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3
Editor’s Introduction  

to the Smalcald Articles
We cannot yield without becoming guilty of treason against God, 

even though property and life, peace or war, are at stake.
—Elector John Frederick the Magnanimous

Since the start of the Reformation the Lutherans had been asking the Church to 
convene a general council. For example, in his Letter to the Christian Nobility 
of the German Nation (1520), Luther called for an open and free council. The 

Holy Roman Emperor, Charles V, assured the reformers that he supported their call 
for a general council. They were hopeful that such a gathering would give their con-
cerns a fairer hearing than was possible if they had to deal only with the pope and 
his representatives. Finally, on June 4, 1536, Paul III, who had only recently been 
installed as pope, issued a formal decree for a general council to be held in Mantua, 
Italy, beginning on May 23, 1537.

The Lutheran rulers debated whether they should attend the council. Martin Lu-
ther encouraged them to attend because he considered it to be a great opportunity 
to speak the truth and perhaps persuade some people. Luther’s own prince, Elector 
John Frederick, nephew of Luther’s first protector, Frederick the Wise, did not want 
to attend. His reason was that by the very act of attending, the Lutherans would 
be, in effect, acknowledging the pope as head of the Church. His concerns grew 
all the more when on September 23, 1536, the pope made clear that the purpose of 
the council would be “the utter extirpation of the poisonous, pestilential Lutheran 
heresy” (“Bull concerning the Reforms of the Roman Court,” LW 16:1914). So much 
for a free, open council.

John Frederick was finally persuaded to attend, but ordered that the Lutherans 
from his territory attend only with adequate preparation. Just as the Lutheran 
princes came to the Imperial Meeting at Augsburg (1530) with a Confession in 
hand, so also they should attend Mantua firmly united in what they believed, taught, 
confessed, and practiced in their respective territories. This time their Confession 
must be more clear, direct, and firm than the Augsburg Confession.

Writing the Articles
On December 11, 1536, John Frederick commissioned Martin Luther to prepare 

a statement of faith in the form of confessional articles for presentation to a meeting 
of Lutheran theologians and lay leaders on February 7, 1537, in Smalcald, Germany. 
He said, “It will, nevertheless, be very necessary for Doctor Martin to prepare his 
foundation and opinion from the Holy Scriptures, namely, the articles as hitherto  
taught, preached, and written by him, and which he is determined to adhere to and 
abide by at the council, as well as upon his departure from this world and before the 
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4    SMALCALD ARTICLES

judgment of Almighty God, and in which we cannot yield without becoming guilty 
of treason against God, even though property and life, peace or war, are at stake” 
(Bente, 120). This was serious business indeed.

Luther began working on the document. But on December 18 he became seri-
ously ill, experiencing what may have been a heart attack. He was convinced that 
death was near. It is important to keep this in mind as one considers just how seri-
ously Luther regarded the Smalcald Articles. He thought this would be his only 
chance to prepare something for a general council. What is more, Luther believed 
that the document he was working on would be the last chance he had to confess his 
faith. As it turned out, Luther lived almost ten more years. At the time, though, he 
was convinced he was at death’s door. The Smalcald Articles, therefore, truly are to 
be regarded as Luther’s “last will and testament.”

Luther’s document was to be presented and discussed at the meeting of the 
Smalcaldic League, an association of Lutheran territories and cities formed in 1531 
in Smalcald, Germany, as a defense against any who would try to eliminate Luther-
anism by force. Public agreement (subscription) to the Augsburg Confession was 
required for membership. Just how seriously the Smalcaldic League took such sub-
scription is seen by the fact that King Henry VIII of England was not permitted to 
join when he refused to agree with the Augsburg Confession.

The Meeting at Smalcald
On December 28, 1536, theologians from Wittenberg reviewed Luther’s first 

draft of the document. They had a few minor changes to suggest. Luther accepted 
these changes, and together they signed his document and sent it on to Elector John 
Frederick. John then presented Luther’s document to the meeting of the Smalcaldic 
League on February 8, 1537. The elector was sure that the articles would be accept-
able and adopted by everyone there. Things did not turn out as he had planned.

