
Watchwords for the Warfare of Life,
Part Third. Words For The Halting-
Places. I. The Visible Creation

Inspiring quotes from Martin Luther about the beauty and wonder of God’s
visible creation.

Watchwords for the Warfare of Life,
Part Second. Words For The Day’s
March. II. Special Graces

Martin Luther on the grace of God: The fruit of the Spirit is love, joy,
peace, longsuffering, gentleness, goodness, faith, Meekness, temperance:
against such there is no law. – Galatians 5:22, 23
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Inspiring words of wisdom from Martin Luther about taking leadership over
God’s people to feed and care for them spiritually and physically.

Watchwords for the Warfare of Life,
Part 1 Words for the Battle-Field, V.
The Enemy

Inspiring and encouraging words from Martin Luther on how to fight our
spiritual enemy, the Devil, also known as Satan.

Watchwords for the Warfare of Life,
Part 1 Words for the Battle-Field, IV.
The Armies of Heaven
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What Martin Luther has to say about angels and the armies of Heaven that
protect us physically from harm.

Watchwords for the Warfare of Life,
Part 1 Words for the Battle-Field,
III. The Weapons of Our Warfare.

Words of wisdom from Martin Luther about the Word of God and living a
fruitful life for Jesus Christ.
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Watchwords for the Warfare of Life,
Part 1 Words for the Battle-Field, II.
Rules of the Service

Inspirational quotes from the writings of Martin Luther.

Watchwords for the Warfare of Life –
By Martin Luther Part 1 Words for the
Battle-Field, I. The Commander

Inspiring words from Martin Luther about how to fight the warfare of life!
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Martin Luther’s Reply to the Papal
Bull of Leo X

Exsurge Domine (Latin: Arise O Lord) is a papal bull issued on 15
June 1520 by Pope Leo X. It was written in response to the
teachings of Martin Luther which opposed the views of the papacy.
It censured forty one propositions extracted from Luther’s 95
theses and subsequent writings, and threatened him with
excommunication unless he recanted within a sixty day period
commencing upon the publication of the bull in Saxony and its
neighboring regions. Luther refused to recant and responded instead
by composing polemical tracts lashing out at the papacy and by
publicly burning a copy of the bull on 10 December 1520. (From
Wikipedia http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Exsurge_Domine

I have heard that a bull against me has gone through the whole earth before
it came to me, because being a daughter of darkness it feared the light of my
face. For this reason and also because it condemns manifestly the Christian
articles I had my doubts whether it really came from Rome and was not rather
the progeny of that man of lies, dissimulation, errors, and heresy, that
monster John Eck. The suspicion was further increased when it was said that
Eck was the apostle of the bull. Indeed the sty1e and the spittle all point
to Eck. True, it is not impossible that where Eck is the apostle there one
should find the kingdom of Antichrist. Nevertheless in the meantime I will
act as if I thought Leo not responsible, not that I may honor the Roman name,
but because I do not consider myself worthy to suffer such high things for
the truth of God. For who before God would be happier than Luther if he were
condemned from so great and high a source for such manifest truth? But the
cause seeks a worthier martyr. I with my sins merit other things. But whoever
wrote this bull, he is Antichrist. I protest before God, our Lord Jesus, his
sacred angels, and the whole world that with my whole heart I dissent from
the damnation of this bull, that I curse and execrate it as sacrilege and
blasphemy of Christ, God’s Son and our Lord. This be my recantation, Oh bull,
thou daughter of bulls.

Having given my testimony I proceed to take up the bull. Peter said that you

https://www.jamesjpn.net/protestant-authors/martin-luthers-reply-to-the-papal-bull-of-leo-x/
https://www.jamesjpn.net/protestant-authors/martin-luthers-reply-to-the-papal-bull-of-leo-x/


should give a reason for the faith that is in you, but this bull condemns me
from its own word without any proof from Scripture, whereas I back up all my
assertions from the Bible. I ask thee, ignorant Antichrist, dost thou think
that with thy naked words thou canst prevail against the armor of Scripture?
Hast thou learned this from Cologne and Louvain? If this is all it takes,
just to say, “I dissent, I deny,” what foo1, what ass, what mole, what log
could not condemn? Does not thy meretricious brow blush that with thine inane
smoke thou withstandest the lightning of the divine Word? Why do we not
believe the Turks? Why do we not admit the Jews? Why do we not honor the
heretic if damning is all that it takes? But Luther, who is used to bellum,
is not afraid of bullam . I can distinguish between inane paper and the
omnipotent Word of God.

They show their ignorance and bad conscience by inventing the adverb
“respectively.” My articles are called “respectively some heretical, some
erroneous, some scandalous,” which is as much as to say, “We don’t know which
are which.” 0h meticulous ignorance! I wish to be instructed, not
respectively, but absolutely and certainly. I demand that they show
absolutely, not respectively, distinctly and not confusedly, certainly and
not probably, clearly and not obscurely, point by point and not in a lump,
just what is heretical. Let them show where I am a heretic, or dry up their
spittle. They say that some articles are heretical, some erroneous, some
scandalous, some offensive. The implication is that those which are heretical
are not erroneous, those which are erroneous are not scandalous, and those
which are scandalous are not offensive. What then is this, to say that
something is not heretica1, not scandalous, not false, but yet is offensive?
So then, you impious and insensate papists, write soberly if you want to
write. Whether this bull is by Eck or by the pope, it is the sum of all
impiety, blasphemy, ignorance, impudence, hypocrisy, lying – in a word, it is
Satan and his Antichrist.

Where are you now, most excellent Charles the Emperor, kings, and Christian
princes? You were baptized into the name of Christ, and can you suffer these
Tartar voices of Antichrist? Where are you, bishops? Where, doctors? Where
are you who confess Christ? Woe to all who live in these times. The wrath of
God is coming upon the papists, the enemies Of the cross of Christ, that all
men should resist them. You then, Leo X, you cardinals and the rest of you at
Rome, I tell you to your faces: “If this bull has come out in your name, then
I will use the power which has been given me in baptism whereby I became a
son of God and co-heir with Christ, established upon the rock against which
the gates of hell cannot prevail. I call upon you to renounce your diabolical
blasphemy and audacious impiety, and, if you will not, we shall all hold your
seat as possessed and oppressed by Satan, the damned seat of Antichrist; in
the name of Jesus Christ, whom you persecute. But my zea1 carries me away. I
am not yet persuaded that the bull is by the pope but rather by that apostle
of impiety, John Eck….

If anyone despises my fraternal warning, I am free from his blood in the last
judgment. It is better that I should die a thousand times than that I should
retract one syllable of the condemned articles. And as they excommunicated me
for the sacrilege of heresy, so I excommunicate them in the name of the



sacred truth of God. Christ will judge whose excommunication will stand.
Amen.

Source: Roland H. Bainton, Here I Stand: A Life of Martin Luther (Hendrickson Classic,
1950)(pp. 153-155).

On the Babylonish Captivity of the
Church – By Martin Luther

“I now know and am sure that the Papacy is the kingdom of Babylon, and the
power of Nimrod the mighty hunter.” – Quote from Martin Luther

“On Christian Freedom” – by Martin
Luther
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The believing soul, by its faith in Christ, becomes free from all sin,
fearless of death, safe from hell, and endowed with eternal life in Jesus
Christ.

Martin Luther’s 95 Theses

The 95 Thesis of Martin Luther which he nailed on a church door in Wittenberg
Germany on October 31st, 1517.
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On the Sacrament of Extreme Unction –
By Martin Luther

To this rite of anointing the sick our theologians have made two additions
well worthy of themselves. One is, that they call it a sacrament; the other,
that they make it extreme, so that it cannot be administered except to those
who are in extreme peril of life. Perhaps— as they are keen
dialecticians—they have so made it in relation to the first unction of
baptism, and the two following ones of confirmation and orders. They have
this, it is true, to throw in my teeth, that, on the authority of the Apostle
James, there are in this case a promise and a sign, which two things, I have
hitherto said, constitute a sacrament. He says: “Is any sick among you? let
him call for the elders of the church, and let them pray over him, anointing
him with oil in the name of the Lord; and the prayer of faith shall save the
sick, and the Lord shall raise him up; and if he have committed sins, they
shall be forgiven him.” (James v. 14, 15.) Here, they say, is the promise of
remission of sins, and the sign of the oil.

