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Not to be confused with hymn writer Paul Gerhardt, who was highlighted in the previous issue of the Epistle, Johann 

Gerhard (1582–1637) was Lutheranism’s chief theologian during what is known as the “Age of Lutheran 

Orthodoxy.” Appointed professor at the University of Jena in 1616, he was beloved by his students and known for 

his peaceful disposition. Never physically robust, his Sacred Meditations, from which this excerpt is taken, were 

written after his recovery from a severe illness. To quote one of the translators of Gerhard’s work: “The age in 

which we live is practical and energetic, more given to work than meditation. It needs the corrective which such 

[works] supply, teaching that there is a spiritual greatness which can only be attained by meditation and prayer.” 

 

s we meditate upon the suffering of our Lord, we cannot but venture a great deal in respect 

to the love of God and His forbearance toward our sins.  He bends His head to kiss us; He 

extends His arms to embrace us; He opens His hands to bestow gifts upon us; He opens 

His side that we may behold His heart glowing with love for us; He is lifted up from the 

earth that He may draw all people unto Himself (John 12:32); His wounds are sore with 

grief, yet gleaming with love; and in those open wounds we must seek for the secret of 

His heart. Truly with Christ is complete redemption (Ps. 130:7); for not a drop only, but 

streams of blood flowed from five parts of His body.  As a bunch of grapes, cast into a 

press, is crushed by the weight placed upon it, and on all sides pours forth its juice, so the flesh of Christ, crushed 

by the weight of divine wrath and the severity of our sins, pours out its precious life-blood on all sides.  

 

When Abraham showed his willingness to offer his son in sacrifice, the Lord said to him, “Now truly I know that 

you love Me” (Gen. 21:12).  Acknowledge, also, the wonderful love of the Eternal Father, in that He was willing 

to deliver up to death His only-begotten Son for us (John 3:16)! He loved us while we were yet enemies (Rom. 

5:10), will He forget us now that we are reconciled by the death of His Son?  Can He be unmindful of the precious 

blood of His own Son, when he numbers even the tears and the steps of His godly children (Ps. 56:8)?  Can Christ 

possibly forget in His life those for whom He was willing to suffer death?  Can He, enthroned in glory, forget 

those for whom He bore such awful anguish upon the earth?  
 

Consider, O faithful soul, the abundant fruit of your Lord’s passion!  Christ for 

us endured the bloody sweat, that the icy sweat of death’s agony might not disturb 

us.  He willingly wrestled with death, that we might not fail in the last trying hour, 

and endured the severest anguish and sorrow, that we might become partakers of 

the eternal joys of heaven.  He suffered Himself to be betrayed by a kiss, the token 

of friendship and good-will, that He might forever destroy sin, by which Satan 

had betrayed our first parents under the guise of a tender friendship. He suffered 

Himself to be taken and bound by the Jews, in order to deliver us, who lay bound 

in the fetters of sin and under eternal condemnation.  He was willing that His 

passion should begin in the Garden, in making an atonement for sin, because in 

the garden of Paradise sin had had its beginning.  He submitted to be strengthened 

(Continued on page 3) 
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(Continued from page 1) 
 

by an angel, that He might make us the companions of the holy angels in heaven.  He is deserted by His own 

disciples, so that He might unite us to Himself the more closely; we, who for our completely corrupt human nature 

had been cast off by God.  He was accused by false witnesses before the Council, that we might not be accused 

by Satan at the last day, through that broken law of God.  He was condemned on earth, that we might be acquitted 

in heaven. He who did not sin, kept silence before sinners, that we might not be struck dumb for our sins, when 

brought before the judgment bar of God on account of our sins.  He suffered Himself to be smitten on the cheek, 

to free us from the stings of conscience and the buffetings of Satan; and to be mocked and insulted, that we might 

set at naught the jibes and jeers of Satan.  His face is covered, that He might remove from our faces the veil of 

sin, which hides God from our eyes, and leads us into culpable ignorance.  

