
Sermon Preached at Erfurt on the Journey to Worms 
John 20:19-31 
(April 7th, 1521)

 
The title of this' sermon in its original printed form reads:  
“A Sermon by Dr. Martin Luther on his way to the Imperial Majesty at Worms, preached 
at Erfurt at the request of eminent and very learned men without previous preparation or 
special study, owing to the shortness of time. . . .” The Gospel for the day was John 
20:19-31, but Luther limited his sermon to the first two verses. 

On his way to Worms Luther was received with great enthusiasm in Erfurt; the church of 
the Augustinians where he preached could not contain the tremendous crowd that 
gathered to hear him. The sermon emphasizes the core of Christianity: faith in Christ on 
the foundation' of the Word of God, and contains sharp strictures upon Rome, 
philosophy, and pulpit “fables.” Eoban Hess, professor at the University, declared that, 
“by the power of his mouth hearts were melted like snow by the breath of spring as he 
showed the way to heaven’s goods which had been closed for centuries.”  The 
transcriber of the sermon is' unknown and the printed version indicates that it was 
“published by a layman” and printed by Matthes Maler in Erfurt. Seven prints of the 
sermon appeared in the year 1521.

A crowd of over 2,000 overflowed the cathedral with hundreds more around the outside 
hoping to hear Dr. Luther.  Just before Luther began to preach there was a loud crack in 
the balcony accompanied with screams and shouts.  A few people broke windows 
hoping to jump to safety in case the balcony collapsed.  Luther settled the crowd down 
telling them not to be deceived by this “devil’s trick”.  He assured them all would be well, 
and instructed them to sit and be still.  As he began to preach every eye was riveted 
upon him.

Text in German; Wiemar Edition A 7, 808—813.

Dear friends of Efurt, I shall pass over the story of St. Thomas this time and leave it for 
another occasion, and instead consider the brief words uttered by Christ.- “Peace be 
with you” [John 20:19] and “Behold my hands and my side” [John 20:27], and “as the 
Father has sent me, even so I send you” [John 20:21].  
 
Now, it is clear and manifest that every person likes to think that he will be saved and 
attain to eternal salvation. This is what I propose to discuss now.

You also know that all philosophers, doctors and writers have studiously endeavored to 
teach and write what attitude man should take to piety. They have gone to great trouble, 



but, as is evident, to little avail. Now genuine and true piety consists of two kinds of 
works: those done for others, which are the right kind, and those done for ourselves, 
which are unimportant. In order to find a foundation, one man builds churches; another 
goes on a pilgrimage to St. James or St. Peter’s bones; a third fasts or prays, wears a 
cowl, goes barefoot, or does something else foolish. Such works are nothing whatever 
and must be completely destroyed.  
 
Mark these words:
None of our works have any power whatsoever. For God has chosen a man, the Lord 
Christ Jesus, to crush death, destroy sin, and shatter hell, since there was no one 
before he came who did not inevitably belong to the devil. The devil therefore thought 
he would get a hold upon the Lord when he hung between two thieves and was 
suffering the most contemptible and disgraceful of deaths, which was cursed both by 
God and by men [cf. Deut. 21:23; Gal. 3:13], But the Godhead was so strong that death, 
sin, and even hell were destroyed.

Therefore you should note well the words which Paul writes to the Romans [Rom 
5:12-21]. Our sins have there source in Adam, and because Adam ate the apple, we 
have inherited sin from him. But Christ has shattered death for our sake, in order that 
we might be saved by his works, which are alien to us, works outside of us and not by 
our works.

But the papal dominion treats us altogether differently. It makes rules about fasting, 
praying, and even  butter-eating, so that whoever keeps the commandments of the 
pope will be saved and whoever does not keep them belongs to the devil.  It thus 
seduces the people with the delusion that goodness and salvation lies in their own 
works. But I say that none of the saints, no matter how holy they were, attained 
salvation by their works. Even the holy mother of God did not become good, was not 
saved, by her virginity or her motherhood, but rather by the will of faith and the works of 
God, and not by her purity, or her own works. Therefore, mark me well: this is the 
reason why salvation does not lie in our own works, no matter what they are; it cannot 
and Will' not be effected without faith.

