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THE FORMULA OF CONCORD

[FIRST PART]
Summary Content ‹Epitome›

of the 
Articles in Controversy 

among the theologians of the Augsburg Confession, set 
forth and reconciled in a Christian way, according to the  

direction of God’s Word, in the following summary.
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Christ on the Cross with Angels

Albrecht Dürer dramatically shows that the blood Christ shed on the cross and 
its saving benefits are given to us in the Sacrament of the Altar. Without the 
shedding of blood, there is no forgiveness of sins.
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Editor’s Introduction  

to the Formula of Concord
I will rather lose my head and suffer Wittenberg to be battered down than 

submit to a demand that violates my conscience.

—Elector John Frederick the Magnanimous

Following Luther’s death in 1546, it seemed that the shining light of the Gospel 
would be snuffed out. Threats from without, and controversies within, endan-
gered the Lutheran Church. The survival of Lutheranism was a result of God’s 

gracious work through brave laypeople and pastors who refused to compromise 
the teachings of God’s Word. The story from 1546 until 1580 (when the Book of 
Concord was published) is one of courage and cowardice, weakness and strength. 
All Christians and, most important, all who bear the name Lutheran need to learn 
about this struggle for the truth.

The controversy that raged for thirty-five years concluded with thousands of lay 
leaders, pastors, and theologians agreeing to live in harmony with one another on 
the basis of a common confession of the faith, the Lutheran Confessions, as con-
tained in the Book of Concord of 1580.

Only four months after Luther’s death (February 18, 1546), the pope and the 
Holy Roman Emperor, Charles V, entered into a secret agreement to crush the Ref-
ormation and force the Lutherans back under the pope’s authority (June 26, 1546). 
Their agreement stated:

In the name of God and with the help and assistance of His Papal Holiness, 
His Imperial Majesty should prepare himself for war, and equip himself with 
soldiers and everything pertaining to warfare against those who objected to 
the Council, against the Smalcald League, and against all who were addicted 
to the false belief and error in Germany, and that he do so with all his power 
and might in order to bring them back to the old faith and to the obedience 
of the Holy See. (Bente, 219)

The Emperor tried to keep the situation secret, but the pope issued a public de-
cree on July 4, 1546. It stated:

It has always been our concern how to root out the weeds of godless doctrines 
which the heretics have sowed throughout Germany. . . . Now it has come 
to pass that, by the inspiration of the Holy Ghost, our dearest son in Christ, 
Charles, the Roman Emperor, has decided to employ the sword against these 
enemies of God. And for the protection of religion we intend to promote this 
pious enterprise with all our own and the Roman Church’s possessions. Ac-
cordingly, we admonish all Christians to assist in this war with their prayers 
to God and their alms, in order that the godless heresy may be rooted out and 

443 5



444       FORMULA OF CONCORD

John Frederick the Magnanimous (1503–54)

The scar from the wound that John Frederick suffered in the Battle 
of Mühlberg (1547) is dramatically visible in this period woodcut. 
He was captured and lost his title and holdings. He was repeat-
edly threatened with death if he would not recant his Lutheran 
confession. He steadfastly refused to recant.
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the dissension removed. . . . To each and all who do these things we grant the 
most complete indulgence and remission of all their sins. (Bente, 219)

The fate of the Gospel hung in the balance. Powerful forces were moving to crush 
the Lutherans. Shortly after the emperor and the pope had reached an agreement 
on how best to deal with the Lutheran problem, the Smalcaldic War broke out in 
Germany. The military power of the emperor and pope proved too much for the Lu-
theran princes. The threat of war caused some who had previously confessed their al-
legiance to the Augsburg Confession to remain neutral or, even worse, to betray their 
fellow Lutherans. Maurice, duke of Saxony, actually joined the emperor. On April 24, 
1547, the armies of the Smalcaldic League were crushed at the Battle of Mühlberg.

The elector of Saxony, John Frederick the Magnanimous, was taken prisoner 
and sentenced to death. He received the news of his death sentence while playing 
a game of chess with his fellow prisoner, Duke Ernest of Lüneburg. John Frederick 
took the news with remarkable courage and peace. He did not believe the emperor 
would execute him, but responded by saying that if he was to be killed he wanted 
time to put his affairs in order and send a final message to his wife and children. 
Then he looked at Ernest and said, “Let us continue the game; it is your move.”

