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Introduction 
The Story of the Smalcald Articles  

and The Treatise on the Power and Primacy of the Pope 
The Smalcald Articles were written by Martin Luther in late 1536. Earlier that year (on June 

4), Pope Paul III announced that a council would be held in Mantua beginning May 8, 1537, to 
deal with the concerns of the protesting “Lutherans.” Elector (prince) John Frederick of Saxony 
requested that Luther prepare some articles for discussion at the council. Luther indicated on 
which points Lutherans would stand fast and on which points a compromise might be possible. 
While these articles were never used for their intended purpose, Lutherans at once recognized 
their value as a statement of pure evangelical doctrine; therefore, they were included in the Book 
of Concord. 

Written at a time when Luther believed the end of his life to be near, the Smalcald Articles 
are his own declaration of faith, characterized by evangelical fervor and uncompromising 
conviction. In each article, Luther’s strong voice is heard, especially his bold defiance of all the 
forces that would seek to destroy the Gospel of Jesus Christ. 

Along with his Small and Large Catechisms, the Smalcald Articles constitute Luther’s 
personal contribution to the Book of Concord. 

The “Treatise on the Power and Primacy of the Pope” was prepared by Philip Melanchthon 
at the meeting at Smalcald in 1537. Luther’s Smalcald Articles were to be discussed at the 
meeting; however, partly because Luther became ill, they were never publicly presented to the 
assembly. Instead, Melanchthon was requested to prepare this Treatise, which is actually an 
appendix to the Augsburg Confession. 

Note on Contemporary Roman Catholic Doctrine 
The Smalcald Articles (by Martin Luther) and the Treatise on the Power and Primacy of the 

Pope (by Philip Melanchthon) were written an academic style of debate common to the sixteenth 
century. For modern readers, the language of some portions of these Confessions may appear 
quite harsh. However, readers should keep in mind that how we prefer to debate important ideas 
today should not keep us from seeing how Luther and Melanchthon demonstrated how the 
Doctrine of Justification impacts all other doctrines and practices of Christ’s Church. 

As Lutherans, we rejoice in the positive improvements in faith and life made by the Roman 
Catholic Church over the past 500 years. These improvements include the marked decrease in 
papal power over temporal affairs, an increase of interest in studying the Scriptures, communion 
in both kinds in some parishes, a renewal in worship life, an increased role for laity, and so on. 
Nevertheless, the Smalcald Articles and the Treatise on the Power and Primacy of the Pope still 
point out clearly and consistently the chief doctrinal errors of the Roman Catholic Church.  

Lutherans “give thanks to God for justifying us sinners by His grace alone through faith 
alone in Christ alone” (Resolution 3-10, Convention Proceedings of The Lutheran Church—
Missouri Synod, p. 140). Because of this, they continue to welcome the opportunity to fraternally 
discuss doctrinal issues with the Roman Catholic Church on the basis of Scripture, and 
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prayerfully wait in hope for the day that that church body, in truth, affirms key Bible teachings, 
particularly the Doctrine of Justification.  

For a summary and critique of The Joint Declaration on the Doctrine of Justification 
(1997), a document cosigned by both the Lutheran World Federation and the Roman Catholic 
Church (amended) and purporting to show doctrinal agreement on justification, log on to 
http://web.archive.org/web/20050910202448/www.lcms.org/pages/internal.asp?NavID=2212. 
To understand more how The Joint Declaration, while showing improvements in Roman 
Catholic teaching since Vatican II, still highlights the continued, substantive, and church-
dividing differences between the Lutheran and Roman Catholic churches on this doctrine, log on 
to http://www.lcms.org/graphics/assets/media/CTCR/justclp.pdf.  

Using This Study Guide 
Each Study Guide and Leader Guide (available online at www.cph.org as a download) 

discussing the Lutheran Confessions has thirteen sessions. Following a Law/Gospel focus and a 
psalm for worship, sessions are divided into four easy-to-use sections. In the Study Guide, these 
are noted by their bold, centered titles appearing within the text. 

Focus—Section 1 focuses the participants’ attention on the key concept that will be 
discovered in the session. 

