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Introduction to Volume 77

THE present volume is the first of the Summer Postil (1544), the sermons 
for Easter through the end of the church year, edited by Caspar 

Cruciger Sr. (1504–48) with Martin Luther’s approval. In combination 
with the final edition of Luther’s Winter Postil (1540, LW 75–76), the whole 
collection came to be known as the Church Postil beginning in 1544.1

Already in 1535 Luther, dissatisfied with Stephan Roth’s (1492–1546) 
edition of the Summer Postil (1526),2 had considered commissioning 
Cruciger to prepare a new and improved edition. On November 27, 1535, 
Luther wrote to Nicolaus Gerbel (ca. 1485–1560) in Strassburg:

Concerning the postil, you have more respect for it than I do. I would like 
the whole book to be destroyed. And this is what I am doing: I am entrust-
ing to Dr. Caspar Cruciger the work of re-editing the whole into a new and 
better form, which would be of benefit to the whole Church everywhere. 
He is the sort of man, unless love deceives me, who will correspond to 
Elisha, if I were Elijah (if one may compare small things with great), a man 
of peace and quiet, to whom I shall commend the church after [I depart]; 
Philip does this too.3

Cruciger was born in 1504 in Leipzig as the son of a well-to-do mer-
chant. In 1519 he attended the disputation between Luther and Johann Eck 
(1486–1543) and was impressed by Luther’s arguments. In the summer of 
1521 Cruciger moved with his parents to Wittenberg and there contin-
ued his studies with Luther and Philip Melanchthon (1497–1560). In 1525 
Cruciger became preacher and rector of St. John’s School in Magdeburg. 
From there he was called back to Wittenberg in 1528 to be a professor of 
theology and a preacher at the Castle Church (All Saints’). He attended the 
Marburg Colloquy (1529), led the reformation of Leipzig (1539), and served 
as a secretary at the Colloquy of Worms (1540).4

1 See LW 75:xiii–xiv.
2 See LW 75:xvii–xxii.
3 WA Br 7:329, no. 2275; cf. Georg Buchwald, “Einleitung zu Crucigers Sommerpostille,” 

WA 22:xi n. 2.
4 Friedrich Wilhelm Bautz, “Cruciger, Kaspar der Ältere,” BBKL 1:1171; Hans-Günter 

Leder, “Luthers Beziehungen zu seinen Wittenberger Freunden,” in Leben und Werk Martin 
Luthers von 1526 bis 1546: Festgabe zu seinem 500. Gerburtstag, ed. Helmut Junghans 
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From the time he returned to Wittenberg in 1528, Cruciger quickly 
proved his value to the Wittenberg Reformation as a translator and editor of 
Luther’s writings and as a stenographer of his sermons and lectures. Among 
other projects, Cruciger helped in editing Luther’s sermons on 1 and 2 Peter 
and Jude (1523–24) and in preparing the Genesis sermons of 1523–24 for 
their 1527 publication in Latin.5 He assisted Luther in editing his 1528 cat-
echetical sermons in the Large Catechism (1529) and crafted Luther’s 1528 
sermons on John 17 into a unified commentary on the chapter (1530).6 
He likewise edited Luther’s sermons on Ephesians 6 (1531/1533), 1 John 4 
(1532/1533), 1 Timothy 1 (1532/1533), 1 Corinthians 15 (1532–33/1534), 
Psalm 65 (1534), On Holy Baptism (1534/1535), Psalm 110 (1535/1539), 
John 14–16 (1537/1538), and Luther’s writing On the Last Words of David 
(posthumous, 1549).7 Cruciger may also have been the editor of Luther’s 
published commentary on the Sermon on the Mount (1530–32/1532).8 
Finally, he assisted with the revision of the German Bible and served as an 
editor for the Wittenberg edition of Luther’s writings (1539–48).9

In addition to his cooperation with Luther, Cruciger was also closely 
associated with Melanchthon, to such an extent that his own original works 
have sometimes been overlooked because succeeding generations ascribed 
many of them to Melanchthon.10 On the other hand, it was while lecturing 
from notes prepared by Melanchthon that Cruciger found himself in 1536 
caught at the center of a theological disagreement with Conrad Cordatus 
(1480–1546) on whether good works should be considered a necessary 
condition—causa sine qua non—of justification, a position which Luther 
rejected both privately and in public disputations.11 Nevertheless, the 

(Göttingen: Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht, 1983), 1:436–38; Gerhard Ebeling, Evangelische 
Evangelienauslegung: Eine Untersuchung zu Luthers Hermeneutik, 3rd. ed. (Tübingen: Mohr 
Siebeck, 1991), p. 35.

 5 On Cruciger’s early editorial work for Luther, see WA 12:249 and 14:2 (sermons on 1 and 
2 Peter and Jude, LW 30:1–215); WA 24:xvi and 28:34 (sermons on Genesis, WA 24:1–710).

 6 See WA 30/1:490; LW 69:3–119.
 7 WA 34/2:360–406 (LW 79); WA 36:416–77 (LW 78); LW 51:257–87; LW 28:57–213, see 

WA 36:xxxiii; WA 37:425–50, see WA 31/1:461, WA 37:xxxv; WA 37:627–72 (LW 57); LW 
13:225–348, see WA 41:xx; LW 24:ix–x, 1–422; LW 15:265–352, see WA 54:21.

 8 LW 21:3–294, see WA 32:lxxvi.
 9 WA DB 3:xiii–xxix; WA 60:465–66.
10 The error of attribution is corrected by Timothy J. Wengert, “Caspar Cruciger, 1504–1548: 

The Case of the Disappearing Reformer,” Sixteenth Century Journal 20, no. 3 (Autumn 1989): 
417–41.

11 Timothy Wengert, Law and Gospel: Philip Melanchthon’s Debate with John Agricola 
of Eisleben over Poenitentia (Grand Rapids: Baker, 1997), pp. 206–10; Luther, Disputation 
concerning Justification (1536), LW 34:174 (WA 39/1:104–5); Disputation for Palladius and 
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conflict did not permanently disrupt relations among the Wittenberg theo-
logians. Cruciger subscribed Luther’s Smalcald Articles in 1537,12 and Luther 
continued to employ Cruciger as an editor of his own published work.

From the beginning of their association, Luther had put his full trust in 
Cruciger’s editorial decisions13 and regarded his talents highly. For example: 
on November 24, 1532, Luther preached in Wörlitz; Cruciger attended the 
sermon, took notes, and later edited the notes for publication.14 In January 
of the next year, Cordatus—who would be Cruciger’s principal critic in the 
debates of 1536–37—recorded Luther’s pleasure with Cruciger’s work:

Dr. M. L. preached on 1 Timothy 1 in Wörlitz before the princes of 
Anhalt and the younger margrave, and later it was published. Master Veit 
[Dietrich] asked Luther about it: Did he previously think out the individ-
ual parts of that sermon? For it has the best exhortation to the highest 
worship of God’s Word; those who previously could hear Masses, why 
could they not go on using this true worship every day? See the foreword 
there.15 Luther responded that he did not think out the individual parts, 
but only the main point [statum],16 namely, he began an exhortation to 
the highest worship of God, hearing His Word, but while speaking, such 
things occurred to him. For if he had previously thought out the individ-
ual parts, he would have made a sermon out of each part. He would not 
have gone through them so briefly. Then, while reading that sermon, he 
was amazed that he had spoken in that way, and he praised the talents 
of Caspar Cruciger, who was able to take up [Luther’s] words and way of 
speaking. He said: “I think he made it better than I preached it. When I 
preached that sermon, there were not ten peasants in the church, besides 
the three princes and the courtiers.”17

Johann Mathesius (1504–65) noted Luther’s regard for Cruciger’s edito-
rial work on another book, Luther’s sermons on John 14–17:18

The Herr Doctor often took this book to church with him and liked to read 
in it. As I and others heard from his own mouth at table, this was the best 

Tilemann (1537), WA 39/1:227–29 (LW 72); Circular Disputation on the Wedding Garment 
(1537), WA 39/1:264-65 (LW 72).

12 Wengert, “Caspar Cruciger,” p. 433; Leder, “Luthers Beziehungen,” 1:437; Carl Meusel, 
ed., “Cruciger, Caspar,” in Kirchliches Handlexikon (Leipzig: Naumann, 1889), 2:50–51.