One Lutheran territory after another fell to the emperor. Torgau was taken and 
the imperial armies marched on Wittenberg. It surrendered without a fight on May 
19, 1547. Emperor Charles himself entered the Castle Church in Wittenberg, where 
Martin Luther was buried. As he stood at Luther’s grave, his soldiers urged him to 
exhume the remains of the heretic Luther and burn them. Charles said simply, “I 
make war on the living, not on the dead.” This was truly a remarkable reaction, 
considering how long Charles had been struggling with the Lutheran Reformation. 
In 1521 he had heard Luther utter the famous words “I cannot and will not recant.” 
Twenty-six years later Charles’s military defeat of Lutheran territories was complete.

The Augsburg Interim
Though Charles had won a military victory, he realized that only the mass 

slaughter of hundreds of thousands of people could eliminate Lutheranism. He 
chose instead to pursue political and ecclesiastical compromises. Some Lutherans 
were willing to go along with his plan. The emperor issued a series of commands on 
May 15, 1548, that became known as the Augsburg Interim. He ordered all Lutheran 
rulers and ministers to obey his orders and do nothing to oppose them. They were 
not to teach, preach, or write against the Augsburg Interim in any way. It was called 
an “Interim” because the document was intended to govern Church matters until all 
things could be settled formally at a general Church council.

The Interim allowed the Lutheran clergy to marry and to celebrate the Lord’s 
Supper by giving the people both the consecrated bread and wine, but it demanded 
that they immediately restore a number of specifically Roman ceremonies and cus-
toms. It demanded that they acknowledge the pope to be the head of the Church 
by divine right and to receive again the authority of the Roman bishops. It insisted 
that they again receive Roman doctrines and practices, such as transubstantiation 
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and the seven sacraments. It denied or omitted the doctrine of justification by grace 
through faith alone. Ironically, the pope was not satisfied even with this. He de-
manded total rejection of everything Lutheran, which made many Lutheran rulers 
and ministers realize that they had nothing to expect but total persecution if they 
submitted to the Augsburg Interim.

Tragically, Philip Melanchthon was willing to compromise with Rome for the 
sake of peace. His courage failed him, and he soon became the leader of a group of 
Lutherans who were called “Philippists” by their opponents. They looked for ways 
to compromise with Rome, believing that through compromises on points they 
considered nonessential, they could preserve the Lutheran Church. It was clear, 
though, that the future held nothing but further compromise. It looked as though 
all was lost and Rome would eventually demand that all Lutherans renounce their 
faith and return again to the false and damning doctrine of Rome. Melanchthon and 
his followers were even willing to accept the Augsburg Interim’s compromise of the 
doctrine of justification, allowing it to state that we are not saved by grace through 
faith alone, but that justification is in part based on a person’s renewal and life. This 
teaching was a total denial of everything Martin Luther had struggled and worked 
so hard for! Melanchthon did not believe that he was compromising on justification 
and regarded his concessions to Rome as a responsible response at a time of crisis.

Throughout Germany, Charles and his Italian and Spanish troops enforced the 
Augsburg Interim brutally. Cities that did not accept it were deprived of their liber-
ties. Constance fell after a courageous defense and was annexed to Austria. Magde-
burg resisted the armies of Charles the longest and was outlawed three times. It was 
never conquered. Its citizens sent their response to Charles: “We are saved neither 
by an Interim nor by an Exterim, but by the Word of God alone” (Bente, 222). Pas-
tors who refused to follow the regulations of the Augsburg Interim were removed 
from office and banished; some were imprisoned and some were even executed. 
In Swabia and along the Rhine River, some four hundred pastors went to prison 
rather than agree to the Interim. They were exiled, and some of their families were 
killed or died as a result. Jacob Sturm of Augsburg presented a list of grievances to 
the local Roman bishop, who responded, “If necessary, one might proceed against 
heretics also with fire.” Sturm responded, “Indeed, you may kill people by fire, but 
even in this way you cannot force their faith” (Bente, 222–23). Some preachers left 
for England. But even still, the Interim was not accepted as widely as the emperor 
and pope had hoped.

In northern Germany, the stronghold of Lutheranism, territories such as Sax-
ony fiercely opposed the Interim. Many cities rejected it entirely. Elector Joachim 
of Brandenburg gathered three hundred pastors to sign the Augsburg Interim. One 
old pastor, named Leutinger, standing in front of the author of the Interim, Agrico-
la, said, “I love Agricola, and more than him I love my Elector; but my Lord Jesus 
Christ I love most” (Bente, 223). Then he took the Augsburg Interim document 
that he had been told to sign and threw it into flames of the fireplace. A layman, 
Margrave Hans of Küstrin, threw the pen away that he was handed for the purpose 
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