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GENERAL INTRODUCTION

SINCE the publication of the American edition of Luther’s Works in
English began in 1955 under the general editorship of Jaroslav Pelikan 

and Helmut Lehmann, there has been an explosion in the translation of 
Luther into the languages of the globe. Scholarship on Luther continues to 
flourish not only in its traditional northern European seats and its newer 
homes in North America but also throughout the world, as theologians, 
pastors, and scholars direct their attention to the reformer’s theology and 
historical influence.

Although the first fifty-four volumes of the American edition are the 
most extensive collection of Luther’s works in translation, they do not 
contain everything that has attracted the attention of historians and theo-
logians in subsequent decades nor everything that Luther’s contemporaries 
and successors esteemed and republished. The planned new volumes of 
Luther’s Works, though not attempting to translate all of Luther into English, 
are intended to reflect both modern and sixteenth-century interests and to 
expand the coverage of genres underrepresented in the existing volumes, 
such as Luther’s sermons and disputations.

The goal of the translation is to allow Luther to speak in modern English 
yet as a man of the sixteenth century. The translators have been asked to 
resist bowdlerizing Luther’s language to conform to modern sensibilities 
about society and gender—or scatology. Editorial introductions and notes 
are offered to familiarize the reader with the particular circumstances of 
each text and its theological and social context.

The primary basis for the English translation is the comprehensive 
Weimar edition (D. Martin Luthers Werke: Kritische Gesamtausgabe, Weimar: 
H. Böhlau, 1883–), supplemented where possible by edited texts from more
recent editions of Luther’s selected works. Scholars able to work in Luther’s
own German and Latin will want to consult the Weimar edition and its
notes, especially for textual issues. The equivalent Weimar page numbers are 
printed at the top of the page in each new volume of the American edition,
and approximate page breaks are marked with a stroke ( | ).

References to Luther in the notes are given from the American edition of 
Luther’s Works wherever possible, and otherwise from the Weimar edition. 
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In the case of texts scheduled for translation in future volumes, both the 
Weimar reference and the prospective volume in the American edition are 
given. With each substantive Luther citation, the short title of the work has 
been given along with its date, for the convenience of the reader. Where the 
dates of original composition and of publication differ by more than a year, 
both are indicated, separated by a slash.

Biblical passages within Luther’s works have been rendered in fidelity to 
Luther’s own text, even when this differs from modern critical texts or con-
ventional English translations. Necessary expansions of partial references 
have been rendered in brackets from the appropriate edition of Luther’s 
German Bible, from the Vulgate (including Luther’s 1529 revision thereof), 
or in consultation with Luther’s translation of the passage in his lectures, as 
appropriate. This approach has made it impossible to use any single English 
translation throughout, though the English Standard Version (ESV) has 
been used as a starting point where possible or, occasionally, the Authorized 
or Douay versions where these correspond more closely to Luther’s own text. 
Biblical language has been modernized after the model of the ESV, including 
the use of “you” as the second person form throughout.

A comparison of the present volumes with the Weimar edition will 
immediately reveal the profound debt that the editors of the American 
edition, past and present, owe to the long succession of Weimar editors. But 
the publication of these texts in a new English edition affords the opportu-
nity to draw on the accumulation of decades of scholarship since the appear-
ance of many of the Weimar volumes, as well as on new electronic resources, 
and thus, on occasion, to make some new contribution in token repayment 
of that vast scholarly debt. Although the present edition is addressed chiefly 
to scholars, pastors, and theologians working in English, whether as a first 
language or a language of scholarship, it is hoped that the annotations and 
the translations of difficult texts may be of service even to those working 
with Luther in the original tongues.

Even now, amid the fifth century after his death, Luther remains an 
epochal figure in the history of the Christian Church, a prominent shaper 
of the religious and cultural history of the West and a provocative voice still 
heard and engaged by theologians, pastors, and laity around the world as 
a witness to the Gospel of Jesus Christ. The editor and publisher trust that 
these new volumes of Luther’s Works in English will, in harmony with the 
original goals of the American edition, serve their readers with much that 
has proved and will prove its “importance for the faith, life, and history of 
the Christian Church.”

C. B. B.
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INTRODUCTION TO 
VOLUME 56

MARTIN Luther had come to Wittenberg as an Augustinian friar and 
scholar, and his primary call was to the university. Yet from 1514 

onward, he was also called by the Wittenberg town council to preach in 
the parish church of St. Mary, and periodically he was invited to preach 
in the Castle Church as well.1 In March 1522, when Luther returned to 
Wittenberg from his concealment in the Wartburg, he took the pulpit 
almost immediately, delivering the eight Invocavit sermons to remind the 
Wittenberg congregation of what was essential in Christian faith and life.2 
For the following decade, Luther’s preaching—more than one thousand 
sermons—was a central means of organizing and directing reform in 
Wittenberg. And although the Edict of Worms restricted Luther’s ability to 
travel beyond electoral Saxony in person, the sermons also served to extend 
his voice, as Luther’s words from the pulpit were copied down and printed 
in Wittenberg and across Germany.3 The present volume offers a selection 
of Luther’s sermons from this exceptionally fruitful and important period of 
his preaching.

