
When thinking about Martin Luther and the Protes-
tant Reformation, one does not often consider topics 
like worship. Understandably, other polemical matters, 
such as indulgences, papal authority, and justification, 
normally get the most headlines. However, Luther had 
much to say about the public gathering of God’s peo-
ple. In a sermon preached at the dedication of the cas-
tle church in Torgau, the reformer declared, “This new 
house should be so ordered that nothing occurs in it 
but that our dear Lord himself speaks with us through 
his holy word, and we in turn speak with him through 
prayer and praise.”1 Bound up within this quote is a sub-
tle critique of late medieval Roman Catholicism. The 
church of the 16th century largely saw public worship as 
an opportunity to serve God, in order to gain his favor. 
It was, in essence, an exchange between the human and 
divine where man’s service was offered and God’s grace 
was then given.2 However, Luther’s comments at Torgau 
hint at an altogether different theology and practice. In 
public worship, God first serves man and, responsively, 
man serves him. Among the gathered assembly, there 
is divine activity, which creates and compels corporate 
expressions of faith. This main point can be unpacked by 
considering Luther on worship, preaching, and liturgy.

Luther on Worship
Nearly six months after the posting of The 95 Thesis, 
Luther was asked to further explain his ideas before a 
gathering of his Augustinian order. It was an opportu-
nity for him to not only defend his claims but to further 
flesh them out. For this meeting, he penned what has 
been called The Heidelberg Disputation. Little is known 
about the specific debates that took place, except to say 
Luther’s ideas were presented and some, in particular 
the Heidelberg theology professors, took issue with 
them. This was largely because there was less of a focus 
on indulgences and more of a critique of late medieval 

scholastic theology.3 And at the heart of the reformer’s 
evaluation, there was a distinction between theologians 
of glory and theologians of the cross.4 

A theologian of glory attempts to approach God with 
his achievements in hand, but a theologian of the cross 
recognizes that he dare not come before the Holy One 
in this manner. In fact, because of his sinful condition, 
he cannot come at all. Instead, God must come to him, 
and he has in the cross of Christ. For Luther, these ideas 
strongly shaped his views on worship, leading to the 
conclusion that man is not principally a giver but a re-
ceiver in the public assembly. It is God who is the pri-
mary active agent in worship.5

The Active God
Mankind is natively a worshipper. According to Luther, 
a person either adores the creator or created things.6 
For him, there was no third state where, out of indif-
ference or uncertainty, one worships nothing. Neither 
could there be a bowing to both. Man either exercises 
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faith in God or trusts in idols.7 In Luther’s mind, much 
of Roman Catholic/late medieval worship was idola-
trous. The churchgoer of the 16th century was to follow 
the prescribed ecclesiastical incantations or engage in 
the appropriate penitential deeds and aid would come 
from God. The worshipper could even be delivered from 
sin in this life and in purgatory by participating in the 
various elements of the mass.8 They were to simply do 
their best (facere quod in se est), and God would do the 
rest. In fact, he was obligated to do so. In establishing 
a facere quod in se est pact with mankind, God made 
himself duty bound to grant grace when ‘appropriate 
worship’ was given.9 Public worship, then, was an ex-
change, where a level of sincere service was rendered to 
God and, as a result, he served the worshipper. 

Yet, in many respects, Luther saw this inversely—
God acting, man responding. For him, the late medi-
eval understanding of public worship was inherently a 
theology of glory.10 It was mankind ascending the lad-
der to heaven in order to speak with God and gain his 
favor. However, to Luther, such an idea was untenable, 
especially given man’s bondage to sin and weakness. 
The reformer declared, 

“How, then, are endeavors after good made by those 
who one and all are ignorant of God, and neither regard 
nor seek God? How have they a power that is profitable 
for good, when they all go out of their way from good, 
and are utterly unprofitable?”11 

Since mankind is so undone before a holy God, he 

cannot freely choose to do the ‘best’ necessary to en-
ter into God’s presence for worship. He is unrighteous 
and so are his works. There is nothing in man that will 
rightly turn him to God. Even those led by the Spirit are 
caused a great deal of trouble by their original condition. 
How much more those outside of Christ?12 Therefore, 
both the non-Christian and the Christian cannot do 
the works necessary to warrant God’s favor in worship. 
Neither congruous (facere quod in se est) nor condign 
merit (gratia gratum faciens) provide a sufficient basis 
for approaching the divine.13 Medieval corporate pi-
ety, then, crumbles and collapses on the basis of man’s 
native enslavement to sin, as does the notion that he is 
the primary giver in public worship. Instead, God is the 
active agent amongst the gathered people. 