Some of the members of the League were concerned that Luther’s statement of 
faith was too strong. Instead, they wanted simply to present the Augsburg Confes-
sion, along with the Apology to the Augsburg Confession. Philip Melanchthon 
signed Luther’s document, but added a caveat that if the pope were to allow the 
Gospel, his authority could be accepted for the sake of order in the Church—only by 
human right, not by divine institution.

Unfortunately, Luther was not able to be present personally as the Lutherans 
met in Smalcald. He lay sick in a house nearby. As a result, Philip Melanchthon per-
suaded the gathering to set aside Luther’s document.

It should be mentioned that by this time Melanchthon had become more favor-
ably inclined toward the representatives of cities in southern Germany who had 
been influenced by Ulrich Zwingli and so did not want to upset them by endorsing 
a document that clearly rejected their view of the Lord’s Supper. Philip’s tendency 
to compromise, even at the cost of watering down essential doctrinal truths, would 
cause great problems after Luther’s death.
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INTRODUCTION     5

Although Luther’s articles were not formally adopted by the Smalcaldic League, 
forty-four of the Lutherans present did sign them. Five delegates from cities in 
southern Germany, who were inclined toward the Zwinglian view of the Lord’s Sup-
per, did not sign the articles. By the time the Formula of Concord was completed 
and adopted in 1577, Luther’s articles were highly regarded and adopted as part of 
the Lutheran Church’s formal confession of faith. It should be noted as well that by 
1577 the compromising doctrinal position of Philip Melanchthon and his followers 
had been thoroughly exposed and rejected.

The Content and Use of the Articles
The Smalcald Articles very clearly establish the differences between Romanism 

and Lutheranism. This very sharply worded document leaves little to the imagina-
tion. When clear confession is necessary, it is wrong to speak in ways that can be 
interpreted to fit everyone’s opinion. Faithfulness and clarity demand a precise two-
fold presentation that (a) rejects error and (b) affirms truth.

Luther left Smalcald disappointed that his articles had not been formally adopt-
ed. He revised them a bit more, and in 1538 he had the document published as a last 
will and testament, as he says, “in case I should die 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” (SA, Preface 3).

Ironically, Luther’s words proved true. The Council of Mantua never took place. 
Delay after delay prevented it. The council was postponed until finally it did meet, in 
the city of Trent, Italy, beginning in 1545, right before Luther’s death. It met in vari-
ous sessions until 1563. At the end of the process, the Council of Trent’s decisions set 
in stone the doctrinal position of the Roman Catholic Church as it is known today. 
The published decisions from Trent, The Canons and Decrees of the Council of Trent, 
became for Rome what the Book of Concord is for Lutherans. A second Lutheran 
named Martin prepared the definitive Lutheran response to Trent. Martin Chemnitz 
wrote The Examination of the Council of Trent. To this day Chemnitz’s work is the 
best biblical analysis and refutation of the errors of Roman Catholicism.

The Smalcald Articles were held in high esteem by Lutheran laypeople and rulers. 
Elector John Frederick cherished them. As his own death drew near in 1554, he or-
dered them to be printed as part of his last will and testament. By 1577, the Formula 
of Concord said that the Smalcald Articles had “everywhere been regarded as the 
common, unanimously accepted meaning of our churches” (FC SD Rule and Norm 
11). This is why it was included in the Book of Concord of 1580.