 

e willingly submitted to be stripped of His garments, that He might restore to us the robe of innocence, lost 

through our transgressions.  He was pierced with thorns, that He might heal our sin-pierced hearts.  He bore 

the burden of the cross, so that He might remove from us the awful burden of eternal punishment.  He exclaimed 

that He was forsaken by God, that He might prepare for us an everlasting habitation with God.  He thirsted upon 

the cross, that He might meritoriously earn for us the dews of divine grace, and prevent our dying of an eternal 

soul-thirst.  He was willing to be scorched by the flames of divine wrath, that He might deliver us from the flames 

of hell.  He was judged, that He might free us from God’s judgment; condemned as a criminal, that we the real 

criminals might be acquitted; was smitten by impious hands, that He might deliver us from the devils lash; cried 

out with bitter pain, to save us from eternal wailings; He shed tears upon the earth, that He might wipe away all 

tears from our eyes in heaven; He died, that we might live; He suffered the 

pains of hell, that we might never experience them; He was humbled before 

men, that He might heal our sinful pride; He wore the crown of thorns, that 

He might win for us a heavenly crown.  He suffered for all, that He might 

offer salvation to all.  His eyes were darkened in death, that we might live 

forever in the light of the heavenly glory; He heard the most bitter scoffs and 

taunts of wicked men, that we might hear the jubilant shouts of the angels in 

heaven.  

 

An except from a sermon by Martin Luther for the Feast of the Resurrection. 
 

he present festival directs our attention to that consolatory and joyful 

article of our Creed, in which we confess that Christ on the third day 

arose again from the dead. ... This glorious victory we celebrate today. 

Above all we must firmly believe that in Christ there was a contest between 

God and the devil, between righteousness and sin, between life and death, 

between that which is good and that which is evil, between purity and all manner of corruption, and that the 

triumph was on the side of God. This scene we ought to cherish fondly and earnestly, and often to contemplate.  

 

n the former scene of suffering and death we witnessed our sin, our sentence of condemnation and death 

resting heavily upon Christ, making Him a distressed, pitiable Man; now, on Easter, we have the other scene 

unalloyed with sin; no curse, no frown, no death is visible; it is all life, mercy, happiness and righteousness in 

Christ. This picture can and should cheer our hearts. We should regard it with no other feeling but that today God 

brings us also to life with Christ. We should firmly believe that as we see no sin, no death, no condemnation in 

Christ, so God will also, for Christ's sake, consider us free from these if we faithfully rely upon His Son and 

depend upon His resurrection. Such a blessing we derive from faith. The day will come, however, when faith 

shall be lost in sight and full fruition. 

(Continued on page 4) 
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(Continued) 

 

evertheless, while we are here on earth sin, death, disgrace and reproach, and all kinds of wants and 

infirmities remain with us, and we must patiently bear them. These all relate, however, only to the flesh; for 

in our faith we are already happy. As Christ arose from the dead, and has a life eternal, free from sin and death, 

so have we these treasures in faith. And as surely as the devil could not prevail against Christ, but had to flee, so 

surely will he also flee from the Christian who believes. In the end our body will also be perfected, so that neither 

sin nor death can have power over it. For the present we are as weak and sinful as other people, only that we strive 

to shun open and gross sins. It is true, Christians may also, now and then, be guilty of these, but they remain not 

in them; they flee them again through earnest repentance, and obtain through faith forgiveness of all their sins. ... 

 

These two facts then belong together: through faith in Christ we are pure and holy; on account of the old Adam 

within us we are impure and sinners. This impurity we remember when we pray: “Forgive us our trespasses,” 

and are comforted in the faith that God, for Christ's sake and in the power of His resurrection, hears us and pardons 

us, and gives us eternal life. Thus we are holy in Christ through faith, even if we are sinners; for it matters not 

how much is yet lacking in us: Christ our Lord and Head arose from the dead; He has conquered sin and death, 

and we, through faith in Him, are also freed from their power. Whoever does not believe in this and has not Christ, 

will lie and remain under the dominion of sin, in spite of all his good works and religious observances. 

 

Let us therefore earnestly view and study this joyful, lovely, and blessed Easter scene. It is a picture without sin 

and death. If sin troubles us, if our conscience accuses us of evil deeds and faithlessness, let us remember and 

exclaim: It is true, we are sinners, nor can we deny the weakness of our faith; but we console ourselves with the 

knowledge that Jesus Christ has taken upon Himself and borne our iniquities; and by His resurrection on this 

glorious Easter festival, sin and punishment threaten us no more. Say, devil, sin and death, why did you accuse 

this Man before Pilate and nail Him to the cross? Did you do right in this? And sin, and death, and the devil will 

then confess that a mistake was made—that they wrongfully abused Him. Then we can say to sin, death and the 

Devil: Get you gone, molest us not! 