I, however, say that if folly has ever been uttered, it has been uttered on
this subject. I pass over the fact that many assert, and with great
probability, that this epistle was not written by the Apostle James, and is
not worthy of the apostolic spirit; although, whosesoever it is, it has
obtained authority by usage. Still, even if it were written by the Apostle
James, I should say that it was not lawful for an apostle to institute a
sacrament by his own authority; that is, to give a divine promise with a sign
annexed to it. To do this belonged to Christ alone. Thus Paul says that he
had received the sacrament of the Eucharist from the Lord; and that he was
sent, not to baptize, but to preach the gospel. Nowhere, however, in the
gospel do we read of this sacrament of extreme unction. But let us pass this
over, and let us look to the words themselves of the Apostle, or of whoever
was the author of this Epistle, and we shall at once see how those men have
failed to observe their true meaning, who have thus increased the number of
sacraments.

In the first place—if they think the saying of the Apostle true and worthy to
be followed, by what authority do they change and resist it? Why do they make
an extreme and special unction of that which the Apostle meant to be general?
The Apostle did not mean it to be extreme, and to be administered only to
those about to die. He says expressly: “Is any sick among you?” He does not
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say: “Is any dying?” Nor do I care what Dionysius’s Ecclesiastical Hierarchy
may teach about this; the words of the Apostle are clear, on which he and
they alike rest, though they do not follow them. Thus it is evident that, by
no authority, but at their own discretion, they have made, out of the ill-
understood words of the Apostle, a sacrament and an extreme unction; thus
wronging all the other sick, whom they have deprived on their own authority
of that benefit of anointing which the Apostle appointed for them.

But it is even a finer argument, that the promise of the Apostle expressly
says: “The prayer of faith shall save the sick, and the Lord shall raise him
up.” The Apostle commands the use of anointing and prayer for the very
purpose that the sick man may be healed and raised up, that is, may not die,
and that the unction may not be extreme. This is proved by the prayers which
are used even at this day during the ceremony of anointing, and in which we
ask that the sick man may be restored. They say, on the contrary, that
unction should not be administered except to those on the point of departing;
that is, that they may not be healed and raised up. If the matter were not so
serious, who could refrain from laughing at such fine, apt, and sound
comments on the words of the Apostle? Do we not manifestly detect here that
sophistical folly which, in many other cases as well as in this, affirms what
Scripture denies, and denies what it affirms? Shall we not render thanks to
these distinguished teachers of ours? I have said rightly then, that nowhere
have they displayed wilder folly than in this instance.

Further—if this unction is a sacrament, it must be beyond doubt an effectual
sign (as they say) of that which it seals and promises. Now it promises
health and restoration to the sick, as the words plainly show: “The prayer of
faith shall save the sick, and the Lord shall raise him up.” Who does not
see, however, that this promise is seldom, or rather never fulfilled?
Scarcely one among a thousand is restored; and even this no one believes to
be effected by the sacrament, but by the help of nature or of medicine; while
to the sacrament they attribute a contrary effect. What shall we say then?
Either the Apostle is deceiving us in this promise, or this unction is not a
sacrament; for a sacramental promise is sure, while this in most cases
disappoints us. Nay—to recognise another example of the prudence and
carefulness of these theologians—they will have it to be extreme unction in
order that that promise may not stand; that is, that the sacrament may not be
a sacrament. If the unction is extreme, it does not heal, but yields to the
sickness; while if it heals, it cannot be extreme. Thus, according to the
interpretation of these teachers, James must be understood to have
contradicted himself, and to have instituted a sacrament, on purpose not to
institute a sacrament; for they will have it to be extreme unction, in order
that it may not be true that the sick are healed by it, which is what the
Apostle ordained. If this is not madness, what, I ask, is madness?

The words of the Apostle: “Desiring to be teachers of the law; understanding
neither what they say, nor whereof they affirm” (1 Tim. i. 7.), apply to
these men; with so little judgment do they read and draw conclusions. With
the same stupidity they have inferred the doctrine of auricular confession
from the words of the Apostle James: “Confess your faults one to another.”
They do not even observe the command of the Apostle, that the elders of the



Church should be called for, and that they should pray over the sick.
Scarcely one priest is sent now, though the Apostle would have many to be
present, not for the purpose of anointing, but for that of prayer; as he
says: “The prayer of faith shall save the sick.” Moreover, I am not sure that
he means priests to be understood in this case, since he says elders, that
is, seniors in age. Now it does not follow that an elder must be a priest or
a minister, and we may suspect that the Apostle intended that the sick should
be visited by the men of greater age and weightier character in the Church,
who should do this as a work of mercy, and heal the sick by the prayer of
faith. At the same time it cannot be denied, that of old the churches were
ruled by the older men, chosen for this purpose on account of their age and
long experience of life, without the ordinations and consecrations now used.

I am therefore of opinion that this is the same anointing as that used by the
Apostles, of whom it is written: “They anointed with oil many that were sick,
and healed them.” (Mark vi. 13.) It was a rite of the primitive Church, long
since obsolete, by which they did miracles for the sick; just as Christ says
of them that believe: “They shall take up serpents; they shall lay hands on
the sick, and they shall recover.” (Mark xvi. 18.) It is astonishing that
they have not made sacraments out of these words also; since they have a like
virtue and promise with those words of James. This pretended extreme unction,
then, is not a sacrament, but a counsel of the Apostle James, taken, as I
have said, from the Gospel of Mark; and one which any one who will may
follow. I do not think that it was applied to all sick persons, for the
Church glories in her infirmities, and thinks death a gain; but only to those
who bore their sickness impatiently and with little faith, and whom the Lord
therefore left, that on them the miraculous power and the efficacy of faith
might be conspicuously shown.

James, indeed, has carefully and intentionally provided against this very
mistake, in that he connects the promise of healing and of remission of sins,
not with the anointing, but with the prayer of faith; for he says: “The
prayer of faith shall save the sick, and the Lord shall raise him up; and if
he have committed sins, they shall be forgiven him.” (James v. 15.) Now a
sacrament does not require prayer or faith on the part of him who administers
it, for even a wicked man may baptize and consecrate the elements without
prayer; but it rests solely on the promise and institution of God, and
requires faith on the part of him who receives it. But where is the prayer of
faith in our employment of extreme unction at the present day? Who prays over
the sick man with such faith as not to doubt of his restoration? Such is the
prayer of faith which James here describes; that prayer of which he had said
at the beginning of the epistle: “Let him ask in faith, nothing wavering;”
and of which Christ says: “What things soever ye desire, when ye pray,
believe that ye receive them, and ye shall have them.” (Mark xi. 24.)

There is no doubt at all that, if even at the present day such prayer were
made over the sick—that is, by grave and holy elders, and with full faith—as
many as we would might be healed. For what cannot faith do? We, however,
leave out of sight that faith which apostolic authority requires in the very
first place; and moreover by elders, that is, men superior to the rest in age
and in faith, we understand the common herd of priests. Furthermore, out of a



daily or free anointing we make an extreme unction; and lastly, we not only
do not ask and obtain that result of healing promised by the Apostle, but we
empty the promise of its meaning by an opposite result. Nevertheless we boast
that this sacrament, or rather figment, of ours, is founded on and proved by
the teaching of the Apostle, from which it is as widely separated as pole
from pole. Oh, what theologians!

Therefore, without condemning this our sacrament of extreme unction, I
steadily deny that it is that which is enjoined by the Apostle James, of
which neither the form, nor the practice, nor the efficacy, nor the purpose,
agrees with ours. We will reckon it, however, among those sacraments which
are of our own appointing, such as the consecration and sprinkling of salt
and water. We cannot deny that, as the Apostle Paul teaches us, every
creature is sanctified by the word of God and prayer; and so we do not deny
that remission and peace are bestowed through extreme unction; not because it
is a sacrament divinely instituted, but because he who receives it believes
that he obtains these benefits. For the faith of the receiver does not err,
however much the minister may err. For if he who baptizes or absolves in
jest—that is, does not absolve at all, as far as the minister’s part is
concerned—yet does really absolve or baptize, if there be faith on the part
of the absolved or baptized person, how much more does he who administers
extreme unction bestow peace; even though in reality he bestows no peace, if
we look to his ministry, since there is no sacrament. The faith of the person
anointed receives that blessing which he who anointed him either could not,
or did not intend, to give. It is enough that the person anointed hears and
believes the word; for whatever we believe that we shall receive, that we do
really receive, whatever the minister may do or not do, whether he play a
part, or be in jest. For the saying of Christ holds good: “All things are
possible to him that believeth;” and again: “As thou hast believed, so be it
done unto thee.” Our sophists, however, make no mention of this faith in
treating of the sacraments, but give their whole minds to frivolous
discussions on the virtues of the sacraments themselves; ever learning, and
never able to come to the knowledge of the truth.