The translation is from the 1580 German edition of the Book of Concord, which 
was the base text for the Smalcald Articles in the Concordia Triglotta. See the User’s 
Guide on page iii for details about the use of brackets and symbols.
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6     SMALCALD ARTICLES

TIMELINE
1531 Smalcaldic League meets, February 8
1536  English reformer William Tyndale 

strangled, then burned at the stake 
for heresy

  Pope Paul III issues decree for gen-
eral council to be held in Mantua, 
Italy, on May 23, 1537

  John Frederick commissions Luther 
to prepare statement of faith, De-
cember

1538  Luther’s Smalcald Articles published
  Reforms of John Calvin and Wil-

liam Farel lead to banishment from 
Geneva

1539  Frankfurt Truce enacted between 
Protestant and Catholic territories

1540  Melanchthon’s Treatise on the 
Power and Primacy of the Pope pub-
lished

  Melanchthon publishes his revised 
Augsburg Confession, the Variata

1541  John Calvin returns to Geneva and 
establishes theocratic government 

  John Knox leads Reformation in 
Scotland

1543  Copernicus publishes On the Revo
lution of Heavenly Bodies, describing 
a sun-centered universe

1545  Council of Trent’s first session 
1546 Luther dies in Eisleben, February 18
1549  Francis Xavier introduces Christian-

ity in Japan
1552  Luther’s wife, Katharina von Bora, 

dies, December 20
1555  Peace of Augsburg allows territorial 

rulers to decide religion for their 
subjects

1560 Philip Melanchthon dies, April 19
1563  Council of Trent ends, settling 

Roman doctrine and establishing 
the Roman Catholic Church

OUTLINE
Preface
The First Part: Divine Majesty
The Second Part: Office and Work 
 of Jesus Christ
I. The Chief Article
II. The Mass
 The Invocation of Saints
III. Chapters and Cloisters
IV. The Papacy
The Third Part
I. Sin
II. The Law
III. Repentance
 The False Repentance of the Papists
IV. The Gospel
V. Baptism
VI. The Sacrament of the Altar
VII. The Keys
VIII. Confession
IX. Excommunication
X. Ordination and the Call
XI. The Marriage of Priests
XII. The Church
XIII.  How One Is Justified before God and 

Does Good Works
XIV. Monastic Vows
XV. Human Traditions

Smallcald INTERIOR.indd   6 2/11/16   10:07 AM



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 unani-
mously 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 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 com-
plain? 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 should reply to everything while I am 
still alive. Then again, how can I stop all the  
mouths of the devil by myself? Especially of  
those so poisoned that they will not listen 
or pay attention to what we write. Instead, 
with all diligence, they only busy them-
selves with how they can most shame-
fully twist and pervert every letter of our 
words. These I let the devil answer, or, 
ultimately, God’s wrath, as they deserve. 
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 
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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 have to tell a story. A doctor was sent 
here to Wittenberg from France, who openly 
told us that his king was convinced that we 
have no Church, no government, no mar-
riage, but that we all live promiscuously like 
cattle and do as we please. Imagine those 
whose writings have instilled such crude lies 
into the king and other countries, presenting 
them as the pure truth. How will they face us 
when we are brought before the judgment 
seat of Christ [2 Corinthians 5:10]? Christ, 
the Lord and Judge of us all, knows well that 
they lie and have lied. They, in turn, must 
hear His sentence. I know that certainly. May 
God convert to repentance those who can be 
converted! To the rest will be said, “Woe and 
alas!” for eternity.

And so I return to the subject. 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 vari-
ous 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 shud-
der 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 de-
fended 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 cor-
rected by ten councils and twenty commis-
sions. 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 what good are decrees and statutes from a 
council, especially when the important matters 
commanded by God are ignored? As if He had 
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to honor our vanities as a reward for our tread-
ing His solemn commandments under foot. 
But our 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 [Ro-
mans 12:3, 6], who lives and reigns with You 
and the Father, blessed forever. Amen.

THE FIRST PART
The Awe-Inspiring Articles  

on the Divine Majesty

Q
Note: Luther repeats the historic creedal formulas 
that confess God the Holy Trinity and the two 
natures in Christ. He concludes by indicating how 
these articles are the historic Confession of the 
Christian Church. When Luther uses the word cat-
echism he is not referring to his Small Catechism 
but to the historic teaching of the faith in the West-
ern Church: the Ten Commandments, the Lord’s 
Prayer, and the Apostles’ Creed. The Romanists 
and Lutherans agreed on these points of biblical, 
orthodox Christianity, so there was no need for 
Luther to elaborate on them. (See the Apostles’, 
Nicene, and Athanasian Creeds; AC I; SC II; LC II.)