God’s Service to Man
From the beginning, God has always been the one 

who graciously initiated service to man. Genesis 1:1, “In 
the beginning God made….” Creation itself was a free 
act on the part of the divine.14 In specifically making 
man, God gave life and original righteousness to Adam 
and Eve, and this was without their contribution or par-
ticipation.15 They were passive receivers, and none of 
this changed post-fall. In fact, God’s initiative only be-
came clearer. After the Garden, man’s attitude towards 
God can be summed up as, he does not “care for God’s 
righteousness, nor obeys him, but all fight the divine 
truth.”16 He is habitually addicted to the worship of false 
gods. Whatever pious acts in worship he may do, they 
do not constitute acceptable service to God. They are 
either done out of fear of judgment or for self-glorifi-
cation. Man, then, is in rebellion and, worse, is spiritu-
ally dead in his trespasses. 

He is incapable of giving service to God. But in Jesus 
Christ God has not left man to destruction. He has ac-
tively revealed himself as the only redeemer for man-
kind. The impetus was upon him to work, and out of 
love he did. “Almighty God did not spare his own Son, 
but delivered him to a most shameful death, that he 
might be made a curse and sin for me, a cursed sinner, 
that I might be blessed, the child and heir of God.”17 At 
the Cross, Christ came to the rebel and paid his pun-
ishment. On Golgotha’s hill, Jesus’ death secured ever-
lasting life for spiritually dead sinners. Therefore, God 
has actively served man, in both creation and in Christ, 
without his contribution or participation and in spite 
of his weakness and sin.

Surely then, he who has taken this kind of loving ini-
tiative has not suddenly switched and made it so that 
man first serves God in worship? For Luther  such an 
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idea was a manifestation of a theology of glory. It was a 
way for men to revel in their wisdom and achievement.18 
In the Heidelberg Disputation, Luther was declaring that 
the late medieval scholastic approach to worship was in-
consistent with the natural identity of transgressors.19 
Man is simply unable to serve God in worship with-
out him first being served the Gospel of Christ by God. 

This means that a facere quod in se est approach to 
worship is contrary to the logic of the Cross. Christ be-
came weak and ‘foolish’ via imputation in order to save 
a wayward people. Sinners are brought into the pres-
ence of God for worship through his sacrificial death. 
However, they can only do so conscious of their own 
weakness and foolishness, trusting in the work of Christ 
alone to declare them righteous. The problem, then, 
with a late medieval scholastic understanding of public 
worship was that it elevated man’s effort and minimized 
Christ’s work.20 It promoted hubris and vain glory, 
while neglecting the sinfulness of man and humble 
faith in the Savior. It made the worshipper a theologian 
of glory rather than of the Cross. Moreover, it turned 
God into one who must be placated by man’s service, 
instead of the one who seeks to save the lost. God is the 

“one who gives, not takes, who offers, not asks for it … 
in short, who does and gives all things and needs no 
one, and who does everything freely, out of pure grace 
and without merit, for the unworthy and underserving, 
yes, the lost and damned.”21 

He is the principle giver and not receiver. Man is the 
primary one being served in worship. His service is 
one of faith and repentance, trust and praise. It was for 
worship that God made and redeemed a lost people. It 
is among the gathered for worship that he continues 
to remind them that in creation and in Christ’s Cross 
he has served and still serves them in their weakness. 
Yet for Luther, how does God actively give within the 
context of the public assembly? What does he use to 
serve sinners? 

Luther on Preaching
On May 4, 1521, Luther found himself at the Wartburg 
Castle. For nearly a year it would be his home. In order 
to keep Luther alive, Fredrick the Wise had whisked him 
away from Worms to a location not even revealed to the 
prince. It would be “Luther’s Patmos.”22 While he was 
gone, problems surfaced in Wittenberg. After debates 
arose concerning whether to reform the mass, Andreas 
Karlstadt, on Christmas of 1521, departed from the tra-
ditional worship service. He wore no priestly garments, 

altered the liturgy, and gave out both the bread and 
wine to communicants. These changes didn’t neces-
sarily go against Luther’s personal views, but they did 
create commotion throughout the city. Mob riots en-
sued, proclaiming freedom from religious oppression. 
Others saw it as desecration of holy things. Tension was 
high in the city, and it only got worse. Two days later, 
the sparks that had set the town of Zwickau aflame with 
extremist teaching came to Wittenberg in the form of 
the arrival of the Zwickau prophets.23

Over the next few months, Karlstadt and others 
sought to bring even more reforms to the city. Images 
in worship were not to be tolerated. The Lord’s Supper 
was to be given in both kinds—bread and wine. Pas-
tors in local parishes were allowed to conduct worship 
in a variety of ways. Doing so only caused the city to 
further descend into a state of chaos. By early 1522, Wit-
tenberg was in religious and social disarray.24 There was 
a growing sentiment that only Luther could bring sta-
bility. At first, Fredrick the Wise was reluctant to allow 
him to come out of hiding. But eventually, on March 
6, 1522, Luther returned to Wittenberg with the task of 
restoring order.25

Yet, what would he do to bring reform? Luther be-
lieved that some of the things being espoused by Karl-
stadt and others were true, but they and many in the 
city had abused their evangelical freedom. They had 
sought reform by force, and thus were causing people 
to overlook Christ.26 What was the reformer’s meth-
odology for handling the chaotic situation in Witten-
berg? Luther preached. One week after his arrival, he 
daily preached a series of eight sermons, in public wor-
ship, which recaptured the hearts and minds of the 
people and put down the attitudes and actions of the 
Wittenberg radicals.27 And it is here at this moment 
that Luther put into practice his belief that God was 
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especially active through the proclaiming of the Word. 
If peace was going to be found in Wittenberg, it would 
only happen because the Scriptures were rightly being 
heralded.28 For Luther, it was the declaration of the 
Word of God in public worship that would bring ref-
ormation. Man only has the power to speak the word, 
and not the ability to accomplish the appropriate re-
sults.29 Only the active God can do that, and he does 
it through Gospel proclamation. 

