
 
Introduction 
 
Churches across our country are planning how to reopen.  Look at the graphic below (which I found on 
Facebook posted by some other pastors).  How could this lead to polarization among Christians?   
 

 
 

Historical Background to Luther’s Return to Wittenberg (1522)1 
 
After Luther’s excommunication and the Edict of Wörms, it became increasingly clear that what 
began as a reforming movement must begin to go out on its own.  While Luther was being secretly 
kept at the Wartburg Castle, the reform movement in the city of Wittenberg began to lead in 
polarizing directions without Luther’s strong presence.  A number of positive developments were 
mixed in with negative developments.  On the positive side, a community chest was approved by the 
city council to give assistance to the needy.  Life in the monasteries was reformed: each person could 

 
1 Some content taken from Luther’s Works, Vol. 36: Word & Sacrament II, ed. Jaroslav Jan Pelikan, Hilton C. 
Oswald, and Helmut T. Lehmann (Philadelphia: Fortress Press, 1999), 233-236; Vol. 51: Sermons I, 69-70. 



either stay or leave, but those who decided to stay needed to engage in productive work and could 
not be idle.  Compulsory celibacy was abolished, and Bartholomäus Bernhardi, who was once 
president of the University of Wittenberg, became the first married Lutheran pastor in May 1521 – to 
which Luther wrote, “I admire the newly-married man of Kemberg; he is afraid of nothing and was in 
quite a hurry in these troubled times. May the Lord guide him, and blend delights into his bitter 
herbs; this will be done even without my prayer (LW 48:231).”  The year prior, Luther’s colleagues on 
the faculty, Melanchthon and Agricola, were also married, and in the next few years a number of 
Lutheran leaders were married.  Worship reforms began to take place as well.  In September 1521 
Melanchthon introduced the university students to the Lord’s Supper given with both the bread and 
the wine.  Previously, the wine was withheld from the laity and only drunk by the priests. 
 
However, these reforms quickly lead to some negative developments.  Some began to take 
advantage of the community chest.  Karlstadt assumed the void left by Luther and tended to force 
reforms quickly, without much education or patience.  Under his influence, the city council had art at 
St. Mary’s, the town church, removed quickly – a movement known as iconoclasm.  To further 
complicate the matter, the Zwickau2 prophets came to Wittenberg and felt that Luther’s reforms did 
not go far enough.  They questioned infant baptism and promoted direct revelation – the view that 
the Holy Spirit would directly speak to you apart from God’s Word or the sacraments.  Karlstadt also 
adopted this view, which meant that formal education was no longer necessary.  City schools were 
closed, and the university was threatened with folding.  In November 1521 opposition grew.  Gabriel 
Zwilling began to demand the cup for the laity, and Luther’s associates Melanchthon and Amsdorf 
were reluctant to step in and bring calm.  The Elector of Saxony halted any more changes, but it was 
not always followed.  On Christmas 1521, Karlstadt came out without vestments (in street clothes), 
celebrated communion in both kinds (i.e. bread & wine), and forced the laity to take the elements in 
their own hands, which shocked people.  On December 26, 1521, a demonstration took place when a 
party celebrating Karlstadt’s engagement got out of hand.  In January 1522, Zwilling preached in 
favor of change at the university church (the Castle Church), and later a gang stormed the priest’s 
house.  On Epiphany 1522 paintings in churches were destroyed and side altars were removed.  
Confusion became widespread, and the focus shifted from the Scriptures to societal change. 
 
Shortly after Luther’s secret visit to Wittenberg in December 1521, Luther wrote An Earnest 
Exhortation for all Christians, Warning Them Against Insurrection and Rebellion.  It appeared in 
January, but it did little good.  After the rioting in Wittenberg, the city council passed a resolution on 
February 22, 1522 to petition the Elector to allow Luther to return.  Previously Luther listened to the 
Elector when he told him to stay, but this time, contrary to his wishes, he assumed complete 
responsibility for coming back to Wittenberg and exonerated the Elector for any harm that may 
happen to him.  On March 2, 1522, Luther left the Wartburg Castle and traveled back to Wittenberg.  
Beginning on March 9, Luther preached for eight days straight – from Sunday to the following 
Sunday – on the subject of Christian freedom and how it should be used.  What ought to be changed 
still was, but the process shifted from radical revolution to patient education.  The editors of Luther’s 
Works summarize, “On March 9, Invocavit Sunday, he mounted the pulpit in the parish church and 
preached each day from the ninth to the sixteenth. This remarkable series of sermons, which are 
powerful, inspired preaching of the gospel, had the effect of restoring tranquility and order almost at 
once. His task was to lead his congregation away from fanatical enthusiasm back to the spirit of the 
gospel and to answer the questions that were agitating his people in the light of the gospel.”  