Q

1. The Father, Son, and Holy Spirit, three 
distinct persons in one divine essence and na-
ture [Matthew 28:19], are one God, who has 
created heaven and earth [1 Corinthians 8:6].

2. The Father is begotten of no one; the 
Son is begotten of the Father [John 1:14]; the 
Holy Spirit proceeds from the Father and the 
Son [John 15:26].

3. Neither the Father nor the Holy Spirit, 
but the Son became man [John 1:14].

4. The Son became man in this manner: 
He was conceived, without the coopera-
tion of man, by the Holy Spirit [Luke 1:34–
35], and was born of the pure, holy Virgin 
Mary. Afterward, He suffered, died, was 
buried, descended to hell, rose from the dead 
[1 Corinthians 15:3–4], ascended to heaven 
[Acts 1:9–11], sits at the right hand of God 
[Acts 2:33], will come to judge the quick 
and the dead, and so on, as the Apostles’ 
and Athanasian Creeds and our children’s 
catechism teach.

Concerning these articles, there is no ar-
gument or dispute. Both sides confess them. 
Therefore, it is not necessary now to discuss 
them further.

THE SECOND PART
The Articles That Refer to the Office  
and Work of Jesus Christ; That Is,  

Our Redemption

ARTICLE I

The Chief Article
Q

Note: Agreeing on the content of the historic 
Christian Creed is one thing. Agreeing on what 
it means is quite another. Luther launches im-
mediately into the “chief article” of the Christian 
faith: Christ’s saving work can never be given up, 
or compromised, for the sake of peace and unity 
in the Church. This teaching is the very heart of 
the Gospel itself; therefore, it must be kept pure 
and free from error and proclaimed boldly and 
thoroughly. Luther returns to this chief article 
over and over again throughout the rest of the 
Smalcald Articles, demonstrating how the vari-
ous errors and abuses in the Church of his day 
originate from false teaching about justifica-
tion by grace through faith. (See the Apostles’, 

10     SMALCALD ARTICLES

15

Smallcald INTERIOR.indd   10 2/11/16   10:07 AM



42     POWER AND PRIMACY OF THE POPE

1

2

3

4

5

6

7

8

Q
Note: Melanchthon presents three major objec-
tions to the papacy: (1) The pope claims the 
right to set himself above all other bishops and 
pastors in the Church; (2) the pope claims to pos-
sess authority in the realms of both Church and 
state; (3) the pope demands people acknowledge 
his authority in the Church as a requirement for 
salvation. These positions have changed and 
moderated over the years, but the claim of papal 
supremacy above all other Christian pastors is 
still very much part of Roman Catholic doctrine.

Q

The Roman pontiff claims for himself 
that he is ‹supreme above› all bishops and 
pastors by divine right.

Second, he adds that by divine right he 
has both swords, that is, the authority also to 
enthrone and depose kings‹, regulate secular 
dominions, and such›.

Third, he says that to believe this is nec-
essary for salvation. For these reasons, the 
Roman bishop calls himself ‹and boasts that 
he is› the vicar of Christ on earth.

These three articles we hold to be false, god-
less, tyrannical, and destructive to the Church.

So that our proof may be better under-
stood, we will first define what they call being 
above everyone by “divine right.” They mean 
that the pope is universal, or, as they say, he is 
the ecumenical bishop, from whom all bish-
ops and pastors throughout the entire world 
should seek ordination. He is to have the right 
of electing, ordaining, confirming, and de-
posing all bishops. Besides this, he claims for 
himself the authority to make laws about acts 
of worship, about changing the Sacraments, 
and about doctrine. He wants his articles, 
his decrees, and his laws to be considered 

equal to the divine laws ‹to other articles of 
the Christian Creed and the Holy Scriptures›. 
In other words, he holds that people’s con-
sciences are so bound by the papal laws that 
those who neglect them, even without public 
offense, sin mortally. What he adds is even 
more horrible; namely, that it is necessary to 
believe all these things in order to be saved.

