1 Tim. 2:1.19 Such a 
relationship between the all-encompassing estate of love for the 
neighbor and the three specifically established estates, or that between 
our own station in life as a Christian and all the other various offices 
and stations in life, is reflected in the Second Table of the Law, as it 
highlights the foundational relationship between the First 
Commandment and all the other commandments. Thus, just as the 
First Commandment is “the source and wellspring,”20 through which 
all the other commandments pass and each gains its proper place,21 
one’s station as a Christian hovers above all the other stations in life, 
saturating them and drawing them together in works of service for the 
Christian Church.22 In both its external and internal structure, the List 
of Household Responsibilities sets forth a companion piece to the 
Decalogue, most especially to the Fourth Commandment. But in a 
way that is stronger than in the Decalogue, the arch is drawn from the 

                                                      
18 Cf. WA 26:505.11–16 (AE 37:161–372; the citation: ibid., 505.11); “Der 117. Ps. 
ausgelegt, 1530,” WA 31.1:240.21–36; “Wochenpred. über Mt. 5, 1530/32,” WA 
32:389.5–394.7 (AE 21:3–294); “Pred. über Mt. 22:34ff. vom 8. Okt. 1531,” WA 
34.2:315.6–316.8; “Pred. über Joh. 2:1ff. vom 7. Jan. 1532,” WA 36:90.17–20; 
“Pred. über Joh. 2:1ff. vom 13. Jan. 1538,” WA 46:143.6–144.24.  
19 BSLK, 527.17–23. 
20 BSLK, 644.18 (LC, Conclusion of the Decalogue). 
21 See the Commentary, Vol. 1, pp. 131–34. 
22 “Der 117. Ps. Ausgelegt, 1530,” WA 31.1:240.28: Proper institutions and cloisters 
ought to “serve and give aid to the Christian estates, such as schools, household 
training, and the temporal realm, together with all other creatures [. . .]. The station in 
life of being a Christian should hold sway above all other things and people, as the 
heavens are above the earth, since that is Christ’s own station and God’s own work.” 
“Pred. über Mt. 22:34ff. vom 8. Okt. 1531,” WA 34.2:316.3: “There are many and 
great stations in life before God, but the highest is to love God, etc.” “Pred. über Joh. 
2:1ff. vom 7. Jan. 1532,” WA 36:90.18: “Being a Christian goes far beyond the 
estates of marriage, beyond being a father, mother, political leader.” 



 
 

 

THE MARRIAGE BOOKLET
1 

THE RELATIONSHIP BETWEEN 
THE MARRIAGE BOOKLET AND THE CATECHISM 

As is true of the Baptismal Booklet and the Litany, the Marriage 
Booklet did not belong to the original edition of the Small Catechism. 
But it did come onto the scene in close connection with the 
catechisms; it appeared first as a separate printing (roughly in April, 
1529) and was appended by the printer, Schirlentz, already in the now 
lost First Edition of the Enchiridion in May, 1529.2 Maybe the 
additional notation by the very first printer, “for the ordinary pastor,”3 
moved Schirlentz to append it because it sounded so much like the 
superscript of the Enchiridion: “for the regular pastor and preacher.”4  

As is true of the entire catechetical effort, the Marriage Booklet 
came into existence because Luther desired to do away with the 
shocking circumstances that came to light as a result of the visitations 
to the churches. This booklet is constructed much like the Baptismal 
Booklet; more successfully than is the case with that document, he 
was admittedly able to free himself from the tradition that had been 
passed down; the marriage service had not taken on such hard and 
fast contours as was the case with Baptism and the worship service 
for the Lord’s Supper. Most especially, the citation of so many 
scriptural passages for the marriage blessing hardly matches up with 
readings used in the nuptial masses of the late Middle Ages,5 which 

                                                      
1 The text of the Marriage Booklet: WA 30.2:43–80 (“Ein Traubüchlein für die 
einfältigen Pfarrherrn, 1529,” edited by O. Albrecht and O. Brenner). See below, p. 
189, for literature on the Marriage Booklet.  
2 A most careful comparison of the various printings is offered by Albrecht, Zur 
Bibliographie und Textkritik des Kl. Luth. Katechismus 3:265ff., as well as by Meyer, 
Historischer Kommentar, 6f. Whether such an addendum was carried out with 
Luther’s knowledge and approval cannot be ascertained; cf. Albrecht, ibid., 266f.; 
280f. 
3 BSLK, 528.1f. 
4 BSLK, 501.3. These parallels are mentioned in WA 30.3:47. 
5 See the overview below, pp. 174–176.  
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themselves appeared in rather considerable variety. Instead, this order 
combined elements of an Order for Marriage6 that had been 
introduced in Wittenberg by Bugenhagen together with texts that had 
become standard in Luther’s sermons on the wedding at Cana (John 
2:1–11). The section “On Matters of Marriage,” in the Visitation 
Instructions (1528),7 supplies the actual framework. 

Since the Marriage Booklet “was born [at the same time as] the 
catechism,”8 and since its preface has much in common with the 
interpretation of the Sixth Commandment,9 “during Luther’s lifetime 
and even afterward, it was a regular addendum to the editions of the 
Small Catechism that appeared in Wittenberg and was in most of the 
editions produced elsewhere.”10 It is admittedly not always 
incorporated into the editions of the Book of Concord.11 But the 
reformational orders for marriage have left their mark even in the 
Agende III für ev.-luth. Kirchen und Gemeinden.12 We thus likewise 
still treat it with honor because of its connection with the Sixth 
Commandment. 