Now, someone may say: Look, my friend, you are saying a lot about faith, and claiming 
that our salvation depends solely upon it; now, I ask you, how does one come to faith? I 
will tell you. Our Lord Christ said, “Peace be with you. Behold my hands, etc.” [John 
20:26-27]. [In other words, he is saying:] Look, man, I am the only one who has taken 
away your sins and redeemed you, etc.; now be at peace. Just as you inherited sin from 
Adam—not that you committed it, for I did not eat the apple, any more than you did, and 
yet this is how we came to be in sin - so we have not suffered [as Christ did], and 
therefore we were made free from death and sin by God’s work, not by our works. 
Therefore God says: Behold, man, I am your redemption [cf. Isa. 43:3]; just as Paul said 
to the Corinthians: Christ is our justification, redemption, etc [I Cor. 1:30]. Christ is our 
justification and redemption, as Paul says in this passage. And here our [Roman] 
masters say: Yes, Redemptor, Redeemer; this is true, but they say it is not enough.



Therefore, I say again: Alien works, these make us good!  Our Lord Christ says: I am 
your justification. I have destroyed the sins you have upon you. Therefore only believe 
in me; believe that I am he who has done this; then you will be justified. For it is written, 
Justica est fides, righteousness is identical with faith and comes through faith. 
Therefore, if we want to have faith, we should believe the gospel and the Apostle Paul 
and not the papal briefs, or papal decretals, but rather guard ourselves against them as 
against fire. For everything that comes from the pope cries out: Give, give, give to me; 
and if you refuse, you are of the devil. This would be a small matter if they were only 
exploiting the people, but, unfortunately, it is the greatest evil in the world to lead the 
people to believe that outward works can save or make a man good. Because they can 
not.

At this time the world is so full of wickedness that it is over-flowing, and is therefore now 
under a terrible judgment and punishment, which God has inflicted, so that the people 
are perverting and deceiving themselves in their own minds. For to build churches, and 
to fast and pray and so on has the appearance of good works, but in our heads we are 
deluding ourselves. We should not give way to greed, desire for temporal honor, and 
other vices and rather be helpful to our poor neighbor. Then God will arise in us and we 
in him, and this means a new birth. What does it matter if we commit a fresh sin? If we 
do not immediately despair, but rather say within ourselves, “O God, thou livest still! 
Christ my Lord is the destroyer of sin!,” then at once the sin is gone.  And also the wise 
man says:in Proverbs, “A righteous man falls seven times, and rises again” [Prov. 
24:16].

The reason why the world is so utterly perverted and in error is that for a long time there 
have been no genuine preachers. There are perhaps three thousand priests, among 
whom one cannot find four good ones—God have mercy on us in this crying shame! 
And when you do get a good preacher, he runs through the gospel superficially and 
then follows it up with a fable about the old ass or a story about Uncle Dietrich of Berne, 
or he mixes in something of the pagan teachers, Aristotle, Plato, Socrates, and others, 
who are all quite contrary to the gospel, and also contrary to God, for they did not have 
the knowledge of the light which we possess.  
 
Aye, If you come to me and say: The Philosopher says: Do many good works, then you 
will acquire the habit, and finally you will become godly;  then I say to you: Do not 
perform good works in order to become godly; but if you are already godly in Christ, 
then do good works, though not to be seen by others but with faith.  
 
There can you see how contrary these two points of view are?

In former times the devil made great attacks upon the people and from these attacks 
they took refuge in faith and clung to the Head, which is Christ,- and so he was unable 
to accomplish anything. So now he has invented another device; he whispers in the 
ears of our Nobles that they should take Church tax from people and give them laws. 
This way it looks well on the outside; but inside it is full of poison. So our young children 
grow up in a delusion; they go to church thinking that salvation consists in praying, 



fasting, and attending mass. Thus it is the preacher’s fault! But still there would be no 
need, if only we had right Gospel preachers.

The Lord said three times to St. Peter: “Petre, amas me? “Peter do you love me”? 
pasce over meas” [John 21:15-17]. “Peter, feed, feed, feed my sheep.” What is the 
meaning of pascere? It means to feed. How should one feed the sheep? Only by 
preaching the Word of God, only by preaching faith. Then our Nobles come along and 
say: Pascere means leges dare, to enact laws, but this is with deception. Yes, they are 
well fed! They feed the sheep as the butchers do on Easter eve before the slaughter! 
Whereas one should speak the Word of God plainly to guide the poor and weak in faith, 
they mix in their beloved Aristotle, who is contrary to God, despite the fact that Paul 
says in Col. [2:8]: Beware of laws and philosophy. What does “philosophy” mean? If we 
knew just a little Greek, Latin, or German, we would see clearly what the Apostle is 
saying. 