Anfechtungen and the Need for Preaching
With Wittenberg in turmoil, there was a need for bibli-
cal preaching. However, lying underneath the religious 
and social issues in the city, was a more basic problem. 
As discussed earlier, man’s fallen condition is such that 
he cannot serve God in worship. Facere quod in se est 
is impossible because his status is labeled ‘spiritually 
incapacitated.’ Yet, for Luther a person’s sinfulness was 
not simply a ‘state of being,’ but also an experiential 
reality best described as Anfechtungen. In one sense, 
this word refers to the attacks of the Devil to tempt and 
torture the souls of sinners.30 It is his creation of noise 
to drown out the preached Word. Satan hates the Scrip-
tures and seeks to either distort or distract men from its 
right proclamation. According to Luther, this was one 
reason why Wittenberg was boiling in 1522. Satan was 
at work misleading people and muddling the Word.31 

Yet, Anfechtungen also refers to a personal struggle 
which includes “all the doubt, turmoil, pang, tremor, 
panic, despair, desolation, and desperation which in-
vade the spirit of man.”32 It is the suffering and trouble 
sinners endure given the general effects of the fall and 
one’s own personal sins. Furthermore, it is the sense of 
angst that men feel as they come to the realization of 

how undone and unpleasant they are to a holy God.33 It 
is like what Jonah felt as the great fish came upon him, 
swallowing and taking him down to the place where 
there was no light and life. Overwhelmed with despair, 
Jonah cried out to God for salvation. So also, the sinner 
is overcome with misery, especially as he stands before 
a holy God’s wrath and condemnation.34 

However, experiences of Anfechtungen do not go 
away post conversion. In fact, they may become more 
prevalent throughout the Christian’s life.35 This is cer-
tainly because the attacks of the Devil increase, and 
one’s native attachment to the world does not vanish. 
Additionally, there is also a sense in which the believer 
ought to still feel despair due to his recurrent struggle 
with sin. He continues to sense its pull, and guilt per-
sistently weighs him down. Doubt may even flood his 
mind, causing him to ask, “Is Christ really for me?” 

For Luther, the goal in this life is not to rid the Be-
liever of these experiences, necessarily. Instead, Luther’s 
response to Anfechtungen is to accept it as the Chris-
tian’s struggle—“a kind of seesaw between despair and 
hope.”36 It is a part of the Believer’s life, one that is even 
fostered and fueled by preaching in public worship. As 
the Law is proclaimed, God is serving the Christian, by 
reminding him of specific sins. Convinced by the Spirit 
of his weakness and foolishness, his soul becomes bur-
dened with sorrow. Through the preaching of the Law, 
God makes him see his need, which is a necessary prep-
aration for the Gospel. Luther declared, “If I were to live 
long enough I would write a book about Anfechtungen 
without which nobody can understand the Scriptures or 
know the fear and love of God.”37 It is into this sense of 
spiritual angst that the proclamation of the Gospel then 
comes, lifting the head of the weary transgressor. The 
preaching of the Law brings the sinner low, so that the 
work of Christ can lift him up. In public worship, he is 
forced to honestly look inside himself and then is led to 
gaze outside to the crucified and risen Savior for salva-
tion. Anfechtungen, hence, is stirred up and soothed by 
biblical preaching. Perhaps Luther believed that what 
was lying behind many of the problems in Wittenberg 
in 1522 was a more basic issue best described as Anfech-
tungen. Moreover, it seems he understood what they 
really needed was the Gospel heralded.

An Audible Word Preached
If the Word was the foundation of Luther’s reforma-
tion, the framing of the church in Germany would take 
place only through its preaching. Luther believed the 
preached Word was the “real medium” that would bring 
salvation to sinners and biblical change to the church.38 
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Ideologically, this was in many ways similar to what the 
Fourth Lateran Council declared in 1215.39 

Since just as the body is fed with material food so the 
soul is fed with spiritual food, according to the words, 
‘man shall not live by bread alone but by every word 
that proceeds from the mouth of God…. We therefore 
decree by this general constitution that bishops are to 
appoint suitable men to carry out with profit this duty 
of sacred preaching, men who are powerful in word 
and deed.40

However, much of medieval practice sidelined the 
preaching of the Scriptures. While the Word was fre-
quently read in worship, over time its proclamation was 
squeezed out of the liturgy, in favor of more ceremo-
nial elements.41 But for Luther, the audible Word de-
clared to the gathered assembly was central. God was 
actively serving people through it. In his mind, words 
were powerful. They shaped reality.42 When a man and 
a woman stood before the local parish priest and said 
their wedding vows, it created a new reality—a union 
between them. 