THE INTENTION OF THE ORDER FOR MARRIAGE 

ACCORDING TO ITS PREFACE 

The preface to Luther’s Marriage Booklet identifies once again the 
chief tension for understanding marriage at the time of the 
Reformation.13 On the one hand, marriage is a “secular estate”14 and 

                                                      
6 On Bugenhagen’s orders of service, see Clemen, Bugenhagens Trauformulare, as 
well as WA 30.3:48–56. 
7 WA 26:225.10–19 (AE 40:269–320); Melanchthon, Studienausgabe 1:251.12–24. 
8 Th. Harnack, Der kleine Katechismus, 46 (XLVI). 
9 On BSLK, 529.24–42, see BSLK, 614.13–26 (LC on the Sixth Commandment); on 
529.43–530.14, see 615.5–23 (LC on the Sixth Commandment), as well as “Kat.-
Pred. zum 6. Gebot vom 4. Dez. 1528,” WA 30.1:76.5ff., 18ff. (AE 51:137–193); cf., 
in addition, the sermons on John 2:1–11 from “19. Jan. 1528,” WA 27:24–30, and 
“10. Jan. 1529,” WA 29:1–8. 
10 Cf. Albrecht, in WA 30.3:45; idem, Zur Bibliographie und Textkritik des Kl. Luth. 
Katechismus 3:281. 
11 Cf. BSLK, 528, n. 1. 
12 On this, see Kliefoth, Liturg. Abhandlungen, 1:1–158; Rietschel/Graff, Liturgik, 
678–756; Jordahn, Zur Entwicklung der ev. Trauliturgie; Mahrenholz, Die 
Neuordnung der Trauung; in addition, see the literature to which reference is made 
below, p. 189.  
13 Cf. the Commentary, Vol. 1, pp. 246–57. 
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the wedding itself is “a secular business”;15 both aspects are 
administered in a variety of ways, according to the customs of various 
lands, and the temporal authority establishes how it is practiced. On 
the other hand, marriage is a spiritual, in fact a “divine estate,”16 not 
arising simply because of human predilections or conceived simply 
on the basis of human wisdom; it is brought into existence by the 
Creator Himself, instituted, ordered, and blessed. 

The Marriage Booklet has to be interpreted on the basis of this 
central tension. It aims to make very clear that there is a single-
minded purpose in God’s will, in, with and under the human customs 
and practices; it seeks to articulate one and the same divine order in 
the midst of the widest variety of human situations, drawing us all 
thereby into the presence of the Creator, Judge, and Reconciler.17 “It 
is enough for us to know that God looks down upon us, along with 
His only Son, our Lord Jesus Christ, who sits at the right hand of God 
and rules over everything, as the one who ordained the estate of 
matrimony, placed us into it, and preserves the estate even to the Last 
Day.”18 

The Order for Marriage presented here is likewise to serve this 
clear will of God.19 As is true of all Christian orders of worship, it 
was formulated and was to be administered according to the twofold 
aspect of the foundational statements that Luther articulated in The 
Freedom of a Christian.20 But the most painful experiences he 
encountered in connection with the visitations moved the reformer to 
accentuate the second aspect. Though the Christian man is a “free 
lord over all things and subject to none” in matters of faith, in matters 
of love he is at the same time “a ready servant in all things and 

                                                                                                                  
14 BSLK, 529.32. 
15 BSLK, 528.6. 
16 BSLK, 529.30. 
17 “Pred. über Joh. 2:1–11 vom 19. Jan. 1528,” WA 27:27.5: “Our doctrine thus holds 
that no one should do anything against conscience, but everything out of faith”; cf., in 
addition, “Von Ehesachen, 1530,” WA 30.3:235.11–16; 245.11–247.23. 
18 “Pred. vom Ehestand aus Hebr. 13:4 vom 4. Aug. 1545,” WA 49:799.38 (AE 
51:357–67). 
19 BSLK, 529.6–13. 
20 On Luther’s understanding of orders for worship services, see, above all others, 
Knolle, Bindung und Freiheit in der liturgischen Gestaltung; Vajta, Die Theologie 
des Gottesdiestes bei Luther, 316–52; on the dogmatic implications, cf. Brunner, Zur 
Lehre vom Gottesdienst, 268–83. 
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subject to everyone.”21 At this juncture, Luther was no longer doing 
battle so much against a legalistic misunderstanding of the orders,22 
due to Catholic influence; instead, he had to restrain arbitrary decision 
making that was surging once again. In the battle with the quibblers 
and masters of the arbitrary,23 it was necessary to preserve the humble 
servitude of love.24 “Wherever it happens that the people get irritated 
or are led astray because of some of these practices, we are truly 
responsible to pull back on the freedom and, as much as is possible, 
are to act and to refrain when necessary, so that the people are more 
satisfied with us and are not quarrelling.”25 This order of service was 
thus offered to the “ordinary pastor” who “did not know any better.”26 

But the desire for common practices in the orders does not call for 
uniformity everywhere; the call was for the same service to be used in 
the more extended neighborhood where people lived and 
communicated. Thus, according to Luther, it would be logical and 
proper “if the worship service would be carried out in one way in 
each particular domain and that the smaller cities and villages would 
practice the same customs as are followed in the major city near 
which they were situated.”27  

At the same time, Luther’s order is designed for the community 
of believing Christians;28 the point was not to come up with 
something brand new, recklessly and capriciously, but to recast what 

                                                      
21 “Von der Freiheit eines Christenmenschen, 1520,” WA 7:21.1, 3 (AE 31:333–77). 
22 On this, see the “Formula missae, 1523,” WA 12:214.14–33 (AE 53:19–39) and 
the “Deutsche Messe, 1526,” WA 19:72.3–10 (AE 53:61–90). 
23 BSLK, 529.13–22. 
24 This is developed and supported biblically in passages such as “Formula missae, 
1523,” WA 12:205.16–206.2 (AE 53:19–39); “Vermahnung von äußerlichem 
Gottesdienst und Eintracht an die in Livland, 1525,” WA 18:418.38–420.12 (AE 
53:45–50); “Deutsche Messe, 1526,” WA 19:72:10–32 (AE 53:61–90); “Unterricht 
der Visitatoren, 1528,” WA 26:199.3–201.7 (AE 40:269–320); “Propositiones adv. 
totam synagogam Satanae, 1530,” WA 30.2:421, Theses 9–18; 425, Theses 9–18; 
“Von den Konziliis und Kirchen, 1539,” WA 50:614.8–27 (AE 41:9–178). 
25 “Deutsche Messe, 1526,” WA 19:72.23 (AE 53:61–90). 
26 BSLK, 528.1; 529.11. “Von den Konziliis und Kirchen, 1539,” WA 50:614.22 (AE 
41:9–178): “If one is a Christian, that person is not bound to such orders; he would 
do better to follow it when he can do it without hindrance, rather than to depart from 
it. One cannot establish a law about this for him here. He desires and hopefully does 
more than such a law demands. 
27 “Deutsche Messe, 1526,” WA 19:73.6 (AE 53:61–90). 
28 BSLK, 530.7ff. 
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was passed down in tradition, to purify it, and to subject it to the 
proper standard of the Holy Scriptures.29 Similarly to what happened 
in the Second Edition of the Baptismal Booklet,30 Luther eliminated 
whatever was extraneous, such as the blessing of the rings and the 
sprinkling with holy water. The order of service concentrates on those 
aspects that are actually significant and materially necessary to the 
action. 