Luther’s Preaching Schedule
Luther’s responsibilities in the Wittenberg pulpit were lightened when 
Johann Bugenhagen was called as town pastor at the end of October 1523. 

1 See Brecht 1:150–51; Luther to Johann Lang, October 26, 1516, LW 48:27–28; Eight 
Sermons at Wittenberg (1522), LW 51:73. On Luther’s preaching in the Castle Church, see 
Timothy J. Wengert, “Martin Luther’s Preaching an Indulgence in January 1517,” LQ 29 
(2015): 62–63, 72.

2 Eight Sermons at Wittenberg (1522), LW 51:67–100.
3 Over the span covered in this volume—from March 1522 to May 14, 1531—Kurt Aland 

catalogs 1,065 sermons (Pr 189 to Pr 1232), more than half of the 2,068 sermons cataloged 
from Luther’s entire career (though some of the sermons in this range are double listings 
of alternate transmissions of the same preached sermon). Three hundred nineteen of the 
sermons delivered from 1522 to 1531 were printed during Luther’s lifetime, either indepen-
dently, in exegetical series, or in one of the editions of the Church Postil (see below, pp. xx–xxi). 
On Luther’s preaching activity in these years, see Brecht 2:57–66, 284–88, 433–39.
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Bugenhagen had arrived in Wittenberg in 1521 and had been teaching 
as a private instructor at the university. He would remain pastor of the 
Wittenberg church (and, after 1539, superintendent of the Saxon churches) 
until his death in 1558.4 Yet beginning in the late 1520s, Bugenhagen was 
frequently absent from Wittenberg for extended periods, having been sum-
moned to help organize the reformation of churches in other towns and 
territories. During the period covered by this volume, Bugenhagen was 
engaged in Braunschweig and Hamburg from May 1528 to June 1529 and in 
Lübeck from 1530 to 1532.5 During these periods—and others later—Luther 
again took up an increased homiletical load in Wittenberg, preaching in 
the town church and on occasion, especially when visiting princes were in 
Wittenberg, in the Castle Church as well.6

Although Luther’s preaching in later years was interrupted by increas-
ingly frequent periods of illness, during the 1520s Luther was in generally 
good health. In 1530, however, he chose to interrupt his preaching, not 
because of sickness, but as a statement of his frustration with the behavior 
of the Wittenberg congregation. After repeated warnings in 1529, Luther 
announced on January 1, 1530, that he would be stepping back from the 
pulpit. Although Luther did, in fact, preach again on a few occasions in the 
following months, he mostly resisted the urging of the elector to resume.7 
Luther was then away from Wittenberg for an extended period during the 
Diet of Augsburg in 1530 when he was resident in the Coburg from April 16 
to October 4, though he did preach occasionally, especially when Elector 
John was present on his way to and from the diet.8 When Luther returned 
to Wittenberg, he resumed his preaching more or less as he had before the 

4 On Johann Bugenhagen (1485–1558) of Pomerania (hence his epithet “Pommer” or 
“Pomeranus”), see Kurt K. Hendel, “Johannes Bugenhagen: Reformer beyond the Limelight,” 
in Johannes Bugenhagen: Selected Writings (Minneapolis: Fortress, 2015), pp. 1–78. Cf. the 
introduction by Christopher Boyd Brown, LW 69:xv–xvi.

5 On Bugenhagen’s travel as reformer, see the introductions by Christopher Boyd Brown, 
LW 67:xv–xvi; 69:xv and 3. Cf. below, the introductions by Benjamin T. G. Mayes to Sermons 
on Marriage (1531), p. 357; and to Consoling Instruction of Luther (1531), p. 382.

6 In addition to Two Sermons for the Burial of Elector Frederick the Wise (1525), below, 
pp. 143–61, see the sermon on Phil. 1:7, November 3, 1526, below, pp. 178–80; Sermon on the 
Power of Christ’s Ascension (1527), below, pp. 220–32.

7 See Brecht 2:287–88. See below, Sermon for the Circumcision of Christ (1530), pp. 318–22.
8 See Brecht 2:369–410. Of the eleven sermons Luther preached at the Coburg, the Sermon 

on Cross and Suffering (1530) and the related That a Christian Should Bear His Cross with 
Patience (1530), delivered April 16, are translated in LW 51:195–208; 43:179–86. The Sermon 
on Mary Magdalene (April 21, 1530), the Sermon on the Angels (September 29, 1530), and the 
sermon on Luke 7:11–17, October 2, 1530, are translated below, pp. 323–34, 335–47, 348–56. 
On John the Steadfast, see below, p. 178 n. 2.
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hiatus. Only in the last year of his life, in the summer of 1545, did Luther 
again contemplate abandoning the Wittenberg pulpit in protest.9