13 Ebeling, Evangelische Evangelienauslegung, p. 35; Buchwald, “Einleitung zu Crucigers 
Sommerpostille,” WA 22:xiv.

14 Sermon on the Sum of the Christian Life (1532), LW 51:257–87.
15 LW 51:260–65.
16 This word was explained in Johann Aurifaber’s (1519–75) edition of Luther’s Table Talk 

as “the main point, on which the summary of the whole sermon stands” (WA TR 3:43.8).
17 Table Talk no. 2869b (1533), WA TR 3:42.
18 LW 24; 69:3–119.
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book he had written, “though I did not write it,” he said, “but Dr. Caspar 
Cruciger showed his deep understanding and great diligence in [editing] 
it. After the [translation of the] Holy Bible, this should be [esteemed as] my 
most worthy and precious book.”19

On November 6, 1539, Luther wrote to Elector John Frederick 
(r. 1532–47), giving his advice not to release Cruciger to take a call to Leipzig:

And we also know that he can be much more useful here where the crowd 
is, which will not be in Leipzig for a long time yet. And this school now, by 
God’s grace, has educated and still educates them for all lands. Leipzig will 
not be able to imitate this very soon. So we think that Dr. Caspar cannot 
do as much good in Leipzig as here in Wittenberg. It would be a shame if 
he had to omit much here and accomplish little there. A little branch can 
surely do it at Leipzig rather than the sort of beam that cannot be removed 
so completely from this school, especially since Dr. Caspar is excellent at 
lecturing in theology. I have committed things to him after my death. So it 
is my humble plea, since it all depends on Your Electoral Grace’s approval, 
that Your Electoral Grace would not allow Dr. Caspar to depart from 
Wittenberg. Who knows what God will do in the near future?20

The next year Mathesius recorded two table talks in which Luther 
praised Cruciger’s learning: “Doctor Cruciger was always more learned than 
Agricola.21 He is a remarkable theologian.”22 On another occasion, someone 
asked Luther: “In the future life will the glory of the saints be all the same? 
The doctor said: ‘The Scholastics distinguished between the essential gift 
and the accidental gift—the same salvation, various gifts—as it also happens 

19 Johann Mathesius, Historien von des Ehrwirdigen in Gott Seligen thewren Manns Gottes, 
Doctoris Martini Luthers, anfang, lehr, leben, und sterben (Nürnberg: Johann von Berg, 1566), 
in Georg Loesche, ed., Johannes Mathesius: Ausgewählte Werke (Prag: Calve, 1898), 3:262, as 
translated by Christopher Boyd Brown (LW 69:8). Luther could count several of his writings as 
his “best book,” including the Small Catechism and Bondage of the Will (Ebeling, Evangelische 
Evangelienauslegung, p. 36 n. 72).

20 WA Br 8:587, no. 3400.
21 Luther’s longtime associate Johann Agricola (ca. 1492–1566) of Eisleben lived and taught 

in Wittenberg from 1536 to 1540. He broke with Luther and the other Wittenberg reformers 
concerning the place of the Law in the life of the Christian. See Against the Antinomians (1539), 
LW 47:99–119; Antinomian Disputations (1537–40), WA 39/1:345–47, 342–584; 39/2:124–44 
(LW 73); Lectures on Genesis (1535–45/1544–54), LW 3:281–82, 314. For an overview of the 
tensions between Agricola and Luther regarding the use of the Law during these years, see 
Gustav Kawerau, Johann Agricola von Eisleben: Ein Beitrag zur Reformationsgeschichte (Berlin: 
Wilhelm Hertz, 1881), pp. 168–208; Joachim Rogge, Johann Agricolas Lutherverständnis: 
Unter besonderer Berücksichtigung des Antinomismus (Berlin: Evangelische Verlagsanstalt, 
1960), pp. 132–210.

22 Table Talk no. 4912 (1540), WA TR 4:577.
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now. For Cruciger has more gifts than Eisleben,23 and one has more than the 
other.”24

We do not know when Luther commissioned Cruciger to edit the 
Summer Postil, but from anecdotal evidence in his correspondence, work 
must have begun prior to May 1539 because for the next several years 
Cruciger was primarily absent from Wittenberg—at Leipzig, Smalcald, 
Hagenau, Worms, and Regensburg.25 On March 1, 1541, Cruciger wrote to 
Justus Menius (1499–1558): “I was supposed to be finishing the postils. The 
booksellers are demanding this with reviling. But the work, begun nearly 
two years ago, is being interrupted.”26 In the same letter he wrote: “Oh, that 
I could deal with my own matters at home, at least for a little while! In this 
I might hope to be of use also to others.”27 From Regensburg he wrote to 
Johann Bugenhagen (1485–1558) on May 19, 1541: “I am writing to [our] 
prince, asking him to permit me to return to you [vos] . . . . If you [vos], too, 
are able, please help with this. I have many very grave reasons, and especially 
that I may be able to continue what I began writing, namely, the Doctor’s 
postil sermons which, not without irritation, our booksellers have been 
demanding and awaiting for a long time.”28 Luther’s revision of the Winter 
Postil had been published in 1540, and on July 16, 1541, Luther apparently 
had given up hope that Cruciger would be able to finish the work on the 
Summer Postil. Writing to Justus Jonas (1493–1555), Luther said, “I shall 
now, if God wills, prepare myself to finish writing the postils.”29

Indeed, Luther did begin work on the Summer Postil. The Easter Epistle 
sermon comes directly from him.30 Cruciger edited the Easter Gospel sermon 
because it had already been adapted by Aurifaber and published in 1538.31 
Luther then wrote the Epistle and Gospel sermons for Easter Monday, but 
Cruciger added an adaptation of another of Luther’s sermons to the latter.32 
For the sermons that Luther wrote directly, he used no sermon notes, and 

23 I.e., Agricola; see above, p. xvi n. 21.
24 Table Talk no. 5233 (1540), WA TR 5:20.
25 Buchwald, “Einleitung zu Crucigers Sommerpostille,” WA 22:xi.
26 CR 4:112, quoted by Buchwald (“Einleitung zu Crucigers Sommerpostille,” WA 22:xi). 

Read convicio with CR instead of the WA’s concilio.
27 CR 4:111–12.
28 CR 4:305, cited by Buchwald (“Einleitung zu Crucigers Sommerpostille,” WA 22:xii).
29 WA Br 9:475.53–54, no. 3645. Cf. Buchwald, “Einleitung zu Crucigers Sommerpostille,” 

WA 22:xii.
30 See below, pp. 12–21.
31 See below, p. 22 n. 1.
32 See below, p. 56 n. 9.
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his direct cooperation ceased after these specific sermons. The remainder of 
Cruciger’s editorial work was based on Luther’s recorded sermons.33

Cruciger did not always find the work on Luther’s sermons easy. On 
January 26, 1543, he wrote to Veit Dietrich (1506–49, the editor of Luther’s 
1544 House Postil):

Regarding the house sermons of Dr. Luther, I said to our Georg34 that it 
pleases me and seems that it would be useful to publish brief [sermons], 
fit for the people’s comprehension, which could be recited by the more 
unlearned pastors even from the book [vel de scripto]. The [sermons] on 
which I am now [working] are more wordy and at times are entire explana-
tions, for I am gathering from several and adding some that have already 
been published. Some of these were taken from you. These perhaps will 
be useful to average people if they are studious, even if I am dissatisfied in 
this work. If nothing else, at least the excessive abundance of words should 
be reprehended.35

Cruciger’s letter indicates his rather free approach to the sources, a 
methodology that does not correspond to modern historical principles of 
editing. In addition to replacing many of the Gospel sermons selected by 
Roth for his 1526 edition of the Summer Postil, Cruciger provided Epistle 
sermons for the summer half of the church year for the first time and added 
his own introductions and conclusions. Whereas Roth’s edition presented 
the contents of stenographic notes of Luther’s preached sermons with little 
emendation, Cruciger’s edition shaped his sources into a uniform whole, 
omitted historical details and passing references, and thus made Luther’s 
sermons less specific to particular historical contexts and more suitable as 
explanation of the biblical texts for a broad readership.36 Cruciger’s meth-
odology can be seen by comparing the postil sermons with Rörer’s notes, 
where they are extant. Due to his combination of several different preached 
sermons to create a postil sermon, Cruciger’s manuscript sources cannot 
always be identified.37 Although Cruciger made use of the notes on Luther’s 

33 Cruciger’s editing begins below at p. 51 (see n. 6 there). See also Buchwald, “Einleitung 
zu Crucigers Sommerpostille,” WA 22:xii; Brecht 3:251.

34 Probably Georg Rörer (1492–1557). See the comments of Christopher Boyd Brown, LW 
58:xxv–xxvii.

35 Theodor Kolde, ed., Analecta Lutherana: Briefe und Actenstücke zur Geschichte Luthers 
(Gotha: Friedrich Andreas Perthes, 1883), p. 387, cited in Buchwald, “Einleitung zu Crucigers 
Sommerpostille,” WA 22:xiv.

36 Buchwald, “Einleitung zu Crucigers Sommerpostille,” WA 22:xviii.
37 E.g., below, sermon for Sunday after Ascension on John 15:26–16:4, pp. 311–24; sermon 

for Pentecost on John 14:23–31, pp. 331–63; sermon for Pentecost Monday on John 3:16–21, 
pp. 365–81; sermon for Pentecost Tuesday on John 10:1–10, pp. 383–92.
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sermons taken by Rörer and Dietrich, he certainly had some notes of his 
own, which are no longer extant.38

Cruciger’s talents consisted not so much in exact printed reproduction 
of stenographic notes as in his ability to understand the content of Luther’s 
speech and compose it again in such a way that Luther considered it better 
than his spoken word. In fact, Luther explicitly approved of Cruciger’s 
normal editorial decisions, even when they strayed rather far from the notes 
of what Luther had actually preached.39 In support of Cruciger’s edition of 
the Summer Postil (1544), Luther provided an ample preface to the work, 
addressing preachers of the Gospel. He writes that God has blessed Germans 
by providing His Word in the German language, the preaching of the cat-
echism, the Sacraments, the Keys, and instruction in godly vocations and 
estates—all of which stands in stark contrast to the blindness they experi-
enced under the papacy. Luther continues:

Beyond that, we have the postils, and especially this one, which my lord 
and good friend Dr. Caspar Cruciger has improved and expanded. In it 
the Epistles and Gospels through the year have been clearly and pleasantly 
prepared and, as I may say, “pre-chewed,” as a mother chews the porridge 
before giving it to her baby.40

Cruciger’s edition of the Summer Postil quickly established itself as the 
standard. The 1577 Formula of Concord, incorporated in the 1580 Book of 
Concord, refers readers to the Church Postil twice: FC SD V 11–12 quotes the 
Gospel sermon for the Fifth Sunday after Trinity, and FC SD VI 9 refers to 
the Epistle sermon for the Nineteenth Sunday after Trinity. Both of these are 
references to Cruciger’s edition of the Summer Postil,41 not to Roth’s, indicat-
ing that the fathers of the Formula of Concord considered Cruciger’s edition 
to be the standard edition of the Summer Postil.