[Testimony of Scripture]
Q

Note: Melanchthon presents basic biblical texts 
refuting papal claims—chiefly Christ’s words for-
bidding lordship among the apostles, His sending 
them out as equals, Paul’s explicit denial that he 
received authority from any of the other apostles, 
and Paul’s comments placing all pastors on equal 
footing in the Church. The authority of the ministry 
comes not from Peter but from the Word of God.

Q

In the first place, therefore, we will show 
from the Gospel that the Roman bishop is 
not above ‹cannot arrogate to himself any 
supremacy whatever over› other bishops and 
pastors by divine right.

I. Luke 22:24–27. Christ clearly bans lord-
ship among the apostles. This was the very 
question: When Christ spoke of His passion, 
the apostles were disputing over who should 
be the head of the others, and, as it were, the 
vicar of the absent Christ. Christ rebukes this 
error of the apostles and teaches that there 
shall not be lordship or superiority among 
them. Instead, the apostles would be sent 
forth as equals to the common ministry of 
the Gospel. So, He says, “The kings of the 
Gentiles exercise lordship over them, and 
those in authority over them are called bene-
factors. But not so with you. Rather, let the 

3
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greatest among you become as the youngest, 
and the leader as one who serves” (22:25–
26). The contrast here shows that lordship 
[among the apostles] is not approved.

II. Matthew 18:2. When Christ, in the same 
dispute about the Kingdom, places a little child 
in their midst, He is teaching the same thing by 
parable. Just as a child neither takes nor seeks 
sovereignty for himself, so this shows that 
there is not to be sovereignty among ministers.

III. John 20:21. Christ sends forth His dis-
ciples in equality, without any distinction ‹so 
that no one of them was to have more or less 
power than any other›. He says, “As the Fa-
ther has sent Me, even so I am sending you.” 
He says that He sends them individually 
in the same way He Himself was sent [John 
12:44–50]. Therefore, He grants no one a 
privilege or lordship above the rest.

IV. Galatians 2:7–10. St. Paul clearly af-
firms that he was neither ordained nor con-
firmed by Peter. Nor does he acknowledge 
Peter to be one from whom confirmation 
should be sought. He plainly maintains on this 
point that his call does not depend upon Pe-
ter’s authority. If Peter were superior by divine 
right, he should have acknowledged Peter as 
a superior. Paul says that he had preached the 
Gospel without consulting Peter [Galatians 
1:10–12]. Also, “from those who seemed to be 
influential (what they were makes no differ-
ence to me; God shows no partiality).” And, 
“Those, I say, who seemed influential added 
nothing to me” [2:6]. Paul clearly testifies that 
he did not even wish to seek the confirmation 
of Peter to preach, even when Paul had come 
to him. He teaches that the authority of the 
ministry depends upon God’s Word, and that 
Peter was not superior to the other apostles. 
Ordination or confirmation was not to be 
sought from this one individual, Peter ‹[Paul 
teaches] that the office of the ministry pro-
ceeds from the general call of the apostles and 
that it is not necessary for all to have the call or 
confirmation of this one person, Peter, alone›.

V. In 1 Corinthians 3, Paul makes minis-
ters equal. He also teaches that the Church is 
superior to ‹or: more than› the ministers. Su-
periority or lordship over the Church or the 
rest of the ministers is not attributed to Peter. 
For he says, “All things are yours, whether 
Paul or Apollos or Cephas” [3:21–22]. That 
is, do not let the other ministers or Peter as-
sume for themselves lordship or superiority 
over the Church. Do not let them burden the 
Church with traditions. Do not let the au-
thority of anyone prevail more than ‹God’s› 
Word. Do not let the authority of Cephas be 
opposed to the authority of the other apos-
tles, as they reasoned at that time, “Cephas, 
who is an apostle of higher rank, observes 
this. Therefore, both Paul and the rest ought 
to observe this.” Paul removes this claim 
from Peter and denies that his authority is 
to be preferred to the rest or to the Church.