Transmission of Luther’s Sermons
Only a handful of Luther’s own notes for sermons survive.10 Rather, we know 
of what Luther preached chiefly because of notes taken down by those who 
heard him. Most important and consistent among these notetakers was 
Georg Rörer (1492–1557), who had arrived in Wittenberg as a student in 
1522 and was made a deacon on May 14, 1525, in the first Evangelical ordi-
nation.11 Beginning with the Christmas services in 1522, Rörer began taking 
notes on Luther’s Wittenberg sermons with astonishing consistency, eventu-
ally securing a stipend from the town council to support his work.12

The year after Rörer had begun to record Luther’s preaching, Stephan 
Roth (1492–1546) matriculated in Wittenberg, having served previously as 
a teacher in the Latin schools of Zwickau in Saxony and of Joachimsthal in 
Bohemia.13 Roth, too, took notes on Luther’s sermons and collected those 
made by others, both before and after his return to Zwickau in 1527 to serve 
as city clerk.

Other students and travelers to Wittenberg made their own notes, 
which are occasionally preserved. The Nürnberg manuscript Codex 
Solger 13 (N) contains notes on Luther’s sermons between October 1528 
and February 1532, apparently (on the basis of identification of the hand-
writing) taken down by Anton Lauterbach (1502–69).14 Other manuscripts 

 9 See the introduction by Christopher Boyd Brown, LW 58:xx.
10 Fourteen surviving sermon outlines from 1531 and 1534 are presented in WA 48:335–49. 

For an English translation of one of them, followed by notes on the sermon as preached and 
a version edited for publication, see the sermon for April 16, 1531 (the First Sunday after 
Easter), LW 69:373–401.

11 A “deacon” in Wittenberg had the duties of an assistant pastor, including preaching and 
administration of sacraments. See Mark D. Nispel, “Pfarramt, Geography, and the Order of the 
Church: A Formal Opinion from Wittenberg,” Concordia Theological Quarterly 81, nos. 3–4 
(2017): 239–47.

12 On Rörer, see LW Bio:xx n. 20; Reinhold Jauernig, “Magister Georg Rörer: Im Dienst 
der ‘Werke Luthers,’ ” in Karl Brinkel and Herbert von Hintzenstern, eds., Luthers Freunde 
und Schüler in Thüringen, vol. 1 (Berlin: Evangelische Verlagsanstalt, 1961), pp. 155–61; 
and Gerhard Ebeling, Evangelische Evangelienauslegung: Eine Untersuchung zu Luthers 
Hermeneutik (Munich: Lempp, 1942; repr., Darmstadt: Wissenschaftliche Buchgesellschaft, 
1962), pp. 18–20. Rörer’s extant manuscripts are described in WA Br 14:175–282.

13 On Stephan Roth, his collection of notes on Luther’s sermons, and his postil editions, see 
Ebeling, Evangelische Evangelienauslegung, pp. 17–18; and the introduction to Luther’s postils 
by Benjamin T. G. Mayes, LW 75:xvii–xxii.

14 See below, pp. 267–68 n. 10.
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preserve notes whose original recorders cannot be identified.15 When 
Luther was away from Wittenberg, companions or local clergy sometimes 
took notes on his preaching.16

Publication of Luther’s Sermons
Luther’s sermons from this period were frequently printed—especially 
before the appearance of expanded editions of the postils. But these print-
ings were usually made on the basis of the notes taken by others. Sometimes 
Luther was involved in revising the text for publication;17 in other cases—
as can generally be assumed for the sermons that were first printed in 
Wittenberg—Luther at least approved of the printer’s efforts. Even for 
sermons first printed elsewhere—in Nürnberg or Erfurt, for example—
Luther’s possible involvement cannot be altogether excluded; he deliberately 
sought to keep many printers involved in disseminating his work.18

Occasionally, Luther derived the sermons preached in Wittenberg from 
published work, as in the case of his sermon of April 17, 1522, which was 
a kind of homiletical presentation of his treatise On Receiving Both Kinds 
in the Sacrament, which he had just completed.19 More frequently, the 
sermons themselves became the basis for treatises published later, as when 
Luther adapted his sermon of November 27, 1524, into the 1525 treatise 
The Abomination of the Secret Mass.20 Likewise, the Consoling Instruction 
of Dr. Martin Luther on How One Should Act toward Tyrants Who Persecute 
Christ and His Word seems to have been extensively adapted for publication 
based on his sermon of January 12, 1531, from the series on the Sermon on 
the Mount. The reader may in these cases compare Luther’s preached and 
printed treatment of the same underlying material.21

15 On Codex 74 of the State and University Library of Hamburg (H), see below, the intro-
ductions by Benjamin T. G. Mayes for Sermons for Easter (1526), pp. 163–64, and Sermon on 
the Legend of St. Christopher (1529), p. 313. On Zwickau Manuscript 36 (Z), see below, the 
introduction by Benjamin T. G. Mayes for Sermon on the Legend of St. Christopher (1529), 
p. 313.

16 On notes by Veit Dietrich, Caspar Güttel, and Michael Stifel, see below, introductions by 
Benjamin T. G. Mayes for Sermon on Mary Magdalene (1530), pp. 323–24, and Sermon on the 
Angels (1530), pp. 337.