It has been of advantage, however, that this unction has been made extreme,
for, thanks to this, it has been of all sacraments the least harassed and
enslaved by tyranny and thirst for gain; and this one mercy has been left to
the dying, that they are free to be anointed, even if they have not confessed
or communicated. Whereas if it had continued to be of daily employment,
especially if it had also healed the sick, even if it had not taken away
sins, of how many worlds would not the pontiffs by this time have been
masters—they who, on the strength of the one sacrament of penance, and by the
power of the keys, and through the sacrament of orders, have become such
mighty emperors and princes? But now it is a fortunate thing that, as they
despise the prayer of faith, so they heal no sick, and, out of an old rite,
have formed for themselves a new sacrament.

Let it suffice to have said thus much concerning these four sacraments. I
know how much it will displease those who think that we are to enquire about
the number and use of the sacraments, not from the holy Scriptures, but from
the See of Rome; as if the See of Rome had given us those sacraments, and had



not rather received them from the schools of the Universities; to which,
without controversy, it owes all that it has. The tyranny of the popes would
never have stood so high if it had not received so much help from the
Universities; for among all the principal sees, there is scarcely any other
which has had so few learned bishops. It is by force, fraud, and superstition
alone that it has prevailed over the rest; and those who occupied that see a
thousand years ago are so widely diverse from those who have grown into power
in the interim, that we are compelled to say that either the one or the other
were not pontiffs of Rome.

There are besides some other things, which it may seem that we might reckon
among sacraments—all those things, namely, to which a divine promise has been
made, such as prayer, the word, the cross. For Christ has promised in many
places to hear those that pray; especially in the eleventh chapter of the
Gospel of St. Luke, where he invites us to prayer by many parables. Of the
word he says: “Blessed are they that hear the word of God and keep it.” (Luke
xi. 28.) And who can reckon up how often he promises succour and glory to
those who are in tribulation, suffering, and humiliation? Nay, who can count
up all the promises of God? For it is the whole object of all Scripture to
lead us to faith; on the one side urging us with commandments and
threatenings, on the other side inviting us by promises and consolations.
Indeed all Scripture consists of either commandments or promises. Its
commandments humble the proud by their requirements; its promises lift up the
humble by their remissions of sin.

It has seemed best, however, to consider as sacraments, properly so called,
those promises which have signs annexed to them. The rest, as they are not
attached to signs, are simple promises. It follows that, if we speak with
perfect accuracy, there are only two sacraments in the Church of God, Baptism
and the Bread; since it is in these alone that we see both a sign divinely
instituted and a promise of remission of sins. The sacrament of penance,
which I have reckoned along with these two, is without any visible and
divinely appointed sign; and is nothing else, as I have said, than a way and
means of return to baptism. Not even the schoolmen can say that penitence
agrees with their definition; since they themselves ascribe to every
sacrament a visible sign, which enables the senses to apprehend the form of
that effect which the sacrament works invisibly. Now penitence or absolution
has no such sign; and therefore they will be compelled by their own
definition either to say that penitence is not one of the sacraments, and
thus to diminish their number, or else to bring forward another definition of
a sacrament.

Baptism, however, which we have assigned to the whole of life, will properly
suffice for all the sacraments which we are to use in life; while the bread
is truly the sacrament of the dying and departing, since in it we commemorate
the departure of Christ from this world, that we may imitate Him. Let us then
so distribute these two sacraments that baptism may be allotted to the
beginning and to the whole course of life, and the bread to its end and to
death; and let the Christian, while in this vile body, exercise himself in
both, until, being fully baptized and strengthened, he shall pass out of this
world, as one born into a new and eternal life, and destined to eat with



Christ in the kingdom of his Father, as he promised at the Last Supper,
saying: “I say unto you, I will not drink of the fruit of the vine until the
kingdom of God shall come.” (Luke xxii. 18.) Thus it is evident that Christ
instituted the sacrament of the bread that we might receive the life which is
to come; and then, when the purpose of each sacrament shall have been
fulfilled, both baptism and the bread will cease.

I shall here make an end of this essay, which I readily and joyfully offer to
all pious persons, who long to understand Scripture in its sincere meaning,
and to learn the genuine use of the sacraments. It is a gift of no slight
importance to “know the things that are freely given to us of God,” and to
know in what manner we ought to use those gifts. For if we are instructed in
this judgment of the Spirit, we shall not deceive ourselves by leaning on
those things which are opposed to it. Whereas our theologians have not only
nowhere given us the knowledge of these two things, but have even darkened
them, as if of set purpose, I, if I have not given that knowledge, have at
least succeeded in not darkening it, and have given others an inducement to
think out something better. It has at least been my endeavour to explain the
meaning of both sacraments, but we cannot all do all things. On those impious
men, however, who in their obstinate tyranny press on us their own teachings
as if they were God’s, I thrust these things freely and confidently, caring
not at all for their ignorance and violence. And yet even to them I will wish
sounder sense, and will not despise their efforts, but will only distinguish
them from those which are legitimate and really Christian.

I hear a report that fresh bulls and papal curses are being prepared against
me, by which I am to be urged to recant, or else be declared a heretic. If
this is true, I wish this little book to be a part of my future recantation,
that they may not complain that their tyranny has puffed itself up in vain.
The remaining part I shall shortly publish, Christ being my helper, and that
of such a sort as the See of Rome has never yet seen or heard, thus
abundantly testifying my obedience in the name of our Lord Jesus Christ.
Amen.

Hostis Herodes impie,

Christum venire quid times?

Non arripit mortalia

Qui regna dat cœlestia.

Of the Catholic Priesthood Called Holy
Orders – By Martin Luther
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Of this sacrament the Church of Christ knows nothing; it was invented by the
church of the Pope. It not only has no promise of grace, anywhere declared,
but not a word is said about it in the whole of the New Testament. Now it is
ridiculous to set up as a sacrament of God that which can nowhere be proved
to have been instituted by God. Not that I consider that a rite practised for
so many ages is to be condemned; but I would not have human inventions
established in sacred things, nor should it be allowed to bring in anything
as divinely ordained, which has not been divinely ordained; lest we should be
objects of ridicule to our adversaries. We must endeavour that whatever we
put forward as an article of the faith should be certain and uncorrupt and
established by clear proofs from Scripture; and this we cannot show even in
the slightest degree in the case of the present sacrament.

The Church has no power to establish new divine promises of grace, as some
senselessly assert, who say that, since the Church is governed by the Holy
Spirit, whatever she ordains has no less authority than that which is
ordained of God. The Church is born of the word of promise through faith, and
is nourished and preserved by the same word; that is, she herself is
established by the promises of God, not the promise of God by her. The word
of God is incomparably above the Church, and her part is not to establish,
ordain, or make anything in it, but only to be established, ordained, and
made, as a creature. What man begets his own parent? Who establishes the
authority by which he himself exists?

This power the Church certainly has—that she can distinguish the word of God
from the words of men. So Augustine confesses that his motive for believing
the gospel was the authority of the Church, which declared it to be the
gospel. Not that the Church is therefore above the gospel; for, if so, she
would also be above God, in whom we believe, since she declares Him to be
God; but, as Augustine says elsewhere, the soul is so taken possession of by
the truth, that thereby it can judge of all things with the utmost certainty,
and yet cannot judge the truth itself, but is compelled by an infallible
certainty to say that this is the truth. For example, the mind pronounces
with infallible certainty that three and seven are ten, and yet can give no
reason why this is true, while it cannot deny that it is true. In fact the



mind itself is taken possession of, and, having truth as its judge, is judged
rather than judges. Even such a perception is there in the Church, by the
illumination of the Spirit, in judging and approving of doctrines; a
perception which she cannot demonstrate, but which she holds as most sure.
Just as among philosophers no one judges of those conceptions which are
common to all, but everyone is judged by them, so is it among us with regard
to that spiritual perception which judgeth all things, yet is judged of no
man, as the Apostle says.