Cruciger’s edition has been castigated at times. In 1700 Philipp Jacob 
Spener (1635–1705) argued that while Cruciger was a loyal and trustworthy 
colleague whom Luther approved, his editorial work changed too much and 
did not present Luther’s very words; moreover, Luther himself probably had 

38 Cruciger had taken notes on Luther’s Galatians and Genesis lectures previously. 
Buchwald, “Einleitung zu Crucigers Sommerpostille,” WA 22:xviii; see also WA 41:363.28–29, 
532.22 regarding his notes on Luther’s sermons. For a more detailed examination of Cruciger’s 
revisions and adaptations, see Buchwald, “Einleitung zu Crucigers Sommerpostille,” WA 
22:xvii–xix.

39 Buchwald, “Einleitung zu Crucigers Sommerpostille,” WA 22:xvi.
40 See below, Luther’s preface to Cruciger’s 1544 edition of the Summer Postil, p. 7.
41 The texts are found in WA 22:87.3–18 (Lenker 4:158–59, paragraph 43 [LW 78]) and WA 

22:311–22 (Lenker 8:304–16 [LW 79]) respectively. Roth’s edition of the Summer Postil did not 
include Epistle sermons.
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not reviewed Cruciger’s work.42 The editors of the St. Louis edition of Luther’s 
works claimed that Cruciger had mollified Luther’s powerful speech, watered 
it down, amplified Luther’s short, pithy thoughts according to his own whim, 
and corrected Luther in both fitting and unfitting places.43 According to 
Gerhard Ebeling, even though Luther claimed Cruciger’s edition as his own 
work, one cannot find “authentic source material” here.44 This line of argu-
ment views Roth’s edition of the Summer Postil as superior to Cruciger’s.

However, Luther’s desire and intention had never been to present to 
the reading public a literal transcript of his pulpit utterances. From the 
beginning, Luther’s work on the postils had been an effort to write model 
sermons for publication, not to disseminate copies of sermons that Luther 
had actually delivered from the pulpit.45 Therefore, while Luther disap-
proved of Roth’s slavishly exact publication of his sermons, he was fully sat-
isfied with Cruciger’s revisions and acknowledged the latter’s work as his 
own. Luther saw in Cruciger someone who understood how to commu-
nicate his thoughts faithfully without being bound to his extemporaneous 
homiletical word choice.46 That is to say, Roth catches better what Luther 
said; Cruciger catches better what Luther meant to say.47 Of course, in most 
cases one can now read the stenographic notes themselves as edited in the 
Weimar edition, obviating the necessity for Roth’s edition except where the 
notes have not survived. Moreover, Luther’s postils were so widespread that 
they were a primary means by which sixteenth-century people encountered 
Luther’s ideas. While the Summer Postil may not satisfy scholars in search 
of Luther’s very words, taken together with the Winter Postil and Dietrich’s 
edition of the House Postil, it does provide current readers with a window 
into how Luther’s theology was received in history.48 The editorial history 
of the postils also makes clear that Luther did not work independently. As 
Robert Kolb has noted, “Luther would not have been able to change the 
face and heart of the church in Germany and beyond without his team. He 

42 Buchwald, “Einleitung zu Crucigers Sommerpostille,” WA 22:xxx.
43 StL 11:xvi.
44 Ebeling, Evangelische Evangelienauslegung, p. 35.
45 See LW 75:xiv–xv, xxiv–xxv.
46 Ebeling acknowledges this facet of Cruciger’s editorial work, also with regard to omitting 

allegory, except where Luther included it. Ebeling, Evangelische Evangelienauslegung, p. 85.
47 Ebeling, Evangelische Evangelienauslegung, p. 35; Brecht 3:251; Julius Köstlin, Martin 

Luther: Sein Leben und seine Schriften, 5th ed., ed. Gustav Kawerau (Berlin: Alexander 
Duncker, 1903), 2:586; Buchwald, “Einleitung zu Crucigers Sommerpostille,” WA 22:xvii.

48 John M. Frymire, The Primacy of the Postils: Catholics, Protestants, and the Dissemination 
of Ideas in Early Modern Germany, Studies in Medieval and Reformation Traditions 147 
(Leiden: Brill, 2010), pp. 29–32.
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and his movement were dependent on the collegial academic partnership 
that formed around him from the time of Philip Melanchthon’s arrival in 
Wittenberg.”49

The Summer Postil was published shortly after Christmas 1543 under 
the title Explanation of the Epistles and Gospels from Easter to Advent, by Dr. 
Martin Luther, Prepared Anew, and bearing the date 1544 on the title page, 
since the new year was reckoned as beginning on Christmas Day.50 Cruciger 
added a letter of dedication addressed to Prince George of Anhalt,51 and 
Luther graced it with his own preface.52 Cruciger planned also to work on 
a new edition of the Festival Postil, as is clear from the Epistle sermon for 
Pentecost,53 but the new Festival Postil never came about. As a result, Roth’s 
edition of the Festival Postil continued to be printed and sold.54 As for Roth’s 
other editions, upon the apprearance of the 1540–44 Church Postil, they 
immediately ceased to be printed and were completely replaced by Luther’s 
and Cruciger’s new edition.55

It has been claimed that the text of the 1540–44 Church Postil was 
changed amid the doctrinal struggles in the Lutheran church that arose after 
Luther’s death. Although some changes were made,56 the claim that these 
changes were extensive and based on warring theological interests requires 
proof, which has not yet been provided.57 The claims may have originated 
in Spener’s confusion over the history of the Church Postil. The title page of 
Spener’s 1700 edition of the Church Postil claimed to represent the “three 

49 Robert Kolb, “The Theology of Justus Jonas,” in Justus Jonas (1493–1555) und seine 
Bedeutung für die Wittenberger Reformation, ed. Irene Dingel et al. (Leipzig: Evangelische 
Verlagsanstalt, 2009), p. 103.

50 Auslegung der Episteln vnd Euangelien/ von Ostern bis auff das Aduent. D. Mar. Lut. 
Auffs new zugericht, ed. Caspar Cruciger (Wittemberg [Leipzig]: durch Nicolaum Wolrab, 
1544) [VD16 L5606]; for more editions, see Frymire, Primacy of the Postils, pp. 545–46; WA 
10/1.2:xxi–xxii, xxxvi; the comments of Otto Clemen, WA Br 7:329 n. 5; Köstlin, Martin 
Luther, 2:586. Concerning Luther’s association of the new year with Christmas Day, see Vom 
Himmel hoch (1534/1535), LW 53:291 (LSB 358:15).

51 The authorship of this letter has sometimes been incorrectly ascribed to Melanchthon. 
See Wengert, “Caspar Cruciger,” p. 420. On George of Anhalt, see below, p. 3 n. 2.

52 See below, pp. 7–11.
53 See below, sermon for Pentecost on Acts 2:1–13, p. 325, paragraph 1.
54 Buchwald, “Einleitung zu Crucigers Sommerpostille,” WA 22:xiv; Frymire, Primacy of 

the Postils, pp. 543–44.
55 Frymire, Primacy of the Postils, pp. 542–43, lists printings of Roth’s Summer Postil 

through 1537 and printings of Roth’s Winter Postil through 1535.
56 E.g., see below, second sermon for Easter Tuesday on Acts 13:26–39, pp. 60–69; and 

p. 364 n. 1.
57 W. Köhler in WA 10/1.2:lxxv; StL 11:xvi.
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chief editions” of the postil that appeared during Luther’s lifetime: 1528, 
1532, and 1543 (that is, the 1544 Luther-Cruciger edition). Yet these edi-
tions actually were the only ones that Spener happened to have on hand.58 
The first of his foundational texts presents Luther’s 1525 Winter Postil, and 
the second text presents the same, with the addition of Roth’s 1526 edition 
of the Summer Postil and 1527 edition of the Festival Postil.59 Spener’s third 
text is Luther’s 1540 Winter Postil and Cruciger’s 1544 edition of the Summer 
Postil.60 Not surprisingly, there were barely any variations between Spener’s 
first two texts, aside from the Bible quotations that had been updated to the 
latest version of the German Bible in the second of his basis texts.61 Spener 
was unaware that Luther himself edited the 1540 Winter Postil. He thought 
Cruciger was responsible for it, as well as for the 1544 Summer Postil. But 
Spener thought Cruciger had removed too much of Luther’s “heroic spirit” 
and added too much of his own creation, and in so doing had corrupted 
Luther’s Church Postil.62 Spener’s misapprehension of the history of the 
Church Postil was repeated by Gottfried Arnold ten years later, and then 
passed down to most editions of the Church Postil to the present time.63

