
 
 

Session 4 
Introduction 
 
Think back to your experiences during Lent.  Is Lent a joyful time or a sad time for you?  Develop 
reasons for one side or the other. 
 
 
 

Historical Background: Pastoral Ministry at St. Nikolaus in Berlin1 
 
After Paul Gerhardt struggled to receive a placement in ministry after his studies at the University of 
Wittenberg and as a tutor in Berlin, he finally was ordained at St. Nikolaus Church in Berlin on 
November 18, 1651, at the age of 44.  He received a position at St. Moritz Church in Mittenwalde, a 
small town of about 800 residents, south of Berlin, and he began his ministry there in the following 
January.  As the lead pastor at St. Moritz, he also supervised some area churches.  Although he had 
some conflict with the other pastor, Gerhardt’s time in Mittenwalde was generally peaceful and 
secure.  He did have a busy schedule, however.  He would preach for multiple services on Sunday and 
multiple times during the week, along with other regular pastoral duties and visitation.  The main 
Sunday service would last two or three hours and have an hour long sermon.  Even with the 
demands of ministry, most of Gerhardt’s hymns were composed during this time and during his 
previous time in Berlin.  With more of his hymns being published, his reputation as a hymnwriter was 
spreading widely by this point.  In May 1657, Paul Gerhardt received a call to be the third pastor at St. 
Nikolaus in Berlin, the same church where he was ordained.  After a difficult deliberation, he 
accepted the call on June 4.  Though their time in Mittenwalde was generally happy, it seems 
personal relationships pulled his family back to Berlin, since Gerhardt was now married to Anna 
Maria Berthold, the daughter of the man where he served as tutor.  At St. Nikolaus Gerhardt was a 
well-respected and beloved pastor, preacher, and hymnwriter by all classes of society.  Even the 
Reformed would attend his services and admire his hymns.  At St. Nikolaus Gerhardt not only worked 
with the other pastors, but he also worked with the cantors Johann Crüger and Johann Ebeling, who 
succeeded Crüger after his death.  Through his ministry and hymns he brought hope to the people of 
Berlin, even as they faced a difficult time of war and religious controversy. 
 

  

 
1 Summarized from C.T. Aufdemberge, Christian Worship: Handbook (Milwaukee: Northwestern Publishing 
House, 1997), 716; Gaylin Schmeling, “Paul Gerhardt: Pastor and Theologian,” 2007 Bethany Reformation 
Lectures, 8-9, 11-12. 



Hymn: “O Sacred Head Now Wounded” (CW 105)  
 
The Latin form of this Lenten hymn is originally ascribed to the famous twelfth-century French monk 
Bernard of Clairvaux, whom Luther held in high regard.  It was one of seven hymns sung on each day 
of Holy Week.  Paul Gerhardt produced a German version with the title, “To the Suffering Face of the 
Lord Jesus.”  It was originally ten stanzas and was published in 1656 in Johann Crüger’s Praxis Pietatis 
Melica.  Seven stanzas are included in our hymnal. 
 

1 O sacred head, now wounded, With grief and shame weighed down, 
Now scornfully surrounded, With thorns your only crown, 
O sacred head, no glory Now from your face does shine; 
Yet, though despised and gory, I joy to call you mine. 

 
2 Men mock and taunt and jeer you, They smite your countenance, 
Though mighty worlds shall fear you And flee before your glance. 
How pale you are with anguish, With sore abuse and scorn! 
Your eyes with pain now languish That once were bright as morn! 
 
3 Now from your cheeks has vanished Their color, once so fair; 
From your red lips is banished The splendor that was there. 
Grim death with cruel rigor Has robbed you of your life; 
Thus you have lost your vigor, Your strength, in this sad strife. 
 
4 My burden in your passion, Lord, you have borne for me, 
For it was my transgression, My shame, on Calvary. 
I cast me down before you; Wrath is my rightful lot. 
Have mercy, I implore you; Redeemer, spurn me not! 
 
5 What language shall I borrow To thank you, dearest Friend, 
For this, your dying sorrow, Your pity without end? 
Oh, make me yours forever, And keep me strong and true; 
Lord, let me never, never Outlive my love for you. 
 
6 My Savior, then be near me When death is at my door, 
And let your presence cheer me; Forsake me nevermore! 
When soul and body languish, Oh, leave me not alone, 
But take away my anguish By virtue of your own! 
 
7 Lord, be my consolation, My shield when I must die; 
Remind me of your passion When my last hour draws nigh. 
My eyes will then behold you, Upon your cross will dwell; 
My heart will then enfold you—Who dies in faith dies well! 

 
 
Gerhardt describes the suffering of Christ in vivid and emotive language.  How can he then say of 
something despised and gory, “I joy to call you mine?” 
 
 



In what ways is Gerhardt’s life reflected in this hymn? 
 
 
 

 
Bible References 
John 19:1-16 
 
Stanzas 1-2 describe the mocking of the soldiers as they placed the crown of thorns on him.   Defend 
this statement: “The crown of thorns on Jesus’ head showed that he was a sham king of the Jews 
and the rightful king of the Jews – all at the same time.” 
 
 
 
 
The narration of the Gospels has often been accused of being anti-Semitic, that is, Christian writers 
blame the Jews for the death of Jesus.  How would you answer the question, “Who was responsible 
for Jesus’ death?”  
 
 
 
 
 
At people’s deathbed, it seems obvious to point them to Jesus’ resurrection.  What are some reasons 
it would also be comforting to point them to Jesus’ death? 
 
 
 
 
 

Conclusion: Listen to the Hymn 
 
In what ways do you receive hope for your life from the words or music of this hymn by Paul 
Gerhardt? 
 
 