Let us take it then for certain that the Church cannot promise grace, to do
which is the part of God alone, and therefore cannot institute a sacrament.
And even, if she had the most complete power to do so, it would not forthwith
follow, that orders are a sacrament. For who knows what is that Church which
has the Spirit, when only a few bishops and learned men are usually concerned
in setting up these laws and institutions? It is possible that these men may
not be of the Church, and may all be in error; as councils have very often
been in error, especially that of Constance, which has erred the most
impiously of all. That only is a proved article of the faith which has been
approved by the universal Church, and not by that of Rome alone. I grant
therefore that orders may be a sort of church rite, like many others which
have been introduced by the Fathers of the Church, such as the consecration
of vessels, buildings, vestments, water, salt, candles, herbs, wine, and the
like. In all these no one asserts that there is any sacrament, nor is there
any promise in them. Thus the anointing of a man’s hands, the shaving of his
head, and other ceremonies of the kind, do not constitute a sacrament, since
nothing is promised by these things, but they are merely employed to prepare
men for certain offices, as in the case of vessels or instruments.

But it will be asked: What do you say to Dionysius, who reckons up six
sacraments, among which he places Orders, in his Hierarchy of the Church? My
answer is: I know that he is the only one of the ancient authorities who is
considered as holding seven sacraments, although, by the omission of
matrimony, he has only given six. We read nothing at all in the rest of the
Fathers about these sacraments, nor did they reckon them under the title of
sacrament, when they spoke of these things, for the invention of such
sacraments is a modern one. Then too—if I may be rash enough to say so—it is
altogether unsatisfactory that so much importance should be attributed to
this Dionysius, whoever he was, for there is almost nothing of solid learning
in him. By what authority or reason, I ask, does he prove his inventions
concerning angels in his Celestial Hierarchy, a book on the study of which
curious and superstitious minds have spent so much labour? Are they not all
fancies of his own, and very much like dreams, if we read them and judge them
freely? In his mystic theology indeed, which is so much cried up by certain
very ignorant theologians, he is even very mischievous, and follows Plato
rather than Christ, so that I would not have any believing mind bestow even
the slightest labour on the study of these books. You will be so far from
learning Christ in them that, even if you know Him, you may lose Him. I speak
from experience. Let us rather hear Paul, and learn Jesus Christ and Him
crucified. For this is the way, the truth, and the life; this is the ladder
by which we come to the Father, as it is written: “No man cometh unto the
Father, but by Me.”



So in his Hierarchy of the Church, what does he do but describe certain
ecclesiastical rites, amusing himself with his own allegories, which he does
not prove, just as has been done in our time by the writer of the book called
the Rationale of Divine things? This pursuit of allegories is only fit for
men of idle minds. Could I have any difficulty in amusing myself with
allegories about any created thing whatever? Did not Bonaventura apply the
liberal arts allegorically to theology? It would give me no trouble to write
a better Hierarchy than that of Dionysius, as he knew nothing of popes,
cardinals, and archbishops, and made the bishops the highest order. Who,
indeed, is there of such slender wits that he cannot venture upon allegory? I
would not have a theologian bestow any attention upon allegories, until he is
perfectly acquainted with the legitimate and simple meaning of Scripture;
otherwise, as it happened to Origen, his theological speculations will not be
without danger.

We must not then immediately make a sacrament of anything which Dionysius
describes; otherwise why not make a sacrament of the procession which he
describes in the same passage, and which continues in use even to the present
day? Nay, there will be as many sacraments as there are rites and ceremonies
which have grown up in the Church. Resting, however, on this very weak
foundation, they have invented and attributed to this sacrament of theirs
certain indelible characters, supposed to be impressed on those who receive
orders. Whence, I ask, such fancies? By what authority, by what reasoning are
they established? Not that we object to their being free to invent, learn, or
assert whatever they please; but we also assert our own liberty, and say that
they must not arrogate to themselves the right of making articles of the
faith out of their own fancies, as they have hitherto had the presumption to
do. It is enough that, for the sake of concord, we submit to their rights and
inventions, but we will not be compelled to receive them as necessary to
salvation, when they are not necessary. Let them lay aside their tyrannical
requirements, and we will show a ready compliance with their likings, that so
we may live together in mutual peace. For it is a disgraceful, unjust, and
slavish thing for a Christian man, who is free, to be subjected to any but
heavenly and divine traditions.

After this they bring in their very strongest argument, namely, that Christ
said at the last supper: “Do this in remembrance of me.” “Behold!” they say,
“Christ ordained them as priests.” Hence, among other things, they have also
asserted that it is to priests alone that both kinds should be administered.
In fact they have extracted out of this text whatever they would; like men
who claim the right to assert at their own free choice whatsoever they please
out of any words of Christ, wherever spoken. But is this to interpret the
words of God? Let us reply to them that in these words Christ gives no
promise, but only a command that this should be done in remembrance of Him.
Why do they not conclude that priests were ordained in that passage also
where Christ, in laying upon them the ministry of the word and of baptism,
said: “Go ye into all the world, and preach the gospel to every creature,
baptizing them in the name of the Father, and of the Son, and of the Holy
Ghost”? It is the peculiar office of priests to preach and to baptize. Again,
since at the present day it is the very first business of a priest, and, as
they say, an indispensable one, to read the canonical Hours; why have they



not taken their idea of the sacrament of orders from those words in which
Christ commanded His disciples—as he did in many other places, but especially
in the garden of Gethsemane—to pray that they might not enter into
temptation? Unless indeed they evade the difficulty by saying that it is not
commanded to pray, for it suffices to read the canonical Hours; so that this
cannot be proved to be a priestly work from any part of Scripture, and that
consequently this praying priesthood is not of God; as indeed it is not.

Which of the ancient Fathers has asserted that by these words priests were
ordained? Whence then this new interpretation? It is because it has been
sought by this device to set up a source of implacable discord, by which
clergy and laity might be placed farther asunder than heaven and earth, to
the incredible injury of baptismal grace and confusion of evangelical
communion. Hence has originated that detestable tyranny of the clergy over
the laity, in which, trusting to the corporal unction by which their hands
are consecrated, to their tonsure, and to their vestments, they not only set
themselves above the body of lay Christians, who have been anointed with the
Holy Spirit, but almost look upon them as dogs, unworthy to be numbered in
the Church along with themselves. Hence it is that they dare to command,
exact, threaten, drive, and oppress, at their will. In fine, the sacrament of
orders has been and is a most admirable engine for the establishment of all
those monstrous evils which have hitherto been wrought, and are yet being
wrought, in the Church. In this way Christian brotherhood has perished; in
this way shepherds have been turned into wolves, servants into tyrants, and
ecclesiastics into more than earthly beings.

How if they were compelled to admit that we all, so many as have been
baptized, are equally priests? We are so in fact, and it is only a ministry
which has been entrusted to them, and that with our consent. They would then
know that they have no right to exercise command over us, except so far as we
voluntarily allow of it. Thus it is said: “Ye are a chosen generation, a
royal priesthood, a holy nation.” (1 Pet. ii. 9.) Thus all we who are
Christians are priests; those whom we call priests are ministers chosen from
among us to do all things in our name; and the priesthood is nothing else
than a ministry. Thus Paul says: “Let a man so account of us as of the
ministers of Christ, and stewards of the mysteries of God.” (1 Cor. iv. 1.)

From this it follows that he who does not preach the word, being called to
this very office by the Church, is in no way a priest, and that the sacrament
of orders can be nothing else than a ceremony for choosing preachers in the
Church. This is the description given of a priest: “The priest’s lips should
keep knowledge, and they should seek the law at his mouth; for he is the
messenger of the Lord of hosts.” (Malachi ii. 7.) Be sure then that he who is
not a messenger of the Lord of hosts, or who is called to anything else than
a messengership—if I may so speak—is certainly not a priest; as it is
written: “Because thou hast rejected knowledge, I will also reject thee, that
thou shalt be no priest to me.” (Hosea iv. 6.) They are called pastors
because it is their duty to give the people pasture, that is, to teach them.
Therefore those who are ordained only for the purpose of reading the
canonical Hours and offering up masses are popish priests indeed, but not
Christian priests, since they not only do not preach but are not even called



to be preachers; nay, it is the very thing intended, that a priesthood of
this kind shall stand on a different footing from the office of preacher.
Thus they are priests of Hours and missals, that is, a kind of living images,
having the name of priests, but very far from being really so; such priests
as those whom Jeroboam ordained in Beth-aven, taken from the lowest dregs of
the people, and not from the family of Levi.