Although Cruciger’s textual basis cannot always be determined, the basis 
for this present volume can be readily identified. In LW 75–76 we followed 
the second series of the Erlangen edition (E2) because it presents the 1540 
edition of the Winter Postil. Our version of the Summer Postil is based upon 
the Weimar edition.64 The WA often prints only a critical apparatus, refer-
ring to an early form of the sermon. In these instances, the running headers 
of our volume provide two locations in the Weimar edition (and cross-refer-
ences to E2, StL, and the English version of John Nicholas Lenker (1858–1929) 
can be found in the first footnote for each sermon). We have carefully noted 

58 “. . . bekenne/ sonderlich/ weil itzo keine mehrere editionen beyhanden sind/ als die 
drey 1528. 1532. 1543. daß von der gantzen sache nicht so gründlich nachricht ertheilen kan/ 
als ich selbs wünschete/ und auch andere verlangen möchten” (Spener, Kirchen-Postille/ Das 
ist Auslegung Der Episteln und Evangelien Auf alle Sonntage und Feste Durchs gantze Jahr. D. 
Martini Lutheri. Aus den dreyen zu des sel. Autoris Lebzeiten vorgekommenen vornehmsten 
Editionibus 1528. 1532. 1543. nach langwihrigem Verlangen vieler Christlicher Leute/ also eing-
erichtet/ daß/ was alle solche in sich fassen/ zugleich vor Augen geleget wird. Mit einer Vorrede D. 
Philipp Jacob Speners/ Von der Gnade Gottes durch Lutherum der Kirchen erzeiget/ absonderlich 
von der Kirchen-Postill und dieser Edition [Berlin: Johann Michael Rüdiger, 1700], fol. Dv).

59 VD16 L3956, L3960, L4019, L3987 [?].
60 VD16 L5607 [?], L5608 [?]. On the dating of Cruciger’s Summer Postil, see above, p. xxi 

n. 50.
61 Spener, Kirchen-Postille, fol. [d2]r. WA 22:xxx–xxxi.
62 Spener, Kirchen-Postille, fol. [d2]r.
63 See LW 75:xxvii–xxviii.
64 WA 21:203–551; 22:3–423.
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Cruciger’s sources so that scholars may compare the edited sermons with the 
stenographic notes.65 In some cases the WA editors could not locate the textual 
basis of a sermon. In only one case have we been able to locate what the WA 
editors could not find.66 As with LW 75–76, we have retained the paragraph 
numbers used in StL 11–12 and in Lenker’s version, since they are useful when 
comparing the stages of Luther’s and Cruciger’s editing of the Church Postil. 
In contrast to the sermons revised by Luther himself (in LW 75–76), these 
sermons edited by Cruciger often have no variants. In many cases the only 
changes from an edition printed earlier during Luther’s lifetime is simply the 
updating to the latest version of the German Bible, and so we have not pro-
vided annotations for these situations. Sometimes WA 21–22 lists a printed 
textual basis that Cruciger edited. When the changes were significant, we 
have noted them. However, Cruciger’s extensive adaptions of the stenographic 
notes have rendered annotations on each alteration not only infeasible but 
also practically useless. Next, when preparing the text for the Winter Postil 
(LW 75–76), we sometimes were able to refer to Martin Bucer’s (1491–1551) 
Latin translation to see how a contemporary of Luther understood his diffi-
cult German expressions.67 But this becomes impossible for the Summer Postil 
because Bucer’s translation for these summer sermons was based on Roth’s 
edition of 1526. Our present translation is of the 1544 Cruciger edition of the 
Summer Postil, of which no Latin translation was made.68

Once again, James Langebartels served as assistant editor and transla-
tor for this volume. David Buchs, Christopher Boyd Brown, and Margaret 
Arnold contributed to the annotations as well. Dawn Mirly Weinstock was 
the production editor and brought the volume together. Countless other col-
leagues at Concordia Publishing House contributed to make this volume 
possible. The undersigned translated Luther’s preface and bears responsibil-
ity for any errors in the final form of this volume’s translation and annota-
tions. To God the Most Holy Trinity be all glory.

B. T. G. M.

65 As indicated by WA 22:xx–xxiii, xxviii–xxix.
66 See below, sermon for Sunday after Ascension on 1 Pet. 4:7–11, pp. 305–10, paragraphs 

40–59.
67 Martin Luther, Enarrationes Quas Postillas Vocant In Lectiones Illas quae ex Evangelicis 

historiis, Apostolorum scriptis, atque nonnunquam ex aliis quoque S. Scripturae libris 
desumptae, per universum annum, tam in diebus dominicis, quam festis memoriae Divorum 
sacris ad Missam recitari solitae sunt, trans. Martin Bucer, 2nd ed. (Argentorati [Strassburg]: 
apud Iohannem Hervagium, 1528) [VD16 L5663; Benzing 1149].

68 Frymire (Primacy of the Postils, p. 545) lists Latin translations of Cruciger’s Summer 
Postil (VD16 L5666; VD17 23:631592L, 23:689931M), but these actually are reprints of the 
1528 Strassburg version, in which the summer sermons are from Roth’s edition.



365

Gospel for Pentecost Monday
John 3:16–211

1. This is one of the best and most glorious Gospel readings, charac-
teristic of St. John’s writing, so that it would be worthy of being written in 
golden letters, not on paper but on the heart, if it could be. It really should be 
the daily reading and meditation of every Christian in his prayers, in order 
to intercede for himself, to strengthen his faith, and to awaken his heart to 
invocation. These are words which can make the sorrowful cheerful and the 
dead alive, if only the heart firmly believes them.

2. However, it also teaches about the true chief article of all Christian 
doctrine, which is the glory and freedom of Christians, through which sin, 
Law, God’s wrath, death, and hell are removed from them and abolished 
in Christ. Moreover, all human wisdom, righteousness, and holiness are 
annulled as far as God’s kingdom is concerned. Because He says, “Whoever 
believes in God’s Son will not be lost, but have eternal life” [John 3:16], death, 
the devil, and the fright of the Law must be gone, and our merit and worthi-
ness must add nothing. So the very great, eternal, divine treasure that we 
shall have is set before us: that we will be without fear and fright before the 
frightful judgment and damnation which came over human nature through 
Adam’s fall, and instead have redemption, victory over it, and every good. 
However, this is also offered, given, and presented to us out of pure grace, so 
that it can be received in no other way than through faith.

3. He paints this grace and gift in Christ with brief and yet very excellent 
and rich words in order to magnify it and make it comforting in every cir-
cumstance. Everything at every point—the Giver, the recipient, the gift, the 
fruit, and its benefits—is so unspeakably great that it is only hard to believe 
because of its greatness.

4. However, before we look at that, we want first to hear the reason why 
Christ says this. It is given by the words He speaks: “So that whoever believes 
in Him will not perish” [John 3:16], etc. In this way, He wants to show the 
world the misery and need in which it is stuck, namely, that this is how it is: 
it is altogether lost, and would have to remain eternally lost, if Christ had not 
come with this preaching. All its wisdom, skill, teaching, law, free will, and 

1 This sermon is found in WA 21:479–97 (Aland Po 246; Cruciger’s edition of the Summer 
Postil, 1544). See also E2 12:350–73; StL 11:1092–115, from which: Lenker 3:350–71. The 
textual basis for this sermon cannot be determined (cf. WA 22:xxiii).
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everything it does and undertakes according to this teaching would not help 
at all. All of this is and remains lost with it. From its birth it is in nothing but 
sin, under God’s wrath, in the devil’s kingdom and the power of death, and 
cannot help or free itself from it. It is even so blinded and hardened that it 
would not even know or feel this misery if it was not revealed to it through 
the Word.

5. Christ teaches this further and with more words in the sermon He 
gave to Nicodemus shortly before this text [John 3:11–15], in which He tells 
him simply and clearly that together with all the Jews of his kind, who had 
the Law and applied themselves with great diligence to works and external 
worship (the best in the world at that time), he could not come into heaven 
or see God’s kingdom.2 All of that life and work is still only human; still 
in the old birth from Adam it is nothing but flesh without spirit, that is, 
without true understanding and knowledge of the divine will and without 
true, sincere obedience to God. In short, it cannot turn itself to God, but is 
completely turned away from God. That is why he cannot be freed from sin, 
God’s wrath, and eternal death through the Law.

Therefore, if man is to see God’s kingdom, then there must be a new 
birth and a completely different nature, not like the old one from the flesh, 
but from the Spirit and completely spiritual. For that they need a different 
word and sermon than they heard previously and learned from the Law and 
a different power than human ability.

6. “But,” He says, “if we are to become different people, this must happen 
in such a way that we are first redeemed from the harm of the old birth, that 
is, freed from sin and death. However, because we still have flesh and blood 
and live on earth, the old birth always still remains and cannot be or act dif-
ferently than it is by nature. Even if [the old birth] is put to death, when he 
dies, the man must still be damned because of it. No human being can make 
atonement and take away the wrath and damnation against it, and so no 
one can come to heaven or to God, as He also says, “No one goes to heaven 
except the one who came from heaven” [John 3:13], etc.