At the same time, it does have a pedagogical character. It is 
consciously “addressed to the young people [. . .] and for the common 
people.”31 It is to provide assistance “so that the young people can 
learn to treat this estate with earnestness and to hold it in honor.”32 
We must admit frankly that Luther grounds the pedagogical in the 
theological. For him, God Himself is the great “pedagogue,” who bent 
down to us in Christ through His Spirit so that He might draw us up to 
Himself.33 

The reformer wanted this Order for Marriage to set aside the 
abuses, to guard against acting on impulse, and to accentuate what is 
of the essence. The traditions that had developed over time did not 
need to be excised rigorously, in order to establish uniformity by 
force; but striving for a common form in extended communities 
seemed good. Luther consciously develops this Order for Marriage 
within the context of traditions passed down by Western Christianity, 
admittedly evaluating them with the measuring stick of the Scriptures. 
This order is constructed, on purpose, with the ordinary members of 
the congregation in mind, and it seeks to position the estate of 

                                                      
29 “Formula missae, 1523,” WA 12:206.15 (AE 53:19–39): “We profess, therefore, 
first of all, that it neither is nor ever has been in our mind to utterly abolish the whole 
liturgy of God, but to oppose what has been spoiled in practice by the worst additions 
and to demonstrate a pious practice”; cf., in addition, “Deutsche Messe, 1526,” WA 
19:76.7–11; 112.14–113.3 (AE 53:61–90). 
30 See below, p. 196f.  
31 “Deutsche Messe, 1526,” WA 19:112.8; ibid., 73:17 (AE 53:61–90): “But most of 
all, this is presented for the ordinary people and for the young people, who need to be 
and ought to be trained in and raised up each day in the Scriptures and God’s Word, 
so that they are comfortable in the Scriptures, adept and fluent, and can become 
knowledgeable, so as to live out their faith and to be able to teach others as time 
passes, and help to add to the Kingdom of Christ.” 
32 BSLK, 529.43. 
33 “Deutsche Messe, 1526,” WA 19:78.13 (AE 53:61–90): “Since He wants to 
educate human beings, He had to become a human being. If we are to educate 
children, we must also become children, along with Him.” 
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matrimony deep in the heart and conscience. “One ought thereby to 
reflect upon and note that we take upon ourselves such an estate as 
pleases God, in whom I have cause to believe, to love, and to carry 
the cross, apart from which no one can be saved.”34 May everything 
that is set forth here in the Marriage Booklet be done to serve the 
triune God, so as to preserve marriage as His “creation, ordinance, 
and blessing” among us human beings.35 

THE ACT OF MARRIAGE AS A SECULAR AND LEGAL 

ACTION (ON THE BASIS OF LUTHER’S WEDDING) 
AND THE MARRIAGE BLESSING AS A SPIRITUAL 

AND ECCLESIASTICAL ACTIVITY 

Secular marriage practices and wedding customs diverged widely 
among the various German folk clans.36 “As regards the act of 
marriage” at the time of the Reformation, “every geographic region, 
in fact, every city had its own laws and customs.”37 [Tr.: the German 
“Eheschließung” is literally “marriage closing,” similar to a “house 
closing”; “act of marriage” includes several steps.] In spite of that, 
practices in Wittenberg suggest certain elements that demonstrate a 
basic framework that is rooted in German customs from much earlier 
times, and that is important for linking spiritual actions and secular 
customs.  

Heinrich Böhmer gathered together, from electoral Saxony, the 
most commonly used forms of marriage acts.38 The marriage was 
initiated through a legally proper solicitation by a mediator, whose 
duty it was to set up a “marriage conversation” between the two 
families involved.39 This involved a negotiation to determine the 
financially appropriate exchanges for concluding the marriage, most 
                                                      
34 “Pred. über Joh. 2:1–11 aus Roths Winterpost., 1528,” WA 21:61.16. 
35 BSLK, 534.12. 
36 Cf. BSLK, 528.4f. and 528, n. 2. 
37 Böhmer, Luthers Ehe, 45. 
38 Böhmer, ibid.; an instructive overview of the German laws about marriage is 
presented by Dombois, Das Recht der Eheschließung; idem, Strukturprobleme des 
Eheschließungsrecht; Reicke, Geschichtliche Grundlagen des Deutschen 
Eheschließungsrechtes; and Schmidt, Neuere Arbeiten zur Geschichte der 
Eheschließung im Mittelalter. 
39 According to Böhmer, Luthers Ehe, 47; a similar portrayal is offered by Sohm, 
Trauung und Verlobung, 43–57. 
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especially with regard to the dowry [Tr.: given to the groom] and the 
widow’s gift for the bride [Tr.: the “Wittum” is given by the groom to 
the bride’s father, to provide care for her in the event of the groom’s 
death]. The negotiations concluded thereby were fixed contractually 
in the “establishment of a marriage,” attested to by a notary, and often 
even recorded in the city record book.  