See then how far the glory of the Church has departed. The whole world is
full of priests, bishops, cardinals, and clergy; of whom however, (so far as
concerns their official duty) not one preaches—unless he be called afresh to
this by another calling besides his sacramental orders—but thinks that he
amply fulfils the purposes of that sacrament if he murmurs over, in a vain
repetition, the prayers which he has to read, and celebrates masses. Even
then, he never prays these very Hours, or, if he does pray, he prays for
himself; while, as the very height of perversity, he offers up his masses as
a sacrifice, though the mass is really the use of the sacrament. Thus it is
clear that those orders by which, as a sacrament, men of this kind are
ordained to be clergy, are in truth a mere and entire figment, invented by
men who understand nothing of church affairs, of the priesthood, of the
ministry of the word, or of the sacraments. Such as is the sacrament, such
are the priests it makes. To these errors and blindnesses has been added a
greater degree of bondage, in that, in order to separate themselves the more
widely from all other Christians, as if these were profane, they have
burdened themselves with a most hypocritical celibacy.

It was not enough for their hypocrisy and for the working of this error to
prohibit bigamy, that is, the having two wives at the same time, as was done
under the law—for we know that that is the meaning of bigamy—but they have
interpreted it to be bigamy, if a man marries two virgins in succession, or a
widow once. Nay, the most sanctified sanctity of this most sacrosanct
sacrament goes so far, that a man cannot even become a priest if he have
married a virgin, as long as she is alive as his wife. And, in order to reach
the very highest summit of sanctity, a man is kept out of the priesthood, if
he have married one who was not a pure virgin, though it were in ignorance
and merely by an unfortunate chance. But he may have polluted six hundred
harlots, or corrupted any number of matrons or virgins, or even kept many
Ganymedes, and it will be no impediment to his becoming a bishop or cardinal,
or even Pope. Then the saying of the Apostle: “the husband of one wife,” must
be interpreted to mean: “the head of one church;” unless that magnificent
dispenser the Pope, bribed with money or led by favour—that is to say, moved
by pious charity, and urged by anxiety for the welfare of the
churches—chooses to unite to one man three, twenty, or a hundred wives, that
is, churches.

O pontiffs, worthy of this venerable sacrament of orders! O princes not of
the Catholic churches, but of the synagogues of Satan, yea, of very darkness!
We may well cry out with Isaiah: “Ye scornful men, that rule this people
which is in Jerusalem” (Isaiah xxviii. 14); and with Amos: “Woe to them that
are at ease in Zion, and trust in the mountain of Samaria, which are named
chief of the nations, to whom the house of Israel came!” (Amos vi. 1.) O what
disgrace to the Church of God from these monstrosities of sacerdotalism!



Where are there any bishops or priests who know the gospel, not to say preach
it? Why then do they boast of their priesthood? why do they wish to be
thought holier and better and more powerful than other Christians, whom they
call the laity? What unlearned person is not competent to read the Hours?
Monks, hermits, and private persons, although laymen, may use the prayers of
the Hours. The duty of a priest is to preach, and unless he does so, he is
just as much a priest as the picture of a man is a man. Does the ordination
of such babbling priests, the consecration of churches and bells, or the
confirmation of children, constitute a bishop? Could not any deacon or layman
do these things? It is the ministry of the word that makes a priest or a
bishop.

Fly then, I counsel you; fly, young men, if ye wish to live in safety; and do
not seek admission to these holy rites, unless ye are either willing to
preach the gospel, or are able to believe that ye are not made any better
than the laity by this sacrament of orders. To read the Hours is nothing. To
offer the mass is to receive the sacrament. What then remains in you, which
is not to be found in any layman? Your tonsure and your vestments? Wretched
priesthood, which consists in tonsure and vestments! Is it the oil poured on
your fingers? Every Christian is anointed and sanctified in body and soul
with the oil of the Holy Spirit, and formerly was allowed to handle the
sacrament no less than the priests now do; although our superstition now
imputes it as a great crime to the laity, if they touch even the bare cup, or
the corporal; and not even a holy nun is allowed to wash the altar cloths and
sacred napkins. When I see how far the sacrosanct sanctity of these orders
has already gone, I expect that the time will come when the laity will not
even be allowed to touch the altar, except when they offer money. I almost
burst with anger when I think of the impious tyrannies of these reckless men,
who mock and ruin the liberty and glory of the religion of Christ by such
frivolous and puerile triflings.

Let every man then who has learnt that he is a Christian recognise what he
is, and be certain that we are all equally priests; that is, that we have the
same power in the word, and in any sacrament whatever; although it is not
lawful for any one to use this power, except with the consent of the
community, or at the call of a superior. For that which belongs to all in
common no individual can arrogate to himself, until he be called. And
therefore the sacrament of orders, if it is anything, is nothing but a
certain rite by which men are called to minister in the Church. Furthermore,
the priesthood is properly nothing else than the ministry of the word—I mean
the word of the gospel, not of the law. The diaconate is a ministry, not for
reading the gospel or the epistle, as the practice is nowadays, but for
distributing the wealth of the Church among the poor, that the priests may be
relieved of the burden of temporal things, and may give themselves more
freely to prayer and to the word. It was for this purpose, as we read in the
Acts of the Apostles, that deacons were appointed. Thus he who does not know
the gospel, or does not preach it, is not only to priest or bishop, but a
kind of pest to the Church, who, under the false title of priest or bishop,
as it were in sheep’s clothing, hinders the gospel, and acts the part of the
wolf in the Church.



Wherefore those priests and bishops with whom the Church is crowded at the
present day, unless they work out their salvation on another plan—that is,
unless they acknowledge themselves to be neither priests nor bishops, and
repent of bearing the name of an office the work of which they either do not
know, or cannot fulfil, and thus deplore with prayers and tears the miserable
fate of their hypocrisy—are verily the people of eternal perdition,
concerning whom the saying will be fulfilled: “My people are gone into
captivity, because they have no knowledge; and their honourable men are
famished, and their multitude dried up with thirst. Therefore hell hath
enlarged herself, and opened her mouth without measure; and their glory, and
their multitude, and their pomp, and he that rejoiceth, shall descend into
it.” (Isaiah v. 13, 14.) O word of dread for our age, in which Christians are
swallowed up in such an abyss of evil!

As far then as we are taught from the Scriptures, since what we call the
priesthood is a ministry, I do not see at all for what reason a man who has
once been made priest cannot become a layman again, since he differs in no
wise from a layman, except by his ministerial office. But it is so far from
impossible for a man to be set aside from the ministry, that even now this
punishment is constantly inflicted on offending priests, who are either
suspended for a time, or deprived for ever of their office. For that fiction
of an indelible character has long ago become an object of derision. I grant
that the Pope may impress this character, though Christ knows nothing of it,
and for this very reason the priest thus consecrated is the lifelong servant
and bondsman, not of Christ, but of the Pope, as it is at this day. But,
unless I deceive myself, if at some future time this sacrament and figment
fall to the ground, the Papacy itself will scarcely hold its ground, and we
shall recover that joyful liberty in which we shall understand that we are
all equal in every right, and shall shake off the yoke of tyranny and know
that he who is a Christian has Christ, and he who has Christ has all things
that are Christ’s, and can do all things—on which I will write more fully and
more vigorously when I find that what I have here said displeases my friends
the papists.

[ Next: On the Sacrament of Extreme Unction ]
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It is not only without any warrant of Scripture that matrimony is considered
a sacrament, but it has been turned into a mere mockery by the very same
traditions which vaunt it as a sacrament. Let us look a little into this. I
have said that in every sacrament there is contained a word of divine
promise, which must be believed in by him who receives the sign; and that the
sign alone cannot constitute a sacrament. Now we nowhere read that he who
marries a wife will receive any grace from God; neither is there in matrimony
any sign of divine institution, nor do we anywhere read that it was appointed
of God to be a sign of anything; although it is true that all visible
transactions may be understood as figures and allegorical representations of
invisible things. But figures and allegories are not sacraments, in the sense
in which we are speaking of sacraments.