17 See, e.g., Blessing Spoken over the People (1527/1532), below, pp. 233–39.
18 See Andrew Pettegree, Brand Luther (New York: Penguin, 2015), pp. 67–80.
19 LW 36:231–67 and below, Sermon on the Eternal and New Testament (1522), pp. 8–12.
20 LW 36:307–28 and below, Sermon on the Blasphemy That the Papists Practice Daily 

(1524), pp. 69–80.
21 See below, the introduction by Benjamin T. G. Mayes for Consoling Instruction of Luther 

(1531), pp. 382–83 and the notes there.
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Sermon for Palm Sunday,  
on the Coming of Christ,  

Matthew 21:1–9

Preached in Wittenberg 
April 13, 1522

Translated by Karl E. Böhmer

Luther had returned to Wittenberg on March 6, 1522, from his exile 
at the Wartburg and soon was busy as a preacher, leaving aside his 
duties as a professor until 1524. In 1522 and 1523, printings of indi-
vidual sermons by Luther were in high demand (though the market 
for these individual sermon printings receded noticeably in 1524).1 
This is one of those sermons, printed in Augsburg in 1522 but with 
the place of publication listed as Wittenberg and with no mention of 
the publisher,2 possibly because, at the time, Luther was an outlaw. 
The sermon—titled “Dr. Martin Luther’s Sermon on Palm Sunday, on 
the coming of Christ; how Christ should be known; also, explanation 
of what the Gospel is, etc.”—begins with the Gospel reading for Palm 
Sunday, Matt. 21:1–9, and after admonishing his hearers to confess 
the Gospel in life’s struggles, Luther proceeds to explain how Christ 
“comes” to His people. This “coming” happens in the Law and the 
Gospel: “The Law commands; the Gospel forgives everything free of 
charge. The Law produces wrath and hatred; the Gospel gives grace.” 3

1 See Brecht 2:57–59.
2 D. Mar. Lut. Sermon am Palmtag Jnnhaltendt von der zůkunfft Christi. Wie man Christum 

erkennen sol. Auch außlegung was das Ewangelium sey &c. (Wittenberg [Augsburg: Heinrich 
Steiner], 1522) [VD16 L6078; Benzing 1327]. This printing was in the regional dialect 
and is difficult to understand in places. A smoothed-out German version is available in 
StL 12:1932–37.

3 Below, p. 6.
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The translation is based on the 1522 Augsburg printing as edited 
in WA 10/3:65–68.4

THE Gospel reading for today is recorded in the Gospel of Matthew, 
chapter 21. It contains both the prophecy by the prophet [Zech. 9:9] and 

its fulfillment: when Christ accomplished all the deeds that were foretold by 
the prophets in Scripture, giving sight to the blind, making the lame walk, 
etc. [cf. Zech. 9:9; Isa. 42:7; Luke 4:18]. But in Scripture it happens with the 
following distinction: whereas the prophecy speaks of things to come, the 
Gospel reading speaks of things that have taken place. Thus the distinction 
between the prophecy and the Gospel reading is this: The Gospel reading 
teaches that what the prophecies spoke of has now been fulfilled. The 
evangelists teach that the One we should look for is now present.

No one can be more easily recognized than when he is present. That is 
why the evangelist says that Christ is present, coming in gentleness, mounted 
on a donkey. He says, “Say to the daughter of Zion: ‘Take note, your King 
is coming to you, gentle, and mounted on a donkey’ ” [Matt. 21:5]. It is not 
enough merely to know this; one should also confess it with words such as 
these: “I know that Christ is the King of all kings, that He is God, that He has 
redeemed us,” etc. But when one then experiences distress, anguish, danger, 
death, etc., one soon abandons the confession if it was made only with the 
lips and not with the whole heart or in perfect love. Such a man soon falls 
away; when he considers his sins, he thinks they are too great for God to 
forgive. When he is faced with death, he is horrified by it. When his reason 
terrifies him, he ceases to confess God. Therefore, a spiritual confession is 
needed, one that only | the Holy Spirit gives and that does not proceed from 
blood or flesh, that is, by reason. Then reason must go to sleep. Rather, the 
confession which is needed proceeds from the Spirit; He upholds it so that a 
man fears neither death, pain, hell, nor the devil, but continues to confess his 
King and Lord, Christ. It is not enough for a man to confess Christ with the 
lips or to know how to talk about Him; rather, if he knows Christ, he should 
ask God to give him the Spirit so that he may be improved in his confession 
and remain in it even in anguish, danger, death, and pain. Then he will not 
fall away from it when he is faced with sorrow. Even when God leaves him 
in anguish so that he thinks he will despair, he will nonetheless know that 
Christ is his King and that He will not desert him. So his thoughts and his 
reason cannot have authority over him. He will think and say in his heart to 
God: “I know—even if You should abandon heaven and earth!—still, I know 
that You will never desert me.” This is what it means truly to know God.