In a similar fashion, Luther argued that God’s Word 
did the same except on a grander scale. “God speaks a 
mere word, and immediately the birds are brought forth 
from the water. If the word is spoken, all things are pos-
sible, so that out of the water are made fish or birds.”43 
Divine speech is powerful enough to create what it has 
called for. And the same can be said for the Word that 
is Christ. His coming is powerful and efficacious for the 
salvation of the lost. Christ is God’s preaching to sin-
ners that there is hope of forgiveness and new life. And 
his death and resurrection create what has been called 
for—redemption for those enslaved to Satan, sin, and 
death.44 As the Gospel of Christ is heralded in wor-
ship, God is taking the initiative to humble the proud 
through the proclamation of the Law and then to build 
them back up through the announcement of the Gospel. 

Therefore, in preaching, Luther says, “To be sure, I 
do hear the sermon; however, I am wont to ask: ‘Who 
is speaking? The pastor? By no means! You do not hear 
the pastor. Of course, the voice is his, but the words he 
employs are really spoken by God.”45 Through the fee-
ble instrumentation of words, God is at work serving 
sinners. Since they cannot reach up to him, he takes 
the initiative and lowers himself in a way they can un-
derstand.46 Through the preaching of the Word, God 
humbles himself, using human language to describe 
divine truth and to create new realities. As the Law is 
heralded, God brings the commands to bear upon the 

sinner’s soul, and by the Spirit, makes him low. As the 
Gospel is declared, he lifts up the drooping heads of the 
guilt-laden and condemned transgressor, and he de-
clares the one whose faith is in Christ to be righteous. 
For one filled with Anfechtungen, the greatest need was 
to look outside the self, to the Christ announced in the 
Word.47 

Given that God is actively at work through the proc-
lamation of the Word to apply both the Law and the 
Gospel, Luther believed preaching was to be central in 
the public assembly of the church. In fact, if there was 
no preaching there was no real worship of God tak-
ing place, because at the heart of biblical worship was 
God serving sinners through the heralding of the Scrip-
tures.48 That is why Luther said, “Therefore, when God’s 
Word is not preached, one had better neither sing nor 
read, or even come together.”49 Without the audible 
Word being given to the people, they remained in their 
idolatrous state, functioning like theologians of glory. To 
come together without the Word being central would 
only further encourage the exaltation of man. But with 
biblical preaching being the ‘chief thing’ in the worship 
service, reformation could take place, because through 
it, God was at work. 

In 1522, when Luther returned to Wittenberg, find-
ing that a revolution of sorts had erupted, he “literally 
preached the Reformation back onto a steady course, 
winning over popular opinion and putting down radi-
cal elements.”50 God used the Word proclaimed and 
worked his will. In Luther’s own words, “I simply taught, 
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preached, and wrote God’s Word … I did nothing; the 
Word did everything.”51 In 1522, the active God used his 
proclaimed Word in public worship, saving the Refor-
mation in Wittenberg, and likely Luther as well.

A Sacramental Word Preached
In Luther’s second sermon after returning from Wart-
burg, he reminded them that “the chief characteristics 
of Christians [is] that their whole life and being is faith 
and love.”52 Hence, this faith must never be endangered, 
and love must never compel unless it is of biblical ne-
cessity. As a negative example, Luther then discussed 
the medieval mass. In his own words, “The mass is an 
evil thing, and God is displeased with it, because it is 
performed as if it were a sacrifice and work of merit.”53 
The Eucharistic theology of the late Middle Ages viewed 
the Lord’s Supper as an offering to God from the priest. 
He presented the bread and wine on behalf of the peo-
ple. In return, God infused grace and brought blessing 
upon the participants. The Supper, then, was an action 
initiated by man and responded to by God.54 It was 
a human attempt to satisfy divine justice.55 Once the 
work was done, God was placated and there was an au-
tomatic conveyance of favor. The change in status was 
brought about not mainly because of the finished work 
of Christ, but due to the sacrifice offered in the mass.

However, Luther saw this sacrament not predomi-
nantly as a sacrificium, but instead, as a beneficium.56 He 
said, “The mass is not a benefit God accepts but rather 
one that he gives; it is not a good deed that we do, but 
rather it does good to us.”57 The Lord’s Supper is God 
speaking a word of grace and love. It is his promise that 
Christ’s death was for sinners. As a testator, Jesus was 

crucified on the Cross, suffering wrath. As a resurrected 
and ascended “promiser,” he now gives, in the receiving 
of the bread and wine, confirmation that sins are for-
given.58 Christ’s very presence at the holy meal assures 
one of an eternal inheritance that was purchased at Cal-
vary. For Luther, Christ’s real presence, then, was key. 
Without it, the Savior was not proclaiming the Gospel, 
comfort was not really being given by God, and there-
fore, the Supper was nothing more than a human acti-
vated ceremony.59 