Inform—Section 2 explores a portion of the Confessions and questions that help the 
participants study the text. 

Connect—Section 3 helps the participants apply the doctrine to their lives. 
Vision—Section 4 provides the participants with practical suggestions for taking the theme 

of the lesson out of the classroom and into the world. This section also concludes with a hymn 
for worship and a reading assignment for the following week. 

May God bless the study of His truth as we celebrate His grace to us through Jesus, our 
Lord. By the power of the Holy Spirit, may we focus again on the rich heritage that is ours as the 
people of God in Christ. 

Hymnal Key 
LSB=Lutheran Service Book 
ELH=Evangelical Lutheran Hymnary 
CW=Christian Worship 
LW=Lutheran Worship 
LBW=Lutheran Book of Worship 
TLH=The Lutheran Hymnal 
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Session 1 

The Smalcald Articles: The Preface 
Confessing the Faith 

Law/Gospel Focus 
As faithful Christians struggle against the sin in their lives and try to confess with boldness 

the faith they have in Christ, so also the Church struggles daily with false teaching and unbelief. 
God’s Word is the truth and the standard for the Church and the Christian. The truth of God’s 
Word reveals the falsehoods taught by some and the differences between denominations. 

Opening Worship 
Pray Psalm 89:1–2, 5 and Psalm 119:46. 

Leader: I will also speak of Your testimonies before kings and shall not be put to shame. 

Participants: I will sing of the steadfast love of the LORD, forever; with my mouth I will 
make known Your faithfulness to all generations. 

Leader: For I said, “Steadfast love will be built up forever; in the heavens You will establish 
Your faithfulness. 

Participants: Let the heavens praise Your wonders, O LORD, Your faithfulness in the 
assembly of the holy ones! 

All: Glory be to the Father and to the Son and to the Holy Spirit; as it was in the beginning, 
is now, and will be forever. Amen. I will also speak of Your testimonies before kings 
and shall not be put to shame. 

Introduction 
Desiring the opportunity to confess and publicly speak the faith they believed, Luther and 

his fellow believers looked forward to a general council to be called by the pope. On June 4, 
1536, Paul III issued a formal decree for a general council to be held in Mantua, Italy, beginning 
May 23, 1537. Many Lutherans were uncertain about attending the council, thinking that by 
attending they would be acknowledging the pope as head of the Church. Luther himself saw the 
council as an opportunity to speak the truth and perhaps persuade some people. Luther’s 
protector, Elector John Frederick, nephew of Frederick the Wise, commissioned Luther to 
prepare a statement of faith in the form of confessional articles for the Lutherans to use in their 
preparation for the council. In preparing these articles of faith for presentation to Lutheran 
theologians and leaders on February 7, 1537, Luther became seriously ill. Convinced that death 
was near, Luther saw these articles as the last chance for him to confess his faith. Even though he 
would live another ten years, the Smalcald Articles can be regarded as Luther’s last will and 
testament. Elector John Frederick presented Luther’s document to the meeting of the Smalcaldic 
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League on February 8, 1537. Some members of the League thought Luther’s statement of the 
faith was too strong. Although Luther’s articles were not formally adopted by the Smalcaldic 
League, forty-four of the Lutherans present did sign them. Even Luther’s friend Philip 
Melanchthon signed them with a caveat that if the pope were to allow the Gospel, his authority 
could be accepted as a human institution for the sake of order in the Church. Even though the 
Council of Mantua never took place, by the 1577 completion and adoption of the Formula of 
Concord, Luther’s articles were highly regarded and adopted as part of the Lutheran Church’s 
formal confession of faith. 