Therefore, a different plan had to be found. It could happen in no other 
way than through a person who [came] from heaven full of righteousness, 
innocence, and life, most highly pleasing and acceptable to God. Such a one 
would have to bring that [perfection] down to the human nature, which had 
sin and damnation from its birth, so that it could obtain reconciliation from 
God and redemption from eternal death. Thus it could turn to God, begin 
truly to know, love, and obey Him, and thus have the beginning of the new 

2 See the Church Postil, sermon for Trinity Sunday on John 3:1–15, Lenker 3:421–54 (LW 
78).
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birth, until through death it would be completely cleansed of the remaining 
uncleanness of the old man, and then live eternally without sin.

7. This wrath of God against sin is so great and severe that no creature 
can interpose to make satisfaction or achieve reconciliation. The damna-
tion is so severe and eternal that not even an angel was powerful enough 
to annul [the damnation] and instead restore and give life. Rather, the one 
person, God’s Son Himself, had to take on Himself sin, God’s wrath, and 
death, under which human nature lay, and become the sacrifice for it. Christ 
Himself says about this, right before this Gospel reading, that “the Son of 
Man must be lifted up (just as the serpent was hung up by Moses in the 
wilderness), so that all who believe in Him will not be lost” [John 3:14–15]. 
Here, however, He adds the reason which convinced God that this had to 
happen, saying:

“God so loved the world that He gave His only-begotten Son, so that 
whoever believes in Him would not be lost, but have eternal life.” [John 
3:16]

8. With these words He leads us directly up into the Father’s heart so that 
we would see and know that this is the high, wonderful plan of God, decreed 
from eternity: that we would be helped through this Son. This also had to be 
fulfilled in this way to establish God’s truth, since He had promised it previ-
ously in Scripture. From this we should plainly see and know that God does 
not intend to throw us away and condemn us because of our sins. Rather, 
when we are frightened of God’s wrath because of our sins, He wants us to 
consider this eternal, divine will and fervently believe that we obtain God’s 
eternal grace and eternal life for the sake of this Savior and Mediator.

9. Let us look at what kind of rich, comforting words these are which 
present to us, in every circumstance and all kinds of ways, this great, excel-
lent work of God and His inexpressible treasure, which is offered and given 
to us here. First, the person of the Giver is not a man, an emperor, or a king, 
or even an angel, but the high, eternal Majesty, God Himself, compared to 
whom all people—no matter how rich, powerful, and great they are—are 
nothing but dust and ashes (Isaiah 40 [:6–7]). What more can we say about 
Him? He is incomprehensible, immeasurable, inexhaustible.

10. He is no longer a driver who only demands from us and, as Moses 
calls Him, a consuming and “devouring fire” [Deut. 4:24; 9:3], but a rich, 
gushing, eternal fountain of all grace and gifts. He really should be called 
the true Giver.3 What are all emperors and kings with their gifts, gold, silver, 

3 Gebhart. The name “Gebhart” is formed from the verb geben, “to give,” and, as Luther uses 
it, means one who delights to give (DWB, s.v. “Gebhart” 1). See Dietrich’s edition of the House 



368 LUTHER’S WORKS 77 WA 21:482–83

land, and people compared to Him? Here our hearts should swell and grow 
with desiring, wishing, and expecting what this Lord and God will give. 
It must certainly be something great and excellent, suitable for this high 
Majesty and rich Lord. Everything in heaven and on earth must be small 
and insignificant compared to this Giver and His gifts.

11. Second, what is the reason for His giving, and what moves Him to 
do this? It is nothing other than pure, inexpressible love. He does not give 
out of debt or obligation or because someone had asked or entreated for this. 
Rather, He is moved by His own goodness as a Lord who gladly gives, whose 
desire and joy is to give completely free of charge, without anyone seeking it.

12. Just as there is no greater giver than God, so there is no greater virtue 
(either in God or man) than love. We pawn and spend everything, even 
body and life, for what we love. In comparison, patience, humility, and all 
other virtues are nothing or are included in this one, which is everything. 
When I love someone, I certainly will not be angry with him nor wrong him 
nor quarrel with him nor be insufferable toward him, but I will be ready to 
serve, aid, and help him wherever I see that he needs me. In summary, he has 
me with my body, goods, and all my possessions.

13. Therefore, here again our hearts should grow and become big against 
all sorrow, because such riches of the boundless love of God are set before 
us. He gives them in such a way that they flow from the fatherly heart, and 
thus gush up from the highest virtue, which is the fountain of all goodness. 
This makes the gift valuable and precious, just as the proverb praises the 
person who regards an insignificant gift as valuable and says, “It comes from 
a loving hand.”4 Where there is love and friendship, one does not look so 
much at the gift as at the heart, which brings great importance to the gift. If 
God had given me only one eye, hand, or foot, and I knew that He did this 
out of fatherly love, it would be much dearer to me than many thousand 
worlds. When He gives us the dear Baptism, His Word, Absolution, and the 
Sacrament, they should be our daily paradise and kingdom of heaven, not 
with regard to the gift’s appearance, which is not great before the world, but 
because of the great love from which it was given.

14. Third, look at the gift itself. Without a doubt, it must be something 
excellent and inexpressibly great which such a rich Giver gives us5 out of 
sincere, great love. What does He give? Not great kingdoms, not one or more 
worlds full of silver and gold, not heaven and earth with all that is in them, 

Postil (1544), sermon for Pentecost Monday on John 3:16–21, paragraph 3 (WA 52:326.21–32; 
Loy 2:179 [LW 81]).

4 Cf. Wander 2:300, “Hand” no. 146; perhaps: “It comes from a good heart.”
5 Read uns with E2 12:355 instead of und (WA 21:483.23).
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not the entire creation, but His Son, who is as great as He Himself is. This 
is an eternal, incomprehensible gift (just as the Giver and His love are also 
incomprehensible). It is the fountain and source of all grace, goodness, and 
kindness—yes, the possessions and property of the eternal goods and trea-
sures of God. This is a love not with words but with deeds and in the highest 
degree, proven with the most precious benefit and work that God Himself 
has and can do.

15. What more should or can He do and give? Because He gives the 
Son, what does He retain that He is not giving? By doing this, He even gives 
Himself completely, as Paul says, “If He did not spare His only-begotten 
Son, how shall He not with Him have given us all things?” (Romans 8 [:32]). 
Obviously, everything must have been given with this one who is His only-
begotten, dearest Son, the Heir and Lord of all creation; and all creatures 
must have been subject to us: angels, devils, death, life, heaven and earth, 
sin, righteousness, the present and the future, as again St. Paul says, “All are 
yours, and you are Christ’s, and Christ is God’s” (1 Corinthians 3 [:22–23]), 
for in this Son it is all and all.

16. Fourth, how and in what way is the Son given? Look at what He does 
and suffers! For our sake He becomes a man under the Law, that is, under 
God’s wrath (on account of our sins), and was put to death, even the most 
disgraceful death—lifted up on the wood and hanging in the air, condemned 
(as Christ says just before this [John 3:14]). He had to take on Himself the 
devil’s and all of hell’s rage and fury and contend with them. That means that 
He was offered up in the highest way. Nevertheless, He did all this in such 
a way that He tramples underfoot the devil, sin, death, and hell; He rules 
over them through His resurrection and ascension; He gives us all this to be 
our own, so that we have both Him and all that He did. He gives all of this 
in such a way that He does not count the gift as a reward or merit—nor is 
it loaned, borrowed, or to be repaid—but it is freely given and granted out 
of purely tender grace. The receiver should and can do nothing more than 
open his hand and hold it out and accept whatever is given to him by God—
which he certainly needs—with love and thanksgiving.

17. Fifth, the receiver, to whom this is given, is also depicted here. He 
is, in a word, the “world.” This is, first, a strange and unusual loving and 
giving. This is a very strange antitype: the one loved compared to the one 
loving. How does this love of God for the world make sense? What does He 
find in it that causes Him to pour Himself out so much for it? If it were said 
that He loved the angels, they at least are glorious, noble creatures, worthy 
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of love. But what, on the other hand,6 is the world other than a great mass 
of people who do not fear, trust, or love, praise or thank God, who misuse 
all creatures, slander His name, and despise His Word? Moreover, they are 
disobedient, murderers, adulterers, thieves, scoundrels, liars, betrayers, full 
of unfaithfulness and all evil tricks. In short, they are transgressors of all 
commandments, insubordinate and refractory in every point, adhering to 
God’s enemy, the devil.

To this tender, sweet fruit, this dear and beautiful bride and daughter, 
He gives His dear Son and with Him everything. Yet He would have more 
than enough reason (if He only heard “the world” mentioned) instantly to 
smash her altogether to powder with His thunder and lightning and throw 
her into the abyss of hell. The word “world” sounds exceedingly shameful 
before God, and they are very rarely put together. “God loves the world” 
sounds like two highly contradictory things, almost as if someone said, 
“God loves death and hell and is the friend of His bitter, eternal enemy, the 
accursed devil.”

