
 
 

Session 6 
Introduction 
 
What’s the worst part of being a Christian in our day and age?  Decide on one top factor to share with 
the entire group.   
 
 

Historical Background: Doctrinal Controversy with the Elector of Brandenburg-Prussia1 
 
When Paul Gerhardt was ordained at the St. Nikolaus Church in Berlin on November 18, 1651, he fully 
subscribed to the Lutheran confessional documents in the Book of Concord and took an oath to 
uphold them, as confessional Lutheran pastors do today.  The last document in the Book of Concord 
is the Formula of Concord, which was written amid doctrinal controversies, including those with the 
Reformed over the doctrine of the Lord’s Supper.  When Gerhardt arrived in the capital of Berlin, the 
Elector of Brandenburg-Prussia was Frederick William I.  He was the grandson of John Sigismund, 
who studied at the University of Heidelberg, the center of German Reformed theology.  In addition 
to this theological influence, he also gained control of some western German territory by embracing 
the Reformed faith.  The ruling Hohenzollern house was thus Reformed, even though many of the 
common people were Lutheran, including John Sigismund’s wife.  On Christmas Day, 1613, he openly 
introduced the Reformed faith at the Berlin Cathedral as part of the Second Reformation – implying 
that the Lutheran Reformation did not go far enough.  When Frederick William I assumed rule, he 
sought to unify the Lutherans and Reformed by minimizing the distinctions between the two, 
especially on the Lord’s Supper.  In 1656 he ordered that those who would be ordained would not 
pledge themselves to the entire Book of Concord but only to the Scriptures and the Augsburg 
Confession.  In 1662 the Edict of Tolerance forbade preachers from polemics, including any 
references to doctrinal differences between the Lutherans and Reformed.  On August 21, 1662, a 
colloquy was held in Berlin in an unsuccessful attempt to have the Lutheran representatives admit 
there was no fundamental doctrinal difference between them.  On September 16, 1664, the Elector 
again issued a stricter edict, forbidding Lutheran preachers from making any statements that would 
contradict the Reformed faith.  Paul Gerhardt refused to comply, and he urged other Lutheran 
preachers to do the same.  Therefore, on February 13, 1666, the Elector deposed Gerhardt, who 
viewed him as the instigator of opposition.  The public outcry was so great that he was restored to 
office the following year.  Gerhardt did not stay in office for conscience’s sake, however, since he 
would nonetheless have been forced to remain silent over doctrinal differences and silently agree 

 
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, 9-16. 



with the edict.  The three years following his deposition Gerhardt described as his “Berlin 
martyrdom.” Without steady employment, he became poor and survived on charitable support from 
those who were sympathetic to his plight.  To make matters worse, his wife Anna Maria died on 
March 5, 1668, at the age of 46 after only 13 years of marriage.  By this time, Gerhardt had already 
lost four of his children, leaving him only one six-year-old son, Paul Friedrich.  The doctrinal 
compromises eventually culminated in the Prussian Union of 1817, which united the Lutheran and 
Reformed churches and caused large emigrations of German Lutherans to America. 

 
Hymn: “Why Should Cross and Trial Grieve Me” (CW 428)  
 
This hymn on Christian discipleship was originally twelve stanzas and was entitled “A Christian’s 
Hymn of Joy.”  It was published in 1648 in Johann Crüger’s Praxis Pietatis Melica.  The original melody 
by Johann Crüger was replaced by one by Johann Ebeling, who succeeded Crüger as cantor at St. 
Nikolaus.  Ironically, it brought comfort to Elector Fredrich William I at his death.  The original eighth 
stanza (about death as the way to heavenly glory) was the last words of Gerhardt at his death.  Four 
stanzas are included in our hymnal, the first three of which belong to Gerhardt.  The fourth reflects 
themes from many other of Gerhardt’s stanzas. 
 

1 Why should cross and trial grieve me? 
Christ is near With his cheer; Never will he leave me. 
Who can rob me of the heaven 
That God’s Son For me won When his life was given? 
 
2 When life’s troubles rise to meet me, 
Though their weight May be great, They will not defeat me. 
God, my loving Savior, sees them; 
He who knows All my woes Knows how best to end them. 
 
3 God gives me my days of gladness, 
And I will Trust him still When he sends me sadness. 
God is good; his love attends me 
Day by day, Come what may, Guides me and defends me. 
 
4 Since I know God never fails me, 
In his voice I’ll rejoice When grim death assails me. 
Trusting in my Savior’s merit, 
Safe at last, Troubles past, I shall heav’n inherit. 

 
 
In Gerhardt’s words, how do difficult crosses and trials serve a beneficial purpose? 
 
 
 
In what ways is Gerhardt’s life reflected in this hymn? 
 
 

 



Bible References 
Mark 8:31-38 
 
The term “cross” is used in various ways in current language.  What makes the final example below 
the most precise definition? 
 

1. “He is going through a rough week at school and can’t seem to understand why he is facing 
so many crosses.” 

2. “She just got diagnosed with a terminal disease and will now need to bear her cross in life.” 
3. “Paul Gerhardt endured many crosses for upholding his full commitment to the Scriptures 

and the Lutheran Confessions.” 
 
 
Peter embraced the theology of glory, which wanted a Messiah who would conquer his enemies and 
make his people’s lives easier.  Jesus embraced the theology of the cross, which taught that the 
Messiah would suffer and die and his followers would need to deny themselves.  List a number of 
examples of the theology of glory and the theology of the cross today. 
 
 
 
 
Envision a Christian friend who is suffering from a number of crosses in life.  How would you use the 
theology of the cross to give comfort? 
 
 
 
 
 

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? 
 
 