1. What would you consider a legitimate reason for not going to a public forum? 
 
 
 
 
2. What purpose is there in preparing a statement before going to a council or meeting? 
 
 
 
 
3. How does illness, disease, or heart attack change the perspective of an individual? 
 
 
 
 

Inform 

Preface of Dr. Martin Luther 
Pope Paul III called a council last year that was supposed to assemble at Mantua around 
Pentecost. Later, he moved it from Mantua. Now, no one knows where he will or can hold 
it. On our side, we expected either to be summoned to the council or to just be condemned 
without being summoned. I was told to set forth and pull together the articles of our 
doctrine. In the deliberations at the council, we could then be clear about what we would 
be willing and able to concede to the papists, and what points we intended to persist with 
and stand for to the end. 
So I have compiled these articles and presented them to our side, which has unanimously 
accepted and confessed them. We have resolved to present these publicly to set forth the 
confession of our faith. (Perhaps the pope with his supporters would be so bold as to hold a 
truly free Christian council, seriously and in good faith, as is his duty, without lying and 
cheating.) 
The Roman court, though, is terribly afraid of a free Christian council. They are ashamed 
to be exposed to the light. The Roman court has dashed the hope, even of those who are on 
their side, that they will ever permit a free council—much less hold one themselves. Many 
on the pope’s side are greatly offended and rightly troubled at this negligence. For they 
realize that the pope would rather see all Christendom perish and all souls damned than 
allow either himself or his followers to be reformed even a little or to have their tyranny be 
limited. Yet I have decided to publish these articles in plain print in case I should die 
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before there would be a council (as I fully expect and hope). For those scoundrels who run 
away from the light and avoid the day are taking pains to delay and prevent the council. If I 
do die, those who are alive and those who come after me will have my testimony and 
confession (in addition to the one I have issued previously). I have remained in this 
confession up to now, and by God’s grace, I will remain in it. 
What should I say? Why should I complain? I am still alive—writing, preaching, and 
lecturing daily. Yet poisonous people—not only adversaries, but also false brothers who 
profess to be on our side—dare to cite my writings and doctrine directly against me. They 
let me look on and listen, even though they know very well that I teach differently from 
what they say. They want to dress up their poison with my labor. Under my name, they 
want to mislead the poor people. What will happen, ‹dear God,› when I am dead? . . .  
I often think of the good Gerson, who doubts whether anything good should be ‹written for 
the public and› published. If it is not published, many souls are neglected who could be 
freed. But if it is published, the devil is there with malignant, deceitful tongues without 
number that poison and pervert everything, so that the usefulness of the writing is 
prevented. Yet what they gain by doing this is obvious. Even though they have lied so 
shamefully against us and by their lies tried to get the people on their side, God has 
constantly advanced His work. He has been making their following ever smaller and ours 
greater. He has caused them to be shamed with their lies and still causes this. . . . 
I really would like to see a truly Christian council, so that many people and issues might be 
helped. Not that we need help. Our churches are now, through God’s grace, enlightened 
and equipped with the pure Word and right use of the Sacraments, with knowledge of the 
various callings and right works. So, on our part, we ask for no council. On such points, we 
have nothing better to hope or expect from a council. But we see throughout the bishops’ 
jurisdictions so many parishes vacant and desolate that it breaks our heart. Still, neither the 
bishops nor the Church officials care how the poor people live or die. Christ has died for 
them, and yet they are not allowed to hear Him speak as the true Shepherd with His sheep 
[John 10:11–18]. This makes me shudder and fear that someday He might send a council 
of angels upon Germany who will utterly destroy us like Sodom and Gomorrah [Genesis 
19:1–25] for wickedly mocking Him with the pretext of a council. 
Besides such necessary Church affairs, many important matters in the political realm could 
also be improved. The princes and the estates disagree. Interest rates and greed have burst 
in like a flood and are defended under the law. Also, disrespect, lust, extravagance in dress, 
gluttony, gambling, pomp, and all kinds of bad habits and evil. Subjects, servants, and 
workers in every trade are insubordinate. The demands on the peasants are unfair. Prices 
are exorbitant. (Who can list everything?) These things have increased so much that they 
cannot be corrected by ten councils and twenty commissions. The council would have their 
hands full if such important issues of the spiritual and earthly realms that are contrary to 
God would be considered. The childish absurdity of long ‹official› gowns, large tonsures, 
broad sashes, bishops’ or cardinals’ hats, maces, and other vanities would be forgotten. If 
we had first followed God’s command and ordering in the spiritual and secular realms, we 
could then find enough time to reform food, clothing, tonsures, and surplices. As long as 
we want to swallow camels and strain at gnats [Matthew 23:24], ignore the logs and judge 
the specks [Matthew 7:3], we might be satisfied with the council. 
That is why I have presented just a few articles. We already have so many commands of 
God to observe in the Church, the state, and the family that we can never fulfill them. So 
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what good are decrees and statutes from a council, especially when the important matters 
commanded by God are ignored? As if He had to honor our vanities as a reward for our 
treading His solemn commandments under foot. But our sins weigh upon us and cause God 
not to be gracious to us. (1–4, 6–7, 10–14) 

Discussing the Text 
4. What are Luther’s expectations concerning a council? 
 