Is not this the truth? I know very well that you don’t like to hear this and that I am 
annoying many of you; nevertheless, I shall say it. I Will also advise you, no matter who 
you are: If you have would like to preach, then do not become a priest or a monk, for 
there is a passage in the thirty-third and thirty-fourth chapters of the prophet Ezekiel, 
unfortunately a terrifying passage, which reads: 
 
If you forsake your neighbor, see him going astray, and do not help him, do not preach 
to him', I will call you to account for his soul [Ezek. 33:8; 34:10].  
 
It is no wonder this passage is not often read. But I say, if you become a priest or a 
monk in order to pray your seven canonical hours and say mass, and think this will 
make you godly?. Alas, you may be a fine fellow, but you will fail. You say the Psalter, 
you pray the rosary, you pray all kinds of other prayers, and say a lot of words, you say 
mass, you kneel before the altar, you read your confession, you go on mumbling and 
maundering, as I have done with you in this very place! You do these things and all the 
while you think you are free from sin? Yet in your heart you have such great envy that, if 
you could choke your neighbor and get away with it, you would do it!   And this is how 
you say mass? It would be no wonder if a thunderbolt struck you to the ground. But if 
you have eaten three grams of sugar or some other seasoning, no one could drag you 
to the altar with red-hot tongs. Oh yes you have scruples, and they are taking you to 
heaven with the devil!  I know very well that you don’t like to hear this. Nevertheless, I 
Will tell the truth, I must tell the truth, even though it cost me my neck, as it may next 
week or twenty times over.  But yet that verdict will not be pronounced against me at the 
last judgment!

Now you say, Good Doctor wern’t there learned people a hundred or fifty years ago too. 
Yes that is true; but I am not concerned with the length of time or the number of 
persons. For even though they knew something of it then, the devil has always been a 
mixer, who preferred the pagan writers to the holy gospel. I will tell the truth and must 
tell the truth; for here I stand,  and I am not not taking any money for it either!  
 



Therefore, we should not build upon human law or works, but rather have true faith in 
the One who is the destroyer of sin; then we shall find ourselves growing in Christ, and  
then everything that was bitter before will become sweet. Then our hearts will recognize 
God.  Now as I know too well, when this happens we shall be despised and when we 
shall pay no regard to human laws, the the pope will come and excommunicate you as 
he has me. But then we shall be so united with God that we shall pay no heed 
whatsoever to any hardship, ban, or law.

Then someone may go on and ask: Should we not keep the man-made laws at all? Or, 
can we not continue to pray, fast, and so on, as long as our hearts are right? My answer 
is simple.  If there is present a right Christian love and faith, then everything a man does 
is meritorious; and each may do what he Will's [cf. Rom. 14:22], so long as he has no 
regard for works, since they cannot save him!

In conclusion, then, every single one of us reflect and remember that we cannot help 
ourselves, but only God can save us and also that all of our works are utterly worthless!  
 
Then we shall have the peace that Christ offers in our text.  Let every person so perform 
his work that it benefits not only himself alone, but also others.  If you are rich, your 
wealth should benefit the poor.  If you are poor, your service should benefit the rich. If 
you are a servant or a maidservants, your work should benefit your master, and the 
masters heart should be toward his servants.  Thus no one’s work should benefit 
himself alone; for when you note that you are serving only your own advantage, then 
know your service is false. I am not troubled; I know very well what man-made laws are. 
Let the pope issue as many laws as he likes, If I like them - I will keep all of themI will 
keep them all!

Finally, dear friends of Erfurt, remember that Christ has risen from the dead for our 
sakes as well as the Apostles in our text  Therefore let us also arise and be helpful to 
the weak in faith, and so direct our work that God may be pleased with it. So shall we 
receive the peace Christ offers us by seeing his wounded hands and side afresh today. 
And May God grant us this every day. 

Amen.