4 Aland 480 (Pr 199).
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However, people know God in a bad way when they abandon Him as 
soon as they are faced with distress. They do this when they do not recog-
nize Him as the one who can help them in their time of sorrow or when they 
doubt Him. God cannot tolerate this. One must be confident about Him, 
and the more confident one is about Him, the more He helps and the farther 
His grace extends. God strengthens5 people who do this with the Holy Spirit, 
with the result that they accept with joy everything He sends them, good or 
bad, because they know that it comes from God. They despise everything on 
which they had previously set their hope because of the love which they now 
have through the knowledge of God. They maintain their confession even 
when the whole world turns against them.

Even so, it has now unfortunately come to the point that people do not 
dare to acknowledge the Gospel. Not only do people refuse to hear it, but 
they also scorn it, even though they know that our blessedness and salvation 
are found in it. This is what the Jews—the scribes—did: they taught from 
the Scriptures that Christ would come on a donkey, but still they refused to 
recognize and receive Him, and even prohibited the children from singing 
[Matt. 21:15–16].

There are also many who say, “I do not persecute the Gospel. I hear it 
gladly!” That is not enough. If you have the Gospel and know what it means, 
then you must confess it on peril of your soul’s salvation, come what may, or 
else you are no Christian.

Now, we need to know what it means that our Lord Christ came or rode 
into the city. We read of Him coming in two ways: the first was when He 
wanted to give the Law on Mount Sinai, and the second was when He gave 
the Gospel, that is, when He wanted to confirm it as He rode into Jerusalem.

| When God came the first time, He did so in a terrible, thick, black 
cloud, with fire, smoke, and thunder, accompanied by the loud blaring of 
trumpets [Exod. 19:16]. This was so terrible that the children of Israel were 
terribly afraid and said to Moses: “We will gladly do everything God wants, 
but only you should speak to us. We cannot hear the voice of God, lest we 
die” [Exod. 20:19]. Then He gave them the Law. We notice this account; the 
Law is terrible. People do not like to hear the Law preached. The Law fright-
ens the mind so severely that a person sometimes immediately falls into 
despair. The Law oppresses the conscience so harshly that it does not know 
where to turn. The Law says, “If you do this, you are condemned, and you 
deserve to die!” That is hard for a man to bear. He is overcome with terror, 
just as the children of Israel were. Now, it was necessary for him to be liber-
ated from this fright.

5 Comformieren, i.e., confirmare (Latin).
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The Chief Article  
concerning the Eternal  

and New Testament,  
Preached on Maundy Thursday,  

Matthew 26:26–28

Preached in Wittenberg  
April 17, 1522

Translated by Karl E. Böhmer

In the fifth of his Eight Sermons at Wittenberg (also known as the 
Invocavit Sermons), which was preached on March 13, 1522, Luther 
had both approved of allowing the laity to receive the Lord’s Supper 
with their hands and had stated again that “both kinds” in the 
Sacrament should be offered to all communicants; the cup should not 
be restricted to priests.1 The next of these sermons emphasized the 
necessity of faith for proper reception of the Sacrament.2 What Luther 
had preached just to the people of Wittenberg he intended to make 
known to the general public through Receiving Both Kinds in the 
Sacrament.3 He was writing this book at the end of March, and by 
April 17, 1522, the printing was finished.4

That same day was Thursday of Holy Week (Maundy Thursday), 
when the Church remembers the institution of the Lord’s Supper. For 
his sermon on this occasion, Luther emphasized what he had said in 
his March 13 sermon: In the Sacrament, there are both words and 
signs, of which the former are more important. Faith in the words 

1 See Eight Sermons at Wittenberg (1522), LW 51:89, 90. On reception in “both kinds,” see 
above, p. xxii n. 29.

2 Eight Sermons at Wittenberg (1522), LW 51:92–95.
3 LW 36:231–67.
4 See Luther’s letter to Gabriel Zwilling, April 17, 1522, WA Br 2:506.12–13 (Preserved 

Smith, trans. and ed., Luther’s Correspondence and Other Contemporary Letters [Philadelphia: 
Lutheran Publication Society, 1918], 2:120).
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is a prerequisite for Communion. The Sacrament should be distrib-
uted to all communicants in both kinds, and the papal requirement 
for annual Easter Communion should be repealed.5 The end of the 
sermon repeats part of Receiving Both Kinds in the Sacrament.6

The sermon was printed first in Erfurt in 1522, followed by 
further printings in Zwickau, Augsburg, Strassburg, and, finally, 
Wittenberg (in 1525).7 The translation is based on the 1522 Erfurt 
printing as edited in WA 10/3:68–71.8

Jesus
Take, eat; this is My body, given for you [Luke 22:19]. Take, drink of it, 
all of you; this is the cup of the new and eternal testament in My blood, 
which is poured out for you and for many for the forgiveness of sins 
[Matt. 26:27–28].