Furthermore, since matrimony has existed from the beginning of the world, and
still continues even among unbelievers, there are no reasons why it should be
called a sacrament of the new law, and of the Church alone. The marriages of
the patriarchs were not less marriages than ours, nor are those of
unbelievers less real than those of believers; and yet no one calls them a
sacrament. Moreover there are among believers wicked husbands and wives,
worse than any Gentiles. Why should we then say there is a sacrament here,
and not among the Gentiles? Shall we so trifle with baptism and the Church as
to say, like those who rave about the temporal power existing only in the
Church, that matrimony is a sacrament only in the Church? Such assertions are
childish and ridiculous, and by them we expose our ignorance and rashness to
the laughter of unbelievers.

It will be asked however: Does not the Apostle say that “they two shall be
one flesh,” and that “this is a great sacrament;” and will you contradict the
plain words of the Apostle? I reply that this argument is a very dull one,
and proceeds from a careless and thoughtless reading of the original.
Throughout the holy Scriptures this word “sacramentum,” has not the meaning
in which we employ it, but an opposite one. For it everywhere signifies, not
the sign of a sacred thing, but a sacred thing which is secret and hidden.
Thus Paul says: “Let a man so account of us, as of the ministers of Christ,
and stewards of the mysteries (that is, sacraments) of God.” (1 Cor. iv. 1.)



Where we use the Latin term “sacrament,” in Greek the word “mystery” is
employed; and thus in Greek the words of the Apostle are: “They two shall be
one flesh; this is a great mystery.” This ambiguity has led men to consider
marriage as a sacrament of the new law, which they would have been far from
doing, if they had read the word “mystery,” as it is in the Greek.

Thus the Apostle calls Christ himself a “sacrament,” saying: “And without
controversy great is the sacrament (that is, mystery) of godliness. God was
manifest in the flesh, justified in the spirit, seen of angels, preached unto
the Gentiles, believed on in the world, received up into glory.” (1 Tim. iii.
16.) Why have they not deduced from this an eighth sacrament of the new law,
under such clear authority from Paul? Or, if they restrained themselves in
this case, where they might so suitably have been copious in the invention of
sacraments, why are they so lavish of them in the other? It is because they
have been misled by their ignorance as well of things as of words; they have
been caught by the mere sound of the words and by their own fancies. Having
once, on human authority, taken a sacrament to be a sign, they have
proceeded, without any judgment or scruple, to make the word mean a sign,
wherever they have met with it in the sacred writings. Just as they have
imported other meanings of words and human habits of speech into the sacred
writings, and transformed these into dreams of their own, making anything out
of anything. Hence their constant senseless use of the words: good works, bad
works, sin, grace, righteousness, virtue, and almost all the most important
words and things. They use all these at their own discretion, founded on the
writings of men, to the ruin of the truth of God and of our salvation.

Thus sacrament and mystery, in Paul’s meaning, are the very wisdom of the
Spirit, hidden in a mystery, as he says: “Which none of the princes of this
world knew; for had they known it, they would not have crucified the Lord of
glory.” (1 Cor. ii. 8.) There remains to this day this folly, this stone of
stumbling and rock of offence, this sign which shall be spoken against. Paul
calls preachers the stewards of these mysteries, because they preach Christ,
the power and wisdom of God; but so preach him that unless men believe, they
cannot understand. Thus a sacrament means a mystery and a hidden thing, which
is made known by words, but is received by faith of heart. Such is the
passage of which we are speaking at present: “They two shall be one flesh;
this is a great mystery.” These men think that this was said concerning
matrimony; but Paul brings in these words in speaking of Christ and the
Church, and explains his meaning clearly by saying: “I speak concerning
Christ and the Church.” See how well Paul and these men agree! Paul says that
he is setting forth a great mystery concerning Christ and the Church; while
they set it forth as concerning male and female. If men may thus indulge
their own caprices in interpreting the sacred writings, what wonder if
anything can be found in them, were it even a hundred sacraments?

Christ then and the Church are a mystery, that is, a great and hidden thing,
which may indeed and ought to be figured by matrimony, as in a sort of real
allegory; but it does not follow that matrimony ought to be called a
sacrament. The heavens figuratively represent the apostles; the sun Christ;
the waters nations; but these things are not therefore sacraments; for in all
these cases the institution is wanting and the divine promise; and these it



is which make a sacrament complete. Hence Paul is either, of his own spirit,
applying to Christ the words used in Genesis concerning matrimony, or else he
teaches that, in their general sense, the spiritual marriage of Christ is
also there declared, saying: “Even as the Lord cherisheth the Church; for we
are members of his body, of his flesh, and of his bones. For this cause shall
a man leave his father and mother, and shall be joined unto his wife, and
they two shall be one flesh. This is a great mystery, but I speak concerning
Christ and the Church.” (Eph. v. 29–32.) We see that he means this whole text
to be understood as spoken by him about Christ. He purposely warns the reader
to understand the “Sacrament” as in Christ and the Church, not in matrimony.

I admit, indeed, that even under the old law, nay, from the beginning of the
world, there was a sacrament of penitence; but the new promise of penitence
and the gift of the keys are peculiar to the new law. As we have baptism in
the place of circumcision, so we now have the keys in the place of sacrifices
or other signs of penitence. I have said above that, at different times, the
same God has given different promises and different signs for the remission
of sins and the salvation of men, while yet it is the same grace that all
have received. As it is written: “We, having the same spirit of faith,
believe, and therefore speak.” (2 Cor. iv. 13.) “Our fathers did all eat the
same spiritual meat, and did all drink the same spiritual drink; for they
drank of that spiritual rock that followed them, and that rock was Christ.”
(1 Cor. x. 3, 4.) “These all died in faith, not having received the promises;
God having provided some better thing for us, that they without us should not
be made perfect.” (Heb. xi. 13, 40.) For Christ himself, the same yesterday,
and to-day, and for ever, is the head of his Church from the beginning even
to the end of the world. There are then different signs, but the faith of all
believers is the same; since without faith it is impossible to please God,
and by it Abel pleased Him.

Let then matrimony be a figure of Christ and the Church, not however a
sacrament divinely instituted, but one invented in the Church by men led
astray by their ignorance alike of things and of words. So far as this
invention is not injurious to the faith, it must be borne with in charity;
just as many other devices of human weakness and ignorance are borne with in
the Church, so long as they are not injurious to faith and to the sacred
writings. But we are now contending for the firmness and purity of faith and
of Scripture; lest, if we affirm anything to be contained in the sacred
writings and in the articles of our faith, and it is afterwards proved not to
be so contained, we should expose our faith to mockery, be found ignorant of
our own special business, cause scandal to our adversaries and to the weak,
and fail to exalt the authority of holy Scripture. For we must make the
widest possible distinction between those things which have been delivered to
us from God in the sacred writings, and those which have been invented in the
Church by men, of however eminent authority from their holiness and their
learning.

Thus far I have spoken of matrimony itself. But what shall we say of those
impious human laws by which this divinely appointed manner of life has been
entangled and tossed up and down? Good God! it is horrible to look upon the
temerity of the tyrants of Rome, who thus, according to their own caprices,



at one time annul marriages and at another time enforce them. Is the human
race given over to their caprice for nothing but to be mocked and abused in
every way, and that these men may do what they please with it for the sake of
their own fatal gains?

There is a book in general circulation and held in no slight esteem, which
has been confusedly put together out of all the dregs and filth of human
traditions, and entitled the Angelic Summary; while it is really a more than
diabolical summary. In this book, among an infinite number of monstrous
statements, by which confessors are supposed to be instructed, while they are
in truth most ruinously confused, eighteen impediments to matrimony are
enumerated. If we look at these with the just and free eye of faith, we shall
see that the writer is of the number of those of whom the Apostle foretold
that they should “give heed to seducing spirits and doctrines of devils;
speaking lies in hypocrisy; forbidding to marry.” (1 Tim. iv. 1–3.) What is
forbidding to marry, if this is not forbidding it—to invent so many
impediments, and to set so many snares, that marriages cannot be contracted,
or, if they are contracted, must be dissolved? Who has given this power to
men? Granted that such men have been holy and led by a pious zeal; why does
the holiness of another encroach upon my liberty? Why does the zeal of
another bring me into bondage? Let whosoever will be as holy and as zealous
as he will, but let him not injure others, or rob me of my liberty.