18. This love is demonstrated beyond measure, and the gift is made 
inexpressibly great, when we compare both the Giver and the one to whom 
it is given. God pours out His heart so very much toward the unlovely, 
hostile figure, whom He really should abandon to only wrath, vengeance, 
and damnation. He pays no attention to the fact that the world is so full of 
despising God, slander, disobedience, and utter ingratitude for all the gifts 
He previously bestowed on it, but swallows at once all its vices and sins. Even 
if the Giver were so great and full of goodness, the great wickedness and 
vices of the world, which are excessive and innumerable and great, ought 
to stop and restrain Him. What man can even count and sufficiently weigh 
his own sin and disobedience? Yet this great love overcomes Him so that 
He takes away from it each and every sin and transgression, so that they 
are forgotten eternally, dead, and gone, and instead He grants His Son and 
everything with Him.

19. Thus this article, for which St. Paul and the doctrine of faith contend, 
is sufficiently and undeniably proven and attested, namely, that we have the 
forgiveness of sins and eternal life without any of our merit and worthiness 
(gratis), out of pure grace, only for the sake of His beloved Son, in whom 
God has loved us so highly that this love takes away and blots out all our sins 
and the world’s sins. With us there is nothing but sin, for which He gives us 
His love and forgiveness. The prophet Isaiah (chapter 40 [:2]) says how the 
Gospel will be preached: “Her sin is forgiven, and she has received double 
from the hand of the Lord for all her sins.”

6 Read hie gegen (i.e., hiegegen) with E2 12:356 instead of sie gegen (WA 21:484.27).
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20. Thus this gift and grace is much greater, more boundless, and 
mightier than all sins on earth, so that the unworthiness of any man and of 
all of them together—even the deserved eternal wrath and damnation—
cannot be so great that the greatness of this love and grace or forgiveness 
does not outweigh and even inundate them in height, depth, breadth, and 
width [Eph. 3:18], as St. Paul says, “Grace abounds more than sin” (Romans 
5 [:20]). Psalm 103 [:11] says, “As high as the heaven is above the earth,” 
so far He takes all our sins away from us. What else can it be than the for-
giveness of sin when He loves the world, while it is still stuck in all its sins, 
abominations, and slander? If He can love the world, which is His enemy 
and slanderer, in such a way and to such an extent that He gives Himself for 
it, how, then, can He be angry with you (if you seek and desire grace) or not 
want to forgive your sins?

21. What heart would not cheerfully expect all good from Him when 
He shows such love that He sent His dear Son to the evil, damnable people 
(that is, the whole world, which is all people), who never did anything good, 
but every hour acted against His Commandments? First of all, they should 
[not] have such great love and unspeakable good as a reward. What did I do 
and live previously in my life in the monastery, when I crucified Christ daily 
for fifteen years and practiced all idolatry! And besides all that with which 
I so highly angered Him, He loved me in such a way that He forgets all my 
evil and reveals to me His Son and Himself with all grace. This can truly be 
called an incredible richness of boundless love.

22. Lord God, how can the world not take to heart such excellent, great 
things? Should we not all be happy at heart here? We have lived to see the 
time when we can hear such things, love and praise this God, and in thanks 
not only gladly serve Him but also gladly suffer everything. Should we not 
even laugh if we have to die for the sake of His Word and obedience, and 
let this maggot sack7 be put to death through fire, sword, and all torment? 
However, thanks to the shameful, abominable unbelief and the great, blind 
darkness (about which Christ Himself later complains)—with which hearts 
are possessed—they are so obstinate and dead that we can hear such things 
and yet not believe!

23. Sixth, we next have the causa finalis,8 [that is,] why and to what 
purpose He does all this, and what His intention is. He obviously gives it 
not so that I can have something to eat and drink from it, or some ordi-
nary worldly benefit, riches, honor, or power. Similarly, He does not want 
to give it as harm or poison, just as He has not given His Word, Baptism, 

7 That is, the body. See above, p. 99 n. 22.
8 See above, p. 167 n. 14.
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and the Sacrament as poison, but so that we should have the highest, best 
benefit from it. He gives them for the purpose (He says) “that man would 
not be lost, but have eternal life” [John 3:16]. What this means is not that I 
would get many golden crowns and kingdoms from it, and yet still have to 
remain in sin and death, but that I would be free from hell and death and not 
lost eternally. What this gift will effect is that hell is obliterated for me, the 
devil is thrown under my feet, and thus my frightened, distressed, deadened 
heart becomes a cheerful, living heart; and, in summary, that I have eternal, 
imperishable life instead of eternal destruction and death.

24. This must certainly follow such an excellently high gift, when the 
Son of God is rightly known and grasped with the heart. Where He is, there 
must also be everything good, conquest over all evil and redemption from 
it, eternal freedom, glory, and joy—not, however, deserved by us. Rather, we 
are delivered by the great, eternal love with which God has mercy on our 
misery and distress and gave His Son. Otherwise, we would have to be and 
remain lost forever, irrespective of all our holiness from works and worship, 
and could never obtain eternal life.

25. Whoever can enlarge his heart has enough reason here to do so. 
What thing more glorious and better could you wish to say to a heart than 
that eternal life has been given and presented to it, so that death will never 
again be seen, and there will be no want, need, sorrow, and temptation 
forever? Rather, it will feel only joy and the full riches of all treasures, and be 
certain that we have a gracious God and that all creatures cheerfully smile 
on us. It can easily be seen from this that God does not have in mind or 
intend to slay and trouble the people, as the devil portrays it to timid hearts 
through the Law and by showing them their unworthiness. Rather, He wants 
to give life, the life that is called “eternal life” and “joy.” He gives His own Son 
as a pledge and token of this. He certainly would not do that if He did not 
love us but wanted to be angry and condemn us.

26. This and similar glorious and comforting passages should really be 
worth more to a Christian than the treasures of all the world, for they are 
the kind of words that no one can thoroughly investigate or exhaust. Yes, if 
they are rightly believed, they would make a good theologian or, even more, 
a strong, cheerful Christian who can speak and teach rightly about Christ, 
judge all other doctrines, advise and comfort anyone, and suffer everything 
that comes his way.

27. However, we must pray that the Holy Spirit would impress this on 
our hearts, and we must daily think this over, so that we fall asleep and wake 
up with these words. Now, however, as we regard them, so they take root, so 
that they cannot produce the fruit they should. Rather, we must bewail the 
world’s ingratitude, which lets [these words] pass by ears and hearts, while 
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it seeks perishable goods, honor, and glory. As a result, it loses this eternal 
treasure, for which it must condemn and curse itself in hell forever.

28. Seventh and last, what is the way by which we are to grasp this trea-
sure and gift, or what is the bag or chest in which we are to put it? It is faith 
alone (as Christ says here, “So that all who believe in Him will not be lost” 
[John 3:16], etc.). Faith opens its hands and pocket and simply lets good be 
done to it. Just as God, the Giver, grants this through His love, so we are the 
receivers through faith, which does nothing except receive the gift. It is not 
our doing, and it cannot be merited through our works. It has already been 
given and offered, but you are to open your mouth—or, rather, your heart—
keep quiet, and be filled [cf. Ps. 81:10]. This can happen in no other way 
than by believing these words, since you hear that He requires faith here, 
which ascribes this treasure completely to it.

29. Here you also see what faith is and means: it is not a mere empty 
thought about Christ, that He was born of the Virgin, suffered, was cruci-
fied, rose, and ascended into heaven. Rather, faith is a heart that includes 
and contains the Son of God in itself, as these words read, and holds with 
certainty that God has offered up His only-begotten Son for us and loved us 
so much that for His sake we shall not be lost but have eternal life.

That is why He plainly says “all who believe in Him” [John 3:16]. This is 
a faith that does not look at its works, nor at the strength and worthiness of 
its faith, nor at what kind of qualitas—a created or infused virtue—lies in its 
heart, about which the blind sophists dream and delude themselves. Rather, 
apart from itself it clings to Christ and includes Him as its own, certain that 
it is loved by God for His sake, not because of its own works, worthiness, or 
merit; for all of that is not the treasure given by God, which is Christ, God’s 
Son, in whom we are to believe.

30. What other benefit would there be in the present or gift—which is 
faith itself—if it were nothing more than an unused tool and if people did 
not look at it and take comfort from what it grasps and contains? This alone 
is what makes it precious, so that people can say, “Faith may be a small and 
insignificant monstrance or box, but in it there is a gem, pearl, or emerald so 
precious that heaven and earth cannot contain it.”

31. Therefore, we teach from Scripture that we are justified and please 
God through faith alone, because it alone grasps and contains this treasure, 
the Son of God. If I weigh and compare this gift and my works with each 
other, then the scales are greatly tipped and overflow, so that all people’s 
holiness is nothing compared to a drop of the blood that He offered up and 
poured out for us, to say nothing about all that He has done and suffered. 
Therefore, I cannot at all rely on my own virtue or worthiness.
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32. Why would we want to boast anymore about our deeds when we 
hear that our situation is such that we would altogether have to be lost 
forever, if this treasure had not been offered up for us? This takes the glory 
away not only from all human works but also from the entire Law of God, 
so that, even if someone has all of it and does it according to his ability, he 
still has not reached the point that he will not be lost. Otherwise, what other 
need would there be for these words: “so that all who believe in Him will 
not be lost,” etc.? Thus He shows that neither Moses nor the holiness of all 
people can redeem them from death or give life. It all depends only on this 
one Son of God.