When examining how Luther concluded his marriage to Katarina 
von Bora, one notes that the initial discussions took place in a most 
unconventional way. Because she had taken vows, this nun was 
legally removed from being part of her family. After she fled from the 
cloister, she lived in the Cranach house. Luther himself had few 
possessions; he made himself a turning-lathe toward the end of 1526 
in case it was necessary for him to work as a handyman to provide for 
his family.40 So there was nothing to “notarize.” Nicholas von 
Amsdorf likely took on the role of the mediator between the two.41  

Following the custom of the late Middle Ages, the marriage was 
concluded in three stages: betrothal—act of marriage—wedding 
(“Heimgeleite,” [Tr.: escorting home]). The betrothal (“Löbde,” [Tr.: 
possibly: “recognition as worthy”]) was the decisive stage that united 
the partners to one another; it set the legal procedures in motion. Even 
Luther thought that the (public) betrothal was “a proper marriage 
before God and the world.”42 But setting up the household most 
generally commenced when the act of marriage took place. This stage 
took place through two actions, one right after the other: the act of 
marriage itself and the physical celebration of the nuptials [Tr.: the 
physical consummation of the marriage]. From the fourteenth century 
on, the spiritual leader presided at the act of marriage in Wittenberg; 
this took place in front of the church building or even inside it, though 
so-called “reputable marriages” still took place right at the “wedding 
house.”43 If it took place there, the “public, physical consummation of 
the marriage” took place in a marriage bed that had been blessed by 
that spiritual leader.44 Such actions,45 which are still linked at that 

                                                      
40 Cf. WABr 4:147f. (no. 1065; written to W. Link on 1. Jan. 1527).  
41 On this, see Böhmer, Luthers Ehe, 59ff. 
42 “Von Ehesachen, 1530,” WA 30.3:224.33; cf. ibid., 231.1–24. 
43 See the examples provided by Böhmer, Luthers Ehe, 72f., nn. 34–37b. 
44 On the benedictio thalami [blessing of the marriage chamber], see Ritzer, 
Eheschließung, 228f., 312, 314, 326. 
45 Böhmer, Luthers Ehe, 49, and WATR 3:593, no. 3755. 



 
 

 

THE BAPTISMAL BOOKLET
1 

The Baptismal Booklet, in its revised edition from 1526, was included 
first in the Catechism Edition B (1529), as an addendum.2 It belongs 
to the Corpus Doctrinae of the Lutheran Reformation only in a very 
limited sense.3 With respect to the specific form of the Baptismal 
Order for Lutheranism, it has remained substantively unchanged, 
even in the Agende für evangelisch-lutherische Kirchen und 
Gemeinden, Vol. III, 1962.4 

THE TWO EDITIONS 
OF THE BAPTISMAL BOOKLET: 1523 AND 1526 

In “The Babylonian Captivity of the Church” the reformer writes: 
“Blessed be God and the Father of our Lord Jesus Christ, who 
according to the riches of His mercy has preserved at least this one 
sacrament unsullied and unadulterated by human strictures and has 
made it available to all peoples and humans of every station and has 
not permitted it to be suppressed by shameful profiteering and godless 
superstition; He has made use of this advice, that He seeks to 
consecrate the children, who cannot as yet be enticed by greediness 

                                                      
1 Texts: “Das Taufbüchlein verdeutscht, 1523,” WA 12:42–48 (AE 53:96–103); “Das 
Taufbüchlein aufs Neue zugerichtet, 1526,” WA 19:537–41 [AE 53:106–09] = WA 
30.1:339–42 = BSLK, 535–41. For literature on the Baptismal Booklet, see p. 234. On 
Baptism, cf. also the Commentary, Vol. 4, pp. 75–143; further literature is listed 
there, as well, ibid., pp. 143ff. 
2 Cf. WA 30.1:339f. 
3 Rietschel/Graff, Liturgik, 568: “The Kurfürst Johann Georg von Brandenburg 
sought the incorporation [of the Baptismal Booklet] into the Book of Concord. But 
that was not done, following the advice of Chemnitz, since the Southern German 
Churches had already removed the exorcism and their feelings had to be taken into 
account. The Helmstedt theologians, Hofmann and Heßhus, were of the opinion that 
not including it in the Book of Concord would result in a mutilation of the Lutheran 
Catechism. A serious disagreement arose, particularly at the Colloquium in 
Quedlinburg (1582), where Polykarpus Leyser and David Chytraeus justified leaving 
it out.” 
4 Cf. the summary provided by Jordahn, Taufgottesdienst, 635–38. 
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and superstition, allowing them to be made holy by means of the most 
basic faith, so that Baptism is profitable among most in this present 
age.”5  

Since Luther started anew when he reordered the worship 
services for weekdays and Sundays, on the basis of the proclamation 
of the Gospel,6 he likewise took time in 1523, between Easter and 
Pentecost, to “put into German”7 the baptismal formula from the late 
Middle Ages. In that process, he did not stay with the agenda of the 
Brandenburg diocese,8 but followed an Agende communis that was 
from the area around Cologne-Trier and that had been a favorite of 
the Augustinians.9 In spite of a number of variations, it matches 
generally with the overall sequence of the Baptismal Order10 from the 
late Middle Ages, even to the exact wording in the prayers and vota. 
Luther did combine the separate formulas for boys and girls and 
offers no short form for emergency baptisms; he stays scrupulously 
with the traditional ritual elements from that Agenda communis. 