I rejoice, however, that these disgraceful laws have at length attained the
glory they deserve, in that by their aid the men of Rome have nowadays become
common traders. And what do they sell? The shame of men and women; a
merchandise worthy of these traffickers, who surpass all that is most sordid
and disgusting in their avarice and impiety. There is not one of those
impediments, which cannot be removed at the intercession of Mammon; so that
these laws seem to have been made for no other purpose than to be nets for
money and snares for souls in the hands of those greedy and rapacious
Nimrods; and in order that we might see in the holy place, in the Church of
God, the abomination of the public sale of the shame and ignominy of both
sexes. A business worthy of our pontiffs, and fit to be carried on by men
who, with the utmost disgrace and baseness, are given over to a reprobate
mind, instead of that ministry of the gospel which, in their avarice and
ambition, they despise.

But what am I to say or do? If I were to enter upon every particular, this
treatise would extend beyond all bounds; for the subject is in the utmost
confusion, so that no one can tell where he is to begin, how far he is to go,
or where he is to stop. This I know, that no commonwealth can be prosperously
administered by mere laws. If the magistrate is a wise man, he will govern
more happily under the guidance of nature than by any laws; if he is not a
wise man, he will effect nothing but mischief by laws, since he will not know
how to use them, or to adapt them to the wants of the time. In public
matters, therefore, it is of more importance that good and wise men should be
at the head of affairs, than that any laws should be passed; for such men
will themselves be the best of laws, since they will judge cases of all kinds
with energy and justice. If, together with natural wisdom, there be learning
in divine things, then it is clearly superfluous and mischievous to have any



written laws; and charity above all things has absolutely no need of laws. I
say, however, and do all that in me lies, admonishing and entreating all
priests and friars, if they see any impediment with which the Pope can
dispense, but which is not mentioned in Scripture, to consider all those
marriages valid which have been contracted, in whatever way, contrary to
ecclesiastical or pontifical laws. Let them arm themselves with the Divine
law which says: What God hath joined together, let not man put asunder. The
union of husband and wife is one of divine right, and holds good, however
much against the laws of men it may have taken place, and the laws of men
ought to give place to it, without any scruple. For if a man is to leave his
father and mother and cleave to his wife, how much more ought he to tread
under foot the frivolous and unjust laws of men, that he may cleave to his
wife? If the Pope, or any bishop or official, dissolves any marriage, because
it has been contracted contrary to the papal laws, he is an antichrist, does
violence to nature, and is guilty of treason against God; because this
sentence stands: Whom God hath joined together, let not man put asunder.

Besides this, man has no right to make such laws, and the liberty bestowed on
Christians through Christ is above all the laws of men, especially when the
divine law comes in, as Christ says: “The Sabbath was made for man, and not
man for the Sabbath; therefore the Son of man is Lord also of the Sabbath.”
(Mark ii. 27–28.) Again, such laws were condemned beforehand by Paul, when he
foretold that those should arise who would forbid to marry. Hence in this
matter all those rigorous impediments derived from spiritual affinity, or
legal relationship and consanguinity, must give way, as far as is permitted
by the sacred writings, in which only the second grade of consanguinity is
prohibited, as it is written in the book of Leviticus, where twelve persons
are prohibited, namely:—mother, step-mother, full sister, half sister by
either parent, grand-daughter, father’s sister, mother’s sister, daughter-in-
law, brother’s wife, wife’s sister, step- daughter, uncle’s wife. In these
only the first grade of affinity and the second of consanguinity are
prohibited, and not even these universally, as is clear when we look
carefully at the subject; for the daughter and grand-daughter of a brother
and sister are not mentioned as prohibited, though they are in the second
grade. Hence, if at any time a marriage has been contracted outside these
grades, than which no others have ever been prohibited by God’s appointment,
it ought by no means to be dissolved on account of any laws of men.
Matrimony, being a divine institution, is incomparably above all laws, and
therefore it cannot rightfully be broken through for the sake of laws, but
rather laws for its sake.

Thus all those fanciful spiritual affinities of father, mother, brother,
sister, or child, ought to be utterly done away with in the contracting of
matrimony. What but the superstition of man has invented that spiritual
relationship? If he who baptizes is not permitted to marry her whom he has
baptized, or a godfather his god-daughter, why is a Christian man permitted
to marry a Christian woman? Is the relationship established by a ceremony or
by the sign of the sacrament stronger than that established by the substance
itself of the sacrament? Is not a Christian man the brother of a Christian
sister? Is not a baptized man the spiritual brother of a baptized woman? How
can we be so senseless? If a man instructs his wife in the gospel and in the



faith of Christ, and thus becomes truly her father in Christ, shall it not be
lawful for her to continue his wife? Would not Paul have been at liberty to
marry a maiden from among those Corinthians, all of whom he declares that he
had begotten in Christ? See, then, how Christian liberty has been crushed by
the blindness of human superstition!

Much more idle still is the doctrine of legal relationship; and yet they have
raised even this above the divine right of matrimony. Nor can I agree to that
impediment which they call disparity of religion, and which forbids a man to
marry an unbaptized woman, neither simply, nor on condition of converting her
to the faith. Who has prohibited this, God or man? Who has given men
authority to prohibit marriages of this kind? Verily the spirits that speak
lies in hypocrisy, as Paul says; of whom it may be truly said: The wicked
have spoken lies to me, but not according to thy law. Patricius, a heathen,
married Monica, the mother of St. Augustine, who was a Christian; why should
not the same thing be lawful now? A like instance of foolish, nay wicked
rigour is the impediment of crime; as when a man marries a woman previously
polluted by adultery, or has plotted the death of a woman’s husband, that he
may be able to marry her. Whence, I ask, a severity on the part of men
against men, such as even God has never exacted? Do these men pretend not to
know that David, a most holy man, married Bathsheba the wife of Uriah, though
both these crimes had been committed; that is, though she had been polluted
by adultery and her husband had been murdered? If the divine law did this,
why do tyrannical men act thus against their fellow servants?

It is also reckoned as an impediment when there exists what they call a bond;
that is, when one person is bound to another by betrothal. In this case they
conclude that if either party have subsequently had intercourse with a third,
the former betrothal comes to an end. I cannot at all receive this doctrine.
In my judgment, a man who has bound himself to one person is no longer at his
own disposal, and therefore, under the prohibitions of the divine right, owes
himself to the former, though he has not had intercourse with her, even if he
have afterwards had intercourse with another. It was not in his power to give
what he did not possess; he has deceived her with whom he has had
intercourse, and has really committed adultery. That which has led some to
think otherwise is that they have looked more to the fleshly union than to
the divine command, under which he who has promised fidelity to one person is
bound to observe it. He who desires to give, ought to give of that which is
his own. God forbid that any man should go beyond or defraud his brother in
any matter; for good faith ought to be preserved beyond and above all
traditions of all men. Thus I believe that such a man cannot with a safe
conscience cohabit with a second woman, and that this impediment ought to be
entirely reversed. If a vow of religion deprives a man of his power over
himself, why not also a pledge of fidelity given and received; especially
since the latter rests on the teaching and fruits of the Spirit (Gal. v.),
while the former rests on human choice? And if a wife may return to her
husband, notwithstanding any vow of religion she may have made, why should
not a betrothed man return to his betrothed, even if connexion with another
have followed? We have said, however, above that a man who has pledged his
faith to a maiden is not at liberty to make a vow of religion, but is bound
to marry her, because he is bound to keep his faith, and is not at liberty to



abandon it for the sake of any human tradition, since God commands that it
should be kept. Much more will it be his duty to observe his pledge to the
first to whom he has given it, because it was only with a deceitful heart
that he could give it to a second; and therefore he has not really given it,
but has deceived his neighbour, against the law of God. Hence the impediment
called that of error takes effect here, and annuls the marriage with the
second woman.