 
 A Statement from President Harrison on the Death of Justice Scalia 

 

U.S. Supreme Court Justice Antonin Scalia, 79, was found dead at a Texas ranch 
on Saturday morning, February 13, 2016 

 

O the depth of the riches both of the wisdom and knowledge of God! how unsearchable are His judgments and 

how inscrutable His ways!” (Rom. 11:33). 

 

e have received the news of the death of Justice Scalia with deep shock. On the moral issues, on which 

The Lutheran Church—Missouri Synod has taken a public stand (life, marriage, and religious 

freedom), we and all creedal and biblically oriented Christians had no more stalwart friend on the 

Supreme Court than Justice Scalia. He articulated the voice of consistent rationality and unchanging natural law 

—the very voice and sentiment of the founders of this nation—in the face of 

progressivism on the court, which has left our nation morally depleted. Unfortunately 

the death of a great man is often a harbinger of worse things to come. Can the Supreme 

Court harm this nation even more than it has? Are 57 million abortions not enough? 

Unfortunately, we may well fall to even deeper depths of degradation. 

 

Spare us, O God, from what we deserve, and give this nation leaders and justices who 

recognize the unchanging and rational truth of natural law, which accords with the 

Ten Commandments. And grant us justices and leaders who recognize, as did our 

founders, the great benefit of a religious citizenry for the well-being of all. Amen. 

 

Matthew C. Harrison 

President, The Lutheran Church—Missouri Synod 
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Palm Sunday, March 20 
Divine Service, 10:30 am 

Brunch follows the service, 
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Maundy Thursday, March 24 
Divine Service with the  

Stripping of the Altar, 7:30 pm 

 

Good Friday, March 25 
Tenebrae Service, 7:30 pm  

A beautiful service of choral  

music, hymns, and the reading  

of the Passion. 
 

Holy Saturday, March 26 
Easter-Egg Hunt, 1–3 pm 

Crafts, snacks, & hunt! 

All ages invited. Registration forms  

are online and in the narthex. 
 

Easter Sunday, March 27 
Divine Service, 10:30 am 

Celebrate the Feast of the Resurrection with us! 
 

 

REDEEMER LUTHERAN CHURCH 
36-01 Bell Boulevard 

Bayside, NY 11361 

718-229-5770    www.rlcb.org 

www.facebook.com/RedeemerLutheranBayside 
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M U S I C  N O T E S  
The Many Faces of “A Mighty Fortress” 

 

resently we sing Martin Luther’s great hymn, “Ein’ feste Burg” (A Mighty Fortress is Our 

God), to celebrate Reformation Day, October 31. A long-established tradition, this 

connection helps remind us of our heritage and affirms the strength of Lutheran belief. More 

than a church hymn, “Ein feste Burg” has become for many a symbol of Lutheran identity. 

At times it is the “Battle hymn of the Reformation.” Already in the early 18th century, some 

hymnals assigned it to the Festival of the Reformation. Before that, however, it occupied 

another place on the liturgical calendar. 

 

Luther wrote “Ein feste Burg” in the 1520s, and it probably appeared in Klug’s Gesangbuch, published in 1529. 

Based on Psalm 46, it expresses unwavering faith in God and gratitude for salvation.  Originally it was connected 

with the third Sunday in Lent—identified by the word “Oculi,” derived from the Latin introit: “Mine eyes are 

ever toward the Lord.” The Gospel assigned to this Sunday tells of Christ healing a dumb man. He accomplishes 

this miracle by casting out a devil from him who is demon-possessed. When Christ breaks through the power of 

Satan, the dumb man is able to speak. The “mighty fortress” of God that begins Luther’s hymn names God as our 

only protection against Satan.  Verse 3 of the hymn expresses this more specifically in relation to Luke’s account 

of the devil’s work on the dumb man: “Though devils all the world should fill, all eager to devour us; we tremble 

not, we fear no ill, they shall not overpower us.” Thus we understand the relation of “A Mighty Fortress” to the 

third Sunday in Lent. 