In these words, two things are presented and provided to us together, 
namely, a pledge and a sign: The words belong in the ears, and the signs 
belong in the mouth. Much more depends on the words or the promise than 
on the signs, for we can dispense with the signs, but we cannot do without 
the words. For faith cannot exist without the Word of God [cf. Rom. 10:17]. 
The promise and the signs were given to serve us as a bond and safeguard, 
a consolation and sure confidence of our salvation. In the same way, when 
one man wants to reassure | another, he gives him a charter with his seal on 
it as an assurance. Our Lord Jesus Christ here does the same thing for us: in 
order that we may always be sure and unafraid of sin, death, devil, and hell, 
He places His body and blood before us, against which death, sin, devil, and 
hell are powerless, and these shall stand for us.9 Let us then see who will hurt 
us or what may harm us, if we only believe it.

He gives to us both His words and the signs because His words serve as 
His charter to us while His signs serve as the seal or its impression. [He does 

5 The decree Omnis utriusque sexus of the Fourth Lateran Council (1215) obliged all 
Christians to make confession and receive the Eucharist at least once a year. Confession was to 
be made in Lent so that the people could commune on Easter. See Denzinger, no. 437, p. 173.

6 See below, p. 11 n. 11.
7 Das hauptstuck des Ewygenn vnnd newen testaments/ von dem hochwyrdigenn Sacrament 

beyder gestalt/ fleysch vnd blut Christi/ zeichen vnd zcusag/ die er vns ynn den selben gethan 
hat. Gepredigt an grunen Dornstag zu Wittemberg durch D. Martinum Luther ([Erfurt: Matthes 
Maler 1522]) [VD16 L4818–4819, 4817, 4820–4830; Benzing 1328–1340]. The case for the 
priority of the Erfurt printing is made in the introduction by Paul Pietsch, WA 10/3:lxxxix–xc.

8 Aland 657 (Pr 200).
9 fur uns, or “before us.”
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this] so that we should never doubt, but rather that our faith may be strength-
ened, our hope confirmed, and our love become all the more fervent. Yet this 
only takes place once we have become so, and we then approach and receive 
the corresponding sign so that this faith may be confirmed and strength-
ened. Therefore, if anyone wishes to come to this venerable Sacrament, let 
him be sure to bring these words with him, so that he believes that the body 
of Christ is given for him and that His blood is shed for him—or else it will 
be harmful for him to receive the Sacrament [cf. 1 Cor. 11:29].

For this reason, I said that one should pay greater attention to the words 
than to the sign. Therefore, one should also be busy with, teach, preach, and 
deal with the words more than the sign. We must never cease to treasure 
the comforting promise, but should be mindful of it in every trouble, most 
especially at the time of death, so that we can say:

“I believe that Christ gave His body and blood for my sin, in order that 
neither devil nor death can harm me, for He said, ‘Take, this is My body, 
given for you, and this is My blood, shed for you for the forgiveness of sins’ 
[Luke 22:19; Matt. 26:27–28]. Those are His words, and I depend on them. 
Furthermore, He confirmed these words of His when He then died; and 
as a sign for us, and as a confirmation of His words, He gave me His body 
and blood. This is my comfort. Therefore, I will receive His flesh and blood 
in order that I may be certain about these things and that my faith may be 
strengthened.”

Whoever believes this may consider devil, death, hell, and whatever else 
may subject a man to tribulation to be totally abolished. It is faith that brings 
it all about.

| We also see here that Christ instituted both forms, that is, both body 
and blood. So if the Papists were to ask me: “Surely both forms were given 
only to the priests?” you should say, “No.” If they say, “So did He give them to 
the laity?” you should also say, “No.” “So to whom did He give them then?” 
You should say this: “He gave them neither to the priests nor to the laity, 
but to His Christians.” For this sect did not exist among the Christians, but 
the Papists established it themselves. They will not prove on the basis of 
Scripture that Christ consecrated the apostles as priests, for this is just a 
dream without any scriptural proof or basis.

The Gospel is to be preached throughout the whole world. Where does 
the problem lie? Not with the Gospel, which is correct and true, useful and 
profitable for salvation. Rather, the problem is that there are not enough 
people competent to do this. When such people are absent, it is better to 
remain silent than to preach, if the preaching is false and shameful. The 
same is true here; the Sacrament and the prescribed usage are proper and 
good, but where are the people who are competent to begin and carry it on? 
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Sermon on St. Anthony, on Spiritual Joy

(Sunday after Easter)  
Composed for the Hospital Brothers of St. Anthony  

in Lichtenberg  
April 27, 1522

Translated by Carl P. E. Springer

From April 25 to May 6, 1522, Luther visited and preached in Borna, 
Altenburg, Zwickau, and Torgau.1 Some time before this, therefore, 
he must have been requested to write a sermon for the Hospital 
Brothers of St. Anthony (the Antonites) in Lichtenberg near Prettin, 
some 40 kilometers southeast of Wittenberg along the Elbe River. The 
Hospital Brothers of St. Anthony, founded in the eleventh century but 
named after Anthony of Egypt (ca. 251–356), established and main-
tained hospitals especially for the treatment of “St. Anthony’s fire” 
(ergotism or erysipelas). They customarily wore black robes with a 
blue Tau-shaped cross.2

Luther had several ties to the Antonites in Lichtenberg. Their 
preceptor (equivalent to an abbot) at the time was Dr. Wolfgang 
Reissenbusch (1480–1540), who served also as the chancellor of the 
University of Wittenberg.3 Luther had met with Karl von Miltitz 4 at 

1 See Brecht 2:67.
2 This religious order would later be included in the critical, and often mocking, Papacy 

with Its Members, Depicted and Described, which Luther had published with his own preface 
and an afterword in 1526: see LW 59:138–49, and especially p. 143.