But given his theology of worship, Luther under-
stood that the Lord was the active giver in this sacra-
ment. He was the Host, hospitably serving his people.60 
In fact, he saw it as God’s preaching in a different way. 
Christ presence and attachment to the words of insti-
tution made it so that the partaking of this holy meal 
was more than the eating of bread and drinking of wine. 
Jesus’ words “broken for you” and “for the forgiveness 
of sins,” made the Supper effectual to accomplish its in-
tended outcome. As these phrases were declared and 
the elements given, God was preaching a visible word 
and imparting the forgiveness of sins.61 

To the soul wrestling with Anfechtungen, the mass, 
as Luther understood it, was a source of strength in the 
fight against the flesh, the world, and the Devil. Ad-
ditionally, it was to be viewed as nourishment for the 
weary saint. As the burdens of living in a fallen world 
press in, as guilt and sadness weigh down, as adversar-
ies attack, the Believer was to fly to Christ in the Sup-
per.62 There the message of the Gospel is proclaimed 
through words and visible signs giving help, hope, and 
joy. Therefore, just as with the audible Word, the sacra-
mental Word is the remedy for Anfechtungen. It comes 
to the sinner from outside, as God’s gracious service.63 It 
is what brings the Christian back from despair to hope. 
To Luther, in 1522, the people of Wittenberg needed this 
visible proclamation. Amid the uncertainty and ungod-
liness found in the city, he proclaimed, the “bread is a 
comfort for the sorrowing, a healing for the sick, a life 
for the dying, a food for all the hungry, and a rich trea-
sure for all the poor and needy.”64 It is Christ personally 
and actively announcing through the ordinary means 
of words, bread, and wine that salvation was come to 
sinners because of his death and resurrection. 

A Response to the Preached Word
In his seventh Invocavit sermon, Luther ended by say-
ing, “let this be a warning to you, for God will not 
have his Word revealed and preached in vain…. You 
are not heeding it at all and you are playing around 
with all kinds of tomfoolery which does not amount to 
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anything.”65 Why were they being chided? They were 
not rightly responding to the audible and sacramental 
Word that had been previous declared to them. God 
serves sinners through the preaching in the pulpit and 
at the Table. However, those who hear and partake are 
to respond with faith. It is to be their reply to God’s ser-
vice in the Law and the Gospel. In public worship, the 
sinner is humbled as sins of omission and commission 
are detailed. And then, they are encouraged and com-
forted as Christ’s saving work is preached. Such Good 
News appeals for faith to be exercised. 

Luther believed, as the Word in both forms went 
forth in the worship service, that God was actively cre-
ating new life and calling for corporate expressions of 
faith. There was to be a receiving and responding to the 
promise of God in the Cross, which manifests itself in 
humble praise and thanks.66 Most definitely, the divine 
service of Law and Gospel is primary, but man’s response 
of faith is called for; in fact, it is required. 67 As man’s 
condition and God’s catholicon are proclaimed, con-
fession is expected and trust in Christ is needed, lest 
Anfechtungen overwhelm the soul, ungodliness charac-
terize the Believer, and the Devil ruin the church. When 
Luther returned home from the Wartburg Castle, this 
is exactly what he found happening in Wittenberg. Be-
lievers were afflicted. Saints were acting more like sin-
ners, and Satan was at work. 

Some of the issues Karlstadt and others were attempt-
ing to address, Luther agreed needed to be reformed. On 
these matters, it wasn’t necessarily what these “zealots” 
were saying, but how they and the people as a whole 
were responding to the Word of God already preached 
to them. There was little humility, patience, or compas-
sion accompanying their efforts to change the church.68 
For Luther, that meant the people were not listening. 
And yet, what did he do? He preached, trusting that God 
would actively work through his audible and sacramen-
tal Word, comforting those afflicted with Anfechtungen, 
and calling for faith and the fruit of obedience. He be-
lieved that in worship God would serve his people, and 
they were to respond by gratefully and rightly serving 
him in return. With this theology of worship in hand, 
Luther then constructed a new liturgy.

Luther on Liturgy
After Luther returned to Wittenberg in 1523, he was 
cautious about making changes to the public worship 
service. This was not the case with other more “zealous” 
reformers, like Thomas Muntzer and Johannes Lang.69 
They quickly established new liturgies for worship that 
were in the vernacular of the people. However, Luther 

got rid of similar changes Karlstadt made in 1522. The 
following year, he did introduce a purified Latin mass 
for the city. Even though the preaching was to be in 
German, everything else in the liturgy was basically un-
changed.70 Luther intentionally waited to make further 
liturgical revisions. One reason was because he wanted 
an ascetically pleasing liturgy.71 Some of the early re-
forms made to orders of worship were pragmatic in na-
ture and, therefore, lacked beauty and overall appeal. 
Others, were simply too conservative, dressing the old 
mass in new language.72 Composing the kind of liturgy 
Luther wanted would take time. 