In his words of introduction, he bases this decision on the 
necessity of taking the weak into account: “To hesitate so as not to 
upset weak consciences, I left it [almost] just as is, so that they do not 
accuse me of trying to institute a new Baptism and so that those who 
have been baptized already do not make the accusation that they were 
baptized improperly.”11 When reflecting on the matter theologically, 
Luther admittedly differentiates clearly between Baptism “in and of 
itself,”12 as Christ instituted it, and the “external matters,” which had 
been added thereunto “by humans, who had added such elements in 

                                                      
5 WA 6:526.35–527.2 (AE 36:11–126). 
6 “Von Ordnung Gottesdienstes in der Gemeine, 1523,” WA 12:35–37 (AE 53:11–
14); “Formula Missae et Communionis, 1523,” WA 12:205–20 (AE 53:19–39). 
7 WA 12:42.1 (AE 53:96–103). 
8 Kawerau has tried to reconstruct this order from the Agenda Magdeburgensis 
(1497) and the Kurbrandenburgische Kirchenordnung Joachims II (1540) (Kawerau, 
Liturgische Studien, 423–27; a critical response to that is offered by Hering, Luthers 
Taufbüchlein, 285–95).  
9 Agenda sive Benedictionale commune agendorum cuilibet pastori ecclesiae 
necessarium; cf. Kolberg, Agenda communis, 10ff., 106f.; see the compilation offered 
by Schmidt-Clausing, Zwingli als Liturgiker, 144ff. 
10 A schematic overview of the orders from the late Middle Ages is presented by 
Kawerau, Liturgische Studien, 427–31. 
11 WA 12:48.20 (AE 53:96–103); BSLK, 538, n. 7. 
12 WA 12:48.23 (AE 53:96–103); BSLK, 538, n. 7. 
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order to embellish the Baptism.”13 No mistake about it, Luther does 
not accentuate such ritual actions but emphasizes instead the spiritual 
warfare that uses the prayers of the Christian Church against the 
princes of this world; not much import is accorded to such “human 
extras, so long as Baptism itself is administered on the basis of God’s 
Word, proper faith, and earnest prayer.”14  

The Wertheim preacher Franz Kolb, as well as the Straßburg 
preachers, found fault with Luther’s hesitancy about offending the 
consciences of those who were caught up in the ritual, and they kept 
calling for a completely purified order.15 At the same time, their 
views replicated the Southern German solution, which Zwingli 
adopted and sharpened.16 Inner faith is separated from the physical 
completion of the act;17 concurrently, Scripture alone is to give proper 
guidance, in opposition to all human tradition.18  

But Luther’s German rendering does reveal that the order from 
the Middle Ages is verbose and disproportionate; the great number of 
symbolic actions did more to crowd out the baptismal act itself, rather 
than to explicate it sensibly. A significant number of Luther’s friends 
expressed their desire, as well, for him to clean it up. Nikolaus 
Hausmann, who had urged Luther time and again to be active in 

                                                      
13 WA 12:47.21, 26 (AE 53:96–103); BSLK, 536.26; 537.2 (AE 53:106–09). Even at 
this point Luther follows the pattern of instruction rooted in the Middle Ages; cf. 
Höfling, Taufe, 1:60–89 (§ 19); Kretschmar, Taufgottesdienst, 336–42; Neunheuser, 
Taufe und Firmung, 79–96.  
14 WA 12:48.23 (AE 53:96–103); BSLK, 538, n. 7. 
15 WABr 3:329ff. (no. 769, Kolb to Luther on August 27, 1524); WABr 3:381ff. (no. 
797, the Straßburg contingent to Luther on November 23, 1524). 
16 Zwinglis Taufformular (1525) is compared by Schmidt-Clausing with the Agende 
communis (1510), Luther’s Taufbüchlein (1523) and Leo Jud’s Taufordnung (1523), 
in Zwingli als Liturgiker, 146–65. Zwingli offers his reasoning in Von der Taufe, von 
der Widertaufe und von der Kindertaufe (1525) (Zwingli, Hauptschriften, 11:5–155). 
17 WABr 3:329.51 (Kolb to Luther): “I am more amazed at what Baptism bestows 
than at faith in a humanly invented word”; WABr 3:384.123 (the Straßburg 
contingent to Luther): “[. . .] that unless we allow the use of chrism, salt and candles 
to be abolished little by little, everything will repudiated entirely.” 
18 WABr 3:330.27 (Kolb to Luther): “It is impossible for them to assemble as one 
unless all human traditions are disregarded and they lean on the naked word of 
Christ”; WABr 3:384.125 (the Straßburg contingent to Luther): “[. . .] For we see the 
opportunity in all this for false faith to happen, except for whatever authority of 
Scripture is borne in the Church.” 



196  CONFESSION AND CHRISTIAN LIFE 
 

worship reform,19 wrote to Stephan Roth on August 23, 1525, calling 
for Luther to find some spare time to purify the Baptismal Booklet; 
the time was ripe for it.20 As was done for the entire worship service 
in the Deutsche Messe,21 Luther likewise tightened things up in 1526 
in the Order for Baptism, in his “Taufbüchlein verdeutscht, aufs neu 
zugericht.”22 

THE SYMBOLIC ACTIONS 

Most importantly, in the 1526 revision, the reformer rigorously 
eliminated the symbolic elements connected with the baptismal act. 
At this point, the following were excised: (1) breathing three times on 
the child for the Exsufflatio23 [Tr.: breathing three times on the eyelids 
of the candidate, in the form of a cross, recalling the Spirit of God]; 
(2) placing the exorcising salt24 (datio salis [gift of salt]) into the 
mouth of the child,25 with the votum: “N. take the salt of wisdom, 
which will preserve you to life everlasting”;26 (3) opening the ears and 
the nose (the mouth) through the Ephphatha ([be opened,] based on 
Mark 7:33f.);27 (4) anointing the breast and shoulder with catechumen 
oil, along with the votum: “I anoint you with redemptive oil, in Jesus 