3 “Wolfgang Reisenbusch (GND: 132626756),” in Repertorium Academicum Germanicum, 
http://www.rag-online.org/pnd/132626756.

4 Karl von Miltitz (ca. 1490–1529) was a Saxon nobleman, a canon of Mainz, Trier, and 
Meissen, and from 1514 a junior member of the Roman Curia. He was sent as papal nuncio in 
1518 to bring the Golden Rose to Frederick the Wise, to interview Luther, and to investigate 
charges against Johann Tetzel (1465–1519). See Peter G. Bietenholz and Thomas B. Deutscher, 
eds., Contemporaries of Erasmus: A Biographical Register of the Renaissance and Reformation 
(Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 1985–87), 2:444–45.
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this house of the Antonites in Lichtenberg on October 12, 1520, to 
discuss the recent publication of The Babylonian Captivity of the 
Church.5 Later, in 1525, Luther wrote an open letter encouraging 
Reissenbusch to marry, advice which the latter promptly followed.6

The occasion for this sermon was the festival of the consecration 
of their church, occurring that year on Quasimodogeniti Sunday (the 
First Sunday of Easter). Luther’s sermon proclaimed spiritual joy as 
opposed to carnal joy, following the examples of the saints, especially 
St. Anthony. The preface to the reader notes that at that time only 
St. Anthony’s order had retained the ancient charitable love of caring 
for the poor. Throughout the rest of his career, Luther repeatedly cited 
stories about St. Anthony, usually (though not always) as a positive 
example for his hearers and readers.7

The Latin text of the sermon was printed without indication 
of the publisher in 1522. A German version of the sermon fol-
lowed the next year, but with the date printed again as 1522; once 
again, no publisher was indicated.8 A note at the beginning of the 
Latin text says that Luther gave this sermon on Quasimodogeniti 
at the request of Duke Frederick the Wise (r. 1486–1525) and 
“Dr. Reysenbach,” preceptor in Lichtenberg, on St. Anthony, since 
the festival of the consecration of their church was being held there 
on that day.9 Luther, however, could not have given the sermon in 

5 See Luther to Georg Spalatin, October 30, 1520, LW 48:181–83, reporting on the meeting 
with Miltitz.

6 Eine christliche Schrift an H. Wolfgang Reißenbusch . . . sich in den ehelichen Stand zu 
begeben (1525), WA 18:275–78 (Smith, Luther’s Correspondence, 2:299–302; LCC 18:272–74). 
Cf. LW 49:103 n. 2.

7 On Luther’s later attitude toward Anthony, see, e.g., Lectures on Genesis (1535–45/1544–54), 
LW 2:355; 4:56–57. Georg Major’s (1502–74) Lives of the Fathers, which Luther recommended 
strongly (see preface to Major, Lives of the Fathers [1544], LW 60:315–23; preface to Cruciger’s 
edition of the Summer Postil [1544], 77:9), included 98 pages on St. Anthony: Georg Major, 
Vitae Patrum, in Vsum ministrorum verbi, quo ad eius fieri potuit repurgatae (Wittenberg: Peter 
Seitz, 1544), fols. 83v–132v [VD16 M2205]. See also Ernst Schäfer, Luther als Kirchenhistoriker 
(Gütersloh: C. Bertelsmann, 1897), pp. 424–26.

8 Sermo de sancto Anthonio Heremita Domini Doctoris Martini Lutheri. in quo omnia sanc-
torum exempla. que vtiliora sunt facilime deprehendes ([Bamberg: Georg Erlinger, or Coburg: 
Aegidius Fellenfürst,] 1522) [VD16 L6016; Benzing 1341–1342]; Ain Sermon am Sontag 
Quasimodogeniti/ nechst hat der gantz Cristenlich D.M.L. Der Euangelischen warhait ain 
erheber zu gefallen Hertzog Fridrichen vnd D. Reichßenbachs Preceptors zů Liechtenberg dise 
Sermon gethon/ von. S. Anthonien/ dann des selbentags da selbst kirchweyhin was ([Augsburg: 
Melchior Ramminger,] 1522 [1523]) [VD16 L6017].