 
2 Zwickau is a city in Germany about 100 miles away from Wittenberg.  These three main prophets – Stübner, 
Storch, and Drechsel – had been banished from Zwickau, but the people of Wittenberg did not know that. 



Discussion of Luther’s Eight Sermons at Wittenberg (1522) 
 
First Sermon: March 9, 1522, Invocavit Sunday 
 
And here, dear friends, one must not insist upon his rights, but must see what may be useful and helpful 
to his brother, as Paul says … “ ‘All things are lawful for me,’ but not all things are helpful” [1 Cor. 6:12]. 
For we are not all equally strong in faith, some of you have a stronger faith than I. Therefore we must 
not look upon ourselves, or our strength, or our prestige, but upon our neighbor, for God has said 
through Moses: I have borne and reared you, as a mother does her child [Deut. 1:31]. What does a 
mother do to her child? First she gives it milk, then gruel, then eggs and soft food, whereas if she turned 
about and gave it solid food, the child would never thrive [cf. 1 Cor. 3:2; Heb. 5:12–13]. So we should also 
deal with our brother, have patience with him for a time, have patience with his weakness and help him 
bear it; we should also give him milk-food, too [1 Pet. 2:2; of. Rom. 14:1–3], as was done with us, until he, 
too, grows strong, and thus we do not travel heavenward alone, but bring our brethren, who are not 
now our friends, with us. If all mothers were to abandon their children, where would we have been? 
Dear brother, if you have suckled long enough, do not at once cut off the breast, but let your brother be 
suckled as you were suckled. I would not have gone so far as you have done, if I had been here. The cause 
is good, but there has been too much haste. For there are still brothers and sisters on the other side who 
belong to us and must still be won. …  

Let us, therefore, let us act with fear and humility, cast ourselves at one another’s feet, join 
hands with each other, and help one another. I will do my part, which is no more than my duty, for I love 
you even as I love my own soul. For here we battle not against pope or bishop, but against the devil [cf. 
Eph. 6:12], and do you imagine he is asleep? He sleeps not, but sees the true light rising, and to keep it 
from shining into his eyes he would like to make a flank attack—and he will succeed, if we are not on 
our guard. I know him well, and I hope, too, that with the help of God, I am his master. But if we yield 
him but an inch, we must soon look to it how we may be rid of him. Therefore all those have erred who 
have helped and consented to abolish the mass; not that it was not a good thing, but that it was not 
done in an orderly way. You say it was right according to the Scriptures. I agree, but what becomes of 
order? For it was done in wantonness, with no regard for proper order and with offense to your 
neighbor. If, beforehand, you had called upon God in earnest prayer, and had obtained the aid of the 
authorities, one could be certain that it had come from God. I, too, would have taken steps toward the 
same end if it had been a good thing to do; and if the mass were not so evil a thing, I would introduce it 
again. For I cannot defend your action, as I have just said. … 

Take note of these two things, “must” and “free.” The “must” is that which necessity requires, 
and which must ever be unyielding; as, for instance, the faith, which I shall never permit any one to take 
away from me, but must always keep in my heart and freely confess before every one. But “free” is that 
in which I have choice, and may use or not, yet in such a way that it profit my brother and not me. Now 
do not make a “must” out of what is “free,” as you have done, so that you may not be called to account 
for those who were led astray by your loveless exercise of liberty.  (LW 51:72-74) 
 
The situation at Wittenberg was obviously very polarized and emotional.  What words would you use 
to describe the tone Luther sets upon arrival back in town? 
 
 
 
What were Luther’s main concerns with what happened? 
 
 



Luther is here applying the New Testament issue about eating various foods that were forbidden in 
Old Testament law.  Look up Romans 14:1,13-21.  How was what happened in Wittenberg placing 
stumbling blocks or obstacles to those who were weak in faith? 
 
 
 
 
Third Sermon: March 11, 1522, Tuesday after Invocavit 

We have heard the things which are “musts,” which are necessary and must be done, things 
which must be so and not otherwise: the private masses3 must be abolished. For all works and things, 
which are either commanded or forbidden by God and thus have been instituted by the supreme 
Majesty, are “musts.” Nevertheless, no one should be dragged to them or away from them by the hair, 
for I can drive no man to heaven or beat him into it with a club. I said this plainly enough; I believe you 
have understood what I said. 