                                                      
19 It was at his urging that Luther composed the Formula Missae et Communionis (cf. 
WA 12:197f. [AE 53:19–39]), and he practically “squeezed” the Deutsche Messe out 
of Luther in 1526 (cf. WA 19:47f., 51 [AE 53:61–90]). 
20 Buchwald, Stadtschreiber M. Stephan Roth, 41 (no. 60). 
21 WA 19:72–113 (AE 53:61–90). 
22 WA 19:537–41 (AE 53:106–09). 
23 “Taufbüchlein von 1523,” WA 12:42.2f. (AE 53:96–103); BSLK, 536, n. 6. 
24 Luther had eliminated the exorcisatio salis (exorcism with salt), which was to 
effect the cleansing from all demons, already in 1523; cf. Jordahn, Taufgottesdienst, 
368; admittedly, this rite had been eliminated in some of the baptismal formulas in 
the late Middle Ages; cf. Ferel, Gepredigte Taufe, 60f. 
25 “Taufbüchlein von 1523,” WA 12:43.21ff. (AE 53:96–103); BSLK, 536, n. 8. The 
vota from the Middle Ages already pointed out that such a call for eternal life was 
based on the wisdom and not on the salt; cf. Jordahn, Taufgottesdienst, 368; Ferel, 
Gepredigte Taufe, 53, 61. The Agenda communis reads: “N., take the salt of wisdom; 
may it profit you to eternal life.”  
26 “Taufbüchlein von 1523,” WA 12:43.23 (AE 53:96–103). 
27 “Taufbüchlein von 1523,” WA 12:45.11–15 (AE 53:96–103); BSLK, 536, n. 9. 
Already in 1523, Luther had shortened this and the configuration of the parts that had 
been transmitted with it; he eliminated: right ear – nose – left ear; cf. Jordahn, 
Taufgottesdienst, 369f. 
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Christ, our Lord”;28 (5) anointing the crown of the head after the 
Baptism with the sacred chrism [consecrated oil],29 and (6) giving the 
baptismal candle.30 Such practices were “not the sort of devices” that 
would make the devil skittish.31 Luther left only the double obsignatio 
cruces [signing of the cross], on the forehead and on the breast, upon 
entry,32 and clothing the child with the baptismal robe at the 
conclusion33 of the baptismal act.  

Clear evidence exists, from the fourth century on, that one was 
taken into the catechumenate with the laying on of hands and with the 
sign of the cross being made.34 By means of the “seal” of the cross, a 
person put himself under the lordship of Christ and the power of His 
blessing. In the mission to the Germanic lands, due to communal and 
commercial reasons, this “initial sealing” was admittedly distanced 
from the central act of Baptism.35 The spiritual sense of being placed 
thus under the cross can be seen in an Armenian prayer: “Lord, our 
God, we beseech You and implore You, may the light of Your 
countenance be sealed upon this Your servant and may the cross of 
Your Son be sealed in his heart and his thinking, so that he may flee 
from all the worthlessness in the world and from all the evil counsel 

                                                      
28 “Taufbüchlein von 1523,” WA 12:45.29–31 (AE 53:96–103); citation from the 
same; cf. BSLK, 536, n. 10. Agenda communis: “Then he should anoint the infant on 
the chest and between the shoulders with the holy oil, saying: And I anoint you with 
the oil of salvation in Christ Jesus our Lord.” 
29 “Taufbüchlein von 1523,” WA 12:46.2–9 (AE 53:96–103); BSLK, 536, n. 11. 
Already in 1523, Luther had set aside the rubric that the priest was to baptize 
according to the directions of the compass. Agenda communis: “Then the priest 
receiving first the males, then the females, should immerse them in the font three 
times, first to the East, second to the North, third to the South”; cf. Kolberg, Agenda 
communis, 23, n. 1. 
30 “Taufbüchlein von 1523,” WA 12:46.16–20 (AE 53:96–103); BSLK, 537, n. 11. 
31 “Taufbüchlein von 1526,” BSLK, 537.5f. (AE 53: 106–09). 
32 “Taufbüchlein von 1523,” WA 12:42.5–7 (AE 53:96–103); “Taufbüchlein von 
1526,” BSLK, 538.19–23 (AE 53:106–09). 
33 “Taufbüchlein von 1523,” WA 12:46.10–14 (AE 53:96–103); “Taufbüchlein von 
1526,” BSLK, 541.1–3 (AE 53:106–09). 
34 Stenzel, Die Taufe, 141, 155; Kretschmar, Taufgottesdienst, 71f.; Rietschel/Graff, 
Liturgik, 523f. Concerning the background for making the sign of the cross, from 
both the Old Testament and Judaism and from the New Testament and Christianity, 
see the instructive set of essays in Dinkler, Signum Crucis, 1–178. 
35 On this, see Kretschmar, Taufgottesdienst, 308.  



 
 

 

LUTHER’S HOUSEHOLD PRAYERS
1 

FRIEDER SCHULZ 

Luther’s Household Prayers2 (Morning and Evening Blessings, 
prayers before and after meals) from the Small Catechism of 1529, 
along with his sacred hymns, are counted among the characteristic 
prayers offered by evangelical German-speaking Christians—often 
learned by heart—that remain in use even into the present. They were 
thus included likewise in all of the regional editions of the 
Evangelisches Kirchengesangbuch (with the exception of the 
Evangelical-Reformed Landeskirche in northwestern Germany) in the 
addendum that provides prayers (only Baden and Bremen do not 
include the table prayers). The superscription, “Luther’s Morning and 
Evening Blessings,” is included, so that, just as in the sacred hymns in 
the hymnal, the memory of the author is kept alive, though it is not 
common practice to include the name of the author in collections of 
prayers. The Luther Memorial Year gives occasion to direct attention 
to the source, content, function, and effect within history of these 
foundational prayers for evangelical piety, provided as they are under 
the name of the reformer. 

The superscription in the Small Catechism, “How the father of 
the house should teach his household . . . ” demonstrates that the 
Household Prayers were to be seen as characteristic and repeatable 
texts for establishing the practice of daily prayer, in which case the 
Morning and Evening Blessings were for individual prayer (“I”) and 
the prayers before and after meals were intended for use by the entire 
household (“we”). Since other morning and evening prayers are 