9 See below, p. 16. On Frederick the Wise, see LW Bio:68 n. 82.
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person on that day since he was preaching in Borna.10 The WA editor 
Paul Pietsch thought it most probable that Luther did not actually 
deliver this sermon but prepared it at the request of the elector and 
of Dr. Reissenbusch (not Reysenbach, as the printed edition says) 
for this Sunday. This hypothesis is supported by a later statement of 
Philip Melanchthon: “Dr. Martin composed a sermon about forty 
years ago, a sermon that was for those in common who were in the 
nearby monastery in Prettin. At that place there were Antonites, for 
whose sake Dr. Martin made the sermon.” 11 The words “our profes-
sion” and “a duty incumbent upon us” regarding St. Anthony make 
it clear that the sermon was supposed to be read by an Antonite, not 
by Luther, who still lived as an Augustinian friar.12 The Latin style 
of the sermon is unusual for Luther and bears the marks of being a 
translation from a German original.13

The translation is based on the 1522 Latin printing as edited in 
WA 10/3:80–85.14

Greetings to the reader!
There is no one at all who is unaware of the abuse into which the entire monkish 

crowd has gone, so that all the customs and practices of the early church, which at 
first were for the common good, have been reduced to private use in such a way 
that everyone in their zeal for greed claimed for their own use that which is to be 
shared by all. For in the early church, boys would be instructed in the Christian faith 
and supported there throughout their adolescence with food provided them by the 
community. When they reached adulthood, they married in due course (as we learn 
from the reports of the ancient historians), lest, going astray hither and yon (as does 
happen), they should run around with too much free time and unseemly leisure, 
devoting themselves in this way to frivolity, which provides so great an occasion for 
lust. Later on, when their elders, who had been put in charge of this duty and who 
used the goods of the church to cover these expenses, saw fit, they transformed this 
pious practice into a private and pharisaical matter and stopped helping the poor 

10 The sermons he delivered in Borna are edited in WA 10/3:86–99 (Aland 685). For other 
theories of the dating of this sermon, see the comments of Paul Pietsch in WA 10/3:xcii.

11 Melanchthon, Ex concione Mathaei 5. De beatitudinibus (CR 25:781). On Melanchthon 
(1497–1560), Luther’s younger colleague at the University of Wittenberg and fellow reformer, 
see LW Bio:xxxix–xl; Heinz Scheible, “Melanchthon, Philipp,” OER 3:41–45.

12 See below, p. 17. See Brecht 2:95 on life in the Augustinian cloister during this time. 
Luther first appeared in secular clothing in public on October 9, 1524.

13 See the comments of Paul Pietsch, WA 10/3:xciii.
14 Aland 31 (Pr 202).
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altogether; to this we trace the origin of the whole band of hooded ones.15 This is 
how it has gotten to the point that charitable love is quite openly resisted.

No spark of the old charitable love still burns as it once did nor appears to offer 
a show of piety or a pretext of religion in any of the religious orders, except in that 
one order named after the Reverend Father St. Anthony. In this order, all who have 
experienced the flame of compassion (as it is called) are taken care of their whole 
life long, provided clothing and food free of charge, out of Christian piety, with no 
regard to the repayment of expenses. It is for this reason that every year money col-
lectors gather alms in Anthony’s name throughout certain towns and vicinities in 
practically all of Christendom, for the support of the poor, which is a well-known 
fact. Farewell!

| Jesus
On Quasimodogeniti Sunday, the most Christian Doctor Martin Luther, the 
restorer of the truth of the Gospel, preached this sermon about St. Anthony 
at the gracious bidding of Prince Frederick and the Lord Doctor Reysenbach, 
preceptor in Lichtenberg, because it was Anthony’s dedicatory feast day.

“Be glad in the Lord and rejoice, you righteous” (Psalm 31 [32:11]). 
“The righteous rejoice before God” (Psalm 67 [68:3]). “Rejoice, you righ-
teous, in the Lord” (Psalm 32 [33:1]). In Hebrews, chapter 11 [:4–40], where 
he sets forth many examples of the fathers, Paul teaches that the lives of 
the saints are to be proclaimed to the people for the purpose of arousing 
faith in God. Similarly, Christ says in Matthew 22 [:4] to those invited to the 
wedding feast: “My bulls and fat calves have been killed,” meaning the holy 
fathers, for preaching faith and morals to the Gentiles. In his Confessions,16 
Augustine confesses that he was converted by hearing the examples set by 
the saints, and he adduces that well-known passage from Psalm 119 [120:4]: 
“The sharp arrows of a powerful man, with devastating coals.” They dev-
astate all impiety. This means the Word of God along with the examples 
of the saints. With the first, indeed, evil desires are devastated, and sinners 
are boldly converted. Those examples of the saints are more useful because 
more is taught about faith than about works and miracles. For faith comes 
first and is necessary for works, but works are often able to be done without 
faith. In fact, Christ predicted in Matthew 24 [:24] that men would come 
who would perform wonders and signs to lead people into error—even, if 
it were possible, the elect. We must put our trust in no works or miracles 
unless they demonstrate and assist faith.

15 I.e., monks.
16 Augustine (354–430), Confessions 9.2 (PL 32:764; CCSL 27:134; WSA 1/1:210; 

NPNF1 1:129).