Testimony of History
Q

Note: History also shows that the claims of the 
Roman bishop lack foundation in the Church’s 
practice through the ages. In the fourth century, 
it was understood that the bishop of Alexandria 
would administer the churches in the East and the 
Roman bishop would serve the same function in 
the West. The Roman bishop’s position derived 
from human decisions made at a council for the 
sake of order in the Church, not out of some 
special institution by Christ. Bishops were histori-
cally chosen by their own congregations, not by 
the Roman bishop. There were, and continue to 
be, many churches throughout the world that do 
not depend on Roman authority to exist. Many of 
the Church’s historic councils were held without 
the Roman bishop’s presiding over them. Various 
Church Fathers are cited as speaking of equality 
among the bishops. Even Gregory the Great, who 
Rome says is a pope, rejected the title of universal 
bishop and rejected notions of primacy.

Q
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VI. The Council of Nicaea resolved that 
the bishop of Alexandria should administer 
the churches in the East and the Roman bish-
op the suburban churches, that is, those in the 
Roman provinces in the West. From this start 
by a human law (i.e., the resolution of the 
council), the authority of the Roman bishop 
first arose. If the Roman bishop already had 
the superiority by divine law, it would not 
have been lawful for the council to take away 
any right from him and transfer it to the bish-
op of Alexandria. No, all the bishops of the 
East should always have sought ordination 
and confirmation from the bishop of Rome.

VII. The Council of Nicaea also deter-
mined that bishops should be elected by their 
own churches, in the presence of one or more 
neighboring bishops. This was observed also 
in the West in the Latin churches, as Cyprian 
and Augustine testify. For Cyprian says in his 
fourth letter to Cornelius:

So as for the divine observance and 
apostolic practice, you must care-
fully keep and practice what is also 
observed among us and in almost all 
the provinces. To celebrate ordina-
tion properly, whatever bishops of 
the same province live near by should 
come together with the people for 
whom a pastor is being appointed. 
The bishop should be chosen in the 
presence of the people, who most fully 
know the life of each candidate. We 
have seen this done among us at the 
ordination of our colleague Sabinus. 
By the vote of the entire brotherhood 
and by the judgment of the bishops 
who had assembled in their presence, 
the bishop’s office was conferred and 
hands were laid on him.
Cyprian calls this custom “a divine tra-

dition and an apostolic observance.” He 
affirms that it is observed in almost all the 
provinces.

In the greater part of the world, in the 

Latin and Greek Churches, neither ordina-
tion nor confirmation was sought from a 
bishop of Rome. Therefore, it is clear enough 
that the churches did not then grant superi-
ority and domination to the bishop of Rome.

Such superiority is impossible. It is just 
not possible for one bishop to be the overseer 
of the churches of the whole world. Churches 
in the most distant lands cannot seek ordina-
tion from only one person. It is clear that 
Christ’s kingdom is scattered throughout the 
whole world. Today there are many churches 
in the East that do not seek ordination or 
confirmation from the Roman bishop. Since 
the superiority the pope claims for himself is 
impossible and has not been acknowledged 
by churches in the greater part of the world, 
it is clear enough that it was not instituted 
‹by Christ and does not spring from divine 
law›.

VIII. Many ancient councils have been 
proclaimed and held in which the bishop of 
Rome did not preside, such as that of Nicaea 
and most others. This, too, testifies that the 
Church did not then acknowledge the pri-
macy or superiority of the bishop of Rome.

IX. Jerome says:
If there is a question about author-
ity, the world is greater than the city. 
Wherever there has been a bishop, 
whether at Rome, or Eugubium, or 
Constantinople, or Rhegium, or Al-
exandria, he has the same dignity and 
priesthood.
X. Pope Gregory, writing to the patriarch 

at Alexandria, forbids that he be called uni-
versal bishop. In the records he says that in 
the Council of Chalcedon the primacy was 
offered to the bishop of Rome, but it was not 
accepted.