Another reason for the delay was due to pastoral 
sensitivity. The reformer understood that change would 
not come easy, especially when dealing with a medieval 
liturgy that people were accustomed too for such a long 
period of time. Luther wanted to be sensitive not to un-
necessarily injure consciences. Neither did he want to 
“stir up the fickle and fastidious, who delight only in 
novelty and tire of it as quickly, when it has worn off.” 73 
He knew that following in the footsteps of “Anabaptist 
extremists” would only lead to disaster. History would 
prove him right.74 And yet, disaster of a different kind 
would not escape him. 

Luther’s caution to bring liturgical reform was also 
the result of the tumultuous times he lived in. Witten-
berg had just come out of a chaotic situation in 1523. 
Zealots were continuing to take reform too far, too fast. 
The Catholic Church was still railing against him, and 
the persecution of Protestants was on the rise. Yet, the 
most disturbing was the Peasants’ War in 1525. Luther 
wrote, “The affair of the peasants has quieted down 
everywhere after almost one hundred thousand have 
been killed, so many children orphaned, and the rest so 
robbed of their livelihood that the appearance of Ger-
many was never more miserable than now.”75 This war 
solidified in his mind the importance of pastoral sensi-
tivity and patience in instituting liturgical reform. Yet, 
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it also reminded him of the need for divinely directed 
change in the area of worship. If it is in this context that 
the human heart is primarily quickened and shaped by 
God’s service of sinners, then the writing of a new lit-
urgy ought to be of the utmost importance.

A New Liturgy
After years of work, Luther officially introduced a new 
order of worship on Christmas of 1525. He did not 
want this to become a “new law” for all churches to 
follow. He believed some liberty was allowable, but 
that love for fellow believers and sensitivity to the non-
Christian should guide areas of evangelical freedom 
in worship. For Luther, uniformity was important for 
the purposes of encouraging the brethren and evan-
gelizing the lost.76 Hence, the German Mass should 
be adopted in Wittenberg, but not necessarily else-
where. This was simply his contribution to the many 
orders of worship that were already in existence. How-
ever, Luther’s liturgy was new and, in some ways, even 
unique. Elements of the Roman Mass that supported 
a facere quod in se est attitude were removed. Luther 
did not want the service to even hint at being a sacri-
ficium. It was to be viewed as a beneficium, where God 
was active through the audible and visible Word. And 
yet, Luther called for and provided aides to help peo-
ple respond with faith and praise. God’s service and 
man’s response were both important in the new liturgy, 
and this point is most obviously seen through the fact 
that it was in German. If the average person could not 
understand what was being said, then he could not 
receive the Law and Gospel from God, and neither 
could he respond rightly with faith. Composing the 

liturgy in the vernacular was a significant initial step 
in matching up Luther’s theology of worship with his 
liturgical practice. 

The liturgy began with a hymn or psalm, oftentimes 
Psalm 34.77 It was followed by a collect and then a read-
ing from Paul’s epistle, both done in a monotone chant. 
Afterwards, a German hymn was sung, another reading 
was given, this time from the Gospels, with the congre-
gation, next, singing the Apostle’s Creed.78 Then a pas-
sage from the Gospels was preached.79 Towards the end 
of the service the Lord’s Prayer was to be paraphrased, 
followed by instruction for those taking the Supper, a 
collect, and then the benediction. This new liturgy put 
feet to Luther’s understanding of God’s activity and 
man’s responsiveness in worship, and the foundation 
of it was the Word and sacrament. It was only as God 
served his people the ‘means of grace’ in worship that 
corporate expressions of faith could be created. Thus for 
Luther, Scripture was paramount. So much so, every-
thing could be spared in the public assembly except the 
Bible.80 As the Reformed would later say in explaining 
the regulative principle of worship, it was to be read, 
preached, seen, sung, and prayed.81 And, the most im-
portant part of the service was the audible Word. With-
out Bible preaching, worship was an idolatrous attempt 
to earn God’s favor and, in the end, of no spiritual ben-
efit. With it the worshipper is given the mirror of the 
Law, where the true self is seen—a sinner deserving 
condemnation. And then the message of the Gospel is 
offered, where a different declaration is heard—a saint 
receiving forgiveness through Jesus Christ. For Luther, 
as both of these truths were heralded, the people of God 
were reminded of their need for a Savior, that Christ was 
this deliverer, and, subsequently, moved to trust in him. 
Clearly, the preaching of the Word was meant to affect 
the hearer experientially, leading one from repentance 
to faith to devotion. 

Yet, the experiential side to Luther’s liturgy was not 
disconnected from a catechetical one. Instruction in 
the truths of God were important because they shaped 
the heart, mind, and will of the people. Specifically, the 
various services held throughout the week sought to 
move worshippers through the Decalogue, the Apostle’s 
Creed, the Lord’s Prayer, and the sacraments, stressing 
various heads of doctrine.82 Doing so would help those 
who wanted to be Christians to know what they were 
to believe, do, and leave undone, and it would further 
admonish and encourage those who already loved God 
and his Word.83 This catechetical emphasis in worship 
was one of the things that drove Luther to create

Continued on Page 219.
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Scripture with a Southern Accent. Understanding 
and Applying a Southern Presbyterian’s View of the 
Bible. Continued from Page 68.

