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andemic, political chaos, church controversies, and personal afflictions of

body and spirit: these were the conditions amid which Martin Luther gave
lectures on the First Letter of John to members of the university community who
remained in Wittenberg during a 1527 outbreak of the plague. In the following,
previously untranslated alternate introduction to the lectures, Luther describes the
situation with dramatic clarity:

“We declare to you what was from the beginning” [1 John 1:1]. Satan
assails us on all sides and “God has exhibited us apostles as last of all, as
though sentenced to death, because we have become a spectacle to the
world, to angels and to mortals” [I Corinthians 4:9]. There the world,
Satan, the heart, the flesh, and fanatics assail us, so that we do not have
peace or any good thing, through which we see that God wants to test
us. God gave the Word so that it can be preached. Now God sets us in
this place so that we might experience how powerful God’s holy Word
is, greater even than sin and death. “See, I am sending you out like

In 1527, in the midst of pandemic, sorrow, and controversy, Martin Luther
lectured on I John. In such a time of trial Luther found in the words of this
epistle a message of consolation and hope meant to encourage. He showed
his listeners a Christian path, a “middle way,” to release them from sin and
despair and to free them for lives of love of God and neighbor.
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sheep into the midst of wolves” [Matthew 10:16]. While, therefore, we
are thus being assailed by death, sin, and heretics, I have decided to
lecture on this epistle, so that we might in turn be comforted and pray
against the sorrows of the devil, who plagues us in more than one way.
And I know that God is with us. “I will never leave you or forsake you”
[Hebrews 13:5]. Therefore, I will discuss this epistle with the greatest
simplicity so that we might put such a Word to use. In addition, we
have the promise that “where two or three are gathered in my name, I
am there among them” [Matthew 18:20]. Therefore, we hope here that
when I speak in the name of God and you listen, the Lord may be just
as present as the devil. This is an exceptionally beautiful text, in both
parts and sum.!

Never meant for print (they were first published from a set of notes in 1708),?
these lectures put us in the room with a small band of beleaguered souls receiving
comfort and encouragement through discussion of the “word of life” (1 John 1:1).

Believing that this New Testament letter was written to preserve early Chris-
tian teaching and to encourage good works, Luther built his commentary around
faith in God and love of neighbors: “In short, in this epistle, the apostle wants to
teach faith in opposition to the heretics, and true love in opposition to those who
are wicked.” When these lectures are studied in conversation with Luther’s pub-
lished sermons and postils on 1 John from the 1530s, readers today will see how
Luther pursued a “middle way” for Christian life that trusts God for salvation and
produces works of love in the world. To borrow from the lectures, Luther experi-
enced the reconciling God proclaimed in 1 John as “a sea of comfort.™

HisTORICAL AND THEOLOGICAL CONTEXTS OF THE 1527 LECTURES ON
1 JOHN

The year 1527 was a difficult one for Martin Luther and the Wittenberg commu-
nity. In early July, Luther had been so sick with fevers and other pains that his col-
leagues Justus Jonas and Johannes Bugenhagen recorded events around his illness
in case these might be the reformer’s last days.” A month later, the plague arrived
in Wittenberg, severe enough that the University of Wittenberg was closed and

' D. Martin Luthers Werke: Kritische Gesamtausgabe, 71 vols. to date (Weimar: Herman B6hlaus Nach-
folger, 1883-). 20:599, 2-15 [Rorer text]. Hereafter, cited as WA. Biblical citations have been extended. The
author thanks Cassandra Borges for proofreading the translation.

2 Martin Luther, Luther’s Works, eds. Jaroslav Pelikan, Helmut Lehmann, and Christopher Boyd
Brown, 75 vols. (Philadelphia and St. Louis: Fortress and Concordia, 1955-), 2:512; 17:325; 30:xi, 31. Hereafter,
cited as LW.

3 LW 30:2109.
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’ See Martin J. Lohrmann, “Bugenhagen’s Pastoral Care of Martin Luther,” Lutheran Quarterly 24, no.
2 (2010), 125.
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classes were held elsewhere. Colleagues like Jonas and Philip Melanchthon went to
Jena with most of the students.

Luther and Bugenhagen, however, remained in Wittenberg to continue their
pastoral roles there and because their wives were pregnant. Bugenhagen’s sister
Hanna had married another Wittenberg church leader, Georg Rorer. In the autumn
of 1527, her pregnancy ended with a stillbirth and then she herself died of the
plague.® In a letter to Jonas, Luther expressed sorrow and worry about this deep
loss: “I am concerned about the delivery of my wife, so greatly has the example of
the Deacon’s wife [Hanna Rorer] terrified me.”” That same month, one-year-old
Hans Luther did not eat solid foods for twelve days as he fought illness, too.* Even
after most of his own physical symptoms had gone away, Martin Luther contin-
ued to struggle in body and mind, unable to work at his usual pace and suffering
extended bouts of melancholy that Pastor Bugenhagen called tristitia (sadness).’

These were the personal trials that Luther, his family, and his colleagues faced
in the later part of 1527. Strikingly, Georg Rorer’s notes are the primary source of
these lectures. Based on Rorer’s own dating of the lectures, it seems as if Luther
was teaching his way through 1 John 5 in the days surrounding the deaths of
Hanna and her child."” As words of edification and encouragement shared among
a grieving community, passages like 1 John 5:9-12 (the first verses covered in the
days after Hanna’s death) must have been experienced poignantly: “And this is the
testimony: God gave us eternal life, and this life is in his Son” (5:11).

While the specific timing of such an evangelical passage was certainly not
planned, the practice of addressing life’s hardship by dwelling in Scripture had
long been an intentional part of Luther’s theological and hermeneutical method.
Amid the struggles of the Peasants War, for instance, Luther turned his atten-
tion to the Minor Prophets." Indeed, one of the first insights to be gained from
a study of these lectures on 1 John is their methodological foundation: our living
and dying happens within the horizon of God’s Word. As Luther had stated in his
introduction to the epistle, God’s Word “is the Word of life. But we are in death
every day. And because we are never without sins and the danger of death, we
should never cease to ruminate on the Word.”? Luther’s theological method was
to begin in Scripture and let it speak to the challenges of life in this world as we
experience them.

The broader social, political, and theological contexts surrounding these
lectures were just as uncertain and perilous as the situation in Wittenberg. An
outbreak of the plague in the city of Breslau in August had inspired a minister
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