33. Now you see what great and excellent things are combined in this 
passage. The Giver, who is so great and mighty, the Creator of all creatures, 
not only says, “Good morning,” or kindly smiles at us, but loves us—and 
loves us so heartily that He gives us not only a beggar’s portion of perish-
able goods but also His highest, dearest treasure, His Son, who is also Lord 
of heaven and earth. He shows this love not to His friends, but to those who 
are His enemies, and no creature (with the exception of the devil himself) is 
less worthy of that love. Thus He offers Himself up for them so that they are 
snatched out of death and hell and made certain of eternal life. What greater 
and higher thing could be said or thought, in every point?

34. No matter how great and inexpressible all of this is, it is in com-
parison much greater and more amazing that a human heart can believe all 
of this. It must be a heart that can grasp more than heaven and earth can 
contain. We must see what an excellent, divine power and work faith is. It 
can do what is impossible for nature and all the world and is no less miracu-
lous than all God’s miracles and works, even greater than that God became 
man, born of a virgin (as St. Bernard says).9 The greatness of the things we 
are hearing about are too wide and far from each other to be compared, 
namely, the love of Him who gives and of Him who is given, and the unwor-
thiness of the one given to. Everything is so very large, and the human heart 

9 See Bernard (1090–1153), Sermons on the Eve of the Lord’s Birth 3.7–10 (PL 183:97–100; 
Irene Edmonds, Wendy Mary Beckett, Conrad Greenia, trans., Sermons for Advent and the 
Christmas Season, ed. John Leinenweber [Kalamazoo, MI: Cistercian, 2007], pp. 65–69). 
Bernard speaks of the three miracles of Christmas, to which Luther refers in a Christmas 
sermon from 1520 (WA 7:188–89). The three miracles are (1) that God and man become one 
thing, (2) that Mary was and remained a virgin, and (3) that a human can believe such things. 
Luther agrees with Bernard that while the third miracle is the easiest to believe, nevertheless 
“in it there is the real miracle, that the Virgin Mary believes that these things would happen in 
her. This is so great that we cannot be sufficiently astonished at it” (WA 7:189.4–7). Bernard 
speaks of the three miracles as three “unions”: “God and man,” “mother and virgin,” and “faith 
and the human heart” (Edmonds, Beckett, and Greenia, Sermons for Advent and the Christmas 
Season, p. 67).
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is so very small, narrow, and weak that it must be startled and frightened at 
such greatness.

35. If it was said to me that God had endowed me above all people such 
that I should live on earth several thousand years, have peace and prosper-
ity, and all that my heart desires, then I would say: “That cannot be God’s 
Word! It is too much and too great. Who am I that God should give me such 
things?” How much less does it enter the human heart that God should give 
this treasure, His Son, and with Him eternal life and salvation? Who can 
express how great it is? How precious and noble this merely bodily life is! 
Who would give it up for all the kingdoms, money, and goods on earth? But 
compared to eternal life and treasures, it is much less than a moment. In 
summary, it cannot be imagined, unless we might take away a little from it 
and so consider by comparison the harm and misery which is called “being 
lost forever.”

36. Nevertheless, a Christian must reach the point that he does God 
and the Lord Christ the honor of believing that His Word is the truth and of 
regarding his own unbelief as a liar. Where this happens, the Holy Spirit has 
already begun His power and work of faith, and the heart is so wide open 
that it can take hold of this treasure, which is greater than heaven and earth. 
Even so, this happens in great weakness, and on earth it can never attain to 
perceiving faith as it should, but it always remains in the longing and sighing 
of the Spirit, which is also inexpressible for man himself, so that his heart 
says: “If only that were true!” and “Who could believe it?” etc.

37. Nevertheless, this sighing and spark of faith does so much that God 
counts it as complete faith and says, “As you believe, so may it be to you.” 
Because you believe this, you will surely be saved, for this Word is a power 
and might stronger than all fright of sin and damnation. This gift is so great 
that it swallows sin, death, and hell, just as when a little drop of water falls 
into a glowing oven or when a little spark on a straw falls into the deep 
ocean. If only the heart could remember these words in temptation, then no 
devil or hell could frighten it, and it would cheerfully have to say: “Of what 
will I be afraid? I have God’s Son, given to me by the Father. Of this He gives 
me the Word as witness, which I know is His Word. It will not lie to me, as 
little as He can lie and deceive, even though I, unfortunately, cannot believe 
strongly enough.”

38. “Yes,” you say, “I would gladly believe if I were like St. Peter, Paul, 
and others who are righteous and holy, but I am too great a sinner. Who 
knows whether I am elect?” Answer: Look at the words! Look at how and 
about whom He is speaking: “God so loved the world” and “so that all who 
believe in Him” [John 3:16]. Now, “the world” does not mean only St. Peter 
and Paul, but the entire human race together, and here no one is excluded. 
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God’s Son was given for all, all are to believe this, and all who believe will 
not be lost, etc. Look at yourself in the face,10 or look in your bosom,11 to see 
whether or not you are also a human being (that is, a part of the world) and 
in the number which the word “all” includes, as well as others. If I and you 
do not accept this, then these words must also have been spoken falsely and 
in vain.

39. This was surely not preached—much less given and granted—to 
cows and geese. Therefore, beware of excluding yourself by permitting 
thoughts such as: “Who knows whether it has also been given to me?” That 
would be calling God a liar in His Word. Rather, make a cross before yourself 
and repeat these words: “Even if I am not St. Peter or Paul, I am still a part 
of the world. If He had wanted to give it only to the worthy, then He would 
have had to send this preaching only to the angels, who are pure and without 
sin. Yes, He would even have had to withhold it from St. Peter, David, and 
Paul, for they were sinners as well as I am. No matter who I am, I know that 
God’s Word is true, and if I do not accept it, then, on top of all other sins, I 
am also committing this one, that I regard God’s Word and truth as lies and 
am slandering them.”

“For God did not send His Son into the world to condemn the world, but 
in order that the world might be saved through Him.” [John 3:17]

40. In these words you hear even more forcibly and clearly what God’s 
will and intention is toward the world, that is, toward those who have sin 
and because of it are already under the judgment and verdict of damnation. 
He takes out of the way everything that wants to frighten us because of sins. 
He says simply and clearly that Christ was sent and His kingdom was estab-
lished not so that He would condemn and damn. This judgment and verdict 
were already there over all people through the Law, because they are all 
born in sin, are already sentenced to death and the hangman with his rope, 
and the only thing lacking is for the sword to be drawn. Then Christ steps 
into the middle at God’s command, orders judge and jailer to leave off, and 
rescues and makes alive those who were condemned. The reason He comes 
is to help the world, which He finds already damned. This is shown also by 
the words He speaks—“in order to save the world”—for that is enough for 
us to understand that the world must have been damned. Why else does it 
need to be saved?

10 Greiff dich doch selbs bey der Nasen, literally, “Get hold of your own nose.” The saying 
means: “Know yourself ” (cf. DWB, s.v. “Nase” I.5.c).

11 Again, the saying means “Know yourself.” It is explained in Wander 1:519, “Busen” no. 7.
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41. However, at that time this was an utterly absurd preaching to the 
Jews, and it is still an utterly absurd preaching to the world. They did not 
at all think that they were in such a condition that Christ had to come and 
save them (as damned and lost people). Rather, they hoped for a Christ who 
would praise, defend, and honor them because of their Law and holiness. 
Therefore, they could not believe or accept such a sermon. Similarly, when 
He tells them that the Son of God must set them free, they contradict Him: 
“But we are Abraham’s children and have never been enslaved to anyone” 
(John 8 [:33]). It was as if they would respond here: “Why do You dare to say 
that You were sent to save us? We are not damned people like the heathen.”

42. However, now we hear that Christ was sent to save those who are 
judged and condemned, so that we would know that He has come for our 
sake and wants to save us, who know and feel this. There must still be some 
who are being saved, so that He has not come in vain. Those can be no 
others than those who are oppressed and frightened by their misery and 
damnation. To them the kind words are spoken: “God so loved the world” 
[John 3:16], that is, just those who feel no love, but only wrath and damna-
tion. “God has sent His Son not to judge, but to save those who are already 
judged,” etc. [John 3:17–18]. This is preached to the others in vain, since if 
someone does not believe that he is a sinner and damned, he will much less 
believe that he is saved only through Christ.

“Whoever believes in Him is not judged, but whoever does not believe 
has already been judged, for he does not believe on the name of the only-
begotten Son of God.” [John 3:18]

43. This is the verdict that makes the distinction between those who 
are saved or damned. It does not depend on how worthy or unworthy you 
are, for it has already been determined that they are all sinners and worthy 
of damnation. Rather, it depends on whether you believe in this Christ or 
not. If you believe, then you have already been delivered, and the verdict of 
damnation has been taken away from you. However, if you do not believe, 
then this verdict remains over you, and it becomes even greater and weight-
ier than before, because you are heaping up sins by not accepting Christ, 
who is to deliver you from judgment and damnation.