 

arly on, the hymn lost its connection with Lent, and in fact it never regained an official position on the annual 

liturgical cycle. That does not mean, however, that it declined in prominence. What apparently happened was 

that later generations focused on different aspects of the text. In the early 17th century, the hymn gained  

theological authority and became a symbol of the Reformation and even of Martin Luther himself. A book printed 

in Hanover in 1731 referred to “Luther’s heroic hymn.” Along the way, interpreters seized on militant wordings 

such as “He fights for us” (verse 2), mistakenly attaching a political or worldly meaning to Luther’s theology. In 

this form, the hymn achieved the status of a folk-song, expressing a national ethos of the German people. For 

example, it was included in an important and very popular collection of poetry published in 1806, entitled Des 

Knaben Wunderhorn: Alte deutsche Lieder (the boy’s magic horn: old German songs), compiled by L. A. Arnim 

and C. Brentano. The title in that volume is “Kriegslied des Glaubens” (war song of faith). Here it mingles some 

original Luther with changes and added verses. This kind of usage set the tone for the association with political 

nationalism and militarism. During the Napoleonic wars (1813), for example, the book Kriegsgesänge für freien 

Deutsche (war songs for free Germans) included the following variant: “A mighty fortress is our God, rise brothers 

to your weapons.”  

 

 major controversy came with the 18th-century “Enlightenment,” when a philosophical movement subjected 

all accepted doctrines to the “doctrine” of rationalism. As a result, “A Mighty Fortress” was rewritten entirely 

or in part by numerous poets and theologians. One goal of such revisions was to soften the text, which, in its 

original form was viewed as too militant in the age of “tolerance.” Some hymnals presented the hymn with an 

added explanation or disclaimer, indicating that it was only there by tradition. An often-contested part of the hymn 

was the final line in the last verse: “The kingdom [of God] ours remaineth.” Up-to-date theologians and church 

leaders feared that this expression of confidence rather made a statement of exclusivity. That is, it might sound 

anti-Catholic, and in any event, it showed intolerance. Accordingly, this line received many petty revisions. In 

one version, it was rendered: “Heaven must remain ours.” In this case, perhaps, the word “kingdom” bothered 

this author. By removing the word “kingdom,” he has erased any possible perception that the word could refer to 

an earthly kingdom. (Apparently he was not concerned about who possessed heaven.) 

 

he following version of “A Mighty Fortress” attained widespread currency between 1750 and 1800, when it 

appeared in numerous hymnals. It is revealing to compare it with Luther’s original, here with literal English 

translation of each: 
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Luther’s original Version of 1783, based on 1752 

 

1. Ein’ feste burg ist unser Gott 1. Ein starker schutz ist unser Gott, 

A mighty fortress is our God A strong protection is our God, 

Ein gute wehr und waffen. Auf den wir uns verlassen. 

A good shield and weapon. On whom we can rely. 

Er hilft uns frey aus aller noth, Er hilft uns treu aus aller noth; 

He helps us free from every need He helps us faithfully in every need 

Die uns jetz hat betroffen. Mag doch die welt uns hassen! 

That has us now affected. Though the world may hate us! 

Der alt’ böse feind Satan, unser feind, 

The old evil foe Satan, our foe, 

Mit ernst ers jetzt meynt; Der mit ernst es meynt, 

Now means it seriously; Who means it seriously; 

Groß macht und viel list Rüstet sich mit list, 

Great might and much guile Arms himself with guile 

Sein grausam’ rüstung ist; Trotzt, daß er mächtig ist; 

Is his fierce armour; Though he is mighty  

Auf erd’n ist nicht sein’s gleichen Ihm gleicht kein feind auf erden.  

On earth is not his equal.  No enemy on earth is his equal. 
 

t should be noted that the later version contains nothing that could be considered as heresy (also not in verses 

2–4). It does, however, alter the original considerably, and one can see the tendency towards flattening or 

softening Luther’s language. Indeed, the very words “A mighty fortress” had to go. They smacked too much of 

militant strength. Equally repugnant was the next line, which speaks of weaponry. The replacement lines, while 

not incorrect, paint a much blander image. Toward the end, also, the new version removes the “fierce armor” of 

Satan, and only credits him as “mighty.”  

 

his “improved” version of Luther’s text caused strife in congregations for decades, lasting well into the 19th 

century. Moreover, numerous other strong hymns fell victim to the “do-gooders” of the times. Their efforts 

are not unlike what we call “politically correct” speech today. Fortunately, later generations of hymnal producers 

restored the hymn to its proper form. Many of those who fought the good fight to keep the true legacy of Martin 

Luther, however, can only rejoice for the victory in heaven. 

 

Jane Schatkin Hettrick 

Director of Parish Music 

 

RUMMAGE SALE  
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