Therefore, a high view of plenary inspiration not only ex-
plains Thornwell’s inconsistency in this matter, but also refutes 
it. If we believe the Bible is God’s word in its entirety, then 
we can repudiate Thornwell’s mistakes quite easily. The Word 
of God teaches that all men are created in the image of God 
(Acts 17:26). True, slavery was regulated by God’s word, but 
the same inspired Word also teaches that the eschatological 
freedom brought about by the Messiah’s first coming should 
result in freedom for earthly citizens as well, as Paul makes 
clear in Philemon (Phil. 15–21). If Thornwell and other South-
ern Presbyterians had been consistent in their application of 
their view of the Bible, the United States might have abolished 
slavery without losing over a million lives in the process.

Finally, Thornwell’s blunder in this crucial area reminds us 
that all of us have interpretive blind spots. Like Thornwell, we 
are far more influenced by the culture around us than we care 
to admit. If the Bible is what Thornwell argued it was, then 
it must serve as our authoritative lodestone for all matters of 
doctrine and life. We must submit constantly to its directives, 
some of which will be deeply countercultural. Accordingly, 
perhaps one of the greatest lessons we learn from Thornwell’s 
understanding of Scripture can be stated in a question: “What 
are the doctrines and practices clearly taught in the Bible that 
we may have missed?” This is a penetrating and sobering 
query. I am convinced that the only way to begin to answer 
it is through a careful study of great men like Thornwell, both 
in their triumph and in their tragedy. 

Conclusion
I have tried to make the case that a prominent 
Southern historian misunderstood a central feature of 
Thornwell’s theological matrix, which is representative 
of the entire Southern Presbyterian tradition. Relative 
to this doctrine, the Southern church stood united in 
its view of plenary inspiration with Christians across 
time and space. Believers today do well to imitate their 
faith here. The frenzied revisionary spirit that grips the 
modern writing of history is a spirit foreign to this view 
of inspiration. For, the Bible itself offers a history that 
is full of brilliant, deeply flawed people like Thornwell. 
Like us. And the only way to avoid the errors we have 
observed in Thornwell’s thinking is to hold the same 
view of inspiration he did. It is God’s word alone, 
guiding and shaping everything we do, that can help us 
do better than those who came before us. 

Luther on Public Worship. Continued from Page 96.
a formal catechism in 1529.84 It helped to systematize doctrine 
and explain God’s work in Christ, while also providing clear 
direction on how one ought to respond to the Word. For Lu-
ther’s theology of worship, this catechetical side provided the 
necessary biblical stimuli for experiential responses. Through 
the teaching and preaching of the Word, God not only cre-
ated but also compelled corporate expressions of faith. In his 
mind, as God served man the means of grace, man was to be 
driven to rightly respond.

Various minor details of the service also stress this same 
point. In the pre-Supper admonition of the Deutsche Messe, 
Luther wanted it to be somewhat scripted. “We can’t have [the 
admonition] one way today, and another way tomorrow, and 
let everybody parade his talents and confuse the people.”85 
In doing this, Luther was being careful to not draw undue 
attention to the priest and to guard against misperception. 
He wanted to keep front and center the activity of God in 
the sacramental Word and man’s humble and grateful re-
sponse.86 The readings from Scripture and collects provide 
another example of this point. The readings were done with 
the priest looking at the people, as a sign of God’s declaration 
to them, and the collects were said facing the altar, emphasiz-
ing man’s response. 

Luther’s use of music is also informative here. In his mind, 
music in worship was to be filled with Scripture, which made 
it and preaching generally related.87 God was speaking to 
the people through words set to a tune. And yet, quite of-
ten, it was the congregation that was singing them. Not 
only did the music speak the Word, but it served to enable 
them to recall truth when struggling with Anfechtungen, as 
well.88 When facing temptation, an illiterate believer in the 
16th century would more readily remember a psalm set to a 
tune, than a verse of Scripture or the answer to a catechism 
question. Additionally, it made the congregation more a 
part of the service itself and added a dialogical element to 
worship. Medieval liturgies were largely non-participatory. 
The priest performed the mass and the choirs sang in order 
to merit God’s grace for the people. Yet, in Luther’s liturgy, 
the gathered assembly actively participated. Not only in the 
music, but in every part of the service. As they heard God 
speaking through Word and sacrament, reading and music, 

	84.	 Luther, “The Small Catechism,” Luther’s Basic Theological 
Writings, p. 322.
	 85.	 LW 53.80.
	 86.	 LW 53.74. 
	 87.	 Paul Jones, Singing and Making Music (Phillipsburg: P & R 
Publishing, 2006), 3–4.
	 88.	 Trueman, Luther on the Christian Life, p. 103.
	 89.	 Brecht, Martin Luther: Shaping and Defining the Reforma-
tion, p. 256.