Now follow the things which are not necessary, but are left to our free choice by God and which 
we may keep or not, such as whether a person should marry or not, or whether monks and nuns should 
leave the cloisters. These things are matters of choice and must not be forbidden by any one, and if they 
are forbidden, the forbidding is wrong, since it is contrary to God’s ordinance. In the things that are free, 
such as being married or remaining single, you should take this attitude: if you can keep to it without 
burdensomeness, then keep it; but it must not be made a general law; everyone must rather be free. So 
if there is a priest, monk, or nun, who cannot abstain, let him take a wife and be a husband, in order that 
your conscience may be relieved; and see to it that you can stand before God and the world when you 
are assailed, especially when the devil attacks you in the hour of death. It is not enough to say: this man 
or that man did it, I followed the crowd, according to the preaching of the dean, Dr. Karlstadt, or 
Gabriel, or Michael. Not so; every one must stand on his own feet and be prepared to give battle to the 
devil. You must rest upon a strong and clear text of Scripture if you would stand the test. If you cannot 
do that, you will never withstand—the devil will pluck you like a parched leaf. Therefore the priests who 
have taken wives and the nuns who have taken husbands in order to save their consciences must stand 
squarely upon a clear text of Scripture, such as this one by St. Paul, although there are many more: “In 
later times some will depart from the faith by giving heed to deceitful spirits and doctrines of the devil (I 
think St. Paul is outspoken enough here!) and will forbid marriage and the foods which God created” [1 
Tim. 4:1–3]. This text the devil will not overthrow nor devour, it will rather overthrow and devour him. 
Therefore any monk or nun who finds that he is too weak to maintain chastity should conscientiously 
examine himself; if his heart and conscience are thus strengthened, let him take a wife and be a 
husband. Would to God all monks and nuns could hear this sermon and properly understand this matter 
and would all forsake the cloisters, and thus all the cloisters in the world would cease to exist; this is 
what I would wish. But now they have no understanding of the matter (for no one preaches it to them); 
they hear about others who are leaving the cloisters in other places, who, however, are well prepared 
for such a step, and then they want to follow their example, but have not yet fortified their consciences 
and do not know that it is a matter of liberty. This is bad … 

Thus, dear friends, I have said it clearly enough, and I believe you ought to understand it and not 
make liberty a law, saying: This priest has taken a wife, therefore all priests must take wives. Not at all. 
Or this monk or that nun has left the cloister, therefore they must all come out. Not at all. Or this man 
has broken the images and burnt them, therefore all images must be burned—not at all, dear brother! 
And again, this priest has no wife, therefore no priest dare marry. Not at all! For they who cannot retain 

 
3 Private masses refer to masses conducted by a priest without a congregation present.   



their chastity should take wives, and for others who can be chaste, it is good that they restrain 
themselves, as those who live in the Spirit and not in the flesh [Rom. 8:4; 1 Cor. 7:40]. Neither should 
they be troubled about the vows they have made, such as the monks’ vows of obedience, chastity, and 
poverty (though they are rich enough withal). For we cannot vow anything that is contrary to God’s 
commands. God has made it a matter of liberty to marry or not to marry, and you, you fool, undertake 
to turn this liberty into a vow contrary to the ordinance of God! Therefore you must let it remain a 
liberty and not make a compulsion out of it; for your vow is contrary to God’s liberty.  (LW 51:79-81) 

 
Luther is here describing the difference between a divine command and adiaphora – things God 
neither commands nor forbids.  Illustrate that difference with a modern-day example. 
 
 
 
Often WELS congregations justify their practices by saying, “This is how we’ve always done it,” or 
“This is what other churches are doing.”  How would you evaluate that rationale in light of what 
Luther says? 
 
 
 
In what ways could a congregation today “make liberty a law”?  Give some specific examples. 
 
 
 
 

Applying Luther’s Eight Sermons Today 
 
Discuss any or all of these in small groups: 
 

1. The biblical concept of “offense” is not like our English meaning, simply, “I got upset at what 
you did.”  Rather, biblical offense means using your Christian freedom to do something that 
would cause another Christian to question their faith, act contrary to their conscience, or 
even fall into sin or unbelief.  What would be examples of offense today? 
 

2. Reflect on any incidences of polarizing discord you have experienced in congregations.  What 
did you learn from that process?  (Remember the Eighth Commandment while sharing.) 
 

3. Consider all the things a pastor does: administration, preaching, teaching, counseling, 
evangelism, conflict resolution, worship planning, youth ministry, visiting shut-ins, visiting 
inactive members, etc.  Despite all the ways he could have done so, Luther chose to calm the 
waters through his preaching.  Agree/disagree: “For the health of any congregation, 
preaching is the most important activity a pastor does and the most important skill a pastor 
could have.” 
 

4. Luther directly addressed contentious issues that were going on in the congregation from 
the pulpit.  What is the danger if a pastor today addresses such issues too explicitly?  What is 
the danger if he addresses such issues too vaguely?  Where’s the middle ground? 
   

 



Conclusion 
 
How can we guide our congregation through potential polarization over reopening church?  List the 
message church leadership should give, the spirit in which it should be given, and the attitude in 
which it should be received. 
 