 
 
 
5. Why would the Roman court (church) be afraid of a general council? 
 
 
 
 
6. Beside the Church of Rome, what other enemies did Luther have? 
 
 
 
 
7. Why did Luther’s side not need a council? 
 
 
 
 
8. How did Luther express the Gospel? 
 
 
 
 
9. What concerns occupied councils in the past, as implied by Luther? 
 
 
 
 
10. What priority or priorities should a council have? 
 
 
 
 
11. How has Luther used the concepts of Law and Gospel in his preface? 
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12. Ultimately, who is in charge? 
 
 
 

Connect 
The struggle against sin in our lives and the attempt to confess the Christian faith in our 

daily living bring us to the realization that we are sinners in need of God’s forgiveness and help. 
Preface of Dr. Martin Luther 

[O]ur sins weigh upon us and cause God not to be gracious to us. For we do not repent and 
instead want to defend every abomination. 
O Lord Jesus Christ, may You Yourself hold a council! Deliver Your servants by Your 
glorious return [Titus 2:13]! The pope and his followers are done for. They will have none 
of You. Help us who are poor and needy, who sigh to You, and who pray to You earnestly 
[Romans 8:23, 26], according to the grace You have given us through Your Holy Spirit 
[Romans 12:3, 6], who lives and reigns with You and the Father, blessed forever. Amen. 
(14–15) 

13. In what ways has the Preface to the Smalcald Articles helped you realize the necessity 
of confessing your faith? 

 
 
 
 
14. When is it easy to confess your faith? When is it hard? Who helps you make your 

confession of faith? See 1 Corinthians 12:3 and Acts 4:19–20. 
 
 
 
 
15. In 1 Peter 3:15–16, God encourages His people to always to be “prepared to make a 

defense to anyone who asks you for a reason for the hope that is in you.” What is your “hope”? 
How can you be prepared to tell about that hope? 

 
 
 
 
16. Besides disbursement of your belongings, what else can your last will and testament 

provide? 
 
 
 
17. In light of the Scriptures and the Smalcald Articles, how are we to live our lives? 
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Vision 

Personal Reflection 
• If you were called to present your faith before an assembly, how would you prepare? 
• Is doctrine a matter only for theologians and pastors? 
• What do you know about your friend or neighbor’s faith? How different is it from yours? 

Family Connection 
• How can your family prepare for the confession of faith they are to make each day? 
• How can your family provide support for Christians in other parts of the world, Christians 

who are persecuted because of their faith in Christ? 
• Prepare a prayer list that includes the names of family and friends who are not Christian. 

Closing Worship 
Sing or read aloud these stanzas from “Praise the Almighty” (LSB 797; ELH 497; CW 235; 

LW 445; LBW 539; TLH 26). 

Praise the Almighty, my soul, adore Him! 
Yes, I will laud Him until death; 
With songs and anthems I come before Him 
As long as He allows me breath. 
From Him my life and all things came; 
Bless, O my soul, His holy name. 
Alleluia, alleluia! 
 
Trust not in rulers; they are but mortal; 
Earthborn they are and soon decay. 
Vain are their counsels at life’s last portal, 
When the dark grave engulfs its prey. 
Since mortals can no help afford, 
Place all Your trust in Christ, our Lord. 
Alleluia, alleluia! 

Praise, all you people, the name so holy 
Of Him who does such wondrous things! 
All that has being, to praise Him solely, 
With happy heart its amen sings. 
Children of God, with angel host 
Praise Father, Son, and Holy Ghost! 
Alleluia, alleluia! 

For Next Week 
Read the First Part and Article I of the Second Part for next week. 
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