XI. Last, how can the pope be over the 
entire Church by divine right when the 
Church elects him? And what of the custom 
that gradually prevailed of bishops of Rome 
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being confirmed by the emperors? When for 
a long time there had been conflicts over the 
primacy between the bishops of Rome and 
Constantinople, the Emperor Phocas finally 
determined that the primacy should be as-
signed to the bishop of Rome. But if the an-
cient Church had acknowledged the primacy 
of the Roman pontiff, this conflict could not 
have occurred. Nor would the emperor have 
needed to make the decree.

[Refutation of Roman  
Arguments]
Q

Note: Melanchthon deals clearly with the Bible 
verse most commonly used by the Roman 
Church to establish papal superiority: Matthew 
16:18, the famous “you are Peter” passage. Peter 
is representative of the apostolic band, and so 
what is said to him is spoken to them all. The 
Keys are given not just to Peter but to all the 
apostles, to be used in service for the Church. 
They belong to the whole Church, not just the 
Church’s ministers. Further, the ministry of the 
Word is founded not on a man, Peter, but upon 
his confession. “On this rock” refers not to Peter 
but to the New Testament ministry of confessing 
Christ. On the rock of what Peter confessed the 
Church is built. Christ nowhere gave His follow-
ers anything but spiritual authority. Even if the 
bishop of Rome did have divine authority, faith-
less popes teaching and advancing false doctrine 
should be rejected and opposed; for nobody, not 
even an angel, can teach anything contrary to the 
revealed Gospel in the Scriptures (Galatians 1:8).

Q

They cite against us certain passages, 
namely, [Matthew 16:18–19,] “You are Peter, 
and on this rock I will build My church.” 
Also, “I will give you the keys.” Also, [John 
21:15,] “Feed My lambs,” and some others. 
Since this entire controversy has been fully 
and accurately treated elsewhere in the books 
of our theologians and everything cannot be 
reviewed here, we refer to those writings and 

wish them to be considered repeated here. 
Yet we will briefly reply about the interpreta-
tion of the passages above.

In all these passages, Peter is the repre-
sentative of the entire assembly of apostles, 
as appears from the text itself. Christ does 
not ask Peter alone, when He says, “Who do 
you say that I am?” [Matthew 16:15]. What 
is said here to Peter alone in the singular 
number, “I will give you [singular] the keys; 
and whatever you [singular] bind” [16:19], is 
elsewhere expressed in the plural [e.g., Matt-
hew 18:18,] “Whatever you [plural] bind”; 
[John 20:23,] “If you [plural] forgive the sins 
of anyone”). These words show that the Keys 
are given to all the apostles alike and that all 
the apostles are sent forth alike.

In addition, it must be recognized that the 
Keys belong not to the person of one particu-
lar man, but to the Church. Many most clear 
and firm arguments show this. For Christ, 
speaking about the Keys, adds, for example, 
“If two of you agree on earth” (Mat thew 
18:19). Therefore, He grants the Keys first and 
directly to the Church. This is why it is first 
the Church that has the right of calling. ‹For 
just as the promise of the Gospel belongs cer-
tainly and immediately to the entire Church, 
so the Keys belong immediately to the entire 
Church, because the Keys are nothing else 
than the office whereby this promise is com-
municated to every one who desires it, just 
as it is actually manifest that the Church 
has the power to ordain ministers of the 
Church. And Christ speaks in these words: 
Whatsoever you shall bind, etc., and indicates 
to whom He has given the Keys, namely, to 
the Church: Where two or three are gathered 
together in My name. Likewise, Christ gives 
supreme and final jurisdiction to the Church 
when He says: Tell it unto the Church.›

Therefore, these passages demonstrate 
that Peter is the representative of the entire 
assembly of the apostles. They do not grant 
Peter any privilege or superiority or lordship.
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