                                                      
1 This contribution comes from Frieder Schulz, published for the first time in the 
Luther Memorial Year 1983, in WPKG 72 (1983), 478–90. 
On the sparse commentary with respect to Luther’s Household Prayers, cf. Albrecht, 
in WA 30.1:392, nn. 2–4; 393, nn. 1–4; 394, nn. 1–11; 395, nn. 1–4; 396, n. 1f.; 
Meyer, Historischer Kommentar, 474–81; Mahrenholz, Das Gebet des Einzelnen. 
2 Cf. “Hausgebete für christlichen Hausväter und ihr Gesinde,” the title for a 
collection of prayers published in Heidelberg in 1563, which appears as well in the 
Addendum to the second edition of the Heidelberg Catechism of 1563. 
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commonly included in the prayer books and addenda for prayer in the 
hymnals, it is not clear that Luther carefully crafted the texts of the 
Morning and Evening Blessings with the intention that they be 
memorized easily, so that they would be available for recitation even 
if a prayer book were not at hand. This then takes them out of the 
context that Luther conceptualized, that the Household Prayers were 
provided within the larger framework of traditions from the Scriptures 
and the Church (Psalms, Lord’s Prayer, Creed), as well as customs to 
be used in worship (trinitarian votum, making the sign of the cross, 
folding the hands, kneeling). It is certain that Luther’s Household 
Prayers would not have spread so widely and would not have 
remained in use for such a long period of time if they had not been 
included as part of the Small Catechism.3 

MORNING AND EVENING BLESSINGS
4 

The expression “Morning and Evening Blessings” actually designates 
an ensemble of texts that are divided into parts, but in what follows, 
matching up with the common usage that developed in the meantime, 
it refers to the concluding prayer, which for Luther was originally 
optional: “If you so desire, at this point, you may also speak this little 
prayer.”5 Mahrenholz6 analyzed the pattern that is common to both 
concluding prayers, which makes it easier to learn it by memory, 
pointing out how each is constructed in the middle section, with an 
artistic intertwining to form a chiasm: 

                                                      
3 The hymnals also included Luther’s Catechism in the form of catechetical hymns on 
the five or later six Chief Parts, including songs for morning, evening, and at table, 
as, for example, the Neue Leipziger Gesangbuch by G. Vopelius (1682) (DKL 
168211). In the third section of his “Clavierübung,” J. S. Bach follows this order. 
Included are preludes for the “Catechismus-Gesänge” (“Catechetical Songs”), 
furnished each time with a version that included pedal (for the church organ) and one 
for the manual (for instruments used in the home: cembalo [Tr.: harpsichord] or 
clavichord). Leaver, Bach’s “Clavierübung III”, looked at the arrangement of the 
“Little Works on the Small Catechism” (for the household) and suggested that the 
remarkable four duets BWV 802–805 (= “Zwiegesänge”) that stand at the conclusion, 
and which have been either difficult or controversial to interpret, are actually a 
musical dialogue that corresponds to the four Household Prayers.   
4 BSLK, 521.12–522.21. 
5 BSLK, 521.22; 522.7. 
6 Mahrenholz, Das Gebet des Einzelnen, 254. 
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Morning Evening 
 

I thank You, my heavenly Father, through Jesus Christ, 
Your dear Son, that You have protected me 

 
this night, from all harm and 
danger, 

this day graciously, 

 
and I ask You, that You would 

 
guard me this day also, from 
sin and every evil, so that 
all my actions and life will 
please You. 

forgive me all my sins, 
where I have done wrong 
and graciously protect me 
this night. 

 
For I commit myself, my body and soul and all things, 

into Your hands. May your holy angel be with me, 
that the evil foe may find no power over me.7 Amen. 

There is no question that both prayers were composed by the same 
author, who knew what he was doing with each word that he used. 

The matching concluding phrases apparently take up prayer 
language from the Psalter: “Into Your hands I commit my spirit” (Ps. 
31:6); “He has given His angels charge over you, so that they keep 
you in all your ways” (Ps. 91:11); “the angel of the Lord encamps 
around those who fear him” (Ps. 34:8). Luther cites the last two 
verses specifically in sermons he preached for St. Michael and All 
Angels, on September 28 and 29, 1531.8 The expression “the evil foe” 
has no exact parallel in the Psalter; enemies in general are the usual 
subjects for discussion there. It is more likely that the phrase is 
reminiscent of passages such as Matt. 13:28ff.: “That is what the 
enemy has done . . . the enemy that sows it is the devil” and of the 
Johannine designation “prince of this world” (John 12:31; 14:30; 
16:11), which Luther uses in his hymn on Psalm 46, which certainly 

                                                      
7 To be sure, the expression “find power on me” is not in common usage today, but 
one can make sense of it. To correct it with “win power over me” would disturb the 
melodic sound of the language. 
8 WA 34.2:256, 278. 
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was composed in 1527/28, where the first verse mentions the “old 
evil foe.”9  

The biblical background of the “bed-prayers,” which is how they 
are titled in Johann Tetelbach’s explanation of the catechism in 
1569,10 is thus unmistakable. But in this instance, it may be that the 
biblical content is not taken up directly from that source; it might 
have come down through the monastic practice of prayer. Thus, 
Completorium (Compline)11 was to be prayed in the Dormitorium; it 
includes a reference to Psalm 91, which Basil had already identified 
as a nighttime prayer,12 using v. 11: “He has commanded His angels 
concerning you, to keep you in all your ways.” Psalm 31:6 appears in 
the Responsorium breve: “Into Your hands I commit my spirit.” Most 
especially, the collect “Visita quaesumus” (“Visit, we beseech You”) 
includes the motif: “Your holy angels dwell there (= in the dwelling 
place), who preserve us in peace”13 and “drive all the snares of the 
enemy far away from her.” Even the Compline hymn concerns itself 
with the evil foe: “and restrain our foe,” as is true already at the 
beginning of the Lectio brevis: “Your adversary the devil roams 
about like a roaring lion” (1 Pet. 5:8). 