44. This is again a comforting passage against the temptation and fright 
of timid consciences which sigh for comfort and want to know how they 
stand with God. They should take these passages to their ears and heart, 
for they are spoken to them so that they would know that God has sent His 
Son not to judge but to save. It has already been determined before God that 
whoever believes in this Son will not be judged and need not be afraid of any 
judgment or damnation. Rather, he has been set free, so that the verdict and 
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damnation of the Law has been taken away from him, and, in place of them, 
God’s grace and eternal life in Christ have been awarded and given to him, 
if only he believes these words.

45. On the other hand, a frightful verdict has fallen on the other crowd 
of those who do not believe this preaching but attempt to come before God 
and be saved with their own holiness and merit. With these words all grace 
is simply denied and refused to them, and they are locked up under dam-
nation, from which they will not come out as long as they do not believe. 
Nothing will help them, even if they live in many great and difficult works 
and the excellent appearance of holiness.

They did not just now become condemned by Christ but were already 
previously judged by God’s Law, because they did not acknowledge their 
sins and God’s wrath under which they were by nature. They even want to 
make themselves beautiful and righteous before God through His Law, and, 
moreover, they run against Him with the sin of despising the Son of God, 
who was given for their reconciliation and redemption from sin. That is why 
eternal wrath and curse must follow them, because they do not seek forgive-
ness of their sins in Christ but pile up and strengthen their sins by despising 
Him. This is just what John the Baptist says, “Whoever believes in the Son 
has eternal life; whoever does not believe the Son will not see life, but God’s 
wrath remains on him” (John 3 [:36]).

46. Christ gives the reason for this: “For he does not believe,” He says, 
“on the name of the only-begotten Son of God” [John 3:18]. Because they 
are all already previously under sin and guilty of damnation, God wants to 
liberate and accept no one, except for the sake of this Son, whom He gave 
and appointed for reconciliation.12 That is why it should say “believed on the 
name of the only-begotten Son of God,” that is, on the Word that is preached 
about Him. Faith cannot see or touch and perceive with the senses what He 
gives us, but it has no more than the name spoken over Him and the oral 
Word that we hear with our ears.

He wants to have us pinned and bound to this [Word], so that in faith we 
escape the judgment and are saved. The others, however, are justly damned, 
not because they have had sin, but because they despised the Son and did 
not want to believe in this name, which was proclaimed to them for salva-
tion and blessedness. All creatures, sin, and death should and must yield to 
this name (wherever it is preached and believed); the devil and all the gates 
of hell must be frightened and flee from it.13

12 versönung, or “atonement.”
13 Here the sixteenth-century printings add the header “II.,” marking what follows as a 

separate section (WA 21:494).



WA 21:494–95 PENTECOST MONDAY, JOHN 3:16–21 379

“But the judgment is that the light has come into the world, and people 
loved the darkness more than the light, for their works were evil.” [John 
3:19]

47. This is where the strife about this name and preaching of Christ 
begins, and the verdict of damnation becomes evident against the unbe-
lieving crowd, because they do not accept this preaching. Rather, they do 
the opposite against God and simply cling to their own arrogant opinions 
against God’s clear Word and revelation of His will. This can be nothing but 
darkness, because it is contrary to the light of His Word, which shines openly 
in all the world. It shines on believers for the knowledge of God and salva-
tion, but on the others for the disclosure and revelation of their thoughts (as 
the aged Simeon prophesies about Christ, Luke 2 [:35]), so that they cannot 
pretend and adorn themselves with the false appearance of holiness before 
the world, but rather [are shown to be] evil, poisonous worms, and perni-
cious and accursed people.

48. From this contrast to what Christ said above, we can find what the 
world is—I mean the tender, good, holy hypocrites and great servants of 
God. They are people who are not only in darkness—that is, in error and 
folly (which could still be forgiven)—but they love the [world]. That is, they 
want to praise, support, and cling to it, to the harm and displeasure of God 
and His Word. They are so crooked and irascible that, in place of the high, 
divine love and gift offered and given to such unworthy people, they most 
bitterly hate both God who gives and the high and costly gift, His dear Son. 
Yet these are obviously praiseworthy, righteous children, who cannot listen 
to or tolerate the truth and hate and run away from their own salvation.

49. What should we say about this wickedness of the world? Who could 
believe that on earth there could be people so wicked and completely full 
of devils that even when they see and hear the light from the inexpress-
ible love and kindness of God, who wants to give them eternal life through 
His Son, nevertheless they do not want and cannot tolerate such preaching? 
Instead, they regard it as the most harmful poison and heresy, against which 
everyone should close his ears. Yes, even when the light is so obvious that 
they cannot speak against it, but must confess that it is the truth, yet they 
are so bitterly wicked that they cannot and will not accept it, but knowingly 
oppose it.14

No human heart would have been able to believe this (I say) if Christ had 
not said it. Indeed, no one would understand these words if facts and expe-
rience did not teach and testify about it. It can certainly be called a cursed, 
hellish wickedness which not only cares nothing for God’s Word, despises 

14 See above, p. 9 n. 9.
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His love and grace, and does not want to give honor to the truth but also 
knowingly loves and seeks its own destruction and damnation. St. Paul says 
that his Jews do not regard themselves worthy of eternal life (Acts 13 [:46]).

50. People who are called God’s people, the most holy and righteous 
before the world, full of good works and great worship of God, must do these 
things. They are careful not to allow anyone to call their life and works evil 
(as Christ does here). Rather, while the Holy Spirit wants to point out their 
sins and direct them to Christ, through whom they should be redeemed and 
saved from sin and damnation, they go ahead and accuse this doctrine of 
forbidding and condemning good works, and therefore they say it must not 
be tolerated.

So God with His Word must bear the blame for their wickedness, even 
though He rebukes this and wants to bring them to a genuinely divine, 
blessed life. Well, He has done enough for the world, everything He should 
do, in letting His light shine, offering and declaring His love and eternal life 
in Christ. What more can they now plead for why they should not justly, 
even according to their own verdict and for their own guilt, be damned?

“Whoever does evil hates the light and does not come to the light, so that 
his works may not be rebuked. But whoever does the truth comes to the 
light, so that his works may be obvious, for they have been done in God.” 
[John 3:20–21]

51. That their works are evil is proved because they hate the light and 
do not want to tolerate being placed openly in the light for judgment, by 
which people could know if they are genuine or not. Rather, they seek only 
the appearance before people outwardly. The world also acts this way in 
its affairs (and therefore Christ cites this proverb), that everyone arbitrarily 
does whatever he desires, and yet does not want what he did to be wrong, 
but wants to avoid criticism and be considered good by everyone. Even 
when he has gone too far in front of people, he seeks a cover somewhere to 
explain it away. That is why we cannot condemn anyone unless he is publicly 
convicted. When each one comes to judgment, he wants to be right and to 
make his opponent wrong; therefore, in order to learn the truth, we must 
bring things to light through public testimony and proof.

52. In itself, it is enough of a sign that things are not right when people 
refuse to be rebuked and are afraid and resist coming publicly into the light 
or tolerating a verdict and justice. This is like someone who lies naked under 
a bed, resists, tears, and rages before letting the blanket be taken away. He 
wriggles, struggles, and devises whatever he can to avoid being seen in 
such a shameless way. Every scoundrel, murderer, and adulterer, no matter 
how evil he is, even if he must condemn himself in his own conscience, 
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nevertheless wants to be considered a man of honor. Much less can the world 
tolerate being rebuked in the things that reason cannot judge or fault and 
where the devil adorns and covers himself with the most beautiful conduct 
and appearance. Everyone who does evil wants to be good, pure, and holy, 
and just for that reason he persecutes the Gospel, because it wants to rebuke 
this. God must continue with His light so that the kind of fruit it is finally 
must become obvious. It becomes obvious when they, without any reason, 
persecute Christ, who wants to deliver them and all the world; when they 
slander and push away God’s Word, which brings them all grace and salva-
tion; when they banish and murder good, innocent people, who confess the 
Word and love Christ.

53. It is also one of the fruits of the Gospel that it gives this light and 
rebukes or convicts the evil and exposes the devil, who formerly reigned 
with a great splendor so that no one recognized him, but regarded him to be 
God. Now, however, because his covering has been removed, he raves and 
rages so that we must notice and see that he is there. So this, too, must come 
to light: which is the true or false church, which are the true, righteous chil-
dren of God or the devil’s hypocrites, liars, and murderers.

54. “But whoever does the truth,” He says, “comes to the light” [John 
3:21], etc.; that is, it must become obvious who recognizes his sins from 
God’s Word, seeks grace, and loves Christ. Yes, he puts himself into the light, 
clings to God’s Word, honors the truth, and can tolerate having all his teach-
ing, doing, and behavior brought to light. Moreover, he dares to defy all 
devils and people, and without subterfuge and timidity he lets himself be 
seen, heard, tested, and examined. God be praised, this is what our Gospel 
does and what good Christians do with their confession and lives! The others 
patch up and beautify themselves with lies and deceit and every evil trick, so 
that, even though they have been thwarted by the light, they learn from our 
teaching and words how to put cosmetics on what they do. Therefore, we see 
from their works and from revelation who is righteous and occupied with 
the truth and whose works are done in God, according to His Word and will, 
and are pleasing to Him.