220 Volume 15 (2019)

The Confessional Presbyterian In Continuation

they were led to prayer and praise and to “acknowledge sin, 
profess faith, and renounce evil.”89 

What made everything from the opening hymn to the clos-
ing benediction new was not so much the ‘elements’ them-
selves, but the theology that informed them. With the Roman 
Catholic liturgy on one side and the Extremists on the other, 
in 1525, Luther composed an order of service that reflected 
both God’s action and man’s response. To him, both were 
central and provided a unified way of understanding public 
worship. It was God’s action that elicited man’s response.90 
For the troubled people of Wittenberg, a liturgy like this one 
would lead them to consider their true condition, hear of 
an afflicted Christ, find comfort for their weary souls in the 
Gospel, and be encouraged to respond with faith. The same 
still rings true today.

Conclusion

Luther’s words at the dedication of the castle church in Tor-
gau hinted at the core of his theology of worship. “The Lord 
himself speaks … and we in turn speak….”91 In the gathered 
assembly, God serves man and in response man serves the 
Lord. Public worship is first a divine activity, which creates 
and compels corporate expressions of faith. Contra late me-
dieval practices, it is not a ‘doing of what is in one’s self ’ nor 
an opportunity for ‘grace to make one gracious.’ Instead, it 
is “an example of divine grace in action.”92 Luther’s view of 
preaching further reinforced this point. God is at work to 
meet the sinner in his struggles with Anfechtungen through 
his audible and sacramental Word. But as the Law and Gospel 
are heralded, a response of faith is called for. There is to be an 
intentional reaction of humility, repentance, gratefulness, and 
devotion. Luther’s 1525 liturgy took his doctrine of worship 
and converted it into a structure for doxology; in fact, it was 
the foundation and the fuel of his order of worship. 

In a church context where the gathered assembly is increas-
ingly being referred to as a ‘worship experience,’ Luther would 
no doubt disapprove, because Modern Evangelical worship 
is one sided. Liturgies are dominated by human action, leav-
ing little room for divine activity in Word and Sacrament. 
They are focused on man’s response without first consider-
ing God’s past, present, and future work. The preached Word 
is minimized, in order to provide longer music sets or more 
extensive choral performances. Scripture is made to give way 
to singing, which, given song choices, centers worship on 
man blessing God, as opposed to God blessing man, through 

Gospel proclamation. Additionally, the sacraments are seen as 
a public profession solely, to the exclusion of God declaring 
the visible Good News that he saves sinners in Christ and by 
the Spirit. These worship practices are built upon a theologi-
cal foundation that leans too far in the direction of human 
response. Luther, however, provides a helpful perspective on 
and balance to the public gathering. Public worship is a ser-
vice: God’s to man, first and foremost, and in response, man’s 
to God. The Evangelical Church in America would do well to 
benefit from Luther’s theology of worship in this area.

The Noahic Covenants and Redemptive Judgment. 
Continued from Page 162.
cultural mandate, he prohibited consuming animal blood 
(Gen. 9:4). It is God’s pedagogical lesson that animal blood of-
fered in altar worship after the inauguration of the covenant of 
grace in Genesis 3:14–15 is the type of the final sacrifice, offered 
on the Golgotha by Jesus Christ as the mediator of the New 
Covenant. The New Covenant community, as the diaspora or 
pilgrims, is no longer obligated to abstain from animal blood 
after A.D. 70 because God permanently terminated altar wor-
ship and the Old Covenant order with the fall of Jerusalem.

God prohibited the killing of innocent humans in the con-
text of his command of the new cultural mandate (Gen. 9:5–
6). God’s institution of capital punishment in the historical 
context of the resumption of the covenant of common grace 
suggests that God made a proper distinction between church 
and state. In that sense, the prosecution and execution of 
criminals for the crime of killing of innocent people do not 
belong to the ministry of church, but are the legal responsi-
bility of state under the New Covenant Age until the day of 
the Second Coming of Jesus Christ.■

Reviews & Responses. Continued from Page 180.
Jews and gentiles can get out of the covenant of works alto-
gether” (139). 

Part two is entitled “The Achievement of Justification,” 
and therefore treats of Christ’s accomplishment of perfec-
tion. Horton, agreeing with Lee Irons, rejects N.T. Wright’s 
definition of the Greek word “dikaios” as being equivalent 
to “God’s covenant faithfulness,” and instead ties the term to 
the standard of the law. The second half of chapter four is a 
defense of the penal substitutionary atonement. Horton also 
defends the combination of penal substitutionary atonement 
with the Christus Victor theme, rightly in my opinion. There is 
no need for a false dichotomy between the two ideas. Christ’s 
death and resurrection is just as undoubtedly a substitution 
for our persons as it is Christ’s victory over Satan and his evil 
forces. However, this does not mean that there is something 
good about the ransom theory of the atonement (243). Here, I 
believe Sproul is on the better track: God saves us from God’s 
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