Based on such clear connections with the content of Compline, 
one might almost suppose that Luther conceptualized the closing 
phrases for the Evening Blessing and then transferred them for use in 
the Morning Blessing. But there are also motifs in the monastic 
prayers for the beginning of the day that recur in Luther’s Morning 
Blessing, in what has been known since the time of Benedict as 
Prime. As is true of the prayer “pro toto itinere diei” (“for the whole 
journey of the day”),14 the prayer at Prime for the monks before going 
to work, the same is true of the Morning Blessing, at the end of which 
Luther says: “and then go to your work with joy.”15 Most especially, 
it is the collect that resonates in the Morning Blessing as well: “Lord 

                                                      
9 EKG 201/EG 362 (LSB 656/657). 
10 Reu, Quellen, 1.1:707. 
11 Ordo Romanus 18.10: “where they sleep in the dormitory” (Andrieu, Les Ordines 
Romani, 3:206). 
12 Basil, Regula fusius tractata, q. 37 (PG 31:1016). 
13 Cf., on this, the petitions in the morning and evening prayers in the Apost. Konst. 
36 and 38 (PG 1:1138): “Let us pray [. . .] for the angel of peace.” 
14 Amalarius, De ordine antiphonarii (PL 105:1256). 
15 BSLK, 521.37. 
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God Almighty, You have made us to arrive safely at the start of this 
day by Your virtue, so that in this day we may bend to no sin, but our 
speech, thoughts and works are always to go forth and be steered to 
your righteousness, which must be done.”16 In the hymn, it reads: “so 
that it keeps us from wickedness in our daily actions” and in the first 
versicle: “Condescend, Lord, to keep us without sin on this day.”17  

An example for the angel motif, which is not found in Prime, is in 
the prayer titled “Pro iter agentibus,” where it reads: “send Your holy 
angel to us, who may protect us, so that no enemy will ensnare us on 
our way.”18 One can compare this, as well, with a widely 
disseminated prayer attributed to Jerome, titled “Pro custodia diei 
sequentis,” which in its more expanded form says: “Your holy angel 
of the heavens may attend us.”19 

The first conclusion that is thus forthcoming shows that Luther 
formulated the elements of the Morning Blessing and Evening 
Blessing to a large extent from elements in Prime and Compline, 
which he would have prayed regularly as a monk in his earlier years 
and which he thus knew from memory. Transposing monastic prayer 
practices into the setting of the Christian (lay) family reminds one that 
the monastic movement during the Early Church era was itself 
originally a lay movement. The impulse simply takes another 
direction now: What had once been a retreat, in protest against the 
world and the Church that had taken on a worldly appearance, was 
now to help the family to be an outpost for the congregation, 
positioned out in the world. 

Based on a remark by Luther in the Large Catechism: “that one 
should make it a common practice to commend oneself daily to God 
with soul and body . . . therefore also the Benedicite and Gratias [Tr.: 
‘Blessing’ and ‘Grace’] and other blessings, morning and evening, 
have come and remained,”20 Albrecht offered the opinion “that . . . the 
Morning and Evening Blessings were rooted in earlier times, . . . 
though the specific sources have not yet been found.”21 It is true that 

                                                      
16 Evidence for the prayer can be found already in the ninth century (PL 101:507). 
17 See, in addition, the conclusion of the Te Deum, EKG 137/EG 191 (LSB 223ff.). 
18 PL 101:1414. 
19 PL 101:1385. 
20 BSLK, 578.43–49 (LC on the Second Commandment). 
21 Albrecht in WA 30.1:393, n. 4. 
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Catholic22 and Evangelical catechisms23 have Morning and Evening 
Prayers that predate Luther’s Small Catechism (1529). In spite of this, 
the wide variety of texts, taken up from the Psalter by primarily 
evangelical elements, point to no common Latin original form. 

It was first in 1937 that E. Sander made reference to a possible 
Latin prototype for Luther’s Morning Blessing in a Miszelle [Tr.: 
collection of miscellany],24 namely, in the Rosetum (= rose garden) of 
Jean Mombaer.25 Luther would certainly have known the Rosetum,26 
where one finds a morning prayer with an introduction that 
corresponds strikingly to Luther’s Morning Blessing: 

I give You thanks, most merciful Father, who deigned to 
guard me this night through Your great compassion and I 
pray Your immense mercy that You allow me thus to pass 
through the coming day, insofar as my service pleases You, 
through Christ our Lord.27 

As is true for Luther, the prayer starts with a votum and the sign 
of the cross; further, just as Luther’s prayer, it is the prayer of an 
individual. In contrast to Luther, the prayer continues on with a 
Commendatio to Mary. 

The character of the Rosetum as a compilation seems to preclude 
the possibility of going further back, to discover a more primary 
source. But in fact, the following text is found in a prayer book that 
                                                      
22 In the German language: Dietrich Coelde, Christenspiegel, 1470 (Moufang, Kath. 
Katechismen, 28f., 38f.); Tafel des christlichen Lebens, from the end of the fifteenth 
century (Bahlmann, Deutschlands Kath. Katechismen, 63f.). 
23 “Ein Büchlein für die [Laien und] Kinder,” Wittenberg, 1525ff. (MGP 20:169ff.); 
Kaspar Gräter, Catechesis, 1528 (MGP 21:356ff.); Konrad Sam, Christliche 
Unterweisung, 1529 (MGP 22:123f.). Latin prayers are offered as well: Otto 
Braunfels, Catechesis, 1529 (MGP 22:217) and Joh. Pinicianus, Brevis Institutio, 
1529 (MGP 22:438ff.). 
24 Sander, Miszellen zum frühen und späten Luther, 596f. 
25 Johannes Mauburnus, Rosetum exercitiorum spiritualium et sacrarum 
meditationum, no publication location, 1494 (Hain, Repertorium, 13995); Basel 1504 
(Hain, Repertorium, 13996); Mailand [Tr.: Milan], 1603. Mombaer was born in 
Brussels about 1460, died in Paris in 1501, and practiced the Devotio moderna; see, 
in addition, Deblaere, art. “Mombaere.”  
26 Cf. “Passionspred., 1518,” WA 1:341.36; “Dictata super psalterium, 1513–16,” 
WA 3:380.32; 381.15. Reference to young Luther’s theological dependence on the 
Rosetum has been demonstrated by Elze, Züge spätmittelalterlicher Frömmigkeit in 
Luthers Theologie; he mentions Sander’s Miszelle as well (Elze, ibid., 402, n. 76).  
27 Edition from Basel, 1504, fol. 8f. 