The impediment of holy orders is also a mere contrivance of men, especially
when they idly assert that even a marriage already contracted is annulled by
this cause, always exalting their own traditions above the commands of God. I
give no judgment respecting the order of the priesthood, such as it is at the
present day; but I see that Paul commands that a bishop should be the husband
of one wife, and therefore the marriage of a deacon, of a priest, of a
bishop, or of a man in any kind of orders, cannot be annulled; although Paul
knew nothing of that kind of priests and those orders which we have at the
present day. Perish then these accursed traditions of men, which have come in
for no other end than to multiply perils, sins, and evils in the Church!
Between a priest and his wife, then, there is a true and inseparable
marriage, approved by the divine command. What if wicked men forbid or annul
it of their own mere tyranny? Be it that it is unlawful in the sight of men;
yet it is lawful in the sight of God, whose commandment, if it be contrary to
the commandments of men, is to be preferred.

Just as much a human contrivance is the so-called impediment of public
propriety, by which contracted marriages are annulled. I am indignant at the
audacious impiety which is so ready to separate what God has joined together.
You may recognise Antichrist in this opposition to everything which Christ
did or taught. What reason is there, I ask, why, on the death of a betrothed
husband before actual marriage, no relative by blood, even to the fourth
degree, can marry her who was betrothed to him? This is no vindication of
public propriety, but mere ignorance of it. Why among the people of Israel,
which possessed the best laws, given by God himself, was there no such
vindication of public propriety? On the contrary, by the very command of God,
the nearest relative was compelled to marry her who had been left a widow.
Ought the people who are in Christian liberty to be burdened with more rigid
laws than the people who were in legal bondage? And to make an end of these
figments rather than impediments, I will say that at present it is evident to
me that there is no impediment which can rightfully annul a marriage already
contracted, except physical unfitness for cohabiting with a wife, ignorance
of a marriage previously contracted, or a vow of chastity. Concerning such a
vow, however, I am so uncertain even to the present moment, that I do not
know at what time it ought to be reckoned valid; as I have said above in
speaking of baptism. Learn then, in this one matter of matrimony, into what
an unhappy and hopeless state of confusion, hindrance, entanglement, and
peril all things that are done in the Church have been brought by the
pestilent, unlearned, and impious traditions of men! There is no hope of a
remedy, unless we can do away once for all with all the laws of all men, call
back the gospel of liberty, and judge and rule all things according to it
alone. Amen.



It is necessary also to deal with the question of physical incapacity. But be
it premised that I desire what I have said about impediments to be understood
of marriages already contracted, which ought not to be annulled for any such
causes. But with regard to the contracting of matrimony I may briefly repeat
what I have said before, that if there be any urgency of youthful love, or
any other necessity, on account of which the Pope grants a dispensation, then
any brother can also grant a dispensation to his brother, or himself to
himself, and thus snatch his wife, in whatever way he can, out of the hands
of tyrannical laws. Why is my liberty to be done away with by another man’s
superstition and ignorance? Or if the Pope gives dispensation for money, why
may not I give a dispensation to my brother or to myself for the advantage of
my own salvation? Does the Pope establish laws? Let him establish them for
himself, but let my liberty be untouched.

The question of divorce is also discussed, whether it be lawful. I, for my
part, detest divorce, and even prefer bigamy to it; but whether it be lawful
I dare not define. Christ himself, the chief of shepherds, says: “Whosoever
shall put away his wife, saving for the cause of fornication, causeth her to
commit adultery; and whosoever shall marry her that is divorced committeth
adultery.” (Matt. v. 32.) Christ therefore permits divorce only in the case
of fornication. Hence the Pope must necessarily be wrong, as often as he
permits divorce for other reasons, nor ought any man forthwith to consider
himself safe, because he has obtained a dispensation by pontifical audacity
rather than power. I am more surprised, however, that they compel a man who
has been separated from his wife by divorce to remain single, and do not
allow him to marry another. For if Christ permits divorce for the cause of
fornication, and does not compel any man to remain single, and if Paul bids
us rather to marry than to burn, this seems plainly to allow of a man’s
marrying another in the place of her whom he has put away. I wish that this
subject were fully discussed and made clear, that provision might be made for
the numberless perils of those who at the present day are compelled to remain
single without any fault of their own; that is, whose wives or husbands have
fled and deserted their partner, not to return for ten years, or perhaps
never. I am distressed and grieved by these cases, which are of daily
occurrence, whether this happens by the special malice of Satan, or from our
neglect of the word of God.

I cannot by myself establish any rule contrary to the opinion of all; but for
my own part, I should exceedingly wish at least to see applied to this
subject the words: “But if the unbelieving depart, let him depart. A brother
or a sister is not under bondage in such cases” (1 Cor. vii. 15). Here the
Apostle permits that the unbelieving one who departs should be let go, and
leaves it free to the believer to take another. Why should not the same rule
hold good, if a believer, that is, a nominal believer, but in reality just as
much an unbeliever, deserts husband or wife, especially if with the intention
of never returning? I cannot discover any distinction between the two cases.
In my belief, however, if in the Apostle’s time the unbeliever who had
departed had returned, or had become a believer, or had promised to live with
the believing wife, he would not have been received, but would himself have
been authorised to marry another woman. Still, I give no definite opinion on
these questions, though I greatly wish that a definite rule were laid down,



for there is nothing which more harasses me and many others. I would not have
any rule on this point laid down by the sole authority of the Pope or the
bishops; but if any two learned and good men agreed together in the name of
Christ, and pronounced a decision in the spirit of Christ, I should prefer
their judgment even to that of councils, such as are assembled nowadays,
which are celebrated simply for their number and authority, independently of
learning and holiness. I therefore suspend my utterances on this subject,
until I can confer with some better judge.

[ Next: Of the Priesthood known as Holy Orders ]

Of Confirmation – By Martin Luther

It is surprising that it should have entered any one’s mind to make a
Sacrament of Confirmation out of that laying on of hands which Christ applied
to little children, and by which the apostles bestowed the Holy Spirit,
ordained presbyters, and healed the sick; as the Apostle writes to Timothy:
“Lay hands suddenly on no man.” (1 Tim. v. 22.) Why not also make a
confirmation out of the sacrament of bread, because it is written: “And when
he had received meat, he was strengthened” (Acts ix. 19); or again: “Bread
which strengtheneth man’s heart?” (Ps. civ. 15.) Thus confirmation would
include three sacraments, of bread, of orders, and of confirmation itself.
But if whatever the apostles did is a sacrament, why has not preaching rather
been made into a sacrament?

I do not say this, because I condemn the seven sacraments, but because I deny
that they can be proved from the Scriptures. I wish there were in the Church
such a laying on of hands as there was in the time of the Apostles, whether
we chose to call it confirmation or healing. As it is, however, none of it
remains, except so much as we have ourselves invented in order to regulate
the duties of the bishops, that they may not be entirely without work in the
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Church. For when they had left the sacraments which involved labour, along
with the word, to their inferiors, as being beneath their attention (on the
ground, forsooth, that whatever institutions the Divine majesty has set up
must needs be an object of contempt to men), it was but right that we should
invent some easy duty, not too troublesome for the daintiness of these great
heroes, and by no means commit it to inferiors, as if it were of little
importance. What human wisdom has ordained ought to be honoured by men. Thus,
such as the priests are, such should be the ministry and office which they
hold. For what is a bishop who does not preach the gospel, or attend to the
cure of souls, but an idol in the world, having the name and form of a
bishop?

At present, however, we are enquiring into the sacraments of divine
institution; and I can find no reason for reckoning confirmation among these.
To constitute a sacrament we require in the very first place a word of divine
promise, on which faith may exercise itself. But we do not read that Christ
ever gave any promise respecting confirmation, although he himself laid hands
upon many, and although he mentions among the signs that should follow them
that believe: “They shall lay hands on the sick, and they shall recover.”
(Mark xvi. 18.) No one, however, has interpreted these words of a sacrament,
or could do so. It is enough then to consider confirmation as a rite or
ceremony of the Church; of like nature to those other ceremonies by which
water and other things are consecrated. For if every other creature is
sanctified by the word and prayer, why may not man much more be sanctified by
the same means, even though they cannot be called sacraments of faith,
inasmuch as they contain no divine promise? Neither do these work salvation;
while sacraments save those who believe in the divine promise.

[Next: Of Matrimony ]

http://jamesjpn.net/protestant-authors/of-matrimony-by-martin-luther/

